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Exegesis 

Australian Speculative Fiction for Adolescents 

as "Literature of Anxiety' 

by Michael Barry 

'In times of peace, the warlike man attacks himself 
Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil. 
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Introduction 

This paper examines the techniques used to establish verisimilitude in selected 

works of Australian speculative fiction (sf) for young adults, and suggests a theoretical 

approach, based on Clute's classification of the sf genres as 'literatures of anxiety' that 

may be useful in studying fictional works. The paper finally assesses the accompanying 

novel The Long Fall against the theoretical framework and techniques used in the 

selected works. 

It is not possible to attempt a comprehensive survey in a work of this length, so 

the selection under study was limited to works first published between 1990 and 2000 

under young adult (YA) imprints; by authors who are Australian or residents of Australia; 

and in the speculative fiction (sf) genres of science fiction and fantasy. Where necessary 

for comparative purposes, however, the paper goes beyond these limitations. Although 

speculative fiction usually also includes horror (generally set in a 'real-world' milieu, with 

a horrific and supernatural divergence), this paper omits the Y A horror sub-genre 

principally for reasons of space, but also for reasons of relevance to the attached creative 

thesis. It should be noted that the selection of works is essentially arbitrary, as are genre 

distinctions. This exegesis therefore covers works that straddle genres, for example those 

such as Garth Nix's Sabriel and Dave Luckett's A Dark Journey, both of which 

incorporate elements of horror in a fantasy setting. Such works are sometimes known as 

'dark fantasy,' a generic term denoting a hybrid of the horror and fantasy genres. 

Speculative fiction 

Cawelti [1976:6] categorises 'formulaic literature' as being largely similar to the 

literary concept of 'genre'; however, Cawelti considers the term 'genre' to be too loosely 

employed, and limits the use of the term 'genre' to 'particular sorts of story patterns and 

effects' rather than 'the broadest sort of literary type such as drama, prose fiction, lyric 

poetry.' Cawelti concedes that so long as it is clear what is being talked about, the term 

'genre' can be used interchangeably with 'formula' [1976:7]. In the interests of 

compatibility with other critical works, this paper uses the term 'genre' as Cawelti uses 

'formula'; that is, as 'a means of generalizing the characteristics of large groups of 
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individual works from certain combinations of cultural materials and archetypal story 

patterns.' Speculative fiction includes the three major genres of fantasy, science fiction 

and horror. In the science fiction genre the fantastic premise is mostly scientific in nature, 

while in fantasy the divergences from the 'real world' tend to be mythic, historical or 

supernatural. Disch distinguishes 'science fiction' from 'fantasy' in his discussion of the 

works of HG Wells and Jules Verne: that the worlds of science fiction are both 'thrilling 

and possible,' [2000:67, emphasis in original] based on extrapolation from known 

scientific principles (Disch uses the example of interplanetary travel); while fantasy could 

never be possible, in portraying the impossible, such as (for example) elves, goblins, 

magic and fire-breathing dragons. The astute reader will, however, note that such 

distinctions will shift over time as the state of scientific knowledge changes. This work 

acknowledges considerable overlap between science fiction and fantasy; a major reason 

for the term 'speculative fiction' being used here is to prevent works from being arbitrarily 

excluded. For purposes of clarity, the reader should note that the literature often uses the 

abbreviations 'SF' (upper case) or 'sci-fi' to refer to science fiction specifically, and that 

some critics even use 'science fiction' to refer to speculative fiction in general; that is, 

science fiction, fantasy and horror. For clarity, this work broadly refers to speculative 

fiction by the abbreviation 'sf (lower case) and where necessary uses the distinct terms 

'science fiction' and 'fantasy' in reference to the particular genres. 

Speculative fiction (hereafter sf) encompasses fiction in which the depicted milieu 

or characters diverges from the world we know in some aspect of history, science, the 

supernatural, or a combination of the three. Evans considers the origins of sf to be 

ancient, citing Lucian of Samosata (c. 125-180 CE), the Roman orator and satirist whose 

A True Story incorporates warfare between bizarre creatures from other planets 

[1966:22-29]. Johannes Kepler, Francis Bacon, Dean Swift, Cyrano de Bergerac and 

Voltaire also wrote works incorporating speculative fiction themes such as space travel, 

alien creatures and scientific discovery [Evans 1966:91]; however, Mary Shelley's 

Frankenstein [1818], depicting a scientist giving life to a being constructed of human 

cadavers, is the first work that is widely agreed to be speculative fiction 

[Ballard 1996:192]. However, one feature that all these early works have in common is 
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that they illustrate, dissect or satirise some aspect of the world in which the writer lives by 

extrapolating from (for example) scientific principles or mythology. Sf has been 

politically subversive since these earliest works. HG Wells' The Time Machine (1895) 

extrapolates Marxian class warfare to its logical, and hideous, conclusion [Rose 1981:7], 

as according to Wood [1975:136]: 

...science fiction is primarily social criticism, usually veiled in the remoteness of time and 
alien location. Good science fiction communicates most effectively by projecting current 
problems to their logical future conclusions...(sf) is an extension of current trends to 
logical and frequently horrible conclusions... 

Wells' War of the Worlds (1899) depicted London, the British imperial capital, . 

being conquered by technologically superior invaders from Mars; in the text, Wells draws 

an explicit parallel to the extermination of the Tasmanian aborigines during European 

conquest and colonisation [Asimov 1986:210-214]. Ernst Bloch even considers the 

political literature of Karl Marx to be a kind of sf: 

'...fairy tales with a forward and liberating look: human beings in an upright posture who 
strive for an autonomous and nonalienating setting that allows for democratic cooperation 
and humane consideration...The active struggle against unjust and barbaric conditions in 
the world leads to home, or Utopia, a place nobody has known but that represents 
humankind coming into its own...' [cited in Zipes 1985:260] 

The reader of speculative fiction is Actively entering a new world, and must use 

their own experience and intellectual tools to make that world meaningful. Sf uses a 

technique of'deliberate distancing...to offer the reader a refreshingly 

different...perspective on the human species and the world it inhabits' 

[James 1994: vii-viii]. Rose considers the subject of sf to be '...the familiar in relation to 

the unfamiliar, the ordinary in relation to the extraordinary' [1981:27], while for James 

'Mainstream fiction normally takes the world of our own experience as its setting...sf 

alters the world of our experience in minor or major ways' [1994:96]. Robert Irwin 

compares sf and mainstream novels: 

'However convoluted and nasty the (Ruth) Rendell plot may be, one still knows exactly 
where to buy a pizza or a used car. Science fiction writers, on the other hand, prefer to tell 
their readers to get lost, and it is the landscape in which the readers get lost that poses 
some of the nastiest challenges... The environment itself is the horrific riddle; it may even 
be the product of some unguessed-at crime.' (James 1994:120, emphasis mine) 
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In sf, the metaphorical combination of familiar elements suggests the unfamiliar, 

in a way that each aspect reflects and illuminates another. Rose [1981:16] cites Ursula 

le Guin: 

Science fiction is metaphor. What sets it apart from older forms of fiction seems to be its 
use of new metaphors, drawn from certain great dominants of our contemporary life ~ 
science, all the sciences, and technology, and the relativistic and the historical outlook, 
among them...The future, in fiction, is a metaphor. 

The metaphor, a new and unfamiliar composite of familiar concepts, is 

particularly valuable in depicting the unknown — and so is a particularly useful tool in 

speculative fiction. 

Borges' Book of Imaginary Beings describes fictional creatures in terms of the 

familiar; the Greek sphinx is equal parts human, lion and bird [1974:135]; harpies are 

part-woman, part-bird [1974:77-8]; and the chimaera (lion, goat and snake) has itself 

become synonymous for a combination of disparate characteristics into a new thing. The 

idea of metaphor as source of wisdom dates from ancient times. In Aristotle's Rhetoric: 

...to learn easily is naturally pleasant to all, and words mean something, so that those 
words that produce knowledge for us are most pleasant. Exotic words are unfamiliar, and 
pertinent ones we know, and so it is metaphor that particularly has this effect. 

....one must also draw the metaphor...from related but not obvious things...even in 

philosophy it requires speculative capacity to observe the similarity in very mutually 

remote things... [Aristotle III, 1410-12, emphasis mine]. Sf editor and critic David 

Hartwell says that the appeal of sf'...lies in its combination of the rational, the believable, 

with the miraculous...an appeal to the sense of wonder.' [cited in James 1994:105]. 

Meeter says of Vonnegut's sf that: '...the reader's pleasure is derived not only from the 

continued tension between tone and material...(but) from the tension between two kinds 

of material, one fantastic and the other real.' [1975:198-99, emphasis in original]. The 

best works of sf: 

...show us the incomprehensibility of the unknown and the limits of the knowable... the 
key characteristic of the type is the representation of some alien being or state and the 
underlying moral fantasy is our dream that the unknowable can be known and related to in 
some meaningful fashion. [Cawelti 1977:48-9]. 

There is no simple demarcation between sf and other genres, or even between sf 

and 'literary' fiction; John Barth regards the literary magic realism of Borges as 'the 
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contamination of reality by dream' [cited in Meeter 1975:199], while for James '...the 

postmodernist novel, in alliance with Latin American magical realism, frequently treats 

the world of experience in as cavalier and playful a way as any sf writer' [1994:100]. In 

Imaginary Homelands, Salman Rushdie explores the roots of the term metaphor ('bearing 

across') as 'the migration of ideas into images' [1984:278]; Rushdie considers that 

migrants are 'borne-across humans...metaphorical beings in their very essence; and 

migration, seen as a metaphor, is everywhere around us...' [Rushdie 1984:278]. Rushdie's 

fiction incorporates distinctive themes of the sf genres, such as fantastic creatures, magic, 

and comic-book superhuman powers1. Rushdie's work in particular demonstrates that 

generic categories are best seen as rough guidelines to theme and content, rather than as 

brands that clearly distinguish between works. The disjointed nature of modern life makes 

migration a common experience for all of us, because 'We all cross frontiers...we are all 

migrant peoples' [Rushdie 1984:279]. The disconnection from the familiar associated 

with 'migrant' disjointedness is mirrored in sf, in the protagonist's struggles to understand 

the new world they have entered. 

Many writers of sf are critical of those responsible for generic classifications. 

According to James, 'Publishers try to create publishing categories; academics try to 

produce technically satisfying definitions; but it is ultimately the reader who decides what 

belongs to the genre' [1994:95]. Kurt Vonnegut describes sf as 'a category designed for 

the ease of critics' [cited in Wood et al. 1975:134-5], while Thomas Disch says of the sf 

publishing industry that 'Sameness is what marketers want us to want' [2000:210-11]. It is 

arguably more useful to see sf as a tradition of interaction between readers and writers. 

Over time, generic definitions change as the readers and writers change, and individual 

texts are re-evaluated against those definitions [Rose 1981:18-19], because: 

Rushdie's controversial Satanic Verses, for example, incorporates elements of all of the 
speculative genres — science fiction, fantasy and horror. However, the literary establishment prefers to use 
the more 'respectable' term magic realism. 
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Texts are concrete and particular. Generic ideas are not only more abstract than individual 
texts; they are fundamentally different in nature. They provide...the 'environment' in 
which texts are written, the matrix that makes composition possible...Texts are 
comparable to utterances in a language. Generic ideas are comparable to language itself; 
they exist as elements within a continuously changing system of mutually defining terms... 
[Rose 1981:17] 

The generic 'conversation' incorporates a range of themes and expectations by 

which the genre is recognised. Damien Broderick considers the sf genre a field in which 

writers contributing to the same tradition may influence each other [1995:109-115], 

echoing Rose's discussion of distinctive themes and preoccupations, which make sf: 

...not a pigeonhole but a context for writing and reading...Instead of thinking of (sf) as a 
thing, a kind of object to be described, it is perhaps more useful to think of it as a 
tradition, a developing complex of themes, attitudes, and formal strategies that, taken 
together, constitute a general set of expectations. [Rose 1981:4, emphasis mine] 

Broderick suggests that sf relies not only on the metaphoric creation of new and 

fantastic concepts from a combination of familiar elements, but that the genre itself is a 

conversation between writers, establishing new familiar elements from ideas which were 

themselves once fantastic [Broderick 1995:157]. Pegasus, for example, was originally the 

proper name of Bellerophon's winged horse [Greene & Sharman-Burke 1999:55-6] but 

has since become a generic noun for a winged horse in the fantasy genre [see, for 

example, Sutcliffe 1999]. 

A prevalent theme in sf is that of anxiety over the world in which reader and 

writer live. JG Ballard considers that 'science fiction is a response to science and 

technology as perceived by the inhabitants of the consumer goods society' and that 

anxiety over the pace of technological progress means that 'Everything is becoming 

science fiction' [Ballard 1996:205]. For Wood et ah '...Contemporary man has been 

altered by his (sic) relation to the machine, and even the writer who chooses not to deal 

directly with the machine must realize that he deals with a machine-influenced man and 

society' [1975:139]. Zipes explicitly connects sf with the dissatisfaction of readers, in 

terms echoing Salman Rushdie: 

'It is the way of the world to counsel men to adjust to the world's pressures, and they have 
learned this lesson; only their wishes and dreams will not hearken to it. In this respect 
virtually all human beings are futuristic; they transcend their past life...they think they 
deserve a better life...and regard the inadequacy of their lot as a barrier, and not just as 
the way of the world...' [Zipes 1985:261, emphasis in original]. 
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Just as Rushdie considers all people as 'migrants,' Zipes characterises humans as 

'futuristic' in the way that their imaginations transcend and interrogate their present 

situation. Sf works incorporating a nuclear Armageddon, for example, were most 

prevalent (and popular) during the Cold War period in which people considered such an 

event a very real possibility, and sought reassurance in fiction. Sf writers explore their 

preoccupations and anxieties in fictional form, and many readers are attracted to fiction 

addressing those themes with which they are themselves preoccupied. Punter argues that 

Gothic sf remains relevant in the modern era, because such fiction addresses deep social 

and psychological fears. [Punter 1980], while Whitehead considers the 

destruction/renewal myth incorporated in sf of the era to be '...a powerful demand for a 

second chance, for a fresh start' because 'the return to an aboriginal or to an 

uncomplicated pastoral condition...brings comfort to an anxious world1 [1991:181-2]. 

Whitehead notes that in denying the real possibility of total destruction many post-

apocalypse stories were dangerously sentimental: 

'...about the blissfully anarchic, tribal lives the lucky fifteen million survivors are going to 
lead in a Britain miraculously free of corpses...The post-nuclear catastrophe novel has 
become a science fiction genre all of its own, sometimes as a warning ~ more often the 
saddest and most irresponsible kind of whistling in the dark.' [Whitehead 1991:181 ] 

Whitehead, however, fails to acknowledge the practical difficulty of writing 

fiction set in a world in which there are no survivors of a nuclear Armageddon; the 

readership for ghost stories and empty-world vignettes is, at best, limited. Ballard, in 

contrast to Whitehead, considers 'that the catastrophe story...represents a constructive and 

positive act by the imagination...an attempt to confront a patently meaningless universe 

by challenging it at its own game.' [Ballard 1996:208-9]. Since the 1980s sf has turned to 

other social and technological developments that threaten the safety or very existence of 

the reader and their world, such as corporate economic domination, ecological 

devastation,2 government electronic intrusion on private life, and the impact of artificial 

intelligence and biological technologies. 

2 Australian sf writer George Turner's The Sea and Summer [1987], for example, was one of the 
first works of fiction or nonfiction to address the consequences of the Greenhouse Effect. Similarly, Joe 
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The "Literatures of Anxiety" 

Sf writers enhance the verisimilitude of their narratives by depicting worlds that 

provide metaphors for their reader's anxieties. In an article for the Washington Post Book 

World, John Clute [1999] encompasses the speculative fiction genres with the term 

'literatures of anxiety,' an attempt to link the characteristic themes of the genre with an 

observable psychological and social condition within readers and authors. Clute claims 

that the 'genres of anxiety' are aimed at alleviating the reader's apprehension over their 

changing world. Clute considers the sf genres frequently show a powerful menace 

threatening ordinary individuals, who ultimately defeat the enemy with cunning and a 

previously-unrevealed inner strength; more rarely, as in Orwell's Nineteen Eighty-Four or 

Huxley's Brave New World, the menace triumphs over the individual. Clute presents the 

pastoral and medieval settings of fantasy as an escapist reaction to modern urbanisation 

and industrialisation, depicting a mollifying morality of good and evil that is absent from 

the 'real world1 of the reader; and science fiction's theme of technological advance either 

enshrines scientific logic as saviour or (as in Shelley's Frankenstein) punishes the hubris 

of scientists exposing secrets that humanity was never meant to know. However, the 

common theme of sf is that of anxiety represented in the form of obstacles that the 

(hopefully sympathetic) protagonist must overcome. 

For Clute, the sf narrative transports the reader into a fictional world in which 

their present-day anxieties are at least temporarily neutralised [Clute 1999]. Freud 

theorised that repressed emotional impulses are transformed into anxiety, and so the 

familiar (heimlich) becomes the unfamiliar, or uncanny (unheimlich) [cited in Zipes 

1985:258]. In an argument that echoes both Freud and Clute, Zipes states that: 

'the very act of reading a fairy tale is an uncanny experience in that it separates the reader 
from the restrictions of reality from the onset and makes the repressed unfamiliar 
(unheimlich) familiar once more...estrangement or separation from a familiar world 
(induces) an uncanny feeling that is both frightening and comforting.' [Zipes 1985:259, 
emphasis in original] 

Haldeman's The Forever War, although science fiction, was one of the first works of fiction that drew upon 
the author's service in the Vietnam War. 
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Norman Spinrad, however, claims that modern speculative fiction is in fact 

preoccupied with spiritual transcendence: 

(Sf) seeks to explore the possibilities of transcendence within the known physical 
parameters of a universe without any deity but chaos at the controls, and more, upon 
occasion much more, which seeks to evoke transcendent experiences ~ satoris as the 
Buddhists would have it, the sense of wonder as science fiction fans would have it ~ 
within the consciousness of its readers. 

Through the telling of tales... [Spinrad 2001:134] 

In discussing the science fiction of Sir Arthur C. Clarke, Spinrad states that even 

though Clarke is known as a 'hard' sf writer (that is, dealing with the 'hard sciences' of 

physics, chemistry and astronomy, as opposed to the 'soft sciences' such as anthropology, 

psychology and sociology) Clarke's works share a preoccupation with 'the dialectic 

between the immutable laws of mass and energy and transcendence, between the 'hard 

science fiction for which he is most famous and the mystical impulse...' 

[Spinrad 2001:135]. At its best, sf'can summon up transcendental visions out of the nuts 

and bolts of the laws of mass and energy...made all the more powerful because it is both 

metaphor and reality. [Spinrad 2001:137, emphasis in original]; as Patricia Wrightson 

says, 'in fantasy the dream is always real' [1985:74]. Although Spinrad takes the 

argument much farther than Clute, both would agree that sf is preoccupied with the 

project of seeking a solution to the anxieties of modernity ~ the difference is that Clute 

sees sf as merely offering a comforting illusion that such a solution exists. Whether or not 

there is a solution, however, Clute's definition is useful in that it links the themes of the 

'literatures of anxiety' to an observable psychological and social condition within writers 

and readers. 

Adolescence and the literatures of anxiety 

Clute's analysis of the 'literatures of anxiety' strongly evokes the subjective experience 

of adolescence. The person developing from child to adult experiences change and 

fluidity as the rule rather than the exception: the adolescent's physique, sexuality, 

emotions, intellect, social status and future economic potential are all moving from 

potential to actual state. The adolescent is in a particularly powerless position, with few 

ways in which to impose their will upon the world, while the adult world sees the 
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adolescent as a tabula rasa upon which parents, teachers, advertisers, peers, entertainers 

and opinion makers may inscribe their own agendas. Such themes are often found in Y A 

speculative fiction: in Catherine Jinks' Piggy in the Middle [1998], for example, Dallas is 

an independent teenager who slowly comes to the realisation that a genetic research 

laboratory has grafted her own genetic material into a pig. Issues of identity, ethics, 

legality and morality arise, and the protagonist must resolve the situation, reflecting the 

adolescent reader's struggles to establish their own identity and relationship with society. 

Clute's definition offers a useful filter through which we can examine Y A fiction, 

and may in fact explain why sf is so strongly represented in fiction publishing for 

adolescents.3 Chambers considers there to be two major concerns of adolescence: 'The 

first is a concern with freedom. The second is a concern with parents, and especially the 

crisis between child and father.' [1986:90]. Hartwell explicitly connects sf with Y A 

writing [cited in James 1994:105], and even though Dixon criticises the political subtext 

of most sf, he supports Hartwell's argument in saying that there is '...less of a distinction 

made, in fiction of this type (sf), between adults and children...' [1977:90]. Sf remains a 

useful tool for interrogating assumptions about our own world, as the genre is: 

...primarily concerned with the ways in which science-fiction worlds can be used to 
explore the nature and limits of our own reality. Even if the familiar world is nowhere 
explicitly invoked in a science-fiction story, it is always implicitly present as the reference 
point for the narrative. [Rose 1981:28] 

Sf writer and critic Samuel Delaney suggests that sf'uses its marginal status as a 

position from which to criticise the world' [Broderick 1995:154]. Adolescent concerns 

about the nature of their world can be addressed through '...the characteristic science-

fiction effect of "estrangement" or "defamiliarization" by recording the transformation of 

the familiar into an unfamiliar world through the agency of a fantastic intruder' [Rose 

1981:26]. JG Ballard, however, cautions against Rose's approach of analysing sf too 

closely, and (as does Broderick) draws the reader's attention back to the genre as 

entertainment: -

3 According to Locus magazine's book summary for 2000, the Y A category accounted for 17% of 
science fiction, 28% of fantasy and 16% of horror novels. [Locus 2001] 
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Almost all the criticism of science fiction has been written by benevolent outsiders, who 
combine zeal with ignorance, like high-minded missionaries viewing the sex-rites of a 
fertile aboriginal tribe and finding every laudable influence at work except the 
outstanding length of penis...critics in the past who have found any mystical strains at 
work have been blinded by the camouflage [Ballard 1996:206] 

Sf, whether for adults or children, frequently uses the device of a child or an 

adolescent exploring their own world, as a way of exposing the fantastic milieu to the 

(equally unfamiliar) reader4. As discussed earlier, the sf narrative illuminates the reader's 

relationship with the world in ways that allow a new perspective on the familiar. 

Matthews insists that 'fantasy is not merely a legitimate means of addressing real-life 

concerns but in fact a far more effective means' [1998:17-18]. James considers sf 

uniquely able to challenge and subvert assumptions about the world, because while: 

...readers of a mainstream text can assume they share a knowledge of the background to 
the narrative with the author.. ..readers of an sf text have to construct that background for 
themselves, reorganising their assumptions and knowledge, reversing and distorting 
conventional structures and relationships... [1994:96] 

The power of sf narratives in subverting 'real world' assumptions depends on how 

readily the reader considers such narratives believable, conveying a sense of 

verisimilitude and depicting characters that engage the reader's sympathies. Many readers, 

however, cannot tolerate sf, while other readers find that 'reading novels without the 

element of the fantastic is like eating food without salt or spices.' [James 1994:100]. 

Although readers may find the fictional 'worlds' of sf fascinating, human interest must 

establish emotional connection with the reader, by depicting believable characters 

interacting with their fictional 'world' or setting. The Long Fall's protagonist, Rhea, is 

cynical, grows increasingly angry at being manipulated by friends and authority figures, 

and finds it difficult to appreciate or even understand her own body; however, Rhea is 

also compassionate, ambitious and interested in improving the world in which she lives. 

These facets of Rhea should help establish identification with an adolescent readership. 

HG Wells said of his stories that: 

4 Doctorow [2000:123] gives further examples: 'people who awake after a lengthy sleep or 
hibernation, veterans teaching recruits, primitives...who must figure out their surroundings to survive, and a 
professor or inventor of a travelling device and his (often stowaway) passengers.' In The Long Fall, Rhea is 
a newcomer to the Station. All share the reader's perspective of needing to be 'shown around' the author's 
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...the living interest lies in their nonfantastic elements and not in the invention itself. They 
are appeals for human sympathy...and the fantastic element, the strange property, is used 
only to throw up and intensify our natural reactions of wonder, fear or perplexity. 
[Lightman 1994:ix]. 

Different readers will find the same piece of fiction 'realistic' or 'unrealistic' 

depending on their preferences (shaped by experience, temperament and philosophy) but 

regardless of the setting or genre, a reader will be more engaged in a narrative if the 

characters are believable and sympathetic. British sf author Brian Aldiss regards his 

fictional world of his Helliconia Summer as: 

...a place much like our world, with only one factor changed - the length of the year. It 
was to be a stage of the kind of drama in which we are embroiled in our century... 

Invention took over from allegory...When I was farthest away from my original 
conception...I discovered that I was expressing dualities that were as relevant to our 
century as to Helliconia's. 

For the people of Helliconia...interest us only if they mirror our concerns...No one wants a 
passport to a nation of talking slugs. [1988:5] 

The recombination of familiar elements throws character and social relations into 

sharp relief; for example, Margo Lanagan's 'The Queen's Notice' [2000:89-100] depicts 

creatures with human intelligence that live in a hive and behave like colonial insects, such 

as ants. Superficially, the human-like conversation and interaction in Lanagan's "The 

Queen's Notice" provides an insight on the behaviour of colonial animals; however, the 

combination of the two familiar elements also comments on aspects of human society of 

interest to adolescents, in particular social status (the 'notice' of the title): 

Near the pantry he met Barraud, one of the queen's two paramours. Dybbol did not give 
way as he should; instead, he reared and gaped, roughing the air in his mouth-hairs. Here 
at last would be a fight! Oh, and he was ready - he was unafraid even of a paramour 
today! He hissed and went forward -

- and met nothing. He fell to his paws. Barraud was gone off-side, two tunnels along. 

'Aargh! Face me! Come at me!' 

'I will not,' came Barraud's trilling. 'You are all over favoured and must save yourself for 
Her Immensity.' [Lanagan 2000:96] 

Wood discusses a break between Henry James and HG Wells, who could not 

agree: 

imaginary world — the author's objective is to convey necessary information without seeming to lecture (or 
'infodump') the reader. 
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...whether the novel should be, as James insisted, "the only means of encompassing 
human experience," or as Wells insisted, "it should subordinate art to social message...and 
be engaged in the furtherance of social welfare." ...Of far more importance (for Wells) 
was the dialogue, so to speak, with the reader...the value of the novel for Wells was that it 
could deal with social problems, and deal in the 'tremendous work of human 
reconciliation.' [Wood 1975:138] 

Wood considers the breach between Wells and James to be the beginning of 

today's divide between sf and 'literary' fiction; however, the best modern sf unites 

Wellsian "literature of ideas" and James' "literature of experience" by representing idea 

as experience, such as the interaction between humanity and technology5. Books that 

approach such topics with psychological realism can establish a strong emotional 

connection with the reader; fiction written by veterans of war, for example, emphasises 

the psychological cost and social dislocation of returning soldiers, particularly their 

difficulty in being understood by partners, friends and family6. The fantastic ideas 

depicted in sf serve as metaphors for aspects of the 'real world' that are explored through 

character conflict; in fiction for adolescents, these themes include dislocation and 

loneliness. Many Y A works use sf themes to explore their theme of alienation. In Gillian 

Rubinstein's Galax-Arena [1994], for example, the constructed nature of the protagonist's 

'reality' is concealed until late in the narrative, delivering a jarring effect that fits the 

book's theme of social and personal alienation. In Galax-Arena, however, one sf theme 

(that of protagonist kidnapped by aliens) is replaced by another (protagonist kidnapped to 

serve as an experimental subject), with the effect that the reader is brought to question 

even the book's final revelation. 

Victor Kelleher's fiction depicts adolescents' efforts at establishing their identity 

and individuality. Del-Del is a complex attempt at exploring repressed anger, and the 

impacts of that repression upon the family. Sam, a child genius, is 'possessed' by the 

creature known as Del-Del. His sister, Laura, died exactly a year before, and Sam begins 

5 Greg Egan, an interesting new Australian writer, writes short sf that goes further than before in 
representing the human and metaphysical implications of new technology; Egan's anthologies Axiomatic 
and Luminous include, for example, short stories on the human impacts of biotechnology, cybernetics, 
relativity and even abstract mathematics. 

6 A few examples are Erich Maria Remarque's All Quiet on the Western Front, Joe Haldeman's 
The Forever War, Bao Ninh's The Sorrow of War and Ty Andre's On My Brother's Shoulders. 
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behaving strangely at the anniversary visit to the cemetery. At first, the family believes 

that Sam is playing a game with them ~ but it quickly becomes obvious that Sam is 

insane, or worse, possessed. The child (Sam) separates his anger (Del-Del) from himself, 

so it can find an outlet. However, the violation drives Sam further away from his family, 

reinforcing the anger and alienation. 

The narrative of Kelleher's Del-Del achieves verisimilitude by subverting genre 

expectations. Each of the book's three parts appears to be a different genre, and appears to 

come to a resolution typical of the genre; however, then the narrative spins into a different 

'generic territory'. In the first third, Del-Del is shown as a demon who has possessed the 

protagonist's brother Sam (horror genre); in the second, Del-Del is an alien controlling 

Sam's mind (science fiction); and in the final third, the 'monster' proves to be Sam 

himself, manifesting a psychotic secondary personality intent on destroying the family 

(social realism): 

...in the far distance, so far away that it might have been reaching me from another world, 
I heard faint chanting. It grew louder, nearer, keeping time to the steady drumming of the 
rain. 

"Del-Del doesn't care. Del-Del doesn't care. Del-Del doesn't care." 

...It simply droned on, monotonous, the kind of noise a child might make to overcome 
fear or dread. 

"Del-Del doesn't care. Del-Del doesn't care." [Kelleher 1993:182] 

Every character in Del-Del attempts to exercise some kind of authority: mother 

and father, responding to the situation with cold logic and confused anger respectively; 

grandparents, calling on tradition and spirituality, and the protagonist, Sam's sister Beth, 

finally prevails by appealing to Sam's love for family - which was the source of Sam's 

problem. Even minor characters such as the Catholic priest [1993:43-44], Mr Hardcastle 

the mystic [1993:57-78], and Dr Pohl the astronomer [1993:139-142] are authority 

figures of religion, spiritualism and science respectively. However the child Sam is the 

figure most directly responsible for aggression and violence, as the demonic Del-Del is a 

composite of Sam's precocious intellect and his denial of grief over his sister Laura's 

death. Ultimately Sam himself wields a psychological power over his family - by 

destroying the family, Sam becomes Del-Del, a creature who 'doesn't care.' 
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[Kelleher 1993:182] Sam/Del-Del manipulates the entire family; while even Laura, the 

dead sister, initiated the dangerous game of denial that led to Sam becoming Del-Del: 

The truth is, Del-Del was never any of those weird creatures Sam made him out to be. He 
was merely a part of Sam himself - the hard, brainy part that didn't want to get hurt, that 
shied away from the painful fact of Laura's death. There was certainly nothing evil about 
him. If you ask me, we all have a Del-Del locked away in a cupboard somewhere; a 
hidden self we'd rather not acknowledge.' [1993:194] 

Kelleher in fact enhances the reader's unease, as Del-Del's switches in 'genre' 

violate the reader's expectations: once the (horror genre) 'demon' is dispelled, the reader 

expects that the narrative following is more 'truthful'; so that when the horror narrative 

yields to science-fiction, the reader assumes they have 'broken through' to a greater degree 

of'reality' - contributing to the verisimilitude of the narrative. When Del-Del's science-

fictional 'Voyager' is also dispelled, the reader is left with a sense of uncertainty and 

unease even after the narrative returns to the supposedly 'safe' and 'rational' worlds of 

psychology and social realism. As Rubinstein does in Galax-Arena, Kelleher leaves the 

reader wondering if this final refuge might be yet another trick. 

Kelleher's The Ivory Trail is set within a 'rite of passage' frame-narrative, based on 

a 'spirit journey' into the lives of people long dead. The 'past lives' comprise five 

individual short stories, illuminating the protagonist Jamie's conflict with his family's 

expectations. The protagonist's cynicism resonates with the adolescent reader's 

experiences of a family treating them as a child: 

She spread her hands wide. "You're a Hassan, Jamie, same as I am. You know what being 
chosen means." 

"That I'll be a channeller for the rest of my life?" 

"What else? It's in our blood. It's who we are as a family. It's what we've been doing for 
generations...(Grandfather) was already one of a long line of channellers, a line that 
extends back into ancient Egypt." 

"So what?" I said. "None of that helps me...I have no choice in the matter." 
[Kelleher 1999:193-4] 

Jamie's refusal to follow the traditional 'ivory trail' (the spirit journey) alienates 

him from his family, but his experience with past lives leads to a reconciliation 

[Kelleher 1999:209-12]. The Ivory Trail concludes with a call to further adventure; an 

open-ended journey of self-discovery [1999:213]. 

Michael Barry Exegesis /17 



Several aspects of The Long Fall parallel Kelleher's approach. For example, the 

protagonists of The Long Fall and The Ivory Trail (Rhea and Jamie Hassan, respectively) 

are uninterested in joining the adventure offered them, and even when they act, both 

Jamie and Rhea maintain their cynicism: 

I'd finally worked it out. They wanted me to get into a state. To feel insecure and worried. 
This was their latest ploy, a roundabout way of tempting me further along the trail. 

Well, I had news for them! I had no intention of playing their silly games. 
[Kelleher 1999:144-5, emphasis in original] 

'I don't believe that,' I growl in her face. 'You could have shown me holovids. You dressed 
me in Grey clothes and sent me where you knew I'd be attacked - why?' 

Harlen's hands scrabble to pull my fingers loose, but I'm too strong. Tightening my grip 
on her collar. 'AH right, yes,' she deflates, legs collapsing under her. 'Resistance plan. 
Recruit Coalition officers as sympathisers.' Her face is pale, her eyes dull. I hope it's guilt, 
but I doubt it. 

'So this was all part of a plan. I was just a sympathetic Coalition officer?' I release Harlen, 
shoving her away. I step away from her, and she crouches against the wall. 'You used me 
like a damned tool!' [The Long Fall 2001:169] 

The intention of The Long Fall is to question those features of military science 

fiction that are tacitly accepted: the right of authority to rule, the responsibility of the 

individual towards that authority and the role of morality in the military. These and other 

aspects of the military sf sub-genre will be discussed later. 

Garth Nix's Sabriel, and its sequel Lirael, appear to fulfil the standard 

expectations of magical fantasy: medieval setting, powerful beings raised from the dead, 

aristocratic bloodlines locked in magical battle with evil necromancers and so on. 

However, Nix enhances the narrative's verisimilitude through the device of logical 

extension. For example, undead creatures cannot cross moving water, as in European 

folklore [Nix 1995:46; 2001:292-3]. Sabriel and Lirael expand on the implications of this 

'fact': humans build fortifications and cities on river islands, or surrounded by aqueducts, 

to exploit their enemy's weakness. Logical extension connects disparate parts of the 

narrative, in that the actions of one party elicit a logical response from those opposing 

them; so for example when attacking human defences, undead creatures try to destroy 

aqueducts and divert rivers [1995:96-97]. 
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Nix's Shade's Children is more complex than Sabriel. As in Kelleher's Del-Del 

multiple authority figures exist in a complex relationship. The primary antagonists are 

Shade and the amoral Change Lords, each commanding an 'army' - however, distinctions 

between 'good' and 'evil' blur; the power that allows the Change Lords to control the 

world is the same power animating Shade's computer-existence; Shade saves the lives of 

his 'children' for Machiavellian motives - for example, sacrificing his young soldiers to 

collect information on his enemies. Shade even trades them to the enemy for his own 

survival: 

Ella saw them go down, in time so constrained it was like a slow-motion nightmare. She 
saw the guns. Worse, she saw Shade's spider-robot form standing untouched. Two 
Myrmidon Masters - one of Black Banner's and one of Red Diamond's - stood by his 
side. Deferentially, as they would stand next to an Overlord...Ella knew then that Shade 
had betrayed his children. [Nix 1997:249] 

Shade's Children depicts a kind of abusive family: united against the threats of the 

outside world, the members of Shade's 'family' protect him, denying that their leader 

could be insane or worse. Eventually it is necessary for the teenagers to set their own, 

third path, which leads to the destruction of both Shade and the Overlords. The result is a 

disturbing dark fantasy in which the protagonists are unable to trust even the adult who 

organises and protects them; they are suspended between two unattractive alternatives: 

adults who manipulate children for their own ends. 

Nix's short story 'From the Lighthouse' is a black comedy, in which a race of 

bucolic island natives outsmart their would-be dictator Kilman. Like Nix's novels, 'From 

the Lighthouse' also employs logical extension for verisimilitude. The fantastic premise is 

of a tropical island lying in a frozen sea; 'ice schooners' sail on skis and hunters wear ice-

skates [1998:235]. Aspects of'real-world' authority, such as bureaucratic incompetence, 

are exaggerated in Nix's imaginary world in an echo of Kafka: 

'Theoretically, there was a mainland government department that looked after their affairs 
and the Humble and Obedient Senate of the People beyond that, but both had lost the 
Lisden file years ago, and consequently denied the island's existence.' [Nix 1998:236] 

Verisimilitude may be enhanced by violating the reader's expectations. Just as the 

'real world' can surprise us, such as discovering something shocking about an old friend, a 

surprising aspect in an sf narrative may also enhance verisimilitude. The introduction of a 

surprising element distracts the reader's attention from the unrealistic features of the 
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narrative. Throughout 'From the Lighthouse,' the reader expects that the rapacious and 

immoral Kilman will prevail over the simple, honest natives; however, the protagonist 

Margalletta tricks Kilman into falling to his death from the broken railing at the top of a 

dilapidated lighthouse [1988:249]. The clever, but logical, twist gives the reader 

sufficient satisfaction that they ignore aspects of the narrative that may otherwise appear 

illogical or even ridiculous. 

Isobelle Carmody's earlier heroic fantasy novels, for example Scatterlings, tended 

to represent authority in a bi-polar way — great powers of good and evil warring across 

the world, drawing ordinary people to perform extraordinary feats. However, choosing 

one side or the other of a world-shaking conflict is disempowering for the individual, who 

can make little impact unless aligned with one or the other great powers. The short stories 

in Carmody's more recent collection Green Monkey Dreams present a more nuanced view 

of the nature of evil. The unnamed protagonist in 'The Beast' gradually reveals that the 

beast he fears is 'a creature born out of and within ordinary men and women. It makes 

them stalk the night as murderers and torturers and hides behind their ordinary faces.' 

[Carmody 1996:44] However, even when the beast is revealed to be the protagonist 

himself, there remains a note of hope. If the beast lives within ordinary people, then 

perhaps the efforts of ordinary people can defeat it: 'for perhaps at the uttermost end of 

things, there is hope. If one can come who will see the beast and name it, perhaps it may 

be defied and driven back.' [Carmody 1996:51]. 

Brian Caswell's Deucalion presents a complex view of authority: political 

corruption and assassination against a backdrop of indigenous oppression and relocation 

into 'reservations.' Set a hundred years after the founding of the colony, and on the verge 

of a self-governing republic, the appeal of Deucalion lies in the realism of its human and 

political interactions. It is refreshing to see unconventional representations of authority ~ 

for example, the opposing politicians depicted in Brian Caswell's Deucalion are both 

repulsive, corrupt and amoral; but the two hold each other's ambitions in check, until one 

is killed. Even the villains have human motivations and understandable flaws ~ in short, 

they are sympathetic characters. The resulting imbalance provides the impetus for the 

narrative. 
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Like Nix's Sabriel, Luckett's A Dark Winter initially appears to be a standard Y A 

sword-and-sorcery fantasy: Tenabra is also a fantastic world of magic, feudal societies, 

knights in armour and goblins in subterranean caverns. However, the narrative subverts 

fantasy genre expectations of a world of magical delights in which chivalry reigns: the 

very first paragraph depicts the medieval society of A Dark Winter as dirty, smelly and 

diseased [1998:1]. Other fantasy assumptions are violated: wounds become infected and 

take time to heal; the 'evil' goblins are gentle and intelligent, rather than the expected 

mindless servants of evil [1998:170-173]. Ugliness and beauty are not synonyms for evil 

and good respectively, and feudal lords and princes are rarely honest or honourable. The 

protagonist and companion curse their misfortune at being elevated to knighthood, as they 

incur a tedious and expensive set of obligations; in fact, Prince Nathan intends the 

promotion to ruin them: 

'...Demonstrating to those who understand politics that there is no meaning to 
(knighthood) any more... He even waived the tax on the knight's fee, until such time as my 
estates are in order. Which means, until I get back. If I ever do...and when I can't pay, 
(he) will strip me of privileges and title and any goods I might have...' [Luckett 1998:48, 
emphasis in original] 

Luckett inverts and extends the expectations of magical fantasy, and adds texture 

and realism by providing limits and human motivation. Although the society is 

patriarchal, Sister Winterridge is a member of the Order of the Lady of Victories, nuns 

known for their skill in battle, with '...a ferocious single-minded determination to be the 

best that ever was, a total refusal to accept compromise, and devotion beyond what can 

normally be instilled into any military body...' [Luckett 1998:235]. Tenabran women join 

the monastic Order for '...an education, and entry to a life of something other than 

drudgery on a farm or at a loom...' [1998:229]. Sister Winterridge embarrasses the male 

protagonist by rescuing him from an assassin; in a further violation of expectations, she is 

not beautiful but instead tough and battle-scarred [Luckett 1998:14]. Magic in Luckett's 

Tenabra is severely limited and inherently evil; it never provides a means of solving the 

world's ills. Magical power relies upon mana, a limited resource that is depleted with use, 

under a strict set of pseudo-scientific laws. The protagonist's companion Silvus de Castro 

has sworn never to use his powers: '...(magic) always seems to get used for bad ends...the 

trouble is, you can never create, with magic...only interfere with things. Force unnatural 
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changes...It's a shorthand for nothing more than human evil.' [1998:46]. Finally, Prioress 

Merceda, the military genius defending against the powers of the Dark, is herself revealed 

to be an agent of evil. A l l of the main figures of authority - Prince Nathan, Count Ruane 

and Prioress Merceda - are corrupt and allied with the enemies trying to destroy Tenabra 

[1998:71]. 

A l l of these violations of expectation, married with a meticulous attention to 

details of medieval life, gives the setting a feel of unpredictability, which itself promotes 

a sense of verisimilitude. Luckett's inversions jar the reader's expectations, producing a 

sense of surprise, as if something new were being discovered rather than a fiction being 

related. Such inversions sensitise the reader to other assumptions and expectations -

racial, gender and so on; the inversions accumulate into an increased sensitivity to 

assumed roles and an encouragement to question authority pronouncements. 

The 'military sf sub-genre (predominantly written by politically conservative 

Americans such as Jerry Pournelle, David Drake, SM Stirling and Rick Shelley7) are 

strongly influenced by the radical libertarian ideals of Robert Heinlein, the 'father' of their 

sub-genre. Although ostensibly written for adults, military sf draws a significant 

readership among adolescent males, who are attracted to explosive action sequences, 

descriptions of high-tech hardware (particularly weaponry), wondrous sf settings and 

super-competent (usually male) protagonists, for whom the rewards of military command 

are tailor-made to the fantasies of teenage boys: 

'What was under that mask? Was there a man in there making all those whirlwind 
decisions? Falkenberg dominated every situation he fell into, and a man like that wanted 
more than money...And yet. There was more. A warrior leader of warriors...She'd never 
met anyone like him... 

' "Have you got any friends, John Christian Falkenberg?" 

'The question startled him. Automatically he answered. "Command can have no friends, 
Miss Horton." 

'She smiled again. "You have one now. There's a condition to my offer. From now on, you 
call me Glenda Ruth. Please?" 

'...He stood next to her. They were very close and for a moment she thought he intended 
to kiss her. "No, you don't." 

7 US publisher Baen Books specialises in this kind of military science fiction. 

Michael Barry Exegesis / 22 



'She wanted to answer, but he was already leaving the room and she had to hurry to catch 
him.' [Pournelle 1986:204-5] 

In Pournelle's The Mercenary, 'Glenda Ruth' is initially depicted as a ruler in her 

own right; however, her need for the hyper-masculine and unambiguously heterosexual 

Falkenberg soon emerges: 

'Grant gave Falkenberg a twisted grin. "Can't get over it. Going to marry the girl, are you? 
...King John I. What kind of government will you set up, anyway?" 

"Hadn't thought. Myths change. Maybe people are ready for monarchy again at that. We'll 
think of something, Glenda Ruth and I." ' [Pournelle 1986:205] 

Much military sf also incorporates an extremely conservative political subtext; 

with some advocating military rule or feudalism as the only option for 'defending 

democracy'8. The military overlords must of course have proven themselves in battle, and 

naturally receive unlimited wealth and power (and women) as their reward; luxuries such 

as universal suffrage are regarded as tragic social experiments from the decadent 

twentieth century. It is interesting to note that military sf also fits Clute's 'literatures of 

anxiety' schema: military sf seeks answers to the stresses and anxiety of modern life in a 

fictional return to the glories of military conquest, conservatism and 'turning back the 

clock' to a past in which present-day problems did not exist. Similarly, the adolescent 

dreams of the future in which they are an adult: their actions will no longer be subject to 

the approval of their parents, they will have their own money they can spend however 

they wish, and they will be able to engage in adult activities — drinking, smoking, driving, 

sex9 — to their heart's content. However, the past to which neo-conservatives wish to 

return was far from idyllic for some: women, racial and religious minorities come to 

8 The irony appears to be lost on military science fiction authors. In Pournelle's Prince of Sparta, 
the planet Sparta is a neo-conservative paradise under threat from communist populists. 

The Spartans are protecting their 'democracy,' which grants voting rights only to a minority of the 
population (the military and property owners); and the hereditary double kingship (modelled on the ancient 
Spartans) is held by the descendants of John Christian Falkenberg (protagonist of The Mercenary) and the 
'Freedmen' - a line of university economics professors that are represented fairly transparently as the 
descendants of Professor Milton Friedman (the 20th century free-market economist). 

One can only weep at such a splendid comic premise being wasted on Pournelle's readership. 

9 Although hopefully not simultaneously... 
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mind, as do political dissidents; and even though the adolescent will gain some of the 

personal freedoms they seek, those are circumscribed by new constraints and boundaries. 

The Long Fall attempts to offer adolescent readers a less cliched view of a future 

military, by representing the military with a degree of political and psychological 

verisimilitude. The Long Fall uses action sequences and detail based on research to 

establish a milieu that will appeal to adolescent readers of military sf, while subverting 

the political subtext of other works in the military sf sub-genre. In The Long Fall: 

•The protagonist, Rhea, is female, and although a genetic-engineered 

superhuman10, she is in an environment that negates her advantages, or even turns them 

into disadvantages. In the Station environment, for example, Rhea's enhanced senses of 

smell and balance make her perpetually prone to motion-sickness [The Long Fall 

2001:59]. 

•Violent confrontation rarely solves problems, and even the death of an enemy is 

extremely serious and avoided wherever possible. Violent actions are always 

accompanied with consequences, sometimes even more violent [The Long Fall 2001:91¬

95]; 

•The protagonist expresses disillusion with the military, which is riddled with 

incompetence, corruption, political conflict and nepotism [The Long Fall 2001:6]; 

•The narrative is related from a first-person, present-tense perspective, engaging 

the reader in Rhea's conflict of conscience over her actions [The Long Fall 2001:4, 195¬

99]; 

•In The Long Fall, weapons are lethal and battlefield injuries often crippling or 

fatal [The Long Fall 2001:91-95]. 

1 0 The theme of the genetically-engineered or mechanically-enhanced superhuman soldier very 
frequently appears in military sf. Its appeal to adolescent readers is that of exerting control over the human 
body and transcending its limitations, which is no doubt of interest to a person whose body is rapidly 
changing. Anorexia nervosa and steroid abuse among adolescents are real-world manifestations of an 
excessive desire for control. [Sydney Morning Herald 16 Nov 2001] 
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Genre film or text all too often shows no human impact to the use of weaponry -

the hero fires, the villain falls over and is seen no more - which may contribute to an 

impression that violence is an efficient and legitimate means of solving problems. Former 

soldier and military psychologist Dave Grossman [1999] outlines the role of authority and 

group absolution in enabling extreme aggressive behaviours such as killing. Grossman 

concludes from analysing interviews and case studies of former soldiers that it is 

extremely difficult for one human to kill another. Far from humans being the barely-

restrained beasts depicted in military sf, Grossman finds that even after military training 

and indoctrination, up to two-thirds of all soldiers left to themselves will not kill another 

person under any circumstances, even if their own life is immediately under threat; the 

role of military training and leadership is providing a series of temporary psychological 

'loopholes' that enable killing However, Grossman also finds that a small proportion of 

soldiers — perhaps two or three percent ~ are 'psychopathic' and have no compunction at 

all about killing; these are responsible for a large proportion of deaths in battle 

[1999:141-155]. In The Long Fall Stone, Rhea's brother, is one such individual. He has 

no difficulty in killing, while even his compatriots Crane and Lamont avoid killing 

wherever possible [The Long Fall 2001:73-74]. Stone is the ugly face of the unthinking 

obedience and military skill-at-arms depicted as virtues in the media and in the novels of 

military sf writers such as Pournelle. 

In The Long Fall, the protagonist's experiences do not increase her skill with 

weapons, physical capability or tactical cunning - in fact, just the opposite [The Long 

Fall 2001:110-15]. Even though Rhea has been genetically designed as a soldier, she 

avoids using weapons and kills only as an extreme last resort [The Long Fall 2001:195]. 

At the close of The Long Fall, Rhea has been crippled by her experiences, and even 

though Rhea has become more wise, she is struggling with post-traumatic stress [The 

Long Fall 2001:199-200]. 

The intended subtext of The Long Fall is that there is a cost to violence, even if 

that violence is in the interests of justice. Rhea's actions oppose a powerful state's 

political and economic power over herself and the subjugated Greys; as Chambers 

analyses Robert Cormier's The Chocolate War: 

Michael Barry Exegesis / 25 



'...a metaphor of the greatest political evil of our day ~ the evil of state-organised crime 
against individuals who in the end have no power against it but the strength of their spirit, 
which means the strength that comes from confidence in your own death.' [1986:82] 

In the climax of The Long Fall, Rhea destroys Crane's frigate Vampire with a 

similar kind of confidence in her own death [The Long Fall 2001:192-94]. Rhea remains 

guilt-ridden over Stone's death, even though she killed her brother by accident while he 

was trying to kill her [The Long Fall 2001:200]. The Long Fall presents a world in which 

'heroic' actions are not necessarily or automatically rewarded; anyone using violence, 

even for good reason, must face the human cost of their actions [The Long Fall 2001:118¬

19]. Courage in The Long Fall lies in the acts of ordinary people, not in superhuman 

heroics, skill at arms or killing; in the novel's denouement, Rhea returns home in the hope 

of helping others, even though her injuries will render her crippled and her opposition to 

the state will place her under threat [The Long Fall 2001:199-200]. Rhea realises that the 

real battle is one for a future of peace, instead of the brutality and domination of her 

present time. 

Opportunities for Further Study 

Space does not allow an exploration of many of the factors that may connect 

anxiety and verisimilitude; for example gender interactions (author and/or characters), 

economic/social relations and representations of supportive and nurturing adult 

characters. Clute's schema may provide a window through which the apparatus of 

psychology might be applied to adolescent genre literature; it may be useful to examine 

Clute's schema against horror fiction, or against non-sf genres such as crime (the last of 

Clute's "literatures of anxiety"). The techniques of adolescent psychology, for example, 

might be used to examine representations of relationship breakdown and parental abuse in 

"social realist" Y A fiction. 

Conclusion 

This paper has used Clute's 'literatures of anxiety' as a perspective from which to 

examine selected works of Australian sf for young adults. In interrogating assumptions 

about our own world, sf is a useful tool for challenging accepted thought; however, the 
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power of sf narratives in subverting 'real world' assumptions depends on how readily the 

reader considers such narratives realistic and believable. Verisimilitude and human 

interest are individual to the reader, but characterisation is the most important means of 

engaging the reader's sympathies. Human interest must establish emotional connection 

with the reader, by depicting characters interacting with their fictional 'world' or setting in 

a believable way. 

Generic classifications mutate over time, as the sf genre constitutes a 

'conversation' between writers and readers, encompassing distinctive genre expectations 

and preoccupations. Anxiety over the future of the 'real world' is one of these 

preoccupations, leading to sf dealing with themes such as environmental degradation, 

economic globalisation, nuclear war and the impact of cybernetics on human society. 

Clute describes sf as 'literature of anxiety' which is characterised by escapism; the 'genres 

of anxiety' attempt to alleviate the reader's apprehension over a rapidly-changing world. 

This exegesis has used Clute's definition of'literatures of anxiety' to link the themes 

preoccupations of sf with an observable psychological and social condition. 

The fantastic ideas depicted in sf thus serve as metaphors for aspects of the 'real 

world' that are then explored through character conflict. The accompanying creative 

thesis, The Long Fall, offers adolescent readers a more sophisticated view of the 

narratives of military genre sf by introducing a degree of psychological depth in the 

protagonist's interactions with other individuals and society as a whole. The Long Fall 

presents an alternative to the adolescent reader, couched in an exciting narrative of 

military adventure and with a grounding of research and psychological realism that 

enables readers to question conventional representations of military and authority in 

society. 
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PROLOGUE 

I've been falling for five hours 
I've been falling for five hours. The Pacific Ocean is churning grey and white 

below, a cyclone. The radar shows junk flashing past at dozens of klicks a second, all 
flying fast enough to blast a hole in the toughest armour: abandoned spacecraft and 
discarded fuel tanks, dropped tools and even flakes of paint. 

If something hits, I'll be no more than a few buckets of red jelly on the walls. I 
squeeze my eyes closed, blotting droplets from my eyelashes. 

Al l I need to do is let them know where I am, and I can live. 

But then, millions of people die. Maybe billions. 

Maybe the whole world. 

Remove your clothing, please 
'Remove your clothing, please.' For one horrible instant, the Customs official 

takes a pair of rubber gloves from the bench. 

Why me? A strip-search every time I go through Customs, even though the 
scanners are more accurate than any body search. Every sick bastard in the solar system 
wants to know what a 2.'2 metre, 120 kilo giant looks like without her clothes. 

I throw the Customs officer my toothiest grin, opening my mouth to show off the 
points of my teeth. The Customs officer gasps, curiosity fighting her fear of a couple 
dozen huge teeth clamped over her face. 'You can go, Lieutenant,' the officer says as she 
puts away the gloves. As I passed, she wipes her forehead. 

I pack the smile away for future use. Why be a genetic-engineered war machine if 
it can't help you through red tape? 

Monster teeth: the universal passport. 

Past Customs, the Pacifica docks are chaos: civilians and uniformed officials 
milling about; baggage porters shouting over each other, bright light spiking through my 
eyeballs. Pedlars wave tacky souvenirs, scratchy holograms of Pacifica Station or genuine 
plastic flowers; hot curry in edible rice-card containers, fruit juices - durian, like a whiff 
of mouldy fruit mixed with vomit - and map-chips of the Station's rings and corridors. 

The concourse is only the first ring out of the docks; each further ring is a 
different city district. The broadest ring expands into the Garden, an enclosed eco-space 
at the Station's core; three kilometres long, lined with grass, trees and water, it covers the 
inner walls of the cylinder and stretches all the way to the opposite end of the Station. 

But the Orbitals themselves are the most bizarre. It's like an alien world, where 
people seem human only by accident. And it's the first time since I was a kid that I've 
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been somewhere most people are my height, with some even taller. Although they're built 
like bamboo; not one of them would be more than half my weight. The Orbitals have 
grown from childhood under only one third an Earth gravity - making them between two 
and three metres tall. 

A hand slides down my back. Urgh. 'Move the hand,' I flash the teeth. 'Or lose 
fingers.' The hand, and its owner, disappear. One thing about being a genetically-
engineered killing machine: I don't really have a problem finding men. What I have a 
problem with is finding normal men. 

'Carry backpack, Ma'am?' A porter holds out his hands, grinning, but two 
missing teeth make his smile more disturbing than friendly. 'Four Euro, right to door.' He 
grabs my pack-straps. 

'No.' I try to shake him off, but his grip is firm. I'm swinging him around, but he 
won't let go of the pack. 

'Okay, Ma'am. Three. No, two. But I'm starvin' meself 

I twist the pack out of his hands, ignoring his colourful curses and descriptions of 
anatomic impossibilities. Sergeant Lamont must be finished by now. 

Hawkers elbow their way towards us newcomers, offering cheap meals and 
accommodation. One tugs at my sleeve - 'Hey, sister, a boy to keep you warm tonight?' 
- a blonde girl with a heavy accent jerks a thumb behind her. 'My brother - very clean...' 
The boy wears clinging shirt and shorts, eyes downcast, looking like he wants to be 
anywhere but here. The girl is about my age, but the brother is much younger. 

Too young. His cheeks are smooth, narrow chest, limbs straight and childlike. 
Shize on a stick, he's positively illegal! Or he would be back home. I shove away, cursing 
the lying newsvids that showed Pacifica Station as a clean, sanitary shopping mall 
without security guards or submachineguns. 

The docking-ring looms above me like a huge dinner-plate bolted to the wall, 
turning slowly as the Station spins to maintain gravity. It's falling, my guts scream, and I 
close my eyes to regain control. 

I fight down the urge to cover my head with my hands. Idiot, I tell myself, it can't 
fall. Now I only wish my stomach believed that. 

High above, a cable system pulls a cargo net from the gaping mouth of the cargo 
bay. Tiny human figures move among the ship docks. Distance makes them so small that 
it's like watching a scale model or a nest of insects. Better to think of it that way, because 
if I think of those little floating dots as people, I'll pass out. 

Lamont finally catches up with me. 'Sorry. They wanted a bribe.' 

' A what?' 

' A bribe. They call it a facilitation fee. Smooths the way through red tape.' 

T don't believe it.' 
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'They never hit you officers for money. The authorities don't listen to us noncoms 
- so we're easy targets.' I met Sergeant Lamont at Darwin Spaceport - she was taking up 
a job as guard commander for the Pacific Coalition Embassy on Pacifica Station. She has 
to salute and call me 'Ma'am' - as a Lieutenant, I outrank her - but she has fifteen years 
experienced in the Coalition Marines. In the real world, that matters a lot more. 

It helps, though, that Lamont has brains and a sense of humour. On the transport, 
we relaxed and enjoyed each other's company, and understood that our relationship 
would change completely once we reached our new postings. 

I shake my head. T hope you didn't pay.' 

'Of course I paid.' Sergeant Lamont laughed. T don't want to be thrown in the 
brig. Twenty-five euro. Think of it as a customs tax.' 

'Mine wanted to strip-search me,' I spit. 'Damn pervert.' 

Lamont laughs. 'You should be flattered.' 

I mutter a few obscenities. 'Why don't you flatter yourself!' 

A map vendor steps in our way. 'Map-chip, tuanT He's grubby-looking, with 
short orange hair and sunburned nose. The kid is maybe ten years old but already over 
two metres tall. 'Best on Pacifica. Cheapest also. Twenty Euro.' 

'Twelve.' I flick a finger at one of his map-chips. The kid pockets my money and 
slips the chip into my palm. 

Its edges are worn. 'I'd like a new one,' I say, but the boy has vanished. 

'It's not even worth four,' says Lamont. 'You were had.' 

'We needed a map-chip to find the barracks,' I say. 

'Right. I'd pay fifty right now for a place to sleep.' 

We push forward and after a few minutes the crowd thins. 'At last!' Sweat stings 
my eyes. T wonder where people go to have fun on Pacifica?' 

'Bed,' Sergeant Lamont says, then notices my grin. 'I mean alone, Rhea. Been 
awake nearly twenty-four hours. We're not all superhuman.' 

The map-chip plugs into the spare slot in the back of my wrist-com. 'Directions to 
the Coalition military barracks,' I tell the com, strapping it back onto my wrist. 

COALITION MILITARY BARRACKS, the map-chip scrolls: BLUE SECTOR, LEVEL 
SEVENTEEN. 

'We're already in Blue,' I point. High above the buildings, behind souvenir stores, 
jewellers and restaurants, a blue stripe stretches horizontally along the wall. In one 
direction it shades to green and, the other way, it darkens to indigo. 'The lift is just behind 
the next bulkhead,' I wave past the shops. 'Should be easy enough to find level 
seventeen.' 

'You're not coming?' 
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'Not yet. I need to walk out the cramps.' 

'I ' l l grab a bed for you.' Lamont hefts her pack onto her shoulder. 'Top or 
bottom?' 

I groan. 'Bunks?' Too short, too narrow, no headroom. But the whole world is 
like that for me. 'Bottom, I guess.' 

Lamont makes a poor imitation of a salute, which I return with just as little 
enthusiasm. I turn along the Rim and towards lndigo. 

The Rim is about one and a half klicks across, so that makes - quick mental 
calculation - about five klicks right around. I can walk a complete circuit in less than an 
hour. 

WHUMPH. There's a far-off sound like a door slamming, and a shudder runs 
through the Station. The wind picks up, suddenly chilly -1 pull up my collar. Strange, I 
think, the spin-wind has been constant ever since I arrived on the Station. 

My ears pop. Then I notice the people around me are running, as if something is 
chasing them. Then sirens start, and an electronic voice. 'PRESSURE ALERT,' it says. 
'EVACUATE THE CONCOURSE.' 

And then I'm sprinting for the exit, with three thousand other people, trying to get 
out before the emergency pressure doors trap us with all the air squirting out into space. I 
scramble into a shelter with a couple of Coalition marines. 

One is listening to the Command net over his helmet-comm. ' A bomb, Ma'am,' 
he holds a hand to his ear. 'Underneath Pacifica Security headquarters.' 

I press my ear against the marine's helmet and listen to fragments of messages: 

'...reinforcements, I say again, reinforcements. Fifteen, maybe twenty rebels, 
attacking medical teams...' 

'...shize, oh shize, oh shize...' 

'You! Get off the net! Security Headquarters, report.' 

'...shize, oh shize, oh shize...' 

'Somebody shut her up\ Who's in command down at Security?' 

'...shize, my legs, oh shize, where are my legs?'' 

The Command net is nothing but babble for five seconds, ten. Then the 
Governor's voice breaks over the top: 'Security Headquarters, hold your position. A l l 
other Security elements converge on Security Headquarters. Protect fire and medical 
teams. Be prepared for hostile contact.' 

Over the next quarter hour, reports stutter in - half the Security troopers killed or 
injured, rebels attacking the emergency teams trying to evacuate the wounded. By the 
time the last shreds of Security arrive, the rebels have vanished, nobody knows how, 
probably back into Selene. Crane and the marines are stabilising the wounded - one holds 
an artery, another splints bones, a third is setting up a bag of intravenous fluid. 
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Then something knocks me sideways, throwing me against the wall. Which is 
strange, because legs are running past me, but in silence; all I can hear is dull ringing, as 
if my head has been slammed in a steel door the size of the moon. 

***** 

Red haze. People lie everywhere, like humps of coloured plastic. It all happens in 
eerie silence, as if I'm watching everything through sound-absorbing glass. 

It was another bomb. Some explosions are so loud that you don't hear them - they 
knock you end-up, deafen you and blast the wits out of you. Your brain is too shocked to 
remember anything. 

My vision returns to normal, but the sound is still far-off, unreal. Noises leak back 
slowly but they're distant, like I'm watching a holo-screen with the sound turned down -
shouts, crackling fire, concrete falling from the ceiling with a deep thud. Pain, battling the 
ringing in my head. 

I try to stand but fall over. My leg is numb from the knee, the only part of me not 
hurting. I look down - a chunk is ripped out of my shin. 

Blood, spurting. Then my nerves come alive again, and the pain from my leg 
shatters everything else. On patrol I'd have a medical kit - field dressings, bandages, 
styptics. Anything to stop the bleeding. 

A moment of gasping panic, but I rip off my sleeve and jam it into the hole, as 
hard as I can. But the blood is coming through my makeshift plug, and even the other 
sleeve makes no difference. 

I scream for a medic but my voice is a mile away. Then I'm cold and it's getting 
dim and I'm cursing myself, swearing and thinking no, no way, as the dark smothers me. 

No, I scream, not like this -

A stinging smell 
A stinging smell - antiseptic. Low voices, but the words don't make sense. White 

walls, doctors in white. One of them jabs a spray against my shoulder. 

Sleep claws at me, and I fall into a hell of geometric dreams. 
<DISCONTINUITY> 

C O M M E N C E TARGETING PROCEDURE 

T A R G E T NOMINATED 

What the - ? 

INVALID INPUT - TARGETING FAILED 

TERMINATE TARGETING PROCEDURE 

<DISCONTINUITY> 
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Hospital is dull, and white, and full of smells that either give me a headache or 
would make me want to blow my last meal if there was anything in my stomach. 

A doctor comes to see me. He thumps me on the chest, presses a device to my 
shoulderblades. 'That's good,' he says, 'no sign of infection.' 

T hope not,' I say. 'It was only a bomb.' 

'Inhalation of atomised body contents,' says the doctor. 'Common medical 
hazard.' 

I nod. 'Ah, right.' Then I realise what he said. 'Inhalation of what?' 

'Atomised body contents. If the bomb vaporises a human body, there's a 
possibility of lung infections.' 

That's foul. 'That's what I thought you said.' 

The doctor smiles. 'Don't worry, you're clear.' 

'No I'm not,' I say, and I vomit on him. 

The Coalition stops paying my medical bills as soon as I can limp about. The shin 
has regenerated well; it's still stiff and painful, but I can move pretty well in the low 
gravity. A nurse gives me a shot of regeneration-booster, then says: 'We need the bed. 
Get lost.' 

I walk home, ignoring occasional stabs of pain. The wall-stripe darkens from 
indigo, then violet, as the shops transform into warehouses, electronics suppliers and vac-
suit outfitters. Ships are unloading fewer passengers but more supplies: crates of 
computers, food, spacecraft components. The people are different, too - fewer blue 
Command uniforms, more grey coveralls of technical and maintenance staff. 

Some of the shopfronts are for medical services, and one person wearing a white 
medical uniform, examining a patient. A human doctor! A holographic sign, floating in 
the air outside one surgery, declares in metre-high letters: 

FREE VASECTOMY WITH A L L SURGICAL PROCEDURES! 

QUICK CASH FOR UNWANTED ORGANS ! 

I laugh, trying to imagine what a transplant surgeon would do with my kidneys, 
double human size. Herr Doktor, this organ needs trimming... 

As I continue around the Rim, the sector-strip shades to Violet, then Red, Orange, 
Yellow. The walkway fills again with different-coloured uniforms: Command blues, 
Scientist reds and Medical whites. 

My wrist-com buzzes, displaying the address of the Flight Academy barracks. On 
the tiny screen an arrow points forward, text reading: BLUE, LEVEL SEVENTEEN. 212 
METRES. 

I look up - I'm somewhere in Green Sector, in a dead end. At least five hundred 
metres out! I tap on the wrist-com, but the message doesn't change. 
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A dead end 
A dead end. The map-chip has led me off the main concourse and into a 

maintenance hangar. Its far end is a huge pair of doors, over twenty metres high and fifty 
wide, and atmosphere pumps tangle on the walls like steel intestines. The hangar is 
designed as a dry-dock, so technicians can maintain and repair ships without vac-suits. 

Half a dozen small spacecraft litter the floor, each in a different stage of 
disassembly. I wander among them, identifying them from memory: asteroid miner, 
orbital transfer shuttle, station tug, short-range fighter. 

Suddenly a hammering noise, comes from behind the fighter. 'Shize-damn 
mongrel thing - ' 

I jump, and there's enough time before I touch the ground again to feel like a fool. 

Scraping noises. Something metallic clangs to the deck. 'Yah, got you!' 

I peer around the fighter's nose. A young woman has the fighter's engine cover 
open. She twists a clamp, removing a module from the engine compartment, leaving a 
gaping hole in the spacecraft's side; then she slips inside. A moment later, more 
hammering noises echo through the bay, sending pain jabbing like hot spikes behind my 
eyes. 

I clear my throat. She nods a greeting, sucking a wound on one of her fingers. 
'Lost my gloves,' she says. Her fingers are bleeding with small injuries and covered with 
black muck. She drops feet-first to the deck. 'I'm checking your lifesystem now,' she 
grins. 'Finished soon.' Her hair is black, short; her grey jump-suit has a security-tag on 
the pocket. The suit-legs are tucked into black military boots, and several tools hang from 
her belt. 

The engine compartment is a twisted mass of tubing and components. After a 
couple of minutes she closes the hatch with a quick press of her thumbs. The fighter's 
sleek black finish is unbroken again, concealing the complexity underneath. 

'Ready to go,' she says. 'This ship of yours must really boost.' 

'Not mine.' Holding out a hand. 'I'm Rhea.' 

'Harlen. Grey.' She wipes her hands on her jumpsuit, but only shifts the dirt 
around. 'You're not a pilot?' She grips my hand. 

Ugh. I rub my hand on the seat of my pants. 'Not yet. I start at the Flight 
Academy, day after tomorrow.' 

'Academy! An officer?' 

I nod. 'Coalition Aerospace.' The stuff smells too awful to be graphite. 

'Sorry, titan...' For gossakes, she's bowing! 

'You okay?' I bend low and look her in the face. 
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'I'm Grey, and you are - ' Harlen stops, examining me closely. 'Coalition? From 
Earth? Not Blue?' Harlen pronounces her words deliberately, as if her first language is 
something other than English. 

'Blue? Grey? What are you babbling about?' 

She jerks a thumb at the bulkhead. 'Blues are command staff. Wear wrong colour, 
get special attention.' 

'The uniforms.' 

'Greys,' Harlen tugs her sleeve. 'Technicians.' 

So on Pacifica, people are colour-coded? What a terrible idea - you're stuck with 
one colour. What if it doesn't suit you? 

Harlen waves me over to the fighter. 'Same fighter as Academy fighter.' She 
jumps onto the side-wing, shoving the cockpit open. 'Get in.' 

I slide into the pilot's seat. 'My legs won't fit.' And my bum is too wide for the 
seat, but I'm not saying that. 

'Made for Orbitals, not dirtsiders. Adjust seat and control panel.' 

I struggle with the seat and control panel, shifting them so I'm comfortable. More 
comfortable. Eyes flicking over the controls, familiar only from simulators: thrusters, 
main engine, lifesystem, comms. Between my knees is the control column, with switches 
and buttons for engines and various weapon systems. 

Taped under the control panel is a foil-wrapped packet the size of a fist. 'What's 
this?' 

'It's a vacuum patch with quick-dry cement. If there's a hole in your ship, or your 
suit - rip open the packet, slap it on. Airtight seal.' 

'Not very big.' I examine the packet. 

'If hole is bigger, you are dead.' 

'Very reassuring.' 

'Extra vacuum-cement.' Harlen taps a thick plastic tube. 'If more holes than 
patches, plug with anything. Even use emergency kit itself She pushes the kit against an 
imaginary hole. 'Hear about Vac-head McKenzie? Orbital War hero, got a hole in 
cockpit. Glued vac-suit helmet into hole while still wearing it. Still getting free drinks 
from story.' 

Hrm. 'Vac-head' Rhea. I don't like the sound of that. 

Harlen gives me a thick, pen-like object. 'Hibernation drug,' she says. 'It's an 
auto-injector - you stab it into your thigh. Reduces metabolism to one-tenth normal rate.' 

'Ouch. But what if nobody rescues you?' 

'You die. But you'll be unconscious.' 

'Urrr.' I replace the auto-injector in the emergency kit. 'Last resort, then.' 
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'Very. You need a doctor and full life support for revival - or your metabolism 
speeds up before your breathing. You suffocate anyway, even if there's plenty of air.' 

'I don't like the options.' I re-pack the kit, placing it back under the pilot's couch. 

'Always take extra fuel, extra air, extra batteries,' Harlen says. 'Expensive, but 
prevention better than - ' 

'Grey!' a grating voice echoes through the bay. 'Grey!' My stomach turns. The 
newcomer stinks like a spaceport bordello. 

'One minute.' Harlen ducks away, leaving me in the cockpit. 

The voice rises, angry. 'Grey. I need my flitter now, not next week!' His 
aftershave smells like disinfectant. 

'It's an import model, titan? Harlen says. 'Three more days. Can't fix until parts 
arrive from Africanus Station.' 

The voice rises to a moan. 'I've been using the public shuttle for a week.' 

'Yes, titan,' Harlen says. ' I ' l l call when it's ready.' She returns to the fighter and 
leans into the cockpit. 'Pin-head,' she mutters. 

'Well handled,' I laugh. 'I would have told him where to stick his flitter.' 

'Love to say it, too. But better to say nothing. Blues own everything. 
Accommodation, food, power, water. Even air. Charge big prices, especially to Greys.' 

'Yah,' I key my wrist-com to the barracks info-sheet. 'They're charging me ninety 
Euro a night for the barracks - plus air tax.' 

'Thieving scum,' Harlen's eyes narrow. 'Paid yet?' 

'No, but-' 

T have a cabin - room-mate has just moved out. One-twenty a week, air included.' 

That would save a lot of money. But - T can't,' I say, shaking my head. 'I'm 
already registered at the Barracks. It's big trouble if I don't stay there.' 

'Easy. Greys run the Barracks. Slip them a twenty, they'll redirect messages for 
you. "Rhea Auslander? Yah, still here!" ' 

Deep trouble if I'm caught. But - eight bunks to a room - rules, rosters, curfews -
I've lived the last twelve months in barracks. Correction - you couldn't really call it 
living. 'Shize, life's short. I'm in.' 

'Capital!' Harlen cheers, clapping. ' I ' l l clean up, then we'll go.' 

While Harlen is cleaning and stowing her tools, I call Sergeant Lamont. Her face 
appears on my wrist-com. 'Where are you?' 

'Not sure. Green Sector, somewhere. Listen, I've found another place to stay -
better than the barracks, and much cheaper.' 
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'Rhea, you're logged in at the barracks.' Lamont's voice drops. 'If you need 
money...' 

'Thanks, but the Coalition should pay me more if they want me to live in a hole. 
Cover for me?' 

Sergeant Lamont sighs. T want to know where you are, in case there's trouble. 
And if you're caught - ' 

' - you know nothing,' I finish her sentence. 'Okay, okay. I'm getting messages 
passed on, so nobody should know.' 

'It's a security risk. This isn't smart, Rhea.' 

'Have I ever been smart?' I grin at her, but then I remember how scary it looks. 
'I ' l l be fine.' 

'Call me if you need to,' Lamont says, and cuts the link. She's played the fussy 
parent ever since we met - strange. I've never had a parent before. 

CRANE - personal diary 

I'm beginning to doubt Rhea's commitment to the Coalition. She performs her 
tasks competently and on time, she salutes and says 'yes, sir' when she's supposed to -
but I get the impression she'd rather be doing something else. 

I have chosen not to pursue the matter of her lodgings — since it could be useful 
for a Coalition officer to maintain contacts within the Grey underclass...Rhea remains 
socially isolated from her peers and shows little interest in leadership or command. 

I can therefore only recommend a 'borderline' rating until she initiates her own 
efforts at integration. 

It's a coffin 
It's a coffin, Harlen's cabin; I can easily touch both walls at the same time. It 

looks like a strip of corridor filled with furniture. Then I realise - it is a strip of corridor 
filled with furniture. Two walls have been glued on at either end, and there are a couple 
of spindly chairs secured to the floor with magnetic plates. Neither chair looks sturdy 
enough to sit on. Decorative sculpture, perhaps? 

There's just enough room for two people to sit and talk at a barely comfortable 
distance. And it's cold...I hug myself, shivering. 'You live here?' 

'Yah. Cosy. Makes going out even more fun.' 

'But-' I touch the ceiling only just above my head. 'This is barbaric.' 

'Hey - my home, dirtsider.' 

T don't mean you,' I say quickly. T mean that the Station has plenty of room - are 
all the Greys crushed in like this?' 

Long Fall/12 



'Most Greys are worse. We're not paid enough for real accommodation. These are 
supposed to be temporary quarters - for overnight visitors. But we can't afford anything 
better.' 

In one corner, storage lockers climb from floor to ceiling. Inside the lockers, 
spring-loaded clamps hold things down, in case the Station's spin goes unstable. 

'Opinion?' Harlen says, arms held wide but bent at the elbows so they don't quite 
touch the walls. 

A sliding door to the bathroom, so cramped that I bump elbows and hips when I 
try to turn around, like it's designed for stick insects. 'It's very small.' 

'We only sleep here,' Harlen shrugs. 'Plenty of room for that.' 

I turn slowly, trying to work out whether I agree. Plenty of room for a broom 
closet, maybe. 'When I start at the Academy, I'll need room to study.' 

'The barracks don't have that.' 

She has me there. One wall has a flat viewscreen I can use for library access, and 
there's a desktop that slides from a slot and locks into place. Harlen works shifts, so it 
might be okay. 

'Standard housemate verbal contract,' says Harlen. 'Equal share of expenses and 
chores, disputes settled by mutually agreed outsider, and no sex.' 

I jump. 'S-sorry?' What the-

'We've only just met!' Harlen frowns. 

'No, no, I didn't mean that,' I say quickly. My face is heating up. T don't orbit 
that way.' 

'Ah. ' Harlen pauses. 'No problem, then.' 

No problem. Right. 

'Good to cover off,' she says. 'In case of misunderstanding.' 

I cough, turning my head and looking at her face in the mirror. My cheeks are hot, 
blotchy with cherry-red spots. Great grud. Calm down. This is not my world. 'Our 
customs are different,' I say. 'I can't tell if you're joking.' 

Harlen pulls her face into a fright-mask, pokes out her tongue. T never joke,' she 
says, grinning. 'Unpack. I work for another couple of hours.' I have to turn sideways to 
let her out the door. 

I unpack my gear; clean clothes on the desk and everything dirty - that's most of it 
- on the floor. 

I'm dying for a sleep. Even half an hour would be heaven. I shake out my 
sleeping-sack. At least that's clean - thank Grud. 

Wait. There's no bed! I search the cabin, even the bathroom, but there isn't even 
room for a bed, let alone anything that might serve as one. 
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I give up, dump the sleep-sack on the floor and collapse on top of it. 

My head hammers 
My head hammers and my eyes feels like they're full of sand. My wrist-comp 

reads 1717 HOURS. Damn! Nearly three hours. 

The door slides open. Harlen steps carefully around my dirty clothes. 'Whew, 
unclean!' 

I gather the clothes up. 'Where can I wash these?' 

Harlen chokes back laughter. 'Give them to me. I have friends in the laundry 
caste. Ten Euro, clean, dry and press.' 

'Thanks.' Wait a minute. lCasteV 

'Yah.' Harlen frowns. 'Cleaner caste.' She kicks her toolkit. 'Blues need Greys 
for crap jobs,' she shrugs. 'They don't want us becoming actors or pilots.' 

'Why don't the Greys try to change things? Refuse to work?' 

Harlen laughs. 'This isn't the Republic of Pacifica - it's Pacifica Corporation.' 
Harlen gripped her hands together. 'Pacifica is a shareholder democracy. We could buy 
shares; but we don't have any money.' 

'That's madness!' 

'Madness, yes, but profitable madness. There's only one law for us: if you don't 
work, you don't breathe.' 

I slump into the chair. It sinks a little but, amazingly, holds my weight. 

'Enough politics. Too depressing.' Harlen reels a hammock out of the wall. 
'News. Local.' Music throbs from hidden speakers around the room. She flips up into the 
hammock with practised ease. 

I rub my cramped neck. Hammocks! After I've just slept three hours on the floor. 

Models walk like they're bored or drugged - probably both - in the latest Orbital 
fashions: neck-to-knee plastic jumpsuits in fluorescent colours, with metallic panels that 
flex with every movement. TIOUSE OF NOMURA-TAGASHI RELEASES BOLDEST WINTER 
COLLECTION!' 

Fashion? Yeck. Any one of those outfits would cost me a year's pay. 

'Stop,' Harlen says. 'Spacecraft dockings. Today.' 

'TRANS-LUNAR LINER BLUE MOON DOCKED, ZERO-NINE-ELEVEN HOURS,' the 
viewscreen picture changes to a holo-vid of the docks. 'COALITION TRANSPORT VAN 

ALLEN DOCKED, FOURTEEN-ZERO-FOURHOURS.' 

'That's you,' says Harlen, 'Cracked docking computers a couple months back-
always download lists for new ships - check for anybody interesting tomorrow.' 
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'DOCK BOOKING, OH-SEVEN-TWELVE HOURS,' the viewscreen announces. 
'FURTHER DETAILS CLASSIFIED.' 

'Now that's interesting. Reference transport arriving oh-seven-twelve hours,' she 
orders the screen. 'Download crew and passenger manifests.' 

The screen blanks for a few seconds, then flashes red letters the size of a hand, 
pulsing like a heartbeat. 'ACCESS DENIED.' 

'Some kind of block,' Harlen taps the screen. 'Weird.' She keeps ferreting inside 
the system, trying to bypass. The viewscreen flickers for a moment, then comes back on 
at reduced power. 

Something's wrong. 'Shut it down.' 

'It's okay. I can crack it easy.' 

'No. Shut down now!' I slap the power switch, and the viewscreen image crashes. 
The letters vanish, replaced by the CONNECTION DOWN icon. 

'Hey!' Harlen pouts like a favourite pet has died. 'Reboot takes ages' 

'Harlen. Listen. That was a security interdict. Military.' 

'Security?' Harlen tosses one hand, unconcerned. 'Low altitude. I've cracked 
security blocks before.' 

'Military interdicts are different.' I shudder. 'Try to crack an interdict and it 
comes down on you like a meteor. It traces you, then sends a power surge back down the 
line to fry your equipment. Maybe even fries you.' 

'No frying smell.' Harlen sniffs the air. 'You worry too much.' 

'Look, I don't want trouble. I've gone through too much to lose my place in the 
Flight Academy.' 

'Ah, job trouble.' Harlen laughs. T understand that.' She sweeps a hand around 
the room. 'No power surge, no Blues knocking on the door. Clean getaway.' 

This time, I think. 

Like a cat's used my mouth for a toilet 
Like a cat's used my mouth for a toilet, the taste, and the scar behind my ear is 

itching terribly. The damned headache is back, and I've had another weird dream, all 
vector data and trajectories; but when I try to chase it, fragments scatter like birds fleeing 
a clumsy child. 

I've slept on one of my arms, and it feels like dead meat. Pump my fist open, 
closed, open, closed, ignore the prickling of blood in fingers. 

Some fool is hammering on my door. 'Nobody's here,' I shout. But the knocking 
continues. The clock reads zero six-twenty, and I think: if I slot this idiot and hide the 
body, no one ever needs to know. 
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I jump up, but I forget I'm in a hammock; it flips and tosses me on the floor. I 
recognise my pack when its frame hits my forehead. 

From her hammock, Harlen moans something about murder. 

Staggering, I open the door to somebody in a marine sergeant's uniform, compact 
and wiry, hard eyes. Name tag LAMONT. 

'Ugh,' I mumble, scratching at the scar behind my ear. 'It's you.' 

Lamont smiles at me and salutes. She's disgustingly chirpy for such an evil hour. 
Perhaps I could still knock her over the head, drag her inside? But then I'd have to eat the 
evidence. And my stomach couldn't handle it. 

Not before a coffee, anyway. 

'Morning, Ma'am.' Lamont thrusts a sealed packet into my hands. 'Orders.' 

I slit the packet open, scan the documents inside. LIEUTENANT RHEA AUSLANDER 
- TRANSFERRED TO SPECIAL OPERATIONS DETACHMENT, COALITION MARINES. 'Transfer?' 
Great Gene. 'Sergeant Lamont, this is a mistake. I start at the Flight Academy tomorrow!' 

'No error. Your name, this address,' she says. 'Legit transfer order.' 

'To the Marines?' I moan. 'No offence, sergeant, but...' 

'No offence taken, Lieutenant,' Lamont grins. 'But no mistake either.' She salutes 
again, turns, is gone. 

Marines. Slot or be slotted. Only a matter of time before I have to shoot someone 
- or swallow a bullet myself. Besides, camouflage does nothing for me; it makes me look 
like a giant toad. 

I have to lodge my protest before the transfer takes effect. Into the shower, 
dragging fingers through my hair. Greasy. 'Shower on,' I order, 'Medium-hot.' 

'MEDIUM-HOT, TUAN , ' the shower replies, and the water starts in judders, hot and 
cold - the temperature adjusts, and I relax as the cramps melt out of my muscles. 

The shower turns cold just after I've soaped up. 'Shower!' I bellow through a face 
full of suds, cowering from the freezing spray. 'Hot water!' 

'ENTER CHARGE CODE FOR HOT WATER,' the shower-voice replies. 'DAILY LIMIT 
EXCEEDED.' 

'Exceeded? I've only been in here for - ' 

'THREE MINUTES FOURTEEN SECONDS,' the shower says. 'ADDITIONAL HOT WATER 
WILL BE CHARGED TO YOUR ACCOUNT. THE EXCESS RATE IS - ' 

It's gloating. 'You're an appliance' I shout. Through the door I hear Harlen 
laughing. 'Enough of this insolence - hot water, nowV 

'YES, TUAN.' 
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A half-day's pay later, I dry off and scrabble in my locker for a clean uniform. My 
wrist-com reads zero-six thirty. Damn this, and I wanted to sleep in for the last morning 
before Flight Academy... 

'Harlen!' I shout. 'Where the frag are my uniforms?' 

Mumbling from the other side of the room. 'Took them to the cleaners yesterday. 
Like you said.' 

The cleaners? My fists twitch at my sides; I need to hit something. 'Great gene, 
Harlen, I didn't mean all of them!' I'm trying to slow my lungs down, keep from 
hyperventilating. 'So I don't even have one uniform?' 

'Hey, tuan, just following orders,' Harlen says, trying to roll over. A couple of 
fingers appear, nails black-chipped with old polish. 'Take something from my locker,' 
she moans, pulling the sheets further over her face. 'Just leave me to die.' 

Great. I open her locker, but a pair of grey maintenance overalls is the only thing 
big enough. They're mostly clean, but graphite never completely washes out. 

I shrug into the baggy outfit, look at myself in the mirror. Brown hair that's 
always a mess, even pulled back in a ponytail. My eyes are dark brown, pupils only barely 
visible against near-black irises. A broad jaw, wide enough for eight more teeth than a 
human norm. Thin lips and a nose that's much too big; like the rest of me. 

Toad-face, I tell the mirror with a grimace. Two metres plus tall, hands strong 
enough to crack walnuts. Dark skin, somebody once called it Mediterranean - entirely 
possible, since my genes were assembled in a lab. 

Harlen's up, wriggles into another pair of overalls. They look good on her -
dammit, everything looks good on her, even an outfit designed for crawling inside 
spacecraft engines. She runs fingers in her short brown hair, and it's all in place. Even the 
chipped nail-polish looks somehow - right for her. 

Why couldn't I have her genes, instead of my own mix of warthog and hippo? 
The gene-geneers in Darwin must have picked my chromosomes with a Ouija board. 

Brushing myself down, jamming a cap on my head. Lodging an official protest 
dressed like a mechanic - what a great start to the day. 

Doctor Wolfe sometimes took me out walking on the Bay, to see cargo 
submarines from Singapore loading supplies for the Beanstalk construction. Along the 
decks, holographic billboards declared the prosperity and strength of the Coalition in 
English - which none of the wharf labourers could read. 

'Look, Rhea!' Wolfe pointed as a spark flared near the horizon. 'If you wish on a 
shooting star, it 'll come true.' 

We searched the sky for a couple of minutes until I found a moving light. 'There!' 
I shouted, then closed my eyes and wished that I could get out of Darwin, away from the 
Coalition and from gene-gineers who had made my sisters and brothers 'disappear'. 
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that.' 
'That's Pacifica,' Wolfe laughed. 'One of the Orbital Stations. You can't wish on 

But I knew I had chosen the right star, one that could make my wish come true. 

Keep clear of the airlock 
KEEP CLEAR OF THE AIRLOCK, holographic signs flash all around the docking 

concourse, DOCKING IN PROGRESS. Above the airlock, an indicator counts down. A crowd 
of Orbitals is there: slim, elfin, all moving with the confidence and grace of a lifetime in 
micro-gravity. A sigh - most of them are as beautiful as Harlen, and some make even her 
look plain. I smell dirt and sweat; excitement, anger, fear. 

Each person is like a comet, filling the space around themselves with a halo of 
smells: a trail of molecules, particles, skin flakes. An enhanced sense of smell is supposed 
to be an advantage, but its main effect is that I come close to losing my last meal a couple 
of times a day. Foul smells seem to outnumber pleasant ones by ten to one. 

When the docking indicator reaches ZERO I brace for impact, and then - nothing. 

Harlen shrugs. 'Sometimes dockings aborted,' she says. 'Safety.' Ten years ago, a 
docking accident with a nuclear ship killed everyone on L-5 Station: three thousand 
people dead. When the rescue party arrived a week later, the corpses hadn't decayed: the 
radiation had even killed the bacteria. 

Since then, nuclear drives have been illegal, except for military vessels - which 
doesn't make me feel a lot safer. I've heard that politicians were waiting for an 
opportunity to restrict nuclear drives; control is much easier if the military can move 
further and faster than anybody else. 

Then the frigate clashes into the docking-ring and the whole Station shudders. 

A blue-uniformed officer orders security troopers into position around the airlock 
doors, hiding behind equipment, ramps and cargo containers, with all weapons on the 
airlock. One of the troopers fumbles his laser rifle, drops it to the deck. 

The officer's eyes bulge. 'Drop that again,' he howls at the trooper, 'and you're 
transferred to guard duty at Copernicus.' The lunar prison colonies would be a death 
sentence for anyone that soft. Although he'd be popular if he dropped his rifle at shower-
time. 

An officer arrives, wearing a general's crossed-swords on his shoulders. His chest 
is buried somewhere under a fruit salad of medals and ribbons. The other officers salute, 
step away. 

'Governor Otago,' Harlen says. 

The Governor looks like an insect, a giant mantis. He's just as tall as the other 
Orbitals, but he's hideous: face pale, bulging from massive jaw to jutting brow-ridge like 
it's sculpted from flesh-toned marble. His limbs are long but lumpy, unnaturally shaped, 
his knuckles swollen like marbles. 
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'What's wrong with him?' I ask, but Harlen lifts a hand for silence. The airlock 
door hisses, and the troopers grip their weapons. A figure steps from the airlock, 
removing its helmet. The newcomer is unnaturally thin, his movements precise, 
controlled, moving in the low gravity with exaggerated care. 

His eyes look almost artificial, glaring silver-grey above angular cheekbones. 
They scan the crowd, fixing on different points for a half second, as if he's photographing 
the scene inside his head. His gaze touches me, and his nameplate - CRANE - stirs 
something in my memory. 

Commander Crane presents his documents to the Governor. The Security troopers 
quietly melt away, pretending they were never there, while Crane diplomatically pretends 
the same. The rest of the frigate's crew dribbles out onto the dock, dragging heavy crates 
and backpacks. Most of them are weapons crates, but there is also a plastic pod shaped 
like an oversized black coffin. 

The airlock thuds closed, and the frigate scrapes free to take a holding position 
near the Station. 

'Look at their faces and hands,' Harlen says. It's the scars. Shiny burns from 
lasers, heat-flash, radiation; long white scars from shrapnel and bayonet, puckered indents 
from bullets. 

Lots of scars - like Sergeant Lamont. And their eyes, like hers, are steel ball
bearings. 

That and the uniforms make them Coalition marines. They hold their rifles easily, 
but their fingers are never far from their triggers. The rifles fire flechettes, tiny darts, at 
over twice the speed of sound, with enough punch to take your arm off - or your head. 
Bayonets project from the rifles' muzzles, each nearly a half-metre long, with a wicked 
edge that could slash a vac-suit like paper. 

Next to the marines, the Station Security troopers look like children playing 
soldiers. 

Last on the dock is another officer, a giant, a head again taller than any of the 
marines; black hair, face medium-dark, brown-black eyes. Built like a bear. 

My guts shrivel. The scar behind my ear begins itching; I scratch with my eyes 
closed. Not him. 

'Feeling sick?' Harlen says, holding my shoulder. 'Your face is pale.' 

I can't stop my hands shaking. 'Just - somebody I know.' 

'Great-looking chassis,' Harlen whistles quietly. 'Free, or is he yours?' 

'I need to do something,' I cut her off. 'See you at home.' Pushing away from her, 
through the crowd to intercept the giant. 'Stone.' I stay cool, keeping my voice low and 
even; a real achievement, since every nerve in me wants to grab a bayonet and slot him. 

'Rhea,' Stone smiles, but his eyes are cold as pebbles. lSuch a pleasure.' 
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'Pleasureyourself, Stone.' So much for cool. 'Do everyone a favour. Take the 
next transport home.' 

'Happy to see you too, Rhea,' Stone's lip twists. 'And I'm very happy about you 
joining my platoon.' 

Great gene. The transfer - under Stone's command. 'You set this up,' I say 
slowly. 

'Don't be paranoid,' Stone laughs. 'Not true - all Coalition military have been 
called in on this emergency.' His black eyes scan mine for weakness. 'Although I am 
enjoying this.' 

'This won't stand. I'll appeal.' 

'Appeal away, Rhea. But you have no chance. I have priority command.' 

'Then you release me, Stone - or I'll slot you in your sleep.' This is going 
badly.My lips pull back from my teeth, and my fists have climbed up in front of my chest. 

Stone notices, flicks me a fierce grin in return. Stone knows exactly which of my 
buttons to press. 'So, Lieutenant. Welcome to my team.' Stone's voice oozes like poison. 
'Now. Establish a perimeter and secure our cargo.' 

' Yessir,' I mutter, and turn to the marines. They glance up at me, just another 
irritant in their rotten day. I choose four marines at random, and they follow my orders 
with the sullen efficiency of soldiers doing anything less than charging murderous enemy 
fire. 

Stone was intolerable in Darwin - but even there, I could avoid him. Here, he's 
my boss. I have to get the transfer overturned, or I'll kill him. 

Stone has half a dozen of the marines ripping open the four largest crates, and in a 
couple of minutes four tripod devices form a semicircle along the dockside. There's a 
crisp smell of machine oil and graphite lubricant -the marines attach ammunition boxes 
and snap the ugly triple barrels in place. 

'Robot-guns?' I can't believe it. Robot-guns are lethal, machine-fast, and as 
reliable as any other piece of military equipment. Which means, not reliable at all. The 
twin ammunition boxes each hold twelve hundred rounds, lasting about thirty-five 
seconds at full rate of fire. That's around seventy times your life expectancy \f you're the 
target. 

Stone's brain must be loaded with enough testosterone for the Coalition's entire 
track and field team. Well, maybe not that much. 'This is Pacifica Station,' I tell him, 
'not a warzone.' 

But Stone's eyes make me less certain. 'Insurance,' he winks. 

'Insurance?' I ask, 'Against what?' But Stone wanders off without answering. 

A robot-gun swivels and I drop flat, freeze on the deck. 'Systems tests,' one of the 
marines grins. Insolent bastard. 'Not live, Ma'am.' I stand, embarrassed, brushing my 
sleeves under their smirks. 
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We haul the other crates into two of the vaults lining the dockside. I clear my 
throat. 'Sergeant Lamont.' She raises an eyebrow. There's a faint apple-scent coming 
from her - shampoo perhaps, or perfume. 'Draw up a roster for two sentries, four hour 
shifts,' I say, 'and dismiss the rest off duty.' 

Commander Crane returns as the last few marines scatter in threes and fours to 
explore the Station's extensive entertainment industry. 'Welcome to the unit, Lieutenant,' 
Crane says. 

'I - protest, sir.' I'm too upset to put words together. 'Wasn't meant to be 
marines. A mistake.' This isn't how I pictured my appeal happening. 'Sir, I'm posted to 
the Flight Academy.' 

One of Crane's eyebrows creeps up. 'You were posted to the Flight Academy.' Is 
he laughing at me? 

'I joined up to fly, sir.' I flap my hand at the robot-guns. 'Not...this.' 

'You joined up, Rhea Auslander, because the Coalition military bought your 
contract. Where would you be otherwise?' 

I don't say it, because we both know: I'd have disappeared like some of my sisters 
and brothers; probably bagged and quietly cremated. Crane waits for a reply, but I don't 
give him the cheap thrill he wants. 

Norms love doing that to us Titans. Think you 're good, don 'tyou? They say. 
Remember that we own you. And they do, literally - we change jobs only if a new 
employer buys our contracts. 

I check the sentries, make sure that the gear is secure. When I'm finished, Harlen 
is waiting. 'Was the appeal successful?' 

'No.' We walk awhile in silence. 

But Harlen is too curious. 'Any of the marines worth checking out?' 

'Keep clear of them,' I say. 

'They're too well behaved,' Harlen says. T don't like it.' 

I shrug. 'Soldiers on leave are always ordered: no fighting, no boozing, wear 
raincoats...' 

'But they never obey those orders. They'd rather have a good time and wake up in 

a cell.' 

'Good point.' I raise my eyebrows. 'Soldiers on leave are always trouble.' 

'Watching each others' backs like they're in a warzone.' 
'Pacifica Station isn't friendly with the Coalition,' I say. 'Maybe they stick 

together in case they're robbed? Beaten up?' 

'Maybe.' Harlen tosses her drink-bulb in a waste chute. 'Maybe I'm just 
paranoid.' 
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We've reached our door. I try my thumbprint on the lock - nothing. So much for 
modern technology. Harlen thumbs us in while I'm fumbling in my pocket for my mag-
key. 

'You didn't look happy with the big guy,' Harlen says as she slumps into a spider-
frame chair. 'Ex?' 

'Worse than that.' I try to laugh, but it turns into a dry croak. I take a drink-bulb 
from the chiller, swallow a mouthful. 'He's my brother.' 

'Knew we became friends for a reason,' Harlen grins. 'He can warm my hammock 
anytime.' 

'Don't even think it,' I snap. Calm down, Rhea. 'Stone's a monster - he's only 
interested in what he can get from you.' 

'Exploitation? Fine with me.' Harlen rubs her hands. T promise not to hurt him.' 

'He's not human, Harlen.' 

'Your brother isn't human?' She shakes her head. 'So what are you? 
Orang-outan?' 

'You know what I am.' 

'Yah, you're Titan. And I'm Malay, Russian, and Samoan. Means festivals every 
week of the year - but expensive birthdays and complicated weddings.' 

'Titans are different.' 

'So you're artificial,' says Harlen, examining her fingernails. 'Big deal. I studied 
genetics. Titans are still human.' 

'They don't tell you everything.' How do I explain? 'Our genes are mostly human. 
For you norms, being human is natural - it's what you are. For Titans, it's a tradeoff. 
Every minute of the day - ' Careful, Rhea. 'We choose our own balance. Between 
humanity and power.' 

'Humanity and power,' Harlen sighs. 'Rhea, that's clear as lead plate.' 

'Imagine living on a slippery hill. You have to keep climbing just to stay in place. 
Imagine that the top of the hill is human. You're in control, but not very powerful. 
Downhill is the Beast - enormous power, but no control. No humanity.' This is the part of 
my explanation where I lose friends. 'Each Titan chooses a part of the Hill to live on.' 
Breathe. Breathe. I can't meet her eyes. 'Stone lives close to the bottom.' 

'Sounds horrible.' Harlen gapes. 'Titans made that way?' 

'It's a failsafe.' I look up, wondering if our friendship can survive the smell of 
fear coming off her. 'Like a dead-man trigger. Injure a Titan, knock us unconscious, and 
we slide down the hill. The Beast takes over. The Beast can still fight with a critical 
injury, like a missing arm or a punctured lung. The Beast will chew off its own leg to get 
free of a trap.' 

'Oh,' Harlen says. We sit for a while. Neither of us feels like speaking. 
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After a minute of razor silence, I stand. 'I'm going out,' I say. ' I ' l l pick up the 
uniforms.' 

'Right,' Harlen says. 'The cleaners is in Selene.' She hands me a map-chip with 
the cleaner's address on it. - Go through the Garden, cross the Styx River at Yang-tze 
Bridge. Enter Selene through Shanghai gate, then loop around to Hamburg Sector.' 

'Yang-tze Bridge, Shanghai Gate, Hamburg Sector.' Simple enough. I slip the 
map-chip into my wrist-com, watching the little display light up with a nav-map of the 
Station's innards. Hope this map-chip works better than the last one. 

I wonder if Harlen will just disappear, move everything out of the cabin while I'm 
gone. That's what happened the last time I told a flatmate about the Beast. 

Pacifica Station is a cylinder 
New smells. Metal and fuel and machine-oil, a dozen different plastics. Beneath 

that, benzene, ozone and hydrocarbons. Even whiffs of poison: hydrogen sulfide, 
monoxides, chlorine - too faint for a Norm's nose to identify. And thousands of people, 
all crammed together in too little space. I lean back, squinting at the docking rings high 
above. In a concave world, like Pacifica, the rest of the world hangs over your head; 
unlike the surface of a planet you can see everything at once. The effect is weird - like 
claustrophobia, but outdoors. 

Pacifica Station is one of the largest artificial objects in existence, even though the 
Great Wall of China still holds the record. It's only inside, standing on the inner surface, 
that the sheer size of Pacifica strikes you. The Station is a cylinder, more than one 
kilometre in diameter and nearly five long, and the cities, Chronos and Selene, are like 
huge funnels fixed at each end of the cylinder. 

A skinny freak with blue face-tattoos is waving from the elevator that leads to the 
Garden level. I walk over to him. 'Wow,' he says. An idiot grin, eyes like peach-pits 
glued to his stupid skull. 'You're really big, aren't you?' 

'I hadn't noticed,' I say, hoping he'll get the message. Shut up, why don't you? 

'Maybe too big for the passenger elevator,' he says, with another grin. 'Might 
have to send you through cargo instead.' 

Very bloody funny. I'm trying to think of a witty response, when one of his hands 
wanders onto my shoulder. Tf you want to visit, my apartment has a great view,' he says, 
his hand slithering into danger-zone. 'They call me the Love Machine.' 

The Love Machine? Gene help me, not another damned pervert. ' A view won't be 
much good if your eyeballs are crushed,' I say, throwing him a crocodile-smile. 'And I 
hear doors can be a bitch without fingers.' Thirty-six teeth, including three pairs of very 
sharp canines, are tailor-made for occasions like this. 
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His hand jumps away like I'm electrified, and his face goes pale, turning the 
tattoos into blue ink on parchment. The elevator door clangs shut and, thank Gene, he's 
gone. 

I've seen my share of bizarros. Once, in Darwin, a middle-aged man in a 
Hawaiian shirt begged me to spank him, right there in the street. Luckily I was laughing 
too much to be offended - the guy would have loved it if I got angry at him. 

People's eyes dart away from mine. I'm used to stares and whispers, norms 
wondering what it's like to tower over everybody else, wondering where I buy my 
clothes, or what I'm like in bed. 

But there is a good side to being a superhuman killing machine, like being able to 
scare off unwanted attention - and open any jar in the known universe. I never have to 
wait in line because somebody always lets me in. 

And if I go walking late at night, the muggers worry that I'll attack them. 

Pressure change stabs my eardrums. The door hisses open; then a short corridor 
and another elevator take me lower into the Station. As I descend, the Station's spin 
increases to a full half-gee, and the deck becomes a comfortable pressure underneath my 
boots. Gravity's still light, but at least I'm not swallowing my last meal over and over. 

Finally I'm in a corridor, following signs labelled "GARDEN ." I step out into 
sunlight piped through optic tubing from the outside. Chronos looms behind me like a 
dark grey wall cutting the world in half, and at the far end is Selene, the other city on the 
Station. 

Then I'm in the Garden. It's a huge cylinder of green space: impressive, but also 
disturbing. Trees and grass and water curve up to both sides like a fresco painted on a 
wall. Tiny people walk above me, like bugs on a domed ceiling. 

The Garden is hot, humid, especially near the river Styx. Seven bridges cut the 
Styx as it circles, endlessly, around the waist of Pacifica Station. Water jets disintegrate in 
a mist of rain, making leaves rattle in the constant breeze. The environment is modelled 
on tropical jungle to maximise plant growth and oxygen production. That's the official 
story - but the Garden's engineers were Javanese, and their homesickness is written over 
every part of the design. 

I cross a high-arched bridge covered in sculptures of lions, demons and dragons. 
Slowly the light-tubes above fade, closing down for night-cycle. Colours leak away, 
replaced by grey shadows as my night-vision adapts to the dark. 

/ push on through the sticky heat 
I push on through the sticky heat, trying to cover the couple of klicks to Selene 

before complete darkness. The Shanghai sector gate blazes ahead, bizarre shadows 
springing from the trees around me. Just inside I stop, dazzled, waiting for my eyes to 
adjust. 
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My wrist-com's direction arrow points away from Hamburg. I walk for a minute, 
then check again. The arrow shivers, swings to point back the way I came. It stops a 
moment, returns to its original direction, then dissolves into a mess of random characters. 
I flick out the useless map-chip and smash it under my boot. 

'Shize!' I bellow, then punch the wall, sending a hollow echo along the corridor. 

Forcing myself to take long, deep breaths, calm returning after the burst of energy. 
Oops. There's a big dent in the sheet-plastic wall. Sweat oozes off my forehead, stinging 
my eyes. I sit down and wipe my sleeve over my face. 

Suddenly there's a blue-uniformed man on either side of me. One grabs my collar 
and pulls me close to his face. A web of fine white scars covers his cheeks. His breath 
smells of peppermint. 

The other one shoves me. 'Giz the wrist-com,' he drawls. He stinks of sweat, 
sharp like vinegar in my nostrils. Sweaty grabs my throat and throws me against the wall, 
while Scars fumbles through my pockets. 

My palms become slick, and something starts boiling in my chest. A snarl comes 
to my throat but I choke it back. Are they insane? Don't they know what I am? They're 
lucky it's only me - Stone would have already ripped their heads off. 

Scars grips my elbow and growls, 'Wrist-com. Now.' He slips a silver baton from 
a square pack on his belt. 

I throw a straight-arm into his chest and he staggers back. 'Leave me alone.' I take 
a couple of steps down the corridor, but an electrical noise brings the hair out, bristling, at 
the base of my neck. Smell of ozone. 

I turn just as Scars sweeps his baton into my knees. My leg muscles spasm, 
throwing me to the deck. The electrical whine is building again, and the ozone is stronger. 
A shock baton. 

Great gene, what an idiot. I've turned my back on a shock-baton. 

I try to roll away, but the second blow slams my head down. Lightning battles 
dark blobs across my vision, and my skull rings like a giant bell. I can't stop myself from 
sliding into unconsciousness, where the Beast grins at me. 

<DISCONTINUITY> 

C O M M E N C E TARGETING PROCEDURE 

INVALID INPUT - TARGETING FAILED 

TERMINATE TARGETING PROCEDURE 

<DISCONTINUITY> 

Handcuffs haul my wrists up between my shoulderblades. I lift my head, try to 
speak, but there's a boot on the back of my neck. Gene, what's happening? 

I'm a Titan. They should be running in terror, not standing on my head. 
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'Shut it,' Scars leans harder, grinding my face into the deck. The cuffs bite into 
my wrists, turning my fingers numb. 

I try to stand, but my feet can't find the ground. Scars lifts my head and slams it 
down again, and Sweaty's hands are gripping hard enough to bruise. Struggling only 
makes the searching rougher. Everything's distant, a slow-motion movie. 

Sweaty slashes my pockets, scattering data-chips and pieces of junk across the 
deck. Scars slips my wrist-com off; its alarm shrieks for a second, but he shuts it off with 
a key-punch and a terse command. 

A Security override. They're cops. 

'Aw, shize,'' Scars drops the wrist-com as if it's suddenly turned hot. 'She's a 
Coalition marine. Get the cuffs o f f 

'Coalition? Wearing greyT Sweaty's puzzled. He fumbles for a key and unlocks 
my wrists, shaking his head. 'Asking for trouble.' 

Maybe I should just cut loose - Stone would - but I might kill them. Maybe I can 
scare them off. Lungs sucking as if I haven't breathed in hours, but I growl anyway, 
bouncing off the floor with teeth bared and fists up. I step towards them with my knees 
shaking. 

I don't feel very scary. 

'Bit late for that, tuan,' Scars laughs. 'Lucky you had ID.' 

Sweaty's eyes flicker nervously. 'You okay?' 

Scars pulls his companion's shoulder, and they stroll off down the concourse. 
Sweaty throws me a guilty look over his shoulder. 'What if she reports us?' he whines, 
but Scars responds with a harsh laugh. 

'Reports us? Who to?' 

I wipe my nose, smearing blood on the back of my hand. That's it? My head is 
imploding. Nothing? Not even sorry, tuan, didn't mean to beat you up! 

Fan-bloody-tastic. I gather up my belongings. My pockets are slashed into strips; 
so I stuff everything down my overalls. 

Adventure of a lifetime. Ripped off, bashed and lost. If that was the cops, I hope I 
never meet the crims. 

I stagger down the concourse. Then the walls waver and the floor leaps up, 
smashing me in the face. 

<DISCONTINUITY> 

C O M M E N C E TARGETING PROCEDURE 

T A R G E T NOMINATED 

L O C A T E T A R G E T 
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L O C A T E PROJECTOR 

Who-? 

INVALID INPUT - TARGETING FAILED 

What are you - ? 

TERMINATE TARGETING PROCEDURE 

<DISCONTINUITY> 

Boots thudding on the deck, sending rockets of pain through my skull. 'Rhea!' 
Opening my eyes makes it worse, so I cover my head and curl into a ball. 

'What happened?' Harlen's hands are cool on my face. 

'Security,' I struggle to a sitting position, ignoring the stabbing behind my eyes. 
'Tragic fashion error. Grey clothes.' I wobble to my feet, pressing my teeth tight as my 
knees lock up in cramps. 'Hit me with a shock-baton.' 

Harlen gapes. 'And you're standing?'' 

'Tougher than I look,' I mumble, although I feel like a wreck. I lean on her 
shoulder. Harlen gasps under my weight, but helps me stagger to the lift. 

The submarine Hammerhead rises from more than a kilometre deep. Foam 
streams from the sub's flanks as the massive vessel breaches the surface. 

As it surfaces, the crew prepare their weapons with the efficiency of long practice. 
In moments, the sub's rolling stabilises, and the deck slides back to expose the great flat 
plates of the laser batteries. A swarm of flying drones deploys to protect against air attack. 
The Engineer boosts the power plant's output for the lasers' massive energy demands. 

Then, the Hammerhead waits, ready to strike. 

I'm a wreck 

I'm a wreck - but still I stumble down to the concourse. 
They're waiting on the dock. 'Lieutenant Rhea,' Stone drawls, slick as liquid 

teflon, 'good of you to join us.' He's standing in front of a holo-viewer, displaying a cut
away of a grey and green cylinder: a tactical map of the Station interior. 

'Pacifica Security reports terrorist contacts in and around the city of Selene,' 
Stone says. As he speaks, parts of the Station image flash white, fade back to grey. Selene 
is a dark-grey cap over one end of the cylinder. 'Our mission,' he says, 'is to patrol 
Selene, and neutralise the terrorists.' 

A patrol into Selene? Horror floods over me, swamping the rest of the briefing. 
That's crazy! 'Stone - ah, sir...Selene is volatile. Should we be provoking the Greys?' 
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A couple of the marines roll their eyes. Officers, one mouths to another, as if he's 
talking about excrement. 

And, Stone says, if we see anything suspicious: 'If it moves, kill it. If it sits still, 
burn it. If it won't burn, blast it.' He pauses. 'Questions?' 

Nope, I think that covers it. I can imagine the book title: STONE'S GUIDE TO 
MAKING FRIENDS. Or maybe even: GETTING A BULLET IN THE HEAD - FAST! 

'Stone!' I have to change his mind. We're going to get ourselves killed. 

Stone ignores me. 'Move in thirty. Dismissed.' The soldiers disperse, checking 
equipment and weapons. I pull Stone aside. 

'Are you mad?' Trying to keep my voice from carrying to the soldiers around us. 
Failing. 'Patrolling into Selene is like pouring rocket fuel on a fire!' 

'We have our orders.' Stone examines his fingernails. 'The only reason there are 
terrorists is because the Greys have no respect for us.' 

I lean towards him, lower my voice. 'They're not alone.' 

'Ha. Ha. Humour.' Stone says, as if he doesn't know what the word means. He 
strides off, bawling orders to the marines. When he's past them, one of the marines flicks 
a hand to her forehead, fingers and thumb held in the shape of a "C" . It means cyborg, an 
insult: part human, part machine. 

The marine notices me watching, looks away. I should say something - but what 
do I care if Stone has problems with his soldiers? Anyway, it's the truth - he is a cold 
bastard. 

But when I think about the patrol I close my eyes, trying to breathe deep, slow. 
Heading into hostile territory under a piss-pot dictator and soldiers who'd like to tie us 
both out in the sun for ants to chew on. Not a recipe for roaring success. 

It seems like the two ends of Pacifica are slowly grinding together, catching 
everybody in between. Blue and Grey and Coalition. 

Mincemeat. 

Stone takes us into Selene 
Stone takes us into Selene; our patrol orders are to stop Greys for identification, 

and search for bomb materials. Selene is the opposite of bright Chronos, the Blues' city; 
Selene is grey and crowded, with no vegetation, no life other than people, all crammed 
like data-crystals in a robotic brain. The stench of sweat, flesh, hair is overwhelming. But 
even so, the streets are clean. 

A l l the garbage is being used for some purpose. The city sprawls across the 
Station's end-cone, thousands of buildings made of junk: discarded rockets, pieces of 
metal, sheet plastic, glass, partitions of paper and aluminium and radiation-foil, even 
bricks made of river clay, smuggled out of the Garden and fired in secret kilns. 
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Eyes track us, but Stone and I attract the most attention. I'm just as exotic as 
Stone - size is fine for a man, but on a woman it's just plain scary. There's more than 
simple fear in the eyes watching us; it's more like disgust. And the terrorists have 
weapons - I imagine the feel of cross-hairs crawling over my head. 

Later in the day, we visit the owner of a bag that had been abandoned on the mag-
tube. The place could hardly be called a house - it's more like a single-room shack, made 
of plastic packing-crates, with a few sheets of perspex for windows. 

The woman meets Stone's questions with resentful silence. 

'She's laughing at us,' Stone snarls. 

'Do you blame her, Stone?' I say. 'The bag was empty. A book. A couple of 
sandwiches.' 

Stone snaps his fingers. 'You're right,' he says. 'Who are you covering for?' 

'Stone, get your head out of your arse. It's her lunch.'' 

'It was a diversion, it had to be!' He shoves the woman away from him. I throw 
my shoulder into his ribs - his second swing misses the woman, and he topples against 
the wall. As he pushes himself up again, his elbow leaves a hole in the plastic. 

A breath. Two breaths. I stand between Stone and the woman. He crouches, 
mouth open. Our breathing is the only sound, but it's deafening. 

The points of Stone's teeth gleam wet, and I think, for a weird moment, that I 
must look just like Stone does. 

I'm boiling inside. So easy to let it go, meet beast with beast. I'm almost hoping 
Stone will try something - make me feel I can do something against the shower of shize 
raining on me. 

Come on, you bastard. Try somebody who'll fight back. 

Stone snarls, kicks the door open and rages out into the alleyway, swearing. I turn 
to the woman, but her face freezes the words in my throat. 

'Happy, yah?' the woman sneers. 'Your turn to play "good cop"?' 

'Hey, if I wasn't here - ' 

'Don't need your help!' The woman hits me in the chest a couple of times, but it's 
feeble, the energy drained out of her. 'Just leave us alone!' 

Her blows aren't hard, but they shake me. I mumble an apology and duck out, 
head down, feeling like a rat's eating my guts. 

The woman follows me, but Stone hauls her out of her house by her elbow and 
tosses an incendiary through the doorway. A roar, and the hovel becomes a fountain of 
flame. The woman collapses, stunned, to the ground. 

As we rejoin the patrol on the street, I promise myself that Stone will hurt for this. 
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When We Enter Wiretown 
When we enter Wiretown, my danger alarms rattle like I'm falling off a cliff. 

There's a Wiretown in the dirtiest and most dangerous part of every city, where 
the stupid, the curious and the suicidal come to experiment with the Wire - and never 
leave. There's a simple operation that plants a wire in the brain; in the right place, the 
wire stimulates the brain's pleasure centre, permanently. There's an off-switch, but many 
wireheads forget to switch off, and die of starvation a month or so later. 

But the cyborgs are much more dangerous than wireheads, cyborgs in dozens of 
gangs, each with their own bizarre set of enhancements. The Mentats use the Wire on 
other parts of their brains to enhance memory, reflexes and resistance to pain. Sometimes 
it even works. 

The Tinmen have armoured chests and heads like combat helmets, with artificial 
limbs powerful enough to lift a ground-car. And the Razorgang have replaced their 
fingers with long blades and get their jollies from random executions. Other cyborg gangs 
are even more bizarre, but fortunately they only come out at night - as living, breathing, 
whirring nightmares. 

And the best gangs require a very special initiation: killing a cop. 

Although a marine would be just as good - they wouldn't be fussy. 

Stone takes us straight into Wiretown from Selene, and we establish a defensive 
perimeter around a burned-out shell that was once an Pacifica Security bunker. Quick 
orders, and a squad of marines ducks in to clear the building. 

A rattle of gunfire, and gangers boil from the doors and windows. Stone lets most 
of the fleeing gangers past, but grabs one by the neck. He dumps the prisoner in the 
Security office: a girl, twelve or so, with a face like a ferret. She's swearing, threatening, 
blustering to cover her terror. I gasp in disgust: both her little fingers have been replaced 
with fifteen-centimetre fighting spikes. 

A Razorganger. 

Stone brings the kid's face close to his, and grins like a shark. T want you to take 
a message,' Stone rumbles. 'Tell your chief pointy-head that I want to meet him. Here. 
One hour.' 

'Why should I take your message?' the girl sneers, momentary bravado winning 
over fear. 

'If you don't,' Stone says, 'We'l l think of something.' The marines' flat grins 
show that they aren't short of ideas. 'Understand?' 

The kid nods, swallowing. 'Yes, tuan.' She knows the marines don't like gangers 
much. Or rather, they don't like gangers much alive, and they know a quick fix for that 
situation. 

'Here, one hour,' Stone repeats. 'If Electra doesn't come, we make those nose-
pickers of yours meet between your ears.' He releases the girl, and she's gone. 
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Elektra, the Razorgang boss, is tall and wiry with metre-long steel sabres instead 
of forearms. The rest of her gang surrounds her in a continual clashing and clattering of 
blades. There's a clear pecking-order: the gangers with the most blades, the most radical 
enhancements, are dominant; while others take lower places. The girl with the lethal 
pinkies is cowering behind the others. 

One of the gangers clashes her blades for quiet. 'Say what you want, dirtsider,' 
she says. 'Tell Elektra why we shouldn't make you and your soldier-boys into sushi? 

'Soldier-60^?' Lamont says in a low voice. 'I'm offended.' 

'Shut up,' I hiss, and Lamont shuts up. One wrong statement, one insult, and I'll 
be leaving here in a body-bag. 

'I have an offer for you,' says Stone. ' A business arrangement.' 

'Wiretown is already ours,' Elektra spits, 'What can you offer that would interest 
Elektra?' 

'Selene,' Stone replies, 'AH of it.' 

Elektra's eyes widen. 'You're good, funny-man,' she laughs, 'We might keep you 
for a pet. But if we stay out of Selene, Resistance leave Wiretown to us. We are not stupid 
enough to anger them.' 

That matches our intel reports. The terrorists - they call themselves Resistance -
act as a police force, keeping gangs and other criminals out of Selene. Another way they 
cement their control over the Greys. 

'What if the Coalition supports you?' says Stone. 'Weapons, intel, artillery. Sniper 
attacks on their leaders. A raid on their headquarters.' 

'You are trying to trap us into fighting Resistance,' Elektra sneers, 'But since you 
will not leave here alive...' She shrugs. 

'Ah, Elektra,' Stone puts on a broad smile. 'We could banter like this for hours. I 
might even be worried if you could wipe your own backside.' 

Silence strikes like a sledgehammer. The gangers raise their blades, and the 
soldiers around me strain like hunting-dogs on the leash. One of the marines raises a hand 
to his forehead in the C-gesture, taunting. 'Come on, cyborg scum,' he hisses. 'We're 
right here.' 

We're dead - diced, sliced, julienned. I realise there's one thing worse than being 
in a body-bag: being in lots of little bags. 

'Remember I mentioned artillery?' Stone continues in a voice so calm that it's 
surreal. 'Here's another option. We deploy robot-guns to cut down anybody trying to 
leave Wiretown. Then our heavy lasers turn you and this hole into molten glass.' 

'If you're dead, dirtsider,' Elektra lifts her sabres, 'your guns won't help you.' She 
whistles, and more gangers appear at the windows: dozens, maybe even a hundred. They 
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clatter their blades, whooping, sounding like a battle between a wolf-pack and an army of 
chainsaw-wielding maniacs. 

The marines are tense, rifles raised, awaiting an order to fire. But there aren't 
enough of us - and the gangers also have guns, plenty of them. Stone is still smiling, 
which proves what I've known all my life - he's completely mad. 'Sergeant Lamont,' he 
says, 'Please demonstrate for these good people that they have terrified us beyond rational 
thought.' 

'I'm petrified, sir,' says Lamont, stepping within reach of Elektra's sabres. Electra 
slashes but Lamont knocks the blades aside with her bayonet, then steps close and 
smashes her rifle across Elektra's face. A spray of blood and Lamont slams Electra to the 
floor, stands on her forearms and crashes the rifle butt down, twice, on Electra's elbows. 
They break with wet double-crunches, leaving the blades dragging from shattered bone. 

It's taken a couple of seconds, so quick that the other gangers would have seen no 
more than a blur. The war-cries die in their throats. The only sound is their leader's 
screaming. 

Lamont steps back, with a small cut on her forehead the only sign that anything 
has happened. 

'Thank you, Sergeant,' Stone says cheerfully, then turns back to the stunned 
gangers. 'So. Here's the deal.' 

A couple more gang-leaders follow, with the Tinmen are the most bizarre. Their 
leader is built like a tank - a real tank - but Stone cuts off his treads with armour-piercing 
bullets, then threatens to shove an antitank rocket into a painful, embarrassing and 
definitely lethal part of him. 

So the Tinmen cooperate, while the Mentats live up to their reputation by 
surrendering before we even call on them. Very intelligent. Stone's message to every 
gang-leader is the same: take on the Resistance - the Coalition will support you. Don't 
take on the Resistance - unpleasant things happen. 

Stone's 'negotiations' with the gangers have cemented his authority over the 
marines. That's the thing with elite soldiers: they don't have to like you, but you must 
earn their respect. Stone has shown them that he's a tough, ruthless and cunning leader; 
which roughly balances the fact that he's utterly insane. 

Aside from which, he's convinced our enemies to murder each other instead of us. 
So now the marines' sullenness has turned into a hideous admiration. 

Lamont pulls me aside during a rest-break. 'Rhea,' she says, voice so low that I 
know something's wrong. 'It's Lieutenant Stone. He's - ' 

'Clinically insane?' 

'No,' Lamont says, 'worse than that. Like he thinks everyone else is blind, and 
he's the only one with eyes.' 
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That's Stone, I think. Hyper-focused on his own ambitions, his own plans, his 
own needs. Stone is bad enough on his own - with dedicated followers he'll be terrifying. 

CRANE 

An encouraging development: today, Rhea averted a potential public-relations 
disaster. She prevented Stone from injuring a civilian in Selene - a display of initiative 
and commonsense that I can only wish her siblings would emulate. Stone will be 
disciplined for the breach: he must realise that although his focus on the mission is 
admirable, we cannot be seen to be abusing civilians. Bad publicity could jeopardise our 
whole operation. 

Let's see what an ambush will catch 
'Let's see what an ambush will catch,' Stone says. He takes us through Selene and 

back into the Garden, under the sullen eyes of thousands of Greys. Stone looks back as 
we leave the city. 'Look at the animals,' he says, throwing an arm out towards Selene's 
buildings. 'If they live in garbage, they can't expect to be treated like humans.' He spits, 
making the only mark on a clean street. 

The Garden is warm and humid but not polluted - thank Gene for that! The trees 
are so close that I can't see further than a few metres. So my ears and nostrils are straining 
for the enemy. I'm looking everywhere at once: behind, overhead, checking the ground 
for mines or trip-wires. 

Losing a leg to a kilo of high-explosive and rusty nails could really wreck the day. 

Scan from right to left. Step, careful not to tread on twigs or dry leaves. Step 
again, and again. Check for wires, boobytraps. Five steps, scan the foliage. Again. Again. 
We make one kilometre in a good hour. It's slow, dull, and every step is possibly lethal. 

After a couple of hours I'm wrecked. 

One of the marines steps sideways over a log but his upper body keeps going 
straight - he forgets that even though his gear weighs less than on Earth, its mass is just 
as hard to turn or stop. Ligaments in his back are ripped, so Stone calls for an evacuation. 
His ammunition and weapon, add another fifteen kilos to my load. 

We stop just before the night-cycle. The ambush site is in a grove of trees near the 
Styx river, beside a trail that our Intel says is being used to smuggle weapons into 
Chronos. I look around for enemy, expecting them just past the next tree - or the next. 

But there's only us. Two dozen marines, men and women broadcasting scents of 
tension and fatigue. Breathing, occasional grunts as a boot slips on a tree-root or rock. 
Sweat smell, sour like vinegar, and dirt ground into skin and clothing. 

I find my position, lie down, start watching and listening for the enemy. My body 
aches. It's over a day since I last slept - unless you count concussion. My chest armour 
chafes my armpits and the helmet itches against my scalp. Occasionally stray light reflects 
from an eyeball, but the marines almost completely hidden in the vegetation. 
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When the ambush is finally set, nobody moves. The rest of the Garden stretches 
overhead like a distant arch, barely visible in the dim light. Slowly the forest sounds 
return, insects and birds and small animals rustling and whistling and chittering around 
us. Stone is about fifty metres upwind, waiting with most of the platoon. 

My rifle has a Starlight scope, but my eyes work better and don't suck my 
batteries dry. For a few seconds every five minutes, the mag-tube hisses along the Station 
axis overhead, its lights making bizarre shadows of the marines. 

I squeeze an eye shut to preserve my night-vision. As the dark and silence wrap us 
again, I try to find a more comfortable position and wait for something to happen. Or not 
happen - much more common for an ambush. 

I want the ambush to fail. I don't know how we'll see the rebels anyway; in this 
dark they could pass within fifty metres and we'd miss them completely. 

Again the mag-tube passes overhead. Shadows slide, flowing over the marines 
and climbing trees. Then I see them. Three, four people, frozen in the faint light - maybe 
twenty metres beyond the path. I should alert Stone and the others by initiating the 
ambush, firing my weapon. 

But I wait instead. 

Even if we fire at them, I tell myself, they'll probably escape anyway. They're too 
far off for the marines to spot them, and Stone is another fifty metres further away. From 
the brief glimpse and the sound of them, they haven't seen us. 

Go, you idiots, I urge them silently. Get away. I don't want to kill you. 

A few moments later, the mag-tube is gone and darkness returns. I hear a faint 
scuffle of feet in the distance. 

My helmet-com activates. 'Rhea. Can you see anything?' Damn. Stone always had 
good hearing. 

'No,' I reply, peering out into the darkness. T don't see anything.' I can hear 
them, Stone, but you didn't ask the right question. 

'They're on the other side of the path,' he hisses. 'Get over and check it out.' 

'That'll compromise the killing ground. We'll have to abandon the ambush.' 

'My call. Get over there now.' 

I take my time picking a couple of marines to come with me, and dawdle further 
checking their weapons and helmet-coms. Lamont joins us, and we move off. Once we're 
over there I wave the two marines toward the scrubby bushes on the left. One of them 
frowns, points to the gully on the right, other palm upward. Over there? 

I jab my hand to the bushes again. Go! The two marines plunge into the bushes. 
When they're out of sight, Lamont and I walk over to the gully. Footprints track across 
the bare earth. Lamont points, turns her thumb down. 

Enemy. 
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'Rhea,' Stone calls on the comm. 'Report.' 

'Nothing here,' I tell him, scuffing over the prints with my boot. 

We leave the ambush site 
We leave the ambush site, and a couple of hours later we're back in Chronos. The 

marines clean their gear and drop off equipment for repairs, then scatter to the barracks. 
Stone has vanished somewhere; writing his patrol report, maybe. 

Or pulling the wings off flies. 

Next patrol is at thirteen hundred. Six hours to shower, eat, sleep. 

Sleep? Gene, I don't even remember when I last slept. Flick through my 
messages: three from Harlen, asking where I've been with some unsubtle hints about the 
rent; one from Lamont; and five junk mails offering best prices for my kidneys, liver, 
spleen, even skin. 

Why is there suddenly a craze for organs? Or is it just my organs? Maybe 
somebody stuck a sign on my back when I came aboard. I delete the junk mail, send 
Harlen an I'm here, where are you? 

I should open Lamont's message, but I can't face it now. 

I reel out my hammock; but I'm wired, can't lie still. The slightest sound and I 
rocket back to consciousness with blood-taste burning over the smell of gun-oil and 
propellant. 

Did we kill anyone? I can't remember, but we burned so many houses... 

'Viewscreen on,' I rub my face. 'News service.' 

'FOURTEEN ITEMS,' the screen says. 'TOP ITEM: COALITION MARINES SECURE 
SELENE.' The caption reads: 'TERRORIST WEAPONS CACHE LOCATED AND DESTROYED.' 

A couple of seconds of footage: Stone belting out orders at the marines, the 
woman hitting me, a close-up of her burning hovel. Some terrorist weapons cache. The 
most dangerous weapons there were cooking implements. 

An hour more of sleepless struggling and I get dressed - maybe exercise will 
work. I run laps of the concourse, but after I pass the same doorway for the third time I 
feel like a hamster in a wheel. To a public gym, swap my wrist-comm for a grey towel 
and a pair of padded gloves. 

Find the heaviest punching bag, imagine Stone's face on it. THUD. THUD. 
THUD. Bully people when they can't fight back. THUMP. THUMP. Treat poor and 
hungry people like criminals. BANG. THUMP. 

Now it's Crane. THUD. Transfer me to Marines. THUD. THUD. BANG. Send us 
into Selene to harass the Greys. BANG. BANG. THUMP. Recruit gangers as police. 
BANG. Bring a frigate here and -
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My rhythm breaks. I pick up the pace again, imagining the two Security cops who 
beat me, even the faceless corporate exec who manufactured the dud map-chip. The walls 
shudder each time I hit the bag. 

But my brain has started working again. Why does Crane need the frigate, when 
an ordinary transport could do the job? 

The sound of my last blows still echo around the room. The punching bag has 
ripped along its seams, its stringy contents spilling out onto the floor. Astonished faces 
stare, look away when I meet their eyes. 

In the mirror, I see myself: teeth bared, red-faced, dripping with sweat. Steam 
billows as my elevated body temperature boils off the sweat. No wonder they're staring. I 
must look demonic. 

I ignore them, run back along the main concourse past the docks. Damn it, I feel 
good. If you can't be loved, be feared. 

A frigate, the marines: Crane has something that needs heavy-duty protection. 

Something soft bounces off me and into the bulkhead. 'Hey, watch where - ' It's a 
kid, clutching his elbow, eyes and mouth twisted in pain. 'What's wrong?' I say, but he 
doesn't reply. He's short, with brownish hair and a pale face; small, but not as young as I 
first thought. 

'It's okay...really, I'm fine.' The denials sound ridiculous against his grey-green 
face. I try to examine his arm, but he gasps, pulling away. He's familiar in some way, but 
I don't remember meeting him. 

'You're hurt!' And also seriously good-looking - but I crush the thought as soon 
as it comes. 

'Low-gee deterioration,' he nods, swallowing. 'Weak bones.' 

'But what about gee-drug, bisco-whatever? And exercises?' I shake my head. 
'This isn't the twentieth century! That sort of thing just doesn't happen anymore.' 

'I'm allergic to biscoptamine,' he grunts. 'Like my father.That's why he looks like 
a sackful of walnuts.' 

Am I supposed to know his father? 'Allergic,' I say, and associations unfold from 
the word. Biscoptamine allergies can't leave Earth for more than a few weeks - the drug 
keeps their bones from bleeding calcium and becoming brittle. But I've never heard of a 
case of an allergic being born in space. 

'Jake,' he says, sticking his hand out. I shake it with exaggerated care. Soon after 
birth, the damage would be irreversible - an allergic couldn't survive Earth's full gravity. 
Shize, and I nearly crushed him against the wall. Great move, Rhea. 

Jake tries to stand. I reach down to help him up. 

'What is this, help-a-freak week?' He pulls his arm away. 'I don't need pity.' He 
turns around the corner and ducks through an access hatch. 
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Why are men so scared of me? I'm less than double his size. I follow Jake through 
the hatch, but I misjudge the gravity and clip my knee on the corner. Swearing, I pull 
myself through into the dark. 

As the hatch clangs shut, sudden darkness strikes, leaving me with nothing but 
spots, white and dark patterns at the back of my eyes. I kneel, massaging the blood back 
into my kneecap. Listening. 

Footsteps. A moment's silence, and I hear breathing too, faint but clear - to my 
left. The passageway extends in both directions, luminous strips on walls and ceiling 
throwing a feeble glow. The light strips are in different colours, leading to panels marked 
with arrows and labels: ATMOSPHERE in green, RECYCLING brown, ENGINEERING orange. 

The footsteps have stopped. But the breathing continues - close, but muffled. 

After about a dozen metres, the passage branches left and right. Ahead and 
behind, the corridor stretches as far as I can see; both passages curve slightly upwards as 
they disappear around the bulge of the Station. 

A plastic hatch is right over my head. I tug the locking lever on the hatch, and 
Jake tumbles out, falling slowly in the one-third gravity. I catch him, lower him to the 
ground. He lies, panting, trying to catch his breath. 

'Why did you run?' 

He scowls up at me, then he stands, coughing, turns his back. 

'What's wrong?' I grab his shoulder, shake him. 'For Gene's sake, I only wanted 
to help.' I remember he's fragile and release him. 

'Had better things to do,' Jake shrugs. 

'Right. Skulking in the sewers like a rat - much better.' 
lAccess%vays,' says Jake. 'Not sewers. The recycling ducts - they're sewers.' 

'Right,' I return. 'How's the arm?' 

'Terrible.' Jake probes his elbow, screws his eyes up. 'Bruised. Hurts, but no 
breaks this time.' 

'This time? Do you break bones often?' 

'Too often,' he replies. ' A fall means days in the infirmary, under nanoid tissue 
regeneration. Ever had NTR? It hurts like - ' he thinks for a moment. 'Like a battery acid 
enema.' 

'Very poetic' Ouch. 'And yes, I have had NTR.' I pull the hair back behind my 
ear, showing him the scar. 'Felt like a nest of meat-ants chewing its way out of my head.' 

'NTR on your head? Shize,' Jake says. 'That's bad news. What happened?' 

'Hovercar accident - my skull was cracked open. Can't remember anything - not 
even where we were going, or who was in the car with me. Next thing I know, it's a week 
later, I'm in a hospital bed, and the NTR is eating through my skull.' 
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Jake rubs his forearm, winces. 'Where were you going when you steamrollered 
me?' 

'Exercise,' I shrug. 'Just out of the hospital.' Easy, Rhea. 'I'd like to look around. 
Would be good to have a native guide.' 

'Do you ever give up?' Jake shrugs, gives half a laugh. 'Yah, all right.' 

I nod once, smiling. He waves me on, into the darkness. 

We follow a series of tunnels up towards the Station's axis 
We follow a series of tunnels up towards the Station's axis, and the spin-gravity 

fades away as we climb. I begin bouncing with every step. After throwing my head into 
the ceiling a couple of times, I discover the most efficient, and least painful, way of 
walking is a slide-shuffle. After a long time, Jake stops. 

'Must be about here,' he says, kneeling and tapping the deck-plates. He motions 
me to be quiet, then presses an ear to the floor. 

Jake pops the seals on the plate and hands it to me. The space beneath is dark; he 
grabs the edge and drops through the hatch. Dust boils up in slow-motion and hangs in 
the air around him. 

While I follow, Jake squeezes a lightstick and its blue-white glow throws sharp 
shadows across the room. The choking cloud of dust lights up from inside, like smoke off 
a weird, bluish fire. 

'This is one of the original station modules,' says Jake. 'The Old Station.' 

'They didn't even clean up.' I finger a torn hammock where it dangles from a slot. 
When I let go, it slowly drifts back into place against the wall. Gravity must be about one-
tenth normal, I think. 

Jake jumps across the bay, landing on a cargo net. He finds a control panel. 
'Everyone abandoned these modules when the new Station went under spin. No reason to 
return.' 

The lights come up. Large crates and vacuum-sealed containers hunker under 
heavy tarpaulins and cargo-netting, like lumpy tumours sprouting from the walls. Jake 
reaches an arm through and pulls atarp aside. 'Construction machinery.' His eyes flash. 
'We could be building ships and stations and moonbases - instead, it sits here rusting.' 

I flex my legs, estimating the gravity. 'Why doesn't anyone use it? Has the 
Governor forbidden it?' 

At the word Governor Jake starts to look around, but doesn't answer. He turns 
away, bouncing at his always-in-a-hurry pace. I try to keep up, but when I let go I start 
spinning. I flail, trying to catch a handhold, but I'm falling away from anything that might 
offer a grip. Damned low-gravity. 
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I hook a pipe with my toecap, pull myself in. Jake ducks through a low doorway. 
The room is barely a closet, two metres by three. 

Empty. Where's he gone? 

'Rhea!' Jake's voice comes from above. His face hangs from an access hatch in 
the ceiling. 

'How did you get up there?' 

'Jumped. Easy.' 

I jump, but too hard. My momentum carries me past Jake; my arm misses the 
handhold, and I get my elbows up just in time to keep from crushing my skull. 

Jake catches me, pulling me away from the hole before I can fall back. I shake 
whirling black spots from my head. The tunnel is damp, dim, with dust and the reek of 
chemicals stinging my eyes. The ceiling varies from one to two metres, with tubing and 
cables clogging every corner. Without speaking, he pulls himself along the tunnel with 
his hands, receding into the gloom. It's slow going, crouched low, sometimes crawling; 
every couple of metres brushing aside tubes and wires. 

Every minute or so I stop to pick insects out of my hair. Beetles and ants and 
spiders crawl on every surface. A sharp odour rises from the bugs smashed under my 
knees and hands. At first I wonder what they live on, but when I see the garbage clogging 
the air-filters I stop wondering. 

'Nobody comes down here anymore,' says Jake. 

Really? 'I'd never have guessed,' I say. He flashes a grin back at me, but I don't 
return it. At a T-junction Jake turns into the left branch. That's the trouble with being 
over two metres tall: you don't feel too comfortable in a one-metre crawlway. 

I'm cold and cramping, and the dirt makes me feel less like a spy than part of the 
air-system. Further on he touches a keypad, opening a door in the wall. He waves me 
through the open hatchway that's only just large enough to crawl through. 

The smell of rot strikes me like a wave of fluid. My head swims with nausea, and 
I'm close to spray-painting the bulkhead. I'm so worried about being sick that I forget to 
watch ahead, and just inside the hatch I hit a large pipe with my forehead. 

'Sorry,' Jake says. 'Not many visitors here.' 

I'm so surprised. I swallow over and over, fighting down my twisting guts. When 
I've mastered my breakfast I follow Jake inside. The wall is like the end of the main 
hangar bay: a semicircular bulkhead with an airlock hatch. Behind the thick pressure door 
is a kind of maze, with the walls made of garbage. Mechanical shapes lurk under the 
tarpaulins, held down by lanyards and cargo netting. The room is crowded close; cargo 
netting holds the rubbish against the walls, while. When my eyes adjust to the dark, I see 
that the small tunnels drilling and twisting through the refuse are deceptive; without the 
garbage, the room would be enormous. 

'So what's here?' 
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'Everything,' Jake replies. 'Everything that breaks and can't be fixed. Everything 
surplus to requirements. Things that might be useful, some day. And a lot of things we 
once used, but people have forgotten.' 

'Garbage, you mean.' 

'Yes. But good garbage. Interesting garbage.' 

On one side of the bay is a long, lumpy object under a plastic tarpaulin. An elastic 
cargo net secures the object against the wall. Jake pulls the quick-release clasps on the 
cargo net; in a few seconds the tarpaulin is loose. 'The engineering marvel of the 
century!' he declares, whipping the tarp off with a theatrical flourish. Underneath the tarp 
is an aluminium framework, more than five metres long, over a hard plastic shell. 

Jake twists a D-bolt handle. The framework hisses, the plastic cover separates like 
an oyster-shell. Preservative gases leak out, dry-smelling, dispersing through the bay. 

'Hmmm...' I'm trying to look impressed. Whatever it is, I think, it's anything but 
an 'engineering marvel.' It looks more like a sad attempt at abstract sculpture. 

He pulls the framework apart, exposing the contents. No super-weapons, no magic 
devices. Jake's 'marvel' looks like a mad mechanic's attempt to make an ice-cream cone 
out of plastic scrap and a giant metal spinning top. 

Just a plastic framework welded to a stubby, blunt-nosed cylinder about five 
metres long. At the base of the cylinder, rocket nozzles poke through like the feeding-
parts of a weird sea monster. A framework of plastic tubing holds the components 
together: fuel tanks, rocket nozzles, solar panels, batteries, and a small control package 
sandwiched between two ordinary acceleration couches. 

The contraption looks like it would fall to pieces under the weakest acceleration. I 
dread the question that I know is coming. 

'So,' Jake says, flicking his hair out of his eyes, 'What do you think?' 

I hesitate, mumble a few words. Interesting...unique... 

He laughs. 'I know,' he says, 'it looks like apiece of junk.' 

I can breathe again. 'I was worried I'd have to be polite.' 

'Nah, it's not meant to look pretty. But it's safe. I've been to the Solar Array and 
back.' 

'You've taken this thing outsideV My voice sounds tiny, and I realise that I'm 
staring. Dread grows again in my stomach; it's almost as if I can read his mind. The 
horrible question comes soon after. 

'How about a ride?' he asks, but I back away from him, pressing myself back 
against the bulkhead. 'Hey, what's the matter?' 

' A ride...' I choke. 'In that...?' 

'Don't worry,' he says, 'I took the parts from a later-model Soyuz. The Soyuz were 
the escape modules for the Old Station - there are dozens of them.' He waves toward a 
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cluster of metallic cones surrounding the bay doors. 'Genuine early twenty-first century -
before we switched to Deltas and spaceplanes.' 

My eyes must be as round as the portholes on Jake's machine. 'But the Soyuz were 
sealed; this isn't. What about radiation?' 

Jake flutters a hand like radiation is an irrelevant detail. ' A magnetic deflector 
catches charged particles. The other stuff is caught in the fuel tanks. I've positioned them 
on either side of the lifesystem for extra protection.' There are two couches, sandwiched 
in between the tanks. 

'That wouldn't stop all of the radiation.' 

'Well, no. Vac-suits stop some, but the rest just - zips through.' 

'Zips through?'' Radiation? He wants me dead. I have to escape. 

'It seems to be missing something,' I say. The vehicle has thruster packages 
clipped to it - but they wouldn't have enough fuel to go anywhere useful, like any other 
Station; Luna would be completely out of the question. 'The rockets don't seem to be 
powerful enough to go anywhere, not if you want to slow down before you get there.' 

'The thrusters are plenty,' he replies, busy pulling away the last pieces of packing. 
'This is just a flitter, for moving around within a couple of kilometres of Pacifica. The old 
Soyuz don't have much more; solid-fuel rockets, then atmospheric braking.' 

Atmospheric? But there's only one body around here with an atmos-

My throat has gone dry. 'You mean people made the Long Fall to Earth - in those 
things?' My voice cracks up on the last word. Falling, in a metal capsule, all the way to 
Earth, to land on rock or water, smashing apart or sinking without trace... 

'The Soyuz are perfectly safe.' Jake tilts his head. 'Spaceplanes use atmospheric 
braking too.' 

'But spaceplanes have wings.'' 

'The Soyuz has parachutes. Cosmonauts used these all the time, without wings.' 

' A hundred years ago!' 

'Yes,' Jake says, turning back to his flitter. 'But the Soyuz were made to last, and 
they were maintained until only twenty years ago. They've even got an AI control system. 
Come for a ride in one, sometime.' 

I place a hand on his shoulder, think how I can make my refusal easier for him. 
Damn it - being nice is too much effort. 'No,' I say, 'I won't strap myself onto that 
abomination. I won't let you blow me to pieces, or lose me in the sky, or make the Long 
Fall and burn up or smash or drown or...' I take a breath. 'Short answer: thanks, but no 
thanks.' 

Jake stares for a moment, then leans towards me. 'Tell me what you really think,' 
he says quietly. 
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Full marks for guts. 'Okay, I'm interested,' I laugh. 'You can show me the Soyuz, 
but we go out in your flitter. And we turn back when I say.' 

He looks as if I've hit him with a dose of happy-juice. The corners of his mouth 
twist when he smiles, like somebody's pulling them with fish-hooks. When he turns 
away, I catch myself watching the way he moves, the shape of him, how his belt pulls his 
overalls tight over his -

Like I said, I'm interested. 

The Soyuz is squat and ugly, but looks indestructible 
The Soyuz is squat and ugly, but looks indestructible. 'Here's the propulsion 

system,' says Jake. 'The primaries are big solid-fuel rocket cores; we have three, since 
one might malfunction.' 

'Malfunction?' I imagine the capsule spinning across the sky, like a giant 
skyrocket. Shhhhhzzzzzzhhhhhtttt - BANG! 

'Relax,' says Jake. 'When you ignite a solid rocket, you can't switch it off. If 
something goes wrong you have to dump the whole rocket.' 

An array of six buttons is sunk deep into the control panel, shielded with a glass 
cover: three green buttons, another three red. Jake waves his fingers over the buttons. 
'These are for the main boosters. The green button fires the rocket, and the red blows it 
free of the capsule.' 

Green to fire, wait for burnout, then red to release. Simple enough. 

'If you get the order wrong, you're in trouble.' He leans over, looks straight into 
my visor. 'Green button to fire, wait until the booster stops; then the red button dumps it. 
Push the red button too soon, and...' His gloved hand spears out in front of his face. 

I get the idea: release the rocket too early, and it fires off like a missile. Win one 
ticket to idiot heaven, all expenses paid. 

I suit up, but a little voice screams that I'm insane. I place the helmet over my 
head, then twist it into place: first left, press down until it clicks; then back the other way, 
checking that the seal is tight. Kneeling on the decking, I check the suit radio, the backup, 
the emergency beacon; then the air system, making sure that the jets around my throat are 
feeding the right amount of air into the suit. 

I stand still for a minute. The suit's not inflating or deflating, and my ears are 
comfortable - no pressurisation problems. I flex my gloves, stamp my feet to make sure 
the boot magnets are working properly. The battery charge indicator shows ninety-four 
percent, plenty of juice for the radio and cooling elements if I need them. 

Jake orders the Station computer to open the bay to space. The air-pumps throb in 
the distance; as the air goes, my vac-suit loses its wrinkles, inflates like a human-shaped 
balloon. A moment of alarm when my ears pop; but the pressure soon stabilises. 
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The noise of the air-pumps fades away as the air becomes thinner. Finally, the 
sound is gone. A crack appears between the bay doors, widening from a hairline to a 
sliver to a gap; then to a great mouth, yawning open on the hungry dark. 

My guts are telling me to run, fight, vomit, all at the same time. I grab a handhold, 
suddenly seeing the hole as down, holding tight, even though I'm strapped into the flitter 
and my mind tells my stomach: don't be stupid, you can't fall. 

I half-float, half-crawl to the vehicle, hauling myself into the seat. Jake helps me 
secure the crash-webbing around my body. The straps snake over each arm, under the 
armpits, around waist and thighs - joining together at a quick-release on my chest. I'm 
glad for my vac-suit and his thick gloves; without them, things might be - awkward. Jake 
demonstrates how to release the webbing, then secures his own. 

Breathe. Breathe. The human mind was designed for gravity, not free-fall. I force 
my own sense of space onto the scenery: my head is up, my feet are down, nothing else 
matters. 

He starts the thrusters and the flitter bumps, then eases toward the open door. 
Every few seconds, he taps the control-stick to keep us centred in the bay. Jake moves the 
flitter out through the bay doors, then gives me a thumbs-up. Through my visor, I can 
vaguely make out a grin on Jake's face - although I can't be sure whether he's 
encouraging, or laughing at me. 

I bite my lip. Jake takes us out of the bay, then leans forward, lining up a 
telescopic device with two lenses, mounted wide apart like the eyes of a hammerhead 
shark. 

What's he doing? Stargazing? 

'Optical rangefinder - an old way of navigating,' he says. 'Very old. But fine for 
short hops around the Station.' 

'Are you sure it's good enough?' I say. 'An AI would be much safer.' 

'Yah, but not as much fun. An optical rangefinder is good enough to keep us from 
flying into the microwave laser.' 

'What microwave laser?' 

'It transfers power from the Solar Array to the Station,' he says as if explaining to 
a kid. 'If we hit the beam, we're toast.' 

It gets worse every time he speaks. I stop asking questions. 

Jake turns the craft along the same bearings as the rangefinder. So this is what it 
was like before AI flight computers: calculations and human control over every spacecraft 
function. 

When the flitter has drifted clear of the Station, Jake again taps the firing button. 
The gas rockets flare and the acceleration couch presses into my back. A few seconds, 
and the pressure is gone. 
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The outside of the Station is a huge wall, stretching up and down forever. Then 
my perspective shifts. I'm right in the centre of a huge plate; then I'm hanging off a tiny 
platform over a vast and cold abyss. My grip tightens: all those perspectives are right, and 
also wrong. We're falling out from the Station, falling off the edge of the world, and into 
bottomless black. 

'We're away,' Jake's voice comes muffled and tinny over the suit radio. 'This is 
it. The Long Fall.' I should be impressed, but I'm shifting in my seat, trying to scratch 
behind my ear. Great gene, can't somebody invent a way of scratching inside a vac-suit? 

Jake turns the flitter away from the Station. A massive structure comes into view, 
like a collection of metal plates joined with cables. The Solar Array. 

'Each plate is three hundred metres wide,' Jake says, and my perceptions suddenly 
expand to take in its scale. 

'Can we go closer?' 

'We can do better than that,' Jake says. He guns the main engine, and the flitter 
jumps toward the Array. 

I'm tensing as we draw closer to the plate. 'Jake,' I say, 'Shouldn't we - ' 

Jake holds up a hand for silence. One of the smaller jets stutters, giving small 
boosts to our velocity. The Array plate fills half the sky, but Jake is still accelerating. 

Jake fires the thrusters, but too late. I brace my arms and legs for impact. 

I'm dead, for sure 
I'm dead, for sure. But then we pass through the Array, pieces sliding apart to let 

us past. My stomach slides back under my ribcage as the Solar Array falls behind us. I 
force myself to breathe slowly, trying not to hyperventilate. 

'What a rush,' Jake says. 

Time to bite off his head. T hate surprises,' I say, and wish I could shake him by 
the throat like a dog with a rat. 'Especially out here.' It's always like this. Once the 
danger is over, I think about the alternatives. 

'Sorry,' Jake says, but he doesn't mean it. He switches off his microphone, and 
his helmet shakes with silent laughter as he turns the flitter around. As we near the Solar 
Array, a cluster of transfer vehicles and flitters come into sight, hovering between the 
microwave transmitter rods. Blue-green sparks flash - a laser welder. 

'Work crew,' says Jake. 'Routine maintenance.' 

'No. Those are Coalition vac-suits.' And one suit is much larger than the others. 
'It's Stone, and the marines.' 

Jake is stunned for a moment. 'Why?' he says. 'The Solar Array isn't valuable, 
except to us.' 
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'Strategic advantage.' I stare. 'That's all they'd care about.' 

'Maybe the microwave beams - megawatts of power are coming through those 
panels.' 

'Their frigate's nuclear engines produce enough power for a city - why do they 
need more?' I try to scratch an itching shoulderblade against the couch. Failure. 

'One minute,' Jake twists the steering yoke, 'coming to the edge of Array.' 

He fires the thrusters, bringing the flitter to a halt. The Solar Array is in eclipse; 
against the black of space, the far edge is visible only where it blots out the stars. Jake 
checks his indicator panel. 'Should be in sunlight soon.' 

We wait, quiet. The Earth's edge brightens a little. 

Then the sun flares around the Earth's edge: stark daylight strikes us with a shock. 
No slow, easy, rosy dawn - just wham! Here's daytime. 

Jake slips the flitter into the Array's shadow. Drops of sweat cluster on his 
forehead, making mist inside his faceplate. He zooms the viewer in on the Coalition 
vehicles. 

Four vac-suited figures haul a long grey object over the surface of the array. Jake 
increases the magnification on the workers. They stop at a flat spot and begin drilling in 
the array's surface. 

Jake pans across to focus on the object. It's the plastic coffin-pod from the frigate. 
The plastic pod grows legs, which seek out the drill-holes and press down, lifting the pod 
a metre above the Station's hull. Then it stretches like a waking cat, spreading out in a 
disc. 

Memory plastic - you can mould it into any shape, but its molecular structure will 
return to its original form. It's perfect for disguising things: a knife, a gun, a bomb...but 
memory plastic is expensive. I've never seen anything so big made from it before. 

But what is it? A canopy, covering something? A transmitter? The black might 
catch scattered light - perhaps a kind of receiver, or a telescope? 

Then the disc's centre drops down onto the Station's hull, forming a dish. Its 
surface shimmers through several colours, then stops - black again. No. I see starlight in 
the bowl. The disc is a mirror. 

'Hide the flitter,' I tell Jake, and check my magnetic boots. Then I pull myself out 
of the flitter, and closer to the marines. 

Breathe. Breathe! 
Breathe. Breathe! Wait for movement, try to feel for vibrations through palms and 

soles. Nothing. I dart to the next piece of cover, underneath the lip of a heat radiator vent; 
the heavy Earthlight shadow covers me like ink. 
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Maybe the marines are out here on exercise? But then I would have been told, 
would have sat through one of Stone's tedious mission briefings, trying to keep my eyes 
open. 

Pressing my back against the wall, I lift my head. I'm gripping the edge of the 
vent; vibrations hum through my gloves. In eerie silence, four neat holes appear, just 
above my head. 

It takes me a moment to realise that they're bulletholes. My heart jumps. Gunshots 
don't make any noise in vacuum. I run, keeping low, then duck into a heat vent and press 
myself back into the wall, trying to vanish into its indentations. Think! I remember the 
marines' frequency, retune my radio and jump at voices exploding from my earpieces. It 
takes me a few more seconds to find the volume control. 

'Sir, they're not here.' 

'Don't be stupid,' someone growls in reply. Stone. I slide further back into the 
vent, but wish I could burrow into the wall. 'Nobody disappears - not even Resistance,' 
he says. 'Start a box search, on both sides of the Array. I'll take the Delta out for a radar 
probe.' 

I shift the radio back to Jake's frequency and tell him what's happened. 

'Radar will pick up the flitter,' says Jake. 'We have to go.' 

I force my muscles to relax, trying to think. 

'No,' I say quickly. 'The Delta is faster than us, and it has weapons. Stone can 
pick us out of the sky.' 

'We have a couple of minutes,' says Jake. 'The Delta has to move clear of the 
Array, or his radar pulse will burn out the marines' vac-suit radios. We can use the Array 
to shield us.' 

A speck of fire detaches itself from the Array and slides outwards. The Delta. If 
only we could create a distraction - anything -

Keeping low, I scramble toward Jake through the Array. I slip back into the flitter, 
strapping myself back into the seat. Leaning forward, I look around. Jake passes me 
pieces of metal scrap. 

'Throw them,' Jake says. 'Hit the far side of the Array. The harder the better.' 

I do what he says, throw fifteen pieces of scrap. 'What use was that?' I demand. 
'We have less than a minute before Stone starts his radar.' 

Stone's Delta moves further from the Array. Only a few more seconds -

Suddenly half a dozen voices try to speak at once. 'Hey!' one says. 'Listen!' 
Another voice breaks over the top of the others. 'We've got them!' 

'This way,' says a third. 'The other side of this plate.' 

'Report,' Stone's voice cuts through the babble. 'One at a time.' 
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'Vibrations, through the solar panels,' says one of the marines. 'They must be 
climbing in the scaffolding.' 

'I'll reposition. Try to get a clear line-of-sight.' The Delta moves off toward the far 
side of the Array. The Marines begin their search, moving away from us. 

T was caught out here once in a meteor swarm,' says Jake. T was hiding under a 
panel, and the impacts on the Array sounded like footsteps.' 

I nod. A trick that would only work on Dirtsiders - Orbitals would have been 
floating, instead of clinging to the Array, and wouldn't have felt the vibrations. 

'Now we disappear,' Jake says, 'while their attention is distracted.' He switches 
off the magnetic clamps, and with a small burst on the engines pushes the flitter off the 
Array. He lets us drift for a couple of minutes, as the distance grows. 

Jake triggers the main engines, shoving the flitter forward. The acceleration 
presses me back into the seat. Pacifica Station looks like a metal drum covered with tiny 
writing in incomprehensible languages - but each 'letter' is an antenna, or a huge grapple, 
some even larger than the ships hanging in parking orbits around the Station. 

Suddenly the flitter lurches, and the whole indicator panel flashes red. 

'We're hit!' Jake shouts, wrestling with the control stick. The flitter spins out of 
control, engines firing erratically. The Station grows to fill the sky. 

Then a second hit shakes us, throws me loose from my seat. I hang in the dark, 
desperately clutching the jagged metal edges where the flitter's wings have ripped loose. 

Don't rip, I beg my gloves. Please don't rip. 

We're falling towards the Station, which looms closer with each turn of the 
crippled flitter. The Station loses its shape, becomes a metal wall stretching in all 
directions. Jake fights the controls, swearing and shouting. A complicated mass of 
antennae, dishes and other equipment comes into view. 

Then we slam into it. 

Nothing. 

I'm falling free in a cloud of metal fragments 
I'm falling free in a cloud of metal fragments. Sunlight flashes off the pieces, new 

stars added to the thousands staring down on me. Pain stabs my shoulder when I try to 
move; but my air pressure indicator is stable. No pressure loss, means there are no holes. 

Good. So far. 

A chunk of metal nudges me, and I clutch it to my chest. The piece of steel is less 
than fifty kilograms but I feel like I've found a life-raft in the open sea. What a joke. 
Falling free in space, and I feel better because I've found a piece of junk. I know it makes 
no real difference - it might as well be a teddy bear. 

Long Fall/ 47 



But even a teddy bear is useful - when you're scared out of your mind. 

Earth fills the sky on one side, and Pacifica is a few hundred metres off in the 
other direction, with the Array further off behind it. I'm drifting away from the Station; 
not quickly, but every minute that passes makes it less likely that anybody will find me. 

I activate my radio. 'Mayday, mayday,' I say slowly, although my throat threatens 
to break into a scream. 'This is Lieutenant Rhea Auslander to all ships. I need immediate 
assistance. I am falling free. I say again, I am falling free.' 

A quick look at the air gauge. 'I have four hours of air...' I remove the egg-shaped 
emergency beacon from its pouch and activate it with a twist. There. Somebody should 
hear that. I hope. I make myself breathe more slowly, to conserve air. What about Jake? I 
scan the sky, but I'm alone; nothing but a slowly dispersing cloud of junk. 

I pick out details amongst the junk: a radio antenna, laser, a couple of satellite 
dishes transceiver, small solar panels for independent power supply. Jake's last minute 
manoeuvring saved our lives; to cushion the impact, he crashed into the Station's 
communications array. 

But with the communications array destroyed, the Station can't hear my distress 
calls. Jake may have saved my life, and ended it, with the same action. 

Some time later - ten minutes, maybe twenty - a solar panel drifts near me, a 
great rectangular plate fifteen metres across. It trails a mass of cables and wires, where the 
flitter impact has ripped it away from the Station surface. 

I make sure I'm firmly anchored, and try to recall my vacuum-emergency training: 
Just stay alive. We '11 find you. Stay where you are, don't try to be a hero - all you '11 do is 
waste your air. 

There's sense in that - staying still and conserving air will give me the best 
chance of survival - so long as rescue is on the way. But I don't know that. And if Jake's 
dead, or falling free like I am, then nobody else knows that I'm here. 

And my suit temperature is climbing - I've been in sunlight too long. The suit's 
cooling systems will keep me comfortable for a while, but they suck power from the 
batteries; and without power, I can't call for help if a ship comes nearby. 

If I can get into the shade of the solar panel, my batteries will last longer - perhaps 
long enough to make a difference. It's drifting at about half a metre a second; at its closest 
point, it will be about ten metres away. 

I crawl around my little metal island and position myself on the side nearest the 
solar panel. A couple of slow breaths, steeling myself; then I remember the last thing I 
learned in vacuum-emergency training: 

Jumping free in space is suicide. 

My stomach churns, sending stabs of pain through my guts. The brain can say 
what it wants, but guts always have a different idea. 
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One chance only. I push off, into a patch of empty sky, where I hope the panel will 
arrive at the same time I do. Somewhere inside me, a tiny voice screams. Fighting the 
urge to flail about, I hold my limbs out in a starfish, keeping my rotation to a minimum. 
The panel slides in front of me, broken cables twisting like a nest of snakes. Slowly, it 
draws closer - but the panel is still moving too fast. 

Panic surges - I've jumped too hard. My momentum is carrying me past the solar 
panel and beyond, into the black of space. The panel slides about a metre beyond my 
outstretched fingers. So close, so damned close. 

Something taps me on the knee and I grab at it reflexively, hoping a micrometeor 
or a piece of space junk hasn't holed the vac-suit. But my hand comes up with a tangle of 
electrical flex. A cable. My eyes follow its length, twisting around and returning to its 
mount on the solar panel. Only a few fragile strands of optical flex still connect the cable 
to the panel. 

A few seconds later it jerks tight, and I flex my arms to absorb the pull. I reel 
myself in along the cable, hoping it will hold until I reach the panel. Then I'm scrambling 
over the panel and around to its leading edge, hooking my boots under its corner. My 
helmet's faceplate has misted up, so I nudge the air nozzles with my cheekbone, directing 
air over the glass. Breathe, I tell myself. For Gene's sake, breathe. Gradually I bring my 
panting under control, fighting down the panic of the jump. 

Once I'm secure, I hunt through the equipment attached to my vac-suit, more for 
reassurance than anything else. Radiation counter, suit patches, beacon, emergency air 
canister, electro-flare. 

Ah. The electro-flare is a pen-sized tube, with a ring-pull at one end. 3-SECOND 
FUSE, the instructions read, PULL PIN AND THROW. 

So I pull the pin, and throw the flare toward Pacifica. The small tube tumbles end 
over end into space. Three, two, one, I count, and shield my eyes. 

Nothing happens. I wait a couple more seconds, but the tube keeps tumbling, 
inert, into the distance. 

Pull the pin, throw the flare. Once, during grenade training, one of the more 
hopeless cadets followed instructions perfectly - but he was so nervous that he threw the 
pin, then became so frightened that he dropped the grenade at his feet. But I couldn't have 
been so dumb. The ring is still around my finger - so I definitely pulled it out. 

Must have been defective. I begin laughing, slowly at first but building. The more 
I tell myself that there's nothing funny, the more I laugh. Finally I stop, with big tears 
clogging my eyes. I blink them away, shaking my head so that the water flies off my face, 
spattering on the faceplate. 

Right, I think, nothing else I can do. I check the emergency beacon and settle 
myself in the shade of the solar panel. Calm settles over me, and I perch on the edge of 
nothingness, waiting for rescue. Or death. 
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A speck detaches from the Station 
A speck detaches from the Station and grows, and in a few minutes, Jake pulls 

alongside me. One whole side is ripped off the flitter; I'm amazed it still works. 

'Only one engine left,' Jake says as he helps me aboard. 'It's enough to get us 
home. Just very slow.' 

'Couldn't you come sooner?' I exchange my air cylinders for spares. 'Another 
hour and I'd be snuffed.' 

'Complaints, complaints. I came as fast as possible. I had to rewire the controls 
and shunt the fuel lines into the last engine.' 

'Late beats never, I guess. Thanks.' 

'Hey, that was sheer genius, finding yourself a solar panel.' 

I stare, face blank. 

'Solar panel,' Jake repeats. 'Power - to recharge your vac-suit batteries. So the 
recycler kept working. So your air would last longer.' 

'Genius,' I say slowly. 'Riiiiight...' 

Jake laughs. 'You found the panel by accident?' 

T thought I could save battery power in the shade. I didn't even think of 
recharging.' 

Jake laughs again, and says: 'You have the luck of the terminally ignorant.' I 
should be offended, but all I feel is relief as we turn back towards Pacifica. 

In the docking bay, we clean and check the suits as we strip them off and store 
them away. I turn away, embarrassed, but Jake doesn't seem to notice the skin. A lifetime 
in skin-tight vac-suits will do that, I suppose. Jake slips into a spare jumpsuit from his 
locker and punches me up a large pair of paper overalls from the wall computer. Thirty 
seconds later, the overalls roll out of a slot in the wall. 

T don't know if I should accept,' I say, shrugging into the still-warm garment. It 
fits, but is pretty tight across my shoulders and hips. The story of my life. 'Last time I 
borrowed clothes,' I finish checking my suit, hanging it next to Jake's, 'two cops crashed 
the party with a stun-baton.' I place my helmet on the shelf above the suits. 

Then I see it. Great Gene. 

'Rhea? Rhea?' Jake's voice comes from a long way off. T could punch up 
something else for you,' he says. 'I didn't think the clothes would look so bad.' 

'Not the overalls,' I lift his helmet, showing him the fracture. 'This.' There's a 
long crack in the faceplate of Jake's helmet. More cracks radiate from a long dent over 
the left temple. My hands shake as I place Jake's helmet on the workbench. Murderous 
bastards. 

'Ah, that,' Jake flips a hand. 'Freak accident. A ricochet.' 
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'They nearly killed you.' 

'Okay, really - no problem.' He takes my hands off the helmet, holding them for a 
second more than he needs to. His fingers are cold, shivering. 

'Promise me something.' I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to keep the tears from 
forming. 'Take this to the Governor. Stone can't get away with this.' 

Jake watches me, lips pressed together. Then: 'Yes,' he says. T will . ' 

Crane isn't angry 
Crane isn't angry. He's critical - like a nuclear meltdown. I wonder if this was a 

good idea. He's rolled up Stone's incident report, waving it in Stone's face like a 
weapon.'You fired on a civilian - disabled his craft - and it destroyed the Station's 
communications array.' Crane pounds the table, shouting, face so tight it looks like he'll 
go fission any moment. 'You're lucky there wasn't a hull breach.' 

I'm standing at attention, with Stone beside me. Every neuron in my skull 
screams: get away. I don't even dare to look at Crane's face. 

'The civilian isn't pressing charges,' Crane says. 'More luck for you. He was out 
there in a crippled flitter, alone, and if he died you'd be shot for murder.' 

Alone? Jake must have reported the incident...but left me out of it. 

'That was a restricted zone!' Stone explodes. 'What is a civilian doing out there!' 

' A good point,' Crane says. I realise that he's even more scary when he's calm. 
'Only one problem.' Crane pauses, snorts disbelief, 'this civilian's father owra'the 
Station.' 

Stone's forehead creases. 'Owns... the Station?' 

T mean, you idiot, that you tried to murder the Governor's son.' 

Stone's mouth looks as if his jaws are being cranked open with a car jack. Mine 
must look the same. Jake? The Governor's what? 

'And as for this,' Crane waves the report in Stone's face, 'When I want to read 
fantasy I know much better authors.' Crane rips the report in two, four, eight, throws the 
pieces in Stone's chest. 'You will now disappear. One hour from now you will reappear, 
with a report of what really happened. Go.' 

Stone salutes, turns, leaves. 

'Sir,' my voice is a squeak. 

'Two minutes, Rhea. Go.' Crane has a holo-screen on his desk, running a portal to 
something - looks like an AI system. 

'Sir - ' Swallow. Why didn't Jake tell me? T was aboard that flitter, sir.' 

There's a pause, two, three, four seconds. Gulp. 

T know.' Crane's eyes are dead flat. 
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'How - ' I pull my jaw shut. 

Crane nods towards the holo-screen, lifts an eyebrow. 'Intelligence,' he says with 
a small smile. A green icon, three triangles, blinks in front of his face, over the letters 
SHIVA. 'This Station's security is laughable,' he says. 'It took me less than an hour to 
crack their most secure networks. Pathetic' 

Where have Pacifica Security got cameras? Most of the Station, I guess. 

'Your report?' It's not a request, not the way he's drumming his thumbs on the 

desk. 

'Sir, Stone is out of control. He's installed something on the solar array.' 

No response. He's watching me, quiet, waiting for something. 

I falter. ' A mirror - probably a reflector,' What am I missing? 
'And how would Stone get such a mirror?' Crane asks, smiling. T presume such 

things aren't available in local electronics shops.' 

'I think it's a weapon, sir,' I continue. 'It's designed for huge power levels, like a 
heavy laser...' My voice trails off. Idiot. Of course he knows about it. The mirror came on 
Crane's ship, with his crew. 

'It's under control, Lieutenant. You don't need to worry about it.' 

'But the Orbital Weapons Treaty...' 

'...doesn't apply in this case,' Crane says, waving me to take a seat. Outside the 
window, Earth's night face rolls past. 'Look, Rhea,' he says, pointing. Bright clusters 
blaze in the dark, cities sprawling across continents. Even at night, a haze of pollution 
glowed around the clusters of light. 'Ten billion people,' Crane says, and I wonder how 
many of them will die before the sun rises. 

'We can do something,' Crane says, jerking me out of my daze. 'So many 
countries can't feed their people...when we've liberated them, Rhea, Coalition technology 
will feed them.' 

I sit up, stretching my back. 'Why doesn't the Coalition feed them now?' 

'We want to. But corrupt national governments prevent us from investing in their 
countries, while people starve.' Crane's eyes shine. 

'But weren't those national governments democratically elected?' 

'Democracy?' Crane snorts. ' A nice concept, but it has never worked. A 
popularity contest...there are much more rational ways of organising things.' 

'Rational.' I see where Crane's heading, and it's ugly. 

'Pacifica is a shareholder democracy,' he says, 'the Corporation produces wealth, 
employment, products and services... all the things that people need...and the shareholders 
vote for their Board of Directors.' 

'And what if you aren't a shareholder? What if you're property, like the Greys?' 
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'Greys can buy shares if they work hard enough.' Crane tilts his head. 'That's 
nature. The strong survive, and the weak...' He shrugs, turns his palms toward the ceiling. 

'The corporations control almost everything - so we should just be good little 
slaves?' I smash my fist on the desk. 'Do you really believe that load of shize?' 

'My opinion doesn't matter. Neither does yours. We have our job to do -1 remind 
you of the Official Secrets Act..' 

'Secret,' I say. 'Right.' If I say anything about a Coalition military operation, they 
can make sure I never get to Flight Academy, never fly a spaceplane. 

'So,' Crane smiles as if he's dismissing a dim child. 'Your concerns have been 
noted. Now. You're off duty for two days.' 

I feel as if I'm balancing on the point of a huge spike. Step in any direction, and 
fall. But if I stay where I am, I'll be speared. 'But sir - what about Stone - ' 

'I said you're off duty. Read a book. Sleep. Find a pretty Orbital boy and handcuff 
him to your bed. Get into a bathtub with a quarter-ton of chopped mangoes, a large can of 
maple syrup and a dozen frozen chickens.' He stands, stares at me. 'Do whatever sparks 
your fuse. But I don't want to see you for two days. Dismissed.' 

And that's it. He's back to his work, and I'm...dismissed. 

Harlen meets me at the elevator. 'So,' she says. 'Any luck?' The tone of her voice 
shows that she's already guessed the answer. 

'Did you know that Jake was the Governor's son?' 

'Yah, sure,' she falls in step beside me. 'Everyone knows.' 

'Everyone but me.' 

The elevator is the size of a room, and filled with people, mostly young, all eyes 
on the floor indicators. A girl at the back slurps curry from a plastic clamshell container. 
The smell fills the elevator, making my stomach twist. Eating in lifts ought to be a crime. 

The floor drops, bringing my guts halfway to my mouth. I lean against the wall, 
hovering between hunger and nausea, while the rest of the lift babbles in Orbital jargon. 
My mouth waters, and a rusty taste flows over my tongue. I'm going to be sick. 

The curry-girl leans into my face. 'Hey, dirtsider's turning green,' she laughs. 
'Gonna vom on us?' The girl looks around, grinning, making sure the others have heard. 

My ears grow hot with embarrassment. Ignore her. She'll get bored. I look around, 
gaze locking with one of the boys - his eyes are a shade of dark green I've never seen 
before, almost the colour of a leaf. I look away first, but not before I notice him smiling. 

As the lift travels towards the Station's outer hull, the spin-gravity increases and 
my breakfast goes back where it belongs. The girl, bored, moves closer to one of the boys 
in the blue Flight Academy uniforms. She stands nearly on top of him; he's looking like 
he enjoys the attention. If I stood that close, he'd worry about being squashed. Or the 
teeth. 
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It's usually the teeth. 

'There's a Coalition ship in from Darwin,' he says. His name tag reads Santos. 'I 
hear they had a Titan aboard.' 

Green-eyes looks at me. 'Did you say a Titan?' He knows what I am. 

'Yah,' says Santos, 'One of those half-animal freaks. Like we don't have enough 
trouble with the stinking Greys' He deliberately raises his voice on the last word. 

'Hey, Grey-girl,' another boy, labelled Yosh, says to Harlen. 'Like to play animals 
with me?' 

Harlen steps toward him, boiling, but somebody trips her and she goes down, 
sprawling. Everybody breaks up laughing, except me and Harlen. And, I notice, Green-
eyes. 

'Get used to lying down,' Yosh laughs. 'Keep in practice for your night-job.' 

'You.' I raise a finger at him. 'Shut up.' I'm seething, my voice cold as liquid 
nitrogen. 

'Greys always nice, for cash.' Yosh sneers back. 'If you don't behave, we'll cut 
off your air.' He pulls a face, fish-mouthed, like he's choking. 

I'm off the wall and up to him, making sure he sees the teeth. 

Yosh's face falls. 'Just joking, yah?' he says with an unsteady grin, hands palms-
out, quivering. 

Easy, Rhea. I haul myself up the Hil l , back into the light. Great gene, my hands 
are shaking. 'Joke? You're the joke.' I turn away to help Harlen. 

'Dirtsider,' Yosh snarls, and swinging at me from behind. It's ridiculously slow, 
and I duck it easily. Santos tries to jump me too, but I get my fist in his collar, hold him at 
arm's length off the floor. I flash on an image of my teeth in his throat. 

'So you're an expert on Titans?' I say, 'So here's what one looks like, up close.' I 
pull back my lips so he can see the teeth. 

A sudden gush of sweat comes off him, then the reek of urine. 

'Don't like Greys anymore, Yosh?' says Harlen, 'Last week you were very 
friendly with Iryanto. But she says you're already in love, with Miss Right - right hand.' 

Yosh's face flushes, bringing laughter from everyone else in the elevator. Harlen 
smiles in grim satisfaction. 

'Been polishing the rocket, Yosh?' Green-eyes laughs. They speculate about 
Yosh's adventures, each story becoming wilder. 

'Yosh heard about vacuum-suction...drilled a hole in the wall and stuck it 
through...' 

'Must have been a small drill...' 
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The lift stops at our floor before Yosh can retaliate. 'Glad we're out of there.' I'm 
blowing my nose, snorting the hideous smell from my nostrils. We turn towards our 
quarters. 

'Thanks for your help,' Harlen mumbles, chewing her lower lip. 'One of the many 
pleasures of being Grey.' Harlen falls silent until we reach the intersection. 'Follow this 
along,' she says, pointing along the corridor. It bends upwards into the distance with the 
Station's curvature. 'Our quarters are on the left, about two hundred metres.' 

'Thanks.' Fatigue settles over me like a blanket. 'You're not coming?' 

'Work. Home later.' 

Before I can speak, Harlen is gone. But then I smell someone else, waiting, just 
around the corner. I creep up, duck around the corner suddenly. My hand comes up with a 
fistful of someone's jacket - Green-eyes, from the elevator. 'Why are you following me?' 
I growl. 

His eyes are wide, he's breathing fast. Fear-scent drifts off him. 'I just - ' 

'Just whatV I give him a shake, the fear smell intensifies. 

'Wanted to meet you,' he said. 'Without the others around. Never met a dirtsider 
before.' 

I relax, drop him slowly. 'Rhea,' offering my hand. 

He takes it. 'Samsul,' he says, puts as much pressure as he can into the handshake. 
I match his effort - if he's put off by me being stronger than him, he can get lost early and 
save me the trouble. He survives the first test. 

'Are you - ' he says, at the same time I say 'Sorry about - ' We laugh together. 

'The Governor has called an Pacifica shareholders' meeting,' he says. 'Come 
along?' 

'I'm an enemy alien, not a shareholder,' I say. 'Besides, what would I do at a 
shareholders' meeting?' 

'Nobody goes for the meeting - other things happen there,' Samsul says. 'You 
know, who's with who, that sort of thing. You can come as a guest.' He pauses. 'My 
guest.' 

'Well... ' It sounds like the sort of mindless socialising I don't normally bother 
with, but if I can speak to the Governor -1 have to do something about the Mirror. 'Sure.' 

The deckplates boom under my heels 
The deckplates boom under my heels as I enter the main docking bay. Stone is 

there already, in his best uniform, but Crane and the other marines are missing. Against 
the background of the Command staffs royal-blue, the Coalition officer looks like an 
alien or an exotic black beetle. 
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The Governor's handshake is too gentle for such a hideous creature. He bows his 
head, returning precisely the same pressure to my hand. A small smile twists one corner 
of his mouth. 

I lean forward to tell him about the Mirror, but he nods, smiles, and I realise that 
he's on political autopilot, grinning and waving and shaking hands, nodding and 
murmuring pleasantries, without absorbing a thing. Other Orbitals introduce themselves, 
brushing their palms against mine; but I their names are gone as soon as I hear them. 

I move around the room and to a corner where Samsul introduces me to Keziah, 
another young Blue. 

'What do you know about Jake Otago?' I ask her. 

'Available. Straight.' Keziah unwraps a stick of black gum. 'But he's a bit short; 
correction, for you, that's a lot short. But if you like them rich, he's your man.' 

'It was a simple question,' I say. T don't want to have his baby.' 

The Orbitals look at each other for a second, then laugh. 'Jake's a force of chaos,' 
says Samsul. 'He takes a pressed jumpsuit, straight from the automat, and it's wrinkled 
the moment he puts it on.' Samsul's voice deepens theatrically. 'If only he could use his 
powers for good, instead of evil.' 

T didn't ask about his fashion sense either.' But I smile. Fashion is everything to 
these Orbitals. 'Doesn't he have friends?' 

'Three points against Jake,' Samsul shrugs. 'First, he's the Governor's son.' He 
ticks off his fingers. 'Second, he's allergic to biscoptamine. And third, the biggest one -
he believes that the first two matter.' 

Keziah chews gum, then blows a huge black bubble. 'Doesn't help much that he 
has it sweet for machines.' 

T can't believe you said that.' Samsul says, scandalised. 'You're vicious!' 

'True, though, isn't it? He's always down in the accessways, or tinkering with 
flitters.' 

'I don't understand,' I'm puzzled. 'So he likes machines. What's the problem?' 

Keziah and Samsul stare for a couple of seconds, then burst laughing. 'Machines, 
Rhea,' Keziah says. 'Like the Greys.' 

T live with a Grey,' Rhea frowns. 'She's a propulsion mechanic' 

'You live - ' Samsul gapes '- with a Grey?' 

'Sure. The cabin is clean and cheap.' I feel like I'm in some kind of comedy show. 
I look around for hidden cameras. 'And small. I haven't had any trouble.' 

'Wow,' Samsul says, eyes wide. 'You dirtsiders are wild.' 

Keziah is similarly impressed. 'Fully eccentric' 
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Apparently I've made a fashion statement, been daring, by living with Harlen. I 
hate the idea of having followers, especially by accident. 'Leader' and 'target' are too 
often the same thing. 

Keziah spots Stone. 'Excuse me. I have a tall dark stranger to catch.' She winks to 
us and swoops across the bay; Stone turns with a hard smile. 

Most of the Orbital women are chasing Stone now. I've seen it before - the 
uniform, the muscles - he waits for them to come to him. Like a funnel-web spider. 

Keziah has competition: a couple of stick-thin creatures in thin-film jumpsuits, 
blue and violet, hovering like technicolour mosquitos. But strangely, Stone's eyes aren't 
on them or Keziah; he ignores them, cool as liquid oxygen. 

He's at the edge of the crowd, near one of the side entrances to the docking bay. 
Someone steps around the corner, sliding up to Stone. The mosquito-girls recoil, 
suddenly remembering they should be elsewhere. 

The newcomer is wearing a neat grey suit, with short black hair and black 
fingernails. Harlen. 

One of the senior Blues draws Stone's attention for a moment and I intercept 
Harlen, grabbing her arm. 'Harlen - are you sure about this? He only wants - ' 

'- exactly what I want,' Harlen finishes my sentence. 'Worried he'll take 
advantage of me?' She laughs. 'Are you protecting my innocence?'' 

My ears become hot. 'No -1 just meant - ' I shut up, because I have no idea what I 
meant. I've told Harlen about Stone, and she's still here. So I shut up and leave them 
alone. 

Harlen talks for a few minutes with Stone, laughing, leaning towards him, fingers 
touching his chest. She knows all his buttons: Stone's always loved tough women, ones 
who take control; maybe because he has an oversupply of the other kind. 

Or because they're more fun to break. 

Soon after, Harlen and Stone leave together, laughing and holding each other 
close. Where's the justice in that? Being a Titan is great for Stone, but a disaster for me. 
Shouldn't I have my own choice of half a dozen men? Perhaps one day women over a 
hundred kilos will be in fashion. 

And perhaps one day pigs will reach orbit under their own power. 

The few Grey observers have gathered at one end of the bay, close to the side 
door. They look dull beside the Blues - grey overalls versus the royal-blue Command 
uniforms; scalps in efficient buzz-cuts set against long locks in a rainbow of colours. 

'What are they doing here?' spits one of the Blue officers, jerking a thumb at the 
Greys. 

'We're discussing their future,' the Governor says. 'They stay.' 
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The Blues argue for a few minutes, but the Governor stays firm: the Greys remain. 
'As a concession,' he says, "the Greys will not speak unless they are asked for 
information.' The Greys seem unhappy, but from their weak position... 

Samsul indicates one of the Greys, a woman in her mid-thirties. 'Domino,' 
Samsul says. 'One of the Resistance leaders.' She's young, only a few years older than I 
am, but already her face is brown and deeply lined from U V exposure. 

'So why haven't Pacifica Security arrested her?' 

'Too careful,' says Samsul. 'They can't hold her - no evidence.' 

'I'm surprised that still matters,' I say, remembering my beating from the cops. 
Samsul looks at me strangely. Domino moves among the other observers, speaking 
quietly. The younger Greys reply, animated, some kind of disagreement. 

The Governor raises his palm, and the room falls silent; he returns a tight smile of 
satisfaction. The delegates arrange themselves so a holo-pad is in easy reach. 

'Commander Crane.' The Governor nods to Crane, who stands. 

'The Coalition will negotiate amnesty,' says Crane, 'for Greys accused of political 
crimes.' 

The echoes of Crane's voice only die slowly. The Blues babble, excited, but the 
Greys stay quiet, exchanging glances and only occasional words. I focus my attention, 
blanking out the other sounds of the bay. Slowly, my enhanced hearing picks up the 
words passing between the Greys. 

'What does he want?' one whispers. 'Money? Power?' 

'Goats,' another laughs. 'Hot lerv...' 

'Shut up.' That's Domino, eyes flashing irritation. 'The word is negotiate. This 
will cost us. We need time to consult the other factions.' 

Factions. Interesting. 

'Pacifica will be at economic disadvantage if Greys return to the Coalition.' A 
green-haired lieutenant-commander from Logistics, dressed as if her clothes are the 
bastard offspring of a high-fashion clothing store and a military barracks. 'We want 
compensation, and safeguards so that they don't pass on technical or military secrets.' 

'Only recently, Halversson, we Greys were too much trouble.' Domino's voice is 
calm, although clenched fists betray her real mood. 'You were considering culling us. 
Now we're too valuable!' 

'Many Greys are hard-working and professional.' Halversson blasts Domino with 
a withering glare. 'The Resistance, on the other hand - ' She looks ready to spit. 

A smile spreads across Domino's face. 'Resistance?' she says, innocent-looking. 
'Lieutenant Halversson, there is no such thing. We Greys are loyal citizens of Pacifica -
correct, Governor?' 
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The Governor gives half a nod, before catching himself. 'I remind observers that 
they are to speak only if requested,' he says smoothly. 'Your loyalty is not in question.' 

Disappointed whispers pass between the Greys. Governor Otago is sympathetic -
he has stopped some of the Blues' worst abuses. But he won't support the Greys directly. 
And he certainly won't use loaded words like citizen. 

The interchange devolves to technical details: the economic benefits the Greys 
bring, the value of their technical expertise, future value of Grey scientific research. 
Crane responds with estimates of the ongoing costs of maintaining the Greys, the 
difficulty of making an accurate count of the Grey population, Grey reproduction rates. 

And I realise what they're discussing - a sale of property. 

It's a slave auction. 

When there's a break in the talks, the Blues move around the docking bay. They 
gather in small groups, scuttle from corner to corner with food and drink, like ants or 
bugs in their brightly-coloured hair and uniforms. 

I pass the entrance and Harlen returns, scowling, with a red mark along her 
cheekbone. She pushes past, ignoring me. Stone comes close after her. 

I grab his arm and twist; I hope it hurts. 'What happened?' I demand. 

He shoves me away, laughs. 'She likes it rough.' Mock-innocent shrug. 

'You hit her.' 

'Rhea,' Stone laughs again. 'Top of the Hil l , mistress of all you see. Why don't 
you let go for once?' He smiles, but it's teeth-only. 'Have some fun.' 

'What you like isn't fun, Stone.' How could this creature be my brother? 'You get 
thrills from hurting people. That's sick.' 

'Sick?' The grin fades. ' I ' l l tell you what's sick. A Titan who won't do what 
they're made for. That's sick.' Another laugh. 'Like a vegetarian crocodile.' 

'When I decide to kill , Stone, you'll definitely be the first to know.' 

'Threats, Rhea?' Stone drawls. 'Maybe there's still hope for you.' 

I turn, walk. If I stay I might try to slot him. 

The main focus of the Titan genetic program today is mental stability. The gene-
geneers weed out psych problems in childhood - but they can surface even in adults. 
Most of us Titans are unstable in some way, ranging from nightmares to total screaming 
psychosis. The gene-geneers encouraged us to talk if we had problems - but talking was a 
good way to get disappeared. 

Rumours said gassed and cremated - enough of my brothers and sisters 
disappeared that I couldn't deny the whispers. My twin-group long ago arrived at a quiet 
agreement: if anything happens, say nothing. 

But if there was ever an exception, a legitimate case for having one of us killed, 
Stone is it. 
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I complete a circuit around the Bay, returning to Samsul. 'Anything happen?' 

'We've been taking bets that you're a Coalition spy on a secret mission. Interested 
in betting?' 

'Unfair. I know the answer.' I grin at him. T think the Coalition would choose a 
spy who didn't throw up in zero-gravity.' 

'Ah, but that's the cunning part of the plan,' Samsul raises a finger. 'Nobody 
would suspect somebody so utterly hopeless of - OW!' I clip his shoulder, spinning him 
around. 

'Sorry,'I s a y . ' I - ' 

'- don't know your own strength,' Samsul finishes for me, rubbing his upper arm 
back to life. 'Guess I deserved that, anyway,' he grins over the pain. 'It's unnatural. 
Freakish. If we were meant to be that strong, there would be humans on Earth.' 

'Ha ha.' I'm unimpressed. I hear ten or twenty Dirtsider jokes a day. At least he 
doesn't joke about genetic engineering. That might be too much to handle. 

'How about this one,' he says. 'How many Dirtsiders does it take to change a 
radar dish?' 

I say nothing. Why doesn't he stop? 

'Three,' he continues, and ticks off his fingers. 'One to stick their foot through the 
dish, then pull it to pieces trying to get their foot free. A second one to fill out the 
paperwork, saying that the dish was damaged in a meteor storm. And a third to come out 
with a metal detector to search for precious metals and spare change. Meanwhile, 
everybody forgets to replace the dish.' A smile, head tilted to the side. One-two-three. 
Dirtsiders are clumsy, dishonest and addicted to bureaucracy. 

'Enough, Samsul,' I say, head lowered. 'I'm sick of hearing the same damned 
jokes. It might be different if even one of them was funny.'' I let him stew for a few 
seconds, then wave the comment away. We stare out the viewport for a couple of 
minutes, watching the earth rotate below, stars wheeling around it. 

Samsul brightens up a little. 'I didn't mean that about Dirtsiders,' he breaks the 
silence. 'My father visited Paris last year - had to wear an exoskeleton and a filter mask, 
and take injections for the bugs. He really respects Dirtsiders - says it's a miracle they 
even survive under that gravity, the pollution and disease in the air and water...' Samsul's 
voice slows to a stop. 

I'm glaring out the viewport, jaw clenched. To Samsul, I must look like a heavily-
muscled monster. Not just a dirtsider, but a genetic-engineered war machine. I'm hideous. 

How could I have ever thought he'd be interested? I walk quickly out of the 
docking bay, blinking tears out of my eyes. Samsul calls, but I keep walking. 
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Running steps behind me 
Running steps behind me. I turn, raising a finger. Tf you - ' 

But it's Jake, not Samsul. 'Thought you were going fusion then.' He falls into step 
with me. 

'I can't believe they're such - ' I can't think of a word. 

'Ignorant pigs?' Jake grins. 'Fashion-obsessed idiots? Clothes robots?' 

'Not strong enough,' I'm still boiling. 'They call me a monster, and you...' I stop. 
'Sorry.' 

'Heard it before. Cripple. Son of a freak. Worse, I'm a reminder of what they'd 
look like without their precious drugs,' he says. 'Like a termite nest. Anyone different has 
to be destroyed.' 

How could I have thought I'd be accepted here? I wanted to be one of them -
stupid. They'll never accept a monster. A mutant. 

'Slow down, slow down!' Jake complains. 'Your legs are twice as long as mine.' 

'Sorry.' I shorten my stride, but not much. 

We take a tube-lift out to the Rim, then walk to Jake's quarters. He presses his 
thumb to the lock, and the door snaps back into the bulkhead. The door is almost a 
quarter of a metre thick, and the wall even thicker. The Governor's not taking any 
risks.'All the Blues are at the shareholders' meeting,' Jake says. 'So this is the quietest 
place on Pacifica.' 

The lights come up as we step inside. The living area is comfortable, but small -
hardly what I expected for the Governor's personal quarters. There are security systems 
on the security systems, of course, but otherwise it's a fairly ordinary apartment. 

Or it would be ordinary on Earth. Up here it's probably a mansion. 

'Drink? We've got Soy-Cola, FrootJuice, GreenMilch. Oh, and water.' 

'Water,' I'm wondering if the couch's spindly legs are strong enough to take my 
weight. 'I don't like synthetic drinks.' 

'Yah, synthetics are vom.' He rolls the chiller door up, and removes two squeeze-
bulbs of water. 'The couch legs are strong enough,' he picks up my hesitation. 'Relax -
we're in one-third gee.' 

Jake tosses one of the squeeze-bulbs in a long, shallow arc across the room. I 
snatch the bulb from the air and sit. The couch sags but, amazingly, it holds. 

Silence stretches out between us. I take the opportunity to look out the 
viewscreen; the stars are brilliant, shining like thousands of fish-eyes in an ocean of 
black. 

I close my eyes, take a deep breath, open my eyes again. 'Maybe we shouldn't stay 
here too long,' I say. 'Your partner might get suspicious.' 
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I cringe. Did I just say that? Great move, Rhea. Very subtle. 

'Don't have a partner.' Jake spreads his arms wide. 'I'm not exactly a holo-movie 
star.' 

'You're too sensitive.' Shaking my head. 'Everybody is different - and on Earth, 
you'd look completely normal.' 

'Normal?' Jake's voice cracks. 'On Earth my legs would break the moment I tried 
to stand.' He covers his eyes with both hands, lets loose a breath like his lungs are 
collapsing. 'I don't belong anywhere,' he says, voice thick as molten plastic, 'not on 
Earth, and not here either. My father wants me to take over as Governor - but instead, I'm 
a cripple.' 

I open my mouth, but nothing sensible comes out. 'I'm sorry.' Useless. I should 
keep my mouth shut. 

'Sorry?' A l l the energy drains from him. T want to be like everybody else - that 
should be so simple,' he says. T want to walk in a crowd without people's eyes following 
me, without people saying look at the freak, or feeling sorry for my condition, or talking 
about how disappointed my father must be.' 

His eyes flare. 'I don't want to be the war hero's son, I don't want to be a medical 
curiosity, I don't want to be a damned freak that everybody treats like a pet or a punching 
bag.' 

'So what happens then?' I ask. T don't see any point - why not just step outside 
without a vac-suit? I hear it's painful, but at least it's quick.' 

'Thought about it.' Jake's eyes are like frosted windows. 'There are better ways 
than that - get outside during a radiation storm. Stick my head in front of the mass-driver 
when a twenty-ton load of ore is on its way to Earth.' 

Shize, he's serious. 

Jake shrugs. 'But I guess I'm stubborn.' He laughs, grim. 'Things have to turn my 
way eventually.' 

'Lots of people worse off,' I say. T nearly died when the hovercar broke my head 
open. The woman beside me wasn't so lucky - she lost her head. The kid behind me was 
chopped in half. Or so I heard; I don't remember anything.' I drill a finger into the scar 
behind my ear. 'But I got away with just a hole in the head.' 

'It doesn't show,' Jake smiles. 

'Think about the Greys - I'm living in Grey quarters now. I can't even turn around 
properly. It's like a coffin!' 

'Grey quarters?' Change in tone. 

I shrug. 'Cheaper than barracks.' 
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'Greys are dangerous,' Jake shakes his head. 'Not all of them, of course; some-of-
my-best-friends-are-Greys.' The words run together, as if he has said them a thousand 
times without thinking. 'But the Resistance...' 

'Resistance wouldn't exist if the Greys weren't treated like slaves. Up here they're 
industrial capital, they're not people.' 

'Yah, it stinks,' says Jake. 'But it's the way things have always been. I can't 
change it.' 

'Your father is the Governor - and one day, you '11 be the Governor.' 

'No,' Jake shakes his head. 'He'll choose somebody else. Treats me like a joke.' 

'You're only a joke if others keep you from doing what you know is right. Then 
you're only half a person - a real joke.' 

'You don't live here - you don't need people's respect. Not like I do.' 

'Who respects a bootlicker? Nobody.' 

Jake chews his lower lip. 'But what can I do?' 

'Make things better for the Greys,' I lower my voice. 'Help me find out what 
Crane is doing here.' 

'And if I don't?' Jake's chin juts, defiant. 

'Nothing happens,' I shrug. 'No change. Things stay the same, forever.' 

Jake puffs out a long breath. T can bail out when I want?' 

'You can. But don't leave just because it's getting difficult.' 

'Difficult, I don't care about,' says Jake. 'But I do care about dead' 

'Deal,' I grin at him. 'No death without your permission.' 

We exchange notes -1 ask Jake about the Station, and he drills me for details 
about Crane and the marines. Finally he stretches. 'You should go soon. We wouldn't 
want my father thinking...well, the wrong things.' 

'Right, I'm gone,' I jump up, open the door. 'Tomorrow?' 

'Yah, tomorrow,' Jake waves. I step outside, and the door closes. I watch the door 
for a few seconds, then turn down the corridor. 

Back home, I ask the viewscreen for music 
Back home, I ask the viewscreen for music. But it's all hyper-manic Orbital 

vidclips, twenty-second grabs of light-and-noise, each clip fading away and beginning 
another, equally pointless. Can't stay awake anyway. 

I order the music off, and fall onto the bed. 
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Dreaming. Standing in front of a food-machine - but the machine isn't pumping 
out food. Instead, metallic ribbons stream out, covering with inscriptions too complicated 
to see clearly, let alone read. 

The ribbons spill into a pile on the floor. I try to step away, but my legs are fixed 
to the spot. The pile on the floor is rising, to my chest, then my shoulders, my chin - and 
I'm drowning under the flood of metal. I shove out my hands, trying to push away the 
smothering mass. Something sticks in my palm. 

A tiny ball, like a marble. I hold it for a moment, weighing it, cool and solid in my 
palm, then press it against one of the metallic ribbons. The ball coughs, almost a burp, 
and the ribbon vanishes. 

Quickly, I push the ball at the other ribbon. Each time it belches, swallowing. 

Then I find a second ball among the ribbons. The second ball melts into the first, 
leaving no trace of the merging - a single, larger ball sits in my hand, drawing metal 
ribbons into itself at an increasing rate. I add another ball, and another, and suddenly my 
face is free, then shoulders, then chest. 

The ball grows, too, as I feed it. Cannibal-like, it devours its fellows and becomes 
gorged, smooth and fat. There are symbols inscribed on its surface, but they are so 
complex that I find it hard to make out any details at all. 

Finally, all that remains are a few ribbons spilling onto the floor around the food-
machine. I sweep the heavy ball around, until the floor is clear again. 

When all is quiet, I examine the ball. It's a little lumpy in places; I massage those 
spots, pressing with my thumbs until it becomes a smooth, even egg mass in my palm. 

Then I squeeze my hands together, hard, and it shrinks - denser and denser, until 
it's the size of a ball, a marble, a grain of rice. I smear it between thumb and forefinger -

And it's gone. 

I'm still drowsing when Harlen returns. 'Always sleeping,' she says. 'Come out. 
Do something.' 

I grunt. Not exactly eloquent, but she gets the message. It's my first proper sleep 
since - when? Don't remember. A long time, anyway. 

Harlen punches instructions into the food-machine, draws out a couple of mugs of 
vegetable soup. I take one of the mugs, staring at the machine - for a moment, I expect 
metallic ribbons to come out of it. The soup smells great, but even plastic smells good 
after a couple of days on combat rations. There's something happening down in the 
Garden, Harlen says, some kind of Grey gathering. 

'The market?' I ask her, and she shrugs. 

'Not exactly,' she says, 'But it should be interesting.' 

I join her for the walk. The sight of the cabin is driving me insane. 
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A trickle of Greys heads into the Garden. By Brisbane sector, the trickle is a flow, 
growing to a torrent as Greys converge on the Singapore sector public plaza. 

So many people. Thousands. Almost all the Greys in the Station. 

The crowd is excited - expectant. They speak quietly in groups; but they're 
surprisingly calm for such a large crowd. Harlen stops somebody she knows, talks for a 
minute in low tones. She takes me to the park entrance, where Greys are stacking plastic 
crates into a makeshift platform. A couple of Greys stand to the side, one cradling a 
welding-laser, the other with a metre-long piece of metal pipe. 

'Protest,' Harlen says. 'Greys don't want to be bought and sold. And we 
understand the Mirror, even if the Blues are too stupid.' 

'How did they find out?' I ask. Harlen shrugs, looking everywhere but my face. 

The crowd is flowing around the curve of the Station, like the body of a single 
great animal, toward this spot. A low growl rises. A woman steps onto the platform and 
holds up a hand. I recognise her-the Resistance leader, Domino. 

'The Blues work us like machines,' Domino says, her voice carrying across the 
plaza. 'They shake down our quarters, arrest us without reason, hold us without trial. 
They charge us huge prices for rent, food, power - even air. And now they let the 
Coalition plant weapons around the Station, and they expect us to take it like cattle.' 

Angry shouts from the crowd. 

'How does she know about the Mirror?' I turn to Harlen. She shrugs, looks away. 

'Enough.' Domino pauses a moment. Her bodyguards scan the crowd for threats. 
'They can't sell us like slaves, like animals. The Blues will listen.' The crowd growls its 
agreement. She keeps talking, about rights and freedom and justice, but all I feel is 
exposed. 

'Trouble coming,' Harlen says. 'Security troopers.' 

Damn. I pull Harlen's arm, try to put the thickest part of the crowd between us and 
the troopers. We make about twenty metres before a voice booms over the crowd's noise. 
' Y O U H A V E ONE MINUTE TO DISPERSE YOUR ILLEGAL GATHERING.' I recognise the voice -
Stone, behind a wedge of troopers in Security helmets and body armour, and carrying 
flechette rifles. 

'The Blues can't ignore us now!' A young woman shouts. 'They can't resist 
history r 

'Bad choice of words,' Harlen mutters. 'History is full of dead people.' 

The words freeze in my guts. This is bad. 

The worst kind of bad. 
The troopers spread out, forming a tight line from one side of the plaza to the 

other. Their rifles form a steel fence at the edge of the plaza. Sunlight reflecting from 
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their dark-blue helmets makes them look like hungry ants gathering around a piece of 
meat. 

The crowd boils toward the troopers' line. Some of the Greys hold pieces of pipe, 
boltcutters, laser welders. They're not here for welding classes. 

'Fix bayonets!' Stone orders. The troopers move as if a single brain is directing 
their bodies; a clash of wickedly-sharp metal as the blades snap onto the end of their 
rifles. 

'RETURN TO YOUR HOMES,' Stone's voice booms across the crowd, amplified 
through a portable loudspeaker. ' W E WILL USE FORCE TO DISPERSE THIS ILLEGAL 
ASSEMBLY.' 

Domino climbs the bridge, looking out over the boiling sea of people. When she 
speaks, her voice carries over the muttering of the crowd. 'Today we say - enough. 
Enough patrols in our city, enough raids on our homes, enough beatings and abuse. 

'Enough of starvation, enough power cuts, and enough lying awake wondering if 
the Blues will give us enough air to last until morning.' 

Stone's amplified voice speaks again, but it's drowned out by the crowd - cries 
now, shouts of support for Domino. She raises her hands for quiet, and raises her voice, 
competing with the thousands of voices washing over her. 'We must hold together,' she 
shouts. 'The Blues will use these disagreements to - ' 

Her voice changes to a strangled cry, then a gurgle. She collapses, clutching her 
chest. An evil red mist hangs in the air where she was standing; a smell of rust and salt. 
And something else. Once I burned my fingers in a lab accident - the smell of burning 
flesh is impossible to forget. 

Then I hear the shot, the sound delayed by distance. There's a second shot, and a 
third, bringing down two of the Greys with laser welders. Shrieking. 

Then there are more shots, but I can't tell where they're falling. The pressure 
doors have closed, trapping us all in the plaza. A knot of Greys, frantic, try to bypass the 
electronic locks. Shouts and screams come from one of the walls, where people are being 
crushed under the crowd's weight. 

The smell of terror is close, like a fog, shutting down my brain. 

Stone bellows, 'Take aim...' 
Stone bellows, 'Take aim...' and the first rank of troopers drops to one knee, 

levelling their flechette rifles. The volley of rifle fire drowns out Stone's final words. 

Down! Hitting the ground, trying to cram my body into a hole, a depression, 
anything for protection, while flechettes hiss-crack overhead, making my stomach twist. 
Frozen faces surround me, stunned and unbelieving. I crawl a dozen long metres between 
milling legs, finally squeezing myself behind a concrete pillar. 
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Then a second volley, and screaming. Several shots strike the pillar, peppering me 
in gravel and concrete dust. A couple of flechettes bounce off, falling beside my head, 
ping-ping, the little metal darts sounding ridiculously tinny against the shrieking terror of 
the crowd. 

The flechettes come closer, taking chips out of the pavement beside me. Shards of 
concrete sting my arm and shoulder, and I press my body low, into the ground, trying to 
make the smallest target possible. Behind me,screams mix with the hideous rasping 
gurgles and the wet hiss-splat of flechettes striking flesh. 

'Stone!' I yell into my wrist-com. 'Stone!' 

No answer. I hammer the keys for a different channel. 'Crane!' 

'What?' Crane's face appears. T'm busy...' 

'Crane!' I'm shouting, but the gunfire is deafening. 'The Garden...Grey 
protest...Stone's soldiers are firing into the crowd.' I hold the wrist-com up so Crane can 
see what is happening around me. 'Order Stone to cease fire!' 

He checks another data screen. 'There's nothing about this on the news nets,' he 
frowns. 'Are you sure of your source?' 

'Can't you hear it?' Screaming over the noise of firing; but worst of all is the 
splashing noise that the flechettes make when a human body gets in their way. T'm in the 
middle of it - people are dying!' 

T'm not getting any visuals from you, and the sound is distorted,' says Crane. 
Crane shakes his head. T can't find anything about an operation - not even in the Security 
network. It could be a rebel hoax.' 

'It's happening here!' I throw each word at him like a rock. 'Stone is killing 
civilians. Stop him!' 

A moment's delay while Crane cross-links. Stone's face appears in split-screen. 

'Stone, report.' Crane orders. 

'Nothing to report,' Stone grins. 'Nothing's happening.' His eyes burn with a wild 
leer. Stone is filtering communications - that's why Crane isn't getting any visuals, no 
news. I shut off the wrist-com with a howl of disgust, snatch a laser-welder from the Grey 
beside me and run toward the bridge. The Security troopers are still levelling their rifles, 
firing again and again into the crowd. 

I dodge between two troopers and right over the top of another; my boots leaving 
bloody prints and a world of hurt. Stone is facing away from me; when I reach him, I 
swing the welder into his ribs in a short and vicious arc. 

Stone rolls, pulling his pistol. But before he can regain his feet, I press the laser-
welder's muzzle into his throat. 'Drop it.' I force calm into my voice, even though my 
nerves are shrieking. 
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Stone opens his hand, releasing the pistol - and slowly, slowly, it falls to the 
ground. The firing slows to a ripple, then a trickle. Then nothing. They freeze, unsure, 
eyes flickering between me and Stone. 

'Put your weapons down,' I shout to the Security troopers, holding my head up so 
my voice projects over the noise. But they don't do anything. I'm losing control here. 
Another few seconds and they'll turn on me... 

'Now!' I trigger the laser-welder, burning a long gouge into the earth beside 
Stone's feet. The troopers' hands jump as if their weapons have turned red-hot. Then I 
herd them all onto the bridge, make them lie face-down with hands behind their necks. 

One trooper lifts his face. 'Stay down!' I warn, and the head drops again. But if I 
leave them here, unarmed, the Greys will rip them apart. And I can't hold them forever. 

The crowd is clustered near the locked doors, but a few Greys wander closer, 
towards the bridge. I put a warning shot into the ground near them, driving them back. 

Think! 

The rifles. I melt the firing mechanisms with the laser-welder, careful not to ignite 
the ammunition. When the weapons are useless, I return to the bridge. 

'Go!' Waving the weapon over my head. 'Back to Chronos.' In small, ragged 
groups, the troopers stagger back towards the Chronos city wall. 

'You' l l be shot for this, Rhea.' Stone sneers. 'Mutiny, kidnapping...' 

I club the welder into Stone's neck, driving him to the ground. 'You forgot 
"striking a superior officer," you maggot.' I 'll pay for it later, sure, but it feels so good to 
hit him. Finish him - a voice inside me - do it. 

I'm sliding downhill fast. My finger twitches on the firing button. 

Pushing the urge down, slowing my breathing. 'Move!' I dig my boot into Stone's 
ribs. His eyes burn as he struggles to his feet; he snarls something I can't understand and 
then disappears into the dark. 

Five years ago, I'm in my bunk in the Darwin barracks. Monsoon rain thunders on 
the roof above us like a mad drummer, hard enough that we can hear it even through the 
wiring and insulation and bomb-proofing in the ceiling. 

But we can still hear the conversation down the hall, in the gene-geneers' night-
room. 'Stupid norms,' Stone says from the bunk next to me, white teeth grinning against 
darkness. 'They designed our ears, and they don't think we can hear them.' 

'Shut up, Stone,' someone hisses, 'quiet, we can't hear.' I've said nothing, just 
trying to keep track of the voices. 

'What happens to them now that the War is over?' That's Doctor Wolf - he 
smiles at me when he says good morning - and he brought me an apple once when I was 
sick. Years ago. Sometimes he played with us when we were younger. 

Long Fall/68 



'What happens?' The second voice is Professor Thewlis - she's hard, cold -
always enters the barracks with guards, never speaks to us unless she is giving orders. 
'What happens to any project when the money runs out? Any experiment when it's 
finished?' 

There's a long silence. 

'God, Thewlis - they're children.' 

'Children? Will somebody adopt them?' Thewlis snorts, her ugly way of laughing. 
'Or perhaps we could sell them.' 

CRANE 

A disaster. Local security forces under Stone's command have inflicted collateral 
damage of fifteen to thirty units, with further injuries of an unknown number. Fortunately, 
all the casualties were Greys, which should make containment much simpler. I have 
deployed our Intelligence resources to minimise the Public Relations impact - their 
effectiveness remains to be seen. 

When the doors open, a flood of bodies 
When the doors open, a flood of bodies carries us out of the plaza and away from 

the carnage. At one point, I have a passenger: a girl, maybe seven years old, clinging to 
my back. A minute later she lets go and vanishes in the torrent. 

'Not the mag-tube,' says Harlen, 'The transport system will be swarming with 
Security.' We take the corridors instead, stumbling along passages that even Harlen 
barely knows. Several times I stop her, and we listen for pursuit. 

Ages later, or what seems like it, we're in Selene. Small groups of people scatter 
like bundles of sticks along the silent streets. The Razorgang moved in while the Greys 
were being shot to pieces - the gangers lounge in small groups on the street corners, 
leering insolently at any Grey who walks past. And most disturbing - each cluster of 
Razorgangers has a helmet-comm and at least one marine-issue flechette rifle. 

A dining hall has been converted to a hospital, with patients on every available 
surface - floor, tables, benches - and medics moving between the rows, clamping 
arteries, changing dressings, injecting painkillers. 

A curtained-off part is a field surgery, where doctors repair bodies the old way: 
cutting, stitching, and pushing pieces back where they belong. I don't want to look but my 
eyes won't stop running along the rows of patients. I can't make my voice any louder than 
a whisper. 'This is hideous.' 

'Nobody saw this happen. Nobody who matters.' Harlen scrapes one thumbnail 
with the other, sending tiny chips of black polish spinning into the air. The noise -
sccrrcch, scrrccchhh - isn't loud, but it chills me. 
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'No. Harlen.' I grab her shoulders, shake her. T saw it. I'll take it to the 
Governor.' 

'Dozens dead, more crippled - as bad as dead.' A tear is at the corner of her eye, 
but she blinks and it's gone. 'Up here, if you don't work, you don't breathe.' 

'But surely Command will supply air for these people - they can't work.' 

Harlen sweeps an arm around, taking in the patients, the growing number of 
bodies. 'Blues count up hours worked and calculate oxygen needed. Want more air? Pay 
for it. 

'Injuries not accounted for. Less Greys now, have to work more - do Blues care?' 

' I ' l l tell them. I'll take it to the Governor - ' 

'Good luck,' Harlen snorts. 'Taking bets?' 

Somewhere, an electric saw squeals through bone, a surgeon trading a limb for a 
life. A bleary-eyed medic rests outside the makeshift surgery, leaning against the wall. 
He's thin, and small, with a narrow face like a rodent. He rubs hands over his face, then 
starts walking out into the Commons. 

Wait. He's grown a beard since Darwin, and some of his hair has fallen out - but 
it's definitely him. 'Doctor Wolfe!' He stiffens, misses a step - then keeps walking. He 
must have heard me. I dart forward and grab his sleeve. 

He turns. 'Rhea Auslander.' A nervous smile, and the smell of panic; he was 
always shy, but surely he's over-reacting! I keep hold of his sleeve in case he bolts, 
although I hope he'll just think I'm just happy to see him. 

'Which lab are you working in, doctor?' 

He shakes his head. T'm not a gene-geneer anymore - not since Darwin.' Nervous 
sweat on his forehead glitters like encrusted diamonds. 

Then I see his clothes. Grey tunic and trousers, a low-security ID badge. 'You're a 
Grey?' 

A nod. 'My qualifications aren't recognised up here - but here,' he sweeps a hand 
at the patients, the wrecked bodies waiting outside the surgery, 'needs all the medical 
staff we can find, qualifications or not.' 

'Why aren't there other doctors here? What about the Hospital in Chronos?' 

'Blue doctors for Blue patients. Selene has its own clinic, so Greys aren't even 
allowed into the real Hospital.' 

And because officially there is no emergency, there can't be any casualties. 'How 
do they explain bulletholes? People ripped apart?' 

'Command says that we Greys must have done it to ourselves.' He grimaces. 
'They say that treating injuries only encourages us to fight each other.' 

Great gene. Their greatest crime was not giving way to incoming fire. A traffic 
offence. 
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'How's the head?' He reaches out and touches the scar behind my ear. 

'Fine,' I say. 'You left Darwin right after my accident, didn't you?' 

His face turns pale. T'm sorry, Rhea.' There are tears in his eyes. T couldn't - ' 
His voice drains away. 

'Couldn't what?' I shake him. 'What couldn't you do?' 

But he's terrified; he won't say any more unless I force him. And I can't do that to 
the only person in my bizarre childhood that treated me like a human being. So I release 
his arm, and he's gone. 

Harlen and I are useless - most of the patients don't even know we're here - the 
lucky ones with painkillers are unconscious, while the unlucky ones are in too much pain 
to understand us. 

It's more of a butcher's shop than a hospital - the people are like meat laid in 
rows, some dead and covered in plastic; some are already dead, but their hearts haven't 
worked it out yet. 

We take the mag-tube - almost empty - and we sit in silence with the green and 
brown tunnel of the Garden sliding past; life it is, but distant, behind five hundred metres 
of empty space and a thick pane of plastic. 

Harlen unlocks the low door and shoves me through. She checks outside, locks 
the door. We don't speak while we get ready to sleep. It's like something back in the 
makeshift hospital has erased all the words there are. I remember what Harlen said: It 
didn 't happen. 

'The Greys won't forget this,' she rages. 'We'l l rip this damned station apart!' 

I'm curled up at the far end of the module, hugging my knees to my chest. I press 
my hands against the wall, but they keep shaking. On the viewscreen is a good-news 
story: a cure for holo-vid addiction that is really an advertisement for some other 
entertainment device that's just as addictive. 

Harlen pulls a strong coffee and stands in front of the holo-viewer. The news-vid 
spiels on about fashion and economics and Earthside politics in a voice that suddenly 
seems unreal. We saw dozens dead, but in half an hour the news says nothing about it. 

'The news-vids,' I say. 'They're lying.' 

'Pacifica Corporation owns everything,' says Harlen. 'News services too.' She 
stuffs clothes and food into a bag, then speaks for awhile into her wrist-com. When she's 
finished, she turns to me. 'You saw the vids, Rhea. This didn't happen.' 

The aircar crashedjust after take-off - although I don't remember getting into the 
car, or where I was going. First thing I remember is waking in Darwin's psych hospital -
not because I had gone psycho, but because it was the only hospital secure enough for a 
Titan to be operated on. 
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For a couple of days it had rained neurosurgeons, from Delhi and Chiba and 
Berlin, even Chicago, riding the sub-orbital clippers that can carry you to the other side 
of the world in two hours. The strange thing was that the Titan program had already 
been terminated; our contracts were being auctioned o f f . Why did they bother fixing me 
up? It must have cost millions in transport alone. 

Why didn't they let me die? 

CRANE 

Success. Intelligence have prevented yesterday's incident from coming to the 
attention of Station media. It was necessary to seal off the Station's external 
communications, in case one of the Greys releases information to Earthside media. I have 
instructed Shiva to filter all outgoing and incoming data, and bounce any items that 
include references to Coalition military personnel, and inaccurate and emotive terms such 
as 'massacre'. Such items could only be damaging to Public Relations between the 
Orbital Stations and the Coalition. 

The frigate Vampire turns 
The frigate Vampire turns its cargo bay towards the Station, the bay doors filled 

with dark shapes. The marines assemble in teams of four, communicating with hand 
signals and gestures. They make final weapons checks, then crawl around the body of the 
ship and into position. 

They wait, silent, leaning out into black space. Crane crouches with his head back, 
reading orders off the displays inside his helmet. He signals to one shadow, a suit twice as 
large as the others. Stone. Stay with me. 

Then Crane raises his arm, counting down on his fingers. 

Three. Two. One. GO! He punches his fist out, and the marines leap across the 
void, toward the Station. As each strikes the Station's hull, their magnetic grapples keep 
them from bouncing off. They slip through unguarded airlocks and scatter towards their 
objectives. As each team reaches its checkpoint, they return a coded signal, designed to 
sound like random static from electrical equipment, or a minor solar disturbance. 

Finally all seven teams are in place. Crane checks their locations on his tactical 
computer. Pacifica Security, the nuclear power plant, Station defence systems, all ready. 
The last three teams wait for his command, just outside the docking bay. 

Crane smiles, lips compressing into a grim line. He slots the tactical computer into 
his belt and signals his marines toward the docking bay. 

My wrist-com calls me back on duty, saying says SECURITY DETAIL, MAIN 
DOCKING BAY. I don't want to leave Harlen, but I have to keep my record clean if I ever 
want to get out of marines. 
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Sergeant Lamont arrives in the main docking bay just after me. People are 
everywhere, distributed throughout the docking bay: the older Blues sit, Earth-style, along 
the walls, while youngsters float in the air. 

A couple of drunks think they're hidden behind the cargo handlers, with their 
jumpsuits half-unzipped; a few Blue kids high on the wall can see everything and are 
laughing themselves sick. 

Lamont draws two coffees, hands me one. She seems edgy; but with everything 
that's happened, I guess that's understandable. ' A l l Stone is,' she says, 'is a life-support 
system for his genitals.' 

I laugh, spattering coffee over the front of my uniform. It feels good - my first real 
laugh since my transfer to Marines. Since my world turned pear-shaped. 'He's a monster,' 
I say, sober again. T tried to keep Harlen from getting involved, but you know how it is 
with Stone...' 

'Can't beat them off with a stick,' Lamont nods. 'Thought about it myself, you 
know.' 

'Uuurgh - you didn't!' 

'Sure. But then I realised that he thinks a kilowatt of solar power comes out of 
every orifice.' 

'Stone's found his true love,' I nod. 'Himself 

'Your friend has brains. She'll work him out.' 

'The real danger from Stone isn't that he'll lose control. He lives so close to the 
bottom of the Hill that he doesn't have much control to start with....I don't want Harlen -
damaged.' 

'Not much you can do,' Lamont says. 'Warning her off just makes Stone seem 
more interesting. You know the thinking - if you tell her to stay away, then he must be 
good.' 

'She'd be safer sticking her arm in a meat-grinder.' I drop my chin onto my hand, 
wondering if it's worth finishing the lukewarm coffee. 'Stone likes hurting people - and 
damaging them on the inside is much more fun than just hurting their bodies.' 

But she doesn't hear me. Lamont lifts her head, as if she's listening to a sound 
beyond normal hearing range - and I notice that she's wearing an earpiece. She pretends 
to cough but whispers into her wrist-com instead. To my ears it's as clear as if she's 
spoken aloud: 'Capture team. Go.' 

What? 'Lamont - what's happening?' But Lamont turns and walks towards the 
centre of the bay. I pull back behind the airlock door just as it opens, and a squad of 
soldiers with rifles and combat-armour deploys in a half circle just inside the bay. 

Stone is next through the airlock, holding a plasma-gun with two thick cables 
leading to a backpack. He grins, sweeping the weapon around the bay as if looking for an 
excuse to fire. 
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Crane follows last. 'Everyone sit on the floor,' Crane says, smooth and clear 
above the low buzz of conversation. 'If you cooperate, nobody will be harmed.' 

The talking stops as if Crane has flicked a switch. Every face in the bay turns 
toward him. 'Sit down,' Crane says, harder. T will not ask again.' 

The Orbitals stand stunned, trying to digest the impossible. 

Crane points his pistol at the nearest Blue, an officer with dark skin, large eyes 
and a body that's thin even for an Orbital. 'Sit down!' The single shot cracks in the 
silence and the man falls, curling around his shattered kneecap. Everybody sits, thumping 
to the deck in shock. 

There is no sound except for the crippled man's moans. 

The gunshot has set me off 
The gunshot has set me off like a starter's gun: I bolt past the soldiers and I'm 

gone. Shouts behind me, but too far to matter. I turn a couple of times, take emergency 
hatches - never elevators, they'll have them locked down already. 

I drop a few levels towards the outer hull of the Station before I slow to a fast 
walk. So that's what Crane is here for: taking over the Station, a military coup. The 
mirror must be part of that - a weapon, so Crane can threaten to blast the Station if the 
Orbitals resist him. With a big enough laser, he could destroy any of the Stations. Or all 
of them. 

I recognise the hallway. A couple more minutes and I'm hammering at Jake's 
door. He lets me in, but drops his smile when he sees my face. 

'You're in danger.' I'm trying to think but my brain has turned to spaghetti. 
'Crane's captured the Governor and most of the Blues, locked in the main docking 
bay...with the mirror, he can destroy the Station.' 

'My father?' Jake is frozen, jaw gaping. 'Captured?' 

'And you're the heir,' I say slowly. 'Which you should have mentioned, but I 
forgive you. What are the rules about terrorists and hostages?' 

'Pacifica Corp doesn't negotiate with terrorists,' he intones, as if he's afraid of his 
own voice. ' A l l hostages are already considered dead.' 

'Right. So now you're the Governor.' 

'No. No way.' He backs off, hands up, like I'm attacking him. 'It's a mistake.' 

'No mistake,' I tell him. 'You're it. I've got to keep you safe - ' 

There's a scraping noise in the corridor outside. I'm half-across the room before 
Jake grabs my arm. 

He flicks a switch beside the door. The viewer comes into focus with an image of 
the corridor: three, no, five, camouflaged soldiers in Coalition marine vac-suits. Egg-
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shaped helmets completely cover their heads, and they're moving quick, purposeful, up to 
the door opposite Jake's. The Command Centre. 

Two of the soldiers flank the door, while the others gather to the sides. One of the 
soldiers is lugging a heavy weapon of some sort. A thick cable connects it to an insulated 
pack on the man's shoulders. 

Their rifles have bayonets fixed, so they can kill without any noise. 

'Who are these people?' Jake asks. As he speaks, the soldiers crash through the 
door into the Command Centre, and flashes of laser fire light up the walls and ceiling 
inside. 

I'm reaching for the door controls. 'We have to go, before they find us.' 

'Are you mad?' Jake slaps my hand down. 'We can't go into the corridors now. 
They'll kill us.' 

'We need to warn people,' I'm saying. 'Pacifica Security.' But I realise that 
Security are useless. They have plenty of experience in beating up unarmed people; but 
they'll be shredded if they try to fight Coalition marines. 

Jake ducks into his room and returns with an empty backpack. 'We can take the 
back door,' he says, and moves off without waiting for a reply. He grabs clothes, food, 
equipment - jamming everything into the pack. 

But in the kitchen, he stops. The pack falls from his hands and he folds up, 
crumpling to the floor. His lips move, but no sound comes out. He's shivering, staring 
into nothing. I shout, shake him. The touch shifts something inside him, and his breath 
explodes in jagged sobs. 

'Jake,' I shake his shoulder again, rough, trying to break through to him. 'We have 
to go. They'll be in here as soon as they've secured the Command Centre.' 

Jake's eyes squeeze shut for a moment, trying to close out the world. He opens his 
eyes, staring at the ceiling. 'Where do we go?' His face is streaked silver with tears. 
'There's nowhere we can go.' 

'There must be places. Dozens of places.' I'm trying to think. 'Where we can get 
lost. Maintenance tunnels. The farms. The mass-driver.' 

'There's no point.' He shakes his head. 'The sensors can find us anywhere.' 

'Sensors are limited.' I'm trying to remember what they taught us in Darwin about 
electronic security - yes. 'Sensors can be overloaded. We need somewhere with a lot of 
background noise and movement.' 

Jake's eyes brighten. 'The reservoirs,' he says. 'Just inside the Station's outer 
hull.' 

'Noisy?' 

'The Station's spin churns up the water, and the pumps sound like the mag-tube 
station at shift-change.' 
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'Good.' So we have somewhere to hide, and the water is another plus. 'And we've 
got food.' 

Through the kitchen there's a closet full of junk: crates of old clothes, piles of old 
books - some even made of paper - even a child's vac-suit with patches on the knees. 
Jake grimaces at the baby-suit and grabs a cold-light lantern from a shelf. He rummages 
in a box and hands me a couple of cigar-shaped cylinders labelled ELECTRO-FLARES. I 
drop them in a leg pocket. 

At the kitchen viewscreen, Jake taps a password and downloads the Governor's 
files into his own wrist-com and deletes the originals. Then he returns to the closet and 
shoves the mess to one side, pulling open a low door with a screech of metal on metal. 

The stench of filth and decay blasts past Jake, sending me staggering back, 
gagging. The doorway looks like a black square painted on the wall. 

'What is that?' My hands muffle my voice. 

'Sewage ducts,' Jake says, heaving one leg through the hatch. He picks up his 
backpack, then activates the cold-light lantern. 

A click, and green electrical light comes from the tube in Jake's hand, cutting 
away the darkness. Then - horror of horrors - he ducks inside and disappears. 

/ try to follow 
I try to follow Jake, but I hit the stench like a wall. Human-norms find the smell of 

sewage sickening; I don't know of a single Titan who can stand it. With an enhanced 
sense of smell - everything is enhanced. I'd die if I went in there. 

So I flip the hatchway closed with Jake on the other side, rush to the front door. A 
quick look-and-listen, all clear, then I'm running. Don't know where. Along the 
corridors, fast enough that I stumble at corners. 

Sweat drips from my forehead and neck, soaking my collar. I lean against the wall 
to catch my breath. Sweat droplets spray off my lips, making long arcs in the low gravity. 

Footsteps. Heavy. Coming closer. Air currents shift, bringing a familiar smell. 

Stone. 

Adrenaline shocks me upright, forcing my legs to carry me, even though my 
muscles scream in protest. I force my eyes into focus as I run further down the endless 
corridors. Don't make a pattern, avoid the computer-monitored lifts. Turning, random, at 
the junctions - left, left, right, left, right, right. 

Wherever I can, I take ladders up towards the Hub. Gradually the pull of the 
Station's spin-gravity lessens, until I'm bounding between levels. 
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Stone stops at an intersection, sniffing. His enhanced smell picks up traces of 
hundreds of people: no use for tracking. He takes off again, loping like a great beast in a 
long, effortless stride. 

A couple of spots on the floor, invisible to human-norms but shining bright in 
near-ultraviolet. Droplets - sweat. He stops, sniffing close to the floor. His nose leads him 
up to the wall where a faint hand-print shows in infrared. 

Rhea's smell stands out, distinct from the others. She stopped here. Stone 
examines the droplets again, looking for more clues. Below the hand-print, the drops fell 
straight, in starlike, symmetrical spatter-patterns; but a few metres on, the patterns splash 
in one direction, pointing along the corridor. 

Now I have a trail, Stone thinks, moving faster. 

The sound of Stone's boots changes tempo, from the measured five steps and 
pause, five steps and pause, searching for my trail; to the rapid drumming that tells me 
he's tracking me, at full speed. I'm pounding, not caring about the noise anymore. The 
deck rattles under my feet as I turn, run, turn - deliberately trying to lose myself in the 
tunnels that twist like intestines at the Station's innards. 

When I can't hear him anymore, I fall, exhausted, sliding around a corner to rest 
in an alcove where a door is set back a metre or so into the wall. The air is burning as I 
pull it through my throat, into my labouring lungs. I wipe my sleeve across my face, 
smearing the sweat off where it clusters in big droplets. Dragging my hands over eyes, 
down over nose and mouth, collecting the slick film. 

When I shake the drops free, they fly in long, lazy paths across the corridor, 
striking the wall opposite. More sweat than I thought was even possible. Easy, Rhea. You 
can drown in low-gee if you're not careful. I hold my hand out straight, then let it drop. It 
floats, then gathers speed, very slowly, towards the floor. Very low gravity. 

Above, the ceiling is smooth, with no joins, panels or accessways - although 
every five metres or so is stencilled with five-centimetre lettering - Do NOT CUT, DRILL 
OR PENETRATE THIS BULKHEAD. I look along the tunnel, searching for some clue to the 
bulkhead's function. Couldn't be an outer wall - it's too close to the Station's Hub. 

Then my eyes catch a slight curve in the ceiling as it runs left to right across the 
corridor. I take an electro-flare from my pocket and press it flat against the ceiling; the 
little tube rocks from side to side. Definitely curved. 

I try to imagine what the whole would look like; then the picture resolves itself in 
my head, as my mind's eye extrapolates from what I've seen. 

I see the ceiling curving around, joining in a long, pencil-thin cylinder. The Hub, I 
think, as the Station's core sketches itself in. It stands complete, as clear as if I used a 
holo-vid to project a picture. A blinking green dot, far off to one end of the cylinder, 
indicates my current position. 

Where are the pictures coming from? 
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I try to relax, forcing my breathing to slow. Closing my eyes, I try to add the 
corridor, the floor, the walls, onto the map. They sketch in too, along with a long, twisting 
series of tunnels. That's how I got here. The picture added faint lines to itself, other 
corridors off the ones I followed. 

The diagrams disappear suddenly; and I'm sitting back in the corridor with the 
stencilled lettering on the ceiling. What's happening to me? 

'Stone,' Crane's voice comes over the giant's wrist-com. 'The targeting system's 
been activated.' 

'How can that be?' Stone grunts and slows to a walk. 'Direct access is impossible. 
Isn't it?' 

Crane is silent for a couple of seconds. 'Obviously not.' 

T i l have her soon,' Stone says. 'She's staggering all over, exhausted. Can't be 
more than a couple of minutes ahead.' 

'So find her. Now.' Crane cuts off without waiting for a reply. 

'So find her. Now.' Stone mimics, muttering. 'Easy done, if you'd stop 
interrupting...' He breaks into a run again, slowing only for corners and doorways. 

Stone - tracking me. Coming fast - he's way down the Hill, maybe eighty percent 
Beast - dammit, I can't beat that. 

Think. That's my advantage - Stone won't think too well at eighty percent. Think. 
Stone. Beast. Predator - no, don't think that. 

What do you do with a wild animal? 

Keep running? Stone's faster than I am. Shoot him? I don't have a gun. Trap him? 

It's hopeless. 

Through a machine shop, past heavy cutters and laser drills and gas-
hammers... lots of things that might kill Stone, maybe, but I don't want to do that. Into the 
storerooms - narrow aisles between shelving, good, will slow him down. The shelving 
has straps and ties and screws, magnetic clamps, all sorts of fastenings to hold all this 
clutter down, keep it from turning into flying shrapnel if the Station wobbles, or takes a 
hit. 

Some idiot has stowed pipes on top of the shelving, four metres high, tied on with 
only a couple of pieces of old optical flex. Shize, that could really hurt someone -

Ah. 

I find the end of the optical flex, re-tie it in a slipknot and toss the loose end over 
to the next aisle. I walk to the far end of the shelves, taking my scent-trail right past my 
hiding place, double back to the hanging end of flex. 
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Then I climb high up in the shelving, hidden from view. I hope. 

I wait, with the piece of flex in my hand. 

Stone doesn't take long. He's moving like a rocket, making a noise like a ripsaw, 
hhhrgh, hhhrgh-hhhrgh, three or four breaths a second, dragging oxygen through his 
supercharged lungs. 

I stop breathing. The jitters start at the back of my neck. The rest of my body 
nearly joins in - but I shove it down. If he hears me, I'm dead. 

The air-system kicks on, blowing across the tops of the aisles. I'm high enough to 
get some of the breeze, cooling the sweat on my forehead and neck. 

Sweat. 

Oh, shize. The airsystem is blowing my sweat right across Stone's path. No way 
he'll miss it. But I can't move now. 

He's closer - ten steps - six - three. Two -

Stone sniffs the air, gets my scent. He sees my boots in the shelves and snarls, 
teeth exposed. He rakes at me, but I jump, jerking on the flex. 

Nothing. The pipes don't move, and Stone's trying to rip me to pieces through the 
shelving. One of the shelves breaks free with a squeal of tortured metal. Stone has his arm 
and shoulder is through; fingers clawing only millimetres from my face. 

I climb away from him, pulling myself higher and higher. Stone catches my ankle. 
I twist him off, but I only have seconds left - I'm on top of the shelving, climbing over 
the pipes, my stupid booby-trap that didn't even work. 

My weight dislodges one of the pipes, and it tumbles back onto Stone. 

Howls of pain and rage - he's coming faster, nearly at the top -1 jump off the 
shelving, drop to the floor on the far side. On the way down, I notice the optical flex -too 
late. It's tangled around my shoulder, and my weight pulls it before I hit the ground. 

Half a ton of pipes come down on top of me. I only barely roll free - I'll never 
complain about low-gravity again, never - but Stone crashes in the tangle of metal pipes. 
Screams of pain, anger, frustration. But there's nothing human in it - the shrieking is all 
Beast, without a trace of humanity holding it back. 

Shize on a stick. He's berserking. 

I run. My only hope is to make a secure area, somehow lock him out. Stone is bad 
enough as Stone. If he's cut loose the last traces of humanity... 

He'll wear himself out in half an hour, maybe less. Until then, I'd be safer playing 
Russian roulette with an automatic pistol. I don't know how I'm going to lose Stone - not 
when he's tracking me like a wolf. 
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The passage running along the Hub is empty and dull, and after the first few 
hundred metres there aren't even doorways; just walls and curved ceiling, and the 
stencilled lettering: Do NOT CUT, DRILL OR PENETRATE... 

I keep following it along - the far end should connect with the Selene mag-tube 
station, or at least a mag-tube control room. 

A couple of thousand metres along, a pressure-door blocks the end of the corridor. 
Locked. Sweat burns in my eyes. I should have known - this is about where Selene starts. 
The locked door keeps the Resistance from using this as a highway into Chronos. 

A dead end. 

And if Stone is in the corridor, the only way out is through him. Which makes this 
a very dead end. But there's nowhere else to go -1 start back. Maybe Stone's lost my 
trail. 

Then I see it - a floor-hatch, about thirty metres back from the locked door. I 
stagger towards it, but stop when I see the colouring on its border. Brown. Sewage again. 

No way. I swallow down the acid burning my throat. Not again. 

Footsteps sound far along the corridor; I see somebody come into view maybe five 
hundred metres away. Jake? 

No. Jake's head wouldn't touch the ceiling. I freeze for a moment, staring, until 
my eyes focus. 'Stone,' I breathe, and he's sprinting towards me, bent low to the floor 
like a hunting animal. 

Stone accelerates, his massive bulk stooped low. Faster, he pushes, faster, nostrils 
flared, throat wide open, his lungs pulling enough air to fuel half a dozen norms, huge 
heart pumping oxygen from lungs to blood to muscles. 

Smells of dust and plastic and metal, fainter smell, almost taste, of sweat. 

And Rhea. She's frozen. His teeth glisten in a maniac grin. Nowhere to go. 

But Rhea bends suddenly, pulling up a floor-plate, throws it aside and plunges 
headfirst into the hole. 

Ten metres out, Stone's supercharged lungs suck the putrid air through his nose 
and throat. His hyper-sensitive immune system responds, filling his eyes and nose with 
mucus. 

Stone chokes, blinded, his momentum still driving him along the corridor. He 
trips on the floor-plate, flying full-tilt past the hole. Skidding along the deck, he slams 
head-first into the locked door blocking the end of the corridor. 

I cringe at Stone's bellowing, lowering myself and crawling away through the 
sludge. Then I retch as my guts try to turn themselves inside-out. 
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My head feels as if it's full of the sewage, but the muck streaming from my face is 
enough to block the smell - mostly. The Beast wants to run from the stench, but I haul 
myself back up the Hill , full control, pushing the Beast down. The odour fades to almost 
tolerable, and my retching subsides, leaving my chest and abdomen twisted with cramps. 

Scrabbling and thumping from above, and a dark shape looms in the hole. A long 
arm snakes through, clutching wildly. Stone grabs my elbow, but I bite, hard, trying to rip 
a piece off him - he roars in pain, punches my, forehead. I release him and scramble 
further down the tunnel. 

Then Stone's clawing hand catches my ankle. My brain chatters fear. I kick out, 
connecting with his wrist. Kick again, and again. For a moment the grip holds, then slips. 

'Damn!' Stone bellows, making a final lunge. Nothing. 

He lifts his wrist-com to his face. 'Crane, it's Stone. She's - ' Stone howls, 
flinging his face away from the raw sewage coating his arm to the elbow. 

Sewage, fumes, burnt plastic and more sewage 
Sewage, fumes, burnt plastic and more sewage. The smell gets worse. Chemicals 

too - my eyes and nose are streaming, stinging, my immune system trying to defend me. 
Even my skin bursts into itching, prickling rebellion. 

For Titan senses, this is hell. 

The conduit isn't even high enough to crawl, so I pull along on my elbows. The 
smell - but I push that thought away. The streaming tears have almost blinded me, but at 
least the mucus blocks some of the smell. 

But it could be worse. I'm almost completely plugging the tunnel. A bullet - or a 
rocket - has to hit me. There's no room for it to miss. 

A recurring dream in Darwin: that I slipped out of bed in the warm tropical night 
and crept out of the Dorms, past the Labs and into the loading bay behind the kitchens. 
Late at night, sometimes, the arclight wash of freighter-subs unloading at the docks 
flashed over the guard towers of the compound. 

There was a trapdoor behind the garbage hoppers, a metal disc set into concrete -
I'd never opened it in real life, but in my dreams it was the start of a labyrinth, tight 
tunnels winding and splitting and joining in a happy, random frenzy. 

In the dreams I slide down, following the narrowest path I can fit, squeezing 
through constrictions and past blockages, backtracking sometimes when the tunnel 
narrowed too much for me to pass. In the dreams there is never a reason or a destination. 
The labyrinth is its own purpose. I wish it was that simple now. 

Long Fall/81 



I raise myself to elbows and shins, a kind of leopard crawl that keeps my face out 
of the muck and gives me a bit of speed. But I'll be very sore if I have to crawl all the way 
down to Selene. 

The conduit narrows to a wasp-waist. My shoulders won't fit. I pull back, but I'm 
caught. My mouth goes dry. blood thuds in my ears - what if I'm stuck? If I drown? What 
i f -

I pull free with a sucking noise, and my life begins again. Whispering thanks to 
whatever power guards people lost in sewers, I backtrack to another, wider passage. 
Gradually the ceiling rises and the floor slopes downwards - out, I correct myself, 
towards the hull. 

The smell is a little better. Either I'm becoming used to it or it's getting cleaner. A 
few more minutes and there's moving water, faster flowing, and more light filtering 
through the greyish, translucent walls. 

I try to get up, but I slip and fall into the water. When I lift my feet I float; so I let 
the current take me. The conduits spiral out from the Hub, using the Station's spin to 
assist flow. Further out/down, a couple of conduits come together in a broad junction with 
a ceiling high enough for me to stand. I feel heavier, so I must be closer to the hull -
probably underneath the Garden somewhere. 

There are a few ways out of the junction: a couple of large tubes leading 
out/down, with water flowing; and several conduits leading up, including the one I came 
out of. I shudder at the thought of going back up there, but fortunately there's a hatch, just 
like the one I jumped through into this brown wonderland. 

When I push it open, white walls and ceiling dazzle me. A corridor. No sign of 
Stone. When we were kids, even boiled cabbage made him sick - so there's no chance 
he'd chase me through a sewer. 

I clamber out of the conduit-junction, whispering a quick prayer to Gene that I 
never have to go back in there. I want to wipe my face, but I resist the urge - my hands 
must be putrid. The corridor is wide, close to a public concourse. Bad karma - exposed. 
But there's no people anywhere, and it only takes a few moments to find a public 
washroom. MALE . Not a FEMALE in sight. 

But I enter anyway. It's all just plumbing, isn't it? I'm happy to discover that 
M A L E has sinks, and soap, and clean water, just like real people use. Even barracks 
showers - a cluster of nozzles in a tiled room, but who cares? They're showers. 

'Shower on,' I order. 

'ENTER CHARGE CODE FOR HOT WATER,' a robot-voice says. 

'No hot.' The Security system will be tracking my charge code. 'Cold only. Max 
pressure.' 

'YES, TUAN.' 

I'm under the shower fully-clothed, scrubbing my face until it almost peels off; 
but all the water in the solar system won't make me feel clean again. I need an industrial-
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grade disinfectant - even a blast of hard radiation to kill the bugs, and damn the risk of 
cancer. 

The soap reeks of ammonia, but it feels wonderful. Soap, clothes off, soap again. 
Then more soap just to be sure: I turn out the pockets, then stomp my clothes underfoot, 
plugging them into the drain. I feel cleaner, although the bacteria are probably just 
enjoying the ride. 

Then I remember where I am. Wet and'naked, in a public washroom - a MALE 
public washroom - just off corridors crawling with marines. With guns. 

Hunting for me. 

Quickly, clothes back on, dripping but clean. Back outside, quiet, no more 
running, sticking to dim corridors away from the public areas. I leave a wet trail, but it's a 
small price to pay for being clean. Soon I reach a whole sector where the power is out, 
don't know why, but I plunge in. Darkness suits me fine; give me five minutes for my 
eyes to adapt, and I can see in darkness that would leave a Norm blind. 

A shadow flickers at the edge of my vision. I spin around, but the shadow is gone. 
I approach the corner where the shadow was, gripping a handhold before I poke my head 
around the corner. 

Pressure against my face. Cold metal. 

My nose is touching the muzzle of a flechette rifle. One touch on the trigger and 
my head is pink mist. 

Shize. This has not been a good day. 

'Hands where I can see them,' the shadow hisses. I bring my hands out slowly, 
palms forward, so there's no reason to fire. 

And finally my night vision starts working - ten seconds after I need it. It's a 
female, short - with Coalition-issue night'vision goggles, helmet and armour vest. Marine 
sergeant's stripes. The name tag on the vest reads LAMONT. 

Damn. 

Lamont prods me into an alcove off the corridor. Then, keeping the rifle on me, 
she steps back and activates her wrist-com. 

'Stone, I've got her.' She presses a sequence of codes on her wrist-com. 
'Transmitting location now.' 

'EXCELLENT . ' Stone sounds tinny through the wrist-com. 'THERE IN FIVE.' I hear 
Stone's boots over the wrist-com, drumming on the deck-plates. 

'Sit.' Lamont lowers her weapon, pokes it into my chest. I slide down the wall, 
bumping to the floor. She shifts her grip on the rifle. The ammunition rattles inside the 
magazine with a metallic noise that echoes in my head like thunder. 

If I move, I'm dead. 
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My senses are all maxed: I hear her breath rushing through her nostrils, and 
beneath that her pulse, thup-thud, thup-thud, thup-thud. She smells of sweat and machine 
oil and camouflage cream, and behind that, apple-scented shampoo - strange, for 
somebody who might be about to blow my head off. 

But if Stone gets me, I might be dead anyway. Without moving, I flick my eyes 
around - blank walls, locked door at my back, ceiling sweeping upwards to the inverted 
cone of an air-duct above Lamont's head. 

Five metres along, maybe six up. A long way to jump, even in reduced gravity. 
Keeping one eye on Lamont, I raise myself on my toes, bouncing a little. It's a good thing 
Lamont isn't cyborg-enhanced, or a Titan. She doesn't notice my slight movement -night 
vision goggles aren't that good. 

Feels like we're in about one-quarter gee. Low enough. Maybe. The Station is 
spinning this way, so I have to compensate by that much for coriolis effect. 

I hope. 

Stone's voice comes again. Ts SHE RESTRAINED?' 

'Just doing that now,' Lamont says, adjusting her goggles and pulling a length of 
wire from her vest. I turn so my hand is hidden behind my body, and slip an electro-flare 
from my pocket. 

Deep breath. I judge the distance from floor to air-duct. If this flare is a dud, then 
I'm meat. 

Lamont shifts the rifle to her left hand so she can slip the wire over my wrists. I 
squeeze an eye shut to preserve my night vision; then I trigger the flare and throw it in her 
face. She shouts, but I slam her aside, run and jump. For an instant it seems like I won't 
reach the cone, but the station's spin brings it into my hands. I scramble up inside, 
pressing hands and feet tight against its corrugated surface. 

The rifle clatters, three shots loud as bombs, but none come anywhere near me. 
The flare has overloaded the electronics in her night-vision goggles; she'll be blind for a 
few minutes. 

The air-duct doesn't go far, but I don't need far. Twenty metres and I drop out 
again, in a completely different corridor. I know that the flare trick won't work a second 
time -marines learn from mistakes, and they're not afraid of the dark. 

My thigh cramps, and I twist to stretch the muscle. I can't extend my leg properly, 
so I'm stuck with the cramp - maybe the leg will tire out, get sick of it soon. 

I limp, fast but quiet, away from the clatter of Stone's approaching footsteps. 

A revelation. 

'She got awayV Stone slams his fist into the wall. 'Again?' 
Lamont drops her head. 'She razzed my goggles, sir -1 fired, but I missed her.' 
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'If you'd hit her, Crane would have ripped your face o f f Stone growls. 'He needs 
her alive. For some reason he won't share with me.' 

'Alive!' Lamont's mouth falls open. 'She's nearly as big as you are, sir. And just 
as fast.' Lamont puts out her palms. 'We have two options: shoot her dead, or let her go.' 

'She's not dangerous Lamont,' says Stone. 'Psych-profile says she won't kill, not 
even to save her own life.' 

'Push hard enough, sir, anyone will ki l l . ' 

'You don't know her, Lamont. She's sick. Millions of Euros spent on bio-
engineering her into a war machine, and she won't kill . My own sister, a pacifist.' Stone 
spits like he's clearing a horrible taste from his mouth. 'It's perverted.' 

I turn the corner and stop, stunned. Less than two metres away, blocking the 
corridor, two of Crane's marines. I want to step backwards, around the corner and away, 
but my feet won't obey. My heart smashes around my chest, like it's going to break loose 
and run off on its own. 

Then I look past the marines, and I know why they're not watching the corridor. A 
huddled mass, dressed in grey, is cowering in the corner, almost out of sight. One of the 
troopers steps forward and kicks. There's a thump like he's hitting something soft; a 
muffled grunt and moan in response. A Grey. Female. 

The marine stops kicking and laughs, muttering something I don't follow. But I 
don't need to - the tone says everything. Still staring at the Grey, he places his rifle 
behind him, then stands and tugs at his belt. The Grey's cries change in pitch, like a 
frightened animal, and she tries to crawl away. 

The Grey has black fingernails. 

Harlen. 

The marine's rifle is at my feet. One step forward, eyes fixed on their backs, 
reaching down for the weapon. Harlen's eyes meet mine, and she moves. She kicks at the 
trooper's ankles; he loses his balance and she's on him, thumbs digging for his eyes. She 
smashes an elbow into his face, over and over. His nose is a red ruin, spread around his 
face. 

The other trooper is onto her, shouting. His face is purple and contorted, he's 
holding on like a mad dog - and he's much bigger than Harlen. 

I bring the rifle off the floor, low, into his knees. They fold with a crunch; but he 
fumbles for the pistol in his belt. He fires as I fling myself aside - molten metal sprays 
from the wall beside my head, one fragment burning like a wasp-bite on my neck. 

The shock nearly makes me let go - a growl comes up from my throat, and I'm 
sliding down the Hill . It would be easy to let go; step back for a few seconds and let the 
Beast finish him. 

No. I won't kill. And I don't even know if the Beast is there anymore. 
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But he's over me, pressing the rifle into my throat. Our faces are locked together, 
I'm holding him off just enough to keep my windpipe from being crushed. 

Then there's a wet crack, and he topples off me. Harlen is bending over him, 
holding the rifle as a club. I take a step towards her, biting my lip to keep back nausea. 

'You all right?' I say, but I suddenly feel like an idiot. 

Harlen looks up, staring, demon-faced, smeared with soot and blood. Her eyes are 
discoloured, with darkening bruises like pits dug into her skull. The rifle is up, as if she'll 
club me too. 

Does she recognise me, or am I just another uniform? 

Then Harlen turns, presses the rifle against the unconscious marine's throat. It 
indents the flesh. 

'Don't kill him,' I say, but I'm not sure she can even hear me. 'If you go there, 
you'll never return,' I say, remembering what an old veteran once told me. 'His face will 
become nightmares.' 

Harlen's fingers uncurl, as if an invisible hand is prying them open. She blinks, 
and her face regains mobility. 'Rhea?' she whispers. 

I nod, but keep my eyes on the rifle. Slowly, she lowers it to her thigh. I peel her 
fingers off the weapon and lead her away from the marines. Then I check them over. 

One has cuts and abrasions, and the blood is only oozing, so I put on a dressing to 
stop the bleeding - even though I pull the bandage a lot tighter necessary. I hope it hurts. 

A dozen metres down the corridor, a sliding panel comes away, revealing conduits 
behind. I roll the two marines into the filthy passage and slip the panel back into place, 
screwing the fastenings tight. After they wake up, it should take them an hour or so to 
find another way out. Poetic justice. 

I try to clean the blood off the floor, but it just smears around, making the mess 
worse. There must be a better way. What about covering it? A sudden ridiculous image 
flares in my mind; the image of a Persian rug rolled out over the bloodstain. 

Harlen isn't moving - just sitting, staring at the wall. The blood is beginning to 
dry black against her face. 

Black. Darkness. 

I pick up the soldier's rifle, heft its weight in my hands, and use it to smash all the 
lights in the corridor. The sudden darkness hides the bloodstains. Good enough. 

Harlen tries to push past me. I grab her arm and shove her against the wall. 
'Think!' I shout. Dammit, don't fight me! 'We're still free. We can't throw that away!' 

Harlen shoves back for a moment but then realises I won't let go. She nods, lips 
pressed together, and I release her slowly. 

'We'll get free, somehow,' I say. 'Even if there's only two of us and dozens of 
them...' 
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Harlen's eyes are ferocious, like those of a jungle cat. She looks as if she'd fight a 
dozen troopers. My own eyes are fixed on the melted hole in the wall, where the laser 
missed my head by centimetres. 

'...and they have guns.' I finish, voice fading away. I'm shaking, shaking, a core 
of ice is drilling me from guts to skull. A flechette rifle nearly blew off my head. Missed 
by centimetres. Only a couple of minutes ago. 

My teeth are clattering. I could have been killed. Biological enhancements won't 
save me if my head is blown off. Different parts of my body all try to shiver at once, and I 
twitch like I've been electrocuted. 

Delayed stress, I remember from training. Perfectly natural, I tell myself. Don't 
panic. 

T don't want to be dead,' Harlen says. At least we agree on something. 

'- get away, somewhere safe,' she concludes. I'm nodding, but I wonder why. 
Where can we go? It's all too insane for words. 

Down the corridor, left at the junction. Harlen lifts a deck-plate and we slip back 
into the conduits. Something squeals under my foot, bursts away like a rocket. A rat. 

There are plenty of things worse than bad smells. 

The walls of the conduit are an unusual substance -1 had assumed they were 
plastic. I press my hand against the wall. The wall is firm but a little rubbery under my 
fingers, its texture is damp and pliant like flesh, or like the innards of a living creature. 
'What is this stuff?' 

'The recycling system is biomechanical - part machine, part living,' Harlen says. 
'The Garden is the lungs, the fluid pumps and conduits are the circulatory and digestive 
system.' 

The concept is staggering. A network of channels, like intestines and veins, 
carrying water, air and waste around the Station. 'We're inside a living organism?' 

'Same as Earth, really - only larger. Closed biosystem, circulation in atmosphere 
and oceans, food production -Earth is natural, Pacifica artificial. No real difference.' 

'No difference?' Pacifica Station is a living thing. Five klicks long! The biosystem 
is a magnificent concept. An efficient biological system would waste nothing. 

'Worst it can do is digest us,' she says. 

Digest us? Gene, what a thought. I hope she's joking. 

I'm eleven years old, in Darwin, hiding behind the door of the staff lounge. The 
gene-geneers are discussing my birth-group 'We could cross-breed Rhea with Stone,' one 
of them says. 'Rhea's psych stability would complement Stone's physical structure...' 

Stone? I sink my teeth into my lip to keep from crying out in revulsion. Coppery 
taste of blood. 
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'They 're first siblings,' another geneticist shakes her head. 'It's too early for 
backbreeding. The Darwin strain is only second-generation. But we could cross them 
with other Titans - Beijing strain, maybe, or Chicago...' The voices fade down the 
corridor, leaving me knuckling away tears. 

I'm an animal, I think, a pet that they want to breed... 

I lean against the bulkhead, dizzy, breathing hard. 

A flashback. Titan brains are genetically engineered, like the rest of our bodies -
but strength, speed and superhuman senses were the easy part. The brain's secrets are 
much more difficult. 

If any of us vanished, the geneticists refused to talk about them. We learned 
quickly: if the geneticists heard you had psych problems, you vanished. And there's only 
one way out of the Titan program. 

A coffin. 

'...listening? Rhea?' Harlen's voice cuts across my thoughts. She's annoyed.T 
need you here, a hundred percent.' 

'I'm here,' I shake my head to clear it. Harlen really has it together for someone 
almost killed not long ago. T'm wondering what weapons the Resistance have.' 

'Weapons?' Harlen hisses. 'No guns in Selene - knives, explosives, mining lasers, 
yes; guns, no.' 

'But they might have stolen guns from Pacifica Security. Or manufactured them.' 

'There are a few stolen weapons, but not enough.' Harlen shakes her head. 'We 
tried to make guns - Pacifica Security raided our workshops, shut us down - ' She stops 
suddenly, but I heard her, diamond-clear. 

'Shut us down?' I talk slowly, so my brain has time to work. She took out that 
marine like a professional. And I smell her fear: sharp, like sour milk. 

'You're Resistance.' I don't say it as a question. 

Silence. Her lips are pressed tight. Confirmation. 

My room-mate: the terrorist. 

The gravity is stronger 
The gravity is stronger than I've felt before - over half a gee - and the air is damp. 

Harlen scrambles along a scaffolding and down a ladder, into a maintenance-way with a 
low ceiling. I'm sweating - humidity, and heat over thirty degrees. Kneeling, she spins 
the wheel on a watertight hatch in the floor. 
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I peer over Harlen's shoulder. Water, flowing fast, like the Styx. I can't see the 
bottom; it's deep, then, and dark. But a few seconds later the dark below recedes, the light 
grows to a bright blaze, then fades back into darkness. 

A narrow catwalk extends as far as I can see, about a metre above the surface of 
the water. No handrails. This is madness - if I fall, I'm in the water. I learned to swim in 
Darwin, sure, but I'm heavier than water. 

Ts this a good idea?' I swim like a paddle-boat: plenty of thrashing without a lot 
of forward motion. 

But Harlen's already on the catwalk. 'Only way left to Selene,' she says. I hope 
she has her directions right. 

'How far?' Gene, it looks like forever. 

'Hundred metres,' she says. 'Two hundred, max.' 

Great. The distance has doubled before we've even started. 

I count steps, roughly one per second, and measure my counting against the light 
cycle. The light is from below - bright, fading to near-black, then building again. Fifty-
five steps the first time. Sixty-three. Fifty-seven. 

The skin on my face and hands is stinging. 

About a minute. And the Station's spin is on a sixty-second cycle, give or take. 
Which means that the light is -

'Harlen!' I hiss. 'Where's the light coming from?' 

'Outside,' she shrugs. 'Sunlight.' 

With no ozone layer, and a few metres of water our only shielding - of course it 
hurts! The UV is burning my skin off. 

'Keep moving,' Harlen says, and I move. If we had a choice of safe places, it 
might be worth discussing; but all we can do is get through as quickly as possible. 

Our boots clatter on the metal catwalk, the noise booming back along the tunnel. 

'Where- are we - going?' I puff, exhausted from keeping my feet from sliding out 
under me, and from stopping my head from hitting the ceiling with every step. 

Harlen glides with me, legs moving in a graceful skip-step. 'Under Selene,' she 
says. 'We can hide there.' 

'But - Selene - is locked off,' I squeeze out. 'We'll be - trapped.' 

'Plenty of ways out of Selene,' Harlen says, skidding to a stop. I stumble, but 
manage to stay upright. Harlen's fingers grope at a horizontal ridge low on the wall; she 
tugs it up and it opens out into a low archway. 

'Access tunnels,' Harlen says. 'Get in.' 

I swallow, stepping under the arch while Harlen holds it open. Then Harlen slips 
through and we fall into darkness. 
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Slowly my eyes adjust to the gloom. Light filters through the walls and roof- the 
organic bulkheads let light leak through from the other side. 

We're near a junction in the tunnels: nothing like a simple four-way joining like 
two corridors in a building; the junction follows six-fold symmetry, hexagonal and star 
patterns appearing everywhere. The junction is complex, with tunnels reaching up and 
down as well as in all six directions. The tunnels bend upwards with the Station's 
curvature, the floor rising until it's lost in the dark distance. 

I touch one of the walls, lightly, with the tip of a finger. It's warm but dry, and a 
faint vibration comes from inside it, beating every couple of seconds, the living pulse of 
the Station. 

A few dozen metres down the tunnel is a woman in a worn grey outfit that might 
once have been a uniform. She raises an eyebrow at me and turns it to Harlen; Harlen 
nods once, and the woman stands aside. The tunnel is tight, with only just enough space 
to pass, and as I press past I feel a pistol tucked against the woman's chest. 

So. Resistance. The last people who might help us. Unless we lose our minds and 
decide to trust Crane. And I wouldn't even let Stone put out a cat. He'd find some excuse 
to kill it - probably drag it before a mock-trial and have it shot for insubordinance. 

The woman holds a pistol on me while two guards grab at my pockets, clutching 
my legs, arms, body. No weapons, but a handful of crap from my pockets. Nobody has 
said anything since we arrived - not since the reservoir. When they're done, Harlen gives 
me a tight, nervous smile. 

One of the guards shoves everything in a clear bag and shoves it in my hands. 

Further along and into a storeroom, of sorts, where we meet the rest of the rebels. 
Eyes widen when I enter - my uniform, perhaps, or maybe just because they've never 
seen a Titan. At first it seems as if there are only a few of them, maybe half a dozen. But 
as I look up, there are more scattered above, perched on high crates and hanging from 
cables - and I realise that I'm at the centre of a sphere of eyes, like the subcritical mass in 
the guts of a fission bomb. They're everywhere, up or down as easily as left or right or 
behind me. 

The two guards take flat grey boxes, waving them at walls and ceiling, circling the 
room. Bug sniffers. After a minute they stop, move together; confer in hand signals and 
quick whispers - then they're checking again, but this time they run the boxes over 
people. Finally, they reach me and Harlen. 

One guard moves behind us, adjusts the controls on the bug sniffer and reads the 
results scrolling on its display face. ' A transmitter,' she hisses, and with a single swift 
movement, draws her pistol and presses it against the back of my head. My skin writhes, 
trying to melt away from the cold metal, and it takes all my will to keep from bolting. 

Everybody else pulls back behind cover, until all I see is eyes and dozens of small 
black circles - gun-barrels. Time dribbles past in horrible slow-motion, with even the 
sounds distorted. The scar behind my ear itches, crazy, hurting like fire - but I don't dare 
move to scratch it. 
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'Idiot,' Harlen says to the guard, but her voice wavers. 'She's human. Not a 
blasted machine!' 

'Not a machine,' the guard agrees, tapping the screen. The sniffer projects a 
holographic image of a human skull, turning slowly in the air; with a coin-sized node of 
flesh and carbon filaments tucked into the bone at the base of the skull. The filaments 
connect to a web of carbon tendrils trailing throughout the skull, like a spider's legs or the 
threads of a fungus. 'Cyborg,' she hisses. 

Poor bastard, I think. But still the guns point at me, and they're staring at the 
hologram, then back at me. And then, like a laser has burned it into my brain, it's clear. 

That's not just any skull. It's mine. 

It's inside me 
It's inside me. 'What is it?' I ask, but I don't really want the answer. I feel sick, 

just knowing that it's there, inside my head. Whatever it is. 

'Bio-mechanism,' one of the men says. He's older than the others, and balding. 
He's stocky enough that he must have been born on Earth. 'There are rumours of this in 
Coalition labs: artificial organs and glands, implanted computers, weapons. But this is 
beyond anything I've heard.' 

'Inside me.' My scalp itches, like spiders are crawling, biting, chewing under the 
skin. It's organic. Maybe even growing. ' A parasite.' 

Harlen holds my hand. Her fingers are damp and hot. 

'Take it out,' I grab the old man's shoulders. 'Take it out!' 

Harlen's eyes flicker to the old man's. 'Can't do it,' he shakes his head slightly. 
'We can' remove it without - ' A pause. 'Without killing you.' 

'We need that implant,' says a new voice from above. He's thin, with long fingers 
and ropy muscles in his arms. 'We can duplicate it...' 

'Thought I smelled something,' Harlen's face screws in disgust. 'So, Regan. The 
Radicals want to turn the Greys from slaves into cyborgsT Harlen flings at him; but then 
sneaks a guilty glance at me. 

'We need it, Harlen,' Regan says. He has the eyes of an animal, and a strangler's 
hands. They clench into fists, muscles bunching under the skin. 'Coalition bio-weapons 
will give us an advantage over the Blues.' He looks around at the others. T'm sure the 
other factions agree, not just the Radicals.' 

Enough people are nodding to make me uncomfortable. 

'Heard what Kyoshi said?' Harlen is on a slow boil. 'Can't do it without killing 
her.' 
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Regan takes a couple of slow breaths while the room waits for his response. 
'Every war has its casualties.' There's a flicker around the room, eyes avoiding mine. 
Great gene, they're actually considering it! 

If I surprise them, bolt now, I might get away. I tense, ready to jump. 

'No!' Harlen shouts, her eyes dark. 'We're not murderers!' 

'An enemy officer coming into our city, with a hidden weapon?' Regan's much 
closer, even though I didn't notice him moving. 'Kyoshi might be able to save her, 
anyway.' But the old man won't look at Regan, or at me. 

Blood rushes in my ears. My breaths are faster, rasping like a ripsaw, faster than a 
norm could ever breathe. I'm sliding down the Hill, down toward the Beast - and I don't 
know if I should even try to stop myself. It might be my only chance. 

If the Beast is there anymore...if it hasn't been taken over by that thing in my 
head. 

The rebels move away from me and Harlen, leaving a killing zone a couple of 
metres around us. Harlen tries to stand between us; although the bullets would pass 
straight through her and kill me anyway. 'This is an order,' she says. 'Nobody touches 
her. Forget about bio-machines.' -

Regan's face is fixed in a half-grin, slick as a layer of varnish. 'You don't give 
orders any more, Harlen,' he says, and there's a shift in the atmosphere, the guards' aim 
moves to cover me and Harlen. 

'No,' Kyoshi puts a hand on Regan's forearm before he can draw his pistol. 'The 
Coalition are trying to recapture the device - but if they know we have it, they'll destroy 
it. The bio-machine may have a self-destruct device - a bomb, or nerve gas, possibly a 
bioagent.' 

The circle keeps growing around us. Bomb. Nerve gas. Bioagent. Those words are 
unlikely to make me new friends. Everybody is waiting for Regan's reply. 

Finally he nods. 'Yah. She lives.' Gene, I can breathe again. 'But if she's killed 
and it's not destroyed, we take it.' 

Ouch. It's better, but not by much. They won't try to kill me, but they'll be 
waiting for me to die. So they can go digging in my brains with a knife. 

Harlen herds me out while my heart's still skipping, and the rebels vanish as 
silently as they appeared. When we're back on the catwalk over the reservoir the hatch 
clangs shut, and the bolts are fastened from the other side. 

Harlen is trying to control herself; but she's in shock. Something happened back 
there, more than just a bunch of people wanting to scoop my brains out like grapefruit. 

'What was that about, Harlen?' 

'Factions,' she says, and takes a few seconds before she continues. 'Resistance 
isn't a single organisation - each faction has own goals and methods. My faction is 
Democratic; we want equal rights for all Station inhabitants.' 
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'And Regan is a different faction?' 

She nods. 'Regan leads the Radicals faction. They want to attack Chronos, take 
over the Station. Make all Blues into slaves.' 

T guess that the Blues aren't very happy with that.' 

'Not much. And now Radicals control Resistance. Once the fighting starts, the 
Radicals won't surrender. They'll destroy Station instead of giving it up.' 

'Wonderful,' I breathe. 'So if I have this right: the Radicals will try to take over 
the Station if Crane's weapon hasn't destroyed it already. If the Radicals don't win, 
they'll destroy the Station. If that doesn't work, the other Orbital Stations might invade; 
but they might also destroy the Station, to keep it out of Coalition hands.' 

Harlen nods slowly. 'Exactly.' 

'And if Crane and his marines are defeated, the Coalition will loft a killer-missile 
to keep anybody else from using the Station as a weapons platform.' 

Harlen is still nodding. I throw my arms wide. 'Is there anybody who doesn't want 
the Station to be destroyed?' 

'You and me,' Harlen shrugs. 'That's about all.' 

'And me,' a voice says from below us. We look down, at a dark shape drifting 
downstream. As it approaches, the shape resolves into a raft. 

And in the raft, pushing a pole against the current, is Jake. 

Reunited 

Jake's raft is two halves of a plastic fuel tank, cut lengthways and fastened end-to-
end to make a kind of canoe. It looks horribly unstable, except that Jake has attached 
several smaller, sealed cylinders along each side. The thing is ugly but would be almost 
impossible to sink. 

I climb in and the raft settles deeper into the water. Okay, so I'm even heavier 
than I look. On the floor there's a place I can sit, between some cable and a long metal 
pole. 

Harlen tries to follow me. 'Stay here, Grey,' Jake says, shoving her back onto the 
catwalk. 'Selene is the best place for you now.' 

'Harlen's fine, Jake. She saved my life.' 
'She's a known Resistance member,' he shoots back. 'You think we should take 

her to the last safe place on the Station?' 
'Harlen has nowhere to go,' I say. 'The Resistance kicked her out for supporting 

me.' 

'My heart bleeds,' he sneers. 'But she stays here.' 
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'Then I stay too.' Damn you, Jake. I climb back onto the catwalk with Harlen. 

'Don't be stupid,' he says. 'It's not safe here.' 

T'm staying. Unless we take Harlen.' 

Jake's jaw clenches. He looks like I've just asked him to swallow a fistful of 
scorpions. ' A l l right,' he says finally, 'but any trouble and she's gone.' He stands, pulling 
the raft along by gripping pipes and other handholds on the reservoir ceiling. He hauls us 
closer to the waist of the Station and releases his hands, letting the current take us. 

Every sixty seconds the light from beneath the water brightens, darkens, brightens 
again; but soon we reach a place where the dark comes and stays, and a thrumming noise 
comes from overhead. The current has slowed and we're in a chamber of some kind, with 
a ceiling that arches high above. 

Hughe machinery clusters on the walls of the chamber; each pump sprouts a 
dozen pipes that dip into the water like multi-headed giraffes drinking. This must be the 
pump-house, taking water from the reservoir and sending it around the rest of the Station. 

Jake pushes us into a cluster of pipes, ties the boat up, then scrambles over the 
tubing. We follow him past the pumps and into a low corridor beyond. The air is damp, 
and the thrumming noise grows louder, almost too loud for us to speak. Sweat trickles 
from my shoulderblade and down my spine. 

Panels along the walls of the corridor give access to the pump mechanisms. A 
couple of panels lie on the floor, and I see that Jake has stored his supplies behind them: 
clothing, ration packs, tools, even a large rack of book-chips. It must have taken a few 
trips to gather everything; he's set up for a long stay. 

Jake opens a tin of something foul-smelling and triggers the auto-heater. When 
it's cooked he gives it to me. There's nothing to eat with, so I twist the tin-lid into a 
scoop. Jake scowls when I hand the tin to Harlen, but I ignore him, finishing what's left 
after Harlen's finished. 

A couple of insulation mats on the floor make a mattress; it's too hot for any 
covering anyway. Harlen drops on top of the mats and I flop beside her. Everything goes 
dim for a long, long time. 

A thud echoes somewhere in the far distance. Jake is straining in the dark, trying 
to hear. After a few seconds Jake says, 'They're looking for us.' 

My chest constricts and lizards try to escape from my stomach. 'But they won't 
know we're here,' I say, 'We're on the outer skin of the Station.' 

'They'll come here,' says Jake, 'after they've searched everywhere else.' He passes 
me an Erg-Bar and sighs when I break it, handing half to Harlen. 

After we've eaten, Harlen and I go to the water, rinse our faces so we can at least 
pretend we haven't just slept face-down on industrial insulation matting. 

'We can't keep running,' Jake says when we return. 
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Harlen nods. 'Need to take the initiative.' 

'We're lucky there are only a couple of dozen marines,' I say, although of course 
it's a couple of dozen too many. 'Only a few can search for us. The rest have to keep 
control over the Station.' 

'We saw them taking out the Command Centre,' I pause for a moment, sorting 
through my head. 'What are the other control centres?' 

'Command centre,' Jake ticks off on his fingers, 'Atmosphere, Comms, Security.' 

'Power,' Harlen adds. 'Environment. Mag-tube. Docking.' 

'Standard procedure is two marines at each strongpoint,' I say, wishing I'd studied 
harder in Tactics. 'So if Crane guards each of those, he's down sixteen already. Then 
eight to guard the hostages - ' Jake jumps, but I keep going, 'That only leaves two out of 
twenty-eight in the platoon. Maybe four, if Crane and Stone are in the Command Centre.' 

'There must be more than four,' says Harlen, T saw ten marines at the mag-tube 
station.' 

I calculate the numbers in my head. 'So some of the control centres are empty. 
Which ones don't need an operator?' 

'Most systems are automatic,' Harlen shrugs. 'Environment and Atmosphere. And 
Docking if no ships are coming in.' 

'Mag-tube and Power can be controlled from Security,' says Jake. 

'Right' I add the numbers up. 'So they only need to occupy Command, Security 
and Comms.' That's not good. 'Which leaves eighteen marines, plus Stone, all trying to 
slot us. Maybe more, if less are needed to guard the hostages.' 

'Look at this another way,' Harlen says. 'Most control centres are unguarded -
only locked doors.' 

'Probably sensors too.' I frown, trying to concentrate, 'But you're right. This gives 
us several targets. Which would be the most useful?' 

'Atmosphere,' Jake says immediately. 'You can control anybody by controlling 
their air.' 

Harlen looks like she wants to cut his throat. I would too if I'd lived like the 
Greys, under the threat of asphyxiation. 

'The Command centre must have an Atmosphere override,' I jump in before it 
gets ugly. 'The Blues would want to keep control even if they'd lost the rest of the 
Station.' 

Jake nods. 'That leaves Power, Environment, Mag-tube and Docking.' Jake turns 
his face away from Harlen's glare. 'But Mag-tube and Power also have Security 
overrides. And Docking is useless without ships.' 

'So - where's Environment?' 
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'It's in Chronos. About eight levels below the command centre.' Jake's eyes bum 
as he searches the Station's computer blueprints; the air shifts and I smell his fear and 
excitement. ' A shaft from the reservoir leads up into Chronos,' he says. 'It's comes out a 
few corridors away from Environment, but it's completely hidden.' 

Harlen speaks quickly. 'We can use manual controls in Environment - water, 
lighting, recycling. We can even cut off air,' she glares at Jake, 'but only to the whole of 
the Station - not individual areas such as Selene.' 

'But - ' Jake stares. 'What if the marines attack? If they damage Environment 
Control, we all die. Suffocation.' I see in Jake's face a tiny glimmer of the fear that the 
Greys must have lived with for years: his turn to be worried about whether he'll be 
breathing in the morning. 

'Welcome to our world,' Harlen says. 'Enjoy the visit.' 

'There are risks,' I frown at Harlen, 'but Environment's our only choice.' Jake 
keeps his mouth shut, which I recognise as a major achievement for him. 

I don't say anything, but there's one big problem with Environment: if it really is 
our only choice, maybe Crane knows it too. But if we don't take a risk, the marines will 
walk in here and take us. 

Jake rests his head on one hand, rubbing his eyes. T don't want this,' he says. 'My 
father, the Blues, the whole stinking Station - everybody needs me to be something I'm 
not.' 

Harlen makes a disgusted noise and finds somewhere else to be. I don't know if I 
should stay or leave Jake alone. I move to stand, but Jake reaches up, touches my cheek 
with the backs of his fingers. He slowly traces from cheekbone, earlobe, neck - then pulls 
away, shaking. 

I'm frozen. What now? I search my memory for a response, but come up blank. 

Idiot, I rage at myself, this is what you've wanted. Do something! 

But I've waited too long. Jake's cheeks are burning red. 'Sorry,' he mutters. He 
stands, stumbles backwards to the door. 'Sorry. Sorry...' 

I reach forward, taking his hand. Jake's fingers are tiny in mine - his whole hand, 
wrist to fingertips, only just covers the width of my palm. 

'It's okay.' Slowly, I lift his hand back to my cheek. Eyes closed, I breathe, taking 
in the smells of my environment. Plastics, all around me, the furniture and fittings. Old 
food smells, garlic and tandoori and pepper, rice and corn. Fresh water. 

And Jake...soap and toothpaste, faint scent of synthetic from his clothes; and 
underneath that, stinging fear, mixed with... 

His nervous sweat broadcasts his emotions as clearly as if they are scrawled in ink 
across his forehead. My enhanced senses leave no mystery. Sigh. But Jake is a norm, 
living as much in the dark as any norm does. He can't smell emotion; his eyes mingle 
hope with the terror of rejection. 
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But I lean back, dropping his hand. 'It's impossible,' I say, turning my eyes from 
his face. That saves me from seeing his expression, but the smell of defeat comes off him 
like wet ashes. T'm a Coalition marine, and you're the next Governor of Pacifica 
Station.' I try breathing through my mouth, but that only draws Jake's scent deeper into 
me, through my throat and lungs. 

'None of that matters, Rhea,' Jake's words choke out. 'We could live on the 
moon. On an asteroid miner in the Belt. Or Earth. I'd even do Earth.' 

'Not my choice. The Coalition owns my contract, Jake, owns me. I have to ask 
permission to go anywhere they don't send me.' 

'So quit.' 

'No Titan has ever quit.' Or they haven't lived long afterwards. Resisting duty is 
primary evidence of psych instability. Cue the shock batons, titanium cuffs, doctors with 
very large syringes, and the high security re-education block at Darwin Psychiatric. 
Which nobody ever leaves, except in a box. 

. 'So become the first Titan to quit.' Jake won't shut up. 

T can't quit. Titans go from the tube to the creche to the school, then to whoever 
buys their contract - Titans die, but we never quit.' 

'Stick with what you know best,' Jake spits, and I recoil at the sharpness of his 

anger. 

I need to get away. ' I ' l l see if Harlen is okay.' 

'Harlen?' Jake is still angry. 'Why do you care what happens to a Grey?' 
I stare, my mouth open. Where do I begin with a statement like that? I turn away. 

At least he's made it easier for me. 

'Where are you going?' Jake's voice rises a little at the end of the sentence. 

I raise a hand, palm towards him. Don't try me. 

'Wait - ' Jake stands and follows me. He stops, returns to snatch up his jacket. 

Don't, something screams inside me: say somethingl But I'm frozen, can't think 
of anything that might help. / 

'Go then,' he shouts after me. 'Go and kill yourself, with your new friend. Or 
maybe she'll kill you first.' 

I'm out the door, it closes, and I'm alone. I find a quiet corner and drop my head 
on my knees. Wonderful. Slamming my fist into the floor. I know exactly what he feels, 
no mistake - and it still can't work. 

The situation's not hopeless, just impossible 
The situation's not hopeless, just impossible. After a sleep and some more food, 

we start out for Environment Control. 
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Jake leads us through a low door into a strange room - square, and only a couple 
of metres across; but the walls go up so far that I can't see the ceiling. The floor is a metal 
grating, with the water of the reservoir flowing underneath. 

There's a ladder up one wall, and I realise that we're in the shaft that Jake 
mentioned. It's a tactical nightmare. One marine with a rifle could kill all of us, maybe 
even with a single shot. 

There's no other exit but up. 'What is this?' 

'Dunno,' Jake shrugs. 'Station plans call it a "surge shaft." Whatever that means.' 

Surge shaft. My last meal makes a bid for freedom. I try to speak, but the words 
refuse to come out. 

'You okay, Rhea?' 

Finally it comes out of me. ' A surge shaft absorbs Shockwaves,' I choke, 'in a 
water reservoir.' 

Jake nods. 'Good to know. Thanks.' He grabs the ladder, puts a foot on the lowest 
rung. 

I hold his arm. 'One wobble in the Station - one tap on the Station's attitude jets -
and the Shockwave comes blasting through here.' 

Jake's face whitens. We climb very quickly. 

Jake leads, I'm second and Harlen trails. Jake says that the hatch is about two 
hundred metres up; so I count rungs as we climb, divide by three for metres. He stops to 
rest at ninety, one-sixty, one-eighty-five, two-fifteen. Each stop is longer than the last, 
and finally he grips the ladder and doesn't move. 

He's panting with his tongue out like a dog, eyes glazed. The only part of him that 
seems to work is his hands, locked to the ladder in a death-grip. 

'Lost heart, pretty-boy?' Harlen hisses from below. 'No slaves anymore, 
Governor.' 

Jake grunts and heaves himself back onto the ladder. His boots thump up the 
rungs with new energy. Harlen grins, giving me a thumbs-up, and climbs past me. 

We reach a hatch at three-sixty-four; Jake's wrist-com opens the electronic lock. 
In the corridor beyond, I stop him. 'How can you walk through doors like that?' I ask 
him. 'Every lock opens for your card.' 

'They should,' he says. 'The systems treat me as the Governor -1 have priority 
access everywhere on the Station.' 

'So that means your father is - ? ' I shut myself up, curse silently that I could be so 
insensitive. 

'Yes. Dead. Or at least, Shiva thinks he is.' 
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Who does? 'Shiva?' 

'The AI that runs Pacifica Security.' 

'An artificial intelligence.' Once there were appliances that operated mechanically 
and couldn't criticise or talk back. Today, even household appliances incorporate AI 
routines in their chipsets. 

No wonder some people dream of the good old days. Imagine taking a shower or 
making a meal without an insolent machine babbling about your hot-water ration or 
nagging you about the fat and vitamin content of your food. 

I wave through the hatch to Harlen, and she joins us. 'Stay in sight of each other, 
but keep as far apart as you can,' I tell them. 'Jake, follow me. Harlen, take the rear. If 
you lose sight contact, stop. If you see anybody else - run.' 

'And if we're separated, meet at the pump-house,' Jake says. 

'Right,' I nod, and we move off, keeping ourselves strung along the corridor. 

When the maps say we're only a couple of corridors away from Environment, I 
slow down our pace, trying to keep silent. But to my enhanced ears, Jake and Harlen 
sound like elephants riding jack-hammers. I stop. 

'Wait here,' I say, ' I ' l l check for guards.' 

Jake protests and Harlen scowls at having to wait with him. But I'm the best 
choice for one reason: I can run twice as fast if there's trouble. 

So I'm slow-walking, rolling my feet silently onto the floor - heel-side-flat, heel-
side-flat - at the last corner, I wait, straining for human sounds and smells. Nothing. 

But something is screaming at me from somewhere deep back in my memory. It's 
probably just nerves, but I decide to wait another minute, then two. If anybody was there, 
I would have picked up a smell, at least. But there's no trace of humans. 

I glance around the corner. 

Multiple flashes, thunder. I pull back. Flechette slugs spark screaming off the wall 
beside my head. I run back to Jake and Harlen; I shove them ahead of me through the 
corridors, stopping only to open the hatch and slip back into the surge shaft. 

And, too late, the memory has blossomed. A robot gun - thousands of rounds a 
minute. 'Crane worked out we were going to try Environment,' I pant as we climb down 
the shaft. 

Jake slows down on the ladder. 'We're not safe yet,' I jab my boot into him. 'You 
can rest when we're home.' He doesn't complain and I drive him on, down to the 
reservoir and onto the boat. 

Stone sniffs. Behind the smell of propellant - Rhea. He traces the smell back 
down the hall; Harlen and another scent - familiar, but he can't remember where from. 
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The trail leads from the robot gun emplacement, down a couple of levels to a hatch into a 
surge shaft from the reservoir. Inside the shaft, a ladder leads down. 

'Second squad,' Stone orders, 'Close on my location.' 

We can't take Environment, not with those robot-guns outside. I'm out of ideas, 
except that I know we have to move. 'We have to leave the pump-house,' I tell them. I 
gather up the gear, tying it into a bundle with comms-fibre.'We probably have a couple of 
hours, but I want to be gone soonest.' 

'Why the shovel?' Jake asks, puzzled. 'The tunnels are already there. We don't 
have to dig our own.' 

'Shovel?' I'm distracted, pulling all the pieces together into my bundle. 'We need 
that for digging - to hide things in the Garden. Or in case we're buried.' 

'Buried.' Jake leans against the wall, arms extended as if he's holding it up. A l l 
his breath goes out at once and he starts shaking. 

Effing hell. This is the last thing we need. 

Harlen's eyes roll toward the ceiling. 'Blue brats,' she mutters and wanders off, 
her head rocking side to side. 

'Don't worry.' I put my hand on Jake's shoulder, squeeze - gently - rub his neck. 
It seems to calm him, a little. His neck muscles are hard as stones under his skin. 

Great gene, he looks like a kid. I wish I could put him somewhere safe, where he 
won't have to worry about Crane and Stone and the Blues, or everything else that's sick 
and twisted about Pacifica Station. 

But that's not possible. There's nowhere to run from the Corporations - nowhere 
on Earth, and soon nowhere c_7Earth either. If only there was somewhere free of them. 

He's crying, huge sobs coming right up from his guts. His father might be dead, so 
he's the Station Governor, and because of that he's running from dozens of professional 
killers. It nearly sets me off too. But that won't help anyone; I swallow the tears away, 
blinking to clear my eyes. I pull him to his feet, a little roughly, but he needs somebody to 
take control. 

When Harlen returns, Jake is mobile again; we've got all the gear, so there's 
nothing keeping us. We move out - Harlen first, on familiar ground - then Jake, and me 
guarding the rear. Jake doesn't complain, or even change his expression; he gathers his 
supplies and takes them to the boat. It only takes ten minutes to load the boat, but by then 
I realise that there's only one other place to go - off the Station. Jake has planted an 
emergency cache of vac-suits and air cylinders nearby, so we take the boat there. It's 
close to the surge-shaft entrance, but the suits and air are worth the risk. 

Stone takes a deep breath and sinks into the reservoir, anchoring his feet in the 
pipes and corrugations on the bottom. He slows his heartbeat until his blood is moving 
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barely enough to maintain consciousness. He can stay underwater up to thirty minutes, 
but lactic acids will start burning his muscles in half that time. 

Stone waits, like a crocodile, for prey. 

'One last trip,' Jake says. He's been using an air-cylinder and vac-suit to breathe 
underwater, pulling himself along the channel. It's a good idea: he's completely invisible 
at the bottom of the reservoir, and the helmet has a radio for emergencies. 

It would be better if I went, but we agreed that I should guard the raft. Jake knows 
exactly where the air cache is. 'It's only fifty metres down the channel,' he says. 

Fifty metres should be okay. 'Be quick.' I check the raft, examine the pressure 
seals on Jake's vac-suit, test our radios. 

'One more load of air and we're set,' says Jake. 'Then we're gone, out of here.' 
His eyes shine: the smell of his fear and excitement is almost stifling in the close hallway. 
His dream is turning real - he's heading out, leaving the Station. 

He turns on his air supply and drops into the water channel. Its flow pulls him 
along, and he adds his own efforts to the slight current. Then he's gone. 

The Capture 
Harlen has her pocket console jacked into Shiva, the Security system. She shakes 

her head. 'We can't use the docks,' she says, pointing to an image on her console, 
showing the view through the surveillance-cameras on the docking concourse. 'There are 
robot-guns all along the concourse.' 

The marines have built bunkers, each with a bulbous sensor-head, a robot-gun and 
a couple of large hoppers of ammunition. The guns will shred us before we even get near 
the docks. 

'We need another way out,' I tell Harlen. 'Keep looking.' 

There are around a hundred and twenty corrugations, spaced about a metre apart, 
and Jake pulls himself along like it is a giant ladder. Eighty five, Jake counts, ninety, 
ninety-Jive. So I haven't told Rhea the truth, he thinks, not completely. So it's a bit more 
than fifty metres. At least I can do something for myself. 

At about a hundred and five he strikes a blockage in the channel. The water is too 
murky to see, but it's probably garbage or a piece of machinery fallen loose into the 
channel. 

He moves to the side of the channel and stands up. No problem, he thinks. Just 
hop over the blockage and -

The murky water stirs. Slowly, from the brown, comes a face. Grinning. 
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A huge face. With teeth. 

Stone, Jake's mind screams. He recoils, tries to jump back into the water; but 
Stone's arm shoots out around Jake's throat, crushing like a vice. Jake chokes, head 
swimming and dark patches crowding the edges of his vision. Everything turns sideways 
as Stone drags him back along the canal, tucked under one arm like luggage. 

'Jake! Where are you?' Rhea's voice comes, small and metallic, from the 
earphones in Jake's helmet. 

'Rhea - ' 

Before Jake can reply, Stone smashes his fist into the radio box on Jake's chest. 
Jake's earphones squeal and die. 

Static blasts from my radio, nearly deafening me. I flick the receiver off with the 
tongue-switch. Something's happened. I force a few deep breaths before panic carries me 
away. Maybe he's out of radio range - or something has blocked his signal. But that 
doesn't explain the noise - a choking gasp - before his signal cut out. 

An accident? Maybe. But what could have happened to him in the water-channel? 
Down there, the most dangerous living things are frogs and rats. 

One possibility remains. The thought bobs up with a chill: he's been captured. 
And they'll come here next. I want to help him, but I snatch a weapon - a heavy spanner 
- and run for the raft. 

Stone surfaces with a splash, shaking water off his head like a dog. Infrared shows 
the heat of hand-prints at the back of the room. Rhea was here, he sniffs, only minutes 
ago. He takes a breath, re-oxygenating his system after the long dive. A migraine begins 
between his eyes, growing every second. Hate crocodile breathing, he thinks, as his 
oxygen-starved muscles scream pain at him. 

Stone examines the objects left in the centre of the room: clothing, air cylinders, 
food, G-sickness patches. He pulls Jake's helmet off and grips him by the collar. 'Where 
is she?' he demands. 

'Who?' Jake says, sullen. 

Stone grips Jake's forearm, holding him up. He grabs one of Jake's fingers, and 
squeezes. Joints and ligaments give way, popping. Jake's face turns white, but he says 
nothing. 

Damn. I can't leave Jake. Not with Stone. I circle around and return to the pump-
house from downwind; hopefully Stone won't smell me. I lodge myself in the overhead 
pipes, against a metal grille, so I can see down the maintenance alley. 
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Stone lifts Jake by the forearm; the giant's fingers completely encircle Jake's wrist. 
Jake's face is as pale as the buttons on his collar. 'We want Rhea,' Stone growls. 'We 
take her, leave everybody else alone. Life goes back to normal.' 

'Suck the recycler, muckhead,' Jake says. 

Stone's eyes flash. Slowly, Stone lifts his hand, still holding Jake's wrist, and 
squeezes. The gesture seems almost gentle, but Jake's howl of pain sends icy fingers 
scraping down my spine. Stone is grinding Jake's wrist to powder. I lean closer to the 
grille to see him more clearly. 

Jake's face is green-grey; his mouth gaping like he's trying to throw up. His arm is 
floppy, limp, as if he has an extra elbow. I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to block out the 
hideous scene. Jake's bones are brittle as chalk - His arm must be shattered. 

Stone drops Jake, unconscious, in the corner. I watch Stone carefully - no gun, 
just a bayonet in a belt scabbard. I'm lucky he's an overconfident bastard. 

The spin-wind is blowing towards me, so if I stay quiet he won't know I'm here. 

If I surprise Stone, I can take him down. But I'll only have one shot; he's too fast 
to hope for more. I slip out my spanner. The plan: stun Stone and hold him underwater. If 
a Titan's body is oxygen-starved for long enough, they slip into hibernation to preserve 
their vital organs. Too much could go wrong, I know, but it's all I can do unless I want 
abandon Jake. 

In my pocket are a few book-chips: a shame to lose them, but I can always get 
more. I flick one into the water behind me. Plop. 

Stone spins, ears swivelling toward the sound. The sight of that disturbs me, even 
though my own ears sometimes do the same. He's not moving, so I flick a second chip, 
and another. Plop-plop. 

Stone jams his boot into Jake's ribs, but no response - he's still unconscious. He 
stalks, head low, towards the noise. His eyes are wide as radar dishes, collecting every 
scrap of light from the dim reservoir. Canine teeth glint in the darkness. 

I flick the last three chips together. Plop. Plop-plop. 

He's fifteen metres away, ten, five. Stone's animal reek rides the wind to my 
nostrils. Gene. He's slipping off the bottom of the hill - almost completely Beast.. He'll 
be fast. 

And in this state, he'll kill without a thought. 

The Deluge 

Stone is underneath me, and my fingernails are white from gripping the spanner. I 
judge the distance to his head. I can't quite reach - Stone's stopped, peering out across 
the water. 
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I can't flick another chip - any movement and he'll see me. I've stopped 
breathing, even slowed my heartbeat; all I can hope is that the wind doesn't shift. 

Can't quite reach his head. Come on, Stone, I urge him silently. One...more...step! 

Then splashing comes from the other side of the pump-house. 'Stone!' a voice 
calls. Crane. And, from the sound, four or six marines. Stone quickly glances across the 
water, then steps away. 

Damn. DamndamndamnDAMN! 

I could jump Stone now, maybe get one hit in. But even though nothing would be 
quite so satisfying as smashing Stone's head in and holding him underwater until he 
drowns - my own death would dampen the joy a little. 

Crane injects something into Jake's neck and he rockets up into consciousness, 
gasping. 'Where is she?' Crane says, slow menace dripping from his voice. 

Jake stares into Crane's eyes. 'Who?' 

Stone wrenches Jake's arm up behind his back. Jake gasps, his eyes bulging. Then 
Stone takes aim and slowly brings his boot down on Jake's toes. Jake screams, struggles, 
tries to escape. But Stone's grip pins him, strong as handcuffs, keeping Jake from moving 
even a centimetre. Stone grabs Jake's throat, and then, almost casually, thrusts a fist into 
the boy's stomach. 

Stone drops Jake, and he falls face-down, retching even though his stomach is 
empty. I press my face against the grille, about to speak, save him from more torture. But 
just as I open my mouth, Jake looks up. 

He knows I'm here. His eyes say everything. Go, they say, run, as if Jake is 
speaking the words aloud. Crane kneels beside Jake, carefully avoiding the wet patches 
on the deck. 'Where is she?' he says, quietly, in a tone that suggests Jake is being foolish. 
'You're just hurting yourself. That won't help anyone.' 

Jake's lips move, but nothing comes out. Crane leans closer, tilting his head to 
listen. Jake's voice is a soft hiss, too soft to hear what he's saying. 

Then Jake lunges, biting into Crane's ear and trying to rip it off. Crane, roaring, 
tries to pull away, but Jake keeps hold. Stone jumps forward, laying kick after kick into 
Jake's body - chest, stomach, back. Then, when Jake has released Crane's ear, Stone hits 
him, several times, in the head. 

Crane stands, face twisted, clutching his ear. Blood oozes between his fingers. But 
his face relaxes and the pain drains away somewhere else. His hands drop away from his 
ragged ear. Great gene, I shudder, he can just flick pain off like a switch. 

'Bring him,' Crane jerks his head at Jake. Stone lifts Jake onto his shoulder and 
they leave me hiding in darkness. 
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'She must be in the ducts,' Stone examines walls and floor. 'Somebody else is 
with her - not sure who.' A familiar smell; but the stench of the sewage is too strong to 
distinguish anything else. 

Crane taps his fingers for a couple of seconds, face blank; then he activates his 
comms console. 'Get me Sergeant Lamont,' he orders. The sergeant appears on-screen. 
She puts down the pistol and the oily rag she's been using to clean it. 

'Lamont,' says Crane. 'Stone's lost Rhea in the sewage ducts again. Can you get 
us maps from the system?' 

The sergeant shakes her head. ' A l l the maps are out of date,' she says, checking 
her own system data. 'The biosystem conduits went in fifteen years ago, and have all 
shifted since. Nobody even maps them - the ducts grow and multiply as the Station needs 
them.' 

'You're saying she could be anywhere!" Stone smashes a fist into the wall, hard 
enough that the vibration shakes the floor. 'But how do we get to her?' 

Crane steeples his fingers, says nothing, his eyes like an icy lake. 

'There are poison gas vents, tuan,' Lamont replies. 'For cleaning out vermin.' 

'We need them alive, Lamont.' 

'We can flood them with something non-lethal,' Lamont says. 'CS gas, for 
example.' 

Stone grunts. Crane raises an eyebrow at him. 'Opinion?' 

Stone shakes his head. 'Not enough known about Titan lungs,' he says. 'CS can 
be dangerous in enclosed spaces. Her immune system could over-react. Anaphylactic 
shock might kill her.' 

Lamont rolls her eyes to the ceiling. 'You super-soldiers are delicate, aren't you?' 

Stone keeps his mouth closed, but looks as if smoke is about to start pouring from 
his ears. 

T recommend we leave them, sir,' Lamont says. 'We could lose a dozen marines 
in those conduits.' 

'You're right,' Crane nods. 'We can't afford casualties. But there's another way. 
The conduits are a biological system, like a circulatory and digestive system.' 

Stone and Lamont stare back, blank. 

'So we upset the system,' says Crane. 'Plenty of things could make it expel its 
contents.' 

Stone laughs, a harsh and booming noise. ' A laxative.' 

'Exactly. We convince the biosystem to empty its conduits into the recycling vats. 
Then we pick Rhea out of the sh- er, out of the vats.' 

Long Fall /105 



Lamont flickers through available information on the biosystem. 'The auto-
cleaners flush the conduits with a bio-friendly detergent. I can inject machine oil as an 
irritant, to speed things up. The conduits run out towards the hull, then empty into the 
recycling plant.' 

'Rhea's going for a ridel' Stone laughs, throwing his head back. 'I'd love to see 
that!' 

Crane smiles. 'That's good, Stone - because you're leading the capture team.' 

'But, tuan - ' Stone's jaw falls. 'Surely the marines can handle it on their own.' 
He hunts, desperate for an excuse. 'Sergeant Lamont could lead the team,' he says in a 
rush. 'She needs the experience.' 

T need Lamont where she is. This is your development opportunity,' Crane says. 
'Lamont - how much sewage in the entire system?' 

'Fifty kilolitres plus, tuan. Maybe up to eighty.' 

'Eighty kilolitres of sewage, Stone - you might call that a baptism of fire. I could 
lend you a peg for your sensitive nose if it's too smelly. We don't want you fainting 
again.' 

T didn't faint,' Stone says through his teeth. T was taken by surprise. How could I 
have known - ' 

'You might have used your brain,' Crane says, quiet. 'If the gene-geneers bothered 
putting one in your thick skull.' 

Stone says nothing. 

Harlen and I have been sloshing through the conduits for maybe half an hour, 
when a sudden wind rises. 

Good. A breeze should clear the air. But then I hear distant rushing and rumbling. 
Water. Lots of water. 

I say, 'we need to get out,' but Harlen shakes off my hand. I grab her again. My 
ears are better than hers, but a couple of seconds later even she can hear it. She begins 
searching for a way out, but the last hatch was more than a hundred metres back. 

The water is up to my knees, and flowing faster each second. 

We splash on, out towards the Station's hull. As the spin-gravity increases and the 
floor becomes steeper, I begin slipping. I turn around so I'm descending feet-first. 

Flood. My eyes are rattling in my head. I slither to the nearest hatchway, but it 
won't open. The rushing grows louder again, and a wave drenches me. 

I find a grip and shout over the noise, 'Further on!' and wave an arm into the 
darkness. 'There must be another hatch soon.' 
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Harlen begins to answer, but a gush of watery sludge slams us, nearly pulling me 
loose from my handhold. I struggle with it, trying again to move the hatch, but with no 
success. Locked. 

The water level is less than a metre below the ceiling. Harlen gasps for breath, 
then another surge fills the tube completely, and she loses her grip, rushing away into the 
black water. I push off, trying to stay with her. We accelerate down the conduit and past 
an open hatch. For one suspended moment, as the hatch speeds past my straining fingers, 
I feel like an idiot. 

Harlen is much lighter, so the water carries her faster. Just as she passes out of 
sight her body jerks: she's hit something. Then she's gone. 

'Water's released, tuan.' Lamont's fingers flicker over the environment controls. 
'She'll be moving fast when she comes out. Might be injured.' 

'That's acceptable. She's tough.' Crane flicks to another corn-channel. 'Medical 
team, to Recycling - close on Lieutenant Stone's location.' 

Filth. Rot. Stench. 

Great move, Rhea. What's your next brilliant plan? 

I struggle to my feet with all the energy of an old rag. We're in a sewage recycling 
vats. I know I have to get out, but if I move, I'll stir up the muck, get it all over the few 
parts of me that might still be clean. 

At this stage of recycling, I tell myself, the effluent is pretty clean. In theory. But I 
feel as if I'll never be clean again - I'd still feel diseased even if I soaked myself in acid 
for an hour. 

I slop out of the vat and find a hose, start washing myself down. Then I shrug, and 
turn it full-blast into my face. Then I rinse; one side of my jacket is shredded from my trip 
down the conduit. The lining has swelled, soaked up water and muck like a sponge. 

Trashed. I toss the jacket away. The rest of me is in reasonable shape - bruised, 
wet, feeling like there isn't enough disinfectant in the solar system - but okay. I drag 
Harlen out of the mess, rolling her over and checking her breathing. 

She stirs, groans in pain. Not so good: she's only semi-conscious and her face is 
badly bruised. It looks as if there's an extra knuckle in her middle finger. I find a piece of 
plastic, bend it into a hand-splint, but she needs more than first aid - she needs a hospital. 
Thank gene the wound isn't open- the infection would be hideous. 

The recycling chamber is a weird mix of mechanical and biological systems; the 
waste tubes, grey-green synthetic flesh, feed into stainless-steel vats with great mixing 
arms. Inside the vats is a brownish pulp, more biologicals breaking down the waste 
products. 
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The recycling chamber should normally be clean but industrial-noisy. But with the 
entire contents of the Station's waste systems flushed through here, it's a silent disaster 
zone, a flood of sewage knee-deep through the whole chamber. 

Al l the wastes and garbage of the station flow into the recycling chamber, and 
leave as fertiliser - pumped up to the Garden, and into the hydroponic chambers - but the 
human mind has safeguards that prevent us from meditating too deeply on the ultimate 
origins of food. Thank Gene for that. 

I help Harlen to stand, supporting her on my shoulder. 

'Take the mag-tube,' Stone says to his marines; ' I ' l l meet you there.' Stone is 
faster on foot. He thunders towards the recycling chamber; pounding along the corridors, 
jumping down floors instead of using elevators or ladders. 

He rages. Crane's plan was too good. The whole waste system emptied in 
minutes. And we're not in position! 

Maybe Rhea's injured, he thinks, or even dead. The thought is disappointing - he 
might never be able to defeat her, drag respect out of her too-moral hide. But he 
remembers the smell that was with Rhea - Harlen - remembers the smooth feel, the taste 
of her skin. That would be a waste. 

'This way,' Harlen groans, pointing past the recycling machinery. She's leaning 
on my arm, almost riding it, weak with pain and exhaustion. 

' I ' l l carry you,' I say, but she won't let me. So we struggle along, passing through 
a zone where rock-crete walls merge into tarnished metal alloy. 

'Old Station,' says Harlen. 'No surveillance systems here.' 

I nod. It helps to keep away from Security systems, but - 'Isn't this a dead end?' I 
ask. 'We could be trapped.' 

'We have nowhere else to go.' 

She's right. I lift her again and we continue into the Old Station. 

A heavy steel door blocks the passage 
A heavy steel door blocks the passage. The handle doesn't move, even when I put 

my whole weight into it. Harlen fumbles tools from her belt. 'Old electronic locks are 
easy to crack,' she says, and unfastens a wall panel and inserts a long probe into the wall. 
The other end of the probe goes into her console. 'Tripping emergency release.' 

Something clanks inside the wall, and I shove my shoulder against the door. 
There's resistance, then the air pressure equalises in a sudden rush. The door's 
momentum carries it crashing into the bulkhead. 
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I clutch my ears as the noise explodes through the corridors. 

When the marines arrive, Stone has secured the area around the elevator. 
'Deploy,' he orders, 'sweep the corridors around this position.' 

As they move off, distant thunder echoes around them. Stone snatches a rifle from 
the nearest soldier and takes off toward the noise. 

1 Shize, Rhea,' Harlen hisses as we step through. 'That was enough noise for the 
whole Station to hear!' 

'Pushed too hard - the pressure resistance - ' 

'Don't worry - they knew our rough location anyway.' Harlen re-activates the 
electronic lock, then smashes the controls with her boot. I hammer a strip of metal plate 
into the door-seal and swing the door shut again. The door grates against the metal. I tug 
on the door - it's jammed shut. 

'Carry me,' she says. 'It's faster.' 

I lift Harlen onto my back, trying not to jolt her, then move off at a fast walk. 

Stone hears the door clang again, same direction as before. 'Down here,' he 
bellows to the marines and jumps through a hatch into the corridor below. He drops to the 
floor, sniffing the air. 

Rhea. Harlen. The two smells are distinct, like voices on a still night. Keeping his 
head low, Stone follows the trail. 'Command, this is Stone,' he speaks into his wrist-com. 
'Take a nav fix on this signal. What's ahead?' 

A few seconds pass, and a couple more corridors. 

'Stone, this is Command,' Crane replies. 'You're headed for the Garden. Pressure 
door ahead, one-fifty metres.' 

Stone reaches the door, flicking his eyes quickly over the open wall-panel. He 
pushes the steel door, testing, but it holds fast. He focuses his effort, slamming his 
shoulder against the door. His muscles bunch through his flesh like giant fists. 

The door shifts a couple of millimetres, screeching along the metal plate, but still 
jammed shut. Slowly, the door opens far enough for him to slip his fingers into the gap. 
He braces himself, then slams his shoulder into the door. 

It moves a little. He rams it again. Again. 

Crump. A muffled impact, vibrating through the Station's bulkheads. 

Harlen jumps at the noise. 
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Crump. Pause. Crump. 

I lift Harlen under one arm and break into a run. 'The door. It's opening.' 

'Impossible,' Harlen gasps at the pain from her fingers. 'It's jammed.' 

'Not for Stone,' I say, increasing my speed. Harlen guides me up through the Old 
Station, out through a cramped service passage and into the Garden. I shield my eyes and 
blink in the sudden sunlight. 

'Stone to Sniper. They're coming up to the Garden.' 

'Acknowledged.' The Sniper has climbed one of the reinforcing cables and has 
hooked herself about a hundred metres off the Garden floor. She has a clear view in all 
directions, almost the whole Garden in sight. She unslings a rocket launcher from her 
back and settles it into her shoulder. 

Big game hunting, she thinks. Need plenty ofpunch for that monster. Each 
armour-piercing rocket is powerful enough to kill an elephant. 

It'll be interesting, the sniper thinks, to see what they do to a Titan. 

There. In the electronic sights, the Sniper sees two figures emerge into the Garden 
from an underground accessway. One big, one small. 

Take the Titan first. She raises the launcher and slides the cross-hairs over her 
target. The world shrinks, zooms in to become just weapon and target. 

The freak is bending over, but completely exposed to fire. The Sniper checks the 
rangefinder, puts her point of aim on the Titan's head. It would be most effective to fire at 
the torso, but the Sniper is a perfectionist. 

'Two-eighty metres,' she murmurs, sliding the cross-hairs so the point of aim is 
right on the Titan's forehead. 'Head shot,' she whispers, squeezing the trigger. 

'Selene's not far now,' Harlen coughs. She cradles her hand and winces with pain. 

A whistling, electronic noise. I'm down, conditioned reflexes taking me into cover 
before I even know what's wrong. 

Harlen jumps, startled. 'Wha- ' 

A rock behind me explodes, spitting white-hot fragments into my shoulder. 

'Damn!' The Sniper curses; the Station's spin has thrown her shot several metres 
off-target. As a moving target the Titan will be far more difficult. 

The Sniper aims again, compensating for spin, and fires. 
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I throw myself flat when I hear the whistling noise again. The second rocket 
shatters a tree. Splinters rain over me, biting my neck and hands; the smell of burning 
resin fills the world. 

I crawl to Harlen. keeping under cover. A third rocket strikes a few metres away, 
showering us with wet earth. There's a fourth rocket, and a fifth, shattering a tree into 
smouldering coals. 

Smoke, black and sharp. A couple more rockets fall further away; the smoke is 
concealing us. Coughing, eyes streaming with tears, I hook Harlen's arms over my 
shoulders and part-drag, part-carry her back into the service passage. 

Once we're under cover, I collapse, sucking clean air. Harlen's hand presses my 
shoulder but I wave it away. 'Just - ' I cough, lungs burning,'- a bit of smoke.' 

We're not safe. I stagger upright, hacking sooty grey muck out of my chest. I stand 
and put my wrists on my head, opening up my chest so I can breathe better. But halfway 
through, I sense something - a presence, as if a breeze has washed through here, or a 
flood. 

When I look around, there's somebody else waiting. They're blocking the whole 
passageway. 

T haven't had a good fight,' Stone says, 'for a very long time.' He grins, teeth 
white and sharp as a shark's. 

'Stone, you don't know what Crane will do if you get in his way. He doesn't love 
us - ' 

Stone slips forward into a crouch, darts forward, back again, circling, probing my 
reflexes. He lunges but I dart away, just out of his reach. He snarls, head dropping further, 
lips peeling off his teeth. His breath is faster, rasping, like a pump pulling air into an 
engine. 

Stone charges. 

We Titans don't really need to learn how to fight. We're big, with reflexes like a 
cat, and we can cover a hundred metres in around eight seconds. Forty-five or fifty klicks 
an hour. If you hit anybody at that speed, they're down and they don't get up again. Like 
an elephant's charge, it's not elegant, but it does the job. Of course, we need at least 
twenty metres to slow down again - so if we fight, we smash into walls and furniture. The 
trick is to catch the other person between you and the walls and furniture. 

Stone's fast, and as he becomes more angry he becomes even faster; and his hits 
start landing. First, they're only glancing; then heavier, more damaging; and soon my 
shoulder and ribs and skull ache from the bruising impacts. 

I notice a pattern: when Stone charges, he twists and drops his right shoulder -
which leaves a blind spot on that side for half a second. The next time he charges, I slip to 
his right and barge him from the side as he passes. Stone's legs keep going, but his 
shoulders take off in the direction of my push. In the low gravity, he makes almost a full 
side-cartwheel before his face strikes the bulkhead. 
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Ouch. But he's stunned, even if it's only for a few seconds. 

An idea strikes me -1 scoop up a handful of soil at the Garden entrance. Holding 
my breath, I dump it over Stone's face and rub it in, hard. That was one of Stone's 
favourite tricks when we were kids; he'd hold me down and cover my face in dirt or even 
curry powder. Even something as mild as cinnamon is torture if your nose is twenty times 
as sensitive as a norm's. And dirt is full of bugs and fungus and trace elements - all 
fantastic for triggering allergic immune response. 

Stone's face erupts almost immediately. He doubles up, coughing and sneezing as 
if he'll blow his guts out through his nose. I'm off down the corridor, dragging Harlen 
after me, Stone's sneezes fading into the distance like a series of massive explosions. 

I'm coughing and snorting 
I'm coughing and snorting - Crane got most of the dirt, but I breathed in a bit too. 

Harlen listens while I tell her about Jake. 'He has guts,' she says quietly. She 
opens an Erg-bar, chews. T misjudged him - real guts.' 

Gene, what a choice. I feel like I abandoned Jake, even though I had no chance of 
rescuing him. My guts are twisted with guilt, and burning - as if I've killed him. 

Calm, Rhea. Calm wins wars. 

'Jake will be with the other hostages by now,' I say, and I realise where my logic 
is taking me. 'We have to free them.' 

Harlen's Erg-bar makes a bid for freedom. 'Are you insane?'' she chokes. 
'Remember the marines? Guarding the hostages - guns, bayonets?' 

'We need a diversion.' I'm chewing my thumbnail, worrying at its corner where it 
meets my flesh. 'The only way Crane will remove the guards is if he thinks he knows 
exactly where we are - and sends everybody he can spare to capture us.' 

Harlen tilts her head and stares as if I'm not quite sane. 'The main docking bay is 
designed for mass prisoners. The marines can lock hostages inside, leaving only one or 
two as guards. Then down the mag-tube, encircle the Old Station and close our trap. By 
then, we must have everybody free. If not,' Harlen's face turns grim, 'the marines return 
in a very bad mood.' 

'We'l l fix that when it happens. At least we have a plan.' 

A frown on Harlen's face. 'Would help if it was a good plan.' 

'Suggestions welcome,' I say. T'm listening.' 

Harlen has no better alternative. ' A diversion,' Harlen says. 'What can get the 
marines away from prisoners? Blow a hole in the hull?' 

'No,' I say. 'We don't want to kill everyone.' 

'Styrofoam beads in airsystem? Call "free beer" over intercom?' 
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'No. Think,' I say, more to myself than her. 'It has to be something we can do 
from here, in the Old Hub. But it has to be noticeable five klicks away, from Chronos.' 

'That eliminates most options,' Harlen says. 'The Old Station command room is 
mostly disconnected.' 

'Mostly?' 

She stares at the ceiling. 'The Old Station's functions were kept separate from the 
new systems, as a safety backup.' 

'So what can we control from there?' I ask her. 'Environment, mag-tube, mass-
driver?' 

'Nothing interesting,' Harlen sighs in frustration. 'Just Old Station controls, 
nothing else. Old Hub is full of junk and spares, maybe useful one day.' 

I'm trying to think. 'Anything that could affect the whole Station?' 

Harlen brightens. 'Four years ago, the main attitude rockets were offline when the 
Station needed an adjustment. We had to use the Old Station gyroscope,' she muses. 'The 
vibration rattled whole Station; it sounded as if the superstructure was coming apart.' 

Crane would have to investigate - he wouldn't know what the noise was, only 
where it was coming from. 'Sounds good.' 

'Only one problem.' 

'Problem?' I wish she'd stop using that word. A teacher in Darwin once said that 
'there are no problems, only opportunities.' He had a lot of trouble dealing with his own 
'opportunities'. 

'Big problem,' Harlen says. 'Vibration. Run the gyro long enough and the Station 
superstructure really does fall apart.' 

I sit awhile, weighing up what she's said. Then: 'Fragile, isn't it? This Station.' 

'Yah,' she says, smiling. 'It sometimes even kept Pacifica Security and Resistance 
from killing each other. Too scared of destroying the Station, killing everybody.' 

'If there was a reward for finding ways to destroy the Station, we'd win it. Easily.' 

'Yah,' Harlen replies. T wish it was as easy to save it.' 

'What is this junk?' 
'What is this junk?' The gyroscope is in the zero-gravity hub of the Old Station. 

It's a metal sphere seven metres across, attached to the Station superstructure with 
titanium girders and huge bolts the size of my head. 

Harlen moves behind the sphere, finds where the wiring runs out to the control 
room. 'Twenty minutes,' she says, and begins work. 

Long Fall/113 



I wait near a porthole, where my field of view covers both entrances and the 
gyroscope. The view through the porthole is impossibly beautiful: Earth turns cartwheels 
as the Station spins, and in the far distance yellow sparks show against the night-black. 

Spacecraft transfer from earth-to-orbit, orbit-to-orbit, orbit-to-Luna. They're 
boosting cargo and passengers, out into higher orbits, different places, new worlds. 
Worlds that I'll never see. While I'm waiting the sun sets, and I see the lights of Earth's 
cities flickering on beneath me, rolling out like a jewelled carpet. Sunset slides along in 
red and orange and brown as light catches the tops of the polluted clouds. 

I wander, check for escape routes. There's an airlock, ancient, probably one of the 
original Station airlocks - which would make it nearly a century old. Into the airlock, 
cycling the inner door closed. The little room that looked so small and cramped now 
seems huge without a vac-suit. I close the door, release my grip and float, free of the 
Station, for a few brief minutes. 

I take the handhold and pull myself over to the control panel. Up close, I can see 
the grainy detail of the flat monitor screen, in letters made up of tiny black hexagons: 
'INTERNAL DOOR LOCKED. OPEN EXTERNAL DOOR Y / N ?' 

I'm part animal and part machine, genetics plus hardware. Is there anything left 
for the human in me? My finger hovers over Y. The big Y. Yes. 

One touch, only for a moment, and it 'll be over. Less than a minute until I'm 
unconscious, then a couple more and - lights out. Nobody will notice until long after, 
especially if I use my last minute to get as far from the Station as I can. Even a rescue 
crew, already on alert, would take half an hour to find me. 

Without warning - no shout of'overboard' -1 can be gone, into the night. Just 
press the button, I think; too easy. No need to worry about Jake, don't have to look after 
Harlen. A l l problems gone, whoosh, into the night. 

My hand shudders uncontrollably, and I return through the airlock's inner door. 
Great gene, I could never do it - it couldn't ever be that bad. But one thought, more than 
others, brought me back from there. 

When I go, Stone's coming with me. 

It seems ages but finally Harlen is ready. The cables are stripped back and Harlen 
has attached her pocket-computer as a control panel. She gives a thumbs-up, and starts 
the gyroscope. 

At first, I think that it isn't working - legacy of a century-old, obsolete station. But 
it's from an earlier era, a simpler time in which machines were dumb, brainless, and 
mostly did what they were told. 

The lights dim, then come up again. A hum starts deep inside the sphere, growing 
to a deafening shriek. The inside of the sphere must be hellish; a massive disk of depleted 
uranium and titanium steel, spinning thousands of times a second. 
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'Time to go,' Harlen shouts over the noise, and as we leave the whole Station 
shudders. The gyroscope howls like a trapped demon. 

'What's that sound?' Crane asks, looking around him. 

Blank faces. The distant thrumming through the walls grows louder. Nobody 
moves. Crane checks the Station readouts. 

'ROTATIONAL INSTABILITY TWO PERCENT,' the display says. 

For a few minutes Crane checks the readouts. 'Locate source of instability.' 

'OLD STATION GYROSCOPE.' 

'Get her,' Crane flicks a finger to Stone, and the Titan is gone, running. 

Crane's face appears on every wall 

Crane's face appears on every wall, holo-projected over the Station's emergency 
warning system. His voice booms through every corridor, room and public space aboard 
the Station. 'Attention, Rhea.' Crane drags someone over like a sack of garbage; he hauls 
the hostage's head up by the hair. 

Jake. My stomach sinks. 
T'm willing to be reasonable,' Crane says, his eyes making a lie of the words. 

'You have half an hour to give yourself up. After that - ' In a smooth movement, he 
draws his pistol and cocks it. The mechanical clatter echoes through the Station. 

He presses the weapon under Jake's ear. 'Half an hour,' he says, and the 
transmission cuts out. 

I collapse against the bulkhead. Crane's going to kill him Crane's going to -

Closing my eyes, forcing myself to breathe. Slowly, calm comes, my chest settling 
back into its natural rhythms. I'm chewing the corner of my thumbnail. I don't stop, even 
when I hit blood. 

'What now, Rhea?' Harlen says, gently pulling my fingers away from my teeth. 
'If we surrender, Crane wins. If we don't surrender - ' 

'Jake dies.' The side of my face feels cool against the metal bulkhead. A deep 
breath, release. Pressing thumbs to my temples. Think! Think! But nothing useful comes. 
'There must be another choice,' I say, but I wish I knew how. It's just words, with no 
power. 

'Not this time,' Harlen shakes her head. 'Go to Crane, or don't. People die, either 
way.' 

My eyes drag in and out of focus. Wrist-comm shows twenty-seven minutes left. 
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'Rhea.' Harlen grabs my shoulder. 

T'm fine.' Shrugging off the hand, angry. 'What if I kill myself?' 

'Suicide?' Harlen snorts. 'Dumb idea. The bio-computer is still there. They'll dig 
it out, find another host.' 

'Great. Even suicide isn't enough.' 

'We need to destroy the bio-computer;' says Harlen, 'But it's embedded in your 
brain...' She thinks. 'Perhaps we can disable it, or take out of range...' She looks at me 
strangely. 'Out of range,' Harlen says again, her eyes sparking. 'What about escape 
pod...' 

'No, Harlen. No chance.' But I said that about the sewers. I need a better 
argument. 'The hostages. They'll die.' 

'They're only Blues,' says Harlen. 'No real loss.' 

Ouch. 'What about Jake?' 

She says nothing. 

T'm not leaving him,' I say carefully. 'He helped us.' 

'It's not because he helped us,' she replies. 'Tell the truth.' 

'That is the truth. Because he's going to be killed. Because he's a friend.' 

'Friend. Sure.' 

'We're not - ' Oh, what's the point? T'm going to get Jake. I want your help, but I 
don't need it.' 

She stares at me for long seconds, then shrugs. T'm not coming,' she says. 'If we 
free the Blues - everything goes back to business as usual. Even if Jake becomes 
Governor.' 

' A l l right. I don't need you,' I tell her. ' A l l I need is information.' 

Harlen keys her wrist-com to a different system - one requiring three different 
passwords and thumbprint verification. 'Patrol locations are logged in the Pacifica 
Security system, called Shiva. Grey techs have built a back-door - so at any time we can 
see where patrols are.' 

'Useful,' I nod. But something's wrong, a nagging thought just below the surface. 

Shiva projects a holo-image of the Station's sectors, marking patrols and their 
direction of movement as large blue arrows. A dim green speckling shows the areas 
covered by the cameras and automated sensors. 

'How long have you had access to the Security system?' I ask. 

'Months,' Harlen shrugs, eyes narrowed in concentration as she searched the 
system. 'Here - patrols in Singapore and Shanghai sectors, both heading for Hamburg. 
We can take Mumbai, cut through Sao Paulo to Vladivostok. Then across into Chronos, 
no problems.' 
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The instructions are disturbingly familiar. 'Harlen - ' 

'Yah?' 

'When you sent me to get my uniforms from the cleaners. You gave me grey 
overalls to wear.' 

'Hmm?' 

'You told me which way to go. And I ran into a patrol.' 

Silence. 'Sorry, didn't catch that.' Harlen's eyes stay fixed on the wrist-com. 
'Wasn't listening.' 

'You heard me.' I'm speaking through closed teeth to keep from shouting. T 
walked into a Security patrol and you knew they were there.' 

'Error,' she says, too quick. 'Easy to make mistakes - ' She's babbling. 'Security 
system has multiple firewalls, ID modes, redundant subroutines - ' 

'The map-chips were rigged.' I grab Harlen's collar, shove her into the wall. 
'When I arrived on the Station - a map-chip led me to the hangar, where you were 
waiting. And then you sent me into a patrol to be beaten up, so you could come along and 
help me. What an idiot.' 

'No. No. Wasn't that way,' Harlen croaks. 'Plan was for you to see Pacifica 
Security in action, hurting Greys. Not you.' 

T don't believe that,' I growl in her face. 'You could have shown me holovids. 
You dressed me in Grey clothes and sent me where you knew I'd be attacked - why?' 

Harlen's hands scrabble to pull my fingers loose, but I'm too strong. Tightening 
my grip on her collar. ' A l l right, yes,' she deflates, legs collapsing under her. 'Resistance 
•plan. Recruit Coalition officers as sympathisers.' Her face is pale, her eyes dull. I hope 
it's guilt, but I doubt it. 

'So this was all part of a plan. I was just a sympathetic Coalition officer?' I release 
Harlen, shoving her away. I step away from her, and she crouches against the wall. 'You 
used me like a damned tool!' 

'The Greys are dying, Rhea.' Harlen rubs her face hard, making the skin of her 
cheeks and forehead red. T haven't faked that. Ten years, max - all the Greys will be 
slaves, or dead - same thing. Is wanting life and freedom a crime?' 

Great gene, is anything ever simple? 'You had me beaten up.' 

'Security are bullies, not soldiers. I thought you'd be all right - ' 

'They got me from behind, remember? With a shock-baton.' 

T'm sorry, Rhea.' It sounds real, Gene-dammit. 

'Just tell me you had no choice. You were ordered into it, right?' 

Silence, a couple of seconds. 'No,' Harlen shakes her head, eyes down. 'It was my 
idea. My project, right from the start.' 
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'Your idea.' I mentally add Harlen to my people-to-kill list, but only in second 
place. Stone is number one, and always will be. 'How can I trust you? After this?' 

'No choice. I'm the only one not trying to kill you.' 

'We can't return to Chronos, or Selene,' I say. 'The Resistance don't want us, and 
the marines will shoot on sight. We're out of options.' I put my forehead in my hands. T 
can't let Crane get this thing in my head.' My voice sounds like it's coming from very far 
off. 'While I stay away from Crane, that mirror outside is useless. Once he gets his hands 
on me - ' I turn my palms toward the ceiling '- we're done. We can't run for much longer 
- and they'll start killing hostages soon.' 

'Won't be much crying over a few less Blues.' 

She's only half joking. 'Think he'll stop there?' I snap at her. 'They'll kill 
anybody, not just Blues.' 

'We can't do anything.' Harlen hammers a fist on the bulkhead, sending hollow 
booms echoing through the corridor. 'While they hold Shiva, we can't even hide.' 

'Yes.' I lean forward, close to her face. 'That's why we're going for the hostages.' 

'Wha - no, Rhea.' Harlen crosses her arms over her chest. 'No way. Go for 
hostages, everybody dies.' 

'Listen. Crane only has a few dozen marines - and most of them are all over the 
Station, looking for us.' 

'Correct,' Harlen says. 'So they can kill us.' 

'What I mean is that the Marines are scattered - how many will be guarding the 
hostages?' 

' I ' l l tell you exactly - too many. Marines have guns, Rhea. Guns and bayonets and 
Shiva, dammit, they have Shiva and we have Erg-bars and a few fraggin' tins of synthetic 
torn.' 

'So we wait for them to come and get us?' 

She can't answer that one. 

So we go. Getting near the Docking Bay isn't a problem; even though there is 
only one main Bay entrance, there are three secondary airlocks and more than a dozen 
access hatches leading to the crawl-space behind the walls. The hatches automatically 
lock when there's no air on one side, but they're just ordinary doors if the Bay is at the 
same pressure as the rest of the Station. 

Harlen takes me through a crawlway to a nest of pipes and wires high up the wall. 
The ceiling of the Bay is only a metre above us, cables and conduits snaking out between 
poorly-fitting panels in a tangled mass. Funny; from below the ceiling looks unbroken -
but close up, it looks like it was bolted together in a few hours from scrap. 
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Careful not to make any sound, Harlen lifts a panel and eases herself out behind 
two docking-clamps. When I peer around the edge, all I can see is the tops of heads - the 
hostages, sitting with their backs against the external doors. 

Sergeant Lamont is at the entrance, holding her rifle on the hostages. A couple of 
marines are at either end of the bay. There are too many guns down there - this feels bad. 
Mega-bad. 

Harlen tenses, toes up against the docking-clamp for grip, then jumps, feet 
scraping slightly against the console. I grab for her ankles, but she's already throwing out 
her hands and feet, taking hold and crawling out onto the ceiling of the Docking Bay. 
Harlen is protected only by the hope that no dirtsider will look up to see if anybody is 
walking on the ceiling. She's moving upside-down like a fly, hooking toes and fingers 
into holes and small projections. 

It looks impossible, but she stays up there. If I tried that, I'd fall and splatter. 

She's heading for a small bunker 
She's heading for a small bunker on the far side, marked with the yellow triple-

triangles of a radiation-shelter. I risk another quick look down. 

Four guards, maybe six. Plus Lamont. More than we expected. 

I watch the marines carefully; over a space of a couple of minutes, none of them 
even look up once. The rad-shelter is high up the wall, and the soldiers' Earth-born habits 
are strictly two-dimensional, focused on their feet and the deck surrounding them. 

I swallow, looking down; then I place my hands out onto the ceiling. Til follow 
Harlen's path, I think, and imagine myself threading myself through the piping and 
cabling. 

But my feet refuse to move. I'm wedged into the corner like an angle-bracket, 
hands on the ceiling and feet still fixed to the wall. Frozen - can't even go back - my 
heart blasting away like an old piston-engine. A l l I can see are my fingers, trying to dig 
into chromium steel - and doing a damned good job of it. 

Then my foothold breaks, and I drop for a few hideous milliseconds, kick out but 
my heels strike the loose panel - then I'm swinging free by my hands. A second later a 
bang comes from below, and before I know how I've crossed the ceiling and hidden 
behind a docking-clamp. There's shouting from below, but no shooting. 

I freeze, not even daring to look, but nothing happens. A few minutes later I put 
my head around the clamp again, and a couple of the hostages spot me immediately - but 
they look away again, trying not to draw attention. 

Of course - for a dirtsider, a falling object is an ordinary, everyday thing. But 
Orbitals would know that a falling panel was suspicious - in low spin-gravity it's unusual 
for anything to fall. And no object would have struck with the force of that panel, 
propelled by my thrashing legs. 
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The marines are gathered around the piece of panelling, looking up at the place it 
fell from. One of the marines laughs. 'Hey, you jumped right off the floor,' she says to 
another. 'Scared of a piece of plastic' 

'Shut it!' Lamont tells them. 'It's better to look stupid than to take a bullet.' 

Once I'm on the ceiling it's easy to move - mostly just making sure I have three 
limbs anchored before I move the fourth - and I work across to where Harlen is waiting. 

When I arrive at the rad-shelter, Harlen is pulling wires and cables out of the wall. 
There's nothing useful in the shelter - no weapons, no communicator - only a couple of 
emergency vac-suits, with spare oxygen cylinders. 

Harlen removes two cylinders from the vac-suits and loosely wires them together. 
She repeats the procedure until she has an untidy bundle of a dozen cylinders, outlet 
nozzles all pointing in random directions. The bundle is bulky, but low gravity makes it 
easier to move. Harlen pulls it over to the doorway. 

'Wanted a diversion?' she says. 'Showtime.' She twists all the nozzles on. Air 
hisses, and the bundle struggles like an animal trying to escape. She heaves it out into the 
air, giving it a kick as it passes. The bundle of cylinders vibrates, spins for a moment and 
then, as the thrust accumulates, spirals off to the side. 

Lamont's head lifts, looking around for the source of the noise. She turns her head 
up; left, right, down. Then behind her. 

The marines hear, but don't connect it with anything. Confusion. But every 
Orbital's spine chills at the sound, familiar from years of hull breach drills. The Orbitals 
shout together, 'Breach!' and scramble for the emergency vac-suits. 

A couple of the marines turn to follow, but Lamont knocks them down. She fires a 
short burst, warning shots into the ceiling - nowhere near us, thank the almighty Gene. 

'Idiots,' Lamont shouts at her soldiers, pointing at the spinning bundle of oxygen 
cylinders. 'There's your "breach".' She looks around, suspicious - but, dirtsider-style, 
still on the same level as herself. 'Get those prisoners back on the ground!' she orders, 
and the marines move to collect the hostages milling around the vac-suit lockers. 

'Now for the real thing,' Harlen says, and launches herself through the air towards 
the bay door controls. 

I shout, 'Harlen!' but curse myself as soon as I do it. Harlen reaches the controls 
just as Lamont brings the weapon to her shoulder, bracketing Harlen in her rifle sights. 

Harlen rolls, slaps the bay door safety lockout, then punches the main door 
control. Lamont's rifle cracks - a flechette shatters against the bulkhead beside Harlen, 
showering sparks and steel fragments. A warning shot. Harlen tenses to jump, but she 
won't be fast enough. 

A pressure alert siren shrieks, obliterating all other sound in the Bay. A crack of 
darkness widens between the doors, and a whistling noise grows. ' B A Y DOORS OPENING,' 
an electronic voice announces with inhuman calm, 'PRESSURE INTEGRITY BREACHED.' 
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Lamont's second shot ricochets, wild, into the ceiling. In the same moment, three 
hundred Orbitals leap toward the vac-suit lockers. 'BAYDOORS OPENING. PRESSURE 
INTEGRITY BREACHED.' The pressure alert screams again. 

The Orbitals jump, tumble, scramble for their vac-suits. One of the marines raises 
his rifle, aiming into the hostages - and panics. His hands jerk, sending the weapon 
spinning away; and he flails clumsily toward the vac-suit lockers. 

Lamont turns back toward the hostages, and a pair of boots strikes her full in the 
face. The Governor kicks off Lamont, leaving her spinning, out of control, end over end 
in midair. 

'BAYDOORS OPENING. PRESSURE INTEGRITY BREACHED.' The sound of quickzips 
ripples through the Bay. The Station crew are down to undersuits, many already wriggling 
into vac-suits. 

Lamont makes a thump as she strikes the bulkhead near Harlen. She snatches for 
Harlen's leg, but the Grey is gone, sliding across the bay. Lamont jumps too, but 
misjudges it completely. Her jump is too weak, and she's aimed directly at the locker 
module instead of to the side. But the Station makes almost half a rotation in the time she 
takes to cross the bay; she lands again - almost exactly where she started. I see her eyes 
widen, as trapped-animal fear distorts her face. Welcome, I think, to the wide world of 
terror. 

The rushing has grown to a roar, and loose objects spiral out into black space. 
Lamont jumps again, but hasn't properly compensated for Station spin, and is again 
falling away from the vac-suits. 

Half a dozen hands catch Harlen from the air, pulling her towards a vac-suit that 
other hands are holding ready. Quickly and efficiently, they strip her, suit her up. 

My ears are hurting, and something is sucking my lungs out. Then I realise what's 
wrong: all the air is rushing out into space, and everybody is wearing a vac-suit. 

Shize. Everybody except me. 

Sixty mad seconds of choking and fumbling; I don't know if I'm going to make it 
until I feel Harlen's hands helping me. She seals my helmet with a half-twist, then I feel 
air hissing - ecstasy! I never believed that anybody could love canned air - but it's the 
most beautiful thing I've ever smelled. 

The pain in my eardrums ebbs as the suit pressure stabilises. I shake my head, 
sniffing the blood out of my nostrils. My forehead stings, but it seems distant -Suddenly 
the radio activates and the silence becomes a babble of voices: fearful, excited, angry. 

The great bay doors are wide open, and the wind has stopped; all of the Bay's air 
is gone, exhausted to space. A bunch of Blues in vac-suits are watching Lamont; she 
floats, her eyeballs almost completely red. Her ears are bleeding, and blood vessels have 
burst in her face, covering her cheeks with purple worms and red starbursts. She's 
conscious, but only just, limbs flapping, eyes and mouth making fish-gulps as she chokes. 
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One of the Blues approaches Lamont, holding out a rescue ball. It's an emergency 
device, like a beachball with its own air cylinder - enough for a person to survive for 
twenty or thirty minutes, until rescue arrives. Lamont grabs at it, like a drowner clutches a 
floating plank. But the Blue jerks away the rescue ball, pointing to the pistol on Lamont's 
belt. Lamont fumbles the pistol out and throws it through the bay doors. 

The Blue holds the rescue ball in front of her again - then tosses it out after the 
pistol. It tumbles away, receding into infinite dark. 

Laughter from the other Blues. 

'Save her.' Governor Otago breaks over the top of the other voices. 

'Tuan,' the Blue says, 'she nearly killed us.' 

'Nearly,'' the Governor says. 'Save her.' 

'Save her yourself. Tuan.' 

The Governor looks like he'll kill somebody. I grab another rescue ball and 
scramble down to hook Lamont out of midair. The Governor helps me get her into the 
rescue ball, which inflates around her like a child's toy, in silver and fluorescent orange. 
Lamont is bent nearly double, barely fitting inside the rescue ball. The ball finishes 
inflating, becomes firm as Lamont gasps great lungfuls of air, coughs and breathes again. 

The Governor takes a piece of cord from his belt, tying it through one of the 
handles on the rescue ball and tethering it against a nest of gas piping. 

The rest of the marines made a sensible move: they scrambled into the rad-shelter 
and sealed themselves in. I remember the vac-suits in there - but then I also remember 
that Harlen took all the air cylinders. The rad-shelter has its own air-supply, but if they try 
to get out they'll be in hard vacuum, with nothing to breathe. So that's eight down, with 
another twenty left in the Station. Plus Stone. 

And Crane. 

'Rhea,' Harlen says. 'If Crane's loose, he can still use the Mirror.' She leans 
towards me, holds my gaze. 'We have to disable it, or else Crane can still threaten the 
Station.' 

She's right, of course. And the only way we have of disabling the Mirror - now 
that the frigate is out there - is by removing the bio-computer from range. 

'That means getting me off the Station,' I say. 'But Crane's ship is parked right 
outside the main docking bay, so he can shoot down anything trying to leave. And the 
robot-guns are still on the main concourse.' 

'The Old Station's docking bay is at the other end of Pacifica,' Harlen says. 'But 
there aren't any space vehicles there. A couple of flitters, but they won't get you 
anywhere.' 
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But she's wrong. I listen to myself saying: 'No. There are the old escape 
modules.' 

'The Soyuz?' Harlen looks as if she wants to have my brain examined. 'Those old 
things are death-traps! The heat shielding has probably decayed - you'll never survive re
entry.' 

'So I won't re-enter.' If I keep talking, I might be able to convince myself. T can 
just drop into a different orbit, keep myself away from Pacifica. Then Crane can't use this 
- ' I feel it, almost like something is crawling inside my head ' - this thing.' 

'The hostages!' 
'The hostages!' Stone bellows. 'They've captured Lamont and the guards.' 

Crane sits, eyes closed, with head tilted back. Stone opens a comms channel to his 
marines. 'Platoon, redeploy around the docking bay,' he orders. 'Prepare for an assault on 
the docking bay, one hour from now.' 

'Cancel that order,' Crane doesn't open his eyes. 'We don't need another 
massacre.' 

'Sir,' Stone says. 'My people are down there - ' 

Fascinating, Crane thinks, this creature does care about something. T want them 
back as much as you do.' Crane is quiet but firm. 'But we have nothing to trade for them, 
and we're outnumbered, with no chance of surprise. An assault will only get us corpses.' 

Stone's ears slide back against his scalp, more animal than human. 'What, then? 
What do we do?' 

Crane stands. 'If we hold Rhea and the Mirror, then we still hold the Station.' 

Stone nods. 'And the Vampire?' 

'Bring the frigate alongside. Once we're aboard we can punch a few holes in the 
Station hull. Let's see what they do then.' 

Stone cancels his orders, and signals his marines back to the Vampire. 

Harlen is waiting, just inside the Old Station's docking bay. I have to get off-
Station, put distance between myself and whatever Crane uses to control the bio-
computer. Otherwise he can still threaten the Station, and anybody who might come to 
help us. 

I put on a burst of speed to get through; Harlen's locking the Old Station off, 
giving us time to deploy the escape capsule. 

Suddenly my legs are everywhere. I'm tripping, can't stop myself as I veer out of 
control. Harlen is between me and the bulkhead when I hit. She cushions my impact, but I 
hear a couple of cracks - ribs? - and when my feet find the floor again, she's collapsed. 
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I check her, pinch her face - no response. Pulse is weak, but steady. 

Panic boils but I control it. Think, Rhea - keep to the plan. I drag her through the 
doorway, punch the lock button, destroy the control panel. Hatch closed, locked -

Deep breath. Keep to the plan. Nothing's changed. 

I scrabble through the drifts of rubbish until I find the Soyuz modules against the 
bulkhead. A quick search locates the D-shaped twist handle where Jake showed me; I pull 
it out, then turn it through a full rotation. The crate seals hiss and cough, equalising 
pressure with the gases inside. I pull away the panelling, the packing material and 
protective framework, tossing the pieces spinning off into the black distance. 

Finally the capsule is exposed. I clear the solid-fuel rocket boosters strapped to the 
sides of the capsule. Hands under one of the boosters, pulling up. 

Nothing. It doesn't move. Another pull, but the craft is too massive for me to shift. 
But it's an escape capsule. How could people escape if they couldn't move the damned 
thing? 

Something touches the back of my legs. I yelp and jump, spinning wildly across 
the cargo bay until, on the far side, I regain control. I look back at the capsule. Nobody. 
Nothing there. Except -

The capsule is moving. Slowly, painfully slowly, the capsule inches away from 
the bulkhead. Of course it's moving. I pulled it. The capsule was too massive to lift in one 
heave, but under micro-gravity even a tiny pull is enough to set it moving, slowly. 

I jump back across the bay. This time I crouch behind the capsule - it might be 
weightless but it's massive enough to crush me if I'm in its way. 

I brace my back on the bulkhead and plant my feet against the side of the capsule. 
Slowly I press my feet out. The capsule gathers speed, begins falling across the bay. It 
creeps towards the huge airlock doors closing the bay off from space. On its way the 
capsule collects pieces of garbage, but nothing even slows it down. 

I jump onto the capsule as it reaches the middle of the cargo bay. Perched on top 
for a moment, I wipe away the sweat forming in big droplets on my forehead. 

Flicking the sweat off, creating strings of droplets in the air alongside me. Then a 
thought - what happens when the capsule hits the bay doors? Will the doors be damaged 
- or the capsule? 

I hunt about, frantic, for something that could slow the capsule's progress. No 
ropes or cables, no conveniently located cargo handling robots - but a couple of hundred-
litre water bladders lie along one side of the bay doors. 

I haul a bladder against the doors where the capsule will hit. 

Three metres, two metres. One. The capsule touches the bladder, presses it. Slow, 
so slow. Then it squashes against the wall and the bladder ruptures, with a wet ripping 
noise. The jet of water blasts me in the face, throwing me into the bulkhead. Something 
hard and pointed hits my shoulder. 
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When my eyes clear, the capsule is resting only a metre from the bay doors, 
tangled in the shreds of the broken water bladder. It's stopped, but more by luck than 
planning. 

Harlen looks terrible. Her face is pale green, eyes don't respond - and I still don't 
know what the snapping noises were. Hope it wasn't spine or skull...Deep breath. Can't 
leave her here - what if she goes into shock? 

In the emergency locker I find a vac-suit for Harlen, and another around my size -
tight, but large enough. I strip off and slip into the cotton undersuit, glad to be out of the 
wet overalls. Legs into the suit, feet settling into the boots, smoothing out the leggings 
before I fit the upper body. 

After lots of wriggling and cramps I get my arms into the suit and - eventually -
fit the gloves over my hands. 

Good thing this isn't a decompression drill. I'd be dead for sure. 

I swing the helmet in place and lock it with a half-turn, then run through the 
systems tests. Air - check. Heating, cooling - check. I can't test the emergency beacon 
and radio comms, so I'll have to assume they're okay. 

I run through all the tests - headlamps, magnetic soles and palms, a quick pressure 
test for leaks. The suit's internal atmosphere seems to be holding pressure, batteries are 
charged, air tanks full. 

I get a vac-suit onto Harlen - not easy with her unconscious — like trying to dress a 
rubber mannequin, even if I ignore the broken bones. Like dragging a body in a sack, I 
haul her to the escape capsule. I dump Harlen into the passenger's acceleration couch, 
careful not to bump her broken ribs on the controls or equipment surrounding her and 
strap her down as well as I can. Then I examine her suit just like I did for my own: 
checked, sealed, all systems operational. 

Air running. A deep breath, taste of dust and iron. Focus. 

And then there's nothing left to do but get in, and go. When I open the bay doors, 
the decompression has the sound and fury of a cyclone. 

'Sir!' The marine's voice mixes surprise and concern. 'The secondary docking 
bay is decompressing.' 

'The whatV Crane explodes. 'Where is it?' 

'Old Station, sir. We ignored it until now - it was supposed to be deactivated.' 

Crane closes his eyes and swears. 

'We could blow the bay doors off,' says Stone. 

'No point,' Crane replies. 'She's already gone. Get the comms box.' 

Stone dashes to the equipment room. Crane activates his viewscreen. 'Vampire, 
we're coming aboard. Track the craft leaving the Statin, and calculate a pursuit vector.' 
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A check of the capsule's controls - all in order, all ready. A push on the thrust-bar 
gives me a whisper of vibration from the attitude jets. I lift a hand to wipe sweat from my 
forehead, but thump my face-plate instead. Swearing to myself, I open the air nozzles 
over my forehead to evaporate the sweat. Remember where you are - we're not in Darwin 
anymore, Toto. 

Once we're clear of the bay, I press the button labelled 'MAIN BOOSTER ONE'. 

Nothing happens. A dud? Shize. 

I reach for the second button, but before I touch it, a rumble starts somewhere 
back behind my couch. I keep my finger near the red button that will ditch the rocket, in 
case something goes wrong. Then the main rocket arcs up, and the acceleration presses 
me back into my flight couch like an elephant's backside. 

The stars outside the window are vibrating as the Station falls away. Even though 
my mind says that everything is fine, the sensation in my guts tells me that the station is 
dropping out of the sky. And yet, through the other porthole, Earth hangs where it has 
always been. The Station recedes, faster; but that's me falling - the Station is still in the 
same orbit. 

The capsule rattles and gathers speed, slowly at first and then faster as the rocket 
booster reaches full power. For the next eight minutes, the shuddering persists, growing 
and dropping off in a long cycle as Pacifica Station shrinks to the size of a drink-can; a 
tiny spinning toy; then a bright speck among thousands of other stars. 

Suddenly the vibration stops and I'm in free-fall. Engine burnout. 

I press the red button to release Booster One. KRAANGG. Explosive bolts cut the 
booster free, shaking the capsule's hull like a bell. 

Outside the porthole, Earth looks the same size it always has. 

Soon, oh Gene, too soon - it 'll be a lot closer. 

The bridge of the Vampire boils 
The bridge of the Vampire boils like a nest of angry insects, as the frigate crew 

prepares for departure. 

'Release grapples,' Crane orders. 'Boost away from the Station.' 

The frigate's attitude jets rumble, and the Vampire slides out of dock like a leaf 
caught in a breeze. 'Faster,' Crane orders the pilot. 'Engage the nuclear engines.' 

'Sir,' the pilot replies, 'the ship is within the Station's minimum safety limit.' 

T know where we are, Lieutenant,' Crane glares, his voice cold as chrome steel. 
He touches the pistol at his belt. 
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'Activate the nuclear drive.' The greatest good, Crane thinks, for the greatest 
number. A few thousand lives against the welfare of billions is no comparison. 

The pilot swallows hard and engages the nuclear drive. He hopes that the Station 
has good radiation shielding. 

Radiation alarms hoot throughout the Station. Within sixty seconds, everyone in 
the Station has tumbled, rolled, jumped or fallen into a flare shelter. Some shelters are so 
crowded that breathing is nearly impossible, while other shelters are empty. Nobody is 
willing to expose themselves to hard radiation just to be a little more comfortable. 

The Governor shakes off the hands pulling him toward the rad-shelter. T need to 
be in the Command Centre,' he says. The Command Centre is shielded, he thinks, and 
equipped with a full set of sensors and comms equipment. 

Nobody dares stop him. 

'What's happening?' The Governor demands as he bursts into the Command 
Centre. 'Sensor ops. Why the alarm?' 

'It's not a flare, tuan,' the sensor operator reports. 'The radiation didn't build up, 
and it's dropping off too fast. The only source - ' 

'Yes,' the Governor interrupts. ' A ship's nuclear drive. And the Crane's frigate is 
the only nuclear engine nearby.' His eyes burn like hot rivets drilled into his face. 'That 
maniac has irradiated my station.' 

'There's an urgent incoming call from Chronos hospital.' 

'Make them wait. Have we restored communications with Earth?' 

'Yes, tuanV 

The comms officer is enthusiastic, the Governor thinks, but too young. 'Good,' he 
nods. 'Comms, take a message to Coalition Aerospace Command, max-plus priority. 
Immediate transmission on all military and diplomatic frequencies, copy to all Orbital 
Stations, Earthside news networks, and offworld colonies.' 

'Ready, tuan.' 

'Ditch the pleasantries. Message reads: COALITION FRIGATE VAMPIREHAS 

IRRADIATED PACIFICA STATION, IN CONTRAVENTION OF - ' 

He waves a hand. 'Get Legal to fill that bit. Then: PACIFICA DECLARES COALITION 
AEROSPACE FRIGATE VAMPIRE A RENEGADE, AND DEMANDS THE COALITION TURN OVER 
COMMANDER CRANE AND CREW FOR TRIAL OVER CIVIL AND ENVIRONMENTAL ATROCITIES.' 

The Governor pauses, taking a few breaths. He's dizzy - must be the anger, he 
thinks, the sheer bloody anger. He takes some breaths to compose himself. 

The monster, he thinks. Civilians. Children. 

'Message ends, tuan?' 
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'Not yet. REFUSAL WILL BE CONSIDERED A DECLARATION OF WAR. PACIFICA CALLS 
ON ORBITAL ALLIANCE STATIONS AFRIKA, PACIFICA, EUROPA AND INDUS TO DECLARE 
SUPPORT FOR PACIFICA. MESSAGE ENDS.' 

The Command Centre is silent. T hope we haven't just started a war,' the 
Governor says. 'Now. The call from Chronos Hospital.' A pale-faced nurse comes 
onscreen. 

'We've been caught in the wash of a nuclear engine,' the Governor says. 'Be 
prepared for multiple radiation casualties.' 

'Tuan - ' the nurse collapses in a fit of coughing. When he lifts his face again, 
twin flows of blood trickle from his nostrils. 

'You're ill , man. What are you doing on duty? Get me Doctor Koenig or Professor 
Sathiraju.' 

'They're dead,' the nurse rasps. 'Both dead. Hospital alarms malfunctioned. 
Nobody got to the shelters.' 

'Shize,'1 the Governor breathes, and his guts are burning. Damned heartburn, he 
thinks, all these medical advances and I still get a stomach ulcer. He looks around the 
Command Centre; barely-controlled fury boils in his crew's faces. 

The Governor turns to the comms officer before his own anger takes control. 
'Comms. Priority message, to all Station inhabitants flagged with medical training.' 

'Message, tuan?' 

'Emergency order of the Governor, all medical-qualified personnel transferred to 
Chronos Hospital, effective immediately.' 

'Tuan-' The commo officer is shocked. 'Do you mean GreysT 

T mean bloody chimpanzees if they can work in a hospital!' 

The commo swallows. 'Yes, tuan.' 

The Governor spits orders, organises rescue efforts, but the Command Centre 
fades around him. He falls to the floor, with a feeling like something has come loose 
inside his guts; and he curses his stupidity for running to the Command Centre during a 
radiation alert, instead of using the shelter closest to him. 

If anybody else did that, he thinks, I'd have them locked up until their ninety-ninth 
birthday. He coughs, and blood droplets spatter the floor in front of his face. 

Staring at the blood, the Governor thinks, I've been stupid. 

'It's getting warmer.' 
'It's getting warmer.' I turn on the fan inside my helmet, and wish I could loosen 

my collar. 
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'Power is getting low.' Harlen has regained consciousness, but she's a wreck. 
'Cooling system shutting down. Air circulation goes next.' 

T always thought that space would be cold,'' I say. T never expected to boil.' 

'Vacuum insulates - holds heat in.' She coughs and shifts around, but can't find a 
comfortable position. I open her suit to look at her chest, but wish that I hadn't. It looks 
like two ribs under her left arm have broken: the flesh flutters loose with each shuddering 
breath. 

Flail chest. Nothing I can do - just hope the lung isn't punctured. I wad up a spare 
pair of coveralls, and pad around the broken ribs. 

I key the radio to the emergency frequency. 'Mayday, mayday,' I call. I order the 
computer to squirt the capsule's orbital information over the top of the voice signal. 

But there's no reply. 

'Rhea, I'm scared.' Harlen's voice is thin, strained. 

'Join the party.' 

'Really scared. I don't want to die like this.' 

'Want to hear a secret?' I lean over to whisper. T don't want to die, ever? 

Harlen laughs, but it rasps painfully. She squeezes her eyes tight. 'Anything is -
better than this.' 

'Yah. We've only got the solid rocket left. It's too dangerous to re-enter. Safer to 
stay in orbit, wait for rescue.' 

'No more rockets,' Harlen groans. 'Last one wasn't nice.' 

T'm sorry, Harlen. Three gees is nothing to me -1 should have realised.' 

'Doesn't matter. You had to do something. Keep last solid rocket - better to burn 
up in the atmosphere than suffocate.' 

'Which means it's time.' I take the auto-injector out of the emergency kit and slip 
its plastic sleeve off. Harlen nods, weak. ' I ' l l go under once I've secured the capsule,' I 
tell her. 'We should have enough time then, maybe even a little extra.' I break the safety-
cap off the end of the auto-injector. 'Want to do it yourself?' 

'Probably stick it in my head,' Harlen says. 'Just be gentle.' 

So I have to jab the auto-injector into her leg. A flick of the arm, and I drive the 
injector into her thigh. It makes a metallic thump, and Harlen howls. 

'Shize,' she says through gritted teeth. 'Feels about a metre long!' 

That must have hurt. I withdraw the injector but can't put it away; Harlen is 
gripping my wrist. Harlen squeezes her eyes tight, and a tear grows fat under each eyelid. 

'Something to tell you, Rhea,' she whispers. T - ' 

'Talk later, right?' My throat is dry. 'Plenty of time after we're rescued.' 
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'Cold,' Harlen breathes. Her neck has cooled already under my fingers. I push 
Harlen's hair away from her eyes. 

Harlen's breathing slows. Her pulse also slows, two second between beats, then 
three, then five. Her lips are blue, cold as death, but when I put my cheek close to her face 
I feel a tiny whisper of breath. 

I seal up her suit, connecting it to the capsule's air supply. Fifteen minutes and 
the readings on her chest indicators have stabilised: 'PULSE: 7.8, RESPIRATION 1.1. 
HIBERNATION SUCCESSFUL.' I check the instruments again, making sure that the beacon is 
broadcasting the distress signal. I flick the radar on for one last check. 

The screen glows, red lettering against black background. A blip appears. 

A ship. My chest tightens. A ship! 

'Unidentified craft, this is lunar transfer vehicle Jules Verne,' a small voice 
crackles from the radio. 'Unidentified craft, this is LTV Verne.' 

An LTV. We're saved! 

The radio. I try to speak, but I'm not transmitting. A minute of scrabbling to make 
all the connections. ' Verne, this is Lieutenant Rhea Auslander,' I send. T am in a Soyuz 
emergency capsule. Pacifica Station has been taken over by Coalition marines. Over.' 

'Soyuz, this is the Captain of the LTV Verne,' the voice replies. 'Hold your 
course. Do not enter Earth atmosphere. We can tow you to Lunar orbit.' 

Lunar orbit? That's a long way from anywhere that matters. 'Earth needs to know 
what's happened,' I say. 'The Coalition have cut all communications from Pacifica-
nobody down below knows anything about it.' 

'No need to worry, Soyuz. We're transmitting all this home on an open frequency. 
Everybody will know in a couple of minutes.' 

'How long until you reach us, Verne?' 

'We're cross-vectored, and heavy - fuel tanks almost full, ' comes the reply. 
'Maybe ten, twelve hours.' 

'We've lost cooling, Verne, and air circ is next. What's your best time?' 

A stretch of silence. 'Ten to twelve hours is our best time, Soyuz. Unless you have 
a skyhook.' 

A coupling for high-velocity docking. 'Like a fighter?' I reply. 'No chance. This 
antique would shatter.' 

'Ten hours plus then,' the captain says. 'Very best time. Don't change your orbit, 
or we'll never catch you. Verne out.' 

It's too long. 'See you soonest, Verne,' I say, trying to hold off despair. 'Soyuz 
out.' I slump into my couch. Now we have to stay alive until help comes. 
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'...don't change your orbit...' 
'...don't change your orbit, or we'll never catch you. Verne out,' Crane says, and 

switches off the radio. 'There. Done.' 

'Where did you get the idea,' says Stone, 'of pretending to be a rescue vehicle?' 

'My first posting was in Naval Intelligence,' Crane watches the rangefinder count 
down the distance to Rhea's capsule. T picked up a few useful skills, along with my 
charming sense of humour.' He directs Stone to the weapons console. 'The laser,' says 
Crane. 'We're in range. Put a hole in the capsule - but without damaging the passengers.' 

Stone nods, fingers tapping data points and tracing trajectories on a touch-display. 
'Firing solution plotted, tuan,' he says finally. 

Crane raises his hand, lets it drop. 'Fire.' 

We could suffocate and never know it. Drifting, half-asleep, even though I should 
stay awake. I'm dopey and sluggish. Bite my lip, hoping the pain will keep me awake. 

Suddenly, a sound comes like a giant hammer striking the capsule, and something 
stings my elbow. My teeth cut straight through my lip, and a coppery-tasting gush of 
blood hits my tongue. I slap my elbow through the suit: just what I need - an insect inside 
my suit. 

But I realise that no bug could live through the vac-suit disinfecting treatments. 
Then it's quiet enough to hear the other noise. Whistling. My ears pop. 

lShizeP I slam my helmet shut and seal up Harlen's suit. Three minutes later, 
when I've finished all my suit checks, the cabin has lost almost all its air. 

My elbow itches horribly, so I lift my arm for a better view. 

A hole. In my suit. I fumble a suit-patch out of my side-pocket, peeling the cover 
and slapping it over my elbow. Gasping the thinning suit air. Dead. Dead. Dead. But I 
fight my way back from panic. 

Dead. Dead. The voice begins again, but I silence it. After a few seconds' 
searching, I find a hole, almost as round as my finger, straight through the cabin wall and 
into black space outside. 

A meteor must have pierced the arm of my suit. And it hurts, like something feral 
is burrowing into my flesh. The vacuum has sucked my skin partly through the puncture, 
and the cold has freeze-dried it into a plug. My own flesh is plugging the hole in my vac-
suit. Just like the little Dutch boy. 

I think about how to seal the hole in the wall; I have pieces of plastic flex, and the 
sheeting over the control panel. But every option is useless for the same reason: 
everything in here either melts, or burns. Few materials can take the eighteen hundred-
degree temperature of re-entry. The plug would melt and then the capsule would become 
a blast-furnace. 
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I'm trapped in orbit; I can't go down. I could wait, and die choking as my air runs 
out - or I could fire the re-entry booster, and burn up in a few seconds, torched in the 
upper atmosphere. 

Great Gene, I think, I said I wanted my ashes scattered over the Pacific, and I start 
laughing. I can't stop. Suddenly I'm bawling, gasping great lungfuls of precious air, 
shouting and punching the bulkhead and swearing that I'm going to die of old age on a 
beach in Borneo, with six cats and two dozen-grandchildren. 

After a few minutes I calm down. Self-pity lasts only so long before it becomes 
disgust. Check instruments again. A l l okay. Air supply - lost almost two hours' worth in 
the last hour alone. Panic does that. Think calm. 

Three days' food. A lot less air than I'd like, and plenty of water - all linked 
through the suit. A radio beacon. Radar, radio, a signalling laser. I thrust a hand under the 
couch, trying to find the emergency kit. The sealed metal box is there -1 read the label on 
the lid. Contents: Dehydrated rations, water purification tablets, antibiotics, disinfectant, 
waterproof matches, and - cigarettes? The kit is useless - it's over fifty years old! 

I think back over my list, adding everything else on the ship. And finally, one 
solid-fuel booster rocket. Totally useless -1 can't re-enter now, with a hole in the hull. 
But as I move to jettison the rocket, something stops my finger. Maybe it will be useful, if 
I need to - even if only because burning up is a lot faster than suffocating. 

There's no comms traffic on the radio, except for a couple of military channels -
encrypted, so I can't follow any of it. 

Encrypted? 

I look away from the radar, out the window. The first thing I see is a bright star, 
winking with reflected sunlight. A ship! 

But the Verne is the only ship nearby; and it's not supposed to be in view for 
hours yet. I activate the radar, even though it drains my precious batteries. The scan 
shows a long, lumpy cylinder, and the computer identifies the type as a Coalition orbital 
frigate. The Vampire. 

Crushing horror slams into me - there is no LTV, no rescue vehicle - it was 
Crane. He's blown a hole in my capsule, and now he's coming to reel me in. 

In the telescope, Stone sees a cloud of mist surrounds the capsule. An animal grin 
cuts across his face. 'Crane,' he says, peering into his radar image, ' A hit. Spectrograph 
shows lifesystem gases.' He licks his lips. 'And the radar's changed to active mode.' 

Crane strikes his fist on his thigh. 'She's alive,' he says, with the voice of a 
predator. 'Alive and conscious. Move in.' His hands dance across the control console. 
The main rockets flare, and the frigate leaps across the sky, hunting. 
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The decision has been made for me. 'Soyuz computer,' I say, carefully choosing 
words. 'Calculate orientation and burn required for atmospheric re-entry.' 

I can't let Crane get the bio-computer. 

'Attitude calculated. Burn Solid Two in forty seconds,' the computer returns. 

The frigate is still above, like a hawk soaring over its prey. It doesn't seem to be 
moving, but if I glance away, each time I lookback it seems much closer. 

The frigate's manoeuvre jets push the warship closer to the capsule. 

Crane freezes for a moment, eyes staring, as he calculates options. 

'Destroy her,' Stone says. 'We can retrieve the bio-computer from the wreckage.' 

'Have you forgotten where we are?' Crane points his chin at the viewport. 'Blast 
the capsule, and where do the pieces go? Up, and the bio-computer is lost somewhere 
high in orbit - down, it enters the atmosphere and burns up. Either way, it's gone.' 

'She's worked this situation to perfection.' Crane stares at the radar screen, 
showing the slowly closing distance to the capsule. 'She's valuable, Stone, one way or 
the other - and I need her alive. Understand?' 

'Yes,' Stone says through his teeth. 'Sir. Alive.' 

'No option,' says Crane quietly. 'We'll have to close in and take the capsule in our 
weapons bay.' 

Stone shakes his head. 'But the frigate can't re-enter, and we're almost out of 
fuel.' 

'We can maintain orbit for at least a couple of days,' Crane says. 'We can save 
her; I'll pilot the frigate, and you go out in your suit and use a cutting laser to burn 
through her door, and bring her back.' 

Crane speaks a series of commands into the radio. 'There,' he says finally. 'An 
interceptor and a search-and-rescue tug will be with us in twelve hours.' He moves the 
frigate closer. 

I scan the sky where the Vampire should be. Then, right at the edge of vision, a 
couple of stars wink out, then blink back again a few seconds later. As another star 
vanishes, I make out the sharp edge of the warship's wing. 

'There you are,' I say; and it seems as if the words call the warship out of hiding. 
A shaft of sunlight catches Vampire, illuminating its body against the deep black of 
space. 

Closing fast. A l l I have to do is sit, and wait, and Crane will rescue me for return 
to the Coalition. To a lifetime as a fire-control calculator, a battle computer. A living 
weapon system. 
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A slave. I slam a fist into the control panel, sending a dull shudder through the 
capsule. Life as a slave isn't life at all. Better to be dead. 

My fist aches. I squash a thumb down on the retrograde control, and the attitude 
jets fire, twisting the capsule into the nose-up position, ready for re-entry. I try to 
remember Jake's brief lesson. 

Set attitude, release connecting bolts, fire booster. 

I shake my head. No, that's wrong. It's attitude, booster, then bolts. 

But wait. Maybe -

'Captain.' Stone shouts, 'The capsule is moving into retrograde attitude-that's re
entry configuration.' 

Crane freezes for a moment, like a statue, eyes squeezed shut in concentration. 
'She's not that stupid,' he says. 'The capsule is holed. She'll die if she re-enters.' 

'Psych profile shows strong survival instinct,' says Stone. 'She's not suicidal. 
Which means - ' He grins, wicked, like a shark. 'It's a bluff,' Stone says. 'She wants us to 
think she's re-entering, to panic us.' 

Crane's face softens a little as he watches the radar screen. 'She's good, Stone,' he 
says finally. 'Even when the situation's hopeless - she still thinks like a soldier.' 

'We were made from the very best materials, sir.' 

Crane examines Stone's face, but there's no sign of irony. 

Suddenly the ship shudders, triggering alarms across the control panel. 

'We've brushed the upper fringes of the atmosphere,' Stone announces. 

'We can't go any lower without burning up,' Crane scowls. 'Stone. I want a Delta 
prepped for atmosphere,' he snaps. 'Insurance. In case she does re-enter, even if only by 
accident, we have to be the first to find the remains. Go.' 

Stone nods once, and bounces off the bridge. 

I clench my fists on the arms of the couch. 'Think. Think!' Black spots in my 
vision. Bleeding nose. Ears ringing and feeling like somebody has driven nails through 
my eardrums. 

This is bad. Power failing, no cooling. Air running low. 

I shake Harlen, but she won't wake. Her lifesigns are steady, but she has broken 
ribs and cuts and probably infections - not to mention barotrauma and bends from 
decompression. 

This is killing her. She needs a hospital, with a doctor and a recompression 
chamber. And I'm carrying her away from all those things. 
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Should I just give up? 

No. 

But I have no weapons. Gene, I don't even have manoeuvre fuel, and just a couple 
percent left in the attitude jets. My palms feel slick against the inside of my gloves. One 
stupid solid-fuel booster - and all I can do with that is re-enter the atmosphere, or launch 
myself into a higher orbit. 

Where I'll run out of air and suffocate. I have only twelve hours of air remaining -
more if I stay completely still and calm. Which isn't going to happen - I'm already 
puffing like a sprinter. 

Think. Think. But all I can come up with is madness: I could fire the booster, 
drive the capsule into the frigate. Suicide. 

I lay a hand on the rocket control panel. The red fire button and the blue release 
button stare at me, like mismatched eyes. Fire then release. No. Not an option. I draw my 
hand back, then stop. 

No, it's supposed to be fire then release. But if I get the order mixed up? 

I breathe deeply, three times; closing my eyes, afraid even to hope. There's no 
point in talking to Crane, no room for conversation. 

I arm the booster rocket, preparing it to fire. 

'She's armed the retro-booster, sir,' Stone looks up from the weapons console. 
'She's preparing to re-enter.' 

'That's what she wants us to think,' says Crane. 'She has guts. But enough games. 
It's time to call the b l u f f He drums on the side of his chair, so quickly that his fingers are 
a blur. 'Move closer,' he says. 'Situate us in the same orbit, directly behind her.' 

T advise against it, sir,' Stone frowns. 'If she tries to re-enter, she'll ram us.' 

'Stone,' Crane is irritated, 'Move behind her.' His voice softens. 'Then she'll 
know that we know.' He taps his forehead. 'The battle is in here, not outside.' 

Stone guides the ship into position behind the capsule, while Crane flicks his 
comms board to active. 

The frigate moves closer, swelling to fill a quarter of the sky. At its centre, the 
weapons bay yawns wide, large enough easily to swallow my capsule. I remove the safety 
guards from the rocket's firing button. 

The radio comes alive. 'Enough games, Rhea.' I jump at Crane's voice coming 
from the speakers behind my head. 'We know that you won't kill yourself - we're here to 
take you home.' 

I stay quiet, hand hovering over the firing button. 
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'No response, sir.' Stone sits back from the weapons console, picking the points 
of his teeth. 'My sister isn't playing the game.' 

'Move in,' Crane snaps. 'Take the capsule into the weapons bay.' He turns to 
Stone. 'Suit up,' Crane says. 'Cut her out and bring her here.' 

Stone nods. 

'Alive, Stone. Do you understand?' 

Stone nodded. 'Alive, sir. Of course.' He left the office, closing the door behind 
him. Although, Stone thought, accidents do happen. 

He shrugs into his vac-suit and takes a laser-cutter from the toolkit. On the bridge, 
Crane is still concentrating on closing the distance to the capsule. Stone takes the longest 
screwdriver from the kit and slips it into his vac-suit's thigh pocket. 

It would be terrible, Stone thinks, if Rhea ripped her suit while I was helping her 
out of the capsule. So tragic, he grins. 

Stone closes the distance to the capsule quickly, punching short blasts from his 
manoeuvre-jets. Midway, he somersaults and starts the jets again to slow down. 

He pulls the screwdriver from his thigh-pocket, slipping it into his glove. Never 
know when a screwdriver will be handy, he thinks. Might need it in a hurry. 

Stone recalls his vacuum-combat training. Puncture the suit on the back, between 
the shoulder-blades: called a 'murder-hole' because, in a vac-suit, you can't seal that kind 
of puncture without help. 

'And I'm not the helpful type,' he laughs. 

The frigate's airlock cycles open and a vac-suited figure squeezes out, ducking its 
head to fit through the outer door. It's too big to be anybody but Stone. He activates his 
manoeuvre-pack and slides towards me. 

I could surrender, I think. That's an option. That will save Harlen - and while I'm 
alive, I can make plans. 

Stone turns over and re-lights his jets, slowing down on approach. I notice 
something long and sharp in his hand. Light flashes off the object as he moves it to his 
side, out of sight. A screwdriver. 

Stone won't take me alive. I'm about to have an unfortunate, and fatal, 'accident.' 

Crane's voice crackles across the radio, echoing like he's talking through a long 
steel pipe. 'Look at the Earth below,' says Crane. ' A l l the cities of the world, billions of 
people. Imagine the power to strike, whatever you want, destroy ships and warplanes and 
buildings, with just a thought.' 
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Crane lowers his voice even further; his whisper from the earphones is insidious, 
almost as if he is hovering behind me. The image brings sweat prickling out onto my 
forehead, making my scalp almost unbearably itchy. 

'We need you, Rhea,' Crane says. 'The Coalition designed and built you as our 
greatest weapon.' 

I close my eyes, wishing I could shut off the voice. In this helmet, I can't even 
stick my fingers in my ears. I wish I could remove my ears, if I could only keep Crane's 
voice from seeping inside me. There's only one place I want to strike. I stare at the radar 
screen, wishing for a miracle; but the only blip on the radar is the frigate, and, far off at 
the edge, the Earth. 

If this pathetic capsule had any weaponry, I could do something. A gun of any 
sort, a mass-driver, a particle beam, even a comms laser -

A laser. I lean back and close my eyes, reaching deep down to the back of my 
brain where the Beast once lived, and where the bio-computer now squats. The cabin 
fades around me as I draw the details into my mind's eye. 

A tiny blip appears in the centre of my vision. The capsule. A great curve appears. 
That's Earth. The Vampire is a tiny needle with thickened waist and bulbous head. Next, 
the Station and, nearby, the solar Array, with the Mirror just a point of light on the 
Earthward side. Each object trails numbers, labels, vector arrows, all superimposed in 
pale green over my vision. 

'Rhea,' Crane's voice says over my shoulder. 'Why don't you answer? Surely we 
can talk.' 

I see the laser submarine, in the western Pacific, massive laser batteries primed 
and powered up to fire. 

'You can be part of all this,' Crane hisses. 'You're not the only one. Soon we'll 
have dozens of laser platforms, and hundreds of orbital warships. The Coalition will rule 
everything - and you will be right at the centre of it. Power, Rhea - total power.' 

I hear Crane's breath, almost feel its warmth coming through the radio speaker. 
Numbers race through my brain, combining and splitting, all the factors slipping together. 
Finally, the numbers stop. Neat lettering across the centre of my vision declares, FIRING 
SOLUTION COMPLETE. 

'Rhea,' Crane's voice comes sharply, making me jump. 'Surrender your vessel 
now and return with us. No punishment. No problems. Everything back to normal.' 

Normal? Life under constant guard, life as a weapon of mass devastation? 

No thanks. The Vampire is centred in my vision, zoomed in, targeting circle lying 
right over the frigate's guts. 

T control your weapon, Crane,' I say, breaking my silence. 'Turn back. Now.' My 
voice is as hard as I can make it. 
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'Surrender now,' he barks in response. 'Or we'll cripple your ship. It doesn't 
matter to us if you die.' Crane's voice has lost all warmth, all semblance of friendship. 
'We'll dig the bio-computer out of you if we must.' 

'You monster,'' I whisper. I switch off the radio, close my eyes, and send the 
command. FIRE. 

Burn, you bastard. 

The Booster Rocket 
Seconds pass in silence. Then a stranger's voice breaks over the radio. ' Vampire, 

this is Hammerhead. Confirm firing order.' 
'Hammerhead, this is Vampire,'' Crane replies. 'Cancel fire order, stand by for 

further commands.' 
Oh. No. 

Crane laughs. 'Wouldn't want it in the wrong hands, would we, Rhea?' 

The frigate slides closer. Its cargo bay doors gape like the jaws of a monstrous sea 
beast. Sunlight dimly illuminates the bay's interior; showing a mass of tightly-packed 
cables, conduits and fuel lines against the walls. 

One last chance. I lower my finger to the control panel. 'Easy, easy...' I whisper, 
then laugh out loud. 'Can't hear me anyway, can you?' I shout. 

The frigate almost touches my capsule. 

I strike the firing button and then, immediately, the release button. With a roar that 
rattles my spine, explosive bolts rip the booster rocket loose from the hull, just as it 
ignites. I count the seconds off in my head. Two thousand, three thousand, four 
thousand... 

The rocket coughs out a spray of flame and drifts past my viewport, slowly 
gathering speed. 

'She's cut loose the booster rocket, sir,' the weapons officer says. 

'Excellent,' Crane grins. 'She's admitting defeat.' 

Suddenly, the weapons console lights up, alarms shrieking. 'Incoming!' the 
weapons officer screams. 'The rocket is live!' 

'Live?' Crane's knuckles turn white on his control panel. 'Evasive action!' he 
bellows. 'Weapons, destroy the - ' The frigate shudders and the sky spins like a 
cartwheel. 

The rocket leaps forward into the weapons bay and buries itself deep in the 
Vampire's entrails. The rocket severs the frigate's control cables and lodges tight in the 
fuel lines. It continues firing, chewing blindly at the frigate's guts. 
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The Vampire, spinning, falls away - slow at first, then accelerating. It's losing 
energy, falling away into a lower orbit. Only problem is that we're just above the Earth's 
atmosphere - there are no lower orbits. 

The Vampire's attitude jets fire once, twice, then continuously, in an attempt to 
turn the warship so its main engines can boost it into a higher orbit. When the first 
threads of atmosphere rake its hull, the frigate has made only a quarter-turn. 

Fiery gases trail the ship for a moment. Fragments peel off the frigate's hull. 
When the second flare comes, the flame digs its claws deep into the frigate's flesh, 
shredding titanium panels like paper. In the last moment, the frigate spins out of control. 
It glows strawberry-red, then orange. 

Soon the hulk is slipping, out of sight, around the curve of the Earth. As it 
vanishes, long yellow streams flare as fragments of the Vampire disintegrate in the 
atmosphere. 

My capsule is floating in a whirling snowstorm. I peer out the viewport, straining 
to see the snowflakes. A vac-suit glove passes in front of my face. I jump in fright, then 
realise that the hand is inside the viewport - it's mine. 

Then I see that the snowflakes are shards of grey metal. One piece shows a 
painted symbol, a rectangle in red with the legend 'Keep Clear'. 

The rocket booster has ripped off the back end of the frigate and scattered its 
pieces across the sky. As I watch, the snowstorm recedes, fragments spinning away, 
flaring, then gone in the atmosphere below. I sit for a minute, face pressed to the glass. 

After that, I watch the radar. The largest piece divides in two pieces; then the two 
become five, then ten, until finally nothing remains but a fading cloud of gas and debris, 
falling away behind and below me, fading out of range. 

Surely they would have made it to escape capsules. But as time passes, the 
possibility seems more and more distant. They're dead, I think, I've killed dozens of men 
and women. My stomach cramps, and bile fights its way up my throat. My hands fly up to 
loosen the helmet. Then I remember the hole in the capsule, and freeze. I can't loosen the 
helmet, not while the capsule is open to space, and when I put on the vac-suit I forgot to 
connect the spew-funnel. So I can't throw up, or I'll drown in my own helmet. 

Slowly, the nausea ebbs. I sit still for a moment, then check my instruments. I'm 
climbing again, rapidly. I'm coming back up from the lowest part of my orbit; it should 
be carrying me back where I started - Pacifica Station. 

I check the radio beacon, and settle back to wait. If help arrives before the air runs 
out. I keep my face against the window, long after the last pieces of the frigate have gone. 
Night falls, and I'm still watching when the sun rises half an hour later. 

Harlen's flesh is pale and cold; I can't bear looking at her for more than a couple 
of seconds. But after a few minutes I find my eyes wandering back to her. She's 
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hibernating, the rational part of my brain says. If I get her to a hospital, with medical staff 
and the right equipment, she'll be fine. 

But some ancient part of me says - she's dead, you're next; while another part is 
saying - go on, take another look. 

I fire the attitude jets to stabilise the capsule, and I look out at the Earth. So close, 
but it's not home anymore. A sip of water from my helmet nozzle, and I wait for my orbit 
to carry me back out toward Pacifica Station. 

The air is getting stale 
The air is getting stale. I'll be able to breathe for a few hours more, but the carbon 

dioxide will climb to dangerous levels. I fight to keep my metabolism from dropping into 
hibernation; biting my lip and tasting rusty blood, punching myself in the thigh, hard 
enough to leave bruises. 

I wake up for a minute or two. But gradually my mind drifts, head drops, 
breathing becomes slower. I prepare to go under. The remaining air will keep me and 
Harlen alive for a while in hibernation - although probably not long enough. I check 
Harlen again, watch her for a minute to make sure her pulse and respiration are stable. 

Shift around - make sure nothing is digging into me. Even a belt buckle can 
bruise if it's in the same place for a day or so. Only we don't have a day, do we? Only 
twelve hours. 

I check the emergency beacon, then I'm done. 

Slow my breathing, feel my heartbeats coming further apart... the cabin grows dim 
as my body shuts down. 

The stars might be the last thing I ever see. I turn my eyes to the viewport. Some 
of the stars wink out. Strange, I think, that shouldn't happen, but I'm too drowsy to care. 

A vac-suit helmet appears at the viewport, and a huge pair of gloves. I know that 
face. That's funny, I think, drowsy, mind drifting. What's Stone doing out there? 

Stone! 

But I can't move from the couch. 

Stone presses his faceplate to the capsule's viewport, shrugging off his empty 
manoeuvre pack. Used every last bit of fuel, he thinks, but I've done it. Even with the 
Vampire destroyed, I'm going to live. 

Stone sees Rhea stirring inside, but she's sluggish, too far into hibernation. His air 
tanks are fresh, and if he's careful he can get a day or so out of them. Long enough for 
rescue to arrive, Stone thinks, but only if I have it to myself. 
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All I need to do, he thinks, is throw the two of them out of there. 'Sorry to crash 
your party, girls,' Stone pulls the door- release handle, 'But three's a crowd.' 

Stone! But I'm nearly under, almost gone, and I can hardly lift my hands from the 
couch. I try to breathe, speed up my heartbeat, but it's not working. Not enough oxygen. 

Clunk. Stone's pulling the door release. Slight vibration as the capsule's door 
grates against its frame. 

Door's swinging open. 

Stone lifts the door, sticks his head inside. It'll be a shame to lose Rhea, he thinks, 
a soldier resourceful enough to shoot down a frigate with a booster rocket. But he sighs as 
he remembers Rhea's threats - now that she's discovered killing, she's much too 
dangerous. 

And Harlen - he licks his lips as he remembers her feel, her scent. 

What a terrible waste. He unclips Harlen's safety harness. 

The door's open to space, and Stone's leaning in. Come on, come on! But I can 
only move my left hand. A l l I can reach is the control panel for the capsule's attitude jets. 
I can't open my fingers, so I punch at the panel with my fist. 

The attitude jets fire, sending the capsule spinning. The door swings out, jerks, 
and Stone falls, snatches at the capsule door. Something heavy falls out from inside, 
hitting Stone. He loses his grip and falls free of the capsule. Something is falling next to 
Stone, another vac-suit. 

'At least I got you, Rhea,' Stone says, turning his eyes towards the grey haze of 
Earth's atmosphere speeding towards him. 'Hello, pain,' he says as the flames break 
through his suit. 

Punch the attitude jets, kill the spin. The door bounces, swings shut. 

The couch beside me is empty. Where's - ? 

Harlen! Darkness swallows me. 

The Rescue 
The asteroid miner Gift ofGanesh grapples alongside the crippled capsule. A 

crewmember slides along the grappling arms and, within minutes, has the capsule open, 
finds the huddled figure inside. 
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'Ganesh, rescue team here,' the crewman's voice comes distorted through the 
comm. 'We have a body, Rama.' 

Captain Ramachandran activates his microphone. 'Rescue, Ganesh here. Leave 
them. We'll take the capsule aboard in the cargo bay.' His voice rasps from too many 
missions and too many wake-up shots. 'And I remind you to call me Captain.' The crew 
laughs at this - the only people who ever call Rama 'Captain' are his creditors. 

'Whatever madness would lead anybody to ride in such a vehicle?' Rama 
wonders. 'He must have, between his ears, yoghurt only.' 

'She, Rama,' corrects the crewman. He leans forward to check the suit's readouts. 
'Wait - ' he breathes, 'She's alive!' 

Rama's head snaps up. 'Prepare for a patient,' he tells the ship's medic. She 
springs across the cabin, pulling open the emergency chill-berth, preparing it for use. 

T said a patient,' Rama rages, 'not a side of bloody frozen meat!' 

'We'l l have to chill this one, Rama,' the medic says, 'She'll have decompression 
trauma, hypoxia, hypothermia, maybe even burns and impact trauma. She needs a 
hospital, not bandages.' 

'Feel free to ignore me entirely,' Rama grunts. T am, after all, merely your 
Captain.' 

When the body arrives, they cut the vac-suit to pieces, down to the skinsuit. In 
minutes, the ravaged body is stored away, to be thawed later at a hospital. 

'Sweet Krishna,' Rama breathes. My own daughter, he thinks, is ten years older 
than this. 'She's only a child.' But big. 

The medic looks up from her console. 'This child shot down a Coalition frigate 
with a chemical booster rocket.' 

'So,' Rama nods slowly. 'Terrorists get younger every year. Soon they will be 
killing before they can walk.' 

The medic seals the chill-berth, steps back. 'Look at her,' she says. 'Fractures, 
burns, lacerations. She won't survive thawing.' 

Rama looks through the glass into the girl's face, frost around nostrils and mouth 
where her last breath turned to ice crystals. Even through a coma, he sees something 
powerful. 'She'll live,' he says. 'Lay course for Pacifica Station.' 

A lot of the nerves in my spine have died 
A lot of the nerves in my spine have died. I stayed in hibernation much too long; 

and I've paid for it. In the one-third gravity of Pacifica I can walk, but only with a stick. It 
feels like I'm tottering on a pair of stilts. 

Sergeant Lamont stands with Jake - now Governor Otago - one of her hands 
gripping his shoulder to keep him from collapsing. Lamont and the other surviving 
marines asked the new Governor for political asylum, instead of returning to the Coalition 
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and probably to military prison. Jake agreed that the marines could serve Pacifica as 
military instructors and assault troops. What nobody has said is the obvious: Crane's coup 
shows that the Governor of Pacifica needs a permanent bodyguard, and the Station needs 
experienced soldiers more than ever. So Jake has made Lamont and her marines into 
mercenaries and slaves. I don't know if that could be considered progress. 

'We need you on Pacifica, Rhea.' Jake's face is twisted, looks as if he's about to 
scream. 'You can't even walk down there.' 

'They'll regenerate my nerves in exchange for the bio-computer,' I'm saying, and 
Jake is nodding, but tears are wearing silver trails down his cheeks. I hold his shoulders 
and hope that the Coalition ambassador was telling the truth. 'I'd have to return to Earth 
eventually, anyway. I can't stay up here - space-sickness is a living hell.' 

'We can remove the implant here - the hospital - ' Jake blurts, but he knows it's a 
lie. Then: 'They'll kill you.' 

'No. The Coalition isn't evil, even if some of its people are.' I hear my ship's 
boarding call. 'Time to go.' 

Jake slumps into a chair, and his eyes look like holes drilled through into a core of 
despair. I could sit down with him, but I'd never get up again. So I turn and clump away, 
up the ramp, not looking back even though I feel him willing me to turn around, stay on 
Pacifica. There's an old story about a woman who looked back, turned into a pillar of salt. 
That might as well be me; my legs are about as useless. 

I enter the airlock, muscles burning with the effort. Behind me Jake makes a 
sound that's somewhere between a gasp and a sob. Legs locked, leaning against the wall; 
I turn and risk a final look. 

'Stay,' Jake whispers. The word is soft, only just loud enough for me to hear it. 
For an instant my finger hovers above the button; and I remember that the last time I 
pressed a button, people died. 

Harlen. Crane. The whole crew of the Vampire. 

And Stone. Another of the old stories was about someone who killed their brother 
and then wandered alone, forever. Just as the old soldier said: when you kill someone, 
you go to a place you can never return from. I push the button, the doors close and I'm cut 
off. Forever. 

The ship boosts and as we fall away from Pacifica Station, I wonder if I've made 
the right decision. But I turn my face from the window, set my eyes ahead, and let the 
Long Fall carry me home. 

END 
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