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 NOTHING WAS what Spider Rose felt, or almost nothing. There had been some 
feelings there, a nexus of clotted two-hundred-year-old emotions, and she had 
mashed it with a cranial injection. Now what was left of her feelings was like what 
is left of a roach when a hammer strikes it. 
  Spider Rose knew about roaches; they were the only native animal life in the 
orbiting Mechanist colonies. They had plagued spacecraft from the beginning, too 
tough, prolific, and adaptable to kill. Of necessity, the Mechanists had used 
genetic techniques stolen from their rivals the Shapers to turn the roaches into 



colorful pets. One of Spider Rose’s special favorites was a roach a foot long and 
covered with red and yellow pigment squiggles against shiny black chitin. It was 
clinging to her head. It drank sweat from her perfect brow, and she knew nothing, 
for she was elsewhere, watching for visitors. 
  She watched through eight telescopes, their images collated and fed into her 
brain through a nerve-crystal junction at the base of her skull. She had eight eyes 
now, like her symbol, the spider. Her ears were the weak steady pulse of radar, 
listening, listening for the weird distortion that would signal the presence of an 
Investor ship. 
  Rose was clever. She might have been insane, but her monitoring techniques 
established the chemical basis of sanity and maintained it artificially. Spider Rose 
accepted this as normal. 
  And it was normal; not for human beings, but for a two-hundred-year-old 
Mechanist, living in a spinning web of a habitat orbiting Uranus, her body 
seething with youth hormones, her wise old-young face like something pulled fresh 
from a plaster mold, her long white hair a rippling display of implanted fiber-optic 
threads with tiny beads of light oozing like microscopic gems from their slant-cut 
tips… She was old, but she didn’t think about that. And she was lonely, but she 
had crushed those feelings with drugs. And she had something that the Investors 
wanted, something that those reptilian alien traders would give their eye-fangs to 
possess. 
  Trapped in her polycarbon spiderweb, the wide-stretched cargo net that had 
given her her name, she had a jewel the size of a bus. 
  And so she watched, brain-linked to her instruments, tireless, not particularly 
interested but certainly not bored. Boredom was dangerous. It led to unrest, and 
unrest could be fatal in a space habitat, where malice or even plain carelessness 
could kill. The proper survival behavior was this: to crouch in the center of the 
mental web, clean euclidean web-lines of rationality radiating out in all directions, 
hooked legs alert for the slightest tremble of troubling emotion. And when she 
sensed that feeling tangling the lines, she rushed there, gauged it, shrouded it 
neatly, and pierced it cleanly and lingeringly with a spiderfang hypodermic… 
  There it was. Her octuple eyes gazed a quarter of a million miles into space and 
spotted the star-rippling warp of an Investor ship. The Investor ships had no 
conventional engines, and radiated no detectable energies; the secret of their star 
drive was closely guarded. All that any of the factions (still loosely called 
“humanity” for lack of a better term) knew for sure about the Investor drive was 
that it sent long parabolic streamers of distortion from the sterns of ships, causing 
a rippling effect against the background of stars. 
  Spider Rose came partially out of her static observation mode and felt herself in 
her body once more. The computer signals were muted now, overlaid behind her 
normal vision like a reflection of her own face on a glass window as she gazed 
through it. Touching a keyboard, she pinpointed the Investor ship with a 
communications laser and sent it a pulse of data: a business offer. (Radio was too 
chancy; it might attract Shaper pirates, and she had had to kill three of them 
already.) 
  She knew she had been heard and understood when she saw the Investor ship 
perform a dead stop and an angled acceleration that broke every known law of 



orbital dynamics. While she waited, Spider Rose loaded an Investor translator 
program. It was fifty years old, but the Investors were a persistent lot, not so much 
conservative as just uninterested in change. 
  When it came too close to her station for star-drive maneuvers, the Investor ship 
unfurled a decorated solar sail with a puff of gas. The sail was big enough to gift-
wrap a small moon and thinner than a two-hundred-year-old memory. Despite its 
fantastic thinness, there were molecule-thin murals worked onto it: titanic scenes 
of Investor argosies where wily Investors had defrauded pebbly bipeds and gullible 
heavy-planet gasbags swollen with wealth and hydrogen. The great jewel-laden 
queens of the Investor race, surrounded by adoring male harems, flaunted their 
gaudy sophistication above miles-high narratives of Investor hieroglyphs, placed 
on a musical grid to indicate the proper pitch and intonation of their half-sung 
language. 
  There was a burst of static on the screen before her and an Investor face 
appeared. Spider Rose pulled the plug from her neck. She studied the face: its 
great glassy eyes half-shrouded behind nictitating membranes, rainbow frill 
behind pinhole-sized ears, bumpy skin, reptile grin with peg-sized teeth. It made 
noises: “Ship’s ensign here,” her computer translated. “Lydia Martinez?” 
  “Yes,” Spider Rose said, not bothering to explain that her name had changed. 
She had had many names. 
  “We had profitable dealings with your husband in the past,” the Investor said 
with interest. “How does he fare these days?” 
  “He died thirty years ago,” Spider Rose said. She had mashed the grief. “Shaper 
assassins killed him.” 
  The Investor officer flickered his frill. He was not embarrassed. Embarrassment 
was not an emotion native to Investors. “Bad for business,” he opined. “Where is 
this jewel you mentioned?” 
  “Prepare for incoming data,” said Spider Rose, touching her keyboard. She 
watched the screen as her carefully prepared sales spiel unrolled itself, its 
communication beam shielded to avoid enemy ears. 
  It had been the find of a lifetime. It had started existence as part of a glacierlike 
ice moon of the protoplanet Uranus, shattering, melting, and recrystallizing in the 
primeval eons of relentless bombardment. It had cracked at least four different 
times, and each time mineral flows had been forced within its fracture zones 
under tremendous pressure: carbon, manganese silicate, beryllium, aluminum 
oxide. When the moon was finally broken up into the famous Ring complex, the 
massive ice chunk had floated for eons, awash in shock waves of hard radiation, 
accumulating and losing charge in the bizarre electromagnetic flickerings typical 
of all Ring formations. 
  And then one crucial moment some millions of years ago it had been ground-
zero for a titanic lightning flash, one of those soundless invisible gouts of electric 
energy, dissipating charges built up over whole decades. Most of the ice-chunk’s 
outer envelope had flashed off at once as a plasma. The rest was…changed. 
Mineral occlusions were now strings and veins of beryl, shading here and there 
into lumps of raw emerald big as Investors’ heads, crisscrossed with nets of red 
corundum and purple garnet. There were lumps of fused diamond, weirdly colored 
blazing diamond that came only from the strange quantum states of metallic 



carbon. Even the ice itself had changed into something rich and unique and 
therefore by definition precious. 
  “You intrigue us,” the Investor said. For them, this was profound enthusiasm. 
Spider Rose smiled. The ensign continued: “This is an unusual commodity and its 
value is hard to establish. We offer you a quarter of a million gigawatts.” 
  Spider Rose said, “I have the energy I need to run my station and defend myself. 
It’s generous, but I could never store that much.” 
  “We will also give you a stabilized plasma lattice for storage.” This unexpected 
and fabulous generosity was meant to overwhelm her. The construction of plasma 
lattices was far beyond human technology, and to own one would be a ten years’ 
wonder. It was the last thing she wanted. “Not interested,” she said. 
  The Investor lifted his frill. “Not interested in the basic currency of galactic 
trade?” 
  “Not when I can spend it only with you.” 
  “Trade with young races is a thankless lot,” the Investor observed. “I suppose 
you want information, then. You young races always want to trade in technology. 
We have some Shaper techniques for trade within their faction—are you interested 
in those?” 
  “Industrial espionage?” Spider Rose said. “You should have tried me eighty 
years ago. No, I know you Investors too well. You would only sell Mechanist 
techniques to them to maintain the balance of power.” 
  “We like a competitive market,” the Investor admitted. “It helps us avoid painful 
monopoly situations like the one we face now, dealing with you.” 
  “I don’t want power of any kind. Status means nothing to me. Show me 
something new.” 
  “No status? What will your fellows think?” 
  “I live alone.” 
  The Investor hid his eyes behind nictitating membranes. “Crushed your 
gregarious instincts? An ominous development. Well, I will take a new tack. Will 
you consider weaponry? If you will agree to various conditions regarding their use, 
we can give you unique and powerful armaments.” 
  “I manage already.” 
  “You could use our political skills. We can strongly influence the major Shaper 
groups and protect you from them by treaty. It would take ten or twenty years, but 
it could be done.” 
  “It’s up to them to be afraid of me,” Spider Rose said, “not vice versa.” 
  “A new habitat, then.” The Investor was patient. “You can live within solid gold.” 
  “I like what I have.” 
  “We have some artifacts that might amuse you,” the Investor said. “Prepare for 
incoming data.” 
  Spider Rose spent eight hours examining the various wares. There was no 
hurry. She was too old for impatience, and the Investors lived to bargain. 
  She was offered colorful algae cultures that produced oxygen and alien 
perfumes. There were metafoil structures of collapsed atoms for radiation 
shielding and defense. Rare techniques that transmuted nerve fibers to crystal. A 
smooth black wand that made iron so malleable that you could mold it with your 
hands and set it in shape. A small luxury submarine for the exploration of 



ammonia and methane seas, made of transparent metallic glass. Self-replicating 
globes of patterned silica that, as they grew, played out a game simulating the 
birth, growth, and decline of an alien culture. A land-sea-and-aircraft so tiny that 
you buttoned it on like a suit. “I don’t care for planets,” Spider Rose said. “I don’t 
like gravity wells.” 
  “Under certain circumstances we could make a gravity generator available,” the 
Investor said. “It would have to be tamper-proof, like the wand and the weapons, 
and loaned rather than sold outright. We must avoid the escape of such a 
technology.” 
  She shrugged. “Our own technologies have shattered us. We can’t assimilate 
what we already have. I see no reason to burden myself with more.” 
  “This is all we can offer you that’s not on the interdicted list,” he said. “This ship 
in particular has a great many items suitable only for races that live at very low 
temperature and very high pressure. And we have items that you would probably 
enjoy a great deal, but they would kill you. Or your whole species. The literature of 
the [untranslatable], for instance.” 
  “I can read the literature of Earth if I want an alien viewpoint,” she said. 
  “[Untranslatable] is not really a literature,” the Investor said benignly. “It’s really 
a kind of virus.” 
  A roach flew onto her shoulder. “Pets!” he said. “Pets! You enjoy them?” 
  “They are my solace,” she said, letting it nibble the cuticle of her thumb. 
  “I should have thought,” he said. “Give me twelve hours.” 
  She went to sleep. After she woke, she studied the alien craft through her 
telescope while she waited. All Investor ships were covered with fantastic designs 
in hammered metal: animal heads, metal mosaics, scenes and inscriptions in deep 
relief, as well as cargo bays and instruments. But experts had pointed out that the 
basic shape beneath the ornamentation was always the same: a simple octahedron 
with six long rectangular sides. The Investors had gone to some pains to disguise 
this fact; and the current theory held that the ships had been bought, found, or 
stolen from a more advanced race. Certainly the Investors, with their whimsical 
attitude toward science and technology, seemed incapable of building them 
themselves. 
  The ensign reopened contact. His nictitating membranes looked whiter than 
usual. He held up a small winged reptilian being with a long spiny crest the color 
of an Investor’s frill. “This is our Commander’s mascot, called Little Nose for 
Profits. Beloved by us all! It costs us a pang to part from him. We had to choose 

between losing face in this business deal or losing his company.” He toyed with it. 
It grasped his thick digits with little scaly hands. 
  “He’s… cute,” she said, finding a half-forgotten word from her childhood and 
pronouncing it with a grimace of distaste. “But I’m not going to trade my find for 
some carnivorous lizardkin.” 
  “And think of us!” the Investor lamented. “Condemning our little Nose to an 
alien lair swarming with bacteria and giant vermin… However, this can’t be 
helped. Here’s our proposal. You take our mascot for seven hundred plus or minus 
five of your days. We will return here on our way out of your system. You can 
choose then between owning him or keeping your prize. In the meantime you must 
promise not to sell the jewel or inform anyone else of its existence.” 



  “You mean that you will leave me your pet as a kind of earnest money on the 
transaction.” 
  The Investor covered his eyes with the nictitating membranes and squeezed his 
pebbly lids half-shut. It was a sign of acute distress. “He is a hostage to your cruel 
indecision, Lydia Martinez. Frankly we doubt that we can find anything in this 
system that can satisfy you better than our mascot can. Except perhaps some 
novel mode of suicide.” 
  Spider Rose was surprised. She had never seen an Investor become so 
emotionally involved. Generally they seemed to take a detached view of life, even 
showing on occasion behavior patterns that resembled a sense of humor. 
  She was enjoying herself. She was past the point when any of the Investor’s 
normal commodities could have tempted her. In essence, she was trading her jewel 
for an interior mind-state: not an emotion, because she mashed those, but for a 
paler and cleaner feeling: interestedness. She wanted to be interested, to find 
something to occupy herself besides dead stones and space. And this looked 
intriguing. 
  “All right,” she said. “I agree. Seven hundred plus or minus five days. And I keep 
silence.” She smiled. She hadn’t spoken to another human in five years and was 
not about to start. 
  “Take good care of our Little Nose for Profits,” the Investor said, half pleading, 
half warning, accenting those nuances so that her computer would be sure to pick 
them up. “We will still want him, even if, through some utter corrosion of the 
spirit, you do not. He is valuable and rare. We will send you instructions on his 
care and feeding. Prepare for incoming data.” 
  They fired the creature’s cargo capsule into the tight-stretched polycarbon web 
of her spider habitat. The web was built on a framework of eight spokes, and these 
spokes were pulled taut by centrifugal force from the wheeling rotation of eight 
teardrop-shaped capsules. At the impact of the cargo shot, the web bowed 
gracefully and the eight massive metal teardrops were pulled closer to the web’s 
center in short, graceful free-fall arcs. Wan sunlight glittered along the web as it 
expanded in recoil, its rotation slowed a little by the energy it had spent in 
absorbing the inertia. It was a cheap and effective docking technique, for a rate of 
spin was much easier to manage than complex maneuvering. 
  Hook-legged industrial robots ran quickly along the polycarbon fibers and seized 
the mascot’s capsule with clamps and magnetic palps. Spider Rose ran the lead 
robot herself, feeling and seeing through its grips and cameras. The robots hustled 
the cargo craft to an airlock, dislodged its contents, and attached a small parasitic 
rocket to boost it back to the Investor mother ship. After the small rocket had 
returned and the Investor ship had left, the robots trooped back to their teardrop 
garages and shut themselves off, waiting for the next tremor of the web. 
  Spider Rose disconnected herself and opened the airlock. The mascot flew into 
the room. It had seemed tiny compared to the Investor ensign, but the Investors 
were huge. The mascot was as tall as her knee and looked like it weighed close to 
twenty pounds. Wheezing musically on the unfamiliar air, it flew around the room, 
ducking and darting unevenly. 
  A roach launched itself from the wall and flew with a great clatter of wings. The 
mascot hit the deck with a squawk of terror and lay there, comically feeling its 



spindly arms and legs for damage. It half-closed its rough eyelids. Like the eyes of 
an Investor baby, Spider Rose thought suddenly, though she had never seen a 
young Investor and doubted if anyone human ever had. She had a dim memory of 
something she had heard a long time before—something about pets and babies, 
their large heads, their large eyes, their softness, their dependence. She 
remembered scoffing at the idea that the sloppy dependence of, say, a “dog” or 
“cat” could rival the clean economy and efficiency of a roach. 
  The Investor mascot had recovered its composure and was crouching bent-
kneed on the algae carpet, warbling to itself. There was a sort of sly grin on its 
miniature dragon face. Its half-slitted eyes were alert and its matchstick ribs 
moved up and down with each breath. Its pupils were huge. Spider Rose imagined 
that it must find the light very dim. The lights in Investor ships were like searing 
blue arc-lamps, drenched in ultraviolet. 
  “We have to find a new name for you,” Spider Rose said. “I don’t speak Investor, 
so I can’t use the name they gave you.” 
  The mascot fixed her with a friendly stare, and it arched little half-transparent 
flaps over its pinhole ears. Real Investors had no such flaps, and she was charmed 
at this further deviation from the norm. Actually, except for the wings, it looked 
altogether too much like a tiny Investor. The effect was creepy. 
  “I’ll call you Fuzzy,” she said. It had no hair. It was a private joke, but all her 
jokes were private. 
  The mascot bounced across the floor. The false centrifugal gravity was lighter 
here, too, than the 1.3 g’s that the massive Investors used. It embraced her bare 
leg and licked her kneecap with a rough sandpaper tongue. She laughed, more 
than a little alarmed, but she knew the Investors were strictly nonaggressive. A pet 
of theirs would not be dangerous. 
  It made eager chirping sounds and climbed onto her head, clutching handfuls of 
glittering optic fibers. She sat at her data console and called up the care and 
feeding instructions. 
  Clearly the Investors had not expected to trade their pet, because the 
instructions were almost indecipherable. They had the air of a second- or third-
hand translation from some even more profoundly alien language. However, true 
to Investor tradition, the blandly pragmatic aspects had been emphasized. 
  Spider Rose relaxed. Apparently the mascots would eat almost anything, though 
they preferred dextrorotatory proteins and required certain easily acquirable trace 
minerals. They were extremely resistant to toxins and had no native intestinal 
bacteria. (Neither did the Investors themselves, and they regarded races who did 
as savages.) 
  She looked for its respiratory requirements as the mascot leapt from her head 
and capered across the control board, almost aborting the program. She shooed it 
off, hunting for something she could comprehend amid dense clusters of alien 
graphs and garbled technical material. Suddenly she recognized something from 
her old days in technical espionage: a genetics chart. 
  She frowned. It seemed she had run past the relevant sections and on to 
another treatise entirely. She advanced the data slightly and discovered a three-
dimensional illustration of some kind of fantastically complex genetic construct, 
with long helical chains of alien genes marked out in improbable colors. The gene 



chains were wrapped around long spires or spicules that emerged radially from a 
dense central knot. Further chains of tightly wound helices connected spire to 
spire. Apparently these chains activated different sections of genetic material from 
their junctions on the spires, for she could see ghost chains of slave proteins 
peeling off from some of the activated genes. 
  Spider Rose smiled. No doubt a skilled Shaper geneticist could profit 
spectacularly from these plans. It amused her to think that they never would. 
Obviously this was some kind of alien industrial genetic complex, for there was 
more genetic hardware there than any actual living animal could ever possibly 
need. 
  She knew that the Investors themselves never tampered with genetics. She 
wondered which of the nineteen known intelligent races had originated this thing. 
It might even have come from outside the Investors’ economic realm, or it might be 
a relic from one of the extinct races. 
  She wondered if she ought to erase the data. If she died, it might fall into the 
wrong hands. As she thought of her death, the first creeping shades of a profound 
depression disturbed her. She allowed the sensation to build for a moment while 
she thought. The Investors had been careless to leave her with this information; or 
perhaps they underestimated the genetic abilities of the smooth and charismatic 
Shapers with their spectacularly boosted IQs. 
  There was a wobbling feeling inside her head. For a dizzying moment the 
chemically repressed emotions gushed forth with all their pent-up force. She felt 
an agonized envy for the Investors, for the dumb arrogance and confidence that 
allowed them to cruise the stars screwing their purported inferiors. She wanted to 
be with them. She wanted to get aboard a magic ship and feel alien sunlight burn 
her skin in some place light-years from human weakness. She wanted to scream 
and feel like a little girl had screamed and felt one hundred and ninety-three years 
ago on a roller coaster in Los Angeles, screaming in total pure intensity of feeling, 
in swept-away sensation like she had felt in the arms of her husband, her man 
dead now thirty years. Dead… Thirty years… 
  Her hands trembling, she opened a drawer beneath the control board. She 
smelled the faint medicinal reek of ozone from the sterilizer. Blindly she pushed 
her glittering hair from the plastic duct into her skull, pressed the injector against 
it, inhaled once, closed her eyes, inhaled twice, pulled the hypo away. Her eyes 
glazed over as she refilled the hypo and slipped it back into its velcro holster in the 
drawer. 
  She held the bottle and looked at it blankly. There was still plenty left. She 
would not have to synthesize more for months. Her brain felt like someone had 
stepped on it. It was always like this right after a mash. She shut off the Investor 
data and filed it absently in an obscure corner of computer memory. From its 
stand on the laser-com interface the mascot sang briefly and groomed its wing. 
  Soon she was herself again. She smiled. These sudden attacks were something 
she took for granted. She took an oral tranquilizer to stop the trembling of her 
hands and antacid for the stress on her stomach. 
  Then she played with the mascot until it grew tired and went to sleep. For four 
days she fed it carefully, being especially careful not to overfeed it, for like its 
models the Investors, it was a greedy little creature and she was afraid it would 



hurt itself. Even despite its rough skin and cold-bloodedness she was growing fond 
of it. When it grew tired of begging for food, it would play with string for hours or 
sit on her head watching the screen as she monitored the mining robots she had 
out in the Rings. 
  On the fifth day she found on awakening that it had killed and eaten her four 
largest and fattest roaches. Filled with a righteous anger she did nothing to blunt, 
she hunted for it throughout the capsule. 
  She did not find it. Instead, after hours of search, she found a mascot-sized 
cocoon wedged under the toilet. 
  It had gone into some sort of hibernation. She forgave it for eating the roaches. 
They were easy to replace, anyway, and rivals for her affections. In a way it was 
flattering. But the sharp pang of worry she felt overrode that. She examined the 
cocoon closely. It was made of overlapping sheets of some brittle translucent 
substance—dried mucus?—that she could chip easily with her fingernail. The 
cocoon was not perfectly rounded; there were small vague lumps that might have 
been its knees and elbows. She took another injection. 
  The week it spent in hibernation was a period of acute anxiety for her. She 
pored over the Investor tapes, but they were far too cryptic for her limited 
expertise. At least she knew it was not dead, for the cocoon was warm to the touch 
and the lumps within it sometimes stirred. 
  She was asleep when it began to break free of the cocoon. She had set up 
monitors to warn her, however, and she rushed to it at the first alarm. 
  The cocoon was splitting. A rent appeared in the brittle overlapping sheets, and 
a warm animal reek seeped out into the recycled air. 
  Then a paw emerged: a tiny five-fingered paw covered in glittering fur. A second 
paw poked through, and the two paws gripped the edges of the rent and ripped the 
cocoon away. It stepped out into the light, kicking the husk aside with a little 
human shuffle, and it grinned. 
  It looked like a little ape, small and soft and glittering. There were tiny human 
teeth behind the human lips of its grin. It had small soft baby’s feet on the ends of 
its round springy legs, and it had lost its wings. Its eyes were the color of her eyes. 
The smooth mammalian skin of its round little face had the faint rosy flush of 
perfect health. 
  It jumped into the air, and she saw the pink of its tongue as it babbled aloud in 
human syllables. 
  It skipped over and embraced her leg. She was frightened, amazed, and 
profoundly relieved. She petted the soft perfect glittering fur on its hard little 
nugget of a head. 
  “Fuzzy,” she said. “I’m glad. I’m very glad.” 
  “Wa wa wa,” it said, mimicking her intonation in its piping child’s voice. Then it 
skipped back to its cocoon and began to eat it by the double handful, grinning. 
  She understood now why the Investors had been so reluctant to offer their 
mascot. It was a trade item of fantastic value. It was a genetic artifact, able to 
judge the emotional wants and needs of an alien species and adapt itself to them 
in a matter of days. 
  She began to wonder why the Investors had given it away at all; if they fully 
understood the capabilities of their pet. Certainly she doubted that they had 



understood the complex data that had come with it. Very likely, they had acquired 
the mascot from other Investors, in its reptilian form. It was even possible (the 
thought chilled her) that it might be older than the entire Investor race. 
  She stared at it: at its clear, guileless, trusting eyes. It gripped her fingers with 
small warm sinewy hands. Unable to resist, she hugged it to her, and it babbled 
with pleasure. Yes, it could easily have lived for hundreds or thousands of years, 
spreading its love (or equivalent emotions) among dozens of differing species. 
  And who would harm it? Even the most depraved and hardened of her own 
species had secret weaknesses. She remembered stories of guards in 
concentration camps who butchered men and women without a qualm, but 
meticulously fed hungry birds in the winter. Fear bred fear and hatred, but how 
could anyone feel fear or hatred toward this creature, or resist its brilliant powers? 
  It was not intelligent; it didn’t need intelligence. It was sexless as well. An ability 
to breed would have ruined its value as a trade item. Besides, she doubted that 
anything so complex could have grown in a womb. Its genes would have to be 
built, spicule by spicule, in some unimaginable lab. 
  Days and weeks reeled by. Its ability to sense her moods was little short of 
miraculous. When she needed it, it was always there, and when she didn’t it 
vanished. Sometimes she would hear it chattering to itself as it capered in strange 
acrobatics or chased and ate roaches. It was never mischievous, and on the odd 
occasions where it spilled food or upset something, it would unobtrusively clean 
up after itself. It dropped its small inoffensive fecal pellets into the same recycler 
she used. 
  These were the only signs it showed of patterns of thought that were more than 
animal. Once, and only once, it had mimicked her, repeating a sentence letter-
perfect. She had been shocked, and it had sensed her reaction immediately. It 
never tried to parrot her again. 
  They slept in the same bed. Sometimes while she slept she would feel its warm 
nose snuffling lightly along the surface of her skin, as if it could smell her 
suppressed moods and feelings through the pores. Sometimes it would rub or 
press with its small firm hands against her neck or spine, and there was always a 
tightened muscle there that relaxed in gratitude. She never allowed this in the day, 
but at night, when her discipline was half-dissolved in sleep, there was a 
conspiracy between them. 
  The Investors had been gone over six hundred days. She laughed when she 
thought of the bargain she was getting. 
  The sound of her own laughter no longer startled her. She had even cut back on 
her dosages of suppressants and inhibitors. Her pet seemed so much happier 
when she was happy, and when it was at hand her ancient sadnesses seemed 
easier to bear. One by one she began to face old pains and traumas, holding her 
pet close and shedding healing tears into its glittering fur. One by one it licked her 
tears, tasting the emotional chemicals they contained, smelling her breath and 
skin, holding her as she was racked with sobbing. There were so many memories. 
She felt old, horribly old, but at the same time she felt a new sense of wholeness 
that allowed her to bear it. She had done things in the past—cruel things—and 
she had never put up with the inconvenience of guilt. She had mashed it instead. 



  Now for the first time in decades she felt the vague reawakening of a sense of 
purpose. She wanted to see people again—dozens of people, hundreds of people, 
all of whom would admire her, protect her, find her precious, whom she could care 
for, who would keep her safer than she was with only one companion… 
  Her web station entered the most dangerous part of its orbit, where it crossed 
the plane of the Rings. Here she was busiest, accepting the drifting chunks of raw 
materials-ice, carbonaceous chondrites, metal ores—that her telepuppet mining 
robots had discovered and sent her way. There were killers in these Rings: 
rapacious pirates, paranoid settlers anxious to lash out. 
  In her normal orbit, far off the plane of the ecliptic, she was safe. But here there 
were orders to be broadcasted, energies to be spent, the telltale traces of powerful 
mass drivers hooked to the captive asteroids she claimed and mined. It was an 
unavoidable risk. Even the best-designed habitat was not a completely closed 
system, and hers was big, and old. 
  They found her. 
  Three ships. She tried bluffing them off at first, sending them a standard 
interdiction warning routed through a telepuppet beacon. They found the beacon 
and destroyed it, but that gave her their location and some blurry data through 
the beacon’s limited sensors. 
  Three sleek ships, iridescent capsules half-metal, half-organic, with long ribbed 
insect-tinted sun-wings thinner than the scum of oil on water. Shaper spacecraft, 
knobbed with the geodesies of sensors, the spines of magnetic and optical 
weapons systems, long cargo manipulators folded like the arms of mantises. 
  She sat hooked into her own sensors, studying them, taking in a steady trickle 
of data: range estimation, target probabilities, weapons status. Radar was too 
risky; she sighted them optically. This was fine for lasers, but her lasers were not 
her best weapons. She might get one, but the others would be on her. It was better 
that she stay quiet while they prowled the Rings and she slid silently off the 
ecliptic. 
  But they had found her. She saw them fold their sails and activate their ion 
engines. 
  They were sending radio. She entered it on screen, not wanting the distraction 
filling her head. A Shaper’s face appeared, one of the Oriental-based gene lines, 
smooth raven hair held back with jeweled pins, slim black eyebrows arched over 
dark eyes with the epicanthic fold, pale lips slightly curved in a charismatic smile. 
A smooth, clean actor’s face with the glittering ageless eyes of a fanatic. “Jade 
Prime,” she said. 
  “Colonel-Doctor Jade Prime,” the Shaper said, fingering a golden insignia of 
rank in the collar of his black military tunic. “Still calling yourself Spider Rose 

these days, Lydia? Or have you wiped that out of your brain?” 
  “Why are you a soldier instead of a corpse?” 
  “Times change, Spider. The bright young lights get snuffed out, by your old 
friends, and those of us with long-range plans are left to settle old debts. You 
remember old debts, Spider?” 
  “You think you’re going to survive this meeting, don’t you, Prime?” She felt the 
muscles of her face knotting with a ferocious hatred she had no time to kill. “Three 
ships manned with your own clones. How long have you holed up in that rock of 



yours, like a maggot in an apple? Cloning and cloning. When was the last time a 
woman let you touch her?” 
  His eternal smile twisted into a leer with bright teeth behind it. “It’s no use, 
Spider. You’ve already killed thirty-seven of me, and I just keep coming back, don’t 
I? You pathetic old bitch, what the hell is a maggot, anyway? Something like that 
mutant on your shoulder?” 
  She hadn’t even known the pet was there, and her heart was stabbed with fear 
for it. “You’ve come too close!” 
  “Fire, then! Shoot me, you germy old cretin! Fire!” 
  “You’re not him!” she said suddenly. “You’re not First Jade! Hah! He’s dead, isn’t 
he?” 
  The clone’s face twisted with rage. Lasers flared, and three of her habitats 
melted into slag and clouds of metallic plasma. A last searing pulse of intolerable 
brightness flashed in her brain from three melting telescopes. 
  She cut loose with a chugging volley of magnetically accelerated iron slugs. At 
four hundred miles per second they riddled the first ship and left it gushing air 
and brittle clouds of freezing water. 
  Two ships fired. They used weapons she had never seen before, and they 
crushed two habitats like a pair of giant fists. The web lurched with the impact, its 
equilibrium gone. She knew instantly which weapons systems were left, and she 
returned fire with metal-jacketed pellets of ammonia ice. They punched through 
the semiorganic sides of a second Shaper craft. The tiny holes sealed instantly, but 
the crew was finished; the ammonia vaporized inside, releasing instantly lethal 
nerve toxins. 
  The last ship had one chance in three to get her command center. Two hundred 
years of luck ran out for Spider Rose. Static stung her hands from the controls. 
Every light in the habitat went out, and her computer underwent a total crash. 
She screamed and waited for death. 
  Death did not come. 
  Her mouth gushed with the bile of nausea. She opened the drawer in the 
darkness and filled her brain with liquid tranquility. Breathing hard, she sat back 
in her console chair, her panic mashed. “Electromagnetic pulse,” she said. 
“Stripped everything I had.” 
  The pet warbled a few syllables. “He would have finished us by now if he could,” 
she told her pet. “The defenses must have come through from the other habitats 
when the mainframe crashed.” 
  She felt a thump as the pet jumped into her lap, shivering with terror. She 
hugged it absently, rubbing its slender neck. “Let’s see,” she said into the 
darkness. “The ice toxins are down, I had them overridden from here.” She pulled 
the useless plug from her neck and plucked her robe away from her damp ribs. “It 
was the spray, then. A nice, thick cloud of hot ionized metallic copper. Blew every 
sensor he had. He’s riding blind in a metallic coffin. Just like us.” 
  She laughed. “Except old Rose has a trick left, baby. The Investors. They’ll be 
looking for me. There’s nobody left to look for him. And I still have my rock.” 
  She sat silently, and her artificial calmness allowed her to think the 
unthinkable. The pet stirred uneasily, sniffing at her skin. It had calmed a little 
under her caresses, and she didn’t want it to suffer. 



  She put her free hand over its mouth and twisted its neck till it broke. The 
centrifugal gravity had kept her strong, and it had no time to struggle. A final 
tremor shook its limbs as she held it up in the darkness, feeling for a heartbeat. 
Her fingertips felt the last pulse behind its frail ribs. 
  “Not enough oxygen,” she said. Mashed emotions tried to stir, and failed. She 
had plenty of suppressor left. “The carpet algae will keep the air clean a few weeks, 
but it dies without light. And I can’t eat it. Not enough food, baby. The gardens are 
gone, and even if they hadn’t been blasted, I couldn’t get food in here. Can’t run 
the robots. Can’t even open the airlocks. If I live long enough, they’ll come and pry 
me out. I have to improve my chances. It’s the sensible thing. When I’m like this I 
can only do the sensible thing.” 
  When the roaches—or at least all those she could trap in the darkness—were 
gone, she fasted for a long dark time. Then she ate her pet’s undecayed flesh, half 
hoping even in her numbness that it would poison her. 
  When she first saw the searing blue light of the Investors glaring through the 
shattered airlock, she crawled back on bony hands and knees, shielding her eyes. 
  The Investor crewman wore a spacesuit to protect himself from bacteria. She 
was glad he couldn’t smell the reek of her pitch-black crypt. He spoke to her in the 
fluting language of the Investors, but her translator was dead. 
  She thought then for a moment that they would abandon her, leave her there 
starved and blinded and half-bald in her webs of shed fiber-hair. But they took her 
aboard, drenching her with stinging antiseptics, scorching her skin with 
bactericidal ultraviolet rays. 
  They had the jewel, but that much she already knew. What they wanted—(this 
was difficult)—what they wanted to know was what had happened to their mascot. 
It was hard to understand their gestures and their pidgin scraps of human 
language. She had done something bad to herself, she knew that. Overdoses in the 
dark. Struggling in the darkness with a great black beetle of fear that broke the 
frail meshes of her spider’s web. She felt very bad. There was something wrong 
inside of her. Her malnourished belly was as tight as a drum, and her lungs felt 
crushed. Her bones felt wrong. Tears wouldn’t come. 
  They kept at her. She wanted to die. She wanted their love and understanding. 
She wanted— 
  Her throat was full. She couldn’t talk. Her head tilted back, and her eyes shrank 
in the searing blaze of the overhead lights. She heard painless cracking noises as 
her jaws unhinged. 
  Her breathing stopped. It came as a relief. Antiperistalsis throbbed in her gullet, 
and her mouth filled with fluid. 
  A living whiteness oozed from her lips and nostrils. Her skin tingled at its touch, 
and it flowed over her eyeballs, sealing and soothing them. A great coolness and 
lassitude soaked into her as wave after wave of translucent liquid swaddled her, 
gushing over her skin, coating her body. She relaxed, filled with a sensual, sleepy 
gratitude. She was not hungry. She had plenty of excess mass. 
  In eight days she broke from the brittle sheets of her cocoon and fluttered out 
on scaly wings, eager for the leash. 
 



 
 


