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to make them conscious!
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—Page 34, Out of Control, Kelly

Mississippi Blues

Prologue
Blaze

My name is Blaze. I am walking by the riverfront in Cincinnati.
Cincinnati after the Third Nanotech Wave. I have to keep telling
myself because I forget. There is something wrong with me. This is
because I was dead, I guess.

It 1s twilight: chilly, with a slight mist rising from the dark river.
It blurs the lights that flicker festively now and then from
Roebling’s ruined bridge, which extends bravely into the wild,
earthquake-spawned confluence of the new and old Ohio Rivers. I
know these things, can clap words to these qualities, and it 1s good
for it means that language is returning. It is frightening for the
connections between what you experience and the words, so



infinitely rich, to vanish. The bottom falls out of the world.

A jostling, rowdy crowd fills the riverfront. They dance to no
music I can focus on; it is all just bits and pieces of shouted song,
arising seemingly at random from the melee, each fragment
conflicting with a thousand others in the general roar. There is so
much noise it’s hard to think. But I have to keep going over what
happened. Each time I remember a little more.

These are the main things: I was shot in the chest by John, my
Shaker Brother, at Shaker Hill just outside deserted Dayton where
we lived secluded from nan, near the little empty town of
Miamisburg. I don’t remember being shot, but that’s what Verity
tells me. Verity killed John by throwing her radio stone at his head
before he could shoot anyone else. She always had a good strong
pitch. Maybe this 1s partly what 1s making me so sick: it seems as if
everything went crazy and I don’t remember it.

Maybe I should feel like celebrating because of my resurrection
but I don’t. For a while I did, when I went into a bar with Sphere
and played the piano while he played the saxophone. Then I was
ecstatic—almost, truly, out of my body and out of my mind with
joy. The language of music is lodged deep within me, and happily
has not been lost. It is my core and always has been. But I can’t
find Sphere right now. My eyes are playing tricks on me anyway.
Sometimes all I can see are brilliant, moving splashes of color that I
can’t visually parse, so I might not recognize him anyway.

I look uphill into the City, which flashes like lightning as parts of
it reactivate briefly. The buildings, from historically varying times,
stand row on row like silent stones in a spectacularly huge and
strange graveyard; then suddenly a vast splash of light illuminates
a Tulip or a Rose on top of a building—terrifying, for these Flowers
are out of scale, bigger than the deserted L. Steele Department
Store just outside of Dayton. I am relieved when they darken again
for I can forget that they exist when I don’t see them.

Everyone I've ever known 1s dead, or gone, or, in the case of
Verity, changed to some sort of inhuman being. Hot tears course
down my cheeks. I collapse on a bench. I nod and take a beer some
ecstatic soul presses into my hand before she reels away and swig it
down, suddenly angry with everything. I clench my head between



my trembling hands and a huge, single sob rips through me.

I leap from the bench and run, uphill, into the City, away from
the wildness. Panting, drenched in sweat after three blocks of
running, I stop, and sway.

Yes, this is a quiet street. Blessedly so, for I remember more of
my story. I wasn’t really aware of what was happening so it’s just a
story to me.

Okay. My chest was ripped open from John’s rifle shot. Verity
wrapped me in nan sheets that flashed with tiny lights. I was not
conscious but my body did not deteriorate. Had John known that
those sheets were there in the attic for so many years, he surely
would have destroyed them. It would have made him supremely
angry to be saved by them, as apparently he was, though he may
still lie dead within them, somewhere. Verity braved the wilderness
between Miamisburg and Cincinnati, stashed me (still alive but
suspended) in Union Station, and dared to enter Cincinnati, this
fortress surrounded by a nan-generated wall, enlivened within by
nan.

There’s that flickering again. It’s unsettling. Verity said that’s
part of the rebooting process. Oh, God—a picture of Verity’s face!
But—now it’s gone, leaving just a blank gray wall. It shone from
the side of the building. For a moment it’s hard to breathe.

But it really is like a dream here, so I'm not going to run
screaming through the night, as seems appropriate. I can’t get
upset over every little thing. I keep walking.

Anyway, Verity did all this to find out how to revive me. But
then, from what I can gather, she freed Cincinnati. I'm not sure
what she freed it from. Something about how it was programmed,
and how the people were filled with the thoughts and lives of others
almost like slaves, year after year, and were stored somehow,
suspended, between their brief flashes of lived time.

I'm about six blocks from the river and it’s quiet. I
remember—it’s not too far from the library. Verity tried to get me
to go in a little while ago but I refused. I see a lovely building on my
right called the Netherlands Hotel and admire the beautiful
phrasing of matter Verity says is Art Deco. But then it all twists



and blurs before my eyes. I've never been sick in my life and it 1s
just awful to be this way. Queasy, uneasy, and afflicted with visual
processing problems, that’s what Sphere called it.

Down the street, in the center of a sort of mall, a black man sits
on the base of a fountain, playing a guitar.

He is a lone, dark figure, and his shadow-double looms large on
the fountain behind him, bent where light causes it to climb the
steps, and rippled where it rests against some ornate curves. His
shadow moves in deliberate rhythm, and his hollering song rises
above the soft splash of the fountain.

The music draws me down the darkened street. As I approach
him the building next to him lightens for about ten seconds,
revealing jewel-glowing lines of light, green and yellow and red,
which race upward then vanish while light floods from all the
windows so I get a good look at him though it’s over fast and I'm
still a long block away.

Guitar chords stutter from beneath his long, plucking fingers in a
strange, halting rhythm. It’s good and loud, and echoes down the
empty street. The melodic quaver in his voice and the utterly new
sound of this music sends a chill down my spine. He sings it harsh
and straight and mournful, something about trouble in mind, which
I certainly have.

I am dizzy. Sweat inches down my face. I might live the rest of
my life, and it might be short, in this awful, kaleidoscopic
half-world. Yet this music redeems me somehow, reaches through
the sensory flotsam and organizes it, removes the sickness.

But he stops. I try to hurry forward but can’t go fast enough. I
shout but find to my horror that my plea is only in my mind; I can’t
make it emerge from my mouth. I try to run but my body won’t
obey and I fall, so slowly, it seems, onto the hard pavement, the
breath knocked out of me. There’s no point in trying to get up. The
cool, rough pavement is at least dependable, cradles my aching body
as an overwhelming despair washes through me. In this darkness,
though I'm sure it’s not full night yet but only another spell of the
blindness I've been experiencing, I might almost be dead again.

Save for that distant music, beginning again, a bright, tenuous



thread to which I cling.

1
Trouble in Mind

One
Resurrection Blues</span

The first sunset after Cincinnati's awakening was fiery, flaring
incandescent red and yellow sheets of light through transparent
intense blue, coloring the coming night as the inhabitants stood on
what was left of Roebling’s suspension bridge cheering and weeping.

The roar of the Upper Falls on the New Ohio River was fierce.
Flock after flock of dark starlings rose from the Kentucky forests
expanding like the dissipation of darkness itself into the brilliant
air, and rumor took its first steps toward legend as people began to
talk about how it all happened, and to wonder what year it was—for
even immortals, they discovered, like to know.

And several people jumped off the bridge, thinking that they could
still fly.

Against the sunset a tremendous city shimmered, the last low
rays of sun highlighting in gold and silver a perfectly melded vision
of all the most wondrous manifestations of architectural thought in
recent centuries. Art Deco and Beaux Arts, Chicago School and
Postmodern, New Nan and even nineteenth-century stolid and
gargoyled Victorian skyscrapers filled the skyline, perfectly placed
so as to entrance the eye and fill the heart with wonder and awe.

Anyone not from the City might have felt more terror than awe at
the huge Flowers blossoming from every high point, resembling
roses, gladiolus, daisies, an entire spectrum of lilies, stretching to
catch the last rays of sun.



Even more terrifying was the abrupt eruption of a swarm of
human-sized Bees rising from the Cincinnati Zoo, at the heart of the
City, as the Earth’s turning intensified the burning, golden,
disappearing sun.

The Bees swept over the City, and low over the bridge, with a
sound like a thousand rushing engines, so close to the people on the
bridge that the wind from the Bees’ wings stirred their hair.

The swarm turned west, flew round the bend in the Ohio River,
and vanished into the last gleaming fragment of light.

Around midnight, an old folktune rose from the City in unison,
from the bridge, from parks, from rooftops, from bars where people
spent hours on end sampling exotic brews gushing inexhaustibly
from the heart of the City:

Some rows up
But we floats down
Way down the Ohio to Shawneetown

And segued into:

Oh the river is up and the channel is deep

The wind is steady and strong

Oh won’t we have a jolly good time

As we go sailing along

Down the river, oh down the river, oh down the river we go
Down the river, oh down the river, oh down the Ohio!

A great shout arose and then they cycled through the songs again.
And again.
And again.

The entire populace was jolted awake, torn free from decades of
servitude to one woman’s dreams, during which they had constantly
re-created a living tapestry of novels, plays, music. They'd had no
individual lives during this time.

But then Verity came, and changed the structure of the Cincinnati

system.

From time to time people tried to access histories they did not
remember by pressing their hands to glowing interstices running up



the sides of the magnificent buildings. Their modified bodies
framed queries translated into metapheromones by receptors in their
hands. Those metapheromones were a precise language, and the
questions were translated by the membrane of the interstice; that
information met the DNA of the e. coli within. The DNA formed an
unimaginably vast storage system.

But the buildings were not working correctly. SYSTEM WIDE
CRASH was the disconcerting message given forth, and, even more
alarming: 100 HOURS BEFORE CONVERSION—NEW
INFORMATION AVAILABLE AT THAT TIME.

But the strangest message of all was much more simple and
direct: PLEASE DON’T LEAVE ME!

And sputtering through at odd times was a single word: VERITY.

The First Nanotech Wave occurred after a decade of
nanotechnology’s infancy, during which limited self-replication
came into wide use, with applications ranging from manufacturing
to medicine. During this period, self-replicating molecules entered
the world via small secret labs and the vaults of prestigious
international consortiums, promising heaven but often delivering
hell. Some were legal. Most violated the international laws and
treaties set up in haste.

Verity, who was absorbing this information from a learning
cocoon, a clear membrane that surrounded her snugly as she lay
within it on the third floor of the Cincinnati library, was jarred to
awareness of the outside world by a faint vibration. It subsided
quickly, though, and Verity sank back into the history she had
never before known as into a rich, real dream.

Radio had failed. She knew this, of course. Go on, she prompted
silently, her will translated into metapheromonal commands below
the threshold of her consciousness.

The information flow resumed.

When radio failed, washed out more and more often by a puzzling
source sometimes rumored to be a previously hidden quasar (this
particular history had no further details concerning the matter,
apparently), the Second Nanotech Wave emerged, and Flower



Cities began to flourish. Radio waves and all magnetic mediums
became completely undependable, sending civilization backward,
but also forward into a new world where the human body itself
could be modified to receive and transmit precise information.
Nanotech terrorist acts constantly threatened the integrity of every
link in the grid that maintained even fitful functioning. Work on
nanotechnology took on new seriousness and intensity in industry,
government, and at universities, then surged out of control in
unforeseeable ways. Those who did not accept the changes were left
behind in more primitive communities. Those who were changed
experienced terror and wonder; enslavement, and release into
utterly new ways of knowing.

As feared, international research came to an abrupt halt as
communications ceased; terrorist destruction of wire and fiber
optics proved far too easy in the post-nan world. But genetic
engineering reached a state where it was not only possible but
supremely sensible to integrate biology’s speed, intensity, and
precision into cities, making every Flower City almost a single
biological entity. Nanotechnology was perfectly poised to inject the
correct minuscule information into living matter and thus regulate
1ts growth, its utility, any and all characteristics.

Pheromones, used by many living creatures for precise
communication, were studied in great detail, isolated, and combined
like an entirely new alphabet into metapheromones. People within
the cities could choose to purchase biomodifications from
developers. With these receptors, transformed humans could use
metapheromones to communicate virtually any information swiftly,
fully, and precisely.

Thus the Flower Cities were born.

New and magnificent, they studded North America. Each city
that could afford to do so voted on whether or not to convert. Most
did. Denver, New York, San Francisco, the eastern seaboard from
Boston to Washington, Seattle, Houston, New Orleans all became
part of a vast network of new, almost Utopian cities. They were
linked by the powerfully swift maglev train line known as NAMS,
the North American Magline System, running on a switching
amalgamation of solar power, steam, and electricity. Jets were



unusable, since so many components of their operations were
undependable, but NAMS was almost as swift, and much more
convenient, delivering travelers within blocks of their destination.
Small planes flown low, in daylight, were still used by some people,
particularly those in the fiercely independent Aviators’ Clubs.

Verity lost the flow as the building shuddered again. Again, the
motion subsided quickly.

Verity struggled to subdue her rising panic and remain within
the cocoon rather than rise in fear and flee. She believed that there
were at least a few more hours until Cincinnati began its
conversion in earnest, and information was quite precious. During
her seventeen or so years as a Shaker, the history of the changes
nanotechnology had wrought were scant. Now she was filled with a
desire to know. She took a deep breath and returned to the lost
history, a combination of images, voice, and simulated experiences.

During the heyday of the Flower Cities, pouches of
business-imbued metapheromones flew back and forth on NAMS;
literature hypertexed metapheromonally filled users with emotional
intensity and immersion in authors’ visions an infinity beyond
clumsy old-fashioned virtual reality. Within the cities, information
could be accessed or sent from any room. Glowing interstices filled
with fluid transported information that converged in rooftop
collectors. These evolved via nanotechnological breakthroughs into
huge flowerlike entities. Taking advantage of the fascinating and
precise communicative abilities of honeybees, nanotechnologists
quickly realized that large genetically engineered Bees (tm) were
far superior to the prototype cyborgs which originally collected
information and disseminated it throughout the cities, particularly
when implanted with human limbic tissue, which gave them an
emotional imperative to deal in human information.

But the Information Wars, which raged worldwide, put an end to
this brief magnificence.

Entire cities could be easily sabotaged, and nanotechnologists
were put to work in top-secret laboratories and think tanks to find
defenses. Some of these defenses turned out to be lethal. Airborne
plagues could kill quickly, or change the neuronal patterns of the



plagued to fill them with any thoughts the creator of the plague
might desire. Plagues of thought—viruslike, airborne informational
nan—released during the Information Wars were so compelling
that those unwilling to be drawn into the strangeness could only
1solate themselves and hope for favorable winds.

And when a series of long-predicted earthquakes shattered the
northeast at the height of the Information Wars, a new phase
began.

The Third Wave changed everything irrevocably, isolating the
Flower Cities and turning North America into an unstable collection
of independent, individual human frontiers. Cumulative tampering
with ancient genetic programs governing aspects of human function
and behavior, including the ability to survive famine resulted in a
precipitous worldwide drop in population. Yet at the same time, for
those so privileged, the old dream of human immortality took on a
terrible reality.

“Terrible” was not a word most people would associate with
immortality. But in Cincinnati, immortality had been terrible
indeed.

The library trembled again, for over a minute. This time Verity
could not ignore it.

As she sat up, the cocoon unfurled, freeing her. She tipped herself
over the low clear edge and sat on the floor, trying to reorient
herself after her suffusion in history. She realized, as she stared out
the huge window at the Art Deco building across the street, that
she had no idea if the history fed her by the library was reliable.

Verity stood slowly, battling dizziness. The clear, viscous fluid
beneath the cocoon, held within a hard transparent oval, through
which information flowed from the library and was transmitted to
the cocoon, moved in a single slow wave which stilled quickly. She
braced herself against another tremor, which lasted only a second,
then stretched and began to pace the vast, smooth floor of the
library, where there were no books, only cocoons. Anxious to leave,
she felt that she was still not done with the library. How long did
she have?

She had recently initiated drastic changes within the heart of



Cincinnati, though she still wasn’t sure how they would play out, or
how long it would take to reset the deep, complex programs
governing all aspects of the City, including the very shape of the
buildings. The City trembled, literally, on the verge of a conversion
—a nanotech surge that would sweep through the matter of
Seam-enclosed Cincinnati and reconfigure everything, even the
mental state and the very bodies of the inhabitants. The conversion
would essentially reboot—reprogram—the City. Information would
flow anew, readjusting the organization of the very matter of the
place, filling those within i1t with whatever philosophy and goals
were mastered into it.

Verity had penetrated to the very heart of that philosophy.
Though she hoped that she had changed it, hoped that the
conversion would instill Cincinnati with freedom and hope and the
possibility for true growth, she had no idea at all if her changes
would be successfully reflected in the conversion.

For that reason, she had thought it best that all leave Cincinnati,
and allow it to mutate on its own—to generate new humans from
the memory banks of the Hive, if it chose to do so; if it could. If the
plans she had freed contained that capability.

To compel the inhabitants to flee, Verity had used that which she
had grown up fearing as evil—the Territory Plague, or, as they
called it here, the Norleans Plague—and infected the entire City.

The entire City. She stopped pacing and looked out the window,
at the few people on the street below. Most were at the riverfront
now. How many were there, in Cincinnati? It was a relatively small
area, just the old downtown and several blocks outward. A fleeting
figure named itself within her mind, information retrieved from her
intimate connection with the City. Nine thousand seven hundred
and forty-eight people. Of those, two thousand or more had already
set off, plague-driven, to meet the awful risk of whatever lay
beyond in the wilderness North America had become.

No one knew who had created the Norleans Plague, but those
under 1ts influence were overwhelmingly compelled down the
Mississippi, beginning from remote tributaries if necessary, reliving
the emotionally imperative journey of Jim and Huckleberry Finn,



escaping the old, the abusive, the inebriated, the enslaving, at great
personal peril.

Of course, Verity knew the more recent history of Cincinnati
with every cell of her body: during the age of nanotechnology’s
birth, there lived a brilliant young nanoarchitect named Durancy,
who was in love with his older cousin, Rose, a city planner.
Durancy, crazed by guilt when his mother, India, died from a
terrorist plague just before near-immortality became possible,
preserved an emotionally warped India and replicated her within
the depths of the Cincinnati system. Rose knew what he was doing,
feared the worst, and created her own counterplan. Decades later,
Verity had saved the City from perpetual replaying of India’s
twisted dream of American arts.

Just yesterday, in fact.

Or was it last week? Verity was further upset by the realization
that time had blurred terribly for her. She turned away from the
window and resumed her pacing. It felt good to move. How long had
she been in the cocoon?

The responsibility, she thought, increasingly sick with fear.
Norleans quite possibly did not even exist any longer.

But whether it did or not, she had to lead all the people she had
released downriver to Norleans, or to whatever was in its place.
Imprisoned by the City decades ago, their hearts, minds, and very
beings pressed into service during which they relived the American
arts—literature, music, painting—so the City could update its
metapheromonal library, they were like innocent children now.
They didn’t remember what had befallen them and must now learn.
Verity wasn’t sure if they would be grateful. She had replaced one
form of enslavement with another. Perhaps they would regain their
1dentities; their individuality. But they still would be unable to
exercise choice. They would be compelled to raft down the river,
perhaps to their deaths. Or perhaps to true freedom, when they
reached Norleans. That had been her hope.

But... did Norleans even exist? The only proof she had was the
brief spurt of sound from her old radio stone, a woman proclaiming
that she was broadcasting from a clear-channel station in Norleans.



Verity had only heard this once in her entire life. Now she realized
that she had bet all their lives on this tiny fragment of sound. She
sighed and bowed her head. A small crack in the library floor
mended itself as she watched.

She had no way of knowing what would really happen. It was a
massive gamble. And the gamble was with the lives of others, who
had not made this decision for themselves. They could not have
done so, for they were trapped within the-Cincinnati system. When
she had given them all the Norleans Plague, she had thought that
she was freeing them, tearing them from the City by inflicting upon
them an even more powerful compulsion. Now they would all head
out. Into the Territory...

This time, that word, “Territory,” invoked a vision of a rough raft
with a wigwam in the center, imbued with a tale which radically
rearranged one young man’s entire vision of the world from the
inside out when he realized that all he had been taught was false,
and that he had the power to form his own ideas and to act on them
in the face of the opposition of his entire society.

Huckleberry Finn. The story at the heart of the Norleans Plague,
which she too now had. It alone had the power to tear her from
Cincinnati, from Abe Durancy’s mad, replayed tale of guilt and
power and pain. She remembered, dimly, reading it when much
younger, curled in a chair in the small Shaker Hill library on a
snowy day while a fire burned in the stove next to her.

The memory of Shaker Hill enveloped her like a beautiful dream.
Just outside of the old town of Miamisburg, near Dayton, the
Shakers eschewed all nanotechnology—indeed, almost all
technology—in a community created when the Flower Cities were
going wild, and nanotech airborne plagues of thought drifted across
the land. Some said even throughout the world. But no one at
Shaker Hill seemed to know for sure.

Of one thing she was quite certain—at Shaker Hill, they had
been terrified of the plague and its compulsions. The price they had
paid for trying to avoid it was a loss of history.

Verity was beginning to think that perhaps no one—no one
person— knew what had really happened during the Third Wave.



She glanced over at the cocoon, gleaming in the low lights. It
couldn’t tell her something it did not know.

But what had happened? Not just to her, but to the world? There
had once been a country, a government—the United States. Russ,
an old man whose parents created Shaker Hill when he was a
young man, always claimed they were better off without the
goddamned government. But where had it gone?

The more she considered it, the worse her decision seemed. But 1t
was done and there was no going back. If there was a cure for the
Norleans Plague, no one she knew had ever heard of it. All that the
Cincinnatians could possibly desire, now, was to go to Norleans.
They might remember who they were and retrieve their
personalities, buried under decades of reliving the stories of others.
Norleans might still exist; but it was just a rumor. If it did, by some
miracle, still exist, and if they did, by another miracle, get to
Norleans, the plague might cease to matter once the victim reached
the goal.

But the plague itself might kill them. The river might. Or any of
the unforeseen perils of an unknown continent. Once it had been
thickly peopled; now it was nearly deserted. Once there had been
gasoline engines, dependable communication devices, governments,
currencies, businesses. For the most part, these had vanished. But
she didn’t know much more than that. All her knowledge had come
from the small library at Shaker Hill, from Russ, their only living
link with the world before the Third Wave, and from the learning
cocoons, which had agendas of their own and were not necessarily
to be trusted.

The rafts, and the river... maybe that was a peril she could
control.

A thought took hold. Maybe it would be better for everyone to go
1n one great boat. Or two. Safer, of course. Would the plague allow
for that? Would the downriver impetus be enough to satisfy that
craving for Norleans? Well, she had the plague, and she could
consider going on a boat as well as on a raft. Of course, she was
physiologically different from most of the Cincinnatians, though the
exact parameters of the differences were something that she did not



especially want to explore. That might explain her slight remove
from the plague’s effects so far.

She dropped into a chair and brooded. Boats sounded like a good
1dea. But where would she find a riverboat? Could the City perhaps
make one? It was not exactly functioning at full capacity. And she
no longer controlled the City. She no longer wanted to.

She’d solved one problem and created others, which now seemed
equally serious.

The marble floor paled as the subtle lighting of the library awoke,
triggered by the darkening sky. The sun was setting. The hours
were ticking by. She could afford to lose no more time. She had to
deal with the consequences of her actions, and quickly.

Verity went back to the learning cocoon she’d used, one of many
scattered throughout the room, and paused next to it.

It was all she had, this glistening wrap of, quite possibly,
seriously limited information; the only way to learn what they
might face before setting out for the Territory. Maybe she could
find out whether the City memories had stored somewhere the
plans for boats.

She rolled back into it gently and felt its comforting membrane
shrink to grip her lightly, silkily, ready to link deeply, to tailor
whatever it had to impart to her specific learning style.

But this time the connection was different. More distant; more
disorienting. Every few minutes, the floor of the library trembled,
as if from an earthquake. Brief shrieks punctuated the celebratory
songs Verity heard through holes in the windows that failed to
self-heal as they shattered. She tried to readjust herself, for she
was absorbing the history of the big earthquake that had changed
the Ohio River above Cincinnati forty years earlier to an entirely
new course. But it was no use. She was wrenched from the cocoon
as the floor tilted, spilling her out roughly.

Dazed by the loss of connection, she staggered to her feet and
rubbed her eyes. Colors ran together, blurring the outlines of all she
saw. She felt 1ll, this time, and stumbled as the floor trembled
again. The city was definitely changing. Or maybe the Norleans



Plague was finally kicking in.

She hurried down stairs now still which had been designed to
move, memory sharpening after her rough disconnection. It seemed
that she’d found out nothing about the Territory into which they
were heading... and she was crying...

But no wonder, when she thought of all that was lost—Shaker
Hill, and her Shaker brothers and sisters—no wonder she dashed
tears from her face as she searched for the exit, afraid that the
library might collapse on her.

Yet the impetus of the plague, created by a mad designer of
unknown intent, was powerful; overwhelming. After a moment
song overrode everything else:

Oh, the river is up and the channel is deep
The wind is steady and strong

Oh won’t we have a jolly good time

As we go sailing along.

Verity’s clear voice sounded braver than she felt as she hurried
across the large lobby.

The huge, arched doors stood open—Lift up your heads, ye
everlasting gates, Verity’s Shaker past sang. She added aloud, “And
let me out of this place!” Out of Cincinnati, through the gates
framed by the past, where all lay in ruins behind her, and onward,
down the river, down the river, down the river we go...

When she rushed out the door the chorus enveloped her.
Everyone was singing it. Filled with joy, Verity hurried along with
them, turning toward the riverfront, the part of her that was
angry, even terrified, pushed aside for the moment.

How could she have been so worried? The unreasonably bright
and happy waves of the Norleans Plague overwhelmed her. At
least, she thought that must be what it was; the world had a golden
sheen, though that might be from the setting sun. But even her
hands looked golden when she passed through the shadow of a
building.

Get away, the plague told her. Norleans means freedom. Freedom
from slavery. To nan, to anything, to anyone. You’ll miss the light
at Cairo. But you’ll be free in the end. From the inside out.



The plague-induced ecstasy was interrupted when she stumbled
over the feet of a man sitting on the sidewalk a block from the
library, his head in his hands. He looked up and she was completely
startled.

The man was Blaze.

She dropped down next to him, stared into his eyes, and was
deeply afraid. Something was dreadfully wrong.

Blaze, the Shaker Brother she had grown up with, the dear
friend she had wrapped in nan sheets after he was shot in the
chest, the almost-lover she had brought to Cincinnati in a desperate
attempt to save his life, did not seem to recognize her.

At least, she thought, heart pounding, he was alive. But at what
price? She pushed his red hair back from his sweaty forehead and it
stood up in damp spikes. His head lolled back and he looked at her,
his green eyes fearfully blank. His face was thin and pale, what she
could see of it, for some of it was covered by a new, scraggly beard.

“Blaze, have you waited for me all this time?” He had refused to
enter the library with her. But that had been quite some time ago.

She sat back on her heels, apprehensive, wondering what to do.
The nanotech sheets that had kept him somewhere between life and
death had evidently left him with neurological damage.

Hearing distant hammering, she looked over her shoulder and
saw that the waterfront, a few blocks away, was mobbed with
people. Stacks of lumber were piled in intervals on the concrete
wharf, and it dawned on her that they were making rafts.

Yes, she remembered... some of them had left already, swirled
downriver in swift ecstasy, singing; cheering. But how could they
possibly make enough rafts to accommodate all of them in the time
left before the conversion of Cincinnati, when it would, essentially,
reboot and try to reabsorb them? They only had another day, at
most. Boats, she had been thinking of boats...

Blaze moaned and rocked back and forth, interrupting her
thoughts. She grabbed his shoulders and shook him.

“Blaze! It’s me! Verity!” She could not succumb to fear, she told
herself. He had remembered her since awakening in the train



station. How long ago had that been? Days? More than a week?
He had forgotten who she was several times, too.
She pushed that thought away. He would get better, not worse.

Or would he? There was certainly nothing out in the Territory
that could heal him. Helping Blaze stagger to his feet, she was
surprised when just that simple thought—the Territory—put a
smile on her face. She did not feel like smiling. Yet her face smiled
in the service of the plague.

She put her arm around him and he leaned against her. Even
though he was emaciated from his ordeal, she staggered beneath
his weight. He was inches taller and probably three years older
than she was, though neither knew their exact birthdays.

“What’s wrong?” He spoke in a harsh whisper, his head bowed.
“This keeps happening. I can’t see... everything’s dark... There—it’s
lighter. But... it’s so blurry.” He squinted at her. “Verity, you're just
like particles floating in the air... now it’s all so bright...”

At least he remembers my name, she thought grimly.
“Take a step. Another. That’s good.”

“How far?” mumbled Blaze.

Then she heard singing.

“Where’s that music?” asked Blaze, lifting his head. His eyes
became more alert, his steps more sure.

“It’s on the next block,” she said.

They staggered toward an elongated ellipse of stone pedestals.
Several fires in barrels illuminated a statue of a woman held aloft
by one of the pedestals, stone children ranged around her, splashed
by water. The spring air was chilly, now that the sun had set, and
Verity edged close to a flame-mouthed barrel.

A black man sat on the steps below the statue. He was hunched
over a guitar that she could barely hear over the hiss of the
fountain. But Blaze stepped closer and she followed, until the
singer’s words were perfectly clear:

And I'm goin’ to the river, take my boat and float,
And if my underworld mama quit me I’'m gonna cut my



throat

And it’s, oh, I ain’t gon do it no more

And it’s, oh, I ain’t gon do it no more

The last time I drank your whiskey, Mama, it made my
belly sore.

The guitar music rose high above the notes the man sang, in an
odd, catchy rhythm, short-long, short-long, two stringed notes fixed
from each other in a strange interval that slid up and down as his
finger did on the neck and quavered in a way that sent shivers
down Verity’s spine.

“What’s that you're singing?” asked Blaze, as they stopped next
to him. “Do it again. Please.”

He squinted at Blaze in the dim light. “You all right, son?” he
asked.

Blaze nodded desperately, his eyes pleading in the firelight.
“Yes,” he croaked.

As the player repeated the song, Blaze hummed along, eyes
closed. His face relaxed, and then Verity saw a very slight smile.

“That’s better,” Blaze said when the music stopped. He sank
down on a step. “What was that song?”

The guitar clunked hollowly as the player rested it on the
concrete. “That’s called ‘Cincinnati Underworld Woman.”” His face
was long and furrowed. A small scar slashed his cheek, and moved
when he smiled. He lit a cigarette and took a deep drag.

“Is that who you're singing about?” Blaze asked, pointing at the
statue above them.

The man shook his head. “She’s another entity completely. More
like a goddess, I guess. She’s the Genius of Water. Been here since
way past forever.”

“What’s your name?”

“Kid Cole, boy, Kid Cole. Glad to be in Cincinnati, my hometown.
So glad. It’s been a while.” He finished his cigarette, tossed the butt
on the ground, and picked up his guitar. “How about another?”

Verity bit her lip. He wasn’t really Kid Cole, of course. He had
been altered by the City to think he was. She was tremendously



disappointed. He really should be more himself now. But maybe all
she’d done was for nothing... maybe it hadn’t worked... “Blaze,
there’s something we have to—"

“What kind of music do you call that?” asked Blaze.

The man looked surprised. “Why, the blues,” he said. He chorded
up and down the neck of his guitar as he spoke, and soft music
filled gaps in the fountain’s splash. “I guess you could call it black
folk music from the Delta. Made up of all different kinds of
things—slave hollers, shouts, things from Africa, they say. The ring
dance and drums. My father came up here on a riverboat. He was a
free black. My mother was a runaway slave.” His laugh was bitter.
“Nasty place, really, for us, this city. For a while we were happy. I
remember, from when I was little. Lincoln freed my mother. But so
what? Nobody will give us a job, unless it’s some job nobody else
wants. My daddy had to go down South to work. I think he’s a
sharecropper but I don’t know. We can’t go to the schools and get
educated. Used to be a fine Negro school here. But the whites were
jealous of it—had it closed down, and they won’t allow our children
to go to their schools. It’s hell. But boy, it’s hell all over. I'm tellin’
you, if I wasn’t singin’ I'd be cryin’ about it all. It kind of helps, you
know?”

Blaze glanced at him questioningly. “Are you talking about the
Civil War? I read about that. I read about Lincoln. But the Civil
War was a couple of hundred years ago, wasn’t it?”

Kid Cole frowned. “Come to think of it...”
“Yes, it was,” said Verity. “Thank you,” she told the man. “Let’s

go.”
Blaze stared up at the statue of the woman and passed his hand
over his eyes. “Maybe I'd better. Listen, don’t go away, all right? I'll

be back soon.”
“Aren’t you going to Norleans?” asked Verity.

“Norleans!” he snorted. “I don’t need Norleans. I've got the blues.”
He plucked a series of high, defiant notes from the guitar. “But
then again... maybe...”

As Verity hurried him away, Blaze said, “Where are we going?”



“Someplace where I can help you,” she said.

They stopped a block away, at the Netherlands Hotel. Art Deco
metal birds flanked the glass, flower-etched doors. An interstice
glowed, pale and spooky in the darkness, not very wide, but rising
in a thin stripe up the side of the building until it reached a ledge
and vanished.

The door opened at her touch. She was relieved to find that this
building worked; she had been prepared to try several since the
City didn’t seem to be functioning fully. Wall sconces lit as if in
greeting as she and Blaze followed a lushly flowered runner
through a glass-and-steel lobby. She held Blaze’s hand, but was
relieved that he was able to walk by himself now. She wanted to go
up, close to the Flower at the top of the building, and so she went to
the elevator, and of course it opened.

Blaze followed her inside, leaned against the wall, and closed his
eyes.

“Hello, Rose,” said a voice when the door closed. Verity jumped
and her throat tightened.

“Who'’s talking?” asked Blaze, his eyes fluttering open. “I don’t
see anyone.”

“To the top, please,” she told the elevator. “It’s... an old friend,”
said Verity to Blaze, swallowing hard. “And he’s not really here.”

“That’s what I said, 1sn’t 1t?” said Blaze. “Do we have to go up
here?” He swayed a bit when the door opened, and glanced at the
readout. “Are we really on the one hundred and twenty-third floor?”

Verity stepped cautiously out of the elevator, not knowing what
she would find. On seeing that the room was empty, she took a
deep breath and tried to relax.

“Is this floor marble?” asked Blaze, touching its smooth surface.

“It’s exactly like marble,” said Verity. “Of course it’s marble. It
was just grown, that’s all. Nobody had to get it out of a quarry.”

“Who grew 1t then?” asked Blaze.

I did, a part of her asserted. “Come over here,” she said, leading
Blaze to the window, a vast arch of glass set in iron girders that



looked like a child’s stylized rays of a rising sun.

They looked down on a sea of darkness studded by flickering
bonfires people had lit on roofs. Cincinnatians, small with long
shadows, danced round them. Most of the large Flowers were
furled, though she saw one stubborn violet Iris many blocks away
half-open, waving slowly and majestically in downriver wind.

“You used to talk about the Flowers when you were little,” said
Blaze. “You had nightmares about them. How did you know about
them?”

“I came from Cincinnati,” she said quietly. “I was—created here.”
She turned and said almost desperately, “I'm not normal, Blaze. I'm
not like you. I was made for a special reason. But I didn’t really
know 1t until I came here—I didn’t really know it entirely until just
a few weeks ago. Or... well, 'm not that sure of the time...” She
stared out into the dark canyons.

“Tell me about it, Verity,” said Blaze. He sighed and rubbed his
face with both hands. “I'm feeling better now. I don’t know what
happened.”

“I will,” she said. “But there’s no time now.” I want to find a
cocoon for you. Or create one, she thought, finding she was
unwilling to speak it out loud, to tell Blaze all that she actually was
capable of doing, for it was quite strange to her that she actually
could, were the City working properly (and that was in doubt), do
just about

Anything.

She felt intense and grave at the thought, which whispered
through her, making her entire body tingle with something quite
close to desire. To be hooked back into the heart of the City again,
to command it!

“There’s a holographic table behind us and I can have it manifest
a cocoon for you, Blaze, and—"

“No!” shouted Blaze, stepping back from her, his face determined
and horrified. “I’d rather die, Verity.” His voice quieted. “I'm not
exaggerating. I don’t want to have anything to do with that. I've
had enough of it. I had to push my way out of one in the train



station. I didn’t even know who I was, why I was there. Verity...
there are times now when I can’t even talk. It’s like... all the
meaning drops out of everything. There’s nothing to connect to. And
then... I'm even better than before. Sharper, somehow. I have even
more words, more ways of saying things. I'm going through some
sort of process. Some sort of healing. That music out there, that’s
what helps. Not some—device.” He took a deep, shuddering breath.
“I've been lucky. Very lucky. I'll never go back in one of those
hellish... cocoons, or whatever you want to call them.”

Tiny beads of sweat stood out on his pale face. Verity saw that he
meant it. Yet she didn’t know what else to do. He might just get
worse and worse. The nan sheets he had been wrapped in put a lot
of bodily functions on hold. Besides that, the sheets had been very
old and probably hadn’t functioned quite right. A cocoon could easily
determine exactly what had happened and probably synthesize
whatever was necessary to heal Blaze—a certain hormone, even
genetic intervention.

What might it cost her to reach back into the City again? And if
she did reconnect deeply enough to heal Blaze, she didn’t even
know, exactly, how to do so.

But that would come to her, once she entered it again. That was,
in fact, what she feared. That was the part of herself that she had
to leave behind. But she couldn’t think of anything else to do at this
point.

Biting her lip, she dropped onto a bench in front of the round,
smooth table, and holographic icons appeared, ranged around its
border. Flowers, all of them, and each with certain functions that
could modify the others, a grammar of intricate immensity with
which she could form any genetic possibility, any physical form, any
thought or feeling. She could manipulate the entire City, on any
level.

If she still dared.

She crossed her arms upon her chest and bowed her head for a
moment.

Blaze stared at the table for a moment. Then he edged toward



the elevator. “I think I should get out of here,” he said, his voice
shaking. He cleared his throat. “I'll meet you down at the square.
By that singer. That music. It’s wonderful. I felt better when I
heard it, somehow. I'm sorry, Verity. It just scares me so much
here. All those things that happened. I can barely remember them,
but...”

He was about ten feet from the elevator when it opened. A tall
man stepped out. The man brushed past Blaze, completely ignoring
him.

Verity squinted, trying to see if the man was a holographic ghost
or real. She glanced down to see if it might be possible that she had
by accident activated some program. But just her being here, with
her Queen-based metapheromonal capabilities, might be enough to
affect things.

She sat very still, trying to think of what to do.

Abe Durancy’s face looked blank at first, but he saw the huge
window and strode over, pressed his face against it. “Good evening,
Cincinnati,” he said, his voice low and somewhat ironic. “What 1s it
this time? What age? What lost glory?”

“Who 1s that?” whispered Blaze.

Abe turned from the window, tripped over a low table, stumbled,
and cursed.

Unfortunately, he was not a ghost.

Transfixed by dread, Verity watched him. She put one finger to
her lips to tell Blaze not to speak.

Durancy looked up and saw Verity. He glanced at Blaze, then
back at Verity.

“Rose?” he said uncertainly, then advanced across the room.

“No,” said Verity firmly. “I am not Rose. Rose is dead, Durancy,
and so are you. Stay away from me.”

“As I live and breathe,” he laughed, “you are Rose.”

Something clicked in Verity. Maybe she could somehow use this
situation; turn Durancy’s certainty to her advantage. She looked
exactly like Rose, of course... and yes, she really was Rose. Not only



was she Rose’s physical clone, but she had been filled with Rose’s
memories, her personality and being. Rose always seemed ready to
leap out and overwhelm her, a pressure hovering behind each
thought. It seemed that the Rose part of her was particularly
activated when she put pressure on the tiny nubs behind her ears,
as if some sort of chemical was released thereby into her brain. She
avoided touching those nubs. But Rose was too much a part of her
to be entirely avoided in that way. She still didn’t understand the
barriers between herself and Rose, or indeed if there really were
any.

Being Rose was what she was trying to leave behind.

“Of course, Abe,” she said quietly, gently. “I am Rose. And I need
your help.” I am not Rose, she assured herself. I am Verity. I am
Verity...

“That’s a switch, 1sn’t 1t?” he asked, his voice sarcastic and
yearning at once. “You know everything, don’t you, Rose?”

“I wish I did,” Verity replied. “But I'm—" She had been going to
say that she was in a hurry, but changed her mind.

He lowered himself into a large comfortable chair a few feet from
her. Blaze made some gestures behind Abe’s back: should I bash
him in the head? Verity stifled a near-hysterical giggle. She shook
her head once at Blaze.

“Abe,” she said, “I want a riverboat. You know, an old-fashioned
one with a paddlewheel. Maybe boats. Yes, two would be better.
And two thousand rafts. I want them all stocked with food and
medical diagnostic equipment and all kinds of nan seeds.” That’s
right, she thought, steeling herself. No telling what this world
holds. Best be prepared for anything. Those who had left already
had cobbled rafts together for themselves, but there wasn’t time for
that anymore.

“You're—you're leaving, Rose?” he asked, his voice sad and
uncertain.

“I have to,” she said. “You know that, Abe. Please help.” If he
helped, then she wouldn’t have to surrender once again to the City
in order to get this done. If she did, she might be forever



submerged, captured.
Just the thought of it made her break out in a cold sweat.

“Maybe I'll go too,” Abe said, his voice weary. As he turned
toward the window his vision swept past Blaze again, but Abe still
didn’t seem to notice him. Of course not. Abe thought Blaze was
just one of the pawns with which he’d filled the City in order to
please India, his mother.

Abe stared out the window. “I feel... so tired. Disoriented. Every
time—this happens—at every pause and change and skip—I have to
come back and fix things... but I don’t really remember why.”

Verity felt great pity for him. She knew everything about him,
his deepest memories, his most wrenching pain, his uncertainty and
sadness.

And his insanity.

“Just show me how to do this,” she said. “Surely your Cincinnati
has riverboats, Abe! They’re an integral part of its history.
Cincinnati was born because of the Ohio River. Cincinnati was the
goal of the great riverboat races from New Orleans.”

“Yes!” he said. As he leaned over the bright light of the
translucent table between them she saw that his face had not
regrown just right; was mottled. One ear was just a nub.

Somehow she had changed things. Or maybe she had just
damaged them enough so they would be skewed even worse when
the conversion came.

Why should tears fill her eyes as she looked on his imperfection?
She blinked them away angrily. This man—his original, anyway,
still embedded in the programs of the City—had warped her entire
life, had ruthlessly used her. Abe, his cousin Rose, and his mother
India had battled for her very soul.

And lost, she reminded herself, and straightened her back. They
all lost. Whoever she was, she was herself. And leaving, forever,
soon.

“Please, Abe,” she said. “Do this for me.”

He took a deep breath and sat on the bench beside her, shoving



her gently aside. “Anything, Rose,” he said, his eyes sad and dark.
“Now watch.” He touched various bright icons in an entrancing
rhythm and a slight smile turned up the corners of his mouth. All
sadness left his eyes. “Yes. Yes, that’s it. Cincinnati’s two hundred
fiftieth anniversary.” He was eager now. “We had many riverboats
here; it was glorious. I was a boy. India and I went for a ride on
one. We had tea and she told me about Life on the Mississippi.”

This is all he is, Verity thought. All that’s left.

He didn’t seem to notice when Blaze rose and stood behind them,
put one hand on Verity’s shoulder, and gripped it so hard that it
hurt.

She watched the center of the table, feeling more and more
remote. Engineering plans rapidly fluttered across it, ephemeral,
and Abe drew 1n his breath with a hiss as a bank of colors arose,
each a bar, and the bars varied in height for a few minutes; then he
fixed them with a nod and swept them into a holographic bin that
appeared at the edge of the table.

“They are here. But what’s this? What’s happened? They’ve been
tampered with. Never mind. It’s always this way. Things go awry. I
don’t... know why... ah, my beautiful city. Yes, there we go.
Now—details.”

Verity was entranced in spite of herself at the sumptuous
staterooms that flickered before her, small doll’s rooms with
furniture ornate and splendid. She forgot her exhaustion.

“Yes,” he mused. “Let’s see now. Where?” A map of the riverfront
appeared and he said “This is a job for—yes, Sternmeyer’s factory
down at the wharf. It’s large enough to make two at a time, plus
the rafts, and the tanks will open into the river when they’re done.
Are you sure two are enough?”

“Two are enough,” she said. Time was very short. She saw that
each riverboat had beds for fifteen hundred people, at capacity, and
were capable of carrying many tons of cargo. On the edge of the
table she did some simple calculations and concluded that each boat
could carry as many as five thousand people if, for instance, ten or
fifteen people slept in each room, on the floor. There were also large
halls and promenades that could be utilized. It would have to do.



The night passed for Verity in a blur of colorful schematics and
brief episodes of dozing. The building did not tremble so much at
night, and she assumed this was because the City drew so much of
its energy from the sun.

When she noticed dawn coloring the buildings outside the
enormous window, she was surprised. Her eyes burned. Blaze had
sunk down next to the wall, his back propped against it. He was
watching Abe.

As Verity glimpsed the river, shimmering pale blue beneath the
broken bridges, a strange energy passed through her, like points of
pixillation which, gathered together, filled her mind and heart.

She whispered a rafter song, encouraged by the bones of the
lovely vessel, the Robert E. Lee, growing holographically on the
table. Was it actually beginning to form even now, assembling in its
tank on the river?

Some rows up, but we floats down,
Way down the Ohio to Shawneetown...

She stood, filled with Dance, lovely, floating Dance, her Shaker
Gift. She took a halting step. She sang another few words, slowly,
whispering. She wanted to stop... it was the plague, the wretched
plague.

Abe looked up. He watched her, hands poised over the screen,
and frowned.

Blaze stood warily, looking first at Abe, then Verity.

“Keep going,” Verity told Abe, standing quite still with enormous
effort.

Abe stood, tall and no longer so uncertain. “Verity!” he shouted.
“You're not Rose! You're Verity! I'm beginning to remember now.
Oh, yes, I remember it all! You think you’re so clever, don’t you?
Well, I can’t let you leave! Don’t think for a minute that you can
leave! You’re a part of us now, forever and ever. You're inside the
City, Verity, you were born here. Now that you know it you can’t
get away no matter how far you go. Don’t be stupid. All this will be
stopped... I'll stop 1t...”

He raised his hand to sweep the embryonic boat from the table



but Blaze tackled him, so that Durancy’s hand cut the holographic
boat in half instead, and that half went flying until it left the field
and vanished. Blaze and Durancy both slid across the floor and
slammed into the window. Blaze got to his feet unsteadily; Abe
groaned and stirred, then slumped to the floor.

Fierceness surged through Verity then from a new and powerful
place.

“No you won’t!” she said. “I never needed you!” She felt
enormously angry. Because she had to call on the part of herself she
wanted to forget.

Rose.
Durancy’s cousin, who knew as much or more than he did.

Knowledge came from the back of her mind, from her center,
from all of her, from every cell, draining her, as she worked at the
table, trying to restore what he had removed. “Don’t let him get up,
Blaze,” she commanded. “I don’t care what you do.” She tried to
1ignore Blaze’s expression: puzzled, as uncertain as Abe had recently
been.

“He’s out cold,” she heard Blaze say, as if from far away. “I tied
him up with his scarf. What a strange man. It’s not cold. Why was
he wearing a scarf? For decoration, I guess.”

Her hands moved swiftly across the table as the sun came up full
and bright, filling the City, shining the river to light, flooding the
assembly table with renewed energy from the Flowers she was
newly awakening with her imperative commands. Lost in a haze of
thought, of memory, of command, Verity did not consciously have
anything to do with what she had loosed; it was a part of her. It
was the part of her that was Rose, old as nanotechnology’s very
birth, knowing the very core of nan’s power and its limits.

Rose, the Rose part of Verity, built on what Abe had begun,
commanding the riverboat, and rafts, to form, and to stock them
with whatever was needed—everything—and hurry!'—though the
table said, “That is too fast, it cannot be completed in this timespan.
Particularly since most systems are down.”

“Then do the best you can,” she whispered, wondering if she



dared try and change the conversion schedule. No, no, just get
away! If the rafters couldn’t leave soon they just might jump into
the river without rafts or riverboats.

A holographic raft appeared on the table. A deck of one by twelve
boards lay across a frame supported by hollow flotation devices
below each corner. Each raft would come with a wigwam, of canvas
rather than boards, which could be raised on a platform in the
middle of the deck. Other details such as mess kits and matches
were listed for a few seconds, then vanished along with the raft.

A thrill of fear ran through Verity, watching Rose’s hands fly,
knowing that she, Verity, had lost control and that she, Verity, did
not really know what Rose was setting up, unleashing. Pain
blossomed on one side of her head and blackness spread across her
vision and the floor was shaking and she was falling...

Blaze was dragging her to the elevator.

“No,” she said, struggling. “Forget about the boats. I have to heal
you. That’s what I came for. I couldn’t tell Durancy. Rose can do it.
That’s the most important thing. [—I'm sorry; I just got started
with the boats. Go back, Blaze! Just go back and put your hand on
the table—"

“No,” said Blaze shortly, flatly, without compromise. He pulled
her into the elevator. “How does this work? Take us down to the
ground! Now!” he yelled, and lost his balance and stumbled against
the side when the floor rushed suddenly downward.

“Blaze! No! It wasn’t finished!” Verity wished that she was
stronger than Blaze, so she could take him back there against his
will, but she knew she was not.

“Enough of this nonsense!” he said roughly. “I'm going to be fine.
At least I'm not dead which I probably will be if we stay here much
longer. Couldn’t you feel the floor shaking up there? We need to get
out of here. I don’t know what happened to you but I don’t like it.
And when that guy wakes up he’s going to be pretty mad, don’t you
think? What if the roof collapses? I shouldn’t have left him there.”

The door opened and he pulled her through the lobby.

“Just touch that interstice,” said Verity, desperate. “Something is



terribly wrong with you, Blaze. Maybe it can diagnose you!”

“Touch the what?” He laughed shortly. “Not on your life. Look
what’s happened to you.” Then they were out the door and both of
them were stumbling down to the waterfront.

Verity was completely drained. The rafters, hammering and
sawing, were singing some song about “Blingo blango hammer with
my hammer, Zingo zango sawin with my saw” that sounded
distant, muted. They were simple patches of color moving in front
of her eyes for no particular reason. She allowed Blaze to sit her
down on a bench; he sat next to her and held her hand.

He took a deep breath. “As long as we’re going to have a boat,
can we make sure there’s a piano on 1t?” he asked, somewhat
meeKkly.

“I have no idea what will happen now,” she said crossly. “Who do
you think I am, Mother Ann?”

“I'm not sure, Verity,” he said. “I'm just not sure.” And he stared
out at the river. Verity stretched out on the bench and fell asleep
instantly.

She woke with a start and jumped to her feet. How could she
have slept? How many hours did they have left? She looked around
wildly and did not see Blaze. But about a quarter mile away she
saw a huge crowd gathered at the riverfront, and some people were
climbing onto warehouse roofs. She ran in that direction, down the
tree-lined promenade. Judging from the position of the sun it was
still before noon.

When she got closer she heard a woman shouting, “Get back, get
back; no telling what might happen with this tank, this is a huge
project.”

By climbing on a low wall Verity managed to grab a branch of the
tree next to her, and hoisted herself up.

The riverfront was a vast concrete wasteland, lined with huge,
ugly buildings, some concrete, some corrugated aluminum, some
seamless nan-stuff, which seemed the ugliest of all, their reds and
greens and blues faded and mottled by design, not by nature.

Verity rested in the branches and gawked, as amazed as the rest



of them though she had set it in motion.

Twin black smokestacks with fluted, flowerlike tops were
supported by platforms of white, atop a small sea of viscous green

fluid.

Each infinitely fine detail of the boat was precisely engineered to
assemble in a complex orchestration of events no less amazing than
the stages an embryo went through from zygote to viable being,
events that depended upon one another as modifiers and checks.

As she watched, the green cleared, and the fluid was slowly
infused with swirls of blue. Now the liquid seemed less thick; wind
ruffled its surface. Verity blinked. The deep, crystalline blue, the
blue of the sky... could a mere color make her dizzy, now?

She held tightly to the branches and visions seared the inside of
her closed eyelids, flickering quickly, jumbled: a narrow cobblestone
street; a black man playing a trumpet; a casket being pushed inside
a small, strange house...

She opened her eyes and found that she had wrapped herself
tightly around the branch. How long had the vision lasted?

The crowd was silent now. The boats were rising almost
1imperceptibly. Railings and gingerbread balustrades crept into the
air with elephantine slowness.

Maybe, just maybe, this would work.
They looked smaller than she had imagined they would.

One-third smaller than the originals, whispered a part of her. To
hurry the process. You specified that you must leave before the
conversion.

By two in the afternoon the boats had almost completely risen,
slowly pushed upward by platforms beneath to float on the liquid in
the tanks. Pumps spewed water from the interior of the boats.
Rafts, like an afterthought of the growing pool, gradually coalesced
around the boats.

Excited, Verity finally climbed down and wormed her way
through the crowd to the clear barrier around the tanks. The
barrier was full of pictures and words which vanished and



reappeared fitfully, eliciting groans and cheers from the crowd. 95%
completed, detail work remaining, she read in front of her. And
then a list scrolled past. Some of the items were pictures; others
were words: antibiotics, clarinets, cutlery, lamps, linens, sweaters,
vases... She touched the picture of a lamp, and was treated to an
invitation to learn the biochemistry that caused its illumination.

The boat in front of Verity did look finished—proud, intricately
detailed. Metal cables distributed the structural forces of the tall
black smokestacks and the wide, slightly concave decks. A
pilothouse with sparkling windows perched up top just forward of
the boat’s midpoint. Huge wooden struts angled between the
bottom and second decks. A vivid red paddlewheel gleamed in the
sun.

The contents in drawers and cupboards had probably not come to
rest in a very neat manner, and there were all kinds of loose things,
if the list had been correct, that would probably have just settled on
the floor as the fluid receded. Verity blinked. Was that the trophy
head of an elk attached to the front of the pilothouse?

A woman next to her climbed over the barrier and plunged
feet-first into the tank. She surfaced gasping and laughing. She
was followed by two or three others, and then a plummeting rain of
people splashed into the tank. They began to climb onto the rafts.

“No!” Verity shouted. “Leave them alone! They’re not ready! Can’t
you read?” But the rafts were fairly simple, and did indeed look
finished. It was probably the boats that weren’t quite done.

People were bunched up at the gates that kept the replicator bath
separate from the river. Of course, they wanted to release the rafts.
Once the gates were opened, the replicators would quickly be
rendered useless, she knew, for they contained a failsafe in case
they came in contact with mediums they might contaminate. Such
as people, and river water.

As she pushed her way through the crowd, Verity felt a slight
tremor, and turned to see all the interstices flash, then darken
again. She realized she was the only person who had noticed. Or
who cared. She watched for a long jostled moment, but did not see
the flash again. It may have just been the sun coming out from



behind a passing cloud. But she did not think so. It meant that the
conversion was going to happen quite soon.

Maybe the best thing was to liberate the boats. Even if they
weren’t finished. From her tree, they had looked almost finished.
But there was a possibility that certain processes were still going on
inside.

A cheer went up, and from its velocity she knew that the problem
was moot. Giant gears long unused clanked slowly, and the gate
slid open sideways, inch by inch. The river met the fluid inside in a
flurry of whirlpools as the gap widened.

Soon the water 1n the tank was the color of the Ohio: a clear,
sparkling green. The citizens of Cincinnati swam and laughed and
shouted. Perhaps drawn by the beauty of the boats, or out of
curiosity, some of the plaguers climbed onto the riverboats, using
ladders that descended into the water. Verity saw them wander
through the rooms like shadows, slowly, as if amazed. Some of
them seemed to be righting furniture. They ascended the levels of
the boat and ended up in the pilothouse, throwing open the
windows. Verity could only hope that some of the rafters might
understand, just as she did, the necessity of these boats. They
would need all the support they could get in the wilderness
downriver from Cincinnati. Rafts would not be enough. Perhaps the
fact that riverboats were in Huckleberry Finn might be enough to
lure them aboard. After all, she certainly didn’t know the
parameters of the plague.

Tired with relief, Verity let the plague overtake her. She slumped
down, leaning her forehead against the clear cool barrier between
her and the boats, letting her eyes run up and down the lines of
them, taking in the details. The gingerbread, the tremendous
paddlewheel at the rear, the curious blue tinge of the boats,
somehow mingling with white. She realized the color must have
something to do with collecting solar energy and sending it to some
sort of storage. Probably the huge black smokestacks did the same.

The majesty of the journey filled her. The Territory! Surely there
could be nothing so glorious as leaving the past behind, and
entering the unknown. Just one of those rafts below, that was all a



person needed; that and a fishing line.
What freedom.

What bitter irony, said a small voice within her, but the plague
overrode it.

Some of the rafts swirled out onto the river, filled with exuberant
rafters, shouting and waving as they commenced their journey. She
felt their joy and waved back. Her worries seemed ridiculous. Some
of the rafts remained in the tank or were pulled round with long
lines to the wharf, and people started loading them with supplies
from the warehouses and shops of Cincinnati, where the concept of
money had not existed for decades.

She turned west to survey the situation.

The Seam of Cincinnati was a solid, self-healing wall. It marked
the point at which the last Surge had stopped, when the replicators
went wild and surged through the matter that was the City,
changing it, and all within, swiftly and mercilessly. Twenty stories
high, casting a shadow on the buildings within, the Seam extended
smooth, impermeable, and unscalable into the Ohio River. Where it
ended, a constant wave sprayed upward, spending itself in the air,
for it was just above the Lower Falls, hidden by a bend in the river,
which very few, if any, Cincinnatians now living had ever seen.
They had been trapped within the Seam for decades. Verity knew,
from information she’d learned in the library, that these falls were
not like the Upper Falls—high, wide, and completely unnavigable.
She was counting on them conforming to the map she’d glimpsed in
the library, for a few seconds, where they were depicted as a long
series of rapids. Of course, the map was very old, and might no
longer be true.

She was immensely relieved to see that someone had chosen to
attempt piloting. Maybe she was right about the Huckleberry Finn
part. The Robert E. Lee was brought around to the wharf, after a
fearful moment when it seemed as if it might be washed downriver.
The current was probably quite strong here, and an inexperienced
pilot could easily lose control. But once at the wharf it was moored
by a gang of people. The American Queen followed. The gangplanks
went down and streams of people began coming and going, adding



various bundles taken from shops to the boat.

She rested her gaze on downtown Cincinnati, with Mount Adams
rising behind it, all the beautiful Flower-Buildings of which
Durancy had dreamed long ago, so long ago that no one could even
remember when that had been, exactly.

What if it didn't go as she thought it would? What if she had
failed?

Who then could fix her beloved City, the City where she had been
created, the City of which she had dreamed as a child, thrust forth
too young to be sure whether or not there was any reality to those
haunting dreams?

This was her home. She could not leave. Maybe there was too
much of Rose 1n her, and not enough Verity. Maybe the plague had
not taken her strongly enough. Maybe Verity didn’t really exist,
was a ghost who would fade if she stayed. She would then be Rose,
and she could help restore Abe Durancy. She remembered with pity
how he had looked last night: ravaged, destroyed. Where was he? A
part of her longed to help him.

The part of her that was Rose.

She moved to the stairs around the growing tank and hurried
down. She turned and walked quickly toward the tall buildings of
Cincinnati, which seemed to be calling her...

Someone yelled her name and she turned. Blaze was behind her,
his gait halting. She stopped and he caught up with her.

“Where are you going so fast?”
“Where have you been?” she asked.

Blaze’s face lit up. “Sphere and I went into a little club and
played for about an hour. After you left I had another one of my...
spells, I guess you’d call them. But I feel much better, at least for
now. And we found a store full of wonderful things—radio stones,
things that Sphere calls records—"

Verity sighed. Sphere had been her lover, briefly, after they
entered Cincinnati together, when Blaze had been dead, or nearly
so. She would tell Blaze, soon, when there was time. She had met



Sphere in the Cincinnati train station, where he had played the
saxophone. Now, he was completely changed, tapped deep into the
City’s system. Or so he claimed.

She resumed walking. “I'm sorry. I mean, I'm glad that you're
feeling better. Very glad. But I can’t leave.”

“Why not? What are you talking about?”

“It’s too hard, Blaze. This is my home. My true home. I just can’t
bear to leave!” She started to run and he caught her arm and he
was much stronger than she thought he’d be as he gripped it and
whirled her around and held her tight.

His voice next to her ear was low and quiet and removed her
from the din around her. “We’re leaving, Verity. Sphere told me a
lot about what happened, about Edgetown, and about who you are
and what you did. Something about you being the Queen. I didn’t
really understand it. I think I remember waking you, finding you
there, in the hive...” He fell silent for a moment while he looked at
her sharply, wonder and puzzlement in his eyes. Then he continued.
“Sphere said you'd want to stay and that you couldn’t, that you had
to leave. He was afraid of what might happen to you if you stayed.
Some kind of permanent cycle or freeze-up. Just like before.
Whatever that was. He made me promise to make sure that you

left.”
“So where 1s he now?”

“He said he had some things to do. He said he’d come back and
say good-bye. Let’s go out on the bridge, all right? I think you need
to get as far away from the City as possible.”

If it had been anyone other than Blaze she would have wrenched
free. His words made sense but something in her violently
disagreed. Yet they made their way past the bevy of rafts moored
on the long waterfront and eventually found their way to the stairs
at the foot of the bridge and climbed, up and up, and Blaze was
right; out here where the wind was blowing and the sky was so blue
she felt better. Much better.

She watched the river for ten minutes, fifteen, studying the
mesmerizing current below, slowly beginning to think in terms of



what lay ahead, wishing she could predict the way the river
twisted, wondering why her maps had suddenly stopped working,
thinking that perhaps if she went to the top of the very tallest
building she might get a glimpse, though the Seam was as high as
that and in some places higher... wondering why she felt no fear
and that did seem strange, surely this exodus was a fearful thing,
not something that should ring this great joy through her cells like
a low steady note of music...

“I think we’re almost ready,” Blaze said finally, gently, startling
her. He rested a hand on her shoulder and his touch calmed her
even more. He said something about loading rafts.

The wind blew back her hair and the plague rose within her
again, so it was almost as if she were floating above the river,
instead of standing on a bridge and then turning, oriented by the
sun, ready to take flight down the river like an arrow. Hurry! she
thought. We must hurry! There is not a second to waste! A part of
her looked at this from a distance, a part that seemed ready to
vanish, swept away by the rising tide of the plague.

“Come on,” whispered Blaze. “One of the riverboats left an hour
ago. The other is waiting just beyond the stadium. It’s time.”

And then Sphere was walking out onto the bridge with his
saxophone to say farewell.

A final wave of wild plagued rafters swarmed toward the river.
Verity was among them, pushed and battered on the landing by a
mob seized by a great roar of song. She did not remember coming
down off the bridge. She stumbled and Blaze pulled her to her feet.
His pale, frightened face spurred her to push onward until they
came to the wharf’s sudden edge. The waterfront was lined six deep
with rafts, bobbing about four feet below, several breaking away
from the main mass every minute, as soon as eight or ten people
filled them and cast off.

Verity turned back toward the city. Blaze grabbed her around the
waist and they were both pushed to their knees by the crush of the
crowd. Someone tripped over Verity and fell too; then Blaze was
pulling them both up and carrying her... she was lost in a haze of
color and scent; brilliant light flashed forth from the city and she



must stay, she had to stay...

Blaze pulled Verity down a ladder and she was too low to see the
City. She felt herself being dragged across a rough surface; then a
splash of cold water drenched her face.

She gasped and suddenly comprehended their situation. She
grabbed Blaze’s hand and staggered to her feet. Together they
leaped across the stepping-stones of rafts until there were no more.
That raft filled and someone pushed them away from the other
rafts with a board. Their raft swirled out into the river, where a
fast current seized it.

Verity braced her feet wide as the raft danced on the river’s small
waves, and looked back.

The conversion had begun.

Cincinnati flared with color. A dull glow suffused the buildings,
then grew in color and intensity. The interstices began to flash in
unison, thin lines of light rolling from ground level to the crowns of
the buildings.

The City trembled.

It was as if the hard stones, the high sleek towers, the complex
1930s architecture, the canyons of lost commerce and life, melted;
became more plastic; moved and changed according to directions
1ssuing from deep within the City’s heart: Rose’s plan, taking form.

The roar of the river, loud as 1t was, could not drown out the
screams of those still on the wharf. A wall of people jumped onto
rafts and when the rafts were gone jumped into the river.

But a few others turned, paused, and walked back into town.
A slow wave of muted light moved across Cincinnati.

Verity saw one indigo Tulip slowly unfurl as golden streaks shot
up each petal.

Then the Ohio’s bend took them. The raft bounced on the rough
water above the rapids. Verity had one final glimpse of golden,
moving, surging matter...

Good-bye, my lovely City.

Then they moved beyond that point, ever more swiftly.



Lighting out.

2
Beautiful Ohio

Two
Free-Fall Blues

Her own crazed laugh startled Verity. Torn from
her, it blended with the whitecapped waves
heaving round the raft. She raised her face to
the sky; laughed. “We did it!” she shouted, then
let go of the sweep and spun around, long wet
hair swirling, arms stretched outward.

A sudden shift flung her to the heaving deck of
the raft and someone grabbed her arm, jerked
her to her feet. She staggered and regained her
balance; turned and saw Blaze. She just missed
stepping on a man holding tight to a rope as he
lay on the deck.

Blaze’s hair was plastered to his head; his face
streamed with water. His eyes, concerned and
angry, pulled her back to herself. “Steer!” he
hollered, pointing to the stick at the rear of the
raft, behind the collapsed wigwam—the sweep,
Verity’s plague told her, the simple steering oar
that was all the control they had.



The turbulent water around her was crowded
with rafts slipping and flowing down the
mountainous furrows of the current, split
everywhere with boulders. Screams mingled
with the water’s roar.

Something within her focussed when she
grabbed the sweep. It was rough in her hands,
and she felt the heart of the river through it;
knew when to hang from it with all her weight
and when to push against it. It was the plague at
work. She shouted, her voice hoarse: “Heigh, ho,
the boatmen row...”

Ahead, an island split the river. The left
branch was smooth and compelling but she
couldn’t see where it led. The right branch was a
wide maelstrom of foam surging between large
rocks, then a slicksmooth tongue of green
water—

She leaned on the sweep and took the right
fork, terrified by the roar, the speed, the
massive rocks they missed by inches. Yes! Steer!

In the river’s grip, they swept down the chute.
The raft swirled, almost knocking her off her
feet, and as it turned she saw a terrible sight.

Behind and above them the Robert E. Lee
teetered on the edge of the more extreme rapids
they had just avoided, the left branch, where,
she could now see, water fell from a rock ledge
thirty feet high, thundering into a turbulent



cauldron of boulders. She froze in fear. Whoever
was piloting had made the wrong choice, simply
by chance, the same reason she had made the
right choice.

The Robert E. Lee ponderously tipped
sideways. It slid down the white wall of water,
and smashed onto the rocks sideways, splitting
apart. People spilled from the decks into the
foaming rapids.

Verity heard screams from those next to her on
the heaving raft. The Robert E. Lee’s
paddlewheel spun briefly in the air before the
boat slowly completed its roll and was pinned to
the rocks by the force of the water. Shattered
remnants bobbed to the surface.

“STEER!” Verity heard again, and she looked
forward and saw that they were on the edge of
another drop.

The raft shot out over the edge and dropped
back onto the water, only about a foot below.
Verity staggered at the impact, holding tight to
the oar. The current caught the corner of the
raft and spun it so it faced backward; Verity
leaned on the oar, caught the water’s force, and
completed the spin so the sweep was again at
the rear. One side of the raft smashed against a
rock and splintered with a rending crunch; then
they were through the worst of it, for the
moment.



Holding the sweep with one hand, Verity
dropped to the deck facedown, reached into the
river, and grasped the hand nearest her. A
woman’s face, twisted in fear and anguish,
surfaced as Verity tried to hold on, but the hand
slipped from hers and the woman vanished
beneath a rush of foam.

“No,” Verity breathed to herself.

“Verity!” Blaze shouted. “There’s more rough
water ahead!”

Luckily, these rapids were not as treacherous
as the last, and they safely rode the gradual
descent around the final rapids. The raft shot
into a calm stretch of water.

The water was filled with bobbing heads and
outstretched arms. Far ahead, she saw a flotilla
of rafts and the American Queen, still afloat.

Verity and Blaze dragged people onto the raft,
where they lay coughing in the sun. Soon a
dozen rafters, bleeding from gashes on their
heads, legs, and arms, sprawled on the wet
wood, so that the raft rode low in the water.

The river was green and broad and smooth
here. Heavy forest lined the Kentucky shore,
and on the Ohio side the kudzu-covered detritus
of quake-crazed suburbs formed low green
hillocks where glints of shattered windows
caught the sun.

“Where the hell are we?” demanded one



woman after a coughing fit. A man quietly
sobbed, and two boys stared at the scene around
them with eyes deer-wide in stunned wonder.

A few more rafts swept through the rapids
behind them and coasted into placid water.

Verity blinked, for they all glowed, faintly but
unmistakably golden, as if very lightly brushed
with phosphorescence. Those whose skin was
darker were burnished by the plague as well.

The enormity of what she had done filled
Verity anew. They were now her responsibility.
They had never done a damned thing for
themselves in all their lives—whatever “all their
lives” meant to them. In Cincinnati, the life of an
individual had not been worth much. They had
spent decades helplessly immersed in India and
Durancy’s vision of the American
arts—literature, music, drama, even comics.

And some of them had just died because of her,
instead of living on for maybe hundreds of years
as slaves of the city.

As the raft drifted into chilly shadows beneath
overarching trees, she began to tremble
violently. She remembered only in bits, in bright
flashes, in dark valleys of helplessness, what
had happened in Cincinnati before she freed it.
The faces of people whose names she could not
recall were superimposed on the river,
transparent as dreams. She had better be right.



She had chosen Norleans over home for all of
them.

The raft was pulled by the current into
sunlight once more and she was warmed. The
sky was still brilliant blue overhead and another
vision superseded the Cincinnati faces like a
fine mist: an ancient street paved with stones; a
dim-lit room filled with a million winking lights;
a vast continent seen from the air for just a
moment. She was filled with odd, imperative,
overwhelming joy, a joy so strong she forgot
where she was even in the midst of terrible
danger, and let go of the sweep. She did not
particularly like this joy, for she recognized it
for what it was: the Norleans Plague. But maybe
that recognition meant that she had a bit of
control; some distance from it.

“Norleans!” a rafter shouted joyfully. “We’re
going to Norleans!”’

The rafters broke into applause and two boys
began to sing that froggie song with Cairo in the
chorus, then began another rafter favorite, “The

Erie Canal.” Everyone joined in except Verity,
who stared grimly forward and wondered what
would become of them.

And Blaze, who seemed unable to sing.

He stared at Verity with panicked eyes, his
mouth open, and she grabbed his hand and
stared back, helpless. With gestures he



indicated that he could not speak. Tears stood
in his eyes. She could only hold his hand tightly.

They had left behind anything that could seek
out the source of his problem and heal him. They

were on their own now, spurled out into the
Territory like dry leaves in an autumn storm.

The songs, which soon began to wear on
Verity, lasted until they all got hungry.

In late afternoon Blaze and Verity caught up
with the American Queen, and along with
several other rafts poled along the side until
they found a ladder. The riverboat was anchored
in a large, quiet cove out of the main current of
the river.

As the air thrummed with the murmur of
insects and the rustle of newly green leaves
caught by the light breeze, Verity climbed the
last steps of the ladder, hoisted herself onto the
lower deck, and ran her hand over the railing in
amazement. She had risked her identity—her
newly won life—to make the city create this. She
closed her eyes against the memory of Durancy,
sadly monstrous, thinking her Rose—

Well, she did look like Rose. Exactly. There
had been many Roses manifested by Cincinnati,
apparently. And Rose was inside her, within her

memory sponges, those nubs behind her ears.

That was the plain, unpleasant truth. Rose’s
entire personality, memories, and being were
there, ready to overwhelm her own if she was



not strong enough to hold Rose back.

But she was out of that city. Forever. Yet she
could not rejoice in her escape. Her heart ached
for those on the wrecked boat. She was not even
sure how this boat worked; what it could do. At

least the Queen floated.

Debris from the wreck of the Robert E. Lee
drifted past, and a pale, battered body fetched
up on some weeds along the shore. Sadness
washed through Verity. Already things had gone
terribly wrong.

“Verity,” said Blaze, and touched her shoulder.
Relief washed through her as she turned.

“Your voice is back!”’

He shrugged. “For now. Let’s have a look
around. Tell me how you did all this. Even
though I was there, I don’t know.”

She shrugged, bone-tired. “The plans were in
the City’s memory. The Queen was a gambling
boat, and went to New Orleans and back several
times a year. Actually, there were several
pre-nan Queens—most of the famous riverboats
went through several incarnations—different
boat, same name. Anyway, these nanotech plans
were developed in Cincinnati, with a few
components from St. Louis and Pittsburgh. I
think that the power plan came from
Pittsburgh—I don’t remember it that well,
though. The—what was it?—interior design was



done by a company from San Francisco!” Her
laugh threatened to become hysterical.

“What is interior design?” asked Blaze, looking
at the polished decks, the white railings, the
long row of green louvered doors with gleaming
brass doorknobs. He opened one of the doors.

“Oh,” he said. “Wallpaper. With flowers. It’s
beautiful. It’s against the Millennial Laws, that’s
for sure.” He ran his hand across it and frowned.

“No... it’s not paper. It’s just... the wall. I guess
this is interior design, eh?” He drew back the
curtains. “They’re damp,” he said. Light flooded
a small, pretty couch, a four-poster bed draped
with mosquito netting, and a marble-topped
washtable. The washtable and a dresser were
built in, of fine woods, but the bed had skidded
across the floor, bunching up a rug beneath its
legs. An overstuffed chair lay on its side. “Help
me get this up,” said Blaze, and together they set
it upright. Water squished out beneath their
hands. “I hope it doesn’t mildew,” said Blaze.
“But it’s pretty hot. I guess it will all dry out in a
few days.”

Verity said, “I told the program how long we
had until the conversion. This boat is one-third
smaller than the original so that it would be
finished in time. The program made adjustments
so that the rooms are still as large; there are just
less of them.” She went around the room
touching things, quite amazed. Even this was



like a chunk of the city, of Rose and Durancy
and India. “It’s still not completely finished, and
now I guess it won’t be, but 'm really not sure
what was left out.”

Well, if anything important was missing, they
had rafts. And rafts were the main thing—Jim
and Huck had used rafts. Verity understand
that as deeply as the other rafters.

They went back outside. Blaze hailed rafts as
they drifted around the last bend one after the
other until there were over a hundred rafts
crowding the cove.

“What about the ones already downstream?”
asked Verity.

Blaze shrugged. “As far as I can tell, I’d say
there must be thousands of people ahead of us.
We left—well, we left at the last possible
minute.” Verity saw a shadow pass through his
green eyes, and his face became grave. “There
seems to be room for thousands on this
riverboat. Must have been that many on the
other boat—” He took a deep, shuddering
breath. “Well, the rafters ahead of us are on
their own, I guess. But really, so are we, right? I
mean, we don’t know much more than they do.
And I don’t think that everyone will stop with us
anyway, just because I tell them to. Why should
they?”

Blaze handed the megaphone to an old woman



and showed her the tie-ups for the rafts, where
rope ladders hung from the railings. “Come on,”
he said to Verity. “Let’s look around.”

Blaze picked up some lightsticks and Verity
noticed that his hands shook. He looked pale,
not golden.

“I thought you were feeling better.”
“Sometimes.”
“But you don’t have the plague.”
Blaze shook his head. “I don’t think so.”
“You did at Shaker Hill,” said Verity.

Blaze paused in front of her. “I don’t remember
that,” he said. “Why don’t I still have it, then?”

Verity sighed. “I don’t know. You’ve been
through so much.” She remembered, distantly,
that she had taken the plague from him and
infected everyone in the city with it. Maybe that
had changed him somehow. And maybe if she
were the Queen again, in full control of a
healthy Cincinnati, she could figure out how she
had done that, and replicate it. But she was as
far from that state as an ant from the stars, and
she wouldn’t want to return to it even if she
could. And maybe there was another
reason—the other cocoon Blaze had been in, for
instance.

“I guess you have too,” said Blaze. “Come on,
let’s figure out what we’ve got here.”



The rear of the main deck was filled with
rooms of machinery— massive boilers, gears as
big around as she was tall, pistons that vanished
out a hole, linked, she supposed, to the
paddlewheel. They moved toward the front of
the boat; Blaze opened a door, smacked one of
the light-sticks, and handed her the other. She
saw a room of dark shapes. They stepped inside.
Their lights cast a gentle glow over mountains of
jumbled supplies. The room smelled of wood and
damp canvas.

“It’s a lot neater at the other end,” he said, as
she pushed around a huge canvas-covered lump.
“The later it got the harder it was to keep
everyone organized.”

She said, “I guess I wasn’t much help loading
stuff—”

“You did great just getting on the raft. I was
afraid you wouldn’t come.” He shook his head
quickly, once, as if trying to shake away his
memory of the conversion’s beginning.

Verity remembered it, now, those initial
moments when the buildings loosened their
shape, subtly, coalescing to new form as she,
next to Blaze, stretched her hands outward
toward it, determined never, ever, to leave...

“I—didn’t you carry me?” The day shimmered
behind her, a wild confusion of motion and light
and aches where she had fallen.



Blaze was silent behind a large wooden crate.
She passed around it and saw that he was
right—things were more organized here. She
saw countless barrels stamped flour in large
black letters. Bushel bags of oats slumped to one
side. There was dried milk and dried bean curd
and, happily, coffee. Various other supplies were
neatly stacked in rows.

“Look, Verity,” said Blaze, relief in his voice.
“Fishing line. A hundred yards a spool. Plenty of
that.” He rattled a box. “Thousands of hooks.
Rifles and ammo. Good. We can’t survive
without them.” He pushed aside some bags of
flour and pulled out one of the rifles. “I was
hoping they were on this boat. I found them in a
store. Only about thirty or so. We’ll pass them
out later if some of them want to hunt.” The air
was absolutely still, though they could hear
clumping on the deck above them.

“What’s this?” asked Verity, pointing to a
barrel that said chicken medium. She wondered
if there had not been, possibly, a better and
more modern way to package and transport
food, and was filled once again with dread and
responsibility: a lot of the boat—substance and
content—was the result of a personal symbiosis
with the program. It had responded to
something deep within her as she had given
directions for the boat. It echoed her thoughts
and experience except when there had been



blank places, and then something else had filled
in. Both facets troubled her.

Blaze turned suddenly. His eyes sought hers
and she was caught by the pain she saw in them.
They stared at each other barely breathing,
seeing at the same time the same strange truth.

She was different. He was different. And that
difference, wrought by the city and by who they
had each become while apart, filled the
light-stick glow between them like something
solid, like glass, where they could see each other
yet no longer touch. Still she raised one hand
and touched his, just brushed his fingers—

“I feel so lost,” he whispered.

Before Verity could grasp his hand with a
good, tight hold, a voice came from the direction
of the stairs. “Anybody down there?”

Blaze gave Verity a troubled look. “Over here!”
he yelled. “Get some help. We need to clear a
path to the food and take it up to the galley.” In
a minute the hull was filled with people.

There were spoons and plastic cups but
“chicken medium,” enthusiastically mixed with
water and doled out (won’t matter if it’s not
heated, said the man who had appointed himself
cook, or chemist) had little to do with chicken.
Verity leaned back on a wooden bench and
forced herself to swallow it. One spoonful in
water rapidly expanded into a yellowish



gelatinous mass. After a few bites she threw the
rest in the river and rinsed the cup and spoon at
a table with buckets of water someone had set
up for that purpose.

Blaze worried about purifying the river water
but was met with puzzled looks and a stampede
to eat. His shoulders sloped downward and he
was pale. He lifted a hand to brush back his
hair, and it trembled slightly. He’d removed his
shirt as he worked to help organize the food and
she could see his ribs.

But, rather chillingly, there was no scar on his
chest where he’d been shot point-blank at close
range.

It was as if part of him had vanished. What
else had vanished while he was within the
sheets? She feared that it was something deep;
essential.

She sighed. Blaze was alive, yes. But he was
not at all well, it seemed. His state of being,
whatever that was, the very unsureness of it,

created within her an unshakable feeling of
dread.

A few minutes later she glimpsed him on a
higher deck, trying doors, until one opened and
he went inside and closed it behind himself.

Oddly, she did not feel tired. As evening
darkened to night the lemon glow of sunset gave
way to deep velvet blue and stars. The light



breeze brought the scent of the river and the
forest, a scent free of coercion or thoughts of
any kind. She stood on one of the lower decks
and leaned against the railing. Fires flickered on
the rafts, held in metal hemispheres someone
had found in a warehouse down by the
river—thousands of them, in boxes that declared
“Grown from a program exclusively held by
Wokmaster of San Francisco, all rights reserved,
if tariff not paid product will disassemble in
thirty days.” Apparently, they had been properly
paid for, long ago. She heard faint singing from
some of the rafts, which ranged outward from
the boat like stars in the night sky.

Restless, she paced the deck, her mind
sharpening with each step. How could they
stand to stay here? They must be getting on!
They must not miss a moment in getting to

Norleans! How far was it? How many nautical
miles?

Norleans!

The very word ignited visions. For a moment
she was surrounded by a mob of dancing,
sparkling people, caught in their madness. She
even glimpsed a street sign, bourbon, and
watched it swirl off behind her.

She moved from the plague-vision back to the
present with a conscious effort, and grasped the
railing. It was damp with dew. She listened to
the slosh and swish of water hurrying beneath



them, hurrying to...

“No,” she said aloud. She would not let
Norleans, whatever it might have been, or
whatever it might be now, rule her. It would be
her guide only.

Right. Her laugh was short and harsh. Why
should she be the only one of all ever afflicted to
shake free whenever she wished?

She heard voices above, found the stairs at the
center of the boat, and climbed. The moon cast
ornate shadows of gingerbread trim on the next

deck. Here she saw only a row of closed cabin
doors, people sleeping on the deck, a long white
railing that curved with the curve of the boat so
she could not see its end. The stairs to the upper
deck were wide and the rise of each step slight.

She emerged on the top deck. It was open to
the stars, and the twin smokestacks towered
above. A circle of about twenty people sat in
white wooden chairs. A lamp that cast a pale
green glow stood on a table in the center. At

least that lamp had been completed. Trees

rustled in darkness reminding Verity of moonlit
nights on Bear Creek. Without thinking she
reached to grasp Blaze’s hand, then remembered
that he wasn’t there.

“My name is...” As Verity drew closer she
heard the voice falter... “was...” It faltered again
as she dropped into a chair on the outside of the



circle, feeling dew penetrate the seat of her

pants “... is!” The woman’s voice continued,
firmly, and with slight astonishment, “Higgins.
My name is Higgins. Janet Elizabeth Higgins.”

The woman-who-had-been-Janet was young
and attractive. She wore her dark hair in a short
cap which caught the light of the lantern.
Dressed in jeans and a shirt, she pulled her long
legs up onto the chair and clasped them as she
spoke, staring into the lantern, rubbing her bare
feet as the night cooled.

“After work... sometimes... yes, I remember
now... I’d take the bus down to the Ohio... this
very river... and walk out on the suspension
bridge. I especially loved to be there on a
summer’s night when a storm was coming. There
was the rush of traffic behind me and I’d face
downriver and watch the dark heavy clouds
come fast; then that hissing sheet of hard cold
rain and wind. There was such a sense of
release. And I’d think of what I was going to do,
someday, maybe, when I had enough time to
come up for air. They said that radio was going
to go completely at any time, and anything
broadcast, but it was just hard to believe, even
though it was already spotty. When the Vote
came, and the chance to get receptors, I knew I’d
be in hock the rest of my life, but it seemed to
me that life itself would be different and what
did I care, anyway? I already was in hock, really,



to meaningless work.”

Janet’s words rushed on, and Verity felt that it
was a story she was telling herself as much as
anyone else, caught in the keen poignant
remembering of who she truly was beneath the
layers imposed by the city. “Before that—for
years before the Vote—I worked for Richardson
in his nan factory in the Tenderloin district. Not
a nice place, but I had two kids. I couldn’t be too
choosy. He let me know just about every day
how goddamned lucky I was to even have a job.”
Verity saw heads nodding as she settled back
into the chair and listened. Janet’s voice,
hushed at first, grew stronger.

“This was before the Infowars. We lived in two
crummy rooms, all I could afford. 'm no genius
but anyone with money got more with this
nanotechnology stuff and the rest of us were
worse off than ever no matter what they
promised us would come eventually.”

“Yeah,” said an older man from the shadows.
“Same here. Every once in a while we talked
about a neighborhood co-op buying tanks and
programs for clothes and little stuff like vid
players and electronic things but there were
always some kind of licensing hangups.
Lawyer’s fees— and who knows what kind of
bribes...”

“Well,” replied Janet, “a lot the people I knew
were terrified of nan. Sometimes I thought they



were scared because people wanted them to be
scared, the people with money, to keep them
from demanding things that at the beginning we
all thought would be free.” A look of
bemusement crossed her face. “Right. People
like me controlling our own lives. Yeah, sure.”

Janet fell silent for a moment and Verity saw
that the faces around her were thoughtful;
somewhat puzzled. She wondered how many of
them really remembered what their original
lives were like. And how many of them had
original lives, for that matter.

Janet continued, her dark eyes distant as if
she were visualizing it as she spoke, dredging
memories across a wide gulf.

“I was better off than most because I got some
tech training. Richardson hired three workers.
At first I wondered why he needed that many.

What we did was pretty easy. And all he did was
sit behind a window and hassle us, and smoke.
Finally I realized he just liked being boss.
Probably some kickback or tax bonus for hiring
humans; who knows.” Her voice filled with
amazement. “I’'m remembering. ’'m really
remembering!”’

“He—” She paused.
“Go on,” encouraged the woman next to her.

Janet frowned. “I’'m thinking... yeah. That’s it.
The contract. He had a government contract but



they didn’t send him much work. Maybe one job
every two weeks. It pissed him off. The jobs were
always some kind of parts that went with
something that was being made somewhere else.
Maybe... they didn’t want anybody to know what
they were up to.”

“Those were tests,” threw in the old man.

Janet glanced at him. Nodded slowly. “Well... I
did have the feeling that a lot of the things we
made didn’t really have any purpose except to

see if their programs worked. Whenever
something came in Richardson would follow us
around raging that he’d lose his contract if we
didn’t step on it. But the job was made for idiots.
The spheres—the plans were on crystal
spheres—came like precious jewels in boxes
filled with soft stuff. That was all for show. To
impress us workers. They were wrapped with
bands as hard to cut as steel but flexible as
cloth. They’d done something to Richardson’s
body so that he could touch them and they
would open but not just at his touch; the person
who brought it had to be touching it, too. The
boxes had two little indentations like the place
you rest a cigarette on an ashtray, and

Richardson would rest his finger in one and

whoever brought the crystal would rest one
finger in the one on the other de and when they
did the fastenings came loose and he’d hand it to
me. And then ...” She closed her eyes, shook her



head. “Then what?”

There was a tense silence, as if, Verity thought,
everyone was afraid that Janet might lose her
thread, subside back into dark unknowing... and
a few sighs of relief when she continued.

“Yes,” said Janet, firmly. “The tanks. After 1
popped the sphere into the computer... on a
shelf above the main tank where things got

assembled were a lot of tanks, each one a
different color and with different numbers on
them, and tubes that ran down to the main tank.
The tanks and the laser were the only things
that were clean in the whole place. One of the
other people had to check out the tanks and
keep them full of the right-numbered stuff, and
run tests a couple times a day to make sure the
mixtures were just right, not going bad or
anything, and make sure the tubes were cleaned
after each job.”

“It was so old-fashioned, wasn’t it?” whispered
the woman next to Verity.

“Anyway, after I put the sphere in, there were
specifications on the screen of whatever was
being made, you know, like blueprints or
mechanical drawings. There were layers and
layers of specifications and views but I didn’t
know what they meant and didn’t have to. All 1
had to do was make sure that each stage was
executed correctly—the sensors checked that of
course, and I just had to watch the screen and



agree for the next step to occur if it all went
okay. If it didn’t we’d stop and clean out the
tanks and tubes and start again. I remember
that at first things would happen like we’d be
making, say, a big batch of screws and they
wouldn’t have any threads, or the threads might
not be at just the right angle, and then I’d have
to save the mistake and send it back with the
program.

“Anyway, first the tank filled with solution.
The jets would kick in to keep the assemblers
circulating. The jets had to go at just the right

rate for the assemblers to attach to one another.
The molecules in the tanks up top had to be
piped into the solution at just the right time. I
had to manually adjust things from time to time
and whenever I did that adjustment got added
to the sphere. Everything I did was recorded.
Every once in a while Richardson would glare at
me through the window and I’d wave at him and
smile my cheeriest smile. It might have been in
the back of his mind that since I knew more
than him and could do more than him I could
steal his pitiful little contracts.”

“Yeah,” muttered someone. “Just try and get in
on the ground floor like they told us we could,
the liars.”

“Then what?” asked someone else.

“Well... yeah. About ten minutes after the
finished product went through the dry cycle an



armored truck would come. They’d check the
sphere to make sure it was the same one and
lock it up. Then they hauled off whatever we’d
made that day. We never made anything too big
for the truck. Our tank wasn’t big enough.”

She was silent for a moment. People shifted in
their chairs.

Dark forest canopy arched above, rustling in
the wind. The moon had vanished, and the sky
was splashed with stars. As she looked at them,
a memory touched Verity: walking up the back
stairs from India’s kitchen and seeing, on old
brown papers, celestial maps.

Despite the hour, and the rigors of the day,
Verity saw that only a few of them dozed. The
rest were listening with hunger on their faces;

with eagerness, she thought, to speak their tale.

These people, thought Verity, have been
submerged in the City for... how many years?
Decades before I was born, even. She was
amazed at the clarity of Janet’s recollection;
wondered how real it was.

Yet, she realized, she had to reverence it and
all the manifestations of these people. What else
was there to do? Janet had a lot to be angry
about. Verity wondered if they would remember
what had happened to them in the City after the
nan surge, the overlay of personality after
personality, role after role, in the ecstatic dance



that Durancy and India and even Rose had led
them on.

Janet laughed wryly. She held her hands up in
the dim light and looked at the back of them.
“No wrinkles. I know I was older than this body.
At least sixty. So long ago! I was so happy to be
chosen! It was like the beginning of a whole new
life. By then my boys had both gone west and my
mother had died. Richardson had died too,
though not in the way I’d so often fantasized. I
wanted to push him into the big tank and watch
him get made into some sort of machine part,
hopefully with the memory that he was once
human.” She laughed again, and some of the
others around the circle joined in.

When Verity was next aware of anything, it
was of Blaze, shaking her awake, and it was
morning. She squinted at the sun. Eight? Nine?

How had she been able to sleep so long in this
hard chair?

“Do I smell something baking?”

“I made biscuits. We have to feed them again,
Verity,” he said.

She groaned. Her thousand—or how many

were there?—children. Like birds with open

mouths. She got up, her stomach heaved, and
she rushed to the railing and threw up.

“Ugh.” She wiped her mouth with the back of
her hand. “I hope we brought something besides



chicken medium.”

Three
Cincinnati Underworld Woman

Verity ran up the broad, shallow stairs at the
center of the boat. The stairs were highly
polished but her bare feet kept her from
slipping. At each landing she saw the green
surging river and across it scattered rafts like

endless stepping-stones reaching from shore to
shore.

She burst into the topmost room and halted
suddenly.

In the flooding sunlight, a huge wooden wheel
arched through the floor, reminding her of the
lovely Art Deco arch of Union Station. She felt a
pang, remembering that she had met Sphere in
the Station.

At last there was time to tell Blaze she had
slept with Sphere. It had been perplexing to find
that although she had grown up with Blaze and
was trying to rescue him from death, she might
not necessarily be close only to him, forever. But
it hadn’t been as clear as that. Cincinnati had
been unimaginably strange, and despite the pain
and strangeness, she still had to live, and make
choices, and she had done so. She did not regret



it, though only a few months earlier she had
believed that she would live her entire life as a
celibate Shaker. How quickly the plague had
changed everything.

She placed her hands on the wheel. The top
was level with her eyes. Each spoke stuck out
beyond the rim, but it was hard to turn. Maybe it
would work better once they were moving.

Three walls of the pilothouse were
double-hung windows pulled down from the top
so a breeze blew through the room. The rear of
the pilothouse was a wall of shelves and drawers
made of various polished woods. Outside, almost
like a vine that had attached itself to every
straight edge, curling woodwork shaded the
tops of the window. The oak floor was burnished
honey-gold; the walls were knotty pine. The
ceiling, of white beaded boards, was ten feet
high. Several easy chairs upholstered in fine,
flowered fabric were grouped around a large
wooden table. A few books rested on the shelves.
She walked over and looked at them. The covers
were muted red, blue, and green. But they had
no titles. She picked one up and leafed through
it. The pages were blank.

One of the unfinished details.

Did I do this? she mused. Wonderingly, she
touched the controls. She looked out over the
hundreds of people on the rafts. Surely one of
them— perhaps whoever had brought it these



few miles below Cincinnati—would know better
than she did how to pilot this thing. Yet she
itched to master it.

Next to her shoulder, hanging from the ceiling,
was the end of a black tube clearly meant for
speaking. She picked it up and said into it,
“Hello?” She jumped as her voice was broadcast
over the river; people on the rafts stopped what
they were doing and glanced at the boat before
continuing.

Well, she thought, returning it to its hook,
that’s useful!

What powered the boat? Paint, she recalled,
remembering at least one of the screens that had
flashed before her eyes—or had it been within
her, somehow?—when she had accessed the
plans. Paint that gathered solar energy,
transmitted it to fine tubes running throughout
the boat’s inner structure, and turned water
into steam. It was something old— steam
power—combined with something new, nan.
Some energy was also stored in the part of the
boat’s structure which was a fine foam. But how
much did she know about what she had wrought
in Cincinnati? And how much had she forgotten?

For a moment, that forgetting was a vast blue
space, nothing more, intense and absolutely,
overpoweringly blue, a wave of color that filled
her and the world and then vanished, leaving
everything as it was before.



Below her, on the river, rafters dismantled the
rope webwork that moored them. Verity touched
a bare plate in front of her and a screen blinked

to life, filled with options. She took a deep
breath, then smiled and touched it once again,
as the power of information surged through her
and she sequed through screen after screen.

A schematic of the Queen showed that it had
room for about two thousand passengers, and a
lot more if they doubled up, though she figured

only about five hundred were on board.

She watched rafts drift off down the river,
passengers cheering and waving. At last the
river was clear, and she touched another button.
She heard the loud clank of their anchor being
raised, pushed back panic at the thought of falls
and rapids and touched the button which said
power.

A quiet shudder ran through the boat. Elated,
she moved a large, heavy lever forward, and the
boat moved into the current.

What else was there to do but move, down the
Ohio River. She touched and touched the screen
and brought to view a chart of the Ohio, on
which the Queen was a blinking light just below
Cincinnati. Yes, move. Past Louisville. Past Old
Shawneetown. To Cairo, where a light kept
everlasting vigil, at the place where the Ohio
merged with the Mississippi, where the water
below became fierce and wild and beckoning.



But as she held to the wheel, she watched the
chart re-form, and reform, and re-form yet
again, obviously uncertain. It was as she’d

feared—all the information about the river was
probably pre-earthquake, which was when
Cincinnati had become absolutely isolated.

It been a horrible morning so far. After making
breakfast, Blaze lost his composure again,
became fuddled and tired. She had tried to
organize matters but that was like trying to

change the course of a flood and she had been

completely unsuccessful though at last they had
all gotten food.

Keeping an eye on the river, she tried to figure
out what to do. With one hand she rummaged
through the cupboard beneath the window, just
to the right of the wheel, and found, to her relief,
some paper and a pencil. The tablet was partly
used, the pencil had a tooth mark in it, and the
eraser was just a nub.

The memory of the City had apparently been
vast and quite precise.

She was startled to hear from deep in her mind
a sarcastic laugh, and the voice could almost
have come from outside, somewhere: Now, dear,
do you understand the necessity for control?

“Leave me alone!” Verity shouted. She propped
the tablet on the wheel and scribbled
“ORGANIZATION OF MEAL CHORES.” Right.



First, who exactly was there to organize? They
had to have names, and a home raft, instead of
shifting from raft to raft, and then—

A thin, middle-aged man peered in the door.
The top of his head was bald and his eyes were
pale blue.

“Was someone bothering you?”’ he asked
hesitantly.

Verity was annoyed when he walked right in
and plopped down in one of the chairs. She had
to concentrate! And she felt so... so restless! Her
hands tingled and she put down her pencil and

rubbed them together.

“No,” she said. “Sorry. I just have so much
work to do and I have no idea how to go about
it.”

“What do you have to do?” he asked, clearly
puzzled. “It’s an absolutely beautiful day. That’s
the problem—don’t you see? This is not a day to
be under a roof, away from the sun! It’s glorious!

When the sun is out, it’s your duty to let it into
your eyes. Then everything will straighten out;
you’ll be the very picture of good cheer. Certain
biochemical reactions take place, you know.” He
rose and took her arm gently. “Do come outside
and see it all. While standing in the glorious
bright summer sun. The river. It flows all the
way to Norleans. And the trees. The fields. More
beautiful than I could ever have imagined.



Tremendous to be out in the world again, after
all that time.” He gave her a helpless look.
“However long it was.”

She pulled her arm away from him. The sun
was yet another problem. Too much exposure to
the sun was dangerous.

Or at least, it was for Shakers, who forswore
any sort of genetic manipulation to deal with
skin cancer. But these people were different, she
reminded herself. It was possible that their skin
was completely resistant to cancer because of
restorative genetic engineering which kept cells
normal. She looked at her golden arms. Without
a doubt she was different now. Her body had
changed in bizarre and wrenching ways. A life
free of fear of the sun? Was that possible? Maybe
that was the least of what was possible now. Or

the most benign.

Some barrier within her vanished and opened
her to a world of beautiful, welcome sunlight.

“I can see it all from here,” she said, with a
little less irritation. “What are we going to have
for lunch? Who is going to fix it? Where will it
come from? Who will distribute it and how?”
“Ah,” he said. He looked at what Verity had
written and picked up the pencil. “Don’t you
know? We’ve thought of that of course. It
definitely occurred to us after that rampage this
morning; I guess we were too tired to consider it



last night.”

He found a blank page and sketched lines and
connecting circles onto the pad. He started
writing things in the circles, like “dining rafts
1-6” and “kitchen duty” and “gathering crew”
and “initiators.” He frowned, set the pencil
down, and rummaged through several drawers.
“There’s one,” he said, finally, and pulled a small
black scroll of some thin sleek material from a
drawer.

He unrolled it, and it stayed flat, about three
by five inches. He said “Wake up!” and the thing
began to glow. He pulled on the edges and
stretched it a bit larger. “There!” he said. “Look.
It’s all been taken care of. Didn’t you know?” He
looked at her quizzically and she felt very
strange indeed. Not only was she not in control;
she was not needed at all, it seemed.

For the wakened light on what was now a
screen had become several colors and imitated
what he had begun except the lines were
straighter and all appeared instantly. “Look,” he
said. “We all coded in early on.” He picked up
the scroll and squeezed a corner and another
screen appeared. “Yes,” he said. “See? Tod L.
Michmaster, that’s me. That’s me!” His voice was
tinged with awe. He looked at Verity again.
“Yes,” he said, “it’s really me!”

He tossed the scroll back into the drawer and
wandered out the door. He spread his arms wide



as if to embrace all that he saw as he stood in
the sunlight. Over the murmur of the boat, the
rush of the river, she heard him laugh and then
begin to sob. He hugged himself and bent over,
sobbing and laughing, then held onto the railing,
wiped his eyes, and stared at the river.

Verity took the scroll out of the drawer. It was
extraordinarily smooth and pleasing to her
touch. Below his name was a list of things he
was apparently to do. He was to activate the
bilge pumps. He was to run a rather complex
water purity check and adjust for microbes.
Impurities. And plagues.

She laughed, shortly. Yes, and plagues. That
would be interesting, wouldn’t it? Well, that was
him and he had a job to do, but would he do it?
Had he? Who—or what—had decided this? Had

thought swept over them all somehow at the
same time?

Or... had it somehow come from her?

No. She thought not. She had been a part of the
hive only briefly, and then had only...

What had she done? What?

To avoid that darkness, she picked up the
scroll and touched a green light at the top right,
which was blinking.

r.d. #47, the scroll read, and she was chilled to
the bone.

R.D.? Of course. The chill turned to anger.



Rose Durancy. I was number forty-seven. That’s
me! And what, really, did it matter?

She’d have to figure out how to tell it her name
was Verity, that was all. And what will your last
name be? She laughed aloud. She’d never had
one!

Fine then. What were the chores of R.D. #47?
She read, scrolling, while trying to keep an eye
on the river,

1. access area 72 by pressing top right
corner twice and use tutorial.

2. distribute antibacterial for
dishwashing to trent samson and jonah
pinetti at 1:00 p.m. ab is in plastic
pouches stored in #38. give them each a
box of fifty; one pouch per ten gallons of
water. they will meet you at the cabin
door.

3. meet later this evening with... there

was a blank, ha! thought Verity, not
decided yet? to consider pros and cons of

activating recycler. see page 1425 for
pros and cons.

4. walk for at least one hour around
deck as you are pregnant and renew
daily anti-nausea and vitamin patch #7
labeled prenatal in cupboard #35...

“What?” she shouted.

you are pregnant, repeated the scroll, then



said, norleans or bust! have a lovely day.
It blanked, then lit again.
do you wish to know if it is a boy or a girl?
“Not... just... yet,” she muttered.
“Who are you talking to?”

She turned and saw Blaze. He wore a white
T-shirt and tight black pants and was barefoot.
His red hair, which Sare had usually cut, had
grown shaggy almost to his shoulders, and
curled and caught the sunlight. His beard was
red-gold. A cut over his left cheekbone was
healing. He looked much better than he had
earlier this morning.

“This!” she said, and picked up the scroll from
the table. It was not much thicker than a piece
of paper. It lit again when she touched it. “It
says ’'m pregnant.”

“Well,” said Blaze calmly, after a short pause,
“is that possible?”

She put her hands in her pockets. “Yes,” she
said, “it’s possible, but it just seems unlikely.”
“Oh,” he said. He stepped in out of the sun and

said again “Oh.”
“Sphere,” she said. “The father would be
Sphere.”

Blaze took a deep breath. “I always thought—"
She saw tears glimmer in his eyes before he
blinked them away.



“I know what you thought,” she said. “I
thought the same thing.”

He sat on one of the chairs. “I guess—well it’s
strange.” He frowned. “It’s hard to say when I
thought that it might even be possible. That we
might—" He stopped and said nothing.

“Make love,” she said. “That’s one way to say it.
And we couldn’t. We weren’t allowed. Remember
how mad John was when we stayed in the
Dayton Library? It was because he thought we
had.’

“Oh, Verity.” He stood, walked over to her, and
took her hand. He asked quietly, “Are you
happy? Are you excited?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I just found out. It’s
very strange.”

For a while then they were silent, and the river
enfolded them, entranced them, the green and
winding corridor lined with forest from which
large birds rose on wide dark wings, while small
rafts slipped through patches of sunlight and
shade downriver.

Four
Lost World Blues

Indiana on the north shore (or more properly



west, since the Ohio had taken a turn to the
south) was a land of low, green hills.
Innumerable tiny creeks fed the Ohio and
glinted through the Kentucky forest in the
distance. Sand and gravel bars ran alongside for
stretches and after several hours of piloting
Verity’s back and shoulders were stiff from
tension. She moved cautiously, as slowly as
possible. There were no proper charts,
apparently, and she knew from some of the
older charts that there had been a lot of dams on
the Ohio before the earthquake. Most had been
low, locking dams. But she doubted if any were
attended now. From time to time they passed
channel markers—nuns, some were called, a
reference screen told her, but they might be out
in a vast wide wash and so far had meant
nothing. She’d managed to thread the boat
through the massive concrete pillars of a train
bridge, barely breathing the entire time. When
they anchored the second night, a green light
blinked in the distance and she did not know
what it meant, what place in the river it marked,
though she had an old running chart called
Character and Period of Light. It listed things
like “People Moored Barge lights 2F.W 494.0 mi.
from Pittsburgh. Gunpowder Light Gp FIL.W., 4
sec, 2 flashes.” On the evening of the third day,
as the hubbub of dinner subsided, Verity
searched for Blaze. She realized that she hadn’t
seen him in many hours. He was not in his room,
and she was growing panicky when she heard
the tones of a piano, so faint that they might be



coming from another age. The age when
showboats plied the Ohio, the Tennessee, the
Green rivers, and all their tiny tributaries.

Drawn by the sound, she found herself in a
short corridor which led to an arch of large,
welcoming doors.

Next to them was a blank space, which she
touched. As she expected, a poster appeared:
bloomer girls, good family fun—Tuesday
through Thursday nights, 8 p.m. After it
vanished she touched it again, and this time saw
a poster for ten nights in a barroom.

Next to the poster a sign hung over the
corridor—fine china and other gifts.

Opening the double doors, she stood for a
moment at the end of a long aisle that followed
the curve of the hull, descending gently and
rising toward the large stage at the other end.

An enormous room of empty velvet seats
waited; a wine-colored curtain was drawn back
on both sides and on the stage were the dark
shapes of some set, behind the piano. On either
side were balconies and several private booths
rising above the stage.

Blaze was tiny on the faraway stage. Now that
she could hear his music better, it was
disturbing—halting and tortured. Mournful, like
a cry. She hurried down the aisle but he did not
seem to notice her; she climbed the steps at the



side of the stage and stood next to him.

His face was as unearthly white as porcelain,
but maybe that was because of the floodlight
which bathed him. His shirt was patched with
sweat, and sweat dripped from his forehead
onto the keys, though it was cool in the
auditorium. As his long fingers spanned the
keys, he sang.

And I’m goin’ to the river, take my boat
and float.

And if my underworld mama quit me I’'m
gonna cut my throat

And it’s, oh, I ain’t gon do it no more
And it’s. oh. I ain’t gon do it no more
The last time I drank your whiskey.
Mama.

It made my belly sore.

The song from Cincinnati.

He bent over the keys and pounded them in a
frenzy, eliciting curious chords, and his fingers
brushed the black keys or played two notes
right next to each other, fleetingly. She was
afraid to interrupt him.

When he finally turned his head and saw her,
his eyes were blank for an awful long moment,
as he continued to play and sing, and then his

hands crashed down on the keys. The harsh

sound echoed in the vast hall.

“Verity?” he whispered. He looked around.
“Where am I? I was dreaming... dreaming... oh,



Verity, you don’t know what it’s like to be dead.
Where’s Mother Ann? I kept looking for her,
everywhere...”

Still sitting, he grabbed her waist with both
arms and held her tight, putting his head
against her stomach. She stroked his head,
wondering if this was what it would be like to
have a child. He seemed so helpless, so lost. He
shook for a few seconds with sobs.

“There was a man I met in Cincinnati,” he said,
his voice muffled against her shirt. “Kid Cole
was his name. He was black, and thin. He was
standing next to a big fountain of a woman and
was playing a guitar and singing this song. I was
looking all over for you, Verity, and couldn’t find
you, but then I kept forgetting what I was doing
and everything was so... so jumbled, everything
I saw and heard and felt, and then I heard this
music, and I made him sing it again and again
and again because when I listened, and sang
with him, the awful sickness left me, I feel sick
all over sometimes, and I remembered my name.
You don’t know how awful it is not to even be
able to remember your name.”

“I'm sorry. Blaze,” she said, in a low voice, and
hugged him, and rubbed his back, shocked to
realize that he didn’t even remember that she
had been there with him. His trembling slowed,
and his breathing became more normal. Finally
he loosened his arms and looked up at her.



She sat next to him on the bench and their
shoulders touched.

“Play it again, Blaze,” she said, and he did. and
his voice was stronger this time, and almost
stilled the terror in her heart.

On the fourth morning they saw a town on a
long straight stretch of river that was unlike
those they had been passing.

This town had been partially drowned.

The water of the Ohio was fairly clear, and
people knelt on the edge of their rafts and
stared into it. A hush fell over the entourage, so
that all was birdcalls in the forest, a steady
insect buzz that rose and fell, the slip and slosh
of water lapping the two-lane road that ran
down the northwest bank and vanished into
downtown.

Verity relinquished the piloting to Blaze. She
stood on one of the high decks and glimpsed a
cross caught in wavery parallax a moment
before the Queen drifted over it with a
hesitation—slight, yet Verity knew it was
because the steeple was being torn from the
waterlogged church.

An old woman came and stood next to Verity;
gripped the rail with thin, withered hands. Her
eyes were large and serene, delphinium blue; the
skin on her face was translucent and networked
with fine lines. Her hair was long, white, and



rather stiff-looking.

“Now there’s Rising Sun for you,” she said, her
voice a harsh whisper. “What a sight. They were
a stubborn lot but it suited them. Worked out
well, I guess, except for the earthquake that got
them drowned.”

“What worked out well?” asked Verity.

The woman continued gazing outward as they
drifted across what looked like an industrial
section of town, the peaked roofs of houses
giving way to blunt flat roofs of warehouses and
malls, all crumpled and uneven and often not
there at all, revealing metal and concrete
lineaments.

“The Preservation Federation,” said the
woman. “These folks out in the country were
mad as hell. Said they wouldn’t—now, how did
my old man say it? ‘We won’t stand for none of
this goddamned nanotechnology stuff being
shoved down our throats!” Stood up there on
Sunday in the pulpit and took the Name of the
Lord in vain and what do you know—the whole
congregation stood and cheered. I guess,” she
said, “that was a hell of a long time ago.”

PF blinked in the upper right quadrant of
Verity’s vision, and a man’s inflectionless voice
began, When Cincinnati voted to convert, the
countryside was already in disarray. Some
looked upon conversion as a defensive gesture—



“Stop!” yelled Verity, holding her head in her
hands. Her shout rang out across the quiet river.

The voice stopped. She took a deep breath and
blinked.

“I assume you’re not talking to me,” said the
old woman. “It’s them voices buzzing like flies
around dead meat. Well, I wouldn’t listen to any
of them”—she gestured downward with her
thumb extended from her fist—*“not my
neighbors, not my dull, scared friends, and
especially not my God-infested father. Look over
there!”

Verity looked, and saw, mingled with the
forest that was growing into the part of the town
still on land, the very tip of a metal tower.

“W-G-0O-D,” said the woman, with wonder in
her voice. “That’s it. His tower. Yes—see the
bones of that old shopping center? Westgate

Mall, it was. Low, through the trees. His station
was there; you could go and watch him rant
through the plate glass. He was quite a terror in
his day, you know. Soaked up money from all
around. Bags of envelopes, all full of
money—how he’d laugh with glee when the mail
came! He was completely astonished I think. I
sure was. He thought that mother would stop
treating him like an old crackpot but she didn’t,
just said there were a lot more idiots in the
world than she’d ever suspected. He bought
himself a big leather chair and put it in the



station so he could froth at the mouth in comfort
but I’'m telling you he used just about every cent
of that money for the Cause. It really hurt him
when radio went. But during the years when it
faded—the end of the world, you know; I guess
he and that Bible were right, in a way—he
gathered quite a different little town here. Why,
if he told his disciples they were to walk around
on their hands all day they’d do it and be glad.
Strangest thing, I thought, then look what
happened to me in Cincinnati. But you know, I
can’t really say as I’'m sorry. No, I left the whole
backward crew and went off to the big city. Now
look! They’re all dead, and I’m still alive! I might
be a little daft, but then, I always was.” Her
raucous laugh shook her frail body.

“The only thing is,” she said in a quieter voice,
“I do wonder what year it is. Now. And how long
they’ve been drowned. Probably all the people 1

knew were long dead by the time of the
earthquake anyway. He is, I’'m sure; more irony.
I’ve got everlasting life, or something like it, and
he’s rotted away in the ground. Except maybe
my sister’s children. They might have made it.
Maybe they got away. Look. It’s the park. Nice
library in the west corner, before he yanked
most of the books.”

Verity saw tears in the woman’s brilliant blue

eyes before she closed them and bowed her
head.



Later in the afternoon Verity saw, a quarter
mile away when they rounded a bend, Lock and
Dam 33.

The words were painted in large white letters
across the top, but it slanted at about a
thirty-degree angle and was broken in places.
The water ran fast and they were pulled to the
west. Verity’s mind watched as her hands pulled
levers, so quickly she did not even notice a
decision, but then she stopped, afraid that if she
did manage to pull the boat to one side it might
have worse consequences than if she did
nothing. She stood helpless in the high
pilothouse, clenching the wheel with both hands
to hold it steady as the Queen slipped down a
fast-moving incline. The dam was behind them
before Verity could even think about it but
afterward she took great gulps of air and held
the wheel tight to stop her hands from
trembling.

That evening, Verity stood on the texas deck
and looked out over her kingdom. She knew it
was the texas because she had studied a plan of
the boat.

Above the main deck, supported by giant
struts, was the boiler deck, with a wide ornate
promenade down the center, carpeted and lit

with chandeliers, with staterooms on both sides.
The next layer was the hurricane deck, and,
slightly above that, a smaller structure called



the texas deck, upon which rested the texas.
There was a story that staterooms were called
staterooms because there was one for each state
on one of the original riverboats—except they
ran out of rooms before they got to texas. So the
structure up top got that honor.

On top of the texas was the pilothouse, like a
rectangular park gazebo. Verity was feeling
more and more at home on the boat—even
proprietary.

Over the course of the day everyone had
responded to the directions on their little scrolls
with an alacrity that troubled Verity. She had
pecked in suggestions with the tiny keypads
which became visible if one touched the upper
left corner, about what they would make in the
main galley to augment their meal, and what
time they would stop. Even though that
cooperativeness had been essential to
decentralizing the food supply and distributing
it among the rafts—now they all had their own
chicken medium—she was troubled by it. She
noticed some of them talking to their scrolls,
and when she asked one man what he was doing
he looked surprised. “Training it,” he said.

The tang of water was in the air. Dusk
deepened, and a thousand or so fires flickered
around her—one thousand three hundred and

twenty-six—

“Oh, what do I care!” she said impatiently and



continued to gaze over her minions. Or
dependents. Or companions. Or whatever they
were. Half of them dead now, at least, of those
who had so gaily boarded vessels on the
Cincinnati wharfs. Dead for good. Except—

Of course their information was all stored in
Cincinnati. And those were the kind of people
who would populate the Earth now, apparently.
And she was one of them, too.

And her child, in whose reality it was difficult
to believe. Except that when she forgot to
change her patch she had been so sick
yesterday.

About six rafts over, eleven men and women
sat in a circle, naked, and quiet as the raft
bobbed on the smooth river. Verity thought their
eyes were all closed but she couldn’t be sure. It
was a bit chilly for that sort of thing. Then one
of them opened her mouth and spoke but Verity
couldn’t hear what she said. When she was
finished, no one gave any sign that they had
heard anything. Verity sighed.

They seemed to have settled into their routine
easily enough, now that they had the scrolls.
They gathered on the Queen for breakfast and
dinner, though many preferred fishing and
cooking for themselves on the rafts. Blaze fished
for several hours a day from one of the rafts.
They seemed to enjoy socializing among the
rafts, and boarded the Queen freely whenever



they pleased. Verity gave them a big head start
in the mornings, and generally found them tied
up in a cove somewhere around four in the
afternoon, early enough to finish dinner by
dark. At night they danced on their rafts, and
sang. For the most part. Of course, it was to be
expected that most of them were more addled
than peahens.

On another raft, just below her, three girls
played as a man washed dishes. “Stay away from
that fire!” he warned.

“You be the Bee,” said one girl and another
replied “No, you be the Bee!” and they began
shoving one another and the man jumped up
from his dishes and said “Stop that now, how

about a story?” and they quieted and sat. He did
too. The girls stared at him. He didn’t say
anything for a long time.

“Tell us!” said the smallest one finally.

“I... don’t know,” he said, and his voice was
troubled. “I was going to tell you some sort of
story about the hole-in-the-rock pirates further
down the river but...”

The oldest girl took his hand. “Tell us a
different one then,” she said. “We don’t care.”

After a moment, he began.

“Once upon a time three little girls and their
mommy and daddy lived in a tall, tall tower in
Cincinnati.



“Their mommy was a nanotechnologist who
had moved to Cincinnati from Los Angeles
during the First Wave. Their daddy was a
carpenter who used to build houses and then
went to one of their new strange colleges for a
long time and now was in charge of maintenance
in one of the towers. It was a tower called Wild
Rose. The man and the woman saw each other
for the first time during the monthly Wild Rose
Homeowners’ meeting. The homeowners liked to
rake the man over the coals for any little thing
that was not perfect with their unit. He was
used to it but in the last month many had
complained of contradictory news reports—they
got these by touching their hands to the
interstice, mind you—and that concerned him
more than too few coffee cups in cupboard
number twenty-two. Besides, they were
blaming—

“—me. They were blaming me and saying I
wasn’t mixing the news packet properly—you
kneaded the news up, inside its plastic bag, and
the heat activated it, and then you broke the
seal by touching a certain place and only
certified people had the receptors to open the
news and then you poured it into the news
receptacle and it flowed up the interstice so you
see that there wasn’t much I could do wrong, but
of course someone could possibly add
misinformation if they knew how to get around



the failsafes, or if they somehow copied my
receptors. All kinds of strange crimes were
possible, and without broadcasting we were all
frantic for news. Anyway I had requested that
one of the technologists attend the meeting
mainly so that the blame could be shifted to
where it belonged, the fact that the
metapheromone packages were shipped all the
way from Denver and I felt as if the quality
assurance checks were not being performed
correctly. At least that was my theory.”

“You?” asked the middle girl. “You were the
man? The daddy?”

“Yes,” he said, a bit of a surprise in his voice. “I
guess so. Il mean, I didn’t know that when the
story started.”

“Our daddy?” asked the youngest.

“Well...” He blinked and looked around at
them. “That doesn’t seem too possible does it?
And what makes you think you’re sisters?”

“We are,” they said indignantly, all at the same
time. “And furthermore,” said the oldest, who
had short red hair that seemed aflame in the
firelight, “it would be easy enough to do a test,
and...”

“All right, all right,” said the man, and his
voice sounded weary. “So then where’s this
woman in the story, your mother I suppose? 1
mean it sounds like a fairy tale to me. I might as



well be telling a goddamned fairy tale! Where
did you kids come from anyway?”

He stood up and looked around wildly. “Mary
Ann! Mary Ann!” he shouted. “It’s Dan! I'm here!”

“Daddy, sit down,” said the little one. Her hair
was pulled into braids, which were coming
undone. They all wore shorts and T-shirts and
no shoes.

“Well then where’s your mother?” he asked,
sobbing, and the redhead hugged him, and then
the other two, and they stood on the gently
bobbing raft until he was quiet.

“What will I do with all of you?” Verity
wondered aloud as she watched. What stories
were unfolding on the other rafts? Up on the top
deck had the little story group gathered yet?
Verity hadn’t done much work all day, really;
she’d only felt, but what she had felt, she now
realized, had left her chest aching from muscles
that had been constricted and tense since
waking.

“Who put you in charge, anyway?” asked a
quiet voice next to her.
“Where have you been all day, Blaze?”

He leaned on the railing, and his face was pale
in the light of the rising moon, and his beard
golden. “Oh, here and there. Everywhere.
Fishing. Like that catfish you had for dinner?”

“Are you going to grow that very long?” asked



Verity, and touched his beard. It was crinkly
beneath her fingers. She gave it a slight yank
and Blaze smiled though she couldn’t really see
his mouth. She was happy. He looked normal
tonight, though tired, as if he had wrestled all
day to just be Blaze.

“Maybe,” he said. He pulled a white cylinder
from his pocket and lit it with a match which he
struck on the railing.

“A cigarette!” said Verity. “Where did you find
that?”

“Cabinet number fourteen-B in Memphis
stateroom. My room, in fact. Pretty nice.” He
took a puff.

“Let me try,” said Verity.

“NO SMOKING PLEASE,” said a voice in her
pocket and she jumped. “YOU’RE PREGNANT
AND WE ARE NOT CERTAIN THAT THE
DETOX NAN IS FUNCTIONING. DO YOU WANT
TO KNOW YET IF IT°S A BOY OR A GIRL?”

“How do you shut these things off?” asked
Verity.

“Why don’t you want to know?” asked Blaze.
“I just don’t,” she said, feeling cross.

“You seem awfully young to have a baby. You
were only eighteen last January 31st.”

“How do you know?” asked Verity, staring at
him. She had never known her birthday. “I



thought I was seventeen.”
Blaze shrugged. “The scroll said so.”

“How can you access information about me?”
she asked. She pulled out the scroll and puzzled
over it. “YOU DIDN’T PUT ON YOUR VITAMIN
PATCH TODAY,” it admonished. She stuffed it

back in her pocket. “Besides, what does it
matter? My name is Rose. Rose Durancy. We’re
all Rose Durancy. For all I know I'll meet
several of me on this trip. Little, big, old, young.
I saw—I saw—in the hive—” She started to gasp,
remembering small faces, smashed against a
membrane—

Blaze’s arm came around her and she leaned
into him. “You were holding the scroll while you
napped before supper. That’s all. Remember?
You fell asleep on the deck chair and I wheeled
you into a spot that was still sunny and it came
on.”

“It’s a girl,” she said. “I think I can only have
girls.”

“Girls are nice,” he said.

“You don’t care?” she asked, staring out at the
water. “I mean about Sphere...”

“I care about Sphere,” said Blaze, his voice
quiet. She looked at him, but he gazed out over
the water. He took another puff from his
cigarette and a brief look of astonishment
passed over his face as the butt disintegrated.



He said, “I guess it was finished.”

He took a deep breath and turned to her.
“What I mean to say, Verity, is that I care about
Sphere, and I care about you. I know what 'm
supposed to be feeling—all those things that
people in books used to feel, right? Jealousy,
anger, rage. Well. I don’t. There seems to be—I
don’t know—Ilots of space around my feelings.
They come from me. What there are of them.
They don’t come from outside me, like John’s
did, all those rules he had to make himself feel
safe. I don’t know. Maybe that means that I
don’t—don’t love you?” His voice vanished into a
whisper as he looked squarely into Verity’s eyes.

“Maybe it means that you do,” she said.

“Well I do,” he said roughly, and stalked off
down the deck. “I do!” he yelled back over his
shoulder.

Verity took a few steps to follow him; then
someone pulled on her shirt and she turned.

It was a boy, about six, thin, with light brown

hair falling across his eyes. “Hurry,” he said.
“We need help.”

As Verity jumped from raft to raft, following
the young boy, she apologized to the people she
encountered and sometimes stepped on. The boy
ran right through the middle of the circle of
naked people without batting an eye and
neither, she noticed, did they. Once her foot



dipped and she fell into the river but a woman
reached down and pulled her out immediately,
with surprising strength. Dripping and cold,
Verity hurried on, across rafts where people
spoke in low murmurs or slept, sprawled on the
rough wood, oblivious.

“There!” shouted the boy, after pausing to take
his bearings. Verity heard a man swearing, and
when she stepped onto the raft where the boy
was heading the man grabbed her roughly.

“Holy Queen, you’re here at last!”

Well, Blaze, she thought, someone appointed
me.

“Im not the Queen anymore,” she said. “I gave
it up.”

“Then we’re alone,” the man whispered under
his breath, and Verity heard his tone as one of
terror. Anger, or something deeper, swept over

his face, making it beastlike; his eyes bulged and
his mouth twisted. With a roar, he grabbed
Verity’s shoulders and began shaking her, hard;
her head whipped back and forth dizzyingly.

The boy set upon him like a small tornado of

swirling fists, and then he let go and stepped

back, panting.

Verity stumbled, and regained her balance.
Anger surged through her. The man turned to
the wigwam and grabbed one of the poles; it
promptly collapsed, bringing two women and



one man crawling out from under it.

“Then who is?” yelled the man. “Who is the
Queen? Who brought us to this queenforsaken
place?” He thrust his hands beneath Verity’s
eyes. She caught a glimmer of apology mixed
with the desperation in his eyes. “I need it. 1
can’t stay here! When do we get to the next
City?”
Verity could see that his face was covered with
sweat, though the night was chilly, and was
frightened.

The pheromones.

His receptors were still active, of course, and
he was addicted.

They all were.

What about the rest of them? She gazed out
over the myriad rafts, to the Queen, with a few
windows still alight.

How many? Thousands. Thousands of crazed
addicts in withdrawal.

“Hey!” yelled one of the women, as the man
kicked a bundle into the water as if it were a
football. “Those were my clothes! I just got them
this morning!”

“There’s more where they came from, isn’t that
right, Miss Queen Bee?” His face was as ugly as
his voice. “We can just make them, right, in a big
clothes vat. Sure. I used to work in a clothing



store. Yeah. Pissed me off. All those picky
people—” His voice went mincing and high. «
‘Oh, send it back. I told you no trim on the
collar.’ I didn’t want these goddamned
receptors. I just got caught, and then it was too
late. But ’ve got ’em now, all right. Hey, how
about a whole new body while you’re at it? And
don’t forget the tattoo. It’s the Mars ship. They
said I didn’t make the grade—who are they to
say? They go around enhancing anyone they
please—anyone willing to kiss their ass, which I
wasn’t—but ’'m just not Mars material. Just
because I refused the rehab nans in prison.
Perfectly legal. Then they give me drone
punishment by making me work in that stupid
place—”

Verity’s heart beat hard. She shoved her hands
into her wet pockets, thinking. The Norleans
Plague was no substitute for the pheromonal
input these people were used to, though it had
been strong enough to impel them to leave.
Maybe this man hadn’t had a full dose, or
something. He certainly didn’t have a full deck,
she thought, but then who did, here? Certainly
not her.

He grabbed Verity’s arm, hard, and yanked her
around. “Listen to me!” he yelled. “You’re not
paying attention!”
“Let go!” she yelled back and kicked him in the
shin. He staggered backward.



“You—" he choked, bent over, then raised his
arm to hit her.

The other four on the raft jumped on him and
wrestled him down. His head hit the raft with a
thump and he went limp.

One of the women sat next to him, looking
dazed. The other woman stood and said, “What a
jerk. Are you all right, honey?”

Verity shrugged her shoulders. “I guess. How
do you feel?”

“Not like him, I guarandangtee it,” she said.
“But I don’t know. Maybe I will. Hey, if you’re
the Queen, when are we going to get to
Norleans? Will it take long?” Her dark eyes
glowed in the firelight. She started to sing,
“Some rows up, but we floats down—"

“We passed right over the top of Rising Sun
this morning, in case you didn’t notice,” said the
other man, rubbing his hands together
nervously. “And I could use a little Burroughs at
this point myself. I'd go back to Cincinnati if 1
didn’t want to see Norleans so bad.”
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“Burroughs!” said the other woman, glancing
up from the downed man. “You would.”

The man laughed and crawled inside the
wigwam. One side of it went up. “Help me
straighten this out,” he said, his voice muffled
by canvas.

“Do you know him?” asked Verity, indicating



the former criminal, who was stirring groggily.

“He’s my brother,” said the woman sitting next
to him. “At least I think he is. 'm not sure why.”

“Does he look like your brother?”

“Well, no,” she said. “The last I remember of
my brother he was about eighteen. He wasn’t

this old. He was a smart kid. And a smartass.
Mom kicked him out about that time.”

“I'm not old,” the man protested, sitting up and
rubbing his head. “And I’'m not your brother. My
sister always took my side. And she’s not the
Queen. I guess there’s nothing anyone can do. 1
am going back.”

Without another word he rolled into the river,
surfaced, and swam for shore.

“Jake!” yelled the woman.

“Let him go,” said the other man from the door
of the wigwam, which he had resurrected. “I’'m
exhausted. Let’s get some sleep. ’ve got a feeling
it will take longer than you think to get to
Norleans.”

“Couldn’t take more than a few weeks,” said
the woman.

The other woman stared after Jake. Verity
wasn’t sure what she should do if she dove into
the river and tried to follow. Prevent her, she
decided, but wasn’t really sure why. The only
real reason was that they were about sixty miles



from Cincinnati. A pretty long walk. And Jake, if
he got there, might not like what he found. If he
could get inside at all.

Verity was shivering. “Sorry I couldn’t help,”
she said, and turned to go back to the boat.

Verity climbed the ladder to the boiler deck
with her last ounce of strength. Her entire body
ached. She was deeply disoriented. So much had

happened in the past few months. Her whole
world had changed. And what had she done?
Her conceit had been utterly ridiculous. She
couldn’t possibly help these people. The plague
she had given them wasn’t freedom, as she had
believed, freedom from the tyranny of the City.
It was confusion, dissolution, death. They would
die on the river, from blundering like children
into some hazard, by killing one another, or
from lack of metapheromones. They were as
much at a loss as she was, perhaps even more so.

She realized that she was gripping her scroll
tightly as these feelings and thoughts swept
through her. She wished she could squeeze it to
splinters. She hated it and its ridiculous
promise of control and order. Order could not
come from one as helpless and ignorant as she.
And she didn’t want to control. She was utterly
exhausted, her spirit as dark as the night
between the stars.

Dew damped the railing on which she set the
scroll. Night fires flickered and stories, she



knew, were beginning, released from depths as
distant as the secret to her own identity, but she
did not want to hear them tonight.

As she turned to find a place to sleep, she
shoved the scroll. It fell into the river without a
sound.

Five
Jack O’ Diamonds and Lightnin’ Lil

Around three in the afternoon of the next day
the riverboat chugged along an Ohio River
relaxed and broad.

For the moment.

Verity, doing her best to spot upcoming shoals,
was frazzled and worn. She still didn’t have
much control over the huge boat. It was difficult
to turn the big wheel, yet easy to overcorrect so
the entire boat swung sideways in the river. Her
arms ached. Blaze had tried to relieve her but
she refused to leave so finally he told her that
there was a lot to do and left.

She was finding more and more moments when
she longed to be lying on her back on one of the
rough rafts just seeing clouds drift past above,
crawling into the wigwam for a lazy nap during

the time of high sun, watching for that one
particular light, which would be the freedom of



Cairo...

She blinked. The vision thinned and instead
she saw a split in the river ahead as it coursed
around both sides of what looked like an island.

She hurriedly touched the cool chart screen,
running her finger up and down it as she had
found that the river map rushed along beneath
her finger as she did so. But where were they?
She ran her finger above the words atop the
screen and touched fix and a list of coordinates
came onscreen, useless to her, and then she
touched fix again and there they were—the
Queen, blinking in the river above the Falls of
Louisville. Could that be true?

She felt terrific panic for a moment and then
the map relented and said, “Shifted by
earthquake, bear port around Gambler’s Isle,
more formally the Louisville Kentucky
Gambling Annex Island.” So what? Was this
information any more current?

She took the right channel. A narrow spit of
sand backed by thick green woods widened as
they neared it. A bit to the south on the map was
the legend louisville drowned, written in a large
curve over a five-mile circumference.

The island increased slightly in elevation. A
few houses were scattered among the trees and
then she saw a large stone landing rushing
toward her—how fast? Fast enough!



Graceful mature trees shaded a hard-top road

that led away from the landing. A large sign

arched over the road: gambling for life stop
here!

“DO NOT, I REPEAT, DO NOT SET FOOT ON
LAND UNTIL WE ASCERTAIN NONTOXICITY,”
hollered Verity into the mouthpiece of her
speaking tube, then saw that she had got the one
labeled engine room, not the one that would
blare out over the speakers on top of the boat.
She grabbed the other one and repeated her
message, but no one heeded her. She wasn’t sure

what she meant by nontoxicity; just Danger,
damn it! Do as I say! “I1 AM THE CAPTAIN. I
COMMAND YOU TO BYPASS THIS ISLAND!”

But she watched with resignation the rafts
sweep past the landing. Quite skillfully the
pilots of the tiny crafts pulled on their sweeps
and soon an entire flotilla was beached on a long
sandy shore where the tattered remains of
blue-striped cabanas hung still in the breezeless
hot afternoon.

Blaze clomped up the stairs. “Are you going to
stop, Verity?” he asked. There was excitement in
his voice. “Look!”

Exasperated, Verity shaded her eyes and saw
exactly what he wanted to stop for.

Amid small quaint shops, in a central park,
grazed a herd of horses of ethereal beauty.



Delicate yet strong, perfectly proportioned and
a bit larger than the Shaker Hill horses, they
stopped grazing and looked at the river, ears

pricking forward, then took flight and seemed to

vanish instantly though she could still hear the

echo of their hooves clattering over ever-farther
streets. She saw no people.

“Blaze,” she said, but he was gone. Verity saw
him emerge on the boiler deck below her. He
turned and with broad emphatic swings of his
arm motioned her closer to the landing. He
lifted one heavy coil of rope to a shoulder and
she saw that he was ready to jump. He seemed
completely energized by the sight of the horses.
That was a good sign.

“It’s not as easy as you think,” she muttered,
and began pushing various levers
experimentally, hoping she wouldn’t smash the
boat, then saw that the side of the landing was
baffled.

By now the beach was covered with rafts.
People were tearing off their clothes and diving
into the river, whooping and laughing.

It was hot. Verity lifted her hair from her neck
for an instant, then grabbed the wheel with both
hands. Angling left, she was relieved to see Blaze
complete his leap and land gracefully on the flat

concrete landing, and quickly pull the rope
through the metal rings bolted to it. He then ran
to the back of the boat, yelling, and a rope came



snaking across the widening slice of river as the
end of the boat kept going, angling out into the
river. Then she felt it catch. The gap lessened
and the boat stilled as she cut the power.

She saw a small flood of people, an exodus
from the riverboat in a happy laughing stream.
Why was she not as carefree? Weren’t they
worried about who they might meet, what might
happen to them here?

She didn’t really want to go ashore. She
enviously watched the rafters splashing in the
river. They wouldn’t be going anywhere soon.

She went to the lowest deck, back by the
paddlewheel, and undressed.

Her dive was long and flat in case the water
was shallow. The cold clear water was a
welcome shock, tingling along her body as she
swept beneath the surface of the river before
emerging and taking a gulp of air. It cleared her
head. She was just Verity, a young woman,
possibly a month or so pregnant, swimming in a
clear, cool river in early summer while big white
clouds drifted in a clear blue sky. A fish jumped
nearby, slapping the water. A flock of sparrows
swooped through the sky, elongating and
contracting as if one organism, then settled in a
white-barked sycamore on the other shore. She
remembered some information she had about
flocking behavior and thought of the scrolls they
all had. Did have; she didn’t miss hers. But could



there be some sort of connection?
Cool at last, she climbed back on the boat.

She dried herself with her shirt and dressed
quickly, more relaxed, and curious about what
might be happening in the town. She walked
down the gangway onto the landing.

She passed through a block of warehouses
with dirty windows, trying a door or two but
they were locked, though it would be easy
business to break into them. Needed supplies
might be inside, and at Shaker Hill she had
grown up used to scavenging from the deserted
towns nearby. All of them had been deserted,
and this island seemed to have no residents
either. But what do we need? she wondered.
They were moving so fast! They really needed to
stop for a day, take stock, organize. Maybe this
would be a good place to do so.

She walked farther and found herself on Main
Street, which was the typical deserted avenue of
so many small towns near Miamisburg— small,
empty shops—and was dunned by a rain of
whispers.

They stopped when she did, but resumed when
she stepped forward: eager voices, happy voices.
“Win big at Jimmy’s Fifth Street Arcade. Slot
machines receptor-friendly. Megadose
hard-to-find custom-designed Old Louisville and
a thousand other megs to choose from.



Permanent or temporary, your choice.”

“Horses professionally handicapped by the
finest nangineers at Churchill Downs all bets
fair wins redeemable onboard or portable
seconds left hurry races starting on the hour on
three fast tracks real jockeys. Take Elm Street
south.”

She heard the blare of distant trumpets, and
knew where Blaze had headed.

She continued to walk into the heart of town,
though. Blaze was still disturbingly unable to
speak at times. He would seem to not remember
her. He wanted to know where Russ was, or, if
he remembered Shaker Hill, he wondered who
was taking care of the horses. Sometimes he
babbled about Shaker Hill not being real,
because there was no Heaven and there were no
angels and no Mother Ann.

But he didn’t have the plague. He was a lot
more competent and able to look after himself
than the plagues rafters, who were also dazed

after their strange lives in Cincinnati.

It looked as if Jimmy’s Arcade was already full
of rafters. A large brilliantly lit arch proclaimed
the address, and mechanical pings and whirrs
issued forth along with smooth high tones
constantly cut short. Verity felt as if they
shouldn’t go inside but wasn’t really sure why;
her faint panic might merely be the vestiges of



John’s blue voice gravely intoning the Shaker
philosophy concerning gambling.

She stepped inside cautiously.

Every booth had a rafter leaning over it in
intense concentration. The levers they kept
pulling were iridescent, like rainbows; Verity
suspected immediately that they meshed with
the receptors in their hands, perhaps providing
some sort of relief from the torment they’d been
feeling.

At what cost? One young man reeled toward
her, eyes vacant, a silly grin on his face, then
saw and avoided her at the last instant,
staggering to one side.

Alarmed, she took another step and someone
grabbed her arm.

It was a goofy, leering clown, about seven feet
tall, loose-jointed and wavery as if he were made
of rubber.

His face was a narrow oval, stark white with
bursts of blue and yellow lines around his eyes,
which looked vacant and hungry beneath their
grinning grimace. He yanked again and Verity

yanked back but his grip was strong.

He wore a pointed yellow hat covered with
large blue polka dots; it rested on wild orange
hair fluffed out on both sides of his head. A wide
white collar encircled his neck like a flower and
his suit was black on one side and white on the



other, filled with tiny designs which appeared
and vanished like faintly shimmering electrical
etchings.

“You have to pay, miss,” he said, his voice deep
and menacing.

“With what?” she asked, truly curious.

His laugh was not friendly. “What do you care,
gambler woman? Ah, yes,” he said, as he grabbed
her hand and squeezed it. “Cincinnati! Most
valuable!” His eyes widened as he looked at her
and said, “Especially you! You have a lot to lose.
And a lot to win! You came here of your own free
will. You could win big. You could win untold
riches in Gambler’s World. We have everything
here. All the power and glory anyone could
want.”

“How did you get it?” she asked.

“From our customers, of course.” He laughed
again, and the sound was cold and unpleasant.
“What you win, others lose. What’s gambling
without an edge? If there’s nothing to lose it’s
not a gamble is it? And that’s why you’re here,
gambling woman.”

“That’s not why I’m here. What are you,
anyway?”

He shoved her away, still laughing. “Your
mother teach you to be rude, missy?” She saw
that his teeth were sharp and yellow, and he
chewed something, then turned his head for a



second and spit into a metal pot next to him.
“Come back in when your gambling head is on
straight,” he commanded—it had the tone of a
command. “You won’t be disappointed.” He
grabbed the man behind her and Verity headed
toward the door. “Don’t worry, the machines
will take their toll,” he yelled at her over his
shoulder. “Nothing is free on Gambling Island.
And that’s why you came. That’s why you came...
for a taste of real life.”

She passed machines which were inscribed
with ornately lettered legends on the top which
glowed: lust, religious fervor, seventh circle,
venus velocity, six minutes to live, everlasting
life, endless torment, the vanishment of
norleans, third surge in acapulco... the list went
on and on, a dizzying array which attracted and
repelled Verity. Each booth had a line in front of
it.

Everyone had to pay.
How?

They had nothing but their bare lives, and all
their brains held. They had strange blood and
bizarre hope; they dreamed of freedom and of a
place as strange as Heaven, where all their
dreams would come true.

Did these machines steal the chemical
by-products of hope, or hope itself? The titles
looked menacing.



Whatever it was, she didn’t like it. This place
was enlivened to the hilt.

She rushed away from the building on the
cobblestone street, wondering how to get
everyone out and back on the rafts, wondering
how to suck the power from those machines.

And where was Blaze? Well, that should be
easy enough. She knew he’d follow those horses
anywhere.

She hurried up the cobblestones, following the
signs that read churchill downs, and turned
onto EIm Street, which was lined with deserted
houses with broken windows. An empty gondola
stopped next to her and asked “Churchill,
miss?” She sighed, then got in. “Hurry,” she said
and it did, so that the wind swept her hair back
and she had to hold on to the bar in front of her
and was exhilarated by speed. “Stop!” she yelled
as they approached neat whitewashed stables
and what she thought was the entrance to the
racetrack where fluttered and snapped a
thousand bright triangular flags but the gondola
did not stop and she thought she heard it laugh
but was not sure. She stood and prepared to
jump onto the intensely green lawn they
trundled across and had to grab the back of the
seat as it did stop, abruptly, then rushed off just
as she stepped clear.

She looked around but did not see Blaze, and
the stables appeared empty.



She walked into a corridor below the
bleachers.

To her right she saw tall boards flashing with
names, starlight express 2:1; crazy for you 4:3;
easy winner 3:0.

The vast hall was empty and no clown tried to
pull her in.

She climbed stairs and emerged into
thousands of rows of seats, like Riverfront
Stadium. They were all empty. “Place your bets
for the third race, ladies and gentlemen,” she
heard a voice say over the loudspeaker and the
voice was Blaze’s.

She looked up and saw him, tiny, in an
open-air booth, looking out over the racetrack.

“Hurry up here, Verity,” he said, his voice
booming out. “The view is wonderful.”

She ran up the long shallow steps, breathing
hard, vastly annoyed. “We have to get out of
here,” she yelled. “Come on!”

“After the race,” Blaze returned over the
loudspeaker. “I want the fastest horse. Look!
They’re going to the gate! It’s amazing! A board
down there asked me if I wanted to go to the
races and I said sure, and trumpets blew and the
horses all came up here!”

Verity turned and saw a prancing line of
riderless horses parading over the green lawn
and entering small booths. She hurried up the



last few steps and ran into the grandstand.
“This is a really bad place, Blaze,” she said. “We
need to get everybody back on the rafts,” but
Blaze pushed a button in front of him and the
gates flew open all at once.

“And they’re off!” he announced over his
microphone, his voice choking with excitement.
“It’s Starlight Express in the lead, followed by
Harvest Moon, then Stewball, Rambler Gambler,
Ten Miles High, Fast and Loose, and Speed
Unlimited ladies and gentlemen it’s Stewball
coming up fast behind a two-year-old filly out of
Green and Growing by Damn Straight the Triple
Crown winner and odds-on favorite she’s
holding her own but now out front Rambler
Gambler in the lead by a head but likely to burn
out early in this three-mile race look it’s Island
Dreams on the inside rail...” He was reading
words that appeared on a transparent screen in
front of him.

Verity was caught in his unending patter and
watched the amazing welter of golden, black,
and brown horses, racing without jockeys,
stretched out and flowing along the track as
Blaze pushed another button and an invisible
crowd cheered. The cheers seemed to spur the
horses to greater speed, and Verity saw beads of
sweat on Blaze’s forehead, as if he were running
himself.

She looked beyond the track. Over the tops of



the trees she saw the end of the island and the
channel they had not come down, which was
white with boiling rapids. Between the island
and the mainland what looked like a bridge of
wires hung with tiny unmoving gondolas swayed
in the wind. And beyond, a ghostly empty city
choked with trees glittered golden where
broken windows caught the waning sun.

“Blaze!” she said, but he was yelling, “And
ladies and gentlemen, it’s Stewball the winner!”
He pushed another button and she heard a wild

crowd cheer in deafening waves. She reached
over and pushed the button that said off.

In the silence, after her ears adjusted, a wash
of wind rustled the new green leaves on the
trees.

“Are you ready to go now?” she asked.
He dropped the mike. “Come on.”

She followed him down the steps but of course
he ran much faster than she could and she was
amazed when he ran right over to Stewball, a
dark brown stallion who trotted toward him and
stopped just in front of him. Blaze’s head came
up to Stewball’s withers. Most of the horses
were walking slowly back and forth, and nearby
she saw oats emptying into a feeding trough
through chutes from a large tank above the
trough. A large digital sign above said 58:19,
then 58:18.



“Aren’t they wonderful, Verity? The trumpets
call; they race—oh, they love to race, don’t
they!—and after they cool down the feeding
trough will open. I bet that’s what that time
means.” He patted Stewball and talked to him in
a low voice.

Verity was not as excited about horses as
Blaze, but then, his communion with horses had

been one of his Shaker Gifts.

“You want one, Verity?” he asked. “Pick one.
They’re lonely. It would do them good to have
some people.”

Maybe a horse would help Blaze.

“Pick one?” she asked. “How?”

“Well, how about Mollie? She placed.” Blaze
whistled sharply and a gray mare cantered up.
Verity didn’t even wonder why; Blaze just had a
way with horses and these were not ordinary
ones.

“Pet her!” said Blaze. “Rub her nose.”

“Blaze, we don’t need horses. We can’t take
them on the boat. How will we feed them? How
will they get exercise? And besides, don’t they
belong to somebody?” She knew when she said
that, though, that these horses belonged to no
one. They were just here, vestiges of when the
island had functioned.

“We do need horses, Verity,” he said. “In fact
the Queen has stables. And plenty of oats. Just



like the original, I bet. How do you think people

used to take horses up and down the river? And

in the evenings we can go out for a ride. Explore.
It will be fun, don’t you think?”

At least the horses cheer him up, she thought.
That was something.

He ran over to a mounting block and Stewball
followed obediently. He stepped up on the block
and pulled himself over onto Stewball’s back.
“Come on, Verity.”

“I can’t ride her bareback,” she said. She
jumped when Mollie reached down and snorted
against the back of her neck.

“We can get some bridles and saddles from the
tack room.” He clucked to Stewball and the
horse trotted toward the tack room. “I can’t

believe how smooth his gait is!” Blaze yelled, his
voice brimming with delight. He vanished
through the tall dark doorway.

Verity followed, with Mollie behind her, taking
care to stay well back from the heels of Stewball.
As she stepped inside the stables the smell of
horses, sweet hay, and sharp liniment made her
blink with a sudden memory of Shaker Hill.
Blaze slid from Stewball’s back and landed with
a soft thud in the sawdust. He selected two soft
halters and handed one to Verity.

“They don’t have bits,” she objected.
“They don’t need bits,” said Blaze, his voice



enthusiastic. He readied Mollie and boosted
Verity up.

“You can’t take them there horses,” came a
sharp voice from the shadows.

They turned. A man walked toward them
slowly, holding a shotgun across his chest. His
hair was long and grizzled, his clothes unkempt.

“Why not?” asked Blaze. “Who do they belong
to? You?”

The old man looked puzzled and his grip on
the rifle relaxed. He shook his head. “Nope.
They’re old. Some kind of fancy horses.
Special-made by some highfalutin horse
manufacturer in Louisville. They always been
here. Ever since...”

He frowned and lowered his rifle. He squinted
at Blaze. “Usta be more people... hired me...
dressed-up folks... You one of them?” He looked
at them with pleading in his eyes. He started
breathing hard. “Haven’t seen ’em in... years?
Nor any other people. Just them goddamned
clowns. Killed one last year. Think it was last...
year...”

“Well, can we trade something for them?”
Blaze asked. “I mean, you’re the only one here,
right?”

The look of fury returned to his face. “Shoot...
to... kill? Yeah, that’s right! Kill, they told me.
Nobody calls me stupid! Yes, sir! I can follow



directions. Shoot... to...” He raised his rifle.

Blaze leapt for his horse, grabbed his mane,
and pulled himself up. “Let’s go!” he said.

Mollie bolted. Verity grabbed her mane and
ducked beneath the lintel. She heard shots.

They swept down a broad trail through the
forest, Verity’s face whipped by overhanging
leaves as the path twisted beneath her. She
caught glimpses of kudzu-covered houses off in
the woods. “Hold on!” yelled Blaze, and she felt
Mollie gather herself and leaned into the jump
as Mollie leaped across a creek and scrambled
up the opposite bank. They pounded through
sun-dappled forest.

Ahead of her Blaze burst into the sunlit
square. She kicked Mollie and surged ahead.
She yelled “This way!” and veered left toward
the arcade.

Mollie paused at the entrance, then stepped
inside, but snorted and pranced to a halt when a
clown leaped in front of them as the brilliant
swirling lights of the interior and the clangs and
chimes surrounded them. Verity heard
Stewball’s hooves behind her on the concrete

floor.

“Ha!” yelled the clown. “You could not resist
Enter, enter!”

Verity blinked as seven more clowns joined
him, swaying tall and menacing, advancing



toward them. Beyond, she saw her hordes of
rafters.

“Get out of here!” she yelled, as loud as she
could, but her voice was but another component
of the cacophony that filled the air.

She watched aghast as one booth dropped
diaphanous sheetlike curtains around the man
operating it. The sheet eddied inward around
him; a lower corner caught his leg as he pulled
the lever again and again. She could see his grin
faintly through the sheets.

“Everybody has to leave!” she yelled, and slid

down off Mollie’s back, landing hard on the

floor. She ran to the man as Blaze hollered,
“Stay away from that, Verity!”

As she began tearing blindly at the sheets she
heard the clowns laughing behind her. The stuff
was stuck fast to the helpless man, and though
he continued to pull the lever she saw panic on
his face as he turned his head from side to side
frantically. On the screen before him she saw
only flashing numbers, green, which flew past
for a second, stopped at a random number, then
flashed rapidly again, halting at odd rhythmic
intervals. One of the clowns grabbed her arm
and she struggled with him, catching a glimpse
of his eyes, which were grim and cold. “Get out
of here, Bee-woman,” he hissed, “before we keep
you as well.” Then he fell to the floor and she
saw that Blaze had smacked him with a broom



handle. “Come on, Verity,” he panted. “He’s
right.”

“No,” she said, and began running from booth
to booth, yelling and yanking and wishing she
had time to figure out what to do really. She
caught glimpses of Blaze near the entrance,
trouncing the rubbery, weaving clowns; saw two
run out the door and three downed and then the
noise and fervor of the place gradually died, as
if a balloon were deflating. The machines gave
off slow halfhearted pings and finally the lights
went off altogether.

In the dim light penetrating the dirty
windows, Verity saw that everyone was moving
toward the door with stunned slow steps. Not
everyone moved; she saw two or three people
lying tangled in sheets.

“Leave them, Verity.” She heard Blaze’s voice

next to her, low between gasps for breath.
“They’re dead. I checked them. No pulse.”

“But how?” she asked, stunned at the
quickness of everything. “Why?” She thought
wildly, Are there sheets on the boat to save them
with? Maybe—maybe—

“We’ll probably never know,” he said. “But I
don’t know if there’s anything left to save,
after—” He gestured at the machines, bowed his
head for an instant after she saw deep pity fill
his eyes and pull his mouth downward. Then his



arm went around her. “Want to go home?” he
asked quietly.

“Where’s that?” she asked. “Where in the world
is home now?” She fought back brief
discontinuous flashes of blue water that washed
through her with a euphoria completely at odds
with what was happening. She tried to stay
grounded in what was happening and held tight
to Blaze for an instant; that helped.

“Maybe it’s the riverboat.”
“All right,” she said. “Let’s go.”

She stepped around the downed clowns, who
lay in glorious still-shimmering suits on the
floor at the entrance. She peered down at one;
his eyelids flickered and a long fast arm reached
out and grabbed her ankle. She yanked it away,
staggering backward. “You’ll be back,” he
whispered. “Everybody comes back.”

Outside, thunderheads had gathered to the
west and the wind was picking up. People were
heading back to the rafts and boarding. Did they
feel the blue pull, the euphoria? The clean air
quickened gloriously and washed all fear and
tiredness from her and she ran down to the
Queen, but turned when she heard the clatter of
hooves. Blaze was leading the horses.

“They really can’t come with us,” she said.

“Says who?” he asked without stopping, a grin
on his face.



“They can’t live on a boat.”

He just continued, and the horses followed.
The sun flashed beneath a dense dark tower of
cloud, illuminating the river and the rafts and

the boat in sharp clear outline as if they were
etched on the river. The wind gusted.

Mollie halted at the gangplank but Blaze
clucked and she followed. “This is a silly idea,”
Verity said in her firmest voice.

Blaze just continued and lead the horses to the
right, toward the back of the boat. “These are
really nice stalls, guys, I think you’ll like it
here,” she heard him say. She sighed in
exasperation.

But she had more pressing things to worry
about. Where would they stop tonight? It was
getting late. The river had lost its peacefulness;
small waves smacked the hull and she saw the
rafts, ahead of her, bobbing ever more rapidly.
Some of them disappeared around a bend in the
river and she wondered who would cast off.
Blaze seemed to have forgotten. But he had been
coherent. That was something. She climbed to
the hurricane deck and turned, hearing shouts.

A tall, thin couple dressed in amazingly fancy

clothing dashed toward the dock, along the

cobblestone street beneath trees which now
thrashed wildly in the rising wind. The woman
held a hat on her head with one hand and a long



white plume trailed out behind her. Verity did
not understand how she could run in those
high-heeled shoes but she did, with long strides,
and both of them looked like they were laughing
hard.

The woman ran to one of the ropes and
crouched, a long slit in her dress revealing her
thigh, and the man ran to the other mooring.
Almost in unison they undid the ropes and
tossed them with twin thumps upon the deck.
The woman ran up the gangway first, followed
by the man, and together they cranked it up.

“Who’s the pilot of this tub?” yelled the man,
looking around. He saw Verity and waved.
“Start ’er up!”

Verity did not want to take these people with
them. She didn’t think they were from
Cincinnati. But she saw some clowns staggering
down the street toward the boat and she
certainly didn’t want to take any of them, so she
ran up to the pilothouse two steps at a time and
pushed the button that made the ship shudder,
pushed forward the lever that made it go, and
pulled the heavy wooden wheel with all her
might.

As they swept past the beach it gleamed
golden for one last instant before the rain swept
down and pocked the river while wind buffeted

the tall boat.



In a moment the door slammed open and Blaze
came in, his hair darkened by rain. “What are we
going to do about these rafters?” he asked.
“They’re like a bunch of kids.”

Verity did not want to admit that she felt
almost as they did. Perhaps it would be easier if
she were entirely like them, but she was not.
They heard footsteps and turned.

The two people burst in, soaking wet, and
laughing.

They were both tall, taller than her by a good
five or six inches. And thin. The woman’s skin
was ebony, sheened with rainwater. The man’s
face was several shades lighter, a golden dark

brown.

The woman doubled over with laughter again,
then sank into one of the big comfortable chairs
to one side of Verity.

“Who are you?” asked Verity.

“I am so sorry there are no mutual
acquaintances to introduce us properly,” said
the man, clearly trying to master himself, but

started laughing again and the woman said, “I’'m
Lightnin’ Lil, and he’s Diamond Jack.”

“Jack and Lil,” said Verity, leaning on the
wheel hard as a large rock came into view. She
said nothing for over a minute, as the huge boat
slowly responded. “You can’t stay.”

“Verity!” said Blaze. “What’s gotten into you?



First the horses and now—"

“Oh, yes, the horses,” said Verity. “Maybe the
horses belong to them. The man with the gun
said the owners were well dressed.”

“Why, thank you,” said Lil.

“I saw horses,” said Jack. “But they don’t
belong to us. Nothing on that island belongs to
anybody, unless it’s the clowns. It was declared

a disaster area a while back. At first there was a
warning sign, but the clowns tore it down.”

“What are they?” asked Verity.

“They used to be part of the show, but then
they took over the island. As to what they are,
it’s hard to say exactly.”

“Well, you still can’t stay,” said Verity. “Blaze,
here, hasn’t been feeling well. He’s in no position
to issue invitations.”

“What’s wrong?” asked Lil.

Blaze shrugged. “I forget my name. Stuff like
that. Something to do with some nan sheets I
was wrapped in. I don’t think I have the plague
though. That’s one good thing.”

Lil didn’t say anything. Her mouth trembled
slightly.

“You’ll likely survive,” said Jack. “You’re
lucky, though.”

“That’s what I think,” said Blaze. “Usually.”

Lil’s sigh was tremulous, but when Verity



glanced at her she grinned back like she was
trying to pretend she hadn’t sounded that way.
Jack pulled up a chair next to the small round
table next to Lil. They had passed the island and
were moving downriver at a fast clip.

Lil reached up and pulled large pins from her
hat; swept it from her head and regarded the
drenched feather with dismay.

“It’ll dry,” she said. “But it will never be the
same.” She tossed the hat on the floor, then
loosened something else and thick hair fell
halfway down her back, black and kinky. She
wore an emerald-green dress with a high
neckline and long sleeves—tight, but evidently
of giving material. She kicked off her shoes and
leaned back in the chair; Verity saw a shiver run
through her. Blaze opened and closed cupboard
doors and finally found a blanket, which he
handed to her. She wrapped it around herself.
“Thanks,” she said. Her voice sounded as if she
might have been crying not long ago, even
though she’d been laughing so hard.

Jack reached into his vest pocket and pulled
out a box of cards. “Good old Bee cards from the
U.S. Playing Card Company in Cincinnati,” he
said, slitting it open and shaking out the deck.
He glanced at Verity out of the corner of his eye
as he said this and Verity was annoyed. “Dry as
a bone.” He shuffled them and pushed them
toward Lil. “Cut,” he said.



Blaze stood watching them, his hands in his
pockets. Finally he asked, “What are you
playing?”’

“Five-card stud,” said Jack. He fished in his
pockets and pulled out a cigar; lit it.

Verity coughed and said, “Blaze, try and get
these windows open.” They had evidently closed
themselves against the rain. She was irritated.
They were careering down the wild river in a
storm and all these people could do was smoke
and play cards. “Are you gamblers?” she asked.

Lil’s laugh was deep. “You could sure make a
case for it,” she said, then, “I’ll stand.”

“You need gamblers on a riverboat,” said Jack,
studying his cards. “Bet you don’t have any.”

“Don’t listen to him,” said Lil. “He’ll bet on
anything.”

“We haven’t been on the boat long enough to
know,” said Blaze. “I mean, if there’s gamblers or
not. I guess there could—”

“Are you from that island?” asked Verity. Blaze
would tell them whatever he knew, which wasn’t
much, but it was more than they knew now.
After those clowns, she did not feel very
trustful.

“No. Just got there,” Lil said, the same time
Jack said, “Been waiting there.”

“Waiting for what?” asked Verity.



“For the sky to fall,” said Lil.

“For love-lee, wonderful you,” sang Jack,
making it sound like a song and a joke at the
same time. “I'm from Wheeling. Originally.”

“Washington, D.C.,” said Lil, “at one point.
Well, 'm feeling better and better, Jack.” She
laid her cards on the table with a flourish.

“Shit,” said Jack, and swept the cards up. As
he riffled them together they made a soft, rapid
sound which was quite companionable. It
reminded Verity of something, yet she was sure
it was a memory of Rose’s. She set her lips
grimly and tried to ignore it.

“Are you from Cincinnati?” asked Lil.

Verity shrugged. Blaze opened his mouth and
she frowned at him. He closed it.

Jack set the cards on the table and stood next
to Verity. Rain blurred the gray river. “You want
to hug the Kentucky shore up here. The
Louisville part of the river is nutsy cuckoo. Used
to be a pretty fancy lock-and-dam setup. Got all
twisted in the quake. Here, let me help—” He
leaned into the wheel with Verity and they made
the left channel through the surging,
mud-yellow rush of storm-tossed water.

“You do this real well,” he said.

“Don’t try and flatter me,” she said. “I don’t
want you on this boat. I don’t know who you
are.” She bit her lip and steered hard to port



and narrowly missed some rafters. “I don’t even
know if we should keep this big boat. It’s a
hazard.”

“You do need us,” said Jack. “Lil’s an expert.
And I’d advise you to keep the boat. Where are
you going to get another one?” His cigar had
gone out and he put it in a metal tube he took
from his pocket.

“What is Lil an expert in?” Verity asked.
“Having hysterical fits?”

“Verity, why are you being so rude?” asked
Blaze.

“Statistics,” said Jack, and both of them burst
out laughing again. Can’t get a straight answer
out of these two, thought Verity.

Lil recovered from her laughter, gasped a few
times, and said, “Don’t listen to him. He’s the
statistician. Has a doctorate, even. Worked for
the government.”

Verity thought she saw Jack flash Lil a
warning look. “She’s very tired,” he said gently.

“Where did you get a doctorate?” asked Blaze,
and Verity could tell by the tone of his voice that
he was swallowing everything these people said.

“What government?” asked Verity, but was
ignored.

“Well,” said Lil, “it was a”—she choked on
laughter again—*a correspondence course!” and



she and Jack broke up again. Lil found it so
amusing that she pounded the table a few times
with her fist and several cards fluttered to the
floor. She leaned over and gathered them up.
“Chances are, um”—she closed her eyes for an
instant—*“oh, eight to one, just to round things
off, that you won’t make it to Norleans. That’s
why—you need us!” She gasped a few times. She
appeared to be almost hysterical. “Because we
know so goddamned much!”

“That’s right,” interjected Jack, and Verity was
almost positive that he wanted to keep Lil from
saying anything else. “We know everything there
is about entertainment. Can’t have a gambling
boat without entertainment.”

He leaned forward and set up a steady slow
rhythm on the table with his hand. He began to
sing, in a clear, low voice. Lil dashed tears from

her face, took a deep, shuddering breath, and

joined in after the first line. As rain sluiced
down, Verity listened to their haunting
mournful harmony:

When I came to Georgie, money and
clothes I had,
Babe, all the money I had done gone
My Sunday clothes in pawn, Sunday
clothes in pawn,
Sunday clothes in pawn.
Dollar more, the deuce beats a nine,
Dollar more, the deuce beats a nine, lovin



babe
Dollar more, the deuce beats a nine.

The song went on for several more verses.
Verity was exasperated at the way Blaze hung
on every line, nodding his head with their beat.

“What was that?”’ he asked, when they
finished.

“Blues,” said Jack. “Real old blues at that. Old
guy name of Howell wrote it. Lil doesn’t like the
blues all that much. She likes classical music a

lot better.” He shrugged.

“Nothing but a lot of whiny black men
complaining about how bad women are,” she
said. “Calmed me right down. And I was having
such a good time.” She pulled her blanket
tighter around her shoulders.

“Yeah, well, everybody seems pretty ridiculous
in those operas you like.” Jack picked up the
cards and shuffled them over and over.

Blaze said, “You know any more songs like
that?”

“He knows thousands,” said Lil, dryly.

After a few more shuffles Jack said to Verity,
“There are all kinds of hazards ahead. You won’t
be sorry you took us.”

“I already am,” said Verity, and they headed
down the river as fast as the current would
carry them, and then a little faster, as Verity
gunned the engine.



Six
Mad Rafter Blues

Verity was absorbed in the shadow pattern of
the gingerbread, repeated over the golden deck
at her feet. It was quite lovely. A shout broke the
spell. She looked up, startled; remembered. She
was going somewhere— oh, yes. Blaze’s room.
Why had she slept so late? The boat was moving,
but she had not had anything to do with it. She
didn’t care. Evidently this morning it was
someone else’s chore. She looked down at
herself. At least I got dressed, she thought. She
didn’t remember doing so.

She passed the large hall that Lil and Jack had
settled into, and heard wild laughter within.
Jack was vague about how to use such oddities
as a “roulette wheel” and a “craps table” but
they were definitely there. She heard him curse
and complain that one of the pool tables lacked
a corner pocket and Lil of course laughed
uproariously before Verity turned a corner. Lil
seemed kind of unhinged. Verity hoped that she
would calm down, but she had too much to think
about to worry about that pair; enough trouble
just staying on-balance and precariously
centered in a vision of being Verity, no one else,
just Verity from Shaker Hill staying in charge of



her passel of refugees.

Blaze was hunched over a large wooden desk.
The heavy, ornate wood was highly polished and
shone warmly in the morning sun through the
open French doors. She smelled something
sweet and saw that he must have picked some
lilacs from the bushes that flourished on the
bank where they had stopped last night, for a
gigantic bouquet of them filled a large
widemouthed jar, their thick green stems
distorted by water and glass. She vaguely
remembered the tattoo of hooves on the deck
early this morning, which she had woven into
her dream.

Two unmade beds with iron head- and
footboards were on one side of Blaze’s large
room, which also held two couches and three
chairs, several lamps, and two enormous
dressers.

Outside, the sleepy, periodic rise and fall of
cicada whir paralleled the rise and fall of
moans, punctuated by imprecations. It seemed
that the rafters were getting worse. She
certainly was.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

Blaze twisted in his chair, and Verity saw a
large book open on the desk. He slammed it shut
and put down his pen.

“Nothing,” he said.



“Can I see it?” she asked, taking a step
forward.

“No, you can not see it,” he said, and she was
surprised at his proprietary tone of voice.

“All right, all right,” she said. “I won’t look.”
“Sorry,” he said.

“It’s all right.” Her vision clouded, and she sat
down hard on the chair next to her. Blaze
hurried over to her. She felt his hand on her
forehead.

“Are you all right?”

She was trembling. “No, damn it,” she
whispered, and then was gone.

She was flying over Cincinnati. This is life, she
thought fiercely. She was vaguely aware of her
body, sprawled in the chair, and that Blaze was

putting a cool wet cloth on her forehead, but

that reality became thin and insubstantial as
she was jerked from the streets of Cincinnati to
an entirely different vision.

The street was very narrow, and paved with
cobblestones, which glistened dark and ruddy
after the morning’s shower. On both sides
ancient buildings slanted inward above her, a
hodgepodge of design and complexity. The sun
touched only the tiny panes of the windows of
the fifth floor. French doors opened onto tiny
wrought-iron porches where droplets of water
caught the sun, and pink and red geraniums



glowed against rough brick. The air felt heavy
on her arms, damp and hot, and she heard the
cries of strange birds.

She turned into a narrow doorway with a
heavy rough-hewn lintel and walked through a
room that smelled of beer and was filled with
pool tables, though it was empty of people. She
climbed tiny stairs which turned sharply at a
landing and emerged on the fifth floor, where a
hallway opened into a large room with polished
oak floors and many small tables. A few
sleepy-looking people were sitting at tables
sipping coffee and reading newspapers.

“Milk, please,” she said to the tall, thin, woman
behind the counter. Her hair was very short, and
clung to her head in tight ringlets, showing the
lovely shape of her skull. Her face was thin and
strong, with high cheekbones and large brown
eyes. Her skin was dark brown, with a dusting of
darker freckles below her eyes. She wore a long
yellow cotton sundress. She tamped coffee into a
gleaming cup and inserted it into a machine.
Steam hissed as she pulled down hard on a
lever. Dark liquid streamed into a tiny white
cup. Verity saw, in the light spilling through
large double doors that opened onto a balcony, a
tiny golden tattoo on her back, outlined in black,
a few inches below her shoulder.

She leaned over to get a better look, “Is that a
bee?”



The woman just smiled and put the cup on a
small saucer and rested two cubes of sugar
against it.

Verity took the cup and went out to the
balcony. For a moment she remembered that
she’d asked for milk, not coffee, and was
confused. The balcony jutted out over a corner,
so she had a 180-degree view. She sat on a white
wooden chair and set her cup on the damp table.
Below her was a jumble of rooftops, some
peaked, some flat and filled with plants and
furniture. The view beyond the rooftops took
her breath away.

She saw nothing but blue, blue water and no
other land anywhere, as if she were on the tip of
a peninsula. She rose and leaned against the
railing, dwelling for a long moment in utter and
glad blueness.

Huge swells rose and fell as the sun glittered
on a bright infinity of facets. The white sails of
three boats were brilliant and tiny on the
horizon. Something in her opened to the
hugeness of the vista; something in her rejoiced.
She longed to be here always; this was deep
home; she must never, ever leave, or if she did,
all her efforts must bring her back. The wind
was strong against her and brought the scent of
ocean. She turned and saw to her surprise a
huge, open-grid structure, composed of what
looked like beams of white steel.



“Verity, you’ve got to help them,” she heard. Or
had been hearing. Her eyes fluttered open. She
sat up and took a deep breath, her being still full
of a wide, blue, unfettered horizon and a tiny,
ancient town that whispered mystery.

She became aware that Blaze was next to her,
holding her hand, and that the air was filled
with riotous shouts.

A picture on the wall across the room caught
her eye: a painting of a woman in a blue dress.

As she stood to help them (help who she
wondered) the blue of the dress expanded, a
vibrant sheet of color, and—she could not see
where the waves broke; whether on a dock or on
a shore. She had to see. She gulped her coffee,
turned, and rushed back through the shop and
into the street— which turned into a flowered
rug beneath her feet, and once more she could
hear the shouts welling up all around, outside,
and felt the boat lurch.

Blaze was out at the railing, his shoulders
bowed. She went out and stood next to him.

“I'm sorry,” she said. She felt as discouraged as
he looked. She was in thrall to factors over
which she had no control—and it was she who
had done this, not just to herself, but to
everyone. She had essentially kidnapped them
from a life which, though bizarre, had been
familiar to them, and put them at the mercy of



the Norleans Plague.
The people on the rafts were in obvious agony.

Children wailed without end. Adults sat
listlessly, moaning, though some paced back and
forth on their rafts, and many were arguing. As
they drifted downriver they roughly kept pace
with one another on the slow current.

“What’s wrong with everyone?” asked Blaze.
“What are we going to do?”

“I’'m not in charge,” said Verity ruefully. She
pulled a scroll from her pocket and saw that it
was filled with unintelligible hieroglyphics.
“See? Here’s what we’ve decided today. The new
plan of action. I don’t even know who’s running
the boat right now. Look. It’s not even telling me
to take my vitamins anymore.”

“It’s not funny, Verity,” said Blaze.

Then, with a start, she remembered that she
had thrown her scroll away the other night.

Presumably no one was allowed to be without
one. She digested that. Had someone crept in,
furnished her with a new one, sticking it in the
pocket of her jeans, thrown over a chair, while
she slept? “What about you, Blaze. Do you have a
scroll?”

“No. Do I need one?”

“Touch the screen.” He shrugged his shoulders
and touched it quickly. It went blank, but



nothing else happened.

“Hmm,” she said. “I guess it doesn’t prove
anything. It doesn’t seem to be working
anyway...”

As she spoke, she saw a tall metal tower,
standing alone, frighteningly huge, on a vast
expanse of intensely blue water, beneath a
cerulean sky. High waves swept through its
open base. She shook her head, trying to clear
her vision.

“What’s wrong with them, Verity?” Blaze
asked.

Blaze’s voice helped. “These people all have
receptors which received metapheromonal
commands. Of course, the system wasn’t
designed to be one of command—quite the
opposite. It was designed to facilitate
information transfer. But it became the way the
Queen was able to control everyone in the
City—people wanted the information because
they needed it. They can’t live without it.”

“Metapheromonal. I think you told me that
before. I guess I'll have to study up on that kind
of thing. But what do you mean—that they’ll
die?”

“I’m not sure,” she said. “But it is a kind of
food, to be sure.” With a dark, sinking
realization she understood that probably,
somewhere within her was that information.



The information of Rose and Durancy, the
information she was trying to weave herself
over, a fragile idea of one person, Verity. Not

Durancy, Rose, the Queen. She wanted, so
fiercely, to be herself, whoever that might be.

She made the idea of a separate self into one of
those white-sailed boats far out on the blue,
windy sea, and let that white sail vanish. And
there was only blue left, infinite blue, wide and
frightening, trackless. And free. She had to float
on this, whatever it was, or drown in it. She had
to let go of her old ideas of what was self and
what was other in order to function fully.

Without her help, they probably would die. All
of them were from Cincinnati, but only she had
been to the center. Though she did not know
how to access the information she had, she had
to accept the fact that she could not push it
aside. She had to allow it as part of her, however
dark, however overwhelming. Freeing them
from the City was only the initial part of the
process that would truly free them. They would
have to earn their freedom, she saw, for no
matter how far she took them down that path,
only their ability to make decisions could truly
constitute freedom.

At first a sort of balance had welled up among
them, making her think that everyone would
adjust and move gladly down to Norleans. Now,
in just a day, that had all fragmented horribly.



“Maybe there’s nothing you can do,” said Blaze
gently. “You can’t give them back their City.
They’re like children taken away from their

parents. Like you were, like all of us at Shaker
Hill. Orphans.”

“They are like children,” said Verity, “and they
can’t do anything for themselves. But I don’t
know if I can either. I can’t seem to stay
focussed. I get these damned pictures—I guess
it’s the Norleans Plague. But how did we get
started this morning?”

“Oh, they all agreed on that necessity well
enough, this morning. It doesn’t take much to
get moving. You just have to haul in the lines,

after all, and the water does the rest.”

“It frightens me,” said Verity. “We need to
know where we are on the river and where we’re
going and whether or not our information is any

good. There are falls ahead, and rapids. 'm
hoping that there will be locks around them.
There used to be. I think we must be on the Old
Ohio River again, since we passed over Rising
Sun. Look. What’s happening now?”

The rafts were squeezing closer together, as if
those in the front had stopped.

They had, she saw, as they rounded the bend.

To their right, fertile fields spread out. Verity
was soothed at the sight of knee-high corn, a
white-blossomed orchard pacing over a low hill.



They drifted farther out around the bend’s
apogee and saw a small town.

She read the signs along the lowest street with
something like wonder, harry’s
blacksmith—horses shoed—tools mended,
farmer’s market, janet ray, dentist, diary co-op.
The next tier of the town looked as if it
comprised many small factories, boone nut and
bolt, read one deteriorated sign.

One particularly well lettered sign read eliza’s
brewery, finest beer for a hundred miles.

She saw a few people making their way across
the rafts toward the landing.

“We can’t let them get off,” she said. She ran
out to the railing and yelled as loud as she
could, “Please stay on the rafts and continue
downriver!”

No one paid any attention. “What’s wrong with
them?” she asked.

“Why should they listen to you?” asked Blaze.

“They can’t just rush ashore any time they feel
like it,” she said.

“Why not?” asked Blaze.
“Because it’s dangerous,” she said.

“I guess they’ll have to figure that out
themselves,” he said.

By now, a crowd was snaking its way up the
street and disappearing into the brewery.



It was a yelling, rowdy crew, raising a cloud of
dust, trooping across the rafts like lemmings.
She heard faint choruses of “Caimaneero, down
to Cairo,” mixed like a round with “Fifteen years
on the Erie Canal.”

Verity’s gut tightened as they made their way
across the rafts, in the wake of the ragged
exodus. A few people had stayed behind, lying in
their wigwams; as she passed, some of them
raised their arms and reached for her, or looked
at her with pleading in their eyes, and she felt
cruel and helpless as she passed them.

She climbed the ladder onto the wharf behind
Blaze and they stepped into the town. The
streets echoed with wild shouts.

“They’ll kill us,” she said. “We have to get these
people back on the rafts and get out of here. And
then tie them down.” She remembered how Russ

had hinted that even the Shakers had perhaps

shot at Rafters from the bluffs above

Miamisburg. This town had real inhabitants,

unlike Gambling Island. That much was clear.

She and Blaze stopped at the first
establishment on the street, a bakery. It was
ransacked. Crumbs littered small round tables,
chairs, the floor. Glass cases stood open and
empty. “Coffee!” she said, spotting a large glass
pot filled with brown liquid, but did not take
any, though she wondered where it came from.
This actually belonged to someone, unlike the



things on Clown Island, and she was sick at this
looting.

“Come on,” said Blaze.

The next store, a grocery, was much the same.
A hundred jars of put-up peaches, tomatoes, and
ocra lay on the floor, as richly colored as a
church window where the sun touched them,
some smashed and drooling thick liquid. Burlap
bags of flour sprawled in a corner like large
sleeping animals where they had been pulled
from shelves, slashed so that pale flour spilled
across dark floorboards. Why? No reason. The
rafters were completely out of control.

Apparently the brewery held their interest the

best. The mob had halted there, and pressed

with single, concentrated intent through the
huge double doors at the front.

Blaze led Verity around to the side, and they
peered in a window.

Near the back of the dim, barnlike building
light caught rows of heavy mugs. Every few
seconds someone grabbed a mug and filled it
from a keg; a brigade passed them along, sipping
as each mug passed.

The din was deafening, the laughing, singing,
shouting.

Verity caught a movement on the next street
up, which was lined with small factories and
warehouses. “Come on,” she said, and Blaze



followed as she climbed one block away from the
river.

“There!” she said, seeing this time a chubby
blond toddler, a boy, vanish into a doorway.

They hurried down the street and went inside.

The vast building was filled with dark shapes
except where light from high windows slanted
in.

It was filled with ancient machinery. She
walked beneath a gear as wide across as she was
tall, like a huge rust flower with a filigreed edge

and holes through which light streamed. Pale
green lichen blossomed here and there, layering
the grainy orange-umber roughness.

“It’s all frozen up,” said Blaze. He picked up a
bent piece of metal from the clutter on the floor
and hit the gear, which answered with a hollow

clank. “Must not have been used for years.
Wonder what they manufactured here?”

“Something that nan could do more cheaply,
probably,” said Verity. She smelled dry sweet
sawdust, saw soft mounds of it piled around
various saws in the back of the vast building.

“Look,” she said. They walked toward the saws.

The woodworking shop was dwarfed by the
immensity of the old machinery around it, the

separate pieces inexorably blending together in
quiet oxidation.

Blaze examined the woodworking tools. “This



one’s a router,” he said. “They must have
electricity, somehow. They’re plugged in. Maybe
they have a dam on a creek somewhere, or
something. But where is everybody?”

“Mommy?” they heard from a dark corner, a
voice small and frightened.

Then behind her, from a side door, Verity
heard the click of a rifle being cocked.

“Don’t move.”

A tall, thin woman wearing jeans sidled
around into their field of vision. “Come on,
Hunter,” she said.

“Are you the only one who lives here?” asked
Blaze.

“Now what kind of a damn fool question is
that?” she asked. “Step back over to that wall.
That’s right. Come on, Hunter, before I warm
your bottom!”

Instead, the little boy rushed over to Verity,
and stopped several yards from her. She
stepped back as far as she could. Up close, he
looked older than she had first thought—maybe
three and a half or four.

“No,” whispered his mother, or at least Verity
was pretty sure she was the mother—“Hunter,
baby, please—don’t touch her!”

“Go on back to your mother,” said Verity. “Go
on.”



The boy looked at her doubtfully.

“Go on,” said Verity. “She won’t spank you.
She’s just kidding.”

The boy pulled something from his pocket.
“Listen,” he said, and blew a chord on it.

“A harmonica!” said Blaze.

The boy threw it at him and ran over to the
saws, laughing. “Yes, she will spank me, now,”
he said, and hid behind one of the big machines.
He threw a screwdriver out from behind it and
it clattered onto the floor. They heard a crash.

Another howl of amusement. “Can’t catch me!”
he yelled.

“Why did you people stop, anyway?” said the
woman. “Most people have the sense to just keep
on going. And I’ve never seen so goddamned
many rafters in my whole life. Usually we get up
to the Granger barn and whoever it is, even if
they stop, don’t stay long. Where did you come
from? Suddenly there are thousands of you.
Solid, for days. We can’t kill everybody who
comes down the river—don’t want to. Didn’t you
see the sign—Plaguers Keep Out? Of course,
maybe you’re too stupid or your brains are too
frizzed to read. Hunter, if you don’t get on up
the hill, now, you won’t be able to sit down for a
week. And you’ve lost the harmonica Aunt Beth
gave you. Now it’s infected. I told her you were
too little to take care of it.” Her voice shook,



though, and Verity knew she was terrified of the
plague. She decided it was best to say
nothing—the woman was so nervous that
anything might set her off. But Blaze had
apparently decided no such thing.

“I’'m sorry,” said Blaze. “We’ll try to get them
back on the rafts as soon as we can. If there’s
something you folks need that we have, maybe
we can—"’

“We’ve survived this long without getting
tainted,” she said. “No good reason to get crazed
now.” Her thin mouth twisted downward and
she said, “I’'m just trusting that Hunter’s going
to be all right. We don’t need a damned thing
that you have. We’ve got the R-net, and it comes
from inland, not the river.”

“The R-net?” asked Blaze.

“Rural Network. Goes almost to Michigan and

as far west as the Mississippi. Maybe further for

all I know.” She turned at the sound of running
footsteps. “Now where did he get to?”

“He went out the door,” said Verity, and Blaze
gave her an exasperated look.

“Good. I’'d suggest that all of you get out of
town as soon as possible,” she said, “before
somebody takes it into their mind to kill a few of
you to hurry you along. I’d say that ’'m just
about the mildest person in town—Ilots of people
would have shot you dead on the spot. And I'm



pretty pissed about the beer. 'm Eliza.” She
turned and ran out the door.

“I wanted to ask her more questions,” said
Blaze, an annoyed tone in his voice.

“Im afraid the gun made me a little nervous.”

Blaze picked up the harmonica. “I guess they
won’t want this back,” he said, and blew an
experimental chord. “B flat,” he said. “That’s
strange.” He put it in his pocket.

Verity and Blaze tried to get the rafters back
on the river, but it was difficult to keep them
still; a certain percentage of them staggered to
their feet and made their way back to land,
careering dangerously over the gaps between
rafts. Together they dragged about ten
unconscious women and men out of town; then
Verity found a wagon behind one of the
buildings and it went a little easier after that.
But eventually Verity sank down in a doorway,
exhausted, and watched the legs of the revelers
pass, listening to bits of drunken song and the
shuffle of feet on dirt alleys and the old blacktop
two-lane highway, reflecting that Cincinnati’s
record for beer consumption—the most gallons
per year for decades, according to old
statistics—probably remained unchallenged.

The sky filled with dark, heavy verges of
clouds twisting in the chilling wind sweeping
downriver. Verity wondered if there would be a



storm every afternoon. She pushed back
sweat-dampened hair, and let the wind cool her
face.

Below, the flotilla of rafts spread out across
the river, and the big boat shone white the last
moments before the clouds covered the sun. The
river was not very wide here. On the other side,
she saw hints of old buildings—concrete pilings,
and well back from the bank, just above the
level of the treetops, a golden curve. But the
forest had swallowed whatever had been there,
and she watched the green mass moving in
occasional gusts of breeze. The edge of the river
was shallow and marshy, filled with grasses
which bustled with tiny birds.

How nice it would be to gather a few supplies
and just set out into the woods. Take those
horses and head south. A map sputtered into her
mind. Kentucky. Tennessee. Alabama. The
ocean, blue...

Verity shook the overwhelming blueness from
her mind and instead wondered how soon the
impending cloudburst would startle them into
near-sobriety, and wondered how to keep them

from doing this again when she heard the crack
of rifles from high above the two-street town.

The street erupted in screams. Verity jumped
to her feet.

Up on the bluff stood three men and two



women, holding shotguns. One of the men had a
megaphone.

“Next time we’ll shoot to kill,” he yelled. “Get
the hell out of town. You have ten minutes—”

The crack of thunder drowned out whatever
he had to say next, and the sky let go.

Cold rain streamed down Verity’s face, soaking
her clothes, as she tried to herd the people onto
the rafts. They seemed to understand the rifle,
and began to trample down to the wharf and
onto the rafts. Verity ran down the street and
made a quick search of the buildings they had
been in. She found one teenaged girl, passed out
on the floor of the bingo hall, and Verity grabbed
her beneath her arms and pulled her to the door.
One of the women passing by took her without a
word and continued dragging her to the river.

When Verity went back into the street she saw
a knot of people on the next block. She ran to
them and pushed her way into the middle.

A man of perhaps thirty, with light brown hair,
had been shot in the shoulder. Verity’s vision
filled with Blaze, lying in the winter-bare
orchard as snow began to fall, his chest red with
blood. She turned away and took a deep breath,
then turned back.

She yanked off her overshirt, laid it on top of
his shoulder, leaned on it, hard, then yelled,
“Tear me some strips to tie this down,” and



heard the sound of cloth ripping. Long pieces of
green cloth were thrust into her face, and she
grabbed them and bound the shirt tightly to the
man’s shoulder. He was breathing shallowly.
“Let’s go,” said Verity. “Pick him up,” she
commanded, for she was bone tired, and she
hoped they wouldn’t drop him more than once
or twice.

Some of the rafts were moving. The wind
brought another sheet of rain sluicing over
them. Behind her, the street was deserted, and
she began to run down to the wharf.

Blaze glanced at Verity with concern every
once in a while. Sometimes her eyes were open
and she saw him do so, though she lay on the
large bed in deep midnight shadow, and knew
he couldn’t see hers.

She’d groggily stripped off her wet clothes,
sneezing, she remembered that; had pulled on a
white cotton nightgown, then toppled into his
bed, and he’d drawn a white lacy comforter over
her. It had still been day, though rain lashed the
boat. She’d used the last of her energy to get
them all moved about two miles down the river,
then collapsed.

Now it must be very late. She watched Blaze.

On Blaze’s large desk a stained-glass lamp cast
a glow, filled with the phosphate analog that
made lightsticks shine.



On the wall next to the desk were large framed
botanical prints, and just above it, a painting of
a riverboat. She did not wish to look at it if it
was floating on blue water, but whatever the
color of the river it was grayed by night, only
dimly illuminated by the lamp.

Next to Blaze’s elbow was a small, hinged
wooden box, which stood open. In the dark she
could see that it was inlaid with some sort of
gold lines that caught the light.

She watched him reach in and remove a green
crystal and set it on the polished desk.

A radio stone.

She wondered how everyone was doing, then
lost interest, caught in the glow of the radio
stone. The rafters were either dead or alive; she
really didn’t care which, the idiots. The
consensus power of their scrolls had apparently
been lost in chaos, and perhaps it was up to her
to insert the direction which would save them
but not just now, particularly since she hadn’t
the faintest idea what that might be.

A cool breeze came in the open French doors,
causing a wall hanging to flutter. She saw a few
clear stars in the black square of night, and
Blaze took out another radio stone, and then
another. He stood over them, resting his weight
on his arms.

Verity woke several times during the night,



and either she was dreaming or Blaze had
heaped his desk with wires and gizmos, and
once she thought she heard tinny wild wails of
sound which could not be music by any stretch
of the imagination and saw, by the pale light of
the stained-glass lamp, a look of reverence in
Blaze’s eyes as he tilted his head and listened.

Finally Verity could sleep no longer. It was
still dark. Blaze was slumped over his desk,
snoring, and the radio stones were dark.

Her hands had awakened her, she realized.
They throbbed and itched. She rubbed them
together and got out of bed, restless and alert.
She wondered where Blaze had found his radio

stones. Had they just grown in the drawers of
his desk?

Well, she supposed, that was possible. There
was much about the boat she didn’t know. She
had somehow given the commands for all this to
grow. Layers and layers, shells of Durancy’s
exquisite metacommands.

Though it was surely possible that she had
commanded these people to come forth and
possibly die because their lives depended on the
metapheromone jolt they’d received while in the
City, she wondered if she had not known this
would happen and provided for it. Their little
scrolls had worked at first, she remembered,
linking hivelike, brought to life by their shared
information, and had then fallen to gibberish.



Opening the bottom drawer of a bureau she
felt a sweater, pulled it out, and held it before
her. It had a strange foreign smell and was very
large but it would do. But when she pulled it on
she pushed, puzzled, with her right hand, trying
to find the arm of the sweater. Finally she pulled
it back over her head and stepped around to the
doorway where there was enough light for her to
see on closer examination that it lacked an arm.
She tossed it on the floor and found another,
which had the correct number of arms.

Kicking around on the floor she found the
clothes she had discarded, still wet. In the right
pocket of her jeans she found the scroll and
pulled it out, dried it on her nightgown, and
slipped out barefoot onto the deck.

She could only see the rafts immediately
below; the rest were obscured by fog. Her hands
felt unpleasant, full of jitters; she shook and
clenched them several times.

Strange clicking sounds stopped Verity as she
passed a window. A light was on inside and the
curtains were not fully drawn.

It was even more ornate than the other rooms.
Tiffany lamps hung from the ceiling. Here and
there were small tables covered with lace and

things she thought of as gimcracks and geegaws,
because the Gift Shop on the boiler deck sported
a sign that described them as such.



Lil and Jack drifted into view, startling Verity.
They were only about ten feet away. A cigarette
dangled from Lil’s mouth, and much to Verity’s

surprise she was carrying a long white stick.
Verity was getting used to her dress—long tight

sleeves, high in the back, with a low V-neck in
the front. But this one was gold.

Lil perched on the edge of the pool table and
leaned over, holding one end of the stick over

her head.
“Lil,” said Jack.
“Both my feet are on the floor,” she said.

“Both your shoes are on the floor. Your dress
isn’t as long as you think.”

“What are you going to do, shoot me?” asked
Lil. “Five in the corner.” She gave the stick a
quick shove and Verity heard the clicking sound
again.

“A day doesn’t go by that you don’t surprise
me,” said Jack. “But don’t think that you can
beat me at pool.”

“Oh, heaven forbid,” said Lil. “Three in the
side?” Again that sound.

“You make me nervous,” said Jack.
“You should be.”

“Not that you might beat me because I know
you can’t.”’

“Pretty puffed up, aren’t you Jack Hamilton?”



“I’m nervous because our chance of success is
pretty poor and I don’t think you’re helping
things any. You’re acting kind of—nutty.”

“Oh, pooh,” she said.

“Maybe you can’t tell,” he said, his voice
worried.

Her voice turned steely. “Look, Jack, this was
your idea and I think it was a good one. The only
way. m staking everything on your faith— oh,
sorry, on what you know. This is our last chance
because nutty is what I’'ve been. I'm trying to
loosen up. That’s the only way I’ll make it. If 1
start thinking about what’s at stake—and seeing
all these plaguers is incredibly upsetting to
me...”

“I know, Lil,” he said in a low, apologetic voice.
“Maybe this wasn’t the best idea in the world.
I’m worried about you,” he said, his voice tight,
yet filled with emotion. “I don’t really give a
damn about anything else.” He laughed and his
voice cracked. “After all, Lil, if you don’t make
it... Look. Let’s go back, think this over—”

“For another decade or two? Oh, stop it, Jack.
You’re only bringing me down. We’ve got to be

committed. But we’re only two people. All we
can do is our best...” Her voice faltered. “Maybe

you’re right. Our best has been none too good in
the past.”

“You’ve always done as much as you could



possibly do, Lil. And you’ve usually tried to do
more than one person could do—that’s the
problem. I’'m sorry I said anything. You aren’t

emotionally prepared for this. How could you
be?”

“Bullshit, Jack.” Her voice strengthened.
“You’re just a moosh. You think too much. You’re
stuck with me, babe. We’re going down this
river. To the bitter end. Face it. You want to get
rid of me because you hate to lose and now—"
There were two sharp cracks. “—you have.”

“Shit. How did you do that?”

“I distracted you.”

After that, Verity heard no more except soft
clacks and the sound of them walking around,
and Jack’s occasional curse. Part of her wanted
to walk in and demand to know what they were
talking about. Committed to what? She saw
danger all around, but somehow she thought the
danger Jack spoke of might be somewhat
different.

But the nervousness seized her again. She
clenched her hands, deprived now of
metapheromonal input for many days. She had
not counted on this. A transformation had
occurred while she was in Cincinnati, a
transformation she had feared and sought. Her
body had changed, become capable of accessing
and sending metapheromonal information. It



was a hunger, keen and dark and completely
unsettling.

She sat on a bench, then jumped up; it was
wet. Using the sleeve of the overlarge sweater,
she dried it as best she could, then sat again,
propping her feet on the railing. She needed a
map of the boat and what it contained. The river
swished along in the dark.

She touched the scroll on, feeling urgent and
invigorated, though her hands shook. Now,
where was the tutorial she had been
commanded to use? She closed her eyes and
tried to remember, then opened them to see she
didn’t have to; the screen from the first morning
had come back, telling her to take her vitamins,
telling her that she was #47. She sighed, then
went to the tutorial screen and was shortly
amazed at the information she held in her hand,
and at the power of it.

The sky had lightened just a shade when she
looked up, over an hour later. She stood and
hurried down two decks, glancing at her scroll
as she turned left at the stairway and counted
doorways. There. The fifth one. She held the
scroll up to the number on the door and by its
pale light read the cabin number: 32.

But it was locked. She could not turn the knob.

Then a palmprint flashed and she put her hand

to it and heard a click within, and then the knob
turned freely.



She stepped inside the room and saw that it
was windowless, but lit with a gentle glow. The
walls were alive with tiny, dancing lights.

She sat in the only chair, which looked like a
delicate graceful insect. In front of her was a
narrow desklike down-slanted ledge, with an

indentation that flashed. And as it flashed, the
scroll in her hand flashed in unison, so she set it
in the indentation and it appeared satisfied, for
the urgent flashing stopped.

what do you want, #47? asked the scroll, the

words floating within it. The colors the scroll

used were never the same. This time she saw
bright purple letters on a yellow field.

“The people from Cincinnati need
metapheromones to survive,” she said. “We can’t
function without them. Are there any on the
boat?”

of course, said the scroll, in raw form,
bombykol, danaidone, ipsdienol, verbenone...

Tiny charts of straight lines and letters, the
chemical shorthand for each, appeared next to
every listed pheromone, of which there were
thousands. As she watched they began to shift
and link to one another like magnetized puzzles,
and the information on the scroll overflowed
onto the desk surface.

Verity felt both relieved and frightened. But
she had no room for fear, and it was too soon to



be relieved. She allowed those feelings to eddy
away, and was left clear and focussed. What to
ask? But you have more than three questions,
she told herself. These are not the deadly
questions of fairy tales, where what is in your
own mind will weave you back into yourself only
worse, showing you the awfulness of who you
really are. This is a tool to unfold not only
yourself but all of those around you, and you
must believe that that is good. You have as many
questions as you want.

Still she paused. She did not want to be in
charge; she did not want those desperate hands
yanking on her sleeve as she passed; she did not
want to remain sober while everyone else drank;

she did not want to be pregnant, even, and
responsible for another life.

But no one else was able to be in charge; she
was not free to do as whim dictated because
innocent people would suffer, and unless the

scroll was wrong she was most certainly
pregnant.

She was able to remember the glowing bits of
metapheromone Sphere had generated with
music in the hive. He had become one with the
City and claimed to be able to use it. She, on the
other hand, was mostly used by it, and was only
able to use its own energy to flip its momentum
in a new direction. This room was small and
primitive compared with the golden energy she



had been filled with in the hive.

But she was pretty certain that it had what she
needed, if she could only steel herself to use it.

“What do we need in order to function—to be
able to think, and do our tasks, and survive—to
be human—and what is the smallest dose of it,

and how should it be administered?”

There. Too much at once? Many of the lights
turned green, while others changed to a colored
pattern rather than random winks, and it
looked to her as if it was emerging into greater
and greater order. Don’t worry, she told herself,
it can do the work; it can do the thinking.

She hoped. Her palms were sweating. She
heard steps overhead, even heard dim shouts
outside on the river, and knew that she didn’t

have a lot of time. They were waking up, no
doubt in much worse shape than her.
Yesterday’s deterioration could only continue,
and she feared the stories embedded within
them—stories from American literature, the
whole gamut, Raymond Chandler to Flannery
O’Connor to Frank Baum to... well, just
everything. Murder—she knew that. Pain, fear,
love... the entire range of human emotion
powerfully distilled by literature, but here with
no outside stimulus, simply welling up from
within and flowering in the brain like long-held
poisons, manifesting in mad and inappropriate
action; deadly action. They could not be so



gripped; to survive they would have to be able to
grasp their situation, to see their surroundings.
She remembered that first morning, how the
man had pulled her outside and commanded her
to see; how they had all rejoiced in the beauty of
their new freedom; how all had been
harmonious. That was what they needed. Unless
they could somehow get through this, and
survive without the metapheromones. That was
the best option; otherwise they were so limited.
But she didn’t know if that was possible.

She had been resting her hand in the
palmprint and she was startled to see a message
flash: more of that #47 we need to know what we

are aiming for.

Verity bit her lip. She did not want to program
them any more; no. She wanted them to be able
to survive on their own. She wanted their true
individuality to emerge at last. For good or for

ill, each to their own, for she had no right to
make them into her own image of what a human
should be; that would be as dangerous and
lopsided an enterprise as Abe’s mad Cincinnati.

The lights blinked all at once and the scroll
said thank you. we need time for evolution to
occur.

Fine, she thought; go ahead and program
freedom. It seemed an absolute contradiction to
her.



“How long do you need?”
Brief pause, very long, seven minutes.

She smiled briefly. Such a worried sensibility.
“Fine.”

She rose and paced, feeling on the verge of
Christmas. What wonderful pheromonal
presents would emerge, and in what form?

Would they splat forth, drinkable? Would a
giant heap of wafers come spewing out?

She caught a glimpse of her scroll, and saw
that it was composing odd pictures—chemical
bonds, she recalled from her time in the Bee
Library.

“What am I seeing?” she asked.

artificial metapheromones. we have made a
miscalculation. yours will be ready soon. the
rest will be completed asap.

asap?
Then the lights went dark.

Verity stumbled and found the chair with one

hand; sat, and discovered her scroll with the

other; put her palm where the print had been
but nothing happened.

Discouragement darkened her mind.
Christmas indeed. Just another day of hell.
“Wake up!” she yelled, but no lights occurred.
“Function! Start! What’s the answer? Too hard
for you to figure out?”



She slumped in her chair. Well fine. It sensed
your ambiguity and went one way instead of the
other. It was probably for the best. She rose,
grabbed her scroll (at least she could study the
tutorial), and found the door, relieved to find
that it would let her out. She walked slowly
down the deck.

Her scroll beeped as she walked, and she took
it out and looked at it.

The scroll said she was looking at a map of the
boiler deck, and that the light that was blinking
was in Stateroom 5.

She hurried down one flight of stairs and
walked first one way, then the other, quickly.
She came to a locked door but a palmplate
flashed and it opened to her.

She went in, and closed the door behind her.
“Hello, number forty-seven,” said the room.

“] am not number forty-seven, I am Verity,” she
said, and waited.

“We have thought the problem over and have
decided that the best solution is gloves. Yours
are in compartment number five thirty-eight.” A

tiny green light on the opposite wall came on
and blinked.

“Gloves?”

“The gloves are made of a light, clear material
infused with metapheromones individually



tailored to your receptors. They will remind you
of who you are, they will balance you, and they
will do the same for everyone.”

“Can they block the plague?” asked Verity,
eagerly. “Yes! Make them so that we will also be
freed of the Norleans Plague.”

She waited an anxious moment before the
voice came again. “The Norleans Plague, as you
call it, cannot be hacked.”

“Hacked?”

“Deciphered, decoded, disabled. It instantly
re-forms when challenged. This is known.”

“Known by who? I thought you were smart.
Who are you?” asked Verity.

There was only silence.

“And how can they remind me of who I am
when I'm only number forty-seven?”

There was no answer.

She heard the staggering footsteps of someone
passing down the corridor. The person pounded
on each door, once, as he passed. “For the love of

God, help me, please,” he moaned. “Somebody!”

Verity held her breath, hoping that the room
wouldn’t say anything as he passed. As the
sound of the steps and the thumps grew more
faint, the room said, “It is up to you.”

“What will happen if they don’t get these
metapheromones?” she asked. There was silence



for a minute. Then the room said, “We do not
know.”

Verity felt twitchy, unsettled, as if tiny bugs
were crawling over her body, and her mind
flashed blue again. Norleans.

All I have to do is put on those gloves, she
thought, and I’ll feel much better. I’'ll be able to
think straight.

Ill know who I am.

You’ll know who they tell who you are, she told
herself, yet took a step toward the green,
blinking light.

She stopped.

She wiped sweat from her forehead. Hadn’t
she freed them—and herself—from Cincinnati to
get away from this sort of thing?

Angrily, she turned and left, slamming the
door behind her.

Outside, all was chaos.

Seven
Human Radio Blues

The scene before Verity reminded her of
medieval etchings of purgatory from one of
those musty books at the Shaker Hill library.
One that John had not burned. But this had



sound and motion.

The mass of humanity on the rafts writhed
before her eyes. Cries of anguish rose and fell.
Someone jumped from a deck above her and
plummeted past; hit the water with a smack and
did not resurface. Numb, Verity did not spring
to action, though a part of her said, Leap down
and rescue him!

The scene assumed dreamlike
contours—softened; distant. A little girl wearing
a bright blue shirt caught her eye, so far away
that Verity could not see her face, only a mop of
dark hair.

That particular shade... it was so lovely, so
soothing. It was time to get under way. She
wished these troublesome rafts would clear out
soon or the riverboat would have to plow them
under. Why was she not dressed yet? No matter.
How many days did she have? There was
something about needing to complete this trip...
by... when? She hummed a few bars of “The Erie
Canal.”

“Verity!” It was Lil, towering over her,
wearing, this fine morning, a dress covered with
purple glitters. Verity blinked.

“Are you all right? Hell, you’re as bad off as the
rest of them.” Lil’s eyes were concerned. She
frowned, jerked her head back to the door from
which Verity had emerged. “What were you



doing in there?”

Verity found she could barely remember. It
was all rather muzzy. “Nothing,” she said. “It’s
time to go. I’ve got to get the boat started.”

Lil tried the door, but it was locked. Verity
wasn’t sure why, but was pleased at that fact.
She walked away but turned when she heard a
crunching sound. The door dangled from the
hinges; Lil was braced against the railing.

She grinned at Verity. “I suppose you thought
these fancy shoes were all show? Strong as steel,
light as a feather, the ad said. And they last
forever.”

Verity was impressed. She knew that she
couldn’t even walk in Lil’s black heels, much
less use them to kick down a door. Lil prowled
inside, touched on a light. “My, my. What have
we here?”

“None of your business,” said Verity crossly.
“Leave it alone.”

“Oh,” said Lil. “This is interesting.” She
stepped back outside, looked around. A
ten-year-old boy was hurrying down the deck,
eyes crazed, muttering, “They’re not going to put
me back in the trouble house, oh, no.”

“Wait a minute,” commanded Lil, and the boy
shrank back.

“You’re not going to put me in the trouble
house!” he said and tried to run past Lil but she



grabbed both wrists and he twisted vainly,
panting. “Let go! I don’t want to go to the trouble
house.” He started to sob as Lil adroitly avoided
his kicks.

Lil pulled him inside the door and pushed him
into the chair that Verity had been sitting in a
few minutes earlier. “Sit still! ’'m not sending

you to the trouble house. But I might if you
don’t—here! That’s right. Not an inch! Verity! I
need your help.”

Verity stood reluctantly in the doorway.

“Where’s your scroll?”’ Lil asked the boy.
Glaring at her, he pulled it from his shirt
pocket. Lil took it.

“That’s good. Hmmm. Nice little gizmos, eh?”
“Don’t you have one?” asked Verity.

Lil ignored her. “Okay, good. Number
three-fifty-six. Kind of slow and crude
but—here—” Verity watched her give that
number to the room using a keyboard she hadn’t
noticed. A sweet smell filled the air, just for an
instant, so quickly that she thought maybe she
had imagined it. A drawer glowed green briefly
and Lil nodded to the boy. “Go ahead. Open it.”
She watched as he touched the circle on the
door and it slid open soundlessly. Lil looked
inside. “Well, I’'ll be. Gloves. That’s novel. Go
ahead.” She nodded at the boy. “Put them on.
Now!”



The boy shrugged and pulled them on. Verity
watched them blend into his hands like a second
skin. The only reason she could tell that he was
wearing them was because a message glowed on
the back of his left hand. He lifted it, looked at
it. He blinked and took a deep breath. “My name
is Jet?” he asked. The tremble in his voice
vanished. He looked at Lil doubtfully. “Well,
that’s what the scroll said too...”

“Okay,” said Lil. “Great. Thanks, Jet. Run
along now.”

He looked at Lil and at Verity. “Who are you?”’

“I said move,” commanded Lil. With a
backward look, he continued down the deck,
looking at the back of his hand as if reading a

watch.

And no doubt, thought Verity, the correct time
was in the gloves.

“Now for yours,” said Lil.

“No,” said Verity. “Jet was right. Who are you?
What are you doing here? What do you know
about me?”

“I can’t answer any of those questions right
now,”’ she said, and Verity thought, At least she
didn’t say that she’s Lightnin’ Lil. “We need to
get these gloves distributed.”

“I don’t think so,” said Verity, able to focus at
least on this conversation. “They’re what we left
the city to get away from.”



“I won’t quibble philosophy with you right at
this moment,” said Lil. “Though I will at some
other time. But I don’t need your permission.”

Verity involuntarily glanced down at Lil’s
shoes.

“Don’t you see,” Verity argued,
“they—we—need to get through this. Away from
all this control.”

Lil shook her head briefly, impatiently. “You
don’t understand. Or maybe you don’t want to.
Or maybe you can’t, right at this minute. It’s not
just a whim of theirs or a simple addiction like
caffeine. These people have been mainlining
information for so many cycles that they don’t
even know how long it’s been. They’ve been
doing this because of physical modifications
made to their bodies—modifications they paid
for. Dearly. And if you want to put it that way,
they did have a choice in the beginning and they
deserve to be able to live and sort it all out.” Her
voice was low and urgent. She began touching
the flat panel like a pianist.

“How do you know all this?” asked Verity.

Lil looked up for a moment and her eyes
looked ancient; weary. She might be a hundred
years old flashed through Verity’s mind.

Lil turned back to the keyboard. “Information
wants to be free, Verity. It flows on, through us,
around us, it doesn’t matter. It doesn’t need us



but we need it. I can’t say that I know much
more than that, anymore. This is information.
They are information. You and I are
information.” She frowned and continued on
with a flurry of long fingers. A voice said, “Six
thousand and thirty-two gloves being readied.”

“How long?” asked Lil.

“Thirty-five minutes and seventeen seconds,”
said the voice. “You will find them in a bin to the
right of the drawer.”

Lil leaned back against the counter. Her
purple sparkles flashed small rainbows around
the tiny room. “Round up as many people as you
can,”’ she said. “We’ve got to distribute these as

quickly as possible.”

“What about... Lil, there are people ahead of us
who won’t have any gloves. What will happen to
them?”

Lil bowed her head briefly, then looked back
up at Verity. Verity had the fleeting impression
that such a thought was nothing compared with

what Lil might have had to consider before.

“That’s life,” she said bleakly; then, “They
might get through it. It’s possible. We can only
think about here and now. That seems to be
quite enough.”

“But don’t they have to come here, like Jet,
with their scrolls?” asked Verity. “That will take
forever.”



Lil shook her head. “Their own bodies will
individually initialize the gloves. That’s what I
just fixed.”

Verity frowned. “But—does that mean that
everyone’s—

“You’re quick,” said Lil. “It means that every
last one of those people and more are in this
system here; that’s right. You’ve brought it all
along with you. Each person will get the entire
system and their specific metapheromone
receptors will communicate with the gloves.
Bionan is infinitesimally small, and
infinitesimally powerful. At that point, the
gloves will then respond with the proper mix for
orientation and focus. And then—I’m not sure
what will happen.”

Dread filled Verity, weakening her knees. “The
proper mix?” She felt so irrational, so
disappointed, so angry. She tried again. “Lil, we
all need to get away from that! We just need to
be normal.”

“Are you normal?” asked Lil gently, her eyes
compassionate in the dim light. “Are you,
Verity? Who, or what, are you? You’re not like
the rest of them.”

Verity said nothing.

“Well, if you could be normal, would you want
to be?”

Verity stood silently, her whole world turning



on Lil’s question. But she had heard it before.
She would always, she realized, answer it in the
same way.

“No,” she whispered. She had to whisper,
because the answer stuck in her throat. “I don’t
think I ever was normal. I don’t think there’s
anything for me to go back to. But I don’t think I
would want to, either.” Greed, she thought,
greed for the new. For the ability to access
information. Hunger for the visions.

“Give them the same freedom of choice,” said
Lil. “If they’re dead, they’ve definitely lost that.”
Her mouth curved in a faint smile. She tilted her

head and looked into Verity’s eyes and stopped
smiling. “You can talk to me, you know.”

Then the wall beeped. Lil patted her on her
shoulder and pulled a sheaf of gloves from a
large bin and handed them to Verity. “Let’s get
to work,” she said.

The morning sky deepened into a very
satisfying blue as Verity passed out gloves. They
were diaphanous, yet strong as spider silk, more
like a web than a solid layer of material. A fresh

breeze blew back her hair as she walked from
raft to raft, passing out large quantities and
instructing people to distribute them.

Lil was quite forceful with the gloves the first
hour or so, cornering people and making them
put on the gloves, then giving them a stack



“fresh out of the oven,” she said, and telling
them to go forth and do likewise. Once they
were wearing them, they seemed to understand;
now, three hours later, the scene before Verity
was one of exhausted calm. At one point during
the chaos everything had flipped from disorder
to order. About twenty people had taken it upon
themselves to initiate the breakfast chores, and
while she watched some of the rafters carry
their food back to their raft in a little basket,
Verity wondered if food might not be a more
efficient medium through which to calm them
and sank down on a bench, horrified at the
thought and feeling on the edge of sane. She
leaned forward, put her elbows on her knees,
and locked her hands together.

“That would be good, Verity,” she told herself,
the words spinning out into the clear spring air
like a song with which she could entertain
herself. It was almost as if someone else were
speaking. Perhaps there were many such selves
waiting to have their say. “You could really look
into this. You could figure out what you wanted
them to think and do and feel and learn how to
put it into their food. Something like, ‘Ignore
that city back there. Forget it all happened. Be
happy!” Marvelous idea!” She pulled her legs
close to her chest and bent her head down so
that she was squeezed into one point and yelled,
“I just want them to be free! I want them to be
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free! They need to be free

She couldn’t seem to stop. It was satisfying
just to yell while yet another part of her said
this is silly, Verity, it’s not doing any good at all
and still she could hear the words over and over
and over again—

Then someone was prying her hands apart.

“She’s crying.” That was Blaze. He wiped her
face roughly with his shirt. “I don’t know what
to do.” His voice was despairing.

It was Lil who grabbed her right hand, she saw
when she squinted open her right eye just a bit.

“No!” she yelled.

“Hold her arm still,” Lil said and Blaze’s grip
was like steel and then the glove was on.

She saw, as Lil pulled it on, pale green ovals in
it which matched the receptor locations in her
own hands and then they blended together. It
felt warm, for a moment, and then tingly, and

then she could not feel it at all.

“The other one for good measure,” said Lil and
it was easier for them to pry forth her other
arm.

Then she was lying on her back on the bench
listening to them.

“What’s going on?” asked Blaze. “I just woke
up. I can’t believe I slept so long. I guess I was
up pretty late.”



Playing with the radio stones, thought Verity.
Blaze could sleep through anything.

“Verity thought of a way to... orient everyone,”
said Lil.

I did not, thought Verity. Don’t blame me. The
boat did it.

“So how do you know all this?” Blaze asked Lil.
“What’s that you put on her hands? She didn’t
want it.”

That’s right, Blaze. Ask her! Ask her
everything! I’d like to know too.

She wanted to know all these things. But she
felt much too lazy to ask, as if she were floating
in a warm, pleasant bath, with the blue sky
overhead, which was a very strange thought
because her baths had always been taken in a
big white tub with white beaded boards
overhead, using solar-heated water pumped
with the red handle at the kitchen sink. Though
she had from time to time floated on her back on
Bear Creek; even in high summer the water was
cold enough to turn her blue in ten minutes.

Blue...

She realized that Lil was not saying anything.
Her head began to clear. She began to know
things. These were not new things, but things
that had existed in a haze, as if she had not been
thinking straight and now she could.

She sat up on the bench. Blaze sat next to her



and took her hand. “Are you feeling better?” He
rubbed her hand a few times. “That thing just
seems barely there.”

She nodded and looked around. Lil’s sparkly

dress caught her eye as it disappeared around a
corner.

“How did Lil know what to do?” asked Blaze.

Verity remembered the argument she’d
overheard. “I think—maybe she’s from the
government,”’ said Verity.

“The goddamned government?” asked Blaze, a
faint smile on his face. That’s what Russ had
always called it.

“Must be,” said Verity. “She knows something,
that’s for sure. There’s a room down the deck
with a—" She frowned, unsure what to call it.
“—system node in it. It’s a place where you can
access the information in the boat.” She laughed
briefly. “I didn’t put that information there.
Rose did. Lil knew how to use it right off.”

“That wouldn’t be too hard, Verity,” said Blaze.
“I figured out how to use the Dayton Library
pretty fast. It seems so natural. So—what’s the
word? Intuitive. That’s it. The library told me
that it was set up to work intuitively. Maybe
that’s the way this boat is.”

Verity turned to Blaze and felt tears of
helplessness well up again, though she blinked
them back. “Oh, Blaze,” she said, “I thought we



were through with all that. I thought we
could—" She stopped. She was no longer sure
what she thought about the future, for now she
had an entirely new past. She was not the
person she had thought she was during all the
years of her growing up on Shaker Hill. She
touched the nub behind her right ear softly. A
memory sponge; she had one behind each ear.
Filled with thoughts others had put there...

Despite the new stability of the gloves, or
maybe because of them allowing her to pause
and take a breath in the onrush of biological

buffeting, she began to sob deeply and harshly.
Everything was gone. Everything. Nothing was
the way she thought it was but what had
replaced those certainties was like quicksand
and in this world she was called on constantly to
act, to make decisions that affected the lives of
many others, with very little information.

Blaze caught her and held her tight against his
chest. She felt his hands on her back and
remembered for a moment the way he had

looked at her, touched her that one time at
Shaker Hill before he had been killed—

As if he could tell what she was thinking, he
held her closer. “Relax, Verity,” he whispered in
her ear. “You’re so nervous. Relax. Relax.”

She did. It was a small miracle. She pushed
back from Blaze, looked into his concerned eyes.



“This is all we have,” he said. “There’s nothing
else. We’re going to have to make the best of it.”

“What do you mean, there’s nothing else?”
There was the whole world!

The look in his eyes did not change—steady,
yet somehow bleak. “There is no heaven, Verity.
I was dead. I didn’t see angels, believe me.”

There it was again. His despair at finding no
heaven. “What did you see?” She tried to stop
the images but they ran their course: her dear

dog Cairo, spun round by the force of the bullet,
John training the rifle on her, as she watched
from her window above the yard. Blaze pulling
on John and John turning faster than thought
and shooting Blaze square in the chest.

And herself, flinging the radio stone, which
struck John in the head and killed him.

“I'm not sure,” he said. “But it wasn’t angels.”

“Maybe it’s because you weren’t really dead,”
she said, but she was pretty sure that he was
right. She shrugged. “These people don’t need
heaven anyway. It seems as if they could live
forever.”

“They can live forever in a human world,” said
Blaze, standing and leaning on the railing.
Miraculously, all was orderly now, almost

subdued. They were probably exhausted. “They
won’t ever get to God’s world. There is no God to
get to.” He turned and looked at Verity. “There



is no point. And that’s the strangest thing of all.
It’s very hard to get used to. I don’t think you’ve
tried, yet. But you’ll have to.”

Verity lay on her back on a bench on the very
top deck. It was midafternoon. She was
watching the polarization of the sun.

She sat up, and turned west. Her vision
oriented her instantly, precisely.

Shall I fly? she thought. She took a deep
breath, a breath of all the scents deep and
revealing of what the others were thinking.
Shall I speed to a City where the sheer joy of
instantaneous communication is embedded in
the very matter that surrounds me? Where I can
communicate by simply thinking in a very
particular practiced way that will then release
precise metapheromones that the others of us
can then sense...

Shall we?

She shifted to human vision just by wanting to
and looked around.

Cumulus clouds drifted low over forest, and on
the north shore the signs of an old partially
submerged strip mall rippled the river’s
leisurely flow, adrianne’s hair razors,
replicators by harry fully licensed limited nan.
wing-ding supermart. The color had been
leached from the bottom of the letters but their
relief was still clear.



Rafters stood, as did she, on their various
crafts, staring at the beauty of the day as if it
had been suddenly revealed to them. It was so

very beautiful. In color, in form, in sheer being.
She looked at her hands, and found them

beautiful too, their economy and grace. She had
never really looked at her hands before...

The sun gave it all a lovely clarity, this silent
drifting, for a few minutes ago she had found
even the wash of the paddlewheel intrusive on
this early-summer crystalline beauty and then
the sound had ceased...

It had ceased with her thought...

She brought her hand, a second ago so
otherworldly, to her chest, as if it could still her
rapidly beating heart.

No. Not my thought.

But yes. And yet... had it really been hers?
Hers alone? Or had that thought been the echo
of what the others were also thinking, feeling?

Let us have silence so we can hear the beauty of
the world around us...

Could it be that they needed a Queen no
longer?

She saw then that everyone was looking
around like her. Puzzled. Tremulous. On the
brink of some great Thought...

Drifting down the Great Ohio River, Beautiful
Ohio, Most Blessed of Rivers, Most Glorious of



Waterways...

Once the political demarcation between slave
land and free.

The wonder of the land lay upon her. For a
moment it was as if the very shores spoke.
Beyond the strip mall was a tall, conical hill. An
Indian Mound; they’d had one in Miamisburg.
The burial sites of untold generations of people.
And a pioneer town on a bluff, Clarksville,
named after its founder, George Rogers Clark,
Revolutionary War veteran. George’s heart had
been broken by Jefferson, who sent George’s
younger brother William off to explore the
Louisiana Territory instead of him.

The Territory.

This had been the new land. The old
inhabitants had been subdued, killed, like...
like...

Verity shook her head, angry at the intrusive
feelings that ran through her then, and the
thought that surfaced from the tough yet gentle
part of her that she was beginning to know as
Rose. There was no mistaking her.

Like the people before nan. Soon there will be
none of them left. I have seen them, in my travels,
scattered in their reservation-like colonies,
trying to preserve the old human ways, the old
human mind, the separateness, the
individuality. And I weep for them. I weep for



them, for they are a vanishing species. And
because I started out as one of them.

The spell, the clarity of the moment, or of the
hour, however long it had been, was shattered.
And it had been shattered by reality.

And yet...

It was not only Clarksville, she realized,
drawing her legs close to her chest and letting
the sun beat down on her head, happy to be out
in its warmth without the fear of cancer which
had kept her under broad-brimmed hats for
most of her life. She knew that bionan now
protected her, that mutations would be
instantly repaired despite the greatly increased
deadliness of the sun’s rays.

There was more. Much more.

And she knew part of it. Everyone knew part
of it. Their own part, what they had witnessed,
what they had known. There was no real
centrality to it. It was like a great mosaic. She
only knew a few of the tiles of it, and could not
even imagine where they fit within the entire
history, which had many dimensions, so many
that every new bit of information would change
the whole picture.

They would not fly.
We shall not fly.

No matter that they could not, not now. For
she realized, with more warmth than shock, that



if they all so desired, they could create a new
Flower City in the wilderness. Or even move into
an existing, deserted town... Clarksville...

But they were looking outward now. And
forward.

Forward, toward Norleans. And so there was
no time to settle, no time to build. They were
moving on, downriver, and it was all the
Territory now, open and brilliant and filled with
themselves.

What were the nexuses around which their
story would coalesce?

Something on her glove caught her eye. Yes.
There it was again, flickering, and then more
solid, in bold black letters as if etched on the

back of her hand:

the information wars! act one.

And then to her delight phrases and images
cascaded over her hands, one picture or word
superseding the other swiftly, a babble of
visions and razor-sharp tiny pagelike
successions of text. When she stared at one line
in which the word “Norwood” caught her eye it
all slowed and she read an address, and then
what appeared to be a genealogy tree, and then
a similar one replied, on her other hand, and she
was able to look up and realized that everyone
she could see was staring at their hands, and
that went on for at least an hour or maybe more,



they were awash in a sea of information and
memory. She saw a recipe for Ice Box Rolls, a
favorite chair rocking on the porch in the
breeze, a baby dressed in white eyelet, a jet
streaking through blue sky.

And then a jolting, powerful melody broke
forth, shattering the silence, and the pictures
and print with them, but Verity laughed out
loud as she recognized it: “The Erie Canal.” But
halting, hesitant, and coming from...

She ran down the stairs, and followed it to its
source. It was not difficult. As those around her
on the decks and on the rafts sang, and danced,

some whirling partners, some alone, she ran.
The auditorium door was open, and she leaned

against the doorjamb, watching.

The calliope was rising from a hole in the
stage! And Blaze, of course, was standing in
front of it, pressing on the steam-powered keys
with all his might. High windows slanted light
onto the semicircle of steel gray pipes from
which the music issued. The only thing she
could think of to compare this music to was
immensely loud flutes.

We are making our story as we go along, she
thought, letting the sound wash over her, fill
her, infuse her very bones. She settled on the

threshold and listened as Blaze segued into

some new song that she did not recognize.



A halting rhythm. Haunting. She saw his
mouth open, but could not hear his voice at all
for the instrument was so very loud.

Then someone stepped around her and she
saw that it was Jack. And then Lil.

Tall, thin, and dark, formally dressed as
always, they promenaded down to the stage and
Jack mounted the small flight of stairs first,
bowed to Lil, and assisted her up the stairs. She
had never seen the like of the dance they did,
holding hands, whirling back, clasping each
other close, then parting and dancing alone.

And then there were more people behind her,
and they poured past her so that she had to
stand to see, and filled the seats, and stood in
the seats, and danced on the seats, and danced
in all the aisles, and on the stage, while Blaze
played “Cincinnati Underworld Woman,” and
then other songs that she faintly recalled from
what she had thought were dreams but that had
probably been from the radio stones, blaring
their music interruptus late at night when
released from the quasar’s sweep.

And her hands and lower arms, she saw, were
filled with pulsing color, and they released
sweet scent.

Remembering the City, remembering pasts she
had not previously known, she found herself
weeping, and did not know if it was from pain or



joy, and did not care, and danced, first as Verity,
then as Rose, and then as someone new whom
she was just beginning to know. Her Shaker gift
of dance expanded and searched out this new
grammar of motion, past the dance-language of
Bees, from whence it had come, and changed to
something she could now only glimpse the edge
of. She spun out into it, learning through motion
its light.

And the Territory unfolded around them as
faint, clear stars appeared in the blue sky of
evening.

Ohio. Indiana. Kentucky. Illinois.

Mississippi. Arkansas. Louisiana. The
Territory would be there, bold and free and new.

They would dance.

Eight
Ghostly Blues

Verity opened her eyes not knowing at first why,
wrenched from a dream of heaven where she
was able to float invisibly around Blaze’s head
and tell him that, yes, heaven did exist, had
always existed, and always would exist. Like
Mother Ann she was everywhere and could see
his face brighten with the information and then
that world was gone and she was in her dark



cabin and Blaze’s strange music sounded from
very far away.

She blinked again and her heart froze. She
could hear someone breathing, quite close to her
in the darkness, in the small room she had taken

as her own. She wished for a weapon but she
had none and what if it was Blaze.

But Blaze would not hover over her, so spooky;
he might kneel, he might kiss her; he would
most definitely speak.

With one hand she quietly searched for the
lightstick she kept handy for when she had to
pee. Grasping it, she brought it round as hard as
she could hoping to hit something.

The stick did hit something and lit. Verity
gasped.

In the instant before he turned and fled she
thought she recognized— but no. It couldn’t be
him.

Not Abe Durancy.

Her throat constricted. She had vanquished
him and his plan, surely. In Cincinnati, the day
she had ventured into the library to program the
boats, that ruined, sorry version of him,
incompletely manifested by the City, had wrung
her heart with pain. If this prowler was
Abe—and she could barely believe the
possibility—why had he followed? To seek some
sort of revenge?



She did the only thing she knew how to do in
the face of fear.

She jumped out of bed and tried to run down
the source.

All was dark on the river, save for a few fires
that burned on rafts and painted orange
winking flames on the face of the Ohio. She
smelled faint woodsmoke and water. She heard
nothing except the rush of the current. Her
heart was beating hard, though. A stranger had
been in her room.

She had no clue as to where he had gone. She
had heard no splash. He could have ducked into
any number of rooms, slipped round a dozen
corners, climbed up or down stairways. Perhaps
he was studying, even now, his ruined reflection
in a gently lit mirror.

Could it have really been him? Could the
outside world heal one as twisted as him,
restore him to functioning health? Could he
even survive? He was her blind spot, her
nemesis, a dark side of her own self which she
could never see. She had outmaneuvered him
and the programs of his devising by only a
hairbreadth. For a moment all her doubts and
guilt about giving all of these people the
Norleans Plague vanished. It had been right.

She knew his sickness intimately, a sickness
composed in equal parts of twisted love and



guilt and the need for total control. The Rose

part of her had anticipated all that and had
provided the tools for her to help release

Cincinnati from his and India’s bizarre rule.

Perhaps there was no place for him there, any
longer.

It was impossible to predict what he might
have in mind now. But maybe he’d been healed.
If it really was him. Maybe he even had the
plague himself.

She felt better out on the deck. The night was
normal and quite beautiful. A breeze blew her
white nightgown against her body, blew back

her hair, and she leaned against the dew-beaded
railing and wanted to gaze at the stars for a long
time.

But she did not feel easy doing so. She turned
and walked down the deck to Blaze’s room.

But after a moment, she turned around. She
would not cower in Blaze’s room. If she did that
tonight, why not tomorrow night? And the next

night after that? Besides, Durancy had some
explaining to do!

She thought of questions she would ask if she

saw him again. How can you survive out here?

Tell me about Rose. He couldn’t hurt her, out
here, away from the City. He couldn’t.

Light lay in a wedge on the deck ahead. She
quickened her step, realizing that it was the



salon where she had seen Jack and Lil playing
pool. She fully intended to walk right in the
door, but stopped by the open window. Jack and
Lil were shadows behind the curtain.

“This is useless, Lil. Utterly useless. And
dangerous. For us and them too. It’s really too
late. I think my information was wrong.”

Verity heard a sigh. “Oh, Jack, I hope not. It
can’t be wrong. It just can’t be.”

Verity stepped closer. Was Lil crying? That
didn’t seem like her.

“Well,” said Jack. “Here. It’ll be all right.
Maybe 'm wrong. I mean right. To begin with.
Oh, hell. I don’t know what I mean anymore.”

Lil gave a muffled, sobbing laugh.

“Anyway,’ continued Jack, “what better way to
go, than riding down this glorious river on this
wonderful boat?”

Lil said, “It’s just that you’re probably right,
Jack. And it’s so hard to bear.”

Verity’s nose itched and she sneezed.

“Who’s that?” called Jack. His chair scraped
back. “Could be that madman... I told him to
leave us alone.”

Verity heard him walk across the room. “It’s
me,” she said.

Jack poked his head out the door and pushed
it open a bit wider. “Come on in. How long you



been out there?”

“Not long,” she said. “I just got here. I can’t
sleep.”

“You’ve come to the right place,” said Jack.
“Know how to play poker?”

Verity went inside. Lil’s face looked puffy.
“What’s wrong?” She sat at the card table.

“Oh, ’m just a silly old lady,” said Lil.

“How old are you?” asked Verity, as Jack
rummaged around and muttered about how it
was hard to keep a deck of cards in this place.
“And what were you talking about just now?”

Jack and Lil looked at each other. Lil sighed
and looked away. “Old enough to know better,”
she muttered. Verity was quite surprised when
Lil reached over and patted her hand. “Later,”
she said. “Don’t worry. You’ll know everything

when the time is right.”

“But I want to know now,” she said. “I demand
that you tell me! ’'m the captain.”

Jack said “Aha!” and held up an unopened
deck of cards. “We’ll try not to be too hard on
you, Verity. For the first half hour.” He winked
and opened the package.

Nine
Information Blues



The grizzled old man stood up and pounded the
table in the dining hall and proclaimed, “I was a
general in the Information Wars and I could
have told the whole lot of you to go to hell and
you would have spent the rest of your lives
hieing to the nearest volcano vent and jumping
into it! But they trapped me inside Cincinnati,
the enemy did! Helluva great strategy. Little did
they know I'd escape someday!”

Homemade noodles, Blaze’s latest attempt to
use up the flour, went flying as he brandished a
forkful. Verity was glad Blaze wasn’t here;
sometimes he played the piano while everyone
ate. He would be pretty irritated. Verity was
sitting at the general’s table, and continued to
calmly eat; she was famished, and Blaze made
excellent noodles as Sare had taught him well.
Hers were always tough. These were tender and
swimming in butter or something quite like
butter.

To Verity’s surprise the woman sitting next to
her stood; her chair fell backward with a clatter.
“There were no generals in the Information
Wars! I won’t have you talking like that about
what killed my father and my sisters! As if a
little twerp like you had anything to do with it!”
Her face was red and twisted. Verity decided
that maybe she had better move if she wanted to
finish her dinner; the woman picked up a glass
and hurled it at the general and reached for a



plate— Verity’s plate—
“Hey!” said Verity.

And in another second the air was full of flying
food and plates. Verity ducked beneath the
table.

“Idiots,” she heard hissed next to her. A
familiar voice.

“Jack?”

He threw back the tablecloth so the light was
better. In front of them was a lot of squished
food and broken plates and moving legs. “I don’t
think I’'m going to let them eat in the dining
room again,” said Verity, and Jack laughed
heartily.

“I thought things would go more smoothly
now,”’ said Verity, complaint in her voice. “I
thought they wouldn’t act like...”

“Like children?” asked Jack. “They’re finally
remembering, I think. They’ve settled down
enough for that. It’s painful. There used to be
something called therapy. Well, a lot of things
called therapy. But remembering, and
sometimes acting out the remembering, was a
part of some therapies. Bringing what was lost
back into the conscious mind so that it can be
examined and learned from. Looks like this
crowd runs along the acting-out theory.”

“Well then, who did start the Information
Wars?” shouted the general, whose quavery



indignant voice was easy to recognize.

“France! Seattle! China! Ireland! The moon
colony! Cuba!” Through the din Verity could
pick out just about any country or place she

could think of.

“The pity of it is,” said Jack, “is that they’re all
correct.”

“So tell me about it,” said Verity. But Jack was
gone, his long legs, clad in perfectly pressed
pants, lost in the sea of legs.

“Russia! Anarchists! Fascists!”’

Then the old general shouted again. “Hey, sit
down. I think we might have something here.”

Verity’s glove blinked and a lit message
appeared—tune in next time—it said. Then that
fluttered and in its place, in stark letters, was a

question.

title?

Verity watched, fascinated, and many words
fluttered on her glove, some overlapping, in
various scripts, colors, and sizes, intermingled
with images tiny but laser sharp. Then it slowed
to a few repeated words—

queen city of the west, the information wars,

when bees play stride piano, humanity lost, the

rising storm, matter’s whirlwind—and flashed
among them for long minutes. Bees, thought
Verity, wondering why, since she had no idea



what was going on or what the title applied to.
Then it settled on smaller than sand.

Hmph, thought Verity. An ugly title. who asked
you? said the glove. Verity wished she had a
glove for her glove and it went blank.

The room buzzed with conversation. Verity
crept out from under the table, avoiding patches
of squished food. She pounded on the table. Just

like the general.

“Who’s going to clean up this mess?” she
yelled.

She was completely ignored. “I said—”
“We heard you,” said a nearby woman. “We’re
busy.”

So much for control, thought Verity. It did
seem to come in handy at times. She climbed
down from the table.

As she made her way through the small groups
of people, she heard snatches of excited

conversation—*“Yes, I remember that. I was in
Duluth—”

“But after that it was the worst. We didn’t
know anything for two months. Horrible!”

“My little girl—my little girl ran off and joined
the Advance Squad. It was like the end of the
world for me.”

“Remember when China—"”

Verity found a broom in a corner cupboard.



She set it against the wall and started picking
up the chairs and flipping them so their seats
were resting on the table. They were very light.
No one paid any attention to her, though when
she got to work with the broom they moved out
of her way. Her back began to ache. It was now
dark outside. Their chatting hour, Verity
supposed, though this had a different energy. A
different feel. It was as if something had broken
free.

They drifted out on deck as if by one accord,
and Verity heard them clumping up the stairs.
But someone was left.

It was Jack, working his way toward her from
the other end of the dining room with a mop.

It felt good to be doing something simple,
something with a result that was easily seen.
The chandeliers, turned up bright so she could
see everything, glittered above. She continued to
work; after a while the floor was entirely swept
and the dishes were piled in huge tubs, awaiting
the dishwashers. Verity held up her hand and
touched the first joint of her index finger. The
night’s schedule of chores appeared: blank.

Jack stood next to her, looking over her
shoulder. “I’ll do them,” he said.

“But I don’t understand,” said Verity. “What
happened? Everything was moving along so
well; things finally seemed settled.”



“It’s what’s known as a chaotic system, Verity,”
Jack said, grinning.

“Well, you can say that again.”

“Chaos is actually an old theory which people
at one time felt was the underlying commonality
of dynamical systems. Which this is.”

“Oh?” asked Verity. She pulled out a chair and
sat down. “What do you mean by ‘this’?”

Jack dimmed the chandeliers and sat in
another chair. The river sloshed past outside the
open windows, and Verity heard faint shouts
now and then, presumably from the people
upstairs.

“Good question,” said Jack. “Well, weather is a
good example of a dynamical system. The
emerging awareness of the people heading
downriver is another example. The initial
spread of nanotechnology was an illustration of
Chaos Theory, and the subsequent patterns that
have emerged worldwide are another. A visual
display of the various surges is quite
fractal-like. Now we are awash in information,
yet it is largely unusable. We are crippled.”

Verity hoped he could not see on her face the
thrill that ran through her body as she realized
that Jack knew what he was talking about. She

was suddenly dead sure that he had been there—

And that he did not really want her to know
this. He must be kind of tired; punchy. She



decided to bypass “fractal” for the moment.

“What did you do as a statistician, Jack?” she
asked, covering a pretend yawn with her hand.

He gave her a sharp look. “I gambled,” he said,
and his voice sounded sad and defeated. “I
gambled big. And I lost.” He started to sing, his
rich voice filling the room and echoing off the
far walls and ceiling:

A gamblin man he has no home
A gamblin man he’s bound to roam

Verity saw Blaze standing in the doorway,
attracted to Jack’s song, she knew, like a moth
to a flame. He listened to a verse, then sat down
on the piano stool. It was too low, so he got up,
gave it a spin, sat down again, and started to
play, running an alternating bass up the
underside of Jack’s lament, which Jack did not
cease when joined. Instead he bent his head,
nodding as Blaze played the break while he went
silent, then picked up on the other side and
repeated the first verse. He was silent for a
moment after the music ended, and night noises
suffused the cool, damp air.

Jack went over and leaned on the windowsill.
“Did you know that the Ohio River was the
boundary between the slave states and the free
states? Why does that seem so recent to me? And
all the years of growing up I never gave these
things a thought. It was ancient history. We had
important things to do. Yet whenever ’'m here, 1



can’t help but think of ancestors of mine who
risked their lives trying to get to this river, and
cross on over into freedom. It’s like the
river—and the land—are trying to make me
remember. Like it’s embedded in them, like
they’ve been waiting for me. This river—there’s
something about this river.” He sighed. “Ah,
well. We are all flawed, all changed. None of us
are pure anymore. There are no old humans left
in the whole world. Oh, of course there are some.
But they’re statistically invisible. No longer a
factor. The rising tide of change is lapping an
inch beneath our noses. And the moon is full.”
His voice was low and musing.

After a minute he turned and walked through
the dining room, past her and Blaze, and onto
the deck, with a slow gait, his hands in his
pockets, the expression on his face unreadable
in the dim light.

Verity thought about what Jack had said. A
chaotic system?

Perhaps they had all been pushed into some
new level, some critical imbalance, and there
would later be a resolution. But all was now,
actually, in flux. They were afloat and though
they knew that they were heading west and

when they got to Cairo they would head south,

that was about all they knew. They didn’t know
who and what they really were anymore; they

didn’t know what the world was like though it



seemed a bit more stable than Cincinnati. It was
as if she had been to the future and now was
back in a more familiar present but even that
was not true. Had the Flower Cities risen briefly
and then failed? Or had some become what they
had been meant to be? Somewhere in the world,
had nanotechnology delivered on its
magnificent promises? Were humans capable of
using it as it should be used? Who existed who
could decide? The Durancys of the world?

She looked down at her gloves, which were
swarming with words and tiny images. They had
never told her who she was.

Because she was nobody. She was only #47, a
person created for a particular reason. She
looked like Rose. Rose was in her somehow,
from when she had been an integral part of the
City. Now she was faced with the task of
creating herself. She had nothing in particular
to remember. She knew all about Rose’s life and
death, had remembered them in Cincinnati, and
her own creation too, and how a large Bee had
dropped her outside Cincinnati, fifteen years
ago...

She reached up involuntarily with one hand, to
touch the nub behind her right ear, but caught
herself in time.

The memories in them were not her, either.
She felt that, at all costs, she just wanted to
keep Rose away. Build a barrier behind which to



hide. No matter that Rose might have
information that might come in handy. She’d
been to the very bottom of that particular well;
had sprung from the horrible suffocating depths
with all the strength she could muster and

barely made it to the top, gasping for her very
life.

Let Rose sleep. Let whoever Verity might be
learn to live.

Blaze put his hands back on the piano keys
and began to play Jack’s song again, with a slow
solid rhythm. “Think you can dance to this,
Verity?” he asked without turning around.

“It’s strange—I don’t feel much like dancing
today.” It was as if her gift had been too fragile
for real life, had been overwhelmed. Or maybe it
was hiding. Continuing the transmutation begun
after she donned the gloves. She didn’t really
care. She was bone-tired.

She leaned back in the chair, closed her eyes,
and listened to Blaze play, feeling deep joy in
the pure fact of his aliveness.

It was enough for now.

She walked back to her cabin in the dark.
Blaze would play all night and her heart was
sore and her body tired. Fires flickered on the
rafts and set tongues of gold dancing on the
black river. The night was warm, touched by a
slight breeze. Verity yawned and walked into



her cabin; looked in a drawer and pulled out a
nightgown.

“Rose.”

It was a whisper from the door. She turned
and saw Durancy standing there, shadowed.

“Rose. You must help me, my love. I’'m sorry.
Sorry about everything. Just—please listen. ’'m
starting to remember—damn memory! Damn
memory! Memory is what I’ve tried to escape for
so long.”

His voice was harsh and ragged. The light in
the bedroom was dim. just one small wall
sconce. But his bleak look shook her to the core.

Somehow it called forth in her that whom he
sought. Rose.

The heart of Rose awakened. It was Rose who
allowed him to approach her. Rose who kept her
steady, Rose who reached out to touch the side
of his face, and the tears which crept silently
down her face were those of the woman whose
memories—the body memory that had grown
her, and the memories she had found and
absorbed while in Cincinnati, giving her the key
to freeing it—composed a part of her she wanted
and needed to leave behind.

It was no use. With Abe here, it was too
damned hard to keep Rose sleeping.

“Abe.” she whispered, and embraced him.



He wept aloud, in harsh, ragged sobs that
shook him. He was skeleton-thin. “Thank you.
Rose, thank you. Thank you.”

It was the smell which brought her back to

herself. Sweet and sickly, almost as if he were

decaying. Verity, not Rose, pushed him back,
though gently.

“Don’t,” he begged, clinging to her. “Just let me
hold you. Come back to Cincinnati with me.
I’ve... come to my senses. We can just—live

there.” A brief laugh shook his body slightly. “I
don’t even know what that means anymore. But
we can try, you and I. I can’t survive out here.
The world has changed far beyond my
imagining. Or maybe it was I who changed.
Whatever. I need you to help me back. Oh, Rose.
I’'m so thankful that you’re listening to me at
last.”

Verity stepped back then, and left him clinging
to the bed rail with one hand, his eyes
entreating, one hand reaching for her.

“Listen to me,” she said gently, but very firmly,
talking slowly and clearly as if to a child though
her voice threatened to catch in her throat. “I
am not Rose. I don’t love you.”

“I don’t believe you.” he said, and the voice was
the sweet, entreating voice of a thousand cocoon
dreams, all the memories of Rose and of
Cincinnati and of Abe Durancy himself, echoing



within her, pulling her.

His eyes held hers for a long time, and she
could not look away. She looked into timeless

agony, and felt Rose awakening even more
fully—

She knew then that she had to be strong and
even cruel to save all that she had gained, to
make everything that she had been through

mean anything at all.

“Go away and leave me alone,” she said.
“Please. As Rose and as Verity, I ask you to go.
There can be nothing between us, ever again. ’'m
sorry. 'm sorry, Abe.”

The look on his face made her long to fly to
him and say that it wasn’t so, that she lied, that
she would help him back to whatever Cincinnati

had become, and help restore him, help him
become all that he might have been—

But he spoke. And saved her.

“I’'m sorry too. Verity,” he said, slowly,
thoughtfully. “I love you, and I love Rose within
you. Never before has one of you been so able,
so... so like a bolt of lightning. So very real.l... 1
see that I must go.”

But still, he lingered, and looked at her
searchingly. She could not turn her eyes from
his. Her heart beat hard.

“It’s rather amazing.” he said gently. “I think
that even in this pitiful state I have the power to



ruin you. That’s something, isn’t it? Funny!
Funny what it’s all come to.” He reached for her
with both arms. “A kiss, then?”

She almost took a step toward him, but he
turned suddenly with a cry and rushed from the
room, slamming the door behind him.

She forced herself to wait. She held on to the
bed rail until her knuckles turned white. She
did not think, tried not to remember or even to
be. She wished that it were light, and that there
were something blue to help her, but there was
nothing, nothing but bleak darkness, the loss of
all that had ever been for her and for him and
for their long-ago Flower City.

Countless images flew through her mind, of
shaded streets and old houses, of India and of
those later heady days of planning what would
be the pinnacle of humans, the Flower Cities,
built on unavoidable catastrophe. How glorious,
how golden it all was to have been. Her hand
moved of its own accord. She could press the
memory sponges, have more of this happiness,
pure, sweet, intense...

Then she heard the creak of the boat, and some
rafters began to sing far off in the night.

Caimineero, down to Cairo...

As the plague had rescued them, so it rescued
her.

She wiped her face roughly with her palms



and took a deep breath and walked across the
room and opened the door.

He was gone. The moon was out. She stood at
the railing and gazed at it for a long, long time.

3
Blaze Gets the Blues

Ten
Soul Change Blues

When Stewball and I got off the Queen that
morning I wasn’t too happy about leaving Verity
for so long but it was the best thing to do in the
circumstances. She was terribly concerned
about the next stretch downriver.

We’d been lucky so far concerning dams. Way
back when, it seems, there were numerous
locking dams on the Ohio. The quakes had

demolished quite a few of them, leaving
dangerous breaches through which the current
sped; we’d rushed through several with inches
to spare, always a harrowing ride. Especially for
Verity. She was getting pretty good, I
thought—taking us between the massive piers of
several abandoned railroad and highway
bridges, metal filigree affairs like the one we
used to cross to get to Miamisburg, but a whole



lot longer. Dam Number Forty-two had been
wrenched up from the riverbed so that all its
metal innards were exposed. And I think that
the river was in a whole new bed in some places.
Jack, despite his brag, hadn’t been a whole lot of
help. But he too thought that between here and
Cairo we needed caution. So I was the scout. I
did not know how much that day would change
my life.

It seemed a normal early-summer morning,
alive with scent and color. Stewball pranced
eagerly down the gangplank. The wharf was so
big it dwarfed the Queen; ten riverboats could
have docked there. At one time, it seemed, the
Ohio had been a major shipping highway.

Now, the blacktopped landing was pierced by
a forest of spindly trees that shook with every
gust of wind. The gangway was cranked up
behind me; I’d advised Verity to anchor out in
the river. There was no telling who might be in
these parts, and the only people remotely
capable of defending the boat were Jack and Lil.
I didn’t know about those two. Sometimes I
thought they might throw us off and go on ahead
with the boat. I regretted having agreed to take
them on, but they probably would have managed
to go with us anyway.

A huge metal warehouse filled one side of the
wharf. It was pocked with rusted holes and the
doors rested crumpled like huge pieces of stiff



foil on the concrete. Inside were
shadows—broken crates and the like— dotted
by pinpoints of sunlight. The wind blew my big
straw hat right off my head. I grabbed at it but it
was gone, flying up above the trees where it
lodged in a tall oak. That was unfortunate and I
thought I’d better find another soon. I’d realized
the previous day that the sun was really getting
to me. Seemed as if it was something new every
day. I’d described what had happened to me to
Jack after we sang that night. He just shrugged
and told me those sheets I'd been wrapped in
were illegal, and we both laughed.

I was chilled, when I reached the end of the
wharf, to see a long, low building emblazed with
stylized flowers of concrete. It was in perfect
repair. It was lovely, too, with a speedy train in
relief beneath the flowers. I could not tell if the
NAMS sign over the door was glowing on its own
or because of the sunlight, but I certainly did
not want to run into any passengers who may be
debarking into this wasteland, having entered
its depths who knows where. I saw no movement
through its unshattered windows, though, and
judged it long-unused, particularly considering
the condition of the wharf. I saw no tracks, but
most of the NAMS network was underground.
Apparently the network had been extremely
broad, and tendrils of it had reached into
practically every block in the olden days.



Despite my romantic love of trains and the lost
world they represented to me, I felt
apprehensive.

As I urged Stewball to a trot, I began to
wonder what I was doing, where I thought I was
going.

Not just this morning. In general. I was just
following Verity, but my skin was not
nan-golden, though my brain was somewhat
warped. She had snatched me back from death,
but what for? It is hard to think of a new life, I
discovered, when the old one is gone. Very hard.

Still, I was determined to enjoy my day out. A
huge solar road veered off to the north, and 1
was glad that it was going in the wrong
direction for me. The larger the road and the
better repair it was in, the more likely I would
have to decide whether or not to use my rifle.
Funny how quickly I’d been converted to the
idea of using a gun as a weapon against other
humans, rather than for killing food.

I took an exit that curved round and joined a
small road winding along the river. The road
looked very old, and trees arched over it, four
lanes divided by a low railing of some smooth

material.

I remembered dimly my brief sojourn in
Cincinnati, but most of it had been agony and
terror and now I had to confront the fact that I



was out abroad, in the country. And that all the
things the Shakers had tried to protect me from
could be anywhere around me, taking any form.
This was not a comforting thought. Miamisburg,
Franklin, even Dayton— these had been known
territories. But even a few miles could make a
big difference now, with nan and all its
workings abroad in the world.

I felt my thoughts scatter as they so often do,
now. Only after singing, or playing, am I
concentrated and able to think of myself as
Blaze. It would sound outlandish to someone
like Russ to try to imagine not being able to
think of himself as Russ, but when I go too long
without playing music it is as if the air is a hard
outline around me, and everything is distant
and meaningless, and I look into even Verity’s
eyes and feel nothing, nothing at all. Maybe this
is change, or maybe it is nan, something I must
fight, the aftereffects of death, or whatever
happened to me while I was in the Cincinnati
train station. Verity said that the cell I was in
was activated, and that I was supposed to get
some sort of information from it, some sort of
briefing. But that process was interrupted,
midway from death to life. I suppose I should be
glad of that, somewhat, since had it finished its
course I might not even have remembered my
name or any of my past, but been filled with the
personality of a completely different person.



I shuddered at that thought, and bid Stewball
trot toward a rise, and sunlight, despite its
power to scatter me, for it could also warm me.
Take me from the ravaging thoughts of death.

There were buildings along the road now
which spoke of a larger town than I had ever
seen, barring Dayton and Cincinnati. My heart
was beating harder, as I came to a rise, for all
the buildings looked empty yet I felt I was being
watched. I tried to think how it must have been,
before plagues swept the country. It must have
been like Cincinnati, teeming with people,
everywhere. But that was hard to imagine.

I pulled my rifle from behind me and rested it
on my saddle, and touched the gun inside my
jacket, which Lil had slipped me. I realized that
the buildings lining the road were all stores, of
course, but from a more recent era, I supposed,
than the old downtown of Dayton, or the small
forgotten towns around Miamisburg, itself
chiefly built in the early 1900s. A narrow track
ran above the road and I saw elevators at
regular intervals, small shafts for passengers to
descend. They must have been lazy; the track
was only about ten feet off the ground.

When we reached the crest of the hill I was
glad to see that a large cobblestone square filled
one side and we were able to get out to the end
of it and see the river. The side of it was lined
with small empty shops, in the old-fashioned



style I was used to.

I got out my binoculars and followed the river
along, closely, as best I was able though it was
hidden here and there by hills. I was increasing
the power with one finger and rather absorbed
in my job when someone tapped me on the leg
and I almost fell off the horse in fright.

My hand went to my gun but the voice of an
old man said, “Wait, wait, son, no harm meant,”
and with the gun in my hand I looked down and
saw him standing there, rather reminding me of
Russ with his eyes, though he was tall and thin

where Russ had been short and stocky. It was
kind of strange though, because his voice was
old and quavery, the way his eyes looked old, yet
his face was no older than mine. He had long
blond hair hanging curly down below his
shoulders, and a long, curly blond beard.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, forcing
his voice past the quaver. He smiled. “I surely
wouldn’t mind some company, if you have some
time to spare. How about some breakfast?”

I was not about to get off my horse. “I don’t
know,” I said. “I’'m kind of in a hurry. I have to
get moving.” I blinked against the sunlight and

longed to move into the shade. The river’s glare,
though half a mile away, scattered my thoughts
like a mirror scatters light, and I guess my
caution with it.



“Well, I don’t blame you,” he said. He gestured.
“I live right over here, though, in that old
bookstore.”

“You live in it?” I asked, glancing around at all
the deserted houses. “Why?”

“It’s mine,” he said. “That’s why. Come on
2
over.

The possibility of books drew me. I let
Stewball amble behind him and briefly thought
of all the information in the Dayton
Library—the learning cocoons that I, by then
plague-driven, had crawled into; the amazing
ways in which information was stored and
transmitted. I supposed, or hoped, that much of
what I had learned was still with me, even
though I couldn’t remember it. Maybe it would
come back someday. Maybe not.

We were in a square paved by cobblestones,
about two hundred feet across, framed with
many two- and three-story shops. I had seen
several generations of merchandising in the

area around Shaker Hill. Russ said that when he
was young the rage was for all kinds of
merchandise in one big spot, but that with nan a
lot of that vanished, went back to small
specialty stores or even shops that would grow
anything you ordered with assemblers. I wasn’t
sure if what I was seeing was from times quite
early or quite late. The cobblestones were an old
touch but I had learned from Russ about



nostalgia for old things and old ways. So it was
hard to tell.

I saw a sign for a Pastry Shoppe and
remembered Evangeline’s pies. “Anything to eat
in there?” I asked the old man.

“No,” said the man. “But I have plenty to eat.
Get down off that high horse and come on
inside, young man. I just baked some bread this
morning and I have some nice hot coffee to go
with it.”

The sunlight was scattering me and I said yes.
I was not the best person to send on a scouting
mission but I suppose I was better than any of
the rafters. It looked to me as if they’d forget
what they were supposed to do and never
remember. I think that the only place that they
could function at all was on the river, just like
the only way I could function was through
music. I hadn’t forgotten what I was supposed to
do. But I guess I was distracted.

I had one last thought of Verity waiting
anxiously on the Queen and trying to hold back
those idiotic rafters; then I drooped Stewball’s

reins over a metal post with a blank digital
readout panel and a red arrow and the old man
gestured toward the door of his shop, which
stood open.

“My name’s Moore,” he said, pointing up at the
sign above our heads, which said moore’s books



and, below that in smaller letters, “Moore Books
Than You’ll Ever Have Time To Read.”

He smiled briefly. “Unfortunately, or
fortunately, depending on how you look at it, the
second part is no longer necessarily true.”

Through the open windows of the store a
strange, exciting scent struck me as I stood
there, equal parts fresh bread and dry old
books. Thousands of them. I took one step, and
then another, and soon I was inside, sitting at a
small table with a red-checkered tablecloth, and
craning my neck as I looked around at all the
books. It looked as if this room, and those I
glimpsed beyond, had a strange upward velocity
because of all the vertical books. Moore walked
through great stacks of them holding two
steaming mugs of coffee. He pushed honey and
cream at me and left, returning with a loaf of
new bread cut raggedly, a plate of sliced
sausage, and some sweet mustard. He beamed as
I ate and I forgot my fear, though I did become
much less scattered inside away from the sun
and decided to eat quickly, remembering my
mission.

“Are there any locks or falls below here?” 1
asked.

He looked puzzled. “Locks or falls?”

“Yes,” I said, eating my third helping of
sausage and bread. “We are heading downriver



and—”

He jumped up so fast he knocked a great pile
of books over. That raised some dust. “Your skin
looks normal—"” he said accusingly.

It was my turn to be puzzled. Then I
understood. “Oh. I don’t have the plague.”

“I can’t think of any other reason you would
want to head down the Ohio River,” he said.

“Sit down,” I said. “Have some more coffee.
Relax. I can think of a lot of reasons. Don’t you
want to find out—to know—"

He interrupted me as he sat again. “I do want
to find out. And I can. In these books is
everything I need to know. Everything.”

“Oh,” I said doubtfully. Although they were
filled with many facts and stories, I did not
think that if I had as much time as he thought
now existed that I would be satisfied with just
sitting here and reading them. They could not
tell me what was going to happen to Verity and
myself. They could not tell me the story of Jack
and Lil, or what they were hiding. No matter
what glorious tales or revelatory information
those books held, they did not hold the story of
my life, and if I sat reading them for a hundred
years I would not have a life worth telling about.

“Do you have any books that can tell me about
the blues?” I asked.

“Hmph,” he said. “And what if I did. What



would you use to pay me for them?”

“What is it you want and need?” I asked. “Do
you want food? How do you get your food?” 1
had only chicken medium to offer, though, and I
was pretty sure no sane person would consider
it valuable.

“The rural network,” he said. “They come
about once a month and bring me what I need.
Wheat and corn, ground. Corn oil. Fruits and
vegetables, lots in the summer and I can and dry
them to put by for the winter. I keep chickens
and a cow in a field a few blocks over in what
used to be a park. A woman lives over in
Shumacker’s Department Store makes sausage.
I get along.”

Apparently the rural network didn’t reach as
far as Miamisburg. Or maybe the earlier Shakers
had not trusted their goods and drove them off.

“How do you pay for it?” I asked.

“I loan books,” he said. “I don’t sell them. I
tried it, long ago, but it always made me
unhappy to let them go forever. I hear tell that
in Cairo there are as many books as a body could
want, and sometimes I feel like going there to
see. To bask in them. And that they have all the
other things—the book environments and all,
though I never took to them. But there are too
many fearful things in Cairo.”

“Like what?” I asked, aware that I had eaten



close to half of his loaf of bread and almost all of
the sausage, so I tried to stop, but he motioned
me on.

“Eat,” he said. “There’s more where that come
from. Well, for one thing, NAMS is still working
in Cairo, you see. So they have a link with Los
Angeles. Made Cairo grow, hear tell, for the
town had dwindled to nothing more than a
grease spot at the turn of the century. A long
time ago they was sending doctors out from Los
Angeles. Kind of like social workers. Supposed
to inoculate us from the plague. One was killed
here. I reckon they was just trying to do some
good. But people felt as if they were part of the
problem. I was just a boy, but I remember her.
The doc. She seemed like an old lady but she
probably wasn’t. I went to her house one day
though my pa said I shouldn’t ever speak to
her—my ma was dead—and I had a plate of
cookies. She watched me eat every one and said
good boy. I was only about five. I think she was
getting desperate at that point, because it was
against the law to administer any sort of
nanobiology without permission. I don’t know
exactly what she gave me, but I know I’ve never
gotten a plague. And ’'m well over eighty but I
sure don’t bear any resemblance to pa at this
age. By then he’d had umpteen operations and
then that last arthritis cure that I think did him
in. It was experimental and not even licensed by



the nan board but he had to go and do it. I guess
this is as good as it’s going to get for me. My
voice has aged but the rest of me seems all right.
It’s a genetic thing and from what I’'ve been able
to read you can do things on a genetic level
which are very discreet. But sometimes one
thing leads to another and that other thing is
something you don’t want at all. So you see I
would like to go to Cairo, someday, and get more
books, after I’ve read all of these. But traders
bring me books now and then—I’m known as the
book man—so I haven’t been forced into that
quite yet.”

My heart beat harder at his mention of the
trains. NAMS—I feared NAMS because of one
incident, all connected to my waking in the
Cincinnati station that horrible day... not even
able to remember my own name. But it hit me
with a jolt why Verity had left me there. How
often I’d talked about the beauty of the
Cincinnati station, which I’d seen in books. 1
blinked back tears for just a second then.
Imagine her doing that for me! Imagine her
taking a dead young man and a dead dog on that
journey to Cincinnati...

And the glory of those trains! The fact that one
was even running, connecting Cairo with Los
Angeles. That must mean... that had to mean...

“So Los Angeles is still there?”’ I asked.
Moore shrugged. “Far as I know. The blues.



The blues.” He got up and wandered into
another room while I polished off the rest of his
food and coffee. I had to get going. I felt more
focused now. I hummed a few bars of music, and
hummed some more. I looked around, hoping he
had a piano, but Moore appeared devoid of
musical impulse. I pulled out my harmonica and
started to play and walk through his rooms of
books.

One caught my eye.
“Can I have this one?”’ I asked.

He gave a little scowl but nodded shortly. “It’s
not as if I haven’t read it,” he said gruffly. He
had about four books in his arms. I looked
around and saw a strange order to his books,
but it was more like an order of subject than
author. “And here,” he said, shoving the other
books at me.

I was overwhelmed. “Moore, I can’t pay you. I’d
like to, but I don’t have anything. Nothing that
you’d want.”

“That’s okay,” he said shortly. “Just return
them if you’re ever back this way. And bring me
more. Don’t matter what. If you want to know
about the blues, there’s a woman who lives down
on Front Street. Four-oh-eight. She knows a
thing or two.”

A thing or two! Holy Mother Ann.

The day was even more sunny when I stepped



out the door, a brilliant, powerful day.

I stuffed the four books about the blues into
my saddlebag without looking at them and
thanked him profusely. I suspected that all the
information I’d ever need about anything was
right there in the riverboat, but I didn’t know
how to get to it and hadn’t really had time to
find out. I didn’t have the “receptors” that the
others were always talking about and didn’t
want them anyway, and it was the receptors
that allowed them to access information. So I
couldn’t wait to get back and take a look at
those books. But now I had to find out what lay
downriver, and half the morning was gone. They
were probably going nuts on the rafts. Much as I
wanted to talk to the blues woman, I figured
that would have to wait. Maybe I could double
back after I’d given them the scout information.

I played some tunes on my harmonica as
Stewball picked his way down the hill toward
the river and as luck would have it we found

ourselves on Front Street.

Front Street was about five miles long, or
more. It seemed to stretch forever, broad and
high on the edge of the bank. I could hear the

river beyond the trees but not the roar of rapids
or falls. I couldn’t see it, though. I decided that
it might be a good idea to get to higher ground.
It looked as if there was a bluff up ahead,
probably out of town, several miles away. I



almost hoped that I could see some locks from
there, and relieve Verity’s tension. She’d showed
me maps where the old Ohio had been tamed
with a series of dams and locks. It was broken or
age-ruined dams we had to fear, with no chance
that we could portage around them. We’d have
to abandon the riverboat and go ahead on rafts.
So far we’d been lucky. But her maps showed
the Loveland Dam somewhere not far from here,
unless it had been ruined by the earthquake. It
could be that some of the dams repaired
themselves. Who knows?

I saw a few people, but they drew back into
shadows when they saw me coming, which was
fine with me. I hurried Stewball down the street,
which eventually took a landward swing when
most of the buildings had been passed. Far out
in a hollow of land I saw the suburbs, thousands
of identical houses so tiny in the distance I
could not really see their disrepair, but only
their creepy sameness as they marched up the
low hills like rows of genetically engineered
corn.

I had to negotiate a maze of curved ramps to
get back down to the river but eventually we
were down there on a small forgotten highway
full of holes which rambled along the river and
looked as if it might head out toward the bluff. I
passed a huge sign which told of Alma’s Jook
House up ahead, showing a picture of dancing



silhouettes, and at the bottom in smaller print
which appeared and disappeared at regular
intervals, “Where the Southern Cross the Dog.”

We emerged from the trees and passed
through some fields where corn and wheat grew,
though I saw no one cultivating it. The sun was
bright and in self-defense I pulled out my
harmonica and we proceeded on toward a large
stone building. Soon I saw that it was none other
than the Jook House itself and what’s more, the
address on the front was the same as Moore had
told me. Another small road crossed what used
to be Front Street and headed north. I looked
more closely at where the roads crossed and saw
vestiges of an old railroad like the one that had
run along the river in Miamisburg: worn rails,
and a crumbled crosstie or two. I realized that
Alma’s had been a train station at one time.

I pulled Stewball to a halt and let him yank up
grass and stared at the sign.

Alma May Johnson, it said, below where it said
Jook House. Dr. of Philosophy. Musicologist.
Transporter of Souls.

Next to that were a few notes of music and the
worst part of it was that the thick wooden door
swung open and the blues poured forth.

It wasn’t just any blues. It was deep, sweet
blues; painful blues; low-down blues that made
me shiver, caused tears to well in my eyes.



“I been ’buked and I been scorned,” sang a
woman inside, in a husky, mournful voice.

I had never been ’buked and scorned, yet the
music made me feel as if I had, as if all of
history’s injustices were heaped upon me, one
single human who had to bear the weight of
them all. And it was too much, just too much,
except that the hairbreadth of the blues rescued
me, kept my head above water, kept me from
drowning in self-pity by helping me to laugh.
The blues turned darkness to pure sound, sound
that could cut listeners to slivers with its sharp
honesty.

“Well don’t waste time sittin’ around out
there,” said the woman’s voice. “Come on in,
show’s free. Leastwise, unless you got something
I value. Which you may well have, young man.
You may well have.” Then I saw the woman
standing in the door, just barely, because it was
dark inside, but I did see her look me up and
down and I did see her smile. “Bring that harp
in here and let me hear you play. Put that horse
in the back there, it’s fenced.”

I briefly checked the fence and slid the saddle
off and hung it over the fence along with the
bridle. Stewball trotted off, whinnying, and I
stepped up on the broad cool porch of the Jook
House with my harmonica in my hand.

“Leave your weapons at the door,” said the
woman and I Hesitated for a moment but the



music poured out almost drowning her
command: that odd, syncopated guitar, a
harmonica line that made my hand tremble with
the desire to hold mine up to my mouth and
imitate it, like a dog who wants to howl with the
pack.

I set Lil’s pistol next to the rifle and stepped
inside.

A tall, thin black man sat on a beat-up stool on
a low stage, playing the hell out of a piano.
Another held a guitar, and a third stood at a
microphone playing the harmonica, his hand
wrapped around it and flapping outward once
in a while and I watched carefully to try and see
exactly what he did. I could tell right away that
his harmonica was in a different key from mine
or else I would have tried to play along.

The woman, with a mass of dark hair which
hung down in long curls in a way I found quite
enchanting, sat in a big yellow easy chair right
next to the stage. She looked small and helpless
in the large chair. I wondered about her being

way out here in the country all alone and a

stranger walking in the door but she didn’t seem
a bit worried.

“Want a beer?” she yelled out over the music.
“Help yourself.” She gestured toward a long
high counter but I didn’t see any beer. She
watched me for a moment, said “Men!” and stood
up. She pulled on a lever behind the bar and



beer came out into a glass she’d grabbed from a
shiny row; silly me. She handed it to me.
“Hungry?”

I didn’t think I’d be hungry for quite a while. I
shook my head. I turned to stare at the men but
suddenly they and the music vanished and the
room was filled with quiet sunlight.

It took me a good long minute of gaping to
realize that they had been ghosts. “How?” 1
croaked. “Who?”

Alma—I assumed her to be Alma—laughed.
“Honey, that was Lightnin’ Hopkins and
Sunnyland Slim, back in 1986 in Chicago in some
little club. Here, I can tell you the exact date and
place—I can see you’re interested. Not many
people are.”

She wasn’t as tiny as she’d seemed in the chair,
but she was not quite as tall as me and awful
slim, and beautiful in her movements. She
walked across the room and bent over a little
white box and touched it a few times. “There,”
she said. “It was down on North State Street. Of
course they didn’t have holo recorders then, at
least I don’t think they did, not for every little
thing. This was reconstructed, anyway, it says
right here, from a television show.”

“Play it again,” I begged, utterly forgetting the
boat, the dizzy rafters (but who was I to call
someone else dizzy, eh?), and Mother Ann help



me, even Verity, by now no doubt fuming and
worrying in equal measure.

She just laughed. “Why you want to hear that
one again? ’ve got thousands here. Memphis
Minnie. How ’bout her?”

Memphis Minnie played the guitar and it was
in B-flat and so I listened for a few bars then
jumped in. Alma watched me from the bar, her
face tilted, her eyes occasionally closed; then
toward the end of the piece she started singing
along, in a deep, rich voice that made me shiver.
“You’re not bad,” she said, when Minnie
vanished. “Not bad at all.”

The Jook House erupted in sound and motion.
It was filled, suddenly, with maybe forty black
people, all dressed in strange clothing, all
dancing, laughing, drinking, eating, having a
time while a heavy woman stood on the stage
this time and sang a steady, low, almost
growling blues about some awful man she
wanted to poison. A necklace of gold coins hung
from her neck. She was majestic, powerful, like
something out of a fable. There was no
microphone, and a piano player accompanied
her with a rough, tinkling tune. Her voice was so
loud that it shook the whole Jook House; made
the boards vibrate under my feet though I
realized that Alma had control over the sound.

“Bessie, Bessie Smith,” yelled Alma into my
ear, and pulled me out onto the floor. I finished



my beer and set the glass down on that long
shiny table and danced.

I’d never danced this way. Verity’s precise and
careful dances flashed through me for a second,
high and golden then gone, replaced by this
sweaty, bending, shouting movement that
surged through me. Bessie Smith would shout
and everybody on the floor would shout in
return, including me. I grabbed Alma by the
waist and swung her around and she laughed,
her head thrown back, and came back and held
me tight for a second before whirling out again.

We must have danced for almost an hour.
Sometimes we stopped to drink a beer. Her eyes
were eager and bright. Once she kissed me on
the lips then swirled away like nothing had
happened, just dancing like mad and holding on
tight then letting loose only to grab me again as
if she couldn’t get enough of touching me.
Finally, panting, she sprawled into the yellow
chair and snapped her fingers a few times and
the sound stopped and the stage was empty. I
was dripping with sweat. “I’ve got to go,” 1
gasped.

She caught her breath quickly and looked at
me with her dark eyes. “I don’t see why. I
haven’t had this much fun in ages.”

“Where did you get all those ghosts?” I asked.
“Didn’t you see the sign? I’'m a music professor.



I’'m a Professor of the Blues at the Chicago
Interactive University. Or at least I was,” she
said, standing up and putting her hands in her
pockets and walking around the room with long,
slow steps, like she was thinking hard. “At least
I was,” she said, sounding lost and alone. Her
whole way of talking had changed, suddenly.
She took another slow sip of beer. “I was born in
Osaka. That’s in Japan. My mother was working
on some sort of molecular-engineering project
that went haywire. I was an American citizen,
but I grew up speaking Japanese too, at least
until I was fifteen and the bottom fell out. Or
grew out.” She laughed, but I didn’t understand
why. “I first heard the blues in a club in Tokyo,
when I was trying to escape. All the Americans
were being impounded because they might be
infected. I couldn’t exactly blend in over there.
But some friends took me to this club, and we
fixed it up so that I was part of the act, and I got
away. And after that I discovered my own
culture. It felt like coming home.

“Look!” she said, whirling suddenly. “I can tell
you like the blues. I’ve got a special treat for
you.”

And then a tall black man wearing a suit and
tie was up there on stage, sitting in one of those
beat-up chairs. He held a battered guitar. A
cigarette dangled from one corner of his mouth.
His voice was filled with strange clicks.



He sang something about hellhounds being on
his trail. I watched, utterly spellbound,
forgetting everything, then. “Who is that?”

“Robert Johnson,” she said. “It’s all made up,
of course, extrapolated from just one
photograph. Except the voice. That’s real. I’'ve
kept the unenhanced version.”

“What else do you have?”
And she played more.

And then the strangest thing happened. As I
watched, he was joined by an older, heavy
woman who belted out the blues in strange
harmony, mixing with his voice as if she were
his soul.

Her face was distorted as she sang, from low in
her chest like Bessie had done. Her white and
gray hair frizzed out around her head like a
cloud of lightning. I felt like she and I would
both explode from the power of her song. I was
feeling more and more and more like myself, but
different, like a new me was emerging like a
moth from a chrysalis, and it hurt, it was like a
dam bursting and I looked at Alma and saw she
was crying and I looked again back and forth
and I said, “She’s... you!”

“I'm sorry,” she said, wiping her tears and
trying to smile. “I’m sorry. Yes, that was me.
Alma May Johnson. I had a great show. First it
was just me, myself. And it was good. I had fans



all over the world, even in Europe and Asia.
Before things got bad, I went on tours but live
touring was pretty dangerous then so I went
virtual. And then I had this idea of teaming up
with all the people I loved. I think the blues was
so big all over the world because it spoke to
people, spoke to their hearts about what they
were going through. It was like you were in or
out of the Flower Cities, they were the citadels,
the pinnacles, but most everyone was out, and it
was a frightful time, a scary time, and the blues
were something that everyone could feel. Did
feel. I didn’t need the money by then. I did it like
a missionary might. I did it to help. And even
after the Surge, I landed on my feet, and I knew
so much, I had several degrees in music, not just
blues of course, and so I thought what better
thing was there to do than teach? So all this
music won’t be lost. Disseminate it. Give it away.
Give the heart and soul of my people away. Some
would argue about that, sure. Some say the
blues are too raw, too primitive. But it’s folk
music, the folk music of people who were slaves
and after that when they were supposed to be
free, things just got worse, and there was no law
for them, only for whites, and there was no
money for them, and families still couldn’t
afford to be together, and all this music came
out of their suffering. The blues are the
sublimed experience of our culture, a vital part
of the history of the country this used to be.



They’re what’s left of those people. That’s what
art really is—the sublimed truth. I love the
blues. The blues bought me my freedom. And 1
don’t want it to be lost. But oh, it is, it is, it is!
Just like everything else!” Her voice was
despairing.

I had to tell her. “It’s not, Alma.” And I went
over to her and reached down and around her
slender waist and hugged her, and she kissed

me again but different, saying, “I think you

understand, I think you really do,” and the

funny thing was I really did. She parted a
curtain behind the bar and led me through it.

Her room, in the back of the Jook House, was
filled with African things. Out the open window
I could hear Stewball pounding around the
paddock and whinnying like he knew I should
be going but I didn’t care.

Masks were on the walls of her room, with
severe and distant features. A few small
statutes, I guess you might call them, were
arranged on a plain, almost Shaker-like table;
they were abstract and beautiful but still 1
recognized them: a spider, a fox, a rabbit, a
turtle. She saw me looking at them and started
to talk, her voice low but precise, like she was
teaching her class.

“Those are African Tricksters. They live to
upset anything they possibly can. They like to
cause chaos, create a whole new situation that



lets in light and life. They are the enemies of the
status quo. They seem tiny and powerless, but
their power is the power of the mind. They help
people survive in hard times by giving them a
way to trick those in power without ever
revealing themselves.” She reached for a
grinning wooden monkey which was on her bed
table; handed him to me. “Meet Signifyin’
Monkey. You can signify without revealing. The
blues is all about signifying—and quoting, in a
way. Showing; representing. Like all art, it’s also
about taking time and tearing it up—ragging
time—re-forming it, repeating it, overlaying it,
putting it back together in your own way.
Taking from the world and making it new,
giving it shape and form. That is what humans
do—take raw information, nature, and make
something else out of it. It is at the same time
their gift and their curse. And the African
musical tradition is communal. What the
musicians play is constantly modified by what
the others play; modified by the dancers. We
constantly incorporate the new, make it a part
of what we are doing. Every moment is a new
community synthesis.”

I didn’t care about all that, though; not really.
“I’d like to be able to play the blues,” I said,
putting the monkey back on the table, and her
eyes became very intense, so deep that I thought
they had no bottom but reached back into



serious time. She looked skeptical. “I’ve tried,
but it’s no good. I feel like... 'm only imitating.”

“It’s only for a few,” she said. “You know the
story of Robert Johnson, don’t you?” she asked.

“NO 29

“They laughed him off the stage and he went
away for a time. When he came back he could
play like an angel. Or like the devil. He liked

people to believe that he’d met the devil at the
crossroads one moonlit night. The devil told him
that he’d have to give up his soul, but in return
he’d show him how to play the blues.”

“Did he agree?” I asked. The Shakers had not
talked about the devil much, and since I knew
there was no heaven I wasn’t afraid of the devil
or hell. They weren’t real either.

She laughed quietly. “Well, some people say he
got a good start from other musicians, like Son
House.”

“That’s what I need,” I said. “Son House, or the
devil.” Maybe I smiled a little, I don’t know, but I
was suddenly desperate and she could tell. 1
needed the blues like I needed food and water,
maybe more. To live. To pull together all the
parts of myself that were in danger of
dissipating forever—my memories, my very
sense of self. To make something where there
was now nothing; to create myself anew.

She sat at a low table on a cushion and opened



a carved box. She took out a small ivory-colored
vial and shut the box and stood up.

“Take this,” she said.
“What will it do?”’ I asked.

“A musician named John Coltrane believed
that the experience of certain organized tones
leads to a particular state of mind. Brain scans

of musicians show that they use their brains
differently than nonmusicians. This will...
remap your mind.”

“I don’t know,” I said, suddenly remembering
Verity and the boat and the rafters. The room
seemed too small and my throat got dry when I
tried to talk. It seemed like my mind had
already been remapped, but maybe it had only
been unmapped. Maybe I was just dissolving. I
could hear my own heart beating. “It’s nan, isn’t
it?”

“Everything is,” she said, her voice going
dreamy. “Here. Take it. Take it. Now.”

I felt flushed despite the breeze blowing
through the room. This was what I’d spent my
entire life carefully avoiding. Maybe with good

reason. “I’ve got to go,” I said. “I don’t have time.
I’ve got to find out about the river and locks and
dams. I was supposed to be back hours ago.” I
was talking fast and stammering and I felt kind
of sick.

“So you really don’t want to know the blues,”



she said. She turned away and walked back
toward the table, still dreamlike and trancy.
You’re not the one, her hand said, as it opened
the box. You don’t deserve the blues, said the
stern carved masks. You’re white, laughed the
Tricksters with wicked glee.

I watched her carefully seat the vial into the
velvet. Her hand poised on the lid of the box.

I thought about how strange everything was
now. Shaker Hill was gone, and John had shot
me in the chest. Verity and I would never be—

whatever I’d thought, lying there in my small

white bedroom at Shaker Hill. Whatever I'd

thought, we’d never be that. And I was
somewhat ruined, imperfect, partially
resurrected but undependable and strange even
to myself. I did not know what the world held
but I knew that when I heard the blues on the
radio stone, when I tried in my dull way to play
the blues, I felt focussed and as if things were
right once again.

I knew then that I would sell my soul to be able
to understand the blues. What did it matter? Did
I even have a soul with which to barter? If ever 1

did it was sucked out of me by those sheets. I
left it in the Cincinnati train station, in the yard

at Shaker Hill, when my Shaker Brother John

shot me. He shot it right out of me, and his own
too. Verity didn’t know what that was like. She
never would. Afraid of nan! I was already up to



my neck in nan. Might as well lift my feet and let
the river take me; learn to swim.

Yes. I did want the blues! I wanted to swallow
them, succumb to them, bathe in them, live
them. What did I have to live for? Mother Ann?
There is no Mother Ann. There is no God. There
is no heaven. Verity, I thought, there is not even
you, not anymore. But there is music. There is
the blues.

And so I stepped next to Alma and put my
hand on hers.

The blues had no taste, no flavor. They were
heavy and silky on my tongue as she watched me
with her dark eyes down them after she
unscrewed the cap. The small holder was carved
with tiny African symbols.

“Keep it,” she said, and I felt then the
irrevocableness of it all wash through me. Her
eyes turned kind and she whispered, as she
caught my hands and held them tight, “You
won’t regret it. I promise you. You have the
history of your country inside you now. The true
history. Even though you are not black. You are
closer now to understanding. Maybe as close as
a white person can be.” She looked at me and
her look went deep inside. “You are the horse.
The blues is the rider.” I didn’t understand. Not
then.

“Thank you,” I remembered to say, and when I



saw her face I knew it was the right thing.
“How—how long will it take?” I asked.
“I don’t know,” she said.

And then she said, “Watch,” and snapped her
fingers, and activated the strangest thing in her
room.

It was a statue composed entirely of words, a
ghost statue that glowed in one corner, taller
than me. He was as dark as Alma, with
forbidding features contradicted by a strange,
sly smile. On his forehead was a red feather of
light extending above his bald head. He was
made of words, words glowing and floating in
his blackness, defining his boundaries against
the white wall.

“He’s the African god Esu,” she said. “He’s had
many names and incarnations. Legba, Eshu,
Ellegua... sometimes he’s the Devil, sometimes
he’s Jesus. He lives at the crossroads.”

“Which crossroads?”’ I asked.

She smiled and her eyes gleamed. “Touch it,”
she said and so I did.

I touched the words that said “Stack O Lee,”
and heard the old tale. For I know not how long
I touched words and heard prison blues; blues
where chips flew and the jonnie wagon came
and prisoners were whipped, beaten, and killed.
I heard “Midnight Special”; I heard slave songs
where the words meant one thing to the white



overseer and another to the slaves. I heard
levels and depths of music that took me to a
world I couldn’t have previously imagined,
emotionally, harmonically, in form and
complexity and beauty. Something happened
deep in my mind and being; the hunger I'd felt
since Cincinnati, the loss of heaven which
nothing could fill, was satisfied, sated, and
finally I hugged black light-filled Esu and my
arms met and Alma pulled me back and she was
within my arms instead, kissing me in a way
that sent fire through my body; unbuttoning my
shirt, unbuckling my belt. I tried to undress her
gently but it was no use; I heard something rip
and she laughed.

As she pulled me to her bed I saw her smile
with Esu’s smile, but she and I were both beyond
angel and devil, dark and light, heaven and hell.

“Esu gives life,” she said.
I know that it is true.

When she got out of bed, slim and beautiful
and not at all like her old self in the holo though
I saw the sameness in her face, her breasts were

touched by the afternoon sun for an instant as

she walked past the window. It was odd, I
thought, how much I'd wondered what it would

be like with a woman and this was what it was
like and though I understood now, it was
different from anything I’d ever read or
imagined.



She pulled some sort of shift over her head and
once she had it on she looked just like a girl. She
could look various ways, I thought, somewhat
confused. She pulled her hair back and fastened
it with a silver clip and she looked like a woman
again.

“It’s time for you to go,” she said. Her eyes
were distant now, as if she didn’t remember who
I was or what we’d done.

I dressed, then walked out through the empty
Jook room wanting to stay forever, seeing those
long-dead men, learning what I did not know.
About the blues. And about Alma, and her
strange and beautiful life. And I might have, had
not Verity been waiting, depending on me.

“Oh,” Alma called, running out the door after
I’d saddled Stewball, who I imagined eyed me

coldly, and mounted up with my rifle and pistol
secured. “You’ll want this.”

She was standing on the porch with a battered
old guitar.

“I tuned it,” she said.
I took it and my life began.

It must have been almost five in the afternoon
but the spring days were getting longer. I kicked
Stewball to a gallop and with the guitar
bouncing gently against my back hurried
toward the bluff. I might have asked Alma about
the river but somehow I thought she knew and



cared about the river as little as did Moore. And

I’d had a kinder welcome here than any rafters
would have had at Shaker Hill. It was best to
count my many blessings and get on with it.

The warmth of the day, what there had been,
was settling back down to the ground and the
shadows of trees bridged the small country
road. It was not self-healing and with all the
holes I was afraid that Stewball might be
injured but with the sun going down the
urgency of my mission returned to memory and
I cursed myself for dawdling.

But not too hard.

It took about half an hour for me to get to the
head of the bluff. At one time the hill had been
partially cleared and I passed the foundations of
several homes with views that seemed to stretch
all the way to Michigan. The small road
switching up the hill must have been just for
those homes. I hoped I would not be sidetracked
by any more people on the way up, but these
homes had not been built as sturdily as Moore’s
brick townhouse or Alma’s stone Jook House,
and most of the roofs had caved in and some had
even been set afire.

I figured I had about forty-five minutes of
daylight when we finally emerged from thick
brush at the top of a cliff that plunged down to
the river.



What I saw caused my blood to run cold.

Here came the Queen, heading downriver on a
strong current.

She was still pretty far upriver. I figured that 1
hadn’t come very far today, maybe six or seven
miles, and surmised that the boat hadn’t started
off until just recently. I couldn’t think of why
Verity would decide to move so late in the day.
Either some sort of commotion had taken place

on the boat, or there had been a threat from the
land.

Well, then I took the time to take the
downriver look that I’d set out to do ages ago
and saw the other half of the chilling sight.

What must be the dam Verity was thinking
about was there, about half a mile beyond the
bluff. With the binoculars I could clearly see
that the upper gate to the locks were closed. The
river was running high, and it looked as if the
whole mess of them would just be washed over
the top of the dam.

If all was as it should be, of course there would
be a sign down below along the river, and the
lock-people would be there to operate the lock
and see them safely through to the level below.

The first rafts were already rounding the bend

about level with Alma’s place. I thought about
trying to pry some huge boulders loose and

letting them crash into the river to warn them



but I didn’t see any and besides with my luck
they’d crash on top of a raft.

I could wait until they got closer and fire off
my rifle. But with all the noise and commotion
down there I figured they wouldn’t hear that
either, or take it for some sort of attack and try
to go even faster.

I wheeled Stewball and we galloped like hell
down that hill.

We left the road and tore through woods and
backyards and I stuck to his back like a burr,
hollering and kicking, and there was a
crunching and cracking of branches as we
smashed our way through. If he’d fallen I might
have been killed. We detoured around a
high-fenced woodlot where the trees were thick
and random and caught the small road again at
the bottom of the hill.

He remembered racing, then, and I swear he
was moving faster than any of those NAMS
trains could have gone. I scrunched myself up
low and small on his back and let him out.

I figured that Verity had to stop before sunset
but then why would she have gotten moving so
late in the day? Something was wrong and I
couldn’t count on normal.

I was relieved to see that the area around the
dam wasn’t the usual gnarl of ramps and twisted
concrete curlicues which might delay me by



taking me to the wrong place.

No, the tower just sat out there pretty much in
the middle of nowhere, with a red light blinking
up top so I knew that something was working.
As I urged Stewball down the final stretch with
the sun starting to sink behind the flat fields of
Indiana, that red-tinged tower looked like the
end of the world to me. Surely everyone would
see it, and try to stop...

But the rafts had no way to stop. Much as the
rafters annoyed me, the last thing I wanted was
for them to die. Norleans was like heaven for
them and I wanted them to get there if they
possibly could. I hoped they would not be as
disappointed with the whole damned idea of
heaven-as-elsewhere as I was.

I pulled Stewball to a halt at the foot of the
tower. I jumped off and I don’t remember taking
off the guitar and putting it down next to the
tower but I must have because that’s where I
found it later. I almost cried with frustration
when I saw how tall the tower was, and much as
I hated elevators I was glad to see one but I
shouted at it and punched buttons there for
what seemed an hour but was probably only
seconds and nothing happened so I took to the
stairs.

They zigzagged up one side of the tower and
my heart felt as if it was going to burst. Already
I could see some rafters swirling around the



bend and didn’t bother to shout at them; they
couldn’t hear me over the roar of the water
rushing over the top of the dam and over the
upper part of the lock into the lower part. Once
I looked down and it was a sheer drop of maybe
sixty feet though foreshortened for me so 1
couldn’t tell too closely. Might have been a
hundred for all I knew. Then I saw what looked
like bodies being swept over the dam, five or six
together.

When I reached the top I saw a tiny room lit
with the dim glow of a lot of lights. I felt like I
was going to collapse. The door was locked and
it wasn’t glass in the big window but something
a lot stronger. Then I saw that there was a
window open just a crack. I stuck my fingers
inside and pulled as hard as I could and with a
wrenching sound the whole damned thing came
off. I tossed it over the side of the tower and
climbed inside.

There I saw all kinds of controls and various
panels and knew with a sinking feeling that
there was no way I could figure them out in the
time I had. So when I saw a big emergency alarm
button I punched it hard and was enormously
pleased when a powerful horn sounded every
two seconds, interspersed with a message that
said lock is closed! danger!, on a big arm that
stretched out over the river with flashing lights
although I was upset to see Stewball run off into



the darkness when all the din began.

Powerful spotlights lit the falls and I saw one
raft swept over.

I jumped back out the window and ran down
the tower, down and down and down, and the
side of the river was concrete here and filled
with berths. I ran up the wharf waving and
shouting and wishing I had a lightstick and first
one rafter steered toward me and then another
until they all pulled together as if magnetized
and to my great relief I saw the Queen steer
toward the bank as well quite a bit upstream so
as not to crush the rafts. It was getting cold now
and I started to shiver with fatigue and desire
for the blues.

I heard Verity yelling at me from the Queen
and then the gangplank came down and she ran
to the shore and hugged me tight.

“Blaze!” she said. “I thought they got you!”
They did, I thought. “Who?”

“Oh, it was terrible,” she said. “Suddenly—at
least it seemed sudden— the wharf was filled
with people.”

“There was a NAMS station there,” I said.

“They all headed for the boat, yelling and
saying they wanted us to take them downriver
and waving some sort of tickets. I know they
were tickets because I could hear them yelling ‘I
have a ticket good for Memphis! Or Cairo?!



Or—Nawlins, they called Norleans. It couldn’t
have been more than an hour ago. We were
anchored out in the river but that didn’t seem to
stop them; they jumped right in the water and
started swimming. I guess it wasn’t very nice of
me but I didn’t want them along and the rafters
all had to hit them over the head with whatever
they could.”

Verity’s face looked haggard and I could tell
she was exhausted. I held her in my arms and
smoothed back her hair and tried not to think of
Alma.

“Where have you been, Blaze?” she asked.
“What happened?”

“IPm afraid I got sidetracked,” I said.

“Sidetracked! With everyone waiting...?”

“I couldn’t help it,” I said. And even when I
thought of those people washed over the dam I
couldn’t feel sorry about it. Was something
wrong with me? Russ would never have allowed
himself to feel this way, I was sure. It was like
an important piece of myself was missing. I
knew that it should be there but it was gone and
I doubted whether I’d ever get it back. What was
sliding in instead was new and strange, exciting
and like something in the distance that I had to
run to catch up to while it kept getting farther
away.

Verity’s face looked haunted and troubled



then. She looked away. “I know what you mean,”
she muttered. “I know.” There was more yelling
and commotion and she said, “At least we got
away from them, whoever they were.” Over
everything we could hear the din of the alarm. “I
guess you found the dam?”

The night was actually quite cold. The
quarter-moon shed a little light on rolling fields
and through the windows of strange ugly houses
as I searched and called for Stewball. I took out

Mollie and began crisscrossing the area we’d
come from, with the lightstick hung around her
neck providing a pale green light. And the whole
time with the moon and the night I felt songs
welling up in me and realized anew how
beautiful night was. A few dead satellites
streaked by, catching the sun. They made me
think of all that humans had lost when the
quasar came and forced us all into Flower
Cities, when it made us invent new ways to
communicate and started the Information Wars.
I wished I could remember all that Russ had
told me about what he knew but for some reason
all I could remember was him cursing the
goddamned government. And his eyes. I knew
that somewhere within me lay vast clusters of
memories about Russ. But they were as distant
and dead as those satellites, just giving off a
glimmer of reflected light that was all the time
before John killed me.



I came over a rise and saw below Alma’s Jook
Joint, emitting yellow light and distant music.

I could not resist. Mollie and I were picking
our way gingerly through a field when I got
close enough to see:

There were people, real people, milling around
in the yard, shouting. I knew they were real;
ghosts would not be so solid in the night with
only the light from the house. It would have
streamed right through them.

They were the NAMS people; I knew it in a
minute. And I feared them. I feared them more
than I craved the blues, right at that moment,

though the stuff Alma had given me was
working within me. A great wave of loneliness
and exile hit me. I was not like the rafters, for

somehow I was healed of the plague. Verity
figured that most likely I’d developed some sort
of immunity from having had it before. And I
was not at all like Verity, with her nub-held
memories, her Queenliness, her ability to lead.

And I was certainly not like the people below.
Wasn’t I?

I shivered because, suddenly, I wasn’t sure. If I
went down there...

I heard twangs of music freed on the night air,
loud singing, shouts; saw dancing. The searing
core of the music glimmered in my mind like the
night lights of Cincinnati, like the scales of a



fish in deep water, and I wanted to dive down
and catch it, hold it in my two hands, and then it
was Alma I held there close to me, even closer
than before, and for much, much longer...

I would have flown to the blues like an arrow,
then, had not I heard a glad whinny and then
Stewball rushed up to Mollie nickering like mad
and they rubbed noses and danced about.

I snagged Stewball’s reins and we headed back
toward the dam.

But the blues was inside me, you see, and 1
could not escape them so easily.

I didn’t sleep very well and I was up before
dawn.

I went off the boat, out into the chilly fog.
There was a shadowy figure there, checking out
the lock. I didn’t recognize him, but I thought at
first it was because of the fog and because of the
multiplicity of rafters. He was not very tall, and

slightly rotund. As I approached, I saw he was
wearing gray work pants, a navy blue shirt
unbuttoned at the top, and over it a zipper
jacket made of some soft material. His shoes
were sturdy, and covered with mud. He was
examining the lock, looking down into the empty
metallic cavern, hands on his hips.

“Who are you?” I asked, and he turned and
jumped, as if I’d shocked him. The fog must have
muffled my approach.



“Ah,” he said, and held out his hand. “Jason
Peabody. Engineer. At your service.” His grasp
was firm and his handshake businesslike. His
face was round, and a very slight fringe of hair

saved him from complete baldness. He had a
mustache. Pale blue eyes peered from beneath
bushy eyebrows as the sun broke forth from
beneath a bank of low clouds, giving the air a
bright silver quality. Peabody had an air of
friendly competence; certainly, he was not
afraid or furtive. I liked him immediately.

“Towers aren’t working,” he said, with a nod
toward one. “Been in both of them.” He pointed
to another tower, black against the lightening
sky, at the low end of the lock. “The alarm had a
lot of backups, I guess. Beautiful boat you have
there. Here’s what we have to do.” To my
surprise, he pulled a small pad from his jacket
pocket and with a pencil sketched a diagram of
how the locks worked.

They were about a thousand feet long, hugging
the concrete bank. A hundred feet wide and
maybe eighty feet deep. As the sunlight grew
stronger I gazed into the lower one, a big
concrete box with all kinds of fascinatingly
intricate metal webwork and various concrete
formations. Big letters were written across the
top of the dam: dam number 48. “The lockmaster
would have had a gondola to go between them,”
said Peabody. “Cables must have snapped. It’s



probably around here somewhere on the ground.
Once he’d filled the lock and the boat was in it,
he had to close the upper gates and let the water
out until it was at the level of the lower river.” I
could see the gates, like barn doors that opened
into the flow of the river.

Peabody’s sketch showed how there were big
valves that opened and allowed water to flow in
and out of the locks through conduits embedded

in the concrete under the lock chambers. The
sun was up now, flooding the river valley with
light. He tapped his diagram with his pencil.
“Time to get to work.”

“Oh,” I said. “Right.”

With Peabody directing, it still took a big
crowd of us hours to loosen the manual valves,
banging away at the wheels that stuck out of the
concrete. After an hour we were all sweating
and I was sure we’d have to leave the boat where
it was and carry the rafts around. Peabody
paced anxiously while we pounded with
hammers and rocks, whatever we could find,
and even hitched the horses to them. Finally the
upper valve broke loose with a sudden wrench
and the people who had been pulling with the
horses stumbled and fell flat on the concrete
and everybody cheered. Then Peabody muttered
about how he hoped we hadn’t broken the
damned thing off, but water started swirling
into the lock and his face relaxed.



It was just as hard to get the lever that opened
the gates to work, once the water got as high as
the upper river. “These things need more
maintenance, damn it,” said Peabody, as if there
were city officials around who had deliberately
neglected things. I figured that no big boats had
been this way for a good long while, either up or
down the river. Of course, once they got to
Cincinnati that would have been the end of it
anyway.

Verity got the boat into the lock all right. I
knew she would. I could see her up there in the
pilothouse, not her face, but I knew how she
looked: jaw set, eyes staring straight ahead
while she worked the controls by memory, like
she was used to doing now in tight places. All
the rafts got in too; the lock was made for huge
long tows and it looked like there were acres of
room.

We already had the lower valve loosened up, so
it was kind of fun to close the upper gates and
open the lower valve and let the water drain out.
Jack watched the water level and gave us a
wave and a shout when it was about right. Then
we opened the lower gates, and they all left the
lock.

As everyone boarded their vessels, I looked
round to thank Peabody and saw that he was
right next to me, holding a small, battered black
valise.



“Do you mind,” he said, “if I come along?”

I was startled. “Oh. I thought—I thought that
you were the new lockmaster here, or
something.”

He shook his head. “No,” he said, and 1
wondered if what I saw in his face was sadness.
“No, ’'m out of a job. I've come from Chicago.
Rode as far as I could in a solar car, walked the
last forty miles or so. To tell you the truth, I’ve
been waiting for you. Heard tell of a large party
making its way down the river. It’s somewhat
dangerous to try and make this trip alone. I’ve
heard that there are pirates along the river.”

The last of the stragglers were boarding. The
late-spring sunlight was strong. Over a green
rise a white steeple shone in the sun, but we’d

had no curious townsfolk here at the lock.

“I don’t know if you want to come with us,” 1
felt obliged to tell him, though he seemed to be a
handy enough fellow to have along. “Many of us

are plagued.”

His laugh boomed. “Well, now, I’ve spent all
morning among you, haven’t 1?” His eyes looked
oddly eager, rather than afraid.

“Why did you leave Chicago?”

Yes, the look I’d seen before was sadness, for it
was back, and unmistakable. “Wife died.
Couldn’t stay. Couldn’t stand it.”

“Do you know anything about radio stones?” 1



asked.
“What is it you want to know?”
We walked up the gangway together.

It was only midafternoon by then but most of
us were pretty tired. We only drifted for an
hour, then decided to stay there for the evening.
It was a pretty part of the river, not many
factories or power plants like there had been
closer to Cincinnati. We’d seen a lot of pretty
little towns along the way, some of them on
new-made islands, some of them partly drowned
like Rising Sun, and sometimes a concrete wharf
stranded a mile or so from the river. But all of
them were curiously empty, like Miamisburg. It
was like they were just waiting, kind of hopeful,
for folks to move back in and use them, all the
big-porched houses and high-ceilinged shops. It
made me a little sad, to tell the truth. After
supper I got out Alma’s guitar and it wrote “Lost
Town Blues” practically on its own. Still, it took
hours to smooth things out, and work out all the
words, and play it about a hundred times. But in
the end I was satisfied, though I think I might
have heard some rafters shouting at me to shut
up so they could get some sleep.

I wasn’t a bit tired, though. I remembered
Peabody then. I’d forgotten about him, but that
wasn’t surprising. What was surprising was that
I’'d remembered him. Maybe I was starting to get
better.



Peabody. Radio stones.
I opened my drawer and looked at them.

Sphere and I had taken them from a shop in
Cincinnati where they lay scattered beneath a
glass showcase looking for all the world like
fancy jewelry.

I picked one up and held it. Cool, pinkish
crystal, an inch long, a slight weight in my palm.
I remembered Verity’s radio stone, the one she
had at Shaker Hill. It was forbidden to us, like
all tech. It was our secret. She shared it rarely. I
think she listened to it at night whenever it
would work, which was sporadically, maybe
once every two weeks and then only for minutes.
She kept it under her pillow, but the sound was
very faint, and apparently came from a place
called Tokyo. She had heard someone say this in
English once, but mostly it was some foreign
language and strange music.

I’d asked Russ about broadcasting once, about
why it didn’t work. His answer was that he
suspected that only a few people in the
goddamned government knew for sure. “It all
happened so quickly,” he said. “Whole
communication system crashed. Somebody
knew it was coming. And dollars to doughnuts
somebody knew why, too. Oh, we had plenty of
stories. Quasars, nanotech terrorists, aliens,
cosmic rays, you name it. But when it came right
down to it there wasn’t a damned thing the little



guy could do, as usual. Flower Cities came and
went. People who invented the things that made
Flower Cities possible made a bundle. Maybe
they had something to do with it, the way I
heard the old automobile industry put public
transport out of business, or the way electric
utility companies put alternative-energy
companies and research out of business.”

I’'d asked him why those people who invented
Flower Cities would even need money, since
nanotechnology made everything so available.
He just shrugged and said something about
human nature being pretty hard to change no
matter how you tried to dress it up.

I lined up my stones and the wires and
mysterious gizmos Sphere had insisted that I
take, even though he admitted that he didn’t
know what they did, either. They had a heavy,

satisfying feel: soft, heavy copper wire wrapped
around something made of glass; tubes that
went in some kind of socket; a battery Sphere
said he was sure must be dead, just a mishmash
of stuff from that shop, where a sign said it had
been established in 1948. Ancient stuff.

I was just going off to hunt up Peabody when
he and Verity knocked on my open door.

Verity didn’t mince words. “He says that you
told him he could come along.” She had that
irritated look she had more and more often. Her
mouth was a straight line, lips pressed together.



Her voice was sharp.

“He’s an engineer,” I told her. “He already
helped get us through the locks.”

“We didn’t need any help,” she said.

Peabody was completely unruffled by all of
this. His face lit up when he spied the radio
paraphernalia. “Ah,” he said, and crossed the
room. He picked up a green crystal and held it
beneath the lamp, tilting it thoughtfully.

“See? WLW. That’s a station that an inventor
named Powel Crosley, Jr., started in Cincinnati
in 1922. That’s because he manufactured radio
sets. People had to have a reason to buy them
and he gave them a reason. Clear channel,
seventy kilocycles. Five hundred thousand
watts at the end of the twenties—do you believe
that? The nineteen-twenties, that is. Amazing!
Crosley also manufactured small lightweight
cars that nobody wanted, thirty years too soon,
and refrigerators. He even built radios into his
refrigerators. Later he manufactured television
sets and started a television station as well.”

“How do you know?” asked Verity. I relaxed.
Maybe she’d see Peabody’s value.

“Oh, ’'m kind of a radio buff.”
“I mean, what station it is?”

“Well,” said Mr. Peabody, “one way is the color.
Each frequency is picked up by a particular
color, but actually it’s not that easy because



you’ve got a whole spectrum of colors and the
differences can be quite subtle. So each crystal
just grows the call letters deep inside. See?
You’ve got to tilt it just right—they’re very
tiny—"

She took it and tilted it back and forth, then
exclaimed, “Yes, I see it. Look, Blaze.”

I tilted it back and forth and saw the letters,
tiny as fleas but obviously magnified a bit by the
material in which they were grown. I felt stupid.

I’d spent many futile hours with them, but I’d
never seen the letters. “What does the number
mean?” I asked.

“That’s the frequency,” he said.

“Oh,” I said, but didn’t ask what that was. I
rubbed it, but it did not come on. “Okay, Mr.
Peabody, how do we make these work?”

“Well,” he said, “it’s easy,” and then stopped.
He looked bewildered. Then he said, heavily, “I
don’t remember. I don’t... remember.”

He walked over to an easy chair next to the
door and sank into it. “I—this has never
happened to me before. Of course, it has been a
shock to my system, leaving Chicago. I'll recover
soon, I'm sure.”

“Is Chicago a Flower City?” asked Verity.

“Oh, yes,” he said eagerly, and a little wistfully.
“But Anita died... yes, that’s it, that’s it.” Now he
looked very sad. He leaned back in the chair.



“I'm sorry. I—I am an engineer, and a licensed,
bonded nanotechnologist. And I do not have the
plague. Not that it would matter to you. I chose
to come here of my own free will after my wife
died. I always wanted to see the country, but she
wouldn’t leave. She loved Chicago, she loved

Lake Michigan.”

“Why did she die?” asked Verity. “I thought
people couldn’t die in the Flower Cities.”

Mr. Peabody looked at her sharply. “Oh, they
can die, sure enough. Death is never vanquished
finally. We can put it off for a good long while.
She killed herself, you see.” He bent over and
began to sob, his face in his hands.

Verity rummaged through a small top drawer
and found a handkerchief for him. Peabody blew
his nose. I felt happy, despite his obvious pain.
Verity had accepted him.

“At least take me to Cairo,” he said,
pronouncing it “kay-ro.” “That’s a free city.”

“What do you mean?” asked Verity.

“The maglev still stops there. To the best of my
knowledge. Which is old. Goes all the way to Los
Angeles, when it can make it. The people who
ride must be pretty brave. I’ve heard that
terrorists regularly sabotage it along the way. Of
course, it always regrows if damaged. Must
really upset them. The saboteurs, I mean, not
the passengers.” He stood and brushed wrinkles



from his suit. “Well, show me what you have
there. Best medicine, I think. ’'m sure it will
come right back to me.”

He rubbed his hands together and picked up
one of the wire coils; nodded. He began to hum. 1
looked at Verity. She shrugged silently and left
the room.

Peabody made pretty fast progress. He asked
for a big sheet of paper and I tore one out of my
log. He drew a map of the old United States
complete with rivers and cities. Next to the
cities he wrote call letters. He’d examine a stone,
write the frequency on the map, and set the
stone there.

“We don’t have very many radio stones,” he
said presently. “It may be possible to get a full
set in Cairo. Not many of these will work, ’'m
afraid—nothing to pick up at that particular
frequency. Where did you get these?”

“A shop in Cincinnati,” I told him, sick at all
I’d had to leave behind. “It was full of...
recorded music, and radio stones. I got a huge
box of blues records too. That’s what they’re
called, I think. But I don’t have a machine to
play them on.”

“We can remedy that,” said Peabody absently,
and moved to the tangle of wire and membranes
with which I’d vainly struggled for many nights.

“Ah, a battery,” he said. “Simple and



old-fashioned. But it will do.” He bent over the
mess and seemed to straighten everything
magically in about fifteen minutes as I watched,
fascinated. He took a very complicated knife
from his pocket and began to cut plastic from
the ends of wires and connect them to this and
that.

And then—a miracle! Singing voices sputtered
from another small box at Peabody’s elbow.

“Drinking Elbavox will cure
All that ails you that’s for sure.”

Peabody laughed out loud. “Elbavox! Quaint!”

“What’s Elbavox?” I asked.

“One of the earliest nan elixirs,” said Peabody.
“People really thought that ad was true. They
went around sipping Elbavox or analogs of it
morning noon and night. Supposed to cure
colds, cancers, just about every thing short of a
broken bone.”

“Did it work?”

“More or less,” said Peabody. “It was crude,
though. It wasn’t a bit intelligent, so it might
bypass what was ailing you, or it might make it
worse. It was put out without FDA approval.
The creators didn’t care. Elbavox would have
been sued out of existence but of course the
developers had absconded with all the money by
then. Made everyone more wary. And soon after
that, money rather lost its importance. You’ve



no idea what terrible uproars that caused.”

“So—this is an advertisement, right?” I asked.
“Why are we hearing it? Nobody is selling this
anymore, right?”’

Peabody looked at me with surprise. “Oh. I
thought you knew. All these stations are
completely unmanned. Running on automatic.
The systems all know how to repair themselves.”

The box had reverted to static after one round
of the jingle. Peabody turned a knob and it
quieted.

“That’s funny,” I said. “You’d think people
would want to get hold of one of those stations
and just... sit and talk.”

“Well, for one thing,” said Peabody, “most of
them are heavily booby-trapped. Unless you
knew exactly what had been done, you would
probably die before you got into one.”

“Why? Who would do that?”

“There’s power there,” said Peabody. “Kind of.
You have to realize that the entire country
became completely dependent on NAMS after
the radio problem. And there were all sorts of
failsafes involved in sending information. Let’s
say you’re putting out one version of
information and somebody is transmitting
something entirely different. Even if you could
only pick it up at erratic intervals, with gaps,
say, of days or weeks, you could put out some



pretty subversive messages.”
“Such as?” asked Blaze.

“Such as... well, you tell people that a
government had fallen or risen or that a plague
was on its way.”

“What’s wrong with that?”

“Well,” said Peabody, “what you heard would
most likely be lies. It got down to that,
eventually. You couldn’t trust a damn thing
outside.” His smile was wistful beneath his
bushy white mustache. He gazed with distant
eyes at the neatly arranged glowing crystals on
the table before him. His hands lay loose and
relaxed on the table. He sighed. “And inside—"

“Inside the Flower Cities?” I asked.

“Of course. Inside it was like heaven.
Everything was so perfect, so orderly. No
physical need went unmet, and we were free to
invent all kinds of other needs and just for the
fun of satisfying them. Travel was so swift, so
easy. My wife and I traveled a lot when we were
young, to Seattle, Toronto, San Francisco. She
was very... special.” He sighed. “We were
planning an Asian tour when it all—broke
down.” He sighed.

“After that, we were almost completely
isolated. We lost the balance necessary to such a
network, the... immunity to all sorts of problems

for which diversity is the ideal inoculation.”



I asked, “Did you have Bees?”

Peabody glanced at me. “My lands, yes, we had
Bees. Still do. You have to have Bees to function.
Bees are the juice, the glue.”

“Did the Bees ever... take over?”

Peabody gravely shook his head. “We guarded
well against that danger. I’ve heard rumors
about other places where all kinds of things
went wrong. But Chicago—I guess we were
fortunate. Things went as planned. I was in
paradise for—” He closed his eyes and massaged
his eyelids with a thumb and two fingers as he
frowned, then opened them wide. “You know, I
don’t like to think about it, but I am... well, older
than I like to think about.” He smiled sadly and
flicked one of the stones. A sputtering sound
came out of the box at his elbow. “Here we go.
Think we have a live one.”

Loud, twanging sounds burst from the box.
“Your blues revolution,” said a woman’s voice,
smooth and deep, over the music.

“The blues!” I exclaimed, terribly excited. “Get

it back!” But the box remained silent despite
Peabody’s fiddling.

He smiled. “Like it? Anita didn’t, not much.
But we had a great lot of it in Chicago. Let’s
see—that’s funny! Never saw call letters like this
before. Definitely illegal... or... well, what does it
matter.”



“What are the letters?”

“STAX,” said Peabody. “It should start with a K
or a W.” He rotated it a few times. “But that’s
what it says.”

“Can we keep that hooked up somehow while
we’re trying the other stones out? What about
this one? And this one?” I suddenly felt
connected, connected to the world. Peabody
would help me! Peabody actually knew

something.
“Calm down,” said Peabody, smiling. “We have
all night.”
Eleven
Dead Man Blues

Several evenings later I pulled back on the oars
of my johnboat with all my might; leaned
forward, then pulled back again, falling into a
satisfying rhythm. A fishing pole, a frying pan,
and a jar of crickets sat at my feet. A quiet
evening out. An attempt to relax, to estrange
myself from the inner turmoil I'd created in my
quest for the blues.

Sweat broke out on my forehead and trickled
down my face. The sun was a fireball low in the
west and the thunderheads gathering promised

a sultry evening, though I thought they might



rumble off over the plains. I gritted my teeth
and pulled again, again, again. The knottedness
inside me did not relax so much as yield to the
greater physical imperative and my thoughts of
Verity stopped going round in my mind—how
strange she is how strange she is how strange she
is—for she was. She was strange. And she was a
stranger. Not my friend, not my so-close Sister,
not the girl I'd sometimes dreamed in wild
moments of running off with, off into the
wilderness of Ohio. That Verity was gone
forever. And I missed her. Even the blues could
not replace what Verity had meant to me. But
they had to. A stubborn stranger had taken her
place, taken over her body.

I would never see my friend again.

This was my life now. This was all I knew. All 1
would ever know. My life was not filled with
angels and it was not filled with devils. Verity
was not a demon, the Demon I affectionately
named her when we were much younger,
perhaps feeling even then her strangeness. But
it was bewildering, compared with what went
before: crazed, cracked, and unrepairable. It
was up to me to let the light in through the
cracks. It was up to me to follow the light
wherever it went.

To me the light was music. Sound permeated
my life. All the aural world fell into and out of
patterns which I could not help hear, which I



must imitate, regularize, lift to new intensity.
Vision was music, when it fell to patterns again.
It no longer sickened me when that happened,
as it had after I woke from the dead in
Cincinnati, for there was a rhythm to vision
underlying the sense my mind had learned to
make of it. The clink of the chain as the anchor
was winched up was music. The voices of others
when I did not hear the words but only the
rhythms of the words, the rise and fall of distant
conversation was music too. Everything was.
The voice of the river, the voice of the forest, the
voice of the birds. The voice of the radio stone,
which pierced me at night, pulled me as if I were
caught as surely as a fish on a hook, being reeled
into some vast blues source more powerful and
real in my mind than the idea of God ever was. I
blessed the day Peabody had boarded the boat,
and showed me that ever-opening world.

God! Where was God when John went insane?
God did not keep him from committing an act
that the real John, the true John, would have

abhorred. John was stern, and strict, and
sometimes afraid, but he was not a murderer. He
trusted God. He followed all the rules that
rightly, if God existed, would have protected
him.
I could not help but hate the idea of God, the
idea of Mother Ann, demanding obedience to all
kinds of strictures and holding the reward



behind their back with one hand, the reward
that would never be. So much pain and delusion.
All my life I wanted to know! To know what lay
beyond that.

And now was my chance. I’d left the safety of
the past, the safety of the orchard, which proved
to be more dangerous than any of us could have

possibly imagined. Oh, yes, I was remembering
more and more now, but that was painful, for it
just showed me how much I'd lost.

Row! Row! Row! Upriver, round the bend, away
from the craziness, into the cooling evening
where the rustle of leaves replaced the pressing
shouts of the rafters, the endlessly recycled
simple songs that grated on me so, where the
breeze no longer carried the nauseating smell of
chicken medium. Where I could think. I planned
to pull over at a clearing, maybe start a fire,
catch a fish, cook it, sleep under the stars, catch
up with them again tomorrow sometime, letting
the river carry me back down.

The setting sun fired the river and clouds with
gold and red, then vanished behind green hills.
The river was molten silver, shimmering
outward from a heron’s catch on the riverbank,
from the splash of a fish, from the paddling of a
duck family in the shallows. It was a calm, wide
stretch. I rested my oars for a moment, and the
johnboat turned in the current. A few faint stars
appeared in the darkening sky, then were



blotted out by clouds as the wind rose. Soon
small waves smacked the side of my boat.
Another evening storm. They were wild, but
weatherable. If necessary, I could pull up on the
shore and shelter beneath my boat.

I leaned forward and squinted. Was that a raft
stuck on a sandbar? Was that a person, lying
half out of the wigwam?

Probably sick, I thought. So, what are you
going to do? Heal him? I was surprised to find
that my immediate instinct was to stay away. I’d
just wanted some time alone.

But I sighed and grabbed the oars and rowed
toward the raft. The current was stronger on the
deep side of the sandbar and I struggled across
the rush of water, pulling hard, coming in above
and letting the current angle me toward the raft.
Maybe the fellow was weak from hunger;
perhaps he’d not eaten in a few days. I had my
fishing pole and a jar of crickets; I could remedy
that quickly enough if that was the problem.
And perhaps I should just take him back to the
Queen in my boat. A storm might dislodge his
raft and he’d be completely at the mercy of the
river.

The wind increased as I stepped on board the
raft and tied up to it. It bobbed beneath me; my
boat knocked against the raft once and was held
there by the current. The man was behind the
wigwam. The raft was unusually empty of the



paraphernalia of rafting—fishing lines, pots,
ropes. I stood over the man, but he didn’t stir. A
chill washed through me—could he be—?

I knelt and seized his shoulders, trying to
think of the best way to turn him over, when the

man jerked suddenly and with a moan turned on
his side.

His long face was ravaged, and much too thin,
what I could see of it beneath the wild beard. I
had seen him before. I suddenly remembered
where.

But I couldn’t be sure, in the dimming light. I
fumbled among the three or four knives I kept in
my pockets and found my lightstick and
smacked it on the raft.

You could have knocked me over with a
feather. My knees were weak enough. Durancy!
That guy from the tower in Cincinnati who kept
calling Verity Rose. I had him by the shoulders
when the wind blew his hat off and I got a good
look. He looked like himself, all weird and sick
like his face was melting off, except worse—thin

and bony and he smelled real bad.

His eyes when he opened them and stared
straight into mine were so dark, so painful.
Something moved inside me then, he was so

shattered and weak and alone.

Then thunder boomed and lightning flashed
and rain swept across the river in a big white



sheet.

I dragged him inside and laid him on the
pallet. We were drenched.

He moaned a little and asked for water. That
was easy enough; I stuck a cup out the door and
caught the runoff from the wigwam. It was
quite , cloudburst. I closed the flap against the

wind. Then I saw there was some kindling and
bigger wood laid by and I managed to get them
lit. The wind helped the draw and soon it was
nice and warm. The burning wood masked his
smell or maybe I got used to it. He dropped his
head back down after I gave him a drink and
moaned some more. For some reason I thought
of a line that I’d heard from Esu; all those songs
were burned into me. Johnny Shines sang it: “I’ll
be glad to get to hell so I can lay down by the
fire and rest.” This guy looked like that line.

I tried to remember what Verity had told me
about him, but my head was swimming what
with all the strange things that had happened
since. And with the blues, which was an old
weary voice singing around me, just now,
something about a long way from home. A long
way from home.

I was starting to wonder what I should do,
especially since if the night cleared off I
suddenly wanted to go back and get Peabody
and see if we could pull in some radio. I guess I
wanted something familiar after seeing



Durancy. The blues was about the only thing I
cared about. I didn’t like that feeling too much.
It was too strange, when I compared it with
what had been before; when I remembered how
much I used to love everything about life, and
how much I loved Verity, and Russ, and the
horses, and everything about Shaker Hill no
matter how much I wanted to leave, at times.
But I could feel the blues gathering inside of me
like it was going to blow the