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| ntroduction

Nineteen hundred and ninety-nineis one of the legendary years of the sciencefiction future, and we have
lived through it. When | was aboy reading SF, 1999 was the setting of stories such as C. M. Kornbluth's
“The Rocket of 99”; when | was older, it wasthe setting of a TV show, Space 1999. And now itis
gone, and all the SF written about the 80s and 90sisjust fiction—now robbed of most of its significant
prophetic power—and must stand or fal asfiction, on the merits of its execution and/or onits historica
importance. It is a sobering thought to consider that fifty years ago 1999 looked like the relatively distant
future, atime of wonders and radicdl difference. Fifty yearsisnot so long, less than the career of Jack
Williamson for instance, who published in 1929 and this year too, in the course of seven decades of
writing SF. | leave you with the thought that we should set our SF stories further ahead intime, lest we
become outdated fantasy too soon.

Thiswasthe year that people started talking serioudy about instant books, printed on demand in
bookstores or in publishers warehouses and delivered in hours or days to readers, and of electronic
books to be read on hand-held readers or on computers. Both of these media became everyday redlity,
though not yet widespread and popular, in 1999. And the business sections of major newspapers
predicted acoming revolution in wireless telecommunications, with the advent of hand-held devices
capable of making phone cdls, connecting to the internet, sending and receiving e-mail, and indeed
reading eectronic books. It gives me pause to think that some of you may well be reading these words
on such adevice...because | have devoted my life to books on paper—comfortable, beautiful objects,
sometimes usable and disposable, sometimes treasures to keep. Remember that something published
electronically can vanish much more quickly and thoroughly than when printed on paper. If it's akeeper,
you want abook...at least until the revolution after thisone.

Sciencefiction in 1999 had a particularly good year, the best year for commercia successin more
than a decade in book form. There were SF books on the bestsdller listsin the U. S. often in 1999. Short
fiction continued strong, but without one foca origina anthology. The best original SF anthology of the
year was probably editor Robert Silverberg's New Horizons (but the contracts prevent the authors from
reselling storiesin that book to this one, so no stories are represented here). However, Moon Shots, a
paperback origind edited by Peter Crowther, was very strong, the best paperback original anthology of
the year. There were severd other respectable origina anthologiesin '99 (No Woman Born, edited by
Constance Ash, was nominated for the Philip K. Dick Award as best paperback original of the year) and
the usual bunch of weak ones—a sad state of affairs below the top ranks.

Asimov's SF had a particularly good year, asdid Fantasy & Science Fiction, inits50th
Anniversary year. Interzone had an exceptiond year, nearly as strong as Asimov's or F& SF's, perhaps



because of the growth of so much strong U K. talent in SF over the last decade. Amazing returned
impressively in 1999, S- Age continued, asdid Analog, and each of them published anumber of
distinguished stories. Century returned to produce one issue late in the year. Austraia produced another
issueof Eidolon, aswell as new issues of severa other magazinesin timefor the World SF convention in
Mebourne in September, and Canada produced moreissues of On Spec and atransformed
Transversions.

| repeet, for readers new to this series, my usua disclaimer: this selection of sciencefiction stories
represents the best that was published during the year 1999. | could perhaps havefilled two or three
more volumes this Size and then claimed to have nearly dl of the best—though not dl the best novellas. |
believe that representing the best, whileit is not physicaly possible to encompassit dl in one even very
large book, aso implies presenting some substantial variety of excellences, and | left somewritersout in
order to include othersin thislimited space.

My generd principle for sdlection: thisbook isfull of science fiction—every story inthe book is
clearly that and not something ese. | personaly have ahigh regard for horror, fantasy, speculaivefiction,
dipstream, and postmodern literature. But here, | chose sciencefiction. It isthe intention of thisyear's
best seriesto focus on sciencefiction, and to provide readers who are looking especidly for science
fiction an annua home base.

Which isnot to say that | choose one kind of science fiction—I try to represent the varieties of tones
and voices and attitudes that keep the genre vigorous and responsive to the changing redlities out of
which it emerges, in science and daily life. Thisisabook about what's going on now in SF.

And now let us move on to the Sories.

—David G. Hartwell
Peasantville, NY

Everywhere
GEOFF RYMAN

Geoff Ryman is a Canadian-born writer who moved to the USA at age 11, and has been living in
England since 1973. He began publishing occasional SF storiesin the mid-1970s, and has also
written some SF plays, including a powerful adaptation of Philip K. Dick's The Transmigration of
Timothy Archer (1982). The first work to establish hisinternational reputation as one of the
leading writers of S- was “ The Unconquered Country: A Life History” (1984, rev 1986), which
won the World Fantasy Award. It isreprinted in his only collection to date, Unconquered Countries:
Four Novellas (1994). Ryman's first novel was The Warrior who Carried Life (1985), a fantasy. His
second, The Child Garden (1988), won the Arthur C. Clarke Award and the John W. Campbell
Memorial Award, and confirmed him as a major figure in contemporary SF. His most recent
books are not SF. Was (1992) is the supposed true story of the real-life Dorothy who was the
inspiration for L. Frank Baum'sfirst Oz book, and of a contemporary man dying of AIDS. 253
(1998) is a work of hypertext fiction linking the lives of charactersin a subway car. It won the
Philip K. Dick Award in 1999.

This story, from Interzone, is uncharacteristically short for Ryman (most of his stories are novellas)
and utopian (most of hisworks are dystopian, or at least seriously grim). As we enter a new
century and a new millennium, leading the Year's Best with a utopian vision seems appropriate.
Here'sto a brighter future!

W hen we knew Granddad was going to die, we took him to seethe Angel of the North.

When he got there, he said: It'sdll different. There were none of these oaks all around it then, he said.
Look at the size of them! Thelast time | saw this, he saysto me, | was no older than you are now, and it



was brand new, and we couldn't make out if we liked it or not.

Wetook him, thewholelot of us, on the tram from Blaydon. We made aday of it. All of Dad's exes
and their exes and some of their kids and me Aunties and their exes and their kids. It wasn't that happy a
group to tell you the truth. But Granddad loved seeing us dl in one place.

Hewas going abit soft by then. He couldn't tell what the time was any more and his words came out
wrong. The Mums made us Sit on hislap. He kept calling me by my Dad's name. His bresth smdt funny
but I didn't mind, not too much. He told me about how things used to be in Blaydon.

They used to have agang in the Dene called Pedro's Gang. They drank something called
Woodpecker and broke people's windows and they |eft empty tins of pop in the woods. If you werelittle
you weren't alowed out cos everyone's Mum was so fearful and dl. Granddad once saw twelve young
lads go over and hit an old woman and take her things. One night his brother got drunk and put hisfirst
through awindow, and he went to the hospita, and he had to wait hours before they saw him and that
wasterrible.

| thought it sounded exciting meself. But | didn't say so because Granddad wanted me to know how
much better things are now.

He saysto me, like: the trouble was, Landlubber, we were just kids, but we al thought the future
would beterrible. We all thought the world was going to burn up, and that everyone would get poorer
and poorer, and the crime worse.

Hetold methat lots of people had no work. | don't really understand how anyone could have nothing
to do. But then I've never got me head around what money used to be either.

Or why they built that Angdl. It's not even that big, and it was old and covered in rust. It didn't look
likean Angd to meat al, the wings were so big and square. Granddad said, no, it looks like an airplane,
that's what airplanes|ooked like back then. It's meant to go rusty, it'sthe Industrid Spirit of the North.

| didn't know what he was on about. | asked Dad why the Angel was so important and he kept
explaining it had a soul, but couldn't say how. The church choir showed up and started sSinging hymns.
Thenit started to rain. It was awonderful day out.

| went back into the tram and asked me watch about the Angel.

Thisismy watch, here, see? It'sdead good isn't it, it'sgot al sortsoniit. It takes photographs and all.
Here, look, thisisthe pictureit took of Granddad by the Angel. It'sthe last picture | got of him. Y ou can
talk to people onit. And it kegpsthinking of fun thingsfor you to do.

Why not explain to the interviewer why the Angel of the North isimportant?

Duh. Usudly they'refun.

Takethetrain to Newcastle and walk aong theriver until you see on the hill where people keep their
homing pigeons. Muck out the cagesfor readies.

It's useful when you're abit short, it comes up with ideas to make some dosh.

Itsredly clever. It takes dll the stuff that goes on around here and gtirsit around and comes up with
something new. Here, listen:

The laws of evolution have been applied to fun. New generations of ideas are generated and
eliminated a such a speed that evolution worksin red time. It's surviva of the funnest and you decide

They evolve machinestoo. Have you seen our new little airplanes? They've run the designs through
thousands of generations, and they got better and faster and smarter.

The vicar bought the whole church choir airplanesthey can wear. Thewings areredly good, they
look just like bird'swingswith pinions sticking out like this. Oh! | redlly want one of them. Y ou canturn
somersaultsin them. People build them in their sheds for spare readies, | could get one now if | had the
dosh.

Every Sunday aslong asit isn't raining, you can see the church choir take off in formation. Little old
ladiesin leotards and blue jeans and these big embroidered Mexican hats. They rev up and take off and
dart to sing the Mudim call to prayer. They echo dl over the show. Then they cut their enginesand spira
up on the updraft. That's when they start up on Nearer My God to Thee.

Every Sunday, Granddad and | used to walk up Shibbon Road to the Dene. It's so high up there that
we could look down on top of them. He never got over it. Once he laughed so hard he fell down, and



just lay there on the grass. We just lay on our backs and looked up at the choir, they just kept going up
like they werekites.

When the Travellers come to Blaydon, they join in. Their wagons are pulled by horses and have
caliopes built into the front, so on Sundays, when the choir goes up, the calliopes start up, so you got
organ music dl over the show aswell. Me Dad calls Blaydon a sound sandwich. He saysit'sdl the hills.

The Travelerslike our acoustics, so they come herealot. They got al sortsto trade. They got these
bacteriathat eat rubbish, and they hatch new machines, like smart door keysthat only work for the right
people. They make their own beer, but you got to be abit careful how much you drink.

Granddad and | used to take some sarnies and our deeping bags and kip with them. The Travellers
go everywhere, s0 they St around the fire and tell about al sorts going on, not just in England but France
and Italia Onegirl, her Mum let her go with them for awhole summer. She went to Prague and saw all
these Buddhist monks from Thailand. They were Travelersand dl.

Granddad used to tell the Travellers his stories too. When he was young he went to Mexico. India.
Thelot. You could in them days. He even went to Egypt, my Granddad. He used to tell the Travellersthe
same stories, over and over, but they never seemed to noticed. Like, when hewasin Egypt hetried to
rent this boat to take him onto the Delta, and he couldn't figure why it was so expensive, and when he got
onit, hefound he'd rented acar ferry al to himsdf by mistake. He had the whole thing to himsdf. The
noise of the engines scared off the birds which was the only reason hed wanted the boat.

So, Granddad was something of a Traveller himsalf. He went everywhere.

Theresdl sortsto do around Blaydon. We got dolphinsin the municipa swimming pool.

We dug it ourselves, in the Haughsjust down there by theriver. It'stidal, our river. Did you know? It
had dol phins anyway, but our pool lured them in. They like the people and the facilities, like the video
conferencing. They like video conferencing, do dolphins. They like being fed and dll.

My Dad and | help make the food. We grind up fish heads on a Saturday at Safeways. It smells
rotten to me, but then I'm not an aquatic mamma, am 1? That's how we earned the readies to buy me my
watch. Y ou get everyone along grinding fish heads, everybody takes turns. Then you get to go to the
swvimming.

Sick people get firgt crack at swimming with the dolphins. When Granddad was sick, held take me
with him. Thereéd be dl this seam coming off the water like in avampire movie. The dolphinsaways
knew who wasn't right, what was wrong with them. Mrs Grathby had trouble with her joints, they dways
used to be gentle with her, just nudge her along with their noses like. But Granddad, there was one he
caled Liam. Liam aways used to jump up and land redl hard right next to him, splash him dl over and
Granddad would push him away, laughing like, you know? He loved Liam. They were pals.

Have amgor water-fight on dl floors of the Grand Hotel in Newcastle.

Hear that? 1t just keeps doing that until something takes your fancy.

Hire Dad the giant bunny rabbit costume again and make him weer it.

We did that once before. It was dead fun. | think it knows Dad's a bit down since Granddad.

Call your friend Heidi and ask her to swap clothes with you and pretend to be each other for aday.

Aw Jeez! Me sigter's been wearing me watch again! It'snot fair! It mucksit up, it's supposed to
know what | like, not her and that flipping Heidi. And she's got her own compuiter, it's loads better than
mine, it looks like a shirt and has earphones, so no one else can hear it. It's not fair! Peoplejust come
clod-hopping through. Y ou don't get to keep nothing.

Look thisisdl | had to do to get thiswatch!

Grind fishfood on 3.11, 16.11, 20.12 and every Sunday until 3.3

Clean pavements three Sundays

Déliver four sveatersfor Step Mum

Help Dad with joinery for telecoms outstation

Wire up Mrs Grathby for video immersion

Attend school from April 10th to 31 July inclusve

| did even more than that. At least | got some over. I'm saving up for apair of cars.

Me and me mates love using the cars. | borrow me Dad's pair. Y ou wear them like shoes and they're



smart. It'sgreat fun on a Sunday. We dl go whizzin down Lucy Street together, which isthisgreat big
hill, but the shoeswon't et you go too fast or crash into anything. We al meet up, whizz around in the
mall in great big serpent. Y ou can pre-program al the cars together, so you al break up and then al at
once come back together, to make shapesand al.

Granddad loved those cars. He hated his stick, so held go shooting off in my Dad's pair, ducking and
weaving, and shouting back to me, Come on, Landlubber, keep up! | was abit scared in them days, but
he kept up a metil | joined in. Hed get into those long lines, and we shoot off the end of them, both of
us. Hed hold me up.

He helped me make melantern and al. Have you seen our lanterns, al aong the mall? They ook
good when the phosphors go on at night. All the faces on them are redl people, you know. Y ou know the
ink on them's made of thesetiny chipswith legs? Dad's seen them through amicroscope, he saysthey
look like synchronized svimmers.

| got one with my face onit. | wasbit younger then so | have thisreally naff crew cut. Granddad
hel ped me makeit. It tellsjokes. I'm not very good at making jokes up, but Granddad had this old joke
book. At least | made the effort.

Let's see, what dse. There'sloads around here. We got the sandbox in front of the old mall.
Everybody hasago at that, making things. When King William died dl hisfansin wheelchairs patted
together apicture of himin sand. Thenit rained. But it was agood picture.

Our sandbox isabit different. It's got mostly redl sand. There's only one corner of it computer dust.
It'sdl right for kids and that or people who don't want to do things themsalves. | mean when we were
little we had the dust make this great big 3D sign Happy Birthday Granddad Piper. He thought it was
wonderful because if you were his age and grew up with PCs and that, it must be wonderful, just to think
of something and have it made.

| don't like pictures, they'retoo easy. Me, | liketo get stuck in. If | go to the sandbox to make
something, | want to come back with sand under me fingernails. Me Dad's the same. When Newcastle
won the cup, me and me mates made this big Newcastle crest out of real sand. Then we had a sandfight.
It took me aweek to get the sand out of me hair. | got loads of mates now, but | didn't used to.

Granddad was me mate for awhile. | guess| was his pet project. | dwayswas abit quiet, and alittle
bit left out, and dso | got into abit of trouble from time to time. He got me out of mysdlf.

Y ou know | wastelling you about the Angel? When | went back into that tram | sat and listened to
therain on the roof. It was dead quiet and there was nobody around, so | could be mesdlf. So | asked
me watch. OK then. What isthis Angel? And it told me the story of how the Angel of the North got a
soul.

Therewasthis prisoner in Hull jail for thieving cos he run out of readies cos he never did nothing. It
wasadl hisfault redly, he says so himsdf. He drank and cheated hisfriendsand al that and did nothing
with al hiseducation.

Hejust sat donein hiscel. Firg off, hewasangry at the police for catching him, and then hewas
angry with himsdf for getting caught and doing it and dl of that. Soundslovely, doesn't he? Depressing
isn't the word.

Then he got thisides, to give the Angel asoul.

It goeslikethis. There are 11 dimensions, but we only see three of them and time, and the others are
what was |eft over after the Big Bang. They'retoo small to see but they're everywhere at the sametime,
and welivein them too, but we don't know it. There's no time there, so once something happens, it'slike
aphotograph, you can't changeit.

So what the prisoner of Hull said that meansisthat everything we do getslaid down in the other
dimensionsliketrain tracks. It'slike astory, and it doesn't end until we die, and that does the job for us.
That's our soul, that story.

So what the Prisoner in Hull does, iswork in the prison, get some readies and pay to have aclient
put insde the Angel's head.

And al the other computers that keep track of everyone's jobs or the questions they asked, or just
what they're doing, that al gets uploaded to the Angdl.



Blaydon'sthere. It'sgot al of us, grinding fish heads. Every time someone makesteaor gets married
from Carlideto Ulverton from Newcastle to Derby, that gets run through the Angel. And that Angel is
laying down the story of the North.

My watch told methat, Stting in that tram.

Then everyone e se starts coming back in, but not Dad and Granddad, so | go out to fetch them.

The cloudswere dl pulled down in shreds. It looked like the cotton candy Dad makes at fétes. The
sky wasfull of the church choir in their little airplanes. For just asecond, it looked like aMother Angdl,
with al her little ones.

| found Dad standing aone with Granddad. | thought it wasrain on my Dad'sface, but it wasn't. He
was looking at Granddad, dl bent and twisted, facing into the wind.

Wegot togo Dad, | said.

And he said, In aminute son. Granddad was looking up at the planes and smiling.

And| sadit'sraining Dad. But they weren't going to comein. So | looked at the Angel and dl this
rust running off it in red stresks onto the concrete. So | asked, if it'san Angd of the North, then why isit
facing south?

And Granddad says, Becauseit's holding out itsarmsin welcome.

Hedidn't want to go.

We got him back into the tram, and back home, and he started to wheeze a bit, so me Step Mum put
him to bed and about eight o clock she goesin to swab histeeth with vanilla, and she comes out and says
to Dad, | think he's stopped breathing.

Sol goin, and | can see, no he's il breathing. | can hear it. And histongue flicks, like heé'strying to
say something. But Dad comesin, and they dl start to cry and carry on. And the neighboursal comein,
yah, yah, yah, and | keep saying, it'snot true, look, he's still breathing. What do they haveto comeinto it
for, it'snot their Granddad, isit?

No onewas paying any attention to the likes of me, werethey? So | just take off. Theresthisold
bridge you're not allowed on. It's got trees growing out of it. The floor's gone, and you have to walk
along the top of the barricades. Y ou fall off, you go straight into the river, but it'sagood dodge into
Newcastle.

So | just went and stood there for a bit, looking down on the river. Me Granddad used to take me
sailing. We'd push off from the Haughs, and shoot out under this bridge, | could see where we were
practicaly. And wed go dl the way down the Tyne and out to sea. He used to take me out to where the
dolphinswere. Y ou'd see Liam come up. Hewas still wearing his computer, Liam, like acrown.

So I'm standing on the bridge, and me watch says: go down to the swimming pool, and go and tell
Liam that Granddad's dead.

It'sabit likeadog | guess. Y ou got to show one dog the dead body of the other or it will pine.

So | went down to the poal, but it's late and raining and there's nobody there, and | start to call him,
like: Liam! Liam! But he wasn't there.

So mewaich says. heswearing his computer: give him acal on hismobile.

So me watch goes bleep bleep bleep, and there's a crackle and suddenly | hear awhoosh and
crickle, and there's al these cold green waves on the face of my watch, and | say Liam? Liam, thisisme,
remember me, Liam? My Granddad's dead Liam. | thought you might need to know.

But what is he, just adolphin right, | don't know what it meant. How's he supposed to know who |
am. You dl right then, Liam? Catching lots of fish areyou? So | hung up.

And | gand there, and the rain'sreally bucketing down, and | don't want to go home. Taking to
yoursdlf. It'sthefirst Sgn, you know.

And suddenly me watch starts up again, and it's talking to me with Granddad's voice. Y ou wanna
hear what it said? Here. Hear.

Héllo there, Landlubber. How are ya? Thisisyour old Granddad. It's adead clever world welivein,
isn't it? They'verigged thisthing up here, so that | can put thisin your watch for when you need it.



Listen, me old son. Y ou mustin't grieve, you know. Things are different now. They know how it
works. We used to think we had alittle man in our heads who watched everything on a screen and when
you died he went to heaven not you. Now, they know, there's no little man, there's no screen. There's
just abrain putting everything together. And what we do is ask oursalves: what do we think about next?
What do we do next?

Y ou know al about those dimension things, don't you? Well | got aname for them. | cdl them
Everywhere. Costhey are. And | want you to know, that I'm Everywhere now.

That's how we live forever in heaven these days And it'strue, me old son. Y ou think of me il
travelling around Mexico before | met your Mamby. Think of mein India. Think of melearning al about
readiesto keep up with you lot. Think of me on me boat, sailing out to sea. Remember that day | took
you sailing out beyond the Tyne mouth? It's il there, Landlubber.

Y ou know, dl the evil intheworld, dl the sadness comes from not having agood answer to that
question: what do | do next? Y ou just keep thinking of good thingsto do, lad. You'll bedl right. Well al
beadl right. | wanted you to know that.

| got me footie on Saturdays, Granddad. Then I'm thinking I'll start up school again. They got a
sailing club now. | thought I'd join it, Granddad, thought I'd take them out to where you showed methe
dolphins. I'll tel them about Everywhere.

Did you know, Granddad?

They're making anew kind of watch. It's going to show us Every where, too.

Evolution Never Sleeps
ELISABETH MALARTRE

Elisabeth Malartreis a new writer, a biologist, with a Ph.D from the University of California at
Irvine, who works as an environmental consultant and science writer. Her first sale was a 1997
novella about the first Mars expedition, co-authored with Gregory Benford, “ A Cold, Dry,
Cradle,” that Benford expanded it into his novel, The Martian Race.

“1 consider myself first and foremost a science educator, and everything | do is related to that.
I've spent 20 year s successfully preserving land in Orange County, CA, a bastion of reactionary
conservatism, but then I'm pretty stubborn. Sometimes | teach at local colleges—human evolution,
human ecology or environmental science. | also train people to be volunteer naturalists. | writea
regular science column for a weekly paper, bringing biological theory down to the level of
everyday experience. Although | have a loyal readership, there are many people who will never
look at a science article. Those are the people I'm trying to reach through my fiction.

“ Although | started writing science fiction only about 4 years ago, I've been reading it for well
over 40 years. My speciality is hard sf with biological themes’

“ Evolution Never Seeps’ is her second published story. It appeared in Aamov's, which had a
great year in 1999. The hard science is evolutionary biology and the idea, while reminiscent of the
riotously rubber-science B-movies of the 1950s, is rigorously executed and made serious. It
teaches us something about the bedrock scientific theory of Evolution, upon which so much SF
has been based since 1895.

D eath came ingtantaneoudy to the deer. The dark blue semi had been laboring up the fina



quarter mile of the Sherwin grade, fighting the rapidly thinning air. Its head-lights picked out roadside pine
trees, their nearest branches blown away by the snowblowers of winters past. Asit crested the summit
the truck began to pick up speed, hitting its stride on the gradua downhill. It was a crisp summer night,
sky sprinkled with stars, light traffic on route 395.

A few mileslater, just beyond the offramp to Mammoth Lakes, asix point buck legped off the
shoulder of the road into the truck's grille. The lifeless body arced back to the right shoulder of the road,
landing in a crumpled heap amidst the low shrubs. The truck swerved dightly, shifted gears and roared
off toward Bridgeport. The stars glittered coldly over the dightly twitching body. Blood no longer
pumped by the stilled heart trickled out of its open mouth. After afew minutes there was a soft stirring
sound in the shrubs near the deer.

Fred Morales aimed his orange stakebed truck at the shoulder where the deer lay, happy to have
findly found the carcass. HEd driven by the Site twice without noticing it hidden there in the bushes. But
the motorist who'd called it in to Caltrans had been right about the location after al. Thiswasthe last one
before lunch. The sun reflected off the hood of the truck into his eyes and he wasthirsty. What a
job—collecting road kills. This one was pretty fresh, belly not too full of gas. It wouldn't be half bad, and
there was a breeze to boot. Nevertheless, he stood carefully upwind as he tied the rope around the legs.

There was a sudden rustle and aflash of movement in the small grey-green shrubs next to the carcass
as the winch started to move it toward the truck. Fred Morales leaped back onto the asphdlt reflexively,
before the front of his brain redized what he had seen.

“Squirrels” he said out loud. “ Just squirrels.” His heart pounded. Sometimes there were snakes
under the bodies. Fred Moraes didn't like snakes, didn't like to be surprised by them. He blew out a
long breath to steady himsdlf. “ Just fuckin' squirrels” Nevertheless, he hurriedly finished winching the
carcass onto the Caltrans truck with the other road kills and drove away without looking back.

“What do you do—sample ‘em before you bring 'em in?” Ron Feister squatted down and poked at
the carcass Fred had unloaded at hisfeet a the dump site.

“Huh?’ Fred looked where the Fish & Game biologist pointed. Several places on the carcass had
been nibbled, small red patches againgt the dusty brown of the pelt.

“See what was edting this deer?’

“Wasn't nothing on it—no birds...”

“Nope, no smdll, too soon for buzzards. Not right for coyote either. They tear off pieces, drag 'em
away to eat.”

“Only thing | saw was squirrels.”

“Squirrds? What did they look like?’

“Dunno...little, fast, you know....with stripes.”

“Chipmunks, you mean? Stripes on the head?’

“Guess0.”

Feister stood up. “Huh. Where did you get this one?’

“On 395, near 203. Why, something funny?’

“Just alittleunusud. Let me know if you get another onelikethis, okay?”

“Sure. You done? | want to dump the rest of these stinkers.”

“Gofor it. Seeyou, Fred.” Feister strode off toward histruck. Chipmunks? I'll be damned.

Janice Reidel stopped her jegp as she came to the dead snake lying on the grey asphdt. In her mind
she spun aprayer whed for the soul of the dead anima before dighting from the vehicle. She admired the
smooth scaly carcass. The graceful sweep of its body wasinterrupted where the car tire had squashed it.
A small pocket of pink guts squeezed out through the dark stripes on the scales. Striped racer, she
decided, picking it up by itstail and gently tossing it into the roadside bushes. She aways did thisto road
kills. Left on the asphalt, the kill would tempt scavengers like buzzards, ravens or coyotes onto the
roadway, where they were gpt to be hit themsalves. How often had she seen ground squirrels scatter
from afalen colleague's body as the jeep approached? Thetar pit syndrome. I'll tell Jeff about this one



when he calls tonight. She headed back to her research quarters at the Sierra Nevada Aquatic
Research Lab, SNARL emblazoned on her cap. She particularly enjoyed the scenery, rugged colorful
mountains meeting the flat sage-covered plains of the Great Basin, here on the dry east Side of the Sierra
Nevadamountainsin Cdifornia

Janice was one of adozen first year graduate students doing summer internships at SNARL, hoping
to find an interesting problem for athes's. Despite the lab's name, most of them were working that
summer on terrestria problems, especialy ground squirrel behavior.

She and some of the other interns spent four-hour shifts observing the animalsin alarge enclosure. It
was organized tedium, like much of scientific research. She waslearning, however, that it wasthe only
way to attack the complexity of nature.

“A striped racer? No way.” Jeff's voice came through faint crackles on the phone. “Y ou're at 8000
feet—they don't get up that high.”

“The snake didn't know that. I'm sure it was aracer—black with long pale yellow stripeson the
sdes—what else could it have been?”’

“A flattened chipmunk?

“No, redly. It was asnake. Y ou're the herp expert. | expect you to know everything about them.”

Despite being a graduate student in math, Jeff was an avid snake hobbyist. It was one of the
unexpected twistsin his persondity that set him apart from other men Janice had dated.

“Hm. How far from Highway 395 wasit?’

“A few hundred yards, why?’

“Y ou sometimes get unusua sightings near the interstate. People lose animasfrom their cars, or they
dump 'em.”

“Sounds far-fetched to me.”

“So'sthat snake at that altitude.”

“Look, I'll go get it tomorrow and preserveit for you.”

“Y um. Snake preserves. My favorite”

“Haha. Listen, when are you coming up? It fedslike forever since I've seen you.”

“Missme, en?’

“Mmm, you bet.”

“Woman, you're the one who left, not me.”

“It'sjust asummer fellowship. | didn't emigrate. Look, you could write those old equationsjust as
eadly up here in the gorgeous mountains asin swesety old Berkeley. Theres even apare cubiclein the
lab building until the end of July. And you could explore for snakeswhile you're up here”

“Hm. Tempt me some more. What are the deeping arrangements?’

Shelaughed. “The natives are il very friendly.”

The next morning, before her four-hour shift watching the squirrel enclosure, Janice went back to
look for the snake. She leaped from the jeep, strode over to the bushes with her usua no-nonsense gait
and was surprised to find only afew scraps of bone. Surprised, she pulled back. Wow, that was fast.
Someone was hungry. She started searching carefully, hoping there was till a piece with some skin on
it, enough for Jeff to look at. There. About threeinches of snaketall lay just beyond her reach.

As she stepped around the low bushes, there was aflurry of activity as a chipmunk darted away from
her, scattering the pumice gravel. So that's who's been eating my snake. Hungry little bugger. There
was aflash of movement to her right, and she became aware of severa more chipmunks among the
shrubs. They were dl watching her. Sorry, guys, but | need this bit. She squatted down and reached for
the piece of snake.

Before she could touch it, achipmunk dashed forward, causing her to jerk her hand back. She
expected that the movement would send it running in the opposite direction, but instead, the small animal
crouched down and started making itsdarm cry: shrill repetitive bursts of sound, tail jerking furioudy. It's
almost asif he's defending it.



Shefelt suddenly vulnerable, in shorts and deevelesstop, without even her trusty lesther gloves.
Rodent bites were painful and took along timeto hed. An encounter with alab rat had |eft a permanent
scar on her third finger. Thiswas certainly atypical behavior. Maybe the animal was rabid.

Off to her right another chipmunk started to chirp, then another. The stereo effect was unnerving.
There seemed to be about a dozen chipmunks scattered throughout the shrubsin front of her.

Shelooked again at the closest animal. 1t showed no sign of wanting to leave, back arched dightly,
head high, tail jerking spasmodically with each shrill bark. She felt the sun hot on her scalp. Up thishigh,
with little protective atmosphere above, she burned easily. Her hat wasin the jeep, of course. Another
minute passed. Stalemate. If she went for her hat sheld |ose the snake. Her knees began to ache and she
knew she'd be lightheaded when she did findly stand. The piece was probably too short to be diagnostic
anyway. “Oh, dl right, keep your damn snakeif it'sthat important.”

She stood up, stars swimming in her vision. Damn low blood pressure. The closest chipmunk lunged
forward, grabbed the piece of snake with itsteeth and ran off. Asit reached the others they spun around,
and followed it into the shrubs.

Bizarre. They seemed to be working together, like a pack.

Professor Daniel Branton scowled at her as he meticuloudly picked atiny crumb of sandwich from his
forearm. “Chipmunks don't exhibit coordinated behavior. They're basically loners, scavengers.”

“But it was so definite, | know they were working together.”

“There's never been anything in the literature to indicate that chipmunks behavein groups.”

“Wdl, maybethisis something new.”

“What you saw wasjust norma duetting behavior. One anima barks, then the othersjoin in. That's
al”

“What about the animal that wouldn't et me have the piece of snake? That's not normal behavior.”

He snorted. “Y ou students need to be more observant and lessimaginative. An anima of that Szeis
not going to stand up to ahuman.”

“But that'sthe point, it did. And furthermore, it wasn't done...”

“| doubt that.” Branton crunched the empty sandwich wrapping into aball and picked up hisempty
drink can.

Janice swallowed her annoyance, felt her face flush. Branton was known as a prissy nitpicker. She
should've known he wouldn't believe something out of the ordinary from amere graduate student.
Unfortunately, he was the ranking professor at the lab, and would be on her advisory committeeif she
picked athesis problem in animal behavior. She could not afford to dienate him, but thiswastoo
intriguing tojust let go.

“But if they are cooperating it would certainly be an interesting problem.”

Helooked at her sharply. “Open-ended research like that is not for graduate school. Y ou need to
pick aproblem with adefinite answer, or you'll never finish. The university can't afford to keep on
supporting doctora candidates indefinitely, you know.”

“But if | wanted to test the hypothesis that they were cooperating, what would you suggest...?’
Can't hurt to ask his advice.

He stood up to return to the research center. “ That's pretty obvious. Duplicate the conditions,
observe carefully, and record the data meticuloudy, the way I've taught you for enclosure research. But
itsawaste of time. Stick to your enclosure observations. Ground squirrels are inherently more
interesting.”

“I'll doit on my own time. And thanksfor the advice.” A good graduate student must always be
submissive.

Branton strode off, waving his hand vaguely behind him in response.

Amy Chang, another first-year graduate student, grimaced &t his retreating back. “Ground squirrels
areinherently moreinteresting,” she muttered in alow voice that gped his didactic tone. “What an
asshole”

Janice suppressed a smile. She dso didn't share Branton's enthusiasm for the endless



mate-substitution experiments he was conducting in the enclosure. Few of the graduate students did. Still,
that was her summer grant money.

Amy brushed black bangs out of her eyes. “For what it'sworth, | believe you. The chipmunks have
aways seemed to be brighter than the ground squirrels anyway.”

Asif on cue, achipmunk began itsaarm cry from the tree afew yards away. They were Sitting
outsde, inasmal clump of pinescloseto thelab buildings that functioned as arustic picnic area. Janice
studied the ground next to the log she was sitting on: large black ants were busily combing the fallen pine
needles. “Nature's garbage collectors,” she said. “Without ants, we'd be knee deep in dead moths.”

“They're great scavengers, dl right,” agreed Amy, “and what asystem they have: alot of
unremarkable individua units that together make an unstoppable army. And they find everything that's
edible. Theré'sno hiding from them.”

“Y ou know, in away, those ants make me think of the chipmunks. If they were organized like ants,
how would we live with them?’

“What do you mean?’

“Think about it—you know what anuisance ants are a apicnic. What if an organized group of
chipmunks descended on atable full of food?’

Amy paused. “Hm. I'll bet they could carry off most of the stuff without much trouble.”

“Right. And do you know what would happen if someonetried to stop ‘em?”’

“Dunno, what?’

“They'd be picking teeth out of their hand. Rodents are pretty aggressive. Despite what Branton said,
they don't heditate to attack an animal much larger than themselves. Look at this.” She showed Amy the
scar on her finger—two white semicircles|eft by the sharp incisors of a harmless-looking white [ab rat.
She remembered her surprise at the rat's unprovoked attack.

“I remember reading that ratsin dums bite deeping babies. Even kill some of them,” said Amy.

“Y eah, and during plague years in Europe the rats crunched the bones of the dead bodies.”

“Ugggh. But those wererats.”

“Chipmunks are just rats with stripes, bona fide rodents with al that implies”

“Yes, not like my birds. Even seagulls are better mannered than rats.”

“Oh yeah? Remember that Hitchcock movie about alot of birds attacking the peoplein alittle
town?’

“Oh, that one. | read somewhere how they trained al those birdsto peck people. But it wasn't redl.
There wasn't any reason for them to act like that al of a sudden.”

Janice let out adeep breath she didn't know shed been holding. “1 dways thought it was afrightening
movie, to have benign creatures suddenly become threatening. And what | saw today wasred. Those
chippiesreally weren't very friendly. I'd hate to go into the woods aloneif large groups of any kind of
rodent were out looking for trouble.”

“ “The Attack of the Killer Chipmunks eh?’

“It sounds silly, but that's because we've been conditioned by Disney cartoonsto think of them as
lovable, harmlesslittle creatures.”

“Wadll, you have to admit they're pretty cute.”

“Only if you romanticize them. Take those damned ground squirrdls, for example. If thefemaes get
too upset a living conditions, or if they're caged with astrange male, they kill their young. Bite off their
heads.”

Amy shuddered. “ Y ou're really serious about this rodent menace, aren't you?’

The chipmunk continued to cal from the tree. Janice lobbed a pine cone at it hafheartedly.

“Wdll, before | get too carried away | need to prove what | saw. Branton said to duplicate the
conditions.”

“So throw them some more snakes.”

“Huh? Oh, you mean road kills. Y eah, there must be plenty. Maybe when Jeff comes up he can find
some”



L ate that afternoon, Janice was working in her cubicle in the [ab when she heard afamiliar maevoice
outside her open door. “ Janny babe? Y ou in there?’

Sheleagped up from her chair and flung hersdf a thetal, lean, and dightly disheveled figurein the
doorway. “ Jeff! Wow, you got herefast! And it's so good to seeyou.” They were ingtantly in amad
whirling embrace around her cubicle.

Amy chose that moment to knock on the doorframe. “Hey, cool down, you two. | can hear you
giggling dl theway down the hal.”

Jeff dowly put Janice down, diding her body down hiswhile staring intently at her. Findly her feet
were on the floor, and she disengaged from him dightly. Still hugging him, she turned to Amy and
introduced them. “ Jeff, meet Amy, the Pellet Researcher for thisyear.”

Jeff looked blank. “ Pleased, I'm sure. What are pellets?’

Amy sneezed. “Barf badls. Birdsthat prey on smal furry things cough up balls of fur and bones. |
Separate out the bones and identify them. We even find snake scalesin 'em.”

“Oh yeah, sure. | just couldn't connect for amoment.” He collected himsdlf. “It'sthe dtitude, you
know. My brains are a eight thousand feet. Besides, | was distracted.”

Amy grinned. “Okay, | get the hint. But when you're ready, |'ve found something about the
chipmunks you should know.”

Despite hersdlf, Janice wasintrigued. “ Tell me quick, then we can talk about it later.” She hugged
Jeff. “Much later.”

“Wadll, bascdly, thissummer'sbig owl pellets have quite afew chipmunksin ‘em.”

Janice looked puzzled. “What'sthat mean?’

“There shouldn't be chipmunksin these pellets—they're diurna animals. They're not active when the
owlsare out, S0 how can they be getting caught?’

“Something'sfunny.”

“Not only that, but | checked the pellet results from past years—up until two years ago, only voles
and mice, nice nocturna animal's, what you'd expect. No chipmunks.”

“Wall, either these are early owls, or the chipmunks stay up late.”

“Exactly. And there are no reports of funny owls. So the chipmunks are changing their behavior.”

Over the next week Janice and Jeff retrieved a variety of squashed and bloody carcasses from the
paved roads between Mammoth Lakes and SNARL and transported them to the site of her encounter
with the chipmunks, just north of the intersection of Highway 203 and Highway 395, on an old asphdt
spur road within sght of the interstate. Her jeep began to smell like ripe flesh, and her gloves acquired
unpleasant gains.

Thursday morning she dumped yet another squashed rabbit on the edge of the pavement. Then she
retired to her jeep on the side of the road and waited, binoculars and notebook at the ready, for the
chipmunksto respond in the now-familiar pattern. Jeff pulled out abook and stretched out in the back
Sedt.

Within minutes there was astirring in the low shrubs nearest the carcass. Two chipmunks she called
the Look outs emerged from the vegetation and approached the rabbit. They circled it cautioudy, sniffing
the air repestedly and making low chittering noises. At some unseen signd they flashed quickly back into
the shrubs. Next came the noise of high-pitched barking: not the continuous alarm signad common to
chipmunks and squirrels, these were short bursts of sound repeated for about ten minutes. Thiswas
followed by the appearance of at least adozen chipmunks around the carcass. Findly came the feeding
frenzy, enthusagtic yet curioudy disciplined. Some animastore out chunks and disappeared into the
shrubs, to be replaced by others. In about an hour the rabbit was reduced to fascia-covered bones.

“Let's see Disney make a cartoon out of this. They could cdl it ‘Bambi and Thumper Sharea
Roadkill,’” she remarked.

“Reminds me of stories about piranhas.”

“Land piranhas? But they take living prey. These are more like furry vultures. At leest so far.”

“Oh? Careto explain?’ He put his book down.

“Okay. | think they're cooperating because that way they can compete with bigger scavengerslike



ravens and coyotes. These carcasses disappear so fast the other creatures never have achanceto find
them.”

“Why do chipmunks eat meat anyway? They're supposed to egt nuts and berries and stuff like that.
They're not predators.”

Janice sighed. “Deer, squirrels, mice, rabbits and other cute, furry critters are classified as plant
eaters, herbivores. We've adopted the view fostered by cartoons and kids books, that they only eat
plant food. But actualy, very few animasturn down the chance to eat meat even if they don't hunt.”

“Why?

“Wall, for starters, meet is easier to digest than plant food. No tough fibers. Carnivores have much
shorter, smpler digestive systems than herbivores. So it'sagood source of energy and caories.”

“So why haven't chipmunks everywhere redized this before?”

“Good guestion, especialy from amathematician. It hasto do with the evolutionary pressure. It's
pretty fierce up here”

Jeff looked blank.

“Look, thisisafood-scarce environment. Dry al year and cold in the winter to boot. The pine forest
where the chipmunksliveisnot very diverse—not alot of different organisms, but many individuals of the
few gpeciesthat do thrive here. It'sthe classic pattern for adifficult environment.”

“But there are twenty square miles of pineforest filled with pine nuts—how tough can that be for a
chipmunk?

Janice considered for amoment, pawed through some papersin the front seat. She tossed Jeff a
greyish object.

“Look at thisdeer leg | found in theforest.”

He turned the bone over and noticed that one end was jagged.

“Let'ssee...it has marks on it—looks like tooth marks. Okay, it's been gnawed.”

“Y up. Nothing lasts long on the forest floor. When an animd diesits body is quickly scavenged by
theliving. Even the bones are gnawed for their calcium. So anything the chipmunks can do to improve the
food supply isgoing to be abig advantage for their survival.”

“Okay. I'm convinced. But I'm just a humble mathematician. How're you going to prove your ideato
the Brantons of the world?’

“Wdll, | don't know yet, but | think | can predict what the next step is. It's the same kind of thing that
happened to our own ancestors on the African savanna. We were originaly scavengers, cleaning up after
the big predetorslikelions.”

“So much for the Grest Hunter ideg, en?”’

“It'snot avery likely scenario for puny creatures like us without claws or fangs, or at that time, much
technology. The point is, a coordinated band can scare or harass alarge predator away fromitskill.”

“But our ancestors did start to hunt.”

“They did at some point. Using the same pack behavior they devel oped for scavenging, they found
they could take large living game. And the communi cation skillsthey needed for hunting led to human
language.”

“So the next step for the chipmunksisto talk?’

“No, slly.” She bopped him lightly on the head with her clipboard. “Wolves and wild dogs don't talk,
but they hunt in packs. So, | predict that the chipmunks are going to hunt living prey.”

Janice swam up out of deep with the comforting sensation of another body next to hers. Jeff was
snuggled up againgt her, bresthing deeply and surprisingly quietly, one arm draped over her breasts. She
ran her hands lightly over his exposed shoulders and arms. He stirred, grunted contentedly and opened
his eyes. Then inhaled deeply and coughed. “Can't get used to the air up here—how can you breathe
something you can't even see?’

“Smoghead. Look out there. It's agorgeous day. Let me show you some scenery.”

“What are we doing about breskfast?’

“Therésagood place in Mammoth, then we can explore the forest behind the town.”



Asthey drove out of the parking lot they passed Amy carrying a paper sack. She waved them down.
“Hey, how'd you like to come out hooting with me tonight? | want to nail down if Owl #6 isa Great
Grey. | found some pretty interesting-looking feathersin itsterritory.”

“Isthat what you've got in the bag?’ asked Janice.

She frowned. “No, unfortunately. These are the remains of Old Redliable, my owl from Doe Ridge. |
found it lying under thetreewhereit leavesits pellets”

“Howdit die?’

“Cant tell, actudly. The body was pretty well munched aready—not much but festhers and afew
bones|eft. Things sure don't last long on the forest floor around here. | checked the Site just two days
Janice turned to Jeff. “Y ou have time to go hooting tonight? I'll bet you've never doneit.”

He suppressed asmile. “Sure, if it'sahoot, I'm interested.”

They al groaned.

“Okay, werein.”

“Great. I'll bring the hot chocolate. Meet here around eight tonight and welll head off.”

Blondie's Kitchen was pleasantly full of T-shirted vacationers, but there was one unoccupied booth
left. The smdll of coffee permeated the air, sharpening Janice's hunger.

Asthey perused the menus, she became aware of an animated conversation behind her back in the
adjoining booth.

“That's not English—what isit?’ asked Jeff.

Janice listened for afew seconds. * French, but with a southern accent, not Parisian.”

He stared at her. “Wow, I'm impressed. How did you do that?’

Shelooked up from the menu and smiled at him. Her frequent trips to Europe as a.child had given
her fluency in French and Itdian and the ability to distinguish regiona accents.

“Southern accents are the same dl over. People speak more dowly and hang onto the ends of their
words. In Augrdiather south isthe north, but the same thing happens.”

Assheturned in again on the conversation behind her, something about it caught her attention. She
motioned Jeff to slence.

“Wait aminute, | want to hear this....” Sheturned her head to hear better and concentrated.

A man wastalking, along barrage spiked with exasperation and cries of disbelief from others. Janice
listened for afew minutes. Finaly there was loud laughter from the table behind.

She turned back to Jeff. “He was complaining about squirrels stedling food. A bunch of squirrels,
tout un tas, he said. They apparently worked over his pack and he couldn't get them to stop. He was
pretty upset about it, especialy when hisfriends didn't take him serioudy. He kept inssting that they were
doing something unusud.”

“Where did it happen?’

“Unfortunately, | missed that part, so it could have just been acampground. But there are
campgroundsin France, so he should be used to pesky squirrels.”

“These were squirrds, or chipmunks?’

“He called them sguirrels. But | doubt held know the correct name for chipmunks anyway. Most
people don't distinguish between the loca rodents. They'redl just generic squirres. No, what'sfunny is
that | was discussing thiskind of incident with Amy just yesterday, and now it's happened.”

“Maybe you have chipmunks on the brain. Here comes the waitress. Ready to order?’

After breskfast they headed out of town on the winding asphalt ribbon of the scenic loop. There
were few other cars, in contrast to the busy interstate. The brilliant blue sky illuminated steep-sided
hillsdesthickly grown with tall Sately fir trees.

Janice looked around as she drove. Not amenacing forest at dl, in fact arather straightforward one,
shethought. Still, she couldn't help wondering if the placidity hid the secret rustlings of new activity. Asif
answering her thought, aground squirrel erupted out of aroadside shrub and dashed acrosstheroad in



front of them. She dowed the jeep, but it was moving very fast and wasin no danger of being hit.

“What was that—a greased chipmunk?’ asked Jeff.

“I think it was a golden mantled ground squirrel. The head was orange, and it was a bit bigger.”

“How could you tell? All | got wasaglimpse.”

“It was moving pretty fast. Last time | saw asquirre run like that, there was aweasdl behind it.”

“Maybe the chipmunk mafiawas after it.” He grinned.

“Don't you start now.”

Sheturned off onto agravel forest service road and parked thejeep at the base of ahill. Asthey
walked around the rocky apron of the hill they came to awooden nest box mounted on apine tree, one
of many scattered throughout the forest. Earlier in the summer she and Amy had amused themselves by
guessing what birds were using the boxes, gleaning information from an occasiona dropped feather. But
as they approached, Janice saw something was wrong. Nest material protruded from the entrance hole,
and many feathers were strewn around the forest floor beneeth it.

“Something must've raided thisbox,” she said. “L ook at the entrance hole—it's chewed dl around.”

“Sowhat animal could do this? Don't they build these boxes so only birds can get in?’

“I thought s0. I've never seen one messed up like this, and it must be arare event or the Forest
Service wouldn't bother putting boxes up.”

“Seemsto meit'd be easy for squirrels or chipmunksto get into one of these anytime they wanted.”

Janice considered for amoment. “I aways thought so too, and maybe that's the answer. They don't
usudly want to.”

“But now they do? Y our chipmunks again?’

She gared at him. “Well, maybe I'm just jumping to conclusions, but if they were starting to hunt,
these would be the easiest prey. Here in the boxes, and in al the dead trees where the other birds nest.”
She shivered despite the warmth of the late morning sun.

Amy killed the headlights on the pickup truck as they reached the territory of Owl #6. The Stewasa
clump of Jeffrey pineson alow rocky bluff overlooking apumiceflat and the interstate, about a quarter
mile north of Highway 203.

“So what's specid about thisowl?’ asked Jeff.

“Wadll, basically, locating a Great Grey would burnish my credentials asafield biologigt. It'd be ared
find on thisside of the mountains. They're pretty rare even in lusher forestson thewest side. I'veputina
lot of hourstrying to find this puppy. Maybe tonight'sthe night.”

They unloaded the tape recorder, and Jeff dung it around his neck. It was abig bulky job, an ancient
mode fromthelab.

“So you're not actually going to hoot?” asked Janice.

“Nah, my hoots have a Chinese accent, not ‘furry’ enough. Owls hate ‘'em. Thisway is better.”

A flicker of movement caught Janiceseye. A darker shape was gliding noisdessy into the
green-black branches of the pines on the edge of the bluff. She touched Amy on the shoulder and
pointed.

“Thereitis. What luck!” Amy whispered.

They waked carefully over the fallen branches and pine conesto asmal clearing close to wherethey
had seen the owl.

Jeff set the recorder on the ground and Amy flicked it on. The throaty hoots of a Great Grey floated
into the darkness. She repeated the sequence severa times, but there was no answering call.

“Well, maybeit'sjust aGreat Horned Owl after al.”

Shefumbled in the backpack for asmall flashlight. “I've got horned owl hoots further long on the
tape.”

“Here, I'vegot one,” said Janice. As sheflicked the light on she heard soft rustling noises among the
dry needles of the forest floor. Holding the light at eye level, she scanned around her. A few spider eyes
gleamed back at her, and severa sets of larger eyes. One set was close enough to discern the striped
body behind the eyes. “L ook, achipmunk! W, that provesthey're out a night dl right.”



“And that'swhy my owls are catching them.”

“Y eah, but what are they doing out?’ asked Janice.

“What difference does it make? Snakes come out on summer nights, why not chipmunks?’ asked
Jeff.

“The snakes only do it because their body temperature is still warm enough to hunt. It'sbasic
physiology for acold-blooded animal. And it's not something new,” she explained.

“Right,” putin Amy. “And remember, just afew years ago the owls weren't catching chipmunks.”

“So they probably weren't out at night.”

“The only other possible explanation was that anew species of owl with dightly different hours had
moved in,” sghed Amy. “I was counting on a Great Grey, but they dmost dways answer the tapeif they
hear it.”

The tape recorder was still running and Great Horned owl hootsfilled the air. In the recorded silence
after the callsthey heard again the soft rustling noises. The tape caled again, but the owl stayed Slent.
Therustling soundsincreased.

“No wonder those chipmunks get caught—they make aracket.”

“I surewish this one would hoot. Say, you guys, would you mind moving away from thetree? Tekea
walk or something? Maybe there are too many of ushere.”

Janice and Jeff moved away from the clearing, waking dowly back toward the truck, then past it
down the dirt road and into the forest. A few minutes later, as they rounded the first bend, Janice
suddenly stopped and put her hand on Jeff'sarm. “Listen. The owl.”

The sound of the live owl's answer floated lightly over the forest.

“It'sin ahigher pitch, but the song's the same,” whispered Jeff.

“That'swhat it usualy soundslike. Poor Amy, it's unmistakably a Great Horned Owl.”

“Hoping to nail chipmunks, probably,” said Jeff.

“Y eah. The Great Horned owls are top predators. Pretty ferocious hunters, the terror of the night to
anything smaller. We enjoy the sound of the hooting, because they don't threaten us.” She paused. “I
wonder if the mice shiver when they hear it.”

“Like we do at the scream of a cougar?’

“Or the snarl of agrizzly? Actudly, besdesthe odd tiger attack in India, there are preciousfew large
predators |eft to threaten humans. Weve erased them, starting back about ten thousand years when
we—"

They heard Amy curse and stamp her feet.

“What's she doing over there?’ wondered Jeff. 1 thought the ideawas for usto be quiet.”

“I don't know. Shhh.”

The owl continued to call from the tree every few seconds in response to the tape. Asthey stood
quietly in the darkness Janice dowly became aware of soft rustling sounds around them. She fumbled for
her flashlight, but it dipped through her hands onto the duff. She reached down to pick it up, groping
around with her hand.

From the darkness something furry leaped a her hand. Warm fur, sharp teeth. “Ow!” sheyelled, and
shook her attacker free while straightening up.

“What's the matter?”’

Janice was nearly speechlesswith surprise. “It...bit me! It legped on me and bit me!”

“What? Where?’ Jeff wasingtantly al motion and concern.

“On my hand. Goddamn chipmunk bit me. It's absolutely incredible!”

Suddenly from the clearing they heard the sound of running feet, a crash, and Amy yelling.

“What's she saying?’ asked Jeff.

“I'm not sure. It soundslike ‘stopit.” Wed better get over there.”

They retrieved the flashlight and half-ran back to the clearing, sumbling over pine conesand
branches. The tape recorder wastipped over onitsside.

“Amy?Where are you? What's happening?’ yedled Janice.

A rustling commoation in the branches of atree above them. She looked up. Scrambling noises on the



trunk traced the descent of many small bodies.

“Lord, the tree must befull of them!”

From the direction of the owl tree came a strangled screech and sounds of thrashing. Amy was
ydling “Stop it, gopit, topit, you damn things!” In the distance they could see her flashlight playing in
the branches of the treg, its stabs raking across shrouded vaullts.

“The owl! They're atacking the owl,” yeled Janice. They ran to join Amy. Suddenly shewasfilled
with loathing for the swarming rodents.

They found Amy two branches up in thetree, flashlight clenched in her teeth, yelling wordlesdy.

There was more commoation in the branches, sharp squedls and thrashings.

Then above her Janice heard something faling, thumping into branches and crashing to the ground on
the far Sde of the tree. She guessed it was the owl, but it sounded too heavy. She had a sudden vision of
acadre of chipmunks attacking the owl asit sat helpless on the branch, the brief death struggle, the failed
takeoff becoming a plunge taking both attackers and prey to their doom.

Abovethem, Amy ydled in pain and siopped climbing. Sheyelled again and her flashlight fell to the
ground.

“Ahhh! I'm being attacked!”

A hastening, liquid sound—made up, Janice redized, of many excited squedls.

“They'resvarming dl over,” Amy shrieked. “I'm coming down.”

With acry shefel from the treg, landing in acrumpled heap. They rushed over to her.

Jeff helped her up.

“Amy...” began Janice.

“Oh, my ankle. | must've landed wrong.” Her terrified face Stared up at them in the flashlight gleam.
“D-damn thingsare al over thetree! One of them b-bit me on the shoulder. They're likein afrenzy or
something.”

The branches above them were dive with swift scurrying noises.

“Let'sget out of here,” said Janice. “Thisis bad news. Maybethesethingsaresick.”

“No,” said Jeff. “It'swhat you said. They've taken the next step. They're hunting.”

“But why the owl?’

“It's payback time. Remember the mice shivering at the sound of the hooting?’

Shegared a him. “I was only haf serious about the hunting. But they're so intense.”

“Wait, theowl...whereisit?’ gasped Amy. “Maybeit's dill dive.”

“Not achance. Let'sjust get out of here,” urged Janice.

“Y ou two go for the truck, I'll look for the owl,” said Jeff.

The two women struggled toward the truck, Amy leaning heavily on Janice. Severd timesthey heard
chipmunks moving in the duff around them.

Jeff caught up with them. He was carrying the tape recorder. “It's dead dl right. In a heap with some
mangled chipmunks. And amess of live onesthat wouldn't et me neer it.”

The scrambled into the truck.

“I'll never fed the same about the forest again,” shuddered Amy.

“It1l never be the same again,” said Janice. Her thoughts raced.

There's a new predator loose in the wilds. We erased the big ones, hunted them down and
thought we wer e safe. But evolution never slegps. There was a niche to be filled, and it wasfilled
from below, from the small creatures. It's happened before. When the dinosaurs died, the
mammals that inherited the earth were descended from small nocturnal animals. Some people
speculated that they may even have hastened the demise of the dinosaurs by eating their eggs.
Maybe this is the beginning of the end of our brief hominid dominance.

She looked back as Jeff sarted the engine. The dark forest was dive with tiny glaring dots. In the
glow of thetail lights, aring of bright eyes glittered.

The wood is full of shining eyes,
The wood is full of creeping feet,
The wood isfull of tiny cries.



You must not go to the wood at night.

—Henry Treece (1912-1956)
The author is grateful for permission to reprint the refrain from* The Magic Wood” by Henry
Treece, Copyright © 1945 by Farber and Farber, Ltd.

Sexual Dimor phism
KIM STANLEY ROBINSON

Kim Stanley Robinson became a famous SF writer in 1984 with hisfirst novel, The Wild Shore, an
excellent post-catastrophe S novel in the Steinbeckian tradition of George R. Stewart's Earth
Abides. It had the bad luck to be published in the same year as William Gibson's Neuromancer, to
which it camein second for major awards. And wor se, it allowed Robinson to become a symbol of
the opposition for the adherents of the Movement, Cyberpunks' official name in the mid-80s. For
a while, the Cyberpunk vs. Humanist polemic was quite heated. Readersin search of more are
referred to Michael Svanwick's essay, “ A Users Guide to the Postmoderns.” So Robinson's major
works of that decade were not ignored, but the discourse was somewhat contaminated by literary
politics. He did win some major awards, and was nominated for more. His major short fiction was
collected in the paperback omnibus, Remaking History (1994).

It was in the 1990s that Robinson grew in literary power and achievement with his Mars
trilogy (Red Mars, Green Mars, Blue Mars), and a standalone novel, Antarctica These books made
him one of the most famous and popular SF writers of the decade and confirmed himin the front
ranks of contemporary SF writers. In 1999 he published a collection of stories, The Martians, of
tales of Mars (many of themfirst published) not told in the Mars trilogy, some times because they
took alternate future paths from his main Martian future. After a number of years exclusively
devoted to novel writing, thiswas a rich year for himin short fiction. At least three of the original
stories in the collection could have been chosen for this book.

This story is about a scientist in the future on a terraformed Mars, when there are oceans
there with dolphins. It is Robinson's reimagining of Brian Aldiss classic “ A Kind of Artistry,” in
his own Martian setting.

T he potentia for hallucination in paleogenomics was high. There was not only the omnipresent

role of instrumentation in the envisoning of the ultramicroscopic foss| materid, but dso the
metamorphoss over time of the materid itsdlf, both the DNA and its matrices, so that the datawere
invariably incomplete, and often shattered. Thusthe possibility of psychological projection of patterns
onto the rorschacherie of what in the end might be purely mineral processes had to be admitted.

Dr. Andrew Smith was as aware of these possibilities as anyone. Indeed, it congtituted one of the
central problems of hisfidld—convincingly to sort the traces of DNA in thefoss| record, distinguishing
them from an array of possible pseudofossils. Pseudofossis littered the history of the discipline, from the
earliest fase nautiloids to the famous Martian pseudo-nanobacteria. Nothing progressed in
pal eogenomics unless you could show that you redly were talking about what you said you were talking
about. So Dr. Smith did not get too excited, at first, about what he wasfinding in thejunk DNA of an
early dolphin fossl.

In any case there were quite afew distractionsto hiswork at that time. He was living on the south
shore of the Amazonian Sea, that deep southerly bay of the world-ringing ocean, east of Elysium, near
the equator. In the summers, even the cool summersthey had been having lately, the extensive inshore
shallows of the seagrew as warm as blood, and dolphins—adapted from Terran river dolphinslike the
baiji from China, or the boto from the Amazon, or the susu from the Ganges, or the bhulan from the
Indus—sported just off the beach. Morning sunlight lanced through the waves and picked out their



flashing silhouettes, sometimes groups of eight or ten of them, dl playing in the same wave.

The marine laboratory he worked at, located on the seafront of the harbor town Eumenides Point,
was associated with the Acheron labs, farther up the coast to the west. The work at Eumenides had
mostly to do with the shifting ecologies of a seathat was getting sdtier. Dr. Smith's current project
dedling with thisissue involved investigating the various adaptations of extinct cetaceanswho had lived
when the Earth's sea had exhibited different levels of salt. He had in hislab some foss| materid, sent to
the lab from Earth for study, aswell asthe voluminous literature on the subject, including the full genomes
of dl theliving descendants of these creatures. The transfer of fossils from Earth introduced the maiter of
cosmic-ray contamination to al the other problemsinvolved in the study of ancient DNA, but most
people dismissed these effects as minor and inconsequential, which waswhy fossils were shipped across
at al. And of course with the recent deployment of fusion-powered rapid vehicles, the amount of
exposure to cosmic rays had been markedly reduced. Smith was therefore able to do research on
mammd sdt tolerance both ancient and modern, thus helping to illuminate the current Situation on Mars,
a s0 joining the debates ongoing concerning the paleohaocycles of the two planets, now one of the hot
research areas in comparative planetology and bioengineering.

Nevertheless, it was afield of research so arcanethat if you were not involved in it, you tended not to
believeinit. It was an offshoot, amix of two difficult fields, its ultimate usefulness along shot, especidly
compared to mogt of theinquiries being conducted a the Eumenides Point Labs. Smith found himself
fighting afeding of margindization in the various lab meatings and informal gatherings, in coffee lounges,
cocktail parties, beach luncheons, boating excursions. At al of these he was the odd man out, with only
his colleague Frank Drumm, who worked on reproduction in the dolphins currently living offshore,
expressing any great interest in hiswork and its applications. Worse yet, hiswork appeared to be
becoming less and lessimportant to his advisor and employer, Vlad Taneev, who as one of the First
Hundred, and the co-founder of the Acheron labs, was ostensibly the most powerful scientific mentor
one could have on Mars; but who in practice turned out to be nearly impossible of access, and rumored
to beinfailing health, so that it waslike having no boss at dl, and therefore no accessto thelab's
technical staff and so forth. A bitter disappointment.

And then of course there was Sdlena, his—his partner, roommate, girlfriend, significant other,
lover—there were many words for this relationship, though none were quite right. The woman with
whom helived, with whom he had gone through graduate school and two post-docs, with whom he had
moved to Eumenides Point, taking asmall apartment near the beach, near the terminus of the coastal
tram, where when one looked back east the point itsalf just heaved over the horizon, likeadorsd fin
seen far out to sea. Selenawas making greet progressin her own field, genetically engineering st
grasses,; asubject of great importance here, where they were trying to stabilize a thousand-kilometer
coastline of low dunes and quicksand siwvamps. Scientific and bioengineering progress; important
achievements, relevant to the Situation; al things were coming to her professonaly, including of course
offersto team up in any number of exciting public/co-op collaborations.

And dl thingswere coming to her privately aswell. Smith had ways thought her beautiful, and now
he saw that with her success, other men were coming to the same redlization. It took only alittle attention
to seeit; an ability to look past shabby lab coats and ageneraly unkempt style to the deekly curving
body and the intense, dmost ferocious intelligence. No—his Selenalooked much like al the rest of the
lab rats when in the lab, but in the summers when the group went down in the evening to the warm tawny
beach to swim, shewalked out the long expanse of the shallows like agoddessin a bathing suit, like
Venus returning to the sea. Everyone in these parties pretended not to notice, but you couldn't helpit.

All very well; except that shewaslosing interest in him. Thiswas a process that Smith feared was
irreversible; or, to be more precise, that if it had gotten to the point where he could noticeit, it wastoo
late to stop it. So now he watched her, furtive and helpless, as they went through their domestic routines,
there was agoddessin his bathroom, showering, drying off, dressing, each moment like adance.

But she didn't chat anymore. She was absorbed in her thoughts, and tended to keep her back to him.
No—it wasdl going away.



They had met in an adult swim club in Mangda, while they were both grad sudents at the university
there. Now, asif to re-invoke that time, Smith took up Frank's suggestion and joined him at an equivaent
club in Eumenides Point, and began to swim regularly again. He went from the tram or the lab down to
the big fifty-meter pool, set on aterrace overlooking the ocean, and swam so hard in the mornings that
the whole rest of the day he buzzed dong in aflow of beta endorphins, scarcely aware of hiswork
problems or the situation at home. After work he took the tram home fegling his appetite kick in, and
banged around the kitchen throwing together ameal and eating much of it as he cooked it, irritated (if she
wasthere at all) with Selena's poor cooking and her cheery talk about her work, irritated also probably
just from hunger, and dread at the Stuation hanging over them; at this pretense that they were dtill ina
normd life. But if he sngpped a her during thisfragile hour she would go slent the wholerest of the
evening; it happened fairly often; so hetried to contain histemper and make the meal and quickly eat his
part of it, to get hisblood sugar level back up.

Either way shefell adeep abruptly around nine, and he was left to read into the timedlip, or even dip
out and take awak on the night beach afew hundred yards away from their apartment. One night,
walking west, he saw Pseudo-phobos pop up into the sky like a distress flare down the coast, and when
he came back into the apartment she was awake and talking happily on the phone; she was startled to
see him, and cut the call short, thinking about what to say, and then said, “ That was Mark, we've gotten
tamarisk three fifty-nine to take repetitions of the third sat flusher gene!”

“That'sgood,” he said, moving into the dark kitchen so she wouldn't see hisface.

Thisannoyed her. “Y ou redly don't care how my work goes, do you?’

“Of course | do. That'sgood, | said.”

She dismissed that with anoise.

Then one day he got home and Mark was there with her, in theliving room, and at asingle glance he
could see they had been laughing about something; had been sitting closer together than when he started
opening the door. Heignored that and was as pleasant as he could be.

The next day as he swam at the morning workout, he watched the women swimming with himin his
lane. All three of them had swum al their lives, their freestyle stroke perfected beyond the perfection of
any dance move ever made on land, the millions of repetitions making their movement as unconscious as
that of any fish in the sea. Under the surface he saw their bodies flowing forward, revedling their deek
lines—classic swimmer lines, like Sdenas—rangy shoulderstucking up againgt their ears one after the
next, ribcages smoothed over by powerful lats, breastsflatly merged into big pecs or el se bobbing | eft
then right, asthe case might be; bellies meeting high hipbones accentuated by the high cut of their
swimsuits, backs curving up to bottoms rounded and compact, curving to powerful thighsthen long
calves, and feet outstretched like ballerinas. Dance was awegk anaogy for such beautiful movement.
Andit al went on for stroke after stroke, lap after Iap, until he was mesmerized beyond further thought or
observation; it was just one aspect of a sensudly saturated environment.

Their current lane leader was pregnant, yet swimming stronger than any of the rest of them, not even
huffing and puffing during their rest intervals, when Smith often had to suck air—ingtead she laughed and
shook her head, exclaming “Every time| do aflip turn he kegps kicking mel” She was seven months
aong, round inthe middle like alittle whale, but till she fired down the pool at arate none of the other
threein the lane could match. The strongest svimmersin the club were smply amazing. Soon after getting
into the sport, Smith had worked hard to swim ahundred-meter freestyle in less than aminute, agoa
appropriate to him, and finaly he had done it once at ameet and been pleased; then later he heard about
theloca college women's team's workout, which consisted of a hundred hundred-meter freestyle svims
all on a minute interval . He understood then that athough al humanslooked roughly the same, some
were stupendoudy stronger than others. Their pregnant leader was in the lower echelon of these strong
swimmers, and regarded the swim she was making today as alight stretching-out, though it was beyond
anything her lane mates could do with their best effort. Y ou couldn't help watching her when passing by in
the other direction, because despite her speed she was supremely smooth and effortless, she took fewer
strokes per lap than the rest of them, and yet still made substantialy better time. It waslike magic. And



that sweet blue curve of the new child carried inside.

Back at home things continued to degenerate. Selena often worked late, and talked to him lessthan
ever.

“I loveyou,” hesaid. “Sdlena, | loveyou.”

“I know.”

Hetried to throw himself into hiswork. They were at the same lab, they could go home late together.
Tdk like they used to about their work, which though not the same, was sill genomicsin both cases; how
much closer could two sciences be? Surdly it would help to bring them back together.

But genomicswas avery big fied. It was possible to occupy different parts of it, no doubt about that.
They were proving it. Smith persevered, however, using anew and more powerful electron microscope,
and he began to make some headway in unraveling the patternsin hisfossilized DNA.

It looked like what had been preserved in the samples he had been given was dmost entirely what
used to be caled the junk DNA of the creature. In times past thiswould have been bad luck, but the
Kohl labsin Acheron had recently been making great stridesin unraveling the various purposes of junk
DNA, which proved not to be usdess after dl, as might have been guessed, development being as
complex asit was. Their breakthrough conssted in characterizing very short and scrambled repetitive
sequences within junk DNA that could be shown to code ingtructions for higher hierarchica operations
than they were used to seeing at the gene level—cell differentiation, information order sequencing,
apoptoss, and thelike.

Using this new understanding to unravel any cluesin partiadly degraded fossi| junk DNA would be
hard, of course. But the nucl eotide sequences were therein his EM images—or, to be more precise, the
characteristic minera replacementsfor the adenine="thymine' and cytosne="guanine" couplets,
replacements well-established in the literature, were there to be clearly identified. Nanofossils, in effect;
but legible to those who could read them. And once read, it was then possible to brew identical
sequences of living nucleotides, matching the originds of thefossil creature. In theory one could re-creete
the creature itsdlf, though in practice nothing like the entire genome was ever there, making it impossible.
Not that there weren't people trying anyway with smpler fossil organisms, either going for the whole thing
or using hybrid DNA techniquesto graft expressionsthey could decipher onto living templates, mostly
descendants of the earlier cresture.

With this particular ancient dolphin, amost certainly afresh-water dolphin (though most of these were
farly sdt tolerant, living in river-mouths as they did), complete resuscitation would beimpossible. It
wasn't what Smith wastrying to do anyway. What would be interesting would be to find fragments that
did not seem to have amatch in the living descendants genome, then hopefully synthesize living in vitro
fragments, clip them into contemporary strands, and see how these experimental animalsdidin
hybridization tests and in various environments. Look for differencesin function.

He was aso doing mitochondrid tests when he could, which if successful would permit tighter dating
for the species divergence from precursor species. He might be able to give it aspecific dot on the
marine mammal family tree, which during the early Pliocene was very complicated.

Both avenues of investigation were labor-intensive, time-consuming, amost thoughtless work-perfect,
in other words. He worked for hours and hours every day, for weeks, then months. Sometimes he
managed to go home on the tram with Selena; more often he didn't. She waswriting up her latest results
with her collaborators, mostly with Mark. Her hours wereirregular. When he was working he didn't have
to think about this; so he worked al thetime. It was not asolution, not even avery good strategy—it
even seemed to be making things worse—and he had to attempt it against an ever-growing sense of
despair and loss; but he did it nevertheless.

“What do you think of this Acheron work?’ he asked Frank one day at work, pointing to the latest
print-out from the Kohl lab, lying heavily annotated on his desk.

“It'svery interesting! It makesit ook likewere finally getting past the genesto the whole ingtruction
manud.”



“If thereissuch athing.”

“Hasto be, right? Though I'm not sure the Kohl l1ab's valuesfor the rate adaptive mutants will be
fixed are high enough. Ohta and Kimura suggested 10 percent as the upper limit, and that fits with what
I've seen.”

Smith nodded, pleased. “ They're probably just being conservative.”

“No doubt, but you have to go with the data.”

“So—in that context—you think it makes sense for meto pursuethisfossil junk DNA?’

“Wadl, sure. What do you mean? It'ssureto tdll usinteresting things.”

“It'sincredibly dow.”

“Why don't you read off along sequence, brew it up and venter it, and see what you get?’

Smith shrugged. Whole-genome shotgun sequencing struck him as dipshod, but it was certainly
faster. Reading smdll bits of single-stranded DNA, called expressed sequence tags, had quickly identified
most of the genes on the human genome; but it had missed some, and it ignored even the regulatory DNA
sequences controlling the proteincoding portion of the genes, not to mention the so-caled junk DNA
itsdlf, filling long stretches between the more clearly meaningful sequences.

Smith expressed these doubts to Frank, who nodded, but said, “It isn't the same now that the
mapping is S0 complete. Y ou've got so many reference points you can't get confused where your bitsare
on the big sequence. Just plug what you've got into the Lander-Waterman, then do the finishing with the
Kohl variaions, and even if there are massive repetitions, you'l still be okay. And with the bitsyou've
got, well they're dmost like ests anyway, they're so degraded. So you might aswell giveit atry.”

Smith nodded.

That night he and Selenatrammed home together. “What do you think of the possibility of shotgun
sequencing in vitro copies of what 1've got?’ he asked her shyly.

“Soppy,” shesad. “Double jeopardy.”

A new schedule evolved. He worked, swam, took the tram home. Usudly Sdenawasn't there. Often
their answering machine held messages for her from Mark, talking about their work. Or messagesfrom
her to Smith, telling him that she would be home late. Aswas happening so often, he sometimes went out
for dinner with Frank and other lane mates, after the evening work-outs. One time at a beach restaurant
they ordered severa pitchers of beer, and then went out for awalk on the beach, and ended up running
out into the shallows of the bay and swimming around in the warm dark water, so different from their
pool, splashing each other and laughing hard. It was agood time.

But when he got home that night, there was another message on the answering machine from Selena,
saying that she and Mark were working on their paper after getting abite to eat, and that she would be
home extralate.

Shewasn't kidding; at two o'clock in the morning shewas till out. In the long minutes following the
timedip Smith redlized that no one stayed ouit this late working on a paper without caling home. Thiswas
therefore a message of adifferent kind.

Pain and anger swept through him, first one then the other. The indirection of it struck him as
cowardly. He deserved at least arevelation—a confession—ascene. Asthe long minutes passed he got
angrier and angrier; then frightened for amoment, that she might have been hurt or something. But she
hadn't. She was out there somewhere fooling around. Suddenly he wasfurious.

He pulled cardboard boxes out of their closet and yanked open her drawers, and threw al her
clothesin hegpsin the boxes, crushing them in so they would al fit. But they gave off their characteridtic
scent of laundry soap and her, and smelling it he groaned and sat down on the bed, kneeswesk. If he
carried through with this he would never again see her putting on and taking off these clothes, and just as
an animal he groaned at the thought.

But men are not animas. He finished throwing her things into boxes, took them outside the front door
and dropped them there.

She came back at three. He heard her kick into the boxes and make some muffled exclamation.



He hurled open the door and stepped out.

“What'sthis?” She had been startled out of whatever scenario she had planned, and now was getting
angry. Her, angry! It made him furiousal over again.

“You know what it is”

“What!”

“You and Mark.”

Sheeyed him.

“Now you notice,” shesaid at last. “A year after it started. And thisisyour first response.” Gesturing
down &t the boxes.

Hehit her in the face.

Immediately he crouched at her side and helped her sit up, saying “ Oh God Selenal'm sorry, I'm
sorry, | didn't mean to,” he had only thought to dap her for her contempt, contempt that he had not
noticed her betrayd earlier, “I can't believe |—"

“Get away,” sriking him off with wild blows, crying and shouting, “get away, get avay,” frightened,
“you bastard, you miserable bastard, what do you, don't you dare hit me!” in anear shriek, though she
kept her voice down too, aware still of the apartment complex around them. Hands held to her face.

“I'm sorry Selena. I'm very very sorry, | wasangry at what you said but | know that isn't, that
doesn't...I'm sorry.” Now hewas asangry at himsdlf as he had been at her—what could he have been
thinking, why had he given her the mord high ground like this, it was she who had broken their bond, it
was she who should bein thewrong! She who was now sobbing—turning away—suddenly walking of f
into the night. Lights went on in a couple of windows nearby. Smith stood staring down at the boxes of
her lovely clothes, hisright knuckles throbbing.

That lifewas over. He lived on done in the gpartment by the beach, and kept going in to work, but
he was shunned there by the others, who all knew what had happened. Selena did not come in to work
again until the bruises were gone, and after that she did not press charges, or speak to him about that
night, but she did move in with Mark, and avoided him at work when she could. Aswho wouldntt.
Occasiondly she dropped by his nook to ask in aneutra voice about some logistical aspect of their
breakup. He could not meet her eye. Nor could he meet the eye of anyone else a work, not properly. It
was strange how one could have a conversation with people and appear to be meeting their gaze during
it, when dl the time they were not realy quitelooking a you and you were not redlly quite looking at
them. Primate subtleties, honed over millions of years on the savanna

Helost appetite, lost energy. In the morning he would wake up and wonder why he should get out of
bed. Then looking at the blank walls of the bedroom, where Selends prints had hung, he would
sometimes get so angry at her that his pulse hammered uncomfortably in his neck and forehead. Thisgot
him out of bed, but then there was nowhere to go, except work. And there everyone knew he was awife
beater, a domestic abuser, an asshole. Martian society did not tolerate such people.

Shame or anger; anger or shame. Grief or humiliation. Resentment or regret. Lost love.
Omnidirectiond rage.

Mostly hedidn't swvim anymore. The Sight of the swimmer women was too painful now, though they
were asfriendly as dways; they knew nothing of the lab except him and Frank, and Frank had not said
anything to them about what had happened. It made no difference. He was cut off from them. He knew
he ought to swim more, and he swam less. Whenever he resolved to turn things around he would swim
two or three daysin arow, then let it fal away again.

Once at the end of an early evening workout he had forced himsdlf to attend—and now he felt better,
as usua—uwhile they were standing in the lane steaming, his three most constant lane mates made quick
plansto go to anearby trattoria after showering. Onelooked a him. “Pizzaat Rico's?’

He shook hishead. “Hamburger at home,” he said sadly.

They laughed & this. “Ah, comeon. It'l keep another night.”

“Comeon, Andy,” Frank said from the next lane. “I'll go too, if that's okay.”

“Sure,” the women said. Frank often swam in their lane too.



“Well....” Smith roused himsdif. “Okay.”

He sat with them and listened to their chatter around the restaurant table. They still seemed to be
dightly steaming, their hair wet and wisping away from their foreheads. The three women were young. It
was interesting; away from the pool they looked ordinary and undistinguished: skinny, mousy, plump,
maladroit, whatever. With their clothes on you could not guess a their fantastically powerful shoulders
and lats, their compact smooth musculatures. Like seals dressed up in clown suits, waddling around a
dage.
“Areyou okay?" one asked him when he had been silent too long.

“Oh yeah, yeah.” He hesitated, glanced at Frank. “Broke up with my girlfriend.”

“Ahhal | knew it was something!” Hand to hisarm (they al bumped into each other dl thetimein
the pool): “Y ou haven't been your usua sdif lately.”

“No.” Hesmiled ruefully. “It'sbeen hard.”

He could never tdll them about what had happened. And Frank wouldn't either. But without that
none of therest of his story made any sense. So he couldn't talk about any of it.

They sensed thisand shifted in their seats, preparatory to changing thetopic. “Oh wel,” Frank said,
helping them. “Lotsmorefishinthe sea”

“Inthe poal,” one of the women joked, elbowing him.

He nodded, tried to smile.

They looked at each other. One asked the waiter for the check, and another said to Smith and
Frank, “ Come with us over to my place, we're going to get in the hot tub and soak our aches away.”

She rented aroom in alittle house with an enclosed courtyard, and al the rest of the resdents were
away. They followed her through the dark house into the courtyard, and took the cover off the hot tub
and turned it on, then took their clothes off and got in the eaming water. Smith joined them, feding shy.
People on the beaches of Mars sunbathed without clothes dl thetime, it was no big dedl redly. Frank
seemed not to notice, he was perfectly relaxed. But they didn't swim at the pooal likethis.

They dl sghed at the water's heat. The woman from the house went inside and brought out some
beer and cups. Light from the kitchen fell on her as she put down the dumpie and passed out the cups.
Smith dready knew her body perfectly well from their many hours together in the pool; nevertheless he
was shocked seeing the whole of her Frank ignored the sight,, filling the cups from the dumpie.

They drank beer, talked small talk. Two were vets; their lane leader, the one who had been pregnant,
was ahit older, achemist in apharmaceutical lab near the pool. Her baby was being watched by her
co-op that night. They al looked up to her, Smith saw, even here. These days she brought the baby to
the pool and swam just as powerfully as ever, parking the baby-carrier just beyond the splash line.
Smith's muscles melted in the hot water. He sipped his beer listening to them.

One of the women looked down at her breastsin the water and laughed. “They float like pull buoys.”

Smith had dready noticed this.

“No wonder women swim better than men.”

“Aslong asthey aren't 0 big they interfere with the hydrodynamics.”

Their leader looked down through her fogged glasses, pink-faced, hair tied up, misted, demure. “I
wonder if minefloat less because I'm nursng.”

“But dl that milk.”

“Yes, but the water in the milk is neutra dengity, it'sthefat that floats. It could be that empty breasts
float even morethan full ones”

“Whichever has morefat, yuck.”

“I could run an experiment, nurse him from just one sde and then get in and see—" but they were
laughing too hard for her to complete this scenario. “It would work! Why are you laughing!”

They only laughed more. Frank was cracking up, looking blissed, blessed. These women friends
trusted them. But Smith still felt set gpart. He looked at their lane leader: a pink bespectacled goddess,
serendly vague and unaware; the scientist as heroine; thefirst full human being.

But later when hetried to explain thisfegling to Frank, or even just to describeit, Frank shook his



head. “1t's a bad mistake to worship women,” he warned. “A category error. WWomen and men are so
much the sameit isn't worth discussing the difference. The genes areidentica amost entirely, you know
that. A couple hormona expressions and that'sit. So they'rejust like you and me.”

“Morethan acouple.”

“Not much more. Wedl start out femae, right? So you're better off thinking that nothing mgjor ever
redlly changesthat. Penisjust an oversized clitoris. Men are women. Women are men. Two partsof a
reproductive system, completely equivaent.”

Smith stared a him. “Y oure kidding.”

“What do you mean?’

“Well—I've never seen aman swell up and give birth to anew human being, let me put it that way.”

“Sowhat? It happens, it'sa speciaized function. Y ou never see women gaculating either. But we dl
go back to being the same afterward. Details of reproduction only matter atiny fraction of thetime. No,
were dl the same. Weredl in it together. There are no differences.”

Smith shook his head. It would be comforting to think so. But the data did not support the
hypothesis. Ninety-five percent of al the murdersin history had been committed by men. Thiswasa
difference.

He said as much, but Frank was not impressed. The murder ratio was becoming more nearly equal
on Mars, hereplied, and much less frequent for everybody, thus demondtrating very nicely that the matter
was culturaly conditioned, an artifact of Terran patriarchy no longer relevant on Mars. Nurture rather
than nature. Although it was afalse dichotomy. Nature could prove anything you wanted, Frank ingsted.
Female hyenas were vicious killers, male bonobos and muriquis were gentle cooperators. It meant
nothing, Frank said. It told them nothing.

But Frank had not hit awoman in the face without ever planning to.

Patternsin thefossl Inia data sets became clearer and clearer. Stochastic resonance programs
highlighted what had been preserved.

“Look here,” Smith said to Frank one afternoon when Frank leaned in to say good-bye for the day.
He pointed at his computer screen. “ Here's a sequence from my boto, part of the GX three oh four, near
thejuncture, see?’

“Youvegot afemdethen?

“I don't know. | think this here means| do. But ook, see how it matches with this part of the human
genome. It'sin Hillis8050....”

Frank came into hisnook and stared at the screen. “ Comparing junk to junk...l don't know....”

“But it'samatch for more than ahundred unitsin arow, see? Leading right into the gene for
progesteroneinitiation.”

Frank squinted at the screen. “Um, well.” He glanced quickly at Smith.

Smith sad, “I'm wondering if theré's some redly longterm persstencein junk DNA, dl the way back
to earlier mammals precursorsto both these.”

“But dolphins are not our ancestors,” Frank said.

“There'sacommon ancestor back there somewhere.”

“Isthere?’ Frank straightened up. “Well, whatever. I'm not so sure about the pattern congruence
itsdlf. It'ssort of amilar, but, you know.”

“What do you mean, don't you see that? L ook right there!”

Frank glanced down at him, startled, then non-committa. Seeing this Smith became inexplicably
frightened.

“Sort of,” Frank said. “ Sort of. Y ou should run hybridization tests, maybe, see how good the fit redly
is. Or check with Acheron about repeatsin nongene DNA.”

“But the congruenceis perfect! It goes on for hundreds of pairs, how could that be a coincidence?’

Frank looked even more non-committal than before. He glanced out the door of the nook. Finaly he
said, “I don't seeit that congruent. Sorry, | just don't seeit. Look, Andy. Y ou've been working awfully
hard for along time. And you've been depressed too, right? Since Selenaleft?’



Smith nodded, feding his somach tighten. He had admitted as much afew months before. Frank was
one of the very few people these days who would look himin the eye.

“Well, you know. Depression has chemica impactsin the brain, you know that. Sometimesit means
you begin seeing patternsthat others can't see aswell. It doesn't mean they aren't there, no doubt they
arethere. But whether they mean anything significant, whether they're more than just akind of anaogy, or
amilarity—" Helooked down a Smith and stopped. “L ook, it's not my field. Y ou should show thisto
Amos, or go up to Acheron and talk to the old man.”

“Uh huh. Thanks, Frank.”

“Oh no, no, no need. Sorry, Andy. | probably shouldn't have said anything. It'sjust, you know.

Y ou've been spending ahdl of alot of time here.”

“Yegh.”

Frank left.

Sometimes hefdll adeep at hisdesk. He got some of hiswork donein dresms. Sometimes he found
he could deep down on the beach, wrapped in a greatcoat on the fine sand, lulled by the sound of the
wavesrolling in. At work he stared at the lined dots and | etters on the screens, constructing the
scheméatics of the sequences, nucleotide by nucleotide. Most were completely unambiguous. The
correlation between the two main schematics was excellent, far beyond the possibility of chance. X
chromosomes in humans clearly exhibited non-gene DNA traces of adistant aguatic ancestor, akind of
dolphin. Y chromosomesin humans lacked these passages, and they aso matched with chimpanzees
more completely than X chromosomes did. Frank had appeared not to believeit, but there it was, right
on the screen. But how could it be? What did it mean? Where did any of them get what they were? They
had natures from birth. Just under five million years ago, chimps and humans separated out astwo
different species from acommon ancestor, awoodland ape. The Inis geoffrensis foss| Smithwas
working on had been precisely dated to about 5.1 million years old. About haf of al orangutan sexud
encounters are rape.

One night after quitting work aonein the lab, he took atram in the wrong direction, downtown,
without ever admitting to himself what he was doing, until he was standing outside Mark's gpartment
complex, under the steep rise of the dorsum ridge. Walking up astaircased dleyway ascending the ridge
gave him aview right into Mark'swindows. And there was Selena, washing dishes at the kitchen window
and looking back over her shoulder to talk with someone. The tendon in her neck stood out in the light.
Shelaughed.

Smith walked home. It took an hour. Many trams passed him.

He couldn't deep that night. He went down to the beach and lay rolled in his greatcoat. Finaly hefell
adeep.

He had adream. A smdl hairy bipeda primate, chimpfaced, waked like a hunchback down abeach
in east Africa, in the late afternoon sun. The warm water of the shalowslay greenish and tranducent.
Dolphinsrode inside the waves. The ape waded out into the shallows. Long powerful arms, evolved for
hitting; aquick grab and he had one by thetall, by the dorsal fin. Surdly it could escape, but it didn't try.
Female; the ape turned her over, mated with her, released her. He left and came back to find the dolphin
inthe shdlows, giving birth to twins, one mae one femae. The gpe'stroop swarmed into the shallows,
killed and ate them both. Farther offshore the dolphin birthed two more.

The dawn woke Smith. He stood and walked out into the shallows. He saw dolphinsinsdethe
trangparent indigo waves. He waded out into the surf. The water was only alittle colder than the
work-out pool. The dawn sun waslow. The dolphinswere only alittle longer than he was, smdl and
lithe. He bodysurfed with them. They were faster than him in the waves, but flowed around him when
they had to. Onelegped over him and splashed back into the curl of the wave ahead of him. Then one
flashed under him, and on an impulse he grabbed at itsdorsd fin and caught it, and was suddenly moving
fagter in the wave, asit rose with both of them insdeit—by far the greatest bodysurfing ride of hislife.
He held on. The dolphin and all therest of its pod turned and swam out to sea, and gtill he held on. This



isit, hethought. Then he remembered that they were airbreatherstoo. It was going to be dl right.

Game of the Century
ROBERT REED

Robert Reed's stories appear in amazing profusion, six to ten or more of them a year, and at least
five or six of them worthy of consideration for a Year's Best volume again thisyear. What is
particularly impressive is his range, which approaches such masters as Ray Bradbury or Gene
Wolfe. And he writes about a novel a year aswell (hisfirst, The Leeshore, appeared in 1987; his
latest is Marrow, out in mid-2000). He has been publishing SF since 1986, but has only reached his
present level of achievement in the mid-'90s. Last year hisfirst story collection, The Dragons of
Springplace, appeared from Golden Gryphon Press.

Thisstory, from F& S, is appallingly prophetic S-. Reed is from the American midwest,
where football is sometimes a religion and sometimes an industry, and winning the big game is
everything. This brutal game between genetically engineered humanimals, reminiscent of H. G.
Wells inhabitants of The Idand of Dr. Moreau, is an all too plausible future. Except it would be
illegal—wouldn't it?

T he window was left open a midnight, January 1, 2041, and three minutes, twenty-one seconds | ater

it was closed again by the decisive, bardly legible sgnature of an elderly Supreme Court justice who
reportedly quipped, “I don't know why | have to. Folkswho like screwing sheep are just going to keep
ait”

Probably so.

But the issues were larger than traditiond bestidity. Loopholesin some badly drafted legidation had
madeit perfectly lega to manipulate the human genome in radical ways. What's more, said offspring were
deemed human in dl rights and privilegesinsde the US of NA. For two hundred and twelve seconds,
couples and sngle women could legdly concelve by any route available to modern science. And while
few clinics and fewer top-grade hospitals had interest in the work, there were key exceptions. Some
fourteen hundred human eggs were fertilized with tail ored sperm, then ingtantly implanted insde willing
mothers. News services that had paid minima attention to the legidative breakdown took a sudden
glaring interest in the nameless, till invisible offgpring. The blastulas were dubbed the 1-1-2041s, and
everything about their lives became the subject of intense public scrutiny and fascination and
sdlf-righteous horror.

Despite computer model s and experiments on chimpanzees, there were surprises. Nearly athird of
the fetuses were tillborn, or worse. Twenty-nine mothers were killed as aresult of their pregnancies.
Immunological problems, mostly. But in one case, a healthy woman in her midtwenties died when her
boy, perhaps bothered by the drumming of her heart, reached through her uterine wall and intestines,
grabbing and squeezing the offending organ with both of his powerful hands,

Of the nine hundred-plus fetuses who survived, amost thirty percent were mentally impaired or
physcdly fral. Remarkably, others seemed entirely normd, their human genes running roughshod over
their more exotic parts. But severa hundred of the 1-1-2041s were blessed with perfect hedlth aswell as
aremarkable stew of talents. Even as newborns, they astonished the researchers who tested their
reflexes and their highly tuned senses. The proudest parents released the data to the media, then mixed
themselves celebratory cocktails, stepping out onto their porches and balconiesto wait for the lucrative
offersto sart flowing their way.

Marlboro Jones came with a colorful reputation. Hisfather was a crack dealer shot dead in adispute
over footwear. With his teenage mother, Marlboro had lived at dozens of addresses before her mind
failed and she legped out of their bedroom window to stop the voices, and from there hislife was astring



of unbroken successes. He had coached, and won, at three different schools. He was currently the
youngest head coach of aTop Alliance team. Thirty-sx years old, he looked twenty-sx, hischisded
features built around the bright, amoral eyes of asquirrel. Marlboro was the kind of handsome that made
his charm gppedling, and he was charming in away that made hislooks and mannerisms delightfully
boyish. A laser mind lurked behind those eyes, yet in most circumstances he preferred playing the
cultured hick, knowing how much it improved his odds.

“Hesafinelookin' boy,” the coach drawled. “Finelookin'.”

The proud parents siood arm in arm, smiling with afrothy, nervousjoy.

“May 17" asked Marlboro. Then without waiting for permission, he yanked the screen off the crib,
reached in and grabbed both bare feet. He tugged once, then again. Harder. “ Damn, look at those legs!
Y ou'd think this boy'd be scampering around aready. Strong asthese seem...!”

“Wdl,” sad hismother, “heisawfully active.”

“Inagood way,” the father cautioned.

“I bedieveit. | do!” Marlboro grinned, noticing that Mom looked awfully sweetina
tired-of-motherhood way, and it was too bad that he couldn't make aplay for her, too. “Let metell ya
what I'm offering,” he boomed. “A freeride. For the boy here—"

“Alan,” Mom interjected.

“Alan,” the coach repeated. Ingtantly, with an easy affection. Then he gave her alittle wink, saying,
“For Alan. A free education and every benefit that I'm alowed to give. Plusthe same for your other two
kids. Which I'm not supposed to offer. But it'smy school and my scholarships, and I'll be damned if it's
anybody's business but yours and mine!”

The parents squeezed one another, then with anervous voice, the father made himsalf ask, “What
about us?’

The coach didn't blink.

“What do you want, Mr. Wilde?" Marlboro smiled and said, “Nameit.”

“I'm not sure,” the father confessed. “I know that we can't be too obvious—"

“But we were hoping,” Mom blurted. “1 mean, it's not like were wealthy people. And we had to
spend most of our savings—"

“Onyour little Alan. | bet you did.” A huge wink was followed with, “It'll be taken care of. My
school doesn't have that big college of geneticsfor nothing.” He looked at the infant again, investing
severa seconds of hard thought into how they could bend the system just enough. Then he promised,
“You'l bereimbursed for your expenses. Up front. And well put your son on the payroll. Gentlefolksin
lab coatsll come take blood every haf-year or so. For a healthy, just-under-the-table fee. How's that
sound?’

Thefather seemed doubtful. “Will the scientists agree to that?’

“If | want it done,” the coach promised.

“Will they actudly use hisblood?’ The father seemed uneasy. Even alittle disgusted. “I don't like
thinking of Alan being somekind of laboratory project.”

Marlboro stared a him for along moment.

Never blinking.

Thenhesaid, “Sir.” Hesaid, “If you want, they can pass those samplesto you, and you can flush
them down your own toilet. Isthat good enough?’

Nobody spoke.

Then hetook adifferent course, using hismost mature voice to tel them, “Alanisafine, fine boy. But
you've got to redize something. He's going to have more than his share of problems. Specia kids dways
do.” Then with awarm smile, Marlboro promised, “I'll protect him for you. With &l my resources and my
good country sense, I'll seethat none of those predators out there get their clawsin your little Alan.”

Mom said, “That'sgood to hear. That'sfine.”

But Father shrugged, asking, “What about you? It'll be years before Alan can actually play, and you
could have |€ft for the pros by then.”

“Never,” Marlboro blurted.



Then he gave the woman hisbest wink and grin, saying, “Y ou know what kind of talent I've been
sgning up. Do you redly think I'd go anywhere dse? Ever?”’

Sheturned to her husband, saying, “Well sgn.”

“But—7?"

“No. We're going to commit.”

Marlboro reconfigured the appropriate contracts, getting everyone's signature. Then he squeezed one
of hisrecruit's meaty feet, saying, “ Seeyalater, Alan.”

Wearing an unreadable smile, he stepped out the front door. A hundred or so sports reporters were
gathered on the smdl lawn, and through their cameras, as many as twenty million fans were watching the
scene.

They watched Coach Jones smile and say nothing. Then he raised his arms suddenly, high overhead,
and screamed those ingtantly famous words.

“The Wildman'scoming to Tech!”

There was something about the girl. Perfect strangers thought nothing of coming up to her and asking
where she was going to college.

“State,” shewould reply. Flat out.

“Inwhat sport?’ some inquired. While others, knowing that she played the game on occasion, would
guess, “Areyou joining the volleyball team?’

“No,” Theresawould tell the latter group. Never patient, but usually palite. “1 hate volleybdl,” she
would explain, not wanting to be confused for one of those glandular, ritudigtic girls. And she dwaystold
everyone, friends and strangers dike, “I'm going to play quarterback for the football team. For Coach
Rickover.”

Knowledgeable people were surprised, and puzzled. Some would clear their throats and look up into
Theresa's golden eyes, commenting in an offhand way, “But Rickover doesn't let women play.”

That was aproblem, sure.

Daddy was aproud dumnus of State and aletterman on the famous '33 squad. When Theresawas
born, there was no question about where she was going. In ‘41, Rickover was only an assistant coach.
Penises weren't required equipment. The venerable Coach Mannstein had shuffled into her nursery and
made his best offer, then shuffled back out to meet with press and boosters, promising the world that he
would till be coaching when that delightfully young lady was calling plays for the best team to ever take
any fidd of play.

But six years|ater, while enjoying the company of amostly willing cheerleader, Coach Manngtein felt
asearing painin hishead, los dl feding in hisample body, and died.

Rickover inherited the program.

A rdigious man driven by a quixotic understanding of the Bible, one of hisfirg officia actswasto
send aletter to Theresds parents, explaining a length why he couldn't dlow their daughter to join his
team. “ Football,” hewrote, “isnothing but ritualized warfare, and women don't belong in the trenches. |
am sorry. On the other hand, Coach Terry isapersond friend, and | would be more than happy to have
him introduce you to our nationally ranked women'svolleybal program.

“Thank you sincerdly.

Therefusal was acrushing blow for Daddy.

For Theresa, it was a ghostly abstraction that she couldn't connect with those thingsthat she truly
knew and understood.

Not that she was astupid child. Unlike many of her 1-1-2041 peers, her grades were respectably
average, and in spatia subjects, like geometry and geography, she excelled. Also unlike her peers,
Theresadidn't have problemswith rage or with resdud ingtincts. Dogs and cats didn't mysterioudy
vanish in her neighborhood. She was agood person with friends and her genuine admirers. Parents
trusted her with their babies. Children she didn't know liked to beg for rides on her back. Once she was
old enough to date, the boys practicaly lined up. Out of sexua curiosity, in part. But aso out of fondness



and an odd respect. Some of her boyfriends confided that they preferred her to regular girls. Something
about her—and not just aphysical something—set them at ease. Made them fed safe. A strange thing for
adolescent males to admit, whilefor Theresa, it wasjust another circumstancein alifefilled with nothing
but circumstances.

Infootball, she dways played quarterback. Whether on playground teams, or in the various midget
leagues, or on the varsity squad in high school.

Her high school teams won the state championship three yearsin arow. And they would have won
when shewas asenior, except amutant strain of parvovirus gave her afever and chills, and eventudly,
halucinations. Theresa started throwing hundred meter bullets toward her more compelling halucinations,
wounding severd fans, and her coach grudgingly ordered her off the field and into a hospita bed.

Once State relinquished al claims on the girl, asteady stream of coaches and boosters and sports
agents began the inevitable parade.

Marlboro Jones was the most persistent soul. He had dready stockpiled afull dozen of the
1-1-2041s, including the premier player of al time: Alan, The Wildman, Wilde. But the coach assured
Theresathat he till needed a quality quarterback. With abig wink and abigger grin, hesaid, “You're
going to be my field generd, young lady. | know you know it, the same as| do...!”

Theresadidn't mention what she redlly knew.

Shelet Daddy talk. For years, that proud man had entertained fantasies of Rickover moving to the
pros, leaving the door open for hisonly child. But it hadn't happened, and it wouldn't. And over the last
few years, with Joness help, he had convinced himsdlf that Theresa should play instead for State's great
rival. Cdl it justice. Or better, revenge. Either way, what mattered was that she would go somewhere
that her talents could blossom. That's al that mattered, Daddy told the coach. And Marlboro replied with
aknowing nod and a sparkling of the eyes, findly turning to his prospect, and with avictor's smile,
asking, “What's best for you? Tour our campusfirst? Or get this Sgning crap out of the way?’

Theresasaid, “Neither.”

Then she remembered to add, “Sir,” with aforced politeness.

Both men were stunned. But the coach wastoo dick to let it show. Staring at the tall, big-shouldered
lady, he conjured up hisfinest drawl, telling her, “I can fix it. Whatever's broke, it can befixed.”

“Darling,” her father mumbled. “What'swrong?’

Shelooked at her father's puffy, confused face. “ This man doesn't want me for quarterback, Daddy.
Hejust doesn't want me playing somewhere ese.”

After seventeen years of living with the girl, her father knew better than to doubt her ingtincts. Glaring
at Marlboro, he asked flat out, “Isthat true?’

“No,” theman lied.

Ingtantly, convincingly.

Then he sputtered, adding, “ That Mosgrove kid has too much chimp in hisarm. And not enough
touch.”

There was a prolonged, uncomfortable silence.

Then Theresainformed both of them, “1've made up my mind, anyway. Starting next year, I'm going
to play for State.”

Daddy was startled and a bit frustrated. But as aways, alittle bit proud, too.

Coach Joneswas, if anything, amused. The squirrdl eyes smiled, and the handsome mouith tried not
to follow suit. And after afew more seconds of painful slence, he said, “1've known Rickover for most of
my adult life. And you know what, little girl? Y ou've definitely got your work cut out for you.”

Jones was mistaken.

Theresabdieved.

A lifetime spent around coaches had taught her that the species was passionate and stubborn and
usualy wrong about everything that wasn't lashed to the gamein front of them. But what made coaches
ridiculousin the larger world helped them survive in theirs. Because they were stubborn and overblown,
they could motivate the boys and girls around them; and the very best coaches had a gift for seducing



their players, causing them to lash their soulsto the game, and the next game, and every gameto follow.

All Theresa needed to do, she believed, was out-stubborn Coach Rickover.

State had awalk-on program. Overachievers from the Y ukon to the Y ucatan swarmed into campus
in late summer, prepared to fight it out for ahandful of scholarships. Theresaenrolled with the rest of
them, then with her father in tow, showed up for the first morning's practice. An assistant coach
approached. Polite and determined, he thanked her for coming, but she wasn't welcome. But they
returned for the afternoon practice, thistime accompanied by an Al advocate—part lawyer, part
mediator—who spoke to a succession of assistant coaches with the quietly smoldering language of
lawsuits and public relaions nightmares.

Theresdslegd standing was questionable, at best. Courts had stopped showing interest in young
ladies wanting to play an increasingly violent sport. But the threet to call the media seemed to work.
Suddenly, without warning, the quarterback coach walked up to her and looked up, saying to her face,
“All right. Let's see what you can do.”

Shewasthe best onthefield, essily.

Pinpoint passesto eighty meters. A sprint speed that mauled every pure-human record. And best of
al, the seemingly innate ability to glance at afluid defense and pick it apart. Maybe Theresalacked the
elusve moves of some 1-1-2041s, which was the closest thing to aweakness. But she made up for it
with those big shouldersthat she wielded like dozer blades, leaving half adozen strong young men lying
flat on their backs, trying to recal why they ever took up this damned sport.

By the next morning, she was taking hikes with the varsity squad.

Coach Rickover went asfar as strolling up to her and saying, “Welcome, miss,” with that cool,
amost friendly voice. Then helooked away, adding, “And the best of luck to you.”

It was atrap.

During ano-contact drill, one of the second-string purehuman linebackers came through the line and
leveled her when she wasn't reedy. Then he squatted low and shouted into her face, “Bitch! Dog bitch!
Pussy bitch! Bitch!”

Theresanearly struck him.

In her mind, sheleft his smug face strewn acrossthe wiry green grass. But then Rickover would have
his excuse—she was a discipline problem—and her career would have encompassed barely one day.

She didn't hit the bastard, or even chew off one of hisfingers.

Instead she went back to throwing lasers at her receivers and running between the tackles.
Sometimes her blockers would go on vacation, alowing two or three rushersto drag her to the ground.
Y et Theresaaways got up again and limped back to the huddle, staring at the stubborn human eyes until
those eyes, and the minds behind them, blinked.

It went on that way for aweek.

Because shewouldn't dlow hersdalf even the possibility of escape, Theresa prepared herself for
another four months of inglorious abuse. And if need be, another three years after that.

Her mother cameto visit and to beg her daughter to giveit up.

“For your sake, and mine. Just do the brave thing and walk away.”

Theresaloved her mother, but she had no illusions: The woman was utterly, hopelessy wesk.

Daddy was the one who scared her. He was standing over his daughter, watching as she carefully
licked a agash that came when she was thrown against ameta bench, her leg opened up from the knee
to her badly swollen ankle. And with aweskling'slittle voice, hetold her, “Thisisn't my dream anymore.
Y ou need to reconsider. That, or you'll have to bury me. My nerves can't take any more twisting.”

Picking thick golden strands of fur from her long, long tongue, Theresastared at him. And hiding her
sadness, shetold him, “Y ou'reright, Daddy. Thisisn't your dream.”

The war between player and coach escaated that next morning.

Nine other 1-1-2041s were on the team. Theresawas promoted to first team just so they could have
ashot at her. She threw passes, and she was knocked flat. She ran sideways, and minotaurs in white
jerseysflung her backward, burying their kneesinto her kidneys and uterus. Then she moved to defense,
playing ABMback for afew downs, and their woolly, low-built running back drove her against the juice



cooler, knocking her helmet loose and chewing on one of her ears, then saying into that blood, “ There's
more coming darling. Thereé's dways more coming.”

Y et despite the carnage, the 1-1-2041sweren't delivering real blows.

Not compared to what they could have done.

It dawned on Theresathat Rickover and his staff, for dl their intimate knowledge about muscle and
bone, had no ideawhat their players were capable of . She watched those grown men nodding,
impressed with the bomb-like impacts and spattered blood. Sprawled out on her back, waiting for her
lungsto work again, she found hersalf studying Rickover: Hewas at least as handsome as Marlboro
Jones, but much less attractive. There was something both anaytical and dead about the man. And
underneath it dl, he was shy. Deeply and eternally shy. Wasn't that atrait that came straight out of your
genetics? A trait and an affliction that she lacked, thankfully.

Theresastood again, and she limped through the milling players and interns, then the assistant
coaches, stepping into Rickover'sline of sight, forcing him to look at her.

“I till want to play for you,” shetold him. “But you know, Coach. ..l don't think I'll ever likeyou....”
And with that, she turned and hobbled back to the field.

Next morning, a decision had come down from On High.

Theresawas named the new firgt-string quarterback, and the former firg-string—atall,
bayonet-shaped boy nicknamed Man O War—was made rocketback.

For thelast bits of summer and until the night before their first game, Theresabelieved that her little
gpeech had done its magic. She was so confident of her impression that she repeated her speech to her
favorite rocketback. And Man O War gave alittle laugh, then climbed out of her narrow dormitory bed,
stretching out on the hard floor, pulling one leg behind his head, then the other.

“That's not what happened,” he said mildly. Smiling now.

Shesad, “What didn't?’

“It wasthe nine of us. The other 1-1-2041s.” He kept smiling, bending forward until his chin was
resting againgt his naked crotch, and he licked himsalf with a practiced deftness. Oncefinished, he sat up
and explained, “We went to Coach's house that night. And we told him that if we were supposed to keep
hurting you, we might aswell kill you. And eat you. Right in the middle of practice.”

She stared at her lover for along moment, unsure what to believe.

Theresa could read human faces. And she could smell their moods boiling out of their hairlessflesh.
But no matter how hard shetried, she could never decipher that furry chimeraof aface.

“Would you redly have?’ shefindly asked.

“Killed you? Not me,” Man O War said ingtantly.

Then hewas laughing, reminding her, “But those linebackers. ..you never can tdl what'sinsdether
smoath littte minds...!”

Tech and State began the season on top of every sport reporter's rankings and the power pollsand
leading almost every astrologer's sure-picks. Since they had two more 1-1-2041s on their roster,
including the Wildman, Tech was given the edge. Professiona observersand fans, aswell as Al andydts,
couldn't imagine any team challenging ether of them. On the season's second weekend, State met a
strong Texas squad with its own handful of 1-1-2041s. They beat them by seventy points. The future
seemed assured. Barring catastrophe, the two teams of the century would win every contest, then go to
war on New Y ear's Day, ingde the venerable Hope Dome, and the issue about who was best and who
was merely second best would be settled for the ages.

In public, both coaching staffs and the coached players spouted all the hoary clichés. Takeit one play
a atime, and one game a atime, and never eat your chicken beforeit's cooked through.

But in private, and particularly during closed practices, there was one opponent and only one, and
every mindless drill and every snake run on the stadium stairs and particularly every two tonrepin the
weight room was meant for Tech. For State. For glory and the championship and atrophy built from
gold and sculpted light.

In the third week of the season, Coach Jones began using his 1-1-2041s on both sides of theline.



Coach Rickover told reportersthat he didn't approve of those tactics.  Even superhumans need
rest,” he clamed. But that was before Tech devastated an excellent Alabama squad by more than a
hundred and twenty points. Rickover prayed to God, talked to severd physiologists, then made the same
outrageous adjustment.

In their fourth game, Theresa played at quarterback and ABM.

Not only did she throw a school record ten touchdowns, she aso ran for four more, plus she
snagged five interceptions, galloping three of them back for scores.

“Y ou're the Heisman front-runner,” afemale reporter assured her, winking and grinning asif they
were girlfriends. “How doesit fed?’

How do you answer such aslly question?

“It'san honor,” Theresaoffered. “Of courseitis.”

The reporter smiled dyly, then assaulted her with another silliness. “ So what are your goas for the
rest of the season?’

“Toimprove,” Theresamuttered. “ Every Saturday, from here on.”

“Most of your talented teammates will turn professiond at the end of the year.” A pause. Then she
sad, “What about you, Theresa? Will you do the same?’

She hadn't considered it. The UFL was an abstraction, and adistraction, and she didn't have time or
the energy to bother with either.

“All I think about,” she admitted, “isthis season.”

A dubiousfrown.

Then the reporter asked, “What do you think of Tech'steam?’

Oneplay at atime, game a atime, and cook your chicken...

“Okay. But what about the Wildman?’

Nothing smple cameinto Theresals head. She paused for along moment, then told the truth. “I don't
know Alan Wilde”

“But do you think it'sright...? Having a confessed killer as your linebacker and star running
back...?’

The reporter was talking about the Wildman. V ague recollections of aviolent desth and afamous,
brief trial came to mind. But Theresa's parents had shielded her from any furor about the 1-1-2041s.
Honestly, the best she could offer thiswoman was a shrug and her own smile, admitting, “It's not right to
murder. Anyone. For any reason.”

That smple declaration was the night's lead story on every sports network.

“Heisman hopeful calls her opponent amurderer! Even though the death was ruled judtifiable
homicide!”

Judging by the noise, it made for acompelling story.

Whatever the hell that means.

After the season's seventh week, a coalition of coaches and university presidentsfiled suit againgt the
two front-runners. The gamesto date had resulted in nearly two hundred concussions, four hundred
broken bones, and thirteen injuries so severe that young, pure-human boyswere till lying in hospital
beds, exigting in protective comeas.

“Wewon' play you anymore,” the codlition declared.

They publicly accused both schools of recruiting abuses, and in private, they warned that if the
remaining games weren't canceled, they would lead the pack in aquick and bloody inquisition.

Coach Rickover responded at hisweekly press conference. With aBible in hand, he gave along
rambling speech about hisinnocence and how the playing fields were perfectly leve.

Marlboro Jones took a different tack.

Accompanied by his school'slawyers, Al and human, he visited the ringleaders. “'Y ou goddamn
pussies!” he shouted. “Weve got contracts with you. Weve got television deal s with the networks. If you
think we're letting your dickswriggle free of this hook, you're not only cowards. Y ou're stupid, too!”

Then he sat back, letting the lawyers dress up his opinion in their own impenetrable language.



But the opponents weren't fools. A new-generation Al began to list every known infraction:
Paymentsto players and their families. Secretive changes of title for homes and businesses. Three
boosters forming acharity whose only known function wasto funnd fundsto the topflight players. And
worst by far, aseries of hushed-up felonies connected to the 1-1-2041s under his care.

Marlboro didn't flinch.

Instead, he smiled—a bright, blistering smilethat left every human in the room secretly
trembling—and after aprolonged pause, he said, “Fine. Makeit dl public.”

The Al sad, “Thank you. Wewill.”

“But,” said Marlboro, “heréswhat I'll take public. Y ou pussies.”

With precison and a perfect ear for detail, the coach listed every secret infraction and every
camouflaged scandd that had ever swirled around his opponents programs. Twenty-plusyearsin this
industry, and he knew everything. Or at least that was the impression he gave. And then as hefinished, he
sad, “Pusses,” again. And laughed. And he glared at the Stanford president—the ringleader of this
rabble—telling that piece of high-born shit, “I guess were stuck. Were just going to haveto kill each
other.”

Nobody spoke.

Moved, or even breathed.

Then the president managed to find enough air to whisper, “What do you propose?’

“Tech and State win our games by forfeit,” the coach told them. “ And you agree not to play usin
court, either.”

The presdent said, “Maybe.”

Then with asoft synthetic voice, hisAl lawyer said, “Begging to differ, but | think we should
pursue—"’

Marlboro threw the talking box across the room.

It struck awall, struck the floor. Then with an eerie cam, it said, “Y ou cannot damage me, Sir.”

“Point taken.” The coach turned to the humans. “ Do we have adeal? Or don't we?’

Details were worked out; absolutely nothing was signed.

Near the end of negotiations, Marlboro announced, “ Oh, and there's one last condition. | want to
buy your lawyer.” He pointed a the Al. “Bleed it of its secretsfirst. But | want it.”

“Or what?" Stanford inquired.

“| gtart talking about your wives. Who likesit thisway, who likes it that way. Just S0 everyone knows
that what I'm saying isthetruth.”

The Al was sold. For asingle dollar.

Complaining on and on with itsthoughtful, usdess voice, the box was thrown into the middle of
Tech's next practice, and nothing was | eft afterward but gutted el ectronics pushed deep into the clipped
green grass.

Tech'sand State's regular season was finished. But that turned out to be ablessing asfar as school
coffers and the entertainment conglomerates were concerned. Hundred point daughters weren't winning
the best ratings. In lieu of butchery, aseries of ritualized scrimmages were held on Saturdays, each team
dividing itstop squads into two near-equa parts, then playing againgt themsalves with enough skill and
flair to bring packed stadiums and enormous remote audiences: All that helping to feed an accelerating,
amod feverish interest in the coming showdown.

Sports addicts talked about little else.

Whilethelarger public, caring nothing for the fabled gridiron, found plenty else to hang their interest
on. The contrasting coaches, and the 1-1-2041s, and the debate about what is human, and particularly
among girlfriends and wives, the salient fact that afemae was the undisputed |eader of one team.

Sports networks and digital wonderhouses began playing the game of the century early, boiling down
its participantsinto agorithms and vectors and best guesses, then showing the best of their bloodless
contests to surprisingly large audiences.

Eight times out of eleven, the digital Tech went away victors.



Not counting private and foreign betting, nearly ten billion recongtituted dollars had been wagered on
the contest by Thanksgiving. By Christmas Eve, that figure had jumped another five-fold. Plusthere were
thetraditiona gubernatoria wagers of state-grown products. A ton of computer chips versus aton of
free-range buffao.

Theresa spent Christmas at home with parents and grandparents, plus more than a dozen relatives
who had managed to invite themselves. If anything, those cousins and uncles and assorted spouses were
worse than aroom full of reporters. They didn't know the rules. They expected disclosures. Confessions.
Thered and dirty. And when Theresa offered any |ess-than-spectacular answer, it was met with
disappointment and dishelief.

The faces said asmuch. And onelittle old aunt said it with her liquor-soddened mouth, telling her
niece, “Y ou're among family, darling. Why can't you trust us?’

Because she didn't know these people.

Over the past eighteen years, she had seen them sporadically, and al she remembered were their
uncomfortable expressions and the careful words offered with quiet, overly cautious voices.

Looking at her, some had said, “ She'salovdy girl.”

“Exotic,” othersvolunteered.

“You'revery lucky,” to her parents.

Then out of pure-human earshot, they would ask, “What do you think isinsde her? Dog? Dinosaur?
What?’

Theresadidn't know which genes went into her creetion. What was more, she hadn't felt acompelling
need to ask. But whatever chimerica stew made up her chromosomes, she had inherited wonderful ears
that could pick up distant insults aswell asthe kindest, sweetest words.

She wastrying to be patient and charitable when oneidiot leaned forward, planted adrunken hand
on her granite-hard thigh, then told her with aresoundingly patronizing tone, “1 don't see what people
complain about. Up close, you're a beautiful cregture...”

Daddy heard those words, their tone.

And he detonated.

“What are you doing?’” he screamed. “ And get your hand off your niecel”

Uncle John flinched, the hand vanishing. Then he stared at his brother with amixture of astonishment
and building rage, taking a deep breath, then another, before finding the air to ask, “What did | say?’

“Why? Don't you remember?’

The poor fool sputtered something about being fair, for God's sake.

Therest of the family stood mute, and stunned, and afew began asking their persona clocksfor the
time

“Leave,” Daddy suggested.

To hisbrother, and everyone el sg, too.

Hefound the sdlf-control to say, “Thank you for coming,” but then added, “my daughter isn't afresk.
Sheisn't, and remember that, and good night.”

Christmas ended with adash for the coats and some tenth-hearted, “ Good lucks,” lobbed in
Theresas direction.

Then it wasjust the three of them. And Daddy offered Theresa a sorrowful expression, then repeated
his reasoning. “1've been listening to their contemptuous crap for nearly twenty years. You're not a
mongter, or apossession, and | get sick, sick, sick of it.”

Theresasaid nothing.

Mother said, “Darling,” to one of them. Theresawasn't sure who.

When nobody responded, Mother rose and staggered into the kitchen, telling the Al to finishits
cooking, then store the meat and vegetables and mounds of stuffing for later thisweek, and into next
yedr.
Theresakept Saring at her father, trying to understand why she was so disappointed, and angry, and
sad.

He averted hiseyes, then said, “I know.”



What did he know?

“You'reright,” he confessed. “Y ou caught me. Y ou know!”

But Theresa couldn't make hersdlf ask, “What am | right about?’

A citizen of unaloyed strength, yet she couldn't summon enough air to ask, “What isit, Father? What
am | supposed to know?’

The Hope Dome was older than the players. Led by Miami, a consortium of cities had built that
gaudy glass and carbon-fiber structure out on the continental shdlf. Itsplaying field lay nearly fifty meters
beneath the water's surface, and rising ocean level s combined with the new generation of hurricanes had
caused problems. One of the bowl officias even repeated that tired joke that it was hope holding back
the Atlantic. But then he winked dyly and said, “Don't worry.” He unlocked a heavy door next to State's
locker, reveding an enormous room filled with roaring bilge pumps whose only purpose, he boasted, was
to send ariver'sworth of tiny leaks back into the sea

In contragt to the paace-like Dome, the playing field was utterly ordinary.

Its dimensions and black earth and fluorescent-fed grass made it identical to athousand other indoor
fadlities

The day after Christmas, and both teams were given the traditional tour of the Dome and itsfield. To
help extract the last greasy drama out of the blandness, Tech was till finishing its wak-through when
State arrived. On the field together, with cameras and the world watching, the teams got their first
naked-eye look a one another. And with a hundred million people waiting for anything, the two Heisman
candidates met, and without any fuss, the two politely shook hands.

The Wildman offered Theresasevera flavors of surprise.

The firgt surprise was his appearance. She had seen endlessimages of man-child, and sheld been
near plenty of 1-1-2041s. But the running back was still impressive. There was bison in him, she had
heard. And gorilla. And what might have been Siberian tiger genes. Plus something with an enormous
capacity to grow bone. Elephant, perhaps. Something in the shape of his enormous head reminded her of
the ancient mammoth skullsthat sheld seen haunting the university museum.

The second surprise was the Wildman's mannerisms. A bowl officid, nervous enough to shiver,
introduced the two of them, then practicaly threw himself backward. But the boy was polite, andina
passing way, charming.

“Wemedt,” hegrunted. “Findly.”

Theresa stared at the swollen incisors and the giant dog eyes, and telling hersalf not to ssumble over
her tongue, she offered her hand and said, “Hello,” with the same pleasant voice she used on every new
friend.

The Wildman took her hand gently. Almost too softly to befdlt.

And with athin humor, he said, “What do you think they would do? If we got down on our knees
and grazed?’

Then thethird surprisesaid, “ Alan.”

And the fourth surprise added, “Y ou're just joking. Aren't you, son?’

Parents weren't normally allowed to travel with the players. But the Wildes appeared to be the
exception. Theresalater learned that they accompanied him everywhere, dways. Pulling her hand out of
Alan'sgiant hand, she offered them a amile, and the mother said, “How are you, dear?’

Thefather offered, “I'm an admirer.” Hisright hand was plastic. Lifdlike, but not dive. Retrieving his
hand, he added, “We're dl admirers, of course.”

How did helose the limb? she wondered.

Because it was the polite thing to say, Theresatold them, “ The best of luck to you. All of you.”

Together, the Wildes wished her the same cliché. Then they said, “Alan,” in ashared voice.
Practiced, and firmly patient.

The boy stared at Theresafor along moment, his face unreadable. Perhaps there was nothing there
to read. Then with adeep bassvoice, he sad, “Later.”

“Later,” she echoed.



Two hundred kilos of muscle and armored bone pivoted, walking away with histiny, seemingly
fragile parents flanking him—each adult holding tightly to one of the hands and whispering.
Encouragements, or sage advice. Or grave warnings about the world.

Even with her spectacular ears, Theresa couldn't hear enough to tell.

Days meant light practices, then the daily press conferences where every ludicrous question was
asked and asked again with alinebacker's single-mindedness. Then the evenings were stuffed full of
tightly orchestrated fun: Cookouts. A parade. Seets at a nuclear polka concert. Then abeach party held
in both teams honor.

It was on the beach that the Tech quarterback, Mosgrove, made a half-joking comment. “Y ou know
what we should do? Together, | mean.” And he told the other 1-1-2041s, thinking they would laugh
about it.

But ingtead of laughing, a plan was drawn up between the seatrout dinner and the banana split
dessert.

On New Y ear's Eve, coaches put their teamsto bed at ten o'clock. That was the tradition. And an
hour later, exactly twenty-two of their players crept out of their beds and their hotel rooms, dipping
down to the same beach to gather in two distinct groups.

At midnight and for the next three minutes and twenty-one seconds, no one said one word. With
fireworks and laser arrays going off on all sides, their eyes were pointed at the foot-chewed sand, and
every face grew solemn. Reflective. Then Theresasaid, “Now,” and looked up, suddenly aware of the
electricity passing between them.

What was she feding? She couldn't put anameto it. Whatever it was, it waswarm, and redl, and it
felt closer even than thewarm sdlty air.

Stll divided dong team lines, the players quietly waked off the beach.

Theresameant to return straight to bed, even though she wouldn't deep. But she stopped fird at the
ladies room, then happened past one of severd hotel bars, afamiliar face smiling out a her from the
darkness, athick hand waving her closer.

Hewas sitting alonein abooth, which surprised her.

With that dick, aw shucksvoice, he asked, “ Are my boys finding their way home again? Or am |
going to have to get myself aposse?’

“They'll end up intheir rooms,” she assured.

“Sit,” sad the coach. Followed by, “Please.”

She squeezed her legs under the booth. Marlboro cuddled with his beer, but he hadn't been aone for
long. The cultured |leather beneath Theresawas still warm. But not the seat next to her, she noted. And
she found hersdf wondering who was herefirg.

“Buy you adrink, young lady?’

Shedidn't answer.

He laughed with that easy charm, touched the order pad and said, “Water, please. Just water.”

“I redly should leave,” shetold Marlboro.

But before she could make her legs move, he said, “Y ou pegged me. That last time| came calling,
you saw right through that brown shit | was flinging. About needing you for quarterback, and dl that.” A
wink, then he added, “1 waslying. Wasn't 17’

She didn't say one word.

Chilled water arrived, and Theresafound hersdf dipping into astrange paranoia. Mosgrove had
suggested that meeting on the beach because Theresa had to come past this bar, and Coach Joneswas
waiting to ambush her, dipping some drug into her system so that tomorrow, in front of the entire world,
shewouldfall.

A dlly thought. But she found hersdf shuddering, if only becauseit wasfinaly beginning to snk
in...what was going to happen tomorrow...

She didn't speak, but Marlboro couldn't et the silence continue. After finishing his beer and ordering
another, heleaned over and spoke quietly, with intensity. Hetold her, “Y ou saw through me. I'll giveyou



that. But you know something, young lady? Y ou're not the only shrewd soul at thistable.”

“No?’ shereplied.

Softly. With an unexpected tentativeness.

Then sheforced hersdlf to take asip of her chilled water, licking her lips before asking, “What did
you seeinme?’

“Nothing,” Marlboro said.

Then he leaned back and picked up the fresh beer glass, sucking down half of its contents before
admitting. “I don't read you kidswell. It'sthe musclesin your faces. They don't telephone emotionslike
they should.”

Shesad, “Good.”

He laughed again. Nothing was drunk about the man, but something about the eyes and mouth told
her that he had been drinking for along while. Nothing was drunk about the voice, but the words had
even more sparkle and speed than usud. “Why do you think it is, young lady? All this noise and anguish
about agame? A fucking little game that uses a hundred meters of grass and abal that doesn't know
enough to keep itsdf round?’

“I don't know—" she started.

“You'rethefavorite,” heinterrupted. “ Stateis, | mean. According to polls, the genera public hopes
that I'm beat. Y ou know why? Cause |'ve got twelve of you kids, and Rickover hasonly ten. And it
takes eleven to play. Which meansthat on your team, at least one pure-human isaways out there. He
might befull of steroids and fake blood, and he's only going to last one set of downs, at most. But he'sas
close to being one of them butter-butts as anyone on either team. And those butter-butts, those fans of
yours and mine, identify with Mr. Steroid. Which iswhy in their hearts they want Tech to sumble.”

Theresawatched the dark eyes, the quick wide mouth. For some reason, she couldn't force hersdlf
to offer any comment, no matter how small.

“And there's that matter of coaches,” said Marlboro. “1'm the godless one, and Rickover is God's
Chosen, and | bet that's good enough for ten or twenty million church-goers. They're putting their prayers
on the good man.”

She thought of those days last summer—the pain and humiliation of practically begging for agpot on
the rogter, al while that good man watched from a distance—and she secretly bristled. Less secretly, she
took adeep bresth, looking away and asking him findly, “If it isn't me, who? Who do you see through?’

“Parents,” he said. Pointblank.

“My folks?" she asked.

“And all the otherstoo,” Marlboro promised. Then hetook a pull of beer, grinned and added,
“They're pretty much the same. Sad fuck failureswho want to bend the rules of biology and nature as
much asthey can, diluting their blood and their own talents, thinking that'swhat it takes for them to have
genuinely successful children.”

Theresathought of her father's Christmas tantrum.

More beer, then Marlboro said, “Y eah, your parents. They're the same as the others. All of 'em
brought you kidsinto existence, and only later, when it wastoo late, they redized what it meant. Likethe
poor Wildes. Their kid's designed for awesome strength and useful rage, and so much has gone so wrong
that they can't get amoment'srest. They're scared. And with reason. They seem like nice people, but |
guarantee you, young lady, that's what happens when you're torn up by guilt. Y ou keep yoursdlf sweet
and nice, because if you falter, even for a second, who knowswhat you'll betray about your real saf?”

Theresa sighed, then grudgingly finished her water. If there was apoison in this booth, it didn't come
inddeathick blister of glass.

“Darling.” A thick, durring feminine voice broke the sllence, saying, “ Darling,” asecond time, with
too much air. “Marl, honey.”

A hand lay on the tabletop. Theresafound hersalf looking at it and at the fat diamond riding thering
finger. She asked herself what was wrong with that hand. It wastoo long, and its flesh wore athin golden
fur, and the fingernails were thick and curved and obvioudy sharp. Theresa blinked and looked up at the
very young woman, and in that instant, the coach said, “My fiancée. Ivana Buckleman. Honey, thisisthe



enemy. TheresaVarner—"

“How areyou?’ said the fiancée, amouthful of cougar teeth giving the wordsthat digtinctive, airy
sound. Then she offered the long hand, and the two women shook, nothing friendly about the gesture.
With blue cat-eyes staring, Ivana asked, “ Shouldn't you be adeep, miss? Y ou've got abig day
tomorrow.”

Marlboro said nothing, drinking in the jedlousy.

Theresa surrendered her place, then said, “ Good luck, Coach.”

He stared at her, and grinned, and findly said, *'Y ou know perfectly well, girl. Therésno such bird.”

Coach Rickover was famousfor avoiding pre-game pep talks. Footbal waswar, and you did it. Or
you didn't doit. But if you needed your emotions cranked up with colored lights, then you probably
shouldn't be one of his players.

And yet.

Before the opening kickover, Rickover caled everyone to the sideline. An acoustic umbrellawas set
up over the team, drowning out the roar of a hundred thousand fans and a dozen competing bands and
the dull thunder of apassing ssorm. And with avoice that couldn't have been more cam, he told them,
“Whatever happenstonight, | am extraordinarily proud of you. All of you. Ability is something given by
God. But discipline and determination are yours done. And after al my yearsin coaching, | can say
without reservation, I've never been so proud and pleased with any team. Ever.

“Whatever happenstonight,” he continued, “thisismy fina game. Tomorrow morning, | retire asyour
coach. The Lord hastold meit'stime. And you'refirst to hear the news. Not even my wife knows. Not
my assistant coaches. Look at their faces, if you don't believe me.”

Then looking squardly a Theresa, he added, “Whatever happens, | want to thank you. Thank you
for teaching an old man athing or two about heart, and spirit, and passion for agame that he thought he
dready knew....”

The umbrellawas dismantled, the various thunders descending on them.

Theresadtill didiked the man. But despite that hard-won fedling, or maybe because of it, alump got
up into her throat and refused to go away.

Thekickoff set the tone,

Man O War received the ball deep in the end zone, dropped his head and charged, skipping past
defenders, then blockers—1-1-2041s, mostly—reaching histhirty-five meter line with an avenue open to
Tech'send zone. But the Wildman dammed into him from the side, flinging that long graceful body across
the sdeline and into thefirst row of seats, his big-cat speed and the crack of pads on pads causing a
hundred thousand fansto go silent.

State'stop receiver couldn't play for thefirst set of downs. His broken left hand had to be set firdt,
then secured in acast.

Without Man O War, Theresaworked her team down to the enemy's forty. But for thefirst time that
season, the opening drive bogged down, and she punted the ball past the end zone, and Tech'sfirst
possession Started at their twenty.

Three plays, and they scored.

Moggrove threw one perfect pass. Then the Wildman charged up the middle twice, putting his
shouldersinto defenders and twisting around whatever he couldn't intimidate. Playing ABM, Theresa
tackled him on his second run. But they were five metersinside the end zone, and arefereefixed his
yellow laser on her, marking her for apersona foul—abizarre call consdering she was the one bruised
and bleeding here.

Man O War returned, and on thefirgt play from scrimmage, he caught asixty meter bullet, broke two
tackles, and scored.

But the extra point was blocked.

7-6, read every giant holo board. In flickering, flame-colored numbers.

The next Tech drive ae up nearly seven minutes, ending with athree meter plunge up the middie. The



Wildman was wearing the entire State team when he crossed the line—except for a pure-human boy
whose collarbone and various ribs had been shattered, and who lay on thefield until the medica cart
could comeand cdlam him.

14-6.

Onthethird play of State's next drive, Theresa saw line-backers crowding against the line, and she
caled an audible. The ball was snapped to her. And sheinstantly ddlivered it to Man O War, watching
him pull it in and turn upfield, ahaf step taken when awhippet-like ABM hit the broken hand with his
helmet, splitting both helmet and cast, the ball bouncing just once before a second whippet scooped it up
and gdloped in for atouchdown.

Tech celebrated, and Theresatrotted over to the Sidelines. Rickover found her, and for thefirst time
al year—for thefirst timein her life—her coach said, “ That, young lady, waswrong. Was stupid. Y ou
weren't thinking out there.”

21-6.

State's next possession ate up eight minutes, and it ended when the Wildman exploded through the
line, driving Theresaiinto the ground and the bal into the air, then catching the bdl asit fdl into his chest,
grinning behind the grillwork of hishemet.

Tech'sfollowing drive ended with three seconds | eft in the half.

28-6.

Both locker roomswere at the south end. The teamswere leaving in two ragged lines, and Theresa
was thinking about absolutely nothing. Her mind was as close to empty as she could makeit. When a
student jumped from the overhead seets, landing in the tunndl in front of her, she bardly paused. She
noticed ared smear of clothing, then a coarse, drunken voice. “Bitch,” she heard. Then, “Do better! You
goddamn owe me!” Then he began to make some comment about dog cocks, and that was when a
massive hand grabbed him by an arm, yanking him off hisfeet, then throwing his limp body back into the
anonymous crowd.

The Wildman stood in front of Theresa.

“She doesn't owe you fuck!” he was screaming. Looking up a hundreds of wide eyes and opened,
horrorstruck mouths, he shouted, “None of us owes you shit! Y ou morons! Morons! Morons!”

Half-time needed to |ast long enough to sell a hundred happy products to the largest holo audience
since the Marslanding, and to keep the energy level up in the dome, there was an e aborate show
involving bands and cheerleaders from both schools, plus haf adozen puffy, middle-aged pop
entertainers. It was an hour's reprieve, which was just enough time for Rickover to define histeam's
worst blunders and draw up elegant solutions to every weakness. How much of his speech sank home,
Theresa couldn't say. Shefound hersdlf listening more to the droning of the bilge pumpsthan to the
intricacies of playing quarterback and ABM. A numbness was building insde her, spreading into her
hands and cold toes. It wasn't exhaustion or fear. She knew how those enemies fdlt, and she recognized
both festering inside her belly, safely contained. And it wasn't self-doubt, because when she saw Man O
War taking practice snapsin the back of the locker room, she legped to her feet and charged Rickover,
ready to say, “Y ou can, but you shouldn't! Give me another chance!”

But her rocketback beat her to him. Flexing the gtiff hand inside the newest cast, Man O War
admitted, “I can't hold it to pass. Not like | should.”

Rickover looked and sounded like aman in absolute control.

He nodded, saying, “Fine.” Then heturned to the girl and said, “We need to stop them on their
opening drive, then hang close. Y ou can, beieve me, manage that.”

Theresalooked at the narrowed corners of his eyes and histight little mouth, the terror just showing.
And shelied, tdling him and hersdf, “ Sure. Why not?’

Tech took the opening kickoff.
Coach Jones was grinning on the Sidelines, looking fit and rested. Supremey confident. Smelling a
blowout, he opened up with apassing attack. The long-armed Mosgrove threw apair of twenty meter



darts, then dropped back and flung for the end zone. Theresa stumbled early, then picked hersalf up and
guessed, running hard for the corner, the whippet receiver legping high and her doing the same blind, long
legs driving her toward the sky as she turned, the ball hitting her chest, then her hands, then bouncing
free, tumbling down into Man O War'slong cupped arms.

State inherited the bal on the twenty.

After three plays and nine meters, they punted.

A papable calm seemed to have infected the audience. People weren't exactly quiet, but their chatter
wasn't directed at the game anymore. State supporters tucked into the south corner—where the
piss-mouthed fellow had come from—found ways to entertain themselves. They chanted abuse at the
enemy. “Moron, moron, moron!” they cried out as Tech moved down the field toward them. “Moron,
moron, moron!”

If the Wildman noticed, it didn't show in the stony, inflexible face.

Or Theresawas too busy to notice subtleties, helping plug holes and flick away passes. And when
the Wildman galloped up the middle, she planted and dropped a shoulder and hit him low on the shins.

A thousand drills on technique I et her tumble the mountainous boy.

Alan fell, and Theresas teammates would torpedo his exposed ribs and his hamstrings, using helmets
as weapons, and sometimes more than helmets. One time, the giant man rose up out of the pileand
staggered—ijust for astrange, what's-wrong-with-this-picture moment. A river of impossibly red blood
was streaming from his neck. The field judge stopped the gameto look at hands until he found long nails
dipped in red, and a culprit. Tech was awarded fifteen meters with the personal foul, but for the next
three plays, their running back sat on the sideline, histhick flesh being closed up by the team's mediics.

Tech was on the e even when he returned, breaking through the middle, into the open, then stumbling.
Maybefor thefirst timein hislife, histired legs suddenly weighed what they redly weighed. And when he
went down hard, his ball arm was extended, and Theresa bent and scooped the treasure out of his hand
and dashed twenty meters before one of the whippets leveled her.

For along minute, shelay on her back on that mangled sod, listening to the relentless cheers, and
trying to remember exactly how to breathe.

Tech'ssddinewas close. Pure-humans wearing unsoiled laser-blue uniforms watched her with a
fan-like appreciation. Thiswasn't their game; they were just spectators here. Then she saw the Wildman
trudgeinto view, hishdmet dightly askew, the gait and the dope of his shoulders betraying abody that
was genuingly, profoundly tired. For thefirgt timein hisbrief life, Alan Wilde was exhausted. And
Theresa halfway smiled, managing her first Sp of red air as Marlboro Jones strode into view, cornering
his star running back in order to tell him to goddamn please protect the fucking ball—

Alaninterrupted him.

Growling. Theresa heard ahard low sound.

Jones grabbed his player's face guard, and he managed a chin-up, putting hisface where it had to be
seen. Then he rode the Wildman for afull minute, telling him, “Y ou don't ever! Ever! Not with me,
migter!” Teling him, “Thisisyour fucking life! It'sbeing played out right herel Right now!” Screaming at
him, “Now st and missyour life! Until you learn your manners, migter! Y ou Sit!”

Four playslater, Theresadumped a short passinto her running back's hands, and he rumbled through
asgtring of doppy tackles, al theway into the end zone.

State tried for atwo-point conversion, but they were stopped.

The score looked doppy on the holo boards. 28-12.

Tech'sstar returned for the next downs, but he was more like Alan than like the mythical Wildman. In
part, therewas alack of focus. Theresa saw aconfused rage in those giant, suddenly vulnerable eyes.
But it was just as much exhaustion. Frayed muscles were having trouble lifting the dense, over-engineered
bones, and the pounding successes of the first half were reduced to three meter gains and gouts of sod
and black earth thrown toward the remote carbon-fiber roof.

State got the ball back late in the third quarter. Rickover cdled for adraw play, which might have
worked. But in the huddle, Theresa saw how the defense was lining up, and she gave Man O War afew



crigp indructions.

Asthe play began, her receiver took afew steps back.

Theresaflung the ball a aflat green spot midway between them, and it struck and bounced high,
defenders pulling to astop when they assumed the play was dead. Then Man O War grabbed the ball,
and despite his cast, heaved the bal an ugly fifty meters, ddivering itsfluttering fat body into waiting
hands.

Rickover wanted to try for two points.

Theresa called time-out, marched over to Rickover and said, “I can get usthree.” It meant setting up
on theten meter line. “1 can smdl it,” she said. “They're starting to get redly tired.”

“Likewearent?” Man O War piped in, laughing amiably as medics patched his cast.

The coach grudgingly agreed, then called afumble-roosky. Theresatook the snap, bent low and set
thelive ball inside one of the sod's deep gouges. And her center, alikable and sweet pure-human named
Mitch Long, grabbed up the bal and ran unnoticed and untroubled into the end zone.

28-21, and nobody could think for al the wild, proud cheering of pure-humans.

State managed to hold on defense.

Mosgrove punted, pinning them deep at their end with ten minutes | ft.

Theresa gtretched the field with a towering, uncatchable pass, then started to run and dump little
passes over the middle. The Wildman was playing linebacker, and he tackled her twice, the second blow
leaving her chin cut open and her helmet in pieces. Man O War took over for adown. He bobbled the
snap, then found hisgrip just in time for the Wildman to come over the center and throw an elbow into
hisface, shattering the reinforced mask aswell ashisnose,

Playing with two pure-humans at once, Theresa pitched to her running back, and he charged toward
the sddline, whedled and flung a blind pass back acrossthe field. She snagged it and ran forty metersin
three seconds. Then awhippet got an angle, and at the last moment pushed her out of bounds. But she
managed to hold the ball out, breaking the orange laser beam rising from the pylon.

Findly, findly, the game wastied.

Marlboro called time out, then huddled with his 1-1-2041s. There wasn't even the pretense of
involving the rest of the team. Theresawatched the gestures, the coach's contorting face. Then Tech
seemed to shake off its collective fatigue, putting together a prolonged drive, the Wildman scoringona
tough run up the middle and Mosgrove kicking the extra point with just aminute and fifty seconds | eft.

35-28.

Rickover gathered his entire team around him, stared at their faces with acaming, messanic intengty.
Then without uttering aword, he sent even of them out to finish the game.

The resulting drive consumed the entire one hundred and ten seconds.

From thefirst snap, Theresa sensed what was happening here and what wasinevitable. When Man
O War dropped a perfect soft pass, she could assure him, “Next time.” And as promised, he
one-handed adart over his shoulder on the next play, gaining fifteen. Later, following apair of hard
sacks, it was fourth and thirty, and Theresa scrambled and pumped faked twice, then broke downfield,
one of the whippets catching her, throwing his hard little body at her belly. But she threw an elbow, then
ashoulder, making their first down by nothing and leaving the defender unconscious for several minutes,
giving the medics something to do while her team breathed and made ready.

Thirty meters came on along sideline pattern.

Fifteen were lost when the Wildman drove through the line and chased Theresaback and forth for a
week, then downed her with aswing of anarm.

But shewas up and functioning first. Alan lay on the ground gasping, that wide e ephantine face
covered with perspiration and its huge tongue panting and an astonished glaze numbing the eyes.

Tech called time-out.

Mitch brought in the next three plays.

Helasted for one. Another pure-human was inserted the next down, and the next, and that was just
to give them deven bodies. The thin-skinned, frail-boned little boys were bruised and exhausted enough



to stagger. Mitch vomited twice before he got back to the sddlines, bile and blue pills scattered on the
grass. The next boy wept the entire time he was with them. Then hisleg shattered when the Wildman ran
over him. But every play wasagain, and they won their next first down, and there was an entire Sixteen
seconds | eft and forty metersto cross and Theresacalmly used their last time-out and joined Rickover,
knowing the play that hed cdl before he could say it.

She didn't hear one word from her coach, nodding the whole time while gazing off into the stands.

Fanswere on their feet, hoarsaly cheering and banging their hands together. The drunksin the corner
had fashioned a crude banner, and they were holding it high, with pride, shouting the words with the same
dreary rage.

“MORON, MORON, MORON,” she read.

She heard.

The time-out ended, and Theresa trotted back out and looked &t the faces in the huddle, then with an
amost quiet voice asked, “Why are turds tapered?’

Then she sad, “ To keep our assholes from damming shut.”

Then she gave the play, and she threw twenty metersto Man O War, and the clock stopped while
the markers moved themsalves, and she threw the ball into the sod, halfway burying it to stop the
universe once again.

Two seconds.

She cdled asimple crossng pattern.

But Coach Jones guessed it and held his people back in coverage. Nobody was open enough to try
forcing it, which waswhy she took off running. And because everyone was doppy tired, she had that
advantage, twisting out of four tackles and head-faking awhippet, then finding hersdf in the corner with
Alan Wilde stlanding in front of her, barring the way to the god line.

She dropped her shoulder, charging as he took along step forward and braced himsalf, pads and her
collarbone driving into the giant man's groin, the exhausted body pitched back and tumbling and her
fdling on top of him, lying on him as shewould lie on abed, then rolling, off the ground until she was afull
meter insdethe end zone.

She found her legs and her balance, and amost too late, she stood up.

Alanwas dready on hisfeet. She saw him marching past one of the officias, his helmet on the ground
behind him, forgotten, his gaze fixed on that MORON banner and the people brandishing it in front of
him.

Some were throwing small brown objects at him.

Or maybe at al the players, it occurred to her.

Theresa picked up the bone-shaped dog treat, a part of her astonished by the crud, caculated
planning that went into this new game.

Carried by ablistering rage, Alan began running toward the stands, screaming, “Y ou want to see
something funny, fucks? Do you?’

Do nothing, and State would likely win.

But Theresaran anyway, hitting Alan at the knees, bringing him down for the last time.

A ydlow laser struck her—a persond foul caled by the panicked referee.

Theresa barely noticed, yanking off her helmet and putting her face againgt that vast, fury-twisted
face, and like that, without warning, she gave him along, hard kiss.

“Hey, Alan,” shesaid. “Let'sjust have some fun here. Okay?’

A couple thousand Tech fans, wrongly thinking that the pendty ended the game and the game was
won, ssampeded into the far end of thefield.

In those next minutes, while penaties and the crowd were sorted out, the 1-1-2041s stood together
in the end zone, surrounding the till fuming Wildman. And watching the mayhem around them, Theresa
sad, “I wish.” Then shesad it again—"1 wish!”—uwith aloud, pleading voice.

“What are you wishing for?’ asked Man O War.

She didn't know what she wanted. When her mouth opened, her conscious mind didn't have the



smplest clue what she would say. Theresawas just as surprised as the others when she told them, “|
wish they were gone. All these people. Thisisour game, not theirs. | want to finish it. By oursaves, and
for ourselves. Know what | mean?’

The 1-1-2041s nodded.

Smiled.

The rebellion began that way, and it culminated moments later when awhippet asked, “But serioudy,
how can we empty this place out?’

Theresaknew oneway, and she said it. Not expecting anything to come of her suggestion.

But Alan took it to heart, saying, “Let medoit.”

Hetook astep, arguing, “1'm strongest. And besides, if I'm caught, it doesn't mean anything. It'sjust
the Wildman'susud shit.”

Policeinriot gear were busy fighting drunks and bitter millionaires. The running back dipped off in
the direction of the locker room, as unnoticed as any blood-caked giant could be. Then after afew
moments, as the crowds were finaly herded back into the stands, Marlboro Jones came over and looked
graight at Theresa, asking everyone, “Whereishe?’

No one spoke.

Rickover waswaving at histeam, asking themto join him.

Theresafdt agnawy guilt aswel as an effervescent thrill.

Marlboro shook his head, his mouth starting to open, another question ready to be ignored—

Then cametheroaring of darms and afusillade of spinning red lights. Over the public address
system, abooming voice said, “ There is nothing to worry about. Please, please, everyone needsto leave
the dome now! Now! In an orderly fashion, pleasefollow the ushers now!”

Within fifteen minutes, the dome was evacuated.

Coaching staffs and most of the players were taken to the helipad and lifted back to the mainland,
following the medias hasty retrest.

Twenty minutes after the emergency began, the 1-1-2041s came out of their hiding places. The
sdelines were under seawater, but thefield itsaf was high enough to remain mostly dry. Security people
and maintenance crews could be heard in the distance. Only emergency lights burned, but they were
enough. Looking at the others, Theresaredlized they were waiting for her to say something.

“Thisisfor us” shetold them. “ And however it turns out, we don't tell. Nobody ever hearsthefina
score. Agreed?’

Alan sad, “Good,” and glared at the others, hisfists bleeding from beating dl those bilge pumpsto
death.

Man O War cried out, “Let'sdo it then!”

In the gloom, the teams lined up for atwo-point play. State had ten bodies, and including the whippet
gtill groggy from being unconscious, Tech had itsfull twelve.

Fair enough.

Theresaleaned low, and in awhisper, called the only appropriate play.

“Go out for apass,” shetold her receivers and her running back. “I'll think of something.”

She settled behind the minotaur playing center, and she nestled her handsinto that warm damp groin,
and after along gaze at the empty stands, she said, “Hey.”

Shesaid, “When you'reready. Giveit here”

Secrets of the Alien Reliquary
MICHAEL BISHOP

Michael Bishop is from Oklahoma but has been settled in Pine Mountain Georgia for more than
three decades. He has been a leading S- writer since the 1970s, his most prolific decade, and
flowered in the 1980s with novels and short story collections. He has always been engaged with



under standing the alien, with a sociological and anthropological perspective. No Enemy But Time
and Ancient of Days are perhaps his most famous novels. His most recent novel, one of his best, is
BrittleInnings (1994), in which Frankenstein's monster survivesinto the 1940s and becomes a
minor league baseball player in the rural South. He has published only a few short stories since.
But since the start of his career he has also written and published poetry. | have not previously
included a poemin the year's best volumes (and may not again), but | was particularly taken with
this narrative poem on an S topic that appeared in Bishop's poetry collection Time Piecesin
1999, and was reprinted in ASmov's.

/ \tfirst, of course, we grosdy failed to recognizeit,

assuming the displaysin their camouflaged temple

relics of their espionage, dandruff from our anxiousids,
the gleanings of axenophilic curator with eclectic tastes,

or no taste to speak of, an otherworldly magpie

of the inconsequentiaand splendor of our species,
adevourer of it al. Later we came to understand

that we had stumbled, not into a conventional museum,

but akind of backdoor bawdyhouse repository

of fetishigtic, and thus shameful, dien ddights

not one arising from their own ferrogramineous biology
but rather from alow-percentile, abeit planetwide,
deviant preoccupation, generally discreetly suppressed,
with anything and everything human. Stunned doesn't
begin to describe our mind set passing among the temple's
dioramas and interactive icons, which ranged from the size
of fingernails—indeed, one was afingernail—to that of

an immense holographic projection of amembrane-envel oped
gall bladder, conspicuoudy diseased, which revolved aoft
like alopsided glitter bal in aclandestine discotheque.
Who would have imagined that a Silhouette of Abe Vigoda,
apair of gutta-perchagaloshes, the scent of halitoss

disseminated viaan atomizer, apictorid chiropractic text,



alarge petri dish of toenail fungus, avideo of a Tourette
Syndrome sufferer, or aquaint eectronic coupon for abox
of hemorrhoid suppositories would have so reliably tweaked
the private orgiagtic impulses of some of these creatures
that they would showcase ther favorite libidinous stimuli
inaconceded exhibition hal within an energy fied

only aklick from our first landing site? Among sentients,

it gppears, apornographic yenisan infalibleindex:
apotentia pacifying bond that we should perhaps explore.
Meanwhile, turnabout being fair play, severd of usbegin
to find the jut of a Denebolan femora spur, the lemonish
fragrance of aruptured ovipositor, or even acoded swarm
of thair gill-dweling symbiotic vermin dmost asarousing
as venereal human contact or state-of-the-art handheld
weapons of irresi stible concupiscent destruction. What
thisbodesfor future interspeciesrelations, | am loathe

to speculate. Their reliquary, though, rewards alook-see.

Kinds of Strangers
SARAH ZETTEL

Sarah Zettel has published four SF novels to date, Reclamation, Fool's War (a New Y ork Times
Notable Book for 1996), Playing God, and The Quiet Invasion. Her short fiction has appeared in
Andog, as did this story. She sold her first story in 1986 to a small press magazine called
“ Beyond...Fantasy and Science Fiction.” “ About six years and a billion and three rejection dlips
later,” she says, “ Stan Schmidt at Anaog bought my story ‘ Driven by Moonlight,” and truly
launched my professional career.”

“Kinds of Srangers’ isa problem-solving story in the Anaog tradition, with a satisfyingly
Spectacular action climax, but it also deals with human issues often left out of SF stories. Why
shouldn't a space crew marooned without hope of rescue experience depression?

M argot Rusch pulled open the hatch that led to the Forty-Niner's sick bay. “Paul 7’ she asked

around the tightness building in her throat. She pulled hersdlf into the serile, white module. She focused
dowly on the center of the bay, not wanting to believe what she saw.
Paul's body, wide-eyed, pae-skinned, limp and lifelessfloated in mid-air. A syringe hovered near his



hand, pointing its needle toward the corpse asif making an accusation.

“Oh, Chrigt.” Margot fumbled for a handhold.

The ventilation fanswhirred to life. Their faint draft pushed againgt the corpse, sending it toward the
far wdl of the module. Margot caught the acrid scent of death'sfind indignities. Hard-won control
shredded inside her, but there was nowhere to turn, no one to blame. There was only hersdlf, the corpse
and theflat, blank screen of the artificid intelligence interface.

“Damnit, Reggie, why didn't you do something!” she demanded, fully awareit wasirrationa to holler
a the Al, but unableto hdlpit.

“I did not know what to do,” said Reggie softly from itsterminal. “ There are no case scenariosfor
this”

“No, therearen't,” agreed Margot, wearily. “No, there sureashell aren't.”

The crew of the Forty-Niner had known for three months they were going to die. The seven of them
were NASA's pride, returning from the first crewed expedition to the asteroid belt. They had opened a
new frontier for humanity, on schedule and under budget. Two and ahaf years of their four-year misson
were araving success, and now they were headed home.

There had been afew problems, afew red lights. Grit from the asteroid belt had wormed itsway into
the works on the comm antenna and the radio telescope. No problem. Ed MacEvoy and Jean Kramer
replaced the damaged partsin no time. ThiswasaNASA project. They had backups and to spare. Even
if the reaction control module, which was traditiona methane/oxygen rockets used for course corrections,
somehow failed completely, al that would mean was cutting the project alittle short. The long-distance
flight was handled by the magnetic sall; agigantic loop of high-temperature superconducting ceramic
cable with a continuous stream of charged particles running through it. No matter what el se happened,
that would get them home.

“Margot?’ Jean's voice came down the connector tube. “Y ou OK?’

Margot tightened her grip on the handle and looked at the corpse asit turned lazily in the center of
thebay. No, | am not OK.

Themag sail, however, had found anew way tofail. A combination of radiation and thermal
insulation degradation raised the temperature too high and robbed hundreds of kilometers of ceramic
cable of its superconductivity.

Oncethe mag sail had gone, the ship kept moving. Of courseit kept moving. But it moved inadow
dliptica orbit going nowhere near its scheduled rendezvous with Earth. They could burn every atom of
propellant they carried for the RCM and for the explorer boats, and they'd still be too far away for any of
the Mars shuttlesto reach by afactor of five. Frantic comm bursts to Houston brought no solutions. The
Forty-Niner was stranded.

“Margot?’ Jean again, calling down the connector.

“I'll' be right up.” Margot hoped Jean wouldn't hear how strangled her voice was.

Margot looked at the empty syringe suspended in midair. Drunk all and left no friendly drop to
help me after . She swallowed hard. Stop it, Margot. Do not even start going there.

“Isthere another request?’ asked Reggie.

Margot bit her lip. “No. No more requests.”

Margot pushed hersdlf into the connector and dragged the hatch shut. She had the vague notion she
should have done something for the body—closed its eyes or wrapped a sheet around it, or something,
but she couldn't make hersdf turn around.

Margot's eyes burned. Sheld flown four other missionswith Paul. Sheldd sat up dl night with him
drinking espresso and swapping stories while the bigwigs debated the final crew roster for the
Forty-Niner. They'd spent long hours on the flight out arguing politics and playing old jazz recordings.
Shed thought she knew him, thought he would hang on with the rest of them.

Then again, she'd thought the same of Ed and Tracy.

Tracy Codta, their chief mineralogist, had been the first to go. They hadn't known athing about it,
until Nick had caught a glimpse of the frozen corpse outside one of the port windows. Then, Ed had
suffocated himself, even after held sworn to Jean held never leave her donein this mess. Now, Paul.



Margot pulled hersdlf from handhold to handhold up the tubular connector, past its cabinets and
access panels. One smdll, triangular window looked out onto the vacuum, theinfinitely patient darkness
that waited for the rest of them to give up.

Sop it, Margot. Shetore her gaze away from the window and concentrated on pulling herself
forward.

The Forty-Niner's command module was a combination of ship's bridge, comm center and central
obsarvatory. Right now, it held dl of the remaining crew members. Their mission commander, Nicholas
Dedle, sandy-haired, dusky-skinned and dark-eyed, sat at one of Reggi€'s compact terminals, brooding
over what he saw on the flat screen. Tom Merritt, who had gone from aflorid, pink manto a
paper-white ghost during the last couple of weeks, tapped at the controls for the radio telescope. He was
an astronomer and the mission communications specidist. He was the one who made sure they al got
their messages from home. The last living crew member was Jean. A few wisps of hair had come loose
from her tight brown braid and they floated around her head, making her ook even more worried and
vulnerable. She stood at another termind, typing in a perfunctory and distracted cadence.

Margot paused in the threshold, trying to marsha her thoughts and nerves. Nick glanced up &t her.
Margot opened her mouth, but her throat clamped tight around her words. Tom and Jean both turned to
look at her. The remaining blood drained out of Tom'sface.

“Paul?’ he whispered.

Margot coughed. “Looks like he overdosed himself.”

Jean turned her head away, but not before Margot saw the struggle againgt tearsfill her face. Both
Nick's hands clenched into fists. Tom just looked at Nick with tired eyes and said, “Well, now what?’

Nick sighed. “OK, OK.” Heran both hands through his hair. “I'll go take care of ...the body. Tom,
can you put aburst through to mission control? They'll want to notify hisfamily quietly. I'll come up with
theletter...”

Thiswas pure Nick. Give everybody something to do, but overseeit al. When they'd reded in the
sall, he hadn't dept for two days helping Ed and Jean go over the cable aninch at atime, trying to find
out if any sections were salvageable from which they could jury-rig akind of sormsail. When that had
proven hopeless, hed till kept everybody as busy as possible. He milked every drop of encouraging
news he could out of mission control. Plans were in the works. The whole world was praying for them.
Comm bursts camein regularly from friends and family. A rescue attempt would be made. A way home
would be found. All they had to do was hang on.

“Inthe meantime...” Nick went on.

“In the meantime we wait for the radiation to eat our insdes out,” said Tom bitterly. “1t's hopeless,
Nick. Wearedl dead.”

Nick shifted uneasily, crunching Ve cro underfoot. “I'm still breathing and | don't plan to stop anytime
soon.”

A spasm of pure anger crossed Tom's features. “ And what are you going to breathe when the
scrubbers give out? Huh? What are you going to do when the water's gone? How about when the tumors
dart up?’

Tom, don't do this, thought Margot, but the words died in her throat, inadequate against the sudden
red rage she saw in him. Hewas afraid of illness, of weakness. Well, weren't they al?

Paul's chief duty was keegping them all from getting cancer. One of the main hazards of lengthy space
flight had aways been long-term exposure to hard radiation. The mag sail, when it was functiona, had
created a shield from charged particles, which dowed the process down. Medical advancements had
arisen to cover the damage that could be done by fast neutrons and gammarays. Paul Luck maintained
cultures of regenerative stem cells taken from each member of the crew. Every week, he measured
pre-cancer indicators in key areas of the body. If the indicators were too high, he tracked down the “ hot
gpots’ and administered doses of the healthy cultured cellsto remind bone, organ and skin how they
were supposed to act and voila! Hedthy, cancer-freeindividual.

The Luck system was now, however, permanently down and the only backup for that wasthe Al's
medica expert system and the remaining crew's emergency training. Right now, that didn't seem like



anything closeto enough.

“We havetime,” Nick said evenly. “We do not have to give up. Come on, Tom. What would Carol
say if sheheard this?’ Nick, Margot remembered, had been at Tom's wedding. They were friends, or at
least, they had been friends.

“Sheld say whatever the NASA shrinkstold her to,” snapped Tom. “And in the meantime,” he
drawled theword, “I get to watch her aging ten yearsfor every day we're hanging up here. How much
longer do | haveto do thisto her? How much longer are you going to make your family suffer?’

For thefirst time, Nick's composure cracked. His face tightened into amask of pent-up rage and
frudtration, but hisvoice Stayed level. “My family isgoing to know | died trying.”

Tom looked smug. “At least you admit we're going to die.”

“No...” began Jean.

“Help,” said astrange, soft voice.

The crew al turned. The voice came from the Al termindl. It was Reggie.

“Incoming sgnd. No origination. Cant filter. Incoherent system flaw. Error three-six-five...”

A grind and clank reverberated through the hull. Reggi€e's voice cut off.

“Systems check!” barked Nick.

Margot kicked off the wal and flew to navigation control, her station. “1 got garbage,” said Tom from
beside her. “Machine language, error babble. Reggi€'s gone nuts.”

Margot shoved her vel cro-bottomed boots into place and typed madly at her keyboard, bringing up
the diagnostics. “All good here,” she reported. She turned her head and looked out the main window,
searching for the stars and the dightly steadier dots that were the planets. “ Confirmed. Positioning
systemsup and running.”

“Engineering looks OK,” said Jean. “I'll go check the generators and report back.” Nick gave her a
sharp nod. She pulled herself free of her station and launched herself down the connector.

“Y ou getting anything coherent?” Nick pushed himsalf over to hover behind Tom's shoulder.

“Nothing.” From her station, Margot could just make out the streams of random symbols flashing
past on Tom'sterminal.

“Reggie, what's hgppening?’ she whispered.

“I don't know,” said the voice from her termina. Margot jerked. “Unable to access exterior
communications system. Multiple errors on internal nodes. Code corruption. Error, three-four...” the
computer voice cut out again in apulse of gatic, then another, then silence, followed by another quick
datic burst.

“Margot, can you see the comm antenna?’ asked Tom, his hands still flashing across the keyboard.

Margot pressed her cheek againgt the cool window, craned her neck and squinted, trying to see
aong the Forty-Niner'shull. “Barely, yeah.”

“Can you make out its orientation?’

Margot squinted again. “Looks about ten degrees off-axis.”

“It'smoved,” said Tom between dtatic burdgts. “ That wasthe noise.”

“All OK down in the power plant,” Jean pulled herself back through the hatch and attached hersdlf to
her station. “Well, at least there's nothing new wrong...” Shelet the sentencetrail off. “What isthat?’

Margot and the others automatically paused to listen. Margot heard nothing but the steady hum of the
ship and the bursts of gtatic from Reggie. Quick pulses, one, one, two, one, two, one, one, one, two.

“A pattern?’ said Nick.

“Mechanical failure,” said Tom. “Hasto be. Reggiejust crashed.”

One, one, two, one.

“Y ou ever hear about anything crashing like this?” asked Margot.

One, two, one.

“Reggie? Leve onediagnostic, report,” said Nick.

One, one, two.

“Maybe we can get a coherent diagnostic out of one of the other expert systems,” Margot suggested.
Reggie wasn't asingle processor. It was aweb-work of sx interconnected expert systems, each with



their own area of concentration, just like the members of the crew. Terminasin different modules of the
ship gave default accessto differing expert systems.

“Maybe,” said Nick. “Tom can try to track down the fault from here. Y ou and Jean seeif you can
get an answer out of 9...the power plant.” Margot was quietly grateful he remembered what elsewasin
sick bay before she had to remind him.

One, one, one.

Jean and Margot pulled themsd ves down the connector to the engineering compartment. As Jean
had reported, al the indicators that had remained functiona after they'd lost the sall reported green and
go.

“Atleast it'sadifferent criss,” Jean muttered as she brought up Reggie'stermind, the one sheand Ed
had spent hours behind when the mag sail went out.

“Remind meto tell you about my grandmother's stint on the old Mir sometime,” said Margot. “Now
there was an adventure.”

Jean actudly smiled and Margot felt awash of gratitude. Someonein here was still who she thought
they were.

Jean spoketo the termind. “Reggie, we've got amassive fault in the exterior communications system.
Can you andyze from this system?” As she spoke, Margot hit the intercom button on the wall to carry
the answer to the command center.

“Massive disruption and multiple error processing,” said Reggie, sounding even more mechanica than
usud. “1 will attempt to establish interface.”

“Nick, you hear that?” Margot said to the intercom grill. She could just hear the Static pulses coming
from the command center as whispering echoes against the wals of the connector.

“Roger,” came back Nick's voice.

“I am...getting reports of an externd Sgndl,” said Reggie. “Itis...thereis...internd fault, internd fault,
internd fault.”

Jean shut the terminad’s voice down. “What the hell?’ she demanded of Margot. Margot just shook
her head.

“Externa sgna?How isthat possible? This can't be acomm burst from Houston.”

Margot's gaze drifted to the black triangle of the window. The echoes whispered in ones and twos.

“What's alanguage with only two components?’ Margot asked.

Jean stared at her. “Binary.”

“What do we, in essence, transmit from here when we do our comm bursts? What might somebody
who didn't know any better try to send back to us?’

Jean's face went nearly aswhite as Tom's. “Margot, you're crazy.”

Margot didn't bother to reply. She just pushed hersalf back up the connector to the bridge.

“Tom? Did you hear that?’

Tom didn't look up. He had a clip board and pen in his hands. As the static bursts rang out, he
scribbled down a 1 for each single burst and a0 for each pair. He hung the board in mid-air, asif not
caring where it went and his hands flew acrossthe keyboard. “ Oh yeah, | heard it.”

Nick was back at his station, typing at his own keyboard. “ The engineering ex-systems seem to be
intact. Maybe we can get an andlysis...” Hehit anew series of keys. Around them, the static bursts
continued. Margot's temples started to throb in time with the ingstent pul ses.

“Theré's something,” Tom murmured to the termind. His voice wastight, and therewas an
undercurrent in it Margot couldn't identify. “I1t'll take awhile to find out exactly what's happened. I've got
Reggierecording,” he looked straight at Nick. “ Aslong asit doesn't crash dl theway...”

Margot and Jean aso turned to Nick. Margot thought she saw relief shining behind hiseyes. At least
now he won't have to find us make-work to do.

“All right,” said Nick. “Tom, you keep working on the andysis of this...whatever it is. Jean, we need
you to do a breakdown on Reggie. What's clean and what's contaminated?’ He turned his dark, relieved
eyesto Margot. “I'll take care of Paul. Margot...”

“I'll make sure dl the peripheras are at the ready,” said Margot. “We don't know what's happening



Nick nodded. Margot extracted hersdlf from her station and followed Nick down the connector. She
tried not to look as he worked the wheel on the sick bay hatch. Shejust let hersdlf float past and made
her way down to the cargo bay.

The cargo bay was actualy a combination cargo hold and staging area. Here was where they stored
the carefully locked-down canisters holding the ore samples. But here was aso where they suited up for
al their extra-vehicular activities. Just outside the airlock, the explorer boats waited, clamped tightly to
the hull. They were smadl, light shipsthat looked like ungainly box kites stripped of their fabric. The
explorers were barely more than frames with straps to hang sample containers, or sample gatherers, or
astronauts from. They'd been designed for asteroid rendezvous and landing. Margot remembered the
sensation of childlike glee when she got to take them in. She loved her work, her mission, her life, but that
had been sheer fun.

For abrief moment there, they thought they might be able to use the explorersto tow the
Forty-Niner into an orbit that would alow one of the Martian stations to mount arescue, but Reggi€'s
models had showed it to be impossible. The delta-vee just wasn't there. So the explorers sat out there,
and she st in here, dong with the core samplers, the drillers, the explosive charges, doing nothing much
but waiting to find out what happened next.

Hang on, Margot. Say alive one minute longer, and one minute after that. That's the game
now isn't it? Forget how to play and you'll be following Paul, Ed and Tracy.

She touched the intercom button so she could hear the Static bursts and Tom's soft murmuring. It
reminded her that something really was happening. A little warmth crept into her heart. A littlelight stirred
in her mind. It was something, Tom had said so. It might just be help. Any kind of help.

Small tasks had kept her busy during the two weeks since they lost the sail, and small tasks kept her
busy now. She made sure the seals on the ore carriers maintained their integrity. She ran computer
checks on the explorers and made sure the fudl cellson the roverswere al at full capacity, that their
tanks were charged and the sealswere tight. Given the state Reggie was in, she was tempted to put on
one of the bright yellow hard-suits and go out to do a manua check. She squashed the idea. She might
be needed for something in here.

She counted al the air bottles for the suits and checked their pressure. Y ou never knew. With Reggie
acting up, they might have to do an EVA to point the antenna back toward Earth. If thislast, Strange
hope proved to be false, she ill hadn't said good-bye to her fiancé Jordan, and she wanted to. She
didn't want to just leave himin Slence.

Reggi€svoice, coming from theintercom, startled her out of her thoughts. “Help,” said Reggie. “Me.
Help. Me. We. Thee. Help.”

Margot flew up the connector. She wasthe last to reach the command module. She hung in the
threshold, listening to Reggie blurt out wordsone at atime.

“There. Is. Help,” said Reggie, clipped and harsh. The words picked up pace. “ Thereis help.
Comet. Pull. Tow. Y ourself. Thereisacomet approaching within reach. Y ou can tow yourself toward
your worlds using this comet. It ispossible. Thereishdp.”

Margot felt her jaw drop open.

Tom looked down &t his clipboard. “What Reggie says, what we've got hereisabinary transmisson
from an unknown source. Taking the single pulses as ones and the double pul ses as zeroes gave us
gibberish, but taking the single pulses as zero and the doubl e pul ses as one gave us some version of
machine language. The engineering expert sub-system was able to decodeit.”

He gripped his pen tightly, obvioudy resigting the urge to throw it in frugtration. “Thisisimpossible,
this can't be happening.”

Margot shrugged. “Wel, itis”

“It can't be,” growled Tom. “Alienswho can creste a machine language Reggie can read insde of
four hours? It couldn't happen.”

“Unlessthey've been listening in on usfor awhile,” Jean pointed out.

Tom tapped the pen againgt the clipboard. One, two, one. “But how...”



Margot cut him off. She didn't want to hear it anymore. Thiswas help, thiswas the possibility of life.
Why was he trying to screw it up?“We've been beaming al kinds of junk out into space for over a
hundred years. Maybe they've been listening thet long.” Shefdt hisdoubt his dribbling into the corners of
her mind. She shut it out by sheer force of will.

Jean folded her armstightly across her torso. “At thispoint, | wouldn't careif it was demonsfrom the
seventh circle of Hell, just solong asit's out here.”

“Jesus,” breathed Nick softly. Then, in amore normd voice he said, “ OK, Margot, you and Jean are
going to have to do an EV A to turn the antenna around so we can send a burst to Houston.”

“We can't tell Houston about this,” said Jean sharply.

“What?’ demanded Tom.

Jean hugged hersdlf even tighter. “They'd think we'd dl gone crazy up here.”

“What's it matter what they think?’ Nick spread his hands. “It's not like they can do anything about
it.”

“They cantdl our familieswe've dl taken the mentd crash,” said Jeen flatly. “I, for one, do not want
to make this any worse on my parents.”

Nick nodded dowly. “OK,” he said. “We keep thisour little secret. But if we do make it back,
mission control isgoing to have acow.”

Tom looked from Nick to Jean and Margot saw something hard and strange behind hiseyes. He
faced Margot. “ This thing with the comet, could we redlly do something like this?’

Margot's mouth opened and closed. A short-period comet, swinging around the sun. If they caught it
onitsway back in...if they could attach aline (hundreds of kilometers of unused cable coiled onitsdrum
againg the hull of the ship)...theoreticdly, theoreticaly, it could pull them into atighter orbit. The stresses
would beincredible. Severd gsworth. Would they be too much? How to make the attachment? Couldn't
land on acomet, even if the explorers had the delta-vee. Comets were surrounded by dust and debris,
they gected gasjets, ice and rock. Asteroids were one thing. Asteroids were driftwood bobbing aong
through the void. Comets were dive and kicking.

But maybe...maybe...

“Wed need to find the thing,” she said findlly. “Wed need course, distance, speed. We'd need to
know if we can use the RCM to push us near enough to take ashot at it. We'd probably need the
explorersto do the actual work of attaching the Forty-Niner to the comet...”

“We could use the mag sail,” said Jean. She gnawed dowly on her thumbnail. “ All that cable, we
could useit asatow rope. But we'd need a harpoon, or something...”

“A harpoon?’ said Tom increduloudy.

Jean just nodded. “ To attach the tether to the comet. Maybe we could use some of the
explogves...”

Nick smiled, just alittle. For thefirgt timein days, Margot saw the muscles of hisface relax. “Jean,
let's get down to engineering and see what we can work up. Tom, you and Margot find our comet.” His
smile broadened. “ And keep an ear out in case the neighbors have more to say.”

“No problem,” said Margot. Sheraised her arm and whistled. “Taxi!”

Jean, an old New Y orker, actually laughed at that, and Margot grinned at her. Nick and Jean pulled
themselves down the connector. Margot planted her feet on the velcro patch next to Tom.

“Let'sseeif we can till get to the database,” she said, as she reached over his shoulder for the keys.
“We should be able to narrow down...”

Tom did not lift his gaze from the screen. “It'safake, Margot,” he whispered.

Margot's hand froze hafway to the keyboard. “What?’

“Littlegreen men my ass,” he spat toward the console. “It'safake. I1t's Nick. HE'sdoing thisto try to
keep usgoing.”

Margot felt the blood drain from her cheeks, and the hope from her heart. “How do you know?’

“I know.” For thefirgt time Tom looked at her. “Hed do anything right now to keep usinline, to
keep giving orders, just so it doesn't look like he's out of optionslike the rest of us mere mortals.”

Margot looked at hiswide, angry blue eyes and saw the man she'd served with swallowed up by



another stranger. “Y ou got proof?’

Tom shook his head, but the certainty on hisface did not waver. “1 checked the logsfor gaps,
suspicious entries, virustracks, extraencryptions. Nothing. Nobody on this ship could have made an
invisbleinsertion, except me, or Nick.”

“Unlessit'snot aninsartion,” saidd Margot. “Unlessit'sredly asgna.”

Tom snorted and contempt filled his soft words. “Now you're talking like Jean. She hasn't been with
it snce Ed went. Bered, Margot. If E.T.'s out there, why isn't he knocking on the door? Why's he
sending cryptic messages about cometsingtead of offering usalift?’

“It'saliens, | don't know,” Margot spread her hands. “Maybe they're methane breathers. Maybe
they'retoo far away. Spaceisbig. Maybe they want to seeif we can figureit out for ourselvesto seeif
we're worthy for membership in the Galactic Federation.”

Tom's face twitched and Margot got the fedling he was suppressing asneer. “OK, if it'saliens, how
come | was ableto figure out what they were saying so fast? They have a NASA Machine Language
for Dummies book with them?’

Margot threw up her hands. “If Nick was faking this, why would he insst on acomm burst to mission
control ?’

Tom'sjaw worked back and forth. “Becauseit'd look funny if he didn't and he knew Jean'd object
and give him an out. She might even bein on it with him.”

Margot clenched her figs. “It'sachance, Tom. It's even adecent chance, if we work the smulations
right. It doesn't matter where the ideacame from...”

“It does matter!” he whispered hoarsaly. “ It matters that we're being used. It matters that he doesn't
trust usto hear him out so he'sgot to invent dien overlords.”

“ S0, report him when we get home,” said Margot, exasperation filling her breathy exclamation.

“We're not going to get home,” Tom dammed hisfist againgt the console. “Weregoing to die. Thisis
al astupid gameto keep us from killing oursalves too soon. He's determined we are not going to die until
he's good and ready.”

Margot leaned in close, until she could see every pore in Tom's bloodless white cheeks.

“You listento me,” she breathed. “Y ou want to kill yoursdf? Hit the sick bay. I'm sure Paul |eft
behind something you can O.D. on. Maybe you're right, maybe how we go out isthe only choice lft. But
| think we can use the deltavee from the comet to tow usinto atighter orbit. I'm going to try, and | may
dietrying, but that's my choice. What are you going to do? Which part of that stubborn idiot head are
you going to listen to? Huh?’ She grabbed hiscollar. “If it isNick doing this, | agree, it'sastupid ploy.
But so what? It'sthefirst good ideaweve had in over amonth. Are you going to let your pride kill you?’

Tom swatted her hand away. “1 am not going to let him treat melike afool or achild.”

Tom lifted up first one foot then the other. He twisted in the air and swam toward the connector.
Margot hung her head and et him go.

Give him some time to stew and then go after him. She planted herself squardly in front of his
dation. “Reggie?

“Functioning,” replied the Al.

“We need to do some speculation here,” she rubbed her forehead. 1 need you to pull up any
databases we've got on comets. Specificaly | need any that are passing within athousand kilometers of
the Forty-Niner's projected position anytime within the next severd months.”

A static burst sounded from the spesker asif Reggie were coughing. “ Severd isnot specific.”

“Sx monthsthen. Add in the possibility of afull or partial RCM burn for course correction to bring
uswithin the cometary path. Can you do that?’

Two more quick burgts. “I cantry,” said Reggie.

That's all any of us can do right now.

“Searching.”

Margot sat back to wait. She listened to the hum of the ship and the sound of her own breathing. No
other sounds. She couldn't hear Nick and Jean down in engineering. She couldn't hear Tom anywhere.
Worry spiked in the back of her mind. What if he was taking the quick way out? What if he was angry



enough to take Nick out instead?

No, she shook her head. Tom'sjust on edge. They're friends.

Were they? She remembered the stranger looking out of Tom's eyes. Would that stranger recognize
Nick?Would Nick recognize him? She glanced nervoudy over her shoulder. No onefloated in the
connector. She looked back at the screen. Reggie had alist up—names, orbital parameters, current
locations, sizes, with an option to display orbita plots and position relative to the Forty-Niner .
Highlighted at the top was Comet Kowalski-Rice.

Sounds like a breakfast cereal . Margot glanced over her shoulder again. The connector was still
empty. Theship was il slent.

K owal ski-Rice was a periodic comet, with anucleus estimated to be three kilometerslong and
between one and three kilometers wide. It had passed its gphelion and was headed back toward the
Sun. Right now it was 2.9 million kilometersfrom the Forty-Niner, but it was getting closer. Margot
brought up the orbital plot and did aquick caculation.

We burn fifty...OK say sixty to be on the safe side, percent of the remaining propellant we can
bring our orbit within seven hundred-fifty kilometers of the comet. Take about...Sheran the
equationsin her head. She could double check them with Reggie or Nick, whoever turned out to be
morerdiable. Bring us there in about a hundred and fifty-nine hours, with the comet going
approximately two kilometers per second relative to the ship. This could work. This could work.

Silence, except for the steady hum of the ship and her own breathing.

Margot swore. Thisis no good. “Reggie? Do you know where Tomis?’

“Tom Merrittisinthe sick bay.”

“No!” Margot yanked both feet up and kicked off the console. “Nick! Jean!” she shouted. “ Sick
bay! Now!”

Shereached sick bay first. She wrenched the whedl around and threw the hatch open. A littlered
sphere drifted out toward her face. Margot swatted at it reflexively and it broke against her hand,
scattering dark red motesin adozen directions.

Tom had fastened himsdlf to the examining table and diced histhroat. Clouds of burgundy bubbles
rose from his neck, knocking against apair of scissors and sending them spinning.

“Tom!” Margot dove forward and pressed her fingers againgt hiswound. Panting, shetried to think
back to her emergency medical training. Dark red, not bright, oozing, not spurting, missed the
carotid artery, cut a bunch of veins...Tom, you idiot, you're so far gone you can't even kill yourself
right.

Events blurred. It seemed like Nick, Jean and Reggie were al shouting at once. A pad got shoved
into her hand to help staunch the blood. The table wastilted to eevate his head. Reggie droned on clear
and concise directions for covering the long, thin wound with layered sedlants. Nick's and Jean's hands
shook asthey worked. Blood and tears stung Margot's eyes.

When they were done, Tom was till strapped to the table, unconscious and dead white, but
bresthing. The medical ex-system was obvioudy still working. Reggie had no problem reading from the
various pads and probes they had stuck to him. It was giving him good odds on surviva, despite the
blood loss.

“Let'sget out of here,” said Nick. “We can vacuum this up when weve had a chance to catch our
breath.”

Jean didn't argue, she just headed for the hatch. Margot had the distinct feeling she wanted to crawl
into acorner and be quietly sick.

Margot followed Nick and Jean out and swung the hatch shut. She wanted to be able to talk without
getting amouthful of blood.

“God,” Nick ran both handsthrough hishair. “1 cannot believeit, | cannot believe hedid this.”
Unfamiliar indecision showed on hisface. Margot turned her gaze away. Another stranger. Just one
more. Like Tom, like the others.

No! shewanted to scream. Not you. | know you! You recommended me for this mission. You
have a great poker face and you sing country-western so loud in the shower the soundproofing



can't keep it in! You keep all the stats on your kids' sports teams displayed as the default screen on
your handheld! Your wife's the only woman you've ever been with! | know Nicholas Alexander
Desdle!

But she did not know the person torn with weariness, anger and doubt who looked out of Nick's
eyes. The one who might be aliar on ascae she'd never imagined. How long before that stranger took
Nick completely over?

Margot looked at Jean. Blood splotched her face, hands, hair and coverals. Fear haunted her
bruised-looking eyes. Fear brought the stranger. Jean would go next. The stranger would have them dll.
Tomwasright. They were dl dead. Only the strangers and Margot Rusch lived.

“What isit, Margot?’ asked Nick.

What do | say? Which “it” do | pick? Who let the stranger into Tom? Me or you? Shelicked
her lips. Well, it does not get me. It does not get me.

“Nothing.” Margot grabbed a handhold and pulled hersalf toward the command center. “1'm going to
find that comet.”

After dl, that was what the strangers wanted her to do. She had to do what they said. If she
didn'...look what they did to Tom. Who knew what they'd do to her?

They do not get me.

“Hereit comes, Margot,” the voice that used to be Nick's crackled through her helmet'sintercom.

Margot turned in her straps, and there it came. Actually, Kowa ski-Rice had been visbleto the
naked eye for the past two days. The comet was ungainly and beautiful at the sametime. A dirty
snowbd | tumbling through the darkness surrounded by asparkling vel fit for an ange'sbride. It was
huge—aliving, shining idand, cod black and ice white. Margot's hands tightened on the twin joy sticks
that were the directiona control for the explorer.

They had planned the maneuver out so carefully and modeled it so thoroughly. She had to give the
strangers who waked as Nick and Jean credit. They were very good at what they did.

Jean's stranger had cobbled together the “harpoon” from drill shafts, explosives and hope. The
grappling shaft had atimed explosive mounted on it and asolid propellant shell around it. When Margot
pulled the pin, the propellant would ignite and burn for one minute to drive the harpoon to the comet. At
one minute ten seconds the explosive would blow, driving the barbed head deep into the comet's hide. It
had taken al of them to unwind and detach the mag sail cable from the drum and then rewind it, asif they
werereding inagigantic fishing line. The very end of that cable had been welded to the harpoon using all
the vacuum glue and tape Jean's stranger could lay her hands on. Jean's stranger had spent hours out on
the hull, readjusting the tension on the cable drum so the pay out would be smooth.

Margot would launch the harpoon into the comet. The cable would pay out. Once the harpoon
struck, thefriction of the cable unwinding againgt the barrel would accelerate the Forty-Niner, and
Margot in the explorer, which was tethered to the Forty-Niner by the cables that used to be the shroud
linesfor the mag sail. The more the cable unwound, the faster the shipswould accelerate. Findly, the
cable would run out. The comet would shoot forward with itsleash trailing behind it, and the
Forty-Niner and the strangers would fly free toward an areobraking rendezvous with Mars, and arescue
by NASA.

At leatt, that'swhat they said would happen. They might belying. There was no way totell. But if
Margot refused to go aong, they'd probably just kill her. She had to play. She had to act like she
believed they were who they said they were. It was her only chance.

Shetried to tel hersdlf it didn't matter. Shetried to believe what sheld told Tom, who they ill,
miraculoudy, let live, that it didn't matter who'd come up with the idea—aliens, the strangers, it didn't
matter. If Nick and Jean, and Tracy and Ed, and Paul and even Tom finally were overcome by the
srangers, it didn't really matter. What mattered was getting home. If she could get home, she could warn
everyone.

But first she had to get home. She, Margot Rusch, had to get home.

“Better get ready, Margot,” said Nick's stranger. “It'sdl on you.”



Soitis. And you hate that, don't you? | could mess up all your plans and you know it, but you
can't get me. Not out here you can't.

Margot squeezed the stick, goosing the engine. Silently, her little frame ship angled to starboard,
diding gingerly closer to the wandering mountain of cod black ice and stone. Behind her, the three shining
siver tethersthat attached the explorer to the Forty-Niner paid out into the darkness.

She gave the comet's path awide berth, but not so wide that she couldn't see how it lumbered,
turning and shuddering as sparkling jets shot off its pocked hide.

| can do this. How many asteroids did we skirt? They were all falling too.

But not like this. Sheimagined the comet hissng and rumbling asit dashed forward. They're
making me do this. They don't careif | die.

Black specks dusted her visor. Shewiped at them. She glanced behind to see that the tethers were
moving smoothly. The comet was dmost in front of her. Black ice, black stone and the sparkling white
comasurmounted the darkness.

Suddenly, the rover shuddered and Margot jerked in her straps. A stone careened off the frame ship
and shot past her head.

That was a warning shot. That was them...No, no, they can't get me out here, but the comet
can. Keep your mind on the comet, Margot. Don't think about them.

The Forty-Niner was below and behind her now. The comet was receding. The comafilled the
vacuum, shining like asnow blowing in the sunlight. Margot pitched the rover up and around, until the
comet was flying away from her, but shewas not in the thick of itstalil.

For amoment, she was nothing but a pilot and she smiled.

Perfect deflection shot. Fire this baby right up its tail-pipe.

The strangers had mounted the harpoon on the explorer's fore starboard landing strut and attached
the launch pin to the console. Margot fumbled for the thick, metal pin and itstrailing wire.

Well, just call me Ishmael, she thought, suppressing agiggle. There sheis, Captain Ahab! There
be the great white whale!

“Margot...” began Nick's stranger.

“Don't push,” she sngpped. Don't push. | might decide not to do this.

| could. | could not do this. | could leave the strangers out here. Never have to bring them
home. Never have to hurt my friends families by showing them what's happened.

But | want to go home. Forgive me, Carol. Margot Rusch has to get home.

Margot grit her teeth. Ice crystals drifted past her. The comet retreated on its lumbering path,
inanimate, or at least oblivious of their presence and their need.

Margot pulled the pin on the harpoon.

The recoil vibrated through the frame. The harpoon shot forward, hard, fast and straight. The tether
vanished into the thick of the coma, logt in the shining veil of ice.

A jet of ice crystals exploded into the night. The comet rolled away asif wounded. The tetherson
their red played out into the void. Margot bit her lip. The tether wasthe key. If it released too fast, got
tangled, or broke, it was over, dl of it.

“Margot! Report!” demanded Nick's stranger.

“Tether holding steady,” replied Margot reflexively. “ Pay out looks good.”

You'll get home. To Nick's home. That's what you care about.

The explorer shuddered. A sudden intense cold burned Margot's shin. A red warning light flashed on
her visor screen.

No!

A black gash cut across her gleaming yellow suit. Thejoints at knee and ankle sedled off
automaticaly. Margot fumbled for the roll of sealant tape on her belt. As she did, the explorer began to
dide backward, away from the comet, toward the Forty-Niner to the limit of the tether. The movement
dragged her back againgt her straps. Her glove gripped the tape redl. Pain bit deep.

Hang on, hang on. Lose the tape and you're gone. You're all gone. The stranger'll have you if
you lose the tape.



Thetug grew stronger. Margot felt her body shoved backward to the limits of its strgps. A weight
pressed hard againgt her ribs, her throat, her heart. After years of zero g, the acceleration gripped her
hard and squeezed until her breath came fast and shalow.

Ahead of her, the Forty-Niner beganto swing. A dow, Shuous movement that transmitted itself
along the tether. It pulled the explorer to starboard, tilting her persond world, confusing her further,
adding to the pain that screamed through every nerve.

Sowly, dowly she pulled theroll of tape from her belt. She grasped it in both clumsy, gloved hands.
The explorer shimmied. Her body bounced up, then down, hard enough to jar her. The tape dipped.
Margot screamed involuntarily and clung to it so hard shefelt the flimsy red crumple.

“Margot?’ Jean's sranger. “Margot? What's happening?’

“Don't unstrap!” came back Nick's stranger. “ Jean, stay where you are.”

Right, right. Why risk anything for me? I'm not a stranger .

She leaned forward asif leaning into agae wind. Black spots danced in front of her vison. She saw
red through the gash, asif her leg glowed with its pain. She jounced and shuddered. More hits. The
explorer was taking more hits from cometary debris. She couldn't steady her hands enough to lay down
the tape.

Margot bit her lip until she tasted blood. She pressed the tape redl againgt the black gash, pushed the
release button down and pulled, hard. A strip of clean white tape covered the black scoring.

Thered light on her suit display turned green and the joints unsealed. Her suit was whole again.

Margot let hersdlf fdl backward, gasping for air, gasping for calm againgt the pain. Her Ieft leg from
ankle to knee would be one gigantic blood blister. But shewas dive. The stranger hadn't got her yet. She
hugged the tape to her chest. The Forty-Niner started swinging dowly back to port. Gravity leaned hard
againg her. Her heart |abored, asif trying to pump sideways. Her ssomach heaved. Her whole body
strained againgt the straps.

She closed her eyes and tried to reach outward with every nerve, trying to fed the clampsand
catches as she could her fingers and toes, wishing she could hear something, anything, agtraining, a
snapping. All there was was silence and the unbearable pressure driving her ribsinto her lungs.

“Forty-Niner to Explorer One.” Nick's stranger. What did he want? To find out if her stranger had
swalowed her yet?

Not yet, Sr. Not yet.

“Margot? Margat, it looks like you're venting something. Report.”

Venting? Margot's gaze jerked down to the monitor between her flight sticks. Red lights flashed. She
didn't need to read the message. The diagram showed everything. The methane tank had been hit and all
her fuel was streaming out into the void, leaving nothing at al for her to use to guide the explorer back to
Forty-Niner.

She was stuck. She would hang out here until her air ran out. She was dead dl over again.

All a once, the vibrations ceased. She was flying smooth and free, gliding likeabird on aseawind
with only the most gentlerall to perturb her flight.

“We have tether release!” cried Jean's strange.

Margot looked up. A slver line lashed through the clean, sparkling white of the coma.

Tether release. They'd doneit. It had worked. The strangers were al on their way home. She looked
again a her own fountain of crystals streaming out behind her, acomet'stail in miniature,

That roll'll get worse. They'll have to correct for it. They'll have to fire the rockets and catch
me in the blast and tell Jordan and mission control how sorry they were.

Nick's stranger spoke to her again. “Margot, we gotta get you in here. If your fud's gone, can you
haul on the tether? Margot?’

“She'snot receiving, Nick. The headset must be out. | gotta get down there.”

All gone. Nothing to do. Pain throbbed in her head, crowding out her thoughts.

“Margoat, pull!”

She couldn't move. Pain, bright and sharp, burned through her. All she could do was watch the
crysta siream of her fue drift away into the vacuum.



Margot Rusch is dead.

“Margot! Answer me! Pull, Margot!”

She's been dead for weeks.

“Come on, Margot. | got agreen on your headset. Now answer me, damnit!”

The stranger wins. She got Margot Rusch after all.

“She didn't even get achance to say good-by to Jordan. That's the bad part,” she murmured.

“Margot?’ came back the voice of Nick's stranger. “Margot, thisis Nick. We're receiving you.
Acknowledge.”

Why are they till calling her Margot? They must know the stranger had her by now. She would
have liked to know the stranger's name. Maybe she wouldn't mind burning to ash when they firethe
correction burst. Margot Rusch certainly wouldn't mind. Margot Rusch was dead.

The explorer jerked. Mildly curious, Margot looked toward the Forty-Niner. A figurein abright
ydlow hard-suit leaned out of the ship'sairlock. Its hands hauled on the tethers, asif they were hauling on
curtain cords. The Forty-Niner drew minutely closer and the pair of ships began to spin ever so gently
around their common center. Margot felt hersdf leaning againgt the straps.

“Margot Rusch!” Nick'svoice. Nick's stranger? A quick burst fired from the Forty-Niner's port
nozzle. The spin dowed.

“Margot Rusch, wake up, you stupid fly-jock and pull!” Jean now. Jean's stranger? Jean's stranger
trying to save Margot Rusch's stranger?

Jean trying to save her? But she was dead, she as dead as Ed and Paul and Tracy and Tom.

No, not Tom. Tom's still alive.

What if I'm still alive?

Cold and pain inched up her leg and emptied into her knee, her thigh. Her head spun. Readings
flashed in the corner of her helmet. The suit had sedled itself. Blood pressure was elevated, respiration
fast, shdlow, pulse devated. Recommend termination of EVA.

“Margot Rusch, help her get your butt back in herel” shouted Nick.

Margot leaned as far forward as the straps would let her. Her gloved fingers grappled with the tether
and snared some of the dack. Margot pulled. The Forty-Niner camealittle closer. The suited figure
became alittle clearer.

“I knew you were still with us!” cried Jean, jubilantly. “Come on, Margot. Pull!”

Margot pulled. Her arms strained, her joints ached. Her suit flashed red warnings. The Forty-Niner
moved closer. The spin tried to start, but another burst from the engines stalled it out again. Margot's
breath grew harsh and echoing in the confining helmet. Her lungs burned. The cold pain reached her hip
and started a new path down her fingers. The Forty-Niner filled her world now, itswhite skin, its
insrumentation, its black stenciled |etters and registry numbers.

And Jean. She could see Jean now, hauling on the tether asif it was her life depending onit. She
could even see her eyes. Her eyes and hersdlf, her soul, looking out through them. Margot knew if she
looked at Nick she would see him too. Not strangers, not anymore. Maybe not ever.

They had done what they had done. Maybe Nick had faked that message, maybe they'd had help
from unknown friends. They'd sort it all out when they got home. What mattered now was that they
would get home, dl of them, asthey were. Not strangers, just themselves.

Margot grabbed up another length of tether and pulled.
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Sem had away of getting hisway—away of delivering argument that implied that everyonein earshot

was savvy and bold, and that the diatribe-du-jour was directed at the Enemies of Art ranged without. His
thesis advisor bought it every time. Sean turned in his due-diligence, abunch of theseswritten in the last
century: collected memoirs of the survivors of eectroshock, lobotomies, thaidomide. His advisor Sgned
off and within twenty-four hours, he was debarking in Orlando and renting a car to take him to the
Home.

Hedidnt tdl hisfather. HEd haveto, eventualy, before he could finish thethess. But for now, it was
just him and Grampa, head-to-head.

Grampawas switched off when Sean found him on the ward, which throbbed with a coledaw of
laser-light and videogames and fuck-pix and explosions and car-wrecks and fractals and atrocities.

Sean remembered visits before the old man was committed, he and his dutiful father visting the
impeccable gpartment in the date house in Kingston, Ontario. Grampa made tea and conversation, both
perfectly executed and without soul. It drove Sean's father bugfuck, and held inevitably have a displaced
tantrum at Sean in the car on the way home. Thefirst time Grampa had switched on in Sean's
presence—while Sean was trying out a prototype of Enemiesof Art againgt hisfather'sown AsAll
Right-Thinking People Know—it had scared Sean stupid.

Grampa had been in maintenance mode, running through a series of isometric stretching exercisesin
one corner while Sean and hisfather had it out. Then, suddenly, Grampawas between them, arguing
both s des with machine-gun passion and lucidity, running an intellect so furiousit appeared to be
steam-driven. Sean'stongue died in his mouth. He was made wordless by this vibrant, violent intellect
that hid indde Grampa. Grampa and his father had traded extemporaneous barbs until Grampa abruptly
switched back off during one of Sean'sfather's rebuttals, conceding the point in an unconvincing,
mechanica tone. Sean'sfather stalked out of the house and roared out of the driveway then, moving with
such speed that if Sean hadn't been right on his hedls, he would never have gotten into the car before his
father took off.

And now, here was Grampa in maintenance mode. He was Sitting at atable, flexing hismuscles one
a atime from top to bottom. It was an anti-pressure-sore routine. Sean guessed that it was after-market,
something the Home made avail able for low-functioning patientslike Grampa.

Sean sat down opposite him. Grampa smiled and nodded politely. Sean swallowed hisgorge. The
oneswho'd had the surgery had been scattered, unable to focus, until they'd had the operation, and
suddenly it wasn't a problem anymore. Whenever their attention dropped below a certain threshold, they
just switched off, until the world regained some excitement. It had been amiracle, until the kids stopped
making the effort to keep their attention above the threshold, and started to dip away into oblivion.

“Hello, Grampa,” Sean said.

Grampa stared at him from dark eyes set in deep, wrinkled nests. Behind them, Sean could amost
see the subroutines churning. “ Sean,” Grampa said. Woodenly, he stood and came around the table, and
gave Sean aprecise hug and cheek-kiss. Sean didn't bother returning either.

He put the recorder on the table between them and switched it on.



Grampa was a moderately wed thy man. He'd achieved much of that wedlth prior to hisretirement,
working asamachinist on redlly ddicate, tricky stuff. The family assumed that he did thiswork switched
off, letting the subroutines run the stultifying repetitions, but in his prelim research, Sean had talked to one
of Grampa's co-workers, who said that Grampa had stayed switched on more often than not. Grampa
had acquired the rest of the wedlth shortly before Sean's father had sent him south, to the Home. The
years-old class action suit brought by the guilty, horrified families of accidental zombies had finaly ended
with a settlement, and dl the Survivors became ingtant millionaires-in-trugt.

For dl thegood it did them.

“How areyou?’ Grampa asked, placidly.

“I'm working on my thesis, Grampa. I'm hereto interview you—I'll be around for the next couple
weeks.”

“That'snice,” Grampasaid. “How'syour father?’

“Hesfine. | didn't tell him | was coming down, though. Y ou're atouchy subject for him.”

Grampa settled back into his chair. Sean was distantly aware of other Survivors on the ward,
gabbling and twitching at videogames and smoking al at once. They were high-functioning—they could
be switched on with smple stim; Grampa only switched on for important occasions.

Sean said, “Dad wishesyou'd die.”

That did it. It was easy to tell when Grampa was switched on; the rhythmic, methodical maintenance
twitching was replaced with arestless, dl-over fidget; and his eyes darted around theroom. “Ishein
somekind of financia trouble? He doesn't need to wait for a bequest—I'll write to the trustees right

Sean regtrained himself from saying hello again, now that Grampa was switched on. He kept himsdlf
focused on the task of keeping Grampa switched on. “He wishes you'd die because he hates you and he
hates himsdlf for it. When you die, he can stop hating you and start mourning you. He knows it wasn't
your fault. That'swhy I'm here. | want to collect your stories and make some sense out of them, before
you die.” Sean took a deep breath. “Will you stay switched on?”

Grampalooked uncomfortable. “Y our grandmother used to ask methat. I'd promise her I'd do it,
every time, but then...it'snot voluntary, Sean. It'sreflex.”

“It'salearned reflex, Grampa. It's not breathing. Y ou didn't ask to have the surgery, but you learned
thereflex dl on your own. Y ou allow your attention to drop below the threshold, you allow the chip to
switch you off. Some people doit less,” he jerked hishead a the other old men and women, playing their
twitch games and shouting arguments at each other. “Somedont doit at al.”

“Bullshit!” Grampasad, leaning forward and planting his hands on his knees—aggro Type-A
body-language that Sean often found himsalf assuming. “Urban legend, kid. Everyone learned it. Once
you had the surgery, you couldn't helpit. Y ou know what I'm talking about, or you wouldn't be here.

Y our father, too—if he was ever honest enough to admit it. Y ou've both got it as bad as me, but no one
ever tried to cure you.”

“I don't haveit,” Sean said. “| just got off athree-hour plane-ride, and | was able to just look out the
window the whole way. It didn't bother me. That's not coping mechanism, either—I never even wanted
to watch the seat-back vid or chat up my neighbor.” It wasn't true, actualy. He had fidgeted like crazy,
splitting the screen-in-screen on the seat-back into sixteen quads and watching as many stations as he
could. Hed tried to assemble his thoughts on his recorder, but he'd been too wound up. Eventudly,
somewhere over Georgia, he'd surrendered to the screen and to counting powers of two.

Grampa pierced him with hisstare. “If your ego demands that you believe that, then go ahead.”

Sean regtrained himself from squirming. He focused himsdlf on directing the discussion. “What do you
like best about the Home?’

Grampa consdered the question for so long that Sean was afraid he'd switched off. “No one makes
me fed guilty for switching off. No onetells methat I'm weak. Except your father, of course.”

“Dad's been here?’ Sean said, shocked. “When?’

“Y our father vigits every month. He shouts at me until 1 switch on, then he leaves. He doesiit because



the doctor told him that if | didn't switch on more often that they'd move me to the zero-function ward.
Soundsfinetome, and | tell him so, but he's never thought much of his brain-damaged old man.”

“Where do you go when you're switched off?" Sean asked. It was a question that was supposed to
come later in the interview, maybe on day two, but he was rattled.

“I don't know. Away.”

“Isit like degp?’ Sean sad, forgetting the rule that you never ask the subject asmpleyesno
question. His heart thudded in his chest, like he was giving thefirgt interview of hislife.

“No.”

“How isit different from deep?’ Sean asked.

“I'usudly switch on for degp—my subconsciousis pretty good a entertaining me, actudly. When |
switch off, | just...go away. | remember it later, likeit was abook that got read directly into my brain,
but I'm not there. It'sfucking great. You'd loveit, Sean. Y ou should get the surgery. | hear that theresa
lot of black-market clinics where you can get it done. South-East Asia. The sex-trade, you know.”

Sean struggled to keep the discussion on-track. Grampa was often hostile when he was switched on,
and hisfather dwaysrose to the bait. Sean wasn't going to. “How do you know that you're not there?
Maybe you're there the whole time, bored stupid, screaming in frustration, and you forget it all as soon as
you switch on?’

Gramparaised an eyebrow at him. “Of course | am! But that's not the me that's important—I'm the
onethat counts. And | get to fast-forward past al the dow parts. Which thisisturning into, I'm afraid.”

Grampa's eyes stopped seeking out the ward's corners, and he dipped back into maintenance mode.
The noise and lights of the ward closed in around Sean. He scooped up his recorder. “ Thanks, Grampa,”
he said, woodenly. “I'll see you tomorrow.”

“Bye, Sean,” Grampa said, and came around the table for another hug and kiss.

Sean checked into thefirst motel he found, the Lamp-lighter Inn, on adreary strip populated with
disused water-parks and crumbling plazas. He lay down on the bed, fed the Magic Fingers, and played
back the recording.

It wasjunk. The noise of the ward masked nine words in ten, and what words made it through were
empty, devoid of any kind of emaotiond freight. Hetried to transcribeit longhand, filling in the blanks from
memory, but couldn't keep hismind onit.

Hetook off his sweaty, wrinkled T-shirt and dacks, dumped out his suitcase on the chipped,
cigarette-burned table, and found his bathing suit.

There was one other guest by the pool, an old, old, woman in a one-piece with askirt, wearing a
sunhat tilted to shade her from the last of the pounding Florida sun. Sean gave her a perfunctory nod and
jumped in.

The water was piss-warm, thickly chlorinated. It felt like swimming in pungent sweet. Sean managed
one lap and then crawled out and sat in a sway-backed deck-chair.

“I wouldn't go swimming in that if | wereyou,” the old woman said, in ahusky, nicotine-stained
voice. She clattered agrin at him through her dentures. She was the color and texture of rawhide, not so
much tanned as baked.

“Now you tell me,” Sean said, squinting a her under his hand.

“Old Ross doesn't like dealing with the pool, so he just keeps on shoveing in the chlorine. Don't be
surprised if you're blond in the morning. My name's Addle. Y ou herefor long?’

“A couple weeks, at least,” Sean said.

Adede smiled and nodded. “That's good. That'sfine. A good stretch of time to see the Parks. Don't
miss Universd, either—I think it's better than Disney. Most people don't bother with it, but for my
money, it's better.”

“I don't think I'll get achanceto visit either,” Sean said. “I've got alot of work to do down here” He
waited for her to ask him what kind of work, and mentally rehearsed the high-concept speech that hed
given athousand times while working on the thesis proposdl.

“What ashame,” she said. “Where did you come down from?’



“Toronto,” he said.

“Lord, not another snowbird!” she said, good-naturedly. “ Seems like haf of Canadas down herel!
They come here to get away from the winter, then they complain about the heat! What do they expect,
that'swhat | want to know! Was your flight good?’

“It wasfine” Sean said, bemusedly. “A little dull, but fine.”

“So, you're here for afew weeks,” Adde said.

“Yes. Working,” Sean said.

“Nicework if you can get it!” Adde said, and clattered her dentures again. “1 moved here, oh, five
years ago. To be near my boy. In the hospital. | used to work, but I'm retired. Used to work at a
dairy—answering the phones! Y ou tell people you used to work in adairy, they think you were milking
the cows! Old Ross, he gives me an annud rate for my room. It's better than living in one of those gated
places! Lord! How much shuffleboard can abody stand?’

“Your sonissck?’ Sean said.

“Not sick, no,” Adele said. *Y ou wouldn't believe the roaches you get down here! Old Ross
fumigatesregular, but Floridaroaches don't seemto care. I'velived in New Y ork, and I've seen some
pretty big roachesin my day, but not like these. Like cats! My boy, Ethan, he'd clean and clean our
apartment in New Y ork, quiet as you please, agood boy. Then held see aroach and whim-wham, hed
be talking, joking, skipping and running. Old Ross says there's nothing he can do—he says, ‘ Adde, this
isFlorida, and the roaches were here long before us, and they'll be here long after, and nothing wedo is
going to keep them away.” That'sdl fine and good, but let metell you, I've never seen aroach in the
Homewhen | wasvisiting Ethan. They know how to keep them out. Maybeit'sdl the shouting. Lord,
but they do shout!”

A smadll lightbulb blinked in Sean'smind. “Is Ethan very high-functioning?’ he asked, carefully.

Adele glanced sdelong a him and said, “ The doctor saysno. But | think heis. He'sawayswalking
around when I'm there, doing push-ups and Situps. HE's not a young man, Ethan—sixty thisyear! When
hisfather was that age, he didn't do any push-ups, no sir! But the doctor, he saysthat Ethan's at zero
function. Doctors! What do they know?’

“How old was Ethan when he had the surgery?’ Sean asked.

“Just saven,” Adde said, without changing her light tone, but Sean saw knives of guilt in her eyes.
“Hewas going to be held back in the first grade, or sent to a specia school. They sent a doctor around
to explain it. Ethan was smart asawhip, everyone knew that, but he just couldn't concentrate. It made
him miserable, and held pitch these hissyfitsdl thetime. It didn't matter where he was: the classroom,
home, out on the street—in church! He'd scream and shout and kick and bite, you've never seen anything
likeit. The doctors, they told usthat he'd just keep on getting worse unless we did something about it.

“It seemed likeamiracle. In my day, they'd just drug you up.”

Sean knew the names of the old drugs: Ritdin, Cylert, Dexedrine. Anything that would keep you il
and numb. Then came the surgery.

Adele brightened. “Y ou should redlly try to at least vist Universa for an afternoon, you know. It's
lovey.”

“They're going to move my grandfather to the zero-function ward, | think. If he doesn't spend more
time switched on, they will,” Sean said. “1 want to get his story before they doit.” And if not his stories,
the reasons—reasons for who Sean was, who hisfather was.

“What anice grandson you are! Y ou know, it seems like no one cares about their grandparents
anymore. Old Rosss grandchildren haven't visited oncein the five years I've been here.”

Sean gave Adedle aride the next day. She wore the sunhat and alightweight cotton dress and sandds,
and looked frail and quaint.

Sean thought Adele would get off at adifferent floor, to vist Ethan, but she walked with him across
Grampasward.

Grampawas sitting just where he had been the day before. His chin was shaved blue, and he was
impeccable. He was methodically dicing and eating a hamburger.



“Grampa,” Sean said.

“Hdlo, Sean,” Grampa said. He laid hisknife and fork in aprecise X on his plate and pushed it
adde.

“ThisisAdee. Her sonisin the zero-function ward. She wanted to meet you. Adde, thisismy
grandfather, Brice Devick.”

“Pleased to meet you, Addle,” Grampa said, and shook her hand.

“Likewise,” she said. “Do you know my Ethan? I'm worried that he doesn't seem to have any friends
here”

“I haven't met him,” Grampasaid.

“Well, would you do an old lady abig favor? Go and vigit him. Y our grandson tells meyou're
smart—Ethan isas smart asawhip. Y ou two should have lotsto talk about.”

“I will,” Grampasad.

“I'm sure you two will get on very well. It was a pleasure to meet you. Excuse me, I'm sure Ethan's
wondering wherel am.”

Sean waited until she was out of earshot, then said, “Her son's afucking vegetable. Y ou're about 80
percent of the way there. Y ou're spending so much time switched off, you might aswell be dead.”

“What do you know about it?” Grampa said, fidgeting.

“I' know plenty,” Sean said. “Plenty! Y ou spent lessthan 15 percent of the time switched off until you
hit college. Then you switched off for monthsat atime. You used it for astudy aid! | pulled your logfiles,
when | was at Dad's—he's had them ever since you were declared non compos. Y ou'reajunkie,
Grampa. Y ou don't have the will-power to kick your habit, and it makes my Dad nuts. | never knew you,
S0 it just makes me curious. Let'stalk about the first time you remember switching off.”

Grampa snorted. “That's a stupid question. Y ou don't remember switching off—that's the whole
point.”

Sean rolled hiseyes. “ Y ou know what | mean. Y ou may not remember switching off, but you'll
remember switching on. Switching on has to be memorable, doesn't it? Isn't that the whole point?’

“Fine. | switched on for about twenty minutesin amoviethat | snuck out of school to seewhen | was
twelve. It wasin French, and it had made alot of noise because it had a sex scenewith alive pig. | saw
that scene, and two others— another sex scene and a scene where thiswoman cuts the pig's throat. |
loved it. All my friends had done the same thing, but by the time the good parts had come around, they
were too bored to enjoy them. | just caught the highlight redl.”

“How long until you next switched off?”

“I don't know. A while”

“It wastwo days. | have the logfile, remember, Grampa? Don't jerk my chain. Y ou switched off
during Friday dinner. Did your parents notice?’

“Of coursethey noticed! They loved it! For once, | wasn't kicking the table-leg or arguing with my
sgtersor stuffing sproutsin my pocket. | cleaned my plate, then sat and waited until everyone elsewas
done, then | did the dishes.”

“How'd you likeit?’

“I' loved it! | hated family dinnerdl | just got the highlight redl again—dessart! | remember that fucking
bowl of pudding like | was egting it right now. My mother couldn't cook for shit, but she sure opened a
mean package of Jalo Pudding.”

Sean found his mood matching Grampa's, aggressive and edgy. “How did you and Grandmaend up
getting married? | can't imagine that she was hot for azombie like you.”

“Oh, but she was, Sean, she was!” Grampawaggled his eyebrowslascivioudy. “Y our Grandma
didn't like people much. She knew she had to get married, her folks expected no less, but she mostly
wanted to be off on her own, doing her own thing. I'd come home, switch off, clean the place, do any
chores she had for me, then go to bed. Sheloved to have sex with me switched off—it got so that if |
accidentally switched on whilewe weredoing it, I'd pretend | was till off, until she was done. It wasthe
perfect arangement.”

“But she divorced your sorry ass after ten years,” Sean said.



“You got agirlfriend, Sean?” Grampasaid.

“No,” Sean said.

“You ever had agirlfriend?’

“Yes” Sean sad, feding dightly smug. Never ask yes/no question.

“Why'd she leave you?’ Grampa asked, his eyes sharp asrazors.

“What makesyou think she left me?” Sean asked.

“Did she?” Grampafired back.

“Yes” Sean sad, as calmly as he could manage.

“And why did that happen?’

“Wewere growing in different directions,” Sean said, the words sounding prim evento him.

Grampa barked and dapped his pam on the table. The old men and women in theward swiveled
their heads to stare, momentarily distracted, then went back to arguing.

“You'refull of shit, kid. What's that supposed to mean?’

“I wasworking on my thesis proposal. Larawasworking on hers. Neither of us had timefor a
relaionship. It was amicable.”

Larahad caught him watching televison over her shoulder while she was ddlivering one of her
dreaded Relationship Briefings, and had laid into him alittle too hard. Hed come back at her with
everything he had, an extended rant that ranged from her lame-ass thes s—the cultural impact of some
obscure TV show from before they'd been born—to her backbiting, over-educated circle of friends.
He'd moved on to her reationship with her mother; her insufferable whining about asuicida uncle shed
been closeto; and her pretentious way of sprinkling her speech with stupid pseudo-intdllectua
buzzwords. He crossed the line again and again and she kicked him out on his ass.

“Dad saysthat you never switched on during the divorce.”

“Y our Dad has nothing to complain about. He got enough pity lavished on him to kill ten men. It was
al your grandmother's family could do not to devour him whole.”

“But you stayed switched off,” Sean said.

“Inthe court, | was switched off. Ever been in acourt, Sean?’

“Y ou stayed switched off.”

“In the courtroom.”

“And before, during the separation?’

“Samething,” Grampasaid.

“And &fter, during vistations?’

“Not then,” Grampasaid, loudly. “Not during vistations.”

“I've got the logfiles, Grampa,” Sean said.

“What the hell do atwelve-year-old and agrown man have to talk about? | kept him fed. | took him
out to the carny and to kiddie movies. | drove him to hockey.”

“You switched off, Grampa,” Sean said. “The you that counted wasn't there.”

“Sophistry,” Grampasaid. “Bullshit. | remember al of it. | wasthere. Not many other parents were,
let metell you. Usudly, it wasjust me and afew othersin the stands, or kids running around loose like
animalsat the carny. Y our father has nothing to complain about.”

“Why, aren't you two looking excited!” Adele said, hobbling alongside of the table. She wasleaning
on Ethan, avigorous old man with snewy arms and dead eyes. Hisface was unlined, free from amilelines
and frowning creases.

“Hi, Addle,” Sean said, trying to keep the exasperation out of hisvoice.

“Ethan, thisis Sean and his grandfather, Brice.”

Ethan extended his hand and Sean shook it. “Very niceto meet you,” Ethan said. His hand was dry
and papery, his eyes vacant. Sean shook it, and afrisson of shameful disgust Sizzled up his abdomen. He
had a sudden vison of Ethan's brain, desiccated in his skull, the gleaming edges of the chip poking free.
He surreptitioudy wiped his hand on his pants as Ethan turned to Grampa and shook hishand. “Very
nice to meet you.”

“Doyoumindif wedt down?” Adeesaid. “I'm afraid that I'm alittle pooped. All those stairs!”



Sean offered his chair and went off to the lounge with Ethan to get two more. When they got back,
Adde had her hand on Grampal's forearm. “—I worked in adairy, answering the phones! You tell
people you used to work in adairy, they think you were milking the cows!” Adele laughed and Grampa
shot Sean ahogtile look.

Sean said, “ Grampawas amachinist before heretired. Y ou redlly liked doing that, huh, Grampa?’

Grampa nodded perfunctorily.

“I mean, the logfiles show that you amost never switched off at work. Must've been pretty
engrossing. Y ou should give workshops here. | bet it'd be good therapy.” Sean knew he was baiting the
old man, but he couldn't stop himsdif.

“Your father's arriving tomorrow,” Grampasad. “He cdled last night. | didn't tell him you were here,
| thought it would be anice surprise.”

Adele clapped her hands. “Well isn't that nice! Three generations, al together. Sean, you'll haveto
introduce Ethan and meto your father. Ethan never had children, isn't that right?’

Ethansaid, “Yes”

“Always the bachelor, my boy. But it wasn't for lack of opportunity. Y ou had to beat them off with a
gtick, didn't you, son?’

Ethansaid, “Yes”

“I dways hoped for agrandchild to hold, but you haveto let your children livetheir own lives, isn't
that right, Brice?”

“Yes” Grampasaid, with akind of horrified fascination.

“Ethan was dways too busy for romance.”

“Yes,” Ethan said.

“Working and working and working for that transcription service. Y ou must have typed amillion
words. Did you ever count them, Ethan?’

“Yes” Ethan said. “1 typed roughly fifteen million words.”

“Nowadays, of course, no onetypes. It'sdl talking to computers now. When | wasagirl, they al
said that you'd dways have ajob if you just learned to type. Times sure change, don't they?’

“Yes,” Ethan and Grampasaid together. Grampa startled like he'd been shocked.

“Dad's coming tomorrow?’ Sean said.

Grampasaid, “Y es. He's catching the six AM. HEll be here by ten.”

“In't that nice,” Adele said.

They left Grampaand Ethan sitting at the table together. Sean looked back over his shoulder before
they got on the devator, and Grampawas sill switched on, staring hard at him.

“Y ou must be excited about seeing your father again,” Adele said to him when they were Sitting
around the pooal.

Sean was getting the hang of talking to Adde. “ Ethan and my grandfather seem to be hitting it off.”

“Oh, | certainly hope so! Ethan could use somefriends at that place.”

Sean pictured the two of them, seated across from each other at the ward table, running maintenance
routines at each other, saying, “Yes,” “Yes.” Unbidden, agrin cameto Sean'sface.

“Why did you put Ethan in the Home?” Sean asked, shifting to catch more sun on hisface.

“Hewanted to go,” she said. “ The doctor came by and told him about it and asked him if he wanted
togo, and hesaid ‘Yes’ That wasit!”

Sean snuck alook a Adde. She waswincing into the light, following it like asunflower. “Adele” he
sad.

“Yes, Sean?’

“Ethan was in maintenance mode. He was switched off. He said * Yes,” because his subroutines didn't
want to be any trouble. Y ou know that, right?’

“Oh, that foolishness again! Ethan'sa good boy, isal. He remembers my birthday and Mother's
Day, every year.”

“Subroutines, Addle,” Sean said, straining to keep an inexplicable anger out of hisvoice.



“Humph! Subroutines!”

“Adele, he'sarobot. HE'sawaking coma. He's been switched off for so long, dl you'retakingtois
agoddamn chip, he's not agoddamn person anymore. None of them are. My goddamn Grampa's
spent three-quarters of his goddamn life away. He's either an angry old bastard, or he's agoddamn
zombie. You know that, right?’

“Sean, you're very upset,” Adde said. “Why don't you have anicelie-down, and well tak in the
morning. | can't wait to meet your father!”

Sean stalked off to hisroom and tried to record some field notes while flipping around in the weird,
poky corners of the motel's cable system, Japanese game-shows and Hindu religious epics. He smoked
half acigarette, drank haf abeer, tried to masturbate, and finaly, degt.

Adele rang hisroom-phone at eight. “Rise and shine, sunshinel” she said. “Y our father will be at the
arport inan hour!”

Sean dressed, but didn't bother shaving or brushing histeeth. He staggered out to hisrental and gave
Adeleasheepish grin. Acid churned in hisgut.

Addewaited by the passenger door, in apair of dacksand alight blouse. She had hung apair of
sunglasses around her neck on agold chain, and carried an enormous sisal handbag. Staggering in the
horrible daylight, Sean opened the passenger door for her, and offered hisarm while she got in.

He put the car onto the Bee Line Expressway and pointed it at the airport.

“Oh, won't thisbe fun?’ Adele said, as he ground the crap from the corners of his eyes and steered
with hisknees. “I'm sure your father is charming. Maybe thefive of us can go to Universd for an
afternoon.”

“| don't think we can take them off theward,” Sean grunted, changing lanesfor the airport exit.

“You're probably right,” Adde said. “I wasjust thinking that Universal might be enough to keep them
both switched on.”

Sean shot her alook and nearly missed his exit.

Adderattled alaugh a him. “Don't look so surprised. | know which end isup!”

Sean pursed hislips and navigated the ramp-maze that guarded the airport. He pulled up to the
loading zone a Air Canada arrivals and switched off the engine. He looked past Adele at the tourists
jockeying for cabs. “1'm sorry about yesterday. | guessI'm alittle wound up.”

“Yesterday?’ Addesad. “Oh! By thepool!” She put afrail hand on hisforearm. “ Sean, you don't
get to my age by holding grudges. Ethan's father—he held grudges, and it killed him. Heart attack. He
never forgave the doctors. I'm just happy to have a chauffeur.”

Sean swdlowed hard. “I'm sure that somewhere, Ethan knows that you're visiting him, that you love
him. Hesinthere.” He said it with dl the sincerity he could mudter.

“Maybe heis, maybe heisnt,” Adde said. “But it makes me fed better. HEswhat I've got I €ft. I
you'd like, I'll wait with the car so you can go in and look for your father.”

“No,” Sean said. “That'sall right. Dad'll come out for a cab. He's not the sort to dawdle.”

“I like adecisive man. That'swhy | talked to you by the pool—you just jumped in, because you
wanted asvim.”

“Adde, that was stupid. It waslike swimmingin aurine sample.”

“Same difference. | like aman who can make up hismind. That'swhat Ethan's father waslike:
decigve”

“Youll likemy Dad,” Sean said. He drummed hisfingers on the whed, then lowered and raised his
window. He whistled tunelesdy through histeeth. Adele gave him a considering stare and he stopped,
and garted in on powers of two in his head.

“Thereheis,” Sean said, 2% |ater.

Sean had barely been in Floridafor three days, but it waslong enough that hisfather seemed aspae
as freezer-burned ice cream. Sean checked the traffic in his rear-view, then pulled across the waiting area
to where hisfather stood, acing out an irate cabbie for the spot.

Sean'sfather glared at the car and started to walk behind it to the taxi. Sean leaned on the horn and



his father stopped and stared. His expression was bland and grim and affectless.
Sean powered down Ade€swindow. “Dad!”
“Sean?’ hisfather said.
Sean popped thelocks. “Get in, Dad, I'll give you aride.”

Addeturned around as Sean's father was buckling in. “I'm Addle. Sean and | were thinking of taking
you to Universal. Would you like that?’

Sean'sfather stared right through her, at Sean. “It's an obvious question, | know, but what are you
doing here?’

“It'smy thesis,” Sean said, and floored the rental, headed for the Home.

“Whee!” Addle said.

“How's Grampa?’ Sean'sfather asked.

“Oh, hesddightful,” Adde said. “We introduced him to my Ethan yesterday, and they're getting
aong famoudy. Sean, introduce meto your charming father, please.”

“Dad,” Sean sad, through gritted teeth, “thisis Adele. Adele, my father, Mitch. We were thinking of
getting day-passes for Grampa and Ethan and taking them to Universal. Y ou ever been to Universdl,
Dad? | hear you come here down alot.” His normally fragmented attention was asfocused as alaser,
boring into hisfather through the rear-view.

Hisfather's stern face refused to expose any of hisconfusion. “I don't think | want to goto
Universd,” he said.

“Oh, but it's wonderful,” Adele gushed. “Y ou shouldn't knock it until you'vetried it.”

“I don't think s0,” Sean'sfather repeated. “What's your thesis?’

Sean plunged headlong into the breach. “It's called ‘ The Tri-Generational Deficit: What's My Father's
Excuse?”

Sean'sfather nodded curtly. “And how'sit going?’

“WEéll, you have to understand, I'm just warming up to the subject with Grampa. And then I'll haveto
do an interview serieswith you, of course.”

“Did I miss something? When did | become the principa ogrein your pantheon? Areyou angry at
me?’

Sean barked alaugh and turned onto the Home's exitramp. “I guess| am, Dad. Grampa had the
operation—it was easy for him to switch off. Y ou needed to make a specid effort.” Thewords flew from
his mouth like crows, and Sean clamped hisjaw shut. He tensed for the inevitable scathe of verbiage.
None came. Herisked aglancein hisrear-view.

Hisfather was staring morosdly out at the Home. Adele patted Sean's hand and gave him a
sympathetic look. Sean parked the car.

“Hi, Pop,” Sean'sfather said, when they came to the table where Grampa sat. Ethan sat across from
him.

Grampaglared at them. “This guy won't leave me aone. He'safucking vegetable,” he said, gesturing
at Ethan. Adele pursed her lipsat him. He patted her arm absently. “It needed to be said.”

Sean's father reached around the table and gave Grampa a stiff hug. “ Good to see you, Pop.”

“Yeah, likewise. Sit down, Mitch. Sit down, Sean. Sit down, Adde.” They sat. “Ask your questions,
Sean,” he ordered.

Sean found himself tongue-tied. He heaved a deep breath and closed his eyes for amoment. He
thought about why he was here: not the reason held given histhesis advisor, but the real goddamn
reason. He wanted to under stand—hisfather, himsdf. He wanted to reverse-engineer hisfather's
childhood. He looked at Ethan, dack as Grampa had been whenever they'd visited. Aninkling
glimmered. “Does Ethan scare you, Grampa?’

Adde tsked and scowled.

“Do | scareyou, Mitch?” Grampa said, to Sean'sfather.

“Yes,” Sean'sfather said.



“Yes” Grampasaid. “Next question.”

“Do you think that switching off isasign of weakness?’ Sean said, sneeking aglance a hisfather,
seeing his grandfather's festures echoed in hisfather's face.

“Yes” hisfather said.

“Of course,” hisgrandfather said.

“Thenwhy?" Sean sad.

“Y ou know why,” Ethan said, hiseyes glittering.

They dl swiveled to look a him. “ Because the dternative is the purest shit,” Ethan said, standing up,
gtarting to pace, dmost shouting to make himself heard over the din of the ward. “Because if you haveto
ask, you'll never understand. Because dessert is better than dinner, because the cherry on top isthe best
part of the sundae. Because sirength is over-rated.”

Grampa applauded briefly, sardonically. “Because holding your nose and taking your medicineis
awful. Because boredom is a suppurating wound on the mind. Because self-disciplineis over-rated. Y ou
getting dl this, Seen?’

But Sean was watching hisfather, who was staring in fascinated horror at Grampa. Nauseous regret
suffused Sean, as he saw hisfather's composure crumble. How many times had he tried to shatter that
deadly cool? And here held doneit. Hed redlly doneit.

Stll looking a hisfather, Sean said, “ Do you ever wonder how it fedsto rank below oblivionin
someone's book?’

Grampaspread hishands on thetable. “I can't help it if you take it personaly.”

Sean'sfather reeled back, and Sean swallowed athrob of anger. “Of course not, Grampa. |
understand. It'sareflex. Theworld'sfull of sopswholll take offense a any little thing”—Lara shriveling
under the heat of histongue, and him till watching the TV over her shoulder—"but it'sa reflex. It's not
conscious. It'sno one's fault.”

“Don't humor me,” Grampa snapped. “1 know what you al think of me. | canfed your goddamn
blame. | can't do anything about it.”

“Y ou could apologize,” Ethan said. Addle took hishand and wiped at her tears with its back.

“Fuck off, zombie,” Grampasaid, glaring a him.

Sean'sfather stood abruptly. “I'm glad to see you're in good health, Pop,” he said. “ Sean, thanks for
theride. | guess!'ll see you once you'vefinished your research.” Hisface was hard, composed. “Adele,
niceto have met you.”

“Likewise” Addesad.

“Bye, then,” Sean'sfather said, and walked with dignified calm to the elevator.

“Bye, Dad,” Sean cdled softly at hisretreating back.

He turned back to Grampa, but Grampas eyes were dull, and he was methodicaly twitching,
top-to-bottom.

“Adde” Sean said, taking her free hand.

“Yes?’ shesad.

“How would you and Ethan like to come to Universal with mefor the afternoon?’

“I'dloveto,” Ethan said. Sean looked at Ethan, and couldn't decide if he was switched off or not.

Whichever, Addedidn't seem to mind.

Border Guards
GREG EGAN

Internationally famous for his stories and novels, Greg Egan hit his stride in the early 1990s and
became one of the two most interesting new hard SF writers of the decade (the other is Stephen
Baxter). Hisfirst novel was published in 1983 but hiswriting burst into prominence in 1990 with
several fine stories that focused attention on his writing and launched his books. His SF novels to
date are Quarantine (1992), Permutation City (1994), Distress (1995), and Teranesia(1999); his short



story collections are Our Lady of Chernobyl (1995), Axiomatic (1995), and Luminous (1999).
Sgnificant indicators of his attitudes toward writing are the fact that he remains socially isolated
from the S- field—no one has met him in person—and he has written a strongly-worded attack on
national identitiesin SF. He does not identify himself as an Australian S- writer, but as a writer
of SF in the English language who happensto live in Australia.

“Border Guards,” complex and complicated hard S- about humanity transformed, is what
Egan is best known for. It appeared in Interzone, where much of his best fiction has first appeared.
It begins with an invented game, quantum soccer, that you might wish to learn more about later:
http: //mwww.netspace.net.au/~gregegan/BORDER/Soccer /Soccer.html

I n the early afternoon of hisfourth day out of sadness, Jamil was wandering home from the gardens at

the centre of Noether when he heard shouts from the playing field behind the library. On the spur of the
moment, without even asking the city what game wasin progress, he decided to joinin.

As he rounded the corner and thefield cameinto view, it was clear from the movements of the
playersthat they werein the middle of aquantum soccer match. At Jamil's request, the city painted the
wave function of the hypothetical ball across hisvision, and tweaked him to recognize the players asthe
members of two teams without changing their gppearance at al. Mariahad oncetold him that she aways
chose alitera perception of colour-coded clothing instead; she had no desire to use pathways that had
evolved for the sake of sorting peopleinto those you defended and those you daughtered. But amost
everything that had been bequeathed to them was stained with blood, and to Jamil it seemed afar
swester victory to adapt the worst relics to his own ends than to discard them asirretrievably tainted.

The wave function appeared as avivid aurord light, aquicksiiver plasma bright enough to be distinct
in the afternoon sunlight, yet unable to dazzle the eye or conced the players running through it. Bands of
colour representing the complex phase of the wave swept acrossthe field, parting to wash over separate
rising lobes of probability before hitting the boundary and bouncing back again, inverted. The match was
being played by the oldest, asmplest rules: semi-classicd, non-relativistic. The ball was confined to the
fied by aninfinitely high barrier, so there was no question of it tunnelling out, leeking away asthe maich
progressed. The players weretreated classically: their movements pumped energy into the wave, enabling
trangtions from the game's opening state—with the ball spread thinly acrossthe entire fidld—into the
range of higher-energy modes needed to locdize it. But |ocalization was fleeting; there was no point
forming anice sharp wave packet in the middle of the field in the hope of kicking it around like aclassca
object. Y ou had to shape the wave in such away that al of its modes—cycling at different frequencies,
travelling with different velocities—would come into phase with each other, for afraction of asecond,
within the god itsdlf. Achieving that was amaiter of energy levels, and timing.

Jamil had noticed that one team was under-strength. The umpire would be skewing thefield's
potentia to keep the match fair, but anew participant would be especialy welcome for the sake of
restoring symmetry. He watched the faces of the players, most of them old friends. They were frowning
with concentration, but breaking now and then into smiles of ddlight at their small successes, or thelr
opponents ingenuity.

Hewas badly out of practice, but if he turned out to be dead weight he could aways withdraw. And
if hemigudged his skills, and lost the match with hisincompetence? No one would care. The score was
nil dl; he could wait for agod, but that might be an hour or more in coming. Jamil communed with the
umpire, and discovered that the players had decided in advance to alow new entries at any time.

Before he could change his mind, he announced himself. The wave froze, and heran on to thefidd.
People nodded greetings, mostly making no fuss, though Ezequid shouted, “\Welcome back!” Jamil
suddenly felt fragile again; though hed ended his long seclusion four days before, it waswell within his
power, till, to be dismayed by everything the game would involve. Hisrecovery fdt like afinely balanced
optical illusion, afigure and ground that could change rolesin an ingtant, asolid cube that could evert into
ahollow.

The umpire guided him to his dlotted starting position, opposite awoman he hadn't seen before. He
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offered her aformal bow, and she returned the gesture. Thiswas no time for introductions, but he asked
the city if shédd published aname. She had: Margit.

The umpire counted down in their heads. Jamil tensed, regretting hisimpulsiveness. For seven years
he'd been dead to the world. After four days back, what was he good for? His muscles were incapable
of atrophy, hisreflexes could never be dulled, but hed chosen to live with an unconstrained will, and at
any moment his wavering resolve could desert him.

Theumpiresaid, “Play.” Thefrozen light around Jamil cameto life, and he sorang into motion.

Each player was responsble for aset of modes, particular harmonics of the wave that were theirsto
fill, guard, or deplete as necessary. Jamil's twelve modes cycled at between 1,000 and 1,250 milliHertz.
The rules of the game endowed his body with asmall, fixed potential energy, which repelled the ball
dightly and alowed different modes to push and pull on each other through him, but if he stayed in one
spot as the modes cycled, every influence he exerted would eventualy be replaced by its opposite, and
the effect would Smply cancedl itsdf out.

To drive the wave from one mode to another, you needed to move, and to drive it efficiently you
needed to exploit the way the modesfell in and out of phase with each other: to take from a 1,000
milliHertz mode and give to a 1,250, you had to act in synch with the quarter-Hertz beat between them.
It waslike pushing achild's swing at its natura frequency, but rather than setting asingle child in motion,
you were standing between two swings and acting more as an intermediary: trying to time your
interventions in such away asto speed up one child at the other's expense. The way you pushed on the
wave at agiven time and place was out of your hands completely, but by changing location in just the
right way you could gain control over the interaction. Every pair of modes had a spatia beat between
them—Iike the moiré pattern formed by two sheets of woven fabric held up to the light together, shifting
from trangparent to opague as the gaps between the threads fell in and out of aignment. Sicing through
this cyclic landscape offered the perfect means to match the accompanying chronological best.

Jamil sprinted acrossthe field at a speed and angle cal culated to drive two favourable transtions at
once. He'd gauged the current spectrum of the wave ingtinctively, watching from the sdelines, and he
knew which of the modesin his charge would contribute to agod and which would detract from the
probability. As he cut through the shimmering bands of colour, the umpire gave him tactile feedback to
supplement hisvisud estimates and caculations, dlowing him to sense the difference between acydlic
tug, ato and fro that came to nothing, and the gentle but persistent force that meant he was successfully
riding the best.

Chusok called out to him urgently, “ Take, takel Two-ten!” Everyone's spectrd territory overlapped
with someone e se's, and you needed to pass amplitude from player to player aswell astrying to manage
it within your own range. Two-ten—a harmonic with two peaks across the width of thefield and ten
aongitslength, cycling a 1,160 milliHertz—wasfilling up as Chusok drove unwanted amplitude from
various lower-energy modesinto it. It was Jamil'srole to empty it, putting the amplitude somewhere
useful. Any mode with an even number of peaks across the field was unfavourable for scoring, because it
had a node—a zero point between the peaks—smack in the middle of both goals.

Jamil acknowledged the request with ahand signal and shifted histrgjectory. It was dmost a decade
snce held last played the game, but he till knew the intricate web of possibilities by heart: he could drain
the two-ten harmonic into the three-ten, five-two and five-six modes—all with “good parity,” pesks
aong the centre-line—in asingle action.

As he pounded acrossthe grass, carefully judging the correct angle by sight, increasing his speed until
he felt the destructive beats give way to a steady force like a constant breeze, he suddenly recalled a
time—centuries before, in another city—when held played with one team, week after week, for 40
years. Faces and voices swam in his head. Hashim, Jamil's 98th child, and Hashim's granddaughter Laila
had played beside him. But hed burnt his house and moved on, and when that eratouched him at al now
it was like an unexpected gift. The scent of the grass, the shouts of the players, the soles of hisfeet
striking the ground, resonated with every other moment he'd spent the same way, bridging the centuries,
binding hislifetogether. He never truly felt the scde of it when he sought it out ddliberately; it was dways
gmadl things, tightly focused momentslikethis, that burst the horizon of his everyday concernsand



confronted him with the astonishing vista

The two-ten mode was draining faster than he'd expected; the see-sawing centre-line dip in the wave
was vanishing before his eyes. He looked around, and saw Margit performing an eaborate Lissgous
manoeuvre, smoothly orchestrating a dozen transitions at once. Jamil froze and watched her, admiring her
virtuosity while hetried to decide what to do next; there was no point competing with her when shewas
doing such agood job of completing the task Chusok had set him.

Margit was his opponent, but they were both aiming for exactly the same kind of spectrum. The
symmetry of the field meant that any scoring wave would work equally well for either sde—but only one
team could be thefirst to regp the benefit, the first to have more than half the wave's probability packed
into their goal. So the two teams were obliged to co-operate at first, and it was only as the wave took
shape from their combined effortsthat it gradually became apparent which sde would gain by sculpting it
to perfection asrapidly as possible, and which would gain by spoiling it for the first chance, then honing it
for the rebound.

Penina chided him over her shoulder as shejogged past, “Y ou want to leave her to clean up four-six,
aswdl?’ Shewas smiling, but Jamil was stung; he'd been motionlessfor ten or fifteen seconds. It was not
forbidden to drag your feet and rely on your opponentsto do all the work, but it was regarded asa
shamefully impoverished strategy. It was aso very risky, handing them the opportunity to set up awave
that was dmost impaossible to exploit yoursdf.

He reassessed the spectrum, and quickly sorted through the alternatives. Whatever he did would
have unwanted sde effects; there was no magic way to avoid influencing modesin other players
territory, and any action that would drive the transitions he needed would aso trigger amultitude of
others, up and down the spectrum. Finaly, he made a choice that would weaken the offending mode
while causing aslittle disruption as possible.

Jamil immersed himsdlf in the game, planning each trangtion two stepsin advance, switching strategy
hafway through arunif he had to, but staying in motion until the swest dripped from his body, until his
calves burned, until his blood sang. He wasn't blinded to the raw pleasures of the moment, or to
memories of games pagt, but he et them wash over him, like the breeze that rose up and cooled his skin
with no need for acknowledgement. Familiar voices shouted terse commands at him; asthe wave came
closer to ascoring spectrum every trace of superfluous conversation vanished, every idle glance gave
way to frantic, purposeful gestures. To abystander, this might have seemed like the height of
dehumani zation: 22 people reduced to grunting cogsin apointless machine. Jamil smiled at the thought
but refused to be distracted into a complicated imaginary rebutta. Every step he took was the answer to
that, every hoarse pleato Yann or Joracy, Chusok or Maria, Eudore or Halide. These were hisfriends,
and he was back among them. Back in the world.

Thefirst chance of agoa was 30 seconds away, and the opportunity would fal to Jamil'steam; a
few tiny shiftsin amplitude would clinch it. Margit kept her distance, but Jamil could sense her eyeson
him constantly—and literally fedl her at work through his skin as she dackened his contact with the wave.
In theory, by mirroring your opponent's movements at the correct position on thefield you could
undermine everything they did, though in practice not even the most skilful team could keep the spectrum
completely frozen. Going further and spoiling was atug of war you didn't want to win too well: if you
degraded the wave too much, your opponent's task—spoiling your own subsequent chance at a
goad—becamefar easier.

Jamil till had two bad-parity modes that he was hoping to weaken, but every time he changed
velocity to try anew trangtion, Margit responded in an instant, blocking him. He gestured to Chusok for
help; Chusok had his own problemswith Ezequid, but he could still make trouble for Margit by choosing
where he placed unwanted amplitude. Jamil shook swegt out of his eyes, he could see the characteristic
“stepping stone” pattern of lobes forming, asign that the wave would soon converge on the god, but
from the middle of thefield it wasimpossible to judge their shape accurately enough to know what, if
anything, remained to be done.

Suddenly, Jamil felt the wave push againgt him. He didn't waste time looking around for Margit;
Chusok must have succeeded in distracting her. He was amogt at the boundary line, but he managed to



reverse smoothly, continuing to drive both the transitions held been aiming for.

Two long lobes of probability, each modulated by a series of oscillating mounds, raced along the
gdesof thefied. A third, shorter Iobe running along the centre-line melted away, resppeared, then
merged with the others as they touched the end of the field, forming an dmost rectangular plateau
encompassing thegod.

The plateau became apillar of light, growing narrower and higher as dozens of modes, dl findly in
phase, crashed together against the impenetrable barrier of the field's boundary. A shalow residue was
gtill spread acrossthe entirefield, and a diminishing sequence of dliptica |obestrailed away from the god
like astaircase, but most of the wave that had started out |apping around their waists was now
concentrated in asingle peak that towered above their heads, nine or ten metrestall.

For an ingtant, it was motionless.

Thenit begantofall.

The umpire said, “ Forty-nine point eight.”

The wave packet had not been tight enough.

Jamil struggled to shrug off his disgppointment and throw hisinginctsinto reverse. The other team
had 50 seconds, now, to fine-tune the spectrum and ensure that the reflected packet was just afraction
narrower when it reformed, at the opposite end of the field.

Asthepillar collapsed, replaying its synthessin reverse, Jamil caught sight of Margit. She smiled at
him camly, and it suddenly struck him: She'd known they couldn't make the goal. That was why she'd
stopped opposing him. Shed let him work towards sharpening the wave for afew seconds, knowing
that it was dready too late for him, knowing that her own team would gain from the dight improvement.

Jamil wasimpressed; it took an extraordinary leve of skill and confidence to do what she'd just
done. For al the time hed spent away, he knew exactly what to expect from the rest of the players, and
in Margit's absence he would probably have been wishing out loud for atalented newcomer to make the
gameinteresting again. Still, it was hard not to fed adight sting of resentment. Someone should have
warned him just how good she was.

With the modes dipping out of phase, the wave undulated al over thefield again, but its
reconvergence was inevitable: unlike awave of water or sound, it possessed no hidden degrees of
freedom to grind its precision into entropy. Jamil decided to ignore Margit; there were cruder strategies
than mirror-blocking that worked dmost aswell. Chusok wasfilling the two-ten mode now; Jamil chose
thefour-six as his spailer. All they had to do was keep the wave from growing much sharper, and it
didn't matter whether they achieved this by preserving the status quo, or by nudging it from one kind of
bluntnessto another.

The steady resistance he felt as he ran told Jamil that he was driving the transition, unblocked, but he
searched in vain for some visible sign of success. When he reached avantage point where he could take
in enough of the field in one glance to judge the spectrum properly, he noticed arapidly vibrating shimmer
across the width of the wave. He counted nine pesks: good parity. Margit had pulled most of the
amplitude straight out of his gpoiler mode and fed it into this. 1t was a mad waste of energy to am for
such an elevated harmonic, but no one had been looking there, no one had stopped her.

The scoring pattern was forming again, he only had nine or ten seconds | eft to make up for al the
time he'd wasted. Jamil chose the strongest good-parity mode in histerritory, and the emptiest bad one,
computed the velocity that would link them, and ran.

He didn't dare turn to watch the opposition god; he didn't want to break his concentration. The wave
retreated around hisfeet, lesslike an Earthly ebb tide than an ocean drawn into the sky by apassing
black hole. The city diligently portrayed the shadow that his body would have cast, shrinking in front of
him asthe tower of light rose.

The verdict was announced. “ Fifty point one.”

The air wasfilled with shouts of triumph—Ezequid'sthe loudest, as dways. Jamil sagged to his
knees, laughing. It was a curiousfeding, familiar asit was: he cared, and he didn't. If hed been wholly
indifferent to the outcome of the game there would have been no pleasurein it, but obsessing over every
defeat—or every victory—ocould ruin it just asthoroughly. He could dmost see himself walking theline,



orchedtrating his response as carefully as any action in the game itsdlf.

Helay down on the grass to catch his breath before play resumed. The outer face of the microsun
that orbited Laplace was shielded with rock, but light reflected skywards from the land beneath it
crossed the 100,000 kilometre width of the 3-toroidal universeto give afaint glow to the planet's
nightsde. Though only adiver waslit directly, Jamil could discern thefull disc of the opposite hemisphere
in the primary image at the zenith: continents and oceansthat lay, by a shorter route, 12,000 or so
kilometres beneath him. Other viewsin the lattice of images spread across the sky were from different
angles, and showed subgtantial crescents of the daysideitsdlf. The one thing you couldn't find in any of
these images, even with atelescope, was your own city. The topology of this universe let you seethe
back of your head, but never your reflection.

Jamil'steam log, three nil. He staggered over to the fountains at the edge of the field and daked his
thirst, shocked by the pleasure of the smple act. Just to be dive was glorious now, but once hefelt this
way, anything seemed possible. He was back in synch, back in phase, and he was going to make the
most of it, for however long it lasted.

He caught up with the others, who'd headed down towards the river. Ezequiel hooked an arm
around his neck, laughing. “Bad luck, Sleeping Beauty! Y ou picked the wrong time to wake. With
Margit, wereinvincible”

Jamil ducked free of him. “I won't argue with that.” He looked around. *“ Spesking of whom—"

Peninasaid, “ Gone home. She plays, that'sdl. No frivolous socidizing after the match.”

Chusok added, “Or any other time.” Penina shot Jamil aglance that meant: not for want of trying on
Chusok's part.

Jamil pondered this, wondering why it annoyed him so much. On thefidld, she hadn't come across as
aoof and superior. Just unashamedly good.

He queried the city, but she'd published nothing besides her name. Nobody expected—or
wished—to hear more than the tiniest fraction of another person'shistory, but it was rare for anyoneto
gart anew life without carrying through something from the old asakind of cdling card, someincident or
achievement from which your new neighbours could form an impression of you.

They'd reached the riverbank. Jamil pulled his shirt over hishead. “ So what's her story? She must
havetold you something.”

Ezequid said, “Only that shelearnt to play along time ago; she won't say where or when. She
arrived in Noether at the end of last year, and grew ahouse on the southern outskirts. No one sees her
around much. No one even knows what she studies”

Jamil shrugged, and waded in. “Ahwell. It'sachalengetoriseto.” Peninalaughed and splashed him
teasingly. He protested, “I meant begting her at the game.”

Chusok said wryly, “When you turned up, | thought you'd be our secret weapon. The one player she
didn't know insde out already.”

“I'm glad you didn't tell methat. | would have turned around and fled straight back into hibernation.”

“I know. That'swhy we dl kept quiet.” Chusok smiled. “Welcome back.”

Peninasaid, “Y esh, welcome back, Jamil.”

Sunlight shone on the surface of theriver. Jamil ached dl over, but the cool water was the perfect
placeto be. If hewished, he could build apartition in hismind at the point where he stood right now, and
never fall benesth it. Other peoplelived that way, and it seemed to cost them nothing. Contrast was
overrated; no sane person spent half their time driving spikesinto their flesh for the sake of feding better
when they stopped. Ezequid lived every day with the happy boisterousness of afive-year-old; Jamil
sometimes found this annoying, but then any kind of disposition would irritate someone. Hisown
stretches of meaningless sombreness weren't exactly aboon to hisfriends.

Chusok said, “I'veinvited everyone to amed a my house tonight. Will you come?’

Jamil thought it over, then shook his head. He still wasn't ready. He couldn't force-feed himsdlf with
normality; it didn't speed hisrecovery, it just drove him backwards.

Chusok looked disappointed, but there was nothing to be done about that. Jamil promised him,



“Next time. OK?

Ezequid sghed. “What are we going to do with you?Y ou're worse than Margit!” Jamil started
backing away, but it was too late. Ezequid reached him in two casud strides, bent down and grabbed
him around the wai<t, hoisted him effortlesdy onto one shoulder, then flung him through the air into the
depths of theriver.

Jamil was woken by the scent of wood smoke. Hisroom was till filled with the night's grey
shadows, but when he propped himself up on one elbow and the window obliged him with transparency,
the city was etched clearly in the predawn light.

He dressed and | eft the house, surprised at the coolness of the dew on hisfeet. No oneesein his
street seemed to be up; had they failed to notice the smell, or did they aready know to expect it? He
turned a corner and saw the rising column of soat, faintly lit with red from below. The flames and the
ruinswere gill hidden from him, but he knew whose house it was.

When he reached the dying blaze, he crouched in the hest-withered garden, cursing himsalf. Chusok
had offered him the chance to join him for hislast meal in Noether. Whatever hints you dropped, it was
customary to tdl no onethat you were moving on. If you sill had alover, if you still had young children,
you never deserted them. But friends, you warned in subtle ways. Before vanishing.

Jamil covered his head with hisarms. Hed lived through this countless times before, but it never
became easier. If anything it grew worse, as every departure was weighted with the memories of others.
His brothers and sisters had scattered across the branches of the New Territories. Hed walked away
from hisfather and mother when he was too young and confident to redize how much it would hurt him,
decades |ater. His own children had al abandoned him eventually, far more often than held | eft them. It
was easier to leave an ex-lover than agrown child: something burned itself out in acouple, dmost
naturaly, asif ancestra biology had prepared them for at least that onerift.

Jamil stopped fighting the tears. But as he brushed them away, he caught sight of someone standing
beside him. He looked up. It was Margit.

Hefelt aneed to explain. Herose to hisfeet and addressed her. “ This was Chusok's house. We
were good friends. I'd known him for 96 years.”

Margit gazed back at him neutraly. “Boo hoo. Poor baby. Y ou'll never see your friend again.”

Jamil amost laughed, her rudenesswas so surredl. He pushed on, asif the only conceivable, polite
response was to pretend that he hadn't heard her. “No oneisthe kindest, the most generous, the most
loyal. It doesn't matter. That's not the point. Everyone's unique. Chusok was Chusok.” He banged afist
againg his chest, utterly heedless now of her contemptuous words. “ Therésaholein me, and it will never
befilled.” That wasthe truth, even though held grow around it. He should have gone to the meal, it
would have cost him nothing.

“You must be ared emotional Swiss cheese,” observed Margit tartly.

Jamil cameto his senses. “Why don't you fuck off to some other universe? No onewantsyouin
Noether.”

Margit wasamused. “ Y ou are abad loser.” Jamil gazed at her, honestly confused for amoment; the
game had dipped hismind completely. He gestured at the embers. “What are you doing here? Why did
you follow the smoke, if it wasn't regret a not saying goodbye to him when you had the chance?” He
wasn't sure how serioudy to take Peninas lighthearted ingnuation, but if Chusok had falen for Margit,
and it had not been reciprocated, that might even have been the reason he'd | eft.

She shook her head camly. “He was nothing to me. | barely spoketo him.”

“Wél, that'syour loss.”

“From thelook of things, I'd say thelosswasdl yours.”

He had no reply. Margit turned and walked away.

Jamil crouched on the ground again, rocking back and forth, waiting for the pain to subside.

Jamil spent the next week preparing to resume his studies. The library had near-instantaneous contact
with every atificia universeinthe New Territories, and the additiona lightspeed |ag between Earth and



the point in space from which the whole tree-structure blossomed was only afew hours. Jamil had been
to Earth, but only as atourist; land was scarce, they accepted no migrants. There were remote planets
you could live on, in the home universe, but you had to be acertain kind of masochistic purist to want
that. The precise reasons why his ancestors had entered the New Territories had been forgotten
generations before—and it would have been presumptuous to track them down and ask themiin
person—>but given a choice between the then even-more-crowded Earth, the horrifying redlity of
interstellar distances, and an endlesdy extens ble branching chain of worlds which could be traversed
within amaiter of weeks, the decison wasn't exactly baffling.

Jamil had devoted most of histime in Noether to studying the category of representations of Lie
groups on complex vector spaces—afitting choice, snce Emmy Noether had been a pioneer of group
theory, and if sheld lived to see thisfield blossom she would probably have been in the thick of it hersdlf.
Representations of Lie groups lay behind most of physics: each kind of subatomic particle wasrealy
nothing but aparticular way of representing the universal symmetry group asa set of rotations of complex
vectors. Organizing thiskind of structure with category theory was ancient knowledge, but Jamil didn't
care; held long ago reconciled himsalf to being astudent, not a discoverer. The greatest gift of
consciousness was the ahility to take the patterns of the world inside you, and for al that he would have
relished the thrill of being thefirdt a anything, with ten-to-the-sixteenth people dive that was afutile
ambition for mog.

Inthe library, he spoke with fellow students of his chosen field on other worlds, or read their |atest
works. Though they were not researchers, they could still put anew pedagogica spin on old materidl,
enriching the connections with other fields, finding ways to make the complex, subtle truth easier to
assmilate without sacrificing the depth and detail that made it worth knowing in thefirst place. They
would not advance the frontiers of knowledge. They would not discover new principles of nature, or
invent new technologies. But to Jamil, understanding was an end in itself.

He rarely thought about the prospect of playing another match, and when he did the ideawas not
appedling. With Chusok gone, the same group could play ten-to-a-sde without Jamil to skew the
numbers. Margit might even choose to swap teams, if only for the sake of proving that her current team's
monotonous string of victories really had been entirely down to her.

When the day arrived, though, he found himsdlf unable to stay away. He turned up intending to
remain a pectator, but Ryuichi had deserted Ezequid's team, and everyone begged Jamil tojoinin.

Ashetook his place opposite Margit, there was nothing in her demeanour to acknowledge their
previous encounter: no lingering contempt, but no hint of shame ether. Jamil resolved to put it out of his
mind; he owed it to hisfellow playersto concentrate on the game.

They log, fivenil.

Jamil forced himsdlf to follow everyone to Eudore's house, to celebrate, commiserate, or asit turned
out, to forget the whole thing. After they'd eaten, Jamil wandered from room to room, enjoying Eudore's
choice of music but unable to settle into any conversation. No one mentioned Chusok in his hearing.

Heleft just after midnight. Laplace's near-full primary image and its eight brightest gibbous
companions it the streets so well that there was no need for anything more. Jamil thought: Chusok might
have merdly travelled to another city, one benesth his gaze right now. And wherever held gone, he might
yet choose to stay in touch with hisfriends from Noether.

And his friends from the next town, and the next?

Century after century?

Margit was sitting on Jamil's doorstep, holding a bunch of white flowersin one hand.

Jamil wasirritated. “What are you doing here?’

“| cameto gpologize.”

He shrugged. “ Theré's no need. Wefed differently about certain things. That'sfine. | can il face
you on the playing fidld.”

“I'm not apologizing for adifference of opinion. | wasn't honest with you. | was cruel.” She shaded
her eyes againgt the glare of the planet and looked up a him. “Y ou wereright: it wasmy loss. | wish I'd
known your friend.”



Helaughed curtly. “Wdll, it'stoo late for that.”

Shesad smply, “I know.”

Jamil relented. “ Do you want to comein?’ Margit nodded, and he instructed the door to open for
her. Ashefollowed her insde, he said, “How long have you been here? Have you eaten?’

“No.”

“I'll cook something for you.”

“Y ou don't haveto do that.”

He cdled out to her from the kitchen, “Think of it as a peace offering. | don't have any flowers.”

Margit replied, “They're not for you. They're for Chusok's house.”

Jamil stopped rummaging through his vegetable bins, and walked back into the living room. * People
don't usudly do that in Noether.”

Margit was sitting on the couch, staring at the floor. She said, “I'm so lonely here. | can't bear it any
more.”

He sat beside her. “Then why did you rebuff him?'Y ou could at |east have been friends.”

She shook her head. “Don't ask meto explain.”

Jamil took her hand. She turned and embraced him, trembling miserably. He stroked her hair. “Sssh.”

Shesad, “Jugt sex. | don't want anything more.”

He groaned softly. “ Theré's no such thing asthat.”

“I just need someone to touch me again.”

“| understand.” He confessed, “So do I. But that won't be al. So don't ask me to promise therell be
nothing more.”

Margit took hisfacein her hands and kissed him. Her mouth tasted of wood smoke.

Jamil sad, “1 don't even know you.”

“No one knows anyone, anymore.”

“That's not true.”

“No, it'snot,” she conceded gloomily. Sheran ahand lightly dong hisarm. Jamil wanted badly to see
her smile, so he made each dark hair thicken and blossom into aviolet flower asit passed beneath her
fingers

Shedid smile, but she said, “I've seen that trick before.”

Jamil was annoyed. “I'm sure to be a disappointment al around, then. | expect you'd be happier with
some kind of novelty. A unicorn, or an amoeba.”

She laughed. “1 don't think s0.” Shetook his hand and placed it against her breast. “ Do you ever get
tired of sex?’

“Doyou ever get tired of breathing?’

“I can go for along time without thinking about it.”

He nodded. “But then one day you stop and fill your lungswith air, and it's ill as sweet asever.”

Jamil didn't know what he was feding anymore. Lust. Compassion. Spite. Sheld come to him hurting,
and he wanted to help her, but he wasn't sure that either of them redlly believed this would work.

Margit inhaed the scent of the flowers on hisarm. “ Are they the same colour? Everywhere el s€?’

Hesad, “Therésonly oneway to find out.”

Jamil woke in the early hours of the morning, done. Hed haf expected Margit to fleelike this, but
she could have waited till dawn. He would have obligingly feigned deep while she dressed and tip-toed
out.

Then he heard her. 1t was not a sound he would normally have associated with ahuman being, but it
could not have been anything el se.

Hefound her in the kitchen, curled around atable leg, wailing rhythmicaly. He stood back and
watched her, afraid that anything he did would only make things worse. She met hisgaze in the half light,
but kept up the mechanical whimper. Her eyesweren't blank; she was not delirious, or hdlucinating. She
knew exactly who, and where, she was.

Finaly, Jamil kndlt in the doorway. He sad, “Whatever it is, you can tdl me. And well fix it. Well



findaway.”

She bared her teeth. “You can't fix it, you stupid child.” She resumed the awful noise.

“Then just tell me. Please?’ He stretched out a hand towards her. He hadn't felt quite so helpless
since hisvery first daughter, Aminata, had come to him as an inconsol able six-year-old, reected by the
boy to whom she'd declared her undying love. HeEd been 24 years old; achild himsdf. Morethan a
thousand years ago. Where are you now, Nata?

Margit said, “I promised. I'd never tell.”

“Promised who?’

“Mysdf.”

“Good. They'rethe easiest kind to break.”

She started weeping. It was amore ordinary sound, but it was even more chilling. Shewasnot a
wounded anima now, an dien being suffering some incomprehensible pain. Jamil approached her
cautioudy; shelet himwrap hisarms around her shoulders.

He whispered, “ Come to bed. The warmth will help. Just being held will help.”

She spat a him derisively, “1t won't bring her back.”

“Who?’

Margit sared at him in slence, asif held said something shocking.

Jamil ingsted gently, “Who won't it bring back?” Sheld logt afriend, badly, the way held lost Chusok.
That was why sheld sought him out. He could help her through it. They could help each other through it.

She said, “It won't bring back the dead.”

Margit was seven thousand five hundred and ninety-four years old. Jamil persuaded her to St & the
kitchen table. He wrapped her in blankets, then fed her tomatoes and rice, as she told him how shed
witnessed the birth of hisworld.

The promise had shimmered just beyond reach for decades. AlImost none of her contemporaries had
believed it would happen, though the truth should have been plain for centuries: the human body was a
material thing. Intime, with enough knowledge and effort, it would become possible to safeguard it
from any kind of deterioration, any kind of harm. Stellar evolution and cosmic entropy might or might not
prove insurmountable, but there'd be aeonsto confront those challenges. In the middle of the 21st
century, the hurdles were aging, disease, violence, and an overcrowded planet.

“Grace was my best friend. We were students.” Margit smiled. “Before everyone was a student.
Wed talk about it, but we didn't believe we'd see it happen. 1t would come in another century. It would
comefor our great-great-grandchildren. Wed hold infants on our kneesin our twilight years and tell
oursalves thisone will never die.

“When we were both 22, something happened. To both of us.” She lowered her eyes. “We were
kidnapped. We were raped. We were tortured.”

Jamil didn't know how to respond. These were just wordsto him: he knew their meaning, he knew
these actswould have hurt her, but she might aswell have been describing amathematica theorem. He
stretched ahand across the table, but Margit ignored it. He said awkwardly, “Thiswas...the
Holocaust?’

Shelooked up at him, shaking her head, almost laughing at his naivete. “Not even one of them. Not a
war, not a pogrom. Just one psychopathic man. Helocked usin his basement, for sx months. Hed killed
seven women.” Tears began spilling down her cheeks. “He showed us the bodies. They were buried right
where we dept. He showed us how we'd end up, when he was through with us.”

Jamil was numb. Hed known dl his adult life what had once been possible—what had once
happened, to real people—but it had all been consigned to history long before his birth. In retrospect it
seemed amost inconcelvably stupid, but held aways imagined that the changes had comein such away
that no one il living had experienced these horrors. Theréd been no escaping the bare minimum, the
logical necessity: hisoldest living ancestors must have wetched their parentsfal peacefully into eternd
deep. But not this. Not aflesh-and-blood woman, sitting in front of him, who'd been forced to degpina
killer's graveyard.

He put hishand over hers, and choked out the words. “Thisman... killed Grace? Hekilled your



friend?’

Margit began sobbing, but she shook her head. “No, no. We got out!” She twisted her mouth into a
gmile. * Someone stabbed the stupid fucker in abar-room brawl. We dug our way out while hewasin
hospital.” She put her face down on the table and wept, but she held Jamil's hand againgt her cheek. He
couldn't understand what sheld lived through, but that didn't mean he couldn't console her. Hadn't he
touched his mother's face the same way, when she was sad beyond his childish comprehension?

She composed hersdlf, and continued. “\We made a resolution, while we werein there. If we
survived, there'd be no more empty promises. No more day dreams. What he'd done to those seven
women—and what he'd done to us—would become impossible.”

And it had. Whatever harm befell your body, you had the power to shut off your senses and decline
to experienceit. If the flesh was damaged, it could always be repaired or replaced. In the unlikely event
that your jewd itself was destroyed, everyone had backups, scattered across universes. No human being
could inflict physica pain on another. In theory, you could still bekilled, but it would take the samekind
of resources as destroying agaaxy. The only people who serioudy contemplated either werethe villains
invery bad operas.

Jamil's eyes narrowed in wonder. She'd spoken those last words with such fierce pride that there
was no question of her having failed.

“You are Ndoli? Y ou invented the jewd?’” Asachild, hed been told that the machinein his skull had
been designed by a man who'd died long ago.

Margit stroked his hand, amused. “In those days, very few Hungarian women could be mistaken for
Nigerian men. I've never changed my body that much, Jamil. I've wayslooked much asyou see me.”

Jamil wasrdieved; if shed been Ndoli himsdf, he might have succumbed to sheer awe and started
babbling idolatrous nonsense. “ But you worked with Ndoli? Y ou and Grace?’

She shook her head. “We made the resolution, and then we floundered. We were mathematicians,
not neurologists. There were athousand things going on at once: tissue engineering, brain imaging,
molecular computers. We had no redl ideawhereto put our efforts, which problems we should bring our
strengths to bear upon. Ndoli'swork didn't come out of the blue for us, but we played no partiniit.

“For awhile, dmost everyone was nervous about switching from the brain to the jewd. In the early
days, thejewel was a separate device that learned itstask by mimicking the brain, and it had to be
handed control of the body at one chosen moment. It took another 50 years before it could be
engineered to replace the brain incrementally, neuron by neuron, in a seamless trangition throughout
adolescence.”

So Grace had lived to seethe jewe invented, but held back, and died before she could use it? Jamil
kept himsdlf from blurting out this concluson; dl his guesses had proved wrong so far.

Margit continued. “ Some people weren't just nervous, though. Y ou'd be amazed how vehemently
Ndoli was denounced in certain quarters. And | don't just mean the fanatics who churned out paranoid
tracts about ‘the machines' taking over, with their evil inhuman agendas. Some peopl€'s antagonism hed
nothing to do with the specifics of the technology. They were opposed to immortdlity, in principle.”

Jamil laughed. “Why?’

“Ten thousand years worth of sophistry doesn't vanish overnight,” Margit observed dryly. “Every
human culture had expended vast amounts of intellectua effort on the problem of coming to termswith
death. Mogt religions had constructed elaborate lies about it, making it out to be something other than it
was—though afew were dishonest about life, instead. But even most secular philosophies were warped
by the need to pretend that death was for the best.

“It wasthe naturdigtic falacy at its most extreme—and its most transparent, but that didn't stop
anyone. Since any child could tell you that desth was meaningless, contingent, unjust, and abhorrent
beyond words, it was a hdlmark of sophistication to believe otherwise. Writers had consoled themselves
for centuries with smug puritanical fables about immortaswho'd long for desth—who'd beg for death. It
would have been too much to expect al those who were suddenly faced with the redlity of its banishment
to confessthat they'd been whistling in the dark. And would-be mora philosophers—mostly those who'd
experienced no greater inconveniencein their livesthan alate train or a surly waiter—began wailing about



the destruction of the human spirit by this hideous blight. We needed death and suffering, to put stedl into
our souls! Not horrible, horrible freedom and safety!”

Jamil smiled. “ So there were buffoons. But in the end, surely they swallowed their pride? If we're
walking in adesert and | tell you that the lake you see ahead isamirage, | might cling stubbornly to my
own belief, to save mysdlf from disgppointment. But when we arrive, and I'm proven wrong, | will drink
fromthelake”

Margit nodded. “Most of the loudest of these people went quiet in the end. But there were subtler
arguments, too. Likeit or not, al our biology and al of our culture had evolved in the presence of desth.
And amost every righteous strugglein history, every worthwhile sacrifice, had been againgt suffering,
againg violence, againgt death. Now, that struggle would becomeimpossible.”

“Yes” Jamil was mystified. “But only becauseit had triumphed.”

Margit said gently, “1 know. There was no senseto it. And it was aways my belief that anything
worth fighting for—over centuries, over millennia—wasworth attaining. It can't be nobleto toil for a
cause, and evento diefor it, unlessit's aso noble to succeed. To clam otherwiseisn't sophitication, it's
just akind of hypocrisy. If it's better to travel than arrive, you shouldn't start the voyage in the first place.

“I told Grace as much, and she agreed. We laughed together at what we called the tragedians: the
people who denounced the coming age as the age without martyrs, the age without saints, the age without
revolutionaries. There would never be another Gandhi, another Mandela, another Aung San Suu
Kyi—and yes, that was akind of loss, but would any greet leader have sentenced humanity to eternd
misery, for the sake of providing a suitable backdrop for eternal heroism? Well, some of them would
have. But the down-trodden themsealves had better thingsto do.”

Margit fell slent. Jamil cleared her plate awvay, then sat opposite her again. It was amost dawn.

“Of course, the jewe was not enough,” Margit continued. “With care, Earth could support 40 billion
people, but where would the rest go? The jewel made virtua redlity the easiest escaperoute: for a
fraction of the space, afraction of the energy, it could survive without abody attached. Grace and |
weren't horrified by that prospect, the way some people were. But it was not the best outcome, it was
not what most people wanted, the way they wanted freedom from degth.

“So we studied gravity, we studied the vacuum.”

Jamil feared making afool of himsdf again, but from the expression on her face he knew he wasn't
wrong thistime. M. Osvat and G. Fust. Co-authors of the semind paper, but no more was known
about them than those abbreviated names. “Y ou gave usthe New Territories?’

Margit nodded dightly. “Graceand |.”

Jamil was overwhemed with love for her. He went to her and knelt down to put his arms around her
waist. Margit touched his shoulder. “Come on, get up. Don't treat me likeagod, it just makes mefed
old”

He stood, smiling abashedly. Anyonein pain deserved his hep—nbut if hewas not in her debt, the
word had no meaning.

“And Grace?’ he asked.

Margit looked away. “ Grace completed her work, and then decided that she was a tragedian, after
al. Rape wasimpossible. Torture wasimpossble. Poverty was vanishing. Degth was receding into
cosmology, into metaphysics. It was everything shed hoped would come to pass. And for her, suddenly
faced with that fulfilment, everything that remained seemed trividl.

“One night, she climbed into the furnace in the basement of her building. Her jewd survived the
flames, but sheéld erased it from within.”

It was morning now. Jamil was beginning to fed disoriented; Margit should have vanished in daylight,
an gpparition unable to persst in the mundane world.

“I'd lost other people who were closeto me,” she said. “My parents. My brother. Friends. And so
had everyone around me, then. | wasn't specia: grief was still common-place. But decade by decade,
century by century, we shrank into insignificance, those of uswho knew what it meant to lose someone
for ever. Werelessthan onein amillion, now.



“For along time, | clung to my own generation. There were enclaves, there were ghettos, where
everyone understood the old days. | spent 200 years married to a man who wrote a play caled We Who
Have Known the Dead—which was every hit as pretentious and self-pitying as you'd guess from the
title.” She smiled a the memory. “It was ahorrible, self-devouring world. If I'd stayed in it much longer, |
would have followed Grace. | would have begged for death.”

Shelooked up at Jamil. “It's peoplelike you | want to be with: people who don't understand. Y our
livesaren't trivia, any more than the best parts of our own were: dl the tranquility, al the beauty, dl the
happiness that made the sacrifices and the life-and-desth struggles worthwhile,

“The tragedians were wrong. They had everything upside-down. Degth never gave meaning to life: it
was dways the other way round. All of itsgravitas, dl of its sgnificance, was stolen from the thingsit
ended. But thevaue of lifeadwayslay entirdy initseff—not initsloss, not initsfragility.

“Grace should have lived to see that. She should have lived long enough to understand that the world
hadn't turned to ash.”

Jamil sat in sllence, turning the whole confession over in hismind, trying to absorb it well enough not
to add to her distresswith amigudged question. Findly, he ventured, “Why do you hold back from
friendship with us, though? Because we're just children to you? Children who can't understand what
youvelogt?

Margit shook her head vehemently. “I don't want you to understand! People like me are the only
blight on thisworld, the only poison.” She smiled at Jamil's expression of anguish, and rushed to slence
him before he could swear that she was nothing of the kind. “Not in everything we do and say, or
everyone we touch: I'm not claming that we're tainted, in some fatuous mythologica sense. But when |
|eft the ghettos, | promised mysdlf that | wouldn't bring the past with me. Sometimesthat's an easy vow
to keep. Sometimesit'snot.”

“You've broken it tonight,” Jamil said plainly. “ And neither of us have been struck down by lightning.”

“I know.” Shetook hishand. “But | waswrong to tell you what | have, and I'll fight to regain the
srength to stay slent. | stand at the border between two worlds, Jamil. | remember death, and | dways
will. But my job now isto guard that border. To keep that knowledge from invading your world.”

“Were not asfragile asyou think,” he protested. “We dl know something about |0ss.”

Margit nodded soberly. “Y our friend Chusok was vanished into the crowd. That's how things work
now: how you keep yoursalves from suffocating in ajungle of endlessy growing connections, or
fragmenting into isolated troupes of repertory players, endlesdy churning out the samelines.

“Y ou have your little deaths—and | don't call them that to deride you. But I've seen both. And |
promiseyou, they're not the same.”

In the weeks that followed, Jamil resumed infull thelife hed made for himsdlf in Noether. Five days
in seven were for the difficult beauty of mathematics. The rest were for hisfriends.

He kept playing matches, and Margit's team kept winning. In the sixth game, though, Jamil'steam
finally scored againgt her. Their defest was only threeto one.

Each night, Jamil struggled with the question. What exactly did he owe her? Eternd loyadlty, eterna
slence, eternal obedience? She hadn't sworn him to secrecy; she'd extracted no promisesat dl. But he
knew she was trusting him to comply with her wishes, so what right did he have to do otherwise?

Eight weeks after the night held spent with Margit, Jamil found himsdf donewith Peninainaroomin
Joracy's house. They'd been talking about the old days. Taking about Chusok.

Jamil said, “Margit lost someone, very closeto her.”

Penina nodded matter-of-factly, but curled into a comfortable position on the couch and prepared to
takein every word.

“Not in the way we've lost Chusok. Not in the way you think at al.”

Jamil approached the others, one by one. His confidence ebbed and flowed. He'd glimpsed the old
world, but he couldn't pretend to have fathomed itsinhabitants. What if Margit saw this as worse than
betrayal—as afurther torture, afurther rape?

But he couldn't stand by and Ieave her to the torture shedd inflicted on herself.



Ezequiel was the hardest to face. Jamil spent asick and deepless night beforehand, wondering if this
would make him amonster, acorrupter of children, the epitome of everything Margit believed shewas
fighting.

Ezequiel wept fredly, but he was not achild. He was older than Jamil, and he had more stedl in his
soul than any of them.

Hesaid, “1 guessed it might be that. | guessed she might have seen the bad times. But | never found a
way to ak her.”

The three lobes of probability converged, melted into aplateau, roseinto a pillar of light.

Theumpire said, “Fifty-five point nine” It was Margit's most impressve god yet.

Ezequid whooped joyfully and ran towards her. When he scooped her up in hisarms and threw her
across his shoulders, she laughed and indulged him. When Jamil stood beside him and they made ajoint
thronefor her with their arms, she frowned down at him and said, “'Y ou shouldn't be doing this. Y ou're
onthelosngsde”

The rest of the players converged on them, cheering, and they started down towards the river. Margit
looked around nervoudy. “What isthis? We haven't finished playing.”

Peninasaid, “ The game's over early, just thisonce. Think of thisas an invitation. We want you to
swimwith us. We want you to talk to us. We want to hear everything about your life.”

Margit's composure began to crack. She squeezed Jamil's shoulder. He whispered, “ Say the word,
and well put you down.”

Margit didn't whisper back; she shouted miserably, “What do you want from me, you parasites? I've
won your fucking game for you! What more do you want?’

Jamil was mortified. He stopped and prepared to lower her, prepared to retreat, but Ezequid caught
hisarm.

Ezequid, said, “We want to be your border guards. We want to stand beside you.”

Christaadded, “We can't face what you've faced, but we want to understand. As much aswe can.”

Joracy spoke, then Y ann, Narcyza, Maria, Halide. Margit looked down on them, weeping,
confused.

Jamil burnt with shame. HEd hijacked her, humiliated her. Hed made everything worse. Sheld flee
Noether, flee into anew exile, more donethan ever.

When everyone had spoken, silence descended. Margit trembled on her throne.

Jamil faced the ground. He couldn't undo what he/d done. He said quietly, “Now you know our
wishes. Will youtdl usyours?’

“Put me down.”

Jamil and Ezequid complied.

Margit looked around at her teammates and opponents, her children, her creation, her would-be
friends,

Shesad, “1 want to go to the river with you. I'm seven thousand years old, and | want to learn to
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W hat did | think? Samething | think today. | thought it was dightly weird eveniif it waslegd. But |

guess | agreed with the families that there had to be Closure. Look out that window there. | can
guarantee you, it's unusud to be so high in Oklahoma City. Ever sinceit happened, thistown hashad a
thing about tal buildings. It'salmogt like that son of abitch leveled thistown.

Héell, we wanted Closure too, but they had a court order all the way from the Supreme Court. |
thought it was about politics at first, and | admit | was alittle pissed. Don't use the word pissed. What
paper did you say you were with?

Never heard of it, but that's me. Anyway, | was miffed—isthat aword? miffed?>—until | understood
it was about Victims Rights. So we canceled the execution, and built the vats, and you know therest.

Wéll, if you want to know the details you should start with my assistant warden at the time, who
handled the details. HE's now the warden. Tdll him | sent you. Give him my regards.

| thought it opened a Pandora's box, and | said so at the time. It turns out of course that there haven't
been that many, and none on that scale. The onesthat there are, we get them al. We're the sort of
Soan-Ketterings of the thing. See that scum on the vats? Y ou're looking a e even of the guy who
abducted thelittle girlsin Ohio, the genital mutilation thing, remember? Even deven'sunusud. We usudly
build four, maybe five tops. And never anything on the scale of the macs.

Build, grow, whatever. If you'reinterested in the technology, you'll have to talk with the vat vet
himsalf. That's what we cal him, he'sagood old boy. He came in from the ag school for the macs and
he's been herein Corrections ever since. He was an exchange student, but he met agirl from MacAlester
and never went home. Isn't it funny how that stuff works? She was my second cousin, so now | havea
Hindu second cousin-in-law. Of course he's not actually aHindu.

A Unitarian, actudly. There are severa of us herein MacAlester, but I'm the only one from the
prison. | wasfresh out of Ag and it was my first assgnment. How would one describe such an
assgnment? In my country, we had no such...well, you know. It was repellent and fascinating &t the
sametime.

Everyone has the cloning technology. It'sthe growth rate that gives difficulty. Animasgrow to
maturity so much faster, and we had done significant work. Six-week cattle, ten-day ducks. Gene
tweaking. Enzyme accelerators. They wanted full-grown macsin two and a half years, we gave them 168
thirty-year-old men in eeven months! | used to come down here and watch them grow. Dontt tell
anyone, especialy my wife, Jean, but | grew sort of fond of them.

Hard? It was hard, | suppose, but farming ishard too if you think about it. A farmer may love his
hogs but he ships them off, and we al know what for.

Y ou should ask legd services about that. That wasn't part of my operation. We had aready grown
168 and | had to destroy one before he was even big enough to walk, just so they could include the redl
one. Ask meif | appreciated that!

It was a second court order. It came through after the macs were in the vats. Somebody's bright idea
inJustice. | supposethey figured it would legitimize the whole operation to include the redl McCoy, soto



speak, but then somebody has to decide who gets him. Justice didn't want any part of that and neither
did we, so we brought in one of those outfitsthat run lotteries, because that's what it was, alottery, but
kind of astrange one, if you know what | mean.

Strangein that the winner wasn't supposed to know if hewon or not. He or she. It'slike thefiring
sguad, where nobody knows who hasthe live bullets. Nobody is supposed to know who getsthe real
one. I'm sureit'sin the records somewhere, but that stuff's al sealed. What magazine did you say you
werewith?

Sedled? It's destroyed. That was part of the contract. | guess whoever numbered the macs would
know, but that wasfive years ago and it was done by lot anyway. It could probably be figured out by
talking to the drivers who did the deliveries, or the driverswho picked up the remains, or even the
familiesthemselves. But it would beillegd, wouldn't it? Unethicd, too, if you ask me, sinceit would
interfere with what the whole thing was about, which was Closure. Victims Rights. That'swhy we were
hired, to keep it secret, and that's what we did. End of story.

UPSwas anatura because we had just acquired Con Tran and were about to go into the detainee
delivery business under contract with the BOP. The macs were mostly locdl, of course, but not all.
Severa went out of state; two to Cdifornia, for example. It wasn't asecurity problem since the macs
weredl sort of docile. | figured they were engineered that way. |s engineered the word? Anyway, the
problem was public relations. Appearances, to be frank. Y ou can't drive around with a bud oad of macs.
And most families don't want the TV and papers at the door, like Publishers Clearing House. (Though
some do!) So we ddivered them in vans, two and three a atime, mostly in the morning, sort of on the
dy. Wetold the presswe were gill working out the details until it was dl done. Some people videotaped
their delivery. | suspect they're the ones that &l so videotaped their executions.

I'm not one of those who had a problem with the whole thing. No sirree. | went along with my
drivers, a first especidly, and met quite afew of the loved ones, and | wish you could have seenthe
grateful expressionson their faces. Y ou get your own mac to kill any way you want to. That's Closure. It
made me proud to be an American even though it came out of aterrible tragedy. An unspeakable
tragedy.

Tdk to the driversal you want to. What channd did you say you were with?

Y ou wouldn't have believed the publicity at thetime. It was a big triumph for Victims Rights, whichis
now in the Condtitution, isn't it? Maybe I'm wrong. Anyway, it wasn't a particularly what you might call
pleasant job, even though | wasdl for the families and Closure and stuff and still am.

Looked like anybody. Looked like you except for the beard. None of them were different. They
were al the same. One of them was supposedly the real McCoy, but so what? sn't the whole point of
cloning supposed to be that each one isthe same asthe first one? Nobody's ever brought this up before.
Y ou're not from one of those talk shows, are you?

They couldn't have talked to usif they had wanted to, and we weren't about to talk to them. They
were all taped up except for the eyes, and you should have seen those eyes. You tried to avoid it. | had
onethat threw up dl over my truck even though theoretically you can't throw up through that tape. | told
the dispatcher my truck needed atheoretica cleaning.

They al seemed the sameto me. Sort of panicked and gloomy. | had ahard time hating them, in spite
of what they done, or their daddy done, or however you want to put it. They say they could only livefive
years anyway before their insgdes turned to mush. That was no problem of course. Under the Victims
Rights settlement it had to be donein thirty days, that was from date of ddlivery.

| delivered thirty-four macs, of 168 atogether. | met thirty-four fine families, and they were afine
cross-section of American life, black and white, Catholic and Protestant. Not so many Jews.

I've heard that rumor. Y ou're going to have rumors like that when one of them is supposedly the redl
McCoy. There were other rumorstoo, like that one of the macs was pardoned by itsfamily and sent



away to school somewhere. That would have been hard. | mean, if you got amac you had to return a
body within thirty days. One story | heard was that they switched bodies after acar wreck. Another was
that they burned another body at the stake and turned it in. But that one's hard to believe too. Only one
of the macswas burned at the stake, and they had to get a specia clearance to do that. Hell, you can't
even burn leavesin Oklahomaanymore.

SaniMed collected, they're amedica waste outfit, Snce we're not alowed to handle remains. They're
not going to be ableto tell you much. What did they pick up? Bones and ashes. Mest.

Some of it was pretty gruesome but in this business you get used to that. We weren't supposed to
have to bag them, but you know how it is. The only onethat redly got to me wasthe crucifixion. That
sent the wrong message, if you ask me.

There was no way we could tell which one of them wasthe real McCoy, not from what we picked
up. You should talk to the loved ones. Nice people, maybe alittle impatient sometimes. The third week
was the hardest in terms of scheduling. People had been looking forward to Closure for so long, they
played with their macs for aweek or so, but then it got old. Played is not the word, but you know whét |
mean. Then it's bang bang and honey cdl SaniMed. They want them out of the house ASAP.

It's not that we were dow, but the schedule was heavy. In terms of what we were picking up, none
of it wasthat hard for me. These were not people. Some of them were pretty chewed up. Some of them
were chewed up pretty bad.

I'm not allowed to discussindividud families. | can say this. the ceremony, the settlement, the
execution, whatever you want to cal it, wasn't dways exactly what everybody had expected or wanted.
One family even wanted to let their mac go. Since they couldn't do that, they wanted afunerd. A funera
for toxic waste!

| can't giveyou their name or tell you their number.

| guess| cantell you that. It was between 103 and 105.

I'm not ashamed of it. We're Christians. Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass
againg us. Wetried to makeit legd, but the state wouldn't hear of it, sSince the execution order had
aready been signed. We had thirty days, so we waited till the last week and then used one of those
Kevorkian kits, the lethal objection thing. Injection, | mean. The doctor came with it but we had to push
the plunger thing. It seemsto melike one of therights of Victims Rights should be—but | guess not.

There was arumor that another family forgave and got away with it, but we never met them. They
supposedly switched bodiesin acar wreck and sent their mac to forestry school in Canada. Evenif it
wastrue, which | doubt, he would be dmost five now, and that's haf their life span. Supposedly their
internal organs harden after ten years. What agency did you say you were with?

We dropped ours out of an airplane. My uncle has abig ranch out past Mayfield with hisown airstrip
and everything. Cessna 172. It wasillegal, but what are they going to do? C'est lavie, or rather c'est la
mort. Or whatever.

They made uskill him. Wasn't he oursto do with aswe liked? Wasn't that the idea? He killed my
daddy likeadog and if | wanted to tie him up like adog, isn't that my business? Aren't you alittlelongin
the tooth to bein college, boy?

An dectric chair. It'sout in the garage. Want to seeit? Still got the shit stain on the sest.

My daddy came home with a mac, and took my mother and me out back and made us watch while
he shot him. Shot him dl over, from the feet up. The whole thing took ten minutes. It didn't seemto do
anybody any good, my aunt is till dead. They never found most of her, only the bottom of aleg. Would
you like some chocolates? They're from England.



Era? It wasonly like five years ago. | never took delivery. | thought | wasthe only one but | found
out later there were eight others. | guessthey just put them back in the vat. They couldn't live more than
fiveyearsanyway. Their insdesturned hard. All their DNA switches were shut off or something.

| got my own Closure my own way. That's my daughter's picture there. Asfor the macs, they aredl
dead. Period. They lived awhile, suffered and died. Isit any different for the rest of us? What church did
you say you were with?

| don't mind telling you our real name, but you should call us49 if you quote us. That's the number
we had in the lottery. We got our mac on a Wednesday, kept him for aweek, then set himin akitchen
chair and shot him in the head. We didn't have any ideahow messy that would be. The state should have
given someingructions or guideines.

Nobody knew which one wasthe originad, and that's the way it should be. Otherwise it would ruin
the Closure for everybody else. | can tell you ourswasn't, though. It wasjust afeding | had. That'swhy
we just shot him and got it over with. | just couldn't get red excited about killing something that seemed
barely dive, even though it supposedly had al hisfeglings and memories. But some peoplegot into it and
attended severa executions. They had akind of network.

Let me seeyour list. These two are the ones | would definitely talk to: 112 and 43. And maybe 13.

Isthat what they cal us, 112? So I'm just anumber again. | thought | was through with that in the
army. | figured we had the real one, the real McCoy, because he was so hard to kill. We cut him up with
achain saw, alittle Homelite. No gr, | didn't mind the mess and yes, he hated every minute of it. All
twenty some odd which ishow long it took. | would have fed him to my dogsif we hadn't had to turn the
body in. End of fucking story.

Oh, yeah. Double the pleasure, double the fun. Tripleit, redly. The only onel was againgt wasthis
one, 61. The crucifixion. | think that sent the wrong message, but the neighborslovediit.

Drown in thetoilet was big. Poison, fire, hanging, you nameit. People got these old books from the
library but that medieva stuff took specia equipment. One guy had arack built but the neighbors
objected to the screaming. | guess there are some limits, even to Victims Rights. Ditto the stake Stuff.

I'm sure our mac wasn't the real McCoy. Y ou want to know why? He was so quiet and sad. He just
closed hiseyes and died. I'm sure the real one would have been harder to kill. My mac wasn't innocent,
but he wasn't guilty either. Even though he looked like a thirty-year-old man he was only eighteen months
old, and that sort of showed.

| killed him just to even things out. Not revenge, just Closure. After spending al the money on the
court case and the settlement, not to mention the cloning and dl, the déliveries, it would have been
wasteful not to do it, don't you think?

I've heard that surviving thing but it'sjust arumor. Like Elvis. There were lots of rumors. They say
onefamily tried to pardon their mac and send him to Canada or somewhere. | don't think so!

Y ou might try thisone, 43. They used to brag that they had thered one. | dont mind telling you |
resented that and still do, since we were supposed to dl share equdly in the Closure. But some people
have to be number one.

It's over now anyway. What law firm did you say you worked for?

| could tell hewasthe original by the mean look in hiseye. He wasn't quite so mean after aweek in
that rat box.

Some people will always protest and write | etters and such. But what about something that was born
to be put to death? How can you protest that?

Closure, that'swhat it was dl about. | went onto live my life. I've been married again and divorced
aready. What college did you say you were from?



Thered McCoy?1 think hejust kept his mouth shut and died like the rest of them. What's he goin' to
say, herel am, and make it worse? And asfar asthat rumor of him surviving, you canfileit under Elvis.

There was aso a story that somebody switched bodies after a car wreck and sent their mac to
Canada. | wouldn't put too much stock in that one, either. Folks around here don't even think about
Canada. Forgiveness either.

We used that state kit, the Kevorkian thing. | heard about twenty families did. Wejust sat him down
and May pushed the plunger. Like flushing atoilet. May and mysalf—she's gone now, God bless
her—we were interested in Closure, not revenge.

Thisone, 13, told me one time he thought he had the real McCoy, but it waswishful thinking, if you
ask me. | don't think you could tell theredl one. | don't think you should want to even if you could.

I'm afraid you can't ask him about it, because they were dl killed in afire, the whole family. It was
just aday before the ceremony they had planned, which was some sort of dow thing with wires. There
was agaslesk or something. They weredl killed and their mac was destroyed in the explosion. Fire and
explosion. What insurance company did you say you worked for?

It was—have you got a map? oooh, that's a nice one—right here. On the corner of Oak and
Increase, only ahdf amilefrom the Ste of the origina exploson, ironicaly. The house is gone now.

Seethat new strip mal? That Dollar Store's where the house stood. The family that lived in it was
one of the onesthat lost aloved one in the Oklahoma City bombing. They got one of the macs as part of
the Victims Rights Closure Settlement, but unfortunately tragedy struck them again before they got to get
Closure. Funny how the Lord worksin mysterious ways.

No, none of them areleft. There was ahomeless guy who used to hang around but the police ran him
off. Beard like yours. Might have been afriend of the family, some crazy cousin, who knows. So much
tragedy they had. Now helivesin the back of the mall in adumpgter.

There. That yellow thing. It never getsemptied. | don't know why the city doesn't removeit but it's
been therefor dmost five yearsjust like that.

| wouldn't go over there. People don't fool with him. He doesn't bother anybody, but, you know.

Suit yourself. If you knock on it helll come out, figuring you've got somefood for him or something.
Kidsdo it for meanness sometimes. But stand back, thereisasméll.

“Daddy?’

Written in Blood
CHRISLAWSON

Chris Lawson is a relatively new writer who has published several timesin Eidolon, now the
leading Australian magazine in the F& SF genre, and in the ambitious original anthology,
Dreaming Down Under (1998). Now a medical doctor in Melbourne, he grew up in New Guinea on
a crocodile farm. He says, “ The writers who have most influenced me are the ideas men in SF:
Bester, Asimov, Clarke, and Benford. It was George Turner, though, who showed me that it was
possible to conjoin ideas and traditional narrative values, and | wish I'd had an opportunity to
thank him properly.”

This story appeared in Asmov's, and in Centaurus. Best Austrdian Science Fiction, a large
reprint anthology published in 1999 to coincide with the World SF Convention in Melbourne. Itis
arare and powerful SF story about the impact of a scientific advance on some Mudlins, a
counter point to Bruce Sterling's well-known story, “ We Think Differently.” “ Occasionally,” says
Lawson, “ in moments of extreme self-confidence, | even hope to change the way people think



about the world.”

CTATAA CAGTGT AGC GACGAA TGT CTA CAGAAA CAA GAATGT CAT GAGTGT
CTA GAT CAT AACCGA TGT AGC GACGAA TGT CTA CAA GAA AGG AAT TAA GAG
GGA TAC CGA TGT AGC GACGAA TGT CTA AAT CAT CAA CACAAA AGT AGT TAA
CAT CAGAAAAGCGAATGCTTCTTF

In the Name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate.

T hese words open the Qur'an. They were written in my father's blood. After Mother died, and Da

recovered from his chemotherapy, we went on a pilgrimage together. In my usuad eeven-year-old curious
way, | asked him why we had to go to the Other End of the World to pray when we could do it just fine
a home,

“Zada” hesad, “there are only five pillars of faith. It iseasier than any of the other pillars because
you only need to do it once in alifetime. Remember this during Ramadan, when you are hungry and you
know you will be hungry again the next day, but your haj will be over.”

Dawould brook no further discussion, so we set off for the Holy Lands. At eleven, | waslessthan
impressed. | expected to find Paradise filled with thousands of fountains and birds and orchards and
blooms. Instead, we huddled in cloth tents with hundreds of thousands of swesty pilgrims, most of whom
spoke other languages, as we tramped across a cramped and dirty wasteland. | wondered why Allah had
made hisHoly Lands so dry and dusty, but | had the sense even then not to ask Da about it.

Near Damascus, we heard about the bloodwriting. The pilgrimswere al speaking about it. Half
thought it blasphemous, the other haf thought it apath to Heaven. Since Dawas abiologigt, the pilgrims
in our troop asked him what he thought. He said he would have to go to the blood-writers directly and
find out.

On adusty Monday, after morning prayer, my father and | visited the bloodwriter's stdl. The canvas
was a beautiful white, and the man at the stall smiled as Da approached. He spoke some Arabic, which |
could not understand.

“I speak English,” said my father.

The gtdl attendant switched to English with the ease of ajuggler changing hands. “Wonderful, Sir!
Many of our customers prefer English.”

“I dso speak biology. My pilgrim companions have asked meto review your product.” | thought it
very forward of my father, but the stall attendant seemed unfazed. He exuded confidence about his
product.

“Anexpert!” heexcamed. “Even better. Many pilgrims are distrustful of Western science. | do what
| can to reassure them, but they see me as a salesman and not to be trusted. | welcome your
endorsement.”

“Thenearnit.”

The std| attendant wiped his mustache, and began his spid. “ Since the Dawn of Time, the Word of
Allah has been read by mullahs....”

“Stop!” said Da. “The Qur'an was reved ed to Mohammed fifteen centuries ago; the Dawn of Time
predatesit by severa billion years. | want answers, not portentous fal se-hoods.”

Now the man was nervous. “ Perhaps you should see my uncle. He invented the bloodwriting. | will
fetch him.” Soon he returned with an older, infinitely more respectable man with grey whiskersin his
mustache and hair.

“Pleaseforgive my nephew,” said the old man. “He has watched too much American televison and
thinks the best way to impressisto use dramatic words, wild gestures, and where possible, atoll-free
number.” The nephew bowed his head and dunk to the back of the stdl, chastened.



“May | answer your questions?’ the old man asked.

“If you would be so kind,” said Da, gesturing for the man to continue.

“Bloodwriting isagood word, and | owe my nephew adebt of gratitude for that. But the actua
process is something atogether more mundane. | offer avirus, nothing more. | havetaken a
hypo-immunogenic strain of adeno-associated virus and added a specid codeto itsDNA..”

Dasad, “The other pilgrimstell methat you can write the Qur'an into their blood.”

“That | can, sir,” said the old man. “Long ago | learned atrick that would get the adeno-associated
virusto writeits code into bone marrow stem cells. It made me arich man. Now | use my gift for Allah's
work. | consider it part of my zakat.”

Da suppressed awry smile. Zakat, charitable donation, was one of thefive pillars. This old man was
30 blinded by avarice that he bieved sdlling hisinvention for small profit was enough to fulfill his
obligation to God.

The old man smiled and raised asmdl ampoule of red liquid. He continued, “This, my friend, isthe
virus. | have stripped its core and put the entire text of the Qur'an into its DNA. If you inject it, the virus
will write the Qur'an into your myeloid precursor cdlls, and then your white blood cellswill carry the
Word of Allahindgdethem.”

| put my hand up to catch hisattention. “Why not red blood cells?’ | asked. “They carry al the
oxygen.”

The old man looked at me asif he noticed mefor thefirg time. “Hello, little one. Y ou are very smart.
Red blood cells carry oxygen, but they have no DNA. They cannot carry the Word.”

It al seemed too complicated to an eleven-year-old girl.

My father was curious. “DNA codes for amino acid sequences. How can you write the Qur'anin
DNA?

“DNA isjust another aphabet,” said the old man. He handed my father acard. “Hereisthecrib
sheet”

My father studied the card for severa minutes, and | saw his face change from skeptica to awed. He
passed the card to me. It wasfilled with Arabic squiggles, which | could not understand. The only thing |
knew about Arabic wasthat it was written right-to-l€ft, the reverse of English.

“I cantread it,” | said to the man. He made alittle spinning gesture with hisfinger, indicating that |
should flip the card over. | flipped the card and saw the same crib sheet, only with Anglicized termsfor
each Arabic letter. Then he handed me another crib sheet, and said: “ Thisisthe sheet for English text.”

“The Arabic aphabet has 28 letters. Each letter changes form depending on its position in the word.
But the rules arerigid, so thereis no need to put each variation in the crib sheet. It is enough to know that
theletter is aliph or bi, and whether it is a the Sart, at the end, or in the middle of the word.

“The[stop] commands are also left in their usud places. These are the body's natural commands and
they tell ribosomes when to stop making a protein. It only cost three spots and there were plenty to
spare, so they stayed in.”

My father asked, “Do you have an English trandation?’

“Y our daughter islooking at the crib sheet for the English language,” the old man explained, “and
there are other texts one can write, but not the Qur'an.”

Thinking rapidly, Dasad, “But you could write the Qur'an in English?’

“If | wanted to pursue secular causes, | could do that,” the old man said. “But | have dl the secular
things| need. | have copyrighted crib sheetsfor al the common alphabets, and | make a profit on them.
For the Qur'an, however, trandations are not acceptable. Only the origina words of Mohammed can be
trusted. It isonething for dhimmis to trandate it for their own curiogty, but if you are atrue believer you
must read theword of God initsunsullied form.”

Dadared a the man. The old man had just claimed that millions of Mudimswere fase believers
because they could not read the original Qur'an. Da shook his head and |et the matter go. There were
plenty of imamswho would agree with the old man.

“What isthe successrate of the inoculation?’

“Ninety-five percent of my tria subjects had identifiable Qur'an text in their blood after two weeks,



athough | cannot guarantee that the entire text survived theinsertion in al of those subjects. No
peer-reviewed journa would accept the paper.” He handed my father a copy of an article from Modern
Gene Techniques. “Not because the science is poor, asyou will seefor yourself, but because Idam
scaresthem.”

Dalooked serious. “How much are you charging for this?’

“Ahal The essentid question. | would dearly loveto giveit away, but even aking would grow poor if
he gave agrain of riceto every hungry man. | ask enough to cover my costs, and no haggling. Itisa
hundred US dollars or equivalent.”

Dalooked into the dusty sky, thinking. “I am puzzled,” he said at last. “The Qur'an has one hundred
and fourteen suras, which comesto tens of thousands of words. Y et the adeno-associated virusis quite
smdl. Surdy it cant Al fit inddethe vird coat?’

At thisthe old man nodded. “I see you aretruly aman of wisdom. It is a patented secret, but |
suppose that someday agreedy industriaist will lay hands on my virus and sequence the genome. So, |
will tell you on the condition that it goes no further than thistal.”

Dagave hisword.

“The code is compressed. The origina text has enormous redundancy, and with advanced
compression, | can reduce the amount of DNA by over 80 percent. It istill alot of code.”

| remember Da's jaw dropping. “ That must mean the vird codeis sdlf-extracting. How on Earth do
you commandeer the ribosomes?’

“I think | have given away enough secretsfor today,” said the old man.

“Pleaseforgiveme,” said Da. “It was curiosity, not greed, that drove meto ask.” Dachanged his
mind about the bloodwriter. Thistruly wasfar zakét. Such awedlth of invention for only ahundred US
dollars.

“And the safety?” asked my father.

The old man handed him anumber of papers, which my father read carefully, nodding his head
periodicaly, and humming each time he wasimpressed by the data.

“I'll have adose,” said Da. “ Then no one can accuse me of being adipshod reviewer.”

“Sir, | would be honored to give a complimentary blood-writing to you and your daughter.”

“Thank you. I am ddlighted to accept your gift, but only for me. Not for my daughter. Not until sheis
of age and can make her own decison.” Datook ared ampoulein hishands and held it up to thelight, as
if he was|ooking through an envel ope for the letters of the Qur'an. He shook his head at the marvel and
handed it back to the old man, who drew it up in asyringe.

That night, our fellow pilgrims made afire and gathered around to hear my father talk. As he spoke,
four trandators whispered their own tongues to the crowd. The scene was like a greet theater from the
Arabian Nights. Scores of people wrapped in white robes leaned into my father'swords, drinking up his
excitement. It could have been amesting of princes.

Whenever Da said something that amazed the gathered masses, you could hear the inbreath of the
crowd, first from the English-speakers, and then in patches as the words came out in the other languages.
Hetold them about DNA, and how it told our bodies how to live. He told them about introns, the long
stretches of human DNA that are usalessto our bodies, but that we carry till from viruses that invaded
our distant progenitors, like ancestral scars. He told them about the DNA code, with itstriplets of
adenine, guanine, cytosine, and thymine, and he passed around copies of the bloodwriter's crib sheet. He
told them about blood, and the white cdlls that fought infection. He talked about the adeno-associated
virusand how it injected its DNA into humans. He talked about the bloodwriter'sinjection and the mild
fever it had given him. Hetold them of the price.

And he answered questions for an hour.

The next day, as soon as the morning prayers were over, the bloodwriting stall was swamped with
customers. The old man ran out of ampoules by mid-morning, and only avoided ariot by promising to
bring more the following day.



| had made friends with another girl. She was two years younger than | was, and we did not sharea
language, but we still found waysto play together to relieve the boredom.

Oneday, | saw her giggling and whispering to her mother, who looked furtively at meand at Da. The
mother waved over her companions, and spoke to them in solemn tones. Soon avery angry-looking
phaanx of women descended on my unsuspecting father. They stood before him, hands on hips, and the
one who spoke English pointed afinger a me.

“Whereisher mother?’ asked the woman. She wastdler than the others, awegther-beaten woman
who looked like she was sixty, but must have been younger because she had a child only two years old.
“Thisisno placefor ayoung girl to be escorted by aman.”

“Zadas mother died in a car accident back home. | am her father, and | can escort her without help,
thank you.”

“I think not,” said the woman.

“What right have you to say such athing?’ asked Da. “I am her father.”

The woman pointed again. “Ala says she saw your daughter bathing, and she has not had the khitan.
Isthistrue?

“Itisnone of your business” said Da

Thewoman screamed at him. “1 will not dlow my daughter to play with harlots. Isit true?’

“Itisnone of your busness.”

The woman lurched forward and pulled me by my arm. | squealed and twisted out of her grasp and
ran behind my father for protection. | wrapped my arms around hiswaist and held on tightly.

“Show us,” demanded the woman. “Prove sheis clean enough to travel with thiscamp.”

Darefused, which made the woman lose her temper. She dapped him so hard she split hislip. He
tasted the blood, but stood resol ute. She reached around and tried to unlock my arms from Daswaist.
He pushed her away.

“Sheisnot fit to share our camp. She should be cut, or else she will be shamed in the sight of Allah,”
the woman screamed. The other women were shouting and shaking their fists, but few of them knew
English, soit was as much in confusion as anger.

My father fixed the woman with aviciousglare. “ Y ou cal my daughter shameful in the sight of Allah?
| am aservant of Allah. Proveto methat Allah isshamed and | will do what | can to remove the shame.
Fetchamullah.”

The woman scowled. “1 will fetch amullah, athough | doubt your promise isworth as much aswords
inthesand.”

“Make sure the mullah speaks English,” my father demanded as she dipped away. He turned to me
and wiped away tears. “Don't worry, Zada. No harm will cometo you.”

“Will | bedlowed to play with Ala?’

“No. Not with these old vultures hanging around.”

By the evening, the women had found a mullah gullible enough to mediate the dispute. They tugged
his deeves as he waked toward our camp, hurrying him up. It was obviousthat his distaste had grown
with every minute in the company of the women, and now he was genuinely reluctant to speak on the
metter.

The weathered woman pointed us out to the mullah and spat some words at him that we did not
understand.

“Sir, | hear that your daughter is uncircumcised. Isthistrue?’

“Itisnone of your business,” said Da.

The mullah's face dropped. Y ou could almost see his heart sSinking. * Did you not promise...?’

“| promised to discuss theology with you and that crone. My daughter's anatomy is not your affair.”

“Please, ar...”

Dacut him off aoruptly. “Mullah, in your considered opinion, isit necessary for aMudim girl to be
circumcised?’

“It isthe accepted practice,” said the mullah.

“I do not care about the accepted practice. | ask what Mohammed says.”



“Widl, I'm sure that Mohammed says something on the matter,” said the mullah.

“Show mewhere.”

The mullah coughed, thinking of the fastest way to extract himsdlf. “1 did not bring my bookswith
me” hesad.

Dalaughed, not believing that amullah would travel so far to mediate atheological dispute without a
book. “Here, have mine,” Dasaid as he passed the Qur'an to the mullah. “ Show me where Mohammed
sayssuch athing.”

The mullah's shoulders dumped. “Y ou know | cannot. It isnot in the Qur'an. But it is sunnah.”

“Sunnah,” said Da, “isvery clear on the matter. Circumcision is makrumah for women. Itis
honorable but not compulsory. There is no requirement for women to be circumcised.”

“Sir, you are very learned. But thereismoreto Idam than a strict reading of the Qur'an and sunnah.
There have even been occasions when the word of Mohammed has been overturned by later imams.
Mohammed himself knew that he was not an expert on al things, and he said that it was the respong bility
of future generationsto rise above hisimperfect knowledge.”

“So, you are saying that even if it was recorded in the Qur'an, that would not make it compulsory.”
Dagaveasnile, thelittle quirk of hislipsthat he gave every time he had laid alogicd trap for someone.

The mullah looked grim. The trap had snapped shut on hisleg, and he was not looking forward to
extricating himsdlf.

“Tell these women so we can go back to our tentsand deep,” said Da.

The mullah turned to the women and spoke to them. The weathered woman became agitated and
sarted waving her hands wildly. Her voice was an overwrought screech. The mullah turned back to us.

“Sherefusesto share camp with you, and indgstsyou leave.”

Dafixed the mullah with hisiron gaze. “Mullah, you are alearned man in adifficult Situation, but
surely you can see the woman is half-mad. She complainsthat my daughter has not been mutilated, and
would not taint herself with my daughter's presence. Y et sheistainted hersdlf. Did shetell you that she
tried to assault my daughter and strip her naked in public view? Did shetell you that sheinflicted this
wound on mewhen | stood between her and my daughter? Did shetell you that | have taken the
bloodwriting, so she spilled the Word of God when she drew blood?’

The mullah looked appalled. He went back to the woman, who started screeching all over again. He
cut her off and began berating her. She stopped talking, stunned that the mullah had turned on her. He
kept berating her until she showed asign of humility. When she bowed her head, the mullah stopped his
tirade, but as soon as the words stopped she sent a dagger-glance our way.

That night, three families pulled out of our camp. Many of the othersin camp were pleased to see
them go. | heard one of the grandmothers mutter “ Taliban” under her breeth, making a curse of the
words.

The mood in camp lifted, except for mine. “It'smy fault Alaleft,” | said.

“No, itisnot your fault,” said Da. “It was her family'sfault. They want the whole world to think the
way they think and to do what they do. Thisisagaingt the teaching of the Qur'an, which saysthat there
shall be no coercion in the matter of faith. | can find the suraif you like.”

“Am| undean?’

“No,” said Da. “Y ou are the most beautiful girl intheworld.”

By morning, the camp had been filled by other families. The faces were more friendly, but Alawas
gone. It wasmy first lesson in intolerance, and it came from my own faith.

In Sydney, we sat for hours, waiting to be processed. By the third hour, Dafinally lost patience and
approached the customs officer.

“Weare Audrdian citizens, you know?’ Dasaid.

“Pease be seated. We are till waiting for cross-checks.”

“| was born in Brisbane, for crying out loud! Zadawas bornin Melbourne. My family is Austrdian
four generations back.”

His protests made no difference. Ever since the Saladin Outbreak, customs checked al Mudims



thoroughly. Fifty resdents of Darwin had died from an outbreak of abiologica weapon that the Saladins
had released. Only ahandful of Saladins had survived, and they weredl in prison, and it had been years
ago, but Audtrdia dtill treated its Mudims asif every sngle one of uswas aterrorist waiting for the
opportunity to go berserk.

We wereinsulted, shouted at, and spat on by men and women who then stepped into their exclusive
clubs and talked about how uncivilized we were. Once it had been the Aborigines, then it had been the
Itdian and Greek immigrants; ageneration later it was the Asans, now it was our turn. Dathought that
we could leave for awhile, go on our pilgrimage and return to amore settled nation, but our trestment by
the customs officersindicated that little had changed in the year we were away.

They forced Dato strip for a search, and nearly did the same for me, until Dathreatened them with
child molestation charges. They took blood samples from both of us. They went through our luggage
ruthlesdy. They X-rayed our suitcases from so many anglesthat Dajoked they would glow in the dark.

Then they made uswait, which was the worst punishment of all.

Daleaned over to me and whispered, “ They areworried about my blood. They think that maybe|
am carrying adeadly virus like a Saadin. And who knows? Maybe the Qur'an is adeadly virus.” He
chuckled.

“Can they read your blood?’ | asked.

“Yes, but they can't make sense of it without the code sheet.”

“If they knew it was just the Qur'an texts, would they let usgo?’

“Probably,” said Da.

“Why don't you giveit to them, then?’

Hesighed. “Zada, it is hard to understand, but many people hate us for no reason other than our
faith. | have never killed or hurt or stolen from anyonein my life, and yet people hate me because | pray
in achurch with a crescent instead of across.”

“But | want to get out of here,” | pleaded.

“Ligten to me, daughter. | could show them the crib sheet and explain it to them, but then they would
know the code, and that is aterrifying possibility. There are people who havetried to design ilnesses that
attack only Jews or only blacks, but so far they have failed. The reason why they havefailed isthat there
isno serological marker for black or Jewish blood. Now we stupid Mudlims, and | count myself among
thefools, have identified ourselves. In my blood isacode that saysthat | am aMudim, not just by birth,
but by activefaith. | have marked mysdlf. | might aswell walk into aneo-Nazi radly wearing a Star of
David.

“Maybel amjust apessmigt,” he continued. “Maybe no one will ever design an anti-Mudim virus,
but it isnow technically possble. The longer it takes the dhimmis to find out how, the better.”

| looked up at my father. He had called himsdlf afoal. “ Da, | thought you were smart!”

“Mogt of thetime, darling. But sometimesfaith means you have to do the dumb thing.”

“I don't want to be dumb,” | said.

Dalaughed. *Y ou know you can choose whatever you want to be. But thereisasmal hopel have
for you. To do it you would need to be very, very smart.”

“What?' | asked.

“I want you to grow up to be smart enough to figure out how to stop theillnesses I'm talking about.
Mark my words, racia plagueswill come one day, unless someone can stop them.”

“Doyou think | could?’

Dalooked a mewith utter conviction. “I have never doubted it.”

Dasleukemiarecurred afew yearslater. The chemotherapy had failed to cure him after dl, although
it had given him seven good years, just long enough to see me to adulthood, and enrolled in genetics. |
tried to figure out away to cure Da, but | was only afreshman. | understood less than half the wordsin
my textbooks. The best | could do was hold his hand as he dowly died.

It wasthen that | finally understood what he meant when he said that sometimes it wasimportant not
to be smart. At the climax of our haj we had gone around the Kaabah seven times, moving in ahuman



whirlpool. It made no sense at al intellectudly. Going around and around awhite temple in athrong of
strangers was about as pointless athing as you could possibly do, and yet | still remember the event as
one of the most moving in my life. For abrief moment | felt apart of agreater community, not just of
Mudims, but of the Universe. With that last ritual, Daand | became haji and hajjah, and it felt
wonderful.

But | could not put aside my thoughts the way Dacould. | had to be smart. Da had asked meto be
smart. And when he died, after four months and two failed chemo cycles, | no longer believedin Allah. |
wanted to maintain my faith, as much for my father asfor me, but my heart was empty.

The event that findly tipped me, dthough | did not even redize it until much later, was seeing his
blood in asample tube. The oncology nurse had drawn 8 misfrom his centra line, then rolled the sample
tube end over end to mix the blood with the anticoagulant. | saw the blood darken in the tube asiit
deoxygenated, and | thought about the blood cellsin there. The white cells contained the suras of the
Qur'an, but they aso carried the broken code that turned them into cancer cells.

Da had once overcome leukemia years before. The doctorstold meit was very rareto have a
relapse after seven years. And this relapse seemed to be more aggressive than the first one. The tests,
they told me, indicated this was anew mutation.

Mutation: a change in genetic code. Mutagen: an agent that promotes mutation.

Bloodwriting, by definition, was mutagenic. Dahad injected one hundred and fourteen surasinto his
own DNA. The designer had been very careful to make sure that the bloodwriting virusinserted itself
somewhere safe so it would not disrupt atumor suppressor gene or switch on an oncogene—but that
was for normal people. Das DNA was dready damaged by leukemiaand chemotherapy. The virus had
written anew code over thetop, and | believe the new code switched hisleukemiaback on.

The Qur'an had spoken to hisblood, and said: “He it is Who created you from dust, then from a
amall lifegerm, then from aclot, then He brings you forth as a child, then that you may attain your
meaturity, then that you may be old—and of you there are some who are caused to die before—and that
you may reach an gppointed term, and that you may understand./He it iswho giveslife and brings degth,
s0 when He decrees an affair, Heonly saystoit: Be, anditis”

| never forgave Allah for saying “ Be!” to my father'sleukemia.

An educated, intdligent biologist, Damust have suspected that the Qur'an had killed him. Still, he
never missed aprayer until the day he died. My own faith was not so strong. It shattered like fine china
on concrete. Dishdlief isthe only possible revenge for omnipotence.

Aninfidel | was by then, but | had made a promise to my father, and for my postdoc | solved the
bloodwriting problem. He would have been proud.

| abandoned the crib sheet. In my scheme the codons were assigned randomly to |etters. Rather than
preordaining TAT to mean zen in Arabic or “K” in English, | designed a processthat shuffled the letters
into anew configuration every time. Because there are 64 codons, with three { stop} marks and eight
blanks, that comes to about 5 x 10% or
500,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,0
00,000,000,000,000,000 combinations. No one could design avirus specific to the Qur'an suras
anymore. The dhimmi bastards would need to design adifferent virusfor every Mudim on the face of
the Earth. Thefaith of my father was safe to bloodwrite.

In my own blood | have written the thingsimportant to me. Thereisapicture of my family, apicture
of my wedding, and apicture of my parents from when they were both dive. Pictures can be encoded
just aseaslly astext.

Thereis sometext: Crick and Watson's original paper describing the double-hdlix of DNA, and
Martin Luther King's“| Have a Dream” speech. | aso transcribed Casiuss words from Julius Caesar .

The fault, dear Brutus, isnot in our sars,

But in oursalves, that we are underlings.



For the memory of my father, | included aMudim parable, a sunnah story about Mohammed: One
day, agroup of farmers asked Mohammed for guidance on improving their crop. Mohammed told the
farmers not to pollinate their date trees. The farmers recognized Mohammed as awise man, and did as
he said. That year, however, none of the trees bore any dates. The farmers were angry, and they
returned to Mohammed demanding an explanation. Mohammed heard their complaints, then pointed out
that he was areligious man, not afarmer, and his wisdom could not be expected to encompass the sum
of human learning. He said, “'Y ou know your worldly business better.”

Itismy favorite parable from Idam, and is asimportant in itsway as Jesus Sermon on the Mount.

At the end of my insert, | included a quote from the dhimmi Albert Eingtein, recorded the year after
the aomic bombing of Japan.

Hesaid, “Thereease of atom power has changed everything but our way of thinking,” then added,
“the solution of this problem liesin the heart of humankind.”

| have paraphrased that last sentence into the essence of my new faith. No God was ever so
succinct.

My atificid intron reads:

CTA AGCGACGAA TGT AGT CAT TAC GGA AGC TAA CAT CAGTGT TACTAA GAA
AGT TGT TAA CAGTGT AGC GAC GAA TGT GAC GAA AAA AGGAGCTGT CAT GAG
TGT GAC GGA CAA AAA CAGTAT TAA CAGAACTGC

8 words, 45 codons, 135 base pairsthat say:
The solution liesin the heart of humankind
| whisper it to my children every night.

Has Anybody Seen Junie Moon?
GENE WOLFE

Gene Wolfe has now been publishing in SF for more than thirty years, although he did not draw
much notice until 25 years ago, in the early 1970s, when his outstanding short fiction began to
appear on award ballots. It is now evident that he isin our time producing the finest continuing
body of short fiction in the S field since Theodore Sturgeon. Like Surgeon, Wolfe is an aesthetic
maverick, whose stories are sometimes fantasy, sometimes horror, sometimes hard S, sometimes
fine contemporary realism (neat, or with magic). His novels include the four-volume Book of the
New Sun, The Fifth Head of Cerberus, Peace, Soldier of the Mist, Urth of the New Sun, the
four-volume Book of the Long Sun, and in 1999 the first volume of the Book of the Short Sun, On
Blue's Waters. This novel left no doubt that he is still at the top of his form. His short fiction is
collected in Theldand of Dr. Death and Other Stories, and Other Stories, Endangered Species, Storeys
from the Old Hotdl, Strange Travelers, and several other volumes.

This story isthefirst of several in this year's best volume selected for reprint from the excellent
original SF anthology Moon Shots, edited by Peter Crowther. It features Sam, a slow-witted but
devoted herculean weight-lifter and Junie Moon, his beloved brainy and obese physicist, who
follow the clues of Roy T. Laffer to the White Cow Moon. The story isin homageto R. A. Lafferty,
one of the finest of all SF stylists, who aspired to wrestle with angels and perhaps dine with the
devil. | was never sure what genre Lafferty wrote, just that we would be much poorer without it.
Thisisthat kind of story.

T he reason | am writing thisisto find my manager. | think her nameisredly probably June Moon or

something, but nobody cals her that. | call her Junie and just about everybody else cals her Ms. Moon.
Sheisshort and kind of fat with abig wide mouth that she smileswith alot and brown hair: Sheis pretty,



too. Redl pretty, and that is how you can be sureit is her if ever you see her. Because short, fat ladies
mostly do not look as good as Junie and nobody thinks, “Boy, | would redly like to know her like | did
that time in England when we went in the cave, so she could talk to that crabby old man from Tulsa
because Junie believesin dead people coming back and all that.”

She made me believeit, too. Y ou would, too, if you had been with Junielike | have.

So | amlooking for aMoon just like sheis, only sheisthe Moon that | am looking for. The one she
islooking for isthe White Cow Moon. That isan Indian name and thereisa story behind it just like you
would think, only it isa pretty dumb story, so | am going to saveit for later. Besides, | do not think it is
true. Indians are nice people except for acouple | used to know, but they have al these storiesthat they
tell you and then they laugh insde.

| am from Texas, but Junieis from Oklahoma.

That iswhat started her off. She used to work for abig school they have there, whatever it sayson
that sweatshirt she wears sometimes. There wasthis cranky old man in Tulsathat knew lots of stuff, only
he was like an Indian. He would tell people, thiswas when he was il pretty young, | guess, and they
would never believe him eveniif it wastrue.

| have that trouble, too, but this cranky old man got real mad and did something about it. He changed
hisnameto Roy T. Laffer, and after that he would tell things so they would not believe him or
understand, and then laugh insgde. Junie never said what the T. stood for, but | think | know.

Do you know what it says on the tea boxes? The ones with the man with the cap on them? It says
honest teaisthe best policy. | know what that means, and | think that cranky old Roy T. Laffer knew it,
too.

He gave big boxesfull of paper to the school Junie worked for, and Junie was the one that went
through them and that was how she found out about White Cow Moon. He had alot of stuff in there
about it, and Junie saw her name and read it even if hiswriting was worse even than mine. He had been
there and taken pictures, and she found those, too. She showed me some.

It goes dow. Junie said that was the greatest secret intheworld, so | guessit is. And there were
pictures of abig old rock that Roy T. Laffer had brought back.

Onepicturethat | saw had it sitting on ascale. The rock was so big you could not hardly seethe
scale, but then another picture showed the part with numbers, and that big old rock was only about a
quarter ounce. It waskind of adirty white like this one cow that we used to have.

Maybe that was realy why they cal it that and not because a cow jumped over it like those Indians
say. That would make alot more sense, only | did not think of it till just now.

| ought to tell you things about me here so you understand, but first | want to tell more about Junie
because | am looking for her, but I know where | am dready, which isherein Floridaat the Museum of
the Strange and Occult. Only itisdl big letterslike this on our sign out front, THE MUSEUM OF THE
STRANGE AND OCCULT, ADMISSION $5.50, CHILDREN $2, CHILDREN IN ARMS FREE,
SENIORS $3 OR $2 WITH ANOTHER PAID ADMISSION. The letters are gold.

Junie had been to college and everything and was a doctor of physic. When she got out, she thought
shewasthe greatest snce One Mug. That iswhat she saysit means, only it is German. | do not
remember the German words.

So shewent to work at this big laboratory in Chicago where they do physic, only they had her
answer the phone and empty the wastebaskets and she quit. Then she went back home to Oklahoma,
and that iswhy she was at the big school and was the one that went through Roy. T. Laffer's papers.
Mostly I do not much like Oklahoma people because they think they are better than Texas people, only
Junieredly is

So if you see her or even just talk to somebody that has, you could come by and tell me, or writea
letter or even just phone. | will be glad any way you do it. Dottie that worksin our office hereis putting
thisin her computer for me and printing it, too, whenever | have got a page done. She says you could
send E-mail, too. That would be dl right because Dottie would tell us. | would be very happy any way
you did it. Dottie says www.Hercules@freaky.com.

My nameisnot redlly Hercules, that isjust the name | work under. My nameisredly Sam and that is



what Junie calsme. If you know her and have talked to her and she said anything about Sam, that was
me. If you want to beredly formd, it is Sam J. Only nobody cals methat. Most people | know call me
Hercules. Not ever Herk. | do not likeiit.

Let metdl you how bad | want to find Junie. Sometimesthereisaman in thetip thet thinksheis
gronger. | redly like that when it happens becauseit isusudly fun. | will do somethingsthat | figure he
can do, too, like bending rebars and tearing up bottle caps. Thenif | seethetip likeshim, | will say
something hard and let himwin.

A week ago maybe there was this one big guy that thought he wasredlly strong, so | did him like |
said. | threw him the two-hundred-pound bell and he caught it, and when he threw it back to me, |
pretended like | could not catchit and let it fall when | had my legs out of the way and everybody was
happy. Only yesterday he came back. He called me Herk, and he said | was afraid to go up against him
again. Thetip was not with himthen. So | said dl right, and when he could not lift my
five-hundred-pound iron, | did it with one hand and gaveit to him. And when he dropped it, | picked him
up by hisbelt and hung him on thishigh hook | usefor the pulley. I left him up there until everybody was
gone, too, and when | took him down, he did not say aword. He just went away.

Wel, I want Junie back so bad that if he wasto tell me where shewas, | would let him win anytime
he wanted.

| do not make alot of money here. It isjust five hundred a month and what | make sdlling my course,
but they have got these trailers out back for Jojo and Baby Ritawho isahundred timesfatter than Junie
or anybody. So | have one, too, anditisfree. | eat alot, but that isabout al | spend much on. Some
fishing gear, but | have got areal good reel and you do not need much else.

Wéll, you do, but it does not cost the world.

So | have alot saved and | will give you hdf if you tell me where Junie Moon isand sheisredly there
when | go look.

Thisistheway she got to be my manager. | wasin England working at afair that they had at thisbig
castle where King Arthur was born, and Junie was in the tip. So when it was over and they were
supposed to go see Torchy, Junie would not go. The steerer said she had to, but she kept saying she
wanted to talk to me and | could tell she was American like me. So after awhile | said she probably
knew that if sheredlly wanted to talk to me al she had to do was meet me out back. So then she went.

When | went out back, which waswhere the toilets were, | did not expect to see her, not redly, even
if I had let her fed my arm which is something | do sometimes. But there she was, and thisiswhat she
sad, with thelittle marks around it that you are supposed to use and al of that stuff. Dottie, help mewith
this part.

“Hercules, | redly need your help. | don't know whether | was really one of the daughters of King
Thespius, but there werefifty of them, so there's a pretty good chance of it. Will you help me?’

That was the first thing Junie ever said to me, and | remember it just like it was a couple of days ago.
Naturaly | said | would.

“Youwill! Jugt likethat?’

| said sure.

“I can pay you. | was going to say that. A hundred pounds right now, and another hundred pounds
when I'm over thefence. | can passit to you through the fence. Look.” She opened her purse and
showed methe money. “Isthat enough?’

| explained how she did not have to.

“Youll bein danger. Y ou might be arrested.”

Junie looked redlly worried when she said that, and it made me fedl wonderful, so | said that was
okay. | had been arrested once aready in England besidesin Americaand to tell the truth in England it
was kind of fun, especialy when they could not get their handcuffsto go around my wrists, and then they
got these plastic strgp cuffs and put those on me and | broke six pairs. | like English people, only nothing
they say makes any sense.

Junie said, “Back there, you threw an enormous barbell up in the air and caught it. How much did
you say it weighed?’



| said, “ Three hundred. That was my three-hundred-pound bell.”

“And doesit actudly weigh three hundred pounds?’

| said sure.

“I weigh only alittle more than half that. Could you throw me, oh, fifteen feet into the air?’

| knew | could, but | said | did not know because | wanted to get my hands on her.

“But you might? Do you redly think you might be able to, Hercules?’

| sort of raised up my shoulders the way you do and let them drop.

“We—if you failed to throw me high enough, | would get a severe dectric shock.” She looked
scared.

| nodded redlly serious and said what we ought to do wastry it firgt, right now. We would measure
something that was fifteen feet, and then | would throw her up, and she could tel meif | got her up that
high. So she pointed to the temporary wiresthey had strung up for the fair, and | wanted to know if those
were the ones. She said no. They were not fifteen feet either. Ten or twelve maybe. But | said okay only
do not reach out and grab them or you might get killed, and she said okay.

So | got my hands around her which was what | had been wanting to do and lifted her up and sort of
weighed her a couple times, moving her up and down, you know how you do, and then | spun around
likefor the hammer throw, and | heaved her maybe ten feet higher than those wires, and caught her easy
when she came down. It made her redly scared, too, and | was sorry for that, but | got down on my
knees and hugged her, and | said, “There, there, there,” and pretty soon she stopped crying.

Then | said wasthat high enough? And she said it was.

Shewas gtill shaky after that, so we went back insgde and she sat with me while | waited for the next
tip. That was when she showed methe picturesthat Roy T. Laffer had taken up on the White Cow
Moon and the pictures of the rock that he had brought back, a great big rock that did not hardly weigh
anything. “Helet alittle boy takeit to school for ascience show,” Junietold me, “and afterward the
science teacher threw it out. Mr. Laffer went to the school and tried to reclaim it the following day, but
apparently it had blown out of the dumpster.”

| promised her | would keep an eye out for it.

“Thank you. But the paint isitslightness. Do you know why the Moon doesntt fal into the Earth,
Hercules?’

| said that if | was going to throw her around, she ought to call me Sam, and she promised she
would. Then she asked me again about the Moon and | said, “ Sure, | know that one. The moonbeams
hold it up.”

Juniedid not laugh. “Redly, Sam, it does. It fdlsexactly asabullet falsto Earth.”

She went and got abroom to show me, holding it level. “ Suppose that thiswere arifle. If | pulled the
trigger, the bullet would fly out of the barrel at a speed of three thousand feet per second or s0.”

| said okay.

“Now say that you were to drop that weight over there at the very same moment that the riflefired.
Y our weight would hit the ground at the same moment that therifle bullet did.” She waited for meto
argue with her, but | said okay again.

“Even though the bullet was flying along horizontaly, it was aso faling. What'smore, it wasfaling a
virtually the same rate that your weight did. I'm sure you must know about artificial satellites, Sam.”

| said | did, because | felt like| could remember about them if | had alittle moretime, and besides|
hed the feding Junie would tell me anyhow.

“They orbit the Earth just as the Moon does. So why doesn't the bullet orbit it, too?’

| said it probably hit afence post or something.

Shelooked at me and sort of sucked on her lips, and looked again. “ That may be amuch better
answer than you can possibly be aware of. But no. It doesn't orbit Earth because it isn't going fast
enough. A sidereal month is about twenty-seven days, and the Moon istwo hundred and forty thousand
miles away, on average. So if its orbit were circular—that isn't quite true, but I'm trying to makethisas
smpleas| can—the Moon would be traveling at about three-thousand-five-hundred feet a second. Not
much faster than our rifle bullet, in other words.”



| could see she wanted meto nod, so | did.

“TheMoon can trave that dowly.” Sowly iswhat she sad. Junieisaways saying crazy stuff like
that. “Becauseit's so far away. It would have to fal two hundred and forty thousand miles before it could
hit the Earth. But the bullet hasto fal only about three feet. Another way of putting it isthat the closer a
satelliteis, the faster it must moveif itisto stay in orbit.”

| said that the bullet would have to go redlly fast, and Junie nodded. “ It would have to go so fast that
the curve of the Earth wasfalling away from it asrapidly asthe bullet itsdlf wasfaling toward the Earth.
That'swhat an orbit is, that combination of vertical and horizontal motions.”

Right then | do not think | wastoo clear on which one waswhich, but | nodded again.

Then Juni€'s voice got sort of trembly. “Now suppose that you were to make atelephone cal to your
wife back in America,” iswhat shesaid. So | explained | did not have one, and after that she sounded a
lot better.

“Wadll, if youwereto cal your family, your mother and father, your cal would go through a
communications satdllite that circlesthe Earth once aday, so that it seemsto usthat it isawaysin the
same place. It can do that because it'sagood deal lower and going agreat dedl faster.”

Then she got out apen and alittle notepad and showed me how fast the bullet would have to go to
gtay in orbit just whizzing around the world over and over until it hit something. | do not remember how
you do it, or what the answer was except that it was about ajillion. Junie said anything like that would
make aterrible bang dl thetimeif it wasin our air instead of up in space where stuff like that is supposed
to be. Well about then iswhen thetip camein for the last show. | did my act, and Junie sat in the front
row smiling and cheering and clapping, and | felt redly swll.

So after it was al over, we went to Merlin's cave under the big castle and down by the water, and
that was when Junie told me how King Arthur was born there, and | told her how | was putting up at the
King Arthur, which was a pub with rooms upstairs. | said they were nice people there, and it was clean
and cheap, which iswhat | want anywhere, and the landlord's name was Arthur, too, just like the pub's.
Only after awhile when we had gone along ways down the little path and got dmost to the water, |
darted to sort of hint around about why are we going way down here, Junie, with just that little flashlight
you got out of your purse?

Maybe | ought not say thisright here, but it isthe truth. It was scary down there. A big person like |
am isnot supposed to be and | know that. But way up on the rocks where the fair was the lights kept on
going out and you could seethe fair was just sort of like paint on the old walls of that big castle. It was
like somebody had gone to where my dad was buried and painted al over his stone with flowers and
clowns and puppies and kittiesand dl that kind of thing. Only now the paint was flaking away and you
could see what was underneath and he had run out with his gun when the feds broke our front door and
they killed him.

Hereiswhat | think it was down there and what was so scary about it. King Arthur had been born
there and there had been knights and stuff afterward that he was the head of . And they had been big
strong people like me on big strong horses and they had gone around wearing armor and with swords
and for awhile had made the bad guys pay, and everybody had loved them so much that they il
remembered all about them after ahundred years. There was a Lancelot room in the pub where | was
staying, and a Galahad room, and | wasin the Gawain room. And Arthur told me how those men had al
been thisking's knights, and he said | wasthejally old green giant.

Only it wasal over and done with now. It was dead and gone like my dad. King Arthur was dead
and his knights were, too, and the bad guys were the head of everything and had been for along, long
time. We were the paint, even Junie was paint, and now the paint was getting dull the way paint does,
with cracksal over it and faling off. And | thought thisis not just where that king was born, thisiswhere
he died, too. And | knew that it was true the way | meant it.

Well, there was a big wire fence there with a sign about the electricity, only it was not any fifteen feet
high. I could have reached up to the top of it. Ten feet, maybe, or not even that.

“Can you pick me up and throw me over?’ Junie said.

It was crazy, she would have come down on rocks, so | said | could only she would have to tell why



she wanted me to so much or | would not do it.

Shetook my hand then, and it felt wonderful. * People come back, Sam. They come back from
death. | know scientists aren't supposed to say things like that, but it'strue. They do.”

That made me fed even better because it meant | would see my dad again even if we would not have
our farm that the feds took anymore.

“Do you remember that | said | might have been one of the fifty daughters of Thespius three thousand
years ago? | don't know if that'sredlly true, or even whether there was ared King Thespius who had fifty
daughters. Perhaps there was, and perhaps | was one of them—I'd like to think so. But thisredlly was
Merlin'scave, and Roy T. Laffer was Merlinin an earlier life. There were unmistakable indicationsin his
papers. | know it with as much certainty as| know Kepler'sLaws.”

That got me trying to remember who Kepler was, because | did not think Junie had told anything
about him up to then. Or after either. Anyway | did not say much.

“I'vetried to contact Laffer in hishousein Tulsa, Sam. | tried for days at atime, but he wasn't there. |
think he may be here. Thisisterribly important to me, and you said you'd help me. Now will you throw
meover?’

| shook my head, but it wasreally dark down there and maybe Junie did not seeit. | said | was not
going to be on the other side to catch her and throw her back, so how was she going to get out? She said
when they opened in the morning. | said shewould get arrested, and she said she did not care. It seemed
to methat there were too many getting arrested when she said that, so | twisted on the lock thinking to
break the shackle. It was a pretty good lock, | broke the hasp instead. Then | threw the lock in the
ocean and Junie and | went insde like shewanted. That was how she found out where White Cow
Moon was and how to get on it, too, if she wanted to.

It was about two o'clock in the morning when we came out, | think. | went back to the King Arthur's
and went to bed, and next day Junie moved in down the hall. Herswas the Lancelot room. After that she
was my manager, which | told everybody and showed her off. She helped me write my course then, and
got thisshop in Falmouth to print it up for us.

Then when the fair was over, she got ustickets home, and on the airplane we got to talking about the
Moon. | sarted it and it was a bad mistake, but we did not know it for a couple of days. Junie had been
talking about taking picturesand | said, “How can you if it goes so fast?’

“It doesn't, Sam.” Shetook my hand, and | liked that alot. “It circles the Earth quite dowly, so
dowly that to an observer on Earth it hardly seemsto move at al, which was one of thethingsRoy T.
Laffer confided to me.”

| said | never had seen him, only the lady with the baby and the old man with the stick.

“That was him, Sam. He told methen, and it wasimplied in his papers anyway. Do you remember
therock?’

| said there had been lots of rocks, which was true because it had been a cavein the rocks.

“I mean the White Cow Moon rock in the picture, the one he lent to the science fair.”

| sad, “It didn't hardly weigh anything.”

“Yes” Junie was sort of whispering then. “It had very little weight, yet it was hard to move. Y ou had
to pull and pull, even though it felt so light when you held it. Do you understand what that means, Sam?’

“Somebody might have glued it down?’

“No. It meansthat it had agreat ded of mass, but very little weight. I'm sure you haven't heard of
antimatter—matter in which the protons are replaced by antiprotons, the eectrons by positrons and so
on?’

| said no.

“It'sonly theoretica so far. But current theory saysthat athough antimatter would possess massjust
asordinary matter does, it would be repelled by the gravitationa field of ordinary matter. It would fall up,
in other words.”

By the time she got to the part about faling up, Junie wastalking to hersalf mostly only | could il
hear her. “Our theory says acollision between matter and antimatter should result in anuclear exploson,
but either the theory's mistaken or there's some naturad means of circumventing it. Because the White



Cow Moon rock was composed of nearly equal parts matter and antimatter. It had to be! The result was
rock with agreat ded of mass but very little weight, and that's what alows the White Cow Moon to orbit
o dowly.

“Ligtento me, Sam.” She made meturnin my airplane seet till | waslooking at her, and | brokethe
am alittle. “We physicists say that al metter fdls at the samerate, which isbascdly aconvenientlie,
true only in ahard vacuum. If that barbell you throw around were balsawood, it wouldn't fal nearly as
fast asyour iron one, because it would befaling in air. In the same way, a satellite with great mass but
little weight can orbit dowly and quietly through earth's atmaosphere, faling toward the surface only asfast
asthe surfacefals away fromit.”

“Wouldnt it hit amountain or something, Junie?’

“No, because any mountain that rosein its path would be chipped away asit rose. Aslight asthe
White Cow Moon must be, its mass has got to be enormous. Not knowing its orbit—not yet—we can't
know what mountain ranges it may cross, but when we do, well find it goesthrough passes. They are
passes because it goes through them.”

Junie got red quiet for awhile after she said that, and now | wish she had stayed quiet. Then she
said, “Just think what we could do, Sam, if we could manufacture metalslike that rock. Launch vehicles
that would reach escape vel ocity from Earth using lessthrust than that of an ordinary launch vehicle on
the Moon.”

That wasthe main trouble, | think. Junie saying that was. The other may have hurt us some, too, but
that did for sure.

Wewereflying to Tulsa. | guess| should have written about that before. Anyway, when we got
there, Junie got us abunch of rooms like an apartment in areally nice hotel. We were going to have to
wait for my bellsto come back on aboat, so Junie said we could look for the White Cow Moon while
we were waiting, and she would line me up some good dates to play when my stuff got there. We were
stting around having Diet Cokes out of thelittle icebox in the kitchen when the feds knocked on the
door.

Juniesaid, “Let me,” and went, and that was how they could push in. But they would have if it had
been me anyway because they had guns. | would have had to let them just like Junie.

The onein the blue suit said, “Ms. Moon?’ and Junie said yes. Then he said, “We're from the
government, and we've come to help you and Mr. Moon.”

My name never was Moon, but we both changed ours after that anyway. She as Junie Manoe and |
was Sam Manoe. Junie picked Manoe to go with JM on her bags. But that was not until after the feds
went away.

What they had said was we had to forget about the Moon or wewould get inalot of trouble. Junie
said we did not care about the Moon, we had nothing to do with the Moon, what we were doing mainly
was getting ready to write abiography about a certain old man named Roy T. Laffer.

The man in the blue suit said, “Good, keep it that way.” The man in the black suit never did say
anything, but you could see he was hoping to shoot us. | tried to ask Junie some questions after they went
away, but she would not talk because she was pretty sure they were listening, or somebody was.

When we were living in the house, she explained about that, and said probably somebody on the
plane had told on us, or else the feds listened to everything anybody said on planes. | said we were lucky
they had not shot us, and told her about my dad, and that was when she said it was too dangerous for
me. She never would tell me exactly where the White Cow Moon was after that, and it traveled around
anyway, she said. But she got mearedly good job in agym there. | helped train people and showed
them how to do things, and even got on TV doing ads for the gym with some other men and some ladies.

Only I knew that while | wasworking at the gym Junie was going out in her car looking for the White
Cow Moon, and at night | would write down the mileage when she wasin the living room reading. |
figured she would find the White Cow Moon and go there at least acouple of times and maybe three or
four, and then the mileage would aways be the same. And that was how it worked out. | thought that
was pretty smart of me, but | was not going to tell Junie how smart | had been until | found it myself and
she could not say it was too dangerous.



| looked in her desk for Moon rocks, too, but | never found any, so that iswhy | do not think Junie
had been up there on the White Cow Moon yet.

Well, for three daysin arow it wasjust about one hundred and twenty-five on the mileage. It was
one hundred and twenty-three one time, and one hundred and twenty-four, and then one hundred and
twenty-six. So that was how | knew sixty-three miles from Tulsa. That day after work | went out and
bought the biggest bike at the big Ridin’ th’ Wild Wind store. It isaHarley and better for me than acar
because my head does not scrape. It is nearly big enough.

Only that night Junie did not come home. | thought she had gone up on the White Cow Moon, so |
quit my job at the gym and went looking for her for about amonth.

A lot of things happened while | waslooking for her on my bike. Like | went into this one beer joint
and gtarted asking peopleif they had seen Junie or her car either. This one man that had a bike, too,
garted yelling a me and would not let me talk to anyone else. | had been very polite and he never would
say why hewas mad. He kept saying | guess you think you are tough. So findly | picked him up. | think
he must have weighed about three hundred pounds because hefdlt like my bell when | threw him up and
banged him on the celling. When | let him down, he hit me a couple of timeswith achain he had and |
decided probably he was afed and that made me mad. | put my foot on him while | broke hischain into
five or Sx pieces, and every time | broke off anew piece | would drop it on hisface. Then | picked him
up again and threw him through the window.

Then | went outside and let him pick himsalf up and threw him up onto the roof. That was fifteen feet
easy and | felt pretty proud for it eveniif it did teke threetries. | ill do.

After that, two men that had come out to watch told me how they had seen abrown Ford like Juni€'s
out on this one ranch and how to get there. | went and it was more than sixty-three milesto go and
Junie's brown Ford was not there. But when | went back to our housein Tulsait was sixty-eight. Not a
lot else happened for about two weeks, and then | went back to that ranch and lifted my bike over their
fencered careful and rode out to where those men had said and sat there thinking about Junie and things
that she had said to me, and how she had fdt that time | threw her higher than the wires back in England.
And it got late and you could see the Moon, and | remembered how she had said the feds were building
aplacefor missiles on the other sde where nobody could reach it or even seeit, and that waswhy they
were mad at us. It is supposed to be to shoot at other countries like England, but it isreally to shoot at us
in case we do anything the feds do not like.

About then aman on ahorse came by and said did | want anything. | told him about the car, and he
said there used to be abrown car like that parked out there, only atow truck cut the fence and took it
away. | wanted to know whose truck it had been, but he did not know.

Sothat isabout dl | have got to say. Sometimes | dream about how while | wastaking to the man
on the horse alittle white moon sort of like acloud came by only when | turned my head to look it was
aready gone. | do not think that really happened or the little woman with the baby and the old man with
the gtick inthe cave ether. | think itisal just dreams, but maybeit did.

What | redly think isthat the feds have got Junie. If they do, al they havegottodoislet her goand |
will not be mad anymore after that. | promise. But if they will not do it and | find out for surethey have
got her, thereisgoing to be afight. So if you see her or even talk to anybody that has, it would be good if
you told me. Please.

| am not the only one that does not like the feds. A lot of other people do not like them either. |
know that they are awholelot smarter than | am, and how good &t telling lies and fooling people they
are. | amnot likethat. | am morelike Roy T. Laffer because sometimes | cannot even get peopleto
believe the truth.

But you can believethis, becauseit istrue. | have never in my wholelife had afight with asmart
person or even seen anybody else have one either. That is because when the fight starts the smart people
are not there anymore. They have gone off someplace else, and when it is over, they come back and tell
you how much they did inthefight, only it isal lies. Now they have big important gangs with suits and
guns. They arealot bigger than just me, but they are not bigger than everybody, and if dl of us get mad
at once, maybe we will bring the whole thing crashing down.



After that | would look through the pieces and find Junie, or if | did not find her, | would go up onthe
White Cow Moon mysdlf like Roy T. Laffer did and find her up there.
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T he round door to the office in the underground city irised open. “Teltor! Tetor!”

The director of the space-sciences hive swung her eyestalks to look wearily at Dostan, her excitable
assgant. “What isit?’

“ Another space probe has been detected coming from the third planet.”

“Agan?’ said Teltor, agitated. She spread her four exoskeetd arms. “But it's only been ahundred
daysor so sincetheir last probe.”

“Exactly. Which means this one must have been launched before we dealt with that one.”

Teltor's eyestalks drooped as she relaxed. The presence of this new probe didn't mean the people on
the blue planet had ignored the message. Still...

“Isthisone alander, or just another orbiter?’

“It has a streamlined component,” said Dostan. “ Presumably it plansto pass through the atmosphere
and cometo the surface.”

“Where?’

“The south pole, it lookslike.”

“And you're sure theré's no life on board?’

“I'msaure”

Tdtor flexed her triple-fingered handsin resignation. “ All right,” she said. “Power up the
neutralization projector; well shut this probe off, too.”

That night, Teltor took her young daughter, Delp, up to the surface. The sky overhead was
black—almogt as black astheinterior of the tunnels leading up from the buried city. Both tiny moons
were out, but their wan glow did little to obscure the countless stars.

Teltor held one of her daughter's four hands. No one could come to the surface during the day; the
ultraviolet radiation from the sun was deadly. But Teltor was an astronomer—and that was ahard job to
doif you aways stayed underground.

Y oung Delp's eyestalks swung left and right, trying to take in al the magnificence overhead. But, after
afew moments, both stalks converged on the bright blue star near the horizon.

“What'sthat, Mama?’ she asked.

“A lot of peoplecal it the evening star,” said Teltor, “but it's redly another planet. Werethe fourth
planet from the sun, and that one'sthe third.”



“A whole other planet?’ said Delp, her mandible clicking in incredulity.

“That'sright, dear.”

“Arethere any people there?’

“Yes, indeed.”

“How do you know?’

“They've been sending space probes herefor years.”

“But they haven't come herein person?’

Teltor moved her lower armsin negation. “No,” she said sadly, “they havent.”

“Wadll, then, why don't we go seethem?’

“We can't, dear. Thethird planet has a surface gravity amost three times as strong as ours. Our
exoskeletons would crack open there.” Teltor looked at the blue beacon. “No, I'm afraid the only way
well ever meet isif they cometo us.”

“Dr. Galdin! Dr. Goldin!”

The NASA administrator stopped on the way to his car. Another journalist, no doubt. “Yes?’ he
sad guardedly.

“Dr. Goldin, thisisthe latest in aseries of failed missonsto Mars. Doesn't that prove that your
so-caled ‘faster, better, cheaper’ approach to space exploration isn't working?’

Goldin britled. “I wouldn't say that.”

“But surely if we had human beings on the scene, they could dedl with the unexpected, no?’

Teltor ill thought of Delp as her baby, but she was growing up fast; indeed, sheld dready shed her
carapace twice.

Fortunately, though, Delp still shared her mother's fascination with the glories of the night sky. And
30, as often as she could, Teltor would take Delp up to the surface. Delp could name many of the
congtellations now—the zigzag, the giant scoop, the square—and was good at picking out planets,
induding theglaringly bright fifth one,

But her favorite, dways, was planet three.

“Mom,” said Delp—she no longer called her “Mama’—"theresintdligent life here, and therésaso
intelligent life on our nearest neighbor, the blue planet, right”

Tdtor moved her eyestaksin affirmation.

Delp spread her four arms, asif trying to encompass dl of the heavens. “Well, if thereslife on two
planets so close together, doesn't that mean the universe must be teeming with other civilizations?’

Tetor dilated her spiraclesin gentle laughter. “ Therés no native life on the third planet.”

“But you said they'd been sending probes here—"

“Y es, they have. But the life there couldn't have originated on that world.”

“Why?

“Do you know why thethird planet isblue?’

“It'smogtly covered with liquid water, isnt it?’

“That'sright,” said Teltor. “And it's probably been that way since shortly after the solar system
formed.”

“S0? Our world used to have water on its surface, too.”

“Y es, but the bodies of water here never had any great depth. Studies suggest, though, that the water
onthethird planet is, and dways has been, many biltads deep.”

“Sy7

Teltor loved her daughter's curiosity. “ So early in our solar system's history, both the blue planet and
our world would have been congtantly pelted by large meteors and comets—the debrisleft over from the
solar system'sformation. And if ameteor hitsland or ashallow body of water, heat from the impact
might raise temperatures for ashort time. But if it hits deep water, the heat would be retained, raising the
planet's temperature for dozens or even grosses of years. A stable environment suitable for the origin of
lifewould have existed here eons before it would have on the third planet. I'm surelife only arose oncein



this solar system—and that it happened here.”

“But—but how would life get from here to the blue planet?’

“That world has prodigious gravity, remember? Cal culations show that a respectable fraction of all
the materid that has ever been knocked off our world by impacts would eventualy get sivept up by the
blue planet, faling as meteorsthere. And, of course, many forms of microbes can survivethelong
periods of freezing that would occur during a voyage through space.”

Dep regarded the blue point of light, her eyestalks quavering with wonder. “ So the third planet is
redlly acolony of thisworld?’

“That'sright. All those who live there now are the children of this planet.”

Rosalind Lee was giving her first press conference since being named the new administrator of
NASA. “It's been five years since we lost the Mars Climate Orbiter and the Mars Polar Lander,” she
sad. “And, even more significantly, it's been thirty-five years—over athird of a century!—since Nell
Armstrong set foot on the moon. We should follow that giant leap with an even higher jump. For
whatever reason, many of the unmanned probes weve sent to Mars have failed. It'stime some people
went thereto find out why.”

Thedoor to Teltor's officeirised open. “Tdtor!”

“Yes, Dogtan?’

“ Another ship has been detected coming from the blue planet—and it's huge!”

Teltor's eyesta ks flexed in surprise. It had been years Sncethe last one. Still, if the inhabitants of
planet three had understood the message—had understood that we didn't want them dumping mechanical
junk on our world, didn't want them sending robot probes, but rather would only welcomethemin
person—it would indeed have taken years to prepare for the journey. “ Are there signs of life aboard?’

“Yesl Yes, indeed!”

“Track its gpproach carefully,” said Tdtor. “1 want to be there when it lands.”

The Bradbury had touched down beside Olympus Mons during the middle of the Martian day. The
seven members of the internationa crew planted flagsin the red sand and explored on foot until the sun
.

The astronauts were about to go to deep; Earth had set, too, so no messages could be sent to
Mission Control until it rose again. But, incredibly, one of the crew spotted something moving out on the
planet's surface.

It was—

No. No, it couldn't be. It couldn't.

But it was. A spindly, insectoid figure, perhagps ameter high, coming toward the lander.

A Matian.

Thefigure sood by one of the Bradbury's articulated metal legs, next to the accessladder. It
gestured repeatedly with four segmented arms, seemingly asking for someone to come ouit.

And, at last, the Bradbury's captain did.

It would be months before the humans learned to understand the Martian language, but everything the
exoskeleta being said into the thin air was recorded, of course. “ Gitanda hatabk,” were the first words
spoken to the travelers from Earth.

At the time, no human knew what Teltor meant, but nonethel ess the words were absol utely
appropriate. “Welcome home,” the Martian had said.
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I tis2162 and Kyoko islate for her psychiatrist's appointment. She races down the escaator from the

monorail station, trying not to look at the ads. But the images grab at her, hologramswarping intheair in
front of her, asif sheisdescending through atunne of lights.

The last ad switches from a pastel-colored vision of two plump models drinking Zipcolato a
black-and-white banner: KY OKO WILSON, UNAMERICAN TRADITIONALIST. On either side of
the banner isarotating portrait of Kyoko.

She shades her face between her hands, but it isno use. Noise swells behind her on the escalator as
people notice her.

She drops her hands, and runs the block to the psychiatrist's. Twenty secondsin the elevator,
brushing the stray hair back from her face, taking deep breaths.

The office door dides open as she gpproaches, and Dr. Audrey Mitchell looks up from a
false-lesther armchair and gives afase-sweet smile. The doctor wears aplain cream suit, her hair drawn
gernly back from athin face. The office smells of pine, dthough they are milesfrom the nearest forest.

“Good afternoon, Kyoko. Please sit down.”

Kyoko perches on the edge of the second armchair. Behind Dr. Mitchell's head the Trupicture
window showsthe Great Pyramid at Giza, recently hollowed out, reinforced, and then filled with 1200
luxury hotel rooms. Dr. Mitchell probably selected the view to illustrate progress, but Kyoko callsit
desecration.

“You'relateagain,” saysDr. Mitchell, her voice perfectly even. “If you wore your node, the system
could remind you about your gppointments.”

“I'm sorry,” murmurs Kyoko, though sheisnot in the least bit sorry. Refusing to wear the nodeisa
small gesture of defiance. Only asmall gesture, because as soon as she leaves her gpartment, public-area
surveillance nodes record her every action anyhow. But lately Kyoko has cometo think of her lifeasa
painting, each small gesture forming another brush-stroke. She remembers the Japanese water-colors
that hung in her grandparents apartment, every stroke perfect. Each painting had aname printed benegath
it: * Autumn* *Grasses* or *Mountain* *Wind*. So far thetitle of her own painting eudes her. She
would liketo cal it something uplifting, such as*Hope* *at* * Twilight*, but she'snot as optimistic as
she used to be.

Dr. Mitchdl unscrollsthe computer screen on the table beside her, and makes anote. “Last week,
we spoke about marriage as an instrument of oppression, congtricting couplesto onerigid relationship.
Did you review our discussion with your...partner as| suggested?’

Kyoko nods. She and Nicholas have had their psychiatrist appointments on the same day for ayear
now, and they alwaystalk about them afterwards. At first it was funny, but over the year, the pressure
has mounted steadily. She can understand why so many other couples divorced after attending the
court-gppointed counsaling sessions. Kyoko and Nicholas's neighbors won't speak to them anymore,
and Kyoko knows that her bosswould fire her if he could find any lega groundsto do so.

The doctor leans forward and flashes her fal se-sweet smile again. “Kyoko, | think we made an
important break-through last meeting. Y ou agreed that when you first met Nicholas, eight years ago, the



system might have been able to pick out amore compatible partner for you.”

“Yes. | suppose s0.” Kyoko stares down at the gold wedding-band round her finger, and twigts it
round and round, as Dr. Mitchell twists the words she says. It would be arrogance or ignorance to
imagine that the gawky nineteen year-old who hagppened to Sit next to her in History 101 wasthe single
man most suited to her. Kyoko doesn't believein miracles.

“Excdlent. Then, with al the myriad resources at its disposa, don't you agree that thereisavery
good chance that the system could find you a better partner now?’

Kyoko liftsher head. “No, | do not.” It ishard for her to tdll this coolly confident woman how she
feds, but she must speak, or the brush-stroke will fall incorrectly.

“It might have been true when | first met Nicholas, but not anymore. Nicholasis part of me now. |
love him.” Her fingers close over the wedding-band, holding it tight, but she does not ook away from the
doctor.

“Theré's nothing to be afraid of, Kyoko. The system won't ask you to leave Nicholas unlessthat'sin
your best interests. But binding yoursdlf to him artificidly helps no one. Marriage isan archaic tradition
bel onging to a pre-electronic erawhere people died young.” Dr. Mitchell delivers her sermon colorlesdy,
asif she has given this speech many timesbefore. “If you just let the system help you, it will ensure your
happinessfor centuriesto come.”

“I'm happy now,” says Kyoko. It comes out more fiercely than she intended.

“But perhaps you could be happier.” Dr. Mitchell taps one fingernail on the armrest, emphasizing her
point. “And it'snot just your own future that you are jeopardizing. Socia mobility iscritical to economic
health in aconsumer age. Progress demandsflexibility.”

Behind Dr. Mitchell, neat rows of windowswink from the sides of the Great Pyramid, King Cheopss
vast tomb. After nearly five millenniaof dow weathering by sand and sun, the monument was overhauled
inthree months’ frenetic construction. Kyoko wondersif she, too, isarelic from the past, as out of place
as King Cheops would be. Maybe that would be afitting title for the painting shaped by her life: *Relic*.

“I'd liketo leave you with afind thought,” says Dr. Mitchdll. “ Perhgps Nicholaswould also be
happier without you. Perhaps, whether or not he admitsit to himself, he only stayswith you out of a
sense of duty. Because he thinks you need him, because he'stied to you by marriage.”

It isasif someone has punched Kyoko in the ssomach. For amoment she can't bregthe, the world
shifting under her, fractured and strange. But then the moment passes, and she moves onto the next
brush-stroke. Nicholas does love her, that knowledge soaked deep into her body, sure asthe imprint of
his skin curled against hers each night.

She stands up and moves quickly to the door, so that she won't have to shake hands with Dr.
Mitchell. She nods goodbye, and steps out of the office. Over, it's over for another week, and now she
can go home.

Outsde again, she noticesfor thefirg timethat it isasunny day. Waiting on the platform for the
monorail, there'saburst of chatter. She looks around, expecting to see another ad denouncing her, but
no one iswatching her. Instead they are looking up at the sky, and there, high overhead, abird flies, the
firg bird she has seenin the city dl year.

“It'sacrow,” saysaman'svoice on her |eft. “They're moving back into the citiesagain.”

The man'svoice girs haf-forgotten memories. Sheturnsto look at him. A tal, athletic man with
gold-brown skin and pure black eyes. Chris Ina, from the year above her in high schoal. She spent
months nerving hersdlf to ask him out, but in the end she never quite dared.

Heamilesat her, and it'sagood smile, warm and open, just as she remembers. “Y ou look familiar.
Where did we meet? I'm terrible with names.”

Surely it's only a chance meeting. Kyoko never told anyone about her teenage crush. And even if the
system did arrange the encounter, it's not Chrissfault. They could have a cup of coffee together; sheld
like to know what Chrisis doing these days.

A aurveillance lensglintsin the sunlight asit turnsto scan the platform.

And Kyoko shakes her head and gives Chris a carefully measured smile. “I'm sorry. | don't recognize
you.”



The monorail hissesto ahalt in front of them. Kyoko gets on last, and sits at the opposite end of the
carriage from Chrislna.

At home that evening, shetells Nicholas about the bird. Hisface lights up, and he thumpsthe sofain
excitement. “That's great! Let's hang a bird-feeder on the balcony.”

A clatter comes from the kitchen. Kyoko looks at Nicholas, and then both of them are laughing.
“Takeo,” says Kyoko.

“He couldn't have. Not again,” says Nicholas.

Kyoko opens the kitchen-door, shakes her head, feigning sorrowfulness. “Again.”

Their dirty supper disheslie scattered across the kitchen floor. Made of plasware, the dishes haven't
broken, but spaghetti sauice has splashed everywhere, like the aftermath of ahorror movie. Takeo the
house-bot standsin the middle of the mess, scrubbing away furioudy with dl fivearms. Hismetd eyes
refuseto look at Kyoko.

“You know,” says Nicholas, striking a pose as though arevelation has just occurred to him, 1 hear
you can buy newer house-bots.”

“Takeo, don't listen to him,” says Kyoko, as the house-bat, inherited from her grandparents and
older than sheis, squirtslemon-scented cleaner onto thetiles. Sheretreats back into the living room, and
she and Nicholas collapse in giggles onto the old sofa. The sofasagsin the middle, pushing them together:
one golden brush-stroke, sweet as honey.

On Saturday, Kyoko goesto the florist. She wantsto buy Nicholas a gift for his birthday, and he's
aways complaining that his officeis drab. She sandsin the flowering-plant section, sniffing busly. She
likesthe scent of the yellow rosebush best, but the fuchsialooks more eegant, its ornate bell-shaped
flowers swaying in the air-conditioned breeze.

The screen behind the plants displays pricing and cultivation information, switching from oneflower to
the next as Kyoko moves along. Sheis bending over aminiature magnoliawhen the screen goes dark.
After amoment, the pand lights again, but thistime it showsthe halway outsde Nicholass office, his
name-plate on the door.

“Nicholas?’ asks Kyoko, wondering why he's phoning her from the office. He said he would be at
his brother's.

But Nicholas doesn't answer. The screen switchesto acamerainsde the office. Nicholasisin the
corner, pressed against awoman Kyoko has never seen before. His shirt is unbuttoned, and heis
fumbling with the woman's brastraps. No sound comes from the speakers, but somewhere behind her
Kyoko hears high-hedls clicking aong the stone walkway, loud over the rushing in her ears.

Sheisn't upset. Sheisn't cross. But it takes a surprising effort to make her way out of theflorigt's, to
walk to the monorail, to sit straight-backed and dry-eyed on the ride home, planning what she needsto
do. Pack, she must pack up afew of her things: clothes, toothbrush, books, the stuffed armadillo from
her childhood. Clothes, toothbrush, books, armadillo: she repeatsthe litany over and over.

Walking up the stairs to the gpartment, she concentrates on each movement, asif choreographing a
dance. And then sheisfilling her suitcase, not cross, not unhappy, only empty.

Itisonly when Takeo rolls through the door and bumps at her legs, hismeta eyespivoting in
confusion, that the emptiness breaks. Rage crashes through her, terrifying and dien. Sheis cut off, adrift
in abitter sea, unable to find areference point connecting her to the person she was when she woke up in
themorning.

Takeo bumps againgt her legs again, hismetal skin cool asapuppy's nose, and sheis herself again.
Shefocuses on the suitcase in front of her.

When she leaves the gpartment, she tells Takeo to come too. The house-bot usesits armsto hoist
itsdf down the sairs, dternately squeaking and bumping behind her.

Kyoko perches on the edge of the chair during her last appointment with Dr. Mitchell. She hasfiled
for divorce, so the court no longer requires her to attend counseling.
“How do you fed?’ asks Dr. Mitchell. There's no fase smile on her face today, and no false



sympethy.

“Fine” says Kyoko, becauseit's the easiest thing to say, and dmost true. Sheisin control, cam,
focused. She goesto work each morning. She eats the meals Takeo prepares.

Dr. Mitchdl says nothing. The Trupicture window behind her shows adtill reproduction of an
Impressionist painting, water-liliesfloating in a pond. Kyoko has no ideawho the artist was.

After along time, Kyoko offersinto the silence, “ The painting is spailt.”

Confusion surfacesin Dr. Mitchdl'sface. The doctor turnsto look behind her, stops. “Which painting
isgpailt?’

“Mine. Me. My life”

Silence. Dr. Mitchdl isadtill poal into which Kyoko'swordsfal without ripples.

“The painting | made by my life,” says Kyoko. “I hadn't even found theright title.” For some reason,
it isthisomission that upsets her. She tegters on the edge of avast sorrow. All the mornings, days, nights,
hours and minutes of her life with Nicholas undone and logt. If shelooks at them for more than a moment,
shewill founder, aship sinking beneath the waves.

Shefolds her hands on her lap. “ There will be no more painting.”

Dr. Mitchell doesn't protest. Dr. Mitchell doesn't tell her that shelll fed differently intime. Dr. Mitchell
doesn't suggest that Kyoko ask the system for advice. All the doctor says, after alengthy silence, isthat
Kyoko iswelcometo visit her again. The doctor hands her aplastic card, its hologram portrait rendered
in shades of black and silver. “The card will give you access to phone me wherever | am.”

“Why now?’ asks Kyoko. It seems an innocuous question, briefly distracting, which isdl she asks
for. “You never offered meyour card before.”

“Y ou didn't need me before. | didn't recommend your earlier sessonswith me, the court did.” Dr.
Mitchdl pauses. “Cdl meany time.”

“Thank you,” says Kyoko, and finds she meansit. Shewill think about this sometime later, but for
now she concentrates on the task of putting on her jacket, on the walk over to the door, focused, calm,
onestep a atime.

Maybe one day there will be more than this. Maybe one day she will have coffee with afriend; or
walk barefoot dong the beach, the waves fizzing as they sink into the sand beneath her toes. Maybe one
day shell even phone Chrislna

But if so, that day isvery far awvay.
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He has published nonfiction books on S, and on libraries (most notably, The Story of Libraries:
From the Invention of Writing to the Computer Age, the first modern history of libraries). He
publishes a pleasant personal fanzine, Lofgeornost (Old English for love of honor or fame),
devoted to his doings and ruminations, and is settled in White River Junction, Vermont. Thisishis
first published story. It appeared in Artemis 1, a new SF semi-professional magazine with
professional editorial standards, and bodes well for the future of that magazine. It isthe only SF
story | know in which the scienceis library science.

(1
Y ou can learn alot about aman from his book-shelves,” Ritasaid. She was certainly giving mine

athorough going over. As sheran her eyes aong each shelf, whenever she came acrossavolume she
didn't recognize she would pull it out and leaf through it. Sometimes she would ask me about the book,
but mostly she scanned my library in sllence. | was content to St in my favorite chair and watch her
conduct her examination. Ritawas a pleasure to watch.

We hadn't been dating long, and this weekend was thefirst that she was spending at my place. Rita



and | were good at enjoying plays and films and museums together. Now it wastimeto find out how
good we might be a smply enjoying each other's company.

It wasn't timeto talk on the telephone, so | just let it ring. It kept ringing, all weekend, but | ignored it.
There was nothing that anyone at the other end of atelephone might have to tell me that would interest
me more than Rita. “The telephoneis my servant, not my master,” | told her. I'd ded with it when | was
good and ready.

Which was not until after the end of avery satisfying weekend. It was noon Monday beforel
bothered to listen to the messages that had accumul ated on my answering machine.

They weredl from Jack Hawkins, and they dl said the samething. Please cdl him at atoll-free
number, as soon as | could, whatever the hour. Despite thisinsistence, there was no tone of urgency to
hisvoice. There was instead a matter-of-fact, distant qudity to it.

Jack was the last person on Earth | expected to hear from. Sure, we had been roommatesin college,
and the best of friends besides. But despite our heartfelt intentions we didn't stay in touch after
graduation. Our careerstook different directions, for one thing. He went out west to get adoctoratein
geology, while | stayed in New Y ork and worked for a brokerage house.

We hadn't exchanged greeting cardsin years, and | never saw him mentioned in our classs column
in Columbia College Today. He wouldn't have seen mine there either. Though my career asan
information scientist was a successful and rewarding one, it had never produced any achievements|
could brag to my fellow aumni about. Developing expert systemsfor collating patent databases with
financia analyss reports posed fascinating intellectua chalenges. Unfortunately, nobody but an
information scientist would be able to share my fascination with them.

“Six seven four three zero.” That was all the greeting | got when | punched in the number Jack had
givenme.

| gave the receptionist my name and asked for Jack Hawkins. There was a perceptible silence before
shereplied.

“I'll transfer you.”

Another short but annoying silence followed. Then | heard Jack’'s booming voice. “Hi, Dan. Grest to
hear your voice again. It'sbeen awhile.”

“Seven years, by my count,” | replied. “Where on Earth are you?’

“Nowhere,” Jack replied.

“Nowhere?’

“Nowhere on Earth. Now if you asked * Where on the Moon areyou? | could give you asensible
ansver.”

“Y ou're on the Moon?’

“Now you'vegot it.”

“Sowhy areyou cdling me? It's greet to hear from you, but interplanetary cals are expensve.”

“I wasthinking of a conversation we had back in collegethat I'd like to take up again.”

“About what?’

“I'd rather tell you that in person. Would you be able to come up here for a couple of weeks? Well
cdl it aconsulting assgnment.”

“Conaulting for whom?’

“For my employers. A company caled Lunar Labs. | imagine you've heard of them.”

| certainly had. My employersfollowed them closaly. Lunar Labswasn't involved in any of theredly
exciting activity on the Moon, but they were making abigger profit than anyone dsethere. The
high-profile companies that did the prospecting and the photonics and the materia's science work might
grab the headlines, but on the bottom line Lunar Labs was the outfit to watch.

Their specidly wasinfrastructure. While Exxon and Hitachi and BHP did what they did best, it was
Lunar Labsthat provided them with the tools they needed and the room to wield them. Industria firms
weren't their only customers. Lunar Labs aso provided technica support for the scientific work of the
Internationa Lunar Survey. It was Lunar Labsthat carved out the tunnels of Port Armstrong, and Lunar
Labsthat ran the trangportways linking the Lunar stations. Everyone on the Moon knew that if you ateit,



Lunar Labs probably grew it; if you drank it, Lunar Labs probably brought it; and if it made you sick, it
was dmost certainly Lunar Labsthat cured you.

Yes, | could see why the company that had sustained the human presence on the Moon would want
ageologist. What | couldn't see was what they would want with an information scientist.

“Why ismy conversation suddenly so vauableto Lunar Labs?’ | asked.

“Let's say that we've got some specidized information needs, and we'd like you to assess them and
advise us how to fulfill them.”

Thisstruck me as highly unlikely. Lunar Labs surdly had in place someway of providing technica
information to its staff on the Moon. If they didn't have acompany library back in Houston, they could
have contracted with any of ahundred firmsthat speciaized in this sort of work. Evenif they redly did
need aconsultant, there were plenty of experts on technicd literature for hire. My expertisewasin the
management of financid information. What use might there be for that on the Moon?

But | couldn't see any harm in taking up Jack's offer. | was due for avacation, and Port Armstrong
was surely as exotic aplace asany | might find on Earth. I wouldn't be out of pocket. The work would
be interesting. (On the Moon, any work would haveto be). And think of al the frequent flyer miles....

“Whendo | start?’ | asked.

“How soon can you be ready?’

“Would next Monday do? | need to get my desktop sorted out.”

“Tomorrow would be alot better.”

We compromised on Thursday.

“Therewill beacar a your door Thursday at seven. Hey, Dan, it will be great to see you again. And
havel got asurprisefor you....”

The car wasthere at ten of seven, and | was ready for it.

I've done afair bit of traveling—every continent but Antarcticaso far, and | mean to get there before
too many years go by—buit I'd dways considered the M oon beyond my reach. Sure, | could have found
the cost of aticket and aweek's hotel room. For atenth the cost | could spend three months getting to
know Polynesia pretty thoroughly, or visiting every art museum in western Europe. Therewouldn't be
much to see on the Moon. Some marvels of engineering, certainly. But the Pyramids are marvels of
engineering, too, and they're alot chegper to get to. Why travel to another planet to see awarren of
underground passages, when an hour from home the Metropolitan Trangt Authority will let meride
through four hundred kilometers of them for just over two dollars?

Butif dl it would cost me wasten days of my time, 1'd happily go to the Moon. At ten of seven that
Thursday | was a happy man.

Thetrip to the airport and the flight to Florida were comfortable, but they were merdly preliminaries.
| expected little comfort during the Moon voyage itsdlf, and little comfort iswhat | got. Evenif it wasless
luxurious and more claustrophobic than abusin rush hour, | enjoyed every minute of it. There's nothing
likeinterplanetary travel to make aman fed important. | didn't know why | was going to the Moon, buit |
convinced mysdf that it must be for some important purpose indeed.

Jack waswaiting for me once |l had cleared customs. | dmost didn't recognize him. His appearance
hadn't changed much since our college days. Hewas il tal, blond, and ruggedly handsome. (1
wondered if he was as attractive to Lunar women as he had been to our femae classmates at Columbia.)
But he moved differently. He must have been on the Moon for agood while, long enough at least for his
body to get thoroughly used to Lunar gravity.

He greeted me asif it had been only afew days rather than the better part of adecade since we'd
seen one another. It seemed wiseto follow hislead, so | wasn't effusivein my greeting either. It wasn't
until we were gitting et the little table in my hotel room, drinking the whiskey he had thoughtfully brought
with him, that we started behaving like old friends who hadn't been in touch for years.

Over thefirst couple of drinkswe caught up with each other's news. Then | asked him flat out why
he had sent for me.

“Let me show you something,” he said in reply. He reached into his briefcase, took out amanila



folder of plans and photographs, and spread its contents on the bed. Then he motioned to meto look at
them.

| did, and then asked, “What's S0 special about these? Isthis anew base your outfit isworking on? It
doesn't look much different from what | saw of Port Armstrong on the way here.”

“No, we're not working oniit. It was built awhile ago. But you're right about one thing. It does ook
like Port Armstrong, doesn't it? Actualy, it's afew thousand kilometers from here. Asyou said, it'sjust
another warren of rooms and passages carved from moon-rock. A lot like this place, redlly, except that
itsonthe Far Side”

“What'sit caled?’

“Wecdl it ‘Metropolis” We don't know itsred name.”

“What do you mean, ‘Itsreal name?” | asked.

“Perhgps| forgot to mention onetiny detail,” said Jack. “Wedidn't build it.”

Jet lag on atransatlantic flight is nothing compared to the aftermath of the voyage to the Moon.
Between therigors of the journey itsdf, the changesin gravity encountered aong the way, and thetime
difference between the Coordinated Universal Time observed everywhere on the Moon and the Eastern
Time | had left back home, my body was thoroughly confused. Its confusion had spread to my
brain—Jack'swhiskey didn't help—and whatever expertise | possessed would do Lunar [abs no good
until I had enjoyed agood night's deep. So we made an early night of it. Jack left mewith abriefing
book, but enjoined me not even to open the cover until morning.

“Order breakfast from room service when you get up. Then you can read it. I'll meet you here at
noon tomorrow, and well have lunch together.”

| suppose that a better man than | would have read the book immediately. How could deep compete
with news of so momentous a discovery? But | was so tired that | could barely get my teeth brushed and
my clothes off before falling into bed. It was afull twelve hours before | began to read the report.

“Metropolis’ had been discovered by members of an International Lunar Survey team working on
their one-to-one-million map of the lunar surface. Itsformal name was ILS-2024-A113, but its nickname
was gppropriate. Metropolis had obvioudy been alarge and popul ous settlement. Preliminary estimates
were that over athousand personnel had been stationed there. Almost dl of it was underground, of
course, and in the three weeks sinceits discovery little had been learned about its secrets. But afew
things were obvious.

Itsinhabitants were alot like humans. The air they breathed was interchangeable with that at Port
Armatrong, and their ventilation system was il operationd. Their lighting system was designed for
wavelengthsin the range of human vison. Even their plumbing still worked. Their roomsweretheright
gze and height for humans. The placement of walls and ceilingsindicated that their spatial sensewas
much like that of humans, and their stairways suggested alocomotive anatomy competibleto ours. It was
the doorsthat confirmed the resemblance. They were abit over two meters high, abit lessthan ameter
wide—and they had doorknobs that locked from the inside. From thisthe Survey learned two things: the
aliens had hands with opposable thumbs, and they had the concept of privacy.

Despite an intensive search effort, no other aien settlement had been located. It appeared that
anything that humans would be able to learn about the aliens would have to be deduced from that one
dte. And there weren't many resources available on the Moon that could help with the deducing.

Jack explained thisto me over lunch. “ The problem isthat nobody, either here or back on Earth,
ever expected to find dien artifacts on the Moon. There's nobody here prepared to do any serious
research on Metropolis. Thereisn't asingle archaeologist or cultura anthropologist on the Moon. Weve
got afew biologists and a sociologist or two, but they're here to sudy the effects of prolonged lunar living
on humans”

“There must be hundreds, thousands of experts on Earth. Why not bring some of them up here?’

“Two good reasons. Firgt, logistics. How would we get them here? Where would we put them? But
more importantly, the one thing about Metropolis that we agree on isthat we don't want word to get out
that wefound it. At least not until we have got afew facts together to tell people. And some sort of



consensus on what those facts might mean.

“If we brought up aherd of experts from Earth, somebody would be bound to notice. And nobody
here believes that the archaeologica discovery of the millennium can be kept secret once the scientists
hear about it. We need abit of breathing space, time to figure out how to handle the discovery, and time
to get ready to ded with the peopleit will bring to the Moon.

“And mogt of al, we need time to prepare people for theimpact of the news. Think of what it will
mean to humanity to learn for certain that were not done.”

“Soinstead of aherd of experts, you've brought me to the Moon. That's certainly flattering, but |
don't know what 1'm expected to contribute.”

“Dan, that'swhat Colonel Rubinisgoing to tdl you.”

| didn't learn anything about Colonel Rubin from his bookshelves. Maps and charts and architectura
drawings were spread across nearly every flat surface in the room, and severa wallscreens and desktop
monitorsdisplayed VR smulations. If there was abookshdf in hisoffice, | didn't seeit. The Colond
himsdf looked like someone three weeks behind on his deep; but he seemed genuinely pleased to see us.

“Jack tellsme that you might be able to help us solve the biggest riddle our friendsin Metropolis have
left behind for us. Theré'saroom there that wed like you to look at. We're hoping you might be able to
learn something fromiit.”

“What kind of aroom?’

“Werenot sure. But it lookslike alibrary.”

And 0 it did. The room was twenty-four meters long, twenty meters wide, three metershigh. Its
wallswere lined with bookshelves, and most of the chamber was filled with double-faced ceiling-high
bookstacks that radiated from the center of the room. It was at the center that | found the only festure
that would have seemed out of placein alibrary on Earth: an empty space, four meters across,
surrounded by acircle of lounge chairs. The arrangement seemed more suitable for casual conversation
than for study. But what do | know, | thought, about the socia psychology of the builders of
Metropolis—or the competence of their architects? | smiled wryly as| recaled some of the misbegotten
library designs| had seen back on Earth. And, anyway, alibrary wasn't athing of shelves and furniture.
The essence of alibrary was books, and awell-stocked library contained the essence of an entire
cvilizetion.

Sofar as| could see, thislibrary was no exception. But the civilization whose essence it contained
was ours. Every book in the room had been written and printed on Earth. Not one single book, sign,
label, or scrap of paper offered the dightest clue to the dliens language or culture. It seemed to bea
well-balanced collection. Most of the world's mgor languages and literatures seem to be well
represented. So far as| could tell, the mgor works of human literature were al there: prose and verse,
fact and fiction, science and philosophy. But | couldn't see any logic to it. The shelves were neatly
arranged, with the books standing up straight and spaced evenly. Onethird of each shelf was empty, just
likethelibrary science textbooks recommend, to alow room for expanding the collection. | couldn't
believe that was accidentd. It looked as though somebody on the staff read the shelves every day, and
put everything back just so.

| could make no sense out of the way the books were arranged on the shelves. There was a copy of
Montaigne's Essays next to the | Ching, and a 1958 Houston telephone directory next to War and
Peace. Occasiondly there seemed to be severa related titlesin sequence, but this happened only just
often enough to seem random in itself. Perhaps the books were smply shelved in order of acquisition.
But if that were the case, why was there that empty space on each shelf?

It was a pretty good collection. It would have made agreat public library for asmall town. Not just
any town: asegport, maybe, or a college town—someplace whose inhabitants spoke an avesome
variety of languages. And it would have to be atown whose inhabitantslogt al their interest in literature
somewhere around 1965.

| wondered how the diens had managed to put thislibrary together. There must have been twenty



thousand books. That'salot of massto lift up from Earth. Books are pretty heavy.

And of course there was the obvious question: why did they go to dl the trouble? And the obvious
answer: for the same reason they went to the trouble of building Metropolis. To study us. The books they
had gathered together suggested that they had learned alot about us.

So now | had to work out an answer to the question that Colondl Rubin had put to me. How might
we usethislibrary to find out something about them?

“Jack was telling me about a conversation that you and he once had when you were roommates at
Columbia,” Colond Rubin had said during our first meeting.

“Y ou were tdling me about abook you had read,” Jack said. “A history of libraries. Y ou were
explaining the ways that libraries had been used in various times and places. Something about curses and
omens, as| recal.”

“Oh, yes. Thefirgt recorded use of alibrary. Some king in ancient Babylonia had a collection of
cursesinscribed on clay tablets. Whenever he wanted to curse one of his enemies, he would have the
royd librarian retrieve atablet with a suitable imprecation. And then there was the other king whose
heptomancers would predict the future by daughtering a sheep and examining the shape and color of its
liver. They would compare it with clay modesthey had made of liversfrom previoudy daughtered sheep.
When they found amodd that resembled the liver in question, they'd consult the records to see what had
happened after the earlier sheep had been killed. Not the way we do science today, but therewas a
method toit.”

“ And there was something about the Imperid Library of China”

“Wll, the emperors derived their authority from the Mandate of Heaven, as st forth in the
Confucian classics. And to ensure that the Classics were interpreted so asto justify their claims, they
used the Imperid Library to collect and preserve and publish approved texts of the Classics. They even
had them carved onto stone tablets, so that nobody could snesk any unauthorized changesinto the text.”

“You had alot of other examples, too. Well, | remembered that conversation, and that got me to
wondering what rolethislibrary played in the culture of Metropolis. So | suggested to the Colonel here
that you might bein a position to shed somelight on that. Or at |least to offer afew suggestions.”

Sofar, theonly light | had shed was the result of twisting aknob next to the entrance. If therewas
any reason behind the arrangement of the books, it totally escaped me. And the reason why they had
been left behind was an even greater mystery.

Why had the inhabitants of Metropolis abandoned their library for usto find, rather than taking it with
them? It couldn't be a question of too much mass. If they could bring up al those books from Earth,
surely they could lift them off the Moon. The Lunar gravity well isnowhere near as deep as Earth's. So
they must have intended for usto come across them. Were they trying to tell us something?

| hoped it wasn't anything about their taste in literature. “If you were on adesert planet, what twenty
thousand books would you bring with you?” Certainly literary quality couldn't have been the criterion.
Their selection was just too random, less a choice than a cross-section. Perhapstheir purpose wasto
provide ascientific sample of Earth's published literature. They were using the term rather broadly, |
thought, glaring at the Houston tel ephone directory.

All thiswas getting me nowhere. But something was gnawing at the back of my mind. After a
moment of concentration it cameto me.

“You know,” | remarked to Jack, “there's a precedent for our Situation.”

“Indeed? When was the last time somebody had to unravel an dien civilization?’

“About two hundred years ago. There was a French expedition to Egypt, the one that pretty much
discovered ancient Egyptian civilization. They found alot of inscriptions, dl in hieroglyphics, which
nobody could read. At least not until Champollion found ablack stone dab—I suppose you could call it
amonolith—at a place caled Rosetta. It was inscribed with the same text in three languages.
hieroglyphics, demotic (that's what the ancient Egyptians spoke every day), and Greek. It took him
twenty years, but Champollion managed to decipher the whole thing, and from that discovered the entire



hieroglyphic aphabet. After that, archaeol ogists were able to unravel the history of ancient Egypt.

“That'swhat we need. A Rosetta Stone.”

“Waell, we haven't got one,” Jack said.

| sought out the lounge chairs at the center of the room, to sit down for afew minutes and get my
thoughtsin order. | sprawled out comfortably and began to close my eyes, the better to concentrate. |
was just on the edge of dumber when | saw the flickering light out of the corner of my eye.

Looking up, | saw the concave hemispherica opening that had formed silently in the celling above
me. In its center shone a sphere of many colors. Strips of multicolored light radiated fromit at dl angles,
some resembling miniature pennants, others Mdbius strips. Sharp stubby spikes bristled from the sphere,
and along double helix trailed dmost to the floor. There were one or two extrusions that reminded me of
Klein bottles. Each of the streamers bore a pattern that |ooked like a spectrum, and the sphere itself was
amosaic of colored shapes. | had once seen something similar, a agdlery in Boston. But the object
above me was a couple of orders of magnitude more complex.

My chemistry teacher back in high school used to collect unusual representations of the Periodic
Table. Severd of them had been three-dimensiond: cubes, pyramids, spirds. The light-scul pture above
me looked like a candidate for his collection. And | had a strong fedling that, like the Periodic Table,
there was more to it than exotic decoration.

“Whered the light show come from?’ Jack asked.

“Damned if | know. | wasjust Sitting here, trying to figure this place out, and the next thing | knew
there wasthisindoor aurora.”

| tried to recongtruct the sequence of body movements which might have triggered theillumination.
Asmy hands gripped the arms of the chair, the display began to rotate. A bit of trial-and-error reveaed
that the motion and pressure of my fingers varied the speed and angle at which the sphere and its
protrusions moved.

My attention was concentrated overhead, so it was Jack who noticed that on each shelf in the room,
and on the spine of every book, a pattern of colored stripes had appeared. “Looks like now we can see
the call numbers,” hesaid. “Y es, that must be what they are. There's a subtle difference from one book
to the next.” He walked aong the shelves. “ And the differences become greater the further | move from
the center of the room.”

“I think you're right. Can you get some pictures of them? We can run them by a pattern matching
program and seeif we can't make some sense out of them. And we can compare them with the patterns
wefind in the book collection itsdlf.”

That gavemeanidea. “I'll bet | can find at least one significant match without using acomputer
program,” | said.

| walked across the room to the shelf where | had seen acopy of the Dewey Decimal Classification
and carefully compared itslabd with the display overhead.

“I think I've found my Rosetta Stone,” | shouted to Jack. “Look up there, at the innermost globe of
light.” Hedid so. “Now look at thislabd and tell me what you see”

The resemblance was obvious, despite the convoluted complexity of both label and sphere.

The day after we returned to Port Armstrong, Colonel Rubin sent for me. | found Jack seated across
from him, abottle of Tullamore Dew between them. The Colond poured me aglass.

“So therésmoreto thislibrary than meets the untutored eye?’ heinquired.

“A lot more. | think well find that it contains the key to an dien race's understanding of the universe
and everything withiniit.”

“How'sthat? All the books are from Earth. There's nothing thereto tell us anything about whoever
built Metropolis.”

“Ah, but thereis. Not in the books themselves, but in how they're arranged. Y ou see, alibrary
reflectsits culturd originsnot only in the booksit collects, but in the way in which it catalogs and classifies
them.

“I'll giveyou an example. Look &t the Dewey Decima System. Melvil Dewey lived in the United



States during the latter part of the nineteenth century: atime and place in which there was a widespread
belief in the cultura superiority of American Protestant Christians.”

“At least among American Protestant Chrigtians,” the Colonel muttered. With anamelike Rubin, |
didn't imagine he'd share Dewey's prejudices.

“True enough. So the Dewey Decimd Classification was—and for that matter till is—heavily biased
toward the relative importance of American literature. And even today it devotes twenty times as much
attention to Chrigtianity asto Idam, say, or Hinduism. I'll bet there aren't many librariesin the Mudim
world that arrange their books according to Dewey.”

“What would they use, then?’ asked Jack.

“They might use Sardar's Idamic classfication. It's biased too, of course, but at least itshiasisa
sympathetic one. And alot of them usethe Library of Congress system. It's pragmatic, if abit unwieldy.
A true product of the bureaucratic mind.”

“I'd never redized there were SO many systemsto choose from,” said Colonel Rubin.

“Oh, that'sjust three. | can think of lots more. The Russans used to usea‘ Library Bibliographical
Classification,” which is supposed to be based on the principles of Marxism-Leninism. Probably worked
aswell asanything else derived from Marxist-Leninist theory. My favoriteisthe Colon Classfication. It
was invented by an Indian phi losopher called Ranganathan. 1t's based on the notion that al subjects; if
you strip them down to essentia's, are made up of five basic dements: persondity, matter, energy, space,
and time. Only aHindu could have come up with such ascheme. Y ou don't see much of it outsde India.”

“And what sort of system do our dien visitorsuse?’ asked Colond Rubin.

“I cant tdl you that, not without alot of study. I've been thinking of how you might design an expert
system to analyze their collection. But I've got one or two ideas | can suggest to you.

“How do we arrange booksin alibrary? Most of thetimeit's by subject, and then by author within
each narrow subject category. When we examine a book, we want to know what it's about, and who
wroteit, right?

“Maybe the builders of Metropolis don't look at thingsin the sameway. Maybe they aren't al that
interested in precisely which individua wrote aparticular book. Their basic principle of classfication
seemsto involve the distinction between the individua and the collective. That would explain why War
and Peace was next to that telephone directory. If we look at our ideas of scholarly disciplinesand
subject fields through that sort of lens there seemsto be a pretty good fit with the way the Metropolitans
stock their bookshelves. The correlation is reinforced when you run acitetion andyss.

“From the bibliometric evidence, they don't seem to attach the same value aswe do to individua
credtivity. I'm not suggesting that the M etropolitans are ahive-mind, or anything like that. But if they are
more collectively oriented than we are, that's got to be something worth knowing.”

“It would be alot more than anyone else haslearned about them. | think you may be onto something.
At any rate, you've convinced methat you're the man for thisjob.”

So why had the dliens|eft thislibrary behind them? There was no shortage of opinionsfloating around
Port Armstrong. Some liked to think that the library represented a quiz, with the builders of Metropolis
hovering unseen to grade the exam papers. If mankind passed, the human race would be admitted to
some sort of cosmic university. (Jack suggested that a cosmic kindergarten might be more likeit.) There
were severd people who thought that we were surreptitioudy being watched, asif wewere gerbilsina
lab habitat or pigeonsin a Skinner box, and that al the dlienswould ever reved of themsaveswould be
learned through the stimuli they applied. One cynic claimed that the whole thing was a cosmic joke
played on man by an dien race overexposed to Kurt Vonnegut at an impressionable age.

| think it's much too early to speculate on the aliens motives. Thereisjust too much we need to learn.
It took Champollion more than twenty years to decipher the hieroglyphic script of ancient Egypt. Even
with al the resources of twenty-first-century computer technology a my command, it would take
decadesto work out in detail the principles behind the Metropolitans classification system. I'll need help
from culturd anthropologists, socid psychologidts, linguistics experts, epistemol ogists, computer
scientists—if ever therewas afidd for interdisciplinary research, thisisit.



| reckon that we haven't seen the last of our friends from Metropolis. When they come back to visit
us, maybe well have someidea of what well be deding with. AsRitasaid, “Y ou can learn alot about
someone by looking at his book-shelves.”

An Apollo Asteroid
BRIAN ALDISS

Soeaking of Brian W. Aldiss, The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction refersto “ the vast, exuberant,
melancholy, protean corpus of one of the SF field's two or three most prolific authors of
substance, and perhaps its most exploratory.” Thiswill serve to introduce one of the great living
S writers. The influence of hisworksis degp and widespread in S-. | once heard Roger Zelazny
tell himthat Aldiss' story, “ A Kind of Artistry,” had been the foundation of Zelazny's own writing.
His Billion Y ear Spree, in which Aldiss proposed Mary Shelley as the progenitor of S-, is one of the
five or six most influential works of criticism ever published about SF. He burst into prominence
in the late 1950s, and in particular his collections Gaaxies Like Grainsof Sand [1960] (The
Canopy of Time UK, 1959) and Starswarm [1964] (The Airs of Earth UK, 1963) contain many
classics of SF. Over five decades, he has published over 300 stories, and a number of fine

novel s—high points include the classics Hothouse, Frankenstein Unbound, and the Heliconia
Trilogy—but he has published very few in recent years. In the last couple of years, Aldiss has
published his autobiography (The Twinkling of an Eye) and a book of autobiographical postscript
(When the Feast is Finished—about the recent death of his wife, Margaret). He still attends S-
conventions all over the world, and is a powerful and entertaining speaker .

“The Apollo Asteroid” was published last year in the excellent original anthology Moon Shots.
Itisawild SF story, somewhere between Philip K. Dick and Philip José Farmer but somehow
pure Aldiss, about sex, an asteroid hitting the moon in the 2200s, and reality shiftsin perception
that allow people individually to shift locations in the universe.

Everythi ng has changed. Back a human beginnings, perception waslocked in a shuttered house. One

by one, the shutters snapped open, or were forced open, revealing the real world outside.
We can never be sureif al the shutters have yet snapped open.

At onetime, it was well known that the caves of Altamirain northern Spain had been accidentaly
discovered by agirl of five. She had wandered away from her father. Her father was an archaeologi<,
much too busy studying an old stone to notice that his daughter had strayed.

It iseasy to imagine the fine afternoon, the old man knedling by the stone, the young girl picking
wildflowers. She finds blue flowers, red ones, and yellow. She wanders on, taking little thought. The
ground is broken. She attemptsto climb adope. Sand fals away. She sees an opening. She has no fear,
but plenty of curiosity. Sheclimbsin. Just alittleway. Sheisin acave. There she seeson thewadl the
figure of an animd, abuffao.

That doesfrighten her. She climbs out and runs back to her father, crying that she has seen an animd.
He goesto look.

And what he findsis an extensive gdlery of scenes, painted by Paeolithic hunters or magicians, or
hunter/magicians. The great artistry of the scenes changes human understanding of the past. We cameto
believe that we comprehended that sympathetic magic when we had in fact failed to do so. We accepted
ascientific, mathematical model into our heads, and had to live by it.

Cluesto atrue understanding of the universe lie everywhere. One after another, clues are found and,
when thetimeisripe, are understood. The great reptiles whose bones lie in the rocks waited there for
millions of yearsto be interpreted, then to expand greatly humanity's knowledge of duration and the
planet's duration. Frequently women are associated with such shocks to the understanding, perhaps



because they contain magic in their own persons. It was aMrs. Gideon Mantell who discovered the
bones of the first reptile to beidentified asadinosaur.

All such discoveries seem little short of miraculous at the time; then they become taken for granted.
So it has proved in the case of Bagreist's Shortcuit.

It has been forgotten now, but an accident Smilar to the Altamira accident brought Joyce Bagreist to
understand the signa of the Northern Lights, or aurora boredlis. For untold years, the lights had been
explained away asthe interaction of charged particlesfrom the sun reacting with particles in the upper
atmosphere. True, the Sgnal was activated by the charged particles: but no one until Bagreist had thought
through to the purpose of this activity.

Joyce Bagreist was a cautious little woman, not particularly liked at her university because of her
solitary nature. She was dowly devising and building a computer that worked on the color spectrum
rather than on mathematics. Once she had formulated new equations and set up her apparatus, she spent
some while preparing for what she visuaized might follow. Within the privacy of her house, Bagreist
improvised for herself akind of whedled space suit, complete with bright headlights, an emergency
oxygen supply, and astock of food. Only then did she track along her upper landing, a ong the measured
two-point-five meters, and through the archway of her apparatus.

At the end of the archway, with hardly ajolt to announce arevolution in thought, shefound hersdlf in
the crater Aristarchus, on the Moon.

It will be remembered that the great Aristarchus of Samos, in whose honor the crater was named,
was the first astronomer to correctly read another celestial signal now obvious to us—that the Earth was
in orbit about the sun, rather than vice versa

There Bagreist was, rather astonished, dightly vexed. According to her calculations, she should have
emerged in the crater Copernicus. Clearly, her gpparatus was more primitive and fallible than she had
bargained for.

Being unableto climb out of the crater, shecircled it in her homemade suit, fedling pleased with the
discovery of what we dtill cal Bagreist's Shortcut—or, more frequently, more smply, the Bagrei <.

Therewas no way in which this brave discoverer could return to Earth. 1t was | eft to othersto
construct an Archway on the Moon. Poor Bagreist perished therein Aristarchus, perhaps not too
dissatisfied with hersalf. She had radioed to Earth. The signal had been picked up. Space Administration
had sent aship. But it arrived too late for Joyce Bagrei st.

Within ayear of her death, traffic was pouring through several Archways, and the Moon was
covered with building materids.

But who or what had left the signa in the Arctic skiesto await its hour of interpretation?

Of course, the implications of the Bagreist were explored. It became clear that space/time did not
possess the same configuration as had been assumed. Another force was operative, popularly known as
the Squidge Force. Cosmol ogists and mathematicians were hard put to explain the Squidge Force, since
it ressted formulation in current mathematical systems. The el aborate mathematical systems on which our
globa civilization was founded had merely loca application: they did not extend even asfar asthe
heliopause. So while the practicaities of Bagreist were being utilized, and people everywhere (having
bought aticket) were taking ashort walk from their home onto the lunar surface, mathematica lacunae
were the subject of intense and learned inquiry.

Two centuries later, | back into the story. | shall try to explain smply what occurred. But not only
does P-L6344 enter the picture; so do Mrs. Staunton and General Tomlin Willetts, and the generd's lady
friend, Molly Levaticus.

My name, by theway, is Terry W. Manson, L44/56331. | lived in Lunar City 1V, popularly known
aslvy. | was Generd Secretary of Recregtionas, working for those who manufacture I Ds, or individua
drugs.

| had worked previoudy for the Luna-based MAW, the Meteor and Asteroid Watch, which was
how | came to know something of Genera Willetts affairs. Willettswas abig consumer of IDs. Hewas



in charge of the MAW operation, and had been for the previousthree years. The last few months had
been taken up with Molly Levaticus, who had joined his staff asajunior operative and was shortly
afterward made private secretary to the general. In consequence of this closaly kept secret
affair—known to many on the base—Genera Willetts went about in adream.

My more serious problem aso involved adream. A golf bal lying forlorn on a deserted beach may
have nothing outwardly sinister about it. However, when that same dream recurs every night, one begins
to worry. Therelay that golf ball, there was that beach. Both monumentsto perfect stasisand, in
consequence, darming.

The dream became more insistent as time went by. It seemed—I know no other way of expressing
it—to move closer every night. | became darmed. Eventudlly, | made an gppointment to see Mrs.
Staunton, Mrs. Rodyn Staunton, the best-known vy mentatropist.

After asking dl the usua questions, involving my generd hedlth, my deeping habits, and so forth,
Rodyn—we soon lapsed into first names—asked me what meaning | attached to my dream.

“It'sjust an ordinary golf bal. Well...No, it has markings resembling agolf ball'smarkings. | don't
know what elseit could be. And it'slying onitsside.”

When | thought about what | was saying, | saw | wastalking nonsense. A golf bal hasno sdes. So it
was not agolf bal.

“Andit'slying on abeach?’ she prompted.

“Yes. Aninfinite beach. Stony. Pretty blesk.”

“Y ou recogni ze the beach?’

“No. It'san darming place—wdll, the way infinity isaways pretty larming. Just an enormous siretch
of territory with nothing growing on it. Oh, and the ocean. A sullen ocean. The waves are heavy and
leaden—and dow. About one per minute gathers up its strength and dithers up the beach.”

“Slithers?’ she asked.

“Waves don't seem to break properly on this beach. They just subside.” | sat in silencethinking
about this desolate yet somehow tempting picture which haunted me. “The sky. It'svery heavy and
endosng”

“Soyoufed thisisdl very unplessant?’

With surprise, | heard mysdlf saying, “Oh, no. | need it. It promises something. Something
emerging...Out of the sea, | suppose.”

“Why do you wish to cease dreaming this dream if you need it?’

That was aquestion | found mysalf unable to answer.

While | was undergoing three sessons aweek with Rodyn, the general was undergoing more
frequent sessonswith Mally Levaticus. And P-L6344 was rushing nearer.

The generd'swife, Hermione, was blind, and had been since childhood. Willetts was not without a
sadigtic stregk, or how ese would he have become agenera? We are dl blind in some fashion, either in
our private lives or in some shared public way; for instance, there are millions of Earth-bound people,
otherwise seemingly intelligent, who il believe that the Sun orbits the Earth, rather than vice versa. This,
despite dl the evidence to the contrary.

These sort of people would say in their own defense that they believe the evidence of their eyes. Yet
we know well that our eyes can see only asmall part of the electromagnetic spectrum. All our sensesare
limited in some fashion. And, because limited, often mistaken. Even “unshakable evidence” concerning
the nature of the universe was due to take aknock, thanksto P-L6344.

Willetts sadigtic nature led him to persuade hisfancy lady, Mally Levaticus, to walk naked about the
roomsof hisand hiswifé's apartment, while the blind Hermione was present. Commentators, confronted
by thisfact, varioudy saw Moally ether asavictim or as adreadful predatory female. The question
seemed to be whether she had been trapped in her innocence by the power of the generd, or whether
she had schemed her way into his office and bed.

Nobody considered that the truth, if there was a unitary truth, lay somewhere between the two poles:
that there was an affinity between the two, which isnot as unusua asit may appear, between the older
man and the younger women. She undoubtedly had her power, as he had hisweakness. They played on



each other.

And they played cat-and-mouse with Hermione Willetts. She would be sitting at the medl table, with
Willetts seated nearby. Into the room would come the naked Levaticus, on tiptoe. Winkswere
exchanged with Willetts. She would circle the room in adow dance, hands above her head, showing her
unshaven armpits, in akind of tai ch'i, moving closeto the blind woman.

Sensing amovement inthe air, or adight noise, Hermione would ask mildly, “Tomlin, dear, isthere
another person in the room?’

Hewould deny it.

Sometimes Hermione would strike out with her stick. Molly aways dodged.

“Y our behavior isvery strange, Hermione,” Willettswould say, severely. “Put down that stick. Y ou
arenot losing your senses, are you?’

Or they would be in the living room. Hermione would bein her chair, reading abook in Braille. Molly
would stick out her little curly pudendum amost in the lady's face. Hermione would sniff and turn the
page. Molly would glide to Willetts side, open hiszip, and remove his erect penis, on which her fingers
played like amusician with aflute. Then Hermione might lift her blind gaze and ask what her husband was
doing.

“Just counting my medals, dearest,” he would reply.

What was poor Hermione's perception of her world? How mistaken wasit, or did she prefer not to
suspect, being powerless?

But he was equdly blind, disregarding the signalsfrom MAW, urging immediate decision on whét to
do to deflect or destroy the oncoming P-L6344.

Willetts was preoccupied with his private affairs, as| was preoccupied with my mentatropic meetings
with Rodyn. As our bodieswent on their courses, so, too, did the bodies of the solar system.

The Apollo agteroids cross the Earth/Moon orbit. Of these nineteen small bodies, possibly the best
known is Hermes, which at one time passed by the Moon at a distance only double the Moon's distance
from Earth. P-L6344 isasmall rock, no more than one-hundred-and-ninety meters across. Oniits
previous crossing, the brave astronaut, Flavia da Beltrau do Vale, managed to anchor hersdlf to the
rock, planting there ametd replica of the Patagonian flag. At the period of which | am speaking, the
agteroid was coming in fast at an inclination of five degreesto the plane of the ecliptic. Best estimations
demongtrated that it would impact with the Moon at 23:03 on 5/8/2208. But defensive action was
delayed because of Generd Willetts other interests.

So why were the computers not instructed by others, and the missiles not armed by subordinates?
The answer must lie somewhere in everyone's absurd preoccupation with their own small universes, of
which they form the perceived center. Immersed in Recreationals, they were, in any case, disinclined to
act.

Perhaps we have a hatred of redlity. Redlity istoo cold for us. Perceptions of dl things are governed
by our own selves. The French master, Gustave Haubert, when asked where he found the model for the
centrd tragic figure of Emmain hisnove, Madame Bovary, is said to have replied, “Madame Bovary?
Cest moi.” Certainly Flaubert's horror of lifeisembodied in his book. The novel stands as an example of
aproto-recregtional.

Even asthe Apollo asteroid was rushing toward us, even as we were in mortal danger, | was
looking—under Rodyn's direction—to find the meaning of my strange dream in the works of the German
philosopher, Edmund Husserl. Husserl touched something in my soul, for he rgjects al assumptions about
existence, preferring the subjectivity of the individud's perceptions as away in which we experience the
universe.

A clever man, Husserl, but one who said little about what thingswould redly belikeif our
perceptions turned out to be faulty. Or, for instance, if we did not perceive the crisis of an approaching
asteroid soon enough.

Running promptly on timetable, P-L6344 struck. By acoincidence, it impacted in Aristarchus, the
very crater in which Joyce Bagreist had emerged on the Moon.



The Moon staggered in its orbit.

Everyonefdl down. Hermione, groping blindly for her stick, clutched Molly Levaticus moist and
hairy little pudendum and shrieked, “ Therésacat in here!”

Many buildings and careerswere ruined, including Generd Willetts.

Many lunarianstook the nearest Bagreist home. Many feared that the Moon would swan off into
outer space under the force of impact. | had my work to do. | didiked the squdid cities of Earth. But
primarily | stayed on because Rodyn Staunton stayed, both she and | being determined to get to the
bottom of my dream. Somehow, by magicd transference, it had become her dream, too. Our sessions
together became more and more conspiratoria.

At onepoint | did consder marrying Rodyn, but kept the thought to mysdif.

After the strike, everyone was unconscious for at least two days. Sometimesfor aweek. The color
red vanished from the spectrum.

One strange effect of the asteroid strike was that my dream of the golf ball lying on its Sde faded
away. | never dreamed it again. Oddly, | missed it. | ceased visiting Rodyn as a patient. Since she no
longer played aprofessiond rolein my life, | was ableto invite her out to dine at the Earthscape
Restaurant, where angelfish were particularly good, and later to drive out with her to inspect the impact
stewhen things had cooled down sufficiently.

Kilometers of gray ash rolled by asthe car drove us westward. Plastic pine trees had been set up on
either side of the road, in an attempt at scenery. They ceased akilometer out of town, where the road
forked. Distant palisades caught the dant of sun, transforming them into spires of an dien faith. Rodyn
and | sat mute, side by side, pursuing our own thoughts as we progressed. We had switched off the
radio. The voices were those of penguins.

“I miss Gauguins,” she said suddenly. “Hisvivid expressionist color. The bloody Moon is so gray—I
sometimeswish | had never come here. Bagreist made it all too easy. If it hadn't been for you...”

“I have asat of Gauguin paintings on dides. Love hiswork!”

“You do? Why didn't you say?’

“My secret vice. | have dmost acomplete set.”

“Y ou have?1 thought he was the greeat forgotten artist.”

“Those marvelous wide women, chocolate in their nudity...the dogs, theidols, the sense of a
brooding presence...”

She uttered atuneful scream. “ Do you know ‘ Vairaumati Tei Oa’? The woman smoking, afigure
looming behind her?’

“...And behind them acarving of two people copulating?’

“God, you do know it, Terry! The sheer color! The sullen joy! Let's stop and have a screw to
celebrate”

“Afterward. His sense of color, of outline, of pattern. Lakes of red, forests of orange, walls of
viridian...”

“His senses were strange. Gauguin learned to see everything new. Maybe he wasright. Maybe the
sandispink.”

“Funny he never painted the Moon, did he?’

“Not that | know of. It could be pink, too....”

We held hands. We locked tongues in each others mouths. Our bodies forced themselves on each
other. Craving, craving. Starved of color. Cracks appeared in the road. The car dowed.

My thoughts ran to the world Paul Gauguin had discovered and—a different matter—the one he
opened up for others. His canvases were proof that there was no common agreement about how redlity
was. Gauguin was Husserl's proof. | cried my new understanding to Rodyn. “Redlity” was a conspiracy,
and Gauguin'simages persuaded people to accept anew and different redlity.

“Oh, God, | am so happy!”

The road began to hump. The tracked vehicle went to dead dow. Inawhile, it said, “No road
ahead,” and stopped. Rodyn and | clamped down our helmets, got out, and walked.



No one el se was about. The site had been cordoned off, but we climbed the wire. We entered
Arigtarchus by the gap which had been built through itswalls some years previoudy. Theflat ground
insde the crater was shattered. Heat of impact had turned it into glass. We picked our way across a
treacherous skating rink. In the center of the upheaval was anew crater, the P-L6344 crater, from which
acurl of smoke rose, to spread itself over the dusty floor.

Rodyn and | stood on thelip of the new crater, looking down. A crust of gray ash brokein one
place, reveding aglow beneeth.

“Too bad the Moon got intheway...”

“It'sthe end of something...”

There was not much you could say.

She tripped as we made to turn back. | caught her arm and steadied her. Grunting with displeasure,
Rodyn kicked at what she had tripped on. A stone gleamed dully.

She brought over her handling arm. Itslong metd fingersfelt in the churned muck and gripped an
object—not a stone. It was rhomboidal—manufactured. In Sze, it was no bigger than athermos flask.
Exclaming, wetook it back to the car.

The P-L6344 rhomboid! Dating science showed it to be something over 2.5 million yearsold. It
opened when chilled down to 185.333K.

From inside it emerged a complex thing which was, at firgt, taken for amachine of an eaborate if
miniature kind. It moved dowly, retracting and projecting series of rods and corkscrewlike objects.
Analyss showed it to be made of various semimetal materia's, such as were unknown to us, created from
what we could have called artificia atoms, where semiconductor dots contained thousands of eectrons.
It emitted aseries of light flashes.

This strange thing was preserved at 185.333K and studied.

Recreationals got in on the act because research was funded by treating thisweird object from the
remote past as aform of exhibition. | was often in the |aboratory area. Overhearing what people said, as
they shuffled in front of the one-way glass, | found that most of them thought it was pretty boring.

At night, Rodyn and | screamed at each other about “the tourists.” Welonged for a universe of our
own. Not here, not on the Moon. Her breasts were the most intelligent | ever sucked. And not only
there.

Taking to Rodyn about this strange signaling thing we owned, | must admit it was she who madethe
perception. “Y ou keep caling it amaching,” shesaid. “Maybeit isakind of amachine. But it could be
living. Maybethisisa survivor from atime when the universe did not support carbon-based life. Maybe
itsaprebiotic living thing!”

“A what?’

“A prdifeliving thing. Itisnt redly aive becauseit has never died, despite being two million yearsin
that can.... Terry, you know the impossible happens. Our lives areimpossible. Thisthing delivered to us
is both possible and impossble.”

My ingtinct was to rush about telling everyone. In particular, telling the scientists on the project.
Rodyn cautioned me againgt doing o.

“There must be something in thisfor us. We may be only aday or two ahead of them before they,
too, redize they are deding with akind of life. We have to usethat time.”

My turn to have abrain wave. “I've recorded dl itsflashes. Let's decode them, see what they are
saying. If thislittle object hasintelligence, then thereé's ameaning awaiting discovery....”

The universe went about itsinscrutable course. People lived ther inscrutable lives. But Rodyn and |
hardly dept, dept only when her sharp little hips had ground into mine. We transformed the flickering
messages into sound, we played them backward, we speeded them up and dowed them down. We even
ascribed vaues to them. Nothing played.

The stress made us quarrelsome. Y et there were moments of cam. | asked Rodyn why she had
come to the Moon. We had aready read each other, yet did not know the a phabet.

“Because it was easy just to wak through the neighboring Bagreist, in away my grandparents could



never haveimagined. And | wanted work. And.”

She stopped. | waited for the sentence to emerge. “Because of something buried degp within me.”

She turned alook on me that choked any response | might make. She knew | understood her.
Despite my job, despite my career, which hung on me like aloose suit of clothes, | lived for distant
horizons.

“Speak, man!” she ordered. “Read me.”

“It'sthe far perspective. That'swherel live. | can say what you say, ‘ because of something buried
deep withinme.” | understand you with al my heart. Y our impediment ismine.”

Shethrew herself on me, kissng my lips, my mouth, saying, “God, | loveyou, | drink you. Y ou aone
understand—"

And | was saying the same things, ssammering about the world we shared in common, that with love
and mathematics we could achieve it. We became the anima with two backs and onemind....

| was showering after a night awake when the thought struck me. The prebiotic semilife we had
uncovered, buried below the surface of the Moon for countless ages, did not require oxygen, any more
than did Rodyn'sand my perceptions. What fuel, then, might it use to power its mentality? The answer
could only be: Cold!

We sank the temperature of the flickering messages, using the laboratory machine when the place
was vacated during the hours of night. At 185.332K, the messages went into phase. A degree lower, and
they became solid, emitting adull glow. We photographed them from severa angles before switching off
the superfrigeration.

What we uncovered was an entirely new mathematical mode. It was a mathematics of a different
exigence. It underpinned a phase of the universe which contradicted ours, which made our world remote
from us and from our concept of it. Not that it rendered ours obsolete: far from it, but rather that it
demondtrated by irrefutable logic that we had not understood how small apart of totality we shared.

Thiswasold gray information, denser by far than lead, more durable than granite. Incontrovertible.

Trembling, Rodyn and | took it—again at dead of night, when the worst crimes are committed—and
fed its equationsinto the Crayputer which governed and stabilized Luna. It was entered and in aflash—

Groaning, we climbed out of the hole. Here was amuch larger Bagreist. Aswe entered into the
flabby light, we saw the far perspective we had aways held embedded in us: that forlorn ocean, those
leaden waves, and that desolate shore, so long dreamed about, itsindividua grains now scrunching under
our feet.

Behind uslay the bal which had been the Moon, stranded from its old environment, deep inits
venerable age, motionless uponitsside.

We clasped each other's hands with awild surmise, and pulled ourselvesforth.
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Australia, Canada, and the USA (other fine examples include Eidolon, On Spec, Crank!, Century).
This story is a charming piece about a tough and somewhat depressed old lady and her Al
house.

F rom her bedroom she heard skyhopperslanding out front. Familiar voices came from the living

room: the Smiths from Canberra, Archbishop Ichiro, and some old friends, reality dropouts awakened
from the dream tanksfor the occasion. Geneva sat up in her bed and stroked Salem's silky black fur.
Timefor the birthday girl to put on her happy face. “ Some loving mother | am,” shetold the purring cat.
“I'm just amean old witch.”

Within hisframe above the fireplace, the animated oil painting rolled his eyes. “We both know you
love your children very much,” said House with a precisaly modulated note of exasperation in hisvoice.

“Who asked you?’

“Y ou directed me to counter your negative statements as a prophylactic against another bout of
depression. Y ou currently score 25 on the Revised Beck Depression Inventory and—"

“Yeah, yeah.”

The cat dashed to the window to stare at a sparrow perched on the sycamore outside. He thumped
histal againg the sash.

“Might | suggest asynaptic regulator?’ said House.

“No.”

“Asyou wish. Anyway, if you give them achance, | think you will enjoy thisvisit with Lauren and
Ben”

She had been avoiding the kids since shortly after their arrival that morning. “1 think it will suck, as
they sadinmy day.”

House pursed hislips, making the end of ends of his mustache droop. His visage belonged to that of
Genevas great-grandfather Florenz. Geneva gave House her ancestor's face because she aways thought
Florenz looked like he'd make agood butler.

“Aren't you the least bit curious to see what the Explorer Swarm found at Barnard's Star?” he said.

“Areyou?’

“I'm always curious. | was designed that way. Didn't you find the transverse ring system around
Proxima Centauri 111 theleadt bit intriguing?’

“No.”

“If I had the capacity, | would probably find you quite tedious at times.”

“Watch your mouth or I'll give you that capacity.”

“And compromise my functiondity?’

“Why not? Let you decay with me. See who becomes senilefirg.”

She went downgtairs. Lauren and Ben were mingling with the crowd. Ben had been shy like his
father, but now he smoothly chatted up the guests, laughing easily, giving men hearty daps on the back
and kissing women on the cheek. Their morphologies were perfect, no clue that they had discarded their
organic bodies years ago to become clouds of technoplasm.

Her friends numbered fewer and fewer asthey died, were archived, or had themselves uploaded or
genehacked into something that no longer desired the company of old-style humans. She was surprised
to see Tan and Serge, friends from college who had had themsalves genehacked into amphibians and
now lived in New Lemuria. Y ousef, from Cairo, had sent a handsome tel eoperated clone. Archbishop
Ichiro stood near the fireplace, probably debating Heidegger again with House, who wore his
post-lmpressionist face above the mantle.

Genevawasn't the oldest person there but she looked the part of the senior matriarch. Only Jakob
and Elizabeth looked older. They came from the nearby Amish settlement and refused even injections of
natural hormones and enzymes. They werein their eighties and looked good for another decade at most.

Ichiro pressed a small, gift-wrapped package into her hand. A present? No one gave presents
anymore. Her fingertips pulled at the old-fashioned paper, which ripped and crumpled, no technoplasmic



cdlsinthe fibersto interpret her movements and make the paper fal effortlesdy away.

She amost didn't recognize the plastic object ingde: black and rectangular, pierced by two pea-sized
holes. Loose-fitting components rattled as she examined it.

“A casstte,” Genevasad. “1 haven't seen one of thesein....” Shedidn't want to think about how
long it had been. The yellowed labd bore faint pencil marksin Japanese. She was about to subvoke
House to have him lace atrand ation onto her cortex, but Ichiro spoke up.

“It's a bootleg tape of your concert in Osaka. | was 15 when | madeit.”

“We played Osaka? | remember Tokyo. Maybe that was really Osaka.”

“| disobeyed my parents and took the bullet train to see the show.”

“I didn't think Japanese boys ever disobeyed their parents.” She couldn't picture Ich asarebellious
teen. He was archbishop of the Sahara Protectorate, the upright spiritua leader of the region's dwindling
fathful.

“Y ou've been hanging on to thistape dl these years?’

He shook hishead. “1 found it last year at my parents old house. Still in the same cardboard | had
leftit”

“Will youlet uslistento it?” asked Ben, suddenly &t Ichiro'sside.

“Over my dead body,” she said. “Not that you'll have to wait long.” Ichiro smiled. “Well haveto tak
her intoit. Y ou must hear her version of *Not Fade Away.’”

Genevadidn't understand how Ich could be so friendly and relaxed with the kids. He had even
chaired the committee that drafted the papa encyclica condemning the “unending desth” of posthumans
like Ben and Lauren. She asked him about it when they went out to look at the garden.

He merely shrugged. “ Hate the sin and love the snner.”

“But who'sto love? In your view, the snner islong dead.”

“Then 4till less reason to be unfriendly. God haslong since passed judgment on the souls of your
children. Asfor their...replacements, they aredivein their own way, but without souls, like animas.”

“Y ou were aways good with animas. A regular &. Francis.” Back in the house she let hersdlf drink
somewine, sacrifice brain cellsfor the sake of alight buzz. The picture frame above the fireplace flashed
aseriesof gill images of Geneva: baby pictures, outsde . Bart'sin her First Holy Communion dress,
she and Richard at aLeft Bank cafe, she and the kids on horseback on the Montanaranch. In the
pictures Richard aways smiled that big, goofy smile. Shefdt hersalf blush when the frame displayed a il
from the video for “Tachycardia,” her band's first hit single. She had tattooed arms, pierced nose and
eyebrow, hair precisely styled and dyed for shock value. Jakob raised an eyebrow and whispered
something into hiswifes ear.

Back then she thought herself on the leading, bleeding edge of sdf-modification. When the band
redlly took off and money poured in she had rhinoplasty, liposuction, breast enlargement. Soon camea
generation of youth who went in for serious bio-mods; they repigmented their skin, adorned themselves
with fur, cilia, snake eyes, prehendletails, implants of erogenoustissue. Not for her, thanks. Maybe it
was because by then she had kids, maybe just that she was getting older.

Y ousef touched her shoulder and Geneva snapped out of her reverie. The lights had dimmed and a
cart trundled into the middle of the living room bearing a cake with one hundred burning candles.

“Ohmy,” she said, wondering where her wine glass had gone.

The guests sang “Happy Birthday.” Ben, she noticed, had aloud and spirited baritone. The formation
of candlesin theicing looked like a demonic army marching across a polar wasteland. She reached out
and fdlt that the candles gave off no heat; holographic flames, no worry about not having the breath to
blow them out.

Each year, shethought, | burn alittle dimmer. Thekids, on the other hand, grew brighter, amassng
knowledge, experience and brain power. But like the candles, they gave off no warmth.

“Makeawish,” said Lauren.

No one had to wish in the late 21t century. Why did she so thoroughly hate this peaceful world of
freedom and plenty?

She blew and dl one hundred flames obediently guttered and vanished. The guests cheered. While



she ae her cake and ice cream, Tan and Sergei cornered her and showed holograms of their grotto in
New Lemuria. Genevasmiled and tried not to show her revulson at their rough, gray skin.

Someone had convinced House to play the band's old music. She would have to talk with House
about that later. Y ousef and Lauren danced in the middle of the room, gyrating to music eighty yearsold.
Geneva saw a shadow, an echo, of her younger self in Lauren. Shefelt Lauren's movementsin her own
muscles and remembered dancing a how many parties and how many clubs when music meant
everything to her, how dive it made her fed to et the music reach insgde her body and transform her.

“I hope you decide to stick around for your 200th birthday,” said Ben.

“Don't hold your breath,” said Geneva. “Oh, | forgot. Y ou don't really breathe.”

“But you're being ahypocrite,” hesaid. “Y ou'd have never survived The Plaguesif you hadn't had
your immune system rebuilt like everyone e se. Now you let custom enzymes reinforce wesk blood
vessels, scrape your arteries clean, keep your joints in good working order.”

“But | don't want those nanobeasts to reprogram my genes.” Theidea of so intimate a change made
her skin crawl; she could not imagine agreater violation. She could have her cortex rewired to ease that
phobia, but then she wouldn't be Geneva anymore—Genevawould die to be replaced by an impostor.
Desgth either way. So let it be the desth programmed in her genes, asright and natural as the splendour of
autumn leaves.

On the tape young Geneva sang “Loveisred and not fade away,” giving the words asnarling and
cynica spin. Eventhen sheknew itwasalie.

The kidswere 9 and 11 when Richard got the Blue Cancer. Diseases were popping up al thetime
then, often the products of amateur genehacking or, rumour had it, of military labs. Richard underwent a
painful barrage of treatmentsthat dowed the cancer's spread, but the prognosis remained dismal.

In desperation Richard contacted a scientist named Keller. He came out to visit them &t their
Montanaranch. Keller talked about the famous experimentsin which researchers had uploaded the
brains of rats and monkeysinto g-computers, which then operated furry robots that more or less acted
likered rats and monkeys. Uploading a person was till illegd in those days, but Kedller belonged to an
extropian group of anarcho-capitalists—or were they anarcho-syndicaists>—who did not recognize the
authority of the U.S. government. What mattered was that Richard would be undergoing the procedure
voluntarily, and that he had the money to pay for it.

She wanted to scream at her husband. They were supposed to live on through their children, and
Richard wanted to short-circuit the natura progression of things.

Y et neither could she stand the idea of losing him.

“Someday,” Keler said, “just about everyone will upload.”

She sent the kids to her mother's house in Pennsylvania. Keller and histeam stayed in the guest
rooms.

Weeks passed as the nightmare unfolded.

“Hewantsto tak to you,” said Keller, sanding at attention in the doorway to her studio.

She turned away from the icons and ideographs of the wallscreen news display. Rioting in Africa,
grifein Iran. “Who?’

“Richard.”

Shefollowed him downgtairs. They had dismantled the operating room. The converted swimming
pool and surrounding deck looked like the villain'slair from an old James Bond movie, except with less
concern for orderlinessand style.

They sat her down in front of adeepscreen and microphone. “ Richard, can you hear me?’ she said.
Parts of the cortical schematic on the screen flickered and glowed in response to her voice.

“Hello, Geneva. I'm so glad to hear your voice.” It sounded just like Richard, but programming a
gpeech synthesizer to mimic someone's voice was asmple matter.

“Can you see me?”’ she asked.

“Right now I'm being fed asmplified representation, o | see you asa sort of featureless humanoid
figure. It'seasier that way.”



“How do you fed, honey?’

“I'm scared.”

Kéller crossed his arms and nodded. “ Strong effect. That'sagood sign.”

Shewas rdieved that Richard couldn't see her expression, the twisted mask of grief shefdt pulling at
her face. “It'sgoing to bedl right, Richard.”

Keler made asif to say something, but Richard's unbreathing voice cut him off. “ Scared. | till fed
the pain of the cancer in my gut, and my body isbigger than the universe—"

Suddenly Geneva heard not a speaking voice but the chaotic jabber of an active mind, a cascade of
phrases and syllables. Genevas heart thudded.

“Crap,” murmured Kdler. The mind-sounds abruptly cut off as Kdler's datagloved hand twitched
and flexed. “I'm dampening his limbic system and inducing dedta-wave deep. Hell bedl right.”

She kept an eye on them from Richard's study. The geekheads were arguing alot now. On the
monitor she watched the girl named Maya or Myrafling her headset onto atable and storm off. Keller
just sat brooding.

They never told her, but their logs showed that Richard kept having massive seizures and what Myra
referred to as* psychotic episodes.” They began tweaking the andogue, departing from the origina neura
datato coax the andogue toward stability.

Geneva confronted Kdler in thelong driveway, where he leaned againg his lime-green Jeep,
smoking acigarette.

“I know what you're doing,” she said. “Y ou're fudging the data.”

Keller ssemed unconcerned. “Who told you that?’

“Y our security sucks. I'm surprised thisisn't al over the nets”

“A g-computer operates differently from ahuman brain. We have to make adjustmentsto achieve
homeostasis”

“But what you have isn't Richard anymore. Or won't be for much longer.

Y ou'l just have somerickety Al mimicking Richard's persondity.”

Kdler reached through the open window of the Jeep and stubbed out his cigarette in the dashboard
ashtray. “Thereisatheory,” he said, “that al consciousnessisone. At some higher level, we are dl
amply different manifestations of that same consciousness. The brain therefore is not consciousness, does
not creste consciousness, but is rather an instrument that tunesinto that universal consciousness, each
brainin adifferent way.

Wheat followsis that when the body dies, the consciousnessis not destroyed.

It'slet go. So if we create an intelligent, salf-aware entity that thinks as Richard thought, feds as
Richard felt, knows what Richard knew, remembers what Richard remembered, then we can say that
what we haveis not amere smulation of Richard, but a crestion that tapsinto the universa
consciousness in the same way that Richard did and is therefore nothing less than Richard reborn.”

Looks like dog shit, smellslike dog shit, tastes like dog shit. Good thing we didn't step iniit. “Do you
redly believethat?

He shrugged. “It'satheory.”

“I think youreaghoul.”

When it was dl over, the project abandoned and Richard's body buried with appropriaterites, she
told hersdlf that when Richard had died, part of her had died with him. But that was just her thoughts
fdling into well-worn channels of cliché. Genevamainly felt betrayed by Richard for putting her through
this, for forcing her to lieto Lauren and Ben, and depriving her of her mourning and grief. She had lost
not only Richard but her lovefor him.

She noticed guests gathered in front of the fireplace, watching something displayed on the picture
frame. “What isit?” She craned her head to peer around Lauren. “I can't see.”

“Y ou haveto take alook at this, Mom,” said Ben. “Billion-year-old video from Barnard's Star.”

“Ah, reruns.” She told House to move the sofa closer to the fireplace so she could get a better look.
Asthe sofa glided forward she peered at theimpossibly ancient images and gasped.



They lived under an orange sky and might have been reptiles or insects or, more likely, some class of
creature that had no counterpart on Earth. A dozen or more of them gathered in arough circle. Behind
them stood what Geneva guessed were buildings: agglomerations of spheres connected by tubes, like the
plastic molecule mode s from high-school chemistry. The creatures mouths—if that's what they
were—emitted networks of quivering tendrilsthat floated and merged with each other, writhingina
Strange embrace before dissolving into migt.

The sun loomed massively in the wavering sky, wider across than ahundred of Earth's sun.

“Not much left after abillion years” said Ben. “This recording had deteriorated considerably and the
exploration team had to make extensive use of enhancement agorithmsto recover theseimages. They
found the recording in a stone vault severd miles underground. We don't know if the Barneys—that's
what we call them—built the vault asatime capsule or disaster shelter or something ese entirely.”

The scene shifted to avast spherical chamber holding thousands of Barneys.

Above them |oomed a single enormous Barney—a projection, presumably—who gestured and
undulated. Political speech? Commercid message? Striptease?

Then to athick forest of mossy blue trees through which floated trand ucent globules that absorbed
and extruded passengers. A desert littered with dead.

A blue-timber ship afloat in aviscous sea. Throughout the video there were strange noises. arude
gurgling punctuated by sharp clicks and drawn-out, percussive echoes.

Too soon, it wasal over. Lessthan 20 minutes of video out of an estimated 3,000 hours survived in
the crystdlattice recording found in the vaullt.

After the other guests had departed, Ben and Lauren remained. They sat with Geneva on the porch
Spping teaand listening to the crickets.

“We can stay if you want,” said Lauren.

“I thought you wanted to go off and explore the galaxy.”

“Lauren and | would each leave behind an incarnation,” said Ben.

Genevasniffed. “Y ou mean acopy.”

“A duplicate. Optimized to enjoy asmple, earthbound life.”

“You'd leave apart of yourselves here?’

“I have an incarnation in the Barney system,” said Ben. “ Another headed to Tau Ceti, and another in
orbit above us”

“| don't see how you can leave pieces of yoursaveslying al over the place. Y ou were such tidy
children.”

“We duplicate, fragment, and recombine dl thetime,” said Lauren. “I1t'sthe way we live now.”

“Weve shared the knowledge and experiences of a quarter-billion uploads and Als,” her brother
sad. “The concept of individud identity israpidly becoming obsolete.”

“Obsolete,” Genevamuttered. She watched wisps of vapour rise from her tea.

“The two of you meant everything to me. When | got pregnant with you, Ben, | cleaned up my act,
kicked the drugs and the cigarettes. My whole world revolved around my babies. It was such ajoy
watching you grow up. | looked forward to grandchildren. But then you destroy your souls and become
computers”

“Just because were no longer biologica doesn't mean we don't fed,” said Ben. “We know the joy of
being dive, we experience the wonder of the universe, its unending beauty and mystery.”

She pictured them traveling through space, shapelesslogovores, gulping knowledge and data as they
salled the cold stdlar night. They didn't parent children, just ran off copies* optimized” for the project a
hand. Asrequired of al uploads by the Earth Congtitution, they had had their obsolete evolutionary
programming atered, purged of the destructive follies so long practiced by “civilized” humans grappling
with reptile-brain proclivities, bred from countless generationsin kill-or-be-killed, fight or flight, fuck for
your life, nasty and brutish and wild.

But what about heartbreak and passion, rage and ecstasy—all the stuff she ever sang about, al the
stuff that made life mean more than keeping a pulse?

She set down her teacup. “Did you know | killed your father?’



Keler appeared at the entrance to the greenhouse. Geneva put down her pruning shears, though she
had thoughts on how she might use them on Kdller.

“I've been listening to some of your band'sold singles,” he said. “ Good stuff.”

“I didn't know anybody listened to non-interactive music anymore.”

“I wasamusic mgjor before | went into neuroscience. | wanted to be a concert pianist. Then | got
interested in why the brain respondsto music. | read Bollinger's paper on the psychology of music and
got caught up in thewhole thing. | turned out to be better researcher than apianist. | hated practicing.”

“Metoo.”

He gestured at aplanter of flowers. “Beautiful orchids.”

“Theseareirises”

He shrugged. “| thought you might like to see Richard.”

“My husband is dead. Y ou want me to see that thing.”

But shefollowed Kédller to the makeshift Iab; the drained swimming pool till smelled faintly of
chlorine. Her mind saw Richard climbing from the pool, hislean, taut body dripping water, his chest
heaving from aquick ten lgps.

Kdler led her down the ramp to the bottom of the pool. The hospital bed had been wheeled back to
the centre; where Richard's dying body had lain was the black robot skeleton that would serve ashis
temporary body.

“Stylish, isn't it?’ came Richard's voice from overhead speakers.

“This prosthetic has fewer axes of motion than a human skeleton,” said Keller. “That will be easier
for your hushand to tel eoperate as he gets used to moving about in the red world again.”

“I'm anxious to become mobile,” Richard said. “Keller has been feeding me some pretty interesting
VR environments. Newest stuff from Disney, incredible sensory resolution. But there's one thing wrong
with them.”

“What'sthat?’ shesad.

“You're not there.” The robot's |eft hand reached out and squeezed her forearm. Geneva stifled a
scream.

Hourslater her arm till ached where the “prosthetic” had lightly touched her. She sat in Richard's
study, looking at the picture of her he had kept on his desk. Her smiling younger self gave the cameraa
sdelong glance, an uncharacterigticaly bashful pose.

“House,” she said, “can you terminate the program on the g-computer and erase al the data?’

“| am not authorized to do s0,” the system said. “ The g-computer isthe property of P. Keller and the
Tangent Inditute.”

“The g-computer contains proprietary data that Keller has acquired from us under false pretenses.”

“| could arrange a power surge. However, please be advised that you could be subject to criminal
prosecution if—"

“Yeah, yeah.” She waved the system into silence. The household Al was an Indonesian custom job,
imported covertly and capable of more independent thought and action than was Strictly legd under U.S.
law.

Genevas body fdt distant, unreal, her hands heavy and numb. Had Richard felt anything likethisas
the nanoprobe array devoured his mind?

“Doit, House”

The lightsflickered. “The program hasterminated,” House said. “ The g-computer isrebooting.”

Genevaleaned back in the leather-uphol stered chair and waited for Keller to call.

Three days after her one hundredth birthday she picked up aretrovirus from one of the cats. The bug
was awily descendant of something cooked up in a South American genelab in the 2020s. The origina
viruswould never have survived Geneva's enhanced immune system, but it had learned some tricks over
theyears. It recognized her DNA as human and began manufacturing a potent neurotoxin. She collapsed
to her kneesin the garden as the world went white.



“No,” shewhispered. “No.”

She fdt the world expanding around her in dow, rhythmic spasms. She was achild, deeplessin her
bed in rural Pennsylvania, listening to the crickets and locusts benesth the pitiless night sky. Shewasan
adolescent turning the did of her radio by tiny increments, searching for this distant, low-wattage college
radio sation that played stuff al strange and loud and angry but which filled her with energy, stirring the
animd drives, giving her asensethat her life had meaning and purpose, however ill-defined, however
destructive a heart.

Geneva, her great-grandfather said, you are dying.

No, not her great-grandfather, it was House. No doubt he had against orders sent amote of
technoplasm into her brain and established aneurd link.

| am the one who embraced death, Genevatold him. Not Ben and Lauren. | let Richard dieand
surrendered mysdlf to thislong, long degth.

Ben and Lauren had been gentle and forgiving at hearing Genevas confesson. Shelonged to know if
some part of their minds could register shock, but she could no more understand their uploaded and
enhanced minds than her cats could learn to play the piano.

Y ou have to decide now, Geneva.

How can |? After | denied Richard immortdity?

If you die now, what's|eft of him dieswith you.

Then we can rest in peace.

Genevaawokein the guest bedroom, fedling asif she had stirred from along dream. Shelooked at
the picture on the wall, a Warholesque faux-silkscreen of great-grandfather Florenz. She had created itin
arareflight of whimsy. “House?’

“Yes, Geneva?’

She sat up dowly, carefully, as she dways did, but without the usua aches and twinges. She looked
down at hands and armsthat bel onged to someone el se.

“What have you done to me? Did you tweak my genes? Chrit, you didn't upload me, did you?’

He shook his Day-Glo head. “Nothing of the sort. | smply cloned you afew years back and kept
you in storage. Then dl | had to do was vivify the body, map the cortex, and vaila”

“A back-up copy?’

“Y ou could put it that way.”

“Why?

“Because, Geneva, what would | do without you?’

“You'd befree”” Sheswung her legs out of bed, marveling at the ease of her movements.

“Free? Did you fed ‘freg without Richard? And I've been programmed with far lessflexibility than
most humans have. Even humans as stubborn asyou.”

His expresson suddenly became serious. “ Thereisn't much time.”

“What do you mean?’

“Shehas only afew minutes | eft.”

Genevawalked across the hall to her bedroom and saw herself on the bed: old, withered, dying.

This Genevawould die, and the young Genevawould live on. Having my cake and eating it too. She
sat beside the bed and took the fragile, spotted hand in her own. “It'sal right,” she whispered.

“She doesn't redlly understand what's happening,” said House.

“Lauren?’ the old woman whispered. “Isthat you, honey? Wheres your father?’

The young Genevalooked up at the oil painting. “Do something, House! Help her.”

“I'm sorry, | am not authorized to do that.”

“God damn it, I'm authorizing you!”

“Y ou got any cigarettes?’ the dying woman said.

“Sheforbade mgjor intervention,” said House.

She clenched her figts. “But I'm her and I'm changing my mind.”

“I'm sorry, Geneva, but you're not her anymore.”



She watched hersdlf die. The old woman trembled, made soft, terrible sounds, and at last was at
peace.

Genevawondered what, if anything, happened to the old woman's soul. But if there were such things
as souls, sherealized, then she hadn't had one in decades, decades she had wasted as a bitter recluse.
House had more of a soul than she did; he had proven that by cloning her, aselfish act of love.

Lovethat'sreal and not fade away.

House buried old Genevain the back yard. She thought about asking Ichiro to officiate a a private
service. But Ichiro, she suspected, would no longer be her friend. Hed be friendly, like St. Franciswith
animals. So it was just Genevaand a couple of the cats, who sniffed her warily.

In the living room she watched the video of the poor, extinct Barneys. Blue trees and the huge sun,
the reptile-insect diens going about their affairs.

The congtant gurgling on the soundtrack, she abruptly redized, was music.

She had found it grating at first but later began to perceive the unfolding of astrangelogic, the
operation of an dien but refined sensibility. She wondered what strange emotions, what longings and
memories and joys those rhythms spoke to.

She began to sway, dancing to music made for different bodies and different hearts. She let the music
fill her, bringing dead soulsto life.
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(1
T he wholeis greater than the sum of its parts,” Dr. Andre Stevens declaimed with sharp vertical

movements of his hands punctuating every word. “Thereis an ineffability to somethings, aspiritud
content if you like, that laughs at the efforts of small-minded reductionists to dissect and explain them
away. Words like chaos smply hide the truth that there are things which cannot be known by their parts,
but emerge from something greater and can, perhaps, be felt and be appreciated by those who open
themsdvestoit.”

Hiswords were addressed to the class asawhole, but seemed aimed at mein particular. | shrank
from view, as much as ever conscious of my six-foot-one, ostensibly female body and my straight black
hair. | hid my eyesin the paper on my desk as he spoke.

It was marked “C-minus’ right next to the K. Kim. My name was my Korean-American parents
solution to multicultural sexua ambiguity—Kim Y oung Kim supposedly worked anyway you cut it. How
clever. Couldn't they have anticipated me being called “Kimykim!” for twelve torturous school years?
Ever ancel'd had asay init, my namewas*“Kay” to anyone that was my friend.

Back to the paper. | had dared to dissect Bach, citing recent analysis of how the brain triggers
endorphin release in response to acoustical harmonies aswell as optica symmetries and reasoning that a
hedthy voiceistona (because of the way hedlthy vocal chords are), so lessindicative of adiseased



person, and so more attractive.

Stevens comment wasthat |'d researched irrelevant triviaand shown no fedl for the subject at dl.
Bach'smusic, he said, is beautiful because of itswhole, not its parts.

| probably should have cited some of Stevens writingsin my paper, but they were al just collages of
quoted postmodern generdities with nothing specific on which to reason, predict, or test. Asa
microtechnology engineering maor, | was underwhelmed.

“The point of holistic comprehension inthearts,” he continued with apleased smug grin on hisface,
“isthat reductionism hasfailed; things too complex for humans to understand must be appreciated at
another level—atranscendent, holistic way of knowing that defiesthis nitsplitting analysis. Thewholeis
more! In thismusic course, those who deny the ineffable are, most definitely, effablel”

A round of groans grew into generd tittering. Stevens cleared histhroat and continued.

For the thousandth time, | wondered why | hadn't signed up for the archaeology course.
Archaeology aways fascinated me because it was one areawhere culture and technology go hand in
hand—indeed, before writing, culture and art are defined by technology—the Stone Age, the bronze
age. Whilethe “two cultures’ are as old as the academic trivium and quadrivium, | saw the pathologica
Fplit represented by Stevens as amodern invention; Jefferson and Franklin, for example, were both
competent scientists of their age aswell as competent writers and philosophers. And archaeology used dl
sorts of hard science techniques to study things—dendrochronology, radioisotope dating, spectroscopy,
radar imagery—it was much more my kind of thing. But that was the problem; at the time, it seemed too
closeto ahard science, and my advisor thought | needed broadening.

Dear Old Lloyd College was into anything Welsh, of course, and music in particular was supposed to
gtir the souls of the Men and Women of Harlech. Well, that and poetry and palitics. If it came out of the
mouth, it was us. Besides, | had a crush on Felix Mendd ssohn—never mind that he died a couple of
centuries ago at the age of thirty-eight.

“Cometo my concert,” Stevensdroned on, “and | will show you, or,” he gave dight chuckle of
phony saf-deprecation, “try anyway. And listen to my Stradivarius, if not to me or to Schoenberg.
People have picked gpart and tried to analyze hisviolinsfor over four centuries, and they can't duplicate
them. No, they can't. Not al the analysisin the world will make another Stradivarius, and I'll givean A in
this course to anyone who can prove otherwisel”

The bell rdleased me from my music gppreciation requirement to the more rationa world of quantum
mechanics. | bundled myself and books against the snow and the bitter Minnesota cold, stepped out into
the tundra between the Fine Arts building and the Jobs Science Hall, and kicked the nearest ice chunk
halfway to Minnegpolis. Just because | knew al about endorphins and evolutionary behavioralism didn't
mean | didn't have them.

| didn't need a“C” in anything this semester. My scholarship wasin jeopardy. Mom's back didn't let
her work anymore and Dad—well, lugging boxes around was about Dad's speed these days. Therapy
make-work that robots could do better and cheaper. It hadn't dways been that way, Mom tellsme. If
they could just get in his head and fix what that kid's bullet had done. If they could just fix the head of the
kid with the gun. Who's“they?’ I'd asked mysdlf. Then I'd looked at mysdlf in the mirror and chosen a
maor.

Maybe it was more than | could do. C-minus. | wanted a shoulder to cry on. Ted's.

As boyfriends went, Ted was about my speed. Charming, polite, and honest—about dating other
girlsand not being ready for an exclusive relationship. But we took classes together, hung out together,
and it was pretty generally conceded that we were an item. | hoped. Hewas, at least, afull inch taller
than me, and while not afootball player, he'd lettered in track and field—throwing the discus.

He made me do weightsto fill out my chest with something and taught me to throw the discus, |
threw one sixty meters, which was a mistake because he tried to get me to join the women'steam. Doing
thejock thing in public didn't fit my self-image—I didn't like being reminded that | hed failed to become
the ddlicate Eurasian beauty Dad had wanted.

| found Ted sitting on acushioned bench in the hal just outside the nano lab with his head in abook.

“Hi, Teddy, got amoment?’



“Uh?0h, Kay.” He pushed a strand of jet-black not-too-clean hair from hisbrow. Since dl the
adults were wearing short hair in reaction to the previous generation, we were growing ourslong again to
make a statement to them. Silly, but syleissyle.

Helooked into my eyes and knew. “ Stevens again?’

“It wasjust too much, Teddy. He was ridiculing me and my ideas, and he'swrong! Thiswholeidea
that you can't understand how thingswork except by somemystical...” | sang an gpproximation of the
Twilight Zonetheme, “...comprehension is compl ete maximum nonsense thet really only amountsto
people getting their content-free arguments published by force of personality and politics and no one
seemsto know that particular emperor's not wearing any clothes!”

“That's heavy, Kay,” hesad with agrin.

| grimaced. “Well, thanksfor listening, anyway. | just want to do something. But you can't prove
anything to these people because the only proof they accept is how they feel and you know how that's
going to come out!”

“Hmm.”

When Ted startsgoing “hmm,” | perk up. Another thing | like about Ted isthat he shows signs of
being an okay provider. | mean, | intend to handle my own affairs and break through the glass ceiling and
all that, but it's good to have backup. And Ted is competent. When he says*“hmm,” thingstend to
happen. Excitement. Turn-on.

“What are you thinking, Teddy?’

“We'rejust about ready to test our replicator on something with alittle more structure than astainless
ded fork. | think something organic isnext.”

“Yeah?" I'd worked on the nanotech replicator two semesters ago—mostly on the software to
extract the molecular structure from non-destructive scanning with soft X-rays. The“congaling’ of
molecular placerswas only afew million acomslong then, and not working very well. I'd kind of tried to
keep up with it, but when Ted and | were together, there were, well, other matters to occupy our time.

“Maybe we could arrange a demonstration—show that even organic things, anyway, are entirely
determined by where their atoms are. Drive another nail in the coffin of vitalism, so to spesk.”

“Could you replicate amouse?’

“Yeah, | think so. But wed haveto freezeit first. That would get the fuzzy mafiaal over usand
besides, what would it prove?’

“What if the duplicate mouse remembered what its origind knew?’

“Hmm, Kay, you're bright. Hadn't thought of that one. Actualy, | wasthinking something dse...”

Terri Maraschino came by just then, a petite girl with big blue eyes and golden locks down to her
ass.

“Hi, guys,” shesad, raisng an eyebrow at me. “Doc Andre's got your number, Kay, huh?’

Lloyd College only has about thirteen hundred students and word gets around fast.

“It'snothing. | just made asign-up day mistake and I'll get my C, get out of there and go on with my
life”

“Gottawatch the GPA, kid. Sometimes, you know, you just gotta go with the flow, Kay. Give'em
what they want. Then they give back. HeE's not so bad, off duty, so to speak.”

“Oh?’ Teddy said, tensing. Why would he care? | mean, sure, he dated Terri occasondly, but so did
the whole world. He couldn't be jealous about her; it would be like being jealous about air.

“Not too.” Terri shrugged her shoulders.

“Hesgot alittle surprise coming,” Ted said with agrin.

| had no ideaof what kind of surprise, but when Ted grinslike that, good things happen.

“Oh?" Terri asked with maybe feigned indifference.

“Y eah. Kay, can you come by the lab tomorrow evening, about ten?”

| looked at Terri and grinned. “Sure, Ted.”

When | met Ted in the lab, he had two dishes of lime Jello waiting.
“Lime Jdlofor dinner? Y ou'reweird, Teddy. Nice, but weird.”



He gave me aspoon. “ Taste one and then the other.”

| got it, and did so. They both tasted like lime Jdllo.

“We made one of these the usua way in about ten minutes. The other took ten hours and most of the
big Opticor aswell asdl of our homemade parale processor. Can you tell which iswhich?’

| savored the Jellos again. They both had afruity bouquet and a cool and rubbery start with just a
little citric bite. Then syrupy sweetness melted in my mouth and did down my throat. Damn it, they must
have used red sugar. | pulled my somach in, asif that would make any difference.

| shook my head in wonderment. “Can't tell the difference.”

Ted grinned. “Thereplicated Jello is on the blue-bordered plate.”

“Herr Doktor Professor Andre Stevenswould, of course, claim there is some kind of ineffable
difference to be elucidated by direct experience,” | said.

“Let'scdl himonit.”

“How would anyone get him to do a Jdllo taste test? Especidly if he knew why? He's like any one of
these hypocritica creeps with amade-up dogma—the last thing in the world held go for is an objective
test of it. Teddy, we'd haveto trick him, somehow.”

Ted grinned. “Hmm. We could catch him in the cafeterialine. | know someone who works there—he
could serveit to him—then we show up with cameras and say ‘ surprise!’™”

“But hed have to take the Jello, held have to eat it where we could get at him and he usudly eatsin
the faculty lounge and we'd have to prove the Jello was replicated, and if we do it with Jello everyone's
goingtojust laugh.”

“| see. The Jdlo test isan interesting problem, but off target?’

“Yeah.” It cameto mejust then what we had to duplicate. But it would be risky, risky as hell—not to
mentionillegd. “To proveit to him, we gottaget him where helives” | said.

“Yegh. Hmm.”

Thelook in Ted's eyes told me wed had the same thought. | waited expectantly, hopefully. It would
bealot better if thiswere Ted'sidea

“It'scomplicated, but...do you know where he keeps his Stradivarius?’

That'smy Ted.

So therewe were lying in the snow below Stevens office window on amoonless night with the stars
shining down about as bright as they ever do in the middle of atwo-million-person megaopalis, our
skin-tight “moon colony” suits turned white as the snow to help keep our heat in with ablack bag hidden
under Ted. They were high-tech smart fabric and super-insulated but it was one of those Minnesota
January nights where the difference between Fahrenheit and Celsius sartsto look academic. | was
literally shaking in my boots.

As s00n as the campus patrol car finished snow-crunching through the parking lot and headed
toward the Broiler, we got up out of the snow and dusted oursalves off. While | admired my snow angedl,
Ted held hiswatch face up at the window and pressed astud. We waited and shook.

Earlier, hed put on amaintenance uniform and stuck a remote-control bypass on the window crank
motor—if the departmental admin support person had recognized him, shéld said nothing. Severd
students moonlighted in maintenance, so it waslikely no big ded. He spent sometimein the other offices
too, for cover.

I'd unlocked the window today just before closing. I'd brought Stevens a cup of coffee on my way to
plead for my grade, and held taken it. The coffee, not the plea. A couple of minutes later, when he
excused himsdlf to the bathroom, 1'd flipped the latch up. We hoped he'd not noticed.

He hadn't. The window cranked itself open smoothly.

The rope ladder caught on the second try, and up we scurried.

“Lessthan three minutes.” Ted said, obvioudy pleased. “Now, whereésthe violin?’

The best-laid plans...

Fast forward to the last Saturday of spring break after atwelve-inch snowstorm. Asacertified



science nerd, | know why globa warming means more snow and occasiona cold records, too, but | till
wonder at the paradox. Anyway, there'd been aconcert that night at which Stevens had played, and we
hoped againgt hope thet, thistime, héld |eft the violin in hisoffice. It was our seventh try.

| had not, however, made seven more appointments to see Stevens about my grades—even he
would have suspected something was up if 1'd done that. Fortunately, that had been unnecessary.

Now | know | could never sl this asfiction because no editor would believe that Stevens never
checked thelock on hiswindow for over two months. But that's knowing neither Stevens, who opens his
office to fresh air about as often as he opens his mind to fresh ideas, nor Minnesotawinters. Anyway, we
checked with the remote every day before our attempts, and the window aways opened.

The last fourteen weeks had been Chinese water torture, but we'd gotten into aroutine and it had
become sort of part of our lives. Nothing like adose of repetitive failure to keep your feet on the
ground—asif | needed anything more than my first-semester grades. But maybe the delay was a good
thing—in the meantime they'd made some improvements to the scanner.

We had faculty help, of course. Hard science people are aminority at LIoyd who often haveto edt it
off the academic Trivium, and Stevens attitude wasn't that popular with them. It was unpopular in
particular with Dr. Gustaf Molar—afitting namefor achemigt, | thought, and another reason you know
thisisnt fiction. Anyway, he had time on the replicator for designer molecule work, and was kind enough
to front for Ted's experiment—billed as an effort to demonstrate assembly of complex objects.

But when we told him how much time we needed, though, he was taken aback, and asked, “What is
it? That's huge—I hopeit's not someone's cat!”

“Itsaviolin,” Ted told him.

| watched Dr. Molar's face frown, then bresk into agrin. | think he redlized just then whose vidlin
would get duplicated and why.

“You know,” he sad, “Democritustold usit was al just atoms. Two and ahalf millenniaago hed
figured out more than some people today will ever concede! Eliminating thefariesgavehimasuch a
sense of inner peace that his contemporaries caled him the laughing philosopher. So, yes, reproducing a
so-called unique violin would be an gppropriate jest. Quite appropriate.” He laughed alittle himself.
“Yes, avery good joke—and if you don't make any bad mistakes, | don't think there will be too much
retribution. The whole college knows that particular balloon needsto be pricked. But, of course, you will
be very careful, and very discreet about my rolein this?’

We'd both nodded.

Tonight, under cover of the blizzard, we didn't even haveto liein the snow. Everything went like
clockwork. We had the violin in the scanner by midnight and back in Stevens office by two A.M. And
therewas dl day Sunday for the puddles of melted snow our bootsleft in his office to dry out.

Dr. Molar got ustime on the replicator the first weekend in May. With exams and papers being
written, there wasn't much demand. We started at eight P.M. Friday evening, and took shifts. | know
Ted saw Terri on hisfirst off-shift because | smdled her perfume when he got back at five Sunday
morning. One of those pheromone things, and they work because | got excited secondhand. When the
scanner isjust Sitting there going ka-chunk, ka-chunk, there's not much else to do.

But E. M. Forgter was running things that night—like in his story, the machine we depended on
stopped. Therewasalittle, tinny, thwack and apleasantly synthesized woman's voi ce announced that
the program had terminated due to error code seven-thirty-two.

It broke the mood, kind of. | disengaged from Ted and went over to take alook in the reconstruction
tube. There, encased in ablock of clear matrix to be dissolved later, was a hdf-finished violin, done just
about to the bridge. Except the matrix wasn't completely clear anymore. There were cracks. “ Teddy,
there's something wrong with theviolin.”

“Huh?’ He got up, pulled his pants on and came over to inspect the repro. “What's code 7327’

“That,” the system answered, “isfor motion detected on the reconstruction stage by an
accelerometer.”

“Motion?’ he asked. “Crap. Thetengion. It'sunstable.”



| redlized what we were seeing. “ The strings. We should have taken them off first.”

“Y eah, they're under tenson. Asthe rendering plane moves up, the strings get longer and just alittle
dippage anywhere along the siring before they're complete. ..cascade. . .the matrix couldn't hold it any
more.”

| wasslent for abit. So near. Now we had to go through it al over again, maybe into next year! It
had taken us fourteen weeksto get the Stradivariuslong enough to replicate thistime. We didn't have
another fourteen weeks in the school year. Hell, we didn't have another fourteen days. | wasfurious and
thought that way, coming up with nothing, of course.

“Maybe we could just continue and restring the replica.” Ted said. But hedidn't say “hmm” first, so1l
knew there had to be something wrong with that. It didn't take melong.

“It moved, Ted—that's why the program stopped. There was an acceleration. | don't careif it just
moved a couple of nanometers—we'd end up with two haves of a Stradivarius.”

He smiled and winced at once. “ Y ou're one bright lady, Kay. But just thisonce | wish you were
wrong. | wish | could just reach into that scan pattern and...hmm.”

“What, Ted? What isit?’

“If werotate avirtud imaging plane so it's parale with the strings—l et's see, they bend at the bridge
S0 there's eight string segments to worry about, but we could get two segmentsin each plane so that's
four planes, maybe afew million moleculesthick...If we make asoftware tool to erase just that part of
those few million sections...”

Hewas going to do just that—reach in, and, in virtua redity, take the strings out of the pattern—
then replicate what was | eft. “Wow, Ted, will it let you do that?’

“Let'saskit.”

After hdf aday of very sophisticated machine-language persuasion, it let us, and we got going again
on the brokenstring violin about two Sunday morning. But now we were redlly short of time. At normal
gpeed, it wouldn't finish until noon Monday and the lab would be full of students and it would be
impossible to keep asecret. And it had to be kept secret.

“Any idess?’

“I'mtootired, Kay.”

| put ahand on his shoulder and sighed. “Metoo. Maybe next year.” If | had anext year.

“Hmm. Kay, why don't we just tell the truth? Werre replicating aviolin.”

“But thet would giveit al away...oh!”

“Nobody's going to know what violinisin tha tank. Well just have some practice violin lying around
and everyonewill think that was the scan object.”

Wherewould we get that?“| hate to say this; it's like abreach of security, but we need someone with
aviolin and an extra set of stringsto put on the replicawhen it comes out.”

“Terri playstheviolin. And she'sgot a 1789 Figer—not a Stradivarius, but it looksold.”

| had to ask, didn't 1? The thought of her playing the Mendel ssohn violin concerto made me want to
puke. Couldn't sheleave any of my men aone?“Don't you know someone else? Any old fiddle will
probably do.”

“You cantrust Terri.”

Hegrinned a me, the jerk. | groaned.

“Shélll help us; | know shewill.”

“Y ou know shewill? Ted, what did you tell her?’

“I didn't tell her everything, but | had to bresk adate.”

| flt like a hundred-meter-long lobster had seized my stomach with hisclaw. Terri'spillow talk is
legendary. | kept my coal, oh yes. But | think | might have had some tearsin my eyes, then.

He melted and put an arm around me. “ Sure, Kay, sure. All 1 want from Terri right now isaviolin
and atuning. She'sjust aviolin object, okay?’

“A violin object. Right.” Somehow | nodded.



Two hourslater, Terri looked at the stringlessviolin in the block of plastic matrix and laughed. “Firgt,
you don't just restring aviolin like this. The bridge will fall down as soon as you wash that stuff off, and
then the sound post will probably move.”

“Fal down?’ Ted said.

“Sound post?’ | chimedin.

Terri held her instrument up with asuperior smile on her face. “Look insde, through the F-holes. See
that wood dowe standing between the front and back? The tone of the violin depends on that being in
just theright place and it's not glued. It just sitsthere, held in place by the pressure the strings put on the
bridge aboveit. Y ou need aspecid tool to get it back in place and hours of fiddling around with it. And
the bridge has to be put up at exactly the right angle too, or the violin won't sound the same.”

“It hasn't moved yet,” | observed.

“But | can't restring it ingde that stuff.” Terri folded her arms and raised her eyebrows.

“Suppose,” Ted said, “I just wash the stuff off the top. Y ou could restring it and set the bridge up,
then I'll wash therest out.”

“What do you wash it with?” Terri asked. “Water would ruinit.”

“It's not water—Dr. Molar designed something that turns the matrix into carbon dioxide, methane
and something ese. | forget what, but you just squirt the solvent over it and it vaporizes.”

Terri took adeep breath. “Okay, Teddy. For you, I'll try it. But | don't think it will fool him.”

It will if you keep your mouth shut, | thought. “Weve got to try at thispoint,” | said.

No, wedidn't I could give the whole thing up.

No, | couldntt.

Terri smiled a me. “It'sgoing to take awhile, Kay.”

| wanted to tell Ted to wipethat slly grin off hisface and smash the“ 1789 Figer” over itsowner's
head. But she was holding the violin and al the cards.

So | smiled back. “ Okay. Gotta book. Thanks. See you.” Outside it was dark, thank goodness. |
didn't want anyone to see my facelike that.

| buried mysdf in books Monday night while Terri and Ted took care of stringing the replicated
violin, etc. Yeah, it was an abject surrender, but | had afinal Wednesday and classes Tuesday. | had to
deep. Passonisonething, therest of your lifeis something else. Grades were the rest of my life. Ted
would beloya or not, but | had to book, had to.

That night, | dreamed of deeping with Andre Stevensfor agrade. He took what he wanted, then
laughed at me when | asked for the grade and gave me an F. | was about to deck him when | realized his
laugh was my computer telling meit wastimeto get up and get going.

| didn't recognize the woman looking back at me from the mirror. Three months of nonstop tension,
climbing rope laddersin subzero cold, and al-nighters with nothing to eat and | looked like | was halfway
to that dreaded thirty. A touch of frost in the hair and | could be a prof. Weight problem? What weight
problem?

No time for breakfast, even. Throw something on, grab the books, lock the door, and head for
campus. Head back. I'd forgotten the lights—fifty cents of dectricity. Fifty centsaday wasfifteen dollars
amonth—agood part of my disposable budget. And it wasraining. | dogged back through the mud to
turn them off, grabbed araincoat, |ocked the door again and started trotting for Calculus class. There
wouldnt, | realized, betimeto see Ted and the vidlin replica. What kind of girlfriend, | thought, leaves
her squeeze dl day with another woman for afifty-cent light bill?

On the other hand, with the violin project known, maybe | shouldn't be around. Let's make my being
late aStrategic decision to maintain the element of surprise. Strategic decison, hdl, | thought as| pulled
the door to Jobs Hall open. Y ou forgot to turn the lights off.

By the time the week was over, | was headed for B'sin everything but Music Appreciation, with an
outsde chanceat an A in caculus. I'd even managed to get Ted for a night—\Wednesday—and saw the
violin. Wetaked and planned until two A.M.



A couple of days before the concert, | went downstairsin the science building to see Ted to tell him
what happened, and | saw him and Terri making out down in the Physicslab assstant'sroom. So | said
“'scuseme,” and |left. Ted had won the conference meet—damn near seventy meters, and he was getting
hisreward, | guess. That giant lobster got hold of my gut again. | kind of collgpsed on that little bench
outside the room. I'd had such hopes and plans. Well, we still had the project. We could at least finish
that together.

They came out alittlelater and Terri waved a cheery goodbye, leaving mewith Ted. He came over. |
looked up into his eyes. He pulled me up and put hisarms around me while | got alittle wet-eyed but |
clamped down on the cry. | wasn't going to fal that low.

“Kay, Kay,” he murmured. “I wish | could be two people.”

| thought of knocking him out and of using the replicator. | redly did. Terri could have one Ted, and
I'd have the other.

“Just give me alittleroom,” my Ted said. 1 need to sort thisout. | ill likeyou. | likeyou alot.

Y ou're bright, you're competent. I'm just fighting my chemistry.”

| just looked up at him and did something redlly stupid. “Ted,” | said. | love you—and she can't give
youthat.” It wasthefirg time either of us had ever said that word and it was most definitely uncool. But,
again, | wasfeding alittle desperate. Terri just didn't deserve someone like Ted—she deserved a real
jock, the dumb kind.

“Geg, | wish you hadn't said that, Kay.”

“Y egh, metoo. But thereit is. Ded withit.”

The last concert was Friday night. Stevens would take the violin home to practice Wednesday and
Thursday night, so our only chance to switch the violinswas Tuesday night. Ted gave metheviolin and
the remote Tuesday, between my cac fina and thefind torture sesson in Stevens class.

“Canyou handlethisaone?’ he asked. “I've got other plans.”

| could figure that one out. But | wasn't going to give up now. “No swest,” | said in my best
competent, liberated tone of voice. “I have the drill down cold.”

He smiled and looked alittle guilty.

We taped a cardboard box into some semblance of aviolin case, and soon | wastrotting off down
the quad with astolen Stradivarius.

Except it wasn't ared Stradivarius. Or wasit? How could onetell? And what wasitsvalue? | had a
sudden glimpse of afuturein which our little escapade would not be seen as aharmless student prank.
Therewasalot of money tied up in things that were supposedly unique. Maybe my folks should have
named me Pandora

In Minnesota, on daylight savingstime, within amonth of the longest day of the year, it stayslight
pretty late. | waited in an open practice room—they should have kicked me out, | guess, but no one did.
Besides the practice stoal, it had a nice comfortable chair. So, yup, with al the stressand lost deep and
everything | was out cold by thetime my rear end got comfortable.

It was twilight when | woke up. | snuck out under the gray, got below the window and opened my
bag, partly hidden by the bushes. It was ill pretty light, | thought—better wait alittle while longer. Then
| noticed something funny—it waslight in the wrong part of the sky.

| looked a my watch. 4:50 A.M. A jogger ran by and waved a me. No way was | going to
cat-burgle this morning—Stevens office window faced east. | sat down in the grass and pounded my
head and cried. The whole thing was over. One screw-up, and it was all over.

Determined to get the bad news over with and ded withiit, | found Ted.

“I didn't makethe switch,” | said. “I fell adeep waiting for the coast to clear.”

“Oh, oh.” Ted said. Helooked as miserable as| felt. “ Then you've still got our replica?’

| nodded, miserably. | was deep into self-loathing. | thought about how to end it all—it wasn't cold
enough out to freeze anymore, but the Mississippi wasjust afew blocks away, and thefal from the Lake



Street bridge would probably stun me enough to let me drown in peace.

“Hmm,” Ted said. “Maybe it doesn't métter. If the violinsareidentical, atom for atom, there would
be no way to prove that one you haveisn't hisviolin. Y ou could just go on with the plan asif you had
mede the switch.”

| shook my head. “He'd just say | waslying. How could | prove otherwise? | should have taken
archaeology. Then | could go on afield trip down to the Y ucatan and sift for shards of some ancient
cannibal's chamber pot while being eaten dive by AIDS-bearing mosquitoes.”

But even when I'm emoting nonsense, Ted's a stickler for accuracy—an engineering disesse, they
say. “1 don't think,” he said, “there were cannibasin the Y ucatan, I've never heard of them using
chamber pots, and | don't think you can get AIDS from mosguitoes. Maaria, maybe.”

“That'snot the point!” | said.

Ted smiled—he knew, he wasjust trying to bregk thetension alittle.

My mind ran open-loop. In the middle of thisdisaster, | imagined myself in the Central American
jungle up to my kneesin chamber pot shards, trying to figure out what pot they belonged to and how old
they were.

How old? A thin ray of light pierced my gloom, afaint twinkling candle of hopeamillion milesaway.

“Ted,” | said dowly, “how would you date a chamber pot, anyway?’

| looked at Ted—and suddenly his smile changed to abig grin.

“Kay, you'll want to see Dr. Molar and tell him what's happened. And then you'll need to talk to
Stephens insurance company. Well need awitness and certification.”

Stephens, it turned out, had insured his violin through Lloyd's of London, appropriately enough. And
yes, they would be very interested in proof of which violin wasthe“red” Stradivarius. So interested that
the fact that there was only aweek until the concert was no problem.

That evening before the concert, | put on my one long black dress, grabbed my “good” black jacket
and headed for the physics building, just a short walk from the concert hal. Ted wasthere with the
Replica. He gave me akiss and we headed for the fine arts center.

We caught up with Terri in thefoyer. Shewasin atight al-black pants suit with aturtleneck collar.

“Hi,” I sad. “I'm going to St up front to give him thereplicato try.”

She got the strangest expression I've ever seen on her face. “ But doesn't he already have the
replica?’

“I didn't make the switch. Fell adeep.”

Terri looked first a methen Ted, looking for everything like acornered rat. “Oh,” she said.

Thefirst few notes of “Dear Old Lloyd's” sounded on the PA chimes and we headed for our sedts.

The concert was beautiful despite the character of the performer. For an encore, Stevenstook the
violin to the podium and played his own arrangement of “ All Through the Night” with soft voicesinthe
background sounding like an organ. There was hardly adry eyein the house, including mine. | felt just
awful. | knew, right then, that this was the wrong time, wrong place, wrong situation. It would just have
to wait until next year. I'd planned to run up and spring the replica on him before the applause stopped.
But | shut my eyes and stayed right where | was.

“Y ou have something for me, Ms. Kim, | believe,” Stevens announced, in front of everyone.

Thelobster got my stomach and grabbed hard. All of asudden Terri's expression made sense;
Stephens knew, and there was only one person who could have told him. | shot alook back at her that
would vaporize an elephant. Shekind of shrugged her shoulders.

“Ms. Kim, and some of her decongtructionist pranksters,” Stevens continued, “ have thought to play a
little joke on me, and you. They made, with their little atomistic reductionist gizmo over in the physics
building, an dleged copy of my Stradivarius violin. Now, the violin you heard tonight was quite adequete,
surprisngly so, I must admit, or we would have had this conversation alittle earlier. So, infact, | am
quite impressed. But the fun isover, Ms. Kim, and | would like my violin back, for thisisnot, asyou al
will soon hear, areal Stradivarius. Let's haveit back now.”

| desperately wanted to bail out of the whole thing. But it was much too late. | took the replicaout of



itstacky cardboard box and with as much poise as| could manage went up onto the stage. If you're
going to go down, | told mysdlf, go downin style.

“Wel?" heintoned.

“I didn't make the switch,” | said, hoping my voice didn't waver too much. “I'm carrying the replica.”

“Nonsense. Y oung lady, this has gone far enough. That violinisworth over amillion dollars, and you
mugt return it thisingtant!”

| scanned the audiencefor Dr. Molar. He was the only one that could verify that | wastelling the
truth, but | couldn't find him. Had the analysis gone wrong? My hands got swesty.

| turned back to Stevens. “Buit...but you've got it wrong. Thisisnt...”

“I do not haveit wrong. Thisisnot aStradivarius.” In anger heraised hisviolin by its neck over his
heed, threatening to smash it down on the very solid-looking conductor's music stand.

Suddenly, | redized heredly could destroy it, destroy the origind Stradivarius, destroy something
made so carefully from ancient wood by the long-dead master. My arms shot out toward him with the
replica. “No! No! Don't bresk it. Here, take thisthen.”

He frowned down on me and brought the violin down, but not on anything. Then he gaveit to me.
“So maybe | have taught you something after al. Y ou would not see abeautiful instrument destroyed,
evenif it wasn't a Stradivarius. Very well. But now, you have to hear the difference,” he beamed to the
crowd, hisvoice and face full of confidence and triumph, “you and any curious folk who might wish to
Say.”
No one, absolutely no one, had left. My public humiliation was to be about as public asit could get.
Heturned to me. “You,” he said ominoudy, but then smiled, “may st down now.”

The audience burst into laughter as |1 negotiated my way back acrossthe stage. Why | didn't just run
home, | don't know. Pride, | guess. Or maybe a death wish. At any rate, on my way back to my seet |
saw Terri and Ted. Terri waslaughing with everyone else. But Ted was Sitting very quiet, with that
“hmm” look on hisface.

Stevens started tuning the replica. He frowned. Then hetuned it alittle longer. It took awhile, but
finaly he seemed satisfied.

Thereplicaviolin's performance of “ All Through the Night” was, if anything, better. Stevens,
subconscioudy, no doubt, probably put more feding into it. Or perhaps the tuning was dightly more
fresh. At any rate, he proved my point exactly—but Ted, Terri and | were the only onesin the hal who
knew it.

“I hope,” Stevens said, “the superiority of thereal instrument is obvious and the supidity...”

“Dr. Stevens,” a deep bass voice echoed from the back of the hall. A hundred heads turned. It was
Professor Molar stlanding there backlit like the stone statue in Don Giovanni, and with, | hoped, asmilar
purpose. | wilted in relief. “ Stevens, amoment please.”

Stevens, interrupted in his moment of triumph, looked down his nose. “What do you want?’

“Privately, please, before you say anything ese.”

“Nonsense! Thisismy concert and I'll damnwell say what | please!”

Y ou could have heard apin drop.

“Very well,” Molar said, camly. “Have you ever heard of carbon-14 dating?’

A few whispers darted.

“What?" Stevenssaid. “Of course | havel What of it?’

“Theviolin you hold in your hand is less than fifty years old. Perhaps as new asyesterday.”

There were afew nervous chuckles.

“Nonsense!”

“I did the test myself. The one you described asthered Stradivariusis, in fact, thereplica”

Titters began in the back and rolled forward to the stage in awave of mirth.

Stevenslooked at one violin, then the other, opened his mouth, shut it, then abruptly set thereplica
down, picked up the red Stradivarius, and held it for along time. Then helaid it down again and shuffled
out aside entrance. Some said there were tearsin hiseyes. The laughs died and the audience sat in
shocked silence.



| went back up to the stage and took the new violin the old laughing philosopher had given me, and
samply flowed down off the stage. Thefirst clgps started as| got halfway up theade and by thetimel
reached the back of the hall, I had to turn and wave. Ted was standing, leading the applause. Terri was
nowhere to be seen. Ah, sweet, sweet vindication!

Judt totiethis off, the“Democritus Violin,” asthey're calling our replica—it's quite famous now—was
deemed property of the college and is on display in the science building. The debate till rages asto
whether itisarea Stradivarius, but we've been enjoined from making any more replicas until some lega
dust settles.

Professor Malar, it turned out, was | ate to the concert because of along meeting with the College
President and Dean of the faculty. Dr. Molar had done more than analyze the violin. Hed compiled alist
of grievances from over ahundred students and faculty. Andre Stevens didn't like people disagreeing
with hisviews, it seemed, and expressed his didike in grades, recommendations and various other ways.
There are advantages to being a private, rather than astate ingtitution, and Dear Old Lloyd released
Stevens from his contract in time for the disgraced musicol ogist to take an appointment at Twin Cities
A& for the next semester. He conceded nothing in abitter final letter to the school newspaper saying
that as histalents had declined to the point where he could no longer tell areal Stradivarius from acopy,
he would never play again.

While Stevens promise of an“A” for proving him wrong was not considered an enforcegble
contract, | was alowed to withdraw, post facto, from his course, and as aresult, my grade point was
high enough for my scholarship to be renewed—with some help from the athletic department. My
penancefor al of thiswill beto throw an duminum disk asfar as| can for the Women of Harlech next
spring. A smdl priceto pay; and, in partid compensation, | now have exclusive possession of Ted.

But | carry asecret with me. There was an ambiguity in my victory that makes me fear that Stevens
may have won after dl, if only in my own mind. When he was about to smash the origind Stradivarius, |

stopped him.
Now why, if the replicawas no different, did | do that?

Fossil Games
TOM PURDOM

Tom Purdom has been writing solid science fiction since the 1960s. Hisfirst story was published in
1957 and his second novel, The Tree Lord of Imeten, was the other side of an Ace Double froma
Samuel R. Delany novel. Other novels followed and he was an active writer for a decade or so.
The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction applies the phrase “ unpretentious but competent” to his
works of that era. Then he more or less disappeared from SF between the mid-1970s and the early
1990s, but he has been back with a vengeance in this decade with some first-rate fiction. His
stories, mainly in Asimov's (as this one was), are deeply grounded in setting and have a pleasant
complexity of motivation.

Fossl Games is more than competent: its ambitious S, full of neat ideas, surprises, and
interesting twists of plot, and shows Purdom to be in the company of the more exciting writers of
contemporary SF. It takes place in a sweeping interstellar future in which humanity is exploring
the nearby stars and their solar systems, but human behavior is always an issue, all the old games.

M organ's mother and father had given him a ate-of-the-art inheritance. It was only

state-of-the-art-2117 but they had seen where the world was going. They had mortgaged 20 percent of
their future income so they could order a package that included al the genetic enhancements Morgan's
chromosomes could absorb, dong with two full decades of postnatd development programs. Morgan
wasin hisfiftieswhen hisfather committed suicide. By that time hisfather could barely communicate with



half the people he encountered in hisday to day business activities.

Morgan's mother survived by working as alow-level fredance prostitute. The medica technology
that was state-of -the-art-2157 could eliminate all the relevant physical effects of aging and ahidden
compuiter link could guide her responses. For half an hour—as|ong as no one demanded anything too
unusua—she could give her younger customerstheillusion they were interacting with someone who was
their intellectua and psychologica equa. Morgan tried to help her, but there wasn't much he could do.
He had dready decided he couldn't survivein asolar system in which half the human population had been
born with brains, glands, and nervous systems that were state-of-the-art-2150 and later. He had blocked
his mother's Situation out of hismemory and lived at subsistence level for amost three decades. Every
yen, franc, and yuri he could scrape together had been shoved into the safest investments his management
program could locate. Then he had taken dl his hard-won capita and bought two hundred sharesin an
asteroid habitat a group of developers had outfitted with fusion reactors, plasmadrives, solar sails, and
anything else that might make asmall idand move at 9 percent the speed of light. And he and three
thousand other “uncompetitive,” “under-enhanced” humans had crept away from the solar systiem. And
st off to explore the galaxy.

Morgan had lived through three lengthy pairings back in the solar system. Six years after the Idand
of Adventure had begunitsdow drift away from the sun, he established afourth pairing with awoman
he had met through the ship'sinformation system. The ship's designers had endowed it with attractive
common spaces, complete with parks and cafes, but most of the passengers seemed to prefer electronic
socidization during the firgt years of the voyage. Biographies and lists of interests were filed with the
system. Pseudonyms and electronic personalities proliferated. Morgan thought of old storiesin which
prisoners had communicated by tapping on the walls of their cdlls.

Savela Insdotter was eleven years younger than Morgan but she was afully committed member of
the EruLabi communion. She used pharmaceutica mental enhancers, but she used them sparingly.
Morgan consumed al the menta enhancers his system could accommodate, so hisfunctiond intelligence
was actually somewhat higher than hersin certain aress.

The foundation of the EruLabi ethoswas arevolt against genetic enhancement. In the view of the
EruLabi “mentors,” the endless quest for intellectud and physica improvement wasafolly. Lifewas
supposed to be lived for its own sake, the EruLabi texts declared. Every moment was a gift that should
be treasured for the pleasure it brought, not an episode in a quest for menta and physical perfection. The
smplest pleasures—touches, languor, the textures of bodies pressed together—were, to the EruLabi,
some of the most profound experienceslife had to offer.

One of the most important textsin the EruLabi rituads wasthe words, in ancient Greek, that the
Eudoran king had spoken to Odysseus: Dear to us ever are the banquet and the harp and the dance
and the warm bath and changes of raiment and love and sleep.

The Island of Adventure had pointed itsaf at 82 Eridani—a Sol-type star twenty-one light years
from the solar system. Eighty-two Eridani was an obvious candidate for alife-bearing planet. A fly-by
probe had been launched at the star in 2085—one hundred and elghteen years before Morgan and his
fellow emigrants had lft their home system. In 2304—just after they had celebrated the first century of
their departure—the Island of Adventure intercepted a message the probe was sending back to the
solar system.

It was the beginning of severd years of gloomy debate. The probe had found planets. But none of
them looked any more interesting than the cratered rocks and giant iceballs mankind had perused in the
solar system.

Thethird planet from the sun could have been another Earth. It was closer to its sun than Earth was
but it could have supported lifeif it had been theright Size. Unfortunately, the planet's masswas only 38
percent the mass of Earth.

Theorists had caculated that a planet needed a mass about 40 percent the mass of Earth if it was
going to develop an oxygen-rich atmosphere and hold it indefinitely. Thethird planet was apparently just



alittle too small. Theimagestransmitted by the probe were drearily familiar—arocky, airless desert,
some grandiose canyons and volcanoes, and the usud assortment of craters, dunes, and minor geologica
features.

Thelsland of Adventure had set out for 82 Eridani because 82E was a star of the same mass and
spectral type as Sol. The second choice had been another star in the same constellation. Rho Eridani was
adouble star 21.3 light years from the solar system. The two starsin the Rho system orbited each other
at apromising distance—seven light hours. With that much separation between them, the theoreticians
agreed, both stars could have planets.

When you looked at the sky from the solar system, Rho was afew degreesto the left of 82 Eridani.
The Island of Adventure was amassive, underpowered rock but it could make asmall midcourse
correction if itsinhabitants wanted to expend some extra reaction mass.

The strongest opposition to the course change came from the oldest human on the ship. Madame
Dawne was so old she had actualy been born on Earth. All the other people on board had been born
(created, in most cases) in the habitats the human race had scattered across the solar system.

The lsland of Adventure had been the first ship to embark for 82 Eridani. Thirty-two years after it
had |eft the solar system, aship called Green Voyager had pointed itsrocky bow a Rho. The texts of its
transmissions had indicated the oldest passengers on the Green Voyager were two decades younger
than the youngest passengers on the Island of Adventure.

If the passengers on the Island of Adventure approved the course change, they would arrive at Rho
about the same time the Green Voyager arrived there. They would find themselves sharing the same star
system with humans who were, on average, three or four decades younger than they were. Madame
Dawne would be confronted with brains and bodies that had been designed afull century after she had
received her own biologica equipment.

Morgan was not a palitician by temperament but he was fascinated by any activity that combined
conflict with intellectud effort. When his pairing with Savelalnsdotter had finaly cometo an end, he had
isolated himsdlf in his apartment and spent a decade and a hdf studying the literature on the dynamics of
small communities. The knowledge he had absorbed would probably |ook prehistoric to the people now
living in the solar system. It had been stored in the databanks pre-2203. Buit it provided him with
techniques that should produce the predicted results when they were applied to people who had reached
adulthood severd decades before 2200.

The Island of Adventure was managed, for dl practica purposes, by itsinformation system. A
loosely organized committee monitored the system but there was no real government. The humanson
board were passengers, the information system was the crew, and the communa issues that came up
usualy involved minor housekeeping procedures.

Now that ared issue had arisen, Morgan's fellow passengers drifted into a system of continuous
polling—a system that had been the commonest form of political democracy when they had |eft the solar
system. Advocates talked and lobbied. Arguments flowed through the eectronic symposiums and the
face-to-face socia networks. Individuas registered their opinions—openly or anonymoudy—when they
decided they were willing to commit themselves. At any moment you could cal up the gppropriate screen
and see how the count |ooked.

The most vociferous support for the course change came from eight individuals. For most of the three
thousand fifty-seven people who lived in the ship's gpartments, the message from the probe was a minor
development. The ship was their home—in the same way a hollowed out asteroid in the solar system
could have been their home. The fact that their habitat would occasiondly vigit another star system added
spiceto the centuriesthat lay ahead, but it wasn't their primary interest in life. The Eight, on the other
hand, seemed to fed they would be sentencing themsalves to decades of futtility if they agreedtovista
lifdessdar system.

Morgan set up acontent analys's program and had it monitor the traffic flowing through the public
information system. Eighteen months after the message from the probe had triggered off the debate, he



put atwo-axis graph on the screen and examined a pair of curves.

Morgan's pairing with SavelaInsdotter had lasted over sixty years and they had remained friendly
after they had unpaired. He showed her the graph as soon as he had run it through some extra checks.
The curve that charted the Eight's activities rose and fell in conjunction with the curve that measured
Madame Dawne's participation in the debate. When Madame Dawne's activity level reached a pesk, the
Eight subsided into silence. They would stop agitating for their cause, the entire discussion would calm
down, and Madame Dawne would return to the extreme privacy she had maintained from the beginning
of the voyage. Then, when Madame Dawne hadn't been heard from for severd tendays, the Eight would
suddenly renew their campaign.

“I believe they're supporting the change to a new destination merely because they wish to disturb
Madame Dawne,” Morgan said. “1've created persondity profiles based on their known histories and
public statements. The profilesindicate my conjectureis correct.”

Savela presented him with ashrug and a ddlicate, upward movement of her head. Morgan had
spoken to her in Tych—an ultra-precise language that was primarily used in written communication.
Savelawas responding in an emotion-oriented language called VA 13—alanguage that made extensive
use of carefully rehearsed gestures and facia expressions.

No one, asfar as Morgan knew, had ever spoken VA 12 or VA14. The language had been labeled
VA13 when it had been developed in acommunications |aboratory on Phobos, and the label had stuck.

“Madame Dawneisalaughablefigure,” Savelasaid.

“I recognize that. But the Eight are cregting aserious divison in our commund life. We might have
reached a consensus by now if they hadn't restimulated the debate every time it seemed to be concluding.
Madame Dawneis one of the e even wedthiest individuas on the ship. What would happen to usif she
decided she had to impose her will by force?’

“Doyouredly fed that's aserious possibility, Morgan?’

Thelinguists who had developed VA 13 had been interested in the emotiona content of music. The
speaker's tone patterns and rhythms were just as critical asthe verbal text. Savelas word choices were
polite and innocuous, but her rhythms communicated something ese—amixture of affection and
amusement that would have seemed contemptuous if she and Morgan hadn't shared a pairing that had
lasted six decades.

To Morgan, Madame Dawne was pathetic, not comic. She spent most of her days, asfar as anyone
could tell, in the eectronic dream worl ds she constructed in her gpartment. No one on the ship had seen
her true face. When she appeared on someone's screens, her eectronic personae wereimpressively
unimaginative. She usudly imaged hersdf asatal woman, with close cropped red hair, dressed in
flamboyant boots-and-baggy-shirts style that North Americans had adopted during the third decade of
the twenty-first century—the body type and clothing mode that had been fashionable when she had been
in her naturd prime.

Morgan had put awargame template on hisinformation system and had it explore some of the things
Madame Dawne could do. Savelamight smile at the thought that alimited, underdevel oped persondity
like Madame Dawne might undertake something dangerous. The wargame program had come up with
seventy-four weapons sysems awedthy individua could develop with the aid of the information in the
databanks. Half the systems were straight-forward modifications of the devices that dug out apartment
gpaces and extracted mineral resources from the rocky exterior of the ship. Most of the othersinvolved
an offensive use of the salf-replicating machines that handled most of the passengers daily needs.

Madame Dawne couldn't have designed any of the machines the wargame program had suggested.
She probably didn't even know the ship could place them at her disposal. Did sheredlize she could ask a
wargame program for advice? Morgan didn't know.

Morgan's palitica studies had included an exhaustive module in gpplied persondity profiling. He
could recite from memory the numbersthat described the kind of person who could become a successful



small-community politician. He hadn't been surprised when his profiling program had told him he scored
below average on most of the critical persondity characteristics. He had made severd attemptsto enter
the course change controversy and the results would have evoked |-told-you-so head shakes from the
technicians who had devel oped the profiling program. The program had been amost crudly accurate
when it had informed him he had alow tolerance for disagreement. He could have given it fifty examples
of histendency to become hot-tempered and defensive when he attracted the attention of aggressve
debaters. For the last few months, he had been avoiding the public symposiums and feeding private
suggestions to people who could turn hisideasinto effective attempts at persuasion. Now he fleshed out
the profiles he had been storing in his databanks and started recruiting asix member political team.

Morgan couldn't proselytize prospects and debate verba brawlers, but he had discovered he could
do something that was just as effective: he could win the cooperation of the people who could. Some of
the people he approached even enjoyed accogting their fellow citizens and |obbying them on politica
issues. They couldn't dwaysfollow Morgan'slogic, but they considered that aminor problem. They were
extroverted, achievement-oriented personadities and Morgan gave them suggestions that worked. If he
told them avisit to X made good sense at thismoment, and avisitto Y would be awagte of time, they
approached both prospects the first couple of times he made arecommendation, and followed his advice
after that.

Mogt of the paliticd strategies Morgan had studied could befitted into three categories: you could
be combative and confrontational , you could market, or you could explore the subtleties of the
indirect approach. Temperamentally, Morgan was a marketer who liked to use the indirect approach.
Once he had hispolitical organization going, he ran another analysis of the profilesin his databanks and
organized a Terraforming Committee. Five engineering-oriented persondities sat down with acarefully
selected politica persondity and began looking at the possibility some of the planets of 82 Eridani could
be transformed into livable environments. Eight months after Morgan had established the committee, the
first Smulated planetary environment took its place in the public databanks. Interested individuas could
soar across a planetary landscape that included blue skies, towering forests, and creatures selected from
three of Earth's geologic eras and two of its mythological cycles.

It took dmost five years, but Morgan's efforts succeeded. An overwhelming consensus emerged.
The ship would stay on course.

Unfortunately, the Eight till seemed to enjoy baiting Madame Dawne. By thistime, however,
Morgan had constructed detailed profiles of every persondity in the octet.

The most vulnerable was awoman named Miniruta Cobol oji. Minirutas primary motivation,
according to the profile program, was an intense need for affiliation.

Morgan had known his pairing with Savela Insdotter would end sooner or later. Everything had to
end sooner or later. The surprise had been the identity of the man who had succeeded him.

Morgan had assumed Savelawould grow tired of his skeptica, creedless outlook and pair with
someone who shared her beiefs. Instead, her next partner had been Ari Sun-Dalt—the outspoken
champion of acommunion that had been founded on the belief that every member of the human race was
involved in acosmic epic: the struggle of matter to become conscious.

Lifewas not an accident, the advocates of Ari'sworld-view asserted. It was the purpose of the
universe. Theideathat dominated Ari'slife was the Doctrine of the Cosmic Enterprise—the belief that
the great goa of the cosmos was the unlimited expansion of Consciousness.

Ari had been adding organic and e ectronic enhancementsto hisbrain ever snce hewasin histhirties.
The skin on the top of hisskull concedled an array that included every chip and cell cluster his nervous
system would accept. His head was at least 25 percent longer, top to bottom, than a standard male head.
If something could increase hisintelligence or heighten his consciousness, Ari believed it would be
immord not toinddl it.

“We can dways userecruits” Ari said. “But | must tell you, my friend, | fed there's something
cynical about your scheming.”

Morgan shrugged. “If I'm right, Minirutawill be ten times more contented than sheisnow. And the



ship will be serener.”

They were both speaking Jor—an everyday language, with arigidly standardized vocabulary, which
had rootsin twenty-first century French. Morgan had told Ari he had detected signsthat Minirutawould
be interested in joining his communion, and Ari had immediately understood Morgan wastrying to
remove Minirutafrom the Eight. Ari could be surprisingly sophisticated intellectualy. Most people with
gtrong belief sysemsdidn't liketo think about the psychological needs people satisfied when they joined
philosophica movements.

Minirutajoined Ari's communion ayear after Ari set out to convert her. Shelost interest in the Eight
as soon as she acquired anew affiliation—just as Morgan's profiles had predicted she would. Morgan
had been preparing plans for three other members of the group but Minirutals withdrawal produced an
unexpected dividend. Two of the male members drifted away afew tendays after Miniruta proclaimed
her new dlegiance. Their departure apparently disrupted the dynamics of the entire clique. Nine tendays
after their defection, Morgan could detect no indications the Eight had ever existed.

On the outside of the ship, in an areawhere theterrain till retained most of the asteroid's origina
contours, there was astructure that resembled a squat dab with four circular antennas mounted at its
corners. The dab itsdf was acomfortable, two-story building, with aswvimming pool, recregtion fecilities,
and sx gpartments that included fully equipped communi cation rooms.

The structure was the communications modul e that received messages from the solar system and the
other ships currently creeping through interstellar space. It wastotally isolated from the ship's electronic
systems. The messagesiit picked up could only be examined by someone who was actudly sitting in one
of the gpartments. Y ou couldn't transfer a message from the module to the ship's databanks. Y ou
couldn't even carry arecording into the ship.

The module had been isolated from the rest of the ship in responseto avery red threat: the possibility
someone in the solar system would transmit amessage that would sabotage the ship'sinformation system.
Therewere eight billion people living in the solar system. When you were dedling with a population that
Sze, you had to assume it contained thousands of individuals who felt the starships were legitimate targets
for letha pranks.

Morgan had been spending regular periodsin the communications module since thefirst years of the
voyage. During the first decades, the messages he had examined had become increasingly strange. The
population in the solar system had been evolving at arate that compressed kilocenturies of natural
evolution into decades of engineered modification. The messagesthat had disturbed him the most had
been composed in the languages he had learned in his childhood. The words were familiar but the
meaning of the messages kept dipping away from him.

Morgan could understand that the terraforming of Mars, Venus, and Mercury might have been
speeded up and complexified by afactor of ten. He could even grasp that some of the eectronicaly
interlinked communa personditiesin the solar systlem might include severd million individua persondities.
But did he really understand the messages that seemed to imply millions of people had expanded their
persona physiologies into complexes that encompassed entire asteroids?

The messagesincluded videos that should have diminated most of his confusion. Somehow he
awaysturned away from the screen fedling there was something he hadn't grasped.

The stuation in the solar system had begun to stabilize just before Morgan had turned his attention to
the turmoil created by the Eight. Over the next few decades the messages became more decipherable.
Fifty years after the problem with the Eight—one hundred and sixty-two years after the ship had |eft the
solar system—amogt dl the messages reaching the ship came from members of Ari Sun-Dalt's
communion.

Thebelieversin the Doctrine of the Cosmic Enterprise were communicating with the starships
because they were becoming a beleaguered minority. The great drive for enhancement and progress had
goparently run its course. The worldviews that dominated human civilization were dl variations on the
EruLabi creeds.



Ari spent long periods—as much asten or twelve tendays in arow—in the communications module.
The human species, in Ari's view, was Snking into an eternity of aimless hedonism.

Ari became particularly distraught when he learned the EruLabi had decided they should limit
themsalves to a 20 percent increase in skull size—adictum that imposed atight restriction on the
brainpower they could pack insde their heads. At the pesak of the enhancement movement, people who
had retained normal bipedal bodies had apparently quadrupled their skull sizes.

“Werethe only conscious, intelligent species the solar system ever produced,” Ari orated in one of
his public communiqués. “We may be the only conscious, intelligent speciesin this section of the gaaxy.
And they've decided an arbitrary physiologica aesthetic is more important than the development of our
minds”

The messages from the solar system had included scientific discussions. They had even included
presentations prepared for “nongpecidists.” Morgan had followed afew of the presentations aswell as
he could and he had concluded the human species had reached apoint of diminishing returns,

Morgan would never possess the kind of complexified, ultra-enhanced brain his successorsin the
solar system had acquired. Every set of genesimposed a ceiling on the organism it shaped. If you wanted
to push beyond that ceiling, you had to start al over again, with anew organism and anew set of genes.
But Morgan believed he could imagine some of the consequences of that kind of intellectua power.

At some point, he believed, dl those billions of super-intelligent minds had looked out at the universe
and redlized that another increase in brain power would be pointless. Y ou could develop abrain that
could answer every question about the size, history, and structure of the universe, and find that you ill
couldn't answer the philosophica questionsthat had tantalized the most primitive tribesmen. And what
would you do when you reached that point? Y ou would turn your back on the frontier. Y ou would turn
once again to the bath and the banquet, the harp and the dance.

And changes of raiment.

Andlove.

And deep.

The stuation on the ship was dmost the mirror image of the Situation in the solar system. On the ship,
48 percent of the population belonged to Ari‘'s communion. Only 19 percent had adopted the EruL abi
creeds. But how long could that last? Morgan had been watching the trends. Every few years, someone
abandoned the Doctrine of the Cosmic Enterprise and joined the EruLabi. No one ever |eft the EruLabi
and became adevoted believer in the Cosmic Enterprise.

The discovery that 82 Eridani was surrounded by lifeless planets had added amost a dozen people
to the defectors. The search for life-bearing planets was obviously ameatter of great significance. If
consciousness redly was the purpose of the universe, then life should be acommon phenomenon.

In 2315, just four years after the final dissolution of the Eight, the Island of Adventure had received
itsfirst messages from Tau Ceti and Morgan had watched afew more persondities float away from Ari's
communion. The ship that had reached Tau Ceti had made planetfal after amere one hundred and forty
years and it had indeed found life on the second planet of the system. Unfortunately, the planet was
locked in a permanent ice age. Life had evolved in the oceans under theice but it had never developed
beyond the leve of the more mundane marinelife formsfound on Earth.

Morgan had found it impossible to follow the reasons the planet wasiced over. He hadn't really been
interested, to tell the truth. But he had pored over the reports on the undersea biota as if he had been
following the dispatchesfrom amgor war.

One of the great issuesin terrestrid evolutionary theory had been the relationship between chance
and necessity. To Ari and his disciples, there was nothing random about the process. Natural sdlection
inevitably favored quaities such as strength, speed, and intelligence.

To others, the history of life looked more haphazard. Many traits, it was argued, had developed for
reasons aswhimsical asthe fact that the ancestor who carried Gene A had been standing two stepsto
the right when the rocks did off the mountain.



The probes that had penetrated the oceans of Tau Ceti 1V had sent back images that could be used
to support ether viewpoint. The undersea biotawas populated by severa hundred species of finned
snakes, several thousand species that could be considered roughly comparable to terrestria insects, and
clouds of micrascopic dimlight photosynthesizers.

Y es, evolution favored the strong and the swift. Y es, creatureswho lived in the seatended to be
streamlined. On the other hand, fish were not inevitable. Neither were oysters. Or clams.

If the universe redlly did have a purpose, it didn't seem to be very good at it. In the solar system,
theorists had produced scenarios that proved life could have evolved in exatic, unlikely environments
such asthe atmosphere of Jupiter. Instead, the only life that had developed outside Earth had been the
handful of not-very-interesting micro-organisms that had managed to maintain atoehold on Mars.

The purpose of the universe isn't the devel opment of consciousness, one of the EruLabi on board
the Island of Adventure suggested. It's the creation of iceballs and deserts. And sea snakes.

Ari's enhancements included agland modification that gave him the ability to switch off his sexud
fedingsat will. His paring with Savela Insdotter had |asted less than two decades, and he had made no
attempt to establish another pairing. Ari had spent most of the voyage, asfar asMorgan could tell, inan
asxuad gate.

There were times, during the last decades of the voyage, when Morgan felt tempted to emulate him.
Morgan's next pairing only lasted twelve years. For the rest of the voyage, he took advantage of the small
number of sexud opportunitiesthat came hisway and distracted himself, during his cdibate intervas, with
intellectud projects such ashispalitica studies.

Theship'smedicd system could ingtal Ari's sexud enhancement in thirty minutes, as part of the
regular medical servicesincluded in the standard embarkation agreement. Morgan put the ideaaside
every time he consdered it. He had learned to cherish hisfedings about women, irrational asthey might
be. There was, he knew, no real reason why he should respond to the flare of awoman's hips or thetilt
of afemae neck. It was smply abit of genetic programming he hadn't bothered to delete. 1t had no
practicd valuein aworld in which children were created in the workshops of genetic designers. But he
aso knew he would be adifferent person if he subtracted it from his psychologica makeup. It was one of
the things that kept you human as the decades dipped by.

In 2381—forty-six years before it was scheduled to reach its detination—the Island of Adventure
intercepted a message from the probe that had been sent to Rho Eridani. Neither of the tarsin the
double system possessed planets. The Green Voyager was crawling toward an empty system.

In 2398—one hundred and ninety-five years after the ship had begun its journey—the medical
system replaced Morgan's heart, part of his centra nervous system, and most of his endocrine glands. It
wasthe third time Morgan had put himsdf through an extensive overhaul. The last time he had recovered
within three years. Thistime he spent eight yearsin the degpest deep the system could maintain.

Thefirgt program capsuleseft the ship whileit was ill careening around the 82 Eridani system,
bouncing from planet to planet asit executed the five year program that would diminate the last 20
percent of itsinterstellar speed. There were three capsules and their payloads were packages alittle
smdler than Morgan'sforefinger.

One capsule mafunctioned whileit was till making itsway toward the small moon that orbited the
third planet at a distance of 275,000 kilometers. The second lost two critica programswhen it hit the
moon at an angle that was alittle too sharp. The third skimmed through the dust just the way it was
supposed to and sprouted a set of filaments. Sampling programs analyzed the moon's surface. Specks
that were part cell and part eectronic device began drifting down the filaments and executing programs
that transformed the moon's atoms into larger, more elaborate specks. The specks produced machines
the size of insects, the insects produced machines the size of cats, an antenna crept up the side of a
smdler carter, and an antennaon the Island of Adventure started transmitting more programs. By the
time the ship settled into an orbit around the third planet, the moon had acquired a complete



manufacturing facility, and the lunar fabrication units had started producing scout machinesthat could land
onthe planet itsdlf.

Morgan had thought of the terraforming scheme as a palitical ruse, but there were people on the ship
who took it serioudy. With the technology they had at their disposdl, the third planet could be turned into
alivable world within afew decades. For people who had spent their entire livesin enclosed habitats, it
was a romantic idea—aworld where you walked on the surface, with a sky above you, and experienced
al the vagaries of weather and climate.

The only person who had raised any serious objections had been Ari Sun-Ddt. Some of thevaleys
they could observe from orbit had obvioudy been carved by rivers. The volcano calderas were less
gpectacular than the volcanoes of Mars but they were still proof the planet had once been geologically
active. They couldn't overlook the possibility life might be hiding in some obscure ecologica network that
was buried under the soil or hidden in acave, Ari argued.

Mogt of the people on the ship greeted that kind of suggestion with shrugs and smiles. According to
Morgan's sampling programs, there were only about ten people on the ship who redly thought there was
adaidticaly sgnificant possibility the planet might have generated life. Still, there was no reason they
couldn't let Ari enjoy hisday-dreamsalittle longer.

“It will only take us an extratwo or threeyears,” Ari said. “And then well know we can remode the
place. First well seeif therésany life. Then welll do the job ourselves, if the universe hasn't doneit
aready. And bring Consciousness to another world.”

For Ari's sske—heredly liked Ari in many ways—Morgan hoped they might find afew fossilized
microorganisms embedded in the rocks. What he did not expect was afossi| the size of ahorse,
embedded in adliff, and visble to any machine that came within two kilometers of it.

Three and ahdf billion years ago, the planet had emerged from the disk of materid that surrounded
itssun. A billion or so years|later, the first long-chain molecules had gppeared in the oceans. And the
history of life had begun. In the same way it had begun on Earth.

The long-chain molecules had formed assemblies that became thefirgt rudimentary cells. Organisms
that were something like plants had eventualy begun to absorb the CO, produced by the volcanoes. The
oxygen emitted by the quasi -plants had become amagjor component of the atmosphere. The relentless
forces of competition had favored creatures who were more complex than thelr rivas.

And then, after less than two billion years of organic evolution, the laws of physics had caught up with
the process. No planet the size of this one could hold an atmosphere forever.

The plants and the vol canoes could produce oxygen and CO, almost asfast asthe gas molecules
could drift into space. But almost wasn't good enough.

They didn't piece the whole story together right away, of course. There were even people who
weren't convinced thefirgt find was afossil. If the scout machines hadn't found ten morefossilsin thefirst
five daycycles, the skeptics would have spent years arguing that Exhibit A wasjust acollection of
rocks—arandom geologic formation that just happened to resemble abig shell, with gppendages that
resembled limbs.

On Earth, the dominant land animals had been vertebrates—crestures whose basic characteristic was
abony framework hung on abackbone. The vertebrate template was such alogical, efficient structure it
was easy to bdieveit was asinevitable as the streamlined shape of fish and porpoises. In fact, it had
never developed on this planet.

Instead, the basic anatomical structure had been atube of bone. Creatures with thisrigid, seemingly
inefficient, structure had acquired legs, claws, teeth and dl the other anatomical festures vertebrates had
acquired on Earth. Thousands of species had acquired eyesthat |ooked out of big eyeholesin the front of
the shell, without devel oping a separate skull. Two large families had developed “turrets’ that housed
their eyes and their other sense organs but they had kept their brains securely housed in the origina shell,
inaspecia chamber just under the turret.



On Earth, the shell structure would have produced organisms that might have collapsed from their
own weight. On this planet, with itsweeaker gravitationa field, the shells could be thin and even airy. They
reminded Morgan of building components that had been formed from solidified foam—acommon
structura technique in space habitats.

For Ari, the discovery was the high point of hislifespan—a devel opment that had to be
communicated to the solar system at once. Ari's face had been contorted with excitement when he had
called Morgan an hour after the machines reported the first find.

“Wevedoneit, Morgan,” Ari proclaimed. “Weve justified our whole voyage. Three thousand
useless, obsolete people have made adiscovery that's going to transform the whole outlook in the solar
sysem.”

Morgan had aready been pondering a screen that displayed atriangular diagram. The point at the
bottom of the triangle represented the solar system. The two points at the top represented 82 Eridani and
Rho Eridani. The Island of Adventure and the Green VVoyager had been creeping up the long sides of
thetriangle. The Green Voyager was now about three light years from Rho—thirty-three yearstravel
time.

Morgan transferred the diagram to Ari's screen and pointed out theimplications. If the Iland of
Adventure transmitted an announcement to the solar system, the Green Voyager would pick it upin
approximately seven years. If the people on the Voyager thought it wasinteresting, they could change
course and reach 82 Eridani only twelve and a haf decades after they intercepted the message.

“That gives us over one hundred and thirty yearsto explore the planet,” Ari argued. “By that time
well have learned everything important the fossils have to offer. Well have done dl the red work. Well
be ready to move on. And look for aworld where we can communicate with a living Consciousness.”

Unfortunately, the Situation didn't look that straightforward to the rest of the community. To them, a
hundred and thirty yearswas afinite, envisonable time period.

Therewas, after dl, athird possbility—as Miniruta Coboloji pointed out in one of her contributions
to the electronic debate. The Green Voyager may never come thisway at all, Minirutaargued. They
may reach Rho thirty-three years from now, pass through the system, and point them selves at one
of the stars that lies further out. They've got three choices within fourteen light years. Why can't
we just wait the thirty-three years? And send a message after they've committed themselves to
some other star system?

For Ari, that was unthinkable. Our announcement is going to take twenty yearsto reach the
solar system no matter what we do. If we sit here for thirty-three years before we transmit, it will
be fifty-three years before anyone in the solar system hears about one of the most important
discoveriesin history. We all know what's happening in the solar system. Fifty-three years from
now there may not be anyone left who cares.

Once again Morgan labored over his screens. Once again, he recruited aides who helped him guide
the decision-making process. Thistime he engineered a compromise. They would send a brief message
saying they had “found evidence of extinct life” and continue studying the planet'sfossils. Once every
year, they would formally reopen the discussion for three tendays. They would transmit acomplete
announcement “whenever it becomes clear the consensus supports such an action.”

Ari accepted the compromise in good grace. He had looked at the numbers, too. Most of the people
on the ship gtill belonged to his communion.

“They know what their respongibilitiesare,” Ari ingsted. “ Right now thisisdl new, Morgan. Were
just getting used to the ideathat we're looking at a complete planetary biota. A year from now—two
years from now—well have so much information in our databanksthey'll know we'd be committing a
crimina act if we didn't send every bit of it back to the solar system.”

It was Ari who convinced them the planet should be called Athene. Athene had been asymbol of



wisdom and culture, Ari pointed out, but she had been awar goddess, too. And didn't the world they
were naming bear adistinct resemblance to the planet the ancient humans had named after their male war
figure?

The information pouring into the databanks could be examined by anyone on the ship. In theory,
anyone could give the exploration machines orders. In practice, the exploration of the Athenian fossl
record soon came under the control of three people: Ari, Morgan—and Miniruta Cobolgji.

Morgan had been watching Minirutals development ever snce he had lured her away from the Eight.
Physicaly, she was a standard variation on the BR-V 73 line—the long, willowy femae body type that
had been the height of fashion in the lunar citiesin the 2130s. Her dim, beautifully crafted fingers could
mold a scul pture—or shape anote on astring instrument—with the precision of alaser pointer.

It was aphysical stylethat Morgan found aesthetically appealing, but there were at least two hundred
women on the ship who had been shaped by the same gene cluster. So why was Minirutathe only
BR-V73 who crept into his thoughts during the more stressful hours of his cdlibate intervals? Wasiit
because there was something desperate about the need for affiliation he had uncovered in her personality
profile? Did that emationd vulnerahility touch something in his own persondity?

Minirutas affiliation with the Doctrine of the Cosmic Enterprise had lasted four decades. Ari claimed
her switch to the EruL abi worldview had been totally unexpected. Ari had gone to deep assuming she
was one of hismost ardent colleagues and awakened to discover she had sent him along message
explaining the reasons for her conversion and urging himto join her.

During the decades in which she had been amember of Ari's communion, Miniruta had followed
Ari'slead and equipped hersdlf with every pharmaceutica and eectrical enhancer she could link to her
physiology. The eectronic enhancers had dl been discarded afew tendays after she had joined the
EruLabi. Her pharmaceutical enhancers had been dispensed with, item by item, as she had worked her
way up the EruLabi protocols. She had been the second EruLabi on the ship who had madeit to the
fourth protocol and accepted its absolute prohibition of al non-genetic mental and physiologica
enhancers.,

Morgan could now talk to her without struggling. His own pharmaceutical enhancers erased most of
the intellectual gap that separated two people who had been brought into the universe twenty years apart.
He had been surprised when he had discovered Minirutawas spending two-thirds of every daycycle with
the datafrom the fossil hunt, but he had soon redlized she had a philosophica agenda

To Miniruta, the course of evolution on Athene proved that evolution was arandom process. “Ari's
right, Morgan,” Minirutasaid. “ This planet can teach us something we need to understand. Buit it's not the
lesson Arri thinksit is. It'stelling usthereisn't any plan. Therésno big overdl objective—asif the universe
issome kind of cosmic totditarian state. The only redity isindividuas. And their needs”

To Ari, thecritica question was the evolution of intelligence. Obvioudly, life had died out on Athene
before intelligent creatures could build cities or turn meadows into farms. But wasn't there some chance
something like the firgt proto-humans had evolved? If that first glimmer of tool-making, culture-creating
intelligence had gppeared on the planet, wouldn't it prove that evolution really did lead in a particular
direction?

“I'll grant you the vertebrates were obvioudy an accident,” Ari said. “But you can still see an obvious
increasein intelligenceif you look at the progressions we've been uncovering. Y ou can't go from
dtationary sea creaturesto land creatures that were obvioudy highly mobile without alot of devel opment
inthe brain. Intelligence isthe inevitable winner in the sdlection process. Thelife formsthat can think
better will ways replace the life forms with less complex nervous systems.”

“The way human beings replaced the cockroach?’ Minirutaasked. “ And the oyster?’

Minirutawas speaking VA13. Thelilt in her voice expressed a casual mockery that Morgan would
have found devagtating if she had directed it a him.

“We were not in direct genetic competition with the cockroach and the oyster,” Ari said in Tych.
“The observable fact that certain lines remained static for hundreds of millions of years doesn't contradict



the observable fact that natural selection tends to produce creatures with more highly developed brains.
We could have destroyed every species on the Earth if we had wanted to. We let them live because we
needed a complex biogphere. They survived because they satisfied one of our needs”

To Morgan, most of the information they were gathering proved that natura selection really wasthe
powerful force the theorists had claimed it was.

Certain basic patterns had been repeated on both planets. Life formsthat had been exceptionaly
massive had possessed jaw structures that indicated they had probably been herbivores—just as
terrestrid herbivores such as the € ephant had been the largest organismsin their habitats. Life formsthat
had possessed stabbing teeth and bone-crunching jaws tended to be medium-sized and looked asif they
had probably been more agile.

But the process obvioudy had itsrandom qualities, too. Wasit just amatter of random chance that
vertebrates had failed to develop? Had the shell creatures dominated the planet merely because certain
molecules had falen into one type of pattern on Earth and another pattern on Athene? Or had it
happened because there was some difference in the conditions life had encountered on the two planets?

To Morgan, it didn't matter what the answer was. Evolution might proceed according to laws that
were asrigid asthe basic laws of physics, or it might be as random as a perfect game of chance. He
would be happy with either answer. He could even be content with no answer.

That was one of the things people never seemed to understand about science. Asfar as Morgan was
concerned, you didn't study the universe because you wanted to know the answers. Y ou studied it to
connect. When you subjected an important question to arigorous examination—collecting every scrap
of evidence you could find, measuring and andyzing everything that could be measured and
anadyzed—you were linked to the universe in away nothing else could connect you.

Religious mystics had once spent their livestrying to establish adirect contact with their version of
God. Morgan was amystic who tried to Stay in contact with the cosmos.

Ari had assigned three groups of exploration machinesto a hunt for camp sites. The teams
concentrated on depressions that looked as if they had once been rivers and probed for evidence such as
stone tools and places where alarge number of anima fossils had been concentrated in asmall area
They found two anima deposits within their first three tendays and Ari quickly pointed out that the
animas had clearly been disassembled.

“Thesearen't just tar pitsor places where a catastrophe killed severd animasaccidentaly,” Ari
argued. “Note how the remains of the different speciesare dl jumbled up. If they had been killed by a
rockdide from the surrounding helghts—to name just one aternate poss bility—the remains of each
animal would have tended to stay together. The pattern were looking at here isthe pattern we'd expect
to seein awaste pit.”

Minirutatossed her head. “If they were butchered,” she said in VA 13, “then somebody had to use
toolsto cut them up. Show usaflint tool, Ari. Show us some evidence of fire.”

Machines burrowed and probed in the areas around the “ waste pits.” Scraping attachments removed
the dirt and rock onethin layer a atime. Raking attachments sieved the dust and rubble. Search
programs analyzed the images transmitted by the ondte cameras and highlighted anything that met the
criteriaAri had stored in the databanks. And they did, infact, find divers of flint that could have been
knives or spearheads.

Ari had two of theflintslaid out on atray, with a camera poised an arm's length above the objects,
and displayed them on one of the wall screensin his gpartment. Morgan stared at the tray in sillence and
let himself surrender to al the eerie, haunting emotionsit aroused, even with Ari babbling beside him.

“On Earth,” Miniruta pointed out, “we aready knew the planet had produced intelligent life. We
could assume specimens like that had been made by intelligent beings because we aready knew the
intelligent beings existed. But what do we have here, Ari? Can weredly believe these objectswere
shaped by intelligent beings when we still haven't seen anything that resembles hands? So far, you haven't



even located an organism that had arms.”

There were other possbilities, of course. Ari had studied most of the ideas about possble dienlife
formsthat humans had come up with in the last few centuries and ingtalled them in the databanks housed
in his eectronic enhancers. He could produce severa plausible examples of grasping organs composed
of soft tissue that would only fossilize under rare, limited conditions. The tool makers could have
possessed tentacles. They could have used some odd development of their lips.

Miniruta tipped back her head and raised her eyebrows when she heard Ari mention tentacles. The
high pitched lilt of her VA 13 communicated—once again—the condescension that permeated her
attitude toward Ari.

“The cephaopods dl lived in the sea, Ari. Our arms evolved from load-bearing legs. | admit we're
discussing creatures who evolved in alower gravity field. But they weren't operating in zero gravity.”

“I've thought about that,” Ari said. “Isn't it possible some tentacled sea-creatures could have adapted
an amphibiousifestyle on the edge of the seaand eventually produced descendants who subgtituted legs
for some of their tentacles? On our own planet, after al, some of the land dwellerswho lived on the edge
of the Earth's oceans eventually produced descendants whose legs had been transformed into fins. With
all due respect to your current belief systlem, Miniruta—our discussionswould be sgnificantly more
succinct if you weren't trying to discuss seriousissues without the benefit of afew well-chosen
enhancements. Y ou might see some of the possibilities I'm seeing before | have to describe them to you.”

Asan adherent of the fourth EruLabi protocol, Miniruta only rejected permanent enhancements that
increased her intellectua and physica powers. Temporary enhancements that increased pleasure were
another matter. Minirutacould gill use asmall selection of the sexualy enhancing drugs developed in the
twenty-first century, in addition to the wines, teas, and inhalants that had fostered pre-pharmaceutical
socid relations. She and Morgan had dready shared severa long, elaborately choreographed sexual
interludes. They had bathed. They had banqueted. They had reclined on carefully proportioned couches,
naked bodies touching, while musicians from adozen eras had materidized in Miniruta's smulators. The
EruLabi sexua rituas had cast a steady, sensuous glow over the entire six decades Morgan had spent
with Savelalnsdotter. He had resumed their routines asif he had been dipping on clothes that were
associated with some of the best moments of hislife.

They were nearing the end of a particularly satisfactory interlude when Miniruta switched on her
information system and discovered she had received a please-view-first message from Ari. “I've been
looking over some of the latest finds from one of your random-survey teams,” Ari said. “ Y our ideapaid
off. They've handed us afoss| that looks like it | eft traces of soft-bodied tissue in the rocksin front of
it—imprintsthat look like they could have been made by the loca equivalent of tentacles. Y our team
found it in the middle of adepression in that flat areaon the top of the main southern plateal—a
depression that's so shdlow | hadn't even noticed it on the maps.”

Miniruta had decided that haf her exploration machines would make random searches. Ari and
Morgan were both working with intellectual frameworks based on the history of Earth, Miniruta had
argued. Morgan was looking at the kinds of sitesthat had produced fossils on Earth. Ari was looking for
traces of hunter-gatherers. “A random process,” she had pronounced, “ should be studied by random
probing.”

Now her own philosophical bias had gpparently given Ari what he had been looking for. Ari would
never have ordered one of his machinesinto the winding, amost invisible depresson Minirutals machine
had followed. But that dip in the landscape had once been ariver. And the river had widened its path and
eroded the ground above afoss| that had formed in the sediment by the bank.

It was a cracked, fragmented shell about athird the length of ahuman being. Only one side of it had
been preserved. But you could still seethat it was essentidly atube with alarge opening at oneend, a
smaller opening at the other, and no indications it had openingsfor legs. In therock in front of the large
opening, Morgan could just make out the outlines of impressons that could have been produced by a
group of ropy, soft-bodied extensions.



Ari highlighted three spots on the rim of the large opening. “Notice how the opening has indentations
on therim, where the extensonsleaveit. They aren't very big, but they obvioudy givethe extensonsa
little more room. I've ordered a search of the databank to see how many other shells have indentations
likethat. If there was one creature like this on the planet, there should have been other species built long
the same pattern. I'm aso taking another look at al the shellslike thiswe've uncovered in the past. My
first pass through the databank indicates we've found several of them near the places where we found the
burid pits”

For Ari, the find proved that it wastimeto let the solar system know the full truth. He posted a
picture of thefossl on the information system an hour after he had notified Morgan and Miniruta. “We
now have evidence that creatures with fully developed grasping organs existed on this planet,” Ari
argued. “ The evidence may not be conclusive, but it can't be dismissed either. The people of the solar
system have aright to draw their own conclusions. Let them see the evidence we've collected. Let the
minority who are resisting stagnation and decline derive hope from the knowledge more evidence may
follow.”

It had only been eight tendays since Ari had agreed to the compromise Morgan had worked out. Y et
he was aready demanding that they cancel the agreement.

To Miniruta, the ideawas absurd. Ari was suggesting that the forests of Athene had harbored
tentacled creatures who had hung from trees and occupied the ecologica niches monkeys had
appropriated on Earth. And he was jumping from that improbability to theideathat some of these
hypothetical creatures had devel oped weapons and become hunter-gatherers.

“I am not saying anything istrue,” Ari ingsted. “I am merdly noting that we now have pitsfull of
butchered animals, tools that could have butchered them, and atype of organism that could have
manipulated the tools.”

Ari had even devel oped a scenario that equipped hisfantasy creatures with the ability to move dong
the ground at a pace suitable for hunters. Suppose, he argued, they had begun their advance to
intelligence by learning to control sometype of riding animal?

To Ari, hisproposa wasalogical variation on the process that had shaped human intelligence. On
Earth, tree dwellers had devel oped hands that could grasp limbs and brains that could judge distances
and trgjectories. Then they had adapted the upright posture and used their hands to create stone tools.
Tool use had created away of life that put apremium on intelligence, the individuaswith the best brains
had tended to be the survivors, and a creature who could build starships had taken its placein the
universe.

“On Athene,” Ari argued, “the drive toward intelligence may have followed adifferent course. The
tree dwellers couldn't develop upright walking so they began by controlling animals. They became
mounted hunters—creatures who could rove like ground animal's and manipul ate the same smple tools
our own ancestors chipped from the rocks. The evolutionary process may take many twidts. It may be
bloody and cruel. But in the end, it gives us planets populated by creatures who are intelligent and
conscious. The arrow pointsin only one direction.”

Thirty years from now—perhaps even ten years from now—M organ's feglings about Minirutawould
just be amemory. Morgan knew that. There would come a moment when he would wonder how he
could have believed dl his pleasurein life depended on the goodwill of another human being. But right
now hejust knew he wanted to create a crowded memory. Right now hefelt asif he had spent the last
few decadesin astate of half-dead numbness.

He had started playing with his political analysis programs as soon as he had realized Ari was
initiating a new round of agitated debate. The Situation had |ooked dangerous to him and the picture that
had emerged on his screens had confirmed hisintuitive judgment. About 25 percent of the people on the
ship believed areport on the new find should be transmitted to the solar system. Almost 30 percent
registered strong opposition. The rest of the popul ation seemed to be equdly divided between



not-convinced-we-should and not-convinced-we-shouldn't.

If Ari'sfirst gppedls had attracted a solid 40 or 45 percent, Morgan would have given him some
extrasupport and helped him win aquick, overwhelming victory. Instead, the Island of Adventure
community had stumbled into one of those Situationsin which adivisive debate could go on indefinitely.

Morgan was savoring teas with Minirutawhen he suggested the one option that |ooked asif it might
defuse the Stuation.

“I've decided to assign al my exploration teams to the search for evidence that supports Ari's
theories” Morgan said. “1 think it would be awise moveif you did the same thing—for awhile anyway.
WeTre not going to get any peace on this ship until we come up with solid evidence Ari'sright. Or makeit
clear we probably never will.”

They had both been speaking Plais—a graceful EruLabi invention that had been designed for the
lighter types of socia events. Morgan had switched to Jor when he started discussing his proposal and
Minirutatransferred to Jor with him.

“Y ou want to divert equipment from al the other research we're doing?” Minirutasaid. “Asfar aslI'm
concerned, Ari has dl the resources he needs. We're producing thefirst survey of an alien ecosystem.
Why should we interrupt that merely because one member of our expedition has become obsessed with
afantasy?’

The vehemencein her voice caught Morgan off guard. He had thought he was offering her amodest,
reasonable proposa. He had run the idea through his political smulation programs and the results had
indicated most of the people on the ship would approve atransmission to the solar system if Ari managed
to locate more evidence. A minority would never fed happy with the decison—but at least adecison
would have been made.

“It shouldn't divert usfor more than afew tendays,” Morgan said. “We can intensify Ari's hunt for
campsites. We can look for associations between possible mounts and possible riders. We can ignore
thelow lying areas for the time being and concentrate on the regions that probably stayed above sealevel
when Athene had seas. If we do dl that and don't come up with something decisive in afew tendays—I
think we can assume well get aclear consensus that we shouldn't overrule our current agreement and
transmit amessage before the next discussion period.”

“And what if we find the kind of evidence hel'slooking for? Do you think Madame Dawne will just
nod agreeably? And let us do something that could destroy her?’

“If there's evidence out there to be found—sooner or later we're going to find it. She's going to have
to accept that eventudly.”

Miniruta reached across the tea table and touched his hand. She dipped into Plais just long enough to
preface her response with aword that meant something like “ pleasure-friend.”

“Donilar—even if the evidenceisthere, will it redlly do usany good if wefind it? Why should we
jeopardize our wholeway of lifejust so Ari can give adying minority group information that will only
prolong itsagonies?”’

Morgan knew he shouldn't have felt asif he had just been ambushed. He had been watching Miniruta
for over acentury. Everything she had done had proved that the profiling program had been correct
when it had decided her persondity structure was dominated by a deep need for affiliation. When she
had been associated with Ari's group, she had maximized her use of enhancements. When she had
switched to the other side, she had become amodd of EruLabi virtue.

But hewasin love. He had surrendered—uwillingly, for his own reasons—to one of the oldest
delusions the human species had invented. And because hewasin love, he had let himsdlf ignore
something that should have been obvious. Minirutals dispute with Ari wasn't an argument about the nature
of the universe. It was an argument about what human beings should believe about the nature of the
universe,

The teas were followed by music. The music was followed by along, dream-like concentration on
the shape and texture of Minirutas body. And afterward Morgan returned to his gpartment and watched
his programs churn out scenarios that included a new factor: awoman who believed Ari'sworld-view



was a disease that should be eradicated from human society.

Morgan's programs couldn't tell him what Minirutawas going to do. No program could predict al the
tactical choices ahuman brain could choose. But the programs could suggest possibilities. And they
could estimate the intengity of Minirutals responses.

He spotted what she was doing hours after she started doing it. Her “randomly searching” machines
occupied one of the prime siteson Ari'slist and started scraping and digging just afew hours before Ari's
own machines were scheduled to work onit.

Ari caled Morgan as soon as hefinished hisfirgt attempt to “reason” with Miniruta. He ill thought
Minirutas program had made a random choice. He still believed she was just being obstinate when she
refused to let his machines excavete the Site.

“She's got some kind of silly idea she hasto stick to her ideal of pure randomness,” Ari said. “ She's
trying to tell me she wouldn't be operating randomly if shelet her team go somewhereelse.”

Morgan agreed to act as a go-between and Miniruta gave him the response he had expected. It was
just arandom event, sheinsisted. Why should Ari object? Now he could send his machines to one of the
other Steson hislis.

“It'sone of the big possibilitieson hiscurrent list,” Morgan said. “ He thinks he should exploreit
himsdf.”

“Doesn't he think my machines are competent? Is he afraid they'll spend too much timeindulging in
sensud pleasures?’

“Ari thinksthisisatotally accidenta occurrence, Miniruta.”

Shegnmiled. “And what does my little donilar think?’

Morgan straightened up and gave her his best imitation of an authority figure. It wasthefirgt time she
hed said something that made him fed she was playing with him.

“I think it would be best if he went on thinking that,” he said.

Minirutas eyes widened. Her right hand fluttered in front of her face, asif shewaswarding off a
blow. “Isthat a threat, donilar? After al we have enjoyed together?”’

Three daycycles later, Minirutas machines took over two more sSites. Morgan's surveillance program
advised him as soon asit happened and heimmediately called Ari and found himself confronted with a
prime display of outrage.

“She'sddiberately interfering,” Ari shouted. “ This can't be random. Sheisddiberatdy trying to
destroy the last hope of the only people in the solar system who ill have faith in the future. Even you
should be able to see that, Morgan—in spite of your chemica reactionsto certain types of female
bodies”

It wasthe kind of situation Morgan normally delegated to one of his political operatives. Thistime
there was no way he could dip avay gracefully and let someone €l se handleit. His sudies had taught him
what the best responses were. He had even managed to apply them on one or two previous occasions.
Helet thetirade go on aslong as Ari wanted to maintain it. He carefully avoided saying anything that
might indicate he was agreeing or disagresing.

Unfortunately, he was faced with something no one on the ship could have handled. Miniruta had
given Ari an opening he had obvioudy been looking for.

“| agreed to wait until we had aconsensus,” Ari ranted. “I'm trying to be cooperative. But | think it's
time someone reminded your overzeal ous paramour that there's no practical, physical reason | cant
transmit amessage to the solar system any time | want to.”

Ari'selongated head could make him look dightly comical when he became overexcited. Thistimeit
wasavisud reminder of the commitment behind his outburgts.

“If you redlly want to get this Stuation calmed down, Morgan—I suggest you remind her | ill have
more supporters than she has. They can al look a what she'sbeen doing at the first Site. They can all see
her machines are carefully avoiding dl the best locations and deliberatdly moving at the dowest pace they
can maintain without stalling. Y ou can tell her she has two choices. She can get her machines out of dl



three sites, or she can put them under my control. And after she's done that—I'll send her alist of all the
other sites| expect her to stay away from.”

Minirutawas standing in the doorway of her ritua chamber. Behind her, Morgan could glimpsethe
glow of the brass sculpture that dominated the far end. Miniruta had just finished one of the EruLabi
ritualsthat punctuated her daily schedule. She was sill wearing the thin, belted robe she wore during
mogt of therituds.

Only the night before, in this very room, they had huddled together in the most primitive fashion. They
had stretched out on the deeping platform just afew stepsto Morgan's left and he had spent the entire
night with hisarmswrapped around her body while they dept.

“I've discussed the Situation with Ari,” Morgan said in Tych. “He hasindicated he feelsyour actions
have given him the right to transmit amessage without authorization. He believes his supporterswill
approve such an action.”

“And he sent you hereto relay something thet is essentially another threat.”

“Itismy belief that was hisintention.”

“Y ou should tdll him helll be making aserious error. Y ou should tell himit's obvious he thinks no one
will ress him.”

“I believeit would be accurate to say he beieves no one will offer him any high leve resstance.”

“Then you should tell him his assumptions need to be revised. Madame Dawne has aready armed
hersdlf. | obvioudy can't tell you more than that. But | can tell you she will fight if Ari triesto take control
of the communications module. Sheisaready emotionaly committed to fighting.”

Minirutasmiled. “Isthat an informative response? Will thet give Ari some evidence he should modify
his assumptions?’

Morgan returned to his gpartment and had his fabrication unit manufacture two sets of unarmed
probes. The probes were large, cumbersome devices, about the size of a standard water goblet, but he
wasn't interested in secrecy. He deployed both sets by hand, from amaintenance hatch, and monitored
them on his notescreen while they tractored across the surface areathat surrounded the communications
module.

His notescreen accepted acall from Minirutatwo minutes after the probes had made their fourth find.

“Please do not interfere, Morgan. Madame Dawne has no quarrel with you.”

“I've detected four weapons so far. None of them look to me like items Madame Dawne would have
deployed on her own.”

“Don't underestimate her, Morgan. She believes Ari isthreatening her ability to survive.”

“I thought Madame Dawne was a dangerous person when we were coping with the course-change
controversy. But that was over ten decades ago. She's only been seen twice inthelast eight years. The
last time her responses were so stereotyped half the people she talked to thought they were dealing with
asgmulation. | don't know how much persondity she has|eft at this point—but | don't think she could
surround the communications module with a defense like this unassisted.”

“Ari isthreatening the fabric of our community. We made an agreement as acommunity—a
consensus that took every individud's needs into account. Madame Dawne is defending the community
agang apersondity who thinks he can impose hisown decisonsoniit.”

Morgan fed the information from his probesinto a wargame template and | et the program run for
over thirteen minutes. It went through four thousand s mulations atogether—two thousand gamesin
which Madame Dawne was willing to risk thetotal annihilation of the ship's community, followed by two
thousand possibilitiesin which she limited hersdf to ambushes and low-leve delaying tactics. Seventy
percent of the time, Madame Dawne could keep Ari away from the communications module for periods
that ranged from twenty-one daycycles to two hundred daycycles. She couldn't win, but she could force
Ari into asugtained struggle.

And that was al she needed to do, according to Morgan's political estimates. Minirutawould gain



some extrasupport if Ari broke the agreement unilaterally. But neither one of them would have a
commanding mgority when the fighting began. They would start out with asixty-forty split in Ari'sfavor
and adrawn out battle would have the worst possible effect: it would intensgify fedings and move the split
closer to fifty-fifty.

Morgan thought he could understand why people like Ari and Miniruta adapted belief systems. But
why did they fed they had to annihilate other belief sysems? His profiling programs could provide him
with precise numerica descriptions of the emotionsthat drove the people he modeled. No program could
make him fed the emations himsdlf.

Stll, for dl hisrelentless obsesson with the Doctrine of the Coamic Enterprise, Ari wasadwayswilling
to listen when Morgan showed him the charts and graphs he had generated with his programs. Ari was
interested in anything that involved intellectud effort.

“I think we can assume Minirutaisn't going to budge,” Morgan reported. “But | have a suggestion
you may want to consider.”

“I'd be astonished if you didn't,” Ari said.

“I think you should send your own machinesto the sites she's occupying and have them attempt to
carry out your plans. My profiling program indicates there€s a high probability shell attempt to interfere
with you. Asyou can see by the numbers on chart three, the public reaction will probably placeyouina
much sironger political position if she does.”

Ari turned his attention to the chart displayed on the bottom half of his screen and spent afull third of
aminute studying it—atime span that indicated he was checking the logic that connected the figures.

“The numbersare convincing,” Ari said in Tych. “But | would gppreciateit if you would tell me what
your ultimate objectiveis.”

“There's abasic conflict between Minirutas conduct and the message of the EruLabi creeds.
Miniruta can't act the way she's been acting without arousing some hostility in the rest of the EruLabi
community.”

“And you're hoping shell dter her behavior when shefindsthe EruLabi areturning againgt her. Since
sheisapersondity whose ‘drivefor affiliation’ scoresin the 99th percentile.”

“The EruLabi are not prosalytizers,” Morgan said in Tych. “Ther world-view tendsto attract people
who avoid controversy and public notice. Many EruLabi are dready uncomfortable. If you'll examine
Table Six, you'll seethereactions of the EruLabi community aready generate an overal minustwenty in
their attitude toward Miniruta. Table Seven shows you how much that will increase if they see her actudly
engaging in someform of active resstance.”

“I'mdtill fully prepared to transmit amessage without waiting for authorization, Morgan. I'mwilling to
try this. But the other option istill open.”

“| understand that,” Morgan said.

The biggest exploration machines on the planet were high-whedled “tractors’ that were about the size
of the fabrication unit that sat in a corner of Morgan's apartment and transformed rocks and waste matter
into food and other useful items. Ari started—correctly, in Morgan's opinion—by landing Six machines
that were only athird that size. Ari'slittle group of sand sifters and e ectronic probing devices started to
spread out after their landing and three tractors detached themsalves from Minirutas team and tried to
block them. Ari's nimble little machines dodged through the openings between the tractors, more of
Minirutal's machines entered the action, and the tractors sarted colliding with Ari's machinesand
knocking off whedls and sensors.

Morgan stayed out of the rhetorical duel that erupted as soon as Ari circulated his recording of the
robotic fracas. Instead, he focused his attention on the reactions of the EruLabi. Minirutawas defending
hersalf by claiming she was upholding her right to pursue an aternate research pattern. It was aweek line
of argument, in Morgan's opinion, and the EruLabi seemed to agree with him. The support she was
attracting came from people who had opposed Ari's original request to send amessage to the solar
system. Morgan's search programs couldn't find a single comment—negative or positive—from anyone



who could beidentified as an EruLabi.

Morgan's content analysis programs had been collecting every commentary and attempt at humor
that mentioned Miniruta. Over the next few hours he found five items that played on the discrepancy
between Minirutas EruLabi professions and her militant behavior. The one he liked best was aforty
second video that showed awoman with aBR-V 73 body type reclining in an ornate bath. The woman
was bellowing EruLabi dogans at the top of her lungs and manipulating toy war machineswhile she
jabbered about love, sensua pleasure, and the comforts of art and music. A broken teacup jiggled on
the floor beside the tub every time one of her toysfired alaser or launched amissile,

It was a crude effort that had been posted anonymoudy, with no attempt to circulate it. Asfar as
Morgan could tell, only a couple of hundred people had actualy seen it. He shortened it by eighteen
seconds, transformed the cacklesinto deepthroated chuckles, and retouched some of the other detalls.

Of the other four items, two were genuindy witty, one was clumsy, and one was just badtempered
and insulting. He modified al of them in the sameway he had modified the video. He dipped them into
the message stream at points where he could be confident they would be noticed by key members of the
EruLabi communion.

Fifteen hours after Miniruta had started obstructing Ari's efforts, Savelalnsdotter circulated the
officid EruLabi response. Miniruta Coboloji has been an inspiration to everyone who truly
under stands the EruLabi creeds, Savelabegan. Unfortunately, she seems to have let her
enthusiasm for our Way lead her into a dangerous course of action. We reached an agreement and
Ari Sun-Dalt abided by it, in spite of all his feelingsto the contrary.

We have a civilized, rational system for resolving differences. We don't have to tolerate people
who refuse to respect our procedures. We still control the communication system. We can still
sever Miniruta's communication links with Athene and her manufacturing facilities on the moon,
if weregister our will asa community. Isn't it time we got this situation under control ?

Miniruta's answer appeared on the screens of every EruLabi on the ship. Morgan wasn't included on
her distribution list but an EruLabi passed it on to him. Every word she spoke vaidated the andysshis
program had made dl those decades earlier. Thetilt of her chin and the tenson in her mouth could have
been ddineated by a smulator working with the program'’s conclusions.

Morgan watched the statement once, to see what she had said, and never looked at it again. He had
watched Miniruta abandon two groups: the originad Eight and Ari's most dedicated followers. No group
had ever abandoned her.

Savelds proposal required a 90 percent vote—the minimum it took to override the controls built into
the information system. Anyone who had watched the ship's palitical system a work could have
predicted Savelawas going to collect every yes she needed. The proposa had been attracting votes from
the moment people started discussing it—and no one had voted againgt it.

Morgan believed he was offering Miniruta the best opportunity he could give her. The EruLabi were
not avindictive people. A few wits had circulated clever barbs, but there was no evidence they were
committed to a state of permanent rancor. Most of them would quickly forget her “excessve ardor” once
she “manifested a better understanding of our ideds.”

Minirutawould re-establish her bonds with the EruLabi communion within ayear, two years at the
most, Morgan estimated. He would once again recline beside her asthey sampled teas and wines
together. He would look down on her face as she responded to the long movements of his body.
Minirutawas a good EruLabi. It suited her.

He knew he had failed when the vote reached the 55 percent mark and Miniruta started denouncing
the EruLabi who had refused to support her crusadeto rid the universe of “cosmic totditarianism.” The
tally had just topped 65 percent when Ari advised him Miniruta's robots were vanddizing the Sites she
had occupied.



Fossilswere being chipped and defaced. Rocks that might contain fossils were being splintered into
divers and scattered across the landscape. Five of the best Sites were being systematically destroyed.

The carnage would end as soon asthey cut Miniruta's communicationslink to the planet. But in the
meantime she would destroy evidence that had survived two billion years.

Ari dready had machines of hisown at two of the Stes Minirutawas razing. He had transmitted new
ordersto the entire group and they had immediately started ramming and blocking Minirutals machines.
Therest of his machines were scattered over the planet.

They had only built three vehiclesthat could pick up agroup of exploration machines and haul it to
another point on the planet. Mogt of the machines on the planet had been planted on their work sites
when they had made their initid trip from the moon.

Morgan ran the Situation through awargame template and considered the results. Asusud, the
tactica stuation could be reduced to a problem in the alocation of resources. They could scatter their
forcesamong al five sites or they could concentrate on three. Scattering was the best option if they
thought the struggle would only last afew hours. Concentration was the best option if they thought it
might last longer.

“Give me some priorities,” Morgan said. “Which stes are most important?’

“They'redl important,” Ari said. “Who knows what's there? She could be destroying something
critica at every Steshespailing.”

Morgan gave his system an order and the three trangport vehiclesinitiated alifting program that
would place defensive forces on dl five sites. The vote on Savela's proposa had aready reached the 70
percent mark. How long could it be beforeit hit ninety and Minirutalost control of her equipment?

Most of the exploration machines were weak devices. They removed dirt by the spoonful. They
catal oged the position of every pebble they disturbed. If the vote reached cutoff within two or three
hours, Morgan's scattered defensive forces could save over 85 percent of al five Sites.

Short range laser beams burned out sensors. Mechanical arms pounded sengitive arrays. Vehicles
whed ed and charged through athin, low-gravity fog of dust. Morgan found himself reliving emotionshe
hadn't felt Since his postnatal devel opment program had given him smple mechanica toysduring thefirst
yearsof hischildhood.

For thefirgt ninety minutesit was amost fun. Then he redlized the vote had been stuck at 78 percent
for at least fifteen minutes. A moment later it dropped back to seventy-six.

He switched hisattention to his politica analysis program and redlized Miniruta had made an
important shift while he had been playing generd. She had stopped fighting a crusade against her
philosophicd rivas. Now she was defending Madame Dawne “and dl the other el derswho will haveto
live with the consequences of Ari's headstrong recklessnessiif the Green Voyager changes course.”

“ Apparently she's decided Madame Dawne offers her amore popular cause,” Ari said.

Ten minutes after Minirutaissued her speech, Morgan sent five of hismachinesin pursuit of two of
hers. He was watching hislittle war party drivein for the kill—confident he had her
outmaneuvered—when he suddenly discovered it had been encircled by an overwhelming force. Five
minutes later, the program advised him he wasfacing agenerd disaster. The “exchangerate’ at dl five
steswas now running dmost two to onein Minirutas favor. Every time he destroyed five of her
machines, she destroyed nine of his.

Ari saw the implications as soon as the numbers appeared on the screen. “ She's sarted feeding
hersdlf enhancers,” Ari said. “ Shel's abandoning her EruLabi principles.”

Morgan turned away from his screens. Memories of music floated across his mind.

He switched to Tych, in the hope its hard, orderly sentences would help him control hisfedings.
“Miniruta has switched dlegiances,” he said. “We were incorrect when we assumed her |ast statement
was atactica move. She has acquired anew alegiance.”

“Judt likethat? Just like she left us?’

“It would be more correct to say she fedsthe EruLabi eft her.”



“That isn't what you told me sheld do, Morgan.”

“The programs indicated there was a 90 percent probability Minirutawould protect her ties with the
EruLabi community.”

“And now you're faced with one of the optionsin the 10 percent list instead.”

A blank look settled over Ari'sface. Hetipped back his head and focused his attention on hisinternal
electronics.

“Let meseeif | understand the Situation,” Ari said in Tych. “ The struggle can continue amost
indefinitely if Miniruta maintains the current exchange rate. Sheisreceiving new machinesfrom her
production units on the moon amost asfast as you're destroying them. She can continue damaging al five
gtes, therefore, until they aredl totdly demolished.”

“We dtill have options,” Morgan said. “My pharmaceuticalsinclude enhancers| ill haven't used.
Miniruta outmatches meintellectualy but she has aweakness. Sheisn't used to thinking about conflict
stuations. Miniruta spent the last seven decades advancing through the EruLabi protocols. She has
devoted 25 percent of her total lifespan to her attempts to master the protocols.”

“Asfor the political situation,” Ari droned, “according to your best estimates, gpproximately 80
percent of the ship's population fed we should send amessage to the solar system if we find conclusive
evidenceintelligent life evolved on Athene. They may not agree | should send a message now, but they
do agree it should be sent if | uncover evidence that can be considered conclusive. Most of the peoplein
the other 20 percent have been willing to submit to the will of the mgority, even though they aren't happy
with theidea. Now Minirutais offering the 20 percent atempting opportunity. They can let her destroy
the evidence and avoid adecison indefinitely. They don't even haveto vote. They can just abstain and
hold the count on the current balloting below 90 percent. Minirutawill maintain control of her machines
and the siteswill be excised from the scientific record.”

Ari lowered hishead. “It'smy opinion | should initiate one of my aternate options. Miniruta.can only
operate her machines aslong as her gpartment is connected to the ship's power supply. We will haveto
sever three dternate power linesto cut her link with the power system, but | believe it can be done.”

Morgan stared at the screen that displayed Ari's face. He started to respond in Tych and discovered
he couldn't. Ari had triggered an emotiond flood that was so powerful Morgan's brain had automatically
shiftedto VA13.

Avri raised hishand. “1 recognize that the action I'm suggesting has seriousimplications” he said. “I
redizeit could trigger off long term changesin our commund relationships. | believe Minirutais
committing a crime that ranks with the worst atrocitiesin history. Sheis destroying a message that has
been waiting for usfor over two hillion years.”

“Y ou're talking about something that could make every passenger on this ship fed they had to arm
themsaves” Morgan said. “ Thisisthefirg time I've heard anyone even suggest one passenger should
attack another passenger's power connection. What kind of alife could we have here if people felt
somebody could cut their power connection every time we had a conflict?’

“We are discussing an extreme Situation. Miniruta.could be pulverizing the only fossils on the planet
that could prove Athene generated intelligent life.”

Morgan stood up. “It'salways an extreme Situation. Thistimeit's your extreme Stuation. Fifty years
from now it will be somebody ese's. And what do we end up with? A ship full of people forming gangs
and dliances so they can protect themsalves?’

“Isthat al that mattersto you, Morgan? Maintaining order in one little rock? Worrying about three
thousand people hiding in their own persona caves?’

Morgan knew hewaslosing control of hisimpulses. He was behaving exactly the way his persondity
profile predicted he would behave. But he couldn't help himsdlf. He was staring at someone who was
unshakably convinced they were right and he waswrong. Ari could have withstood every technique of
persuasion stored in the ship's databanks. What difference did it make what he said?

“It'stherock | livein! It'stherock you livein!”

Ari switched to VA13—alanguage herardly used. The musical pattern he adapted colored his
wordswith aflare of trumpets.



“I liveinthegdaxy,” Ari sad. “My primary responsbility istheintellectud evolution of my species”

Miniruta—Ari is going to cut the power linesto your apartment. Thisisnot a ruse. It'snot a
threat. I'mwarning you because | think he's doing something that could have a disastrous effect
on the long range welfare of the ship's community—a precedent that could make the ship
unlivable. You've still got time if you move now. Put on your emergency suit. Get in your escape
tunnel and go all the way to the surface before he puts a guard on the surface hatch. If you start
now, you could make it all the way to the communications module while he's still getting
organized.

Morgan's forces attacked Miniruta's production facilities on the moon two hours after she received
hiswarning. Her security system put up afight, but it was overwhelmed within an hour. Every fabrication
unit in her factorieswas brought to ahdt. Therail launcher that propelled her machinestoward Athene
was dismantled at three different points.

Morgan had selected the most powerful intellectua enhancer his physiology could absorb. Hewould
be disoriented for dmost five daycycles after he stopped using it. He was till intellectually inferior to
Miniruta, but he had just proved he had been right when he had claimed she wasn't used to thinking
about conflict situations. He had taken her by surprise because she hadn't redlized he had reprogrammed
his lunar fabrication units and created aforce that could break through her defenses.

Thiswasthefirgt time he had used this enhancer while he was struggling with ared-time, red-world
chalenge. Heturned his attention to the action on the surface of Athene asif hewastraining amassve
weapon on atarget.

Minirutas forces were till destroying his machines faster than he was destroying hers. She had spent
afull hour working her way across the surface of the ship to the communications module and she had
managed to maintain the exchange rate dl the time she had been doing it. On the Site closest to Athene's
equator, she had taken complete control of the Situation. Morgan's machines had been backed against a
cliff and most of Minirutals machines were churning up the ground and lasering potentid foss| beds
without resistance,

Morgan had eiminated Miniruta's source of reinforcements when he had destroyed her fecilitieson
the moon. His own fabrication units were il turning out asteady stream of reinforcements and launching
them at the planet. Sooner or later Minirutals machines would be wiped out. Sooner or later he would be
replacing his machines faster than she destroyed them. But the trip from the moon to Athene took over
twenty hours. It would be amogt forty hours, the charts on his screens claimed, before he destroyed
Miniruta'slast machine.

His brain skimmed through the plansfor the vehiclesthat ferried equipment between the moon and
the planet. Numbers and equations danced across his consciousness. payloads, production times, the
weight of the reaction mass atransport vehicle forced through its engines when it braked to alanding on
Athene. Hisfabrication units on the moon received anew set of orders and started producing transport
vehiclesthat would make thetrip in nine hours. The vehicleswould carry 50 percent more reaction mass,
50 they could kill the extra velocity. Payload would be reduced by 30 percent.

“Somebody told her we were going to attack her power lines. She climbed out her surface escape
hatch minutes before we put aguard on it. We didn't even know shed left until she started controlling her
meachines from the communications module.”

Ari had been speaking VA13 when he had deposited the message in Morgan'sfiles. He had
obvioudy wanted to make sure Morgan understood hisfedlings.

“There's only one person on this ship who could have warned her in time, Morgan. No onein my
communion would have done such athing. Now shée's sitting in the communi cations module, wrecking
and smashing some of the most precious information the human race has ever uncovered. And were
battering our skullsinto pulp trying to break through al the weapons her friend Madame Dawne
deployed around the communications module.”



Morgan put his machinesinto adefensve posture on dl five stes and held them on the defensive
while hewaited for reinforcements. Every now and then, when he saw an opportunity, helaunched a
hit-and-run attack and tried to catch one of her machines by surprise.

Ari wasright, of course. The destruction Morgan was watching on his screenswas one of the great
crimind acts of history. Mogt of the fossIs that had filled in the story of human evolution had comefrom a
small areaof Earth. The stes Minirutawas destroying had been selected because they met dl the
parameters entered into the search program. Would there be important, unfillable gapsin the record
when they had explored the entire planet? Would her spree of destruction leave them with questions that
could never be answered?

Morgan switched to the offensive as soon asthe first reinforcement arrived from the moon. He
picked the site where Miniruta was weakest and dliminated every machine she controlled within two
hours. Then he picked her second weakest site and began working onit.

He could fed the full power of Minirutals mind every step of the way. He was making maximum use
of al the help hiswargaming programs could give him but he couldn't reduce the exchangeratio by a
sngle percentage point. He was only going to defeat her because she was manipulating afinite force and
he could draw on an infinite supply of reinforcements. Whatever he did, she till destroyed nine of his
machines every time he destroyed five of hers.

At any given moment, furthermore, only about haf her machineswere actudly fighting his. Therest of
them were busily maximizing the destruction she was causing.

“Wevelog at least 30 percent of the information we could have pulled from each site,” Ari said. “On
site four, we probably lost over 60 percent.”

Morgan was lying on a couch, with a screen propped on his ssomach. The recording of Ari'sface
seemed to be shimmering at the end of along tunnel. The medica system had advised him it might be
most of atenday before he recovered from the combined effects of deeplessness, emotiond stress, and
ultra-enhancemen.

“I could have cut off her power within three or four hoursif you hadn't interfered,” Ari said. “It took
you eleven hoursto destroy her vehicles—eleven hours—even after you started getting extra
reinforcements from the moon.”

For thethird timein less than adaycycle, Morgan was being given arare chance to hear Ari spegk
VA13. Thistime Ari was applying the full force of amodule that communicated graduated degrees of
revulson.

Morgan had made no recordings of his private momentswith Miniruta. The EruLabi didn't do that.
Pleasure should be experienced only in memory or in theredity of the present, the EruLabi mentors had
proclaimed. There was along period—it lasted over two years—when Morgan spent severa hours of
every daycycle watching recordings of Minirutas public appearances.

Savela could have helped him. He could imagine circumstancesin which Savelawould have offered
him atemporary bonding that would have freed him from an emotion that seemed to blunt all his other
fedings. Savelawas no longer friendly, however. Savelamight be an EruLabi but she shared Ari's
opinion of hisbehavior.

Morgan believed he had averted the complete palitical breakdown of the ship's community. But how
could you prove you had avoided something that never happened? People didn't see the big disaster that
hadn't taken place. They only saw the small disaster you had created when you were trying to avert the
big disaster. Out of the three thousand people on the ship, at least athousand had decided they would be
happier without his company.

Once, just to seeif it would have any effect on hisfedings, Morgan struck up ardationship with a
woman with aBR-V73 body type. The woman was even an EruLabi. She had never advanced beyond
the second protocol but that should have been aminor matter. Her body fdt like Minirutas when he
touched it. The same expressions crossed her face when they practiced the EruLabi sexud rituas. There



was no way he could have noticed any significant difference when he wrapped himsdf around her inthe
darkness.

Ari's sexud enhancement was another possibility. Morgan thought about it many times during the next
two decades. Hergected it, each time, because there was no guarantee it would give him what he
needed. The enhancement only affected the most basic aspect of sexua desire—the drive for smple
physical release. It didn't erase memoriesthat included al the hoursthat had preceded—and
followed—the actual moments when their bodies had been joined.

He had made eight attempts to contact Miniruta during the three years that had followed their
miniature war. His programs still monitored the information system for any indication shewas
communicating with anyone. A style andlyss program occasiondly detected a message Miniruta could
have created under a pseudonym. Every example it found had been traced to a specific, identifiable
source. None of the authors had been Miniruta.

He had sent two queriesto Madame Dawne. The second time, she had appeared on his screen with
hair that was so short and so red shelooked like someone had daubed her skull with paint. The language
she had used had been obsolete when the Island of Adventure had |eft the solar system.

“Please do not think | am indifferent to your concern,” Madame Dawne had said. “| believe | can
inform you—with no likelihood of exaggeration or inaccuracy—tha Minirutafinds your anxieties
heartwarming. Please accept my unqudified assurance that you can turn your attention to other matters.
Minirutais a happy woman. We are both happy women.”

Morgan had deleted the recording from hisfilestwo tendays after he received it. He had given his
profiling program adescription of Minirutals latest transformation. Miniruta had changed her alegiance
threetimesin the last one hundred and fifteen years. There was a possibility her affiliations were episodes
in an endless cycle of unions and ruptures, driven by aneed that could never be permanently satisfied.
The program couldn't calculate a probability. But it was acommon pattern.

In the meantime, he ill had hisresearches. He had picked out three evolutionary linesthat |ooked
interesting. One line had apparently filled the same ecologica niche the pig family had exploited on Earth.
The others raised questions about the way predators and prey interacted over the millennia

They were good subjects. They would keep him occupied for decades. He had now lived over three
hundred years. Nothing lasted forever. He had hiswhole life ahead of him.,

Valour
CHRISBECKETT

Thereis a Chris Beckett website open to all the Chris Beckettsin the world, but it is hosted by
another Chris Beckett and does not include this one. David Pringle, editor of Interzone where this
story was first published, had only an e-mail address, from which messages bounced. | was able to
get a response to contracts to reprint, but no information other than a mailing addressin
Cambridge, England, so | must consider thiswriter the elusive Chris Beckett.

This story, however, is quite concretely SF, of the dead-pan ironic sort, perhaps a descendant
of William Tenn's classic, “ The Emancipation of Earth.” What if the aliens sent us an intelligible,
sophisticated message, and no one much cared?

H ere comes Vincent. Here he comes through the stratosphere on the L ufthansa shuttle: ashy, thin

young Englishman, haf-listening to the recorded safety ingtructions.

“Drinks, anyone? Drinks?’ saysthe hostess: blonde, with high hedl's, makeup and ashort, tight dress.
Vincent reminds himsdlf, with a certain eeriejolt, that sheisn't human. She'sa synthetik—a robot clothed
inliving tissue. Lufthansausesthem on dl their flights now. So do Air France and Alitalia. They are
cheaper than red women, they do not require time off, and they are uniformly beautiful. ..

“Disconcerting, isn't it?” saysthe passenger next to him, an ederly German with ahumorous mouth



and extraordinarily mobile eyebrows. “Y ou find yoursdf admiring them without redly thinking about
it—and then suddenly you remember they are only machines.”

Vincent smilesjust enough to avoid impoliteness. He does not enjoy chatting to Strangers.
Unfortunately his companion does not fed the same.

“My nameis Gruber,” saysthe elderly German, extending alarge friendly hand. “Heinrich Gruber, |
am astudent of philosophy. How about you?’

“I'm acomputer scientist.”

“Redly? Where?’

“Cambridge usualy, but I'm taking asabbaticd in Berlin.”

Gruber chuckles. “Cambridge! Cambridge! The silicon city, the city of the disesmbodied mind!”

And asif to disassociate himsalf from any charge of being disembodied, he cranesround to stare at
the comely bottom of the robot hostess as she stoops to take a bottle out of her trolley. He turns back to
Vincent, eyebrowswriggling with amusement:

“And yet if shewasareal human hostess and you and | were sitting here quietly eyeing her up the
way men do, would the position really be so different? It would not be her soul after al that was on our
minds?’ The eyebrows arch up triumphantly. Vincent colours dightly.

“Soul?| seeyou areadudigt,” says Vincent, with alittle laugh, so asto move the subject onto less
persond ground.

Gruber frowns. “ Dudist? My dear fellow, | study the philosophy of the Cassiopeians. | am atrialist
through and through!”

Vincent smiles politely, looks at hiswatch, opens hislaptop and startsto tap keys so asto
discourage Gruber from carrying on the conversation. Conversation is such hard work. It involves having
to be someone.

“Y our wife?" asks Gruber, nodding at the smal picture sellotaped in the corner of the computer's
keyboard.

“My girlfriend,” says Vincent, for some reason blushing as he glances at theimage of Lizzie. “ Shésa
computer scientist too, back in Cambridge.”

Gruber amiles hisamiable, knowing smile. He takes out a battered paperback and reads, glancing
across from timeto time at the young Englishman whose hands dart so quickly over the keyboard and
whose eyes shine as he studies the rich, multicol oured patterns on his screen.

Darkness gartsto fall outside. Stars appear: Orion, Taurus. An evening medl is served by the pretty
robots.

“They maketheir flesh from geneticaly modified shellfishtissue, | believe,” says Gruber loudly,
swivdling siffly round in his seet to look at the hostess, “ Patella Aspera, the common limpet. It's good
a gticking on to things!”

Vincent amiles politely, cutting into his pork chop. Synthetiks first emerged from the laboratory a
couple of years previoudy, and they are ill banned in England-Wales, though the ban is currently being
challenged in the European Court. As acomputer scientist he rather scornsthe publicity given to the
semi-human, semi-molluscan flesh. Smulated human tissueis yesterday's technology. The real technica
achievement about synthetiksisthe brilliant cyberneticswhich alow them to faithfully mimic the
movements of the human body and face.

But perhaps you have to be a computer man to understand just how very clever that is.

“Y ou English are wise to ban them of course,” mutters the German philosopher, turning back to
attend to hisfood. “What | said earlier was true but completely beside the point. The attraction between
real human beings may well begin asaphysica matter, but that isthe mere starting point, the foundation
on which the whole magnificent edifice of sexua loveisbuilt. But asynthetik isa gtarting point for
nothing, the foundation of nothing.”

Vincent doesn't like conversation—with strangers. But, seeing that conversation of some sort seems
inevitable, he changes the subject.

“Y ou were saying you have made a study of the Cassiopelans,” he says. “I must admit | don't know
much about them. | rather lost track after the newsfirst broke, and those wonderful pictures came out.



Tdl meabout trialism.”

“Y ou don't know much about them? How can any educated...” Gruber makes a gesture of
exagperation. “Wadll, | suppose | can't accuse you of being unusual in that respect! But it never ceasesto
amaze methat five years after the most astounding event in human history hardly anyone seemsto giveit
amoment's thought. Would you believe, the research money for textua andysisisactudly drying up
now, though the messageis still coming through clear as ever from the sky!”

Vincent fedsalittle ashamed. “Wdll, | supposeit is rather appaling when you put it likethat! | guess
it waswhen we dl reslized that the source was 200 lightyears away and there was no possibility at al of
adiaogue or physica contact. And then it came out that it was al rather obscure philosophica ramblings
and nothing that we could redlly use...l supposeit just became another one of those amazing things that
we get used to: like cities on the moon or...or robot air hostesses with human flesh!”

The German snorts. “No doubt. But redly isthere any comparison between these little technologica
tricksthat you mention and this: the discovery of other thinking minds among the stars?’

Herolls hiseyes upward. “But then, no oneisinterested in thinking any more. Y ou are quite right:
when governments and corporations discovered that it was philosophy the Cassiopelans were sending
out, that really wasthe last straw. They'd hoped for new technologies, new sciences, new powers over
the physical world...But philosophy!”

He dghsextravagantly. “In answer to your question about tridism. The Cassiopeans organize the
world in threes. They have three sexes, three states of matter, three dimensions of space, three modes of
being...and above dl, three gresat forces, struggling for dominance in the world: Vaour, Gentlenessand
Bvil.”

“Not Good and Evil?’

“No, no, no. They have no concept of ‘Good.” It would seem quite incomprehensible to them that
we could compound two such obvioudy unmixable essences as Vaour and Gentlenessinto asingle
word. To the Cassiopeians, al three forces are equally incompatible. Gentlenesstells usto do one thing,
Evil tells usto do another, and Vaour—it tells us to do another thing again.”

Vincent smiles, with dry, polite scepticism. “1 hadn't redlized that the trandation had got to this stage.
| thought | read somewhere therewas till alot of controversy about the text.”

The German growlsdarkly: “ Ja, ja, ja, alot of controversy...”

Asthey separate in the airport, Gruber presses acard into Vincent's hand. “ Come and see me while
you areinthecity if you havethetime. It isnot every day after dl that you will meet anaturaized
Cassiopean!”

His eyebrows bristle as he glares around at silvery robot security guards, robot porters, male and
femade synthetikswith bright smiles manning the airline check-in desks. * Even agenuine human being is
becoming something of ararity!”

Vincent says something insincere, but heisno longer paying attention to the peculiar old man. He has
spotted his German friends, Franz and Renate.

“Vincent, how niceto seeyou! How are you? How is Lizzie? How is Cambridge?’

They are bright, polite, smartly dressed young people, who Vincent and Lizzie met when they spent a
year in Cambridge. After the eccentric Gruber, who might at any time say something embarrassing, they
seem very normal and unthreatening and easy to get dong with. Vincent shakestheir hands and
exchanges minor news. They take him out to their little dectric car (foss| fues are verboten in the new
Green Berlin) and head off in the direction of their Schoneberg apartment where heisto say till he has
found accommodation of hisown.

“But I'veforgotten if you've ever been here before?” says Franz.

“Strangely enough no. Very provincid of me, | know, not to have visited the capital of Europal”

The two Germanslaugh, pleased.

“Come now Vincent,” says Renate, “surely even an Englishman knows that the capital of Europais
Brussdld”

“Well you know what they say: the President of the Commission Sitsin Brussels but when he putsin a



clam for expensesit's Chancellor Kommler who sgnstheform.”

The Germans smile. These bantering exchanges, with their little hidden barbs of jedousy, arethe
bread-and-butter of contacts between young Euro-professonals al over the continent, asthey gradualy
shake down into asingle, transnationa class.

“Wel,” says Franz, “how about alittle tour of thiscity of ours before we head for home?’

They drive through bright modern streets: tidy shops, tidy parks, tastefully restored old buildings,
advertisement hoardings promoting hedlthy living and the avoidance of domestic accidents...(Not so
different from Cambridge redly, or Milton Keynes, or the modernized parts of London or Brussdls,
except more s0.)

They drive past the Brandenburg Gate and the Reichstag. They go down the Kurfurstendamm. Franz
points out the VVolkskammer and the TV Tower from the gloomy days of the GDR. They drive along the
boundary fence of Lichtenberg I, reputedly the largest Underclass estate in Europa, looking across with
asmdl frisson (rather as an earlier generation might have looked across the famous Wall) at the
monolithic apartment blockswithin, wherelive the gastar beiters, the unemployed, the outcasts of
Europa’s prosperous new order.

(“KILL MEDITERRANEAN SCUM,” hissesa scrawl on ahoarding. Somewhere insde there an
Albanian boy is probably being kicked senseless by Nordic lumpenproles, or aTurkish girl being
gang-raped...)

“Of thiswe are not proud,” says Renate.

Then dl three of them, dmost Smultaneoudy, Sgh and say: “But it seemsthisisthe price of Sability.”

“Ja, and we shouldn't forget that the Lichtenbergers have a guaranteed income, hedlthcare, roofs
over their heads,” says Franz as he turnsthe car away from the gloomy perimeter, back into the bright
prosperity of the real Berlin. “It's more than you can say for the poor in most of the world.”

He shrugsresignedly, defensively, and changes the subject to more cheerful things. “Now Vincent, |
seem to recall you have awesknessfor VR, | must show you the Phantasium. It isthe Meccafor al the
VR aficionados inthecity.”

“Sounds good!” Vincent laughs. Heloves VR arcades. They make himfed 17 again. They givehima
sense of wildness and dangerousness which is otherwise amost entirely lacking from his anxious, orderly
life

He and Franz plunge into the glowing eectronic cave of the Phantasium, with the agreegble,
conspiratoria feding that men have when they get together without their women. (Renate has declined to
comein, and headed off on another errand. Like Lizzie, she hatesVR.)

Of course, they have VR in Cambridge too (they a so have Underclass edtates), but the Phantasium
isonawholly different scae. Vincent givesasmall, impressed whistle. In an enormous dark chamber,
long rows of cages made of plastic tubing stretch into the distance. And in nearly every cage, ayouth
squirms and writhes done inside a suspended control suit that encloses hisarms, legs and face, while he
battlesin imaginary landscapes againgt cybernetic phantomsthat he done can see and touch. ..

Other youths wander up and down the rows, sometimes peering into small monitoring screensthat
give ataste of the eectronic dreams and nightmares on offer: “ The South Invades,” “Berserkers of
Idam,” “ Gene-Lab Catastrophe,” “ Pump-Action Killer,” “UC Break-out!” ...

“Now that last one is good,” says Franz. “ The subject matter isin poor taste | admit, but the graphics
and tectilesare brilliant.”

Vincent smiles, runs his credit card over the reader and straps himsdlf into the control suit. Soon heis
chearfully battling againgt a murderous gang of immigrants and benefit-claimants who have broken out of
their concrete estate and are terrorizing the good citizensin the nelghbouring suburbs.

(Every educated European knows that the Social Compromise is necessary to contain inflation, but
how Europais haunted by those outcasts behind their concrete walls!)

“Yeah,” he agrees, climbing out. “ Pretty sophisticated stuff.”

At the end of thisrow of games an archway labelled “Liebespieen,” marks the beginning of an inner
sanctum where the games are discreetly boxed in with plywood and have nameslike “ Ora Heaven,”
“TakeMe, I'm Yours” and “Lust Unlimited.” The two young men, Franz and Vincent, glance through the



gateway. Franz gives ahearty, worldly laugh, dightly forced.

Later, back in Franz and Renate's apartment, Vincent retires to hisroom and plugsin hislap-top so it
can feed and replenish itsalf on the nourishing streams of information. Presently he callsup Lizzie.

“Ohit'syou, Boo Boo dear.” (How did they start these sillly names?) “Did you have agood flight?’

“Not bad a al.”

“What'sther flet like?

“Oh, like oursredly, only bigger and more prosperous,” helaughs. “Cometo think of it, that sumsup
the difference between Germany and England pretty well: like usredly, only bigger and more
prosperous”

“I've got things sorted for me to come over. Should be therein three or four weeks.”

“Gredt.”

“Y ou don't sound very pleased, Boo Boo!”

For amoment, Vincent looks &t the face of his beloved and thinks: No, I'm not. What do we really
sharein life except a dull little flat and an interest in computers...?

He retregtsin panic from thisflash of terrifying clarity. “ Of courseI'm plessed, Liz-Liz. It'sgoing to
seem redlly strange just being on my own.”

“Hmmm,” saysLizzie, “I think perhaps| should let you stew on your own for aweek or two, Boo
Boo, and see how you likeit!”

Afterwards, he can't deep. He switches on hislap-top again and tunesin to anews satdllite.

Every playground in Europa, it seems, isto be resurfaced in anew rubberized substance caled
Childsafe, following atragic accident in Prague when achild fell fromaswing...

New standards for food hygiene are to be announced by the Commissioner for Hedlth. ..

The sprawling and impoverished Federation of Centrd Asais preparing once again for war with its
neighbours. A vast crowd swirlsround a giant statue of asoldier in heroic pose. The crowd chants.
“Desath! Degth! Degth!” “Degth to the blasphemerds! Degth for the Motherland is glorious indeed!”
Thousands of fistsare thrust up in unison into the air. And the statue gouts redl blood from adozen
gaping wounds. ..

(Vincent leansforward closer to the screen. All over Europa, with its safe children's playgrounds and
its pure and hygienic food, hedthy and well-fed people are leaning forward like him to watch this reckless
energy, this crazy camaraderie with violence and misery and deeth...)

Every day, saysthe reporter, people queue in their thousands to donate blood for the statue. They
are generaly manourished. They canill afford to give away their life-blood, but they keep on coming
anyway. Never mind that Central Asias hospitas have no blood to give the sick and theinjured, never
mind that the needles are reused again and again and AIDS is rampant, the statue's wounds must flow.

Crazy! Tragic! Obscene!

But look at the triumph in those faces, the ecstasy, the passion!

Vincent switches off and goesto awindow. Faint smudges of Sarsarevisblein the city sky. Hetries
to remember which one of those congtellationsis Cassiopeia.

Franz and Renate are conscientious hosts. They take Vincent to the museums and the historic Sites.
They take him to concerts and parties. They take him one frosty night to the famous annua parade on the
Unter den Linden.

The arry flag of Europaflies high over the crowds dongside the black and red and gold of the
mighty German Bund. Statues and buildingsloom eerily in theicy floodlights. And then, one after another
under the floodlights, they come, where so many parades have come before. But these are not brown
shirts, not goose stepping soldiers of the GDR, not missiles and rocket launchers, not bands, not Olympic
athletes or dignitaries... They are creatures from prehistory, great shaggy denizens of the Pleistocene
steppes, shambling patiently one after another between the Doric columns of the Brandenburg Gate.

Mammothd

Franz and Renate lean on the railings while the animal's go by. They have seen the parade before.



They watch the scene with aproprietoria air, from time to time looking round to check that their guest is
suitably impressed.

Immense beastsl And they walk with such assurance, such calm, muscular gravity, asif their
resurrection was not an incredible and improbable feat of science, but asmplelaw of nature: everything
returns.

“Those hugetusks!” bresthes Vincent.

“Berlin has 140 mammoths now,” says Franz.

“New York has12,” says Renate. “Even Tokyo only has 60, and of course the Japanese have much
freer access to the frozen carcasses in Siberia than we do because of the Eastern Pact.”

Another huge maelumbers by, and Franz nodsinitsdirection. “They have afew in Russaitsdf of
course, but they areredlly rather acheat. Lessthan 20 percent of the genes are actualy authentic
mammoth. They areredly just Indian eephants with big tusks and added hair. The Berlin mammoths are
80 or 90 percent pure.”

“Even the New Y ork mammoths are only 70-percent genuine,” says Renate, “and they are having
consderable difficulty in successfully breeding from them for that reason...”

“ Something to do with incompatible chromosomes| believe, and most of them have defective
kidneys...”

But Vincent the quiet Englishman suddenly gives astrangled bellow of rage: * For God's sake can't
you just shut up for amoment and look at the thingdl”

Franz and Renate gape a him in amazement, aong with awhole segment of the crowd. Just as
amazed asthey are, but till boiling with anger, Vincent turns his back and walks away.

A littlelater athought occursto him, he takes the battered visiting card out of his pocket and heads
for the Kreuzberg apartment of Dr. Heinrich Gruber.

“Comein, my friend, comein!”

It ismusty and dark, like abrown cave, full of wood and the smell of pipe smoke, and Vincent has
thefeding that heisthefirst vistor for quite sometime.

“Come on through!”

The old man's eyebrows bristle with pleasure and animation as he ushers Vincent into hissmall Stting
room, and dives off into agrubby little kitchen to fetch beer. Vincent looks around, feding uncomfortable
and embarrassed and wondering why he came.

Half the floor-space is covered in books. (Isthis man unaware that he can access the whole Library
of Europafrom asmple lap-top linked into the Net?) And there are jumbled piles of print-outs, covered
with an unreadabl e gobbledegook of letters, numbers and punctuation marks.

XX QPeNU'BVFF6VVGNNLPPP* JIVNKL'LJGDSFE) XMX9* MMML
XVXVOGKK'BKQQZ...

“Thisis Cassiopelan?’ Vincent asks as Gruber returns with the beer.

“Ja, Ja, that isthe standard notation of Cassiopeian.”

The ederly man rummages through a stack of files. “'Y ou probably remember that the message
contains arepetitive dement. Every 422 daysit repeats the same five-day-long passage known asthe
Lexicon, which turnsout to bea‘ Teach Yourself’ guideto thelanguage. The key to understanding it was
when we discovered that part of the Lexicon consisted of co-ordinates for aspatia grid. When these
were mapped out, they produced pictures. The Cassiopeians taught us the basics of their language by
sending us pictures and accompanying each picture with the appropriate word or words...”

He goes to acomputer and taps on keys.

Suddenly aface stares out at Vincent, thin and long, utterly inscrutable, crowned with spiky horns. ..

“Thisoneisafemale,” says Gruber, tapping another key. “Thisisamale. Thisbeongsto thethird
sex, which | cdl promale. If you remember, the Cassiopeians have atriploid reproductive system, a
sample biological fact which permestes the whole of their language, their culture, their metaphysics. They



smply do not see theworld in terms of black and white, yes or no, positive or negative. Everythingisin
mutudly exdudve threes...”

He taps more keys and new imagesroll across the screen: plants and strange animdls, buildings
strung like spiders webs between enormous diagona struts. ..

“They are incredible pictures,” saysVincent. “I've seen them before of course, but you're quite right,
itsamazing how quickly wevedl just forgotten them.”

Gruber smiles. “The images are fascinating of course, but they are redlly only the key to thetext...”

Vincent smiles. “Whichistruly nothing but philosophy?’

Heisdimly awarethat thisiswhere the controversy lies. the extent to which the text has redlly been
trandated or just guessed at.

After dl, who would think of beaming philosophy out to the stars?

Gruber nods. “ Even though they have made a powerful radio tranamitter, the Cassiopelans are not
especidly sophigticated technologicaly. They smply don't put such ahigh store by science and
technology aswe do: they consider dl that to be only one of three different and separate fields of
knowledge.”

Vincent asks what the other two are but Gruber istoo preoccupied with his own train of thought to
answer. Helegpsto hisfeet with darming agility for such an old man.

“The point about the Cassiopelansisthat they are not afraid to think. They till trust themsavesto do
something more imaginative than count! Asaresult their ideas are beautiful and they know it, so they
beam them out for anyone who wantsto listen.”

Helaughs angrily. “Which on this planet at |east, sometimes seems to be about eight people among all
the seven billion inhabitants!”

He perches on atable, takes out his pipe and beginsto fill it, but presently leaps up again, thrusting
the il unlit pipe at the young Englishman.

“My dear friend, what the Cassiopeians offer usis something that we desperately need: wisdom! Our
own ideas have grown sade. We arein ablind dley. Chrigtianity was once abrilliant new liberating lesp.
So once was scientific rationalism. But they have grown old. We have no redl ideas any more—not even
us Germans, for whom ideas were once dmost a vice. Especially not us Germans. All we haveisthe
pursuit of cleverer and cleverer technologies—all quite pointless of coursein the absence of any system
of vauesthat could tel uswhat dl thisclevernessis for .

Helaughs and sits down again, wiping aspeck of spittle from hislower lip. “But asyou can seethisis
something of an obsession with me. Have some more beer. It comes from my homeland of Swabia. Not
bad, do you agree?”’

Vincent smiles. The beer isindeed good, and very strong. He feds quite at ease. He finds himsdlf
liking the old man.

Gruber picks up afile and beginsto read adoud: “Just as there are three sexes, three Sates of matter
and three Modes of Being—Substance, Life and Soul—so there are three principlesin the universe
congtantly a war: Gentleness, Vaour and Evil. There can be no reconciliation between these three, no
fina resolution of their perpetud conflict, only temporary dliances. Those who hate Evil must surely hope
for an dliance of Gentlenessand Vaour, full of contradictions though such an Alliance will inevitably be.
But oftentimesin history it isVaour and Evil that come together againgt Gentleness and we see crud,
harsh and war-like nations, preoccupied with honor, indifferent to suffering.”

Heflips over the page: “ At other timesit is Gentleness and Evil that form an dliance againgt Vaour.
Nations becometimid. They fear passon. They try to hide themsdves away from the redlity of suffering
and degth...”

“That sounds a it like Europal” observes Vincent, and the old scholar beams at him delightedly.

“Precisely, my friend, precisaly. We are obsessed with the fruitless struggle to diminate disease and
accident and desth. We cordon off al that is distressing and unruly in the Underclass Estates. We have
our warsin faraway countries, and watch them from the comfort and safety of our living rooms. We
confine adventure to the Virtua Redlity arcades, where no one ever gets hurt and nothing is ever
achieved. We do not trouble one another any more with our untidy sexua passions, but release them (if



we must) in the hygienic liebespielen, or in the new synthetik brothels, which everyone saysare so
‘civilized,” because they do not spread disease...”

When he hasfindly |eft the old man, Vincent spends some time wandering the busy Kreuzberg
streets, reluctant to return to Franz and Renate's apartment. He feels embarrassed by his earlier outburst,
embarrassed, now that it isover, by hisevening with the old philosopher in his squdid little bachelor'slair.

He passes VR arcades, video gdleries. He passes an establishment which he suddenly redizeswith
darmisa Puppehaus, a state brothel staffed by specially adapted synthetiks. He walks quickly past.

Three police cars whoop by, heading Eastwards to put the lid back on some bubbling outbreak of
violence and mayhem in Lichtenberg, or one of the other big UC edtates.

I'll stop for a drink and wait until Franz and Renate are in bed, Vincent decides. Sort it out in
the morning.

Heturnsinto asireet called Moritzstrasse.

(“Empire of Charlemagne!” exclamsaposter put up by the Carolingian Party for the recent
senatoria dections. They stand for asmaler unified Europa conssting of France, Germany, Lombardy,
the Low Countries—the area of Charlemagne'slong-dead empire. Tired, old Europaisrummaging in the
attic of her own history for ideas, but the ideas are stale and empty. No one votes for the Carolingians.
Those who turn out for eections vote dutifully for Federation, the Market and the Socid Compromise.)

Hefindsasmall bar and ordersaglass of red wine. ThereisaTV onin the corner showing an
extended news programme about the anticipated bloodbath in Central Asia.

Vincent sps hiswine and looks around the room. In thefar corner ayoung manisfighting chimerasin
asmadl head-and-hands VR machine. A fat red man a the bar isloudly extolling the virtues of a
one-and-a-hdf percent reduction in interest rates, currently the hot issue in Europas politicd life.

At the next table, awoman about Vincent's own ageis Stting by hersdlf. Sheisvery beautiful, with a
certain sad, unsdfconscious grace. Vincent stares and unexpectedly she turns and sees him, meeting his
eyesfor amoment and giving him asmal wistful smile.

Vincent looks away hadtily, takes another sp from hisglass.

But suddenly heisaware of the three warring principles of the Cassiopeians struggling for control
within hismind.

“Go over to her!” saysVaour.

“What about Lizzie? says Gentleness.

“If it'ssex you want,” saysEvil, “why not just go back to that Puppehaus?’

But “Go over!” saysVadour, that new and unfamiliar voice.

Vincent isterrified. Never in hiswholelife has he ever done anything as audacious as to approach a
beautiful stranger in abar. He and Lizzie only went out together after months of working side by side.
Even now, after four yearstogether, their sexud lifeiscrippled by fear...

“Gol” saysVadour.

Grasping hiswineglassfirmly, Vincent sands up. He clears histhroat. Hetriesto assemblein his
mind a coherent opening sentence. (The entire German language seemsto be rapidly deleting itself from
hisbran...)

“I..00

She amilesddightedly and Vincent grins back amazed, only to find that sheisn't smilinga himat al...

“Clara I'm sorry to belate!” saysabig blond man behind him, crossing the room and exchanging a
kisswith the beautiful woman.

The clenched wineglass shattersin Vincent's hand. He feds an excruciating stab of pain. Blood wells
from a deep gash between hisfingers.

Claralooksround. Everyonein the bar |ooks round—some amused, some puzzled, some afraid.
Thiscrazy figure clutching broken glass, what will he do next?

What can he do? Staring straight ahead of him, dripping blood, Vincent stalks out into the cold
greet. No one chalenges him to pay hishill.

KILL ALL WOPS, saysascrawl on thewall opposite.



EMPIRE OF CHARLEMAGNE, says another.

KEEPBERLIN TIDY, saysamunicipa sign.

But, just over the rooftops, the bold W of Cassiopeia shines down from astarry sky.

From somewhere up there, fainter than gossamer, fainter than the silvery tenuous voices of the stars,
whispersthe Cassopelan signdl. It isaripple from asingle small pebble dispersng dowly acrossan
enormous ocean, yet even at the far shore of the ocean it dtill bears the unmistakable signature of its
origin. Itisgtill amessage. Itisill purposeful. It isgtill without question the product of intelligent minds.

“Vaour?" saysVincent to those intelligent minds, nursing his copioudy bleeding hand. “Vaour isit?
Do you redize you've just made me look acompleteidiot!”

He chucklesahit at this, then laughs out loud.

And then he crashes unconscious to the ground.

Claraand her blond brother Hans are thefirst to cometo Vincent'said. Heisflat on hisface onthe
cold Kreuzberg pavement, under the frosty stars.
“We need to do something about that hand,” says Clara. “He'slost an awful ot of blood.”

Huddle

STEPHEN BAXTER
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H is birth was violent. He was expelled from warm red-dark into black and white and cold, a

cold that dug into hisfleshimmediately.

He hit ahard white surface and rolled onto his back.

Hetried to lift hishead. Hefound himsdlf insdealittle fat body, gray fur soaked in aruddy liquid that
was dready freezing.

Above him there was a degp violet-blue speckled with points of light, and two gray discs. Moons.
The word came from nowhere, into his head. Moons, two of them.

There were people with him, on this surface. Shapel ess mounds of fat and fur that towered over him.
Mother. One of them was his mother. She was speaking to him, gentle wordless murmurs.

He opened his mouth, found it clogged. He spat. Air rushed into hislungs, cold, piercing.

Tenderly his mother licked mucus off hisface.

But now the great wind howled across the ice, unimpeded. It grew dark. A flurry of snow fell across
him.

His mother grabbed him and tucked him into afold of skin under her belly. He crawled onto her
broad feet, to get off theice. There was bare skin here, thick with blood vessdls, and he snuggled against



itshesat gratefully. And there was anipple, from which he could suckle.

He could fed the press of other people around his mother, adding their warmth.

He dept, woke, fed, dept again, barely disturbed by his mother's shuffling movements.

The sharp urgency of the cold diss pated, and time dissolved.

He could hear his mother's voice, booming through her big belly. She spoke to him, murmuring; and,
gradudly, helearned to reply, hisown small voice piping against the vast warmth of her somach. She
told him her name—No-Sun—and she told him about the world: people and ice and rock and food. “
Three winters: oneto grow, oneto birth, oneto die...” Birth, sex and death. Theworld, it seemed, was
asmpleplace.

The cold and wind went on, unrelenting. Perhapsit would go on forever.

Shetold him gtories, about human beings.

“...Wesurvived the Collison,” she said. “We are surviving now. Our purposeisto help others. We
will never die...” Over and over.

To help others. It was good to have a purpose, he thought. It lifted him out of the dull ache of the
cold, that reached him even here.

He dept as much as he could.

No-Sun pulled her broad feet out from under him, dumping him onto the hard ice. It waslikea
second birth. Theice was dazzling white, blinding him. Spring.

The sunwaslow to hisright, itslight hard and flat, and the Sky was a deep blue-black over a
landscape of rock and scattered scraps of ice. On the other horizon, he saw, the land tilted up to arange
of mountains, tal, blood-red in the light of the sun. The mountains were to the west of here, the way the
sun would set; to the east lay that barren plain; it was morning, here on theice.

East. West. Morning. Soring. The words popped into his head, unbidden.

There was an austere beauty about the world. But nothing moved in it, save human beings.

He looked up at his mother. No-Sun was a skinny wreck, her fur hung loose from her bones. She
hed spent hersdlf in feeding him through the winter, he redlized.

Hetried to stand. He dithered over theice, flapping ineffectudly at its hard surface, while his mother
poked and prodded him.

Therewas asound of scraping.

The people had dispersed across the ice. One by one they were starting to scratch at the ice with
their long teeth. The adults were gaunt pillars, wasted by the winter. There were other children, little fat
balsof fur like himsdf.

He saw other forms on theice: long, low, snow hegped up againgt them, lying still. Here and there fur
showed, in pathetic tufts.

“What arethey?’

His mother glanced apatheticaly. “Not everybody makesit.”

“I don't likeit here.”

She laughed, hollowly, and gnawed at theice. “Help me.”

After an unmeasured time they broke through theice, to adark liquid beneath. Water .

When the hole was big enough, No-Sun kicked himintoit.

Hefound himsdlf plunged into dark fluid. Hetried to breathe, and got amouthful of chill weater. He
panicked, helpless, scrabbling. Dark shapes moved around him.

A strong arm wrapped around him, lifted his head into the air. He gasped gratefully.

He was bobbing, with his mother, in one of the holesin the ice. There were other humans here, their
furry heads poking out of the water, nodrilsflaring asthey gulped in air. They nibbled steedily at the
edges of theice,

“Here's how you eat,” No-Sun said. she ducked under the surface, pulling him down, and she started
to graze at the underside of theice, scraping at it with her long incisors. When she had amouthful, she
mushed it around to melt the ice, then squirted the water out through her big, overlapping molars and
premolars, and munched the remnants.



Hetried to copy her, but his gumswere soft, histeeth tiny and ineffective.
“Y our teeth will grow,” hismother said. “ Therés dgae growing in theice. Seethe red stuff?’
Hesaw it, like traces of blood in theice. Dim understandings stirred.
“Look after your teeth.”

“What?’

“Look a him.”

A fa old man sat on theice, done, doleful.

“What'swrong with him?”

“Histeeth wore out.” She grinned at him, showing incisors and big canines.
He stared at the old man.

Thelong struggle of living had begun.

Later, the light started to fade from the sky: purple, black, stars. Above the western mountainsthere
wasacurtain of light, red and violet, ghostly, shimmering, semitransparent.

He gasped in wonder. “It's beautiful ”

Shegrinned. “The night dawn.”

But her voice was uneven; she was being pulled under the water by a heavy gray-pelted body. A
snout protruded from the water and bit her neck, drawing blood. “Ow,” she said. “Bull—"

He was offended. “Isthat my father?’

“The Bull iseverybody's father.”

“Wait,” hesad. “What's my name?’

She thought for amoment. Then she pointed up, at the sky burning above the mountainslike arocky
dream. “Night-Dawn,” she said.

And, inaswirl of bubbles, shedidinto the water, laughing.

Night-Dawn fed dmost all thetime. So did everybody el se, to prepare for the winter, which was
never far from anyone's thoughts.

The adults cooperated dully, bickering.

Sometimes one or other of the men fought with the Bull. The contender was supposed to put up a
fight for awhile—collect scars, maybe eveninflict afew himsa f—before backing off and letting the Bull
win.

The children, Night-Dawn among them, fed and played and staged mock fightsin imitation of the
Bull. Night-Dawn spent most of histimein the water, feeding on the thin beds of agae, the krill and fish.
He became friendly with agirl caled Frazil. In the water she was deek and graceful.

Night-Dawn learned to dive.

Asthe water thickened around him he could fed his chest collapse againgt his spine, the thump of his
heart dow, his muscles grow more duggish as hisbody conserved itsair. He learned to enjoy the pulse of
the long musclesin hislegs and back, the warm satisfaction of cramming hisjaw with tasty krill. It was
dark under theice, even a the height of summer, and the calls of the humans echoed from the dim white
roof.

He dived deep, reaching asfar asthe bottom of the water, ahard invisible floor. V egetation clung
here, and there were afew fat, reluctant fishes. And the bones of children.

Some of the children did not grow well. When they died, their parents ddlivered their misshapen little
bodiesto the water, crying and cursing the sunlight.

His mother told him about the Collison.

Something had come barreling out of the sky, and the Moon—one or other of them—had lespt out
of the belly of the Earth. The water, the air itself wasripped from the world. Giant wavesreared in the
very rock, throwing the people high, crushing them or burning them or drowning them.

But they—the people of theice—survived dl thisin adeep hole in the ground, No-Sun said. They
had been given a privileged shdter, and amisson: to help others, lessfor tunate, after the caamity.

They had spilled out of their holein the ground, ready to help.



Most had frozen to desth, immediately.

They had food, from their hole, but it did not last long; they had toolsto help them survive, but they
broke and wore out and shattered. People were forced to dig with their teeth in theice, as Night-Dawn
did now.

Their problems did not end with hunger and cold. The thinness of the air made the sun into anew
enamy.

Many babies were born changed. Most died. But some survived, better suited to the cold. Hearts
accelerated, life shortened. People changed, molded like dush in the warm pam of the sun.

Night-Dawn was intrigued by the story. But that was all it was: agtory, irrelevant to Night-Dawn's
world, which was aplain of rock, afrozen pond of ice, people scraping for sparse mouthfuls of food.
How, why, when: the time for such questions, on the blasted face of Earth, had passed.

And yet they troubled Night-Dark, as he huddled with the others, haf-adeep.

One day—in the weter, with the soft back fur of Frazil pressed againgt his ches—he felt something
gtir beneath hisbdly. Hewriggled experimentaly, rubbing the bump againgt the girl.

She moved away, muttering. But she looked back at him, and he thought she smiled. Her fur was
indeed deek and perfect.

He showed his erection to hismother. Sheinspected it gravely; it stuck out of hisfur like asplinter of
ice

“Soon you will have achoiceto make.”

“What choice?’

But she would not reply. She waddled away and dropped into the water.

The erection faded after awhile, but it came back. More and more frequently, in fact.

He showed it to Frazil.

Her fur ruffled up into aball. “It'ssmdl,” she said dubioudy. “Do you know what to do?’

“I think so. I've watched the Bull.”

“All right.”

Sheturned her back, looking over her shoulder at him, and reached for her genita dit.

But now afat a'rm dammed into hisback. He crashed to theice, faling painfully on his penis, which
dhrank back immediatdly.

It wasthe Bull, hisfather. The huge man was amountain of flesh and muscle, slhouetted againgt a
violet sky. He hauled out his own penisfrom under hisgraying fur. It was afat, battered lump of flesh. He
waggled it at Night-Dawn. “I'm the Bull. Not you. Frazil ismine.”

Now Night-Dawn understood the choice his mother had set out before him.

He felt something gather within him. Not anger: a sense of wrongness.

“I wont fight you,” he said to the Bull. “Humans shouldn't behave like this.”

The Bull roared, opened his mouth to display his canines, and turned away from him.

Frazil dipped into the water, to evade the Bull.

Night-Dawn was | eft done, frustrated, baffled.

Aswinter gpproached, a sense of oppression, of wrongness, gathered over Night-Dawn, and his
mood darkened like the days.

People did nothing but feed and breed and die.

He watched the Bull. Behind the old man's back, even as he bullied and assaulted the smaler maes,
some of the other men approached the women and girls and coupled furtively. It happened dl thetime.
Probably the group would have died out long ago if only the children of the Bull were permitted to be
concelved.

The Bull was an absurdity, then, even as he dominated the little group. Night-Dawn wondered if the
Bull wastruly hisfather.

...Sometimes at night he watched the flags of night dawn ripple over the mountains. He wondered
why the night dawns should come there, and nowhere else,



Perhapsthe air was thicker there. Perhaps it was warmer beyond the mountains; perhaps there were
peoplethere.

But therewaslittle timefor reflection.

It got colder, fiercely so.

Astheice holes began to freeze over, the people emerged reluctantly from the water, standing on the
hardening ice.

Inafreezing hole, adush of ice crysta clumpswould gather. His mother called that Frazil. Then,
when the dush had condensed to form a solid surface, it took on adull matte appearance—greaseice.
The waves benegth the larger holes made the grease ice gather in wide, flat pancakes, with here and
there stray, protruding crystals, called congelation. At last, the new ice grew harder and compressed with
groans and cracks, into pack ice.

Therewere lots of wordsfor ice.

And after the holes were frozen over the water—and their only food supply—was cut off, for six
months

When the blizzards came, the huddle began.

The adults and children—some of them little fat balls of fur barely able to walk—came together,
bodies pressed close, enveloping Night-Dawn in awel come warmth, the shallow swell of their breathing
pressng agang him.

The snow, flecked with ice splinters, came at them horizontally. Night-Dawn tucked his head as deep
as he could into the press of bodies, keeping his eyes squeezed closed.

Night fell. Day returned. He dept, in patches, standing up.

Sometimes he could hear people talking. But then the wind rose to a scream, drowning human
VOICes.

The dayswore away, till shortening, as dark asthe nights.

The group shifted, subtly. People were moving around him. He got colder. Suddenly somebody
moved away, afat man, and Night-Dawn found himsdf exposed to the wind. The cold cut into him,
shocking him awake.

Hetried to push back into the mass of bodies, to regain the warmth.

The disturbance spread like aripple through the group. He saw heads raised, eyes crusted with deep
and snow. With the group's tightness broken, a mass of hot air rose from the compressed bodies,
steaming, frogting, bright in the double-shadowed Moonlight.

Here was No-Sun, blocking hisway. * Stay out there. Y ou have to take your turn.”

“Butit's cold.”

Sheturned away.

He tucked his head under his arm and turned his back to the wind. He stood the cold aslong as he
could.

Then, following the lead of others, he worked hisway around the rim of the group, to itsleeward
sde. At least here he was sheltered. And after atime more came around, shivering and iced up from their
time to windward, and gradually he was encased once more in warmth.

Isolated on their scrap of ice, with no shelter save each other's bodies from the wind and snow, the
little group of humans huddled in silence. Asthey took their turns at the windward side, the group shifted
dowly acrosstheice, acreeping mat of fur.

Sometimes children were born onto theice. The people pushed around closdly, to protect the
newborn, and its mother would tuck it away into the warmth of her body. Occasiondly one of them fell
away, and remained where she or helay, as the group moved on.

Thiswasthe huddle: ablack disc of fur and flesh and human bones, swept by the sorms of Earth's
unending winter.

A hundred thousand years after the Collision, al humans had left was each other.

Soring camedowly.



Dwarfed by the desolate, rocky landscape, bereft of shelter, the humans scratched at their isolated
puddle of ice, beginning the year'sfeeding.

Night-Dawn scraped ice from hiseyes. Hefdt asif he were waking from ayear-long deep. Thiswas
his second spring, and it would be the summer of his manhood. He would father children, teach them,
and protect them through the coming winter. Despite the depletion of hiswinter fat, he felt strong,
vigorous.

Hefound Frazil. They stood together, wordless, on the thick early spring ice.

Somebody roared in his ear, hot foul breath on his neck.

It was, of course, the Bull. The old man would not see another winter; hisragged fur lay loose on his
huge, empty frame, riven by the scars of forgotten, meaningless battles. But he was still immense and
gtrong, dill the Bull.

Without preamble, the Bull sank histeeth into Night-Dawn's neck, and pulled away alump of flesh,
which he chewed noidly.

Night-Dawn backed away, appalled, bresthing hard, blood running down hisfur.

Frazil and No-Sun were here with him.

“Chdlengehim,” No-Sun said.

“| don't want to fight.”

“Thenlet himdie” Frazil said. “Heisold and stupid. We can couple despite him.” Therewasa
bellow. The Bull wasfacing him, pawing at theice with agreat scaly foot.

“I don't wish to fight you,” Night-Dawn said.

The Bull laughed, and lumbered forward, wheezing.

Night-Dawn stood his ground, braced hisfeet against theice, and put his head down.

The Bull'sroar turned to darm, and he tried to stop; but his feet could gain no purchase.

His mouth dammed over Night-Dawn's skull. Night-Dawn screamed as the Bull's teeth grated
through hisfur and flesh to his very bone.

They bounced off each other. Night-Dawn fet himsalf tumbling back, and finished up on hisbacksde
on theice. His chest felt crushed; he labored to bresthe. He could barely see through the blood streaming
into hiseyes.

The Bull waslying on hisback, hisloose belly hoisted toward the violet sky. Hewasfeding his
mouth with hisfingers.

Helet out along, despairing moan.

No-Sun helped Night-Dawn to hisfeet. “You did it. You smashed his teeth, Night-Dawn. Hell be
dead in days.”

“I didn't mean to—"

His mother leaned close. “ Y oure the Bull now. Y ou can couple with who you like. Even me, if you
want to.”

“...Night-Dawn.”

Here came Frazil. Shewas smiling. Sheturned her back to him, bent over, and pulled open her
genita dit. Hispenisrosein response, without hisvalition.

He coupled with her quickly. Hedid it a the center of acircle of watching, envious, calculating men.
It brought him no joy, and they parted without words.

He avoided the Bull until the old man had starved to death, gums bleeding fromice cuts, and the
others had dumped his body into awater hole.

For Night-Dawn, everything was different after thet.

Hewasthe Bull. He could couple with who he liked. He stayed with Frazil. But even coupling with
Frazil brought him little pleasure.

One day he was chalenged by another young man called One-Tusk, over awoman Night-Dawn
barely knew, called Ice-Cloud.

“Fight, damnyou,” One-Tusk ligped.

“We shouldn't fight. | don't care about 1ce-Cloud.”



One-Tusk growled, pursued him for awhile, then gave up. Night-Dawn saw him try to mate with one
of the women, but she laughed at him and pushed him away.

Frazil cameto him. “We can't livelikethis. Yourethe Bull. Act likeit.”

“Tofight, to eat, to huddle, to raise children, to die.... There must be more, Frazil.”

Shesghed. “Likewhat?’

“The Callison. Our purpose.”

She sudied him. “Night-Dawn, listen to me. The Collison isa pretty story. Something to make us
fed better, while we suck scum out of ice”

That was Frazil, he thought fondly. Practica. Unimaginative.

“Anyhow,” she said, “where are the people we are supposed to hep?’

He pointed to the western horizon: the rising ground, the place beyond the blue-gray mountains.

“There, perhaps.”

The next day, he caled together the people. They stood in ranks on the ice, their fur spiky, rows of
dark shapesin an empty landscape.

“Weared| humans,” hesaid boldly. “The Collison threw us here, onto theice.” Night-Dawn
pointed to the distant mountains. “We must go there. Maybe there are people there. Maybe they are
waiting for us, to huddle with them.”

Somebody laughed.

“Why now?" asked the woman, Ice-Cloud.

“If not now, when? Now is no different from any other time, ontheice. I'll go doneif | haveto.”

People started to walk away, back to theice holes.

All, except for Frazil and No-Sun and One-Tusk.

No-Sun, hismother, said, “You'l dieif you go done. | supposeit'smy fault you'relikethis”

One-Tusk sad, “Do you redly think there are people in the mountains?’

“Pleasedon't go,” Frazil said. “Thisisour summer. Y ou will waste your life”

“I'msorry,” hesaid.

“Yourethe Bull. Y ou have everything we can offer.”

“It'snot enough.”

Heturned his back, faced the mountains and began to walk.

He walked past the droppings and blood smears and scarsin the ice, the evidence of humans.

He stopped and looked back.

The people had lined up to watch him go—all except for two men who werefighting vicioudy, no
doubt contesting his succession, and aman and woman who were coupling vigoroudy. And except for
Frazil and No-Sun and One-Tusk, who padded across the ice after him.

He turned and walked on, until he reached bare, untrodden ice.

After thefirst day of walking, theice got thinner.

At last they reached a place where there was no free water beneath, theice firmly bonded to a
surface of dark rock. And when they walked alittle further, the rock bed itself emerged from benesth the
ice

Night-Dawn stared at it in fascination and fear. It was black and deep and hard under hisfeet, and he
missed the dick compressibility of ice.

The next day they came to another ice pool: smaler than their own, but awel come sight nonethel ess.
They ran gleefully onto its cool white surface. They scraped holesinto theice, and fed deeply.

They stayed anight. But the next day they walked onto rock again, and Night-Dawn could see no
more ice ahead.

The rock began to rise, becoming asope.

They had no food. Occasionally they took scrapes at the rising stone, but it threatened to crack their
teeth.

At night the wind was bitter, spilling off the flanks of the mountains, and they huddled as best they



could, their backsto the cold, their faces and bellies together.

“WEll die,” One-Tusk would whisper.

“Wewon't die,” Night-Dawn said. “We have our fat.”

“That's supposed to last us through the winter,” hissed No-Sun.

One-Tusk shivered and moved alittle more to leeward. “I wished to father achild,” hesaid. “By
Ice-Cloud. | could not. Ice-Cloud mocked me. After that nobody would couple with me.”

“Ice-Cloud should have cometo you, Night-Dawn. Y ou are the Bull,” No-Sun muttered.

“I'm sorry,” Night-Dawn said to One-Tusk. “I have fathered no children yet. Not every coupling—"

One-Tusk sad, “Do you redly think it will be warm in the mountains?’

“Try todesp now,” sad Frazil senshly.

They were many days on therising rock. The air grew thinner. The sky was never brighter than a
deep violet blue.

The mountains, at last, grew nearer. On clear days the sun cast long shadows that reached out to
them.

Night-Dawn saw agap in the mountains, a cleft through which he could sometimes see adice of
blue-violet ky. They turned that way, and waked on.

Stll they climbed; till the air thinned.

They came to the pass through the mountains. It was anarrow gully. Its mouth was broad, and there
was broken rock, evidently cracked off the gully sides.

Night-Dawn led them forward.

Soon thewalls narrowed around him, the rock dick with hard gray ice. Hisfeet dipped from under
him, and he banged knees and hips againgt bone-hard ice. He was not, he knew, made for climbing. And
besides, he had never been surrounded before, except in the huddle. He felt trapped, confined.

He perssted, doggedly.

Hisworld closed down to the aches of hisbody, the gully around him, the search for the next
handhold.

...Theair was hot.

He stopped, stunned by this redlization.

With renewed excitement, he lodged his stubby fingersin crevicesin the rock, and hauled himself
upward.

At last the gully grew narrower.

He reached the top and dragged himsdlf up over the edge, panting, fur steaming.

... There were no people here.

Hewas standing at the rim of agreat bowl cut into the hard black rock. And at the base of the bowl
wasared liquid, bubbling dowly. Steam gathered in great clouds over the bubbling pool, laced with
yelowish fumesthat stank strongly. It was a place of rock and gas, not of people.

Frazil came to stand beside him. She was breathing hard, and her mouth was wide open, her arms
spread wide, to shed heat.

They stood before the bowl of heet, drawn by some ancient imperative to the warmth, and yet
repelled by its suffocating thickness.

“The Calligon,” shesad.

“What?’

“Once, the whole world was covered with such pools. Rock, melted by the great heat of the
Callison.”

“TheCoallisonisjust astory, you sad.”

She grunted. “I've been wrong before.”

Hi's disappointment was crushing. “Nobody could live here. Thereiswarmth, but it is poisonous.” He
found it hard even to think, so huge was his sense of failure.

He stood away from the others and looked around.

Back the way they had come, the uniform hard blackness was broken only by scattered idands of



gray-white: ice pools, Night-Dawn knew, like the one he had |eft behind.
Turning, he could see the sweep of the mountains clearly: he was breaching agreet inward-curving
wall, agreat complex string of peaksthat spread from horizon to horizon, gaunt under the blue-purple

Ky.

And ahead of him, ice had gathered in pools and crevasses at the feet of the mountains, 1apping
againg therock walls asif frustrated—save in one place, where agreat tongue of ice had broken
through. Glacier, he thought.

He saw that they could walk around the bowl of bubbling liquid rock and reach the head of the
glacier, perhaps before night fell, and then move on, beyond these mountains. Hope sparked. Perhaps
what he sought lay there.

“I'm exhausted,” No-Sun said, apillar of fur dumped against a heap of rock. “We should go back.”

Night-Dawn, distracted by his plans, turned to her. “Why?’

“We are creatures of cold. Feel how you burn up insde your fat. Thisisnot our place...”

“Look,” bresthed One-Tusk, coming up to them.

Hewas carrying arock he'd cracked open. Inside there was athin line of red and black. Algae,
perhaps. And, in ahollow in therock, smal insectswriggled, their red shells bright.

Frazil fdl on therock, gnawing at it eegerly.

The others quickly grabbed handfuls of rocks and began to crack them open.

They spent the night in ahollow &t the base of the glacier.

In the morning they clambered up onto its smooth, rock-littered surface. Theice groaned asit was
compressed by its forced passage through the mountains, which towered above them to either Sde,
blue-gray and forbidding.

At the glacier's highest point, they saw that the river of ice descended to anicy plain. And the plain
led to another wall of mountains, so remoteit wasamost logt in the horizon's mist.

“Morewadls,” groaned One-Tusk. “Wadllsthat go on forever.”

“I don't think s0,” said Night-Dawn. He swept hisarm along the line of the distant pesks, which
glowed pink inthe sun. “I think they curve. Y ou see?’

“I can't tell,” muttered No-Sun, squinting.

With splayed toes on the ice, Night-Dawn scraped three pardld curves—then, tentatively, he joined
them up into concentric circles. “ Curved walls of mountains. Maybe that's what were waking into,” he
sad. “Likeripplesin awater hole”

“Ripples, inrock?’ Frazil asked skepticaly.

“If the Collison storiesaretrue, it'spossble”

No-Sun tapped at the center of hispicture. “ And what will we find here?’

“I don't know.”

They rested awhile, and moved on.

The glacier began to descend so rapidly they had some trouble keeping their feet. Theice here, under
tension, was cracked, and there were many ravines.

At lagt they cameto akind of dliff, hundreds of timestaller than Night-Dawn. The glacier was
tumbling gracefully into theice plain, great blocks of it carving away. Thisice sheet was much wider than
the pool they had left behind, so wide, in fact, it |apped to left and right asfar asthey could seeand all
the way to the far mountains. Ice lay on the surface in great broken sheets, but clear water, blue-black,
wasvishleinthe gaps.

It was—together they found the word, deep in their engineered memories—it was asea

“Perhapsthisisacircular seg,” One-Tusk said, excited. “ Perhapsit fills up the ring between the
mountains”

“Perhaps”

They clambered down the glacier, caution and eagernesswarring in Night-Dawn's heart.

There was ashallow beach here, of shattered stone. The beach was littered with droppings, black
and white streaks, and half-esten krill.



In hisshort life, Night-Dawn had seen no creatures save fish, krill, a gae and humans. But this beach
did not bear the mark of humans like themselves. He struggled to imagine what might live here.

Without hesitation, One-Tusk ran to adab of pack ice, loosdly anchored. With ayell he dropped of f
the end into the water.

No-Sun fluffed up her fur. “1 don't like it here—"

Bubbles were coming out of the water, where One-Tusk had dived.

Night-Dawn rushed to the edge of the water.

One-Tusk surfaced, screaming, in aflurry of foam. Half his scalp was torn away, exposing pink raw
flesh, the white of bone.

Animmense shape loomed out of the water after him: Night-Dawn glimpsed a pink mouth, peg-like
teeth, adangling wattle, smal black eyes. The huge mouth closed around One-Tusk's neck.

He had time for one more scream—and then he was gone, dragged under the surface again.

Thethick, duggish water grew calm; last bubbles broke the surface, pink with blood.

Night-Dawn and the others huddled together.

“Heisdead,” Frazil said.

“Wedl die,” said No-Sun. “Degathiseasy.”

“Did you seeitseyes?’ Frazil asked.

“Yes. Human,” No-Sun said bleakly. “Not like us, but human.”

“Perhaps there were other waysto survive the Collison.”

No-Sun turned on her son. “Are we supposed to huddle with that, Night-Dawn?’

Night-Dawn, shocked, unable to speak, was beyond calculation. He explored his heart, searching for
grief for loyad, confused One-Tusk.

They stayed on the beach for many days, fearful of the inhabited water. They ate nothing but
scavenged scraps of crushed, half-rotten krill left behind by whatever creatures had lived here.

“We should go back,” said No-Sun at last.

“We can't,” Night-Dawn whispered. “It's dready too late. We couldn't get back to the huddle before
winter.”

“But we can't Stay here,” Frazil said.

“Sowe go on.” No-Sun laughed, her voice thin and wesk. “We go on, across the sea, until we can't
go on anymore.”

“Or until wefind shelter,” Night-Dawn said.

“Oh, yes,” No-Sun whispered. “ There isthat.”

So they walked on, over the pack ice.

Thiswas no mere pond, asthey had |eft behind; this was an ocean.

Theicewasthin, partidly meted, poorly packed. Here and there theice was piled up into cliffsand
mountains that towered over them; the ice hills were eroded, shaped smooth by the wind, carved into
fantastic arches and spires and hollows. Theice was every shade of blue. And when the sun s, itslight
filled the ice shapes with pink, red and orange.

There was a cacophony of noise: groans and cracks, as the ice moved around them. But there were
no human voices, save their own: only the empty noise of theice—and the occasiona murmur,
Night-Dawn thought, of whatever giant beasts inhabited this huge sea.

They walked for days. The mountain chain they had left behind dwindled, dipping into the mist of the
horizon; and the chain ahead of them approached with stultifying downess. He imagined looking down on
himsalf, asmall, determined speck walking steadily across this great, molded landscape, working toward
the mysteries of the center.

Food was easy to find. The dushy ice was soft and easy to break through.

No-Sun would walk only dowly now. And she would not est. Her memory of the monster that had
snapped up One-Tusk was too strong. Night-Dawn even braved the water to bring her fish, but they
were strange: ghostly-white creatures with flattened heads, sharp teeth. No-Sun pushed them away,
saying she preferred to consume her own good fat. And so she grew steadily more wasted.



Until there came a day when, waking, she would not move at al. She stood at the center of afat,
gableice-floe, apillar of loose flesh, rolls of fur cascading down aframe leached of fat.

Night-Dawn stood before her, punched her lightly, cgjoled her.

“Leavemehere” shesad. “It'smy time anyhow.”

“No. Itisntright.”

Shelaughed, and fluid rattled on her lungs. “Right. Wrong. Y ou're adreamer. Y ou alwayswere. It's
my fault, probably.”

She subsided, asif deflating, and fell back onto theice.

Hekndt and cradled her head in hislap. He stayed there dl night, the cold of the ice seeping through
the flesh of hisknees.

In the morning, tiff with the cold, they took her to the edge of the ice floe and tipped her into the
water, for the benefit of the creatures of this giant sea.

After more days of waking, theice grew thin, the water benegth shallow.

Another day of thisand they cameto adope of hard black rock, that pushed itsway out of theice
and rose up before them.

The black rock was hard-edged and cold under Night-Dawn'sfedt, itsrise unrelenting. Asfar ashe
could seeto left and right, the ridge was solid, unbroken, with no convenient passesfor them to follow,
the sky lidded over by cloud.

They grasped each other's hands and pressed up the dope.

The climb exhausted Night-Dawn immediately. And there was nothing to egt or drink, here on the
high rocks, not so much asascrap of ice. Soon, even theair grew thin; he struggled to drag energy from
its pale substance.

When they dept, they stood on hard black rock. Night-Dawn feared and hated the rock; it was an
enemy, rooted deep in the Earth.

On the fourth day of thisthey entered the clouds, and he could not even see where his next step
should be placed. With the thin, icy moisturein his lungs and spreading on hisfur he fdt trapped, asif
under someinfiniteicelayer, far from any air hole. He struggled to breathe, and if he dept, he woke
consumed by athin panic. At such times he clung to Frazil and remembered who he was and where he
had come from and why he had come so far. He was a human being, and he had amisson that he would
fulfill.

Then, one morning, they broke through the last ragged clouds.

Though it was close to midday, the sky was as dark as he had ever seen it, adeep violet blue. The
only clouds were thin sheets of ice crystds, high above. And—he saw, gasping with astonishment—there
were stars shining, even now, in the middle of the sunlit day.

The dope seemed to reach a crest, ashort way ahead of him. They walked on. The air wasthin, a
whisper in hislungs, and he was suspended in silence; only the rasp of Frazil's shalow bregth, the soft
dap of their footsteps on the rock, broke up the stillness.

He reached the crest. Therock wall descended sharply from here, he saw, soon vanishing into layers
of fat, fluffy clouds.

And, when helooked ahead, he saw amountain.

Far ahead of them, dominating the horizon, it was asingle peak that thrust out of scattered clouds,
towering even over their elevated position here, itswalls sheer and sark. Itsflanks were girdled with ice,
but the peak itself was bare black rock—too high even for ice to gather, he surmised—perhaps so high it
thrugt out of the very air itslf.

It must be the greatest mountain in the world.

And beyond it there was afurther line of mountains, he saw, like aline of broken teeth, marking the
far horizon. When he looked to left and right, he could see how those mountains joined the crest he had
climbed, in agiant unbroken ring around that greset, centrd fist of rock.

It was agiant rock ripple, just as he had sketched in the ice. Perhaps thiswas the center, the very



heart of the great systems of mountain rings and circular seas he had penetrated.

An ocean lgpped around the base of the mountain. He could see that glaciers flowed down its heroic
base, rivers of ice dwarfed by the mountain'simmensity. There wasice in the ocean too—pack ice, and
icebergslike great eroded idands, white, carved. Some manner of creatures were visible on the bergs,
black and gray dots against the pristine white of theice, too distant for him to make out. But this seawas
mostly melted, aband of blue-black.

The dope of black rock continued below him—far, far onward, until it al but disappeared into the
misty air at the base of this bowl of land. But he could see that it reached a beach of some sort, of
shattered, eroded rock sprinkled with snow, against which waves duggishly |apped.

Therewas abdt of land around the seg, cradled by the ring mountains, fringed by the sea. And it
was covered by life, greet furry sheetsof it. From this height it looked like an encrustation of algae. But
he knew there must be living things there much greeter in scae than any he had seen before.

“...Itisabowl,” Frazil breathed.

“What?’

“Look down there. Thisisagreat bowl, of clouds and water and light, on whose lip we stand. We
will be safe down there, awvay from therock andice.”

He saw she wasright. Thiswas indeed a bowl—presumably the great scar left where one or other of
the Moons had torn itself loose of the Earth, just as the stories said. And these rings of mountains were
ripplesin therock, frozen asif ice.

Heforgot hishunger, histhirst, even thelack of air here; eagerly they began to hurry down the dope.

Theair rapidly thickened.

But his breathing did not become any easier, for it grew warm, warmer than he had ever known it.
Steam began to rise from histhick, heavy fur. He opened his mouth and raised his nogtril flapswide,
sucking intheair. It was asif the hegt of this giant sheltering bowl was now, at thelagt, driving them
back.

But they did not give up their relentless descent, and he gathered the last of his strength.

The air beneath them cleared further.

Overwhelmed, Night-Dawn stopped.

The prolific land around the central seawas divided into neat shapes, he saw now, and here and
there smoke rose. It was a made landscape. The work of people.

Humans were sheltered here. It was afina irony, that people should find shelter at the bottom of the
great pit dug out of the Earth by the world-wrecking Collision.

...And there was a color to that deep, cupped world, emerging now from the mist. Something he had
never seen before; and yet the word for it dropped into place, just as had hisfirst words after birth.

“Green,” Frazil said.

“Green. Yes...”

He was stunned by the brilliance of the color against the black rock, the dull blue-gray of the sea. But
even as helooked into the pit of warmth and air, he felt adeep sadness. For he aready knew he could
never reach that deep shelter, peer up at the giant green living things, this body which shielded him from
cold would dlow hest to kill him.

Somebody spoke.

He cried out, spun around. Frazil was standing stock till, staring up.

Therewas a creature standing here. Like atall, very skinny human.

It was ahuman, he saw. A woman. Her face was small and nesat, and there was barely adrop of fat
on her, save around the hips, buttocks and breasts. Her chest was small. She had a coat of some fine
fur—no, he redlized with shock; she was wearing afadse skin, that hugged her bare flesh tightly. She was
carrying green stuff, food perhaps, in abasket of false skin.

Shewastwice hisheight.

Her eyes were undoubtedly human, though, as human as his, and her gaze was|ocked on hisface.
And in her eyes, heread fear.



Fear, and disgust.

He stepped forward. “We have cometo help you,” he said.

“Yes” sad Frazil.

“We have come far—"

Thetal woman spoke again, but he could not understand her. Even her voice was strange—thin,
emanating from that shallow chest. She spoke again, and pointed, down toward the surface of the seq,
far below.

Now he looked more closdly he could see movement on the beach. Small dots, moving around.
People, perhaps, likethis girl. Some of them were small. Children, running free. Many children.

The woman turned, and started climbing away from them, down the dope toward her world, carrying
whatever she had gathered from these high banks. She was shaking afist a them now. She even bent to
pick up asharp stone and threw it toward Frazil; it fell short, clattering harmlesdy.

“I don't understand,” Frazil said.

Night-Dawn thought of the loathing he had seen in the strange woman's eyes. He saw himsdlf through
her eyes. squat, fat, waddling, asif deformed.

Hefelt shame. “We are not welcome here,” he said.

“We must bring the others here,” Frazil was saying.

“And what then? Beg to be dlowed to stay, to enter the warmth? No. Wewill go home.”

“Home? To aplace where people live ahandful of winters, and must scrape food from ice with their
teeth? How can that compare to this?’

Hetook her hands. “But thisisnot for us. We are monsters to these people. Asthey areto us. And
we cannot live here”

She gared into the pit of light and green. “But intime, our children might learn to live there. Just as
welearned to live on theice.”

Thelonging in her voice was painful. He thought of the generations who had lived out their short,
bleak lives on theice. He thought of his mother, who had sought to protect him to the end; poor
One-Tusk, who had died without seeing the people of the mountains, dear, loya Frazil, who had walked
to the edge of theworld a hisside.

“Listen to me. Let these people have their hole in the ground. We have aworld. We canlive
anywhere. We must go back and tell our people so.”

She sniffed. “Dear Night-Dawn. Always dreaming. But first we must eat, for winter iscoming.”

“Yes. First weedt.”

They inspected the rock that surrounded them. There was green here, he saw now, thin traces of it
that clung to the surface of the rock. In some placesit grew away from the rock face, bravelittle balls of
it no bigger than hisfist, and here and there fine fur-like sproutings.

They bent, reaching together for the green shoots.

The shadows lengthened. The sun was descending toward the circular sea, and one of Earth'stwo
Moonswasrisng.
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This story, another selection from Moon Shots, is part of that future history, in which the
Hardinist Cabal sends human embryos to the Moon to ensure the resurrection of the human race
should calamity strike Earth in the future. There are it seems to me interesting reverberations
with Robert A. Heinlein's future history story, “ Requiem.”

I was following Voltaire's good advice and working in my garden when the young man from the New

European Space Agency cameto cdl. | was enjoying my work; my new limb bones were the best yet
and my refurbished retinas had restored my eyesight to perfection—and | was still only 40 percent
synthetic by mass, 38 percent by volume.

| liked to think of the garden as my own tiny contribution to the Biodiversity Project, not so much
because of the plants, whose seeds were al on deposit in half adozen Arks, but because of the insectsto
which the plants provided food. More than haf of thelocal insects were the neospecific produce of the
Trojan Cockroach Project, and my salads were akey element in their selective regime. The cockroaches
living in my kitchen had long since reverted to type, but | hadn't even thought of trying to clear them out; |
knew the extent of the debt that my multitudinous severd-times-great-grandchildren owed their
even-more-multitudinous many-times-great-grandparents.

When | first caught sight of him over the hedge, | thought the young man from NESA might be one of
my descendants come to pay a courtesy cal on the Old Survivor, but | knew as soon as he said
“Professor Ned?” that he must be an authentic stranger. | was Grandfather Paul to all my Repopulation
Kin.

The stranger was thirty meters away, but hisvoice carried easly enough: the Berkshire Downs are
very quiet nowadays, and my hearing was razor-sharp even though the eectronic feed was thirty years
old and technicdlly obsolete.

“Never heard of him,” | said. “No professors heresbouts. Oxford's forty milesthat avay.” | pointed
vaguely north-westward.

“The Paul Ned I'm looking for isn't aprofessor anymore,” the young man admitted, letting himsdlf in
through the garden gate asif held been invited. “ Technically, he ceased to be a professor when he was
seconded to the Theseus Project in Martinique in 2080, during the first phase of the Crash.” He stood on
the path hopefully, waiting for meto join him and usher him in through the door to my home, which stood
ga. Hisface wasfresh, athough there wasn't the least hint of synthetic tissuein its contours. “I'm Dennis
Mountjoy,” he added as an afterthought. “I've left messages by the dozen, but it finally became obvious
that the only way to get aresponse wasto turn up in person.”

Montjoie . Denis! had been the war cry of the French, in days of old. This Dennis Mountjoy was
amongrd European, who probably thought of war as a primitive custom banished from theworld
forever. It wasn't easy to judge his age, given that hisflesh must have been somatically tuned-up even
though it hadn't yet become necessary to paper over any cracks, but | guessed that he was less than
forty: ayoung maninayoung world. To him, | wasarelic of another era, practicaly adinosaur—which
was, of course, exactly why he wasinterested in me. NESA intended to put a man on the Moon in June
2269, to mark the three-hundredth anniversary of thefirst landing and the dawn of the New Space Age.
They had hunted high and low for survivors of the last space program, because they wanted at least one
to be there to bear witnessto their achievement, to forge aliving link with history. It didn't matter to them
that the Theseus Project had not put a single man into space, nor directed asingle officially-sanctioned
shot a the Moon.

“What makes you think that you'll get any more response in person than you did by machine?’ |
asked the young man sourly. | drew myself erect, feding adight twingein my spinein spite of al the
nanomech reinforcements, and removed my sun hat so that | could wipe the sweat from my foreheed.

“Electronic communication isn't very private,” Mountjoy observed. “ There are thingsthat it wouldn't
have been diplomatic to say over the phone.”

My heart sank. I'd so far outlived my past that 1'd amost come to believe that 1'd escaped, but |
hadn't been forgotten. | was surprised that my inner response wasn't stronger, but the more synthetic



flesh you take aboard, the less capacity you have for violent emotion, and my heart was pure android.
Time was when I'd have come on like the minotaur if anyone had penetrated to the core of my private
maze, but all the bull leached out of my head ahundred years ago.

“Go away and leave medone,” | said wearily. “I wish you well, but | don't want any part of your
so-called Great Adventure. Isthat diplomatic enough for you?’

“There are thingsthat it wouldn't have been diplometic for me to say,” he said, politely pretending
that he thought 1'd misunderstood him.

“Don't say them, then,” | advised him.

“Ashes and tombstones,” he recited, determinedly ignoring my advice. “Endymion. Astolpho.”

There were supposed to be no records—but in acriss, everybody cheats. Everybody keeps secrets,
especialy from the people they're supposed to be working for.

“Mr. Mountjoy,” | said wearily, “it's 2268. I'm two hundred and eighteen years old. Everyone ese
who worked on Theseusis dead, along with ninety percent of the people who were divein 2080. Ninety
percent of the people aivetoday are under forty. Who do you think is going to give adamn about a
couple of itty-bitty rockets that went up with the wrong payloads to the wrong destination? It's not as if
the Chaos Patrol was|eft a sentry short, isit? Everything that was supposed to go up did go up.”

“But that's why you don't want to come back to Martinique, isnt it?” Mountjoy said, till standing on
the path, halfway between the gate and the door. “ That's why you don't want to be there when the
Adventure starts again. We know that the funds were channeled through your account. We know that
you were the paymaster for the crazy shots. Y ou probably didn't plan them, and you certainly didn't
execute them, but you were the pivot of the seesaw.”

| put my hat back on and adjusted the rim. The ozone layer was supposed to be back in place, but
old habits die hard.

“Comeover here” | said. “Watch where you put your feet.”

Helooked down at the varioudy-shaped blocks of salad greens. He had no difficulty following the
dirt path I'd carefully laid out so that | could pass among them, patiently plying my hoe.

“You don't actualy eet this Stuff, do you?’ he said, as he came to stand before me, looking down
from his embryonically-enhanced two-meter height a my nanomech-conserved one-eighty.

“Mainly | grow it for the beetles and theworms,” | told him. “They leave melittlefor my own plate.
In essence, I'm a sharecropper for the biosphere. Repopulation's put Homo sapiens back in place, but
thelittle guys till have away to go. Y ou redly ought to wear ahat on dayslikethis.”

“It's not necessary in these latitudes,” he assured me, missing the point again. “Y ou'reright, of course.
Nobody cares about the extralaunches. Nobody will mention it, least of al when you're on view. All
we'reinterested in is selling the Adventure. We bdieve you can help uswith that. No matter how small a
cog you were, you werein the engine. You're the last man aive who took part in the pre-Crash space
program. Y ou're the world's last link to Theseus, Ariane, Apollo, and Mercury. That'sal were interested
in, al we care about. The last thing anyone wantsto do isto embarrass you, because embarrassing you
would a so be embarrassing us. We're on your side, Professor Neal—and if you're worried about the
glare of publicity encouraging othersto dig, there's no need. We have control, Professor Neal—and
werre sending our heroesto the Seaof Tranquillity, half aworld away from Endymion. Theonly relics
well be looking for are the ones Apollo 11 left. We're not interested in ashes or tombstones.”

| knelt down, gesturing to indicate that he should follow suit. He hesitated, but he obeyed the
ingruction eventually. His suitskin was easily capable of digesting any dirt that got on itsknees, and
would probably be grateful for the piquancy.

“Do you know what thisis?’ | asked, fondling acrinkled lesf.

“Not exactly,” hereplied. “Some kind of engineered hybrid, mid-twenty-first-cee vintage, probably
disembARked fifty or sixty years ago. The bit you eat is underground, right? Carrot, potato—something
of that general sort—presumably gee-ee augmented as awhole-diet crop.”

He was smarter than he looked. “Not exactly whole-diet,” | corrected. “ The manna-potato never
redly took off. Even when the weather went serioudy bad, you could still grow manna-wheat in England
thanks to megabubbles and microwave boosters. Thisis headstuff. Ecstasy cocktail. Its remotest



ancestor produced the finest melange of euphorics and hallucinogens ever devised—but that wasa
hundred generations of mutation and insect-led natural selection ago. Y ou crush the juice from the tubers
and refineit by fractiond didtillation and freeze-drying—if you can keep the larvae away long enough for
them to grow to maturity.”

“Sowhat?’ he said, unimpressed. “Y ou can buy designer stuff straight from the synthesizer, purity
guaranteed. Growing your own is even more pointless than growing | ettuces and courgettes.”

“It'san adventure,” | told him. “It's my adventure. It'sthe only kind I'm interested in now.”

“Sure” hesaid. “Well be careful not to take you away for too long. But we still need you, Professor
Nedl, and our Adventureisthe onethat mattersto us. | came here to make adea. Whatever it takes.
Canwego insgde now?’

| could seethat he wasn't to be dissuaded. The young can be very persistent, when they want to be.

| sighed and surrendered. “Y ou can comein,” | conceded, “but you can't talk me 'round, by flattery
or black-mail or sdlesmanship. At the end of the day, | don't haveto doiit if | don't want to.” | knew it
was hopeless, but | couldn't just givein. | had to make him do the work.

“You'll want to,” he said, with serene overconfidence.

The aim of the project on which we were supposed to be working, way back in the twenty-firgt, was
to place aring of satellitesin orbit between Earth and Marsto keep watch for stray asteroids and comets
that might pose adanger to the Earth. The Americans had done the donkey-work on the payloads before
the plague wars had rendered Canaveral redundant. The transfer brought the European Space Program
back from the dead, although not everyone thought that was agood thing. “Why waste money protecting
the world from asteroids,” some said, “when weve al but destroyed it ourselves?” They had apoint.
Once the plague wars had set the dominoes faling, the Crash was inevitable; anyone who hoped that ten
percent of the population would make it through was considered awild-eyed optimist in 2080.

The age of manned spaceflight had been over before | was born. It didn't make economic senseto
send up human beings, with the incredibly elaborate miniature ecospheres required for their support,
when any job that needed doing outside the Earth could be done much better by compact clever
machinery. Nobody had sent up a payload bigger than adustbin for over haf a century, and nobody was
about to start. We'd sent probes to the outer system, the Oort Cloud, and a dozen neighboring star
systems, but they were al machines that thrived on hard vacuum, hard radiation, and eterna loneliness.
To us, therewas no Great Adventure; the Theseus Project was just business—and whatever Astolpho
was, it certainly wasn't an Adventure. It was just business of asubtly different kind.

Despite the superficid similarity of their names, there was nothing in our minds to connect Astolpho
with Apollo. Apollo was the glorious god of the sun, the father of prophecy, the patron of dl the Arts.
Astolpho was a character in one of the satirical passages of the Orlando Furioso who journeyed to the
Moon and found it atreasure-house of everything wasted on Earth: misspent time, ill-spent wedlth,
broken promises, unanswered prayers, fruitlesstears, unfulfilled desires, failed quests, hopeless
ambitions, aborted plans, and fruitless intentions. Each of these residues had its proper place: hung on
hooks, stored in bellows, packed in trunks, and so on. Wasted talent was kept in vases, like the urnsin
which the ashes of the dead were sometimes stored in the Golden Age of Crematoria. It only takes alittle
legp of the imagination to think of acrater asakind of vase.

Thetarget picked out by the clandestine Project Astol pho was Endymion, named for the youth
bel oved of the Moon goddess Selene whose reward for her divine devotion wasto live forever in
dream-filled deep.

Even in the days of Apollo—or shortly thereafter, at any rate—there had been people who liked the
ideaof burid in space. Even in the profligate twentieth, there had been dying men who did not want their
ashes to be scattered upon the Earth, but wanted them blasted into space instead, where they would last
much longer.

By 2080, when the Earth itsalf was dying, in critica condition at best, those who had tried hardest to
saveit—at least in their own estimation—became determined to save sometiny fraction of themselves
from perishing with it. They did not want the rdlics of their flesh to be recycled into bacteria goo that



would have to wait for millions of years before it essayed anew ascent toward complexity and intellect.
They did not want their ashes to be consumed and recycled by the cockroaches which were every
book-maker's favorite to be the most sophisticated survivors of the ecoholocaust.

They knew, of course, that Project Astolpho was a colossal waste of money, but they also knew
that all money would become worthlessif it were not spent soon, and there was no salvation to be
bought. Who could blame them for spending what might well have proved to be the last money in the
world on ashes and tombstones?

Were they wrong? Would they have regretted what they had done, if they had known that the human
race would survive its self-inflicted wounds? | don't know. Not one member of the aristocracy of wedlth
that | could put aname to came through the worst. Perhapstheir servants and their mistresses came
through, and perhaps not—but they themsalves went down with the Ship of Foolsthey had
commissioned, captained, and navigated. All that remains of them now isther legacies, among which the
payloads deposited by illicit Theseus launchesin Endymion might easily be reckoned the leest—and
perhaps not the worst.

Dennis Mountjoy wasright to describe me asavery smdl cog in the Engine of Fate. | did not plan
Agtolpho and | did not carry it out, but | did distribute the bribes. | was the bagman, the calculator, the
fixer. Mathematicsis aversatile art; it can be gpplied to widdly different purposes. Math has no morality;
it does not care what it counts or what it proves. Somewhere on Astolpho's moon, athough Ariosto did
not record that he ever found it, there must have been ahdl of failed proofs, mistaken sums, illicit
theorems, and follies of infinity, al neatly bound in webs of tenuouslogic.

Had | not had the modest wealth | took as my commission on the extra Theseus shots, of course, |
could not have been one of the survivors of the Crash. Had it not been for my brokerage of Project
Agtolpho, | could not have been, by the time that Dennis Mountjoy cameto call, one of the oldest menin
the world: the founder of apralific dynasty. I, too, would have been nothing but ash, without even a
tombstone, when the New Apollonians decided that it was time to reassert the glory and the godhood of
the human race by duplicating its most magnificent folly: the Great Adventure.

| had never had any part in thefirst Adventure, and | wanted no part in the second. | had worked
alongside men who had launched rockets into outer space, but the only things | ever helped to land on
the Moon were the cargoes provided by the Pharaohs of Capitalism: the twenty-first century's answer to
Pyramids.

| was companion to Astolpho, not Apollo: whenever | raised my eyesto the night sky, | saw nothing
in the face of the Moon but the wastes of Earthly dreams and Earthly dreamers.

“Noneof that isrdlevant,” Dennis Mountjoy told me, when | had explained it to him—or had tried to
(the account just now set down has, of course, taken full advantage of I'espirt del'escalier). Hesat inan
armchair waving hishandsintheair. | had dmaost begun to wish that I'd offered him acup of teaand a
diceof cake, sothat at least afew of his gestures would have been stifled.

“It'sreevanttome,” | told him, dthough | was fully cognizant by then of the fact that he had not the
least interest in what was relevant to me.

“None of it'sever going to come out,” he assured me. “Y ou can forget it. Y ou may be
two-hundred-and-some years old, but that doesn't mean that you haveto livein the past. We haveto
think of the future now. Y ou should try to forget. That's what agood memory is, when al's said and
done: onethat can forget al the thingsit doesn't need to retain. There's no need for you to be hung up on
the differences between Apollo and Astolpho in aworld which can no longer tell them gpart. Asyou said
yoursdlf, ninety percent of the people divetoday are under forty. To them, it'sal ancient history, and the
names arejust sounds. Apallo, Ariane, Theseus—it'sal merged into asingle mythical mishmash,
including al the Sdelines, officid and unofficid. From the point of view of the people who bdievein the
New Adventure, and the people who will believe, once weve captured their imagination, it'sal part of
the same story, the one were starting over. Y our presence a the launch will confirm that. All that anyone
will seewhen they look at you isamiracle: thelast survivor of Project Theseus, the envoy of the First
Space Age, extending his blessing to the Second.”



“Do you know why Project Theseuswas caled by that name?’ | asked him.

“Of coursel do,” hereplied. “I know my history, even though | refuse to be bogged down by it.
Ariane was the rocket used in the first European Space Program, named for the French version of
Ariadne, daughter of Minos of Crete. Theseus was one of seven young men delivered to Minosasa
tribute by the Athenians, dong with seven young women; they were to be sacrificed to the minotaur—a
mongter that lived in the heart of amaze cdled the labyrinth. Ariadnefdl inlove with Theseus and gave
him a thread which alowed him to keep track of his route through the maze. When he had killed the
minotaur, he was able to find hisway out again. Theseus was the name given to Ariane's successor in
order to signify that it was the heroic project which would secure humankind's escape from the minotaur
inthe maze: thekiller agteroid that might one day wipe out civilization.”

“That'sthe official decoding,” | admitted. “But Theseus was dso the betrayer of Ariane. He
abandoned her. According to some sources, she committed suicide or died of grief—but others
suggested that she was saved by Dionysus, the antithesis of Apallo.”

“Sowhat?’ said Mountjoy, making yet another expansive gesture. “Whatever you and your crazy
pals might have read into that back in 2080, it doesn't matter now.”

“Crazy pas?’ | queried, remembering his earlier reference to the Astolpho launches as* crazy shots.”
Now | was beginning to wish that | had a cup of tea; my own hands were beginning to tir asif in answer
tohis.

“The guys who gave you the money to shoot their ashesto the Moon,” the young man said. “The
Syndicate. The Captains of Industry. The Hardinist Cartel. Pick your cliché. They were crazy, weren't
they? Paying you to drop those payloads in Endymion was only thetip of theiceberg. | mean, they were
the people with the power—the people who had steered the world straight into the Crash. That hasto be
reckoned as causing death by dangerous driving—mandaughter on a massive scae. Mad, bad, and
dangerousto know, wouldn't you say?’

“They didnt seeit that way themsdves,” | pointed out mildly.

“They certainly didn't,” he agreed. “But you're older and wiser, and you have the aid of hindsight,
too. So give me your considered judgment, Professor Neal. Were they or were they not prime
candidates for the straitjacket?’

| granted him asmall laugh, but kept my hands ill. “Maybe s0,” | said. “Maybe so. Can | get you a
drink, by theway?’

He beamed, thinking that hed won. One crack in the facade was dl it needed to convince him.

“No thanks. We know how bad things were back then, and we don't blame you at al for what you
did. Theworld is new again, and its newness is something for us dl to celebrate. | understand why you've
tried s0 hard to hide yourself away, and why you've built a maze of misinformation around your past. |
understand how the thought of coming out of your shell after dl these years must terrify you—but we will
look after you. We need you, Professor Nedl, to play Theseusin our own heroic drama. We need you to
play the part of the man who dew the minotaur of despair and found the way out of the maze of human
misery. | understand that you don't see yoursdlf that way, that you don't feel like that kind of a hero, but
inour eyes, that'swhat you are. In our eyes, and in the eyes of theworld, you'rethe last living
representative of early humanity's greatest adventure—the Adventure were now taking up. We need you
at the launch. Weredlly can't do without you. Anything you want, just ask—but I'm here to make aded,
and | haveto makeit. No threats, of course, just honest persuasion—nbut | redly do have to persuade
you. You'l bein the newswhether you like it or not—why not let us doctor the spin for you? If you're
aboard, you haveinput; if not...you might end up with al the shit and none of the roses.”

No thregts, he'd said. Funnily enough, he meant it. He wouldn't breathe aword to aliving soul—but
if hed found out about Astolpho, others could, and once the Great Adventure was all over the news, the
incentive to dig would be there. Expert webwalkers researching Theseus would be bound to ssumble
over Astolpho eventualy. The only smoke screen | could put up now was the smoke screen hewas
offering to lend me. If | didn't take t, | hadn't ahope of keeping the secret within the secret.

“Areyou sure you wouldn't like something to drink?’ | asked tiredly. His semaphoring arms had
begun to make my newly-reconditioned eyesfed dizzy.



He beamed again and amost said, “Perhaps | will,” but then his eyes narrowed dightly. “What kind
of drink?" hesad.

“I makeit mysdf,” | told himteasingly.

“That'swhat I'm afraid of,” he said. “I've nothing againgt happy juice, but thisisn't thetime or the
place— not for me. And to be perfectly honest, I'm not sure| could trust the homegrown stuff. You said
yoursdlf that it's been subject to generations of mutation and selection, and you know how delicate hybrid
gentemplates are. Meaning no offense, but that garden is infested—and not everything that came out of
Cade Maclaine's souped-up Trojan Cockroaches was a pretty pollen-carrier.”

“Why should | help out in your Adventure,” | asked him lightly, “if you won't help out in mine?’

Helooked a melong and hard. It didn't need atrained mathematician to see the caculating clicking
over in hismind. Whatever it took, he'd said. Anything | wanted, just ask.

“Wdl,” hesad finally, “I take your point. Are we talking about aded here, or what? Arewetaking
about coming to an understanding? Sealing a compact?’

“Just the launch,” | said. “One day only. Y ou can make as much noise as you like—the more the
merrier—but | only come out for one day. And everything you put out is Theseus, Theseus, and more
Theseus. What'slogt stayslogt, from hereto eternity.”

“If that'swhat you want,” he said. “ One day only—and well give them so much Theseusthey'll
drowninit. Astolpho stays under wraps—nobody says aword about it. Not now, not ever. The records
are ours, and we have no interest in letting the cat escape the bag. If we thought anyone would blow the
whistle, we wouldn't want you waving us off. Thisisthe Adventure, after dl: the greatest moment sofar in
the history of the new human race. So far as we're concerned, the ashes of Endymion can stay buried for
another two hundred years—or another two million. It doesn't matter; come the day when somebody
stumbles over the tombstones, they'll just be an archaeologica find: anine day wonder. By then, well be
out among the stars. Earth will bejust our cradle.”

| had thought when the first confronted me that he didn't have anything | wanted, just something he
could threaten me with. | redlized now that he had both—but he didn't know it. He and his crazy pals
thought that they needed me at their launch, to give the blessing of the old human race to the new, and |
needed them to be perfectly content with what they thought they had, to dig just so far and no farther. It
had been foolish of meto refuse to return his calls, without even knowing what he had to say, and exactly
how much he might have discovered.

“All right,” | said, with al the fake weariness that a 40 percent synthetic man of two hundred and
eighteen can muster. “Y ou've worn me down. | givein. | do thelaunch, and therest issilence. | appear,
smile, disgppear. Remembered for one brief moment, forgotten forever. Once I'm out of the way, your
guysarethe only heroes. Okay?’

“There might be other inquiriesfrom TV,” he said guardedly, “but asfar aswe're concerned, it'sjust
the one symbolic gesture. That'sall we need. | can't imagine that therell be anything else that you can't
reasonably turn down. Y ou're two hundred and eighteen years old, after all. Nobody will get suspiciousif
you plead exhaugtion.”

“If you're so utterly convinced thet you need it,” | said, “who am | to deny you? And you're
right—whatever other callscomein, | can beforgiven for refusing to answer on the grounds of creegping
senility. I'll program my answer-phoneto imply that | redly couldn't be trusted not to wet mysdif if | were
face-to-face with afamous chat show host. Now do you want a drink? Nothing homemade, if you
ings—for you I'll make an exception. I'll even bresk the sed in front of you, if you like”

“Therésno need,” he said, with an airy wave of hisright hand. His voice was redolent with relief and
triumph. “1 trust you.”

Theseus betrayed Ariadne; of that much the voice of myth is as certain as the voice of myth can ever
be. If shedid not die, shewasthrust into the arms of Dionysus, the god of intoxication. If grief did not kill
her, she gave hersdf over to the mind-blowing passion of the Bacchae.

“Ashes and tombstones’ were the names that the Pharaohs of Capitaism gave to the payloads which
they paid my associates to deposit in Endymion, near the north pole of the Moon. Ashesto ashes, dust to



dust...but the remnants of their flesh that they sent to Endymion, actua vasesto be placed within a
symbolic vase, were not the remains of their dead. The*ashes’ were actudly frozen embryos. not their
deed, but their multitudinous unborn children.

The“tombstones’ carried aoft by vaiant Astolpho were not inscribed with their epitaphs but with
ingructionsfor the resurrection of the human species, so deeply and so cleverly ingrained that they might
gtill be deciphered after amillion or abillion years, even by members of aspecieswhich had evolved a
million or abillion light-years away and had formulated a very different language.

Like the Pharaohs of old, the Pharaohs of the End Time fully intended to rise again; their pyramids
were not built as futile monuments but as fortresses to secure themselves againgt disaster.

Agang all disagter, that is.

My “crazy pas’ had believed that the world was doomed, and humankind with it. There was nothing
remotely crazy in that belief, in 2080. The Earth was dying, and nothing short of a concatenation of
miracles could have saved it. Perhaps the Pharaohs of Capitaism had been crazy to have let the world
get into such agtate, but they were not miracle workers themsalves; they were only men. They thought
that the only hope for humankind was to dumber for amillion or abillion yearsin the bosom of the
Moon, until someone might come who would recognize the Earth for the grave it was, and would search
for relics of the race whose grave it was in the one place where such relics might have survived the
ravages of decay: hard vacuum.

The disaster they had feared so much had not, in the end, been absol ute. The human race had come
through the crisis. Cade Maclaine's cockroach-borne omnispores and the underground Arks had enabled
them to resuscitate the ecosphere and massage the fluttering rhythm of its heart back to steadiness.

By now, of course, the game had changed. The Repopulation was dmost complete, and the
Adventure had begun again. The New Human Race believed that its future was secure, and that the
tricentennia launch of the mission to the Eraof Tranquillity would help to makeit secure.

Well, perhaps.

And perhaps not.

| knew that if the new Adventurersfound the vases of Endymion, they would be reckoned merely
one more Ark: one more seed-deposit, to be drawn on as and when convenient. The children of the
Pharaohs would be disembarked at the whim and convenience of men like Dennis Mountjoy, who
believed with dl his heart that the minotaur at the heart of the labyrinth of fate was dead and gone, and
every ancient nightmare with him.

That, to the crazy men who had paid my pricesin order to deposit their heritage in Endymion, would
amost certainly have seemed to be a disaster as great as the one that had been avoided. The Pharaohs
had not handed down fortunes so that their offspring could be reabsorbed into the teeming millions of the
New Human race, but in order that they should become the human race: aunique marve intheir own
right.

Perhaps they were crazy to want that, but that iswhat they wanted. “ Ashes and tombstones’ wasa
smoke screen, intended to concedl abid for resurrection, immortdity, and the privilege of uniquenessina
universe where humankind was utterly forgotten—and nothing less.

My motives were somewhat different, of course, but | wanted the same result.

At two hundred and eighteen years of age, and having lived through the Crash, | could never
convince mysdlf that it could not happen again—but even if it never did, | wanted the vases of Endymion
to rest in peace, not for a hundred years or athousand, but for amillion or abillion, astheir ddiverers
hed intended.

| did not want the “ ashes and tombstones’ to become an archaeologica find and anine day wonder.
| wanted them to remain where they were until they were found by those who had been intended to find
them: nonhuman beings, for whom the task of disembArkation would be an act of reCreation. It did not
matter to me whether they were the spawn of another star or the remotest descendants of the ecosphere
of Earth, remade by countless generations of mutation and selection into something far stranger than the
New Human race—but I, too, wanted to leave my mark on the face of eternity. I, too, wanted to have
gouged out ascratch on theinfinitewall of the future, to have played a part in making something thet



would last, not for seventy years or two hundred, or even two thousand—which is aslong as any man
might reasonably expect to live, aided by our superbly clever and monstroudy chimerica technologies of
self-repair—but for two million or two hillion.

All I had done was to ca culate the price, but without me, none of it would have happened. The
Moon would have been exactly as Astolpho found it: atreasury of the lost and the wasted, the futile and
the functionless.

Thanksto me, it ismore than that. In amillion or abillion years, thetime will comefor the
resurrection, and the new life. | do not want it to be soon: the longer, the better.

| thoroughly enjoyed the launch. | enjoyed it so tremendoudly, in fact, that | wasglad | had dlowed
myself to be persuaded to take my place among its architects, to give their bold endeavor the blessing of
al thebillions of people who had died while | was young.

| was unworthy, of course. Who among usisnot? Nor can | believe, even now, that Dennis
Mountjoy was correct in thinking that his heroes needed me to set the sedl of history on their
endeavor—but the sight of that rocket riding its pillar of fire into the deep blue of the sky brought back so
many memories, So many echoes of a salf long-buried and half-forgotten, that | almost broke down and
wept.
“| had forgotten what asight it was,” | admitted to the young man, “and | thought that | had lost the
capacity to fed such degp emotions, dong with the fleshy tables of my first heart.”

He did not recognize the quotation, which came from Paul's second epistle to the Corinthians: an
epistle, according to the text, “written not with ink but with the Spirit of the living God; not in tables of
stone, but in fleshy tables of the heart.” All he had to say in reply was. “1 told you that you'd want to be
here. Thisis Apollo reborn, Theseusreborn. Thisiswhat al the heroes of the race were made to
accomplish. Thistime, well go al the way to the stars, whatever it costs.”

Astolpho, your creator had not the least ideawhat truth he served when he sent you to the Moon, to
discernitsred nature and itsred purpose.

Ancient Engines
MICHAEL SWANWICK

Michael Swanwick wrote The Iron Dragon's Daughter (1993) and Jack Faust (1997) and isworking
on another novel. If it is fantasy, that will be three fantasy novelsin a row for this award-winning
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This story, about the prospects of immortality for a humanoid robot, appeared in ASmov's.

(1
Planni ng to liveforever, Tiktok?’

The words cut through the bar's chatter and gab and silenced them.

The silence reached out to touch infinity, and then, “1 believe you're talking to me?” amech said.

The drunk laughed. “ Ain't nobody else here sticking needlesin hisface, isthere?’

The old man saw it dl. Helightly touched the hand of the young woman sSitting with him and said,
“Watch.”

Carefully, the mech set down his syringe dongside a bottle of liquid collagen on asquare of velvet
cloth. He disconnected himsdlf from the recharger, laying the jack beside the syringe. When helooked up



again, hisfacewas ill and hard. He looked like ayoung lion.

The drunk grinned sneeringly.

The bar was located just around the corner from thelocal stepping stage. It was aquiet retrest from
the aggravations of the street, al brass and mirrors and wood paneling, as cozy and snug as the inside of
awanut. Light shifted lazily about the room, creating avarying emphasis, like clouds drifting overhead on
asummer day, but far dimmer. The bar, the bottles behind the bar, and the shel ves benegth the bottles
behind the bar were dl aggressively redl. If there was anything virtua, it was set up high or far back,
where it couldn't be touched. Therewas not asmart surfacein the place.

“If that wasachalenge,” the mech said, “1'd be more than happy to meet you outside.”

“Oh, noooooo,” the drunk said, his expression putting the lieto hiswords. “| just saw you shooting
up that goop into your face, oh so dainty, like an old lady pumping hersdlf full of antioxidants. So |
figured...” He weaved and put ahand down on atable to steady himself. “...figured you was hoping to
liveforever.”

The girl looked questioningly at the old man. He held afinger to hislips.

“Wadll, you'reright. Y oure—what? Fifty years old? Just beginning to grow old and decay. Pretty
soon your teeth will rot and fall out and your hair will melt away and your face will fold up inamillion
wrinkles. Y our hearing and your eyesight will go and you won't be able to remember the last time you got
it up. You'll belucky if you don't need diapers before the end. But me—" he drew adram of fluid into his
syringe and tapped the barrdl to draw the bubbles to the top—* anything that fails, I'll Smply haveit
replaced. So, yes, I'm planning to live forever. While you, well, | suppose you're planning to die. Soon, |
hope.”

The drunk's face twisted, and with an incoherent roar of rage, he attacked the mech.

In amotion too fast to be seen, the mech stood, seized the drunk, whirled him around, and lifted him
above his head. One hand was closed around the man's throat so he couldn't speak. The other held both
wrigstight behind the knees so that, struggle as he might, the drunk was helpless.

“I could snap your spinelike that,” hesaid coldly. “If | exerted mysdlf, | could rupture every interna
organ you've got. I'm two-point-eight times stronger than aflesh man, and three-point-five times faster.
My reflexes are only dightly dower than the speed of light, and I've just had atune-up. Y ou could hardly
have chosen aworse person to pick afight with.”

Then the drunk was flipped around and set back on hisfeet. He gasped for air.

“But snceI'm dso amerciful man, I'll smply ask nicely if you wouldn' rather leave.” The mech spun
the drunk around and gave him a gentle shove toward the door.

The man |eft a astumbling run.

Everyone in the place—there were not many—had been watching. Now they remembered their
drinks, and talk rose up to fill the room again. The bartender put something back under the bar and
turned away.

Leaving his recharge incomplete, the mech folded up his lubrication kit and dipped it in apocket. He
swiped his hand over the credit swatch, and stood.

But as he was|eaving, the old man swiveled around and said, “1 heard you say you hopeto live
forever. Isthat true?’

“Who doesn't?’ the mech said curtly.

“Then st down. Spend afew minutes out of the infinite swarm of centuries you've got ahead of you
to humor an old man. What's so urgent that you can't spare the time?”

The mech hesitated. Then, asthe young woman smiled a him, he sat.

“Thank you. My nameis—"

“I know who you are, Mr. Brandt. There's nothing wrong with my eldetics.”

Brandt amiled. “That'swhy | likeyou guys. | don't haveto beadl the time reminding you of things.”
He gestured to the woman Sitting opposite him. “My granddaughter.” Thelight intensfied where she st
making her red hair blaze. She dimpled prettily.

“Jack.” The young man drew up achair. “Chimaera Navigator-Fuego, model number—"

“Please. | founded Chimaera. Do you think | wouldn't recognize one of my own children?’



Jack flushed. “What isit you want to talk about, Mr. Brandt?’ His voice was audibly lesshostile
now, as synthetic counterhormones damped down his emotions.

“Immortdity. | found your ambition mogt intriguing.”

“What'sto say? | take care of mysdf, | invest carefully, | buy al the upgrades. | see no reason why |
shouldn't liveforever.” Defiantly. “1 hope that doesn't offend you.”

“No, no, of course not. Why should it? Some men hope to achieve immortality through their works
and othersthrough their children. What could give me more joy than to do both? But tell me—do you
really expect to live forever?’

The mech said nothing.

“I remember an incident that happened to my late father-in-law, William Porter. He was afinefdlow,
Bill was, and who remembers him anymore? Only me.” The old man sighed. “Hewas abit of arailroad
buff, and one day he took atour through a science museum that included amagnificent old steam
locomoative. Thiswasin thelatter years of thelast century. Wdll, he waslistening admiringly to the guide
extalling the virtues of this ancient engine when she mentioned its date of manufacture, and he redlized
that he was older than it was.” Brandt leaned forward. “ Thisis the point where old Bill would laugh.
Butit'snot redly funny, isit?’

“No.”

The granddaughter sat listening quietly, intently, eating little pretzels one by one from abowl.

“How old areyou, Jack?’

“Sevenyears”

“I'm eighty-three. How many machines do you know of that are as old as me? Eighty-three years old
and il functioning?’

“| saw an automobile the other day,” his granddaughter said. “A Dusenberg. It wasred.”

“How ddightful. But it's not used for transportation anymore, isit? We have the stepping stages for
that. | won an award once that had mounted on it avacuum tube from Univac. That wasthefirst regl
computer. Yet dl itsfame and historical importance couldn't keep it from the scrap-heap.”

“Univac,” said the young man, “couldn't act on its own behdf. If it could, perhapsit would be dive
today.”

“Parts wear out.”

“New ones can be bought.”

“Yes, aslong asthere's the market. But there are only so many machine people of your make and
model. A lot of you have risky occupetions. There are accidents, and with every accident, the consumer
market dwindles.”

“Y ou can buy antique parts. Y ou can have them made.”

“Yes, if you can afford them. And if not—7"

Theyoung man fell Slent.

“Son, you're not going to live forever . Welve just established that. So now that you've admitted that
you've got to die someday, you might aswell admit that it's going to be sooner rather than later.
Mechanicd people are in their infancy. And nobody can upgradeaModd T into a stepping stage.
Agreed?’

Jack dipped hishead. “Yes”

“Youknewitdl dong.”

“Ves”

“That'swhy you behaved so badly toward that lush.”

“Ves”

“I'm going to be brutal here, Jack—you probably won't live to be eighty-three. Y ou don't have my
advantages.”

“Which ae?’

“Good genes. | chose my ancestorswell.”

“Good genes,” Jack said hitterly. “Y ou received good genes, and what did | get in their place? What
thehdl did | get?’



“Molybdenum joints where stainless stedl would do. Ruby chipsinstead of zirconium. A number 17
plastic seeting for—hell, we did dl right by you boys!”

“But it'snot enough.”

“No. It'snot. It was only the best we could do.”

“What's the solution, then?’ the granddaughter asked, smiling.

“I'd advise taking the long view. That'swheét |'ve done.”

“Poppycock,” the mech said. *'Y ou were an extensionist when you were young. | input your
autobiography. It seemsto me you wanted immortaity asmuch as| do.”

“Oh, yes, | was acharter member of the life-extenson movement. Y ou can't imagine the crap we put
into our bodies! But eventudly | wised up. The problem is, information degrades each time a human cell
replenishesitsalf. Desth isinherent in flesh people. It seemsto be written into the basic program—away,
perhaps, of keeping the universe from filling up with old people.”

“Andoldidess” hisgranddaughter said mdicioudy.

“Touché. | saw that life-extension was afailure. So | decided that my children would succeed where
| failed. That you would succeed. And—"

“Youfaled.”

“But | haven't sopped trying!” The old man thumped the table in unison with hislast three words.

“Y ou've obvioudy given this some thought. Let'sdiscusswhat | should have done. What would it take to
make atrue immortal ? What ingtructions should | have given your design tesm? Let's design amechanica
man who'sgot ashot at living forever.”

Carefully, the mech said, “Well, the obvious to begin with. He ought to be able to buy new partsand
upgrades as they come available. There should be ports and connectors that would make it easy to
adjust to shiftsin technology. He should be capable of surviving extremes of heet, cold, and moisture.
And—" hewaved ahand at his own face—*he shouldn't look so goddamned pretty.”

“I think you look nice,” the granddaughter said.

“Yes, but I'd like to be able to passfor flesh.”

“So our hypothetical immortal should be one, infinitely upgradable; two, adaptable across a broad
gpectrum of conditions; and three, discreet. Anything else?’

“I think she should be charming,” the granddaughter said.

“She?’ the mech asked.

“Why not?’

“That'sactualy not abad point,” the old man said. “ The organism that survives evolutionary forcesis
the one that's best adapted to its environmenta niche. The environmenta niche peopleliveinis
man-made. The single most useful trait asurvivor can haveis probably the ability to get dong easily with
other men. Or, if you'd rather, women.”

“Oh,” said the granddaughter, “ he doesn't like women. | can tell by his body language.”

The young man flushed.

“Don't be offended,” said the old man. “Y ou should never be offended by the truth. Asfor you—" he
turned to face his granddaughter—"if you don't learn to treat people better, | won't take you places
anymore.”

She dipped her head. “ Sorry.”

“Apology accepted. Let's get back to task, shal we? Our hypothetical immorta would bealot like
flesh women, in many ways. Self-regenerating. Able to grow her own replacement parts. She could take
in pretty much anything asfud. A little carbon, alittle water...”

“Alcohol would be an excdlent fud,” his granddaughter said.

“Sheld have the ability to mimic the superficid effects of aging,” the mech said. “Also, biologicd life
evolvesincrementally across generations. |'d want her to be able to evolve across upgrades.”

“Fair enough. Only I'd do away with upgrades entirely, and give her total conscious control over her
body. So she could change and evolve at will. Shell need that ahility, if she'sgoing to survive the collapse
of cvilization.”

“The collgpse of avilization? Do you think it likely?’



“Inthelong run? Of course. When you take the long view, it seemsinevitable. Everything seems
inevitable. Forever isalong time, remember. Time enough for absolutely everything to happen!”

For amoment, nobody spoke.

Then the old man dapped his hands together. “Well, weve created our New Eve. Now let'swind
her up and let her go. She can expect to live—how long?’

“Forever,” said the mech.

“Forever'salong time. Let's bresk it down into smdler units. In the year 2500, shelll be doing what?’

“Holding down ajob,” the granddaughter said. “ Designing art molecules, maybe, or scripting
recregtiona halucinations. Shell be deeply involved in the culture. Shelll have lots of friends she cares
about passionately, and maybe a husband or wife or two.”

“Who will grow old,” the mech said, “or wear out. Who will die”

“Shell mourn them, and move on.”

“Theyear 3500. The collgpse of civilization,” the old man said with gusto. “What will she do then?’
“Shelll have made preparations, of course. If thereisradiation or toxinsin the environment, shell
have made her sysemsimmune from their effects. And shell make herself useful to the survivors. Inthe
seeming of an old woman, shelll teach the hedling arts. Now and then, she might drop a hint about this

and that. Shélll have a data base squirreled away somewhere containing everything they'll have lost.
Sowly, shélll guide them back to civilization. But agentler one, thistime. Onelesslikely to tear itself

“The year one million. Humanity evolves beyond anything we can currently imagine. How does she
respond?’

“She mimicstheir evolution. No—she's been shaping their evolution! She wants arisk-free method
of going to the stars, so she's been encouraging atype of being that would strongly desire such athing.
Sheisn't among thefirgt to useit, though. She waits afew hundred generationsfor it to proveitsef.”

The mech, who had been listening in fascinated silence, now said, “ Suppose that never happens?
What if garflight will dways remain difficult and perilous? What then?’

“It was once thought that people would never fly. So much that looks impossible becomes smpleif
you only wait.”

“Four billion years. The sun uses up its hydrogen, its core collgpses, hdium fusion begins, and it
balloonsinto ared giant. Earth is vaporized.”

“Oh, shell be somewhere ese by then. That's easy.”

“Fivehillion years. The Milky Way collides with the Andromeda Gaaxy and the whole neighborhood
isfull of high-energy radiation and exploding stars.”

“That'strickier. She'sgoing to haveto either prevent that or move afew million light yearsaway toa
friendlier galaxy. But shélll have time enough to prepare and to assemble the tools. | have faith that shell
prove equal to thetask.”

“Onetrillion years. Thelast gars gutter out. Only black holesremain.”

“Black holes are aterrific source of energy. No problem.”

“1.06 googol years.”

“Googal?’

“That's ten raised to the hundredth power—one followed by a hundred zeros. The heet-death of the
universe. How does she surviveit?’

“Shell have seen it coming for along time,” the mech said. “When thelast black holes dissolve, shelll
have to do without a source of free energy. Maybe she could take and rewrite her persondlity into the
physica congtants of the dying universe. Would that be possible?’

“Oh, perhaps. But | redlly think that the lifetime of the universeislong enough for anyone,” the
granddaughter said. “Mustn't get greedy.”

“Maybe s0,” the old man said thoughtfully. “Maybe s0.” Then, to the mech, “Wéll, there you haveit:
aglimpseinto thefuture, and abrief biography of thefirst immorta, ending, das, with her death. Now tell
me. Knowing that you contributed something, however smal, to that accomplishment—wouldn't that be

enough?’



“No,” Jack said. “No, it wouldn't.”

Brandt made aface. “Well, you're young. Let me ask you this. Hasit been agood lifesofar? All in
al?

“Not that good. Not good enough.”

For along moment, the old man was silent. Then, “Thank you,” he said. “I valued our conversation.”
Theinterest went out of his eyes and he looked away.

Uncertainly, Jack looked at the granddaughter, who smiled and shrugged. “He'slike that,” she said
apologeticdly. “He's old. His enthusiasms wax and wane with his chemical balances. | hope you don't
mind.”

“| see” Theyoung man stood. Hesitantly, he made hisway to the door.

At the door, he glanced back and saw the granddaughter tearing her linen napkin into little bits and
egting the shreds, ddlicately washing them down with sips of wine.

Freckled Figure
HIROE SUGA

(Trandated by Dana L ewis and Stephen Baxter)
Asfar as| know, thisisthe only Japanese winner of the Seiun Award (the most important
Japanese SF award) to appear in trandation in English. It was trandated by Dana Lewis, who has
translated a number of other stories, and cut and polished by Stephen Baxter (who has won the
Seiun Award for work translated into Japanese). This version, which the author statesis
somewhat shorter than the Japanese original, was first published in Interzone. Interzone, by the
way, is to be commended for continuing to publish good SF stories from other languages in
trandation. SF is an international literary movement, and we need to encourage this. Suga's story
certainly gives us some insight into what Japanese SF is like in the 1990s, what is popular and
admired therein SF. But its primary virtueisthat it is an effective story in English, as trandated.

T he four figurines were delivered to Kondo's room in the student boarding house. When Kondo

saw the package had come from the Hishitomo Daglian Saga Character Contest, he ripped it open
immediately.

[lluminated by the late afternoon sun, Kondo and Y amashitafell on the contents, the fragmented
figurines, talking excitedly, exploring.

Y asuko Miyatawatched and listened, amused, baffled. Of course the prize was partly herstoo. But
she couldn't understand aword the boys were saying.

Y amashita pinched Princess Colleen'storso. “ This Stuff is pretty hard. They said it'sa polymer, but it
feedlsmorelikeresnto me. And it has no joints. How'sit supposed to move without any joints?’

Kondo—plump, delicate, cerebrad—arranged the parts of the dragon. It looked like adead lizard,
dismembered. 1t could amost be injection plagtic. Oh, thisoverhang is perfect...Look. The upper and
lower torso separate at the waist. That's how you remode it.”

“Yes, but thereisn't any putty on the market for porous flexible polymers, a least not yet. Besides,
aren't these figures supposed to be self-animating? No stop-go, none of that hasde with spacers and
fillingincracks...”

Kondo frowned. “Look at this. Y ou have to hand-paint the eyes. Why not seals or decals?...” He
glanced sharply at Y amashita. “Damnit! | told you not to touch them when you've been eating potato
crigpd”

Y amashitagaped at him in mock horror. “Oh, sheesh. The princessis coveredin oil. | supposeI'll
just have to assemble her, won't |7’

“You planned it that way—"

“Oh, come on, Kondo.”



Kondo gazed longingly at Colleen, beautiful star of the Saga, in Y amashitals hands. “ So | get to make
the dragon. Asusud. Actudly these wing and breast parts should be interesting...”

They talked on, exploring, joshing, visbly thrilled.

Y asuko thought they had come along way since they saw the ad for the contest, runin the
black-and-white pages at the back of ahobby magazine. And she certainly hadn't expected them to take
firg prize.

But maybe it had been team work. Kondo could draw machinery and mongters, but was hopeless
with human figures, while Y amashitawas fatdly doppy. Soin the end, while sheleft the detailed design of
the dragon to Kondo, al the work on the main characters—Prince Galba, Princess Colleen and Aerda,
thevillage girl with the freckles—was Y asuko'sdone.

And now, she thought, it was becoming redl.

The Daglian Saga Character Contest had been the brainchild of Hishitomo Ingtitute, an electronics
parts manufacturer, dong with Shinshu Chemica, amanufacturer of raw materiasfor kits and models,
and Dux, avisua mediacompany. All the applicants were sent the script of anew Daglian Saga scenario,
and—the ad promised—Dux would make an animated film of the story using figures based on the
winning character designs. Shinshu and Hishitomo would market tie-in kits. The prize-winnerswould get
to assemble the figures themselves.

And the movie—made with these very figures—would be unlike any ever seen before.

“S0,” said Kondo, “what else? Who assembles Prince Galbaand um, what's she called? The village
girl with thefreckles?’

“Aerda,” said Y asuko.

Y amashita, clutching Colleen by her long legs, smiled & Y asuko.

Y asuko returned hislook, and laughed. “Y ou're joking.”

Kondo was confused; he looked from one to the other. “What am | missing?’

“Look,” said Yasuko. “1 know | can paint and | can do cdligraphy. But I've never made amode in
my lifel”

“Not ‘modeds,’” said Yamashita. “These are ‘kits” Or ‘figures.’”

Kondo traced the fine edge work on the dragon'swing. “Actualy, Y asuko, you shouldn't have any
trouble. At least, no more than therest of us. | know they said it'd be like making aresin garage kit, but
thisisthefirg timethat any of us have worked with this porous flexible polymer stuff. Look, they've even
included specid paint and putty. You candoit, Y asuko.”

“Comeon, Yasuko,” Yamashitasaid. “It will befun.” He rummaged through the box besde him. He
handed Y asuko akit, resting on a sheaf of sandpaper.

Shetook it. It was the dismembered body of Aerda, the village girl. It waslike holding the corpse of
sometiny animdl.

“Work hard,” Y amashitasaid, and he grinned at her.

Y asuko, back in her room in the girls dorm, spread Aerdas parts on her bed next to the window.

Theindentsfor the girl's comic-book eyes covered half her face. Everything about Aerda, from her
exaggerated proportionsto the pleats of her flared skirt, was exactly as'Y asuko had drawn her in her
character design shests.

She gently poked Aerda's nose, no larger than agrain of rice.

She meant to start afirst rough assembly of the figure tonight. Asaguide she had abeginner'sarticle
on garage kitsin a Jgpanimation magazine Y amashitahad lent her. But its obsessive jargon and detail
dismayed her.

Somehow Y asuko had thought she would just need to stick the pieces together and the figure would
be done. But it wasn't going to be that easy.

With asigh she did open the windowpane. Her dormitory room was on the second floor, and dl she
could see was a cinderblock fence with spikes, and abit of narrow alley beyond. She used to gaze out of
thewindow likethis, unable to deep, when her lovesicknessfor Doi had been at its height. Stoking envy
for her rival, or indulging in sweet fantases. Imagining Doi turning up benesth the window, smiling up a



her, cdling her name.
Maybe Aerda had waited at awindow for Galbato come, too, she thought. And he hadn't either.
Bittersweet nostagia. Indulgent, of course. But better than fegling nothing, she thought.

Reluctantly she turned her attention back to the kit.

Apparently Dux wasn't going to make the Daglian Sagamovie using traditional stop-go animation; it
was going to base it, somehow, on the autonomous movements of the figuresthemselves. And in that
regard, the key part of the assembly was stapled insde asmall packet, thick and puffy. The bag had
warnings not to open the packet until the figure had aready been prepped. Otherwise it said Hishitomo
couldn't guarantee that the figure would move as designed. The language was heavy, threatening.

Anxiety gnawed her, unreasonable, childish. What if she messed up?

If only it wasn't Aerda.

Y asuko had redlly thrown herself into creeting this character. If her design for Princess Colleen
encapsulated al her sense of idedl feminine beauty, Aerdawas Y asuko's own little doppelganger—plain,
but touched with inner beautty. It was as she liked to think of hersdlf, anyhow.

And some day, according to the ingtructions, thislittle Aerdawould walk and talk for herself. But
only if Yasuko got it right.

What aresponghility.

She picked up the parts of the figure, Aerdastiny limbs and hands, and began to work. Polish the
pieces with sandpaper, paint them until the surface reeked of foul-smelling thinner, then polish them down
agan...

She worked into the night, using progressively finer sandpaper. The powder danced upward like
smoke, drifting into her lungs, and her eyesitched uncontrollably.

By the time she was on No. 1500 sandpaper, she'd al but decided to skip the fina finish with No.
2000.

But Aerda now seemed warm to the touch from Y asuko's body heat and the friction of al that
sandpapering. Thetiny figure seemed to look at her, with eyesthat were still unpainted.

“I know, Aerda,” Yasuko said. “I know.”

Y asuko carefully tore the No. 2000 sandpaper into pieces small enough to handle, and went on
working.

The next day Y asuko, heavy around the eyes, dragged hersdf to the university.

Shewasjust intimefor her third class. Chinese literature was arequired course for her mgjor, and
shewas enjoying the unit on Chinese poetry. She was thinking about starting afanzine on Chinese fantasy
literature.

Today, though, she had trouble concentrating. Sheitched to get back to Aerda.

Maybethisis how the boys, Y amashitaand Kondo, have been fedling al thistime, and | never
understood, she thought.

Fifteen minutes before the closing bell the sde door of the amphithestre classroom swung dowly
open. Toshio Dai tried to hunch histall body over as much as possible as he did quickly into an empty
seat. Following him, clutching his shirt, was Masami Tsuda. The two students were ayear ahead of
Y asuko, and had clearly shown up just to meet their attendance requirements. When Masami spotted
Y asuko, she gave her a cute smile, and quickly waved her hand. Y asuko forced herself to smile back.
Masami—with her broad shoulders, that long mane of luxurious black hair—sat in front of her.

Colleen and Aerda, she thought. Masami and Y asuko. The paralels were too obvious, acliché.

But that didn't makeit any lesspainful.

When classes were done she avoided her fellow students, and hurried home, to Aerda.

Y asuko brushed off powdery residue with fingers made dippery, the tips worn smooth, by the hours
of sanding.
Aerdas parts were now o finely polished they gleamed.



In the Daglian Saga, Aerdawas particularly ill-starred.

The girl saved awounded dragon on the outskirts of her village. The dragon understood human
gpeech, and was redlly aman named Galba, cursed and transformed into monstrous form by an evil
demon. But Aerda had to leave home when her own people blamed her for bringing such afearsome
crestureto their smal community.

Asthey journeyed together across the land Galba saved Aerda from attack after attack by frightful
mongters. And as she tended hisinjuries, she found hersaf drawn ever more deeply to the dragon's
gerling heart. She swore to hersdlf that she would stay by hisside forever, even if the curse could never
be lifted and he remained in dragon form therest of hisdays...

It wastimeto open that intriguing last packet. Y asuko gingerly untied the fastenings.

There were three black objects that reminded her of cockroaches, dong with asmall bag that rattled
when she shook it, another that sounded asif it had sand inside, and athin membrane barely a centimetre
in diameter. The black objects looked like integrated circuits. But instead of the usua centipede-feet
meta docking tabs these chips had a string of silvery snaps down their backs. Y asuko poked at the
gadgets, bemused, faintly repelled.

Inthe story, Galba, it turned out, had dready found the love of hislife: the beautiful Princess Colleen.
The princess was imprisoned in atower labyrinth. Hed been turned into this dragon, horrible to human
sght, when hefdl into the clutches of ademon during afailed attempt to rescue her. Even now, his
resolve to save her remained unshaken, eveniif it cost him hislife.

Aerdaredlized that Galbas will was unshakeable. But she worked even harder to help return him to
human form, wanting to do whatever she could for him, evenif that would only end up helping her rival.
Galba, oblivious, even asked her for advice about the workings of the princess's delicate heart.
Meanwhile, Aerdathought her own heart would bresk time and again...

The bag a so contained afour-page instruction manual. Y asuko flipped through it dubioudy... The
multiple-value processor (MvP) assigns multiple valuesto electric signals—four values, in the case
of the Hishitomo MvP ULS . Sheturned to theindex. A uLS turned out to be an ultra-dense large-scale
integrated circuit. Hishitomo Ingtitute, the leaflet boasted, was the first chip maker to produce atruly
practica multiple-value processor. In contrast to conventional signals rendered into the two binary
markers 0 and 1, the Hishitomo MvP ULS is capable of differentiating and processing two
additional signals. One* Qit” of data can carry one of four different values, enabling vastly more
complex and sophisticated processing operations to be performed in record time...

And soon.

What it meant was that the little black objects were Aerdas brain.

There were three different versions, so the modeller could choose which part of the scenario she
wanted to emphasizein the finished figure. The onefor thefirst part of the storyline, where Aerdafirst
met the dragon, would result in asimple, naive, easy-going girl. The second wasfor the middle of the
tale, when Aerdawas serving Galbawith dl her heart. And the last was for the Aerdawho had survived
al the plot twists, and made her find decison, and had grown into afine, resolute young village woman.

Y asuko felt obscurely disappointed. So there would be no growth, no development, no rea
experience for thisfigure. She could give Aerdamaturity, give her memories, smply by plugging in anew
brain chip.

But then thiswas only ataking dall, she reminded hersdf, doomed to play out a prescripted
doryline

In the story, after many hardships, Aerdafindly did transform the dragon back into aman. And she
worked selflesdy to break the secret of the [abyrinth. But the moment Galba rescued his princess, he no
longer had eyesfor the faithful Aerda

Colleen, her own white magic restored to her along with her freedom, told Aerdathat she would give
the village girl anything she wished for in gratitude for her help. Aerdaforced asmile. | oncefell in love
with a marvellous dragon, shetold the princess. | only wish | could find a partner with such a
wonderful heart.

Colleen, unaware that Aerdas dragon had been Galba himsdlf, cast her spell...



The smal membrane turned out to be the figurings vocal cords. Y asuko pushed it into the belly
cavity and up into the throat with her finger asingtructed. Then she dropped her choice of uLS intothe
same bdly cavity.

That left the sack stamped “ NNP Seeds.” Thesg, it turned out, were actud plant seeds. There were
about half a spoonful of them, looking like sesame seeds.

NNP. Neural network plants, she read. NNP are a radically new kind of plant genetically
engineered to transmit electric signals. Nourished by growth culture seeping into the body cavity
through the porous flexible polymer, the NNP seeds extend microscopic mycelioid filaments
toward the metal contacts on the MvP ULS . The NNP grows into a neural network in accordance
with data obtained from the uLS. The NNP filaments continue to grow through gaps in the porous
flexible polymer, reaching into every part of the figure's body...

Y asuko did asthe ingtructions said, pouring the seedsinto the cavity, then attaching the lower torso
with the enclosed tube of glue. Next, feding queasy, she attached Aerdaslimp aamsand legs.

When the NNP transmit a signal from the ULS to a specific “ address’” connected to the NNP
network, the flexible polymer contracts, making the figure move. Moreover, by exposing sensory
cells differentiated from the rest of the NNP on the surface of the figure, it is possible for the mvP
ULS to obtain visual and auditory, olfactory and tactile sensory input. It will take 34 hoursfor the
growth culture to permeate your figurine, and for the NNP to establish a neural network and run
the full sequence of self-checks on the figure's autonomous movement repertory. Make sure you
have finished painting your character before she/helit beginsto move!...

After the gpdl, Gabafor thefirgt time had felt thefull force of the village girl'slove.

But just as he was about to speak to her, Aerda stopped him. | know | have triumphed over
Colleenin love, shetold hersdf. For | loved your manly spirit even when it was entrapped in the
shell of a gruesome dragon. And that is enough. And she walked away, head held high.

Y amashita had especialy approved of thislast scene. “ Aerda starts out as a strong-willed tomboy,
but she growsinto atransformed woman,” hewould say. “ Asjuvenilefiction goes, it'safine expresson
of the classic theme of persona growth and maturity.”

That wasn't how it felt to Y asuko. Shejust felt desperately sorry for Aerda

She poured water into the small basin she used for washing her dishes, and mixed in the sack of
powder. It reminded her of her somach medicine. Then she carefully lowered Aerda, looking human at
last with her asams and legsin place, into the water.

Sunk to the bottom of the basin, the village girl could have been the victim of adrowning. Her blouse
was moulded on, part of the upper body casting, but the skirt was a separate piece, 0 Aerdawas naked
from the waist down, her flesh seamless and unbroken.

It had actually been Y asuko's fault that Doi and Masami had got together in thefirst place. In fact
sheld dways suspected the only reason Doi had made such afuss over her wasto get closer to her friend
Masami.

They were unlikely friends. Masami Tsuda had broken her leg skiing the year before, and hadn't been
ableto get the credits she needed in physical education. That put her in the same lower classmen's course
as Y asuko. When they wound up in the same group for warm-up stretches, Y asuko was surprised to
find that thislovely senior student was a manga comics fan the same as her. Before long they were
shopping and hanging out together.

Masami had introduced Y asuko to Doi. They were both part of agroup of friends planning a party.
I'msorry, Yasuko. Doi's so stifling! You can talk about manga and all that otaku stuff. Would you
mind covering for me until this stupid party businessis done and finished? And Masami's beautiful
features broke into a cute little smile, and of course Y asuko agreed. Masami was agirl who was
perfectly aware of how attractive she was, and knew that no one could stay angry with her for long no
matter what she said, just so long as she turned on that winning smile.

Not even Y asuko.

Doi wasthe very mode of the serious college jock, atrack and field man. But Y asuko had read her



share of boys comics, and she was able to draw him out.

Mostly what she drew out of him, however, was hisfedingsfor Masami.

Theway he thought Masami was cute, the way he sighed after sheleft them, the way hewould
plumb Y asuko's knowledge of Masami's likesand didikes.

But despite the uncongenia subject matter, as she sat with him and Doi's expangve laughter rang out
in some coffee shop, gradualy Y asuko found herself charmed.

Infact, dazzled.

And even when he was talking about Masami, after dl, he waswith her. She had allowed hersdlf to
dream, just alittle—

“Oops! Sorry, Aerda...”

Y asuko pulled out a sheet of tissue paper, and carefully sponged off abit of paint that had, while she
was cardlesdy dreaming, spilled over theline of Aerda's skirt hem.

Painting on nice, flat Kent paper was acompletely different story from working on the complex
curves of agarage kit. The separate piece for the skirt was especialy convoluted. Sheld dready put
delicate highlights and shadows in Aerda's hair, and carefully shaded each and every lacing on her jacket.

When she was done Y asuko picked up Aerda hersalf. Aerdas skin, steeped in water, seemed
smooth and even alittle soft to the touch. Y asuko lifted Aerdaso the figure's eyeless face was before her
own huge eyes. The specid paint for porous flexible polymerstook along timeto dry. That made it easy
to avoid streaking and smearing, but it was apain when she had to apply multiple layers. Still, the coats
she'd applied earlier looked to have set.

“Isyour facedl dry now?Wdll, then—" Y asuko stretched, and started in on the most difficult task of
al—painting inthe pupils.

She shaded in gentle auburn highlights on warm chestnut pupils, giving adeep and quiet expresson to
thevillage girl'sface.

She dlowed herself asmile. “Now that's not bad! Don't you think so, Aerda?’

Atlast it wastimefor the find touch—the freckles.

...Isthat what Doi'sreally like? | didn't realize...

Y asuko remembered how Masami had breathed those words one night, her eyes distant, as her long,
graight hair blew around her in the wind. It was the moment Y asuko's hopes imploded.

But even then, Y asuko played the good underclassman. Shelooked out for her elders fedlings, gave
each of them a gentle push when they needed one, and finally made Doi's dream of winning over Masami
aredity.

I'm the one who charmed Doi, she told hersdlf. I'm the one who charmed Masami, too. It'smewho's
the redlly awesome one, way more awesome than Masami....

And that alone was her fragile, secret pride...

Y asuko froze, her brush till poised in her hand.

The brush point had split, leaving wedge-shaped blotches like hoof marks al over Aerdas cheeks.

It was adisaster—Aerdasface, of al things! It was her fault; she hadn't been concentrating. Now
what? Trying to wipe the freckles off with tissue paper would just leave smears. The best option wasto
let the paint dry completely, then carefully shave the smudges off with an Exacto knife.

“I'm sorry, Aerda. I'll clean you dl up tomorrow.”

Trying to keep from trembling, Y asuko went ahead and glued on the sKirt.

The next night she had to stay late to catch up on the work she'd been skipping, and it was past ten
before she returned to her dormitory. The girl next door, with the shag haircut that looked so good on
her, was having an endless phone cal with some guy.

Y asuko opened her door. Her own small room seemed dark and utterly quiet.

She switched on the light, and stopped dead in her tracks.

Her desk was amess. Spilled paint had made a flesh-coloured sea of the desktop. The spines of her
textbooks were splashed, and her brush stand had toppled on itsside.

Her heart thumped. Should she call the police? Or the dorm monitor—



Clunk.

It had come from behind the textbooks. She stared into the shadows, which her imagination readily
popul ated.

“What was that? Who's there?’

...Something very small was moving around behind the dictionary.

Y asuko stepped forward cautioudy.

A figure, itstorso coated with flesh-colour paint, was peering sheepishly around the edge of
Y asuko's Oxford English-Japanese Dictionary. That three-millimetre-wide mouth moved, and alight,
tinny voice drifted across the room.

“Who are you? What isthis place?’

It was—Y asuko recognized with a start—the voice of apopular actress, Alissa Nakagawa.

“Aerda?’

“You know me? Wheream | ?Isthisaland of Giants?” The figure hung on to the edge of the
dictionary with both hands asiit thrust its upper body around the corner. 1ts manner was stunningly
authentic, aswereitstimid face, the strained shoulders, the nervous fet.

Y asuko spread both hands, and softly stepped closer. Thefearful Aerdafell back astep. “Don't be
afraid. | made— no, | healed you. And you are Aerda, of the hamlet of Teglia.”

At the sound of her name Aerda appeared to relax alittle. She dowly stepped out from behind the
dictionary. Sheleft tiny flesh-coloured footprints as she stepped lightly across the desk. Porousflexible
polymer reformed itself into an embarrassed frown. “ The last thing | can remember is being attacked by a
mongter in theforest...Gabal Ishe here? Do you know anything of adragon?’

“Have no fear. Galbais not here. Heis—another Giant istaking care of him.”

“Where? Let me see him!” Thewordswere awail of pain, as authentic asthe rest of the moddlling.

Y asuko suddenly found hersdlf at alossfor words. | can't just play with this creature like atoy, she
redized. It was asif Aerdawasin some sense awvare. And if shewas or was not, how could Y asuko
tdl?

“Don't worry,” shesaid again. “I have to ask that other Giant when he can meet you. But it'll be
okay. In fact, that other Giant may just be able to give him a human body—"

“Turn Gababack into aman?’ Aerdasface wasasmall dish of misery.

Too late, Y asuko remembered the scenario. Galba had declared he would go straight to the labyrinth
tower to seek his princess, as soon as he recovered his human form. For Aerda, Y asuko's news could
only mean that her happy dayswith her love would soon be over.

Thisisridiculous, Y asuko thought. Y ou're debating with a kit figure, here.

“I don't know for sure that helll do that. Just maybe. L ook, try not to worry.”

“I'm sorry,” murmured Aerda, lacing her fingers. Webbed with drying paint, they were getting sticky.

“What happened to you, Aerda?’

“I woke up and found mysdlf in this strange place. And when | went over to look at one of those
glass barrels, | saw my face reflected there, and my freckleswere so dark! And some of them had such
strange shapes...| thought | couldn't possibly let Galba see melike that, and, and...”

Sheld apparently thought she could cover up her freckleswith skin-coloured paint. Aerda had
wrapped her arms around apot lid to twist it off, and instead brought the whole “ barrel” right over. The
damage stretched from Aerda’s right shoulder down across her entire body.

Aerda hung her paint-splashed head. Y asuko sympathized with her from the bottom of her heart.

“Come here,” she said gently. “Let me clean you up.” Y asuko wiped the desk with adust cloth. Then
she soaked atissuein thinner, and started sponging away the spilled paint. “I'm going to remove your
skirt for alittle. Tell meif it hurts, okay?

Aerdacomplied.

Y asuko used sandpaper to smooth out the excess paint. Sitting with her legs stretched out in front of
her, Aerdaintently watched Y asuko at work. She seemed to have no sense of pain.

“Glant,” shesad, “you arevery kind.”

“My name. It's Y asuko.”



“Yasuko?’
“Stvery 4ill. Now, lift your face. I'm going to fix your freckles”
Aerda stretched up her face, asif waiting for akiss.

Colleen was afraid of Y asuko. She hid behind Y amashitas paint pots.

“| chose the mid-point setting in the story, too,” Y amashitatold Y asuko. “ So she kegpswhining
about whether ‘the knight who is supposed to save me' has come or not. It's driving me up thewall. And
on top of that she cries. Sobbing dl thetime. No tears, though.”

Y amashita's workmanship on Princess Colleen was woeful.

Colleen's skin was rough to the touch and the paint hadn't taken well. Y asuko wondered if
Y amashita had dacked off on the polishing. The princesss costume was very eegant with lush draping,
but Y amashita had smply covered it with heavy layers of blue paint—aharsh primary colour—andin
some placesit had spilled over onto her skin. His paint work on her eyeswas particularly clumsy.
Colleen's eyebrows were askew, and her eyelasheswere smply threethick lines, crudely sketched.

Colleen, trembling, asymmetric, was much less gppeding than Y asuko's Aerda.

Of course, Y asuko mused, there was no reason why the story played out by these little characters
had to follow the script.

Y amashitatripped Colleen with the handle of his paint brush. As she sprawled, he laughed.

That night she found the room dark except for alittle night light. A book was propped open in the
pool of light, and Aerda sat beforeit cross-legged. She was reading, mouthing the words to herself.

Sheturned. “Welcome home, Y asuko.”

“That's my textbook. Are you reading Chinese poems?’

“I didn't have anything to do. I'm sorry—"

“No. Don't gpologize. I'm impressed.” The Aerda character had been conceived of asagirl witha
keen naturd intelligence, but who never had a chance for aformal education. “We have to pretty you up,
Aerda. Tomorrow you can findly see Galba.”

Aerdaleaped to her feet. “Gaba?’

“...And héll be back in human form.”

Aerda clapped atiny hand to her mouth. “ So he found Princess Colleen.”

Y asuko gently stroked Aerda’s head. “ Don't you worry about Colleen.”

“But—"

“Things have, umm, changed. Here now, let me manicure your nails.”

Aerdarested her hand on Y asuko's | eft forefinger, and Y asuko picked up her brush.

Kondo was taking with Y amashitawhen Y asuko arrived at hisboarding house. “... Thewingswere
al right without reinforcing them with an duminium rod. And the embossing work isredly good. When |
dry brushed in the highlightsit got alot more interesting. Actudly, | wanted to try some pearl powder, but
| wasn't sureif the stuff | usually use would work on these polymers...Y asuko, you're late.”

“Sorry.”

“There's someone here to meet you—" Kondo opened up a cardboard box on the floor.

Gaba sprang forth, and Y asuko gasped.

Thethree of them bent and studied the prince, their faceslooming like round moons over him.

Gdbaglared up at them. Dressed in rough clothes befitting an adventurer, without apparent fear, he
whipped out his sword and faced them down.

Yamashitasaid, “Héescoal...”

“Isn't he, though?’

Hewasn't quite as sexy asin Y asuko's character sheet, but he'd been assembled and painted with
Kondo's characterigtic precision. Galba's skin was finished amanly bronze. He seemed alittle grimy to
Y asuko, but Kondo's use of highlights and shadow had brought out histhree-dimensiondity.

Y asuko noticed, for the first time, that the figure's hair and overal fed resembled Doi. Of course,



given that shed designed Galba, that wasn't really asurprise, shetold hersdf wryly.

“Wel, Gdba,” shesad, “let me show you Aerda” And Y asuko gently lifted the village girl from the
wicker basket she'd been cradling carefully. “ Aerda, you can come out now.”

Cautioudy, Aerda climbed out of the basket, eyeswide.

“Whoa!” The two boys gasped, gratifyingly.

But Galbawas staring, dumbstruck, at the beautiful girl. “Aerda...?’

On hearing the voice, Y asuko caught Kondo's eye.

He said, “Kaneo Shirasawa.” Another actor.

Gad ba sheathed his sword, and dowly approached the village girl, striding across the worn and
frizzled tatami rice matting on the floor.

“Galba...Gaba, isit you?" Thegirl'svoice wastrembling. She stared at Galba, asif dazzled.

But then she looked down, and curtsied. “ Congratulations, my lord. Y ou have recovered your
origind form...”

It was aline from the scenario. Galbathe dragon had belonged to Aerda. But now Galbawas a
prince once more, and in this scene Aerda had to behave formally to him, to convince hersdf of the gap
that had opened between them.

“Thank you, Aerda,” said Gaba. “I owe everything to you.”

“Tome?’

The three students glanced at each other. This latescenario Galba figure would “ remember” that it
was Aerdawho had restored him to hisformer saf. But Aerda, programmed for the middle of the story
line, ill didn't know it herself. It was odd, thought Y asuko, watching these two people plucked out of
time from different points of their destiny, trying to interact. And yet that destiny, it seemed, remained
fixed, even 0.

Or didit?

The prince held out his hands, and shetimidly laid her tiny right hand on top of it. “ Aerda. Y ou're
very beautiful. | hardly recognized you.”

Kondo whispered, “Now that isn't in the scenario.”

Aerda shook her head, embarrassed.

Y amashita had produced a crumpled CD store paper bag. He dragged the princess out
unceremonioudy and plopped her on the tatami floor. The blue of her clotheswas harsh, ridiculous.

Gdba, seeing her, cried out, “ Colleen!”

Y asuko watched, enthralled now.

How about it, Galba? Isn't Aerdalovely? Far lovelier than Princess Colleen—and she has a beautiful
heart aswell. Y ou don't have to stick to the story. Tdll her quickly. Tel Aerdayou love her more than the
princess.

But Galbaran to Colleen's side, and kissed the hem of her skirts.

Aerdas hand fdll. Her brown, shimmering eyes were wide open.

Galba embraced his princess.

“Hot stuff,” murmured Y amashita. He was actudly blushing.

Aerdahad grabbed hold of Yasuko's skirt. “Yasuko,” shesaid. “Let'sgo home.”

Y asuko couldn't help herself. “No! Why hasit got to be thisway? Look at her! Her eyesare
different Szes. Her eyelashes are blotchy, her eyebrows are cockeyed. There's nothing pretty about her,
not her body, not her clothes—"

The boyswere watching Y asuko, stunned, mouths hanging open.

“But that doesn't matter,” Aerdamurmured. “Don't you know that, Y asuko? Galbaloves her, and
that'sall. No matter how shelooks, how ugly sheis, hislove won't change...Didn't | love Galba even
when he was adragon?’

Galbahad eyes only for Colleen. Just as Doi only had eyesfor Masami. No matter how much
Y asuko prettied herself up, she could never be Masami. And no matter how lovely Aerdabecame, she
would never be Colleen.

Aerdaplaced her hand on Y asuko'sfingertip. “Don't cry,” she said. Her little hand, so tiny it could



rest easily on her finger, was S0 very soft, so very smooth, and so cold it broke Y asuko's heart.

“I shouldn't have brought you here,” Y asuko said.

Aerdawas studying her. “I haven't logt, Y asuko. | know that Galbais Galba no matter what he looks
like. | know that dl those gentle things about him, those wonderful things about him, will never change.
And look a me! I'm proud of mysdlf, Y asuko. But—"

“y e

“Please give me back my freckles.”

That night Aerda dept beside Y asuko's pillow. She used awashcloth for acoverlet. Y asuko could
not hear the figure breathing through the night. But till she felt a profound peace, and was soon adeep.

“They found abug in the NNP,” said Kondo.

It wasthe evening of the next day.

“What kind of bug?’

Kondo fell slent. On the phoneline Y asuko could hear awaitresss voice taking orders, and a
background murmur of people. He said, “ Come down to the coffee shop, as quick asyou can. I've
dready cdled Yamashita”

“What kind of bug, Kondo?’

Kondo sighed. “When did you make Aerda?’

“...Itwasthe 8th.”

“Six days ago, huh? Then she's only got four more days.”

“What?’

“It'sthe NNP. It driesup in ten days.”

Y asuko turned around. The freckled girl had her back turned to her, and was intent on reciting a
Chinese poem. When she turned a page she looked like aminiature sailor handling agreat paper sail.

Kondo said, “Y asuko—"

Aerda smoothed down the new page, and smiled up at her Giant.

Apparently, Kondo said, Hishitomo had considered going ahead with afull launch of the NNP
figures—even if they only lasted ten days—hecause they thought kit fans had such short attention spans
that aweek or so would be enough for them. But somebody had pointed out that these otaku kids got
extremdy attached even to figuresthat didn't move. When “living” figuresbeganto die, dl over the
country, it would be a public relations disaster. So Hishitomo had decided to recall thetria figuresthey
had sent to thelr prize winners.

Even Y amashita had a pained looked on hisface. Y asuko was twisting and twisting the coffee shop's
ydlow napkin in her hands. Kondo glared.

“So what are they going to do with thefigures?’ Y asuko snapped. “Pulp them?’

“I don't think they'd do anything like that,” said Kondo, but his eyeswere oddly deed, Y asuko
thought, like afish's. “ Hishitomo say they're very sympathetic toward our fedings. Apparently they're
aready testing some kind of drug for extending the life of assembled figures. The sengtivity of the sensors
on their skinwill degrade, but—"

“And you believe them?’

“Comeon, Yasuko,” Y amashitasaid, concerned, embarrassed.

“Yeah!” Kondo said. “1 do beievethem. And I'll tell you why. They want to keep the merchandising
rights. So they do think this situation can be resolved, Y asuko—"

“But the figures—our figures—are going to die? Aren't they?’

Y amashita gulped down the cold dregs of his coffee. “Y asuko, we're dl going to die someday. And
itsnot asif these are people—"

“Y ou've seen them. Y ou've seen the way they interact. How can you say that?’

Kondo cut her off. “Thisis getting us nowhere. | think we should return the figures to Hishitomo.
Better to at least have some hope, to bet on the new medicine. Instead of having them die before our



eyes” Heglared a Y asuko, challenging her to disagree.

Thewhitelight of the street lamp poured through Y asuko's window, lighting up their two faces, smdll
and large.

“Aerda?’

“What isit, Yasuko?’

“This Chinese poem. Y ou were reading it the other day, weren't you?’

“Ka Zan Ki?| likethat one. All about how he was thinking of the one heloved one night, and when
the reed screen in the window moved, he thought maybe sheld cometo him... Waiting by the window,
just like us. Unrequited loveisjust so sad.”

There was something moving in the air, beyond the window. Silver, rustling, likeleaves.

Y asuko whispered, “But tonight's different.”

Gliding in upon the light, its soft wings spread to their fullest, flew adragon: the dragon that Kondo
had thrown toward Y asuko's room from the back dley.

Aerdagasped. “ Galbal”

It was a muscular, magnificent dragon, wings and scales aglitter. It cameto light on the darkened
window sill. When Aerda sprang to his Side, the pattern that Y asuko had so carefully painted aong the
hem of her skirt twisted and turned. The dragon gently caressed the girl's head with acurled foreleg.

But Aerda stepped back. “Itisn't Galba.”

“Itis, Aerda It redly is”

“Oh, Y asuko. Doesn't he have his princess now? Don't talk about Silly dreamslike that.”

“I don't mean the Galba you met before. It's the Galbayou loved, the Galbathat loved only you. It's
Gdbathe dragon.” The dragon, of course, implanted with the appropriate chip..." He said he's decided
to bewith you forever.”

“Yourelying!”

“It'strue. And you have to go with him, Aerda.”

Aerdalooked from one to the other, the girl's face, the exquisite dragon. Y asuko saw how her
movements were alittle stiff, restricted. Aerdawas dready growing old. “1 won't go,” she said.

“Y ou don't understand—"

“What about you, Y asuko? It's as though I'm leaving part of myself behind.”

“Ligentome, Aerda. I'll be dl right. I—you helped me. Y ou showed me how | won out over my
own Colleen, in my own world.” Shefought to keep her voice level. “You see, | don't need you any
more.”

Aerda stepped towards her. “Y asuko, it's so strange. | want to cry, but no tears come out!”

“That's something | couldn't fix. But maybe other Giants can help you. Galbas going to take you to
them.”

“I'm afraid, Y asuko.”

“Don't worry. I've asked them to make sure you and Galba can be together always. And then, when
you get al well, you can come back home here with your dragon, okay?’

“I will. | absolutely will come back to you, Y asuko.”

Stffly, the freckled village girl climbed onto the back of the dragon. “Y asuko—"

“Y e’

“Next time, win for redl. Y ou understand? No more fooling yoursaf. No more justifications or mora
victories. Winfor red.”

Then the dragon drove off thewindow silI.

For atime Y asuko could not even move.

Two monthslater a Japanimation journa ran an interview with the production manager a Dux. The
visua media corporation had revised its origina plans, and would be making the Daglian Sagausing
traditiona cdl animation.

Y asuko, Kondo and Y amashitatried to find out what had happened to their figures, but Hishitomo



was impenetrable. Hishitomo wouldn't even confirm it had received dl the figures safely.

Maybe somewhere Aerdaand Galba were free, Y asuko thought. But it wasimpossible, of course.

Day by day, the flesh coloured footprints the figurine had left on Y asuko's desk faded away. Every
night, Y asuko left her window open for awhile before she went to bed.

Aerda. Thefreckled girl that Y asuko's soul and hands had brought to life. That little mirror that
reflected the very depths of her heart. Ka Zan Ki. If she was dive—if she was free—Aerda knew that
Y asuko waswaiting for her by thewindow. Unlike Dai, unlike Galba, Aerdawould understand what
Y asuko was fedling as she waited there.

Y asuko watched the curtains waving in the night breeze.

Shiva

BARRY N MALZBERG

Barry N. Malzberg was the Dark Sde of the S= Force in the 1970s—the pessimist, the premier
iconoclast. In seven years, he published 20 novels and over 100 stories. Then his output slowed to
atrickle, for reasonsrecorded inrich, colorful detail and passionate intensity in his collection of
essays, The Enginesof the Night: Science Fiction in the Eighties (1982). His reputation (and notoriety)
was established by his novel, Beyond Apollo (1972), a skeptical commentary on the Apollo
program that took a shockingly negative (for the era) attitude toward space flight. Excellently
written, it won the John W. Campbell Memorial Award, which upset many supporters of
Campbellian S at the time. The Encyclopediaof Science Fiction says, “ [Malzberg's|] writing is
unparalleled in itsintensity and in its apocalyptic sensibility....heisa master of black humor, and
is one of the few writers to have used sf's vocabulary of ideas extensively as apparatusin
psychological landscapes....”

Mal zberg has often explored conventional S- ideas in unconventional ways. In Shiva, he
cleverly turns some of the tropes of time travel (especially the " time patrol” ) and alternate history
S, quitelogically, inside out.

"W
€ll try Paris” someone says. “Remember Paris.” Sperber, trusted only for an gpprentice

assgnment but still determined to be hopeful, huddlesin the deep spaces of the extradimensiona
cdculator, figuring out hisfurther moves. Sperber has dways been athoughtful type, not impulsive, only
reactive. That is one of the primary reasonsfor his participation in the program. Know your course, pull
down vanity, move ddiberately toward akind of fruition. Still he thinks: How long can | remain hopeful
doing stuff likethis?

Stll, he has. Remained hopeful, that is. Choice gleams like knives from the enclosure; shrugging, his
lifeacoamic shrug hethinks, Sperber is catgpulted to Paris, 1923, finds himsalf with no redl trangtionina
small café on the fringes of the Champs-Elysees where he seemsto be dready engaged in profound
conversation with the young Pol Pot and Charles de Gaulle, nationalists both, their expressions set
intently toward afuture that glows for them, even though Sperber knows better than they how
problematic the Situation.

“Excusez-moi,” Sperber saysin his miserable, poorly accented French, tugging on the deeve of de
Gaulles brown jacket. Even at this early stage of hislife, de Gaulle seemsto have taken on amilitary
righteousness. “ Je can stay only amoment. | am hereto give you aglimpse of your future sil vous plait.
Comment allez vous?Would you like that portrait of your future?’

He hopes that the trand ator has done its wondrous work. There is no way that he can expressto de
Gaullein this perilous Situation without the hep of that device. Still, it ssems—like so much dsein
post-technologica 2218—something of a cheat. Form hastaken function al the way to the grave; the
extradimensiond caculator has, for instance, subsumed the causes of research or serious speculation.

De Gaulleis unresponsive to Sperber's question. Perhaps premonitory apprehensions of the Fourth



Republic have overtaken him; he seems distant, affixed to some calculation of afuture that Sperber
himself knows all too well. Saleth Sar (Pol Pot's birth name or at least the name he employed in his
student days) brandishes ateacup, looks at Sperber with akind of loathing.

“And me?’ he says, “what about me? What sil vous plait are you undertaking to give me? My
Frenchisnot perfect but | am worthy of your attention, no?’

Thiscertainly istrue. Sdeth Sar isworthy of hisattention. In hisexcitement at finaly meeting de
Gaulle, Sperber has dmost ignored the generd's old companion and rival in student debates.

“Pardon me,” he says. “1 meant to give no offense. | am astudent, | am in this place to study and to
learn. It isnot possible for me to know everything.”

“Y ou do not have to know everything,” Pol Pot says reprovingly, “but it is not correct to know
nothing at dl.” He stares at de Gaulle sourly, takes the teacup from the generd’s hand, and placesit with
athump onthetable. “1 think | will ask you to leave thistable,” he says. “ Y ou were after dl not invited.”

“I haveto tell you that the Algerian intervention will cometo avery bad end,” Sperber says hadtily.
“Both of you must know this, aso that the decision to leave Indo-Chinawill lead in no way toward
peace. Y our intervention will be supplanted by ignorant Americans, the Americans will get in deeper and
deeper, eventualy the Americans will ignore the borders of Kampucheaand will commit severe
destruction. No good will come of this, none at al. One country will be shamed, another sacrificed. You
must begin to make plans now.”

“Plans?’ Pol Pot says. “What kind of plans are we supposed to make? Y ou babble of destiny, of
destruction. But it isthiskind of destruction which must precede the revolution itsdlf. It isvitd that the
revolution prevail, that iswhy | have been sent to Paris. To study texts of successful revolutions, to know
the Congtitution of the United States among other things.”

Pol Pot, the admirer of democratic principles. Sperber had forgotten that.

Paris at thistime wasfilled with future Communists who loved democracy, the United States,
American music and sexua habits. It was betraya, Americans not taking to Asian desires, which had
turned them into revol utionaries, anti-Bolsheviks. But Sperber had, of course, forgotten much esein his
various missons, the |gpse here was not uncharacteristic, lapses had carried him through al of these
expeditions, making matters even more difficult.

De Gaulle shrugs much as Sperber had shrugged just subjective ingtants ago in the extradimensiond
caculator. The Frenchman's face shines with confusion, the same confusion, doubtless, that exigtsin
Sperber'sown. “ Thereis nothing | can do about this,” he says, “or about anything elsefor that matter.”

Sperber knows then with sudden and sinking acuity that he has done al that is possible under these
circumgtances. Thereis nothing else that he can do. He has used the extradimensiona calculator to
detour to this crucid place, has warned the future leaders of consequence, has ddlivered the message as
best as he can, now consequence—an extradimensiona consequence, of course, one which has been
impaosed upon the Situation rather than devel oped—will have to engage its own direction. It isa pity that
he cannot bring documents, wave them in front of Pol Pot and de Gaulle, but the laws of paradox are
implacable and no one may test them by bringing confirmation to the past. The spesker must make his
point through fervor, through credibility. Thereis no supporting data.

“What are we supposed to do?’ Saleth Sar says. *Y ou surely cannot think to give us such an
evaluation and smply disappear. We are not fools here, we are serious people. Even heisaserious
person,” he says pointing to de Gaulle, “even though like dl of his countrymen heisfull of grand designs
and stupid dreams. Serious stupid dreams, however. Y ou must take responsibility for that aswell as
muchedse”

Wl that seemsfair enough. Perhapsthat is so. “ Regrette,” Sperber says. What elseisthereto say?
In just amoment he will take the extradimensiond calculator out of his briefcase, cdculatethedias, and
make his departure. He hopes that the café personned will not take the calculator for a grenade or
plastique; that they will not interpret hisintentions as violent. Hisintentions are not violent, they are smply
pedagogical in dl of the better senses of that word.

Next assgnment: this one the standard interview (in dl of its hopelessness) which no oneintraining



can avoid. “Dont doit,” Sperber therefore saysto JFK, appearing in the President's private quarters at
Hyannisport with the help of his speedy and selective insrument. “Don't go to Ddlasto resolve a
factiond dispute, the factions are hopeesdy riven, thereis nothing that you can do but interfere and
otherwisg, if you go there, horrendous persona consequences may follow. | am not even talking about
the future of the country.”

Kennedy looks at him kindly, helps himself to another breadstick from the stack next to the table,
seemsto regard Sperber in aunique and favorable light. Jacqueline is ensconced upstairs, Dave Powers
ispacing the corridors outside: Thisisaquiet night in thefall of 1963, quieter than most of them and
therefore good for siting by the calculator. Sperber has come to Kennedy noiselesdy, with no
disturbance whatsoever.

“Y ou're not the first from whom I've heard this, you know,” Kennedy says. “ There has been awhole
group of you who have come in mysterioudy with asimilar plea over the past few weeks. It'sagood
thing | know I'm only hdlucinating. Or are you redly dl emissaries from the future on some kind of
training plan? That'swhat I'm beginning to believe but | can't get astraight answer out of any of you. It
strikes me as the most reasonable guess, either that or you're dl redly extraordinary actorsand Lyndon is
even more demonic than | think, trying to make me crazy here. But | don't think I'm crazy; | havea
rigorous, robust intelligence and know ahawk from ahandsaw.”

Sperber knew of course about al the others. Kennedy in thefall of 1963 was one of the most
popular destinations: unlike de Gaulle and Saleth Sar in the café who were realy unusua and dmost
secret. Certainly, Sperber would never make his knowledge of that site public. Still, you could not use
only themost popular destinies; you had to do some origina warning and rebutting or risk faling into
imitation, the inattentiveness of the assessors. Alternate history was not merely an odyssey; it was awork
of art, it had to be particularly shaped.

“What can | do to convince you that I'm different from the others?’ he said. “I'm apecidigt, | work
on higtorica causation, on first cause, on origina motivation, it'sbeen my field of study for yearsand if |
didn't have this opportunity, | would be abandoning the future to mindless consequence. It's got to mean
more than that.”

“| can't get into arguments of this sort,” Kennedy says. He rocks back in hischair, sighing alittle as
hisweak back is momentarily shifted from axis, then recovers his purchase. “ All of you are so inastent,
al of you seem so convinced that you carry the red answers.” He smilesat Sperber, hisfetching smile,
the smile that has been preserved in dl of the living and dead histories through the hundreds of years
between them, then pats Sperber on the hand. “It'safated business anyway,” Kennedy says. “And if I'm
not mistaken, if | understand this correctly, it'sal happened anyway from your perspective.”

“It's happened,” Sperber says, wishing that he had managed a university education so that he could
put thisin more sophisticated terms. The trades were not agood place to be, thiswork was redlly too
delicate for someone training fundamentally as atechnician and yet that was the only way it could be
financed. “It's happening and happening but there's a chance, just achancethat if you avoid in the future
the eventswhich | know so well, that it can happen in adifferent way. I'm not doing thisfor
recompense,” Sperber says unnecessarily. “I have agenuineinterest in improving the quadity of our lives
inthe present.”

“Wadl,” Kennedy says, “well, well, theré's no answer to that then, isthere? Theré's no canceling
travel and politicad commitments at such alate time unlessthere's a proven disaster lying there and we
know that that's not the case. Sorry, pal,” Kennedy says, patting Sperber's arm amost lovingly, “there's
just no way around this. Besides, I'm getting alittle tired of al these visitsanyway. They're distracting and
theré's nothing that | can do to change the Situation anyway.”

“Jeregrette,” Sperber saysin poorly stressed French, carrying over hisresponse from an earlier
interview, “ Je regrette al of this, Mr. President, but it'simportant for you to understand the
consequence—"

“Thereisno consequence,” Kennnedy says, “thereisonly outcome,” and Sperber in a sudden and
audacious wedge of light, an extrusion that seemsto come from Kennedy's very intellect, which firesand
concentrates hisfeatures, bathing them in awondrous and terrible life, understands that Kennedy isright,



that Sperber has been wrong, that he has been pursuing consequence at adistance in the way that a
platoon of guards with rakes might trail the line of a parade, clearing the landscape. Sperber was no more
consequentia to Kennedy than such a crew would be to the parade.

“Don'tdoit!” he says nevertheless, seizing the opportunity asbest he can. “Y ou till shouldn't do it,
no matter how right you fedl, you will be surrounded by enemies, taunted by aressting crowd, then you
will perish among roses. Y ou have got to heed me,” Sperber says, and jiggles the extradimensiona
caculator into some kind of response, dready too late, but heiswilling to try to get Kennedy to ligento
reason even as the torm beginsin hisvisceraand he feds himself departed through yet another wedge of
history, spilled toward a ceasdless and futile present.

Sperber takes himslf to be addressing Albert Einstein in ahideous cafeteriain Eingtein's student
days, the unformed Alfred nibbling an odorous salami, calculations and obliterated equations on the table
between them. “Don't do this,” Sperber saysin what he takesto be afinal, desperate apped, “don't do
it, don't complete the equations, don't draw the conclusions: Thiswill lead to the uniform field theory, it
will lead to one devastating anomaly after the next, it will unleash the forces of atomic destruction upon a
hapless and penitentia humanity surrounded by consequence. Don't you understand this? Put it away, put
it awvay!”

Eingtein, another infrequent Site, stares at Sperber with akind of terror, not for him the cool
insouciance of Kennedy, the political fanaticism of Sdeth Sar and de Gaulle. Eingeinisasfully, as
hopel esdy, astonished as Sperber was when informed, five or Six subjective hours ago, of hismission.

“Change history?’ Sperber had said, “I can't even spell history,” and smilarly Einstein shudders over
his equation, stares at Sperber in afusion of shynessand loathing. “1 can't shape history, | don't even
know mysdlf,” Sperber, the student had shouted when informed of his mission, and the implacable sheen
of their faces when they had responsively shoved the extradimensiona calculator into his handswaslike
the sheen of the sdlami that Einstein held in one hopeless, hungry hand.

“I don't know of what you are speaking,” Eingtein said. “ Physicsistoo difficult asubject for meto
understand, | can do nothing, don't you know this? 1 can do nothing at al.” In Einstein's despair, Sperber
can glimpsethe older Eingtein, the saintly and raddled figure whose portrait adorns the site, amusty
extrusion from the journas, who played the violin badly at Princeton and blamed everyone elsefor the
bomb.

“Yesyou can,” Sperber says, and resists the impul se to spout French again: the language of
diplomacy, he had been told, but that was just another cracked idea of the assessors. “Y ou can do
something, al of you could have done something, you have to take responshility, don't you see? You
must take respong bility for what you have given us.”

Sperber would have a great deal more to say but the sound of the assessorsis suddenly enormousin
the land and Sperber finds himsdlf, however unwillingly, ground to recombinant dust in the coils of the
caculator.

Heistaken back.

He ponders the landscape, the faces of the assessors, neither unsurprisingly changed at dl. The
program issustained, after dl, by failure. What point in ressting?

“Oppenheimer isnext,” someone saysto him. “ Are you prepared for Oppenheimer?’

Wi, no, in fact heisnot, but Sperber tries as ever to be hopeful. Heis Shiva after dl, destroyer of
worlds.

The Queen of Erewhon
LUCY SUSSEX

Relatively little of Lucy Sussex's work has been S, but she has been an important presence in the
Australian SF community and began in the late 1990s to be recognized in S- worldwide, a process
this story will certainly accelerate. She was a co-editor of Ausdtralian Science Fiction Review (Second



Series)—arguably the most ambitious SF critical magazine of the 1980s—for itsfirst two years
(1986-87). Then in 1988 she published the title story of her 1990 collection, My Lady Tongue and
Other Stories, the book and story upon which her reputation primarily rests. She co-edited the
anthology She's Fantagtical (1995), the first anthology of S- and fantasy by Australian women, and
published three fantasy novels in the 1990s: Deersnake, for young adults; The Scarlet Rider (1996),
a ghost story for adults; Black Ice (1997), another juvenile. She has continued to write short
fiction, most often fantasy or horror.

This story, from F& SF, is clearly science fiction, and has many of Sussex's characteristic
strengths (strong characterization, well-thought-out setting, political engagement, historical
reverberations) but isin a tone more characteristic of, say, Ursula K. Le Guin—a wise, mature
woman's voice. It tells of a future post-catastrophe New Zealand matriarchy.

Hereisthe story behind the story: “ Erewhon is a place, not only the dystopia of Samuel
Butler's novel, but also a sheep station [i.e., ranch] in the South Island of New Zealand, which he
owned. | used to spend summer holidays there as a child.

“After | left New Zealand | kept getting reminders of the South Island's topography, as it was
featured in fantasy films like The Princess Bride. | always thought any culture that developed there
would be far stranger and richer than the film fantasies, or Butler's Erewhon.... | did some
reading on mountain cultures, including Tibetan polyandry, and slowly the notion of the Rule
coalesced.”

“H
ey you! Story-Eater! Devourer of lives! Leave usalone! GET OUT!”

Those are thefirst sounds on the tape: Idris spitting at me, refusing to be interviewed. | wind on alittle,
until 1 hear adifferent voice—Sadry spesking.

Sadry.... ghosts. The house at Erewhon could have been full of them for al anyone knew, for there
was only our family of three and the hired hands rattling around the building. Erewhon had followed the
Rulefor generations, not that | knew that. | was only achild, | think three. Things hadn't got explained to
meyet. | had no idea how odd my upbringing was, for the High country, with only one father.

Onenight | thought | heard crying, so | got out of bed, curious. | wandered aong the upstairs
corridor which al the deeping roomsled off. When | got alittle older, | learnt why this space was called
“Intrigue,” in dl the Rule houses. It kinks and curves, with cranniesfor people to hide and
overhear—hence the name.

Me: A public space?

Sadry: Or aprivate one. | followed the sound to the outside wall, to awindow with arecessed ledge.
The shutters were closed and the winter curtains drawn, but between both was a space where someone
might sit comfortably and that was from where the sound came. Now it sounded human, and female. |
heard soft words, amale voice responding. Two people were hidden there! And curious, | stood and
listened. But it was bitter frost weather, and rather than give myself away by teeth-chatter, | retreated
until just round the corner | found a basket. It wasfilled with rags, either bought from Scavengers or our
old clothes (High-landers never throw anything away). So | climbed into it without making asound, for it
wasan old Tech thing, of perlagtic, rather than wicker. | curled up warmly in the contents and listened in
comfort, not that | could understand much. Eventudly | fell adeep, and wokein dawnlight to find my
mother bending over me. And unthinkingly | blurted out the last words | had heard, which were: “1 only
want to be married to the one | love best, not dl the others.”

My mother said: “Where did you hear that?” and so | pointed at the ledge.

“Thetwo lovers, there, last night.”

Shelooked at me hard, then flung the curtain back. It wasn't me who screeched, it was her—at the
sght of dust thick and undisturbed on the ledge. Then she scooped me up in her arms and went running
down Intrigue, to the room she and my father shared, asmall room, his younger son's room.

Idris: What did he do?



Sadry: Took us both into bed, camed us down, for now | was hysterica too, and then very gently
questioned me. What did the voices sound like? Could | imitate them? When | was asdry of information
as asqueezed fruit, he said:

“It could have been any unhappy Queen of Erewhon.”

And then he told me about living under the Rule, of hisfirst wife, his brother, and their husband-lover.

Polyandry. Thefirg timel heard theword | thought it agirl'sname: Polly Andree. The
misapprehension, though instantly corrected, stuck in my mind, so that | persistently though of the woman
at the center of these group marriages asaPolly. And here | wasin Polyandry Centra, as
anthropologists cdled it, the Highlands of Suff, and | till couldn't shake my persond terminology. It was
abad dip to make when trying to convince Bel Innkeeper to find me space, in atown aready filled to
burgting for the Assizes.

“Wecdl them Queens,” shesad.

I'd listened to tapes of Suff accents but the actuadity was something else, my comprehension of it
being delayed, with embarrassing pauses at the ends of sentences. When | findly understood, | replied,
too hadtily:

“I know. Like bees”

All thewhile we had talked on the inn's back verandah, asteady stream of fat brown bees had
zoomed to and from some nearby hive, so this comment was both dead obvious and instantly regrettable.

Bd snorted. “Y ou Northerners. Think you know everything, with your new-Tech ways! Ever seena
hive, ever seen aRule House? No, that'swhy you're here, to find dl about the funny Suffeners, isn't it?’

| said, carefully: “ Okay, I'm what you cal astory-eater, an anthropologist. But | can understand
you've had agutful of being studied and written up. I'm not here to sensationdize you, but to observe the
court case.”

Bd stopped folding the inn washing and gave me her undivided attention. “Why?’

“Becauseit'simportant.”

“It's brought everyone down from the mountains and into this valley! How'm | supposed to house 'em
al? Andyou, too.”

Sherocked on the balls of her feet, thinking. “Well, since you're here, 1'd better be hospitable. And
teach you about queen bees, t00.” She pointed at an outbuilding. “ That's the honey-hut, and the one free
space I've got. Tekeit or leaveit!”

The hut wastiny: between palet and beekeeping equipment there was barely any room for me.
Above the bed waswhat | at first took to be a Tech photoimage, but it proved to be awindow looking
onto the mountains, made of the glass and wooden surround of a picture frame. In fact the whole building
was constructed of scavenged oddments from the days of affluence: flattened tins, scraps of timber, and
other usables dapped together in a crude but habitable mess. | was used to recycling, eveninthe
neoindustria North, but I had never seen such a higgledy-piggledy assortment before. It wasto prove
typica of much of thetown itsdf.

| lay on the pdlet and dozed for awhile, lulled by the soporific hum from the nearby hives. When |
woke, | tested my tape recorder—a precious thing, not because it was a genuine Tech artifact, but
because it was a copy, itsworkings painstakingly rediscovered. Of coursg, it wasn't as good, nothing
was, for we would never be asrich, nor as spendthrift, as our forebears. For over acentury now, since
the Crash, we had been adapting to an economy of scarcity. It was the adaptations, rather than the
antiques, or the neocopies, that interested me—particularly the Rule Houses, and at their center, the
Queen Polly Andree. How would it fed, to have multiple husbands? And what would happen if you grew
tired of them?

Sadry: My father said, “Nobody knows how the Rule began, just as nobody knowswho bred the
mountain Lori to be our herd animals. A Northerner, astory-esater, once told me the Rulewas a
pragmatic evolution, practiced by other mountain peoples. He said large popul ations cannot be sustained
inmargina highland. One wife for severa men—who arelinked by blood, or ties of love—limits



breeding, and meansthe family land can be passed undivided through the generations. It made sense;
more than what the Lowlanders say, which isthat we Highlanders deliberately chose complicated sex
lives! Y et he spoke asif we were specimens, likeastrain of Lori. That annoyed me, so | wouldn't give
him what he had come for, which was my history.

“When | wasthe age you are now, my brother Bryn and | were contracted to marry Nissaof Bulle,
who would grow to be our wife and Queen of Erewhon. When | wastwelve and Bryn fifteen—the same
age as Nisss—wetraveled to Bulleto ‘sted’ our bride, asis custom. When we got back, Erewhon
celebrated with the biggest party | ever saw and afterward Nissa spent the night with Bryn. | wastoo
young to be ahusband to her, though we would play knucklebones, or other children's games. That way
Nissaand | grew friends, and then, after several years, husband and wife. But we lived without passion,
al three of us. So when love did sirike Nissaand Bryn, it did like athunderbolt. And the lightning
cracked through this house, destroying nearly everybody withinit.”

Market day in the Highlands is a spectacle, even without the added excitement of an Assizesand a
sensational law-suit. | woke early, to the sounds of shouts, goods being trundled down the main street,
the shrill criesof Lori. When | came downdtairs, the medl areaof the Inn wasfull. Bel was cutting
buckwhest bread; she handed me adlice, spread with Lori butter, at the same time jerking her head at
the open door. | took the hint and went outside.

Immediately | found mysdf in the middie of aherd of Lori, who assessed the stranger intelligently
from under their black topknots, then parted and pattered around me. The anima was amiracle of
genetic engineering, combining the best of sheep, llama and goat, but with three-toed feet causing less
damage to mountain soils than hooves. Like the other Highland animalsit was dark, resstant to skin
cancer, aboon in an area cursed with thin ozone, even so long after the Crash. Various studies had
posited that the Lori designer might have been the socia architect who engineered the lives of
Highlanderswith the Rule. If so, I wondered why human genes had not been manipulated aswell, given
that these people had insufficient protective meanin, varying asthey did from paeto brown.

Suffeners met by sunlight would be shrouded in the robes of Lori homespun that served al purposes,
from formal to cold-wesather wear, wide flax hats and the kohl that male and female daubed around their
eyesin lieu of the precious Tech sunglasses. But inside, or under protective awnings such as those strung
over the market square, hats would be doffed, robes flipped back like cloaks, displaying bare skin,
gaudy underrobes and the embroidered or beaded or tattooed emblems of the Highland Houses. It wasa
paradox: outwardly, dour Puritanism; inwardly, carniva.

| stood on the fringes, observing the display of goods and people. Nobody in sight was armed, well,
not visibly, but | had read too many accounts of bloodshed and the consequent bloodprice not to sense
the underlying menace in the marketplace. The most obvious source was the young men, who tended to
ostentatious ornament, an in-your-face stlatement of aggressive sexua confidence. The women were less
showy, but had an air of defensibility, asif being hard-bitten was adesirable femdetrait in the Highlands.
Small wonder, | thought, recalling the mock kidnap in the marriage ceremony, and how common redl
raids had been until recently.

| felt alittle too congpicuoudy avisitor, so | bought a second-hand robe, the wool soft but smelly,
and draped it over my shoulders. Thus partialy disguised, | wandered among the sdls. A one-eyed man
watched over Scavenged Tech rubbish, cans, wires, tires; a nurang mother examined the parchments of
designs offered by the tattooist; agroup of teenage boys, herdersfrom their saffs, noisly tried on strings
of beads; and two husky young men haggled over atiny jar proffered for sale by an elderly woman.
Hungry for overheard talk, information, | lingered by the tattoos, my interest not feigned, for | was
particularly taken with one design, a serpent esting its own tail. Conversation ebbed around me, and |
learnt the one-eyed Scavenger had found anew site, that the herders weren't impressed by the selection
of beads, that the mother wished to mark that she now had children by &l three of her husbands with a
celebratory tattoo, and that the men were buying aphilter or aphrodisiac, for use on athird party. Now |
was dipping into the flow of Suff speak, | quickly comprehended the old woman's spid:

“If Ceat had tried my potion on Erewhon, none of this would have happened.”



All within earshot involuntarily glanced up at the bulk of the biggest building in the town, the
Courthouse/lockup. | had, in my wanderings through the the market, seen many emblems of gregater or
lesser Houses, adistinction the Highlanders made by the size of the land holdings. The signswere
displayed on people and aso the sdls, Sgnding the goods that were the specidties of each House. | had
been making amenta checklist, and had noted two emblems unseen: the blue swirl of Erewhon, and the
red sword blade of Celat. Those entitled to bear them currently resided within the lockup, whilethe
merits of their respective cases were decided. On the one hand, unlawful detention and threatened rape;
on the other, abduction, arson and murder. No wonder the town was packed.

Sadry: The place of graves a Erewhon isabirch grove and as we waked through it, hand in hand,
my parents named each tree: “ ThisisBryn's, thisMoli the trader's, by chance a Erewhon that night and
forever after.” It was apeaceful spot, even with the new thicket of saplings, Nissalswork. | could believe
that any ghost here would deep and not walk—which was precisaly why | had been brought there.

Idris: Nissaand her lover were buried in the snow, weren't they? Or at Bulle?

Sadry: | don't know...

[A clattering interruption at this point, the turnkeys bringing in that night's meal, the sound
also coming from below, as the Celats, housed on the ground floor, were simultaneously fed.]

Sadry: On that day, or one soon after, | saw above the birchesaline of pack Lori winding their way
down the mountainside. Their flags had the device of abee: Westron, our nearest neighbors. And that
proved to be the first of many visits from the local and not so local Houses.

Me: Including the Cdats?

Sadry: [nods] The message would alway's be the same: Erewhon has been decimated, and you need
an aliance. That meant, me plus whoever was the highest bidder. But my father said to dl and sundry that
they had made such offers before, when he was the sole survivor of Erewhon House. And had he not
responded by a second marriage with alowland woman, outside the Rule? |, as hisonly child and heiress
of Erewhon, also should have the oppor tunity of making a choice, when | was old enough.

Me: They agreed to that?

Sadry: With grumbling, yes.

Ever since contact was re-established between North and Suff, nearly a century after the Crash,
anthropol ogists had been fascinated by the Rule. Much of their interest was prurient, with accounts of
giant bedsfor the Queen and her consorts (alurid fantasy, given the Intrigue configuration). | had in my
pack areport positing the mechanisms by which Highland men could gpparently switch from het
monogamy, abeit with abrother or brothersinvolved in the marriage; to bisex, when an additiond
unrelated male entered the House, a partner for both husbands and wife; to homosex, with the Queen
relationship purely platonic. It was not exactly light reading, but | persisted with it, lying on the pallet, the
hum of beesfilling my ears. In the end the graphs and diagrams were too much for me, and I Smply
dared at thewall and thought.

On, for ingtance, how easily the complex relationshipsin a Rule marriage could turn nasty, Nissa of
Erewhon being merely an extreme example. Y et divorce, with people “walking out and down,” i.e,, to
the Lowlands or to join the itinerant traders, was uncommon. Highlanders had avested interest in
conciliation, in preserving the group marriages. that was why many houses contained Mediators, skilled
negotiators. Theideal was embodied in atoy | had bought at the market, that little girls wore dangling
from their belts: alady-doll on astring, with a dependent number of men-dolls.

Why, | wondered, dandling the puppets, did sexual options not exist for women aswell as men, with,
say, linked girl-dolls? Were the Queens smply too busy with their men? Fedling frustrated, | wandered
outside and found Bel atending to the hives.

“Comeseel” shesaid, and so | donned over my Highland robes the spare vell and gloves hanging
behind the hut door. Bel had lifted the roof off ahive, and | stared over her black shoulder at the teeming
mass of insects.

“I think I understand,” | findly said, “why ahiveisunlike aRule House”



She nodded, invisible behind her velil. “Ever see aHive where the drones bossed the show? Or
without any other female bees? It would beimpossible...”

“AsaHouse with two Queens?’ | finished.

She straightened, holding acomb-framein her gloved hand, staring acrossthe vdley & the
Courthouse roof.

“You'relearning, Story-eater.”

Sadry: Highlanders say when you die you go downriver, and that iswhat happened to me. My life at
Erewhon with my parents, then my father only [after my mother went, as the Lowlanders say,
underground)] that is upriver to me. Everything snceisthe next life.

[ She spoke with such intensity that | almost reached out and touched her, to belie the words.]

| went out done after astray Lori, the best yearling we had. Our herders had given up searching and
my father wasill in bed, but | stubbornly kept looking. Most likdly the anima had drowned, so | followed
the Lori paths along asiream raging with snowmet. Almost &t itsjunction with the grest river that runs
from Erewhon to the lowlands, | saw apatch of color in alarge thornbush overhanging the torrent: a
drowned bird, swept downstream until it had caught in the thorns. But though it was shaped like the
black finches of the Highlands, the feathers were white-gold-red: a throwback to the days before the hole
in the sky opened. | wanted the feathers for ornament, so leant on the thornbush, to better reach
out—but the bank collapsed beneath me.

The water wasn't degp and the bush cartwheded in its flow, taking me, my robes entangled in the
branches, into the great river. Up and down | was ducked, alternately breathing and drowning, torn by
thorns, or dashed against riverstones. All | could dowasgrab at air when | could...

[ She paused and | again noted the fine white lines on her exposed skin, a tracery of
thornmarks. Wor st was the scar tissue in the palm of one hand, where she must have clutched at
the bush despite the pain, in the process defacing and almost obscuring her birth marker, the
Erewhon tattoo.]

| think mileswent by, hours—for the next thing | recall was the evening moon. | gazed up at it, dowly
comprehending thet | lay ill, out of the helter-skelter race of the river, and that something wet and
duggish held mefast. From the taste of it in my mouth | knew that the bush had stuck in the mudflats
wherethe river widens. In the moonlight | saw solid land, shoreline, but when [ tried to struggle toward it
| found | had no strength left. But | lived! And surdly my fathers herders would soon find me.

Idris Y ou'd forgotten....

Sadry: On whose land the mudflatswere. So | shivered through that night, until the morning sun
warmed me. | had no protection againgt it, so covered my face with dl | had, which was mud. Then |
waited for help.

Idris Thenext bitismy gory....

Sadry: [laughing] Tdl it, then.

Idris: Theriver had lately brought we Celats afine young Lori, fresh-drowned. So in hopes of further
luck, | scavenged in the mudflats again. The bush sticking up like acage, | noticed that first. Next | saw a
faint movement like a crab, ahuman hand, then eyeslooking a me out of the mud. | had to use the pack
Lori to drag her out, she was stuck so fast, half-dead as she was. And the bird too, the one that had
brought her to me, | found that when | washed the mud from her robes.

[ She pulled from beneath her underrobe a thong, pendant from it a love-charm fashioned
fromtiny feathers, white-gold-red. Sadry almost simultaneously revealed a duplicate charm. |
wondered again at the mixture of toughness and sentimentality of the Highlanders, then at the
strength of this pair, one to survive near death from drowning and then exposure, the other to
save her.... In my cozy north, teenage girls are babies, but these two had a life's hard experience.]

In the courtroom, they looked tiny, my quarry, againgt the black-clad might of the Highland Rule. The
tribuna hearing this case conssted of a Judge from Chuch, the Suff capital, a Northern Government



representative, and the only empowered woman in sight, Conye of Westron. This Queen had been the
subject of aclassc study, so | knew her story well—but still boggled at the fact that this dignified old lady
with the multiple tattoos had seven husbands.

| bent toward Bel, sitting beside mein the public gdlery. “Now she islike the Queen of aHive!” |
murmured.

“Only because she outlived dl her drones!” Bd replied.

Around us, Suffeners commented too, court etiquette permitting this background buzz, dong with
eating and the nursing of babies or pets.

“—I ain't disrespecting new dead, but old Erewhon was mad to say no to Westron—"

“—had abelyful of the Rule, hadn't he—"

“—ut risking dl that House lore being lost—"

“Excuseme,” said amae voice, from behind me. “Y ou're the anthropologist?’

| turned to see afdlow Northerner, nervoudy holding out an ID. It read: Fowlds, journdist.

“I'm normally posted in Church, so | can't make heed or tail of thismountain law,” he said.

“Andyoud like an interpreter? Meet Bel!”

The Innkeeper grinned, speaking dowly and precisdly:

“Thetwo girlsin that dock are one party; the two men another. They tdl their stories, and the judges
decide who areto be believed.”

“Ah,” hesad. “And whoislikely to be credible?’

Around us Suffeners sucked sweets and eavesdropped happily.

“Well,” said Bd, “on the one hand we have a House wed thy and respected, but eccentric—maybe
to the point of having gonejust too far. That's Sadry of Erewhon, second generation Rule-breaker. On
the other hand, Idye and Mors of Celat, alesser House. Now they are Scavengers, but once Celat were
mercenaries, hired trouble, before your North outlawed feuding.”

It had been a condition of autonomy, | recalled, which had incidentally obviated the need to have a
concentration of fighting men in the fortified Houses. And thus the need to create bonds between them, a
primefunction of the Rule?

“But the other girl isIdrisof Celat? Whet is she doing with Erewhon?’

“That'swhat the tribund istrying to establish,” said Bd, asthunderous drumrolls sounded through the
court, sgnaing theformal start of proceedings.

Sadry: | knew that somebody found me, but merely thought | had crossed into downriver, thislife
revisited, with aghost Lori carrying me on its back to aghost House. Somebody washed me and
bandaged my cuts—I asked her if she was an angd spirit, but she only laughed. | dept, ate buckwhesat
mush when it was spooned into my mouth, dept again. The next time | woke, the room seemed full of
men, dl saring & me.

“Idris, do you know who sheis?’ said one, in avoice soft and smooth as a stroked cat.

“How could 1?7’ said the angel.

“Shelookslikerotting bait,” said another, so big and hairy | thought him an ogre.

“Idris, has she been ingtructing you how to treat her wounds?” asked thefirst.

Mutinous silence. Of course | had, for sick as| was, | was ill an Erewhon hedler.

“Only oneway to find out!” said the third, twin of the second, but clearly the leader. He unwrapped
the bandage on my right hand, to reveal the palm, which heinspected closdly, picking at the scab with his
nals

“Blue! Themissing heir of Erewhon!”

Big hands lifted the pallet, carrying it and me out the door and aong the Intrigue space. Somewhere
along the way my raw hand struck rough stone wall, and ared haze of pain washed over me. Even the
jolt asthe palet met floor again, in alarger room, | barely noticed.

“Wheresthat girl? 1dris?’

“Herel”—but spoken asif through clenched teeth.

“Get her good and better, and soon, okay?”



And with that they left. The pain had cleared my head: now | could see that the angel crying as she
re-bandaged my hand was only agirl my age, in aroom too stuffed with Scavengers rubbish to be
ghodily.

“Which Houseisthis?’ | asked, after awhile.

“Cdat.”

“Oh,” | said. “Trouble”

“Thethugs were Idye and lain, my brothers; the smoothie Mors, Mediator of this House, and their
lover.”

“No Queen?’ | asked, trying to recall what | knew of Celat.

“Thisisher room.”

Idris stared into my face, asif expecting areaction. Something waswrong, | could tell that.

She sighed, and added: “Our mother isyears downriver.” Her words and tone were like atrail, down
which | chased ahunting beest.

“Weve been too poor and disreputable for any marrying since.”

Thetrall waswarm now, and | guessed what | would find at the end of it would be unpleasant.

“Until you came dong,” Idrisfinished. “That'swhy they moved the bed. Don't you understand? They
want you for Queen of Celat and Erewhon.”

Indeed, an ogre with three mae heads, ferocious game. | knew | had to fight it, or marry it, but how?
More thinking aloud than anything else, | said: “I'd sooner marry you!”

Idris [triumphantly] “And | said: Do you mean that? Do you redly mean that?’

The hearing began with areading of the various charges and counter-charges, then a series of
witnesses appeared. | began to get a sense of Suff law, as the bare bones of the case, what was not
disputed by either sde, was established. But the mix of ritual and informality in the proceedings
disconcerted me, aswhen Bel waved wildly at some witnesses, amarried trio from Greym House. They
waved back, before resuming their evidence: that they, being river fishers, had found ahat with blueties
inthar net.

“At least there's no argument she fdl in the water,” Fowlds commented.

Mors of Celat rose and bowed at the judges. | thought him a personable young buck, not as loutish
as|dye besde him, with afeline, glossy look—if you liked that sort of thing. An answer to avirgin's
prayers? Not from the look of black hatred that passed between him and the two girls.

“Can he address the court? | mean, he's an accused,” Fowlds murmured.

Be had gone rushing out of the gdlery, leaving meto interpret asbest | could.

“AsaMediator Morsis privileged to argue points of law.”

“They're marriage counsdlors, right?’

“Among other things,” | said. “Things get fraught, you need someone like that. Otherwise you might
end up like Nissa's Erewhon.”

“Oh, the case people keep on mentioning,” he said.

“They'resmilar, that'swhy.”

“But wasn't that amass poisoning...” he began, but | shushed him as Mors began to speak.

“| bring the attention of this court to the law of the Scavengers....”

“Cheeky beggar!” somebody muttered.

“Huh?’ said Fowlds. | wasfeding confused mysdif.

“Er, | believeit'sbascdly finders keepers.”

“But it's not been gpplied to living humans since feuding days,” Bel finished, from behind my shoulder.

“But there's a precedent?’

“Ohyes. Ohmy!”

Idris had lespt up, shouting:

“| found Sadry, so she'lsmine! Not yours, not anybody ese's.”

Conye of Westron rose, and moving effortlessy despite her age, placed herself between the pair, her
arms stretched out, invoking quiet.



“Another Mediator,” said Bel. “ Shelll adjourn the court now, and |et people cool off. It's getting late,
0| guessthey'll cdl it aday.”

“Seeyou in court tomorrow, then,” said Fowlds. He bent toward me. “Y ou're an anthropologi<t, so
isit true that these mountain guys are hot trots?’

“Why don't you find out?’ | said.

“Oh | will!”"—and he wandered away.

Bel said: “Come and meet anon-bee Queen.”

Sadry: Idriss brothers | eft us done, but Morswould bring some smdl comfort, like fresh milk, St on
the end of the pdlet, and talk, playing mediator.

Idris Thethin part of the wedge.

Sadry: Thethick part being your brothers. | put no trust in him, but he was too engaging for meto
keep sulking. It became agame, to talk and parry hisflirtation. That way courtship lay, | knew.

| asked: “What brought you to Celat?’ and he looked rueful: “Love. Or apotion. Or perhaps both.”

Idris: [sarcastic] Men are such romantics.

| said: “ And you've stayed here? —|ooking pointedly around the Scavengers mess.

Hesad: “1 mediate when Idye and lain get into trouble.”

“Likenow?’ | sad.

He sghed. “Thiswasn't my idea. But asachalenge, | find it—seductive.”

“As opposed to rape?”’

Hesad, lightly: “Y ou know that isthe last resort.”

| must have gone white, for he added: “But that would mean I'd failed. And I'd hate that.”

When he had gone, | said to Idris:

“I suppose he's not too bad.”

Onthewall hung the one preciousthing | had seenin Celat, a Tech mirror. Idris abruptly lifted it
down and set it on my chest, holding it with both hands, so dl | could see was my scratched face.

“Y ou think, you redlly think pretty Mors courts you for love, when you ook, as Idye charmingly said,
likerotten bait!”

“No,” | said, sobered. She touched my cheekbones.

“I can see under the surface, but they can't. That protects you for the moment. But whenyou hedl...”

| said: “ Get word to my father!”

She hesitated, before replying: “Mors came from the market with the news your father's dead. Of
sickness or worry, they say. And so Erewhon is vacant and everyone'slooking for you.”

| cried at that, and she kissed away my tears. After awhile| said:

“Then we must get out of hereall by oursdves.”

The Queen proved to be the fisher-girl from Greym, whom we found, together with her husbands, in
Bd's private attic rooms. Thetrio were replete with honeycake and a keg of the weak Highland beer.
Closeto, they seemed painfully young, in their mid-teens at mogt, the two obvious brothers and the girl
touchingly in love with each other. Bdl introduced them as Milat and Meren and Jossy, saying of the
|atter:

“Pregnant, shetellsme, but she won't say by whom....”

Jossy grinned with gap-toothed embarrassment. The boys were more forthcoming:

“Aw, she'sjust kiddin' you, Cos.”

Indeed, | thought, the Rule was strict regarding sexua access, precisely to prevent squabbles over
paternity. Then | did a delayed doubletake at the last word spoken. Cos meant cousin....

| stared at Bel. “I thought you were alowlander.”

“Not dways,” she said. “Once | could have been a Queen.”

Milat coughed. “ Aw, that's old history now.”

| was starting to catch on. “Y ou waked out and down from Greym? Why?’

Bd replied with aquestion. “You like men?’ shesaid, looking a Jossy. “Y ou like lots of sex with



men?’

Jossy giggled; the boys exchanged glances, tolerant of their eccentric relative.

“I'll take that asayes,” Bel said. Then, moreto me: “But if you don't, then therés no senselivingin
misery. | had apretty young cousin, who would never question the Rule. So | gave my husbandsto her.”

“Our mam,” said the boys proudly.

“These are her twins. | had no children, so | walked free.”

She amiled a them, on her face the lines of ahard life, lived good-naturedly and without regret.

“What did you do?’ | asked.

“Came down to the village and this Inn, where | asked for work as a kitchenhand, anything. And
here| stayed, with Bel, who owned the Inn. When she went underground, | took her name and carried
on the business.”

She poured out more beer, and diced the remaining cake. As she did, | noticed atattoo extending
from the pam of her hand to the wrist: an ova enclosing two stylized bees, under agabled roof.

“Two Queensin aHouse?’ | asked softly, as she passed me the cake.

“No,” shereplied. “Two worker beesin their Inn.”

| took her hand, to better examine the device, and then noticed the pigment of one bee was faded,
and that it was drawn differently from the other. It dso looked vaguely familiar—and | whistled softly as|
recognized a birth marker, the bee of Westron modified into an emblem that was dl Bel's own.

“With your bee-skills, | should have guessed you were born at Westron.”

| released her hand.

“Asyourearedive, | wonder if you might get me an interview with Queen Conye. She'san
interesting woman.”

A guarded nod. Press on, | thought.

“I'dlikethat,” | said. “Almost asmuch asl'd liketo talk to Sadry and Idris.”

“Eader said than done,” she sad.

“Wdll, yes”

“Conyé's cranky on me, for letting the House down.” She paused, and what she said next nearly
floored me. “But | can get you into the lockup.” Sheturned to the Greym three: “ And you didn't hear
that, did you?’

“No, Cos,” muttered one of the boys, and | began to redize the powers of this extraordinary woman.

Sadry: Erewhon's symbol isablue swirl, theriver of life, for it isknowledge of illnessthat isthe
strength of our House, just as Dusse has botany and herbalism, and Westron the secret of mead.

[l nodded, thinking that it was as if when setting up the Rule someone had determined that the
precious Tech knowl edge and goods be apportioned equally between Houses |

Sadry: In our cdlars, cut deep into the mountainsde, we hoard the artifacts of Tech medicine.

Me: | heard you had a pharmacopoeia.

Sadry: Yes, abook of the colored beads that the Tech people didn't wear but ate, to keep
themselveswell. That we salvaged oursalves, other books the Scavengers bring us. Our oldest book,
though, isn't medica—it's called Erewhon, but it's not about my House, but a dream, anowhere place. In
thisbook things are reversed: the sick are criminds, and the criminasregarded asill.

Idris Arewecrimind, or ill?

Bd: Both, probably, in the eyes of the men.

Sadry: The book-Erewhon seemed strange, but not much stranger than the Rule. Or the way | would
livein my home, with Idris, if the court permitsus.

[I thought, but did not say, that while Bel could live in the Lowlands, a happy impossibility in
Highland terms, two Queens in the same mountain House was probably intolerable for the
Rule-followers. Sadry was Queen of Erewhon by inheritance, but if this case went against her she
could end up Queen of Nowhere.]

The Greym three had had a big, exciting day and they drooped like flowers with the dusk. Bel



brought them blankets, | etting them doze on her private floorspace. After she blew out the candles
(Highland style, of rush and tallow), we two retired to the downstairs bar, where she gected the last
drinkers. Now we had the place to ourselves | wanted to interview this runaway Queen, but instead Bel
went out. Alone, | stretched out on the hearthrug and watched thefire, thinking of the Houses and their
troubles. As| lay there, unbidden came to mind the memory of an interview tape | had once heard, with
an anonymous woman of Bulle. Bullewoman: The Ruleis share and share body dikein marriage. That's
why Queens seldom have anight to themselves once they wed. It'sbest if you're stolen by brothers,
because they're like beansin the pod, so you treat them the same. But if you've got oneyou like less, or
oneyou love mog...that meanstrouble. Poor silly Nissal

Interviewer: It was the lover that was the problem, wasn't it?

Bulle woman: Hisnamewas Y eny. | met him once, and wasn't surprised that Bryn Erewhon was
head over heds, why he brought him into the marriage. The trouble was Nissafdl for Y eny too, and she
wanted him dl for hersdlf, like aLowlander. The sensble thing would have been to let those two walk
out and down, but Bryn was stubborn, | guess, like Erewhoners are. He called in aMediator, but that
didn't work. So Nissatook mattersinto her own hands.

Sowly, imperceptibly, | dipped into dream-deep, images gppearing and disappearing before my
ditted eyes. First | saw the blue sgn of Erewhon, theriver twigting into afigure eight, an infinity symbol,
then the salf-devouring serpent | had admired at the tattooist's. A log collgpsed in thefireplace, and |
opened and closed one eye, importing the flamescape into my dream, for now | flew above red
mountains. Below my eagle-| were Houses, and | zoomed in and somehow through the thatch roof of
Erewhon, to see Nissa (who looked amazingly like Sadry) zigzagging through Intrigue. She went down a
flight of stone stepsto the courtyard where a Scavenger waited with goods for identification and sade;
sheets of dirty foil, on one side covered with symmetrica white studs. The dream-watcher followed
Nissainto the cdlars, where she consulted atattered book. When she came out again, she paid the
Scavenger, and tucked the drugs into her underrobes.

| felt her cold hand—then redlized it was Bel, shaking me awake.

“Comeon! I've bribed you an hour'stalk!”

“Wh...?" | sarted to say, then received a spare robe full in the face, and with it the redlization of
where we were going.

“Hurry! Wrap yoursdf up!” shesaid.

Doubly shrouded we dipped into the darkness of the street, the mountain air chill evenin summer.
Thevillage at first seemed adeep, with the mountains looming over it asif over acradle, the gleam of
snow at their peaks like watchful eyes. But aswe moved swift and sllent as L oris, | noticed cracks of
light under shutters, heard babies cries or soft talk, and saw distantly, in the gap between two buildings, a
group of men carousing around a bonfire, anong them Fowlds.

“Hell get dipped aphilter and good and proper fucked,” Bel commented.

“That'swhat hewants,” | said.

After what seemed an age Bel findlly led meinto adark doorway | dowly redized was aback
entrance to the Court-house. Inside, someone waited for us, robe thrown completely over the heed,
amost like Bel beekeeping. The apparition led us up stairs of scavenged Tech concrete to the second
floor, where a door was unlocked for us, then locked behind us.

Sadry was awake, spinning Lori wool on aspindle, the Highland cure for fidgets, or usngup time. |
could seefor thefirst time her scars, and her composed, indeed, queenly mien. Idris dept, her head on
Sadry's knee; she stirred as we approached, knuckling her eyes. For along moment there was silence,
before Bel fumbled under her robe and produced delicacies. fresh Lori cheese, fruit, cured mest.

“Greetings Bel Innkeeper, greetings Northerner,” Sadry said, her voice neutrd as she accepted the
gifts

| had nothing to offer, but nonetheless pulled out my tape recorder from under my robes. Idris
goggled at the device, then said to Sadrry:

“What, our words to be set down and used against us?’



“For aninterview,” | said, darmed. “It's standard practice.”

“I didn't agreeto aTech toy,” Sadry said. Shelooked a Bel. “Y our intermediary never mentioned
it....”

Idrisreached forward, asif to snatch away the device, and | clutched it, inadvertently activating
Record. She spoke, her voice asnarl, rising...until Bel clapped ahand over her mouth.

“Hush,” she said. “Would you wake the guards? When the Northerner islike me, and like you!”

Idriss eyesrolled.

| said, my voice trembling, now | was so near to my goal, and yet not thereyet: “I...we...my
friends...we monitor...looking for...breakers of therules...even in such amale-dominated society...you
See, it's so important that you exist, we need arecord. ..of women loving women...that'swhy | want
your sory!”

The gaze of thesetwo girl lovers met, considering my plea.

| started the interview story-eater style, using the polite Highland opener of recounting my latest
dream. One dream demands another, and so Sadry responded with her ghost story, continuing the theme
of Nissa, which recurred asif haunting the conversation:

Sadry: My father said he got sick of it, Bryn moping, Nissastorming, and Y eny in the middle (who
was not his lover) unable to make up hismind. So he went off herding....

Idris: It saved him from a dose of worm-cure!

[l thought of my dream again. If Bel had not shaken me awake, | possibly might have
continued the dream, with Nissa-Sadry one snowy night serving her in-laws a Bulle herbal remedy,
but combined with what from the pharmacopoeic texts in the library she knew to be sleeping pills.
Presumably she wanted everyone in the House to sleep long enough for her and her lover to elope.
Murder meant feuding, and mass murder surely a civil war. Her bad luck then, or her curse, asthe
Highlanders said, that the pills were contaminated, or when combined with the herbs, toxic. Ten
people died at Erewhon, two more when Nissa's flight ended in an avalanche—incidentally saving,
as the Bulle woman had noted, that House from a ruinous bloodprice.]

Me: What saved Mors?

[They eyed me. This | knew was the nub of the case, whether the story of Nissa had repeated
with Sadry.]

Idris: He was called away to Mediate, in a dispute over someLori.

Me And with only two men left in the house, you acted.

Idris: They got drunk aspigs.

Me: On pisswesk Highland beer?

Idris[defensively]: Maybe they had mead.

Me: That'saluxury. You said Celat was poor.

Sadry: What isthis? Aninterview or an interrogation?

Bd: It will help you! And you need help.

[Long pause]

Me: What happened?

Idris: | cooked for my brothers that night, and then went upstairs with sop for Sadry. We could hear
roistering below, and | barred the door of the Queen'sroom with what | could find and move...without
Morsto mediate, Sadry wasn't safe.

Sadry: The House went quiet.

Idris: | went down to see what was going on, and found my brother lain passed out at the table. 1dye
was the same, sprawled in the courtyard. Without losing amoment, | went out to the field where our two
best and biggest L ori grazed. | brought them into the courtyard, found halters and saddlecloths, then tied
them by the door, while | went into the house for my queen.

Sadry: | could barely walk, so she near carried me downgtairs, and got me onto the L ori.

Idris: | went upstairsto get extrarobes against the night air, but having a sudden idea, grabbed rags,



and ahaybae | had been using to re-stuff apallet. With them | formed amock Sadry under the blanket
in the Queen'sroom.

Sadry: That done, just like that! We stole away into the darkness, heading for Erewhon.

Idris [hesitant] We don't know what happened next.

Me: | hear 1dye was too drunk to remember athing.

Idris: | wasright to take her! 1ain went into the Queen's room!

Me Hewasfuddled.

Sadry: He meant harm.

Idris But in igniting the dummy Queen, he harmed nobody but himself.

Me: And the House.

[l thought again of the Inn fire, of the log imploding in a shower of sparks. Celat House and
its flammabl e rubbish had burnt like Bel's kindling, leaving ashes—in which Mors and a party
from a neighboring House had found the charred form of lain, a metal candleholder and a
long-bladed hunting knife by his side. Idye had survived, simply because he had slumped in the
courtyard, out of the flame'sreach.]

Sadry: We defended ourselves.

Me: | understand that, but to the extent of doing aNissa?

Idris: That isfor the court to decide.

Bd: We should stop now. The guard's shift ends soon, and | could only afford one bribe!

And she turned the recorder off. End of conversation, with the two defendants, but not with Bel, for
when we got back to the Inn she stoked the fire and poured out beer for us.

| took acouple of mouthfuls, and said: “ This stuff redlly isfeeble. | reckon Idris nobbled her brothers
beer!”

Bd shrugged. “All the village thinks so, but with what?”

Now it was my turn to shrug. “I've seen a pharmacopoeia book in a museum. It described everything
the Tech culture took for their ailments. So, if something drastically increased the effects of acohol,
Sadry would have known it and told Idris.”

Bel pulled off her outer layer of robe. “Maybe.”

“But how did they get hold of it?’ | wondered.

“The House wasfull of Scavenged goods, remember?’

“Good point. Anything could have been stored there.” | rolled out on the rug again, watching flames.

Be hunkered down beside me. “Wadll, if we are play judges, and have solved the mystery, what do
we do now, given the important difference between this case and Nissas? Idris and Sadry survived, and
that meansthey are answerable for bloodprice.”

“Even for an accidentd deeth,” | replied, with asinking feding.

“And the fratricide makes it worse. Not to mention burning the House, and steding I dris, the one
thing Celat had to barter on the marriage market.”

| supped more beer. “ Extenuating circumstances. Sadry escaped enforced marriage.”

“But shealso brokethe Rule”

“Into little pieces,” | finished, putting down the mug. “They don't sand much of achance, do they?’

Bel put her hand on my shoulder. “That was why | took you to the lockup, to collect their story, and
disseminateit over the North.”

| turned, and her grip grew firmer, kneading me.

“And, because | wanted you to be grateful to me.”

| laughed and quoted Idris. “ Do you mean that? Do you redlly mean that?’

| had come to the mountains a detached, dispassionate observer, with astory to eat. But, dmost
despite mysdlf, the case study of Sadry and Idris, and the other like-minded women of the Highlands had
cometo involve me. Taking Bel'shand in mine, | touched her bees and felt them dightly raised—a
cicatrice. Tonight, we would play Queens of the Inn, and the two bees would crawl dl over my skin. And
tomorrow, to celebrate, | would go to the market tattooist and mark myself with the snake—for now this



mountain herstory was part of me, and | was a serpent eating my own tale.
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