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      HASHI

      
      It was typical of Hashi Lebwohl that he did not report to Warden Dios as soon as he returned to UMCPHQ.

      
      He wasn’t trying to avoid another confrontation with the man who had outplayed and, in a strange, piquant sense, shamed him.
         On the contrary, he felt remarkably sanguine about the prospect of talking to the UMCP Director. He simply made no effort
         to bring about a conversation himself. He assumed that Warden Dios was perfectly capable of recognizing an emergency when
         he saw it – and that he wouldn’t hesitate to summon Hashi when he wished to speak to his DA Director.
      

      
      A kaze had attacked the Governing Council for Earth and Space in extraordinary session, apparently intending to exterminate
         Cleatus Fane, the First Executive Assistant of the United Mining Companies. Only Hashi’s personal intervention had prevented
         serious – not to say embarrassing – bloodshed. And as a direct result of the attack the GCES had voted to reject Captain Sixten
         Vertigus’ Bill of Severance. Indeed, the Members had been stampeded into clinging to the status quo for their lives; to Holt
         Fasner and the UMCP. None of them had wanted to take on the responsibility for their own safety – and certainly not for the
         safety of human space.
      

      
      If Warden didn’t call this an emergency, he must have lost all contact with the world of factual reality. Or else his game
         was deeper than anything Hashi had dared to imagine. Perhaps it was deeper than he could imagine.
      

      
      Neither prospect offered reassurance. On the whole, however, Hashi preferred the latter. That which he found impenetrable
         today might well appear transparent tomorrow. And he could always push himself to expand his own capacities. The challenge might conceivably be good for him. In the meantime he could endure the shame of being
         outplayed.
      

      
      But if Warden Dios had lost his grasp on events—

      
      From that fount endless disasters might spring.

      
      This was all speculation, of course. Still Hashi wondered – and worried. The quantum mechanics of his conundrum remained as
         Heisenberg had defined them. By his own efforts he had taken hold of events in flux in order to name them accurately; establish
         them in their positions. Therefore he was prevented from knowing where those events tended. Certainty precluded certainty.
      

      
      He chose not to report to Warden on his own initiative because he wanted to know how long Warden would wait before summoning
         him. That interval would reveal more surely than words the extent to which Warden had been taken by surprise.
      

      
      In any case the DA Director still had plenty of work to do in order to ready himself for Warden’s summons; to confirm and
         solidify what he’d learned on Suka Bator. No one would criticize him for spending every available moment on an effort to be
         sure of his facts.
      

      
      Using a tight-beam transmission coded exclusively for Data Acquisition, he’d begun speaking to Lane Harbinger as soon as the
         UMCP shuttle had left the GCES island and broken free of Earth’s gravity well; supplying her with preliminary data; preparing
         her for the research he required. He felt some discomfort as he did so because he wasn’t alone on the shuttle. Protocol Director
         Koina Hannish rode with him, accompanied by her retinue of aides and techs. And UMCPED Chief of Security Mandich was also
         aboard: he was on his way to explain his failures to Warden Dios, since his immediate superior, Min Donner, was absent from
         UMCPHQ. He’d left Deputy Chief Forrest Ing in charge of Security’s version of ‘martial law’ on Suka Bator.
      

      
      At the best of times Hashi disliked being overheard – unless he had some use for his eavesdropper. But his present circumstances
         didn’t supply privacy, or justify delay. He owed Warden restitution for his earlier mistakes. Instead of waiting for the shuttle
         to reach UMCPHQ, he kept his exchanges with Lane as brief as possible; and when he spoke, he employed the impermeable jargon
         of DA to disguise what he was saying.
      

      
      To all appearances Koina ignored him completely. No doubt she had more than enough to occupy her contemplations. Although she was new to her duties, she’d acquitted herself admirably during
         the extraordinary session. And she had reason to be grateful to Captain Vertigus, despite the failure of his proposed legislation.
         On the other hand, Hashi deemed that most of her thoughts were more troubled. He knew her well enough to suspect that she
         feared her performance before the Council may have triggered or catalyzed the kaze’s attack. For her it must have been easy
         to believe that the men who’d sent a kaze against the GCES would not have felt compelled to go so far if they hadn’t been
         surprised or frightened by her declaration of the UMCP’s neutrality in the debate over a Bill of Severance; her declaration
         of Warden Dios’ independence from Holt Fasner.
      

      
      Hashi knew better. Earlier he’d been uncertain: now he was sure. Her performance may in fact have been a catalyst. Nevertheless
         it was essentially incidental. The men responsible for Clay Imposs né Nathan Alt could not have known that Sixten Vertigus,
         Senior Member for the United Western Bloc, would introduce a Bill of Severance. In addition, Imposs/Alt had been moving past
         Captain Vertigus toward Cleatus Fane when Hashi had accosted him. Therefore Captain Vertigus wasn’t the intended target. The
         motivations behind the kaze’s attack operated independently of the UWB Senior Member and his bill, as well as of Warden Dios’
         neutrality.
      

      
      Hashi said nothing to reassure Koina. She hadn’t asked for anything of the kind. And she would hear what he’d learned soon
         enough.
      

      
      In contrast Chief Mandich studied Hashi narrowly while he spoke to Lane. Clearly Mandich was waiting for a chance to talk
         to the DA Director.
      

      
      A pox on the man, Hashi thought with unwonted vexation. The Chief of Security’s rectitude was as ironclad as Min Donner’s,
         but he lacked her flexibility of intelligence, her capacity to acknowledge concepts which violated her personal reality. For
         example, Hashi didn’t doubt that if Mandich were suddenly exalted to the position of UMCP Director, the man wouldn’t hesitate
         to fire Hashi for having done things which disturbed the Chief’s scruples. Min Donner, on the other hand, might well retain
         Hashi in DA, even though she knew far more about his actions and policies, and therefore had experienced far more outrage
         to her peculiar sense of honor.
      

      
      
      Still Hashi did nothing to fend off Chief Mandich. Instead he made himself accessible as soon as he’d finished his interchange
         with Lane.
      

      
      The Chief took the opportunity to move to a g-seat beside Hashi, belt himself down. ‘Director Lebwohl,’ he began without preamble,
         ‘I need to know how you knew that man was a kaze.’
      

      
      Hashi’s blue eyes glittered dangerously behind his smeared lenses. ‘Do you?’ he countered in a tone of false amiability. No
         doubt Mandich meant, How were you able to spot him when we couldn’t?
      

      
      ‘I do.’ Chief Mandich was a blunt man with a blunt face; stolid as bone. His nearly colorless gaze had the dull tenacity of
         a pit bull’s. ‘And then I need to know why you didn’t do anything to stop him sooner.
      

      
      ‘Something about him made you suspicious. You left your seat and moved around the hall specifically so that you could get
         close to him. But you didn’t say anything.’ Mandich spoke with undisguised bitterness. He hated his own failures. ‘We’re just lucky nobody in the hall was
         killed. If you’d bothered to warn us, a GCES Security guard would still be alive. Ensign Crender would still have his left
         hand.
      

      
      ‘With respect, Director Lebwohl,’ he sneered, ‘what the hell did you think you were doing?’

      
      A tremor ran along Hashi’s frame. His own reaction to the danger and indignity of the past few hours seemed to shrill inside
         him. ‘Very well.’ He folded his thin hands in his lap to conceal their indignation. ‘You answer my questions, and I will answer
         yours.
      

      
      ‘To use your phrase, Chief Mandich, what the hell did you think you were doing when you assigned a whelp like Ensign Crender
         to take my orders?’
      

      
      Mandich’s eyes widened.

      
      Wheezing sharply, Hashi sent his words like wasps into the Chief’s blunt face. ‘I made my needs known explicitly to Deputy
         Chief Ing. I informed him that I desired him and his men to stand ready to carry out my requests and instructions.
      

      
      ‘He replied that he could not comply without consulting you.

      
      ‘I did not consider that adequate. “If I ask you to ‘do something,’ I will need it done without the delay of applying to your
         Chief for permission.” Those were my exact words. I told him plainly that I did not know what to expect, but that I wished
         to be prepared for whatever might transpire.
      

      
      ‘Still he hesitated. I answered, “Then kindly inform Chief Mandich that I require him to assign personnel to me who have been given his authorization to do what I tell them.” Again those are
         my exact words.
      

      
      ‘Director Hannish supported my wishes.’

      
      Obliquely Hashi observed that Koina was staring at him, her lips slightly parted in surprise. It was probable that in the
         years she’d worked with him she’d never heard him sound so angry.
      

      
      An undignified flush stained Chief Mandich’s neck, mottled his cheeks with his own anger. He opened his mouth to deliver a
         retort. But Hashi wasn’t done. He didn’t give the Chief a chance to speak.
      

      
      ‘How did you respond?’ he went on harshly. ‘By assigning to me a boy so untried that he was unable to react without hesitation
         – hesitation which could well have resulted in murder in the meeting hall of the Governing Council for Earth and Space.
      

      
      ‘True, he mastered his hesitation. He took the action necessary to save lives. For that I honor him.

      
      ‘But I do not honor you, Chief Mandich.’ If Hashi hadn’t controlled his hands, they would have flown like stings at the Chief’s eyes. ‘I am the United
         Mining Companies Police Director of Data Acquisition, and you did not take my stated requirements seriously enough to assign
         personnel capable of prompt obedience.
      

      
      ‘Shall we discuss our separate motivations now, or do you prefer to wait until we can explain them in front of Director Dios?’
         Hashi shrugged dismissively. ‘For myself, I am content to wait.’
      

      
      Chief Mandich closed his mouth. Congested emotion made his features appear swollen. Poor man, he was cursed with a sense of
         probity so strict that it left him defenseless. Min Donner would have faced down Hashi’s challenge in order to pursue the
         answers to her own questions; but her Chief of Security couldn’t do the same.
      

      
      After a moment he murmured through his teeth, ‘You have a valid grievance, Director Lebwohl. If you want to censure me, I
         won’t fight it.’
      

      
      Stiffly he unclipped his belts and drifted back to his former g-seat.

      
      Oh, censure you, forsooth, Hashi thought in the direction of the Chief’s retreat. I would not trouble myself. Our present
         circumstances are accusation enough. We confront a dilemma which censures us all.
      

      
      Honesty with himself forced him to admit that he’d enjoyed scathing Chief Mandich.

      
      
      Koina met Hashi’s look when he glanced at her. Gravity and speculation darkened her gaze. ‘Aren’t you being just a little
         disingenuous, Director Lebwohl?’ she asked crisply. ‘Even a “whelp” like Ensign Crender wouldn’t have hesitated if you’d told
         him what you were looking for.’
      

      
      Hashi spread his hands as if to show her that his equanimity had been completely restored. ‘My dear Koina, have you studied
         Heisenberg?’
      

      
      She shook her head.

      
      ‘A pity.’ He settled himself in his g-seat to await the shuttle’s arrival at UMCPHQ. ‘If you had, you would understand that
         I could not possibly have known what I was looking for until I found it.’
      

      
      That may have been as close as he’d ever come to telling her the truth.

      
      Lane Harbinger met him at the dock as soon as the shuttle powered down its systems and the space doors of the bay sealed to
         restore atmosphere.
      

      
      On Suka Bator he’d supervised the essential chore of placing Imposs/Alt’s earthly remains in a shielded, sterile bodybag and
         loading them into the shuttle’s cargo space. Now he watched over the delivery of the bodybag into Lane’s care.
      

      
      A glance at the corridor in which the kaze had been detonated had assured him that too many people had trampled too much evidence
         – and indeed that the corridor itself was too large – to permit the kind of meticulous scrutiny Lane had given Godsen Frik’s
         office. Of necessity he’d surrendered his desire for some form of microscopic data from the region around the body, and had
         instead concentrated on Imposs/Alt’s corpse – on the smears of his blood and the mangled mess of his tissues. The body itself
         had been simply scooped into the bodybag with a sterile shovel. But every streak or droplet of blood Hashi could locate had
         been cut out of the concrete with a utility laser and added to the bodybag’s contents.
      

      
      He hoped devoutly that these remains would enable Lane to find the answers he needed.

      
      No, not the answers: the proofs. He already knew the answers.

      
      A fuming nic dangled from her mouth as she joined him beside the cargo space. Her eyes glittered like shards of mica – a sign
         that she rode levels of stim and hype which would have poleaxed anyone whose metabolism hadn’t been inured to them. In the
         pockets of her labcoat her fingers twitched as if they were entering data on a purely metaphysical keypad. While the bodybag was being loaded onto
         a sled for transport to her lab in Data Acquisition, she asked tensely, ‘You sure of his id?’
      

      
      ‘My dear Lane,’ Hashi chided gently. She knew as well as anyone who worked with him that he was unlikely to mistake an id.

      
      She shrugged like a twitch. ‘Just checking. If you’re right, my job’s that much easier.’

      
      Certainly she would be required to spend less time waiting for Data Storage to run its vast SAC routines.

      
      ‘Any chance I’ll find a detonator?’ she continued.

      
      Hashi made a conscious effort to remain calm; amiably unruffled. He didn’t want to be infected by her congenital tension.
         ‘Who can say?’ There were too many factors: the type of explosive, its brisance, the shape of the charge, blast reflection
         from the nearby walls. ‘But if you do,’ he went on more sharply, ‘the information will be vital. Do you understand me, Lane?’
      

      
      She sucked on her nic. ‘What’s to understand? Isn’t that what it all hinges on?’

      
      ‘Not all,’ he countered with a shake of his head. ‘But enough.’ He knew the truth: whatever Lane learned wouldn’t change it.
         Nevertheless the proof he wished to give Warden Dios depended heavily on what Lane could discover.
      

      
      ‘In any case,’ he added, ‘these will be of interest.’

      
      Casually, almost covertly, as if he didn’t wish to be seen, he slipped Imposs/Alt’s clearance badge and id tag into Lane’s
         pocket.
      

      
      She identified them with her fingers, nodded decisively. ‘I’m sure they will.’

      
      The sled was ready to go. Lane moved to accompany it. Despite the nature of the emergency, however, and his own desires, he
         called her back. Camouflaging his seriousness with his peculiar sense of humor, he told her that he wished to see her results
         ‘relatively instantaneously. Engage your gap drive, Lane. Defy time if you must.’
      

      
      He wanted her findings before Warden summoned him.

      
      She replied with a snort of smoke, ‘Don’t I always?’

      
      He wheezed a laugh. ‘You do. Indeed you do.’

      
      He waited until she and her sled had left the dock before shifting himself into motion.

      
      
      By then he’d already begun to wonder how much longer Warden would delay.

      
      More than an hour passed before a call from the Director of the UMCP reached Hashi, instructing him to present himself immediately
         to one of Warden’s private offices.
      

      
      Hashi hadn’t wasted the time. First he’d issued a number of Red Priority  –  ‘screaming red,’ as it was sometimes called – security
         locks: one for every communications channel and computer that belonged or connected to Anodyne Systems, the UMC subsidiary
         which manufactured SOD-CMOS chips; one for the UMCP’s own personnel files; and one for each of Holt Fasner’s Home Office personnel,
         payroll, and Security Liaison computers. A screaming red security lock didn’t prevent anyone else from looking at electronic
         files or using communications linkups; but it blocked changes of any kind to those files, or to any transmission logs and
         records. At the same time it warned DA that changes had been attempted, and traced the codes and routing of the attempt backward.
      

      
      He was morally certain that the Dragon’s HO techs could disable or deactivate a Red Priority security lock, no matter how
         loudly it screamed. At the same time he was quite sure that this would not be done, first, because Holt Fasner would hardly
         imagine that crucial records were in any danger of exposure, second, because Holt would believe that any embarrassment which
         might arise from his files could be quashed through Warden Dios, and third, because as a matter of policy the Dragon liked
         to preserve an illusion of openness and honesty. Rather than resistance Hashi expected passive acceptance: another illusion.
      

      
      An illusion which would reveal itself as murderous fury against Hashi himself when the UMC CEO determined that Hashi no longer
         represented a threat.
      

      
      This prospect didn’t trouble Hashi. He could say with considerable accuracy that he did not fear the Dragon in any ordinary
         sense. The possibility of intellectual inadequacy gave him far more distress than a merely physical threat.
      

      
      When his security locks were in place, he used his authority under the provisions of Red Priority to compile the most complete
         dossiers which Data Storage, joined by microwave downlinks to GCES Security and Anodyne Systems, could provide on both Nathan Alt and Clay Imposs.
      

      
      Warden’s summons found him just as he was finishing.

      
      More than an hour since the shuttle had docked: several hours since the kaze’s blast. Apparently Warden hadn’t been taken
         by surprise to any meaningful extent.
      

      
      That was good and bad; better and worse. The delay had allowed Hashi to complete his immediate research. On the other hand,
         a longer delay might have given Lane time to produce the results Hashi craved.
      

      
      Despite the plain urgency of the summons – and the necessity of obedience – Hashi took the time to call her.

      
      Her voice over the intercom was brusque and focused; deep in concentration. ‘Make it quick. I’m busy.’

      
      Hashi couldn’t restrain himself: his personal imp of perversity made him say, ‘Too busy to talk to me? Lane, I’m crushed.’
      

      
      She let out a sigh that sounded like smoke. ‘If you want me to work fast, I have to be careful. If you want me to work faster
         than the speed of light, I have to be more careful than God.’
      

      
      He relented. ‘I understand perfectly.’ Above all he valued Lane for her meticulousness. ‘Nevertheless I must appear before
         Warden Dios in a matter of moments. The time is apt for results. He will certainly desire results from me.’

      
      ‘Then let’s not waste each other’s time. Here’s what I have so far.

      
      ‘The id tag and clearance badge were easy.’ She didn’t need to organize her thoughts. Hashi suspected that she permitted herself
         no disorganized thoughts. ‘They’re legit. I mean Clay Imposs is – or maybe was – a real GCES security guard with a good record.
         He’s been with them for years. The tag and badge say they’re his. But the body isn’t.
      

      
      ‘You were right, it’s Nathan Alt. Gene scan matches exactly.

      
      ‘So how did he get through his own Security?’ She asked Hashi’s next question for him. ‘Right after that first kaze attacked
         Captain Vertigus, GCES Security started using retinal scans to confirm id. That should have stopped Alt cold.
      

      
      ‘The answer is, this is a new id tag. Made for the job. It says it identifies Clay Imposs, but the retinal signature and the
         rest of the physical id belong to Alt.’
      

      
      ‘Is that possible?’ Hashi inquired. He knew it was.

      
      ‘Sure. It worked because the physical id was generated by the same code engine that drove Imposs’ clearances. Everything looked legit on the surface. GCES Security didn’t know they had to run
         a full playback from the SOD-CMOS chips and compare it to Imposs’ original data to catch the switch. Hell, Hashi, we aren’t
         doing that here. It would take hours to clear anybody.’
      

      
      Sadly, that was true. Indeed, the only reason GCES – or UMCPHQ – Security functioned at all was that the expertise needed
         to circumvent it was so specialized; and so closely guarded.
      

      
      ‘Are you performing this playback? I require evidence.’

      
      ‘One of my techs is.’

      
      ‘And—’ Hashi prompted her.

      
      ‘We haven’t found anything yet.’

      
      ‘Have you encountered any patches, or other signs of tampering?’

      
      As Hashi had told Koina before the extraordinary session, the code-strings Lane had extracted from the credentials of Godsen’s
         killer were current as well as correct. If that code engine had been patched or altered – lawfully or otherwise, by GCES Security,
         Anodyne Systems, or anyone else – the change would have been apparent. Such adjustments transformed source-code as much as
         mutagens transformed human RNA.
      

      
      But only older code required patching.

      
      Lane restrained impatience poorly. ‘Not yet.’

      
      ‘Very well.’ He let that question go. ‘And the code engine itself—?’ he probed.

      
      ‘It’s valid,’ she returned at once. ‘Current and correct. Which means exactly what you think it means.

      
      ‘But if you want confirmation,’ she continued without pausing, ‘the source-code strings we’ve picked up from the id of the
         kaze who killed Godsen are a perfect match.’
      

      
      Hashi nodded to himself. ‘Confirmation is always welcome. However, this is hardly a surprise.’

      
      ‘No,’ Lane acknowledged.

      
      He cast a worried glance at his chronometer, then asked, ‘Have you gleaned any other data?’

      
      ‘That’s what I’m working on,’ she retorted. ‘The body.’

      
      As she spoke, he heard a subtle shift in her tone; a change of intensity. So far the results she’d given him had been relatively
         routine, despite their importance: any of the techs in her department could have supplied them. But now she sounded more personally engaged;
         perhaps excited. At once he became convinced that she was on the track of something vital.
      

      
      ‘But I can tell you right now,’ she went on, ‘we aren’t going to find a detonator.

      
      ‘The bomb has to be shielded in the body. Otherwise Security would catch it. And you know what that kind of shielding is like.’
         Hashi did know. Angus Thermopyle’s body was full of it. ‘It has to appear organic in order to pass scan. On top of that, it
         has to reflect back what scan expects to see. Unfortunately – for us – any shield contains the blast when the bomb goes off.
         Maybe only for a millisecond or two, but that’s enough to throw some of the force back onto the bomb itself. And the detonator.
         On a molecular level, I’ll be able to find all the pieces you want. But I won’t be able to reconstruct the device those pieces
         came from.
      

      
      ‘So I’m concentrating on biochemistry.’

      
      Her voice conveyed an almost subliminal frisson, like a distant electrostatic discharge. Despite the numbers ticking away
         on his chronometer, he listened harder.
      

      
      ‘His blood is a real witch’s brew. Which is exactly what you would expect if he was in a state of drug-induced hypnosis. I
         haven’t had time to identify even half the chemicals his body shouldn’t have had in it.’ She paused to emphasize what followed.
         ‘But there’s one detail that looks a little strange. Or a little stranger than the rest of it.’
      

      
      ‘Tell me,’ Hashi put in as if he thought he could hurry her; as if he didn’t know that she was already moving as fast as she
         could without stumbling into disorganization.
      

      
      Instead of hurrying, she began to speak a bit more slowly, articulating each word with deliberate precision.

      
      ‘There’s a coenzyme spike in his blood spectrum. I mean a major spike. Of course, it’s a coenzyme. It’s inert. And it isn’t
         even remotely natural. But it combines with some natural human apoenzymes to produce an artificial holoenzyme, and that one
         is active. It bears some interesting resemblances to pseudo-amylase, which is one of the enzymes we use to produce shielding
         in cyborgs, but there are significant differences, too.’
      

      
      Involuntarily Hashi drummed his fingers on his desk. He needed to answer Warden’s summons. ‘Lane, please make your point. I am not in good odor with our esteemed Director. This delay while
         we talk will doubtless vex him.’
      

      
      ‘I’m trying, damn it,’ she snapped. ‘Nobody but you ever gets to think around here.’

      
      He swallowed a burst of ire. He had called her before she was ready to report. Her findings were partial or unclear. Naturally
         she wished to express them cautiously. He would gain nothing by reproaching her.
      

      
      ‘If there were more resemblances,’ she explained stiffly, ‘I would probably assume this particular coenzyme is there because
         of the shields. But it wouldn’t work well for that. The differences are too significant.’
      

      
      Again she paused. In another moment or two, Hashi thought, he would have no choice but to shout at her.

      
      More slowly than ever, she went on, ‘If I were asked to come up with a use for the holoenzyme this coenzyme creates, I might
         say it would make a good chemical trigger. Release it into the bloodstream, and one or two heartbeats later you get a big
         bang. Like an orgasm so intense it kills you.’
      

      
      Without transition his irritation vanished. Lane Harbinger, he hummed to himself, you are a marvel. Is it any wonder that
         I endure your eccentricities?
      

      
      Almost singing his excitement and pleasure, he said, ‘Check his teeth, Lane.’

      
      Where could a coenzyme be concealed so that a man in a state of drug-induced hypnosis would be able to ingest it on some preconditioned
         signal? Where else but in his mouth? And absorption into the bloodstream would be slower. Ten or fifteen seconds at least.
         Safer for the man who gave the signal.
      

      
      ‘What’s left of them,’ she returned. ‘I’m already working on it.’

      
      In a glow of perverse gallantry, he answered, ‘Then please do not allow me to interrupt you. Perhaps when your efforts are
         complete you will let me persuade you to marry me.’
      

      
      So that he wouldn’t hear her laughing in scorn, he silenced his intercom.

      
      No doubt she could never prove the conclusions he drew. When her research was complete she would probably be able to demonstrate
         that this particular holoenzyme would serve well as a chemical trigger. Sadly, logic would preclude her from concluding that this holoenzyme did serve in that fashion.
      

      
      Nevertheless what she had learned was enough for his immediate purposes.

      
      Gathering his rumpled labcoat around him, Hashi Lebwohl left his office and walked as quickly as his untied shoes allowed
         to his meeting with Warden Dios.
      

   



      
      
      CIRO

      
      Vector had told him he was cured. Mikka told him over and over again, holding him in her arms and rocking him as if he were
         a baby.
      

      
      Ciro knew better. The walls of his doom had closed around him like the claustrophobia of Mikka’s embrace. His bunk was a coffin.
         Of course he knew better.
      

      
      Sorus Chatelaine had injected a mutagen into his veins: he understood that in the genetic programming of his DNA; understood
         it more profoundly than anything anyone could have said to him. No mere words could outweigh his cellular comprehension of
         the way he’d been betrayed.
      

      
      Somehow Morn had lured or tricked him into revealing what had happened. Now everyone knew. By the hour his doom became more
         certain, not less.
      

      
      Of course she’d asked Vector for help. Why not? Why should she grant Ciro the simple decency of facing his shame and horror
         alone? No one had ever taken him that seriously.
      

      
      And when the dilemma had been explained to him, Vector had proposed giving Ciro some of Nick’s antimutagen. Vector had said,
         The drug is essentially a genetically engineered microbe that acts as a binder. It attaches itself to the nucleotides of the
            mutagen, renders them inert. Then they’re both flushed out of the body as waste. As he spoke, the man who’d once been Ciro’s mentor and friend had sounded confident and calm, inhumanly sure of himself.
      

      
      But his reassurances meant nothing. Ciro couldn’t hear them through Sorus Chatelaine’s threats.

      
      Her words were infinitely stronger.

      
      The mutagen stays in you, it stays alive, it works its way into every cell and wraps itself around your DNA strings, but it doesn’t change you as long as you have this other drug in your system. The drug she’d offered him in exchange for his compliance. How long the delay lasts depends on how much of this other drug you have in you – or how often you get it. You can stay human
            until you’re cut off from your supply. After that you’re an Amnioni.

      
      That’s why I serve them, Ciro. If I don’t, they’ll cut me off from the antidote.

      
      And that’s why you’re going to serve me.
      

      
      When she’d injected him – while Milos Taverner had held him – he’d grasped that she was telling him the simple truth. He would
         stay human as long as his supply of the other drug lasted.
      

      
      He knew what he had to do.

      
      She wanted him to sabotage Trumpet’s drives. Both of them. That was her price for keeping him human.
      

      
      He would do it if he ever got the chance.

      
      Kill everyone aboard; murder them—

      
      Even Mikka.

      
      Especially Mikka. The more she knew about her danger, the more stubborn her loyalty to Trumpet’s people became. She stood by them despite the fact that her interference was going to kill him.
      

      
      She didn’t understand. How could she? She was stronger than he was. They were all stronger. Instead of leaving him alone  – 
         hadn’t he begged her to leave him alone? – she’d daunted him with her strength; smothered him with her devotion. She’d prevented
         and prevented him. Gripped him in her arms to comfort herself. And all the time his doom had continued counting down; approaching
         ruin.
      

      
      Here, Vector had commanded when he’d returned from examining Ciro’s blood in sickbay. This is a dose of Nick’s antimutagen. He’d thrust a capsule at Ciro. Take it. Then come with me. I want to run a series of blood tests in sickbay. We’ll be able to see it working. That way you’ll
            know you’re safe.

      
      Ciro knew better. He’d always known better. But Mikka and Vector were too strong for him.

      
      While Trumpet ran a relatively quiet part of the swarm, Mikka had compelled him to sickbay. At her urging, he’d looked at the results of
         Vector’s blood tests; seen the nucleotide profiles shifting until they reached the range designated ‘human normal.’ He’d listlessly
         watched a video display which purported to give a real-time picture of the mutagen immunity drug binding itself to Amnion RNA strings and carrying them away.
      

      
      Vector clearly believed the results. Mikka believed them.

      
      Beyond question Ciro knew better.

      
      Sabotage the drives. Both of them. You’ve been trained in engineering. You know how to do it. You make sure Trumpet can’t outrun me. She’s finished if she can’t run.

      
      Back in his cabin, imprisoned by his sister, he continued waiting.

      
      Twelve hours. Sorus Chatelaine had said, If I don’t have what I want in twelve hours, you’re on your own. That was all. And only a portion of it remained. Whenever he was due for another capsule, he made Mikka release him so that
         he could go to the san: he swallowed his next dose of the temporary antidote privately. He was strong enough for that. But
         the dwindling store in his vial reminded him harshly that he didn’t have much time left.
      

      
      Was it already too late? He couldn’t tell. Without warning Trumpet went into battle, and he couldn’t have left his g-sheath no matter how much he wanted or needed to obey. The whole ship was
         filled with the frying sound of matter cannon, the metallic clangor of impacts and stress. Acceleration g slammed the gap
         scout in one direction after another. Any fight in an asteroid swarm was a navigational nightmare. Judging by the sounds and
         pressures, this one was even worse than that. The intense, inexplicable alternation of quiet and violence gave the impression
         that Trumpet was fighting more than one opponent; in more than one part of the swarm.
      

      
      Voices over the intercom offered partial explanations, but Ciro paid no attention to them. They were wasted on him unless
         they forced Mikka to go away.
      

      
      Then the ship hit g so extreme that he blanked out. He no longer knew what he needed, or why it mattered. His mind was filled
         with death and effacement; the last, absolute relief.
      

      
      He thought he’d been spared.

      
      But of course g eased again. Thrust went on roaring in the tubes, but the pressure receded to more human levels. Beside him
         in the bunk, Mikka recovered consciousness. Despite her cracked skull and her exhaustion, she was stronger than her brother.
      

      
      
      ‘Shit,’ she breathed to him softly, as if she feared to raise her voice. ‘What the hell was that?’

      
      He didn’t know. He didn’t even know why she troubled to ask him.

      
      Minutes passed. Or maybe they didn’t: maybe they simply fell to the floor and lay there, swollen as tumors; thick with mutation.
         Was it time for another capsule? Had he been unconscious that long? No. Like the gap, the darkness of too much g felt vast
         – and yet it took almost no time at all. Otherwise it would have done him the kindness of killing him.
      

      
      Would Mikka force him to suffer helplessly until the end? Could she be that cruel? Yes, she could. Even though she was his
         sister: even though he was the last of her family left alive.
      

      
      If their positions had been reversed, he would have treated her more gently.

      
      ‘Mikka?’ Davies’ voice barked unexpectedly from the intercom speaker; desperately. ‘Mikka? Do you hear me? I need you.’
      

      
      Acid hope stung Ciro’s heart as soon as he heard the stress in Davies’ tone. Suddenly he knew he was going to get the chance
         Sorus Chatelaine demanded.
      

      
      ‘And don’t tell me you can’t leave Ciro!’ Davies went on as if in confirmation. ‘Let him do his own suffering for a while!
         I need you. I’m alone here!’
      

      
      Mikka tensed. Her grip on Ciro became iron. What else? She clung to him because she understood the danger he was in. The peril
         he represented. But there were other threats. Davies’ voice made that plain. She was trapped by her own loyalty. She kept
         watch on her brother to protect Morn and the rest of them. But now they needed something else from her.
      

      
      Ciro knew what she would do.

      
      Davies wasn’t finished. ‘Vector? Vector, move! I can’t do this many jobs at once. I’m alone here! If I don’t get some help, it’s all going to be wasted.’

      
      Mikka shifted positions; faced Ciro with her bandaged glower. Conflicts twisted her familiar scowl.

      
      He tried to make it easier for her. ‘You’d better go.’ Tension clutched at his throat: his voice sounded like a croak. ‘There
         isn’t anybody else. I’ll be all right.’
      

      
      That was a lie. He knew he was never going to be all right again. But it didn’t matter. He couldn’t afford honesty.

      
      
      ‘I hear you.’ The shipwide intercom channel brought Vector’s voice to the cabin. He might have been shouting to make himself
         heard over the hull-roar. Or else all this g had brutalized his sore joints, and he shouted against his pain. ‘Tell me what
         you want. I’ll do it.’
      

      
      ‘I can’t,’ Mikka breathed through her teeth. ‘You’re in no condition—’

      
      ‘Angus is outside!’ Davies retorted. ‘He shouldn’t be alive. But he left his pickup open. I can hear him breathing.

      
      ‘Put on a suit. Go get him – bring him in.’

      
      ‘See?’ Ciro told her. ‘There isn’t anybody else.’ He spoke as if her predicament were as simple as his. ‘Vector has to rescue
         Angus. Morn can’t handle hard g. Sib is gone.’ Even Nick was gone. Dimly Ciro remembered hearing someone – Davies? Morn?  – 
         tell Mikka that Nick and Sib had left the ship to attack Soar in EVA suits. ‘I’ll just rest until you come back.’
      

      
      ‘I’m on my way,’ Vector replied. Even when he shouted, he didn’t sound like a man who understood ruin.

      
      With an inward convulsion, Mikka made her decision. ‘Do that,’ she ordered bitterly. ‘Lock the door after me. Seal your g-sheath,
         don’t get out of bed.’ In spite of her wounds and exhaustion, she was too strong to ignore Davies’ need or Trumpet’s. ‘I won’t be gone long. Just until we get past whatever Davies is upset about.’
      

      
      Just until Ciro did what he had to do in order to save his soul.

      
      When Sorus Chatelaine captured the gap scout, she would give him back his humanity. His sanity—

      
      The g of Trumpet’s acceleration canted the cabin steeply. Brandishing her glare like a fist, Mikka rolled out of the bunk, planted her feet,
         and climbed to the door. When she’d reached it and keyed it open, however, she turned toward him again.
      

      
      ‘I mean it,’ she insisted. ‘Don’t get out of bed. You’re safe here. As safe as it’s possible for any of us to be. That mutagen is gone. This isn’t something Vector could be wrong about.
         And you know him. You know he wouldn’t lie to you.’
      

      
      She might have gone on. Pronouncing reassurances he couldn’t hear. He could tell she wanted to. But she must have seen that
         he was out of reach. Abruptly she clamped her mouth shut. The muscles at the corners of her jaw knotted dangerously as she
         left the cabin.
      

      
      
      Left the cabin.

      
      Left him alone.

      
      She wouldn’t come back: he was sure of that. Not when Davies needed her so badly. I’m alone here. I can’t do this many jobs at once. Ciro trusted her implicitly, even though she’d nearly driven him crazy.
      

      
      His heart pounded like terror in his chest. A dozen different vitriols seemed to burn through his veins.

      
      The mutagen stays in you.

      
      Somehow he forced himself to wait until he heard the wheeze of the lift as it strained against the fierce g. That sound meant
         Vector was on his way to the airlock. The central passage of the gap scout was probably clear.
      

      
      At once Ciro ripped his g-sheath aside, flipped off the bunk, and flung himself toward the door like an unleashed animal;
         frantic for freedom.
      

      
      It stays alive.

      
      A dread coded into the most primitive structures of his DNA compelled him. Out in the passage, he moved directly to the nearest
         emergency toolkit. He knew where it was: in his demeaning role as Trumpet’s cabin boy, he’d been given the job of putting the C-spanner with which Nick had attacked Angus several days ago back where
         it belonged; and so he’d learned where all the toolkits were stowed.
      

      
      It works its way into every cell and wraps itself around your DNA strings.

      
      If anyone else came into the passage now, they would see what he was doing. Mikka, Davies, even Morn: any of them would try
         to stop him. But he ignored the danger. There was nothing he could do about it except hurry – and he was already hurrying
         as much as the gap scout’s thrust allowed.
      

      
      From its g-case he retrieved the spanner. Flakes of dried blood and a crust or two of tissue still clung to its shaft: he
         hadn’t cleaned it very well. But that didn’t matter. Angus’ blood was still human. So was his scalp. Ciro tucked the spanner
         under his belt. Into his pockets he put a circuit probe, a small utility laser, an assortment of wires, clamps, and solder.
      

      
      Then he went looking for an access hatch which would let him into Trumpet’s drive space.
      

      
      That’s why I serve them, Ciro. If I don’t, they’ll cut me off from the antidote.

      
      And that’s why you’re going to serve me.
      

      
      The job would probably take a long time. He’d never seen the inside of the drive space; had no idea how the circuits and equipment might be arranged. And he didn’t want to risk wrecking the
         wrong systems. The idea that he might cripple, say, life support and leave the drives active terrified him. He would have
         to probe and test and search until he found the right control panels. But he knew how to do that. Vector had taught him. And
         he carried the vial Sorus Chatelaine had given him. He could afford to spend a few hours carrying out his mission.
      

      
      In his own way, he was as loyal as Mikka.

   



      
      
      HASHI

      
      As he expected, he was the last to reach Warden’s designated office – one of the private, utilitarian, and above all secure
         rooms in which the Director of the UMCP officially ceased to exist for the outside world. Koina Hannish and Chief Mandich
         were there ahead of him.
      

      
      Koina sat against the wall to the left of the door where Hashi entered: a deliberately self-effacing position which may have
         expressed her awareness that Protocol had only a small role to play at the moment. Opposite her stood Chief Mandich. The two
         of them approximately bracketed Warden’s desk.
      

      
      Obviously the UMCPED Security Chief was here to account for his own inadequacies in person; but he also represented Min Donner
         by proxy. His discomfort was plain in his refusal to accept a seat. Although his back was to the wall, he did nothing so casual
         as lean on it. He stood with his hands clasped behind him and his shoulders stiff. The heat which had mottled his face and
         neck earlier had subsided, but it remained apparent.
      

      
      Warden sat behind his desk with his forearms braced on the desktop and his palms flat. His single eye glittered with penetration,
         complementing the resources of the IR prosthesis hidden by his patch. He was not an especially large man, but the strength
         of his frame and the immobility of his posture made him appear carved in stone; as unreachable as an icon.
      

      
      Hashi shuffled quickly into the room, strewing apologies in all directions, although he hardly listened to them himself. The
         door closed behind him: he heard the seals slot home, metallic and final. That sound gave him the unsettling impression that
         he’d entered the presence of ultimate questions. When he neared the front of Warden’s desk, he stopped; glanced around him for a chair. But he didn’t presume to sit until Warden made a gesture of permission with one blunt
         hand.
      

      
      ‘Don’t apologize, Hashi,’ Warden said harshly. ‘Explain. Tell me why we’ve been twiddling our thumbs here for the past ten
         minutes as if we didn’t have anything better to do.’
      

      
      Warden Dios, Hashi noted, was not in a good mood.

      
      With an effort he stifled his impulse for obfuscation. ‘Lane Harbinger has been studying the kaze’s remains.’ His glasses
         had slid too far down his nose to muffle him from Warden’s gaze, but he didn’t push them up. ‘I waited as long as I could
         – until I received your summons. Then I took the time to obtain a preliminary report.’
      

      
      For the sake of his own dignity, he declined to comment on whether or not Lane’s report had been worth hearing – or worth
         waiting for.
      

      
      Warden studied Hashi as he spoke, then nodded once, brusquely. ‘All right. We’re in a crisis – the worst crisis any of us
         has ever seen. But the fact that the rest of us have just wasted ten minutes probably doesn’t increase the danger.’
      

      
      Hashi blinked owlishly. Did Warden consider Imposs/Alt’s attack ‘the worst crisis any of us has ever seen’? Impossible. Surely
         he could not be so entirely divorced from the world of the real. To call that attack anything less than an emergency was foolish:
         to call it anything more was madness.
      

      
      ‘You think we’re here to discuss Suka Bator,’ Warden rasped. ‘And some of you’ – he seemed to concentrate briefly on Hashi
          –  ‘are wondering why I took so long to summon you. Well, we are going to discuss Suka Bator. I want to know what happened.
         More than that, I want to know what it means.
      

      
      ‘But an attack on the Council is only one side of our predicament. Before we go on, I’ll tell you what else has happened.
         Then you’ll understand why I didn’t call for you right away.’
      

      
      What else has happened. Hashi smiled his relief, despite the grimness of Warden’s tone. After some anxious moments, he felt
         suddenly sure that the UMCP Director was about to justify the confidence Hashi had placed in him.
      

      
      ‘Crudely put,’ Warden announced as if he were full of a bitterness he could neither contain nor release, ‘the situation is
         this. For all practical purposes, we are at war.’
      

      
      
      Chief Mandich stiffened. He took a step toward the Director’s desk, perhaps without being aware of it. His blunt features
         became as hard as Warden’s.
      

      
      Koina leaned forward, her lips parted slightly. Her eyes were dark with shock and dread; with a human being’s essential genetic
         horror of the Amnion.
      

      
      War? Hashi’s heart skipped a beat, then started rattling in his chest like an electron barrage. At war? With some difficulty
         he refrained from asking, Is this why you accepted Milos Taverner as a control for our Joshua? Did you foresee it? Is it what
         you hoped to gain?
      

      
      ‘Two hours ago,’ Warden continued, ‘I received a message from Min Donner by gap courier drone from Valdor Industrial. More
         precisely, the message is from VI Security, but she ordered them to send it. She reports that an Amnion “defensive” has entered
         the Massif-5 system. A Behemoth-class Amnion warship.
      

      
      ‘At that distance from forbidden space, I think we can dismiss the idea that she’s there by mistake. According to VI Security,
         Punisher has engaged the defensive, but the fight isn’t going well. Punisher is damaged, not at full capacity. The defensive’s shields and sinks are holding. On top of that’ – he paused darkly  –  ‘she’s
         armed with super-light proton cannon.’
      

      
      Mandich swore under his breath. Hashi would have done the same if he hadn’t been armored against betraying his emotions. Warden’s
         tone conveyed images of bloodshed and destruction. They constricted the air in his small office, making it hard to breathe.
         A super-light proton cannon was especially fearsome because it could wreak havoc through a planetary atmosphere. Matter cannon
         were useless for that: air protected the surface better than any particle sink. And lasers were too precise to unleash wholesale
         ruin. In addition, they tended to lose coherence across large distances. A super-light proton cannon, however—
      

      
      Warden didn’t stop.

      
      ‘VI is scrambling support for Punisher,’ he went on. ‘Unfortunately those ships aren’t in range yet. For some reason the defensive isn’t anywhere near the main shipping
         lanes – or the Station itself, for that matter. And our cruiser Vehemence is too far away to be involved in the action.’
      

      
      How entirely typical, Hashi thought. His attention was fixed on Warden; nailed there. Nevertheless his mind ran off on several
         oblique angles simultaneously. Vehemence’s record was far from illustrious. No matter who commanded her, or how her crew was composed and trained, she seemed inherently
         luckless or incompetent. To all appearances Nathan Alt’s months as her Captain had put a curse on her.
      

      
      ‘What are your orders, Director?’ Chief Mandich put in abruptly. Tension strained his voice to a croak. ‘Director Donner isn’t
         here. I have to—’
      

      
      He may have been as honest as an iron bar, but Hashi considered him inadequate to take Min Donner’s place.

      
      Koina had better sense than the Security Chief: she waited her turn.

      
      Warden stopped the Chief with a rough gesture. The movement of his single eye was sharp as a slap.

      
      ‘Since then,’ he pronounced trenchantly, ‘I’ve been making preliminary preparations for our defense. Our shipyards have gone
         to emergency work shifts. We need to get every ship we can into space. UMCPHQ is on alert. I’ve ordered Sledgehammer back. And I’ve sent out drones to recall Valor and Adventurous.’

      
      Sledgehammer was a full battlewagon, the biggest and most powerful warship the UMCP had ever built. Currently she was executing shakedown
         maneuvers out between the orbits of Jupiter and Saturn; training her crew to handle a vessel that massive. Too near to return
         to Earth by crossing the gap: too far to arrive at space-normal speeds in less than days. As for the other vessels Warden
         named, the destroyer Valor was on patrol around Terminus, the Station in human space farthest from the Amnion. The obsolete cruiser Adventurous had been assigned to supervise exercises for the cadets of Aleph Green.
      

      
      Other ships were available, of course. Hashi could think of half a dozen gunboats and pocket cruisers within Earth’s control
         space. They were paltry, however, for a task the size of defending a planet.
      

      
      UMCPHQ itself couldn’t do that job. The Station had scarcely been designed to defend itself. It possessed shields and sinks;
         cannon of various kinds; but nothing that would be effective on such a scale. Any war which came close enough to Earth to
         threaten UMCPHQ was presumed to be already lost.
      

      
      ‘But,’ Warden pursued, ‘I don’t want to leave us spread too thin elsewhere – as if we weren’t already – because I don’t know
         what the Amnion are going to do next. From a strategic point of view, VI isn’t exactly a logical target for an act of war.’
      

      
      Indeed. Hashi followed his Director’s reasoning at the same time that he chased his own thoughts. Humankind’s ability to give
         battle would hardly be diminished – at least in the short term – by VI’s complete destruction. In addition that Station was
         too well defended, as well as too difficult to approach, for a single assailant to be sure of success. Any attack on Valdor
         would probably be a waste of effort.
      

      
      ‘I have to assume,’ Warden stated, ‘that subsequent threats might not be logical either. I mean strategically. Since the Amnion
         aren’t prone to either waste or foolhardiness, I also assume that this incursion doesn’t imply a full-scale assault on human
         space. It has some other objective.
      

      
      ‘I can guess what that is, but I can’t guess where it might go. So I can’t predict where to concentrate our defenses.’

      
      Koina had been silent too long. Now her dread seemed to compel her to speak.

      
      ‘Please tell us, Director,’ she murmured softly. ‘I think we need to know.’

      
      ‘I’m sure you do,’ Warden snorted. However, his sarcasm or disgust did not appear to be directed at her.

      
      ‘You’re all aware Min Donner is aboard Punisher,’ he answered between his teeth. ‘And you’ve probably guessed that I ordered her there to help protect Trumpet.’

      
      ‘No, wait,’ Koina protested. ‘I’m sorry, you’ve lost me. All I know about Trumpet is what you and Director Lebwohl told the Council. Angus Thermopyle and Milos Taverner stole her—’
      

      
      ‘No, I’m sorry,’ Warden interrupted. For a moment he gave the impression that he’d been overtaken by weariness. His personal defenses
         had flaws he couldn’t afford. ‘It’s all these damn secrets. I’ve been carrying them around too long.’ With the fingers of
         one hand, he rubbed his forehead briefly. ‘Sometimes I forget I haven’t told you something critical.
      

      
      ‘Angus Thermopyle didn’t steal Trumpet. He’s a cyborg. We welded him after we reqqed him from Com-Mine Station. He works for us. We sent him into forbidden space
         to carry out a covert attack on Thanatos Minor. And we sent Milos Taverner along to keep an eye on him. The story that they stole Trumpet was just cover. We didn’t want to make the wrong people suspicious.
      

      
      ‘If Igensard asks in front of the Council,’ Warden added, ‘you can tell him that.’

      
      ‘But I still don’t—’ Koina bit her lip. ‘Never mind. I’ll need the details later. For now the present is more important.’

      
      The Director nodded like an act of brutality. ‘I sent Punisher to the Com-Mine belt,’ he resumed, ‘to wait for Trumpet to escape back into human space. Then she followed the gap scout to Massif-5.
      

      
      ‘Why Trumpet went there I don’t know.
      

      
      ‘But if the Amnion chose to commit an act of war by entering that system – and chose to do it now – for reasons that don’t have anything to do with Trumpet, it’s the biggest coincidence in history. I think we can be sure the defensive is after Trumpet.’

      
      Hashi felt the tension in the room. Chief Mandich radiated dismay; the anxiety of vast responsibilities. Koina struggled to
         manage the scale of her incomprehension. Warden had the air of a man who was determined to hold the center of a whirlwind.
         At the same time, however, the DA Director rode an entirely private swirl of oblique inferences and intriguing possibilities.
         An act of war? Fascinating! Whose game was this? Warden’s? Nick Succorso’s? The Amnion’s? – with or without Captain Succorso’s
         participation?
      

      
      Uncertainties proliferated like ecstasy, weaving unknowns out of the quantum mechanics of the known. In his excitement Hashi
         dared to say, ‘It might be argued that we would do well to let this defensive succeed against Trumpet.’

      
      Holt Fasner would surely approve.

      
      Koina drew a sharp breath. Chief Mandich swore softly. At once Warden’s gaze focused on Hashi. He could almost feel his electromagnetic
         aura frying under the intensity of the Director’s IR sight.
      

      
      ‘Explain,’ Warden demanded.

      
      Hashi shrugged; smiled. The risk he took pleased him: it might prod Warden to reveal more of his intentions. The Director
         could stop him if he went too far.
      

      
      He directed his words and his gamble at Warden, although they were superficially meant for Koina and Mandich.

      
      ‘Director Hannish and Chief Mandich have perhaps not been informed that our Angus Thermopyle, Isaac né Joshua, has escaped forbidden space with a remarkable combination of companions.
         In particular I refer to Morn Hyland, first Captain Thermopyle’s victim, then Captain Succorso’s.
      

      
      ‘This is an unexpected development for several reasons. On your direct orders, Isaac’s datacore was explicitly written to
         preclude the possibility that he might save Ensign Hyland’s life.’ Then Warden had switched that datacore for another; a new
         set of instructions. But this secret was Warden’s to reveal or hide: Hashi had no intention of exposing it. He only used it
         to put pressure on the Director. ‘She is – or has been – thought dangerous to our purposes. Only a strange, unforeseeable
         sequence of events could have led to her presence aboard Trumpet.’

      
      ‘What “purposes”?’ Koina asked quickly; intently. Hashi ignored her to concentrate on Warden.

      
      ‘In addition,’ he continued, ‘we have reason to suspect that she has been a prisoner of the Amnion, delivered to them by Captain
         Succorso to gain some end we can hardly imagine. Thus it is doubly strange that she now accompanies our Captain Thermopyle.
         Did she escape? If so, how? Was she released? If so, why?’
      

      
      The DA Director was not entirely prepared to surrender his hypothesis that Morn might be a type of genetic kaze: ruin aimed
         at the UMCP. Angus had rescued Morn – privately Warden had admitted as much – but that didn’t erase other possibilities.
      

      
      Warden frowned as Hashi finished. For a long moment he kept his grip on Hashi’s eyes: he may have been searching to find out
         how much Hashi knew – or guessed. Then he nodded. ‘I’ll keep that in mind.’
      

      
      ‘Forgive me, Director,’ Koina put in insistently. She remained almost motionless in her seat, yet she gave the impression
         that she’d risen to her feet. A low tremor flawed her tone without softening her manner. ‘Director Lebwohl said “purposes.”
         “Our purposes.” In what sense is it conceivable that Ensign Hyland could be a threat to any purpose of ours?
      

      
      ‘I heard Director Lebwohl tell the Council why we let Captain Succorso have her. I didn’t like that, but this sounds a lot
         worse. She’s one of our people. Why in God’s name would a UMCP cyborg’s datacore be “explicitly written to preclude” rescuing her? I would have said that
         violates our purposes more than anything she might say or do.’
      

      
      No doubt Min Donner would have approved Koina’s objection. To the extent that he was capable of thinking clearly, Chief Mandich surely felt the same. Nevertheless Hashi was not swayed
         by it. Deliberately he pushed his glasses up on his nose. The smear of the unnecessary lenses aided his concentration.
      

      
      Now more than ever he needed to understand Warden Dios.

      
      Although Warden sat still, his frame seemed to intensify, almost to swell, as if he were taking on mass from the air and ambience
         of his office. He faced the PR Director with an ungiving glare while she spoke. When he responded, his voice was gravid with
         bile and self-coercion. Each word was as exact as the flash of a laser.
      

      
      ‘Director Hannish, how did we get the Preempt Act passed?’

      
      She answered without relaxing her insistence. ‘A traitor in Com-Mine Security conspired with Angus Thermopyle to steal supplies.’
         Beneath her professional polish and her womanish softness, Hashi realized, she was tougher than departed Godsen Frik had ever
         been. ‘That scared the Council. The Members decided that if they couldn’t trust local Station Security they had no choice
         but to expand our jurisdiction.’
      

      
      Warden nodded. ‘Would the Act have passed if the Council hadn’t been scared?’

      
      A twist of her mouth suggested a shrug. ‘They voted it down on two previous occasions.’

      
      ‘Exactly.’ Warden’s voice sounded sharp enough to draw blood; perhaps his own. ‘But the Members were mistaken. We misled them.
         The “traitor” in Com-Mine Security didn’t conspire with Angus Thermopyle. He conspired with us. We framed Captain Thermopyle to scare the Council. So the Act would pass.’
      

      
      The Director’s compressed strength dominated the room. ‘Ensign Hyland knows he’s innocent,’ he finished. ‘She was there. And
         I’m sure she’ll say so, if anyone asks her the right questions.
      

      
      ‘You can tell Igensard that, too, if it ever comes up.’
      

      
      Koina recoiled as if Warden had flicked his fingers in her face. A pallor of betrayal seemed to leech the color from her cheeks;
         even from her eyes. Indignation and confusion appeared to flush through Chief Mandich in waves, staining his skin with splotches
         like the marks of an infection. Knowledge which was commonplace to Hashi had never reached the Security Chief, or the new
         PR Director. Min Donner and even Godsen Frik had known how to keep their hearts closed.
      

      
      
      In one sense Hashi noticed the reactions of his companions. But in another he paid no attention to them at all. He wanted
         to applaud and throw up his hands simultaneously. Warden had astonished him again.
      

      
      The Director was willing to reveal the truth behind the passage of the Preempt Act. That was immensely exciting. It shed an
         amazing amount of light on the nature of Warden’s game: too much light for Hashi to absorb in an instant. He found himself
         almost blinking in its brilliance. Yet that same revelation was also appallingly dangerous. When the truth was laid bare,
         the UMCP Director – and all his senior staff – would be summarily fired. At best. At worst they might even find themselves
         facing capital charges.
      

      
      Just when the Amnion had committed an act of war, humankind’s only defense would be plunged into total disarray.

      
      ‘My God,’ Chief Mandich breathed as if he were unable to stop himself. ‘Did Director Donner know? Was she part of it?’

      
      For him that may have been the essential question. Could he still trust the ED Director? His rectitude was founded on hers.
         Could he continue to believe that she was honest?
      

      
      Hashi would have dismissed the issue as trivial; but Warden faced it squarely.

      
      ‘Yes.’ His tone was final, fatal: it permitted no argument. ‘But understand this. We did what we did on the direct orders
         of my lawful superior, Holt Fasner.’ He stressed the word lawful with a bitterness like concentrated sulfuric acid. ‘And those orders included secrecy. There would have been no point to
         it if we hadn’t kept it secret.’
      

      
      Did he mean to make that public as well? Did he intend that Koina should name the Dragon’s role in the conduct of the UMCP before the Council itself?
      

      
      Of course he did.

      
      The prospect took Hashi’s breath away. He flapped a hand in Chief Mandich’s direction as if he were trying to shoo Security’s
         petty honesty from the room. The nature of Warden’s game transcended such considerations.
      

      
      Hashi couldn’t inhale enough to raise his voice. Softly he murmured, ‘Yet you choose to reveal it now.’

      
      ‘Yes,’ Warden rasped without hesitation. ‘Listen to me, all of you.’ He aimed his single gaze in turn at Koina, at Hashi, at Chief Mandich. ‘Get this straight. I choose to reveal it now.’
      

      
      Now, when the GCES had just been stampeded into rejecting a Bill of Severance which would have broken the Dragon’s hold on
         the UMCP.
      

      
      Hashi’s lungs strained for air.

      
      Would it work? Would Warden succeed at toppling Holt Fasner with his own fall?

      
      Perhaps. With Hashi’s help: perhaps. These revelations, these unguessed gravitons of information, might well lack the force
         to pull Fasner from his throne unaided. The great worm was profoundly entrenched. They could be augmented, however—
      

      
      An almost childlike sense of affection for his Director swelled in Hashi’s chest. At the same time he felt that he had been
         personally exalted by several orders of magnitude. Suddenly he was aware that he could comprehend and participate in the quantum
         energies of this crisis on a scale which would have been impossible for him only moments earlier. A blaze of illumination
         had effaced the shame of his incapacity to grasp Warden’s game.
      

      
      He found himself beaming unselfconsciously, like a senile old man. A joy as acute as terror throbbed in his veins.

      
      He knew at once that he would give the UMCP Director all the help he could.

      
      Baffled by a rush of information he was unable to manage, Chief Mandich retreated into a pose of clenched stolidity. He belonged
         to ED; and as Min Donner had sometimes said, ED was the fist of the UMCP, not the brain. The Security Chief was accustomed
         to using his mind for his own duties, not for analyzing the underlying purpose of Warden’s policies. Hashi felt sure that
         Mandich was full of outrage. He was also sure, however, that the Chief would continue to take orders – and carry them out
         faithfully – at least until Min Dormer returned to account for herself.
      

      
      Koina may have understood Warden’s intent as little as Mandich did, but she responded differently.

      
      ‘Director Dios,’ she said coldly, ‘I’ll certainly tell Special Counsel Igensard – as soon as an appropriate occasion presents
         itself.’ The chill in her voice was extreme. Her inflections might have been rimed with ice. ‘But that’s a secondary issue.
         Under the circumstances, whether or not the UMCP has any integrity’ – she froze the word to such brittleness that it threatened to shatter  –  ‘can’t be our first
         concern. The Amnion have committed an act of war. That’s primary.
      

      
      ‘Are you going to tell the Council?’

      
      ‘Of course.’ A tightening around Warden’s eyes made Hashi think he found the question painful. ‘That’s the law. It’s also
         my duty.
      

      
      ‘But first I want to know where events are going, what the stakes are. If I can’t tell the Members what the threat actually
         is, they’re liable to do something stupid.’
      

      
      Indeed they were. Hashi agreed completely. From a historical perspective, it was plain that elected officials Acting in legislative
         bodies seldom did anything which could not be called stupid. And in this case the difficulties were greatly increased by the
         fact that many of the Members derived their positions, directly or indirectly, from Holt Fasner – who in turn derived much
         of his wealth and power from trade with the Amnion.
      

      
      Koina appeared to grant Warden’s reply a provisional assent. However, he had already moved on as if he neither wanted nor
         needed any acknowledgment from her.
      

      
      ‘Which brings us,’ he said mordantly, ‘back to Suka Bator.

      
      ‘You three were there. Chief Mandich, you’ve been made responsible for security on the Council island. In particular you were
         responsible for security during this extraordinary session of the GCES.’
      

      
      The Chief tightened his lips to a pale line; but his only reply was, ‘Yes, sir.’

      
      ‘Director Hannish,’ Warden continued, ‘you were responsible for representing formal UMCP policy before the Council. Director
         Lebwohl’ – the UMCP Director paused to study Hashi momentarily  –  ‘I will presume you were there because you’re responsible
         for our investigation of the kazes who attacked Captain Vertigus and killed Godsen Frik.’
      

      
      Hashi nodded, but he held his tongue.

      
      ‘I want to know the exact nature of the threats we face. That means I want to know what the Amnion are doing. And I want to
         know what’s behind these kazes. Who’s sending them? Why are they being sent? And why are they being sent now, when the Amnion
         have just committed an act of war? How we respond to one is likely to depend on what we do about the other.’
      

      
      Why are they being sent now? Hashi considered this interrogative a trifle specious. He was convinced that Warden understood
         the timing of recent events very well. He kept his belief to himself, however.
      

      
      ‘So you tell me,’ Warden concluded, ‘the three of you. What happened? What the hell is going on?’

      
      He did not single out Chief Mandich for answers. Perhaps he realized that no question he could ask would search the Chief
         more intimately than Mandich searched himself.
      

      
      Nevertheless Chief Mandich considered it his duty to report first.

      
      ‘I’m still waiting to hear from DA, sir,’ he began. ‘I can’t account for what happened myself.’ That admission came awkwardly
         for him. His sense of culpability was plain on his blunt face. ‘We took every precaution I know of. Retinal scans. Every kind
         of EM probe we have available.’ The kind of scanning which Angus Thermopyle had been constructed and equipped to circumvent.
         ‘Full id tag and credential background verifications. For everybody on the island. And everybody who arrived or left. The
         kaze still got through. He must have been legit – even though that’s supposed to be impossible.
      

      
      ‘Since then it’s been up to DA. I’ve sealed the island. Nobody in or out – except our own people. Some of the Members are
         squalling about it.’ The Chief shrugged. He had no qualms about discomfiting the Members. ‘They want to go hide. But if whoever
         is behind this is on Suka Bator, I’m going to make sure he stays there. So we can find him.’
      

      
      Hashi nodded his approval. He knew that no direct evidence would be found on the island. A chemical trigger released on a
         preconditioned signal by a man in a state of drug-induced hypnosis would leave no traceable data. Nevertheless he wished to
         be certain that the responsible individual would not escape.
      

      
      Casually he asked, ‘Has the Dragon’s estimable First Executive Assistant posed any objection?’

      
      ‘No,’ Chief Mandich retorted.

      
      Of course not. In such matters Holt Fasner’s aides and cohorts preserved an illusion of complete cooperation.

      
      ‘I haven’t had time to study the reports,’ Warden put in. ‘Cleatus Fane attended the session?’

      
      
      He did not appear to be taken aback.

      
      ‘Oh, yes,’ Koina answered before the Chief could speak. Hashi suspected that she held Mandich blameless and wished to spare
         him unnecessary chagrin. She was capable of such consideration, even when her own chagrin ran high. ‘I was surprised to see
         him. So were quite a few of the Members.
      

      
      ‘Several of them had the impression he was there because he knew why Captain Vertigus had claimed Member’s privilege. That
         doesn’t make sense to me. I don’t see how anyone could have known what Captain Vertigus had in mind’ – she held Warden’s gaze
         without faltering  –  ‘unless he told them. But Fane was there anyway, emitting bonhomie like toxic radiation.’
      

      
      Hashi chuckled pleasantly at her transparent dislike for the UMC First Executive Assistant.

      
      Still facing Warden, she said, ‘You know what happened.’ She made no pretense that this was a question. ‘Captain Vertigus
         used his privilege to introduce a Bill of Severance. He wants to dissolve us as a branch of the UMC and reconstitute us as
         an arm of the GCES.’
      

      
      For his part Warden made no pretense that he had been caught unaware.

      
      ‘Fane raised a number of objections,’ she stated. ‘Then he called on me to support him. I announced formally that our position
         on such matters was one of complete neutrality. I gave our reasons. Fane didn’t seem to like them much.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sure he didn’t,’ the UMCP Director remarked acerbically. ‘Maybe that explains why he’s been trying to call me’ – Warden
         indicated his intercom  –  ‘every twenty minutes for the past two hours. Fortunately I’ve been too busy to talk to him.’
      

      
      Maybe: maybe not. Hashi could think of at least one alternative rationale for Cleatus Fane’s calls.

      
      Apparently Koina could not. Or she saw no reason to redirect her account of the session. ‘After that,’ she resumed, ‘Director
         Lebwohl spotted the kaze. He still hasn’t told any of us how he managed that. But if he hadn’t been there, a lot more people
         would have died. Some of the Members might have been killed.
      

      
      ‘As it was, the cost was high enough.’ Complex fears darkened her tone. ‘GCES Security lost a man. An ED Security ensign lost
         a hand. And we lost the bill. I suppose the Members believed Fane’s argument that we would be weaker if we were separated from the
         UMC – and right now their lives depend on making us as strong as possible.’
      

      
      She fell silent. After a moment her gaze shifted from Warden to Hashi.

      
      Warden and Chief Mandich were also looking at the DA Director. The time had come for him to speak.

      
      He didn’t hesitate. He was at home among the uncertainties which crowded Warden’s office, the swirl of secret intentions;
         in his element. ‘Director Dios,’ he offered with a sly smile, ‘you might find it entertaining to accept the First Executive
         Assistant’s call.’
      

      
      ‘Why?’ Warden asked.

      
      Hashi shrugged delicately. ‘I suspect that his reasons for wishing to address you have little or nothing to do with Captain
         Vertigus’ Bill. The issues he hopes to obfuscate may prove to be of another kind altogether.’
      

      
      Warden shook his head. He seemed to be beyond surprise. ‘I want to hear your report first.’

      
      Hashi bowed slightly. ‘As you wish.’

      
      Ignoring the pressure of scrutiny from Koina and Chief Mandich, he presented his information directly to Warden Dios.

      
      ‘The means by which I identified a kaze in the extraordinary session of the GCES is easily explained. Quite simply, I recognized
         him. That is to say, despite his GCES Security uniform, I recognized him as the infamous Captain Nathan Alt. You would have
         done so yourself, had you been there.’
      

      
      Koina caught her breath at the name. The Chief growled a soft curse.

      
      Warden raised an eyebrow, but didn’t comment.

      
      Hashi warmed to the pleasure of his own explanations. ‘Captain Alt’s presence in the Council hall struck me as unexpected,’
         he expounded. ‘And I admit that I was alert to all things unexpected. Director Hannish had relayed to me Captain Vertigus’
         fear of another attack. I considered his fears credible. That in large part motivated my presence at the extraordinary session.
      

      
      ‘Because Captain Alt’s presence was unexpected, I moved to intercept him, hoping to obtain an explanation. When I drew near
         enough to see him more clearly, I had no difficulty identifying the danger he represented. First, his eyes and his manner
         indicated that he had been heavily drugged. Second, his credentials were not those of Nathan Alt, former UMCPED Captain. They were those of one Clay Imposs, a GCES Security sergeant.’
      

      
      With false ingratiation, Hashi added smoothly, ‘I’m sure Chief Mandich would have drawn the same conclusions I did – and taken
         the same actions – if chance had given him the same opportunity to recognize Captain Alt.’
      

      
      Nathan Alt’s name was well-known in UMCPHQ. However, his court-martial had taken place several years ago; before Koina’s time.
         On the other hand, as a member of ED – with a personal investment in ED’s reputation – Chief Mandich almost certainly remembered
         the former Captain well enough to identify him.
      

      
      Hashi spread his hands disingenuously. ‘So much is simple.

      
      ‘All that remains to be said of the events themselves is that before Chief Mandich’s stalwarts impelled the putative Clay
         Imposs from the hall, thereby saving almost any number of lives, I contrived to snatch the clearance badge from his uniform,
         as well as the id tag from his neck.’
      

      
      Now at last Warden permitted himself a reaction which may have been surprise. His eye widened: he shook his head slightly.

      
      ‘So what?’ Chief Mandich put in harshly. ‘That tag and badge aren’t going to help us. I’m sure you’re right about Nathan Alt.
         I’m sure his credentials are legit for Clay Imposs. Otherwise he wouldn’t have been cleared. And I’m sure they were doctored
         somehow. Otherwise he wouldn’t have gotten past a retinal scan. But even if you figure out how they were doctored, you won’t
         be able to prove who did it. His id tag and badge will just confirm what we already know. Which is that whoever’s behind this
         has access to all the right codes.’
      

      
      ‘You took a terrible risk, Hashi,’ Koina breathed. ‘You could have been killed. What did you hope to gain?’

      
      Hashi ignored both her and Mandich. ‘Since my departure from Suka Bator,’ he told Warden, ‘Data Acquisition has been diligent
         in its assigned functions. The technical aspects of this investigation I have entrusted to Lane Harbinger, whose qualifications
         for the task are superb. For my part, I have taken the occasion to impose Red Priority security locks on various data venues,
         hoping to ensure the accuracy of the information which may be obtained from them.’ Briskly he named the sites he’d sealed.
         ‘In addition I have obtained preliminary readouts from Data Storage on both Nathan Alt and Clay Imposs.’
      

      
      
      ‘Go on,’ Warden murmured like a man who couldn’t be moved.

      
      Hashi did. He had no intention of stopping.

      
      ‘The vanished Imposs we may dismiss,’ he stated. ‘His records are both correct and clean. No marks tell against him. We must
         assume, I believe, that he is dead – a victim of intentions in which he had no other role except to die. It is likely that
         his body will never be found.’
      

      
      Corpses which had been burned down to their essential energies, or dissolved into their component chemicals, no longer existed
         in any form which might be susceptible to discovery.
      

      
      ‘Nathan Alt, as you might imagine, is another matter entirely.

      
      ‘I will spare you the less relevant details of his history.’ Hashi enjoyed lecturing. The more he explained, the more he understood.
         ‘The primary facts are these. Less than a year after his court-martial, Captain Alt found employment with Nanogen, Inc., a
         research-and-development concern studying the production of microchips and electronic devices by nano-technological means.
         Specifically he found employment in Nanogen Security, despite – or perhaps because of – his record.
      

      
      ‘Not surprisingly,’ Hashi remarked dryly, ‘Nanogen, Inc., is a wholly owned subsidiary of the United Mining Companies.

      
      ‘Since then, our subject’s career has been one of steady advancement through the vast hierarchy of the UMC’s Security departments.
         Again I will spare you the details. For our purposes, the crucial point is that approximately a year ago he attained the position
         of Security Liaison for Anodyne Systems, the sole licensed manufacturer of SOD-CMOS chips.’
      

      
      ‘We know what Anodyne Systems does,’ Chief Mandich muttered.

      
      Hashi didn’t respond. He went on speaking to Warden as if the two of them were alone.

      
      ‘I suspect that First Executive Assistant Fane will confirm this when you accept his call. One of the redoubtable FEA’s duties
         as the Dragon’s right hand concerns the oversight of Anodyne Systems.’
      

      
      ‘We know that, too,’ Warden said brusquely. ‘Get to the point, Hashi.’

      
      He didn’t add, I have an act of war to worry about. There was no need.

      
      Nevertheless Hashi declined to be hurried. The quantum mechanics of truth yielded its secrets only when its uncertainties
         were handled with care.
      

      
      ‘Quite naturally,’ he continued as if he were impervious to any exigencies except his own, ‘as Security Liaison for Anodyne Systems, Nathan Alt had no dealings with us.’ In his own way he
         considered himself as unreachable as the UMCP Director. ‘He had no direct contact with the UMCP at all. We supply all working
         personnel for Anodyne Systems. In particular we supply all security. Rather his duties involved coordinating the flow of knowledge
         and skill between UMC as well as UMCP cryptographers and Anodyne Systems Security.
      

      
      ‘Specifically his responsibilities centered on the design of the embedded code engines which generate clearances for both
         the Governing Council for Earth and Space and the United Mining Companies Police. His assigned task – I quote from the personnel
         mandate of his employment – was “to ensure the highest possible level of precision and invulnerability” in those codes.
      

      
      ‘The coincidence is intriguing, is it not? How did a man with Nathan Alt’s record – and his reasons for disaffection – attain
         such a lofty and vital position? Perhaps Cleatus Fane will shed light on that question for us. Certainly our former Captain’s
         record suggests brilliance in code design and programming. And UMCP training is apt for security. In that sense he was well
         qualified for his work.
      

      
      ‘Lest you think that we have committed some monumental blunder in regard to his involvement, let me stress that he had no
         power to select or alter the specific code engines employed by Anodyne Systems. Those decisions were made by Anodyne Systems
         Security under our explicit supervision. From our perspective Captain Alt was merely a resource which the UMC had made available
         to Anodyne Systems Security. Therefore we had no reason to protest – or even to remark upon – his participation.
      

      
      ‘Yet the fact remains that he supplied a substantial portion of the source-code and design for the engines currently in use.
         His proposals were tested and validated, and ultimately accepted, by our own Security techs. They were, in Chief Mandich’s
         terms, “legit.” Thus he has proved his value as a resource.
      

      
      ‘Of course,’ Hashi remarked casually, ‘in order to make such a sensitive contribution to our own Security, as well as to the
         Council’s, Captain Alt required a complete knowledge of every facet of those code engines, including those portions which
         he did not supply.’
      

      
      
      Obliquely Hashi wondered whether Koina and Mandich caught the implications. Warden assuredly did.

      
      ‘What is the result?’ the DA Director asked rhetorically. ‘Through the intervention – direct or indirect – of the Dragon,
         a man whom we have court-martialed for “dereliction of duty” has attained an intimate grasp on the most secret, as well as
         the most specialized, aspect of our procedures for self-protection.’
      

      
      Now that man was dead.

      
      His death in a state of drug-induced hypnosis suggested that he had not chosen his own end. Holt Fasner rarely inspired the
         loyalty for self-sacrifice.
      

      
      Before Warden could insist again that he ‘get to the point,’ Hashi pronounced, ‘Under the circumstances, we can be certain
         that Nathan Alt possessed both the skill and the knowledge to substitute his own physical id for Clay Imposs’ credentials.’
      

      
      The UMCP Director appeared to study this assertion as if he had no essential interest in it; as if it changed nothing. But
         Chief Mandich reacted like a man who had been provoked beyond endurance.
      

      
      ‘How?’ he demanded fiercely. ‘Tell me how. God damn it, Lebwohl, if you knew about this, why didn’t you say something? We
         could have stopped him.’
      

      
      Without glancing away from Hashi, Warden lifted a hand to warn the Security Chief that he went too far.

      
      Mandich bit down his protest.

      
      Into the space left by the Chief’s silence, Koina placed a challenge of another kind.

      
      ‘This doesn’t make any sense, Hashi. If he could do all that, why did he choose himself to be the kaze? Don’t you think that’s
         a rather bizarre way to commit suicide?’
      

      
      Warden continued watching the DA Director stonily; remorselessly.

      
      Now Hashi deigned to answer the Chief. ‘There is no mystery here. If you were adept at the programming of SOD-CMOS chips,
         and if you held possession of both your id and mine, you would have no difficulty preparing a composite which blended my records
         with your physical data. In effect, the new id tag would identify you as me.’
      

      
      He wished to show Warden that he could transcend Mandich’s personal animosity. More than that, he wished to show that he was equal to Warden’s game.
      

      
      Koina’s questions would answer themselves.

      
      Warden planted his palms on the desktop in front of him – a gesture which usually indicated that he was out of patience.

      
      ‘Director Lebwohl, I’m sure everything you’re telling us is true.’ His voice sounded guttural; angry and tense. ‘And it’s
         all important. But I don’t have time for a seminar. None of us do. I need a connection – a real one, not some tenuous, circumstantial theory based on the fact that Fane hired a man who doesn’t like us to help
         design SOD-CMOS code engines.’
      

      
      Hashi nodded to show that he understood. ‘May I again suggest,’ he countered, ‘that you allow the First Executive Assistant
         to contact you?’
      

      
      Warden dismissed the idea. ‘Not yet. You aren’t done.’

      
      Did it show? Hashi liked to believe that his personal IR emissions were difficult for Warden to interpret. The DA Director
         had done studies on himself, seeking to determine how much his own aura revealed. The results had gratified him: he could
         tell the baldest lies without producing definable ripples along the bandwidths of Warden’s sight. It was possible, however,
         that Warden understood the nature of Hashi’s excitement in some unquantifiable and intuitive fashion.
      

      
      ‘Very well,’ Hashi acceded. ‘Sadly, I cannot offer you a connection which will not appear both “circumstantial” and “tenuous”
         in law. Nevertheless the connection I propose has substance. It will hold.
      

      
      ‘If we are fortunate’ – he permitted himself a small grin  –  ‘Cleatus Fane will confirm it for us.’

      
      If the First Executive Assistant did so, that would also confirm the importance of Imposs/Alt’s id tag and clearance badge.

      
      ‘In no sense,’ Hashi continued promptly, ‘has Lane Harbinger had time to complete her study of Nathan Alt’s earthly remains.
         However, certain of her preliminary findings may be relied upon.
      

      
      ‘It is unmistakable, for example, that at the time of his demise our Captain Alt was deeply under the influence of hypnogogic
         substances. His actions in the hall were innocent of volition. He may well have both designed and carried out the procedures
         by which his id replaced Clay Imposs’, but his death was not a suicide. He did not elect his own end.’
      

      
      
      If Min Donner’s accusations during Alt’s court-martial were accurate, the man was too much a coward to die for any cause.

      
      Koina sighed softly, nodding to herself as if she were relieved in some way. Idealistic images of the UMCP died hard, especially
         in Warden’s presence. Apparently she had been quite disturbed by the idea that any UMCP officer could be so disenchanted that
         he would be willing to kill himself in order to harm his former service.
      

      
      Because he spoke for Warden’s benefit – as well as his own – Hashi didn’t pause to acknowledge her reaction.

      
      ‘The chemicals by which hypnosis may be induced are familiar to us. Lane will identify them precisely. However, Captain Alt’s
         blood also holds heavy concentrations of a substance which is’ – the DA Director cleared his throat conspicuously  –  ‘less
         commonly understood.
      

      
      ‘That substance is a coenzyme. Inherently inert, it has no utility in itself. However, it combines with some of the human
         body’s natural apoenzymes to form an artificial holoenzyme, one which could not occur naturally. This holoenzyme is active.
      

      
      ‘Lane’s hypothesis – which I share – is that Captain Alt was dosed with this coenzyme in order to produce a holoenzyme which
         would serve as a chemical trigger for his explosive device.’
      

      
      Now Hashi paused, maliciously allowing Chief Mandich time for some inapt remark. But the man kept silent. Perhaps he had realized
         that he was out of his depth.
      

      
      In some indefinable way, Warden seemed to intensify. His outlines sharpened as if the light had changed: the strict shape
         of his face hinted at dangers and possibilities. He did nothing to interrupt or hurry Hashi.
      

      
      ‘If our hypothesis is accurate,’ Hashi resumed, ‘several conclusions derive from it. First, no volition was required. It was
         not necessary that Captain Alt “set himself off.”’ Hashi articulated the colloquialism like a sneer. ‘Second, the absence
         of some more mechanical timing device suggests that those accountable for this kaze wished to adjust the explosion to suit
         events. They were unwilling to guess in advance when their kaze might best be set off. Third, the use of a chemical trigger
         rather than a radio-controlled detonator suggests that the perpetrators felt some fear that they might be caught with the
         transmitter in their possession.
      

      
      ‘Surely it is obvious that the timing of the blast could only have been adjusted to suit events by someone present in the
         hall.’ Hashi permitted himself to elaborate this point unnecessarily while he explored some of the more obscure strands of inference spun by Lane’s
         investigation. ‘And it was surely predictable that UMCPED Security would seal the island in order to prevent any conceivable
         suspects from effecting an escape. Therefore the peril was real that an incriminating transmitter might be discovered.’
      

      
      He glanced at Koina and Mandich as if he were asking them to fault his logic. Then he returned his attention to Warden.

      
      ‘Thus the method becomes plain. Captain Alt is hypnotized involuntarily. He is conditioned to respond to a specified signal
         – a particular word, a particular gesture. He is given – let us suppose until Lane’s exploration is complete – a false tooth
         filled with a massive dose of the triggering coenzyme, a tooth which will break open when it is bitten. He is supplied, still
         involuntarily, with Clay Imposs’ credentials. Then he is sent into the hall to await his signal – and his own death.
      

      
      ‘The most obvious benefit of this method is that it leaves no evidence. The knowledge of the pre-conditioned signal – and
         of the man or woman culpable for it – dies with the kaze. No transmitter – or indeed timer – can be found.
      

      
      ‘Coincidentally, it perhaps rids the perpetrators of a man who might well have become an embarrassment to them.’ A man who
         knew – and who therefore might reveal – how the code engines in question could be misused.
      

      
      ‘The obvious conclusion,’ Hashi stated with satisfaction, ‘is that whoever gave the signal must have been within Captain Alt’s
         clear field of view.’
      

      
      Not simply present in the hall: present in plain sight from Nathan Alt’s position.

      
      Wondrous energy shells, layers of uncertainty, mapped the center of the atom; the core of truth.

      
      Neither Director Hannish nor Chief Mandich spoke. Perhaps they sensed the presence of implications they were unable to define.
         Or perhaps they failed to grasp why Hashi considered these details to be so significant.
      

      
      Warden’s reaction was of another kind altogether.

      
      Studying his DA Director, he said quietly, ‘All right. Let’s see where this goes.’ With a precise stab of his forefinger,
         he keyed his intercom.
      

      
      
      ‘Director Dios?’ a communications tech answered.

      
      ‘I’ll talk to Cleatus Fane now,’ Warden announced. His tone carried the force of a commandment.

      
      Koina settled herself back in her chair with a visible effort. Chief Mandich took another step forward as if he were ready
         for combat. Perhaps intuitively they both comprehended Hashi’s explanations better than he realized.
      

      
      ‘Right away, Director.’ The intercom emitted thin hissings and clicks as microwave relays shuttled, establishing a downlink.
         A moment later the tech said, ‘Director Dios, I have First Executive Assistant Cleatus Fane by secure channel from Suka Bator.’
      

      
      An alert on Warden’s desk flashed until the tech left the line. Then the light turned green to indicate that the channel had
         been sealed against eavesdropping.
      

      
      ‘Mr Fane,’ Warden began bluntly. ‘Sorry to keep you waiting. I’ve been busy.’

      
      ‘I understand completely, Director Dios.’ A faint spatter of static marred Fane’s avuncular tones – solar flare activity,
         perhaps. ‘Your duties have become especially complex recently. I wouldn’t bother you at a time like this, but I think I have
         something to contribute to your investigation.’ He chuckled fulsomely. ‘That sonofabitch came close to killing me. I shudder
         to think what could have happened if Director Lebwohl hadn’t spotted him. I’m very eager to make a contribution.’
      

      
      Especially complex recently, Hashi thought. Doubtless Fane intended a reference to Trumpet; a reminder that Holt Fasner had given Warden orders. False bonhomie concealed pressure. The FEA meant Warden to understand
         that he could not afford to ignore anyone who spoke for the Dragon.
      

      
      Warden was unmoved, however. ‘I don’t want to seem rude, Mr Fane,’ he answered, ‘but time is tight. What contribution did
         you have in mind?’
      

      
      ‘Then I’ll be brief. The sooner you finish your investigation, the sooner I can leave this hopeless rock.’

      
      Not for the first time, Cleatus Fane’s manner made Hashi think of a Santa Claus with fangs.

      
      ‘By now, Director,’ Fane began, ‘I’m sure you’ve identified that kaze. I recognized him myself. If I’d noticed him earlier,
         we wouldn’t have had to rely on Director Lebwohl to save us. I knew he might be dangerous. At the very least,’ he explained, ‘I knew he shouldn’t be there. That would have made him look dangerous, even if I had nothing
         else to go on. But I didn’t think to look at him closely until Director Lebwohl accosted him.
      

      
      ‘His name is Nathan Alt. The Nathan Alt – the one who used to work for you. He was court-martialed for “dereliction” when he was in command of Vehemence. You know that. And you’ve had time to access his records, so you also know he’s been working for us since then. I mean for
         the UMC. Specifically he was our Security Liaison for Anodyne Systems.’
      

      
      Behind his smeared lenses and his impenetrable smile, Hashi resisted an impulse to hold his breath. Despite his confidence
         in the web of inferences he’d woven for Warden’s benefit, he was acutely aware that he needed Cleatus Fane’s confirmation.
         Without it he might be left looking uncomfortably like a man who grasped at straws in order to redeem his tarnished credibility.
      

      
      Fane’s disembodied voice continued smoothly. ‘But that’s not the reason I’ve been calling you. Aside from the fact,’ he added
         piously, ‘that we all have standing orders to give you our fullest cooperation whenever it’s needed.’ We no doubt referred to Holt Fasner’s primary subordinates. ‘There’s something you may not know about him.’
      

      
      ‘What’s that, Mr Fane?’ Warden put in noncommittally.

      
      Fane paused for emphasis, then announced, ‘We fired him six weeks ago. Threw him out.’

      
      Koina shook her head at this information. Chief Mandich clenched his fists.

      
      Only a conscious act of will prevented Hashi from laughing aloud.

      
      Warden’s shoulders tightened. He scowled at the intercom as if he were trying to read Cleatus Fane’s aura through the blank
         mask of the microwave downlink.
      

      
      ‘Why?’ he demanded.

      
      Fane answered promptly. ‘I’m sure I don’t need to tell you that we wouldn’t have anybody working for us – certainly not in
         a position as sensitive as Security Liaison for Anodyne Systems – if he wasn’t cleared by the most rigorous scrutiny.’ An
         irritating fuzz of static distorted his sincerity. ‘And we scrutinize everyone incessantly. Over and over again.
      

      
      ‘Our latest – shall I call them observations? – of Nathan Alt showed that over the past several months he’s been in frequent contact with the Native Earthers.’
      

      
      The First Executive Assistant raised his voice to convey indignation. ‘I don’t need to remind you, Director Dios, that they’re
         terrorists. The worst kind of scum. In the name of preserving humankind’s “genetic purity,” they oppose any dealings with
         the Amnion, even responsible trade. They oppose diplomatic relations. They oppose us because we do lawful, authorized business with forbidden space. And they don’t hesitate to use violence of all kinds to support
         their policies.
      

      
      ‘Of course we fired Nathan Alt. Once we knew he was in contact with the Native Earthers, we couldn’t trust him.’
      

      
      Warden ignored Fane’s outrage. ‘And that’s how you knew Alt was dangerous as soon as you recognized him?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Director Dios,’ Cleatus Fane retorted strongly, ‘I think the Native Earthers are behind all these recent attacks. I think
         Nathan Alt gave them the means to supply kazes with legitimate id, and they’ve been using it to try to undermine both the
         UMC and the UMCP.
      

      
      ‘Fortunately they can’t succeed,’ he added at once. ‘The fact that the GCES soundly rejected Captain Vertigus’ misguided Bill
         of Severance demonstrates that. But the danger is still real. And it must be stopped.’
      

      
      Through the static he projected the righteous indignation of a man who had come close to a death he didn’t deserve.

      
      Warden grimaced at the intercom. After a moment he drawled mordantly, ‘An interesting theory, Mr Fane. I want to be sure I
         understand it. The first attack – the one on Captain Vertigus – what was that supposed to accomplish? The Native Earthers
         have always called him a hero.’
      

      
      The FEA laughed humorlessly. ‘But he hasn’t done anything heroic for decades. He’s too old and ineffectual to do them any good. They wanted to make him a martyr. His opposition to Holt Fasner and the
         UMC is common knowledge. They want people to think he was attacked to silence his opposition.’
      

      
      Warden snorted softly; too softly to register on the intercom pickup. ‘You can’t apply the same argument to Godsen Frik.’

      
      ‘Of course not.’ Static or stress made Fane’s bonhomie sound brittle. ‘As a spokesman for the special relationship between
         the UMC and the UMCP, he’s a natural enemy of the Native Earthers. They wanted to use the confusion caused by Captain Vertigus’ martyrdom to strike at one of their most public targets.’
      

      
      For a moment Warden appeared to give this statement consideration. Then he asked, ‘And the attack today?’

      
      ‘An attempt to scare the Council,’ Fane pronounced firmly. ‘Fear breeds stupidity – and stupidity breeds Native Earthers.’

      
      Hashi considered this an interesting piece of conceptual legerdemain. From his perspective, stupidity bred rejection of Captain
         Vertigus’ Bill of Severance.
      

      
      Warden may have felt the same – Koina plainly did – but he didn’t comment.

      
      ‘I’ll look into it,’ he told the Dragon’s henchman. ‘But I have to say, Mr Fane, it makes me wonder why you hired Alt in the
         first place. You had reason to think he might not be particularly reliable.’
      

      
      Cleatus Fane snorted. ‘Because he couldn’t meet Director Donner’s standards for “conduct becoming an officer”? There aren’t
         many men or women on the planet who can be that pure all the time. His court-martial didn’t render him unfit for productive
         work. Or honorable work, for that matter,’ Fane added.
      

      
      ‘But the truth is’ – microwave noise complicated his candor  –  ‘his court-martial was one of the reasons we hired him. He never
         hid the fact that he resented the UMCP. From our point of view, that made him uniquely valuable. We wanted a man who was highly
         motivated to find fault with anything you people touched – especially with the security procedures designed for organizations
         like Anodyne Systems and the GCES. If he couldn’t find chinks in your armor – so to speak – no one could. And if he could
         find them, we could fix them.’
      

      
      The First Executive Assistant might as well have said, Don’t try to challenge me, Director Dios. You’re wasting your time.

      
      Chief Mandich’s features held a resentful scowl, but he didn’t speak.

      
      Warden shrugged noncommittally. ‘As I say,’ he replied, ‘time is tight, Mr Fane. Director Lebwohl is already investigating
         some of the possibilities you’ve mentioned.’ Cleatus Fane would know soon – if he didn’t already – that Hashi had invoked
         Red Priority security locks for some of Holt Fasner’s Home Office computers, as well as for all of Anodyne Systems’. ‘Just
         one more question, if you don’t mind.
      

      
      ‘Did Alt take any of his work with him?’

      
      
      ‘Director,’ Fane answered heavily, ‘nobody carries that kind of work around in his head. It’s too minute and complex. His
         last project ran to something like eight million lines of source-code. Most of us would burn out our brains just trying to
         remember the design protocols.
      

      
      ‘And we made damn sure he didn’t carry it any other way. I can tell you that for a fact.’

      
      On this point Hashi felt certain that the FEA’s facts were accurate. Captain Alt’s secrets – whatever they might have been
         – had never left the Dragon’s orbital headquarters.
      

      
      ‘Very well, Mr Fane,’ Warden returned. ‘I’ll contact Holt Fasner directly when I have anything to report.’

      
      He raised his hand and aimed one strong finger to silence the intercom.

      
      On impulse Hashi left his seat so abruptly that Warden’s hand stopped. In a rush Hashi reached the front of the desk and leaned
         over the intercom.
      

      
      ‘Mr Fane?’ he said quickly, almost breathlessly. ‘Forgive the intrusion. This is Director Lebwohl. I am with Director Dios.
         Overhearing your discussion, I have a question of my own, if you will permit me to put it to you.’
      

      
      Fane hesitated momentarily, then said, ‘Go ahead, Director Lebwohl. Anything you want to know.’

      
      Grinning past his glasses at Warden, Hashi responded promptly, ‘You say that you fired Nathan Alt six weeks ago because he
         was in contact with the Native Earthers. And you made sure – I believe you made “damn” sure – that none of his work left with
         him. Did you institute any other precautions to ensure the security of Anodyne Systems?’
      

      
      If the First Executive Assistant was willing to go this far, surely he would go further.

      
      ‘Of course.’ Fane’s tone hinted at relief. He was prepared for this question. ‘We made a mistake hiring Alt. We weren’t going
         to compound it by being naïve. In essence, we threw out everything he did while he was Security Liaison. I mean, we kept his
         ideas. Some of them were brilliant. But we erased every application he designed. We erased every application he might have
         touched. Then we wrote our own to replace his. And we wrote patches to alter the code engines in every SOD-CMOS chip Anodyne
         Systems manufactured during his tenure.
      

      
      
      ‘Even if he was smuggling data and code to the Native Earthers for months before we caught him,’ Fane concluded, ‘it’s all
         useless to them now.’
      

      
      Nodding to no one in particular, Hashi resumed his seat. He didn’t trouble himself to thank Cleatus Fane.

      
      Frowning at his DA Director, Warden pursued, ‘In other words, Mr Fane, you’re sure the security breach which put legitimate
         id in the hands of three recent kazes didn’t come from Nathan Alt? Directly or indirectly?’
      

      
      ‘That’s right,’ Fane replied as if his credibility were intact. ‘You have a traitor on your hands. That’s obvious. But he
         isn’t here.’

      
      No doubt Fane meant in Holt Fasner’s employ, either in his Home Office or in the UMC.

      
      ‘Thank you, Mr Fane,’ Warden said sharply. ‘That’s all.’

      
      With a decisive stab of his finger, he toggled his intercom to end the First Executive Assistant’s call.

      
      Then he faced Hashi. His hands clenched each other on the desktop as if – literally as well as metaphorically – he needed
         to keep a grip on himself. His single eye caught the light like the wink of a cutting laser. Hope or fury beat visibly in
         the veins at his temples.
      

      
      ‘All right, Director Lebwohl,’ he said harshly. ‘We’ve heard what Cleatus Fane has to say. What does it prove?’

      
      Koina and Chief Mandich studied Hashi with their separate forms of incomprehension. Confusion appeared to aggravate the Chief’s
         resentment. Perhaps he was irritated because he thought that Hashi’s insistence on speaking to Fane wasted time. But Koina’s
         bafflement was of a different kind. Hashi saw her as a woman whose primary assumptions prevented her from understanding what
         she heard.
      

      
      ‘Ah, “prove,”’ he answered Warden. ‘Nothing, I fear. We remain in the realm of the tenuous and circumstantial’ – Werner Heisenberg’s
         rich domain  –  ‘despite the First Executive Assistant’s generous confirmation. Nevertheless I believe that my conclusions are
         substantial. They will hold.’
      

      
      Warden didn’t hesitate. ‘What are your conclusions?’
      

      
      Hashi spread his hands as if to show that they were empty of subterfuge or misdirection. Enunciating each word distinctly,
         he announced, ‘That these recent kazes have been sent against us by none other than the UMC CEO himself, Holt Fasner.’
      

      
      With one forefinger the DA Director pushed his glasses up on his nose to disguise the fact that he was keenly proud of himself.

   



      
      
      HASHI

      
      For an instant shock seemed to stun the room like a silent concussion. Then Chief Mandich demanded, ‘What?’

      
      Tensely Koina asked, ‘Hashi, are you sure?’

      
      The DA Director gave them no reply. He reserved his clarity for Warden Dios.

      
      ‘No doubt,’ he elaborated, ‘the conspiracy was carried out by Cleatus Fane – and to some extent by Nathan Alt. Nevertheless
         it derives both its authority and its intent from the great worm in his lair.’
      

      
      Now both Koina and Mandich kept silent, awaiting Warden’s reaction.

      
      Warden allowed himself a long, slow breath. Some of the tension appeared to recede from his frame. Relief, perhaps? Or defeat?
         Hashi couldn’t tell which. He could only trust that he had at last begun to grasp the UMCP Director’s game.
      

      
      Quietly Warden asked, ‘How do you figure that?’

      
      He had authorized Koina Hannish to reveal how passage of the Preempt Act had been obtained. He had instructed her to admit
         Angus Thermopyle’s innocence – and Morn Hyland’s knowledge of that innocence. Hashi could think of no explanation except that
         Warden had decided to attempt the Dragon’s downfall.
      

      
      The DA Director intended to give him every possible aid.

      
      ‘Of the kaze who attacked Captain Vertigus,’ he began, seeking precision so that everyone would see that his logic was seamless,
         ‘nothing is known. Prior to the agreement recently negotiated by Director Hannish – the agreement which has assigned temporary
         responsibility for GCES Security to Chief Mandich – we lacked investigative jurisdiction. Therefore I admit frankly that any
         connection between that assault and those on Godsen Frik and the GCES must remain purely speculative. We will not be able to “prove” it.
      

      
      ‘The other two are another matter. There our jurisdiction was plain. Within the limits imposed by events, our opportunity
         to investigate has been unimpeded.’
      

      
      He paused to sort oblique strands of inference, then continued.

      
      ‘Lane Harbinger has already justified my faith in her many times over.’ Confidence sharpened the habitual wheeze of his voice.
         ‘One notable example is germane. As my recent reports indicate, she has been able to recognize and preserve a minute fragment
         of a SOD-CMOS chip from the credentials of the kaze who slew poor Godsen Frik.’ Hashi made no effort to pretend that his grief
         for the former PR Director was sincere. ‘From this fragment she has contrived to extract data.
      

      
      ‘Need I explain why this achievement is remarkable?’ He glanced at Chief Mandich’s blunt resentment; returned his gaze to
         Warden. ‘Perhaps not.
      

      
      ‘The data is as fragmentary as the chip,’ he resumed. ‘Nevertheless it, too, is recognizable. Specifically Lane has identified
         strings of source-code which demonstrate, first, that the chip is one of ours, legitimately manufactured for us by Anodyne
         Systems, and second, that the chip was of recent production. The source-code is current as well as correct. It shows no indications
         of patching or other alteration.
      

      
      ‘This coincides with what Lane has determined from her physical analysis of the chip.’

      
      Gradually Hashi’s manner expanded to match his subject.

      
      ‘As you know, for credentials to pass scrutiny they need only be correct. Patched chips are correct. Nevertheless their source-codes
         are not current. If they were, they would not require patching.’
      

      
      QED.

      
      ‘Sadly, this demonstrates little where our Godsen’s killer is concerned. If his credentials were recently issued – too recently
         to have required the patch of which FEA Fane spoke – they would be both current and correct.
      

      
      ‘However, Clay Imposs’ credentials in Nathan Alt’s possession are altogether more revealing.’

      
      Hashi smiled to remind Warden – as well as Koina and Mandich – that he himself had preserved those credentials at the hazard of his own life.
      

      
      Chief Mandich couldn’t contain himself. He must have loathed hearing Hashi lecture. ‘How so?’ he demanded. ‘I don’t get it.
         If they were correct enough to pass, who cares how current they are?’
      

      
      Hashi allowed his tone to sharpen. ‘The benign Cleatus Fane helpfully assures us that Nathan Alt was fired six weeks ago.
         Further, he assures us that substantial precautions were taken to guarantee that Nathan Alt could not betray Anodyne Systems.
         I am certain that his statements will be confirmed by Anodyne Systems’ records, as well as by those of the Dragon’s Home Office.
      

      
      ‘Yet I am also certain that the First Executive Assistant is lying to us.

      
      ‘Clay Imposs was a sergeant for GCES Security. To attain his rank, he had served that organization for several years.’ Hashi
         wished to appear calm; as stolid as his Director. Nevertheless he couldn’t stifle the throb of his excitement. ‘Therefore
         his id tag and clearance badge would naturally have been patched six weeks ago. And yet the source-code in his credentials
         is both correct and current.’
      

      
      Lane and her assistants could not be mistaken on such a point.

      
      Koina caught her breath sharply. Mandich murmured an obscenity between his teeth like a man who was beginning to understand.

      
      Warden waited without expression for Hashi to go.

      
      ‘As I have explained,’ Hashi stated, ‘those credentials are a composite of his id and Nathan Alt’s. But such a conflation
         could only have been performed by someone with perfect access to the code engines themselves. It is a complete fabrication,
         which only an intimate knowledge of the code engines could have made possible.
      

      
      ‘And yet the designers of those engines are ours,’ he concluded in triumph. ‘No one whom we did not assign has had access
         to the source-code – except Nathan Alt.’
      

      
      The UMCP Director nodded to himself. Despite the best Hashi could do, Warden still showed no surprise. Yet the easing of tension
         in the muscles around his eye suggested emotions which pleased Hashi more than any amount of surprise: relief; gratification.
      

      
      ‘Well done, Hashi,’ he murmured as if no one were listening. ‘I wouldn’t have thought of that.’

      
      
      An elation like pride strained Hashi’s chest until he wondered whether his old heart could bear it.

      
      ‘Wait a minute,’ Koina put in quickly. ‘You think Alt went on working for Cleatus Fane after Fane says he was fired. How can
         he lie about something like that? Even if the records were changed, wouldn’t our people – the designers who worked with Alt
         – wouldn’t they be able to testify that the records are wrong, that Alt wasn’t fired six weeks ago?’
      

      
      Hashi offered no reply. Instead he waited for Chief Mandich to speak.

      
      The Chief chewed bitterness for a moment. Then he said gruffly, ‘No. I’m afraid not.’

      
      Warden knew this as well as Hashi did. Like Hashi, however, he left the explanation to Mandich.

      
      ‘We take every precaution we can think of to protect that work,’ the Chief growled. ‘It’s all done from remote terminals by
         secure link to dedicated computers at Anodyne. First the link has to be established. Those are Administration codes. Then
         the remote terminal has to match the system protocols. DA supplies the codes for that. Then the terminal operator has to gain
         access. We’ – ED Security  –  ‘control those codes.
      

      
      ‘It’s not just that the code designers never even see each other. They don’t have any way of knowing who else has access  – 
         who they’re working with. Alt could have been fired years ago. He could have been working there yesterday. The design teams
         wouldn’t know the difference.’
      

      
      In disgust he added, ‘It’s supposed to be safer that way.’

      
      Koina wasn’t satisfied, however. ‘But for Fane to tell a lie like that—’ she protested. ‘It’s still too dangerous. He must
         have known he would be caught.’
      

      
      ‘On the contrary’ – at last Hashi turned away from Warden to face the PR Director  –  ‘from his perspective it must be inconceivable
         that he would be caught.
      

      
      ‘Where could he have imagined that the evidence against him might be obtained? By their very nature, kazes destroy evidence.
         He could hardly have predicted that even a tiny fragment of Godsen’s killer’s id would survive for Lane’s detection. Surely
         he must have assumed – anyone would have assumed – that Nathan Alt’s remains, so thoroughly smashed in such a public place,
         would leave nothing to be discovered.
      

      
      ‘With Captain Alt himself dead, what remains to expose Cleatus Fane’s falsehood?

      
      
      ‘He did not see me acquire Captain Alt’s credentials.’ Hashi suppressed an inclination to congratulate himself. ‘He could
         not. I stood between him and his kaze. And I took considerable pains to conceal what I had done.’
      

      
      When Hashi had cast himself headlong down the tiers of frightened aides and Members, he had accumulated a number of bruises.
         His lean frame was unaccustomed to such insults.
      

      
      ‘Finally,’ he told Koina, ‘you must understand that Cleatus Fane had not meant his kaze to be exposed. He intended to apply
         the signal which would inspire Captain Alt to release the triggering coenzyme while Alt was near enough to be a threat – but
         not near enough to harm Fane’s own person.
      

      
      ‘If indeed records have been prepared to show that Nathan Alt was fired six weeks ago, they only confirm that the First Executive
         Assistant is lying.’
      

      
      ‘Damn it.’ Chief Mandich was convinced. In two strides he reached the edge of Warden’s desk. Pointing at the intercom, he
         said, ‘Director, with your permission, I’ll call GCES Security. Tell them to arrest that oily sonofabitch. Maybe we can’t
         prove he set Alt off, but we can make damn sure’ – Fane’s words again  –  ‘he doesn’t cause any more trouble.’
      

      
      Warden shook his head decisively. ‘No.

      
      ‘As you say, we can’t prove anything. And if we could, Holt would just disavow it – let us have Fane, and concentrate on looking
         innocent himself.
      

      
      ‘What we can do,’ the UMCP Director added, ‘is avoid telling him we know what he’s done. That might give us an advantage.’
      

      
      Hashi noted that Warden didn’t specify what the advantage might be.

      
      ‘Yes, sir.’ Scowling his frustration, the Chief retreated.

      
      ‘I’m sorry.’ Koina leaned forward urgently in her seat. Hashi suspected that only her professional poise kept her from rising
         to her feet. ‘It still doesn’t make sense. There’s something you seem to have forgotten.
      

      
      ‘You’re telling me Fane did all this to stop the Bill of Severance. You assume he knew Captain Vertigus was going to introduce
         that Bill. You might as well assume he knew what I was going to say when he asked us to support him.
      

      
      ‘How did he know? How could he possibly have found out what Captain Vertigus had in mind?’
      

      
      
      A frown concentrated her luminous gaze. ‘Captain Vertigus didn’t ask for an extraordinary session and Member’s privilege until
         after he was attacked. Why did Fane send a kaze to try to stop something that for all we know Captain Vertigus didn’t think of
         until later?’
      

      
      Chief Mandich’s eyes widened. He appeared to shudder like a man who was being sickened by uncertainty.

      
      Hashi pursed his lips as if to say, Good question. In fact, however, the swirl of inferences in his head had left such issues
         behind a while ago. He strove to appear noncommittal because he wanted to hear how Warden would reply.
      

      
      Still the UMCP Director exposed nothing; kept his game hidden. He acknowledged the importance of Koina’s question only by
         leaning back in his chair and folding his arms over his chest.
      

      
      ‘You’re the one with the answers here, Hashi,’ he said impersonally. ‘Go ahead. Tell Koina what you think is going on.

      
      Hashi was glad that Warden no longer insisted on calling him ‘Director Lebwohl.’ On the other hand, he would have valued
         more highly some confirmation that he had indeed plumbed his Director’s intentions.
      

      
      Obviously no confirmation was forthcoming. That in turn spun new implications which pushed Hashi’s comprehension further.

      
      Warden Dios needed help. Of course he did. Yet he preserved an essential distance from the very people who would be most inclined
         to assist him: Koina Hannish; Min Donner; Hashi himself.
      

      
      He wished to protect his subordinates from sharing his fate if he failed. Or – Hashi went still further – from suffering the
         consequences if he succeeded.
      

      
      ‘Hashi?’ Koina urged tensely.

      
      ‘Ah, your pardon,’ the DA Director wheezed. He fluttered his hands in front of his face to ward off emotions for which he
         had no use. ‘I fear my attention wandered.’
      

      
      His elation had gone sour, curdled by an unfamiliar pang of loss. He found that he did not want to lose Warden Dios. Nor could
         he save him.
      

      
      ‘You may have misunderstood me.’ He let his voice buzz waspishly. Koina – or Warden – might hear it as anger; but he was ill
         equipped to express grief in any other way. ‘I have not told you that “Fane did all this to stop the Bill of Severance.” I
         have not remarked on his motives at all.
      

      
      ‘Naturally you are concerned that your refusal to support the FEA’s opposition to the Bill prompted that luminary to detonate his kaze.’ Koina responded with a troubled nod. ‘It may be so,’
         he continued. ‘But if it is so, you provided only an occasion, not a cause.
      

      
      ‘I do not assume that Cleatus Fane – or his master – possessed some prescient awareness of Captain Vertigus’ intentions. Rather
         I assume that the purpose of these attacks from the first has been to solidify the special – the dependent – relationship between the UMCP and the UMC. To demonstrate that a relationship which has kept the GCES, if not all human
         space, secure until now should not be altered. True, a Bill of Severance threatens this relationship. But other threats preceded
         it, threats which suffice to account for the attacks. And those threats were public.’
      

      
      Studying Hashi intently, Koina asked, ‘What do you mean?’

      
      ‘The threats were two,’ Hashi rasped. ‘First in time, if perhaps not in importance, is Special Counsel Maxim Igensard’s investigation
         of “the Thermopyle case” in all its ramifications.
      

      
      ‘Surely his inquiry threatens the Dragon’s effective hegemony. Among other efforts, he seeks to req DA’s financial records.
         If he were to obtain them, he would eventually unearth payments made to former Deputy Chief of Com-Mine Security Milos Taverner.’
         Hashi saw no reason why he should not verify Warden’s earlier revelations. ‘Conceivably the Preempt Act itself would unravel
         under such probing.
      

      
      ‘The occasion is apt for some display to support the necessity of our special relationship with the UMC. Thus Maxim Igensard is countered without being directly opposed.’
      

      
      Koina may have wished to interpose a question, but Hashi allowed her no opportunity. Wheezing sharply, he continued, ‘The
         more recent, but perhaps more critical, threat derives from the often-discussed video conference between Director Dios and
         the Council.’
      

      
      Hashi did not refer to Warden with so much as a glance. He had lost his taste for Warden’s lack of response.

      
      ‘You yourself said that you felt you were “witnessing the collapse of everything we’re supposed to stand for.” What, then,
         do you imagine Holt Fasner’s reaction must have been? If you were indignant and dismayed, would he not have been outraged
         and appalled? The revelations of that conference undermined our appearance of honor, of probity – and and our appearance of honor provides an essential validation for our dependence on the UMC.
      

      
      ‘If we are not honorable, who may be held accountable? Why, no one – except our master, the great worm.’

      
      Warden had played the conference beautifully. He had played Hashi beautifully. And kazes had ensued. Death had ensued. Yet that would be only the first of many extreme consequences.
      

      
      ‘We have been afflicted with bombs and bloodshed in response to the same concerns which may well have inspired Captain Vertigus’
         Bill. In themselves, his actions are secondary. Indeed, they may be purely coincidental.’ Deliberately Hashi did not look
         at Warden. ‘Yet his concerns are shared elsewhere – for differing reasons. Hence these kazes. They are intended to reinforce
         our subservience to the Dragon.
      

      
      ‘In that they have succeeded.

      
      ‘If you doubt me,’ he added, although he suspected that no one did, ‘ask yourself who benefits from our special relationship
         with the UMC? Who profits? Who is diminished by anything which undermines us? Hardly the Native Earthers.
      

      
      ‘Consider the pattern of targets. First Captain Vertigus. Then Godsen Frik. Then – apparently – Cleatus Fane himself. GCES.
         UMCP. UMC. Thus all are placed beyond suspicion. No one remains to be accused except the Native Earthers.
      

      
      ‘But no one profits except Holt Fasner.’

      
      For a moment Hashi’s explanation held his listeners. Koina frowned like a woman who was so lost in what she’d heard that she
         could no longer frame questions. Chief Mandich said nothing.
      

      
      But then Warden murmured distantly, ‘Don’t stop now, Hashi. Finish it.

      
      ‘Why Captain Vertigus? Why not Igensard? Or someone with more influence than poor old Sixten?’

      
      Koina turned a grateful look toward the UMCP Director, as if he’d restored her capacity for thought. At once, however, she
         faced Hashi again, awaiting his reply.
      

      
      Hashi found that he no longer enjoyed the sound of his own voice. The mechanics of his new comprehension showed that he was
         doing Warden’s dirty work for him, naming facts and perhaps truths which Warden already knew, and which must be communicated
         to both PR and UMCPED Security, but which the UMCP Director could not articulate himself without compromising his deeper intentions;
         exposing the nature of his game.
      

      
      The bitterness of Hashi’s grief grew more acrid.

      
      ‘Who better?’ he countered. Koina may have thought he sneered at the old Senior Member. If so, she was mistaken. ‘Precisely
         because he has become peripheral to the workings of the Council, he might be presumed to be an easy target. In addition, an
         attack on him is less bald, less easily interpreted, than an attempt on our fearsome Special Counsel. And, finally, Captain
         Vertigus is overdue for retribution. The Dragon never forgives. If he withholds his hand from those who trouble him, it is
         only because he bides his time.
      

      
      ‘Upon occasion Captain Vertigus has both disobeyed and opposed the UMC CEO.’

      
      Koina nodded. She no longer doubted Hashi: she had already been persuaded; won over. Now she was simply trying to fit the
         pieces of her new understanding together.
      

      
      ‘But why Godsen, of all people?’ she asked. ‘That’s never made sense to me. If anything, I would have said he was’ – she searched
         for the right word  –  ‘irrelevant. A pawn. Killing him is like shooting at the decor. It makes a mess, but it doesn’t change
         anything.’
      

      
      Hashi responded with a shrug of irritation. ‘His own special relationship with the Dragon was well-known. An attack on him
         would also appear to be an attack on his master. That is reason enough for his selection as a target.’
      

      
      The DA Director paused to gather his determination, then continued acidly, ‘Surely it is obvious that our lamented Godsen
         was not meant to die? Before he was attacked, he received a summons to attend CEO Fasner. Had he obeyed, he would not have
         been present for assassination.
      

      
      ‘He did not obey, however. The Director had restricted him to UMCPHQ. He died because, and only because, he elected to honor Warden Dios’
         instructions rather than the Dragon’s.’
      

      
      Against all expectation, Godsen Frik had at last discovered his own honor. And he had acted on it by informing his Director
         of Holt Fasner’s summons.
      

      
      Again Koina nodded.

      
      
      Is it enough? Hashi asked Warden silently. Must I continue this charade?

      
      Inadvertently Chief Mandich spared Hashi. Speaking in a rush, he said, ‘And Fane made himself look like a target to complete
         the pattern. Put himself above suspicion. I get it.
      

      
      ‘He could be sure he wasn’t in any real danger because he controlled the trigger.’

      
      ‘Exactly so,’ Hashi assented. He lacked the energy – or perhaps the will – to give Mandich any other acknowledgment.

      
      Now that the Chief had finally grasped the thrust of Hashi’s explanations, he seemed unable to contain himself. His blunt
         nature demanded action. He turned at once to Warden.
      

      
      ‘Director, what do you want me to do? It’s probably a mistake to arrest Fane. If you say so, I accept that. But we can’t just
         sit on our hands with all this. It’s too much—
      

      
      ‘My God, it’s going to make the Council reconsider that Bill.’ He swallowed convulsively as the truth struck him. ‘I mean,
         what we have is too much to ignore. But it isn’t enough.’ Like all of Min Donner’s ilk, he instantly and passionately favored
         a Bill of Severance. ‘We need more.’
      

      
      Abruptly Warden surged to his feet. Perhaps Mandich’s assertion had released a spring of decision in him. It was more likely,
         however, that he had heard all he needed. He had been waiting, not for Hashi’s explanation, but for the Chief’s comprehension
         of it – and for Koina’s. Now he could move his subordinates to their places in his deep game.
      

      
      His manner was all crisp authority as he replied, ‘Getting ready for a possible war is my job.’ Despite Min Donner’s absence,
         warfare lay outside the Security Chief’s province. ‘Yours is to find evidence. Anything that counts as proof.
      

      
      ‘You know what you’re looking for now. Was Alt really fired six weeks ago? Who had access to his work? Did he ever leave HO?
         If he did, where did he go? Who did he see? What happened to Clay Imposs? You can think of other questions Security might
         be able to answer better than DA could.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, sir.’ The Chief snapped a salute, although Warden hadn’t dismissed him.

      
      Warden ignored the gesture. As a rule, he didn’t respond to salutes. He acknowledged his people in other ways.

      
      
      ‘Anything you find,’ he continued, ‘you’ll report immediately to Director Lebwohl and Director Hannish as well as to me.’

      
      ‘Yes, sir,’ Chief Mandich repeated.

      
      Warden turned to the DA Director.

      
      ‘Hashi, I want Lane’s findings as soon as you get them. Let Koina have them, too. If Lane isn’t already doing it, tell her
         to backtrack that coenzyme. Somebody must have done some research on it. There must be a record of it somewhere. She might
         be able to find it. Set up all the Red Priorities you need. That might lead us to whoever used Alt.’
      

      
      Hashi assented with a nod. He was confident that Lane recognized the importance of her discovery, and knew how to pursue it.

      
      ‘Other than that’ – Warden indicated both Hashi and Koina  –  ‘I want the two of you to get ready.

      
      ‘Len is going to call an emergency session soon.’ So much was predictable. An Amnion incursion into human space would demand
         action from the GCES. ‘When he does, I want both of you there. I want the Council to hear you respond in person to’ – he spread
         his hands  –  ‘whatever comes up.
      

      
      ‘It’s still tenuous,’ he added without transition. ‘Circumstantial as hell. But it will help. By God, it will help.

      
      ‘Koina, when the time comes, add Hashi’s accusation against Holt to the list of things you tell Maxim Igensard.

      
      ‘All right?’ he asked rhetorically. ‘Then get out of here.’ His brusque dismissal made it clear that he didn’t wish to hear
         any more questions. ‘I’m too busy for all this talk.’
      

      
      Too busy to grant me five minutes of honesty? Hashi asked with his eyes. Will you not share the truth, even with me?

      
      Warden shook his head as if he understood the silent inquiry. Whatever happened to him, he meant to face it alone.

      
      Hashi allowed himself a small grimace of pain as he rose to his feet.

      
      Mandich reached the door first; headed away charged with his mission. Hashi bowed Koina out of the small office ahead of them.
         When the door had closed and sealed behind them, however, he walked with her a short distance along the corridor. He had no
         desire for her company. However, he had known her too long – and had profited too much from her former trust – to treat her
         as Warden had just treated him.
      

      
      As soon as they were beyond earshot of the guards who watched over the Director in his office, she put her hand on his arm. ‘Hashi—’ For a moment she actually leaned on him as if she feared
         her knees might fail. She kept her voice low in an effort to conceal a tremor of distress.
      

      
      ‘If I tell Igensard all this, it’ll ruin Warden. He won’t have anything left to stand on. Even his honor. Igensard will have
         him up on charges in a matter of hours. Dereliction. Malfeasance. Tr’ – the word caught in her throat briefly  –  ‘treason.
         He’ll be lucky if he doesn’t find himself facing execution.
      

      
      ‘What does he think he’s doing?’

      
      Despite its softness, her tone betrayed her. She, too, was grieving.

      
      Earlier she’d refused to tell him something he had very much wanted to know. Now he took his revenge, although it gave him
         no pleasure. Warden wouldn’t thank him for revealing what he guessed. And her sorrow would only be increased.
      

      
      ‘My dear Koina, if I answer you, you will believe that we have both lost our minds.’

      
      So that she would not pursue the matter, he disengaged his arm and walked away from her. Whatever happened, he meant to keep
         his own emotions as private as Warden’s.
      

      
      The Amnion had committed an act of war.

      
      The Director of the UMCP had chosen a terrible moment to stake all their lives against the Dragon.

   



      
      
      ANGUS

      
      He didn’t scream; could not have screamed if he’d wanted to. But for a time that might have been long or short his body screamed
         for him.
      

      
      Asteroids and static crashed in mad ecstasy through the dark void, shattering against each other and recoiling in their rush
         to answer the singularity’s hunger. The black hole sucked down energy in jagged bolts like lightning; swallowed matter lurid
         with Doppler shifts. Forces which he’d unleashed with his own hand seemed to tear him apart.
      

      
      Dehydration. Intolerable g. Strange concussions of all kinds. EM violence intense enough to fry every circuit in his head.
         He was trapped in a crib of weight and pain so extreme that they crushed out every flicker or spasm of awareness. All his
         nerves became one long voiceless and unanswerable shriek.
      

      
      There was no escape as long as the belt of his suit remained anchored to the ship – and no escape if it failed. Mortal bone
         and tissue couldn’t survive the weird translations of the singularity’s event horizon. Like the stars and the gap, so much
         gravity transcended human existence.
      

      
      Infinite loss. Complete extinction. Every cell in his body wailed at the nearness of ultimate things. Perhaps he tried to
         twist against the strain, ease it somehow. He didn’t know: his body understood only screaming.
      

      
      But then his hurts began to shut down like systems going off-line. Behind its shields, his datacore registered the scale of
         his distress and engaged its last prewritten defense: the one protection which might keep him alive – if not sane – when he
         suffered this much damage. It put him into stasis. Every iota of energy which his body and his power cells could supply was
         focused on sustaining his autonomic functions: pulse and respiration. Everything else was canceled.
      

      
      His flesh stopped its screaming because it was no longer accessible to pain. He was neither conscious nor unconscious: his mind occupied a place where such concepts had no meaning; a place beyond
         change or interpretation. If g crushed him to a bloody smear inside his EVA suit, he didn’t know it. If the pressure released
         him entirely, he couldn’t tell the difference. Time and space passed him by.
      

      
      And there was no one who could command his zone implants to release him.

      
      Pulse.

      
      Respiration.

      
      Stasis.

      
      Nothing else.

      
      If he could have identified where he was, he might have considered it Heaven.

      
      At some indefinable point – after instants or aeons of intervening peace – vestiges of recognition returned. Oh some level
         which seemed to have nothing to do with his mind, he understood that he was no longer outside the ship. His head wasn’t confined
         by a helmet. Perhaps he knew that he was alive. The knowledge had no significance, however. It conveyed nothing; required
         nothing.
      

      
      When the DA medtechs had put him into stasis during the days and weeks of his welding, he’d been able to hear what they said
         in his presence. When Warden Dios had switched his datacore, the UMCP Director’s words had reached him clearly.
      

      
      Technically, we’ve done you a favor. That’s obvious. You’re stronger now, faster, more capable, effectively more intelligent.
            Not to mention the fact that you’re still alive—
      

      
      In some sense he’d been aware of what he heard.

      
      In every other way, we’ve committed a crime against you. We’ve committed a crime against your soul.

      
      But he could not have reacted. Comprehension and recognition were irrelevant. No reactions were permitted to him.

      
      It’s got to stop.

      
      Asteroids and singularities and the cold dark transcended him. The compulsions of machine logic transcended him.

      
      After all Heaven was indistinguishable from Hell.

      
      
      
      Gradually he came to the perception that he wasn’t alone. Two or three dark shapes hovered somewhere around him. From time
         to time they smeared themselves across his vision as if to prove that they weren’t like him; weren’t imprisoned in his skull.
      

      
      Yet their presence changed nothing. He still couldn’t react. He would never react again. Even the small effort of focusing
         his eyes was beyond him: an exercise of choice which his welding rendered unattainable.
      

      
      So impalpably that there was no point at which the change could have been detected, the utter gulf outside his EVA suit had
         become a blank white light, sterile and unforgiving. How much time had passed? Stupid question. Or stupid to ask it. His datacore
         never gave him answers when he was in stasis. Counters in his head had measured the interval to the last microsecond, but
         they kept their data to themselves. When he was in stasis, he was presumed to need nothing except breath and blood, sustenance
         and elimination.
      

      
      There was no one who could command his zone-implants to release him. He himself, Angus Thermopyle, had erected barriers against
         the codes which could have coerced a response from his datacore.
      

      
      Were the shapes speaking? He couldn’t tell. They remained around him. He heard voices. But he had no way of knowing whether
         the voices came from the shapes.
      

      
      ‘I’m trying,’ one of them said. For no particular reason, Angus recognized Mikka Vasaczk. ‘The computer says he can’t wake
         up.’
      

      
      Apparently he was in sickbay. Someone must have gone outside to bring him in.

      
      While Trumpet was held by a singularity? Impossible.
      

      
      ‘How bad is he hurt?’

      
      That was Vector Shaheed. Savior of humanity. The man who’d analyzed UMCPDA’s antimutagen and made the formula available. If
         anybody survived to pick up his broadcast.
      

      
      ‘Severe dehydration,’ Mikka reported. Fatigue and bitterness rasped in her voice. ‘IVs have taken care of that. Hemorrhage
         – shit, he’s lost liters of blood. But the IVs are handling that, too. And most of the bleeding’s stopped. One of his hips
         was dislocated – he must have tried to use his suit jets against the pull. That’s been taken care of.’ The surgical table
         was almost prehensile: it could apply traction in any direction necessary. ‘He’s responding to the drugs. Metabolins. Coagulants. Analgesics. Stim.
      

      
      ‘But the systems can’t wake him up.’

      
      Of course not.

      
      Trumpet’s sickbay had been designed and programmed especially for him. The cybernetic physicians knew him intimately: special instruction-sets
         and diagnostic resources had come on-line the instant he was attached to the table. They could have repaired his welding.
         They could have compensated for any damage the electrodes might have done to his brain. Within limits they could have corrected
         faults in some of his equipment.
      

      
      But first they required the right codes.

      
      ‘What about EEG?’ Vector asked.

      
      Maybe he didn’t realize he was wasting his time. Mikka answered shortly, ‘No readings.’

      
      ‘You mean he’s brain-dead?’

      
      Davies. The voice was unmistakable. Angus knew it well. Under the right kind of stress, it sounded like his own.

      
      Three voices. Mikka, Vector, and Davies. Presumably that meant there were three shapes instead of just two.

      
      Where was Morn?

      
      Dead? Lost in gap-sickness?

      
      Angus went away inside his head. He promised himself that he was never coming back. Morn’s pain hurt him too much. He didn’t
         want to know what had happened to her. He was afraid it would be more than he could bear.
      

      
      But if he couldn’t turn himself back on, he also couldn’t retreat, use stasis to protect him. Like a black hole, the machine
         logic of his equipment gave nothing; permitted nothing. No time passed before he heard Mikka reply, ‘That’s not it. I mean
         the systems can’t get a reading. Apparently his zone-implants are blanking out neural activity. Or masking it. As far as sickbay
         can tell, his head’s full of white noise. He could be screaming at us in there – telling us what to do – and we wouldn’t know
         it.’
      

      
      ‘Angus, wake up!’ Davies croaked. A jolt which might have been a slap rocked Angus’ head from side to side on his slack neck.
         ‘God damn it, we need you!’
      

      
      
      ‘Stop that.’ Mikka sounded sick with weariness. ‘He can’t hear you. He probably can’t feel anything, either.’ Unfortunately
         she was wrong.
      

      
      ‘Can we short out the noise?’ Vector asked distantly. ‘Set up some kind of interference? So the systems can get a reading?
         Maybe apply direct stimulation to wake him up?’
      

      
      Mikka snorted. ‘We might kill him. We don’t know what kind of synergy connects him and his equipment. He’s a cyborg. Maybe
         he’s dependent on his computer. Maybe his zone-implants are what keep him alive.’
      

      
      Again she was wrong. The white noise in his head was his prison. The electrodes attached to his computer held him more tightly
         than arm cuffs and manacles. But she was right, too: Vector’s suggestions wouldn’t work. The bond between his brain and his
         zone-implants was too intimate to be disrupted by any simple means.
      

      
      Mikka and Vector and Davies could try to save him by ordering sickbay to remove the electrodes from his head. Or cut the leads
         from his computer. Turn him back into a human being. Fuck the synergy. But he didn’t think that would work, either. Sickbay’s programming wouldn’t obey a command to unweld him, dismantle him, without authorization.
      

      
      No one aboard Trumpet – perhaps no one within a hundred parsecs of the gap scout – knew the codes for that.
      

      
      And if by some miracle sickbay obeyed—

      
      All his new strengths and capabilities would be lost. Enhanced reflexes, lasers, EM vision, jamming fields, databases, computational
         power: he would forfeit them all. His zone implants would no longer protect him from pain; no longer focus his mind; no longer
         give him sleep or power or numbness when he needed them. He would be free at last, truly and completely free – at the cost
         of everything which made freedom attractive.
      

      
      What would he do then? How could he survive? He wasn’t sure that he could handle the gap scout effectively without his computer’s
         support. He would be at the mercy of anyone with more muscle or knowledge than he possessed.
      

      
      That was the way he’d lived before he met Morn; before he fell into Warden Dios’ hands. Preying on those who were weaker than
         he was so that he could avoid those who were stronger. Hating everybody, weak and strong alike, because of his own weakness. Tied to the slats of the crib—
      

      
      Oh, perfect. A cackle like the laughter of a ghoul echoed in his skull. Abso-fucking-lutely perfect.

      
      Don’t do it, he told the blurred shapes around him, even though his silence was so vast that no sound could cross it. Don’t
         even try. Find some other answer.
      

      
      If he laughed much harder, he was going to weep.

      
      Don’t make me go back to what I was.

      
      Please.

      
      Morn herself had never chosen to have her zone-implant removed or neutralized. She was dependent on the artificial stimulation
         which had tortured and exalted her. The emissions that controlled her also gave her strength.
      

      
      Abruptly Davies announced like a cry, ‘No! He isn’t unconscious. His zone-implants are doing this to him.’

      
      Two of the shapes gave the impression that they turned to face the third.

      
      ‘He’s in stasis,’ Davies explained hurriedly. ‘He warned Morn and me about that. Before he edited his datacore. He said some
         of the commands were hardwired. His zone-implants obey automatically. He told us, “The whole system will freeze if you pull
         the chip.” That’s why we had to wire him in to the ship’s datacore before he could work.
      

      
      ‘Something he did outside – or something that happened to him – maybe being hurt so much—It triggered those commands. Sent
         him into stasis.’
      

      
      Very good, Angus chuckled desperately. You’re smarter than you look.

      
      What’re you going to do about it? Tell me what in hell you think you can do about it.

      
      ‘But if you’re right – if it’s hardwired—’ Mikka’s voice trailed away.

      
      ‘If it’s hardwired,’ Vector finished for her, ‘we don’t know how to countermand it.’ After a moment he added, ‘I was always
         pretty mediocre as an engineer. I can use systems like these’ – he must have meant sickbay’s  –  ‘but I don’t really understand
         how they work. I’m out of my depth here. Sorry.’
      

      
      Passing responsibility to someone else.

      
      ‘Don’t look at me,’ Mikka muttered. ‘I thought I was at least competent as a programmer, but I didn’t know it was even possible to edit a datacore.’
      

      
      Only the Amnion could tamper with SOD-CMOS chips. The Amnion and Angus. But he was in no position to offer suggestions.

      
      ‘Shit,’ Davies said through his teeth. ‘Morn’s going to wake up soon. When she does – I can’t tell her this. I just can’t.
         After what she’s been through—
      

      
      ‘He’s the only one who can repair the drives.’

      
      Repair the drives?

      
      ‘We don’t know that for sure.’ Mikka didn’t sound hopeful. ‘Vector and I haven’t tried yet.’

      
      Repair—?

      
      ‘So what?’ Davies protested bitterly. ‘Even if you can, we’re helpless without him. We don’t know enough about the ship. We
         don’t know enough about what’s going on. Who’s he working for really? Why did they give him to Nick – and then let us take
         him back? Why are we on the run?’
      

      
      Angus breathed a nonexistent obscenity. What happened to the drives?

      
      ‘The cops are coming after us,’ Davies went on. ‘You know that. We’re sending out a Class-1 UMCP homing signal. I can’t figure
         out how to turn it off. If they chase us long enough, they’ll catch us.
      

      
      ‘When that happens, we’re finished. We may not die out here, but we won’t be able to make any choices.

      
      ‘Whose side is that cruiser on? The side that sent Nick Angus’ codes? The side that wants to suppress our antimutagen? The
         side that let Nick have Morn in the first place? Or the side that gave us the chance to set Angus free?
      

      
      ‘We need to know what’s going on.’

      
      Davies’ young voice rose as if he wanted to wail. ‘I can’t tell Morn that the only man who stands a chance of helping us is
         stuck in fucking stasis.’
      

      
      ‘Try his priority-codes,’ Vector suggested. His habitual calm sounded frayed.

      
      ‘They’re blocked,’ Davies retorted.
      

      
      ‘Try them!’ Mikka snapped. ‘What the hell do you think we have to lose?’
      

      
      Fiercely Davies complied. ‘Isaac,’ he rasped. ‘Gabriel. Wake up. End stasis. Wake up!’
      

      
      
      Angus waited in suspense. But of course the commands couldn’t reach him. He’d erected a wall against them.

      
      The Amnion had taught him well.

      
      ‘Nothing.’ Despair roughened Mikka’s tone. ‘No change. He can’t wake up.’

      
      Inside his head, he laughed until tears ran down his soul like sweat.

      
      Davies reacted as if she were taunting him.

      
      ‘God damn it!’ he raged. ‘What the fuck is wrong with Ciro? What was he doing? Didn’t you tell him he’s been cured? Didn’t you at least try to convince him he doesn’t have to take orders from goddamn Sorus Chatelaine?’
      

      
      Ciro did it? Sabotaged the drives? Well, damn. That sounded like something Angus might have done himself.

      
      ‘Of course we told him,’ Mikka replied wearily. ‘Of course we tried to convince him. Vector showed him the tests, for God’s
         sake. The hurt’s just too deep, that’s all. We can’t reach the place where she damaged him. I can’t.’ She may have shrugged.
         ‘There isn’t anything worse than what she did to him.’
      

      
      A paroxysm of fury took hold of Davies. ‘I don’t care!’ he yelled. ‘I’m not interested in excuses! We’ve got to do better than this! I would be a fucking Amnioni myself right now if Morn hadn’t found a way to do better. She was alone on Captain’s Fancy, Nick had her locked in her cabin! She still saved me.
      

      
      ‘Don’t tell me how bad Ciro’s been hurt! Tell me—’

      
      Angus heard a sound like a blow. Davies stopped suddenly, as if he’d been struck. As if he’d struck himself—

      
      ‘What is it?’ Mikka breathed tensely.

      
      Without transition Davies’ voice changed. It became at once lighter and sharper. More like Morn’s? His intensity gave him
         focus; seemed to give him authority.
      

      
      ‘Vector,’ he commanded, ‘let’s turn him over.’

      
      ‘What?’ Vector asked uncomprehendingly.

      
      In silence Angus echoed, What?

      
      ‘Turn him over,’ Davies insisted. ‘Put him on his stomach.’

      
      Hands jerked along Angus’ sides. He couldn’t tell how many there were. After a moment the restraints fell away, releasing
         him into zero g.
      

      
      ‘Mikka,’ Davies went on at once, ‘set the systems to open up his back.’

      
      
      ‘Why?’ she demanded. Vector may have been swayed by Davies’ passion; but she was tougher.

      
      Don’t ask stupid questions! Angus shouted uselessly. Just do it!

      
      ‘So we can pull his datacore,’ Davies retorted. ‘He said the stasis commands are hardwired. Taking out the chip freezes the
         whole system. Maybe if we unplug his datacore and then put it back, the computer will reset itself.’
      

      
      Aping Mikka, he growled, ‘What the hell do you think we have to lose?’

      
      Shit! Abrupt amazement shot through Angus’ trapped mind. It might work. It might—

      
      This time he hadn’t been ordered into paralysis. His programming had imposed it on him because he’d gone down one of its logic
         trees too far to recover. Under the circumstances, anything which forced or enabled his computer to reevaluate his condition
         might set him loose.
      

      
      He landed on his face, felt the restraints close again.

      
      ‘No good,’ Mikka reported. ‘The computer wants a code. Sickbay won’t do it without the right code.’

      
      Davies didn’t hesitate. ‘Then get me a first-aid kit. I’ll cut him open myself.’ Muttering, he added, ‘It’s not like I haven’t
         done this before.’
      

      
      Only a few seconds passed before Angus felt a sharp line run along the skin between his shoulder blades. It should have hurt;
         but he was too far removed from it for pain. It might as well have belonged to some other reality.
      

      
      All this was familiar. Alone with Warden Dios, he’d sprawled under the light like a sacrifice while the UMCP Director had
         worked on his back: cut him open; swabbed away the blood; unplugged his old datacore; set a new one into the socket. Dios
         hadn’t stopped talking the whole time.
      

      
      If Min knew why I’m doing this, she’d turn against me herself.

      
      We call the process ‘welding.’ When a man or woman is made a cyborg voluntarily, that’s ‘wedding.’ ‘Welding’ is involuntary.

      
      In essence, you’re no longer a human being. You’re a machina infernalis   –  an infernal device. We’ve deprived you of choice – and responsibility.

      
      Davies swore steadily under his breath while he did the same things for different reasons. Back then Angus had been able to
         recognize the change when his datacore was taken out: he’d felt a void as deep as the gap between the stars crouching just beyond the window which linked him to his computer; poised to consume him—But now he
         recognized only the tug which plucked at his back when Davies pulled the chip. Nothing shifted.
      

      
      He already belonged to the void. Its power over him could not be made worse.

      
      Yet he knew that wasn’t true. Trapped and suffocating in the crib in his EVA suit, he’d launched a singularity grenade against Free Lunch. And then he’d fired his portable matter cannon; fired it accurately despite the chaos of the swarm and the instability of cold ignition. He’d created that singularity by his own skill and cunning, no matter who hurt him, or why. Morn had set him free to fight for himself.
      

      
      And then he’d been brought back from the edge of his personal black hole. He wasn’t alone here: other people had saved him.
         They could have left him to die, damn right, that’s what he would have done himself, get rid of the butcher the rapist the
         illegal who looked like a toad and stank like a pig while they had the chance, no one would ever know the difference. Gone
         and good riddance.
      

      
      The people around him hadn’t done that. They’d retrieved him from the fringes of his doom. And now they were trying to do
         the same thing again in another way.
      

      
      Beyond question the power of the void could be made worse. Davies, Vector, and Mikka could fail—
      

      
      Angus’ terror might have eaten him alive if he’d been able to feel its full strength. His body was immune to it, however.
         Only his mind remained vulnerable.
      

      
      ‘How long do we have to wait?’ Mikka asked tensely.

      
      ‘How should I know?’ Davies retorted. ‘I’ve never done this before. And I sure as hell didn’t design this shit.’
      

      
      Sounding unnaturally calm, Vector remarked, ‘Orn Vorbuld’ – a name Angus didn’t know  –  ‘used to say we have to drain the bad
         juju out of the chip.’
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