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Prologue True Center

Toby watched hisfather walk the hull. Killeen was asiivery figure, hissuit tuned to reflect as much
radiation as possble. A mirror man. Sick light did over him as he moved, shimmering with the
phosphorescence of stars and gas. Toby could follow Killeen's smooth, dow lope as arippling warp
againg thefiery background.

— Dad! — Toby caled over his skinsuit comm band.

— What? Oh... — Killeen's surprise came through the fizz of comm static. — How come you're
outside? —

— Crew'swondering how come you're out here so long.-As Cap'n of the Argo, Killeen could do
whatever heliked, of course. But Toby had felt the growing uncertainty among the officersinsde.
Somebody had to act, to say something, so he had pulled on his skintight suit and come clumping out
here. Lately Cap'n Killeen had kept himself isolated. He came out here to hike over thefat curves of the
ship'shull, often not even leaving his suit comm line open. Killeen said distantly, — I'm navigating.
Watching.-The big man'swatery image flowed, liquid with light, as Killeen came toward Toby across
Argo's blunt prow. His suit momentarily mirrored the black depths of anearby molecular cloud, and
Toby saw him as an eerie shadow-man againgt the distant burnt-orange wash of star-speckled gas.

— You can do that from the bridge, — Toby said.

— Get abetter fed for it out here. — Killeen came close enough for Toby to make out hisfather's stern
expression through the suit's smal vison dit. Toby knew hisfather's pinched-face, hedgehog mood, and
decided to cut through it directly. — There's near adozen more crew on Sick report. —

Killeen'slips thinned but he said nothing. Toby hesitated, then summoned up his courage. — Dad, we're
garving! Those gardenswe log, they're not gonnagrow again. Faceit! —

Abruptly Killeen whirled, adroitly diding his magnetic bootsin zero gravity. — | am facing it! Wejust
don't know any more techtricks. Even the specialists, the green-thumbers, they can't get those ship
gardens sprouting again. No help there. So I'm thinking, got that?-

Toby stepped back involuntarily; Killeen'sflinty anger was quick and daunting. He took a bresth and said
hestantly, — Shouldn't... can't we ... do something different? —

Killeen scowled. — Like what? —

— Approach some of those? — Toby pointed tentatively.

Far ahead of Argo floated faint metallic dabs of light. Not clouds or luminous dust. Artificid.
— We don't know what they are. Could be mechwork. Probably is.

Mechs have built plenty near True Center. — Killeen shrugged.



— Maybe they're human, Dad. —
— Doubtful. It's been afearsome long time since humanslived in space. —

— That'sjust what history says. Wewon't know till welook for ourselves. We're raiders by heritage,
Dad! The Family'sitching to get out of the ship, stretch their legs. —

Killeen gazed thoughtfully toward the blaze of Galactic Center. — Onething you learn as Cap'nisnot to
gtick your noseinto abeehive just to smell the honey. Those thingsll probably be hostile, evenif they
aren't mech. Ever'thing else here ssemsto be.--

Toby let the remark ride. It had been over ayear, but still Killeen had not recovered from the death of his
woman, Shibo. He kept up his duties as Cap'n but was often withdrawn, pensive, moody. That might
have been acceptable for acrewman, but not for a Cap'n. The price in morae was getting too high.

Stll, Toby thought, Killeen was probably right. They were cruisng directly into the center of the galaxy
where vadt, indifferent energies worked. Huge, glowering suns. Incandescent clouds of dust and gas.
Powersfar beyond anything mere humans could manage. And somewhere here, intelligences to match
the mad swirl of sars.

He had studied enough history to know that humans had evolved near astar two-thirds of the way out in
the galactic spirdl. The gdaxy was aspinning disk, like atoy — only bigger than the human mind could
encompass. Out there at Old Earth, far from the cataclysms of True Center, living had been easy, quiet.

Oneof hisingructiond drillshad tried to get him to visudize abox that was alight-year on asde, the
distancelight itsalf could travel in awhole year. Out there, near the legendary Earth, that box would hold
maybe one single star, on average.

Here, at Gdactic Center, such abox held amillion gtars.

Suns crowded the sky like glowing marbles. Stormy streamers of red gas shrouded them. Stars swvarmed
like angry bees around the central axis— the blue-white brilliance of the exact center.

Toby said quietly, — We could come aongside one of 'em, just for alook. —
Killeen shook his head. — Solve one problem, maybe, but make another. A worse one. —
— We're garving, Dad. We have to do something. —

Killeen turned and strode angrily away dong the worn and pitted hull. His magnetos snapped down to
the metad with ahard clank that Toby felt through his own boots. He trotted after hisfather. Walking here
took astrangely gaited stride, coasting between steps, letting his boot damp just long enough to get more
momentum. Then hejerked the boot free, pushing forward, and was off on another glide. Toby was
good at it but he couldn't keep pace with hisfather.

Argo had brought them here a near-light speeds, gulping down plasmawith her magnetic scoops. There
was fud aplenty, thicker and thicker asthey neared the center. Still, random chunks of rock had pocked
and blistered her shiny hull. Now they were coasting dower, and Killeen used the chance to hull-wak
with some safety. Argo had joined the gyre of matter here, which swung about True Center at
one-thousandth light speed.

Killeen reached asmooth ridge in the Argo's complex bulges and stopped, asif on the brow of ared
mountain, back on the planet of their birth. Their ship was alast grand congtruction of their ancestors, a
vess ashig asahill. Beyond him loomed avast dark cloud, like asmudge of ink againgt the flaming



gars.

Killeen turned and looked back at his son. As Toby approached he saw Killeen's expression shift to a
plantivelonging.

— If only there were planets here... —
— Can't be, | heard, — Toby said flatly, hoping to jar their talk back to redlities.
— Why?— Killeen asked sharply.

— Look at these stars! They're flying past each other so close, they strip planets dean free of their parent
un. —

— Well, that sets planets drifting free, sure. So? — Killeen said stubbornly.
— Sure, free. And frozen. Too far from any sun. No plant life. No food. —
Killeen peered wigtfully outward. — So in dl this magnificence, therés no placefor life? —

— Yeasay. Prob'ly nonefor us, either. — Toby ventured this opinion mostly to snap hisfather out of his
illusons. Maybe even get him to rethink thisfoolhardy venture to True Center.

Killeen gave him asober, dmost plaintive look. — We have to go on. —
— Why? Theradiation levelsare so high, Argo can barely hold it off.
Just coming outside here, you're risking heavy exposure. —

— It'sour duty, | tell you. —

— Dad, your first duty isto Argo, to your crew. —

— There's something near the Galactic Center. We haveto find out what.- Toby snorted in frusiration.
Killeen'seyes narrowed at this, but Toby told himsdf he was speaking for amgjority of the crew. That
was his duty, too. He said bitterly, — Moldy old records hint — hint! — at something. That'sal. For
that we're supposed to...- He broke off as Killeen abruptly turned his back. The Cap'n of the Argo kept
his shoulders square despite a sudden sag of hishead. Toby saw that hisfather wasfighting with himsdlf,
wrestling with dark demons his son would never fully know. Toby could only glimpse them through the
clotted phrases of their conversations, through half-made gestures, through the veiled language of shrugs
and scowls and sudden, blunt looks that revealed momentar naked emotion. The Cap'n was never able
to unburden himself, not even to his son. Not even, perhaps, to Shibo... when she had lived. Thingswere
weighing on Killeen. Shibo'sloss. Killeen's oblique relation now with his own son. The approaching
whirlpool of True Center. All these churned within hisfather's mind, Toby knew. An unhedthy soup.
Killeen gazed out at the blue-black mass that loomed like an absolute wall besde the Argo. It wasa
snarled, inky cloud of dust and smple molecules, their ship'sinstruments said. But Killeen dways
distrusted the crisp certainties of Argo's Bridge diagnogtics. Y ears before he had formed the habit of
surveying from the hull itself, free of the reassuring, softening, artificia clasp of the ship. Or at least that
waswhat he said. Toby suspected that he just liked to get clear of Argo's confines. Like father, like son.
Gloomy clouds like this dotted the pressing radiance of the Galactic Center, black punctuation marksin a
riot of stellar fire. Killeen had chosen Argo'sto take of this cloud shield lethal course advantage aS a
agang radiation levels. As Argo dipped dowly by velled, murky filaments, Toby watched hisfather's
face tighten, wrinkle with agrimace — and suddenly open in astonishment.



— Therel — Killeen pointed. — Moving. —

Toby thumbed a control on hisneck collar. The helmet computer telescoped hisvision and shifted to
infrared. Hisfield of view rushed into the recesses of the cloud. Something snaked at the edge of the
mottled mist.

— Go to high mags, — Killeen said tersdly, his surprise gone, al business. Toby sent hisvision zooming
to max magnification. RANGE: 23 KILL, hisvisor told him. The snaky thing wriggled — dowly, dowly.
Its gleaming jade skin reflected the starglow. Suggishly it spread gossamer-thin sheets along its bodly.

— Itsdlivel — Toby caled.

The green serpent was using sails. Natura sails, grown out of itsbody on fibrous spars. They caught
amber gtarlight. In zero gravity, Toby knew, even the faint pressure of light was enough to givea
messurable push. With nothing to dow it down, the twisty cresture would pick up speed.

— Look. — Killeen whispered. — There's something more in that doud. —

The gently wriggling beast had no head, only along black dit & one end. Toby thought thismust be a
mouth, because the push from its broad, shiny sailswastaking it forward with the dit end ahead. And it
was salling in pursuit of abluebal. Slently they watched it draw nearer, nearer — and the dit-mouth
widened. Something orange shot out and stuck to the blue ball. Drew it in. The dit-mouth yawned. With
two gulpsthe ball disappeared. bPredators. — Killeen said. — And prey.- Toby said wonderingl) —
Pred... ?How can anything livein acloud? In free space? —

A grin split Killeen's star-tanned face. — In free space? Nothing's free, son. Molecular clouds have
organic molecules, right? So the astro types say. —

— Those names, yeasay. — Toby recalled the voice of histeacher Aspect, Isaac, who gave him
complicated lessons. — Oxygen. Carbon. Nitrogen. —

Killeen gestured expansvely. — Add dl this starlight, cook for afew billion years. Preto!- Toby
blinked. — Lifeshiding al through this cloud?—

— I'll bet the hunting is good at the edge of the cloud. Some things prob'ly live deeper in, where they can
hide. Every now and then they'll come out. To bask in the starlight. Get warm.- Toby nodded,
convinced. — That snaky thing, it knows that. Comes around, looking for supper. —

— The sail-snake eats the blue balls. But what's the blue ball eat? — — Something smdler. Something
we can't see from here. —

— Right. — Killeen squinted. — There's got to be some critter that lives off the starlight and drifting
molecules alone.- Toby said wonderingly, — Plants? Space plants. I'll bet we can eat some of them. —

Killeen pounded his son on the back. — Be awonder if we couldn't. We know these clouds have the
same basic chemistry that nature generates everywhere. Argo's science programstold us that, ‘'member?
So welll be able to digest some of whatever's hiding in there, for sure.- Toby blinked, watching the jade
snake unfurl its sallsfurther. Wasit green for the same reason plants were, to sop up sunlight in dl colors
except green? It began an achingly dow turn, showing curved black stripes. Had it seen their ship?
Maybe they should run it down, see what it tasted like. His ssomach rumbled at the idea.

But the creature had amajesty about it, too. A beauty initsglistening hide, its graceful movement. Like
an immense svimmer in ablack pool. Maybethey'd leaveit be.



— Wed never have seen them from the bridge. Those instruments would've filtered out what they didn't
think was important. — Killeen was al business again, his wonderment suppressed. That was part of the
price of being Cap'n. Toby gaped, still fascinated by the sail-snake. He knew what hisfather said was
right. Nobody could have guessed what they'd see out here. But Killeen had come out, again and again.
Hammering away at aCap'n's problems, thinking, worrying, pacing the hull, looking without knowing
what he was looking for. And some of the crew had thought he was crazy. Toby listened asKilleen
caled the Bridge and ordered Argo toward the shadowy cloud. Understanding came dowly amid the
crew. He could hear on comm as the ship stirred with excited voices, with hope, with joy.

— Dad?— hefinally asked. Killeen was giving aflurry of orders. Crew had to prepare to hunt, to
forage, to pursue strange game in inky vacuum depths. To do things they had never tried before. Had
never even imagined. Killeen paused and said curtly, — Y easay?—

— We can hole up inside the cloud for awhile. Rest up. Get our bearings. —

Killeen shook his head furiousy. — Naysay. Resupply, that's al. There's True Center. Look at it! We're
s0 close now.- Toby peered ahead, through dusty clumps aready wreathing the hull of Argo asthe great
ship headed into the recesses of the giant cloud. At max mag he could make out the exact center of the
galaxy. White-hot. Beautiful. Dangerous. And hisfather, he now saw, could never be deflected from that
god. Not by starvation. Not by deadly risks. Not by the weight of past sorrow. They would fly straight
into the gnawing center of al thisgaudy, swirling chaos. On an impossible voyage. Looking for
something, with no clear ideaof what it might be. , n thisiswhat we were born to Killeen grinned
broadly. — C mo, son, do. Well go onward. Inward. There'sall our Family's past here, somewhere.
WElI find out what happened, who we are. — — Crew doesn't like that kind of talk, Dad.-He frowned.
— How come?— — Thisisascary place. —

— S0? They haven't seen the glory of it, haven' redlly thought it through. When the time comes, they'll
follow.

— Weé'rerunning for our lives, Dad. —

— So0?— Killeen grinned, ajaunty human gesture amid the wash of galactic light. — We dways have
been. —

Particle Storm

The carapace glideslike ahunting hornet.

Itsthorax is of high-impact matte ceramic. Bone-white latticesmimic ribs. Storage baloonsinflate like
lungs asit exchanges plasma charge. Slow rises, fluttering exhdes.

Thisisilluson. Itsbody isatreasury of past designs, free of weight, remembering nothing of planets.
Evolution isindependent of the substrate, whether organic or metdlic or plasmic. Its design follows cool
engineerings now encased in habit. Function converges on form. Tubular rods of invisible tension, struts
like Statements.

Elsawhere dong its expanses, gray pods stud the shooting angularities of it. Scooped curvesin smudged
glver. Tapering lines blend, uniting skewed axes. None of these geometries would be possible benesth
the dictates of gravity.

It torques. Grave, careful. Movement isaluxury, scarcely necessary when what truly stirsis data.

It haslittle kinesthetic sense. Ingtead it lives amid encoded interior universes. Webs, logics, filters.



Perceptions are racing patterns flung between the shifting sands of starsand lives.

Data pours through these spaces. Digitd riversfork into rivulets, seeking receptors. Stuttering,
layer-encoded, as endless astherain of protons.

Like afeverish need the data-streams fall here on opague titanium shells. But it does not sensethe
particle torrent that flails usdesdy at massve shidds: layers of Stressed conglomerate cismetd, revolving.

Massisbrute. Insde the crystalline ramparts, there is nothing which seemslike amachine. No obvious
movement, no diding mechanicd torques. Here the essenceis stic, eternd, afulcrum of fixed forces.

Thought isinfinitdy tenuous. The inner mind flits down tiny stalks of dark diamond, fashioned from the
cores of ancient supernovas. Codes race in fine sprays of polarized nuclel, dancing forever in buoyant
fields. Electrons pinch and snake, bearing luminescent idess.

From the distance come spectra streamers of ared giant, laboring toward supernova. Plasma casts ruby
shafts across the dowly revolving planes. Thetossing, frenzied flush traces out the worn rims of craters.
Random impacts, long forgotten. Pocks and scratches cross the massive shanks. Thesetell strange
gtories, unreadable now.

Degth crownsthe spird spine: antennae tinged in jarring yellow. They can dice through the galactic hiss
here, stab dectromagnetic needles through prey light-minutes away.

For the moment it converses. Itsinterior selves are free of the swallowing mandates of self-preservation.
Their task isto think long. Within them, data dances.

The anthology intelligence spesksto othersfar distributed aong the galactic plane— though the
separaion into (self, here) and (other, there) isaconvention, abrute smplification for thisdowly
revolving angularity. Something like an argument congeds. Siding pergpectives of digita nuance. Binary
oppositions areillusory here— you/l, point/counter — but they do shape issues, in theway that aframe
defines apainting. It begins. Language lances across the storming masses that intervene, the vagrant
passing wegther. Cuts. Penetrates.

Semi-sentients should not preoccupy us.

They must. They are an unresolved issue.

Y ou term them "primates’?

Of the class of dreaming vertebrates.

I/Y ou consider themirrelevant.

The underlying issues il vex.

They are nothing! Debris, motes. They approach. Little time remains before they will near the Center.

We/Y ou have eradicated humans virtualy everywhere. Only small bands remain. Our protracted
deliberations, well recorded in history, demand completion of this ancient task.

Thispolicy isaeons old. We'Y ou should reingpect it.
They are nearly extinct. Presson.

Their extinction seems difficult to achieve. They perdst. This suggests welyou reconsider our\my



assumptions.

They are vermin. Carbon-based evolution brings only low skills. They still communicate with each other
linearly!

Some would say that evolution works as equaly upon you\us as upon them.
Nonsense, We\ Y ou direct our changes. They cannot. Thisisthe deep deficiency of chemical life.
They were once able to dter their own imprintings. To write changesin their carbon kind.

They logt it aswelyou diminished them. Now they are the same asthe unthinking forms, the animals—
shaped by random forces.

They were onceimportant players here. We\Y ou should understand their threat to us before expunging
them.

Possibly they harbor information harmful to uslyou — so say our most stable records.
Those are sheltered against the Mass Eater's radiant storm and so should be well preserved.
By its nature welyou cannot know what this hidden informetion is.

Why "by its nature'?

There are many theories.

Precisaly. Doesit not seem curious that something in our\your makeup makesit somehow impossble for
uslyou to know what these humans carry? That such knowledge is blocked for us? A curious aspect of
our deep programming.

May carry. Such ancient records are suspect.
WeY ou cannot risk disheieving them.

Long ago the philosopher | | resolved such questions. We\Y ou are imprisoned within our
perception-space. There will dways remain matters you\we cannot know.

But if these matters affect ourselves? Disquieting.

Living with ambiguity isthe nature of high intdligence. Still, to lessen uncertainty, welyou should
exterminate the remaining bands.

And losethear information?

Very well — archivethem first. | now point to thislatest incursion — aready it nears True Center.
There may berisksin erasng them.

Nonsense. Y ou\We have destroyed many such expeditions before.

Fird, let scoutsfind them accurately. The usua primate-hunter unitswill track them, perhapsinflict minor
damage — one must give such lower forms some reward structure, remember.

Y ouw/We advocate delay?



No — cautious action. Remember that higher forms than uswill judge our\your actions. Prudence
demands care. Earlier eventsinvolving these primates, on two separate planets, have pointed toward
some significant yet poorly defined role they play. They may carry information — and what are they, but
information? Indeed, what are we? — which can bring the attentions of minds above ours.

Very wdl, caution. But how?

A trap.
Part |
Techno-Nomads

Toby had barely gotten back insgdethe air lock and was shedding his suit when Cermo showed up. Toby
wore nothing but shorts under his vacuum suit, and the ship felt colder than outside. He rummaged in his
locker for hisoverdls, shivering, and Cermo sad, "Where you been?’

"Where'sit look?"

The big man towered over Toby. Cermo had been called Cermothe-Slow in years past, but now was
leaner and quicker. A broad grin seemed to divide hisfacein half with deighted anticipation. "Heard all
the ruckus. Cap'n found us somethin' to est, right?’

"Well see”

"Doesn't change anything for you, though,” Cermo said with ady chuckle. Hewas abig man with a
soft-eyed, mirthful face, so the chuckle carried no maice.

"Whaf's that mean?'

"Y ou're on maintenance detail today."

"So? Okay, I'll check the biotanks, the usua.”

"Today'snot usud.” Againthedy grin.

"What'swrong?'

"Sewage sedlsbroke.”

"Agan?Nofair! They went out last time | was on maintenance, too."

"Wl then, you're an expert.” Cermo handed Toby amop. "Apply your know-how."

The sedlswere aways popping, because the pressure regulators had to be tuned just exactly right.
Human waste was avita ingredient in the biotanks. It had to be pressurized, filtered, and thefina
product flattened into squishy mats— which the farm teams spread around among the big bowl-shaped
crop zones. The Argo was along-voyage ship, designed to keep every drop of water, every sigh of air
seded tight ingdeits skin.

Easy to understand, hard to do. Most of the Argo crew were relatives, al that remained of Family
Bishop. They came from Snowglade, a bleak world Toby remembered rather fondly. Toby was of the
youngest generation of Family Bishop. That gave him the flexibility of being fresh and green, but the sour
fact of the matter was that Bishops had few skill.sto help them run the Argo. All Families had been



techno-nomads, learning just enough to survive while they were on the move. Always running, dodging,
staying ahead of mechs. Not that most mechs paid them any specid attention. Humans at Galactic Center
were more likeratsin thewalls, not mgjor playersin anything. Argo was asfriendly to its passengersasa
ship could be, afine artifact from the High Arcology Era. Trouble was, its systems assumed the
passengers had educations that Family Bishop could only guess at. Example: the sewage. Neither Cap'n
Killeen nor Cermo nor anybody e se had been able to make head or tail of the instructionsfor the
pressure system. It assumed something called the Perfect Gas Law, theingructions said. The foul stuff
that actualy flowed through the smooth, clear pipes was certainly not perfect, and it obeyed no law
anybody ever heard of. It spewed out without provocation and often with what seemed to be insulting
timing. Last week, ahowling brown leak sprayed the Family when it was assembled for awedding. That
took a certain fine edge off the celebration. Toby joined the other poor souls who had drawn
maintenance this week. He breathed through his mouth but that hel ped only awhile, until the smell got up
into his head. Histeacher Aspect, Isaac, spoke to him in his mind while he bent over, pushing the foul
suff with a sponge brush.

| have conferred with the most ancient records you carry in chip-library. Interestingly, the term you useis
actudly derived from the name of the man on Old Earth who invented the fiush toilet. An Englishman,
legend hasit, he made afortune and benefited al humankind. His name, Thomas Crapper, has cometo
be —

"Hey, giveme abreak."

| thought perhaps some distraction would make your task easier. "Look, | want distraction, I'll play one
of theold Mose Art musics.” Y ou mistake the name, | fear. That should be Wolfgang Ama—

Toby mentally pushed the sputtering Aspect back into its storage hole. Aspects were recorded
personalities out of Family Bishop's past, some quite old, like Isaac. They wereredly interactive
information bases written on smdl chips, which Toby carried in hisneck dots. Isaac was only a shrunken
dice of ared, long-dead human personality, of course, mostly just old lore that might comein handy.
Isaac had tried and tried to explain that Perfect Gas Law, but Toby never redly got it.

Knowing about Thomas Crapper wasn't going to be any useto Toby, but he got asmile out of it; so
maybe that was some purpose, after al. The Family used Aspectsto help them get through troubles,
carrying the masses of knowledge they needed to survive while living amid technology that was far
beyond them.

"Hey, you degpwaking?'

Toby came dert. Besen was standing beside him, neat and trim, her part of the cleanup done. Toby till
had haf ahalway to sponge up. "Uh, | was thinking deep thoughts."

Besenrolled her eyes. "Oh sure.”
He gestured with his mop at the brown-stained deck. "Bet you don't know who this stuff isnamed for."

Besen looked skeptica when hetold her. "Honest truth,” he said. Besen gave him agrin and he marveled
at how wonderful shelooked lately. Fitted out in overals, auburn hair tied back, spattered and grimy, to
his eyes she dill had aradiance. Girls bloomed just once, like flowers, before turning into women — but
that was enough. Besen seemed impossibly fresh, dive, fun.

"l wasjust remembering some of those playswe had to lisgen to," he said. "They apply here.”
"Oh?' shesaid keptically.



"Sure, you recall. ‘Good night, good night! Farting is such sweet sorrow." Great romantic Stuff.”
"That's'Parting is such sweet sorrow.’ Some romantic you arel”

One of their private games came from atruly ancient chip that Besen carried. It had actua textsfrom Old
Earth, including agray geezer named Shake-Spear. A great poet from some kind of primitive
hunter-gatherer society, Besen thought. This Shake-Spear was one of the scraps humans had retained
across the Great Gulf that separated them from the Old Earth cultures, and Besen liked to quote frags of
such stuff, just to show off.

"Wall, | got it nearly right." He grinned. "Wait'll | finish here, well go have somefunin theweightless

Toby liked the zones of Argo at zero-g. Most of the ship's sections spun, creeting an artificia centrifuga
"gravity." In the weightless gym, they could bounce off trampoline-walls, make carom shots, cannonball
into shimmering spheres of water.

Besen shook her head. "That'swhat | cameto get you for. There's another seal bresk.”
"Ohno!"
"Oh yes. And we're dected to help tidy up.”

"Where?' He hoped it wasn't in aweightless zone. What made them fun aso made them horrible to clean
up. Gunk stuck to every concelvable surface, and some inconceivable ones.

"The Bridge. Come on, hustle!”

When they got to the ample, softly lighted Bridge, Toby was appalled at the sawage leak. Thick scum ran
down one whole wall — luckily, one bare of eectronics or digplay screens. It stank. He knew al the
uniformed officers by first name, of course, as Family members— but they carefully ignored him, Besen,
and the fragrant brown stain. They stood with hands firmly clasped behind their backs, frowning sternly,
concentrating on tasks that did not offend their lofty officers dignity.

The Bridge was a hdlowed part of Argo, where momentous decisions about the whole future of Family
Bishop were made, often in split seconds.

To haveit invaded by smelly waste seemed a ddliberate affront of the mocking Sewage God.

The Bridge data screens flickered and swam with views, diding dabs of information, estimates and
four-color projections made automaticaly by the Argo's ever-vigilant computers. Without thisleve of
control, Family Bishop would be reduced to what it was— a gang of barely literate nomads who had
lucked into acomfortable ship.

Still, even here the years they had occupied Argo showed their toll.

The carpet had abig yellow stain and scuff marks. Here somebody had gouged the wall, and over there
arepair team must have thought they could help by cutting a sawtooth gap and then abandoning it.
Random chunks of servos and eectronics gear cluttered the working surfaces. As nomads, their lifelong
habits made them carve up and sirip away, haul off and make do. Clearing up didn't come naturdly.

Toby and Besen tried to eavesdrop on the cross-talk conversations of he Bridge asthey ship was diving
deeply worked.



The indeed into the molecular cloud. A low tone was gathering, along bass note sounded by the dust of
the cloud rubbing againgt the ship's balloonlike lifezones. It was as though the interstellar gas outside was
playing Argo like an instrument, sending through her amournful cal.

"Kinda spooky isn't it?' Besen asked.
"Likeafunerd dirge" Toby whispered.
"Therub of redlity,” Besen said theatricdly. "A symphony of space.”

On the viewscreens he saw mottled lanes of dust. Here and there, rays from nearby stars shot through
the murky banks, splashing blues and burnt-oranges across the cinder-dark fogs. A shout from an officer.
"Thereitid"

Officers crowded around the screensto see the sail-snake. It glistened and writhed, plainly trying to get
away from Argo. The hunter was now the hunted. Toby stood on tiptoe to get agood look but the
crowd wastoo thick. Nearly everybody here, being older, was quite abit taler. A Lieutenant saw him
and Besen craning their necks, yanked them both by the collar, and set them back to work.

There were enormous perspectives on the viewscreens, brimming with light, shrouded by the great
cloaking dust. Beauty. Wonder. Awe. Vast spectacles that brought a trembling reverence to the human
soul.

Meanwhile, Toby bent over to mop up the scummy sewage. Rank. Smelly. Squishy.
"Crap and cosmos," he muttered.

"What?' Besen asked.

"Just trying to keep thingsin perspective.”

2 The Sail-Snake

Toby got to see the sail-snake up close the next day. Not because he was going out with one of the
hunting crews, of course. When Toby and Besen asked, Cermo had said officioudy, "Hunting's for full
grown, not kids."

Besen's mouth twisted. " Get off it!"
"We're better at zero-g work than you are,” Toby said.
"And quicker,” Besen added.

"Experienceiswhat counts here," Cermo said, keeping his face blank — which meant he was going to
follow orders, whether he agreed with them or not. Cap'n Killeen's orders.

"Experience doing what?' Toby asked irritably, seeing that Cermo ouldn't budge. Nobody had ever done
gpace hunting.

"Surviving," Cermo said mildly.

Toby and Besen had been in tough places before, same as anybody in Family Bishop — but he had to
admit Cermo had a point. Seniority stood for something when to get up in age meant you'd dodged
plenty of trouble.



But even adult crew members, men and women dike, hesitated. The only hunting Family Bishop had
done had been back on the home world, Snowglade, with firm ground underfoot and game they knew.
They had run down mechsthat carried organic food-fuels, pillaged them. And that had been along time

ago.

Outside loomed daunting, mysterious spaces. Family Bishop was hungry, tired of lean rations, but il
wily. They sized up riskswith a practiced eye. They had survived while other Familiesin the Grand
Ensemble — the Rooks, Knights, Pawns, and more — had withered. Bishops muttered and fretted
about venturing into such vast expanses, to drift among shrouded mountains of dust and gasin frail little
shut-tlecraft.

So they sent amessage to their only possible consultant, the alien Quath. But Quath was a moody sort,
and didn't answer. Maybe this meant Quath didn't know anything useful. Or maybe she did. That was
Quath'sway. The point about aiens, as Cap'n Killeen aways said, wasthat they're dien. Y ou not only
couldn't be sure about what they said, you couldn't even be sure about what they didn't.

Quath wouldn't talk to just anybody, either. Toby had areasonably close relationship with the big,
insectlike thing— as nearly as anybody redly could be sure. Ideaslike friendship just didn't easily apply
to Quath.

Cermo sent Toby to talk to Quath, sncethe dien didn't respond on comm or any other line. Which
meant suiting up and going out to the hull, where the hunting teams were busy assembling the shuttlecraft.

Because Quath didn't livein the ship at dl. Shelived on it — attached to the hull, inade astrange warren
of rooms and spiresthe dien had shaped from waste and debris yielded up by Argo. There was even
human wagtein it, Toby knew, because he had seen Quath carefully pat the stuff into shit-bricks. Baked
by vacuum and ultraviolet starlight, the gunk hardened fast and made good building materid. Not to
human taste, of course, but that was hardly the point. Besides, things didn't smell in space— to humans.
Quath, though, went into space without a suit, S0 maybeto it the bricks did have a scent. To Quath it
could be perfume, for al anybody knew.

Toby cycled outside through the personnd lock and stood on the hull. It took amoment for hisinner ear
to make the change to zero-gravs, to stop sending out alarmsthat he was hanging above an infinite drop.
His head had to get used to theideathat "up" and "down" were useful waysto orient himself, but didn't

redly meen anything.

His magnetic boots kept him secure and he let his skinsuit readjust itsdlf, sorting out pressure imbalances
and itsown wrinkles. The suit was dive, in away. It had its own nerve net to sense problems. Thin
organic muscles and computer chips set into the armpits madeit al work. Asengineering it wasamarvel,
but Toby by now took it for granted, and just griped when a pesky fold didn't straighten itself ouit.

He started across the broad curve of Argo's hull, looked "up" — and froze.

The sail-snake loomed large. It coiled dowly, turning in the pale blue luminosity — and Toby saw that it
was half asbig as Argo. When he had seen it before, through telescoped, tech-assisted vison, he had
gotten no fed for size. He had never thought about what life in gravity-free space might mean.

The sail-snake was along tube assembled from the same repeating hexagonal segments. Toby could now
see through its tranducent skin, into afeathery skeleton that framed chambers of fluidsand gas. It wasa
complex, interlocking array of orange rods and diding gray muscles. They moved with duggish, huge
purpose — taking the snake away, asfast as the broad, triangular plates of shiny sails could pushiit.
Through its shimmering jade skin Toby saw milky fluids doshing. Bubbles popped along thin veins,



So much, and so close. Could they eat any of it? Or would the chemistry of such an dien thing be
impossibleto digest?

He picked up on comm the random talk of the hunting crews. They were tinkering with their shuttle
vessels, and the voi ces brought him back to his own job. He hiked over the brow of the hull, coming
down into alittle valley formed by the bulge of the Wheat Dome. Through the dome he could seethe
blighted fields, brown and black — testament to their lack of ability to realy run Argo right, even with dl
the computer programs.

Nestled in the valey was Quath's dwelling. It looked like awasp's nest, honeycombed with tunnels.
Mingling with that bas ¢ pattern was a dizzying profusion of sharp edges, ornaments, puzzling jutsand
thrugts.

Toby walked into the nearest portal, a perfect circular opening. Green phosphorescent dabslit hisway,
flaring into life as he approached, dimming when he had passed. He didn't know where he was going. He
had visited here many times but the scheme never seemed the same twice. He suspected Quath spent a
lot of time rearranging the labyrinth, maybe as akind of art object. What else did an dien do with itstime
out here? Or was art ahuman idea that Quath didn't share? The odd holes of varying sizes, shooting off
at eccentric angles, made the art idea seem probable. Or maybe, Toby reminded himsdlf, it was Quath's
idea of an elaborate joke. Who could tell?

He stopped at aledge, peering into the murk beyond — and panels flashed into blue brilliance,
illuminating aspherica vault. This he had never seen before— and at the bottom of the bowl stood
Quath, waiting.

<Y ou have climbed the mountain.>

The transmission from Quath had aringing qudity, like bells chiming in the distance, yet the words were
clear. Toby did not hear them through his ears, but through his mind. Every Family member had comm
gear embedded in the neck and lower skull, standard issue. Quath had smply learned how to tap into
those channdss, and Toby's own systems trandated into atinkling voice.

"Hello, joke-face Quathjuttkkal'thon.” He used the formal, full name immediately. It meant Brave
Crawler with Dreams, or s0 Killeen said. From experience, he knew that otherwise the big thing might
turn and walk away. And Toby could never find Quath in this maze unless Quath wanted him to.

<Maggots cover you.>

"Must've caught them from your rotten carcass. What's that about amountain?”

<Thisis my mountain, maggot-one.>

"Some mountain. Morelike astink-hole, 1'd say. And you're the one looks like a giant maggot.”
<Welcome, food-of-maggots.>

There was something to be said for an alien who liked insults. Quath gave anybody who had the bad
judgment to open with compliments a sudden, cold shoulder. The maggot routine Quath particularly
liked, maybe because Quath did look alot like a creepy bug — and probably knew people thought so,
too. She was aweird, ever-changing combination of dinky, green lizard with an insect that had too many
legs. Quath sprouted glassy eyesdl dong thewriggly body, not just from the bulging head. Y ellow
gtick-armslike hard plastic. Fleshy purplefolds. But metdl, too, because Quath was a composite
creature. Bossed stedl studded with protrusions. Riveted copper — or were those really warts, not



rivets? Crusted flanks above the legs looked like shaped ceramic, but seemed to flex and work as Quath
walked. "End of pleasantries, goggle-eyes. Cermo-the-Sow sent me. We're wondering if you know
anything about getting food out of these clouds.”

<Dwarf being, | have harvested such before, in smilar stes. | fathom these dkaline chemistries>
"Gregt — tell ushow.”

<The spheroids would poison you.>

"The blue bals? Okay, we skip them."

<The hunter will lead you to fertile zones.>

"The sall-snake? How about egting the snakeitself?"

<Itisof higher order. Y our species would plunder it?>

"Hmmm. We don' kill other animals any more, even though we used to, back on our homeworld."
<What changed?>

"The mechs, | guess.” Toby had to make himsdf recall the horrors of the Bishop's retreat from their
home. The mechs were amechanicd civilization that dominated this entire region of space. "They cameto
Snow-glade ‘way before | was born. Mechskilled off just about anything not smart enough to get out of
the way, fast — including forests. Which made Family Bishop decide to stop helping them out by esting
our fellow creatures. Now we egt plants.”

<Obvioudy your speciesisnot naturdly vegetarian.>
"How do you know that?"

<Y ou have front teeth designed to bite meat. Y our back teeth, however, are best at grinding down
grains. Plainly your evolution has shaped you as dietary opportunists.>

"So we're tdented — any problem with that?"
<No, tiny mote. None the less, one should know what oneis>

"But that sail-snake— it's nothing like us. | mean, maybe we can bend the rules allittle.” He wondered
how much of his reasoning was based on his rumbling stomach. Quath swiveled her eye-stalks, which
from Toby's experience might mean that she had decided to act. <Such issues are best decided by
experience, not rumination.>

Toby had to cal up histeacher Aspect, Isaac, to tell him what "rumination” meant. It was irksome when
an aien knew the language better than he did.

Toby wasfiguring out the definition and so was caught off guard when Quath came clambering up the
bowl, her bulging green throat pulsing. Without afurther sgna she swept up Toby in two telescoping
copper ams. Quath accelerated, ignoring Toby's squawks. Thick pads held him asthey raced at startling
speed through twisting corridors, down a shaft — and into open space.

Perspectiveswhirled. Toby felt ahard shove of acceleration. "Hey, what are you — where—"

<Only data can decide.>



Toby sputtered objections, but Quath paid no attention to hisinjured pride. Insteed, the huge dien held
him even moretightly asthey jetted away from Argo.

Hewas nearly completely enclosed by massive, soft pads. Somehow, it was restful to know that Quath,
despite an annoying abruptness, was looking after him — in fact, looking after the whole Family Bishop.
Toby had not had anyone hold him in this enveloping way for along, blesk time. Hismemory did back to
Snowglade again, to better times.

He recalled distant, fuzzy images, coated with the soft tones of his mother's voice. Long-ago nightsin the
logt, hidden Citadel, he had lain in his bed, tangled in the sheets, awakened by some noise. He had heard
his parents murmuring. His door was gar, letting adant of feeble light into hisroom. The warm glow and
distant talk had been reassuring, asif his parents made the same soft, furry soundsthat his stuffed animas
did, or heimagined they did, as he dept with them. He had hugged his animas happily, Billy Bigsnout and
Alvin Apple-eater, and sung to them. His mother had heard and come into his room and his father too,
and hisfather had said, "Those animds, he till squeezesthelife out of them. Hey boy, you're getting
kinda old for those toys. Have to give them up soon." His mother had said reproachfully, "Oh no, oh no,
he'sjust ababy 4ill. There's plenty of timefor him to have Billy Bear." Her warmth tenderly brushed his
face and her smell waslike flowersin the spring.

So long ago. Sofar.

Before the Cdamity, when the mechs of Snowglade finaly tired of pesky human raids on their factories.
Before they crushed the last human outposts, leaving the Bishopsto flee and forage.

Heavy braking. They came to astop and Quath released him. Toby spilled into bright space. Argo wasa
distant bulk of shiny curves and green domes. Toby turned —

And faced awall of dick jade. Thewall heaved, surged.

<Thesal creatureis afraid of us>

"Anybody'd be afraid of you, Quath.”

<There must be some way to use so greet a creature without killing it.>
"I'm more worried about the other way around.”

<It flees. We can easily overtakeit. If we do not venture near the mouth, it will have no way to ingest
us.>

That seemed easy enough. The far end of the snake was a distant dash of mouth and a mass of working
pink tentacles. Toby closeupped them and saw that some were eyes, others something like crude hands.
It was fascinating, watching them move. Curiosity did not make him want to get any closer, though.

He peered at the shimmering green side of the beast. Then helooked into it, through the skin and into the
lattice of diding orange rods, tubes, and sacs that made the sail-snake work.

"l wonder what'sin those?' He pointed to abig vessel made of what looked like plastic. It held ared
fluid.

<My chemicd diagnostics cannot decide.>

Toby thought of his mother'swarm breath. So long gone, into that black place where the dead dwell. He
had come along way since then.



What would she think of him now? Would she be proud?
"Let'sgo see" he said abruptly.

He glided over to the wall of green skin. With care he drew hisknife from its boot sheath. Thereis
nothing in space more dangerous than a sharp edge, and Toby handled the long blade carefully. He
measured distances to the skin with his eye and cut one quick stroke — then backed off.

Nothing came rushing out to assault him. Not even a puff of gas, which he had half expected.
<Tiny one, entry might not be advisable — >

"Aw, stuff it. Y ou got us out here. Let'sdo thejob."

Toby thumbed hisjets on for just an ingtant, enough to send him directly through the cuit.

The beast was complicated. Toby kicked off one of the orange lattice struts of the thing's skeleton. He
pushed aside atangle of flexible pipes and reached the red fluid sac.

<l regret | cannot follow you.>
"Youretoo fat to get in here, eyes-on-gticks. Let me take a sample of this stuff.”

He jabbed a needle probe into the thick-walled sac, et his carrybottle fill with the red liquid, and dapped
apatch on the hole. No need to let the thing bleed to death, just because he wanted adrop or two.

He nearly got snarled in the pipes as he made hisway out. They seemed to know where he was, and
Toby redized this was some dow-moving defense. Tangle up the intruder, and wait for some guard to
come round him up. Something told him he didn't want to be around that long.

Quath took the bottle and quickly reported. <Organics, soluble nutrients, traces of iron and potassium. >
"Canweuseit?'

<Y our metabolism may welcomeit.>

"l can make a passable soup out of anything that won't kill us.”

Little fuzz-balswere rolling along the jade skin. They were no bigger than his hand but there were lots of
them, coming from all dong the length of the sail-snake. Severa reached the skin just below where Toby

hung in free space.
"Come on — weve outlasted our welcome.”

Just ashe said it two fuzz-balls leaped across the gap. They struck his boots and kept going, sticking
lightly and rolling quickly up hisskinsuit. He felt aprickly hest, right through his suit. Quath made afurious
buzz. Toby dashed at the fuzz-balswith hisknife. He got one off him but the other rolled onto his helmet.
Thereit Sarted spreading, like apool of gray ail.

"It's eating through!" Toby batted at the stuff, but it wouldn't come off. Quath grabbed his boots with one
telescoping arm. Then she stuck atube out of her side and aimed it directly at Toby'sface. A torrent of
air blew over him. The gray ail rippled but clung, started to break up into drops— and suddenly was

gone.

<Therule of opposites. A cresture which livesin vacuum will didikearr. >



Toby gasped inrdief. "I'll have to remember that.”
<Oxygen is corrosve, though we seldom notice. It will eat sted, given time, leaving only rust.>

"I'll have to swear off the Stuff.” He wriggled away from an gpproaching fuzz-bal. "Come on, let's get out
of here"

Quath helped him get free. <I believe considerable liquid can be extracted from this creature without
endangering its metabolism.>

"Likeablood transfusion, sort of 7'
<Not truly. | believe these fluids do not circulate like blood. They are long-term energy reserves.>
"It's okay to take them?"

The team assembling in the ship was going to search for plants, or even raid mechsif there were any here
— but certainly not to daughter animals. Family Bishop had a degp mord code againgt using animal
products, too, unless the animal cooperated, like dairy cows. To damage living things was to be no better
than mechs.

<This creature feeds off others. It cannot object if we do likewisetoit, whileadlowing it to till live.>
"Ummm. So you'reamora philosopher.”

<All are. Itisacondition of living.>

They were hafway back to Argo when Cermo called over comm, — Hey! What in hell are you —
"Got somejuice you should look at," Toby said.

— You got that dien to take you out. That's direct disobedience of an order. —

"l was hauled aong for the ride, Cermo.”

Quath confirmed, <Heistruth-filled.>

Quath hardly ever intervened in a human conversation. Toby was surprised and pleased. Cermo sounded
annoyed. — | know something else he's full of. Anyway, get back here. We've got to find food supplies
and then move on. — "How come? I'd like to explore this— "

— Those big things orbiting closer to the Center? The Bridge just got a spectro-reading. They told me
the nearest oné's not mech-made at dl, like we thought. —

"What isit, then?"
— Human-made. An ancient Chanddlier. —

3 The Rule of Number

Besen came by Toby's bunk to seeif he wanted to go up to the viewing room. She was swesaty from her
work — hand-cultivating the vegetable fields in the single lush growing dome they had |eft. Her overdls
were grungy, light brown wisps of hair were escaping from atight bun, and she beamed at him, il flush
with energy to burn.



"Sorry, cant,” Toby said mournfully. He was propped up on hisbunk, pushing a stylus around awriting
date, without much real progress.

"Oh, comeon! That'll wait."
"Cermo's got me under orders. I've got to get through five lessons before | can go off-ship again.”

"That's crud." She smiled sympatheticaly. Everybody wanted to get outside, after years of ship living, but
Toby more so.

"Wall, | an kindabehind.”
Besen tossed her head with pretty annoyance. "L et's see what you're— oh, numbers. Y uk!"
"They havethelr charms— but not right now."

"| just don't see the point of them, redly. | mean, machines think in numbers— so why should we
bother?'

"Look, somebody who doesn't use numbers has no advantage over somebody who can't use them.”
"But mechsthink that way." Plainly Besen fdlt that associating anything with mechsruled it out.

"And so does Argo — without its computers, we'd be dead. Mechs are evil, sure. Because of what they
do, not what they use. Numbers are like words— ways of saying things about the world.”

"Well, they don't spesk to me.”

"And | shouldn't be speaking to you either. I've got to plow through these lessons or else | won't get to
go look a the Chanddlier at dl." Toby sighed and stretched, his feet bumping into the ceramic bulkhead.
He was lanky and this bunk was getting too short for him. He would have to hunt up abigger one
elsawherein the dorm roomsthat al unmarried Family used.

"Cermo said that? He's getting tough.™
"| think it'smy dad jerking the strings again.”
Besen snorted in frustration. "Our beloved Cap'n. Why can't he leave his own son aone?’

"I don't know," Toby said, though he had a pretty good idea. It wasn't anything he wanted to talk over,
though, not even with Besen.

She gazed pengively into the distance. ™Y 'know, after Shibo died, he seemed to recover. But lately, he's
been spending more time by himself, barking orders, keeping everybody in the dark about what he's
thinking. And hetreatsyou funny." Her eyesdid over to him, inviting areply.

Toby edged away from specifics with, "Maybe fathers and sons aways have trouble.”
"Y our father is something ese." Besen's voice dripped with implications.

"Meaning?'

"He's rough on everybody. Downright nasty.”

Toby gave her agrim smile. "Maybe he doesn't want anybody to fed Ieft out.”



"A humorigt." Besen had lost some of her buoyancy. "But | mean it, redly. Cap'n Killeenisdriving usall
hard, and people don't like it. Except maybe the Cards— they had tough leaders so long — crazy ones
even!-they like 'em.”

"Ummm. Weve gotten soft, living in thiscomfy ship.”

"Comfy?1 spent today on my knees, hand-tending every tomato plant, coaxing them to stay dive."
"Because we screwed up the other domes. Argo would work fine if we weren't so dumb.”
Grumpily Besen said, "Wdll, your dad doesn't make life any easier.”

Toby nodded glumly. He had made the usual defenses of hisfather, but they didn't convince even him.
He had seen enough incidents in which Killeen raged at minor infractions, imposed harsh pendtiesfor
malingering, raised work hours. A big change from the Killeen of old, who had been affable and casud
about therigors of rank.

"Weérein danger dl thetime. He'srespongblefor usal. Give him some room, okay?' This sounded lame
even to Toby, but he could not bring himself to condemn hisfather. For too many years, after the mechs
killed Toby's mother, Killeen had been the only one who had |ooked after him.

Besen saw Toby's mood and leaned over to give him alight kiss.

"Sorry if | brought you down. Or considering what you're sudying, even further down."
"Aw, best it. Go oooh and ahhh at the views of the Chanddlier.”

She made aface. "Judt for that, | will."

Family Bishop was gpproaching the Chandelier dowly, cautioudy, using passing smal cloudsfor cover.
The chunky, complex mass was sprawling, ornate, larger even than mech cities on Snowglade— but
humans had built the Chanddliers, long ago. Humans. The idea seemed impossible to Toby when he
studied the distant spiral wings, crisscrossing arms, and noble, sweeping arches. Nobody in Family
Bishop had ever visited one. There was anticipation-and something like fear. They would go aboard
within aday. Argo echoed with adin of preparation. Toby shut it out and reluctantly turned his
concentration to hislessons. He could fed histeaching Aspect, Isaac, fidgeting at the back of hismind,
eager to have avoice. Aspects were long-dead and liked to get out of the cramped cerebra spaces
where they were stored. In one sense they were only aive when Toby talked with them. In another, they
were dwaysthere, a avery low leve, like an oldster dozing lazily in the sun. Whatever the picture Toby
used, hefigured his Aspects were like laundry — they smelled better if they got aired now and then.
Isaac said eagerl I'm happy to see you showing some interest in mathematics. Have you finished your
problems?

"l did some. They're 0 boring, though.”

|saac said rather sternly, | scarcdly think you should criticize the problems | assign, considering how
seldom you even speak to me or —

"Okay, okay — give me something different, though.”

Very well. Suppose you write down al the numbers from one to one hundred. One, two, three ... and so
on, up to one hundred.

"That'sinteresting?’ This Aspect had been initsbox too long.



You will learn faster if you do not interrupt. Now, | want you to find away to add up al those numbers.
"Y ou mean one plustwo plusthree— like that?"
That isthe brute force way to do it. Crude, unimaginative. | want you to be clever.

"Oh no," Toby groaned. Being clever on command was about as easy as being funny under orders.
Already he ached to be outside, working in the ship, not in his head.

Toby wasn't much for studying, but he got it done. He fooled around on the writing date alittle, and then
something in the numbers began to speak back to him. A pattern. He wrote the numbers as pairs.

Each pair added up to 101. There were 50 of them, so that multiplied to 5,050. Toby blinked. Who
would have guessed that the number would be so large and interesting? There was something strangely
gtirring in how numbers could hold such smple, supple mgesty in them. Predictably, Isaac liked thistrick.

Excdlent! The point of exercisesisto stretch the mind. To think in new paths. See?

"Seemsto mewe're getting pretty stretched aready. Y ou saw that sail-snake, right? Y ou Aspects il
register data, even though you're tucked ‘way back in there.”

| receive afaint trace of what you do. Y es, that was an interesting cresture. | recall an historica record,
from the Chanddier Age, which told of expeditionsinto the molecular clouds. Humanity hunted such
vacuum beasts, speeding through spaces aslarge as whole solar systems, all for recreation.

"Hard to think of people going up againgt those thingsfor fun.”

Humans like danger. The legends and stories of Family Bishop — what are they, after dl, but tales of
peoplein trouble?

"Y eah, but trouble that's a comfortable distance away from theteller.” Y ou are rather young to be so
cynicdl.

"Judt redligtic, I1saec. It'seasy for you to take acosmic view. After al, anything happensto me, youre till
okay. They just pull your chip out of my spine and you get revived in somebody else.”

| am shocked that you would think meindifferent to your fate. | am aloya Aspect, devoted to Family
Bishop.

"Okay, okay, spare the speech. Let's get back to work."

The mathematics got interesting after you redlly burrowed intoit. A kind of elaborate game, reall with
some beautiful surprises hidden in the structure. It would be worth doing evenif it wasn't useful, kind of
like music. When he told Quath about hislittle trick, she had rattled with approval, remarking that there
were gpplications of hisideato True Center — and then refused to discuss further, since she was il
digesting thisinformation, fresh in from the llluminates, hersdf.

But the amazing thing, when Toby took the time to think about it, was that math was practica. Theworld
ran according to the rule of pure Number. Math described the orbits of stars, how circuits worked, even
the ways odd features like a funny-shaped nose or red eyes got passed down from one generation to the
next in Family Bishop.

What it didn't help with was Cermo.
The big man hadn't been any too happy with Toby's "running off"



with Quath, for Sarters. Then there was the double embarrassment that the red fluid that they fetched
back turned out to be packed with useful nutrients. It was even tasty. He and Quath had stolen Cermo's
thunder.

So they had to sit it out while the Family had quickly raided all dong the length of the sail-snake, taking
the red liquid where they could. Not too much, though; Family Bishop codeswould never alow
endangering thelife of so vagt aliving thing.

A few Family went deeper into theinky recesses of the molecular cloud. Besen had been with them, and
her tales of the exatic lifeforms there had made Toby envious. Thismolecular mist was one of the smaller
ones, yet it abounded in bizarre shapes. Triple-spined things, with spreading pandsto soak up sunlight.
Big, billowing beasts that |ooked like fabled sailing ships. Mean-eyed predators with tight, lesthery
mouths, stingy with their preciousinterna gases. Blimps with enormous eyesto find food in the shifting
sarglow. Tangles of wispy grasses growing from watery pouches. Forests of swaying yellow leaves.
Helica rod-trees that telescoped out, seeking more starlight. Warty living skins that wrinkled and
sretched to wrap around spindly purple trunks, partnersin some mysterious life process.

They found ahuge, saf-propelled, mst-red pyramid that seemed like a peaceful grazer, feeding on
enormous gray cobwebs, sucking in strands like delicious spaghetti. These thin nets collected the drifting
molecules of the great clouds. They looked appetizing but nobody in the Family could stand the stuff.
Besen thought maybe they needed some sauice.

Worse, thered pyramid-beast didn't liketiny creatures picking at its feeding grounds, ether It was asbig
asthe sail-snake and hard to argue with. It chased the offenders all the way back to the ship, veering
away only when it saw that Argo was not just afelow giant. Besen thought it wasn't at al obviouswho
would win, if it had cometo afight between the pyramid and Argo. Who knew what tricks afew hillion
years of evolution could cook up inside amolecular cloud? But dl this had happened while Toby was
confined to the ship. He gritted histeeth, swore alittle for the pure pleasure of it, and then went back to
work. When hefinished hislessons and Isaac certified hiswork, he reported to Cermo, got his next-day
assgmnent, and turned to leave.

"Hold on," Cermo said. "Report to the Cap'n.”
"Huh? | wanted to go outside, get agood look at the Chandelier.”

Cermo said sternly, "Argo's not run for your amusement. Go." Cap'n Killeen stood with hands behind his
back, studying his office wal screens. They showed closeup images of the Chandelier being sent back by
Argo'sautomatic flyers. Massive spiral arms. Swooping webs that, under magnification, proved to be
linked apartments. Toby tried to imagine living in such places, amid vast linesthat dwindled by
perspective toward glowing massesin the immense distance.

"Think it'sinhabited, Dad?'

Killeen turned dowly from the brilliant screens, hisface velled. "No. The mechs stcormed dl the
Chanddiersthousands of years ago. Thisoneis better preserved, so maybe there wasn't abig fight over
it"

"Areyou sure?!
Killeen shook his head dowly, obvioudy consulting an Aspect. "Must be. Records are poor, though.”
"'Somebody must have Aspects from that far back."



"None from this sector, so closeto True Center.”

Toby knew that Aspects got hazy and scratchy with age. Chandelier Aspects had to have interpretation
programs added, to understand them at dl. And it wasn't just the shiftsin language. The hardest thingsto
convey were the concepts. Nobody could really comprehend how the Chandelier folk thought. "'If we
could get someidea— "

Killeen shook his head. "Humans were spread al over, back then. This Chanddlier, it looks pretty damn
finedl right, but it might have been just aminor outpost, for al we know."

"Huh?But it's, it's beautiful.”
Killeen grinned. " Suresay — to us. Maybe it was nothing specia to people from the Great Times."

Toby looked skeptical and Killeen waved at the screens, where wonders unfolded. "L ook, once people
retreated from their Chanddliers, they went down to live on planets again. Things got rough. We stopped
building big, and settled for what we could protect from mechs. The Family of Families spread out among
the stars, looking for safe placesto hide.”

"That was the Hunker Down, right?"

"The beginning of it. They figured to hide out on planets. Thought mechs wouldn't have much usefor
them.”

"Because mechslive best in space?”

Killeen grimaced wryly. " So they thought. On Snowglade and Trump, wefirst built the Grand Arcologies
— citieslikelittle Chanddiers, but smaler because of the gravity. The damn mechs smashed them. Our
tech stuff got worse and we built the Low Arcologies. Still pretty damn big places, mind you. | saw the
ruinsof one."

"Youtold me. Big asamountan.”

"Wdl, maybe alittle smaler. Too big for the mechs, though. They got through our defenses and flattened
thelittle arcologies, too, eventualy.”

The ancient anger in Killeen's voice made Toby say in sympathy, " So we built the Citaddls. Kept going.”

"Y easay — and kept ‘em well hid, so we thought. Had to live by raidin’ off the new mech manufacturing
complexes. Then the mech city-minds sent rat-catchersto blast each Family's Citadd. Rooting people
out, casting them to thewinds. Till only Citadel Bishop was|eft. Then came our turn — remember?*

Toby recalled with reluctance their flight from Citadel Bishop. He had been just aboy, confused, scared.
Fire and smoke and death. His mother, killed by the mechswith merciful, cold swiftness.

He shook himsdlf. "L ook, Cermo said to report to you."

Killeen nodded silently. Toby could tell that he, too, had trouble shaking off the dark past. Killeen
abruptly turned and sat behind his broad, uncluttered desk. "I think you've been getting out of hand.”

"Oh, the sail-snake thing? L ook, it wasn't my idea.”
"Y ou should not get Quath stirred up. Sheis unpredictable.”

"Quath carried me out there. There was nothing | could do.”



"Y ou couldve sgnaed us, told uswhat was going on.”
Toby shrugged. "I didn't think of that."

"When you get in trouble, consult your Aspects.”
"Didn't think of that either.”

"You're carrying alot of experiencein those Aspects. Let them help you.”

"They nag mealot."

Killeen smiled. "That goes with the dedl. They don't get to do anything except talk, remember. Imagine
what that'slike."

"I'd rather not," Toby said, uneasy at how this conversation was turning.

"Y ou've got to get used to working with them. Fluid. So you reach for them automaticall like scratching
yoursdlf."

"They don't ride so easy yet," Toby admitted uncomfortably.

Killeen gazed steadily at him for along moment that widened between them. "How... how isshe?"
So it had findly come out. Again.

"Thesame... of course.”

Killeen slost love, Shibo. The woman who had comeinto Killeen'slife after Toby's mother died, a
woman Toby had come to accept as nearly areplacement mother. The once-vibrant Shibo now existed
only asan Aspect carried in Toby. She had been killed on Trump, cut down by enemy fire. In atrap set
by His Supremacy, amech-human hybrid. Toby and Killeen had managed to get her back to Argo. In
the recording room the ship's instruments had spoken of potassium levels and neurological amalgams and
digita matching matrices, terms nobody in Family Bishop understood. Or their Agpects. The ancient
instruments had saved as much as they could of Shibo, reading the neura beds of her mind, the shape of
aunique consciousness. Making arecording. Then squeezing it into achip that did easily into ahuman
spina reader. Together with cell samplesfrom her body, for long-term Family genetic records, Toby's
Shibo Agpect was all that remained of her. Normally an Aspect lay dormant until the traumaof deeth
passed, often for aFamily generation. But the Family needed Shibo's skills, judgment, and lore. Killeen
could not have carried her Aspect, of course; that would invite emotional disaster in their Cap'n, violaing
every Family precept. Toby had been the only crew member with an open spinal dot and the right
personality congtellations to accept Shibo immediately. They had used her knowledge of ship's systems
innumerable timesin the long voyage. Shibo had aknack for techno-craft. Even better than the advice of
the older Agpectsfrom the Low Arcology Era But thetoll on Killeen had been heavy. Another long
slence passed between the two of them, until Toby felt like jumping up and rushing out, away, free of the
gtrain he had truly not wished to carry. "1... "Killeen hesitated. "Can | speak with her?"

"I don't think so, Dad."

Killeen opened his mouth, then closed it so abruptly Toby could hear the teeth click. "I just wanted afew
words."

"l think it'sabad idea."



"Why?
"Y ou know how you get.”

"l just wanted alittle—"

"Dad, you've got to let go of her."

Therewas adesperate look in Killeen'seyes. "I have. | have.
"No you havent. If you had, you wouldn't ask."

Hisfather'slips thinned until they were nearly white. Toby knew Killeen washoldinginalot, the
pressures of leadership on top of everything else. But he couldn't give ground on this point. He had, once.
Killeen had hounded him to let his Shibo Aspect speak through his mouth, and he had. Once. Twice.
Then again and again, until Killeen wanted that contact, as miserably fleeting and thin asit was, every

day.

"| suppose you're some kind of expert?' Killeen asked curtly.

"Onthis yes"

"What'syour Family Counsdor been tdling you?!

"Just whét | said. To not manifest Shibo for you."

Killeen dammed hisfist onto his desk top with ameety smack. "And if | makeit an order?"
"| can't obey that kind of order.”

I'll be the judge of that.” Killeen'slipstwisted cruelly. Toby took adeep breath and said as evenly ashe
could, "No you wont. I'll takeit to a Family Gathering."

Killeen'sface dowly lost its congested, tormented look. It went dack, pale, beaten — an expression
Toby liked even less.

"You... you'd do that." It was not aquestion.
"I'd haveto." Hismouth was dry, sour. "If | manifested Shibo, it'd drive you nutso, same as before.”

"Jud ... just alittle...." Killeen's mouth trembled. His jaw worked with unspoken emotion. Toby hated
watching tormented devotion drive aman heloved to such humiliation. It was as though Killeen was
addicted to some terrible drug, and could never get it out of his system. But he had to. And Toby had to
help him. "No. No, Dad.”

"You could, just fora—"
"A littlesworsethan alot. Y ou know that."

Killeen stared across the bare table for along time and then dowly nodded. "Y easay... Worsethan a
lot."

"Dad, | use Shibo'staents every day. She knowsthe eectronics of this ship, how systemsinteract — she
was gregt. But that's not what you want from her. Y ou loved Shibo the woman. She'sgone. What'sleft is
hollow, thin. Only an Aspect.”



Killeen's cheeks were sunken, his eyes empty. "Not quite.”
"Huh?'
"The recording machines made a deep copy of her. That chip you're carrying, it's a Persondity.”

"What?' Toby was stunned. A Persondlity was afull embodiment of the neural beds. It carried features
of theoriginal person that went far beyond hisor her skills and knowledge.

"| ordered that nobody tell you.” Killeen shrugged ruefully. "A boy your age can't redly handlea
Persondity.”

"But... but it fedslike an Aspect.”

"I had them box in the Persondity. At firgt it couldn't expressitself fully through you.”
"That's... | never heard of..."

"It'srare. For emergenciesonly.”

"Butwhy?"

Killeen was getting some of his Cap'n face back. "Family policy isto save as much of aperson aswe

"But there arelimits. | mean, we don't keep bodies, or, or..."

"l wanted it done."

"Y ou wanted it done. Great! What about me?"

"The blocks should hold for awhile, then giveway. Her full Persondity will emergeintime.”
"But suppose something goes wrong? Suppose this Shibo Persondity starts making trouble?”

Toby felt jittery apprehension. Even Aspects could sometimes gang up on thelr carrier. Attacking at a
weak moment, they could bring on an Aspect storm. Then the carrier person went into traumatic states, a
form of induced mental illness. Once the Aspects got control of acarrier, they could direct movement
and speech, govern behavior. Sometimes Aspects could ride aperson for days, even years, without
anyone e se knowing. And a Personality was stronger than an Agpect...

"| took precautions. Her Persondity istied down with interlocking protections.”
"Still, Dag, if it ever —"

"Thisis Shibo weretaking about herel” He dammed the desk again.

"She wouldn't turn on you, and you know that. Sheloved you like ason.”
"Thisthing I'm carrying, it'saversion of Shibo. Complete with death trauma.”
Killeen blinked. "What do you mean?"

Toby fidgeted awkwardly. "Degth changes people.” For amoment he dmost laughed out loud at the
absurdity of this. Death changes people. But were they people at al anymore? Or just damaged, dtered
recordings?



Another gtretching silence between them. Then Killeen said tiffly, "I should havetold you before.”

So hisfather was putting on his Cap'n self, covering hisfedings with auniform. Toby saw that thislast
statement was as close as he was going to get to an apology.

Toby made ahdf-shrug, hismind still aswirl of conflicting fedings.

"I'd just have worried about it."

"So | thought, too. Son, I'm... I'm sorry about asking you to manifest her. | know it'swrong.”
"Okay, Dad."

"Sorry. So sorry."

Toby got up, still flustered. His father came around the desk and embraced him. Neither of them were
best at expressing things through words, and for along time they smply clung to each other, arms
carrying messages that voices could not.

4 Pdelmmengties

Toby watched the Chanddlier expand before their flyer, dready huge and ominous, and yet still coming,
swdling, filling dl of space. Itspdeimmenstiessretched in al directions, offering glittering flanks and
towers, grand portals and jutting spires, soaring perspectives leading the eye away into dizzying depths.

— People made this? — he sent on the comm line.
Killeen answered grimly, — We were once far greater. —

The Cap'n wasin the same flyer. Since they had talked, his father seemed to want to have Toby nearby
whenever possible. Cermo piloted, since this was the Command flyer. It was not lost to Toby that
assigning him here effectively put him onice, kept him from "stirring around,” as Cermo had described his
excurson with Quath. On the other hand, thisflyer would be in on the most interesting discoveries.

The ramparts and great flanks of the Chandelier began to betray their age asthe Family flyers coasted
nearer. The massive sheets that seemed to have a ceramic hardness now showed pits, black scars, big
rimmed craters. About Galactic Center ahail of incoming debris congtantly circled. Even tiny flakes,
zooming in at severa hundred kilometers per second, could dig deep holes.

Toby watched the peppered face gain detail asthey came nearer. He had the same problem, blotches
that robbed dignity, but supposedly hiswould clear upintime. A teenage problem. It was asthough age
brought a cosmic acne here, he mused, that would never go away. But did that mean no onelived here
now?

They were close. He could sense an edgy impatience on the comm line. The crew sent their dl-clearsin
clipped tones. Nobody detected the dightest Sgna coming from the Chanddier itsdlf.

He used his blocked-in Shibo Personality to help integrate the calls. It was pleasant, having akind of
interior servant who could listen to one transmission while Toby paid attention to another.

Quath could do that, al by hersdlf, Toby knew. The alien's mind was organized differently, so that it
processed incoming information in pardld. Quath said that she had "subminds." They did their assgned
jobs, kind of the way Toby could gnaw an apple and read abook at the same time. But Quath's
subminds stored it al and could feed it back.



So Quath would have been perfect for this job — only she wouldn't come aong. <I cannot witness so
close-gtitched a homecoming,> the big dien had sent.

Killeen had explained that this Chanddier was not in any sense Family Bishop's home, snceit was
incredibly ancient. Still Quath wouldn't budge. She sent something about "intimate observances' and
would say ho more.

Toby's Shibo Persondity emerged, atickling presence.

All fiyersarein optima position, the 3D scan shows. No unexplained dectromagnetic emissions. The
Chandelier appears dead.

Toby was used to Shibo giving him straight, impersond stuff. She had been agood friend while dive, but
her Personality was reserved. She had not mentioned his conversation with Killeen, either. He said to her
in hismind, "Say, do you think thisisagood idea?’

Not particularly. Mechs probably expect such a magnificent siteto be visited now and then. And mechs
plan far ahead.

"What would you do?'

Send in one person. Lessrisk.

"Ummm, sounds reasonable. Not our style, though."

Family Bishop has aways been impetuous. Perhapsthat iswhy you have survived.

Toby remembered that Shibo had come to them from Family Knight, after that Family had been nearly
killed off by the mechs. She had been born into Family Pawn. "Well, I've aways wanted to seea
Chanddlier. | sposewedl do."

Mechs know that, too. But | suspect your father has motives beyond curiosity.

Only aguess. We shdll see. This calm, mysterious distance was typical Shibo. Most Aspects were eager
to speak, to be involved again in rea-world hustle and bustle. Shibo had a serenity not shared by Isaac
and the others. Maybe that was an attribute of Personalitiesin general, but Toby suspected it wasjust a
deep feature of the remarkable woman she had been. Though his true mother was till afirm, resonant
memory, Shibo had been amother to himin thelong years of Family wanderings. Toby shrugged and
reported that the flyers were positioned, swarming like bees around an e ephant. Killeen nodded curtly
and ordered, — Teamsin!- Flyersal around the Chanddier angled in. There was no visble movement in
response. The flyers dipped into open entrances. Toby sorted out the transmissions and brought the most
important to Killeen's attention. There was continua crosstalk. Bishops were agabby lot:

— Looks like abig open auditorium here. Some burn damage. — Y eah, must've been fighting al aong
this passage. Big gouges out of the walls. — — A whole section smashed in here. — — All in vacuum.
No air pressure. —

— Burned-out living quarters. From the door heights I'd say they were short people. —
— No signsof recent use, I'd say. —

— Right. | just ran asample on some burned furniture in an gpartment. My Aspect says that the isotope



dating makesthisto be old — twenty thousand years, at least. —

— Anybody find any records? —

— No. Somebody sure scraped this place clean. —

— I'm picking up traces of dectrical activity. Something till works here. —

Killeen brokein curtly. — Proceed carefully. There may be mechsin there.- Toby didn't think it likely
that mechswould stay in ahuman artifact, even agloriousruin like this. But then, he had less experience
than hisfather and the other Bishop veterans. He knew the long history of betrayas, of agreements
broken, of ambushes and raids and casua obliteration asjust that — history. These men and women had
lived through plenty of it; some were over ahundred years old and till fighting, still vigorous and adamant
about giving any margin to mechs.

— God, they fought al through here. —

— Y eah, smashed. Stripped clean. —

— Somebody pulled out al the metas. Looks like mech scavenging. Sametypical grappler marks. —
— A graveyard of acity. —

— They clean stripped it. Like Blaine Arcology back on Snowglade, ‘member?-

Toby remembered, dl right. He had hiked there, taking two days, on hisfirst mgjor outing with Killeen
and his grandfather, Abraham. Blaine Arcology was areverentid place for Bishops, worth ahaf-day
detour from their target, a mech factory that housed usable foodstuffs. The colossa ruin had awed Toby.
They had camped there overnight, even though Abraham grumbled about the danger of mech ambush.
He had wandered the smashed streets, reading hints of former lives among the shadows. The Arcology
had seemed to him aplace of privacy, silence, space, and of memoriesforever lost. Memories of busy
avenues and neighbors, of long afternoons with time to waste, of barefoot fun and whispery el egance —
acity. He had tried to say as much to Killeen and Abraham, and while Toby talked about the majesty of
the place both the men had |ooked away, faces pinched and brooding. When Toby had asked why,
Abraham had said sadly that an old Aspect of his had just reminded him that Blaine was redly not an
example of the High Arcology Eraat al. It had served asakind of refugee camp, after the truly grest
places had been smashed. And Killeen had nodded, too.

A refugee camp. Y et Citade Bishop would havefit in its sports stadium.

That moment long ago came back to Toby. Then it was blown away, the way the wind carries
conversations and shreds them.

— Theres everything here. Concert halls, markets, factories, hospitals, huge shafts for elevators. —
— And blasted parks. Musta been pretty once. —

— Wait asec, therésan airlock here. — Killeen sent, — Test it for activity. —

— Nothing électrical | can pick up. —

— Try theseds. — Killeen sad.

— They seem okay. Intact. — Killeen sent, — L eave arobot mechanical at the controls and stand back,
far back. Then pop the sedl. —



— Yeasay, doing it... — Other reports came in, of more damaged vistas. Toby listened intently, filtering
out the repetitious reports. His attention focused on the team at the airlock. He ached to be in there with
them, looking around.

— We opened the lock. It's cycling. — Killeen sent, — What's the gas? —

— Ordinary air. Chem-sensors say it's okay, not poisoned. — Cermo scowled next to Toby. — Air's
gtill good after al thistime?-Toby said — Maybe the air system still works. —

— And maybe other thingswork, too, — Killeen said uneasily. From the airlock team came, — Seems
all right. Cap'n, can we go in? — Killeen sent, — Y easay. But take it dow. —

Cermo said, — Cap'n, there are only three in that team. They can't help but get spread out. —

— Right. — Killeen hesitated only a second. — But we don't have any reserves. Y ou go, Cermo.
Provide comm to us--

Toby said, — Dad, I'll do that. I can monitor just aswell while I'm moving. —

Killeen shook hishead. To Toby's surprise, Cermo put in, — Hell be dl right with me. | could usethe
help.-

Toby redized that Cermo might be trying to defuse the tension between the two of them, by getting Toby
out from under hisfather's thumb. Maybe hisfather wanted that, too, because Killeen |ooked relieved.
— Um. Very well. — Quickly the Cap'n turned his attention to other matters.

Into the Chandelier, Toby's pulse quickening. They followed tracersthat pulsed on the inner visors of
their helmets. Already Argo's computers had built up arough three-dimensiona map of thisvast derdlict,
using the exploration team's data. They guided Cermo and Toby through dark lanes, down shafts,
through the wrecked corridors of far antiquity. They sped through utter blackness, guided by their helmet
beams.

Toby caught glimpses of tattered clothing, trashed factories, gutted offices. Each glance was amomentary
message of beleaguered liveslost for millennia, known now only by pathetic scraps.

They reached the yawning round airlock. Their helmet beams showed a crewwoman, who waved them
onin.— Canyou believeit? — she sent.-Therewas air insgde. When we opened the lock, it near blew
me away .-

The blackness dll around them gave way to a broad, phosphor-lit square. The team was there, working
among ranks of machinery. Cermo gave orders for them to search the area. Toby stood, listening to
other teams report their findings. They had found nothing as unusua asthis. e Toby asked Cermo, —
Why you figure the phosphors work here and nowhere ese? —

— Maybe there's still apower sourcein here. —
— After twenty thousand years? — Somebody guffawed.

But therewas. A crewman found eectricity coursing through conduits high above. Cermo said, — No
bodies, so far? —

— Nobody's reported any. — Toby answered. — They're gone, | guess. Evaporated away, like the
plantsin the parks. —



— But why not in here? | mean, thiswas sedled.-Toby wondered why mechswould leave thisvault
under air pressure, if they were the last ones here. He walked among the ranks of shadowy machinery
and puzzled over what it was for. There was a certain cast to the bulky assemblages, astyle that was not
like the mech machines he had feared and hated dll hislife.

It struck him that these were human machines, by far the largest he had ever seen. He smiled with pride.
Men and women had once worked on the scale of mechs. He had lived with the automatic assumption
that only the malevolent, intelligent machines could achieve great works. Argo was an ancient human
work, of course, but it was of the Arcology Era, used to fly between the Hunkered-Down colonies on
the far-flung planets. And Argo had used many parts scavenged from mechs. These old human artifacts
were different. Beautiful, he decided.

Killeen sent, — Team Lambda has found some engraving in awall. | want full spectro-copiesof it.-
Toby had the gear for that. — Y easay, coming.-
Heturned to go and a sudden blaring signd erupted through the comm line.

| AM A BOMB. | AM SET TO EXPLODE IN THREE HUNDRED TIME INTERVALS. *BEEP*
THISMARKS THE BEGINNING OF A TIME INTERVAL. THERE ARE TWO HUNDRED
NINETY-NINETO GO. | AM A BOMB. | AM SET TO EXPLODE IN THREE HUNDRED TIME
INTERVALS. *BEEP* THERE ARE TWO HUNDRED NINETY-EIGHT TIME INTERVALSTO
GO.

The signa came from somewherein the vault, Toby'slocator told him. — Evacuate! — he called and
started for the lock.

It was closing. Cermo wasin front of him, moving with a speed and dexterity surprising for hissize,
Cermo aimed his wegpon at the lock and blew off ahinge. The door stopped.

Toby got through the entrance and then stopped. — Y ou figure it'sanuke? —
— Might be, — Cermo sent. — Movel —
— Let's push thelock door back in place. It might contain anything less than anuke. —

Cermo swore but agreed. They swung the door shut with the help of three other crew. The time wasn't
lost anyway, because others were still coming out. The last crewwoman squeezed through and they
dammed the bulky stedl shut.

Nobody wasted time on breath. They rushed down slent, inky halways. Teams came streaming out of
the Chandelier. Toby got into free space just asthe relay transmitter they had |eft in the vault sent:

*BEEP* | AM A BOMB. THISHASBEEN A WELCOME CONCLUSION TOMY HISTORIC
MISSION. | BID GOOD-BY E TO THOSE WHO CREATED ME AND GAVE ME THIS
OPPORTUNITY TO SERVE. THANKSALSO TO THOSE WHO TRIGGERED MY
COMPLETING MOMENT. | NOW DETONATE WITH RESOLVE AND ELOQUENCE. *BEEP*

Itstransmission shut off.
The Chanddlier shook visibly. Spires sheared awvay. Wdls split.

A helica tower cracked. Thenit dl came apart in dow motion, buckling and fracturing into shards that
spun away, tumbling. In the silence of space it was like watching a mountain come apart piece by piece.



Toby watched the debris astheir flyer sped away. It had been a close cal, but the Chandelier was
fracturing with little energy |€ft over.

Argo was dready speeding away. They probably wouldn't sustain much damage.

— Whew! Wewere lucky. — he said.

— Maybe, — Killeen answered.

Cermo said, — | don't think that stuff can really hurt us much. —

— Me neither, — Killeen answered. — But maybe it wasn't supposed to.-

Toby puzzled. — Huh? What else could it have been for? —

— Wish | knew. But anybody who just wanted to kill uswouldn't have given any warning.-
Toby blinked. — And putting it inside an airlock... —

Cermo said, — Mechs wouldn't be drawn to an atmosphere. They work better without one. We'd be
suckered in, though. —

— So | figure, — Killeen said. — We st off a humans-only alarm.-They watched in silence the
dow-motion wreck of their ancient ancestral home. Toby's oldest Aspects murmured, stirred by
memories he could probably never know. He felt also the unspoken anguish in the scattered comm
comments. Even though picked clean, there had been afeding to the place, ataste of what humans had
been like many millenniaago. A flavor of antiquity, faint and echoing. Tantdizing, sweet — and then
snatched away forever.

— Too bad | didn't get to that engraving, — Toby said.
— Yeasay. Team Lambda got afew quick shots, though. — Killeen scowled, lines degpening in hisface.
— | don't get it. Why destroy such abeautiful thing? They didn't even catch us. —

Cermo said, — Dunno. Me, | figure mechs maybe just like busting up anything human. Anything that
means something to us. — Killeen said darkly, — Let us hopeitisonly that. —

5 Ancient Havors

Toby liked working outside. Grunt work in zero-gravs was more like dancing than redl labor, demanding
some body-smarts— but there were moments that took plenty of muscle, too.

Therewasjoy in popping out a sweat. He used it to work off his frustrations, which were getting to be
many. Even the best skinsuit got pretty swvampy after awhile, though, and it was alot of trouble to pee,
so you didn't drink anything for hours before going out. That meant your throat dried out and you got by
on spsof tomato juice.

Thisjob was tougher. Their passage through the molecular cloud had somehow shorted out some of the
ship's sensors. Cermo said it was dl those banks of dust. Then the Chandelier explosion had pocked the
hull. Most of the debriswas small stuff, but each gouge had to be patched. Tedious, messy, and essentid,
just like most jobs on a starship. When there's only one skin between you and high vacuum, you take
careof it.



Toby helped get a crushed antenna back into shape, depending on instructions from a Face he carried. A
Face was atrimmed down Aspect, really just acatalog of technical lore and tricks. Toby let the Facetell
him which toolsto use and electrica connectionsto make, which left him freeto just puff and sweet for a
while. Techno-thinking wasintricate and hard and hetired of it. But the repair routines went into
muscle-memory, so hewould be ableto do it better next time.

When abreak came hetook astroll over the hull while the rest of the work gang rested on their talls. He
was beginning to seewhat hisfather liked about spending so much time out here, beneath the seethe of
sky. A million pinprick fires shone through the blobs and swirls of twilight radiance — dust and gas,
tortured into smoldering luminescence by huge eectrica currents.

Staring outward for long moments, he could sense the dow churu of the entire disk of the galaxy.
Everything here whirled about a single point that no one could see: the black hole a True Center.

The Eater. Asaboy on Snowglade he had seen it, a smoldering presence behind churning molecular
clouds. Somelegends cdled it the Eye, from an age when it had glared down on Familieslike an
avenging angd, or devil, or both.

Toby could only glance at the eye-stinging brilliance there— the disk of captured matter that spiraled
about the hole. Then he had to look away, or his body's own systemswould close down his optical
vison, to avoid getting burned out. Still, it was eerie, staring at clouds of dust asthey did into the death
grip of that tiny, vicious maw. A mouth that was dways hungry, awaysimpetient.

Heturned hisback on the glare and hiked down into the little valey formed by two bulgesin Argo's hull.
He was daydreaming, taking in the view — and then stopped short. Quath's honeycomb warren lay in
shambles.

And Quath stalked among the ruins. Her double-jointed legs worked in their sted sockets as Quath
seized awall of gray bricks. Alarmed, Toby trotted forward, boots clanging heavily.

— What happened? Did a piece of the Chandelier hit it?—
<No, warm-blooded scavenger.>
— But thismuch, something big— hey! —

Quath jerked powerfully and the entirewall came apart. Bricks of waste and garbage flew everywhere.
Then Toby noticed that despite their tumbling and spinning, the bricks dl drifted into nesat stacks on the
hull, following long, curved pathsin zero-gravs. They settled nicely into order with impossible, liquid
grece.

— How'd you do that? —

<Nourishment-of-maggots, | fashion my mountain-home of your cast off matter — true. But each has
iron, and will adhereto the hull.>

— Okay, but how do you get them to fly apart like that, and go into the right stacks? —
<A craft of mechanics>

Toby squinted up at the huge form as she broke up another part of her own dwelling. He knew enough
about Quath to see that he would get no more explanation of how, so he turned to why. Quath
answered, <I do not think my mountain will withstand our trgectory.>



— What trgjectory? We haven't decided where to go yet. —
<The soul of aspeciesis best seen from outside. | prepare.>

And then Quath would say no more. She worked quickly and, for her size, with an unlikely deft touch.
Toby called to her and got no answer.

He shrugged and walked away, reminding himself not to take this persondly. Quath was not awomanin
an insect suit. Nor was she an untamed and uncontrollable force of nature. Shewas just plain dien, and
human metaphors didn't apply. That was the hardest thing to remember, when you'd just been snubbed.
Toby turned and called back, — So much for your crap-castle, bug-face! —

Quath stopped and waved two feders at him but said nothing but <[untrandatable]>. Maybe that was an
obscene gesture, for Quath's race — but Toby would never know.

He stdked away and took out hisirritation by working harder, faster. He was pleasantly tired by the time
the job was done, and when he cycled back insde h treated himsdlf to afull shower.

Thiswasthree days early, but he felt sorely used by life. He thumbed the nozzle on full bore and selected
options of suds and an alcohol spray. By pure luck it was the first day in a cycle and the water was fresh.
It didn't smell of other Bishops or of the refilter that never redlly took away al the odors. He let the
wonderful warmth gush over him, tuned the nozzle to pound his muscles and massage his scalp. Back in
Citadd Bishop they had lots more water, so much he had even played in abath of it once. Usualy baths
were reserved for couples, as part of the wedding ceremony.

He was sorry when his charge was used up and the last dribbles gurgled away. He wouldn't have another
such treat for weeks.

He sighed, dropped into his bunk — and his cdler chimed. Cermo's voice rang in hisleft ear. "Report to
Command, Toby."

Toby groaned. He and Besen had planned on "resting up™ together, which was Family dang for alittle
mutua bunk time in the free-for-all quarters. Unmarried Family enjoyed a period of complete sexua
freedom, before the necessity of childbearing closed in, and Toby had been making the most of it. This
feature of shipboard life he liked best — time to indulge the anima within. Well it would have to wait.

He called Besen and explained. She groaned. "Hey, and | got ustimein a zero-grav section, too!"
"Duty cdls, my Juliet."

"So you did check that play. See, it's parting that's such sweet sorrow.”

"Inthiscasg, it's staying apart.”

"Hurry it up, Romeo. Maybe we can ill usethetime | booked."

To hissurprise, only hisfather and Cermo were in the Command Center. The two figures seemed
dwarfed by the enormous ceramic-faced banks of computers, the arrays of diding phosphorescent data.
Cermo sad rather stiffly, "We have need of your Shibo Aspect.”

Toby studied hisfather's face in the shimmer of blue-white data diplays, remembering the last time they
had talked about Shibo, but Killeen was wearing his firm Cap'n persona. His dark eyes gave nothing
away. "Uh, okay. What'sup?"



"Two things, redly.” Killeen was brisk, efficient. "That engraving from the Chandelier, remember? Were
trying to decipher it. Giveasquint.”

SHE, /IHT IAI DVIIJTTAE Q/ItIHDEIAI El VIWOIA/IH TA/IHD VASTY REALMS OF DUST
AND GASSY LORE, BLUNTED MAD ATTACKS.

BRAVE-PARTING A TIDE OF GROTESQUES, CONSUMED THE FIVE KINDS

.TACH YJOH DVIIWOJD-JSITE VII gA/IQ DVIIVIZ TO SHE, SI/IH DMIWOIA)T YTIDOSI/I
JIaUAD TaUT go BODY WELL, VOYAGED ON TO PLACE IMMUTABLE — THOUGH WEA-

SHE, BMSUB >tJO/IHT /O aHYIUTJUD BaOIDA eOaHylClaZSIOTaHeOHW STILL, AND
SLITHERS THROUGH THE TICK OF TIME, AND CONTOR.HDA@a-SIU 10 a/IOW SHE,
IAOITAMIVIA H/IH QITTIUQ/IDAJAg JAHQ HHT O H/IQIA/IEt(H 1,/I/ITE AND NOW
DWELLSIN THE TANGLE OF TIME WHERE ETERNITY ABIDES. E/ITATI(I/IM
YTVIDIHItVOE EM,q:TUE/i JOE (TT/IfilAV/I MZO;1 YJCIOB H/tH IN EVENT-SPUN DRIFTS,
BOWEL-DEEP, FLECKED BY DELICIOUS

JIHUTUI-AD/IMO QVIA YHOTEIH-HU iO EHUDVIOT SHE, a aA |IJUT-HEHSVT
VISI(EAJTIA/IDE .GIGWRITTEN AND SHALL BE RENDERED FORTH IN THE
RESTORATION TO

HMOD SHE, SHAJHHT OF (IYIAWVII /IDMUJg OHW JJA /IW JJAHE aA HalSI JJAHZ AND
LIBRARY. FULLNESS OF GREAT DURATION, ISNOW AND EVER .Hg JJAHZ

"Ummm." Toby was mystified. He summoned up his Shibo Personality. Her cool presence paused along
moment and then said, This"she" mugt've been quite awoman.

Killeen said, "We can't make sense of some parts of this."
Toby frowned. "What's it mean, that every other line iswritten backwards?'
Cermo shrugged. " Some kinda code?’

Hefelt Shibo meshing with his oldest Aspects, caling up shreds of memory. She summed these and
reported:

Thisisan ancient skill. | saw such when | wasagirl with Family Knight. Thiswas written to be reed
digitally. Instead of return ing to theleft to scan each line, adigital mind Smply reads the charactersin
backwards order asitsfield of view returns, right to left.

Toby relayed this. Cermo said, " Seems screwy.”

It savestime. Our practice of reading only after returning to the left each timeisfor smple minds.
Killeen said doubtfully, "Chanddier folk could do such?!

Family Knight did, once. Their ancient scrollswerewrit so. | saw someasagirl.

Toby repeated this. He could see by the compression of Killeen'sfacethat it had great weight for him. It
wasthe burden of dl the Familiesto live out lives of flight and desperation, knowing that once their kind
had strode proud and tall at Galactic Center. Chandelier-makers, explorers, hunters of vacuum beasts,
riders of great storms. But that was so long ago now that even legends only whispered about the heights
of such far antiquity.



"There was none such at the Citadel of Family Bishop,” Killeen said begrudgingly. Toby recalled seeing a
wall in the ruined Blaine Arcology that held some such message on it. He started to say so but Cermo cut
him off with awave. "L ook, however they dung their alphabet, | can seethisplain. It'sastory about a
woman who led humanity. They won. But what's all this stuff about pearl palaces?"

"| figurethat'sthe Chanddlier,” Killeen said distantly.

"Makes sense," Toby said, quickly referring to his Isaac Aspect. "That word 'pearl’ meansajewd — a
kind of foggy one, likethin cat beer."

Thistime Shibo was puzzled.
What is"cat beer"?

"Milk. Sorry, it'sakid'sjoke." Toby whispered to her. He had said it without thinking. He wanted to be
taken serioudy here, not asjust afunnd for Shibo's expertise. He had not let Cermo or Killeen have
direct access to Shibo through comm interface, which would have been an easy techno-trick. Then they
would have just bypassed him completely, akid left out of adult business.

"Theresalot | don't understand about thisengraving,” Killeen said.
"Hrgt, can you get it writ right for us?'
For Shibo it was easy. In afew moments she relayed to one of the big wall screens.

SHE ON WHOSE BREASTS GREAT RENOWN ISINSCRIBED BATTLING IN THE VASTY
REALMS OF DUST AND GASSY LOREr BLUNTED MAD ATTACKS. SHE,
BRAVE-PARTING A TIDE OF GROTESQUES, CONSUMED THE FIVE KINDS OF LIVING
DEAD IN STILL-GLOWING HOLY HEAT.

SHE, EMBRACER OF MEN AND OF JUST CAUSE, FEROCITY KNOWING HER BODY
WELL/VOYAGED ON TO PLACE IMMUTABLE — THOUGH WEARIED FEVERED STILL IN
ARDOR FOR HUMANITY'S PEARL PALACES. SHE, WHOSE STORY SPREADS ACROSS
CULTURES OF THE FOLK, BURNSSTILL, AND SLITHERSTHROUGH THE TICK OF TIME,
AND CONTORTIONS OF UR-SPACE. SHE, STERN DEFENDER OF THE PEARL PALACE,
QUITTED HER ANIMATION AND NOW DWELLSIN THE TANGLE OF TIME WHERE
ETERNITY ABIDES. HER BODILY FORM EVADED, SOLE SUPREME SOVEREIGNTY
MEDITATESIN EVENT-SPUN DRIFTS, BOWEL-DEEP, FLECKED BY DELICIOUS
TONGUES OF UR-HISTORY AND OMEGA-FUTURE.

SHEISASWASAND DOESASDID. SCENT-LADEN, FLESHY-FULL, ASISWRITTEN AND
SHALL BE RENDERED FORTH IN THE RESTORATION TO COME. SHE, SHALL RISEAS
SHALL WE ALL WHO PLUNGE INWARD TO THE LAIR AND LIBRARY. FULLNESS OF
GREAT DURATION, ISNOW AND EVER SHALL BE.

"So | wasright." Killeen dammed afist on hisdesk. "They had along erawhen they beat the mechs—
see, thefivekinds of living dead.' | saw that written on amonument, atomb, years ago — remember?
Y ou were both there."

Cermo frowned. "Ummm, | recadl something..."
Toby said, "I remember. The inscription was about a powerful 'He," though, and — "

"It was about mechs, for sure," Killeen went on. "And this'she,' agreat leader — they took her away



somewhere.”
Cermo's brow wrinkled doubtfully. "How's that?"

"Plain asstarshing," Killeen said, getting up with muscular energy and pacing before the screen. " See?
This'she' 'voyaged on to place immutable' after her 'bodily form evaped — evaporated? Shelll 'rise as
shall wedl who plungeinward to thelair and library.' They |eft the Chandelier, at least some of them.
And went somewhere elsg, this'lair where they'd be safe.”

Cermo nodded reluctantly. "Y easay, | remember atomb. Asfor therest..."
"It'sobvious!" Killeen paced quickly. "Look, | recorded it using one of my Aspects. Here—"
On ascreen flashed:

He, on whose arm fame was inscribed, when, in battle in the vasty countries, he kneaded and turned
back the firgt attack. With his breast he parted the tide of enemies— those hideous ones,
mad-mechanica and unmerciful to thefalen.

Therewas more, and Killeen rattled on, reciting passages and comparing them with the inscription they
had seen near atomb, and none of it made any particular senseto Toby. Some, like He: Who led
Humankind from the steel palaces aloft, probably referred to the Chanddier Era. Others, such asHe: by
the breezes of whose prowess the southern ocean is still perfumed, must have come from atime when
there were oceans on Snowglade, not just the lakes he knew, that shrank every year. But there were
plenty, like He: Who set forth Humanity in the names of the Pieces, that made no senseat dl. And his
Isaac Aspect told him that even thefolk of the Arcologies were mydtified by such wordy relics.

Killeen paced and talked, paced and talked. When hisfamous ardor came on him like this, he had a
hypnotic energy. But Toby could see aquiet frenzy building in hisfather and did not likethe Sgns.

Cermo intervened, voice smooth and soothing. "Could be, lotsabig fat maybesin there— but that's not
the point, Cap'n, 'member?"

Killeen blinked and took a deep breath. "1 ... suppose not. | had hoped that the engraving would give us
some way to ded with thistight spot werein.”

Toby tried to keep hisvoicelight and busnesdike. "What spot?"
Cermo said to his Cap'n, "We should hold a Gathering."
"Yeasay. | can present our choicesto the Family —

"What spot?’

Cermo sad, "The explosion in the Chandedlier, it was the energy source for apulse of radiaion. We
thought it was meant to catch us, but could be the emisson was the true intent.”

Toby kept hisface blank to cover hissurprise, the way hisfather sometimesdid. "I didn't pick up
anything, on any comm band.”

Killeen thumbed up a spectrum plot on awall screen. "No wonder. It wasfar up in frequency, way
above anything we can see. Gammarays.

And beamed — Argo picked it up, just barely."



"Beamed which way?' Toby perssted.
"Outward. Toward some of those places Quath told usto avoid.”
Killeen gazed somberly at hisson.

Toby fet aburst of sympathy for hisfather. Killeen had taken so much on faith, and now that would all

be tested. They had followed Quath's advice ever since thair long flight began from Trump. They had
goneto that world hoping to make it be New Bishop, thinking they would settle there. But they had been
driven out. And the Family had not even protested when members of Quath's species had followed them
— though at adistance, propelling forward ahuge glowing instrument of their own gigantic craft. It was
somewhere behind them, acting asakind of rear guard that nobody quite understood. They had
swooped and dodged to get this close to True Galactic Center, avoiding obstacles Quath found in the
confusing star maps. All on faith, flying nearly blind. Without knowing what strange strategies would work
here.

"Burglar darm," Toby blurted. Cermo asked, "Huh? The emisson?’

"Beamed at somebody who wanted to know when humans returned here,” Toby said with more certainty
than hefet — a skill he thought of as adult, manly. Killeen nodded. "Mechs."

"Why not just leave abigger bomb?' Cermo said. "Kill ustotd.”
Toby spread his hands. *Maybe they thought they'd catch us.”

Killeen shook his head. "They master enormous energies. If they wanted to kill, they'd have done the
job."

"So why'd they want to catch us?' Cermo asked. Toby said quickly, "And the explosion, maybeit was
just to make us think we had gotten away, that we were okay."

Killeen pursed hislips, gill pacing tensdy. "Mechsthink we're pretty dumb. Could be."

"Something else, too," Toby said, listening to Shibo. "That bomb spoke our kind of talk. Not this ancient
lingo."

Killeen stopped pacing and regarded his son with interest.
"Y easay — it didn't rummage around among diaects. Something told it how wetak."
"S0 ... they're coming to scoop us up?' Redl fear edged Cermo's words.

"Depends on what level mech were dealing with. The stupid rat-catcher type they used against uson
Snhowglade—"

"They're not subtle enough,” Toby said. "But the Mantis...."

Killeen and Cermo exchanged aglance. The Mantis had dready |loomed into legend for Family Bishop,
the most intelligent mech they had ever met. It had hounded them, using its elaborate dectronic illusions.
They had thought it was just a better killer, but the Mantisitsalf showed them, in ahorrifying moment,
how it used humansinits "works of art.”

"Y'know," Toby mused, "Quath told me once that the mechs, they don't send their best down to kick us
around on the planets. They just usethe dregs.”



Cermo brigtled. "They send 'em, wekill ‘'em. Mechs big, mechs smal don't maiter.”

Killeen stared off into space, and Toby knew he was seeing again the long history of humiliations Family
Bishop had suffered at the hands of mechs. Together they had witnessed human bodies used by mechs as
biomachine parts. Aslubricants. As decorations. As blood) twisted chunks of what the Mantis thought
was beauttiful.

"Y easay, Cermo — they could be coming to scoop usup,” Killeen said.
"Or worse."
"Wegot to run,” Cermo sad.

"Yeasay." Killeen turned to awall screen. It spilled with swirls of brooding dark and smears of blazing
luminescence. The plane of the galaxy, dive with deadly energies and shrouded histories.

"But where?'
6 The Song of Electrons

Toby stood on the hull and gazed out, through the gliding stellar magjesty toward True Center. The entire
galaxy soun about a single cloud-shrouded point. So much brimming brilliance, made to watz by ahub of
remorseless dark.

Already the ship was gaining momentum, cutting across shrouded dust lanes and bringing fresh splashes
of light into view. Toby felt asmoldering anger at the mechswho were gpproaching on blue-white
exhaust plumes, driving Argo to flee. They were relentless, riding their lances of scalding plasma, an
age-old enemy that would hound down any remnant of humanity. They had been just alight-day away,
hiding somewherein the churning murk.

Eveninthisswirl of starsthere waslittle chance to escape. Argo'slong-range scanners had picked up
mech exhaust images coming from severd directions— cutting off the easy orhbits, the ones out and away
from the Center.

So their trgjectory was being pressed ever-inward. Toward the black hole that squatted at True Center.
A trap.

Toby had listened to his | saac Aspect consult even older, scratchy Aspects, and then go on about the
huge dark star, but it all seemed s0 strange, so impossible. Through ten billion years the galaxy had fed it.
Stars had been swept into it by the tides of gravity and dusty friction. Once, civilizations had thrived
around those lost suns. Asthelir parent stars were swept inward, to be baked and shredded and
devoured, whole dien races had been forced to flee or die.

|saac’s history lessons were pretty sparse about those distant times. Much wasimagined, but little
known. Some civilizations had escaped, | saac said. They had made strange, metallic colonies that
harvested the great energy resources here. Ahead of Argo lay such refuges. Cities of the center — dien,
enormous, forbidding. Greater than Chandeliers, and far older He shook himsdlf and turned to histask
— coaxing Quath in for the Family Bishop Gathering. The bulky alien labored with the last walls of her
intricate nest, stacking the bricksin a sheltering nook where two farm domes met.

"Come on, big-bug, it's about to Start.”

Quath hefted athick dab without apparent effort. <It isyour species ceremony. [untrandatable] | show



respect by not attending.>

"It'smore like abrawl with rules. Anyway, the Cap'n wants you there to speak.”
<An honor | must decline, eater-of-vermin.>

"L ook, dung-magter, thisisimportant.”

<Moreimportant for you to return insde.>

"Huh?Why?'

<Witnesswith both your hindbrain and forebrain — the song of eectrons. >

Toby followed Quath's double-jointed gesture. Now that he swept his gaze around, he picked out a soft,
ivory glow al around Argo. It danced and shimmered, like amist blown by an unseen wind. "Pretty. So
what?'

<Those are high-energy eectrons which strike our magnetic shields. Asthey are brushed asde, they emit
their own smdll howls of outrage. Photons of dismay and discomfort.>

"Yeah, liféstough. Still, sowhat?"

<We encounter many more such eectrons now. They are multitudes, near the galactic core. Their
radiationswill soon makeit unsafefor you to walk thishull.>

Toby frowned. He had always thought that Argo's magnetic fields kept al the dangerous stuff away. But
such fields could not stop weightlesslight, and he knew that the redly harmful stuff was much higher in
frequency, far above what humans could sense.

"Y ou can see the hard radiation?”!

<All my species can. We did not evolve on such acomfortable world as you.>
"Ummm. | better get back inside. Y ou're coming too — Cap'n's orders.”

<If itisan order, | must obey. My species knows such thingsaswell.>

"Quath, you Started tearing apart your wasp-nest and packing it away before we even knew mechswere
coming. How come?"

<Thetide of eventsis set.>

"You think s0?" Quath never said anything lightly. Or ese an dien sense of humor didn't come .over that
way. For al Toby knew, losing aleg might be a great joke for Quath. Toby had seen her take off one of
her own legs once and make a strange sucking sound. He had assumed Quath had been crying or
groaning, but maybe it had been aparlor game.

<Thereisno way out.>
"Pretty fatdidic, ol' crap-crafter.”
<But thereisaway in.>

Toby could not extract any further explanation from Quath, and by the time he got the dlieninsdethe
Gathering had dready started. Aces and Fivers arguing with Bishops — even though they shared alot of



culturd manners and even ancient tales.

Luckily, thefirst part was akind of disorganized dance, and music hammered through the large hall
where dl Family Bishop mingled with people they had picked up from New Bishop, the last world they
hed fled. A happy mob. Except, of course, for the assigned watch officers— no Family could ever relax
entirdly.

Toby tried to fdl into the mood of a Gathering. Quath wanted to stand in acorner, towering over
everyone, eyes gazing into an abstract distance. Toby joined agroup-gavotte, remembering the words
from childhood.

Put your hand on your hip, Let your backbone dip.
Snakeit at your feet Motion in the meat Flip it to your vest Shakeit to the one you love best.

Not too dignified, but then Gatherings often weren't. From watching his father Toby understood the
underlying Strategy.

e Get people loosened up and feding connected. Encourage them to dance and sing and call up worn
memories of celebrations back on the homeworld. Play loud, boisterous music. Roll out the ceramic vats
where grains and grapeslingered, making whiskeys and beer and wine. Let the Family get thoroughly into
the acohols. Even though they had enzymes swimming in their bloodstreams that would cut the
effectiveness, the drinking did lift their spiritsin time-honored fashion, making them more proud, confident
— and reckless. Jack up the music anotch. Then confront them with aquestion that called on their
resources, their sense of who Family Bishop was and where they should go.

Toby knew what Killeen was doing, but that was no reason not to enjoy it. He danced with Besen, had
some of the crisp fresh wine, let its heady essence swarm up into his head.

Not enough to addle him, though. His own father had faced a big problem with acohal, in thelong time
after the death of Toby's mother. Then Killeen met Shibo and got the hard drinking behind him, pulled
himsalf together and then became Cap'n. Toby knew little biology, but he understood that there could be
atendency for the son to carry a potentia weakness of the father — so he watched his drinking. He
couldn't just depend on the hepful little enzymefriends.

It was afine Gathering. He was even starting to fed red affection for Cermo. Consdering how Cermo
had been riding him, that had to be attributed to the acohol.

Cermo had a creamy chocolate skin, gleaming sugar-rich in the soft lighting. One of the things Toby liked
about the Family was that they kept the age-old differencesin humans dive. Eyes were brown and blue
and black, skins rough or smooth, yellow or pink or chocolate, noses lean and pointed or broad and
commanding or perky and upturned. Something in their genes didn't |t these differences get ironed out,
smoothed away through the generations. It added interest and spice, aflavor of atime when humans
adapted to different places by danting their eyesto see better, smudging their skin to ward off the sun,
tapering their facesto keep warm.

Hedidn't care that nature had doneit for them, through dow, natura selection. Differenceswere likean
ancient book, incomprehens ble messages from an honored past, worth preserving. His own broad nose
and danted eyes seemed imminently practical. So did his swarthy skin and scratchy beard, just coming in.
Inheritances. Deep higtory.

Then the throbbing music ebbed. Timeto decide.



Killeen began to speak. He was not an ornate talker, like some Toby had heard, but hisplain, flat way of
putting things had akind of smple e oquence. He told them the hard facts of their predicament. The
mechs coming. Argo'sfuel reserves. Air and water and fluid balances. Finefor awhile, but not enough
for an extended, high-boost flight out of Galactic Center and into some possible refuge.

Quath testified to the mech's probable plans. They would box in Argo, trap her in the whirlpool near True
Center.

Then he used the Family sensorium. Every member saw in one eye the ancient engraving, with its meaning
superimposed. Killeen read passages, his voice booming.

"'Consumed thefive kinds of living dead in gtill-glowing holy heet.' There was atime when the mechsfell
before us!”

The Family stirred, eyes staring into a.dusty past.
"'She shdl riseas shal we dl who plungeinward to thelair and library.™

Killeen stood on araised platform, dominating the crowd. His voice became more powerful, not by trick
of timing but from afullness of conviction. "They went there. Long ago. Even though she and they were
‘fevered il in ardor for humanity's pearl palaces — they left.”

Voicesrosein agreement. Therewasin them aplaintive note, calling for connection with their own fabled
history. Some sobbed. Others cursed.

"We are now besieged by mechs. They bear down upon us. True" — Killeen gestured to Quath — "we
have dlies. Quath's speciesisfollowing us, too, carrying that huge device of theirs, the Cosmic Circle.
Powers we do not master, yes. Methods we cannot comprehend, yes. They areliving creatures and offer
us aid because of that holy connection, asharing of dl those who arose naturaly from the very atoms of
thegdaxy itsdf.”

Hoarse calls of thanksto Quath. Of sputtering, cold-eyed rage against mechs.
He paused, fury trickling awa) reason returning to the strong face.
"But even with their help, only we can decide where we shal go.”

Killeen dowly cast his gaze across the faces he knew so well, over three hundred strong. "Wedl had
relatives who died fighting Quath'skind. That timeisover. Now we fight alongsde those we called the
Cybers, and now term the Myriapodia.’

Something in his bearing called up that past, and used it in Killeen's cause. Toby could see the effect on
the crowd. Killeen was the man who had plunged through a Cyber-carved hole, clean through a planet
— and lived. Killeen had ridden insde the Cyber Quath, prisoner — and had gotten away alive. He had
talked with amagnetic being who spoke through the sky itself. And till earlier, Killeen had dedlt with the
Mantis and won them their freedom.

Now al that weight of history pressed down in Killeen'sfavor. His eyes burned. His grave manner
commanded. His people heard.

"We have a choice of turning to fight, against odds we do not and cannot know. Or we can choose to
run and hope to escape.”

Glittering eyes sweeping them dl in. "Isthat it? Isthat al?* Scornful curled lip. "No! No! | say thereisa



third way — away opened by thistablet from our own distant ancestors.”

Toby growled, seeing how firmly the Cap'n held the room in his grasp. Therolling voice that lapped
across Family Bishop was sure, ertain — but Toby was not. He saw what was coming with a sense of
elplessdread.

"We can follow them — the ancients. Into whatever lair they sought. It may <till betherel”
Family dtirred, murmured.

"Again, they had powers we cannot match — yeasay. M ethods we cannot comprehend — yeasay. So
their descendants — our cousins! — could still be there. The Family of Families— ‘where eternity
abides." What can that mean? What doesit promise? L et us go — go and find out!"

From the roar of hot assent that rose and vibrated hard around him, Toby knew they were bound on a
desperate course, and though he loved hisfather and wanted to follow him, the fear that coursed cold
through him brought a shameful wesknessto hisknees.

Why was hisfather doing this? Where had his caution flown? He's risking the Family to find out... what?
About the past. What the Family means.

His Shibo Persondity came forward unbidden. Her pae presence was a soft voice against the hubbub of
white-eyed cel ebration that bubbled joyous al around him, jostling €l bows and happy sweet and
wrenched mouths.

They do not know what he fully wants. Does even he? | love that man, as much as this shaved-down sdlf
| have become can love. | fear him now, too. He promisesalair. He may bring them only aliar.

Frozen Star

Angular antennas reflect the bristling ultraviolet of the disk below. Shapesrevolve. They live among
clouds of infaling mass— swarthy, shredding under ahail of radiation. Infrared spikes, cutting gamma

rays.

Among the dissolving clouds move slvery figureswhose form dtersto suit function. Liquid metal flows,
firms. A new tool extrudes: matted titanium. It works a a deposit of rich indium. Chewing, digesting.

The harvesters swoop in long dlipticas high above the hard brilliance of the disk. Asthey swarm they
drike elaborate arrays, geometric matrices. Their volume-scavenging strategy is self-evolved, purely
practical, asmple dgorithm. Y et it generatesintricate patterns that unfurl and perform and then curl up

aganin artful, languorous beauity.

They have another, more profound function. Linked, they form amacro-antenna. In asingle-voiced
chorusthey relay complex trains of digital thought. Never do they participate in the cross-lacing streams
of careful ddliberation, any more than molecules of air care for the sounds they transmit.

Across light-minutes the conversation billows and clashesand rings.
They persg, these primates.
We/'Y ou did not attempt their extinction.

eYe.



True; welyou must learn morefirdt.
The trap worked?

The engagement functioned as planned. We/Y ou learned their craft's position accurately when they
vigted the hulk of their former dwelling.

I/Y ou were right to preserve that structure for these long eras.

It made smple the successful attachment of microsensors.

Direct infiltration?

They were blown onto the primate craft in the explosion. Then they burrowed inside.
This seems a needless bother.

We'Y ou were too hasty, in the past, to merdly erase such expeditions which ventured toward the Frozen
Star.

A didikableterm. The black holeisfar more noble than these wordsimply.

Y et even it began in the early eras of the galaxy from the seed of asingle supernova. It hasgrown by a
million timesthat origind mass, but that does not changeits nature.

But frozen ?It livesinfire

Only itsimage in space-timeisfrozen. To you/us, the swallowed mass takes forever to makeitsfind
descent into the throat of oblivion.

Very wdl; such technicdities bore more than they illuminate.
True, for some portions of you/us.

Y et the primates are ill drawn to this nexus. What was that language you/ we cited earlier, toillustrate
how they think?

Theimage was like mothsto the flame.

Biologicsare so smple. Solinear.

How can welyou be sure of their processings? Know their minds?

Y ou/We cannot.

But with resources —

Asyou/l must face, there are matters which you/we cannot know evenin principle.
Memory returns — yes. Some truths can never be proven within any logic system.

I/We did not refer to so obvious atheorem. Blind spotslurk in our very way of comprehending the
universe. For these no one can compensate.

Surely youw/l do not suggest that our/ your kind share blindnesses with such asthese primates!



All sentient forms have ways of filtering theworld. Inthisal aredike.

Surely this does not mean that you/we cannot understand lesser forms and their primitive worldviewsin
ther entirety?

Perhapsiit does.
Lack of comprehension in such arave matter istroubling.

Enough musing. Asa practical matter alone, youw/l| oppose destroying thislatest primate incursion. It
would cost grestly.

Thisrefersto the quasi-mechanicals.

They follow the primate craft and protect it.

WelY ou have dedlt with ther kind before.

They have greater craft than the humans. Y ow/We have suffered from their kills.
They aretools! We/Y ou use the quasi- mechanicalsto track the humans.

They carry ahoop of sheared discontinuity. This makestracking smple. But it would make amost
disagreeable wegpon, if turned againgt us/you.

| might remind us'youwthem that we/ you possessed severa such discontinuities-once. Admittedly they
werelost in the assault upon the Wedge in theeradtl- I 11.

A grave mistake, one many of us'you opposed.

You/l need not relive that error.

Wl spoken, asthe one/many who madeit.

Such digtinctions are meaningless. The experience has been absorbed into al our selves.
Lessons unlearned il bring pain.

No one could have anticipated that the Wedge would swallow, digest, and then use the discontinuities, to
build itself further. To makeitself even more difficult to penetrate.

Caution would have saved us/you thisingtructive lesson of ours/yours.

Y ou/We now understand that no one/ many can even in principle know the stochastic geometry of the
Wedgeinterior.

Excuses are usdless now. The price will be great if we attack the quasi-mechanicals and their
discontinuity.

Y ouw/l agreed, long ago, to use humans againgt the quasi-mechanicas. Y et welyou now find that they
seem to have formed an dliance. Thiswefyou could not anticipate. Carbon-based life has protocols
welyou do not know. Need not know, /Y ou wish it were so. But they were here before our kind and

Many of uslyou reject that thesis.



How can you/I? Organic forms arosefirs.

There are philosophies which hold that metal and ceramic werethe origind materials, shaped in
electrolytic discharges, organized by accretion of clay and ion. The carbon-based forms devolved from
that.

Historical records rebuke such theories.

Even so, your/our precious records still cannot tell uswhy we should fear h e humans Why especidly
humans?

erewere other carbon forms.

Which you/we eradicated.

With no remorse.

Conceded. But your/our ingrained drivers say that our kind must fathom the humans.
I/Y ou urge that welyou at least damage them abit. To reduce their powers.

Stay away from the discontinuity.

The human ship is moderately protected but welyou can productively damageit. Thereisno need to let
them pass unharmed.

Detecting their craft among the galactic disk debrisworks only intermittently. Further, the
quasi-mechanicas and their discontinuity warp the entire region, making precise location difficult.

Actioniscrucid! Y ou/We know that the)/ have conversed with one member of the magnetic kingdom.
That isan unfortunate turn. It confirms the information conveyed by asubmind.
Which wasthisus?

We/Y ou delegated study of the remaining primatesto [>A<. It wrapped itself around the planet of these
primates origin.

And reported little of use.

True. But I>A<I arranged for the primates to believe that they had their own ship, and freedom of
movement. Thismade it far smpler — given the primates psychol ogy-sets— to use them. They formed
an dliance with the quasi-mechanicas, which brought them here.

Why involve the quasi-mechanicasat al?All this history obscures morethan it illuminates.
They may know what the primates do not.

That isan infiniteamount.

| refer to what you/we do not know. What we seek.

Without knowing quite what that mysterious stuff might be. | tire of such obscurations. Fetch this>A<,
that /Iwe might dipinto it.

Done. Light-travel timewill dday >A< Intheinterva, we should do more.



Then you/we concede that humans should be pruned, reduced.

I/Y ou suggest that we lay another trap for them? Something to draw them in, give us aknown vector for
them.

That might clarify the bascissue.

Whichis?

What do they seek here? Carbon-based forms wilt under the ding of hard radiation.
True, thisisnot their province.

The deeper concernis, why do we/ you wonder about them so? When we/

'Y ou should smply kill them.

In other words, why do I/we exig? Isacritica voice necessary? Isour divided intelligence here smply to
irk you/we?

Enough rumination. Act!

Part 1
THE EATER OF ALL THINGS

Hard Pursuit

Toby eyed Besen warily. Why couldn't sheleave him done? Like most women, she assumed that talking
about things that bothered you, getting it al out, made them better. Obvioudy. Automaticaly. Toby's
experience was that pretty often that just made them worse. Bringing vague, smoky fedingsinto the
glaring open daylight, sharpening them up bright and shiny with words, making them more concrete —
well, then the problemslooked even harder. At least to him. He sighed. They were egting in the
clattering, chattering, communa cafeteria. All around them people were murmuring earnestly, the big
room aive with excited speculations about their mission. It had been aweek since Killeen's dramatic
gpeech a the Gathering. A week spent hamm. ering their way in toward the blazing, star-swarming True
Center. A week when Argo throbbed and lurched and rumbled in the buffeting plasmawinds. A week
that people seemed to be enjoying. Pulse-pounding adventure was better than sitting on your haunches,
mulling over matters. Family Bishop wastired of the soft lifein Argo. A wonderful ship, agrand
inheritance from their distant, time-dimmed ancestors, sure— but in the end just asmart can. In Toby's
judgment, Bishops weren't at their best when they were cooped up with nothing better to do than talk.
Likeright now.

"| gppreciate your asking and dl,” Toby said at last, struggling to be diplomatic. After al, Besen had been
trying to cgole him out of hismoody silence. "Don't get me sarted, though.”

Besen amiled sympatheticdly. " Sometimes you close up tight asavacuum sedl.”
"Therésalot of adrendine pumping lately, that'sal."

"Why, sure." She looked startled, her lips canted in puzzlement.

"We're leaving those mechsway behind.”



"Huh!" He snorted. "A rat in acage can dash back and forth dl it wants."
"We're not caught?
"| don't see any way out — do you?"

"Plenty. We haven't even sighted the disk around the black hole yet. There may be room to hide, then —

"The mechs know this place. They've got telltales planted around here, for sure. Smart snoopers.”
"We don't know that."

"It'sagood bet. Something at True Center has been afixation of mechsfor along time— Quath says
0."

"Y ou believe everything that big collection of pants says?"
"Sure do." Toby shot back. "At least Quath doesn't try to cheer me up.”
Besen frowned prettily. "Ummm. Y ou are down in the mouth.”

"I'm not celebrating, isal." Toby sipped hislotusjuice and picked up agrain cube. He rapped it against
the table and a small white weevil came squirming out. "Only way to get these bugs out, far as anybody
knows,"

he said with disgust, sweeping it away.

"It wasthat Erica, shelet them get free.”

"Easy mistake to make when you can't read the directions.”
" She could've asked her Aspectd”

Ericahad mistakenly let the salf-warming vid of frozen soil-tenders escape years ago, but their daily
irritations reminded everybody and brought her name up like acurse.

Toby was sympathetic. Who could have known that the ugly squirmers would pop out of their container,
al ready to start eating?-which was, after all, their job. They startled poor Ericainto dropping the vid.
Who could guessthat then they'd get into dl the grain crops? The worms belonged among the vegetables
and appletrees, just asthe inscription said, in some dead language. Just Erica's bad luck — and theirs—
that she wasin the grain dome when she opened the cylinder. He shrugged. " Sheld been working hard
Seeding.”

" think the Cap'n should've whipped her for it."
"He doesn't likewhipping.”

"What a Cap'n likes and doesn't like, that doesn't matter,” Besen said tiffly. "What's good for the Family,
that comesfirg."

"Sure. And asmart Cap'n gets his crew dl fired up about what he wants.”

Besen blinked. "Oh, s0 you're saying Cap'n's got us dancing his dance, only we're hearing different
musc?'



"Could be"

"And you don't want to say anything in public? Out of loyalty?'
"| dont liketo go againgt him."

"Well, you'd sure be unpopular.”

"Yeasay — and | got to admit, everybody's spirits are running pretty high." He gestured around at the
cafeteria, jammed with animated faces. There was an electric smdl of skittering excitement. People so
long on the run greeted a hard pursuit with eation; the thrill of familiar danger.

Besen'slips pursed with concern. "Y ou redlly don't think thisisjust away of getting away from the
mechs, do you?"

"l don't know what it'sreally about." Toby rapped his grain cube angrily. Another weevil fell out onto the
table. With relish he squashed it with histhumb. "Paysto be careful, isall.”

Besen amiled. "L ook twice for weevils?!
"Weevils can be anywhere."

Besen gathered hersdf visibly and tried to shift their mood. "L et's go up to observation, seeif we can

"Great." He tossed aside the grain cube, then thought again, rapped it athird time— no more weevils—
and bit in. "Umm, not bad — when you're starving."

"You're dways sarving. And since the sail-snake and the rest, we have plenty to eat."

"Let'sgo." Toby wasgrateful to her for giving him an exit from an uncomfortable conversation. He didn't
like his brooding to color the mood of the ship, not when hisfather had pulled everybody together so
well, had them putting in long hours of grunt |abor and smiling about it.

They made their way up the broad helica ramp a Argo's core. All crew were working harder now,
dedling with the agro domes. The levd of radiation from outside was climbing by the hour. Smoldering
infrareds, sharp ultraviolets, unseen spectrabiting at the crops. They had polarized the domesto the max,
but stinging energies fill got through. So it was arelief to forget dl that, to dump into the netting of an
observation chamber and watch the stunning brilliance outside.

In the coal, dim core of the ship the observation room was crowded and Toby could not get agood
clear view. Thefield of glowing stars was confusing, crisscrossed by eerie splashes of radiating gas. Then
the Bridge switched to a Doppler-shifted frequency, and details legped out. Going to blue-rich
frequencies picked out things moving toward Argo and dimmed everything else.

And there they were: brilliant pinpoints of blue, eight of them evenly spaced around acircle.
"Impossibleto miss" Toby murmured.

"The mechs must not care whether we notice," Besen said.

"Or dsethey redly want usto.”

"Why would they? More effective to sneak up, I'd think."



"Maybe they want to spook us.”
"Into doing what?"
"Maybejust what werre doing,” Toby said grimly.

"Hey, were gettin' away from them!™ abig, hawk-nosed woman protested on Toby's left, gouging him
with a sharp elbow. She was an Ace, from the wastelands of Trump. Trained to follow her Family leader.

"Y easay, throwin' dust in their faces" aman joined in. A River.

"We can outrun any damn mech,” another woman announced proudly. Her accent was of Family Deuce,
so thick Toby could barely understand her. Toby gritted histeeth. "Y easay, yeasay. | was just wondering

"Not right, Cap'n's son going' on like that." The hawk-nosed woman's elbow poked him again.
"Sorry, brothersand sigters,” Toby said, though he was getting irritated. "Uh, 'scuse me.”

He got up and worked hisway out of the press of bodies. Everybody seemed to be looking at him,
sour-faced. Or else avoiding his eyes. Besen followed, whispering, "That old hag, she's aflap-mouthed
gossp. All those Trump Familiesare.”

Toby was dready feeling bad about the incident, and he stopped before leaving the room to catch
another glimpse of the screen. Family Bishop members were murmuring, speculating, even laughing —
and not just among the Snowglade folk, ether. They argued and elbowed and laughed with tbLe Trump
Families, too. An dectric smell came from the crowd, afidgety excitement. It struck Toby that the room
was jammed not so much because they wanted to see the gaudy pictures, but to provide aplaceto
gather, gossp, and grumble. All to sharpen their sense of themselves as afragile human Family in theface
of the abyss outside. That was essential — holding together. Argo held mostly Bishops, from Snowglade,
but dso Families of the planet they had just left, which its natives called Trump. Those Families had
names Toby didn't under-stand — Aces and Deuces, Jacks and Fivers. There were Queens, though,
which by logic should have had the same customs and history as the Family Queen of Snowglade. But
they didn't. Killeen called these Trump Families the Cards. They werefiercely loya and proneto follow
hot-eyed leaders. Back on Trump some had obeyed the crazy man who called himsdlf His Supremacy, a
fierce-faced type the Bishops had findly had to kill. Somehow this had .meant that the Cards then
transferred their loyalty to Killeen. It made no sense, but then, not much about Trump did. Toby flatly
disbelieved the idea that the Cards had gotten their names from some ancient game. Maybe a game had
been made up using those names, sure. But Families were ancient and halowed and not the stuff of trivia
matters. Still, the Trumps were abit hard to take, butt-headed and ignorant. But the Snowgladers were
no prize, either, when you looked close. Rooks liked to blow their noses by pinching the bridge of the
nose and letting fly into the air. They laughed if anybody wasin the way. The hawk-nosed woman wasa
Rook, trueto form.

On the other hand, Pawns saw nothing wrong with taking acrap in full view of anybody who happened
by. A perfectly natural function, they said. What's to be embarrassed about?

Knights burped and farted at the most formal occasions— they didn't even seem to notice doingit.
Bishops spit whenever they fdt likeit, which was preity often.

Rooks preferred to pee on plants, maintaining that since thiswas part of the Great Cycle of Life, it must
be good for them.



And Kingswould cough smack in your face, smiling after they did it. Some said that in the old Citaddl
daysthe logt Family of Queens had even madelovein public, feet pointed at the ceiling, rumpsthrusting
intheair free asyou please. They had some sort of theory about doing it as a show of demented social
solidarity. Toby didn't redly believethat, it was utterly fantastic — but who could truly say what people
of the deep past had believed and done?

Still, the Snowglade Families overl ooked these differences, actsthat seemed to otherslike gross socid
blunders, and held together. And aside from minor incidents, they extended the same hand to the
Trumps, even if they were butt-stubborn and ate with their mouths open. The Family of Families.

Toby knew he had an obligation to keep the socia gluein place. Not that he had to like it. He smacked a
fist into his pam as he waked away from the jammed room.

Concerned, Besen asked, "Sheredly got to you?'

"Naysay. Forget it." But he knew he wouldnt.
2 The Shredded Star

Toby missed having Quath live outside. Anything that big should be free beneath the sars, not closed in.

Hewas sure of this despite knowing that Quath's kind had evolved out of a burrowing speciesthat liked
to dig in snug and tight beneath the ground. How such arace developed intelligence was ariddle. It
seemed unlikely that something that wormed into dark, smelly crannies and ventured out to hunt for game
would need much in theway of smarts. On the other hand, he reflected, humans had holed up in cavesa
lot, or so Isaac said. What made a cresture devel op intelligence was a degp question. After al, mechs
came to have quick minds and nobody remembered when or how. Not even Isaac.

To But the red reason Toby thought Quath should be outside was that by now had no excuse to go
hull-walking himsdlf. Hefdt anitchy, restless energy that he couldn't erase with workoutsin zero-grav. At
least when he did visit Quath, it wasin spaces so big that Toby could practice hislow-grav ills.

At the moment Quath wasin the abandoned agro dome. The high arch reflected back Toby's huffing and
puffing as he did rebounds off the walls. He would coast across the dome, maybe try to bank alittlein
the ventilator winds. Zooming toward the opposite wall, he pinwheded hisarmsin mid-flight to bring his
legs around, so that they could absorb momentum and rebound like coiled prings. A ot more fun than
lifting dead weights, like some kind of demented machine.

Quath stood at the dome floor's center, eyes swiveling to follow Toby'sricocheting. She sent ahissing
note of derison:

<Y ou make much needless effort.>

"I wouldn't expect agiant cockroach to understand.”

<My people would never sup in your foul kitchens, as did roaches.>

"Y ou eat stuff that would gag any sdlf-respecting pest.”

<My people once hunted such as you for an occasona stimulating mouthful >
This startled Toby. He grabbed a stedl strut and clung to it, panting.

"Redly?"



<They were native to our world and of the order primate, asyou call yourselves. Not so skilled as your
kind — not hunters. They smacked their lips over blue-green wormsthat thronged in brittle trees.>

"Werethey, well, like us?'

<Intelligent? No. They had thin littlearms and legs, like you. Also the samefixed eyes, each locked into a
sde of their heads. They could not revolve those heads al theway around, either. Very limited crestures
— like you. But they tasted wonderful, and their spines, heated long over afire, snapped open to emit a
famous blue odor. To suck the thick, crisp marrow from the blackened bones was a grest ddlicacy.>

"Ugh. I'm trying hard to think of you as abuddy, big-bug, but if you go on like this— "
<It was an honor to be even asmall morsdl for The People>

Toby could sense the capitals in Quath's hissing mind-voice and decided to not pursue the matter. Quath
was serious. Maybe it was common for intelligent beings anywhere to think of themsalves asthe crown of
creation — The People — and everybody else asa smart animal at best. Savvy smarts and egomania
went hand in hand. Or pincer in pincer.

After dl, suppose Quath had been athousand times smaler. It wouldn't matter that she was supersmart
— if Toby shook her out of hisbedroll he would step on her without a thought. He certainly wouldn't
inquireinto what she thought about the nature of life.

"I think | could pass up honorslike that. Anyway, many-eyes, you seem to have settled in here okay.”
<I hope my excretions may be of help in enlivening the soil here.>

"So generous of you. Look, | was sent hereto seeif you can figure what your own folksaredoing in
their ships”

<I do not know. Though | can guess.>
"They're dill hauling that huge ring. Only it's glowing more, akind of ivory.”

<They carry their great burden as a defense against the mechs. Some of our aged texts suggest afurther
rolefor it, aswell.>

"It sure seemsto keep them away, dl right. But why are your people gaining on us?'
<They may be needed. The cusp moment approaches.>

"Uh, what'sacusp?'

<A sharp point in an otherwise smooth curve, my amusing mote.>

"More geometry. Between Isaac and his numbers and you with your dways using math talk, | dontt
know —"

<Properly consdered, al redity isgeometry.>
"Ohyeah?Look, | biteinto an gpple, it tastesreal good. Where's the geometry in that?!
<Itisof the [untrandatable].>

Toby hated it when Quath said something and then the programsin his head, and in Quath's too, couldn't



make enough sense between them to get the job done. All that came through was afizzy blurt and a
bland, flat [untrandatabl€]. " Okay, then where's the geometry in akiss, huh?!

<Itisamplefrom the view of my kind. Relationstaste of the [unknown| and [untrandatable]. Anything
else would make no [unknown].>

"Oh, gladit's so obvious. How glly of me."

<My program senses that there is something more to your speech pattern.>
"Yeasay, wecdl it 'sarcasm.”

<| cannot understand such a pattern.>

"Let'sjust cdl it [untrandatable], bug-boy."

<I believe | understand. To us perhapsit islike [unknown].>

"Aashhh!"

Thiswasdriving Toby up thewall — literdly. He was glad he could work out his frustration by climbing
through the struts of the dome, leaping across wide spans, burning caoriesto clear hismind. It was
getting hot in here— hot dl through Argo, in fact. The domes were absorbing radiation from the
astronomical fireworks outside.

Stinging sweat dripped into Toby's eyes. He clambered over struts and beams, swung in the nearly
zero-grav, and let go. He spread hisarms and beat againgt the air, flapping like an awkward bird, and
dowly fell toward Quath. The dien caught him at the very last moment before he would have smacked
painfully on the deck. "Oooof! Thanks."

<Y ou pretend to be akind of being you are not.>

"That's part of being human, you ol giant grub.”

<Thereisan dement of that in us aswell. Otherwise we would not ave spanned the starsin search.>
"In search of what?'

<Of [untrandatable].>

"Oh no, not again!”

<l think it isknowledge of the things we cannot say which makes us dike, tiny thinker.>

Toby scuffed up some dead soil with his boot, sending ashower of gray dust spurting up into the
low-grav dome. He still had someirritations to work out, some thinking to do about hisfather. He leaped
and swung up on one of Quath's extended telescoping arms. "Maybe | —

— Toby! Bring Quath to the Bridge, right away. —

Killeen's sharp voice cut into his concentration so abruptly that Toby let go of the arm, coasted, and
thumped back into the dirt. "Okay. But Quath won't fitin—"

— Get moving!-
It turned out that Quath could scrunch down in the corridor outside the Bridge, bend two eye-stalks



around the entrance, and see most of the wall screens. Quath looked uncomfortable, her stedl-jacketed
legs cocked a odd angles and wedged againgt bulkheads, though she said nothing. Killeen wanted Quath
to try more communication channelswith hisown kind, the Myrigpodia "After al, | spent days trapped
in her belly, once"

Killeen said casudly.

Toby blinked. His misgivings aside, he had to remember that his father had been through horrendous
adventures with Quath. Maybe they communicated with each other in ways he didn't fully appreciate.

Killeen assigned severd Bridge Lieutenantsto help the alien with technical problems, using Argo's
long-range antennas.

The Bridge buzzed, but Killeen kept good ship'sdiscipline, and the excitement remained controlled,
visble mostly in pinched faces and narrowed eyes. The grest wall screens showed scenes that shifted
with dizzying speed. Theivory hoop hung suspended between three strange, angular ships. Somehow
their shape — geometry again, Toby thought — would have told him that they were of Quath'skind, if he
had not known.

The hoop itsdlf flickered and strobed with eerie plays of the spectrum. Flashes of gold and crimson ran
adongit, then faded into the milky light, like runny stains sinking in adeep chalky sea.

Killeen paced the Command Deck of the Bridge, his boots ringing on stedl, hands carefully clasped
behind him. Toby knew he did that so nobody could read through fidgeting fingers his own anxietiesand
tensions, it wasthe kind of thing that a Cap'n had to do.

Toby fdt an upwelling of concern and love for the controlled disguise this big man struggled to maintain.
What was the cost? Would anyone ever know?

And there was much to be agitated about, Toby saw. The wall screensflickered. Now they showed a
scene so strangeit took along moment to even sort out what he was witnessing. An orange ball hung
shimmering against the backdrop of thousands of gemlike stars, not pinpoints crowding the Sky. The ball
swirled with mottled sorms.

Toby had decided it was an oddly colored star, nothing exceptional — until it began to bulge on one
sde. Blue-hot flaresrose dl dong itsfiery edge. The bulge extended, grew bananayellow. It was as
though the star was turning itsdlf into agiant egg. But to give birth to what?

Killeen turned and saw his son. Waving him over, the Cap'n said,

"Even Sarsare prey for it."

"Huh? Whéat's hgppening?"

"Sorry — ! forget, watching thisfor so long, that the lives of stars are not so gripping to everyone.”
"I repeat — huh?' Toby was used to hisfather going off into distracted ramblings.

"This star is about to be gobbled up. See?’

Killeen'sfingers danced on acommand plate. The view backed away from the star, whose side kept
swdling likeafat man'sbelly a afeast. Then, entering the frame came an angry red smear, spreading like
adan acrossthewadl. "Thegreat disk," Killeen sad. "There are Family legends of it. Somecdl it the Eye
of the Eater."



"Disk?" Theviewpoint kept backing away. Toby saw that the orange star was just at the edge of an
immense plane of festering, smoldering fire. The plane was moving. Streams of blood red and hot,
phosphorescent orange curved away into the distance, dowly circling about some axisfar out of view.
"Oh — the star's getting sucked in?"

Killeen crossed hisarms and watched the doomed sun gtretch itself, now rippling with vagrant yellow
plumes and dark purple veins. "Y es— but not sucked in by the disk itsalf. The Eye of the Eater is matter
that was sucked in before.”

Toby's Isaac Aspect rasped disdainfully, Heis copying ancient lore. Not for amoment do | believe that
he understands —

"Hey, who do you think you are?" Toby shot back in asubvoca whisper. "We all repeat what you
Aspects and Facestell us— we sure don't havetimeto learn al thistechstuffi”

Stll, if hewould credit the classical sources who devel oped the theories, who made the dangerous
measurements-

"Gimmie abreak! Wed be nothing but dry bonesif we waited for you if spectsto yammer ontill you're
happy." He stifled Isaac. Killeen went on, "That mass, it's Suff flowing inward, getting abit closer every
timeit circles. Sothe disk isahighway, that'sdl. Thevillaninal this, him you can't see.”

Toby got it now. "The black hole?It's pulling this star apart?!

Killeen nodded. "A rare event, and werejust in timefor it. The hole swalows stars— but firgt it likesto
chew 'em up.”

The panoramagrew, retreating from the star, bringing more of the huge, churning disk into view. The Eye
of the Eater was afuriousred at itsrim, working with gaes of burnt orange and fierce yelow. Each
flaring pinprick was like amomentary bonfire— but Toby reminded himsdlf that these bonfireswere
bigger than whole planets. Asthe vista broadened, he saw that the disk got brighter toward its center.
Reds shifted into roiling greens and wrathful purples. Even further in, ahard blue glare seethed. He could
barely make himself ook asthe view swung inward toward eye-hurting brilliance. The disk revolved
about awhite-hot bal szzling with blistering energy.

"Where's... wheres the hole?'

Killeen pointed at the white bal. "In there— but we can't seeit, because everything's so hot at the inner
edge of that disk.”

Isaac put in, | have conferred with High Chanddlier Aspects— they are getting even harder to
understand! — and trandated their complaints. | must say, | agree with them. Correct attributionis
important! — otherwise we lose our past. Now, al thiswas discovered in 3045 by Antonella Frazier,
who even wrote an epic poem about it. A cosmic irony "that the blackest of places wears awhite cloak.'
| can dimly recdl hearing of this great work, and...

Helet the Aspect run alittle, not really paying attention. Isaac and Killeen's tech-Aspect were probably
using the two living humansto subtly compete. Did such chip-beings have jed ousy, envy, spite? Of
course, he and hisfather were dinging the techtalk around pretty heavy, maybe trying to impress each
other, too. The ancient Aspects were nested inside the newer ones, to ease trandation. Their ideas and
fedings came through aswell, an emotion/data stew.

Small human matives, al dwarfed by the huge scale of events. All thiswas beautiful, in aweird way, but



hard to understand.
Toby jerked himsdf out of hisreverie. "Why's everything o hot?"

"Friction. All that stuff, orbiting tighter and tighter around the holg, it rubs up againgt other stuff — gas
and dust and whatnot. Heats up.”

Toby triedto takeit dl in. The disk glowered, like ared eye with awhite bulb smack at the center. A
mongter's glare. The Eye of the Eater — only you couldn't see the Eater, the blackest thing in the
universe. As near as he could understand it, aholein space. Things drained into it. "So the hole eats
dars, | get that, and likesto chew itsfood first. The disk isdl the stuff it'sripped apart lately.”

"And it's been eating ever snce the gdaxy wasborn.”
"Y ou mean — that plate of gas— it was once sars?’

Killeen nodded distantly, staring a a particularly spectacular eruption. A blue-green geyser curled up
from the disk like a maddened snake, flicking yellow tongues.

"What better way to serve up food for the Eater, than on aplate?* A grim chuckle.

Toby looked around at the strained faces of the Bridge crew. Lieutenant Jocelyn had been waiting to
speak, sanding off to the sde asif shedidn't want to interrupt a conversation between father and son,
even on the Bridge. She stepped smartly forward, long hair wafting in the warm ship'sair, and said,
"Cap'n, were getting more hull hesting.”

Killeen ingtantly snapped out of hismusing. "Near the danger line?!
"Not yet, but —"

"Coolant circulaing to the max?"

"Yesdr."

Killeen scowled. "How's our spin?"

"Weve got dl the independently moving sections of the ship at their top rotation.” Joceyn's full, muscular
frame Stayed at trict attention, but Toby could see from her twitching fingersthat she was worried.

They were spinning parts of Argo to smooth out the heat load. The ferocious rage of that brawling ga
could singetheir hull, and crisp up the human cargo nicely. Toby recdled Quath's gourmet comments
about cracking open carefully cooked primate bones, savoring the marrow. He shuddered.

Killeen smacked afigt into his pam, amom.entary release. "1 don't see what morewe— "

<We are now needful of the Besik Bay,> came the fizzy speech of Quath, beamed over generd
head-comm.

The Bridge crew turned asif one. They stared at the half-seen alien who stood absolutely il in the
corridor outside.

Killeen wasthefirg to speak, with sardonic humor. "I wondered when you would begin to spill your
lore

Quath'stwo eye-staksrattled againgt the hatchway. <Y ou are ddlicate grubs, unable to take the heet.



Should you perish from being toasted here, | would grow lonely.>

Killeen laughed. "Glad to know you care so much. Those antennas we erected — | suppose your new
link with your shipsworks better?

<I gpeak wdll and [unknown]. Y ou cannot glimpse the full [untrand atable] of what it meansto converse
with others who truly understand.>

"Well, we'relearning.” Killeen grinned. Toby could see hisfather relish the conversation, hisfacelosing its
lined tenson.

Patidly.

<You are clever, for ones so stunted.>

"We don't need al that extramass you lug around.”

<Wisdom comes from accumulation. Mites do not know this.>

"Y ou look like you've grown some more eyes, sincel saw you last time."

<| am of the Myrigpodia, not limited to your feeble two viewing holes. We watch, dit-eyed, many-orbed.
There are many abundant visonsin thiswracked place. But | have no need for more legs, for we do not
run from even the most fierce of dangers.>

Toby knew theword "Myrigpodia’ smply meant "many-legged,”

but the funny trilling way Quath sounded the word carried an air of awe and pride, too. Killeen had told
Toby to get herein ahurry, then had ignored Quath completely. Toby was beginning to seethat Killeen
had different ways of dedling with the dien, maybe better ones.

"ThisBesk Bay. Y ou want to hide there, many-eyed?’

The crew murmured. Toby knew they al suspected that they were being used by the Podiafor some
murky purpose, and this brought that question close to the surface again. But what choice did they have
now?

Quath rattled her eye-stalks again. <The Philosophs bdieve it wise.>
"Ummm — diplomatic of you. But | asked what you think."

<The nameitsdf callsup worn fables, but little information. Ancient expeditions of Myrigpodiafound it so
|abeled — apparently by humans.>

Toby putin, "Besk?No Family of that name."
<It refersto some ancient human ste, arefuge — there>

Somehow Quath made the wall screens jump and swivel. They whirled around asthe ship's sensors
sought a different target — and locked on an inky blob, high above the glowering red disk.

<Explorers have used Besik Bay's shade to elude the disk's heat. Or so old talestell. Myriapodia
sheltered there, cooled, and then fled from this storm wrack of stars.>

Killeen gestured to Lieutenant Jocelyn. "Take us up that way." He had aways been one for quick



decisons, and the Bridge jumped to comply. Killeen turned back to Quath, his expression veiled. "What
were your ancestorslooking for here?!

<A weapon fabled in our older tles>

"Wheat kind of weapon?'

<Intheend, dl tools of defense are knowledge. We sought the [untrand atable].>
"Can't say morethan that?"

<I do not know what this [untrand atable] knowledgeis>

"Hell! Look, for Family Bishop True Center isalegend. Almost aholy place— only we don't know

<Itismuch the samefor us. | believe however that your kind have been here before we ever ventured
in>

"Yeasay?' Killeen frowned. "Whatever we did, way back then, it'slog.”

<For usaswdll. But the Philosophs never knew the true labyrinths of this place. The mechs have made
certain to destroy al records they can find of that distant epoch.>

Killeen stared moodily at the expanses. "For us, coming here— wdll, it'slike climbing the tallest
mountain anybody ever saw.”

<I believe that is somehow linked to why you are needed.>

Killeen shrugged, asif senang when hewould learn no more. "Okay, well cool our hedsalittle behind
that cloud.”

Though ordinary crew seldom spoke on the Bridge without the Cap'n's bidding, Toby decided to use his
position as Cap'n's son. He could not resist probing further. " Quath, what made your ancestors leave?"

<Mechs guard this cyclone of fire.>

"Why?It'sahdlhole

<Mechsfare wdl here. Energies surge. They sup on such ferocity.>
"But there aren't any mechs here now."

<Soit seems. Thisworriesme.>

"There are plenty on our tal," Killeen observed mildly.

<They will try to find usin the Besk cloud.>

"So we hide?' Killeen asked, frowning.

Toby knew hisfather did not like to sneak by achalenge unless he absolutely had to. On the other hand,
the Families had been running for along time, learning the elusive crafts, and knew the virtues of being
missng.

<My kin of the Myrigpodiawill have a chance to spesk and to [unknown].>



Killeen shrugged again, asif he knew when he wasn't going to get any more out of Quath. He tapped the
control board. The screens veered again, coming around to the strange, warped star — which wasn't a
dar a al any more.

While they had been talking, the inflating fat-man's belly had broken open. Now it spewed out white-hot
sreamers, the tortured sun finally shredding. Erupting gas swirled avay from the split star, twisting. It
rushed to join the smoldering rim of the great disk. Asthe view backed away, Toby saw the star asif it
were ahelplessanimal, caught, Struggling pointlesdy, itslife being sucked out. Lumps of it sireamed into
the disk, setting off fresh orange explosonsthere.

Toby fdt achilling wonder mixed with fear. "How come the hole can rip up awhole gar, thisfar out, and
it'sso small we can't even seeit?!

Killeen rea& ed down and patted his son's shoulder, and in hisface Toby saw the same mix of emotions.
"Theway | understand it, that holeis small, sure— but it's got plenty massin it. That much, dl
compressed together, it makes strong tides. The inner face of that star'strying to orbit ng one curve, see?
Its back face, it'sasmidgen further out from the hole, so it wantsto orbit dong alittle-bit different orbit.”

"l guess. So?

"Well, they can't both go their separate ways and gill hold together and be agtar, right?* From Killeen's
half-distracted gaze Toby knew he was getting coached by histech Agpect. "But they can go their own
way, if the star tearsitsalf apart. So when the tides get strong enough, that's what it does. The fides just
plansredit, likearag doll."

Toby looked around. The whole Bridge crew was slent, watching their Cap'n. In their upturned faces
Toby read hope and need, sobered by the spectacle. Killeen'swary smile reflected the glare of the

agonized, dying sun.

In the quiet Quath spoke, her words carrying afaint hiss. <Thisfresh food will fud the Eater — and firgt,
thedisk.>

Killeen'sface wrinkled with worry. "So it'll get hotter?!

<Yes. Let us speed to the refreshing cool of Besik.>

Toby grinned. "I thought your kind looked but didn't run.”

<Torun quickly and well isan art, which then lets one live to watch again.>
"Ummm. Sounds like an excuseto me, big-bug.”

< [Untrandatable]. >
3Besk Bay

Toby didn't like to take advantage of his being son of the Cap'n, but there were times when he couldn't
resst. Thiswas one. They were running for their lives now. Every wal screenin Argo showed how close
pursuit was. The mech shipswere gaining on them. A narrow gap, getting dimmer. Their boxy, jumbled
construction betrayed no concern for line or craft. Indeed, as Jocelyn explained, mech shipsweren't like
bottles carrying passengers. They were multiple, interlocking machines, without even asingle, intact skin
of meta. The basic unit of organic formswastheindividual. For mechs, single operating sysemsthe size
of citieswere perfectly ordinary. nd these ships were huge, misshapen bundles. | Behind them camethe



Myriapodia craft with their immense ivory hoop suspended between them. The mechs did not turn to
attack the Myrigpodia. And Argo now fled into the shadowy tendrils of the immense Besik cloud.
Bravado and loud talk dwindled away. Family spoke quietly in small, worried knots around the cafeteria.
Toby didn't want to sit idly and wait for news, so whenever he could fake an excuse, he dipped up to the
Bridge. If he stood at the back, the Bridge officers didn't notice him, or elsethey gave him awink and
passed on. Cap'n's son, who needs trouble? Naturally, Besen wanted to come, too. Toby had yet to
measter the skills of dealing with women, as opposed to girls— and Besen was most definitely awoman.
In the Family, awoman was one who displayed ability at awide range of practical matters, not just in the
kitchen or in bed — though they were no douchesthere, either. Girls and boys were just that — but
women and men were crew. With appropriate rituals to mark the change. So hefound it impossible to
not take her along. They stopped for amoment in the small Legacy chamber. It wasredly just acranny
tucked into the flowing corridor walls, and Toby came there often. Besen had hardly ever been, and said
s0. He was shocked.

"But these arethe Legacied”

"Well, sure," she said half-gpologeticaly — and then her eyesflashed defiantly. "But they'rejust some
dabswith writing on them. Not even writing anybody can reed, right?"

"Of course not. That's why we're keeping them, mounted here, so someday, when we meet someone
who can read them — "

"Y easay, yeasay — but till then, they'rejust puzzles, right?'

Toby shook off the skeptical twist of her mouth and stood for along moment just staring &t thetall, gray
dabsand their srange curly writing. Cool, solemn. Lineslike wriggling snakes. Why did they fill him with

longing?

Besen was getting restless, so they went on to the Bridge. Sipping in was easy — anod and awink.
Together they stood in the shadows, watching the screensfor long hours.

Besk Bay. Mysterious, murky, like the dag from a monstrous furnace. Somehow this cinder-black place
orbited safely around the black hole. At timesits orbit swung through the disk below, where it sucked in
matter. A thicket of magnetic fields, coarse-woven like cloth, protected it. Then it broke free of the disk
and soared above, dowly circling high above the fury. How it persisted, adust ball in askillet of
dow-dtirred liquid iron, no one knew.

Argo now prowled the inky recesses of the immense Besik cloud, awaiting the arriva of the mech ships.
Their hull cooled. The ship'slean metal sinews relaxed, shortening, sending loud strums and pops through
the corridors. The air lost its prickly ozone smell. But the banks of grainy dust and gas could not protect
againgt sophigticated sensorsforever.

"How long you figure we got?' Besen whispered.

Toby shrugged, wanting to appear more casua than he was. One thing he had learned early asaboy —
no point inloading up tenson in your muscles. And no point in showing it even if you did. He casudly
rolled his shoulders, trying to let go of the tightnessthere. "Depends on what the mechs can seein here.
Weve got lots of tech designed to dodge and blind — but who knows what the mechsve got?"

"How comethis cloud has been here so long?' Besen waved at the huge, dense ridges of murk. "How
come the black hole doesn't grab it?”

"Quath said something about it being artificid. A placeto shelter ships, |eft here from ancient days.”



"But who'd take the trouble to build some dustbal like this?'

Asif in answer, slvery lightning arced from the dust bank ahead. Besen persisted, "And why?*
Toby shrugged again. Sheinssted, "We ought to find out.”

"Look, we'reratsliving in the wals of this place. Ignorant vermin, to the mechs.”

"That's no reason to stop learning.”

"Sure— but asmart rat pays attention to staying dive."

Killeen stood at the center of the Bridge. Activity revolved around him with officers coming and going,
dedling with the many strains on Argo's systems. Toby knew hisfather's skillswere being tested to the
limit, but what troubled him more was Killeen's fiff, dmost glazed look. He wished he could guess what
was going on behind those flinty eyes. And then such matters seemed soft and small and trivid, asthefirst
mech ship burgt into view. Boxy. Ribbed struts. Machined gray angles. It jetted straight out of atowering,
gloomy mass— and began to turn toward Argo. The Bridge stirred uneasily. The mech ship was under
high magnification and Toby could not tell if it was even armed — until it launched astubby missile at
them. Argo went on full dert. Wall screens displayed collision time estimates, defense options, maneuver
possbilities. And then the missile was gone, evaporated by a defensive bolt from Argo. The Bridge crew
cheered, but Killeen did not even smile. Toby found he was holding Besen's hand tightly. Other mech
shipsburst into view. They approached Argo on complex paths, designed to make it hard to shoot at
more than one a atime. Even though Killeen ordered the ship to maximum acceleration, they drew
nearer. Long momentsticked by. The mechs did not fire. Officers on the Bridge speculated that the mech
ships did not want to waste fire power on Argo's defenses until they got overpoweringly close. But that
made little sense, Toby thought, since the humans were so outnumbered. Ships darted and swooped.
They seemed eager to force Argo out of the cloud, down along lane of cindery dust. Toby could fedl
Argo's sraining engines as asteady trembling in the bulkhead behind him. Killeen gave orders quigtly,
stone-faced. Then something quick and glowing swept past Argo, coming into view asabrilliant white
line, like avibrant, moving scratch on the wall screens. The Bridge crew gasped. It wasthe Cosmic
Circle, asthe Myrigpodiacalled it — and now Toby saw itstrue scale. This close, the segment seemed
sraight. Toby called up his Isaac Aspect asthe luminous line dowly drew away toward the mech ships.
He had seen this hoop before, at the last world they visited, but he had never understood it. "What isthat

| would have been happy to instruct you at any time, if you had only inquired —
"Come on, spill — and makeit quick and smple.”

Very wedll, though you will missmuch very interesting materid. These were cdled "cosmic gtrings' by the
ancients, though asyou seethey areredly loops. My older, nested Faces do not resolve this oddity.

"What're they for?'

They are not for anything — they are naturd. They formed early in the universe, as compact foldsin
space-time. Like thewrinklesthat form in theice orafrozen pond. They are only afew atomswide, but
very long. Think of them asanatura resource, born of the Big Bang.

"A few atomswide? Come on! Thisone blazesaway likeadar.”

That is because it passes through the sirong magnetic fields here, which drives dectric current through the
gring, lighting it up.



"l don't get it," Toby mind-whispered to his Aspect. "Must be hard to carry, eveniif it'sthin. Why haul it
around?'

In many ways, the most useful of dl toolsisthe knife. Thisisablade the sze oraworld. Imagine what
you can cut with it.

Toby did not have to imagine. He had seen it core awhole planet. Now the hoop sped toward the mech
ships, escorted by the spiky-shaped ships of the Myriapodia. The hoop ebbed and flowed with latent
energies.

Suddenly the Myrigpodiareleased it and the great scythe shot forward. It wriggled and looped, so fast
the eye could hardly follow. Quick knots formed, raced around the rim, and dispersed in flashes of
amber and blue. The mechstried to flee, to dodge.

Too dow. Thevibrating hoop passed through them, snaking and looping to catch each ship asit sped by.
After its passage, the mech shipslooked the same, even under high mags. But then as Toby watched a
mech ship began growing, getting longer. It had been cut in half. It wastrying to hold itself together, using
the supple, shiny metals mechs preferred.

They could not hold. The ship split in two, scattering fragments and exhaling a plume of orange gas.
Shards spun away.

Toby thought of the strangeness of nature which |eft thin, glowing hoops, like asignature of whatever had
made the whole universe. And how life taught itself to use the sSignatures, to its own ends.

Then heredlized that everyone around him was shouting and laughing with glee. Besen was hugging him.
Heignored his Isaac Aspect, who was till trying to lecture him, and joined in the celebration.

Thelr joy did not last long.

Before they had even quieted down, more mech ships appeared. These kept their distance, asif afraid.
But the cosmic string was gone. It had plunged into avast shadowy dust plume and the ships of the Myr-

iagpodia had followed, to rein it in again — I saac said, with magnetic grapplers.

The mechs edged closer. Again Argo had to flee. Soon they were forced back, back, back — and out
of Besk Bay entirely, by the gliding, steady mechs. Again virulent radiation from the churning disk far
bel ow began to cook Argo's skin. Looking at the seethe and flare of the disk, Toby remembered that it
was digesting its new meal, the doomed orange star. He could amost fedl its baking hest.

Something caught his eye, athin column of cool blue. It rose out of the very hottest center of the disk, the
great white bal of blinding light. As he watched, smal bright whorlsraced around insde the column. He
redlized the whole thing was moving, pencil-sraight. Heeing the centra hell.

Eerie, beautiful, ashimmering blue. Like aflowing river, cool and welcoming, he thought.

One of the gdactic jets. Thereis another on the other side of the disk, pointing in the opposite direction.
Both are gected by the black hole.

Resplendent, graceful, its ever-changing elegance seemed violated by the Aspect's ho-hum description.
Toby was about to thrust Isaac back into its digita hole, then paused. "How come ablack hole lets out

anything?'
The hole spins, becauseit acquirestherotation of dl that hasever falenintoiit, inal itsbillions of years.



Maiter comesfaling in from theinner edge of the disk. But the hole€'s strong magnetic fields seize that
mass. They fiing it around, faster and faster. The spin makes hot matter corkscrew up around the poles
and then out. Asit coolsit emits the soft blue radiance.

To Toby it seemed that ahole was ahole, and thingsfell in, period. But he pulled his attention away from
the immense spectacle on the wall screens, whose vivid colorslit the haggard faces of the Bridge officers.

Especidly hisfather. Killeen watched the mech ships behind them, more al the time— small, quick,
drawing into acomplex pattern. His eyesflitted with caged energy over the views, and aleaden pallor
came over hisbrooding features.

They were trapped. Argo had fled the Besik cloud in the direction toward the inner edge of the disk.
Killeen had turned up, to escape — and more mechs had come speeding in to block that way.

"These small craft — they're probably suicide mechs," Killeen muttered. He glanced at Toby. A fleeting
smile. "Smart ones. Same principle asthat bomb back in the Chanddlier.”

"Can't we get by them?" Toby asked earnestly. Hisfather was agenius at dipping out of tight spots.
Killeen shook his head soberly. "Too many. Too many."

Lieutenant Jocelyn had been working at the control panels and now she stepped back, looking at the
tragjectory options their computer presented. Webs of three-dimensional curves, swoops and dodges and
artful evasions. Her intense eyes searched the screen, at first hopefull and findly, dowly, coming to rest
ononecurve. "A single option, Cap'n. We have to go inward. The mechs don't have that covered.”

"Of coursethey wouldn't,” Killeen said. "It's death that way."
"Therésno other path. Inal this, not asngle—"
Killeen nodded. " So that's where we head.”

Jocelyn stared at Killeen in disbelief. The entire Bridge became very quiet, the only sound afaint buzz of
an open comm line. "We can't. The heat — "

Killeen turned dowly, moving with adeceptive quiet. Y et the air around him seemed to steam and seethe
with energy, purpose, granite resolve, as helooked each officer in the eye. With adight, tilted smile he
nodded to Besen, who shouldn't have been there — letting the silence build, his gaze sweeping every
corner of the Bridge, and finally coming to Toby.

"We must. That Besk cloud was there for some reason. A placeto cool off, maybe, away station. But
not the final degtination, no — it'sjust amass of drifting dark gas. The ancient writing from the Chanddlier
— it spoke of someplace here, at the True Center. There's nothing out here but mechs and degth. That
place must be somewhere further in.”

"No!" Jocelyn cried. "We can't last aday at these— "
"Quiet!" Killeen barked.

Again slencefdl. The Cgp'n pointed to the glimmering, ghostlike blue of the galactic jet. "l takethat asa
sgn. A pointer. And wewill follow it."

Toby redized he had been holding his breeth. He finally gasped for air. The crew stirred restlesdy,
murmuring, stunned. Jocelyn asked Toby's question before he could get up the courage.



Her eyes seemed to drill through theintense air of the Bridge. "Thejet goes outward. Wefollow it?
Killeen diffened. "The mechswill block us.”
"Where, then?'

"Into the jet. Maybe therésaway."
4 MotesSuch AsYou

Toby was passing by aminor side corridor when he caught the tang of smoke. He blinked, sniffed —
and followed the acrid stink at atrot. The corridor was unlit, the phosphors ddliberately off. Ahead he
saw dancing flames. There was nothing worse on a starship than fire— burning the very air they needed,
while threatening to breech the hull and let in siwallowing vacuum. He hurried — and stumbled over a
man squatting near the fire. When he picked himself up he saw by the orange flames that people were
huddled around a big pile of smoky corn husks and popping dried branches. But the blaze was young,
under control. Bright eyes danced with reflected firelight and they al laughed at his surprise. "Siddown!
Take aoad off," someone caled. He knew the fire would leave sooty stains on the celling, as others had
ininnumerable nooks of the ship, but he saw the need. The Families were vagabonds. A communal fire
took them back to the one shelter they trusted, even when surrounded by athrestening night. Helet
himsdf dideintoit, too. It was restful, remembering the long treks of his boyhood, the biting cold nights
beneath a brilliant sky. Smoke licked at his eyes. The crackling yellow spirits danced. Shadows played
on faces staring moodily into the unending mystery of flame.

"You look tired, Toby-lad,” Cermo said from nearby. Toby was surprised to see Cermo here, and even
closer, Jocdyn. Usudly the highest ship's officers kept a certain distance from the others. But here
Cermo was settled onto his beefy haunches, the age-old posture. It |eft you aways ready to jump and
move, if surprised. Usdless here, of course, but awarming reminder of their shared pagt, their wary
vulnerability.

"Been working thefields," Toby answered.

"Good crop?"

"Asparagus. Lost mogt of it."

Jocelyn said mildly, "Timewas, wejust picked the food and moved on."

Cermo nodded sadly. "We hunted, we gathered, hit the mech centers for whatever extrawe wanted.”

Answering murmurs came from around the shadowy circle. Toby grinned. "Come on— | wasthere. It
was living by our wits, the mechs on our backs every minute. It could be worth your lifeto take a
bresther."

Cermo shook his head, thick musclesworking in his neck, catching the gleam of the snapping flames. "At
least we didn't just dig in the dirt. Sure, some gardening in Citadel Bishop — but we weren't
hardscrabble clod-busters. We were free. Nature was the only farmer, and we just picked.”

Toby knew where this was coming from. People were forever getting nostalgic for arosy past they made
better than it ever was. And they did it when the present was tough and tight. " Jocelyn, you remember —
awayslooking over our shoulder for mechs, egting scraps, on the run morning to night — ™

"How'sit different now?" she shot back. Another woman's voice called from the murk, "Mechs got us



trapped.” A River accent. Toby nodded. "But we're in ahuman ship, fighting our way through them.”

"We'rerunning,” Jocelyn said. "Those big bugs, they did the fighting. But now they're way behind us,
holding off some of the mech ships— and we're running.”

Toby snapped, "Hey now, that's what the Myriapodiawant. Quath'sin touch with them, and she says
they're fighting arearguard. So we can figure out what's so important in here. Just give usalittletime and

"Timeswhat we don't have," Cermo said solemnly, his eyestortured.
"We're heatin' up dready, and we haven't even reached that gdactic jet.”
"Givethe Cap'n abresk, hun?' Toby said. "Maybe the jet's what we want."

Jocdlyn laughed dryly. "That? It'sjust a column of cooling gas. Refugee junk that got away from the black
hole"

Toby didn't liketo argue hisfather's case, but something made him spesk out againgt thisaimless,
hang-mouth talk. "Hey, give him time. Were moving, werein good shape, and — "

"He brought us here with no more idea of what we were getting into than acamp rat."

An older man snickered. "I'd say he don't know enough to pour piss outta a boot with aholein the toe
and directions writ on the hed."

Thisgot agood hearty laugh.

"Look, wedl liketo air our lungs," a Trump-accented voice said. "But where | come from, we had to
gtick with the Cap'n.”

Toby nodded vigoroudy. "I won't honeyfuggle you about how tight things are. But yeasay — we got to
keep true.”

Voices came pelting in from dl directions now, some objecting, others backing him up. Trump Families
for Killeen, firm as stedl. Bishops dog-

mouthing the Cap'n, even though he was one of their own.

The sooty flavor of the air and the brooding dark made it easy for people to speak out, let fly with afew
hard-edged words, sharpen the air.

The corncobs gave forth their sweeter smoke, cracking and fizzing. Slowly their talk turned more
meditative, logt its harshness as people got their inner fears out, saw them for what they were, and stuffed
them back into the mental pouches where everyone had to keep the dark moments. So thefiredid its
work, and its spreading blue fog made the nook awarmer, more human place.

When acal came on comm for Toby, he was reluctant to leave. But it was the Bridge, and he hurried.

He passed by awall screen on hisway. The soft blue jet hung before them now, its shimmer working
upward, away and againgt the iron reds and burnt golds of the virulent disk, far below. Dry hesat stirred
the air. An odd humming sounded through the ship, like a bass note sounded far away. It made Toby
jittery. By the time he reached the Bridge he was not surprised to see his father looking weary and gray,
his uniform wrinkled from long hours.



"Toby! You're needed.”
"Uh, why?' Everybody seemed worked up, but there was nothing new on thewall screens.

"That." Killeen gestured at long filaments of rosy gasthet trailed dongside the jet. The Argo was cruising
hard through the immense, glow ing filigrees. They had passed through such "wegther" before, though
these luminous strands twisted with restless energy.

"So?Morefireworks."

"Not quite. I've spoken with these before.”

"Spoken?' Hisfather had been on duty too long.

"Not for years, and maybe you don't remember. The voice from the sky."

"Huh?' Toby shook his head. So much had happened, and they understood so little of it.
"The Magnetic Mind. Thisisit."

Now Toby remembered.

— Yearsbefore, ganding in arocky valey while skittering veins of green and yellow played through the
sky like searching fingers. Striations that worked the furious air and finaly had found them. Hot filaments
hed vibrated like angry breezes, speaking through the sensorium input each person carried in the back of
theskull.

Anintelligence that lived, somehow, in silvery radiances. It had spoken to Killeen — though the entire
Family could overhear, witnesses as a colossal intellect ddlivered amessage in the sky. Toby recalled that
childhood memory in an ingtant, the way awarm kitchen smell can bring avibrant mother'svoiceto life
long after... He shook himself. The memories of far childhood, back in the happy closeness of the
Citadel, could come flooding through him at any time. But thiswas not the right moment. Those were a
boy's recollections, and he had to stop thinking like aboy. He refocused on the huge, stringy
luminescence that grew steadily before the Argo, and made himself ask, "How do you know? | mean,
this could be just some kind of lightning or something.”

Killeen smiled without humor. "I guessit is, in away. Vitd lightning, the sameasyou and | areredly
walking hegps of controlled burning. That's what keeps us going, thinking, doing. Oxygen burns our food,
one of my Aspects says. Thisthing useseectricity, generated by that disk down below."”

"How?'

"l dunno. But energy isenergy, and theway | figureit, thisthing haslearned how to stack magnetic fields,
build them up into something like abody."

Toby liked to appear capable and savvy in front of ship's officers, but the striations before Argo didn't
look like anything he remembered.

"Huh?'

Killeen shrugged. "I've been getting prickly fedings, like something probing at me." He shook his head.
"Hard to explain, but it'slike before. The Magnetic Mind gluesitself together with magnetic fields. Or
maybeit just ismagnetic fields, period. And it lives somewhere here, s0..."

A deep strumming came up through Toby's hedls. At first he thought it was the ship's acceleration asiit



fought againgt the lurking gravitationd pullsherein thisriot of massand light. Then he noticed that the
quivering came and went with adow rhythm. He fdt it through his ears and hands, too. Pulses. Then the
odd vibration climbed into the massve walls and filled the air of the Bridge with aheavy presence.

Givesgnif you perceive.
Thevoice was gritty, granite-hard, immense.

"Not like before,” Killeen whispered. "Then it used our sensoria. Now — look, the whole room is
dhivering.”

| am charged with atask of discernment. If you be of the tribe of Bishop, give voice.

The Bridge was acting as agiant amplifier for the hollow, lordly voice, thewalsringing and sheking likea
loudspeaker. Toby wondered how athing that was just magnetic fields, with no weight or substance,
could do that. Killeen looked cornered, surrounded by the voice. Then he barked out, "Bishops we are.
I'm Killeen. Remember?'

Soyou are. | forget nothing, and store tidings of times ancient beyond your imaginingsin the curlsand
knots of my being. | recal your particular flat odor and squashed, danted self. Good — | have been
enjoined to inspect you.

"By who?' Killeen caled. The Bridge crew stood transfixed, and the voice ignored him.

| seek another aswell. Itistermed "Toby" and must be with you if you are to receive further attentions
from theinner reim.

"I'm here," Toby shouted.

Areyou?Let metagte... Each of you tiny things has adifferent aroma, an angularity. Such pointless
profusion!

"We're different people!” Toby protested. Skittering spokes shot through him, eectric-quick and bristling
with points of pain. Probing. Then they were gone.

Y ou aretheflavor termed "Toby" — your anima signatures match the genetic inventory, crude though it
is. Creationisso trividly diverse, endowing each of you with oblique gene-scents and dusky shadings.
Such awagte of naturd craft! Detail and artful turns, neediesdy multiplied, throwing reason to ruination.

"Welike ourselves pretty well," Toby said, tightlipped.

Soyou do. All isilluson. Stll, I must report that you are here. Then | hope to be quit of this obligation
and irritant.

"Wait!" Toby cried. "What's this about? Who wants to know?"
A power which stsfurther inward.
"Wdl, what isit?'

It isnot of the cold, dead flecks of matter such as you inhabit. The power which presses meto thistask
peaks to me through my feet, which rest in the warm hearth of the plasmadisk.

"Yeasay," Toby perssted, "soit'sa, aplasmacloud?’ Whatever that was.



It dwells somewhere below me, in storm-cut majesty, but is unknowableto aslarge an entity as|.
Killeen cdled, "You said last time, years ago, that my father had something to do with this."
Years?| do not know such terms...

Killeen said, "A mgor part of our present lifetimes. | —"

But which "present” do you reside in? Duration, distanceBthese are primitive terms.

Killeen wasvisbly puzzled. "L ook, was my father — "

Tiny forms such as yourselves are impossible to resolve in the warp of energiesat my feet. But such
terms and names come rippling up to me, dong the cables of myself. When such information was |oaded
onto my eterna tangle of knowledge-knots, and thus the age of this clotted cognizance, | cannot know.
Forms such as yourself were once there, yes— squdid primitives. Their persstencein the realm of
immense clashes-imponderableis quite unlikely.

"Y ou're saying he's dead?" Killeen asked sharply.

Tiny liveswink like flames beneath my footpoints. My whole motivation to assume thisfield-formisto
rise above mortdity and its minute matters. | cannot register small endings, any more than animaslike
you sense grains of sand asyou trod them.

"Ishe—"

| go. If the power below desiresmore, | shdl touch you further.

"Wait! We need to know what to do here, how to escape —"

Thevibration of the Bridge walls cut off, leaving ahush.

Killeen threw up his hands, swearing, and then drove afist into thewal. A painful smack.

This shocked Toby more than the abrupt departure of the Magnetic Mind. He redlized how much his
father had bottled up, how desperate he was beneath hisflinty exterior.

"Dad — what did it mean? What — "
"Damned if | know. That thing treats us like bugs.”

"Well, we don't much like to talk to bugs, either,” Toby pointed out reasonably, hoping to josh Killeen
out of hisscowling, nasty mood. Then he thought amoment and added to himself, Except Quath.

"I wonder if it could be? My father, Abraham, here?’

"Don't see how. We never found hisbody at the Citadel — but we had to run pretty quick then, there
wasn't much time." He shook his head in aflicker of weariness. "That was along time ago, along way
off."

— and Toby ftit al again. Sted stripped from stone, caved-in ceilings, masonry and smashed furniture,
livesripped away. Smoke seething from crackling fires. Intricate warrens squashed into stone and dag.
Blood running in guiters. Rivulets of browning red running from benesth collgpsed buildings. The strange
slence after the mech flyers had left. Wind blowing through snapped-off girders.



— And hisfather, wandering the ruins. Abraham.t he had shouted. Over and over. The name snatched
away by ahungry wind, lost in swirls of smoke.

Then he was back from the searing memories. He watched hisfather blink, face haggard, and then pull
himself together.

Killeen said shakily, "1 figured he was dead. Had to be."

In Killeen'sface Toby saw how much hisfather wanted to believe that somehow Abraham was here, that
the Magnetic Mind knew more than they did. But at the same time, the Mind obvioudy found humans

repug-
nt, and would not lift afinger to help them.

Then Toby reminded himsdlf that the Mind had no fingers, nothing but € ectromagnetic pressuresand
waves. But didnt it say it had feet?

When the Mind had spoken to them before, back on Trump, it had said something about being an
intelligence that had dipped free of maiter, and lived solely in the States available to magnetic fidlds.
Apparently such states lasted longer. The Mind seemed to think it wasimmortd. He remembered Killeen
chuckling, saying, "Forever'salong time" — because the Mind might be huge and powerful, but it could
sure seem petty and finite, too. Which made it even harder to ded with. A god, at least, wouldn't be
inaulting.

"Look, Dad, what are you going to do?' Maybe in amoment of opennesslike thisKilleen would say
what heredlly thought.

"Do?" Killeen looked at Toby asthough just noticing him. " Get into thet jet. Seewhat it'slike.”
"Why? Can we escape that way?"

Killeen gave him aveiled look. "That gasis movin' out pretty quick.

It'll give usaboogt, maybe even shied us some. Make us hard to pinpoint.”
"We can rideit outward?'

"Could be"

Toby grinned. "Grest. Crew'll be glad to hear that.”

"Oh?How come?'

"They'reworried, think you just want to go further on in, no matter what."
Killeen gave nothing away. "I'm not saying the jet ideawill work. Well just try."
"Sure, Dad, sure— but there's hope, right?”

Killeen gazed at his son for along while, emotions playing across hisface so rapidly that Toby could not
read them. "Could be. Could be."

5 Tiny Minds

When he got redlly out of sorts, Toby went for arun. Since nobody could go hull-walking any more,



because of the hard radiation that now bombarded Argo, he had to go jogging through lesser-used
corridors. Thumping aong the same monotonous route, he let his subconscious rummage around among
his problems. Maybe his deeper layers could come up with something smart, he thought, though without
much hope. Family Bishop was headed for acrigs, for sure. He had gone to Quath for advice or just
some good, reassuring insult- trading — but the dlien had brushed him off.

<I cojoin with my own kind.>

She had rattled her enormous telescoping arms, asif for punctuation. Ihere seemed to be severa new
ones, maybe worked up from other partsif her carcass. Quath had away of redesigning herself —
maybe as the Myrigpodia's equivaent of afashion statement, Toby thought. Armswaved and clashed
with ametdlic ring, like abreeze blowing through aforest of stedl trees.

"Hey, you old collection of spare parts, listen anyway."

<I have severd mindswhich could do my listening, but they are engaged.>

"Huh! Y ou think just afraction of you isenough to talk to me?"

<Ligten, not talk. | could perhaps assign one of my monitoring sub-selvesto — >
"Never mind! Sometimestaking to you islike shouting down awell, Quath.’

<I cannot [untrand atable].>

"Wdll, | can't either!”

Toby wasfindly, truly irked. Without meaning to — maybe — Quath actudly had insulted him. Or so he
felt. So he stormed out of the big bowl where Quath stood, transfixed by distant conversations with her
own kind.

So now Toby loped through vacant ship corridors, fretting to himsalf, hoping to release through his
muscles what he could not resolvein his own fedings. Most of Family Bishop wasjammed into the
cafeterias, taking and eating and forming the communa consolations that had aways before gotten them
through acriss. Maybeit would thistime, too, but Toby didn't like the drift of events. And jogging didn't
clear hismind much today; it just made him even hotter, swest collecting in his eyebrows and ginging his
eyes. Anitchy heet laced the air. The usua well-being that came from aworkout did not settle upon him.
So he dowed his step when he rounded along curve and saw the same small Side passage, caught the
acrid scent of smoke. With a certain eagerness he walked puffing to the edge of the group — larger this
time— around aflickering corn husk fire. He settled in, exchanging ceremonia nods with the others,
accepting a passed flask of fruity liquor that rasped in histhroat but sent awarm, welcome pulse through
his body. The Family talk was amiable and he sat and soaked it up for awhile, but then an edge came
into it and eyes drifted hisway. He had defended hisfather the last time here, and now voices arose
among the huddled figures that voiced outright fear. It did quickly into anger at Killeen, and Toby began
to fed uncomfortable. Jocelyn said, "Our hull temperature, it's going' up and up and up.”

A voice muttered, "Can fed it ever'where. Hot asaclam a aclambake.”

Toby had never seen aclambake or aclam, didn't know what they were, had never even seen abody of
water he couldn't pitch a stone across— but the term remained in the Family tongue. "Lemme have some
of that," Toby whispered to abad woman stting nearby. She passed him aflask of ripe apricot brandy
that made his nose sting when he swigged some into the back of histhroat. But it was good to fed the
spin of it stedl up into him, lighten his head just atad and smooth the world off abit. His body would



quickly enough metabolize the dcohal into burnable fue — the Family had long ago been engineered to
turn every possiblefood into usable energy — but it gave amomentary glow. And he needed that now.
A prickly irritability ran through this crowd of huddled shapes, snappish remarks lancing through the
gloom, and even the ancient consolation of the dancing flames did little to deflect the mood.

"We got how long before we roast?' an engineer asked, flicking her long mane of tawny hair with ajerk
of her neck. Jocelyn shrugged, glanced a Cermo. "A day? Two?"

Cermo looked uncomfortable. Ship's officers had to be the lubricant between the Cap'n and the Family,
and they got rubbed raw sometimes.

"The computers are tellin’ us there's 'bout a'day |eft before the cooling runs out. Then we go to backup.”
"What'sthat?' aman's durred voice cdled out. "We ped down naked and get in the food freezers?

Thisgot asour laugh al around but Cermo didn't joinin. Y ou can gtrip if you want. Looksto melike
were not wearing al that much now.”

He wasright. Toby wasin shorts, like most around the smoky fire. A few wore |oose robes. Family liked
to dress up whenever possible, aholdover of the erawhen afine cloth jacket or silky shirt wasa
precioustreasure, alast emblem they had salvaged from the Caamity, the loss of Citadel Bishop. A few
small jokes circulated, mostly about the skinny flanks, pink beer-bellies, and pale pencil-arms exposed,
for the Family il liked to josh and chivy and rank each other. Toby thought thiswas agood sign; when
they couldn't laugh any more, they'd bein deep trouble. Then Cermo said,

"Backup planisto fal back into ship's core. All of us."
"What for?' an angry woman asked.

"The outer zoneswill get pretty bad,” Cermo said reasonably. "The cooling systems can handle usiif
we're packed into the inner aress.”

"L eave the growing domes?' awoman cried with disbelief. The crowd dissolved into discordant voices,
pilingin.

"Without ustending ‘em, they'll dl die, for sure.”

"WEelIl never get them back to harvest.”

"That's death, right there!™

"Whose idedsthat?'

"Those damn computers, iswho."

"Y eah, what do they know? They're not Family computers.”

"So what? Our systems, the ones back in the Citaddl, they were small-fry kin to these computers.”
"Can'ttrugt 'em, | say."

"Well, | say different. We—"

"Nobody can save usif we lose dl the crops at once."



"She'sright. Well never reseed if the soil gets baked.”
"Hey, might get rid of those weevilsfor good."

"Y easay, and dl the earthworms that do the redl soil work."
"Cermo, you can't mean that."

"Wewon't just crawl back in our holesand give up!”
"We're Bishops!"

"Y easay, we're meant to move and search and shoot anything getsin our way — not turn into moles.”
"Who sayswe should?Y ou know who — the Cgp'n!”

"Y easay, thisideasmdlslike him.”

"Got hiswhiff, dl right.”

"Too big for his britches

"Never trusted that one, never did. | usedtosay — "
"Followin' thisdamn fool course, it washisidea."

"Got usinto agoddamn trap.”

"Any fool would naysay flying into thishellholel™

"But no, Cap'n sayswe got to go, well wejust roll over and wag our tails and off we go."
"While he flumdiddles on the Bridge!"

"Y easay, nice and cool!"

"Bridgeisright in the center of the ship, it'll befrogty."

"| say we go get cool ourselves. Whatsay you?"

"Good ideal"

"Enough hunkerin' down here."

"Let'smovel"

The crowd had swollen in the gloom without Toby noticing and now it rose as one, yammering and
elbowing and smelling of sweaty irritation. With the zigzag logic of amob they set out to do what they
had just been protesting, moving click-step quick inward. It cooled abit as they wound down the central
hdlicd ramp.

Toby followed. A kind of rolling-stone energy grew in them, gathering the moss of the undecided from
sde corridors. Bishopsliked action alot more than mulling matters over.

By the time they got to the Bridge levd, the campfire group was amilling, murmuring mob. Toby could
fed thair muttering rise like an anima'swarning growl. Thiswasn't going to be like other times, when



Killeen had used a stern scowl, quick reasoning, and then asunny smileto turn aside bands of
complaining Bishops. Thisgang had amean, dark stregk init.

The Lieutenants at the Bridge felt it, too. They formed afour-person block at the Bridge entrance and
tried to stare down the mob. Toby looked around, but Cermo and Jocelyn had faded back. No point in
them showing their faces, when the others would do their work.

Or were they that crafty? Toby wasn't sure. The campfireritua had seemed to just burst out with the
Jittery anxiety they al fdt, which wasthe point of the age-old custom, after al.

Toby himsdlf tried to dip quietly away from the Bridge. Even more than Cermo and Jocelyn, hewasina
conflicted position. But elbows and close-packed shoulders kept him from beating aretreat. Skeptical
eyes speared him, asif to say, Y ou're going to dide away now?

Toby wasn't sure what he should do, and then events made up hismind for him.

The Bridge wastall enough to jut abalcony out over the corridor, meant as a place to which an officer
could retreat and hold a quiet conversation. Killeen used it now, staking into view above the heads of the
buzzing throng. He wore full dress uniform with itsimpressive crisp blues and gold spangles. An excited
babble broke out at his appearance. More Family joined the edges with every moment. Killeen stood,
hands behind his back, for along moment, letting the grumbling beast below give vent, waiting until the
noise ebbed.

When he did spesk his voice was solid and surprisingly mild. Y ou cameto view our progress?'
"Progress? Hal We're sailing into hell? aman called.

Killeen shook his head. "We are staying ahead of the mechs.”

"Y ou mean they're runnin’ usl" awoman shouted, her words soaked with derision.

"They aretrying to catch us, sure— when didn't they?" Killeen swept his gaze over the still-growing
crowd, fixing individuasin turn with his gaze.

"They're gonna cook usfor surel” aman accused.

"Not by amech'seye." Killeen smiled confidently. "We entered the gdlactic jet just afew minutes ago.”
A confused dtirring at thisnews.

"Didn't you notice?' Killeen added mildly. "Our hull should gtart to coal off inawhile.”

"How come? That jet looks pretty hot.”

Killeen waved ahand. "It's not. Funny business, but turns out the gas here is blue because it's cooled off.
Fighting itsway up, out from the gravity well that black hole makes, wdll, that takes dl the zip out of the

ges.
The crowd stirred and muttered with disbelief.

"So well stop heating up?' awoman called.
"Our computers say s0."

"Wdl, that'sfing" aman sad. "But we ill —"



"We can follow the jet on out,” Killeen said amiably. "The blue clouds are condensing asthey cool.”
A man said angrily, "That don't excuse the damn fool ideaof comin' hereinfirg place.”

"We hold you accountable!" awoman called.

"Y easay — and what we get out of al this, anyway?"

Moretrouble!"

"More mechd"

"And we sure don't need more of this Cap'n!"

i That wastoo much for the Trumps. Abruptly individual Aces and Fivers and Jacks shouted down the
doubting Bishops. Surly jibes, angry taunts. Fistfights started, but officers broke them up.

The chaos went on for minutes and Killeen stood silently, watching. His mouth twitched once and Toby
guessed, He's thinking that it's pretty damn strange, when your own Family isagaingt you, and Trumps
stand by you.

Findly the crowd had settled down to agrowing, sour-mouthed muitter. Killeen spread his hands. "1 think
you folks should just go back to your tasksand — "

They dl fdt it at the same time— a compression that boomed into arolling pulse, asif Argo had become
agreat heart that beat with dow, solemn weight.

| return, enjoined to ddliver ingtructions.

It was like God speaking in a cramped room. The mob rustled. Their eyesraked the walls, searching for
the voice, showing too much white, like panicked sheep.

But Killeen reacted only with a skewed mouth and a skeptical dant to his eyebrows. He crossed hisarms
over hischedt, asif prepared to hear out the Magnetic Mind before responding. "Y easay, we are
ligening."

It isyou and the Toby creature to whom | need transfer this complex of curious meanings.
"I'm herel" Toby caled.

People nearby gave him a gtartled glance and moved hurriedly away, asif they wanted no association
with one who would call down this daunting thing that shook the walls to make speech.

My duty isimposed by encumbered obligations from my far past. | once benefited from the powers who
now call on me, and so stand as messenger to motes such as you — a post requiring humility | do not
cometo naturdly. So | be quick of itwhere.

A high-pitched wail filled the ship, reverberating in agonizing harmonics. Sharp, shrill, endless. A cutting
pressure, driving al thought away. For an excruciating moment it held, built — then cut off savagely. The
stunned silence that followed seethed with dread.

Such was your course. Follow it well or you will suffer to be torn to atoms, and then till more.

"Our ... course?' Killeen croaked.



The trgjectory your benefactorsingtruct you to follow.

Regaining composure, Killeen said gernly, "And which way isthat?"

Y ou areto follow my magnetic field lines. Cling close to me, that you do not shear into fragments.
"Why? And where are you, anyway?" aburly man shouted.

Slence, smdl mind.

"The hdl I will. Who are you, what areyou, to—"

A figt of sound struck them. The colossa thump pulsed through floor, celling, walls. People lurched, fell,
shrieked.

| do not suffer the attentions of mortals, but for my obliged task. That — and no more.

"That, that sound you sent — " Killeen held out his hands, pams down, to till thethrong. "Y ou say it
was acourse plan dong you?'

Without me as a guide, you would come to swift wreak and ruin.
"Look, were going to head out along the galactic jet. | —"

Such atrgectory would inevitably intersect those who desire your end.
"Mechs? Weve gotten away from them before.”

There are agencies and physicks here you cannot grasp.

Killeen folded hisarms across his chest and scowled. Toby knew that 1ook, had seen it form like astone
wall against opponents. But there was some other element in hisfather's stance, an odd note of staged
and studied performance he had not seen before. He wondered at it, caught adiver of intuition, but then
the Cap'n spoke.

"I want to know the authority by which you — or any other of your ‘agencies — givesus orders.”

How you strut! | have dwelled herelonger than your species has existed. Y ou are as ephemera asthe
passing, fraying cloud. Y et pride often accompanies such infinitesma durations.

"Maybeit'sthat long life of yoursthat makes you so longwinded?!
Killeen winked at the crowd.

| speak to you now only out of obligation — which does not include enduring the dings and errors of toy
intelligences. Very welmyour benefactor isthe cresture Abraham, of whom we spoke.

Joy kindled in Killeen'seyes. "Heisdive."

The warp and dide of space-time here does not alow such easy smplifications.
"But if he sent thisjust now — "

The very term "now" is as ephemerd asyou. Here, worse than meaningless.

Toby could see curiogity overcome his father's exasperation. Killeen chewed at hislip and called, "That



course you sent. | want to know whereit'll take us.”

Wherel live most intensely. The seat of forbidding energies and grand remorse. Where my feet dance on
szzling plasma Inward, tiny thing. To your terror.

Lightning Life
Almost despite himsdlf, Toby was drawn back to the Bridge through the long hours of their descent.

Argo was using the gdactic jet asashidd now, plunging in dong it. Ghostly blue filamentstwisted and
snarled and rushed by them, fleeing outward. Their streaming made the ships flight seem even faster. The
deck rumbled with the plasma drive's effort, sucking in the blue gas and thrusting it out the back.

And now a puzzling, unspoken question was answered. For days the ship had buzzed with speculations:
where were the mechs?

The Eater of All Things had loomed in legend for Family Bishop, and part of that ancient story held that
mechs lurked and labored there. Why, no one knew. They had driven humans from True Center long
beforethefall of the Chanddliers.

But until now they had seen only fleeting glimpses of mech ships. Now, far up dong thejet, Argo
detected huge, dark mech constructions. They had seen before enormous masses of mechwork, on their
passage inward — and had avoided them. Immense, mysterious, shrouded in energy-collecting panels.
All mute, speaking on no channel humans knew.

These mech gtructures ringed the jet as though taking energy fromiit. The jet walswere dive with brilliant
blue-white flashes. Here antimaiter, made near the black hole, collided with matter in furious, annihilating
battle. But most of the jet's energy lay inits outward thrust. The mechs did not seem to lessen thisasthe
jet passed. Instead, they seemed to be studying it.

Why were the mechs up there, circling the jet? It occurred to Toby that maybe thiswas their way of
listening to the inner rumblings of the black holeitsdlf, but he could not imagine how. Thejet was eerie
and, he was quite convinced, beyond human comprehension. Its constant turbulence served to hide the
Argo, Killeen said. And the mech fabrications seemed to ignore such tiny matters asasingle ship,
anyway. Argo scurried like arat through apalace. Oddly, the center of the jet was nearly empty, making
their flight eesier. The gas had been robbed of its heat by the effort of climbing up from the gravitationd
pit of the unseen black hole. The thick, cooling gas column around them protected against the ferocious
heet of the disk. It was dmogt asif someone had planned thistunnd into the innermost reelm. To his
teacher Aspect Isaac, of course, it wasjust abit of interesting physics. The spin of the black hole hollows
out the gasthat it throws up thisway. Thisjet resembles the spools of cotton candy | got asaboy at the
fairgrounds, a spun-out cloud of sheer sugary delight.

"What's cotton candy?'
| forget how much your people have lost. Have you never beento afair?
"A far what?'

A gathering where— never mind. At least this beautiful blue haze around us reminds me of my better
days, when high culture reigned in the Chanddlier of Queens, and | went ceiling-skating with my father.

"Y ou werein the Chanddiers?"



Did you think | descended from clod-huggers such as you? We had great powers then, and held our own
againg the mechswho now drive you like cattle before them. We regularly ventured into even thisregion,
spying on the mechs who worked their strange ways here. We —

"Hey, you're from the Arcology Era? | saac's Aspect-aura turned peevish. Well, true— but one of my
nested Faces grew up in Wesougk Chanddlier, one of the last great ones. | saw a Chanddlier once,
through atelescope, when it was il inhabited, they say. Regrettably, | spent my lifein a planet-bound
refuge, but —

"That waswhat you cdled "The Accommodation, wasn't it?"

Widll, yes- an unfortunate strategy. Still, my cultural roots From far back in Toby's recesses arose a Face
he seldom used, one who knew techstuff galore but not much el se. Joe was dow and stunted, amere
fraction of an Aspect, but he spat out bitterly,

1. Y ou goddamn traitors set us up.

2. Playing dong with mechs — red smart.

3. They smashed up your precious Chandeliers soon as they tricked you down to a planet.
4. Played you for chumps!

"That's pretty much what hitory says, too,” Toby put in mildly.

"Now, you want real Chanddlier folk — " He pried up the digital lid on an Aspect herarely used, Zeno.
She was s0 splintered and crabbed that listening to the wavering, ancient voice was painful.

| deplore... sinful bargaining away ... our Chanddlier heritage ... by your generation. We sought no
"accommodation”... no justice... possble from mechs ... We had the key to... subvert ing them...
disembowel their degpest... logics... programs... They scattered... our lore... even then... we could not
unlock the Cryptographs ... the Sore Magics... lft by earliest humans ... who once even ... ventured here
... to True Center ... and grasped the Sore Magicsin their hands ...

Her gtatic-filled voice faded, leaving a curious hush in Toby's mind. Zeno's broken phrases carried such
unspoken freight — sad, hopeless, ruminating on tattered glories that meant nothing now. After along
molment Joe said,

1. Seewhat you logt, Isaac?
2. " Accommodation” — you mean "sdllout.”

To Toby any notion of compromise with mechs was damn-fool stupidity, and |saac's generation had
escaped the consequences only by pure luck. The instant he framed this thought, 1saac flared.

Not luck! We asssted the Hunker Down. Thiswas a perfectly rationd strategy, to invest in human
colonies on the many worlds on the outskirts of True Center. To make Families which would develop a
hybrid vigor of ideas, socia horms, and weagponry. Those were our strengths as a species!

Toby could see how Rooks, say, differed from Knights— and not just in their table manners. But what
Issac might mean by "hybrid vigor"

escaped him — yet another dry, ancient idea discarded as so much surplus baggage by Family Bishop,
long before he was born.



1. Look whereit ended up.
2. Mechs got you anyway.

Isaac shot back, The Chandeliers were untenable! Just big targets, floating in the spaces of high-energy
particles and hard vacuum, the mechs natura habitat!

A burr of rasping static dmost swamped Zeno'swords:

We defended ourselves... long as we could... unvector the mech Mandates... core out their interlocks...
but you logt dl that...

Again the meancholy voice silenced his mind for amoment. Isaac findly rallied in an gpol ogetic tone.

Wetried the experiment, granted, and it finaly failed. Wesougk Chanddier — | saw it burning likea
hornet's nest in the Sky! Imagine my sadness. At least we had sheltered our kind beneath the comforting
blanket of air and gravity.

Zeno'sreply cameduggishly.

... aworthy... gamble... but so much... log.

| saac sounded more confident now, though to Toby'sinner ear the tone was hollow.
| at least knew usat our height. The glory —

Zeno cut in with waning energy, Y ou pretender... you did not know the heights... they came long
before... even me... the great works... skills you cannot begin to understand... pretender...

Chastened, Isaac answered, | am sorry that the mechs later undid our noble Hunker Down. Evenyou,
poor Joe, must redlize that we had to strip much cultural memory from the Hunker Down worlds, to
make the experiment work. And you did fructify, bursting with fresh ways to win worlds and hamper the
mechs. For awhile, at least.

Joe dtirred angrily but confined himsdf to:

1. Damn hard down there.

2. I'd surerather lived in abig sky-city.

Isaac shot back, | do not have to respond to such vague wanderings.

Toby wasirked by Isaac's haughty manner. Dinky chip-mind! "If you're o great, how come you're just
an Aspect now?"

| had such talents of mind, in compiling and integrating knowledge, that | was saved. What do you think
will beyour fate, boy?

Therewasred, flinty ragein thisretort. Toby had to remember that 1 saac and the other Aspectswere
little miniatures of whole people, not just books he could open, read, and drop. To kegp minds running,
they had to have the facets of a balanced intellect, or € se they would go insane. So he shouldn't expect
them to take offhand insults mildly. He whispered " Sorry™ to I saac and to his surprise felt a burgeoning
presence displace the Agpect. A sensation like aswelling, an emergence, swept over him, making hisskin
prickle, his scap stiffen. The Isaac Aspect squealed but dwindled, swept back into its mental cell. This
wasthe first time he had ever experienced Shibo's Personality fully, her essence flood-



g through hismind, insstent and powerful. Not a spoken voice, but aemory.

— Her past rose like dusty clockless hours recalled, streets she had known lying black and steaming.
Refugees from the mechs had washed up in the lee of walls, in bitter dleys and vacant ruins. In those rank
lanes light, wiry shadows walked high-shouldered, armed aways, faces grizzled, eyes embedded in them
dternately void and wary. Old stonewalls of her Family's Citadel yawned and veered in her memories,
unplumbed by wearing winds. Marbled obelisks and crosses marked where the dead kept their own
small metropolis— aland packed solid with the casketmaker's trade, until urgency stole from them even
that refinement, of setting down into ever-drying soil the aready rotting clothes and broken bones. Under
blue lamplights she had wandered as agirl in the wake of some funerid procession, done at dawn by long
custom. Stones leaked back the night's chill, up through her bare feet, pleasurably delicious asthe day's
heat came spanking into her face and arms with the dready stinging dawn. Sow, solemn march. Past
corrugated warehouses, across sandy celebrant squares, through warrens of home gardens carefully
watered — redpouch, heather grain, teardroop fruit. Engines labored eternally to make weaponry,
coughing like distant vast animas. Past smoking stacks and vagrant ropy vines and patches of hopeful
yelow flowers. Buildings sagged and windows were eyel ess sockets. Her Citadel was rent with ruin, the
dow-diding caamity of neglect. Wanderers from the plains sat mute, saring, their gaunt profiles samped
againg the shredding dawn sky, old purposeslost in coasting eyes. A mongrel madness of defeat infected
them, yet they smiled at her passing skip-steps. They had dept in their boots beside a generation'sfurtive
firesand gone on, into days of scavenge and pursuit, living beneath amassive rapacity .-

Toby staggered with the intengity, the touching fondness for places and people he had never seen. Then
Shibo's oddly quiet voice solidified.

Y ou have not called on me recently.
"Y ou... you can see what's been going on. I've been busy."
| doubt that isthe true reason.

Shewasright, of course. Toby was new &t this, and he couldn't keep very much from astrong presence.
It was dmost like she was dive again, and he was peering through her skeptical black eyes, eyesthat
never wavered. But her eyes saw him, too, from inside.

Beneath their gaze his fedings leaked through the rubbery, artificia partitions of hismind. "It's been rough
going latdy."

Y our father.
It was not a question.."He's, well, I'm sure he's doing what's best for the ship — "
Areyou?

"Wdll, he's under pressure and dl, and he comes across as pretty damned hard-nosed, but ..." Hiswords
faded off as he redlized that he couldn't bluff even an Aspect, much less a Personality. Not where
emotions were concerned.

It did not occur to you that he knew you and the others, the group from around the campfire, were
coming? That someone would protest? There are monitoring cameras throughout the ship, after dl.

"Ummm. Wdll, | suppose.”

Hetook Argo into the galactic jet a just that time. Knowing that dmost certainly the Magnetic Mind
would return then, with more to say.



"Y ou're sure he planned it that careful ?*
| love your father still. But he has changed. He has hard-learned the sometimes cynica skills of Cap'ney.

Toby had not grasped yet how to look very much ahead of events— thingsjust seemed to rush at him,
coming fast and fierce— so this degree of scheming seemed pretty unlikely. On the other hand, adults
were more than alittle weird. " So did he know what the Magnetic Mind was going to tell us, then?"

| doubt that. He looked as shocked asthe rest.
"Well, he surelooks okay now."

Toby was standing at the back of the Bridge, talking in the barely audible whisper that was enough for an
Aspect to get but couldn't be overheard. He studied Killeen, who moved with casua assurance among
his ship's officers. Since they had turned downward in the jet, hisbrow was no longer furrowed, hiseyes
not haunted by uncertainty. Not that anybody el se fdt that way. The Lieutenants were jumpy, troubled,
Sweating — and not just from the increase in hull temperature. Even the cool blue gas couldn't screen out
al the disk radiation. The ventilators labored, wheezing lukewarm air. A thin tension underlay the
customary quiet of the Bridge, beneath the muted, orderly ping and chime of computer prompts,
reminding officers of tasks needing supervision.

"So hewas ready for our little mob, huh?' He gave the old man anod of grudging respect.
Thereismoreto being CaFn than giving orders.

"Y easay, but a Cap'n better beright.”

Now he hasthe authority he wanted.

"Straight from Abraham.” Toby remembered his grandfather as atowering, gray-faced man with a
raw-boned look of intense concentration, even when he dozed in front of a hearth fire. That intensity
dumbered, then burgt into energetic action. Abraham'’s distracted stare would often split into abroad grin
when he saw Toby, and Toby would find himsdf yanked up into awhirling sky where he seemed tofly in
the big man's arms, scooting high over furniture and through corridors, sometimes out side onto a deck
where Abraham would make him swoop and dive over the guardrail, Toby shrieking and laughing and
screaming when the ground rushed away and he felt as though he redlly was soaring, somehow st free of
weight and care. So long ago. Toby bit hislip a the memories, dready fading. "Abraham. Or so that

magnetic thing says”

Y ou do not bdlieveit.

"Why should 1?Who would, with half abrain?"
Y et strange vectors work here.

"Look, Abraham we logt at the Cdamity, thefal of Citadel Bishop. That was plenty years back and a
hell of along way from here."

Exactly.
"What you mean by that?"
How would some creature not even made of matter at dl, thisfar disant, know his name?

That stopped Toby for amoment. "Okay, | don't know. But mechs, they make records of everything.



Maybe the Magnetic Mind learned it from them.”

But the Mind seemsto be no friend of mechs.

"Who knows, in this craziness?'

| sometimes wonder about the connection between these entities. Remember the Mantis?
"Sure”

The thought chilled him. The Mantis had pursued Family Bishop,

"harvesting” them, killing their bodies and sucking away their selves so that the Family could extract no
chip-memory. These suredead the Mantis fashioned into grotesque contortions that it termed "art” — and
had displayed to Killeen and Toby with atouch of something like pride.

The Mantis stood in awe of the Magnetic Mind. It may have offered up its knowledge of us, of our ways
and persons, to the Mind.

Hefdt Shibo asthough she were sitting before him cross-legged, relaxed and yet ready to movein an
ingtant. "1.... | don't want to think about that now."

Such memories can hobble us, dear Toby, but they must be faced.

"Hey, some other time, okay?' He fdlt her somehow shift, pressures adjusting. He sghed with relief and
felt better.

It isinteresting that now your father has the crew behind him, supporting what he had said dl aong he
wanted — to fly to the True Center, and find there what the ancient texts said was a miraculous place.

Toby shrugged. "Maybe that's what ataent for being Cap'n means. Y ou finagle things around until you
likethem."

He had let his gaze drift aimlesdy, and didn't notice hisfather approaching. Killeen asked sharply,
"What're you saying?'

It was the height of impolitenessto intrude into conversation with an Aspect — much lesswith a
Persondity, which could absorb your whole attention. Toby gulped. "I, | wasjust — "

"| lip-read you saying 'Cap'n." What isit you can't say to my face?"
"Idletak, that'sal."

Killeen licked hislips, hestated, then plunged on. "It's Shibo, isn't it?"
"Well, yeasay, but —"

"l just want to say this. So she hearsit sraight from me." Killeen stared deeply into Toby's eyes, asif
somehow he could see the compact intelligence that Toby felt asalooming wall.

"Dad, | don't think — "

" Shibo, we're going to need your judgment up ahead. I'm following my ingtincts here, and something big
isgoing to happen.”

"Dad, comeon, | —"



"Remember how weld talk over plans, figure the best next move, just you and me? | missthat. | missthat
ahdl of alot. I know | won't get it back, but if you have any ideas, any guess about what | should do,
you speak up, okay?' Killeen's eyeswere pleading. He blinked furioudy, holding back tears. "Through
Toby. I'll undergtand, | promise | will."

"Dad... you know..."

Sensationsrose in Toby, strange coursing currents of excitement, desire, hoarse murmurs, smellslayering
the air, husky urgings, remembered moments of skin diding, satiny, asheen of swest —

Hejerked away, staggered. Then ahand patted his shoulder.
Killeen drew along breath. "Thank you, son. | needed that. Just amoment with her, that'sall.”

Before Toby could spit out arebuke, Killeen stepped back, saluted, turned — and strode away, the
crigp Cagp nagain. Toby feltirritated, used.

Hetasted sharp, bitter bilein the back of his mouth. Damn him! But in the same moment he could see the
anguish in hisfather, and the turmoil that the man could not let rise to the surface.

Itiswisetoforget this.
"Y easay, only wisdom's not my strong area.”
Y ou are much like your father.

A faint tinkling laughter sounded in hismind. A Personality could take a certain abstract distance from his
seething world, Toby saw, and catch the amusement of it. Humor usudly invisbleto him.

Thereisan old Family Knight saying, time-honored. Some believe it comes from Old Earth. We say that
lifeisatragedy to those who fed, and a comedy to those who think.

"Makes sense. Maybe that just means we shouldn't look back over our shoulder too much, see what's
ganin'onus.

Good advice aswdll.

Toby leaned againgt asted bulkhead and sighed. Shibo towered in hismind, her sereneintelligence sifting
through what he saw with afiner, more patient hand.

| wonder who else— or what € se— wants usto come here?

"l can't see what makes anybody think people could live in this place. Quath maybe, but not humans. All
those old engravings, what were they talking about? Miraculous, sure— " he swept ahand at the view.
"But dead."

Thewall screens sputtered with virulent radiance. The disk of inward-orbiting metter drew nearer,
reveding more fine-grained whorls of color and glowing violence. Now the doomed star they had seen
days before was no longer alopsided, blazing egg. It had exploded into flares, astorm being sucked
greedily into the outer rim of the disk. It waslike atortured, twisted sun setting on the far horizon above a
flaming landscape. "L ooks like afrying abyssto me."

With a gut-tightening surge of feding, Toby knew that they didn't belong here. The Familieswereal
nomeads, in the long run. Only machines could livein this huge, fiery engine. The Familieswere here now
only because of Argo, another mechanism madein the great days of human antiquity. Machineslike Argo



were anatura extenson of the human hand, but mechs were a cancer. Planets were not their home. Let
cold space and burning matter be their reelm. So what of human scope could lie here?

Perhaps we are being narrow of vison.
"What's that mean?"
Look there. The threads of green.

The Argo was plunging ever closer to the disk, and now they could see thefar rimin profile. Gouts of
angry red boiled up from the churning plane where the freshly eaten star was working itsway inward.
Lumps were being chewed as they rotated in the streams.

"So?Lookslikearat getting digested by asnake."
True. Not pretty, probably not even if you're asnake.
"Oh, | see. Those green strands above the plane there?!

Toby could now make out weaving filaments of deep jade that sood above where the star was being
devoured. They were like reeds above swamp water, blowing in abreeze.

"It flashes, see?" Blue-green fiberswinked with darting yellow. "Like frozen lightning, sort of ."
We might bewrong, that nothing elselives here.
"Ummm. Lightning life?"

The Bridge officers had noticed the threads, too. Some fumbled with hip'sinstruments, focusing sensors
on them. Knots and furious snarls climbed up the glowing green lines.

"The stuff ripped off the star — looks like it's fouling up those threads,” Toby said.

Jocelyn had managed to get the Argo's antennas to narrow in on the threads, despite the turbulent plasma
buffeting the ship. The speskers on the Bridge sputtered and buzzed with the fizzing emissons of the disk

and then eerie high wails cut through the mushy wall of sound.
"What'sthat?" Jocelyn cdlled. "It soundsterrible.”

Killeen's mouth twisted at the shrill chorus. Each voice would rise momentarily over the others, ped forth
amournful note, and then subside into the lacing pattern of lament. "Maybe the Magnetic Mind's not the
only thing that knows how to live on dectricity.”

Toby said, "Not al of them are making those sounds, though. See?
Jocelyn nodded. "It's the ones that are connected to those bright lumps.”
Toby'sIsaac Aspect fluttered for attention, and Toby let him out:

These are the stuff of remote history. | heard of them as aboy. Conferring with Zeno now, | believel
may perceive the essence. They are an early life form composed of magnetic vortices, laced with some
hot matter. A primitive mode. They feed on the flares and plumeswhich jut above the disk, like tasty
soring flowersfrom alush fied.



"Doesn't look like they're enjoying dinner much,” Toby said sardonically.

The sudden intrusion of the star's mass has flooded them, sucking some down into the fierce disk, where
they die.

"How come the Magnetic Mind doesn't die, then?'

Itisfar grester, larger, finer than these Smple, primitive fibers or so history says. | know little of it. The
Mind isvastly old, and reveals no secrets except by necessity. Humans before the Chandelier Eratried to
discover some facets of it, and were singed for their trouble.

Toby grimaced. The shrieks and wailswere strangely gripping, as each thin voice had its moment,
sobbed forth asong beyond understanding, and then faded into the flickering static asthe disk plasma
reached up, bloated with digesting star-mass — and dragged in the ddlicate jade streamers, swallowing
theminfire. They had lived too close to the edge of grand ferocity, and now paid the price. They
struggled franticaly againgt the scading splashes, gaining smdl and momentary victories, but intheend
they did into blazing oblivion. The star's shredded mass was plunging inward through the disk, wreaking
havoc among the dender, lacy beings. Toby watched their distant desths, and despite the gulf separating
him from those reedy cries, hefdt a strange connection. Such truly adien forms could never be brethren.
They were separate nations, but till caught with humansin the net of life and time, fellow prisoners of
gplendor and travail. Beyond matter itself, gifted with extensions of the senses no human could ever
comprehend, they none the less shared the veiled dignity of being forever incomplete, of dways
emerging, acommon heritage of being finite and forever wondering. But the rest of the Bridge was staring
beyond the splashes of color from the disk. Now visible, coming toward them, was the hexagonal of
shipsflown by the Myrigpodia. Once more they held between them the shimmering pearly hoop, a
wespon bigger than worlds.

"What's going on?" Killeen wondered out loud. "Where's Quath?"
Jocelyn added, "Even that cosmic string seems smdl here.”

The Myrigpodia ships bore down upon the Argo relentlesdy. They accelerated dong the magnetic field
lines, invisble dopesthat steepened by the minute, pitching down toward the inner edge of the blazing
accretion disk. Into the pit of hell. Theair brimmed with hard, dry heat. Toby gulped and wondered if he
would live out the next day.

7 Taste of the Void

As Toby heard them recounted |ater, the next hours on the Bridge were e ectrifying. He wasn't there to
see them, though. On a ship, chores have to be done on time — no excuses. Not even battle releases dl
of acrew to gape and thrill. His assgnment was seeding one of the seared agro domes. A team of five
swegted benesth the blue-white violence in the dome's sky, glowing from near the Eater of All Things.
They had to keep the complex biodiversity herelimping along, so plantsthat had perished under the sting
of radiation had to be replaced, and new ones watered, nurtured, sheltered. Hard, ground-grubbing
work. It wasarelief, in away, after the tenson of the Bridge. Using your muscles was sometimes easier
than using your overstretched mind. He felt the ship moving under him as he toted and dug and fetched,
knew that something was happening. More mechs, helater learned. On the Bridge screensthey
appeared asflickering images, barely detectable by Argo's systems. The earlier mech craft had been
smple compared with these. It stood to reason. Some higher-order mech-tech had driven humanity from
gpace. These were probably the type— surprisingly small, quick, eusive. They plunged down the jet
after Argo and dispersed. Argo's detectorslost them entirely. They attacked from several angles, using
drategies Killeen and the others could not even understand. Toby heard only abrief rattle of strange



datic in his sensorium, and then awhoosh as the dome above him vanished. The hit took the dome's air

inahowling, hollow rush. Toby gasped for air and got nothing. He went spinning up, away from the soil,
which rose after himin adirty sorm. Thewailing gale ebbed as he windmilled hisarms, rotating to face

upward. A huge holein the dome swelled before him. He snatched at a broken strut, got it, hung on.

I'm dead, he thought quite clearly. Already hislungs heaved, wanting to breathe.

A painful jabin hisleg. A sharp diver suck fromit, flung by the whigtling air. He swung by one arm from
the strut, smacked into another. Angry shoutsin hisear — on comm, but no time to listen. Ears throbbed
with pain. Then no more sounds. Air al gone.

He launched himself downward. There was a sdlf-sedling airlock there, dready closed. That kept the
whole ship from vacing out from asingle breech.

But it was along way down and purple flecks danced at the corners of his eyes. They made crazy,
enticing patterns and he spent sometime trying to figure out what they weretrying to say. The dirt below
looked no closer and hisarmsin front of him flapped fruitlesdy, like clothes drying in awarm breeze.

In hismouth ametdlic, flat bite. The taste of the void. Purplefliesfilled hisvison. Then asharp spark of
ydlow. Lightning. Playing in the bowl. Licking at bodies asif tasting them.

He dodged away from the dender fire. It missed him and seared the bulkhead beyond.

Ears drumming, fighting to keep histhroat closed, chest searing. The soil was closer, in fact very close,
and then it hit him in the face. Hislungs convulsed but he refused to open hismouth, let hislast bal of
breath escape into the emptiness.

Scrambling, tumbling, off balance but going on anyway. Across the powdery dirt. Streamers of vapor
bursting from the ground, agray fog. Ears pounding, hammering hishead. In his sinuses, spikes of agony.

The square lock, wobbling. Hard to keep it in focus, stand it upright by tilting his head. While hislegs
plunged and worked, pounding him orward.

Hands out in front. They hit the lock door and punched abig red plate. The emergency entry dilated. He
dived throughtit.

Thefirst sound he heard was awhisper, then ahigh-pressure roaring. His ears popped. Only then did he
wonder about the othersin the dome.

By the time he got his bearings back, it wastoo late. The other four in the dome never made it to the
lock.

Two went through the big hole in the dome and were forever lost. The lightning had fried two more.

Nobody knew whether the lightning was amech weapon or just natural. Despite the damage to their
interna eectrocoupling, Argo's tech recorded the two selvesin enough detail to provide Aspectsin future
chip-life

Smadl consolation, Toby thought. Hefdt guilty for not thinking of the other four, for not helping them.

Not much timefor guilt. Cermo pressed him into agang to repair the dome, to dap on pressure patches,
to secure ship's atmosphere for the next attack.

But there wasn't any attack. The mechs had taken severe losses from Argo's automatic defenses. She



was an old ship but till pretty agile.

People celebrated like it was avictory. Toby wondered if maybe the mechs had just decided to let Argo
go on, into more dangerous territory. Let the Eater do their job for them.

The thought gave him a snking sensation, like stepping off into ametdlic-tasting chasm. Into the void.
The Aperture Moment

"What's your favorite dish?' Besen asked.

"Huh? Oh — the nearest.” Toby noticed that he was shoveling in cauliflower with yellow cheese melted
over it. Not hisfavorite dish, but then he hadn't been tagting it anyway.

"Some gourmet you are." Shewrinkled her nose a him.
"Look, I don't want to have good taste, | just want things that taste good.”
Hefinished the cauliflower and looked for anything that might be | ft.

The best thing about communal eating wasthat at the end of the medl iili extras got passed around. A
quick eater got more, and Toby was dways hungry. Even when they were zooming down toward a huge
disk of white-hot fire, he responded to the rumblein his ssomach.

"Y ou don't look concerned,” Besen said. Toby studied her face. The deaths only hours before had been
ac knowledged in a ship-wide ceremony. Now, by necessity, they got back to business, teamsrepairing
the damage, abustle of purpose. Besen was not oneto give alot away, but he could read the tightening
around the edges of her mouth, the dight high-strung cant of her head.

"No point in worrying." He took her hand across the table and squeezed. "Bigger heads than ours are
working on thisthing."

Besen bit nervoudly at her lip. He leaned across the table and gave her alight kiss on the brow.
"Ummmm," she sad, but didn't slop chewing.

"We're going to makeit. | can fed it in my bones.” He could no such thing, but he had to cheer her up.
"Doyou redly think s0?"

"Sure. Uh, could you reach me those potatoes?’

"What an anima! Facing death, and he wantsto eat."

"Only smart thing to do, seemsto me."

"My stomach fedlstight. | can't get anything down.” Shelifted a peapod with her chopsticks, bit off a
fraction, and put it back.

"Well, maybe some other recreation will take your mind off things."
He gave her ablank face.
"Some other — oh. Y ou beast!"

"I hear it'sgood for the circulation.”



"Firg food, then— no, | will not jump into the sack with you while we are flying into the teeth of, of — "
"No need to throw a duck fit."
"Well — | mean — it'sso totdly inappropriate.”

He pretended to consider the question deeply, complete with a profound scowl. "Ummm. What'sa
better way to vote in favor of there being afuture? That's what the whole thing points toward, after al.”

She snorted. "I thought it was about love."

"That, too. But when we're al candidates for the bone orchard — only who's going to bury us here,
when theré's no dirt for acemetery anyway? — the oldest human ritud isa, well, agesture of faith. Faith
inthefuture”

"So sex isfath now?' Shewas Sarting to grin, which had been hisaim. "Y ou have an odd religion.”
"l worship at the dtar of my choosing,” he said with astaged haughty air.
"And what's that about the oldest ritua? | can think of some more uplifting ones.”

Toby consulted with Isaac, who was agold mine of ancient terms, in the space of aheartbesat. "They
used to cdl it 'the beast with two backs-so maybe you have a point.”

Besen gave him agrin that began wickedly and did into atentative shyness. "Y ou wereredly just joshing
me out of my mood, weren't you?"

"Um”

"You dont liketo admit it, but you are very kind, in your own way, behind that fake toughness."
"Y ou have unmasked me, madam."

"Ummm." She eyed him speculatively. "How much timeisit, until we get redly closeto the disk?!

"| can't tell. The Bridge istoo busy to give out details, and we're swooping in dong acomplicated kind of
spird, so— say, why do you want to know?"

"Well, if thereredly isenough time...”
"You hussy! Herel wasjust trying to cheer you up—"

"Oh, forget it. You can't take alittle ribbing yoursdf." She poked himin the chest with afinger. "Come

on, Romeo, let's see what thewall screenstell us. | guess you've used up your supply of romance for the
week."

"Then I'll have to stop off and pick up my next dlotment. Wheredo | go?'
"Don't think | can't tdl you whereto go — get moving."

He had managed to kid her out of her jittery depression, but the raging cauldron visible on the big
Assembly Hall screen was enough to bring it al back. He put his arm around her asthey stood with a
large crowd of the Family, watching the harsh glare of the disk seem to spread and wriggle asthey drew
nearer.

"Wherearewe going in al this?' Besen asked, wonder and fear mingling in her tone.



"I don't know. | can't even guess.”

"Thedisk, it'slike ahuge world or something.”

"A world isnothing here, afly speck.”

"But | can see clouds down there. And that twisty thing, it amost lookslike ariver."

"Almogt ain't the same asis. Those clouds are redly plasmathat would boil avay your handin an
eye-blink. That river, my faithful Aspect tellsme, is some kind of magnetic knot thet's gotten caught up in
the disk asit churusaround.”

"But it looks so familiar, somehow."

Toby's mouth twisted, eyes distant. "We need to see familiar things here. Otherwise it'stoo strange to
ded with."

Besen paused, then nodded soberly. "My teacher Aspect just said that 'river' isbigger than awhole
planet. Lots bigger. And that the disk isthe size of asolar system.”

"Sometimes | wish our Aspects wouldn't tell us so much.” She nodded, her hair tumbling in thelow
gravity. "l felt better when | thought that little squiggle was ariver. Still, with the Aspects we can get dl
branches of learning.”

Toby chuckled dryly. "Branches, yeasay. But none of the roots.”
"What do you mean?"'

"They can't tdl uswhat dl thismeans.”

"They know lots of facts and numbers, though.”

"Maybethat's al we can trust them with. Anyway, this place, it'sbig-time stuff." Hehad tokeep up a
casud face, but the approaching disk, swelling, throbbing with seething light, was Starting to inspirein him
lessawe and more plain old fear.

"And it eats stars. We don't belong here."
"Y easay to that, too. Only somebody thinks we do."
"And your father believesit, too. He decides”

A note of bitterness had crept into her voice. Around them jaws clenched, eyes whitened as agiant white
flare burst acrossthe disk, and alow growl rose. Sowly it dawned on Toby that the entire Assembly
Hall murmured with discontent, with dread, with tight-stretched anxiety. The desths had sobered them,
loosened Killeen'shold. A bitter wind stirred them dl.

A band of men and women at the far sde of the Hall began shouting. Before Toby could understand
what was happening, the crowd began to move. They knocked over tables and squeezed through the
outer doorways, pressing on with gathering energy, like atide sucked forward by an irresistible moon.
Sour words flew, boots thumped on the deck, the air rang with harsh accusation.

Toby got up and followed, hardly noticing the twinge in hisleg where ameta spike had gouged himinthe
agro dome. That seemed like an age ago. He didn't limp; his body had aready fixed up most of the

gouge.



He and Besen were at the back when the swarming pack reached the Bridge. To Toby therewasa
ghostlike quality to the rapid swerve of events. Again the officers sopped them. Again Killeen gppeared
on the balcony. Again he held them back with astern speech.

Thistime Toby sensed the deep foreboding in the shuffling, muttering crowd, and now that he knew what
to look for, he saw how hisfather used their fear to bind them to him. They needed to believein him
now, and he played upon that. If he hadn't, they might easily have worked themsalvesinto afrenzy, have
boiled over into mutiny.

Killeen held them in part by sheer physical presence. Hewas afull chest-length taller than Toby,
testament to his greater years. He used that, and the added perspective of the balcony, to cow the louder
protestors.

Long ago, in response to the rgpacious mechs, humanity had lengthened itslife span by tinkering with its
own growth pattern. The body given forth by naturd evolution, far back on ancient Earth, had matured at
about twenty of the Old Earth years. Then even the best body hit aplateau. Gradually it weakened with
the years, the erosion of muscle and bone offset by the dow gathering of wisdom and experience.

To counter this, long ago the Family of Families had sculpted humanity. Now, people smply never
reached that plateau where decline set in. People died of injury and mech attack, not age. They never
stopped growing. Their rate dowed, of course— otherwise, elders would shoot up into duggish giants.
A woman acentury old might not gain an extrafinger'swidth of height in adecade. But she grew. And
shewould have dl the savvy and grit years brought.

This perpetud late youth held in check the inner magicsthat governed aging. The eldest Bishopswere
nearly twice astdl as Toby. Thismeant higher door silisand bigger meals. More important, elders
towered over others, their experience given the force of bulk. Toby stood lanky for his eighteen Old
Earth years, but he felt small and insignificant compared to Cermo or Killeen. In them, the weight of
Family authority had firm physica presence.

This Killeen used with unconscious, telling effect. Still, voices called out protests. Oaths cut the air,
gtrident and ragged with fear.

The only pressure keeping the crew back was the long history that had led them here. More than anyone,
Killeen embodied that past. He stood fire-eyed, intimidating in his scowling silence. He had fooled the
Mantis, gotten them off Snowglade. He had fallen through a planet and lived. Been swallowed by Quath,
then been et flee. He had killed mechs and laughed ashe did it. And avoice like lightning had sought him
out, had led them here. Againg that they weighed their own fear.

At that stretched moment Quath came lumbering from the main corridor. There was astrange smdll to the
aien, asweet-sour aromain the steadily warming ship. People moved uneasily asde. Thedienwasan
aly, but that did not ater her strangeness.

Quath stopped, her great head turning. Ruby eyes on stalks twisted like vines, dowing to study anervous
upturned face, abearded man's hair, awoman's clutched carrypouch, asif they were museum exhibits.

Then she sent, <I have finished communion with my kind. The great Cosmic Circleis prepared. They
come fast upon us, for purpose | do not yet see. They say we must speak again with the magnetic
being.>

Somehow, this straight, factua message carried the day. They quieted, looking to Killeen, who said
camly, "Il try. They'll hep us? With whatever comes?"



<They must.>

Toby thought it was alittle funny that Quath didn't say "They will" or "They'll try" — but then the crowd
began to drift away, and he realized that this odd, quiet note had gotten Killeen through another crigs.

As officers went back to their jobs, he and Besen managed to dip onto the Bridge. Killeen wastaking to
Quath, who snaked her neck and head into view. Metallic shanks scraped the walls as she moved, legs
clattering with a staccato rhythm Toby found unsettling.

"That'sdl they said?' Killeen demanded.

<The noise of transmission mounts. Plasmawaves|gp and tug at every word.>

"Where you figure we're headed?’

<The Myriapodia have aged records which are perhaps of some use.

They do not believe our goa can be the disk — that way lies chaos and death. >

Killeen chuckled without mirth. "Y easay squared.”

<Others of the Myrigpodia signify that the very oldest texts speak of portds here.>
"Portalsto what?'

<No one knows, who has not crossed the portal. And that is blocked by mech inventions.>
"Here?What could survive?'

<S0 say other Myrigpodia. We swarm, much confused on this point. Even the burning disk appearsa
morelikely placefor lasting structures than does the sphere of flame further in>

Killeen paced, hands a the small of his back, shoulders set square and rigid. "We can't last long, getting
this close. We're heating up, the jet is getting tighter around us— "

<Weshould dow.>

"That'll just hang us out to dry. | want to be movin', ableto jet out of hereassoonas— "
<A dight pause. Enough to let the Cosmic Circle lead the way >

"Why?

<I do not know.>

"Damnit! To hdmthisship | haveto know —"

<Hold. | sense something more here>

Quath had caught it before the humans, but now Toby felt the prickly gathering of eectrogtatic charges
aong his scalp, the humming beneath his boots.

Y ou have penetrated to my deep regions. Y ou are a the edge of the jet. Now isthe time to render
farewdls.

Killeen scowled. "What?'Y ou brought us here, you can't — "



| feel the growing roll and stress of the disk a my feet. It sends devouring plumes of esting matter up,
deep into my field lines. These erosions | must fight. | havelittletimefor you.

"Y ou said you were anchored in that stuff. All that talk about being immorta — "

Immortality isan am, not afact. Matter's rub can erase even such as|. | am doomed to struggle, just as
are you, though on scales of time and length you cannot know. | am far grander and sharellittle else but
this base property.

""S0 you abandon us, huh? Just when — "

| have final wordsfor you, then | withdraw my store of complex waveforms from your region. By
retreating to other parts of myself, the weave of fiddsfar above the disk, | can preserve my sense of sdif,
my remembrances of my long span, the essence of me.

"Damnit, werre going to need help just to survive the next hour, never mind — "

| send amap, Smple and mideading, but enough for you. | am lodged for the moment in thefield lines
which taper into the disk. Y ou areriding down one of my flanks. Y ou depart mein amomernt, at the
location marked.

Killeen shouted, "Damn you, you can't — "
Small beings such as you should remember who they are.
"I'll remember red well, thank you,” Killeen said sardonically.

Toby had never seen hisfather struggle so hard to control histemper, teeth gritted and eyes narrowed,
flinty.

Toby opened his mouth to say something, but a that moment the wall screensdl filled with the same
figure. It was colored and three-dimensiond, atangle of lines and moving dots and splattered yellows and
greens and reds.

Complexity, confusion. Toby felt awed by it and repelled at the sametime. There were levels of meaning
and motion here he knew he could not comprehend.

Then, asif the Magnetic Mind could tell how hard this was to understand, the figure smplified, became
flat, two-dimensiona. Geometry he could understand. The clarity of mathematics shaped to ahuman
mind.

Toby saw that along thick swath was aside view of half the disk, the wrath and roil of it replaced by a
single shading. Thin lines doped down into the disk — from above and below, where the jet formed.
These were the magnetic lines of the Mind itself — part of its huge structure, stretching beyond the disk
and into the leagues between the stars. But these magnetic feet mired in the disk were important, for here
the Mind fed itsdf from the furious energies reeased in the disk. Toby felt, for reasons he could not
name, that even these doping lines, far larger than solar systems, were asinsgnificant on the scale of the
Mind asthe curling hairson hisown legs.

And dong the innermost magnetic linelay an orange dashed trail that lengthened as he watched —
Argo's path.

Then the dashed trail raced ahead, switched from orange to blue, and left thefield line. It arced inward
— and the figure expanded, bringing into view the disk'sinner edge, which tapered down to apoint.



Beyond that, even further in, Toby had expected to see the glowing white-hot ball that he saw on the
viewscreens.

But the intense radiance gppeared on the figure as only an insubstantial shimmer. Apparently the
Magnetic Mind did not consider those searing energiesimportant. Argo's dashed trail led through the
radiance, moving more and more swiftly. Then it arced up dightly. At the very center of the white bal lay
something utterly dark, though winking with small energies as he watched.

Y ou will depart from me. | withdraw. | send now details of your trgjectory to come.
"Wait!" Toby saw red fear haunt Killeen's eyes. "Why? Where are we going?'

The gtar that has died at the outer rim now sendsits shattered salf inward through the disk. A swirl and
plunge of massve lumps come lashing through the disk. They stress and deform me. This| suffer — and
for you. Such wrenching mass yields up the conditions the Abraham-thing appears to want — and
predicted. Y ou shall embraceit. Move quickly now, for a cusp season approaches.

"What?' Killeen shouted, balling hisfigs. "What's coming?*
The aperture moment.

9 The Cyaneans

Toby put hisarm around Besen and held on for dear life. The Argo groaned and pulsed. Decks and
bulkheads creaked. Toby felt his own boots rock with unseen stress. His I saac Aspect called, What
marveloustided

"That'swhat moves water around in lakes and such, right?"

Y es, but the force comes from another gravitating body. Like the doomed star we saw at the edge of the
great disk, torn gpart. Now the black holeis pulling on Argo, abit more strongly on the side closer to the
hole, than on the outer side. Wefed that astension, trying to pull the ship apart.

"Damn!" Toby told Besen this, then asked, "Can Argo takeit?

| believe s0. The stressis annoying, that | concede —

"How would you know?'

| can generdize from my past life. Admittedly | do not fedl your bodily discomfort, but —
"Or pleasures dther, right?"

Quite s0. | merely watch your visua input.

Toby didn't like the thought of |saac even seeing some parts of his private life, and Besen's close warmth
made him even more sure of it. It was embarrassing, to think that his Aspects had been there, in some
limited sense, in thewarm, aromatic intimacy of the bedclothes...

Do not trouble over that. Our opinions mean nothing.

Thiswasfrom Shibo. A deegper, resonant voice that carried nuances that without warning drew himinto
her own interior world, the full spreading wedth of her past.

— Her beloved Citadel beset by forces bleak and imponderable, ill-shaped and just beyond the



deranged horizon. Would they come by seething air or across the cratered plain? And when? Or were
their ambassadors aready ingde the shut gates? — gray enemies no bigger than an eye's pupil, yet seeing
just as much, and rapping back to their comrades their microwave reports, machine tales of the soft
goings here-

He regained hisbaance. "How... how come?

Aspects are gatic. Aspects cannot grow. So their views do not alter. Y ou cannot truly change their
minds about anything.

Toby wasn't sure thiswas much consolation. He noted that Shibo did not say that she could not change.
Were Persondlities different? He had the distinct impression, from subtle changesin I saac and Joe and
maybe even Zeno, that Shibo was carrying out some sort of thergpy on them, resolving the clashing
psyche-storms that beset such truncated minds.

Then his distracted thoughts came to an abrupt end when a sudden wave flexed through the deck. He
and Besen dammed into a bulkhead and tumbled to the deck of the Bridge.

Ashegot up, Toby saw that Killeen had remained standing, legs braced to take surges. But the Cap'n's
face was drawn and he searched thewall screensintently for understanding. They showed ablinding hail
of gauzy hot gas and chunks of unknown matter, al spraying by them at blistering speed. Warm breezes
now blew through the Bridge, fluttering Toby's hair asthe circulators labored to ease the steady hegting
from outside.

Killeen caled again for the Magnetic Mind. Again there was no answer. It had abandoned them.

The ship's officerswere dl anchored in their shock couches, staring at Killeen, visibly wondering why he
did not strap himself in, too. Toby knew why. If he conceded even thissmall vulnerahility, it would whittle
him down in the eyes of those he now had to lead. So he turned and conspicuously paced, hands behind
back, as another ripple shook the Bridge. He did not stumble, did not even dow his steady pace.

Toby looked around, but there were no vacant shock couches for him and Besen. If they wanted to see
what was going on, they would have to stand. Nobody noticed them, or else they would have been
hustled away. All eyes watched the screens and the Cap'n.

Killeen turned dowly, holding the Bridge crew with hislevel, sone-faced gaze. Then he saw Quath's
head, shifty-gimballed in ahooded cargpace, jutting into the Bridge entrance. The Cap'n called out with a
faint note of desperation, "What do your brothers know about this place?"

<Only ancient texts can guide us. The Myriagpodiaventured thisway once, probing to see what had
drawn the mechs here>

"They never came back?"

<We, too, suffered afdl when the mechs discovered us. They sensed us herefirgt, disturbing their
works. We withdrew quickly, unlike you humans. Y ou persist beyond reason.>

Toby brokein. "How come you hunted humans, then? We could have been dliesal dong.”

<We mistook you for animals. Y ou had fallen so far, beaten down by mechs. Only your father and your
Legaciesreminded usthat you are of the stuff which once blazed so bright and now is so pitiful.>

Toby gulped. Quath was no diplomat. Killeen asked, "These 'texts of yours— what do they say?"



<Many shipswerelost here. It iseasy to dip on the diding surface of spaceitsalf.>
" Space? Hell, what about the heat? And this stuff coming at us, big chunks—"

<Those are masses crushed and compacted by the stretch of geometry here. Avoid them, and otherwise
ignore them. They are on their way to their funerds.>

Some consolation, Toby thought. Probably they al were on the sametrip.
"Did your brothers map this place? Killeen demanded impaently.
<I am processing their records now with ahindbrain. Here.>

The screens swam with colors, forming and reforming into images that might make senseto the
Myrigpodia, Toby thought, but not to him. Theimage was three-dimensond, shot through with gaudy
rushing dots. It whirled and jumped and made no sense. Then Quath squashed it down to two
dimensions, and Toby could see what was happening.

"That empty bdl at the center — it'sthe black hole, right?" he asked his |saac Aspect. He heard arapid
crosstak, Zeno's sad static-clogged phrases, entries spooling out from atext-chip he carried but could
not read by himslf.

Indeed. | consulted with Zeno, who agrees that these Myriapodia have correctly mapped the geometry
near it, aswell. The bulging, shaded region wrapped around the hole is the ergosphere— a zone where
the black hole€'s spin warps everything, forcing space-time to rotate with the hole itsdlf.

"Sounds dangerous.”

No one knows. Zeno'sfolk believed that the ergosphere was a place where nearly al the energy of a
ship would be required smply to keep from fdling into the black hole itsdlf.

Toby watched the figure on the wall screens, the way the spin of the hole made awhirlpool in space.
Isaac told him that it was not matter spinning around there, but space-timeitsalf.

"Uh, what's space-time? | mean, | know space, and time'swhat a clock talks about, but..."
Quath broke into hismind, transmitting directly.

<L ower beings do not see the fundamenta essence of the world, which combines space and time. Do
not knit aknot of concern for this. Even the Myrigpodia do not see space-time. We, too, divideit into
the easier ideas of distance and duration.>

Until that moment Toby had not realized that Quath could pick up hiswhispering talks with hisown
Aspects. He felt embarrassed, then irked — and then pushed aside hisfedlings. No time for that now.

"So how do we get out of here?!
<Wedo not.>

"Huh?' Toby noticed the dashed line of their planned trgjectory. It lifted some, then plunged toward the
top crescent-shaped blob.

<We must pass through the Cyaneans. There is no other way to enter the portd that the Myriapodia
believe dwells here>



"Those? The crescents? They're awfully closeto that ergosphere thing.” The hazy crescents hovered like
caps over the poles of the black hole, seeming to screenit.

<The Cosmic Circlewill clear our way.>

Toby looked around, dazed more by the ideas that were coming thick and fast than by the fluttering,
lurching waves that siwept through Argo. Moretidal stresses, twisting with immense hands. Then it
dawned on him that everyone in the Bridge waslooking at him. He blinked. Knowing his easy way with
Quath, Killeen had just let Toby extract information from the dien. Well, it was efficient.

"So what do we do now?" Killeen studied Quath asif he could read an expression in the grest,
many-eyed head.

<L et the Coamic Circle do itswork.>
"It'sgoing to get usout of this?'
<The Myrigpodiabelieve thisisthe only path.>

Killeen paused, reflecting as the flickering screens it the Bridge with eerie, shifting patterns. Hewas at the
end of histether, Toby saw, tired and confused. His heart went out to hisfather, caught in this huge
engine of destruction, led here by hopes and legends, driven by fear. He let go of Besen and went to his
father's Sde. Hesitantly, as Killeen watched the vibrant flux, he reached out and clasped Toby'sarm.
They stood that way for along moment, watching now asthe Myriapodia ships cameinto view. Againgt
the seethe of sky and mass Toby saw that this place was not evil or good, but something far worse. It
was| indifferent. Beauty lay here, and terror. It could witness anything, this churning machine. Its
unforgivable vast resplendence mocked the human plight. The glinting Myriapodia ships held the huge
cosmic hoop between them in amagnetic grip, and it glowed with intense brilliance. Isaac told Toby that
the hoop was gathering energy asit fell toward the black hole. It passed through the magnetic fields
anchored in the hole and extracted from them strong currents, electrical surgesthat lit up the hoop like an
immensesgn.

<The cusp moment approaches.>

"That the same as what the Magnetic Mind said?" Killeen whispered, eyesfixed on the screens. Inthe
warming air the Bridgewas dlent.

<No. Thisisthe end of the mech device>
Toby frowned. "Mech? What's mech-made here?!

<The Cyaneans. They are great twisted regions of space-time, turbulence trapped in caps. They would
shred us.>

"So? Just more of the weird weather here—"
<The mechanicas made the Cyaneans.>

Killeen and Toby aike regarded Quath with disbelief. The dien went on, <The mechanicas can bring
great forcesto bear. Y ou saw their massive, shadowy constructions, feeding on the energy and matter
here. Their researches are many and wide.>

"But... the Cyaneans? Hard to believe," Killeen said. "Thosethings, they're huge.”



<Larger than gtars. That iswhy the Myrigpodia bring their own craft to bear. My kind shall lead the
way.>

The Cosmic Circle had raced ahead of Argo now. Then on the mgjor wall screen Toby saw ahead an
enormous sheet — the Cyaneans. It was like achoppy gray sea, waves of blacks and troughs of white
making shifting patterns asfar asthe eye could see.

In the brilliant white-hot glare of yellows and reds that blazed up al around them, the eerie lack of color
in the Cyaneansfilled Toby with asinking dread. He fdlt as though the bottom had fallen out of his
stomach. Only Besen steadied him, holding from one side while Toby stood with the other arm around
hisfather. There was nothing here for mere humansto do.

Ahead, the hoop plunged down into the gray, rippling expanse. And cut. Like aknife, it sheared through
the ashen surface and deep, deep into the interior.

Released, the edges of the strange dusky surface pulled away. They curled away from the Cosmic Circle,
pedling back.

But the hoop paid a price. It crumpled aong its leading edge. The resistance of the turbulence dented and
deformed it.

Toby could not guess what colossal energies grappled there. The sharpness of the Cosmic Circlewasa
mere atom wide, hislsaac Aspect said, but itstight curvature was more than equa to the gray, sorming
surges. It pierced the tossing turbulence, sending sputtering hot light initswake.

"What... what do we do?" Killeen asked quietly.

<Fallow the Cosmic Circle> Quath sent achorus of lilting sounds through the human-linked sensorium, a
plaintive long note of sympathy.

Killeen made asign to Jocelyn, who was watching him with round, frightened eyes. She turned the ship
downward, into more of the blazing luminosity, toward the shifting gray sheet. Long moments passed as
the grayness swelled like an impassable wdll of strangdly shifting stone.

They rushed into the shadowy gap carved by the hoop. To all sides pesks and valeysformed and
dissolved, like mountains of ash made from burned bones.

Fringes of the stuff washed over Argo and brought dizzying, reling momentswhen Toby thought he had
been snatched up by his hed's and shaken, upside down, hair fraying in the air. Crew vomited on the
Bridge. Others howled with fright and nausea. The ship's degp skeleton protested, popping and creaking.

But the long passage stayed open. Once cut, it peeled back to form new zones of contorted space-time.
Argo sped after the glowing, crumpling hoop.

It seemed to take along time to cross the thickness of the diced Cyanean ghost-space. Besen puked and
gasped, mouth gaping and messed. But Toby held on to hisfather, not to steady him but to smply know
that he was there.

And then they were out, free. The hoop tumbled away, crushed. The Myriapodia ships banked after it,
grasping at the battered cosmic string, turning back toward the poles of the entire rotating system.

Killeen found hisvoice. "Jocelyn. Try... try to follow them.”

<No.> Quath rattled her legsloudly, sted clanging and ringing.



<The course wefollow istoward the center.>
"What?' Killeen's mouth sagged.
<Asthe Magnetic Mind directed.>

"Look ... Family Bishop adways spoke of True Center as our goa, without anybody knowing why. It was
handed down. We bdlieveit. But this...." Toby saw that hisfather was nearly finished, hisendurance
broken by the enormity of this place.

Then the gray exhaugtion hardened. Killeen'sfacelost its dackness, eyes regaining their composure.
"Toward the black hole? Look, we've followed what you said. And that Magnetic Mind, too. And weve
come asfar aswe can. Whatever was supposed to be here, waiting for us, it's gone. Eaten up. Burned

avay."
<I| follow the ancient findings of the Myrigpodia. Thereis more here. Inward. >
Killeen said flatly, "I don't believeit."

Toby looked ahead of them. The ergosphere was arotating fat waist in he diagram, but ahead bulged
something spitting light like an angry, etting sun. Except that it extended away in agreat, curving sheet. It
arced into the distance, and Toby understood at last the Size of the demon black hole that wasthe
ultimate, hidden cause of dl the cosmic violence he had witnessed. The vicious maw. The reason why the
Gdactic Center was aswarming, frying pit of desth and loss.

Through eye-stinging radiance he saw the spreading sheen where the hole came findly to rule even the
fabric of the universe, clasping space-time until it bent to the unending will of gravity.

Through ten billion yearsthe galaxy had fed it. Stars had perished, swept into it by the millions. And the
civilizationsthat had thrived around those suns— they had been forced to flee or die.

He wondered what planets that sun had once harbored, whether they had given birth to organic
moleculesthat could link and replicate themsalves, whether intelligence had once brimmed on those lost
shores. Whether creatures had glimpsed their fate, seen it asaboiling, growing presence in the sky.
Perhaps they had known that at the dead center of such immense tragedy sat an absolute, unblinking
void.

<We must fly on. Down, toward the thickest part of the spinning bulge.>
"The ergosphere?" Toby whispered.

<Itiswritten. My kind have sacrificed their most valuable tool, to cut a passageway for your kind. You
can carry forward the quest. The physicsis momentarily appropriate for our entry.>

A strong timbre was back in Killeen'svoice. "Why?'

<The surge of matter that came from the dying star has now reached the innermost rim of the disk. It fals
now into the ergosphere, creating fresh contortions. Only now, the Myriapodia say, can the ergosphere
portal be entered.>

“Why?

<lItislikealiving thing, flexing and restless. Poresin its great hide open in response to the massage of
mass. Think of the ergosphere as atight-stretched skin of space-time, across which waves wash. The



infall of matter forces the entire beast to readjust itsdlf, knit up the ravels of causdity. Asastar'sweight
rains upon the beast, the resulting splashesin space- time open opportunities.>

"To dowhat?

<To safely enter — or as safdly as[untrandatable] dlows. Only ablack hole which has eaten amillion
suns can provide unscathed passage. Lesser holeswould shred us. The Eater is o large, that its outer
precincts are far from the central singularity. Thisrendersitstida forces heretolerable. A vessd dipping
tangent to the ergosphere can find new routes, paths and passages.>

"Towhere?'

<I do not know — | cannot know. The Illuminates describe a place of fundamental chaos, where physics
rules randomly. Nothing in the universe can predict where we will end, once we pass through the portal >

"It'sagamble. If wewait —"

<Sarsfdl into the hol€'s final embrace on average only once in athousand years. Thisisthe aperture
moment.>

Toby studied Killeen. The glare surrounding Argo cut deep shadowsin the face he knew sowell, and in
ahardening of the broad mouth Toby saw what they would do.

Photovores Burning flowers rise from the disk. They blossom, spewing plasma seeds above and below
the dow, spiraling churn.

Bright tongues press out. Positron swarms. Prickly, annihilating al they touch.

They dissolve where they dtrike the incoming, leaden matter. Antimatter spillsand licksand dies. A blaze
of hard gamma, cleansing purity.

Their funera pyreisan outward-ramming wall of pure photons. Intense, implacable. Pushing back matter
that wantsto fall into the grasp of the gravity well.

Electromagnetic stresses work along the surface of the expanding pressure-bubble. Green worms
twisting. Dark oblongs of troubled mass dow, hesitate above the fray. Theinfdl halts.

Yet thisisthefood of the Eater itsdlf, the raw materia of the disk and al the following fury. The disk
beginsto starve. Not immediately, for light takes hours to cross the hurricane forests of furious, grinding

gravity.

Inertid momentstick on. Thedisk ebbs. In turn, itslight pressure— now holding back ajostling layer of
anxious, ionized mass— drains away.

Asthe press of photons subsides, matter resumesitsfata fal. Again streams of black mass spira down.
The disk acceptsthistribute. Fire-flowers again shatter clumps, smash moleculesto atoms, strip atoms
into bare charge.

So goesthe press and relax, press and relax. Perpetua armature. Fountain. Life source. Above the disk,
safe from the sting, hang motes. Sheets, planes, herds.

Uncountable. Billowing with the dectromagnetic winds. Holding steady. The photovores are grazing.

They coast on thefitful breeze of eectrons and protons blown out by the Eater's angry disk. Great wings
of high-gloss moly-sheet spread, catching the particle wind's steedy push. Vectoring.



They apply magnetic torquesin acomplex dynamica sum. Turning, they wage a constant struggleto dip
free of the Eater's gravitationd tug.

Y et they must use these ruling forcesin their own perpetud, gliding dance. Thisisordained.

At timesthe herdsfail to negotiate the complex balance of outward winds against the inward, seductive
drag. Whole sheetswill ped away.

Some are cast into the shrouded masses of molecular clouds, which are themselves soon to boil away.
Othersfollow ahelpless descending gyre. Long before they would strike the brilliant disk, the hard glare
hammersthem. They burst into tiny pinpricks of dying light.

But not now. A greater governing force approaches.

Ink-dark lenses swivd to regard an intruder. Easing in from high aong the Eater's axis, sensors see only
ceramic dabs and high-impact buffers.

Intelligence sheathed againgt the torrent. Circuits an atom wide, filmy subgtrates, helium-cold junctions—
al are vulnerable here to the sing of gammarays and hard nuclel. Even the exalted wear armor. But the
photovores see only a presence they should honor. The vast sailing herds part. Ivory sheets curl back to
reved gill degper planes: yellow-gold light seekers. These live to soak in photons and excrete microwave
beams. With minds no more complex than the tube worms of ancient oceans, they are each asingle
electromagnetic gut, head to tall. Placid conduits. Dimly they know that this descending presenceisthe
cause of their being. Herds shear gpart in reverencefor its passage. A trembling chorus of greeting. The
coasting mass ignores them. Their hissing microwaves waver. Momentary confusion. Then come fresh
orders. They focus dl their abundance upon the passing presence. The visitor needs more power here.
They feed it. Accelerating, it mashes afew of the herd on its carapace. It never noticesthe layers and
multitudes pedling back, their gigahertz voices joined in glad chorus. They are plankton. It ingeststheir
offering without heed. In any case, aworsening discussion preoccupiesit.

Our/Y our deception went well. But I/We do not like their close approach to the Wedge.
Theinfdling star lashesthe disk. They will probably perish there quite soon.
They may make use of turbulence.

I/Y ou have been trying to understand their way of thinking. Let usdiscoursein their syle of
two-vauedness. It may serveto anticipate their moves.

Likethis?| am merely me?

And | am asole sdf aswell. See how smple?

Stunted. Awkward.

Y et thisishow they live,

Asan experiment, | accept. The concept of "me” is so limiting. Nevertheless— Report!

Our direct intrusion into their craft went as planned. We interrogated their systems with the bolt of
electricd discharges.

These craft-systems are loyd to us?

No. They cannot be, without destroy ing themselves.



We cannot master such minds?

They spring from an erawhen the primates knew how to protect against us.

Did they yield up the secrets we seek?

Not entirely. They know that this heritage the humans have is em bedded in hard meatter.
Improbable, on the face of it.

Though true, gpparently.

Who would ever use such savage methods?

The primates were in decline when they devised thisrecord, recal. Any eectrical memory we would
even tualy subvert.

Soitisinther ship?

Apparently, but not al of it. Encased in matter somehow. The Legacies, they termit. But the vessdl of
containment isnot clear.

This clarifies matters. We must vaporize their craft.

Not al the needed information isthere,

Whereistherest of it?

We do not know. Isthiswhy they speak to the magnetic Phylum?
Tolodge their secretsthere? That would make our task difficult.

Y ou might be able to force compliance from that Phylum.

To do so entails moving enough massto interrupt their field lines massvely.
The energetics are daunting.

Let you hopethat isnot called for.

Perhapsit is best to probe further, despite the dangerous warp of the quasi-mechanicas hoop-discontinu
ity.
With the same energies, directed into the heart of their craft, they would be vapor now.

Be mindful: The dectrica dischargeswe devised infested thair very innermost intelligences. Their own
electrominds— of limited breadth, but useful — now listen for us.

Can they find these Legacies?

They dready have some of them.

Excdlent! What are they? A guide to the location of their own genetic heritage.
A genome map?

Apparently.



That is of no danger to us.

Apparently. Y ou seem uncertain.

There are odd traces of datawoven into the code. Useless, it would seem.
" " Errors, probably.

il

| wish we could be sure.

Onemug livewith such ambiguities.

.1 [tisof our and your nature to tolerate them.

Absence of evidenceis not evidence of absence.

There are no clear Sgnsthat any primates have reached the Wedge in along time.
Some surely have gotten through.

Many of usdidiketak of the Wedge.

Now who is uncomfortable with | ambiguity?

The decision to assault the Wedge long ago came from all of us.

No — it was mostly yours.

That isoverasmplified! | knew thisdivison into two selveswould vex me! See? It leadsto blame —
sdf-blame. Surely you must admit that the ides, to carve the Wedge to pieces with a hoop-discontinuity,
was agood one.

Except that the Wedge swallowed the hoops.

We need not dwell on memories. The Wedgewill yidd to usintime.
Exactly, though not the way you mean.

The Wedge isin time— which iswhy we cannot reechiit.

Our science will magter it eventudly. We have surpassed al e sethat ventured here. What mattersthis, if
they enter the Wedge?

We have deployed arelay point. It will perch at thelip of the Wedge, picking up sgnalsfrom their craft,
sending themto us.

That requires great energy of the relay ship. Only the Wedge can hang suspended against the dide of
Space.

True. But the effort will be repaid.
lost much.

Thistimeisvastly more important.



Concentrate on these primates! They are the past — shuck them from us.
Thereis something of the futurein them.

Ignore such musings. Y ou haveamisson— do it.

We must learn the nature of the threst.

Otherwise we cannot be sure we can in fact expungeit.

Of course we can.

Ignoranceis not an effective sirategy.

| do not like your tone, Aesthetic.

Then | am understood.

Part 111
THETIMEPT

Deep Redity

They plunged toward the boundary sheet of the ergosphere. Toby thought it looked like the flexing skin
of some blistered animal, leathery and trembling with perpetua rage.

Then Argo shot dong it, accelerating in the quickening gravity, and his perspective changed. Now it was
like atroubled seajust below, tossed with wrinkles and waves. Big combers collided with each other in
choppy sprays, whipped into afrenzy by an unseen storm.

"Hold on,” Killeen sad iffly.

Toby was strapped into a Bridge couch. Gravity shifted dl around them, plucking at his clothes, fidgeting
in hisinner ear, tilting his sensorium o that even hisvison lurched and heaved. His crackling, faint Zeno
Aspect volunteered, Theseforces... vagrant... were recorded by... expeditions ... humans... described
them as"like anirritated tiger shaking amouse.”

"Ummm ... what'satiger?' Toby had seen field mice, had trapped the sharp-toothed rodents who ate
ther grainin Citadd Bishop. Zeno sent afoggy picture of something gazing with quiet, threatening
ferocity. Flaring full-color into his sensorium, it sent achill of darm through Toby, until Zeno said, This
cregture ... data says ... scarcely longer than your hand.

"What ardief." Heimagined being picked up and tossed around by a cat. The ssomach-churning lurches
and twists he could take, but sometimes the turbulence felt like whispery fingerstrailing dong his skin,
eerie and ghostlike.

Bridge officerswerein couches, but the Cap'n paced the deck grimly, fighting the tugs and yanks of
vagrant gravity, unwilling to yield. No one dared interrupt Killeen's thoughts as his boots thumped hard,
hands clasped behind his back, face a permanent scowl. Toby could see that hisfather was steding
himsdlf againgt what |ooked like certain disaster. To charge into the unknown was one thing, along habit
for the Families. But to dam into the face of aliving blackness... Killeen nodded to Jocelyn. "Now."

A diding sensation. Toby gulped. A stretching wrench. The entire Bridge seemed to hold its breath. They



plunged toward the rippling skin of the ergosphere. The surface worked with gales black as carbon.
Troughs and crestswerelit by ahell- red glow, light bent and squeezed by brute gravity. Jocelyn
whispered, throat tight, "Thisisit!"

— and they dove beneath the waves. In. Through. Toby blinked. No shock, no collison. Smooth, swift
salling into— Haming bullets. They rode through arain of light. To Toby theinterior of the ergosphere
was a sullen night, peppered by blinding, quick streaks of luminosity. Fever-bright pellets shot by them
— apedlting shower in red and violet and astrange, hot green.

"What what isthis place?’ Toby whispered.
<thetime pit,> Quath sent... Y ou mean the black hole?"

<That swallower liesfurther in. Thisisthe region whirled into being by the rotation of the black hole. A
murderous place. Here space-time is dragged around by the devourer's dark mass, so that they become
scram- lled > Quath rattled and twirled her eye-gtalkstoillustrate.

"Huh? Scrambleswhat?"

<Time and space. They aretruly linked, and deep redlity appears only to those who can seein
pace-time.>

"Wl | can see pretty near any part of the spectrum — "

<Youand | do not share the privilege of perceiving space-time directly. | doubt that anything which
struggles up out of lesser life can seeit so, das. It must be like [untrand atable]. Or being ableto see
gravity itsdf asavitd thing, dastic.>

"How come we're so dumb?' The luminous downpour outside hammered harder, the wall screen
gplashing the faces of everyone on the bridge with sparking, fleeting colors. No one moved. Argo shook
and popped with unseen strains. Toby's sour somach told him that gravity was shifting restlesdy, likea
prowling besdt.

<To split the true world into Smpler onesisagreat convenience. So we sense space eadlly, but leave the
riddle of timeto be governed by theticking of our machines, our clocks.>

Toby grimaced. "Timeisjust what clockstell, mother of maggots. Don't fancy it up.”

<But timeisnot merdly that. It lives and wrestles with its marriage partner, the three dimensons of
extenson that we can sense. Their struggle isnever done, and rules dl. Herein the time pit, they wageit
tothefull >

Toby shook his heed, feding woozy. "Too much for me."

The Bridgelay slent, awed. The bulk of the crew was crammed into the ship's center, shielded against
the deeting particles that even Argo's magnetic fields could not fully deflect. Toby and the others on the
Bridge had taken a concoction drawn up by one of locelyn's Aspects, to repair any radiation damage to
their body cells. It was amilky drink that tasted like cinders somebody'd peed on, but locelyn said it held
tiny crittersthat could fix up shattered molecules, stitch together broken structures, like asmidge of a
seamdress. Right now Toby fdlt like the damage was dl in his ssomach. It lurched and squeezed asthe
direction of gravity swung and snaked like an unmoored cable. He held on to his couch and breathed
through his mouth, not minding the sdivathat fdl from hislips— until it then looped through the air as
gravity abruptly curled and pulsed — sending the warm gop back into hisright eye.



"Aught”
"Youdl right, son?" Killeen cdled.

"Uh, yeah. Kindawoozy, isdl."

Killeen gave him aquick, sympathetic smile. "Hold on. It'll probably get worse."

Abruptly thererosein him adlent, sony presence— Shibo, her Persondity sending silky fingers of
reassurance into his sensorium. She did not speak, and he had not summoned her, but her essence laced
theair, tinged hissight, brought delicate traceries of memory pedling like sheets from the granite-firm
surface of her mind. Filigrees of olden, endless days, of sun-dappled calm and damp leafy bowers she
hed played in asagirl, of happy childrens laughter tinkling through a glade, of lip-smacking spicy meals
shared with friends now gone—

Uneaslly he shrugged off these influences, his anxiety surfacing despite her slent efforts. "Dad, where are
wegoing?' A rueful grimace. "'l don't know."

"But—" Yes, Toby thought, but —

They both knew full well how dangerous thiswas, everybody knew, yet they flew on into the pit of the
unknown. An abyss with no visible redemption. And for reasons none of them, not even the Cap'n, could
expressin words. Something shimmered in thewall screens.

"Shipincoming,” Jocelyn said tensdly.

"Here?' Cermo whispered nearby. "A ship in this place?’
A rudtle of surprise, maybe hope.

"Vector in," Killeen said. "Our diagnogticsworking?'

"Some are," Jocelyn answered, fingers dashing over her control board. Argo's computers would accept
voice or touch commands, and seemed to blend the two to anticipate what its unlearned crew wanted.

"How far away isit?" Killeen asked.
"l can't tell." Jocelyn frowned. "The board says refraction makesit impossible to measure.”

"Refraction?’ Toby asked. Everybody ignored him, but his 1saac Aspect supplied, In curved space-time,
light iswarped. It cannot propagate in straight lines. No distance measurements are reliable. Or time
messures, ether.

... Tha thing's getting nearer,” Cermo said. "Bigger.”

That may be anillusion, too, caused by the bending of light. Here nothing iswhat it seems, theory says.
"What designisit?’ Killeen asked.

"Hard totdl," Jocdyn answered, frowning. "Itsimage keeps jumping around.”

"Kindalumpy, Cermo sad.

"Not like the Myrigpodia craft,” Killeen mused.

"Arethose domes?' Jocelyn delicately tuned the sensors. "Bulgesin the profile, see?!



... Ummm. Could be. Mechs have bumpslike that.”
"Frap!" Jocelyn gritte,,d her teeth. "Looksto be getting closer. If it'smech, well be wide open.
<| see Smilaritiesto your own ship.>

Killeen glanced back at Quath, startled. Toby had forgotten that the Bridge was tuned into Quath's
transmissions. He could not carry on asnug, private conversation with the alien any longer. The thought
made him somehow sad. Killeen said, "Argo'sancient. Last of itskind, probly. Wouldn't find anything
likethat here."

<Assumptions are not facts.>
"Humans here?' Cermo asked. "1 hopeto God it's s0."

"Its color function is not smooth,” Jocelyn said criply. No speculations for her; she kept eyesfixed on
the flowing dynamics of her board. Killeen ceased hisdow pacing and walked quickly to her side,
fighting the jolts of vagrant gravity. The board showed a bewildering array of numbers, graphs,
scattershot diagrams. Toby could piece them out, with some help — they were like the math lessons
from Isaac — but Killeen had along-standing impatience with such pesky details. "What's that stuff
mean?'

"When the instruments scan across theimage, even though it'skindawatery, they cantell if it'sthe same
color. That ship hasblotchesonit.”

"S0?" Killeen ran ahand over the displays, asif he could fed their sgnificance. Toby knew the puzzled
impatiencein hisfather'sface. Long years of trusting his wits made abstract instruments seem
untrustworthy, no matter how advanced. Toby could sympathize; he felt pretty shaky, too, relying on
devices he could not possibly figure out.

"So maybeit's damaged. Taken hits. Got holesinit, even.”
"Likdy it'sawarship, then." Jocelyn frowned.

On the screen ablue-white shape swam, shimmering and bobbing in the incessant stresking light-drops.
The ship's mindsfretted over itsidentity and strobed UNKNOWN on the screen. Toby watched the
bobbing, silvery ship and Quath said, <We plunge quickly. Already we near the thirty-day level >

"Huh? What?'
<A day at this depth insde the time pit equas thirty norm-days duration outside.>
"How can that be?’

<The Myriapodiahave sent me asubmind. | assign it these tasks. Itsdigital consciousness can guide us
through such reaches. It understands how the curving of space-timeis both awarpage of distanceand a
ghrinkage of time, for us>

Toby swallowed, and not just from anew lurch of his couch. Before he could take in Quath's meaning,
Killeen made a decision, smacking apalm on the board. "Can't risk it being awarship, maybe mech.
Preparetofireonit.”

Jocdlyn replied crisply, "Ready for action.”
"Wait!" Toby called. Y ou heard Quath. She says everything's twisted down here. That ship could be



from some different time, not following usat dl."
"What'stime matter?' Killeen snapped. "A mech'samech.”

"Dad, givethat ship alittle leeway. My Isaac Aspect, Quath, they both're talking about how crazy itis
here. Seemsto me, until we understand — "

Killeen glanced at his son and nodded to Jocelyn. "Keep asharp eye.
Stand ready. Armed.”

"Armed, Capn."

"Dad!"

<It isnot advisable to act without knowledge.>

Killeen studied the dien's head and fed ers, which swayed with the effort of compensating for the tides of
gravity that swept through the Bridge like apressure wind. "Y ou sure?’

<Here nothing is certain. But my submind reports that many un known craft linger here>
"How many?

<Unknown. They stack up from all ages past.>

"Mech?'

<Some, it says, may be from before the age of the mechanicas.>

Quath sent arippling, fizzy sound with this, which Toby did not know how to interpret. Wasn't the ‘age of
the mechanicals now — their time?

Killeen seemed to understand, though, and nodded.” All right. Can you put your information on our
screens?!

<Soon.> Ancther mysterious series of fizzy, ringing notes.

The ship on the screens waxed and waned in shimmering, heated luminosity. For amoment it sharpened.
A scarred skin, once silver-

smooth, now pocked and stained. Bulges that could be domes, but streaked and grimy.
Jocelyn said, "Our pattern-recognition programs say that's old human congtruction.”
Killeen rubbed his chin. "Ummm, could be."

"Itid" Toby cried. The cut and angles struck achord in him. Before he could say more, the clarity fled. A
long moment of silencefollowed. Thel":: Bridge officers stared openly at their Cgp'n. To fire on ahuman
craft would be agreat sin, but to die from amech bolt...

"Not mech, anyway," Killeen conceded. "Stand down."

The tension on the Bridge broke. Officers murmured, rustled. Killeen resumed pacing. Toby was ill
watching the screens when the other ship'simage began to dwindle away. "Hey!" Jocelyn cried, working
at her instruments. But the image faded like a plucked flower sinking into adark pond.



"Gone." Killeen seemed relieved. "Maybe we werelooking a& amirage dl thetime.”
<Itispossble, here. Note:>

Onto the main screen popped two clocks. Toby had learned to read adigital clock on Argo, so hewas
startled to see onein blue keep ticking away at the rate he knew, while another in red spun its numbers
past in ablur. <Thein-ship time flows normally,> Quath sent in response to his confuson. <Outsidetime
runs much faster, the deeper we go.>

Toby watched the numeras spin, scarcely bdieving they could represent anything redl. ™Y ou mean
outsde, timesgoing fast?"

<Rdativeto us, thisistrue.>

"What makes it speed up, out there?'

<Itiswewho are dowed. Timeisadways amatter of loca opinion.>

Toby couldn't reckon how that could possibly be. "What happens when we go back out?!

<If weremaininthisregion of curvature, wewill find that much has happened while we were here.>
"Curvature?' Killeen intruded.

<The effect can be opposite, aswell. Much is contorted here, like events seen through smoky, thick
glass>

"Gonnamakeit hard to find anything."
<That istheleast difficulty. Timeistrapped here. It can beingested and disgorged.>
"So that'swhy you cdl it atime pit?'

Toby's |saac Aspect added, The black hole swallows space. Old Zeno says — though even her memory
of these mattersisfrom long before her red, bodily life— that we can regard it asif space didesinto the
holesgullet a ever-faster speed, asit nears the stegpening angle of descent. Against this dippery dope
even light laborsto saveitself. But the ergosphereis a chasm for time, not space. Here the duration of an
event may gtretch, compress, warp, as space — in-diding, doomed space — playstoysit, and with
twigsthetail of time.

Toby tried to get hismind around dl this, as his somach lurched with acid and the screens flashed.
Streaking matter, bristling with radiation, Spattered their ship. Toby thought woozily that maybe they were
seeing God spit across the sky, a cosmic joke. "How... how do we find our way around?”

Gravity may bend and turn agiven sequence of events. Living in such aplaceislike being abug doomed
to crawl along aman's belt, hanging in aclosat. A belt, say, which hasthetab flipped over, then fitted into
the buckle. The bug can creep al it wants, and cover both sides of the belt — since now the leather
redly has only one side— but it can never get off. Eventsfor the bug repeat endlesdy, and the bug never
reaches the end of itsdreary, endless bell The Aspect'stinny voice had adisagreeablerelishtoit. "You
talk about dl thislike you know it firsthand."

| studied these things, but das, know them only from ancient texts. And from the dried-up Zeno, atruly
disagreeable sort. Shetells me of experiments humans once performed here. Even, she says, of
congtructions they made.



"How could anybody build here?!

Doubtlessthisisatranscription error, or doddering old Zeno's errant memory. But | can quote to you
from more reliable Chanddier texts. They often blended mythology and physics, afashion of that great
time— imagine, the luxury to do such! Still, for your edification | can lecture fully on —

"Uh, no thanks." Toby hastily pressed the Aspect back into its crevice.

"What'sthat?" Killeen asked, pointing at aglinting blacknessthat swam into view. To Toby it looked like
ahuge beehive, dark and oily and honeycombed with passages. Quath sent atrill of darm. <I do not
know. But | suspect this may be our destination.>

i
"Why?' Killeen demanded.

<From the moment the Magnetic Mind spoke, | have communed with the Myriapodia, with thefull legion
of Philosophs. They spoke of the singular time when we could enter the time pit and find the right
direction.

It only occurs when much matter infalls— the mass fed by that dying star which we saw. Such colossa
masses, plunging in, render the surface of the time pit turbulent. We could then enter. Only at such
moments can one reach this place.>

Toby tried to figure how that could be. "Like dipping in aside door, one that blows open in the wind?'
<Inaway. To ripple the surface of the time pit requiresthe wind of tl worlds.>

Killeen'sface tightened with uncertainty. "The gperture moment?

Aperture means ‘opening,’ right? But an opening to what?*

|

<To thisstructure before us. Or to something beyond. My Philosophs know nothing more.>

The ship trembled and groaned with new stresses. A shiny, oily blacknessfilled dl the screens, immense
and inescapable.

2 Honeycomb Home

The gligening black thing seemed to unfold itsdlf, swvimming in the watery hdf-light. Toby redized thet it
was growing somehow. Emerging, like an ornate vessdl rising from adate-black lake. It appeared to
ooze into the space nearby, drawn out of fitful storm-wracked darkness, as though emerging from some
unseen, deeper place. Fresh ramparts and plains expanded dong it, flinty and sharp-crested, faces of it
catching the flashing illuminationsthat till shot by on dl sdes of them.

<Note our shiptime.>

Toby stared, blinked. Quath's tone gave no hint that she shared the surprise Toby felt. The outsidetime
digitsnow fled by in ablur. <We are at the year level.>

Killeen gtill stood on the creaking deck, shifting hisweight to counter random thrusts. Face tense, he did
not take his eyes from the stretching, spreading mass on the screens. "How much degper can we go?"



<No one knows. But further than thisis possible.>

"Ummm,” Killeen said sardonicdly. "What isn't possible here?"

Jocelyn said tersdly, "Fud rate'sup.”

Killeen nodded. "It's been climbing al aong. What's our remaining margin?”
"To be ableto get free of thisplace?’

"Y easay — this'ergosphere.” The word sat awkwardly on Killeen'slips, Aspect jargon, like alanguage
he only pretended to speak.

The popping of strains running through Argo had distracted Toby from the gut-deep pulse of their
engines. Thelaboring rumble rose, sending tremors through his couch.

Jocelyn worked amoment, eyes dancing as she listened to her direct link with the ship's systems.
Worry-lines creasing her brow, she said, "The board's working hard, calclating how muchit'll take to get
out of here.

These numbers keep jumping around. We're getting close. Gobbling up fue just to keep in an orhit,
seamslike”

"How long?'
"Maybefifty minutes|eft.”
Evento Toby's practiced eye Killeen seemed unmoved by this. "l see”

Argo flew by sucking in plasmawith magnetic mouths, burning it in fusion chambers, and spewing it out
the back. But it needed catalystsfor this, and they were running low.

<If we approach to the very edge of the event horizon — the lip of the black hole— we will find that no
amount of fuel can save Toby was shocked at the matter-of-fact way Quath stated this, without even a
softening further remark. Killeen adso gave nothing away, his eyesfixed on the strange oily-black thing.
"Thisobject, it'slike arock that grows. Y ou sureit has nothing to do with this 'event horizon?"

<| do not know. But it is not the black hole itsdlf.>
"How comeyou're sure?'

<When the gtreaking lights around us begin to die, it will mean that the Streaming, infalling massisbeing
absorbed.>

"That'll bethe star Stuff, taking anosedive into the black hole?"

Killeen asked.

<It must. It cannot orbit safely — there are no free pathsin the time pit.>
Toby put in, "How come were okay here?’

<We aren't, for long. The sole reason we can venture this close to the hole is because it isthe largest in
our galaxy, over amillion times the mass of agtar. Though its great mass attracts, thetidal forcesare
lesser here near thelip of the Eater. Near asmaller black hole, we would be shredded before we could



venturein.>
i "I don't want to go any closer, not when we can't see what's happen-

0. Or figure out what that thing is." He pointed to the glinting complexities of the mass 0ozing into being
before them, like astrange crystaline mud. Their engines shook the walls, but to no avail; the great bulk
Swam nearer.

Jocelyn said, "Cap'n, | don't think we've got the power to do any maneuverin’, anyway."
Killeen compressed hislips. "Can we get far from that thing?"

"Doubt it. I'm gunnin’ her hard as| can.”

"Quath, what can we do?" Killeen at last made a naked apped.

<I do not know. The edge where space disappears forever is death-

black. We will know that we are where matter rules al, and space dides forever down the throat of the
Eater of All Things. But thisobject — it is different. >

"l...we... cameal thisway." Killeen watched the screens with a strange expression, one Toby had
seldom seen these last few years— uncertainty.

"Family Bishop has ways known that the Eater wasimportant. But where should we go?"
<We have reached the limits of what the past can tell us.>

The way they both spoke made Toby's hair stand up on end. It was like two old friends discussing
suicide.

A part of Toby welcomed Killeen's hesitation. He redlized how much he missed the many-sded man he
had known dl hislife, yet who now showed only oneflinty face to the world. But then, ashewatched, an
edge returned to Killeen's gaze. He whispered, "It's got to be here."

<Necessity emergesfrom logic, not desire. The Philosophsretire into [untrandatable] in such hours of
doubt.>

Jocelyn gave Quath a skeptica glance and worked through the long silence that hung in the fevered air.
Then she quietly reported to Killeen.

"Argo saysthere's an orbit we can follow, to bring usto aplaceit calls 'perigee.’ That'sjust abovethelip
of the black hole. But if we go that near, we can never fight our way back out of the, well, the whirlpoal.”

"You're sure?' Killeen's voice was clipped, flat.
"Near as| can bein this crazy place.”
Toby'sIsaac Aspect put in dryly, The correct term is " peribarythron.”

"Perigee” refersto Old Earth, and orbits near it. These ship computers must have been programmed by
someone with aclassica education, but little concern for proper technicd detail. | hope such doppiness
does not extend —

Toby squeezed the Aspect back down. Its outraged squawk ended with what felt like an audible pop.



"Why's the clock running so hard?' Killeen asked, pointing. Numeralsflickered faster and faster.

Quath clattered her legs uneasily. <That behavior does not fit the calculations | obtained from the
Philosophs. Something is warping the space-time flow even more than they expected.>

"That?' Killeen pointed at the dick, ever-sweling darkness before them.
<Perhaps. Appearances deceive here, where gravity bendslight to itswill.>

In the mass, Toby could see complex ribs and valeys, arches and long columns. "It's built, not natural ,"
hesad.

Killeen blinked. "Y easay! | knew! We came and — Abraham, the Magnetic Mind — they dl lead to
this"

"How can something stay here?' Toby stared at it wonderingly. He could not guess what Killeen had
envisoned, through the long years of their journey to this moment — some things hisfather never
discussed — but plainly it wasn't this. A puzzled frown stirred Killeen's brow, then passed like a
forgottenirritant.

"Doesn't matter,” Killeen said flatly. "Plenty time later to figure out such stuff.”

Toby watched the screens with foreboding. The dick blackness grew and grew. It was as though it was
drawing Argo to it with adow, remorseless clutch. But the thing was not just getting closer. It seemed to
swdl into existence, emerging, being born from some unknowable place.

He had to put al thistogether in his mind, figure what it could mean. Toby closed hiseyesto blot out the
eeriesight. "Dad... Those Cyaneans, the places the Cosmic Circle cut through — didn't the Magnetic
Mind say the mechs made them?”'

"Yeasay," Killeen said. "Some kind of barrier, like asand trgp or something. But this..."

Killeen'swordstrailed away. Toby opened his eyes as the spreading structure became sharper, showing
them how largeit truly was. Honeycomb terraces, valeys, shelves. Ranks and ranks of hexagonal
openings, spider-fine webs of struts and cabling. Or wasthat just away for the human eyeto put
together a comprehensible picture, Toby wondered, make patternsit could comprehend?

The Bridge was sillent. Argo creaked and strummed with random stretchings and compressions. Toby
wondered how long the ship could take "'l know."this massaging by forcesfar vaster than itsdlf.

Jocelyn cdled, "Cap'n, were burning fud hard and heavy.”
"It's, it's— weve got just minutes left. Unless— "

Something firmed in Killeen'sface. "In the old days at Citadel Bishop we'd go out scavenging. No matter
what we found, wed haul it back and claim that's what we'd gone looking for.”

Helooked dowly around the Bridge. Everybody, including Toby and Quath, regarded him blankly.
"Might'swdll do the same here.”

He pointed at the honeycombed patterns bathed in dippery, flickering ght. "That's our goa, Lieutenant
Jocelyn. Take usin, and be quick tbout it."

A long slence. Toby saw in the drawn faces the knowledge that thiswastheir last gamble. They would
throw the dice, throw them now and forever, into inky shadows.



Then the moment passed. Jocelyn moved quickly, crisply. She drew maximum thrust from the ramscoop
engines, her fingersflying over the boards. In his sensorium Toby could sense the ship's magnetic fields
surge asthey spread wider, an invisible net that snagged passing matter, sucked it into the reaction
chambers, and spewed it out the back. The deck vibrated. Joints rasped and shrieked. Acceleration felt
like akick in the rump. They shot over the ebony landscape.

"Where exactly, Sr?" Jocelyn was cool and efficient. Toby admired the collected way sheturned to
Killeen, one eyebrow raised. Might aswell meet Fatein style.

"Ah..." Killeen's eyes swept the detail sthat skated by beneath them. A high whine cut the air as Argo
fought againg orming yet invisbleforces. "There"

A small green dot winked at the very tip end of along, pointed peninsula. Jocelyn said, "That wasn't there
amoment ago."

Into the hovering silence Toby said, "Maybe somebody's turned on the porch light.”

Herecdled hismother doing that in Citadel Bishop, when he went out late to play with hisfriendsin the
soft summer nights. A familiar yellow-white glow, shielded against mech detection. Feeblein the gathering
dark, fitful, but alwaysthere. He had liked to chase thelittle birds that glowed when they flapped their
wings. No matter how far into the brush he had pursued them, following their rustling and cawing, he
could always see the distant beacon of home. Stay within view of the light, she had said.

A lamp tuned to human eyes, not mechs. Not that it did any good in the end, Toby thought ruefully.

The green glow seemed to swim up toward them. A cavern yawned below it. With anod Killeen told
Jocdynto dip downintoit.

A swift, silky glide. They braked to a stop between enormousinky cliffs.

Here, too, the honeycomb design repeated on smdler and smaller scales. Fitful technicolor displays
sparked dl dong the great ebony flanks, reflecting the spikes of doomed matter streaking through the
darkness above. It was as though this place was the very end of creation, solid and immovable, anight
land benesth arestless, dying sky.

Then the honeycomb seemed to swell, to flicker — and they wereinsde the oily black walls. Insde
whatever thisthing was. With no visible trangtion.

Jocelyn eased the engines back. Killeen ordered the ship powered down to conserve energy. This
brought awelcome cam to the deck. Quietness settled among them. There was nothing left to do now.
No place l€eft to go.

Stll, Toby was startled when the watch officer at the main airlock hoarsely reported in. Everyonein the
ship, Toby redized, was pulled tight enough to snap.

Thewatch officer heard something. He patched it through. In the general sensorium the noise swelled,
impossibly large and booming. It sounded for al the world like someone knocking on adoor.

The Far Black

The man was awrinkled dwarf, but he didn't seem to mind.

"Y ou'refrom what era?' he asked, leading aband of five officers and Toby through along, dimly lit
corridor. A gloomy, low-cellinged warren. Their boots rang on the hard, ceramic surface. Nobody



answered, waiting for Killeen to bresk their silence, but he remained silent.
The dwarf shrugged. "Pretty recent, looksto be."

Toby hadn't seen the first encounter between Killeen and this short, muscular figure, but it didn't seem to
have settled anything.

"After the Cdamity, as| told you," Killeen said evenly. But his mouth was tight and bloodless.

..., That doesn't cut any thick air here, fella. All lifesabig old calamity, !ou look at it theright way."
"Our homeisthe planet Snowglade, and I'll thank you to keep your philosophy to yoursdif.”

The dwarf's eyebrows arched, peering up at the Cap'n. "Oooh, you're a systo-critic, en?”

Killeen's mouth twitched. Toby could tell hisfather was carefully feding hisway into acompletely
unknown Situation. Strange, but 1ooking completely ordinary. Killeen said formdly, "We have come from
the destruction of our world. We were led by portents and messages— "

"Fashionthis— | had achipingalled just so | could speak this venac you're squawking. So look, fella,
I'd 'preciate some bandwidth here. Every ship comeslimping inisfrom some esty pigeonhole, thinkswe
should know dl their history, right down to the pimples on their cultural ass.”

"| expect respect for adelegation from afar outpost of — "

"Respect you'll get from guys behind desks. Mg, | got ajob to do.”

They reached the end of the corridor. Beyond yawned more round mouths of halways.

Toby said, "I missed what you said earlier, so— well — what isthis place?"

The dwarf blinked up a him. "Just an ordinary entrance portd. Better than mogt, I'd say, and — "
"No, | mean, what'sit aportal to?'

"Into theety."

"And what'sthat?"

"Egty. Sfor space, T for time." The dwarf waved them down acorridor and they kept walking. Doors
did open automatically asthey passed. They ignored these invitations and behind them followed the
whisk of closings.

"Y ou mean were in some other kind of space-time here?' To Toby this place looked stupefyingly boring.

"Kids don't learn much these days, do they?' the dwarf asked Killeen pointedly. Toby couldn't see how
this shrunken little man could tell he was young, when Toby towered over him, and was searching for a
barbed way to say thiswhen Killeen murmured evenly, "Wewould al appreciate knowing what the hell
thisplaceis”

"A stable chunk of convoluted esty. Inhabited. Governed. And now that you mention it, | haven't heard
any thanksfor pulling you dl in out of the Far Black."

Killeen said sincerely, "We do thank you. We—"

"You'l be paying for dl thislater, Captain, so don't overdo the sincerity. Right now — "



"Who madethis, this'esty’ of yours?" Toby burst in. ™Y ou people?’

Helooked doubtfully down &t the man.

"Madeit?' Thedwarf shrugged. "It'sadways been here."

"How could it?" Toby demanded. "1 mean, smack up againgt ablack hole, the biggest in the galaxy — "

"L ook, theré's things you flatlanders don't grasp, kid. Doesn't make awholelot of senseto ask who
made the esty when it hasits own timeline anyway, see?'

Toby didn't. "I just want to know — "
"Enough! Come on, you scrimmage, weve got to get you filtered.”
The dwarf had led them into anarrow little room. "Won't take long.”

The wallswere porous yellow sponge. Toby was still puzzling over the dwarf's remarks. When Killeen
dtarted to say something the dwarf stepped lightly outside, smirking. A concedled sheet did down,
clicking shut. Cermo said with darm, "He's trapped us. What if — "

Abruptly the air seemed to compress around them. Then it reversed, screeching down in pressure,
popping their ears. An array of lensesin the ceiling showered them with quick flashes of brilliant, brittle
light. Toby squeezed his eyes shut but the flashes stung his face and hands. Thiswent on along while.
Bishops shouted, threstened to blow a holein the wall — but Killeen ordered them to stop. “No obvious
threat here. Stand fast.”

A humming presence seemed to probe at their skinswith unseen hands. Blunt ingpections traced among
wespons, body-gear, clothes. Toby tried to see where thiswas coming from. His sensorium told him
nothing but anoisy hash of meaningless sgnals. He waslooking at a spot on the wall when suddenly a
circular hole opened in it and rapidly grew. Soon it was anew doorway. Beyond stood the dwarf,
looking bored."Y ou're reasonably clean. None of those mech spore-spies we've been getting lately.
Whered you say you were from?"

They bumped and elbowed each other in their haste to get out of the cramped room. From long habit,
Bishops preferred the open. Killeen said with studied neutrdity, "Who wants to know?"

"Ummm?" Among amenu of irritating mannerisms, the dwarf had ahabit of staring off into space, asif
consulting an Aspect. A polite Bishop would have at least glanced at who was speaking to him. "Oh, |
thought | said: I'm Andro, scut-work specidist supreme. | make sure you don't drag in too many
proffo-plagues, siggos, or microeyeballs.”

"Siggos?' Toby asked.

"Y ou're post-Arc, right? Still, shoulda heard about this. Siggos are esty bombs, cute li'l mech gizmos.
Nasty, about the size of askin cell — which'swhat they look like. Can blow aholein just about any esty
wegot."

"How many of these esty — ?' Killeen began, but Andro was dready marching away with dwarf-fast
steps. Toby saw that since the man was closer to the ground, he could just sort of skate along, hardly
bothering to lift hisfeet. The gravity here was lighter than Argo's, and the officers, abubble with
excitement and confusion, bounded too high on each step. | Toby guessed "post-Arc”" meant after the
Arcology Eras. Thisimpa-Vent dwarf knew their history?



"Where arewe going?' Killeen cdled after Andro.
"Scrub-dub.”

Which proved to be like being held under amicroscope and poked at by giants. The dwarf turned
toward them, chattering a rapid-fire explanation, walking backwards— and clapped his hands.
Something scooped Toby up, jabbed and snipped and smelled him. Without any apparent cause, his
clotheswriggled and twisted and got free of him. They vanished, flapping away into the clotted air. He
shouted, and heard only an echo. Then aweb of snaky stuff held him upside down whileliving, sticky
gringsran dl over hisbody, into his ears and even more intimate orifices. Still upside down, with hisarms
pinned below his head by asoft but ingstent clamshell, he got a bath. Fragrant, flowery, ferocious. It,
too, worked into every crevice he knew and severd that fdlt like fresh idess. The clamshell let go. Hefell
— and plunged into a green soup. He emerged sputtering, only to be hauled ashore on asandy beach by
apulse of magnetic fields. It seized on his many metal implants and sucked him acrossthe gritty purple
sand — which lgpped up at him, murmuring to itself like amicroscopic mob. Somehow, being dragged
didn't hurt or even rub his skin raw. It was as though the sand flowed around him, exerting just enough
pressure to kegp him where it wanted. The sand-swarm ran dl over hisbody, probed his nogtrils, ears,
ass, muttered disagreeably, and then meekly laid back down again, sighing. He stood up shakily. Grains
of the gritty sand ran out his nogtrils. It licked off hisface and then fled into his hair, chuckling asit went.
Toby was not in amood to laugh aong. He stalked off the beach, just as Jocelyn fell out of an overhead
cloud, tumbling in air, and splashed into the green soup pond. She shrieked and gasped.

"Just relax and let them do it to you," Toby advised. That didn't seem to do any good. Jocelyn angrily
dapped at the green soup. It Iapped around her and magnetic fluxes grabbed her in arather embarrassng
position for alady. The fluxes wrapped like ropes around her, Toby could see through his Dopplered
sensorium/eye. Jocelyn floundered up onto the sand beach, sputtering. Toby lost interest in her trids. He
climbed over asand dune and through awall of pearly fog. Beyond it the dwarf waswaiting, holding a
fluffy yellow robe.

"Wherere my clothes?'

"Being reeducated,” Andro said with adistracted gaze.

"Huh?'

"Wear thiswhileyou eat."

"Why?

"It'syour tutor."

"l didn't know I'd enrolled.”

"Anybody comes through Port Athena gets the course, skyscraper.”

"Sky what?'

"Ancient term. Meansyou're unnecessaxrily tall."

"Ugly word for it. Seemsto me you're too short."

"A few days of forehead-bashing on doorwayswill provide useful ingtruction.”
Toby shrugged and put on the ample yellow robe. It fit nicely, tucking itself in around him. "When do |



get my clothesback?' he persisted.
"When they've graduated.” Andro pointed. "Right now you go that way."
"Why should 17"

"Don't eat, don't learn, kid." Andro yawned and picked up another robe from the neat stack nearby.
Jocelyn came through the fog-wall, muttering, her bressts swaying like two angry red eyeslooking for a

fight.

"What wasthat?" she demanded.

"Customsingpection,” the dwarf answered, looking over her shoulder at nothing.
"You littleworm, don't talk to me—"

"Cover yoursdlf, madam —"

"Think you can—"

" — or you'l be cited for fase advertisement.”

Jocelyn blinked, turned red, and seemed to be deciding whether to stay angry. Toby got out of the way,
trotting down the passageway Andro had fingered.

A cafeteria, smple and bare. Big tubs of fragrant vegetables, sauteed and fried and steeped in odd
sauces. All bubbling under odd, danted lamps, served up by auto-arms. To his surprise— and there
seemed to be nothing but surprises here, though few answers— heliked the food. It gurgled and did
around while hetried to biteinto it, sending heady aromas shooting through his sinuses. Enticing.
Provocative.

Food it w. as, hewas sure of that, but it wasn't just difficult to catch with histeeth; it wasimpossible. The
stuff dithered out of theway, asif it could read hismind. (Later, this seemed adistinct possibility.) He got
tired of hearing hisincisors click together usdlesdy and accepted the Situation, just swalowing the
smooth, deliciousthing. It went down easily — amost happily, he thought, a crazy notion. In his ssomach
it exploded into warm waves of satisfaction. He sat back and enjoyed the sensation, which was even
better than the eating had been. He was Hill like that, eyes unfocused, when the dwarf sped by, snorted,
stuck afresh spoonful in hismouth, and said, "Keep studying.”

The other Bishops seemed to be enjoying themsalves equaly. After hardship and strain, some were
celebrating. They sat at the too-small tables and dug in. Shipboard chow on Argo had never been very
exating.

Varigty lifted the spirits. Chatter, hilarity, cleansang laughter.

This st off Toby'sdarm bells. He wondered if they were being drawn in, doped — but the dwarf
seemed bored, not calculating. And after awhileismind cleared. He felt better — zesty, infact, filled
with brigtling energy.

Ind his robe had started to rub and massage him in very agreeable ways.

Herolled up the fluffy deeve and was surprised to find that his deep tan was alittle lighter. Hisarmpit hair
was negtly trimmed back, too. He studied the fabric. Small bits of skin were caught initstiny fibers. As
he watched, the matted weave of the robe worked away on the particle, until finaly he couldn't seeiit.



Gone. Digested.
Well, hethought, it was sure afunny way of getting a bath.

Andro came gtrutting by, stubby legs scissoring fast, saw their bowls were empty, and snapped his
fingers. "Now we get down to business.

Who hasthe license?'
Killeen said, "We bear no authority but our own Family's.”
"Uh huh. Now, | never held with the whole Family scheme, mysaf —

Cap'n, uh, Killeen, isn't it?" The dwarf held out hisright hand and Killeen reached to shake it. Instead, the
dwarf peered into hisown pam, ignoring Killeen. From Toby's angle he could see the dwarf's skin turn
into alittle screen showing adocument. "Ummm. No record of you, I'm afraid.”

"Bishops of Snowglade" Killeen said testily.

"There are plenty of Bishops, a batch on most planets. Aces and Treys on others, Blues and Golds on
more. I'm—"

"Most planets?' Killeen asked increduloudy. "Y ou mean we share our name?'

"Genes, too." Andro didn't look up. He tapped the ends of hisfingers on his display-hand. Toby could
see theimage change in response, yiel ding more documents.

"Y ou mean we got relatives on other places?' Jocelyn demanded.

"That was the gtrategy of the Hunker Down." Andro sniffed with disdain. "Don't you people teach history
any more?'

The Bishops dl looked at each other, startled. Toby said wonderingly,
"We thought we were the only Bishops. Our line went back to the Chanddliers, some said.”

"Oh, you do. But awhole Family line, we couldn' risk getting it wiped out. So we had to spread it
around. Say, you got any Pawnswith you?'

Killeen blinked. "Naysay. They were obliterated by mechs.”
"See, theréstherisk. Too bad, though — I'm half-Pawn mysdlf."
"You ?' Toby could not conced hisamazement. "A short little—"

"We kept to the original specs, kid," Andro's mouth twisted with sardonic amusement. "We respect
tradition, in case you hadn't noticed.

Y ou ground-pounder types dways pump yoursaves up, never fals"
"Those who didn't, the mechs got,” Killeen said soberly.
"Yeasay," Cermo put in. "We needed power, Sensos, carryin' mass, techstuff. Adds weight.”

Andro squinted at Cermo. "Asis obvious. Nothing to be ashamed of, | assure you. Most Families go that
way when mech competition gets bad. Hard for them to shed the mass once they get here, though. And



they get nasty on their perpetud diets.”

"There are other Families here?' Killeen asked, his skewed mouth giving away his puzzlement.
"We got them al — even the origind templates, somewhere.”

"Thefirgt. Bishops?' Jocelyn asked, awed. "From the Chanddliers?'

"Ummm? Oh, of course— somewhere. And somewhen." Andro stopped tapping hisfingers, read his
palm, and dapped his hands together with asharp crack. When he took them apart, the screen was gone
and hisright hand looked just like the other one, lined and dirty. "That'sit. There's somekind of
hold-for-arrival message for you. Somebody expected you might show up somewhen.”

"Fromwho?" Killeen demanded.

"l don't know. I'm an ingpector, not alibrary.”

"Where can wefind this message?’

"Have to see the Regency.”

"Let'sgo, then."

He eyed them shrewdly. "Y ou're sure you don't have alicense?!

Killeen's eyes narrowed. "Little one, we have just come through — "

"I know what you've come through — if you're who you say you are.

Fresh mest, just in from the colonies.”

"Colonies?' Jocdyn was aghadt. "We were the last fragments, holding out on Snowglade until — "

"I know," Andro said, "but it'sastory I've heard before. Last off your planet. Point is, you're the best
ones. Y ou got here.”

Jocelyn sad, "All the other Families, the mechs got.”

"Just what | said. We can use people who know how to scramble for their supper. Or so goesthe officia
yam-weaving. Me, | wonder if we got too many aready, never mind —"

"Why dl thisabout alicense?' Toby asked mildly.

"Kid, you'd be shocked how many traderstry to dress up al country and dumb, come through here,
think they can just dide by the tax man."

Andro eyed him. "They pump .themsalves with bioemergents, so they look big for aday or two. Then
they haveto peeit dl avay. Ummm, you're the smdlest here...”

"I'm no phony," Toby said, offended.
"Um. Suppose not. Y ou don't look clever enough to fakeit, either.”
Toby brigtled. "Hey, now — "

"I'll passyou, then." Andro wrinkled his nose, seeming to reach adecision, nodding to himsalf. Y ou can



go through. But nobody else from your ship until you've seen the Regency — that'stherole.”

"Why?' Killeen'sjaw muscles bunched, visbly containing hisirritation. "My crew wantsout. All of them.
We've been cooped up for yearsin—"

"Think the Regency wants amob of club-footed innocents dumped into their city?" Andro waved ahand
at the gray walsaround them.

"Thisisacity?' Toby asked, thinking there must be alanguage roblem. Citiesin the old days had been
elegant, airy, places of sweet usic and luminescence.

Andro chuckled. "No, kid, thisisareception cdll. I'll show you the city."
4 A Day in Court

It didn't look like much of acity. The Land of Dwarves, Toby had christened it before they had walked
two blocks.

Eveninacrowd he could seefar into the distance, over the heads of everybody. Stubby people, hurrying
everywhere. Y akking, yelling, laughing, and dl in anoisy rush. In the hazy distance was more of the
same. Stubby buildings, gray and brown and black. Stubby trees, even. On Snowglade they would have
been bushes.

"What isthis place?' Cermo sent on comm.

From Andro's lack of reaction Toby gathered that he could not intercept their Family line. Killeen sent a
quick signal that it was dl right to talk thisway, so Toby said, "And who are these runts?*

Jocelyn sent apuzzled note. "They're sure not the high-minded types | expected.”

"Yeasay," Killeen said. "When we found humans here, | expected them to be from the Chandeliers. Or
the Great Epoch, even. The heroic ones, people who could build in the sky, fought well against mechs,
explored True Center."

Cermo said, "I thought the Great Epoch was when we got to True Center.”

"Nobody knows, redlly," Killeen said. "Certainly no Aspect we carry remembers. It was ‘way back, must
have been done by humans with powers we can't even guess. | sure want to meet them.”

Toby caught acurious plaintive note in hisfather's voice, but the others gave no sign of registering it. They
al marched dong, giving no outward sign of this conversation, gleeful at putting one over on the dwarves.
Then hefet Shibo's Persondity risein him, welcome though uncalled.

They areratsin bow ties. But ussful.

"Huh?"' Toby felt the strong thread of her, ivory divers shooting through his sensorium, masking the gray
city.
Anancient term | learned from Zeno. The ancients wore constrictions about their throatsto signify

attitudes. A "bow tie" stood for acertain rakish tilt. Andro's arrogance belies histrue station. Heis
swaggering before the country know-nothings he takes usto be.

Toby relayed thisto the others and they murmured in startled agreement. Killeen nodded. "Thet fits. HE'S
trying to impress usin someway. This place" — a sweeping arm — "pretty fine, sure, but it's a shack



compared with what the Chandelier folk could do.”

"Could be," Jocelyn begrudged. "But where are the Chandelier Families? How come we've got to dedl
with Andro?"

Toby wished Quath was here to help. Part of him wanted to click his hedls, happy that hisfather had
doneit, found the age-old god of Family Bishop. The other part wondered what was really going on.
Certainly thiswasn't the grand homecoming they'd al expected. He could read the barely suppressed
disappointment in everyone's eyes. He wanted to say something to Killeen, to reach across the chasm
that had dowly yawned wider through these years of flight, of the Cap'ncy. But flaming eyes madeit hard
to have a heart-to-heart. Andro chattered on about the sights. He seemed to think they were hot stuff,
prodigious monuments. Brown municipa buildings with heavy, ornate columns framing thetiny doors.
Factories with no windows and no identifiable purpose. Squat black apartment buildings with puny

bal conies that seemed like stuck-on afterthoughts. i Toby sent to Cermo, I'll allow as how thisisricher
than, the Citaddl, ure. But the Low Arcology ruins, they impressed me more. Cermo replied, "I dunno.
Have thefedin' we're missin' something here. | mean, | ill don't figure how this place can even be here.”

At last they reached a pyramid-shaped mass of gray, shiny stone that looked alittle more important.
Their destination. Andro led them into the rock-ribbed entranceway with adeep bow that was probably
sarcastic. Toby gave him acurt nod, stepped into the foyer beyond, followed Andro across the marble
floor — and smacked his forehead on the doorway. He suppressed a grunt. Andro's mouth barely
twitched in asmirk that was probably lost on everyone ese. Rubbing hisforehead, Toby followed the
rest into aroom with rows of hard benches. A lone figure dominated a battered wooden desk at the far
end. The desk was discolored, chipped, itslegs cracked. Toby supposed it wasa'"relic of office,” such
asthe ancient chairs used by elders back in Citadel Bishop.

"Fresh batch, Andro?' the squat, leathery woman at the desk asked. She wore a black robe and looked
asif she had weathered ahard night.

"Thelast onesyou brought me are till debating the fine points of import-export law injail.”

"How was| to know they could get those sniff-dream tablets through our filters?' Andro said plaintively,
gpreading his hands. "That'sthe engineers fault.”

"A wise craftaman doesn't blame histools," the woman said, lazily diding her eyes over the Bishops. The
sght did not seem to excite much interest; she yawned.

"These beeriesare asmple case," Andro said, stepping forward in a deferential manner. He pressed his
right palm againgt asmall jet-black area on the woman's worn wooden desk. A breeeeet! seemed to
ggnify datatransmission from his persond files. "They're alittle hazy about where they're from, but they
don't seem bright enough to be hiding any contra.”

"Ummm, you're probably right there," the woman said, looking them up and down. Out of the corner of
his eye Toby saw Cermo open his mouth angrily, then close it again after astern glance from Killeen.
After the learning-food, Andro had given them al language dip-chipsto insert in their spina ports—
complaining al the while about how antique their spinal insert collars were. Toby's chip was working well
aready, even though Andro had scornfully referred to the dip-chip wafers as" dumb-downs," apparently
meaning that they trandated the speech of Andro's people into sentences smple-minded enough for
Bishopsto understand. The woman glanced down at her desk top, which flickered and was not worn
wood any more but aglossy display. Toby saw number-thickets and long lists, dl from Andro'sfileon
them. He couldn't read the language, but it looked like alot of information, al nestly sorted out. Y et
Andro had never seemed to be taking anything down, or even paying much attention to them. Killeen



stepped forward, "If you are in authority | must ask that you tell us how to find some relatives of ours,
Bishops, andaman—"

"l anajudge," thewoman said with aflinty, casud air. "And you will remain slent until | ask aquestion.”
"But welve come—"

"Dont listen red well, do you?' Shetwisted her hand afunny, helical way. An eectrical jolt streamed
through the air, sending Toby'sinterna sensorium regling. It was a ssomach-churning, startling effect.
Killeen tottered, looked green for amoment, then pulled himsdlf together. "'l ... see”

The judge gave him awoalfish grin, dl knife-edge and strung-wirefine. "I have taken the trouble to
chip-process your speaking patterns, so can Satein firm voice familiar to you the consequences of your
actions. | am assuming that you will spend an annum, maybe two, in the workhouse for your violation of
our tax codes. If you wish to improve on that figure—"

"Violation?' Killeen brigtled. "We salled into this placein search—"

"Appearing out of the Far Black like that, you set off darms. The Regency had to muster defenses. You
might have been mech, after dl.”

"Wefly an ancient human ship!"

"Deception runsrifein the Far Black. And you sent no forward-hailer to et us know. Defense costs
money, rebble-dep, time, trouble. A debt that must be paid in the work-house." The judge shrugged.
"Smplesocid judice.”

Killeen tiffened. Bishops were not merdly scavengers, they had dways traded with the other Families, to
good advantage. There had even been atime, the infamous Accommodation, when Families bargained
with mechs. Killeen said shrewdly, "Maybe we're carrying something of interest to you."

Thejudge tossed her hair with feigned disinterest. "What could you possibly have?"
"Fresh samples of space plantsfrom amolecular cloud.”
Killeen waved forward Cermo, who added, "We're regrowing them. Good eating.”

"Ummm. Regiona ddicacies? Margind at best." The judge looked off into space. Killeen said quickly,
"We carry tech we've picked up from our home-world."

"Ummm." No reection.
"And from another. Some strange artifacts. Ancient, maybe."

"More planet-level goods?' The judge looked bored. "We get rafts and rafts of it when immigrants pour
in"

"Wall..." Killeen glanced & Toby. "Were carrying an dien.”
Thejudge brightened. "What phylum?'
"Myrigpodia”

Her mouth turned dow,,n with surprise, then snapped back into aanny flat line. "Y ou're sure? Not a
good recovery, Toby thought wryly. And how could anybody mistake Quath for something else? Killeen



said offhandedly, " She captured me on the |last planet we visited. | got to know her pretty well.”
"She? | didn't know they had sexes™ The judge blinked, plainly dumbfounded.

"Severd, asfar asl| cantell." Now it was Killeen'sturn to fake disinterest. " They're complicated. Good
memories, too. She'stold usalot about the Myriapodids heritage.”

"Excellent, excdlent. Thereis certainly amarket for that information.”
The judge thumbed her desk, glanced at afresh display in the top, nodded.

"I could probably negotiate a suspension of your work-house duties if the proper authorities could have
sometimewith thisdien. | assumeyou're holding it under gtrict arret?

Killeen looked shocked and Toby knew it wasred. "She'safriend.”

"Sure, fine, no offense. Y ou redlize thiswill take some delicate negotiations? Expertswill haveto journey
here from ‘way out in the esty. Given the cross-shifts, well haveto—"

"Good. Seetoit.” Killeen was his commanding saf again. "Weve got other business here and well
pursueit.”

Thejudge glanced at her desk again and seemed to receive a message.

"Thedien, that isan important issue. Wewould prefer to haveit under our control until —*
"Naysay!" Killeen said angrily. " Shell bewith us.”

Thejudge hesitated, then her eyes narrowed. "How do we know you'vereally got this Myrigpod?”
"WEell bring her ashore,” Killeen said smply.

"What? Here? But that could be dangerous.”

"Not tous."

Shelooked darmed. "Those things killed people without pity." Toby recaled Quath's casud references
to how she and her kind had thought of humans as Noughts, beings who didn't matter ajot on the
Myrigpodias scae of things. And her forerunners had hunted primate-type species. Maybe people here
were dow to forget — or knew something he didntt.

"I'll guarantee your safety,” Killeen said airily, plainly enjoying himsdlf now. "And | won't even charge you
extra”

Toby could tell that Cermo was having trouble containing hislaughter. Then he looked behind them.
Somehow, without their noticing it, adozen people had quietly come into the big room and were standing
at the back. They didn't look threstening but they didn't smile either. They wore smdll, rectangular
backpacks and |ooked authoritative. Thiswas serious stuff.

"Very well," thejudge sad. "Please bring the dlien here."
"Not sofadt,” Killeen countered. "l want some information.”
"| can assure you that you'll be properly briefed once—"

llNozall



"l suppose we could compromise somewhat — "

"And your Andro here, he said something about a message waiting for us.”
"Induetime—"

"Same time as you question Quath. No later."

She pursed her lips, paused, and then nodded to the people at the back of the room. "I would appreciate
itif you would send afew of your people dong with mine here. They can work out the transfer of the
diento our control."

"Hey, you won't own Quath," Toby put in.

Thejudge looked at Toby asif seeing him for thefirgt time, and not much liking the result. "We will
establish proprietary ownership of theinformation we gain from—"

"Youjust takeit for granted that Quath will talk to you at dl," Toby said rapidly, looking at hisfather.
"Plenty times, shewon't say apeep.”

"I believethat isatechnica matter for the teams which will be sent to interrogate and —

"Just asecond here," Killeen said. "Toby'sright. Y ou got to handle Quath just so, or you won't get a
used fart out of her."

Thejudge blinked. "A used... ?1 shdl assume that was hyperbole, afigure of speech.”

Cermo chuckled and Toby remembered how Quath had built her complex warren, sticking it together
with her own feces. "Not entirdly,"

Toby sad, and smiled mysterioudy.

Thejudge regarded Toby skeptically. "Then perhaps we can enlist. your aid. Someone who could help
ustak with the Myrigpod?'

The other Bishopswere looking at Toby. He said, "I suppose so. What you do with whatever Quath
decidesto tell you, that's your business. But we're not handing her over to you. She stays with us.”

The judge paused, studying the surface of her desk, then glancing at the othersin the back of the room.
Mildly, but with a clear threat, she said,

"I don't think you arein aposition to dictate terms.”

Killeen turned and gazed steadily at the people behind them. The other Bishops aso did an about-face,
standing with knees and elbows dightly bent, hands ready to move. A long, silent moment stretched.

Toby saw hisfather's point. These people had tech probably beyond theirs, but they were still human. A
lot of communication was not talk, but presence, and the Bishops towered over these other men and
women. Jocelyn and Toby, the shortest, till were haf again the height of these arrogant dwarves.

Killeen let thisfact work on the room, and then said, "'l expect you to abide by the letter and intent of our
agreement.”

The judge paused, sensing the situation. Then she smiled for thefirst me. "It is pleasant to encounter a
visitor who un,derstands the nuances of egotiation." She held out ahand. "Monisque, | m called by my



friends. My enemies prefer shorter words. Let's get our termsworked out in detail. Then maybe we can
dl haveadrink."

Some human rituals were eternd. Toby had no doubt that the drinkswould contain aliberd lacing of
acohal.

5 Trans-Higtory

Quath clambered along beside them, clanging and scraping through An-dro's reception area. She had
been forced to squeeze through the loading docks and equipment bays of the port, because the personnel
areaswere hopelessly small. Toby could have sworn that Quath had added some more legsinto the
bargain, but the knobby stedl shanks moved so fast, her pneumatic joints wheezing, thet it was hard to
tell.

The buildings here glowed like warm butter. Probably part of these people's security precautions, Toby
guessed, but he couldn't imagine how. Unless somehow the buildings held energiesthat could flick out,
lick away offending Bishops...

"How'sthat by you, Quathjutt’kka'thon?" Killeen asked.

Her angular head swiveled toward Killeen — a politeness she had learned that humans appreciated,
though it was completely unnecessary, since her voice came to them through comm. Still, she said
nathing.

"C'mon, Quath, don't worry," Toby said, making hisvoice carry alightness he did not fed, and hoping
thedien couldnt tdl that. "Y ou'll befine. Well beright there.

<Quathjutt'’kka'thon neither minds nor matters.>

Toby was puffing just trying to keep up with her. "How come, eyebd|-plucker?’

<I do not mind. And now that we have reached this strange place, | do not matter.>

Killeen said, "To these people you matter. They want you pretty bad.”

<For their own ends. Perhaps when al purposes are known, they shal proveto be our endsaswell.>
"They seem pretty worried about the Myrigpodia,” Killeen said.

To Toby hisfather seemed edgy and intense, eyes darting to the Sides as they passed out of the receiving
dock and into the city. They picked up more of the "Honor Guard,” asthe judge had called it — teams of
men and women with long-bore weapons dipping down side Streets, quick-eyed and edgy, clearing the
way. The streets ahead were deserted bare stone, closed shops, echoing the Bishops ringing boot heels.
Killeen sgnaled to Cermo and a dozen others, who formed their own perimeter line. The people of this
monotonous city didn't seem like athrest; they al knew the"Honor Guards' were there to keep the
Bishopsinline.

<I will tell them only what the Code of Philosophsalows.>

Quath followed precepts Toby could never figure out. Sometimes she would redl out endless detail about
Myrigpodia history. Other times, she would clam up tight, not even acknowledge questions.

"They're dead anxious for news from out of the Far Black, asthey cdl it," Toby added. The guards, their
squinty-eyed tautness and al, made him nervous. Even the air hereitched with faint driations, asthough



eectricity hummed through it. These people, their funny little stunted city, the sheer incredible but
rock-solid fact of it being here at al — they added up to a profound unease. And things were moving so
fast, he couldn't get Straight answersto any of the myriad questions this place conjured up.

"If that's what they're buying, then that'swhat werre salling,” Killeen said. "Cermo! Heave ass down that
dley and sight on those far clouds.”

"What spectrum?”
"Give me asee-through, infraor better."

Cermo swaggered forward, decked out in full field regalia, clicking and rattling with techno-ornaments.
Hisfine-webbed e ectronets seethed with energy. Antennas embedded at shoulder, waist, and butt
looked every-which-way, infull 3D. Hisweaponry was polished from long hours of care and repair on
ship, but still pitted and burnished from athousand orays. Toby recaled the times when such gear was
everyday wear for al Bishops. They had been on the move, their sensoria stretched out to max
perimeter, each Bishop asentingd. For years after the Caamity they had roamed like that, risng weary,
red-eyed, and sore each morning, to aworld drawing aways dryer, with hunger and mech pursuit the
only constants. Locals peeped at them from around distant corners. They seemed interested and amused.
Ratsin bow ties. Cermo clumped down an aleyway and into an open area, where he could get afull
sght on the far horizon. Toby couldn't figure out the sky here. He knew this wasn't a planet, not by any
gretch, but till there were billowy white clouds drifting not far above the stunted buildings. There had
even been athunderstorm, catching them on the hike back to Argo's berth. That had startled him —
pure, tasty water faling from asky like God's gift. He hadn't seen such atasty shower sincehewasa
boy, had played for hoursin its mud.

— and a oncewasin atorrent, adownpour, spattering crystal drop lets over hisface. Her face. Her
face. Endless gouts and flurries of blessed clear streaming cold, awaterfal hammering and thundering
down amountainsde, she standing gleefully under it, yellow party dress plastered to her dimlegs, a
young girl getting ecstatically drenched —

The intrusion was sudden, raking across his mind. Shibo. Her rising buttresses, flanked by granite

masses. He felt within her Persondlity a sweeping reach, the sinks and hollows of another'sinterior sdl a
fresh continent spread bone-broad before him. The waterfal faded. Rain fell in the great distance, danting
from troubled clouds, signature of her own sad presence.

Y ou have not summoned meforth for sometime.

"I've been busy." Something in the waterfall, the pleasures of it, made him uneasy. He noticed that he had
ahard-on, and hoped she wouldn't.

| know how hard it isto get dlong with your father. | did, once.

"He's running the show, sure, but... | just don't feel easy about it.”

He isthe man whose sense of opportunity has brought you far, so very far —

"l don't know what he's after anymore.”

| believe hisgodsare as ever. But heisaman who hides hisinner slf, now. A Cap'n must.
"Not from me, he doesn't.”

Asif from agreat distance, she said, Even from you. Y ou are becoming a man, more than a son.



He coughed to cover the dark seethe within him. His erection would not go away and he was breathing
deeply, mind buzzing.

"Cloudsre pretty thick," Cermo sent back. "Can't see much. Inthefar infrathe view'sdl jiggledy."
"Now theresafine tech word," Jocelyn joshed him.
"Jggledy how?" Killeen asked.

"Lookslikethey reflect the city itsdlf. | mean, stronger | look, more | get wavy pictures of Streets,
buildings™"

Shibo receded. Toby had focused his attention on the conversation around him and she had faded into
the background. He concentrated, to push her further back. Made himself bresthe dower. He couldn't
see anything through the clouds. Cermo sent, "Microwave saysit's solid up there.”

"Solid?" Killeen nodded to himself. "Fits, yeasay."

<l agree. We are in arotating tube, so broad that water condenses dong its axis, forming cloud banks. If
we could see clearly across, we would see more of this city hanging above us. How therotationis
achieved in this puzzling place | do not know.>

"Glad to see you getting humble, ol cockroach,” Toby said. He wanted to cheer up the lumbering shape,
but Cermo's discovery made hisvoice shake alittle. A city dangling over him, with nothing at al to hold
it, kept up by someinvisblelaw of physics— the thought made him hunch down alittle, until he noticed
and stood up straight again. Three arms of ruby shell reached down suddenly and plucked Toby up
above the street cobblestones. They sivung him playfully to and fro, then dumped him onto the flat yellow
carapace behind Quath's head.

IIHW!II
<Perhaps you will learn more from a higher perspective.>

"Whoosh! Not that there's so much to see. | was dready taler than the street Sgns. Funny names, aren't
they?”

The Bishop party was crossing Peach Boulevard on Pomegranate Camino Redl, names Toby had to call
up his Isaac Aspect to understand were mouth-watering ancient fruits— but there wasn't aplant in sight.

<I find their rluctance to divulge data about this place suspicious.>
"If | take the measure of themright," Killeen said, "they don't give anything away free."
Toby said, "Y easay — downright nasty."

<The Illuminates spoke of your tribal habits, the grest variation in custom. They disagree over whether
thisisasource of your strengths, or a subtle weakness.>

"Ummm, maybe both. See, we're used to people hel ping each other k | automaticaly, no questions
asked. Thesefolk don't think like that — which llimpliesalot.

<Such nuances of primate behavior are beyond my kind.>

"Simple, redly,” Killeen said. "They aren't under threet al the time. Comfortable people can afford to be
choosy."



Toby thought about that. "Could mean they're pretty used to strangers, t0o."
<I seeyour implication.>

"Oh? And what'sthat?' Toby didn't have any deeper idea, but he wasn't going to acknowledge that here,
the only kid among adults. Y ou kept your luck to yourself.

<There are many more people within this structure than we see. Enough to make most be strangers.>
"Ummmm." Killeen waiched their guards edgily. "Could be."

Toby felt edgy, as though some game was going on just beyond his seeing. Killeen was composed,
controlled, giving nothing away. As hefretted over this he glanced down an dleyway and saw abuilding
in the distance abruptly seem to melt, windows and arches dissolving, turning amottled green. "Look!" It
reformed itsdf with afreshly danted roof, anew line of windows.

Killeen'seyes narrowed. "That fits, too," he said distantly.

"Fitswhat?" Toby watched new doorways pop open, ovasingtead of the earlier strait-edged type.
"Thiscity'sakind of tech we've never seen. And I'll bet it runsitsalf.”

Cermo sent a puzzled murmur. "Itsef? Andro—"

"He'saclerk." Killeen gave Andro abland smile, amused that they could talk thisway right next to him.
"These people, they're no higher level than we are, comeright downtoit.”

"They sure don't seem like they could build a Chanddier,” Cermo said.
"They didn't,” Toby said firmly. "Don't expect them to ever admit it, though.”
Hewaked past a golashing fountain, ideas tumbling fruitlesdy, and fdt atilting, arisng presence—

— She moved lithdly, inspired, skipping from stone to stone across the broken road, puddies from the
night fogs showing her self and counter-sef in the shredding gray light. Playing in the fresh dawn'sruins.
Jagged teeth from anight raid. Stumps of stone. A spider dept within the city, she saw it silver-fineand
waiting. Stirring its barbed legs, the razor rub unheard beneath the waking bustle of her loved Citadd,
fineand forlorn and dwayswaiting for the next blow. Y et joy seeped from every moment. Shapes
swarmed through this morning, the eternd going of people about their busyness, to strive againgt and fail
and drive again. Even though they knew that the spider waited too, rustling in the eyesocket of a
bleached skull —

He snapped out of it, panting. Forced his attention back to the street where his bootstrod, his eyes
caught theliquid dance of water.

Y et Shibo'sworld was entrancing, too. It called forth alightness of being, an airy sense of things merging,
yet solidly grounded in aweb of interplay, of casud and unspoken delight. These glimpsesinto her
Persondlity contrasted hugdly with the masculine edginess al around him, the holding-back, the control
and andlysis. Killeen's blocky, muscular stride ahead of him spoke silently of purpose, precision,
separation. Toby respected that, knew Family Bishop had to be led that way.

Y et thiswas hisfather, too. In the years since they had fled together across arid, murderous plains, the
edgesin Killeen had sharpened. Like aknife stroked on stone, Toby thought, alaw of nature. And now
Killeen expected of his son the same hardness, the same resol ute separation that |eadership demanded.



Toby lurched, the gtrifein him like ablow — a clash between the beckoning sense of the world Shibo
held forth and the demands he felt radiating from Killeen. Cermo looked at him oddly, one eyebrow
raised.

Toby redlized hisface must show hisfedings, and tightened it up — only to fed the Shibo Personality
laughing gently at him, then fading back into its ghostly berth in him. He marched on. They wound through
twisted streets, across a broad plaza of black stone, and into the most impressive building Toby had seen
here — asteep pyramid of hard, glaring white. His | saac Aspect said it was "pearly” and when Toby
pressed his hand againgt the stuff it was shockingly cold. Sticky, too — and then they were being hustled
through awide portal and into seats before ahigh dais. The chairs were Bishop-sized and Toby's clasped
him with awarm, massaging grip. It was downright ingnuating, fitting itself to him al aong back and legs.
Hewondered if it would let him go, if whoever ran this place decided otherwise. To hissurprise, the
judge, Monisque, appeared at the dais— thistimein blue robes. "I figured she was something more than
ajudge,” Killeen whispered on closed comm.

"I'm happy to greet you again, far wanderers," Monisque said lightly.
"Now I'mwearing my other hat — Chief Swapper.”
"Sounds to me like you do everything here," Killeen said.

"Appearances are deceiving. Most people have no interest in visitors, no matter what esty they hail from.”
She nodded as dozens of the short people filled the remaining seats, buzzing among themselves. Toby
noticed that the seats conformed to the dwarves, too, shrinking as required, and felt alittle less paranoid.

"Our friend here, Quathjutt'kkal'thon, iswilling to yield data about any areanot proscribed by hisown,
uh— " Toby could see Killeen struggle to put Myriagpodia notions, even approximately understood, into
human terms. "Uh, priestly orders. In return welve got awhole fistful of questions.”

"I'm not here to give away the whole store, Cap'n,” Monisque said skeptically. Killeen wasin no mood to
gtart haggling right away, and Toby shared hisimpatience. "First, we want to know what this placeis—
how it works, its history, who made it. Second — "

"We can tell you what we know. | do not speak for the Lanes, though.”
"Lanes?' Killeen looked blank.
"Other axes of the esty. Didn't Andro go through this?'

Andro himsdlf stood up, in acrisper, cleaner coverdl. "l tried to tell them, but they just don't have the
concepts.”

Toby couldn't abide that. He shot up and charged, " The entire time you were on board Argo you kept
trying to trade usfor our gear. | didn't hear you giving lectureson—"

"Okay, 0 | shaved alittle time off the docket for my hobby. Still, your honor, these rubes don't grasp a
fraction of the topological fathoms necessary to—"

"Sit down, both of you,” Monisque snapped impatiently. "Well give you the standard Remedid Intro, no
problem.”

"Second,” Killeen said mildly, asthough he had along way to go on hisligt, "1 wish to know the location
of my father, Abraham of Bishop.”



"Reative-tracing, huh? My tourist friend, that'samajor cottage industry around here.” Monisgque made a
notation by passing her hand over the daistop. ™Y ou'll have to commission a search yourself."

"Y ou must know where your citizens are, who they are.”

"Oh, must we?' She arched an eyebrow. "There are more dippery Lane-vectorsthan you have hairson
your body, Cap'n — and they curl more than yours, too."

The audience laughed, but no Bishops. Killeen's mouth tightened and he sent on closed comm, " She can't
see my redly curly ones— and not damn likely shewill."

To thisthe Bishops answered with avolley of hoots and snickers. The dwarveslooked puzzled, asif
trying to decide whether they'd been insulted.

Toby grinned. He wondered if these people had the tradition of Ranking, around-robin of cutting humor,
sarcasm, and insults both velled and naked. On the run, such quickshot talk could amuse and abuse —
idedlly, both. Its essentia function wasto defuse tensions, let grudges out in allowed ways. Toby redized
that they had not had a Ranking for along time. Maybe that was why Killeen seemed distant and
awesome to so many of the crew now — they had not seen him humbled with awel-flung jibe.

"| respect the snarled-up way you kinsmen live here" Killeen was being his affable best. "Y ou can
understand that we need to reunite with our forebears.”

She peered at them shrewdly. "Y oure surethat'sal?!
"Y our tribe's advanced and al, but some things don't change,”
Killeen said gernly. "Family's one of them."

"Fair enough. Y ou should redize that we see alot of people passing through. We hear Sories.
Prophecies. Outright lies. We get plenty of hands held out to us— to take, not to give. So we get maybe
alittle narrow-eyed."

"Try runnin' from mechsfor ageneration or two," Killeen said, careful and measured. Toby could tell his
tone was just acap on adow-building inner pressure,

"I bow to your superior experience. Still, my authority goesonly so far. We ded with people from
trans-higtory in afair, just manner. Bartering, that's fine— well trade square with you. Anything more—

"We're from Snowglade, not some 'trans-history.”

The judge waved adismissve arm, her robe flapping. "A term from people out of thewild esty. See, we
can't assume you're from the place and era you say, because theré's realy no way to check that. The esty
turbulence blots out al backtracking. If we can, we go on agtrictly cash bass— only theré'sno cash
between trans-histories, o that means plenty of dickering and swapping.”

Killeen dropped his amiable mask. He rose up, shin-servos whirring, using his height to come nearly level
with Monisgue. "I'll trade for news of my father and amap to find him with."

"That'sit? Most visitors want food, fuel, maybe recro-credits.”
Killeen snorted. "Well look after ourselves.”

"l suppose| could cal it squareif we had, say, full rightsto interrogate the Myriapod.” Monisque glanced



casudly at Quath, the first time she had deigned to notice her huge presence,

"That was just openers. We want more. We found an inscription in adead Chanddier, about ‘we al who
plungeinward to thelair and library.' | want to ask questions about that."

She shifted in her shimmering blue robes, as though she heard the tension that Toby did behind Killeen's
words. "Therewere alot of Chanddiers. | —"

"Arethere people here from that era?’

"In some sense, only ‘here’ isn't a useful word when you're talking about the esty. If you want, we can
offer higtory data— "

"No data, no— not now." Killeen swept the air clean with one hand, his voice degpening, the words
growled out. "I want to find people.” She eyed him skepticaly. "Isthat 'l want' or ‘we want'?"

"We— Family Bishop./ — their Cap'n. Thereisno difference.”

"So | gather," Monisque said dryly. "Very well. Thelibrary and lair' — well, thisis one way into the esty,
50 | suppose this counts astheir 'lair.” Asfor the library — that's not data anybody's ever going to hand
you on aplatter.”

"Why not?'

"Andro — you wereright. They truly know nothing." She cocked an at the audience, which chuckled.
"Nobody's going to tell you our eye ioreatest secret, even if you are aground-pounder giant. If you want
to talk ancients of the Chanddliers, or this Abraham, I'd recommend the Re storer. It'sakind of library,
too, cometo think of it."

Toby didn't follow thisat dl, but Killeen just nodded curtly, as though hearing confirmation he expected.
He said forcefully, "Theinscription, it mentioned a heroine, unnamed. 'Sheisaswas and does as did.’
Doesthat refer to this place, this Restorer?”

"I am not an expert in linear history, much lesstrans-history. This subject smacks of both.”
"Then let us know the way to this Restorer, itsprice— "

"You couldn't efford it."

"I have not taken every jewd from my bag, Lady Justice.”

"So | know. | waswaiting for the next round.”

"Y ou know so much, maybe you can tell mewhat I'll offer?’

"Andro? The possibility you mentioned?"

Andro gppeared in front and tapped histhird fingernail. A wall flashed with sharp light behind the dais—
afull, 3D picture of apassage way in Argo. Toby recognized the spot and gasped. "The Legacy! We let
him get near it."

Andro didn't even glance at Toby's outburst. "They're flying aClass VI, Judge. Standard deck design,
pretty beat up. | couldn't get into the nexus, but from the way they protected it, | figure therésadab
there. Thiskid" — hejerked athumb a Toby — "just proved it."



Shefrowned. "From that'age? | thought few such ships survived.”

"The mechs nabbed most of them. The Bishops say this one was buried on their planet. Mechs must've
overlooked it."

"A dab from thatwhen..." Monisgue touched her dais, muttered to herself, and seemed to be calculating.

"Yeasay," Killeen said. Toby saw that the Legacy wasindeed what Killeen had meant to bargain. His
mind spun in acold, furious vacuum. Andro, too, had his distracted look. Toby realized they were both
communing with some distant intelligence, maybe adata bank. His Isaac Aspect put in, There were such
linking abilitiesin the High Arcology Era They grestly increased the effective, acting intelligence of dl.
They aso led to data-immersion aillments, and the dissipations such addictions are prone to.

Toby shrugged aside this useless history. He watched the judge, who nodded — to hersdlf, or to some
far away presence?— and said, "'l am prepared to bargain. Services— very limited services— inreturn
for athorough inspection of your ship.”

Severd Bishops shouted, "No!" Toby's surprise struck him silent, histhroat full of cotton stuffing.
"I will haveto know what services you mean,” Killeen said, dl business. "'l have somein mind."
"Dad, we can't!" Toby findly got out. "The Legacies, they're ours. We can't et anybody € se have them.”

"I'll bethejudge of that." Killeen scowled. "We have business here, and these good folk deserve to know
of us, just aswe want to know of them."”

"No!" Toby shouted. "We don't know what the L egacies have in them! Family Bishop secrets, maybe.
History, lineages of dl the Bishops there ever were, could be. Even data from the Great Epoch! You — "

"We can't read more than ajot or two of them,” Killeen said sharply, turning on his son angrily. "We need
help figuring what they mean. Thisway well getit."

"But who knows what they'll do with our secrets?’

"They're old, s0 old the language doesn't even make sense. Chandelier Age stuff, maybe even older.
From atime we know only aslegends. All those dots and squiggles.” Killeen turned to takein dl the
Bishops and Trumps present, and Toby redlized that he was silencing any objections before they could
aiseinthe others. He said firmly, "I'll gain us what we need, trading the L egacies— and get them read
into the bargain.”

Murmurs of agreement came from Aces and Fivers and some Bishops, though afew averted eyes hinted
that others weren't so sure.

Toby said hoarsdly, "At least wait awhile, Dad. Takethis'remedia course of theirs. Well learn more
about this place, get abetter ideawhat our Legacies are redly worth, seeif Abraham's here, maybe
figure a better ded —

Killeen's eyes quickly raked the room. A momentary suggestion of uncertainty in his mouth was swept
away by adight smile, a pleased arching of his eyebrows. Toby, too, saw that he had the backing of the
others, theweight of his office and past telling strongly now. He gave Toby a searing glance and turned
back to the judge, opened his mouth to speak.

"Dad, we shouldn't just — "



"Cermo — take him outsde.”
"But you cant —"
"I'm Cap'n, son. Cermo!"

Toby opened his mouth, words not coming — and felt Cermo grab him firmly from behind, pinning his
arms. He wrestled, shouted, swore, tried a back-kick that found only air. Cermo had the reach on him.
The whole room was watery, clogged with heavy ar that did not seem to carry hiswords, his shouted
words, as Cermo pulled him strongly backward, backward down along aide. Little pale dwarf faces
looked bug-eyed & him, al hiding behind the stuffy air of this strangdly rippling room. Toby'sthroat filled
again, thistime with athick, sour taste, abitter black draft of foreboding.

6 The Charm of Commerce

Toby spent two days under lock inasmall bunk room, subject to strict ship's discipline. This meant that
he saw nobody, knew nothing. Not even Quath could visit. The room wasn't big enough, anyway. Food
and study materials were dl he got, so he boned up on math and history, listening to Isaac's drone more
than he ever had. He spent time doing exercisesin thetiny cell. Cermo brought the chow, reluctantly
keeping slence, following orders, even when Toby joshed him about it.

This meant that he didn't get to attend the general education sessions, explaining how this place worked.
Which rankled him so much heworked out his frustration on the room, doing servo'd exercises by
rebounding from the calling, scuffing the wals, damming into the floor and then back to celling again. He
tried to figure out how this place worked by himself, using Isaac, but nothing made much sense ashe
reviewed it. The degpest mystery was how thisimpossible solid ground existed at dl, whirling around the
razor edge of ablack hole.

After two days Besen wangled avisit somehow. Her hair shone with fresh highlights— something in the
water here, she said — and she beamed. He held her in hisarms, kissed her, murmured of his cares and
worries.... but something was wrong. He felt himsdf siffen as she touched him provocatively, apam
diding confidently up histhigh, nestling on hiship.

— dick kindiding—

Her kiss seemed metdlic, an oxidizing flick of her tongue.

— musky warmth spilling over her in thefitful dark —

And her hand fdll leaden on him, inquiring into his hardness.

— light laughter asthetwo of them rolled, leg over leg—

He gtiffened in her grip, found it tight and close and hot.

— dtartled yelp of pleasure and pleased surprise—

She frowned as he pushed away, dapped away her hand. "What, what — "
"| don't fed likethat right now."

"Huh?" Stricken eyes.

"I've got thingson my mind," he said lamdly, confused.



"Well, thissureisnt likethe Mr. Anytime | knew."

"l guessnot.”

"Toby, maybeif you talked some, we—"

"Look, | — come back tomorrow, okay? Something isn't Sitting right with me just now."

She went, frowning, mouth quivering uncertainly. He felt sad and angry with himself the moment the door
sedled. But then he started talking to Shibo about it and the whole thing didn't seem so important
anymore,

Besen didn't come back. He exercised, dept, thought fruitlesdy.

By thetime Cermo unlocked the cdll, Toby was going buggy. Besen was there to embrace him, giving a
soulful kissthat promised more than talk ever could. Thistimeit didn't bother him... but it didn't kindle
much reaction in him, either. Not Mr. Anytime, no— and he didn't know why.

Firgt, hewasin amood to splash around in a shower — the natives here had tapped Argo into their own
gpparently plentiful supply — and get outside. The stubby city was more open than the ship'shelical
corridors, and he needed spaces, range. He got himself spruced up asfast as he could.

He had expected to be summoned to see the Cap'n, but his comm line was silent. As he strode through
the doped corridors, fidgety from con finement and depressed in generd, nobody seemed interested in
talking to him. Teamsworked to flush and fix up Argo; even in port, ship work was never finished.

When he struck up afew conversations, crew members discovered pressing business e sewhere. Findly
he decided to not call Besen. She might not understand that he just wanted some distance for awhile,
few urs. As he approached the main lock something looked funny. There were adozen of the dwarf
natives talking to the watch under-officers, haggling . and trying to cull favors— and they al stopped
abruptly as he came near. The Lieutenant in charge tiffly told Toby that therewasahold on his
movements. He wasn't to leave the ship. That got his back up, of course. He mulled over going to see
Quath, to . get the drift of what was happening, and then he remembered the dam- :." aged farm domes.
In the big balloon-shaped dome devoted to grain crops, ' he had oncetried to fix asmall personnel vent
that didn't sedl quiteright. It probably still didn't, but now there was positive pressure outside. He got
there without anybody paying any obvious attention. Sure enough, the vent popped freewith just alittle
wrench work. Somehow the docking fields held the ship ddlicately isolated from nearby decks. Soft, but
firmif you pushed on them. They brushed him gently aside, like agood- natured wind holding him aoft.
He dipped down, around the bulging dick skin of the dome, and dropped into shadows below Argo's
hovering hulk. Within moments he had made hisway through the reception area, nodding to the bored
attendants — and was out, away, into the gray city.

It was a shock. Rather than the glum, sour streets he remembered, these thronged with life— stalsand
shops and incessant chattering that ricocheted from every avenue. This showed how stilted and planned
their reception had been before, dl part of their bargaining strategy.

Toby wandered, stunned. He had spent days worrying and fretting, and now al that seemed to drop
away. It had been many years since he had smply let himsalf go, ambling aimlessly. Then it struck him —
not since the Citaddl. Not since the spring cel ebration when his grandfather Abraham had financed a

ba |-throwing contest between the generations, at a sports booth in the Citadel Square. Swegaty work,
cheering and catcals, itchy dust from many feet. And there had been hot, piping sweetchurnsin paper
bags, cool drinks, laughter, grins.



The memories made him bite hislip, and he plunged into the busy crowds. A few people gave him
startled looks, but most ignored his size and strange jumpsuit. It took awhile to get used to markets,
dedls, the quick calculus of value. What Toby thought of asjust plain things had a specia word, making
them somehow better — "goods.” Y ou got "goods'

with money, then had to make some other "good" to replace the money you spent. He wondered how
you got a"bad" or maybe a"better,” but nobody spoke of such things.

He had credit, it seemed, from afirst payment the judge had given all Bishops days before. He minded it
wisdy. Thiswasn't like the bartering between Families he had known back on Snowglade. There you
could get asyntho-shirt in trade for two of your self-made, gleaming carbon-sted knives, say. Thenyou
had to find somebody who needed knives before you could get something else. Money was easier, redlly
— you just decided whether the "good" was worth so many of thelittle round coins, or not. Smple.

But the bustle this conjured up here! The place was aswarm to bursting with shopkeepers and hawkers,
fortune-tellers, merchants, the nimble-fingered and sadly wise, peddlers, grifters, senso artists, back-aley
investment counselors, doxies of sullen smiles, men and women with "goods’

hidden in their shirtdeeves or ballooning pantaloons, and "bads' dikein their hearts. Y ou could buy
anything, from ayelow powder that addicted you for lifeinside of two minutes, to a strange, luminous
dien glassware— which proved to be the dlien itself, when he touched it.

Some had learned how to beg for ready cash, too. Sitting in aback alley eating atreat, he watched a
one-eyed woman who saw better than most could with two. She was getting dressed for her trade and,
for asmall coin, let Toby watch. Smooth-faced, she daubed on makeup, adding hideous blue hollows
under the eyes. A light, comfortable sheath did over her caf, making her spider-walk like acripple.

Toby watched her set up shop on abusy corner. People threw her coins and looked away. Somehow
theillogic of it — surely there were trestments for such allments? — didn't rob the trade of ajot of its
credibility. Toby couldn't fathom why, but then glimpsed a possibility. She was providing aform of
ego-boosting entertainment. Looking at her miserable sal passersby could fed arush of gladness:
troubled they might be, but not that badly. She wasin show business. These weren't the demigods who
made the Chanddliers, no. There was a sprawling tangle of streets designed to separate people looking
for amusement from their cash. Games, booths, thingsto throw &t for a prize— and others where
somebody got to throw at you. Dance hals open eterndly, fever-bright, with syntho-music that wound
around on along loop, filming the air with prickly scents and startling pheromone-triggers. Toby lingered
in one, and then in a brief moment when the effects turned off (required by law), he saw what was
happening to him and his pocket change. He went back to wandering the streets, which was at least
cheaper, though his nervous system kept trying to make hisfeet circle back. There were science games
and events, operating right next to fortunetdllers, atribute to humanity's ability to believe two
contradictory things at once. Hawkers of wonders. Gambling. Feats of strength (careto try?). Dispensers
of drugs and even dcohoal, dl legal and heavily taxed to offset their probable socia effects. Soft drink
stands, one offering an ancient dark bubbly fluid that Toby hated and threw away, shocking somekids.
They seemed insulted that he hadn't liked the authentic folk treet, KocaK oola, rich and true. But the
paprika was enough to turn histongue. He began to get the sense of acity again, after years on the move.
Citadel Bishop had been arambling, dusty pueblo on acanyon floor. It had water-starved gardens and
one broad plaza— nothing compared with this.

ehad seen ruins of alesser Arcology at adistance— the mechswereipping it for materids at thetime—
and this place resembled that. The brisk order reminded him of how restful it wasto cook amed,
knowing that lamp ail or salt was just around a corner, available. Of how agirl, crossing a street, never
paused but swung her head both ways before stepping off the curb. Of how hypnotizing it had been, asa



boy, to sit a an upstairs window and watch the people parade past on asidewalk, obliviousthat they
were passing actorsin hisimaginary dramas. Cities— amagica compression of humanity, avessd he
could learn. Toby imagined that his new language-chip must be glowing white-hot, with al the use he was
givingit. No set of rigid digita rules can blanket asprawling, living language, any morethan afinesilk
handkerchief can cover adattern. Most of what Toby heard was quick, vivid, direct. Fine for bargaining,
but not nuances. He knew aslittle of those as adog does of doggerel. Tradeswomen gave him an eye
and tried to guess his birthplace from his vowels, thinking he had come from places named Ragpicker, or
Avalon, or Tuscaloosa. From his size done they knew he was from the Hunker Down Families, shaped
by mech war and gravity, but they guessed Jacks or Queens, not Bishops or Knights.

There were aband of kids his own age that showed passing, mild interest in where he was from, what he
had seen — and then quickly focused back on their own amusements. Their talk was quick, amusing,
dangy, hard to follow. Mostly they just lounged around scruffy back aleys, absorbed, tinkering with
gadgets.

They wore padded goggles, headphones, gloves and boots, curioudy heavy things. Toby tried them on
while they snickered knowingly, and found himsalf immersed in a sensorium of aforest. Big animascame
charging out of the thickets, roaring and flashing huge teeth. A fierce cat-creature with tawny fur bowled
Toby over — an odd sensation, because he dso could fed himsalf still standing upright, while hiseyes
and earstold him that he was tumbling head over heds.

After afew minutes he got the knack of this game, though, and started shooting &t the animas. They were
pretty easy to hit. Hetired of that and so tossed aside the weapon he had found in his pseudo-hand. He
wrestled the next anima, abig lizard with hot red eyes. It pseudo-scratched and bit him, painful, dashing
— dl real enough impressions, but somehow disconnected because Toby knew they weren't anything
more than dectricd stimuli from amachine, blurred and oddly hollow.

Then it struck him — hisown in-built syssems did this, but finer-grained. His eyes could ratchet through
the spectrum, pick up Dopplered targets, fix ranges and cdibrations with the blink of an eydid, atouch of
atongueto the right tooth. His servos cut in without prompting. All speciaized surviva gear, added to
him before he could do more than squall and fill hisdiapers.

But here, such skillswere exotic, down-worlder stuff. Other uses of the same tech were playthings.

Hethrew the big scabby lizard afew timesand it threw him, until he got tired of the putrid reek of the
leathery green skin, astench of the rotting meat wedged in itsteeth. The kidsweretherein thejungle
around him, shooting and laughing and running around — al without having to do anything for red, or
even movetheir own legsor ams.

They liked Toby'sidea of wrestling the animal's, and one of them got mock-crushed by a huge leprous rat
with purple whiskers. But then Toby tired of that, too, and took his helmet off. The kids stayed in the
game, though, their aams and legs jerking with fake hits and kicks, fingerstightening around imaginary
triggers, killing ghost-creatures that seethed before their blinded eyes. He sat and watched them for a
while, dumped into doorways, clasped in momentary action, thrilling to pseudo-livesthey could lead as
an amusement.

They werefun kids, but to them the world was just a bunch of signs and symbols and electronic fakery.
They had daborate, hip reasonswhy their world was better than the crude press of dow-witted redlity
— aphilosophy, Toby thought, for people who spent too much time indoors. He wandered off and went
for ared walk through ared park and though there were no exciting big green lizards, heliked it better.

That was where Quath found him. The hulking mass did not need to fight the crowds;, they got out of the



way. And Toby knew she was coming before he even saw her. Into his sensorium pushed a brooding,
anxious curtain. Something waswrong. Very wrong.

7 Animd Spirits

<Y ou are sought.>

"By you, anyway, big-bug,” Toby said to cover his surprise. "People give you any trouble getting here?"
<I hurried and did not notice.>

"That big, | guess you can not notice whatever you like. Then too, | don't think the devil himself on red
gtiltswould turn many heads here."

<| suffered no interruptions.> Quath clanked and squeaked and many-legged her way into aditting
posture, which Toby knew was asign that she was serious. Her greet head lowered to get under a
willowy tree limb. <I was sorry that | could not visit you in your cell.>

"Y ou couldn't have gotten in the door,” Toby said with alightnesshedidn't fed.
<I havefinished with the questioning they required.>

"What'd they want to know? | mean, after they'd read our Legacies?'

Toby asked bitterly.

<They asked much about the Chronicles of the Myrigpodia. | told them of our weapons, our victories,
and what we know of the mechanicals.

Especidly of their interests here.>

"Y ou told them?'

<The Philosophs so dlow. Thisisacusp moment in the long conflict with the mechanicas>
"Mechs get in heremuch?'

<They have defenses, as do the Myrigpodia.>

"They'd better be pretty fine ones.” Toby liked the lush greenery of this park, but it missed aquiet,
dumbering ambience of Citadel Bishop's— at least, in boyhood memory. Neither did this city equa
those logt, charming avenues he had toddled aong, led by his mother's hand. And he knew that nothing
ever could.

<They wished to hear of the mechanicas work on antimatter.>
"Aunt who?'

Quath made ametdlic rrrrrttttt that might be something like laughter, though Toby had never been ableto
tell. She made the same sound at times that weren't remotely funny, at least to Toby. When the rrrrrtttt
stopped, shetold Toby about how ordinary matter had an opposite kind, and if they met, both kinds
disgppeared in aflash of light.

" Seems dangerous Stuff to tinker with," Toby mused.



<They are studying the small speckswhich carry currents, the eectrons, and especialy their opposites,
the positrons. Clouds of such pairs are created by spinning small stars, the neutron stars. The mechanicals
Sudy intensdly in such places>

Toby shook his head. "I want to understand this place, Quath — don't trouble my head with tales of
das."

<| was attempting to make what you once termed "small talk" before getting to serious discusson.>

"That'samdl tak?' Toby paced inthelittle grove, listening to the mutter of people and commerce only a
block away. Even this scrap of the natural world, afew trees and bushes, was enough to make him
realize how much he had missedit. "I think | know what you're working up to, though. My dad wants me
back, tail between my legs— right?'

<Y ou state thingsin anima metaphors. A very primate skill.>
"But I'm dead on target?"

<More. He has concluded his negotiations. To gain what he wishes, he needs to trade some itemsfrom
the ship.>

"Let him. After he's bargained away the Legacies, why be choosy?'

<Themerchants here are avid for information on the clothing and jewd ry of the Old Bishops. Ther "folk
at.'">

"Fashion, huh?'

a<It seemsa primate preoccupation. Augmenting yourselves with thles.>
"Hey, you stick on an extraeyeor leg fast as| can change my shirt.”

<Y ou seldom changeit.>

"Hey! | forget, sure, but — "

<Itisnot the same.>

Toby didn't seewhy, but he felt something in Quath's manner that made him uneasy. "Why come looking
for me, mother of al cockroaches?!

<Y our father hasfinished histrading. Now, to complete his own ends, he needs one thing more.>
Toby kicked at afdlen branch. "Should | care? Let him sdll histeeth for it."

<Theimportant piece only you have.>

"Me?1 haven't got anything.”

<You carry aPersondity.>

"Sure, but — say, what's my dad been negotiating?"

<They have adifferent way of death here. An ingtitution known as the Restorer, or the Preserving
Machine. With atissue sample and amemory reserve, it can recreate any person who once lived.>



Toby fet cold, sharp horror strikeinto him. " Shibo.”
<Yes>

"l don't likethat."

<I would think it was an issue for the persona herself.>

Toby blushed. He tottered, reded — and sat down abruptly, head swimming. The air swvarmed with
blue-white dots. His chest heaved to drag in thick, moist gasps. He knew what Killeen wanted was
wrong in some dark, terrible way, but he could not muster arguments. “I... | don't."

<If the Shibo personaisto be used to reconstruct the living actua person, | would imagine that her
cooperation is necessary.>

"They'll confer with her?'
<I believe s0. But a Persondlity in a chip cannot speak.>
"Sure, it'll have to be through me.”

His head pounded and his hands clenched, strangedly cold, but he made himself think. He had only to turn
his attention inward and Shibo's Persondity rose like amassive stony wedge insde hismind.

It istempting to go back into al that. | will haveto think about it.

"What?' he asked her soundlesdy. "But we're so close. I've hardly even started to learn what you're
redly like. Y our memories, | love them.”

They aredigita dust.
"They'rejust asred as, asthisgrass, thosetrees.”

Y ou do not believe that. Remember the ones who fought the fake animas? They embraced the smulated
over thered. Y ou laughed at them.

"But your sdif, itll last forever in chipstore.” He was grasping at straws of logic and hoped she could not
sensethat.

Nothing replaceslife. Still, there are fiavors here that you do not taste. Hard to describe, gray and cool
and restful.

Craftily he said to her, "Let's get through this trouble, then talk about this so-called Restorer.”
Thereis some senseto that, | admit.
"Good. Just let me gtraighten things out with my dad, just you and me, and — "

| have been thinking. Such atransformation might not make for happinessin mysdf or in Killeen. Heis
changed. Harder.

"Heisthat."
| treasure thisremove. Here | am free of the coarse and momentary, of jars and needs.

Toby caught adiver of pae spaces, strangdly ddicious, of smooth surfacesflowing in atimelessplace. "'l



%ll
Y ou cannot. But | thank you for trying.

He gulped, his hands trembling, and gazed defiantly up into Quath's hovering head. "I | won't et Killeen
have her chip.”

<HeisCap'n. Hewill takeit.>

"l haverightd"”

<Not to keep a Persondity. He will argue that a Persondity should be liberated if it can be>

Hejerked angrily to hisfeet. "That's not Family custom!”

<Y our Family never had the technology before. With your species, where ability goes, custom follows.>

"Humanity must've had this, sometime ‘way back, or else these people here wouldn't haveit. But our
customs, they're ancient — and they don't say anything about bringing Persondities back.”

<This, then, isameasure of how far you havefdlen.>
So smply put, the brutality of it was unanswerable. "L ook, | still won't give her up.”
<Hewill take her. He argues dready that Shibo's taents are needed, or the exploration of this place.>

"Exploration?" Toby could not get hismind off the prospect before him. And something more dried his
mouth, tightened his throat — the strange currents running like searing rivulets when he thought of Shibo.

<For Abraham. And dse, aswell, | bdieve>

"l need to think thisover." Toby got up ungteadily. Shibo hersalf was not causing this seetheinsgde him. It
was something he felt, something about him and Shibo together, that he could not voice. Each time he
tried, he felt asickening churn, awhirlpool of coming nausea.

<I cameto warn you. Killeen has ordered a search for you.>
"l won't go back."

"Ohyeasay — you will," hisfather sad.

Toby whirled. "No!"

Killeen and Cermo emerged from the nearby trees, fully suited. His father's face waslined and drawn, as
though he had gone deepless dl these days. "I knew Quath would be better at searching than we are,” he
said with atight smile. "Y ou stepped-down your sensorium so much we couldn't pick you up on the
orid."

"Dad, don't do this."
"l haveto."
"I'm carrying the chip, so Family law says| decidefor the Personality."

"Except when Family surviva demands. That'sthe law, too.”



Toby thought fast. He had never paid much attention to the endlesswranglings of Family law and custom,
the adults yack-yack and breezy bluster, and now regretted it. "We're safe here. Nothing's threatening
our survivd."

"Not so. But look, son— | want Shibo back. | think you can understand why."
"I don't think it'sfor the best,” Toby temporized.

"Nonsense. WEell betogether again, thethree of us, ared family.”

Toby shook his head violently. "Not the same, not the same.”

"Sureit will. Shibo, in the flesh— just think of it." For thefirgt time Toby could remember Killeen'sface
lit with joy.

"That's not why we came here, Dad, and anyway — " He stopped.
"No — thiswaswhy you came, wasn't it?'

Wariness swalowed Killeen's brief delight. "Not the main reason, no, but — sure, | guessed there was
something like the Restorer here. The message in that Chandelier, remember? And other old sayings,
myths. Y ou should see the red thing, son! Magnificent, huge, flexible glass and metal you can see
through, tech that can restore anybody, given enough data. Y ou'll be—"

"Y ou don't need her now, Dad. Later, maybe, when weve found Abraham, gone— "

"Abraham?Killeen's sunny dation returned. "'l got his message. He sent coordinates of where heis.
They're not reliable, Andro says, but they'll get usto the neighborhood. Abraham isaive — herel
Somehow he got away from the Citadd. Said to bring you for sureand — "

"Shibo can come after that. She's personal business, Dad. Abraham, all the rest — that's Family Bishop
business. Firs ded with that."

"There's more beyond to discover, | can smell it. | need Shibo. Shewas my, my core, son. Y ou can't
understand that, | know, but..."

In Killeen's face unease and uncertainty warred with his set-piece Cap'n's hard-mouthed mask. Toby
reglized suddenly how much ashield that calm, resolute image had been, for years now.

"I need her. | want to have her back before we go searching for Abraham. It's an emergency, soI'm
setting asde the usud Family cusoms—"

"We're safel No mechs here, even. Y ou can't invoke some—*

"| dready have." Killeen's mask had returned at Toby's outburst, the window between them closing inan
eye-blink.

Killeen and Cermo stood together, tall and certain, Cermo chunky and giving away his apprehension with
elbows cocked, kneesloose. The crevicesin Killeen's face seemed deep, shadowed, hiding something.

Y et the voice was mild, calming as he argued further. Toby had heard him use the sametoneson a
crewman who had stepped out of line and needed herding back in.

Toby took adeep breath, licked hislips. Using his Aspects, he dredged up legdigtic lore, rattling jargon
he only dimly understood. "Override our customs? How can you? | haven't even been informed by
Family Council of any of this." Helet his periphera vison drift, Szing up opportunities.



"Frgt you haveto—"

"I called aspeciad Council. Since you had left Argo without permission of the watch officer, they alowed
as how they could pass judgment without your being informed.”

Toby was aghast. He should have suspected when it was so easy to dip away. "You let meleave.”
"| gave ordersthat you were confined to the ship.”

"Sure, knowing you could turn it thisway, and then — "

"The Family demandsthis."

"Family?Hal It'syou who want it."

"| stood aside during their deliberations.”

"Huh!" Toby spat back, edging to hisleft. Of course— hisfather knew how daysin thet tiny cell would
affect him, make him jump ship. So the Cap'n prepared arguments, finished the dedlings, then waited for
Toby to skip. The shock of seeing how he could be so easily used, hisimpulses culated, seethed through
Toby likeachilly, darifying dash of water. He got control of hisvoice and said dowly, asmildly ashe
could,

"Dad, Shibo doesn't want to be 'restored.™
Killeen laughed dryly. "Nonsense. An Aspect always wants out.”

"She's a Personality — bigger, moreample..." Toby struggled to say what he felt. "Y ou don't carry one,
you can't know what it'slike. They're above dl this, the surge of anger and want and fear that we fed —
dl of it. Shelikes hersdf theway sheis.”

Killeen was gtill smiling, shaking hishead. "Y ou can't expect anybody to believethat.”

"| certainly do! No Persondlity carried in this Family ever had achoice of coming out again. Nobody ever
asked the question.”

"Well, we can,” Cermo said carefully. " Just manifest her before the Council .
"No," Killeen said abruptly, clenching hisfigt. "I'll settlethis. Manifest her now, right here.”

"What?' Toby made himsdlf take adeep breath. His mind redled with harsh, violent imagery. Nausea
burned histhroat.

"Comeon, let her speak.”

"No!"

— fevered skin softly resistant, a cupped rosy breast —

"Y ou'd have to anyway, before the Council,” Cermo said reasonably.
"Any objection she has, | cantak her out of it," Killeen said affably.
"Comeon, son."

— tongueflicking in damp hollows, secret crevices—



"No!"
Killeen'ssmile hardened. "Y easay. Now."
Shibo said, If it causesthis, I'll think again. | don't want to see you two —

No! Toby sent to her in the confines of her imprisonment. No. Killeen's mouth hardened. "Now. And |
meanit."

Toby broketo hisleft. He didn't have much hope but he dug in, revving his knee-servos to max, fegling
their surging whine benegth hisskin.

Shouts behind him. They probably could run him down but he would give them a chase anyway. He
leaned into it, puffing hard.

Then the shouts became hoarse, shrill. He snapped his head around. Quath was blocking Cermo and
Killeen, moving with surprising speed. She shot out atelescoping leg and hooked Cermao'sfooat, tripping
him. Killeen she stopped with arude bump, sending him sprawling.

Toby was astounded, but he didn't et it dow his pounding boots. He got out of the park and plunged into
the busy streets beyond.

Escape has two steps. fird, separating from the pursuer. Then, distancing yoursdlf from the incident, so
nobody suspects the distant hubbub has you asits prey.

Toby cut down dleyswhere he could, legped clean over a stubby building— his servos cutting in hard
— and dodged hisway through three streets, faster than he could think through a plan. People chuckled
and shouted at him but they seemed to assume he was a mere oddity, not athief escaping from ajob. He
relaxed dightly and had the presence of mind to wave at the curious, smiling broadly, asthough thiswas
some stunt. Pretty soon he dowed to afast walk and nobody seemed much interested in him.

He angled through an open-air market without attracting more than the usua attention paid hissize. He
made his bregthing dow. His antic, popping anxiety faded.

Without thinking he found that he had circled around, always turning right when he could. Ingrained
Family training. Coming around on your pursuer let you know where he was, since he was following your
trail. Y ou could decide whether to take him by surprise, but you had to do it before the tracker realized
what you were doing. Or eseyou took off in atotaly different direction, taking time to cover your
tracks.

Only in acity there was no tracking, unless Toby had stirred up acrowd somewhere to mark his
passage. But Killeen and Cermo couldn't talk easily with these dwarves, especidly in their mood. So he
might have amargin of time.

He had ended up behind the park. A chase moves away from the start and usually nobody thinksto
check back there. He had learned that playing in the dusty streets of Citadel Bishop, then later again,
dodging mechs. Now he hoped that his own father couldn't read him that deeply. The thought made him
fidgety, glancing around corners before exposing himself on the gpproach to the park area. After dll,
Killeen had played him like a penny flute lately.

No sign of Killeen or Cermo. No shouts or unusud hurry. He leaned againgt abuilding, eyeing the park a
block away.

Thiswas only atemporary victory. The Family would comb this city and pluck him out.



Hefdt afamiliar cool sgna in hiscomm. Quath, apparently, had played the same kind of gamesasa
child — or hatchling, or whatever the Myriapodiawere when young. But Toby couldn't see her

anywhere.

<I have offended your father. | am sad that matters have come to this.>

The bulky form was above him, clinging somehow to the side of abuilding, concedled in shadow.
Nobody nearby had noticed.

"With Dad acting that way, it had to happen.”

<Stll, it brings acrid currents flowing among us.>

"Freedom starts between the ears, sticky-paws. | had to follow what | know. So did you. Thanks."
<I| acted to preserve the possibilities for both of you.>

"Redlly? Do you think | should give Shibo back to him?’

<| have no views on so species-specific aquestion.>

"Come on!"

<My qudlifications do not extend to your own, individua, cerebral symphonies>

Toby leaned againgt awall, watching Quath clamber down the gray ceramic building — which shuddered
and popped with the strain — and said, "1 don't hear much music these days, buggo. Just noise.”

<Itisyour unconscious, trying to spesk.>
"How would you know?'
<Only crestureswho lack such menta architectures can see them clearly.>

"Y ou don't have unconscious thoughts? | mean, impulses, thingsthat just turn up when you're not thinking
about them?'

<All aspects of mysdlf are delegated to subminds. For your species, the mind is made by adding
segments atop older eements. Not |. Y our makeshift congtruction istypica of a phylum which has not
reshgped itsdf fundamentaly.>

"Maybewe like ourselvestheway we are.”

<A matter of taste. To me, an [untrandatable], your relation to Shibo is understandable. | delegate to my
under-saves. Isit that way for you?>

"Ummm." He recalled the sensuous moments, his deep, troubling swests. "Not redly.”
<Y ou aretoo close, too [untrandatable] for judgment.>
"So | can't redly think about Shibo? That's why 1'm so messed up?”

Hefdt exhausted, and not from hisrunning. He let himsalf dide down, back to thewall, legs splaying out
until hewasgttinginthedley.

<Myriad impulses scurry and clash across the single, open stage of your mind. Factions hide offstage and



shout from the wings. They are your suppressed, accomplice minds, and you cannot consult them
directly, ascan 1.>

"That's... why wefed somuch..."

<Pain?In away — but do not conclude that such as| do not aso know inner bloodknot clash. | can
speak to al my subminds, which doesrelieve some of the tough, sinewy agonies.>

"Andwecant."

<Y ou find yoursalves through action. Through your bodies the deeper cellars of your layered mind can
speak.>

Toby wondered if he would ever know what stormy emotions tossed him about on the surface of adeep,
troubled inner sea. He shrugged. "'In that case, maybe I'll fed asmidge better if | do something more than
gt onmy fat ass, waitin' for Cermo to fal over me here.”

<l admit | have no ideawhat you can do. | acted perhaps hastily, blocking them. | may have merely
worsened your position in this grave matter. >

"Hey, without you I'd be having my spina chips picked clean.” Toby got to hisfeet, feding lighter, easier
inhimsdf.

<Stll, when they seizeyou, | cannot — >

"Like my grandfather used to say, bug-brain — Cheer up! Well liveto piss on the graves of our
enemies.” It seemed odd to be giving Quath a pep talk.

<He must have been astrong man.>

"Part of theline. We got plenty more like him." It felt good to say it, even if he didn't redly know if it was
true. Maybe no son ever did know.

<| do not know where this courseleads.>

Quath rustled her legs, then restlessly played her boosters, hovering in air. People in the street nearby
looked up, startled, and moved away. They were pretty savvy, but Quath was abit much.

"Neither do . We can't stay here, though. Y ou're kinda conspicuous and I'm a wanted man.”
<What then?>

"l dunno. Weflew Argo in through the grand entrance and they were ready for us. Is there aback door
to this place?'

Phase Creatures

Above the disk nothing made of metal or ceramic can survive.
Perpetudly the great turning disk grinds down the stuff of stars. Tides suck inward, shredding.

The Eater itsdf holds eternally captive the gathered masses of amillion dead suns. The ancient matter
itself vanished in seconds of stretched agony, drawn down the steepening dide of space-time. But the
memory of these trangent masseslingersin curvature.



To the outside, aghost warp testifies to the dead. Ten billion years of sacrificed matter — starsand dug,
planets and cities, ot civilizations and their records, their hopes— have their single tombstonein the
mute remaining distortion. A gdaxy'sancient pain perssts as slent gravitation.

Blobs of aready incandescent matter spird in, skating on the curvature at speeds higher than found
anywhere esein the gdaxy. Incessant pull whirls doomed matter in afind frenzied gyre.

The blobs collide, smash, reform, rub. Magnetic fields mediate the friction. Snarls of plasmastream and
whirl. Currents churn.

Magnetic vortices grow. The fields twine and loop through the condemned kernds. Intight collisons,
fiddsthemsalves annihilate againgt each other. More energy flaresforth.

Above such bruta furnaces skim the phase crestures.

They had once been of the mechanicas. Now they exist not in hard circuits or ceramic
|attice-intelligences. They have evolved out of self-directed necessity. To drink more energy they have
learned to dissolve.

Astorrents of hard radiation lance through them, they are plasmas. Thisersin fluxes and storesthem in
long-range correlations.

When the flood ebbs, the phase creatures change. In the cooler spots above the disk they can condense.
Lacy filaments become gaseous discharges. The power so generated they broadcast outward, to lesser
ranks who can storeit.

The phase creatures themsalves use these fluxes to organize themsalvesinto free-floating networks.
Circuitswithout wires. Electronsflowing only in their own saf-consstently generated magnetic fields.
Pinched currentsthat snake and flare. VV oltages and switches. Light-quick, gossamer-thin.

Livey intelligences dance there. Inductive, slent, invisble.

They enter the discussion that has been teeming above them, in the cooler realms. With slky elegance
their thoughts merge with the hard beings who are the cruder, earlier forms of mechanicas.

But the phase creatures till know their origins. They share the thought patterns of the metalic forms.
They converse.

I/We do not understand why these odd, primitive primates should be studied & al. And what isthis
ariva?

Y ou/l summoned ]>A<], who was concluding the elimination of remaining organic life on the planet of
these primates origin.

This[>A<] isastrange mixture of intelligences.

I/Weknow. Tolerateit. Here:

Grestings. | employ the Single-consciousness gpproximation. Thisyou may find uncomfortable.
Regard: How narrow.

We'Y ou tried it before and found it fifling.

We should accommodate * >A<.



Very wdl. But what ademented limitation!

Bear with |>A<[ for amoment.

To plumb the recesses of primate thinking such strictures are necessary.
Why study them, then?

Thelr sense of beauty islike no other. Variant organics are unique, aswell, but these have long duration
here at True Center.

Beauty? We are arbiters of that.

| seek to find wholly fresh reaches of grace and flavor. These are species-specific, lavishin lore.
A needlessluxury. We face sterner issues now.

Beauty isasvitd to our being as any of your raw pursuits.

Isthat aninsult?

Never — but afact.

Careful, then.

| intend no offense. | am aspecidigt intelligence, with my own drivers. Let me point out to you gathered
minds what arichness these primates have! These are the crestures who devel oped the Five-Digit Matif.
It gripsthe perceptua centers as can no other! And then there are their inner, colorful emotion-curtains.
Wondrous! Their Subverted-Maximal Abstractions. All wonderful creations!

|/We are more concerned with their possible danger to us. All because of some semi-mythical
knowledge they carry.

But without knowing they carry it. That isimportant. They must not learn what they possess!

| believe they sense some specia destiny which they carry. But they do not know its nature, that is clear.
Such beings carry deeper knowledge as narratives. To primates, amyth is adeep story which answers
the difficult questions of tharr lives.

I/Y ou thought that myths were Smply someone se'sreligion.

Of course, but | speak of primates. | have studied them well.

Then you are the one who must enter the Wedge and act for usthere.
Why?| have other matters —

Y ou know them best.

But | have never been to the Wedge.

| do not wonder, with your time spent on the beauties of underlife.
The Wedge istreacherous.

Indeed. But wefyou have breached it with minor forms. Even now the tiny informants have filtered into



their portal city. They are keeping close watch on the primates of the ship — those we dlowed to enter.
A move you/l opposed.

It gained us vauable information. This Legacy of theirs— it hints at much we do not know.

We/l would not need to know it if we had expunged the primates.

No! Y ou should not think thisway. The primates are a va uable form, gpproaching extinction. Protect
such beingsfor their last moments.

That isaluxury.

We command you to follow close upon the important primate members which their own Legacy has
identified.

TheWedgeis perilous. | cannot even be sure, entering it, where | shall be. Or when.
We/l shdl giveyou/l resources.

| could become lost in the chaotics.

A risk wefyou must take.

| have heard that there are agenciesin the Wedge which can harm even higher systems such as ourselves.
True. We do not know what they are.

But I am in single-consciousness mode! If | perish, the"l- form" shdl vanish!

[\We cannot help that.

Y ou/We dected this Sate.

Though of coursewe will archive your present state. A copy of you will carry on.
To ventureinto such turmoil — I am not qudified.

Y ou/We seem reluctant. Y et youlwe have trained in the most important skill — you have dedlt with
primates.

Y ou moved them to their intersection with the quasi-mechanicds. Very adroit.

And welyou have other motivations. What motivations? To risk so muchm Think of beauty. C)f art.
Part IV

GRVINlyYSGULLET

TheEdy ind

The city of the dwarves dipped away behind them. Toby and Quath moved quickly, using scattered
buildingsfor cover and then adense grove of curious spindly trees. These roseto greater and greater
heights asthey fled into agorge of arched and tangled rock. Toby's attention fled aswell, veering away
from the confrontation with hisfather, taking refuge in the pure bliss of flight. He ran hard.



<I believe we are taking a dangerous path.>
"More dangerousto stay back there."

Dangerous? Toby asked himsdlf. To whom? The word was wrong but he was not going to ingpect his
inner fedings now. Timeto act.

<In the descriptions of this place, which | attended and you regrettably did not, there were severe
warnings. | do not quite understand the nature of these prohibitions but they seem to reflect the inherent
[untrand atable]. >

"Gredat help, those [untrand atable]s.”

<You are till troubled,> Quath sent.

"Hey, leave me done, yeasay?"

<I do not know how to explain how Killeen has changed.>
"Humans aren't so easy to figure, you said once.”

<He has been obsessed with coming here, that | knew. His shadow falls across his memories of Shibo.
That hislove of the woman would in,rude upon your relaionship — this| could not anticipate.>

"Me either. Some way he needsit, more than the Legacy... or me."

He swalowed hard but the lump in histhroat would not go away. Into his mind sprang scattershot
images, ripples of sensation, rushing fragments of ideas briefly glimpsed and then tumbling away. Shibo
lurked just behind his nervous eyes.

Y ou cannot understand what is going on here and neither can Killeen. | urgeyou to relax into it, not strive
50 hard.

Toby fdt ahot flare of indignation. "L ook, it'syour ass|'m saving.”

From the erosions of red life, yes. Do not think | cannot fedl appreciation for that. And it would be best
for usto betogether for at least awhilelonger.

His hurt irritation swerved to grateful warmth. "Y ou want it, | want it.
My father, he can't see that.”

Do not supposethisrelieves you from your Family obligations.
Shibo's whispery words carried aflinty edge. "Whet obligations?"
Tofind Abraham. To carry forward the Family ways.

To this he had no reply. Shibo's Persondity engulfed him, cool and lofty. She spokein longer sentences
than the real Shibo ever had. Her Persondity had begun picking up the jittery anxieties of chip-bound
saves, aflavoring utterly unlike theliving Shibo.

Was she learning from I saac and Zeno and the others, taking on some old-timey warp? He vagudly
sensed her changes but he hoped they were not important.

He loped with easy grace through stands of trees, bounding over gnarled briars, making Quath clack and



clang her scissoring legsto keep up. Out, away, free.

H,e had shucked off the flexmetal husk of Argo, peeled away hisfather siron hand — and the heady
rush of it sent spurts of driving energy into hislegs. Asaboy he had learned the hammering arts of flight,
of hardship in constant movement, and now thejoy of it returned. So hewas . totally unprepared when
the ground began to dip and twist beneath his crunching boots.

"Quath! Something's— "

<| had warned of this. Sealed-away sections of space-time. They have their own atmospheres,
biospheres. Such spaces are seldom visited, the Andro person said, for they lie within thejointed
esty-work which reflects — >

"What's happening?'

Frayed air, sudden rushing mists. The space around Toby had agive and tremor to it, an unsettling
porosity. It was asif the molecules of the leaden air were sucking substance out of him, tiny mouths
making his skin prickle and jump.

Skinny treeswhipped at him asif lashed by afiercewind. Y et Toby fdt only ill air.

Then achurning wrench at hisfeet, his knees— and he wasflying, no weight, the trees now dim blue
shadows raking past. Quath was a blob, brown-soft and pooling into a teardrop.

[lluson?He could not tdll, but afist was knotting and unknotfing itsdlf inside his ssomach. Theissue
resolved as Quath swelled, stretched into shimmering dirt-colored droplets— then dammed into him, a
hard sharp crack in the chest.

"Ah! What'sgoing—"

<Hold to me. The [untrandatable] seizesus.>
"What's the damned [untrand atable] mean?”
<Wewrithe in the Sochadticity.>

"Stocas what?"

<Thetime-spun evolution of the esty. Grab my legs!>

Toby wrapped arms around a burnished coppery shank. Purple air-whorls and raking winds snatched at
hislegs, worried hisboots. A screeching red patch of steaming air stresked by, growing dirty roots as he
watched, a plant being born from nothing.

He clung with dl his strength and fdt hisjoints pop. Sedsin his microhydraulics yearned to open. He
expanded his sensorium.

Howling vagrant sensesflooded him. Plucked at his eyes. Tilted his sense of balance until he was
convinced that he was somehow holding Quath doft with hisarms, avast weight plunging down upon his
neck and shoulders— and then in aflicker he was holding Quath above a pit, ablack yawning abyss of
red-tinged fires and sputtering wrath.

He had to keep Quath from falling! Hefdt his ankles strum and stretch, metal-hot and € ongating into
impossible cords of frayed muscle—



Then hewas smply plunging, walls rushing past. Down atube that snaked and grew shiny ribs as Toby
watched, dill spinning. Quath whirling by.

<Hold. | anlosing aleg.> — and her shank sheared off. It rang hard againg him. "Ow!"

She orbited him on along tether. It was one of her telescoped arms. Torn free of her, and used to
connect them. As Toby inhaed, it stretched — and he smdlled his own acid-sharp fear.

"Quath!" — but the ivory head that swiveled to regard him was awhirling mass of bulging sockets and
wiggly stalks, deeply dien face-scapes, not one expression but many. Eyes and lurching mouths and
planes of cheek and jowl! al working againgt each other, the persondities of hisfriend spattering across
the great head.

Unreadable. This, more than the damming colors and ripping winds, frightened Toby and sent a chill
through his aching, Srainingjoints.

Quath's rasping was harsh and yet calm, resigned. <Be ill. Hold on. Thisisthe stochadticity. The
random esty's |aborings.>

A pearly fog dispersed, blown by some unseen wind, and Toby saw far below them — though they were
not falling toward any place now — amass of pinhole openingsin abroad plain. The pinholes danced,
refracted by great distance.

They flew adong the plain as though blown by awind, soundless but for a soft chime dmost liketiny
voices. One pinhole swelled and he could make out smal bumps on it. Toby closeupped the nodules and
found their crests crowned by dashes of white— and then redlized that these were snow-capped
mountains,

Toby saw the Sze of the thing he was witnhessing — a plain sorawling away into hazy infinity, awholeflat
world. Seething with pores. Pockets that opened and closed like dippery mouths.

<Hold hard!> Quath called.

They lurched sdewise, Toby barely keeping both gloved hands on Quath. Rushing winds, hard-damming
acceleration.

The mountaintops streamed by like tiny ridges. Something dammed them forward with arude kick, up
and away from ayawning cavern that churned with brooding shapes. A sudden veer, and they were back
abovethe plain. The multitude of other pinholes churned and jostled like an angry crowd. Gravity's gullet.

"What... what are they?' Toby caled.
<TheLanes, | bdieve. So Andro termed them.>
"Placesto go?"

<If we knew how to movein this place, | suppose s0. But | believe no one has that knowledge — or can
haveit.>

"Where are we going?'
<| do not think thereis an answer to that, until we arrive.>

"I'm rethinking thiswholeidea, buggo.”



<Itisfar too latefor that. Actions have consequences.>
Something somber and yet matter-of-fact in Quath's tone was chilling.

ioby held tight to the dien'sleg and watched as a particular pinhole began o grow nearby. Heredlized
that they were speeding toward it, turning at angles and spinning in arandom dance, while vagrant forces
plucked at hisfluttering legs, hispainful arms, and gurgled thefluid in hisears. Heforced away bitter
nausea but it hovered in the back of histhroat. Hold. Just alittle longer. If you lose Quath- The hole
puckered. Toby had the unpleasant sensation that it was preparing to swallow them — and then it did. In
ablur of wrenching speed they rushed through gauzy spaces, his eyesfilming and suddenly thick with
tears. Then he heard arasp, felt athump — and they were on afield of ropy, tough grass. He felt himsdlf
gingerly and st up.

"Uh!" Muscles complained. No bones seemed to grind againgt themselves. Quath was dready surveying
the curved bowl that arced away in dl directions— though she moved alittle unsteadily on her fedt.
Toby could not see where they had come from, but asmall dappling in the sky flickered, hinting at ahuge
space above — and then was gone.

"That like to pulled me apart.”
<In worse weather it would have. And | aswell.>
"That was weather?'

<Esty westher. The space-time responding to the addition of more infalling matter. Redesigning itself
sf-conggently.>

Hefdt bruised. "I don't get it. What happened?’

<The esty flexed and bore usaong with it. We arein adifferent Lane than before. A separate
pace-time, usudly closed off from countless others. Only when readjustments occur do the Lanes
intersect.>

"That's happening now? How come?’

<Remember the star which split open? It isworking inward through the disk. Its added mass now forces
the entire geometry near the black hole— including this esty — to adjust.>

He remembered how thiswhole esty place had swelled up out of the ergosphere. Worlds within worlds,
al moored somehow. "What holdsit together?"

<Nooneknows. Yet it perssts.>

"Start with the esty then. What keepsit ridin' around near ablack hole, when that hole€'s supposed to eat
darsfor breakfast?"

<I| gather that one might aswell question why adrawing remains on a sheet of paper when you dideit
across atable.>

"Huh?' Toby rubbed his shoulders, fighting cramps. His muscles were bunched hard and he had to pound
on them to free them up any. Helay back, tired. "So this esty, it'swritten into the, the— "

<Do not struggle. Y our language does not have the concepts. The esty is aspace-time kerne embedded
into another space-time, which in turnis curved by the black hole. The esty isagtabledip in thisoveral



curvaiure. A well. A refuge>

Toby brushed at the soft, moist grass. At first it moved away. Then it caressed hisfingers. "Thisgrass—
it'sesty-tuff?'

<No, only the foundation is folded space-time. Ordinary matter accretesto it.>
"Ummm. Good to know grassis il grass”
<Growing ingde asmall, pocket space-time. Likeacapillary inthewall of apulsing artery.>

Toby lay back and let Quath go on. She wastrying to get across dippery ideas. He fumbled with them
and findly decided to smply accept. Primates, Quath had oncetold him, liked to reason by anaogy, like
holding up an orange and seeing how it was like a planet. Here something like that was needed.
Capillaries, arteries, the esty asflow. But the fed of this place was off balance, not like anything he had
ever known. Pressing textures played dong hisskin. The air kept stretching and relaxing, rubbery.
Tremors beneath him radiated upward into the cottony blanket above. The esty, adjusting itself? The
waveswere just below the edge of hearing — yet he felt them through his bones, aheavy pulse.

And on top of this, the troubled sense of being watched. Scrolling federsin his sensorium. When he
focused on them they dispersed.

Toby stared up in wide-eyed awe. "Land asfat as God's pocket.” A cloud dissipated and he saw high
above avast curving green mat, spotted in vibrant yellows and purples. Land, far away.

Theroof of thisLane arced over them, asif they werein a huge spinning cylinder, pinned to the sides by
centrifugd force. But there was no spin, Quath told him. Or nothing that would seem to humanslike spin.
Instead, the esty held itsdlf together with its own curvature of .. itsalf. He struggled with the ides, got
nowhere, so tossed it asde.

And tucking up and away from him, to all sdes, the speckled forests. He had seen ancient pictureslike
this, sghts called up by Aspects and sent into the Family sensorium for entertainment after along day's
foot travel, but he had always figured they were figments, artworks, mere fancies of adead past. Lush
green unending.

<Humans and others have shaped the esty to their liking. Y our father told me, when the Andro person
was looking at your Legacy, that it contained areferenceto this place. It was once referred to as "the
Redoulbt."

"Huh? To doubt again?'

<No, aplacetoretireto. | gather that humanity, and other carbon-based forms, came here to escape the
mechs, long ago.>

"Hmmmm ..." Light seeped from arocky hill nearby. Toby got up, edgy despite the embracing cam here.
Hewalked over to the shining stone and kicked it with aboot.

Try ashemight, thunking his sharp-toe into it jarred loose no chips. Anivory radiance oozed from the
layers. Knots of gaseous esty floated, spitting beacons. They lit the shadowy reaches with probing
beams, like mry lanterns drifting on unseen winds.

Sowly the soft light ebbed. The seemingly solid rock grew shadows, asif asun were setting somewhere
deep inthe foggy stone. Blades of sunlight radiance danced deep within it, like summer's promise cutting
deeply into awatery cavern. He felt himsalf suspended above an ayss of nothingness, amere crust



keeping him from plunging down into — what?

Unease crept up his spine. Luminosities played far down insde the seemingly solid rock. Like agulf of
nothingness. He hung above sulky depths.

He shook himself. No timeto fall into abstracted moods. He called up a smattering of geology from Isaac
— who, predictably, wanted to discourse on the dip and dide of planets. Toby cut him off.

"Thisstuff, it lookslike, uh, afunny kind of limestone."
<They cdl it timestone.>
"But whet isit?"

Quath began to explain but Toby could not keep his mind on the talk, compared with the dippery
immediate fed to everything here, the giveto air and rock dike. He let the information filter down to the
parliament that was himself, where gobbets of succulent information fed the Agpects and Faces and the
one smoldering Persondity. They took to it eagerly, while he smply fdlt, scarcely thinking at al. Shibo
asked, So science has grabbed time and made it like akind of space?

He relayed thisto Quath, who clacked and said, <The esty isan arenafor the struggles of particlesand
fidlds. Or ese maybe there was nothing but curved esty — and somehow everything el se, matter and
motion, came out of curving the esty.>

Shibo was as unsettled by this as he had ever felt her.
Maybe even in tiny pieces? Pebbles, sand? So that everything'sredly, down deep, esty?

Isaac put in, Many ages ago our science abandoned the smple notion that physics was geometry. But in
thisplace...

Even | saac seemed subdued by the silent strangeness. Toby was restless from the strangeness of this
place. "Come on — let'sgo."

<Where?>

"Uh..." Getting away from the weight of father and Family had been giddy, liberating. But now hismind
was blank. "Just keep moving. | need to think."

They went for awhile without spesking. Quath's silence grew to seem like aprecise criticiam, al the
harder to answer because it was ungpoken. They worked their way toward a distant upthrust of green,
thinking it to be agrassy hill from which they could get a better view. But as they approached Toby saw
griationsworking in the layers of it, colors mixing flame-yelow and reddish-brown and scattershot blue.
Sometimes shards of emerald emerged, asif from astruggle of the light within. Without warning asheer
cliff writhed in scraping agony above them, like something laboring to be born. A sheet peded off,
cracking and booming, curling away like apetd of animmense flower. Its base yanked free. Toby ran
back, trying to get clear. But the sheet did not fal. Instead the still-curling layer compressed, contracting
aong itslength and then aong itswidth, shrinking, complaining in grating groans— dl the while oozing
burnt-orange rays, as though some unseen fire baked inside. The edges turned crimson and then curled
back, showing awell done brown. Still it dwindled, crevices sputtering with fist-sized flares, and —
crack! the sheet vanished. A sharp concussion knocked Toby flat. Hefelt asif somebody had smacked
him in the forehead with astick.

<Esty cannot last.> Quath didn't seem disturbed. <As| suspected.>



"Whered it go?'
<Somewhen dse>
IIWMI

<| gather that a congtruction in esty shares the property of being in anxious equilibrium with the property
of duration.>

... HUh?'Y ou mean thiswhole place can't last?"

<Inprinciple, no. In practice, it islike your skin. Some doughs away, and other esty growsto replace
it>

"Seems afunny way to build."
<Itistheliving way.>

Without their noticing it the glow around and above them dimmed. Blades of radiance shot through
filigree clouds. A chill edged theair. Toby said, "Guesswe're donefor awhile,” and sat down ona
hummock sprouting awiry yellow grass. It had been long years since he had fled for afull and exciting
day across unknown terrain, and despite al the worries he kept at the back of hismind, hefelt
unreasonably good. Never mind that his Family lay behind him, that he missed them aready. Ache crept
up his calves and aferocious hunger sprouted in hisbelly.

"Y ou got rations?"

<| have learned to carry some.>

"Me, too. Let'seat. Then some deep. Tak later.”

<Y ou redlize the grave course you have set.>

"Y easay. Feding good for thefirg timein quiteawhile.”
<I do not like to understand so little.>

"Funny — that'sjust what | do like, right now."

2 TimesGrip

He woke up fuzzily. Shibo was crooning to him, asoft voice playing down through his body, massaging
his muscles and strumming aong fibrous nerve nets.

Weake. | love you for what you did and | will help you through this place. Hard | can be, and soft, too.
For you. But you must wake now, as much as you would like to stay down therein the syrup and cotton.

"Uhhhhh... okay ..."

— aliquid licking pleasure, soft darks, crooning winds outside, musky delights below, pulses hammering,
sharp tang of blood from abitten lip, quickening gasps—

He pushed the fedings away. Pleasant, but he knew he had to wake up. A dream? Somehow more
concrete than that...



Helay sprawled across spongy grass, arms spread out, boots off, servos dead. Vulnerable. He tapped
an incisor two short raps and felt his servos stutter back to life. His sensorium, spread wide for guard
duty, contracted into a half-gphere. Nothing funny on the perimeter, no orange-haloed possibleslying
doggo insde. Suit wegponry brimming, fresh-charged when he left Argo.

Safeto gtir. Long ago hisfather had taught him to appear dead when he awoke, until he wasfully ready
to fight. Helifted hisright hand —

— and it wouldn't budge. It lay palm-up on smooth, cool timestone. The flesh near hisknucklesfelt cold,
giff. He pulled harder. A little give, not much. He sat up awkwardly, hand pinned to rock. "Quath.”

<Good morning, though the light here does not properly lend itsalf to that description.>
"I'm stuck. Lemme—"

<| don't advise — >

"It'sgot me."

<Sill —>

He yanked hard. The right hand came free with an awful ripping sound — and aflash of white-hot pain.
IIQN!II

The entire back of his hand was raw, a scarlet patch of oozing corpus cles. It had |eft behind atattered
rag still stuck to thetimestone. Already turning brown, blood thickening in air.

<An unfortunate side effect of the physics. | should have anticipated — >

Toby clutched his hand and swore. He popped open his medical pouch, fished out supplies and dapped
an dl-purpose bandage on the bloody damage. "How'd — what — "

<| should have redlized. Esty rock isnot truly solid.>
"Fedssolid."

<It iscompressed events, rendered as mass. Press againgt it long enough and you become part of the
event.>

"What 'event'? That stuff tried to est me."

<Do not ascribe intention to physical law. Y our skin became wedded to the esty. It began to diffuseinto
the occurrence-space which this sub stanceis>

"Y ou mean everything here can sop us up, like sponges?’

<Only if you dwell long enough in close proximity — within afew atomic lattice spacings, say.>
"Thisgrass, eventheair?

<Not at dl. They are ordinary mass, the smple form of matter.>

Toby shook hishead. "L ook, let's eat some of that ordinary stuff.



Provisons, | mean. I'm woozy."

Quath threw him aration. <I gather that the timestone does eat matter placed againgt it, but at different
speeds. The bare stone — such aswhere you let your hand lie— absorbs quickly. Elsewhere, it does
not — so dirt and life can survive. All quiteingenioudy constructed.>

Toby bardy heard this. The bandage was aliving layer doing itswork, regrowing his skin. Already the
back of hishand wriggled, ascummy green mat eating his drying blood and making epidermis. But
Family bioengineering— when it had existed as aliving craft — had dictated that repair camefirs.
Nurturewas far down thelist, so the pain till made him grit histeeth. He turned off most of it by going
though his subcontrols, but it took time. Pain could also be auseful reminder, so it was not easy to block.
He ate some of hisrations, Stting gingerly on grass agood distance from any timestone. Morning was
nothing like sunrise here, though there was a crisp bite in the air. Patches of stone exuded pale beams of
light that scattered among the twisted trees. Distant peaks brimmed with dow-shifting colors. When the
cloudsfar above parted he could see other sources of radiance giving off diffuse glowsthat came and
waxed and flared again in long, patient pulses.

<Thislight ssemsto come from the accretion disk around the black hole. It becomes trapped in the esty
and carried along by solidified past events. >

"Seems enough to grow trees.”
<Thevirulence of thedisk ismuted here until it sustainslife. This cannot be accidentd .>
"Who you figure made this?*

<Not even the Philosophs know. | am too humble to speculate. Use of the fabric of space-time as
congtruction materia isaskill beyond my comprehension.>

"How 'bout us?'

<Y ou? Primates?>

"Why not? We made Argo, along way back. And don't forget the Chanddliers.”
<Y ou do not understand how much greater the esty is.>

"Ummm. Y ou'reimpressed by big ideas. Me, I'm impressed by atore-up hand.”

Toby had meant the suggestion as ajoke anyway. He had long ago given up trying to understand where
things came from. Time enough for such luxurieswhen hefelt safe. If ever.

Down the shining air came abird. It wasthefirst he had seen since Snowglade, in the years before
Citadd Bishop fdll. The mechs had found birds afairly trivia exercisein extinction and had easily blown
them from the skies.

Thisonewasfar larger than anything he had seen doft that was not mech. It neither fluttered like a
butterfly nor soared like a predator hawk, but instead sported with proud reliance on the fields of the air.
Hewatched it snag something he could not make out. Then it wallowed through amilky strand of
congealing vapor, more like snvimming than flying.

The cup of mottled air blew over Toby and he felt asudden sharp chill. Hetried to raise hisarm and
found it would not go, that he could not even bat his eyes. His chest froze. Muscleslocked up. Then the
stuff like tranducent glass was gone and he could breathe. The bird had wafted by without atwitter or



dightest show of concern. Only asit passed did he see that it had four wings and an outsized head.
Y dlow wings churned againgt a gathering breeze and the air thickened around it. Winds curled. The
atmosphere turned acolor like chalk mesting rust.

"Quath!™
<Wait. It passes.>
"Some westher," was al Toby could manage to say.

<Esty can sublimeinto vapor, | believe, even liquid — or so0 the "Introductory Text" implied. It mingles
withtheair. Try not to breatheitin>

Toby got his breathing right again. His chest hurt. Rock that turned to air? And maybe back again? He let
hisaching lungs subside.

Another bird came dow-flapping down a passing draft. With admira:

tion Toby followed its artful course on vagrant winds. "I dunno about this place, old bug-girl. If you have
to check it out before you draw a breath-"

Quath shot the bird. It blew to pieces. Toby cried out in darm.
"What'd you—"
<Look at it.>

Toby found parts of the body in some ssumpy grass. Blood everywhere, guts glistening fresh, an acid
scent. Head cracked open, eyes staring. At the back of the skull, shiny eectricals.

"Damn! It'sgot mech parts.”

<Made by them. Adroitly disguised.>

"And here"

<Precisdly. Mechanicals haveinfiltrated the esty Redoubt.>
"All thistime| thought we were sfe.”

<So do many. They scrupuloudly filter visitors such as oursdves for mechanical spies, for microscopic
agents, for intrusive programs in human computers. Andro said these measures were effective.>

"Double dog damn. That bird, it looked redl pretty.”
<l find it disturbing that the mechanicas know how to integrate organic formswith their own.>

"They did before, remember? That crazy leader on Trump, that Supremacy — his head was packed with
stuff likethis"

<True. | should have generalized from that.>
"But who'd think? Insde abird, even.”

<It was studying usfor abit too long, I thought.>



"If it had time to send asigna to whatever made it —"

<Quite s0. What are the chances that a mech device would find us, in the labyrinths of the esty?>
"Ummm. Depends on how many Lanesthere are.”

<There may be uncountably many. The mathematics of thisplaceisoy with infinities>

Coy? Quath picked some pretty funny words, sometimes. " Depends on how many spiesthe mechsre
sending, too."

<Thishird implies, then, that the mechanicas are much concerned. That they are hunting you.>
"Me? C'mon, my father'd like to get his hands on me, but mechs? I'm not important to them.”

Quath's servos wheezed uneasily. <Uncertainties converge. | believe we must again make use of the
esty's prime property — concealment.>

3 The Rock of Chaos

To "make use" meant moving fast over unknown terrain, looking for a pore-opening. Toby thought of the
wrenching places where the esty boiled open as sick-making confusions, but Quath spoke of them asthe
finest work of intelligence she had ever encountered.

Toby tried hard to understand as they ran, loping over sheets of timestone. His hand still hurt fiercely and
he stepped lively, afraid that the apparently solid rock would suck him in. Quath made her screeching,
ratchetlike laugh about this but he did not think it wasfunny.

Part of his problem was envisioning time and space dl gumboed together to make something he could
walk on. Hewas acutely aware of thetime, dl right. Of the enhanced, vivid now that divided the known
but fading past from the unknown, ghostly future. But how did you marry that to distance?

"Time, well, nobody can stop it, yeasay? And space, that'swhat keeps everything from mashing together
— so what've they got in common?"

Toby wastrying to provoke her, but Quath took it al very solemnly. Gravely she explained.

Ligtening, Toby caught an occasiona glimmering. Humans had an awareness of things becoming, bursting
forth into concrete solidity, and then fading into alimbo of memory. Quath said that space-time, the esty,
contained red time, and the trangence of human experienceswas only anilluson peculiar toliving
Crestures.

And what did their opinion matter, Toby thought wryly, since they were around for such ashort
glimmering? His I saac Aspect tendered up an ancient rhyme, Time goes, you say? ah no!

Alas, time stays, we go.
— and cackled with weird glee.

They passed by huge blank timestone walls, porous with blurred light. Giant towers worked and popped
with energy nearby, growing like triangular trees. Some seemed able to shiver the sky and wrench the
dtars gpart with their restless energy. Quath and Toby hurried by. They ventured with scarcely a pause
into abrupt turns, mazy avenues of timestone. Toby had kept himself in pretty fair condition on Argo, he
thought, but he had atrid in just keeping Quath within sight. Hislungs burned. Servosran hot. He



stopped abruptly. "Quath, | was wrong. Dead wrong."

<How?>

"Weve run out on the Family. That bird — what if mechsre dl over this place now?"
<Y ou believe the mechanica s will seek al the humans here?>

"Bishops, anyway. Comeon."

<Where?>

"I'm heading back."

Hefdt good about himsdlf for the next few hours, while they backtracked. Quath kept quiet. After a
while Toby saw why.

"Uh... which way from here?"

<I do not know.>

"We camethisway, yeasay?'

<Indeed.>

"The Lane connection, it was somewhere around here." Hills, trees, sky — dl different.
<Theesty isstrongly stochastic at the Lane connections, for those are the ingtability loci.>
Toby sagged down, eyes blank. " So we can't find our way back?"

<I fear not.>

as So they reversed again. Fruitlesdy returning over the same ground demordizing. And the terrain was
subtly different, which deegpened Toby's gloom. He had run away from hisfather, sraight into atrap. A
place that forgave no errors. Quath kept looking around, studying, distracted. When he asked her why,
shesad, <l am letting stochasticity — that is, chance — choose to favor us.>

"I — 1 don't get it. What're we looking for?"

<An obliging accident.>

"Soundslike acontradiction in terms." He panted hard, dippery air clogging histhroat.
<Y ou told me once of asmple puzzle you had solved. Here:>

Into his sensorium framed a pattern of paired numbers.

"Y ou messed it up. Each pair was supposed to add up to a hundred and one. There werefifty of them,
S0 that multiplied out to, uh, to five thousand and fifty."

<True. But in thissum | merely rearranged the numbersin arandom way — but | kept them al, so that
the tota remains four thousand nine hundred ninety-nine. The esty is so devised. What Andro called the
Lanes are subsets of the entire space-time here, tunnels opening and closing a random. But the sum of it
al — thefour thousand nine hundred ninety- nine of it — remains the same. Nothing isgained or lost.>



"Uh, okay. What's the point?"

<The esty conservesitsdf. But the continual shifting of the Lanes makes amap of the esty impossible,
Relying on the stochastic nature of the interplaying Lanesisthe only way to protect them.>

"The mechs can't find any particular Lane, becauseit's never in the same place twice?
<Or the same when.>
"Hiding in time, not space?’

<In both— in esty. The Lanesevolve by interacting. Thefalling of asingle timestone can multiply its
effect, building disorder. Smilarly, in aplanet's weether, amere passing wind can ir forth astorm.
Scrambling the esty Lanes rearranges them in time and space. No mathematical agorithm can unbind
them or trace their evolution. Security rests on the firm rock of chaos.>

Toby dowed, theidea sinking in. People had hid out here. Long ago, in the Hunker Down Era. Back
then Bishops and dl the Families had dug into the planets for protection, figuring the mechsworked best
in space. But some fraction of humanity had fled into the esty's chaos. Mechs could not map this
spaghetti space, so they could never be sure of finding al human colonies. He could see what Quath
meant with the arithmetic, sort of. But the weirdness of it remained — that disorder was safer than
planets, tougher to untie than snarled barbed wire. Numbers could hold smple, supple mgesty. Maybe
the strangest part of al thiswasthat redlity reflected the dance of numbers. Laws compdlled the esty to
knot and flex, laws ruled by the skittering logic of chaos. Compared to that mystery, the mechs seemed
amod ordinary.

"So where do we go?"'

<Forward. The farther we go, the more tangled our path becomes.>
"How'll we ever get back to the Family?'

<I do not know. | suspect that they, too, will enter thislabyrinth.>
"Following us?'

<Do not forget Abraham.>

"Yeasay. Let'sfind him first." He nodded to himself. Having asense of purpose made him fed better.
And thiswas a better place to be than stuck inside Argo, by far.

<Y ou are following your species-specific behavior.>
Toby had the uneasy feding that Quath knew what he was thinking.
"How'sthat?'

<Y our primate societies often were ripe with ritua journeys. Y oung men went off on questsinto
unknown lands. They had adventures, learned much, and returned transformed.>

"Y ou been sudying usagain?'
<| do dways.>
Toby had been fedling guilty about enjoying this, especialy now that they couldn't get back to the Famiily.



"We're not so damned predictable!”

<| note patterns. Y ou may have needed to escape the father, in order to define yourself.>
"Hey, you're pretty heavy with the crap here.”

<l amtrying to understand avery strange species.>

" Sometimes understanding's the booby prize, buggo.” Toby laughed and put al such theorizing out of his
mind. It was aluxury, thekind of thing peoplein cities did. He seitled into the rhythm of the run.

He watched the landscape with wary respect, aware now that it took time to shape time. Esty storms had
carved out intricate canyons of comalacted instants. Compressions and twistings made unscaable walls,
tomach-turning drop-offs, boxlike traps of curved, sllent timestuff.

Moving through the gasping-hard s opes and sudden gaps was exhausting. Quath had ample energy, but
the pace began to tell on Toby. He kept looking back to check for signs of pursuit. Unbidden, hisfather's
wordsin their last encounter pealed through hismind.

Shibo was there to comfort him, to immerse sharp memory in her soft presence. She sang and delighted
him, digractionsgdore.

Still, thefeding of pursuit would not leave him. His calves began to ache, his breath rasped. He forced
himself to keep up with Quath's great bulk, which seemed to flow easly over the jumbles of gravel and
swdling rock.

Findly, when Toby was sweating hard, they took abreak at the base of asteep cliff. Quath lowered
herself to an easeful position atop her legs and seemed to fdl instantly adeep, thefirst Sgn he had ever
hed that she dept at dl. Or maybe, with her multiple minds, she wasjust resting, and |etting some fraction
of hersdf stay on watch.

Above them the cliff had spires, poolsthat hung to the sheer face like teardrops of black iron, and
sky-piercing poles of asickly yellow. But the dliff faceitself was smooth. Toby watched acreamy frieze
seem to float out of the rock — adanted void where blobs and strings wrapped and coiled together. He
walked over to look.

He peered into a deep field where shadows played. A moment from some other time and place, a
painting of agonies. The dow-moving mosaic leaked jarring sounds, like stedl racketing on stedl.

Deep down in the timestone, ruddy, pulsing blobs fell upon green-tinged stalks, squeezing them until pus
oozed from purpling tips. Image-bursts came ratcheting out of the rock like agonies released.

Toby watched, fascinated, and read the action as a battle, a daughter of the stalks by predatory blobs
the color of dried blood. Only after awhile did he glimpse thetiny date-gray stalks that tumbled in the
wake of each struggle. Then he guessed that the blobs were somehow assigting in the mating of the
gaks, or milking from them the next generation of hesitant, torpid infant stalks.

But thisimpresson itsalf soon was destroyed by the sight of sickly-yellow blobs emerging from the tips of
the new stalks, wobbling like soap bubbles, and then attaching themsel ves to the mottled underside of the
larger blobs.

Asthey did, shrieks peded off the timestone wall. Sheets of brittle sound, like the final desperate cries of
small birds being torn apart.



Y et the mosaic kept on, a perpetud floating play of forces he could not comprehend, issuing humming
songs. Rough coughs, pained screeches, staccato, insectlike pepperings— none seeming to repest, or
bring meaning to the action.

Only then did Toby seethat his attempts to impose meaning on the vison were pointless. Hewas
witnessing a passing event from some unknowable e sewhen, flaking off the timestone as he watched. An
ancient record dissolving into fog asit sheared away from the spongy surface. The motion he witnessed
came asfine planes peded off, each invigbly thick, like the thin dice that separates future from past.

He reflected on what Quath had said. He didn't much like science— which he thought of as afearsome
entity, not ideas but aforce of nature, for he had never met a scientist and would not know what one
looked like. Here science had seized time, stripped away many of the everyday aspects, and madeit like
akind of unsteady, pliant thing. It made lives seem likeriffling pagesin abook.

Gingerly he reached out, stroked the face of the event-matter. It was water-cool here, untouchably hot
there— again, no logic, no scheme. And that wastheflat fact of it: occurrence beyond human
categories, brought forth from places unknowable.

Then the timestone ruptured. He had looked into it, assuming the therf[:] ‘ere, each coming toward him as
the layers peded flatness of the events off int,o filvfaOtalk thirirhing poked out of the mist. It wriggled.
Shards of Avrupy ' -. The rubbery stalk extruded from the tmesto.n.e,

sil.v,ery ,cefl,a.keadrrfaint-rr-'d longer. With apop it wriggled free and fell at hismlccer.mann. Is. - ;a
clear. A plaintive cdl. feet. nh:Omitr |oloanwedCd it. They floundered from the timestone asif spat
drz-aking what had been comfortably distant imagest.c,rysta, lled n, .at bffdbs grew out of the timestone
and attached itself to anls n. each: t.meor, me. ov-If ... The stak farted a core of hard blue gas and the
blob noaung ump of water , .- 1'1 of velvety fire. answered with awhorl ¢ Eerie, unred. Shibo Oc.o sach
.11l thiscomes out of laws, physical laws. These Remember that all -afrom somewheredseinthe esty.
We should are trapped events explore it. come?”

"Uh..." Head fogg;gogy’ Thisisaway to fin— n— d — what e se lurksin the esty. We cannot go to
these places ourselz.

"Can't seehow I'd /2 i want to anyway." Whispering.

Do not betimid! risky."

"Isfunny ... ri | wasin fiesh | never felt cowardice. Go forward. When
"llo, you got med -wrong, I'm just saying— "

0: more about the world. That's the only smart | wanted to know o Believe way to stay dive. E ‘csyou
me, | know how dead you can beinsde if something stop from — if you stop trying, learning, changing.

"Shibo ... | don't. Coward. Open yocursdlf to it!

He stepped closer, z— s danced up and licked at Toby before he could move. They were warm and
soft and made him want more of their obliging comfort. He felt uneasy but within himself therewasa
push-pull of diverging impulses. Shibo's Persondity moved massively, blotting out his caution with asilky,
caming curiosty.

We mugt explore this place. It iswonderful, | think. Y ou were so right to come here.

"I didn't, redly, I just..."



Hiswordstrailed away. Shibo wanted to explore this strangely swarthy flame and so he stooped and put
his hands and forearmsinto the purpling mass.

Coal, dick. Not afireat dll. It felt even better now. So pleasant to thrust up to the shoulders, hisface full
init. Fragrances swarmed through him — swest, pliant.

So comfortable. Beckoning.

Then he remembered the addictive amusements... back there... in the gray city... the one he had | ft.
Something important about that.

The stuff wriggled al over hisface. He wrenched away. Scraped at it with leaden hands. Gluey ropes
stuck to him. Licking strands inched across his mouth, nose, eyes. He dapped at them, stripped them
away. A vilereek legpt up into his nodtrils: flavorslike emotions— angry, vindictive, spiteful, wronged
love

He wadded up the cloying filament, struggling against waves of fleeting but sharp emotions. He dropped
the fluffy, welcoming resilience and ingtantly regretted doing it. The pang of remorse was keen and oddly
bitter. Shibo punched through to him with

Get away! Quick!

— and he was off, scrambling fast, part of him flooded with remorse, another scared.
"What was that?"

Some form of paradite. Rather sophiticated.

"Youtoldmetodoit."

| only suggest. | cannot act.

Her hurt toneirritated him. "Y ou leaned on me, dammit, made—"

He dammed into Quath in hishurry. As he picked himsaf up she sent one of her keen-edged staccato
burgts that was as close as she got to sounding like human laughter.

<Afrad of the fish?> Quath had missed the whole drama.
"Thoseretrouble" Toby said lamely.

It had dl been internal, he saw. Fever-ripples of contrary emotions danced across his skin where the
velvet had grasped. Hisfresh epidermis on the back of hisinjured hand sent him a puckering sense of
pleasure, asif the flesh was being kissed by awide, welcoming mouth.

<Everything hereis>
4 Unsettled Movement

They had run themsalves out and till the seeping light did not ebb. They were not on arevolving planet,
S0 day and night did not make their cyclic claims. A fitful glow soaked through from exposed teeth of
timestone, casting shadows among the green and yellow foliage. Toby went hard until his boots dragged,
s0 they stopped and dept. Still no sgn of anyone dse. Or of pursuit. He woke up to hear Shibo singing.
Words peded, addicate but persstent melody, light and airy. Then he realized that his eyeswere open



but he saw nothing. He blinked to restore vision. Twisted trees, big-bellied clouds, rock — hisvision
flickered, stabilized. He sat up, disturbed. Nothing threatening nearby. Wind sighing in the stringy brush.
A sulphurouslance of light cutting afoggy gladeto hisleft. There was no reason for her to co-opt his
senses"What... 7'

| needed an outing. Y ou were soundly adleep so—

"Y easay, and now I'm not. No thanksto you."

After your misadventure yesterday, | expect you could use alittle help.

"Misad — oh, the purple flames?Y ou were the one wanted to give it a closer look."

Y ou misremember. | derted you to it when you were up to your chinin

"Not theway | recal. Y ou were a my back, pushin' the whole time, wanting to touch it.”
Y ou have edited out your own attraction.

"Thehell | have. | wondered what it was, sure, but — "

Let'snot argue. We escaped without harm — together. That isthe important point. Aslong aswe remain
together and dert, even in such astrange and wonderful place we can stay safe.

Thislittle lecture put histeeth on edge but he kept quiet. Directing thoughts to her would just make her
say more and right now he wanted inner sllence, achanceto think by himsalf. For himsdf.

Hewent for acal of nature. While he was burying it so the smell would be hard to track, Shibo talked to
him. He butted her back — pressure againgt astiff wall. He struggled silently, mouth twisting, and then
came the shock: he could not get rid of her. She was dways there now, riding behind his eyes.

Why should you not want my help?

"Why?'Cause| got no choice anymore.”

Y ou are too young to go forth without my aid.

"How 'bout | decide that?"

point exactly. Y ou can make bad decisons, you know.

"At least they'd bemine."

We have such acloseness. Do not push me away.

Something about her "closeness’ made him unessy, but he could not find the words.

— acloying sense of moist pressures, syrupy air that would not leave his heaving lungs, liquid running in
through his nose and ears and unwilling mouth, snaky fog-feders sweet, so swveet —

When his breathing was back to normal he tramped back to Quath. She had warmed up some of his
own field grub, stock she was carrying for him. He forgot about Shibo. The greasy excellences of the hat,
oily food pushed her presence clear out of his consciousness. Which was ardlief. She had been hanging
in himfor days now, heavy as awet boot. He only redlized this when she was subdued.

<Y ou kicked and spoke in your deep.>



"Uh huh. Dreams, | guess.”

<Something more.>

"How would you know?"

<Y our kind conveys much through facial sgnals— an odd method, one we do not employ. >
"Y ou read my face when I'm adegp?’

<I read dways. Thisisessentid to understand humans. | digitize your image, then compare with previous
measurements.>

"Measurements of what?'

<Of angles and amplitudes of skin folds, color, eyebrow thickness, curvatures of mouth and eyes.>
"My God! Y ou work pretty hard.”

<But that ismerely what you do.>

"Naysay, | just give people asquint and figure out — hey, you mean that's how | know how people
fed?"

<Of course. Y ou are designed so that none of thiswork is conscious.>
"But for youitis?'

<If | wishitto be>

"And if you don't?"

<Normally | delegate the task.>

Toby knew that thought was anet of racing electrica impulses, the dance of atoms speaking through their
fleet messengers. But wasthat al histhoughts meant? He looked at Quath without knowing what to say.

<I have been reading for along while now the signals which move across your face. Especidly at times
like now.>

"It's Shibo. Something about her."
<Sherides upon you uneasily.>

<Maleness for you must dways carry some anger, aruthless densty. Y ou areimpelled to unsettled
movement, androgen-agitated. Y our mora errors are most often aquick brutishness.>

"Hey, I'm better than that."

<Femaleness— a convention which gppliesto me only vaguely — carriesin your primate varieties an
acute sengitivity of response. Thisis embedded within a composed stability, self-contained. Y our females
are expectant, impelled to waiting, estrogen-dow. Their errors tend to the static, the enduring face.>

"Hey, comeon. That's so smplified. Hell, | fed steady and composed plenty of times— just not lately, is



al. And Besen, lookit her. She's as kick-ass as they come, when she getsriled.”

<Y our genus drifts between these polar extremes— amode with great survival vaue, and so seen again
and again throughout higher life. But frequent gray does not digprove that black and white exist.>

"You got sex on the brain, big-bug," Toby said uneasily.

<Y our sexua geometries shape your perception of the world — a collaboration between male and
femae, apainting etched by tensons. Man is pointed toward invasion. Woman exploits the advantages of
the hidden, the never-fully-knowable, the grotto of welling darkness. Thisisthe strategy of your species.
Merging them inamind so young asyoursisinherently destabilizing.>

"That'swhat'sgoing onin me?'
<I believe s0.>
"What'l | do?'

<I do not know. We are without the required technology for the two principa remedies. As| understand
your primate minds, the optimum cure would be to reinforce your own subcharacters.>

"Which?'

<Perhapsyour sdf-sense. That isan idiosyncratic agent present in al human minds. It supportsan
obliging illuson— that asingle sdf rulesyour intdllect and senses>

"Soif | built up this'sdf-sense’ ... 7"
<It would counter the areas which the Shibo Personaity isinvading.>

"Ummm." He was having trouble keeping his attention on the discussion. He et aforeboding when he
paid exact attention to Quath's words. But then an itch in his servo-couplers would make him scratch, or
ayawn, or some small piping of his sensorium. He would lose the thread of Quath's argument. It seemed
asif dl kinds of little things were poking at him, making his attention veer away from this problem. "The
other way — "

<We do not have the equipment to adequately carry out — >
"Yeasay." A deep breath. "L ook, I'll handle thison my own."
<I believe the problem can only worsen.>

"We got plenty more to worry about.”

<I fear that — >

"Leave me— and her! — aone."

Toby leaped up, prickly with energy. Hewaked off, contracting his sensorium, cutting off discussion.
Quath'swords were till with him. Y ou are impelled to unsettled movement, androgen-agitated. His boot
thumped in frustration on a chunk of timestone. He drank from the stream that muttered nearby. The
water was sharp and fast-running. It cleared his head and quite suddenly he became aware that he felt
ddicioudy lazy from the deep. The uneasinessin him was gone, soothed away somehow, and he did not
ask what had doneit. As he waked back to Quath a distant peak cracked apart and showered down
glittering fragments. Pensively he gazed around at the warped greatness. "Hey, y'know, we could name



these"

<l do not follow.>

"Maybe nobody's been in this particular Lane before. Could be, right?*

<Possibly. Though humans and others have occupied this complexity for very long times.>
"How long?"

<Thellluminatessay it isat least severd tens of thousands of your yearsold.>

"Ummm." Toby thought of history in terms of his Aspects, not in

"years." |saac was of the later Arcologies. Poor fractured Zeno was from even further back. History was
people, not numbers. Impatiently he said,

"Soif werethefirg to be here, we get to do the naming.”

<That isahuman convention?>

"Tradition, wecdl it. A right, redly."

<"Rights' are not auseful concept here.>

"Hey, come on. We could use some of those fancy names. Places the Aspects go on about.”

Instantly there flooded into hisidling mind a shotgun blast of names, titles, dl tinged with faint echoes of
slvery memory. Tombs of Ishtar. Grand Palace. Altars of Innocence. Goddammountain. Bamboozle
Bridge. Androscogginn. Pinnacle Prime. Dassadummeakesg. Ever-rest. Pike's Pyramid. 1Ss. Mount
Olive. DoDeDeed. Angry Sink.

<Why namethem at al?> Quath asked quietly.

Something in her tone made Toby blink. It was an odd human vanity, he saw, adesireto grab and hold.
Shibo helped him see what every nomad knew in his sinews — that the world wasto see and use and
move on, part of the flow and trek of life. Naming the land didn fit.

"Wadl... Let 'em name themsdves, then."

But apart of him felt frustrated. He hid that from Shibo. Or tried.
Hard Spark

Despite steep passes and rough ground they made good time — whatever that meant, in atwisted
esty-place that kept confusing Toby'sways of thinking. Severa timesthe air and rock swayed like things
seen under water and he felt sick.

Weather, Quath said. The esty adjusting to theinfal of mass. Hisinner ear told him that "down" wasa
matter of opinion, shifting as the timestone groaned and flakes popped off.

They entered wind-whipped desert. Jumbled terrain curved up and away into a burnt-orange sky. The
other side of the Lane was so far away he could not make it out even under highest closeupping.

"Big place. Gravity's opposte over there?'



<True. The sicknesswefed comesfrom tidal wrenchings>

"Uh huh. Therés somethin' more, though. Y ou fed it?"

<| sense being watched.

"Yeasay. | can't pinit down.”

<Weare sensed in adiffused way. Unsettling.

"Not mech, I'd say. Doesn't smell like them.”

<Perhaps. The mechanicas are smarter than our kinds.

"Some ways, maybe."

<Yes. In some ways.

Quath was getting jittery. She said little and her legs fidgeted when she wasn't using them.

It got hotter, then suddenly cold. A dry wind sucked and chimed likefaint music. Small esty waves
rippled by. The whispery toneswere clear but mysterious, inhuman but pleasant to alonely ear, deeply
dill and yet moving with theflexing of the edty.

"Sure not much water here,” Toby said, trying to keep sometalk going againgt their shared uneasiness.

<Liquid water isararity in the galaxy. Near the Eater the problem of supporting organic forms such as
oursalvesisfar worse. | am surethe esty is made to collect and conserve water with high efficiency.>

"Y ou figure it was made for us? | mean, humans?'
<No. Mot planetary life shares fundamenta chemidiries. Mineisnot so different from yours.>

"l remember you saying once that you'd mingled genetic stuff with some species, way back in history.
Wasit with us?'

<No. We engaged with ahigher form, | am sure.>
"Oh yeasay? How high?'

<Our records are vague. But the connection took usto a higher plane of contemplation. More advanced
than single-minded forms>

Toby wasn't sure what "advanced" might mean, and was not much impressed if it meant you were huge
and had to clank around in ahard carapace and knock over things without noticing.

He had tried to shave in the mornings here but the water and soap had the fluid sucked out of them by
the air before he was hdf through. Aridity squared, air like a sponge.

Breezes of thwarted gravity led them into aterritory of demented vegetation. Corkscrew fernstwisted in
tight loops dl around them. Giant fronds feathered to catch the sporadic light of the distant esty walls.

<They respond to the esty weather,> Quath said. <A hdlix can better rest the shears and warps of
changing gravity.>

Each corkscrew was a scaled-down woodland. Their helical sheets were veined in green and orange,



concealing pockets and crevices packed with creatures who clicked and chattered and whistled, caling
from the coiling complexity of the parent tree. For fun he tried to catch amouse with wings and ended up
with askinned ebow, from snatching futilely at nothing but air.

He was eating some ddlicious purple fruit when he fet atwingein his sensorium. Not much, just a
wrinkle. Then a pale ghostly wedge shot through his senses. Blunt ingpection. Not the earlier subtle sense
of eyesjust beyond view.

He looked up. Something long and tapered came gliding high up in the brassy sky.
He had felt such cool, remorselessforce before.
Quath called, <Quick!> and was off, moving fast.

Toby followed. To watch Quath go up adope wasto seethejob reduced to its essentials. They got
under some dense trees. He was running and trying to identify the skittering sensorium traceswhen a
massve boom hammered down through the forest.

It flattened them both. His sensorium rang. Limbs crashed nearby. Helicdl fronds rained down.
<Keep low. | shdl spread a deceptive screen.>

"Mechs. They're high up.”

<Some amdl figures. Onelarge.>

"Damn!"

<Not mere reconnaissance, as with the bird.>

"Double dog damn!"

<Itisominous that the mechanicas have invaded the Lanes>

"They mustve brokenin.”

<Y es, but why now? Observetheir patterns. Clearly they are searching.>

"I remember some of these patternsand — " Something in his sensorium, coming fast.
<| am adisadvantage to you now. | am far easier to find.>

"Quath... It'sthe Mantis."

A long silence. Striations moved at the edge of his sensorium.

<I heard of thisform from Killeen. A higher order of mech.>

"Dangerous as hdll, too."

The Mantis shape moved in astrange zigzag way. One moment it was shrinking, seeming to go further
down the Lane — and next he caught its moverment aong aridgeline nearby, haf hidden by the glowing
rock.

<Others.>



Smadler formsflitted among puffbal clouds. One skimmed whispering over the canopy, veered, was
gone.

"We thought we killed the Mantis back on Snowglade.”

<I wonder if the higher orders of mechsdieat al.>

"Weblew it to pieceswith Argo's exhaust!"

<Wethink of selves bound up in bodies. The mechs may not.>

"Well, dicing them up seemed to work pretty well."

<Think of thismanifestation, if you must, asakind of cousin to the Mantisyou knew.>

Toby laughed. "Mechswith reatives?' Family was so human; mechs had no need of the concept. "So
you figureit's coming here, snooping round...”

<I| agree. Thisimplies an unsettling revision of our ideas>
"My Family's escape from Snowglade...”

<Perhapsit was not as it appeared.>

"Maybeit was asetup?’

<It brought you to the world where | captured Killeen.>
"Y ou figure the Mantis meant for that to happen?"

Quath settled down on her many legs. Their shared sensoria contracted further and her sensors, better
than his, scanned the sky. <If so, to what end? With the Illuminates and Philosophsto guide, | helped you
reach this eerie place.>

"So? Why'd any mech want us here?"

<Y ou assume the mechanicals act with one vision, one cause.>

"I never saw them do any different.”

<For the lower mechanica orders, perhaps.>

"Lower?'

<Thetypesyou could kill.>

"Wedid dl right. Stayed dive."

<I suspect the higher oneswould beimpossibleto kill.>

"Umm. Like the Mantis." Shadowy shapes came nearer, dipping over hillslike sheets of gliding ail.
<If we have come here as part of somelarger am — >

"Doesn't make al the work and danger ook so damn glorious, doesit?"

<| suspect that istoo narrow aview. Very primate.> Quath had an antiseptic tone, a polite disdain for



such animal excesses.

"Look, what'sthis Mantis after?'

<Certainly not merdly to kill us>

"Suredead us, then.”

<It probably could have donethat before now.>
"Then what'sit want?"

<You, | suspect. All of you.>

Toby's brow wrinkled. A shadow fell over the thick canopy. He squeezed down his sensorium. With
acoustic suppressors even the wheeze of breathing could not leak out. He lay covered by the loops of
spira blue-green that had showered down. He raised his head dightly and wasjust in timeto seeathin
yelow spark come caroming among the trees. It struck some and bounced off, humming asif it were
talking to itself. About the size of his head. The spark turned darker and orange-tinged with each
collison. It came nearer — and moved faster than he could follow.

It hit Quath. Angry red embers shot over Quath's carapace. One leaped off her and chewed at Toby's
left Sde. Herolled automatically, trying to get away from the pain. "Ah!" The embersfizzled awvay.

Toby lay absolutdly till. Nothing changed. The shadow had passed on and with it the padewedgein his
sensorium. Aches hardened into swift, shooting painin hisarm. "Q... Quath?'

No sgnd. "Quethl”
<Quiet.>

They lay that way for along time as winds whipped through the high spird folds above. Toby probed at
himself. He flinched when he moved hisleft arm a certain way and found out that the arm was broken.
He blocked most of the nervesfrom there but could not get al of them. To stop al the hurt would have
meant losing motor control of thearm.

Quath moved. Slow, tentative.

He had been thinking of himsdf and felt guilty when he saw how much damage she had taken. It was dl
onthefar sdeof her. "Hurt bad?"

The words sounded stupid. Three legs shattered. Spokes of white metal jutting through the carapace.
Brown fluid everywhere.

<| have tapered down the pain centers.>
"Canyouwak?'

<Margindly.>

"Can| hep?'

<Yes. Leave>

"Huh?"' Toby stood, staggered, and picked up one of her splintered shanks. "No way!"



<I will only draw fireto us. Y ou should leave. EscapethisLane. Y our only protection isto immerse
yoursalf among humans. The Mantiswill have more difficulty finding you that way.>

Toby scowled. "What's changed, Quath?
<None of my fedlingsfor you, be assured.>
"But, but what — " He stopped himself because he was afraid he was going to cry.

<| came with you because | suspected that your protection was of great importance. The Mantis
confirmsthis>

"Why am | suchabig ded?'

<| suspect you are part of alarger pattern.>

"Damnit, that'sjust atheory!"

<We must act with imperfect knowledge>

"What sanctimonious, ridiculous— "

<Y our anger isunderstandable. | understand what it masks. | love you, t00.>
"What?1, I, uh..." Hewas stymied.

<Go. You must stay out of their grasp until we al know more.>
"But wherell | meet you? This place, it'sso big, whet'll | do?!
<Y ou must make your own way now. Go.>

"Damnit! | wont."

<Youwill.>
6 Mind Surgery

He holed up in ashaded hollow and the pain started in on him. It had spread into hisribs and he was not
surprised to find that three of them were broken too. The eectrical energy of the spark had dissi pated
into tiny shock waves that snapped bone and broke capillaries.

That'swhat his diagnogtics told him. The facts popped up in hisleft eye when he keyed in for them.
Signifier icons showed bright and clear. Y dlow fractures, scarlet blood patchesin hisarm, 3D blue
paghetti for pain networks.

Solutions popped up too. Making field repairs was not easy. He caled up two seldom-used Faceswho
did the hard work at the back of his skull. They wormed down out of his cerebral cortex and into the
basic, shadowy machinery. Most of the brain was circuitry for housekeeping operations. Y ou couldn't
conscioudy intervene in how your food got digested or control your heartbeet. They ran just fine on their
own. And it would be abad idea to make intervention easy and risk screwing yourself up out of
clumsiness. But repairing damage could be accelerated and this was a time when he needed that.

These Faces squirmed down into operating centersthat fed stimuli and ferried nutrients. They took over.
He knew they were working when hisarm started to tingle. It was like being tickled deep insgde only it



didn't make you laugh. So he cried for awhile and felt better. He wriggled around and broke out in a
cdammy sweat dl dong hisleft Sde.

More explosions boomed down from the sky but he was afar way beyond that and didn't care. His
systems labored heavily. Bone repair was hard, he knew, and he tried to not let his conscious mind
interfere.

But therewere alot of thingsto think through and he could not keep his mind on them for long. Spikes of
pain broke through and startled him. Then his systems would catch the problem and hewould be dl right
for awhile. The sweats did not go away though.

The dreams started then.

Only they were not dreams because in between them he had his eyes open. They played on hisretinaand
there was nothing he could do to stop them. Hetried closing his eyes but they till ran.

He was riding in something that had whedls but seemed to fly. A woman had offered him arideinit and
somehow they had passed through dissolving air and furious, fast rock, and now were careening down
(or maybe up) asteep flat lake. 1t was smooth and seemed horizontal, with hisweight thrusting straight
down aong hisspine. But it was aso angled so that they accelerated acrossit. The jet-dark surface
spewed and foamed and muttered to itself like astormy liquid but the woman rapped it with agtick every
few minutes, asif trying it for strength, and the stuff gave back a solid ringing smack, like stedl ringing
bong bong on granite.

Shibo grinned a him. Her bright sharp teeth laughed out words so mangled he could not catch them and
there was no time to smooth them into meaning. They plunged forward.

It went on along time. She had teeth missing, two ears on her left side and none on theright, and wore
only ahdter. This had seemed important when hefirst saw her but such facts were now dwarfed by the
blistering wind that raked him, the jolting speed, the lurches of hisdready aggrieved somach. "Long live
al!" she shouted back to him and took a pull from avaporizer.

"Long live me, anyway," Toby answered. He had taken afew hitsfrom the vaporizer and wasfeding
strange but till scared.

Something big hit the black lake and threw up adark geyser in snarled fingers.
"WEeIl makeit!" Shibo shouted.

She had to because other people were trying to talk to him. Their oices came down from the sky, but by
the time they reached him they were whispers.

Instead of breaking into droplets the black waters squared out into planes. "Let medo it,” Shibo called.
She smashed the panesinto showers of glinting mica shards. " See?"

— and hewas in the open, rolling down ahill. He cracked his knee on arock and inhaed dust. Choked.
Gasped. Thiswasreal, no dream. He looked back up the dope and saw thetall grass mashed down
where he had been lying in abath of his own sweet. Something had made him get up and sumble and fall
out here, exposed. He scrambled back up asfast as he could.

On theway up his knee hurt more than hisarm or ribs. That was agood sign aslong as the knee wasn't
damaged. He found the place where he had been lying. It was damp and smelled bad.

His knee was getting better, though. He walked alittle unsteedily to a stream and cleaned himself off for



thefirg timein — two? three? — days.

Hard to tell. Hisinboard monitor told him, 2.46 daysin al. Impossible to tdl here with the light coming
and going like fitful weather. He wondered how al the forest had adjusted to this erratic pace.

For awhile hejust lay beside the stream without any energy for more. A solid fact sat in front of him and
would not let him rest. He knew what had to be done now and that Quath had been right. Shibo had
kept him from seeing it. The way she had kept him from registering other things. Amusing him with
interior gpectaclesthat got more and more frantic.

The damage and repair had undermined some part of her somehow. At least for now. Which meant he
had to do it now or later he would think of something else that needed doing or maybe get distracted by
agimpy joint or afunny itch and then he would never do it. Maybe not for the rest of hislife.

He crawled back in a shaded hole and got out hisfield kit. The tools were not made for thisjob. They
had socket and groove faces, tiny insert arms and variable-geometry drivers, but nothing specidized.
And he had to work behind himsdf. Operating by fed, stting up when he wanted to lie down.

Y ou do not want to do this.

Hedid not answer her. The small adjustable tips were hard to get right. Hisfingers were blunt and
clumsy. He dropped onetip and had to fish it out of the dirt and clean it off. No way to even keep dl the
instruments lined up properly.

| have done so much for you. Y ou and | work together. Y our female sdeintegrateswith mine.

Thetip endswould not come right. He lined them up and inserted them into the butt of the axistool. The
fit was not perfect but it would do.

| have so much moreto teach you. If you will only give metime. | can give excellent advice on how to
dedl with thisplace. Y ou aredone. Y ou need me.

Reaching behind his head was hard. He braced himsdlf with hisnearly usdess|eft arm. The spreading
acheinit told him that thiswas not a great idea. His Faces working the repairs sent little warning spikes
up into his cerebra cortex. Lances of aggrieved pain/anger, like the emotions of insects. But there was
nothing eseto do.

We can have so much fun together! I've shown you my past. My wholeworld. Isn't that enough?
"Don't want your world."

He gritted that out through clenched teeth. She wastalking faster and faster as he got the deevefitted into
his spind dot. Images shot through him now. Ruinsin purple shadows. Mech carcasses sorawling across
afield on Snowglade. Tastes of spicy hot dishes, smells of fresh spring, laughter heard pealing down a
sony hdlway.

He cut the skin away from the dot to get more room. He had to operate by fed done now. The pictures
running in his eyeswere clipped, speeded up, flickering with demented haste.

Y ou are betraying your father. He put me here. It wasto guide you. To help you! And you turn against
me, throw me—

He popped the dot open. Poked into the micros. The racing images got ragged, spotty.



A Persondity can't live chip-encased for long. Y ou know that. | will shrink. Parts of mewill evaporate! |
will shrink back down into an Aspect unless| am aired, used.

Thetools were not right and he could not be sure he would not damage the chip. Thisdot had been
double-decked to take a Persondlity. The readers were jammed to a one-molecule-thick layer around
the chip.

haere was ato take the readers out without stripping them but that wily simpaossible without alot more
gear than he had, even if he could see what he was doing.

Y ou can't! I've done so much for you. The whole femae side of your personality — I've brought it out.
Made you much more mature.

"Yeasay. I'm so mature I'm stuck here done and banged up and no Family to help me pry you out.”

| didn't make you do al thosethings. Y ou can't escape theguilt of running away from your father. It
wasnt my doing!

Hefdt carefully. It seemed like he had got the tipsin right but it was hard to tell. They had tofit just soin
the crowded receivers at the socket rim.

Pease! | won't do any remembering or thinking without you approving it. | just, you don't know what it's
like, | hadto—

Hetried one. Tugged gently on the end and the tip caught against the socket and held. He did not know
what would happen if he got only part of the chip out. She was firm-integrated with him through the hard
circuitry at the base of his skull. Could he get the chip free and not leave part of her with him? He did not
know.

I'll do anything you want!
No point inwaiting. Hetook al thetipsin atight grip and bresthed deeply.
Wait! Please!

For along, hard moment he could not move. She had his muscles|ocked and he felt her deeting anger
daminto himfull force.

She had been awonderful woman once and living on like this had made her into something else. Carrying
aPersondity wasfar harder than an Aspect, but something €se had happened between them. Something
about her and him, the imponderable mix of people. Not the fault of either, maybe, just afact.

Hedid not know if the true Shibo could ever come back again in aPersonality but that was not the point
now, and in aflash of close contact between them hetold her that, not in words but in pangs of sharp
remorse.

Two heartbesats. Then her reply.

Her fury battered against him. Hisright hand shook. Fingers went numb. Hard to hold the tipsin them.
His breath caught.

She moved fad, trying everything. His sphincter clenched, bals ached. Jumpy nervous energy wormed
across his skin. His chest froze up. Hand jangling, thumb askew, muscles rock-hard.

He made himsdf relax hisright hand and let thewrist go free. In the backlash of the muscles hereversed



the tenson against her and moved.
Hejerked thetoolsout at al four quadrants. They cameflee.

No you can't | loveyou love Killeenlove dl of you don't make me stop please please | can't can't can't
can't can't can't His hand brought the tips around al bright-bloody and with skin caught in them. Likea
sngle muscle his body shivered. A violent jerking, throwing off a sheen of droplets. Lungs heaved asif he
had been under water along time.

Themoist forest around him lay at the end of along shadowy tunnd and purpleflies buzzed in hdos
around thetunnd walls.

Closing, far awvay. Sliding dark.

He pitched forward into the tunnel.
Frames

In one frame of reference, the Wedge whirls at ablistering angular vel ocity, skimming razor-close to the

speed of light.

In another mathematica frame, it stands Sationary in ageometric manifold. Still, slent. Lines of folded
space-time eddy about it.

In this view, despite excruciating gradients and wrenching torques, the Wedgeis an idand of tranquiil
gtability. Gravitationd radiation from the black hole coaesces about its dippery contours.

Waves|ap. Languid, easy. Torsond stresses play like intricate spider webs aong dick, pulsing bulges.

This pressure sustains the Wedge againgt al lashing dissipations. It has done so for an interva whose
length — or duration — depends upon the local geometry of the observer.

In ill another frame of reference, the Wedge islocked in unending, furious struggle with the black hole.

Forceswrestle. The Eater seeksto eat. The Wedge jamsitself between the Eater'sjaws. Priesthem
open. Plugsthe gullet. Savesitself.

All aretrue.
Eachisaframe Truthisthe sum of al frames.

Down the magnetic field lines that thread the Wedge, rubbery yet unbreakable, trickle wave packets of
rippling complexity. They carry information in the only fashion that can dip through the knotted weave of
the Wedge.

Along these dender strands— wiry, coiled lifelines— the mechanica civilization converseswith its
delegate. The machine intelligences gather in packets, e aborate diding decompositions of data. They
linger abovethefray of the great accretion disk, in the eternal deet of hard radiation. Againg this torrent
the gliding minds use defenses of ceramic and meta.

By rippling the magnetic field lines they converse with their deegate. Hollow voices down avast well.

At the bottom, the lone creature hears. Replies. Always amid discord, the del egate must both debate and
act. Dividing itsintelligence yet again, it assigns separate portions to these tasks.



It does not enjoy the pleasures of itsrulers, who float in majestic remove. It must endure the rasp and grit
of the lands within the Wedge. Seeking, aways seeking.

All partiesto the discussion think at the speed of light. Their voices cannot escape their origins, however,
or the assumptions of their kind.

I/Y ou have explored a huge array of vaults and spaces, [>A<]. Y et you find nothing!
| have discovered awedth of primate culture!

That was not your task, >A<. How well | know. Our own ancient dataimply that there are specid,
message-bearing primates. | have sought them. But they are difficult to separate from the hordes of
primates here.

There are S0 many? Hiding from us? They fear us— quiterightly, | suppose. Search out these certain
message- bearers! Be done with such irritants.

The spaces here are innumerable.
Continue. Secure the minimum of three genetic layers which weyou require.

We have the basic biologica information from the oldest generation, the "grandfather.” But the nature of
the coded message demands three generations. Direct bio logica descent.

The Legaciesimplied that we'you needed full analysis of them. This means complete and viable copies.
[/We think not. They could just aswell be dead.

| have been carefully reading each surekill | make. My subunits are equaly careful. | shal not missthe
characterigtic signature of the particular primate we need, the youngest. | knew him.

Onther planet?

Hewas useful in securing his father-self when | wished to make a capture.
| hope you/we can do aswell now/

here.

Y ou/We are fading from our/your field of view. Isthe Wedge damaging?

| have navigated the shifts here, but thereis atroubling background sense. Something more lurksin these
warped passages.

What isit? /Y ou have heard reports from earlier unitswe/al sent into the Wedge. Before they vanished
from uslyou.

| do not know how to describeit. A faint trembling presence beyond my fields. But it is not localized.
An echo.

| think not. It comes from everywhere but does not repeat what | send. | am uneasy.

Stifle your/our reactions. Y ow/We act for ug/al, remember.

Thisisnot thetimefor hesitation.



Kill them dl if you/we can. I/Wewould be done with this vexation.
| have surekilled so many. My factors overload. So much wedlth to know and savor!

Forget your/our strange sense of beauty! Never before has such astrong agency as you/we penetrated
the Wedge so deeply. Know them, yes. Then end these parasitesin their last lair.

Savage them!

| obey.

Part V

MALIGN ATTENTIONS

ThePain of Eternity

Toby woke fedling tired but clean. He had been out for along time. His arm throbbed less now. Blunt
pain, asif it were seeping away from him. Shibo wasn't there. He had her chip in his carrypouch. Now he
probed for her self. Skated over inky creviceswhere his Aspects lived their compacted semi-lives.
Tramped through the galley of Faces. Gray passageways yawned. | saac and Zeno and the others called
to him and wanted to talk about Shibo. They dwayswanted to talk. About anything. But of Shibo there
was nothing. He knew shreds might still cling somewherein him. A Persondity was by nature diffused,
hard to grasp. So he would have to watch carefully. The earlier sgns— mood shifts, deflections of his
attention, outfight seizure of his sensorium:had been increasingly overt. If traces of her remained, they
would be subtle. He got up, creaking. Sore. With a bone-deep wesariness that deep could not take away.
No skittering warningsin the sensorium. It expanded like a blue bubble in hisvision and brushed against
only therustlings of the forest and dark-bellied clouds. Time to get back to business. Y ears of Family
discipline had taught him to follow orders when he did not like them. Something in the way Quath told
him to leave had the force of an order. He carried it out without thinking. Thought, after al, wasaluxury
when living depended on speed and concealment and silent savvy. He moved with his sensorium
compressed to a haf-sphere barely bigger than hisarms reach. That allowed practicaly notimeto
defend againgt one of the spark thingsthat had hit Quath. But it would make him harder to find, he
hoped. When he reached the next high point he peered backward. Shadowy forms, gliding like leaves
blown on systematic breezes. Quath. Quath. He yearned to send the call. More burnt-yellow sparks
jumped and bounced among the forest. Others cruised far up toward the other enclosing curvature of the
Lane. Where he had left Quath something fired vicious hot-white bolts. Toby knew it would befoolish to
try to raise Quath's ignd but the desire to do it was almost uncontrollable. At last he turned away and
devoted himself to speed. He ran for some time before he noticed that he was crying. Never, on thelong
pursuits the Family had endured on Snowglade, had he ever felt done. Now the sour desperation of his
predicament descended on him and he could not stop the anguish bubbling up in him. No Quath, no
Family, just bare empty flight. What would Killeen think? He made himsdlf stop, willing the hardnessinto
himsdlf until the tears quit. He had to uphold the Bishop way. Even here, even done. Maybe especidly
here. He came to a bare stony territory. Would he be too exposed here? Dirty-gray clouds hugged the
ground and then lifted suddenly, asif some giant had snatched them away. But there were none of the
arborne formsthat hovered half-seen like something glimpsed out of the corner of your eye. So he went
on. Something came over adistant pesk and vectored in on him. He shot at it and missed and it burned
hisright Sdein an ingtant. His second shot got off as he went down. It caught thething. A quick, buzzing
firebal. Something tiny, tumbling. It crashed down, asound like the air ripping apart. He had shat his
pants. That made him disgusted with himsdlf but his right arm was more important.

The pain made his hands tremble. He got his right side up and nning again with some repair work. His



arm was sore but would move again. He found running water nearby and got cleaned up. Humbling
work. In an abstract way he was surprised he had been so scared. All fear, he redlized, later seems
somewhat ludicrous. By the time he could limp over to where the thing had gone down therewas just a
holein the ground. He had been damn lucky to wing the thing and knew it. Helicked hislips, feding the
fear again. If he kept going thisway one of the seekers would track him for sure, bring down awhole
flock the next time. He remembered Quath's little lesson about the sums and how in this geometry, Lanes
were like those pairs of numbers. Each pair summed to a hundred, and rearranging them endlessly kept
the grand total constant. The esty stayed intact. And the total did not have to be a hundred or athousand
or amillion. The Lanes could number amillion. Or abillion. Or some other word offered by his chattering
|saac Aspect, big words ending in -ion that just said that it was bigger than any person could ever know.

So he was not surprised when time wore on and he kept moving and saw no one. He might never meet a
human again. The Lanes could snake on for an uncountable, twisty forever.

Thetrick wasto find away out of this particular place. A way the mechs could not track easily. How?
Just running harder wasn't enough.

Puzzles thickened in his head. Quath had said that gravity was esty, curved. Mass did that. Planets held
you to them by curving space-time, which humansfelt asaclear, strong force. Y easay, fine.

But Isaac said that esty curvature generated further curvature. So gravity could make more of itself,
conjuring up more from less. Something had knitted this esty so that it held firm. It even prospered here
on thelip of the abyss, kissing the Eater of Everything.

"Anything you understand, you can use," Toby muttered to himsdlf as hetrotted. He remembered this
was asaying of his grandfather Abraham, and wondered wherein this place old Abraham might be.

" Abraham, he would've done something with this stuff," he said, voice frail againgt the whispery musics of
the landscape.

No placeto run, not literally anyway. And he was getting tired.

So hetried to shape the timestone. Logic said it wasimpossible but logic wasn't doing too well here
lady, wasit?

Hiswegponry had no effect, but after laser-cutting the stuff glowed. He tried microwaves, sonics, evena
nano-reamer he still carried from Snowglade days. Nothing worked.

Next he used the whole spectrum. No response. He hit it with pulsed infrared. For the barest instant a
thin grin split the tone.

Agan. Thistimeit lasted longer and he jammed his boot in and shoved. It gave, then started crushing his
boot. He yanked free and the stuff dammed shut.

Next time he was more careful. First, he found a place where he felt nauseous. Dimpling perspectives,
watery light, refractions of sound and space. Where the Lanesintersected, gravity twisted.

Second, he cut and heated it. He jabbed, pried, ran through variations of weaponry. Sweaty work. He
cut his hand, scorched an arm. Nothing came right the first time. But it seemed that he was dicing deeper
into the timestone. The fatigue got to him and he had to stop and rest. Sweat trickled into his eyes and
then he knew it wasn't swest.

Tearsagain. Hewasimpatient with himsdf thistime. Killeen would snort and look the other way. Besen
would be sympathetic, and that would be even worse.



"If they get you, know what they'll do?" Saying it out loud helped.
"They'll suck out al you know. Useit againgt Besen and Killeen and ever'body.”

Hisvoice was stem and that hel ped, too. He realized how much he missed that smple thing, the sound of
humanity, avoice not hisown. So damn screwed up you're talking to yoursdlf, another part of him said,
but he pushed that thought away. Anything that made him fed better helped, and the hell with andyzing.

Back to work.

Progress was dow. He found arippling ridgeline with esty-fog rolling over it in strands of orangelight. He
tried the cutting again. A broad line cracked the stone. Through it he caught awhiff of something vileand
poisonous, pale green vapors — and kicked at the stone to closeit, fast. Hard as the esty was to open,
acoudtic tremors could zip it shut again. The stuff had akind of surface tension.

After that he learned to sense the dimples and fluxesin the esty. He could dit one open for aquick 0ok,
but it dammed back tight.

Which was lucky, most of the time. Some passageways led to Lanes of vacuum. Othersto stony, chilling
landscapes. A few to howling, dusty tornadoes.

His systems warned him of openings that brimmed with searing radiation. He closed up fast, but onetime
something hot and fluid shot out and darted away before the seam shut. It cut a deep Stresk acrossthe

y.

Once he saw awhole city through amomentary dlit. Its streets turned and |ooped around each other. So
did the oblong buildings, and traffic of dender tubesteemed in and out of the porouswalls. The things
ingde the tubes|ooked like boiling white stones. They seemed to take some interest in him and hefelt a
wave of sudden, solid fear. He let the portal crash shuit.

After afew dozen times he had learned thefed of it, akind of craft. For days he smply fooled and
tinkered and forgot about what was probably following him. If hewasto ever find the Family or
Abraham, he had to master the skills here.

The spots where the esty seemed pliable kept moving, restlessloci. He as half-nauseous as he worked
the stone but that was the price. Finding e moment to strike, the angle, the spectrum — it became more
like hunting than craftwork, intuitions ungpoken.

Most Lanes seemed hodtile to human life. Not al. He dipped through one that seemed pleasant, the first
time he had tried to wriggle hisway in.

It worked, barely. Helost some skin and suffered frosthite in hisfingers. But he got through into avalley
of fractured timestone. At least it was more interesting than where he had been.

What's more, experience taught him that the timestone lied. Many times he sat eating whatever he had
gathered and blending it in with hisrations, and marveled a the forma, clean-lined shapes of distant
ranges. They were elegant, serene, pointed. Then later he met them close up and knew them for what
they were— rough, unforgiving.

Torgons pulled a him in the broken dides he struggled across, dong the jagged ledges he pulled himself
over. Torques played aong the narrow and shifting shelves he crawled aong, afraid to look down or up
because those directions were fickle and flickering.

Paths curled over into tunnels— with him insde. They stretched long and necked down.



He had to crawl for hislife to get through squeezing-down knotholes. Some were dow, othersbrutaly
fast. He dived through one that groaned, trying to dam shut upon him, and lost aboot hed in the process.
The hed sheared off clean, removing any doubts about what it would have meant to be alittle dower. He
had to limp for along while before it grew back.

And dl thewhile hefelt adeegpening loneliness. He woke from asound deep, cdling Quath with adry
throat. He dreamed, and was speaking eternally to Killeen in ahoarse voice that couldn't get through the
fog around him. He hoped that they were dtill dive somewhere and at other times he knew with afina,
leaden certainty that they were not.

Events passed. After awhile he found that he knew how to read a shifting three-dimensiond map, to
follow atrail over dick rock, to memorize landmarks no matter what angle he saw them from, to build a
firein misty wind-whipped rain, to treet bitesfrom small wriggly animals, to rappd down atrembling diff,
to glide down aglacier of frozen air, to splint his own broken bone and lie doggo long enough for the two
daysit took to hedl, to find water under gritty sand, to coax and load a burro-beast he found wandering
by itsdlf, to bury abody torn into long strings— evidence of mechs, he guessed.

He patched up arubber flyer he found on a saddleback ridge and used it to fly agreat long distance on a
rough wind. After he crashed, the front caught up with him. A sudden, biting blizzard.

No shelter. He started digging back into timestone itsdlf, achip at atime. As he dug in the sharp cold,
events peded off when he struck them with hisfield shove. Cries and odd coughs came from them, as
they sheared and broke like crystalline planes.

He reached alayer that brimmed with the heat of some past summer. With some hollowing out he had a
cave big enough to curl upin.

That lasted out the deep cold. He dept, grateful for warmth, but Killeen wastalking to him through the
milky fog. Toby, Toby. The next wordswere just beyond hearing. He strained to catch them and woke
up. Warmth, loneliness. Then he fdlt that the timestone was warm because it was dowly mashing him,
trying to closein. "Damn!" Herolled out and staggered away into pae light, the tag end of the blizzard.

Besen, the mechswill get her too if they can suck out of me what they want ... and it'll be because of me
and my damn fool running... and if the mechswin here, it'sforever, no Bishops ever again, goneto dust
and never knowing what dl thisis, what it means...

He found himsdf muttering as he moved, but there was not much to the thoughts except the aloneness he
now had as akind of companion.

A smash-storm came and taught him to dodge falling rock. When it was over the landscape had
contorted again and he learned how to climb out of adick box canyon, how to dide down astegpening
pesk before it broke off and sailed on its own across what looked like empty air.

After more time passed than he could recal he even got so he could predict the wrenching weather —
sort of.

All that had changed him by the time he met the first people.
2 Rationa Laughter

He found them deep in asavannah, living by cultivating some gnarled yellow grain crops he did not
recognize,



They took care of him. He wasin worse shape than he thought and yet somehow not being ableto
understand them hel ped.

They spoke no language he knew or had chipsfor. They were small and what they lacked in power and
bulk they made up in acompact grace. They were balanced, sdf-contained. The women were demurely
radiant, lithe and with warm, velled eyesthat sparkled asthey talked.

Both sexes seemed compressed, with broad shoulders capping the V-shaped rise from their narrow
waists. They had a perfect, erect carriage, aswagger-free lightness. Their skinswere smooth, glowing
golden-brown beneath el aborate confections of blue-black hair.

The Families had taken inordinate care with their hair and for the long years on the run had made that
their only fashion indulgence. Here, in contorted gravities that turned like weether, hair could perform
miracles— cant into impossible shelves, swirl upward like afrozen black fire, veer and swoop and verge
on the comic.

They had the usud two sexes and four genders, with both varieties of homosexuas wearing customary
hair, symphonies of oblique provocation. Heliked it all. Signswere aways more fun than talk and the
small vocabulary he mastered cast him agreeably back onto hisintuition. He learned to read the
ungpoken, which was more interesting anyway.

As herested up — not for long, though, as everyone worked or else didn't eat — he began to get an
idea of how different these people were.

To them, every detail should be dwelt upon, every moment occupied. Thetask at hand, that was
everything. When you worked there was no other world, only the compressed moment of the job. All
thought of other jobs, of vexing moments past or future, were banished. Except for some distracting
achesin hisright arm and ribs, picked up in hislong flight, he managed pretty well.

Thel,r community life centered on an elaborate, staged drama. Tak of mechs and the esty bored them.
They wanted only to discussthe current play. Toby went to one and found that thiswasregarded asa
great honor to them. The audience stood and applauded him by clapping their lipstogether as he sat
down. Or at least he thought that was what they meant; later, he wondered if he had committed some
blunder.

The drama began immediatdly after he sat so he did not have time to think on the matter. The play
depended utterly on concentration. Without the tight control and immersion of the actors, Toby could see
how it could be excruciatingly dull.

In practiceit wasn't. He sat riveted as an actor entered the stage and walked with an inhuman downess
around the rim of it, inches from the audience but immeasurably distant in her enveloped presence. She
controlled her rhythm and step so utterly that no extraneous finger gesture or eye twitch disturbed
movement that was like the surface of ablack lake, unrippled, but telling much. To Toby the actor
seemed to passthrough the air of the theater, clothed in asilence that could cut through atornado. Then,
later, the same scene occurred again. Thistime microphones amplified each sweep of silky feet across
bare boards. A whispery music followed each move, transforming the event utterly, until he could
scarcely recognizeit.

He found that the drama, which had so little action he could sum it in asentence, had a strangdly soothing
effect on him. It seemed to say, Pay attention — that being focused on the moment was more important
than playing head games about the past or future.

Odd, once he thought about it. Because this was a place where past and future weren't so easy to



separate. They flowed together at places, ady riverrun. They had already fought mechs here. It took him
awhileto find out even this smplefact because they spoke so little. Once he came upon aburia
ceremony — held not in aritua place but in the street — which seemed to be for someone taken by
mechs. Their homes and workshops were like the intersecting hulls of Argo inverted, so that from a
distance they looked like blisters growing together. Bums scarred them and two had big holes punched

through.

These people were wdl| organized. They held defense drills and used wesgpons he could not figure ouit.
They said the latest mech incursion to the esty had been going on aslong asit took to raise agirl to
half-height — which seemed to be their way of measuring time — and had been worse earlier Some had
missing legsand armsto proveit.

Hetold them as much as he could of Family Bishop and the long way that had led him here. Still, hewas
not redly one of them because he had done different things for his scarred and burnished armor. Mostly
he had just stayed aive. Here they had engaged the mechs and killed them, lured and suckered and
defeated them, though taking casudties dl down the line of course. Getting banged up like Toby was
mostly an accident and they al knew that, quite different from being in a battle because you wanted to be
there.

And they did. A smal woman told him with gresat fervor how they were fighting for some big idea. He
could not quite get clear what the ideawas and after awhile gave up pushing on hisvocabulary. The
woman talked fast and seemed to treat any question as disagreement.

Toby thought about that after watching their dow, grave drama. One performer had carried adrum with
amech brain insde, so that when she hit the drum bottom the brain would bounce around. It struck the
top and bottom drumheads while the performer went on clapping the heads. The counterpoint made an
eerie echo with the brain-rattle. What that meant he could not tell but it chilled him.

One dark time after he had finished hisjob he walked back to where he would deep. A chillingwind
rippled the few lights glimmering in the soft mist. He knew somehow that he would never have goneinto a
battle for some kind of generd principle. He had fought and run for the Family — run mostly, and fought
only when he had to.

These quiet men and women were different. They had a separate age-old tradition of being holed up here
in an esty that they didn't understand. Or at least they could not explain it to him. Maybethey knew itina
way he could not. Living through things gave you that sometimes.

He remembered the long empty docks where they had berthed the Argo. Big and covered with
scratches, chipped and marred. Deserted except for Argo, like arms stretching out to embrace and
wel come shipsthat came no more.

These people had said that few ships came any longer from the worlds beyond, the planetslike
Snowglade. Many smdller craft dipped between the portals of the esty itself, shortcutting between Lanes.
Few planetary Families came into the Lanes any more because they were nearly al dead. Failed.

Their higtory didn't square with his own understanding. That fit, too. The Lanesran on different clocks.
Some lay deeper in the steep curvature around the black hole so time ran dower there. And the esty itsdlf
mixed and tangled events, so that human memory churned withit.

He gave up on figuring when he found that he had walked too far in the gloom. That wasthefirst time he
realized how much he missed hisfather. He cried for awhilein the dark and was glad no one could see
him.



Something in him said it was stupid to fee embarrassed about crying. He had never thought that before.
Wondering about it that way made him suspect atrace of Shibo. But he could catch no diver of her

anywhere.

Hefelt uneasy. With arestless spirit he went back and found the deep shed for casua laborers.
Everybody else was dready down and out so he crawled onto his palet.

He dept well and woke up only when the shed collapsed. A dap in the forehead, grit in hismouth. The
ground heaved under him. Somebody screamed in the dark.

Theroof beams had missed him but debris weighed him down. He crawled out from under it while big
explosions shook the ground. When he got out there were mechsin the hovering gloom. Buildings down.
Freslicking at amottled sky.

People running everywhere. Howling ferocities fighting high up above dirty clouds.

The defense screens popped up — he saw them in his sensorium as bright red planes ramped up into the
air, with dectrica green snaking along their edges.

Casudlties. People with no visible scars but the skin beneath their eyes black from concussion. Some
were bleeding from nose and mouth. Others clutched their bellies and could not spesk. Others pitched
face forward into the mashed grass.

He helped with them. The medical people did not seem to want him around. They glared at him and he
saw that they suspected. Nobody could know for sure but he had come here and then the mechs had
come.

Hewasn't sureif he would hurt more than he helped, so he left the wounded and ran to the outer edge of
the blister-buildings. He watched there the swift and mysterious play of glare and thump in the
surrounding somberness. He wanted to fight but he did not know what to do. No Family Bishop methods
seemed to matter here. And if the forces above were after him there was nothing he could do about that
ether.

Finally hefled. If he had brought this here, then the best he could do wasto draw it away. For hours he
trotted through the obliterating murk. Alone again. Quath. Killeen. Besen. Names.

In his sensorium nothing seemed to follow him. Findly light began to I1eP from arumpled ridge up ahead
and he saw that he wasin adifferent rain. There were people clinging to the bare timestone and
something wastrying to find them.

Without warning he found himself in the middle of afight. He kept belly-down and learned quick enough
that something— he never learned what, exactly — wastrying to kill aband of people near him. He
caught on aso to the skill of kegping down low on the shifting timestone.

A green fog flowed overhead. From adistance it poured down over him and over his own imagethat he
saw in the timestone bel ow.

Theimage looked up a him. Sow, diluted seconds passed. The figure waved a him. Toby blinked. It
grinned. He could not figure out how the timestone could have a Toby trapped in it, ahim who cheerfully
sduted — but there was no timefor figuring anyway, not now.

Or to see what was doing the killing. He started to lift his head far enough to see, then thought better of it.
His sensorium showed nothing dangerous. Still, he heard the small swishing motes, divers on thewind
that would have lifted pieces of his head away with asurgica precison if he had looked.



He knew this because within seconds he saw it happen. A woman caught in the chin one of the
whispering thingsthat streamed over the ground. Thetiny things waited for atarget, gliding over open
ground, then found their prey.

He watched too the attempts by friends to put the head back together again. These people spoke a
quick, staccato language that he did not understand. He tried to help even though he could see no point in
it, and they paid him no attention. They had faith that human medicine would work on ahead carved up
into precise dices. It didn't.

After awhile the whigpering streams stopped. He wanted to help the people but when he went to find
them they were dl thoroughly dead.

He had little doubt now that somewhere behind this chaos was something looking for him. Had al these
people died because of him? He didn't want to think about it.

And dl he could do wasflee, not fight. It grated on his Bishop way of thinking.

He met refugees. Some he could understand. They told of worse places and times but most of them kept
plodding past him asif hewere anilluson. Or maybe they thought his questions were nonsensical.

He marched along while. It was easier if he didn't think much.

The world seemed lighter, asif his head waslike aballoon held down by hisbody. He walked that way
enjoying every step. Bright yellow beams burst from exposed timestone far overhead. The light worked
with furnace energy.

People passing by smiled. The mood grew until everybody was cheerful and even to Toby the scene
seemed so finethat it was on the plain face of it ridiculous that anybody should ever die. At least not him.

With a pang he remembered Quath going on once, long ago, about theirrationa optimism of primates, or
at least the present version of them. She had said it was a peculiar adaptation, one her species lacked.
Toby had just laughed.

He chuckled again, now. Crazy, mindless. It made him fed better. Remembering Quath's puzzlement, he
laughed again. Even the pang of loneliness did not cut into his sudden, absolutely unearned joy. Irrationd
it might be but it was fun and fun was, in aplace and timelike this, supremely rationa and practical.

3 Caaudties

"Man over there, he wantsto talk to you.”
Toby was surprised. "Me? How come?'
"He knowsyou."

"Can't be"

"He does, says so. Look, he's bad hurt.”

Toby frowned but went. He moved among the wounded on the dry plain and gave away what was | eft of
hiswater.

The man'sface was lined and pale and moaning in an autometic way, regular and with the same
drawn-out, low, wet grunting at the end. They had his head covered with a shiny sheet that had some



medical purpose. The man reached up and tugged the sheet away. Toby saw what had been aand now
looked like asmdl hill that had been driven over in the rain heavy equipment and then let bake out in the
sun too long.

"They peded my old face off and gave methis new one," aclear, soft voice said. Thelips did not move.
"| see, yeasay." Toby fdlt usdess.

"I'm growing afresh one now."

"I cantdl,"” Toby said. Not looking at the face.

"Want to know how it happened?'

"Sure”

"We weretrying to get one of those snake things that shoot down the axis of the Lane. Y ou seen them?"

Toby had seen alot of things but he didn't think of them in terms of animals any more. That just led you
to make mistakes, like with the woman he had failed to save. "I think s0."

"Awful, killed plenty of us. So we waited for one and hit it from five different positions. Smacked it pretty
quare.”

The man's eyes unfocused and Toby encouraged him with Y easay?"

"Uh, sure. Thing jerked around and went to pieces beforeit crashed on the ridgeline. Near me. Went of f
something powerful. So pretty. All I knew was a hot whack in the sde and then | was here."”

Toby reached out and held the man's hand and wondered if he should believe much of it. The hand was
as Soft asthe voice, not ahand that had ever been in the field much. The voice was dreamy too. The
story did not sound like aredl battle. He had learned that the wounded were not good reporters and
sometimes mingled their dreamsin.

Toby murmured something and dlid the sheet back so the face was covered. He was pretty sure the man
could not see and wasjust using hisinner sensorium. The man said nothing and Toby |eft the sheet. Then
the man said suddenly, "I heard you were here."

"Me? How'd anybody know me?'

"We saw you, got a pulse on the gen sensorium.”

"What'd it say?'

"To watch for you. Take care of you."

"Who sent it?"

"Generd directive”

"Y ou guys can send sgnasfrom Laneto Lane?’

"Sometimes. Our tech hereisn't the best. But we heard about you."

"My father have anything to do with it?"



"Mightsay. | don't remember.”

Toby wondered if thiswas true either. He had heard men lie about how they were wounded, sometimes
right after they were hit and even in front of people who had been there. He did not know why but he
had doneit himself once years ago so it did not seem so bad.

Hisleft caf had gone out then from amech bolt and it took aweek to get running again. By thetime he
could walk he had woven agtory that was completely different from the redlity. Not flattering, just
different. He did not know why he had doneit and after awhile had stopped asking himself the question.
All that made it hard to talk to this man whose face was not going to work ouit.

Theman said, "Way | figure, you must be important.”

"Huh?Me?' Toby had been thinking and had nearly lost track of where he was. He was remembering
the Family. Killeen.

"Must be. Most directives are wegpons tuff, tacticsand all.”
"I'm not important.”

"Well you're sure goddamn big. Where from?"

"Family Bishop."

He said it half-defiantly, because he never knew how people were going to react. Sometimesthey got
puzzled. Others would make a sour comment about dirt-huggers, or else just look blank. Thisman did
neither, Snce he was busy vomiting suddenly into his own hand. Toby helped him clean it up.

"Y ou sure be important.” The man looked alot worse now, hisface yelowing like an old wound, but he
clung to hisidea. "Gotta be."

He spoke with aflat accent but his phrasing was like one of the old Bishops Toby had known. Maybe
the people around here were Hunker Down Families. Toby patted the man, not knowing what to do.
"Youdeep."

"Y ou gotta be. Directive said to look out for you."
"Thenwhat?'

"Report back. And hang on to you."

"For who?"'

"Dunno. Y ou Stay right here, now."

"Get somedeep.”

"Why you so important? Y ou got something to do with dl this?"

The question floated in the dusty air. Though Toby had heard it in his sensorium, thewordsin athin
whisper went unanswered because Toby was dready at the edge of the plain and moving fast.

4 SAvage

He came down into along barrdl-like valey. It was green and moit, hollowed out between glowing



massfs of timestone. It was hard for him to remember now just when he had started running from the
mechs. He had shat his pants afew more times and no longer felt ashamed of it. Killeen. Quath. The
names evoked the same emotions now but he had not cried for them in along while. Thisnew Lanewas
pleasant and he sensed no mechs. He had gotten used to the mild, diffuse light that oozed from juts and
plainsaike, sometimes casting upward shadows. The stone sent ribbons of light projecting up through the
root systems of trees. He could see them like buried blood vesselsin the fleshy soil. He loped steadily
and came down into the valley. Y ellow knots of timefog clung to the peaks on both sides. Nothing in the
sky to dert him. Still, the mechs could come on you faster than his rickety sensorium could register. So
he kept to the shadows when he could. He had once spent aday staying barely ahead of some mech
sniffer, aslver-gray flyer that skated just over the trees and shot at him three times. He had eluded it by
jumping into ariver and swimming until hisreserve air played out. Mechs didn't seem to understand water
very well. Or at least couldn't see through it. He had stayed under until awaning came, and crawled out
gasping into total blackness. Besen. Killeen. Of' Cermo-the-Sow. So long ago. A burnt scent and
benegth it something sickly sweet. Down the whole valley grew densefields of maize. He had not seen
any since aboy, and then only a scraggly lot at the edge of the Citadel when he was barely big enough to
walk. He walked adong arutted harvesting trail and smelled the soft, milky air. Maize. He remembered
there had been maize planted in the mud of pring; dug into the earth on aplowed hillsde, with
narrow-eyed women keeping seed-eating birds just out of gunning range; fine stands of young maize
sending akeen aromainto the rainy day; the work of chopping weeds from the base of the stalks, the
shiny-bladed hoe churning up fine dry dust; cutting and shocking maize with athick long knife; the
blue-green earsthat could turn to follow the sun through the day; ripe ears thrown into awheelbarrow;
tiny insectstech'd up to defend the sweet maize against pests, each loyal to the degth to its particular
plant; bare gaksin aquiet snowfdl; asister who lost her finger in ashucker, quick asawink; rattling
kernds spewing from a hand-cranked, steel-toothed feeder, the bare cobs shooting out the top and
tumbling onto a pyramid pile; asilo crammed with drying husks, whiskey doshing in awooden keg, the
charcod staining the spout where it had been strained out; sharp sweet smell of apat of butter diding
down an ear, skating on its own melt-

-and Toby staggered, knowing that these memories were not his. But they felt absolutely real, especidly
the pungent fragrances.

| worked in thefidldsalot when | wasagirl.

Shibo's voice seemed to come down from the yellow sky. Toby gulped, eyes watering. Hewalked on
and let the dry scent of thefieldscalm him.

So he had not got al of her out. And now there was nothing to do. Not even aknife blade could help him
now.

The burnt stench was stronger and he looked warily into the fiel ds as he passed. The standing grain was
at its peak, aching to be harvested. He shucked afew ears and ate them as he went on, the kernels
popping full and sugary in his mouth. Some of the maize had started to shell out of the eads, overripe.

The few trees were splintered and singed asif something inside them had wrecked them trying to get out.
There were afew bare spotsin the closaly planted fields, exactly circular. The maize was pressed flat.

He walked on and something stung his nose. He remembered the time he had sat sick in an outhouse at
the Citaddl, smdlling it and afraid to leave even to get a breath of clean air, because of hisdiarrhea, which
gave no warning. The whole Family had gotten sck with it and awhile later he had hel ped hisfather push
thelittle house over onitsside and fill in the hole with the dirt from the next pit. Then ateam of men and
women had dragged it over and st it up in fresh splendor.



He cameto thefirg bodies then. Brambles divided the long fields and irrigation channels. Chunky parts
were hung up in the branches. Bodies had exploded and the pieces were split dong no anatomical lines
Toby knew of. It could not have been very long since it happened because they had not begun to rot,
though the blood had long caked into abrown crust on them.

Hislsaac Aspect fidgeted a not having been alowed out for awhile.
Ashesto ashes, dust to dust, asthe ancient saying put it.

Toby knew that bodies did just the opposite. They decayed into wet dop, highly attractive to carrion
beetles and clouds of flies. How could the ancients get so smple athing wrong?

He touched afew bodies gingerly. Mechs had been known to booby-trap bodies back on Snowglade,
but apparently they had not taken such trouble here.

It seemed wrong to leave the ripped sinews and muscle and bones snagged in brush but he turned away
from the sght and moved on. The outhouse smell came from the smplefact that their bowelswere
spread over thefields, too, wider than the spray of heavier parts.

Further on whole bodies dotted the fields. They lay in smal clearings where he guessed they had tried to
fight something above. They wereintact and their skinswere smooth and glassy. He knew the way
bodies changed with time. The skin quickly took on alemon tinge which degpened into yellow-green. If
left out for days the flesh went brown, a degper brown than Cermo's beautiful smooth color.

— and left long enough, he suddenly recdled, the flesh thickened to be like cod tar, crusting hard where
ripped or torn, and the bodies swelled, too, getting too big for their clothes and bursting out at the cuffs
and popping zippers open, people becoming balloons, and the smell of them in the dry heat of midday, a
heavy thing that lodged in your throat —

He caught himself. Those were not his memories.

| saw much when my Family died that it would be better if you did not know.
"Then don't let it out!" He probed for Shibo but shewas elusive, darting away.
| cannot stop. Y our memoriesintersect me and there | am.

"l don't need it."

| amwho | am. Or was.

Hewalked on, keeping his eyes away from the bodies as much as he could. There were only one or two
ineachfied.

The bodies showing no damage had probably died from loss of Self. They were suredead. Without the
Sdf the brain went on running the smple routines that inflated lungs and pumped blood and digested food
but very soon something went out of the whole thing. Then the body stopped.

Nobody had ever studied much why thiswas. There seemed no point in it. The person was gonein the
most profound way possible. An old ship like Argo had techtricks to keep the body dive or at least
frozen for future use, but there would be no point with the suredead.

He could see scuffed-up dirt and crushed ye lowing maize where some of them in their last moments had
pounded their boots againgt the ground, feet drumming and armsflailing though they were aready down.



Ascontrol dipped from them their bodies had fought in the only way they knew. Their fistswere il
clenched and their wrists were blue-black. Some had torn away their clothesin amad frenzy to shuck off
the thing that was insde them and eating where hands could not reach.

Toby thought about burying them but there were many and the stench was worsening beneeth the yellow
sky. He caught motion to hisleft and circled around athick field of maize just going ripe. The movement
registered as human in his sensorium. It would be smart to just keegp going away from this place but he
felt some need to see aliving person so he angled back toward the spot.

One person. A lean woman kneeling beside aman's face-down body. For amoment Toby thought she
was praying and he turned to leave. She held her hand up to the light then. Her little finger reshaped itself
into a snub-nosed tool and she jabbed it into the body's lower neck. The skin there wasred and
puckered up. She twisted her hand this way and that and pulled something from the spine. He recognized
adate-gray Aspect disk. The woman took no notice of Toby though he must have popped up on her
sensorium at thisrange. She dipped the disk into a pouch.

Another body lay only afew steps away. She made two of her fingersinto probing and unlocking tools
and dipped them expertly into the spina ports of the body. Thistime she got two disks and asquare
cartridge which Toby recaled could carry three Facesin Family Bishop. When the woman d them in her
pouch, she stood up and looked directly at Toby.

"Y ou got rights here?"

He stepped from behind the rustling maize. "No. Y ou?"
"Sure. Sdvagerights.”

"They your Family?'

"Who's asking?'

“I'm Bishop."

"I'm Banshee"

Toby eyed her. "I never heard of any Banshees.”

"I never heard of Bishops. It'sabig esty.”

"Any usetaking those Aspects?'

"Might be."

"Suredead usually have Aspects sucked out of them.”
"Depends on how fast it was done.™

"Evenif somereleft, won't they be crazy?'

"Got to take that chance.”

"l heard they get dl flied out someway."

"They're ill worth something.”



"What you mean?' Toby edged alittleto hisright.

"Trim an Aspect down to a Face maybe.”

"Might be better to let them go.”

"That's Banshee business"

"How | know these are Banshee people?’

She looked at him square and hard. Y ou mind your own business.
He stepped back. "Y easay."

"Y ee-sah? Whuzzat?'

"Means| agree.”

Her lipsturned up in afaint derisive smirk. Y our 'yea rhymeswith 'see’ and your 'say’ islike 'ha? Funny
way totak."

"Y easgy, mam."

He gave ahdf-salute and turned and walked away. Her sensorium played at hisback and set off his
microsall theway acrossthefied and down into the stand of trees beyond.

He stopped then and et her lose interest. She kept moving among the bodies and doing her work. As he
waited he thought about what to do. She scouted out away from him and then drifted back to the left as
she searched.

He kept his sensorium on the lowest setting to track her and not give himsdlf away. She was busy and
had seemed nervous. He stayed behind a big warped brown tree. When she came back into view she
was checking the last of the bodiesand in ahurry.

He knocked her down with a stunner. She was quick and rolled as soon as she hit. He got off another
bolt on lowest power and missed.

The other side of the big tree burst into flame. He saw her get to her feet and fire again but the shot went
high. Through the air wrinkling from hest refraction hefired again.

She sat down solidly and rocked backward and struggled to bring her arms up. Her left hand was a
weapon of somekind and it winked once. He fdlt the bolt go by and it was no stunner. His sensorium
turned purple-red in warning. It could not defend him against aclean hit.

Without thinking but keeping his pull smooth he shot her twice more. They were medium-level sunsand
thistime she flopped over and did not get up.

He approached on the balls of hisfeet. She was sprawled out glassy-eyed. Carefully he bent down and
took the pouch. It was heavy.

Her eyeballsfollowed him as he checked over her gear. One eyebrow twitched angrily.
"Banshee, yeasay?'
Her indices said she was something called Bahai. He fished an Aspect chip out of the pouch and pressed



it againgt hiswrist reader. Thetiny hexagond crystal there was cracked from some old accident but the
optica pipeinto hisbone gtill worked. It told him that the Aspect was damaged and had been awoman
in the Buddha Gathering, which he supposed was some kind of Family.

"You'reascap hunter.”

Her eyebals clicked back and forth furioudy. He thought about stimming her up so he could hear some
more of her lies but she looked pretty quick even like this. And her gear was good. He did not even
know what some of it did. She could be dangerouswith just afinger or two free.

"I'll betaking these." He hefted the pouch. "Figured to sdll them, yeasay?"

Her mouth was coming back alittle and her lipstwisted. It was interesting to watch. Then he thought
about what she had been doing and the fun went out of it.

"I'll givethem to thefirst Family Buddhal find."

Hewaked away fast. It was better that way, before he gave way to the temptation to make her pay a
littlemore.

5 The Seaof Sand

A long dark time came and the temperature dropped steadily. He was out of food now and there was
little to forage. He met few people. The land wrenched and rippled and he was often sick with the
gravitationa turbulence.

In adesert region he came upon aman and alittle girl. In the cold somehow the girl had in amoment of
play frozen her tongue and upper lip to a pipe that was part of aruined building. They were camping
there. The man did not want to rip the flesh away and yet the girl was getting frantic, shaking from the
pain. She crouched next to the pipe and whimpered. Her big eyeslooked up at Toby and he had an idea.
There was no water nearby. No fire going for fear of mechs. He explained to the man, who was her
father. In the end the only quick way to do it wasfor the father to urinate on the girl'slip to freeit. This
worked. The daughter said she could not even taste the urine either but Toby thought she was just being

polite.

He went on adong a sandy dope and could see athickly wooded region beyond. He loped that way just
as his sensorium wrinkled with the characteristic long hollow sound and the gray Wedge. The Marntis.

On the bare dumbering timestone he was fully exposed but he went through the usua measures. With a
descending whisper his sensorium collapsed. He sprinted and wished for food.

The timestone trickled into pebbles and then rubble and findly long dopes of sand. It sucked at his boots
as hewallowed through deep drifts. He went over one dune that cameto atip like a huge breast and then
swept down. The dope came at him faster than he had judged and he nearly fell. Then it bottomed out
and hetrotted forward on aflat spot. But again sooner than seemed right the dope steepened. He
struggled up it and the sand pulled a hislegs as though trying to draw him under. The crest rushed at him.

For amoment he stood at the peak. Other duneslay inlong ridgdlines.

The sand became glassy in the distance and shimmered with smdl tremblings, like images seen through a
heet haze. But the air was cold and getting colder. His graphite-lubricated servos complained with athin

whine as they worked againgt the chill. His sensorium gave him not even the muted callback of itslowest
ebb. He got only ahollow, droning grayness. He caled for his Aspects and Faces. None answered. The



dunes were moving, he saw. Their long ridges marched dowly in from a curved horizon. He labored
down the approaching dope and into the trough and up the next. The wave velocity helped his speed and
in another few moments he stood atop the next crest but could see no farther. No sky above now, just
empty speckled dark. A seething world of sand rippled by deep waves. Though the massive undulations
pressed into him through his boots the sand did not dide or crumble asit purred past. Tiny grains flowed
around his boots and on, following the ingtructions of something below that rolled on without eddying
behind him or otherwise taking note of his presence. Why he did not sink in such sand he could not tell.
At the wave's peak some sand broke into a churning tan foam and then subsided. Land likeliquid. On
the next wave coming toward him was a patch of white. Long stridestook him down the near dope and
into the trough. He started up toward the white patch, which looked larger than before— And stopped.
Turned and ran back toward the trough. The white patch was a garden of bones. Bleached fingersand
feet at the edge. Snapped forearms farther up, leading to ranks of smashed pelvises. Thighsarranged in
spreading fans around barrel rib cages. A short tower of amsand atop it acircle of leached human
skulls. Grinsthat would last forever. Staring eye sockets. Over the crest of the wave came amoving
network of spindly rods. They looked to Toby like carbosted bones pivoting in chromed sockets.
Cablesthin to near invisbility moved it with jerky but quick agility. It did not move like acreature so
much as aframework for something unseen. He had theimpression of ajutting, congtantly busy maze. A
mobile lattice, housing abeing that did not need true physical presence. Not that this place wasred. He
knew that now. Somehow he had gone from the bare-baked dryness of timestone to this sand-sea.
Without noticing. Which meant that the Mantis before him had arranged this € aborate snare and he had
runfull tiltinto it. Hislsaac Agpect said brightly, It isan anthology intelligence and can speak more
directly through us.

"Youreworkin' for it?'

Y ou spesk as though there were choice involved. We are immersed in it, just as youl.

He needed help. Someone, anyone. Desperately he rummaged for traces of Shibo. None.
"What'sit want? Or isthisjust what it fedslike to be killed sure-dead?

We are not suredead.

"Not yet you mean."

We Aspects are more like this Mantis than you. Not ruled by elements of chemistry or by cumbersome,
layered minds. Aspects can better perceive the holographic speech of the Mantis and have been learning
itinthistime of captivity.

"How much timesthat?'

There was ablocky tone to Isaac's presence that put him on guard. A sullen weight.

An Aspect corrupted from outside.

The Mantis came forward dowly. Its broad padded feet broke bones asit stepped. Though it seemed
light itsweight smashed skulls and thighs easily. But of course dl thiswas adigitd landscape anyway and
he would have to remember that physical movements were only anaogies.

Isaac said in hislecturing tone, This placeis awave-transform of rea space and of the Mantis-mind.
Intelligences engage best in this kind of intersecting mathematica space. So much more clean and sure.
Exact partitioning of ideas. Herethetotd sum of an intelligence remains the same, though any subsum can

vay gredly.



"Y easay — and you dl add up to ahundred, right?
| do not follow.
"Forget it."

The Mantis-mind has expended much effort to find you. Itsalied intelligences— great minds, which of
course cannot in truth be fully separated from itself — demanded your capture.

"How come?"
Y ou harbor information of great importance.
"Oh, sure," Toby said sarcastically.

But he recalled the dying man and the thin, reedy voice: Why you so important? Y ou got something to do
withdl this?

— and hewas somehow till running over abroken landscape. Swesting. The thick green forest was
closer —

He sat down on the silky sand. It did away to shape a comfortable, cupping seet. If none of thiswasredl
he might aswell be comfortable. He was hungry and thirsty and as he thought about that some oddly
shaped food of maize and flowery buds appeared. It lay neatly on sand that shaped up into alittle table
and then sprouted a transparent glass.

He picked up the glass. It waswarm, as though just formed out of melted sand, and there was ice-cold
water in it. He drank eagerly. The condemned man ate a hearty though nonexistent medl.

Y ou do not know what thisinformation is?
"Damnright.” If hedid, thisthing could forceit out of him, he was pretty sure of that.

Isaac's voice logt itstone, going flat and distant as the Mantis spoke more directly through the Aspect.
| saac was now a puppet.

| calculated thisfrom my prior knowledge of you and of Killeen.

Y et buried somewherein your minds there must be akey which will lead to the message. The difficulty
for forms such as mysdlf liesin your mental organization. Much of your selves you cannot access.

"Sorry | can't help you. My memory isn't so good these days.”

Hefinished eating. His sarcasm went right by the Mantisagain. It used a stilted form of Isaac's voiceto
reply.

Thesetiersof your selves make it quite difficult for me. | am an anthology intelligence which can find any
fragment of my own thought processes quicker than you can blink your eye. Though | am obliged to
attempt such discoveries, my true interests lie e sawhere within you.

— itswords reached him through the flickering of two conflicting images. He was Sitting on the sand and
he could fed the fine grains cupping around him. And he was trotting steadily toward the green, keeping
on againg amassve weight that wanted to drag him down. Hunger rumbled in his ssomach. Breeth

rasped.-



Back on the sand. Heart thumping, lead-heavy.

There was probably no way out of this place, this Mantis-gpace, if "out”" meant anything here. But so long
ashedidn't know for sure, he had to try. "I got wind of that back on Snowglade. Y our 'cregtions,' right?"

My work proceeds from higher purposes. It is understandabl e that you cannot entirely fathom this.
"Y ou killed plenty Bishops. Herded us, fooled us, played with us until you got bored and —"

Not a al. Earlier | "ambushed” you to lessen the pain of dissolution as| gathered in your Bishop
components.

"Took Fanny and my mother and, and — without even givin' usthe chance to preserve an Aspect.”

| saac surfaced, like a breaking froth on the curl of adow undulation. Its voice was plaintive and
congested.

Do not believe that my trimmed lifein hereis enough. We Aspects are like your pets, no better. We were
men and women once! Wekick againg thewalls a times- did you think we were merely being childish?
We are shadows! | once commanded vast audiences, walked proud hallwayswith supplicantstrailing in
attendance, supped flne wines and knew-

"Canit."

But thistime he did not have to suppressthe Aspect. The dow swell in his mind blended with the
undulating sand. Uncountable torrents of infinitesmal grains flowed, eddied — and smothered | saec.
Then the Aspect's voice returned, humble and Htiff.

| regret that such smdl mattersintrude.

"He'sjust worried some." Toby roseto |saac's defense without knowing why. ™Y ou surekill me, what
happensto my Aspects?’

They would be discarded with the harvesting.
"Soit's'harvesting, huh?" Like shucks peded away from the rich maize kernels. And tossed aside.
Y our father did not like thisterm either. An interesting Smilarity.

"Listen, nobody's going to likeit. My father told me about talkin' to you thisway, ingde this place you've
made. | can't see as how you've learned any more since then. 'Harvesting' isn't it, not for us."

Yetitisacorrect description. Y ou embody ahigh form of the organic realm, with the characteristic
feature: you know that you shall end. When we anthology beings are harvested — as al must be, intime,
by chance or plan- somefraction of onesdlf is saved, to be used in further advanced forms. Y ou havethis
now in the stunted Aspects and Faces and Personalities.

— running harder now. Fear likeice shardsin his spine. The green coming closer —
"Pretty tak, but it still meansyou'rekillin' us.”

In harvesting, yes. Inasense. | use your regped selves to construct new mixed life forms. They blend the
two facets of organic life, the lowly plant and the high-animal, such asyoursalves.

With the words came images, flicker-fast:



A green mat that bristled with extended organs. It crawled swiftly over arutted plain and raised dick,
snaky organsin akind of salute.

Tubular knotsthat thrust into each other with demented fury. Slit-mouths bit degp and from the wounds
blue blossoms sprouted.

A fog that made a greater being, itsvapor rivulets shaping up and melting with bewildering speed. Only
when atapered arm reached up did Toby see the scale: it clagped a passing thunderstorm and shredded
it with playful glee.

Through such congiructions, equally plant and fleshy, we probe the aesthetic levels of your kind. | include
possibilities not admitted by the random forces of your evolution. It isinteracting, trans-phylum art.

"Killeen told methat once. You'rean artist.”" Toby laughed.

True. Thusyou shal livein the hands of greater forces. Only I, artist and conservator, can makethis
possiblefor you, through timely harvesting.

"Wed like to keep ourselves the way we are. Getting planted in your art, well, that'snot what | had in
mind." He said thismildly so as not to tip off the Mantis, and because something was happening to his
sensorium and he did not understand it.

To harvestisto sow.
"And that's what you've got innind for me?'

— likelogs hislegs thumped againgt the timestone. Cold air rasped in histhroat and he could not get
enough to make the legs move fagter, faster —

Not yet. Thislittle discourse has aided mein my plansfor future projects, but for now | am carrying out
the precepts embodied by my dlied intelligences. | must help in the gathering of enough Bishop primates
to test for this buried knowledge.

"What'sthat mean?"'
| must bring you to a spot where we collect your lineage. We shal assemble your generations.

He thought fast. He could fedl hislegs pumping harder and they werered, not theintricately dick touch
of the sand-sea.

One part of him was plunging ahead. Gasps rasped in histhroat. Another fraction bent over and studied
the sand. Picked up ahandful. Grains. Micawinked at him. Between the grainsablur. Not quite defined.
As he noticed the dight smearing, the image sharpened. The Mantis had increased definition. Now its
world was abit more digtinct. Even the smallest grain now had clear edges.

Anatig, tidying up itswork.
Running. Chest heaving, athumping in hisears.
He knew he had to find some way to deflect the moment.

The jerky lattice of rods had an eerie, hovering presence as the Mantis paced among the garden of
bleached bones. It had smashed the grinning skullsflat. Along the sand dune wave played strange
shadows of the mind behind dl this.



Toby struggled between two worlds. He could not sort out his own senses.

— 30 hard to move hislegs now, arms pumping strong to keep himsdf going againgt a blunt pressure that
wanted to stop him from reaching the green moisess. Close now but the pain —

| am sure you understand the necessi. | assure you that when my dlied minds have made proper use of
you to clear up thisancient and bothersome matter, | shal harvest you with the attention to detail and
genuine concern which characterize my best work. Though | have my critics among these same dlies,
they do not question my reverence for the ancient and lesser forms such as yourself. Rest secure that-

-hereached theinky line of tall trees. Cool, moist.
No phony sand waves. No mech made of rods.

He remembered the kids playing with their fake digital worlds so long ago back in the marketplace and
laughed, out of control as he crashed into the shadowy recesses —

Solid. Redl. He reached out tentatively. Touched.

The canopy of trees and cabled, spreading parasite-webs was thick, so that the air was damp and dim.
Hewent into a silence impermeable. It was made thicker and not broken by the soft bell notes of birds
and flying rats. By thetick of descending fronds. By the soft thump of faling fruit. By the high caterwaull
of vine-dogs.

Hedid catch from far above the ratcheting squawks of something big and angry, heard it hopping and
thrashing among lofty limbs. He was uneasy at his own intrusion, moving more quietly so as not to wake
the spirits of this place. Dust spunin cathedra light, long yelow light shaftsthat cut down from on high.
Hefound underfoot a silent procession of something like ants, except that they had tiny tails. When he
studied them they formed acurling pattern and held it, adark ribbon. Sowly it dawned on him that they
were signaling him, writing amessage with themselves — but he did not know how to answer. He waved
helplesdy and went on, careful to not step on them.

Somehow the Mantis was not here. He had escaped into awedge of time that might end at any instant.
Why?

He dipped by huge, taut webs, wondering what got caught there. And what came to harvest the prey.
Bright fruit swelled in the chinks of the canopy, dabs of color congedling like blobs, inair so thick it
looked green.

— and back came the Mantis, rushing hard against his mind.
| lost you. Something — | do not know- something — ismaking it difficult —

In Toby's sensorium he now sensed the Mantis far above in the esty be of Lane. Hefdlt dso around him
the stresses that cut and frayed this, e Mantis s speech.

Vagrant tensons working, blunt and voiceless. Converging.
6 Eating the Storm The violence began as aflicker.

Down the long bore of the tube eased a sun-ydlow trickle. At the vanishing point where the green tunnel
narrowed into misty confusion the ray ebbed, flowed, seemed to Toby like adistant campfire. Y et
something prickly crept into hismind.



He stood in pae darkness. No good to run anymore.

Clouds thinned above and showed the naked other side of the Lane. A bowl of clay-red timestone
suddenly beamed down remorseless heat. Spirits seemed to edge forth from the green around him. Snaps
and wriggling noises.

His sensorium jumped, dert, sweeping the area.

Nothing. The sllence was empty. He probed the thick, moist forest to hisright. It curved up into amisty
distance, curling into the sky. When it became smply afilmy green it broke at last on outjuts of brown
rock hafway up.

A bird landed on alimb nearby. Toby glanced at it and it said, "Help.”
Toby blinked. "Uh..."

The bird had wings and feet and abeak but was not abird. Its face held huge eyes and afleshy, pouting
mouth below the beak — which was more like a nose, lemon-yellow and pointed. Even as he registered
this the face worked with fevered intengity, shifting from afrown to agrimace to aflesting smile. "I need

help,” the mouth said with a perfect Bishop accent.

"Who — what — are you?"

"Thisplace, thistime, which is urgent to your needs." The whole bird fidgeted, featherstwitching, wings
vibrating like thin sheets, feet quickly shuffling on the rough branch.

"Urgent to ... 7" No timefor mysteries. "L ook, there'sa Mantis up there. | need aplaceto hide."
"The oppositeis needed.” The bird's beak pointed to the ground.

"Y ou must open, not close.”

"Openwhat?'

"A door. Essences need entrance to this esty. Quickly!"

"Uh, how?'

The bird took a step on its branch, wings fluttering. Do not think we are neglectful of you. We do hope
you liveto hdp.”

Toby snorted. "Thanksay, friend. But whet the hell — "

Into his sensorium cascaded awash of sensations. Images. Ingtructions. The sensewas so vita and full
that he moved ingtantly, unbuckling histools with one hand while he scuffed up leaves, looking for the

right spot. There. Exposed esty.
Abruptly, the furnace glare above clicked off. Solid night. Where was the Mantis?

Heworked in the utter solid black.

Torch, laser, microwave bursts. He could not tell how the esty responded, except for amomentary red
olow.

But he felt apulse of wrenching energy come from the spot he worked. A stab of gravitationa energy



released, awavelike atide twisting at hisguts.
Beneath him, athrob of energy. Mute, retive.
"Not enough,” the bird's voice came. "Sad.”
"What more—"

"Too late.

It came. A fever of probing energy rained around him. Sheets of pearly light shot along the greet axis of
thisLane. Toward him.

Something countered it. He felt without truly seeing amassive, blue-black presence. It reared up,
thunderhead-thick. Bulky and bristling.

Like atop-heavy animal, head towering to the high roof of the Lane. It struck teeth of stone there and
snapped at them.

The sheets of pearly light forked around this. Then they were on him, before he could believe something
could movethat fast. Shards of quick hotness struck down from the axis.

It attacked not merdly him but the forest. Thousands of volts dropped their potentials along snaking paths
inthe sheared air. They struck, their transaction enacted.

In dectric-blue brilliance he saw the bird fall dead from its branch.

And then a countersurge kicked skyward — quicker, abright ricochet red-fast and yellow-hot. Snarling
up through the air.

His sensorium told him all this as he dove for shelter — knowing at the same time that the gesture was
meaningless, before such magnitudes— and data crackled through his spine.

Quath! Killeen! Dad, Dad! he sent in pure blind panic.
The splintering red-fast stroke came again. Blinding. The racing sharp reply. Again. And again.

The whole argument carried forward in wracked air. A long flash and crack. Only his sensorium could
sort it out, presenting it to him like asolved problem. But telling nothing of what it meant. Wind cut cold.
Heflattened himsdlf againg atree that had fried into charcod in an unnoticed ingant. Acrid fumes bit his
nogtrils. Stay down. He could not cough, would not cough, though he ached to do it. He could not let it
find him. Something heavy and muffled came stalking above the forest. Looking. Easing down, around,
through. He fdt it without knowing how. In the clogged dimness he could make out animasthat for some
reason ran in circles, demented, yelping their small cries. Air surged and they fell. Many screamed —
small, thin shrieks, like fingernails scraping on date. Then they dropped out of his sensorium, dead. He
did not have timeto think of them but their cries burned into him, for reasons he could not say. A scarlet
howling came seething down the axis. Bangs and pressures, piling atop each other. Accelerating, blunt
collisons. Something deep, droning, metallic. He crawled out from under aroof of smashed limbs and
stood up. Better to faceit thisway. Though he knew thiswas unreasonable and not smart and probably
not even adult. A great power came damming into the Lane. He crouched in fear. From the thickets and
timberlands came a dow-building reply. Something seeped up the air, coiling like heavy fog, but with a
disturbing momentum. The minute woven carpet of life here had evolved to absorb, he suddenly saw.
Somehow, encoded in them was aresponse. He felt even the minute beings around him digging in soft
earth. Piping to each other. Working to some unimaginable purpose. Each cog fitting together. Primed.



And he was somehow linked into it. He had to decide when and where to deliver such energies. He did
not know how he knew, but the certainty of it laced through him. He was the most sentient here. He had
to judge. He had to try to kill the Mantis. He hacked again at the esty. He emptied his power pack into
microwaves, sensing the boil of energies beneath the esty here. Something wanted out. What had the bird
said? Essences need entrance to thisesty. A pulse of gravity rippled up through his boots. Coming —

Hekicked in hislaser, tuned to infrared. So what if the Mantis could seeit? Too late to worry now. Too
late for anything but this moment. He fired it between hisfeet. Hewasahair trigger, balanced —
Conduit. Connector. Draw it in. Coax. Toby let adiver of himself leak upward. A small wedge opening
in his muted sensorium. The presence edged closer. Sent feders.

Timeto do what he could. Evenif it didn't matter, in the face of such colossal energies. Toby cast his
sensorium upward.

Herel am. See?
The welght descended. Darted itsingpecting eyes at him.
Hovered. Nearer, nearer, still uncertain —

Then the forest opened. Toby sprang away, hit and rolled. A volcano erupted where he had been. And
Spread.

Violence whipped up from abillion leaves. Shallow roots, dumbering only amoment before, discharged
stored charge. Luminous savagery arced up through intricate connectionsin the bodies of corkscrew
trees.

The canopy itsdlf discharged frayed green fingersinto welcoming air. A sheet of yellow lightning rose. A
reply.

Before he could move he felt the ground warm. A harsh pulse of infrared energy. Wals of hard hest.

Water fizzing forth. Poolsfilling. Streamers of cool vapor Humidity flooded the congedling atmosphere.
Lime-hot fungi on anearby tree trunk rippled, fluoresced, shuddered.

Charged vehemence dammed into the axis of the Lane. Brilliance blared down.

Toby dapped hands over hishead. A rock dammed into hisfibs. A thunderclap of pressure flattened
him.

Heknew in the flashing ingtant that the true violence was happening al down the Lane— not physicaly
at dl, but furiesingde minds, intelligences great and smdll, chained together.

And thefury erupted through them dl, bringing death and blissaike.
7 Passing Currents

Later — lying under amatted crush of vegetation, aching in every joint, letting hisribs stitch themsalves
back together — he understood a fragment of what had happened.

Life herewas diverseinits defenses. Many-layered, silent, worn by time and seasoned by something
more than natural forces. Odd bits that Quath had told him now converged, made sense.

Life struck down could still spring back. Opportunistic organisms, each part of intricately forged links,



absorbed the bruta pounding and gave it back. For the forest was not merely agrowth clinging to the
shifting bedrock of the esty. It incorporated the esty into itsdlf.

Countlessdivers of esty, knitted into trees and shrubs and layered soil brought eectrical strengths. The
interacting parts of the natural world now had circuits evolved from folded space-time. Theforest had a
diffused intelligence— or perhgps"intelligence” was aterm that meant little here.

In some fashion it had worked beyond the categories of natura evolution that Toby understood. It
echoed the far-spread links of the Mantis and its kind. And this intimate connectivity was wired into the
genetic heritage of thiswholevast esty.

Such atapestry could eat astorm, fold it into its genes.
Learn from its punishment. Prepare.

It had been doing this for uncountable years. Buried in the degpest hiding place in the entire gdaxy, the
diffused sdlf had learned far longer than aman could.

He had journeyed through the L anes, thinking of them as corridorsin some huge esty building. A fase
andogy.

The woven life here threaded realms he could not see. Only in scattered passing moments could his
sensorium catch the deep, dow conversations of such abeing.

Alwaysthe sense of being watched. But more than that — the fed of being part of ahazy whole. This
gnarled world held steady becauseit held true, swdlowing itsrivas. And he was now digested into it. He
knew thiswithout knowing how he could be so sure. He had opened adoor, that was all. Used his
knack of ripping amomentary holein the esty. To let in forces that would not have been ableto arrive so
swiftly — or at al. Maybe he had made adifference. Or maybe he was findly old enough to know that
asking whether you made a difference or not was redlly not the point. Y ou had to try, was dl. Do not
think we are neglectful of you. We do hope you live to help. No guarantees, though. Later, hissole hard
and lasting memory came from what happened when the discharge flattened lim. It had been only a
passing shred of the larger events above. The explosion must have occurred inside him, for the canopy he
checked later was undamaged. But he had witnessed the immensity of the passing presence and had for a
dim moment taken part in what it had to do. Somehow he had been the switch. Opening the door meant
hewasin the circuit. But eectrons don't know much about radio, even though they swim like fish among
resistances, capacities, seas of potentia. Whatever fed the ferocity had used him, the consciousness he
carried, to focusitsdf. To be part of it was something he could scarcely think about without getting the
shivers and fidgets. He had fdlt the indifferent powers a work. Worse, he had sensed the many livesthat
flared, hurt, and died. They were at least equd in their | 'ents. Multitudesjoined in and the weight from
above crushed them without even noticing their pains. He did. Not as distant news, but asimmediate
experience. More than anything he remembered the agony. For that split moment histeeth sang in their
sockets. The calcium rib-rods that framed his chest became chromed and knobby bones, dick and
diding. Swift metdlic grace. Purpling storms raced down squeezed veins, up shuddering ligaments. His
toesrattled, strumming, talking hard to the ground. His ankles danced on their own, click click of bones
trying so hard they would soon fracture. Head thrown back, neck stretched. Skin feathered and frayed
and eectric-sharp in polarized light. His spine was parabolic, crackling. Hurricane halways yawned in
him, the lockjawed agony-song screeching. It raced through him. It sought its true enemy and he did not
know if the voltage-fire was from the mechs or if it came forth from imponderable discharges deep in the
frying forest. And it did not matter. He was of the fury and in it and for that moment he was its conductor.
Currents passed without knowing him. The rage plunged down through hip sockets polished by
blue-green, hungry worms. Snakes of luminous frenzy swarmed hungrily over bone lattices, egting. And



for him it was enough. All he could remember clearly later wasthe pain. Pain blissful and complete.
Plenty of it. He awoke lying in gray ash. Silence, soft rain. An air mouse coasted by. No need to move.
Just think. He saw what it was about the mechs, the high up ones, that was different. They had an awful
beauty in their detachment. A hard concentration on the business of dedling in death without being in any
danger of it. They did not die in the way that people had to. Maybe that was atrue advance. He did not
know. He could envy them or hate them but it would be better to do neither. He was aone now in away
he had never been. The strangeness of the mechs had made him see that. Family Bishop, hisfather, even
Quath — when they were close they made aworld for him. Without them he was aonefindly againgt the
firm facts. He knew things now that he could not have known any other way. He had fled from hisfather
out of confusion and principle and a bitter anger, all mixed together. He had not known he carried dl that
until now and now it wastoo late. Maybe that was how it had to be and you never learned anything well
unlessyou learned it backward, looking down along channel of experienceat it. Y ou had to bring what
you had aong with you. Y our courage and failures and resentment and dl the rest of it. Then the universe
would try tofit you in and if you did not fit it broke you. Some peoplefit dl right after that. Toby
understood that something had broken in him and that al he could hope for was that maybe afterward he
would be stronger where he had broken. He had grown up believing that the universe was hostile to
people and in away that made them important. They were locked in agrand struggle with agrest enemy.
Thetruth was alot worse. The universe did not care at al. The mechswere like that. Implacable but not
concerned with people as people, seeing them only as another e ement in aflat, meaningless landscape.
Just doing their tasks and not even fedling their own strange phony deaths. He found the bird that had
talked to him. It lay blackened and crushed, eyes swelling with dried blood. He buried it. Intheend al
this was about the Saf. Killeen had made it hard for Toby to be himsdlf, though maybe that was
something that had to happen with al sons and fathers. And he would never know how much of that had
come from Shibo's slent diffusion into him. In astrange way the Mantis wanted the same thing. The one
commodity that Toby would never give. The Saif.

He remembered the joy and pace of commerce, back in that portal city. But there the trading enhanced
the SdIf. Giving fair value meant trading true. It helped define who you were. Same with the Family,
which was akind of machine for the making of Sdf through action.

It would never have happened thisway if he had been with the Family or even with Quath. Family kept
the sharp edges away. Family was afiction, he knew that now. A fiction defending againgt the furious gulf
that yawned in dl directions.

But atruthful fiction, too, because the story Familiestold by their example made it possibleto go on. The
gulf was aways there and you would see it again, certainly for onelast time, but there was no specia
haste in getting to that moment. After you had seen the gulf you spent the rest of your time knowing that it
was there waiting and would come again. In knowing this he was now free.

Phantoms

At firgt he thought the distant peak was amountain.

He had been walking for along time. The forest had opened before him and seemed to push him out —
into rugged terrain where the timewinds blew and sickened him. He went anyway.

The mountain reared up as he went and he did not think about it much. Then he saw that itsflanks were
smooth and firm. It did not fuzz and split off planeslike the timestone around him. 1ts smooth inclines
stayed fixed. Itsfaces met a worked edges. Magnetic field strengths were high, getting higher.

A pyramid. Corners of clear design. And eventsdid not swim in itsfaces. The stuff was granite-hard
when he touched it at the base. Ordinary matter. A stack of stone so large it seemed to be the landscape.



Inthe slence of it lingered mystery.

Going up it hefdt better than he had in along time. He was hungry but he did not mind that. He puit it
from hismind, as he had in the years on Snowglade. It was funny what you could get used to. He redlized
that hunger made him nostalgic and laughed out loud. The bright sound went into asilence so empty and
was S0 completely absorbed that it made him fall slent again.

He had come along way and so had along timeto think. Any human in this place knew that hewasa
tiny and forgettable actor on astage not of his making. The drama of the mechs against the natural
lifeformswas playing out, and Toby did not understand it. He longed to talk with Quath again, to see his
father'sface.

Below dl the colossa energies of mechs and matter lay the whole long history of the human Hunker
Down. Who had made that happen? Why had Bishops and al the rest of the Families been condemned
to the hard-scrabble skin of planets, when arefuge like the Wedge was here? While dwarves like that
Andro got to enjoy it.

Below that riddle were the Bishops, still dive when plenty of other Families were dead. Just luck, Toby
thought. But it made you wonder. And finally there was the Calamity. He had fled from that catastrophe
long ago, back when he was aboy but did not know what aboy was. He and hisfather had lost
Abraham that day. But now Abraham was here somewhere. Somehow. To understand even alittle piece
of dl this, Toby would have to find Abraham. In a place where direction meant nothing and timewasa
place. Partway up he heard footsteps. He was sure they were steps and coming from above. He hurried
up the dope. There were level walkways spaced at even intervals as he went up. The walkways went off
to left and right and he presumed they led al the way around the structure. They curved into the distance
and he could see no one on the ones below. He labored against a steepening incline and reached the next
walkway. No one on it. But the footsteps came dower now. As he climbed farther the footsteps got
fainter asthough he had Ieft them behind. They spaced farther and farther apart. Dopplering intime.
Going away into afuture or apast, borderlands of thered. Asif the waker were dowing, hesitating,
getting duggish from fatigue. Toby himself began to tire but he could gtill hear the steps comingin long
low notes and so kept on. The top was not what he expected. Broad and flat and smooth, the surface
flecked with gray dabs. Magnetic field very strong. No one. He could not hear the footsteps any longer.
Helooked down. The walkways were so far away he could not tell if anyone was on them or not.
Featurel ess and unmarred, the great structure stretched away. In the hazy distance he could make out the
endlesswrestling forms of the timescape, ety fighting againgt itsdlf, Lanesintersecting in wrenching
turbulence. He turned away from the edge as he thought about resting for awhile before going back
down.

"Whereve you been?'

The pale-skinned man before him was short and compact. The same size as Andro and the other dwarfs,
but wrinkled and completely nude.

"Understand, do you?"

Toby looked around and could not see where the man had come from.
"L ook, we haven't much time. Y oure a Bishop, right?"

Toby'stongue fdt thick and usdess. "Uh, yeasay."

"Good. Latest generation, 1'd judge.”



"Yeasay. Who —"
"Come on, get back insde whereit's safer. And warmer."

The dwarf showed Toby his leathery back as he marched quickly across the smooth plain. As Toby
caught up the stone split. A clean rectangle opened and there was aramp leading down. "Come on.”

Toby stopped at the head of the ramp. "In my Family you don't walk into aplacetill you know what it
is"

"Oh?It'san operations center." The dwarf turned to go down.

A hose?"

"Um?Mine. Ours. Human, if that'swhat you mean."

"And who'veyou?'

"Oh. Sorry." The dwarf walked over and held out ahand. "Wamdey. Nigd Wamdey."
"What Family'sthat?'

"TheBrits"

"How do you know who | am?"

"Higtory. I've been waiting for you along time."

"How long?"

Wamdey looked as though he were caculating. "I makeit about twenty-eight thousand years. Y our time
frame, of course.” To Toby's blank look he volunteered, "Approximatdly.”

"How come? What for?'

"Come have sometea. Y ou Bishops kept dive that tradition at least, didn't you?"
"Uh, yeasay." Toby had not tasted tea since he was aboy. " At the Citaddl."

"| see, the Citaddl. Good then. Y ou're Killeen's son?!

Startled, Toby gaped. Wamdey nodded. "So | see. Message for you."

He moved his hands quickly and for aflicker one of his arms seemed to be transparent, showing intricate
webs beneath the skin. Killeen was standing between them both. His father looked worn, haggard. He
wasin Family Bishop field suiting, not ship gear He glanced around and saw Toby. "Son, | need you."

Toby did not know what to say. He reached out to touch hisfather and his hand passed through the
image. Killeen did not react. "1 know how hard it's been. Look, you can have Shibo. | was, well, wrong.
I've put that aside.”

Toby'svoice was dry, cracked. "Y ou're sure?'
"Yeasay. |... got outsde mysdlf.”

"Whereareyou?"



"No way to tell. I don't know when you'l get this."

Toby frowned and Wamdey said, "Heissued this sometime ago, locdl frame.”
Killeen stepped to the Sde and regarded Toby. "Y ou seem dl right. A little thin.”
Toby smiled. "All that ship fat got run off."

"The mechs have everybody on the run. Plenty dead. Some Bishops, too. They — "
"Besen? Cermo? How — "

"They're here, till in one piece. Nobody closeto usis suredead.”

Toby felt ajoyful release, an eagernessto seethem dl. "Tell mewhat di's gone on. Have you seen
Quath?Did—"

"Ligten, the mechs have scrambled up the Lanes something fierce. Ruptured some. | don't know where
you'll find this, but we can patrol for you if you send out asingsay beacon.”

"1 will." Toby whispered to Wamdey, "Is herecaiving this?'

"No, only this manifestation reactsto you. ThisisaKilleen, not the Killeen. | don't know wherethered
articleisnow. Or then, for that matter."

"No need to whigper,” the Killeen said. "I'm alimited representation and not ashamed of it."
"What're the mechs after? All the time I've been running, they've been on my hedls"
TheKilleen hesitated, started again. "They want you and me both. Dunno why."

"Want to surekill us?'

"Something more than that. Something funny's going on with Abraham, but | don't know what. Watch out
for him."

"lsn't there a place where we can meet?"

Killeen shook his head. "Remember, I'm on the move same as you. Have to keep looking, isdl."

"The Mantis, it was after me."

"Us, too."

"Then we must be close to each other.”

"Naysay. More than one Mantis, | think."

"The Mantisisawhole class of mechs?'

"It'slike dividing up water. Can't keep the lines drawn.”

Toby fdt asense of comfort in the smpleway hisfather taked, at the ,sound of hisvoice. "Dad, | — "

| "Son, | need you." Killeen said it exactly as he had said it before, same posture and tone. "'l don't know
how much more| cantdl you. Just ... let'stry.”



"Yeasay." Toby fdt animmenserdief. Y easay."
"I know how hard it's been. Look, you can have Shibo. | was—"

"Dad, |..." Toby stood mute. It was strange, speaking to arecording and wanting to force more out of it.
But he had to tell the truth. "1 had to pull Shibo."

TheKilleen was startled. It shimmied in the air for amoment, asif this news shook the entire
representation. "Y ou... don't have thetools.”

"l know. Did the best | could.”

"She... wastoo much?'

"I couldn't manage her."

The Killeen nodded somberly. " She wasn't easy in the flesh, either”

"l think | got —"

Beside Killeen, condensing out of the air, was Shibo. Shewastrandu-

cent and her legs were gone but the upper body moved naturally. Head turning, first to Killeen, then to
Toby. A thingamile

"l...amdill... partidly...in... here..."

Wamdey sadto Toby, "Thereader is picking up flinging fields from you. She must be integrated into
your perceptors.”

Toby nodded. "Y easay, and wantsto talk.”
Shibo's face pleaded. Her words sounded faintly in Toby's sensorium.
"I will be here... to help. | had to come out. My dear... Killeen..."

With small jerky movements and awrenched face she turned to the Killeen. Toby felt an eerie current
between the two. Vaences moved, blunt and blind. They peered at each other along timein silent, sill
air. Toby sensed a stuttering, hesitant sensation pass between them. Small signas across afurious gulf.

Then Shibo lifted one hand, asif in sdlute— and vanished. Toby did not understand any of it.

The Killeen shook his head and turned to look off into the distance. His face seemed carved with deep,
dry ravines.

"Good then,” Walmdey said crisply. "Y ou've sucked most of the juice out, | gather. Hurry along— we
have work to do."

When Toby looked' back to see hisfather's reaction, the Killeen was gone.
The suddenness of loss staggered him. He dosed his eyes, steadied himsdif.
Wamdey waved him on. "'l know dl thisisabit quick, but thereredly is pressng business.”

Toby took alast ook at the endlesdy roiling perspectives and followed Wamdey down theramp. Into a
dark under where light sharpened into hard points like awaiting bucket of gars.



So time had done itswork and his father had changed. So had Toby. Who had been right or wrong was
nothing now, adry rattle among fading facts, lost in the curve of events. The places where the esty had
scarred him were firmer and he could take whatever came without clinging to the past or foreboding for
thefuture. His steps were light and he went forward into whatever would be.

Afterword

To the best of my ability | have kept the imaginings of this novel, and those that came beforein this series
of noves, within the constraints set by astronomical observations. The explosion of our knowledge has
been one of the wonders of the last few decades, but it's been tough on fiction writers.

Inthelast decade the Very Large Array and other new varieties of "telescopes’ have opened windows
on our galactic center, with astonishing results. I've had to change my own idess, and indeed, some of the
inventionsin thisnove arise from theory aswell — particularly, advancesin the theory of gravitation.

Plainly something enormoudy powerful isgoing on a the gdactic center, gpparently driven by avast
explosion about amillion years ago. Electrodynamic effects are strikingly strong within afew hundred
light-years of the exact dynamica center, about which the entire spira disk spins. There, the magnetic
fiddisat least ahundred times more intense than istypica in such mild-mannered neighborhoods of the
gdaxy asour own. Apparently the long, luminous strands there derive from this strong field. This suggests
inturn that in the far more energetic active galactic nucle of distant galaxies, magnetic fiddsmay play a
shaping role.

Thetheoretica research | have done on the central region, wearing my hat as a professor of physics,
takesthisasthe sarting point. Smilarly, inmy fictions | have assumed thisas given. It hasbeen an
unusua experience to conjure up imaginary events about a place that | was aso doing hard calculations
about. Freed of the bonds of The Astrophysical Journdl, | have felt at liberty to speculate on what
processes might have transpired, over the galaxy'sten billion years of furious cooking, to create forms of
life and intelligence beyond our ken. (Coincidences: Just after writing the above paragraph, | got anote
from the editor of that same august journa gppreciating an earlier novel. Someday | must attempt to trace
the interactions between science and sciencefiction. Or, better, an energetic graduate sudent. Thereésa
good doctord thesislurking there ...)

Thisnove and dl those earlier inthe "gdactic" series— In the Ocean of Night, Acrossthe Sea of Suns,
Great Sky River, Tides of Light — owe a debt to the scientists, editors, academics, and writers who
have kept me going over two decades with ideas, advice, encouragement, and insightful reading. These
include, in no particular order, Marvin Minsky, ShellaFinch, David Hartwell, Mark Martin, David Brin,
Betsy Mitchell, David Samuelson, Steven Harris, Lou Aronica, Joe Miller, Jennifer Hershey, Stephen
Hawking, Gary Wolfe, Norman Spinrad, David Kolb, Ruth Curl, and Arthur C. Clarke. Stimulating
ideas kept drawing me on. | especialy thank Mark Morris, of UCLA, who assembled and directed the
Internationa Astronomica Union's Symposium on the Center of the Galaxy. The data and theories of that
and later meetings spurred me to look beyond the models | had concocted for magnetic phenomena at
the galactic center. Speaking at length about my own notions, and having them raked over by the
observers— aways a daunting prospect for atheorist! — made me confront the bewildering profusion
of neon-brilliant displays, violent explosions, piercing energies, and (mysterioudy) highly organized
structures that mark our galactic center. Doing so opened my imagination to the possibilities of life (and, |
suppose, of death) in so virulently extreme a place. | apologize to the readers who have waited severd
years between volumes of this series. Other novels begged to be written. And then thereisRedl Life, too,
adways demanding. My ideas about life in the universe have changed greatly since | set Nige Wamdey
on hisodyssey in 1970 (beginning with ashort story, "lcarus Descending,” which was later dightly
adapted and now opens In the Ocean of Night). Despite such evolutions, | have tried to keep these



novels cons stent. Events spanning severd tens of thousands of years are not often reconciled, especidly
when the author has been off doing other things. The concluding volume of thisseriesisnow insight. |
promise to have done and published within ayear of this book's appearance. | may venture back into this
universein future, if theimpulse occurs, but the plot and lines of reasoning should be intact and resolved
by the end of the next nove. What along, strangetrip it's been.

GREGORY BENFORD Junel993



