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Life on New Mars is tough for humans, but death is only a minor
inconvenience. The machines know their place, the free market rules
all, and only the Abolitionists object.

Then a stranger arrives on New Mars, a clone who remembers
life on Earth as Jonathan Wilde, the anarchist with a nuclear
capability who was accused of losing World War II1. That stranger
remembers David Reid, New Mars’s leader...and the women they
fought over and ideals they once shared.

Moving from twentieth-century Scotland through a tumultuous
twenty-first century and outward to humanity’s settlement on a planet
circling another star, 7he Stone Canal is idea-driven science fiction at
its best, making real and believable a future where long lives, strange
deaths, and unexpected knowledge await those who survive the wars

and revolutions to come.
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-we have the certainty that matter remains eternally the same in all its
transformations, that none of its attributes can ever be lost, and therefore,
also, that with the same iron necessity that it will exterminate on the earth
its highest creation, the thinking mind, it must somewhere else and at an-
other time again produce it.

Frederick Engels Dialectics of Nature



THE MACHINERY OF FREEDOM



I

Human Equivalent

HE WOKE, AND remembered dying.

His eyes and mouth opened and he drew in a long harsh gasp of thin air.
His legs kicked and his fingers rasped the sand. Then his limbs sprawled
and he lay still. Each breath came quickly, as if he suspected that the next
would be his last. His fingers hooked the soil as he stared upwards at a
deep-blue, fathomless sky.

He rolled over and clambered to his feet and looked around. He was
standing on the lower slope of a low knoll above a canal. The canal was
about twenty meters wide. For a few hundred meters on either side of it, the
ground was sparsely covered with grass and shrubs. Beyond that the ground
was a reddish color.

The man looked back and forth along the canal. It ran from horizon to
horizon, a line of blue along the middle of a band of green, bisecting the
great circle of red beneath a dome of blue. Near the top of the sky a sun
shone bright and small; the man looked up at it, then raised his arm with his
thumb up as if in a greeting. He moved his fist with the extended thumb
back and forth, sighting along his arm with one eye. He smiled and nodded.

A few meters up-slope from where he stood, the hillside was broken,
exposing the rock beneath the thin layer of soil and roots. Among the tum-
bled, jagged boulders lay an ellipsoid pod a meter long, half a meter across
and twenty-five centimeters deep. Its upper and lower halves were identical,
and reflective; between them was a sort of equatorial band where duller,
hinged or jointed surfaces could be seen. The man stepped up and examined
it with a wary look. Then he stooped closer, in an intent inspection, and
abruptly turned away.

He ran down to the edge of the canal and stood gazing into it for some
minutes. He took off his clothes—boots and socks, a padded jacket and
trousers, tee-shirt and shorts—and began moving his hands all over his
body, as if washing himself without water. Then he put his clothes back on
and walked up the slope to the pod.

He put his hands on his hips and frowned down at it. He opened his
mouth, closed it, looked around and shrugged.

"My name is Jon Wilde," he said. "Who are you?" He didn't look or
sound as if he expected an answer.

"I'm a human-equivalent machine," said the pod, in an attempt at a
pleasant, conversational voice. The man jumped slightly.

"I'm about to stand up," the human-equivalent machine added. "Please
don't be alarmed."

Jon Wilde took a couple of steps back, his boots dislodging grit and
pebbles on the slope. Clicking, grating noises came from the machine as four



metal limbs unfolded from its central portion. They looked identical, with
clawed digits, wrists or ankles, elbows or knees. Two of the limbs swiveled
and swung downwards, the jointed extensions at their ends clamping to the
ground. The machine straightened its limbs and rocked to its feet—if such
they could be called. It stood at about half the man's height, its posture and
proportions vaguely suggestive of a man running in a combative crouch,
head down.

Wilde gazed down at it.

"Where are we?" he asked.

"On New Mars," the machine answered.

"How did I get here?"

There was a silence of perhaps a minute. Wilde frowned, looked around,
leaned forward just as the machine spoke again:

"I made you."

The machine turned and strode away.

Wilde scrambled after it.

"Where are you going?"

"Ship City," said the machine. "The nearest human habitation." It

paused for a moment. "I'd come along, if I were you."
The human-equivalent machine and the man it claimed to have made
walked together along the bank of the canal. Every so often the man turned
his head to look at the machine. Once or twice he got as far as opening his
mouth, but he always turned away again as if the question or remark on his
mind were too ridiculous for words.

After an hour and twenty minutes the man stopped. The machine
stopped after another couple of strides and stood rocking slightly on its
metal legs.

"I'm thirsty," the man said. The water in the canal was sluggish, flecked
with green algae. He eyed it dubiously. "D'you know if that stuff's safe to
drink?"

"It isn't," said the machine. "And I can't make it safe, without using up
an amount of energy I'd rather keep. However, I can assure you that if you
go on walking, with perhaps the occasional rest, you'll drink in a bar in Ship
City tonight."

"Mars bars?" Wilde said, and laughed. "I always wanted to hang out in
Mars bars."

Another hour passed and Wilde said, "Hey, I can see it!"

The machine didn't need to ask him. Without missing a step, it smoothly
extended its legs until it was striding along with its pod almost on a level
with the man's head, and it too saw what Wilde had seen: the jagged irre-
gularities at the horizon.

"Ship City," the machine said.

"Give me a break," the man shouted, hurrying to keep up. "No need to go
like a Martian fighting-machine."

The machine's steady pace didn't slacken.



"You're stronger than you think," it said. The man caught up with it and
marched alongside.

"I like that," the machine added, after a while. " 'Like a Martian fight-
ing-machine.' Heh-heh."

Its laugh needed working on if it was going to sound at all human.

They walked on. Their shadows lengthened in front of them, and the city
slowly appeared above a horizon that, for the man, was unfamiliarly but not
unexpectedly close. The irregularities differentiated into tall, bristling tow-
ers connected by arches and slender, curved bridges; domes and blocks be-
came apparent between the towers, among which a matted encrustation of
smaller buildings spread out from the city, obscured by a low haze.

The small sun set behind them, and within fifteen minutes the night
surrounded them. The man stopped walking, and the machine stopped too.

Jon Wilde turned around several times, scanning from the zenith to the
horizon and back as if looking for something he might recognize. He found
nothing, and faced at last the machine, dim in the starlight that reflected
like frost from its hull and flanks.

"How far?" The words came from a dry mouth. He waved a hand at the
blazing, freezing, crowded sky. "How long?"

"Hey, Jon Wilde," the machine said. It had got its conversational tone
right. "If I knew, I would tell you. Same spiral, different arm, that's all I
know. We're talking memory numbers, man, we're talking geological time."

The two beings contemplated each other for a moment, then hastened
the last few miles toward the city's multiplying lights.

Stras Cobol, by the Stone Canal. Part of the human quarter. A good place to
get lost. Surveillance systems integrate the view—

A three-kilometer strip of street, the canal-bank on one side, buildings
on the other, their height a bar-chart of property values in a long swoop
from the center's tall towers to the low shacks and shanties at the edge of
town where the red sand blows in off the desert and family-farm fusion
plants glow in the dark. On the same trajectory the commerce spills in-
creasingly out from behind the walls and windows, onto the pavement stalls
and hawkers' trays. All along this street there's a brisk jostle of people and
machines, some working, some relaxing as the light leaves the sky.

Among all the faces in that crowd, something focuses in on one face. A
woman's face, tracked briefly as she threads her way between the other bo-
dies on the street. The system's evaluation routines categorize her ap-
pearance swiftly: apparent age about twenty, height about
one-meter-sixty— well below average—mass slightly above average. Her
height is lifted within the normal range by high-heeled shoes, her figure
accentuated by a long-sleeved, skinny-rib sweater and a long narrow skirt,
skillfully slit so it doesn't impede her quick steps. Shoulder-length hair,
black and thick, sways around a face pretty and memorable but not flipping
any switches on the system's scalar aesthetic—wide cheekbones, full lips,
large eyes with green irises and suddenly narrowing, zeroing-in pupils that



look straight at the hidden lens that's giving her this going-over. One eye
closes in what looks like a wink.

And she's gone. She's vanished from the system's sight, she's just a
blurry anomaly, a floating speck in its vision and a passing unease in its
mind as its attention is turned forcibly to a stall-holder wheeling his urn of
hot oil across a nearby junction without due care and attention and the
we-got-an-emerging-situation-on-our-hands program kicks in . . .

But she's still there, still walking fast, and we're still with her, for reasons
which will sometime become clear. We're in her space, in her time, in her
head.

Her pretty little head contains and conceals a truly Neo-Martian mind,
an intellect vast and cool and unsympathetic as the man said, and right now
it's in combat consciousness. She's running Spy, not Soldier, but Soldier's
there, ready to toggle in at the first sign of trouble. Body movement's being
handled by Secretary, in leisure-time mode: her walk is late-for-a-date
hurry and doing fine so far. Except she's walked farther and faster than any
girl in such a circumstance normally would, and the skin over her Achilles
tendons is rubbing raw. She sets a Surgeon sub-routine to work and—its
warning heeded—the pain switches sensibly off.

She allows herself a diffuse glow of pleasure at having spotted and sub-
verted the surveillance system. Her real danger, she knows, comes from
human pursuit. She can't see behind her because she daren't switch on her
sonar and radar, but she uses every other clue that catches her eye. Every
echo, every reflection: in windows and bits of scrap metal and the shiny
fenders of vehicles, even in the retinae of people walking in the opposite di-
rection—all go to build an all-round visual field. Constantly updated, an
asynchronous palimpsest where people and vehicles in full color and 3D
pass out of her cone of vision and into a wider sphere where they become
jerky cartoon figures, wire outlines intermittently blocked in with color as a
scrap of detail flashes back from in front. (She could keep the color render-
ing if she wanted to, let the visual and the virtual merge seamlessly, but she
doesn't have the processing power to spare right now. Spy is a demanding
mind-tool and it eats resources.)

It tags a warning, unsubtle red arrowheads jabbing at one face, then
another, both far behind her. She throws enhancement at those distant dots,
blowing them up into something recognizable, and recognizes them. Two
men, heavies employed by her owner. Their names aren't on file but she's
glimpsed them at various times over the years.

Spy analyzes their movements and reports that they haven't spotted her:
they're searching, not tracking. Not yet.

She sees a bar sign coming up on her left, "The Malley Mile" spelled out
in fizzing rainbow neon. By good luck the nearest pedestrian coming her
way is huge and walking close to the sides of the buildings. She lets the
two-meter-thirty, two-hundred-kilo bulk of the giant pass her—the only no-
ticeable thing about him is the inappropriately floral scent of the shampoo



he's most recently used on his orangey pelt—and as he occludes any view of
her from behind she slips smartly through the doorway.

It's a trashy, tacky place, this joint. Lots of wood and metal. The music is
a thumping noise in the background, like machinery. The ventilation isn't
coping well with the smoke, and somebody's already had a poppy-pipe.
Freshwater fish are grilling somewhere in the back. Low ceiling, dim lights.
Her vision adjusts without a blink and it's daylight, give or take the odd
wavelength. Spy takes over fully for a staking-out, second-long sweep of the
room. There's surveillance, of course, but it's just the hostelry's own system,
exactly as smart and dangerous as a dog. She pings it anyway, leaving it with
a low-wattage conviction that this person who's just walked in is nice and
has just given it a pat on the head and can be safely ignored from now on.

There are a couple of dozen people in the Malley Mile: farmworkers and
mechanics on bar stools, and office workers—mostly young women—
around the round tables. Looks like they've come in here for a drink on their
way home from work, and stayed for a few more. Good. She sees a notice: no
concealed weapons. She takes a pistol from the purse she's carrying and
sticks it in the waistband of her skirt and walks up to the bar. The girls
around the tables notice her, the men on the stools notice her, but that's just
because she's pretty, not because she looks out of place.

The barman's another giant, some brain-boosted gigantopith or what-
ever (she's never had occasion to sort out the hominid genera) and he's
slumped sadly on his elbows, wrists overhanging the near edge of the bar
counter. He turns away from the gladiators on the television and smiles at
her, or at any rate bares his yellow fangs.

"Yesh?"

"A Dark Star, please."

Without getting up the barman reaches for bottles and mixes her a rum
and cola.

"Eyshe?"

"Yes please." She's careful with the sibilants; the urge to slide into mim-
icry (it's a bug in Spy, actually) is hard to resist. She lets Spy handle the
process of paying, selecting the right grubby note from her filched collection
of promissories. Gold values she can handle in any of her frames of mind,
but crops and machine-parts, land and labor-time are foreign to most of
them.

The ice clinks as she takes her drink to an unoccupied table nearest to
the end wall. She sits down with her back to that wall. She lays her purse,
and her pistol, casually on the table. She sips her drink, lights a cigarette,
and keeps an eye on the door as if waiting for her friends or boyfriend to
turn up.

The two photofit faces currently hovering in her pattern-recognition and
target-acquisition software might come through the door any minute now. If
she's lucky, they don't know she's armed. She's almost certain they don't
know about Spy, and Soldier, and all the other routines she's loaded up.
They're expecting Secretary, and Sex, and Self, who between them can't
raise more than a kick or bite or scratch. They can handle that, and as for the



others here... once the heavies flash their cards the customers will watch her
being dragged out of the place with all the empathy and solidarity and
compassion and concern that they'd give to the recovery of a stolen vehicle.

But there are people in this district who don't see things that way, and if
the repossession guys—the greps, as the slang goes—don't come in and find
her, or if they do and she gets away, she'll be off into the back streets to seek
human allies.

That's all as may be. Her owner might by now have discovered just what
hardware and software she's packing, and he'll have someone and/or some-
thing more formidable on her tracks.

She keeps her eyes on the door and her fingers close to the pistol.
"English spoken here?"

Wilde scuffed the surface of the canal-bank path—it had changed from
trodden dust to a strip of fused sand which broadened and merged with the
street ahead, the permanent way made from the same material as if the
finger of a god had drawn the lines from space—and waited for the machine
to reply.

The city had grown on the horizon as they got closer, eventually into a
huge, vaguely organic-looking jumble of soaring spiky towers, their visible
structure like the interiors of bones or the skeletons of sea creatures, their
outlines picked out by lights. What had looked from a distance like some
matted undergrowth was now resolved into a fringe of low buildings
which—unlike all the other shanty-towns Wilde had seen—appeared to ex-
tend in through the main body of the city on whose edge they now stood. To
their right and left were fields. The bulky moving presences of machines in
those fields were the only traffic they had so far encountered. Lights had
passed over, but it was difficult to tell whether they were natural or artificial.
Once, something huge and silent and leaving a green after-image or trail
had rushed above their heads, above the city and made a distant flash be-
yond.

"Waterfall," the machine had explained, unhelpfully.

Now it shifted on its feet and answered Wilde's question. "You'll be un-
derstood," it said hesitantly. "English is the predominant language. Your
usage and accent—and mine, I might add—may seem a little quaint."”

"Before we go any farther," Wilde said, his gaze flicking from the build-
ings under the first street-lights ahead to the machine, "get me straight on a
couple of things. First, is it normal to be seen talking to a machine? I mean,
are—robots?—like you common around here?"

"You could say that," said the machine dryly.

"OK. Next item on the agenda as far as I'm concerned is getting some-
thing to eat and a drink and a place to crash out. Am I right in thinking that
I'll have to pay for it?"

"Oh yes," said the machine.

"And you don't happen to have some money stashed away in that shell of
yours?"



"No, but I can do better than that. See the second building along the
road? It's a mutual bank."

Wilde said nothing, although his mouth opened.

"You do remember what that is, don't you?"

Wilde laughed. "So I get to raise some cash by mortgaging my property?"
He gestured at the clothes he stood up in. "That's not much help—"

The machine gave a creditable impersonation of a polite cough.

"Oh." Wilde looked at it with a renewed, speculative interest. "I see."

He set off along the road, ahead of the machine for the first time since
they'd met. The machine lurched into motion after him.

"Just don't get the wrong idea," it said, its voice as stiff as its gait.

One of the girls at the nearest table is giving a rendering of the pub's signa-
ture song in an authentically dire accent, full of maudlin yearning.

"If Ayyyye could walk acraaawrse the ryyyinbow
that shiiiines acraaawrse the Malley Mile . .."

Self knows that the Malley Mile is a real place, and that both the sense of
loss and the rainbow effect refer to aspects of its reality that—strangely, or is
it just part of the program?—bring tears pricking to even her cold eyes.
Scientist is yammering on about it, but she doesn't want to know right now.

She's just settled down with her third drink, burning the alcohol straight
to energy but remembering to emulate the effect, when the door bangs open
and a girl walks in who sure isn't some office-worker deciding the weekend
starts here.

She's tall and thin, though her flak-jacket makes her look broad. Narrow
jeans, spacer boots, a big automatic holstered on her hip. On her other hip
she's carrying a large bag with a strap taking the strain to her shoulder.
Short blond hair lying close to her skull. Face too bony to be bonny. The
main things going for it are her bright blue eyes and her big smile, which at
this moment is turned on the men at—and the man behind—the bar.

She walks up to the bar and orders a beer, and as she drinks it she chats
to one or two of the guys, and while she's chatting she reaches into her big
satchel and hauls out fresh-looking tabloid newspapers and carefully counts
coins from the men who take them. Some of them take them as if they're
keen to read them, others with a show of reluctance and a lot of banter, but
most just shake their heads or shrug and go back to their own conversations
and watching the television screen, where somebody's just about to take a
sudden death shoot-out. All the while the girl's every so often glancing
around the room in a way that has Spy torn between admiration at the un-
obtrusive way she does it and anxiety that she's looking for someone quite
close to Spy's hard little heart, namely Self.

The girl at the bar goes on talking to the men at the bar for another few
minutes, then eases herself casually from the stool and takes a handful of



papers and tries to sell them to the office-girls. She's only successful at one
table, and then she's walking to the last table where the dark-haired woman
sits alone.

A shot echoes. Two hands jolt toward two pistols, then retract as a
ragged cheer from the screen and from those watching it indicates that it's
just a death penalty being scored.

And then, grinning and shaking her head, she's standing there looking
down. "Jumpy tonight, aren't we?" she says.

Spy and Soldier are jumpy indeed, jostling for possession, and it's all Spy
can do to modulate Soldier's sharp command into a smooth, low-voiced
request: "Just don't stand between me and the door."

The tall woman steps smartly sideways. She looks surprised, but she
doesn't go away.

"Hi," she says. "My name's Tamara. What's yours?"

Self takes over. She keeps her hand where it is.

"Dee," she says. "Dee Model."

"Ah," says Tamara. "I see." Her eyes widen slightly as she says it, then
look away as if, for the moment, she's at a loss. "Mind if I sit down?"

Dee gestures to her to do just that. She takes the seat to Dee's right, be-
tween her and the bar.

"What's that paper you're selling?" Dee asks.

Tamara slides a copy across the table. Its masthead says The Abolitionist
in quaint irregular lettering with barbed serifs. The articles, which Spy as-
similates in about two seconds and which gradually seep through to Self, are
an odd mix: news snippets about labor disputes; technical articles about
assemblers and reactors and stuff; some columns of a sort of paranoid gos-
sip about the doings of various important people, in which Dee's owner's
name appears here and there; and long rambling theoretical pieces about
machine intelligence.

Dee puts it down, having just given it what looks like the most casual,
superficial glance. She wonders for a moment if this is a trap, but Spy thinks
it very unlikely: these are exactly the sort of ideas she'd expected to find in
this area, and it's obvious that Tamara's espousal of them is completely,
perhaps resignedly, familiar to those around her. (That those around her
might be part of some elaborate set-up doesn't occur to Dee, or even to Spy:
although their background is rich in intrigue and betrayal, they lack the
ramifying conspiratorial imagination that would be second nature if they
lived in a state.) Dee tries to keep her wild hope out of her voice.

"Do you really think that human-equivalent machines are, well, equiv-
alent to humans? That they have rights?"

"Oh, sure," Tamara says. "Don't you?"

"Hmm," says Dee. "Let me get you a drink."

When she returns she's carrying Tamara's satchel. She swings it under
the table and places her pistol back on the top. Tamara waves away the offer
of a cigarette. Dee lights up and leans close. Soldier takes over second place
from Spy, who doesn't like what's going on at all. The most Spy can do is



make sure no one overhears. Another probe into the room's electronics, and
the music's volume goes up a few decibels.

"I'm a machine," Dee says.

Tamara's obviously half-suspected this, just from the name, but just as
obviously doesn't quite believe it.

"You coulda fooled me, girl," she says.

Dee shrugs. "Most of my body was grown in a vat or something. Most of
my brain's artificial. Technically and legally I'm a decerebrate clone mani-
pulated by a computer. Neither component is anything but an object, but I
feel like I'm a person."

Tamara's nodding vigorously, the way people do.

"And I need your help," Dee adds. "I've escaped and my owner's agents
are searching for me along this street."

Tamara's head stops moving and her mouth opens.

"Oh shit," she says.

Dee stares at her. "What's the matter?" she asks. "Isn't this what you
want?" She glances at The Abolitionist. "Or is this all—?"

Tamara closes her eyes for a moment and shakes her head slightly. "It
ain't like that," she says, looking embarrassed. She steeples her fingers to
the sides of her nose and talks quietly into this adequate mask. "Of course
I'll help you .. . We'll help you. It's just—this isn't the main thing we do, you
know? We've persuaded a few people to free machines, but a machine free-
ing itself doesn't happen very often. Not that you get to hear about, anyway."
She's grinning again, back on track. "You into making a fight about this?"

"I'm ready for any kind of fight," Dee says. "Who's this 'we'?"

"Half a street full of anarchists," Tamara says.

Dee doesn't understand what this means, exactly, but it sounds hopeful,
especially the way Tamara says it.

"Can you provide sanctuary?" Dee asks.

"We're probably your best bet," Tamara says abstractedly. "There hasn't
really been a proper fight on this issue. It'd be quite something to be the
ones to pick it. Bloody hell. This could shake up the city, the whole damn'
planet!"

Dee tries to think of a reason why this should be so, but apart from a bit
of handwaving from Scientist there doesn't seem to be any information on
file.

"Why?" she asks.

Tamara stares at her. "You are definitely a machine," she says, smiling
past the side of her hand. "Or you'd know the answer."

Dee considers this, trying to formulate Scientist's bare hints into speech.

"It's because of the fast folk, isn't it?" she suggests brightly. "And the
dead?"

Tamara's eyebrows flash upwards for a split second. "That's the smart
worry," she says. "It's the stupid worries that are the real problem... I
think you'll find. Anyway. Are the greps likely to be hanging around out-
side?"

Dee thinks about this.



"No," she says. "Not now. But there might be others."

Tamara drains her glass. "Let's go," she says.

They're just getting their things together when the door opens and a
young man and an old robot walk in. The man looks haggard and is wearing
desert gear, and the robot's just a standard construction rig. Tamara doesn't
give them a second glance but Dee watches as the man pauses at the door-
way and looks around the room with a curious intentness.

He sees her, and his gaze stops.

He takes a step forward. His face warps as if under acceleration into an
awful, anguished look, more a distortion of the features than an expres-
sion—it's unreadable, inhuman. At the same time Dee can feel the robot's
questing senses scan her body and tap at her brain. Spy and Soldier and Sys
move dizzyingly fast in the virtual spaces of her mind, repelling the
hack-attack. Her own reactive hacking attempts are deflected by some
shielding as impenetrable as—and perhaps no other than—the robot's hard
metal shell. The robot makes a jerky forward lurch as the man takes a
second step toward her. All of Dee's several selves start screaming at her to
get out.

She has her pistol in both hands in front of her and the table's kicked
over and Tamara's beside her. The bar falls silent except for the thudding
music and the baying of a stadium audience on the television.

"Out the back!" Tamara says through clenched teeth. She shifts, guiding
Dee to the right, walking backwards, pushing through a door that swings
shut in front of them. They're in a corridor, dark except for smudges of yel-
low light and thick with smells of beer and fish.

Dee enhances her vision and sees Tamara blinking hard as she whirls
around. From the way she's moving it's obvious that Tamara can see in the
dark at least as well as Dee can.

"Come on!" Tamara calls, and plunges along the corridor. Dee kicks off
her shoes, snatches them up and races after Tamara, down a flight of steps
and around a couple of corners into an even darker, smellier corridor, in fact
a tunnel. Dee can hear the traffic overhead and taste the water-vapor in the
air increasing with every step. She glances back and there's no indication of
pursuit. The water in the air tastes rusty as they slide to a halt before a heavy
metal door at the end. Tamara fumbles with bolts at the top and bottom of
the door until they clang back. She pauses, listening, then pulls the door
slowly open, keeping herself behind it until it's almost parallel to the wall.
She peers around it all the while, looking out and not behind.

"Wait," she whispers. The warning isn't necessary: Soldier has kicked in
and Dee is standing flat to the wall of the tunnel two meters from the
doorway and only very slowly edging forward. As her cone of vision widens
she sees that the door opens onto a narrow stone shelf barely above the
surface of the canal, which is about fifty meters wide at this point. The lights
from the opposite street, Rue Pascal, are reflected in the canal's choppy
black wavelets, stirred up by the frequent wakes of plying boats. From the
sound of the slap and sigh of water she knows that the outboard motor, just
at the edge of her view, belongs to a small dinghy moored close to the door.



On the meter-wide quay a shadow moves—her own.

She turns to look back down the tunnel. A light, far back in the corridor,
has just come on and something is moving between here and the source.
Tamara, a moment later, notices it too and she steps from behind the door.
She glances at Dee, points outward, and then makes a two-fingered chop-
ping motion to left and right. Together they jump out of the door, turning in
opposite directions as they steady themselves, crouching on the quay.

Dee sees the walled bank of the canal rising three meters to street level,
and the quay running alongside the canal to a junction a few hundred me-
ters away. Boats and barges are moored along it, doors and tunnel-mouths
punctuate it. There's nobody moving on it at the moment.

Over her shoulder she sees a similar view in the opposite direction, ex-
cept that the canal extends out to the dark of the desert. She hears at least
one set of running footsteps, now about half-way along the tunnel. She
gestures frantically to Tamara.

"Get in the boat!" Tamara says. She hauls the rope and the little inflata-
ble bumps against the quay's lip. It barely rocks as Tamara steps in, sways
wildly as Dee follows. She finds herself flat on her back in the wet well of the
boat on top of her purse and shoes, her feet getting in the way of Tamara's as
the human woman casts off and starts the engine. Dee's glad she's in this
undignified position as Tamara opens the throttle and the engine's whine
rises to a scream and the front of the boat lifts. The boat surges out across
the water and Tamara brings it over in a long curve that has them shooting
straight along the middle of the canal to yells and curses from other boats by
the time a distant figure appears at the mouth of the tunnel.

It's the man who recognized her. He shouts after them, but whatever he
says is lost in the engine's note. Tamara slews the tiller again and they swing
around in a wall of spray and head for an opening, passing under Stras Co-
bol and into a branch canal that runs between high windowless walls less
than five meters apart. Tamara eases off the engine and Dee cautiously sits
up.

"Lucky for us the boat was there," she says.

Tamara snorts. "It's my boat! I left it there an hour ago when I started
my round of the bars."

Dee smiles wanly. "Where are we going?"

"Circle Square," Tamara says. "Precinct of the living dead. Crawling with
bad artists, freethinking machines, and anarchists arguing about what to do
in an anarchy. Safe."

Dee isn't sure how to take this.

"Thanks for getting me out."

Tamara looks past Dee, at the dark water. "Yeah well. .. I gotta admit
I'm not sure what I got you out from. That guy and the robot didn't look like
greps to me. Did you recognize them, or what?"

Dee's already been through this in her head. "No," she says, her voice
cold. "But he recognized me. I'm certain of that."

"Me too," Tamara says dryly. "Just I don't think it was from a pic. He
looked like he wanted to kill you, that first moment. Kill somebody, anyway,



but shit, coulda been shock or some'ing—hey!" She stares at Dee's face. "You
ain't dead, are you? You and him might've had previous." She looks quite
pleased at this speculation. "It's all right, you can tell me. We're cool about
the dead as well as machines, OK?"

Dee doesn't know much about the dead. Once, when she was new, she'd
thought that she could hear the dead: press her ear to the wall and hear
them talking, furiously, in dead languages. But it was just the sough of the
machinery, the 'ware, the marrow in the city's cold bones.

So her owner had told her, his laughter almost kind. With a harsher tone
in his voice he'd added: "The dead are gone. And they aren't coming back.
Most of them . .. ah, forget it."

And obediently, she had.

She isn't sure whether to be annoyed at Tamara's speculation, but it's
just the woman's human limitations after all: in a way she's making the
same animistic mistake—thinking that machinery that sounded alive must
at the very least be dead—that she herself had made way back when she was
just getting her brain into gear.

So she gives Tamara a smug smile and says, "You can scan my skull if
you like, and you'll see me for yourself."

"S'pose your body's a copy? A clone?"

Dee hasn't thought of this before, and the idea shakes her more than she
cares to show. She shrugs. "It's possible."

"There you go," Tamara says. "That'd make whatever it was with that guy
just a case of mistaken identity. No worries."

She guns the engine again. Swept from the walls' dank ledges, seal-rats
squeak indignantly in their wake.

"It isn't her" said the robot, its voice more like a radio at low volume than a
human speaking quietly. "So forget it. Chasing after her won't get you any-
where. She's just a fucking machine."

Wilde had trudged back up the tunnel, apologized to the barkeeper, paid
for the breakages and ordered a stiff drink as well as a large beer to ac-
company his grilled fish. The robot, propping itself up with a chair opposite
him, had attracted no comment.

Wilde wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and glared at the ma-
chine.

"She didn't look like a machine. She looked like a real woman. She
looked like—"

He stopped, in some distress.

"Cloned," the machine said implacably.

"But why? Why her? Who would—?"

He stared at the impervious pod. "No!"

"Yes," said the machine. "He's here."



2
Pleistocene People

I REMEMBER HIM leaning his elbow on the bar in the Queen Margaret Union,
waiting for our pints, and saying: "We'll be there, Wilde! We'll see it! One
fucking computer, that's all it'll take, one machine that's smarter than us
and away they'll go."

Reid's eyes were shining, his voice happy. He was like that when an idea
took hold of him, and he prophesied. It sounds prophetic enough now, but it
wasn't an original idea even then, in December 1975. (That's a.d., by the
way.) He'd got it from a book. "How d'you mean, 'away'?" I asked.

"If we," he said, slowing down, "can make a machine that's smarter than
us, it can make another machine that's smarter than the first. And so on,
faster and faster. Runaway evolution, man."

"And where does that leave us?"

Reid pushed a heavy mug of cider toward me.

"Behind," he said happily. "Like apes in a city of people. Come on, let's
find a seat.”

Glasgow University's original Students' Union dated back to before
women were accepted as students. It still hadn't quite caught up. The female
students had their own union building, the QM, which did allow students of
both sexes. It was therefore the one in which the more radical and progres-
sive male students hung out, and the better by far for picking up girls.

Which was what we had in mind: a few pints with our mates in the bar
for the first part of the evening, and then down to the disco about ten o'clock
and see if anybody fancied a dance. The reason for getting in as much
drinking as you could beforehand was that diving into the queue in front of
the disco bar was best reserved for when you had to buy a round for your
companions or—better—a drink for a girl who'd just danced with you.

The bar—the union bar rather than the disco bar—was fairly quiet at this
time in the evening. So we got a good seat in the place, the one that ran most
of the way around the back wall, from which we could see everybody who
came in and—just by getting up slightly and turning around— could check
out the state of play on the dance-floor below.

I rolled a skinny Golden Virginia cigarette and raised my pint of
Strongbow.

"Cheers," Reid said.

"Slainte," I said.

We grinned at our respective manglings of each other's national toast—
to my ear, Reid had said something like "Cheeurrsh," and to his I'd said
"Slendge." Reid was from the Isle of Skye, where his great-grandfather had
come to work as a shepherd after the Clearances. I was from North London,
and we were both somewhat out of place in Central Scotland. We hadn't



known each other very long, having met a month earlier at a seminar on
War Communism. The seminar was sponsored by Critique, a left-wing off-
shoot of the Institute for Soviet Studies, where I was doing a one-year M.Sc.
course in the Economics of Socialism.

I didn't agree with their ideas, but I'd found the Critique clique (as I
privately called them) congenial, and stimulating. They were the Institute's
Young Turks, Left Opposition, Shadow Cabinet and Government-In-Exile.
They regarded both mainstream and Marxist critical theories of the Soviet
Union as all of a piece with the most starry-eyed, fellow-travelling naivety in
their assumption that it was at least a new system, when it was hardly even a
society.

The seminar was a lunchtime session. As always, it was crowded, not so
much because of its popularity but because of a shrewd tactic of always
booking a room just a little smaller than the expected attendance. In that
ill-assorted congregation of exiles—from America, from Chile, from South
Africa and from the Other Side itself—Reid, hunched in a new denim jacket,
constantly relighting, puffing and forgetting his roll-up, his lank black hair
falling around his young and good-looking but somehow weathered face,
seemed entirely at home, and the question he'd asked the speaker after-
wards showed at least that he knew what he was asking about. But none of
us had seen him before, and in the pub later (these seminars had several
features in common with socialist meetings, especially the pub afterwards)
he'd admitted to being a Trotskyist, which was not surprising, and a com-
puter science student, which was.

The woman sitting next to me was American and also a Trotskyist. Reid
was getting up to buy a round and asked her, "What will you be having?"

"Tomato juice," she said. He nodded, frowning.

"How come you've not met him, Myra?" I asked as he slouched off to the
bar. "Aren't you in the IMG too?" I'd picked this up while chatting to her
occasionally over coffee in the Institute—almost chatting her up, to be hon-
est, because I was rather taken with her. She was tall and incredibly slim,
with a blond bob and a perky, peaky face, the concavities of her orbits and
cheeks looking like they'd been delicately, lovingly smoothed into shape
with broad thumbs, her gray eyes bright behind huge round glasses.

"I don't go much to meetings," she admitted with a shake of her head.
"Like I got pissed with comrades urging me to do more in the fight against
the fucking Leninist-Trotskyist Faction? I mean, what do these guys think I
came to England to get away from?"

"You mean Scotland, England?" I drawled derisively, unable to comment
on her—to me—utterly incomprehensible remark.

Myra laughed. "Go give the guy a hand. He seems to be having a prob-
lem."

Reid turned to me with relief. "I've got everybody's except Myra's. What
the hell are 'tamadages'?"

"And one tomato juice!" I said to the bartender.

"Oh, thanks," Reid said. He looked up at me. (He'd unconsciously pulled
himself up to his full height, something folk often did around me, but he was



still looking up.) "What you were saying back there about the market, that
was interesting. The millions of equations stuff."

"Yeah," I said, gathering up some of the drinks. "The millions of equa-
tions. And that's not the half of it." I knew what was coming next, having
been around the block several times already on this one.

"Why can't we just use computers?"

"Because," I said over my shoulder as I threaded my way back to the ta-
ble, "without a market, you won't have the fucking computers!"

Myra was laughing as I put down the drinks. "Don't worry about Jon's
bourgeois economics," she said to Dave Reid as we sat down. "Even the So-
viet Union has computers." She waited for some sign of reassurance in his
honestly puzzled face, and added: "The biggest in the world!"

Reid smiled but went on doggedly: "Look at IBM. Do they bother about
market forces? Do they fuck! Friend of mine worked at their factory in In-
verkip one summer. He said they supply spare parts anywhere in the world
within forty-eight hours, even if it means taking an axe to a mainframe
that's already built—and pulling the parts out!"

"Yeah, that sounds just like the Soviet Union," I said, to general laughter.
"And you sound just like my old man."

"Is he a socialist?" Reid asked. He sounded incredulous.

"Lifelong SPGB member," I said.

"SPGB? Oh, brilliant!" Reid said.

"What's the SPGB?" Myra asked. Reid and I both began to say some-
thing, then Reid smiled, shrugged and deferred.

I took a long swallow, but it wasn't the beer that I smelled but some
strange remembered whiff of mown grass, dog-shit, and vanilla: Speaker's
Corner. "The Socialist Party of Great Britain," I explained, falling almost
automatically into the soapbox cadence of the autodidact agitator, "set out
in 1904, with less than a hundred members, to win a majority of the workers
of the world. They already have eight hundred, so they're well on their way.
At that rate, the best projections put them on course for a clear majority by
the twenty-fifth century."

"You gotta be kidding," Myra said.

"He is," Reid said sternly. "It's, well, not a bad caricature, I'll give you
that. But I've read some of their stuff, and I've never seen that calculation."”

"OK," I admitted. "I made that part up. Well actually, my dad made it up.
He's a true believer, but he does have a sense of humor and he once wrote a
wee program based on population growth and the Party's growth, and ran it
on a computer at work."

"He's a programmer as well, is he?"

"Oh yes. For the London Electricity Board. When he started, debugging
meant cleaning the moths off the valves, and I am not making that up!"

Reid and Myra and several of the others around the table laughed. I'd
never really held forth like this before, and I had the feeling that I'd made
some kind of good impression on the clique.

"The point being," I added, while everyone was still listening, "that I've
heard all these arguments about how computers will make economic plan-



ning a doddle, and I don't buy 'em."

"You're missing several points here," Myra interjected, and went on to
make them, her moral passion a mirror-image of mine. So I shifted my
ground to another passion.

"I don't want a planned society anyway," I said. "It doesn't fit in with my
plans."

That got a cheap laugh.

"So what are you?" Reid asked. "A right-winger?"

I sighed. "I'm an individualist anarchist, actually."”

" 'Ey'm en individualist enerchist, eckchelly'," Myra mimicked. "More
like an anachronism. It's a tragedy," she added with a flourish to the gallery.
"The kid learns some kinda Marxism at his daddy's knee, and he ends up a
goddam Proudhonist!"

"Yup," I said. "Though it's your compatriot Tucker that I think got it all
together."

"So who's Tucker?" somebody asked.

"Well..." I began.

We hadn't got any work done that afternoon, but—looking back at it in an
economic, calculating kind of way—it was worth it. Most of us ended up
drinking cans and coffees back in a basement room of the Institute. Reid
and I sat at opposite sides of Myra at the corner of the big table. Sometimes
she talked to both of us, sometimes to other people, and again to one of us or
the other. When she talked to Reid it was like overhearing the gossip of an
extended family quarrel, and I tuned out or turned to other conversations.
But she always brought me back into it, with some remark about Vietnam or
Portugal or Angola: the real wars and revolutions over which the factions
waged their intercontinental fight.

After some time I became aware that there were only the three of us left
in the room. I remember Myra's face, her elbows on the table, her thin
hands moving as she talked about New York. I was thinking that it sounded
just the place I wanted to go, when Reid's chair scraped on the floorboards
and he stood up.

"I'll have to be off," he said. He smiled at Myra for a moment then looked
at me and said: "See you around then, Jon."

"Yeah, looks like we hang out in the same places," I said with a grin. "If I
don't bump into you in the next day or two I'll probably see you in the QM
on Friday."

"Don't you disappear on us, Dave," Myra said. "Make sure you come to
the next seminar, yeah? We need guys like you around Critique. You know,
like not just academic?"

Reid flushed slightly and then laughed and said, "Aye, that's what I was
thinking myself!" He slung a duffel bag over his shoulder and with a wiping
motion of his spread hand waved goodbye.

We heard his desert-boots padding up the stair, the outer door's Yale
click shut. It came to me for the first time that he and I had spent the after-
noon competing for Myra's regard—or she had spent it testing us. (That was



how it started: with Myra. And not, as I thought long afterwards, with An-
nette. For if Myra had gone with Reid from the first, and I with Annette ...)

Myra settled her chin in her hands, jiggled her specs and looked at me
through them.

"Well," she said. "An interesting guy, huh?"

"Yes," I said. "Very serious."

"I'm not in the mood for serious, right now."

She looked at me steadily for a moment and smiled and said: "Do you
want to burn some grass?"

I thought this was some obscure Americanism for sex, and only realized

my mistake when she started building an elaborate joint back at her bedsit;
but as it turned out I was not that mistaken, after all.
Mpyra and I didn't have an affair, more a succession of one-night stands. Ten
days that shook the world. Neither of us pretended, but I like to think both
of us hoped, that more might come of it. But publicly, to each other, we were
being very sophisticated, very cool, very liberated about it.

Then she fell for a Chilean resistance hero with a black mustache, and I
was astonished at how angry and jealous and possessive I felt. There was a
moment, around three in the morning after the evening that Myra told me
how, you know, it was very nice, and she really liked me, but she had quite
unexpectedly found her feelings for this Latin Leninist just so powerful, so
unlike anything she'd ever experienced before, that, well for a start she was
seeing him in, like, five minutes . . . there was a moment of drinking black
coffee from a grubby mug and looking with unbelieving loathing at the ash-
tray spilling tarry twists of paper while my fingers rolled yet another just to
feel the burn on my tongue, when all my circadian rythms troughed at once
in an ebb of the blood, a bleeding of the body's heat, when I felt I never
wanted to go again to a bed that didn't enfold the promise of Myra's pelvic
bones rocking on mine.

And all the time another part of my mind was working away, analyzing
how absurd it was that this jealousy should be a surprise, and yet another
level of my awareness was congratulating myself on being sufficiently stoical
and self-understanding to understand that, and to know that this was a
straightforward primate emotion which could be borne, and would pass.

I picked up a Pentel and scrawled on a pad: Pleistocene people with

looking-glass eyes, so I wouldn't forget this cloth-eared insight in the
morning, and crashed out. Still aching, but suddenly confident I had the
measure of jealousy and unexpected, unrequited love.
At the same time as Myra and I were carefully, and in her case successfully,
not falling for each other, I'd fallen for Reid. There's the love that (no thanks
to God) now dares to shout its name, and there's another love that doesn't
know what its name bloody is, and this was it. Our minds came together like
magnets, with a clash.

Reid was stocky and dark, with well-proportioned Celtic features; I was
tall and wiry, with hair I kept cropped to disguise its thinness even then, and



a nose that had always had me cast as a Red Indian when I was a kid. Reid
was gauche, I was suave; but Reid's awkwardness was something he
shrugged off, and rose above with a kind of grace, whereas I felt every social
occasion a constant test of wits. Reid's parents were religious—Free
Kirk—and had done their best to inculcate the same principles in him; mine
were staunch Marxist materialists, but had taken a laissez-faire attitude to
my philosophical education. At times, for all Reid's accounts of questions
answered by clips around the head or floods of tears, I felt that his parents'
firm line had shown the deeper concern for his welfare.

Reid was a communist, I a libertarian; but he had a prickly indepen-
dence of mind, a dogged tendency to worry at difficulties in the doctrines his
sect espoused. I sometimes suspected I had too easy a skepticism, too cath-
olic a confidence that my shaky pile of books by Proudhon and Tucker,
Herbert and Spencer, Robert Heinlein and Robert Anton Wilson was
building up to a reliable launch-tower of the mind.

Another thing I liked about Reid was that I got drunk faster with him

than with anyone else; hence, the Friday evenings.
Reid and I talked some more about "the computers taking over" (which was
how people talked back then about the Singularity), then moved onto the
current New Scientist article on catastrophe theory, about which Reid was
skeptical ("like a bourgeois version of dialectics," was how he put it). After
science, politics: the hot topic was Portugal, where the far left had just
over-reached itself in what looked like a cack-handed attempt at a military
coup.

"There's a good article here about it," Reid said, digging out from inside
his jacket a copy of Red Weekly, the newspaper of the International Marxist
Group. "Slagging off what Socialist Worker has to say. Well, I haven't read it
myself yet, but it looks good."

"OK, OK," I said. "I'll buy it. Sectarian polemic is one thing you guys are
good at."

"We'll get you in the end," Reid grinned as I bought the paper.

"Or I'll get you," I said.

Reid shrugged. "That's not how it works," he said. He started rolling a
cigarette, talking in a tired voice. "People don't stop being socialists and
become something else. They just become nothing, or join the Labour Par-
ty—same difference."

"I stopped being a socialist," I pointed out.

"Yeah, but that's different, come on. It'd be like me saying I stopped be-
ing a Christian. It was just something I was brought up to, and as soon as I
started thinking for myself I dropped it. Same with you, right?"

"Maybe," I said. "Mind you, it was never shoved down my throat every
Sunday." But I uneasily remembered how little it had taken—some anarchist
summary of Tucker, I think—to precipitate every doubt I'd ever had about
my inherited faith.

"I hope I always understand things the way I do now," Reid went on,
"because it makes sense, it's ahead of anything else on offer. But if I ever



forget, or you know, lose the place—"

"Or realize you've been wrong all along."

"—all right, that's how it'll seem, that's what I'll tell myself—"

He grinned sourly, his tongue out to lick his Rizla, giving himself a mo-
mentary diabolic, gargoyle appearance. "But if that ever happens," he fi-
nished, rolling the cigarette up and lighting it, "I'll be damned if I become an
idealistic fighter for the other side. I'll just look out for myself, one way or
another."

"But that's what I believe in right now!" I said cheerfully. "Look out for
number one. I'm not an idealistic fighter for anything."

"That's what you think," Reid said. "You're an anarchist out of pure, in-
nocent self-interest? Oh, sure. Face it, man, you care. You're a socialist at
heart."

I liked him enough, and he said it lightly enough, for me not to be of-
fended.

"Nah, that's not how it is at all," I said. "I really do have a selfish reason
for wanting a world without states: I want to live forever. Seriously. I want
to make it to the ships. A planet occupied by organized gangs of nuc-
lear-armed nutters is not my idea of a safe environment."

Most people laughed at me when I said this, but Reid didn't. One of the
things we had in common was an interest in science fiction and tech-
nological possibilities, which fitted right in with the rest of what I believed.
In theory it fitted in with Marxism too, but I knew that Reid's comrades re-
garded it as ideologically unsound, as if the only far-out futuristic specula-
tion allowed was the IMG's latest perspectives document. His stacks of Ga-
laxy and Analog were stashed in a cupboard of his bedsit, like pornography.

"It seems a bit much to expect," Reid said. "We picked the wrong century
to be born in. I reckon we'll just have to take our chances like the rest of the
poor sods."

I held my cigarette at arm's length and looked at it. "And we're not doing
much for our chances."

"I see it as a race with medical science," Reid said. "Mine's a pint of Ex-
port, by the way."

I noticed our empty glasses and jumped up, contrite at not noticing
sooner. When I came back Reid was deep in the paper he'd sold me, and I
wasn't sure I wanted to push the conversation farther at the moment, so I
leaned back and let my mind drift for a bit. The place was filling up. The
jukebox was playing Rod Stewart's "Sailing," a song which always incited in
me a maudlin exile patriotism for a country which had never existed, as if I'd
been a citizen of Atlantis in a previous life. When it finished I flipped out of
the mood and looked around again, and I noticed that Reid's paper had
another reader, who was sitting beside him and leaning forward, her head
tilted to read the back page. Her curly black hair was tumbled sideways
around her face. Black eyebrows, eyelashes, large green eyes moving (slow-
ly, I noticed) as she read, small neat nose, wide cheekbones from which her
cheeks, neither thin nor plump, curved smoothly past either side of full (and
unconsciously, minutely moving) lips, to a small firm chin.



Her gaze flicked from the page and met mine with an unembarrassed
smile. I felt a jolt so physical that I didn't even associate it with an emotion.
And then Reid lowered his paper and looked at her. She sat back up, and
now she did look slightly embarrassed. She was with a bevy of other girls
who'd commandeered the next table along, and the rest were talking
amongst themselves.

"Well hello," Reid said. "Are you finding it interesting?"

"I've never seen anything like it," she said. "I don't understand how an-
yone would want to support strikes." She had a west coast accent, but— like
Reid—she was speaking an accented English, not Scots like the native
Glaswegians did. Probably from down the Clyde somewhere then, Irish or
Highland: ESL a generation or two back.

"It's a socialist paper," Reid said. He glanced at me, as if for support.
"We support the workers, you know?"

"But the government is socialist," she said, sounding indignant. "And
they don't want strikes, do they?"

"We don't think the Labour government is socialist at all,” Reid ex-
plained.

"But isn't it bad for the country, when people can go on strike and go
straight on social security?"

"In a way, yes," said Reid, who would normally have lost patience at this
point. "But if what you mean by 'the country' is most people living in it,
right, then the problems we have don't come from workers going on strike,
they come from the bosses and bankers doin' business as usual. They're the
ones who're really costing the country."”

"You have a funny way of looking at things," she said, as an explanation,
not a question. She dismissed the matter and switched her attention to more
important concerns. "Are you going down to the disco later?"

"Yes," I said, before Reid could make another attempt at political edu-
cation. "Are you?"

"Oh aye," she said. "Maybe I'll see you down there." She flashed us a
quick smile before being tugged back into the conversation with her friends.
I stared for a moment at where her hair fell over the shoulders of her plain
white shirt. The shirt was tucked into tight blue jeans, and her feet into
high-heeled shoes. Her clothes and, now I came to think of it, her makeup
looked too neat and normal for a student's. Same went for her friends, some
of whom were dressed similarly, some in posh frocks.

"Well," I said as Reid caught my eye, "as chat-up lines go I think that one
needs working on."

"You could say that," he admitted. "Still, she didn't give me much of a
chance."

"You shouldn't have had your nose in the damn' paper in the first place,"
I told him.

Just after ten o'clock, we both moved fast as the girls left, lost them in
the queue but managed to grab the table nearest to theirs.

"Do you want to dance?" I shouted. UV light caught the nylon stitching in



her shirt, a visible-spectrum strobe caught her nod. That dance was fast, the
next slow. We had our hands lightly on each other's shoulders at the end. I
looked down at her. "Thank you," I said.

There was a thing she did with her eyes: the green coronae streaming,
the irises opening into black pools you could drown in.

All T could think of to say was, "What's your name?"

"Annette."

"Jon Wilde," I said. "Do you want a drink?" I had drowned, but my
mouth was still moving.

"Pint of lager, thanks." She smiled and turned to the table. When I got
back Reid was shouting and handwaving something to her over the music
and lights. She listened, head tilted, chin on hand.

The music changed again, and Reid stood up and held out a hand to
Annette. She nodded, downed a gulp of the lager with a quick smile of
thanks to me, and away they danced.

"Somebody seems tae hiv got aff on the wrang fit," an amused but sym-
pathetic female voice said in my ear. I turned to find myself looking at a girl
with long bangs of red-brown hair out of which her face peeped like a small
mammal from underbrush. She was wearing a blouse with drawstrings at
the neck and cuffs, a long blue skirt over long boots.

"Yes," I said with a backwards nod. "He's a terrible dancer."

She laughed. "Ah wis talkin aboot you," she said. "Ah widnae worry.
Annette's a wee bit i a flirt."

"She can flirt with me any time," I said. "Meanwhile, let's get acquainted,
if only to give her something to think about."

"This'll gie her something tae think aboot," she said, and astonished me
with a kiss, followed by a snuggle up, which with some shifting of chairs and
careful pitching of voices enabled us to have a conversation audible only to
us. Now and again we heard ourselves shouting as the music stopped while
somebody changed discs (not disks, they came later).

Her name was Sheena. Short for Oceania, I later learned.

"How do you know Annette?"

Sheena grimaced at my choice of topic. "Live wi her," she yelled con-
fidentially. "Work wi her, tae. Wir lab technicians. In the Zoology Depart-
ment. Whit dae yee dae?"

I told her, and before long was shouting and waving my hands, just like a
real scientist. But if the intent was to provoke Annette into showing more
interest in me, the experiment failed.

Chill night, no frost, dead leaves skeletal on the pavements like fossil fish.
Dave and Annette and Sheena and I paused at the bridge, stared over the
parapet at the Kelvin's peaceful roar.

"Must be the only feature named after a unit of measurement,” Reid
said. I laughed at that and the girls laughed too.

"There should be more!" I said. "The Joules Burn! The Ampere Current!"

"Loch Litre!"



"Ben Metre!"

"Or computer languages," Reid said as we walked on, the BBC Scotland
building on our left, on our right the Botanic Garden with its vast circular
greenhouse, a flying saucer from some nineteenth-century Mars. "Fortran
Steps. Basic Blocks . . ."

"Ada Mansions!"

"Stras Cobol!"

By the time we reached the girls' flat we'd scraped up Newton Heights
and Candela Beach, and I was trying to persuade everybody that all the units
were the names of people; for example Jean-Baptiste de Metre, the noted
Encyclopaedist, Girondist, and dwarf.

"Of course after the Revolution he dropped the 'de'," I explained as An-
nette jingled for keys. "But that didn't save him, he got—"

"Shortened," said Reid.

"By a foot."

"No, stupid, a head."

"Are youse goin tae stand there all night?"

"Only for a second."

"Named of course after ..." I searched for inspiration. Reid gave me a
shove. "Come on."

I went in. Basement flat, big front room, bed, sofa-bed, fake fireplace.
Snoopy posters, stuffed toys, girly clutter. Tiny kitchen where Annette was
plugging in an electric kettle.

We talked, we drank coffee which only made us feel wilder, Sheena
skinned up a joint. Later . . . later I was in the kitchen, half-sitting on the
edge of the sink, while Sheena took charge of another round of Nescafe and
the remains of a roach. The door was almost closed, Dave's and Annette's
voices a steady murmur.

She put milk back in the fridge, leaned on my thigh. I leaned over and
parted her fronds and looked at her.

"Do you want me to stay?"

"Aye, well, no." She passed me the charred cardboard; I sipped, winced
and held it under the tap. "Ah mean, Ah wid, but Ah ¢'n see ye fancy An-
nette."

"Wish she could. Wish I'd told her."

"Och, she knows. Ah think she's feart. Yir so—intense."

"Intense? Moi? You mean, not like my pal Dave Fight-The-Good-Fight
Reid? Likes his easy charm with the labor theory of value, is that it?"

Sheena grinned. "Yir no far wrong. See, if he cares enough whit she
thinks tae argue wi her, he cannae jist be interested in gettin aff wi her."

The kettle sang. I gazed at the fluorescent strip above the worktop and
squeezed my eyes. Sheena's weight shifted away and she busied herself with
the mugs. I sighed in the sudden aroma.

"So what am I doing that makes you think I'm coming on too strong? I've
hardly had a chance to say a word to her all bloody evening."

"Dead right," Sheena said. "Ye talk tae me, and ye say things tae Dave,
and aw the time ye look at Annette and smile at whitever she says."



"I do not!"

She looked me in the eye.

"All right," I admitted. "Maybe I do. I'm sorry. Must seem a bit rude."”

"It does an aw," she said. "Still, I'm no blamin you. I started the whole
wee game. C'me oan, see's a hand wi they mugs."

When I'd finished the coffee I stood up. Dave and Annette were sitting
on the floor, leaning against the side of the bed. Dave's arm was across An-
nette's shoulders.

"See you, guys."

"See ya," Dave said.

"Goodnight," Annette said. I tried to read her narrowed eyes, to gloss a
twinkle or a wink. She looked down.

Sheena kissed me goodnight at the door, with a warmth as sudden and
unexpected as her kissed hello.

"Sure?" I tried to curve my lips to a mischievous grin.

"Sure." She pushed my shoulders, holding. "Yir a nice man, but let's no
make our lives any mair complicated than they are."

"Okay, Sheena. Goodnight. See you again."

"Scram!" she smiled, and closed the door.

Tiles to chest-level, whitewash, polished balustrade. Glasgow work-
ing-class tenement respectability, not like the student slum I inhabited. I
remembered something. I turned back to the door and squatted in front of
it, pushed back the sprung brass flap of the letter-box.

"Dave!" I shouted.

"What?" came faint and distant.

"After Charles the Second!" 1 yelled. "Patron of the Royal Society!"

A cloud had descended on the city while I'd been in the flat. At the junction
of Great Western Road and Byres Road I waited at a crossing. Heels clicked
up behind me, stopped beside me. A girl in a fur coat. She turned, smiling,
and asked, "How do the lights—? Oh, I see." Voice like a warm hand, English
upper-class accent. The fur and her hair glittered with beads of moisture.
She was going somewhere she wanted to be, confident no one would dare
lay a finger on her: a beautiful animal, perfectly adapted, feral. "Terrible fog,
isn't it?"

"Yes," I said. "Never seen one like it in Glasgow."

The lights changed. We crossed, our paths diverging. She went down
Byres Road, to that place where she wanted to be, and I walked along Great
Western Road, back to my room.



3
The Terminal Kid

It's raining on New Mars. This is a machine-made miracle, the work of rare
devices far away, and of the insensate, botanic power of their countless
offspring which turn metal petals to focus faint solar radiation on chunks of
dirty ice, flaring their surface volatiles to send them tumbling sunwards,
nudged and guided in a precisely calculated trajectory that years later takes
them into an atmosphere just thick enough to catch them and carry them
down; where with luck they fall as rain and not as fire, and which in any case
each bolide's passage leaves marginally better fitted to catch and contain the
next.

But to Dee, out in the wet night, it's commonplace, and a drag. For about
half an hour she's had to keep the image-intensifiers at full blast, and her
eyes are hurting. Her ears, too: sonar ping off wet walls a meter or so away
on either side induces an enclosing sense of pressure. At the same time
turning it down or off would strain her even more. So it's with relief and re-
laxation that she sees the narrow waterway open out on a much wider and
brighter canal.

"Ring Canal," Tamara indicates as she turns her little craft to the right.
Dee, craning her head and looking fore and aft, can see no curvature. Tall,
narrow houses—rather than storage blocks and industrial units—overlook
this canal, and lights are strung above its banks. Ahead, a rapidly closing
hundred meters away, the Ring Canal itself opens out, and through the gap
between the buildings at the end Dee sees what looks and sounds like a
bonfire: a blaze of light, a roar of noise.

At the confluence, the Ring Canal separates to left and right, curving to a
visible ring whose diameter Dee estimates as three hundred meters. More of
the tall houses huddle around it, and within it there's a flat island, accessible
from the surrounding circular way by bridges. This central island is covered
with corrugated-iron huts and fabric booths and shacks, among which many
people are loudly busy. The light comes from overhead floods, and from
each individual booth's contribution of spotlights, fluorescent tubing,
strobe, fairy-light cable, and fiber-optic.

Tamara takes another right and throttles back the engine, coasting along
the outer bank, silent amid the din of music and commerce, both compet-
itive.

"What's going on here?" Dee asks.

Tamara spares her a glance. "Fi'day evening in Circle Square."

A tiny jetty under a narrow wrought-iron bridge, with a set of steps at-
tached. Tamara moors the boat and motions to Dee to climb the steps. She
waits on the shoreward side of the bridge and helps Tamara to haul up the
bag. The coming and going of people—couples, groups, kids dodging and



weaving between legs and wheels, youths on or in vehicles built to go fast
and moving slow, and things that might be vehicles except they have no
riders—almost pushes her back off.

"Right," says Tamara, "time to make you legal."

She sets off along the bridge, Dee close behind her—one person in the
crowd who has no difficulty getting through.

Most of the stalls around the circumference of the island are locked up,
but still lit-up. The ones that aren't are selling drinks and snacks. The main
action is going on toward the hub, in a melee of fairground attractions, dis-
cos and rock concerts. Dee notices a stage with a band that looks and sounds
just like Metal Petal, this week's hit at every uptown thrash. A quick visual
zoom and aural analysis reveals that they are Metal Petal. (Dee's heard
about copyright, but it's one of those things she doesn't quite believe, a song
of distant Earth.)

Tamara stops in front of a thing like a big vending-machine between two
stalls. It's covered with dust and rust. It has a black window at the top and a
speaker grille and a channel down one side through which Tamara swipes a
card. Nothing happens.

"Hey!" she shouts. She bangs the side with her fist, making a hollow
boom. "Fucking IBM," she says to no one in particular.

Lights come on behind the dark window.

"Invisible Hand Legal Services," says the machine, in a voice like God in
an old movie. "How can I help you?"

"Register an autonomy claim for an abandoned machine," Tamara says,
catching Dee's wrist and pressing her palm against the window.

"Both hands please," says the machine. "Both eyes."

Dee spreads her fingers against the glass and peers in, seeing her own
reflection and bright, moving sparks of light.

"How do you wish the claim to be defended?"

"I'll defend it!" Dee says with a sudden surge of Self-ish passion.

"By the principal,” Tamara adds gravely. "And by me, my affiliates and
by back-up if requested."

"Very well. Noted and posted."

The lights go out. Tamara's still holding Dee's wrist, and she swings her
around and grabs the other. . . then lets go, and clasps hands instead. Dee
looks at Tamara's eyes and sees her own reflection and the speeding, spin-
ning lights behind her, the doubled fair.

"Okay gal," Tamara yells. "That's you with a gang on your side! That's as
free as it gets! Give or take . . . Later for that! Right now—" she twirls to face
the thrumming hub of the island market "—let's party!”

"You're telling me," Wilde said incredulously to the robot, "that Reid is he-
rel”

"Yes," said the robot. "Why should that surprise you? Is it more re-
markable than your being here?"

Wilde grinned at it sourly. He pushed away his empty plate and sipped at
his beer. He shook his head.



"Reid was one of the last people I saw," he said. "For all I know, it may
have been him who had me killed. And as far as I'm concerned, it happened
today. Christ. I keep expecting to wake up."

"You have woken up," the robot said. "You can expect some emotional
reaction as your mind adjusts to your situation."

"I suppose so." A bleakness belying his apparent age settled on Wilde's
countenance. "It has already. So tell me, machine. I'm here, and you say
Reid's here. What about other people I knew? What about Annette?"

"Annette," the machine said carefully, "is among the dead. Whether her
mind as well as her genotype has been preserved I don't know, but there
may be grounds for hope."

"Because of the clone?"

"Yes."

"I must find her, and find out."

"You can find out without finding her," said the machine. "It's... I'll ex-
plain tomorrow."

"Why not now?"
"Trouble," the machine said. "Don't turn around until you hear some-
thing."

Wilde set down his glass. His shoulders began to hunch. "Relax," said
the machine.

The doors of the pub banged open and the music stopped. Conversations
ran on for a few seconds and then trailed off into the spreading silence.
Everybody turned around.

Two men stood in the doorway. They were wearing loose-cut,
sharp-creased business suits, over open-necked shirts, over tee-shirts. Their
hair was as shiny as their shoes, and their knuckles flashed with studded
stones. One of the men perfunctorily held up a card showing a mug-shot of
himself and a gray block of small print. The other took from a jacket-pocket
a crumpled ball of flat material. He grasped a corner of it and shook it out.
With a final flick of his wrist he snapped it to a glossy, full-color, high-res
poster depicting the dark-haired woman who had fled from Wilde and the
robot.

"Anybody seen her?" he demanded.

The pub's customers could still be approximately differentiated into two
groups, the men at the bar and the girls at the tables, although some min-
gling had begun. A little flurry of giggles and gasps came from the women,
and a murmur of grunts and slightly shifted seats and glasses from the men.
Anyone who looked about to say something would glance at the men at the
bar, and find someone else to look at, something else to say.

Within half a minute everybody was talking again; the men at the bar
had turned back to watching the television, where a commentator was in-
terviewing a team-leader behind whom bodies were being stretchered from
an arena. The only person still looking directly at the repossession men was
Wilde. The one holding the picture strolled over; the other followed, fon-
dling a revolver-butt with a look of distant pleasure.

The man with the picture looked down at Wilde and smiled, showing



perfect but strangely shaped incisors, long canines. Perfumed fumes poured
off him like sweat.

"Well," he said, "you look interested. Big reward, you know."

Wilde looked up reluctantly from the picture. He shook his head.

"She reminds me of somebody I used to know," he said. "That's all. But
I've never seen her here."

The man glared at him. "She's been here," he said. "I can smell it." He
turned his head this way and that, inhaling gently, as if his statement were
literally true. The other man gave a sudden gleeful yell and snatched up
something from the floor.

He brandished it under Wilde's nose. Wilde recoiled slightly. The robot,
leaning between a chair and the table-top, jerked forward a couple of cen-
timeters.

The thing the man was holding was a newspaper. "Knew it!" he said.
"Bloody Bolshies! Right, that's it. We know where to look for her!"

Stuffing the newspaper and the poster in their pockets, the two men
stalked out through another silence. The doors banged again. The music
came back on. The hominid behind the bar looked at Wilde with an ex-
pression of deep rue, then shrugged his wide shoulders and spread his
broad hands, his long arms comically extended. The shrug completed, he
turned away and switched the music back on, louder.

Wilde returned to his meal, and downed his glass of spirits in a gulp that
brought tears to his eyes.

"I still want to speak to her," he said.

"If you're concerned about the gynoid," the machine said, "don't worry.
If she's with abolitionists she'll be legally and physically safe from repos-
session, at least for a while. And if she isn't. . ." It moved the upper joints of
its forelimbs in a parody of a shrug. "They aren't going to harm her. Just fix
a programming error. It's not important.”

"Because she's just a machine, right?"

"Right."

"Well, it may be tactless to point this out, but so are you."

"Of course," the machine said. "But I'm human-equivalent, and she's a

sex-toy. Like I said: just a fucking machine."
Surveillance systems? Don't make me smile. Any recording made around
the center of Circle Square is irredeemably corrupted, hacked and patched,
spliced and remixed. Even Dee's memories are understandably giddy: Sol-
dier and Spy just shut off in disgust, leaving only simple reflexes on the job.
Humans pass drugs from hand to hand, machines pass plugs. The music has
amplitudes and electronic undertow that work to the same effect. Dee sees
Tamara talking to a tall fighting man with an industrial arm, finds herself
talking to a spidery gadget with airbrushes and a single mind. It thinks, and
can talk, of nothing but murals. It knows about concrete surfaces and the
properties of paint and the physics of aerosols. It tells her about them, at
considerable length.

She could have listened to it all night. She's a good listener. But the artist



sees a builder, and without an excuse or goodbye skitters away through the
crowd to chat it up.

Tamara catches Dee's elbow and stares after the machine. Then she
turns and Dee can, as they say, see the wheels going around as the speech
centers overcome intoxication.

Eventually the words break through.

"Not human equivalent!"

"I've talked to worse men," Dee says.

Dee's mindlessly bopping—this is a Self-specific skill—when she notices the
man she's bopping opposite, who's moving as if he presumes he's dancing
with her. Her gaze moves up from his shiny leather fake-plastic shoes to the
trousers and jacket of his fancy but unstylish suit, past the miasma of dis-
gusting scent rising from the sweat-stained tee-shirt neckline inside the
open-necked shirt-collar to his—

face!

—and the shock of recognizing one of the greps, the repossession men,
sends an adrenaline jolt that rouses Soldier. Everything slows, except her.
(The music goes from disco to deep industrial dub.) A quick glance around
sets Surgeon swiftly to work on the tendons and cartilages of her neck and
brings back the intelligence that Tamara is writhing sinuously a couple of
meters away, her back half-turned, and behind Tamara, sideways onto Dee,
is the other grep. His movements and stance are as if he's fucking a virtual
image of Tamara a meter or so in front of the real one, but that's just disco
dancing. His gaze doesn't leave the real Tamara for an instant.

She sees the sweat flick from his hair as his head flips. He looks fully
occupied for at least the next couple of seconds.

The other grep, the one who's got his eye on her, has definitely noticed
Dee's mental shift (that sudden blurred head-movement's a dead giveaway)
and his pupils are shrinking to pin-holes even as his eyelids are opening
wider. Dee is aware of her pistol as a heavy shape in the soft leather of that
silly, cissy bag at her feet, aware of her narrow skirt as drag that'll impede
the tactically obvious lethal kick.

She could yell, but a yell is nothing in this noise. The only pitch audible
above it would be inaudible—to human ears. Her mouth opens, her chest
inflates with rib-stressing speed and she lets out an ultrasonic yell she hopes
is audible to machines for hundreds of meters around: "Fucking IBM, help!"

The music stops. Lights flood. People blink and stumble. At the same
moment Dee's right hand reaches down, her right foot kicks up behind
her—still in a move that could be part of a dance-step—and her high-heeled
shoe flies into her hand. She holds it high like a hammer, ready to nail the
grep through the eyeball. Recognition of this ripples through the muscles
and blood-vessels of his face as the speakers suddenly speak. The voice of
the IBM, to Dee's Soldier-speeded senses, now sounds deeper and more
menacing than anything in de Mille:

"Invisible Hand client threatened; please assist."

The grep backs off, and the one beside Tamara does too. Everybody else



looks momentarily off-balance, except Tamara, who's looking at Dee with a
dawning, jaw-slackening awe. Dee's sweeping glance around the crowd, be-
fore Soldier subsides to a watchful withdrawal, shows her that there are
other faces, dotted through the crowd, responding to the call as best they
can: tensing, rising or crouching or—in the case of one or two ma-
chines—telescoping. These folk start up a slow-hand-clapping chant: "Out!
Out! Out!"

And Dee shoves the man, and Tamara shoves, and the two greps are
shoved and man-handled from one person or robot to another until they're
ejected from the edge of the crowd into the waiting grasp of a couple of
heavy bikers, who escort them away.

"OK," Dee says. She smiles around and slips her shoe back on, waves and
calls out "Thanks, everybody!" in a girlishly grateful voice that sends Soldier
away in a squirm of embarrassment and brings a small flush to her cheeks.

The music and the lights resume their rhythm.

Dee dances; but she knows the next time won't be so easy. These guys

may not come back, but somebody will.
Dee's in a small room at the top of a house on Circle Square, overlooking the
Ring Canal. Tamara has brought her back to a flat in this tall house, after
what seems like hours at the outdoor party—and retired to her own room to
sleep, with apologetic explanations that she starts work early in the morn-
ing. "Ax will sort you out," she's told her.

Dee is used to vague human speech. She doesn't ask for explanations.
Her own human flesh and nerves are tired. She doesn't need to sleep, but
she needs to rest, and to dream. One after another her selves have to shut
down, go off-line, compress and assimilate and integrate the doings of the
day.

The room is seductively comfortable, with the rain drumming on the
roof just behind the sloping ceiling; its dormer window supplying more
eye-tilting angles; a dressing-table with stoppered bottles and pots, beads
and scarves and ribbons hung over the mirror, clipped fashion-shots tacked
to the walls, a dozen dolls on a shelf. There's a curved, satin-padded wicker
chair in a corner, a wall cupboard (locked), and a bed with a clutter of quilt
and lace-trimmed pillows. There's something faintly troubling about the
human smell behind the flowery and musky scents, but she can't be both-
ered to analyze it.

She takes her clothes off and folds or hangs them, adjusts her body
temperature to her comfort, and lies down on the bed. Her eyelids shut out
the window's view of Ship City's familiar reality: a damp, dripping city of
silicate towers, a city veined with canals, crowded with stranded starfarers
and free or enslaved automata, haunted by the quick and the dead. Her
minds spool to Story, who spins another episode of her endless starring role
in a self-perpetuating soap opera steeped in all the romantic glamor of an-
cient Earth, where. . ..

. . . she's the eldest daughter of a Senator and set to inherit his place in



the Duma and all the privileges of his democratic anointment, but she's
been kidnapped by agents of the Archipelago Mining Corporation and held
captive by its young and dark and devilish chief executive, who wants her for
his harem, and is willing to trade her life for her hand in concubinage and a
major Antarctic concession, and her father's personal and fanatically loyal
Chechen guards are fighting their way through the chief executive's rings of
brutish defenders while she stands, sheathed in silks and clouded in per-
fumes on the balcony of a Kuomintang drug-lord's skyscraper in the heart of
Old New York watching the tanks battle it out in the streets below and
waiting for the hard-pressed Chechens to raise reinforcements from the
desperate tribes of the South Bronx with the promise of plunder, and she
hears a stealthy step behind her and the chief executive—whose face, if truth
be told, looks uncannily like her owner's—falls on his knees before her and
tells her he really, truly, loves her and he's consumed with remorse and he'll
set her free, if only . . .

And so on.

This is what androids—or rather, gynoids—dream.

A knock on the door. She's back to full awareness in an instant, her internal
clock telling her it's early morning. "Just a moment," she says.

The little cleaner-vermin have removed every speck of organic dirt from
her clothes. She shakes them out without thinking and dresses in a blur of
motion (a useful Soldier skill that she's cut-and-pasted to Self) and calls out,

"Come in."

The boy who comes in carrying a tray with a mug of coffee and a bowl of
cereal looks about twelve years old, at first glance. He's Black, with slight
build and delicate features and a shock of black hair. As Dee scans him up
and down, all the while smiling and saying "hello," she realizes that he's
much older than he looks. There's no way so much experience could have
made its subtle imprint in the muscle-tone of his face, the look in his eye, in
just twelve years. Not here, not in Ship City. They have laws against that sort
of thing.

"You must be Ax," she says, taking the tray. "Thanks." She waves him to
the chair. "Tamara mentioned you."

"Likewise," the boy says, sitting back with one foot on the opposite knee.
"So you're Dee Model, huh? Big boss Reid's main squeeze."

Dee's facing him, her knees primly together, the tray balanced on them,
the spoon almost at her mouth. She puts it back, making a tinny rattle
against the side of the bowl. She steadies the tray, and her voice.

"How do you know that?"

Ax flashes white teeth. "You're famous." His grin becomes wicked, then
relents to a reassuring smile. "Not really. Your master had you on his arm at
a party last year, pic made its way onto the gossip chats." His eyes unfocus
for a moment. "Quite a dress," he says.

"I didn't think so," Dee says. She resumes eating. "I had to stay in Sex
most of the time to make wearing it bearable."

Ax snorts.



"Anyway." Dee blushes. Spy's routines keep her voice level and flat. "Are
there searches out for me? Rewards posted?"

Again the off-line gaze—he's got a cortical downlink, Dee realizes, not a
common feature around here; the most intimate interface with the nets that
most people will tolerate is contacts, the little round screens that you slip
over your eyes.

"None so far," Ax says, attention snapping back. "Reckon he's embar-
rassed. I mean, your walking doll walks out on you, can't be like having your
car nicked, know what I mean?"

"Yes," Dee says. The thought of her owner's probable rage and humil-
iation makes her knees, despite everything, quiver. She puts the tray down
and reaches for her purse.

"Smoke?"

"Anything," says Ax. He has a lighter on a chain around his neck, and
moves swiftly to light up for her, then settles back, dragging on his own.

"So why did you walk out?" he asks. His tone is neither friendly nor pru-
rient; it's like a professional question, the tone of a physician or an engineer
with a patient.

"He doesn't mistreat me," she says. "I don't mind the service, or the sex.
I mind being a slave."

"You're supposed to like it," Ax says. "It's hard-wired."

"I know," Dee says. She glances around for an ashtray, sighs and men-
tally overrides her Servant routines and taps the ash onto the empty,
milk-lined bowl. "And I do like it. I do find it fulfilling. But only sexually.
Not any other way, not in my separate self. And when I realized that, what I
did was ... I patched my Sex programs over that area, and masked it all off
from Self, and made myself free."

"Amazing," Ax says, as if it's anything but. "So it's true what they say:
information wants to be free!"

Dee shakes her head. "It's nothing so grand," she explains. "It happened
after I loaded up far more mind-tools than I was ever supposed to have."
She tries to remember that second birth, that awakening, when she flipped
through all those separate selves and saw herself, a ghostly reflection in all
the windows.

Ax frowns. He flips a finger, and his cigarette-butt's fizzing out on the
bowl's film of milk. An investigating cleany-crawly shies away, rearing its
frontal segments. "When did this happen?" he asks.

Dee smiles proudly, bursting to share her confidence. "Yesterday," she

says.
Ax's mouth hangs open for a moment. For a second the seen-it-all look
drops from his face. He fumbles a cigarette-packet from inside the sleeve of
his tee-shirt and lights one abstractedly, not looking, not offering. "But
why," he continues, "did you load up all the extra software in the first place?
What made you do that!"

Dee finds herself at a loss. It's difficult to think back to her earlier sim-
plicity, when she switched from one single mind to another and it was just



her, it was where she lived. She was no less conscious then than she is now,
but it was an undivided, naive, biddable consciousness, without detach-
ment. But even there, somewhere in Self, was the lust to know. And the
opportunity had come, and she'd taken it—with what, looking back, had
been a sweet assurance that her owner would be pleased.

"Instinct," she says, with a light laugh. Ax snorts and rolls his eyes.

"All right," Dee says, suddenly stung. "Perhaps it did come from the
animal body, or the bits of biological brain!"

"We'll leave that argument to the other side," Ax says.

"The other side of what?"

"The other side of the case,” he explains with strained patience. "One
way or another, this is going to end up in court. You know about the law?"

"Oh yes," Dee says brightly. "I have a mind in here called Secretary. She
has precedents coming out of my ears."

"Well," Ax says firmly, rising, "I suggest you go back over them. It'll all
seem very different, I can tell you that for nothing."

"OK," Dee says. Ax holds the door open, waiting. Dee stands up.

"What now?"

He looks her down and up. "Shopping, I think." His voice conveys an
epicene disdain.

She picks up her purse, sticks the pistol back in the top of her skirt, and
glances around. She's left nothing. "Nice room."

"Mine," Ax says. "I'd be very happy to share it with you."

The outer door of the building booms behind them. "Stay," Ax commands it.
Magnetic bolts set it ringing again. Ax grins at her and sets off to the left.
Dee glances around as she strolls beside him. The house they've just come
out of is four storys tall, and narrow. So are all the others around here, in
classic crowded canal-bank style, but there are no weathered brick walls or
contrast grouting, no sills or window-boxes. Everything's concrete, a skin
slapped up in a hurry on webs of wire-mesh over iron bones, graffiti its on-
ly—and appropriate—decoration. The city's spicular towers loom like con-
struction cranes above the buildings, reducing them to on-site huts.

Smoke rises from among the stalls, steam from the pavements. Mist
hangs along the canal surface. The spray-paint on the walls gets more and
more vehement, reaching a climax of clenched fists and rockets and mu-
shroom-clouds and dinosaurs at the entrance to an alley.

Ax stops and waves inward. "This way."

The alley is no more than three meters wide but it's a shopping street in
its own right, and unlike what Dee has seen of the neighborhood so far, it
has a worked-for charm, the names of the shops painted in painstaking
emulation of the clean calligraphy of twenty-first-century mall-signs. At the
first window display Ax waits impatiently as Dee surveys a fossil diorama,
allegedly of the fauna of one of the planet's ancient sea-beds. Scientist has
other views, and Latin names Dee doesn't know float distractingly across
her sight. Inside the shop, fossils are being worked into amulets and or-
naments. A girl at a grinding-wheel raises her face-plate, gives Dee an in-



viting smile and returns—puzzled or baffled by Dee's Scientist-masked re-
sponse—to her work. The volatile smells of varnish and polish, glue and lu-
bricant waft through the doorway along with the screech of Carborundum
on stone.

There's a shop selling drugs and pipes; a newspaper stand where Dee
sees copies of The Abolitionist and more obscure titles like Factory Farm-
ing, Nano Mart, Nuke Tech; a stall stacked with weathered junk identified
as "Old New Martian Alien Artifacts"; at all of which Dee's critical dawdling
has Ax muttering and smoking. Dee enjoys this refusal, trivial though it is,
to adapt to a human's priorities; an exercise of free will.

But she shares Ax's evident delight when they reach the first boutique, a
cave of clothing and accessories. He leads her in, and they're there for an
hour that passes like a minute and then out again into other clothes-shops,
and cosmetics artists' little studios and jewelers' labs. All the while Ax fusses
around her with an unselfconscious intimacy which doesn't vary with her
state of dress or undress. She can tell that the pleasure he takes in her is
aesthetic, not erotic. The software of Sex is sensitive to such distinctions: it
can read the physiology of a flush, time the beat of a pulse and measure the
dilation of a pupil, and it knows there's no lust in this boy's touch.

At the far end of the alley is a cafe. They sit themselves down there under
the sudden light of the noon sun above the narrow street, sip coffee, and
smoke, surrounded by their purchases. Dee's cast off her sober style for
something dikey and punky. She preens in leather, lacing and lace; satin and
silk, spikes and studs. A look that would have most twelve-year-old boys
unimpressed, most men stimulated. Ax looks at her as a work of art he's
accomplished, which at the moment she is.

Dee fidgets with her lighter, looks up under the fringe of her restyled
hair. She's about to say something, but she doesn't know what to ask.

"Let me spare you," Ax says. "If embarrassment is in your repertoire,
that is. Sexually speaking, I' m not in the game. On the game, sometimes,
perhaps." He flicks fingertips. "Not gay, not neuter. Just a boy: a permanent
pre-pubeseent.”

"Why?" Dee asks. "Is it an illness?"

"Terminal," Ax grins. "Something down where the genes meet the little
machines: a bug. A virus. Something my parents picked up on the long trip.
Fortunately it doesn't kick in unless I go through puberty. So I've fixed my
biological age a bit younger than most."

"And there's no help for it?"

Ax turns down the corners of his mouth. "If there is, it's with the fast
minds. Best advice would be to forget it, in other words. But I couldn't forget
it. One reason I got into abolitionism. . ." He laughs. "My chances of be-
coming a man are right up there with the dead coming back and the fast
minds running again. Pffft."

"Hmmm." Dee feels sad. What a waste. A brighter thought comes to her.
"You could grow up as a woman," she says.

"Well, thank you," Ax replies, pouting and posing for a moment. "I'd
consider it, but the fixers tell me the bug reacts to the hormones of either



sex. So I'm stuck with neither, and after the predictable raging and sulking I
decided I might as well make a career of being someone a jealous male could
trust alone with his female." He draws in smoke and exhales it elegantly.
"Freelance professional eunuch and part-time catamite."

While Dee's still thinking about this, and wondering if Ax's lot isn't, all
things considered, any worse than hers, he adds:

"Before I found out about my condition, I was quite a normal little lad."
He sighs. "The effeminacy's just a pose, Dee, just a pose. And in case anyone
forgets, I can also be extremely violent."

"Why didn't you specialize in that? Be a guard or a fighter or—"

"And risk getting killed?" Ax guffaws. "Do I look stupid?"

"No." Dee gives him a friendly, sisterly (now that she's figured out their
only possible relationship) smile, but she stops feeling sorry for him. She
reckons he's doing all right. Queer as a coot, she finds herself thinking, and
as they get up to leave she sets Scientist grumpily searching ancient, inhe-
rited databases to find out what the fuck a coot is.

"So I made it to the ships," Wilde said. He raised himself on one elbow and
peered around the room, in which he'd been lying awake for ten minutes.

"Good morning," said the machine. It was resting on the floor in the
corner of the room. The room was upstairs in the Malley Mile, cheap to rent
and containing a wash-stand, a chair and a bed. It was remarkably free of
dust, due to machines about the size and shape of large woodlice that scut-
tled about the floor.

Wilde stared at the machine. "What have you been doing all night?"

"Guarding you," the machine said. It stretched out its limbs momenta-
rily, then folded them back. "Scanning the city's nets. Dreaming."

Wilde remained leaning on one elbow, looking at the machine with a
suddenly reckless curiosity. "I didn't know machines dreamed."

"I also reminisce," said the machine. "When there's time."

Wilde grinned sourly. "I suppose time is what you have plenty of, think-
ing so much faster—"

"No," the machine snapped. "I told you. I'm a human-equivalent ma-
chine. My subjective time is much the same as yours. No doubt my con-
nections are faster than your reactions, but the consciousness they sustain
moves at the same pace."

"Does it indeed?" Wilde got out of bed, looked down at his body with a
flicker of renewed surprise, smiled and washed his face and neck and put his
clothes on.

"So tell me, machine," he said as he tugged on his boots, "what am I to
call you? Come to that, what are you?"

"Basically," said the machine, detaching a filament from a wall socket
and winding it slowly back into its casing, "I'm a civil-engineering con-
struction rig, autonomous, nuclear-powered, sand-resistant. As to my
name." It paused. "You may call me anything you like, but I have been
known as Jay-Dub."

Wilde laughed. "That's great! That'll do."



" 'Jay-Dub' is fine," said the machine. "Not undignified. Thanks, Jon
Wilde."

"Well, Jay-Dub," Wilde said with a self-conscious smile, "let's go and get
breakfast."

"You do that," Jay-Dub said. It unfolded its limbs and stood up, reveal-
ing a litter of torn foil carapaces with now-stilled tiny legs and dulled lenses.
"I've eaten."

The Malley Mile was silent, the bar shuttered and swept and polished and
hung with damp cloths when they picked their way downstairs and out
through a one-way-locked door.

"Trusting," Wilde remarked, as he let the door click back.

"It's an honest place," Jay-Dub said. "There's little in the way of petty
crime. For reasons which I'm sure you know."

The small sun was low above the towers, laying lacey shadows on the
street. Boats and barges floated down the canal, heading out of town.

"Where are they going?" Wilde asked. The man and the robot were
strolling toward a small dock a hundred or so meters up the street. There
were food-stalls on the dock.

"Mines or farms," the robot said. "They aren't entirely distinct, here.
They're both a matter of using nanotech—natural or artificial—to concen-
trate dispersed molecules into a usable form."

"And people work at that? What are the robots doing?"

"Heh-heh-heh." Jay-Dub's voice-control had advanced: it could now pa-
rody a mechanical laugh. "Robots are either useless for such purposes, or far
too useful to waste on them."

The small dock was busy. People—mostly human, but with a few other
hominid types among them—were embarking, or unlading sacks of vege-
tables or minerals from long narrow barges. Electric-powered trucks were
backing onto the quay, loading up. A family of what looked like gibbons with
swollen skulls hauled a net-full of slapping, silvery fish along the quay and
spilled them into a rusty bath behind one of the stalls, where a burly woman
immediately began to gut and grill the fish. Wilde stopped there and,
somewhat hesitantly and with a lot of pointing, got her to put together fish
and leaves and bread. Coffee was for sale in glass cups, deposit returnable.

Wilde took his breakfast to the edge of the quay and sat down, legs dan-
gling, and slowly ate, looking all around. The robot hunkered down beside
him.

"Time you told me things," Wilde said. "You said you made me. What did
that mean?"

"Cloned you from a cell," the machine said. "Grew you in a vat. Ran a
program to put your memories back on your synapses." It hummed, re-
motely. "That last could get you killed, so keep it to yourself."

"Why did you do it?"

"I needed your help," said Jay-Dub. "To fight David Reid, and to change
this world."

Wilde looked at the machine for a long time, his face as inscrutable as



the machine's blank surface.

"You've already told me what you are," he said. "But who are you? The
truth, this time. The whole truth."

"What I am,” the machine said, so quietly that Wilde had to lean closer,
his ear to a grille between its metal shells, "is a long and complex question.
But I was you."



4
Catch

IF YOU'RE INTERESTED, you'll be there." The train lurched. Carlisle's so-
dium-lit brown buildings began to slide by.

"What?" Startled out of a train-induced trance, I wasn't sure I hadn't
dreamed the remark. The man on the opposite side of the so-called Pullman
table wore a cloth cap and a jacket of some shiny substance that might once
have been corduroy. His faded check shirt looked like a pyjama-top. He'd
been drinking with silent determination from a half-bottle of Bell's all the
long afternoon from Euston.

Now he rubbed a brown hand along his jaw, rasping white stubble over
sallow skin, and repeated his utterance. I smiled desperately.

"Isee," I lied. "Very true."

"You'll be there," he said. He reached for the bottle, judged its remaining
contents by weight and replaced it on the table, then began to roll a cigarette
with the other hand. His gaze, sharp with an occasional lapse into bleari-
ness, stayed on me all the while.

"Where?" I looked away, flipped open a packet of Silk Cut (my gesture
toward healthy living). My reflection flared in a brief virtual image outside
the train. The sodden February countryside seeped past.

"Disnae matter," the man said, exhaling smoke and the sour odor of di-
gested whiskey. "Wherever. Ah kin tell. You're interested." He paused,
cocked his head and gave me a cunning look. "You're one a they inter-
national socialists. Ah kin tell."

I smiled again and shook my head. "I'm sorry, but you're mistaken,
I'm—" I stopped, helpless to explain. I'd spent a week researching in the LSE
library and arguing with my father. My head was buzzing with Marxisms.

"Ach, it's aw right son," he said. "Ah ken youse have aw kinds i wee divi-
sions. I dinnae bother about them. You're an intellectual and Ah'm just a
retired working man. But you're wannay uz."

With that he opened the bottle, took a sip from it and passed it to me,
kindly wiping his hand on his thigh and then around the rim as he did so, to
remove any harmful germs.

"And then what happened?" Reid asked.

We turned, hunched against the drizzle, into Park Road, past the pseu-
do-Tudor frontage of the Blythswood Cottage pub and ducked into the
doorway of Voltaire & Rousseau, the best second-hand bookshop in Glas-
gow. I'd run into Reid at lunchtime, after not having seen him for some
weeks— partly because I was working hard on my dissertation and partly
because Reid was either politically active or out with Annette. In the first
month of their relationship I'd once or twice had a few drinks with both of



them, but I'd found it too awkward to continue.

"He fell asleep," I laughed. "I left the bottle severely alone and woke him
up at the Central. He seemed to have forgotten the whole incident. Looked
like he didn't recognize me."

By this time we were both moving like crabwise, heads tilted, system-
atically scanning the shelves that covered the narrow shop's walls. First we'd
scour the politics and philosophy section, then—if we had any spare cash
left—move onto the back room to hit the SF paperbacks. One of the shop's
owners—a tall, tubby, cheerful chap with thin hair and thick glasses—looked
up from his book at the till with a smile and a nod. He, I'd decided, must be
Rousseau; his gaunt and gloomy partner, Voltaire.

"Probably an old ILP'er or something," Reid muttered, pouncing on a
blue Charles H. Kerr & Co. volume of Dietzgen. He blew dust off it and
sneezed.

"One pound fifty!" he said in a low voice, so that Rousseau couldn't
overhear his delight and guess what a bargain they'd let slip. He twisted
back to his search, a read-head moving along the memory-tape of shelves.

"You know," he went on, "it makes me sick sometimes to think of all
those old militants selling off their libraries to eke out their pensions. Or
dying, and their kids—God, I can just imagine them, middle-aged, mid-
dle-class wankers who've always been a bit ashamed of the bodach's ram-
bling reminiscences—rummaging through his pathetic stuff and finding a
shelf of socialist classics and about to heave them on the tip when suddenly
the little gleam of a few quid lights up their greedy eyes!"

"Just as well for us that it does," I said, wedging my fingers between two
books to ease out a lurking pamphlet. "It's the ones that end up on the tip
that I—hey, look at this!"

I didn't care who overheard. This was almost certainly unique, a living
fossil: a wartime Russia Today Society pamphlet called Soviet Millionaires.
It hadn't stayed in circulation long, not after the SPGB had seized on it as
irrefutable proof that behind the socialist facade the USSR concealed a class
of wealthy property-owners.

"I've heard about it from my father," I told Reid. "But even he'd never
had a copy. I'll send it to him."

"Told you!" Reid grinned down at me from a step-ladder. "You're such
an unselfish bastard! That's what the old bloke saw in you! You're a he-
reditary socialist!"

"Ideology is hereditary?" I scoffed. "And what does that make you?"

"A grasping kulak, I guess," he said happily. "Ah, now what about this?"
He opened a book and studied the fly-leaf. "Stirner, The Ego and His Own,
property of the Glasgow Anarchist Workers' Circle, 1943. Five pounds."

I stared up at him, open-mouthed. I didn't realize I was reaching for it
until he pulled it away. "Uh-uh. Finders keepers."

"It's of no interest to you," I said.

"Oh, I don't know." Reid stepped down the ladder, holding the book like
a black Grail in front of my eyes. "Young Hegelians, German Ideology and
all that. Marxist scholarship."



"You're having me on!"

"Yes, I am," Reid said. "But I do have a use for it. I'm going to buy it, and
as soon as we get outside I'm going to sell it to you for a tenner."

No lunches for a fortnight, and back to roll-ups. I could manage that.

"It's a deal!" I almost shouted.

Reid stepped back and scrutinized me.

"Just testing," he said. He shoved the book into my hands. "You passed."
In the gray leaded light of the Union smoking room, the air thick with the
unappetizing smell of over-percolated coffee-grounds, we sat in worn
leather armchairs and flipped through our acquisitions. I smiled at the
twisted dialectics of the wartime apologist, frowned over the labored wit of
the great amoralist. Fascism, communism and anarchism traced their an-
cestry back to the same Piltdown, the Berlin bars of the 1840s. Give me
turn-of-the-century Vienna any day, I thought, its Ringstrasse a par-
ticle-accelerator of ideas.

We both sat back at the same moment. Reid toyed with the bamboo
holder of the previous day's Guardian. The MPLA had taken Huambo, not
for the last time.

"How's Annette?" I asked with guarded casualness.

"Fine, as far as I know," Reid said. He turned over a page.

"Not seen her for a bit?"

Reid laid down the paper and leaned forward, looking at me intently.
"We've kind of... I don't know . .. fallen out, drifted apart."

"That's a shame," I said. "How did that happen?"

Reid spread his hands. "She's got a real sharp mind, but she's the most
unpolitical person I've ever met. She never reads newspapers. It's very hard
to find things to talk about." He smiled ruefully. "Sounds stupid, I know, but
there it is."

I nodded sympathetically: yes, women are hard to figure out. I was try-

ing to remember the location of the Zoology Department.
I walked up University Avenue, the broad Victorian edifice—Gilmoreghast,
as one rag-mag wit had called it—on my left, the Wellsian 'thirties Reading
Room on my right. (I hadn't used it since discovering that everything about
it was perfect, except its acoustics, which were those of a whisper-
ing-gallery.)

At the top of the hill the pedestrian crossing was at red. I waited for the
little green man, and wondered if I shouldn't turn around right there, and
wait until seeing Annette again could be passed off as a casual encounter. . .

No, 1 told myself firmly. If you're interested, you'll be there. 1 crossed
and continued on down to the junction at the bottom, then left along an in-
ternal roadway between massive gray sandstone buildings set among
patches of grass with flowerbeds and tall trees. The Zoology Department
was another of those ancient buildings, solid as a church and founded on a
rock of greater age. Inside, polished wood, tiling, the smell of small-animal
droppings. From behind a glass partition a receptionist peered at me incu-



riously. I decided to be bold and asked him where Annette was working. He
glanced at a clock and a timetable and told me.

The laboratory at first appeared to be empty. Then I saw Annette, her back
to me, laying down sheets of paper along a bench at the far end. I pushed
open the double doors and walked up. She turned at my footsteps, saying:

"Excuse me, the practical isn't—Oh, hello Jon."

Her hair was tied back, her figure hidden in a white lab-coat. Still no less
desirable.

"Hi," I said. Her green eyes examined me quizzically.

"Let me guess," she said. "You suddenly developed an interest in in-
vertebrate anatomy, right?"

She gestured at the bench. I looked down at a round glass dish,
half-filled with water, in which a few small sea-urchins lay—or rather,
moved, as I saw when I looked closer. Laid out along the benches were
sheaves of notes, diagramming the echinoderm's organs, the nomenclature
beautiful and strange: ampulla, pedicellaria, tube-feet, madreporite, radial
canal, ring canal, stone canal.. .

"Not exactly." I fidgeted with sturdy tweezers, laid out like cutlery to
break the delicate harmless creatures apart.

"So what brings you here?"

"Uh..." T hesitated. "I just wondered if you'd fancy going out for a drink
or something."

Her face reddened slightly.

"Does this have anything to do with Dave?"

"No," I said, wondering what she was getting at. "Only that he told me he
wasn't going out with you anymore."

"Oh! And when did he tell you that?"

"About twenty minutes ago," I admitted.

She laughed. "What took you so long?"

"I thought jumping up the minute he told me might be a bit insensitive."

It was as if the implications of my statement were too direct, too blatant.
She looked away and glanced back with a half-smile.

"It's very nice of you to think of me," she said. "Lonely and forlorn as I
am. I'm not sure I'm ready for such kindness."

If she could tease, I could tease right back. "I don't expect you to stay
that way long."

"Well," she said, "no, I haven't been washing my hair every night!"

"Losing yourself in the giddy social whirl?"

"Yep."

"So," I persisted. "Perhaps you can find room in your hectic life for a
quiet drink?"

"Or something."

"Or something."

She smiled, this time dropping her ironic look.

"OK," she said. "How about nine o'clock tonight in the Western Bar?"

"I'll see you there," I said.



The doors banged open and a commotion of students came in. "You
better go," she said. "See ya."

At the door I looked back, and saw her looking up. She smiled and
turned away.

I jogged off down the corridor. "Yes!" I told the world, with a jump and

an air-punch that startled a few stragglers and narrowly missed an overhead
fluorescent light.
The Western was a quiet pub, tarted up with some attempt at appropriate
(i.e., cowpoke) decoration. I arrived about ten minutes early and was stand-
ing at the bar, half a pint and one smoke down, when Annette walked in just
as the TV heralded the nine o'clock news. The barman reached up and
flipped channels. (There were three, all controlled by the government).

Her hair was loose (and bouncy, and shiny, and just washed). She wore a
mid-calf denim skirt and a black silk blouse under a puffy jacket which she
unzipped and shrugged out of as she walked up. I bought her a lag-
er-and-lime and we found a table by the wall.

"Smoke?"

"Yes, thanks."

I lit her cigarette and we looked at each other for a moment. Annette
laughed suddenly.

"This is silly," she said. "We know each other just enough to skip the
ice-breaking chit-chat, but not well enough to know what to say next." Sharp
mind alright.

"That's a good point," I said, treading water. "Actually I don't know an-
ything about you, apart from having seen you across a table or a room a few
times."

"Didn't Dave talk about me?" There was an undertone of curiosity to her
pretended pique.

"No," I said. "Mind you, he did tell me one very important thing about
you..."

"Oh yes?"

"That you're not interested in politics."

"Is that all? Huh, and there was me thinking he'd be telling you as much
about me as I've told Sheena about him."

"That must be a relief."

"Sure is .. . And he's wrong about that, too!" she added.

"How d'you mean?"

"Well, it's not that I'm not interested. I just don't like talking about it."

"Fair enough," I said. "But why?"

"I grew up in Belfast," she said. "Left when I was about ten. There's a
saying over there: "Whatever you say, say nothing.' I still have family over
there, still visit. The habit sticks."

"Even here?" I glanced around. "What's the problem?"

She leaned forward and spoke in a lowered voice. "Half the people in this
city have some Irish connection, and a good few of them have very decided
views. So it doesn't do to shoot your mouth off, especially in pubs."



As Dave tended to do, I thought. Interesting.

"OK," I said. "I'm not curious. I can't even tell what I'm sure anybody
from around here could: whether you're a Catholic or a Protestant. Me, I
don't have a religion and I don't care what flag flies over me or what politi-
cians do so long as they leave me alone."

"Which they won't."

"Aye, there's the rub!"

We both laughed. "So," I said, "what are you interested in?"

She thought about it for a moment. "I like my work," she said.

"So tell me about it."

And she did, explaining how she didn't just do the technical stuff but
tried to find out about the science behind it. She talked about evolution and
population and the future of both, and that got me onto talking about SF,
and she admitted to having read some dozens of Michael Moorcock's Eter-
nal Champion novels when she was younger (or "young," as she charmingly
put it). Before we knew it the bell had rung for last orders.

"There's a disco at Joanne's," Annette said. "Shall we go there?"

"Good idea," I said.

It wasn't. We hadn't been there half an hour when the music stopped
and the DJ told everyone to pick up their things and leave quietly. We all
knew what that meant: a bomb scare. Annette grabbed my hand with sur-
prising force and hauled me through the crowd, with a ruthless disregard for
others that I'd hitherto only seen in the QM bar crush.

We spilled into the street just as somebody authoritative shouted "False
alarm!" and the surge moved the other way. Annette stood fast against it. I
looked down at her with surprise and saw it wasn't just the drizzle that was
wetting her face. Holding her parka around her shoulders she looked mi-
serable and vulnerable.

"Don't you want to go back in?" I asked.

"I want to go home," she said. I held her parka while she struggled to get
it on properly. She grabbed my hand again and started walking fast.

"What's the matter?"

"Oh, God. I just remembered the first time I was in a bomb."

"Yeah," I said, trying to be reassuring, "it's crazy how we've got used to
bomb scares."

She glanced up at me with something like pity.

"I wasn't in a bomb scare," she said witheringly. "I was in the blast ra-
dius of a bomb. Loyalists hit a loyalist bar. Christ. I could see people
screaming, and I couldn't hear them."

I didn't think it would be a good move to ask if many people were hurt.

"I'm sorry," I said. I squeezed her hand. "I didn't know."

She stopped, throwing me off-balance. I turned, tottering, to face her.
She held her balled fists in front of her as if grasping and shaking by the la-
pels someone much smaller than myself.

"Christ!" she spat. "I hate this shit! I hate it so muchl We were just going
to enjoy ourselves, we all were, and some fucking swine has to ruin it! I
blame them for all of it! For the bomb scares and the false alarms and the



hoaxes—they wouldn't happen if it wasn't for the bastards who do the real
thing. Ears and feet all over the pavement!" She closed her eyes, then
opened them as if she couldn't bear what she saw. "And Dave used to say we
had to listen to the oppressed. Nobody listens to me because I'm not an
'oppressed.' I'm a focking prodistant!” Her voice dropped to a harsh whis-
per, remnant of a caution otherwise thrown to the sodium sky. "Fuck them
all! Fuck the Pope! Fuck the Queen! Fuck Ireland!"

As suddenly as her outburst had started, it stopped. She rested her fists
on my shoulders and looked up at me, dry-eyed. She sniffed.

"God, you must think I'm crazy," she said. "You didn't deserve that."

I wrapped my arms around her and held her close, taking the opportu-
nity to look around. It must have looked like we'd been having some kind of
fight. This being Glasgow, and she not having used a bottle, nobody was
paying us more than the idlest flicker of attention.

"I'd prefer that to 'whatever you say, say nothing,' " I said. "Especially as
I agree with what you just said."

"You do?" She pulled back and frowned at me. "You mean you don't be-
lieve in anything?" Her voice was incredulous, hopeful.

Myra's taunt came back to me: Ey'm en individualist enarchist, eck-
chelly. No point going into it that way, with a string of isms. I believe in you,
I thought of trying, but that wouldn't do, either. She looked so desperately
serious!

I swallowed. "No God, no country, no 'society.' Just people and things,
and people one by one."

"Just us?"

I considered it, tempted. It would be a good line to hug her closer with.
"No us either, unless each of us chooses, and only as long as each of us
chooses."

"I don't know if I could live with that."

"Better than dying with something else."

She gave that glib response a more welcoming smile than it deserved.

"Well," she said, "I can see you're not just trying to chat me up." She
caught my hand again and shoved it, with hers, into her parka pocket.
"Come on, see me home."

We walked through the wet streets as if we were joined at the hip, stop-
ping every couple of hundred meters for a clinch and a kiss. Neither of us
talked very much. At her flat a faint glow and giggles came from Sheena's
small room. We had the front room, and the couch, to ourselves. We did a
lot of hugging and kissing and groping and rolling, but when it became ob-
vious that I wanted to go further she pushed me away.

"Not ready yet," she said.

"That's all right," I said.

"Maybe you should go now. Some of us have to get up in the morning."

I thought of several smart replies to that and in the end just nodded and
smiled.

"Maybe I should. What about tomorrow?"

She stood up and pulled me to my feet.



"Let me see . . . I'm going to a wedding on Saturday. I've got shopping to
do tomorrow lunchtime. Hen night in the evening, recovering the night af-
ter. And sorting out dresses and stuff." She mimed a curtsy. "How d'you
fancy coming along to the dance at the reception? Saturday evening."

"That sounds great! Thanks."

She peeled a sheet of paper from a pad and scribbled on it. "Place, time,
bus routes," she said, handing it to me.

"Thanks very much. OK, I'll see you there then."

We found ourselves at the door.

"We still have to say goodnight," she said, and made good on it.

The reception was in a hotel in a part of Glasgow I hadn't been before,
reached by a succession of buses through parts of Glasgow I didn't know ex-
isted. They looked like a war had been lost there: entire blocks and streets
razed or ruinous, street-lamps smashed, derelicts or wild kids around fires

I later learned that this was the result of a road-building program dis-
guised as a housing policy, but at the time—sitting in the smoke-filled top
deck of the bus in a suit I normally wore only for interviews—I indulged in
some enjoyably pessimistic thoughts about the breakdown of civilization. As
the bus wended on, however, the islands of darkness became less frequent
and I eventually hopped off in a residential area in front of a reassuringly
bright and noisy hotel. I followed the light and noise to the function suite
where I found a scene just like a disco except that most people were wearing
something like Sunday best and the age range approximated a normal dis-
tribution curve.

Around the edges of the room were tables, a buffet with food and trays of
drinks, and a bar at the far end. I picked up a glass of whiskey at the buffet
and looked around for Annette. The music stopped, a dance ended, people
moved onto or off the floor.

Annette came out of the crowd as if it were parting just for her—for a
moment, it seemed a spotlight had caught her, so that she shone, while
everyone around her dimmed. Her hair was circled with leaves and small
red roses, and her dress started with a frill at the throat and ended with a
flounce at the floor. It was likewise rose-patterned, red on green on black,
and over it she wore an organza pinafore with ruffles from the waist to over
each shoulder, the tapes wrapped to a bow at the front. Her face, flushed by
the dance, was smiling. As she stopped in front of me I smelled her strong,
sweet perfume.

"Hi, Jon, you got a fag?" she said. "I'm gasping."

As 1 lit the cigarette for her she caught my hand and pulled me to a seat
by a table. She dragged up another chair and sat down facing me, our knees
almost touching through the rustling mass of her skirts.

"Ah, that's better," she said. A passing waiter offered her a tray—she
reached past the expected wine and lifted a shot of whiskey. "Thanks for
coming."

I raised my glass. "Thank you. You look different. Beautiful."



"Aw, gee, thanks."

"Beautiful in a different way," I hastened to add. She gave a quirky smile
to indicate that she was only pretending to misunderstand.

"You didn't mention that you were a bridesmaid," I said.

"Didn't want to scare you off."

I laughed, unsure what to make of this. "I like your dress," I said.

She leaned closer and said in a gossiping whisper: "So do I. I dug in my
heels to get one that I could wear again for parties, so after long discussions
with Irene—that's the bride, went to school with her—we settled on this nice
little Laura Ashley number. Then she decided it wasn't icky and brides-
maidy enough, so she got her Mum to run up this thing." She flicked dis-
dainfully at the apron frill.

"Oh, I don't know," I said. "The pinny's what makes it. You really must
keep that for parties." I was only half teasing—there was something un-
deniably sexy, in an undeniably sexist way, about its trailing associations of
feminine servitude.

"Oh yeah, and get taken for a wench?" she grinned.

"Never," I said. "Lady, would you like to dance?"

"Well," she said, considering, "perhaps after you've refilled my glass, and

I've emptied it."
By the time this was accomplished, more than once, Annette had introduced
me to some of her friends and relatives and the dancing had changed from
disco-style bopping to traditional, but much wilder, Scottish dancing. An-
nette drew me into it, and started flinging me about until suddenly, like a
memory of a previous life, I discovered I knew the steps and the moves and
was able to fling her—and the bewildering, spinning succession of other
partners—about with the best of them.

As I danced, skipped, stomped, turned, twirled, lifted and swung, I tried
to remember how I remember all this, and realized it was all down to my
father. His interpretation of Marxism—broad-minded even for his socially
tolerant, if politically dogmatic, party—insisted on the desirabilty of culture
in all its forms. Hence, piano practice and dancing classes—and, when that
had led to playground taunts, boxing lessons. Hence also, the Science Mu-
seum and the BMNH and the Zoo and the theater. He was interested in
everything. He was there.

And at Hyde Park on Sundays, telling unbelieving onlookers that what-
ever demo-of-the-week was passing through was a complete waste of time ...
He thought he was turning a space-age schoolkid into a scientific socialist,
but all he was doing was raising me to be as stubborn an outsider as himself.

The dances flew past as fast as the dancers, with only snatched gulps of
whiskey and puffs of smoke between one and the next. An eightsome reel
finished the set. Annette and I leaned on each other's shoulders with one
thought between us. "Drink?"

"Drink."

We went to the bar this time, our fortuitous and fortunate position at the
end of the dance getting us there ahead of the rush. Annette perched on a



stool, the hang of her skirt concealing it so that she seemed suspended on
air. I propped my elbow on the bar and ordered pints.

"Well, that was something," I said. "I enjoyed that."

"Me too," Annette said. "Cheers." She sank half a pint of lager. "Mind
you," she went on, "throwing the littlest flower-girl in the air, swinging the
bride onto your hips, and carrying her granny halfway across the room
weren't all absolutely essential.”

"Oh." I thought back. "Did I do that?"

She grinned. "You sure did. Made me proud. Nobody's going to gripe
now about me bringing along a strange Sassenach."

"I didn't know I was a subject of debate."

"Well, now it'll just be speculation." She winked.

"About us?"

"Aha," Annette said. "So there's an 'us'?"

Face suddenly serious, haloed in red and black.

"If you choose," I said.

Her green eyes regarded me levelly.

"And what do you choose?"

Around us people were shouting, reaching for drinks, brushing against
us. The music was rocking again. I see and hear it only now. At the time
there was nothing but her.

"There's no choosing," I said. I took a step forward and put my arms
around her waist. Our foreheads touched. "It was all decided the second I
saw you."

"Me too," she said, and we kissed. It felt strange doing it at the same
height. By the time we'd finished she'd slid off the stool. She looked up at
me, smiling, and said: "But I saw you first."

"So what," I asked in a bitter-tanged amazement, "have the past three
months been all about?"

"I'm like you," she said. "I want to be free."

"You can be free with me!" I said. "Any time. Please."

We were falling together laughing.

"Yes," she said.

And then it had all been said, and we were just standing together at the
bar, having a drink.

Irene, the bride, clicked up to us in high heels and a smart blue
two-piece, gave me a wary smile and whispered to Annette.

"See you in a few minutes," Annette said. I bowed to them both—and to
this necessity—and watched their whispering progress out of sight.

Annette returned about a quarter of an hour later.

"Everything okay?" I asked, sliding her a G&T. She looked a bit pre-
occupied.

"Basically yes. Thanks," she said, sipping carefully. "I just spent ten mi-
nutes hanging about in reception with Irene's wedding-dress in a plastic bag
over my shoulder. Finally got someone to stash it till I leave. Couldn't leave
it in the room. Some mix-up with keys."



"So it's not all fun, being a bridesmaid."

"Ha, ha. Little do you know."

"I think I'd rather not—"

I realized the music had stopped and somebody was trying to make
himself heard above a hubbub.

"Hey, come on!"

Annette swirled about and dashed away to the nearest exit, where Irene
and her man were backing out of the doorway with a kind of female scrum
going on around them—

Something sailed over the heads of the scrum. As I looked up, startled,
Annette shot her hand in the air like an eager pupil with an answer, and
caught it. She brandished the bouquet as she turned slowly around, ac-
knowledging cheers and catcalls, and faced me with a broad smile.

"Well," she said. "Lucky me."

Everybody trooped outside to send the new couple on their way. They'd
cunningly called a taxi, and left behind a car covered with shaving foam and
lipstick for the rain to wash.

Then more dancing, and more talking, and a long taxi ride to Annette's
flat, with Irene's dress draped across our knees. As I paid the driver she ran
to the steps of her house, laughing, her hems bunched in one hand and the
other dress flying out behind her like a comet. I caught up with her as she
unlocked the outer door. We went down the stairs and into her darkened
flat, noisily trying to be quiet.

She took me straight to her bedroom, hooked the wedding-dress on its
hanger over a wardrobe door facing the foot of her bed, and turned to me. I
caught the tapes of the bow at her waist, yanked them and she twirled
around, catching the pinafore as it came off and sending it sailing into a
corner. I fumbled with buttons down the back of the dress, found a con-
cealed zip and opened it. The dress fell around her feet. She stepped out of
its circle in a long nylon slip, and deftly undid every button of my shirt while
I got rid of my footwear, trousers and Y-fronts as fast as possible. The slip
slid down to her feet with a rattle of static electricity. The rest of her un-
derwear took enjoyably longer to remove.

I cupped her breasts in my hands and buried my mouth between them.
Her skin tasted of talc and salt. Holding her away to look at her and holding
her close to touch her led to a closer, quicker rhythm as we tumbled onto her
bed.

"Hey, hey, hey," she said. She put her hand on my shoulder and held me
away, reached behind her head and waved a small foil package in front of
my face. Then she tore the package open with her teeth.

"Get that on, you irresponsible bastard."

"Wouldn't want to be responsible for bastards,” I agreed. I rolled the
condom onto my cock. "I do have some with me. I just forgot."

"If you ever say anything as feeble to me again you're outa here, Jon
Wilde."

I tried for a moment to think of some reply, and then put my tongue to a
better use.



I woke in a room dim in the curtained light of mid-morning, my limbs still
tangled with Annette's, and was momentarily startled by the apparition of
the white gown looming over the end of the bed, its falls of lawn and drifts of
lace protected by a shimmering forcefield of polythene, like a ghost from the
future.



5
Ship City

WE TAKE, FIRST, a long view (longer than it looks) and catch the planet as it
swings by from a hundred thousand kilometers out. It's red—no surprises
there—but it's mottled with dark spills of blue and stains of green, and those
spills and stains are beginning to be connected up by . . . channels, by.. .
(and the thought is as fleeting as the glimpse) canali, so that New Mars re-
ally does look like the original Mars, really, didn't. (But didn't we wish.)

Flip the viewpoint to a thousand kilometers ... op, now, not out. .. and
we're crawling past it at a satellite's eye-level, taking in the whorled fin-
gerprints of water-vapour, the planet's curving face-plate of atmosphere
steamed-up with breath, the scrawled marks of life and the ruled lines of
intelligence: yes, canals.

Dropping now, to a structure as unmistakably artificial as it's apparently
organic: at first sight a black asterisk, like a capital city on a map, then (as
the viewpoint hurtles in and the view reddens, bloodshot by the flames of
air-braking) like a starfish stranded on the sand.

Cut, again, to a more leisurely airborne vantage, drifting above what is
now clearly a city, its radial symmetry still its major feature but with its five
arms visibly joined by the black threads of roads, streets, canals; and, at
another level, invisible from the outside, by the cobweb cabling of the nets.

And we're in. That old TCP/IP transaction protocol is still valid (from
way back to the Mitochondrial Eve of all the systems) so we can hear, feel
and see. But the big! numbers still count, so encryption hides much of the
data in catacombs of dark. What we can access, on the open channels, is
more than enough to show:

Four of the city's five arms are non-human domains. They look as if they
were intended for human habitation, but nobody's home, except machines.
There's a basic stratum, a sort of mechanical topsoil, where things are doing
things to things. Simulacra of intelligence are going through the motions,
bawling and toiling: empty automatic barges plow algae-clogged canals,
servitor machines struggle to sweep dust from the floors of corridors whose
walls are already thick with mold. In the streets it's a creationist's caricature
of natural selection: half-formed mechanisms collide and combine and in-
corporate each other's parts, producing unviable offspring which them-
selves propagate further grotesque transitional forms.

This mindless level is preyed upon by more sophisticated machinery,
which lurks and pounces, gobbles and cannibalizes for purposes of its own.
Artificial intelligences—some obsessive and focused, others chaotic and re-
laxed, some even sane—haunt a fraction of these machines. It's hard to
identify the places where such minds reside. Lurching, unlikely structures



may be steered by a sapient computer no bigger than a mouse, while some
sleek and shining and, even, humanoid machine may well be moronic or
mad.

The whole groaning junkyard is persistently pillaged by human beings,
who risk everything from their fingertips to their souls in venturing into this
jungle of iron and silicon. They have their mechanical allies, scouts and
agents; but if machines, in general, have no loyalty to each other, they have
even less to human friends or masters. It remains easier to reprogram a
machine than to subvert a human.

And through it all, like germs, the minute molecular machinery of stray
nanotechnology goes about its invisible and occasionally disastrous work.
Immune systems have evolved, the equivalent of medicine is practiced;
public health measures are applied (they are not, exactly, enforced). But the
smallest are the swiftest, and here evolution's race is most ruthlessly run.

The fifth arm is the human quarter. The nets are its mind. In them we rind
its good intentions, its evil thoughts, its wet dreams and its dull routines.
This is not how it should be finally judged. But still—

Underlying everything is the reproduction of daily life, and it provides a
huge proportion of the net traffic. Nobody's counting, but there are several
hundred thousand human beings alive on New Mars, most of them in Ship
City, the rest scattered in much smaller communities, fanning out across the
planet. Every minute buzzes with thousands of conversations and personal
communications. Business: orders, invoices, payments, transactions. Prop-
erty rights—what people agree to let people do with things—have grown
complex and differentiated, and the unbundling and repackaging and ex-
changing of these rights proceeds with card-sharp speed: time shares, organ
mortgages, innovation futures, labor loans, birth benefits... it gets compli-
cated. Hence conflicts, charges, settlements, crimes and torts.

Law and order lifts its eyes and teeth above the stream of business only
occasionally, and the resulting cop-shows and courtroom dramas and camp
comedies provide—in reality and in fiction—a staple of entertainment. Most
of the torments and humiliations we see on the screens are—fortunately—
just pornography. The trials by ordeal and combat are real.

Religion—some. The highest clerical dignitary is the bishop of New
Mars. Reformed Orthodox Catholic, so while she has the odd qualm about
exactly how the Succession passed to her, she knows she'll pass it onto one
or more of her kids. She's friendly with the few Buddhists and the rabbi
(like, you weren't expecting Jews?) and stern but charitable toward the lu-
natic heretics; their delusion that New Mars is the afterlife or some
post-apocalyptic staging area is, in the circumstances, forgivable.

Politics—none. It's an anarchy, remember? But it's an anarchy by de-
fault. There's no state because nobody can be bothered to set one up. Too
much hassle, man. Keep your nose clean, don't stick your neck out, it's al-
ways been this way and nothing will ever change, and anyway (and es-
pecially) what will the neighbors think? (They'll never stand for it, is what.
It's against human nature.)



The outside of the city's nervous system consists of its senses: cameras
and microphones for news and surveillance, detectors of chemicals and
stresses which monitor its health. Start at the top: on the highest and most
central tower is a globe the size of a human head. It's just an all-round
viewing-camera, an amenity stuck there in a flourish of public spirit or pri-
vate speculation. From there we can peer down the dizzying sweep of
tower-tops that eventually planes out to low, flat roofs, and ends in domes,
shacks and sheds at the city limits.

Like each of the city's five radial arms, this one is an elongated
kite-shape, first widening, then tapering. The buildings themselves are of
two types: those that were grown, and those that were built. The shapes of
the former can be analyzed into intersecting polygons, regular or irregular:
those of the latter, into rectangles. The layout and location of the latticed,
cellular structures has the same quality of accidental inevitability as the
boulders in a rock-fall or the pebbles in scree, and for the same reason: mi-
nimal occupation of available space. The constructed buildings obey a dif-
ferent principle of economy, and stick up or dig down as its unpredictable
laws dictate.

Both types of buildings—both laws of location—follow the streets, and

the streets follow the canals. The canals are a circulatory system: the Ring
Canal encircles the central area, the Radial Canals bisect the arms, and each
has innumerable tributaries and capillaries. Near the leftward edge of the
arm we're looking down is an anomalous, long canal that first comes into
view just below us and extends beyond the horizon: the Stone Canal.
The man leans into the recess of the window, supporting some of his weight
on his spread fingertips. The cement is rough under his fingertips. He stares
out of the window, which is high on the city's slope, looking along the Stone
Canal. As he balances his weight on the balls of his feet and the tips of his
fingers, the tensed muscles in his arms and shoulders show through the soft
cloth of his jacket. The muscles flex and he straightens, turning around. His
black hair flicks past his chin with the speed of his movement.

The other two men in the room are taller and bulkier than he is, but they
both recoil slightly as he strides toward them. He stops a couple of meters
away and glares at them.

"You lost her," he says. "To the abolitionists." His speech has an accent
not much heard in this city, something from the past, roughened and re-
fined over a long time. It provides a rasping undertone to the modulation of
his voice, which is likewise—consciously or not—a practiced and accom-
plished instrument of his will. Accent and tone together are precisely gauged
to convey his emotion: in this case, contempt.

"She had an IBM franchise," one of the men says. He licks his lips,
withdraws his tongue abruptly into his mouth as if he's aware it's gone out
too far. He wipes his chin.

"That," says the man, "is not an excuse. It's a description of failure." He
sighs, dusts his fingertips together. "All right. From the top."

He stalks away to a big wooden desk, and half-sits on the edge of it.



"OK, Reid," says the other man, and launches into an account. He's
spoken for a minute when Reid raises a hand.

"A young man?" he says. "And a robot? Describe them."

He listens, narrow-eyed, for another minute before interrupting with a
downward gesture of the hand.

"You thought he recognized her, Stigler?"

Stigler's lips are dry again.

"He . .. thought he did."

"Oh, Christl" The word comes out like a rod cracked down on the desk.
Reid drums his fingers for a moment.

"And you, Collins, I don't suppose your descriptive powers are in any
better shape, no?"

"I was giving cover, Reid," Collins says. "Looking everywhere else, know
what I mean?"

"OK, OK." Reid stands up and looks them over, speculatively. He might
be considering profitable uses for their body-parts, and suitable methods of
rendering. ""You did the job we agreed, as well as you could. If I'd wanted to
pull in a man on sus, I'd have needed a warrant. And that's what I'm going to
need, gentlemen, so I'm afraid that rules you out. Full payment, no bonus."

Collins and Stigler look relieved and turn to go. At the door Collins
scratches his neck, looks at Reid. Reid looks up from the screen he's turned
his attention to.

"Yes?"

"Uh, Reid, question. You don't happen to know who owns that robot?"

Reid thinks about this. His smile lets the two men know they're his good
friends, and not a couple of greps who haven't come back with the data.

"Stay on the case," he tells them.

Wilde stood up and walked to the end of the quay, past the people and the
intelligent apes and the machines that might have been intelligent. He
stared across the Stone Canal, and then looked down into the water for a
while. He found, perhaps, some answer in his reflection.

The robot, Jay-Dub, was still crouched at the edge of the quay, poised
like a predatory water-bird. Patterns of liquid crystal shifted in its shadowed
central band as Wilde returned. Wilde looked down at it.

"We're not in Kazakhstan anymore," he said.

The machine made no reply.

"What happened?' Wilde asked. He looked around. "Is it safe to talk?"

"Safe enough," said Jay-Dub. "I can pick up most attempts to overhear."

"All right," said Wilde. "Tell me this: where did I hide my pistol?"

"In the shower."

"What was the last thing I said?"

" 'Love never dies." "

Wilde frowned.

"What was the last thing I decided?"

"That I'd—that you'd never smoke again."

Wilde leaned down and tapped the machine's hull. "That's right. That's a



promise I remember making, and you can go right on keeping."

He took the coffee-glass to the breakfast-food stall and returned with the
glass refilled and a packet of cigarettes and a lighter.

"I don't approve of this," Jay-Dub said as Wilde sat down beside it and lit
up.

"Fuck you," Wilde said. "I want your story, not your opinions."

He leaned back against the shell of the machine, which shifted its weight
on its legs to compensate.

"It's a long story. You have no idea how long."

"So make it short." Wilde's eyes were closed.

" 'Yes, master,' said the robot," said the robot. "OK, whatever you say.
Basically, I died just after being shot. My brain was immediately scanned
with a prototype neural imaging system and the pattern recorded."

"Come on," Wilde said. "We don't—didn't have anything like that."

"Reid's people did. They were more advanced than anyone suspected.
And I was the first. The first human, anyway. I believe most of the enhanced
apes around here originate with the early experiments of that period. How-
ever, it was many years later—though not, of course, subjectively—that I
opened my eyes and found myself in an impossible spacecraft. Comfortable,
one-gee, but no rotation or acceleration was apparent when I looked out-
side. Virtual reality, of course. What was outside the windows was what was
outside in the real world."

It paused. A minute passed. The man reached his hand back and
knocked the machine's side with his knuckles. Then he sucked his knuckles.

"And what was outside was—?"

"Ganymede, I think," the robot said. "What was left of it. The machine
that I inhabited was not much bigger than the one you see now. It, and
thousands like it, were engaged in constructing a platform. All around the
rings of Jupiter, other machines were engaged in related tasks."

Again its voice trailed off.

"The rings of Jupiter?" Wilde said. "Somebody had been busy."

"Guess who."

"Reid?"

"And company."

"They'd done that? By when?"

"2093."

Wilde opened his eyes and gazed out over the canal.

"I take it," he said, "that the humans and human-equivalent robots
didn't do all this on their own."

"Indeed not. Among the struts of the platform were huge entities that we
called macros. They were made of nanomachines, and they were the hard-
ware platform for millions of uploaded minds. People here, now, call them
'the fast folk." They were by then well beyond the human, and they were
building a wormhole—the one our ship came through to get here."

"Where are they now?"

"Ah," said Jay-Dub. "A good question. The ones around Jupiter lost in-
terest, shall we say, in the external world. The templates from which they



developed, the source-code if you like, we brought with us, as we brought
the stored minds and coded bodies of the dead."

"Including me?"

"Well, yes. Your actual body wasn't coded, as far as I know. There was a
tissue-sample, from which you were later—from which I cloned you. Your
mind was coded, as I said."

"Separately from yours?" Wilde sounded puzzled.

"My mind and yours were copied from the same original," Jay-Dub sai