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In order to reflect the bigender state of the Rounds, this English-lan-
guage translation of The Cage of Zeus employs Spivak pronouns—a set of
gender-neutral pronouns devised by mathematician Michael Spivak—to
refer to the Round characters. Spivak pronouns are formed by dropping
them,” “their,” etc. Although

gender-specific pronouns exist in Japanese, they are used less frequently,

” « ” «

the #5 from the plural pronouns “they,

making it easier in Japanese to avoid using pronouns that specify gender.






ALTHOUGH IT WAs the weekend, Cryse University on Mars
buzzed with activity. The walkways and cafés were alive with
the chatter of students and scholars visiting from Earth and the
Moon, while the staft, rushing to prepare for the next lectures and
presentations, remained on high alert. A symposium of leading
bioscientists was the target of radical groups demonstrating in the
name of human rights. Any lapse in security and something ter-
rible was liable to happen.

Ever since a clash decades ago that left many injured and
even resulted in a few fatalities, it had become customary to
exercise the utmost security precautions at any symposium. That
people had died at a gathering to preserve the sanctity of life was
deplorable, but the violence also indicated just how far bioscientific
technology had advanced after the twenty-first century. Today
marked the final day of the symposium hosted by the Planetary
Bioethics Association, and a reception was scheduled for later in
the evening. The five-day symposium was a major event that took
place biannually on Mars, during which research presentations,
reevaluation of bioethical measures, and all manner of political
maneuvering took place.

David Lobe glanced across the lush lawn of the campus and felt
horribly out of place. Although he had come dressed as Eddie Mor-
gan had instructed, he found it hard to believe he blended in, even as
he tried to pass himself off as a security team member or guest speaker.
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8 THE CAGE OF ZEUS

“You were born on Mars, weren’t you?” Morgan asked, as they
walked down the path toward the courtyard.

“Yes,” Lobe answered.

“Bring back memories, this place?”

“Well, no. I never went to college.”

“No?”

“I moved to Asteroid City as soon as I finished my schooling.”

Asteroid City was a space city orbiting within the asteroid belt
between Mars and Jupiter. Originally built as a waystation be-
tween the two planets, it developed into an industry town that
mined and processed mineral resources for export. The city was
comprised of not only factories but housing for workers as well.
Because most of the labor was automated, Asteroid City wasn't
large as far as cities go, but was an industrial space city neverthe-
less. Lobe had worked there for ten years.

“One thing led to another and I ended up on Earth, with this job.”

Morgan decided to drop the subject. He muttered, “The gravi-
tational difference feels strange.”

“Oh?”

“This is my first time on Mars. Even if a molecular machine can
help to control the body’s fluidic circulation, this strange lightness
takes some getting used to.”

“It’s like jet lag. You'll get used to it soon enough,” Lobe an-
swered. “I wonder if she’s actually going to show.”

“If she’s sure she won't get made. No one’s made contact with her
in almost twenty years. Most people don’t even know she’s alive.”

“She might run at the first sign something’s not right. People
like her have a nose for sniffing out danger.”

“If that happens, you go after her. Don’t come back until you
find out where she’s been hiding,” Morgan said.

They sat down on a bench in front of a fountain emblazoned
with the university insignia’s design. A steady stream poured forth
from it. A landscaped lawn surrounded the bench, and there was a
rose garden in full bloom, flowers as large and brilliant as the sun,
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on the side. All of the plants on campus were bioengineered to
boost photosynthetic efliciency, thereby playing a role in supply-
ing Cryse City with oxygen.

Lobe sat back and stared up at the man-made sky projected
onto the interior of the canopy.

'This was his first time visiting Mars in quite a while. There used
to be only one orbital elevator when he was a kid, but three more
elevators had been built along the equator since then and banded
together with rings. The two moons that had once orbited Mars,
Phobos and Deimos, had been completely consumed for resources
during the construction of the elevators. But no one on Mars paid
any notice when the two moons disappeared from the night sky.
'Then again, there was no way they could notice, living as they did
inside the canopy.

Hearing footsteps, Lobe lowered his gaze. A woman in a lav-
ender-colored suit was approaching.

Morgan stood up and shook the woman’s hand. “I appreciate
your taking the time to see me.”

“Not at all. Thank you for making the trip from Earth,” the
woman said.

“Tickets are cheaper during symposium season, so it was no
trouble at all.”

Morgan showed her to the bench. “We can talk here, where it’s
quiet and private.”

Lobe got up and stood behind the bench. The woman furrowed
her brow and eyed him suspiciously. “My assistant,” Morgan said.
“It’s all right, he’s young. He won’t mind standing for a while.”

“But...”

“T'd hate for you to be uncomfortable.”

“Then why don’t we go to the café? We can sit, have a drink
and talk there.”

“I prefer to have our talk here, Ms. Karina,” Morgan said.

A smile crept across the woman’s face. “You must have me mis-
taken for someone else. My name isn't—"
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“And while were at it, 'm not a professor from Stanford.
Merely an excuse to get you to agree to see me. You wouldn’t have
come otherwise.”

The woman turned to leave, but Morgan grabbed her arm. “We
know your history. You'll only make things worse by running now.”

“I don’t know what you're talking about.”

“If you don’t want to be turned over to the police, you'll sit
down. We're here about a job. Not a bad job either. You'll be com-
pensated generously.”

“Let go of me.”

“You'll lose your job, is that what you want?” Morgan said. “Ev-
erything you've worked to build over the last twenty years. I'm
capable of destroying it all in an instant.”

“Then do it,” the woman said coldly. “I knew a scumbag like
you would come and try to threaten me someday. I was ready for
it. If you want to inform the police, be my guest. I'll find a way
to survive.”

“We've taken something you treasure above everything else
hostage. If you refuse the job, the hostage will die.”

“I have no family or friends that can be taken hostage.”

“Youre wrong. There’s one thing you refuse to abandon. Some-
thing youd give your own life to protect.” Morgan whispered the
name of the hostage. He explained just how he would kill the
hostage if she refused the job.

Suddenly, the look on her face turned fierce. The woman
shook off Morgan’s hand and shoved him against the bench. She
jammed a knee against his chest, stopping his fall from the bench,
and wrapped both hands around his neck. His head thrown back,
Morgan wheezed and struggled to break free of the chokehold.

Lobe ran around the bench, drew his gun, and pressed the
muzzle down against the top of the woman’s head.

Calmly, she cast her eyes upward. Lobe recognized the sneering
confidence in her eyes and shuddered. At that instant, he realized
idle threats would be useless against her. She was ruled only by
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arrogant pride and an iron will. People like her refused to submit
under any circumstances.

“Go on. I dare you to shoot,” she said, tightening her grip
around Morgan’s neck. “Do it and I'll break the boss’s neck.”

Lobe silently kept his gun trained on her head. Though he was
armed, he felt his knees might start to tremble. One false move,
and she would kill not only Morgan but him too. Her fingers
might take out his eyes even before he got off a shot. She might
punch his nasal bone clear into his brain. Or slip behind him and
snap his cervical vertebrae.

“Lower the gun,” Morgan said, gasping for air.

“But, sir—"

“Just do it.”

Feeling relieved but feigning reluctance nonetheless, Lobe
lowered his gun.

“The hostage will die whether we come back alive or not,
Morgan rasped. “And using us to bargain with our superiors will
get you nowhere. We're nothing but pawns here. We're not afraid
to die. Think about this rationally. Accepting the job is the only
way to save the hostage.”

'The woman removed her knee from Morgan’s chest. She fixed
the hem of her skirt and shot him a wicked glare.

Morgan finally sat up, rubbing his throat. “The job is simple,”
he said, as if to mollify her. “You carry a package into a designated
location, open it, and leave immediately. There’s nothing to it.”

“Don't lie to me. If you've gone to all this trouble to enlist me,
there has to be more. What are you plotting? Just who are you
people anyway?”

“A group fighting to protect the sanctity of life. If we succeed,
our name will go down in history as heroes. As the ones who led
humankind back from its errant path.”

“I have no interest in money or glory,” muttered the woman.

“Look, 'm in my mid-thirties. I no longer have the drive or stam-
ina. And I'm tired of killing. If I have to kill again, I'd rather kill



12 THE CAGE OF ZEUS

myself right now and be done with it.”

“The hostage will die even if you refuse the job via suicide. Sim-
ply put, you have no choice but to take it.”

“You sons of bitches.”

“Say what you will. But we desperately need your services.”
Morgan shot her a piercing gaze. “So you'll accept?”

2

WHEN HIS DAUGHTER Rui asked for help with her homework,
Koichiro Hasukawa looked up from his enewspaper. He stared at
his daughter, a bit nonplussed.

“Im learning about the history of Mars,” she said. “Tell me
about when you were little, Daddy.”

Rui was six. She was old enough to have mastered a computer
terminal.

When Hasukawa suggested she access the database from
the Mars Museum and look it up herself, Rui replied in a high-
pitched whine, “But the teacher said we have to ask our mommies
and daddies.”

This appeared to be not just an assignment but also the Min-
istry of Education’s attempt to investigate the home lives of their
students. Are the students communicating with their parents?
Any distortions in student character development? Warning signs
of criminal behavior? It was an education program aimed at de-
tecting the first signs of trouble by observing children via a socio-
medical perspective. There were also assignments involving scans
of the children’s brain activity. Hasukawa recalled having to make
a “brain album,” compiling records of data, as a kid.

By profession, Hasukawa believed these efforts to be mean-
ingless. Plenty of people raised in positive home environments
went wrong, while others endured unimaginable hardship in their
youth and grew up to be great men and women. People continued
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to change over a lifetime, for better or for worse.

When he called out to his wife, Kyoko, she gently admonished
him. “You look after Rui once in a while. You'll collapse the way
you've been working lately.”

Hasukawa relented. He couldnt remember having a proper
conversation with his wife or daughter in the last month.

Ever since the assassination attempt of a Martian government
official in Pavonis City, Hasukawa had been obsessed with track-
ing down the terrorist group claiming responsibility for the crime.
He belonged to the Special Security Division, the antiterror units,
of the Mars Police Department. As captain, he was charged with
overseeing day-to-day operations of the entire division.

He had little field experience. After completing his specialized
training as a cadet, he had been assigned to a command post in a
regional city and, after having gained some experience, returned
to the capital city. He was one of those whod chosen a conven-
tional path straight to the top.

'The SSD had narrowed its investigation by sorting through the
voluminous reports coming into headquarters, but the suspect had
escaped just as they were moving to make an arrest. There had
been a leak from the inside. Although the Central Intelligence
Bureau had launched an internal investigation, the leak’s source
had yet to be discovered. Either someone had hacked into the
network or the SSD had a rat. He had yet to receive any reports
on the matter. After watching Hasukawa chew his fingernails to
the quick over the investigation, his boss had finally urged him to
take some R&R.

As much as Hasukawa wanted to redeem himself as quickly
as possible, he also knew that getting needlessly wound up would
not force luck to fall his way. He accepted the offer and decided
to take a two-day leave. He asked to be notified at home if there
was any movement.

But he could hardly unwind at home. He was far more
preoccupied with reading the incoming news on his tablet
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than talking with his family. Kyoko was right to scold him.
Possessed by work as he was, he was liable to forget he even
had a family.

Hasukawa took Rui into the living room. The little girl sat on
the sofa and, after pressing “record” on the tablet, gazed up at her
father with expectant eyes.

Hasukawa sat back and searched for a distant memory of
when he was a child on Mars. Around the time he was born,
several cities had already sprung up on the planet. The orbital
elevator’s entrance was located on the volcano Pavonis Mons,
at the foot of which was Pavonis City, covered by an enormous
canopy. With Pavonis as the hub, a transportation network was
being built in every direction across the plains region, expanding
the infrastructure daily.

Work was done around the clock to change the climate on
Mars. Methane hydrate was extracted from the ground to create
a methane layer in Mars’s atmosphere, thereby raising the planet’s
temperature by way of the greenhouse effect. The seeds sown in
the crimson wasteland had sprouted and were beginning to grow.

Ice from both the polar caps and the permafrost beneath the
surface was being melted with massive reflective mirrors in or-
der to transform shallow gullies and valleys into lakes. Settlers
gravitated toward water sources, like they would an oasis in the
desert, and there a city was born. The canopy protected the lake
and the entire city, so the restored water did not evaporate into
the atmosphere.

Hasukawa had heard about plans to submerge Marineris Can-
yon entirely under water, so as to create an ocean. But such plans
had not gone forward as of yet.

“Let’s see,” he said to his daughter. “When I was little, Mars
still had a moon. There used to be a moon, shaped like a potato,
called Phobos that went around the planet.”

“How fast did it go?” Rui asked.

“At first, it took seven hours and forty minutes to make one
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revolution around Mars, but then the orbital path was changed so
it wouldn't get in the way of the elevator. Its traveling speed was
decelerated at the same time. But when more elevators had to be
built, the moon was consumed as a resource. Oh, and the sunset
on Mars used to be blue.”

“Why?”

“Because of the thin atmosphere and the sand particles flying
around, the red-colored light waves are scattered, while only the
blue-colored light waves reach our eyes, making the sunset look
blue. Back then, people used to travel outside the canopy in sealed
land rovers just so they could see the real sky. On Mars, the real
sky is red during the day and turns blue at night. Tourists traveled
outside the canopy because they got a kick out of seeing the sky in
colors opposite of what they saw on Earth.”

“How did you go from city to city? Did you have highways like
we do now?”

“Road taxes used to be very high. It cost an arm and a leg just to
get anywhere. But as the planet became more prosperous, public
services grew more affordable, and Mars gradually became a bet-
ter place to live. That’s because the Earthian government encour-
aged people to relocate to attract people who could help Mars’s
development. The hardships your grandfather faced in his time
became just a little bit better during my time. And by the time
you grow up, Mars will be an even better place to live. Maybe the
atmosphere will be denser and the cities won't need to be under
canopies anymore.”

Once the space program built cities with residential districts in
both Earth’s orbit and on the Moon and living off-Earth became
more commonplace, human advance into space accelerated with
every passing day. Even before the colonization of the Moon was
complete, the program began colonizing Mars and, even before
that was complete, launched the construction of Asteroid City.
'The farther humanity got from Earth, the greater the momentum
to reach deep space grew. Just as humans had once emerged from
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some corner of the continent and spread across the Earth, they
had begun to scatter their seed across the infinite black universe.

And now they were knocking on Jupiter’s door. A staff of a
hundred researchers and engineers was stationed at each of three
space stations or experimental cities built in proximity to Europa,
Ganymede, and Callisto, Jupiter’s largest moons.

The staft was mainly engaged with two areas of research. One
involved the environment surrounding Jupiter, including an ex-
ploratory study of the planet and landing missions on its moons.
Biologists had also discovered microorganisms and crustaceans in
the oceans beneath the layers of ice on Europa and Ganymede, at-
tracting the attention of not just the scientific community but the
general public. Images and reports released with each discovery
spurred interest in further exploration. Scientists also confirmed
the existence of a melted layer of ice beneath the surface of Cal-
listo and were currently in the midst of conducting meticulous re-
search on the ocean discovered under the thick ice crust. Data on
the volcanic activity on Io and on the lightning discharge activity
on Jupiter were also steadily being collected.

The other research area involved gathering experimental data
having to do with space medicine. The biggest problems humanity
encountered in space were the health impairments posed by living
in environments completely different from that of Earth. Impair-
ments from prolonged exposure to low-gravity environments and
space radiation, as well as the effects of stress caused by living for
extended periods in cramped residential quarters, were the primary
concerns of the researchers. With an even harsher environment than
that of Mars, Jupiter was an ideal planet to gather the best medical
data. Researchers conducted experiments on not only animals but
on human subjects too, drawing the ire of bioethics groups, but a
special inspection agency stepped in to ensure no unlawful experi-
ments were being conducted.

“What did the people that first came to Mars eat? What did
they do when they got sick? Did they have TV and movies?”
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As Rui continued to ask one question after the next, Hasu-
kawa’s wearable bleeped. It was John Prescott, chief of operations.
“Sorry to bother you at home, but there’s been a development.”

“Do we have the assailant?”

“Yeah, we're talking to him to now. But there’s another matter
we need to discuss. Can you get over here?”

“Of course.”

“Sorry.”

“No—" Hasukawa stopped himself from telling Prescott that
hed been bored anyway, remembering his daughter sitting in
front of him. After telling Rui to ask her mother to tell her the
rest, Hasukawa got up to grab his coat.

When Hasukawa arrived at Mars Police Headquarters, the media
hounds were already camped out front. The moment he got out of
his car, they swarmed him, sticking their recorders in his face, but
Hasukawa managed to push past them and entered the building
without saying a word.

Prescott was the only one waiting for him in the division office.
“P've got someone else on the press conference about the assailant.
You and I are going to a briefing.”

“Did we receive a new terror warning?”

“There’s another terrorist group, unrelated to the assassination
attempt, on the move. I don't know the particulars, but we have to
take the threat seriously considering their target.”

“What are they targeting? Some sort of government residence?”

“Jupiter. Seems they’re after the space station.”

“All three of them?”

“Just one. Jupiter-1. The special district to be exact.”

“Where did the intel come from?”

“Central Intelligence.”

“Do they have somebody on the inside?”

“Probably, seeing how they gave us a name. The Vessel of Life,”
Prescott said.
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Hasukawa grimaced. The Vessel of Life was an extremist group
espousing a rigid bioethical ideology that had perpetrated countless
acts of terror in the past. They frequently targeted bioscience corpo-
rations, research facilities, and hospitals and opposed the use of sci-
entific technology to manipulate the human body and other species.

With regard to matters of bioethics, an organization called
the Planetary Bioethics Association kept a close watch over the
settlements between Earth and Jupiter. It was a legitimate orga-
nization, an international agency with the goal of advocating a
“happy marriage” between human life and the technologies of ge-
netic engineering. Denouncing the association’s policies as soft, an
antigovernment group emerged to form the Vessel of Life.

But their continued acts of extremism made Hasukawa ques-
tion whether the group really wanted to protect bioethical prin-
ciples at all. In addition to engaging in demonstrations, public
denouncements, and harassment, they even resorted to bombing
the facilities of organizations whose activities they wanted to stop.
For this reason, the true goal of the Vessel of Life was rumored to
be the incitement of political and economic turmoil from behind
the cover of ideology.

On the other hand, Vessel members were also active in respect-
able endeavors such as publishing scholarly books on bioethics and
exposing medical malpractice in gene therapy, winning them praise
as champions of human rights. Thus, the Vessel of Life was not so
much a monolithic organization as a global network of people and
factions with disparate motives. Which complicated matters all the
more. It was for this reason that many people believed the Vessel
of Life was created to take up the mantle for bioethics in ways the
Planetary Bioethics Association could not.

“Their aim is to stop the experiments on Jupiter-1,” said
Prescott. “The doctors there are conducting some cutting-edge
space medicine and reproductive technology experiments.”

“But the Planetary Bioethics Association approved those ex-
periments on Jupiter-I. Why now?”
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“The group was against these experiments from the start. They
must’'ve been waiting to act until they could get together the neces-
sary funds and manpower,” Prescott said. “But to think they'd actu-
ally go to Jupiter. It’s hard to believe they’ll stir up much publicity
worth their trouble. I hope to hell it all turns out to be a hoax.”

“If they're prepared to go to Jupiter to carry out their plan, they
must think they’ve got a pretty good shot at succeeding. If they
haven't at least come up with a way to penetrate Jupiter-I's omni-
directional warning system, they wouldn't even bother to devise a
plan of attack.”

“Sorry to cut your vacation short,” Prescott said.

“Please,” said Hasukawa. “You're going to be holed up here at
headquarters for a while yourself, Chief.”

“Better that than the pain of being at home. My niece is having
a wedding party I just can’t bring myself to go to. I used the job to
beg out of going.”

“Something the matter with the groom?”

“That’s just it. Mly niece isn’t marrying a man.”

So it was a lesbian wedding. “That’s allowed just about any-
where you go nowadays.”

“Yeah, but here’s where it gets complicated. The woman she’s
marrying is also a transgender.”

“She used to be a man?”

“Yeah. She had gender reassignment—became a woman. Yet,
she wanted to marry another woman instead of a man and chose
my niece as her partner. My niece is fine with it. In fact, she said
that if her partner even wanted to go back to being a man, she'd be
fine with that too. She even said that she might want to try being
a man herself one day.”

“She was joking, right? I know artificial organ transplants have
come a long way, but switching sexes on a whim...”

“I hear people change their gender like they change their
clothes lately. They go from being a woman to a man and back
again and again over a lifetime. Fluid transgenders, they’re called.
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I don’t know what the kids these days are thinking,” Prescott said.
“Are humans starting to choose their sex depending on their cir-
cumstances the way clownfish do? If that’s what’s happening, I
don’t know if I can handle it.”

“Is that why you decided not to go to the wedding?” Ha-
sukawa said.

“What conversation could I have that doesn’t end with me
insulting my niece’s partner? My head hurts just thinking
about it. Of course, her friends are going to be there. Look,
I understand in theory. This isn’t the twentieth century. The
law guarantees the rights of those who call themselves sexual
minorities and queer. Discrimination is wrong. Absolutely,
positively wrong, I tell you. And anyone that openly shows
their disgust, no matter what they may be thinking, is just
being a jackass. But actually interacting with one of them is
exhausting to people like me who were raised on traditional
values. You must think I'm a coward.”

“Of course not.”

“Tell me, how old is your daughter now?”

“She’s six,” Hasukawa said.

“Then brace yourself. Your little girl won't necessarily stay a
girl forever.”

Hasukawa lost his first wife to illness. The Planetary Bioethics
Association had informed him then that since he had no children,
Hasukawa had the right to inseminate synthetic eggs containing
his dead wife’s DNA with his own sperm, have an artificial womb
carry the child to term, and register that child as his own.

Hasukawa had declined.

He couldn’t imagine raising the child himself and continuing
to work at the same time. He could have hired a babysitter, but
what would have been the point if he'd simply let the sitter raise
the child? That would have been the same as having a convenient
pet. If that were the case, he would have been much better off re-
maining a widower and throwing himself into his work.
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Even so, he ended up remarrying in his forties, having suc-
cumbed to loneliness.

Rui was born to Hasukawa and his second wife, Kyoko. By
the time his daughter would be old enough to marry, Hasukawa
would be over sixty. When that time came, there was no guarantee
that she would still be a woman, according to Prescott.

As much as such a thing would sadden him as a father, Ha-
sukawa was also resigned to the fact that children grew up. He
wanted Rui to go on being a girl, of course, but if she were to de-
clare herself a fluid transsexual, Hasukawa didn’t have the right
to reject her even if he might protest. The Planetary Bioethics
Association had done away with such restrictive sociopolitical
paradigms and established laws to guarantee one’s gender and
sexual identities. The individual’s choice to change one’s gender
however many times and to marry someone of any gender was
now protected by law.

There was only one choice forbidden on Earth and Mars, and
that was the bioengineering of an intersex human having both
male and female reproductive organs and then actually registering
that person as intersex.

Of course not everyone chose to live as a fluid transgender, even
while that right was guaranteed by law. Fluids were a minority,
and an overwhelming majority still held prejudices and bigoted
views on such a lifestyle.

“When I was a kid,” Prescott continued, “I imagined the
future and going to space to be something more—you know,
spectacular. Sure, we succeeded in making many dreams come
true: the lunar cities have grown, the Martian cities are more
accessible, the mysteries surrounding Jupiter were solved, our
life expectancy is longer thanks to advances in space medicine,
and we can even prevent senile dementia. Humanity is on the
verge of sweeping across the entire solar system. And yet, we
haven’t been able to eliminate the fighting and killing and ter-
rorism on Earth, or the Moon or on Mars. I used to believe
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that the farther we got from Earth, the more enlightened we
would become about how small we are in relation to the uni-
verse and therefore become more humble, more peaceful. But
the reality was different. We’re still burdened by the intrinsic
parts of ourselves that kept us earthbound. And why is that?
We refuse to change our Earthian ways no matter how far
we've come. As long as we insist on clinging to our bodies,
we’ll have to go on changing the space environment rather
than adapt to it. We've yet to become ‘Martians’ or Jovians’
even now. We're all still ‘Earthians’living on Mars and Jupiter.
We're imprisoned by this body. This body hinders our psycho-
logical growth, like a cage.”

“By that logic, that would mean humans are capable of chang-
ing their psyches by altering their physical bodies.”

“And that’s exactly what they're researching on Jupiter. The ex-
periments are beyond what I'm personally able to tolerate, but
they’re working on ways to improve human nature—that much
I know. That’s why we have to protect Jupiter-I. For the future
of humanity. If anyone has a problem with the experiments, they
can ask to discuss it or negotiate the issues. There are any number
of peaceful ways to get it done. But if any fringe elements would
rather solve this with guns and bombs, we have to stop them with
deadly force.”

'The two men waited for the top brass from the Mars Police
Department and the Central Intelligence Bureau to gather in the
meeting room. Once theyd arrived, Hasukawa and Prescott took
their seats at the far end of the table.

“According to the communiqué from the agent we have on the
inside, the Vessel of Life will attack Jupiter-I within a month,”
said the director of the CIB. “We don't have time to send in re-
inforcements from Earth or Mars. The threat will have to be put
down by whatever personnel we already have at the space station.
How many do we have stationed there right now?”

“Just the usual complement of twenty,” answered Prescott.
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“But there’s another team on a vessel headed there now to relieve
the team stationed there. They’ll be able to work together to
secure the space station. I'll notify the commander of the relief
team immediately.”

“That makes forty. Will it be enough?”

“The Vessel of Life may be an extremist group, but they don't
have the necessary cash flow to mobilize an army to Jupiter. Not
to mention, that would require a large transportation vessel, in-
creasing the risk of their being picked up on Jupiter-I's omnidi-
rectional warning system. It’s likely they’ll send in a small but elite
team to carry out the attack, in which case they’ll try to come in
on a cargo or research vessel. Our security teams are adequately
equipped to neutralize the threat.”

The director nodded, satisfied. The members of the police de-
partment, on the other hand, were red-faced, choking back the
words that came to mind. Why hadn't they been alerted sooner?
What the hell good was having someone on the inside? This last-
minute warning limited their counterstrategy severely. What the
hell had the CIB been doing?

“Who are the commanders in charge?” the director asked.

“The commander in charge of the first unit, the team on the
space station, is Jeff Harding. Shogo Shirosaki commands the
fifth unit, the relief team heading there now.”

“The composition of the teams?”

“All of the members of both teams are from Mars, although
there’s some ethnic imbalance,” Prescott said.

“How do you mean?”

“Harding’s team has a good ethnic mix, but Shirosaki’s team is
comprised mostly of Japanese members.”

“How did that happen?” asked the CIB director.

“With some recent transfers, the team just happened to stack
up that way. But the members are quite used to working on a
multiethnic team.”

“Any experience working with Harding’s team on a joint mission?”
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“No, sir, but I believe both men are capable of executing the mis-
sion,” Prescott said. “Would you like to have a look at their files?”
« b
Please.”

Several hours later, Hasukawa compiled a report detailing the ac-
tion to be taken.

He transmitted the information to Jupiter-I and the spaceship
carrying Shogo Shirosaki’s twenty-member security team.

'This was where Hasukawa’s job as an administrator ended.

After this, any amount of worrying was pointless. The voyage
from Mars to Jupiter took several months. He would only receive
reports and images, and whatever happened on Jupiter from here
on out, Hasukawa would have no way to get a direct read of the
situation.

Prescott had told him that he would not hesitate to use dead-
ly force for the future of humanity. He was right, of course, but
Prescott was only thinking in terms of the end result. Neither Ha-
sukawa nor Prescott had ever been witness to any sort of blood-
shed on the job. The only information that ever reached them
came in the form of data and reports from which Hasukawa could
sense nothing. Such reports contained only condensed fragments
of the truth.

It would be Shirosaki and Harding in the field who would have

to bear the burden of this mission.



THE FIRST THING he sensed was the smell of summer grass. A
pungent smell, as though someone had just finished cutting the
grass only moments before.

A feeling not so much nostalgia as restlessness came over him.
Shirosaki recalled the summers he had spent as a boy on Earth.
'The lush vegetation overflowing from the conservatory. The thick,
sweet smell of overripened fruit tickling the nose like spices.

The memories came flooding back. The odd shape of a
caterpillar wriggling between the leaves. Candy-colored ants
marching up a tree single file. Butterflies with wings like metallic
plates flitting around the orchids. Richly colored birds and the
chattering of squirrels. The Summer Dome of his youth fraught
with excitement.

In his daydream, Shirosaki was a boy of ten. Even as he remem-
bered the Summer Dome at forty, his point of view was that of a
small child.

When he was ten, the trees inside the conservatory looked to
him like monsters lurching toward him with outstretched limbs.

'The humid air was stifling.

'The winding path was free of traffic. Unlike the energy inside the
dome, a comfortable stillness pervaded the indoor area before dusk.

Shirosaki caught something moving out of the corner of his

eye and stopped.

25
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He worked his way through the brush to find a little girl standing
atop a stone wall.

She looked to be about six or seven. She was standing pre-
cariously on her toes, reaching for a mango on a tree.

Shirosaki held his breath and looked on. The girl pulled the man-
go closer, branch and all, then twisted the yellow fruit off the branch.

The leaves rustled as the branch snapped back. The girl cuddled
the fruit in her arms and caressed it tenderly. Shirosaki blushed as
if she were caressing him.

The girl turned in his direction. Her black eyes growing wide,
she jumped up like a spring-action doll.

“Do you like mangoes?” he blurted out.

The girl did not speak and stood stiffly on the stone wall. He
approached the girl and quietly clambered up the wall so as not
to scare her. He looked around to make sure no adults were about.
He began to pick one fruit after the next and toss them into her
arms. He continued to pluck the fruit from the branches until the
girl’s face grew cloudy. “Stop, that’s enough.”

Looking down, he noticed the mountain of mangoes in the
girl’s arms. He worried that he'd upset her, but she began to giggle.
She giggled so hard it made him wonder what was so funny. He
smiled sheepishly.

The girl pointed to a tree farther away. “Can you climb that
tree?” she asked. “Can you get that one?” He said, “Sure, I can,”and
jumped off the wall onto the path with the girl. The girl’s hand
clasped naturally in his felt soft.

Suddenly Shirosaki was overcome with an aching sadness. He
didn’t know whether he was feeling the ten-year-old’s intoxica-
tion or the sentimentality of a forty-year-old.

The scene began to waver as if the signal were breaking up. The
picture grew hazy.

Shirosaki moaned, nauseated by the feeling of being torn away
from the world. The smell of the vegetation and fruit quickly faded.
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Shogo Shirosaki lay inside the hibernation chamber and winced.

His breathing was erratic. His heart raced. He wondered why the
hibernation system had summoned this particular memory. Wasn't
it too sentimental to be used as a trigger to wake him? What was
the point of rousing a space traveler’s nostalgia in this way?

A yellow ambient light illuminated the chamber.

Shirosaki steadied his breathing.

The real world smelled faintly of his body odor and sterilized
fabric. The smell of summer grass from his dream faded like a vision.

Like a caterpillar, Shirosaki waited for the lid of the cocoon-
shaped hibernation chamber to open automatically.

Hibernating mammals have a gene that produces a hiberna-
tion-peculiar protein—HP—in the body. Human DNA contains
a similar type of gene. By raising the HP level in the blood, hu-
mans can fall into a hibernatory state.

The hibernation chamber maintained a passenger’s life func-
tions during deep sleep. Required aboard all vessels capable of
long-term trips, the system greatly reduced the amount of food
and oxygen supplies needed for interplanetary voyages.

As the scheduled passenger-waking day approached, the sys-
tem injected the passenger with a shot to lower the HP level in
the blood, stimulating the brain into wakefulness. This triggered
a memory, facilitating the transition into the waking state. Al-
though in Shirosaki’s case, it was not a terribly pleasant way to
wake up.

'The lid opened, and Shirosaki sat up in the chamber.

He grabbed hold of the edge with both hands and propelled
himself out of the chamber with his arms and legs.

The gravity onboard was maintained at zero so passengers
wouldn’t feel the strain of locomotion after months of sleep.

After passengers underwent about a week of rehabilitation to
work the muscles back to their original strength, the gravity on-
board was adjusted to 0.3 G, the same gravity as on Mars. Since
all of the passengers on his voyage were from Mars, maintaining a
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1.0 G environment wasn't necessary.

Shirosaki was a field officer of an antiterror unit assigned to the
Special Security Division of the Mars Police Department. Though
his usual duties entailed maintaining security on Mars, his team
was occasionally loaned out for special extramartian missions. The
security details on Asteroid City and on Jupiter-I were part of
teleplanetary duty rotation for his team.

Since none of the hibernation chambers containing the other
members were open, Shirosaki checked the control panel. The dis-
play indicated he was the only one to have regained wakefulness.

Maybe he had received an emergency message for his eyes only.

Shirosaki slid into the seat in front of the terminal and activated
the communications system. He entered his ID number to access
the unread messages. There were two. One was a private transmis-
sion; the other contained orders addressed to the entire team.

He opened the private transmission. The face of Special Secu-
rity Division Captain Hasukawa appeared onscreen.

“By the time you receive this transmission, you will be a week
out of Jupiter-I. How are you feeling, Commander? I trust the
hibernation chamber awakened you with a pleasant dream?”

Hasukawa smiled amiably as if he were seeing the man he was
addressing.

“Yeah, thanks,” Shirosaki muttered.

Although Hasukawa belonged to the Special Security Divi-
sion, someone of his rank was rarely seen in the field. He would
never make an appearance in the field on Mars, much less during
a teleplanetary assignment. The figure of Hasukawa in a suit, lean-
ing back in his chair, resembled a corporate manager more than a
security officer. While Shirosaki certainly wasn't envious, he was
made to realize the gulf between his home on Mars and his cur-
rent location all the more.

“There’s been a change of plans. Rather than relieving the se-
curity team stationed on Jupiter-I, you'll be joining their team to
guard the space station. The security detail on the space station is
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being doubled. Do you understand what that means?”

Shirosaki felt his entire body tense.

Hasukawa continued:

“We received a communiqué from a CIB operative that terror-
ists are planning an attack on Jupiter-I. Find them and neutralize
the threat. No arrests. Take every last one of them out.”

Shirosaki knitted his brows. He was a member of the special se-
curity unit, not the military. While he had the authority to kill in
extreme cases, wouldn't it be more prudent to make an arrest and try
to extract more information about the group they were dealing with?

“The terrorists call themselves the Vessel of Life. We believe
they’re targeting the research facilities and the special district on
Jupiter-1. We won't get anywhere negotiating with them or learn
anything by making an arrest. Your orders are to eliminate them.”

Hasukawa leaned forward and seemed to look Shirosaki di-
rectly in the eye.

“They’re spending a pretty penny to get to Jupiter, so they must
believe they have a chance of succeeding. They shouldn’t pose too
big of a threat considering their numbers, but be careful. Don’t let
your guard down.”

Shirosaki closed the message file and let out a sigh.

He recalled what a colleague had told him before he left Mars.

You can look at the blue of the earth all you want and there’s no
harm in it. Whether you were born on the Moon or Mars, even if
Earth is not your home planet, that blueness has the power to heal.
There’s no explaining why. It arouses something instinctual in humans.
1It’s not exactly nostalgia but a kind of relief—that there is water on
that planet—that soothes people’s souls. But you better not look too long
at the face of Jupiter. You'll go crazy if you stare at the Great Red Spot
Jor too long. It the eye of God, the eye of Zeus—the eye of a supreme
being sending us a warning, trying to break the will of humanity from
venturing out into deep space.

Being stationed on Jupiter-I had made Shirosaki’s colleague ill.
Unable to bear the idle days in the space station where nothing ever
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happened, the officer broke down before his assignment had ended.

As he stared at the Great Red Spot to help pass the time, he
had become possessed by the eye of Jupiter.

The Great Red Spot was an enormous cloud swirling in Jupi-
ter’s atmosphere consisting of hydrogen and helium. The vortex
was elliptical, measuring twelve thousand kilometers at its minor
axis and twenty-five thousand kilometers at its major axis, making
it large enough to consume two Earths. If you stared at it long
enough, it might very well drive you mad.

The size of Jupiter, to someone only familiar with Earth, the
Moon, and Mars, was an imposing sight. The equatorial diameter
of Jupiter was 142,984 kilometers; you could lay eleven planets
the size of Earth on it from end to end.

Jupiter. The planet named for the Roman version of the great
god Zeus. This planet, shrouded in gasses and comprised of a rock
core said to be about fifteen times the mass of Earth, completed
one rotation in an astounding 9.925 hours, and ever threatened
to swallow the space station and its residents with its sinister eye.

Unless you were fascinated by astronomy, the scale of Jupiter
was usually a source of stress for humans—a species just starting
to venture out into deep space.

In addition, Jupiter produced an intense magnetic field and
radiation waves. The magnetic field expanded to trap sixty-three
satellites into its orbit and was twenty thousand times the intensi-
ty of Earth’s. The magnetic field contained high-energy particles,
which emitted strong radio waves. One of Jupiter’s satellites, Io,
continued to be the most geologically active in the solar system.
Its volcanoes dispersed sulfur and other chemical substances into
space, triggering electrical discharges of three million amps. This
created a storm around Jupiter’s atmosphere, triggering an enor-
mous aurora at Jupiter’s polar regions that could cover the span of
three Earths.

Were it not for the powerful defense mechanisms protecting
spacecraft and the station, humans would die instantly in
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such an unforgiving environment. Without the medicines and
metabolic molec machines to periodically restore their cells and
DNA, humans would surely have a shorter life expectancy in the
Jovian system.

Shirosaki was also required to undergo this restoration treat-
ment. The same went for the staff living on the three stations near
Europa, Ganymede, and Callisto. They were just barely able to
survive, sufficiently shielded by all sorts of defensive measures and
receiving the necessary preventative medicine.

In the Jovian system, humans were like bacteria clinging to
the tiniest puddle of moisture. But these bacteria had both skill
and smarts. They were gradually expanding their habitat into
the depths of space. While they were only able to reach Jupiter
now, surely they would eventually see what was beyond the
solar system.

Shirosaki’s colleague had an outstanding service record on
Mars. He had prided himself in running headfirst into danger.
He was a hero whod captured and disposed of countless terrorists
and succeeded in carrying out death-defying rescue operations.
He had thrived on defeating the enemy. But when he transferred
to the security detail on Jupiter-I in the twilight of his career, he
began to erode like a sand castle on the shore.

Perhaps the toll of his aggressive approach to the job had fi-
nally caught up to him on Jupiter-I. He returned to Mars and
immediately submitted his resignation. The man was forty-five.
With a wife and kids. Now he had a sedentary job watching sur-
veillance cameras in an office building in Cryse City.

What about himself, Shirosaki wondered. Idle days on Jupiter-
I. A security detail where nothing happened. Fine by him. As a
matter of fact, he'd been looking for just that kind of place.

Shirosaki had taken the job because the rotating assignment
would eventually come around to him sooner or later. He was
also becoming less enamored with going out in the field. He was
growing tired of the routine of going in, taking control of the
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scene, and taking down the enemy. Since he'd chosen this job as
his profession, he had no problem with going in to neutralize a
threat with guns blazing. But the job did little more than treat the
symptom. Unless society underwent some sort of drastic change,
terrorism would continue to exist. It frustrated him to know that
what was plainly obvious to everyone couldn’t be accomplished
without the right people and government departments working
to effect that change.

‘They were only stalling for time. Unless something happened
to transform society, the job would continue without end. But
Shirosaki had misplaced his priorities.

He had hoped going to Jupiter would offer him some relief.
He knew he was running away. But he was also aware that run-
ning would be the best medicine for him now. Cushy assignment
or not, he was still going to get paid. At forty, Shirosaki had a
wife and child to look after, and without any commendations to
speak of, he couldn’t very well resign. The Jupiter assignment was
a godsend even if it meant spending months apart from his family.

Of course, that had all been dependent on nothing happening
on Jupiter-I. It was a moot point now that he was likely to see
action there.

One by one, the members of Shirosaki’s team began to wake
from the hibernation chambers. Shirosaki played Hasukawa’s
message intended for his team on the ship’s screen.

The message’s tone had been calculated to neither flame their
tears nor put them on edge, but to rally and boost the team’s mo-
rale. Nevertheless, the nineteen members instantly sensed the
gravity of Hasukawa’s message. The mood grew tense, as though
they might draw their guns at any moment.

Shirosaki assured the team that they would not see action very
soon after they arrived, and that as this was a joint mission, they had
more than enough manpower to overwhelm the attackers. They were
to recondition their bodies back to full strength before docking at
Jupiter-1. Shirosaki told them that he would have more concrete
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directions after meeting with the supervisors of the station. Then he
dismissed the staff. As the security members dispersed throughout the
ship to begin their reconditioning, Shirosaki called over his second-
in-command Naoki Arino and discussed plans for their arrival.

A week later, the ship carrying the relief team arrived at Station
No. 1 Jupiter-I.

Jupiter-1 was a cylindrical space station on one of the Jupiter-
Europa Lagrange points. Its center was hollow, much like a pine-
apple after being cored.

The station was three hundred meters in diameter and eight
hundred meters long. A central axis, running straight through the
hollow center, housed the gravitational control system. The axis
rotated the alloy pineapple-shaped station, creating a 0.3 G atmo-
sphere in the residential district.

The central axis was connected to the outer shell by a series
of spokelike support shafts, inside of which were high-velocity
elevators running at a thousand meters per minute. A separate
network of elevators running along the length of the outer shell
was used to travel from one end of the space station to the other.

'The central axis, which was longer than the space station itself,
protruded at one end. The docking bays were located there. All
vessels entered the cylindrical structure at the tip of the axis and
were required to pass a security check. Anything suspicious, and
the passengers were forbidden to disembark. If everything turned
up green, on the other hand, they proceeded from the docking
bays to the corridor where one of the high-velocity elevators car-
ried them away to the residential district. Unmanned vessels were
transported by an automated system from the docking bays to a
designated mooring inside the core.

The docking bays were kept apart from the rest of the station as
a safety precaution against collisions. The docking bays had been
designed to disconnect from the rest of the station in the event of
a fire or explosion caused by a docking accident. In this way, the
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protruding tip of the axis was like a lizard’s tail, able to be cut away
from the body by disengaging the lock.

Of course, this was also one of several measures to protect the
station from terrorist attacks. Even if an explosives-laden vessel
were to enter, the docking bays would be separated in order to
protect the residential district.

Upon entering the docking bay, Shirosaki’s vessel passed
through security, and they were authorized to disembark. Shi-
rosaki and the nineteen security personnel under his command
proceeded through the double doors and down the corridor, and
boarded the elevators leading up to the central axis.

Once there, they boarded another elevator traveling through
the support shaft and arrived at the entrance of the residential
district in about five to six minutes.

Standing at the entrance of the residential district, which was
maintained at 0.3 G, were three men and a woman.

The woman, who appeared to be in her late forties, lithely
stepped forward and spoke in English. “Welcome to Jupiter-I. I'm
Liezel Kline, the supervisor of Jupiter-1.”

Shirosaki shook her hand and introduced himself as the com-
mander of the relief team.

Kline smiled. “We can use all the help you can give. We're
grateful you’re here.”

A man older than Kline spoke next. “Dan Preda, assistant
supervisor.”

“Pleased to meet you,” said Shirosaki. He proceeded to explain
that his team would be procuring their food and oxygen from the
stores that had been brought with them to resupply the space sta-
tion. But he assured them that a supply vessel had left Mars soon
after these orders had been handed down and would arrive before
the station’s supply was exhausted.

Preda nodded. “No worries, we always keep a reserve supply
on hand.”

A man about Shirosaki’s age came forward next. He was
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wearing the special security uniform. He shook Shirosaki’s hand,
stone-faced. “Commander Jeft Harding. If it weren't for these
damn threats, my team would be back home on Mars by now.”

The man standing next to Harding also held out a hand and
flashed a smile. “Sub-commander Larry Miles. Nice to meet you.”

Since the cargo had automatically been unloaded and trans-
ported to the residential district, Shirosaki ordered the team to
deliver the cargo to the appropriate destinations. With his sub-
commander Arino in tow, Shirosaki followed Kline and the rest
of the welcome party to the meeting room.

When they arrived, another staff member was waiting for
Shirosaki.

The figure that stood before him was in eir early thirties
with spindly arms and legs and slight features. Eir silken hair,
cut evenly at the chin, shone as it moved. Although difficult
to guess eir ethnic origin and not exactly beautiful, ey had
strangely magnetic eyes.

“My name is Tei,” ey said. “My people don't use family names,
so please call me by my given name. Or Doctor, if you prefer. I'm
in charge of medical matters on the station.”

Shirosaki exchanged greetings with the doctor, despite won-
dering what a doctor was doing at a strategy meeting.

“A female doctor,” Arino said, cracking a smile. “Nice to see I'll
be in good hands if I'm wounded.”

A faint smile came across Tei’s pink lips. Shirosaki moved to
caution Arino, sensing that the smile on the doctor’s face was
one of cynicism rather than delight, but Tei spoke first. “I'm not a
woman, Sub-commander Arino.”

Arino’s cheek twitched. “My apologies.”

“And incidentally, I'm not a man either,” Tei added. “I'm a hu-
man from the special district that you've come to guard. I've come
as a representative of the special district.”

“By a human from the special district, you mean...”

Preda noticed Arino’s appalled look and let out a chuckle
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that sounded like a purr. “Forgive me, I should explain. The
doctor is a Round born in the special district—a bigender. Do
you understand what that means?”

“The doctor is male and female at the same time,” Shirosaki
said. “Yes, I read the report.”

“Unlike what our society calls intersex, Rounds are absolute
hermaphrodites possessing functioning genitalia of both sexes.
They are a new type of human born on Jupiter-I. Dr. Tei acts as an
intermediary of sorts between the special district and the rest of
the station, which is why we requested the doctor’s presence here
today. Since the Rounds don't ever leave the special district, they
communicate with those on the outside through an intermediary
as necessary.”

Suddenly looking indignant, Arino glared at Preda for with-
holding this information as if he’'d been testing them. Shiro-
saki, wanting to avoid an altercation from the outset, used his
implant communicator to send a message directly to Arino’s
inner ear. “Tuke it easy, Arino.”

“We're here risking our necks on this mission,” Arino answered
through his communicator, “and they’re mocking us.”

“We're only familiar with their society from what we've read. And
they only know us through the data they have on us. Theyre just trying
to feel us out. Don’t let him get to you.”

1 had no idea hermaphrodites looked so feminine. Do you think
everyone in the special district looks like that?”

“We'll find out soon enough. Just get back to the meeting.”

“Ms. Kline,” Preda continued, “perhaps we ought to explain to
Commander Shirosaki about the culture inside the special dis-
trict. About why the Rounds were created and how they came to
be absolute hermaphrodites.”

“Let’s not start with a lecture,” Harding interrupted. “What we
should be discussing now is how we stop the terrorists. We don't
have time for cultural lessons.”

“Gruff as usual, I see.” Preda flashed a sardonic smile. “The
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relief team is seeing a Round for the first time. We should be able
to afford a little time to explain.”

“If I thought it would help us to come up with a strategy, I'd be
all for it, but I don’t.”

Harding looked at Shirosaki. “Well, what do you have to say? Do
you want to sit around and listen to a cultural lecture? Or would you
rather get to work and talk about how we deal with the terrorists?”

Shirosaki answered, “I'd like us to discuss strategy. Maybe we
can talk about the special district another time.”

Preda shrugged, but Harding remained expressionless, not ac-
knowledging Preda with so much as a smile or frown.

“Why don’t we all sit down?” Kline said, frowning. “We won't
come to any decision while we’re standing.”

“Indeed.” Preda nodded. “We may be here a while,” he said,
pulling up a chair.

After everyone took their seats, Kline began the discussion.
“According to the data sent to us from Captain Hasukawa, it’s
likely the terrorists will be coming in on a research vessel from one
of the Jovian satellites or a cargo vessel from Asteroid City. The
research vessel has a particular route; it picks up specimens and
materials from the experiments conducted on each of the satel-
lites. The vessel from Asteroid City transports mineral resources
and the water necessary to keep Jupiter-I operating. In order to
enter this space station, the terrorists will likely have to come in
on one of the spacecraft. They may have commandeered an un-
manned ship, and we can't rule out the possibility that the terror-
ists have taken hostages.”

“When will the next ship arrive?” asked Shirosaki.

“In two weeks.”

“Then we ramp up security at the docking bays. We check all of
the cargo there in the presence of guards. If a fight were to break
out, itd probably happen in the cargo bay. Of course, the terrorists
have probably thought of that.” Shirosaki asked Kline, “Where are

the research facilities and special district located? Those are the
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two terrorist targets. They’re sure to head there first.”

Kline nodded. She punched a button on the control panel on
the table and a three-dimensional schematic display of the sta-
tion appeared. “Jupiter-I rotates with one cylindrical end facing
the surface of Jupiter. The station has defensive walls that, when
activated, can seal off each section of the station in an emergency.”

The schematic showed partitions being lowered. Each of the
sections were now highlighted in different colors. “The areas
highlighted in blue are the research facilities, the orange area
is the residential district for the staff, the green areas are the
administrative facilities, and the red area is the residential dis-
trict for the Rounds—the special district. There is a zero-gravity
laboratory and a factory in the central axis area, along with a
relaxation room.”

Next, a glowing grid was superimposed over the entire station.

“And this?” Shirosaki asked.

“The network of maintenance shafts used to maintain the outer
shell of Jupiter-I. The defense shield to resist the radiation and
magnetic field around the Jovian system is installed on the inside
of the outer shell. A thick composite layer made of materials such
as high-density tungsten, water, and ferromagnetic metals with a
high relative magnetic permeability covers the entire space sta-
tion. The maintenance system constantly monitors the shield and
sends a signal to the control center when it’s in need of repairs or
periodic maintenance.”

“What are the dimensions of the shaft?”

“About as high and wide for five to six adults to walk through
holding hands.”

“The security inside the maintenance shafts?”

“It’s possible to load a security system onto a repair robot. But
you can't enter and exit the shaft just anywhere,” Kline said. “Ac-
cess is restricted. The access points are only located in the control
center and residential district for the staff. The special district can’t
be accessed through the maintenance shafts.”
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“But once someone is in the shaft, can’t they cut their way out
through the ceiling?”

“Not likely. The shaft isn't made of anything so vulnerable.
Even if someone were able to cut their way out, the noise alone
would alert the Rounds in the special district. Not to mention the
intruders would be picked up by the heat and vibration sensors.”

The special district was located on the Jupiter end of the
station, farthest away from the docking bays. It had been built
there deliberately to keep intruders at bay.

“What about the possibility of their breaking in from the
Jupiter side?”

“Tupiter-1 is equipped with a surveillance system. We’re capable
of destroying any spacecraft that tries to approach us.”

“Looks like the special district also has an air lock.” Shirosaki
pointed to the schematic. “What are these capsules along the
walls here?”

“Emergency shuttles. There are also four shuttles dedicated to
the special district.”

“Its capacity?”

“Eighty. The shuttles are fully equipped to fly to Asteroid City.”

“How many people are on this station now, including the
Rounds in the special district?”

“Exactly one hundred staff members, forty task force members,
and one hundred fifty-eight Rounds, which makes two hundred
ninety-eight.”

“Then all we need to do is guard the docking bays,” Shirosaki said.

“In theory, yes.”

The task force was forty strong—more than the number neces-
sary to monitor the ships coming in to dock.

“The Vessel of Life has two goals: to stop the bioscientific experi-
ments going on at the station and to destroy the facilities and exist-
ing data. The fact that they’re coming out here rather than inciting
demonstrations on Earth and on Mars seems to indicate that they
think they have a fighting chance. We can't take this threat lightly.”
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“Is there any chance the terrorists will simply give up? That
they’ll turn around and head back after realizing the security pre-
cautions we've taken?” Kline asked.

“That’s certainly possible if they realize we’re onto them,”
Shirosaki said. “But I'm willing to bet it wasn’t cheap to put a
team together and send them out here. Now that the plan’s been
set in motion, they won't give up so easily. There’ll probably only
be a few of them, just the necessary manpower to destroy the
station’s facilities.”

“Then what we need to do is clear.” Harding looked at the faces
around him. “We intercept them at the docking bays and end
them there. But we keep the walls between each section lowered
in case they’re able to penetrate our defenses. Station some of-
ficers at the walls separating the special district from the rest of
Jupiter-I for good measure.”

“To think that a group standing up for bioethical principles
would resort to bloodshed.” Preda let slip a cynical smile. “Just who
is being inhumane here? Those of us conducting medical experi-
ments or the fringe group unashamed to commit acts of terrorism?”

After parting ways with the station staff outside the meeting
room, Shirosaki and Arino headed for the quarters assigned to
the security team with Harding and Miles.

As they walked down the corridor, Harding said to Shirosaki,
“They’re a bunch of fruitloops, right?”

“Who are you talking about?”

“All of them. Preda is a stuck-up government toad, and Kline
is infatuated with Round culture. She’s convinced the Rounds are
an ideal incarnation of humanity. And the doctor? The doctor isn't
even human.”

“Is something the matter, Commander?”

“You're not disgusted? You don't feel anything looking at some-
one so—ambiguous?”

“I barely know anything about, uh, them to feel anything, much
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less disgust,” Shirosaki said.

“Them is fine. Just don’t get caught calling them Aim or her
They’ll call you out for using that language.”

Of course gendered pronouns are discriminatory in the bigender
world, Shirosaki thought. So there are tricky issues of discrimina-
tion here just as there are in the planetary cities. “We've been briefed
about the special district. We also have some knowledge about the
Rounds. But our orders are to protect the special district and the
Rounds. As long as those orders stand, our job is to guard them
whether they’re human or lab animals.”

Harding stared at Shirosaki with a look of contempt. “Have
you ever seen sea hares mating?”

“No.”

“They’re simultaneous hermaphrodites whose male sex organs are
exterior, while the posterior holds the female. When the sea hares
mate, they form this long link. One puts its male organ in the female
organ of the sea hare in front of it, while its own female organ is
entered by the male organ of the sea hare from behind. Scientists call
that a ‘mating chain.” Snails mate in a similar way, only they have to
face each other to insert the male organ in the other’s female organ.
Same goes for the Rounds. With a single act of intercourse, they can
love as a man and be loved as a woman at the same time. I'm telling
you, that’s not right. A group that doesn’t have any scruples about
doing shit like that don't deserve to call themselves human.”

“You paint a pretty vivid picture,” Shirosaki said. “You didn’t
ask to watch, now did you?”

Harding glared. “You stay cooped up here long enough, you
start to hear things.”

Shirosaki fell silent.

“They’re not like the intersex people in our society. They’re the
same as sea hares and snails, with the ability to inseminate and
be inseminated at the same time. And do you want to know what
they call us? Monaurals.”

“Meaning what?”
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“We’re called Monaurals because each of us can only be one
sex. From a bigender perspective, we're monosexual—Monoau-
rals. Something’s become fundamentally different about them.”

“But they’re also living beings. In that sense, they’re no difter-
ent than we are,” Shirosaki said.

“You're a broad-minded one. I don't have it in me to be so toler-
ant.”

“Hey, give it a rest,” Miles said lazily. “Criticizing the Rounds’
existence doesn't make our job any easier. We should just think of
them as our protectees, like Shirosaki said. As strange as this may
sound, the Rounds’ existence is why we’re getting paid.”

“Not me.” Harding shook his head. “Just looking at them makes
my skin crawl.”

“I can't say that I don't know what you're feeling,” Arino said,
sighing. “You can’t disown what you feel.”

“Don’t worry about it so much,” Miles said. “When we finish

the job here on Jupiter-I and are back home on Mars, we’ll forget
all about the Rounds.”

2

TEI ALLOWED THE lukewarm water spraying from every di-
rection of the tiny shower room to wash over eir entire body.
White foam streamed down, tracing the contours of eir body,
and swirled down the drain. The wastewater went to a recycling
facility to be treated and reclaimed as nonpotable water. Such
was the way Tei existed, within a perfectly cyclic system—vital
to living near Jupiter.

In order for humans to embark on a long-term journey outside
of the solar system, better recycling facilities were needed. Traveling
for decades and centuries in an environment without solar energy
was no easy feat. Space was an endlessly unforgiving place.

But every time Tei thought about it, ey felt something like
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intoxication welling up from within. What lay beyond the solar
system? Just how far could we go? How many generations will
it be before we're able to see the countless galaxies and black holes
Jirsthand, as we see Jupiter today? There were times Tei desperately
wished for immortality. Rather than entrust the dream to
someone else, Tei wanted to see everything with eir own eyes.
Tei wanted to see and appreciate galaxies colliding, the birth of
stars, hot Jupiters expelling bright gases near the stars from a
distance close enough to touch. It was because of this desire that
Tei could bear living here.

Tei continued to shower, caressing eir body with both hands.
'The roundness of eir breasts, though not glamorous by Monaural
standards. The smooth and supple skin. The subtle curve of eir
waist. The visibly bony figure. The firmness of eir joints. The taut-
ness of eir muscles. Tei’s fingers slid from the swell of eir breasts
down past the torso to between eir legs where both genitalia were
tucked away. Ey fondled the soft flesh.

A moist slit and a copulatory organ protected by a thin sensi-
tive skin. A Round possessed both sexual organs similar to those
that female and male Monaurals had. Tei was no different. The
twenty-third chromosome pair of Rounds like Tei, known as the
sex chromosome, was neither XX nor XY, but a synthetic chromo-
some, double-I—a pair of I chromosomes resembling two sticks.
The remaining twenty-two chromosome pairs contained the ge-
netic sequencing making the Rounds perfect hermaphrodites
and produced peptides that sent commands to the subcerebral lobe,
an organ unique to Rounds located next to the pituitary gland.

Back when Tei still spent the majority of eir time in the special
district, ey had no doubts about the way eir body was formed.
'They had been told that all of the Rounds in the special district
were built the same way, though different from the humans that
lived outside the special district. Tei had entered adolescence sus-
pecting nothing. When ey had tried to make love with another
Round—more as a way of communicating than for the purpose
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of procreating—ey had realized that ey was built a bit differently
from the others.

It was a trivial distinction, posing no problem to engaging in
the sex act itself. Rounds were capable of impregnating and be-
ing impregnated at the same time. Tei possessed the reproductive
organs to do just that. There was, however, one difference. This
distinction alone had saddled Tei with a deep feeling of alienation.

The Rounds were a special existence to those living outside
the special district. Tei was an even more special case among the
Rounds. Naive as Tei was in her adolescence, ey had been assailed
with unbearable doubt and feelings of inferiority.

Why am I different from the others?

1 am not a Monaural. But I'm also not a Round.

Then what am I?

Tei had rushed to the infirmary, where the station’s supervisor,
Kline, gently informed em that such things happened all the time.
Dr. Wagi, the chief of medicine, pulled up piles of data to logically
explain to Tei how ey had come to be this way.

Dr. Wagi’s explanation had been a persuasive one. He had end-
ed by telling Tei that a simple operation would solve the problem.

But Tei had refused. Tei didn’t want to think of eir own body as
so peculiar that ey required surgery. Doing so would have denied
how ey had lived up until now. Doing so would also mean con-
demning the children who would come into this world built like
Tei. Deformed. That was unacceptable to Tei.

Tei simply learned to accept that ey was different from the oth-
er Rounds and resolved to live an exemplary life that would blaze
a trail for the next generation.

‘That was when Kline had asked Tei to serve as an intermediary. “If
you focus on a job with responsibilities, you'll forget your problems,”
she told Tei. “Fortia and Album are in charge of the special district
now and their tenures won't end for a while. If you want to do some-
thing comparable, the ambassadorship will be perfect for you.”

Tei had accepted the offer immediately.
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Ey didn’t want to go on wallowing in self-isolation over some-
thing so trivial as a physical aberration.

Tei also aspired to be on equal footing with the Monaurals. The
feeling of inferiority that surfaced among the Rounds when they
encountered people from outside the special district, despite being
the newer generation of human, had always troubled Tei.

Tei resolved to be equal. To live on equal terms with the Mon-
aurals.

Having been born on Jupiter-I, Tei had no concept of racial
discrimination, and such antiquated feelings were similarly alien
to the supervisors of the space station.

Tei got along with the station staff immediately. Owing to eir
burgeoning medical knowledge and skill, Tei earned the trust and
honest respect of the staff with each achievement.

As ey became more used to eir duties, Tei also grew to enjoy
having sex with other Rounds as a means of social interaction.

Adolescence was short for the Rounds, who matured three
times faster than Monaurals.

Tei quickly became an adult and was approaching middle age.

Having lost the tendency to dwell on eir differences as ey did
when ey was younger, Tei became a doctor and also a counselor to
the younger generation.

And yet, there were times Tei still felt a void.

A feeling that something was missing.

'That the universe was incomplete.

A nagging matter that no one could empathize with.

Tei, closing eir eyes, tilted eir head upward into the shower
stream and rubbed eir face with both hands.

Ey recalled the meeting when ey was mistaken for a woman by
the new security team member.

A smile escaped eir lips.

The security team members that came to Jupiter-1 were always

only able to recognize Tei as having one sex. The male officers mis-
took Tei for female. The female officers mistook Tei for male. To Tei,
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nothing was as inconvenient or as baffling as the Monaural concept
of gender. The Monaurals were callow beings held captive by out-
dated values.

On the other hand, at times Tei found emself envying them.
That they operated under a gender binary system seemed to in-
tensify their romantic feelings. The passion with which Monaurals
lusted after what they lacked was a quality that a sexually uniform
race like the Rounds did not have.

Of course, love was ultimately an interpersonal fantasy and so
wasn't something that blossomed exclusively between two sexes.
In that sense, Rounds and Monaurals were no different.

Even so...

Tei was amazed by the Monaurals’unflagging fixation with sex.
In certain cases, they couldn’t help violating the objects of their
affection. Just how were they driven to such madness?

Tei yearned to know with the same curiosity that sparked eir
desire to gaze at the end of the universe.



SHIROSAKI DECIDED TO get alay of the land in the two weeks
before the first cargo vessel arrived at Jupiter-1. After ordering the
security team members to familiarize themselves with every inch
of the station, he inspected each of the facilities himself with Kline.

First they visited the residential district for the station staff and
the administrative facilities.

The area was further subdivided into smaller sections and
looked much like a floor in an ordinary office building. Because
the walls of the corridors obstructed his view at fixed intervals as
Shirosaki walked, he hardly noticed the curved contours of the
cylindrical station.

'The inside of the administrative facilities was pleasant enough to
make Shirosaki forget that outside its confines was the Jovian system.

Located in this section were the control rooms for each of the
station’s systems, the research facilities, food factories, health and
wellness facilities, storehouse, mess, recreation center, infirmary,
the control center, meeting room, and the staff quarters.

Upon entering each department, Shirosaki and Kline were
greeted courteously by the staff.

'The staff was racially diverse. Shirosaki had also imagined the
staft at the front lines of Jovian space to be emboldened with an
intrepid frontier mentality, but they were nothing if not composed.
'They went about their daily duties as if they were on the planets.

47
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Inside the observation room, an omnidirectional screen dis-
played images from outside the station: Jupiter, Io, Europa, Gany-
mede, Callisto, as well as Earth, the Moon, Mars, and the Sun.
Images from Saturn and beyond the solar system.

Shirosaki felt Jupiter bearing down on him and shuddered. “Do
people come here often?”

Kline nodded. “After all, we can’t go out there to see Jupiter for
ourselves.”

“I know it’s just an image, but I feel as if I'm about to be crushed.”

“Perhaps youd like to sit down. You'll feel better.”

In the center of the room were tables surrounded by a sofa on
each side. The sofas, arranged back-to-back, faced the tables and
the screen.

Kline tapped her wearable, and the entire floor became a screen
displaying a million stars at Shirosaki’s feet.

Suddenly, Shirosaki felt as if he were plummeting through
space and had to keep himself from shouting. “I'm sorry, but
would you mind turning off the floor screen?”

“Don’t members of the security team receive any space
training?”

“Yes, but most of my duties keep me on the planets.”

“Oh, I'm sorry. This must be disorienting for you.”

Kline turned off the floor screen.

Shirosaki let out a sigh of relief. “You aren’t bothered by it?”

“When you've lived here for over twenty years you get used to it.”

“I didn’t realize you've been stationed here so long.”

“I was one of the first staff to come here.” Kline then asked, “Do
you know why the special district was created on Jupiter-1?”

“Yes, I read about it in the report. Though as an outsider, I may
not have an accurate understanding of many things.”

“What did you think of Dr. Tei?”

“I found em appealing,” said Shirosaki, using the gender-neu-
tral pronouns he'd learned after his conversation with Harding,.

“Even after you found out ey’s a Round?”
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“My impression of bigenders was that they would look more
synthetic—like they were entirely different beings. I had no idea
they would be so much like us.”

“The doctor may be similar to us because ey works with hu-
mans outside the special district as an intermediary.”

“Are the Rounds in the special district different?” Shirosaki asked.

“Their sensibilities are gradually deviating from ours, since
their contact with the staft has decreased of late. They have an air
about them that’s uniquely their own.”

“Do you encounter any difference of opinions as a result of
their bigender state?”

“The Rounds are a branch of the human evolutionary tree—
one possibility of humanity’s progression. We should regard them
as partners and must not pressure them with any undue expecta-
tions. We must think of them neither as an ideal form of hu-
manity nor a new breed of human reigning over us, but as a new
subspecies coexisting with us. Although I realize this is difficult to
understand for outsiders.”

Harding had said that Kline believed the Rounds to be an ideal
incarnation of humanity, but apparently that wasn't exactly the case.

“I'd like to hear more about the Rounds. Things I won't find in
the files.”

“That might take a while.”

“That’s all right. I consider it a part of the job.”

Kline nodded and began slowly. “How much does your genera-
tion study about sexology?”

“Just that human sexuality is comprised of three elements:
physical sex, psychological sex, and sexual orientation.”

“Then you know the difference between gender and sexuality?”

“Gender is a socially constructed concept that defines femi-
ninity and masculinity,” Shirosaki said. “People’s ideas of what it
means to be feminine and masculine differ according to the social
environment in which they live. Even within a single society,
those ideas change along with the changing times. Sexuality is a
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term used to consider biological differences between the sexes as
well as one’s sexual preference.”

“That’s the correct textbook answer. Has your department ever
encountered any issues with regard to gender and sexuality?”

“Nothing that’s been made public at least.”

“Not even employment discrimination?”

“I wouldn’t know, as I'm not involved with the hiring process
and practices.”

Kline smiled. “Sexual minorities have been an issue in Earth-
ian society since the latter half of the twentieth century. While
the term sexual minority may be recognized as a pejorative now,
it was still commonly used during the twentieth and twenty-first
centuries. True to their name, there were few sexual minorities
back then. For example, the homosexual population numbered
only ten percent of Earth’s total population. There were fewer
lesbians than gay men and even fewer bisexuals. These so-called
sexual minorities experienced great difficulty combating the
prejudices of the majority.”

In the field of sexology, human sexuality encompassed
three components: biological sex, psychological sex, and sex-
ual orientation.

Biological sex was the vector of gender biology—male, fe-
male, intersex, including those with chromosomal and genital
anomalies.

Psychological sex or gender identity was a matter of individual
identification—the cisgenders identified with their biological sex
and transgenders identified with some sex other than their bio-
logical sex. It was a matter of which gender you identified with
and whether or not that was consistent with your biological sex.

Sexual orientation was the vector of heterosexuality, homo-
sexuality, and bisexuality. Sexual orientation had to do with the
sex you were attracted to. All three of these components were not
at all static but extremely fluid, forming more potential combina-
tions than there were names for them.
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“Gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender. These groups were treated
as mentally ill. They were criminalized and marginalized by soci-
ety until they began to form their own communities and began
to demand recognition and rights. By the end of the twentieth
century, homosexuality was removed from the list of psychological
disorders. Although the majority’s prejudicial attitudes remained,
in the process of changing the laws as a result of hard-won court
battles, sexual minorities forced the majority to recognize that
they were not sick, that being a member of a minority was noth-
ing more than a part of one’s identity, and that biological sex, psy-
chological sex, and sexual orientation were not to be forced upon
anyone but rather practiced freely by the individual.

“The end of the twentieth century also saw advances in life
manipulation technology such as in genetic diagnosis, gene ther-
apy, prenatal diagnosis, organ transplantation, and artificial organ
manufacturing. Sexual minorities were inevitably affected.

“By the end of the twentieth century, sex reassignment surgery
was recognized as a way to treat gender identity disorder. At the
start of the twenty-first, scientists made breakthroughs in manu-
facturing artificial organs using stem cells. Fierce debates raged
over the ethics of their actual use, but in the end, stem cells were
allowed for treatment purposes. This decision paved the way to
making possible the manufacture of reproductive organs, which
had been perhaps the greatest obstacle standing before sexual mi-
norities. Do you understand why this was so significant?”

“It became possible to transplant artificial reproductive organs
that weren’t merely cosmetic but actually functioned,” Shirosaki
said.

“That’s right. As news of successful transplants of artificial liv-
ers and kidneys made from stem cells spread, the thinking that
the transsexual issue could be solved medically began to take root.
This marked a big shift in values. With sexual reassignment sur-
gery technology still nascent, complications weren't all that rare.
Failed surgeries plagued patients with chronic pain; even with
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successful surgeries, they had to continue to take hormone pills to
maintain their new bodies. Long-term drug use also caused prob-
lems with the liver and other parts of the body. As a result, many
people elected not to have sexual reassignment surgery altogether
rather than risk their lives to maintain their sex. Intersex surgeries
were also far from perfect.”

An intersex person was someone born with both male and fe-
male reproductive organs. Since being intersex was thought to be
a deformity at the time, it wasn't uncommon for the reproductive
organs of one sex to be removed from the child. With the surgery
not yet perfected, sometimes the chosen sexual organs did not
function when the child entered puberty. Other times, in cases
where the parents had decided their intersex child’s sex based on
their outward appearance alone without telling that child, the
child flew into a panic when the other sexual organs developed
during puberty.

1 thought I was a man, but they told me I have ovaries and a uterus.
Does that make me a woman? Do I have to dress like a woman from
now on and marry a man and have kids of my own?

I thought I was a woman, but they told me I have testicles. Does
that make me a man? Do I have to dress like a man from now on and
marry a woman and make babies with her?

“Toward the end of the twentieth century, intersex people
started to protest that parents and doctors were selecting and
surgically assigning the sex of their intersex child without the
child’s consent,” Kline explained. “Many people came to believe
that only the intersex children themselves had the right to de-
termine their sex and that they should be recognized as a third
gender that was neither male or female until they were ready to
decide for themselves. At the same time, people began to advo-
cate for the right to not choose either sex at adulthood and to
remain intersex.

“But once synthetic sex hormones became possible, the think-
ing that transgender people should automatically ‘fix’ their problem
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surgically began to spread among the majority, while those who
did not were thought to be abnormal. Because of these medical ad-
vances, people’s once diversified concept of gender at the end of the
twentieth century began to revert to the gender binary classification
with a clear delineation between male and female.”

“Something like a shift back to traditional values? I wonder if
they began to feel nostalgic for the old days as a reaction to the
sexual diversity they perceived had gone too far,” Shirosaki said.

“Perhaps. One segment of the population strongly resisted. For
those that viewed male and female on a spectrum without draw-
ing sexual and gender lines, such twentieth century binary think-
ing had become impossible to accept. Artificial organ transplanta-
tion techniques furthered progressive thinking. Single-sex people
began to want intersex bodies.

“At the time, organ transplantation was thought to be an an-
swer for the transgender population. A solution to the problem of
how to reconcile one’s biological sex with one’s psychological sex.
But once the technology was perfected, another trend emerged.
Some people expressed a desire to have the reproductive organs
of both sexes and began to claim that right. Such thinking was
inevitable once we diversified our concept of gender. The thinking
that you can only be male or female went out with the twentieth
century. Since bigenderism exists as a choice, it’s hardly a surprise
that someone had the idea to integrate both sexes into one body.
When you sit down and think about it, there’s no reason why hu-
mans have to go on being one sex or the other.”

“But as perfect as the artificial organs are, do the organs of both
sexes function together inside the same body?” Shirosaki asked.
“Aren’t hormones responsible for initiating the reproductive func-
tions? The body requires male sex hormones to produce sperm
and an abundance of female sex hormones to nurture an ovum
in the uterus. It’s hard to believe that both sex hormones can act
upon the same body.”

“Yes, that posed the biggest problem. Our endocrine system
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can't stimulate the organs of both sexes to function despite hav-
ing them transplanted in our body. Both men and women have
gonadotropin-releasing hormones that stimulate the secretion
of both female and male sex hormones. Even so, it isn’t easy to
stimulate the growth and maturation of both sex organs. With
regard to the reproductive organs, one has to dominate the oth-
er,” Kline said. “One person can be biologically intersex, be psy-
chologically male or female, be heterosexual, homosexual, or bi-
sexual with regard to sexual preference, and either have male or
temale sexual functions—the variations only increased. Far from
restoring our concept of gender to the old gender binary, medi-
cal technology served to complicate it, and so too our choices.
After all, this technology enables humans who are biologically
and psychologically male to give birth.”

“Is that something men even wanted?”

“At times, yes. That notion has existed since the twentieth cen-
tury. By implanting the fertilized egg in the abdominal cavity,
men can also become pregnant. It’s basically the male variation of
an ectopic pregnancy. Male pregnancies aren’t rare in the natural
world. Seahorses, for example.”

“Human males are hardly the same as fish,” Shirosaki said.

“Pm merely illustrating a point. That is to say, once this tech-
nology became a reality, the woman-equals-childbearing sex para-
digm was completely destroyed.”

“But a normal man wouldn't think of such a thing, much less
desire it.”

“What is normal, Commander Shirosaki? One person is
biologically female but identifies as a male. And if that person
accepts that contradiction rather than regard it as a gender dis-
order, is that person male or female?”

Shirosaki grimaced. “By your explanation, I suppose that’s en-
tirely up to the individual.”

“Exactly. Sexual diversity means to no longer think of the dis-
parity between one’s sex and gender as a disorder. So if someone
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expresses a desire to bear children, we must acknowledge it re-
gardless of sex or gender. We've already acquired the technology.
The issue isn’t with the number of surgeries already performed.
Neither is it a matter of how many people support it. It’s about
somebody having an idea and all of humanity waiting for the
technology to make that possible. That alone can give rise to an
entirely new sex.

“Surprisingly, it wasn’t the minority that fought for bigender-
ism. In fact, a good portion of the minority disdained the notion
more fiercely than the majority.”

“Then who wanted it?”

“People who belong to the gray zone.”

“The gray zone?”

“A broad group that positions itself between the minority and
majority,” Kline said. “They live as part of the majority without
ever revealing their allegiance to the minority. Well, not that
they’re part of the minority anyway. Straddling the line between
both groups, the people of the gray zone empathize with the po-
sitions of both and yet do not openly declare where they stand.
They’re fascinated by the marginalized culture, even as they con-
tinue to live and have families in dominant society. They’re usually
the ones that, with a little push from behind, come upon a novel
idea. And so it was the people of the gray zone that came at the
idea of sexual diversity from a different perspective and made it
real and commonplace.”

“I don't think I quite understand.”

“That’s all right. You don’t have to. In any case, the words mi-
nority and majority were soon deemed discriminatory, and such
semantic distinctions ceased to exist. At last, people came to real-
ize that such reductionist thinking was meaningless. That there
was no exact delineation between the majority and minority. That
the majority can always become a minority. That possibility was
the essence of what it means to be human.

“And so intersexuality isn’t so much a peculiar goal of people
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with peculiar ideas as it is a challenge we must face in order
for human culture to mature. Although whether governments
recognize the lifestyle is a different matter.”

The world’s progressives began to fight for the right for people
to have both sexes. The conservative majority protested. To the
conservatives, bioengineering hermaphrodites was nothing more
than a vulgar hobby of freaks.

Although there was a storm of debate, in the end, society
simply couldn’t accept the idea of intersexuality. The media
chased after the story for a while but soon stopped once the
controversy died down.

But the progressives had not completely given up.

At the time, space medicine research was already being con-
ducted on Jupiter-I—research that had continued since humanity
established its first city on the Moon.

'The path to the Jovian system was fraught with bigger ob-
stacles than the paths to the Moon or Mars: the cosmic radiation,
far greater than on the way to Mars, plus the gas giant’s intense
magnetic field. Humanity was faced with the challenge of increas-
ing its ability to adapt to the space environment. Medication to
restore the cell structure and DNA damaged by the radiation, a
new model of molecular machine, overcoming the circulatory dis-
turbance resulting from the zero-gravity environment, etc.

At some point, the data gathered from animal testing eventu-
ally had to be tested on humans.

That was what the progressives had put their finger on. They
asked scientists to create a special community on Jupiter-I in ex-
change for offering up their bodies for experiments.

'They requested approval for the creation of an exclusive dwell-
ing for the bigender—the special district.

“The notion of body modification, which arose from the sexu-
ality issue, presented us with the new challenge of figuring out
how the sexual functions of both sexes could coexist in the same
body. The only answer was to manipulate the sex chromosomes,
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but no one dared take on the risk on Earth. The strong oppo-
sition of the conservative majority was one reason. The issue of
ethics was another. Once we recognize anyone having chromo-
somes other than X or Y as human, we begin to entertain the
possibility of modifying the entire body. For example, improving
the functionality of our arms and legs, improving our audio-visual
faculties, being able to subsist on water, minerals, and light like
plants. If we make radical alterations to the body in this way, how
far can we go and still call ourselves human? Where do we stop
in order to remain human? It was obvious that no one would be
able to draw that line, which is why even researchers hesitated,”
Kline said. “Nevertheless, the people seeking to become bigender
tried to overcome those hurdles. Humanity has to change—no,
humanity must actively seek out change, they said. Through the
issue of sexual diversity, they came to the conclusion that the hu-
man body must be and should be reinvented. If people’s ways of
thinking change along with the times, then it’s only natural that
the body do the same, they said. These people were an appealing
opportunity to scientists. They had offered their bodies for experi-
mentation just when scientists were in need of subjects.”

“But on the condition that they would be made intersexuals
and promised refuge in the special district,” Shirosaki concluded.

“The International Space Probe Agency based on Earth, the
Planetary Bioethics Association, and scientists on Jupiter-I came
together to negotiate the terms of the experiments. And establish
boundaries for what types of body alterations were allowed and
not allowed to avoid any reckless behavior.”

“How so?”

“First, the special district was officially designated as a sover-
eign state. The people of the special district are residents of a new
country who acquired a family register upon moving to or being
born in the special district. In other words, they were not to be
treated like lab animals we can have our way with. The Rounds
have the individual right to refuse to take part in any experiment.
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'The medical experiments can only proceed with the consent of the
Rounds and the station staft; we cant force them to take part in
any experiment they don't agree to.”

“But you can try to convince them.”

“Of course,” Kline said. “The operating cost of the special dis-
trict comes out of the International Space Probe Agency’s bud-
get. The grant element is set at zero percent, but since the agency
profits from the data collected from the experiments, the Rounds
aren’t in the position to refuse every experiment. The district will
stand to lose its operating budget. Rounds who simply can't par-
ticipate in the experiments have no choice but to leave the district
and live among Monaurals.”

“Is that even possible?”

“It’s rare, but some Rounds who are unable to adapt to the dis-
trict’s policies do leave. Since the Rounds aren’t allowed to travel
outside the Jovian system, however, they have no way of earning a
living other than to become part of the station staff.”

“I mean, are the Rounds capable of living in the space station
among Monaurals outside of the special district?” Shirosaki asked.

“It requires considerable physical and psychological effort on
their part, but it’s not entirely impossible.”

Kline went on to explain that the medical experiments adhered
to specific guidelines. “The biggest rule is that the Rounds’ ap-
pearance cannot deviate from the way Monaurals look. Their fa-
miliar appearance will reduce the psychological resistance others
might feel toward the genetically different.”

“On the other hand, prejudicial feelings may arise because they
do look like us.”

“But people may also find it easier to empathize with the
Rounds. We can also avoid giving the false impression that we’re
conducting unnatural experiments. In addition, we clearly defined
two purposes for creating bigenders,” Kline said. “Officially, the
Rounds are staff working on the frontier of space exploration.
Only a small staff is dispatched to the frontier at first, limiting the
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choices of sexual partners. Under those circumstances, it simply
isn't efficient to halve the gene pool by restricting the partnerships
to between a man and a woman. The best method is to expand the
choices by making everyone a possible sexual partner.”

“The expectation to bear children seems to be an anachronism,
wouldn’t you say?”

“For the record, of course—it’s a pretext to create bigenders.”

“What if you take frozen eggs and sperm to the frontier? With
a diverse supply, the staff can have as many children as they like
from outside their gene pool,” Shirosaki said.

“Of course, were pursuing that avenue as we speak. Unfortu-
nately, the success rate has been disappointing. Some technologies
that prove effective on Earth oftentimes fail in the Jovian system.
As the research continues, I do believe that method will eventually
take root. But the human ability to propagate the species can’t be
undervalued. Our ability to bear and raise children in places with-
out the aid of an artificial womb or incubation system is a tremen-
dous advantage.”

“And the second purpose?”

“To resolve the issues raised by gender differences. Our soci-
ety has not been able to overcome gender discrimination with
our laws and ethics alone. We're incapable of eliminating the
conflicts stemming from the differences in sexes. And that’s
only natural. Our physiology is different. So are our hormon-
al cycles. There’s no way to understand the other completely.
That’s fine, I suppose. You might say that such issues are what
make humanity so fascinating and profound. But now as we’ve
left the tiny confines of the solar system and are attempting
to embark on a journey into the dark expanse, we can’t afford
to quibble over such trifling matters. Which is why we should
dispense with the problems that can be resolved by reinventing
the body. A society where we are equals, where only individual
differences exist. That was the ideal scientists proposed, and
it was largely because of these two goals that the creation of
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the Rounds was approved. And so strictly speaking, the term
Round isn’t the name of a new race but a word to describe a
certain condition.”

“How was that name derived?”

“It stands for roundtrip gender—a being constantly moving
between masculinity and femininity. It was a word coined here
on Jupiter-1.”

“While we may be able to overcome gender differences, as long
as individual differences continue to exist, I doubt we can elimi-
nate interpersonal conflicts altogether,” Shirosaki said.

“We certainly don’t believe we can resolve all conflicts by rid-
ding society of sexual distinctions alone,” Kline responded. “But
at the very least, eliminating physiological differences will free
us from the because he’s a man or because she’s a woman mode of
thinking. Are you familiar with the myth of the hermaphrodite
from Plato’s Symposium?”

“Im afraid I'm not.”

“According to Aristophanes, humans were once hermaphro-
dites with four arms and four legs. Wary of humanity’s hubris and
might, the gods tore the humans in two. This was the origin of
men and women, each sex searching and desiring the other half
ever since. I can’t say that I believe in the myth, but the story has
resonance, wouldn't you say?”

“And were the progressives satisfied by the creation of the
Rounds?”

“Hardly. They mounted quite a protest. In a way, maybe the
progressives had a better understanding of the implications of
these experiments. The emergence of a society where one person
has two sexes becomes commonplace. They realized that alone
could jolt our values from their foundation. Perhaps the progres-
sives intuited that changing just one aspect of our social universe
could change our universe entirely.”

“So how do they contain such a threat?”

“None of the data from the experiments can leave the Jovian
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system,” Kline said. “The Rounds can only be created on the Jo-
vian system. Rounds cannot travel to Earth or Mars. In short,
they’re absolutely forbidden to enter our society. Those were the
terms of the agreement. Not a problem since the people whod
volunteered to be subjects had abandoned their homes on Earth
and Mars. Thus, the special district was established. The first gen-
eration, called the pre-generation, acquired their bigender surgi-
cally. Though pre-gens weren't absolute hermaphrodites and thus
couldn’t procreate, a bigender society was born in the special dis-
trict. Every one of its residents is both male and female. And every
one of them is psychologically male and female. Their feelings
develop not for the opposite sex but for the individual. During the
experiments, they also began bearing children through artificial
insemination. The fertilized eggs were injected with a synthetic
gene called double-I instead of the sex chromosomes Monaurals
possess. Those children were born as absolute hermaphrodites
from the start. They represent the first generation of Rounds.
Since then, a second and third generation have been born through
traditional procreation methods.”

“What became of the pre-generation?”

“They work and live among the station staff outside the special
district. The pre-generation and first generation have completely
different ways of thinking. As different as their physiology is, they
might as well be different species. All the scientists did was elimi-
nate sexual distinctions. But that change alone can transform hu-
man society—our lifestyles, value systems, our sense of humanity.
What do you think?” Kline asked. “About our creating a race of
bigenders?”

“I haven't had occasion to give it much thought.”

“You're not the least bit interested?”

“I don’t quite know what to think, as I'm perfectly satisfied being
a man and a Monaural. I can appreciate the concept of a gender-
free society. But a society that is free of sexual distinctions by chang-
ing the human physiology goes beyond what I'd consider ordinary.”
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“You'll get used to it. We all need time to adapt to a new
value system.”

Adapt to what? Shirosaki thought. Tv the fact that humans are
becoming absolute hermaphrodites? Or fo the idea that I would grow
accustomed to a society without sexual differences? “Harding brought
up the subject of language discrimination earlier. I understand
there are words we shouldn’t use in reference to the Rounds.”

“There’s no need to be overly sensitive. The Rounds are fully
aware of their differences and they won't fault us for a slip or two.
But there are some things you're better off not saying out of con-
sideration for the Rounds. “You look feminine for a Round’or “You
look masculine for a Round, for example. Surely you must have
assumed Dr. Tei to be a woman when you first saw em.”

“Yes, I did,” Shirosaki admitted.

“When we Monaurals see a Round, we tend to recognize traits
of one gender over the other. Which is why we say a ‘feminine
Round’ and a ‘masculine Round.” For those of us accustomed to
having gender differences, we can’t help seeing the Rounds in
those terms as well. And maybe we’re projecting our desires upon
them too. ‘I hope that Round is feminine.” Or, “That Round has
to be masculine.” Nothing more than an illusion on our part. The
Rounds have no awareness of being more one sex than the other.
What exactly did you feel was feminine about the doctor? Eir
slender proportions? Or eir features?”

“I suppose it was the voice,” Shirosaki answered. “Ey looks like a
woman, of course, but I detected a kindness in eir manner of speak-
ing and timbre of eir voice that I perceived as distinctly feminine.”

“That’s all strictly according to your own definition. In your
mind, you have some standards by which you distinguish the sex-
es. But those standards won’t work with the Rounds.”

“This is all so very confusing.”

“There’s no need to feel bad about yourself. Few of us have ever
been in contact with the Rounds. It’s natural to feel uncomfort-
able. Your thinking will change while you're here. By the time your
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assignment here is done, I promise you your views about sexuality
will be completely transformed. Oh, and another thing—please
don't call the Rounds ‘sea hares’ or ‘snails.’ The Rounds hate it
when Harding calls them that.”

Shirosaki and Kline exited the observatory and boarded the
high-velocity elevator, which took them to the special district
in mere seconds. Kline stood in front of the entrance where a
biometric scanner worked its way up and down her entire body.

After the system finished reading her personal information, the
door opened.

Shirosaki’s eyes grew wide.

Lush greenery filled his field of vision. It was like an entrance
to a botanical garden.

The special district lacked the subdivisions and corridors of the
station staff’s residential district. The entire space lay open like a
magnificent garden. Not so much a garden but closer to a small
cityscape. The ceiling was thirty feet high. The garden appeared
to slope up into a sharp incline at both ends. Because the area
was free of obstructions, unlike the Monaurals’ residential district,
Shirosaki could see the curvilinear shape of the cylindrical station.

A wide path snaked along the shape of the central axis, branch-
ing off into various areas of the district along the way.

Kline gestured toward the path, and they began to walk. Shiro-
saki felt as if he were being led through a garden made for pleas-
ing tourists.

Suddenly the image that had triggered his wakefulness in the
hibernation chamber came flooding back to life. The oppressive
smell of greenery. The memory of the Summer Dome. A pro-
phetic dream? Or coincidence?

Shirosaki asked Kline, “Is the entire district a plantation of
some sort?”

“There’s a separate garden elsewhere. These plants have been
bioengineered. They constantly release oxygen and absorb CO,
gases regardless of the availability of light energy. They take in the
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air and release just the oxygen back into the environment.”

“Water and nutrients?”

“They don't require as much of either as normal plants.”

“I see they bear fruit.”

“Not edible, I'm afraid,” Kline said. “They absorb just the car-
bon from the CO, gases. When they mature, they’re harvested
and processed for carbon fiber at the recycling plant.”

Kline picked one of the fruit and handed it to Shirosaki. It had
none of the fleshy elasticity of edible fruit. Shirosaki squeezed
it and the fruit crumbled, leaving a powdery residue in his hand
like pumice.

Shirosaki and Kline passed by several Rounds as they walked.

'The Rounds wore flat shoes and long tunics, which resembled
quarter-sleeved Chinese dresses with stand-up collars. The front of
the lightweight cloth was decorated with embroidery from collar
to chest. Since the tunics were identical, the embroidered designs
alone seemed to reflect individual tastes. The children, scampering
around the garden in sandals, were dressed more simply. All of
the Rounds wore portable comm devices on their arms or chests.

“I feel as if I've wandered into an ancient civilization.”

“When we considered the proper attire for a society without
sexual distinctions, this was the design we came up with.”

“It seems a bit more classical-looking than unisex. It’s enough
to make you forget this is a space station.”

“Would you have preferred a different design? Such domestic
matters tend to take a back seat here.”

“Are the Rounds happy with it?” Shirosaki asked.

“They don't say either way. Although the embroidery was
their idea.”

None of the Rounds registered any emotion upon seeing Kline
and Shirosaki.

'Their oddly tranquil gaze as they walked past without so much
as a smile reminded Shirosaki of Dr. Tei’s light brown eyes.

“I have a feeling we're not welcome here.”
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“Don’t let it bother you. It’s a kind of etiquette here.”

“How do you mean?”

“The Rounds have a different physiology and accordingly, they
have different values. Disregarding the other is the most peaceful
method of interaction,” Kline explained.

“But you all live on the same station.”

“This is the special district. It isn't like the other parts of the
station. You musn't think of this place in the same way.”

Residential units were scattered throughout the garden.
The yellowish-ochre modules bunched together resembled
an insect’s nest.

“Those are the residential quarters,” Kline explained.

“Does each of the quarters house only one Round?”

“There are units that accommodate one, and larger units that
house five or six.”

“Are they resistant to gunfire and explosions?”

“Not likely. Under fire they'd probably just fall into a heap in
seconds.”

Shirosaki stared at the clusters of units as he continued to walk.
There were residences scattered all throughout the district. Im-
possible for an intruder to take many hostages at once. Most of
the residents should be able to escape.

Since the plan was to neutralize any threat of an attack at
the docking bays, it was unlikely anyone would penetrate the
station this far.

A Round family was peering at Shirosaki from the window of a
residential unit. Shirosaki smiled and waved as he would to his own
child, but neither the adult nor children registered any response.
Turning away, they disappeared from the window. Shirosaki low-
ered his hand and asked Kline, “Were those children third-gener-
ation?”

“Yes.”

“They seem awfully big considering when these experiments
began.”
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“The Rounds mature at a much faster rate than we do. They
reach adulthood three times faster.”

“Then they have a shorter life span?”

“Actually their rate of aging slows upon reaching adulthood. If
you try to guess their age by our sensibilities, you'll find yourself
mistaken. The Rounds have a growth calendar uniquely their own.
One Round year is difterent from one Monaural year.”

“How is that possible?”

“Through the miracle of space medicine, really,” Kline said.
“One of the advances in biogerontology. Mars and Earth have
also pursued it, but the research on Jupiter-I is the most advanced.
'The technology has to do with controlling the secretion of growth
hormones and telomerase synthesis. Given the need for good
people to work on the cosmic frontier now, all the better if they
mature faster and live longer. There’s no need for a waiting period.
We don't have the luxury of waiting eighteen or nineteen years
like on Earth or Mars.”

“So how are the Rounds difterent?”

“According to the Monaural growth calendar, our body secretes
an enormous amount of growth hormones until we’re six and be-
gins to secrete gonadotropins at seven until maturation. Once we
reach adulthood, the body secretes less gonadotropins and begins
to produce telomerase.”

Telomerase is an enzyme that acts upon a base sequence of
DNA called telomeres, which limit the number of times the body’s
cells can divide and replicate. The number of telomeres decreases
as cell division is repeated. Once the telomeres are completely
gone, the cells cannot reproduce. The telomerase essentially acts
to replenish the telomeres as they erode so the cells can live longer.
Theoretically, the body’s cells can go on replicating endlessly as
long as the telomerase remains active. The body can continue to
produce tissue, thereby slowing the aging process.

“The Rounds receive injections of telomerase genes, and
T-antigen genes. Scientists also made modifications to the
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Rounds’ klotho genes, to mitigate the aging process as well as
change the 5,178th base sequence of the mitochondrial DNA
from cytosine to adenine. A nanomachine that replicates neu-
rons is implanted in their brain. The Rounds are also much
more resistant to cosmic radiation.”

“Do you mean to tell me that we have the technology to make
us immortal?”

“Oh, no. There’s much more research to be done before we at-
tain immortality. We may have succeeded in prolonging the life
span of the Rounds, but the technology is far from perfect. We
estimate the Rounds will continue to live healthy lives past two
hundred, but the first generation has already begun to show signs
of aging. Although they appear outwardly young, their blood test
results tell another story.”

“Still, they’ll outlive us. Is that right?”

“Probably. Without ever experiencing senility or physical
impairments.”

Kline’s gaze wandered and her face lit up. “Ah, we’re in luck,”
she said. “That’s the leader of the Rounds over there. I'll introduce
you to em.”

'The Round was picking fruit from the bioengineered plants. Ey
was tall with eir long straight hair behind em. Ey appeared to be
a little older than Dr. Tei.

“I'm sorry to interrupt,” Kline called out.

The Round turned around and looked at Shirosaki with
placid eyes.

“This is Fortia, the superintendent of the special district,”
said Kline.

Fortia bowed eir head slightly and said, “Welcome to the special
district,”in fluent English. Ey spoke politely, but there was a chill in
eir look. Unlike the other Rounds whod remained expressionless, ey
was clearly gazing at Shirosaki with a look of caution.

“Fortia is Latin for ‘strength,” Kline explained. “All Round
names are derived from Latin words. The Monaural names are



68 THE CAGE OF ZEUS

gender-specific. Lucy is a woman’s name, Jim is a man’s name,
and so on. Since names connoting gender distinctions aren’t
appropriate for the Rounds, we decided to give them Latin
names in the tradition of scientific names. The names come
from nouns, verbs, and at times, adjectives. We came up with
the names for how they sound, so please don't read too much
into their original meaning.”

Fortia twisted eir lip into a smile and asked Kline, “Is he part
of the security staff?”

“There’s no need to be alarmed. Not everyone on the security
team is like Commander Harding.”

Fortia appeared masculine to Shirosaki. Maybe it was eir build.
Compared to Dr. Tei, ey was taller and had a much bonier physique.

If Shirosaki stared long enough, ey might have even looked like
a strapping middle-aged woman or a life-weary mother. And yet,
Shirosaki sensed something very masculine about Fortia. He didn’t
quite understand the standards by which he was projecting his own
perceptions of masculinity and femininity onto the Round. Was it
one’s outward appearance and attire? The timbre of the voice? Man-
nerisms? None were factors that definitively distinguished one sex
from the other.

People whose gender identity was incongruous with their bi-
ological sex were no longer a rarity even in Shirosaki’s society.
Sexuality was not determined by one’s physiology alone. Then by
what standard was he intuiting Fortia’s sex? On what basis was he
perceiving one sex more strongly than the other?

Fortia asked Kline, “Has something happened to prompt a visit
from special security?”

“We’ve received word of a possible terrorist attack. We expect
to contain the threat in the docking bays, but Commander Shiro-
saki is inspecting the layout of the facilities just in case.”

“We should go inside. This isn't something we should be dis-
cussing here.” With that, Fortia turned around and made eir way
down the path.
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The exterior of Fortia’s residence was painted a light green,
making it easier to pick out from among the others.

As soon as Shirosaki entered the room, he let out a cry of admi-
ration. The interior was made of wood. For Shirosaki, whod been
born on Earth, it was nothing if not a nostalgic sight.

The polished boards were not poor imitations made of non-
flammable synthetic materials or metals; they had been cut from
real trees. From cedar and cypress trees no less. Where did they
manage to procure this much wood? Wood panels covered the
hall, ceiling, and the entire walls. The stairs leading up to the sec-
ond floor were also made of cut logs. The rustic interior seemed
entirely out of place on a space station responsible for developing
the latest scientific technology.

“Does it interest you to see a house made of wood?” asked Fortia.

“More like nostalgia,” answered Shirosaki. “Homes like these
exist only on Earth now, and not everyone can afford to build a
home from such expensive materials as wood.”

“The materials here are from the trees grown in the special
district. Wood is quite handy for maintaining the humidity
and temperature.”

“How do you manage to grow cedars and cypress trees in
this space?”

“They’re genetically engineered dwarf breeds, so they only grow
to about six feet. The wood boards are laid over a framework built
from synthetic materials.”

“Are all of the units like this?”

“They’re all designed a bit differently, but basically, yes. We
Rounds don’t have any experience living on the planets, so I can't
speak to your feelings of nostalgia. Were only using the wood
because it’s a useful material. How nice you find it pleasing.”

They stepped inside the living room and found another Round.
When ey looked up from whatever ey was doing, Shirosaki in-
stantly recognized eir masculine qualities. Ey appeared to be
younger than Fortia. A young man. When Fortia asked em to
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make them some tea, ey nodded and disappeared into the kitchen.

Fortia offered Kline and Shirosaki a seat on the sofa.

“My partner, Album. I suppose that makes us husband and wife
in your society.”

Having assumed they were siblings, Shirosaki replied flatly, “I see.”

As estranged as the Rounds were from Monaural society, the in-
terior and furnishings were completely Earth-inspired. Perhaps the
Rounds had yet to come into their own in this aspect of culture or
they simply accepted whatever tools were practical. Or perhaps they
were deliberately being made to use these familiar items in order to
minimize the differences between Rounds and Monaurals.

Shirosaki looked up at the ceiling. There was a skylight above
the living room. He didn’t exactly know why a house would need
a skylight in a place where no sky existed, but maybe this too was
another cultural influence adopted from Monaural society. No
doubt the skylight had been incorporated into the design more as
a novelty than for its functionality.

Album returned and placed several sealed containers of tea on
the table. Although eir bony fingers were in no way delicate, after
having heard the two were husband and wife, Shirosaki couldn’t
help but feel strangely attracted to them. He felt discomfited by
the inescapable tendency to distinguish the Rounds by his own
standards of gender. After thanking Album, he took one of the
heated containers and opened the seal. He felt the warm tea go
down his throat, along with the sensation that he had not quite
caught up to the reality of the special district.

“Do you mind if Album joins us?” Fortia asked. “Ey is also an
assistant superintendent of the special district.”

“Of course not,” Shirosaki replied. Then he proceeded to ex-
plain why the security staff was being doubled. How a terrorist
group called the Vessel of Life was plotting to destroy the special
district. How the terrorists would likely come in on one of the
cargo vessels. How he and his security team were familiarizing
themselves with the facilities in the event of a battle.
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Fortia and Album listened without a hint of emotion.

Their non-reaction made Shirosaki uneasy. Isolated as they
were in the special district, were they unable to understand how
frightening a terrorist threat was? Perhaps they didnt compre-
hend how violent the humans on Mars and Earth were.

After Shirosaki warned them of the possibility of a shoot-
out inside the docking bays, Fortia turned to Kline. “Isn’t the
construction of Apertio complete yet?”

“Not for another three years. There are also supplies to procure.
We'’re not anywhere near launching it.”

“It doesn’t matter where, as long as we can get far enough away
from the Monaurals. Maybe the terrorists will give up if we can
somehow get as far as Saturn.”

“Colonizing Saturn isn’t possible yet. There’s still so much data
to collect and so many issues to resolve,” Kline reminded em.

“What about Venus or Mercury?”

“Their environments are too severe.”

“It’s been three generations. We can’t continue to depend on
the Monaurals forever.”

“Is there a plan to move the Rounds?” Shirosaki cut in reluc-
tantly. “And what is Apertio?”

“The Rounds are preparing to participate in experiments to
establish settlements beyond Jupiter,” Kline answered. “As I ex-
plained earlier, the Rounds are, on the record, a race engineered
for the express purpose of space exploration.”

“Do you mean to tell me they’re acting as human subjects in
our place?”

“To put it bluntly, yes.”

“But they must be terrified,” Shirosaki said. “Or at least resistant.”

Fortia laughed. “I'm proud to be a Round. I will be venturing
into uncharted space before any Monaural, testing the limits of my
skills to gather valuable data. That data will serve as the foundation
for when the Monaurals are ready to journey farther into space.
I have been entrusted with a wonderful and rewarding job. We're
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capable of doing the work no unmanned probe will be able to han-
dle in your stead. We'll die satisfied, even if it means cutting short
our lives. Didn’t you Monaurals embark on space exploration with
those same high aspirations all those many years ago? That’s what
we Rounds are trying to do now. For all of humanity.”

Fortia spoke with unwavering conviction, eir voice revealing
not even a hint of doubt.

Unlike Shirosaki, whod return to Mars when his job here was
done, the Rounds had only Jupiter-I and unexplored space. They
had no home. They were like human probes, destined to travel
deeper and deeper into space to gather data for as long as they lived.

“I'm willing to undergo any physical change to adapt to space.
We may be nothing more than imitations of Monaurals now, but
we don’t have to be human if that’s what it takes to adapt. A new
being. I wouldn’t mind that at all.”

“The construction of a vessel is now under way on Asteroid
City,” explained Kline. “A supership capable of towing the special
district—that’s the Apertio.”

“The special district entirely?”

“Jupiter-I is shaped like a cored pineapple before it’s cut into
round slices. The special district will be cut away from the rest of
the space station, just like one of those slices, and will head for
Saturn towed by the supership.”

“I see. So the special district was designed to be part of a long-
term exploration vessel from the start.”

“One that can be cut loose by removing just a few screws. Or
perhaps it’s more like cutting it away with an enormous knife,”
Fortia said. “The current threat will not be the end of the Vessel of
Life’s activities. Eventually we will have to leave the space station.”

“The people on Earth and Mars are afraid that the technology
enabling us to become bigender will make its way into their soci-
eties,” Album said. “They’ll come after us as long as we’re within
reach. That’s why we need to get out of here.”

“But I thought there were laws forbidding this technology
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from leaving the station.”

“The Monaurals don't give a damn about that. All they feel is
hate and repulsion. When I hear all of the horrible incidents hap-
pening on Earth and Mars, I can see there’s no negotiating with
them.”

“If that were true, humanity would have perished long ago.”

“All Monaurals are good at is preserving the status quo,”
Album said. “They only care about what’s in it for them; they’re
not interested in discussing solutions.”

“That’s enough politics,” Fortia said severely. “Youre being rude
to our guests.”

Smiling crookedly, Album leaned back on the sofa and said
nothing more.

“The people on Earth and Mars are afraid their next genera-
tion will be injected with the double-I chromosomes,” said Kline.
“With the inclusion of bigenders in their society, the old concepts
of gender and sex will be completely destroyed. This is what the
Vessel of Life fears most. The idea of one human possessing both
sexes baffles them. At best, they may understand the concept of
changing from one sex to another. To them, surgically transplanting
sexual organs is nothing more than the act of a deviant, never mind
switching XX and XY for double-I chromosomes.”

“Isn’t it your job to ensure that technology doesn't get leaked?”

“Any information that exists will eventually be leaked, as long
as there is someone coveting it.”

“Are you suggesting that people are after double-I for them-
selves even though the Vessel of Life opposes it?” Shirosaki asked.

“Naturally. Humans desire change even while they desire stasis.
And generally speaking, they prefer to change physically before
they do psychologically.”

“But you didn’t seem very shocked to see us, Commander
Shirosaki,” Fortia noted.

“Shocked enough, I assure you. I've been trained to control
my emotions.”
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“Not everyone on the security team is like you.”

“Are you talking about Harding?”

“I'm not speaking only of him. Usually Monaurals react oddly
when they first see us, like they don't quite know where to look.”
Fortia continued, “Tell me something. If you were able, would you
choose to be transplanted with double-I? Would you choose to
change your sex chromosomes?”

“Thank you, but no. I'm perfectly satisfied being a man,” Shi-
rosaki said.

“It appears you're someone we can trust,” Fortia said, smiling
for the first time. “Youre not like Commander Harding. You're
not trying to understand us or seeking our friendship. And that’s
just fine. We don’t need Monaurals to understand us. All you need
to know is that we exist on Jupiter-I. We need you to protect us.
There’s absolutely no need for any sort of human interaction be-
tween the Rounds and Monaurals.”

“What has Harding done? Why do you dislike him?”

“That’s none of your concern.” Fortia said nothing more.

Kline did not offer an answer. Album let slip a sneer.

Clearly something had happened that hadn’t been reported to
Captain Hasukawa. As much as this troubled Shirosaki, he kept
silent. That no report had been filed no doubt spelled some sort
of scandal best kept private. Although Harding seemed to dislike
Kline and the Rounds, the problem seemed to stem from him.

Shirosaki left Fortia’s residence with Kline without learning
any more about the matter.

2

As ARINO WENT through his workout routine in the training
room, he thought back to his encounter with Tei in the meeting
room. That cold smile. Had it been one of contempt? A ridiculing
look the younger generation directed at the older set? The look of
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disdain the arrogant cast upon an inferior?

Biologically speaking, Arino understood how the Rounds were
equipped and how they procreated. But as much as he understood
intellectually, how he felt was another matter.

What was the Rounds’sexual orientation according to Monaural
standards? Would they be considered homosexual since they all had
the same physiology? Or would they be considered bisexual because
they had intercourse as both sexes?

It was nothing he could understand. A concept beyond con-
vention, and yet, one that might become commonplace in the future.

'The unfamiliar had the power to both frighten and tantalize at
the same time. People grew all the more drawn to what was taboo.

Tei looked just like them—Ilike normal humans. Spoke English
and dressed like them and ate like them. The difference lay in the
sexual organs. But Arino was puzzled by the way that difference
alone made Tei seem something other than human to him.

They had been the ones to create the Rounds. Had they been
as scared when childbirth was made possible through artificial
insemination? What about when the first humanoid robot was
built? Why were they so discomfited and bewildered by the sim-
ple fact of gaining one sexual type?

After finishing his workout, Arino went into the locker room
and showered.

He threw on some fresh clothes and dragged his sluggish body
toward the residential district assigned to the security staff.

As spacious as Jupiter-I was, it was still only as large as a stan-
dard space station. Learning the layout of the station and visiting
each of the facilities had taken all of three days. The security team’s
mission didn’t begin in earnest until the first cargo vessel arrived.
'Thus far, their scheduled patrols had been strictly routine and did
nothing more than demonstrate they were earning their keep.

In his boredom, Arino’s thoughts wandered to the special district.
Shirosaki’s team had no active contact with Harding’s team. Once
the terrorist threat was put down, Harding’s team would go back to
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Mars, so the two teams had no reason to fraternize. They exchanged
nothing more than a few pleasantries even when they bumped into
each other in the mess, recreation room, or training room.

But because no one on Shirosaki’s team aside from Shirosaki
himself was allowed to enter the special district, their curiosity
only intensified. Most of the members tried to learn as much
about the Rounds as they could from the snatches of conversation
with those on Harding’s team.

But none of the members of Harding’s team was very forth-
coming on the subject. No matter how much they were ques-
tioned, they dodged the questions and inevitably said, “Look, if
your commander’s telling you to stay out of the special district,
I'd listen. The Rounds aren’t some animals you can gawk at. You
can’t stare at them. Another incident will only spell trouble for
the station staff. After a while, you'll forget that the Rounds
even exist.”

None of this satisfied Shirosaki’s team, however. Every time
they gathered in the mess and the recreation room, they traded
gossip and indulged in wild conjecture. After several members of
Harding’s team had given them both dirty looks and warnings,
Shirosaki’s team members took to speaking in Japanese, not just
about the Rounds but on all matters. Although Arino didn’t ap-
prove, he decided to monitor the situation until Shirosaki gave
him a direct order to intercede.

After making several turns along the corridor, he came upon a
mother carrying a baby walking from the other direction. Dressed
in a quarter-sleeved one-piece dress, the woman had long blond
hair that was tied in back.

Arino was surprised to see children on the space station. He
smiled, remembering his own wife and daughter.

“Hey there,” Arino called out. “She’s a cute one,” he said, peer-
ing in at the baby’s face. “How old is she?”

A troubled look seeped across the woman’s face. She averted
her eyes from Arino’s sunny face. “A little over three months.”
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“She’s a big girl. I figured her for at least a year old.”

“We grow much faster than you do. We mature three time
faster.”

“Oh, excuse me,” Arino said. “You're from the special district.”

“Yes.”

Arino couldn’t help eyeing the Round up and down. Ey frowned
and glared.

'The Round cradling eir baby was tall but looked like a Monau-
ral woman. Ey appeared even more feminine than Dr. Tei. From
the curvy silhouette of the body to the delicate white countenance,
ey was the image of a woman in Arino’s eyes.

“I have to go,” the Round said irritably. “I'll be reprimanded for
talking to you.”

“Reprimanded? By whom?”

“By many people. By your people and mine.”

“But that’s silly. What’s wrong with our just talking?”

“I’m sorry, I can't...”

“All right, I won't keep you any longer. But I meant what I said
about your little one. I have a daughter who'’s three. She’s back
home on Mars with her mother, and so when I saw you with your
child, I couldn't help saying something. I'm sorry to have troubled
you. Forgive me.”

The Round bowed without a word and continued on eir way
past Arino, hastening eir steps back toward the special district.

Shirosaki had told him that access to the special district was
prohibited. But Arino had no idea relations were such that a brief
exchange in the corridor might warrant a reprimand.

What had soured the relationship between the Rounds and
Monaurals on the space station? And why was Tei acting as
intermediary?

Arino tilted his gaze up at the ceiling.

What if the surveillance system had recorded this exchange
just now? Or someone had seen them talking?

It made Arino heartsick to imagine someone blaming that Round.
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Shirosaki’s team members Eiko Shiohara and Yuna Ogata were
thoroughly displeased about their assignment on Jupiter-I. As
much as they knew their turn would come sooner or later, they
had pissed and moaned about everything that had to do with their
detail on this godforsaken place.

They could hardly bear the boredom of doing nothing. Al-
though a showdown with the terrorists was pending in two weeks’
time, once that was done, the boredom would return. Considering
the number of members on the detail, they couldn't lose. It would
all be over in seconds. No thrill to be had. Perhaps theyd end up
watching from the sidelines without being called into action.

As the two women walked the corridors on their scheduled
patrol, Shiohara let out a groan. “I can’t go back to the residen-
tial quarters. The thought of having to see the others’ ugly mugs
makes me sick.”

“Wouldn't it be nice to visit the special district?” said Ogata.

“Yeah.”

“I wonder if all of the Rounds are as handsome as the doctor.”

“T'd sure like to find out,” Shiohara said.

“We have to come up with some excuse to sneak in.”

Dr. Tei, who looked female to the male members of the security
team, appeared male to the team’s two female members, Shiohara
and Ogata.

Shirosaki had explained that perceptions were gendered; Tei
looked male to them because Ogata and Shiohara were female.
But that did nothing to satisty their curiosity.

Just as their male counterparts chased Tei with their eyes as they
would a woman, Shiohara and Ogata had regarded the doctor as
a man. When they looked at Tei, they saw only a handsome man.

While the men were drawn to the female part of the Round on
one hand, they were also put off by the male part. Whatever they
telt about transgenders, the men couldn’t reconcile the fact of two
sexes coexisting in one body.
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Shiohara and Ogata were different. They felt little resistance to
a masculine Round existing inside a female physiology. In fact, it
might have been what attracted them to Tei. Perhaps that was be-
cause they worked in a profession that demanded a dose of mas-
culinity. Although the men they worked with were a rough and
tumble bunch, Shiohara and Ogata knew all too well that ma-
chismo alone was not the measure of a man’s appeal. A kind and
sensitive man—a type that did not exist on the security team—
was attractive. This was precisely the type of “man” Shiohara and
Ogata believed Tei to be. Their service on Jupiter-I would last at
least a year. They wanted to spend as much of that time as possible
being entertained.

The two found themselves fantasizing about the kind of
relationship they would have if they were to fall in love with
a Round.

Would that count as a heterosexual relationship? Or a homo-
sexual relationship?

“Maybe it’s both,” Ogata said. Even if they thought they
were entering a heterosexual relationship, if the Round loved
them from the standpoint of a woman the relationship would
be a lesbian one.

Ogata remarked she wouldn’t quite know what to feel, but that
was part of the allure.

As the women continued down the corridor contemplating all
the possible relationship patterns there might be, a shadow darted
out from around the corner and nearly collided with them.

The slender figure stumbled, jostling the baby in her arms.
Her handsome features twisted into a frightened look. Shiohara
reached out with her arms and stopped the woman and the baby’s
fall. The woman grasped the baby tightly in her arms, her face still
frozen in terror.

“Careful,” Shiohara said sternly. “Watch where you're going.”

“Sorry,” the woman answered hastily and hurried on her way.

“Was that one of them?” Ogata asked.
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“Really?” Shiohara turned around, but the Round was already
gone. “I thought it was one of the station staff. She looked just
like a woman.”

“I guess the Rounds come in all types.”

“Maybe they become more feminine after childbirth. Do you
think the doctor looks like a man because he’s still single?”

“She looked like she was in a hurry. I wonder if something’s
happened,” Ogata said.

'They resumed their patrol and ran into Arino farther down
the corridor.

“Someone came from this direction in an awful hurry. Do you
know anything about it?” Shiohara asked Arino.

“Forget it,” Arino answered. “It was nothing.”

“A woman with a child.”

“No, that was a Round,” Arino confessed.

“She looked like a normal woman.”

“Took me by surprise too, but I guess some of the Rounds are like
that,” Arino said. “Hard to believe she’s also a man at the same time.”

“There are androgynous people like that in our society too, but
in the case of the Rounds, they really are both sexes.”

Shiohara caught a glimpse of Arino’s conflicted face, which
tickled her curiosity. “You're curious about the special district too,
aren’t you, Sub-commander?”

“Well, no—"

“I don’t understand why only the commander is allowed access.
Here we are living on the same station. Isn't it natural to be a little
curious?” Shiohara said.

“Forget it. You heard the commander’s orders. The special dis-
trict is oft-limits. And anyhow, the special district requires a secu-
rity check to gain access.”

“Then we can get someone to take us,” Ogata said.

“Who are you thinking of ?”

“Dr. Tei. Maybe we’ll be allowed in if we're with the doctor on
some official business.”
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Shiohara and Ogata arrived at the infirmary to find the doctor
already entertaining visitors. Several of the men from Shirosaki’s
team were sitting on the infirmary beds chatting up the doctor
seated on the examination chair.

So long as the special district was off-limits, the only Round
they had contact with was Tei. Unable to learn anything from
Shirosaki or from the members of Harding’s team, they had given
in to curiosity and naturally gravitated to Tei.

Despite the tactless questions they had likely asked, Tei was
good-naturedly laughing along with the men. Seeing this, Shio-
hara was stung with jealousy.

When she asked the others to leave so she could talk to the
doctor, the men scoffed. “Go right on ahead and talk. Or is it
something you don’t want us to hear?”

“That’s right. A conversation between women.”

“Well, you see, we're doing some male bonding here ourselves.
Maybe you should come back another time.”

“Dr. Tei isn't a man.”

“Of course not. But the doctor isn't just a woman either.”

Arino stuck his head inside from the corridor. “Do you mind
giving us a few minutes?” he asked the men. “We need to discuss
something with the doctor.”

Realizing that Arino was with them, the men straightened up
and hopped off the beds. “Sure thing, Sub-commander. Excuse us.”

“Thanks, fellas,” he said.

“Sir.”

The men turned to Tei. “We’ll be back. Or maybe you'll visit
our quarters sometime. Maybe we can have a drink or two on your
day oft.”

“I'm sorry, but I'm afraid I don’t drink,” Tei said. “We can't indulge
in anything that damages the liver cells regulating our sex hormones.”

“Some tea, then.”

“Perhaps sometime in the mess. Thank you.”
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Shiohara scowled at the men as they trudged out of the room.

“You have to be careful, Doctor.” Shiohara raised her voice once
they were gone. “Don’t let them fool you. You can never tell what
men are thinking.”

“It’s all right. I'm only interacting with them as a man.”

“Even so, they may have other plans.”

“I'll bear that in mind. Now, what brings you here?”

“We have a favor to ask,” Shiohara said.

“What is it?”

“Wed like to see the special district.”

Tei chuckled. “You're just like the others. Did you discuss it
with Commander Shirosaki?”

“No.”

“As a general rule, any interaction with the Rounds is
prohibited.”

“Well, yes. But we're allowed to talk to you,” Ogata said.

“That’s because I'm an intermediary.”

“Maybe we can tag along as your assistants. How about that?”

“I can't take you for no reason.”

“So we’ll make up a reason. Give us something to do,” Shiohara
said. “Please, Dr. Tei. We're bored to tears. At this rate, someone’s
bound to try to breach the security protocols to break into the
special district.”

Tei thought about it. After a moment, ey looked up as if eyd
come upon an idea and smiled. “I assume you can handle some
heavy lifting?”

“Sure.”

“There is something you can help us with. We could use some
extra hands.”

Arino, Shiohara, and Ogata were recruited to finish the interior
construction of one of the Rounds’ residential units. The work
involved laying wood boards cut and processed from the garden
inside a newly built residence.
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After passing the security check with eir ID, Tei led the three
visitors inside the special district.

Shiohara and Ogata were thrilled to learn that the district was an
arcology in which bioengineered plants and trees supplied Rounds
with much of their oxygen and raw materials. “I just knew a closely
guarded place like this would have a wonderful secret,” Shiohara said.

“I never expected to see such beautiful greenery out here on
Jupiter. Can we take a look at the garden?” Ogata asked.

“I'm afraid not. A human presence would contaminate the
garden.”

They arrived at a finished residential unit, which only required
the wood boards to be fitted into the floors, walls, and ceiling. The
three volunteers laid the wood boards one by one into the frame-
work made of nonflammable synthetic materials, transforming
the unit into a remarkably warm and inviting space.

As hard as the work was, Shiohara and Ogata were elated to see
the fruits of their labor.

Only Arino groused about his being roped into such grunt
work. “Aren’t there any robots for this sort of thing?”

“We try to use as few of them as possible to conserve energy.”

“So then all of these units are—"

“Yes,” Tigris, the owner of the home, said. “You learn to enjoy
the work once you get used to it.” Tigris was a second-generation
Round with a sturdier build than Tei. Ey looked clearly male in
Shiohara’s and Ogata’s eyes.

When Shiohara stole a moment to ask Arino of his impression of
the Round, he answered, “Used to be a woman in my neighborhood
who looked just like her.” Tigris apparently had traits that men like
Arino recognized as feminine, no matter how muscular eir build.

“Thank you. You're a great help,” Tei announced to the crew.

“No worries,” said Shiohara. “We were sitting around without
anything to do. We’re happy to have something to pass the time.”

After they had made some progress, the five decided to take
a break.
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They took a walk to the assembly hall, where a Round named
Calendula was waiting for them with tea packs and dessert.

Calendula was Tigris’s partner. Slender in build, ey had a slightly
higher-pitched voice than Tigris’s. To Shiohara and Ogata, ey looked
male. But Arino recognized more of the Round’s feminine traits.

'Their children, lying in a cradle next to them, outwardly looked
just like Monaural babies. Shiohara and Ogata couldnt perceive
any gender traits from them. Apparently, all babies were difficult
to distinguish by sex no matter what their subspecies.

As Arino peered into the cradle and waved at the giggling
babies, he asked, “They look alike and yet they don’t. Are they
fraternal twins?”

“They’re not twins,” Tigris answered. “We each gave birth to one.”

“Each?”

“We can both be impregnated in a single act of intercourse.”

“Oh, both of you...” Arino said, his face clouding. “Well then....”

“A Round couple can love as a man and be loved as a woman
in a single act of intercourse. Not every act leads to pregnancy, of
course, but repeated intercourse eventually stimulates the pituitary
gland to secrete gonadotropic hormones. You are voluntary ovula-
tory animals. We, on the other hand, are reflex ovulatory animals.”

“What is that?”

“Monaural women have a menstrual cycle,” Tigris said. “Wom-
en ovulate once a month to prepare for pregnancy, whether they’re
sexually active or not. This is called voluntary ovulation. Reflex ovu-
lation, on the other hand, is when ovulation is triggered by some
physical stimulation to what Monaurals call the cervix. When that
stimulus reaches the brain by way of the spinal nerves, the pituitary
gland secretes gonadotropic hormones triggering ovulation. Hares
and felines on Earth employ this method of ovulation.”

Hares. Felines. Arino blinked in disbelief.

Tigris continued, matter-of-factly, “Just how long after the cer-
vix is stimulated the body begins to ovulate differs depending on
the animal. For example, it’s ten hours for hares, but in the case of
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Rounds, it’s about a week after the copulatory act. When that act
isn't entirely consensual, sometimes ovulation doesn't begin until a
month later. Since the pituitary gland is vulnerable to psychological
influences, stress can delay ovulation. But as we continue to have sex
with a compatible partner, both Rounds experience synchronous
ovulation, making possible dual pregnancy. That’s why children are
always born in pairs. On rare occasions, one Round may have twins,
in which case one couple can have three children at once. Four if
both Rounds have twins. Five or six in the case of triplets.”

“So it’s always two or more. That must be quite a strain finan-
cially,” Arino said.

“But an efficient method of creating oftspring. Our bodies have
been engineered for that purpose. A Round’s pregnancy lasts five
months. Some give birth at four months. Everything from the ef-
ficient insemination method, the short gestation period, to the swift
maturation rate is expressly engineered so we can adapt quickly to
any nonplanetary environment. Adaptation is our lifestyle.”

For Shiohara and Ogata, the figure of this attractive masculine-
looking Round talking about ovulation and pregnancy as if it were
his own experience was enough to give them goose bumps.

Ordinarily, men couldn’t fathom what the sensations of ovulat-
ing and being pregnant felt like. It was a difference between the
sexes that could not be bridged no matter how women might try
to explain. There was nothing anyone could do about that.

Men simply couldn’t experience the pain and agony associated
with female reproductive functions in the way women like Shio-
hara and Ogata could, nor did women have the right to expect
them to. The reality was that Shiohara and Ogata couldn’t under-
stand the troubles associated with the male body either.

Their understanding of sensations relating to male sexual func-
tion was limited to imagination.

But the Rounds were difterent.

One Round was capable of knowing what it was like to both
impregnate and be impregnated. Not just for a limited period but
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for a lifetime. That alone was enough to transform the worldview
of the Round.

From the perspective of the conservatives on Earth and Mars,
the Rounds were indeed strange beings. But from the Rounds’
perspective, the Monaurals were a far more strange and restric-
tive race. Absolute hermaphrodites such as snails and sea slugs
existed in Earth’s natural world, and fish that changed sex de-
pending on their social environment, such as clownfish, were
also not rare. The incubation temperature of the fertilized eggs
determined the sex of a lizard called the red head agama. The cil-
iate known as Euplotes crassus was not necessarily sexually com-
patible with every mate. These ciliated protozoa had something
resembling sexual distinctions—only the possible sexual types
numbered thirty-eight.

'Thus, the binary system in which one’s sex was predetermined
before birth and remained fixed for a lifetime was nothing more
than one variation among many in the natural world.

Calendula picked up one of the babies from the cradle and
looked at Arino. “Babies are sweet whatever their subspecies, no?
Would you like to hold em?”

“May I?”

“You look like you might have a way with children.”

Arino took the baby and held em in his arms like he would his
own. “You're very perceptive. I have a family back home.”

“You left your family to come here?”

“That goes for all of the security staff. Since the job demands
discretion rather than bravery, the department doesn’t hire anyone
who is single. Their thinking is that we won't act recklessly with a
family to think about. The antiterror task force selects its members
in much the same way.”

“Your family must be very worried.”

“We train and sharpen our skills daily so nothing will happen,”
Arino said. He gazed at the child in his arms. “Ey really is very
sweet. Makes me homesick for Mars.”
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Calendula took the baby from Arino and oftered em to Shio-
hara. She happily cradled em in her arms, while Ogata beamed as
she peered at the child’s face.

“The regulations prohibit us from having kids until the interior
of our house is completed, but it just sort of happened,” Tigris
said, a bit bashfully. “It’s been difficult building the house and car-
ing for the children at the same time. We were looking for some
people to help us. We’re grateful for your help.”

“Don’t you have anyone in the special district to help you?”
Ogata asked.

“We were planning to ask some friends at first. But then the
doctor mentioned ey had some people in mind.”

“I wonder if our helping was a good idea. I hope we didn’t ruffle
any feathers.”

“Don’t worry,” Calendula said. “Most of the Rounds would
rather be spared the trouble. I have a feeling they’re relieved not
to have been asked.”

“By the way,” Arino said, changing the subject, “I've been
meaning to ask.”

“Yes?”

“The other day, I ran into someone who might have been a
Round in the corridor outside the special district. Ey was tall and
thin—someone who might pass for a Monaural woman—and ey
had a baby with em. I spoke to em, thinking that ey might be one
of the station staff, and scared em off. If it’s possible, I'd like to see
em again and apologize. Do you know who it might be?”

“If you saw em outside the special district, it’s probably Veritas.
Sometimes ey goes to the infirmary for a counseling session with
the doctor,” replied Tigris, speaking of Tei.

“Why the infirmary outside the special district?”

“I offer to see em here inside the special district, but Veri-
tas won't listen. When ey’s agitated about something, ey comes
straight to the infirmary to see me. I don’t discourage it since I
don't want to aggravate eir condition.”
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“Ey was very frightened,” Arino said. “Ey said that ey’d be rep-
rimanded if any of the Rounds or staft saw em talking to me.”

“Yes, Fortia is strict that way. While it’s true Monaurals aren’t
allowed inside the special district, there’s no rule forbidding the
Rounds from leaving it. Fortia is the one who looks down upon it.”

“Why is that?”

“It’s complicated,” said Tigris. “I can understand how you must
teel, but it’s best you don't see Veritas. Ey was separated from eir
partner not too long ago and is raising a child on eir own. The
separation has taken a harsh toll on em. Even we cant seem to
console em, so I doubt you’ll be able to help. Ey also had some
trouble working with the station staff and has grown a little suspi-
cious of Monaurals since.”

“So that’s why the doctor’s been counseling em,” Arino said.

“You have a family, so you must understand. Sometimes, it’s
best for outsiders to leave well enough alone.”

“I didn’t know there was such a thing as divorce in Round so-
ciety,” said Arino. “I understand. But please give em my regards.”

“Thank you. I'll be sure to pass on your kind sentiments.”

A moment later, the door of the assembly hall opened.

A Round whom the security staff did not recognize stood in
the doorway. It was Fortia.

Fortia took one look at the scene and glowered. “Doctor, what
is the meaning of this? I informed Commander Shirosaki that
Monaurals are not to come here.”

Tei stood and answered, “It was my decision to bring them
here. I don't work for the commander. I am an intermediary and a
staft member of this station. I don't take orders from anyone, even
if that person is you.”

Fortia fixed a stern look on Tigris and Calendula. “Why did
you agree to such a thing without consulting me?”

“Since the doctor brought them here,” Tigris said softly, “I as-
sumed they were authorized to be here.”

“I authorized nothing of the sort. I'll ask the Monaurals
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to leave at once.”

Tigris and Calendula looked each other in the eye. Tigris nod-
ded as if to relent. But before Calendula could open eir mouth to
protest, Shiohara spoke up.

“We won't stay where we’re not welcome. We didn’t come here
to start any trouble.”

“Then you'll leave here, now.”

“You don’t have to tell us twice.”

Shiohara patted Tigris and Calendula on the shoulder. “I'm
sorry we couldn’t finish the interior with you.”

“Please, you were a great help. Thank you.”

“We enjoyed our time here,” Arino said. “We hope to see
you again.”

“Perhaps we can visit you sometime,” Calendula offered.

“It’s all right,” Ogata whispered. “Something tells me your
leader won't approve.”

The security members said their goodbyes and left the
assembly hall.

After sending Tigris and Calendula back to their residence, Fortia
confronted Tei.

“What were you thinking? You know as well as I do the
Monaurals are not to enter the special district.”

“It’s unnatural for us to be living apart on this tiny space station.
'This physical distance does nothing but exacerbate everyone’s stress.
As a doctor, I've observed this firsthand. The human psyche isn't so
strong as to be able to completely put out of mind something that
it knows exists.”

“By human, are you referring to the Monaurals or the Rounds?”

“Both, of course,” Tei said. “I'm not saying we have to get along.
But all of us should be able to come and go as we please, like it
used to be.”

Fortia’s eyes narrowed. “Have you forgotten what happened to
Veritas? Do you want something like that to happen again?”
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“I haven't forgotten. Neither has anyone on the station. We're
only pretending that we have.”

“Precisely the reason for maintaining this separation,” Fortia said.

“I know that. But this isn’t working anymore. The new security
team knows nothing about the incident. They should be able to repair
the relationship with the Rounds without any preconceived notions.”

“The station’s supervisors were the ones to prohibit access to
the special district. Everyone agreed to it. Why should we change
that now?”

“Every rule needs changing after a while.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Lanterna.”

“Don’t call me by that name,” Tei muttered. “I am an intermedi-
ary. I have a different name now.”

“In any case, this cant happen again. I'll look the other way this
time, but if there is a next time, I'll have to take more drastic measures.”

“What? Will you exile Calendula and me to Station 2?” Tei
asked. “I suppose that’s exactly what you would do as superinten-
dent of the special district. That’s how you tried to segregate me
from the others when you found out that my body isn’t normal.”

“You're wrong. We were trying to consider your feelings.”

“Living apart will only serve to deepen the rift. Monaurals will
grow to hate the Rounds, and the Rounds will scorn the Monaurals
even more. The only difference between us is our physiology. What-
ever technology was used to create us, we are essentially inzelligent be-
ings. In that sense, we’re no different from the Monaurals. It’s absurd
not to be able to communicate with them.”

“We will eventually leave the solar system,” Fortia said. “We're
destined to sever ties with the Monaurals altogether. Communi-
cation is meaningless.”

“They have a culture we don’t have in our society. A culture sus-
tained by thousands of years of history. There are countless things
we can learn from the Monaurals.”

“Meaningless. We have nothing to gain from their history of
wars and bloodshed.”
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“I'm not saying we have to embrace everything about them,”
said Tei. “But forbidding people from interacting with one an-
other is wrong. They should at least be free to know more about
the other if that’s what they want.”

“Is that what you want? Do you want to befriend the Monaurals?”

“They have many things we lack.I am a Round. A new breed of
human. But I also respect the Monaurals.”

Fortia fell silent for a long moment. Then ey muttered, “It was
a mistake to appoint you as an intermediary.”

Tei did not answer. Ey gripped both arms with eir nails and bit
down hard on eir lips.

UNLIKE THE OTHER security members, Shirosaki had been
assigned to a room of his own, albeit a small one. The tiny space
could barely accommodate a communication terminal, desk, and
bed. Nevertheless, he was afforded a modicum of privacy that the
members of his security team were not.

'The communication terminal bleeped.

Shirosaki tapped on the control panel, and the image of Fortia
appeared onscreen.

He was taken by surprise at the sight of em, having been
informed of the restricted access to the special district.

“We have to talk,” Fortia began abruptly.

“What is it?”

“I thought we agreed there is to be no contact between the
Rounds and Monaurals. Some of your people have already vio-
lated that agreement.”

“Someone on my team?”

“Do you mean to tell me you haven't heard?” A look of irrita-
tion crept across Fortia’s face. “You're their leader. How is it you're
not aware of what is going on under your command?”
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“I'm not privy to what goes on during private hours.”

“This isn't an issue of privacy. Just what did you tell them about
the special district?”

“That they’re not to go there. None of the members’ information
has been entered into the system, so they couldn’t have accessed the
special district on their own. Even I need an escort to get in,” Shirosaki
said. “They must have gotten someone to take them. Who was it?”

“Dr. Tei.”

“I see. Then it seems to me the breach in protocol is on your
end, not mine.”

Fortia scowled indignantly.

“What happened?” asked Shirosaki, his tone calm.

“Three Monaurals on your team entered the special district and
assisted with unit building.”

“Unit building—what is that?”

“A task shared among the Rounds.”

“Maybe they were just lending a hand.”

“It’s nothing for which we need Monaural assistance. I can't
dispute the doctor’s role in this, but your people must have co-
erced em into bringing them here.”

“I'd appreciate some time to look into it.”

“Spoken like a Monaural. You're covering for them.”

“As their commander, I have an obligation to find out the truth.”

“Have you heard about Commander Harding?” Fortia asked.

“What about him?”

“He is the reason why we’ve confined ourselves inside the spe-
cial district. He disrupted the order on this station. I don’t want
your team to repeat his mistakes.”

“What happened with Harding?”

“He very nearly killed one of my colleagues.”

Shirosaki knitted his brows. Nearly killed a Round? Harding?
Surely Captain Hasukawa would have mentioned it in the report
if anything that serious had happened.

Fortia’s face was ashen and tense.
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Something terrible had apparently befallen one of the Rounds
for some complicated reason.

“We’re here to protect you,” Shirosaki said. “Regardless of what
happened here in the past, my team and I don’t want any trouble,
I assure you.”

“It’s too late for that. Since the doctor was also involved, I'll let
you people oft with a warning, but if we have another incident like
this again, there will be a severe penalty.”

“T'll talk to the doctor. I need to find out what exactly hap-
pened.”

After ending the transmission, Shirosaki sat on the edge of
the bed.

Damn it. They were here on a critical mission to stop a terrorist
attack. Who the hell had pulled a stunt like this?

After mulling over his next move, Shirosaki threw on his
uniform and left his quarters.

'The infirmary, located in the residential district, was where doctors
oversaw the physical conditions of all the staff and Rounds in shifts.
Inside the busy station, the doctors were responsible not just for
medical care, but had other duties as well. When the four doctors
on staff were not seeing patients, they were involved with conduct-
ing generation and growth experiments on various organisms.

Shirosaki waited until Tei would be going on call to pay a visit
to the infirmary.

‘There was no one in the room other than Tei.

Shirosaki said hello and stepped inside. “I received a transmis-
sion from Fortia,” he began. “I understand some of my people put
you in a difficult spot.”

“It’s all right,” Tei answered. “It was my choice to take them.”

“Fortia wasn't all too pleased.”

“That’s the way Fortia is—imposing order is all ey has in eir
head. Isn't ey a bore?”

“I'm afraid my staff only wanted to visit the special district out
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of curiosity. If youd known that I doubt you would have complied.”

“Yes, I was quite aware. I am a man and a woman, after all.”

Tei oftered Shirosaki a seat.

Shirosaki sat down on one of the patient stools. “You act as
an intermediary between the Round and Monaural communities.
Why are you defying Fortia?”

“On the contrary. It’s because I'm an intermediary that I refuse
to take sides.” Seeing Shirosaki furrow his brow, Tei continued.
“This station is a cage.”

“A cage?”

“A cage built for the purpose of imprisoning the Rounds. To
separate and keep us at a distance, to appease the Monaurals with
the illusion that we do not exist. While we were born out of the will
and aspirations of Monaurals, conservative Monaurals regarded us
as deviants from the moment we were born. Like we were danger-
ous animals. For the Rounds, Jupiter-I is indeed the cage of Zeus.”

A cage guarded by the eye of Zeus.

'The words of his colleague whod been possessed by Jupiter’s
Great Red Spot floated across Shirosaki’s mind.

“What about you?” Tei asked. “Do you hate us like Commander
Harding does?”

“My feelings have nothing to do with my mission here.”

“If there is a fight with the terrorists, you may very well die trying
to protect us. Are you prepared to die for a group for whom you have
no feelings? Do you even believe we're worth protecting?” Tei asked.

“Worth has nothing to do with it. Were here on a special se-
curity assignment. We’re bound by our duty to ensure your safety.”

“Don't you have the right to refuse an order that goes against
your will?”

“As hard as it may be for you to understand living here, our
society is complicated.”

Tei stared at Shirosaki as if ey were looking at a complete oddity.

“I understand a Round got into some trouble with Harding’s
team,” said Shirosaki.
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“Where did you hear that?”

“From Fortia. Something about Harding nearly killing em.”

“It was an unfortunate incident. But I don't believe that was the
commander’s intention.”

“But Fortia indicated that Harding had almost killed em.”

“Fortia is prone to exaggeration.”

“This isn't something to joke about. Please tell me what happened.”

“It isn’t for me to say. You're better oft asking Commander
Harding directly.”

“He’s liable to deck me if I do,” Shirosaki said.

“I'd think a problem such as this would best be resolved among
Monaural men.”

“Surely you can't be serious. If you are, you've got the men in
our society all wrong.”

“How do you mean?” Tei asked.

“Harding is a proud man. He would never willingly reveal his
own weaknesses. I can’t possibly ask him knowing that, and as a
matter of decency.”

“What strange values you have. Are all Monaural men that way?”

“Not all, but that’s the type of man Harding is,” Shirosaki said.

“I have a feeling Commander Harding was the one who was
hurt most by that incident. But you're the only ones who are ca-
pable of understanding that. I may not be able to read the delicate
workings of his mind, but perhaps you can.” Tei looked at Shiro-
saki with tranquil eyes. “I'm a doctor. I'm also a qualified coun-
selor. I know what sedatives will calm a patient down. But some
people can't be saved by that kind of care alone.”

“Did Harding seek treatment?”

“He refused from the start. He wouldn't even let me take his
pulse, simply because I'm a Round. Didn’t speak to any of the
other doctors either. He was leery of anyone trying to figure out
what was going on in his head on the pretense of treatment.”
Smiling, Tei said gently, “Sometimes, he’s like child.”

“Fortia said any contact between the Rounds and Monaurals
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is strictly prohibited. That nothing good will come of it. Why do
you defy em?”

“Because it’s unnatural to eschew contact. We were created
by Monaurals, yet we know nothing about you. Could anything
be stranger?”

“Having been born on this station, you were raised knowing
little of anything other than what’s here. Maybe you're just curi-
ous about us.”

“Perhaps you're right. But isn't that reason enough? There are
other Rounds who feel the same way but say nothing because they
don’t want to stir up trouble with Fortia. My job as an intermedi-
ary is to speak for those who don't have a voice.”

“Harding aside, I hope you’ll at least tell me the names of the
security staft you took inside.”

“Please don’t punish them,” Tei said. “They wouldn’t have gone
if I hadn't agreed to take them.”

“Sorry, but they’re going to get a grilling for what they’ve done.”

“So you're like Fortia.”

“We share similar responsibilities. You ought to have a little
more consideration for Fortia’s feelings.”

Shirosaki got up from the stool.

“Do you think what 'm doing is a mistake?” Tei asked.

“That’s not for me to decide,” answered Shirosaki. “Or anyone
else for that matter. It’s up to you, Doctor.”

Shirosaki summoned Arino to his room to question him.

“You are the sub-commander of this unit. What were you
thinking by taking Shiohara and Ogata to the special district?”

“Im sorry. It was stupid of me, I know,” Arino said.

“The special district was ordered off-limits. What possessed
you to disobey those orders?”

“I was curious, sir.”

“Your reason stinks, you know that?”

“Yes, but...” Arino looked up and said, “I couldn’t control
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these feelings.”

“What are you talking about?

“You don't feel it, Commander?”

“Feel what?”

“The feeling of complete loss when you lay eyes on a Round?
That desire to know more about them, to have an accurate under-
standing of who they are?”

Shirosaki shot him a pitying look.

“Im sorry.” Arino hung his head.

“What do you think we're doing here, Arino?”

“We’re here on a security detail, sir.”

“That’s right. In a few days, the first cargo vessels will arrive.
'The terrorists may be on one of them. You think you're going to be
of any use to me the way you are now?” Shirosaki said.

“No, sir.”

“Look,” said Shirosaki with a sigh. “I get why you want to know
more about the Rounds. I get why you're curious. But this isn't
some pleasure trip we’re on. What do you hope to accomplish
by getting friendly with them? We’ll be going back to Mars in
a year, and the Rounds will eventually head to the front lines of
known space. Their job is to leave the solar system. They’re on a
completely opposite path from where we’re headed. All you'll feel
is sad for having gotten too close to them. Just as the Rounds have
their own society, you have a place to get back to. You have a wife
and kid waiting for you at home, am I right?”

Arino nodded.

“I understand what you're telling me. But I can’t have my sub-
commander acting this way.”

“Yes, sir.”

“We’re in a situation here, so I can’t afford to suspend you,”
Shirosaki said. “You get three months no pay. Now go back to
your quarters.”
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LATER THAT EVENING, Arino went to the mess alone. He took
some bread and a pack of stew from the heated case, dropped
them on the tray, and sat down at a table.

On a rational level, he understood what Shirosaki was telling
him. In fact, Arino knew it from the start. And yet, there was
nothing he could do to resist.

Arino knew where this fervent obsession with the Rounds was
coming from.

The feeling was something akin to homesickness.

As Arino wiped the rest of the stew oft his plate with a piece of
bread, Eiko Shiohara came by and sat down next to him.

“I thought three months was a little harsh,” Shiohara said. “I
figured on a month and a half at most.”

Arino stuffed the bread into his mouth. “Serves me right for
listening to you and Ogata.”

“Don’t blame us. You were just as eager about going as we were,”
said Shiohara. “Too bad you couldn’t see Veritas.”

“Yeah.”

“It would have been nice to talk to her—you know, to help her
get over her fears.”

“I wonder what went wrong.” Arino peeled oft the seal of the
coffee pack. “Maybe someone on Harding’s team harassed her.”

“About that.” Shiohara switched from English to Japanese and
lowered her voice. “I've heard rumors.”

“Yeah?”

“About a Round getting hurt not too long after Harding’s team
arrived on Jupiter-1.”

“What, like an accident or something?”

“The details are pretty sketchy,” Shiohara said. “But the Rounds
blame the Monaurals for what happened.”

“And Veritas was the Round that was hurt?”

“Apparently so. The special district wasn't closed off from the rest of
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the station until recently. People used to come and go freely between
the two areas. That all ended with the incident involving Veritas.”

“Something must have happened between the Rounds and
Harding’s team,” Arino said.

“Seeing how everyone involved is still here, we may be able to
find out what if we do a little digging—"

Suddenly, a fist slammed against the table.

Shiohara nearly jumped out of her seat.

Harding was standing next to them.

“Playing detective so soon after your arrival?” said Harding, his
Japanese fluent.

“We were just talking,” Arino answered in Japanese. “There’s
still so much to learn about this place. All part of the job.”

“Including talking shit about my team?”

“That isn't what we were doing,” Arino said.

“Shirosaki let you talk back to him like that?”

“You’re not my commander,” Shiohara shot back in English.
“Besides, I don't recall saying anything I have to be sorry about.”

“What did you say?” Harding menaced, his face growing redder
by the second.

“You're the one who caused this falling-out with the Rounds,
aren’t you? You despise the Rounds. For all we know, maybe you're
the one who did something to Veritas.”

Pursing his lips, Harding slowly walked around to the other
side of the table toward Shiohara.

Shiohara held her ground and glared up at Harding from where
she sat. Arino stood up.

Having sensed the ominous mood from one corner of the mess,
Miles rushed in and grabbed Harding’s arm from behind to stop
his advance. “That’s enough!”

Harding smacked Arino aside with one swing of his free hand,
sending him crashing into the security personnel sitting behind them.

'The mood inside the room froze. The eyes of the diners turned
toward Harding and Shiohara.



100 THE CAGE OF ZEUS

Shiohara got up from her chair. With both hands on her hips,
she dug in her heels and thrust out her chest like a mother scold-
ing a child.

Looking down at her, Harding said, “I wouldn’t go flapping
your mouth based on speculation.”

“All’s fair in love and war.”

Harding reached out to grab her. Miles intervened, wrap-
ping his arms around Harding’s torso. “Don’t be stupid!” he cried.
“You’re a commander on this station.” Then he yelled at Arino,
“Hey, don't just stand there! Hold her back!”

Snapping out of his stupor, Arino sprang up and grabbed
Shiohara by the back of her uniform.

“Let me go!” she cried.

“Miles is right,” Arino yelled in Shiohara’s ear. “Think of who
you're up against!”

Harding twisted around, trying to shake Miles off him. Unable
to get free, he clasped both hands, raised them above his head, and
dropped an elbow down on the back of Miles’s neck.

Miles did not loosen his grip around Harding’s middle despite
the pain. Harding cursed and swung wildly, punching Miles in the
ribs. Still Miles refused to let go.

“Get the hell off me!” Harding roared.

Harding twisted his body hard in one direction and flung Miles
against the edge of the table.

Miles let out a groan and let go, falling against the table on
both arms. Just as he looked up, gasping for air, Harding punched
him in the face. Losing his balance, Miles fell on his back.

Three members of his team jumped on Harding and held
him down.

Pressing a hand against his nose, Miles staggered to his feet.
'The blood dripped from between his fingers.

Shiohara pushed Arino away and rushed to Miles’s side.

Miles refused the handkerchief Shiohara offered him with a
wave of a hand and spat out the blood in his mouth. Looking
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down as he pinched the bridge of his nose, he said in a muffled
voice, “It’s nothing. It’s just a bloody nose.”

He took a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his face.

“You should go to the infirmary,” said Shiohara.

“Yeah.”

“T'll go with you.”

“Actually, as long as I'm going there I'd rather let Harding take
me.” Miles called out to Harding, who was still being restrained
by his men. “Why don’t you show me what kind of leader you are?
All right with you?”

Harding stopped and after taking a deep breath to calm him-
self, he answered, “All right. Let’s go.”

Shiohara began to protest that he couldn’t be trusted, but Miles
jabbed her in the side with an elbow. “I know Harding better than
anybody. Don’t worry.”

Shiohara nodded reluctantly.

Although Harding was scowling as usual, he appeared to have
regained his calm.

Miles fell in line next to Harding, covering his nose with one
hand and patting Harding’s back with the other. He turned to the
others and grinned. “Looks like I made a mess,” he said referring
to the blood spattered on the floor. “Do me a favor and get that
cleaned up, will you?”

After the two men had left the mess, Shiohara muttered, “I
can't help thinking Miles would make a better leader. I wonder
why they don't make him the commander of the team.”

Arino let out a sigh. “Do you have any idea the trouble you've
caused? You're cleaning up this mess. Go find yourself a mop.”

oUTSIDE THE MESss, Harding mumbled an apology to Miles.
“Look, don’t beat yourself up,” Miles reassured him. “Just be
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thankful you hit me and not the girl. Shiohara is sure to have
registered a formal complaint if you had.”

“She hit too close to the mark. I couldn't let it go.”

After rubbing under his nose to make sure the bleeding had
stopped, Miles took out a packet of wet wipes from his pocket. As he
wiped the stickiness oft his hands, he asked, “You sleeping all right?”

“Yeah.”

“You still taking the pills the doctor gave you?”

“No, they don’t do me any good anyway.”

“You may see some side effects if you quit taking them too
soon,” Miles said.

“It’s remembering that scares me,” mumbled Harding. “There
are memories all over this station. Where we met. Where we
talked. Even now, every time I turn the corner, I think I might
see her. Like back then.”

“What you did may not have been admirable. But I would have
probably done the same if I were in your shoes. Everyone on the
team knows that, which is why no one blames you for what you did.”

“They may be quiet about it, but they must think I'm a disgrace.
That they’re better off with you in charge. Listen to me, Miles. You
should relieve me and take over command.”

“Once youre back on Mars, everything will work itself out,”
Miles said. “You'll forget everything. About the special district,
the Rounds, and about her.”

“No—every time I see Jupiter, I'll remember. It was a mistake
I'll regret for the rest of my life.”

Miles stopped and rested both hands on Harding’s shoulders.
He drew closer and whispered in his ear, “No one blames you for
what happened. And no one thinks you should be punished. Shi-
rosaki’s team is in the dark about all of this, so they may talk a lot
of shit, but it’s all speculation. That goes for what Shiohara said.
Call it women’s intuition—doesn’t mean she knows the truth.”

Harding looked up, his expression haggard. “I'm tired. I just
want to go back to Mars.”
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“Then let’s get this job over with and go home, man, and leave
all of this behind.”

“Hasukawa authorized the use of extreme force to put down
the terrorist threat. Then let’s do it,” Harding said, nodding, as
much to convince himself as anyone else. “Then we can get the
hell off this station.”

WHEN THE BULK of the day’s work on the house was done,
Calendula informed Tigris, “I'm going to check in on Veritas.
Keep an eye on the kids.”

“What for?”

“To talk to em about Arino and to see if ey might be interested
in seeing him.”

“Don’t go stirring up trouble. You saw how angry Fortia was,”
Tigris said.

“I don’t have any intention of bringing him here. We’re just go-
ing to talk. No harm in that.”

Calendula went outside and walked down the path winding
through the Round-made garden.

The environmental lighting inside the district was shifting to
evening mode. Veritas’s child would be asleep by now—a perfect
time for two parents to have a conversation.

When Calendula arrived at Veritas’s home, ey had just put
down eir baby for the night and was taking a break.

“I'm sorry to barge in.”

“Good timing, actually,” said Veritas, gesturing toward the sofa.

Calendula sat down and waited in the living room, while
Veritas disappeared into the kitchen. Ey returned with two
packs of herbal tea.

“How are you feeling?” asked Calendula.

“I'm better.” Veritas sank down on the sofa, eir long legs dangling
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over the edge. “The doctor has been advising me, so I'm in better
spirits.”

“Do you remember the last time you went to see the doctor?”

“Two or three days ago. What about it?”

“You ran into a Monaural on your way back.”

“Yes, he stopped me in the corridor and tried to touch me and
my baby. I was terrified. I thought I was in danger again.”

“He wanted to apologize for talking to you without knowing
anything,” Calendula explained. “He’s a recent arrival and wasn't
familiar with the rules of the station. He asked for your forgiveness.”

Veritas’s eyes grew wider. “You met him?”

“Yes.”

“He’s not here, is he?”

“Don’t worry, he’s gone. We spoke for a while. He seemed like
a good man.”

“How could you, Calendula?” The anger in Veritas’s voice rose.
“Have you forgotten how irrational they can be?”

“That’s exactly what Fortia said, which is all the more reason
why I want to have a normal conversation with the Monaurals.
And besides, if we sever contact with them over this, aren’t you
going to be the saddest out of all of us?”

Veritas slammed eir tea pack down on the table. “You have no
idea what I'm feeling! Why should we try to develop a friendship
with the Monaurals? We'll only be courting more danger.”

“Do you have any desire to meet with Arino at all> Maybe
talking to him will help you see that there are some good people
among them. He really seemed like a kindhearted man.”

“No.”

“Are you afraid?” Calendula asked.

“As difficult as this may be to understand, I'm terrified to put
myself in that situation again. Monaural men are intensely drawn
to Rounds of my type. The way they look at you with that strange
glint in their eyes, like beasts. The way they mentally undress you.
You know as well as I do what that’s like.”
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“Yes, 'm aware we share the same characteristics.”

“I don’t have any desire to subject myself to that nastiness just
to talk to him. If you want to see him, be my guest. But leave me
out of it,” Veritas said.

“But telling them how they make us feel is important too. If
they hear what we have to say, the Monaurals will have to rethink
their behavior.”

“Go right on ahead, but don’t involve me.”

“All right, Veritas. I won't force you. I'm sorry I even brought
itup.”

Calendula got up from the sofa.

Veritas remained sitting as ey looked up at Calendula. “Why
are you so interested in the Monaurals? They come and go every
year. Once they leave, you'll never see them again.”

“That’s just it—because we can only get to know them while
they’re here. I'm curious to know the Monaurals in the same way
I'm curious to unlock the secrets of deep space.”

AFTER LEAVING SHIOHARA in the mess, Arino headed for the
infirmary to look in on Miles.

But neither Miles nor Harding was anywhere to be found.

“They just left,” said Tei, who was on call. “He had a bloody
nose. He seemed fine, so I sent him back to his quarters.”

“Were they fighting?”

“What? Hardly. Harding seemed terribly down about some-
thing, and Miles was trying to console him despite being the one
that was hurt.” Tei looked Arino in the eye. “Were you the one
who hit him?”

“Well, no.”

“By the way, I have a message from Calendula.”

“For me?” Arino asked.
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“As a matter of fact, I was just planning to pay you a visit.
Calendula wanted me to ask you to come and see em in the
relaxation room tomorrow at 20:00.”

“Where do I find the relaxation room?”

“Inside the central axis. There’s an elevator that will take you
directly there from the residential district. But first, you'll need to
check out a directional control device for when you go into the
zero-G area. You'll find it difficult to get around without it.”

Arino checked a map of the station on one of the terminals. Just
as Tei had said, the relaxation room was inside the station’s central
axis and zero-G area.

'The high-velocity elevator transported him there in a matter of
seconds. He stepped off the elevator to find himself in a zero-gravity
environment. He bounced down the hall encircling the central axis
and upon finding the entrance, slid open the door and peered in.

A colorful pattern of tiles like stained glass came into view.

'The room was dark, but the soft light filtering in from the col-
ored tiles filled the area with a sobering solemnity.

Arino felt as though he'd entered a cathedral.

'The world on the other side of the door had a wall but no floor.
The diameter of the area inside the central axis measured ten me-
ters. The wall was covered with multicolored tiles, and a thin pole
traversed up and down the center of the room.

Although the tiles did not represent any particular design, their
abstract arrangement seemed to conjure a variety of images.

Arino kicked away from the edge of the door and leapt toward
the center of the room.

The door automatically closed behind him, shutting out the
light from the hall.

It was quiet.

Apparently, neither music nor heated discussions were allowed
inside the relaxation room.

Grabbing hold of the pole, Arino circled around it several times
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and stopped, the friction killing the kinetic energy. At this speed,
he was able to stop without using the propulsion device strapped
to his waist.

As he clung to the pole, he looked up and down the
cylindrical room.

'The height of the cylinder might have been about thirty meters.
The ceiling and floor were painted black and decorated with tiny
lights to simulate stars. Or perhaps the view from outside the sta-
tion was being projected onto screens.

Several people floated above and below him. The center of the
room was curiously empty. The people stuck close to the walls,
perhaps feeling more at ease there.

One appeared to be napping in a fetal position. Another was
meditating. Another seemed to be listening to music on a sound
system only he could hear.

Arino searched high and low for Calendula.

Calendula entered from a door above him. Spotting Arino right
away, ey floated toward him and nimbly came to a stop around the
pole with one twirl.

“I tried, but I couldn’t convince Veritas to come,” Calendula
said. “Ey’s too afraid of you.”

“Gee, was I that rude?”

“You looked em up and down.”

“What?”

“That’s what Monaurals do. You leer at us from top to bottom
as if undressing us with your eyes.”

“I don’t recall being as bad as that. If I was staring, it wasn’t out
of malice. I was trying to be friendly.”

“It’s your insensitivity that offends us.”

When Arino started to object, Calendula raised a hand. “You
musn’t make a scene here.”

Calendula kicked away from the pole and moved to where it
was more private. Arino followed, then stepped on one of the
shock absorbers embedded in the tiled wall and came to a stop.
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Calendula said, “We were born and raised within the confines
of this station, so were extremely sensitive to the eyes of others. In
our society, staring at someone is considered very disrespectful. I
know you have a habit of observing someone from afar on Earth
and Mars where it’s more spacious. But you can’t do that here.”

“No offense intended.”

“Swear to me you'll never do it again.”

“I swear. I won't,” Arino said.

“And please tell the others. You're all going to be here for at
least another year.”

“I promise.”

“Veritas is terrified of Monaurals. Because you don’t under-
stand our customs.”

“I'm sorry.”

“Only partners can gaze at each other like that in our society,”
Calendula said. “So when someone other than a partner stares at
us, we're very uncomfortable. Do you understand?”

Arino nodded.

“Veritas was once in love with a Monaural man,” Calendula said.

Arino blinked. In love? A Round with a Monaural? An image
flashed across his mind that nearly made him yelp. Could that
Monaural be...?

“But things ended badly with that Monaural. And because of
what happened to Veritas, the Rounds have become wary of all
Monaurals.”

“Did the bastard do something to hurt em?”

“I can’t say for certain. Veritas doesn’t say much about the inci-
dent, and details of the inquiry were never made public.”

Arino lowered his gaze. Given the incident, no wonder the
Rounds were afraid of them.

“Why aren’t you afraid of me, Calendula? The way Veritas is?”

“I suppose I'm more curious than afraid. We're all different,
you know.”

“Curious about what?”
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“Why Monaurals are only capable of seeing us as one sex,”
Calendula said. “You have intersex people in your society. Then
why do you think of having two sexes as abnormal? From our
perspective, the Monaurals are a very inconvenient and peculiar
people. You're restricted by one sex and possess the reproductive
organs of only one sex. How does that affect the way your mind
operates? How do sexual distinctions change your way of think-
ing? How does your society manage to maintain equilibrium
despite all the disparities that arise between the sexes? How can
a society with sexual differences manage to nurture the same un-
shakable solidarity as ours, which has no such differences? These
are the things I'm curious about. Like solving the mysteries of
the universe. Tell me, Sub-commander Arino. How do I look in
your eyes? Do you see me as a man? Or a woman?”

The light trickling in from the colored tiles shimmered behind
Calendula like a heat haze. Calendula, whod only looked like a
woman to Arino at first, was beginning to seem more male with
every passing moment.

In the end, it all boiled down to perception. Whether Arino
saw em as a man or woman did not change the fact that physically,
ey was bigender. Ey was capable of simultaneously inseminating
eir partner and being inseminated. Calendula didn’t merely self-
identify as bigender, nor had ey been born bigender via a chromo-
somal fluke. Ey was not an imaginary creation of some mystic or
an angel that had conveniently transcended the sexes.

The Round standing before him was a proper biologically bi-
gender being.

“Both,” Arino answered. “Finally, I see you as both.”

“Would you like this body? Would you like to be bigender
yourself?”

A shiver running down his spine, Arino imagined his body
with female reproductive organs.

A body with the ability to both impregnate and be impreg-

nated at the same time.
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What kind of person would he become if his body were to
acquire both sexual functions? How would he think? What would
his likes and dislikes be? And how would he act? The body creates
the psyche, which in turn creates the body. Just what kind of being
would he become as a result of both influences?

Arino was secretly shocked by the part of him that was consid-
ering the question. He'd been married to his wife for five years and
had a three-year-old at home. His wife was a woman, biologically
and psychologically, and also heterosexual. Not once had Arino
questioned his sexuality until he'd come here.

Had he been deceiving himself all this time? Was one’s
sexuality so easily changed? Or was he merely getting carried
away by this new encounter?

“Is that even possible?” Arino asked.

“Unfortunately, no. There are people on Earth and Mars who
want to be injected with double-I, but switching out the sex chro-
mosomes alone won't make you a Round.”

Arino let out a sigh of relief.

“Disappointed?”

“Maybe a little.”

Calendula smiled.

“If all the station staft were like you, none of us would have
encountered as much difficulty as we have.” Then ey muttered, “If
only everyone would become Rounds. Then there would be fewer
prejudices in this world.”

OVER TWENTY YEARS had passed since Kline first came to
Jupiter-I—about the time it took for Jupiter to make two revolu-
tions around the sun.

When shed first learned of the existence of the special district, she
had been shocked and moved and felt an intense desire to protect it.
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A subspecies both male and female. Not the fantasies of body
modification fanatics or hermaphrodites with cosmetic genitalia
made possible through artificial organ transplantation.

The Rounds were the kind of beings—having functioning
genitalia of both genders—envisioned in Plato’s Symposium.

No matter how progressive and extraordinary they were, the
Rounds were seen as anomalies by Monaural society. In a soci-
ety comprised entirely of absolute hermaphrodites, however, they
would be the norm.

Indeed, the special district was an ideal community. If Kline
could protect this haven, in time the Monaurals’ value system
would gradually change.

Having anticipated the station would become a target of Mon-
aural terrorists from the start, Kline had been instrumental in
pushing through the exorbitant budgetary expenditure required
for the installation of Jupiter-I's omnidirectional warning system.
She had also recognized the need to demonstrate that this was no
defenseless paradise, but a fortress built to defend a new ideology.

Kline was prepared to crush any group knowingly threatening
to breach the walls.

If it were possible, Kline would grab a gun and face the en-
emy herself. She had no scruples about killing if she could pro-
tect the Rounds.

Kline rested on a sofa in the observatory and sipped a glass
of bourbon.

A million stars were displayed on the omnidirectional screen
and the floor screen at her feet. Europa, one of Jupiter’s moons,
filled the screen directly in front of her.

Europa resembled an old marble marred by scratches. Or a
glass orb striated with intricate cracks. Its color was clear blue
from the thick layers of ice covering the surface and brown from
the sulfide deposits seeping to the surface from within.

The dark cracks gashing the surface were the dull red of

dried blood. The intricate fissures crisscrossing the entire surface
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reminded Kline of the chapped fingers of an overworked laborer.

Europa was approximately 3,138 kilometers in diameter, about
the size of Earth’s moon.

Hidden beneath the thick ice crust covering the globe lay a
vast ocean one hundred kilometers deep, rich in sulfuric acid and
magnesium sulfate, unlike the oceans of Earth.

Europa was a frozen moon with a daytime surface temperature
of minus 130 degrees Celsius.

Scientists drilled the ice crust in search of microorganisms
trapped inside. They also continued to probe for whether oceanic
life-forms like those on Earth existed on Europa.

Jupiter-I served, in part, to support those activities. In time,
scientists discovered a hot geyser along with organisms that relied
on the sulfuric oxides contained within the geyser water to ex-
ist. What they had unearthed was a biotic community that had
developed in much the same way as the biotic community discov-
ered in the depths of Earth’s oceans. Biologists also confirmed the
existence of organisms living in a similar oceanic atmosphere on
Ganymede. And now they were exploring Callisto’s ocean, hoping
to discover a third ecosystem in the Jovian system there.

Reports of life on the Jovian moons served to remind not only
scientists but the public just how immeasurably profound and
mysterious the universe was. The news inspired awe in the fierce
resilience of life.

These life-forms on Europa and Ganymede lived regardless of
human expectation and died quietly once they'd expended the life
given them. They neither resisted nor surrendered to the environ-
ment they found themselves in, but simply used it to survive.

Kline could not help but feel awestruck and envious of the
single-minded tenacity of life.

She heard a knock, snapping her out of her musings. Dan
Preda walked into the observatory.

“Well, this is a rare sighting,” said Kline as she set her glass
down on the table.
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“I like to have a drink or two under the stars from time to time.”
Preda sat down diagonally across from Kline, holding a glass of
his own. “I daresay we have a real situation on our hands. To think,
an actual terrorist threat.”

“We don't know anything for certain yet. Even if the threat is
real, the two security teams should have little problem defeating
the terrorists.”

“But with Harding commanding one of the teams...”

“Commander Shirosaki is a man we can trust. 'm sure he’ll
keep Commander Harding in check. Miles will be there too.”

“Yes, I suppose we can only hope for the best.” Preda sipped
from his watered-down drink enriched with vitamin C.

'The door opened again, and another visitor entered the obser-
vatory. “Oh, there you are.”

Microbiologist Von Chaillot approached holding a bottle of
Martian beer in one hand.

Von kissed Preda and Kline on the cheek and joined them. “Is
it true we have a terrorist threat?”

“Well, it seems the whole station is abuzz about it,” said Preda.
“I hear some of the station staff have a little bet going.”

“A bet? About what?” Kline asked.

“The time the security staff will need to neutralize the terrorist
threat. They’re trying to predict it down to the minute.”

“What was the shortest time?”

“One minute. I think the longest was fifteen.”

Smiling, Von held out a memory plate in Kline’s direction. “I
promised you this. Care to see it now?”

“Thank you. I think I will.”

Kline inserted the plate in her wearable. After sending the
commands remotely to the observatory’s control system from
her wearable, the stars on the omnidirectional display disap-
peared and the images contained in the memory plate came up
on screen.

A constellation of a different kind filled the black screen.
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Moving their tiny flagella, the luminescent bodies spun around
busily like windmills.

“What do we have here?” Preda asked. “Your latest discovery?”

“Bioluminescent microorganisms found inhabiting the ocean
beneath Europa’s ice shell. We haven't determined why they emit
light like they do. We think they might naturally give it oft during
metabolic activity, rather than for any particular purpose.”

“Something like ‘Europa sea fireflies.”

“If that’s what you'd like to call them. They haven’t been given
a scientific name yet.”

“How about naming one of your discoveries after me?” Preda
said. “All told, you've found thousands of marine microorganisms
on Europa and Ganymede, haven't you?”

“T’ll put in the request myself if you can send some funding
our way.”

“So even names can be bought for a price,” Preda said.

“Anything to continue our research.”

Kline tapped a button, and a larger spherical organism ap-
peared onscreen.

“Now here’s an odd one,” said Von cheerfully. “This is a mi-
crobe colony, comprised of a single type of microbe that moves
about in clusters like this one. The rate at which the microbes die
and new ones are born in their place difters depending on where
they exist in the colony. The outer microbes die faster than those
on the inside.”

“Why is that?”

“Maybe it’s a defense mechanism against the elements con-
tained in Europa’s ocean, or perhaps it’s due to the cold tempera-
ture or oxygen concentration. The outer microbes act like a kind
of wall to protect the microbes on the inside and adapt to their
environment through the repeated process of reproducing and
dying off. They may be in the process of becoming multicellular
organisms. In a couple hundred years, this colony may evolve into
a single life-form.”
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Operating the screen from her own wearable device, Von
brought up another image. “Not exactly my area of expertise, but
here’s a recently discovered species of crustacean. It even made the
news on Earth and Mars.”

“Looks like a crab,” Preda said.

“Exactly right. It’s called the Europa crab.”

“I wonder how they taste boiled.”

“I suppose that depends on their composition. If they contain
high levels of ammonia, they won't be good for eating.”

Von tapped a button, and a video of shimmering creatures
came up onscreen. They resembled jellyfish on Earth, contracting
and expanding their bell-shaped bodies as they drifted in the void.

“They really are soothing to look at,” said Kline.

“You should come to Europa and see them with your own eyes.”

“I think I will—just as soon as this is all over.”

Von worked in the lab on Europa. Her job entailed exploring
Europa’s ocean in a research submarine to gather data on the wa-
ter composition, current patterns, and marine life.

She and her assistant Ted visited Jupiter-I periodically to ana-
lyze specimens with equipment not available on Europa and to
send reports back to Earth.

She and Kline had been friends for ten years.

Von had been twenty-seven when she first met Kline; she was
thirty-seven now. Kline knew that Von had gone to college after
having spent much of her youth working to earn tuition money,
but she looked much younger than her actual age. People who
did what they loved always seemed so youthful. Von’s features
reflected mixed Asian heritage. She did not have the cool, well-
proportioned features of an actress or model, but a kind of beauty
that seemed both familiar and nostalgic.

“Will you be checking what we bring from our labs in the
docking bay too?” Von asked. “I'm not crazy about anyone going
through our cargo. We'll be transporting organisms that need to
be kept at controlled temperatures.”
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“It’s a simple inspection, but I'll let the security teams know to
take extra care with your specimens.”

“I just don’t want anything to happen to our precious samples.
Besides, we don’t have any suspicious types working in our labs.
There’s no way the terrorists will come here by way of Europa.”

“Yes, but the cargo vessel coming from Europa is unmanned.
It’s possible they might commandeer it en route.”

“En route? But that ship isn't equipped to accommodate pas-
sengers.”

“We just don’t know how the terrorists plan to infiltrate the
station,” said Kline. “Better to be safe than sorry.”

Von asked to have the run of one of the labs, as she usually
did, once the cargo vessel arrived, to which Kline readily agreed.
“You can reserve a lab through the system. I'm sure no one will
bother you.”

“Thanks. I'll be holed up for a while, but I'll come up for air
eventually.”

“Just make sure you eat. I remember that one time you forgot
to eat for three days.”

“I lose all track of time when I'm working.”

“Now listen. I'll arrange to have meals sent to the lab. You make
sure Ted eats too. A man of his size won't survive, even if you can
do without a meal or two.”

“What about you?” Von asked Kline. “You look pale. Has some-
thing happened again?”

“Nothing new,” Preda cut in before Kline could answer. “Some
of the Rounds are complaining about intrastation relations.”

“Tell me about it,” Von said.

Kline recounted the goings on inside the space station to Von,
embellishing some details to humorous effect as she usually did.
About how members of Shirosaki’s security team initiated friendly
contact with the Rounds. And how that resulted in a quarrel.

“I see,” Von said, with a single nod. “You remember what hap-
pened to Veritas.”
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“Well, yes.”

“Then you can’t allow this contact to continue. You're only ask-
ing for trouble if you do.”

“I know. Fortia has repeatedly instructed the younger genera-
tion, so I assumed the Rounds understood. But some of them
just can’t seem to suppress their curiosity,” Kline said. “And it’s no
help that the Monaurals, who are just as curious, are the ones that
inevitably instigate trouble.”

Von tried to stifle a laugh. “Maybe someone needs to do a bet-
ter job of teaching the Rounds just how cruel and vicious the
people outside the special district are.”

“And tell them what—that the women are just as savage as
the men?”

“Yes, and that even women can sexually threaten a Round. Isn’t
it your job to ensure the Rounds aren’t reduced to Monaural play-
things?”

“To tell you the truth, there’s a part of me that’s not so sure.”

“About what?”

“Maybe the best way to get the rest of the world to accept the
Rounds is to openly promote the fact that the Rounds get along
with the Monaurals here.”

“The people on Mars and Earth aren’t stupid,” Von said. “They’re
bound to see through such a transparent PR stunt. Isn't the reason
why you had to come here in the first place because the Rounds and
Monaurals couldn't coexist? If they were able to simply get along
in the first instance, you would have been able to conduct your ex-
periments anywhere. But you couldn’t because you knew the two
ideologies would collide.”

“Yes, but—"

“Don’t worry. The relief team and the Rounds are only en-
gaged in a kind of play because, at the moment, they only rec-
ognize what’s good about the other. In time, they’ll lose interest
and drift apart.”

“Do you think so?”
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“I can see you're overworked. You really should get away from
the station sometime. You should come to Europa,” Von offered.
“I’ll take you for a ride in the research submarine. One look at the
ocean will help clear your mind right up.”

“Thanks. I'm impressed you've lasted as long as you have on
that frozen rock.”

“Because of what’s underneath,” Von said. “When I think about
all the life-forms yet to be discovered in that ocean, it gives me
the chills. At times, I've even thought of all the creatures in that
ocean as my children. Undiscovered, unnamed children. And I'm
the one to find them and give them names. That’s a job I'd gladly
give my life to.”

“You sound like you're married to Europa,” Preda said teasingly.

“Yes, that’s right,” Von answered proudly. “We were betrothed
after I fell head over heels in love with Europa’s ocean. I much
prefer her to human men. Always faithful.”

“Indeed.”

'The image of the microorganisms onscreen lured Kline, now
comfortably mellowed by the bourbon, into a moment of reverie.

Maybe I will go to Europa after this is all over, Kline thought. Yes,
I'll take a long break and forget all the station’s troubles.

THE ROUNDS MADE use of the central axis’s zero-gravity envi-
ronment in much the same way the station staff used the central
axis area as a relaxation room. Children used it as a playground,
while others meditated there as the Monaurals did. The space was
subdivided into two sections—one for children and one for adults.

Mare, the special district’s education supervisor, reported a
fight in the zero-G zone to Fortia.

“At two years old, they like to roughhouse.” Mare was frowning
onscreen. “I thought you should know someone was injured.”
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“Any broken bones?” Fortia asked.

“Yes, but it wasn't a child. It was one of the adults who stepped
in to stop them.”

Mare had scolded them severely but wanted Fortia to reprimand
the children as well so they would learn their lesson. Fortia agreed.
Patrolling the residences and elsewhere in the special district was part
of eir daily duties, and ey had been about to make the rounds anyway.

“Also, the second generation thinks it’s about time we used im-
plant communicators,” Mare said.

“Like the Monaurals? Why would we need implants in a habi-
tat as small as the special district? Our wearable devices suffice.”

“When something like this happens again, with implants we
can send messages directly into the children’s ears.”

“No amount of yelling in their ear is going to make a difference
if no one is there to stop them.”

“With the implants,” Mare said, “we can send signals directly
to the brain to temporarily freeze the children’s motor functions.”

“We would be resorting to mind control,” Fortia said.

“I believe a sense of unity is critical, especially in as confined a
society as ours.”

“As much as we’re in the position to supervise the district, we
do not rule over it. We resolve our issues by talking. We have no
need to rely on Monaural inventions.”

'The only means of distance communication inside the special
district were the stationary terminals used to communicate with
the station staff and the wearable devices for personal use—indeed
obsolete technology. Implant devices, on the other hand, were
standard issue among Monaural researchers and security staft and
were used not only for conversation but to access databases.

'The Rounds were not authorized to use implants because of the
Rounds’ role as medical test subjects. Doctors had decided that
implants could skew the results of their experiments.

“Our databases are filling by the day,” Mare pointed out.
“We’ll be able to increase search efficiency if we implement
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a neural connection system. The implants will also be useful
for educating the children. If they develop a habit of looking
up information anytime and anywhere for themselves, we can
nurture and maintain their curiosity for knowledge.”

“Can we wait awhile? Once we begin colonizing Saturn, we’ll
enter the second phase of experiments. We can submit a request
to Kline for implants as a lifestyle modification then,” said Fortia.
“Right now, we still rely on the Monaurals to keep the special dis-
trict running. But if we can make this place a sovereign state, not
just in name but in reality, and become truly independent, we’ll be
able to change how we associate with the Monaurals.”

Fortia spent the next several days checking up on the workings of
the special district. Ey spoke to the engineers in charge of main-
taining the bioengineered plants, inspected the harvest conditions
of the garden, and checked the operations of the recycling plant.
Ey also visited the astrometrics facilities as well as the laboratories
where the Rounds were conducting some independent biological
and engineering experiments.

Fortia then went around to all of the residential units and met
with each of the Rounds of the first generation and second gener-
ation. In doing so, ey was able to get a record of the general mood
of the 150-plus adults and children of the community.

There was one thing that worried Fortia. Was Tei the only one
trying to repair the strained relations between the Rounds and
Monaurals, or were there others? Did people like Calendula and
Tigris support Tei? And if so, why had they kept silent about it
to em, the leader of the special district? Ey intended to find an-
swers by analyzing the audio data ey'd gathered from speaking
with each of the Rounds.

Fortia also visited the zero-gravity area in the central axis.

The adults-only section was quiet; several Rounds were
meditating, floating balled up in a fetal position inside the
dimly lit room.
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'The children’s section was also relatively quiet when Fortia peered
in through the door. But when ey entered the room, the children
swarmed around em and tugged at eir tunic. They whooped and
hollered as they clung to and hung on eir arms.

Fortia’s wearable bleeped almost instantly; Fortia answered it.
On the other end was a Round who'd been surveilling the scene
from a hidden camera in the children’s section.

“Pm sorry. I'll be there immediately to quiet them.”

“It’s all right,” Fortia said, gently patting the head of the tiny
Round that had hurled emself at em in a bear hug. “Are they
always like this?”

“Yes.”

“The children of the second generation tended to be more shy.
How long has this been going on?”

“It varies, but the two- and three-year-olds are very active.”

“That’s good to hear. I'll be there after I've played with them a
little. Get your supervisors together.”

Recalling the time eir own children were born, Fortia spent
some time playing with the children. Ey told them eir name and
title and encouraged them to visit em anytime they wanted to talk
about life in the special district. Guileless as the children were,
they groaned and clung to Fortia when ey started to leave. One
child was even teary-eyed, and Fortia had to go around appeasing
each of them before ey could leave the room.

At the meeting, the five members in charge of education, in-
cluding Mare, gave Fortia an update on the schooling of the third
generation. All of the Round children were given computerized
interactive lessons, allowing them to learn at their own pace. The
five educators then instructed them in areas that couldn’t be cov-
ered online, such as socialization and interpersonal communication.
Collaborative work, involving machine building and experiments
and observations in the zero-G zone, was also part of those lessons.

Fortia didn’t notice any conspicuous problems with the third
generation’s progress. While their academic achievements varied
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as might be expected, they were all satistying the set standards.

The third generation encompassed a broad age group. The old-
est Rounds were just short of adulthood, and the youngest were
still babies. Since the Monaurals regulated the schedule of Round
births, the Rounds could not procreate whenever and however they
pleased. There were budgetary concerns to consider. The population
could not be easily increased, owing in part to the limited avail-
ability of food, equipment, oxygen, and water in the special district.

'The Rounds’ education was based on Monaural curriculum,
covering three areas: science, medicine, and language. The science
curriculum included mathematics, physics, chemistry, astronau-
tics, information engineering, astronomy, geology, and planetary
biology. The medical curriculum was comprised of medicine, bio-
chemistry, and reproductive science. The only language require-
ment was English, and the Latin names given to the children were
merely taken from a dictionary in the databases. Since a compre-
hensive database of non-English languages was available, for the
most part, the Rounds were able to communicate with the Mon-
aurals by using a universal translator.

Because the Rounds matured three times faster than Monau-
rals, they began their education at an earlier age.

Between the ages of two and a half and six, they were taught the
fundamentals of living in space and basic science, medicine, and
English. Unlike the schools on the planets, there were no sum-
mer vacations or extended holidays for the Rounds, who knew
nothing of the world outside the special district. With a constant
schedule devoted to classes and play, they were quickly able to
accumulate knowledge and develop their critical thinking skills.

After completing their primary education, the children chose a
specialization according to their interests and began their studies
and practical training in their chosen profession. To the Rounds,
the special district was their world. Everyone had a job with spe-
cific appointed duties, and aside from periods devoted to raising
children, no one was allowed to laze around doing nothing.



SAYURI UEDA 123

Every person was crucial and everything inside the special
district had a reason for existing. Otherwise, anything or anyone
thought to be a waste of resources and energy had to be evaluated
and eliminated.

After finishing their report on the children’s education, the su-
pervisors moved on to the subject of the adult Rounds.

“I think we need to reeducate the second generation,” one of
them said. “Since they've had extensive communication with the
station staft, they’ve been exposed to the written and visual works
brought into the station by Monaurals. Monaural paintings, lit-
erature, and songs contain stories with sexual distinctions not re-
flective of our society.”

“They insist they’re fully cognizant of those differences, but in
the long term, I think we need to be wary of Monaural influences
on our culture,” another added.

“Are you detecting any noticeable changes?” Fortia asked.

“Some have started to imitate the Monaurals and have begun
to write stories and songs of their own. They’ve been writing love
stories taking place in Round culture and composing songs about
romantic relationships. Some of them describe relationships be-
tween Rounds and Monaurals. I hear these Rounds get together
during their time off to share what they’ve written.”

“I don't understand. Why would they create such things know-
ing what happened to Veritas?”

“Curiosity. Veritas was the only one hurt in the incident, and
everyone else was a passive onlooker. Since any association with
the Monaurals is forbidden, they’re probably trying to live vicari-
ously through the stories.”

“What does Veritas say about all of this?” Fortia asked.

“Ey grins and bears it. Veritas doesn’t say anything to stop it
nor to encourage it. Ey said ey’s grown used to being talked about.
Anyone who wants to fantasize about associating with the Mon-
aurals is free to go on doing so, ey said. What shall we do? Should
we forbid their activities altogether or place restrictions on what
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they can write about?”

“Either way they’ll likely continue behind closed doors.”

“Yes.”

“Then let them be,” Fortia said. “We’ll require the Monaurals’
financial support for a while after we go to Saturn. If some of the
Rounds are able to find some respite inside these stories, then so
be it. Better that than to violate the rules and fraternize with the
Monaurals in reality.”

“What if the stories influence others to emulate Veritas?” one
of the other educators asked.

“Then they’ll have to learn the hard way by being hurt them-
selves.”

“We believe that reeducating the second generation might in-
spire works of art unique to Round culture,” another teacher said.
“Stories and paintings and music for and by Rounds.”

“Art isn't something to be bestowed. When the time is right,
our society will naturally conceive an art free of Monaural influ-
ence. Have a little patience.”

“So we won't take any action?”

“I think that’s advisable,” said Fortia. “But I'd like to know what
all of you think.”

After about four hours of discussions with the education commit-
tee, Fortia returned to eir residence.

Ey went straightaway to the bedroom, without dinner, and
threw eir weary body on the bed.

Jupiter was displayed on the screen taking up most of one wall
in the bedroom.

That gas giant, banded with streaks of color, was a sight Fortia
never tired of seeing.

In fact, hearing that some Monaurals went mad from staring
at it had shocked em. Ridiculous. What could be more inspiring
than the eternal swirling clouds of Jupiter?

The Rounds were headed beyond Jupiter. Beyond the eye of
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Zeus and even farther beyond the solar system. Fortia’s heart
raced just thinking about it. The universe held limitless myster-
ies and perils for those thirsting to comprehend it, and tested the
wills of its explorers, forcing them to confront their mortality.

Fortia worried that the second generation’s curiosity was being
directed less toward space and more toward internal matters such
as their relationship with the Monaurals.

The Rounds had overstayed their time on Jupiter-I.

Unlike Monaurals born on Earth and Mars, the Rounds had
lived in proximity to Jupiter from the start. The law forbade them
to travel to the planets.

'Thus, the only home that existed for the Rounds from the very
beginning was Saturn and beyond. That was where their curiosity
should be directed. But because the construction of the supership
was delayed, they had found a diversion in the Monaurals.

Something had to be done.

“I'm not surprised,” said Album. “The Monaurals from Earth
and Mars are too much of a temptation for the Rounds. As intel-
ligent and inquisitive as the Rounds are, they can’t help being fas-
cinated by everything. It’s a double-edged sword. We’ll just have
to make laws to restrain them. With laws of our own making.”

“You want us to do something to restrict the Rounds?”

“They’re only acting out because there’s no penalty for doing so. All
we have to do is increase our numbers and toss out the bad apples.”

“And what becomes of these bad apples?”

“They can work in Monaural society,” Album said. “After their
sex is surgically fixed, of course.”

Fortia pondered what Album was telling em. “The Monaurals
control our procreation. We’ll have to discuss it with Kline.”






v

ON THE DAY the first cargo vessels were scheduled to arrive,
Shirosaki and Harding stationed eight members of the security
teams at the entrance to the special district.

The remaining thirty-two guarded the docking bay. Two cargo
ships were scheduled in from Asteroid City, and one unmanned
vessel carrying lab specimens from Europa was also due.

The two vessels from Asteroid City arrived first.

The automated system transported the containers into the
station’s warehouse. The security teams inspected the cargo
containers brought in on the lift one by one.

Next, the two fully armed squads boarded the vessels and
searched inside and out. The members all wore full environmental
suits to protect against biological or chemical weapons.

Shirosaki waited outside the warehouse along with the remain-
ing members of the security teams.

Given the mundane nature of the operation, Harding had put
Shirosaki in charge of the inspections. In the event of an emer-
gency, however, Harding would assume operational command.

Having heard about the altercation in the mess, Shirosaki worried
about Harding turning into a loose cannon in a combat situation.

Harding wasn’t the type to lose control on a whim. In fact,
despite his fierce temperament, he was probably actually a

127



128 THE CAGE OF ZEUS

reasonable man. Which was why he would be harder to keep
in check if he lost control. Shirosaki recognized how much
harder it was to rein in someone acting on conviction than
someone fueled by emotion.

As much as he understood the man’s reticence, Shirosaki wished
Harding would tell him what had gone on between his team and
the Rounds. Harding and his team would return to Mars once
this mission was over. But Shirosaki would be cooped up in this
station for at least another year. He wanted as much information
as humanly possible, especially about matters that had not been
reported to Captain Hasukawa.

Harding silently looked on as his team continued the task at
hand. He didn’t so much as crack a joke with Shirosaki. Shirosaki
entertained the idea of asking Harding point blank before he was
set to leave the station, but the very thought made him uneasy.

The inspection turned up nothing from the two cargo ves-
sels. The crew aboard were seasoned regulars who'd spent years
shuttling between Asteroid City and Jupiter. Once the inspec-
tion was complete, the crewmembers made their way to the
recreation facilities for a drink with some friends they’d made
on the station. The security staft looked on in envy as the crew
exited the docking bay.

A flashing light signaled the arrival of the unmanned vessel
from Europa. This would be the last vessel. After this, the next
shipment from Asteroid City would not arrive until next month.
If everything on this incoming vessel checked out, the teams
would be idle on this station for nearly thirty days.

Shirosaki stole a look at Harding’s face. Harding was glaring in
the direction of the vessel, his jaws clenched, as if he were willing
the enemy onboard.

The automated system began to move. The security staff stood
in front of the lift and waited.

The cargo was comprised of containers holding various
microorganisms and other specimens drilled out of Europa’s
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icy crust—not nearly big enough for anyone to stow away in.
Having been repeatedly warned by Kline to handle the tem-
perature-controlled specimens with care, the security team
opened the containers and quickly sealed them back up again.

Suddenly, the lift stopped.

“The containers are stuck in the cargo hold,” reported Arino,
whod been monitoring the activity from a computer terminal.
“What should we do?”

“Something wrong with the lift?”

“I'm not sure. Maybe something got caught or one of the con-
tainers has jammed the door.”

“It may be a trap. Let’s send in some checkers.”

Shirosaki sent in a dozen or so wireless checking devices by
way of the automated system. The checkers fired their thrusters to
move about the ship in zero gravity and checked for any mono-
molecular wire traps and explosives. The data were sent back and
displayed in real time on the security team’s data goggles.

Harding frowned at the temperature and humidity readings being
sent back from inside the ship. “The humidity inside the cargo hold
is at eighty percent. Why so high? Could it be a sensor malfunction?”

“All of the checkers are registering the same readings. Maybe
the environmental controls are down. What do you want to do?”
asked Shirosaki. “Send in an inspection team?”

“I'm not seeing any other abnormal readings. Let’s get them
in there.”

“How many?”

“Eight.”

Eight members from the team boarded the vessel with the
checkers still in the cargo hold as a precaution.

There were roughly half of the containers remaining in the
cargo hold. With one hand on their weapons, the security team
members checked the lift and reported back to Shirosaki.

“Nothing blocking the path of the lift. And the cargo can get
through the doors just fine. It may be a problem with the lift’s
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controls—a bug or something.”

“Check inside the containers.”

“Roger that.”

Though the individual pieces of cargo were small, the containers
holding them were massive and could easily hide a number of
people inside.

The members stood around one container in semispherical for-
mation. They dug their feet against the floor, activating the adhesive
suction on the soles of their shoes to fix them in place. Lowering
their stances a bit, they steadied their guns loaded with alloy bul-
lets. Standard-issue ammunition for space deployment had been
developed to reduce the damage to the walls inside spacecraft and
stations. Though not as dense as the ammunition used planetside,
the bullets could pierce environmental suits at close range.

One man pressed a button, and the door of the container began
to open.

The eyes of the security team members grew wide.

An enormous transparent mass covered by a thin membrane
appeared from behind the door. The membrane suddenly burst as
if someone had popped it with a needle. The checkers instantly
began to analyze the chemical plume.

“Get back! Get clear of the gas!” Shirosaki and Harding yelled
at the same time.

Kicking oft the ground, the members scattered away from the
containers. They grew ashen upon reading the numbers displayed
on their data goggles.

“It’s hydrogen sulfide. Two thousand ppm—that’s enough to
induce respiratory arrest.”

“Take it easy,” Harding said. “Your masks will protect you. The
humidity is what we need to worry about. It’s already exceeded
ninety percent. If the sulfide mixes with the moisture in the air,
it'll turn into sulfuric acid.”

The rest of the containers slowly began to open at once, re-
leasing the same transparent masses, which burst one after the
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next to disperse their toxic gas into the atmosphere.

A humidifier from somewhere inside the cargo hold appeared
to be raising the humidity onboard.

Moisture began to coat the body armor of the security team
and the outer shell of the checkers.

“A sulfuric acid mist is beginning to form,” said Arino, report-
ing back the readings lighting up the computer terminal before
him. “Something is emitting ultraviolet radiation to turn the sul-
tur dioxide into sulfur trioxide. The containers were filled with
massive quantities of sulfur compounds.”

“All right, get the hell out of there,” Harding alerted the team.
“Make sure you seal the door behind you. We have to keep this
gas contained.”

After the team was safely off the vessel, Miles turned to Shi-
rosaki and Harding. “What now? If we don’t do something, that
ship’s cargo hold will turn into a bottle bomb filled with sulfide. If
there are any explosives aboard, the ship could blow and contami-
nate the docking bay.”

“We either neutralize it or tow the entire vessel away from the
station and abandon it somewhere near Jupiter,” Shirosaki said.

“Sulfuric acid,” said Harding with a disgusted look. “The bas-
tards didn’t have to look too hard for the stuff seeing how there’s
plenty of it on Europa and Io.”

After making certain the evacuated team was all right, Shiro-
saki contacted Kline to recommend disengaging the cargo vessel
from the dock.

Kline authorized the move almost immediately, adding that
they would be able to control the ship by transmitting commands
from the station’s system. “We’ll send the ship into Jupiter and let
the internal atmospheric pressure implode it.”

'The control room operator sent the ship the requisite commands.

Slowly the ship lurched away from the docking bay. The bow
turned away from the station.

“Why is the ship wobbling like that?” Miles asked, as he watched
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it pull away on a monitor. “Has the navigation program miscalcu-
lated its flight path?”

Suddenly, the ship’s directional propulsion system seemed to
falter. The ship listed to the side and crashed into the docking bay.
A chill passed over the security team.

“What the hell happened?”

“I'm not sure, sir,” responded the operator behind the controls.

“Any damage to the ship?”

“Negative, all green.”

“The sulfide onboard?”

“I'm not reading any leaks.”

“Any damage to the station?”

“Some exterior damage from the collision, but the environ-
mental systems haven’t been compromised.”

“Smooth move, kid,” said Harding, shooting a dirty look at the
young operator on the monitor.

“The data I sent was correct, sir,” the operator insisted. “Some-
one must have tampered with the ship’s program.”

“I don’t want to hear it. Just get the damn thing pointed toward
Jupiter and get it out of here!”

The operater transmitted the commands repeatedly to stop
the ship’s teetering. Every time the bow crashed against the inner
walls of the docking bay shivers ran down Shirosaki’s spine.

From the control room, Preda watched the ship stagger repeat-
edly like a drunkard. “I doubt anyone won the bet now,” he mum-
bled to himself. “It’s been an hour already.”

Suddenly, everyone in the control room felt the ground beneath
them shake and heard an explosion that sounded like a crack of
thunder in the distance.

Preda and Kline looked at each other.

“What was that?”

A piercing siren rang throughout the station.

The threat was not in the docking bay. The explosion had come
from somewhere inside the station.
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TEI WAS ROUSTED awake from eir nap by the violent explosion
that shook eir bed.

As ey leapt out of bed with a palpable disquiet, eir wearable
bleeped. “Doctor, we need you in the lab right away. There’s been
an explosion.”

“Did someone mishandle some volatile chemicals?”

“I don’t know. But the damage is extensive. It’s as if a bomb
exploded.”

“I'll be right there.”

Tei darted down the corridor. Upon arriving outside the infir-
mary to retrieve eir medical pack, Tei was stunned.

The door of the infirmary was gone. The steel door lay in a
twisted pile in the middle of the corridor. The smell of inert gas
from the automatic extinguishing system filled the air, and the
cabinets and medical equipment had been smashed to pieces. The
infirmary had been reduced to rubble.

Had the earlier communication been some kind of mistake? It
was the infirmary that had exploded, not the lab.

Tei found Dr. Wagi crouched over and attending to the wounds
of the blood-soaked doctor whod been on duty. “So the explosion
was here,” said Tei.

“And the lab. Everything inside the lab and the infirmary is
useless. You'll have to get whatever supplies we need from the
warehouse. I'll stay here. You get to the lab. The damage is worse
over there.”

Tei ran down the corridor.

Everyone had known the terrorists were targeting the station.
How did they manage to plant the explosives? The security staff
had been guarding the docking bay to intercept any intruders.

Suddenly, Tei was assailed by a feeling of unease.
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Ey understood why they had bombed the lab, but why the in-
firmary? Was it a preemptive strike to prevent our using the medical
equipment and supplies? If so, why?

Just as Wagi had warned, the damage to the lab was far worse
than the infirmary. Several workers were scattered across the floor.

Tei slipped on a mask and goggles. Ey gave the injured a local
anesthetic and began to treat their wounds.

“Were they after the equipment?” Tei asked the doctor nearby,
as ey continued to treat the patient before em. “They must have
known we would have backups of the data.”

“Probably,” he answered. “They really did a job on the hardware.
It'll be months before we can resume our bioscientific experiments.”

“Still, this isn't the way to put a stop to the experiments,” Tei
said. “We can easily resume our experiments with new equipment
and continue to analyze our data by transferring the backup data
elsewhere. If the terrorists were trying to paralyze us completely,
they should have bombed the entire station.”

“Maybe they were just trying to scare us.”

“But that’s ridiculous. None of the staff here would think of
abandoning their research over a setback like this,” Tei said.

“They’re probably sending us a message that this could happen
to our families. The sick bastards.”

“How did they plant the explosives?”

“I don't know,” said the doctor, shaking his head. “But this was
done by someone who has access to the lab. Look around. Do you
see how the room exploded from the interior out? Not from below
or from the ceiling. The blast came from inside this room. Not to
mention the way the research equipment was specifically targeted.
Someone was able to bypass the docking bay and access this place
without inviting suspicion.”

“You don’t think someone on the staff...?”

“As much as I hate to think about it, we can't rule out that pos-
sibility.”

“Have you reported this to control?” Tei asked.
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“Almost immediately. They’re going to do a background check
on all the staft. Hopefully it isn't too late.”

THE MAINTENANCE SHAFTS were located in the outer por-
tion of the station, or below the station from the point of view of
its residents. The only route connecting the entire station, aside
from using the high-velocity elevators, was a network of shafts
crisscrossing the entire station like a grid.

Von Chaillot and her assistant Ted put on their data goggles
and, after opening the the control center access hatch, slipped in-
side the maintenance shaft.

It was dark.Ted turned on a flashlight, and they took a moment
to orient themselves to the surroundings.

'The shaft was high enough for an adult to walk through with-
out bumping his head. A taller man like Ted had to stoop a bit to
make his way. Originally designed to accommodate maintenance
machines and repair robots, the shafts were in no way comfortable
for humans.

When they arrived at the rendezvous point, Ted sat down to
rest. “Are you sure we can execute the job?” he asked Von. “The
enemy is trained in counterterrorism. The longer this drags out,
the greater will be our disadvantage.”

“If you have doubts, you're welcome to leave. I won't stop you.”

Pulling out a case she'd hidden in the shaft, Von opened it and
checked its contents. The case was essentially a small armory of
guns and ammunition. Von took one gun, put one bullet in the
chamber, and stuck the gun in her waistband. She tossed another
gun to Ted. Then she began to assemble a sniper rifle.

“I promised to get you and Wolfren out alive. It’s better you worry
about what happens after you get back to Earth. The Vessel of Life
can't be trusted. You never know what more they’ll want from you.”
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Ted dropped his head and sighed, draping his arms across his
knees. “I still don't feel right about leaving you here.”

“Don’t worry yourself about it. That was always my intention.”

Von opened another case, took out two bulletproof suits and
protectors, and handed one of each to Ted. Turning his back to
Von, Ted took off his jacket and slipped into the environmental
suit. He activated the sensors on his glove and then went to work
connecting his wearable and implant communicator. Once the
data goggles were turned on, he was able to see in the dark.

Suddenly, they heard the whirr of a machine coming closer.

Ted shone the light in front of him. A maintenance machine
appeared out of the darkness. Someone was hanging on to the
back of the machine, like he was hitching a ride on the back of a
trolley car.

Ted pointed the light and his gun at the approaching figure.

The man put on the brakes and stopped the maintenance ma-
chine. Shielding his eyes from the light, he asked, “Are you the
Vessel of Life? I'm Barry Wolfren. Don’t shoot.”

“Prove it.”

The man tossed his ID card and memory plate at Ted’s feet.
Picking them up, Ted checked the ID card first. A holographic
image of the young man from the waist up materialized. Barry
Wolfren. Maintenance engineer. History. Length of service. Ev-
erything checked out with the information he'd been given. Ted
checked the contents of the memory plate next. It contained the
data about the station he'd requested.

He lowered the light.

Wolfren breathed easier. “Your name?”

“David Lobe,” answered Ted.

“Is that Karina Majella behind you?”

“Yes,” replied Von, standing.

Von had changed into an elastic environmental suit and was
wearing a bulky jacket over it. She now had the look of a seasoned
soldier rather than a scientist.
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“So,” said Wolfren, marveling at the sight of her. “The rumors
about Karina Majella were true. You are a woman.”

Von didn’t answer.

“You're lightly dressed. You going to be able to protect yourself
against their task force?”

“This isn't a combat mission. I'll be fine.”

“At least put on a flak jacket. You better not be wearing just
lingerie underneath that suit.”

“This is a ballistic enviro suit. They’re very lightweight lately.
Nothing for a child to worry about.”

Wolfren shot her a crooked smile and waved them over. “Come
with me.”

There were two maintenance machines standing by behind the
one Wolfren had ridden on.

“One for each of you,” said Wolfren. “I'll be controlling them
from my wearable, so you just need to hang on. They’re automati-
cally set to run. Just follow me.”

“Is it faster than walking?”

“What do you think?”

Wolfren, Karina, and Lobe rode the maintenance machines
down the shaft. Lobe was impressed by the smooth ride and re-
lieved at having been spared the anxiety of walking the low-ceil-
inged shaft in a stoop.

As he stared at Karina’s back, he reflected on how quickly two
years had passed.

He remembered how vehemently Karina had fought for the
time to prepare for this mission as if it had happened only yesterday.

When he and Eddie Morgan had gone to Cryse University
two years ago, Karina had completely erased her past and had
been living a life as a researcher. Lobe and Morgan had made
contact with Karina, whod come to the symposium to present a
paper, and confronted her with the proposition.

Karina had changed her name to Von Chaillot and surgically
altered her face. She'd completely left behind her teen years, when
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she'd been an Earthside terrorist.

Morgan had presented Karina with a job to sabotage Jupiter-I,
citing the ease with which she could execute the mission using
her present position. Kline and Von had been friends for ten years.
With someone working on the inside, the leaders of the Vessel of
Life had figured they would be able to execute their plan without
being discovered.

Karina had flatly rejected the offer.

At first, the woman was nothing if not cynical, but Morgan
had made a compelling argument. “We’ve taken something you
treasure above everything else hostage. If you refuse the job, the
hostage will die.”

As enraged as Karina was, Morgan had succeeded in persuad-
ing her. Lobe remembered his own shock. He knew everyone had
an Achilles” heel but didn't quite expect taking a hostage would
prove so effective against Karina.

Morgan had assured her that not only would she be paid hand-
somely, she would also be remembered as a hero if she succeeded.
Then he added, “The hostage will die even if you refuse the job via
suicide. Simply put, you have no choice but to take it.”

'That had been the decisive turn of the screw.

Karina gave several conditions for her enlistment. First, she
wouldn't be able to execute the mission on her own. She would
need an assistant.

Morgan insisted that she would be able to carry out the mis-
sion on her own. For this kind of job, the fewer their numbers, the
higher the likelihood they would succeed. Sending one terrorist
was more effective than dispatching a squad, he had told her. In
the event of an investigation, the Vessel of Life would be able
to cut her loose and dissociate themselves from any wrongdoing.
'They had planned to make Karina a lizard’s tail.

But Karina had argued just how unrealistic it would be to go
at it alone.

That was when Morgan had pointed to Lobe and offered him
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up as an assistant. She was free to do with him as she pleased.

Lobe had protested immediately. He was Morgan’s bodyguard.
If Karina turned violent in the negotiations, Lobe’s duty was to
protect Morgan. Short-term or otherwise, it was not a part of his
job description to live on Europa. He pleaded with Morgan to
reconsider.

But in the end, Lobe could not refuse an order.

Lobe’s history had been falsified so he could accompany Von
Chaillot as her lab assistant.

The second condition of Karina’s enlistment was to wait two
years before the plan would be set into motion. “I haven't done
this in twenty years. My stamina and instincts aren’t what they
used to be. I'll only fail if I try something now. I'll also need weap-
ons. I may know the station staff, but they’re not going to allow
me to walk in with explosives and ammunition. I'll need to trans-
port everything piece by piece over many trips. And that’s going
to take some time.”

Morgan had scowled at such a timeline, but knowing Jupiter-
I could not be infiltrated otherwise and acting on the Vessel of
Life’s behalf, he had no choice but to relent.

'The two had continued to volley their demands back and forth
for some time until, finally, they had agreed upon several terms. In
exchange for accepting Karina’s conditions, Morgan had made her
accept a couple of his own. One was for Karina to remain on the
station until she had seen the mission through to completion. And
the other was to get Wolfren, their informant, safely off the station.

Karina had agreed.

Karina had educated Lobe, who did not have a biology back-
ground, in how to play the part of a researcher. How to act and
behave like a lab assistant. And to think and speak in the way
scientists do. Every time Lobe wanted to throw up his hands, she
had looked at him with those kind eyes. “I'm not saying you have
to write a report. But you should at least be able to read the data
and prepare specimens.”
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In the time he'd spent as her assistant, not once had Karina re-
vealed to him her face as a terrorist. Had Lobe not witnessed the
rage with which she had attacked Morgan at that first encounter,
he would not have believed that this woman had perpetrated ter-
rorist acts on Earth twenty years ago. Von Chaillot was an intel-
ligent, decent, and quiet woman.

Wias this woman really capable of carrying out a sabotage mis-
sion on Jupiter-I? Twenty years was an eternity. No doubt much
had happened in that time. Perhaps the aggression in her had
simply melted away.

But once the preparations began in earnest, Lobe had changed
his estimation of her. Around the time she began to strategize a
plan of attack, Lobe sensed a frightening change in her demeanor.
That transformation was akin to a round rock being pounded by
an even harder rock, its rounded edges being chipped away bit by
bit until it was fashioned into a sharp point. By the time that rock
had transformed into a steely weapon, Karina and Lobe had left
for Jupiter-I.

And it was only moments ago when Lobe had seen the way
Karina deftly handled her gun that he finally realized this was a
woman to be reckoned with.

She was prepared to do it herself.

She would take on forty counterterrorist task force team mem-
bers herself and carry out the mission to its successful and inevi-
table completion.

4

FORTIA SAT BEFORE the computer terminal and endured Dan
Preda’s barrage of instructions for several moments.

“There’s been an incident in the docking bay. It’s likely the ter-
rorists are behind it. The infirmary and lab were hit as well. I have
a feeling the terrorists may have infiltrated the station during the



SAYURI UEDA 141

commotion. I want you to keep the access door to the special dis-
trict secure. Even if someone on the staff requests access, I want
you to check with control first.”

“How many of them are there?”

“We don’t know.”

“Just what was the security staff doing?”

“Let’s just say they dropped the ball.”

“Utterly useless,” said Fortia. “We would have fared better if
we'd been the ones carrying the guns.”

“What’s done is done. Just stay alert.”

Fortia ended the transmission and went into the next room.

Album was sleeping in the double bed with the covers pulled
over eir head.

“Wake up,” said Fortia, patting Album on the cheek several
times. “Nap time is over. We have to issue an alert.”

Album tossed languidly beneath the covers and opened eir eyes
a sliver. “Do it without me. I'm feeling tired. I might be pregnant.
What about you, Fortia?”

“I don't recall doing anything that'd get us pregnant, do you?
Come on, hurry up and put some clothes on. The terrorists are
somewhere on this station.”

Album lowered the covers a bit and eyed em suspiciously. “Really?”

“Unless Preda’s gone completely batty from the daily boredom,
I think he’s telling the truth.”

“Do you think they’re coming here?”

“That depends on our intrepid security team.”

Album rolled out of bed and began to pick up the clothes
strewn across the floor. “I swear these Monaurals are a pain in the
ass. We're forced to live here because they want us out of plain
sight and at arm’s length. And still they barge into our territory.”

“They can't help themselves. That’s just their way.”

“Fools. They come all the way out here and to do what? Murder
people. If they have time enough for that, they should help main-
tain the station for a while.”
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While Album fixed the collar on eir tunic in front of the mir-
ror, the intruder alarm sounded. Fortia knitted eir brows. Album
quickly reached for the utility knife on the table.

The living room door blew open. A man and woman stormed
in with their guns raised.

“Don’t move,” said the woman coolly. “Iry anything funny and
you're dead.”

“Who are you?” asked Fortia bravely.

“We’re with the Vessel of Life.”

“Im asking what your name is.”

“Karina Majella. You must be Fortia.”

“Yes.”

“If you want to live, you'll round up all of your associates in the
assembly hall. Every last one of them.”

“And what if I refuse?” Fortia said.

“That boy growling next to you like a guard dog—TI'll blow his
pretty little head oft.”

Fortia looked Album in the eye and gestured for em to lower
the knife.

“But why?” Album protested.

“I don't want any bloodshed here. We can at least talk in the
assembly hall.”

“She called me a boy. The bitch.”

Karina snickered. “You move and I'll shoot you dead.”

She produced some wrist ties from her pocket and tied Fortia’s
hands behind eir back. As she moved to restrain Album, ey twisted
away and swung an elbow at Karina’s face. Karina dodged the attack
without any difficulty. Wringing the Round’s arm up behind em,
she threw em down on the floor, drew the gun from her waist, and
pumped a bullet into Album’s right leg in one fluid move.

Album screamed. Twisting eir face in agony, ey balled eir body
on the carpet with both hands squeezing eir leg. Fortia let out a
bestial cry. Ey charged head first at Karina, but Lobe hit em with
the butt of his gun, and ey landed on eir back.
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Fortia spat out blood at the floor where ey lay. “You murderer.”

“I told you I'd shoot if you moved. You were given fair warning.”

Fortia sidled up next to Album and, after exchanging several
hushed words, looked up at the intruders. “Help em, please. If you
don't do something ey’ll bleed to death.”

“Go right ahead. I'm sure you have some towels lying around.”

“You think I can walk after what he’s done to me?”

Karina went to the bed and shredded the sheets into thin strips
with her knife. After instructing Lobe to keep Fortia back, Karina
knelt down next to Album and wrapped the cloth strips tightly
around the wound.

With the bandage acting as a tourniquet, the color began to
return to eir face. The tension leaving eir body, Album lay on the
floor and breathed easier.

“He’ll live for now.” Karina turned to Fortia and said, “But like
you said, he’ll only get worse. If you gather the rest of the Rounds,
I'll make sure he gets the proper treatment.”

“How do I know you'll keep your promise?”

“If you don’t trust me—fine. We've got nothing to lose here.”

“All right. Help me over to the terminal.”

Lobe took Fortia to the computer terminal and tapped a few
buttons on the panel. Once a channel was established, Fortia sat
down in front of the terminal and calmly began to speak. “To the
residents of the special district. I have an announcement to make.”

All of the Rounds—in their living rooms, in the garden, and in
their beds—waited for Fortia to speak.

It was rare that their leader would make a district-wide an-
nouncement outside of the assembly hall. The Rounds instantly
recognized that something had happened.

“I'm sorry to interrupt you while you're all at work, but I'd like
you to come to the assembly hall immediately. That means every-
one—no exceptions.” Then ey added, “On the orders of the terror-
ists standing next to me.”

Lobe glared and tried to snatch Fortia away from the terminal.
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But Fortia twisted free from his grasp and threw emself against
the terminal. “Get out of here, all of you! Tell security the intrud-
ers are here in the special district!”

Karina kicked the chair out from under Fortia. The microphone
picked up the sound of a thunderous crash and terrible cry.

Across the special district, Rounds whod already been on the
move stiffened and stood dead in their tracks.

Karina’s voice echoed overhead. “Listen carefully. We have
taken Fortia and Album hostage. Album’s been shot and is severely
injured. One false move out of any of you, and Album dies first.
And if you still resist, we’ll kill Fortia too.”

Recovering eir feet, Fortia charged at Karina and staggered
back to the terminal. “Don’t listen to them!” ey shouted. “Forget
about us and get yourselves to safety!”

Karina hit Fortia with the butt of her gun. Eir knees buck-
ling, Fortia crumpled to the floor. Karina jabbed the Round in
the ribs with a kick and turned to Lobe. “Start shooting with the
sniper rifle when the Rounds get to the exit. Wait until they’re all
crowded around the door. Wolfren should have jammed the lock,
so they won't be able to open the door immediately. That’s when
you shoot.”

“Understood. All of the capsules?”

Karina nodded. “Do it.” Then she took one look at the terminal
and stared down at Fortia lying helplessly on the floor. “She pulled
a fast one on you, Dave. The channel’s been open this entire time.”

“What?”

“She must have hit the switch with her shoulder when she
threw herself against the terminal. The entire station must have
heard. Along with Kline in the control room.”

Switching off the transmission, she muttered, “You must think
you're very clever, but not so. We've planned for every contingency.”

After having heard Fortia’s announcement, Tigris and Calendula
gathered their children and rushed outside. Tigris insisted they
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go help Fortia, to which Calendula replied, “Ey told us to get to
safety. Our priority is to follow the leader’s orders.”

“But—"

“I'm not about to let some opposition group from Earth hurt
our family.”

A mob was already pushing and shoving each other before the
only door in and out of the special district. Unable to open the
door from the control panel, some of the Rounds were trying to
disengage the lock manually, but the door did not budge.

Tigris turned to Calendula. “I have to go back. The woman said
they shot Album. Whoever these people are, they’re armed. I have
to help Fortia. You take care of the children.”

“Right now we have to think of the others. It’s the leader’s duty
to sacrifice for the sake of the many.”

“How can you be so cold? Because you quarreled with Fortia
about the Monaurals?” Tigris demanded. “Are you still bitter?”

“Stop it. That has nothing to do with it.”

“They won't find me if I go alone. Go ahead without me.”

“Listen to yourself. Are you out of your mind? How do you ex-
pect to rescue Fortia when you're not even armed?” Calendula said.

“I'll make due with what’s around the house.”

“These are professionals you're dealing with. What, are you go-
ing to fight them swinging a chair and desk?”

Suddenly, there was a tremendous noise as the top of the door
was riddled with welts. What looked like shards of glass scattered
in every direction at the same time, and something cool rained
down over the Rounds’ heads.

The Rounds let out cries and screams. Something rico-
cheted off a branch of a bush nearby and burst at Tigris’s and
Calendula’s feet.

“It’s coming from Fortia’s unit.”

“Bullets?”

“They look like capsules of some kind. There’s something in
them.”
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Fearing injury, the Rounds fled from the door at once. Being
shot at was an entirely new experience for the Rounds. One of the
Rounds, panic-stricken at the thought of being hit, began to run,
pushing and shoving the others around em. Couples with children
tried to get out of the way of the coming stampede. However, Ca-
lendula managed to calmly direct everyone from falling over each
other, keeping the situation from devolving.

After several moments, the onslaught of capsules died down.

“Are they out of bullets?”

“I don’t know.”

“No one was hit. Were they just trying to scare us oft?”

Tigris went to where one of the capsules fell. The ground was
wet. The capsules were not metallic but appeared to be large lig-
uid-filled spheroids. Just as Tigris moved closer for a smell, Ca-
lendula pulled em back.

“Don't! It could be toxic. You might be breathing in its vapors.”

“It’s all right. I don’t smell a thing.”

“Whoever they are, they were clearly aiming in our direction.
Something’s not right. The tingling sensation on my skin—don’t
you feel it> And my throat is sore.”

Calendula contacted the control room via her wearable. “May-

be they’ll be able to open the door from the outside. Quickly.”

Because Fortia had had the presence of mind to switch to an
all-station broadcast, Kline and Shirosaki had heard the last
exchange.

'The transmission from Calendula that followed alerted them to
the situation inside the special district.

That was when the security units realized they had been com-
pletely duped. They also learned that because a possible toxic sub-
stance had been dispersed near the entrance, the Rounds were
unable to open the door.

“What the hell happened?” Harding snarled. “SSD won’t
like this.”
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Once Harding, Arino, and Miles had arrived in the control
room, Shirosaki said, “There were eight security staff stationed in
front of that entrance, yet the intruders were able to enter the
special district undetected. How can that be?”

“We’re looking into it,” Kline replied.

“Can you pull up the station schematic again?” Shirosaki
asked Kline.

Kline tapped a button on the controls, and the same three-
dimensional schematic of the station Shirosaki had studied at the
meeting appeared.

“If they didn't go through the front door, they can only have
used the maintenance shafts,” said Harding. “But we already con-
firmed that the special district can’t be accessed from the mainte-
nance shafts.”

“This data might have been falsified. Maybe there’s an access
point that’s been erased from this schematic,” Shirosaki said.

“You mean someone erased part of the existing shafts and ac-
cess points from the schematic? We should check a hard copy.”

“Whoever it is was able to overwrite the electronic data. They
would have gotten to the paper data too.” Shirosaki asked Kline,
“Who on the staft would be able to tamper with the data like this?”

Kline grimaced. “One of the engineers on the maintenance staff.”

“Anyone on that staff that hasn't reported back since the explo-
sions in the infirmary and lab?”

“We confirmed the locations of all staff a moment ago. We
didn’t turn up anyone suspicious.”

“There has to be a leak somewhere. Please check again. Are you
still connected with Calendula?”

“Yes,” Kline said.

“Good, keep em on the line. Have em report back everything
that’s going on inside the special district.”

“Leave that to me,” volunteered Miles. “Commander, you need
to open a line of communication with the terrorists.”

“I'd rather Shirosaki handle it,” Harding said. “I don't have the
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patience for negotiating.”

Shirosaki nodded. Going to one of the computer terminals, he
opened a channel to the special district.

Shirosaki spoke calmly toward the blackened display.

“This is Commander Shirosaki of the Special Security Divi-
sion. We have the access door of the special district completely
surrounded. Throw down your weapons and we’ll guarantee your
lives. Respond.”

A woman’s voice issued forth from the terminal. “The Rounds
certainly are a practical race—to abandon their leader so easily.”

“First, tell us who you are.”

“My name is Karina Majella. I'm certain you've heard of me.”

Shirosaki couldn’t hide his shock. Harding, Miles, and Arino
were all struck dumb with astonishment.

Some of the station staff, sensing the ominous mood, looked at
each other despite not recognizing the name.

“Karina Majella.” Miles scowled. “What the hell is she
doing here?”

Shirosaki leaned into the microphone. “Why are you here? For
what purpose?”

“A little freelance work at the request of a group called the Ves-
sel of Life. I'm not fond of putting on such a display, but this is
what my employers wanted. Even this exchange we’re having now
is apparently necessary to announce the group’s intentions. And to
broadcast what’s happening in real-time back to Mars.”

'The monitor in the control room switched on. A woman with a
well-proportioned face of mixed Asian heritage blipped onscreen.
She appeared to be in her late thirties. She was lightly dressed but
armed. She smiled at Shirosaki.

Kline let out a cry that sounded like a shriek. Preda, standing
next to her, swallowed hard.

“Calm down,” warned Shirosaki under his breath. “We have no
idea what she’s planning. If we play this right, we might be able to
end this right here.”



SAYURI UEDA 149

But Kline pushed Shirosaki aside and slammed her hands
down on the computer terminal. “What is the meaning of this?
Answer me—Von Chaillot!”

Onscreen, an apologetic look came over Karina’s face. “I ap-
preciated our friendship over the years, Kline. Thanks to you, I
teel like I know Jupiter-I like the back of my hand. Down to every
detail. You taught me so many things. I'm grateful.”

“You fooled me. Was that your plan from the start?”

“Believe me, I didn't want to do this if I could help it. But I
didn’t have a choice. You were a good friend, Kline. I won't ever
forget that.”

Kline’s body trembled, but she could not speak.

“What’s going on?” Shirosaki asked.

“That woman is a friend. Von Chaillot, a biologist researching
Europa’s ocean. We've been friends for ten years. She’s been trav-
eling back and forth between Europa and Jupiter-I to conduct her
biological research. She wasn't playing the part of a researcher. She
was an honest, hardworking scientist. She was going to take me in
the research submarine to show me the ocean. She was a kind and
intelligent woman. Why?”

“She’s a sleeper,” Harding said coolly. “Ten years is a long time
to lie dormant, but a sure way to earn your trust.”

“It’s possible she came to Europa ten years ago as a researcher
but was hired to sabotage the station only recently,” Shirosaki
interjected.

“How do you know that?”

“Karina isn't the type to sacrifice ten years of her life to lie low
as a sleeper,” explained Shirosaki. “Doesn’t have the patience for it.
Besides, she has no prior connection with the Vessel of Life. She
said she was freelancing. From the sound of it, she may have taken
the job for some reason we don’t know about.”

Ignoring Harding, who was looking none too satisfied, Shiro-
saki switched on the mic again. “You said you were freelancing—a
hired gun. Then why dont we make a deal? I don’t know what
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they’re paying you, but maybe youd like to hear some options in
exchange for releasing the Rounds from the special district.”

“Not likely. My orders are to kill every last one of them.”

“Look, you don't have to answer right away. Let’s you and I
work this out.”

“Im afraid you don't have much time. I've disseminated a cer-
tain package in the special district. If you don’t want the rest of the
station to be contaminated, I suggest you stop the Rounds from
trying to escape.”

“What have you done?”

“That’s for you to find out.”

Had she released a chemical weapon? Some sort of lethal virus?

Shirosaki turned down the audio feed and said to Kline, “We'’re
going in.”

“But, Commander—”

“Whatever’s been disseminated, we’ll eventually need to send
a medical team inside. Or would you prefer to completely seal oft
the special district and allow the Rounds to die?”

“It’s reckless to open the access door without knowing the kind
of biological weapon we're dealing with,” Preda cut in. “Rescuing
the Rounds is critical, yes, but we also have to think of the staft.”

“We can maintain the special district at negative pressure—
manipulate the environmental controls so the special district is
constantly drawing in air from the outside when we open the
door. That way we can prevent the contaminant from spreading.
'The security teams are already in their environmental suits. As
long as the suits don't tear, they won't be aftected. I need you to
lower the atmospheric pressure inside the special district. And do
you have any UV irradiation units on the station?”

“Yes, we have several,” replied Kline.

“Good, we'll use them for sanitation purposes. We also need
antiseptics—sodium hypochlorite, isopropanol, phtharal—what-
ever you can get your hands on. A research station like this one
should have plenty of what we need.”



SAYURI UEDA 151

“You plan to go in without knowing how many terrorists youre
up against?”

“We're trained in counterterrorism, Ms. Kline. Their numbers
are irrelevant. There’s no need for worry.”

“That’s right,” Harding grunted. “Shirosaki, you keep negotiat-
ing with her. I'll command the rescue.”

“Good. But don't kill her.”

“Why not?”

“We need to know what exactly was spread in the special dis-
trict. Karina is a biologist. If it’s a virus of some kind, she could
have valuable information about how to neutralize it.”

“The captain’s orders were to eliminate the terrorists.”

“When we're through interrogating her, youre welcome to do
what you want,” Shirosaki said. “But keep her alive until we’ve had
a chance to question Karina.”

“I don't recall having to take orders from you, Shirosaki.”

“Then I'm asking you as a fellow officer.” Shirosaki bowed his
head toward Harding. “There are babies in that community. I don’t
want them to die in vain.”

Harding bit his lip and grumbled, “All right,” before leaving the
control room.

As soon as he was gone, Shirosaki instructed Arino. “Keep an
eye on him. If you can, get to Karina before he does.”

“Right.”

After Arino rushed out of the room after Harding, Shirosaki
raised the volume on the microphone and resumed negotiations.
“All right, we’ll hold off from opening the access door for now.
But tell us at least what we’re dealing with. Is it a biological weap-
on of some kind? Or chemical?”

“Now why would I tell you that?”

“Come on, Karina. What are the symptoms?”

“That’s none of your concern.”

“How long do the Rounds have if they’re not treated?”

“I'm not sure.”
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“Then at least update us on Album’s condition,” Shirosaki said.
“We can walk you through the steps to treat em.”

“I've stopped the bleeding. He’s alive for now.”

“You're not a doctor, and ey needs to be properly treated.”

Karina was nothing if not composed. Shirosaki wondered just
where that self-assurance came from. Was she bluffing about hav-
ing contaminated the Rounds? Or maybe she was telling the truth
and intended to use the cure as a bargaining chip.

'The cure. The data to create an antivirus. She might be plan-
ning to use that knowledge to demand something in return. Or
maybe she had no interest in negotiating and had already secured
an escape route off the station.

“Im begging you. There are babies in the Round community.
The babies and the young ones will be the first to go down if
they’re infected.”

Karina’s lip curled upward almost imperceptibly. She pointed
the gun directly at the screen and said, “One thing you should
know. Only I know the contents of the substance that was
dispersed. If you kill me, you can kiss any hope of an antidote
goodbye. Remember that.”

‘There was a violent crack and then the monitor went black. The
transmission abruptly ended.

“Just as I thought. She’s planning to use whatever data she has
to bargain her way off the station.”

“But she shot out the screen.”

“Probably to keep us from learning their numbers.”

Miles, whod been talking to Calendula on his wearable, turned
around and reported, “There can’t be too many of them, although
it’s hard to tell their exact numbers. Fortia and Album are the
only hostages. The rest of the Rounds are concentrated around the
access door. But no one appears to be watching over them. Calen-
dula doesn’t know what was disseminated, but so far no fatalities.
Whatever this substance is, it hasn’t taken effect yet.”

“Then all we need to do is go in and secure the situation in
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Fortia’s residence.”

“Yes, but the intruders are armed with a long-range sniper rifle.
That’s how they dispersed the contaminant.”

“How far is Fortia’s residence from the entrance?” Shirosaki
asked Kline.

“About five hundred meters in a straight line.”

“Someone is a good shot,” muttered Miles.

“A straight line would take you there in six to seven minutes,
but it actually takes about ten minutes on the winding path.”

“How are the bioengineered plants arranged?”

Kline pulled up a schematic of the special district onto the
big screen.

Shirosaki took a hard look at the layout, his mind working a
mile a minute. They would be able to use the bushes as cover. The
question was how they would access the special district.

'They would be found out if they went through the front door.
'The access point the intruders had used would likely be blocked or
booby-trapped by now. What other route could there be?

Shirosaki pointed to a spot on one wall of the space station that
was in proximity to the special district. “What about this air lock?”

“We haven't had the occasion to use it since it was installed,”
Kline said.

“Was this air lock put here for the purpose of connecting the
station with the supership—the one Fortia was talking about?”

“Yes, that’s right. The air lock will be used to travel back and
forth between the special district and the Apertio.”

“Can it be opened?”

“Yes. It’s locked, but we can deactivate the program from here.”

“Then please do it. This is our way in. The task force will wear
space suits and exit the station. They’ll move along this inner wall
here and enter the special district from this air lock. Since they
won't be going out to the outer wall, their space suits should pro-
tect them from the cosmic radiation. Let’s get to work.”
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Once they had procured the necessary supplies and completed
preparations for the mission, Kline asked Shirosaki, “What kind
of woman is Karina Majella?”

Shirosaki regarded Kline stone-faced. “I'd be revealing a part of
your friend’s past you may not want to hear.”

“I want to know the truth.”

“She’s a notorious terrorist that various agencies have been
hunting from Earth to Mars. She was active mainly in Asia, some-
one whose name I'd heard often up until twenty years ago. Majella
isn't her actual name but something like a pseudonym, perhaps
taken from the Latin word meaning ‘greatness.” Rumor has it that
she also carries around the medal of St. Gerard Majella.”

“St. Gerard?”

“The patron saint of childbirth. This medal has an odd design.
St. Gerard is depicted holding the crucifix with something like
a skull or severed head sitting on top of the table next to him.
As a non-Catholic, I find it a curious thing to have for a charm,”
Shirosaki said.

“Has Karina always been associated with the Vessel of Life?”

“Back when she lived on Earth, she belonged to an organi-
zation called Libra. In the early part of the twenty-first century,
China established the free trade agreement with the Association
of Southeast Asian Nations, giving birth to a massive market of
2.9 billion people. The agreement, along with the exploration of
underground resources of the Russian Far East and the devel-
opment of a logistics network for natural gas and oil resources,
sparked a period of great economic activity in Asia. An Asian
monetary unit and an unthinkable volume of products, electronic
currency, and laws to regulate them were born.

“But economic development doesn’t always work to eliminate
inequality. This newfound prosperity gave rise to a whole new host
of problems. When the economy is booming, the underworld
grows more bloated and the powers that once acquired unimagi-
nable wealth inevitably go to ruins. This is a fact of every society.
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Societies are born to mutate. How much and in what direction
you choose to correct that society determines its shape, however
short-lived. Libra is an organization that chose to make those
corrections through violent methods. They do not desire change
through civic engagement or rely on the law enforcement agen-
cies of the state, but resort to violence and strong-arm tactics to
force reform. At first, vigilante groups from crime-ridden areas
and well-meaning community groups gathered to protest against
the government and transnational corporations, but in time, ex-
tremists transcending borders and race came together and called
themselves Libra.

“Those seeking immediate and dramatic results became sup-
porters of Libra’s activities. The government authorities were none
too pleased, of course, but they may have also benefited, in part,
from having Libra as a common enemy against which they could
rally their citizens and other countries to nurture a sense of soli-
darity. The terrorist organization has continued to thrive over fifty
years after its formation.

“Karina joined Libra with her mother when she was nine. Her
mother fell in love with a man belonging to the group and became
involved in his activities. As Karina roamed the world, always a
step ahead of the international police and government agencies
pursuing them, she was trained in the ways of combat. After pick-
ing up a gun for the first time at the age of ten to provide cover
fire for the members of the group, she began to actively engage in
combat. By the time she was sixteen or seventeen, the word spread
about Libra’s frightfully accurate sharpshooter, and soon she was
teared across Asia. That’s the Karina I know.”

“Have you ever confronted her?”

“No,” Shirosaki said. “But there is one incident that’s been
talked about among the antiterror units. One task force—I
don’t know of what country—charged into the building where
Karina was hiding. She and only three others wiped out the
entire twenty-man team. The task force tried to conceal the
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incident, but they had been so completely obliterated that the
scandal spread like wildfire.”

“Maybe she was just lucky. She may not survive were it to
happen again.”

“You may be right. But that she had luck on her side even once
is a part of her skill. It’s because she survived that she’s been able
to torment as many people as she has and forced us here to Jupiter
to confront her.”

“Has she altered her face?”

“Yes. Not just once but many times. It’s likely she’s altered her
bone structure on the molecular level. She clearly had Japanese
features in the profile we received, but now she looks like she’s of
mixed heritage. She still looks Asian, of course, but she’s also be-
come a stunningly beautiful woman. I'm certain more than a few
men have fallen prey to her feminine wiles.”

Shirosaki saw the disgust on Kline’s face and said no more.

“Why did she come to Europa as a researcher? Unlike the Ves-
sel of Life, Libra doesn't actively oppose bioscientific research.”

“She left Libra when she was nineteen.”

“Why?”

“She wanted to leave earlier but waited until she had learned
to survive on her own. She escaped in the midst of a fierce battle
between military forces. Her whereabouts have been completely
unknown these last twenty years. She must have gone to school
in that time to become a scientist, which explains how you came
to know Karina as a microbiologist on Europa. She’s always been
an intelligent woman; perhaps she'd had a childhood dream to go
to school as normal people do and become a scientist. It’s entirely
possible she used her good looks as a weapon to survive on the
run, to scrape together a living and save enough for college. While
her methods were dubious at best, I believe Karina might have
been maximizing the advantage accorded to her beauty. I suppose
she was, to use an old phrase, exploiting her sexuality. Although,
she must have gotten her hands dirty in other ways as well.
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“Shall I go on?” Shirosaki asked.

“No, that’s quite enough.” Whatever Kline was feeling, she
didn't let on. She thought long and hard with her arms crossed
and finally said, “Whatever her motives, Karina is, at present, a
threat that must be eliminated. You must apprehend her by any
means necessary. Interrogate her in any way you see fit. Get her to
talk about what exactly that substance is. The Rounds are my only
concern now. Not Karina.”

“I understand.”

Kline sat at the computer terminal and reported back to Mars.
There was a considerable time lag between interplanetary com-
munications. Unable to hold a conversation in real time, the par-
ties involved usually had to wait twenty to thirty minutes to re-
ceive a reply to a message they'd sent.

Kline viewed the response from Mars and sighed.

'The news of the terrorist attack on Jupiter-I had reached Earth
and Mars before Kline’s message. The Vessel of Life had already
released a message claiming responsibility for the attack.

“We, the Vessel of Life, firmly oppose the experiments tak-
ing place on Jupiter, which disregard bioethical principles and
trample over the sanctity of human sexuality. The existence of
a bigender subspecies is a desecration of our moral principles,
serving only to spread values that it’s permissible to sleep with
anyone and to invite moral confusion. The Rounds will destroy
the natural order of society, snuff out the richness of our cul-
tures arising from sexual distinctions, and create a dull and
homogenous society without individual difference. At present,
the Rounds are legally prohibited from interplanetary travel,
but they will eventually seize that right and invade our planets.
Before that peril reaches our shores, we seek to destroy the re-
search facilities on Jupiter. The existence of a bigender race sig-
nifies neither human progress nor evolution. The experiments
on Jupiter-I are an inexcusable violation of human life.”
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For the love of God!

Kline nearly tore her hair out. Just what year did they think it
was? She could hardly believe the stigma that continued to haunt
sexual minorities in this way.

Did the Vessel of Life think the Rounds went around indis-
criminately throwing themselves at every person they met? The
Rounds chose their partners. They didn't sleep with anyone other
than someone they had feelings for. They had individual tastes
and criteria and exercised discretion regarding with whom to have
relationships. In that regard, they were the same as ordinary hu-
mans. Did the Vessel supporters throw themselves at and grope
whomever they laid eyes on? Or did they live every day in agony
trying not to act on those impulses?

Eliminating gender differences would homogenize the culture?
Kline thought. What narrow-minded drivel! All we did was increase
the number of humanitys possibilities by one. Not once have we de-
manded that everyone become like the Rounds.

Why were these people incapable of accepting these newcomers
to the human race? Why couldn’t they recognize the Rounds as the
living beings they were?

'The Vessel of Life had also leaked images of the special dis-
trict and the experiments being conducted in the lab. Karina had
already admitted to transmitting the images to the Vessel of Life
on Mars. It was probably after confirming Karina’s progress with
their plans that the Vessel of Life had announced their intentions.

'The reply that came from the Martian government was twofold.
Until the substance dispersed in the special district could be iden-
tified, the entire station was in lockdown. No one was to enter or
leave the station. Any replacement equipment would be dispatched
by unmanned vessels from Jupiter-II, Jupiter-III, and Asteroid City.
The station’s staft needed to ascertain what the substance was and
keep in constant contact with the Martian government.

In other words, it was up to Jupiter-I to pull through the crisis
on their own. Given the distance separating Mars and Jupiter, that
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was to be expected. Jupiter-I didn’t have the luxury of waiting for
help to arrive. They had yet to identify the dispersed substance
or even begin to understand its ramifications. If anyone from the
outside should come into contact with them, that person was sus-
ceptible to contamination or even infection.

'The only recourse left to Kline and the station staff was to put
in a request for the supplies, keep the lines of communication
open, and see how the crisis played out.

AFTER WATCHING HARDING handpick the members of the
rescue mission entirely from his own team, Arino voiced an objection.

“I have operational control here,” Harding said contemptuously.
“I need a team that’s going to be familiar with and responsive to my
commands.”

“Then at least choose two or three from my unit to bring up
the rear.”

SSD had instructed Shirosaki and Harding to work together.
If Shirosaki’s team wasn't included in the mission, Harding would
be the one whod have to answer to Captain Hasukawa later.

Arino prayed that Harding still had enough sense to listen
to reason.

Despite looking none too pleased, Harding relented.

Arino summoned Shiohara and Ogata and explained that
Shirosaki needed information about the weapon dispersed in
the special district.

“You've been inside the special district, so you should be
able to move around faster than the others who'll be relying on
maps. I want you to capture Karina Majella before Harding’s
team gets too reckless. I don’t care if you have to injure her,
but keep her alive. If you can, try to avoid an altercation with
Harding’s team. Karina will try to seize every opportunity if
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she senses dissension in our ranks.”

“What do you think she’s after? If her goal was to kill everyone
on Jupiter-1, she would have blown up the entire station.”

“No way she would have been able to smuggle in that many
explosives alone. Tampering with the station’s core power system
wouldn't have been easy either. It would have been difficult to ef-
tectively use chemical weapons in a station of this size, especially
since the partitions between each section would be automatically
lowered at the first sign of trouble. But a biological weapon can
easily be smuggled in in small quantities, multiply exponentially
inside a host body, and infect others rapidly. That has to be what
she’s dispersed in the special district.”

“Then maybe she’s been vaccinated. If so, wouldn't it be possible
to make an antivirus from her blood after we've captured her?”
Ogata asked.

“I don’t know if that’s possible with the lab and infirmary in
the shape they’re in. But if we bring Karina in alive, she’ll be
of use to us.”

The members of the rescue team stood in front of the air lock
in the residential district and climbed into their hard space suits.
'They opened the hatch and stepped inside, carrying their hazmat
suits and weapons in a sack. They waited several moments for
decompression, and after the green light blinked on, opened the
hatch on the other side.

The black void spread out before them.

One by one, the rescue members kicked away from the edge of
the hatch door.

Shiohara and Ogata followed.

Holding their sacks close to them, they dove into the darkness
with only the station’s beacons to light their way. They immedi-
ately felt the burden of 0.3 Gs give way to utter weightlessness.

Their sacks felt like air in their grasps.

The silver exterior of the station’s central axis gleamed before them.

Twenty meters in diameter and eight hundred meters long, the
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axis housed the station’s gravitational control and surveillance sys-
tems as well as a small laboratory and the relaxation room.

Using the gas jets on their space suits, the rescue team flew in
the direction of the special district.

They made their way along the station’s inner wall in a V
formation, like migratory birds.

Upon arriving at the hatch outside the special district, the
members of the team surrounded the door. They felt the gravity’s
pull return a bit when they pressed the adhesive backs of their
shoes and gloves against the wall.

One of the men twisted open the hatch. Half of the rescue
team went in first and commenced compression. Although the air
blowing into the air lock came from the special district, the anti-
microbial filter kept out any viruses that might have contaminated
the exhaust.

When the air lock was sufficiently pressurized, the members
took off their hard suits and changed into their hazmat suits. Af-
ter slipping on their masks, they opened the hatch to the special
district and stepped inside.

Once inside, they quickly moved about the garden in four-man
units and hunkered behind the shadows of the bioengineered
plants. They lay low until the air lock was decompressed again and
the remaining half of the team entered and changed out of their
hard suits.

The hatch opened and the remaining members joined the team
taking cover in the brush.

They proceeded toward Fortia’s residence, communicating oc-
casionally over their implant devices.

'The reserve units, standing by outside the special district, observed
the image being sent back from the rescue team’s data goggles.

Harding monitored the scene, while Arino kept a close eye
on Harding.

According to Calendula, two Rounds had been taken hostage,
one of whom was injured. Arino prayed they would stay put when
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the team charged in. As frantic as the Rounds probably were to
find themselves in such a frightening situation, they were likely to
be spared serious injury if they didnt get in the way.

The problem was with Karina. Harding had been intent on
shooting her from the start. He might even order the team to
aim for the head. Shiohara and Ogata would have to enter the
residence another way and get to Karina first.

“Fortia’s residence has a skylight on the roof,” Shirosaki in-
formed Arino through his implant. “Have Shiohara and Ogata go
in through there. Look for an opportunity when the rescue team
throws in the stun grenade.”

'The rescue team zigzagged behind one cover to the next and
then surrounded Fortia’s residence in groups of four.

Shiohara and Ogata climbed up to the roof and looked for the
skylight. They found it exactly where Shirosaki had indicated.

“It’ll be a crying shame if we swoop in and our own team mis-
takes us for the terrorists,” muttered Ogata.

“Don’t worry. We'll get workmen’s comp for that.”

After the breacher removed the keypad lock with a drill, the
first four-man team slipped inside the house. They crept forward
slowly, careful not to slip on the polished cedar floor. The living
room was at the end of the hall. The men broke down into pairs
and took turns providing cover while the other pair advanced un-
til they reached the door.

They flanked the door with three men crouched down on one
side and another man gripping a stun grenade on the other. One
man confirmed the door did not have a lock and kicked it down.

From their vantage point on the roof, Shiohara and Ogata
watched the stun grenade being tossed into the living room. An
earsplitting bang filled the room. But thanks to the implants,
capable of filtering out specific audio frequencies, Shiohara and
Ogata weren't affected.

'The two smashed through the skylight. They landed in a crouch

and scanned around them amid the noise. The heat sensors on
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their data goggles could not pick up any sign of the terrorists.
Someone lay motionless on the floor. Shiohara and Ogata scram-
bled next to the body and found Album.

At the same time, the four men outside the door burst into the
room in staggered formation. They took one look at the women
and cursed.

Once the noise died down, Album shouted, “What are you
doing? What do you think you’ll accomplish by throwing a stun
grenade at me?”

“Where’s Fortia? Where are the terrorists?”

“Dammit! My ears. My eyes.” Album shook eir head violently.
“They’re gone. And took Fortia with them. They plan to use em as
a shield if they’re found. Go after them. Hurry!”

“Which way did they go? We've got security stationed at the door.”

“How the hell should I know?”

“There has to be another route,” said Ogata.

Using her implant, Shiohara reported back to Arino. “The ter-
rorists will need a ship to get off this station. With the dock-
ing bay down, they’ll try to get to one of the emergency shuttles.
You'll have to put security on every one of the spacecraft, sir. And
get a security system into the maintenance shafts. Karina’s got to
be somewhere in the shafts.”

When the door to the special district opened, the air from
the corridor was drawn into the negative-pressure environment.
Hazmat-suited security entered the special district with the wind
at their back. They gathered the fragments of the capsules scat-
tered around the entrance and then went about the work of ster-
ilizing the area. First they treated the area with UV irradiation
units and sprayed the area with antiseptics.

Tei and the medical team also entered the special district,
wearing their own protective gear. They gathered the Rounds
and led them to the assembly hall for mass examinations. Many
of the children presented with fevers. The adults, though only
slightly feverish, complained of physical fatigue. Dr. Wagi told
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the others that these symptoms were likely the effects of the
dispersed substance.

'The youngest children were suffering from especially high fe-
vers. Whereas the normal body temperature for Round infants
was 37 degrees Celsius, all of the infants were running a fever of
over 38 degrees. Since they were sweating profusely, the doctors
prepared intravenous drips to keep them hydrated.

After hearing Dr. Wagi’s report, Shirosaki asked, “Isn’t there
some way to find out if this is a virus?”

“Yes, with a simple electrophoresis test—if it’s a virus we've
already identified,” Wagi replied. “But all of the equipment in the
lab and infirmary was destroyed in the explosions. We can’t even
run a PCR test. But if it’s a new virus we’re dealing with, I doubt
any tests would yield very useful information.”

“Then what are our options?”

“We treat the symptoms. Administer antipyretics to treat fe-
ver and antiphlogistics for inflammations. I can’t guarantee any
results, but we try every antiviral drug we can think of—neur-
aminidase inhibitors, protease inhibitors, nucleoside analogues,
and non-nucleoside analogues. We attack this thing with as many
combinations of drugs we can find in our supply. If the equip-
ment were still working, we could have tried autotransplantation
of blood stem cells to boost immunological function.”

“Will that be enough?”

“If it’s not, the Rounds will die. The sooner you capture
Karina, the better. She has the answers we’re looking for. She
must be planning to use that information as a bargaining chip
if she’s captured.”

“Understood,” said Shirosaki.

“In the meantime, I'll collect some blood samples from infected
Rounds and send them to the lab on Europa. Since they’re equipped
for marine microbial research, they’ll be able to analyze the samples
for us. They’re also the closest lab to Jupiter-I, so we can communi-
cate with them in real time.”
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“Yes, that’s good.”

Wagi switched on his wearable and proposed the idea to Kline.

But Kline, in turn, informed the doctor of the Martian govern-
ment’s order to lock down the station and prohibit any contact
with the outside.

“We’re not asking to move the patients there,” Wagi shout-
ed. “We merely want to send the samples to the lab on Europa
for analysis. If we simply listen to the Martian government, the
Rounds will die. I recommend we send the samples to Europa.”

“But if the staff and the facilities on Europa become contami-
nated, we'll be responsible for spreading the damage.”

“Then we store the samples in hermetically sealed containers
and hand them off to Europa’s staft wearing protective gear,” Dr.
Wagi said. “Europa has hazmat suits and the staff is used to han-
dling hazardous materials.”

Kline bit her lip. There was no time to waste. But was involving
the lab on Europa an acceptable risk? Even if the staff agreed to it,
who would bear the responsibility if they were affected? This was
a matter of life and death. If someone were to die, there was no
taking responsibility for it.

"There was also another concern to consider, and that was the
risk of contaminating Europa’s ocean.

“I'll discuss it with the director,” Kline answered curtly. “Switch
your wearable to the common circuit. I'll patch you in to the call.”

Kline opened a channel to the research station on Europa.

The face of Paul Weil, the director of the research station, ap-
peared onscreen. “Kline, I heard the news. Terrible what’s happened.”

“Then you understand I haven’t much time.” Kline proceeded to
briefly explain how the equipment on Jupiter-I was destroyed and
how there was no way for them to ascertain whether the weapon
was chemical or biological. “Dr. Wagi, our chief of medicine, is
requesting the use of the research facilities on Europa. But we're
not about to put your staff at risk when we don’t even know the
nature of the agent we're dealing with.”
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“I would think not,” replied Weil. “What do you have in mind?”

“What if your staff were to temporarily evacuate the re-
search station?”

“Evacuate?”

“Yes, the entire staft would transfer to Jupiter-II near Gany-
mede by spacecraft. Then our bioscientists can go to Europa and
analyze the substance themselves.”

“While sparing my staff from contamination. I see.”

“Once we know what this substance is we’ll be able to sterilize
your research facilities and make certain that your staft returns
only after the risk of contamination has been eliminated.”

“I guess we'll have to put a hold on our experiments.”

“Yes, and I'm sorry about that. But I'm afraid I'm out of op-
tions,” Kline said.

“I have no objection to what you're asking. We'll be able to
analyze our data just as well on Jupiter-II or at Ganymede’s re-
search station. Since they’re researching the organisms inhabit-
ing the ocean beneath Ganymede’s ice crust, their facilities are
comparable to ours. We should be well-equipped at either lab.
The problem is with the risk of contaminating Europa’s ocean.
Regardless of how carefully you transport the substance here, if it
leaks, the damage would be irreversible.”

“That’s my concern as well. And there’s no guarantee that we
can contain it. After all, we have no idea what this thing is.”

“But if I say no, your staff and the Rounds may die.”

“Yes.”

Weil exhaled deeply and shook his head. “I don’t know. On the
one hand, human life is precious, I realize. But on the other, so too
are the organisms that humanity has discovered outside Earth. If
they became extinct due to some foreign influence, the damage to
Europa’s ecosystem could not be undone.”

“You're right. That’s exactly what troubles me.”

“I'd like some time to discuss it with the others. This isn't a de-
cision I can make alone. I won't keep you waiting long.”
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“Please. And another thing. Would you check to see if Von
Chaillot left behind any personal items there? You might be able
to find something that might help us.”

“Of course.”

Kline ended the transmission, her face haggard as she slumped
back in the chair.

Wagi chimed in on his wearable. “Thank you.”

“You were awfully quiet.”

“I didn't feel it was my place to speak. Your passion over-
whelmed me.”

“The lives of the staff and the Rounds or Europa’s ecosystem.
Which would you choose?”

“As a doctor, my job is to save human lives,” Dr. Wagi said.

“Of course. I'm sorry for having even asked such an obvious
question.”

“I regret I've put you in an untenable situation.”

KARINA AND LOBE moved down the maintenance shaft with
Fortia, whose hands were still tied behind eir back. Having been
knocked around mercilessly back at the residence, ey hobbled for-
ward unsteadily but was in better shape than Album, who had
been left behind.

Karina jabbed Fortia in the back with the barrel of the gun and
prodded em to quicken eir pace.

Wolfren caught up to them several moments later. “It’s done,”
he reported in virtual darkness. “It’s coming along as scheduled.”

“Good,” replied Karina.

“Now to get out of here. Do you plan to take Fortia with us?”

Recognizing Wolfren’s face, Fortia could not hide eir shock.
“Tenebrae. So it was you that allowed these terrorists into the
special district.”
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“My name isn't Tenebrae. It’s Barry Wolfren. You know that
better than anyone.”

“How dare you betray us!”

“Consider it payback for not taking me seriously. I would never
have done this if you and Kline had listened to what I had to say.”

“You can bicker about it later,” Karina interjected. “Dave, you
and Wolfren get to a shuttlecraft. The rest is up to you.”

“You sure you want to separate here?” asked Lobe. “I don't feel
right leaving you. Have you secured a way out?”

“T’ll be fine,” Karina insisted. “Careful not to run into the secu-
rity teams. They’ll shoot you on sight.”

“Then this is where we part ways.”

At the intersection, Karina watched Lobe and Wolfren disap-
pear down the long and narrow path, and then began to walk in
the opposite direction. She walked behind Fortia, pointing the
flashlight strapped to her waist ahead of them.

“How much farther do you think you’ll get?” Fortia asked,
gasping for air at the same time. “Splitting up won’t make any
difference. There are security forces all over this station. You
won't escape.”

“Shut up and walk. That’s not for you to worry about.”

“If you think I'm of any value to you as a hostage, you're wrong.”

“Valuable enough to take the first bullet.”

“They’ll shoot you along with me,” Fortia said.

“You may be right. Even the other Rounds abandoned you
so they could escape. Is that the principle by which you Rounds
operate—every Round for emself?”

“The Rounds exist as a collective entity. The lives of the many
outweigh the life of an individual.”

“That’s a hell of a philosophy.”

“That’s the mindset necessary to survive in the frontier of space.
To confront unexpected danger with the limited resources and
people available to us, it’s better the staff exists as a gigantic or-
ganism with one mind. Like a Portuguese Man o’ War capable of
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surviving even if a part of it is cut off. 'm not afraid to die as long
as the others are safe.”

Karina laughed scornfully. “A convenient philosophy imposed
upon you all by the station’s staff, 'm sure. How can you obey
without thinking about what you want? Don’t you have a rebel-
lious bone in your body? Why aren’t you the one to determine
your own worth?”

“Shut up. I don’t need to hear this from you.”

Karina wrapped an arm around Fortia’s neck from behind and
put em in a chokehold that nearly suspended em from the ground.
Bringing her lips closer to Fortia’s ear, she whispered, “Don’t you
have a will of your own? Is that your way? Does it make you proud
to submit to your creators without so much as questioning the
society into which you were born?”

“Better that than submit to the likes of you,” Fortia managed
to gasp.

Karina threw Fortia down on the ground and dropped a knee
against Fortia’s chest with the full weight of her body. Fortia’s face
twisted in pain. Karina grabbed em by the hair and brought her
face closer to eirs until they were nose to nose. “Seeing people like
you makes me want to tear you all to shreds. If I were a man, I
would rape you right now.”

“Too bad you’re a Monaural woman. You don’t have the neces-
sary equipment.”

“But I am capable of ruining you.”

“Then do it.”

Karina smashed the butt of her gun in the pit of Fortia’s stom-
ach. She watched Fortia writhe in pain and hit em again.

Fortia closed eir eyes, pale-faced, as Karina grabbed hold of eir
tunic and ripped it down the middle with her knife.

'The fabric fell away, revealing Fortia’s modest breasts. Eir pink
nipples resembled those of Monaural women. Karina pulled off
Fortia’s underwear, exposing eir pelvis. Outwardly, eir genital area
looked much like a woman’s. Although she had heard as much from
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Kline, Karina could not hide her fascination with the real thing.

She slipped her fingers between Fortia’s legs to discover that
the Round copulatory organ was not external. The penis was
stored in an urogenital slit. Like the male genitalia of many whales
and dolphins, it became enlarged and protruded from the slit
when blood rushed to it upon sexual arousal.

Karina also felt around for the female organ. So the penis and
vagina arent arranged front to back but side by side. The penis on the
right and vagina on the left.

An effective formation. With the reproductive organs arranged in
this way, the Rounds can engage in the act facing each other with one’s
penis inside the other’s vagina and the other’s penis inside one’s vagina.
Very convenient!

For a while, Karina studied Fortia with a biologist’s eye. The
urethral orifice was located toward the anterior and the anus lo-
cated toward the posterior in relation to the reproductive organs.
They're arranged in a cross, Karina mused, a smile escaping her lips.
No doubt, whoever was responsible for the Rounds’ genetic design was
precision-oriented.

Fortia squirmed and opened eir eyes. Karina straddled em and
pressed her lips against eirs. Gritting eir teeth, Fortia fought back.
Curling her tongue like a feline, Karina slowly ran her tongue across
Fortia’s lips. Then, she put her hand inside Fortia, as one would do
with an intimate partner. Fortia screamed as if eyd been branded
with a hot iron. Ey tried to push Karina away with all eir might.

Pulling away, Karina asked, “Why so scared?”

Fortia trembled feverishly and glared up at Karina, silent.

“Youre a first-generation Round,” Karina continued. “I can
imagine the humiliating treatment you must have endured in the
name of science. Being subjected to experiments like a lab animal.
It must have wounded you deeply.”

“You don’t know what you're talking about.”

“You and your partner must have been under constant observa-
tion too. How did it feel to engage in the act in front of a camera?”
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Karina said. “To have your newborns taken from you for experi-
ments before you'd had a chance to hold them?”

“As first-generation Rounds, that was our duty.”

“What does that have to do with anything? You could have re-
fused if you wanted to. Dr. Tei resisted and became an intermediary.”

“I didn’t have that choice when I was the doctor’s age,” Fortia
said, looking away. “You Monaurals enjoy a broad habitat range
trom Earth to Jupiter. You're free to go wherever you please. Guar-
anteed the right of liberty, despite the disparity in your standard
of living. We’re promised no such thing. The only habitats prom-
ised to us are the station, the special district, and uncharted space.
Even if we were opposed to this existence, we would still be de-
nied acceptance into Monaural society. The Round experiments
were approved under the condition that none of the data would
leave the station. If we forsake the special district or our duty to
explore space, the only life left to us would be to spend the rest of
our days in service to the station staft. I'd rather put my hopes on
traveling to the edge of space. I don't care if I have to be a Monau-
ral lab experiment or a tool of space exploration. The excitement
of seeing the undiscovered universe before anyone else is reason
enough for living. And what about you? You came here on some-
one’s orders yourself. Have you even once questioned the ideology
and actions of the organization that you work for?”

“I'm here as a mercenary. The Vessel of Life’s ideology is of no
matter to me. Once I destroy the Rounds and the research facili-
ties, my job is done.”

“Then what’s keeping you here when you can just kill me and
escape?” Fortia said.

“The agent that’s been dispersed in the special district takes
some time to take effect. The agreement was that I leave after I've
seen the Rounds manifest the symptoms of the agent.” Karina
let out a throaty laugh. “Now shall we go? Or would you rather I
fondle you some more?”
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Karina hacked into the security camera feed and observed the
security units’ movements from her data goggles. She and Fortia
continued down the maze of shafts, maintaining a safe distance
from security all the while. Escape would only become more dif-
ficult the longer she stayed here, but getting Lobe and Wolfren
out alive first was part of the agreement with the Vessel of Life.

Karina could hear Lobe’s signal from the implant in her ear.
As long as the signal stayed constant, Lobe was on the move try-
ing to secure an escape route. A change in pitch would signal an
emergency. If the pinging in her ear stopped, that would tell her
that Lobe had failed and died. A similar signal was also being sent
from Karina to Lobe’s implant. The moment one of them failed,
the other was to move on to another course of action.

Karina glanced at her watch.

Lobe should be approaching the emergency shuttle by now.

Karina stopped Fortia and left em waiting inside the main-
tenance shaft as she opened the hatch above them and popped
her head out into the corridor. Propping her elbows on the
floor of the station corridor, she aimed her gun with both hands
and waited for the security officers displayed on her goggles to
come around the corner. There were eight of them lurking in
the immediate vicinity.

The security team appeared from around the corner. Karina
shot at their legs. Several of the men instantly went down where
they stood. Some raised their guns, but Karina ducked back into
the shaft before they could return fire and began to run with
Fortia in tow.

Nobody appeared to be tailing them. The injured men were
probably calling in reinforcements to send into the maintenance
shafts, just as Karina wanted. It was a ploy to keep the security
teams on her tail and to draw as many of the guards away from the
emergency shuttle as possible. Then the rest would be up to Lobe.
If he could take down the remaining men guarding the shuttle, he
and Wolfren would be able to escape.
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Before Karina and Fortia got too far, the lights inside the main-
tenance shaft flickered to life. Karina quickened her pace and
forced Fortia to do the same. Running wasn't going to buy them
much time. But it was better than doing nothing.

THE CONTROL CENTER was busy tracking Karina’s present
location based on the reports of the men she'd attacked. Hard-
ing and Arino had returned to the control room. Having allowed
Karina to slip through his fingers in the special district, Harding
was in a foul mood.

Shirosaki ordered tracking devices dropped inside the mainte-
nance shafts from various access points. This would be the end-
game. The terrorists had nowhere else to run.

The trackers were released inside the maintenance shafts and
began to move at once toward a designated rendezvous point.

Miles stared intently at the monitor and, after a while, pointed.
“Bingo. Found them.”

“How many?

“The trackers are picking up only two. We're getting a visual
lock on them now.”

Shirosaki peered into the monitor. “Fortia and Karina. Any
others?”

“No visual confirmation of anybody else.”

“Not a lot of wiggle room down there. Maybe we can contain
their movement with anesthetic gas. Ms. Kline, will using tear gas
or an anesthetic agent pose a threat to Fortia?”

“Their components?”

“Halogen compounds and aerosolized synthetic narcotics.”

Kline called up Dr. Wagi on the computer terminal and urged
Shirosaki to consult the chief of medicine directly.

After Shirosaki informed the doctor of the main components
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of the chemical agents, Wagi authorized their use.

“It won't do any good if Karina has a mask,” said Miles.

“We have nothing to lose,” Shirosaki answered. “Even knock-
ing out Fortia would help us. Karina won’t be able to easily drag
around a hostage that’s dead weight. We’ll have an easier time of
nabbing her with Fortia out of the picture.”

“What if she kills em before making her getaway?”

“Karina won't do anything to waste bullets. Any movement in
the shuttle bay?”

“Nothing suspicious yet,” Miles said.

“Can we spare a couple of guards to help with chasing down
Karina?”

“That might leave us shorthanded at the shuttle bay.”

“Maybe they’ll make their move if they see the guards moving out.
We can try luring them into shuttle and apprehending them there.”

“Do you want the men to use tranquilizer guns?”

“No. Live ammo,” Shirosaki said.

Shirosaki glanced at Harding. Harding answered drily, “Be
my guest.”

After emerging from the maintenance shafts, Lobe and Wolfren
arrived outside Shuttle Bay 2.

No doubt there were security forces standing by inside. Who-
ever shot first would be the ones left standing.

“Are you sure about this?” Wolfren asked, but Lobe didnt an-
swer. Although they wore bulletproof suits, no amount of protec-
tion was going to save them in a close-range shootout, and a bullet
to the head would surely kill them.

Lobe unstrapped the mask from his waist and tossed it to
Wolfren. Wolfren scowled and put it on. After slipping on his
own mask, Lobe threw a bottle filled with fentanyl against the
boarding gate. Anesthetic gas billowed out of the bottle, fill-
ing the corridor. With their guns raised, they went inside the
corridor only to find it empty. Arriving at the shuttle entrance,
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Lobe tossed another bottle inside and waited a moment before
boarding the craft. There was no one on board. An eerie silence
pervaded the cockpit.

Wolfren lunged at the control panel and ran his fingers deftly
across the buttons. The various levels on the controls jumped to
life, signaling the start of the prelaunch sequence. Just as a look of
relief twitched across Wolfren’s face beneath the mask, the door
blew open and an armed security squad, all masked, rushed inside.

Lobe squeezed the trigger on his submachine gun and sprayed
the team with bullets. Wolfren instinctively threw himself on the
floor. Protected by their environmental suits, the security squad
continued their advance and returned fire. The bullets ricocheted
oft the walls of the cockpit.

Several bullets hit Lobe, sending him crashing against the
controls on his back. The bullets penetrated clear through his
bulletproof suit and buried themselves in the control panel. A
hideous volume of blood splattered across the ceiling and spread
over the controls, which now signaled all-green for launch. The
rust-colored blood dripped below onto the mask covering Lobe’s
face and formed a small pool around his body.

A security officer stood over Lobe and drilled a lethal bullet
into his head.

“Wait, don’t shoot!” Wolfren shouted from the floor, his voice
muffled by the mask. “I'm not a terrorist. I'm one of the station
staff. This bastard forced me to bring him here. Help me, please.”

“Get your hands behind your head,” shouted the security officer.

Wolfren did as he was ordered. One of the men frisked him
for weapons.

“Tell us your name.”

“Barry Wolfren.”

“Designation?”

“Im an engineer with the maintenance department.”

'The security officer restrained Wolfren in handcuffs.

“Wait a minute.” Wolfren squirmed on the floor. “I'm a victim
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here. Why am I being cuffed?”
“We'll let you go if you come up clean. Just stay put.”

As Karina and Fortia continued their escape down the mainte-
nance shaft, Lobe’s signal went silent. Karina clicked her tongue.
So Lobe had failed. Just as well. No sense in both of them getting
caught and being used against each other in an interrogation.

And what about Wolfren? Was he dead too? Or did he manage
to beg for his life? Karina suspected it was the latter. Wolfren was
a wily one. He would find some way to survive.

A security tracker jumped out into Karina and Fortia’s path.

Karina shot it down instantly.

Before they knew it, Karina and Fortia were surrounded by
countless tracking devices. Realizing shooting them all would be
a waste of ammunition, Karina drew Fortia closer to her. “Be very
still. Don’t move.” Pressing the gun against Fortia’s temple, Karina
pressed her body closer to eirs.

A sanctimonious look came over Fortia’s face. “There’s no es-
caping now.”

“Quiet.”

Karina was still for a moment. After hearing a metallic ping
nearby, she immediately grabbed the mask strapped to her waist
and slipped it over her nose and mouth with one hand. Fortia
tried to wriggle free and suddenly realized ey could not move.

Fortia slumped limply to the floor, as if eir bones had turned liquid.

Karina forcibly pulled Fortia to eir feet. But Fortia, already
groggy from the gas, could barely hang on to Karina to keep em-
self upright.

Soon security guards appeared from out of the haze. They were
tully armed, faces covered by protective masks and data goggles.
They emerged from the gas cloud and flanked Karina and Fortia
from both sides.

Karina pressed her back against the wall, clutching Fortia in
one arm.
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The security guards surrounded them in a hemispherical
formation.

“Put down your weapon and let the hostage go,” said one guard.
“Do as we say, and no one gets hurt.”

Karina said nothing and kept the barrel of the gun pointed at
Fortia’s head.

“I repeat. Let the hostage go.”

Suddenly, Karina threw Fortia to the left. As Fortia staggered
into the arms of the security guards, Karina pointed the gun in
the opposite direction and shot at the guards on the right. One
guard took a bullet in the forehead and toppled backward. One
bullet pierced another guard’s fiber-reinforced goggles. The blood
gushed from between his eyes. Just as a guard pushed Fortia aside
and aimed his gun at Karina’s head, Shiohara restrained him from
behind. The guard pulled the trigger and hit Karina in the left
leg. Even as she crumpled to the ground, she whirled around and
squeezed the trigger. The bullet ricocheted off the wall and hit
Fortia in the back.

Another man jumped over the fallen guards and punched Kar-
ina to the ground just as she was staggering to her feet.

The security guards piled on top of Karina, disarmed her, and
pushed her face down on the ground. Although she tried to resist,
she let out a cry when a foot came down on her wounded leg.
Karina gritted her teeth in agony and tried to keep the spasms
from overtaking her entire body.

Shiohara applied pressure to Fortia’s wound with both hands,
shouting for someone to get her some bandages. Fortia was con-
scious, eir face twisted in considerable pain. “Your inefficiency as-
tonishes me,” ey said.

“Don’t talk. Your wound isn't fatal, but you're still bleeding.”

“How about ‘don’t worry’ or ‘you’ll be just fine’?” Fortia said faintly.

“Please, you have to stop talking.”

After restraining Karina’s hands behind her head, the
guards moved off. Karina lay on the floor, a moan escaping
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her clenched teeth.
“I don't believe it,” muttered one of the guards. “She took out
both men in two shots.”

“Somebody get her some help

'7’

shouted Shiohara. “Our orders
are to bring her back alive. Where the hell are you aiming?”

AFTER WOLFREN WAs apprehended from the shuttle, he was
taken into custody and held inside a room in the residential district.

When Arino entered, Wolfren looked in his direction but oth-
erwise sat calmly in a chair showing no sign of resistance.

His hands, restrained by handcufts, rested on his lap.

Arino stood over Wolfren and began, “Your name inside the spe-
cial district was Tenebrae until five years ago you when renounced
your standing as a Round. After having your bigender attributes
surgically removed, you are now biologically male and identify as
male. You have, at present, no partner. Am I right so far?”

Wolfren nodded.

“Why were you aiding the terrorists?”

“I wanted my freedom.”

“Freedom—from what?”

“From this place.” Wolfren smiled crookedly. “More than a few
Rounds want to fix their sex. If you plead your case well enough
to Fortia, ey’ll put in a request to Kline for the surgery. To recon-
struct a unisex body like a Monaural. A man or woman—which-
ever you choose. But becoming unisex doesn't give you the liberty
to leave Jupiter-I. We aren't able to travel to the planets thanks
to an agreement between the station and the Planetary Bioethics
Association. Emigration to Mars or Earth is regarded as some
kind of biohazard.”

“You were born a Round—why would you want to fix your sex?
There must be disadvantages to being unigender.”
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“Is that how you feel—that gender distinctions are an inconve-
nience? Do bigender Rounds really represent a human ideal? Are
the Rounds wrong to want to become unigender? Are they wrong
to want to freely choose their gender and sexuality?”

Arino couldn’t offer a response.

Wolfren had a point. If Wolfren lived in a world where only
Rounds existed, bigenderism would have been an unquestionable
and inalienable concept. However, Jupiter-I was a research sta-
tion inhabited by both Rounds and Monaurals, where the Rounds
necessarily observed the lives of those possessing only one sex.
'That the knowledge of a unigender existence would have an effect
on the Round psyche wasn't all that difficult to imagine.

Many of the Rounds grew fascinated with and yearned for a
Monaural lifestyle, just as Arino felt his concept of gender and
sexuality challenged by the Rounds’ existence. The Rounds were
not lab animals, after all, but intelligent beings, and it was only
inevitable that curiosity would eventually get the better of them.

“I was born a Round but hated Round society,” Wolfren con-
tinued. “The future of the Rounds is completely preordained and
predictable. I have no interest in seeing the edge of the universe.
I ' wanted to live on the planets. All I wanted was to be a man and
test my limits in a society where no one knows anything about
my lineage.”

“Mars and Earth aren’t nearly as great as you make them out to
be. They’re ugly and chaotic worlds.”

“You lie. If that were true, why are all the staft so happy to go on
leave to Mars? Why are they so overjoyed to end their time here
and go back to Earth? If the edge of the universe was really all
that wonderful, everyone would want to go there without having
to create the Rounds to go on their behalf.”

Arino could not speak.

“There are former Rounds among the station staft working as
research assistants to Monaurals. I'm one of them, only as an en-
gineer. But I wanted to leave this place—not because I was being
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treated unfairly at work or experiencing unbearable discrimina-
tion. But I always felt, however imperceptibly, that everyone re-
acted differently toward me. They all knew that...I used to be a
bigender. In that sense, I would a/ways be a bigender as long as
I stayed here. I can never be solely male. And that’s because your
gender is determined by the perceptions of others. Whenever the
Monaural staff went back to their homes on Earth and Mars, I was
reminded that 'm not an average human. That I'm a Round even
after the surgery. That I'm not a Monaural. I wanted to see Mars.
Visit Earth. But interplanetary travel is forbidden. For as long as I
live, I can never leave this station. That’s why I hacked into the in-
terplanetary network and searched, for years, for some way to get
off the station. Then I found the Vessel of Life—an organization
perpetrating acts of terrorism in the name of the sanctity of life. I
thought theyd be useful. I agreed to help them in exchange for a
counterfeit family register and interplanetary passport. And why
not? It was obvious I wasn't going to get off the station through
legal channels. Terrorists or not, I had to use whatever resources
were available to me. They happened to be looking for someone
on the inside to help them, so they were only too happy to oblige.”

“Didn’t you think about the genocide youd be complicit in, all
in exchange for your freedom?”

“Genocide? That would never happen. You have security all over
this station. I didn’t think for one second that the terrorists would
succeed. But they would create an opportunity to escape. That was
the window of opportunity I was looking for. Even if Karina had
failed to infiltrate the station, I was going to use the commotion
as a cover to get off the station. Whether the Rounds would be
wiped out was a simple matter of chance. Besides, what allegiance
could I feel for a community I was trying to leave behind?” Wol-
fren looked Arino dead in the eye. “You think I'm wrong? Is it so
wrong for a Round like me to want his freedom?”

“It’s the method I've got a problem with. You've put the entire
station at risk.”
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“Really. So then I should have gone on enduring the life I'd
been living? Lying to myself, killing a part of who I am?”

Arino couldn’t answer.

But Wolfren wasn't expecting an answer. Arino’s silence was
answer enough.

“I always wondered if the Rounds were destined for space. Or
if we're really just lab animals for the Monaurals, creatures to suck
dry of all our acquired data so they could adapt their own bod-
ies and venture beyond Jupiter themselves. If the Monaurals will
always be the first to see the frontier, while we remain biological
machines made for no other purpose than to output experimental
data. Maybe you can ask Kline when you see her. What do the
Monaurals really want with us? Are we just tools of space explora-
tion to them? Or partners in a new age?”

“Just tell me one thing, Wolfren. What was the agent that was
dispersed in the special district? Or maybe you know how to treat
the symptoms. Anything you can tell me.”

“That was something Karina smuggled in without my knowl-
edge. I don’t know anything about it.”

Arino left Wolfren and headed for the control center where
Shirosaki and Kline awaited his return.

After hearing the details of Wolfren’s confession from Arino,
Kline sighed. “Are you telling me #har was the reason why he aided
the terrorists?”

Kline’s look of disappointment seemed to Arino a vivid re-
minder of Wolfren’s desperation.

Her belittling reaction was precisely the cause of Wolfren’s de-
spair. Kline had failed to recognize it in all her associations with
him and failed to recognize it still, even after she’d heard Wolfren
confess as much.

“What will you do with Wolfren?” asked Arino.

“There’s nothing we can do. We have no laws here to try him.
Wolfren was born with the understanding that he would never
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leave this station. Neither the courts on Mars nor on Earth have
the jurisdiction to try him,” Kline said.

“I'm sure youre not thinking of taking matters into your own
hands,” Arino said, unable to completely hide his suspicion.

“The Rounds are human, no matter how they are formed. Even
as a supervisor, 'm not empowered to take Wolfren’s life.”

“I see.”

“The Rounds are our good partners and the hope of humanity.
'There’s nothing about that statement anyone needs to be suspicious
about. Tenebrae couldn’t understand that. That’s why he forsook his
given name to become Barry Wolfren,” Kline said. “A shame, really.
We gave him a perfect body and home, yet he fled this paradise all
on his own. Suck the Rounds dry of all their acquired data and toss
them away? How can he be so delusional? He has no idea just how
blessed his life has been.”

The moment Arino heard that last statement, he felt an intense
sympathy for Wolfren. He left Kline, however, without another word.

Kline received a message from Weil at the Europa Research Station.

“The governments on Earth and Mars and the Planetary Bioethics
Association have reached a decision, Kline. Theyre asking you to hold
out a little longer. To try to ride out the storm yourselves as best you can
until the situation reaches crisis point.”

Kline listened to Weil’s message calmly as if she'd expected this
answer all along.

“You have my word, Kline. I have no intention of turning my back
on Jupiter-I. If the situation turns grim, yow'll have the full support
of Europas’s research station. Hang tight, Kline. None of the staff have
been affected thus far, am I right?”

In the end, that was what it came down to. If the Rounds all
died, the planetary authorities would just produce some more. But
if the station staft were in peril, then they would intervene directly.
"That was the final answer from the outside.
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“We’ll have to find out the formulation of the chemical agent
from Karina,” Kline informed Shirosaki. “Apply a little pressure
if necessary.”

Karina was being held in a separate interrogation room. Her
leg wound treated, she sat on a chair in the middle of the room
with both hands cuffed behind her back.

Shirosaki and Harding entered the room with two security
officers in tow, followed by Kline, then Tei.

After examining Karina, the doctor determined that the pris-
oner was well enough for questioning.

“You have something in there that could act like a truth se-
rum?” Harding asked as Tei closed eir medical pack.

“We have nothing of the sort in this station,” Tei replied,
shaking eir head.

“Then I guess we’ll have to make her talk.”

“Please don't,” said Tei, interposing emself between Harding
and Karina. “Let me talk to her.”

Karina looked up at the figure of Tei standing before her
and smiled.

“You're Karina Majella,” Tei said. “We’ve met once before. Kline
brought you into the infirmary about five years ago with stomach
pain. I remember giving you a prescription for painkillers.”

“You remember well.”

“Von Chaillot is not your real name?”

“I needed an alias to go to university. My given name is Karina,
but I have no family name.”

“Like the Rounds.”

“Don’t compare me to the Rounds,” Karina said. “It’s true some
people on Earth do without last names as a matter of choice or
culture, but many more don't have family names due to unfortu-
nate circumstances of birth and upbringing.”

Tei knitted eir brows. Karina lowered her gaze and let the ten-
sion out of her shoulders. “I remember you too, Doctor. You came
across as a terribly attractive man and woman simultaneously. So
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much so that it’s difficult to forget you. If you're not careful, a
Monaural will have his or her way with you someday.”

“I'll bear that in mind,” Tei said perfunctorily. “You are now in
custody. You've failed your mission. Tell us about the substance
you dispersed in the special district—its name, composition, and
cure. You'll only be helping yourself if you cooperate.”

“Why do you give a damn what happens to me?”

“The Round children are running high fevers, especially the
newborns and two- to three-year-old children. Until we find out
what’s making them sick, we can only treat their symptoms, and
for how much longer, I don't know.”

“As soon as I tell you, your friends are just going to kill me. In
that case, I'd rather see you run yourselves ragged to find a cure
before I die.”

Tei put out eir arm to stop Harding’s angry advance toward
Karina. “You dispersed the agent even as you were inside the spe-
cial district yourself,” Tei continued. “Were you prepared to die
with the Rounds, or did you and the others inoculate yourselves
with a vaccine? There has to be a reason. Or is it a substance that
only affects Rounds?”

Tei could hear Shirosaki and the others in the room gasp.

“Affect only Rounds? Is that possible?” asked Shirosaki.

“It’s simple,” Tei answered. “The Rounds have many synthetic
genes that Monaurals don’t. Unique among them is ‘double-I'—
the sex chromosome carrying the genetic information to cre-
ate the hermaphroditic physiology. If you can create a substance
that latches on to double-I as if it were a marker chromosome,
it would be possible to create a biological weapon that only af-
fects Rounds. If Karina didn’t vaccinate herself beforehand, then
that’s the only plausible explanation for why she is unaffected.
That’s how she was able to disperse the agent. It would also ex-
plain why Barry Wolfren wasn't in the special district. He may
look male physically, but he still carries the double-I sex chro-
mosome. If he'd gone inside the special district, he would have
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been affected. That must be why he was working outside the
special district, apart from Karina.”

Harding pushed Tei aside and pulled Karina up by the collar.
“Is what the doctor saying true?”

Karina looked Harding dead in the eye and sneered. Red-
faced, Harding slapped her. Saying nothing, Karina looked away
and spat blood on the floor, an imperceptible laugh escaping her
twisted lips.

“Please stop,” Tei cut in.

“Look, she’s not going to talk unless you get rough with her.”
Harding glared at Tei as if he might knock em down next. “We
don’t have time to play games.”

“What if she dies?”

“I won't let that happen. I won't kill her, but she’ll damn well
hope that she was dead.”

“Stop him, Commander Shirosaki, please,” Tei pleaded. Shiro-
saki could only shake his head. Tei could not hide eir disappoint-
ment. “Are you condoning this?”

“You forget that I'm a security officer.”

“You disappoint me, Commander.”

“Right now, our priority is to save the Rounds.”

Taking Tei by the arm, Shirosaki wrangled both the doctor and
Kline out to the corridor. “Don’t come back until we’re done here.
This won't take long. She’s isolated and with one of her accom-
plices dead...it’s only a matter of time until she realizes it’s over.”

“I understand,” said Kline. “You do what you have to do to get
us the information that we need.”

Bowing his head slightly, Shirosaki said, “Thank you,” and re-
turned inside.

Tei put eir hands on the door, but the lock had already been
activated. Tei slammed eir fist against the door.

“He’s right, Doctor. We should leave Karina to them and look
after the Rounds.”

“I don't believe you. Is this the way you Monaurals do things?”
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“We'’re prepared to do anything to save the lives of the
Rounds. That’s our responsibility for having created you. Save
your complaints until after we've saved the patients. You are a
doctor, Lanterna.”

Tei stepped away from the door and fixed a hard look on
Kline. “I'll help them, yes. I don’t want to see any more people
die needlessly.”

'The children’s fevers persisted. Although the doctors were able to
keep the fever from exceeding 40 degrees Celsius, there was no
telling how much longer the medication would remain effective.

Many of the patients, including the adult Rounds, were pre-
senting with fevers and fatigue usually associated with a common
cold. To Tei the symptoms seemed similar to those of acute hepa-
titis. With the proper equipment ey could run diagnostic analyses,
but that option wasn't available.

The doctors, worrying about the possibility of Tei being infect-
ed, urged em to stay away from the makeshift treatment center,
but Tei refused, insisting that eir suit would protect em.

Tei buried emself in caring for the patients in an effort to for-
get Shirosaki’s sudden shift in attitude. The doctor had assumed
Shirosaki was a peaceful man for a security officer. Ey had sensed
something gentle and polite about him—that he was far more
understanding than Harding.

But Tei had overestimated him terribly. Shirosaki was a man
capable of divorcing his emotions from his duties; Tei was no
match for his cool sobriety.

Even as Tei was often called on to treat eir patients as “subjects”
of sorts, ey felt as if ey were made to realize eir own shortcomings
in that regard.

Perhaps that was the difference between emself, who knew
nothing of the world outside Jupiter-I, and Monaurals, who,
for better or worse, weathered the storm of Mars’ and Earth’s
complex societies.
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If the Monaurals were fish swimming the open waters, the
Rounds were plankton inside a droplet from a syringe—a simple
life-form compared to Monaurals.

Tei could somewhat understand why Wolfren wanted to find a
way off the station, even if it meant cooperating with the Vessel of
Life. Enjoying relatively high standing as a doctor, Tei had not felt
the kind of desperation Wolfren had. Though Tei was sensitive to
the friction existing among the Rounds, ey had no cause to reject
Round society as a whole.

As the doctor switched out an empty intravenous bag for a new
one, ey received a call from Shirosaki on eir wearable. “We need
you to check on Karina’s condition.”

Tei pursed eir lips. “You people beat and torture her and now
youre demanding I treat her?”

“You must understand that if I wasn't present, Harding would
have done a lot worse.”

“Are you suggesting that you stayed behind so you could
spare her?”

“That’s right.”

“That doesn’t change the fact that you approved her torture.”

“I felt that was the best course of action at the time, as hard as
it may be for you to understand.”

“There are other doctors. You can ask one of them.”

“I trust you to give Karina the care she needs.”

“You must believe me a fool.”

“We can't allow the Rounds to die, you know that. You have to
make Karina talk to you.”

“How do you expect me to accomplish what you couldn’t?”

“I'm not asking you to interrogate her. She might let down her
guard and reveal something. Karina seems to feel some sort of
connection to you.”

“I wouldn’t have a clue what to do,” Tei said.

Tei fell silent for several moments, and after gathering the nec-
essary first aid supplies onto a tray, left the special district.
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Upon arriving at the residential district, Tei found a security guard
stationed at the door to the room where Karina was being held.
The guard prompted Tei to enter, saying, “I'll be right outside if
you need anything.”

“You're not going in with me?”

“Do you require my presence?”

Tei opened the door.

'The woman, whod been sitting on a chair when Tei had left
her, now lay on her back, her clothes in terrible disarray.

She lay barefoot and nearly lifeless, with her hands tied behind
her back. The toes of both feet were smeared with blood. Blood
oozed out of the bullet wound on her left leg. Her eyes were shut,
and only her chest heaved up and down.

Tei knelt down next to Karina, nearly sickened with anger, and
opened eir medical pack.

Karina flinched as Tei began to wipe her face with a wet cloth. She
was still conscious. Not surprising, Tei thought. It was hard to imagine
she could lose consciousness given the excruciating pain she must be in.

Tei gingerly removed Karina’s clothes to examine her. Her body
was battered with bruises. She let out a cry and squirmed when Tei
gently pressed down around her ribs. Perhaps they were cracked, or
worse, broken. A simple MRI would give Tei an exact diagnosis, but
it was Karina who had destroyed the medical equipment.

“Do you think you can answer a few questions?” Tei asked.

Karina nodded slowly.

“Any pain in your head or nausea?”

“No.”

“Any pain when you breathe?”

“A little.”

“Hold on, I'll get you a brace.”

Standing up, Tei rushed to the door and stuck eir head out at
the security officer standing guard. “I need you to go to the infir-
mary and ask for a rib brace.”
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“You're asking me?”

“Help me out, would you?”

“I can’t leave this post. There’s no telling what the prisoner
might do if you two are left alone.”

“Do you expect her to get up and flee after what you people did
to her? She’s been brutalized and all of her toes broken.”

Without answering, the guard used his wearable to relay Tei’s
request. After several minutes, one of the station staff delivered a
brace from the warehouse.

Tei swore and returned to the room with the brace.

Karina lay on the floor, laughing, the wet cloth on her fore-
head where Tei had left it. Her lips twitched into a twisted
shape, not so much because of the pain but as if to ridicule Tei
and the guards.

“What’s so funny?”

“You're so serious, Doctor. The members of Shirosaki’s team
have been surprisingly kind. Shirosaki too. If he hadnt been
around to intervene, Harding would have beaten me to death.”

“How can you say that after you've been so badly beaten you
can't move?”

“I can’t move because they shocked me.”

“What? I didn't notice any electrical burns.”

“They put the electrodes where you can't see them. I have to
admit, it packed quite a wallop.”

Tei froze momentarily, ashamed of her failure to properly di-
agnose Karina.

As the doctor leaned over to treat Karina with a topical solu-
tion, ey kicked something with the tip of eir shoe. Ey picked up
a pendant oft the floor. It was a medallion of a man holding a
crucifix and what appeared to be a skull on the table next to him.

“Is this yours?” Tei asked, dangling the pendant in front of Karina.

Karina nodded slightly.

“The chain is broken.”

“Bastards ripped it off my neck. Must have thought there was
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something hidden inside, like a suicide pill or microchip. It’s
nothing. Just a lucky charm.”

“What a peculiar design.”

“A St. Gerard medal, given to me when I was on Earth.”

“By whom?”

“Let’s just say by fellow child soldiers. They’re all dead
now,” Karina said.

Tei wiped the blood off the medal with the hem of eir white
coat and tried to slip it in Karina’s pocket.

Karina shook her head. “No.”

“Why?”

“It’s pointless for a dead woman to hold on to it, don’t you think?”

“But it belongs to you.”

“You take it, Doctor. St. Gerard is the patron saint of child-
birth. Keep it as a lucky charm. Toss it after I'm gone if you
don’t want it.”

After a moment’s hesitation, Tei slipped the medal in eir coat
pocket. Karina’s eyes narrowed into a look of satisfaction.

“Interrogation will resume after I've treated you. Why don’t you
tell me about the agent you dispersed.”

“What time is it?”

“Fourteen hundred. It’s been almost a full day since you at-
tacked the special district.”

“Then you should be beginning to see the full effect of the agent.”

“What do you mean?”Tei said.

“Exactly what I said. Go back to your patients, Doctor. You're
no good to them here.”

“Why do you hate the Rounds so much?” Tei asked, the tone
of eir voice growing tense. “All we're doing is living here quietly
on Jupiter without imposing any trouble on the people of Mars or
Earth. Is that so wrong?”

“You don’t understand. Your very existence is a threat to the
people on the planets. How much do you think it costs to keep
the special district and this station running in the first place?”
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Karina asked. “The operating budget comes out of the pockets
of the Monaurals. Kline seems to think the bigender subspecies
was born out of cultural progress. But there are still people on
Earth that die simply because they don’t have enough to eat—
never mind cultural progress. How do you suppose those people
regard the Rounds?”

“And that’s reason enough to annihilate us? You choose to kill
us rather than to negotiate?”

“Pve come here with a job to do, Doctor. Whether the Rounds
die or live is none of my concern. Once I carry out my mission,
I'm gone.”

Tei’s wearable bleeped. Tei moved away from Karina to the cor-
ner of the room and took the call. It was Wagi on the line. “There’s
been a change in some of the serious infant cases.”

“Are they critical?”

“Five dead. Only a matter of the time with the other children.”

“Cause of death?”

“Blood poisoning, meningitis, uremic shock—there’s nothing
we can do to save them. Has Karina revealed anything?”

“No.”

“Get us the information we need!” Wagi shouted, uncharacteristi-
cally. “T don't want to see any more children die over here.”

Tei ended the transmission and returned to Karina’s side.
“We've had five fatalities—all of them babies.”

For an instant, Karina’s eyes grew wide with shock. What Tei
thought was a glimmer of compassion quickly dissipated and gave
way to a stony look. “Oh. I guess they didn't last as long because of
their underdeveloped immune systems.”

“Tell me about the agent you dispersed. If you do, I might be
able to talk the security unit into saving your life.”

“That won't do me any good. If you and I reach some sort of
agreement, they might spare my life. But that doesn’t mean they’ll
let me go. They’ll take me back to Earth to be tried, and while I
may be spared the death penalty, I'll get life in prison for sure. If
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I'm going to get locked up for the rest of my life anyway, I'd rather
take my secret to the grave.”

“Something else then. Isn’t there something youd like in
exchange?”

“You can let me go without alerting security. I can manage on
my own once you help me off the station.”

“You know I can't do that.”

“Then I guess I'm not talking.”

Karina watched Tei bite eir lip with an amused look. “Well? If
you get me to an escape shuttle, I'll hand over the data to you.”

“When will I get that data—before or after you're on the shuttle?”

“Half before. I'll transmit the other half from the shuttle once
I'm safely away from the station.”

Tei shook eir head. “The decision isn't up to me.”

“But you can save the Rounds.”

“What guarantee do I have that you'll tell me the truth? If I
help you escape and the data turns out to be fake, I'm left with
nothing,” Tei said.

“You don't trust me.”

“How can I? I hardly know anything about you.”

“You're welcome to your feelings. But even as you and I are
having this conversation, the Rounds are dying one after the next,
starting with the children.”

For the first time, Tei felt something resembling hatred toward
Karina. Fighting back the impulse to strike her, ey said, “You have
nowhere to go. Kline will never forgive you if the Rounds perish.
'That goes for the police too. Do you really want to kill us at the
expense of your own life? Is our existence such a hindrance to you?
As vast as the universe is, why are the Monaurals incapable of ac-
cepting new life-forms?”

“Because Monaurals are petty people.”

“But those same Monaurals were the ones to create us. It’s their
intellect I want to believe in.”

“Including the Vessel of Life? They’re a dirtier bunch than I
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am,” Karina said. “I would have preferred to kill the whole lot of
them before doing the Rounds.”

“Then why didn’t you refuse them?”

“I have my reasons.”

“Why don't you tell me about them? I might be able to help in
exchange for the data on the agent.”

A hint of a smile came cross Karina’s blood-caked lips. “Surely
you must have a secret or two you don’t want to talk about, Doc-
tor. Regardless of how reprehensible my employers are, I've given
them my word, and you’re not going to get anything out of me.”

“P've no secrets to hide.”

“Oh really? Kline and I were for friends for ten years. Often-
times, she came to me for advice. I acted as her psychological coun-
selor. She used to talk about the special district. About you too.”

“I don't know what you're talking about.”

“I know why you became an intermediary,” Karina said.

“You're lying. Kline would never tell anyone about my private life.”

“Well, she told me plenty. Down to every last detail. Your
sexual organs are configured differently from those of normal
Rounds. You felt a deep sense of alienation about that. Kline
came to me for advice about how best to console you.”

“That’s all in the past now,” muttered Tei.

“Your name in the special district was Lanterna. Don't tell me
it was another Round with the same name. Your penis and va-
gina are configured on the wrong side—the penis on the left and
the vagina on the right. You’re not able to engage in the act fac-
ing your partner because your configuration doesn’t allow you to
insert your penis and have your partner’s penis be inserted into
you at the same time. You have never felt the sensation of simul-
taneous ejaculation and insemination. You, Doctor, are a special
case who can only do one or the other. At present, there are no
other Rounds in the special district with your abnormality. You're
a misfit of Round society.” Then Karina said, in a contemptuously
gentle tone, “Youre deformed, isn't that right?”
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“You're wrong,” Tei answered with as much conviction as ey
could muster. “It happens every once in a while. It’s a simple
genetic aberration—not an abnormality.”

“Then why didn’t you choose surgery? It’s a simple reconstruc-
tive procedure, yet you chose not to go under the knife. I don't
understand it.”

“Because people like me are necessary,” Tei said. “If there is no
one with such differences, nothing to regard as a mark of one’s
individuality, Round society will become homogenized and even-
tually stagnate.”

“So what you're telling me is that Round society will eventually
develop a binary system like the gender distinctions separating
Monaurals,” Karina said. “If a Round majority and minority were
born of physiological differences, youre going to have the same
disagreements that exist among Monaurals, regardless of your
elimination of gender distinctions. In time, these differences will
be the standard by which you discriminate against others.”

“If we don’t dwell on the numbers, that these differences exist
at all will be rendered meaningless.”

“I wonder,” Karina mused. “Do you really believe you can
achieve in three generations what we could not in thousands of
years, and overcome such a deeply entrenched way of thinking?”

Saying nothing, Tei gathered eir medical supplies onto the tray
and stood up.

“Leaving so soon?” Karina asked in a mocking tone.

“Have you any compassion—any concern for others?”

“Do you have any knowledge of my activities on Earth?”

“Yes, I do. But surely you feel something. You're human after all.”

“If T haven't forsaken my humanity, that is,” Karina said.

“I'won’t pretend to know the hell you suffered in the past, but
that doesn’t acquit you of your actions now. Many of the things
people believe they cannot do are merely things they don’t out
of inconvenience.”

“You're a blunt one for a counselor.”
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“I don't recall taking you on as a client,” Tei said.

Karina let out a laugh that sounded like a purr. “Since you patched
me up, I'll tell you one thing. The so-called ‘package’l dispersed isn't
a virus or chemical weapon. It’s a parasitic machine.”

“A what?”

Karina said it slowly. “Par. Ah. Sit. Ic. Mash. Een.” Then she
raised an arm and traced a pair of characters in the air with a
finger. “There’s some 4anji for you too. Understand now, maybe?”

“Parasitic?” Tei’s face froze. “A parasite?”

Karina slowly lowered her finger. “That’s all I can tell you. The
rest is up to what you have to offer. Go talk to Kline if you aren't
able to negotiate with me on your own. She loves you like you
were her own children; she won't turn her back on the special
district. You talk to her without involving special security, and I'm
sure she’ll think of something.”

Tei watched Karina’s eyes slowly close and a satisfied smile
come across her face.

When Tei stepped out into the corridor, with the tension leav-
ing eir body, ey was assaulted by a feeling of vertigo.

‘These Monaurals were underhanded to be sure.

Tei felt powerless against the likes of Karina.

The doctor called Shirosaki on eir wearable and arranged to
meet him in eir room to avoid any surveillance.

When Shirosaki arrived, Tei reported every detail of eir conver-
sation with Karina. “I played right into her hands.”

“You did well to learn as much as you did. Karina didn’t talk at
all to Harding or me.”

“Not at all?”

“Not one word. She may feel some sort of affinity with you.”

“What affinity could she possibly feel with me?”

“I can't answer that,” Shirosaki said. “But you mentioned that
youd met her before. Five years ago, was it?”

“Strictly as a doctor. I don't recall talking about anything of
note or counseling her in any way.”
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“What was she like back then?”

“She was a typical scientist. A kind, cheerful, charming woman
without a single hint of a violent nature. She was a true friend to
Kline, someone with whom Kline seemed to open up. So when I
first heard that Von Chaillot was Karina Majella, I didn't make
the connection. I still can't believe that Karina is her true iden-
tity. Even now I feel as though she remains Von Chaillot and not
the woman before us. She seems to harbor some kind of enmity
toward the Vessel of Life, which may indicate some extenuating
circumstances we don’t know about.”

“Exactly what I was thinking.”

“You too?”

“It’s been twenty years since she quit the terrorism business. I sus-
pect she had a special reason for taking on this job,” Shirosaki said.

“When 1 told Karina about the children that had died, she
seemed to waver for a moment. So I thought I could appeal to
her compassion—but no.” Tei took out the medal from eir coat
pocket. “She gave me this. I don't know why.”

“I would say it’s a sign that she trusts you.”

“Even if that were true, just what am I supposed to trust about
her?” asked Tei, staring at the medal in her hand. “Somewhere
deep inside Karina, something has stopped working—completely
broken down.”

“You don’t have to trust her, Doctor. As long as she puts her
trust in you, were at an advantage. As a counselor, I'm sure you're
prone to empathizing with whomever you're talking to. But you
can’t let her get to you. Whatever her reasons, Karina has killed
hundreds of people in the past.”

“I had hoped to at least get her to tell me how the agent works.”

The phrase parasitic machine didn’t turn up in any of the da-
tabases. Based on the name, which Karina had likely come up
with on her own, Shirosaki and Tei surmised they were dealing
with a molec machine that functioned like a parasite. Whether it
was a completely man-made creation or a parasite that had been
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modified on a nanomolecular level, however, they couldn’t say.

“Karina will likely reveal what she knows piecemeal until she
can find a way off this station. She doesn’t want to be tried on
Earth and even said shed rather die here than face life impris-
onment,” Tei pointed out. “What is she thinking, Commander?
How can she be so careless with her life?”

“Something called human folly. A part of Monaural nature
that may be foreign to you.” Tei lowered eir gaze. Seeing the tears
welling up around the corners of eir eyes, Shirosaki added, “You
should try and get some rest, Doctor. You've been working around
the clock.”

“There isn't time for that,” said Tei, looking up. “I've been so
consumed by the Rounds that I'd forgotten. You should get some
rest yourself, Commander. You haven't slept since the incident in
the docking bay.”

“I'll be fine—TI've been trained for this sort of thing.”

“P've no problem working a twenty-four-hour shift.”

Shirosaki rested his hands on Tei’s shoulders, pushed em to-
ward the bed, and sat em down. “Sleep, Doctor. It won't do for you
to collapse in front of your patients.”

“I can't sleep now. I'm worried about the special district.”

“T'll get you a sedative.”

“No, wait. I have to ask.”

“What is it?”

“Why are the Monaurals so bothered by our existence? And so
extreme in the way they express their love and hatred for us?” Tei
asked. “What is it about us that upsets you?”

“If you have time to dwell on such silly things, you really ought
to get some sleep.”

“Silly?”

“What is the point in trying to characterize Monaurals on the
strength of only a few examples? Regardless of their hate or love
for you, they’re all acting upon their personal feelings, and those
emotions are subject to change at any given moment. Someone
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that loves you today may very well hate you tomorrow. In a few
years, that same person may even lose interest in the Rounds alto-
gether. Our intense reaction isn't directed at the fact of your being
Rounds—it’s your humanity that inspires so many different feel-
ings in us. In the end, the conflict between Rounds and Monau-
rals represents nothing more than one kind of human relationship.
Why do you insist on stereotyping us? We are, like you, a diverse
subspecies. There are people who are fascinated by the Rounds
and people who aren’t. Many people never act upon that interest.
Some may seek friendship and nothing more. While some people
invest their heart and soul, others couldnt give a damn about a
relationship with the Rounds. You mustn't try to pigeonhole us.
We don't want a conflict any more than the Rounds.”

“What about you, Commander? Don’t you give a damn?”

“If 'm honest, I don’t. But should the day come when Monaurals
and Rounds have to work side by side, I wouldn't be opposed to it.”

“That’s unfair,” Tei said.

“What is?” Shirosaki said.

“The day you're referring to won't arrive of its own accord. Such
a world will only come to fruition by those willing to build a re-
lationship and see it fail again and again, by those risking hurt to
learn the truth about each other. But you say you're happy to wait
for others to lay the groundwork for you. To come as you please
after the groundwork has been laid and the foundation built with-
out getting dirty yourself.”

“It’s one way to live, wouldn’t you say?”

“Yes, but it’s an awfully lonely way,” Tei said.

“You may be right about that. But I doubt my thinking will
change. Neither should you try to change it for me.”

Tei said nothing for a moment as ey lay down on the bed. “I
think I'll rest now. Don’t worry about that sedative. Just close the
door behind you.”

Shirosaki muttered, “Of course,” and moved away from the bed.

“One last question,” said Tei. “If a Round were to confess eir
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love for you now, would you accept em or reject em?”

“It’s a moot question unless you specify to whom you're refer-
ring. I'm not seeking a relationship with just anybody, and that
goes for Round or Monaural.”

“That’s reasonable. But that person would be terribly sad to
hear it.”

“Who is this Round you’re speaking of? Did ey ask you to
intervene on eir behalf?”

Tei looked Shirosaki in the eye. “No,” ey answered. “It was a
hypothetical question. Forget it.”

Tei closed eir eyes and said nothing more.

Shirosaki watched over Tei for a good several seconds before
leaving the room without making a sound.






SHIROSAKI WALKED DOWN the station corridor and made
a mental list of the various matters he would have to detail in
his report: the number of security staff casualties, the number of
Round casualties, the current situation of the Rounds, the damage
incurred inside the station.

His head was spinning. He had allowed three terrorists to in-
flict unimaginable damage on the station. What could he possibly
say to explain the situation to the top brass? When he thought
about the harsh censure he was sure to receive, the energy in his
body left him.

Karina had yet to come clean about everything. The composi-
tion of and antidote for the dispersed agent were still unknown.
At this rate, the Round fatalities were bound to increase.

Karina had demanded her freedom in exchange for the data.
But she must have known the SSD would never agree to such an
arrangement. Was she trying to strike some sort of deal? Or plan-
ning to negotiate directly with Kline and the superintendents of
the special district?

Would Kline allow Karina to escape without his knowledge in
exchange for the data? Regardless of the initial shock of having
been betrayed, she and Karina had shared a ten-year friendship.
There was no telling whether Kline still felt any attachment to

201
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Karina, and it was entirely possible she might resort to extreme
measures to save Jupiter-I and the special district.

Shirosaki quickened his pace.

When he arrived at the control room, Kline was talking with
five members of the station staff. Although like Shirosaki, Kline
had not had a moment’s respite since the onset of the attack, she
was barking out orders without any hint of fatigue.

Kline caught a glimpse of Shirosaki out of the corner of her
eye and gestured with a finger for him to wait. “The engineers
are working on repairing the diagnostic equipment in the lab and
infirmary,” she told Shirosaki, after dismissing the staft from the
room. “They’ll have to procure the necessary replacement parts
out of the warehouse and from what astrometrics equipment they
can afford to shut down.”

“Will they be able to make the repairs with what’s available?”

“Some things yes and some things no. But once we get the virus
detection system and diagnostic equipment up and running again,
we'll be in much better shape. The station staft have pledged to
do whatever is in their power to aid the special district. They've
already started work on what they can.” Then Kline asked, “Any
headway with Karina?”

Shirosaki proceeded to give Kline a succinct account of what
Tei had told him. Kline could only tilt her head quizzically when
Shirosaki asked about whether she'd heard of a parasitic machine.
“It may be a type of molecular machine that Karina created her-
self,” said Kline. “Or a parasite from Earth, or Europa’s ocean,
that’s been genetically altered.”

“If we're dealing with an organism from Europa, what are our
chances of finding a cure?”

“I doubt it’ll be as easy as prescribing a vermicide. It probably mul-
tiplies exponentially, making it hard to eradicate. And what about
how it spreads? According to Calendula, the terrorists fired capsules
into an area where the Rounds had gathered and achieved nearly 100
percent morbidity without hitting any of the Rounds directly.”
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“Maybe the parasite burrows under the skin like scabies,” said Shi-
rosaki. “With that disease, a mite about 0.4 mm in length burrows a
tunnel beneath the skin and lays eggs inside the host. If left untreated,
a person can host as many as two million mites inside the body. The
mature parasites then spread, falling away with the dead skin cells.”

“Norwegian scabies. I'm getting itchy just thinking about it.”

“Karina said she’ll only talk on one condition.”

“Something we can live with?” Kline asked.

“Hardly. She demanded that we let her go—she wants to
avoid trial.”

“But she might be able to plea bargain down to life impris-
onment.”

“Apparently she'd rather take her secret to the grave than accept
a life behind bars.”

Kline sighed.

“She may try to negotiate with you directly,” Shirosaki pressed.
“But you mustn't listen to her.”

“You think I'll betray you in exchange for the Rounds’lives.”

“Forgive me, but it’s my job to suspect everything.”

“I understand, and you're right to suspect me. Even though I've
tried to remain emotionally detached for the sake of the station,
I'm not certain I've entirely succeeded.” For the first time, Kline
revealed a look of dismay. As supervisor of Jupiter-I, she was bear-
ing both a public and private burden that would make anyone
buckle. “Don’t worry, Commander,” she said. “I would rather see
the special district perish than let Karina go in order to save the
Rounds. She’s lied to us once already. We can't trust her to tell us
the truth. Karina must be planning to buy her freedom by giving
us fake information. We can't fall for her tricks.”

Shirosaki realized that Kline had already made up her mind to
sacrifice the special district. Was it because the help from Europa
had been delayed? Even so, the decision could not have been an
easy one. No doubt she had drawn the line in the sand and bet her
fate through sheer will.
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“Have any of Karina’s personal effects turned up on Europa?”
Shirosaki asked.

“Nothing yet. But knowing Karina as I do, she wouldn't have
left behind anything that would put her at a disadvantage.”

“I’'m convinced Karina has the data we need,” said Shirosaki.
“She wouldn’t be as calm otherwise. But since we don’t know
how Karina’s going to play her hand, I don’t want to rule out
the possibility of a deal.”

“I understand. Getting that information out of her is your job, I
know. But please don't make any deals that give her the advantage.
We're prepared for the worst-case scenario.”

Shirosaki hesitated for a moment, and then asked, “Does that
include the Rounds?”

Kline didn't answer. “I realize this is a dangerous risk, Com-
mander Shirosaki. But if we stand our ground, Karina will have
to flinch first. If she realizes she isn't holding all the cards, she’ll
panic and lower her demands. That could turn the tide in our fa-
vor. Please tell Karina,” Kline went on, “that I have no intention
of giving in to her demands. And that no amount of bargaining is
going to break me.”

“I'll pass it on. And of course I'll continue to keep an eye on
Karina as I discuss a new plan of attack with Harding.”

Shirosaki exited the control room and called Harding on his im-
plant. Harding complained, “Later. I'm on break. I'm sure you've
heard of it.”

“How much later?”

“Give me half an hour.”

“That long? The situation inside the special district is deterio-
rating, you know that.”

“The Rounds can all go to hell.”

“We’re here with a job to do, Harding. What do you plan on
telling Hasukawa if the special district is annihilated?”

“That it was an act of God.”
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“The younger Rounds are already dying—doesn’t that mean
anything to you?”

“They’re not my family or compatriots. I don’t give a damn
what happens to them.”

“Thirty minutes. Not a minute more.”

“Yeah, and call Miles and Arino while you're at it. When the
time comes, I'll get to work.”

“All right.”

“Why don't you get some rest yourself?” Harding said without
a hint of ridicule. “Best you give yourself a break so you can stay
quick on your feet, or Karina will play you.”

After thanking him for the warning, Shirosaki ended the trans-
mission and headed for the room where Karina was being held.

“Would you like to go in, sir?” the guard on duty asked. Shiro-
saki refused and activated the intercom by the door instead.

Shirosaki stood at the window looking into the room and ob-
served Karina’s reaction as he told her Kline’s message.

Karina listened quietly, but once Shirosaki was through, she
said hoarsely, “The fool. That woman is ready to turn her back on
the special district because of her damn pride. Some supervisor
she turned out to be. And the doctor? Ey ran straight to you after
I'd told her to talk to Kline.”

“Who’s the fool here? You won't get anywhere by holding out
any longer. It’s best you give up while you still have some lives to
bargain with.”

“At this rate, the special district will surely perish,” Karina said.
“The entire world, not just the Rounds, will blame you and hold
you responsible.”

“Better that than bend to your demands,” Shirosaki said. “I'll be
back. In the meantime, I suggest you think about it.”

“Wait,” Karina called out.

“You ready to talk?”

“No—what about you? Would you be willing to make a deal?”

Karina’s tone didn’t reveal a hint of panic. Either she was still
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sure of her position or she was determined to hide any vulner-
ability to the end.

Shirosaki was just as hungry for information as the others. In
fact, he might have been even more desperate for it, since he was
helpless to offer medical care to the Rounds in the way Tei and
Kline could.

Should he play along or rebuft her to see what she did next?

“If the special district perishes, you'll be held responsible,” Kar-
ina continued. “Don’t you want to absolve yourself even a little?”

“I have no opinion on the matter. I am nothing more than an
arm of a very large system.”

“Forget the system. I'm asking about your pride and principles
as a man.”

“You think appealing to my emotions will get you anywhere?”

“That isn’t my intention. I just thought you might like to talk.
You just seem to be a more decent sort than Harding.”

“I'll be back in half an hour,” replied Shirosaki. “We can talk then.”

Tigris and Calendula trembled as they gazed at a dead child, the
oftspring of two of their friends.

'The tiny body, wrapped in soft cloth, lay lifeless in the cradle.
It was hard to believe ey had been suftering and crying only mo-
ments before.

'The soul had slipped away, leaving only the empty shell. But
even the shell, ravaged by disease, was already starting to turn
cold. All it would do now was decompose.

Choked sobs echoed throughout the assembly hall. Parents of
the dead children held each other and let out mournful wails.

Tigris and Calendula wanted to shield their ears, afraid that
they might go mad, that they were witnessing tragedy that would
befall them soon enough. There was no telling when their own
children would suffer the same fate. Or perhaps they were next.

None of the Rounds were in the state of mind to console the

parents of the children that had died. Fortia had been shot and
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was in serious condition, and Album had been ordered to rest. Al-
though the elder members assembled an emergency council, they
proved mostly impotent and acted primarily as liaisons between
the special district and the station staff. AfHlicted with fever them-
selves, the elders took as much medication to reduce their fever as
they could stomach. Having heard of the infants’deaths, they were
shaken by the fear that they were next.

Despite some variance, every one of the Rounds had been in-
tected. Even to the untrained eye, it was painfully clear that the
Rounds with weaker immune systems were suffering the most.
To the Rounds, born and raised inside the hygienic confines of
the space station without ever having caught so much as a cold,
the suffering of even a two-degree spike in body temperature
was unbearable.

When Wagi requested that the children’s bodies be frozen
instead of being given a space burial, the Rounds were struck
dumb with horror. The doctor reasoned that the bodies might
help them find a cure, but none of the Rounds were satisfied
with the explanation.

“Do you mean to cut these children to pieces?” Calendula
shouted, making no attempt to hide eir hostility. “They died in
such pain and you want to use them still?”

“Please, 'm begging you as a doctor,” pleaded Wagi, bowing
his head.

“No,” said one couple. “We refuse. If you must, you can use my
body when I'm gone.”

“You may still survive. I'm speaking of those who have al-
ready passed.”

“Please don't touch the children. Surely you understand if you
have children of your own.”

One after the next, the Rounds began to voice their opposition.

“Leave them be.”

“We've been nothing but cooperative with you in the past.”

“Let them be, just this once. Please.”
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Wiagi listened silently and finally spoke, his lips quivering.
“Even so, as a doctor I implore you to reconsider. For the sake of
those still hanging on, you must understand.”

“What was the security team doing?” Calendula spat. “So
many of them and still they allowed the terrorists to attack us.
Not only that, they allowed some mysterious substance to be
dispersed in the special district. What good are they to us now?
We would have been better off fighting the terrorists ourselves.
We should have killed them the moment they came into the
special district.”

“There’s no sense in talking about what’s done.”

Calendula slapped Wagi across the face, staggering the doctor.

“The incompetence of you Monaurals!” Calendula glowered.
“Now I understand why Fortia wanted nothing to do with you.”

Wiagi did not raise any objection. Saying nothing more about
collecting the bodies, he turned and walked away to administer to
the other patients.

“I want the terrorists dead.” Calendula seethed. “I'm going to
form a party. 'm going to break out of the special district and kill
the terrorists.”

“Just what good do you think that’s going to do?” Tigris asked.

“At least it’ll give me some peace of mind.”

“We can have more children—as many as we can stand. We're
still young, Calendula. We can always have more.”

“We can't replace the children we lost by having more babies.
You can't bring back the children that died. Don't you know that?”
Calendula demanded.

“Calm down. I can barely keep from going crazy myself. Don’t
do anything to make things worse than they already are.”

“Aren’t you bitter? Are you going to sit there and do nothing?”

“Of course I'm bitter. And sad. But don't do anything stupid,”
Tigris said.

“Stupid, is it? How about giving the others something to feel
good about?”
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Tigris grabbed Calendula’s hand as ey stirred to leave. “Wait,
where are you going?”
«p . . . . 9
I'm going to find some recruits, starting with the parents.

Kline and Preda were engaged in a long discussion in the con-
trol room when Wagi walked in and sank down on the sofa. The
look on Wagi’s face had turned completely desolate over the past
day. Kline asked if he wanted something to drink; Wagi asked for
coftee with a nip of brandy.

“Dammit, if our hands aren’t tied,” Wagi groaned, holding his
head in his hands. “It’s unbearable enough for the Rounds to see
their own die in front of them, but to have to see their children
die first...”

“How are the adults faring?” asked Kline.

“Every one of them is infected, of course, but none of them
critically. They’re better off than the children.”

“Could it be the effect of the treatments?”

“Hard to say. Their temperatures have leveled off, so I suspect
this period of remission will continue. What bothers me is the
next stage Karina was hinting at—some other impairment fol-
lowing the fever, I suppose.” Wagi turned to Preda and asked,
“Anything useful from Wolfren?”

“Arino’s been interrogating him, but Wolfren hasn’t said any-
thing about the contaminant.”

“Why not put Harding on his case?”

“He was there during the interrogations. I hear Harding gave him
a good licking, but nothing. Then Wolfren suffered asphyxiation.”

“What the hell did Harding do to him? We get nothing if
he dies.”

“It wasn't Harding’s fault,” Preda said. “Wolfren ingested some
poison he had hidden on him.”

“He tried to kill himself?”

“He self-induced a coma so he couldn’t talk. Some kind of
drug that disrupts the blood-brain barrier and cranial nerves.
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We injected a molecular machine into the vein to dissolve the
drug’s effects. If it works, we might be able to wake him, but
that might take some time.”

Wiagi cursed.

“According to Dr. Tei, Karina is stalling for time,” Preda con-
tinued, “until the contaminant achieves its full effect, thereby giv-
ing her the advantage. She probably planned to elude the security
teams a bit longer but was unexpectedly captured because the
teams moved so quickly.”

“So does that mean there’s a cure for this thing even after the
symptoms progress?”

“Apparently, Karina was shaken when the doctor told her about
the infant deaths. Could it be their deaths were an unintended
consequence?”

“We can't be sure unless we ask Karina.”

Kline set down a coffee pack in front of Wagi. Wagi thanked
her and took a sip. “Anyone among the station staff presenting
with any symptoms?” Kline asked.

“No one thus far. How are you feeling?” Wagi asked of Kline
and Preda.

“We're fine,” Kline answered.

“Either the contaminant has been contained or it’s ineftectual
against us. It’s hard to say,” said Wagi, shaking his head. “Dammit,
it we only had the diagnostic equipment.”

“What if the Rounds should all die?” muttered Preda. After a
pregnant pause, he continued, “Who would be held responsible?”

Kline scowled. “Stop it.”

“I'm just asking. The security teams were deployed at their sta-
tions, and all security systems were operational—nothing we need
to be held accountable for. If it came to a question of who’s re-
sponsible, I suppose the commanders in charge of security—"

“Commander Shirosaki has done a commendable job,” Kline
interjected. “Harding too.”

“If someone goes down, I’d rather have Harding take the
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tall over Shirosaki.”

Kline glowered at Preda. “You don’t mean to make Harding
the scapegoat.”

“The commander of the stationed team has operational com-
mand. Shirosaki’s team merely joined the security detail already
in place.”

“You know Harding won't take it sitting down. He may even
talk to the higher-ups about the incident.”

“No, he won't. He'd only be disgracing himself.”

“He may try to take us all down with him.”

“I wonder,” Preda said, dubious.

“Stop looking for a way out,” said Kline with a severe look.
“We've all been through so much together on this station. We
need to stand firm.”

Preda pursed his lips. “Perhaps this was a mistake—to bioen-
gineer a bigender subspecies in this way. We needn’t have done it
just because we have the technology. The conservative majority on
the planets have to be cheering in the streets about now. About
how the overzealous scientists had it coming to them.”

“The desire to innovate is an essential part of human nature.
Suppressing that desire is far more sinful than gender experi-
ments,” Kline said.

“I know that. The experiments here had the approval of the
Planetary Bioethics Association. I understand it was a path we
had to go down once, but knowing when we’ve strayed down
the wrong path and knowing when to turn back is the better
part of wisdom.”

“If you want to turn back now, you go right ahead. I'm not leav-
ing this place.”

Kline felt responsible for not having recognized Von Chail-
lot’s true nature. Neither had she been able to anticipate Wolfren’s
betrayal. Those two failures might very well lead to her dismissal.
She didn't want to imagine having to leave Jupiter-I or having to
end her twenty-year career in this way.
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“Well, I never said I was abandoning you,” Preda equivocated.
He flashed a cynical smile. “You've enjoyed a very long tenure
here. I just don’t want to see you have to step down dishonorably.
If we act now, we can still pin this on Harding.”

“If someone has to take the fall, then we all do. It’s the only way
I can live with myself.”

“Speak for yourself.”

“Look, there’s no sense in arguing over responsibility while the
crisis continues. I don’t believe our experiments here are wrong,
and I have no intention of ending them because we've failed.
Think of how tragic that would be for all the Rounds born here.
'Think of the children that died in vain. As much as for myself as
tor the Rounds, I refuse to believe these experiments on Jupiter
were meaningless.”

“Excuse me, I'm sorry to interrupt,” said Wagi. “What should
we do with the bodies of the children? The Rounds refused my
request to cryopreserve them so we might be able to find a cure.
I'd like your opinion on the matter.”

“Let’s respect the Rounds’ wishes,” Kline responded instantly.
“We don't rule over the Rounds. Although I realize that isn't the
answer you wanted to hear.”

“Completely understandable,” said Wagi. “We should be able
to extrapolate some data from the blood samples we collected
from the children. Although I would have liked to record the
general condition of the bodies.” Wagi swept one hand through
his disheveled hair and slowly got up from the sofa. “Well, it’s
time this quack went back to the special district to be the Rounds’
whipping boy.”

2

Just as Harding was putting on his hazmat suit, he had received a
call from Shirosaki on his implant.
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“We need to talk,” said Shirosaki.

“Later. I'm on break. I'm sure you've heard of it,” Harding an-
swered, pulling up the padded gloves around his wrists.

“How much later?”

“Give me half an hour.”

Harding ended the transmission and headed for the special
district. After ordering the security guard to open the access door,
Harding drew the hood of the hazmat suit over his head.

When the door slid open, the air blew inward toward the neg-
ative-pressure environment of the special district.

Harding stepped inside. This was his first visit in quite
some time. How many months had passed since he'd stopped
coming here?

Walking down the familiar path he'd used many times before,
Harding made his way toward the assembly hall.

He peered inside to see the medical staff, dressed in the same
protective gear Harding wore, busy unloading various supplies.
How much of Jupiter-I’s store of intravenous fluids, fever reduc-
ers, anti-inflammatories, and antiviral drugs had been depleted?
Would they be able to hold out until the cargo vessel brought in
new supplies?

The cots filling the hall looked to be reserved for the most seri-
ous cases. Harding could not help but grimace. The patients ly-
ing on the cots were all children, ranging in age from toddler to
adolescent. Feverish and dehydrated, they were hooked up to fluid
pumps and receiving oxygen through masks.

The adult Rounds looking after them looked more stricken
than the children—not because they felt sick, but because they
telt guilty for being better off than the children. Some of them
wept for want of taking the children’s place and were being con-
soled by the medical staff.

Harding looked for Veritas and eir child. He spotted em with
the child—the infant lying on a cot in the back of the assembly
hall—and weaved his way past the others toward them.
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Noticing someone approaching, Veritas looked up at the fa-
miliar face shrouded beneath the hood of the environmental suit
and immediately became flushed with anger. “What are you doing
here? You and I can't see each other anymore.”

“I wanted to see if you were all right. The medical reports don’t
tell me anything.”

“You've been shunned by the Round community. Whatever
your reasons, you can't come here.”

“If you don't like that I'm here, fine. Hit me—kill me. Round
up a lynch mob if you want, I don’t care.”

“Why now?”

“I was worried about how you were doing,” Harding said.

“How do you think I'm doing? I've been taking fever reducers
and antiviral medicine.”

“I know that. I just wanted to know how sick you were.” Then
he looked down at the tiny figure lying in bed. “How is ey?”

“Eir condition isn't as bad as the others. Ey must get eir tough-
ness from eir other parent. Eir fever was high for a while, but it
began to go down about an hour ago. The doctor says it’s a sign
that whatever this thing is will go into remission.”

“Good. Glad to hear it.”

“Ey’s not your child. I wish you wouldn't talk as if you know em.
Gives me the creeps.”

Harding stared gravely at the child.

“Now if you're done here, I'd like you to leave,” Veritas said,
raising eir voice irritably. “Everyone here is on edge after the in-
fant deaths. If they find you, a lynching isn’t out of the question.”

“Id like to stay a little longer.”

“Why?” Veritas said.

“I'just need a minute. Being in the residential district is making
me crazy. When I see Karina, I want to break her neck.”

“Why don’t you? You should kill her. Nothing would make
us happier.”

“We can't. Karina is holding the information about the agent
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that’s infected all of you and is using it as a bargaining chip. Until
we find out what she’s hiding, my hands are tied.”

“Why don’t you make her talk? That’s what you're good at.”

“She refuses to talk,” said Harding, shaking his head. “She’s
been playing for time, and putting her body through a whole lot
of hurt at the same time.”

“Still, you can't just show up here. While you may be looking
for a place to unwind, your presence here is distressing.”

“I won't stay long. I just want to take a walk in the bioengi-
neered forest. I won't get in anyone’s way. No one will recognize
me in this suit.”

“Five minutes—not a minute longer.”

“Hey, I'll decide how long my walk will be.”

Harding reached out to the child on the bed only to have Veri-
tas slap his hand away. Harding looked at em grimly but then
quietly left the hall.

Harding made his way to the forest and began to thrash his
way through the brush in search of a place to meditate.

When he had first stepped foot inside the special district, Hard-
ing felt a deep attraction to the forest. The sight of bulbous red fruit
peering out from beneath the leaves had been enough to tickle his
appetite. Although that feeling waned somewhat after learning they
were bioengineered, what only existed as images in the residential
district was real in the special district. Even as he knew they were
inedible, the crimson fruit was beautiful nevertheless. In the same
way, even though Harding knew the Rounds were bioengineered,
they appeared unmistakably, naturally human.

'The forest was unnaturally quiet. Though it was usually a place
where children played in the day and lovers confessed their de-
votion to one another at night, none of the Rounds were in any
shape to do either at the moment. They were all receiving treat-
ment in the assembly hall or resting in their homes.

Unlike the forests of the planets, this one had no birds or insects
flying about, nor even a breeze to rustle the treetops. Without the
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Rounds, the place had descended into a kind of dead stillness.

Harding continued to walk the forest, smelling what might
have been the subtle stench of death. He imagined the mysterious
particles of the dispersed contaminant penetrating the tiny seams
in his protective suit, and suddenly started to sweat.

Harding believed Shirosaki to be a cunning man, but not in a
way that made Shirosaki untrustworthy. Shirosaki’s every move
thus far had been precise and expedient. Had Shirosaki been un-
der his command, Harding would have grown to rely on him in
much the same way he did Miles.

But at present, Shirosaki was acting commander of the relief
team. Whenever he anticipated a tactical conflict with Harding,
he had proposed a number of countermeasures with the exacting
clarity of a team leader. Shirosaki had deftly guided this operation
to his will while respecting the chain of command and without
arguing against Harding in front of the others. That was what
bothered Harding. He wanted Shirosaki to either obey or resist.
“Keep Karina alive.” “Get her to talk.” Neither option had been
part of Harding’s plans. Yet before Harding realized it, Shirosaki
had managed to convince Harding and to prioritize the Rounds’
rescue before anything else. 7hat son of a bitch.

The Rounds are a strange and godless people, Harding thought. De-
spite living entirely apart from the planets and without sexual distinctions,
they're too much like us. Even as they're given the privilege of a special com-~
munity, theyre curious to know us, and we can’t seem to refuse them. We
are just as much drawn to them as we are threatened by their foreignness.

And why is that? Because they're human, or because they have ceased
to be? Why do we just sit and observe them quietly cultivating a new
culture inside the confines of their presdestined world, just to fall prey
to the illusion that we might somehow become a part of that world?

The memories came back to Harding in vivid detail. A flood of
regret came raging back along with them.

Why had he felt so strongly, both hate and otherwise, for some-
one who might as well have been, chromosomally speaking, a dif-
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ferent species altogether? Was it simply a part of human nature to
become fixated on anything and everything?

We get Karina to tell us the cure in order to save the Rounds. But if
we accept that they'll die regardless, we can end this right now by killing
Karina and Wolfren. Then I can write up the report and go back to Mars.

The dispersed agent has yet to affect anyone other than the Rounds. None
of the doctors treating them have been infected either. If this agent works
only against the Round physiology like Dr. 1i says, then as long as we're
prepared to turn our back on the Rounds, there isn't much else we can do.

Cut loose the special district. Give up on the Rounds. The children
and Veritas.

Harding bit his lip. 7he only reason I go along with Shirosaki’s plans
is because every time he mentions the special district, Veritas is on my
mind. I could very easily forget about em, seeing as I'm never going to
see em again, but I can’t. That was why Shirosaki can push my buttons.

Of course, Shirosaki knows nothing about Veritas and me. He was
simply acting out of an unwavering sense of humanitarianism and
sober integrity. Or maybe he instinctually knew what to say to keep me

from killing Karina.

Harding felt a shiver run down his spine. He hated the idea
of Shirosaki taking advantage of him in that way, no matter how
sensible that decision was.

Shirosaki’s methods were indeed fair. But for that reason, there
was also something fragile about them. Harding couldn’t quite
put his finger on it. There was always the possibility that jealousy
was clouding his judgment. Even so, his years of experience com-
manding the antiterror unit was trying to tell him something—
that this would not end quietly. That they were better off killing
Karina while they still had the chance. Against Karina Majella,
there was no telling what would happen.

As he continued to look for a quiet place to rest, Harding came
upon a Round sitting at the base of a bush. Cradling eir knees in
both arms, the Round was slumped underneath the leafy cover of
the bush. Ey made no effort to move, even as Harding approached.
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“What’s the matter with you? Are you feeling sick?”

The Round raised eir head languidly. Eir face appeared flushed
compared to Veritas, perhaps from fever, and worn down by fatigue.
Ey saw the man, whose face was half-concealed behind the hood
of the protective suit, and assumed he was part of the station staff.

“Can you stand up?” Harding asked. “Can I get you to a doctor?”

“No, I've been getting my injections,” said the Round, shaking
eir head.

“You should be home resting. You don't look so good.”

“I can’t. When I think about the children, I can’t sleep.”

Harding looked back at the path from which he had come and
understood instantly. No doubt this Round had been in the assembly
hall looking after the children and had wandered here for a moment’s
reprieve. No wonder. Unless you were a doctor, anyone would be hard
pressed to stay for hours on end in such grim surroundings.

“I am an education supervisor in the special district, charged with
teaching and disciplining the children,” said the Round. “The chil-
dren dying in the assembly hall are my students.” With a pained look
on eir face, ey continued, “Several days ago, I caught some of the
children playing rough in the zero-G area and scolded them harshly.
Even asked the top supervisor to reprimand them for causing injury
to an adult. ] threatened the children with punishment if they refused
to listen. The children nodded, of course, but deep down they didn't
understand. And who can blame them? They’re two—they don’t want
to listen to anything grown-ups have to say. They were back to bounc-
ing around the relaxation room the very next day. Now, those children
have been infected by whatever the terrorists have dispersed, suffer-
ing from a fever that has no cure. When I rushed to their bedside,
they asked if they were being punished. If God were mad at them for
not listening to me. I asked them where they had heard such a thing,
and the children answered from the second generation.

“Some of the adult Rounds had told them that Monaurals be-
lieve in a god that watches over the conduct of all living beings. And
that this god judges people and punishes unrepentant sinners with
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unbearable suffering in order to reform them. I took the children in
my arms and told them not to believe any of it. That there is no such
god. That all they had to worry about was living, and think and act
in any way they pleased and be willing to bear the responsibility of
those choices. They need not be tied down by the outdated religions
and belief systems of the Monaurals. We are a new type of human.
'The universe we believe in has no need for a god.” The Round let
out a deep sigh and glanced furtively at Harding. “Probably not
what you wanted to hear.”

“It’s all right.”

“It’s a denial of your faith.”

“Forget it,” Harding said. “That debate’s been raging on Earth
for centuries. Sorry we let you down.”

“It isn’t your fault. I'm told we had a traitor.”

“Word travels fast.”

“As an education supervisor, I have some advantage of receiving
information relatively quickly. Tenebrae and I are from the same
generation. As a kid, ey wasn't like the way ey is now. When Tene-
brae entered adolescence, eir thinking gradually began to change. I
don’t know why. Tenebrae didn’t seem to know emself. In an effort
to stay true to those feelings welling up from within, ey said ey had
no choice but to leave the special district. And become just a man.”

“There are misfits in every seemingly ideal society.”

“I tried to get Tenebrae to stay but was powerless to do any-
thing. That failure has brought so much misfortune upon the spe-
cial district.”

“You're an educator. Now is not the time to be thinking about
Tenebrae. You should be near the kids, trying to cheer them. You
should pull yourself together and go back to them. Your presence
has to be more effective than any medicine the kids are getting
right now,” said Harding.

“I wonder.”

“All T can do is eliminate the terrorists. The rest is in your
hands.” Harding stood up and said, “We’ll do everything humanly
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possible. I hope you'll do the same.”
“My name is Mare. What’s yours?”
“The name’s not important—I'm part of the security staff.”
Harding left Mare and the bioengineered forest, feeling a
greater burden than when he came.

FORTIA AWAKENED FROM a long slumber and was instantly
assaulted by the aches and pains in eir joints and back.

Ey scanned the interior and recognized that ey was in eir own
residence.

The skylight had been shattered and the floors were black with
grime and dust.

It was obvious much had gone on during eir short absence.

Album, whod been sitting by eir bedside operating eir wear-
able, leaned forward and asked, “How are you feeling?”

“Thirsty.”

“You're being hydrated intravenously, so try not drink.”

“Please, 'm parched.”

“Just a little, all right?”

Album stood up to get Fortia some water. “Wait!” Fortia said
hastily, seeing the leg brace covering Album’s right leg. “Forget it.
Stay here.”

“Why?”

“I'm sorry—Id forgotten you'd been shot.”

“It’s okay,” Album said. “The brace electronically facilitates am-
bulatory function, so I can walk without any pain.”

“Never mind.”

“Really, it’s no bother.”

Album returned from the kitchen with a water bottle and in-
serted a straw in Fortia’s mouth. Fortia sipped the water a little
at a time, and when ey had had enough, asked Album to set the
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bottle next to the bed. “So what’s happened?”

“The security forces captured Karina.”

“That much I remember.”

“I have some sad news. Five of the third-generation children
have died.”

“What?” Fortia said.

“Because of the agent Karina dispersed. The medical team
did what they could without the usual equipment on hand, but
the immunologically weaker infants were the first to succumb
to the disease.”

“Isn’t there a way to treat it?”

“Maybe if we can identify what this thing is. But Karina refuses
to talk. It’s hard to tell whether she’s withholding the information
as a bargaining chip or she really doesn’t know.”

Fortia recalled the hours ey'd passed inside the maintenance shafts
with Karina. The very thought sent a chill up eir spine. Karina’s bony
fingers inside em. Her lukewarm tongue sliding across Fortia’s lips.
'The pain of her nails digging into eir penis. Fortia nearly screamed,
reliving every one of those sensations. Karina had fondled Fortia’s
body with gentle malice. Fortia had tried desperately to keep from
crying, knowing that would only excite Karina, but in the end, Fortia
could not stop the tears from coming.

Fortia recognized the reason for Karina’s actions. To Karina, the
leader of the special district represented all of the Rounds, a sacri-
ficial lamb to be hacked to pieces at the hands of the Monaurals.
Fortia had been victim of a hideous examination inside the dark
shaft to be made an offering to the Monaurals living on the planets.

“Karina’s hatred for the Rounds is real,” muttered Fortia. “She’ll
never reveal the information, even if she knew.”

“At this point all the Rounds are at risk. You and I may be con-
taminated already.”

“What can be done?”

“Commander Shirosaki asked if you remember talking about
anything while you were alone with her. He wanted you to tell
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him anything, no matter how small. It may give them something
to go on.”

“We argued about a lot of things, I remember that.”

“Anything about the agent she dispersed?”

“Something about needing time for it to take full effect. And
oh—she said she couldnt escape until she confirmed the full
manifestation of the symptoms. That was the agreement.”

“So does that mean she’s bound by some sort of prior arrange-
ment?” Album asked. “Something that’s keeping her from leaving
right away even if she wanted to?”

“I think so.”

“All right. I'll pass it on to Commander Shirosaki. Maybe it’ll
be useful.”

Album’s wearable bleeped. The face of Tigris appeared on the
tiny portable screen.

“We have a situation. Calendula and some others are trying to
break out of the special district.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Album.

“They’re looking to lash out for the children’s deaths. They’re
prepared to kill Karina themselves.”

Fortia gestured for Album to angle the display in eir direction.

Tigris could not hide eir shock. “Fortia, all you all right?”

“I'm not in any shape to move, but my mind is clear enough to
assume charge.”

“I'm so glad.”

“Tigris, you have to stop Calendula. I'm giving you full author-
ity to find them and talk them out of this lunacy.”

“I'm just an ordinary Round. None of them will listen to what
I have to say.”

“The duty usually falls to the subleader to take over when the
leader is indisposed, but Album here is also injured. Ey won't be
much good against an angry mob. You are Calendula’s partner,
Tigris. You'll have to convince em.”

“My relationship with em may only serve to inflame the situation.”
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“You don't have to go alone. Find some others who can back
you. I'll put out an announcement myself. I'm giving you a direct
order, Tigris. You have no choice.”

Despite looking like ey might break down in tears, Tigris nod-
ded eir assent and ended the transmission.

Falling back exhausted in bed, Fortia instructed Album to relay
this development to Shirosaki.

As Tigris went around to the less-affected Rounds, some of
them began to fall in line behind em. Thanks to the announce-
ment Fortia transmitted over their wearables, Tigris was able to
gather a sizeable party without much trouble.

'The group stood in front of the access door and waited for Ca-
lendula to arrive.

Calendula soon appeared leading a party that easily outnum-
bered Tigris’s. Ey took one look at Tigris and the rest standing
shoulder-to-shoulder in front of the access door and snickered.

After announcing that ey had come on Fortia’s behalf, Tigris
repeated what ey'd already told Calendula many times before:

“You can't leave the special district, you know that. That goes
for all of you. I understand you're angry, but I suggest you all go
home and think about what you’re trying to do here.”

“We’re going to fight the enemy,” said Calendula.

“The security teams are handling it.”

“They beat us because we let them. They play us for fools be-
cause we rely on others to protect us. If we show them we can
fight back with weapons, the Monaurals will think twice about
sending terrorists here.”

“We’re already a threat to the Monaurals as it is. Do it and you
could be dragging us into war. Is that what you want?”

“Tell me, Tigris. Are we so horrible that we don’t deserve to
exist in this world? So objectionable to warrant death?” Calendula
asked. “Is it so wrong for one human to be biologically male and
female at the same time, to be psychologically bigender?”
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“Of course not. But that has nothing to do with this.”

“But it does, Tigris. It’s exactly the reason we’re going to kill
Karina Majella—to send the Monaurals a message that we have
the might and will to fight back.”

Suddenly the door slid open and in came a doctor wearing pro-
tective gear.

Calendula and eir group rushed forward at once. Tigris and the
others held their ground and pushed back. Caught in the middle
of what quickly escalated into a generalized melee, the doctor was
pulled into the fray. The doctor, slowed down by his cumbersome
environmental suit, cried out as he was knocked around between
the two opposing groups.

The security guards standing outside the door burst in, yell-
ing and waving their batons to quell the clash. Assuming all of
the Rounds were threatening to break out of the special district,
however, the guards pushed back against Tigris’s supporters, only
exacerbating the chaos.

Tigris grabbed Calendula’s arm but was blindsided by an el-
bow. As ey covered her nose, Calendula bolted out into the cor-
ridor. Calendula ran, picking eir way through the mass of Rounds
and security guards at the entrance, toward the residential district.

Tigris called out Calendula’s name, but ey did not look back.

Tigris could only watch helplessly as Calendula’s figure quickly

receded down the corridor.

4

KARINA LAY ON her back on the floor and worked her fingers
along the chain of the handcuffs. Clamping the chain link between
the thumb and middle finger of both hands, she began to pull.

The steel cuffs couldn’t normally be snapped by human hands.
However, both Karina’s arms were artificial, having just the neces-
sary strength to break the chain link.
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Karina had been injured countless times working for Libra.
Every time a limb had been damaged beyond healing, she had
replaced them with artificial limbs. As a result, the skeletal struc-
tures of both arms were made not of bone but of metal alloy. The
skin and muscle were also made of synthetic materials.

Since the synthetic tissue covering the alloy limbs contained
both nerves and blood vessels, Karina bled and felt pain when cut.
Which was why no one ever suspected her of being a cybernetic
organism, why Karina was able to pull the wool over the security
staff’s eyes.

Karina operated the panel hidden in the roof of her mouth
with the tip of her tongue. In the event of undue stress on her skin
and muscle, Karina was able to shut down her neural pathways
with a flick of her tongue. The effects, however, were only tempo-
rary and the pain would return in time.

After temporarily shutting down nerve function in her fingers,
Karina broke the chain link in two with her fingers.

Sitting up on the floor, Karina breathed a sigh of relief.

She examined her fingers. Though rivulets of blood were begin-
ning to form around the deep cuts, Karina felt no pain. The mo-
lecular machine inside her body would heal the cuts completely
soon enough.

Although Dr. Tei’s treatment had been superficial, ey had
stopped the bleeding and bandaged up Karina’s leg wound. Kari-
na’s ribs had also been bound with a brace. Since Karina had shut
down much of the neural function in her body, the pain from
her various injuries had disappeared. She also changed the neu-
ral settings on the interface in the roof of her mouth to mini-
mize the sensitivity to sudden pain stimulus such as a gunshot
wound. While this would do nothing to regenerate cell damage,
by manipulating the nociceptors that transmit pain impulses to
the brain, Karina would be able to keep on running despite the
physical damage she incurred.

Karina slowly flexed her muscles. Her body, now completely rid
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of any pain, felt entirely artificial. She had gritted her teeth through
the pain of the interrogation to keep her pain-inhibition abilities
secret. Every time they had beaten and brutalized her, she had cried
out in pain, but it was an act to lull the torturers into complacency.

Harding had appeared pleased with himself while Shirosaki
had tried to restrain him and had benevolently sent the doctor in
to care for her wounds. Karina was convinced she had not let on
about her special abilities.

Karina remembered the faces of the security team and gnashed
her teeth. If Trun into any of them during my escape, they'll pay for what
they did. I'll kill every one of the bastards who laughed at my torture.

Karina removed her left leg from her body suit. Pressing her
nails against the inner thigh, she carefully began to peel back the
epidermis. She pulled the skin back without any loss of blood,
as there were no blood vessels running through the permeable
dermal layer. It peeled away like a sticker, revealing a deep fissure
resembling an old wound underneath. Karina stuck her thumb
and forefinger inside the fissure that ran down the length of her
thigh. Fumbling inside the synthetic muscle sac, slowly she pulled
out a slender bundle slightly smaller than the size of her arm.

Protected by synthetic tissue, the bundle had remained dry and
free of blood and other bodily fluids. Karina massaged the open-
ing in her left thigh with both hands, and the fissure melded shut
into its original form. She covered the fissure back up, and after
pressing down on the skin layers for several seconds, slipped her
left leg back into her body suit.

'Then she retrieved the shoes that had been tossed about by her
torturers. Since the neural inhibitor was set to maximum, she was
able to slip them on without any pain, despite her broken toes.
She should be able to run without much trouble.

She unraveled the bundle that she'd removed from her body.

‘There was a long, silver cylinder inside.

They're desperate for the data on the parasitic machine, so they can’t
kill me. That's my advantage.
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Karina had known from the start that Kline would reject her
demands. It was a move worthy of a station superintendent. In fact,
Karina wanted to salute her bold decision. Though if Kline had agreed
to the deal, the outcome would be so much easier for everyone involved.

What about Shirosaki? Is he thinking about what I told him? Or
did the offer of a trade only arouse suspicion? Whatever, at this point
he’s the only one who might be open to making a deal. I'll have to use
that to my advantage.

Karina smiled.

The security division must be convinced that I'm only affer a deal. I
told them as much from the start. Tei and Shirosaki must have sensed
it in our conversations. But my aim isn’t to escape with my life, it to
protect Europa.

I'm fighting for Europa. I'm prepared to die to save her.

SHIROSAKI, ARINO, HARDING, and Miles gathered in the
meeting room to discuss options.

Unbeknownst to Tei, the room where Karina was being held
had been bugged so the security team could listen in on Tei and
Karina’s conversation. Shirosaki had listened to Tei’s report after
having heard the entire exchange between Tei and Karina.

As a result, the four men had overheard something they had
never intended to hear—the secret of Tei’s physiology. None of the
men had said a word about it afterward, recognizing that silence
was the bare minimum of courtesy that they could extend to Tei.

“Captain Hasukawa’s orders were to eliminate the terrorists,”
said Shirosaki. “But we’ve also been ordered to protect the special
district. And to protect the Round inhabitants, we need to get
whatever information Karina’s holding about the dispersed sub-
stance. Until we do, we can’t kill her.”

“I still say we beat it out of her,” said Harding. “All the doctor’s
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talking didn't get anything useful out of her.”

“Well, we learned something. Karina seems to be more forth-
coming with the doctor. It was the doctor who got us the descrip-
tion of the agent.”

“All we have is that. We got nothing unless we learn how the
damn thing works.”

“Karina seems to bear some sort of grudge against the Vessel of
Life. If we play this right, we can get her to make a deal.”

“We’re wasting our time. Let me get another crack at her,”
Harding said.

“Karina won' talk as long as we continue these coercion tactics.
If she were going to submit to violence, she would have done so
already. She has no allies here, no one to save her. That she refuses to
talk is a strong indication that she believes she’s holding a powerful
bargaining chip. I have to believe the information she has is real.”

“Then what are you suggesting we do?”

“All we're doing is going around in circles,” cut in Miles. “I'm
for resuming the interrogation. Torture aside, we won't get any-
where in this meeting room. Let me try talking to her. You can
talk me through it with the implant.”

“You're just going to go in there?” Harding asked.

“Maybe the talk with the doctor got her thinking. Maybe talk-

ing to someone else could yield something more. I'll start there.”

Miles took two of his men with him to Karina’s cell.

Karina lay on her back on the floor. One of the guards made a
straight line to where Karina lay and kicked her in the side. “Wake
up. Naptime’s over.”

The woman’s hands were cuffed behind her back. But Miles
stopped dead in his tracks, sensing something was amiss.

Her shoes.

He realized Karina was wearing shoes. When did she put them
on? Did the doctor put them on for her? For what purpose?

In that instant, Karina sprang to her feet and pointed a silver
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cylinder at Miles.

Something shot out of the cylinder and plunged into his ca-
rotid artery. Miles instinctively pressed a hand up against his neck,
but it was too late to stop the bleeding.

A hot spray spurted forth from between his fingers. Miles rec-
ognized in an instant that his molec machine would not be able
to repair the wound. He reached for the gun in his holster but fell
to his knees before he could find the grip. He put out his hands to
stop his fall, but his blood-soaked hands slipped across the floor.

Miles fell sideways in a pool of his own blood. Jesus. So this is
where I die. Without having even drawn my gun.

As Miles panted for air in a sea of red, the two security guards
were struck down in the same way. With one swing of Karina’s
arm, the slender spear that had brought down Miles arced like a
snapping whip and pierced one guard’s windpipe and medulla and
the other through the side of the throat.

Karina bent down and stripped the bodies of weapons. She
holstered one gun on either side of her waist and held another in
her left hand.

She strode over to the door and kicked it down.

'The guard outside the door reflexively pointed his gun at Kari-
na before he had time to grasp what was happening. But Karina’s
spear had already found its target, plunging into the guard’s eye.
'The monomolecular carbon tip pierced the skull and brain and
emerged through the back of his head.

Pressing a button on the cylinder, Karina retracted the spear
back into the tube. The guard’s body twitched uncontrollably as
he slumped to the floor.

The speargun required neither gunpowder nor batteries, so it
was capable of taking down the enemy without a sound. Since it
was propelled by an elastic sling and reeled back into the barrel,
there was no worry about running out of ammunition. Although
the speargun necessitated shooting at closer range than a gun,
it could be just as lethal as a bullet. Karina’s spear was made of



230 THE CAGE OF ZEUS

monomolecular carbon, capable of piercing flesh and bone and
also effective against ballistic suits.

Karina took oft the guard’s soft vest and put it on over her body
suit. Though not as protective as a reinforced ballistic vest, it would
keep her alive as long as she didn't take a bullet at close range.

Karina also seized the guard’s data goggles and submachine
gun. Taking the side arm out of his holster, she removed the clip
and shoved it in her pocket.

Karina started to run in the direction of the escape shuttle.

Miles’s implant had gone dead soon after he had entered Karina’s
cell. Assaulted by a feeling of dread, Shirosaki, Harding, and Ari-
no ran immediately for the room.

Harding felt his knees go weak, aghast at the brutality wrought
inside the room.

The security guards were already dead.

Harding lifted Miles off the floor and drew the man’s colorless
face closer to his chest. Harding shook with grief as he tried to
keep from crying out.

Arino averted his eyes and let out a gasp.

Shirosaki bit his lip. Desperately fighting back the chaotic feel-
ings roiling in his soul, he evaluated and reevaluated his actions
thus far. Where did he go wrong? Where had he strayed? What
was the next course of action? Shirosaki was working his brain a
mile a minute to devise a counterstrategy. It was all that kept him
from going to pieces like Harding.

At that moment, the three men received a transmission over
their implants from a security team member in the special district.
The officer gave a brief account of the brawl between the security
guards and Rounds and warned that Calendula had escaped the
special district.

Coming to his senses, Shirosaki clicked his tongue. “Dammit,
we don't have time for this!”

“Should we go after em, sir?”
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“We don't have the manpower to spare. Karina’s escaped. Our
priority is to go after her first.”

“What if we run into Calendula?”

“Do what you need to disable em. We can't have the Rounds
getting in our way.”

Harding lay Miles back down on the floor and stood up slowly.
“I'm going to kill Karina Majella,” he said, turning to Shirosaki.
“You got any complaints?”

Shirosaki did not answer.

Harding grabbed him by the collar. “Say something,” he said,
his teeth clenched.

“I have to agree with him, Commander,” said Arino. “Keeping
Karina alive is a mistake. Even the Rounds have risen up against
her. It’s clear everyone’s reached their boiling point.”

“Then what about the data on the parasitic machine?” asked
Shirosaki. “Without it, the special district will be wiped out.”

“Karina’s been playing us because she thinks we can't touch her,”
Harding said. “She’s got to be stopped. The fact that she escaped
can only mean she doesn't have anything on the parasitic machine.”

“We don't know that.”

“Im tired of these guessing games. Even if she gives us the
information we need, it’s still not going to bring Miles back. Or
the Round children. Don’t you see? Karina’s got you completely
wrapped around her finger.”

Suddenly, the lights went out. This was no burned-out light
panel, but rather a power outage that appeared to be affecting
much of the station.

With Harding still clutching him by the collar, Shirosaki
reached down and contacted Kline on his wearable. “What’s go-
ing on? Has something happened?”

“The system shut down the power generator. We're trying to
locate the cause now.”

“How long before you can get it working again?”

“That depends on the damage. Stand by.”
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Harding, realizing the gravity of the situation, finally loosened
his grip on Shirosaki.

'The three men waited in the dark for Kline’s response.

After what seemed like an eternity, Kline responded, “It’s no
good. There’s a problem with the mainframe.”

“Was it sabotaged? Blown up like the medical labs?”

“No, this time it’s fungi and bacteria.”

“Fungi?”

“A fungus called Cladosporium resinae and the bacterium De-
sulfovibrio, both of which corrode metal and circuit boards. They
were found growing all over the circuit boards in the server room.”

“But the mainframe should be made of bacteria-resistant ma-
terials. How did the stuff work its way into the circuitry?”

“The antibacterial coating must have been peeled off somehow.
'The server room is usually kept in dry environment conditions,
but the air-conditioning settings were tampered with so the hu-
midity and temperature have been rising steadily. What is consid-
ered a comfortable humidity and temperature for humans is also
an ideal breeding ground for fungi and bacteria. At 20 degrees
Celsius, they’ll multiply at an alarming rate and will grow only
more rapidly as the humidity rises.”

“That takes some planning. Someone must have planted this
surprise in advance.”

“Barry Wolfren,” Kline said. “He must have sabotaged the
mainframe well before he was captured. Then all he had to do was
hack into the air conditioning system at the right time.”

Shirosaki recalled belatedly that Karina’s area of expertise was
microbiology. No doubt she had genetically manipulated the fun-
gi and bacteria so they could not be easily exterminated.

“Check the other facilities immediately. If Wolfren got to the
electrical systems, there’s a good chance he tampered with the rest.
If the station’s life support goes down, especially the atmospheric
controls, none of us will survive.”

“The station’s Environmental Control and Life Support System
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can't be so easily tampered with. We'll check, of course, but I
don't think we have anything to worry about. First, we’ll lower
the temperature and humidity in the station. That should stop
the fungus and bacteria from spreading. We’ll be able to restore
electricity quickly by replacing the damaged parts.”

“Understood,” Shirosaki said and ended the transmission.

“Why the electrical systems?” asked Arino.

“I don’t know. With the power generator down, the high-
velocity elevators will be inoperable, and the various security
locks will be harder to disengage. I don’t see how Karina stands
to gain an advantage.”

“The surveillance cameras,” said Harding. “With the electrical
systems down, we won't be able to get a visual lock on the terror-
ists’ location with the surveillance cameras. And the emergency
partitions won’t come down to hinder their escape.”

“Where do you think Karina is headed?”

“Either the cargo vessels from Asteroid City or the escape
shuttles,” Harding answered.

“Shuttle number two’s cockpit console was destroyed in the
shootout with Lobe. That leaves five. We'll have to dispatch secu-
rity teams to each of the shuttles.”

“How many to a team?”

“Excepting the casualties, I'd say about five or six to a team. Not
exactly a sure bet against Karina.”

“Five or six men is plenty if they shoot on sight,” Harding said.
“Listen to me, Shirosaki. We'll be split into teams to guard the
shuttles. We don’t actually know where Karina’s headed. If she
shows up where you are, you apprehend her however you please.
But if she finds me, I'm going to kill her. Any complaints?”

Shirosaki pulled his lips taut and nodded slowly. “All right. But
it I find out Karina’s gone to you, I'm going to do everything in
my power to stop you.”

“Fine,” Harding said. “By the time you get to me, Karina will
already be dead.”
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THE PLAN HAD been for Wolfren to remain in a coma for three
days. At least, that had been his intention when he crushed the
capsule embedded in the base of his tongue.

He had been wafting along in a dark but pleasant and dream-
less slumber, when he abruptly found himself back in reality.

Wolfren squinted at the light from above and felt an uncom-
fortable bed beneath him. A dull pain shot through his shoulder
and the base of his neck. He remembered Harding kicking him
to the floor, chair and all, during the interrogation and suddenly
flushed with anger.

“Looks like it worked.”

Wolfren saw Tei and Arino standing next to the bed and swore.
“What did you do?”

“We injected you with a drug-resolving molec machine and
pumped you full of every psychotropic drug we could think of,”
answered Arino. “We guessed at the chemical substance or ‘key’
plugging up the brain cell receptors and simply pulled the key
from the keyhole.”

“You son of a bitch.”

“You didn’t think you were going to get off so easy, did you?”

“How many times do I have to tell you? I don't know anything
about the dispersed substance,” Wolfren said.

“Then maybe you can tell me where you dispersed the mold.”

Wolfren fell silent.

Arino grabbed Wolfren by the arm and shook him.

“Let go of me,” said Wolfren through clenched teeth, flailing
in pain.

“The station’s surveillance system is down,” Arino said. “Re-
placing the circuit boards only partially restored the electrical sys-
tems. Many of the station’s corridors are still dark, and we can't
get a visual read on Karina’s location.” Arino tightened his grip
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around Wolfren’s arm. “You know which circuits are rigged.”

“What makes you think there aren't others on this station work-
ing with me?” Wolfren forced a laugh through the pain. “Like I
said, I'm not the only one who questions Round society.”

“No, it had to be you that sabotaged the system. And then you
induced yourself into a coma to avoid further interrogation.”

Clamping a hand over Wolfren’s forehead, Arino slammed
Wolfren’s head down against the bed and twisted the arm in his
grip. Wolfren cried out. Tei looked away but made no effort to
stop Arino.

“Listen to me very carefully,” Arino said, his voice full of men-
ace. “I don’t want to see people die. I want to get Karina without
any more casualties. And in order for that to happen, we need to
get the surveillance system working again. I'm looking at the bas-
tard that can tell me how.”

“Pve got my life riding on this plan,” Wolfren said in a rasp.
“Someone like you who's just here to earn a paycheck has no idea
what that means.”

“Earn a paycheck? Our job is to protect the people that require
our help, Round or Monaural. If you were somewhere and needed
saving, we would dive into harm’s way without a second thought.
Only those with the unconditional desire to do good are assigned
to this job. What do you think you know, anyway? You don’t know
the first thing about surviving on the planets or about the hard-
ships of living in our society.”

“Shut up, you pig.”

“Start talking or I'll break your arm.”

“Then do it,” Wolfren said.

“Tenebrae,” Tei interjected. “You didn't really want to aid Kar-
ina. If there were another way, you would never have gotten in-
volved with the Vessel of Life. If you had another choice, you
would have preferred it to resorting to terrorism, isn't that right?”

“I argued with Fortia and Kline time and again,” answered
Wolfren. “The Planetary Bioethics Association had engaged in
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serious deliberations before establishing the special district. I
pleaded with them to take up a similar discussion about creat-
ing laws to address the misfits of Round society, and to change
the laws that restrict people’s lifestyle choices. You want to know
what they said? That would go against the principles of why the
special district was established in the first place. Its creation was
approved on the condition that the Rounds would never leave
the Jovian system, so they refuse to compromise those principles.
What choice did I have? If they won't listen to reason, then the
only alternative is force.”

“The Vessel of Life is using you, Tenebrae. They oppose the
existence of the Rounds. Don't you see that their motives don't
conform with your own?”

“Of course I know. But they were a hell of a lot more accom-
modating than Kline or Fortia.”

“You prefer to deal with terrorists who will tell you anything
you want to hear over your friends on Jupiter-I1?”Tei said.

“Friends? I don't have any friends here, and I certainly don't
trust the terrorists or Jupiter-I. 'm alone here and everywhere
else. That suits me just fine.”

Arino loosened his grip. The tension leaving his body, Wolfren
lay limply on the bed, gasping for air.

“People can’t choose where they are born,” muttered Arino. “So
I can appreciate your wanting to leave of your own volition. But
you can't win your freedom at the expense of the lives of others.”

“That was the only choice I had. If you can’t understand that,
then go ahead and kill me, like you did Lobe in the shuttle,”
said Wollfren, closing his eyes. “To hell with this damn place.
Destroying Jupiter-I would put an end to this senseless killing
once and for all.”

Arino drew his gun and pointed it at Wolfren. Tei instantly put
eir hand on Arino’s arm. “No, you mustn’t.”

“Stay out of the way, Doctor.”

“What good will come from killing him?”
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“This is what he wants.”

“Please,” Tei said. “Wolfren is a friend and colleague. There
is no justice to be won by killing someone who wants to die.
No atonement.”

“My orders are to eliminate the terrorists. We kept him alive
this long because he may be holding some information we need.
But the original order stands if he refuses to cooperate.”

Arino nudged Wolfren’s head with the barrel of the gun. Wol-
fren scowled.

“T'll ask you one last time. Tell me how to restore the station’s
electrical systems.”

“So this is the Monaural way,” Wolfren said with a sneer.
“You seek a resolution through guns and violence. Whenever
anyone proposes a different idea, you people pretend to listen,
going through the motions of a discussion, but in the end, you
crush the new and revolutionary by brandishing morality and
common sense as weapons. Looking at you, I know I'm justi-
fied in my actions.” Leaning away from the gun, Wolfren cast a
pitying look up at Arino. “Shoot me if you want. If that’s what
you believe to be right.”

Arino twisted his flushed face into an anguished look. The bar-
rel of the gun shook imperceptibly as he pulled the trigger.

A shot rang out. The bullet shot a clean hole, not through Wol-
fren, but through the mattress. Wincing from the crack of the gun
in his ear, Wolfren glared up at Arino.

Arino lowered his gun. “T'll fix this on my own,” he told Tei,
who was nearly in tears. “I'll leave him in your hands, Doctor.
Don’t let him escape.”

“Are you sure?” asked Tei.

“I'm wasting my time. I can’t stay here while the others are run-
ning into danger without me. Better to fight along with them.” A
sad smile came across Arino’s face. “Looks like I'm not very good
at these psychological head games. I have neither the talent for
persuasion nor Harding’s fervor for violence.”
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“Please be careful, and look after yourself.”

“Thank you. If we come out of this on the other side, maybe
you'll take me to the special district again.”

“Of course,” answered Tei. “Tigris and Calendula would like that.”

After returning the gun to his holster, Arino exited the room
without looking back.

Wolfren lay perfectly still and stared up at the ceiling with a
look of silent conviction.

As sHAKEN As Calendula was over the darkness that had de-
scended upon the corridors, ey had no choice but to push forward.

No doubt the security team was on eir tail.

Calendula resolved to find Karina before they caught up to em.

But first, ey had to get eir hands on a weapon. Ey should be able
to find something in the warehouse in the residential district. Al-
though the warehouse was typically kept under lock and key, this
was a crisis situation. Calendula was counting on the door being
unlocked in order to facilitate mobilizing supplies. At least that
was the way it had been during a fire many years ago.

Calendula hadn’t a clue where Karina was being held but fig-
ured Tei would have some information.

Calendula turned the corner of the corridor and stumbled on
a mass blocking eir path. Falling to the ground, ey recognized
instantly upon impact that it was a human body. As Calendula
searched the body, ey felt something warm coating eir hands.

Ey brought a hand closer to eir nose and nearly cried out.

'The security team member was already cold. His ballistic suit
had been stripped from his body. The ground around him was
sticky with blood.

Calendula gagged as ey backed away on eir hands and knees.

Then ey had a flash of inspiration.
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Ey reversed eir retreat and crept toward the guard. Ey pat-
ted down his entire body and found what ey was looking for
in his boot.

A backup pistol.

Calendula removed the gun from the ankle holster. Though
eyd never handled a weapon before, ey pointed the barrel toward
the ground and tried pulling the trigger.

The trigger did not budge. The revolver did not discharge.
Calendula fumbled with the gun for a moment, wondering if
there might be a safety somewhere, but found nothing.

Calendula pulled the trigger again, squeezing the grip with
both hands this time.

There was a muffled bang as the revolver recoiled in eir hands
and drilled a hole in the ground. The safety, a lever located on the
grip itself, was automatically disengaged when ey squeezed the
grip and pulled the trigger at the same time.

Calendula removed the data goggles from the guard. Slipping
them on enabled em to see in the dark corridor. Calendula stood
up with the gun cocked in eir hand.

Now to kill Karina Majella.

Calendula’s wearable bleeped. Ey pressed a button and Tigris’s
voice blared out of the speaker. “Where are you, Calendula?”

“I couldn’t tell you. With the lights down, I'm not sure where
Tam.”

“Then retrace your steps back here. Karina’s escaped. There’s no
telling where she might be lurking.”

“Escaped? Perfect.”

“Calendula?”

“I didn't know how I was going to find out where they were
keeping her. But if she’s escaped, there’s only one place she can be
headed. The emergency escape shuttles.”

“What are you thinking? Don't be stupid.”

“T'll be fine, 'm armed.”

“What?”
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“I found a gun on one of the guards Karina took out. She must
have taken his primary weapon but overlooked his backup.”

“You don’t know the first thing about handling a gun. You'll only
be a danger to yourself. Get back here right now,” Tigris pleaded.

“I didn't have any trouble shooting it. I also found some data
goggles to help me see in the dark.”

“Stop what you’re doing, Calendula. I can’t bear to see you die.”

“Im sorry, but there’s no turning back now,” Calendula said.
“I feel as if something inside me has been shattered. At the same
time, my mind is clear.”

“That’s the fever talking. You've been infected. You're sick. Right
now you're not thinking straight. Come home so you can have your
medicine and rest, Calendula. I promise I won't leave your side.”

“How are the children?”

“Fighting the fever like the others, but they’re tough. They’ll
stay strong until they enter remission.”

“Look after them for me, Tigris.”

“Please don't go. I'm begging you.”

Calendula ended the transmission. Then ey ran down the cor-
ridor with the gun in eir hand.

Using his implant, Shirosaki split up the members of his security
unit into teams and dispatched them to guard the escape shuttles.
Then he proceeded to put on his ballistic suit. With their depleted
numbers, he would have to engage in combat himself. Even if
Karina did not surface near his position, he would have to get
between Karina and Harding to keep him from killing her.

Harding was intent on killing Karina. Miles’s death had put
him over the edge.

Shirosaki was painfully aware of Harding’s need for revenge.
But at the same time, he desperately wanted the data Karina was
holding—coveted it, in fact. Even learning how the parasitic ma-
chine worked would help the medical team save the Rounds.

Shirosaki called Kline from his implant. “I'm headed for
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shuttle number three now. How much power has been restored
to the station?”

“We managed to get some of the high-velocity elevators working.”

“Any near my current location?”

“There is one working elevator in your vicinity.”

“Any concern about it malfunctioning?”

“No, it’s been cleared with maintenance.” After a pause, Kline
informed Shirosaki of another piece of bad news. “Dr. Tei is down
with the fever.”

“The doctor’s been infected?”

“It appears so.”

“The doctor was wearing eir protective suit when ey was exam-
ining the Rounds. How in the world was ey infected?”

“The doctor thinks it was Karina.”

“I don't understand.”

“None of the station staff or Karina have manifested symp-
toms, so the doctor assumed that Monaurals can’t be infected. But
maybe they can be carriers of the disease,” Kline explained. “If
what the doctor is saying is true, it’s possible everyone who's been
in contact with Karina, including the people who interrogated her,
may have been infected. We may be looking at a good number of
security personnel, including you.”

Shirosaki quickly did the math in his head. The security team
members who had cornered Karina in the maintenance shaft, Hard-
ing and the two guards present during the interrogation, and him-
self. “So the reason Karina has been running around the station is—"

“She may be a carrier and is trying to spread the agent through-
out the station.”

Unbelievable, Shirosaki thought. 7o think that Karina would use
her own body to spread a potentially lethal contagion.

But if she would resort to such methods, she must be familiar
with the nature of the dispersed substance. Even she isn’t so suicidal
as to poison her own body without knowing how to neutralize its

effects afterward.
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“What is the doctor’s condition?” Shirosaki asked.

“Despite running a very high fever, ey seems conscious and
alert. Ey asked me to pass a message on to you.”

“What is it?”

“Ey was sorry for having accused you earlier. Ey knows you're
here fighting as much as the Rounds. Ey also said, please don't die.
Ey asked me to tell you that ey didn’t want you to throw away your
life needlessly.”

“Please tell the doctor that ey needn’t worry. I'm not so easily
angered. Once we've dealt with Karina, I'll look in on the doctor.

Tell em ey can count on it.”
“I'll do that,” said Kline. “Be careful, Commander.”

“You too, Ms. Kline.”

KARINA WAS ABLE to visualize her exact location as she con-
tinued moving toward the shuttle. She had been coming to
Jupiter-I as a scientist for ten years, and in the last two years
especially, Karina had walked every inch of the station and
committed it to memory.

From the location of the room where she'd been kept to the
closest high-velocity elevator that would take her to the shuttle, as
well as the alternative routes to get to her destination—all flashed
across Karina’s mind without having to rely on a map.

Karina took a mental tally of how many security personnel she
had disposed of.

The two in the maintenance shafts, four during the escape from
the room, the three that had pursued her afterward. The four she'd
shot when she'd been on the run with Fortia. That made thirteen.
Since there were forty members on the security force, that made
twenty-seven left standing.

The cockpit of the shuttle that Lobe attempted to board had been
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destroyed in the gunfight. Aside from the shuttles dedicated to the
special district, there were only three operable shuttles remaining.
And the two cargo vessels from Asteroid City. With the exception
of the passenger vessel the relief team had come in on, the security
force would have to split up to guard all five of the remaining space-
craft, making out to roughly five members per vessel. Even if the
station staff were sent to aid in the defense, there was little help that
a bunch of gun-toting amateurs would be able to offer.

Five more. Five more kills and she would be able to board
a vessel.

Having seized not just the ballistic vests but the firearms and
ammunition of the guards shed killed, Karina was amply armed.

Although a bullet at close range would likely break her ribs
or certainly injure her anywhere else, thanks to her vest neither
would prove fatal. She would be able to go on fighting as long as
the neural inhibitor was working. She would be able to withstand
a hit or two.

And as long as they wanted the data, they couldn’t kill her. But
there was nothing stopping Karina from killing them.

Harding was the one she had to worry about. The bastard was
out for blood. She could see it in his eyes. Harding was using the
job as an excuse to come after her with everything he had.

As prepared as she'd been, Karina could not help but smile bit-
terly at how she'd been doing nothing but killing since shed ar-
rived. When she left Libra, she had sworn to never pick up a gun
again. How had her life come to this?

After Karina had learned to fire a gun at age nine and been
party to countless acts of terrorism by the end of her teens, her last
kill on Earth had been her own mother.

When a Libra sleeper cell took an all-out attack by antiterror
forces, Karina and her mother had run into each other during
their ragged escape.

Her mother had been trying to catch up to the others fleeing
the compound.
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Karina had been in the midst of fleeing Libra.

“Help me get back with the others,” her mother had begged.
Karina had cried, “No more,” and pointed her gun. Her mother’s
face grew red with rage and terror, and she opened her mouth
like a snake threatening to swallow her prey whole and shouted
hysterically. “Youre going to shoot me? Your own mother? Who
do you think raised you? Put food in your mouth?”

“Ive had enough,” cried Karina. “You—a mother? Don’t make
me laugh. You fell in with a good-for-nothing man and dragged
me along for your selfish desires. I couldn’t go to school. I have
been on the run my entire life because of you. I've wanted to kill
you for a very long time. Since I was a kid, I knew I had to kill you
to get out of this life.”

“You'll go to hell for this,” her mother said. “God will never
forgive what you're about to do. Never.” She pointed to the sky
and, like a ruined woman, let out a shriek with her very last breath.
“Look up at the sky! The eye of God.”

Karina pulled the trigger. It took all of two bullets to fell her
mother, whod been worn down by years of fugitive life. She had
gone quietly. Like a toy whose batteries had run down, she fell to
the ground never to be revived again.

In that moment, Karina felt as if a wall had come crumbling
down around her. Karina had heard the angels trumpeting the
end of her imprisonment and saw Jacob’s ladder descend from the
heavens where her mother had pointed. And while she had obvi-
ously not seen angels dancing atop its rungs, she had clearly heard
a benediction rain down from the gray sky above.

She had sobbed and basked in how suddenly vast her world
had become. How this beautiful world belonged to her. She was
free to live as she pleased without anything to tie her down, with-
out having to live on the run.

Karina left her mother’s body where it fell and ran.

Run. Forget. She was done with this life. She would go back to
the life before Libra. She was ready for any hardship, prepared to
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work her fingers to the bone. Karina resolved to save some money
and live on her own. As long as she didn’t have to kill, she would
find some reason to live, no matter how mundane it was.

For several years afterward, Karina experienced a different kind
of adversity. Living a normal life had turned out to be a greater
challenge than a life of killing.

Nevertheless, Karina endured. She had toiled and saved through
less than commendable methods, and although she had no one to
celebrate her admission to university with, she was happy.

Finally, a life I can call my own.

Before Karina knew it, twenty years had passed. Having aban-
doned Earth, she had moved to Europa, one of Jupiter’s satellites,
spending her days researching the marine organisms inhabiting
the ocean. As tedious as the job was, she had grown to appreci-
ate its simple rewards. Above all, she had grown to love Europa’s
microorganisms. There was something tender and precious about
the way they persevered in Europa’s harsh environment without
complaint.

Karina had reached an age where she could look at herself in
the mirror and count the number of years she had left.

There was also a hint of her mother creeping into her aging
countenance.

So you've chased me down here, Karina sneered. But that threat
was no longer something she had to worry about.

In killing her, Karina had deprived her mother of the oppor-
tunity to speak for her sins and deprived herself of the chance to
hear an apology.

There would be no apology from her mother, ever. Nor any
admission of guilt. She had died believing she was right, and it
was Karina whod killed oft the opportunity to make her repent
and squandered her only chance to witness her mother’s remorse.

But whether such an opportunity would have ever arrived was
never clear.

One day, several years after Karina had started working at the
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research station on Europa, the director of the station received a
package of frozen fruit from Earth.

After opening the package for all of the researchers to see,
Director Weil had boasted that while research supplies and pro-
visions were brought in from Mars, these had been sent to him
from a friend on Earth.

“They’re frozen but naturally grown,” Weil had said. “These
fruit weren’t grown in any greenhouse but in a tropical region on
Earth. They smell and taste like the sun.”

Weil had shared the fruit with everyone in the station.

Karina took the mango in her hand; a distant memory came
rushing back to her.

Mangoes.

The Summer Dome.

'The Summer Dome was a conservatory housing tropical plants
and animals where Karina liked to go when she was seven and still
living in Japan.

She had looked forward to seeing how various tropical fruits
had grown with every visit and delighted in observing the green,
unripened fruit gradually turn color. Mangoes, papayas, passion
fruit. Although she had tasted them as juices or sherbet, she had
never eaten the actual fruit.

I wonder what they taste like, she had mused as a curious seven-
year-old. Are they more delicious when picked off the branch? Or may-
be they're surprisingly bitter. No, they have to be delicious, considering
how much care is given to growing them.

One day, giving in to temptation, Karina had climbed up onto
the stone wall and reached for one of the fruit. After struggling on
her tiptoes, she picked a mango oft a branch and was caressing it
tenderly in her arms when someone called out to her.

“Do you like mangoes?”

Karina nearly jumped out of her shoes and shot her eyes in
every direction.

She found a boy several years older than she looking up at her
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from a distance. The moment their eyes met, she felt a shiver run
down her spine. Her body went stiff, overcome by shame at having
been seen. It was enough to make her want to cry.

'The boy bounded closer and scrambled up the stone wall to
where she stood. Though he didnt speak his name, he appeared
innocent enough. Standing on his toes, he began to pick the man-
goes that had been out of Karina’s reach and tossed them in her
arms until she told him to stop.

'The conservatory, though open to the public, wasn’t an orchard
where picking fruit was allowed. But like Karina, the boy appeared
to be itching to get his hands on them.

Perhaps he was glad to have found a co-conspirator.

Struggling with the mangoes in her arms, Karina found herself
laughing. When she looked at him, the boy smiled bashfully for
the first time.

By then they had become fast friends.

Karina and the boy went around the conservatory picking fruit
from one tree after the next. Every time they happened upon a
rare fruit, they twisted it off the tree without any reservation, not
for the purpose of eating it but just to revel in the act when no
adults were looking. It was their delinquency that thrilled them.
‘They were enthralled by what was forbidden. The two might have
romped around together for about an hour. As night began to
descend over the conservatory, the boy simply said, “I'll see you
around,” and left.

But Karina never saw the boy again. Any chance of returning
to the Summer Dome had been lost forever when she began her
tugitive life with her mother.

Such was the memory that had flitted across Karina’s mind as
she sat in her room in Europa’s research station and stared at the
half-frozen mango on the plate.

That's right. There was some part of the past worth holding on fo.
Some good memories.

Karina cut the dewy mango lengthwise first and then into
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smaller slices. She popped one of the slices in her mouth and felt
a freezing pain pulsate in her brain. She grinned at the absurdity
of eating something so cold on a frozen rock like Europa. The
mango neither tasted nor smelled like the sun as Weil had touted,
but the juicy flesh was delicious.

More than the novelty of receiving such an expensive package,
the mango had made her acutely aware of the distance between
Europa and Earth.

Karina wondered if that boy had waited for her at the Summer
Dome. Did he go back to the stone wall where they met and wait
for her, until he gave up and eventually forgot that their day in the
trees had ever happened?

If the boy were still alive, he would be middle-aged by now.
Karina doubted he'd be very happy to see her, especially given the

woman she was. A killer of dozens of innocent victims.

Karina heard the echo of footsteps trotting toward her and hugged
her body close to the wall.

The memories of the Summer Dome quickly faded as she
sharpened her senses to confront the reality at hand. She held her
breath and waited in the darkness for the enemy to come to her.

The footsteps stopped. Having sensed Karina’s presence, the
enemy appeared to be creeping closer without making a sound.
He was a trained professional. It had to be a security team mem-
ber. In which case, the enemy would be wearing data goggles, as
Karina was, to see in the dark.

Karina jumped out and sighted the enemy through her data
goggles.

Harding.

Karina reflexively squeezed the trigger on the submachine
gun. Harding shot back. She immediately felt the shock of sev-
eral bullets across her chest and torso. Despite the ballistic suit
protecting her, the pain would have been excruciating were it not
for the neural inhibitor. At close range, Harding also had to have
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taken some hard shots.

Karina endured the blunt impact of several more bullets as she
continued to fire down the corridor. A strange numbness came
over her. The submachine gun felt like a lead weight in her arms,
until she could no longer hold up the barrel to aim for Harding’s
head. Despite being able to suppress the pain sensors, she was still
expending an enormous amount of energy.

Suddenly, she began to fade as if she were about to fall into a
deep sleep.

Karina swore and willed herself forward. She was almost to the
shuttle. She wasn't about to die here.

SINCE HARDING HAD not counted on running into Karina en
route to the shuttle, he felt his blood turn hot at the sight of her in
the dark corridor. Just my luck. I'll end this right here.

He set aim on Karina’s head but missed wide of the mark upon
taking a spray of bullets from Karina’s submachine gun. Although
wearing a ballistic suit, he lacked Karina’s pain-suppression capa-
bility, and the impact of the bullets nearly put him on his knees.
He fell back against the wall. Despite the dull pain in his bones
and muscles clouding his mind, he kept himself from falling un-
conscious through sheer will.

When she ran out of bullets, Karina threw down the gun and
fired her speargun. The tip traced a straight line for Harding’s
chest. Harding twisted his body, and the spear stuck his side. As
the tip tore through the reinforced fiber of his suit and pierced
clean through his back, Harding raised his gun and fired at Karina.

Karina instantly let go of the speargun and dropped and rolled
across the floor. Drawing a pistol as she took to her feet, Karina
set her aim, but before she could shoot a bullet hit her left shoul-
der from the blind side.
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Harding glanced in the direction from where the bullet had
come and saw Calendula. The Round was holding a gun in eir
outstretched arms, wild-eyed and trembling.

Damn it! Harding panicked.

“Stay back!” Harding yelled, but it was useless. Calendula fired
one shot after the next in an attempt to finish the job, but none of
the shots found their target. Choosing escape over killing Hard-
ing or Calendula, Karina spun back out of sight.

“She got away because of you!” Harding shouted at Calendula,
who ran to his side.

“You would have been dead if I hadn’t shot her.”

Harding grabbed Calendula by the arm.

“Let go of me!” Calendula said, struggling to get free. “Karina
is getting away.”

“Your going after her is suicide. Stay out of the way, do you
hear me?”

“T’ll be fine. Next time, I'll shoot her in the head.”

Harding rammed Calendula in the stomach with the butt of his
gun. The shock of the impact ran up his arm to his injured side,
nearly rendering him unconscious. But it worked on the ill Round.

After laying the Round on the floor, Harding contacted the
“I've apprehended the Round that
broke out of the special district. Have somebody pick em up.”

“Is Calendula all right?” asked Kline. “What is eir condition?”

“Out like a light, but otherwise uninjured.”

“Good.”

“Good, you say? I lost Karina because of em.”

“You found Karina?”

“And exchanged fire. I had her in my sights, but this one got in

control center on his implant.

the way. Karina got away.”

“What about you? Are you all right?”

Harding cupped a hand around the spear stuck in his side and
answered, “I’'m fine.”

“From your present location, the closest shuttle is number three,”
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said Kline. “Karina is probably headed there.”

“Who’s been dispatched?”

“Security personnel from Shirosaki’s team are on their way
there now.”

“Tell me which elevator will take me there.”

“You'll find one just up ahead.”

“Good, I'm heading there now.”

Harding wasn’t about to let Shirosaki get there ahead of him.
Karina is mine. After ending the transmission, Harding tended to
the spear stuck in his side. He felt around his back and realized
the tip of the spear was barbed.

Pulling the spear out would seriously aggravate the wound. But
there was no conceivable way he would be able to run or negotiate
tight spaces with it sticking out of his side. Harding braced him-
self, gripping the end of the shaft with both hands, and pulled out
the spear in one motion.

He clenched his teeth as a flash of pain more violent than when
the spear had entered shot through his entire body. The molecular
machine inside his body would temporarily repair the wound. He
was still able to run. Karina wasn’t getting away from him so easily.

Harding squeezed a hand against the wound and staggered
forward.

Karina had to have been injured in the exchange. In fact, Hard-
ing had put a considerable hurt on Karina during the interroga-
tion. Though she might have been using something to dull the
pain now, she would be the one to tire out first when its effects
started to fade. He would put a bullet in her head when she could
run no longer. Getting the information about the plague afflicting
the Rounds was no longer a concern to him. Harding was going to
end her himself, no matter what the cost. Then he would write up
a report detailing a successful mission and go on home to Mars.

Back to Mars. The brother-in-arms with whom he'd made that
promise was gone. No matter how Harding might call out to him,
Miles would never answer again. He and the Round children were
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with God now. Harding had made an irredeemable mistake. He
had failed as a commander.

No, Harding had lost his fitness to lead long ago. Which was
why he burned to lay his life on the line this one last time.

Harding slowly limped toward the shuttle, leaving a slick blood
trail behind him.

It was only malice that kept Harding upright.

Karina arrived about the same time the Shirosaki team members
were gathering outside shuttle number three. She made a break
for the gate, spraying a barrage of bullets at the enemy, and disap-
peared down the corridor leading to the shuttle. The five security
team members chased Karina into the corridor.

Karina continued to shoot as the enemy funneled into the corri-
dor after her. As soon as one gun ran out of bullets, she threw it down
and drew another one, gradually inching her way toward the shuttle.

She felt her body going numb, unresponsive. Unable to take
down the advancing forces with carefully aimed shots, she contin-
ued to pepper the enemy with bullets, until finally she slipped into
the shuttle’s cockpit and locked the door behind her.

Although the navigational system was locked, Wolfren had told
her the security code beforehand. Karina punched in the fifty-digit
code and the navigational program came online.

Karina remained standing as she worked her fingers over the
control panel. After setting a course for Asteroid City and firing
up the main engines, Karina set the controls on autopilot. The
mooring lock was disengaged and the shuttlecraft began to pull
away from the bay.

Karina breathed a sigh of relief. Some rest, at last. She fell
back into the helmsman’s chair with the gun still gripped limply
in her hand.

Suddenly, she heard a voice from behind. “Drop your weapon
and get your hands above your head.”

Karina made no attempt to move. “Well, this is a surprise,” she
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said without looking back.

“I came a little late, so I was able to sneak aboard without any-
one noticing. You put a world of hurt on my men,” Shirosaki said,
his gun pointed at the back of Karina’s head. “Why did you run? I
was prepared to listen to a deal.”

“What deal could I have made from my cell? I had to secure an
escape route first. Once this shuttle is safely away from the station,
I'll listen to what you have to say.”

“It’s time you started talking to me. Tell me about the parasitic
machine.”

“If you kill me now, you'll never find out.”

“Do you hate the Rounds that much?”

“I'm not motivated by such trifling emotions. I'm merely here
on ajob.”

“That isn’t what Fortia would have me believe.”

“Well, maybe jealousy has something to do with it,” Karina said
with a cynical laugh. “The Rounds live a carefree life, protected
by a security detail, without any knowledge about Earth or Mars.
They're afforded every comfort. I'm not the only one that feels this
way. Apart from the conservative majority and the Vessel of Life,
there have to be more than a few among those who usually turn a
blind eye that hate the Rounds.”

“Their silence merely signals their acceptance.”

“Are you speaking of the silent majority? Just because they say
nothing doesn’t mean they accept the Rounds. What proof do
you have that they don't despise the Rounds? If they knew the
astronomical operating costs of the special district and the names
of the officials skimming off the top, the silent majority would be
sure to rethink how they regard the Rounds. They’ll demand that
money go into welfare programs, not toward creating bigenders.”

“That isn’t what this is about,” Shirosaki said.

“The ordinary masses think on the same plane. The police are
nothing more than an arm of the state—the ruling class. You have
no idea what the masses are feeling.”
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“You're not suggesting the ruled masses are always right.”

“That’s a difficult question to answer. There are idiots all
around us.”

“The conservative majority is driven by instinctual hate, by the
knee-jerk fear of anyone unlike themselves. They want to crush
whatever they view as worthless before it acquires any sort of
newfound value. There is nothing rational or sensible about them,”
Shirosaki said. “They’re consumed by twisted prejudice, pure and
simple. They’re afraid of the minority overtaking them someday
to become the majority. But if that’s how the tide shifts, so be it.
Eventually, there will be another shift and another, like a seesaw.”

“How very radical of you,” said Karina. “Have you been poi-
soned by Kline’s ideas too?”

Suddenly, Shirosaki felt himself being jerked back as the shut-
tle thrusted forward. Without skipping a beat, Karina launched
out of the chair, twirled around easily in the reduced-gravity envi-
ronment, and pointed her gun at Shirosaki.

Shirosaki dodged the first shot and fired back. They exchanged
fire at close range, the bullets shredding the fiber of their ballistic
suits. Shirosaki winced as one bullet grazed his cheek and ear.

Karina’s gun clicked empty. Karina threw the gun down and
lunged at Shirosaki. He swept aside her punch and swung with
his gun. Karina evaded the attack and unleashed a kick. Shirosaki
wrung his body away hard.

The shuttlecraft cleared the station and the autopilot program
began to take a flight angle toward Asteroid City.

Karina grabbed Shirosaki’s gun arm. Overpowered by Karina’s
strong grip, Shirosaki reflexively pulled the trigger. Several shots
hit the control panel, and Karina’s face grew ashen. The shuttle-
craft accelerated before the navigational system had fixed course
and began to veer from the flight plan.

Karina pummeled Shirosaki in the face, wrested away his gun,
and leapt at the controls. The shuttlecraft decelerated per Kari-
na’s command and switched to inertial guidance mode, rendering
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the inside of the vessel a zero-gravity environment. The reverse
thrusters and directional controls were not responding.

Unable to repair the damage, Karina turned to Shirosaki and
said, “Look at what you've done. We've gone off course.”

In zero-gravity conditions, Karina was easily able to yank Shi-
rosaki toward her and shove him in front of the controls. “Get the
shuttle to stop.”

Shirosaki quickly scanned the gauges and said slowly, “Give me
the data on the parasitic machine first.”

Karina turned her back on the cockpit entrance and aimed the
gun at the back of Shirosaki’s head. “If you want to live, you'll do
as I say.”

“In exchange for the data.” Turning around, Shirosaki con-
fronted Karina with a look of calm. “Your move, Karina. If you kill
me now, you won't stop this shuttle. Turnabout is fair play.”

'The two looked each other in the eye for several moments until
Karina bit her lip and silently pulled the trigger.

Shirosaki stood motionless. C/ick.

When Karina realized she was out of bullets, an enervated look
came over her face.

Shirosaki looked at her with sad eyes. “You lose, Karina Majella.”

Just then, he heard a quick, sharp noise, like a harsh whisper.

4

Karina froze.

Shirosaki’s eyes grew wide at the reddish-black stain spreading
around the spear sticking out of Karina’s chest. She swept a hand
across the wound and gazed at the blood glistening on her palm.
Her body quivered, not out of shock but from the spasms fortel-
ling her death.

Suddenly Karina twisted her face and thrashed violently, like a
harpooned fish, her usual look of scorn a distant memory. What
stood before Shirosaki now was an animal struggling desperately
to pull the spear out of its chest.

Unbeknownst to Shirosaki, the effects of the neural inhibitor
had worn off, and Karina was instantly assaulted by excruciating
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pain. The collective pain from the shocks and beating of the inter-
rogation, her broken toes, the gunshot wound in her leg, and the
speargun piercing through her back and lung had bombarded her
brain at once, signaling her end. Karina cried out from the pain
tearing through her body. No longer in any condition to devise a
counterattack, Karina could only writhe in agony.

Karina’s impaler flung her against the wall by the spear. Hard-
ing walked stiff-leggedly into the cockpit, his boots magnetized.
Harding trained his gun at Karina, making certain Shirosaki
would not get caught in the crossfire, and drilled two bullets into
the back of her neck.

Crimson blood spurted out of her throat and mouth, the drop-
lets spraying the air like beads from a broken necklace.

Shirosaki swallowed and stared at Karina’s profile.

Karina continued to twist and turn, drenched in her own blood,
frantically resisting the moment her light would be snuffed out,
her soul plucked from her body. With one hand clutching her
chest, she reached out with the other at something imaginary.
Wiatching as she cradled something in her arms, Shirosaki was hit
with a pang of nostalgia but didn't know why.

Karina stopped in mid-motion with a look of agony frozen
on her face. The light in her eyes had gone out. Her body floated
inside the vessel, a lifeless mass.

Harding approached and after putting his fingers against her
neck to confirm Karina’s death, he muttered, “Good riddance.”

“Thanks.”

“I didn't do it to save you. I was only thinking of killing her.”

Shirosaki checked over the navigational system and a cold
sweat began to form on his brow.

“Don't tell me we lost control of the shuttle,” said Harding.

“The system’s been shot out. The shuttle is headed for Jupiter.”

“Are you telling me we're flying into Jupiter?”

“No, we’ll probably crash into Io first,” Shirosaki said.

“The thought of diving headfirst into a sea of magma doesn’t
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exactly turn me on. Can you fix it?”

“Negative. We don’t have the necessary equipment, not the
least which I don't have that kind of engineering knowledge.”

“So we're just going to go down with Karina in a ball of flames?”

“There’s another way—we get the station to send another shuttle
after us. We might be saved if we can rendezvous with the shuttle.”

Shirosaki moved out of the cockpit to check the shuttle door to
see if it could be opened manually. But when he got there, he dis-
covered the manual controls had been damaged in the shootout
with Karina. Shirosaki couldn’t get the door to budge.

Giving up, Shirosaki checked the air lock used to exit the
spacecraft for extravehicular activity. With the green lamp on, the
air lock appeared to be operational. But the hatch could not be
used to dock with another shuttle. Shirosaki and Harding would
have to exit the spacecraft wearing space suits and spacewalk to
the shuttle themselves.

Shirosaki returned to the cockpit and explained the escape plan
to Harding.

Harding looked pale, having lost a lot of blood. Though the
bleeding had stopped, he appeared stricken and spent, not to
mention irritable.

“Exit the shuttle?” Harding snapped. “The radiation in the Jo-
vian atmosphere will fry our cells beyond repair.”

“Not immediately. The hard-shell suit should protect us a little,and
the molec machines in our bodies should repair some of the damage.”

“If you want to go, you go on ahead. I'm too banged up to get
into a suit. Forget about me and get the hell out of here.”

“Don’t talk like that,” said Shirosaki. “We’re not done here.”

Shirosaki dragged down two space suits from the rack.

“Youre wasting your time,” said Harding.

“If we do nothing, we’ll fly straight into Io. You and I will hold
out somehow until the rescue shuttle gets here. That’s the choice
we've got. You have a family too. Don't you want to get back to
them on Mars, or would you rather die here with Karina? You
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can't let her have the last laugh for taking you down with her.”

Harding made no effort to move.

“Get up,” barked Shirosaki. “Think about getting back to your
family.”

Shirosaki forced Harding’s body into a suit. Harding twisted
his face in pain but did not put up a fight. Thanks to the zero-
gravity environment aboard the shuttlecraft, Shirosaki found it
surprisingly easy to strap Harding into the hard-shell suit. After
confirming Harding’s suit was leakproof, Shirosaki climbed into
one of his own. Holding Harding under his arm, Shirosaki kicked
off the floor and floated toward the exit.

Harding kicked Karina’s lifeless body with his good leg as
they floated past. Karina and the blood globules surrounding
her drifted slowly toward the control panel.

Shirosaki moved along the wall to reach the air lock and operated
the touch panel to deactivate the lock. He entered the chamber
with Harding and closed the hatch behind them. The decompres-
sion sequence initiated automatically. After confirming that the
pressure inside the air lock had reached zero, Shirosaki opened
the outer hatch.

Without any scenic markers in the star-filled darkness as
frames of reference to determine their inertial velocity, the shuttle
appeared to be at a complete stop.

Shirosaki thrust himself into the void.

Suddenly his left periphery took on a colorful hue. He twisted
his body in that direction, and a majestic vision of Jupiter filled his
view. So enormous was the planet before him that it barely looked
spherical but like a flat wasteland, etched with intricate striations
that stretched as far as the eye could see.

Shirosaki burned the gas jets on his suit in the direction of
Jupiter, slowing their velocity.

The two men silently watched the hulking white shuttle pass
their flanks.
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“You still with me?” Shirosaki asked Harding, after activating the
rescue beacon.

“Yeah, I'm here,” mumbled Harding.

“Look,” Shirosaki said. “To.”

A small shadow floated before them with Jupiter’s striations in
the background. The radius of Io was approximately three hun-
dred kilometers larger than that of Europa. In contrast to Europa,
a moon covered in ice, lo was a fiery moon rife with volcanic
activity. The active volcanoes, whose names were derived from
the fire gods of many Earth cultures, erupted, spewed molten
lava across the rocky terrain, and at times spit plumes reaching a
height of over a hundred kilometers. Up close, Io was a blazing
yellow moon dotted with black and auburn spots.

Shirosaki and Harding stared at the gaseous plumes climbing
into space. The shuttlecraft flew a straight path toward Io. Shiro-
saki imagined the moment the shuttle would crash into Io’s sur-
face. The metal coffin containing Karina’s body would break in
two, completely engulfed by the molten waves, and be incinerated.
Or perhaps the shuttle would plummet straight into the gaping
mouth of a volcano, and Karina would disappear into the volca-
nic ocean along with the vessel. It was a fitting end for a woman
whod chosen to live violently and known only killing. She had
been like a flame. Having burned herself and others to ruin her
entire life, Karina had only found meaning in turning everything
to ash. Shirosaki had no ruler by which to measure the value of
such a way of life.

“Feels a little like offering up a sacrificial lamb,” muttered Hard-
ing. “Like making a sacrifice to the gods with Io as the altar. Makes
me want to sing a mass for the dead.” Harding hoarsely recited one
verse from Mozart’s Requiem: “When the damned are confounded
and consigned to keen flames, call me with the blessed.”

Saying nothing, Shirosaki floated in space, holding Harding in

his arms.
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“Will you listen to my confession, Shirosaki?” Harding asked.

“I'm not a priest. I have no interest in hearing penance.”

“Not that. It’s about Veritas.”

“Veritas?”

“A Round in the special district. Ey was...a friend.”

“A friend? But you hate the Rounds.”

“It was because we were friends that I grew to hate em. I
thought I understood, but then I wasn't so sure and I got scared. I
had to push em away.”

“Why don’t you tell me about it when we’re back at the sta-
tion?” said Shirosaki, sensing a lengthy confession. “Right now,
you should conserve your energy.”

“I may not last until the shuttle gets here. Let me get this oft
my chest.”

Shirosaki did not answer.

Taking Shirosaki’s silence as a sign of consent, Harding began
to talk in a deep murmur.

“When my team began our year-long detail on Jupiter-I, the
special district wasn't as restricted as it is now. It was common to see
the Rounds roaming the residential district, and the staft were fine
with it. When we first arrived here, we often mistook the Rounds
for staff, since they wear the same uniforms, and we could only rec-
ognize the Rounds as either male or female,” Harding said. “We
chatted with them when we saw them in the mess and relaxation
room and visited the special district. Even enjoyed a game of zero-
gravity squash in the zero-G zone from time to time.

“And you saw that bioengineered forest,” said Harding. “To
those of us raised on planets, the special district was like a lush
greenhouse. It was a place I used to go to relax.

“Veritas was an astrophysicist, whose job was planetary obser-
vation, and was researching Jupiter. Ey had that slender look of a
woman, but once we got to talking, ey seemed like a stand-up guy
to me, so we hit it off right away. We shared the same generational
sensibilities that made you forget ey was a Round, probably because
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ey had spent so much time working with the staft outside the spe-
cial district, like Dr. Tei. Veritas had an impartial way of looking at
things that was like a breath of fresh air to me. Who knows what
Veritas saw in me?” he said. “Although, ey said ey didn’t know any
security-types like me in the special district. Many of the Rounds
act on their curiosity, I suppose. They’re a subspecies driven by space
exploration, so if that need isn't being met, they have a tendency of
satisfying their inquisitiveness through those around them. Just as
we were trying to figure them out, the Rounds were trying to do the
same just as intensely.

“As time passed, my relationship with Veritas began to change.
It’s hard to say how it started. But we liked each other from the
start, so we were suddenly drawn to each other. I realized that
I was feeling something more than male camaraderie. Not in a
homosexual way. I was attracted to the female part of Veritas. Hu-
mans are nothing more than animals. Once I became aware of
the female half of em, I got a little skittish. And to make matters
worse, half of Veritas is biologically female. Maybe it’s because
I could recognize the male half of em, too, that eir female half
seemed all the more radiant.

“Pitiful, right?” Harding said. “A man in his forties with a wife
and kids. But I couldn’t help myself. I couldn’t get Veritas out of
my head. I tried to resist, but it didn’t work. One day, I finally
crossed the line.”

Harding paused for a moment. Shirosaki could hear Harding
breathing heavily over the transmitter inside the suit. “You should
stop talking.”

“No, let me do this. This is where the story gets good,” Harding
said. “I figured, we're both adults responsible for our own actions.
Maybe if I sleep with em once, I'll stop fantasizing about it and be
able to put it out of my mind. Veritas consented right away. Since
the Round male sexual organs are hidden from view, I was able
to get inside Veritas without feeling too weird about it. Eir male
organ began to react too, of course, but by then, I was engaged in
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the act and frankly, I did everything not to notice that part of em.
Out of sight, out of mind. I chose not to see what I'd rather not.
I made love to Veritas as if ey were a woman, and Veritas let me.
It was a convenient trick, but we were both satisfied at the time.

“Under normal circumstances, we would have been fine. All
we did was satisfy our sexual needs. It was there and then gone.
A one-night stand between two consenting adults, but we didn’t
stop there. At first, I was the one to make love to em, but soon,
that wasn't enough for Veritas. It was inevitable, considering the
Rounds are absolute hermaphrodites. They achieve a psychologi-
cal balance by simultaneously loving as a man and being loved
as a woman. Their mentality is fundamentally different from
ours. Sure, Veritas knew that I was a Monaural from the start.
Ey must've known what ey was getting into, but the body reacts
independently from what the brain might be thinking. This ar-
rangement couldn’t last.

“As cold as this may sound, I was content to go on satisfying
my sexual needs as a man. But Veritas didn't know how to relieve
eir own needs as a man. What, you think ey should have got oft
with another Round?” asked Harding. “At first, that’s exactly what
ey did, but Veritas soon discovered it wasn’t going to work. That
eir lust wasn't going to disappear until ey’d satisfied those feelings
with me. Because that’s essentially what love is—the burning de-
sire to consummate a relationship with a specific partner. Which
is why Veritas couldn’t stand not being able to love me as a man.”

Shirosaki’s eyes grew wide. “Wa—wait,” he stuttered. “You're
not saying Veritas—"

“Ey came to me wanting to love me as a man. What ey was
demanding was that I engage in a homosexual relationship. Now
P'm perfectly aware that as a social norm, we’re not supposed to
discriminate against queers. At the same time, I have both a rea-
son and the right to refuse that kind of proposition.

“I only wanted Veritas’s female half. So I did everything to deny

eir male half any sexual pleasure. I suppose that kind of sadism got
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me off even more. And I have to admit, the fact that I was flouting
a taboo had something to do with it. It was a dirty way to treat
Veritas, I know. But I kept telling myself that I wasn't a Round. I
told em that I could never be the woman in this relationship. I'm
not a woman, but a Monaural man. I couldn’t do what ey asked, I
told Veritas. I just couldn’t give over my body in that way.

“Veritas didn't back down after one or two rejections. Ey start-
ed chasing me around the station, not like a jilted woman but
like a dog in rut. That was when I realized just how serious this
situation had become. Seeing no easy way out, all I could do was
run. It was around this time that the members of my security team
got wind of the mess that I was in—suddenly I was some kind of
laughingstock. They were outraged, of course, but their reaction
was more resigned than critical, probably because they recognized
it was a trap any warm-blooded man would have fallen for. So it
was Veritas they made a target of their mockery.”

“So what happened?” asked Shirosaki.

“I was painted into a corner, damn it,” answered Harding. “I
punched Veritas in front of the men. Called em a pervert and told
em to never come near me again. It wasn't that I hated em, but
I thought Veritas might give up with a strong enough push. The
team looked at us and laughed—I mean, bent over with tears in
their eyes. We were quite a freak show. But they were looking for
a diversion from their duties on the station, so I guess our affair
seemed like a farce to them.

“No one laughed out of malice, really. In a way, they had borne
witness to what was essentially human nature. They had seen an
incident that could very easily have happened to them, and their
reaction was to laugh, that’s all.

“But a Round like Veritas couldn’t understand that or what was
so wrong about eir behavior. Couldn’t understand why I hit em or
why the team was laughing at us. I found out later that even the
Rounds had turned a cold shoulder to Veritas. But ey had insisted
that ey had done nothing wrong. Ey believed that I would come
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around eventually if we talked about it. But my team and I had
crushed eir resolve by laughing at em.

“That night, after realizing there was no place for em inside the
station, Veritas tried to kill emself. Ey slit eir throat with a knife,
but I guess the cut wasn’t deep enough. One of the Rounds found
em soaked in eir own blood.

“It was shocking the way the entire station swept the incident
under the rug. Kline shrugged it off as a cultural collision that was
bound to happen eventually. Preda used Wagi’s medical diagnosis
and advice to craft a report that would nip the incident in the bud.
He treated Veritas’s attempted suicide as an accident to avoid an
investigation by the Planetary Bioethics Association.

“The Rounds also kept quiet, feeling they were responsible for
Veritas too.

“To prevent another incident, the supervisors restricted access
and contact with the special district. Everyone did their damned-
est to keep from pointing fingers, recognizing that if a heated de-
bate broke out, it would tear this tiny station apart. Yeah, everyone
was real adult about it. Not a single punk screaming justice among
them. Neither was there a clear villain to condemn. It all went
down pretty quietly, really.

“Veritas and I were made to swear before Kline to never see
each other again. Wagi ordered me to counseling, but I ignored
it. I wasn't sick, for crying out loud, just stupid at love. I didn't
much like the idea of seeing Dr. Tei either. Seeing the doctor only
reminded me of Veritas.

“The moment I was denied access to the special district and
Veritas, for some reason, I began to feel bitter.

“Don't ask me why,” said Harding. “I didn't even know what I
was angry about. Before I knew it, I was the only one obsessing
over an incident that was supposed to have been settled.

“Did I really hate the Rounds or love them? Was I angry at
Veritas or at myself? Or maybe I was just spooked that my re-
lationship with Veritas made me realize that I might have been
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bisexual all along and was desperately trying to deny it.”

Shirosaki remained silent.

“Well, are you going to say something?” Harding asked.

“I'm not a Catholic, so this confession of sins is lost on me. You
start taking count, there’s no end to it. That goes for this assign-
ment. Just look at the body count we racked up on Jupiter-I over
this mission. That’s a heck of a lot more sinful if you ask me.”

Harding let out a deep sigh.

With Harding in his arms, Shirosaki burned the gas jets to
reposition themselves.

When they turned around, they saw the rescue shuttle, piloted
by Arino, approaching.
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AFTER SHIROSAKI AND Harding were picked up and flown
back to the station, they were immediately examined by the
medical team. Their wounds were treated and the two received a
booster injection of molecs to repair the tissue damage.

Harding lay unconscious in the bed next to Shirosaki. “How is
he doing?” Shirosaki asked Wagi.

“Not good,” answered the doctor. “On top of being badly
injured, he’s suffering from severe radiation exposure.”

“I see.”

“That goes for you too,” said Wagi disapprovingly. “You shaved
ten to twenty years off your life.”

After a while, Tei entered the sickroom. Ey looked gaunt, but
ey seemed less feverish and steadier on eir feet.

Tei whispered something in Dr. Wagi’s ear. After Wagi nodded
and excused himself from the room, Tei came around to Shiro-
saki’s bedside.

“How are you feeling?” Shirosaki asked.

“Strange—to have a patient asking after me,” answered Tei
with a wan smile. “I thought you should know there was some
critical information found on Karina’s personal computer at Eu-
ropa’s research station.”

“Really?” said Shirosaki, raising a brow. “The data on the parasitic
machine?”

267
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“No, the names of the Vessel of Life’s main players behind this
plot and a detailed record of their plans—more like Karina’s last
will and testament. Just as Karina had said, she was reluctant to
go along with the plan. Shed lost interest in terrorism after leav-
ing Libra. Apparently she'd studied biology because she genuinely
wanted to research the marine life on Europa. When she met
Kline ten years ago, she had been completely clean, which was
probably why Kline had trusted her. Karina took on the plan two
years ago. By then she was a trusted presence here, so she was able
to get past all the security checks. That was probably the reason
why the Vessel of Life recruited her. They had anticipated the dif-
ficulty of infiltrating Jupiter-I otherwise.”

“Why did she do it?”

“It appears she was being threatened,” Tei said. “Someone with
knowledge of her past had made contact with Karina to enlist her
services. At first, Karina refused. Even when they threatened to
out her as a terrorist, she didn’t bend at first. Perhaps because she'd
braced for that possibility all along, that tactic proved ineffective.
It was upon learning that Europa’s marine organisms had been
taken hostage that Karina had buckled.”

“Wait, what hostages on Europa?”

“The Vessel of Life threatened to poison and wipe out the bi-
otic community in Europa’s ocean if she didn’t cooperate. Even
it she were to resist by committing suicide, Europa’s marine life
would die. In short, however she tried to resist, unless Karina
agreed to infiltrate and sabotage Jupiter-I, Europa’s biotic com-
munity would be destroyed.”

“And that was more than Karina could bear.”

“Karina thought nothing about the lives of other humans, much
less her own. But she seemed to have regarded Europa’s organ-
isms with the utmost respect, perhaps because in their presence
she could forget her own past. To Karina, those tiny lives were as
sacred as the gods themselves, and we far paled by comparison.”

“That sounds exactly the way Karina might see things,” said
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Shirosaki, flashing a bitter smile.

“There’s more. Apparently the Vessel of Life had handed her
a package—a virus with a 99 percent morbidity rate, capable of
infecting and killing indiscriminately, Round or Monaural. When
Karinalearned the nature of this virus,she had mocked her employers.
What was the point of using such a weapon? It would shut down
Jupiter-I only temporarily, and the researchers and Rounds would
eventually return. That wasn't the way to achieve absolute success.
'Then she offered to create a bioweapon herself. And in two years,
Karina had created the parasitic machine, designed after a species
of crustacean parasite discovered in Europa’s ocean. A parasite
about two millimeters in length that reproduces inside its crab host.
Karina’s creation undergoes multiple metamorphoses from larva to
adult and acts upon its Round host differently at each stage.”

“A genetically modified organism?”

“Without a thorough examination, it’s hard to say whether it’s
organic or artificial. All we know is that it does unthinkable dam-
age to the human host.”

“How does it work?”

“Karina didn’t leave us any details, but Dr. Wagi discussed it
with Director Weil at Europa’s research station and came up with
several theories. After Dr. Wagi did some research on the data on
the crustacean parasite on which the parasitic machine is based,
and the various parasites on Earth, we came up with a theory.
First, the deaths of the Round infants had us fooled; the parasitic
machine isn’t lethal. In fact, it had been made to infect the Rounds
without killing them. The Round infants died because of their
underdeveloped immune systems. The parasitic machine isn’t
meant to kill the Rounds. It is meant to fix their sex.”

Shirosaki swallowed hard.

“The parasitic machine invades the Round host and attacks the
sex hormone system. In a short period, it renders one set of repro-
ductive organs—male or female—useless. Surgically transplanting
synthetic organs wouldn't do any good. Once the parasitic machine
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inhabits the Round host, it changes forms repeatedly and repro-
duces within the host until it dies, the way parasites do. And con-
tinually attacks the reproductive organs of one sex.”

“So when a Round is infected...”

“Eir biological sex is forcibly fixed as either male or female.”

“Which does it shut down?”

“That varies with the individual,” Tei said.

“Then how does it differentiate which sexual organs to attack?”

“Only one parasitic machine inhabits the host at any given
time. The infected Round’s sex is fixed according to the sexual
organs the parasitic machine chooses to attack. The substance
dispersed inside the special district was comprised not of eggs
but first-stage larvae. About one micron in length, the larvae have
tour dorsal wings.”

“Wings?”

“They fly. With the molecular motors attached to their wings.
Actually, the wings move like the fins of the crustacean parasites
after which the parasitic machine was designed. They've been en-
gineered to glide on the airstream of the air conditioning system
and the 0.38 G atmosphere of the special district. It’s thought
the capsules contained hundreds of thousands of these first-stage
larvae. The capsules were shot at the Rounds and burst, dispersing
a fine mist containing the larvae.”

Shirosaki shivered at the thought of hordes of microscopic in-
sects taking flight and latching onto the bodies of the Rounds.

“The first-stage larvae invade the respiratory organs and pen-
etrate the host through the skin too,” Tei continued. “When they
enter the blood vessels and detect the double-I chromosomes
unique to Rounds, the parasites shed their wings and enter the
second stage of metamorphosis by feeding on the host’s blood.
At the same time, they produce toxins to prevent other parasites
from growing, probably so the host’s body doesnt weaken from
over-infestation. It’s likely the toxins caused the fever the Rounds
have been experiencing since onset. It takes about a day for the
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second-stage larvae to die, leaving just one parasite to enter the
third stage of metamorphosis. Once the liver neutralizes the tox-
ins in the body, the fever goes down and the infected Round en-
ters remission.”

“So the reason why Karina was running around with Fortia as
her hostage and refused to talk—"

“She was stalling until this third stage. As the surviving third-
stage larva continues to travel inside the body, it eventually finds
either the male or female reproductive organ. Which one is
completely left up to chance. It burrows inside the tissue and
matures, never to leave the organ again. The parasite takes root
inside the tissue, essentially becoming a part of the body and
shutting down the organ’s functions. And that’s how the Round
host’s sex becomes fixed—male if the mature parasite inhabits
the female reproductive organ and female if the parasite inhabits
the male reproductive organ. Parasites lay one egg after the
next through self-fertilization. But since the parasite secretes
an incubation-inhibiting substance, the eggs do not hatch
immediately. They circulate throughout the Round host’s blood
system, and the vast majority of the eggs that the liver doesn’t
neutralize float in the bodily fluids. They probably can't be filtered
out of the blood because the eggs take refuge in the white blood
cells. Removing the infected organ doesn’t help. If the source
secreting the incubation-inhibiting substance disappears for
some reason, some of the eggs will hatch and will go through
the same life cycle, eventually shutting down the reproductive
function of one sexual organ.”

“And a new parasite will lay eggs all over again.”

“The parasitic machine wasn't made to kill any of the Rounds
but to eliminate one of their sexual functions. It’s likely its eggs
will enter any unborn child by way of the placenta.”

“But wouldn't artificial insemination prevent the fetus from be-
ing infected?”

“Karina must have thought of that,” said Tei. “No, we think
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that an unborn child will be infected, no matter what the
method of insemination.”

“How does it affect Monaurals?”

“It doesn’t affect Monaurals, though Monaurals can be carriers.”

“What sort of contact does it take?”

“Any direct or airborne contact. Inside a Monaural host, the
larvae keep their wings and do not transform past the first stage.
Instead, they multiply inside the lungs and are transmitted via
coughing or exhalation. By running around the station, Karina
was herself another vector for infection. We should assume most
of the station staff are already carriers. And the security staft.”

“What are you getting at?”

“Unless we come up with a treatment to fight this parasitic
molecular machine, the Monaurals won't be able to resume the
Round experiments. The Vessel of Life must have the data on the
parasitic machine and could be plotting to inflict the same type
of damage on Jupiter-I all over again. Even if we resumed our re-
search with an entirely new staff, an unsuspecting Monaural car-
rier from the planets might come to the station and transmit the
parasites to the vulnerable Round population. Karina may well
have succeeded in wiping out the bigender community on this
station. At the very least, our gender-free society is no more.”

Shirosaki thought he could hear Karina laughing in his ear.
“What are the chances the Rounds will regain their bigender
functions?”

“That depends on how far the research on the parasitic machine
continues to develop and how quickly we can keep up to find a
cure. Our battle with Karina has only just begun. But someday we
will become bigender again. If we make the most of humanity’s
knowledge and technology, I know we’ll see a day when we can
defeat the parasitic machine.”

“Have you been infected, Doctor?”

“Yes.”

“And your sex?”
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“I am male. But that doesn't mean I self-identify as male. The
Monaurals don’t suddenly become something else when they
lose their sexual function, do they? That goes for us too. We were
raised in a society where being bigender is a natural fact of life.
My generation has matured inherently identifying as both male
and female. Even though we have lost one of our sexual functions,
we remain bigender. Karina may have destroyed the Round physi-
ology, but she hasn’t destroyed our souls. No doubt Karina knew
that, but she had to do it to save Europa’s biotic community.” Tei
produced the St. Gerard medal from eir coat pocket and placed
it in Shirosaki’s palm. “I hope you bring the people responsible to
justice. For the sake of all the people who've died here.”

After eir condition stabilized, Fortia sent Album for Calendula
and Tigris.

Calendula did not put up a fight when Album arrived. In fact,
ey seemed to expect what was coming. Tigris quietly followed.

After bringing Calendula and Tigris back to the residence,
Album helped Fortia sit up in eir bed. Fortia rested eir back
against the pillow. “Do you know why I've asked you here?” ey
asked Calendula.

Calendula nodded once.

“Emotionally, I can understand what you did, having given
birth and raised children myself. But right now, I am the leader in
charge of this community. Anyone who disobeys an order must be
punished, or there will be others. Otherwise, this tiny community
will fall apart. Do you have any idea what a liability that would
be when we embark in space? If we are going to confront the un-
imaginable hardship that awaits us, our solidarity must be strong
and unshakable.”

‘T understand,” said Calendula, contrite. “I acted rashly. I'm sorry.”

“I order you to have your sex surgically fixed,” said Fortia.

'The words made Calendula’s body go stiff.

“I suspect the parasitic machine has already fixed your sex. But
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even if a treatment is found, you are forbidden to become bigen-
der again. You will remove the reproductive organs of one sex and
work among the Monaurals of this station as a Monaural yourself.
That’s your punishment.”

“So I am to leave the special district? You're banishing me?”

“You can think long and hard about what you've done. Your
crime isn't that you attempted to kill Karina, but that you led the
others in a revolt.”

“I did it for the Rounds,” said Calendula, eir voice trembling.

“I know that, which is why I can’t allow you to remain here.”

Album had been poised to jump in if Calendula tried to put up
a fight, but that proved to be an unnecessary concern.

“Tell me one thing,” said Calendula. “What will become of
my children?”

“They’ll remain in the special district. Don't worry. I promise they’ll
be cared for. Do you acknowledge and accept your punishment?”

Calendula retreated from Fortia’s bedside.

“Answer me, Calendula. I gave you a direct order.”

Calendula did not answer. Cocking eir head upward, ey glared
straight ahead as ey walked out of the room.

“You're to remain here,” Fortia said to a dumbfounded Tigris.
“You will raise your and Calendula’s two children. If you ever need
a hand, Album and I will be here to help.”

When Tigris came back to emself, ey shook eir head. “If Calen-
dula has to go, I'm going with em.”

“And the children?”

“They’ll come with us, of course.”

“Isn’t that being selfish?” muttered Album. “You're depriving
your children of the right to live as Rounds.”

“They’ve already been infected by the parasite. What point is
there now to living here?”

“When a cure is found, the Rounds will reclaim their bigender

bodies,” Fortia said gently. “And your children too. You're free to
go with Calendula, but leave the children here. Album and I will
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raise them. While you may be their parents, you have no right to
rob them of their futures.”

A hush pervaded the room. Tigris let the tension out of eir
shoulders and bowed toward Fortia. “I know they’ll be in good
hands in your care. Please look after them. The kids will have the
support of the entire community, but Calendula has only me to
look after em. I have to go.”

“I know,” answered Fortia. “Go on.”

After Tigris left, Album tried to help Fortia lie down on the
bed. Fortia refused and asked Album to bring em a work tablet.

Album asked if ey was sure ey was well enough to work, at which
Fortia smiled. “Everything has changed—the Rounds, the special
district...We need a new plan, Album. There’s no time to waste.”

When Harding regained consciousness, Shirosaki gave him a sta-
tus report on the station.

Then Harding received a lengthy explanation of his medical
condition from Wagi.

Nothing Wagi told him was surprising, considering that
Harding’s survival was a mystery even to himself. Wanting to
look after his affairs with the time he had left, Harding request-
ed to be transferred from the sickroom into an individual room.

Once in the privacy of his own room, Harding recorded mes-
sages to every member of his family with his wearable device—to
his wife, his children, and to his elderly parents.

As he lay in bed after completing the task, Veritas came into
the room.

“I hear you're going back to Mars,” ey said with a frigid look,
after sitting in the chair next to the bed. “What do you have to
say for yourself?”

“Which have you become? Man or woman?”

Veritas shot him a disgusted look. “A woman. But that doesnt
mean I think of myself as one.”

“I know,” mumbled Harding. “Veritas, I've been too afraid to
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tell you until now—"

“Stop it,” interrupted Veritas. “I was born and raised in the
special district, brought up embracing my bigender identity. Even
though I've lost part of my sexual functions, I will always be both
man and woman. I am the same person as when I was healthy.
Even though only my female sexual organs function, I am not the
same as 2 Monaural woman. Half of me still remains male, and 1
don’t for a moment regret wanting you as one. Can you really bear
to love the male half of who I am? If you're thinking of indulging
me out of pity, you can forget it. I refuse to be some savior to ease
your conscience or to absolve you of your sins.”

“I'm going to die soon,” said Harding, letting slip a smile. “So
I'm trying to wipe the slate clean. Are you still upset about what
happened?”

“Of course I am. You have no idea how much. What a relief to
know I won't ever have to see your face again,” said Veritas. “Go
back to Mars and die in front of your wife and kids for all I care.”

“Im relieved to hear you say that.”

“Don't patronize me,” said Veritas, choking out the words, as if
ey were desperately trying to fight back the anger whirling inside
em. Ey raised a fist and brought it down on the edge of the bed so
hard that it startled even Harding. The force might have broken
two or three ribs had Veritas hit him.

Veritas turned eir back as if to spurn Harding. Eir slender
shoulders trembled.

“Look, maybe this isn’t my place to ask,” said Harding, “but I'd
rather you not see me on my deathbed, so why don’t we make this
your last visit. It’s probably better that way for both of us.”

Veritas offered no response. With eir back still turned, ey an-
swered, “I have no intention of putting you at ease. You'll have to
suffer my wrath until the end.”

“Hell, then. Do what you want.” Suddenly overcome with ex-
haustion, Harding closed his eyes. He thought of Miles and all the
others whod fallen in the line of duty, as well as the children of the
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special district. How they must have suffered in those dying mo-
ments. Would he be able to die suffering in a way that would be
commensurate with his sins? He wouldn't be able to bear dying an
easier death than the others. He had been the one to falter in his
duties. It was he that deserved to be slowly raked over the coals.
Harding felt something cool and soft touch his face. A familiar
touch he'd felt many times before. That supple sensation that had
aroused in him unspeakable feelings of intoxication and guilt and
had awakened his passion. He did not have to open his eyes. This
was Veritas’s hand. Eir cold, slender fingers. Palm. Cheek. Eir lips.
Harding swallowed the feeling of calm that began to rise up in-
side him. But he did not open his eyes. Pulling his lips taut, Hard-
ing said nothing and gave himself over to Veritas’s gentle caress.

After Shirosaki’s condition improved, Arino informed the com-
mander of the punishment that had been handed down to Barry
Wolfren.

“Since he can’t be tried by planetary laws, Wolfren will remain
in solitary confinement here for the rest of his life. Of course
they’ll put him to work so he’s earning his keep, perhaps in ob-
servation or data entry. But he’ll be denied all contact with the
staff and Rounds. He'll be given the necessary furnishings and
computer to complete his assigned tasks, but will never be allowed
to leave his quarters.”

“What about meals and exercise?”

“A tray will be delivered to his quarter every meal, but there’s to
be no human contact whatsoever.”

“So he’s essentially a prisoner. What’s Wolfren have to say?”

“He seems surprisingly unperturbed about it. He told me that
while he may be alone now, there will be others like him soon
enough. Eventually Jupiter-I will have to create a second spe-
cial district, a place to lock away those who identify as neither
Round nor Monaural. The human race is constantly evolving. Just
as Monaurals created the Round subspecies, a new race is bound
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to emerge from the Rounds. Wolfren said that he was merely a
progenitor of that race.”

“And what did you tell him?”

“I told him he was fortunate to have something to believe in,”
Arino said.

A faint smile came across Shirosaki’s lips. “Why? Don’t you?”

“I'm not entirely sure if we've accomplished anything here, sir,”
Arino said. “What exactly have we achieved?”

“Karina Majella is no longer a threat. That’s our greatest prize.”

“Do you think so?”

“It’s what you should believe,” insisted Shirosaki. “If you know
what’s good for you.”

Once Shirosaki was well enough to get out of bed, he took a
walk around the station to look for Kline. He found her in the
observatory where an image of Jupiter filled the omnidirectional
screen. Kline was reclining on the sofa, staring at the gas giant.

Shirosaki walked across the room, careful not to look down at
the black void displayed on the floor screen.

Kline turned off the floor screen as soon as she noticed Shiro-
saki’s arrival.

Shirosaki breathed a sigh of relief. “Staring at the eye of Zeus?”
he asked.

“Actually,” answered Kline, “I was admiring Io.”

Shirosaki caught a glimpse of Io’s shadow against the face of
Jupiter. Jupiter’s volcanic and lava moon. Staring at that fiery altar
that had swallowed Karina, Shirosaki said, “It’s likely I'll be de-
moted when I return to Mars.”

“You're taking the blame for what’s happened?”

“I may have to resign my command with SSD.”

“I should have killed Karina when I had the chance,” Kline
said. “After all, I was the only one who had a legitimate reason to
kill her.”

“There’s something you can tell me,” said Shirosaki. “What was
Dr. Tei’s name in the special district?”
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“Why do you want to know?”

“Just curious, I suppose.”

“Lanterna. It means ‘light.” You know, the kanji character £J,”
explained Kline, tracing the kanji character in the air with a finger.
“In Chinese, it’s pronounced zez.”

“How did the doctor come by that name?”

“One of the female staft, who was Japanese, gave em the name
years ago. It was when the doctor was still young. Ey was terri-
bly sad when eir good friend had ended her assignment here and
went back to Earth. Ey had sulked and kept eir distance from
the staff for a while, but ey was soon back to eir sunny self. That’s
the kind of person the doctor is. Which is probably why I chose
Tei to become an intermediary. Perhaps it’s because ey recognized
the differences between Round and Monaural that the doctor put
emself in the middle—no, gray zone where ey was neither.”

“Light...” Shirosaki mused. “If the doctor is true to eir name,
maybe the world will change for the better.”

Perhaps Lanterna was too small to light humanity’s way into
space. But any amount of illumination was better than nothing.
Much better.

Would there ever come a day when Monaurals and Rounds
together journeyed past the eye of Zeus and saw what lay ahead?

‘The answer was nowhere yet to be found.
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