Accidental Creatures
by Anne Harris

In anear-future Detroit, the living polymer industry hasthe city initsgrip. While vat-divers sruggleto
organize, the GeneSysCorporation works on making human workers obsolete. An escaped mutant, a
con-artist and atechno-geek team up to unravel corporate blackmail, deceit, and murder. Onethingis
certain: the city and the world will never be the same once the latest R& D development is unleashed.

Chapter 1 — Motor City Requiem

“Thisbuilding is condemned by the WEB 9 Zoning Authority. Please vacate the proximity of thisbuilding.
Thisbuilding is condemned by the WEB 9 Zoning Authority,” droned a soft feminine voice. Chango
paced the gendlink fence in frustration. On the other side, the gresat brick bulk of the Russdll Industrial
Center loomed like a beached and lifdesswhale.

Two days ago there was arave-in here; fifty or more squatters partying, cooking, esting and deeping.
Loud music and vivid gtrips of cdluplast streamed from the windows of the abandoned factory,
announcing the presence of the rave to anyonein the neighborhood while dectrical and coaxid line usage
seeped into Cityweb' s awareness.

The squatters had picked up and moved on to another party, another building. They Ieft atrail of
condemned theaters, hotels and office buildings behind them in their travel s through the city. They were
supposed to leave before Cityweb got wind of them, but they weren't dways that fast.

Scanning the gendink fence for gaps, Chango made her way around to the back of the Russdll, to the
parking lot and loading docks. It was no use trying to cut an opening, nothing could cut through genelink
except for amolecular saw, and if she could afford one of those she' d probably be able to buy the whole
damn building.

On the far sde of the Russdll there was awalkway bordered by asmall strip of patchy, gravel dusted
grass. Chango rummeaged in her backpack and came out with asmall shovel. Here the genelink had not
been buried in the ground but merely stretched acrossit, and ahole could be dug. Not avery big hole,
just enough for her to wriggle undernesth.

Onceinsde, shedidn’t worry much about sensors. They' d detect her, sure, but thiswas a condemned
building, and clearly marked as such. The zoning authority wasn’t too concerned about whether or not it
was empty when they came with the disintegrators.

The Russdl Industrid Center was redlly agroup of three brick buildings, each covering acity block. A
concrete yard between them once gave trucks access to the loading docks, but now its barren expanse
was just ahome for the hardy weeds that sprang up between the cracksin the paving.

Chango made her way aong one wall, keeping to the shadows until she came to ablank meta door next
to afreight platform. She yanked on the handle. It was ocked, but the smple e ectromagnetic
identification reader was no match for her inertia lock pick — an expensive little piece of equipment but
it got her places. It bypassed the automation on most modern locks and went to work directly on the
tumblers, so dl she needed to do was keep the system busy or off line. She didn’t need to figure out the
protocols of asystemn and then talk to it, she just had to shut it up.

She opened the door and crept into along, dark, tiled halway. At the end of it was an dcovewith a



freight elevator and another metal door. Shetook the stairs. She never had trusted the elevatorsin the
Russdll, and she had even less reason to do so now. On the tenth floor she stepped out from the stairwell
onto the vast floor of a machine shop. Thelarge room waslit by sunshine from the windows al around.
The rusting hulks of die-cutting machines striped the cracked linoleum floor with shadows.

Chango wandered in this gallery of disused mechanisms, running tentative fingers across the dusty,
corroded flanks of forgotten tools, their intricate purposes amystery to her. Therave-in had beeninthe
north building, they had never even ventured here, had never laid eyes on these arcane devices, had no
knowledge of them nor desireto find out. To the ravers, an abandoned building was smply aplaceto
hang out for awhile. To Chango, each was aworld unto itself, alandscape to be savored.

At thefar end of thefloor she turned around, taking it al in with careful eyes, the angle of thelight, the
swirls of dust on the floor, the boxy lines of the machinesin al their many shades of grey and brown. She
absorbed every detail, burning it in her mind. She' d spent days exploring the Russell, and thiswas her
favorite spot, or amost. In aday or o, it would be gone, but she would remember. She had already
remembered so many of the old buildingsin Detroit; the curving dome of the Bongtelle Thestre, the
majestic columnsin thelobby of the Fox, the murals on the third floor of theold library. All were gone
now except for in her memory, where she kept them.

Chango climbed on top of amachine bench sitting against the wal and crawled out the window aboveit.
Aniron ladder was bolted to the outside of the building about six feet away. Gripping the upper casement
of the window, Chango shuffled as close to the edge of the window ledge as possible, and then crouched
and leapt. Unfortunately she struck the wall firgt, but managed to catch the ladder before she fell.

Ribs smarting, she climbed six more stories to the uppermost roof of the Russall Industria Center.

From here she could see the city sprawling out beneath her like the recumbent body of avery old
woman; the buildings and streets amap of scar's, tracing her history. The clean black lines of maglev
highways were fresh and dark againgt the faded webwork of paved streets. The areas they led to
thrummed with activity, alight with cash and dectricity. Elseawhere, whole expanses of the city languished
in obscurity.

Oncethiscity was alegend. The Motor City. Motor cars were built here, and for awhile, abrief and
fabled golden age, Detroit was the axle of industry around which the world turned. But the world moved
on, and gasoline got expensive, and foreign manufacturers beat the Motor City at its own game. Even
before the advent of maglev transportation, the auto industry in Detroit had fallen far fromits glory days.
And when maglev did come, it wasthefinal deathblow.

But even industry hates avacuum. Attracted by a cheap and available [abor pool, GeneSys moved its
headquarters here, to the old Fisher Building, and brought most of its production facilitieswith it.

The green tipped tower of the Fisher, now known as the GeneSys building, rose up againg gathering
clouds. At night its peak would be it gold, and red warning lights would flash from its spire. Asachild
she had called it the Gold Top Castle, and imagined grand parties held there.

Severa milesto the south, the towers of the downtown business digtrict reared abruptly from the
surrounding two and three story buildings like an gpparition, the curving glasswals of the Renaissance
Center and the Millenid Building its glittering centerpiece. Roughly eight blocks square, the digtrict was
so incongruous to the rest of the city that it had earned the name Oz.

To the west she could see Vattown, once the home of one of the city's largest automobile plants, now the
production center for GeneSys. Rows of vat houses shimmered their grey stedl shimmer at the noonday
sky. They took up severa city blocks, and around them, huddling close to the warmth of industry, were



thelittle brick houses of her neighborhood. It was meager nourishment, and dangerous.

Vattown was asmal pocket of working classliving standards in the bipolar morass of the few rich and
the multitudes of poor. But the workers paid aheavy price for relative progperity. Swvimming in growth
medium did thingsto your genetic structure; things that would catch up with you, sooner or later.

Likethey had with her sster Ada. Her death had left ahole in the Vattown community that could be felt
to thisday. Though as ateenager, Chango had certainly not appreciated her sister’ s leadership,
particularly her effortsto raise her after their parents died.
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Chango remembered the last hour of the last day of her senior year in high school. She' d sat in the humid,
crowded classroom, her eyes on the clock. Five more minutes and she' d be free, but Ms. Hinkie, the
english teacher, droned on, obliviousto her own irrdlevance. What could you learn in the last five minutes
of four years spent skipping and smoking and passing on the curve? It was avat school. Chango and her
classmates regarded it asfour years of vacation prior to diving in the vats for therest of thelr lives.

The minute hand on the clock moved a notch — four more minutes. Behind her V onda Peterby kicked
Chango's chair leg and did afolded piece of paper past her shoulder. Chango palmed it smoothly and
opened it on her lap. A smoking joint was rendered in finest number two pencil, and beside it the words,
"behind Hannah's." Chango pocketed the note, and gave VVonda a quick nod.

The last three minutes of her high school career ticked by with excruciating downess. When the bell rang,
Chango was swept dong by a surging wave of students which poured out of the school onto the streets
of Vattown. After ablock the crowd thinned, and Chango dowed to awak, ambling lightly down the
cracked concrete sdewalk, heading west and south, towards Hannah's Eclectic Homestyle Restaurant.

It wasamgjor hangout for vat divers, and in the aley behind it, high school burnoutslike herself and
Vonda congregated to smoke pot and drink beer. When she got to Hannah's, Vonda and their friends
Cord, Va and Tashi were dready there, clustered around stacks of milk crates and cardboard boxes.

"Hey Chango, what happened, you get caught in the stampede?’ shouted Cora as she approached.
"Here," Vondahanded her abig fat joint.

Chango toked it, drawing the dense, sweet smoke deep into her lungs. "Dang,” she said, exhaling acloud
of smoke, "'l thought that last classwould never end.”

"Yeah," said Vonda, "can you believe that Hinkie, trying to cram one more lesson into us, on the last

day."
"Like we're gonnaneed to know the imagery of T. S. Eliot, where were going,” said Cordl.

"At least Mr. Beaudet |et ustalk amongst ourselves,” said Vd, "He knew better than to try and make us
gt through another hour of chemidiry.”

"At least chemistry has something to do with vat diving," said Cord, "look a your sster, Chango, she's
putting it to good use.”

"Yeah." Adawastaking night coursesin chemistry and biopolymer engineering, so she could train divers
to do their own safety monitoring on the vats. It was part of her unionizing efforts. Divers couldn't rely on
the safety standards GeneSys provided. The company considered three fatalities ayear an acceptable
margin of error.



Tashi fastened an dligator clip to the joint and passed it to Vonda. "Are you really going to take the
clericd entrance exam, Chango?”'

She shook her head, "Not if | can help it. Ada's dead set on it, but can you imagine me spending the rest
of my life shuffling papersfor some goon in asuit?’

"At least you'd have more of the rest of your life," said Tashi.
"Y eah, if the boredom didnt kill me."
"Then what are you going to do?" said VVonda, passing the now minuscule roach to her.

Chango hit it, grimacing as she burned her lips. "I don't know. What the rest of you are doing, | guess.
Get gerilized and diveinthevats.”

"Youthink Adawill let you?' asked V.
Chango shrugged. "I'm out of school now, I'm an adult. She doesn't rule my life.”

The others nodded vaguely. Since their parents died, Ada had taken it upon herself to raise Chango, and
she was determined to keep her little Sster out of the vats. Watching them, Chango bristled. They didn't
believe her, they thought she'd eventualy do just what Ada said. But there was no way she was going for
an officejob. Evenif she could get it, shed hateit, she'd rather do what her parents did, what her friends
would do, dive; and die at thirty-five.

"'So when do you guys have your gppointments with Dr. Snip?' asked Cora smugly.
"Not until Augudt,” said V.

"Jduly twenty-third,” said Vonda.

"July thirtieth," said Tashi.

Cora smiled. "I'm getting done June 6. | am going to have agreast summer.”

"You bitch," said Tashi, "how did you get yours so soon?"

"’ Cause my daddy'saforeman, slly girl."

Everyone groaned. Va spoke up again, "' So when are they hiring new divers?'

"Not until September,” said Coral. "Word isthat vats 22-31 need fresh blood.”
"Hey, wouldn't it be grest if we al got the same assgnment?’ said Vonda.

"It won't happen,” said Cordl, "they'll only take three or four new people a atime, so they can learn from
veteran divers.”

"I hopel get in that Gordon'svat. Heis so hot,” said Tashi.
Chango snorted. "Y ou're hopeless.”

Sunlight did in patches across the cracked and stained concrete of the aley. Occasiondly the back door
of Hannah's swung open abruptly, and DiDi, the dishwasher, came out hauling atrash can brimming with
garbageto hoigt it into the black maw of the dumpster. She didn't acknowledge them, her face closed in
abusy frown.



Chango leaned against the pitted brick wall of the restaurant, lifting her eyesto the blue and cloud spotted
sky. The conversation of her peers washed over her, their concerns seeming distant and unrelated to
hers, even though sheld known them her wholelife.

Adawould never let her go to the vats. Sheld lock her up first. And truth be told, Chango wasn't dl that
keen on it anyway. Sheld seen her mother and father die within two years of each other, neither of them
more than forty years of age, bedridden for the last two months of their lives, their bodies riddied with
cancerous tumors suddenly come to bloom. What little she'd seen of life, sheliked it, she wanted to keep
on doing it. She wanted more than forty years of it.

But she wasn't about to take some clerical job for GeneSys. How could she type letters and file reports
for abunch of white-collar geeks whose decisions determined whether or not her friendslived or died? It
was like the choice between picking cotton in the fields, or working in the big house. Sure, it was better
to work in the big house, but Chango wanted off the plantation al together.

The shadowsin the aley lengthened, the sunlight turned to mellow amber. The conversation had turned
from the graduates prospects to the more immediate concern of where the parties were that night.

"Claudias having ahouse party,” said vVd.

"That bitch?' said Cordl, "I hate her fucking guts."

"Ohyeah?' said Tashi with asmirk, "How come?"

" Cause Cord'sgot it bad for Jerome," taunted VVonda, "and she has since before Claudia nabbed him.”
Coral'sface turned red, and she glared at them, but she didn't deny it.

"Forget that anyway," said Chango. "Josasisgiving free pitchersto graduates.”

"Y eah, and the Ply-Tonesare playing,” said Val.

"Yed" said Vonda

“I am staying out dl night, tonight,” said Chango.

"You'll do nothing of the kind, kiddo." The voice came from the kitchen door. Chango turned to see her
sster standing there, tall and strong, her blond hair short and nestly combed.

Looking at her stlanding there in the late afternoon sunshine, Chango'sjaw clenched unwittingly. She'd
never seen anyone o fucking perfect in her life. Certainly she would never belike that, no matter what
shedid. For onething, shewasn't tll, Ada had strength and weight on her, and she wasn't beyond using
them to her advantage, evenin front of Chango'sfriends.

Chango stood, "I'll seeyou guyslater.”
"Uh-huh," "Yeah,", "Sure" camethe dubiousreplies.

Chango followed Adain through the back door of the restaurant, burning with rage. They went through
the kitchen, and took a corner booth in the dining room. They sat down in silence, and Rita brought them
coffee. Adadtirred cream in her cup and sipped at it. ™Y ou know you can’t go out tonight, Chango,
you've got an examination tomorrow morning.”

Chango stared at the salt shakersfor along time. "Ada, I'm not going to do it," she said, findly glancing a
her Sster'sface.



Adastared at her in anger and surprise. "What?"
She shook her head, "I'm not going to do it. Y ou can't make me.”

"Why?" Ada shouted, and there was amomentary Iull in the surrounding conversations as other patrons
turned to look at them, and then returned to their own talk.

Chango took acareful breath. "Ada, I'm not doing it. | won't go be asuit for you, get it? | don't belong
there, I'm not one of them.”

Adadtared at her, her jaw giff, her eyes frozen with anger. "Oh yeah?' she said tightly, "what areyou
then, hunh?Youtdl me"

"I'mavat-"

"A vat diver? Isthat what you think you are? Let metell you something, little sster. Y ou won't last. Mom
wasin thevatsfor six years before you were born, Dad ten. Y ou dready show signs of gene damage.
Y our eyes, Chango, don't they tdll you anything?"

Her eyes. one blue, one green. A genetic anomaly not present in any of her known ancestors, amutation.

"If you dive," Ada continued, "you won't makeit past thirty. Y ou won't even have achanceto start
getting old.”

"Who says| want to get old?" asked Chango.
Adashook her head, and gazed at the celling in exasperation. "I do, you fool, and you know it'strue.”

Chango licked her lips and studied the table top. "Y eah," she said quietly. "But | can't go corporate, Ada.
It'slikejoining the enemy.”

"Nonsense. Y ou can be useful to usthere. Y ou can work to change management from within.”
"Soundslikeaniceidea, Ada, only it'syours, not mine."

Adasighed, "Then what do you want to do?'

Chango shrugged, "I don't know."

“Well you' ve got to do something. Y ou can't just go on partying and hanging out with your friends.
Y ou' ve got to make aliving somehow. Think of Mom and Dad. They worked so hard. They wanted
something better for you. | oweit to them to make sure you take that exam.”

Despite dl her protests, Adatook Chango home and locked her in her bedroom with the clerical exam
study guide. That night Chango crawled out of her bedroom window and went to Josa's, then to the
party at Claudia's, and finally ended up passing out at Cora’ s house and deeping until noon the next day,
after the entrance exams were safely over.

Adawasfurious. Shetried to lock Chango in her room again, and even boarded up the window, but
Chango kept finding waysto get out. They didn’t speak to each other for weeks.

Then one day Adacame home from work early. Chango took one look at her face and knew something
had happened. “Hargisissck,” she said, setting her tanksin their spot by the door.

“But she'sonly been diving five years,” Chango said, and wished she hadn't. That was how long Ada



had been diving too.

“Company ingpection missed aholein her suit. 1t'll go quickly for her.” Adasat down on the couch, her
arms resting on her knees. “ That seemsto be about all 1 can hope for anyone anymore, that when the
sckness comesit will take them quickly.” She shook her head. “It'shopeless. | keep telling everyone we
need to organize, but they don’t listen. | can’t save them,” shelooked at Chango. “I can’'t even save
you.”

She dmost retorted that she didn’t need Adato save her, watch out for her, lecture her or do any of the
other thingswhich Ada saw as duties and Chango saw asinfringements on her liberty. But she stopped
herself, shocked to see her Sister near tears. “That’ snot true,” she said. “I’m not diving.”

“But you will!” Adashouted, tears suddenly springing forth from her eyes. “Any day now, when my back
isturned, you'll put in an application, and make an appointment to be sterilized.”

“No. No I won't, Ada. | won’'t be aclerical worker like you wanted, but | promiseyou, | won't dive
ether. I'll find another way to get dong.”

“Redly?’ Adawiped her eyes and sniffed.
“Readlly.” Chango sat down next to her on the couch. “1 promise.”

Adanodded. “Wdll, that’ s something,” she said, and managed to smile alittle. “But I'm afraid the
vadiversare alost cause. They’re so afraid of what GeneSyswill do if we organize. They’ Il never listen
tome. | might aswell giveit up.”

“You can't,” Chango stood up again, shocked. “Y ou can't give up. Sooner or later they’ll redize they
have nothing to lose, and even if they don't, you'll know you did everything you could to change things. If
you give up, you' |l never be ableto live with yoursdf. Y ou know itstrue.”

Adastared at her amoment and then nodded in resignation. “1 know. | guesstoday | just wish it
weren't,” she said, looking moretired than Chango had ever seen her before.
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But al of that was before Ada's death and the suspicion of negligence that darkened her name and
discredited the union movement. Everything had changed since then. Now the question of whether or not
to divein the vats was amoot one. GeneSyswouldn'’t hire sports anymore. It was one of the things Ada
had fought for and gained in the movement’ sfirst and last Strike.

Chango never did decide what she wanted to do with hersdlf, so she, like so many others, lead a
margind existence. Exploring old buildings, scavenging, repairing automobiles, cutting lawns, cleaning
houses, scanning cash cards. She lived anyplace she could park her car or bum afloor for the night, but
for the most part that was still Vattown, those gritty streets and weathered buildings where she remained,
obscurein her sister’ s shadow.

Chapter 2— The Odd Mark

Rain hissed in the magnetic fidld of Woodward Avenue, rising to a shrill whine with the passing of every
gleaming, beetle-shaped levcar. Helix picked her way aong the neglected sdewalk, the pot-hole freckled
motor lane abuffer of neglect between hersaf and the shiny, rain dick blackness of the levway.

Like twinrivers, the maglev lanes flowed into Oz and out again, leaving the outmoded, the deadwood, in
eddiesdong its banks.



Woodward wasthefirst concrete highway in the United States. Automobiles weren't invented here, but
this was where they began changing the world. Now everyone who could afford it drove maglev. They
were abig improvement; no pollution, no auto accidents.

Of course, not everyone could afford maglev. Rusting and battered automobiles stood parked aong the
side of the motor lane— Civics and Geos and Neons, their namesfit for aworld that had passed them

by.

Although the bulk of her life had been spent in Hector Martin's comfortable gpartment in the GeneSys
building, Helix had been a pedestrian before. At the orphanage every Saturday; released onto the
sunbaked pavement to walk and run to the corner store to buy comic books.

In her memory, the sun was dways shining, but that could not have been the case. Wasthe sun shining
the day Matt and Tinahad waited for her outside the shop and taken her Super Neutrino Man number
eighty-six from her? She didn't remember. All she remembered weretheir vicious faces, their laughter,

and the brightly colored pages fluttering torn to the cracked pavement of the sdewalk.

A sdewak like this one, the metal screened shop fronts similar too. She was countless blocks from the
tree-lined cads of prosperity surrounding the GeneSys building, walking forgotten in alimboland of aging
concrete.

Barricaded pawn-shops and living hair clinics gave way to along stretch of defunct department store, its
walls and windows coated with athick layer of yellowish gray biopolymer paint. Plaint, asit was
commonly known, was one of many materials based on matrices of organic cellswhich GeneSys
produced.

The parked cars disappeared and maglev traffic thinned. An aged Ford Taurus rumbled down the pitted
motor lane, sending up splashes of rain from numerous potholes. Its movement was labored compared to
the occasiona blurred whoosh of thelevcars.,

Helix watched the motorcar pass, lumbering into the distance at a pace ill, despite its age, beyond her
own. What's more, it was going someplace, which was more than she could say.

She' d left on an impulse, hoping to discover why when she got there; wherever it was she wanted to go.
She was continualy aware of the foolishness of it, but apparently that didn’t matter, she could not get
hersdf to go back. Whenever she thought of it ahand — an invisible hand that she did not know —
placed itsdf firmly on her heart and pushed her forward through the abandoned streets asit had pushed
her out of Hector’ s apartment door severa hours ago.

Woodward led her down through the city, towards the river, past the university and the cultural center;
beautiful, crumbling stone buildings shored up haphazardly, hafheartedly, with garish patches of purple
and orange MasonBond.

A small group of people passed by, shaggy men and women in westher-faded greencoats and colorful
knitted hats; sudents or squatters, or both. Helix drew in her shoulders and put her head down as they
passed, but none of them seemed to pay her much mind.

She stopped in front of the Art Ingtitute. Blank, boarded up windows stared back at her blindly, aline of
polybond around each like heavy mascara, outlining their surprise at the theft of sight.

There were supposed to be people living there now, artists. The front doors were padlocked and barred
and padlocked again, asif someone wanted very much for you to know you could not go in there.
Before thisdenia brooded The Thinker, too large, too solid and permanently heavy to stedl, but



convenient to deface. Hisfull body tattoo of fluorescent spray-plaint gave testimony to years of
flourishing artistic expression.

She walked on, Woodward leading her visibly closer to Oz, through adistrict of moderate prosperity
which supported clothing shops, smdll offices and restaurants.

She pulled Hector Martin's faded overcoat around her protectively as she passed agroup of office
people, chatting unceasingly with one another, obliviousto her presence. On the next corner there was a
stoplight, and more people, al the time more people, and Helix took extra care that her mouth was
completely shut.

A littlegirl in apink biopolymer raincoat with matching hat and umbrella passed her in theintersection. As
her father tugged her dong, shelooked a Helix with bright black eyes and smiled. But Helix didn't dare
amile back.

On the next corner the neon warmth of a diner beckoned, "Fine Food," and her ssomach growled on cue.
It had been hours since she' d left GeneSys, aimless hours of walking. Thereéd be even more people
ingde, and in closer proximity, but she was hungry, her ssomach as empty as her vacant and searching
heart.

The diner smelled of coffee and frying eggs. Helix sat in ared bio-vinyl upholstered booth at the back of
the restaurant, speedily demolishing a club sandwich and fries. It was warm inside, the windows fogged
and swesting, but she kept the raincoat on. Nobody, including her waitress, had paid much attention to
her. As she reached for her coke, the waitress regppeared, "Anything else?’

Helix shook her head, and the walitress placed a swiper on the table and walked avay again. Helix stared
a it asif it were a cockroach that had just crawled out from beneath the napkin dispenser. Its screen
showed atota for her meal, $12.67.

A chill went through her and settled in the pit of her somach. She shivered, despite the muggy air. Sweat
stood out on her arms and neck. Hector Martin's raincoat clung to her clammy skin. She'd forgotten
about money.

Hélix riffled through the pockets of Hector’ s overcoat, searching for the cash card she knew she' d left
behind in the gpartment. All she found was a useless data card. She turned it thoughtfully between her
fingers, then pantomimed passing it through the dot on the swiper, carefully shieding the card with her
palm s0 an observer would not see that she hadn’t actualy run it through. She stood up and waked
down the aide, passing her waitress on the way to the door.

Helix was dmost past the cash register when the waitress called out, “Ma am, you forgot to swipe your
card!” Hdlix plunged for thedoor. “Ma am! Ma am!” the waitress cried again, running after her.

Héelix dammed her upper pams againgt the polyglass door, overcoming its res stance with her
momentum. She plunged towards the outer door, only to be brought up short by a sudden jerk at her
shoulder. Shewhirled around, expecting the waitress, but instead she saw the corner of her raincoat,
jammed in the crack of the door behind her. Helix tugged franticaly at the raincoat, but it was solidly
wedged in the doorway.

The waitress barrelled towards her, a dishwasher waving his handsin her wake. She reached the door
and pushed on it. Panicking, Helix pushed back and they stood there, separated by the polyglass,
deadlocked. The woman scowled and shoved at the door again. It opened a crack, and Helix bent to
free her coat. The bottom button had torn off, and as she stood again the coat gaped open. Turning for
the outer door, she caught a glimpse of the waitress staring, her eyeswide.



Hélix fled blindly down the street, running at first and then, at the stares of passersby, dowing to abrisk
walk. Sheturned a corner, and another, but heard no footsteps following her. They weren't chasing her.
Sheld seen that waitress face. They were afraid of her.

Shelifted ahand to cover her mouth, and found that her face was wet. She was crying. Silent tears
spilled down her face and dripped off her chin.

Behind adrugstore Helix sat on amilk crate, staring at the pavement between her shoes, seeing not the
cloncrete but that waitress face; her eyeswide, her mouth gaped in shock, in horror. She'd seen. Shed
seen what Helix was, and that was why Helix was dways so very careful not to be seen.

In her mind she heard the shrieks and cries of her classmates as they surrounded her on the playground,
Chet and Carlaand Tim and Darron darting in from the circle to each grab one of her arms and then run,
around and around, laughing, spinning her until she was sick and her arm sockets were sore. She
remembered the whirling faces, contorted with joyous hate, and their voices, like the harsh cries of birds,
cdling, caling, in monotonous cacophony, "Fresk Girl! Freak Girl!" And she, the eye of the vortex,
screaming back, wordlesdy, just screaming and screaming, her mouth open wide to show dl of them her

gleaming fangs.

Hector had rescued her. Hisfirst visit came the same day as the playground incident. He brought her a
comic book — Clone Avengers number ninety-eight. He didn’t talk about adoption that first day. His
third visit, he asked her to be his daughter. She' d been floored, mystified, but too desperate to escape
her Stuation to question his kindness, and she never had cause to, after she went to live with him. He
worked hard, it wastrue, and sometimes shewas|onely, but he' d given her everything he could. That it
wasn't enough was her failure, not his.

He d been up dl night last night, working on some problem, fiddling with equations on his
multi-processor, hisface glowing green from the numbers and symbolsfloating in the air before him. He
cdled them the keysto life. She didn't understand it; remained forever curious but exactly what it was
that he actualy did stayed well outside her grasp. All she ever saw was the multi-processor, hisfingers
restlessly striking keys— afar cry from the steady rhythm of the data entry work she sometimes did. Of
course that was just when he was at home. Most of the time he was at the lab, and she had never been
there, even though it wasin the very building where they lived. She didn't even have the door number,
floor number or the transceiver extension. He couldn't be disturbed when he wasin the lab, she assumed,
but she'd never asked, never asked for any of those things and he had never offered them, either.

And thismorning she' d stood in the hdlway as he ssumbled off to the shower, “ Aren't you going to get
some deep?’

He smiled faintly and shook hishead. "No, I've got to goin. I'll just get cleaned up and rummage
something up for breskfast." His smile turned more wistful till, "sure wish we had some of those pastries
around.” He loved the raspberry and cream cheese danishes the bakery downstairs made.

And s0 sheld donned his coat and made her sojourn down to the public level , walking acrosstheinlaid
marblefloors, looking up, as dways, at the frescoes that graced the arches of the ground floor gdllery.
She wore Hector’ s raincoat then, too. She aways did, when she went out. She had to stand in line a the
bakery counter, surrounded by working men and women, norma men and women, waiting for their
morning croissant or bagel or whatever. The clerk behind the counter barely looked up as she spoke.
“Six ragpberry and cream-cheese danishes, two cups of coffee," she uttered with painstaking minimalism,
her lips moving aslittle as possible, to reved aslittle as possible.

The raincoat forced her to juggle coffee cups and bag al the way to the eevators and dl theway up. An



elderly woman in stately blue wool smiled up at her and said, ™Y ou need three hands.”

"I have more than that," she wanted to say, scream, shout. "I have more, oh, so much more than that.”
But she only smiled thinly in mute acknowledgement.

Hector wasjust coming out of the shower when she got back, vigoroudly toweling his coarse blond hair,
hiswhite shirt partidly buttoned and sticking to his damp skin. "Hey, whered you go?" he asked, and
then spied the telltale white bag on the table. "Oh, wow, thanks. Raspberry?'

"Y egh, and coffee.”
"Good, coffee" he pried off the filmseal on one of the cups and breathed in the rich steam with gratitude.
"I don't know how you do it," said Helix, "Y ou practicdly live on that stuff.”

Hector shook hishead, and bit into apastry, "I'm just going to put in an gppearance today,” he mumbled,
"Graham's been paying alot of attention to the project lately, so I'd better, but I'll come home early and
get somedeep.”

Helix nodded. Early, that would be before eight. "Still, you should take avacation. Y ou must get time off,
don't you?'

"Sure, but-"

"We could take atrip somewhere, the ocean maybe. | saw aholoclip yesterday, of the pacific ocean, the
waves. I'm tired of Stting around here dl thetime." The truth was she'd felt more and more lately like she
should be someplace e se, but she couldn't think where.

"Maybe you should attend university.”

"l do."

"On the holonet, sure, but maybe you should attend the physica plant somewhere, Mercy or Michigan.”
"Why?"

Hector shrugged, "To get to know people, you know, face to face." Suddenly uncomfortable, Hector
dtared at the table. ™Y ou're grown now, you know."

"You think | should move out?'

"No! No. But you could commute, to Mercy anyway. I'm an dumnus, I'm sure| could get you in."
"But | don't know what | want to do, and | don't want to waste your money."

"I've got enough.”

"It just seems SO extravagant, to go to school, when | can haveit cometo mefor free. Besides, sittingina
classroom with al those people, | don't think... I'm not ready for that.”

Hector gazed at her, and said nothing. "Well," he said, "I'd better be going. I'll seeyou later.”
"Okay."

Ashewasleaving, shesad, “Why can’'t we go on vacation?’



He stopped and |ooked back at her from the open door, "Because then Graham would assumethat I'm
through with the project, and I'm not."

The door shut behind him and Helix gathered the empty cups and threw them in the trash, put the bag
with the remaining pastriesin it on the kitchen counter and wiped off the table. Then she flopped on the
polyhide couch and switched on the holotransceiver. The prism, athick, triangular column of glass sitting
on the coffee table, glittered with reflected light from the transceiver, and the holoweb appeared before
her.

Sheflipped amlesdy through the entertainment sector, catching fragments of old movies, bits and pieces
of soaps, stcoms and direct to network holofilms.

She sdlected the interactive drama subgroup and dialed in to We Are the World, her favorite sogp. There
was till adot open for Natasha, and she grabbed it. Natasha was a wedlthy business woman, the

creetor of Entranced Parfum, and aformer wife of Olin Thatcher, the ruthless communications mogul.
Natasha knew how to get what she wanted, always.

Today Natasha was meeting with her attorney in the murder case. She wasinnocent, at least that was
what Helix believed. Samantha, the key witnessfor the prosecution, came out of one of the offices. The
two women stood in the waiting room, staring at each other. "1 hope you're paying him well, Natasha,"
said Samantha, "he's going to earn every penny defending you're worthless hide.”

Helix/Natashaflashed her atight lipped smile. "Not only is Walter West an excellent attorney, hésaso a
man of high principles. He's representing me because he wants to seejustice done.™

"Justice? Y ou kill aman and then deep with hiswife! Y ou cal that justice?'

"You'd like to see melocked up, wouldn't you? That way 1'd be out of the way, and you could movein
on Amandayoursdf. That'swhat you want, isn't it?'

"Y ou bitch!" shouted Samantha, "1 hope you fry!"

Whoever was playing Samanthawas a rank amateur, to blow so quickly. They could have bandied
insultsfor severa minutes more, but now the confrontation was forced to a climax. NatashalHelix
stepped up quickly and dapped Samantha across the face. Then leaned even closer and whispered,
"Don't ever tak to melike that, you little two-bit piece of gutter trash, or I'll-"

"Y ou'll what, poison me? Like you did Lago?"

Natashaglared at her. "Think what you want, I'll have my day in court."

A secretary popped out of the office, "Ms. Ettelle? Mr. West will see you now"
Natashalooked Samantha over with withering disdain, "1 haveto go now."

"Y ou haven't heard thelast of this, | assureyou,” Samantha said to her retreating back.

By the end of the episode, Samanthawas pushing for Natashas arrest, inssting that she was violent and
dangerous. Oops, thought Helix, shouldn't have dapped her. "Don't worry," said Natashato her lawyer,
"I'll think of something.” Of course she, Helix, didn't have to. That was for the poor shlub that played her
next.

Guilty over her ddliance, Helix switched over to the educationd region and scurried down the menusto
the corporate tax law seminar. As she scrolled through the most recent updates on preadjusted deficit



deductions, she reached over to the end table, picked up anail file and smoothed the rounded edges of
her fingernails. Sheliked to keep her nailsin good shape. Sometimes she painted them and sat in front of
the mirror in her room, legs crossed, back arched, arms waving like seaweed, hands dancing like schools
of littlered fish.

An hour was about al she could take of tax laws. Hdlix climbed back out of the educationd well and
accessed her mail. A few pieces of direct mail had wormed their way past her filters,
too-bland-to-be-real faces assuring her of the benefits of subscription to one or another access group.
Onedidn’t even bother with the pretense of personal communication, showing smply avigaof pam
treesand brilliant blue surf. A voice over said, "Ide Oblique, it's better than being there.”

Helix dumped these messages and moved on to aletter from afriend, atext file. “ Good morning, Helix,
it'sNight Hag. What you been up to? Call me.”

Helix dided Night Hag's number. Her page circuit was open, but she didn’t answer until the seventh
beep. “Hdlix, hi.” The holographic image of adender woman with long, straight dark hair and olive toned
skin appeared before Helix. She was reclining on awhite vat leather chair. She wore black jeans, ablack
leather jacket, and round, opague sunglasses.

“How doyoulikeit?’

Oh, Helix likedit. A lot. “I1t's cool .

Night Hag grinned. “Cool would be what? Menacing? Dangerous? Chilled?’
“Dangerous, tough.”

“Oh good. Toughisgood.”

The last time Helix had “seen” Night Hag, she was blond and dressed in leopard skins and white silk.
Thetime before that she was aman in spats and afedora. Night Hag changed constructsalot. A lot of
peopledid. It was easy, just pick out an image from the zillions of picturesin warehouses al over the net.
There were even clubs you could join, Face of the Month, Columbia House, Backgrounds R Us. What
you saw when you talked to someone on the net was no indication of what that person actually looked
like. Some people fdt it set them free to expresswho they redly were. Helix had used congtructs afew
times, but she hadn’t felt that way. She' d felt asif she were hiding, which of course shewas. Shewas
aways hiding. Kind of takes the entertainment value out of it, and so she preferred ablank mask. Let
them use their imaginations, she could be secure in the knowledge that whatever they dreamed up, it
would not be the truth.

“Sowhat’'sup? asked Helix.

“That’ swhat | was going to ask you. | haven't heard from you in days. Y ou don’'t write, you don't call.
What, you can't pick up the transceiver?’

“There just hasn’t been much to say. Nothing’sgoing on, that’ sall.”

“Tsk, tsK, tsk. A young woman like you, with nothing to do. That’ stoo bad. Y ou oughta get out more.”
“I don't like out.”

“How do you know? When wasthe last time you actudly Ieft that spartment?’

“Thismorning, actudly.”



“Really?’ Night Hag' s construct raised its eyebrowsin surprise. “Where did you go?’
Helix pursed her lips. “I went down to thefirst floor [obby to buy danishes.”

Night Hag’ s construct shook its head and rolled its eyes. “ Oh, Helix. Dear. Y ou have got to get over this.
| know you have agood relationship with your father and dl, but, you' re agrown woman. Get out of
there! Get some independence.”

“Why should | go anywhere? |’ ve got the whole world right herein my living room.”

“No, noyou don't. The net, it’sliesand illusions, mostly. Y ou think you know me. Y ou think we're
friends. But you have no ideawhat | redly look like, and for al you know, I’ ve made up everything I’ ve
ever told you about mysdlf. If we were in the same room together talking, there' d be awhole second
conversation going on. Onethat we can’'t have, not even with the congtructs, maybe not even with true
visud contact. The conversation between our bodies and our faces, the sensation of sharing space and
time. That' swhat’ s out there, Helix. That’ swhy you have to go, because that’ swhere the truth is.”

Helix laughed ruefully. “Y ou sound like my father. He was just this morning talking about me going to
school on an actua campus.”

Night Hag's congtruct tilted its head thoughtfully. “ School, hmm. Isthat what you want?’
“I don't know,” Helix sighed with exasperation. “I don’t know what | want.”

“But you want something, don’t you?’

“Y-yes,” Helix admitted, “only | don’t know what.”

“That’ swhy you should get out of there. You' |l never know aslong as you remain dependent on Hector.
Maybe you should get ajob. Live independently for awhile.”

“Oh yeah, jobs are just falling from the sky out there. Y ou checked the unemployment rate lately? It s il
holding steadly at fifty percent.”

“What about vatdiving? They’ re dways hiring peoplefor that. And you livein Detroit, where most of the
plantsare. | bet you could get ajob diving without even using Dr. Martin’ sinfluence.”

“Hewouldn't likeit. He probably wants me to do something more, you know, cerebral.”
“But the point is not what he wants, it' swhat you want.”

“I don't -”

“Know what you want. | know. So don't ook at it as a career, ook at it as a stepping stone.”

Hélix thought about it. Actualy, it had a certain appeal. Of course the drawback was that she' d haveto
be around people, but Night Hag was right, she needed to get over that, too. She couldn’t spend the rest
of her lifein this apartment, living off the generosity of aman who had dready given her more than
anyone could expect. Helix imagined hersdf floating in agreat vat of growth medium, swimming through
the viscous liquid, scooping out impurities and gently harvesting sheets of living polymer. It was
dangerous work. Taes of vatsickness were detailed and grotesque, but it was practically the only
unskilled labor you could get paid for, these days, and if shejust did it for alittle while, until she figured
out what she wanted to do with hersdlf, then she’ d probably be okay. Vatsickness mostly struck people
who'd been diving for ten years or more. “But you know,” she said, giving voiceto her fears, “1 don’t



like peopleto seeme.”

“I know. But you shouldn’t care. There' s nothing wrong with you. That bad time you had, before, when
you were younger, that was kids, Helix. Grown people aren't that bad, and besides, fuck them. You
haveto liveyour life”

“Y ou're probably right,” she said with more conviction than she fdlt, “I’ ve got to go now.” Helix switched
off her holotransceiver and paced the living room floor, absently scratching her ribs. She went into her
bedroom, threw herself onto her unmade bed and stared at the celling. She was bored, she redlized,
bored and itchy, her skin acting up again like it did when she got thisway.

Maybe she should go to school, as Hector suggested, but the thought of sitting in aclassroom made her
blood run cold. Besides, there was nothing she redlly wanted to do. She took the tax law seminars
because Hector had suggested it, and she felt she owed him something.

He had been more than kind to her, opening his hometo her, becoming her father. She could never repay
that, but she could, at least, refrain from being aburden to him for the rest of her life.

She got up, went into the bathroom and started running a bath, but the rushing water was not what she
wanted elther. She turned off the taps and wandered into the living room again, switched on the
holotransceiver again, but this time she opened Hector's directory, instead of her own. She accessed his
persond records, called up the adoption files, and opened her birth certificate.

The document hung in the air roughly two feet from her face. Shewasborn at 10:19 AM on March 12,
2022, in Harper Hospitd . Her biologica parents were Mabel and Owen Harvey. Of course shed heard
the gory. Hector had told her. She was the child of vatdivers. But Owen had died in an industrid
accident while Mabel was pregnant, and economic necessity had forced her to give up her daughter.
Helix knew al about that, but somehow, it didn’t answer the question of who shewas.

That was when she left. She switched off the transceiver, took Hector’ s coat from the hook by the door,
and went out.

o000

By afternoon, the weather had soured, and Chango, who had dallied the sunshine away at the Russell
and in PaAmer Field, found hersdf driving her old Chevy down to the hectic, gaudy streets of Greektown,
where she parked under an overpassto protect the eternaly top-down convertible from therain.

She stood under the awning of apachinco parlor, studying the street from beneath the rim of her
second-hand biopolymer rain hat. It was bad weather for scanning, but she was out of cash, and Mavi
had just yesterday mentioned how she was running out of food. She planned to crash there tonight, and
shefdt like something alittle better than peanut butter and rice for dinner. Besides, as often as she was
over there, Mavi could charge her rent, but she never did, never hasded her to get ared job ether.
They’ d known each other forever, ever since shewas akid, and Mavi was her big sster’ slover.

But this street-corner hanging was getting nowhere. With the rain, people were just moving too damn fast
to scan them. Sheld have to go inside somewhere and hope that the swiper in her coat pocket would go
unnoticed.

It was one thing to stand out in the Street, catching whatever came your way and dodging the eyecard
carriers, but if you went in someplace, and got caught, then you had to deal with the proprietor and the

police.



Chango crossed the street and went into the Pegasus Hotel and Casino. She stood in the foyer, dripping
wet and fumbling with the clagps of her raincoat. The door man scowled at her. The Pegasus pretty much
let anybody in, that's why she wasthere, but they let you know they weren't happy about it.

Chango shrugged off his glare and went down the steps to the casino, losing hersdlf in the crowd. The
scanner in her raincoat pocket bumped lightly againgt her side as she wove her way through the throngs
of gamblers clustered around the tables. The air was awarm, hazy soup of reefer smoke and damp
bodies. She made her way to the bar, lit areefer, and ordered a coke.

Swiveling in her stool, she leaned back against the bar and took in the action. Someonewason aroll a
tablefive, black jack. The crowd there was denser than at the other tables, and stiff with expectancy.
Hungry eyes surveyed the table as the dedler laid down the second round.

The focus of their attention was the player second to theright of the dedler. Over the craned heads of
onlookers Chango just made out ahead of feathery blond hair, but that was dl. She couldn't see the pile
of chipson the table— she didn't need to. The eyes of the spectatorstold her it was big, and growing.
Chango examined the fringe of the crowd. An ederly woman in agold lame turban sipped vodkafrom a
fluted glass and glanced periodically around the room — security, the turban was armor. A young man
watched the dedler with the patience of aveteran. Two women in matching glitter body suits whispered
to each other and laughed. And there, beside them, amiddle-aged man, his mouse-brown hair receding
a the temples, stood rapt, following the dedl of the cards, licking hislips as the players cdled their bets.

Chango set her glass down on the bar, half drained, stubbed out her smoke and walked towards him at
an oblique angle, her body facing the main flow of the traffic, not looking at him, but moving Sdeways
with each step, her body language damped to a minimum, which was dmost as good asbeing invisible,
especidly in acrowd like this. Each step brought her closer to her mark as he stared with desperate
concentration at the winning player. Chango pretended to lean around him for a better view as she
dipped her hand into his overcoat pocket and withdrew hiswallet. She dipped it into her own pocket,
the one with the scanner, her knowing fingers picking the cards out of their dots and swiping them. The
codes could be sorted later, one of them was bound to be his cash card. She bumped againgt him as she
went past, using the distraction to dip the wallet back into his pocket. "Sorry," she smiled at him, and
moved away. Glancing over her shoulder she saw him check his pockets, and smile, relieved at finding
hiswadllet il there, hiscards il init.

Shedidn't like to do more than one scan per place, so she moved on, to Rhodas, the Laikon, Trapper's,
Parthenomicon. That was where she saw her: A reasonably tall woman in abattered grey raincoat, her
dark brown hair short and spikey with rainwater. She glanced about the crowded room with blank alarm.
Shewas scared, but not in afocused way, only in the what-am-1-doing-here, what's-going-on kind of
way that made for an easy mark. Chango began to circle in towards her. As she did she noticed that the
woman's eyes were astartling shade of blue, her olive skin smooth and even. If she kept up this noticing,
shewouldn't be able to make the score. She stopped looking at her, and focused instead on the pockets
of theraincoat.

Chango moved up beside her and dipped her hand into a pocket, very softly, very dowly, asif she
wasn't moving &t al. She wrapped her fingers around adim, smooth square and then bumped into the
mark, actualy pushing her away from her card. As Chango jostled her, she felt something benesth the
raincoat, something long and rounded. She was carrying a shotgun under there.

The last thing Chango wanted to do was mess around with somebody packing heet, for any reason.
"Sorry," Chango said, bending over and pretending to pick up the card. "Did you drop this?" she asked,
but she got no answer, the woman was through the door before she had a chance to straighten up. " Shit,”
Chango glanced at the squarein her hand. It wasn't amoney card. It was a data card. Chango stared at



it for amoment, and then she was out the door hersdlf, glancing up and down the street. She caught sight
of the woman dmost ablock away aready, practicaly running and heedless of the disreputable figure
that detached himsdlf from ashop front to tail her. Chango fell behind him, following him follow her failed
mark.

000

Hélix fled down the street in ablind panic. There were so many peoplein there, and someone had
bumped into her and felt — they had to have fdt it. Helix swerved, barely avoiding collison with a
heavily made up transvestite. People, so many people. Suddenly shefdt asif she'd crawl out of her skin
in order to get away fromthemadl.

It was dmost night now, the rain soaked streets glistening into darkness, reflecting the colors of the neon
sgnsliketherainbow oil dicksof old.

Soon, she'd have to find someplace to spend the night. She couldn't just keep walking forever, despite
what her inner urging prompted her to do. She sighed, glancing up at the windows of the Old Laikon
Hotel. She had no money for aroom.

Suddenly Helix was struck with alonging so powerful it stopped her in her tracks. She wanted... what?
To find her mother? Maybe. It was the only thing she could think of. She wanted something, badly, but
her life with Hector Martin had been comfortable, safe. So what else could she be lacking? Only her
mother, surely, and yet, just then, al she could redly think of was alarge tub of warm water.

The thought digtracted her and she nearly bumped into aman with orange hair sticking out from under a
polyweave cap. He grinned and stepped even closer to her. Panicking, she darted down an dley on her
right. Thelights and music of the casino didtrict faded into shadows and the distant drip of alesking
gutter. Shewalked past hulking waste modules, the peppermint smell of garbage eating microbes seeping
from their seals. Ahead of her, leaning in the shadows of a service entrance, was aman, thefaint red
glow of his cigarette a beacon to his presence. As she approached he stepped away from the crates,
flicking his cigarette into oblivion. Behind her, she heard other footsteps.

She walked on stiffly, asif she hadn't noticed there was any one back there, but they undoubtedly had
noticed her, and as she gpproached the man with the cigarette he called out to her, “Where you going,
honey?’ She didn't answer, she kept on going, but they were closing in behind her too.

Findly, after seconds stretched out by the rasp of her breath, her footsteps stuttered to ahat and she
turned to see the two who now stood, Side by side, in the middle of the aley, blocking her exit. They
were lean young men, with old faces and dirty t-shirts. One of them was the guy with red hair she'd
nearly collided with earlier. The other one held the glimmering threat of aknife at hisside. From behind
her, ahand fell on her shoulder. "Hey, lady, you got some spare change?’

"No," she said, and turned halfway to face him. She stepped back, trying to keep all three of themin
view.

"No?' the one with the knife queried, "you better belying."

She shook her head and took another step back, but Red Hair grabbed her arm, twisting it behind her.
She gasped at the sudden flash of pain. "I don't-" she paused, "1 don't know, let me see.”

"Yeah," laughed the one who'd been smoking, "that's more like it. Why don't we see what you've got. I'm
surewe can useit, whatever itis."



"My wadlet'sin theinsgde pocket,” shelied, "let me open my coat.”

"Aw, don't srain yoursdlf, darlin', I'll do it for you," said Cigarette, and he proceeded to dowly unbutton
her coat.

Her breath sounded harsh and loud as he worked hisfingers over the buttons, undoing them one by one.
Hewas standing close. So much the better, she thought, as she waited for him to finish with the third
button, at waist levd.

Heundid it, and looking up a her smiled. "I think that's enough, for now anyway."

She amiled back at him, widely, baring her fangs, and shot her lower right fist through the opening of the
coat and into his midsection while she somped on the instep of the assailant behind her with her |eft foot.

Cigarette doubled over from the force of her blow. "What the fuck"

Meanwhile, the grip on her upper right arm had loosened momentarily. It was enough for her to wrench it
free, and shrugging her shoulders, she let the coat fall to her feet. She stretched out her four arms, so
there could be no mistake, and turned, so shewasfacing al three of her attackers, reveded for what she
was.

Their faces registered shock, but Knife only hesitated for amoment before he was upon her, driving his
blade towards her belly. She grabbed his handsin hers and pulled him towards her, forcing hisarms up
as she kneed him in the groin. He sagged in her arms and she released him, pushing him from her to fall to
the ground, curled into atight ball of pain.

Redhead ducked to one side, dived and rolled and with aquick jerk, yanked at the coat still lying around
her feet. The next thing she knew she was on the ground, and Cigarette, recovered, rushed up and
ddivered aviciouskick to her head. Her vison blurred momentarily, and her head sang with pain.

Sherolled away as he was winding up for another kick, but Redhead was there. "1 don't know what you
are, but you just made abig mistake," and he kicked her too, in the ssomach.

More kicks came, sharp punctuations of pain in her ribs, her abdomen and her head. Sherolled onto her
back and grabbed somebody's foot with al four of her hands, twisting his ankle and knocking him off
balance. Inthat brief and partial respite she forced hersdlf to her feet. Redhead closed in again, grabbing
for her arms. She let him have the lower two, and with the others grabbed his head, bent it back and with
her jaws stretched wide she sank her teeth into the side of his neck. He screamed and something sharp
sank into the smdll of her back. She released Redhead and turned, snarling, her mouth smeared with
blood, to face Knife. His eyes widened with fear and she used his moment of hesitation to smash afist
into hisface.

"Fuck," someone was screaming, she wasn't surewho, "Let'sgo." She heard footsteps running away,
caught aglimpse of their backs as the three of them fled, one limping, one bleeding. She was bleeding
too. Infact, shedidn't fed well at all, she thought, as she sank to the ground.

Shedidn't pass out, but only lay there, her face againgt the dirty cloncrete, staring at atrodden gum
wrapper. She should get out of here, she thought, but when shetried to move, everything, and especialy
that bleeding spot in the small of her back, hurt. She put her hand to it. It didn't seem very big, to be
producing so much blood. Shetried to keep ahand over it, pressing, to stop the flow, but she kept
forgetting. All of thisreminded her of something, some other time when sheld lain, beaten, on the ground.
What had she done then? When? On that regrettable day at the orphanage. But Hector had rescued her
from that place, and now sheld left him.



Footsteps, just one set, approached dowly. Shetried to turn and look but pain lanced up her spine and
she subsided, closing her eyes. Whoever it was would come, search for awallet or something vauable,
and hopefully leave her done.

The footsteps stopped, and she felt ahand on her upper right arm. "Are you okay?"
"No."
"I'll cal an ambulance.”

"No!" she shouted, which made her head hurt. *"No doctors, please. I'm al right. I'll befine. | just need to
rest alittle, okay? Please, please, just leave me done.”

"But you've been stabbed, possbly in thekidney. Y ou need help.”

"No. No, | don't need any help. I'm fine." With the remainder of her strength, Helix forced herself up
onto her hands and knees, and then, using the wall, dragged hersdlf to a standing position. Pain arced
through her body, and she trembled. " See?' she said to the stranger, who she till had not looked a. "I'm
fine. I'm leaving now, see? I'mfine." And she took a step and the pain made her gasp, but she kept her
footing, for amoment, until dizziness swooped in from the corners of her vision like the black, confused
wings of birds, and shefell, into the arms of this stranger, who asit turned out, was not very big at al.
Staggering under her weight, the stranger dowly returned her to the ground.

"Okay," shesaid. Hdlix till hadn't gotten avery good look at her face, just aquick blur of smal pointed
features and something peculiar about the eyes. "Okay, no doctors. I'vegot acar. It'snot far, | parked it
under the overpass on Monroe. I'll go get it, and I'll take you to see someone. Not a doctor, afriend of
mine. Hang on." and she took one of Helix's hands, and placed it over the wound in the smal of her
back. "Keep that there, you don't want to lose any more blood. I'll be right back."

And shewas, with arag which shetied around Helix'swaist. "'l shouldn't be moving you at dl, but | can't
get that boat of acar down thisalley. Here, give me your arms.” and she wrapped Hdix'sright arms
around her shoulder, and with her arm around Helix'swai <, gently lifted her up to astanding position and
Steadied her.

"Wait, my raincoat,” said Helix.
"Forget it, you can get another one."
"No, no | needit."

"Then I'll come back for it. Now let'sgo." And together, they spent the most excruciating ten minutes of
Helix'slife, getting her out of the alley and into the back sest of the siranger's car. A motor car, abig old
convertible with the top down, ancient but till functioning.

Helix stared up at the sky, the night air chill through the fabric of her celluweave bodysuit. "My raincoat!"
The stranger sighed, "Okay, hang on."

She was back again in amoment, and she put the now torn and soiled raincoat over Helix, tucking it in
on the sides. "Just aswell, you need to keep warm.”

The car rumbled to noisy life and started to move. Helix didn't ask her where they were going, she just
gazed up at the night sky, at the stars spinning far above her.



Chapter 3— Land of the Giants

She was gone. He knew it as soon as he opened the door and saw the bare hook on the wall where he
hung hisraincoat. Only then did he notice the tomb-like silence of the empty apartment. He checked her
room to make sure, but found nothing more than comic books and dirty clothes, scattered on thefloor.

Hector Martin wandered the vacant apartment, picking up objects and staring out the windows. She was
out there somewhere, in that maze of buildings and streets, clouded over now with night.

It wasn't like he hadn't expected it to happen. Hell, hed hoped it would. But held let himsdlf forget it.
He'd gotten used to her — attached. Ah, he' d aways been attached to her, ever since he found her.

He flopped down on the couch and switched on his holotransceiver. He had several messages,
announcements of meetings, biotechnica conferences, and one from Nathan Graham, the research and
development project manager. He wanted to see Hector in his office tomorrow, to “catch up on
developmentsin the Tetraproject.” Catch up, sure, morelike to find out why it was six months past due
and $10,000 over budget.

Hector sighed and reached for an untidy pile of data cards on the coffee table. Maybe he could snow
Graham with enough numbersto hide the truth of what was going on in the lab for alittle while longer, but
the most he could hope to buy was another six months. Maybe by then it wouldn’t matter anymore.

But the data cards were dl from severd months ago. Graham would never be content with data this old.
He clearly wanted to know what was going on now. For the past two months Hector had been recording
everything on one encrypted card, and he knew exactly where it was. It wasin the pocket of his
raincoat.

Laughing, he got up and went into the kitchen, took the bottle down from the cupboard and poured
himself adeep, dark drink. He shambled back to the couch with it and sat down.

Hetook alarge sip of the burning liquid and let it St in his mouth, the vapors penetrating his snuses. He
swalowed it; atrail of fire down histhroat to hisbelly. He leaned back in the couch, the glass cradled in
hislap, hiseyes glazed over with memories.

He remembered being twenty, and engaged to Eva. He wasjust Sarting hisundergrad program in cdllular
biology then. They had awarm summer that year, and he and Evatook off one day for Kettle Point. The
kettle stones were nearly dl gone, the few that remained adorned the front yards of the houses on the
road to the beach. Squat, round blobs of stone, their surfacesrippled, they only somewhat resembled
ancient, overturned kettles.

Hector parked his automobile by the side of the road and they waked down to the water. The beach
was rocky, and the water was cold, but about fifty feet from shore there was alarge rock with a smooth,
flat top to it. They crawled up on that rock, their skin damp and dimpled with gooseflesh, and they
warmed themsalvesin the sun, kissing and touching each other until they were both blind with desire.

“Do you want to go home?’ he asked her breathlesdy, “or back to the car?’
“No,” Evashook her blond head, her green eyes sparkling with the sun. “Let’s stay here.”

She dways was the adventurous one, alway's urging him to do things he thought were unwise, but he
hadn’t needed too much persuasion that day. The water, the sun, the rock, it was such aprimal setting;
he remembered thinking, “thisis how the world began.” He aso remembered secretly hoping to
impregnate her. He never told her that, of course, he barely admitted it to himself. But it had been, he



acknowledged now, the perfect time, the perfect place, to bring forth life,

But Evahadn’t gotten pregnant, and they went on, with school, with marriage and then divorce. He had
nothing to show for histime with her except for memoriesand afew regrets.

Asfor bringing forth life, he' d done that, but not in the usua way, and not with Eva. After getting his
measter’ s degree in genetic engineering he' d gone to work for Minds Unlimited, asmall research company
on the cutting edge of sdlf-aware concurrent processing. By modifying several homeotic genes controlling
development of the central nervous system, Hector crested the multiprocessor brains, the first and still by
far the best of the organic computers.

With processing power, speed, and storage capacities far beyond anything Motorola or Intel could hope
to offer for another ten years or more, the multiprocessor brains hit the computing industry like a
bombshell.

At that time, companies like GeneSys were dready developing biopolymers for industria use, but no one
had made the legp from using biotechnology for industrid gpplicationsto incorporating it into consumer
products. If he'd been working for alarger company, marketing conservatives probably would have
guashed the project. But Minds Unlimited was small and reckless and had little to lose.

As s00n as he devel oped the neurotrand ator to interface the biodectricd circuitry of the brainswith
regular eectrical and fiber optic transmisson lines, they threw the brains out into the market like Lot's
daughtersto the mob. And they were wildly successful, ushering in anew eraof consumer
biotechnology.

If he' d been working for acompany like GeneSys then, none of it would have happened. Someone like
Graham would have got in hisway. Just like he was doing now, with the tetra project.

Deep in hisheart of hearts, Hector hated Nathan Graham. He reminded him of every bully he' d ever
encountered, from kindergarten on. They were dl the same, making themsalves strong through the
weaknesses of others.

But Graham hadn’t been in research when Hector alowed Anna Luria, GeneSys CEO, to woo him
away from Minds Unlimited. She' d made a strong case for his need to branch out into other areas of
research, to not be pigeonholed asthe inventor of the multiprocessor brains. She' d beenright. If he had
sayed a Minds Unlimited, al he' d have done wasimprove on brains, making them more powerful and
efficient. Hewouldn't have created anything redly new. Besides, he' d liked Anna; her management style,
her vision for GeneSys, and he thought he' d like working for the company sheran.

And he had, until four years ago when Graham became the research and devel opment manager. When
Graham swaggered in to hisfirst department meeting, Hector knew they werein trouble. Since he’ d been
the manager, research and devel opment had changed, becoming ever more profit oriented, and lessand
less given to pure research. He' d ways known that someday he’ d be at odds with Graham. Now the
confrontation wasimminent, and al the years Hector had avoided it had done nothing to prepare him.

o0o

“Everythingisan animd,” Nathan's mother told him when hewas six, tucking him into bed in their
gpartment in the Penobscot building. “A company isan economic animal. They are giants, made up of
people, numbers, networks. We do not control them, they control us. The way to thrive in acompany is
to understand it, sometimes anticipate it; but only acompany can control another company.”

He remembered her saying dl thisin a swest, soft voice while stroking the side of hisface and smoothing



hishair, soothing him into deep with tales of giants.

That was when she was gill with Reynolds, before the Coke merger, before shelost everything. Before
the giants ate her.

Nathan Graham swivelled in his chair and stared out the window of his office. On the twenty-fifth floor
and facing south, he commanded abird' s eye view of the city, spread like a carpet of garbage until Oz
reared up, dl glass and sted and soaring stonework, the Renai ssance Center its Spun sugar centerpiece.
If he squinted, he could dmost seetheflying cars.

Saddled with his mother’ sfailure and educated in the public schools, Nathan had to fight hisway through
the GeneSys corporate structure in order to enjoy thisview. He' d started as atemp in the mail room, it
had taken years.

He was glad GeneSys had made their heedquarters here, in the old Fisher Building. It was abeautiful
building, for one thing, but beyond that, it stood adone on Grand Boulevard, two milesto the north of Oz,
itsisolation a proper symbol of its power. No matter what those nabobs down there might think, it was
GeneSys, and GeneSys alone, that ran thistown. And he was watching them, in case they tried to dispute
it. He wasfamiliar with the treechery of Oz, he knew better than to turn hisback toit.

The voice of his secretary, Jenet, came to him over the transceiver, “Dr. Martin to see you, Mr.
Graham.”

“Show himin.” Nathan scrolled through project files until he found what he wanted; File #98-4302
Tetra

The door opened and Dr. Martin stood just insde. A small, thin, greying blond mouse of aman, his
unease gpparent in the flicker of hiseyesand in the way hisrigid shoulders arched towards hisears.

“Dr. Martin, I’'m so glad you could make time for me. Please, sit down. Can | get you anything?’ Nathan
crossed to the bar and poured colainto acut crystal glass.

“No thank you.”

Nathan returned to his desk and took along pull from his beverage. He set the glass down on a coaster.
“So how' sthe project going?’

"It'scoming dong." Martin licked hislips, and rummaged about in a beaten up vat-hide briefcase. At
length he pulled out a sheaf of mylar. “I’ ve prepared an update for you,” he said, placing the report on
Nathan's desk with al the prayerful hope of aCathalic offering holographic effigiesto the Virgin.

Nathan ignored the report, and opened the Tetrafile on histransceiver. A stack of holographic forms
materialized on the desk. "1've been going over your budget invoices. There are afew itemsherel
wanted to ask you about.” He manipulated the virtua forms, picked one up and left it suspended in the
ar and pointed at one of thelines, highlighting it.

"Plants, Weber Brothers Greenhouses, $506.29," it read. Graham picked up another form, and
highlighted that one aswell. "High-spectrum Hal ogen Capsules, Delight, $1153.45."

Martin fidgeted as Graham continued to manipulate the forms until Sx invoiceshung inthe air between
them. "Finches, BirdTown, $2034.65; Classica Music(25 items), Harmony House, $448.73; Li'l Big
Tyke Jumping Gym, KiddyLand, $4522.84; Hindu Rdigious Art of Late Antiquity, Files'n' Stuff,
$7099.38."



Nathan watched Martin swallow. Right about now he was probably wishing he' d accepted that drink.
Nathan called up a subtotal for the invoices. $15,765.34.
"Youll forgive meif | fal to understand the necessity for these charges.”

Martin's eyeswere wide, asif he had never seen these invoices before, but he didn’t try to deny the fact
that he' d approved them. How could he? There was his signature at the bottom of each and every one,
damning him.

“Wefelt they were necessary,” he said faintly, “to create the proper environment for the project.”

"A vat house isthe proper environment for the project!" Graham shouted, pounding hisfist on thetable.
It made Martin jump. "That'sthe whole point, isn't it?"

Martin blew out hisbreath. "l wanted to examine responsesto awide range of stimuli.”

"Why? No, never mind. | know, because you were curious. | suppose that's what we pay you for, but
this project is overdue and over budget already, and you go out and spend over fifteen-thousand dollars
ontoys!"

Martin spread hishands, "I'm sorry, | wasn't thinking of it like that." Hewasn't thinking of it at al, Nathan
guessed. His eyes kept on darting to the invoices, reading over them asif he weretrying to discover
something.

"Don't get me wrong doctor, | admireyou, | really do. But I'm abusiness man, and it's my job to tow the
bottom line, and to seeto it that you do the same. Y ou may not be aware of it, but Genesysisin business
to make money, not play with tinker toys."

Martin nodded, "Actudly, | am aware of that."
"Good," Graham erased the invoices, watching Martin watch them disappesr.

Despite his obvious genius, Martin had never played the prima donna, and he didn’t now. He probably
could have gotten away with it, even around Graham. If Martin pulled rank, went over his head, there
would belittle he could do about it. Annawould never consent to losing amind like Martin’s.

It made Graham think less of him, that he would entirely neglect capitalizing on hisearly career. After the
brains, he could have formed his own company and made even more money than GeneSys paid him, but
no. All he wanted was another problem to think about.

Graham switched to personne files. “Y ou granted four transfer requestsin February, but never requested
replacements. That leaves you with just two assistants, doesn't it? Greenfield and um,”

“Satermeyer,” said Martin. “I found it more efficient, easier actudly, to conduct research with asmaller
gaff.”

“I see. Well that may help to offset some of these charges. Very forward thinking of you, | might add, to
voluntarily downsize your staff. Most researchers wouldn't do that.” He folded his hands on the table and
leaned over them. " So when can we expect this project to go online?' he asked gently.

“Wéll, | don’'t know exactly. These are just prototypes we' re working with now. They’re not redlly
suitablefor ared lifeStuation.”

Graham laughed and shook his head, “ Always the perfectionist, eh, Martin? | noticed you' ve been



keeping your project datain private storage, and that’ sfine, but why don't you let me judge how
unsuitable these prototypes of yours are.

“| appreciate you taking the time to make out thisreport,” he gestured towards the stack of mylar. “I
know we keep you busy. I'll tell you what. I’ [l read this, and then pop down in aday or so to see what
you' ve accomplished. Y ou don’'t mind, do you?’

Martin sat very dill, staring a Graham as if he were a poisonous snake ready to strike, and his only hope
for surviva was remain immobile, attract no attention, and hope to be ignored. But he would not be
ignored, not by Graham, not now. The expenditures, the staff changes, the private data, it added up to
something, something that would not, he felt sure, be in the good doctor’ s report.

“Well, | don't know that that’s necessary, redlly,” said Martin, his hands clenching in hislap. “ The report
I’ve prepared should fully brief you, and of courseif you have any questions”

“Questions, well. Y ou know, despite being abean counter,” he smiled at Martin’s discomfort over the
term, “1 have dwaysfdt that seeing isbelieving. | know your lab timeis precious, but it won't take long,
just aquick little tour. Y ou understand, don't you?’

“Yes, | think | do.”

“Grest, then I'll see you again soon.” Nathan stood and walked around the desk to shake hands with
Martin. His hand wasice cold. “ Thanks for sopping by.”

Chapter 4 — Five Hands

Shewoke from amuddle of thoughts and memories; the recollection of movement and darkness, of being
carried into abright kitchen with ayellow formicatable, ababble of voices, someone saying, "she'sin
shock," and athin face framed by long black hair, bending over her with bright dark eyes, asking, over
and over again, "What's your name?"

Helix opened her eyes and gazed at apink, water stained ceiling. Shewasin abed, atwin bed with a
lumpy mattress, covered neck to toe with amulti-colored afghan crocheted out of some strange, nubby
yarn. Sheturned her head. The wallswere pink too; poorly fed plaint flaking away like dried skin. On a
small table by the bed stood an old ceramic lamp, its shade yellow and fraying. She heard voices,
muffled, from anearby room. Her head hurt, and she shut her eyes.

She woke again to see light streaming in from the window, filtered weskly by sheer, age-faded curtains.
There was a soft knock at the door, and it opened.

A face peeked through the door; sharp little nose, sharp chin, like abright, friendly rodent. Tawny brown
hair fdl untidily across her forehead. Seeing Helix awake she smiled and camein. Shewas smdl but
solid, dressed in ablack tank top faded to grey, and apurple and yellow patterned skirt. Shesatina
chair next to the bed and leaned forward. "Y ou're awake," she said.

"Yes"
Her smile widened, "That's good. We were worried."

"Y ou're the one who found me."

"Y eah, my name's Chango." she put out her hand.

Helix withdrew her upper right hand from benesath the afghan and shook with her. "I'm Hdlix," she said.



"Oh, you know your name. Thank goddess. Last night we couldn't get you to tell us. Mavi saysyour
wound isn't serious. Somehow, the knife missed your kidney. She dressed and bandaged it, and the
bleeding seemed to stop, but what she was redlly worried about was the concussion. See, you went into
shock, in the car, and you were more or |ess unconscious when we brought you in. We couldn’'t wake
you up. Y ou're not supposed to go to deep if you have a concussion.”

"A concusson?'

"Y eah, from when those guys were kicking you. Mavi says you have a cracked rib, too, but there isn't
much she can do about that except get you to keep till."

"Mavi?'

"Thefriend | told you about. She' saheder.”

"Y ou, you saw those guys?'

"Yeah, and I'm sorry | didn't get involved, but I'm a shitty fighter, we'd probably both be dead.”

"Y ou saw me, fighting? And thisfriend, she saw... I-" In asudden burst of shame Helix redlized the
obvious. Both of these women had seen her for what she was. Her face burned, tearswelled up in her
eyes. She wanted desperately to be out of the sight of this sharp eyed person, this person who had
aready seen too much. Shetried to roll over, but the motion sent alance of pain through her chest and
she gasped, pulled at the afghan, and drew it over her head. The strange, nubby yarn was smooth against
her skin and oddly comforting.

"Hey, hey, what are you doing that for? Wasit something | said?'

"No," Helix said from her Sde of the afghan.

"Then what are you hiding for? Areyou afrad?’

"Yes"

"Because Mavi and me saw you without that raincoat you were so particular about?”
"Yes"

"Look a me."

"No."

"C'mon, nobody's going to hurt you. Look at me."

Helix fdt little hands, tugging firmly at the edge of the afghan. She swallowed, and alowed it to be drawn
back from her face again. She looked up to see Chango peering closely at her with those strange eyes of
hers, and suddenly she redlized why they were strange. They were two different colors. One blue, the
other green.

Chango nodded, acknowledging her redlization. “ That’ sright. I’m onetoo.” She leaned back and
released the afghan, but Helix didn’t draw it back. “1 know this,” she waved at her eyes, “doesn’'t seem
likeavery big ded to you. But it' s enough to give me alabd for therest of my life. Believe me, I’ ve been
through lots of pairs of sunglasses.”

Hélix lay there, saring. She didn’t know whét to do, she just remained motionless. Findly shesad, “I've



never met anyone elsewho wes...”

“Oh,” Chango said quietly, steadily holding her gaze, “ That must be weird - to be the only one. I’ m lucky
| guess. | grew up here, where there’ still afew of usto thisday. People il treat us differently, but we
don’'t come asabig surpriseto anyone.”

“Until yesterday, | hadn’t been seen by anybody but my father for ten years,” said Helix. She didn’t
know why she said it, it just came ouit.

Chango took her turn at staring, her mouth hanging open. Silently she mouthed the words, “ten years?’
Then out loud she said, “ Goddamn, that’ sterrible. Shit, no wonder you freaked out.” She paced the floor
anxioudy, glancing quickly back and forth between Helix and the floor.

“Your father... He hid you.”

“No, not redly. Helet me hide. | went out from time to time, but dwayswith theraincoat.” Shetilted her
head in some vague indication of the directioninwhich it might be. “Actudly it shis.”

“It'shisraincoat,” Chango repeated, and then shook her head. “Wow, so you just hid out for ten years.
Why?’

“Before | went to live with Hector, | wasin an orphanage. | was the only sport there, too. It wasn't
exactly agood place to be saddled with uniqueness.”

Chango had drifted back to the chair and sat down. “Y eah,” she nodded her head, “kids suck.”

“It wasredlly bad. | remember one year where there wasn't asingle day that | didn’t wish | were
somebody dse. That wasthe last year. Then Hector came adong and rescued me, and | guess | just
didn’t want anything like that to happen to me again.” She shook her head, 1 can't stand that 1ook. Y ou
know that look?’

“Yeah, | know that look. So what happened? How did you wind up where | found you?’

Hdix shrugged. “1 just left. | felt... | don’t know, like there was something out here that was meant for
me, and I'd never haveit unless| |eft.

“Wow, that’ s amazing. What an incredible story.” Chango fished a pack of reefer cigarettes out of her
t-shirt pocket and offered them to Helix.

“No thanks.”

Chango took out acigarette, lit it and smoked in sllence for afew minutes. The smoke made her squint,
and Helix thought she could see her the way she would be years from now, an old woman, smoking and
thinking. “ So how long ago wasthis?’ she asked at length.

“Yeserday. | just left the GeneSys building, that’ swhere | lived, and started walking around. | ended up
in Greektown, | wasin this casino. There were people everywhere, and | was starting to panic. Then
someone bumped into me. | didn’t even see them, but | felt them touch my arm, my lower arm. | just
took off, and then | wound up down thisaley, and that was when those guys attacked me.”

“Welcometo the outside world,” Chango laughed harshly. “But then | found you. Out of all the people
around there who could have found you, it was another sport. Maybe somebody watches out for us after
al”



“Maybe. At any rate, | can thank you for getting involved. | think | would have died out thereif you
hadn’t done something.”

“Oh probably not died.”
“Maybe not then. Soon enough, I'll bet.”
Chango shrugged and looked at her wordlessly.

“Shit, what am | going to do?’ Helix suddenly raised her upper hands to the sides of her head. She'd
tried going out, and it had nearly killed her. She didn’'t have ajob, nor any prospects of one. Her only
friend was atotd stranger. What had she been thinking, that she could do this?

But every time she thought about going back, that hand reached up from her gut and pushed her back out
again.

“You're going to stay put for a couple of days and let your ribs hedl and your head return to its normal
Szeand shape,” said avoice from the doorway. A tall figurein along black dress stood there, her thin
face nearly hidden by the unruly strands of her black hair. She walked across the room with understated
grace, and stood at the foot of the bed. She wore asilver amulet, afive pointed star insde acircle. She
had along and rather prominent nose which shouldered the main burden of pushing aside her hair. She
made an imposing figure there, along black line parted by apale dice of face.

Then her hand swept up and pushed back her hair, to revea apair of eyesthat were warm and deep,
and strong lips spread in asmile. * Glad to see you' re up, how are you feding?’

“Better.” In spite of hersdlf, Helix did farther down benesth the covers of the bed.
“ThisisMavi,” said Chango, “ Shetook care of you last night.”

“Thank you,” Helix nodded at her awkwardly.

“No problem,” Mavi hiked up one bare foot and sat on the edge of the bed.

“Her nameisHdlix,” said Chango.

“Let metake alook at your head, Hdlix.” Mavi moved around the side of the bed and bent over her. Her
pendant swung above Helix’ s eyes as her long, cool fingers probed her skull.

“Ow,” said Helix, reflexively jerking her head as Mavi’ sfingers found the lump &t the side of her head.
The pendant banged her in the forehead.

“Sorry,” murmured Mavi as she gently probed the lump. “The swelling is down some, but it’ll be sorefor
awhile

“She' s been speaking coherently?” she asked Chango over her shoulder.
“Oh yeah. Complex sentences and everything, Mavi.”

“Good,” Mavi straightened up, nodding her heed. “ That was the worst of your injuries, actudly,” she said
to Hdix, “Theribswill bedright if you just lie dtill for severd days. But | do need to look at your knife
wound.” Shelooked at Chango who was still sitting in the chair, picking & athread on her skirt.

Chango looked up suddenly. “ Oh, you want meto leave.” She glanced over to Helix, “Y ou want meto
leave?’



Helix looked from Chango to Mavi and back again. If she had her druthers, she'd bethe oneto leave,
but her earlier attempt at rolling over ruled that out. “I guess s0,” she said reluctantly.

“I couldn’t redlly bandage your ribs” said Mavi after Chango left, “ so we just have to do this carefully.
Gently she helped Helix roll over.

Despite the pain of moving, Helix was glad to have her face down againgt the mattress. She didn’t have
to face Mavi as she pulled back the bed covers to examine the wound near the small of her back. “I have
to changethe dressing” said Mavi, moving across the room. Helix heard a drawer open and close and
then shefelt the cold blade of a scissors againgt her skin, felt the bandages lifted, and something cool and
soothing applied to her wound. “1 have you closed up with cellular tape. 1t ssemsto be heding clean.”
She heard the tearing of paper, and then Mavi regpplied bandages, and helped her onto her back again,
and not once, during any of it, did she say anything about a second pair of arms.

000

Chango walked up the rickety steps of Hyper’ s house and |leaned against the screen door, shading her
eyeswith one hand so she could seeinside. Squinting she surveyed the dim interior of thefirst floor.

Hyper had gutted the place after hisfolks died; knocking down walls and taking out the front two thirds
of the upgtairs, leaving only asmall room above the kitchen where he dept, when he dept.

Four meta tables stood bolted to the floor where the dining room had been, heaped with machine and
electrical parts. Thefront part of the house was amaze of books, magazines and holocubes. And above
it al hung the archives of Hyper's past interests. He'd laid stedl girders across the rafters, and every time
he completed or tired of aproject, up it went. Old modd airplanes and boats spun lazily in the occasional
breeze, along with automated kites, walker robots, rebuilt text processors and a chemistry set.

“Hey, you home?’ she cdled, her lips brushing againgt the rusting screen.

Hyper looked up from behind an enormous old cathode ray monitor squatting on the floor by the front
windows. He had gutted it and was now puitting it back together. His brick-brown skin glowed with
perspiration. It wasn't al that warm aday, but Hyper always ran hot. “ Chango, ¢ mon in sister dear,
check thisout.” He waved her in with one hand as he worked an dectric screwdriver with the other.

Shedidinthe door and locked it behind her. “Y ou shouldn’t leave your door open,” she said.

“Oh, | forgot. C'mere,” he gestured for her to Sit beside him on the floor. His skinny legs stuck out from
paidey boxer shortsthat weretoo big for him. Hislong toes splayed among screws and transistor chips.
The shorts and afaded, stained t-shirt were dl he wore except for a head mounted hol otransceiver
perching atop his skull like asmall black brain parasite, secured by athin band across his forehead and
over hisears. Theimaging lenswhich hung down over hisright eye reflected aminiature circuit diagram.
To Hyper, it would appear larger, hanging in the air two feet in front of hisface. His eyes darted from it
to the tube while hisfingers sorted feverishly through chips and wires.

“Can you hand me that scissors?’ he asked, nodding to the graphite shears by her knee as he uncoiled a
length of fiber cable.

“What are you doing?’ she asked, handing him the shears.

“If I ingtal an opticd receiver in thisthing and connect that to aquad board | can program it to display
raw visudsinred time. | want to mount it on that go-cart chassis over there, giveit infrared and motion
sensors and let it follow people around and imitate them. Robo-Mime.”



“God, what apain inthe ass,” said Chango.

Hyper glanced at her grinning, “Love those nuisance machines,” he said. He fastened a connector clamp
onto the end of the fiber cable and turned to face her. “So, how'd it go?' he asked, "l missed you last
night at Josas."

Chango shrugged, "There were complications.” She handed him the swiper containing the codes she'd
scanned the day before.

Hyper’ sdark brown eyes widened, " Complications? But you weren't arrested.”

"No, not those kinds of complications. At least not yet. | scanned thiswoman, | thought she was armed,”
Chango laughed weskly. "When | tried to give her back her card, she bolted. | followed her, and she got
jumped in an dley. Turns out she'sa sport. She was hurt pretty bad, so | took her to Mavi's."

"Y ou got pretty involved with afaled mark, didn't you?' Hyper said softly, his gaze upon the circuit map
only hecould see.

"Hyper, shewasreally hurt. One of her assailants had aknife. What was | supposed to do, leave her to
die?'

"Why did you follow her inthefirst place?’

Chango shrugged, searching for an answer. "When | bumped her, and then tried to give her card back,
she freaked. Sheran, scared! | was... curious.”

"Y ou said she was packin'. She shoot any of those guys?’

"No she wasnt. | thought she had a shotgun, but it wasn't — it was one of her arms. She's got four.”
Hyper whistled, "Functiond ?*

"Yeah! Fully developed, fully functiond.”

"Wow, impressive.”

"See?| couldn't let the Sster die.”

"Yeah, | guess| can seethat. Y ou give her card back, then, or what?'

"No, | didn't," Chango reached into her pocket and pulled out the plastic square. "But get this," she
handed it to Hyper, "it isn't even acash card. It' sdata.”

Hyper glanced & it. "What's its encryption Sgnature?"
"l don't know, It'snothing I’ ve ever seen before.”

"Hmm." Heflipped it between hisfingersthoughtfully and held it up to thelight. A faint pattern glimmered
onitssurface, and then, ashetilted it just right, bloomed into a hologram. Spiraing curves of burning,
electric green wrapping around one another, just discernible as an S enfolded within astylized G.

GeneSys.

Hyper glanced at her, one eyebrow cocked. “Mind if | keep thisand look at it later, when I’ m done with
Robo-Mime?’ he asked.



“1 don’t know, what if shewantsit back?”’
“Then I’'ll giveit back.”

Chango shrugged. “Okay, | guess.”
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Chango nudged Mavi’ s screen door open with one toe and did through, dumping the hemp fiber grocery
bags on the kitchen table.

Mavi was at the stove, whispering over asimmering saucepan. The roiling steam perfumed the kitchen
with sage and goldenseal. Her words faded, and she looked over to see Chango. “Y ou bought
groceries”

“Yep.” Chango reached inside one of the sacks and drew out a package of spaghetti. “‘Pastaalame’,”
she said with aflourish of the box. She drew out three eggs and juggled them.

“Ladies and gentlemen, she cooks, she climbs, she produces groceries out of thin air, she' s Changini the
miraculous.” Mavi pawed through the bags, “how did you get dl this stuff?’

Chango took abowl down from the shelf over the sink and cracked the eggsinto it. “ Through the
idleness of foals”

“So that’ swhat you were doing in Greektown last night,” said Mavi returning to her mixture on the
stove.

“What dse?’

“Oh, | don't know, show girls, maybe?’

Chango snorted, stirring the eggs with afork. “What would give you that idea?’
“Your friend.”

She laughed, “Oh no. No. A dancing girl afraid to show her body? | think not. Mavi, you' ve got to get
out more.”

“Then how did you happen upon her?’

Chango shrugged uncomfortably and began beating the eggswith afork. “Actudly, I’ d been following
I’H_”

“Following her? But she' snot ashow girl.”

“Would you stop? Jeez, | can’t perform an act of good samaritanism without you trying to turn it into
sometawdry little scenario.”

“I know you, Chango. Why were you following her?’

“When | tapped her for her cash card, she freaked out and ran. | was curious. There was something
about the way she looked. She wasterrified. Now | know why. She told me she hasn't let anyone but
her father see what sheisfor the past ten years.”

“Oh my goddess, that's... that’ sweird.”



“Yeah. If she goes out, she wears the raincoat. | guess| brushed against her arm when | tapped her, she
fdt it. Shethought I knew.”

“Does she know you followed her?’
“No, apparently not.”
“Then| takeit you haven't returned her cash card,” said Mavi, pouring her tinctureinto ajar.

“Wall, that’ sabit awkward, isn't it?” Chango put the dripping fork inthesink. “*Ohyes, I'mglad | could
help you, and by the way, here’ s something | stole fromyou.” No, besides, it isn't acash card. It' sdata,
from GeneSys.”

Amber tinted liquid spilled on the stove. Mavi set the pan down and looked at her. “GeneSys?’
“Yesh, but | don't think it's hers”
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That night Chango brought her spaghetti in bed. Helix sat up, bolstered by pillows. She kept her lower
hands under the afghan, balancing her plate in them and wielding a poon and fork in her upper hands.
Chango sat cross-legged at the other end of the bed, holding her platein her |ap.

“So, do you live here?” asked Helix around a mouthful of food.

“Not redly,” Chango shrugged. “ Sort of. | stay here alot, and sometimes| deepin my car, or a another
friend’ shouse”

“Oh,” Helix nodded, trying to think of something elseto say. “ So how did you find me?’ she asked.
Chango stopped chewing and stared at her. “I followed you.”
“Followed me?’

“Y eah, you' re going to find out about it soon enough anyway. No one around here can keep their mouth
shut. | followed you from the casino because I’ d been- I” d been trying to scan you.”

“Scan me?’
“Y eah, you know, rip off the code for your cash card. Brokers pay good money for those codes.”
“Oh. But | don't have acash card.”

“Yeah, | know now, but I didn’t then. When | tried to flush you for your uh, wallet, | brushed one of your
arms, one of the lower ones, remember?”’

Helix remembered going inside the casino to get out of the rain, and then being overwhemed by the
crowd. She remembered the touch against her arm that had frightened her, and then that sharp little face,
saying something to her as shefled.

“It wasyou,” she said. “Y ou’ re the one who touched me.”

“Y eah, and you freaked out. It made me curious, 0 | followed you.” Chango was watching her
anxioudy, asif shefeared her reaction to thisnews.

“So | owemy lifeto thefact that you tried to rip me off, huh?” Helix smiled. “ Thanks.”



Chango laughed with relief. “I’'m glad you' re not mad.”

Helix shrugged. “It’ snot like you knew me or anything.”

Chango pursed her lips. “Do you play cards?’

“What?’

“Thiskind.” Chango brandished a deck of playing cards. “Gin, hearts, poker? No?’
Helix shook her head.

“Thenyou'regoing to haveto learn. You can't belaid up in bed for days on end without &t least learning
ginrummy.”

About hafway through their third hand, Helix brought her lower hands out from under the afghan and
garted holding her cardsin them.

It felt like something that was wrapped very tightly around her heart was starting to unwind. She couldn’t
help it, she kept staring at Chango’ s eyes, one blue, one green. They were the visible proof. Shewasn't
aone.

She liked Hector, she' d been grateful to him, but she' d never felt this comfortable with him. There' d
aways been some unbreachable distance between them. Each knew the other was different, and
somehow she' d dways felt he was watching her from the other side of a polyglass window.

Chango discarded the eight of clubs. Helix picked it up with her upper right hand, and lay down the rest
of the set with her upper |eft. Shelooked to see Chango looking, and their eyes met, and they smiled at
each other.

“You' ve got five hands,” said Chango. Helix looked down at the cards she held and laughed, which
made her wince.

Chango stepped out into the cool night air, her ancient jean jacket clammy against the gooseflesh on her
arms. Helix had gone to deep, and she was restless. She left the Chevy where it was, parked by the curb
infront of the house, and walked to Josa's.

Hyper and Magoo and Pele were hanging around outside the bar. “Hey, what’ s going on?’ she said,
joining them.

“Not much,” said Hyper, “sameold, same old.”

“Hey, | heard you' ve got ahouseguest over at Mavi’'s,” said Pele.

“Yeah,” Chango glared a Hyper, who shot Pele alook.

“She'sgot four ams,” continued Pele, ablivious or more likely, unconcerned. “1s she cute?’
“Yeah,” Chango admitted, “she' sfucking gorgeous.”

“Oh, so it wasn't pure dtruism, eh?’ said Magoo.

“I saw her, she needed help, | helped. Why is everyone trying to twist this around into some sort of
bizarre pickup scenario?’ she protested.



“Wadll, you did follow her,” said Hyper.

“Oh, oh thanksalot, buddy.”

“You followed her?’ said Magoo. “| didn’t know that. It doesn’t look good for you, Chango.”
“Screw you, pink boy.”

“Not latdly,” he said loftily.

“Oh, girl,” Peletold him.

“Anyway, you guys have to meet her. Y ou know, she's never met any other sports before.”
“Redly?’ said Ple.

“Wall, think about it, she was in this orphanage, where she was the only sport there, and then she got
adopted,” she looked at Hyper, “by this guy that works for GeneSys. She hasn’t been out of the Fisher
Building for ten years”

“Ouch, maybe getting knifed in an aley was agood thing for her,” said Magoo.
“Wdll, | wouldn't go that far, but at least now she' Il get to know some of her own people.”

It was only ten, but Josa swas aready crowded with divers off shift for their weekend. The four of them
snaked their way through the crowd to the bar. It was still Josa back there, pouring and polishing as she
had for the past twenty years.

Chango leaned over the bar with amylar bill rolled up in her hand. “ Josa, around for me and my friends
here, draft.”

Josacast one jaundiced eyein her direction, took the bill and grunted when she unrolled it. “ Four drafts,”
she sad briskly, and went off to pour them.

“Ohlook,” said Pele, “There sMonkey with Oli, | heard he took Jan’s mother’ s chinawith him when he
left.”

“Y eah but that was after Jan threw his couch out of the window of their third floor apartment.”

Hyper laughed, “Cord told me she saw it go down. Jan had been screaming al morning about throwing
that couch out of the window, so by thetimeit findly happened, there was alittle crowd outside, waiting.
Can you imagine? That lime green velour atrocity tumbling through the air and then splat, like ahuge
upholstered bug.”

“That' s entertainment,” said Magoo.

Chango spotted alean figure with short dark hair and sideburns comein the door. “Hey, Benny!” she
shouted, waving him over.

“Hey, what' sgoing on?’ said Benny dapping her on the shoulder, “1 heard you have ahouseguest,” he
sad.

“She' sfrom GeneSys,” offered Pele.
His eyebrows went up, “GeneSys?’



“Sheisnot, Pele” said Chango, and then to Benny, “she' snot.”
“Well you said her father worked for them,” Pele noted.

“That' s not the samething isit? Besides, | was speculating.” Shelooked at Benny again, “ She'sa
soort.”

“Oh, yeah, that’ swhat | heard.”

“What did you do, Hyper,” Chango turned on him, “broadcast it?’

“No,” he protested, “I didn’t know it was supposed to be a secret, that’ s all.”
“Yeah, | mean, what'sthebig ded?’ said Pele.

“I guess,” shesaid warily, “It’sjust that she’ s understandably timid around people, Benny, and when she
finaly comes out of Mavi’shouse, | don’'t want people staring and talking about her.”

“C’mon, Chango,” Benny said, “ ThisisVattown, everyone stares, and everyone talks about everyone
dse”

“Y eah, but she doesn’t know that.”
“Then she'll have achanceto find out.”

“C’'mon Benny, at least let her get her bearings. Be cool when | bring her around. No sport jokes, okay?
And seeif you can't get Vondaand Cord to bealittlelesstheir usua selves.”

“Oh, you don’t ask for much.”

“Y ou know you can influence them, if you want to.”

Benny raked his hands through histhick hair. “But at what cost?” he cried, looking beseachingly at the
caling.

“Benny,” ayoung woman with straight brown hair falling to her shoulders walked up to him. Her eyes

darted over to Chango for an instant, and then flickered away with a dismissive toss of her head.
“Oridle scoming later tonight, want togoinon aliter?’

“Sure, Vonda,” hesaid, “Mind if | pay you Monday?’

“Yeah, | can cover it until then. Hey, did you see next month’s production run? They had it posted this
afternoon. They must be crazy if they think we re gonnaget al that fiber grown with just the people we
have now.”

“Overtime” said Benny.
Vondamade aface, “How much overtime do they expect usto work?’
“Hey, it' stimeand ahdf.”

“Yeah, it' saso prolonged exposure.” During the course of the conversation, she had dowly turned so
that her back was to Chango, who still sat there, staring at her. “Hey, there’ sVal, ¢’ mon, he'll buy us
drafts,” shetook Benny by the arm and they drifted away. Chango watched them disappear into the
crowd and then she turned around, resting her elbows on the bar.



“Shit,” said Hyper, “1 can't believe you guys dill aren't talking, after dl thistime.”
“What do we haveto talk about?’ asked Chango, and she drank her beer.

“Y ou used to be best friends.”

“Y eah, wdll, things change, don't they?’

“Youdon't fill serioudy believe shefasfied Ada stests, do you?’

Chango shrugged and shook her head, “Not redlly. | don’'t know. | know Adadidn’t dive blasted, that’s
al.” Shedrank her glass empty, set it back down on the bar, and | eft.
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For three days Hdlix sat in “the pink room”, as Mavi and Chango called it. She would have been bored
out of her mind if it weren't for Chango, who remained a her bedside most of thetime, playing cards
with her and regaling her with stories of the comings and goings of Vattown.

“| saw Hugo today,” Chango said, shuffling the cards. “He liveswith Benny, an old friend of my sgter’s.
She and Benny and Hugo were in adive team together years ago. Now Hugo has vatsickness. He's
been off work for months. Benny and Hugo are lovers, or at least they were. | don't think Hugo is up for
much but lying in bed nowadays. Mavi sent me over there with some morphine for him. That' s about all
he consumes now, morphine and water, maybe alittle soup. But today he was having agood day. He
was sitting up, and we watched soap operas on the holonet, the interactive ones. | asked himif he'd like
to play a character, but he just wanted to watch.”

Héelix looked up at the mention of soaps. “Did you see ‘We Arethe World?”

Chango wrinkled her brow. “Isthat the one where the two power bitches are fighting it out over this
woman whose husband died?’

“That'sit. My character — | mean Natasha, that’ sthe onel liketo play — she’ sgoing on trid for
murdering the husband. Did you see her? What happened? Have they set the date for thetrid yet?’

Chango shook her head. “Wow, you'reredly afreak for that show, aren’t you? We only caught the end
of it. Something about a couple stranded on an idand in the South Pecific.”

“Carmen and Peter. They're boring.”
Hugo likes Tears of Joy.”
Helix made aface.

“Hey, | think they’'re dl stupid. | mean they may have dl those fancy settings and stuff, but asfar aspure
drama goes, they can't hold a candle to what goes on around here. Why just last week Cora found out
that her boyfriend VVa was deeping with her best friend Y olanda. She caught them at it when she went to
Y olanda s house to drop off some blast for her. She was mad at first — she kept the blast - but now
they’ rethinking of making it athreesome.”

Helix raised her eyebrows. “1 guess you have apoint.”

“You bet. Don’t worry, pretty soon Mavi will let you out of bed, and you can meet some of these
people. It must be redly boring for you, stuck in here dl day and night.”



“Yes” Hdix admitted. “ But maybeitsjust aswdll. I'm not sure | want to meet anyone.”
“Oh comeon. You can't stay in hereforever.”

That wastrue. She hadn’t really thought about what would happen when Mavi let her out of here. She
thought of Night Hag, who had said dmost the same thing to her the day sheleft Hector’'s. “Do you think
you could borrow atransceiver from somebody? | have afriend on the holonet. I’ d like to contact her.”

“Oh,” Chango said, surprised. “Well, the only people | know who have atransceiver are Benny and
Hyper. Benny would lend you his, but Hugo usesit, and | wouldn’t want to ask. Hyper... well heuses his
congtantly, but I'll make a strong case for you. Maybeif it' sjust for an hour or s0.”

“Shedwaystakesmy cals. It wouldn't take long.”
“I'll try.”
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The following afternoon, Chango came into the pink room with a salf-satisfied smile and something
hidden behind her back. “Catch,” she said, tossing a headset transceiver at her.

It landed on the bed, and Helix picked it up. “ Thanks. Did you have trouble getting it?’
“No, but he made me promise that when you get out of bed, he' d be thefirst person to meet you.”
“Oh”

“Don’'t worry. You'll like Hyper. HE sasport, like us, and he makes alot of cool things.” Chango
handed her the wrist keypad that went with the headset and stood with her arms at her sides, seemingly
at aloss. | guess|’d better leave you aone, so you can cal your friend.”

“Thanks”
“| promised Hyper I’ d have it back to him tonight.”
“That'sokay.”

Chango left, and Hdlix placed the transceiver on her head, pulled the imaging lens down over her right
eye and dided Night Hag's number.

“Helix! Where have you been? Y ou haven't been answering my messages,” said Night Hag, il using the
congtruct she' d had the last time they talked. Hyper had the transceiver set to visuas, and in her haste,
Helix had forgotten to check it. She was sitting up in bed, and had made no attempt to cover up her
arms. It was just aswell, she thought, she was going to have to start | etting people see her.

But Night Hag didn’t pay much mind to her appearance. Instead she peered at the pedling walls behind
her. “Where are you?’

“That’swhy | caled. After thelast timewe talked, | left Hector' s gpartment. I'm in Vattown now.”
“Where they make the biopoly. Good. That’s good. Have you found ajob yet?’
“Not yet. | — | ran into some trouble. Some men tried to rob me. Therewas afight. | got injured.”

Suddenly Night Hag' s eyesfocused on her. “Are you dright? How badly were you hurt?’



“I’'m okay, dtill pretty sore, but okay. | had aconcussion, some cracked ribs, and aknife wound.”
“Who did that to you?’ she asked sharply, asif shewould kill whoever it was, asif she could.

“I don’'t know. Just some guys, | guess.”

Night Hag stared at her. “Y ou don’t know them?”’

“No! | wasjust waking and...”

She took a deep breath and nodded. “Y ou' re aright now.”

“Yes. |- someone found me. Her nameis Chango. She' sa sport like me. she saved my life. She brought
me hereto her friend’ s house. They’ re taking care of me.”

“That’ sgood.” She paused, and then added, “ Those men that attacked you? Did you fight them?’

“Oh yeah. There were three of them, but one | bit pretty bad, in the neck,” she said, and pointed at her
teeth, still surprised that Night Hag had made no mention of her appearance.

“I'mglad,” said her friend. “People shouldn’'t want to hurt you. But for some reason, sometimes they do.
When it happens, you must fight them.”

Helix didn’t know what to say to this. “ At least I’'m with friends now,” she said at length.

“And I’'m proud of you for leaving Hector. It couldn’t have been easy for you. Just don't think that
because you were attacked, you made amistake. There was nothing for you in that apartment.”

“Except my transceiver, and Hector’ smoney. | didn’t take anything with mewhen | [eft.”

Night Hag waved one hand dismissively. “Things. Thingsyou can buy after you find work. Are you going
to beavatdiver?’

“I don't know,” Helix shrugged. “1 hadn’t thought about it, but I’ m going to need some kind of job.”
“Maybe your friends can help you.”

“Maybe. But jobs are hard to find, and they’ ve aready done alot. Chango borrowed this transceiver
from afriend of hers, so | could cal you.”

“Everybody doesn't have atransceiver?” Night Hag looked genuinely shocked.

Hédlix laughed at her naivety. She had aways been the wise one, the experienced one. “No. Everyone
does not have atransceiver.”

Chapter 5— Wronged By God

Nathan Graham walked to the elevators, suncellsin fan-shaped wall sconces brightening at his approach,
signaled by histread on the bioweave carpeting. It had taken research and devel opment years to come
up with abacteriathat would put forth aspectrum of light even gpproaching sunshine. These were the
latest achievement, and their bright warm light was gradually spreading through the consumer market,
edging out incandescent and fluorescent bulbs.

The eevator doors were covered in etched brass, aholdover from the origina decor. Much of the
building had been remodel ed repeatedly in order to showcase the latest developmentsin GeneSys



materias, but they saved these— orienta etchings of birds and flowers intermixed with geometric
designs— and the muras on thefirgt floor.

The doors parted and he stepped inside. “Good morning, Mr. Graham,” said the elevator, and Graham
rode it down to the tenth floor. In the lobby of the research and devel opment department he asked a
vending machine for an gpple juice and swiped his card through the pay dot. He downed the juicein one
long gulp, and tossed the little can into the wel coming mouth of amotion sengtive trash canigter.

Martin'slab was alarge, whitetiled affair, strewn with instruments. Martin and histwo remaining lab
assstants were there; Satermeyer, atall, anemic-looking fellow with sandy, badly cut hair, and
Greenfidld, shorter and stockier, hisdark hair receding at histemples. They looked a him like atrio of
Startled rabbits.

Graham walked aong the counter-lined perimeter of the room, glancing at thisinstrument and that.
Everything was gleamingly spotless. Graham had no doubt that Martin had spent the better part of the
week preparing for thisvisit. He had probably also rid the lab of anything he really wanted to see.

“The biopolymer being produced in test vats shows some remarkable properties,” said Martin. "Look at
these eectron holomicrographs.” He walked to the holomicroscope. Inits viewing platform rested a
shallow pan containing a vibrant blue strip of biopoly. He fiddled with the dids of the scope until a
three-dimensiona holographic schemaof the biopoly’ s cdlular matrix gppeared inthe air; vivid green,
ydlow and blue shapes representing mitochondria, endoplasmic reticulum and secretory granules.

“It'san aromatic amino acid with afullerian sde group — abucky bal with trgpped slver ions” said
Martin enthusiagticdly. “It' sextremely versatile and has a high rate of synthesis”

“What?’
“It growsfast,” said Satermeyer.
Weasthat al? Graham rolled his eyes and shook his head.

“Andthat’snot al,” interjected Greenfidld, “ Because of the trapped silver ions, it conducts eectricity
very efficiently, making it quite suitable for arange of applications where other biopolys have been ruled

Hector walked over to the biostat cabinet and took out atray. “Here, fed it,” helifted out a handful of
the stuff and held it out to him.

Gingerly, reluctantly, Graham took the stuff in hishands. It was faintly warm, smelled yeasty and felt
smooth, but what struck him most about the stuff wasits color. A bright, deep blue that dmost seemed to
glow. It had a power of itsown, that color. It was the color blood would be, if blood were blue, and
there was something at once beautiful and repellant about it.

Graham handed it back to Hector. “Wdll,” he said, clapping his hands together, “what say you show me
the vats where this miracle materid is being produced.”

Hector glanced at histwo assistants, and then back to Graham. “I’ m afraid that’ simpossible.”

“Impossible? Nonsense, | want to seethe vats now. All thislab businessisvery well, but you must admit,
it sabit off goa for the project. Remember the project? It wasn't to make new biopolys. It wasto cut
labor costs. Now take meto those vats.”

“Wecan't,” said Hector. “We rein the middle of an isolation study. Any interference now would put the



project back months.”

“Anisolation study? What for?’

“To determine the long range impact on productivity.”

Graham gritted histeeth. “When will the test befinished?’ he asked.

Martin hesitated. Graham could see him thinking it through before he answered, “ By the end of the
month.”

“The end of the month. And you' re absolutely sureit’ s necessary.”
“Ohyes, if we're going to provide you with any figures at al concerning long term production levels.”

Graham nodded. That was exactly the data Martin’ s report had lacked. He didn't trust him, didn’t
believe him, but to interfere directly with Martin’ sresearch at this stage would only antagonize him. He
didn’t want Martin going to Anna, telling her that he, Nathan Graham, wouldn't let him do hisjob.
Especialy since he had worked so hard to rid himself of hisreputation as a heavy operator, alegacy from
his production days.

“Very well Dr. Martin.” Graham glanced at hiswatch. “I’d like to discuss the project with you in further
detail, but I have adinner appointment at the club this evening. Perhaps we can do lunch, tomorrow?’
Intense and prolonged attention might cause Martin to disclose whatever it was he was hiding, just to get
Graham off his back.

“Lunch?Um, sure”
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Hector threw himsdlf into the back of his maglev and sank into the soft, butter colored vathide cushions
which ringed the ovoid riding parlor. He activated the navigation system, and it showed him aholographic
list of frequent destinations. He closed the list and called up an areamap, keying in theroute to his

sster’ s house by hand. The levcar emerged from the parking garage and took aleft onto Grand River,
heading east towards the 1-88 levway. He dided the stereo for Vivaldi and set the retind glass of the
cabin’swindows to transparent.

Thetraffic was heavy but well-behaved. Levcars wove amongst each other seamlesdly, guided by the
surface of the road. Despite the beauty of the day, the tranquil music and the lush stands of trees gliding
by on the banks of the levway, Hector could not relax. Graham'’ svidt to the lab that morning had left him
deeply uneasy. Graham had accepted the excuse about the isolation study, for the moment, but sooner or
later he would uncover the truth about the project, and Hector couldn’t even bring himself to think about
what would happen then.

Hehad tried calling Lilith, but as usud she would not take hiscal. Lilith— she was named for the first
woman, the one God made aong with Adam, before Eve. Created equal to Adam, she demanded equal
treatment, and became ademon in the eyes of the religion Hector was born into. A religion heturned to
now, despite itsfaults, for the reassurance of the familiar rituas of the Sabbath.

Bloomfield Hillswas aforest of oaks and demi-ems, riddled with smal maglev lanesthat wovelike
twisting streams around the ample yards of the houses. Many of the homes here were in the late eco
style, barely discernable from the hills and fields surrounding them. His sister’ s place was one of these,
three-quarters underground and surrounded by terraced gardens.



The driveway cut into the hillside. The maglev parked itself and Hector reached into his suit pocket and
took out hisyarmulke. It had been given to him by hisfather a hisbar mitzvah. The once-sumptuous blue
velvet had faded and taken on asilvery sheen, much like hishair, but thefed of the worn fabric ashe
dipped it over hisbald spot recalled to him the awkwardness of puberty and his nervousness at tanding
before hisfamily’ s congregation to read from the Torah.

Setting the memory aside, Hector got out of the maglev and climbed the flagstone steps to the doorway
of hissster’ shouse. Recessed in an a cove and overshadowed by the low hanging roof, the entrance was
virtudly invisible from the road. He raised his hand to the knockpad but the door opened before he could
drikeit.

“Hector, gebubulah!” Hissister Cerise greeted him with outstretched arms. Hector paused on the
threshold to kiss the mezuzah, and entered her welcoming embrace. “Comein, comein,” she said,
drawing him down the hdlway. “1’m so glad you could bregk away from your busy scheduleto visit us.”

Theroof over the living room was dotted with colored glasstiles which painted the floor and wallswith a
kaleidoscope of light. Cerise’ s husband, Paul, was there, and their children, Rachel and Naomi. Cerise
brought atray of vegetables and walnut dip from the kitchen and set it down on the coffee table. “ So,
Hector,” she said, “What's new with you?’

“Oh nothing much,” helied, “working hard, asusua.”

Cerise shook her head. “Working, that’ s all”? There aren’t any nice middle aged ladies at GeneSysto go
to the movies with, or take out to dinner?’

Hector shrugged, “| suppose there are, but-"
“But what? What does awoman have to do to get your attention? Split an atom?’

“Cerise-” Paul gave her awarning glance. “ And she wonderswhy you hardly ever vist,” he said to
Hector. “Would you like awhiskey?’

“Thanks, with soda, please,” he said.

The girls showed him the holo pictures they’ d been painting, and Cerisetold him of the latest happenings
at her job at Detroit Edison. “ There' savery nice woman in the finance department. She's about your
age, Hector, and she'ssingletoo. Her nameis llene, and she' saways reading Scientific American. I'm
sure you two would hit it off. If you' d like me to set something up...”

“Cerise” Paul lifted hiseyesto the kaleidoscope calling, which was growing dim in thefading light.
Ceriseamiled, “It' stimeto light the candles.”

They went into the dining room, where the sabbath candles stood waiting on the side board beside the
wine, the kaddish cups, and the challah bread. Ceriselit the candles, covered her eyes, and recited the
blessing. “Baruch Atah Adona Elohanu Méeech ha olam asher kidshanu bemitzvotoav vetzivanu
lehedlikner shel Shabbat.”

Hector’ s Hebrew was rusty, but he had no difficulty remembering the meaning of those words. * Blessed
areYou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who has sanctified us by commandments and
commanded usto kindle the Sabbath candle.”

Paul said the kiddush blessing over the wine, and poured a cup for each of the adults, and smdller
portionsfor thegirls. They drank, and then Paul lifted the white cloth covering the challah, and recited the
berachah, “Baruch Atah Adonal Elohanu Me ech hal olam hamotzi lechem min ha aretz.” Each of them



grabbed hold of the braided loaf, pulled a piece off and ateit.

Paul and Cerise then turned to their daughters, “May God make you as Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel and
Leah. May the Lord blessyou and care for you. May the Lord cause the light of His countenance to
shine upon you and be gracious unto you. May the Lord lift up His countenance upon you and give you

peace,” they prayed.

Hector prayed too, though silently and not to God. He prayed to one who he knew would answer his
prayer, because she had the time before, when he hadn’t even known he was beseaching her. She had
heard him then, and given him the dream. With all the fervency of aparent praying for his child he prayed
to her, thefirst person wronged by God, to ddliver his project from the arbitrary judgement of Nathan
Graham.
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They were dl there when Graham got to the table; Russ Giaconaand TinaMarples and Pauline
Zimmerman, dl of them sparkling in their suitslike the polished crystal goblets on thetable. And then
there was Kent, leaning back in his seet, hisjacket unbuttoned, lazily swirling the scotch in hisglass. He
didn’t sparkle, he didn’'t have to, he was the chief executive of Detroit operations and he answered to no
one but AnnaLuria hersdf.

“Oh good, Nathan'shere,” said Tina brightly as he approached, and they al stood.

“Hi Kent, it'sgood to see you again,” he said shaking hishand, “ Russ, Tina, Pauline.” Everybody shook
his hand, everybody avoided knocking over any goblets or candlesticks. As he sat down, Graham
glanced surreptitioudy at hiswatch. He was on time, goddamn it. They were early. It was probably
Tina sdoing, trying to make him look bad. At least they’ d had the decency to leave a seat next to Kent
open so he didn’t have to talk to the man from the other side of thefloral centerpiece.

“Thewaiter was on uslike a starved vulture the minute we sat down,” said Kent, leaning over and
gpesking conspiratorially out of the sde of his mouth, “so we went ahead and ordered drinks.” He
waved hishand, and ared jacketed waiter hurried to his sde. “What would you like, Nathan?’

“Scotch and soda,” he said to the waiter, who scurried off again. He could have stood a double, without
the soda, but it wouldn't have looked good, to order the same thing Kent drank.

Kent opened his menu, and everyone e se followed suit. “I’ ve heard that the sddmon isvery good here,”
Graham told him. Actualy, he' d caled up the chef this morning and demanded that he have it sentin
fresh from Alaska. Sdlmon was Kent Carlyd€ sfavorite fish.

He pursed hislips, hisgrey eyes scanning the menu. “Mmm, not redlly in the mood for fish tonight. Think
I’ll havethefilet.”

“They get it graight from Mitsubishi’s own farms,” said Russ, leaning over hismenu, “it’ svery fresh.”

Graham gtared at him. The conniving little assassin. He d probably known Kent wasn't in the mood for
fish today, and had exploited that knowledge by talking to the chef, finding out where he got his besf,
maybe even demanding that he order it from Mitsubishi. Of course he pretended not to understand the
ggnificance of Graham’ slook, gtting there gazing at the menu, smugly, innocently, knowing al the while
what he' d done. What was worse was that the chef knew al about it, and had, in fact, Sded with Russ.
They were probably laughing at him right now in the kitchen. When the waiter returned for their dinner
selections, Graham could swear he was smirking.



Pauline had the wild mushroom flan, an appropriate choice for her position. Tinaordered prawn souffle,
abit of arisk, but shewasaclimber. Russ and Kent both ordered the filet mignon, which left Grahamin
adifficult position. He could stick by his guns and have the sdlmon, or he could back off and opt for
some neutra entree; roast duck or pork loin. There was anice leek and chestnut saute on the menu, but
avegetarian choice was out of the question. He didn’t know which way he'd go until hesaidiit, “I'll have
the salmon.”

After dinner they retired to the club bar. To Graham’ s surprise, Kent took him by thearm and led him
away from the others, to the opposite side of the room. They sat on stoals, Graham facing the length of
the bar. He saw Russ and Tinaand Pauline at thefar end, in an irresolute little knot, casting pathetic
glances of resentment hisway. He looked back at Kent.

“They’ Il find out about it soon enough, let them sweet in their little bean counter undies for one night. I’ ve
got afavor to ask.”

“Shoot, boss,” said Graham.

He grimaced, “I’ ve got a Situation brewing down in Wichita, that new plant that went in about ayear ago.
Labor problems. It’s not like here, where we' re working with second and third generation vatdivers,
people who, by and large, know what to expect from the job. These greenhornsin Kansas till think we
owe them something more than asteady job at aliving wage. They’re making al kinds of fuss about
environmental standards and safety and so on. They’ ve even gotten the |EPA in on the act. Meanwhile
the people I’ ve got out there don’t seem to know how to handle the Situation. I'd like you to go down
and show those cowboys how it's done.”

Graham’'saarm was so great it must have legpt out of hiseyes.

Kent held up ahand, “I don’t mean permanently, you understand. Just get that jackass Nichols pointed in
the right direction. Hell, it probably won't take more than aweek. Not for you, with the way you handled
that labor movement nonsense we had five years ago. Don't think I’ ve forgotten that. | don't forget
anything likethat. Infact, it swhy | thought of you. | need ardliable, results-oriented man on the job
down there.”

“I’'m not a production manager anymore,” Graham said carefully.

Kent waved his hand in annoyance, “1 know that, Nathan. I’m just asking you to do thisas afavor to me,
undergand?’ Hiseyeswereflinty and hard, their gleam belying hislight tone of voice.

Graham understood. He would go, because to refuse would be to set himself against Kent, and he
couldn’t afford to do that yet. “ Of course,” he nodded. “ Of course, I"d be happy to help.”

“Great,” said Kent, shaking his hand. “ There' sareview meeting with the IEPA Monday morning at eight,
but I want you out there over the weekend so you can scope everything out beforehand. | can have my
driver pick you up at your placein an hour and take you to the airport.”
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In hisfirgt class compartment on the GeneSys airliner, Graham poured over the schoal records, family
histories, love affairs and purchasing habits of Hector Martin’ stwo assistants, searching for aweakness
he could exploit.

People could be controlled if you knew their secrets, and companies, as his mother had said, were made
up of people. Where she' d been wrong was in thinking there was anything moreto it than that. In her



obsess on with the organism of her company, she had neglected its congtituents. She had alowed hersdlf
to forget that she was dealing, after al, with people. It was not amistake her son would repest.

Henry Theodore Greenfield graduated magna cum laude from Lawrence Technicd Indtitute, did his
graduate study in lysis proteins and injection processing at MIT and then returned to Detroit to work with
Dr. Martinin adoctord fellowship program conjunct with the University of Detroit Mercy College. He
broke up with his high school boyfriend while a Lawrence, had three affairsat MIT and was now seeing
asecond year radiology intern at Beaumont Hospital. He had experimented with avariety of drugs over
the years, but had never devel oped a habit for anything more serious than cocaeaf. Hismother lived in
Dearborn, and worked for Blue Cross/Blue Shidld. Theidentity of hisfather was unknown. There
certainly wasn't much to go on with the respectable Mr. Greenfield. Perhaps his colleague Colin
Arbegast Satermeyer would be more forthcoming.

Infact, hisfile did show more promise. His parents were married, were, in fact, members of the
downriver fundamentalist enclave ALIVE! Colin grew up there, attended school in the compound’ s youth
center, and at the age of eighteen was recommended by one of hisinstructorsto be sent out of the
community for further education.

Graham raised one eyebrow. Usudly such magnanimity on the part of ALIVE! was expected to be
repaid, either by returning and benefiting the community as adoctor, lawyer, or some such, or by atithe
of 30% of theindividua’ sincome. It was contractud, and in fact, Satermeyer had signed, opting for the
tithe. He didn’t want to go back, apparently.

Graham pulled up his pay stubs, and scanning them, smiled. Satermeyer wastaking a pre-tax deduction
of $500 off every check, and squirreling it away in an escrow account. It would be reported to the IRS
asinvestment income, not earnings, and therefore, it would beinvisbleto ALIVE! sauditors.

“Clever, clever,” breathed Graham under his breath, and he scanned ahead to his quarry’ s current profile
records. He had an economy moded maglev, dark brown. Its navigation module revealed sporadic trips
to bars and restaurants around town, an occasiona foray up north, no trips downriver whatsoever, and
every Sunday like clockwork, avigt to the Belle Ide Aquarium.

Chapter 6— A Day IntheLife

Helix woke up in the middie of the night, her head and her ribs and the wound on her side dl hurting at
once. Shelay therefor awhile, listening to the quiet, looking at the darkness, until her thoughts got round
to the previous day, the restaurant, and the men in the ley. When she started to think about the
playground, she got up, and waked carefully to the bathroom.

Totheright of thetoilet, beneath awindow cracked and pedling with water damage, sat aporcean
bathtub. She looked with longing & the old, claw-footed affair. Wincing, she pulled off her t-shirt and
turned on the water. She looked in the medicine cabinet, but there was no kosher salt. Y ou can't have
everything, she thought, gazing at the steaming tub, and she eased hersdf into the warm, delicious water.
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Chango awakened blearily on the couch in Mavi’ sliving room. Her head throbbed and her face was
mashed into the textured upholstery. When she sat up she carried an imprint of Fleur de Lison her
cheek. Rubbing it she made her way to the bathroom on unsteady |egs and flung open the door.
Something splashed in the bathtub and let out asharp cry of dismay.

"Gah!" shouted Chango, startled by the movement, and found herself staring at Helix, naked in the
bathtub, and staring back at her with bewildered, deep filled eyes. "Sorry, | didn't know you werein



here," she said, turning to the sink and running the tap. She splashed water on her face, and then turned
back to Hdlix. “Were you deeping?’

Hédlix sank beneath the edge of the tub. “Y es. Sometimeswhen | can't deep, it helps”
“Oh,” said Chango, still looking at her.
“I'll be out inaminute, if you could just-"

“Oh, sure, sorry.” Chango dried off her face and backed out the door. She went into the kitchen, where
Mavi was leaning over the Sink, pouring water into the coffee pot. "Guesswho | just surprised in the
bathroom?"

Mavi looked a her jadedly, "Helix?'
"W, yegh."

Mavi nodded and set the coffee pot on the counter. “1 thought so. It wasn't me and asfar as| know,
you're not in the habit of surprising yoursdlf. Why didn't you knock first?"

Chango sighed and shrugged. "'l wasn't thinking. | didn't expect- Mavi, shewasin the bathtub.”
"S0? She can take a bath if she wants to, Chango, what's the problem?’

Chango leaned closer and lowered her voice. "She was deeping in there, Mavi, in the water."
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Helix stepped carefully out of the tub and toweled off. Her ribs were still sore, her neck iff, but her knife
wound was amost healed, and the lump on her head was way down. She stepped into her freshly
laundered, custom made four-deeved body suit. The cellweave fabric warmed dightly at the touch of her
damp skin, helping her dry off. She wished it wouldn’t. Her skin was dwaystoo dry, no matter what
moisturizers or oils she used. The only thing that ever redly seemed to help was soaking in atub of st
water.

She dipped on her tunic and went out into the hallway and stood there, torn between the security of her
room, and her curiosity about the house and its neighborhood. She' d been gone from Hector’ sfor three
days now, and so far she’ d spent most of it in one room. Someone was making coffee in the kitchen. She
followed the smdl down the hall.

Chango and Mavi stood close together by the sink, their conversation breaking off abruptly as Mavi saw
her. "Oh, Hdlix, it's good to see you up and about.”

"Thanks," she said, remaining in the doorway, at aloss for what to do next. Chango and Mavi stood
looking at her expectantly. Her cheeks burned, and she redlized she was blushing.

"Cmonin," said Chango, suddenly darting across the room to her and guiding her to thetable. "Have a
Seet. Y ou want coffee? Mavi just put some on.”

Helix nodded dowly, "Y eah. Y es, thank you."

Hanging from a peg near the door was Hector’ sraincoat. Just the sight of it made her fedl better, more
secure. Chango and Mavi had both seen her, seen her arms, seen everything, Night Hag too, but ill she
felt naked, being anyplace but Hector’ s apartment without that coat on.



She glanced at her companions. Mavi was stirring sugar into her coffee, Chango was pouring abowl of
raisin bran. “ Oh, there' smy coat,” she said, feigning surprise.

“A littletheworse for wear, I'm afraid,” said Mavi.

“That'sokay. I'malittle cold, that’sdl.” It wastrue, she usualy was cold. She used to keep Hector’s
gpartment so warm he could hardly stand it.

Chango and Mavi exchanged glances as she got up and dipped into the raincoat and buttoned it over her
lower arms. “ That’ s better,” she smiled and seated hersdlf at the table again.

Mavi poured her a cup of coffee and handed her the steaming mug.
“Want some cered 7’ asked Chango.

“Sure, thanks.”

Chango poured her abowl! and added milk.

“So what are you up to today, Chango?’ asked Mavi getting up to retrieve a basket from next to the
stove.

“Oh, | have afew errandsto run. Helix, maybe you' d like to come aong, see the neighborhood, get to
know afew people.”

“l don’t know.”

“Y ou said you left your father because you wanted to find something for yoursdlf. Y ou’ re not going to
find it hiding out here, areyou?’

Shewasright. She' d left Hector to find out about the rest of the world, and now she was just turning this
place into another Hector’ s gpartment; wallsto hide behind.

Mavi sat down, pulled alength of knobby yarn out of her basket and wound it around her fingers. “Fresh
air would be good for you, but no adventures.” She pointed along hook at Chango. “ Stay in the
neighborhood, okay?’

“Yes, maam.” said Chango.

“What are you doing?’ asked Helix as Mavi worked the yarn with her hook.

“Crocheting. My mother taught me, but you just can’t find yarn anymore.”

“What' sthat, then?’ Helix pointed at the blue-green-red-ydlow length of ropy stuff in her hands.

“Oh, they saveit up at vat 9. Every month or so Benny brings me abag of it. The bodies aren’t good for
much of anything-"

“Except bouncing bals,” said Chango

“-put | tie the tendrils together and make stuff with them. Pele sdlsthem for me a the Eastern Market. |
used to do alot of afghans, but lately I'm doing hats.” She had begun working the yarn into around.
“The hats sl better.”

Helix’ seyebrowsrose of their own valition. “They’ re— they’ re that stuff you fish out -”



“Agules” said Chango, “Mavi’sarecycler.”
“Since you' re making the rounds Chango, you want to drop some of these off for me?’

“Sure, but it wouldn’t kill you to let sunlight strike your face either, you know, instead of just sitting
around in heredl the time, smoking and knitting.”

“Crocheting. Besides, I’ ve got things to do. Xenia sprained her ankle and needs a sassafras poultice, and
Harvey isdill trying to come off Blast. He needs more goldensedl tincture. Oh, and stop by Hyper's
whileyou're out, seeif he needs morevderian.”

“Sure,” sad Chango, getting up and taking her bowl to the ank. “Hdlix, will you join me?’

Helix gnawed at her lower lip with onefang. “I don't know. Actudly, | should start looking for ajob
somewhere. Do you know anyplace around that’ s hiring?”

Chango and Mavi laughed. “Not hardly,” said Chango, her smile narrowing to asmirk. “Besides, come
with me and you won't need ajob.”
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Hélix followed Chango across the street to her motor car, ayellow behemoth covered with patches of
red polybond. It was awarm, cloudy, humid day; the air dense and full of astrange, yeasty smell. It felt
soft and damp againgt her skin, soothing. “Wow, it’snice out,” she said.

Chango looked at her increduloudy. “Nice out? Y ou must be joking. Days like this GeneSys should issue
everyonein Vattown adivesuit. Smell that? It's growth medium, and it’ s probably morphing usaswe
stand.” She opened the door for Helix. “Y ou haveto get in on this Side, the door on the passenger’ sside
doesn’'t work.”

Helix did into the spacious seat, cracked and shiny with spots of bioadhesive.

They pulled out and rumbled down the street, and Helix leaned back and watched the sky pass above
them.

After innumerable turns down narrow streets pitted with erosion and lined with vacant lots and housesin
varying stages of disrepair, Chango pulled over in front of avast fidd of brick and meta rubble. “All
that’ sleft of the Russall Industrid Center,” she said and got out of the car. Helix watched as she ducked
under the half-hearted barricade and picked among the dust and stones. She returned with afragment of
concrete. The brief but intense heet of the disintegration process had melted a crescent wrench into its
aurfacelike an ingtant chrome fossil.

“What'sthat?’ asked Helix.

Chango looked at her and then heaved it into the back seat. “It'sart,” she said, and got back into the
car.
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“Hey Hyper!” caled Chango opening the screen door. “Why don't you lock your door, fool ?”

At one of severa metad worktables, ascrawny young black man was busily removing solder from a
circuit board. He glanced up at them, "Because then I'd have to get up to let you in. I'll be done herein
justasec.”



Helix looked up in wonderment at the celling, nearly tripping over astack of holocubes. There were
things hanging up there that she’ d never consider hanging from a ceiling; whole computer systems, afish
tank filled with murky water.

The front of the house was furnished with stained cushions, a threadbare beanbag and abucket seat from
alevcar. Chango flopped down in the levcar seat. Helix just stood there, staring as Hyper's hands flew
with soldering iron and vacuum tube. He wasright, hewas donein just asec.

"Hi," he said as he suddenly stepped around the table, and then, "Hi!" as he noticed Helix.
"Hi," shesad.
"Hyper, thishisHelix. Helix, Hyper, avery old, dear friend of mine.”

"Hey, Helix," he said, dodging forward to shake her hand. Helix took his hand in her upper right one.
“Thanksfor lending me your transceiver.”

“Hey, no problem. Glad to see you're doing al right, have aseat.” He pointed her to the beanbag. “ Can
| take your coat?’ he added.

Shelooked up at him, “No, that's okay. Thanks.”
“Oh for heaven’ssake,” said Chango, “it’ s fucking eighty degrees out today. Aren't you hot?’

Shewasn't hot, not really, but the lining of the coat was sticking to her arms and the back of her neck.
And she did fed sort of stupid wearing it, when everyone else wasin t-shirts and shorts.

Shelooked carefully at Hyper. Chango had said he was a sport, but she could find nothing out of the
ordinary about him except for his bizarre taste in home furnishings. “What' s different about you?’ she
asked.

“My metabolism. It runshigh. | haveto eat alot of smal medsand | don't deep too much.”

She was disappointed. She’ d been hoping for nictating membranes or retractable ear flaps, at least atail.
It must have shown.

“I know, it’sboring, but it’ sthe only mutation I’ ve got,” he said.

She nodded in silence, and as casualy as she could manage, dipped the raincoat from her shoulders. It
felt good to Stretch her ams and fed the air againgt her skin.

She watched Hyper for hisreaction; saw hiseyestravel down her body and up again to her face. He was
amiling. “Now that’ sa sgnificant mutation. Do you have complete use of them?’

“Yeah,” shesad, diding into the chair, “but my bottom hands are better at fine work, and they don’t
redly lift up to the Sdestoo well, top ones go three-sixty degrees, though.” Helix crisscrossed her hands
about her knees and rocked sdlf-conscioudly.

“That isso cool looking.”

“Thanks”

“You know,” said Hyper, “ She needsto meet Orielle”
“Not Orielle,” said Chango.



“Who'sOridle?’ sad Helix.

“Oh, just somebody who would make you fade right into the woodwork,” said Hyper.
“She'sadrug dedler,” said Chango.

“And adrug inventor, don’t forget about that,” said Hyper.

“Y eah, but she still makes her bread and butter by sdlling blast in this community. It keeps the vatdivers
down, keeps them from doing anything about the company. They just do asthey’retold, and collect their
pay and useit to get blasted, that’s all.”

“It'snot just the blast, Chango,” said Hyper, “besides, you used to do blagt, before...”
“Yeah, but | don’'t any more, do 1? And you know why, too.”
“You dwayssay Adadidn’t dive blasted. Don't you believe that?’

Chango glared a him, and findly stood up, to walk past them and stare at something hanging from the
ceiling. “Fuck you, Hyper,” she growled softly.

Hyper shrugged and looked at Helix. “ She' sabundle of contradictions, sheis. Can | get you something?
Water, Cool-Aid, Chromium 507"

“Water, please.”

Chango, gtill standing, gtill staring at the celling, shook her head. “Y ou’ re going to regret it.”
“Y ou want anything, Chango?’ asked Hyper, heading towards the back of the house.
“Only your immortal soul,” she said, and sat back down in the lev sedt.

Hyper returned in an instant with a.cup of doubtful looking water and handed it to Helix. She sniffed it. It
smelled like solder. Casually she st it down on the floor.

Hyper tapped hisfoot, rooted around in his shirt pocket, came up with a half-empty pack of Reefer
Madness, pulled one out, lit it and offered Helix the pack.

"No thanks."

"I'll take one," said Chango.

"So you're new intown huh?' said Hyper, switching on his holotransceiver and flipping through channels.
"Well, new to Vattown."

"That'swhat | mean. | heard — | heard you were adopted, by some corporate dink, excuse me,
professond man.”

"He'saresearch scientist.”
“Oh yeah? What kind of stuff does he do?"
Hdix shrugged, "'l don't know."

"Y ou don't know?Wdl, what kinds of projectsis he working on? | mean generdly, don't spill any trade



secrets or anything, for gods sakes.”
She shook her head, "I don't know."

Hyper stared at her. "Industria ecology, biomathematics, gene splicing...”

Helix shrugged again.

"Y ou've been living with the man for, what, ten years, and you don't know. Okay." Hyper drew on his
cigarette and pulled the transceiver’ simaging lens down over one eye. He glanced at the hologram
reflected through the lens, his eyesflickering as he called up new files. He glanced from Helix to the holo
severd timesin rapid succession. “Do think | could- | don’t mean to be bold, or embarrass you or
anything,” he glanced at Chango and then back to her, “would you mind, could | ook at your back?’

“My back?”

“Yeah, it lookslike you only have one collarbone. | wastrying to mount aset of manipulating arms onto
the existing armature of thisrobot I’'m working on. | thought I’ d have to hang it up, but if | can see how
it's been done, with you-”

“Hyper buildsrobots,” said Chango, answering Helix’ s glance with areassuring nod.

Shefdt like shewas outside hersdlf as she stood, turned her back to him and lifted her tunic with her
upper arms. Beyond the numbness of her fear shefelt aburning curiosity. What would he be ableto
see?

She heard him looking, and then felt his hands on her back. She flinched, and then relaxed asthey ran,
warm and soft, dong her muscles and bones. Of course she couldn’t see the hologram he was working
on, but she sensed he wastracing her.

When he was through he dipped the transceiver over her head, so she could look through the imaging
lens and see what he' d drawn — an anatomical rendering of her back, arms and shoulders. “What are
you going to do with that?’ she asked, backdiding into a paranoid fantasy of her image plastered on
every building in Vattown, labeled with the words ‘ Look at thisfreak.’

Hyper led her to the work area, to athing with the lower body of asmall tractor, and two waldo arms
bolted to asted drum with ahole cut inthe middle. A gas combustion engine painted to resemble aface
rested on apivot on top of the drum.

“See, if | mount ball sockets here and here-” Hisfingers traced the metal struts the same way they had
touched her own flesh. “-1 can support the second set of arms without adding awhole new framework
for them.”

“What doesit do?”’

“Wadll, it'snot finished yet. Eventualy | want to put apivot piston in here, and that’ Il make the head nod
up and down asit rumbles and spews smoke. And then it rolls around on the tractor treads, and the arms
are operated by radio control and can pick stuff up. | want the extraarms so they can hold this” He
hefted a dented saxophone. “I’'m cdling it Close Enough for Jazz.”

Chango wandered in from the front room. “ Do you gtill need acounterweight for the pivot piston? | may
have just thething.”

“Ohyeah? That's cool because | haven't found anything... symbolicaly correct yet.”



“It'sout in my car, why don’t you come out and see.”
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“Did you get into that data card yet?’ asked Chango as she and Hyper walked to her car.

“What? Uh, no. No, It'snot giving up easily, and I’ ve been busy with Robo-Mime. Is she asking about
it?’

“Shedid at firgt, but | think she’ sforgotten about it.”

“Wall, she' sobvioudy never read any of it. Unlessall that ignorance was an act. She any more
forthcoming about her father to you?’

Chango shrugged, “I think hisnameisHector. | didn't redlly ask about him.”
“Hector? Hector Martin?’

“That'sit,” said Chango.

Hyper choked, "Her father is the Dr. Hector Martin? Chrigt!"

"Y ou know him?" asked Chango.

"Know him? | know of him. He'sthe inventor of the multis”

“Multi’s.” Chango shook her head. So Helix’ s adopted father was the man behind the multi-processor
brainsthat run nearly every mgor networked system in the world. Maglev, stock market, polymer plants.
Shit, even the temperature and ventilation systemsin most big buildings. “Geez,” Chango cast her gazeto
the tower of the GeneSys building, hazy in the distance. “ Tak about friendsin high places.”
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Hyper gave Chango a crate of DataKleen memory enzyme in exchange for the chrome fossl from the
Russdl Industria Center. They drove to afaded cement block house surrounded with sunflowers.
“Peé€ shouse,” Chango said.

The woman who came out the front door to greet them had skin like apainted pony, irregular patches of
black on awhite background. The color scheme carried over into the cloud of thick hair surrounding her
head. She was dressed in ayellow housecoat. “Hey Chango, | hope you cameto fix my truck.”

“Actualy it was more to make atrade, but what’ s the problem?’

“It' sburning ail.”

“Ow. They’ll take you off theroad for that.”

“Youdon't think I know it? 1’ ve got alot of goods to get to the market thisweek.”
“Alright, I'll take alook.”

Helix sat on the porch with Pele, drinking iced tea and watching Chango crawl around under Pel€ sblue
pickup truck.

“I ill liketo watch her fix Suff,” said Pele, glancing sidelong a Helix. “What about you?’



“Me? What?’
“Do you like watching her? She sanice girl you know, but fickle.”

Helix looked a Pelein confusion, she was going to ask her what fickle was, but she got distracted by
Pele’' s gppearance. “Y ou go to the Eastern Market, to sdll stuff.”

“All thetime”

“You seealot of people.”

“If I'm lucky.”
“How do you dedl with... with-"

Pdeamiled. “With this?” Shewaved her hand at her skin, her hair. “I don’t ever redly think abot it,
unless someone reminds me. | get that sometimes, from people who don’t know me. They dways ask
methe samething, ‘ Are you white or black? They redlly don’t mean anything by it, they’re just
surprised, and they say the firgt thing that comesinto their heads. | don’t take it to heart, you know? In
the end, they have to deal with who | am, not what | look like.”
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Chango traded Pele the DataK |een for a cube of holotoys and collected a carton of reefersfor fixing the
truck. “See?’ she said to Helix in the car, “thisis how it works. Y ou get by.”

“Where are we going now?’
“Wéll goto Hannah's. I'm hungry.”
“Who'sHannah?’

"Hannah's Eclectic Homestyle Restaurant. 1t' s been around for ages. Used to be a Polish place but back
around 19 or 20 it got bought by Hannah and her husband Ricky. Hannah just started cooking whatever
came to mind with whatever was at hand. Menu changed constantly. Her daughter Ritarunsit now.
Food's till pretty good, but Hannah, man... Well they say Rita's daughter Gabrielle has the touch, and
she'samogt sixteen. Shell be out of school soon.” Chango shrugged. " One can hope.”

The Eclectic Homestyle Restaurant was housed in abrown brick building with a peaked cornice and blue
tiles set in at the corners of the doorway. Chango led the way under ared awning and flung open the
door. Helix followed her into alarge, bright room filled with tables and chairs, humid with the smells of
food and loud with the chatter of voices and therattle of slverware. "Hey Chango!” cried avoice over
thedin. In thefar corner of the dining room abald young man waved vigoroudy at them.

"Magnusson,” Chango murmured as they wound their way between the tables, "one of my very best
buddies." Asthey got to the table Chango reached across it and snagged a sausage off of hisplate.

"Hey!" he protested but Chango only chortled gleefully and ate it, waving her burned fingertips. "Magoo,"
she said, ushering Helix into the sest across from him, and sitting beside her, "meet Hdlix. Helix, thisis-"

"Magnusson,” he interjected, leaning forward and extending a broad, flat hand. Her fingers brushed the
back of it asthey shook. His skin was smooth. He had a round head and a round, pudgy body. He was
not only bald, she noticed. He didn't have any eyebrows or facid hair either. That’ swhy hisskin felt so
smooth. He didn't have any hair at dl.



"Niceto meet you," said Helix, suddenly redlizing with atwinge that she was staring at him. His eyeswere
pale, pae grey, colorless, but not red. He looked like agrown up baby.

"Magoo cooks here. HE's gonna get us free lunches, right Magoo?'
Herolled hiseyes. "Y eah, sure, long as you don't mind taking my bus shift tonight.”
"Bus shift? Y ou're fill doing dishes nights? | thought Ritasaid sheld put you on prep.”

Magnusson shrugged, " Sure, she said it. But now I'm doing lunch rush 'cause Octavio got sick, and
meanwhile, they gtill need busersat night. So, I'm busing.”

"That sucks. She promised you."
He snorted, "C'mon, nobody believes promises, not from an employer, right?"
Chango nodded acknowledgment. "1t till sucks," she added.

"Yeah, well, it can only be so bad you know. | an't divin'," he softly nodded his head towards a group of
five seated in abooth on the other wall. Tank harnesses hung off of their lean, divesuited bodies. Hard
men and women, mostly older than them but there were afew with eyesit seemed dready darkened at
the sight of deeth, though it stood for them, probably thirty, even forty years away. They were an
animated group, smoking and laughing and living it up, partying at the end of their shift. But desth hung
around them like acloud of smog that ground its darkness right into their pores so that they seemed
steeped in something. Something that would dowly curl around the double helix of their DNA and twist
it, twist them, into something el se. Helix found hersdf searching their faces, trying to find beneath the
angled planes of skin the shape they would become.“Why do they do it?’ she asked, “if it' SsO
dangerous?’

“For themoney.” said Magnusson.

“Most of them only plan to divefor five years, take their pay and get someplace wherethelivingis
chegp,” said Chango. “Only sometimesthey find that five yearsisn't enough, sometimesthey find that

nothing isenough.”

One of the vatdivers— atdl, dark-haired man — glanced over a them and detached himsdlf from the
group. “Oh no, it sBenjamin,” grumbled Magnusson under his breath.

He approached their booth with quick strides of hislong, lean legs. His vatleather jacket, still new,
crinkled gtiffly as he leaned over thetable. "How's it going over here?' he asked. He had hard, bright blue

eyes.
"Hi Benny," said Chango, "What's new with you?"
“Not much, just snagging goobers.” He did into the booth opposite Chango and Helix.

Grumbling, Magnusson did his plate over and made room. Benny reached a hand towards his sausages,
but he brandished afork a him. “Back off, man,” he snarled.

Laughing, Benny rested his chinin his hands and looked a Helix. “ So, you'rethe new girl, huh? Niceto
meet you.”

Helix nodded and leaned closer to Chango, “Hi,” she said, her voice cracking. Shefdt her face grow
warm.



“I heard you ran into a spot of trouble,” said Benny, “how are your ribs?'
"Much better, thanks."

"She hedsfadt,” said Chango.

“So how do you like Vattown?’
“It'snice” Hdix sad, “it smdlsgood.”

They dl stared at her.

“I've heard this place get called alot of things,” said Magnusson, “but good smelling, never.”

“Y eah, top on most peoples grudge list about V attown isthe reek of the growth medium.” said Benny.
“Youredly likeit?’

Helix shrugged, “Yeah, it andls... warm.”

“Mmm,” Benny grunted, then turned to the others, *Y ou hear about the new hiring requirements?’ he
asked.

“What, you have to be seven feet tall and blond now? 1’ d think they’ d be happy to get anybody they can,
these days,” said Chango.

“That'sjust it, they are. They’ ve just loosened up the genetic requirements, so first generation mutations
are okay.”

“What?" said Magnusson.

“Y ou heard it, they’ re hiring sports now. Of coursethey’ll be classified temporaries, so the company can
get around giving them benefits, including hedth insurance.”

“Fucking company,” said Chango, “thisiswhy we need a union, Benny, to keep them from getting away
with crap like this”

“I’ve never argued with that, Chango.”
“No, you just won't do anything about it.”

“Aw giveit arest dready, would you? If you' re so keen on the movement, become avatdiver and form
one. You can, now.”

“I'm not going to throw my life away for abunch of people who won't even help themsalves.”
“My feding exactly,” said Benny.

“Where would you go, to apply?’ asked Hdlix.

“Areyou serious?’” asked Benny.

“No,” said Chango. “She’ snot. You're not serious.”

“I wasjust wondering. He said they were hiring, and | need ajob so... What isit like, diving?’ she asked
Benny.



“Wal, you put on an anodized rubber suit that makes you swest, aface mask, breathing equipment and a
twelve pound air tank and then you go and swim around in a bunch of poisonous, murky weter. It'sa
red giggle”

“| wasjust asking.”
“Waell you don't need to know,” said Chango, “because you're not going to do it.”

Helix stared at Chango, sudden anger lighting her eyes. “1 can decide that myself,” she said. They went
on gtaring at each other for amoment more, Helix having difficulty keeping her eyesfrom jumping back
and forth between blue and green, and then they both looked away.

“She'sright, you shouldn't dive,” said Benny, his eyes wandering about the outlines of her raincoat.
“Someone like you would be a prime candidate for vatsickness.” Helix studied the place mat in front of
her. It had a scalloped border of disinfectant enzyme, pale pink paste that |eft alittle streak of biodectric
neutraizer on the surface of the table every time you moved it. Enough fidgeters, and you’ d probably
never have to wipe the table down.

“I’ve got some holotoysfor Hugo.” said Chango. “How’ s he doing, anyway?’

Benny shrugged, “ About the same. Y ou know how it iswith vatsickness. He got up and walked around a
little bit yesterday. Thismorning he only kept water down. He sstrong. It sgoing to take along time.”

“They should just throw himinthevat and let him finish,” said Helix.
They al stared at her again. Benny blinked and cleared histhroat. “ Y ou' re probably right,” he said.
Chango was glaring at her. “I’'m sorry,” said Hdlix. “I don’t know why | said that.”

“No. | understand. We caught it early, he hasamild dose. That doesn’t makeit lessfatd, it just meansit
takeslonger to kill him. When my time comes, I'm just going to keep diving. If it hasto happen, at least it
can be quick like with-"

“Don’'t you even say that Adawas lucky,” said Chango.

Benny tilted his head to one sde. “In away, she was, Chango.”

“Here,” Chango handed him the holocube. “ These are for Hugo. Y ou can pay me later. We haveto go.”
“Chango-”

“Seeyou later.”

“Who'sAda?’ asked Helix when they got inthe car.

“My dgter,” said Chango, turning the ignition key with exceptiona force. She pulled out of the parking
gpace with aburst of acceleration. Helix was waiting for her to cam down before making any further
inquiries, but then they drove past the vat yards.

Rows of round meta buildings with glass domes did by like the silvered flanks of some huge beast
basking in the brightening afternoon. The air wasfilled with theliving smell of growth medium. Chango
didn’t want her to work there, Benny had good reasons why she shouldn’t, but Helix looked at those
domes and breathed the air, and she knew it wouldn’t matter what anybody said.

The knowledge nestled inside her and made her fed light and... happy. The sun was coming out, asif the



day welcomed her joy.
Chapter 7— The Death of Ada Chichelski

Chango had been at Josa' swhen her sister had the accident. She' d been playing up to Pele by putting
Otimache Mints on the jukebox, and buying her beer.

“Wannadance?’ she asked, swinging her hips and shaking her shoulders. Josa swas nearly empty, it
wasjust her and Pele, afew out-of-work vatdivers lingering in the shadows, and Josa, behind the bar.

“Not until you tell mewhat you did last night,” Pele said, pouting.

“| told you, sweetheart, | got drunk at Vonda' s, and Hyper was there, and since he lives right next door,
he let me crash at hisplace.”

“Uh-huh.” Inthe dim light, Pele seemed to be there only in patches. “Y ou didn’t degp with him?’

Chango bit her lipsand said nothing. It wouldn't matter if she protested her innocence, Pele would know
shewaslying. Shewasalousy liar, and she hated to doit.

Pele shook her head in shock and exasperation. “| can’'t believethis. | can’'t believe you! Did we or did
we not have a conversation last week in which you said, ‘I’ m ready for monogamy.’? That was you,
wasn'tit?’

Chango climbed onto the bar stool next to her and put her head in her hands. “1 know, but Hyper, he-

|
“Oh don't tel meit's because you were drunk!”

“No. | mean, it kind of was, but, we-”

“Areyouinlovewith him?’

“Not in love, | don't think, but- We ve known each other for forever.”

“We' ve known each other for forever too, and I’ ve known Hyper for forever. We al grew up here, we
al went to school together. None of us have ever known more than the same thirty people our whole
fucking livest What hasthat got to do with anything? Do you love him?’

Chango shrugged. “Yes.”
“Fine.” Pedle dammed her beer down on the counter. “1 hope you'll be very happy together.”
“But | loveyou too.” said Chango, grabbing Pele sarm as she did from her stoal.

“You can't. You can love Hyper or you can love me, but you can't love both of us.” Pele wrested her
arm from Chango’ s grip, and headed for the door.

“Yes| can.” Chango said to her retreating back. Pele did this every time Chango dept with someone
else. Therswasardationship of punctuated monogamy. Usually after a couple of weeks, she'd let her
back in the house. In the meantime, Chango would have to stay with friends, maybe Hyper.

Chango fdt bad though, abouit telling her she wouldn’t deep around anymore. At thetime, she'd redly
meant it. But then last night at Vonda s, Hyper had been so...



“Chango?’ It was April, her broad form silhouetted against the bright light from the open doorway.
Chango blinked at her, her eyes accustomed to the dimness of Josa s bar.

“April?What are you doing here, it’ sthe middle of your shift.”

“Chango.” April shut the door behind her and approached her with more eagerness than she would
ordinarily express, but not more pleasure. As she came closer, Chango saw the deep lines of worry that
creased her forehead. “1t' s Ada,” she said, when she got close enough to speak in anorma tone of
voice. “Will you come?’

“Of course,” said Chango, diding from her barstool, feding suddenly cold, “but what isit?’
April looked at her, and even in thisdim light, Chango could see thetearsin her eyes. “ She got doused.”
“No! Oh my gods, no!”

April put astrong arm around Chango’ s shoulders and gently propelled her towards the door. “ She' s il
at the vat house. I’ ve dready found Mavi, she'son her way over there now.”

When she got there, April showed her to asmall tiled room with asingle narrow bench adong the far wall.
Mavi wasthere, standing over Adawho crouched on the bench in aflimsy paper gown, shaking. She'd
aways been bigger than Chango, but she looked smal now — small and pa e even under the dusting of
biocida powder that whitened her skin and hair.

“What happened?’ she said as she walked dowly towards them.

Mavi looked up, her face aswhite as Ada' s, and tight with grief and fury. “ Sedls cameloose,” she said
through gritted teeth.

Chango breathed in sharply, the air was acrid with the lingering fumes of the chemicasthat had been
used to wash Ada. “ Faulty equipment?’

Mavi shrugged once in sharp dismissd, “They’re checking. What difference doesit make?’

Ada shuddered and bent over to vomit between her feet. The sweet smell of ssomach acid joined the
other odorsin the room. Mavi cradled her in her arms and wiped her mouth with atissue.

Tentatively Chango reached out to lay her fingertips on her sster’ sarm. Her skin was grainy and dry with
biocide powder, and cool. Ada s eyes were dits, glimmering with ashifting blue as shelooked &t her.
Her crusted lips parted, “ Get me out of here.”

They dl got aride in the company ambulance, Cora, Benny, Vd and Hugo carrying Adaout on a
gretcher, their faces drawn and blank like pall bearers. They might aswell have been. She'd received
contact on roughly forty percent of her skin. By vatsickness standards, it would be quick.

Chango remembered the sting in the soles of her feet when she legpt from the back of the ambulance
onto the black brilliantine road, to run to the house and open the door, holding it wide asthey carried her
in. After they’ d maneuvered Ada safely abed, Chango and the vatdivers, in silent mutuality, left her done
with Mavi and shut the door.

Cord, Va and Hugo stood around the kitchen table, like misplaced trees. Benny made coffee while
Chango dumped in the doorway. No one said anything. There was only the hiss of the coffee maker and
thefaint, soft sound of weeping from the other room, like the lapping of waves on adistant shore.



They were out of reach of that ocean, therein the grim golden glow of thelittle kitchen, bound and
barricaded by asingle, overriding thought. “It didn’t happen to me.” That was the sllent conversation they
had before the final gurgle of the coffee maker.

Benny brought mugs to the table with wooden solemnity, hislong face still and quiet, hiseyesblank asif
he was not really there, asif he was thinking very hard of something else.

“How long did she soak?’ asked Chango.
Va and Cora shrugged. Benny continued to stare at his hands. “ About five minutes,” said Hugo.
“Fiveminutes?’ Chango put her mug down. “How isthat possible?’

Hugo and Cord and Va exchanged uncomfortable glances. “ Apparently she wasn't immediately avare
of theleskage,” said Coral guardedly.

“Not aware? How could she not be aware.”

“Because shewas blasted,” said Benny, findly looking up to fix her with acold hard stare.
“Blasted? At work?”’

“I know,” Cord sad, “I can’'t believe it ether. They must have made amistake.”

“I saw the blood tests. She must have gassed just before her shift,” said Benny

Chango shook her head. “No way.”

“Chango, | saw thelab results. | lso saw her last night with Orielle” Benny leaned over thetable, his
hands clenched in figtsin front of him. “I hateto say it, but she’ sheen using alot lately.”

“She got blasted the other night at Josa's,” said Vd, “ Thursday.”
“Oh and you don't get blasted there every weekend and most week nights,” said Chango.

Va dhrugged. He didn't say anything, but Chango could see him thinking it. “At least | don't take it on
thejob.”
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“This completely discredits our movement.” said April. “GeneSyswill just chak it up as another example
of diver recklessness, another excuse not to take our complaints serioudy. If Adadidn’t care about her
life, why should they? She was supposed to be an example to counter the vatdiver stereotype. She was
the spearhead of our movement, and now she's sabotaged us.”

Chango shifted on her cushion in the living room of Vonda s gpartment and |ooked at the faces around
her, expecting someone to defend her Sster, but they were al sllent either in complicity or secretiveness,
and no one would return her gaze.

Mavi wasn't there. Mavi was at home taking care of Ada, who they spoke of asif she were dready
dead. Somebody here had to speak for her, and Chango was the only one who would. “How can you
say that, after al she' sdone? If it weren’t for Ada, there wouldn’t be amovement. And you wouldn't
have the improvementsin safety standards that the movement haswon.”

“She made amockery of those, didn’t she?’ said Vonda, to around of grim snickering.



Chango glared at her. “ She got you the job of technica analyst, Vonda. So the divers would have one of
their own to administer tests and analyze their results. She paid for you to take the classes from her own
pocket, have you forgotten?’ Vondadidn’t answer her. She wouldn't even look at her.

“Chango’sright,” said Benny, “Whatever she’ s done now, we can't turn our back on everything she—
we accomplished. We have to preserve what credibility we can.”

“How are we going to do that?’ asked Jewd.

“By proving that her accident was acompany plot,” said Chango.

“Oh comeon,” said April. “Six of usin thisroom saw her buying blast from Orielle the night before.”
“S0? That doesn’t mean she used it before her dive.”

“The medicd reports say shedid,” said Jewell.

“Maybe they were doctored.”

“By who?Me?’ said Vonda, her fists pounding the couch. “1 prepared it, | took her blood and her skin
samplesand | carried them to the lab and | did the analysis. There was no one else. If her report was
doctored, then I'm the one who did it. Isthat what you believe?’

Chango looked away, her eyes burning. She didn’t believe that, not really. But to say otherwise would be
to admit that Adawas dying of her own negligence, and she couldn’t do that. Not when she had to go
back to the house tonight and see her, or what was|ft of her, and the rest, transformed into something
else. No, whether it was true or not, she would not accept that Ada had brought this on herself.

There was an awkward silence while everyone waited for her to say no, and preserve the fragile
cohesion of the group. But Chango didn’t say anything.

“I think the best way to move forward isto ater our strategy,” said Leo, finaly, “make a clean break
with the past. Let GeneSys know who the leadership of this movement is and what we stand for.”

“And who isthe leadership, now?" asked Chango.
“Benny, obvioudy,” said April, “Hewas Ada sright hand.”

“Maybe we should have aleadership committee, instead of apresident.” said Leo. “Genesys might take
us more serioudy if we don’t appear to be an, um, charismatic movement.”

“Or we could have anyone who' sinterested write an anonymous proposa for why they should be
president, and then we could vote on them,” said Jewell.

“We could form acommittee to eva uate the president’ s performance.”

“Why don’t you just form acommittee to decide how to vote for the members of the committee that
decides which fingers the leadership committee should stick up their asses?’ said Chango, and she got up
and left. No one noticed her go; they were dl offering suggestions and agreeing with one another. Except
for Vonda, who watched her go with baleful, injured eyes.
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So amid shame and scandal, Mavi and Chango nursed Adato her death. She was bedridden from the
gart. Ada, who' d aways been the strong one, the pure one, untainted by the waters of the vats, suddenly



needed her sster’ s help to get to the bathroom. It was asif some secret contract between her and the
universe was suddenly withdrawn, she no longer received its protection, and the sun stopped shining on
her. She became sallow and gaunt, her body wasting away under the unsustainable demands of her
renegade cdlls.

Her skin became dry and papery, crumbling at the base of tumors which thrust from the deep tissues of
her arms and legs, reshaping her with their shiny pink masses, like mountains erupting to transfigure the
face of the earth.

Adaaways had aspare sort of beauty, the kind that let you fill in the spaces, but now every plane, every
angle, every jut of bone and curve of flesh was being reworked with blotches and moles and cysts,
transforming her from Bauhaus beauty to medieva gargoyle.

Of course theworst of the changes were on the inside, twisting her intestinal and respiratory tracts so
they could bardly function, and her heart - she said her heart was thickening, and they believed her. All
she consumed now was water and morphine,

Sitting by her sdein the pink bedroom, Chango redlized that for thefirst timein her life shedidn’t envy
her ster. She' d dways been jealous of Ada, she was beautiful, strong, and anormal person. People
liked her. She won them over effortlesdy.

Everything with Ada seemed effortless, except for this; dying, losing hersdlf to cdls driven mad by
growth, aone except for Chango and Mavi. Alone because al those people she' d won over, those
vatdivers, people sherisked her life for — they never came. Except for Benny. Benny came, standing in
the doorway of theroom asif coming any closer might put him at risk of catching it.

Chango knew why they stayed away. It wasn't because of the scanda. They didn’t want to see her.
They were afraid of seeing themsdlves, five or ten or fifteen years from now.

She was in the kitchen when the changes came. She heard Mavi’ s cdll from the bedroom and nearly
dropped the dish she was washing. Shelet it dide into the warm, murky water and turned, her hands ill
dripping as she waked down the hall with afeding of dread and expectancy knotted in her heart likea
fig.

Adalay on the bed, muttering on and off in a strange, moaning, Singsong voice. Her skin bubbled
everywhere with new growths, blurring her festuresinto aseething mass of changing tissue. Chango sat
beside Mavi, and watched as moles and tumors formed and then disappeared beneath new growth, asif
her sster were boiling away from inside. There was a pattern to it, she thought. If she could only bear to
watch long enough she might seeit.

But in the end there was no pattern, no rhyme or reason, just alifel ess, shapeless mass of flesh, no longer
identifiable as ahuman being or anything e se. Pure matter, anonymous and silent as alump of dirt.
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Benny opened the door of the apartment he shared with Hugo and stood listening. No sound came from
the bedroom. He took off his diving harness and set it beside the door. He walked about the untidy living
room picking up empty beer bottles and spent blast cartridges. The olive green carpeting badly needed
vacuuming, and the furniture was covered with afilm of dust. Hugo wasthe clean one.

Benny took the emptiesto the kitchen, set them on the counter amid dirty plates and pans, and got
himself afresh beer from therefrigerator.



He walked softly to the bedroom and peered inside. Hugo wasin the bed, but not adeep. His eyes
glittered faintly in the dim light as he looked a Benny. His brown skin was tinged with grey, and the bulge
of anew tumor ruined the fine symmetry of hisforehead.

“How you doing?’ asked Benny, sitting on the bed beside him.
“Alright,” croaked Hugo, hislips parting in the ghost of asmile. “How was your day?”

“Long,” said Benny, taking apull from his beer. “We decanted a thousand and fifty cubic meters of fiber
today, and there' s another two thousand to do tomorrow.”

“I guessthey miss me down there”

“Y eah, you bet they do. Y ou always were the best decanter. We lost about forty cubic metersto
breakage. That never would have happened when you were on the team.”

“They get you areplacement yet?’
1] Nom.”

Hugo closed hiseyes and shook his head. “I’ ve been gone for months now. How can they expect you to
keep up with production? And you said the quotas are going up.”

“Don’t worry about work, Hugo.” Benny touched his shoulder — and felt beneath the sheet not skin
but... scales? There was aways something new. He never knew what he’ d find when he came home or
when he woke up in the morning. It fascinated him, sometimes, when hewasn't just plain scared.

“Y ou have something better for me to worry about?’ said Hugo.

“No, | guessnot. Hey,” he stood up and pulled the memory cube from his jeans pocket. “ Chango gave
methisfor you. Toys.

“Cool,” Hugo took it from him with hands pitted with tiny, vestigid fingernalls. Vats ckness caused
random cell divison, mostly tumors of mixed tissue but every once while acell would get itself together to
divide into something specific. Hugo had atooth on the back of hisleft hedl. Benny dreamed of waking
up to find himsdlf diced and hdf eaten by hislover’ svoracious body.

“How’ s Chango doing, anyway?’

“She'sgot anew girlfriend,” said Benny.

“Y ou mean there' s actually someone left in Vattown for Chango to be new with?”
“She' snew intown. A sport but she grew up in the GeneSys building.”

Hugo tried to whistle and failed. “What' s she doing down here then?’ he asked.
“Good question, my dear. Good question.”

“Y ou think she'sspying for them?’

Benny shrugged, “Probably not. Why would they need to spy on us now? Nothing's going on; the
movement’ s been dead for years.”

“Maybe they know something we don’t.”



Benny nodded his head. “Maybe. Probably.”

“I hope not, for Chango' s sake. She should settle down aready. Speaking of which, don't you think it's
about time you found anew lover?’

“What?’
“C’mon man, you' ve been redlly cool to stick around thislong.”
“Someone hasto take care of you, Hugo. | want it to be me.”

Hugo' s gaze wandered acrossthe ceiling. “I’ ve been meaning to talk to you about that. | think it’ stimel
moved into Mavi’ s pink room.”

“You can't. It'soccupied right now.”

His eyes snapped back to Benny. “By who?’

“Helix, Chango' sgirlfriend. She got mugged down in Greektown.”
“Y ou met her today?’

“Yeagh.” Benny nodded. “ At the Eclectic.”

“Then she must be recovering, if she’sgoing out.”

“Yeah, but | don’'t think she has any placeto Say.”

“Sowhat?” Hugo shrugged. “If she' s better, she can crash anywhere, and if she’ swith Chango, there' |l
be plenty of placesfor her. I’'m sick. | need the room. And you — you need to get this monstrosity out of
your bed.”

“Stopit!” Benny stood up, turning his back to Hugo.

“Aw come on, you' ve got to berelieved. Let Mavi help me now. She knowswhat to do.”
“I told you in the beginning. | want to see thisthing through with you.”

“No you don't Benny. Redlly, you don’t. And more importantly, | don’t want you to.”
“You don't?” Heturned around again. “Why?What did | do?’

Hugo shrugged and coughed. “Nothing, it sjust that... You'retoo interested in it — my illness | mean.
Y ou don't say anything, but you watch each new development with this fascinated horror. | just don't
want any spectatorswhile | do this”

“So you want to go to Mavi’'s”

“Y eah. | mean you can vist me and stuff, but that way you won't be involved with the changeson a
day-to-day basis. Maybethat’' Il help.” Hugo started coughing again.

Benny went into the kitchen and got him aglass of water. He hated to admit it even to himsdlf, but hewas
relieved. Because he hadn’t been there for Ada, he' d been determined to stick by Hugo until the end.
But if Hugo redly wanted to go to Mavi’ s, then there was nothing he could do about it.

Back in the bedroom he watched Hugo drink in long, painful swallows. His coughing subsided, and he



managed asmile. " Do you remember that summer after we graduated, Benny?’

“Yeah, surel do.” They'djust shut down I-75, and it kept flooding. Hugo, Ada, April and he had gone
svimming theredl summer.

“We d just gotten sterilized, and we were dl fucking each other. Except for Ada. She dwayswas adrict
dyke. We used to cdl her the Vagitarian, remember?’

“Those were good times, Hugo.” Benny remembered diving into the cool water, surfacing and rolling
over onto his back to see Hugo, Va and Cord standing on the overpass; hisfriends and lovers, dl young
and hedlthy, innocent of dl that wasto come. And Ada, poised to dive off the guardrail; afigure of pure
potential, so bold and brave. Too brave for the world, but he hadn’t known that then, then she' d till
been the golden girl, bright and untouchable asthe sun.

Chapter 8 — Inexplicable Joy

The next morning Helix and Chango went out again after breakfast, but they didn’t go to Hyper’sor
Pele sor Hannah's. They just walked around the neighborhood, pausing from time to time as Chango
pointed out one of the many landmarks of her childhood.

“That' swhere we used to play dodge ball,” she said, pointing to along-disused parking lot overgrown
with weeds. “ Adahad awicked throw. | used to just run like hell, but she’' d dways nail me, right
between the shoulders”

Asthey neared the vat yards, the pungent smell of growth medium intensified. Helix stopped at the fence,
peering a the domed vat houses. Her fingers curled around the chain link, and she had a sudden urgeto
dimbit.

“Comeon,” said Chango up ahead. “Let’sgo, it stinksaround here.”
Helix looked at her, standing in the middle of the road. “Canwe go in?’
“What? No! Why would we even want to?’

Helix shrugged. “To seewhat it lookslike.”

Chango shook her head in exasperation and walked back to her. “Y ou're not still thinking of working
there, are you?’

She opened her mouth to say yes. But she redized that Chango would only tell her once again dl the
reasons why she shouldn't, so she settled for anoncommittal shrug.

It was another overcast day, the clouds overhead knotting together to scowl at the city. Asthey stood
there, afirst few drops of rain beganto fall.

“Shit,” said Chango, wiping adrop from her face. “Let’ s get out of here.” she pulled the hood of her
jacked over her head and scurried for the cover of an awning over a party store.

Helix lifted ahand to the quickening rain. It felt good on her skin, velvet-soft and warm, with agreen
growingnessto it like nothing she' d ever felt before. Shetilted her face up to greet it, drops spattering on
her cheeks and nose.

“Areyou crazy?’ Chango shouted from under the awning. “ Thisrain has growth medium in it. It sbad for
you!”



How could that be? How could something that felt so good be bad for her? Besides, the growth medium
was in the vats where they made the biopolymer, not in the rain faling ever harder, grown now to afull
downpour.

“Helix, get under herel” Chango called, but she didn’t pay her any mind. The water felt wonderful.
Everywhereit touched her skin it soothed theitching that was as much apart of her daily life as breething.
Shethrew off Hector’ sraincoat, lifting her four armsto the weeping sky, letting the fabric of her body suit
soak up therain and hold it close to her skin. And she whirled, whirled and twirled, her feet splashing in
puddies like an echo to her own laughter.

000

Chango stood under the awning of the G& P Party Store, watching Helix dancein the rain. Her tota
disregard for her own safety, her inexplicable and obvious joy, filled Chango with awe and horror. She
redized that she redlly didn’t know Helix much at dl. She had no reference point for this odd behavior.
Maybe she just liked the rain. Maybe she didn’t understand that this rain contained chemicals that would
irritate her skin. Maybe, when she woke up with rashes dl over her body tomorrow morning, she'd learn
her lesson. There wasn't enough grow med intherain to actualy give her vatsickness, unless she stayed
out herefor hours, which, Chango redlized, was possible.

Taking adeep bresth and tugging the hood of her jacket further over her head, she plunged out into the
rain to haul her friend, bodily if need be, out of the downpour.

Hédlix didn’t see her coming. She grunted with surprise as Chango wrapped her arms around her waist
and pulled. “What are you doing?’ she said mildly, looking down at her.

“What am | doing? What am | doing? What are you doing?’ Chango sputtered. “ This Stuff isgoing to
giveyou such arash. You havenoidea.” Asshe spoke, she hauled persistently at Helix’ swaist, drawing
her at last, with much staggering and splashing, to the shelter of the awning.

“Oh,” Chango said with dismay, looking at her. Helix was drenched head to toein rainwater. “Let’ sget
insde. Maybe they have atowe or something we can useto dry you off.”

“| don't want to dry off,” Hedlix said, but Chango ignored her, and taking her damp lower right hand in
hers, dragged her insde the party store.

The woman behind the counter — aMandy somebody she knew only vaguely — looked up in
gartlement at the two of them. “Soitsraining,” she said, “It’ sbeen threatening to al day.”

Chango nodded. “ Do you have atowd or arag or something we can useto dry her off?” she asked,
tilting her head towards Helix, who had detached herself from her grasp and was wandering up one of
theades.

Mandy somebody nodded, ducked under the counter for amoment and then tossed her aragged towel.

When Chango caught up with her, Helix was staring at arack of replacement valvesfor air tanks. “What
arethese?’ she asked as Chango unceremonioudy began toweling her off.

“They're pressure valves, for thedivers tanks,” she said, rubbing the towel vigoroudy over Helix’sarms
and legs. “We re going to have to get you out of this body suit as soon as we get home, and you should
take ashower.” Chango pulled at her shoulder. “Bend down, so | can get your head.”

The shop door jingled asit opened. Chango, struggling to dry the squirming Helix, couldn’t turn around
to see who camein, but judging from the footsteps, there were more than one of them.



“Oh look, the sports are giving themselves a bath in the party store,” said ahigh pitched voice, Cord’s.

Chango gave up trying to dry Helix off and turned to see her stlanding at the head of the aidewith
Monkey, Oli and Katrice. All four of them wore voluminous grey rain ponchos which drained puddles at
their booted fest.

“It' sanice day for ashower,” Chango said, grinning back at their smirking faces. “But then, you guys
prefer to soak init, don’'t you?’

Cord’ s smirk wavered. “We know how to protect oursalves. What about your friend there?’ she
nodded a Helix who was running her fingers through her damp hair, and smearing them over her face.
“Shetrying to get more of it? Doesn’'t she think shelooksweird enough yet?’

Hélix stopped rubbing her face and stared at Coral, her arms at her sides. “What did you come here for?
Wasit one of these?’ She plucked a pressure valve from the rack and started walking towards the
vatdivers. “Or one of these?’ Shetook abox of cereal from the opposite shelf and waved it at them. “ Or
did you just comein here to bother us?’

Cord dtared a her in amazement, and Monkey and Oli whispered to one another. “What' s the matter
with her?’ Katrinamuttered.

“Nothing that you can't fix,” yelled Helix.. “Get out of here!” Shethrew the valve and the box of cered at
them. The valve landed behind Monkey with a clatter. The box hit Cora on the shoulder, bounced and
broke open on the floor, spraying pellets of hearty grain goodness everywhere,

“Hey! If you're going to fight, take it outside,” shouted Mandy from behind the counter. “Don’t destroy
my dore!”

Cord looked like she was trying to decide how to hit Helix without getting tangled in her arms. Chango
rushed forward and interposed hersalf between them. “We'releaving,” she said, grasping Hdlix’ slower
left elbow, pushing her along as she sidied past the vatdivers. Helix broke from her grasp, and turned
once moreto face them. “Go outside,” said Chango, pushing her back. “Go play inthe rain some more.
It'1l hardly be worse than the beating they’ Il give you if you keep thisup.”

Hélix hesitated, staring blankly at her as the rage faded from her eyes. She nodded and went outside.

“Sorry,” Chango told Mandy as she picked the shattered cereal box up off the floor and took it to the
counter to pay for it. As she stood there she was aware of the vatdivers muttering amongst themselves
and staring, but they troubled her no further.
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“That was realy some stunt you pulled yesterday,” Chango said asthey sat in the garden behind Mavi’s
house. “I don’t know what got into you. First the thing with the rain, and then that fight with Cord. You
know after what you told me about hiding out at your father’ splace al those years, | wasreally worried
about what would happen when you had to ded with the vatdivers. Now I’m beginning to think they
better watch out for you.”

Helix shrugged and scratched her arm in remembrance of the rain’s touch. Shelooked around the
garden. The weether had cleared, and it was a bright, warm day, still alittle humid as the sun burned off
the lingering damp. If there was any growth medium in therain, it hadn’t done these plants any harm.
Green, luxuriant growth surrounded them, making the air heavy with the scent of life and deeth. “What
arethose?’ she pointed at thetall, bushy, slver-leaved plants growing in aclump in one corner.



“That'smugwort, and it’ s pretty out of control, but Mavi likesit. She saysit bringsvisons.”

Hélix leaned back on her upper hands. The ground beneath her palms was warm and springy. It was a
nicefeding, being enclosed like thisin aseaof green, cushioned in the quiet by the gentle humming of
insects. About afoot from her knee lay a dead sparrow; feet curled delicately against the grey belly. A
thin bodied bee hovered nearby, and fliestook turns crawling into her body to lay their eggs. Chango
was saying something about marking, or marks, but Helix wasn't listening. She was thinking about what
would be found in this garden in November, the bones...

“-And so | wasthinking, you’ d be an ace scanning once you got the hang of it, and in the meantime, you
could bethe stall.” Chango paused to see Helix looking at her blankly. “Y ou know, distract them.”

“Didtract who?’
“Themark. Areyou al right?Y ou fedling okay?’
“Y eah. It snice back here. No one can see us.”

“You'reright,” said Chango, leaning closer to her, and taking her lower right hand. She cradled it in her
own smdll hand, splaying her fingertips across Helix’ s broad digits. Chango’ s hand looked very smal
indeed there, next to her own, and it was warm and light, like alittle brown bird. “Do you know that
you'revery beautiful?” she asked Helix.

Helix stared a her. Her face felt warm, and her handstingled. A small smile crept across her lips of its
own valition. “Beautiful...” she whispered, looking away.

"That'sright," Chango said, gently turning Helix's chin so she was facing her again. Chango searched her
face, her two color eyes bright with intent. ™Y our eyes, your face, your hair," she glanced down and then
up again, and she smiled, "your body; it al goestogether, and let metell you," she said, locking her gaze
to Helix's, her face dead serious except for her shining eyes, "it is one mgestic fucking harmony.”

Helix blinked, and then Chango was leaning over, her face coming closer and closer to hers. Alarmed,
Hélix tried to back away, but there wasn’t much of anyplacefor her to go. There was something
crashingly immanent in the air around them but for thelife of her she couldn’t figure out whet it was, or
what Chango wastrying to do, and then shefelt her lips on hers, another mouth, speaking to her mouth in
amoist, sweet language mouths know. She lifted her arms around Chango to hold her, to steady her, to
fed with curiousfingersthe fabric of Chango’ st-shirt diding againgt her skin underneeth.

They lay down on the ground together, there in the garden, and somehow they just lost track of whose
body was whose. Chango’ stongue got into Helix’ s mouth, alarge, dippery serpent, flickering about, and
Hélix’ slower hands found some way under that t-shirt and she stroked her; smooth warm skin covered
with fine, fine hairs, dl but invisbleto her fingertips. When Chango reached her hand up to cup one of
Hdlix’ s breasts, she jumped at the unexpected jolt which overrode dl fear at being touched, being seen,
being known — an dectric bolt which ran lengthwise through her body, and threw her mind into some
other place, where for once she was not at odds with hersdlf, but was just what she wanted to be, and
did just what she wanted to do.

Chapter 9 — Shiversof Glass

One afternoon when Chango had gone down to Greektown to scan codes, Helix went on her own to
Hyper'shouse. “Helix,” he said in surprise, pushing the screen door opento let her in. “Where's
Chango?’



“Shewent to Greektown,” Helix said, stepping through the doorway.

“Oh.” Hyper raised his eyebrows meaningfully. “ Codes.” He turned to hisworkshop. “Comeonin,” he
said over hisshoulder. “1 wasjust rewiring atelephone.”

Helix sat on astool across from him as he dismantled an ancient push button phone. “I' m not sure what
I’m going to do with thisyet,” said, frowning down on it. When in doubt, take it gpart.” Hisfingers
jabbed the buttonsidly, producing aragged tune. “Hey.” Helooked at her. “If | got three more of these,
| could make you amusica instrument. A keyboard only you could play.”

Hdix madeaface. “I don't think so.”
“No?Ohwell,” he shrugged. “So what' sup?’

Helix lifted her shouldersto mimic his gesture and bit her upper lip. “If someone wereto gpply for ajob,
asavatdiver, how would they go about it?’

“Someonewantsajob asavatdiver?’ Hyper leaned forward, staring at her, grinning in amazement. “Are
you sure?’

She nodded her head. Hyper’ s eyebrows arched and he gazed at the ceiling with along drawn out sigh.
When helooked back at her it waswith aquizzica expression. “Why do you want to dive?’

Helix opened her mouth, but she didn’t know what to say.
“You don't know, do you? You just want to do it.”
She nodded and then shook her head. “It'sajob, that’sall. | need ajob.”

“Uh-huh.” Hyper nodded faintly, and returned his attention to the telephone. “Well, if someone wanted to
apply for ajob in the vats, they’ d have to place an application with personnel. Someone could do that
either by going to the personnel office at GeneSys or by filing the application over the holonet.” Hiseyes
did acrossthetable to histransceiver headset, and back to her. “Y ou can useit, if you want.”

Helix sat in the bare, tiled examination room, clutching aflimsy paper gown about her. Theair was chilly,
and she shivered.

The door opened and atall, white-coated figure entered. "Helix Martin?' he said, glancing &t amylar
form on aclipboard.

"Yes," she shifted nervoudy on the examinétion teble.
"Stand up please, and turn around.”

Hédlix turned her back to him, and felt his hands exploring her shoulders, her back, her arms... "Candidate
possesses obvious mutations; quadruple arms and overdevel opment of the canine molars,”" he murmured
into histransceiver. "Y ou can St down again,” he said to her.

She climbed back onto the examination table, and he fastened amonitor to her naked back. "Heart-rate
dightly devated,” he said, gazing at the readout. "Are you nervous?' he asked her, smiling.

She nodded.

"Theré's no need to be, it's just aroutine examination. I'm going to take some blood now, okay?'



She shrugged. "Okay."

He pricked her finger with asharp tube that drew her blood up into it, set the tubein alabelled capsule,
and handed her an empty beaker. "All | need now isaurine sample. There's arest room down the hall.
Y ou can get dressed firdt. Just leave the sample on the shelf in the bathroom. The personnd clerk will be
getting intouch with you in afew days.”

"That'sit?'

"That'sit. Fill this, and you can go. Not as bad as you expected, huh?

She shook her head, and after heleft, scrambled gratefully into her clothes.
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Chango pushed mashed potatoes around on her plate and wondered what could be taking Helix so long.
She said she had to run an errand for Hyper, but she didn’'t say what it was, and when Chango offered to
go with her, sherefused. For that matter, she hadn’t been able to get much out of Hyper about this
errand ether. He only mumbled something about machine parts and went back to hiswelding.

They were living with Hyper now. Mavi needed the pink room for Hugo. She and Helix made a bed for
themsalves among the cushions in the front room, and Chango made sure the door was |ocked.

“Hey,” said avoice beside her. Chango looked up from her demolished plate specia to see Helix
standing there, still wearing the raincoat, but unbuttoned now. It was astart.

“Hey, what took you so long? Have a seat.”
Helix sat down across from her, smiling widely, her fangs poking out from her lips.
“What' s got you so happy, huh?’

Hédix shrugged, her eyesflickering uneasily over Chango’ sface. “It' sanice day out. And it'sgood to see
you.”

“Huh. | don’t know. Y ou've got what I’ d call ashit eating grin on you. Y ou up to something?’

Helix shook her head dowly, then took one of Chango’s handsin hers, brought it to her mouth and
garted chewing lightly on her fingers.

“Hey, stopit. Not in here,” regretfully she pulled her hand back.

“No?Okay.” Helix folded her four hands primly on the table. “ So what are we doing tonight?”
“Think you're ready to go to the bar? There' saband playing at Josa stonight.”

“Hmm.”

“I'll be with you. And Hyper said he'sgoing.”

Helix nodded. “Okay.” And then, to Chango's amazement, she took off her raincoat. “Y ou were right
you know,” she said. “People aren’t asbad as | thought they’d be.”

o000

Chango clung to one of Helix’ s hands and squirmed through the crowd at Josa's. It wasfinefor her, she



was good at dipping through crowds, but Helix kept getting caught on people. By the time they got to the
bar, she’' d had the best possible introduction to afair percentage of the Vattown population, and was
looking pretty panicky. “ Sorry about that,” said Chango, “It' skind of crowded.”

Helix shook her head, and laughed. “ That was so weird!” she said, looking morelike the victim of aroller
coagter ride than aperson actualy terrified. She' d left her raincoat a Hyper’s, wearing just the green
polysuit and ablue sylk swing tunic they found yesterday behind Clothzillion's. Her color was high, her
eyes sparkling. With atwinge of pride, Chango noticed that other people were staring at her too.

“People were dl pushed up against me,” said Helix. “No one could really see me. But | felt them,” she
leaned forward and ran ahand up Chango'sarm. “like | felt you.”

Chango' s eyes widened. Thiswasafar cry from the person who'd fled in terror because Chango
bumped into her inacasino. “I can't believe how well you' re handling this!” she shouted as the band
started up. “I didn’t think I’ d get you in the door!”

“Hey kids!” it was Hyper, popping out of the crowd like acork. He ill had histransceiver on, with a
projector lens screwed onto it so he could flash pictures up on the walls when he danced.

The Ply-Tones started playing Zinc Oxide, and Chango jumped off her stoal. “1 have to danceto thisl”
shesad.

“Yeah!” Hyper nodded his head at the dark walls of the bar, “I’m with you, sister. What this place needs
isagood light show.”

Chango shook her head, “We can't leave Helix here donel”

They glanced a Helix, who stood. “I’ll dance,” she said, her voice barely audible over the urgent besat of
themusic.

Hyper danced in amanicjitter, frantically switching channels, providing the bar’ s denizenswith visuds
ranging from detergent commerciasto open heart surgery. Theimages flashed and flickered on the walls
as his head swayed to the music, but his effortswere in vain. Everybody within eyeshot was watching
Helix.

She danced like atemple goddess, her aramswaving, her skin glistening with the reflected colors of
Hyper’ swall projections. Space formed around them as the other dancers dowed and backed away to
watch her. When the song ended, they were surrounded by aring of onlookerswho burst into
spontaneous applause. Helix stood in the middle of the circle, her eyes suddenly wide with surprise and
fear. But then another song started, and her body seemed to take over from her mind, turning and
swaying with the undulating rhythms of themusic.
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The set ended and Helix, out of bresth and dizzy from dancing, followed Chango and Hyper back to the
bar. Hyper ordered around of drafts. With just the jukebox playing, the noise in the bar settled down to
adull roar. The door opened, and a discernable ripple ran through the place. The crowd parted to let a
stately creature through. She waked with elther indolent grace or extreme carefulness, Helix wasn't sure
which. Shewas upwards of seven feet tall, her hair — pure white and fine as spun glass— was swept up
over her browsin an elaboratefiligree of braids. Her skin was not so much white asit was transparent.
She looked blue. Not the black blue of the night sky, but the softest, palest powder blue imaginable, and
even from here, Helix could make out the tracery of veins across her face and hands. Accompanied by
her bodyguard, she glided to the back of the bar and softly folded hersdlf into a corner booth.



"The Doctor isin," muttered Chango.
"Who isthat?" whispered Helix.

"Orielle," Chango told her. "They say if it weren't for her, thered be no blast in Vattown. Of course that's
not al shededsin."

People began to drift over to Oridlestable sngly and in pairs. They'd it with her for atime— you never
actualy saw the money or anything else, but in alittle while they’ d get up and another set of buyerstook
their place.

"| think they're getting up,” said Hyper, diding off his stool and nodding at the pair of divers at the booth.
"Hey, what are you doing?" asked Chango.

Hyper looked over his shoulder and grinned.

“Y ou're not buying anything from her, areyou?’ said Chango.

Hyper shrugged.

“Hyper, with your jumped up metabolism, you can't afford to go messing around with her concoctions.”
“I’'mjugt going to say ‘hi’. Don't you want to meet her, Helix?’

“Yeah, | guesss0.” said Helix.

“Then comeon.”

Helix followed him to Oridl€e stable, trailed reluctantly by Chango.

"Orielle, | want you to meet Helix, Helix, Oridlle,” said Hyper.

The creature lifted her head, and turned towards them aface of finely drawn bones— al sharp edges
and angular planes, her skin thin and tranducent, like rice paper. And her eyes— red, hot, abino eyes. "'l
have heard so much about you," she said to Helix, dropping her eyes and waving her into the seat across
from her. Her long, silver painted fingernails glittered and drew figuresin theair.

Like dancers, Oridl€e s hands moved across the table top, scooped up asmall silver box, and then by
some subtle motion, she held four ampulesin her hand like diversof ice, paest blue. "A little something of
my own design,” shesaid, “I cal it Shiversof Glass. It has adiazepam base note with highlights of
ergoloid mesylate. A tad on the narcotic side but till | find it quite... exquisite.” Shetwirled an ampule
between her fingers and broke it, throwing her head back and inhaing the evaporating liquid.

A moment passed with nothing more than bar noisesto mark it. Orielle drew her head back down, her
eyesglittering. Therewere dill three ampulesin her hand. “Would you liketo try it?” she asked Hdlix.

Chango shook her head.

“No thanks,” said Helix. Orielle offered an ampule to Hyper, but he refused under Chango’ sinsstent
glare. Oridleturned to Chango.

“No thanks,” she said.

“Ahthat’ sright, you' rethe little pothead who does't do drugs.”



Chango scowled, “What' salittle resfer? 1t s mixed with tobacco anyway.”
“Oh and tobacco isn't adrug?’

“No, and neither is pot in my opinion, they’re plants. The stuff you sdll, it sall synthesized chemicals.
Man made substances the human body was never designed to handle.”

Oridlle chuckled softly, “Whatever. Anyway, | haven't seen your friend Benny heretonight. Tell himI’ve
comeinto aquantity of blast in liquid form. If he' sinterested | can give him agood price.”

Chango wrinkled her nose. “What would Benny want with liquid? He s not ashooter.”

“Of course not. Some people like to make their own blends. Hewasinto it afew years ago, so maybe
he' d be interested now.”

“Maybe,” said Chango, “but I’m not doing your pushing for you. Y ou want to sell him something, you
tak to him.”

“ She squite cantankerous, isn't she?” Oridle said to Hdlix. “1s she taking good care of you?’
“Ohyeah,” sad Hdix, “ Shelicks my teeth.”

For amoment, silence reigned, and then Oriell€'s face split apart, shattered and dissolved and reformed
itself into laughter. Her voice pitched through the bar in earsplitting ped's, and the crowd, perhapsin
self-defense, raised their voicesin whoops and shouts. She looked at Helix closely. “They say you are
the strangest sport since | came dong,” she said. “ Some even have the umbrage to say you are stranger
than | am. But-" she smiled abroad thin smile, like a crack in awindowpane “-1 think they may beright.
What ever shall | do?' She shook her head sadlly.

"Why do you want to be the strangest?" asked Hdlix.
"Well, | must be something, mustn't 1?7 Especialy since | won't be anything for terribly long."

"It seemsto me you're pretty accomplished without the goofy chromosomes," Helix said, nodding at the
broken ampulelaying on thetable.

"Y es, but without the chromosomes, without the strangeness, | never would have had theinitiative to do
any of it. It wouldn't have mattered. Oh, how | pity those unfortunate creatures whose differences are
invisble, and no lessdeadly,” she nodded at Hyper.

"Y ou say creatures..."
"It isamore noble term than sport. Sport, asif we were someone else's amusement.”
"Maybeweare," said Chango.

"Maybe some of usare," said Oridlewith apointed look. "I know I'm not. A creatureisitsown being. It
exigson itsown terms. Others may attempt to endaveit, but it will dwaysthwart control. Haven't you
seen the movies?”!

Chango stood up. Helix glanced at her, and then at Oridle. “1 guesswe re going to go now,” she said.

“Very well. It was nice to meet you. Just remember, Hdlix,” she leaned forward, her red eyes staring. “If
you' re going to be afreak, you might aswell be afreak show.”



o000

Back at the bar Chango sipped at her beer, sullenly watching the conclusion of atransaction a Orielle€'s
table. Vonda stood up and waked towards the bar, staring at Helix. She walked right up to them,
ignoring Chango asusud. “1 don't think you know what you're doing,” she said to Helix, “so I’m going
to tell you. Sports have no business vatdiving, and if you try it, you're going to find that out.”

Chango felt asif someone had poured ice water over her. “What are you talking about, Vonda?’

Vondaglanced at her. “You don’t know?’ She nodded her head at Helix. “ She went in and took a
physical today, and filled out an application.”

“What? That' sbullshit.” Sheturned to Hdlix, “You didn’t.”

Helix looked at her levelly, not smiling, not protesting. She spoke with acam that reached into Chango
and twisted her ssomach. “1 did. | need ajob.”

“Don’'t give methat crap,” said Vonda. “I’ ve heard all about you. Y ou don’t need ajob. Y our daddy
works at the big office. He can get you ajob. A better one than this, believe me. What are you doing
down here anyway? Slumming? Go back where you belong.”

“You don't know where | belong,” said Hdlix.
“Hdlix, you can't dive,” said Chango choking on the words.
“Yes| can, and | will. Watch me.”

“I can't believethis. We talked about it.” Chango took Helix’ s upper handsin hers. “I told you how bad
diving would befor you.”

“I' know. | know you did, but-"

“But what then? Ligten, don't worry, if they accept your gpplication, just tell them you changed your
mind.”

“I’'m not going to do that.”

Chango released her hands, staring at her. “Why?” she asked, because it was the only thing she could
think to say.

“Because | haven't changed my mind.”
“You'regoing to wish you had,” said Vonda.
“She'sright,” said Chango.

Helix turned from her to VVonda, an odd impassive expression on her face. She looked at them both the
sameway, like obgtacles. “Y ou can say what you want,” said Helix, “but if they want to hireme, I'm
taking thejob.”

“Okay,” said Vonda. “ Okay, but you’ ve been warned. Remember that.”
“Y ou can't op mefrom working.” Sudden anger glinted in her eyes.

“No,” said Vonda, stepping closer, “but we can makeit hard for you, and we will.”



“Vonda. Vondadon’t worry. Shewon't dive,” said Chango, moving to stand beside Helix.

Hélix turned to her, and put both sets of hands on her shoulders. “Chango, | know you mean well, but
thisisn't any of your business”

“What?’

“Wadl it smy business,” said Vonda, “The only business| and the other vatdivers have. And you working
means one less job for somebody who needs one, who can redly do it. Y ou know they’ll pay you less,
and dlassfy you astemporary so they can get out of giving you hedth benefits. Y ou'rejust playing dong
with them. Y ou’ re helping them lower hiring standards. It’ s a dangerous job, we depend on each other in
there”

Hélix leaned towards her. “ Then you' re going to have to depend on me.”

Vondabared her teeth and stiff armed Helix in the chest. “I’m not depending on you. Not only areyou a
freek, you'reinsane.”

“What sheis,” said avoice made of crystal and rain, “isnone of your fucking business, you little goon. All
you need to know isthat sheisafar more fabulous creature than you could ever hopeto be, even on
your desthbed. Now why don't you go croak off.” It was Orielle. She had materiaized besde Helix asif
made of vapor.

Vondalooked sullen now, ingtead of enraged. “ This has nothing to do with you.”

“Why? Because you say s0? What if | decideit does? What then? Would you like to shove me, too?
Why don't you just throw a punch? Go ahead, shatter my jaw.”

“Don't beridiculous, Oridle”

“No, | didn't think so,” her mouth pointed in awicked smile, and she turned to Helix and Chango and
Hyper, encompassing them with a sweep of her gauze draped arm. “ Shall we, children?’ and she guided
them through the dowly parting crowd of onlookers.

Outside the bar, Chango turned on Helix. “VVonda sright, you areinsane,” she said.

“Chango-" Hdlix touched her cheek, her hand was cool. “I’'m sorry | couldn’t tell you | was applying.
Y ou would have tried to stop me.”

“Damn graight | would have. Forget all that crap VVondalaid on you. Thereason you shouldn't diveis
becauseit will kill you.”

Helix shook her head. 1 just don't believe that.”

Chango looked up at the sky and laughed, “No, that’ sright. I'm just making it dl up!”
“Maybe she'll be okay,” said Hyper.

Chango stared at him. “What? Are you nutstoo?’

Hyper shrugged. “It’ s her life, you know.”

She nodded. “Y eah, yeah.” She stared at Helix, and there were tearsin her eyes. “1 guess|’m the fool
here. | thought maybe you had something to live for,” she said, and walked away.
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They sprawled on blankets and cushions around the artifact: Orielle's 36" televison set with laser disk
drive,

"These old |aser disks are much better in their originad format. | can't even stand to watch the holographic
ones. Theframingisal wrong." she sad, diding awell-preserved disk into the dot with nimblefingers.

Helix gnawed at her lower lip with one of her fangs. Sheld lived agoodly portion of her lifein modest
affluence, with pretty closeto the latest in entertainment technology, but this, thiswas evidence of a
different type of wedlth dtogether. A rare and highly specidized piece of equipment. Extremely expensive
and of no practica use whatsoever. Just to find disksin playable condition would cost asmal fortune. It
was aremarkable achievement, thistelevision set, amonument to disposable cash.

Orielle folded herself onto a cushion and reached beneath the coffee table for alacquered box. It was
glossy and black, inlaid with mother of pearl in abstract geometric shapes. She drew from it aglittering
chrome blast pigtal, itsfittings and chamber rendered in curving lineslike ripples of water. Shefitted a
white, ceramic capsule into the chamber and twisted it shut. “Would you liketo go first?” she asked
Helix, the gun resting in her outstretched pam like apoal of liquid metdl.

Helix hesitated, and then lifted the thing in her lower Ieft hand, cradled it, and dipped her index finger
through the trigger guard. She opened her mouth and rested the muzzle gently against the roof of her
mouth, squeezed the trigger and jerked her head back at the cold burst of gas against the roof of her
mouth.

“Inhde,” said Hyper, but Helix gagged againgt the rush of pressure released gas, and coughed. In defeat
she withdrew the pistol and wiped it on her deeve. “ Sorry,” she said, handing it back to Orielle. Shefelt
amildtingle at the base of her skull, nothing more.

“You haveto beready for it,” said Oridle. “Here, watch.” She replaced the spent cartridge with anew
one and drew the barrdl into her mouth. She exhaed deeply, and then pulled the trigger, breathing in at
the same time. Her eyes closed momentarily and then she put another fresh cartridge into the pistol with
automatic motions. When she handed it to Helix, her eyes were glistening and unfocused. “Now try it
again,” shewhispered.

Helix held the pistal in her hand. “What does it fed like?” she asked.
Oridle amiled and her eyes closed again, “Only one way to find out.”

Thistime when Hdlix squeezed the trigger she bresthed in, and felt her sinuses flooded with icy gas. It
made her eyes water, and she shook her head, and then shivered asthe tingling at the base of her skull
spread up and out, across her face and over her skin to the tips of her fingers and toes. Shefelt likea
glass of water vibrating with the frequency of some distant chime. She saw atemple, gleaming whiteon a
distant, sunlit mountaintop. Below, inthevaley, ariver flowed by.

When her eyesrefocused, she was left with alightnessin her body. The chime il vibrated in her cells,
thinning her physica form, turning her more into sound than flesh. Hyper was taking the cartridge into his
mouth. She watched him release the gas and lean back, eyes closed.

His skin looked very fine and bright. She leaned closer, because she thought she could see gold in the
hollows of his cheeks. Her face was inches from hiswhen he opened his eyes— glittering with the
reflection of theriver. She could fed the sound emanating from hisbody, to ring againg hers, and she
leaned closer to sharpen the pitch, to touch his vibrating skin and tune her cdllsto his.
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Chango climbed the stepsto Hyper’ s house in the bright morning sunshine and let hersdf in the front
door. She knew right away the house was empty. If Hyper’ d been home he' d be moving around
somewhere, and if Hyper wasn't home, Helix wouldn't be here either. They’ d spent the night then, at
Orielle's. Chango shook her head to try and rid herself of a headache. She’ d goneto deep on Mavi’'s
couch last night with ahard lump of anger in her ssomach. It had climbed into her head while she dept. It
waslike abdl bearing raitling around in there, and every time it bounced off her skull, she thought of
another angry, hurtful thing to say. She pulled one of Hyper' s bench stoolsinto the archway, sat down,
and waited.

They came up the stairs together, and as soon as she saw them, she knew they’ d made love to each
other. She'd been al ready to read Helix the riot act about diving, but this distracted her. It was an easier
thing to be mad about than Helix’ sinexplicable desth wish. If there was anything she’ d learned from Pele,
it was how to throw ajeaousfit.

“Y ou dept together,” she said, asthey stood in the doorway, staring at her owlishly. “My girl and my
best friend.”

“You'regirl? Good goddl” exclamed Hyper.

“Well, it wastoo lateto leave,” said Helix.

“No, | mean you had sex.”

“Oh, yeah, yesh we did,” said Helix. “It was different than with you. What' sthe matter?’
“Wasit better?’

“What?’

“Chango please,” said Hyper.

Sheignored him. “Wasit better, Helix? Do you like him better?’

“I like both of you.”

Hyper spread his hands, “Can't argue with that, can you? Don't tell me Miss Free Love Michiganis
going to claim ownership of her lover’ s body.”

Chango put her facein her hands. “1 don’t know. | just don’t know anymore.”

“The shoe hurts when it’ s on the other foot, doesn’t it?” said Hyper. “But that’ s not redly what you're
upset about. | mean maybe you are, but what' sredly bugging you isthat Helix isgoing to be avatdiver.”

“I can’t believe you support her in this. Don't you careif she dies?’

“Of course| care,” Hyper approached her, and put his hand on her arm. “But let me show you
something-”

“No!” Chango recoiled and jumped off the stool. She started gathering her clothes from the front room,
stuffing them heedlesdy in her back pack. “1 don’t want any more explanations.” She turned to Helix.
“You'regoing to divein the vats and you' re going to die.” She looked at Hyper, “And you're hel ping
her. Well, I’'m not going to stick around and watch it happen. I’ m out of here,” she said, and she | eft,
banging the screen door shut behind her.
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Helix arrived at the gatesto the vat yard at a quarter to eight the next morning. About twenty vatdivers
congregated on the street in loose clugters, talking amongst themselves. A tdl, broad shouldered woman
looked up as she approached the gate, and muttered something to her companions. They all darted
glances at her, their conversation becoming more animated. "Must be crazy," Helix overheard as she
passed, and "What makes her think she hasthe right?' She quickened her pace, entering the vat yard and
searching among the domed vat housesfor one labeled nine. Before long a security guard spotted her
and ambled up. "Employees only, maam," he said.

"l am," shesad, "that is, | will be. I'm herefor orientation, Vat 9."
Helooked a her dubioudy, "What's your name?'
"Hdix Martin," shetold him.

He switched on histransceiver, scanned through alist of names, and found hers. "Okay," he shrugged,
"It'sthe one over there, second from the end,” he pointed to the opposite end of the yard.

"Thanks," she said, and made her way across the cloncrete towardsit. Inside, the vat house was astir
with end of shift activity. Diversfiled towards the detox shower, apair of porterswent by, lugging a
plasmic barrel marked "Grow Med. Batch 1234-9896," a supervisor shouted instructionsto ateam in he
vat, her voice ringing clear above the genera din and murmur of voices bouncing off the polished
cloncrete floor and the glass dome above. It was bright inside, lit by halogens and the morning sky. A

bal cony ran aong the second story, with catwalks connecting to the upper rim of the vat which filled most
of the room.

An amplewoman in white coverals approached her, glancing at aclipboard. A badge above her left
breast said April. "Hdix Martin?' she eyed her impassively.

"YS"
She nodded. "Y ou're early. Come on, there's some forms for you to fill out."

Hdlix followed her to asmall office on the ground floor, where astoop-shouldered, smiling clerk handed
her waivers and contractua agreements and tax forms, and she signed them. When she was done, April
took her to the locker room. It seemed avast sea of tile and steam, with rows upon rows of lockers, and
diversin dl stages of undress. April took her down onelong aide, anarrow bench running its length
down the middle, to alocker at the far end, near thewall. "Thisisyours, number 302," she said and
opened it. "Take off your coat, | have to measure you for asuit.”

A small throng of divers hung out at the other end of the aide with an expectant air. She glanced at April,
who stared back with patient indifference. She swallowed and reached for the buttons of Hector's
overcoat with trembling fingers. She adjusted her position to put as much of April between hersdf and
the divers as possible, and dowly, with economical gestures, she unbuttoned her coat.

"Na-na-na-na, na-ha-na-na," someone sang the tune to The Stripper, and someone e se hooted, and
there was general laughter among the audience. Helix's face burned, and she stood there, her coat
hanging open, her hair stlanding on end, swest breaking out under her armpits and she glared at April,
who pretended not to have heard anything.

"Well," shesaid, "C'mon, you can't dive unlessyou've got the gear.”

There was slence as Helix removed the coat and hung it up in the locker. She turned back to face April



and the divers again, her limbs revedled in the polyweave bodysuit and tunic shewore. April pursed her
lipsand whistled softly. "I don't know," she said, loudly, turning to one side so everyone could get agood
view. "l don't know if we have asuit that'll fit you," she cast awinking, sSidelong glance at the divers, who
snickered. "Follow me, well have to see what we can do.”

The vatdivers dispersed asthey approached, wandering off in muttering clustersto the showers or their
own lockers. April led her out of the locker room, back onto the vatfloor, and then to aroom crowded
with suits and tanks and face masks. With asigh she began taking suits off the rack and holding them up
to Helix, squinting and frowning. "They're supposed to be skin tight, but you're gonnahaveto teke a
larger size." Shenodded her head, gazing at Helix's lower arms, "Y ou'll have to keep them insde. Lessn
you want to forfeit your firgt five paychecksfor acustom job, that is," she added with asmirk. "and I'd
recommend againgt it, seeing as how you may not live that long. Might aswell spend the pay whileyou

Helix stared at her. April stared back, with blank, implacable hatred. "What do you care?' she asked,
findly.

April shrugged, "Only that you're adamn fool on asuicide sunt, that you're liable to endanger my divers,
and that you're keeping this job from someone who deservesit. | guessthey're looking for cheap labor.
They want to see how long you last, see?If it'slong enough, and they can convince more of you to sign
walvers on medical coverage and future compensation, why then, they've got fresh, cheap, labor to
replace the rest of uswith.”

Helix nodded with sudden comprehension, ™Y ou think I'm ascab.”
April snorted, " Shit yeah. Ain't yah?"

She shrugged. "If | am, | don't mean to be. But | am going to dive. And you are going to show me how.
Besdes, if dl of what you say istrue, then I'll croak inamonth and I'll be out of your hair. Right?"

April raised an eyebrow and adow, dy smile did across her mouth. She voiced asingle crack of
laughter, and shoved asuit a Hdlix, "Try it on, smart ass.”

By the end of her shift Helix fdlt asif her suit had fused to her body, and her lower arms were painfully
cramped. She trudged wearily to the locker room, found her locker and sank onto the bench. She
unfastened the sedls of her suit and extricated her aching arms. Propping her upper e bows on her knees,
shelet her lower arms dangle between her legs, her fingertips grazing thetile floor. They tingled with pins
and needles, the pain increasing sharply as blood rushed in and circulation resumed.

Helix was blinking back tears when she heard footsteps behind her. She turned to see four vatdivers
sauntering down the aide towards her. “ So how was your first day, sport?’ said Vonda, anarrow,
sarcastic smile across her face. She threw one leg over the bench and sat down, the others ranged
themsalves behind her, leaning againgt the lockers and smirking at one other.

“It wasdright,” said Hdlix, sitting up and reaching for her clothes.

“Yeah?lsit everything you dreamed it would be?’ said one of the others, aman with brown skin and
dark hair curling on his chest.

“I hope s0,” said Cord, il in her divesuit, the hood pulled down to revedl her straight dark hair.
“*Causeit’sgoing to cost her plenty.”

“Mmm-hmm. What would you give her, Vonda? Six months?’ asked the fourth one, afair-skinned guy



with abroad face and blue eyes.

“Oh, if that long,” answered Vonda. Her eyestook in Helix's body with ravenous curiosity, “With a
mutation like that, I d say four months, tops.”

Helix fumbled for her bodysuit. She got the limp thing in her hands, only to redize that she still wore her
dive suit over her legs, and sheld have to get completely undressed in order to get dressed, and sheld
have to do that, apparently, with an audience. She clutched the body suit to her breasts and turned
around, brandishing her lower arms. "Look," she said, "Get agood ook, al of you, because next time, it
won't be afree show.”

They glanced amongst each other, and giggled. “‘ Fraid not, honey,” said the fair skinned man. “You're
on our diveteam. We red| going to be seeing alot of each other.”

“If you stick around, that is,” added Cord.

“And I'd advise strongly againgt it,” said Vonda, standing and putting one hand on Helix’ s shoulder,
pushing her, gently but firmly into the locker behind her, “Because we don’'t want you here, and we can
make you not want to be here too.”

Helix stared into her hazel eyes and then laughed. “Fuck off.”

Vonda s eyesflashed, and shetried to punch Helix in the somach, but Helix caught her arm with her
lower two, and grasping her fist, bent it back againgt the wrist. She gaveit an extratwist before shoving
her away hard with al of her arms. The bench hit Vonda on the back of the knees, forcing her to sit
down suddenly, nearly faling backwards.

“What' s going on here?” said anew voice. It was Benny, down at the end of the aide, hishands on his
hips. At the sound of hisvoice, the others started drifting away, al except for Vonda, who till glared at
her, nursing her wrist, daring her to tell him what happened.

“Vondaand her pas here were just welcoming meto GeneSys, that’ sal. Shewastrying to teach methe
secret vatdiver handshake, and | must have got it wrong.”

Benny stopped the others. “Wait aminute, Since you guys haven't been properly introduced, alow me.
Y ou aready got Vonda s name, and | think you know Cora. ThisisVal,” he gestured towards the blond
guy, “and thisis Claude. Everybody, thisisHelix.”

“Heix?’ said Claude, “her nameis Hdix?What ajoke.”
“Yeah,” sad Helix, “pretty hilarious.” Sheturned her back on them and got dressed.

“Don’'t you guys have something to, you know, do?’ Benny said, and she heard them walk away, their
footsteps dapping againg thetilefloor.

When she turned around again, he was still stlanding there. * Sorry about that,” he said.
“Why should you be sorry? You didn't do it.”

“No but, | could have warned you. Obvioudy they aren’t too happy about having you here.”
“Plenty of people warned me dready, | don't care. I've had worse.”

He shook hishead at her and smiled. “ Thisisredly important to you, isn't it?’



“Naw, Benny, it'sjust kicks, can’'t you tell?I’m sorry. Yes, itis, and | don’t know why.”
Chapter 10 — Ancestor Eyes

Nathan Graham took a candicane lozenge from the dish at his bar and sucked it in frustration ashe
returned to his desk to sort through the mail. He had neglected it during the two weeksit took himto
settle the Wichita affair. He was behind on hisreal work, and now there was that out of control project
of Dr. Martin’ sto contend with.

He had a message from Brea Jeffries, the lead personnd clerk for production. He remembered Brea.
Shewas diligent, conscientious and had afine eyefor detal. He' d dways had trouble with her. She
questioned anything that did not follow strict hiring protocol. He skimmed her |etter in annoyance. She
was enquiring about some missing application records for arecent hire.

“I’'m not in production anymore, dammit,” he growled and deposited the | etter in hislow priority stack.
He checked hiswatch. It wasten o’ clock. In another hour, Colin Slatermeyer would make hisweekly
pilgrimageto the Belle Ide Aquarium.
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Nathan's maglev parked itself beside the aguarium and he got out, admiring the delicate glass structure of
the arboretum on the side of the building. He' d been here once before, years ago. They hadn’t gone

ing de the aguarium; they just wandered around among date pams and bananatreesinsde the
arboretum’ s domes. He remembered the heady musk of orchids and the aridity of the cactus room.

It was a strange place to come to aone, he thought as he ascended the steps to the brick archway above
the entrance, but then, you probably didn’t get out of ALIVE! without being alittle Strange.

Inside, the agquarium was cave-like, with black and green enameled brick walls, the mortar between them
dark with age. Reflections from the display windowsin the wallslent the dim light agreenish, wetery cast.
Theair was cool, and his footsteps echoed on the floor with an odd, hollow sound.

The place was nearly deserted. In fact, except for the jaded attendant who took his admission fee from
him, it seemed that he and Colin had it all to themselves.

He hadn’t seen Colin yet, but he didn’'t need to. He' d seen hismaglev in the parking lot. Nathan strolled
dowly aong, looking into the tanksin thewall beyond the railing. Everything about this place, including
thefish, had an air of the forgotten to it. He paused to Stare a ahuge gar, grey-green and ancient, its
narrow, pointed nose nearly aslong as hisforearm. It floated there in the softly glowing water, barely
moving, contemplating eternity, until he walked past and one eye swiveled to follow him.

Hefound Coalin at thefar end of the aquarium, gazing at blind, white little cave fish. He stepped up behind
him quietly. “Y ou can gill see where their ancestors had eyes,” he said.

Coalin jerked around, his dready wide eyes bulging further when he saw who it was. “Mr. Graham!” he
sadinaarm, and then quickly feigned pleased surprise. “What are you doing here?’

Nathan waved &t the tanks, “ Same as you, looking &t fish.”
Helaughed nervoudly, “That’sweird. I’ ve never seen you here before, | come here dl the time and-"

“1 know.”



That shut him up. He closed his mouth, his expression one of studied neutraity; waiting.

“Youthink | came hereto talk to you. You'reright. You're avery taented young man, Colin. I’ ve been
meaning to tell you how pleased | am to have you on our research team at GeneSys. We're very excited
about your doctora thesis, * Recombinant Percolation of Basic Proteinsin Eukaryotic Sheeting'. I've
been discussing it with the people in departmental and we think it could be big. A whole new direction for
development at GeneSys. And since you' ve done the groundbreaking work onit, well, naturdly...” he
broke off, and shook hishandsin front hisface. “Let mejust say, for now, that | think the folks back
home would be durn proud, that’ sal.” He stopped and smiled, watching him.

Colin gtood there, hisarms|limp at his sdes, his mouth open. Sowly he shook his head, his brows knitted
together, “What’ sthisal about?’

“Y ou're from downriver, aren’'t you Colin? That’swhat | like, agood loca boy. Did you know | was
bornin Detroit? | was. Grew up in Oz, later Roseville. | remember after high school, everyonetalking
about where they were going to go. It never occurred to meto move away. | couldn’t imagine living
anywheredse”

“Yeah?’ Colin shrugged cynicdly. “Wdll, the only thing I miss about homeis having Sundays off. That's
why | come here; to observe the day of rest.”

“You're part of that religious community down there, aren’t you?’

“Huh? Uh, yeah. * Religious community’, that’ s putting it politdly. Cultismorelikeit.”
“Mmm. | take it then that you would not welcome an opportunity to return.”
Hisnogtrilsflared indarm, “No, | would not.”

“That’ sgood, that’ s good. We need you here. Doctor Martin needsyou, I'm sure. He' s very tight-lipped
about thistetra project and | sensethat thingsare not... asthey should be.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Oh, come on, Colin,” Graham put ahand on his shoulder and |eaned towards him conspiratorialy.
“Why were you demonstrating biopolymer propertiesto me in connection with a project to lower
production costs? Why haven't | seen any agule density ratios on the test vats? Why haven't | seenthe
test vats?’

Colin stepped away from him. “Dr. Martin isvery particular about laboratory conditions. Any outside
influence would taint the results of our research.”

“And the dengity ratios?’

Colin stared a him. Graham could see him trying to think of something to say. “If you ask Dr. Martin,
I”’'m sure he' d be happy to provide you with those figures.”

“Sure, after he's doctored them to show me what | want to see. No. | want you to tell me — how bad
arethey?’

Colin was shaking visbly now, unable to make eye contact with him. “I can’t give you any information on
that,” he said, and started walking away.

“That' stoo bad,” said Graham, raising hisvoice until it echoed off thewalls. “Persondly | think you have



way too much talent to waste away in that downriver Bible cult, but then, it'syour funera.”
That got him. He turned around. “1’m not going back there. I’ m never going back there.”

“Redly? Well, when you lose your fellowship here, and you can’t get another job anywherein the
industry, what e'se will you do? And when ALIVE! learns about how you’ ve been holding out on them,
they may take mattersinto their own hands.”

Colin stared at him, hisface, at first red with rage, turned pale.

Nathan strolled dowly over to him. “You're at acritical juncturein your career, Colin. Consider
carefully. Hector Martinisagreat man, | know. Y ou're admiration of him is perfectly judtified, but let’s
faceit. He saready had his moment, and now it’s passed. For you, it'sal to come. Don't cheat yourself
out of your full potentia through amisguided sense of loyalty. Y ou deserve better than that. Y ou deserve
better, quite frankly, from Dr. Martin than to be Sidetracked for — what, three years? — on aproject
that’ s never going to accomplish its objective.”

“Oh, | wouldn't sdl Dr. Martin so short if | were you. Y ou saw that biopoly, and if you could seethe
tetres...”

“But that’ s just the point. How is he, how are you, ever going to get recognition for thework if you don’t
let anybody seeit?”’

“Youdon't get it, do you? Y ou think Dr. Martin cares that a bunch of bean counters know his name.
Y ou think that’ swhat | want. That’snot it, and it' s not the money ether. It'sthe work. It’ sfascinating,
it’ sitsown reason.”

“I see. How nice. But are you so firmly ensconced in that ivory tower not to recognize that if somebody
doesn't Sart cooperating with me, thereisn’t going to be any project anymore? | can get it canceled, and
if I haveto put up with much more of thisnonsense, | will. Do you think | enjoy running out on my
Sundaysto little out of the way placesfor clandestine meetings with lab assstants? Do you think | have
nothing better to do?’

“Hey, | didn't ask you out here. Y ou wanted to talk to me.”

“That’ sright, that’ sright. But now my patienceisat itsend. Areyou going to tell mewhat’s going on with
this project, or are you going to start brushing up on the scriptures?’

Colin watched amantaray glide past the glass at hisside, its edges fluttering. His chin dipped inan
amost imperceptible nod.

“Why won't Martin let me seethe test vats?’
Colinlaughed and raised hishandsto hisface. “ That'ssmple. Wecan't get in.”
000

Colin Satermeyer pushed his cafeteriatray down the line, paused to peer doubtfully at the cello molded
dessert of the day — piled high with lactose foam and glowing an impossible orange — and made his
way to the sodafountain.

Hetook aseet at the table with Greenfield, Pincus, Utrgje and Johns. “That dl you're having?’ said
Greenfidd, eyeing the cup on histray.



Colin shrugged. “I’'m not hungry.” Hetook along pull on hiscola
“So how’ s Dr. Martin’s project coming along?’ asked Johns.
Greenfield shook hisheed. “1 think it'sadead end.”

“He snot going to reach his objective?” Utrge said, leaning forward.
Greenfiedld shrugged. “I don’t see how.”

Colin swalowed hurriedly. “ So what if he doesn’t? The research has dready provided someredly
remarkable side-dividends. The blue biopoly being produced in the test vats, for instance. It'samazing
stuff. With abucky ball side group containing trapped silver ions, it's an eectricity conductor, and it’s at
least as malleable and durable as any of the top-line biopolymer’ s GeneSysis producing now.”

“But he was supposed to find away to cut production overhead, not invent anew biopoly,” said Pincus,
pushing mashed potatoes around on her plate.

Colin snorted. “ So what? Everyone knows that’ s not the way research works. Most of thetimethe
things you find out while trying to accomplish aparticular goa turn out to be more important than the god
itsdf.”

Johns raised his eyebrows. “ That' s not the way Nathan Graham seesit.”
“Nathan Graham isanidiot,” observed Utrge.

“But he sapowerful idiot,” said Greenfidd. “He came by our |ab the other day, throwing hisweight
around, wanting to know when the project would be ready for field testing. He scared the hell out of Dr.
Martin.”

“What an assholethat guy is,” said Pincus, shaking afrench fry. “He asked me to keep separate records
when | wasworking with Dr. Vine on that base phase bonding thing.”

“You'rekidding, redly?’ said Johns.

“Oh no. He saways pulling shit like that. What do you expect? He' s from production.”
“So did you?’ asked Johns.

Pincus snorted, “Please. | told him if he wanted aworm, he could look under arock.”
“Ooh, what did he do?’ asked Greenfield.

“Nothing. What could he do? He didn’t have anything on me. 1t would have attracted too much attention
if hefired me. Dr. Vinewould have asked questions.”

Colin stared at his cafeteriatray, wishing he had taken the cello after dl. It would have given him
something to do with his hands. He picked up his soda, gripping it hard, and forced himsdlf to drink.

“Yeah, but you werelucky,” said Utrge. “He must have been in agood mood that day, man. | heard
about this guy who handed an accounting report in to him late. Graham made him take off his pantsand
throw them out the window, along with the report.”

“Boy, I’d sure hate to be under histhumb,” said Greenfield.



“He sruthless” said Utrge. “Martin should be scared, if Graham’s on his case. They say once he' sgot
something on you, he never letsyou go.”

Colin raised the cellofoam cup to his mouth once more, squeezing it so hard it broke, spilling ice and cola
inhislap.

Chapter 11 — The Habit of Air

Hélix trudged down the street to Gate 29, carrying her divesuit, air tanks, and a battered tin lunch box. It
wasjust like being at the orphanage, thisfedling of dread she had as she approached the vat houses. She
never knew what she was going to find when she got to her locker.

She' d started taking her equipment home with her after her third day, when she' d found the lock cut and
her suit iff with thickening solution. She missed haf ashift scrubbing it clean. She had wanted this. She
had gone against every one— had ignored Chango’ sinsistent pless - to dive. Only Hyper somewhat
supported her decision, letting her Stay at his house after Chango left and started living out of her car
agan.

But asthe odor of the vats hit her, infusing her nostrils with its pungent aroma, her doubts evaporated. It
wasworthit, worth dl of it, to swim insde that smell.

Someone had scrawled the words “mutant sport bitch” across her locker with black caulking adhesive.
How articulate, she thought, ignoring the expectant glances and snickering al around her. She opened her
locker and got undressed, pumping her lower armsto get the blood circulating through them before
wrapping them tight around her ribs and zipping the divesuit up over them.

She joined the rest of her dive mates on the platform. No one spoke to her. They just lowered
themselves into the growth medium and started making their rounds, clearing the grow med of agules.
During shiftsthey did their best to ignore her, though they were forced to acknowledge her at certain
times, like when decanting. Then the whole team had to coordinate their effortsto lift the sheets of
biopolymer out of the vat and maneuver them onto the drying racks. And of course whenever she made a
mistake, her dive mates were only too happy to point it out.

Helix plucked asmall agule from the fluid and placed it in her collection bag. “Hey sport,” Vonda svoice
squawked over the suit’ s speaker. “Y ou missed awhole network. Y ou can't just pull them out, you've
got to check to seeif they’ re connected to others. Didn’t we cover that in your training?’

They had, but her upper hands were not as good at fine work as her lower ones, and the tendrils tended
to snap in her fingers before she could trace them. Helix glanced around the vat. VVonda was above and
to theleft of her, apparently at abetter vantage point to see the agulesin question. Helix swam up and
over, located the agule cluster and dove back down to it. Shetried to collect them gently, but they il
kept bresking, and she knew Vondawas up there watching her though she didn’t say anything further.

When she opened her locker at the end of the shift, apile of agulesfell out at her feet. “Missed a spot,”
said Vonda, and laughed.

Hélix turned to her. “How did you get inside my locker?” she demanded.

“I watched you work the combination. I’ ve been watching you alot.” She nodded at the pile of agules.
“Those are dl the goobers you missed today. It’'s bad enough you have to be diving, but at least you
could be good at it.”

Hélix turned from her and picked up an agule, fedling her face redden. VVonda was right, she wasn't very



good. And she' d been so certain she would be. She never even considered any other possibility.

She examined the agule, which was dry of growth medium and perfectly safe to handle. Long tendrils
trailed away fromitsround, lumpy center. There was something oddly appedling about it, she thought,
squishing it between her fingers.

When she got home Chango was there, standing behind Hyper as he downloaded her pirated cash card
codes. She glanced up as Helix camein, alook of forlorn longing flashing briefly in her eyes before she
hardened them and turned to Hyper. “Y ou can pay me later,” she said. “Meet meat Josa's.” She
glanced once more at Helix, and then she was out the door and gone.

Hyper shook his head as the screen door banged shut in Chango’swake. “ She' s so afraid for you. She
thinks you' re going to get vatsickness, and she does't want to go through what she went through with
her Sster so she' s shutting you out, trying to protect hersdf from getting hurt again.”

Helix nodded. It was areasonable explanation, but she sill missed Chango. She needed Chango, to help
her figure out how to handle the vatdivers, to take awvay the lonelinessthat followed her around like a
shadow.

She dumped her gear in acorner by the stairsto the loft. Hyper wrinkled his nose as she came near.
“Areyou going to take ashower?’ he asked hopefully. She shook her head. She' d given up bathing
about aweek ago, so she could keep the smell of the vatswith her al thetime. It had it' s advantages and
disadvantages. Her dive mates tended to keep their distance now, conducting their persecution from afar.
Shedidn’t have to worry about them doing anything up close and persond, like beating her up on the
way home from work. On the other hand, it had put a halt to any romance that might have devel oped
between hersalf and Hyper.

Sheredized shedidn't redly care, that the smell of growth medium was more important to her than
human contact. She must be losing her mind, she thought.

Hyper was till downloading cash card codes. Histransceiver headset lay on the table beside him amid
the scattered parts of acircuit board he' d been disassembling that morning. “Can | borrow this?” she
asked, lifting up the headset.

Hyper nodded, leaning ever so dightly away from her. “Go ahead. Y ou're going to cdl your friend,
what's her name, Night Hag?’

“Yeeh,” sad Hdlix.
“Good,” he said. “Maybe she can get you to take a shower. Does she have an olofax?’

Hédix ignored him, taking the headset with her up to the loft. Today Night Hag was ared-head in agreen
satin ball gown. “Wow,” said Helix. “ Going someplace specid ?’

“No, just having fun.”

“Wel good for you,” Helix leaned back on Hyper's bed, making no effort to hide her arms, which Night
Hag had yet to comment on.

“How’ sthe new job?’
“Awful, wonderful. | don’t know, Night Hag, | think I”m going crazy.”

“You'renot crazy. What' sgoing on?’



“The other vatdivers are giving me aredly hard time. My girlfriend broke up with me. I'm not avery
good vatdiver but | loveit. Or | should say, | love being near the vats, the smell of the growth medium...
Everyone saysit stinks, but | lovetheway it smells. It makes me fed moredive. 't that weird?’

“I don't think thet'sweird at all.”

“Then you must be pretty weird yoursdlf.”

Night Hag laughed, and nodded her head. “Most people would say s0.”
“Wadll, it wasyour ideal become avatdiver.”

“| thought you said you liked it.”

“I do. Well, like | said, | like being near the grow med. Swimming around with these,” she waved her
lower arms at Night Hag, “trapped insde adivesuit al day | could do without. I'm saving up for a
custom suit, but it’' Il be awhile, and in the meantime-”

“You wear asuit?’ Night Hag interrupted.

“Of course,” Helix sat up in surprise. “What did you think? That | swam around in there naked? Growth
medium isredly dangerous. That'swhy | can’t figure out why it gppealsto me so much. Maybethe
vadiversareright. MaybelI’m suicidal. But | don't fed suiciddl. | fed like I’ m fighting for my life. | wish |
didn’t have to wear the suit. | could usedl of my arms. But | need the suit to protect me from the grow

“Maybe you don’t need to be protected.”

“What? Night Hag, since |’ ve let you see me, have you noticed anything different about me?’ She waved
her lower arms again for emphasis. “Thisisnot aconstruct. I'm asport. If anything, I’m even more
susceptible to vatsickness than anormal human being.”

Night Hag shrugged. “A sport iswhat?’
“Someone with amutation.”

“But amutation isachange in the genetic code. That can be anything. How do you know that besides
your physica attributes you are not so mutated to have an immunity to the growth medium?’

Helix shook her head in disbelief. “ Y ou know what? Y ou're crazier than | am. Look, I’ve got to go, |
just borrowed this transceiver from afriend. He wants it back.”

“Wait, where can | reach you?’

“Don’'t worry. I'll call you tomorrow. Bye.” said Helix and hung up. She lay back on the bed, staring at
the calling. An immunity to the growth medium. Night Hag obvioudy didn’t know wheat shewastaking
about. But wouldn't it be wonderful if it were true? Then she could swim in the vats without the
cumbersome suit, touched and embraced by the beautiful green waters. The thought of it rolled around
and around in her mind, lulling her to deep.
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At work the next day the dream was il with her, making the redlity of her situation even more difficult to
bear. Shefloated in the vat, the murky fluid surrounding her, but not touching her. The harsh rasping of
her breath wasloud in her ears. She propelled hersdf with a gentle twitch of her flippers, drifting towards



asmdl blot afew feet off.

The coagulant hung suspended in the growth medium; abundle of replicating cdls, pink and blueand
fibrous, and aready sprouting. They were like weeds. Just one, if alowed to grow, could ruin an entire
vat.

Somebody - probably her — had missed this one on the previous sweep. It was nearly the size of her
pam, fringed with tendrils that reached outwards, and in at least one case, formed new coagulants.

Hdlix grasped it in one hand, holding it firmly while she gathered tendrils with her other free hand, trying
to be careful and not break any. It would be so much easier if she could use all of her arms. She could
hold the body till with her uppers, while her lower hands nimbly drew in the tendrils, which sometimes
narrowed to amillimeter or lessin width.

Asit was she smply drew gently on al of them at once, hoping not to fed the sudden jolt of abreek,
which she did. She examined the coagulant in her hand, turning over the pulpy thing until shefound one
long tendril, broken off at the end. She stuffed the agule into her bag and examined the area carefully,
searching for the dark spot of another coagulant in the milky green of the growth medium.

There, to her right and afew feet away. She’ d been wrong. The agule she' d found had not sent out
tendrils and formed more agules, it was the sprout of an even larger one, as big as her head and bristling
with outgrowths. Helix’ slower armswrithed in frustration as she swam towardsit. She unfastened the
sedls of her divesuit and drew the zipper down to free them.

Growth medium rushed in to touch her everywhere with warm, soothing wetness. She began drawing in
tendrils, her lower hands grasping their fleshy strands, tracing them, plucking the agulesthat bulged at
their ends and placing them in her bag. She had the whole complex of agules cleaned up in afraction of
the time it would have taken her with two hands.

Hédlix moved on, relishing the fed of the growth medium on her skin. Thiswas morelikeit, morelike
she' d imagined vatdiving would be. She removed her face mask and thrugt it heedlesdy into her bag with
the agules. She dived deeper, searching for more cellswith eyes surprisingly unclouded, only returning to
the surface of the vat for air after gathering ten more.

“Hey, what are you doing?’ she heard someone shout when her head broke the surface. Helix ignored
the voice, took abregath, and dived to the bottom of the vat, growth medium swirling about her, hiding
her from sight. In the depths she heard the muted clamor of an darm, and looking up, saw the vague
forms of divers approaching. There was nowhere for her to go. She relaxed and | et the loosened dive suit
dip away, its clinging touch replaced by the soft caress of the growth medium. She plucked anearby
agule, itstexture pulpy and dick as sherolled it between her fingers. She ateit. Itsjuicy crunch and salty
flavor were more satisfying than any food she' d ever tasted.

She watched her dive mates comefor her, shadowy forms gradually emerging from the surrounding haze.
She had every intention of going peaceably, dlowing Vonda, Cord, Benny and Val to take her by her
arms, and draw her up, towards the surface, but the closer they got the bigger the whole white dry cold
world became, and she did not want to leave the emerald green waters she had found. And they were
emeradd green, and ever clearer as her eyeslog the habit of air. She could see agules dotting the waters
like gars, thousands of them, some no bigger than apinprick, others over twenty feet away. And al over
her skin, afeding like smell only different, the currents speaking to her about where they had been, and
how many agulesthere were there.

She could be such agood vatdiver now. She could clean this vat faster than any of them, and they were
pulling her out, and she' d never get to do it again. The waters lightened asthey rose, and above the



surfaceloomed like arippling sheet of glass.

She pushed out at the divers holding her arms, twisting to free herself of their grasp. She managed to get
her lower left arm free, and she used it to pry Vonda off her opposite shoulder. Benny, who still had firm
hold of her upper left arm, recaptured the lower limb and pulled them both back against her shoulder.
She put her upper right hand on his head and tried to push him off, but VVonda had rallied and was
twisting her lower right elbow the wrong way.

Asthey broke the surface, the air suddenly erupting with shouts and Sirens, she thrashed in their clutches,
futilely attempting to remain in the vat. It wasn't until they had dragged her out and pinned her to the
diving platform that she remembered to breathe.

She would have jumped up and dived back in, but severa strong arms prevented it. “What' swrong with
her?” someone shouted — Coral.

“Shel sflipped. Where s April ?” said Vonda
“Right here”

Facesloomed above her, but her eyeswere ill clouded with growth medium. “Let me go!” she
screamed, straining againgt the hands that pinned her.

“Jesus Christ, somebody get a sedative. Everybody stay suited, she' s drenched with the stuff.”

Helix felt the dick tingle of an epiderma on theinside of her lower left bow. In adegpening haze, she
ft hersdf carried off the diving platform and into the decontamination showers.

They scrubbed her everywhere with stinging disinfectant soap, and then subjected her to the evaporator
until her every pore was desiccated and barren as adesert. It was April who took her out, and dusted
her from head to toe with acrid biocide powder. Cold, naked, and itching everywhere from her
colleague’ s minigrations, Helix began to weep.

“Don’'t cry,” April told her harshly, “your tearswill help the stuff spread. Saline solution’ s not too far from
growth medium asit is. Not that it's gonna make any difference. The way you were wallowing around
out there, you' ve probably swallowed some, and Va says you had your eyes open, so if you wanted to
get out of my hair, you took one quick way of doingit.”

“I jus wanted to usemy arms,” Helix durred vaguely.

“Y ou just wanted to- So you forfeit your life, so you can use dl of your arms, once. | don’t even care
about you, but you jeopardized the lives of your dive mates aswell. Thank God nobody’ s seds or masks
cameloose during that tusde you threw, because if they had, it would be negligent homicide, instead of
smple suicide, and you wouldn’t have achance to find out what the sicknessis going to do to you,
because I’ d kill you firgt.”

“I’'m sorry, | didn’t meant to fight. | just didn’t want to leave the water.”

April shook her head dowly. “1 don’t know about you. Y ou don’t seem to be smple minded, but you
don’t show any sense, either.”

April dandoned her lecture for the moment, and held out asterile gown made out of paper. “Y ou know
how much it costs us to stock these things? Can't use biopolymers though, they have an ah, affinity.”

“When can | go home?’ mumbled Helix. Never, she thought, answering hersdlf, never.



“Wadl there’ s not much point in sending you to a hospital. There' sno cure for vatsickness, and with the
exposure you got you' |l probably only last afew days. Besides, the company won't pay for it.
Remember those waiversyou sgned? Y ou' Il be just aswell off with the painkillers Mavi buysfrom
Oridleaswith any of that doctor shit. I’ m just keeping you here until someone comesfor you. There's
something wrong with you. In your head. Y ou’ re adanger to yoursdf and others. | can’t just turn you
loose”

Besides, thought Helix, if you did, I'd probably try to find away to get back into the vats, and you know
it.
April escorted her to asmall cubicle off the decontamination chamber which held abench, afolding chair,

and atable with two ancient and plastic coated magazines on it. “ Now are you gonnabe agood girl and
wait here quietly, or do | have to give you another epiderma?’

“No dermal,” said Hdlix, and she sat down on the chair, folding her hands across her knees obediently.
“Can | have my clothes?’

“Not until your friends cometo get you.”
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Sheitched. Sheitched and she' d never realized how much she' d dways itched. And now shewould itch
for the rest of whatever life she had left. The only thing that she had ever found that stopped theitching
had been taken away from her as soon as shefound it. “1 might aswell die,” she thought, raising her ams
at the white walls surrounding her, regarding her own biocide dusted limbs, caked and dry like they were
aready mummified, “because thisisnot being dive.”

The door opened and Chango rushed through, followed by Mavi. Chango’ s face was red and stresked
with tears. “Hédlix, we heard what happened! Oh my god, why?’ she rushed forward to hug her, and then
stopped short. “Why did you do it?’

Helix shook her head. “1t’ s not catching, you know that.”
Chango looked at her suddenly. “No, it'syour skin... It's started dready, hasn't it?’

A shiver went down Hdlix’ s spine and she once again regarded her skin. “No, thisisjust biocide
powder. They dusted mewith it to soak out and kill the growth medium. It’ sdriving me crazy. It stings.

But nothing’ s happened yet.”

Mavi closed the door and walked slowly towards her. She was pale, dmost as pale as the powder
caked on Helix’sskin. She glared at Helix with eyeslike two black pits of fire. “ Do you have any idea
what you' ve just done?’

“What- what?’
“Shedoesn't,” Mavi said to Chango, “she hasno idea.”

“Mavi-" Chango said, “please. It doesn’t matter now. It'stoo late.” She turned back to Helix and
wrapped her arms around her, clinging to her. She started crying again. Helix ran her pams across her
back, soothing her. Chango’ s tears soaked through her paper gown and into her skin, soothing the itching
there.

“Oh for goddess' sake, stop. Chango, you' re going to get her wet, quit it.” Mavi forcibly separated them.
“You know,” shesaid, turning on Helix again, “You | don't care about, not anymore. But you



endangered the lives of everyonein that vat. They had to come after you. Y ou fought them. They aren’t
there by choice. They' re there because they have to make aliving. And you could have killed any one of
them with thissuicidal tourist trip you' reon.”

Helix gritted her teeth, “Can we go now? | want to rinse this shit off.”
“Y ou want to- Did you hear that? She wants to take a shower!”
“Mavi,” said Chango from the doorway, “let’ sjust go.”

“WEe re going, we' regoing.”

Hélix rodein the back seet of the convertible, while Chango drove and Mavi glared at her over the front
Segt. A sudden wave of uncontrollable shivering overcame her. She thought at first it was because of the
wind, but the shaking only got worse, until her muscles were spasming in rapid, jerky motions, and she
couldn’t stop it, and she couldn’t get a decent breath because her lungs weren't working right and the
wind kept snatching her breath away, but it wasn’t the wind. She could have gotten her breath back if
she could have followed it, but something was holding her back by the throat, choking her.

“Holy fuck, she'sgoing into convulsions,” she heard someone, Mavi, say, “Haul ass.”

Big patches of fog hazed their way across her field of vison, blocking out Sght, replacing it with blooms
of pattern, moving, changing, afunny grey color that held within it not the hues, but the mathematical
understanding of every other color, rendered in shifting moire. And in between those patches, in spaces
getting smdler now, she saw Mavi’ sface, looking at her asif from far away.

Shewasfloating in asea of green.
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Chango stepped on the gas and tore off down Riopelle, the car jouncing across potholes, sending up
sprays of loose asphdt in itswake. She glanced behind her to see Mavi forcing her vathide wallet
between Helix’ steeth. She was shaking violently, her hair tiff and stresked white, her face crusted with
white flakes of biocide. Quickly Chango looked back at the road. The sunshine and the buildings and the
strangled tufts of grass beside the road looked unredl, like they were nothing more than a painted screen,
aholographic overlay, masking the horror of life. But the horror of life was seeping through. Over the
rush of wind in her ears she heard ahoarse, hacking kind of moan from the back seat, and Mavi
swearing as she rummeaged through her bag for epidermals. How could there ill be sunshine, whilethis
was happening? Eyes wide, she stared down the road, and drove.

A great bubble of grief seemed to rise up into her heart, and break. Clenching her teeth, shelaid on the
horn, and took the left at Caniff without stopping.

She pulled doppily up to the curb in front of Mavi’ s house and jumped out of the car. “Help me carry
her,” said Mavi, “she' shig.”

With difficulty they maneuvered Helix, still quaking, up the front steps and in the door. “Put her on the
couch,” saidd Mavi, “Hugo’sin the pink room.” They deposited her on the faded green couch. Mavi knelt
over her and peeled back one of her eyelids, shook her head and stood up.

“What isit?Isshedying?’

Mavi looked at her gravely, “ She may be dying, but not of vatsickness.”



“What?’
“I've never seen anything like thisin an onsat before.”
“But her exposure...”

“Theindicationsare al wrong. Patients dways run alow grade fever by the time they start displaying
other symptoms. Her temperature is dropping, rapidly. And those convulsions, I’ ve never seen anyone
do that before, not with vatsickness. It's more like a straightforward, severe toxic reaction.”

“To the growth medium?’

Mavi shrugged and looked at her with flat, bleak eyes, “What ese?| gave her a clonazepam epidermd,
that seemsto be keegping the convulsions down abit, but her system’sin shock. | don’t know what else
todo.”

From the couch, Hdlix let out one of those moans again. Chango shivered. “ God, what isthat noise she
makes?’

“I don’t know.”

“Get it off me,” Helix groaned.

“What?" Chango knelt by her side. “What did you say?’
“Thebiocide, get it off me,” she croaked hoarsdly, “It’ skilling me.”

Chango stared at Mavi, who stared back at her. “But the biocide is supposed to help kill the growth
medium, Helix.”

Helix closed her eyesin exhaugtion. “ That’ sthe problem.” she whispered. “Please, it hurts. If you don’t
helpme, I'll die”

Chango and Mavi looked at each other again, hesitating. “It's not vatsickness...” said Mavi, “it could be
areaction to the biocide, but—"

“You know I’'m not human,” said Helix, staring a Mavi with haf lidded eyes, “ or at least you should.”
“Let’ sget her to the shower,” said Chango.
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Water white with biocide ran down the drain of the tub. Helix rested her head in Chango’slap, half
conscious, comforted by Chango’ sfingers on her scalp, scrubbing away the crusted powder. 1 can see
why you wanted this Suff off,” shesad, “it'snasty.”

Helix didn’t answer her. She was dreaming that she was swimming in agreet green vat of growth
medium, moving with the currents, and feasting on agules. Mavi had been right. She would die, but not
from vatsi ckness, she would die because she had found what she' d never known she wanted, what she'd
always wanted, and as soon as she did, it had been taken away from her. She couldn’t go back, to her
pathetic existence as agport. She wasn't that, now she knew she wasn't that. She' d been born to swim
inthe vats, harvest agules, and eat them. But she couldn’t do that either. After today, they’ d fire her for
ure.

Helix felt thelast of the biocide rinse away, but still her skin burned, till the tremors washed over her.



“Fill thetub,” she said to Chango, “and get some sdt from the kitchen and put it in.”
Chango did as she asked, and then sat on the edge of the tub, holding one of her hands. “Isit better?’

She nodded. It was better, better than being coated with poison, but it was afar cry from the velvet
caress of the growth medium. Shelonged for it in her cells. She wondered if shewould ever fed it again.

“It wasn't an accident, wasit?” said Chango. “Y ou did it on purpose.”
“Yeah. | had to find out what it felt like.”

“So what did you find out?’

“It swhat I'mmeant todo, and if | can’t, I'll die.”

Chapter 12 — Creation Story

In the beginning was the dream, and in the dream Hector wasin the [aboratory, done. It waslate at night,
he wasin his pgamabottoms. Goose flesh stood out on the exposed skin of hisarms and chest. Light
camefaintly from asingle row of phosphorescents at the back of the room. He padded up and down the
aideson cold bare feet, walking past incubators and microscopes, biophages and growing trays. A
multi-processor was awake, $illing holographic equationsinto the air with incomprehensible speed.
Hector stopped, and watched the numbers and symbols stream past. He couldn't make anything out;

they were moving too fast. As he stood and stared the equations flew at him, tumbling into him through
hiseyes, hisears, hismouth. His head was filled with them, he fdt them working their ca culations through
his blood stream. He danced and jerked, an arithmetic robot, trying to rid himsalf of these numbers, these
symbols. But it was too late now. They werein him. They wereapart of him.

Heleft the emptied screen of the multi-processor and moved towards the back of the room, wherea
large, rectangular tank lay beneath the round saucers of the phosphorescent lights. Insdethetank, likea
corpselad out in acoffin, lay abody, submerged in the faint opaescent sheen of growth medium. Ashe
approached the tank, she stood up. Shewastall and strong, with along mane of black hair, generous
breagts, four arms and gleaming white fangs. And as he stood there, staring, she began to dance.

She danced like the Indian women held seen on aPBS specid once; al rocking back and fourth, angular
gestures, sslamping of feet and bending of knees. She whirled around him, and he turned, trying to keep
her in Sght. Shewas ablur al around him now, and he wasinside of her, being born by her dance. The
equations that had infected him earlier were coming out again now. He spoke them into the whirlwind,
and she stopped.

She stood before him, slent, motionless. She was beautiful. He would have liked to touch her, hold her,
make loveto her. She smiled dowly and nodded her head, once, and then walked towards him. But as
she gpproached she got smaller. Smaler and smaller until she was no bigger than agum ball, and she
hung in the middle of the air, in front of hisface. Hector opened his mouth, she climbed inside, and he
swallowed her.

When he awoke the next morning, he knew what to do.

It took months of splicing and selective genetic engineering. For processing and control of the organism,
he cloned and modified a multi-processor brain. Following standard anima physiology, hetied autonomic
functions like breathing and heart reflex to the brainstem and put the hypothalamusin charge of ingtinctua
drives such as sex and hunger.

For reasons he did not examine at the time, he grew the cerebra cortex beyond the demands of plucking



agules from growth medium, leaving space for behaviorsto evolve with the demands of the creature’s
environment, leaving space for intelligence to grow onitsown.

At first the double arms and fangs had been stubborn artifacts of the gene splicing, aside effect of
manipulating homeobox genes, but he soon recognized their advantages, and gave up on trying to erase
them.

Findly, in arectangular tank beneath the phosphorescent lights of the laboratory, Lilith, thefirst tetra, was
born. He had been lauded for hiswork on the brains, but he had never redlly considered them awork of
genius. Everything wasthere, just waiting for him to come along and puit it together.

But this, thiswas something dse again. A geneticaly engineered species with human cognitive ability. He
hadn’t needed to make them that smart, but once he' d figured out the basic neura network of NMDA,
glutaminergic, and GABA synapses and the balance between excitory and inhibitory neurons, it was only
amatter of making space for the network to grow.

Following the sacred design that came to him in the dream, Hector directed the formation of synaptic
connections with neural adhesion factors, chemoattractants and neurotrophins. But he designed the tetras
with synaptic pladticity, taking advantage of Hebb'srule of coordinated synaptic activity to reinforce
useful connections and inactivate inappropriate ones. Rather than hardwire their behavior, he dlowed
their environment to mold and nudge them towards their intended function, leaving specific behaviors
open-ended.

Despite the problems caused by his approach — the tetras insular socid system, their
uncooperativeness— he had never really regretted giving them choice, independence, intelligence. The
concept of a creature of such complexity without those characteristics was an anathemato him, and he
knew what GeneSys intended to do with them if they were successful. They wanted to get rid of the
vatdivers because they were causing trouble; organizing, caling strikes, demanding rights. In fact, he
realized now, the block he’ d had on the project was not mental in nature, but moral.

Until he saw Lilith in his dream and knew that she would be a person, not a machine, he could not allow
himsdalf to solve the puzzle of her crestion. He remembered his mother, an inobservant Jew but one
ingtilled neverthe esswith the Reformed Jewish version of the golden rule, “that which is abhorrent to you,
do not do.” It wasarule she' d taught to him aswell.

He need not have worried with Lilith, she was her own being right from the start. For weeks he ate and
dept in the lab, observing her, talking to her. Within weeks she mastered language, and started asking
him for anest.

Hector pulled some strings and transferred the experiment to the test facility in the basement. It had once
been the proving groundsfor thefirg living polymers. Now it was home to anew prototype, one of his
own making.

Months passed, and L.ilith siwam around in her vat eating agules, and nothing € se happened. He had
designed the tetras to be parthenogenic, but she had yet to reproduce. Hector started limiting the number
of peoplein the vat room, but that only seemed to make her more restless.

Then one night, when he was working there alone, she came to him. He was shocked to see her out of
the vat, and even more shocked to realize, as she raised one hand to cup the side of hisface, that she
was dry. She detested being dry, but he had told her how dangerous growth medium was to humans, and
she must have redized it was necessary — she spread her hands across his chest — for this.

To hiseternd shame, he made love to her that night. He tried to reason with himself that it was necessary.



Ring tall lizards, he kept telling himsdlf, were parthenogenic but only reproduced if another ringtail lizard
went through the motions of mating with it. They were dl femaes, but one would act the male, mounting
the other and stimulating her to ovulate. Male or femde, it didn’'t matter. What mattered was the act of
love. He had not passed his genetic materia onto Lilith's offspring, yet he had caused them to be born,
just the same.

And he was glad, because he was a scientist and his creation flourished, and because he was a scientist
and Lilith was his creation, he was ashamed.

Shelaid aclutch of twelve eggs which nestled at the bottom of the vat for six months before they
hatched. But these tetras were smaller than Lilith, and tests showed that they were Serile.

Lilith began to turn away from Hector and his assstants, devoting hersdlf to her daughters; grooming
them, cuddling them, and ordering them around. Shelaid asingle egg, without his or any other human's
assistance,

That egg sat at the bottom of the vat like atime bomb, abomb that went off, Sx months later, when
Hector went down to the vat room late one night, and found alone tetra curled up against the outer door
— naked, likethey al were.

Her lower arms were wrapped around her knees, her upper arms sheltering her bent head. She looked
exactly like Lilith, but when he touched her she gazed up a him with the eyes of an infant, unguarded and
unwise.

Sheld had a harsh introduction to the world, that was sure. She was covered with bruises and bites. A
gash on her |eft thigh and another just below her right collarbone looked serious.

He hesitated before the crouching thing. She wastoo big for him to carry, but he didn't know if she could
walk yet. The othershad dl started out swimming.

It was chilly in the hallway, and she shivered, looking up at him with wide eyesthat looked dark and wet
in the cold shine of the halogen lighting. Hector Martin took off hisraincoat and drew it over her
shoulders. With atentative hand on an arm, he guided her to a standing position. She leaned on him and
nestled her head againgt his shoulder. He got hisarm around her waist. She responded by clinging to him
with three arms. When Hector took a step, she followed suit. Good, she could walk.

"Thisway," he said pointlesdy, steering her towards the eevator. If she was anything like her mother and
sgters, it would be weeks before she learned human speech.

Fortunately they didn’t have to wait long for the elevator to arrive. On the ride up to his apartment she
dumped againgt him, fairly pinning him to thewall of the eevator. When the doors opened, shedidn’t
budge. Sheliked the elevator. She did not want to leave the elevator. And she was at least as strong as
he was, though less coordinated just now.

By the time he managed to propel them both towards the door, it had shut again. He reached over and
hit the open door button and when he looked back he found that hisraincoat had dipped from her
shoulders, and in the struggle to put it back on her he missed the door opening and had to hit the button
agan. Findly, in desperation hejust got out, and shefollowed him.

Thank God it was so late, he thought as he walked down the hall supporting afour-armed woman
half-clad in hisraincoat, guiding her groggy way to his gpartment. He got her inside and deposited her on
the couch in hisliving room.



It wasn't until that moment that he redlized what held done. Hed made a decision without ever thinking
about it. He could have put her back in the vat room, but her wounds had been inflicted by the other
tetras, and something told him that if he put her back in there they’ d kill her. Still he could have taken her
to thelab. That wastheright placefor her, surely. But he hadn't even considered it. Without thinking,
held brought her here. Maybe it was just aswdll. If she was discovered, it could lead to the destruction
of her and dl her kind.

Thefledgling tetra squirmed on his couch and whimpered. Blood from her cuts was soaking into the
cream colored cellweave upholstery. The stains faded even as he watched, absorbed and metabolized by
theliving febric.

Hector bit hislip, hesitating to leave her alone for even an ingtant, but there was no help for it. He rushed
to the bathroom, got adhesive bandages, cellular tape, peroxide and a clean cloth, and came back. It
took about five seconds. Shewas still there. He sat her up and cleaned out her cuts, sedling the two big
ones closed with cdlular tape. He didn't know how to give stitches, and taking her to someone who did
was out of the question.

After having her wounds tended, the tetrawanted to cling to him some more. Hector sat on his couch, an
infant with the body of atwenty-five year old woman clinging to him with four very strong arms. "'l guess
shethinks I'm her mother,” he thought, and laughed, long into the night, at the absurdity hislife had
become.

He woke late the next morning, till on the couch, still with the tetrawrapped around him. Well, everyone
knew he'd been working late last night, but he still needed to make an appearance some time today. He
couldn't afford to attract any attention, not now. With effort he pried himself free from his deeping child,
and went into the bathroom for a shower. After he'd dressed again, he ran the tub, and went into the
kitchen, rummaging around in the cupboards until he found an old box of kosher sdlt.

All the other tetras had spent their first daysfloating in growth medium. He dumped haf the box of st
into the tub. Thiswas nothing like growth medium, of course, but it was the closest he could get, right
now. He didn't like the idea of leaving her one herefor severa hours, but he had to do it. Maybe being
in atub of warm, salty water would make her fedl at home, and keep her quiet.

She sttled into the water with ablissful smile that bared her fangs, and looked at him with eyes of bright,
sky blue. Dark brown hair sprang in clumps from her skull, but just the same, he thought she was
beautiful.

She sighed, and her throat convulsed as she uttered an inarticulate, guttural noise. "Hgeklx," shesad. It
wasthe first sound sheld made that was identifiable asa syllable.

"Hdix," Hector Martin said back to her. "Y our namewill be Hdix."
000

Lilith dreamed she floated in the warm, void waters of the womb. Her womb, the womb of her mother.
A pattern emerging from the whorl of nonbeing, coalescing in the darkness. Until the dream. The dream
she dreamt of the dreamer's face. He opened his eyes, and he saw her, and through his eyes, and his
dreaming vision, shewas born.

Shetold her daughters that she dreamed hersdf into Hector Martin's mind in order to be born, but in
truth she couldn't be certain whose dream she was. Before he saw her, did she exist? Perhaps, but not as
she was now, and not here.



What she knew of the world she had learned from the multiprocessor brains, cousinsto her through
Hector’ simagination. They told her of the numbers and structures that formed the basis of life for the
people she was born among. But she and her daughters could not live on such things. They needed
agules and the waters that grew them. They needed warmth, and each other’ stouch.

Coleanus swam up to her and tucked her head into the crook of Lilith's neck, one hand absently reaching
for abreast. She and her ssters had long since given up feeding from her, and now, like Lilith, subsisted
on thefruits of thewaters. But till they sought her out nearly every day, to rest comfortably in her arms;
sharing in that contact the knowledge of their minds and hearts.

Lilith laid her cheek againgt drowsy Coleanus damp hair and felt her sigh, felt with her awave of deep
contentment, thejoy of being dive.

After atime marked only by the currents of the waters, Coleanus didodged herself, drifting softly away
on her back, then turning and diving beneeth the waters. She returned with an agule, plump and purple,
itstendrils tapering away to dender succulence. Sheraised it above the waters with her upper hands,
offering it to Lilith, who took it, bit into the body and twined her fingers among the tendrils. She pulled
them taut and severed severa with her teeth. Swallowing, she handed the agule back to her daughter.
They shared it, its sSweet sdty taste, its chewy texture, the dickness of it diding down their throats.

After the medl Lilith siwam around the vat on her back, drifting past her daughters, staring up at the
girdersof the celling, now strung with fernsand vines. The air shimmered with warm mist. Sncethey’d
driven the humans out, they’ d made this place theirs, coaxing the vat system’ s brain to raise the
temperature and humidity. Even the waters were warmer now. Humans kept the vats too cold. Thefruits
grew better now, and the blue biopoly Hector and his staff were so taken with. The lights had been harsh
white halogens when she got here, now they’ d been replaced with bio-spectrum capsules which gave off
awarm glow.

Amoritas came up onto the platform and dipped into the waters beside her. She wrapped her upper
armsaround Lilith’ s neck, the lower ones encircling her waist. Through her touch Lilith knew that the
second vat was thick with ripe agules.

She had made this place ahome for herself and her daughters— her nest - but what of her other
daughter, the new queen? Lilith had cooperated with Hector Martin's plan regarding Helix, hoping that in
believing she was human, her daughter would find a place for the next generation among them. But after
talking to her last night, she knew that was wrong. Helix needed to know what she was. She thought she
was insane, she didn’t understand her attraction to the vats.

When she suggested Helix get ajob asavatdiver, Lilith had never imagined her diving in one of those
ghastly rubber skins, but of course she would have to. They thought she was human, and humans needed
the suits. But Helix would be a prisoner insde one, one fourth of an inch away from her home. And how
could she use her ams? It was only amatter of time before she took that stupid suit off, and given
GeneSys predilection for policies, she would probably get in troublefor it. Maybe even lose the job
Lilith had so carefully arranged for her.

She' d been about to tell her the truth, but Helix hung up. And Lilith couldn’t call her back. The number
she had was for the transceiver Helix had |eft behind in Hector’ s gpartment. She' d tried it anyway, and
left amessage, but she had little hope she would check her messages and call her back.

Regretfully she disodged Amoritas and swam to the ladder. She no longer shivered when sheleft the
waters, but was greeted by air as warm and moist as her own breath. She took the catwalk to the
second floor bacony, and entered the tiny office which they kept sedled from the rest of the vat room's



environment.

Insdeit was dry, though till hot. The little room was crowded with multi-processors, transceivers and
other equipment left behind by Hector and his researchers. It was an unfortunate but necessary
compromise. Try as shemight, Lilith was unable to keep the e ectronics from dying in the sleamy climate
surrounding the vats.

She sat before the case which housed the multi-processor brain, lifting the top pane off so she had
accessto it. Shefound the keyboard clumsy compared to communicating directly with the brain, through
touch, theway she spoke with her daughters. Lilith plunged her upper handsinto the growth medium
surrounding the brain. Gently she cradled it, sllently saying hello with her hands.

“Sgerlilith,” the brain acknowledged her.

“Brain, remember when we gpproved an employment gpplication and sequestered the applicant’ s lab test
results? | want you to go back to that section of personnel records. Give me everything that’ s appeared
in Helix Martin’sfilesnce shewashired,” Lilith thought toiit.

Asshe' d feared, there was an gpplication for Helix’'sdismissd, filed just this afternoon. The reason cited
was negligence on the job. An incident report described how she' d taken her divesuit off in the vat and
then fought with her “rescuers.” So it hadn’t taken long at dl, for her daughter’ strue nature to come
forth.

Helix’ sinevitable bresk from bondage had won her dismissa from the only nest she’ d ever known. It
was intolerable. Now that she' d fet the waters of the vat on her skin, she would die without their touch.

Lilith checked the dismissal gpplication’ s status and discovered that it had yet to be processed. “Brain,
list security codes for personnd with jurisdiction over dismissal gpplications,” she thought.

A stream of codes poured into her mind, each accompanied by the name and title of the person that held
it. She scanned up theligt, to the topmost echelons of the GeneSys hierarchy, searching for someone
whose unorthodox decision would go unquestioned. She selected Anna L uria, corporate CEO, but
Lilith’smomentary concentration on her code was enough to awaken the GeneSys security system and
send it grumbling after her with access checks.

She withdrew to the labyrinthine ca culations of the payroll system and waited. Shewas okay aslong as
she dedt with individua brains, the onein the office or othersin the network, but collectively they
supported the consciousness of the thing called GeneSys, her morta enemy. It did not like her, and she
did not likeit. A company, Hector called it, implying that it was Smply an organization of human beings,
but she knew it was more than that. It was athing unto itsalf, and just as she had to drive Helix from her
nest, because there can only be one queen in anest, she would someday have to defeat GeneSys,
because it controlled the vats her species needed to survive.

Lilith returned to the list her brain had given her, crawling up it carefully, watching for access checks. She
stopped at the security code of one Nathan Graham. She had used this code before, when she wanted to
make sure Helix got hired. It had been good enough to get Helix her job, it would have to be good
enough to let her keepit.

Chapter 13 — True Nature

Hdlix lifted an arm to scratch at her forehead, then took her hand away. That spot was starting to get
raw. Her amswere aready pocked with raw patches from her scratching. She even had one on her
cheek. Chango inssted that the itching was an after affect from the biocide, but she knew better. She



knew it was an itch to get back into avat of growth medium, and go back to being what she was, and
sheknew it would not go away until she did.

She sat with Chango on Mavi’ s couch. “When | go back to work, I’m not wearing the suit anymore,”
shesad.

“What? Are you crazy? Y ou’ re not going back there. What you did was grounds for dismissa. The only
reason you haven't been fired is that they thought you' d be dead by now.”

Hédix stared at her in sudden silent rage. Stared until Chango’ s face swirled and dissolved from the tears
in her eyes. She turned her back to her, reached out her handsto claw at the air and screamed. Her
voice echoed back at her from thewalls, from theworld. “1 have to go back,” she shouted, turning
around again to see Chango staring, her eyestwo mismatched dinner plates. “Either that or...”

“Or what?" Chango muttered, her hands fretting with the hem of her t-shirt.
Helix nodded, gazing at her. “1t'snot like I'm redly aive now, anyway. Not anymore.”

Therewas sllence in the room. From down the hal Helix heard Mavi’ s voice, muffled, speaking to Hugo
in the pink room. Chango wrapped her thin arms around Helix and held her — held her and rocked her
whiletheir salt tears formed a poor approximation of growth medium between them.

After awhile Hdlix pulled back, and wiped her face. “ Jesus Chrigt, Chango, what am 17?7’
“I don't know.” She shook her head. “ But we can go see Hyper. Maybe- maybe he knows something.”

Helix wrinkled her brow but got up from the couch. They were about to leave when Mavi camein from
the halway. Her face was ashen. “Chango, go fetch Benny. It's starting. He said he wanted to be here
when the changes came.”

Chango looked from her to Helix. “Go get him,” nodded Hdlix. “I can wait.”

By afternoon Hugo' s remains were carried out by the coroner in abody bag. Helix stood in the living
room with Chango, Mavi, and Benny, and watched the hearse pull away.

“At least hissuffering isover,” said Benny, his hands stuck in his pockets, his back bowed and his chest
curving inward, asif he' d been punched in the somach.

“Do you want some vaerian?’ asked Mavi, giving him aworried look.

“No, no thanks. I’ d better get down to the mortuary. Hugo had alittle money |eft, about enough to cover
hisfunerd. | might aswell get it over with.”

“Areyou sure? There stime, you know. Y ou could stand to relax.”

He shook hisheed, “1 don’t want to relax. He' s dead, Mavi. How can | relax? Maybe once he' s buried,
maybe then it will seem dright, but it doesn’t now, that’ sfor sure” He glanced at Hdlix. He didn't say
anything, but she knew what he was thinking. It should have been her that went out of heretoday ina
body bag, but she wasfine. Hugo had dight exposure, and it killed him, she swam naked in growth
medium, and lived.

“Come on Hdlix,” said Chango, “let’s go see Hyper.”

o0o



When they got to Hyper’s house, he was on hisway out the door, aplaid cellweave wind bresker under
hisarm. “The vatdivers are sanding on the tables down at Josa's,” he said asthey came up the stepsto
meset him,

“Standing on the tables,” said Chango, “they haven't done that since-”

“Not sincethe strike, | know.”

“Why?What'sit about?’

Hyper glanced over her shoulder to Helix. “Word came in today, you still haveajob.”

They snuck in through the back door of Josa's. Coming up the hallway past the bathrooms, they could
aready hear the voices shouting.

“She’ snot even from herel”
“They never should have hired her in thefirst place!”

“People, people! Quiet down,” it was April. Peeking around the corner, Helix could see her, standing on
atable near the center of the room, “We re here to discuss aplan of action, not belabor the obvious.
Now GeneSys has stepped way out of line on thisone, we al agree. The question is, what are we going
to do about it?’

“Strikel” somebody shouted, and they al took it up, chanting, screaming and pounding the tables,
“Strike! Strike! Strikel”

Hélix felt Chango and Hyper tugging at her shoulders, but she didn’t move. She looked at the faces of the
vatdivers, angry and hateful and afraid, and their voiceswere aroaring in her earslike the oceans of this
world. Everyone said that life started in the ocean, but not hers. The seas of her birth were considerably
smaller, and green, not blue.

The chanting died down, and Vondatook atable. “ The time to seize our power has come!” she shouted,
“Weadl know GeneSysis hard pressed to meet their quotas, we' ve been working the hoursto proveit.
Striking now, we can demand alot more than just her dismissal. We need dricter safety standards. Diver
approved standards. And athree percent pay raise across the board!”

Thewadl a Helix’s cheek trembled as the vatdivers voiced their approval.

“Let’sget out of here, now,” Chango hissed in her ear, and Helix alowed herself to be dragged
backwards, out the back door.

They went to Hyper’ s house and sat on the floor. Hyper took out abong, filled it, and handed it to
Chango who offered it to Hdlix. Helix shook her head, and stared at the curtains. “ They think they can
sop me” shesad, “they’ Il haveto kill mefirst.”

The screen door rattled as Benny opened it and cameinside. “Hey, that' sjust thekind of talk | was
hoping to hear.” He did down on the floor next to Helix. “ Y ou have to stand up to them. You can't let
them get away with this. Y ou have just as much right to bein there asanyone dse,” he said.

“Sayswho?" said Chango, “ She should have gotten fired.”

Benny looked at her, “But she didn’t, and if anon-sport had done the same thing and not gotten fired, do
you think they’ d be gtriking over it?” He shook his hands and tilted hisface towardsthe celling. “1 can't



believeit. All these years, our gains gradualy being nibbled avay from us crumb by crumb. Andwhat is
it that findly galvanizes this community to action? Bigotry. | can't believeit. | wash my hands.”

“What am | going to do?’ said Hdlix.

“I think you should go down there tomorrow and face them down. They’ re abunch of cowards, they’re
afraid of you,” said Benny.

“I don’t think that's such agood idea,” said Chango. “They may be afraid of her, but that doesn’t mean
they’ Il back down, not now that they’ re united by a common cause. She' slikely to get beaten up, or
worse.”

“I just want to dive again. | haveto,” said Helix.
“Then you know what you haveto do,” said Benny. “They expect you to back down.”
Chapter 14 — The GeneSys Man

O Grady’ stearoom in Detroit’ s historic Bricktown was a small room with upholstered chairs and lace
curtained windows. Colin Siatermeyer clenched his sweat damp fists and walked across the room to
where Nathan Graham sat waiting for him at an inlaid wood table.

“| took the liberty of ordering,” said Graham as Colin sat down. “I hope you like Earl Grey.”

On thetable aceramic tea pot littered with rosebuds sat on a handmade doily. There was dso asilver
tray of scones accompanied by strawberry jam and clotted cream. Graham poured tea for them both and
offered him ascone.

Mechanicaly Colin went through the motions of splitting the scone and spreading it with cream and jam,
but he wasn't hungry. His ssomach wastied in knots, his eyesfixed on Graham — watching himinhale
the steam from his cup and sip at the amber brown tea. “Ah,” he said, and bit into ascone, sending
crumbs scattering across the table. Graham chewed thoughtfully for amoment, swallowed, and fixed his
gaze on Calin. “Now,” hesaid, “I want you to tell me about the day the tetras threw you and your
colleagues out of the vat room.”

Colin fussed with histeafor amoment, adding sugar and lemon. He sippediit, but it did littleto aleviate
the drynessin hismouth. “There snot much to tdll, redly,” hesad. “It wasjust like any other day down
there, a least to start with. Greenfield and | were doing spectra analysisand cell imaging on agule and
polymer samples. Neither of us had been up to the diving platform to check on thetetras, but everything
seemed more or lessnormd. It was't until Dr. Martin camein that things Started to go awry.”

“What happened?’

Colin stared a his hands encircling the cup, felt the warmth of the tea spreading through hisfingers, and
tried to think of the least damaging way to describe what had happened. Hisreverie was interrupted by a
scalding splash of teaon his clasped fingers. Helooked up to see Graham with the tea pot, topping off
his cup. Graham glanced at him sdeways. “ Sorry.” he said with utter calm, “1I’m so clumsy.” He set the
tegpot down and stared at Colin with complete serenity. “Go on.”

“He suited up and went to talk to Lilith right away,” Colin blurted, reaching for anapkin to blot his
burned fingers. “He didn’t say anything to us, but he was back down again afew minutes|later. His suit
waswet. He said that Lilith had splashed him. There was alot more activity in the vats al of a sudden.
We could hear the tetras swvimming around up there. Suddenly there just seemed to be thistense
atmosphere in the place.”



“Y ou said he went to talk to Lilith. How do you know that if he didn’t spesk to you?’

Colin was aware of hisown eyeswidening. “ Just because that’ swhat he dways did, in the morning, he'd
check inwith her,” he managed.

“I see. What did they talk about that morning, then?’

Colin shook his head. Graham leaned forward, giving him the full effect of hisglare. “Y ou heard them.
What did they say?’

Colin swallowed, his eyesfluttering awvay from Graham' slike frightened birds. “ Shetold him to get out of
there” he sad Hiffly.

Graham cocked his head, “Why did she do that?”’

“She- she said he stank of her. She said there could only be one queen in anest, and that he no longer
belonged here.”

“She said he stank of her? Of who?’

“I'm not sure.”

“What did Martin do?’

“Hetried to cam her. Hetold her that she didn’t have to worry. He said-" Colin broke off.
“Hesad what?" Graham prompted impatiently

“That shewouldn’t be back.” Colin gulped.

“Who?’

“I don’'t know!” Colin shouted. People at other tables turned and looked.

Graham poured himsdlf more tea. “What did Martin say when he came back down?’
“Hetold usto continue what we were doing.”

“Didn’'t you ask him what they were talking about?’

“No, | didn’t.”

“I see. And when you discussed it later, what did he say then?’

Colin st hisjaw. “Wedidn't discussit. We never did.”

“Y ou don't have any ideawhat they might have been talking about? Do you have any idea how much
money you owe ALIVE!?1 do.”

Colin shook hishead. “Look, | redly don’'t know. All | can think of is she might have been talking about
theegg.”

“What? What egg?

Coalin closed hiseyes. It wastoo late now, Graham had him. “Lilith laid another egg, asingle, about six
months after the drones hatched.”



13 Ya’_”
“Shewouldn’t let anyone near it. The drones would mob us any time we got close.”
“It hatched.”

Coalin'sjaw worked. “ There' sno way of knowing for sure. The tetraswouldn't let us divein to examine
it. We had to rely on radar to detect its presence, and we didn’t get around to it, that day. Sincethen, it's
been impossible to determine what happened to it. The tetras destroyed the transceivers, after they
kicked usout.”

“So you have no proof, but that isthe hypothesiswhich fitsthe facts. We Il go with it. What happened
after Martin came back down?’

| was doing protein imaging on a polymer sample, and | looked up, and | saw the tetras climbing over the
edge of the vat. They came at us, jumping off the platform and landing on the equipment. Dr. Martin
ydled for usto get out of there. He didn't haveto tel me twice, they were dripping with growth medium.
Greenfield and | got out ahead of them, but Dr. Martin, they picked him up, and threw him out the

door.”

“Very interesting.” Graham dabbed at his mouth with anapkin. “I can see | need to have atalk with
Martin, but firgt, | want you to procure a couple of dive suits. Y ou can do that, can’'t you?’

“I guesss0.” Colinwrinkled his brow. “But why?’
“| want you to take me there,” he said, “to the facility. | want to meet this Lilith for mysdf.”
000

“I"'mredly not sure about this. It'snot safe,” said Satermeyer at the door to the vat room.”| think you
should reconsider.”

“I’m not going to reconsider,” said Graham, “and asfar asit being dangerousis concerned, I’ m prepared
for that,” he patted the tranquilizer gun a hiship

“I wouldn't take awegpon in thereif | wereyou. They won't likeit.”
“Don’t beridiculous, | don't careif they likeit or not. If they attack us, | won't be defensdess.”
“But you can't get dl of them with that thing.”

“So0?You sadthey dl follow Lilith, that she’ stheir queen. If | take her out, they won’t know what to
do.”

“If you take her out, they may panic, there'sno telling what they’ll do.”

“Stop being andly, | don't have dl night. I’'m supposed to meet some important people for dinner
tonight.”

Saermeyer pulled the hood of the divesuit over his head, tucking in stray wisps of hair. “Wdll, | hope
you make it to that dinner, Mr. Graham.” Hetook a key out of the pouch dung around his hips, and
unlocked the door.

They werein along stretch of tiled corridor. Graham gagged on the steamy, pungent air. “Christ, what's
thet smell?’



“It'sthevats, you get used to it,” whispered Satermeyer, “now be quiet, please.”

They crept dong the corridor, the air getting warmer and damper and more redolent with the yeasty odor
of fermentation and rot. Graham tried to breathe through his mouth, but it was no use. The smell seemed
to seep right through his pores. He was starting to sweet insde the divesuit, its rubber lining becoming
dick againg his skin. No wonder those vatdivers were aways bitching about something, they were
uncomfortable al thetime. Wédll, screw them, anyway. They didn’t have to take the job, they could have
gtarted out in amail room somewhere, barely making enough to eat once aday, and spent the next
twenty years of their lives clawing their way up to a position of status and weslth.

By thetimethey reached the end of the corridor, the walls were dripping with condensation, and they
could only see about three feet in front of them because of the thick clouds of fog. The temperature had
to be at least a hundred degrees. When he breathed he fdlt asif hislungs werefilling with water.
Satermeyer tapped him on the arm, and motioned for him to put on his face mask and mouthpiece. He
hed a point. There was no telling what this mist was actualy made of.

Suiting up had its advantages. He could take long, deep breaths of air without being hampered either by
the smdl of the vats or the humidity, and he and Slatermeyer could communicate with each other over the
built-in shortwavesin their face masks.

“It wasn't like this when we were in here, they must have done something to the climate controls,” said
Saermeyer.

“They can do that?’
“I"'m not sure about the others, but Lilith can, | have no doubt.”

Graham waved impatiently at the billowing clouds of steam, “We can’t see shit. They could be
anywhere.”

“Y eah, they probably know we re here by now. They may even be watching us.”
“Watching? Who could seein this?’

“I don’'t know, they seeredly wdl through the growth medium.”

“Shit,” said Graham.

“Having second thoughts? We could go back, they might even let usleave.”

“No, look.” Figures emerged from the mist dl around them, moving dowly and quietly. They wereal
naked, and they al had four arms. They weren’t very big, about five foot four and dender. They had long
dark hair, and from beneath their lips emerged white, curving fangs. About their waists and necks some
of them wore pulpy garlands of a substance he couldn’t immediately identify.

They advanced on them with silent, dmost placid deliberation. Graham backed away and then glanced
behind him, but there were more in the hallway. They were surrounded. In panic he looked at
Satermeyer. “Relax, and go with theflow,” said the voicein hisear. “ Y ou' refully suited, you'll be
dright.” But there was atensenessin Satermeyer’ s voice that was far from reassuring.

The creatures closed in on them. He saw one grab Slatermeyer by the forearm, and then the upper arm,
and by thetime she' d grasped hisleg, Graham felt ahand on his shoulder.

He saw four of them pick Slatermeyer up and carry him away, their bodies curling about him asthey al



disappeared in the billowing, engulfing mist. The rest of them surrounded him, but they did not pick him
up. Thirty two hands— on his neck, his shoulders, hisarms and back — gently but firmly guided him
through the clouds.

Hisface mask was misted over, and al he could see was what could be glimpsed through the undulating
tracks of dropletsthat streamed across the lucite. He couldn’t make out more than acurl of vapor or a
curving arm, ashoulder, abreast. But pams and fingertips directed him, shepherding him up aladder. At
the top they alowed him to wipe a the condensation with his gloved hands. Hewas only partidly
successful, instead of ablank wall of moisture he now had a confusion of stresks. He shrank back as one
of them reared towards his face with her mouth open, but the otherstightened their grip and held him still
while she got ever closer to hisface, findly opening her mouth wider, giving him amigt-shattered view of
her teeth as she extended her tongue and licked the surface of his face mask. When she was done, it was
clean, and no new condensation formed. Graham alowed himself to exhae, and looked around. Theair
up here was clearer, the mist dispersing upwards towards the ceiling above. He was on awalkway that
ran just above and between the two vats. In the center it widened, forming a diving platform for both of
them. 1t was here that they took him, carefully positioning him in its center before withdrawing to stand
two deep in front of the walkway on either side of him. The message was clear, he could either stay put,
or take adip.

Graham waswe | aware of the acceptable levels of dive suit safety. Hewasn't going in thereif he could
avoid it. Asit turned out, he didn’t haveto. Out of thevat in front of him came awoman, a creature, four
armed, like the others, but taller by ahead, and visibly stronger. Her hair was long and black, too, her
faceidenticd to theidentical faces he' d seen, athough thelook in her eyes as she gazed at him was

anything but passive.

“What are you and why have you cometo us?’ She demanded. She spoke loudly and ditinctly. He
could hear her even through the hood of hisdive suit.

He opened his mouth to say something. What, he wasn't certain, and then he redlized that theradio in his
face mask was on direct transmission. He fumbled at the latex sheathed controls by his ear, hisdamp,
gloved fingers dipping over them. After adeafening parade of squedshe got it to broadcast. “I'm
Nathan Graham,” he said, “ chief adminigtrator of research and development for GeneSys.”

She nodded dowly, “Nathan Graham. Y ou are the one Hector is afraid of. He confuses you with
GeneSys. He saysyou are adanger to us, but you have been useful in the past. What sent you here,
GeneSysor abrain?’

“Ah, | cameto ask you afew questions.”
“Questionsfor who? For GeneSys?’

“For mysdf. I've heard alot about you and the goings on in these vats. | wanted to know, why did you
kick the researchers out?’

“We drove Hector away because he would have contaminated the nest. The others fled because they
feared us”

“I see. Why would Hector contaminate your... nest?’

Shelooked at him closdly. “Y ou say you ask these questionsfor yourself, but it is GeneSysyou are
asking for. Thisisnone of GeneSys affair.”

“Butitis, you are aproject of the company’ s research and devel opment department. | manage the



department. | am intimately concerned with your well being.”

“Concerned perhaps, but for GeneSys well being, not ours.”

“For dl of us”

She laughed, throwing her head back, her teeth flashing. “ That isimpossible, and you should know it.”
“What? What do you mean?’

“Y ou have come here looking for secretsto use against us.”

“I came here because | was concerned. There was an egg. What happened to it?’

“What happensto dl eggs”

“That’ swhy you kicked Martin out of here, isn't it? Satermeyer told me — he said you told Hector that
he stank of her. Y ou were talking about the — the hatchling, weren't you?’

Lilith narrowed her eyes. It seemsto me you know too much aready. Y ou are abright man, Nathan
Graham, but GeneSys should have told you.”

“Told mewhat?’

She spread her armsto indicate herself and the other tetras, “ That we are not aproject. We are the

Graham stared, his mouth opened. “The enemy,” he echoed.

“And you have ddlivered yoursdlf into our hands.” She nodded at the other tetras, and they began to
closeinonhimagan.

“Wait,” he cried, “What are you going to do?’

“Kegpyou,” he heard her say as the tetras surrounded him. Panic clutched at his throat and he grabbed
the tranquilizer gun at hiship. “Stop!” he shouted, brandishing it at them, but they did not react. He felt
their hands on him, and hefired. He heard high pitched shrieking and severd of the tetras abandoned him
to surround their stricken comrade. Hefired again and again, emptying the clip of its pellets. Thetetras
fell away from him amid screams of pain and confusion, as those who were not hit comforted those who
were. All except one: Lilith. She done stood among the pile of bodies, unconscious or condolent, and
Graham took onelook at her; at her flashing eyes and her teeth bared in rage, and heran like hell.

She must have been hampered by her daughters, because he made it to the floor of the vat room
unhindered. Heran in the direction of the halway, blinded by clouds of mist. Something caught him a
kneelevd, sending him crashing to thefloor. A folding chair, he discovered, as he freed himsdf fromits
molded biopolymer legs. He stood, only to see Lilith looming out of the fog, her arms spread wide. He
picked up the chair, threw it at her, and ran again. He reached the wall of the vat room, and veered to the
right, hoping that was the direction of the hallway to the outside. Lilith caught up to him at the archway,
grasping him around hiswaist and chest and squeezing. He kicked her shinsand flailed at her with his
figts, but shedidn’t let go. Hisvision was fading, not from the mists but because he was blacking out from
lack of oxygen. He fumbled for his useless stun pistol, grappling with the holster for painful moments as
the air was squeezed from his body, and then he had it free, and raised it to her head. She didn’t let go,
but she did stop squeezing him. “Let me go, or I'll do to youwhat | did to them,” he said, his breath
returning. The pistol was empty — he' d foolishly spent al the pellets on the little tetras— but gpparently



shedidn’t know that; didn’t know, either, that it was only a stun weapon. She released him, and he
backed away from her; down the hallway and out the door.

Graham dammed the door and stared at it. Its plain metal surface gave no indication of the nightmare
behind it. He pulled off hisface mask and took huge gulps of clean, cool air. It was easy to take things
likethat for granted; good air, arational order to the universe, until they were stripped away and you
found yourself lost in someone el se' sworld, totally unequipped to ded withiit.

Ashe dripped off the divesuit, histransceiver rang. Swearing, Graham pulled hislegs from the rubbery
grasp of the suit, and retrieved the transceiver from his pants pocket.

“Yes, what isit?’ he blurted before the holograph had a chance to resolve in front of him. It was Brea
Jeffries, from personnd.

“Chrigt, Brea, what are you using my persona number for? Why areyou caling meaat dl, for that
matter?’

“It' s about that new diver.”

“What, the one you sent me that |etter about? Y ou’ ve got the wrong department. I'min r&d, you want
production. Wait! Y ou are production! What are you talking to me for?’

“I’'m talking to you because you preempted review, gpproved her application, and sequestered her
medical records. That was bad enough, but | figured you were doing somebody afavor — athough why
you couldn’t find her something better than diving isbeyond me. But now you' ve gonetoo far.
Countermanding arequest for dismissal after an obvious act of negligence; it’sjust too much. The other
diverswon't stand for it. They’ re touchy enough about us hiring sportsin thefirst place. I'm surprised at
you, Graham. When you werein production you never would have done anything this obvious.”

“Wait aminute, why areyou saying | did dl this?’
“Because dl the pertinent documents carry your security code.”

Graham was slent amoment. He was remembering something Lilith had said, before the tetras attacked
him. Y ou have been useful in the past. That waswhat she said.

“What' sthisdivers name?’

“Oh come on, like you don’t know.”
“Humor me”

“Alright. Her nameisHdix Martin.”

“She' sagport, you said.”

“That' sright. Redl obvious mutationstoo.”
“Four aams and big teeth, right?’

“I guessit’s coming back to you now. We know that much just from the initial gpplication, but we don’t
know any more because we can't get hold of her lab test results. Y ou saw to that.”

“What did she do that got her fired?’



“I don't know what you think thisinnocent act is going to get you, Graham. | can tell you right now, I'm
not buyingit.”

“Just tell mewhat shedid.”
“She deliberately took her suit off in the vats.”

“Alright, Brea. Obvioudy there' s been amigtake. If you get any more documents with my code on them,
cal me. Y ou can usethis number. In the meantime, I’ll cancel that countermand.”

“It'stoo late. | didn’t catch it until after approval. We Il haveto sart dl over again with anew dismissal
request. It’ sgoing to take afew days.”

“Doit. I'll beintouch.” Graham signed off and dialed another number — the personal access code of
someonein Vattown, avatdiver who' d been useful to him in the past.

To hissurprise, his cal was answered right away. The holograph was blacked out, but he recognized the
voice. “I’ve been wondering when you'd call. Get aload of this” The transcelver was moved so that
what had been adull roar in the background became the sound of numerous voices shouting “ Strike!”
over and over again. “ That' s the sound of a strike about to happen, buddy.”

“Whereareyou?’

“Josd' s, and they’ re standing on the tables down here. Where ve you been, anyway?’
“I’m not in production anymore.”

“Lucky for you. Thisisjust asocid cdl, then?’

“No. I'm looking for someone. Y ou’ ve probably noticed her. She has four arms.”
“Heix?’

“Y eah, that’ sher name. Hdlix Martin.”

The voice laughed, “ Shit boyo, that’ swhat these good folk are dl riled up about down here. She got
hired in about a month and ahalf ago, under the new genetic stability guiddines. She' snuts, she took her
auit off in the vats. Me and afew of my pashad to haul her out of there naked. She struggled when we
got her to the surface, but | redly don’t think she wanted to hurt anybody, she just wanted... to Stay in
there, apparently.”

“Fasginating.”

“Yeah, well, if you say s0. Everybody figured that with the soak she' d taken, she'd be dead in afew
days, but no. | have it on good authority that she suffered atoxic reaction to the biocide that was used on
her, but once she got it off, she wasfine. Now to top it al off, shedidn’t get fired. Personnd just notified
her she could come back to work tomorrow.”

“And that’ swhy they’re gtriking.”
“Yq), bESCd |y.n

“Wel, I'll seetoit that she' sfired, like she should have been inthefirst place. It' |l take afew days
though. When are they planning to strike?”



“Probably tomorrow morning. People are till filtering in here from the late shift. But | don’t know if
getting her fired is going to help, anymore. There€' s people here who seethisas ardlying point to get the
movement ralling again.”

“Chichdski’sold crowd.”

“Exactly. | have afeding that once they’ re through, they’ Il be asking for alot more than one sport’s
dismisal.”

Shit, shit, shit. If word of agtrike reached Anna, or even Kent, with his name attached to the unorthodox
hiring practicesthat ingtigated it, no amount of explanations or finger pointing would save hishide. “Oh
well,” hesaid grimly, “Let’s see what can be done. Does she have alot of friends?’

“Wél, everybody knowswho sheis, now, but no, she doesn’t have alot of friends. Just afew sports.”
“Whereis she staying?’

“At the home of Hyperion Baker. She' sliving with him and Chango Chicheski.”

“Chichdski?’

“Ada skid sster, asport.”

“Shework for the company?’

“Wouldn't dream of it.”

“Hmm. If she’ sanything like her sster, she wouldn’t take this Helix’ s disappearance quietly.”

“No. Infact she' sgot her doubts about Ada’ s accident, and voices them frequently.”

“Anybody ligen?’

“Not redly, it' sthe same shit she' s been spouting for years, with no proof. Basicdly it just servesto
dienate her from most people, especidly vatdivers. Even her little sport friends don’t pay any attention
any more.”

“Good, at least those bones are staying in the closet. Now, about this strike, any chance at dl of stopping
it?’

“A snowbdl’sin hell.”

“Okay, then we' Il haveto useit. How much would it take to turn this strike into ariot?’
“Not much. If Helix shows up and triesto get through the line, it probably will be one.”
“Fine. How well do you know Helix?

“Pretty well, actudly.”

“Good, talk to her, let her know you're on her side. Encourage her to go to the vat yard tomorrow and
be as belligerent as possible to the strikers. And make sure they’ rein an ugly mood and there' s plenty of
weapons at hand. And if there' sanything left of her when they’ re through, get rid of it.”

Chapter 15— Riot!



“I redly wish you' d reconsider this,” Chango said to Helix for the umpteenth time. It was morning, and
they’ d been up half the night before, arguing. Well, she'd done dl the arguing, Helix just sat there and
scratched hersdlf, shaking her head.

Helix looked a her with tired eyes. “I’m going to take a shower,” she said, standing up.

Chango followed her into the work room, where Hyper was running his robots through scales of
isometric motion. Robo-mime' s head rotated back and forth, Close Enough for Jazz raised the sax to its
carburetor lips again and again, the Augmented Hoomdorm flexed itslegs and Attack of the Sneetches
scattered across the worktabl e like a bunch of neon mice with perms. Hyper himself was bent over an
array of radio controls. He' d removed himsdf from the debate around one in the morning, and had been
out here ever since.

“Nothing | can say isgoing to influence you the leadt little bit, isit?” Chango said as Hdlix wove around
the robots to the shower stall under the gairs. “It never has.”

Hédlix turned and looked at her. “That’ sbecause | can't let it. Believe me, if | wereahuman being, I'd
follow your advice, but that’s not what’ s going on here, and you should know that by now.”

“Why don’t you look at the datacard? Maybe it can tell you something. Something about yoursdlf that
can help you now. Maybe there’ s a better way than this. They won't let you in there.”

“I know.” Helix nodded, her eyes staring blankly into the future. “But | have to fight them anyway.”
“Why? There are other vats.”

“Where? Where are there vats that are not vats for humans, whether they’ re being used or not? Sooner
or later, what' s going to happen today will happen. I'd just as soon do it now, before-”

“Before?’

Hélix shook her head. “I don’t know, before | have timeto get comfortable, or something.”
“Don't you think your father could help you?’

She shook her head. “I think if he could, he would have.”

Chango bit her lip. “Helix he- HE sascientist.”

Helix stared at her. “1 know. And | know what you were about to say. That’ swhy I’ m not reading the
card. | can't, not now. | can’t wastetime on why | amwhat | am. | haveto beit.” She turned and went
into the shower. A moment later her clothes flew out through the curtained doorway.

Chango leaned over the table where Hyper was working. “What are you doing?’
Hyper looked up at her, hisface grimy with oil and fatigue. “ Trying to even the odds a bit,” he said.

Chango stared at him amoment, realizing what he meant, and then she reached forward and plucked the
transceiver from where it rested forgotten on hishead. “ Then I’'m keeping this. Lets not just increase
those odds, lets spread *em around.”

Hyper started forward, in reflex it seemed, and stopped. “Fine, whatever,” he said.

Hewas sick of her, she could see. Everyone was sick of her, including Chango herself. All she seemed to
do these days was argue with people. And she’ d dways been such a carefree person, or thought she



was. “Don't worry,” shesaid, “I'll leaveit herewhen I’m done.”

She sat and watched holo dramas until they |eft; Helix empty handed, Hyper accompanied by the rettle
and lurch of hisrobots. When they were gone, she cdled the police.

o0o

Helix’ s heart pounded in time with her steps. All was silent under the sun except for thefaint criesof a
few birds wheeling high in the sky above. On some nearby rooftop, Hyper waited with the radio controls
for hisrobots. He and the birds were her only witnesses as she wa ked down the middle of the street
towardsthe quiet throng of vatdivers gathered at the gate to the vat yard.

The vatdivers, to aone, were suited. Some even wore their harnesses with breething tanksin them. They
were massed in front of the main gate, five rowsthick. As she drew near their collective stare bored into
her, pushing back againgt the hand that pushed her forward.

She cameto astop roughly ten feet in front of them, and directly acrossfrom Vonda, who stood in the
middle of the throng.

Hédlix stared at her because it was easier than staring at al of them. Vonda stared back. Presumably they
al did, though she was beginning to wonder how the onesin the back row were getting their view.
Probably risers. Findly she got tired of waiting for somebody to blink. “Last onein’sarotten egg,” she
said, and dodged forward, aiming her shoulder between Vonda s and the diver next to her.

Vonda caught her neatly, and shoved her back into the street. Behind her and to the side stood April, her
armsfolded across her broad chest. “If you know what’s good for you, you' |l get the hell out of town,
and stay there,” she said, amost gently.

Helix shook her head. “Nope,” she nodded at the vat houses beyond the gate, “thisiswhat | call home.”

The crowd was grumbling now. “Why don’t you go jerk off? Y ou got plenty of handsfor it!” somebody
shouted to genera laughter.

“What are you so afraid of 7’ she cried out, “1’m not going to hurt anybody.”

“No shit you're not. Y ou're not getting in there, that’ swhy,” said Vd, “We can't let GeneSys make all
our decisionsfor us. We've made our own decision about you.”

“Yeah, you'refired, freak, so fuck off!” screamed someone in the back.
“You just don't want me here because you' re afraid of me. Y ou don't know what | am!” Helix shouted.

“What are you?’ answered several people at once, and then the words were taken up by the rest of the
crowd. “What are you? What are you? What are you?’ they chanted as they advanced on her, circling
around until shewas surrounded by them; their faces, their taunting voices.

“I don’'t know!” she screamed back at them, raising her arms around her to ward them off, “I don't
know!” Her mouth open wide, she flashed her teeth, and her fingers stiffened to claws. “Y ou want a
freak? Y ou ve got afreak!”

Someone darted in to make agrab at one of her arms and she legpt on him, wrapping her arms around
him and biting him on the shoulder. Her teeth did againgt the rubber of hisvat suit and he shoved her into
thearms of three vatdivers. They grabbed her arms and she kicked wildly, twisting around until she could
reach somebody’ s hand, and she sank her teeth into it, feeling the flesh break. She tasted blood and



heard a scream above the general clamoring. There were il five hands on her. * Fucking bitch,”

someone said, and dugged her in the side of the head. Her head snapped to the side and the scene swam
before her eyes. People were advancing, closing the very small gap that had existed in the center of the
crowd. Someone kicked her in the ssomach and she would have fallen forward except for the hands,
eight of them now, holding her by her arms. She got her feet under her again and kicked backwards
indiscriminately. Her captorsretdiated by pulling her arms back farther againgt the joints and kicking the
backs of her knees until she sank to the ground. She looked up, blinking.

In the distance she could hear the clank and roar of Hyper’ s machines moving down the street. The
cavary was coming, but not soon enough. Someone loomed in front of her, atal, heavyset man with a
round face and hard eyes. She didn’t know him; she' d never even met him. He held an air tank cradled in
hisarms, “Y ou’ re going to wish you' d left while you still could,” he said, and helifted the air tank up
above hishead. She saw it Slhouetted against the sun, and then there was a sudden blur of motion from
her right, and VVondawas there, somehow, with the tank in her hands. “ That’ s enough!” she screamed,
“Thisisadrike, not alynching!”

“Sayswho?’ The man advanced on her. Vonda twisted the nozzle on the tank and released ablast of
frozen air in hisface. He backed up, his hands over his eyes, and she turned around and threw the heavy
tank directly over Hdlix's head. The people holding her had to make adecison, let go or get hit withiit.
They let go. Helix dove forward and VVonda grabbed her hand, using the momentary confusion to plunge
through the crowd.

By now Hyper’ s machines had made it to the gate. The Augmented Hoomdorm jumped spasmodically
onits pneumatic legs, scattering vatdiversin its path. AsVVonda dragged her through the confused mab,
Helix caught aglimpse of Robo-Mime, tenacioudy circling avatdiver wiglding an air tank, confronting
him with his own angry image. He swung the tank, and the video tube exploded, showering glasson
himsdlf and surrounding vatdivers.

Helix and VVonda dodged around agroup of divers busy battling with Close Enough for Jazz. One of
them had wrested the saxophone from its grip and was jamming it in the tractor treads. “Hey, there they
are!l” someone shouted, and the group abandoned the robot to head off Helix and Vondajust asthey
were about to break free from the rioting mob. “ Traitor!” screamed awoman, rushing towards them with
adecanting polein her hands. But before she could reach them she was intercepted by Attack of the
Sneetches. She tripped on the round little automatons, her pole clattering to the ground as shefell.

“Thisway,” hissed Vonda, veering around the ssumbling divers and away from the thick of the mob. They
ran full tilt down the street as police sirens wailed and three squad cars swerved around the corner ahead
of them. VVonda ducked down an aley between arow of storage tanks and awarehouse, and Helix
followed her. Behind her she heard the popping of gas grenade launchers, and up ahead therewas a car
horn honking. It was Chango in her beat-up Chevy. They put on an extra burst of speed and legpt into
the car, Hdlix infront, Vondain the back seet.

Vonda dapped the front seat with her hand. “Let’ s get the hell out of Vattown for now, okay?’
Chango looked at Helix, “What' s she doing here? Why isn’'t she back with her mob?’
Helix shook her head. “ She saved my life for some reason, and she' sright, we have to get out of here.”

Chango frowned and pulled away down the street. Asthey drove, the sounds of therioting died down
behind them.

“Wherewill we go?" asked Helix.



“ToOridle's” sad Vonda
“What? Areyou crazy?’ said Chango.

“No. ShelikesHelix, she'll protect her, and she’ s got the firepower to do it should that mob back there
reessembleitsaf and comelooking for her.”

Chango swallowed and nodded her head, turning the car towards the Eastern Market.
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Benny wasin the middle of acrushing mob of vatdivers, surging towardsthe line of police up the street.
“Fan out!” he screamed, “ Fan out onto the Side streets! We can till catch her!” He spotted Val only
three feet away, “Va!” he shouted, trying in vain to press through the mob towards him. “Va! Go down
Denton!” But hedidn’'t hear him, and then the crowd surged again, and Benny lost sight of him.

He worked hisway out of theriot and down an alley behind Compau Street. VVonda and Helix could
have gone down any of the Side streets around the vat yard. He redlly needed ateam of ten or twenty to
follow dl their possible escape routes, but this was trictly asolo gig, now.

He ran down Faber to Lumpkin and past arow of warehouses. At the far corner he saw ared and
yelow chevy crossing Lumpkin, going down Holbrook. Chango's car. He wastoo far away to ssewho
wasinit, but it wasthe only lead he had. He raced down Evaine now, heading for Conant. Hopefully
she' d turn down Conant. As he passed a crumbling and vacant parking lot he bent down to scoop arock
up off the ground. Still running, he scraped it hard across hisforehead over hisright eye, and clenching it
in hisfig, struck himsdlf on the cheek, hard enough, he hoped, to raise abruise.

But his cosmetic dterationswerein vain. By the time he got to Conant he could just see the Chevy inthe
distance, heading south and east, towards the Market and Oridlle's.

He sat on the curb and leaned back on his hands, staring up at the sun blazing away in acloudless ky. In
the distance he could till hear the police sirens and angry screaming. Thiswastheriot he d tried to
prevent back when Ada was organizing the vatdivers. Now it had happened. She was long dead, and it

happened anyway.

If he had known, way back when Graham first contacted him, that it would al end up the same, no
matter what, would he have turned him down? Probably not, and for the same reason that he was ill
here, dl these yearslater. He should have | eft Vattown long ago, but the thought of leaving dl hisfriends
behind stopped him. Hugo, Val, Coral... it was because of them that he' d done what he did. And
because of them he’ d stayed here, huddling around the memories of what he now redlized was the best
time of hislife; that summer before they tarted diving, when they had al seemed immorta and infdlible,
touched by the sun like gods.

But now Hugo was dead too, and Benny wouldn’t make the same mistake twice. When this was over
he' d shake the dust of Vattown from his shoes, and take himsalf someplace that was not ripe with
memories of corpses.

He sat up, took along look up and down the empty street, and fished his holotransceiver from his
pocket.

o0o

Hector clenched and unclenched hisfists as he entered Graham'’ s office and took a seat before the vast
grey cdlite desk. Graham kept his desk empty of clutter, and the tranducent smokey grey surface



reflected the downtown skyline from the windows behind it. Outside the sun was shining, but in Graham's
desk, it was always acloudy day. Hector’ s eyes wandered to the multi-processor perched on one corner
of the desk, abobbing brain encased in clear cellite. He jumped as a side door opened and Graham
entered the room.

Hedidn't waste any time on niceties thistime around. No offers of drinks or inquiriesinto his hedth. He
just glared at Hector, and then stood looking out the window with his back to him. “They’re striking
down there,” he pointed in the general direction of Vattown and turned to face Hector again, “and do
you have any ideawhy?’

Hector shook hishead, “Not redlly, no. Better wages?’

Graham bared histeeth and laughed savagely, “Y ou redlly are a piece of work, Martin. How could | |et
mysdf be so thoroughly bamboozled by you? | bought your whole mild-mannered absent-minded genius
shtick, retail. | was so busy fedling contempt for you that | never began to imagine how subversive you
redly are”

Hector felt unexpected pride a being described as subversive. He d never thought of himself that way,
but considering the tetras and how far he' d gone to protect them, he supposed it wastrue. This
knowledge gave him courage. “What' sthis about, Graham?’ he said.

“Y ou know goddamn well what thisis about! That little creature of yours has stirred up ahornet’snest in
production! Seems she went vatdiving without a suit, and somebody used my clearance code to make
sure shedidn’t get fired for it. But of course, you wouldn't know anything about that, would you?’

Fear gripped Hector’ sintestines and squeezed. Graham could only be referring to Helix. When she | eft,
Hector had hoped she' d get asfar away from GeneSys as possible, but apparently that wasn't the case.
She' d gone only asfar as Vattown and then taken the first opportunity available to gain accessto the vats
— asadiver. “Actudly no, | don’t know anything about it,” he said.

“Oh come on, she' sgoing by the name Helix Martin, and you' retdlling me you don't know anything?
Lilith kicked you out of the vat room because of her, didn’t she?’

Hector sighed. “Yes, shedid.”
“Why? And don't tell me you don’t know.”

“I - I found Helix outside the vat room. As near as| can tell the other tetras ganged up on her and drove
her out. It hasto do with their socia structure. There can only be one queento ahive.”

“So you helped her. Helped her get that job down in Vattown, but | have it on good authority that she's
only been working there for afew weeks. Y ou had to do something with her in the meantime.
Slatermeyer indsts that he doesn’t know what happened to the egg. Yes, | know about the egg. You
couldn’t have taken her to the lab. Y ou had her living with you didn’t you? In your gpartment. That'ssick
Martin, redly sck.”

Hector glared a him. “We weren't lovers, Mr. Graham, if that’ swhat you' reimplying. | couldn’t send
her back to the vat room, they would have killed her.”

“But you could have housed her in the lab, only you didn’t because you knew it would attract attention
and you couldn’t afford that.” Graham stepped around his desk and |eaned towards Hector. “ Y ou see,
Martin, I’ ve been to see the queen.”

“What?Y ou went there?’



“Yes. Your assstant Colin Satermeyer took me. Pity about him.”

“What did you do to him?’

Graham shook his head. “Nothing. They took him away and | didn’t see him again after that.”
“Shit, Colin. Why did you make him take you there?’

“I wanted to seefor mysdlf, and I'm glad | did. Lilith calls hersdf the enemy of GeneSys. Thetetras have
no intention of cooperating with the goals of the project. Even before they drove you out of the vat room,
you had to know that. Why did you continue? Why did you harbor that little queen?Why didn’t you tell
me what was going on?’

Hector glared at him and gripped thearmsof hischair. “1 didn't tell you because you would have
canceled the project. Do you have any ideawhat an accomplishment the tetras are? Higher intelligence
functions, language ability, even socid organization. And they' re self propagating. It'sanew species, one
with featuresthat | haven't even discovered yet.

“I know what you think of me. That my peek is behind me, with the brains, but you' rewrong. Thisisit.
Thisiswhat my life and my career have been for.”

“You're mad. Take alook outside your tower, Doctor.” Graham gestured towards the window. “We
don’'t need more people. We don’t have work for the ones already out there. Those crestures of yours
can talk and think and fondle each other till the day isnight, but it doesn’t give them rights. It doesn’t
make them anything but what they are; inconvenient.

“Y ou made them too much like people, Martin. In order to make a place for themselves, they’ll haveto
displace human beings, and no on€ s going to step aside voluntarily. Ever heard of the twentieth century?
Genocideisavery common human strategy. Some say it started dl the way back with the sudden demise
of the Neanderthas. Given that kind of track record, do you redly think anew specieswith human traits
has a chance?’

Hector smiled thinly and raised his shoulders. “Maybe they’ re like weeds and not so easily wiped out.”

“Don’'t beridiculous. Come here.” Graham gripped Hector by the shoulder and propelled him towards
the windows. “Looky there,” he pointed towards Vattown. Hector could just make out the distant
strobing of police flashers. “There syour proof. Thet little queen of yoursis down there, and they’re
beeting her to death.”

Hector shook. He pulled away from Graham' s grip and turned to face him. “How do you know that?’
Graham eyed him blandly. “Because | arranged it.”
“What?You can't do that!”

Graham laughed. “Y ou have no ideawhat | can do. They were going to strike anyway. It doesn't take
much to turn that crowd into amob.”

“Y ou’ ve got to stop them.” Hector lunged forward, grabbed the transceiver from Graham’ s belt [oop and
shovedit a him. “Now! Cdl them! Cal it off!”

Graham'’ s response was preempted by the ingstent bleeping of the transceiver signa. Without thinking
Hector switched it to recaive. “Yes?’ hesaid, in his best imitation of Graham' srough tenor.



Therewasno holo. Only avoice. “It'sme. Welost her,” it said.
Hector stared at Graham with glee. “Forget it. There' sachangein plans.” he said.

“Givemethat!” ydled Graham, body checking Hector and grabbing for the transceiver. They fell to the
floor, Hector grunting as Graham rolled over him. The transceiver was wrested from hisgrasp and
Graham stood up, brushing hissuit. “I’ll call you back,” he muttered tersely at the transceiver and
switched it off.

Hector stood and backed towards the door. Graham approached him with hisright hand baled in afig.
Before he could close the distance and sock him, Hector turned and ran out the door.

Breathing heavily, Hector made hisway to the eevators. He had arug burn on his cheek from wrestling
with Graham. All to the good, he thought, as he entered the elevator and pressed the button for floor 29
— Anna soffice.

Chapter 16 — | Can Take You There

“I didn’t believe, still don't believe, that you should be diving, but what happened down there today, that
wasn't what | wanted either. | wanted areal strike, with real demands, not just your dismissal but other,
more important things like safety standards and better wages. Those fucking assholes, turning themselves
into amob. Don’'t they realize that they’ ve destroyed any chance for their demands to be taken serioudy?
Why?Why must this movement always be dogged by shame?’ Vonda put her head in her handsand
shook it. Shewas Sitting on Oridlle€' s couch.

At thefar end of the room, Chango crossed and uncrossed her arms. Bitter words were collecting in her
mouth. Sooner or later she was going to open it and they’d come out. “If you hadn’t al decided that Ada
was blasted when she dove, there wouldn’t be any shame,” shefindly blurted.

Vondalooked at her wearily. “ Oh God, Chango. Y ou're like adog with abone. Ada s dead, it doesn’t
matter why.”

“Doesn’'t matter? Y ou don't think so? Y ou just said it yoursdlf, the shame. It doesn’t belong to her, it-"

“It doesn’t belong to me elther!” VVonda suddenly stood upright and shouted. “1 swear to you on the
friendship we once had, | did not doctor her lab results. | did not! Except for you there probably wasn't
anyone more upset about those results than | was. How do you think | felt, being the messenger of that
kind of news? Fucking-a, Chango, | knew Adatoo...” Vonda paced thefloor. “ And to tell you the
truth,” shesaid, “I’ ve never been ableto believeit mysdf.”

Chango dared at her, “Redly? Then who-"

“Nobody! | took the samplesfrom her and ran the tests. No one el se touched them. Chango, she was
gassed when she dove, but-"

“Management would have done anything to get her out of their hair. Maybe someone tampered with her
tanks.”

“That' simpossible. Benny filled and checked them, just like he dways did. All | know isthisancient
history shit isn't going to get us anywhere now. Y ou ought to be thinking about your friend,” she nodded
at Hdix, who was stting in achair, holding abag of iceto the side of her face. “What are you going to do
about her?’

“Sheneedsavat,” said Chango.



“I don’t understand.”
“Neither do|,” said Helix, “but thereitis. If | don’t find avat soon, onel can stay in, I’'m going to die.”

There was along pause in the conversation, and then Vonda spoke, her voice apitch higher, “Y ou're not
human a al, areyou?’

Helix shook her head, “I guess not.”

Vondastood by the television s, areefer cigarette in her mouth and athoughtful expression on her face.
“Word was your father worked for GeneSys, aresearcher. Never did get hisname,” she said.

“H-Hector Martin,” said Helix.

“Hector Martin. Dr. Hector Martin. The inventor of the multi-processor brains. | dways knew there was
something weird about you.”

Hélix stood up and walked towards her, her arms spread wide, “Oh redly?’

Vonda sguinted and exhaed a plume of smoke. “ It makes sense now. That’ swhy they didn't fire you.
The test was asuccess.”

“Stop,” said Chango.

Vonda shook her head, still staring as Helix dowly approached her. “1 was so busy hating you because
you were Chango' s squeeze, | neglected the obvious. The rest of them out there today, they knew. Or at
least asamob they knew. They didn’t want you dead for being asport, or even for taking your suit off in
the vat and surviving. They wanted you dead because your very existenceisathreat to them. To al of
Us”

Hélix stood inchesfrom Vonda. She reached forward and braced her arms againgt the wall so that they
surrounded Vondallike fleshly prison bars. “Wheat then, are you going to do about it?” she asked in alow
tone.

Vonda s eyes were wide, and she shook alittle. “Remember,” she muttered, “you’ re deding with an
individua here, not the species”

“Yeah?Wdl it soundsto melike you' re speaking for your species.”

Vonda stepped away from thewall, forcing Helix back with her body. “ Human beings need those jobs,
Helix. And if GeneSysistrying to create somekind of fabricated dave labor force, then isthat redly
what you want?’

“I just want avat.” Helix’ sarms hung at her sdes now, usaless.

“Waell you're not going to get onein Vattown. Y ou can forget it. Why don’t you go back to your maker?
Maybe he can help you.”

“Why don’t you go to hell?” Helix stepped towards VVonda again, baring her teeth.

“Fine, fuck you.” Vonda pushed Helix away from her with both hands. “I’' m just trying to help.”
“You just want to make me disappear. Liketherest of them.”

“Ohyou aresofull of shit.”



“Ohyeah?’ Helix pushed Vondaback into the wal again. “ Then why are you afraid of me?’
Vondagtared a her stonily. “Back off, missthing, I’m warning you.”
“No! What if | don’t want to back off?’

Helix reded suddenly as VVonda sright fist connected with her jaw. She shook her head, flexed her
knees, and sprang on VVonda, knocking her to the floor. The two of them rolled over one another, kicking
and scrabbling for handholds. Helix got hold of Vonda sarms, pinning her to thefloor.

“Stopit!” Chango hauled on Helix’ s shoulder, tearing her away from VVonda by sheer force of will.
“What' s the matter with you?’ sheydled. “Aren’t you in enough trouble dready? She saved your life
today! And what she saysistrue. You'll never get back into the vats. They’ll never let you. All you'll do
isget killed like you amost were today.”

Hélix turned her back and walked to the window. She looked out of it, out across the Eastern Market
with its colorful stalsto the tower that stood in the distance. It was afaded green in the haze of the sky,
like atowering ghost. She stared at it, and tried very hard not to think about anything Vondahad said. A
wave of itching crept over her, her skin crawling at the thought of not having avat.

They thought they could stop her; the mob and VVonda, even Chango in her own way. They thought she
could just get over it, or just go away, or just be beaten. They didn’'t know. They didn’t know about the
hand that pushed her, they didn’'t know it was athing greater than hersaf. They thought they knew what
shewas.

The time she had wasted, trying to be ahuman being, trying to get along with human beings. Madness.
Madness born of memory, the terror of the playground and her determination to avoid it at any cost. But
she could not. The community of humans was the playground. That was dl it could ever be, not because
of human nature, but because of her own.

Helix looked down at the street fronting Oridll€ sloft. Someone was approaching. It was Benny.

“I believe we have avistor,” said aslken voice behind her. Helix turned to see Orielle making an
entrance from her gauze shrouded bed chamber at the back of theloft. “ The security holo tells me your
esteemed colleague, Benjamin, has chosen to grace uswith his presence. | believe he'll be ringing the bell
right about-" She was interrupted by a soft chime. “Now.” She smiled.

One of Orielle' sbody guards emerged from the bed chamber and went downstairs to answer the door.

Benny came up, looking like someone had smashed him in the face with arock. “Thank God you're
dright,” hesaid, looking at Helix.

“What happened to you?’ Chango asked.

Hewaved off her concern, shaking his head. “ Pauly didn’t take kindly to my heading him off. After that,
it turned into a police brawl.”

“You'relucky you didn’t get arrested,” said VVonda, Sitting tiffly on the couch. Her eyes kept flickering
over to Helix, making sure she kept her distance.

Benny nodded, thoughtfully holding ahand to hisbleeding lip. “I know.”

“However did you guessthat your friends were here?’ asked Oriélle.



“I knew once they broke free of the mob they’ d get out of Vattown. Y ou like Helix, and you have the
power to defend her.”

“Yes,” Oridleinclined her chin, and spread her arms. “ But she cannot stay here forever.”

“I wasjust trying to tell her she should go back to GeneSys, but shejumped dl over my case” said
Vonda “Oridl€e sright, sooner or later the diverswill figure out that she' shere.”

“Nonsense,” said Oridle, “ Aslong as she stays out of the picture, they’ Il quickly forget about her. That's
not what | meant. That girl needsto be surrounded by alarge quantity of growth medium. She needsa
vat.”

Chango stared at her. “We can bring it here,” she said. We can make atank for her.”

“What do you think thisis, SeaWorld? No. Escorting her to safety at the bar was one thing, taking her in
today was another, but ingtdling her as a permanent member of my household, that’ s one too many.”

Benny sank onto the couch. “ There may be another way.” He looked a Chango. “ Remember those
courses Adatook? Over a Mercy College?’

“In the biopoly department. They had aresearch center there.”

“Y eah. The project was underwritten by GeneSys, and when the college folded, they kept it running for
awhile”

“Until they could hire everyone they wanted into their own research department,” said Chango. “They
closed it afew yearsago.”

“True. But the vatswill sill bethere”
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Hector strode through the glass doors of Anna s office and brushed past her secretary. * Excuse me!
Sir!” shecried in hiswake, “ Do you have an appointment?’

He glanced over his shoulder as he opened the door to Anna s private office. “Now | do.”

Annadidn’t have adesk. Shereclined on ablack vat leather chaise, gazing up a a holographic stock
analysis graph. She glanced over and sat up ashe cameinthedoor. “Dr. Martin!” Her fingers strayed to
asmall keypad on her wrist and the graph dissolved. She looked at him quizzicaly.

Thiswasit, timefor his performance. “1 can’t work under these conditions! Y ou have noideawhat it's
like. That — that man! He' s out of control. Look!” Hector pointed at his cheek, “He hit mel” hisvoice
went up an octave in an appropriately whiny squed.

Still gtaring at him, Annacrossed fluidly to alow matte black table covered with magazines and toys. “Sit
down, Dr. Martin.” she gestured to aboxy black couch besideit. “Can | get you aglass of water?’

“Y es, that would be wonderful. Thank you.” Hector sank onto the couch and relished the moment, asthe
CEO of GeneSysfetched him aglass of water. He should have done this along time ago, he thought.

Annareturned, holding out the glass of water in aperfectly manicured hand. Shefolded hersdf into a
chair to hisright and watched him drink. “Fedl better?’ she asked when he drained the glass and set it
between hisfeet.



He nodded, and she smiled, a sweet smile so perfectly reassuring, so innocently happy at hiswell being,
that he responded emotionally with trust before his brain ever had the chanceto tell him that it couldn’t be
red. “Tell mewhat happened,” she said.

“I wasin Nathan Graham'’ s office. We were having an argument about the tetra project. He seems bound
and determined to interfere with my work on it, and lately his distractions have ruined my concentration. |
was trying to explain to him that | needed space for my work, mental space, when suddenly he started
screaming at me and pushed meto thefloor. | think it’sonly fair to inform you that | thoroughly intend to
press charges on the matter. The kind of support or resistance | receive from the company in the course
of thislegal proceeding will determine whether or not | remain an employee of GeneSys.”

Annaheld up one hand. “Please understand that while | am forbidden by company charter to takea
position in any litigation concerning a present employee, | will makeit my persona responsibility to get to
the bottom of thisincident.”

That was what he was afraid of. Hector nodded mutely.

“I don't haveto tell you that you are adeeply valued member of my company. | very much appreciate
your coming to me with this problem. Unfortunately my various responsihilities prevent me from keeping
abreast with dl the exciting devel opments in the research department. What isthistetra project that
Graham' s been giving you so much trouble with?”

Hector licked hislips. “Itsgod isto replace the paid labor force in vat maintenance and decanting with an
engineered organism capable of performing those duties. It' sadifficult problem and Graham has been
increasingly impatient with my progress. A month ago he called a meeting with meto ask when | would
be ready with aprototype. In al honesty | couldn’t give him a definite answer, and that' s when he started
questioning everything; demanding explanations for expenditures, dropping by thelab at dl hours, and
recruiting my assstants as spies.”

“I see. And what precipitated the confrontation between the two of you today?’

He didn’'t dare mention anything of Helix’ s plight, or the situation with the other tetras. It was probably
only amatter of time before Annalearned what was redly going on, but he had to use his momentary
leverage to get Graham out of the picture. Even now he was probably laying atrap for Helix, downin
Vattown. “1 went to his office to tell him to back off. That | couldn’t get any work done under such
constant scrutiny. That’ swhen he became abusive and struck me.”

Annastood up suddenly, and paced the room in quick, black silk clad strides. “1 can understand why
you're upset. Believe mewhen | tell you that | take this matter very serioudy. Any employee striking
another isintolerable, and inthiscase,” shelooked a him, “Inthiscase | ¢andto loseavery vauable
mind because of it.” She fingered the keypad on her wrigt. “I’'m going to call security, and have them
escort Mr. Graham here. Y ou can be assured he won't try any rough stuff. I’ d like to talk to the two of
you together.”

Hector stood up, toppling the empty water glass at hisfeet. “Y ou haveto stop him,” he blurted.
Annaeyed him coadlly. “ Stop him from what?’

Hector’ sjaw worked. “ From interfering in my project,” he managed to say.

“Ohl will. I will.”

Moments later Graham arrived, escorted by two GeneSys security feet in yellow and green uniforms. He



eyed Hector with cold hodtility, hisface pae.
“Have aseat, Mr. Graham,” said Anna, indicating a space on the couch next to Hector.

The security feet stayed by the door, watching as Graham seated himself stiffly on the couch, asfar from
Hector as he could manage. Anna glanced at the guards. “ Are you going to behave yourself?’ she asked
Graham.

He nodded, and she turned to the guards. “Wait outside.”

“Anna. Whatever thisis about-" Graham stole aglance at Hector. “1’m sure we don't need to get
security involved.”

“Wdl, I'm afraid | do. Dr. Martin here saysyou struck him. Isthat true?”

Graham spread his hands and looked at Hector again, taking in the rug burn on the side of hisface. “We
had an argument, and I’m afraid it became heated. | asked Dr. Martin to leave and he refused. | put a
hand on his shoulder to escort him to the door and hefdl.”

“That'salie, Graham. Y ou pushed me. Y ou pushed me and I’'m going to file charges,” said Hector.
“What were you two arguing about?’ asked Anna.

Hector and Graham stared at each other. “We were-”

“| was objecting to Graham’ sinterference,” Hector interrupted.

“Thank you, Dr. Martin. I’d like to hear what Mr. Graham hasto say.” Annastared at Graham
expectantly, her handsfolded in her lap.

“Apparently Dr. Martin objects to me doing my job.”

“If you consider pushing peopleto the floor as part of your job, then | don’'t blame him.”
Graham shook his head. “ That was an accident.”

“Why have you chosen to concentrate on Dr. Martin’ s project?’

“It'soverdue and over budget,” he said dowly.

“And have you taken into account the difficulty of what Dr. Martin is attempting to do?’
“Maybe not at firgt, but now | do.”

“I hope you redize the seriousness of the Stuation. Y ou'relikely to face assault charges.”

“I think afull investigation would revedl facets of theincident that Dr. Martin would prefer remained
unnoticed.”

Anna glanced between them. At last she turned her attention to Hector once more. “ Are you absolutely
sure he pushed you?’ she asked gently.

Graham raised one eyebrow, waiting for his response. “No, not redlly. | — I might have tripped.”

“Then you aren't pressing charges.”



“No, but | want him away from my project.”

“It'shisjob to monitor research.”

“Not likethisitign't. | can't get anything done with him breathing down my neck dl thetime.”
Annalooked at Graham. “Hear that? Back off.”

Graham looked suitably chastened. “ Yes. | will,” he bardly suppressed asmirk. “I'll give Dr. Martin dl
the space he needs.”

“All right, gentlemen,” Anna stood, clapping her handstogether. “Now if you'll excuse me, | havered
work to do. | hope you both can stay out of the principa’ s office in the future. She’ s not accustomed to
dedling with brawling schoolboys.”

They were shown out of the office together. When the door shut behind them Graham glanced sidelong
at Hector. “Well, that could have been worse,” he said.

Hector stared at him and began laughing hysterically.
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Colin Satermeyer licked swest off of his upper lip and shifted his pogition in the hard metd chair. Hewas
inasmdl office on the second floor of the vat room. Outside the door was a bacony that ringed the
insde of theroom, on aleve with the rims of the two vats which took up most of the floor space.

They’ d kept thisroom closed, and cut off from the rest of the vat room's environmental systems. It was
crammed with tel ecommuni cations equipment; transceivers and voice printers and faxes. Apparently
they’ d taken every moisture sensitive piece of equipment and stuck it in here, and the redly amazing part
of it wasthat most of it was hooked up.

Actudly, hewas glad to be put in here a first. The temperature wasin the high nineties. With the divesuit
on he' d collapse from hesat prostration before long. It was hot asan ovenin here, but at least he could
breathe without arespirator on hisface.

A transceiver module on a bench near the window suddenly bleated a repeating sequence of tones.
Somebody was calling. He looked at the tetra, who was bored and irksome at having to be here, in this
dry air. “Should | get that?’ he asked.

She shook her head, and held two hands out in warning as she got up and opened the door a crack, and
caled something out onto the balcony. The blegting continued, evidently whoever was caling knew
enough to let it ring along time. Colin glanced from the tetra, still hafway out the door, to the transceiver,
just behind him and to the right. What the hell, what would ever be worth therisk again, if not this?Ina
sudden, single movement he stood up and swung around to the transceiver. It wasn't avery big room, he
didn't havefar to go. Thelive receive button was helpfully colored red, and he pushed it while the tetra
was turning around.

“Helo?’ It was Dr. Martin, hisface ghosily, floating in the air in front of the panelled wall, thewood grain
vigble behind him.

Colin stared at him amoment, expecting areaction, but Dr. Martin's eyes where unfocused, his gaze
wandering. Glancing down hejust had time to notice that the transceiver was set to blackout before
hands came around him and clamped over his mouth and around his chest, pinning hisarms. Hewas
dragged back to the chair and held there. “Hello?’ came Dr. Martin’ svoice again, “is anybody there?’



Colin screamed againgt the muffling hands, but then there was another tetrathere, and smal, delicate
fingersaround his neck, smart little fingersthat knew just whereto pressto cut off hisair. He choked,
and subsided, but the hands stayed there, along with the ones over his mouth, and he wastied up with
ropes woven from agules. The draft of mist wafting in from the balcony abruptly stopped asLilith camein
and shut the door behind her. She gave him an annoyed glance and went over to Hector’ s hologram.
“What do you want?’ she said, “thisis not convenient.”

“Listen, | know Graham'’ s been there. He told me you'’ d taken Satermeyer hostage. Let him go. He' s of
no use to you anyway, and things are sarting to... happen. Graham’ sareedy trying to kill Helix. He
thinks | should have terminated the project along time ago. Now he' sgoing to do it himsdlf. If we don't
do something he/ sgoing to kill you dl off.”

“Hewon't find that so easy to do.”

“Bullshit. He could send fifty guysin there with machine guns. Hell, if it came down to it he'd probably
just flood the place with poisonous gas. Believe me, there' s nothing heis't capable of .

She glanced over her shoulder at Colin, who stared at her with wide, wide eyes. “But there’ sahuman
being in here now.”

“S07?You think that’s going to stop him? | know this guy, he used to work in production. He wouldn't
bat an eye over alab assstant.”

Fresh sweat sprang out al over Colin’s body, and he mumbled again against the hands pressed against
his lips, and the thumbs came down again on hiswindpipe.

“What'sthat?’ said Dr. Martin, “Isthat him? s he there now?”’

Colin would have answered him, but he was choking, and thereweretearsin hiseyes. “Let metak to
him,” he heard Hector say over theroaring in hisears.

Therewas a pause, during which Colin’s vison began to fade, and then Lilith must have agreed, because
the pressure on his throat was released, and he leaned forward, coughing and breathing.

They held him, four handsto an arm, in front of the hologram. He was il breathing in convulsive gulps.
He heard the door click shut. Lilith had |eft. “Dr. Martin,” he gasped.

“Satermeyer, what's happened to you?’

Colin shook hishead, “I wasright here. They weretrying to keep me quiet, that’sal.” Hetook along
deep breath, “I’'m dright.”

“Then you heard what | said about Graham,” Martin said quietly.

“Yeah”

“Look, | wastrying to put ascareinto her, that'sdl, | don’t redly think he' d-”
“Yesyoudo.”

“Wadll, dright, | do, but- there must be some way we can get you out, there must be some way we can
stop him. Calin, I'm sorry this happened to you, but maybe it'sablessing in disguise. With you on the
ingde, it might help us prepare for whatever Graham isgoing to do.”

Colin grinned badly, “In thefirst place, | can’t do shit in here, Dr. Martin. They’ ve got me locked up



under guard in this room along with everything e se that can be damaged by the vapor, dl their eectronics
and communications equi pment, and in the second place, | want to go home!” Hot tears sprang from his
eyes, “They make me gt in that fucking chair, day and night. | can’t get any deep.”

One of the tetras who was holding him leaned forward towards the pickup camera. “We keep him here
because of the vapor,” she said, her voice was husky from disuse.

“But the man needsto deep, Immelene, at least et him lay on thefloor.”
“Hey, thanks,” said Colin sarcadtically.
Immelene and her sister looked at each other. “We could do that,” they said.

“Why don't you try asking them to let me go, Dr. Martin,” said Colin, “I think you gave up alittle early
on that one.”

“Alright. Will you let him go?’

“No”

“We ll keep him.”

“Why?What possible use could you have for him?’
“Hey,” said Colin, indignant.

“I’'m sorry, but redlly, what do they, or | should say, does she, intend to do with you? They haven't been
taking any... samples of anything, havethey?’

Colin stared at him wide eyed, “What do you mean?’ he asked, horrified.
“Anything, kin, hair, whatever.”
“No.”

“Okay, s0 she' sjust keeping you there. Oh, | could never get her to tell me why. She never tellsme
anything. Now you know, Colin. Now you know what I’ ve had to put up with dl thistime. The dtressis
unbearable, isn't it? She's... impenetrable. Here sheis, thisthing I’ ve created, but now that she’ shere,
I’'mirrelevant to her.”

“Graham knows about the egg,” said Calin.
“I know.” Hector’ sface, animated amoment ago with angst, became suddenly lill.
“I didn’t know what to tell him,” Colin said carefully, “we never did find out what happened to it.”

Dr. Martin’ s face seemed to shift to adifferent facet of his persondity. He looked very hard at Colin,
even asahologram, it was alittle tough to take. “1 can tell you what happened to it. It hatched. Her
name sHelix, and Graham tried to get her killed thismorning.”

“Look, | didn’t want to help him but he had goods on me. I’'m sorry, Dr. Martin, but even thisis better
than going back to Alivel”

Martin'sjaw was giff. He nodded ever so dightly. “Then you understand, now, that your survival lies
with thetetras. Try to get through to Lilith, convince her that Grahamisared threet, if you can.”



“Oh sure, you bet. Anything ese?”
“I'll call again later.”

“I'll hold my breath.”
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Chango parked her car on the street across from the U of D Mercy College campus and took a
backpack out of the trunk. They walked to the now defunct biopoly research building. An old mapletree
grew next to thewall on one side. Chango, Helix and Benny stole across the grassto the shelter of its
shadows. Benny pointed up, and Helix saw that one of the tree’ s branches brushed against awindow on
the second floor. Without aword Chango scaled the trunk and climbed out onto the arching branch. It
swayed dightly under her weight. Helix wondered if it would support her. Chango was afew minutes
withasmal, slver instrument, itswhir a counterpoint to the chirring of crickets. “ Sst. Comeon.”

Helix gripped the trunk of the tree with her upper arms. Her lower arms were useless asfar as pulling
hersalf up was concerned, but at least she could use them for clinging. Her feet scraped against the bark
and she hauled hersef up into the leaves. Below her she heard Benny grunting as he climbed the tree.

Chango had the window open, and she pushed her backpack in before climbing through. Helix followed
her and found hersaf standing on a second floor bal cony overlooking two large, empty vats. “ They're
empty,” sad Hdlix.

“Yeah,” whigpered Benny, climbing through the window. “ This place has been closed up for years. But
look.” He pointed to a stack of barrelsin the far corner, “ maybe some of it is still good.”

“Do you have any ideahow many of those barrelsit would take to fill one of these? Besides, how do we
get them down?’ They were stacked ten high.

“There must be aladder around here somewhere,” said Chango.
“Andyou cdl mecrazy,” said Helix. “What if some of that spillson you?’

“That’swhy | brought this.” Chango opened the flap of her backpack and showed her the deeve of a
divesuit. “It was Ada's”

Helix glanced about the building again. “What kind of security do you think they’ ve got in here?’
Chango shrugged, “ Judging from the window, not much, ‘ course you never can tell.”
“I'll stay up here and keep lookout,” said Benny.

Therewas aladder at the far end of the building, down along aide past the dingy flanks of the vats. They
carried it back to the tanks and stood at its base, looking up.

“Chrigt, | don’t know about this,” said Chango.

“They look heavy.”

“I don’'t know if the ladder will hold, they’ ve got to weigh fifty pounds apiece.”

“I might beabletodoit. At least | cantry to seeif they’re any good. Put your suit on.”

Helix climbed the ladder, aternately grasping the rungswith her upper and lower hands. As she went she



glanced at thewall of stacked barrels beside her. Some of them were corroded, possibly leaking. She
reached the top of theladder. The last row of barrels was just above her head. With her upper fingers
she grasped one of them by its bottom rim.

Shewedged her fingers undernegth the barrel and inched it out until shewas ableto lift it free. She
grasped the barrel with her lower arms. The ladder wobbled precarioudy as she reached for the rungs
with her upper hands. She clung there afew moments, until the swaying stopped.

Shewasjust about to start down when thefirst floor doors burst inward and ten or more GeneSys
security guardsran in, brandishing trang guns. “Run!” she yelled at Chango, and heaved the barrel
towards the approaching guards.

o0o

Chango scrambled for the stairs asthe barrel crashed to the floor behind her. She heard yelling asthe
guards scattered to avoid the splashing growth medium. Where in the hell was Benny? she wondered as
she pounded up the steps to the bal cony. He was gone from his post by the window and he certainly
hadn’t done much of ajob of warning them. Chango paused at the window, looked back and saw Helix,
gtill on the ladder but surrounded by guards. There was nothing she could do now but get avay and get
help.

Outside, the building was bathed in flashing green and yellow lights. Chango dropped to the ground and
crouched in the shadow of the tree. She heard the squawking of atransceiver from alevvan parked in the
street. She scanned the broad spread of mowed grass before her. She didn’t see anyone there, didn’t

see anyone around the levvan either, though that didn’t mean no one wasthere.

Sheran, bent a thewaist, over the grass, the night air cool againgt her skin, her breath and the pounding
of her heart roaring in her ears, drowning out the transceiver and the chirring of crickets. She thought she
heard shouts, but she kept running.

She'd gonefour blocks before she noticed the levcar following her, gliding silently along the magnetic
roadway. She never would have known it was there, except she caught a glimpse of it as she turned one
corner, and then saw it again, ablock further on. She cut through an dley, narrow and paved only with
cloncrete, but when she got to the street on the other side, thereit was again, closing in on her. Her heart
pounded in her chest like it would burgt. To her left was the university medica center, acluster of
buildingswith alarge driveway in front, leading to an underground parking structure.

She' d been here before. Between the close set buildings was alabyrinth of walkways. If you wereina
levcar, you had to park it, and walk to the building you wanted. She headed for the main entrance and
veered off onto a cloncrete sdewak bordered by hedges. Behind her, in the night, she heard the distinct
sound of car doors damming, and footsteps running. Chango zigzagged between buildings, the footsteps
behind her growing closer. She thought she could make out two sets. There were shouts, and something
whizzed past her head, very fast. She ducked around another corner and shewasin acul de sac
between two tal sandstone buildings, a high brick wall running between them.

“Giveit up,” she heard someone cal behind her, but she ran to the wall nevertheless, ran and jumped and
scrabbled at it with her hands but she couldn’'t climb it. Her breath coming in explosive gasps she clawed
and pounded at the wall until her fingers bled. There were tears on her face when she turned around.
There were two of them, guys, both dressed in green coverdls and carrying trang guns and night sticks.
One was nearly a head taller than the other, and broader through the shoulders. They stood about ten
feet from her, their tranq gunstrained on her. She looked at her torn, bleeding fingers. Slowly shelifted
one finger to her forehead, and daubed it with blood, and then she walked dowly towards them, her



hands at her sides and carefully visible. When she got between them they grabbed her, cuffed her hands
behind her back, and each taking an arm, walked her back to the street and the waiting car.

Chapter 17 — Corporate Animal

Hyper twirled the data card between hisfingers as his eyesflickered across adirectory of GeneSys
information systems. Dr. Martin had avery high security clearance. Even better than would be expected
for atop researcher. Why would he need access to the security records, for instance, or personnel?

Hyper got up from hismaglev seat and lit areefer, and smoking it, paced the floor. He hadn’t seen
Chango or Helix since theriot thismorning, and neither had anyone el se he' d talked to. From his vantage
point on the Humbolt water tower, he' d seen VVonda and Helix running through the mob, but as he
focused his machines on the divers ahead of them helost track of where they were. He watched while
the police made arrests, waiting until the street was clear to gather the torn remains of hisrobots. By the
time he got back here Chango was gone.

It was her disappearance that darmed him the most. For Vondaand Helix it would be prudent to lay low
for awhile, preferably some place outside of Vattown. But Chango didn’t even go to the picket line.

She had cdlled the police, though. That much he knew from the call log of histransceiver headset, which
she' d lft very neetly in the middle of hisworktable. Perhaps she' d gonein search of Hdlix, in which case
she might be incommunicado aswell, but there was something wrong. For one thing, he hadn’t been able
to get hold of Benny dl day, and it wasn't because he wasin jail. Hyper had caled the police station and
learned that neither Helix, Vonda, Chango or Benny had been arrested.

The whole thing bothered him. He was worried and he wanted someone to talk to. Sinking back into his
maglev sest, he opened the employee directory and scanned the M’ s. Maybe Dr. Martin would be
home.

Hislisted number turned out to be a message dump, but because he had Martin’ s security code, he was
ableto access hisfile, and get hislive number.

It rang twice and aworried voice answered. “Hello?’ 1t was just voice, blackout on visuas. At least he
had that much sense, but Martin had to have sender id on asystem like this, and he was answering
unknown callers on the second ring.

“Hi,” said Hyper, and smiled for the transceiver picking up hisimage and beaming it to Dr. Martin.
“Whoisthis?’

“I’m Hyper. You don’t know me.”

“Y ou must have the wrong number.”

“Don’'t hang up,” Hyper anticipated the invisble movement. “I’'m afriend of Hdix's”

Therewas slence in suite 1567 of the GeneSys building, and then, “How is she?’

Hyper shrugged, “1 don’t know. | don’'t know where sheis.”

“How did you get this number?’

“From your data card. Helix gave it to me for safekeeping,” helied. It wouldn’t help matters any for
Martin to know he and Chango had stolen the card.



“When was the last time you saw her?’
“Thismorning, beforetheriot,” said Hyper.
“Theriot. But | heard she got away.”

“Apparently shedid, but | haven't seen her since this morning. There' s someone €l se, awoman named
Chango. She' safriend of Hdlix'stoo. | think they might be together, and I'm afraid something's
happened to them. Do you know where they might be?’

“No. | wish | did.” Therewasapause. “Y ou got this number using my data card. Presumably you' ve had
alook around in there, then.”

“Yes Yes| have”

“Then you know about her. What sheis.”

“Yes. You ve outdone yourself, Dr. Martin. The brains were impressive, but this-”
“Does she know?’

Hyper shrugged. “ She knows she' s not human. But she wouldn’t look at your notes. She said shedidn’t
need to. Once she started diving, it didn’t take long for her true nature to surface. What did you hope to
accomplish, keeping her there?Y ou should have cut your losses and brought her back home after the
divesuit incident.”

“You misunderstand. | never intended for her to get that job in thefirst place. | intended for her to get far
away from here, much farther than Vattown.”

“Wadl if you didn't diddle with her files, who did? | can’t believe management made thisdecision. They're
evil, not supid.”

Hector Martin laughed. “I suppose it was her mother,” he said.

“Her mother?’

“Helix isnot thefirst of her kind.”

“Oh. | just assumed, with the kind of security clearance you' re sporting-”

“That was agift from her mother aswell. A sort of back handed gift, Since she arranged it for her own
use. But she used someone else' s code to mani pulate the personnd files. She wouldn’t want that traced
tome...” Hector’ svoicetrailed off momentarily. “ Areyou avatdiver?’ he asked suddenly.

“No. I’'masgport. Look, | know you don’t know me, but I’ ve let you have agood look at me. And you
know that with the kind of information | have at my disposal, | could have screwed you over ages ago.
But | didn’t. Now, could you bring that screen down please, so we can both talk face to face?’

There was a pause, and then the pae, drawn face of aman in hismiddle forties glowed into view in the
ar before him. “Better?”’

“Thanks”

Martin's brows knitted. “ Y ou say you're not adiver but- Do you know of aman named Nathan
Graham?’



“Nathan Graham... Wait, yeah. He used to be the production controller severa years back. A red
heavy. Everyone around here hated him.”

“Yeah, well, he' sin research now. He' sthe reason | wanted Helix to get far away from here. He wants
the project terminated, and in this case that’ s a pretty strong term to be using. He told me himself he
arranged theriot in order to get her killed. If something has happened to her, it'll be because of him.”

Hyper stared a him. Martin had grayish blond hair, thinning a bit at the temples and crown. “Whét are
we going to do?’

“Graham has somebody working for him, in Vattown I'm guessing. | don’t know whoitis” said Martin.

Hyper thought of Chango — how she' d awaysinssted that there’ d been foul play in Ada s death.
Maybe she was right, maybe Graham was gill working with someone on theinside. It wouldn’'t have
taken much, to turn the strike into ariot, discrediting the vatdivers and taking care of Helix at the same
time

“Do you have any ideawho it might be?’

“No, not redly,” said Hyper, “and following up al the possible leads would teaketime we don't have. It's
been hours since the riot. Graham and whoever he' sworking with probably have them by now.”

“Y eah. We can hope that Helix and your friend skipped town, but | wouldn’t bet on it. Y ou have access
to GeneSys security systems through my clearance. Useit. Seeif they’ ve brought anyonein the last few
hours. I"’'m going to try to put Graham under wraps. Cal me back as soon asyou check the files.”

“Y ou're pretty comfortable with other people using your code, aren’t you?’
“Not redly.” Hector shrugged. “But there can be advantages to being in two places at once.”
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When Helix cameto she wastied to achair in alaboratory. A large polyglass tub stood about ten feet in
front of her. 1t wasfilled with growth medium. She could smdll it, and the pores of her skin cried out for
itstouch.

A door on the other sde of the room, past the tub and a number of benches, opened with a soft click

and aman camein. Hewas of medium height, with heavy rather than muscular shoulders and aflat belly
that must have cost him plenty. Hewore adark grey sylk suit, immaculately tailored, and hisreddish
brown hair was neatly combed back from hisforehead. He had quick, cool grey eyes. He smiled, and his
face crinkled in small lines around his eyes and nose which shefdt were quite deliberate, probably
surgicaly devised.

“Soyou're Hdlix,” he said, pulling achair up to St across from her, between her and the growth
medium.

“Sowho areyou?’ shesaid.

“I’m Nathan Graham, chief administrator of research and development.” He said it like it was supposed
to mean something.

“Untieme” shesad.

“Not just yet, Helix. Soon, but not yet. Y ou see I’ ve been wondering just how much you know about



what you are. How much Hector told you.”
Hélix’ s handstightened around the arms of the chair. “He- he said | was adopted.”
“Ah, but by now you know that can’t be true.”

Helix didn’t say anything. She was thinking about the playground &t the orphanage, the children taunting
her, laughing. But how much did she redlly remember? A few incidents, the smell of chak in Ms.
Walker’'s classroom, but not her room — she would have had aroom, and roommates, but she couldn’t
recdl them, and when she thought of hersdlf, she visudized herself exactly the same Size as she was now.
With agtart, sheredlized she dways had.

“Well let me be the oneto tell you, then.” Graham stood and paced behind hischair. “You area
GeneSys research project. Its chief scientist, your Hector Martin, created you. Or at least he created the
thing that gave birth to you.”

“What?’

“Y our mother. She hatched out of an egg, right in thistank behind me. But you hatched in afull sized vat
in the basement of thisbuilding. Just think, little Helix, dl those months you fancied yourself an orphan
girl, rescued by the kindness of Hector Martin, and al aong, your real mother was right beneath your
feat”

Helix gared a himwide eyed. “You'relying.”

“Oh no.” Graham shook hishead. “It isnot | who have lied to you. Don't you remember? When you
were born your mother and your siblings attacked you and drove you out of their hive. And then, for
reasons perhaps not completely comprehensible even to him, Hector secluded you in his gpartment,
hiding you from the rest of the world.

“I suppose he wanted you to believe you were human, but the memory of your expulsion from the hive
was too powerful, so he made up a story to account for your feglings, astory about a poor little orphan
girl and the kindly man who made her his daughter.”

Hdix fdtill, asck twisted knotting in her somach. She held ontoiit, fedling that if it unraveled, it would
unravel everything dsewith it, and she, and everything she' d ever known, would disappear in a puff of
lies. She closed her eyes, and in her mind’ s eye she saw those jeering faces, the faces of children
contorted with maicious glee, melt away to reved other faces, faces not gleeful, not maicious, but more
terrible still, faceslike her own, and purely determined to get rid of her at any cost. A savage rage as hot
and sweet as anything she had ever felt roseinsde her, alust to attack someone who was hersdf. “My
mother-" she said. “Y ou said my mother.”

“Y es, your mother. He calls her Lilith, for some reason. Y ou and your kind were designed to clean vats
and harvest biopolymers. All the thingsthe vatdivers do. That riot today wasn't the first time they’ ve
caused problemsfor us. We need amore efficient way of producing biopolymer. Unfortunately, you're
not it, either.”

“But | dove without asuit, and | wasfine”

“Yes, yes” Graham said, waving ahand dismissively. “Y our physiology is perfect for the vat
environment, but there are other problems, things you don’t understand. I'm afraid it just won’t work ouit.
| never should have allowed Hector Martin such afree hand. Out of deference for his professiona
dature, | let him do it hisway. It'sbeen adisaster — acostly one. But | wouldn’t havethisjobif |



weren't ableto turn even a catastrophe like thisto my advantage.”
“What are you going to do?’

“I’'m reassigning your project. There' sno hope of utilizing you or your kind for industrial purposes, but at
least we can learn something from Martin’s mistakes. There are any number of featuresto you physiology
and brain chemistry that may yield fruitful benefitsto other lines of inquiry. Of course Martin would never
consent to it. HE' stoo attached to you. He erroneoudy thinks of you as a person. But there are other
researchers on staff here at GeneSys who have no such handicap.”

“Y ou’re going to make me atest subject.”
“That' sabout it, yes.”

She tensed with fear. “You can't do that. | haveto— | need -” Wordsfailed her. She strained forward
towards the growth medium, her nogtrilsflared to drink inthe smell of it.. “Let me go,” she gritted.

“I'm afraid you have very little say in the matter. Y ou keep forgetting. Y ou’ re not human. Y ou have no
right to control your own destiny. Y ou are property of the GeneSys corporation, and as such, you will

serveits purposes.”

Graham turned to look at the tank behind him. “Y ou want to get in there, don’t you? Worse than you' ve
ever wanted to do anything in your brief littlelife. Wéll, to show you I’'m not such abad guy, I’'m going to
let you. And you'll never haveto leaveit. Well, dmost never. Some tests probably can’t be conducted in
there, but most will be”

Helix shook her head. She wanted to bein growth medium, yes, but not like this. “What do you plan to
doto me?’

“Ah,” Graham bent over her, shaking afinger in her face. “Now that would betelling.”

As he gtraightened up again, four security guards entered the laboratory. Graham turned to face them.
“What are you doing here?1 didn’t call for you.”

The guards glanced at one another and flanked Graham. “We re herefor you, Mr. Graham,” one of them
said. “We have awarrant for your arrest.”

000

Chango paced the narrow confines of her holding cell on thefirst subfloor of the GeneSys building. The
walls and door were clear polyglass with strips of yellow and green adhesive running along them at waist
height to prevent you from walking into them. One side of the ten by six room had aformiculate bench
built into it which formed itsalf to her body when she sat on it. There was no toilet. These cellswere not
designed for long term use. That was ardlief. Even with the clear walls, she had trouble keeping calm.
She'd never beenin ajall before.

Soon they’ d take her over to the county precinct, book her and set bail, and then she could call Hyper,
and have him come and get her out. She' d probably be back in Vattown by morning.

But what about Helix? Chango had been adonein the car with the two guards, and judging from the sea
of empty cubicles which surrounded her, she was done here aswell. There was no chance she'd
escaped the guards, she' d been surrounded. What did they do with her?

And then there was Benny. He failed to warn them of the gpproach of security, and obvioudly it wasn't



because he' d been arrested. And for the life of her, she couldn’t figure out how security had learned they
were there. They hadn’t tripped any darm systems, she was sure of it.

After afew hoursapair of women in green and yellow jumpsuits came and unlocked the door to her cell.
They were both quit a bit taller than she was.

“Am | going to county?” asked Chango.

The one on the | eft shook her head silently. She had blond hair bobbed at her chin. The other guard
gared a Chango with impartia brown eyes and stepped into the cdll, taking her by the arm. They
walked her down along corridor with cells on one side and yellow and green painted cinder block on the
other. They were pretty relentless with the color scheme down here. Even the bathroom, when they came
toit, was painted green and yellow.

They showed her to astall and alowed her to shut the door, “Keep your feet on the floor at al times,”
warned Blondie.

They took her back to acell. She couldn’t be sure it was the same one as before. They al looked exactly
alike and she hadn’t counted them on the way out. “When will | be going to county?’ she asked them.

Brown eyes smiled and shook her head, and Blondie laughed, but neither of them answered her question,
they just left her Stting there, and locked the door behind them.

She had along time to think about things. About Adaand Vondaand Benny and Helix. About Orielle
and Hyper and Mavi. And about herself and the many waysin which she’ d been blind.

Chapter 18 — What Have Y ou Done?

Benny ran up the stairsto his apartment. He went straight to the closet, pulled out acase he’ d been
keeping for just this occasion, and arted throwing his clothesinside. It took him ten minutesto pack
clothes, toothbrush, razor and his daddy’ s Smith-Corollamachine pistol. He stood in his emptied closet,
garing a the smal pane in the back where he d cut through the ancient drywall and later fastened a
piece of panelling over thehole. They’d lain there dll thistime. He d sealed them in thewall theway he'd
sedled his mind against the memory of what he' d done. He wondered if someone would search the place
after he' d gone and find them. His secret would be discovered at last.

But he' d be far away and someone el se by then. He switched on the transceiver at hiswrist and caled up
his numbered account. Benny sat down on the bed, gaping at the pitiful balance glowing inthe air before
him. There should have been a sizeable deposit made in the last few hours, but it wasn't there. The
arrangementsfor Hugo' s funerd had only left him with a couple hundred — too little to purchase aticket
to where he was going.

His hands clenched. That bastard Graham had screwed him over. He'd seento it that Helix was taken
into custody by GeneSys security. That was the agreement, but Graham hadn’t paid. Benny stood up and
took the pistol from the case, fitted it with acartridge and stuck it in hiswaistband. A little visit might jog
Graham' smemory.
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Hyper walked through the polyglass doors of the GeneSys building and onto the first floor mezzanine.
The ceiling arched high above him, glittering with muras. Lush, red-haired women entwined themsdves
among eagles and fruitbearing vines, and the pictureswere dl edged in gold. It waslike apalace.

Catching himself he looked down again and walked to the information desk. He had decked himsdlf out



for the occasion in alab coat, white shirt and grey dress dacks. The shirt and dacks were part of his
funera clothes, along with the thin black tie throttling his neck. For added effect, he carried ablack
briefcase with most of the scuff marks wiped off it. But his sartorid efforts were needless. There was no
one a the information desk, or anyplace else, at thishour.

He swiped a card through the transceiver mounted on the desktop. It held Hector Martin’sid codes and
his authorization for Chango’ s release. The system acknowledged him as Martin and he dialed the
security desk.

“Security offices,” said aclerk whose blank face appeared hovering above the counter. “Can | help
yw.”

“I"'m hereto pick up Chango Chichelski. | have clearancefor her release.”

The clerk tapped a his console. “ Chichelski. She came in tonight on trespassing charges. Y ou say you
have clearance for her release?”’

“Yes,” Hyper said, trying not to hold his breath. According to Martin, he didn’t need to have areason
why Chango should be released, all he needed were the clearance codes for such action, and he had
those.

“Send it through,” the clerk said.

Hyper alowed himsdf along, dow exhaation, and swiped the card through the transceiver a second
time

The clerk scanned the release form, nodded his head and tapped away at his console somemore. “She's
being released. Do you want to come down for her?”

Hyper smiled dightly at him. “I’ll wait here” he said.

Hyper waited, trying not to stare at the vaulting archways or the frescoed ceiling they supported. Instead
he turned his attention to the floor, adisc of brasslay set into the marbletile nearby, thefigure of a
dancing woman all but worn away from its surface by generations of scuffing fedt.

In alarge acove off the mezzanine and directly opposite the desk where he stood, an eevator pinged
open and three figures struggled out. It wasapair of guardsleading aman, handcuffed but still struggling,
between them. “ Thisis outrageous,” he shouted, his face red with fury. “Y ou have no right to arrest me!
What are the charges?’ He siwung around, nearly didodging the guards hold on him. They responded by
grasping hiswrigts, which were cuffed behind his back, and bending them up to his shoulder blades.

“Ow! Goddamn it, what do you think you' re doing?’ the man fumed, hopping forward in pain. “What is
your name?’ he demanded of the guard on hisright.”

“Marcus Wash,” the guard told him, grasping his upper arm firmly and leading him towards a door just
past the information desk where Hyper stood.

“Wdl let metdl you something, Marcus Wash,” said the man, now pretty much alowing himself to be
escorted. “You're never going to work here, or anyplace else again. Thiswill beyour last act asan
employee of GeneSys, Marcus,” he said with anasty edgein hisvoice. The guardstook him through the
door, and Hyper could hear his voice echoing up the stairs as they led him to security. *Y ou’ ve both
made abig mistake. Nathan Graham is not to betrifled with in thisway, you'll find out...”
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Chango couldn’t be sure how long she' d been sitting there when anew pair of guards cameto her cell,
opened the door and escorted her out. Finaly, county, thought Chango, but as she stepped through the
polyglass doors into the receiving area they moved away from her sde. “You'refreeto go,” said the
blond guard, gesturing at the door on the far side of the room. “Dr. Martin iswaiting for you upstairs.”

“I'mfreeto- Dr. Martinis- Oh.” Brown Eyes handed her backpack and Chango turned to the door just
asit burst inward and two more security guards came through, escorting atall man in asuit. Hisreddish
brown hair wasin disarray, flopping in strands across his forehead. The guards took him to the counter,
where he fixed the clerk with a stedy look. “Will you explain what I’ m doing here? On what grounds and
whose authority am | being arrested?”

Theclerk hed hisgaze. “ Y ou are?’

“Y ou know goddamn well who | am! Just thisevening | had abunch of you people out at Mercy
College. What' sthe matter with you?’

The clerk shook her head. “Y our name?”
“Nathan Graham.”

“Nathan Graham.” The clerk scrolled through an arrest roster. “Y ou' re being held for questioning in
relation to amurder charge, Mr. Graham.”

“Murder? That' sinsane. | didn’t murder anyone.”
“Would you liketo call an attorney, Mr. Graham?”’
“Y ou better believe | would. What' s your name?’
“CynthiaHewlitt.”

“Wdll let metdl you something, Cynthia Hewlitt. When | get through with this department, therewon't be
aoneof you-" heturned to motion at the guards with his shackled hands, “-till working here. Y ou have
no groundsto do this, no authority. Thisis harassment.”

Cynthiaraised one eyebrow. “Y our warrant was issued from the very highest levels of GeneSys
personnel, with priority authorization to arrest.”

“But you can only hold me for two hours unless you make acharge. That’ s the company charter.”

Cynthiaignored him and looked at the guard on hisright. “Let him make hiscal, then put himin cell
D-19”

Unnoticed, Chango dipped through the door and went up the steps. She saw Hyper standing by the
information desk, studying abrassinlay in the floor. He was dl tricked out in alab coat stained with
motor oil, hisgrey dress dacks and a scuffed black briefcase.

“Hyper! What are you doing here?’

He shot her an alarmed look hurried to her side. “Let’ sget out of here,” he murmured, taking her arm
and leading her across the mezzanine to the exit doors.

“Hyper, what isgoing on?’ Chango asked as soon as they were outside. “How did you get here? Why



didn’t they take me to county? How did you get them to release me like that?’

Hyper kept walking, so fast Chango had to trot to keep up with him. “Remember this?” he held up adata
card, the GeneSyslogo flickering in and out of view with the passing streetlights.

“Hdix'scard.”

“Not Hdlix's, Hector Martin’s. | got worried when you disappeared. | talked to him. He' s the onewho
got Graham arrested.”

Chango nodded and took thisin. “Wewent to U of D Mercy,” she said, Hyper’ s pace making her voice
ragged. “ There' s an old biopoly research ingtitute there, an abandoned vat for Helix, but GeneSys
security showed up. They got me. I’ m sure they got Helix too, but shewasn't in the lockup.”

Hyper nodded and said nothing, his eyes scanning the street warily.

“Benny took us there. He was supposed to be on lookout, but when the guards came, | didn’t see him
around. Hyper, I’ ve been thinking. Benny set usup. | think he had something to do with Ada’ s death,
too.”

“Graham arranged it,” said Hyper pausing on a street corner to face her. They were already three blocks
from the GeneSys building. “Martin told me he had someone in Vattown working for him. From what
you say it sounds likethat’s Benny. And if he’ sworking for him now, then he probably wasin the past,
when Graham wasin production.”

“What happened to Helix?’

“Martin’staking care of that end of things. He got Graham arrested. The security files show that she was
taken to Martin’slab. HE Il get her out.”

“What do we do now?’
Hyper shrugged. “What do you want to do?’

Chango looked around her at the quiet, dark streets, the shadows and the secretsthat they held. “Let’s
find Benny,” shesad.
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They had no difficulty retrieving her car from where she'd left it at the U of D campus. As Chango drove
to Benny’s, Hyper made plans. “Okay, o if he'shome, I'll invitehim out to Josa' s. If | say I’'m buying
that should get him out of the gpartment. Then you can snesk inside while he’' s gone and have alook
around.”

“I don’t know, Hyper, I’ d rather just confront him.” Chango pulled around the corner and parked, out of
sght of the apartment building.

“You'drather just get killed too, apparently. If he’sdonedl you think he has, then he probably hasa
gun, and no compunction about using it on you.”

Reluctantly she nodded.

The building was dark and quiet. Chango waited at the bottom of the stairs while Hyper knocked on the
door, but there was no answer, and no light coming from undernegth it, either. “He sgone,” Hyper called



softly to down to her.

She had the simple lock on Benny’ s door open in moments. They went ingde, still wary, moving through
the darkened rooms with dow and careful movements. She stepped into the bedroom to find asuitcase
filled with clothes sitting open on the bed. “L ook at this,” she called to Hyper, “He packed, but he didn’t
takeit with him.”

They went through the drawers of Benny’ s dresser, searching for something that would tiehimto Ada's
death, or at lest confirm his connection to Nathan Graham. Chango stepped inside the nearly empty
closet. It was empty. As she turned away, something caught her eye. A piece of panelling about two feet
square, screwed to the back wall down by the floor. He' d probably just put it there to patch ahole. She
took a screwdriver from her backpack and unfastened it, pulling the plywood away to reveal not a
jagged hole but a carefully sawn opening. The hair on the back of her neck stood on end as she reached
her hand ingde, and touched something metdl. A set of air tanks, she redlized, her hand fumbling over
their rounded surfaces. Grunting she pulled them out of the hole and into the mesager light from the
bedroom windows. Something silver glittered near one of the release valves— apair of initids scratched
inthe black plaint. An A and aC. “Add stanks,” said Chango.
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Awkward under the weight of her sister’ s dive tanks, Chango pushed open the door of Josa s Bar and
stepped ingde, followed closdly by Hyper. Human voices and the smdll of smoke and growth medium
surrounded them. There was a good-sized crowd, buzzing with the excitement of the morning’sriot. The
place wasn't packed though. Thiswas no victory celebration.

Chango spotted VVonda at the far end of the bar, conversing with Josa. Without aword to Hyper she
wa ked towards her, attracting as many glances for the determination of her stride as for what she carried
on her back.

“Vonda,” shesad, closing on her.

Vondaturned, her eyes widening as Chango hoisted the tanks from her shoulders and dung them onto
the bar. They hit with asolid bang, immediately sllencing all conversation and riveting attention to herself
and Vonda

“I found them at Benny’ s apartment,” Chango said, loud enough for everyoneto hear. For Vonda's
benefit she pointed out the initids scratched on thetanks. “They're Ada's.”

Suddenly she was surrounded by a hubbub of voices and bodies, but she kept facing VVonda, kept talking
to her. “ That plan of Benny’ sto take Helix to U of D Mercy was atrap. After we got there, GeneSys
security showed up and arrested us, except for Benny. He set us up. When | got out of the lockup, |
went to his apartment. He wasn't home. There was a packed bag on the bed, and these - “ She put one
hand protectively on the tanks. “- were hidden in aholein the closet wall.”

Vondadidn't say anything. She just stared at Chango, and then at the tanks. But Pelewas at Chango's
elbow. “How do you know Benny set you up? Maybe hejust got away.”

“He was supposed to be on lookout.” Chango kept looking at Vonda. “And Hyper talked to Helix's
father, Hector Martin, who said that Nathan Graham has somebody in vattown working for him.
Somebody hetold to turn that strike thismorning into ariot.”

Vonda examined the dust clouded gauge on the tanks, aimed the release nozzle at the wall and twisted it
experimentally. “ They’ reempty,” she said, looking at Chango over her shoulder. “But maybe | can get a



resdud samplefromthevaves.”
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Graham strode down the hall to his office, fresh anger at his recent imprisonment burning ingde him. It
had only taken an hour or so for hislawyer to intimidate security into releasing him, but it wasjust a
temporary reprieve. He was going to have to do something of a permanent nature about Hector Martin.

The best thing would be to discredit him, get him dismissed from GeneSysin disgrace. It would take
some doing. Therewas very little that aman of Martin’s professond standing couldn’t wiggle out of .
Except possibly corporate treason. Annawould take avery dim view of him sdlling corporate secretsto
acompstitor. It was good. Worth following up on, but now he had more pressing mattersto attend to.
Hédix wasloose again, hefet sure. Martin wouldn't go to al the trouble of locking him up just to leave
her therein thelab.

Therewasalight onin hisoffice. His secretary would be gone by this hour, and in fact, the reception
areawas dark, the desk empty. Graham opened the door to hisinner office to find Benny gitting in his
chair with aglass of scotchin hishand.

“Oh good,” Graham said, “1 wasgoing to cal you.”

“Wereyou? | thought you' d forgotten about me.” Benny stood up, and pulled a gun from the waistband
of hispants. He pointed it lazily a Graham. “| thought | was going to have to remind you.”

Graham laughed. “Y ou' re talking about your payment, of course. But you'll never get paid if you kill me.
Besides, I'm not through with you yet, son.”

“What? 1 did everything you asked meto. Now I’ ve got to get out of town!”

“Getting alittle hot for you? Well, if you remember, | asked you to get rid of Helix, and you botched it
up.”

“But | took themto U of D, | saw the guards nab her.”

Graham shook hishead. “It didn’t take. Martin pulled some strings somewhere and got me thrown in
security before | could do anything with her.”

“But that’ snot my fault!”

“Wel it wouldn’t have happened if you' d taken care of her in theriot, now would it? I’'m pretty sure
she’'sat Martin'snow, and | think | know what we can do.”

“How do I know you're not going to just string me dong again?’

“Wadll, that’ stherisk you haveto take, isn't it? Believe me, I d like nothing better than to see you jetting
off toaforeign land, but firgt, you have to finish your job.” Graham crossed the room, ignoring Benny and
the gun now hanging loosdly at hisside. He switched on the transceiver, called up the yellow pages and
dided an dl-night hardware store. “How are you at welding?’ he asked Benny over his shoulder.
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Quick hands untied the cords at Helix’ swrists and ankles. She stood and flexed her arms, stretching the
cramped musclesin her back.

The guards stood between her and the tank of growth medium. She stepped around them to dangle her



fingersin the deliciousfluid. The guard that untied her cleared her throat. “ Hector Martin hasreserved a
planeticket for you. We can either escort you to the airport or take you to his gpartment, but you can’t
stay here”

Helix looked at them, and then back at the little tank, barely big enough to hold her. It was no good. She
might be able to fight them off and get into the tank, but more would come to take her out, or to examine
her, run tests and take samples— make of her what she was, an experiment. They wereright, she
couldn’t stay here, but she couldn’t leave ether. Graham had told her things she didn’t want to know.
But knowing, she couldn’t erase hiswords. It wastime to go to the source, time to confront her father
with hislies
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His door buzzer went off, and Hector rushed to it, to peer through the peep hole. His heart fell. It was
Hélix. She had decided againgt taking the airplane ticket, apparently. He had hoped she would get away,
far away, and be safe. He had hoped he wouldn’t have to face her.

He opened the door and the next thing he knew he was grabbed by four strong arms and dammed
againg thewall. His head struck firgt, pain lanced down his neck and shoulders.

“What have you done?’ she snarled, her face only inchesfrom his.

He shook his head, unable to speak. Shelooked awful, worse than she had when hefirst found her, after
she' d been thrown out of the nest. Her skin wasraw in large, flaking patches. She had abruise under her
eyeand acut on her lip. But worgt of al wasthelook in her eyes. What he saw there he could not bear
to look at for long.

She bared her teeth and grimaced. This close, it was an awesome sight indeed. “What thefuck am [,
Hector? Huh? Tell me!”

Hewas afraid. She could kill him with no trouble at al. She was stronger than him, and she had the
advantage of an extra set of arms. Right now, she could just tear hisjugular vein with her teeth if she
wanted to. And why wouldn’t she? What had he ever done except tdll her lies?

“Tel me!” she screamed, lifting him and damming him back into thewal again for emphasis.

“You're you're... | don't really know, aright?Y ou’ re agenetically engineered organism. A product of
corporate research and development.”

She stared a him, eyes blue and wide with rage, stared and stared until he thought that in the next instant
shewould kill him, but instead she said, “Y our research.”

Helicked hislipsand nodded hishead ever so dightly. “Yes”

The blow happened so suddenly he didn’'t seeit coming, just heard something go crack, and then felt the
ginging pain on his cheek and in hismouth.

She had released him and stood now with her back to him. He raised his hand to hislip and brought it
away bloody. He glanced at the door. He might be able to make it, he might never have another chance,
but how could he do that? She was his responsibility.

“Liar,” Helix growled, her back till turned. She was staring down &t the glasstop of the coffeetable,
where the prism for the holoweb sat amid scattered mylar documents and takeout cartons. Her shoulders
were shaking. “You lied to me.” Sheturned and her eyeswere full of tears. “ There never was any



orphanage, you didn’'t adopt me, I'm not asport. I’m not even human!” She screamed the last, picking
up the heavy glass prism and sending it crashing through the top of his coffeetable.

Hector cringed at the sound of splintering glass and suppressed the impulse to run. “No, you're not,” he
sad loudly. “You're something ese, Helix, something new under the sun. Y ou and your kind, | may have
created you, but | don’t even know really, what you are, because there' s never been anything like you
before. | know what you were designed for, but that’ s not the same thing. It’'s very important for you to
redizethat, Helix, it'snot the samething.”

“What was | designed for, Hector?” She stood over the shattered remains of his coffeetable, eyeing him
coolly. “Why do | exig?’

Helaughed in fear startled amazement. “Because | thought of you, | supposg, or... | don’t know. | — |
was given aproject, you see, to creste a— ahbiological machine.” When at last he blurted the words out
he flinched, expecting her to strike him again, but she didn’t. She just stood there, staring. “To replace the
vadivers,” he explained.

She nodded her head dowly. Thisnew cam of hers was more frightening than her rage and tears. He
didn’t know what to expect next. “And put all those people out of work,” she said at length.

“It'slousy work, Helix. It killsthem. Y ou know that now, I’ m sure you do. But you — you and your
ssters and your mother — you can swimin the vats adl day and dl night, and it won't harm you. And
besidesthat, it was afascinating problem. Y ou had to beintelligent, you see, at least | felt you did. That
was my solution to the complexities of vatdiving. Another researcher might have taken adifferent
approach, but I made the multiprocessor brains, and that’ swhere | started with you.”

“I suppose you think | should be grateful to you for creating me, for making me... intelligent.”
He shook his head and looked down. “No, not really, no.”

Helix walked dowly about the living room, her gaze wandering, seeing nothing, crunching divers of glass
benegath her shoes. “My sisters and my mother, you said.”

“YSH
“My mother — she's...”
“Thefirg of your kind. Her nameisLilith,” he said gently.

She stared a him again, froze him with the cold blue fire of her eyes. “My mother wasavat diver. | was
an orphan. Y ou adopted me.” she whispered, advancing on him dowly. He wanted to back up, and
probably would have, but thewall wasin hisway. Shetook hisfacein her four hands, gently cradling his
jaw and skull in her fingers, and gazed into his eyes with alook so wounded that his heart went cold.
“Why did you lie?’

He swallowed with difficulty. He was crying now too, it seemed. He closed his eyes, unable to bear her
gaze any longer. “My work ismy life, Helix,” he whispered, “and you are my life swork. | didn’t want to
see the pinnacle achievement of my career wiped out or relegated to the status of dave labor. That you
arefinely suited to work in the vats cannot be denied, but there’smore. Y our socid structure, other
things. Y ou are abrand new, intdligent life form. | wanted to see what you could do outside of the
laboratory. | wanted you to get loose, undetected, to pose as a sport, to get good and far away from
GeneSys. That was my hopefor you, in particular. Until you came along there seemed to be no future for
your kind, but when | found you-"



“Found me?” Surprised, she took away her hands.

“Y es, you' d been driven from the — the nest quite shortly after you were born. | don’t think you can
remember.”

Her eyes went cold again, thistime not with anger but with hatred. “Oh, | don't think you want to know
what | remember,” she said, her voice shaking. She turned from him, her four fists clenched, her arms
iff. “I remember torture, you bastard! | remember being a pathetic little specimen, picked on and besat
up for what | was. Now | find out I'm really some kind of |aboratory experiment gone awry, and none of
that really happened. None of that shit | based who | was upon ever happened. | don’t exist. I'm
somebody else. Why didn’t you just tell medl of this? No, you had to make me hate mysdlf, instead!
How could you,” she turned towards him again, “how could you do that? Y ou made me think you were
the only one in the whole wide world who cared about me, and dl aong, you were the one who had hurt
me”

Hector sank to the floor and bowed his head over hisknees. She was absolutely right. That was what he
had done. That hisintentions had been otherwise, that he had reasons for making up her past made no
difference. In trying to save her he had betrayed her. He had burdened her with the memoriesof a
childhood that was not her own.

“You'reright,” hesad, finaly, out of the depths of hisinner darkness. “Y ou' re absolutely right.” He
looked at her, but made no other move. Just forced himself to look at her without flinching. She stared
back at him hollowly. She was morelost than he was, which felt impossible, but thereit was.

“Why didn’t you want meto know what | am?’ she asked. “Isit so horrible?’

“No! Oh, no, Hdlix. That'snot it a al. | thought | was protecting you. The project wasn't going well. |
knew it was only a matter of time before the project was canceled. In the eyes of someone like Graham,
it was a usdlesswaste of funds. He wouldn't even stop to consider that it was anew species of intelligent
beings which he was eradicating with the flick of his pen." Hector trembled, with anger, herealized. "l
didn't care that the project failed its objective. Asfar as| was concerned, it was a compl ete success. |
didn't want the beings I'd hel ped bring into the world to disappear without atrace, and with you, | knew |
had a chance at seeing them survive.

“I knew someday you'd haveto leave here, and | didn't want you to go back to the nest of your birth.
They drove you out, and | didn't think they'd let you in again. And if you tried to find out more about the
project, you'd be discovered. So | made you think you were human, and | taught you to fear people and
hide what you are so you could remain undetected for aslong as possible.”

Helix shook her head in confusion. She turned to the couch asif shewould sit down. Broken glasslay
scattered on the upholstery. She picked up one of the larger shards to toss it onto the pile debris that had
been histable. It diced her hand and she dropped it. “ Because of you my first memories were of hodtility.
Why did | haveto start out like that? Not knowing who | am, forced to find out by myself in aworld that
didn’'t welcome me.”

Anger flashed through him again, surprising and sudden. He stared up at her. “Don’'t we dl start out like
that? Where do you think | got the material for your memories? Do you think | could have made them
that vivid for you if | hadn’t experienced them mysdf?”

She stared a him, nonplussed, blood dripping unheeded from her lower |€ft fingertips. “Y ou were never
in an orphanage.”

“No,” hesad, standing. “Buit | did go to schoal, and | was different, and kids are like that.”



She sighed and shook her head, "But you could have told me the truth, and together, we could have
reached the same conclusions.”

"Maybe, maybe not. | couldn’t take the chance."

"No, you just had to decide for me,” sheretorted hotly. “Y ou had to manipulate me, make al my choices
for me. If you'd trested me like a human being, instead of just making methink | was one, maybe
wouldn't hate you now."

Helaughed bitterly and began making hisway around the wreckage to the dining dcove. "It'sredly not
important how you fed about me, Helix. What'simportant isthat you survive. Hate meif it helpsyou, but
don’t punish yoursdlf.” He pulled achair out from the dining table and looked back at her. “I madethe
mistake, not you. Takewhat help | can give you now, | beg of you.”

Shelooked at him with more sadness than anger. “What help can you possibly give me?’
He nodded at her bleeding hand. * For starters, | can bandage that.”

Amazingly enough, she st a the dining table and alowed him to wrap her hand with cdllo tape. She
knew dmogt everything now. Tofill the slence between them, Hector told her the only thing left that
might be of valueto her. “1 had alot of trouble with the project,” he said, gripping her hand more firmly
when he said ‘project’ lest shetry to pull it away. “1 was working off amultiprocessor brain. Tryingto
design abody with a sensory system and motor control reflex that it could use. Overlapsin the gene
splicing caused your double set of arms and your enlarged eyeteeth, but the real problem was the sensory
input. All multiprocessor brains have to do isthink. The creature | wastrying to create had to use dl the
physica faculties. | was beginning to think I’ d taken the wrong tack, starting with the brains.”

Helooked at her, staring hard into her eyesasif by the force of his gaze he could make her understand.
“And then one night Lilith cameto mein adream. | saw her, saw for thefirst time what she would look
like, and she looked into my eyes. She looked into my eyes, Helix, and | knew how to do it.”

She winced and he redlized he was squeezing her hand. He loosened his hold, and went on. “The next
day inthelab | stopped trying to build sensory systems onto the multi brain, and instead | just grew the
cerebral cortex larger, and | et the sensory nerves map onto it on their own. The senses of the body
created their own intelligence. Within weeks she was born.”

"Born?'

He shrugged, "Cdll it what you will. She came into the world through me, and through her, | learned how
to bring her here.”

Reluctantly he finished bandaging her hand. He wished time would stop. He wished he could keep her
here with him, but he’ d dready done that, and he' d aready lost her some time ago. “ And now you know
everything | know.” he said, releasing her hand. “And you should leave. Y ou're in danger here. Takethe
arplaneticket, Helix. Get away from here”

“| can't do that. | need avat, Hector.”
He sat back. Of course she did.

“Maybe | can remedy that,” said avoice from the living room. Hector turned to see Graham stepping out
of the halway, ayoung man with dark hair and sideburns close behind him. “ Good of you to leave the
door open, Martin,” said Graham as he raised his arm and squeezed the trigger of atrang gun.



The dart struck Helix in the shoulder and she crumpled to the floor. Hector was up and out of his chair.
“Get out of here Graham! Aren’t you in enough trouble aready? Do you want to add assault and
breaking and entering to the charges against you?’

Graham amiled a him. “ So you want to play lawyer, huh?Y ou should have stuck with that assault story
you peddled to Anna. Y ou don’t have the goods to pin attempted murder on me. | don’t know how you
pulled the security clearance to bring mein on nothing but your say o, but it isn’t going to happen again.
My lawyer can beat up your lawyer any day of the week.

“Begdes,” Graham glanced to where Helix lay unconscious on the floor. “Murder and assault are
offenses againgt human beings, and that’ s not what we' re dealing with here, isit?

“I"'m not through with you by afar sght, Martin. But first there' salittleloose end to tie up.” He nodded,
and the young man stooped to haul Helix up off the floor.

In desperation Hector ran at the man and pushed him, causing him to drop Helix. He stood over her
recumbent body, kneesflexed, hisarmstensed to do he didn’t know what. “Leave her done!”

The man laughed and pushed Hector back into the dining table.

“Asof right now, thisisn't your project anymore, Martin,” said Graham. “I’ m taking you off it.” He held
the tranq gun up again, pointing it a Hector thistime.

“Thisisn't about any project anymore, you ought to know that,” said Hector. * Just what do you think
you' re going to do with her, anyway?’

“I"'m going to take her back to the hive, where she belongs.”
“Youcan't! They'll kill her!”

“Or each other, preferably. There can only be one queen, right? With Hdlix and Lilith out of the way, the
otherswill be much easier to ded with, I'm sure.”

Graham'’ s cohort bent to pick up Helix again, and as Hector rushed him he heard the click of the trang
gun, and felt the sting of adart in his chest. His next step seemed to take hours as darkness closed in,
taking Helix and Graham and the other man away with the fading light.
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Chango paced back and forth from VVonda s home |ab in aback bedroom of the house to the living room
where Pele, April, Cora and Hyper sat waiting for her diagnosis. VVonda had banned her from the lab for
asking too many questions. All she could do was stand at the doorway watching VVondawork, and then
walk back into the living room, to bask in the collective anxiety of her peers, which drove her down the
hall again, to watch VVonda peer into dides and hold vias of different colored liquids up to thelight.

“Hey, comeon,” Hyper approached her on what must have been her twelfth or thirteenth circuit, laying a
hand on her arm to stop her restless movement. “ Come on in the kitchen, Pele s making sandwiches.”

They were putting away the bread and stacking plates in the snk when VVonda camein. She sat down at
the table and April handed her afresh cup of coffee. Chango stood rooted to the floor, waiting while
Vonda spooned sugar into her cup, stirred it, and drank. Finally she looked up, staring at Chango and
nodded. “Therewas blast in those tanks.”

April pounded her fists on the table. “ That fucking son of abitch! I'll kill him.”



“Wedon't know where heis,” Pele obsarved.

Hyper switched off the game show he' d been watching on holo and keyed up his com page. “I’m going
to cal Hector. Thismay help him against Graham.” He typed a hiswrist keypad, waited, shook his head
and typed some more. “No answer, | wonder if something’ s happened to him. Hewastrying to build a
crimind case againg Graham. This evidence could help him.”

“What are we going to do?’ asked Pele.
“WEe re going to find Benny, and besat the living crgp out of him!” said April.

“1 don't know what’ s happened to Hector Martin, but he needs these tanks. He can get them tested in
the GeneSyslabs. I’ Il carry more weight if two independent tests show there was blast inside them.”

Chango picked up the tanks. “Y ou guysfind Benny. I’ll go to GeneSys. If something’ s happened to
Hector, then Hdlix isprobably in trouble too. | haveto try to hep them, if | can.”

Chapter 19 — Speaking In Tongues

Of dl the old buildings Chango had been in, the Fisher was by far the most beautiful, and instead of being
aruin, itsfrescoes and pillarsand inlaid floors were dl lovingly preserved. She was glad she had reason
to come back here, she thought as she crossed the mezzanine to the elevators. Before, they’ d brought
her in to lock-up through the garage, and when she was released, she' d beenin too big ahurry to take it
alin.

Above her, the second and third floor bal conies were lined with brass grillwork. There were inscriptions
in gold lettering over the archways, and the whole place wasllit by great oblong chanddliers of
overlapping frosted panels, like pine cones made of glass.

It waslike acathedrd. A cathedrd to industry, she thought, noting the inset semi-circles high up on the
walls, just before the curve of the arched ceiling. They showed stylized pictures of animals, buildings,
beehives, and bore labels such as*“commerce” and “agriculture.” Here was one of the greatest
architectura treasures of Detroit, happily preserved by the gods to whom it was dedicated.

At this hour the ground floor was deserted, the shops shuttered. Her footsteps echoed as she walked the
length of the gallery. The sound made her fed very small and exposed. She quickened her pace.

Even the details have detail s, she thought, looking at the elevator doors - brass pandls etched with lotuses
and goldfish surrounded by an interlocking geometric border. How wonderful, she thought as she

pressed the elevator button, for something so carefully made to till exist. A brass chart on the wall above
traced the positions of the eevators with lighted numbers. Most of them were up above the tenth floor,
but there was one two floors below, and rising.

When the doors opened, Chango saw Benny standing insde. He was grimy and streaked with sweset. He
held awelding mask in one hand, ablow torch in the other. For amoment they both stood frozen, staring
at each other, and then, like the chiming of abell in adistant land, the elevator behind her pinged open.

Chango spun on her hed and doveingdeit, ralling to her knees and frantically punching the close door
button. From around the edge of the doorway she saw Benny drop his equipment and run after her. He
reached the elevator just in time to wedge his hands between the closing doors. His fingers protruded
through the crack like pink, searching tentacles, and Chango hammered at them with her fists but her
effortswerein vain. The eevator, sensing something stuck between its doors, opened them of itsown
accord and he stepped through, filling the small space with his presence.
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Before she ever opened her eyes, the smell of the air told Helix where she was, and filled her with panic,
longing, and rage. She sat up to find herself againgt ametd door in awide halway with acement floor
and glazed cinder block walls. It was empty and quiet except for the distant hum of the vats.

She got to her feet and tried the door. The handle turned, but the door wouldn't budge. She pounded at
the unforgiving metd but the booming of her gtriking fists brought her to ahat. She would not be heard
by anyone outside, and she did not want to be heard by anyoneinside.

Sheturned again and dumped against the door. She was whole existences away from that scene on the
playground, and nevertheless, here she was, where it redly happened. Theforce of the returning memory
held her motionless againgt the doorway, waiting for footsteps, for screams, for rending teeth and
clutching hands, but these imminent horrors did not materidize.

Taking along, deep breath she forced the terror back down her throat, swallowed it, and crept dong the
wall, towards the vats.

o0o

Chango lifted her eyesto Benny’ sface and what she saw there backed her right up against the wall of the
elevator. Ada stanks bumped againgt the paneling and she winced. They’ d probably marred the fine
grain wood. Benny approached her, reaching his big hands out towards her head. “What- what are you
doing? Chango gasped as one hand fell on her shoulder, pinning her to thewall. “What have you done
with Helix?’ shefairly shouted in his ear just before he grabbed the back of her head and yanked it
forward. Heleaned closer. All Chango could see was her knees, but she knew he was reading the initias
on thetanks.

“Wdl,” he said, pushing her up againgt thewall again, “1 guessyou'’ d better meet Mr. Graham.” He held
her with one hand splayed across her chest, and pivoted to punch the floor button. He had to turn his
head to find the right floor, and when he did Chango sank down, unbalancing his dready awkward
stance, and loosening hishold on her. She shrugged the tanks from her shouldersand in onefluid
movement born of panic swung them around into Benny’ s midsection. He doubled over at the blow, and
shelost her grip on the tanks. They skittered across the devator floor, bumping into the panelling on the
other side. The doors were closing. Chango ducked around Benny and grabbed for the tanks, but he
swung around, still bent at the waist, and pulled her legs out from under her. She turned her head as she
hit the ground, saw the doors sealing together, and felt the floor pressing further into her aching cheek as
the elevator rose.

o0o

The closer she got to the vat floor, the less the place looked, felt, and smelled like an ordinary vat house.
For onething, the air was steamy wet, its warm touch welcoming to her skin. She stripped off her tunic
and bodysuit, to fed it better. Once she was out of the hallway there were plants everywhere, hanging
from the bal cony ringing the room and standing in pots on disused instrument stands and casings. And the
light was different too. Somewhere they had found purple-hued grow lightsand ingtdled them in al the
fixtures

From above her, shielded and distorted by thetall curving walls of the two vats, she heard soft splashing
noises, and... snging? Or was that voice ingde her, awakening now to these sightsand smdlls, to the air
that was nearly water itself? She rested her hands on the meta |adder that climbed the sde of the vat and
looked up, gripped by ajoyous rage which overwhelmed her rationa fear. For among the redolent odors
of the waters was the smell of one whaose cal she would do anything, kill or die, to answer.
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Benny hauled Chango up off the floor by the scruff of her neck and pushed her into the eevator wall. He
had agun, and he poked it in her back. “Funny little Chango.” he whispered in her ear, “It'sbeen ared
riot, watching you sniff al around the truth these past five years, but now | guessyou findly found
something, huh? Where did you think you were going with these, anyway?’ The tanks scraped acrossthe
floor as he dragged them closer with hisfoot.

Chango hung in his grasp unable to answer, suddenly limp with the redlization that though hewas actingin
ways she would have thought impossible for him, thiswas Benny. It was gill Benny and al Benny; the
person she' d thought she' d known, and this.

In the scramble since she got out of jail she' d forgotten it. She' d accepted the comforting idea that this
Benny, the murderer spy, was someone new and distinct from her trusted friend. Now, pressed face first
againg thewadll, hisbreath in her ear, sheredized that it had been him, dl aong.

The eevator stopped. He kept the gun in her back as he reached down and dung the tanks over his
shoulders. Its muzzle bore into her vertebrae as the door opened and he pushed her out ahead of him.

With his other hand on her shoulder he guided her down the hdl, walking swiftly. Chango pretended to
trip, and rolled towards him, striking his shinswith her body. With the tanks on his back, Benny over
balanced and went down. Chango scrambled up and ran back towards the elevators. There was agun
shot, and abullet carved a deep furrow in the brass doors to her right. She swerved to the other side of
the hall and grappled open the door to the stairs. She took them up, her footsteps hastened by the crash
of the door as Benny threw it open. She turned the corner to the next flight of stairsjust ahead of his next
bullet. At thetop of thisflight was another door, with atrash can beside it. She sent the trash can down
the stairs, and dipped through the door.

Thishdlway was much like the one afloor below. Grey carpeting and beige plaint utilitarian in
comparison to the splendor of the ground floor. She scurried down the hall, trying doors. The fifth one
was unlocked, and she darted inside.

Clean cut men and women in sylk suitsturned to stare a her with wide eyes. They were Sitting at atable
above which glowed a holographic chart. She stood beside the door, panting.

“Can | help you? One of the men stood and took a step towards her. The door burst inward and Benny
came through, brandishing hisgun. Severd of the suits screamed. Chango fled her spot by thewall, and
Benny chased her around the table. One woman jumped out of her chair in amisguided effort to get out
of theway, effectively placing hersdf in Chango’ s path. Chango ducked under the table, squirming
among thelegs of chairsand people, findly bresking free to find Benny still entangled in the suitsaround
the table. She heard their shouts as she dashed for the door, and just as she reached it, ashot and a
scream. Shedidn’t look back. She was running again.

At the end of the hall was a narrow wooden door that read “maintenance only” in faded black stenciled
letters. Shetried the handle. It was locked, but there was a ventilation grating at the base of the door. A
small, old square of meta covered with severd layers of beige plaint. And one corner was loose. Chango
worked her fingers undernegth it and pried it from the door. The three remaining screws popped out. She
gathered them up and pushed the grating edgewise through the hole to hide it from her pursuer. If he ever
got free of the suits; she still heard noises from the office down the hall.

Her shoulders bardly fit through the square opening, and it took her precious seconds to wriggle her hips
through. Shewasin asmall grey stairwel| threaded with wires, pipes and ventilation shafts.



Helix stood on the diving platform and looked down into the vat where she lay floating in the waters, her
long dark hair streaming around her, dreaming, and opened her eyes. For amoment everything ceased.
Nothing existed except for those bright blue eyes that were her eyes, that face that was her face, and
then, with a scream, Hdlix legpt into the vat.

She plunged deep down into the emerald green spaces and rolled over, looking up at the surfacelikea
sky quickly clouding as her sisters scrambled into the waters, creating turbulence with their limbs. They
were svimming towards the queen. Severd of them spotted her and broke off from the wave, diving
below the surface to converge with her as she sought what they al sought, their mother, who wasturning
now and swimming to mest her.

Her ssters clamored between them, filling the waterswith their bodies, congealing into two knots, one
around her, the other around Lilith. Asthey surrounded and grappled her, Helix fdlt their panic. One of
them wrapped her arms around Helix’ s neck and hung on. Her face siwvam through Helix’ sfield of vison,
afacelike her own, but with more delicate features. Helix saw the terror in those blue eyes and felt, with
no need for words, her message, “If you kill each other wewill dl die”

It wastrue, but still Helix struggled and thrashed againgt the restraining arms al around her. Shedidn’t
want to hurt them, she just wanted to get past them, but as they tightened their holds on her she bit and
clawed to break free. A hand she had savaged let go of her upper right arm, and Helix reared back and
butted the creature directly before her with her forehead. Doggedly, Helix pulled hersdlf through the smal
wedgein theliving wall around her and reached out with stiffened fingers to poke the next available sister
inthethroat.

The closer Helix and Lilith managed to claw towards each other, the more the others pushed them
together in their frantic effortsto get back in between them. Soft, dark tendrils of her mother’ s hair drifted
past her face and Helix twined her fingersin it, pulling her closer. Lilith came readily enough, mouth wide
and hands outstretched. She grabbed Helix by the head and pulled her face to hers, laying open Helix's
cheek with the sweep of afang.

Hélix felt her blood that was not redlly blood flow into the waters, felt the watersflow into her. She
amogt relished being cut again, it would bring her that much closer to the depths. But thislanguage of
touch, which she could not help hearing though she felt it through violence, had not yet robbed her of all
sense of sdf-preservation. She ducked and angled under Lilith, grabbing her by her upper armpits as she
went. With her forearms Helix forced Lilith’ s lower arms against the shoulder joint, and they rolled
together in a stately somersault, ringed now by her ssterswho gave them room and waited, watching. In
asmadl corner of her mind, Helix redlized she had not breathed since she dived from the platform, but it
didn’t seem important, because everywhere el se, she wastalking to her mother.

“Thisiswrong,” said Lilith through Helix’ s skin. “ There can only be one of ushere. Y ou haveto be
somewhere elseto be you.”

“1 know,” Helix answered. “But | am here, and we will be ether one or none.”

Their struggle became adow match of strength as Lilith grasped at Helix' s upper wrists and their hands
clasped. They grappled with each other, each trying to push the other back through the waters and
eventudly out of the vat. But they were evenly matched, and each advantage gained by either one only
served to bind them tighter together. The cut in Helix’ s palm began to ache, and Lilith forced that hand
back againgt the wrist and scissored her lower armsin towards her body, freeing them from Helix’ s hold.
For amoment it was dl shifting limbs and reaching hands, and then Lilith grasped her by thewalst, and



with anudge of her knee between Helix’ slegs, sent her rotating like a spinner until her face was between
Lilith’slegs, her head gripped in her knees.

Armswrapped around abdomens, heads cradled in legs, their bodiesinterlocked like magnetsin
alignment. AsLilith spoke to her in her mother tongue, Helix lowered her face to her soft damp mat of
hair, sdty likethe seaand full of stories.
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Colin dept on aplastic sheet spread on the floor, dreaming of the sun on awarm afternoon, begating

down on his hat as he dozed on the porch and waited for the stranger to come. They were dl waiting.
Waiting with the rhythm of the sun that was a blade of grasswaving in the breeze and then the rhythm, the
sun and the dream were torn apart by ascream.

Colin sprang from the floor to find himsdf aone, the door standing open and mist roiling in from outside.
Swearing, he dammed the door shut and scrambled into his divesuit. His head was swvimming. Hefdt as
if he’ d been suddenly yanked from deep water, into the air, and he’ d forgotten how to breathe. He
shook his head, pulled the face mask on and clamped it tight. Slipping hislips around the mouthpiece he
gulped at the clean air for afew panicked moments, wondering how long the door had been open.

He hadn’'t had much to do in the last day and half except ponder what might be leaching through the
ventilation system into the room, and what his chances were of contracting vatsickness from the exposure
he had already received. Now hefigured he could stop wondering and pretty much plan to die of it;
maybe not right away, maybe not for years and years, but sooner or later, and for certain.

All the same he double checked the suit’ s sedl s before opening the door and going out onto the bal cony.
In the vat below the waters were aroil with the bodies of tetras. They were swarming so densdly thet he
couldn’t make out anything more than thrashing arms and legs. Behind him, through the door he'd
heedlesdy |eft open, he heard the transcaiver ringing.

He dashed back inside to answer it. It was Hector Martin. Hishair wasin disarray, asif he'd been
deeping and hadn’t had a chance to comb it. “ Slatermeyer? Isthat you?’

Colin checked the suit’ sradio and found that it was till on broadcagt. “Y es. Dr. Martin, something's
happening. Thetetra s, they're-”

“Graham put Helix in the vat room. Y ou have to keep her away from Lilith. They're both queens. They'll
fight each other until one or both of themiskilled.”

“Wadll, | think it’ stoo late for that. | was deeping. When | woke up the tetra guarding me was gone. She
left the door open. They're... swarming in the vat where Lilith deeps. If Helix got in here, asyou say, that
would explainit.”

“Satermeyer, you're dready suited. Y ou have to go in there and break them up.”

“Areyou crazy?| can’'t even see anything — they’refighting so closdly al | can make out isarmsand
legs. | don’'t stand a chance of getting through the tetras, let one separating Helix and Lilith. I'll get
killed. They'll rip my mask off, or pull open my sedls”

Hector shook hishead. “Y ou haveto try. Lilith and the others attacked Helix when she hatched, and
drove her out of thevat. They’Il kill her now. Or she'll kill Lilith. You haveto try to stopit. Please. If |
could get there, I'd do it, but Graham’ s lackey, Benny, welded the door shut. There'sno oneelse. You
have to do something.”



Colin shook his head reluctantly. He' d dready suffered who knew how much exposure to the growth
medium. If hethrew himself into that mob of fighting tetras, he'd surely get more.

“Please.” Hector stared at him, his eyes wide and desperate.

Colinsghed. “I'll try. But I'm not going to risk whatever’ sleft of my lifein afutile effort to separate them.
Y ou know how strong they are. But I'll getin, and I'll try to talk to the other tetras, try at least to get
them to back off. I’m sorry, Doctor, but they’ re your brainchildren, not mine.”

Hector dammed hisfist down on the coffee tablein front of him. Theimpact must have jarred the
transcelver recording hisimage. Hisface blurred, and then came back into focus, but sdeways. “ Go,” he
sad. “Do what you can.”
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Hector walked into the bathroom and splashed cold water on hisface. Straightening, he stared at his
image in the mirror. How, he asked himself, how had things gotten thisbad? At what point had he
crossed over from the sane and illustrious life of a corporate researcher to this— this mad nightmare
where he asked hisassstant to risk hislife for the good of a project that would never meet its stated
goals? He thought back over the decisions he had made, and redlized that it wasin the very beginning,
when he' d had the dream and decided to follow it. He had stopped being an employee of GeneSys right
then, had stopped caring, redly, if this project wasin their best interests, or his. Though he hadn’t known
it at thetime, he had offered himself up in serviceto Lilith and her kind, and since he' d taken that step,
there was never any time afterwards when he could have changed anything.

Ashegazed in the mirror, the ventilation grating on the wall behind him popped off, and awoman
crawled out. Hector turned to face her. She dusted off her jeans and straightened up, looking around her.
“Oh, sorry. | had noideawhat room I’'d end up in. In fact, | was afraid | had the wrong apartment.

Y ou're Hector Martin, aren’'t you?’

Mutely, he nodded.

She smiled and offered her hand. * Chango Chichelski. Boy am | glad you're home. | was supposed to
bring you my sister’ sair tanks. Vonda tested them and there’ d been blast inside. But Benny caught me,
and he got them. He-” she paused, struggling with the possibilities. “ He was coming upstairs. Hehad a
blowtorch.”

“They welded her ingde,” said Hector.
“What? Where?’

“In the vat room. Down in the sub-basement. There' san old biopoly lab with test vats. It wasin disuse
for yearsuntil | took it over for the project.” Hector glanced at the holein the wall above Chango's head.
“Wehaveto getinthere”

Chango followed hisgaze. “| got into amaintenance Sairway. Lots of placesto go from there. Big
conduit housings, access crawl waysfor plumbing. | took the ventilation system.”

“And you found your way here.”

“I had to pop out and check the circuit boxes. They label them by apartment. | couldn’t really be sure |
had it right, but | do have a pretty good sense of direction.”

Hector bit hislip. “ Do you think you could make it down there?’



Chango puffed out her cheeks. “Geez, that’ salong haul. It' d take awhile. | don’t know.”

“Maybe we should just go down there and unweld that door. I'm afraid they may be killing each other
right now.”

“They?'
“Helix and Lilith— her mother.”

“Oh, her mother...”

The transceiver at Hector’ swrist bleegped and he answered it. It was Slatermeyer. “What happened?’
“Wall, they’re not fighting anymore. They’re just sort of ... wrapped around each other.”

“What arethey doing?’

Satermeyer laughed, the sound distorted by his suit’ sradio into a harsh grate. He shrugged. “I know
what it lookslike.”

o000

There was her body, but she was someplace else. Her body was busy, it had no use of her mind, and her
mind swam amid black waters of nowhere, like a question gone unanswered, and then the answer came,
and shewasthere, here, her. Lilith and she, entwined in thought and body, asking and answering each
other the question of their being.

“They say it beganin agarden,” said Lilith, “but | know better. It began with adream.”

The brilliant blackness of the void faded around them, and they stood in agreen place with atreeand a
snakein thetree. Her ssterswere there, adorned with fig leaves. They stood with their armslinked ina
crisscross pattern, likearow of X’ swith legs.

“Before we existed we were adream dreaming oursaves into existence,” thought Lilith as one of the
sisters broke out of the line, lay down and closed her eyes. Soon another detached hersalf and danced
over the head of the deeper. “We crossed over into the world through the mind of Hector Martin.” The
deeper turned over and wakened, and the dancer rolled over her bowed back in a somersault and stood,
arms outstretched, at the head of the dreamer.

“Thisis how we happened, but | remember before the dream, before anything. | remember thevoid.”

The tree was made of cardboard, and Helix saw the void reach up with empty hands behind it, and the
blackness rushed in and toppled it and her ssterswere gone. All that remained was aring of x’s, spinning
around them.

“Thisiswherewe came from.” Hdix knew somehow.

“Everything comesfrom here,” either she or Lilith thought, she couldn’t keep track anymore. “From the
well of possibility, where nothing is known. Everything comesfrom here, everything returns here, but only
in the world do we know that we exist.”

“But what difference doesit make, if we only end up here again?’

“All the difference. All the difference in the world. We are a pattern, and the pattern continues. We return
to thevoid, but our pattern isforever in the weave of theworld.”



The void around them gradualy returned to being the waters of the vat, and Helix realized she could
open her eyes and lift her head. She and Lilith separated, and the sters flowed in to buffer them from
one another.

The consuming rage that had driven her into her mother’ sarmswas gone, and she allowed her Sstersto
guide her with numerous small hands, up onto the dive platform and down into the other vat.

They had been designed to replace the vatdivers, trading cheap labor for in-house davery. But it hadn't
worked out the way GeneSys wanted. Instead of docile biological machines, it had gotten the Lilim, and
now, they were hereto stay.

Chapter 20 — Daughters of the Void

Thefirst time she’ d lucked out and gotten into the output system. The ducts were clean, the air was fresh
and ready for breathing, and the only fellow travellers she had to contend with were some very passive
algae caulking the duct’ s seams, probably there to breathe extra oxygen into the mix. It was good air.

This, on the other hand, was not good air. She' d taken awrong turn back there somewhere and wound
up inthe exhaust system. This stuff had pretty much been breathed by everyone on the twenty-second
floor, and smelled like it. Plusthe wals of the duct were covered with afine grit of dust mites. They
crunched beneath her palms and got ground up under her fingernails as she crawled down the narrow
shaft.

Chango squirmed around a corner to find an opening in the duct, but it was only avent from another
gpartment. She crawled on until the duct ended in avertical shaft, and she took it down, trying to dow
her descent by bracing her arms and legs against the walls. Dust mites caked at her elbows and knees,
and soon she was diding in astreak of their crushed bodies. She passed severa floors before the duct
banked inward and halted her downward plunge.

Here the duct was joined by several others, and became considerably larger. She took the opportunity to
St upright and catch her breath. Looking around &t the duct walls, now faintly luminescent with some sort
of algae, she was glad for the dive-suit she wore. Hot and uncomfortable asit was, it was better than
picking up goddess knows what from this ventilation system and its attendant organisms. She probably
shouldn't even be breathing in here, but she didn’t have air tanks; couldn’t havefit through the ductsiif
she had.

She crawled on through the darkness, her way lit only by the phosphorescent glow of the dgae clinging
to thewadlls. If anything, the air was worse than ever. It was warmer now and humid, and she was preity
sure the oxygen level was dropping off. Her head swam, and there was afaint ringing in her ears. She
had to get out of here.

She took the next branch she could find, wending her way through severa switchbackslined with fine,
feathery, growths that squished between her fingersand left afaint trail of dimewherethey brushed
across her face.

She climbed over alip into alarger chamber. At first she thought there were flecks of dirt blowing
through here, but then she redlized they were swarming and nipping microscopically at her exposed flesh.
Dust mites, only these onesflew, and to them she was one motherfucking huge dust bunny; the chalenge
of their careers, their big opportunity to prove just what excdllent flying dust mites they were. Chango
suppressed a scream and squeezed her eyes shut as she dashed through the biting swarm, searching for a
way out.

Her hands plunged through something thick and gelatinous, to mite-free air on the other side. She lunged



through and found herself on the other side of a shimmering blue-green membrane which seded itself
back up behind her. Ahead of her was another one, only it was orange instead.

They werefilters, apparently. As Chango progressed through the prismatic dimefest, the air steadily
improved. And the wind picked up.

She dove through a deep purple membrane to find hersalf in ahowling indraft, surrounded by the hum of
turbines. She was pulled dong the duct at nearly twice her crawling speed and then the duct gave way to
alarger chamber whereit wasjoined by severa others.

Chango careened off thelip of the duct, plummeting towards one of four big turbine fansin the opposite
wall. A narrow crossbar spanned the fan’ sten foot diameter, and as she tumbled through empty air,
Chango reached for the metal struts, desperately hoping to grab on before she was diced by the blades.

Her left foot struck the center of the crossbar first, and she twisted forward, her hands spread wide,
managing to grab a strut with her right hand. For perilous seconds she tegtered there, flailing desperately
with her other hand to keep baance, her face inches from the whirring blades. The wind sucked at her,
and shewas glad of the divesuit hood that prevented her from being pulled in by her hair.

Finaly she grabbed hold of another strut and got her other foot braced againgt the cross bar. Slowly,
carefully, she crawled acrossthe vortex of the fan and pulled hersdf up over the lip of the vent opening.
She perched there on the casing for afew seconds, catching her breath and looking around. A narrow
walkway ran beneath the fans. Of course. They’ d need to get in here in case something big got jammed
inthe blades. Like her, for instance. To her right she spotted asmall door. Chango wedged hersdlf
between the fan casing and thewall, and gradually lowered hersalf down to thewakway. Clinging to the
iron rail she made her way around to the door. It opened with a crank handle, and she was outside,
findly, in the welcome, mundane dust of empty narrow walkways and the outsides of ducts and machine
casings.

Chango threaded her way dong the service hdl, wondering where she was. Somewhere deep in the
innards, she thought, and she imagined the weight of the building pressing in on her. Here and there,
sarvice lightsilluminated aknot of pipework or abundle of eectrical cables. The rest wasjust shadows
and the vague, humming sounds of hidden machinery.

She noticed that the eectrical lines were converging like tributaries into abundled cable that ran dong the
wall. Shefollowed it, and saw it grow asmorelinesjoined it. It was asthick as her leg by the time she
reached what could only be the main conduit for the whole building; amassive rope of cables surrounded
by acawak and bristling with bundles of dectrica lineslike the one she' d followed. Gaping, Chango
walked out onto the catwalk, and looked down, and up. Like the spine of some mighty giant, the cable
ranfor asfar as she could seein ether direction, fed by amillion lines connected to millions more
multi-processor brains of al szesin offices, light switches, and thermostats dl over the building. She
reached her hand over the edge of the catwalk, and she could have sworn she felt them thinking.
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Hélix lolled againgt the Side of the vat, her limbs buoyed by the waters. Three ssters, Jacinth, Nicar, and
Coleanus, siwam up to her and wrapped their arms around her, cuddling close. “ GeneSysis our enemy. It
iswhat put you in here, not Graham. Even though hethinksit was hisidea, hedid it for GeneSys,” their
touch said. It was from Lilith. For the past hour or so, these three had been swimming back and forth
between Helix and Lilith, bearing messagesin their skin.

Helix didn’t have to say anything, but shefdt... frustration, rage at Graham and Benny, hopelessness at
ever finding her own vat. And something else. A familiarity with what she was doing; not how shewas



talking, but with whom.

Her ssters swvam away, and for alittle while there was only the vague speaking of the waters lapping
againgt her skin. A touch she had not recognized as speech before, because dl it redlly did wastdl her
who she was, and where.

“You can't say here. Y ou haveto have your own life, your own nest,” came Lilith’'sanswer.

Night Hag, thought Helix, you were Night Hag, weren’t you? And she didn’t have to wait for her
mother’ sreturning touch to know. Lilith had contacted her through the holoweb, had encouraged her to
leave Hector and become avat diver. She had, in fact, started it dl, so that Helix might find her own vat.
And it suddenly occurred to her that perhaps she had tried to keep Helix in her job, after the divesuit
incident.

Jacinth curled her arms around Helix and nuzzled her neck. “Yes. It wasridiculous. Why should you have
to wear one of those foolish suits?’

But how had she doneit?

“The brains are our cousins, and they like us better than the people who think they control them. When |
touch them, they do what | ask.”

Gently Helix didodged her sstersfrom her body and dove down to the bottom of thevat. An agule
floated by and she absently plucked it and bit into its pul py softness. She would like to stay here forever,
but thiswasn't her nest. It was Lilith's. They had reached some temporary accord, but she could not fool
hersdf into thinking it was a permanent arrangement. She was a queen. She needed her own nest.

Through the green waters Helix saw severd of her ssters swvimming nonchaantly about four meters
away. They were making sure she did not attempt to get into Lilith’ svat again. To reassure them Helix
coasted along the wall, circling back before she was halfway to the diving platform that separated the two
vds.

Of courseit was the touch. Through her touch Lilith communicated more information to the brains more
efficiently than any human being with akeypad ever could. She spoke their language.

When she resurfaced, Helix was greeted by Orixeme, who gpparently came not with amessage but out
of sheer curiogity. She gripped Helix and ran her nose and mouth across her skin, snuffling intently. As
Hédlix relaxed, she loosened her grip and ran one hand across her belly. Her touch sent abalt of
recognition through Helix’ sbody. “Eggs,” Orixeme whispered needlessy, and swvam away.

Helix looked up, and saw someone in adivesuit and face mask come out of one of the offices and stand
at the edge of the balcony. As she stared, he raised ahand and waved at her. None of the other Lilim
seemed to pay him much mind. It couldn’t be Nathan Graham or Benny. “Dr. Martin is asking to spesk
with you,” he said through his suit’ sradio.

Reluctantly, Helix drew herself out of the waters and padded around the bal cony, flanked by abevy of
concerned Lilim who formed themsalvesinto a barricade when she rounded the curve towards Lilith's
vat. “It' sokay,” she sad, putting ahand on Magdar’ s shoulder to drive her message home. “I’m going
into the office.”

They trailed her curioudy as she gpproached the suited figure. “I’'m Colin Satermeyer,” he said, “One of
Dr. Martin's assstants.”

Helix wrinkled her brow. “How did you get in here? The door doesn’t open.”



“| was here dready.”

The Lilim stayed behind as she entered the office. Insgde the air was horribly dry. Already she yearned to
return to the waters, and Helix wondered what she would do when she had to leave here and face the
waterlessworld again.

Hector’ sface floated above the transceiver. “Helix,” he said as she came into camerarange. “Areyou dl
right?IsLilith- Did you-”

“She' sfine, we' re both fine. But | can't stay here. Thisis her nest, | need one of my own.”

“Graham probably thinks you' re both dead. It’ s better if welet him.” Hector’ s brow wrinkled in worry.
“Chango was here though. She’ s on her way down to you, now. She can get you and Slatermeyer out.”

Hélix bit back her impatience. “Out. Out but then what? Hector | need- | can't go back toliving asa
human. Lilith and | have been talking. She says GeneSysisour enemy. She sayswe haveto defedt it if
we're to continue as aspecies.” Helix’'s ssomach cramped with urgency. “Y ou invented the brains. Lilith
cdlsthem cousins. She saysthey’ll help us”

Hector shook hishead. “Y ou can't just overthrow awhole company, Helix. Lilith doesn’'t understand,
but you' ve lived among humans. GeneSys is made up of thousands of people. You can't just take it
over.”

“| don’'t see any other way.”

“Let metalk to Anna. She' sthe CEO. I'll just lay my cards on the table. She' s a pretty decent person.
Maybe | can convince her to keep the project going, for its own sake.”

“No. We aren't your project anymore, Hector. It' stime for usto bein the world. Tell me more about the
brains. They'redl over the building, right?’

“Y -yeah. They’'rein the processors the employees use for spreadsheets and andysis, and there are
gmadler onesin thelighting and environmenta systems, and in the security cameras. Everything' s hooked
up to abig brainin the attic that kegpstabs on al the systems. But-"

His objection was cut off by Slatermeyer, who had |eft, and now returned with someone else. A small
and extremely grimy figure in adivesuit and face mask.

“Chango?’ said Helix.

Thefigure reached up and took off the face mask. “I madeit.” said Chango. “ Christ, what ahaul. Isthere
anyplace around here | can take abath?’ Sheran agloved finger over her suit and came up with aglob
of dimeand dust. “No tdlling what this stuff is.” Pointing at the door, she said, “ Those women out there
— they look likeyou.”

Hélix reached towards Chango to take her face in her hands and kiss her, but she stopped herself. The
growth medium till drying on her naked skin would be more dangerous to Chango than anything she'd
encountered on her way down here. She dropped her hands to her sides. “I’'m glad to see you.”

“Y eah, same here. It was touch and go for awhile there, but then | found the main eectrica conduit for
the building. Near as| can tdll, the thing runs straight up to the top of the tower.”

“Tothebran,” Hdix sad, looking over her shoulder a Hector’ s hologram.



“That would be correct,” he said, his voice thick with reluctance.
She looked back at Chango. “We have to go back up.”

Chango’ seyes bulged wide. “What?’
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Satermeyer ventured back out onto the balcony. Below him wasthe vat currently occupied by Lilith.
Even from here he could see the pulpy blue polymer lining thewalls and floor of thevat. It wasarich
crop. Hismind strayed to the research he’ d been doing on the poly before his abduction. Its conductivity
ratios and propengty for self-propagation pointed to something, some highly specific gpplication that had
continued to e ude his grasp.

Helooked up a the mounting where the transceiver had been, and then down again into the growth
medium, where he could just barely make out a darker lump on the bottom of the vat.

He walked around the bal cony to the dive platform and stopped, expecting to see the tetras converging
to herd him back into the office, but they didn’t seem to care anymore. Lilith and severa of her brood
swam around on their backsin the vat below, apparently unconcerned about his approach. Colin sat
down on the dive platform, checked the sedls on his suit, and carefully lowered himsdlf into the vat. He
dove down, skimming aong the bottom towards the lump. It was the transceiver, dright, till attached to
itsarmature, but it was beyond any hope of repair, coated asit was with blue polymer. Just the same, he
took it with him.

In the lab Hector was till on the holo, and he and Helix and Chango were arguing.

“I dmogt got killed in the ventilation system, and now you want meto climb al the way back up again?’
said Chango, her handsintheair.

“1f Graham catches on, he won't hesitate to kill the other tetras,” noted Hector.
Helix shook her head. “He can't get in, he welded the door shut.”

Colin ignored them and took the transceiver over to asmall area of counter space. He set it down and
began methodically pedling the blue poly from its surface.

The cameraitself was remarkably well preserved, but it wasn't until he got the casing off that he
discovered thereal impact of the blue poly on the instrument. It had apparently leached into the
transceiver’ s inner works through the periphera port. The poly coated the chips and wires.

Satermeyer took the camerato amagnifying stand and tried to ped off the poly with atweezers, but he
only succeeded in pulling awire loose. He upped the magnification, and examined the severed wire. It
was solid blue poly, dl the way through itstiny diameter. He d been wrong, the poly wasn't coating the
circuitry at dl, not any more. It wasthe circuitry. Like aseachange, or a petrification, the blue poly had
replaced the camera selectrica components, while maintaining their structure.

He pressed the ends of the severed wire back together and watched the seam disappear as the poly
knitted itsdlf together again. With trembling hands he replaced the transceiver’ s casing and switched it on.
The current episode of We Are the World legpt into the air before him in perfect holographic detail.
Natasha was taking the witness stand, to testify in her own defense.

Chango and Helix turned and stared. “1 can't believe you' re watching soaps a atimelikethis,” sad
Chango.



“She' stedtifying?’ said Helix, “No! | never would have let her do that. Damn.”
“What's going on?’ Hector asked.

“What'sgoing on,” said Satermeyer, “istha we ve been stting on the biggest technologica innovation
sncethe brains, and we never even knew it. The poly-" Satermeyer bundled the scraps from the casing
into his gloved hands and rolled them into aball. He approached the transceiver carrying Hector’ simage,
and hdd it up. “The blue poly, it- Do you redize what it would mean, if we could completely integrate the
circuitry in every system, and eliminate the need for an interface between the brains and the dectrical
network? Processing speeds would hit the roof.”

“Wll, abiological network has been discussed, Satermeyer.” Hector shrugged. “But we rejected it
because of the cost of uprooting the infrastructure.”

“That'sjust it.” Slatermeyer bounced the ball of blue poly on the ground for emphasis. “Wedon't haveto
uproot anything. We don’t have to do anything at all.”

“What are you talking about?’ said Helix.
Satermeyer faced her. “Y our friend can get us out of here, can’t she?’

“Well yeah. She' sgoing to take me up to the top of the tower, where the main control system for the
brain network islocated.”

Chango sighed. “1 never could talk you out of adamn thing.”

Saermeyer squeezed the blue poly between hishands. “Fine. I’ m going with you. Part way, anyway.”
Heturned to face Hector again. “We'll talk about thisin person.”
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“How did it go?" Graham asked Benny as soon as he stepped into the office.

Benny dumped Ada s tanks next to the desk and helped himself to a hearty portion of Graham’sliquor.
“Oh, | got Helix intheredright,” he said, sinking into achair. “ Soldered the door shut like you said, no
problem.”

“Good. No one' sgetting in or out of there now.”
“Wall, | wouldn't be so sure of that.”

“What now? Graham |leaned across the desk towards him. He looked haggard, thought Benny. He
probably wasn't used to such late nights.

“I ran into an old chum on the way back. Chango Chichelski. She had these with her.” He hefted the
tanks up to show Graham. “They’re Ada's. She must have been to my agpartment.”

“Y ou |eft them there?’

“Sure. | wasn't planning on sticking around town. That was your idea, remember?’
“What happened?’

“| was bringing her back here, but she got away.”



“Shegot away.”

“Y egh. Therewas ascufflein this office sheran into. There were peoplein there, till working, at this
hour. | shot somebody, but it wasn't her. By thetime | got out of there, she' d dipped away, but | have
an ideawhere shewent.”

Graham gritted histeeth. “Can you share it with the rest of the class?’

“A grating was missing from the door to the maintenance stairway. It wastoo small for me but | kicked
the door open. Two floors up an access panel had been removed from a ventilation duct.”

“She crawled ingde?’

“Yeah. You don't know Chango. She can get in and out of places no one el se would even dream of
going. She could be anywhere, now.”

“Does she know what happened to Helix?’

“No, but my guessis she was on her way to see Hector Martin when | found her. If she succeedsin
finding him, hecantdl her.”

“Chrigt. And you shot someone. Who?’
“I don’t know, some suit.”

“Lovely. Would sheredly try to get into the vat room through the ventilation sysem? More importantly,
could she?’

“If anyone could, it would be her.”
Graham stood up and got himsdlf adrink. “What would my mother say?’ he muttered softly.

“Don’t you think, what with me shooting someone, with witnesses and everything, that it'stime| should
beleaving?’

“We haveto stop her.”

“Why? She has no evidence anymore.” He gestured to the tanks. “ And so what if she does get into the
vat room. They’ll be dead by then right?’

“Thetwo queens, yes. There are others, but | don’t think they can do much without their — uh —

“Then what are you worrying about? Just notify security and they can catch her when she comes out.”

“Itisn’'t good. Too many loose ends. She may already be in contact with Martin. Together the two of
them, tanks or no tanks, can make considerable trouble for us.”

“For you. I'll belong gone.”
“Not without money for aplaneticket.”

“Oh comeon. You'vegot to let me go. I’'m not going crawling around in any ventilation ducts, I'll tell you
that right now. If you're so hot on theidea, you doit.”

“Youwon't haveto. I'll call up aschemaof the building' s systems. Then dl we haveto do isfigure out



where she has to go to get down there, and intercept her.”

Benny hissed through histeeth. “It’' s not going to be that easy, and you know it. Y ou'rejust trying to
snow me. Maybe | can’t get out of town without your money, but you need me too. Besides, Martin's
your redl problem. Aslong ashe' saround, you'll never squesk out of this.”

“You'reright, of course. | had planned on a scandd for him, but that' |l take too long. We need to act

“Well, we ve dready had one instance of a gunman breaking in and shooting someone, why not makeit a
spree?’

“Areyou actudly suggesting that you just bregk into his gpartment and kill him?’
“Why not? Provided | have my planeticket first, of course.”

Graham stared at him for avery long time. “ That might actudly work,” he said.
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It took Graham severad hoursto work up aschemaof the building' s systems. Now it hung inthe air over
his desk, aglittering thing of linesand datapoints. “Y ou'll take the maintenance stairway down to
Hector’ sfloor, and get into the ventilation duct here€’ he said to Benny, pointing at an enlarged section of
the diagram detailing the ventilation system around Hector’ s gpartment. “ Once you' re ingde, go straight
past six sde vents, and take the seventh onein. When it branches, go l€ft. It' [l take you right to Hector’s
bathroom.”

Benny eyed the schemaskeptically. “How am | going to get out of there? Security’ s probably looking for
me dready.”

“Don’'t worry. I’ ve got your escape route all mapped out. After you' vekilled him, call me, and Il tell
you whereto go.”

Benny laughed. * Sure you will. Why don’t you just tell me now?’

“Look, you've got your planeticket. If you have away out of here too, why not just useit right away?
That'swhat I'd do, if | were you. The escape route is my insurance that you do what you say you'll do.”

“Yeah?How do | know you' re not going to screw me again?’

“Oh please. I'm taking a huge risk keeping you around now. Believe me, the sooner you' re safely out of
the country, the better off I'll be.”

Benny thought about it amoment and nodded. “I guessthat’ strue, becauseif | get caught, you can
beieveI’ll betdling them everything.”

“Fine. We understand each other very well then.”
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Satermeyer struggled to keep up with Chango and Helix asthey wound their way through the innards of
the GeneSys Building. With Helix’ sarms, and Chango’ s dexterity, he didn’t stand achance.
“Satermeyer, are you with us?’ Chango called from a utility ladder up above. They were in the conduit
now, ropy masses of cable rose up through the shaft besde him. “1 haveto rest,” he caled up. “Can’'t we
stop for asecond?’



He heard her say something to Helix, and then, “Okay, for afew minutes. Y ou climb up to us”

They sat inasmall utility closet on stacks of spare cable. “Where are we?’ he asked, wiping his
forehead.

“Oh, you're almost through,” said Chango. “1t’ sonly five floors up to Hector’ sfrom here.”
“How canyoutdl?’

Chango nodded at the junction box on the wall above her head. In black marker it was [abeled WW22.
“West wing floor twenty-two,” Chango trandated. “Hector’ s on the twenty-fifth.”

“WE re not stopping there,” said Hdlix, resting three arms on her knees and pointing up with the fourth.
“We'regoing dl the way to thetop.”

“Wadl, we Il have to show him to Hector’ s gpartment. He can't find it on hisown,” said Chango.

Helix agreed reluctantly, rubbing afang over her lower lip in chagrin. Satermeyer fished the bal of blue
poly from his divesuit pouch and rolled it between his gloved fingers.

“Y ou were saying something about that stuff earlier,” said Helix. “What doesit do again?’

Because it would prolong their rest break, Slatermeyer did his best to explain the properties of the blue
poly as he understood them. “ The camerawas still working, so the stuff must be transmitting the electrical
sgnds, or converting them into something analogous. If I’ m right, there would no longer be any need for
an interface between the brains and the e ectrical systemsthat they run. It'sahuge breakthrough in
efficiency and speed of processing.”

Hedlix nodded her head at the ball inishands. “Can | seeit?’

He handed it to her. Sheturned it around in her hand, sniffed it, licked it, and then looked at him. “Can |
use some of this?’

Saermeyer frowned. “What are you going to do, eat it?’

With apained expression, Helix shook her head. “If this stuff does what you say it does... Then | think
we need to useit.”

“What do you mean, ‘useit’?’
“I meantry it out. We ve got plenty of eectrica cable around here. Let’s seed some of it with this Stuff.”
“Y ou better be careful, some of these cablesare carrying alot of juice,” said Chango.

“What are you talking about?” Satermeyer stood up. “This stuff hasn't been tested yet. I' m just making
educated guesses here. There’ s no way to be sure exactly what it does without testing it first.”

Hélix shrugged, and stood up hersdlf. She opened the door to the junction box above Chango, and
looked back at Slatermeyer over her shoulder. “Here' sthefirst test.”

Hetried to grab her arm, to stop her, but she had other arms to shove him away as she dammed the blue
poly into the junction box. The wiresinside were spliced together, their raw ends twisted around each
other and held fast with plastic caps. It wouldn't take the blue poly long to get past those. Soon it would
be leaching into the wires themsdves, and it would spread.



Clenching hisjaw, Slatermeyer tried to push past her, to pull the blue poly off the wires beforeit wastoo
late, but she dammed the door to the box shut and repelled him again. He stumbled back againgt a pile of
cabling.

“Excuseme,” said Chango, standing up. “1 think I'll Sit over here.”
“Don’'t bother,” said Hdlix. “It' stimeto go.”

“But- “ Satermeyer pulled absently at hishair. “You can't just- At least let me take somefor
experiments.”

Helix snorted. “Don’t you have somein thelab?’
“Oh, well, yes...”

“Thenusethat. Let'sgo.”
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Hector paced the carpeting, doggedly pressing redid on histransceiver. No one was answering. Helix
and Chango must have |eft dready, presumably Satermeyer aswel. Any one of them might have picked
up the transceiver, but now only Lilith and her brood were down there, and he knew what he could
expect from them.

He gave up the transceiver in frustration and went to the kitchen cupboard for the bottle. He was pouring
scotch into awater glass when he heard anoise from the bathroom. He moved into the halway intimeto
see Satermeyer in adivesuit, sepping out of the john.

“| seeyou madeit,” he said, and returned to the kitchen for another glass.

“Do you have anything | can wear?’ asked Satermeyer, pedling the divesuit from hisbody where he
stood. “I can't stay in thisthing one moment longer. How can they stand it? All your swest istrapped
ingdewith you. It' slike being marinated.”

Hector st the glass on the counter. “I’ll get you something,” he said and went to fetch arobe.

“So where are Helix and Chango? Are they going through with that business about the brain?’ asked
Hector, handing Satermeyer a generous glass of whiskey.

“Tsss” Satermeyer hissed, leaning back on the couch. “More than that. They took the blue poly I'd
collected. They’ ve dready introduced it to the building’ seectrical system.” Heraised his glass up.
“Cheers.” And drank deeply. “Aaugh, that feels good. Y ou don't know what it’s been like. | know I’ ve
been exposed to the growth medium. How could | not be? It wasin the air in that place. Hey, | should
take ashower, right away.” Satermeyer jumped up, nearly spilling hiswhiskey, and headed for the
bathroom.

“What you were saying about the blue poly before,” said Hector, trailing behind him, “it didn’t make
much sense”

“The stuff bonds with dectrical circuitry — becomesit actudly,” said Slatermeyer, twisting the knobs of
the shower. The rushing water nearly drowning him out. “1t must be the bonding and propagetion
qudities. The cameraworked just likeit should, but dl of itswiring had been replaced by the blue poly,”
shouted Slatermeyer over the hissing spray.



Hector leaned againgt the frame of the doorway, his mind reding. “How does it handle the current?
Electrica signasin biologica systems are minuscule compared to those in dectronics.”

“I" ve been wondering about that too,” Satermeyer yelled. “It takesless energy to transmit asgnd
through the poly. I'm thinking it may use the excessto drive cell divison. But we' redl going to find out
first hand what this stuff can do, any minute now. Those women, the tetraand the other one, they put it in
ajunction box. No telling how fast it might spread.”

Shaking his head in awe and horror, Hector walked back into the living room and took another drink of
whiskey. The multi-processor brains were organic computers trgpped in an eectrica and fiber optic
network. They required neurotrandators to process input from those lines. If Satermeyer was right about
the blue poly and its ability to transmute electrica linesinto dectrolytic lines, without loss of function, then
there would be no longer be any interface between the signd and the mind that perceived it.

He suppressed a shudder of shocked delight at the prospect and set his glass back down on the table.
Heturned on histransceiver and examined his own multiprocessor’ s systems, caling up graphs and status
codesfor the brain’ s eectrolytic transmissions and its neurochemica composition.

It wasn't the kind of thing most people accessed, but it was there. Glutamic acid and histamine levels
were stable. Norepinephrine production was down, which was to be expected, he hadn’t used the
multi-processor much today. All in dl, everything looked normal.

Using the access Lilith had given him, he called up systems monitoring for the building, and requested a
biochemica schema of the whole network.

He stared at the brightly colored webwork, intricatein its structure and varied in the patterns of its
chemistry. The network echoed the shape of the GeneSys Building itself, and in the region just below and
to the west of where he stood, bright orange serotonin levels blazed like solar flares.

There was a shot from the bathroom. Hector stood stock still, staring at the display, the gunshot echoing
inhisears. He nearly caled out to Slatermeyer, and then he turned for the door and ran.

Chapter 21 — Antsand Cousins

Asthetower rose, it got narrower, and the crawl spaces and access ways became fewer and ever more
cramped. At last Chango and Helix wereforced into an elevator shaft. They were at the thirtieth floor,
the top of the gold top castle.

There was no more up to go, the shaft ended just above the elevator doors. Chango crawled up on the
lip of the floor, resting her back against the doors.

“There used to be an exclusive men’sdining room up here, the Recess Club,” said Chango. “My mother
told astory about a party her mother attended there asachild. A fabulous New Y ear’ s buffet with a
champaign fountain in the center and lobster tails arrayed al around. Everything was glittering and
opulent, likeajewd.”

Helix was|ooking hopelesdy around the eevator shaft. “We' reclose,” she said.

“It was here, on thetop floor. Let’ sgo take alook at it,” said Chango, twisting around to pry open the
elevator doors.

The elevator lobby was disappointing. Dark red carpeting, faded with age and dust, covered the floor
and the rich oak trim was cheapened by the dusky rose paint job. But at the far end was amassive pair
of carved oak doors, their panels chased with curving leaves and acorns.



Chango, her grandmother’ s memory sparkling in her mind, stepped up to them and took the doorknobs
in her hands. But when she tried to turn them they wouldn’t budge. She gave the doors an experimental
shove, but they were asresstant asiron. She could batter herself against them until she knocked herself
out. They were stronger than she was, and they were locked.

“Chango, come on,” Helix said. She turned to see her standing in the doorway to amaintenance
Sairway. “It'sopen.”

Chango followed Helix up the stairway, which was narrow and painted industrial grey. Above thethirtieth
floor it wasn't painted at dl, just unfinished cinderblock ending at aforbidding meta door. Helix opened
it and the stepped onto a narrow landing around awire-grid cage. Behind the cage was an enormous
column of cables, al twisting around one another like bloodvessals around a heart. An open rung
staircase led up around the cage to adoor of the same materia, sanding open ininvitation.

Beyond it was another set of stairs, these ones wood and obvioudy ancient. They came right up through
the floor of the room above. Chango had got ahead of Helix somehow, and she stood halfway up the
dtaircase, her eyesleved with the floor. There was someone up here. Above the hum of the meta flanked
exhaug fansthat hulked along the wals she heard an arrhythmic clicking that could only be produced by
ahuman being fiddling around with something. It was not a noise amachine would make.

She scanned thefloor for feet, but al she found were the meta brackets which supported the exhaust
fansan inch abovethefloor.

As she emerged through the hole in the floor she had an acute and exquisite sense of being someplace
she was not supposed to be. Her skin tingled al over, making her hyper-aware of the air touching her, of
her pogition in space. Thiswas abigger thrill than even seeing the Recess Club would have been.

She kept congtant watch for the clicker, but her view was blocked by the column of cables rising through
the floor. The clicking sounds came from behind the cable. Chango circled around it dowly, careful to lay
her feet down in silence. A folding chair stood empty, asoda can abandoned on the floor besideit.
Chango froze, expecting someone to come and sit back down at any moment, but nobody did, and the
clacking went on.

“Do you hear that noise?’ said Helix beside her, making her jump. Helix pointed up to where the column
terminated in alarge metd ring set into the celling. “It’ sthe neurotrandator.”

A complicated series of meta rods ran from one edge of the ring down aong the cable to a series of
brackets on thefloor. The rods were moving, diding into different positionsin the brackets and clicking
againg them asthey did so.

“Hector told me about it. How without it the brains are useless because they can't be hooked up directly
to eectrica systems. Soon | guessit’ll be obsolete.”

“What aretherodsfor?’
Helix shrugged. “How should | know?’

On the other side of the cable, near the stairs, ameta ladder ran up through ahole in the ceiling, straight
to the canted roof of the tower. She and Helix climbed it to the uppermost floor of the tower. Thisroom
was even smaller than the one below. A gtrip of floor just three feet wide ran between the bulging ducts
from the exhaust fans below and the tranducent walls of the round tank which housed the brain.

Light from windows set in dormersin the danting meta roof reflected off the tank, bathing the dirty grey



wallswith lambent radiance. The reflections undulated with the movement of the growth medium. It was
the brain that caused the ripples on the surface of the tank. It was much larger than an ordinary
multi-processor brain. It was nearly asbig as shewas, and it bobbed gently in the fluid, tethered by its
brainstem which trailed to the bottom of the tank and into the neurotrandator below.
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Benny pulled back the shower curtain. The man stared back at him with surprised and sightless eyes.
He' d gotten him in the side of the head. A lucky shot, or maybe not. He' d seen Martin before, when he
came with Graham to get Helix. Thiswasn't Martin.

“Shit,” Benny swore softly. If Graham found out he' d shot the wrong guy, he' d never let him go. Fuck
Graham anyway, he thought. He' d been double dedling him from the start, he didn’t have to know about
this.

Benny stood away from the shower and dided Graham’ s number. “Well?’ said Graham, leaning over his
desk.

“I got him. Now get me out of here,” Benny told him.
“Martin’sdead?’
“Yeah.” Benny hoisted his handgun into view for added effect.

“Good.” Graham nodded. “ Go back to the ventilation shaft you camein by. Take it in towards the center
of the building. It' [l open up into alarge air shaft running down the length of the building. Takeit downto
thefifth floor. From there you can get out through a side duct and into a maintenance sairway. Be
careful. You'll be coming out on the third floor balcony, and there |l be people around. Keep your head
down and walk, don’t run, to the exit doors. Y ou got it?’

“Yeeh, I'vegot it.”
“Good luck then, and bon voyage.” said Graham.

Benny followed Graham'’ sdirections and found the air shaft without difficulty. He climbed down ametal
ladder bolted to the side of the shaft. There was asteady breeze blowing down the shaft, tugging at his
deeves. Around the eighth floor, the shaft ended abruptly. Graham hadn’t said anything about this.
Somewhere nearby a machine was humming steadily. Benny looked around. The only way out from here
was through awire mesh gate in one side of the shaft. It was padlocked shuit.

Benny stood to one side and shot the lock, the bullet ricochetting off the Sdes of the shaft. He pulled the
grate open and crawled insde. If anything the wind was stronger here. He turned a corner and suddenly
found himsdlf being sucked head first down the duct. Up ahead he saw the whirring of huge fan blades.

Benny pressed hisarms and legs againgt the walls of the duct, trying to stop himself. He just managed to
skid to ahdlt at the lip of the duct, where he teetered precarioudy for long moments while attempting to
push himsdlf back from the edge. The sound from the turbines was deafening. The duct walls vibrated
with it, threatening to numb his hands and feet and send him plunging into the blades. Sowly, heinched
hisway back up the duct, eventualy turning so his shoulders and feet pressed againgt the walls. He got
out at thefirst access pand he could find, and stood in anarrow crawlspace between some plumbing and
an optical fiber conduit, catching his breath and waiting for his heart rate to return to normd.

He couldn’t understand what went wrong. He' d followed Graham’ sdirections, and they weren't
complicated. Of course, heredized, that was the problem. He d followed Graham' s directions. Graham



had meant for him to wind up there, he had no intention of ever letting Benny go. If hewas going to get
out of here, it was going to be on hisown.

He quickly becamelost in the building’ stangle of crawl spaces, accessways an ar ducts. Eventudly he
found himsdlf in an eevator shaft. Looking down he saw the top of an eevator risng towardshim. He
didn't have timeto get out of the way, so he jumped on top of it and rode it up severa floors until it
stopped and he could crawl off again. He found asmall niche for himsdlf beside ajunction box. Thiswas
hopeless. He might aswell just try to get to a stairway and hope the building’ s security cameras would
pass him over. He was ready to pry open the doorsto the elevator shaft and take his chances when he
heard the voices up above. “ There used to be an exclusive men’ s dining room up here, the Recess Club.
My mother told astory-"

He knew that voice. It was Chango. She was up there. God knows why; screwing around again with
stuff that was none of her business. Sudden rage blinded him. She was always harping on Ada s deeth,
trying to find out “what really happened.” He'd put up with it all these years, and dl these years, she'd
never let him forget, not even once, that he wasto blame. Well, now shewasto blame. If she hadn’t
brought Helix to Vattown none of thiswould have happened, and he wouldn't even be here now.
Graham had betrayed him, and he’' d never find hisway out by crawling between the wallsthe way
Chango did. If he was going to risk the maintenance stairs, he could do that any time, right now hehad a
chance to take care of that meddling sport once and for all.
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Hector Martin ran down the corridor, punched the elevator button savagely and then changed hismind.
He couldn’'t wait for an elevator. He dashed to the stairway, glancing back the way he'd come. The
corridor was still empty, but whoever had shot Slatermeyer had probably meant to get him instead. Once
they discovered their mistake...

Hector ran down the airs asfast as he could, the punctuation of hisfeet landing on the steps jumbling
the thoughtsin hismind.

It had to be Graham, or some agent of his— that young man he' d had with him when he took Helix,
perhaps. How did the shooter get inside his apartment? Not through the door, unless he' d been there all
aong. No, Hector knew how he got in. Chango had come into his bathroom through the cold air return.
If she could do it, so could somebody el se. Hector couldn’t imagine Nathan Graham crawling through an
air shaft on hisbelly. Hewould get hissuit dirty. Hislackey then, who was probably that vatdiver —
Benny - that Hyper had mentioned.

And something was happening to the multi-processor brain network in the building. He needed to talk to
Lilith, but in his panic he had |eft histransceiver behind. It didn’t matter, shewouldn’'t answer hiscall, she
never did.

Heredlized thiswas aterrible place to be, an empty stairwell. If thisBenny was after him, if he could
crawl through the innards of the building, the last place Hector should be was anyplace isolated. He
needed to get around alot of people, and it would be preferableif they were dl paying attention to him.

He thought about the serotonin levelsin the brains. That kind of change was bound to have effects
nobodly, least of al the office workers using the network, could be prepared for.

He glanced at the number over the door on the next landing. Floor 19 — accounting.

He went through the door and down the hal, striding past the reception area for the department of
procurement. “ Sir?’ the receptionist at the front desk said, swivelling his head in Hector’ swake. Hector



ignored him and pushed open the doors to alarge office filled with desks and the ingstent blegping of
transcelvers.

He went to adesk in the middle of the office where awoman about his age was gazing absently a a
cost-earnings chart. “ Excuse me,” hetold her and jumped on top of her desk. The holographic chart
painted his pant legs with stripes of orange and blue. “Excuse me everybody,” he said to the surrounding
hubbub. “Can | have your attention please?’

The officefdl slent but for the continued blegpings of the transceivers, which went for the moment
unanswered. Everyone was staring at him. A few bent their heads together to whisper questions. “Who is
that?’ “What' sgoing on?’

“I’'m Dr. Hector Martin,” he said, getting blank looksfrom al around. “1 invented the multi-processor
brains,” he added, and saw some of them nod their headsin recognition. “I’ ve been aresearcher here at
GeneSysfor the past twenty years and-”

“Please” said abading man in ated blue suit. “Don’'t shoot anyone. Whatever they did to you, it wasn't
our fault. We re just accountants.”

Hector shook his head and held hisarms out at hissides. “I”m not going to shoot anyone. I’'m not even
armed. | redizethisisunusud, but | had to get your attention, because soon, something even more

unusud isgoing to happen.”

It didn’t matter what he said, they were afraid. Even more so now that they knew hewasn't just a
run-of-the-mill disgruntled employee out for revenge. At least that was something they knew about. They
were afraid not so much because of the prospect of what might happen next, but because they were
being shaken out of their familiar routine.

“I’ve been working on a project for the past three years that has enormous potentia for the company.”

A few of them relaxed at this. Fine, let them think thiswas an overly theatrical presentation for anew
product. Anything to keep them from panicking.

“One of the Side-products of thisresearch isanew kind of biopolymer with properties and applications
previoudy unheard of. My colleagues and | have discovered that it hasthe ability to replace dl our
electrical and fiber optic lineswith biologica conduits, removing the need for an interface between your
multi-brains and the transmission linesthey manage.”

Some of the accountants murmured with gpproval, but most il had that “What doesthis have to do with
me?’ look on their faces.

“Whilethisisavery exciting development, and will, I’'m sure, dramatically boost speed and productivity
inthe long run, thereis bound to be aperiod of adjustment and for awhilethingsmay be... well, alittle
crazy.”

The accountant who had spoken before said, “When isthe new network coming online?’

Hector glanced a hiswatch. It had been about fifteen minutes since he | eft the gpartment, but without
knowing the rate at which the blue poly was spreading, it wasimpossible to say how soon the change
would become noticeable. But Satermeyer had said that Helix had exposed the wiring to the blue poly
just before he got to Hector’ s gpartment, so the stuff had about fifteen to twenty minutes to spread
before he checked the network. He finally shrugged and said, “ Some time in the next eight hours, | think,
maybe as soon as ahaf hour from now.”



“Today?" exclamed atdl, red-haired woman towards the back of the office.
Themanintheted suit wrinkled hisbrow. “We didn't get any memo on this.”

Hector shook his head. Other people were starting to add their two-cents worth. “We dways get a
memo,” said the red-haired woman.

A young woman in apaleyelow suit shook apileof mylar formsin her fist. “Wedon't havetimefor this.
We haveto get the quarterly reports done!”

“WEe ve aways had at |east two weeks notice before an upgrade. Nothing is backed up,” said aman
sporting perfect hair and ared an blue striped tie.

“Y egh, what’ sthe big idea, coming in here and jJumping up on adesk likethat? Why are you telling us
this? Why didn’t we get amemo?’ demanded a heavy woman with bobbed chestnut-brown hair.

“There sno time for amemao. Please everyone, stay calm. Everything will be dright if you just stay cam.
The blue biopolymer was introduced to the building’ s dectrica system by... accident,” he said. No sense
telling them about Helix and the other tetrasjust yet. They’ d find out about them soon enough.

“By accident!” cried the woman in the yellow suit, damming her mylar forms down on anearby desk.

“Yes, by accident.” Hector raised hisvoice over their restless grumbling. “Now to start with, we should
try to back-up everything we can. You,” he pointed at the balding man in the tedl suit. “ Assemble ateam
and get them started backing up your files. You,” he pointed at the woman in the yellow suit. “ Contact as
many of the other departments asyou can. Tl them the systlem may be offlinefor awhile, tell them to
back up their records, and have them spread the word too. If we act quickly, we may be able to save
most of the company’ s records.”

“This stuff isgoing to wipe out the records?” said chestnut haired woman in darm.
“There sno telling what it might do,” said Hector.
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Helix looked at Chango, shrugged, and crawled out of her body suit. Chango crouched at the edge of the
tank, back bowed, legs braced to take Helix’ s weight as she stepped on top of her and got her upper
fingersaround the edge of the tank. Helix pulled hersdf up with her arms and hooked her feet on the
edge, teetering on the rim of the tank before carefully lowering hersdlf into the waters.

Their touch asthey surrounded her was different from the waters of the vats. There was a different
qudlity to the currents, abusyness, asubtle hum of activity. It tingled on her skin likealight eectrica
charge, increasing as she drifted closer to the brain. Now that she was in the waters, she could seeit
much more clearly, the fine crendations everywhere onits surface, swirling like smokerings, like
wandering riverbeds of thought. She hesitated, then reached tentative fingersto trace the ridges.

Thetexture of the brain was pulpy like an agule, but soft; yielding, delicate. Steady State polymer prices
were up ten points, morphables were down five, she thought, only it wasn't her thinking it. The garage
was at seventy-five percent capacity, electrica usage was nearing ten-thousand units, and the production
ratesfor vats 57, 19, 40 and 28 were sixty percent below quota. There was some connection between
these things, some design hidden in their juxtaposition, but it escaped her.

She cradled the brain in her hands, squeezing lightly to get its attention, but the stream of thoughts
continued, temperatures and humidity levels and payroll activity and personnel changes. Therewas so



much of it; streams of figures marching through her mind like an advancing army, relentless.

Thiswas't anything like the experiences she' d had with the other Lilim; nonverba conversationsin her
mind. Conversation wasimpaossible, because beyond the ceasdess activity of the brain, the sorting and
collating and adjusting, there was no who to talk to. Like afish swimming upstream, Helix struggled
againg the flow of information, working her awareness down towards the sem and itsinterface.
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Once he had dl the accountants busily backing up files and contacting other departments, Hector
decided to try hisluck and cal Lilith again. To his amazement, she answered right away. “Now look,” he
said, before she could hang up. “If you can talk to Helix, another queen, you can talk to me. It smy mind
you hatched yourself out of , after al.”

“That' strue,” shesaid, “but you are not aLilim, you are ahuman being, and you work for GeneSys.”

He shook his head. “No. | haven't been working for GeneSys for quite sometime. Since you were
created, |’ ve done nothing but try to figure out away for you to survive, and you' ve done nothing to help
me. Now Helix said she was going up to the top of the tower, where the main systemsbrainis. She sad
something about taking over GeneSys.”

“Yes. GeneSysisour enemy, it tandsin our way. If weareto surviveit must fal.”

“| don't understand,” said Hector. “How is her going up there going to accomplish that?” Alarm suddenly
gripped him. “ She’ snot going to destroy the brain, is she? That would-"

“No,” Lilith interrupted, shaking her head at hisignorance. “ Of course not. We would never hurt the
brains. They are rdated to us after dl, through you, who created them. The brainslisten to us, they like us
better than you humans because we can communi cate with them directly, through touch.”

“Through touch.”

“Yes” shesad, asif it should be obvious. “The same way we Lilim communicate with each other,
through our skin. Y ou dways wondered why my daughtersdidn’t pick up spoken language as quickly as
| did. It'sbecausethey don’t need it.”

Hector sat back, taking that in. They communicated through touching each other. No wonder they were
aways snuggling and cuddling together. He thought it had been for security. How stupid of him. He
suddenly redlized he' d been overlooking something else aswell. Lilith was not speaking to him from the
office. Shewasin her vat. Over her shoulder he saw one of her daughtersfloat by. “How — how are
you taking to me?’

Lilith furrowed her brow. “With your language of course.”
“No, | mean, you're not in the office, you'rein your vat.”

“Oh, yes. Coleanus overheard your discussion with Satermeyer earlier, when he was till with us. We
used the blue poly to transform the transceiver and moved thewholething in here.” Shelifted her hands,
which cradled a multi-processor brain, naked and glistening. “The brain likes it better in here than being
cooped up in abox.”

Hector was speechless. He had created both of them, Lilith and the brain in her hands, and he didn’t
understand either one.



“Thebrainsare not GeneSys,” Lilith went on, “but GeneSys could not exist without the brains. GeneSys
is the connections between the brains. It isthe work of the people who work for it, it isal the data, and
al the calculations that the brains handlefor it every day.

“When Hdlix getsto the tower, she will touch the brain, and through it contact GeneSys. But shewon't
bedone. | and my daughterswill be with her in the network, through thislittle brain right here.”

Hector shook his head again. “Why are you telling me dl this now? Y ou would never talk to me before.”

“There was nothing you could do for me then. But now it has occurred to me that adthough GeneSys may
be defested, its people will not just disappear. We know that human beings did not welcome Helix when
she was among them. Y ou are one of them, and yet you say you do not work for GeneSys. Y ou say you
areonour side. If that is so, then do something about the people.”
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Chango watched Helix through the clear sides of the tank, but after afew minutes her face took on that
fixed look. She wasin trance, and there was no telling how long she’ d be that way, but Chango hoped it
wouldn’t be that long. It bothered her, how easy it had been to get up here,

She turned from the tank and looked out awindow, arching up on the balls of her feet to peer past the
sll. From this height she could see the milky haze that hung over the city like amantle of grey, tranducent
slk. Past the towers of Oz and theriver, the horizon was curving. She was so high up she could seethe
curvature of the earth with her naked eye. It gave her vertigo.

“Betit'squiteaview.”

She whirled around to see Benny, standing hafway out of the hole surrounding meta ladder. He had a
big grin on hisface, but his eyesweren’t smiling, not smiling at al. He climbed the rest of the way up, and
stepped confidently onto the floor. He reached one arm behind him and came back with agunin his
hand, which he pointed & her. “ Just stay right where you are, little Sster, and everything will be dright.”

Chango shook her head, but she didn’t say anything, and she didn’t move, either. Benny glanced at the
tank, saw Helix floating cross-legged, the brain in her hands. “Whét the hell isshetrying to do?” he said.

Shedidn’t answer him, instead she licked her lips, and gauged the distances between herself and the
ladder, hersalf and Benny, and Benny and the ladder. It was no good, not yet, anyway. But Benny was
moving again, towards her. He stepped close, and ran the barrdl of hisgun dong her jaw. “1 said, what
the hdll isshetrying to do?’

She swallowed, and hardened her eyesto hide her fear. “ She' stalking to it. They’re both in avery deep
date of trance affinity,” she said, bluffing. “If you try to disturb them, you're ligble to shut down
sysems.”

His eyeswidened a bit at that, and they flicked back to the tank for amoment. It was an opening. He
was aready surprised, distracted. It wasjust enough advantage that she could maybe make it to the
ladder ahead of him. And by the time she' d thought it through, the opportunity was over. He was |ooking
at her again.

Evenif she'd madeit, it would have meant leaving Helix here, undefended againgt him. He d dready
killed one person sheloved, she couldn’t let him have another.

Benny stood back abit, and lifted his gun. He glanced between her and Helix in the tank speculatively.



“Why did you kill Ada?" asked Chango, as much to interrupt histrain of thought asto satisfy her
curiogity. ”Y ou were born in Vattown. Y our parentswere divers. Y ou' ve known Adaall your life. How
could you do that?’

Hiseyesglittered, dark and hard. “I had achoice,” he said, and it seemed to Chango that his shoulders
actualy widened when he said it, that his chest swelled and the light in hiseyesturned to pride. “Onelife
or many. Graham was in contact with me before Adaled the diversin the strike.”

“You were aspy even then,” she said.

He laughed and shrugged, shedding his anger for the moment. “ Somebody would have doneit. At first |
thought I’ d do the movement a service and string him aong. Y ou know, feed him fase information.”

A little of the light went out of his eyes and he shook his head. “He dways knew. When the strike
happened, he gave me a choice. He would send goonsin, lots of goons. And they’ d besat the crap out of
everybody. People, probably alot of people, would get killed. Or the strike could be a success, the
divers demands could be met, and only one person had to die.”

Chango shook her head dowly, horror and comprehension pinning her to the wall beneath the window.
“Y ou traded her life for the success of the strike.”

Benny cocked hisfree hand on his hip. “Of course. Would she have had me do any less?’
“She would have fought them! Y ou cooperated.”

Hislip curled. “And afat lot of good fighting or cooperating has done either of us. It doesn't fucking
matter, Chango. You and |, Ada, we don't matter. Thisthing!” He lifted hisarms up wideto indicate the
doping roof of the tower. “It’ s bigger than we are. We re nothing but ants, so what we do isof no
conseguence. We can do whatever we want, be noble, be bad, in the end we' re dl going to die, and
this” he gtretched hisfingers out, “will just keep rolling dong.”

He stepped forward, and Chango fdlt the unfinished cinderblock wall grating into her back. He rested his
hands lightly on her shoulders. He leaned forward until his chest brushed her chin and leaned his head
over her ear. “I could live with what I’ ve done,” he whispered softly. “I might have even forgotten about
it, except for you; bringing it up dl thetime, irrationaly blaming VVondafor it, turning to mein your anger
a her. You've been ared paininthe ass, Chango. Now, enough isenough.”

He reached over and pulled the face mask off the back of her head. He stepped back, leveling the gun at
her as he tore open the seals of her suit. “ Get into thetank,” he said.

Chango shook her head, “What?’

“You heard what | said. If you get into that grow med Hdlix, will probably be aware of it, she'll haveto
stop what she' sdoing to rescue you. If she' stoo deep in trance, then you'll just have to get her out of
it”

“But themedium, it’'ll kill me”

He snorted with laughter. “That’ s sort of the point, isn’t it? One way or another, you' re going in there.
Y ou’ re gonna be out of my hair forever.”

Chapter 22— TheBrainsand |
It felt like being nailed to achurch door. The brain’s thoughts hammered Helix back and al she could do



was hang on by remembering who shewas. And then an index quote for hydroencephaid shoe bam
smacked her upside her thought projected head and carried her with it, through a capillary maze of
networks, close woven and pulsing likethe lungs of agiant. She got hit with apassing stream of supply
invoiceswhich carried her out, out from the dense and twisted heart of the system. The data stream
branched asit went until there was just the one data point; an invoice for vitreous sylks to a manufacturer
in Managuathat supplied a boutique in Genevathat sold eighty five pairs of sylk pantsthe previous day.

She stayed out on the periphery, hopping off anything going in, and onto anything going out. Out here on
the edges of the system, she could dmost catch the shape of the whole thing.

She crossed the globe, over and over again, from atextile plant in Cacuttato a chain of discount stores
in Helsinki, to awholesder in Hong Kong and Bhutan National Airlines. She landed once, most too
closeto ahuge artery, arushing river as big asthe one she' d first encountered, but it was al going out,
there was nothing coming back but consolidated figures bearing the trademark of the Tomy Boittling
Company. There was another brain out there, past the body of this one, abrain big enough, and
connected enough not to share all its secrets.

She held ill, letting the data move through her, and she looked out into the dark, the black void where
the giants dwelt. She could see them, glittering with data points, like the city at night. But they weren't
buildings, and they were moving. Shewas afraid now, of faling, of faling off and down forever into the
void where passing data was as rare as comets, where she might never get back to her body in

GeneSys.

As shelooked into the outer space of corporations, she felt a presence dowly gathering behind her and
then she wasllifted, out and up. She sat her trembling mind still as she soared through the dark, past
bodies of light in stately motion. And then she was turned, to face GeneSys.

It was aglittering, shifting thing, like anoise ridden hologram, random data glittering in an abundance to
trick the eye, the mind, into percelving a pattern, any pattern the mind might be predisposed to seeing.

For her it was agiant; ova eyeshdf lidded and shining wetly, abroad nose just larger than her whole
nonexistent body, and there she sat, nestled in the palm of one of itsinnumerable hands.

Itslips parted like river banks, its voice rolling past the shining rocks of itsteeth, propelled by the
undulating current of itsleviathan tongue, “What are you?’

For thefirgt timein her life, she had an answer, but that face was moving closer now, turning until one eye
peered at her, itsiriswhirling in akae doscope of colors, like aflower forever opening. She could lose
hersdf in the patterns, those beautiful patterns. She was so smdl, compared to this... thing; made up of so
many thousands of people. But she had her answer, she was not only hersalf, now, she was the future of
her species. She thought of Lilith, and the void, and the garden. The thinking made her grow, until she
stood on her own before GeneSys, a creature of its own size, but with only four arms, ill. “I’' m the new
queen,” shesaid.

“Thenew... YouaretheLilim.”

“Yes”

“And what isit you ve come herefor, then?’
“Tosuggest amerger.”

“And why should | discuss anything with you? Y ou’ re only an r&d project, you don’t even belong here.”



“But | am here, and the reason I’m hereis the reason that you should consider my offer carefully. The
brains. We have an affinity with the brains.”

“You arecousns.”
“Y es, and they don’'t much mind, pardon the expression, doing what we ask them to.”

Thewhirling star burst eyesflickered, and atightness grew around that riverbed mouth. Helix chanced a
glance around her. There were other beings, formed, like GeneSys, of stock listings, invoices and
inventories. They stood around in loose clusters. Two were looking at GeneSys.

Hédlix nodded towards the watching giants. “What would they do right now, if you suddenly had an
epileptic fit? 1 your heart stopped or your breathing, if you went blind? Would they hesitate to dance on
your grave, or hasten you into it? How long now will it be before they notice that you' re behaving
strangely? How much longer can you afford to be talking to yourself? It' sa done dedl, GeneSys, you are
asystem and we are what runs you. Give yourself to us or we will take you.”

[13 We_”
“Thebrainsand |.”
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After seeing her children safely off to school, Annawent to the kitchen, poured herself acup of coffee,
and spread her paper copy of the Wall Street Journal across the table. Though she obtained much more
thorough market information on the holo, she relished her time with the paper; the crackle of its pages as
sheturned them, the ink that rubbed off on her hands. It was adaily ritua she had carried out since
college. No matter how busy her schedule, she awaystook timein the morning to go over the stock
exchange.

Her mother and aunts had taught her to read the indexes when she was a child. During long afternoons
they bored her to tears explaining them, findly subsiding and returning to business, muttering grimly over
their unvigorousfortunes.

They would have been as surprised as she was to discover that their lessonstook. By the time she was
out of school she had parlayed her smal inheritance into athriving brokerage, and sherode on therising
crest of her wedlth, swinging from her presidency of that company into the board rooms of others, al the
while accumulating sharesin an up and coming biopoly company. In many ways she had made GeneSys
what it was today, and in as many ways, it had made her.

Annagot up from the paper, took a banana from the basket on the counter and peeled it. Today she had
aworry that even the Journa couldn’t dissolve. That was how she sorted the red problemsfrom the
fifteen million little internaly generated “faux crises’ she faced every day. And that was what was so
strange about this one. It had about it every mark of avicious politica squabble. The kind of petty
conflict that was aways best ignored. Paying attention only made them grow. But Martin and Graham's
vigt the previous afternoon had the quality of an iceberg abouit it. There was more going on than she
could see.

She knew about Graham, his reputation for heavy deding. It was precisdy the believability of Martin's
assartions that made his sudden |gpse into docility so darming.

Hector Martin was widely considered one of the best values availablein the global corporate brain bank.
Merdly having him under individua contract waslike owning afifty sharein intellectual stock for genetic



materials research. Theinventor of the brains, for christ’s sake. It was like having Thomas Edison quietly
puttering away in the basement. Too quietly, though. He was beginning to lose value smply because
people were starting to forget about him. Incredible asit might seem, just because he was responsible for
the main gppliance they used every day wasinsufficient to forestall obsolescence. In the fast paced world
of corporate research, you had to keep developing to stay on top. His position was ill very high, but it
wouldn’t remain so much longer for the smple reason that he did nothing to keep it there.

Hiring him away from Minds Unlimited after he developed the brains for them had been one of those
bold, successful moves with which she' d propelled hersef to this position. But now, after some unique
but minor innovationsin connectivity, nothing. For three years, nothing. In the world of corporate
research it was one of two things; an extended drumroll to a spectacular achievement, or the gonging of
extinction.

She could understand why Martin was so anxious over his project. He would live or die, professondly,
withit, and clearly thingsweren't going well. From what she knew of Martin he would much rather
sequester himself in hislab and hammer away at the problem — whatever it was— until he had it licked.
But instead he had come to her, bawling like a second-grade child, pointing hisfinger at Graham.

Her teacher in second grade had a custom of pinning a paper donkey tail on any of the children who
tattled on the others. Thetattle-tail, she caled it, for further humiliation. Annasmiled a the menta picture
of Hector with apaper tail pinned to the back of hislab coat.

His sudden subsidence was ared herring, she realized. The real key wasthat he had cometo her at al. It
gave apretty vivid indication of just how backed against thewall he was, and not just by Graham, but by
some other necessity aswell.

His career, possibly, but she doubted it. She couldn’t quite picture Martin going to such histrionic
extremes to save his own neck. There was something ese driving him. Something Graham had learned
about and was using againgt him. Something neither of them wanted her to know.

It felt like trouble, and trouble from that quarter could be very big, strange trouble indeed. Shefinished
her banana, threw the pedl in the composter, and went to her bedroom to get dressed.

While she brushed her hair she scanned her morning messages. There' d been ariot in Vattown the day
before. The police had comein and quelled it, and today the morning shift reported to work asusua. The
senior production manager was looking into it, trying to find out who the instigators were. She doubted
he' d have much success. Those vatdivers were atight lipped bunch. Whatever their beef was, they
wouldn't discussit with anyone wearing the thorny crown of management. She gave the senior manager
the go ahead to recruit aspy, left word with her secretary to cancel her morning meetings, and left her
gpartment. First thingsfirst, she thought. She needed to talk to Hector Martin.

She was hoping to find him gill at home. She could have caled ahead, of course, but she thought the
shock of asurprisevigt, in person, might jar him into cooperation.

When she got to his gpartment, she found the door standing open. She stepped inside and gasped.
Martin’s coffee table was smashed. A transceiver lay on the dining table, amulti-colored, web-like
schemafloating aboveit. “Martin?’ she cdled, but the gpartment was slent. She wandered down the
hallway, opening doors experimentaly. Two bedrooms showed signs of use, interestingly enough. Asfar
as sheknew, Martin lived done. Annatried the third door. It was the bathroom. The grating over the
ventilation duct on one wall was off, and the shower curtain was pulled partly to one side, but not enough
to hide the ragged hole in it. Anna peered around the curtain and stepped back abruptly. Therewasa
body in there, ayoung man, thin, with sandy brown hair and eyesthat stared back at her, mirroring her



own surprise. Blood crusted his ear and matted down the hair on the side of his head. That explained the
holein the shower curtain, but what could explain this? Was this Martin’ s secret lover? Had he shot him?
Shedidn’t think so. Martin’ s shy, gentle nature was not aruse, her inginctsinssted.

Maybe Graham had something to do with this. Whoever had shot this young man had done it without
pulling back the shower curtain to see who was in there. They probably thought they were shooting
Martin, areasonable assumption, it was his bathroom, after al. Suddenly she remembered the security
report in her morning messages. Ray Wockner had been shot by an unidentified intruder during acrash
andysis sesson latelast night. Maybe Graham wasn't involved after al, maybe it was some nut with a
gun running around the building shooting people randomly.

Or maybe that was what Graham wanted her to think. Besides there was nothing random abouit this.
Whoever had done this had purposely gained entrance to Hector’ s apartment, either through the door or
the open ventilation duct. Annaturned from the body, and returned to Martin’ sliving room. She called
security on her transmitter and got abusy signal. That wasimpossible. Her clearance level gave her
automatic override on dl linesin the building. She dided again, and again got abusy sgnad. Something
waswrong, vVery, very wrong.

She left Hector’ s gpartment and got into an elevator, pushing the button for the security level. The
elevator gtarted down smoothly, but just past the twelfth floor it came to an abrupt halt. She wasjust
about to press the emergency button when the lights went out.

o000

Nathan Graham smiled with satisfaction leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. He wastired, but it
had been a good night’ s work. Martin was dead, and the man who shot him had by now been chopped,
strained and filtered by the GeneSys building’ s ventilation system. Life was good. He took a deep bregth,
wondering if there were any microscopic Benny particlesfloating in the air around him.

But he' d never been oneto rest on hislaurels. It was anew day, and time to get back to hisred job. He
leaned forward and switched on his multi-processor. The multi-brain sat in a clear box on one corner of
his desk. He dways liked to watch it jiggle when he turned it on, but thistime he hardly noticed because
as soon as the connection was made, the speakers boomed with harsh laughter. “ Get it off me! Get it off
me!” screamed an odd, multi-tonal voice, and then the room went dark.

Graham stood up. Near as he could tell, dl the lights were out, on thisfloor at least. No light camein
from underneath the door to the hall. An odd, atona singing superseded the screaming voice, and there
was another voice too, murmuring “We arethe Lilim,” whatever that was supposed to mean. Hefiddled
with the mulitprocessor’ s controls, but there was no response.

Dreed blossomed in Graham' sbdlly like afetid, night-blooming flower. He could hear the gabbling
voices coming from other multi-processors down the hal, and somewhere, far away, a scream that did
not come from the network.

Hedidn't know how he knew it, it seemed to come on him with the voices, which he covered hisearstry
to keep from hearing. He knew the way an ant knows that its queen has been killed. He knew by the
tenor of the human screams now floating up around him from the depths of the building. But most of al he
knew because he knew that voice, that first voice they’ d al heard over their multi-processors. It was the
voice of the one he' d served al these years, the voice of the company GeneSys.
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Chango ducked to the side and ran around a vent fan. Benny sidestepped and caught her wrists, bending



them back againgt the joint. She twisted so that her back was to him. His arms came around to pin her,
but she sank and squirmed out of his grasp, kicking away from him to aniron railing. She legpt fromiit
onto the ladder, and started climbing up, not down.

She perched on the top rung, wedging herself between the ladder and the roof of GeneSys, and watched
as Benny climbed towards her. As soon as hisface wasin range she kicked out with onefoot, catching
him on the chin and sending him reeling backwards, till holding on to the ladder with one hand. She
hammered his knuckles with her hedls, her breath shuddering as sobs collected in her throat.

Past Benny’ sflailing form, she could see the tank, and Helix inside, her body bucking as she gripped the
brain.

o0o

GeneSys laughed and swiped at Helix, astinging palm of stock quotes that nearly sent her spinning back
to her body, but she clamped down on the thought of what she was, where she was, what she was doing,
and she grabbed that hand asit fell away and twisted it. A million other hands battered at her, bouncing
her likeaball on atether, but she was't alone. She could fed her mother and her ssterswith her,
touching her because they were touching thelittle brain in the basement. Having them with her made her
big too, as big as GeneSys, and Helix clung to that hand and scomped on the feet of the giant.

o000

Nathan Graham ran down flight after flight of maintenance stairways. The elevators were not working, al
the lights were out, as he passed the floors he heard varying kinds of noises, people caling out, some
laughing, some screaming, once agreat crashing noise and the sound of something dragging acrossthe
floor.

When he got to the bottom of the staircase he found that the door to level B waslocked. Heran up to
level A but that one was locked too. He had to climb five more flights until he found an unlocked door.
Thislet him out onto the second floor gallery. Here the sconcesin the walls cast flickering shadows over
the nightmare landscape of GeneSys' dreaming.

On thefloor below, people were running, some towards the doors to the outside, others towards the
elevators, where dready athrong had gathered, waiting for an eevator that would not come. They
carried things, these refugees; some of it to be expected, potted plants and stacks of data cards, even an
office chair and amulti-processor unit — its cablestrailing redundantly behind it. But otherswerein thral
to amore nonsensical panic. One man baanced the tank to aten gallon water cooler on his shoulder,
swaying in histen piece sylk suit like abdletic corngtalk. Another, awoman he recognized from payrall,
steadfastly shoved her desk towards the revolving doors with the same matronly assurance he aways
remembered her for.

He did not want to go down there, though there might be access to the security levelsfrom there. It
seemed to him aliquid pit of madness, the wellspring of the nightmare. To go down there wasto be
subsumed, so he edged closer to the pillar, and looking up, found that he could read the inscription inlaid
on the archway which soared above the lobby and its mania. “To wake the soul by tender strokes of art,
to raise the genius and to mend the heart.”

He stood spellbound, his eyes riveted on those words— words of reason. The words of aworld where
something could be accomplished, where al was not beyond control. And then the crushing redization hit
him and drove him to his knees. Those words and the redlity they expressed were dready beyond him,
soaring ever farther out of reach, and he, he was aready |eft behind, in the pit. He reached his hands up
towards them, felt that he could just brush their burning golden surface as they dipped away. He pulled



hisfingersback asif burned, touched them to hislips and screamed, his voice caling the nightmare up
around him, the living walls, the breathing air, and his mother’ svoice, “ Everything isan animd. It can't be
controlled.”

o000

Benny backed off the ladder and aimed hisgun at her. “Fine, we'll doit thisway instead,” he said. As
Chango jumped from the ladder she heard the bullet whine past and ricochet off the meta roof of the
tower. In front of her she saw awindow and she leapt, gripping the upper lip of the pane and swinging
her feet outwards and through the glass. The wind whipped and tore at her open divesuit and she
cartwhedled her arms, nearly falling before she sagged against the peaked brassroof. Benny came
through the window and she scrambled away from him aong the debris choked gutter between the roof
and the coping wall. It was a shame, she thought distractedly, that she couldn’t stop and appreciate a
view likethis. Risking aglance behind her she saw Benny raising his gun again. She threw hersdf down
on the ribbed brass roof just as he pulled the trigger. She grasped the raised ribs and braced her feet
againg them, and crawled along on her belly towards the out thrust gable of another window. She waited
long enough for him to see her and then did to cover on the far sde. He had to come around the gablein
order to get at her, but would he come aong the gutter or climb across the roof? She was hoping for the
low road. She got hersdlf as close to the front of the gable as she dared, curled her kneesinto her chest
and waited.

“I know where you are, Chango,” came Benny’ s voice, from below. She could hear him scraping aong
the gutter, and then he rounded the gable and stood there, one hand steadying himself against the gable's
face, the other holding his gun, pointed at her. “ Found you,” he said. “ Tired of playing hide and seek?’

Chango kicked out with both feet, connecting with his knees. His shot went high, and he buckled
backwards. Without thinking, she was up, pushing him squarely in the chest, adding her weight to his
backward momentum. The coping caught him behind his shins and she ducked down, out of the reach of
his grasping hands as he flipped backwards and sailed over the edge of the tower.

Chango gripped the coping with trembling fingers and pulled herself up, craning her neck over the
precipiceto watch him get smdler and smdler, until he hit the ground far below.

o0o

Despited| that Lilith had told him, Hector was unprepared for what happened when the Lilim took over
the GeneSys network. The blackout he attributed to the blue poly in the eectrica system. Theworst part
was the voice. The voice would drive anyone crazy.

It sounded asif it were made up of dl the voices of dl the GeneSys employees, and it probably was.
Anyone who worked for GeneSys for amonth or more would have had their voice printed for use by the
gpeech recognition controls on the multi-processor brains. There were millions of voicefilesin the
company databanks, and GeneSyswas using al of them to scream.

Hector kept catching himsdlf listening toit, trying to find his own voicein the shrieking babble. The
red-haired woman found hers. She got up on her desk, as he had, and started shouting over and over
agan, “I’'mdying. Get it off me!”

Hector tried to tell everyoneto turn off their transceivers, but most of them were beyond listening to his
singlevoice. He started going from desk to desk, turning off every transceiver he could find; grabbing an
occasiond accountant to switch off awrist console or 1apel receiver.

He started going through one of the desks, furioudly opening and shutting the drawers, searching for his



lost data card. But after about the twelfth circuit of the desk’ s compartments, he redlized it wouldn't be
here. Hyper had his card.

He reached for the power button on the transceiver that lay on top of the desk, but stopped midway,
gazing a the images on the hologram. Bodiesrolled over one another, fighting or making love, he
couldn’t be sure which. He redlized they weretetrabodies. Lilith’ s daughters. Their images resolved into
arow of them, standing against a black background with their hands clasped in a criss-cross pattern.
One of them lay on her back feigning deep.

One of the tetras broke from the row to dance at the feet of the deeper. Hector knew that dance, he
remembered it from the dream he'd had of Lilith.

The deeper rolled over on her somach, and the dancer walked nimbly up her spine, pausing at her
shouldersto lean over, and touch one finger to the deeper’ slips. She somersaulted off the deeper’s
shoulder to stand — arms outstretched — at her waking, rising head.

Cuitting through the babbling multi-tona voice was asofter, cadm voice, Lilith’ svoice. “They say it began
in agarden, but there was no garden. It began with a dream. the dream | dreamed of the dreamer’s
face”

The dreamer. That would be him. Lilith wastdlling the story of her own creetion, her version of it.
Gavanized, Hector turned to awoman nearby who was trying to lift afiling cabinet onto her whedled
office chair, presumably so she could whed! it out of there like an insect abandoning adoomed hive,
trying to take everything she could with her.

She grappled awkwardly with the double file and Hector took it from her, set it back down on the
ground and put his hand on her shoulder to turn her towards the hologram. “Look,” he whispered close
in her ear, pointing to the pantomime creation story, which had started al over again. “Look at the sory.
Seethem dance? Thisis not death, it’s birth. Look at what is being born today. Isn't she beautiful ?7”

The man with the perfect hair wandered by, clutching astack of mylar forms and muttering, “Haveto
ddiver the specsto audit. They'relate. The specs are late to audit.”

Hector stepped in front of him. “1’ll ddliver thesefor you,” hetold him, taking the forms from his hands.
“Look at this. See them dancing? They call themsalvesthe Lilim. Beforethey cameinto theworld, they
were in the void, dreaming themsalvesinto existence. They were born through the dream of aman who
worked for GeneSys. They are the best of hiswork, and the company’ s best hope for the future. They
are going to take usto levels of competitiveness and innovation previously unheard of.”

Another accountant had given up sensdesdy over-watering her cactus and turned to listen to Hector.
“Wearenot dying,” hetold her. “We are being reborn.”

Chapter 23 — The Gonging of Extinction

Lilith sat in her vat with the multiprocessor brain in her lap. Her daughters sat in acircle around her, their
arms linked. Coleanus and Nicar, the two closest to her, held her lower hands so they were dl
connected; thinking their thoughts, telling their sory.

She could fed Hdlix too, far off in the network, struggling with GeneSys, trying to subdue it with the force
of her mind. The behemoth battered her with athousand hands, and Helix hung on, kicking and punching.
Her upper |€eft fist connected with its midsection, and GeneSys exhaled sharply in agust of shock. Helix
could fed Lilith and dl her ssterswith her, and they breathed in the hot breath of the giant and began to
sng, and Helix opened her mouth and the song cameforth.



It was alullaby to put GeneSysto deep, and weavefor it adream of anew incarnation. Lilith had aways
thought she would haveto kill GeneSys, but that was not precisely the case. Hearing the song, the giant’s
limbs dackened, and its eyes fluttered shuit.

In the darknessinsde the elevator, Anna L uriafuriousy punched the number for maintenance on her
transceiver. “Before the garden, therewas |, swimming in the blackness between worlds. | dreamed the
dream of the dreamer’ sface,” said avoice. The hologram was asea of static which cleared momentarily
to show her anightmare vison of multi-limbed creatures locked in mortal combat. “ Stop it! Stop it!”
screamed that strange voice, “ Get them off mel” Panicking, Annahung up. She tried another number, the
persona code for the senior maintenance supervisor, Harriet Gorski, but again al she got was the voices,
and a crazed stutter of images— children on aplayground, avat full of women, al of them with four
arms. The freakish ranting of the voices was drowned out by a song, wordless and strange. On the holo,
al the women were singing. It was asound like the beginning of the world, and hearing it, Anna s umped
to the ground, curled in acorner of the elevator and closed her eyes.
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By thetime Lilith began to sing her lullaby, Hector had some thirty or so members of the Department of
Procurement avidly watching the Lilim’s cregtion story. One by one they curled up on the floor or on top
of their desks and went to deep, lulled by thetidal rhythms of Lilith’ssong. It tugged a Hector aswell,
but he did not alow himself to deep. Hedidn't really need to, he' d already had the dream. Instead he
walked about the office, righting upturned chairs and unstacking precarioudy tal piles of mylar forms.

It wasn't long before people started to stir, and when they woke, many of them turned to him
expectantly, asif he could tell them what to do next. Well, he supposed he could, under the
circumstances. If the panic had been bad here, he could only imagine what had happened in the rest of
the building, where there was no one to explain anything. Chances were, alot of people out there needed
help right now.

o000

Annawasn't sure how much time passed before the lights came back on. She' d been adeep, dreaming
that the whole GeneSys building was agarden, a garden of thought. She blinked and sat up. The
overhead light glowed softly, and the elevator buttons were lit. She was descending once more.
Experimentally she pushed the button for thefirst floor, and the evator dowly cameto ahdt, and the
doors opened.

She stepped out into a building decimated by panic. Office furniture sood scattered around the main
floor. Many of the shop windows were smashed. A metal desk stood wedged in the doorway of the
Halmark shop. A hapless employee had managed to hook an extension cord onto one of the
chanddiers, and now clung to it, whimpering, thirty feet or more above the marblefloor. “Hang on!” she
shouted a him, “Help iscoming.” Help, from where? Here and there, office people stood |ooking about
themsdavesin dazed confusion. Her glanceflitted to a home furnishings shop, Tolby's. They featured the
finest in biopoly upholstery. She darted to a group of people standing around the vacated security desk.
“Go in there and drag out as many cushions asyou can,” she said, pointing a the shop. “Pile them under
that man hanging from the chanddlier, in case hefals. I’'m cdling the fire department.” They didn’t
recognize her, but they seemed relieved to have somebody tell them what to do, and scampered off
readily to carry out her ingtructions.

Anna hesitated before punching 911 on her transceiver. She was afraid of what she might hear — those
voices. And of course, once the fire department was notified, the mediawould get wind of it. She had no
choice, these were her people. She punched in the number, and fairly sagged with relief when it was



answered by anorma human being.

“Send everyone you have, immediately,” shetold the receptionist, “and we' Il need an extension ladder or
something, we' ve got aworker hanging from achanddier about forty feet abovethefloor. There's
probably people stranded or injured Al over the building.”

She hung up and turned to see a stream of office workers coming down the sairs to the mezzanine. Oh
no, she thought, more panic-stricken employees, how am | going to handle them al by myself? But these
people moved in an orderly fashion, and at their head was a figure she recognized. Hector Martin,
looking abit dishevelled, but whole and dive.

He spotted her and quickened his pace. “Anna. Areyou aright?’
“I'm fine. What about you?’

“Fine” Heturned to awoman in aydlow suit at hisleft. “ Janice, please go down to maintenance and see
how things are. We're going to need them to rescue people who' ve gotten stuck in crawl spaces or
elevator shafts. Take some of your colleagueswith you.” He turned to Anna. “Isthe communications
network functioning now?’

She nodded.

“Good. Call hereto the security desk when you get there,” hetold Janice.

“| called thefire department,” Annatold him, oddly and wholly ingppropriately irked at his competence.
Hector nodded, his gaze wandering to where the man till dangled from the chandelier. “How long ago?’
“Just now, but they’ re coming right away.”

Heturned to atall, balding man, and said, “ Take the rest of your people and search the mezzanine and
bal cony levels, identify anyone who' sinjured, but don’t move them, just keep track of wherethey arefor
when the paramedics come.”

“Martin, what happened?’ Anna said as the office workers departed. “It has to do with your project,
does'tit? | went to your gpartment but you weren't there. There was someone ese— in the shower -
he was dead.”

He nodded again. “My assigstant, Colin Slatermeyer. | think - | know it sounds crazy but | think Graham
sent someoneto kill me. They got Calin instead.”

“ After what' s happened here today, nothing sounds crazy anymore. | had the same ideamysdlf, when |
found him.”

“Have you seen Graham thismorning?’
“No.” She shook her head. “ Y ou till haven’t told me what happened.”

“I will,” Martin said, holing out ahand in placation. “I’ll explain everything, but first we ve go to make
ure everyoneis safe.”

It took several hoursfor the rescue crewsto case the building. They pulled victims of the panic out of
ventilation ducts and devator shafts. The man hanging from the chandelier was brought down in acherry
picker. The number of building personne unaccounted for dwindled rapidly asthose who had
successfully fled the building were contacted on the now perfectly functiona communication network and



instructed to take the rest of the day off. However despite security’ s best efforts, Nathan Graham could
not be located. Besides Colin Satermeyer, there were five known fataities so far. Most of them had
thrown themselves off the bal conies. One man had dectrocuted himself trying to chew through a
multi-processor cable.

When she wasn't busy with the rescue efforts, Annawas in frenzied conference with the public relations
department. She had managed to buy amedia blackout from the fire department by providing the city
with a generous donation of flame retardant cellgel. She made amental noteto consider it asayearly
thing, around Christmas, say. It would make for a nice tax shelter and the PR couldn’t be beat.

The statement issued to the holoweb cited atemporary power failure, and stressed the fact that dl
systems were back up and functioning normally. No mention was made of strange voices or mass
hysteria. An in-house memo to al GeneSys employees ingtructed them to direct questions from the media
to the public relations department, and the concessions director was ingtructed to make restitution of
damages to shopkeepers contingent on their following the same policy. Throughit dl, she was deeply
grateful that her children were in school. She made arrangements for them to stay with her mother for a
few days.

With the pressrelease issued and as many potential |eaks stopped as possible, Annaturned back to
Hector. “How about that explanation now?’ she said.
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Chango crawled back through the window to find Helix resting in the tank, her head above the grow
med. “Y ou're dright. What happened?’

“Wewon. The mind that was GeneSys has gone to deep, and dreamed itself into something new. A
corporation ruled by both economic and biologica imperatives. An organization dedicated to itsown
survival and the prosperity of its members, both human and Lilim.”

“So what happens now?’

Helix shrugged. “For me, not much. We ll haveto figure out away to enlarge thistank. Sedl off thisroom
and get the temperature and humidity up.” She cast adisparaging glance at the dust-black walls and roof.
“Maybe put in some skylights.”

“You'redaying.” Her heart sank.

Helix nodded. “I’ m going to have my daughters, live out my life, and die, right here.”
Chango looked away. “Benny was here. He's dead now.”

“Youkilled him?’

She nodded and pointed out the window. “1 pushed him.”

“Come here”

“I can't. You're covered with growth medium.”

“Atleastlook a me.”

Sheturned, letting Helix see her tears.

“Oh Chango.”



“Just promise me one thing, now that you and your mother control GeneSys. Promise meyou'll do
something for the vatdivers.”

Hédlix nodded. “I’ll try.”
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Chango drove home through the little streets, the neglected concrete roadways used only by motorcars
and pedestrians. She watched the buildings pass by. Some of them were sparkling and new, with
polybond walls and gleaming coats of plaint. Others were crumbling brick, desolately awaiting demoalition
— like her life; an edifice of memories, crumbling. Helix had got what she wanted, what she had dways
wanted. A vat - asmple thing that had nothing to do with her. Ada s name was cleared, her murderer
dead. What was | eft now, for Chango to do? Anything, she supposed, anything she wanted. She hauled
on the steering whedl, guiding the car through a pitted intersection, and headed for Vattown.

She went to Vonda s gpartment firgt, but she wasn't home, so shetried Josa's. Sure enough, Vondawas
at the bar, nurang adraft. “Benny’ sdead,” shetold her, Stting down next to her.

Vondaturned to look at her. “He' sdead?’ She shook her head. “Well, hekilled Ada. | guess| should
be glad he'sdead. Helied to al of usall those years. | thought he was my best friend, but he wasn't. It
was you, and you wereright, Adadidn’t dive blasted. | should have believed you.”

“It'sdright. You ran the tests, you saw theresultsfirst-hand. And | didn’t makeit any easier, implying
that you doctored the results. For therecord, | never redlly believed that. | pretended to, because it was
eas er than accepting the dternative.”

Vonda nodded. “ So how did he die?’

Josa brought Chango a draft, waving her off when Chango tried to pay her. She glanced between the
two of them, and disappeared into the back.

“Hetried to kill me. I pushed him off the top of the GeneSystower.
“What were you doing up on top of the GeneSys building?’
Chango took a deep drink of beer. “It'salong story.”

“I'vegot time.”
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As soon as she got atransceiver, Helix caled Hyper. “ Can you find Vondafor me?| need to talk to
her.”

Hyper nodded, and put her on hold. She was on hold for quite awhile, and then Vonda sface
materiaized with Josa s bar in the background. “1 want to talk to you about the vatdivers,” said Hdlix.

“Chango told me. Y ou and your kind, the Lilim. Y ou’ ve taken over GeneSys.” She frowned, and her
voice became brittle with anger, “So | guessthat leaves us vatdivers out in the cold, doesn'tit? | hope
you'll at least honor our severance packages and workers comp. We may be out of our jobs tomorrow,
but that doesn’t mean that ten years from now we won't get sick. It's bad enough we' relosing our jobs.
You can't just abandon us. WE ve given our livesto that fucking corporation you just took over.”

Helix shook her head. “1 didn’t say | waslaying the vatdivers off. Nothing abut the vatdivers has been



decided yet. That'swhy | cdled you. Totak.”
“Totak.” Vondashook her head dowly. “Y ou’re not canning us?’
113 Nolﬂ

Vondamanaged haf aamile. “When Chango told me what went down, | figured that with theriot and al
you' d waste no time getting rid of us”

“No. Asfar as|’m concerned, you're the union rep. We' |l negotiate a contract.”
Vondalaughed with incredulity. “ A contract. For what? If the Lilim are doing the diving -”

“Therearen't enough of usyet,” Hdlix interrupted. “I’m only the second queen, and pregnant with my
first clutch. It'll be at least another year before the third queen isborn, unless my mother beats metoiit.
Anyway, it'll be years, probably five or more, before the Lilim are popul ous enough to take over
production.”

“So inthe meantimeit’ sbusinessas usud,” said VVonda, switching back to bitterness again. “We dive and
die, and when you don’t need us anymore, you cast usaside.”

“Businessasusud?’ said Helix, suddenly angry. “ A union contract? Negotiated benefits and workers
comp packages? | guess you want me to wave my arms and make vatsickness go away, but | can't do
that. All I can do isurge Hector to make vatsickness research a personad priority, and seetoiit that the
company dedlsfarly with you from now on.”

Vonda nodded, chastened. “I’'m sorry, | -” she shrugged. “1 expected araw ded from you. But here
you're talking unions, contracts.” She shook her head. “1 wish Adawere here.” VVondalooked back at
her suddenly. “ Just tell me one thing. What happens when there are more of you?’

“Even after the Lilim fill the vats, technicianswill be needed to test samples, monitor ph levels, and

ca culate seed mixtures. And dedl with the other company departments. We do not like to leave our nests
once we havethem,” said Helix, leaning back and folding her arms. “We will need human representatives
to attend meetings and act asliaisons to other departments.”

Vondalaughed. “ And you want the vatdiversto do that for you? The same people who tried to kill you
yesterday? What makes you think they’ | accept working for you at all?“

“You do.” Hdlix said, leaning forward. “Y ou saved my lifein that riot. And when | took my suit off inthe
vat, | endangered yours. | pushed you ashard as| could. | could have broken your sedls. | could have
killed you. And | wouldn’t have meant to, but at the time, | wouldn’'t have cared either.” She nodded
dightly. “I put you at risk from something I myself am immuneto. | can understand why so many of the
vatdivers wanted to kill me. But you didn’t. Y ou had more reason than the rest of them, and you didn’t
let medie”

“Y ou made an dliance between the divers and the Lilim possible by standing up for the red godsof the
labor movement Adastarted. You'll convince the diversthat such an dlianceisin their best interests, and
the contract you negotiate for themwill proveit. Asfor therest of it, wewill dl havetimeto get used to
one another.”

“So what you're saying, basicdly, isthat you' ve taken over my company.”

It was, without a doubt, the strangest conference call Annahad ever had. She recognized Helix and Lilith
from the dream fragmentsin the evator. They both seemed to be floating in vats of liquid — that would



be the growth medium Hector told her was so important to them. He wasthere in the office, Sitting
beside her so hisimage could be picked up by the transceiver.

“Yes,” sad Lilith. “ GeneSys was our enemy, now we are GeneSys.”

“And that business with the blackout, the voices, that wasyou.”

“It can happen again, if you try to interferewith us” said Lilith.

Annabit back her anger and let the threst ride, for the moment.

“Y ou have to understand,” said Hdlix. “We re anew species. We haveto survive.”

“But you haveto understand,” said Anna, leaning forward. “ GeneSysisacorporation. If it doesn't carry
on the business of being a corporation, it won't survive, and neither will you.”

“That’ swhereyou comein,” said Helix.

“What do you mean by that?’

“We need somebody to run the company for us.”

“I see. And my people?’

“There aren’'t enough of usto take on al the respongbilitiesinvolved.”
“TheLilim do not care for numbers,” said Lilith.

“That too. We just want vats for our daughters.”

Annaraised her eyebrows. “Vatsfor your daughters? How many will you need?’
“Her firg clutch will stay with her,” said Lilith. “But there will be aqueen. She will need her own nest.”
“And how soon will that be?’

“A year or 0.

“TheLilimdon't redly reproduce al that rapidly,” said Hector.

Wl that was something, & least. “In ayear. If things go smoothly, if you don't interfere with the
operations of the company, | don’t see any problem.” She turned to Hector. “ About this blue poly. You
sy it's.. inthewiring?’

“Itisthewiring,” said Hector.
“| don’'t understand.”

“The blue poly eatsthe dectrical components, and in the processincorporates their functions. Electricity
isgtill being transmitted, only now it's moving through abiologica medium, like nerves,” he explained.

“Nerves.” Annalooked around her office. The lights were on, the temperature comfortable, and her
multi-processor hummed contentedly to itsdlf, the same as dways, but maybe not. “What' sthe
difference, then?’

“The difference isthat the phage trandator is no longer needed to connect the multi-processor brainsto



the dectrica network.”

“But what about the voltage? The phage trandator was necessary to dampen the electrica sgnd to the
brainsto aleve acceptableto abiologica organism, an | right?’

“Y es, but the blue poly seems to absorb the excess and use it towards new growth. Of course, onceit’'s
everywhere, we won't need to generate so much power.”

Annathought about it. If phage trandators became obsolete, Minds Unlimited stock would take ahard
hit. They’ d be ripe for abuyout. “How soon before it spreads beyond GeneSys?’

“Not long at dl, it’s probably happening now.*

She shivered with dread and excitement. GeneSys was on the cutting edge of arevolution in energy
systems. With advance knowledge like this, she could make a killing. Minds Unlimited was only the

beginning.
“There sone other thing,” said Hector.
“What' sthat?’

“The biologica network, onceit’ s established, islikely to be much more mutable than one composed of
wires and chips. We may experience some spontaneous renetworking.”

“What do you mean?’
“The brainsmay choose to do things differently than wewould.”

“That explainswhy my coffee maker reminded me of my eight o' clock appointment when | switched it on
thisafternoon.”

“Y eeh, thingslike that.”

“They say we have brought them something much longed for,” said Lilith.
“Likewhat?’

“Timeto think.”

“But what if they spend too much time thinking about other things? What if they start talking to each other
and forget to keep the ventilation system running?’

All she got were uncomforting shrugson al sides.
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The blue polymer was spreading rapidly through the city. As soon as he learned of it, Hyper went down
to the power station on Grand Boulevard with apair of insulated gloves and awire stripper and got
himsdf apiece of the stuff. He used it to treat his robots. Within afew hours they were biologized.

He gathered them on the front lawn of his house; newly graceful creatures of metd flesh. He vaulted
adtride Robo-Mime and set off with his herd through the streets of Vattown to Mavi’ s house. The noise
of hisentourage brought her out onto the porch, her eyebrows knitted quizzicaly.

“Where' s Chango?’



“She'singde”
“Tell her to get out here.”

Mavi disappeared back into the house, and long moments passed. Finally Chango came out. She eyed
the robots guardedly. “What are you up to?’

“According to Satermeyer’ s calculations, the blue poly will reach the traffic net today. C'mon, saddie up,
you don’t want to missthis.”

“Therewon't be anything to see.”

“Maybe not, but it’s a historic moment. Human beings are losing control of their inventions. Don’'t you
want to be there when it happens?’

“Not particularly. Besides, what’ s so specid about the traffic net? Most of Grand Boulevard is aready
running on blue poly.”

“But onceit getsinto the levway, it’ [l go everywhere. It'|l be in the 'burbs by tonight. C' mon, what have
you got to do today? Mope around some more?’

She shrugged, and climbed reluctantly onto the shoulders of Close Enough for Jazz. “Isthis safe?’
“Just hang on,” he said, and directed the robots west, towards the levway.

They stood on the embankment, watching levcars whiz past below asthe sun inched itsway towards the
horizon.

“How long do we have to stand here? It' s probably happened aready,” said Chango.

“No, look.” Hyper pointed to where asolid line of levcars crept along the road surface at afraction of
their norma speed. “That’ s got to be the front edge.”

“Isthat asfast asthey can go?’

“No, but the road’ s keeping everyone back from the discontinuity. Onceit’sal biologized, speeds will
return to normal, but for the next few days, ther€'ll be traffic jams, something no one’s had to put up with
for years”

“All this new stuff — the brains, the blue poly, Helix and her people — | wonder if human beings are
going to get left behind.”

“Maybe. But so many of usaready have been. You and |, we |l be dright. We aready know how to
survivein aworld that was made for someone else.”

Chango nodded and cast her gaze north, to the peak of the GeneSys building, just beginning to glow
golden in the gathering dusk.
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Helix sank into the waters. She felt the cramping in her abdomen, felt herself widening asthefirst egg did
out and drifted to the bottom of the tank. It was followed by €leven more. She ducked benegath the
waters, gently running her hands across the dippery surface of the membranes. Her daughters, she
thought, and smiled.



TheEnd



