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*****.The collection of smugglers and pirates, spies, and psychics, soldiers and psychos begins to arrive at the Hercules Cluster for the final
showdown with the forces of Evil. The Cat s Paw Nebula, Scorpius. Harry Stark could smell the Cat s Paw Nebula long before he actually glided the
Riptide out of hyper, easing back into normal space, and it was like a field of flowers. Of course, since everything one experiences in MERGE is a
virtual construct, the gasses of the nebula could have been made to smell like anything. But the Riptide was a luxury yacht before it was refitted as
Harry s private battlewagon, so the Cat s Paw smelled good-yacht owners don t take well to programmers who make the flight experience
unpleasant. If you can t be Goulet, don t play the yacht salesman had explained. Harry had shrugged and bought the whole shipyard. NGC 6334, the
Cat s Paw Nebula. FiFy light-years of some of the biggest star nurseries in the galaxy, toward the center, toward the core. He surveyed the broad
sweep of gas and dust clouds with a run of diGerent infrared and x-rays. He consulted the charts. He became familiar in more detail with the
territory-as he had been doing in the long weeks of hyperspace. He looked at the big young stars- some ten times standard solar mass. He
catalogued the accretion discs, proto-planets, heaving billows of nebula. Asteroid belts raw and red with impacts. The hunting ground. At the
edges; shaken into coalescing by ancient interstellar shock waves, remnant Oort clouds of icy comets, dropping into the maelstrom of the star
forming region from the distant blackness...
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