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VI TALS
by GREG BEAR (2002)

[VERSION 2.1 (Feb 20 04). If you find and correct errors in the text, please update the version
nunber by 0.1 and redistribute.]

Qur bodies are made of cells. Mtochondria are the parts of our cells that generate the
energy-rich nol ecul es we use every instant of our lives.

Billions of years ago, mitochondria were bacterial invaders, parasites of early cells. They
joined forces with their hosts; now they are essenti al

"My mtochondria conmpose a very large proportion of me. | cannot do the cal culation, but I
suppose there is alnpbst as nmuch of themin sheer dry bulk as there is the rest of ne. Looked at in
this way, | could be taken for a large, notile colony of bacteria, operating a conplex system of
nucl ei, mcro tubules, and neurons, for the pleasure and sustenance of their famlies, and
runni ng, at the nonent, a typewriter."

--Lewis Thonas, "Organelles as Organism" 1974

"W | ove Conrade Stalin nore than Mommy and Daddy. May Conrade Stalin live to be one hundred!
No, two hundred! No, three hundred!"
--Song sung by Soviet children, early 1950s

1
MAY 28
SAN DI EGO, CALI FORNI A

The last time | talked to Rob, | was checking my luggage at Lindbergh Field to fly to Seattle
and neet with an angel. My cell-phone beeped and fl ashed Nenesis, code for ny brother. W hadn't
spoken in nonths.

"Hal , has Dad called you?" Rob asked. He sounded wung out.

"No," | said. Dad had died three years ago in a hospital in Ann Arbor. Cirrhosis of the
liver. He had choked on his own blood from burst veins in his esophagus.
"Somebody called and it sounded |ike Dad, | swear," Rob said.

Mom and Dad were divorced and Momwas living in Coral Gables, Florida, and woul d have nothing
to do with our father even when he was dying. Rob had stood the death watch in the hospice. Before
I could hop a plane to join them Dad had died. He had stopped his pointless cursing -- denentia
brought on by liver failure -- and gone to sleep and Rob had |l eft the roomto get a cup of coffee.
When he had returned, he had found our father sitting up in bed, head slunped, his stub bled chin
and pal e, slack chest soaked in blood Iike sonme hoary old vanpire. Dad was dead even before the
nurses checked in. Sixty five years old.

It had been a sad, bad death, the end of a rough road on which Dad had deliberately hit every
bunp. My brother had taken it hard.

"You're tired, Rob," | said. The airport, mles of brushed steel and thick green-edged gl ass,
swam | i ke a fish tank around ne.

"That's true," he replied. "Aren't you?"

| had been in Hong Kong just the night before. |I hadn't slept in forty-eight hours. | can
never sleep in a plane over water. A haze of names and ridicul ous neetings and a stomachache from

French airline food were all | had to show for ny trip. | felt like a show dog com ng hone wi t hout
a ribbon.

"No," | lied. "I"mdoing fine."

Rob mumbl ed on for a bit. Wrk was not going well. He was having trouble with his wife,
Li ssa, a blond, |eggy beauty nore than a few steps out of our zone of |ooks and charm He sounded
as tired as | was and even nore confused. | think he was hol di ng back about how bad things were. |
was his younger brother, after all. By two mnutes.

"Enough about ne,
"It goes," | said.

"I wanted to let you know. " Silence.
"What ?" | hated mystery.

"Wat ch your back."

"What's that nean? Stop screw ng around.”

he said. "How goes the search?"
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Rob' s | augh sounded forced. Then, "Hang in there, Prince Hal."

He called ne that when he wanted to get a rise out of ne. "Ha," | said.

"If Dad phones," he said, "tell himl love him"

He hung up. | stood in a corner of the high, sunny |obby with the green glass and blindi ng
white steel all around, then cursed and dial ed the cell-phone nunber -- no go -- and all his other
numbers.

Li ssa answered in Los Angeles. She told me Rob was in San Jose, she didn't have a loca
nunber for him why? I told her he sounded tired and she said he had been traveling a lot. They
hadn't been talking much lately. | spoke platitudes in response to her puzzl enent and hung up

Sone people believe that twins are always close and al ways know what the other is thinking.
Not true, not true at all for Rob and ne. W fought like wildcats fromthe tine we were three
years old. W believed we were twins by accident only and we were in this long road race
separately, a fair fight to the finish, but not nmuch fraternizing along the way.

Yet we had separately chosen the same career path, separately becone interested in the sane

aspects of nedicine and biol ogy, separately married great-|ooking wonen we could not keep. | may
not have liked ny twin, but | sure as hell l|oved him

Sonet hing was wong. So why didn't | cancel ny flight and nake sone attenpt to find him ask
himwhat | could do? | nade excuses. Rob was just trying to psych ne out. Prince Hal, indeed.

| flewto Seattle.

2
JUNE 18
THE JUAN DE FUCA TRENCH

W dropped in a long, slow spiral, wapped in a tiny void as shiny and black as a bubble in
obsi di an, through ei ght thousand feet of everlasting night. | had a ot of time to think

Looking to ny right, over my shoulder, | concentrated on the pilot's head bent under the gl ow
of a single tensor |anp. Dave Press rubbed his nose and pulled back into shadow. It was ny third
dive this trip, but the first with Dave as pilot. W were traveling alone, just the two of us, no
observer or backup. Qur deep subnersible, Mary's Triunph, descended at a rate of forty-four feet
every mnute, twenty seven hundred feet every hour.

Dave | eaned forward again, whistling tonel essly.

I narrowed nmy vision to fuzzy slits and i magi ned Dave's head was all there was. Just a head,
my eyes, a thousand feet of ocean above, and nore than a mle of ocean below. For a few seconds
felt like little black Pip, tossed overboard fromone of Ahab's whal eboats, dog-paddling for hours
on the tunbling rollers. Pip changed. He becanme no lively dancing cabin boy but a sol emn,
prophetic little thing, thinly of this world, all because of a |ong swi msurrounded by gulls and
sun. What was that conpared to where we were, encased in a plastic bubble and dropped into the
worl d's biggest bottle of ink? Pip had had a bright, cheery vacation

One hundred and eighty minutes to slip down into the trench, two hundred mnutes to return
bet ween three hundred and four hundred nminutes on the bottom if all went well. A twelve hour
journey down to Hell and back, or Eden, depending on your perspective.

I was hoping for Eden. Prince Hal Cousins, scientist, suprene egotist, prime believer in the
material world, frightened of the dark and no friend of God, was about to pay a visit to the nost
primtive ecol ogies, searching for the fountain of youth. I was on a pilgrinmage back to where the
fruit of the tree of the knowl edge of good and evil had taught us how to die. I planned to reclaim
that fruit and run sone tests.

Thi s bl aspheny seened fair exchange for so many nillions of bright-eyed, sexy, and curious
generations getting old, winkled, and sick. Turning into ugly, denmented vegetabl es.

Becomi ng God's potting soil.

A mle and a half below the surface of the Pacific Ccean, humans are unexpected guests in a
mur Ky and anci ent dream Down there, nestled in the cracks of Earth's spreading skin, islands of
heat and poi sonous stink poke up from shinmering chasns flocked with woolly white carpets of
bacteri a.

These are the best places on Earth, sonme scientists believe, to |ook for Eden -- the
Begi nni ng Pl ace.

| zoned out. Napped for a few mnutes, woke up with a start, clonked ny head on the back of
the nmetal -nmesh couch. | was not made for submarines. Dave tapped his finger on the control stick
"Most folks are too excited to sleep down here," he said. "Tinme goes by pretty quickly."
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"Nervous reaction," | said. "I don't like tight places."
Dave grinned, then returned his attention to the displays. "Usually we see | ots of things
outside -- pretty little magic | anterns of the deep. Kind of deserted today. Too bad."

| looked up at the glowi ng blue nunbers on the dive chrononeter. One hour? Two?
Just thirty nmnutes.

Al'l sense of time had departed. We were still in the early stages of the dive. | sat up in
the couch and stretched ny arms, bent at the el bows. My silvery thermal suit rustled.
| liked Dave. | like nost people, at first. Dave was in his late thirties, reputedly a devout

Christian, short and plunp, with stringy blond hair, large intelligent green eyes, thick |lips, and
a quick, casual smle. He seened a steady and responsi bl e guy, good wi th machi nery. He had once
driven DSVs for the Gulf of the Farallones National Marine Sanctuary, part of the National Cceanic
and At nospheric Adnministration, NOAA Just a nonth ago, he had signed on with the Sea Messenger to
pil ot Onen Montoya's personal research submarine, his pricey and elegant little toy, Mary's

Tri unph.

It was cold outside the acrylic pressure sphere: two degrees above freezing. Chill had crept
into the cabin and the suits barely kept us confortable. | avoided brushing ny hands agai nst the
two titaniumframe beans that passed aft through the sphere. They were covered with dew

Dave grunted expressively and squirnmed in his seat, not enbarrassed, just unconfortable.
"Sorry. "

My nostrils flared.

"Go ahead and let it out," Dave suggested. "It'Il clear."
"I"'mconfy," | said.
"Well, you'll have to put up with ne. Rice and nmacaroni |ast night, |ots of pepper."”

"I eat nothing but fish before a dive. No gas." That sounded geeky and Boy Scout, but | was
in fact confortable. Be prepared.
"I"'mtrying to | ose weight,"'

" Unm "

"A few nore |ights?" Dave asked. He toggled a couple of switches and three nore tensor |anps
threw white spots around the sub's controls. He turned their focused glare away fromtwo little
turquoi se screens crammed with schenmatics and scrolling nunbers: dutiful reports fromfuel cells
and batteries, the onboard conputer, transponder navigation, fore and aft thrusters. Wen we were

Dave confessed. "High-carb diet."

at depth, a third, |larger overhead screen -- now blank -- could switch between video fromdigital
canmeras and i mages from si de-scanni ng sonar

Al we could hear fromoutside, through the sphere and the hull, was the ping of active
sonar.

Everything nominal, but | was still apprehensive. There was little risk in the DSV, so Jason

the controller and dive nmaster, had told nme before nmy first plunge. Just follow the routine and
your training.

| wasn't afraid of pain or disconfort, but | anticipated a scale of life that put all risk in
a new perspective. Every new and possibly dangerous adventure could prematurely cap a span not of
fourscore and ten, but of a thousand, ten thousand, a hundred thousand years... So far, this was
just an itch, an attitude | was well aware needed adjustnment. It hadn't yet reached the I evel of
phobi a.

At twenty-nine years of age, | worked hard to avoid what Rob had once called the syndronme of
Precious Me. | could always rely on Rob to provide sharp insight. In truth, part of me nmight have
wel comed a little vacation. The void mght be a pleasure conpared to the anxi ous, egocentric
perplexity of my recent existence: divorced, cell-phone guru for radio talk shows, seni celebrity
beggar - sci entist, mendicant, dreamer, fool. Prince Hal, ny coat, ny vehicle, forever and ever

Spooky.

"You | ook phil osophical," Dave said.

"I feel useless,"” | said.

"Me too, sonetines. This baby practically drives herself,"” Dave said. "You can help nme do a
routine check in ten. Then we'll mmke our report to Mother."

"Sure." Anything.

| rolled and adjusted the couch to lie on ny stomach, Cousteau style, closer to the chil
surface of the bubble. My breath m sted the smooth plastic, a spot of fog in the surreal darkness.
Experinmentally, | raised ny digital Nikon, its | ens hood wapped in rubber tape to avoid
scratching the sphere. | |ooked at the canera screen, played with the exposure, experinmented with
pi xel density and file size.

"They al so serve who sit and wait,"
starboard. "Sonetimes we play chess.”

Dave said, adjusting the sub's trim Modtors whined
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"I hate chess," | confessed. "Tine is precious and should be put to constructive use."

"Nadi a warned me."

Dave grinned.

Nadi a Evans, the nunber one sub driver on the Sea Messenger, was sick in her bunk topside. A
rich, creany pudding past its prime had nade eight of our crew very unhappy. Nadia had planned to
take me on this dive, but a deep subnersible, lacking a toilet, is no place for the shits.

Best to keep focused on where we were goi ng and what we mni ght see. Dropping into Pl anet
Extrene. Eternal darkness and incredible pressure.

Still nmore than a mle below, at irregular intervals along the network of spreading trenches,
massi ve underwat er geysers spewed roiling plumes of superheated water, toxic sulfides, and deep-
crust bacteria. Mnerals in the flow accreted to erect chi meys around the geysers. Sone of the
chi meys stood as tall as industrial snokestacks and grew broad horizontal fans like tree fungi
Sul furous outflow fizzed through cracks and pores everywhere. Magma squeezed out of deeper cracks
i ke black, grainy toothpaste, snapping like reptiles in conmbat. C ose by, at depth, through the
hydr ophone, you could hear the vents hissing and roaring. WAgs had naned one huge chi nmey
"Codzilla."

Gargantuan Earth nusic.

Down there, the water is saturated with the deep's chenical equival ent of sunshine. Hydrogen
sul fide soup feeds specialized bacteria, which in turn prop up an isolated food chain. Tube worns

crest old lava flows and gather around the vents in sociable forests, |like long, skinny, red-
ti pped penises. Royal little white crabs nosey through the waving stalks as if they have all the
tinme there is. Long, lazy, rattail fish -- deep-water vultures with big curious eyes -- pause |ike

question marks, waiting for death to drop their small ration of dinner

| shivered. DSV pilots believe the cold keeps you alert. Dave coughed and took a swi g of
bottled water, then returned the bottle to the cup holder. Nadia had been nmuch nore entertaining:
witty, pretty, and eager to explain her deep-diving baby.

The little sphere, just over two nmeters wide, filled with reassuring sounds: the ping of a
directional signal every few seconds, hollow little beeps fromtransponders dropped nonths before,
anot her ping from sonar, steady ticking, the sigh and whine of punps and click of sol enoids.

| rolled on my butt and bent the couch back into a seat, then doubled over to pull up ny
slippers -- thick knitted booties, actually, with rubber soles. | stared between ny knees at a
shimer of air trapped in the sub's frame bel ow the sphere. The silvery wobble had been many tines
| arger just forty m nutes ago.

Two thousand feet. The outside pressure was now si xty atnospheres, 840 pounds per square
inch. Nadia had described it as a Really Large Guy pogo-sticking all over your head. Inside, at
one atnmosphere, we could not feel it. The sphere distributed the pressure evenly. No bends, no
trenors, no rapture of the deep. Shirtsleeve travel, alnmost. W wouldn't even need to spend tine
in a chanber when we surfaced.

The sub carried a | oad of steel bars, ballast to be dropped when we wanted to switch to near-
neutral buoyancy. Dave would turn on the altineter at about a hundred feet above the seafl oor and
let the ingots rip like little bonbs. Sonetimes the DSV held on to a few, slaying a little heavy,
and pointed her thrusters down to hover like a helicopter. Alittle lighter, and she could
"float," aiming the thrusters up to avoid raising silt.

An hour into the dive. Twenty-seven hundred feet. The sphere was getting colder and tine was
definitely speedi ng up.

"When did you nmeet Onen Montoya?" Dave asked.

"A few weeks ago," | said. Montoya was a fascinating topic around the office water cooler
the elusive rich guy who enpl oyed everyone on the Sea Messenger

"He nust approve of what you're doing," Dave said.

"How s that ?"

"Dr. Mauritz used to have top pick for these dives." Stanley Mauritz was the Sea Messengers
chi ef oceanographer and director of research, on loan to the ship fromthe Scripps Institution in
exchange for Montoya's support of student research. "But you've had three in a row"

"Yeah," | said. The researchers on board Sea Messenger fought for equi pnent and resources
just like scientists everywhere.

"Nadia's trying to keep the peace," Dave added after a pause.

"Sorry to upset the bal ance."

Dave shrugged. "I stay out of it. Let's do our check."

We used our separate turquoi se nonitor screens to exam ne different shipboard systens,
focusing first on air. Mary's Triunph nmintai ned an oxygen-enri ched at nosphere at near sea-|eve
pressure.
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Dave raised his mike and clicked the switch. "Mary to Messenger. W' re at one thousand
meters. Systens check okay."

The hol | ow voi ce of Jason, our shipboard dive master and controller, cane back a few seconds
| ater. "Read you, Mary."

"What's goi ng on between Nadia and Max?" Dave asked with a | eer. Max was science |iaison for
the ship. Runors of their involvement had circul ated for weeks. "Any hot and heavy?"

The question seenmed out of character. "Nothing, at the nmoment," | guessed. "She's probably
spendi ng nost of her tine in the head."

"What's Max got that | haven't?" Dave asked, and w nked.

Max was twenty-seven years old, self-confident w thout being cocky, handsone, but smart and

pl easant to talk to. H's specialty was Vestinentiferans -- tube wornms. Dave was not in Max's
| eague, and neither was |, if it came right down to it.
"Enough about women," | suggested with a sour look. "I'mjust getting over a divorce."

"Poor baby," Dave said. "No women, no chess. That |eaves phil osophy. Explain Kant or Hegel
choose one?"

| chuckl ed.

"W've got lots of tine," Dave said, and put on a little boy's puzzled frown. "It's either
read or play chess or get to know each other." He fiddled with the touch pad nounted at the end of
the couch arm and once agai n punched up the atnosphere readout. "Damm, is the pressure changing?
It shouldn't be. My gut's giving ne fits?"

I cringed.

Four thousand feet.

"I met Omen just once," Dave said. Everyone in Montoya's enploy called himOaen, or Onen
Mont oya, never M. Mntoya, and never "sir." "Hi s people trust ne to keep his expensive toy from
getting snagged, but when he shook my hand, he didn't know who | was. He nust neet a | ot of
peopl e."

| nodded. Montoya seened to enjoy his privacy. Best not to divulge too nmuch to the hired

help. Still, I felt a small tug of pride that I had spent so nany hours with this powerful and
weal t hy man, and had been told we were sinpatico.
| had net all sorts of people -- rich and super rich -- on ny quest for funding. Montoya had

been the best of a mixed lot, and the only one who outright owned an oceanographi c research ship
and DSV.

He was a whole lot nore |ikable than Song Wi, the sixty-year-old Chinese nightclub owner who
had insisted I try his favorite youth enhancer -- serpent-bladder extract diluted in rice w ne.
That had been an experience, sitting in his living room six hundred feet above Hong Kong,
wat ching M. Song squeeze a little sac of the oily green liquid into a glass while | tried to keep
up a conversation with his sixteen-year-old Thai mistress. M. Song refused to spend a single
square- hol ed penny until | gave snake gall a fair shake.

Al the while, a withered feng shui expert in a gray-silk suit had danced around the huge
apartnent, whirling a cheap gol d-painted cardboard dial over the nmarble floor tiles, babbling
about bal ancing the forces of past and future.

"You know Onen personal |l y?" Dave asked.

"Not well."

Mary's Triunph leveled and alerted us with a tiny chime. Dave adjusted the trimagain. The
sub's thernoneters had detected a tenperature rise. The sea map display clicked on between us and
a snall red X appeared, marking where we had encountered warnmer water.

We had just crossed into a nmega plunme -- a vast nushroom of mineral rich flowrising over a
vent field.
"That could be fromthe new one, Field 37," | guessed. | |ooked at the printed terrain map

pasted between us, dotted with known vent fields in green, and six red vents roaring away along a
recent eruption.

"Maybe," Dave said. "Could also be Field 35. We're four klicks east of both, and they sw vel
this time of year."

The worl d's seawater -- all the world' s seawater -- is processed through underwater vol canic
vents every few million years. The ocean seeps through the sedi ment and porous rock, hitting nmagnma
sonme tines only a few niles bel ow the crust. Deep-ocean geysers spew back the water superheated to
the tenperature of live steam-- well over 350 degrees Celsius. But at pressures in excess of 250
at nospheres, the water stays liquid and rises |like snmoke froma stack, cooling and spreadi ng, warm
and rich enough to be detected this high above the field: a nega plune.

"Nadia tells ne you're | ooking for new kinds of xenos," Dave said. "Ugly little spuds."

"Interesting little spuds,” | said.
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Nearly every dive in these areas found xenos -- xenophyophores, the single-celled tranps of
the seafloor, sonme as big as a clenched fist. Xenos are distantly related to anpebae and resenbl e
scunmy bat h sponges. They use sand as ballast, glue their waste into supports, and coat their
slimy exteriors with debris as they roll around on the ocean floor. Their convol uted, tube-riddled
bodi es hi de many passengers: isopods, bacteria, predatory nollusks. True nonsters, but wonderfu
and harnm ess. "Wat's so interesting about xenos?" Dave asked.

"l have a snapshot taken by some post-docs two nonths ago. They found what they called 'sea
dai sy fields' north of the new vents, but they didn't have a good fix on the position because one
of the transponders had stopped sending. | exam ned a frozen specimen two nonths ago at the
Uni versity of Washington, but it was all busted up, nenbranes ruptured. A specinmen in formalin was
not hi ng but gray pudding."

Dave had already gotten a briefing on our dive. This was telling himnothing nore than what
he knew already. "Yuck," he said. "So what's it to Oanen?"

"Right." | smled.

Dave lifted his eyebrows. "Just mnd nmy own business and drive," he said, and rubbed his
finger under his nose. "But | do have a master's in ocean biochem stry. Maybe | can render sone
expert assistance when the tine cones.”

"I hope so," | said.

"I's Oven interested in inmortality? That's what |'ve heard." Dave said.

"I really don't know." | closed ny eyes and pretended to nap. Dave didn't disturb nme when he
ran his check at five thousand feet. | don't think he liked nmy attitude any nore than | liked his.

Onen Montoya wanted to be a wallflower at the Reaper's ball
That's what had brought us together.
Set the Wayback nmachi ne, Shernan.

Three weeks before, a slender little blue helicopter, bright as a fresh bug, had buzzed ne
over Puget Sound to Anson Island. It was six o' clock on a Northwestern spring evening and the
weat her was gloriously lovely. | felt nore alive than | had in a year, since the divorce from
Juli a.

I amnormally a nervous flier, especially in choppers, but the young, square-jawed pilot, his
eyes wapped in nmetallic blue shades, was reassuringly deft, and | was too busy enjoying the view.

"I was wearing ny powder-blue suit,” Philip Marlowe tells us in The Big Sleep, "with dark
blue shirt, tie, and display handkerchief, black brogues, black wool socks wth dark blue clocks
on them | was neat, clean, shaved and sober, and | didn't care who knewit... | was calling on
four mllion dollars!"

I wore a black-cotton sports jacket and pants, winkled white cotton dress shirt with bl ack
tie, high black socks, shiny black brogues that much was the same and | was calling on forty
billion dollars.

Onen Mont oya coul d have bought and sold the Sternwoods a hundred tinmes over, even accounting
for inflation.

I had worn that sane outfit when visiting other angels, financial backers visionary enough or
cracked enough -- sonetines | had a hard tinme telling which -- to spend small fortunes on a
m cr obi ol ogi cal Ponce de Leon. | hadn't done too badly; my fancy footwork had kept me funded for
the past five years.

I was no fraud. If the angels were snmart, they sensed that | alnmost had the goods. If they
were stupid -- like M. Song -- they bought futures in snake-bladder extract.

I was very close. Just a little cash and a lot of very hard work, and | could junp the wal
around Eden and find the ultinmate treasure: vimand vigor for a thousand or ten thousand years,
maybe | onger, barring accidents or geol ogi cal upheaval

It was an amazing thought, and it never failed to give nme chills.

The chopper performed a smooth bank to the north, and we flew over Bl akely Point on
Bai nbri dge |Island. East of our flight path, m dway between Bai nbridge and Seattle, a cruise ship
posed like a serene and well-fed lady on the fine ripples of the blue sea, her bow nosing into a
bank of golden fog. Passengers gathered on a gl assed-in observation deck bel ow the soaring bridge,
swamin three sparkling silver pools, spun around an open-air dance floor am dships. The kind of
vacation Julia loved. At the end, she had started going on vacations w thout ne.

Julia had ultimately found my tal k about as exciting as a course in colonies. She had hidden
her boredom for a few years, excited to be married to a young tenure-track corner at Stanford, a
guy who regularly published little letters in Nature and | onger discursions in The Journal of Age
Research. But the gap in our minds, our educations, eventually wore her down. She conpl ai ned she
could not -- Enough of that shit. No way to spend eternity, noping over the past.
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Two white-and-green car ferries plied the waters with nore purpose and energy, their wakes
crisscrossed by sail boats, catamarans, and cabin cruisers. R ch and powerful sailors everywhere,
but how many had heard of nme? How many woul d even care to listen to my ideas? Not many. They were
i ke sheep running toward the slaughter chute, happily shaking their woolly heads, baa, baa.

| gritted nmy teeth and tried to enjoy the sunset doing a King Mdas on the sound.

Thirty mnutes out of Seattle, the chopper dropped a few hundred feet to circle a medi um

sized island, lightly dotted with big, old frame houses. W rounded a thinly wooded point to hover
above a wi de, deep cove. | squinted to riddle the nystery of a square, flat-topped floating object
anchored a few hundred feet fromthe shingl e-and-sand beach. Not a houseboat... The gol den glare

off its white deck dinmmed as we circled, and | nmade out a landing circle. It was a heli pad,
nmount ed hi gh above the water on i mense pontoons.

"I't's a hundred feet on each side," the pilot told ne, smling with inpersonal pride.
"Equi pped with refueling tanks, an automated weather station, and a repair shed. Inpressive, isn't
it? The island association refused Omen permi ssion to put a landing field on his property." He
wi nked at such anti-progressive attitudes. "Omnen floated one instead."”

| clenched ny fists, but the pilot expertly, and with barely a judder, brought the little
dragonfly down in the precise center of the landing circle. He waved to an attendant and swi tched
of f the engine. The blades slowed with a disappointed trill as two nen in gray overalls cl anped
the rails to the deck

The pilot released the passenger-side door and pointed to the edge of the pad. "El evator and
stairs over there. I'll wait,"” and he smiled as if | were the nost inportant man in the world.
Next to his boss, of course.

As | wal ked toward the stairs, a breeze pricked the hair on ny arns through ny sl eeves. Over

ny shoul der, | saw the pad crew, hooding the craft against salt spray.
Wal king along the floating bridge to the beach, |I had ny first clear view of the house.
Mont oya' s mansion faced the cove with a thirty foot-high wi ndowwall. Six Dale Chihuly chandeliers

hung behind the tinted gl ass, spaced evenly across the [ obby Iike frozen purple-and-blue
fireworks

| had not spotted the house on the chopper's approach, and now | understood why -- the top
was covered with patches of |ow forest, indistinguishable frommch of the rest of the w ndswept
i sl and.

Betty Shun, Montoya's personal assistant, wal ked across the beach as | reached the end of the
bridge. About my age, give or take a couple of sunmers, she stood five and a half feet high. She
had a pert, sensual, but not very pretty face capped by a mushroom of thick black hair. Her body
was her prine asset and she knewit. A clinging black shift reveal ed many attractions, scul pted by
much wor ki ng out and, judging fromthe adi pose structure of her round face, dietary determnation
| sussed a fellow traveler, ready to grab life, shake it, and ask a few hard questi ons.

"Dr. Henry Cousins, | presunme?" Shun asked with a lovely lilt.

"Hal ," | corrected.

"Hal . Wl come to Anson Island.™

The wall of glass and the nansion that |ay hidden behind it bespoke a tasteful elegance that
cared little for outward show. Montoya was no Trunp or Vegas kingpin. Only fromthe cove did you
know that a rich and powerful man spent tine here.

"Last week Owen hosted Gus Beck," Shun told nme as we made the beachfront walk. "And Philip
Castler the week before. He didn't |ike what they had to say."

"Real | y? I' m shocked. "

Shun smiled. "So many wi se asses in this business,” she said. "Be nice." | could sense her
intelligence, conpetitive and fierce, like heat. | idled a stray masculine thought about conquest,
then shut it off. Something about that face, that body. Shun, for all her charms, would be too
spirited to stay with any nan for long. At least, any nman worth less than a billion dollars.

"Qus was full of tal k about uploading," she said. "You know, into silicon brains. |'ve never
been much persuaded by that, have you?"

"Not much," | agreed.

"Philip was brilliant but far too vague. And he kept aski ng about noney. That's rude, and

unnecessary. |If Omnen's visionaries have their feet planted firmy on the Earth, noney isn't a
probl em "

That was sonmething | had | earned | ong ago when going forth, hat in hand, to visit the
St er nwoods of the world

"Omen and Philip had a bit of an argunent, I'msorry to say. M. Castler went hone red-faced
and enpty-handed." She sniled cheerfully, as if tallying sports scores.

Mont oya had nade his noney off paper clips, or the equivalent in the cybernetic age: TeraSpin
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menory drives for hone appliances, snmaller, faster, cheaper, and denser than any others. Ten years
ago he had been worth about a million dollars in stock -- a few thousand in cash -- and had |ived
inaratty old Wallingford house west of the University of Washi ngton. Now he was one of the
richest men in a territory that on any financial nap lay just a few degrees north of the Sultanate
of Brunei.

| had never met so rich an angel, and | wondered what Montoya woul d be like. The last picture
I had seen had been at |east five years old. It is so easy to confuse the rich and the powerfu
with gods. Both can nake or break you at a whim The main difference is that our nodern gods |ike
to be called by their first nanes.

Shun reached up and straightened ny collar as the tall glass doors slid aside. An odor of
ani se and crénme de nenthe filled the noist evening air.

"Al nost there." Dave shook nmy shoul der and waved his hand at the pinging depth gauge, then
swi tched on the bottom scan sonar. We were about a hundred feet above the seafl oor. A sound-etched
picture of the terrain danced in ghostly blue waves across the display. The screen showed a stack

of parallel lines between two walls of rock. The lines vaguely resenbled a long rib cage.

"I's that a dead whal e?" | asked, shifting right and reaching out to touch the LCD screen

"I doubt it," Dave said. "We're comng down right over it. Let's take a | ook-see."

"Dead whal es are cool," | said. "They're like gas stations in the desert. Propagul es nove
fromcorpse to corpse on the seafl oor. Sonme get to the vents and set up shop for good."

"That's one theory," Dave allowed. "But | still don't think it's a whale."

He pulled a graduated | ever and the DSV shuddered as we dropped nost of our steel ballast.
"We'll try for ten pounds below neutral. 'Dance like a butterfly, sting like a bee.'" He pushed

conpressed air into the ballast tanks until we reached neutral buoyancy. Then he ainmed the
thrusters down and sl owed our descent.

We hovered at about fifty feet, the sonar pinging insistently. He turned off the thrusters to
avoid raising a cloud of silt.

"CGet that bottomlight bar," he suggested.

| flipped the switch that turned on a bank of lights nounted directly bel ow the pressure
sphere.

"I"mgoing to nove sone ballast forward." Dave pitched the nose down thirty degrees, giving
us a wide-angle view of the bottom and propelled us forward in controlled "flight,"” much nore
preci se than weighted free fall. The DSV franme was equipped with a little railway system of steel
wei ghts that could be shifted fore and aft, or port and starboard, to adjust trim This saved the
sub fromusing thrusters, conserving power. The nore power we kept in reserve, the |longer we could
stay on the bottom

Dave thrust his hand into the data-glove box, a plastic cage containing a wire-lined bl ack
glove. Wth his left hand, he touched the instrunment display and switched control of the lights to
the glove. He expertly wriggled and pinched and twi sted his fingers. The |ights burned through a

thin, whirling cloud of debris and flung brilliant white ovals on a small wooden fishing boat.
Not a whale after all.
"It's the Castle Rock Il," he said with a dry chuckle. "An old weck." The boat's cabin

thrust upright, intact after its long drop through the night, but the wi ndows yawned broken and
bl ack like enpty eye sockets. The crushed and splintered deck and hull showed the boat's wooden
ribs. "I thought | recognized it, but it's been a couple of years. Field Nunber 37 should be a few
hundred neters north, if we follow this shallow canyon. Alittle current today, but it seens to be
on our side."

| 1 ooked over the shattered hulk, lost in cold and perpetual dark, and wondered about the
weat her above. Wbul d our recovery go snoothly? Last trip, we had spent three hours in foaning,
choppy sea, our beacons flashing, before being haul ed aboard the Sea Messenger

Al'l around us, the seafloor was covered with broken sheets of lava |ike |ost pieces of a
giant's puzzle. The canyon walls, no nore than fifty feet to either side, were not visible in the
nmur k. The side-scanning sonar reveal ed that we were surrounded by what | ooked Iike colums in an
ancient tenple. Once, a | ake of magma had pooled in the canyon and crusted over. Splits in the cap
had al |l owed seawater to seep through and solidify the colums. The |ava beneath the crust had then
drained. As the nmolten basalt retreated, the sea had crushed the cap. Only the col ums renai ned.

Dave pushed Mary's Triunph backward with a few spurts of the thrusters. | could nmake out the
fishing boat's nane, just as Dave renenbered it, painted in a broken arc on the snashed stern

"Let's go east," Dave said. "And up a bit. The boat dragged a few |ines behind her when she
went down. "
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W met in the mansion's Great Room as Betty Shun described it, alnpst sixty feet |ong and
thirty feet wwde. This was the roomthat snelled of anise and créeme de nenthe. Skylights hidden in
the forest above dropped the day's last filtered green |ight on a broad mahogany desk covered with
magazi nes, newspapers, and a snall |aptop conputer. Couches upholstered in rich yellow fabric
awai ted our attentions, like the |aps of generous houris. The furniture floated on a velvety-
smoot h nmauve carpet accented by white nobons and antique yel | ow suns.

Betty Shun introduced us and gave Montoya a packet she had printed out a few nminutes earlier
Then she left, wagging her finger and saying, with a snmle, "You boys be good."

Mont oya held out his hand. | gripped it and judged it, which is always unfair and conpletely
natural : skin noist, pressure light. A polite handshake. He was good-looking in a rugged way, wth
a short, pushed-up nose and probing black eyes. H s cheeks had been pocked by youthful acne and a
thin bl ack nubbin of beard adorned his chin. H's smle was quick but shy. Hi s clothes fit | oose
but well, and his sandals were old friends, worn and confortable. Mntoya would not have inpressed
anyone had they nmet himon a street corner.

He invited me to sit at a long, ornate brass and mapl e bar

"Wel come to the Fortress of Solitude,” he said. "I'mthe butler. Betty is really Supergirl.
Cof fee now, wine with dinner at eight, Madeira for dessert, and late-night chat, if you'd care to
stay." He went behind the bar. "Wat's your jolt?"

"Latte," | said. "Please."

Mont oya had sold TeraSpin three years earlier and spent nost of his tinme serving on the
boards of charities. He had given grants and funded schol arships for nobre than sixty universities
around the world.

He stood before the professional espresso nmachi ne and hummed the thene from The Enpire
Strikes Back as the valve roared and spat. Having nmy nilk steamed by one of the world's wealthiest
men was intriguing. | thought there was a touch of ennui in his eyes, but it's easy to overanal yze
the rich. Maybe he | ooked that way because he had been di sappointed so often

"Did Betty tell you about Gus and Phil ?" Montoya asked as he poured foam and hot mlk from
the small steel pitcher

"She did," | said.

Bei ng around Gus Beck nmade me nervous. He was twitchy and far too brilliant. |I never knew
when he might erupt in a fit of righteous technical criticism Phil Castler was just the opposite -
- old-world gracious, fierce in debate but otherwise mld and self-effacing.

Mont oya sprinkl ed cocoa over the peak, handed ne ny latte, and came around the bar carrying
another nmug filled with plain black coffee. He sat on the stool next to mne. "And?"

| smled. "Uploading into cyberspace, living in a conputer or a robot brain, immortalized in
hardware, in silicon..."

"Makes you | augh?" Montoya asked, sipping.

"No. | just don't think it'll happen in tine for me and thee."

"Tell me why," Mntoya asked primy

"The devil is in the details. The mnd is the body. Gus is still back with Descartes in
beli eving they can be separated.”

"Expl ain."

"Downl oading the brain's patterns isn't enough. Everything you know and think is enmbedded in
your neurons, but your consciousness is in the cells of your entire body. Your nmind is really a
conmpl ex of brains, with major contributions fromthe nervous and i mmune systens. The flesh is
intelligent, all flesh, and all of it contributes to your personality at one | evel or another
Take the body away, and you becone near-beer, bitter w thout the kick."

Mont oya chuckl ed and | ooked away, rubbing one hand on his breast. "Wy not capture the state
of each cell, each neuron, in a conputer? A super MR nachine could do sonething |ike that,
right?"

"Each one of our cells is like a huge factory with thousands of machi nes and workers. What
the cells do, the decisions they make, how they live, contributes to what you think and how you

behave. W& won't capture that nuch detail in any artificial nmenory in our lifetine. Even if we
coul d, one human bei ng would probably fill all the conputer capacity on Earth."

Mont oya nodded. "What about Castler -- sending in nanomachi nes and cl eaning up an agi ng
body?"

Easy questions so far. "It's a good scheme, quite possible, but how old are you, Owen?"

"Forty-five," he said.

"You'll be ninety before nanotech is proven and safe. Fifty years creeps up awfully fast."

| was playing down the prospect of Phil's success a little; thirty years was not unlikely.
"You're not just saying that to get nme to fund you?"
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"I think Gus and Phil are brilliant. |I encourage you to fund themboth. But their ideas are
| onger-term"”

"They hate being told that,"” Mntoya said. He | ooked at nme squarely. "How are your theories
any nore convinci ng?"

"I won't turn you into a corpsicle and hope sonebody knows how to fix you in a hundred years.
I won't shave you down neuron by neuron, then upload you into sonme nmenory bank no one has even

begun to design. | can begin to increase our life span in the next few years, with mnim
intervention. If you and I want to stay young and healthy longer,"” | said, closing in, "our only
hope i s medi cal mai ntenance, keeping our bodies vigorous. Specifically, mtochondrial chronosone
adj ustment . "

"Beck turned red when | told himl was neeting with you," Mntoya said. "He said you were
i nsufferably arrogant. He said you were rehashing theories proven wong back in the 1920s. |
t hought about asking Betty to fetch hima spit-cup.”

"There's a lot of passion there," | said. Gus and Phil were ny rivals and mi ght have call ed
me a fool once or twi ce, but they deserved a nodi cum of respect, even froma nan as wealthy as
Mont oya.

"I agree, they're way off track," Montoya said. "They'll never see the pronmised land. |'ve
read your papers. | like them Tell me nore."

"That's new," Dave said, swiveling the DSV and shining our upper bank of floods on a clunp of
tube worms. Beyond the worns, the sub's lights shimmered through white clouds |ike old, chalky
paint: a bacteria-rich spring, small in dianeter but productive.

"Let's see." He sidled the sub in a few neters. | pulled down ny data glove, feeling the
plastic Iimter box click into place, guided a sensor-|aden nechanical arm and pushed a probe
into the spring outflow

"Shove it, shove that old rectal thernoneter right into the Earth's fundanent” Dave said with

another leer. He wasn't funny. "Ei ghty-six degrees Cel sius," he said.

"Congratul ations."

"I'mjust the pilot," he said matter-of-factly. "You' re the researcher. You'll get the
credit."”

Montoya |istened to nmy presentation for two hours. W broke for a quick dinner -- crab cakes

and stir-fried vegetables, served with an excellent Oregon pinot gris. W were studying each
other, and neither of us was willing to reveal too nuch. Looking a little glazed, he called a
break at 10:00 P.M Betty Shun appeared to take me on a tour of the house while Mntoya fiel ded
some phone calls.

The glass wall fronted the east wing. The west wing ended in a boat |aunch built into the
native rock of another cove. It easily doubled what had at first seened nerely huge. The fl oor
pl an of Montoya Fortress of Solitude had to total a hundred thousand square feet -- two and a
third acres, topped by w nd-w nnowed forest, the air conditioner vents canouflaged as tree stunps
and the condensers as noss-covered boul ders.

"Don't try to take this tour on your own, Dr. Cousins,

Shun warned nme on the clay floor of

an indoor tennis court. "Wthout a perm ssion wand, you'll be locked in the first roomyou enter."

She held up a tiny plastic bar. "Security will have to cone and save you." She | ooked at her

wistwatch. "Owen doesn't need a wand. The house recognizes himon sight. H's steps, his voice--"
"H s DNA?"

She smiled and tapped her watch. "Oaen should be ready now W are exactly 115 feet from him
as the laser flies." She gave me a | ook that m ght have spoken vol unes, but | was unable to open
much | ess read, any of them "Wy were you let go fromyour |ast research job?"

"At Stanford?"

She nodded.

"Money ran out in ny departnent. | was junior."

"Wasn't there sone di spute?”

"A few of the faculty disagreed with ny work. But ny papers still get published, M. Shun. |
amstill a reputable scientist.”

"Omen is fond of oddball thinking, and even fonder of tweaking acadenic whiskers. But | hate
to see himdisappointed, Dr. Cousins."

"Hal ."

She shook her head politely; keep it business. "Oamen needs sonmething to conmit to. Sonething
solid."

Betty Shun left me with Montoya on the west wi ng's biggest porch, overl ooking the boat cove.
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It was eleven-thirty. W tal ked pleasantries for a while and listened to the splash of the waves,
bl ankets over our |egs, sipping fromchilled gl asses of draft beer, our heads warmed by radi ant
heaters. Did | |ike baseball? Mntoya owned a baseball teamin Mnneapolis. | conversed as nuch
about baseball as | could, having read USA Today in the Hotel Wthat afternoon

Then Montoya drew back to our nmin topic.

"You don't say nuch about reduced caloric intake," he said. "According to npbst experts,
that's the only anti-aging technique proven to work."

"It's just the tip of the iceberg," | said.

"You haven't sunk your harpoon yet, Hal. | need to know nore -- much nore." He smled
wearily. Make or break.

| put ny glass on the center table and | eaned forward. "The real problemis that we breathe
We respire. W accumul ate poi sons over tinme because of the way we burn fuel. W' re part of a vast
bi ol ogi cal conspiracy, billions of years old, and we have to shake oursel ves | oose and grab the
reins."

"You' ve experimented on yourself, haven't you?" Montoya asked.

"I'"d rather keep sonme things confidential until we firmup a relationship.”

"You have experinmented," he said, brooking no dissent. "You've injected yourself with virus

shel ls delivering nodified genes, but nobody knows which genes, nobody on ny payroll, anyway."

"I"ve taken one or two things beyond the theoretical stage," | adnitted.

Montoya lifted his eyes to neet mine. "And?"

"Cbviously, | didn't screwit up too badly. I'mstill here. But it's just the beginning," |
said. "Until 1 know why individual obsol escence took hold a few billion years ago, |I'mstill going
to grow old and die. And so will you."

| was still being vague, and | knew it. The sweat under ny arnpits chaf ed.

"So far we've been dancing around the center. It's been a great dance, but | need sonething
more. |'ve signed your NDA, Hal." Montoya smled, putting on the patented charmthat had brought

himso far in the business world. "Gve nme a hint what's behind door nunber one. It'lIl be worth a
few days on ny ship, gratis. I'll put that in witing, too, if you want."

"No need," | said, swallow ng.

“I'mall ears. |I have all night."

"It won't take that long," | said, nentally arranging ny cue cards. This was probably going
to be the nost inportant speech of my life. "I start by altering a few genes in E. coli, comon
gut bacteria." | tapped ny abdomen. "Then | nodify a few of nmy own genes..."

"Radi cal gene therapy,” Montoya nused.

"Sonme call it that," | said. "But it's just baby steps to solving an ancient murder nystery.
Who designed us to die, and why? It turns out we're being betrayed by cellular organelles, little

organs, called nmitochondria. Mtochondria nake ATP. ATP is the nolecule our cells use to store and
rel ease energy. Once upon a tine, mitochondria were bacteria. W know that because they have their

own little |loops of DNA, |ike bacterial chronmpsones.™

He watched nme intently. "Respiration... seens pretty inportant. Breathing, using oxygen
right?"

| nodded.

"So why do we let old bacteria do that for us?"

"Mtochondria used to live free, a few billion years ago. Then they invaded prinitive host
cells, becane parasites. Eventually, the hosts -- our one-celled ancestors -- found that the

i nvaders had a talent. They were eight tines better at converting sugar nol ecules into ATP. W
formed a synbiotic partnership. The mitochondria becane essential. Now, we can't |ive without
t hem "

"And mtochondria tell us when to grow old and di e?"

"They have a big say."

He pinched and tugged his earlobe. "Explain."

"The mitochondria turn state's evidence. Kind of a fifth columm. They nonitor our stress
| evel s, track our physical and nental health, and pass that information on to tiny bacteria hiding
in our tissues."

"W have gerns in our tissues?" Mntoya asked, frowning. "Doesn't the inmmune system cl ean
t hem out ?"

"Some bacteria burrow deep and hide out for years. They trigger diseases |ike atherosclerosis
-- clogging the arteries.”

"So what if | just spend ny life relaxing? No stress."

"Everything we do causes different kinds of stress," | said. "You can't stay heal thy w thout
sone stress. But if we fail at our job, if we're unlucky in love, if we get sick, if we're feeling
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angry or frustrated or sad, our bodies fill with stress hornones. Bacteria and viruses nount
chal | enges to our immune system and the i mune systemis nore likely to fail. But even if the
i mmune system doesn't fail, over tine, for sone reason, we don't recover as quickly. W accumul ate

genetic errors in our cells. W deteriorate. W get weaker. The mitochondria network reads these
signs and reports to the deep-tissue bacteria, and the whole conspiracy tattles to the bugs in our
gut. The bugs, in turn, tell the mtochondria to work less efficiently. That's the ultinmate cause
of aging. Together, they act as judge, jury, and ultimately, executioner."

"That's a lot to swallow all at once,"” Mntoya said. m skepti cal about bacteria
comruni cating and cooperating. Don't they just grow and eat randoniy?"

"What kind of toothbrush do you use?" | asked.

Mont oya shook his head, puzzled. "Does it nmatter?"

"Just tell ne."

"A Sonodyne. |'ve got a big investnment in the conpany."

"I't uses high-frequency vibrating bristles, right?"

"Yeah."

“"There are over five hundred different kinds of bacteria in our nouths,” | said. "Not all of

them cause cavities. Sone repel or destroy their disease-causing cousins. A healthy nouth is nore
Iike the Amazon jungle than a Listerine commercial."
Mont oya puffed into his palmand sniffed the result. "Do | of fend?" he asked, smling.

| smiled back. "Not at all. But sone of themstick to each other and cenent thenselves to
your teeth. After a while, they build up layers of bacterial architecture on your enanel. Dentists
call it plaque. It's a comunity of cooperating bacteria of many different kinds -- a bio film
The Sonodyne vibrates the bio filmuntil it falls apart -- breaks the cenent the bacteria use to

fasten to the teeth. In essence, you' re denolishing their houses and shaking themup so bad they
can't even talk."

"Look, Ma, no cavities," Mntoya said.

"Qt her bacterial communities colonize your skin, your nucus nmenbranes, and, of course, your

gut, where they performessential digestive services."” | could sense nyself overstepping the
bounds of what ny angel mght want to hear. "There are so many bacteria in your intestines that
even people who are starving excrete feces -- made up nostly of bacteria."

"Ww, " Montoya said. "Gossip in the big germcity. But if we're so inportant to them why try
to bring us down?"

"A herd of antel opes sheds the old and tired to nake way for the young and fit. Lions prune
the herd like a rosebush. The lions may act like killers, but actually they're partners with a big
investnment in the health of the herd. Bacteria are nore than just inmportant partners -- they're
t he nost successful predators of all. We're their herd. Aging and death is one way to keep the
herd fresh and heal thy."

"So, how do bacteria cause agi ng?" Mntoya asked, |eaning forward and noving his tongue over
his lips.

"Bacteria in our gut produce quantities of atiny protein | call hades.” Now |l was really
sweating. "Qur tissues open special receptors, coded for in genes | believe once cane from
m t ochondri al chronosomes. Hades creeps in. It winds up a nol ecul ar cl ock days or weeks after
we're born. Wth each tick of the clock, the bacteria increase the amobunt of hades they inport
into our tissues. Hades alters the way nmitochondria work -- jans them up, nakes them convert ATP
with less efficiency. W accumul ate the resulting oxidants and free radi cals, byproducts of
respiration that damage our DNA. Qur cells can't repair the damage. W start to | ose our youthfu
resilience. W grow old."

Mont oya hel d up his hand and rubbed a few small, liver-colored patches on the back. "Age
spots,” he said. "And |'mnot that old. So what's in it for the bacteria?"

"There's a pot of gold waiting for them Eventually, we get so weak, so full of genetic
errors, that disease or cancer finishes us off. Then, the bacteria have an orgy. They feast like
retainers eating a dead king."

"Jesus," Montoya said, and clenched his hand into a fist.

"That's the work I'Il be publishing in a few nonths, conmunication between E. coli and
nmitochondria in human intestinal cells. |I'mleaving out the news about hades for now "

"We could just kill all our bacteria. Wpe themout with radiation or sonething. Live in a
sterile environnent."

"They tried that in the nineteen twenties, and it didn't work," | said. "The fact is, we're
designed to die. The nol ecul ar clock also acts |like a deadman switch. Wthout bacteria, we go on
aging anyway -- only faster. A certain anpunt of hades nmay serve double duty -- if we're active

and productive, it nmay even reset the tiner on the clock. It nmay also help repair genetic damage
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Wt hout hades, old viruses in our DNA start popping up and antagoni zi ng our imune system W
become nore prone to cancer or autoi mmune di sease.”

"Like a time bonb," Mntoya said. "AMul. | assunme you've found a way to defuse it?"

"I"'mclose. The solution isn't sinple, but it involves training bacteria to punp in just the
right anount of hades, at the right tines -- not too nuch, and not too little. And we have to jam
the tattletale signals fromour mitochondria. |'mpretty sure | can fool our bacterial partners
into turning back our clocks. We |live longer -- maybe a lot |onger."

Mont oya flexed his fingers and conpressed his lips with sonething |ike satisfaction. "Wy go
agai nst the wi sdom of nature?" he asked softly, fixing me with a linmpid stare. "Wy live | onger
than the 'judges' want us to?"

"We're big kids now W nade fire. W nade antibiotics. Did the bacteria give us perm ssion
to go to the noon? W're ready to take charge and be responsible for our own destiny. Screw the

old ways."

Mont oya grinned. "I've never tried to think Iike a germ"”

"I doit all the tine," | said. "It's enlightening."

Mont oya nade a face. "A whol e new view of hunan existence,"” he said. "Mikes nme dizzy."

"Not entirely new." | reached into ny satchel and pulled out a |list of the researchers whose
work had hel ped nme. "There are going to be a ot of Nobel prizes for these people in the next
decade." | was taking another chance, but | would not work for a man who was always sniffing for

soneone nore fanobus. Montoya had to believe that | really had the goods.
"How about your Nobel ?" he asked.

I shrugged. "Not inportant,” | said. "I'min it for the |long haul."” Sonetines | whispered
that phrase to nyself to get to sleep at night, |like counting sheep. The Long Haul. The Real ly
Long Haul .

A butler -- Swedish blond and about sixty years old -- carried a tray of glasses and a bottle

of 1863 Mal nsey Madeira. He poured, and Montoya handed me a crystal gl ass.

"Nobel prizes won't be half of it," Montoya murnmured. He narrowed his eyes as if about to
fall asleep and | eaned his head back. Here it was. My angel was about to pull out his flamng
sword. "You have a conpelling vision. How can | help you to get on with your work?"

| took out the pictures shot by the Alvin crew the nonth before. Mntoya thunbed through and
reversed themto | ook at my notes.

"There are sone deep places I'd like to visit," | said, "and sone problens |I'd |ike to sol ve.
I'"d like to do it in secret... Until | find out whether 1'ma major-|eague idiot, or whether I'm
really on the edge of a revolution.”

"What will | get out of it?"

"Nothing all to yourself," | said. "My work is for everybody. No patents, no narketing
exclusives. |'mpretty hardheaded that way. But nmaybe -- just naybe -- you'll get a crack at

living a few hundred years longer. O a thousand. O ten thousand."

Montoya lifted his finger and seened to wag it in tine to unheard nusic. His eyes got dreany.
"Eternity nmeans forever without tinme. Like standing still forever. Did you know t hat ?"

I shook ny head. Phil osophy has al ways been ny weak point. Wiy argue about printed words when
there are thousands of proteins and enzynes, the verbs and nouns of |iving biology, to nmenorize
and under st and?

"You know what | want to do, Hal?" Mntoya asked. He stared out over the Plexiglas shield at

the end of the porch and lifted his golden Madeira to the breaking waves. "I want to build a huge
starship. | want to travel to other star systens, stand on new worlds, and party with all ny
friends on ny millionth birthday. | want to dip ny feet in the waters of unknown shores and help
| ovel y, enthusiastic wonmen becone nothers."

Mont oya finished his glass in one big gulp. "I have all the noney | need, Hal. | just don't
have enough tine."

By ten the next norning, | had a pledge from Onen Montoya for three million dollars.

The Mary's Triunph had nanaged to cruise between three massive chi meys. Qutside, hydrogen
sul fide had | eaped froma stinking trace to levels toxic to humans. Were steam boiler
tenperatures did not scald, life flourished. Tube worns gathered in weird bouquets between the
chi meys. White crabs crawl ed through like ants in grass. No alien city would ever | ook so strange
or so weirdly beautiful

For a second, | spotted sonething gray and serpentine just beyond a nearly solid wall of tube
worns. | tried to call it to Dave's attention, but by the tinme he turned to | ook, it had faded
Iike smoke. A current? A ribbon of bacterial floc scalded | oose by a geyser?

"W have about two hours,"” Dave rem nded ne. "Those chi meys have to be eighty feet high."
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"That could happen in a few nonths down here."

"It's still pretty danmmed wonderful. One of the biggest fields we've found." Dave shook his
head. "But you're not interested in tube worns."

"Not right now "

Tube worns are born enpty, then suck bacteria into their hollow guts and rely on themto
process sulfides and provide all of their nourishnment. They live about two and a half centuries,

three at the nost. Inpressive, but they still take their marching orders from gerns.

| wanted evidence fromearlier tines, when the host was still putting up a good fight and the
bacteria were still flying their true colors.

"Under the plune," | rem nded Dave. "Let's go east about a hundred yards. The walls seemto

open up, and there are already fewer vents."

"So there are," Dave said, conparing the image fromour forward | ooking sonar with a terrain
map made several nmonths ago -- a map, incidentally, that did not show Field 37.

He rechecked our position, triangulating between the pulses fromthe nother ship and the
transponders on the seafloor, then pushed the stick forward. Two, three, four knots; a gentle
glide through the forest, over tube wornms and around spew ng, roaring geysers.

We passed near enough to |ook up at a flange thrusting alnost six feet fromthe side of a
tall chimey. The bottom of the flange was painted with rippling, silvery pools. Superheated
m neral -rich water, refusing to mx with the cooler local fluid, gathered under the flange's rough
surface and reflected our |ights.

"I get nervous around these puppies,” Dave said. "Had one al nost topple over on nme when | was
wor ki ng for NOAA. Just clipped it with a manipulator arm then, wham?"

"That's not comon, is it?" | asked.

"Not very," Dave admitted. "But once is enough. Wll, shit -- | nmean, dog poop -- on it."

That just didn't sound like reliable Dave the Christian man, the steady pilot of NOAA DSVs.
gave hima concerned | ook, but he was too busy to notice.

W made our way between the |ong, wi nding canyon walls, pushing along at half a knot. The
vents were behind us now, but woolly bacterial clunps fell all around, flashing in the |lights.
Bacteria coal esced into floe, carpeting the seafl oor or being blown up into the nega pl une where
they could be carried for miles, then sprinkle down |ike fake snow froman old Wal -Mart Christnmas
tree.

"Looks pronising," Dave said. Hs armtwitched. The little sub tilted, and he corrected.
"Poop. "

"Focus," | said. The view outside was getting interesting. Athin, viscous silt covered the
floor of the canyon. |deal

A long, segnmented ribbon like a thick blade of grass floated in our lights. "There."
poi nted. Dave had turned the thrusters to reduce our forward motion, and the ribbon greeted us
with a frantic, gelatinous shimy. Then -- before |I could take charge of the data glove on ny side
and extend the nanipulator arm-- the organismtore itself into spinning bits of jelly.

I watched the bits get lost in the floe.

"Sorry," Dave said.

| was furious, and with little reason. How el se could we sl ow down? How el se could we
maneuver to pluck this singular and interesting anonaly off the seafl oor?

"Sonme sort of cnidarian?" Dave asked.

"I don't think so. Let's rise a bit and descend on the next one with the thrusters up."

"All right."
"Just focus, please.”
H's Iips noved silently. | shifted ny eyes fromhis face to the illumnated field beneath us,

then back to his face.

W rose twenty feet and drifted down the narrow canyon. The walls dropped off. We passed a
I ava colum, lonely and rugged. Everything was covered with silt and floe. There was no noti on,
except for the fall of bacterial snow, still and enpty, lost in a MIIlennial quiet.

My hand twi tched inside the glove. The mani pul ator responded with a grindi ng outward push.

"Careful ," Dave said.

| wanted to tell himscrew you, but he was right. Easy does it. Focus.

Dave let rip with a long and heartfelt fart.

"Jesus, |I'msorry," he nuttered.
H's stink filled the sphere. It was lush and green, like a jungle, but gassy, |ike corpse-
bloat. | had never really snelled a fart quite like it, to tell the truth, and | wanted to gag.

"I don't feel very good," Dave said. "This is nothing like rice and pepper."
My tickle of anger becanme a nettle |ike scourge. Little sparks of resentment and frustration
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canme and went like stinging fireflies. | could not focus. | glared at Dave, and he shot nme a screw
faced | ook fromthe corner of his eye that totally grounded ne.

We both turned away. W had been homing in before a fight. W couldn't get up and circle and
bristle in the pressure sphere, so we had just glared -- then agreed to back down.

Sweat soaked ny arnpits.

The sub crept over the sea bottom | took control of the |lower bar of lights and fanned them
out.

Sonet hing big, round, and long cane into view, |lying horizontal on the seafloor like a
toppled ship's mast. "What in hell is that?" | asked, startled.

Dave practically jerked control of the lights fromme, then chuckled. "That is a condom ni um
dropped from heaven. Take a | ook."

Cl anms, boring wornms, studded the nystery shape |ike nmaggots on a corpse.

"It's a log" Dave said. "We're not that far fromsone big forests, the A ynpic Peninsula,
Vancouver |sland."

"Right."

A few tens of neters east, we canme across another log. A chain drooling rivers and ponds of
orange rust tied the log to at |east seven nore, all thick with life, all broken |oose froma raft
who knows how nmany years or even decades ago. It takes a long tine for deep scavengers to nove in
on such riches, but when they do, organisns gather frommles around to share the feast.

W churned our way east a few nore yards, following the rust rivers until they faded into the
silt. I lifted the bar and spread the lights again. Dave did not object.

Ahead, dozens of little bl obs wobbled on the ooze and sedi nent |ike dust bunnies under a
kid's bed. | rotated the entire light bar, flooding the seafloor with daylight glow "There they
are," | said. Xenos by the dozens cast |ong shadows. The DSV glided over them lazy as a well-fed
manta. Qur |ights picked out hundreds nore, then thousands, jiggling on the silt. | could barely
make out the blurred tracks of their slow, rolling novement.

"CGot 'em" Dave said. "What next?" Everything was fine again. The snell was goi ng away or |
was able to ignore it.

| kept noving the lights. Dave gently precessed the submarine.

"See those?" | asked. "Those fans... and over there, gelatinous nounds -- way over there." |
drew back the mani pulator and arned its clawtip with a revol ving suck tube. "Wat do they | ook
like to you?"

"Sea dai si es?" Dave asked, as if eager to confirmmy hopes.

"Sone would call themthat. Alittle yellowtinge in the lights. But they are not
si phonophores. They're sonething el se.”

| sucked ny lips, afraid | mght just be |ooking at |oose debris, deluding nyself. But they
were not debris. They were real

"lI've never seen anything like them" Dave admitted. "They look like little squashed
bal | oons. "

"Swmpillows," | said. "Bubble wap."

Dave's eyes were perfectly nornmal for this situation: wide with speculative interest. "They
aren't jellyfish or corals. And no algae -- not this far down."

"Rack your brain," | said, giddy. "Think back. Way back. Think living fossils."

"Edi acara?" Dave asked, and inmredi ately shook his head: couldn't be.

"You got it," | said. My hands trenbl ed.

The earliest known large fossils, fromtens of mllions of years before there were shelly or
bony animals, are either |unpy bacterial colonies called stromatolites, or the peculiar fornations
that Adolf Seil acher naned the Vendobi onts. Another group name is Ediacara, fromthe Australian
out croppi ng where type specinmens were first found. These ancient life-forns had sat on the floors
of shall ow seas about six hundred million years ago. Al they had | eft behind were sandy casts,

i mpressions, little nore than ghosts in stone. Until now

I noted | arge chanbers arranged radially or in grids, sone rooted, sonme floating just above
the seafloor. Mushroomike bells; graceful, waving fronds; jointed bl ades; gelatinous air
mattresses spreading over the silt. And all around them perhaps their cousins and successors --
possi bly even their larvae, their propagul es, the formwhich they assunmed whil e spreading
thensel ves to favored habitats -- the xenos.

I was just guessing. | did not know whet her xenos had any connection with these ancient
marvel s. But there they were cozy chuns at the bottom of the sea, just around the corner from
Eden. If these were indeed the | ast Vendobionts, they had found a safe niche away from si x hundred
mllion years of evolution. Metazoan predators -- our ancestors anmong them-- had driven these
ancients into hiding, forcing theminto the ocean deeps.
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| was getting way ahead of nyself. Too nmuch | eapi ng and not enough | ooki ng, not enough
sci ence.

"Is that a jellyfish on a stal k?" Dave asked.

Qur lights were heating up the area, forcing sone of the organisnms to expel fluid and

contract into winkled little raisins. "Dimthe lights," | suggested.

Dave cranked down the rheostat. The seafl oor becane suffused in a golden glow, absolutely
spectacul ar for mobod. | wanted a roomthat color to sit and dreamin. To dream of the Garden of
Eden.

Nobody knows what the Edi acara organi sns were, precisely, and where there is nystery, there
is specul ation, and where there is speculation, scientific careers can be nade. Colleagues can
debate, friendships can dissolve in argunent. Wbnders cone and go and theories die a dozen deaths
only to be resurrected and win the day. A possible connection between xenophyophores and the
cushi ony Vendobi onts had hardly escaped notice. But nobody had crawl ed out on a linb as far as |
had.

It certainly looked |ike a garden, an octopus's garden, | started to hum in the shade..
"Are we there yet?" Dave asked, tapping ne on the shoul der

| jerked, nmy reverie broken, and said breathlessly, "Yeah. Let's circle -- with the thrusters
up. They |l ook delicate. And let's start the docunentation."

"Vi deo has been on for several minutes," Dave said. "I'll get the Hassel bl ad. You bl anket the
scene with the digital canera. Here -- let ne lay down a photo grid." He paged through to the

canmera control display on the LCD, and squares of red |ight pul sed over the scene outside the
sphere. Qur caneras coordinated with the flashing grid.

We circled the garden, taking pictures for alnobst fifteen m nutes.

"Ow," Dave said, clutching his stomach.

| barely heard him

"Dog poop."

"Let's collect,” | said.

"Ckay," he said.

We noved into position to capture sone of the snaller organi sns. Sonmehow, breaking up the
fans and bells seenmed a sacrilege -- but one we would no doubt conmit.

| reached into nmy data gl ove and extended the mani pulator arm now tipped with a revol ving
suck tube. This was a special version of a tool used by earlier collectors to draw up speci mens.
Qurs spun a small fan with variable pitch blades to pull water into a transparent acrylic tube.

I nudged the snall tube up against a xeno in front of the DSV's skids and fingered a snal
trigger. The fan spun. Wen the xeno crossed a photo detector, the fan cut off before it could
squash the sandy bl ob against a nesh screen. Valves closed and capped the tube, and it rolled out
of the way like a spent round in a gun

Anot her tube was chanbered, and, seconds |ater, another specinen -- a segnented stalk --
ki nked and slipped neatly into the plastic prison. Athird tube, and | had a small sea fl ower,
each petal a separate cell covered with tiny hairs, |like an arrangenent of sea gooseberries.

Their jewel -like translucence gave ne the final clue. These were not nmade of the tiny-celled
tissues found in nore familiar organisnms. The sub's golden |ight warped through thick cellular
menbranes with a peculiar refraction, like interference between two |ayers of glass. Lovely, oily
little rai nbows.

The Sea Messenger had eight pressurized drawers for keeping specimens alive. Recording
tenperature and pressure for each tube, |I ejected theminto the drawers.

Sanpl es of anbi ent seawater were analyzed by a miniature NASA chem cal |ab, the data stored
for transm ssion on the next uplink. Labs on board the nother ship would soon begin preparing
aquari um i nocul ants.

"What are you going to do with then?" Dave asked

| sucked up another specinen, chanbered another tube. "They're wonderful! |'ve never seen
anything Iike them™

Dave gave another groan. His face was pallid and green in the reflected Iight fromthe
seaf | oor.

"Are you all right?"

"I feel really weird. | swear | didn't eat any dessert."

For a monent, making an effort, | forgot the mani pul ator arm and the precious speci nens and
sat up. "You look like you' ve got a chill." | reached out to touch Dave's forehead. He batted ny
hand away.

"Son of a turtle," he said.

"Goddammit," | said, sinultaneously, and | was suddenly, irrationally furious, as if a
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flashbul b of rudeness had gone off in nmy head. "Are you going to screw this up because of
sonet hi ng you ate?"

He cringed and clutched his stomach, eyes goi ng bl ank under another wave of pain. "Don't take
the Lord's nane in vain around ne, buster," he said. "Grab your specinens and let's get out of
here. Quick!" he grow ed.

| pulled back in ny seat, jerked the armtoward the drawers, and spewed the |ast tubes out,
one, two, three, into their receptacles. So many nore to collect. But training and humanity beat
sci ence.

Dave | ooked bad. He drew his knees up in the chair.

A pungent, tropical odor filled the sphere. It wasn't flatulence. It cane from Dave's sweat,
fromhis skin, and it was starting to nake nme feel ill, too.

Topsi de was strai ght up, eight thousand feet. Three hours m ni num

| took a last ook at the Garden of Eden -- what Mark McMenanmin had called the Garden of
Edi acara. Serene, untouched, isolated, downw nd fromthe geyser spew, just as | had seen it in the
photos-imagined it in my dreans -- ny triunmph, the highlight of my exploring, perhaps the key to
all ny research... "Let's go," | said.

"Diddly," Dave nuttered. H s eyes went unfocused, wild, like an animal caught in a cage. He
rapped his hand agai nst the snooth inner surface of the sphere with a painful thwonk. The sphere
was six inches thick -- no risk of cracking it with bare knuckles. "It's too... darned small in

here," he said. "Colder than a witch's tit," he added, eyes steady on mine, as if to receive
appl ause, or criticism for a dramatic performance.

Clearly not an experienced bl asphener. | stifled a | augh

"I can call you Hal, or Henry, can't I?" he asked, peppering the honey of sweet reason with
sincerity.

"Sure," | said. "Dave, we have to go up now. "

"I got to ask you." He held out his hand, and the fingers twitched as if graspi ng sonething
inthe air between us. Alittle to the left, and he would have been strangling ne. "I don't really
give a... horse's patootie... | don't give a dung heap if you know Oren Montoya. But did he ever

gi ve you a phone call?"
"Yeah, | suppose he did. Dave--"
"Did he ever tell you what to do with your |ife?"

This made no sense. "Maybe," | said.
"Did your Dad ever call you, long after he was dead?"
"No," | said. This shook ne, and | started to get really scared. My brother had asked ne

pretty nmuch the sanme thing. "Wy?"
"Dog poop on themall. Al the petty little bosses out there nmaking their petty phone calls

and telling me, of all people, what to do. Well, | don't understand a petty word they're saying,
but they're nmaking nme sick. Don't you think that's what it is?"

| didn't think it was the hi-carb diet. "Dave, | can get us back. Just relax and |l et go of
the stick."

"You don't know diddly about this boat." He shook his head, flinging stinking drops of sweat
agai nst the inside of the pressure sphere.

My mouth hung open. | was on the furry edge of braying |ike a donkey, this was so utterly
ridi cul ous.

Wth a dramatic shrug and a twi st, Dave wrenched back on the stick. The aft thrusters
reversed with a nasty clunk and churned up the silt bel ow Backwash shredded the delicate little
garden. The golden lights glowed |ike sunset through the rising cloud of silt, and a few
sparkling, dirty little jelly balls -- xenos and bits of other creatures-exploded in front of the
pressure sphere.

"No! Dave, get a grip."

"Piddle on it," he said coldly. Then he let out a shriek that nearly burst nmy eardruns. He
flailed, knocked | oose the data-glove box-leaving it dangling fromits connecting wires -- and
pushed the stick over hard right. The little sub started to respond, veering, but the autopil ot
ki cked in.

A smal|l fenmal e voi ce announced, "Maneuver too extrenme. Canceled."

"Poop on you!" Dave screaned. He let go of the stick. Hs thick fingered fist struck ny cheek

and knocked ne back. | shielded nyself with my arm and he pounded that a couple of tines, then

grabbed it with both hands, torquing it like he wanted to break it off and get at the rest of ne.
"Dave, goddammt, stop!" | yelled, really frightened now. Should I fight back against ny

pil ot, knock hi msensel ess, possibly kill hin®

Did | really know how to surface all by mnyself?
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He let go of ny armand seemed to reconsider. Then, with a last, final grunt, he yanked his
control stick out of its socket and swung it around his head. Before | could raise ny hands again,
he crashed the stick hard against my tenple. | grabbed ny head with one hand and the stick with
t he ot her.

Dave wrenched the stick | oose and screeched it agai nst the inside surface of the pressure
sphere. The netal end dug a shallow white groove in the acrylic. Not satisfied with that, he
jabbed the stick into the sphere, scoring a pentagram of divots. He gave a doggy grin of delight,
like a kid scrawing on walls with a Magi ¢ Marker. Then he delivered a frenzy of gougi ng bl ows,
spittle and sweat flying.

| pushed back, ignoring the bl ood dripping onto my arm Watching for an opening,
strai ghtened and swung. He saw the punch coning and | eaned. W scuffled |like two kindergartners. |
brui sed ny knuckl es against the top of the sphere, then connected solidly with the side of his
j aw.

My hand expl oded in pain.

Dave dropped the stick. It rattled to the bottom of the pressure sphere. He curled up like a
bug in a killing bottle and noaned. Then he flung his head back, nouth agape, and gave the pitifu
how of a disappointed child. H's hands jerked and shuddered.

Dave stopped howing and lay stiff and still.

The snell got worse.

| watched himwarily, ready to fight again, then lost control, doubled over, and retched.
There was only a little sour fluid in ny stomach. It dribbled between ny knees and under the seat.
I noticed that the silvery air pocket beneath the sphere, trapped in the sub frane, was no bigger
than the bubble in a carpenter's |evel

So nmuch pressure.

| sat up, waiting for the sphere to split along the white gouge or punch through the divots.

The sub's polite fermal e voice spoke. "Please exert positive control to di sengage autopilot."”

| did the calculations, weirdly precise in ny panic. Two hundred and forty-four atnospheres
outside. Twenty-four mllion seven hundred and twenty-three Pascals. Three thousand five hundred
and ei ghty-five pounds per square inch. A four-door sedan parked on every square inch

My head cleared. | w ped the blood frommny cheek with the back of nmy hand and rubbed it
against the fabric of nmy thernmal suit. Training. Think

I had ny own control stick stowed beneath nmy chair. It could be pulled out, inserted into ny
chair's socket, and engaged. | could take over Mary's Triunph

Dave |l et out a sigh and coll apsed. He | ooked |ike one of those pol yurethane foam mannequi ns
ever-present in the galleys of ocean research vessels, carried to the bottom squished in the deep
and haul ed back for laughs. | watched in horror. But he was just going |linp, and that seened
worse: conplete, total relaxation. Hi s half-open eyes had a forgiving, indifferent gloss. They
socketed in ny direction as his head burrowed into his chest. Dave skewed over until the seat

harness, still wapped around his shoul der, brought himup short.

He | ooked dead.

Mary's Triunph rotated above the seafloor. | reached beneath ny seat and felt for the stick
detached it fromits clips, raised it to inspect the connector, then tried to insert it into the
control armature. Sweat spilled into ny eyes. The stick wouldn't go. | reached down with danp
fingers and pinched the plastic plug away fromthe small socket. | was shaking so hard by then it

took me al nost a dozen tries to make the fit and push down hard enough to |l ock both the electrica
and nechani cal connectors.

| waggl ed the stick.

“Aut opil ot control relinquished,” Mary's voice announced. "Shall we begin the return to the
surface?"

| hadn't been briefed on everything the autopilot could do; there hadn't seemed any pressing
need. "Sure," | said. "Yes. Please."

I pushed on Dave with the tip of a finger. Inert. He had snashed the LCD screen and two of
the smaller displays. It was the autopilot or nothing.

The sub still rotated.

"Yes" | said, louder. "Go up."

"Answer clearly for voice activation."

"YES!'" | shouted. "GO UP'"

"Begi nni ng ascent to surface. Transnitting emergency signals."”

The water outside grew brighter. It was now a twilit gray. | wi ped cold sweat fromny eyes.
Dave stirred about ten minutes before we surfaced. | watched fromny seat, ready to hit him

agai n.
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"I feel sick," he nopaned.

"Sit still,” | said

He goggl ed at my bl oody head. "Gipes, what happened?”

The good Christian was back

"You went nuts."

H s eyes | ooked sad, betrayed. "I did not," he said. "You tried to hit ne."

"You broke your stick and gouged the sphere,” | said. | wasn't about to argue with the nan,
not after spending three hours trapped with himin a dark, stinking, wetched little ball

Dave | ooked at the marks and divots. "W were collecting specinens,” he said thickly.

"Shut up."

"l can drive," he said.

"You broke your stick. The autopilot's in charge. just shut up."

Dave's face showed guilt and disbelief.

W broke the surface and the beacons switched on automatically. Through the waves crashing
over the sphere -- just our luck, a rough sea -- | tried to spot the nother ship. | couldn't see a
thing. Tine to stand on top of the sub, by the mast, if only to get a breath of fresh air. |
crawl ed back over the third, enpty couch to undog the hatch

"I't's too rough out there," Dave said.

"Screw you," | nuttered, and crept into the tunnel, an L-shaped pipe barely two feet w de.
Swearing, | knelt in the usual snall puddle of water at the base of the tunnel, got to ny feet,
and crooked ny arms to twist and spin nore | evers and wheels.

The hatch sighed and nmy ears popped. Spray showered down. | sucked in the cold sea air,
incredibly sweet and alive. | searched for the Sea Messenger and found her at three o'clock, well
over a thousand yards away.

| yelled into the wind and waved ny arnms. | didn't dare crawl out any farther -- Dave could
cl ose the hatch on me and take the sub down again. Lodging ny leg, | held on to the nesh deck
behi nd the pressure sphere.

Dave glared up at nme through the bubble, still in his seat. He | ooked frightened. He was
calling on the radio. That nmade sense, but | still wasn't ready to forgive and forget. Sea
Messenger shoul d have been al nost on top of us, responding to our energency signal with her H
shaped crane lowered for retrieval and the rolling ramp extended |i ke a tongue.

"They aren't answering," Dave shouted up through the tube. "Cone back in and shut the hatch.”

"No way!" | shouted. "I'm staying out here."
"Look," he said, his voice hoarse and crackling. "This is a rough sea. If you' re staying out,
get all the way out and shut the hatch or we'll ship water and sink."

The waves were poundi ng stronger than ever and the wi nd bl ew stinging spune off the whitecaps
into ny eyes. The ship's lights were out and it was dusk. Al the running and rigging lights
shoul d have been on, and the searchlights jabbing over the water, |ooking for us.

Not hi ng. Sea Messenger | ooked dead.

"I"'mgoing to bring us closer to the ship," Dave shouted. "And I'm closing the hatch, dam
ite

"Al'l right," | said. Reluctantly, | dropped down and dogged the top hatch. But | stayed in
the tube, squeezing ny back against the nmetal wall, still cold fromthe deep

“I'mreally all right," Dave insisted, his voice hollowin the sphere. "I swear, | don't know
what happened. "

"You tried to kill wus."

"That can't be right! | swear."

| let it go. Dave noved over into ny seat and tried to disengage the autopilot. There was
somet hing wong, and at first it wouldn't let him He pulled up the touch pad and keyed in an
override. The autopilot disengaged with a small chine.

Then Dave maneuvered with ny stick.

The sub cut through the chop to avoid being overturned. We lurched Iike a bucket in a slow
noti on pai nt shaker, with nauseating jerks and sone rough slans. Standing in the tube in a rough
sea coul d | eave bruises for days. | clinbed down into the sphere.

The sub bobbed up on a roller and we caught another glinpse of Sea Messenger. People ran
al ong the upper deck toward the forecastle. The lights were still out. Another bob, and | saw a
flash of brilliant yell ow orange near the stern, then five nore, rapid.

"Did you see that?" | asked, as if once again Dave and | were partners trying to outguess the
rest of the world.

"Muzzle flash," he said. Hi s face went gray. "Wat in hell?"

"How do we get on the ship if they won't grab us?"

file:/lIC|/13278%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E-books/Greg%20Bear%20-%20Vitals.txt (19 of 136) [1/17/2005 6:58:20 PM]



file:///C|/3278%20Sci-Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ Greg%20B ear%20-%20V ital s.txt

"We abandon the DSV, swimto the ship, and use the stern ranp. Mre than likely a wave wl |
wash us up."

"Or brain us," | said.

Dave did not disagree. "There's a diving platformon the port side if they have it down in
these seas, which isn't likely. W need to be out of the water fast."

That was inportant. Imrersion in the icy waters for ten or fifteen mnutes, even in our
silvery thermal suits, could be deadly.

"It's inportant we | et them know what happened,” Dave sai d.

"That you went nuts down there?" My teeth chattered.

The pilot seened to accede to this scenario. "Your brain is not in charge," Dave said. He
| ooked like a frightened little boy confessing sonething dire. "They can just ring you up and it's
all over."

Dave Press's mnd was headi ng south, then north; he didn't even know how to read the conpass
needl e.

Abruptly, Sea Messenger |it up like a squid boat on parade: beacons, running |lights. Broken
ri bbons of silver and red and green glinted off the waves. A searchlight beam swung out fromthe
bridge through the noist air, and another switched on near the stern. They swept the water, then
converged on Mary's Triunph. Dave shielded his eyes.

"Sonmebody finally woke up," he said. He wiped his face with his hands and stared at the
pal ms, shaking his head forlornly. "That's it for nme. You coning?"

Dave pushed hinmself out of his seat and gave me a look as if he were going for coffee, did |
want some, too?

"You can't swmfromhere," | said. Was that what he intended to do -- abandon the sub and
strike out for the nother ship? W were too far away, even for a strong swimer, in this sea.

He grabbed an overhead bar and haul ed hi msel f upside down to the hatch, then, with expert
grace striking in a plunp guy, swung hinmself around and knelt on the third couch

"So long," he said. "Take ny advice, for what it's worth. Stay away fromthe tel ephone.”

Before | could react, he shinnied up the tube. I swore and went after him but he was quick
as a seal, out the hatch before | could grab an ankle.

That left me halfway in the tube, stuck at a precarious angle. My leg bent, and the sub
| urched. For a moment, my up-thrust knee jamred in the pipe and | couldn't nove. | struggled to
drop back, and when that didn't work, to craw higher

| had been tanped down like a cork in a bottle.

A wave washed in through the upper hatch and swanped nme. Sputtering, | pressed on ny thigh
with both hands and shoved the knee down hard, painfully, past a welded steel join, then squirned
to grab a rung.

| poked up through the hatch. Twilight was | eaving the western sky, a lovely orange fading
into blue and then black. Stars filled the zenith, visible even through the spray from swooshi ng
and bumpi ng whit ecaps.

Dave was nowhere to be seen. Another wave al nost blinded ne and spun the sub around. | pal ned
water fromny eyes and blinked at the nightnmare. The Sea Messenger had come about and was backi ng
her screws two hundred yards to starboard, whipping the sea into danci ng foam

A flare shot up fromthe ship's deck and arced over Mary's Triunph. They knew where | was.

"CGet Dave!" | shouted, and swung my arns over ny head. "Man overboard!"
Anot her wave | oomed, a greenie so high | could see the last of the daylight through it. It
snmashed over the sub's tiny housing and sl anmed ne against the netal |ip. The hatch banged shut on

my head and fingers. A bonb blast of pain brought on blind rage, and | slamrmed the hatch back
once, caught it on the rebound, flung it back for a second bounce, and once nore, with all ny
ni ght .

Anger spent, fingers and head throbbing, | dropped and sealed the hatch. | wasn't going to
take any chances with the open sea. | trenbled so hard | thought 1'd vibrate around the inside of
the sphere. For a nonent | saw Dave in the water outside the sub, thrashing and drowni ng, but it
was only a fat little twister of bubbles. It was finished -- | was going to die.

| caught nyself nmpaning |like a whipped dog, then, hearing water slosh in the bottom of the
sphere, | remenbered the specinmens, |ocked safe in their drawers. My reason for being here, the
reward for nmonths of working the angel circuit. | had survived a maniac sub driver, | was afloat,
| still had the prize, the putative Apple, the Golden Fl eece of the CGods.

Nobody had said it was going to be easy.

| funbled with the ship-to-ship, changing frequencies, and finally a breathless voice
answer ed.

"Messenger here. |s that you, Dave?"
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| recogni zed Jason, the controller and m ssion planner for the DSV. | pressed the nike
switch. "It's Hal. Dave flaked. He's over the side. Get a Zodiac out there -- he mght still be
af | oat . "

"Shit." Jason held his m ke open and | thought | heard sobbing. "Are you driving the sub?"

"She's on autopilot.”

"Hal, we have a bad situation. Sonmeone's shooting up the ship. W may have casualties. Hal ?"

“I'"'m here."

"Paul and Stan went aft about ten minutes ago. W can't go back to the crane until they check

in.

"Dave went nuts, Jason," | said, eager to nmake clear nmy own tale of woe. That seened too much
for himto absorb, and | decided to skip it for the tinme being. "Just get ne back on the ship."

"I don't know how |long that will take. Hang on. W'Il|l do our best."

"Yeah," | said, and braced ny hand agai nst the inside of the pressure sphere. The sub al npbst

roll ed over.
I buckled nyself in and gripped the nike like a lifeline.

Nadi a herself bobbed in the water next to the DSV and tapped the frame with a grappling hook.
I waved, and she gave ne a strong chin nod back, wet black hair peeking out from under her hood,
bl ack eyes distinct even behind the mask. She nade the hook fast on a lift ring and swam out of
sight. Wen she was done with the other hooks, she clanbered up on the franme. | peered up over ny
shoul der to see her. Behind her rose the dark stern of the Sea Messenger, and the outline of the
big red crane nounted aft of the helicopter pad. | saw Jason step into a little booth out of the
weat her, which was getting worse

Then the rain sheeting down made seeing outside inpossible. | felt the submarine rise from
the waves, felt the waves hold us back, and with a jerk, the sub | eaped out of the suck of the sea
and swung in open air. Paul and Stan waited for nme on the sled and prodded the Mary's Triunph onto
her skid. The sled withdrew into the stern with a grind of gears.

Nadi a j unped down to hel p Jason fasten the sub to the docking frane. | clinbed out of the
hatch wi th her help.

"We can't find Dave," she said, her lips alnost blue with cold. "Gary is out there nowin a
Zodi ac." She looked ill, but stood straight and spoke clearly. | fell in love right then and
there, with relief and admiration and nore than ny share of near-death giddi ness.

"I"msorry. \What happened?"

"We're a mess," Nadia said. She clinbed the |adder out of the well.

"Dave went a little nuts down there," | said. "He tried to kill ne.

She gave nme a level look at the top of the | adder. "How do you nean, nuts?"

"He tried to sabotage the sub. Ripped out the control stick and used it to punch the sphere.”

"Jesus," she said, but she didn't sound surprised. Maybe she was in shock. She | eaned agai nst
the bul khead. "Dr. Mauritz slipped a gun on board. He killed Thonmas and Sylvia. Paul and Stan
tackled himright here, where we're standing. He's tied up in the sick bay."

| had spoken with Mauritz for a couple of hours the day before yesterday. "That's stupid,"
was all | could manage to say. | |ooked around and saw dark red spatters on the deck and across
t he bul khead under an energency light. Blood dripped fromthe Iight cage. The sight knocked ne off-
bal ance and | groped with nmy outstretched hand to find a clean space on the wall.

Nadi a grabbed a towel froma deserted |ab, returned to the passageway w ping her face and
hair, and threw ne an odd, blameful | ook

| felt like a Jonah.

"I can't find Max," she said, and tossed the towel back into the |lab. W both heard the
heli copter at the sanme time. She turned away with an exhausted slunp of her shoul ders, eyelids
drooping, and said, "That'll be the Coast CGuard."

"Nadi a, | have specinens,” | called out to her as she wobbled up the ladders to the bridge.
"Fuck the specinens," she shouted. "People died, Hal! Don't you get it?" She paused at the
top and her red-rimed eyes bored into me. "Mauritz was | ooking for you. He wanted to kill you."

A 250-foot Coast Guard cutter pulled up alongside the Sea Messenger. The Bell helicopter
strapped onto the pad had carried two FBI agents. They were currently gathering evidence and
interview ng Stan and Paul

Dr. Mauritz was haul ed up on deck in a stretcher, past the crew nmess, strapped down securely
and talking a mile a mnute, trying to explain that he was all right, they could | et himgo now.
Mauritz was big-doned and bal ding. He had a kind of aristocratic English accent, and frankly he
| ooked like a mad scientist. But he sounded apol ogetic and confused.

He had put up a stiff fight. Stan and Paul had banged hi m around hard. Hi s head was covered
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wi t h bandages.

| didn't know how |l ong the specinmens would last in the sub. | knew they'd be kept pressurized
and at the proper tenperature for at |east another four hours -- unless sonething went wong. |
didn't want to take that chance, but |I also did not want to seem an insensitive asshole. The nood
on the ship, understandably, was not good.

| waited in the crew ness, sipping a D et Coke.

The Jonah feeling is indescribable. It's about nothing you' ve done personally. It's about a
shadow hangi ng over you, an unshakable association with shit that no one understands. There | was,
the closest thing to an outsider on the Sea Messenger, right in the bull's-eye. Wiy would Mauritz
want to shoot ne? He hardly knew nme. Why woul d Dave Press want to drown ne and weck the DSV? The
DSV was everybody's baby. Pilots would cross swords for the privilege of taking Mary's Triunph
down to the vents.

None of it pieced together. Wthout a rational explanation, even the smartest of scientists
reverts to a tribal suspicion of bad juju.

Exhausti on sl ammed up agai nst enotional shock. | couldn't keep nyself from shivering. Al one
in the ness, waiting for the agents to work their way down the list and talk to ne, | worried
about the specinens.

Jason canme in and stared at ne. "You all right?" he asked.

"Fine."
"Onen called Captain Burke and asked about you. He said take care of you and your work. |
nmoved your speci nens over to the aquarium They're okay, | think."

Unspoken, Jason was sayi ng that what Mntoya asked for, he got, even in the face of a police
i nvestigation. But Jason did not have to approve. "Oaen knows about us, about the ship," he
continued. "It's on TV. You sure you're all right?"

"Thanks for noving them" | said, nodding |like a fuzzy dog in a car's rear wi ndow. | could
have hugged him just for bringing good news.

"What'd you find?" he asked, and bit his lip, nodding along with ne. W wobbl ed our heads,
mat ching rhythm and that was too weird. | stopped.

"Xenos," | said.

"Right. You were diving for xenos. Look |like cnidarians to nme, though. You sure you got what
you were after? Dave grab them or you?"

"I used the suck tube," | said.

"Do you know Dr. Mauritz, off the ship?" Jason asked.

"No," | said.

"Way did Dave go overboard?"

"I don't know," | said.

"You didn't hurt himand push himover, just to hide it? You didn't fight, | nean, and hurt

him Sel f-def ense?"
"No. He did it all."

"Did he say he wanted to kill you?"

"No, he just started..." | sucked in ny breath. "Trying to curse and not doing a very good
job. Kind of funny, but scary, too. | better wait for the police. Don't want this to seem
rehearsed. "

"Right," Jason said. He got up and stuck his hands in his pockets. "W found Max. He's dead,
too. Nadia's severely shook."

| just stared at him "lI'mreally sorry,"” | said, as if it were all ny fault.

"Yeah."

Jason left, and a tall nan in a blue parka cane in. He was forty or forty-five, dressed,
beneat h t he unzi pped parka, in a wool sweater and khaki cargo pants, danp with sea spray. He was
an FBl agent out of the Seattle Bureau, he said. Hi s nane was Bakker and he asked a | ot of
questions, some of which did not make sense until | realized he didn't know | had been on Mary's
Triunph when Mauritz flipped. As well, Agent Bakker had not been infornmed Dave Press was mni ssing
and presuned drowned.

The news seened to confuse him so he turned back his pages of notes and started over

"What in hell is a DSV?" he asked.

By the end of the interview, | was ready to coll apse. Bakker fol ded his notebook. None of the
pieces fit for him either. In his experience, scientists didn't just go around killing each
ot her.

After he left, | stretched out on the | ong, padded bench behind the main dining table and
bl acked out. | should have dreaned of falling through ink, this tinme wthout the bubble, drowning
in endless, stinking night. Instead, | dreaned of being out in the desert, wal king beside a guy
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with bushy white hair, wearing a long gray shirt.

SEATTLE, WASHI NGTON

The ship returned to the Port of Seattle the next norning and agents and Coast Guard
i nvestigators swarnmed over her. Diligent nen and wonmen marched aboard and began stringing yell ow
tape and ri bbon. A dozen agents with digital caneras and crinme-lab kits took sanples. W were
instructed not to nove anything, certainly not to renove anything.

Jason intervened with the agent in charge, and he allowed Nadia and ne to go down to the |ab
and check the specinens taken during the dive. W were acconpani ed by a young fenal e agent, built

a lot like Dave, | thought, her pant suit a size too snall and stretched tight. She watched
suspi ciously frombeneath a knit cap perched jauntily forward on neat cornrows, and asked a | ot of
questi ons.

She woul d not miss a trick, | judged.

Nadi a did nost of the talking. She had nore col or today, but her manner was cold and
efficient, as if her enotions were running on a very |ow charge.
| was trying to figure out howto get ny prizes off the Sea Messenger. The ship was likely to

be i mpounded for days, and | had no idea what would happen to them over so much tine. | just
wanted to haul the containers off the Sea Messenger and get themover to the lab | was renting on
sout heast Lake Union. | was eager to get nmy critters stabilized in the proper inoculants, supplied
with fresh seawater, and under reliabl e pressure.

Maybe it was a personal disconnect, |ike an enotional circuit breaker blow ng, maybe it was
shock. All | needed on this Earth, right now, was to docunent and describe the Vendobionts, if
that's what they were. Performa few tests. Count their little fingers and toes.

It was not that | didn't care about the rest. | just did not have a clue how | could help
Nadi a feel better, or do anything for Jason. | certainly did not feel responsible for what had

happened, however strange the circunstances.
Maybe it was the Sea Messenger that was hexed.
| peered into ny cabin. The plunp agent in the too-tight suit stood there with two nen in

plain clothes -- and | do nmean plain, black suits and London Fogs.
My cl ot hes, books, and conputer were spread out on the bed, being violated
"Hello," | said.

The young agent had renoved her cap and her cornrows were indeed perfect. She had the nost
i ntense and unreadabl e eyes, and the skin of her round face was an unbl em shed work of art.
"We're through with these," she said, and indicated the clothes on the bed. "But we'd like to

keep these." She swung her hand -- her whol e upper body, as well -- to indicate my conputer and
t hree textbooks.
"The books are avail able on Amazon dot com" | said. "The conputer contains private
i nformati on. Unl ess you have a specific warrant, 1'd like to take it with ne. |'m not under
suspicion, am|?" | gathered up ny few clothes and pointedly thrust them back into the travel bag,

fl oppi ng over and pressing down sleeves and | egs.

"W need to establish relationships and circunstances,

"Am | a suspect?"

"No," she admitted.

"Do you have a warrant that lets you..." | |ooked for the right |egal words, then gave up
"Funbl e through private docunments?"

"No," she said, eyes |idded with subline nonchal ance.

"I'I'l keep it neat and tidy, and |I'msure you'll let nme know if things change," | said,
shaking a little at ny presunption, and at hers. | tossed the conputer and the books into the bag
and zipped it shut.

| passed Nadia in the corridor as | rolled the bag on its wheels to the gangway. She was
snoking a cigarette and | ooked dead on her feet.

She gl anced ny way, then sharply | ooked asi de and stubbed out her cigarette in a little can

| had not seen her snoke before.

"I won't say it was a pleasure," she said.

| stopped and regarded her sadly, still buzzing fromny anger in the cabin. | switched the
bag handle to ny right hand. "I feel |ike a goddammed Jonah,” | said, and realized ny eyes were
watering. "Christ, what did | do?"

"Not hi ng," Nadi a sai d.

she sai d.
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"l have no idea why Dave went crazy in the sub, or why Mauritz wanted to kill me. | really
don't."

She kept her face pointed toward the shadows and bl eak gray concrete planes of the dock.
flashed on all the wonmen who had ever stubbornly tried to put ne aside or pigeonhole ne, or blane
me, with or without cause.

"This is nuts," | said, and tugged ny ridiculous little bag toward the gangway.

"Betty Shun wants to talk with you," Nadia said, biting off the information |like an insult.
You're being called to the principal's office.

I | ooked back, eyes wide. She was |ighting up another cigarette.

Qur generation had taken up Dean Martin and Frank Sinatra, reading cheap paperbacks, wearing

bl ack suits, and snoking cigarettes, like all the war-weary | emri ngs of the 1950s, but without
their excuses.

I felt sick.

After a bad night's sleep on the fourth floor of the Honmeaway, just blocks fromthe Genetron
Buil ding and ny rented | ab, | opened the curtains. Across Lake Union, norning fog slid over the
rusty tanks and pi pes and broad | awn of Gasworks Park. | stood there for five minutes, feeling
fortunate.

I was no Jonah. It wasn't me that was hexed. | had survived, and that meant | was | ucky,

maybe even on the right track in this great scheme of things. Only the FBI and a couple of nurders
were in nmy way, and that pissed ne off.

Rob woul d have recogni zed ny nood instantly. Prince Hal was not getting his way.

A cel | - phone rang on the nightstand. Data phones in the U S had been screwed up for weeks
with viruses. | carried four with ne, on four different systens, just to make sure: a Palm Sec, an
Info Buddy and two standard Noki as.

It was the Pal m Sec that was beeping. The pert little AM triple tone told ne two things:
that | had a call, and that it was before noon. | flipped open the jacket, keyed in my unlock, and
answered. "Cousins."

"Dr. Cousins, Betty Shun. How are you?"

"Dandy," | said, and regretted the flippancy.

"We're very sad here," she said. "W've lost a lot of friends.”

"Yes. | know. "

"W need to get together. I'll bring along a man who al so works for Omen. He wants to talk
with you."

"When?" | asked.

"We're in a car in front of your hotel. W'I| take you to the Crab Cart for breakfast."

| had been given ny marching orders. But | wanted to find out about ny specinmens. Tinme was
runni ng out.

As al ways.

Betty Shun stood in the | obby, dressed in a green-leather coat and green slacks. | turned and
saw a bl ocky, balding man in his late forties push through the nmen's room door, blow ng on his
hands. He nade sure they were dry before he offered to shake.

"Hal Cousins, this is Kelly Bloom" Betty introduced. Shun, Bloom Press... | was seeing a
pattern here, all menbers of the Mpnosyllabic Verb club. Bloomwre denimall over -- denim pants,
denimjacket with brass buttons, a blue-denimshirt. And Air Jordans, old but scrubbed clean

"Dr. Cousins, first off, congratulations," Bloomsaid. "Let's get out of here and go
sonepl ace quiet."

They escorted nme to the drive. | had expected a |inousine or at the very least a BMN but the
car parked in front of the hotel |obby, beaded with rain and speckled with nmud, was a mid-nineties
Ford Taurus, conspicuously purple, with a dented right fender and scrape marks all al ong the
driver's side.

"Yours?" | asked Bloom He grinned.

"It's going to be a long day, isn't it?" | asked Betty. She gave me a studied snile.

The Crab Cart was quiet and dark. In the back, under wi ndows overl ooking yachts at private
nmoori ngs, the booths were separated by barriers of glass and wood. Betty ordered first, oatneal
and two eggs. Bl oom had nothing, not even coffee, maintaining his ascetic posture. | ordered a
bow of Weat Chex, toast, and a small crab onelet. Bloomsmled as | laced into ny food. Betty
ate hal f her oatneal, both of her eggs, and patted her nouth fastidiously with the cloth napkin.

The questions began. Bl oom spoke in a pillow bass, with a gentle North Carolina accent. He
kept his hands fol ded on the oak tabletop. "Do you know why anyone would want to kill you?" he
asked.
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"No," | said. "You're a private investigator, aren't you?"
"We both work with Omen's security detail," Betty answered. She cocked her head at ny raised
eyebrow. "Did you think | was w ndow dressing?" She laughed, a tinkling trill. "Osen can afford

much prettier, just not nuch smarter, or nore cautious."

"Ckay," Bloomsaid. "You understand we aren't trying to go around the police investigation
and that we have no authority? You don't have to answer."

"Decent of you to warn nme," | said. The corporate Seattle way -- a shakedown wi thout the hard
edge.

"W try," Bloomsaid. "Omen wants to understand what happened. You were down in the DSV with
Dave Press during the shooting on the Sea Messenger. Did you think Press was acting funny?"

"He was acting scary," | said. "Not in the |east funny."

"What did he do?"

"I told the police, he was trying to curse and not doing a very good job of it."

"Was he asking inappropriate questions?"

"Yes," | said. "But that wasn't so bad... | nmean..." | paused. "I never nmentioned that to the
police."

Bl oom shrugged. H's shoul ders strained at the denimjacket. "Did he tal k about M. Montoya?"

Bl oom was new to Montoya's staff, | guessed.

"He asked how we'd nmet, |ike that. Nothing suspicious."

"He wondered what you were doing with M. Montoya?"

"He tal ked about ny getting special privileges with regard to the dives, the submarine.
Jeal ousy aboard the Sea Messenger--"

"Jeal ousy involving Dr. Mauritz?"

"I suppose. But nostly it was just water-cooler talk -- you know "

Bl oom nodded, but he wasn't satisfied. "Dr. Mauritz did an anonynmous peer review on one of
your scientific articles,” he said. "He recormended it be rejected.”

"I didn't know that," | said. "But then, | wouldn't, would I?"

"Did he ever show any ani npsity?"

| heard it first as anonynosity. "Not to ny face. He seened pl easant, but we had very little
contact."

Betty Shun broke in. "This isn't going anywhere. Dr. Cousins, Oaen had your specinens taken
of f the Sea Messenger and sent to your |ab."

"You should have told nme that right away," | said.

"He made sure they were delivered to your post-docs and they're being well taken care of."

"They're in special pressurized containers," | said, my anger building. "They should have
been transported in a powered van. W agreed, the specinmens are incredibly delicate -- the
tenperature down there nakes their nenbranes--"

"Everyt hing was done according to your instructions,"” Shun said. "If you'd like, we'll drive
you over there."

"It's just a short hike. | can go nyself,” | said through clenched teeth.

"Acar is faster," she said persuasively. "And Onen--"

"Yes, yes. Onen wants a report.”

We drove to the old Genetron Building. It's in a former power plant that was given a
mul tim|llion-dollar makeover when Genetron noved in. You can see the building, with its tal
exhaust stacks, fromthe |-5 bridge. Genetron was sold to the Sw ss-French pharnmaceutical giant
Novalis, which rented ne |l ab space in the nowvacant facility for a good rate -- and with
guar ant eed security.

The | obby was an expensive waste of blond wood and stainless steel, with a cut-pile green
carpet that matched Betty Shun's |eather jacket. A security guard checked ny card and gave Shun

and Bl oom tenporary passes. | showed themthe way to the ground-floor |lab, at the end of a |ong
hall on the north end of the building.

"Does he have to cone along?" | asked Shun, waving ny hand at Bl oom

"Yes."

Bloomlifted his head as if sailing into a wind and wi nked at ne.

"The speci nens nmay have been in poor condition," Betty said as we wal ked down the hall. "W
could not tell if they were dead or alive. W did our best, at Oaen's request."

"Did Nadia or Jason help carry them over?"

"No," Betty said. "Nadia is in police custody now."

That took me conpletely by surprise. "Wy?"

"Under suspicion of tanpering with the food on board the Sea Messenger

"That's stupid," | said.
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"W think so, too."

"Tanpering how?" Then | renenbered the creany pudding and its results. "Sone of themate a
bad dessert, but--"

Bloominterrupted. "There was a | ot of odd behavior on board the ship, fromthe very
begi nning of the cruise. Fights, argunments, irrational statenents at odd nonents."

| had spent nuch of my time in ny cabin. Not being very sociable -- and having a | ot of
reading to catch up on.

"Somebody coul d have put drugs in the food or water," Bl oom concl uded.

My lab filled two roons, each about twenty feet square, connected by a white Dutch door.
had ordered special holding tanks for the specinmens. Dan and Valerie, nmy two assistants, were
pressurizing the tanks as we wal ked in.

Dan was a post-doc in oceanic mcrobiology, a tall, big-shoul dered farnboy in appearance but
a wizard with equi prment. He | ooked up fromthe pressure gauge and gave nme an unhappy shake of his
head.

"The specinmens are pretty traumati zed, Dr. Cousins," he said.

| muttered under ny breath.

Val eri e stood back, arnms fol ded across her bosom hands gripping her shoulders, as if
contenplating a relative's coffin. "They | ook dead."

I moved around Shun and Bl oom and fluttered ny hands for a nonent, probably stuck nmy tongue
between nmy teeth, trying to figure out where to begin. A steel box full of plastic tubes filled

with foot-1ong core sanples fromour first and second dives was still on the |oading cart. The
metal tanks containing the specinmens fromthe third dive had been stacked on the power bed and
pl ugged in. They were still cold and seened, at a quick glance through the fogged pl astic panels,
to be carrying Itens of Interest.

Still, the damage was likely already done; howto minimze its effects?

"These creatures didn't ook that alive to begin with," | suggested, hoping to break the
tension and hel p Dan and Valerie relax. "They're sedentary."

Val eri e shook her head again, tears welling. | wasn't lying very effectively.

"Al'l the specinens are here," | said, checking the inventory. "In that snmall tank -- the one
that's not at pressure -- we have sone shovel |oads fromthe sediment that need to be anal yzed.

doubt we grabbed any in faunal specinmens intact, but we can preserve themand stain for cytoplasm
and do sone tube counts in the mud. Get some formalin and rose bengal ."

Dan and Val erie focused on the scoop sanmples and a couple of shallow cores. | wanted t hem out
of the way while | either silently nourned or, less likely, breathed a sigh of relief. |I w ped the
panels on the big steel transfer tanks and peered inside with a pocket flashlight. Straight from
the briny deeps: shadowy nasses that mi ght have been clouds of sedinent. O ruined xenos. | knelt

and squinted. Sone fornms were nore than just fragments.

Shun stayed, but Bloom slipped out to answer a phone call

| checked out the stats in the I ab computer and made sure the necessary conditions were being
met: water at 3.5 degrees Cel sius, high oxygen, 36 percent salinity, netal sulfides in nedium
traces.

"It's at 250 atnospheres,"” Valerie said.

"I'f we reduce the pressure, the xenos break down into slippery mush," | said to Betty Shun
"Their cell menbranes -- nostly lipids -- nelt like butter on a hot day. Deep down, where it's
cold and heavy, the nmenbranes are gelid."

I'd begun a culture of typical bacterial mats even before going out on the Sea Messenger, and
now | harvested themfroma container in the refrigerator and shot themwith a plastic bottle
straight into the punp chanber. | watched them spread in pale ribbons into the lab's centra
refrigerated tank

"Very inpressive," Betty Shun observed, laying a hand lightly on the big tank's cold acrylic.
"I notice you just dunped in the bacteria. Wy?"

"The bacteria adjust quickly. Their desaturase enzynes stop worki ng under pressure, and that
punps up the unsaturated fatty acids in their cell walls, keeping themfromgetting too
i nflexible. Qur larger specinmens aren't so adaptable."

| asked Dan to help nme connect the first transfer vessel to the big lab tank. We carried it
to the worktable and connected it to the delivery chute, making sure the |lock seals were tight. |
checked the pressure -- the vessel had | ost about three atnospheres -- and | dropped the pressure
on the lab tank to match. Then | opened the inner doors and m xed the waters. Small chunks of
sandy, dirty jelly floated past.

Li ke the man praying that the bottle falling through the |liquor store bag was vernouth, not
gin, | hoped these fragments were comon xenos and not our fancy Vendobionts.
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"I't's soup," Dan said.

| 1 ooked accusingly at Shun. "I should have noved them nyself." She did not react. No doubt
she had dealt with personalities fiercer than mne

| tilted the plastic baffle inside the transfer tank and gently encouraged nore contents to
drift past the small acrylic port Dan switched on the nain video canera and turned the nonitor so
| could see

A frond undul ated in the junction between the two tanks, still tinged with yell ow

"Alive?" Valerie asked.

"Probably not. At least the cells haven't ruptured,” | said. "Let's salvage what we can."

Bl oom cane back and posted hinself out of the way, in a corner

Ei ght hours passed. | can always | ose nyself in lab work. | become sonething |ovely and
serene, a disenbodied Spirit of Science. Tech Zonbie, Julia once called ne. | don't even need
coffee -- there's sonething about discovery that punps ne full of nmy own natural caffeine.

Shun was nore patient than | expected -- not that | paid her nmuch attention for the first
seven hours -- but Bloom began to fidget after two, pace after three, and made his excuses after
three and a half and stepped out once nore.

We had our work cut out for us. These celebrity living fossils were dying or dead, and al
their secrets were fading with them W had to nove fast.

First, | performed triage and used the mani pulator to gently push fragnments and clearly
defunct organi sns back into a specially prepared transfer tank. | set Valerie to doing proteonics
on a fewcc's of mush that | could not otherw se identify. That occupi ed her for several hours.
She used the Applara Proteom zer -- a nmachine the size of a | arge bread box, capabl e of doing
whol e protein analysis at the rate of five hundred ami no acid conponents per mnute.

| doubted these critters used nore than a few thousand proteins. Your average protein is
about a thousand anmino acids long. In a few hours, we had a first-order list of the proteins in
the mush, and sonme hints as to the kind of genes and byproducts we would find when we ran the
nucl ei ¢ acids through a sequencer

While Valerie worked, | spent an hour just staring at the intact organisns in the nmain tank.
Shun st ood shoul der to shoulder with nme during nmuch of that time, but she wisely kept silent.

If | was a flam ng and driven Spirit, she was an unobtrusive shade -- or the sword-bearing
arm of ny angel, Montoya. | didn't care. Nothing scared me nore than failure.

The | argest of our specinmens, the frond, was a rubbery feather with many conpressed ribs, its
greeni sh nmud color tinged with yellow. It was about twenty centinmeters long, ten centineters
across at its widest point, and it | ooked like a | eaf made of bubble wap.

It was clearly colonial, fairly hardy in conparison to its conpani ons, but, npbst inportant,
it was still alive. My first guess was that it was made up of xenolike protists. Each saclike bunp
of its anatony was an individual cell, anywhere froma fewmnmllinmeters to a couple of centineters
in size.

Most nodern cells are nicroscopi c and need only one nucl eus, the central conputer and factory
that contains the chronbsones. These cells were nuch | arger than nost nodern cells. | supposed, in
my intensity of speculation, that each of the conponents would have nmany nuclei, as xenos do, to
speed creation and delivery of the necessary gene products -- ribosonal RNA, proteins, etc. --
across its conparatively far-flung cytoplasmic territory.

That would be familiar. That woul d be expected.

But when we carefully plucked a cell fromthe feather-fan colony, froze and mcro-sliced it,
then mounted it for the lab's little electron mcroscope, Dan reported that there were no nucle
what soever. The cell was a blob of jelly with unbounded circular chronmposones floating in a thick
but sinple nmenbrane, and that in itself would nake it a variety of bacteria or archaea, neither of
whi ch sequester their DNA in nuclei

But the cell was supported by a micro tubule cytoskeleton, |ooking |like wads of glassy fibers
under the m croscope. Bacteria and archaea do not have cytoskel etons.

The sanpled cell was as big as the tip of ny pinky. Inspection of another cell showed us that
there were bacteria of nmany different kinds living | coose inside, screwing their way through the
cytoplasmc gel. Sone of these bacterial interlopers were large -- mllinmeters in size, visible to
the naked eye. They rem nded nme of extrenmophiles | had seen profiled in Science a few nonths
before, the kind that clustered on the butts of ugly red Ponpeii wornms in vent comunities.

The frond, then, was neither plant nor precisely animal, nor did it belong to any of the

remai ni ng three kingdons of nodern biology. Each big cell in ny colonial critter was |i ke an ol d-
fashi oned Western m ning town. The bacterial hitchhikers were free to cone and go, but nostly they
stayed. | inmagined they were |ike mne workers recruited fromthe town's ruffians, doing their

jobs, but on occasion hogtying the boss and his wife, threatening the engineers (ny imagination
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was fevered by Il ack of blood sugar), and forcing the lucrative mne owners to pay out caskets of
gold, and not a sheriff in sight.

Lots of free-range cooperati on between characters who mght at any nonent pull out six-guns
and start blazing away at each other, then turn around the next nmonment. And share a drink at the
bar.

| laughed. Valerie and Betty blinked at ne, owish and exhausted. | |ooked at ny watch. It
was seven-thirty in the evening. We hadn't taken any breaks.

VW were due.

The machines could run thensel ves. The tank woul d keep whatever was still alive happy.
| ooked at Valerie's tentative list of proteins fromthe nmush and pursed ny lips as if conming in
for a snmooch.

"Wow, " | said.

"CGood?" Betty asked.

"Phenonenal ," | said. "There are no nuclei and no mitochondria in these cells. They are very
primtive."

"That's good?"

"I't's what |'ve been dreaning about for years," | said. "The bacteria in the cytoplasmare
comrensal , but not synbiotic -- they help the cell respire and netabolize its food. But they're a
I ong junp behind becom ng mitochondria. Maybe hundreds of millions of years..."

My arm flesh pricked up with goose bunps. "Jesus," | said, with all the reverence | am

capabl e of . "We coul d be | ooking at ghosts fromthe Garden of Eden. And they haven't taken the
Fall."

Dan had sl unped over the Applara nonitor. Valerie shook hi mawake and whi spered sonethi ng
into his ear. He brightened.

"Di nner?" he rmurnured.

"It"s on me," | said. | |ooked at Betty. "You should come, too. And Bloom if he's stil
around." | felt magnaninous. Hell, | was punchy with gl ee.

"Tell Owen," Betty insisted.

| called Montoya on Betty's cell-phone. He answered on the second buzz.

"Betty, I'mtaking a shit. Wat is it?"

"This is Hal," | said. "It's fantastic. |'ve got news. | think |I have the final clues." |
took a deep breath. Wen tired, both Rob and | had a tendency to conmit unwitting rhyme. Shall we
visit Dr. Seuss?

"Good news, | hope,"” Mntoya said. "Because up until nowit's all been terrible.”
"I"'ve got a primtive cell. Prinordial." Now | went out on a linb. "OF a kind we haven't seen
for three billion years. Wth the blueprints for bacterial domination still fresh and all the

pl ayers fairly naive."

"Tell me what that means when it's at home, Hal."

"I think I've got the list of RNA and protein products that bacteria use to take control of
our genone."

"And what will you do with it?" Mntoya asked patiently.

"Break sonme of the pathways, interrupt cell receptors, create new bacteria," | said, as if
that were perfectly obvious. "Qur cells won't be told to shut down or age. They won't |ose their
ability to self-repair. They'll stay young."

"Fine. So you know how to fix us?"

"Not yet," | said. Mracles would take years, not days. "Based on earlier work, | need to
find the five or ten nore proteins that are triggered by hades to shut down youthful cel
mai nt enance. They could be on this list. | need to sequence the free-floating chronosones -- |ess
than a fewnillion base pairs. | want to do some Southern Blot, sone PCR run honology tests. |I'm
sure we still have the same genes, sonewhere, highly conserved."

"Congratul ations, Hal," Mntoya said. He did not sound enthused, but as he had said, so far
the news had been all bad. "Put Betty on."

Com ng down off my high, | handed the phone to Betty. She listened for a nonent, then shut it
and turned to ne.

"Onen insists that dinner is on him And after dinner he wants to see you. He's flying into
Seattle."”

Dan and Val erie high-fived ne. Betty was nore subdued, though | wouldn't learn why for five
nmore hours.

Angel s can be pipers, too.

Dinner at Canlis was el egant but quiet. The sonber gray-stai ned wood and white tabl ecloths
framed a terrific view of Lake Union. | could seldomafford to eat so well, but | was nervous and
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excited all at once, and the best | could do was share a chanpagne toast with Valerie and Dan and
pick at my plate.

We shook hands and parted at mdnight. Betty Shun drove ne in her Lexus to one of Mntoya's
four Seattle residences, a penthouse apartnent on the top floor of a conplex less than five bl ocks
away. | catnapped during the short drive.

Betty woke me when she set the energency brake in the underground garage. | jerked up in the
seat. She was staring at nme. Her face glowed pale violet in the garage's cruel fluorescence.

"I have one question," she said. "Why do you want to live a thousand years?"

I cocked ny head to one side to work a crick out of ny neck. "More is better than not

enough, " | said.

"Life is full of pain and disappointnent. Wiy prolong the m sery?"

"I don't believe life is all pain and msery," | said.

“I'ma Catholic," Betty Shun said, still searching ny face with her eyes. "I know the world
is bad. My grandnother is a Buddhist. She knows the world is illusion. | want to live a healthy
life, a useful life, but I don't want to live forever. Sonething better is in the w ngs."

"I"'mnore of a Shintoist," | said. "I believe the living world is all around us, thinking and
working all the tinme, and that all living things want to understand what's going on. W just don't

live ong enough to find out. And when we die, that's it. No second act."

"You will push out others not yet born," she said.

"I'f the world is full of pain, I'll be doing thema favor," | said testily. | wasn't up to a
sophonori c debate at nmidnight, not after a hard and enlightening day's work.

Betty Shun blinked at me with her patented enpty face and opened her door to get out.

Conpared to the mansi on on Anson |sland, the penthouse was positively denure. Less than five
t housand square feet, vaulted ceilings throughout, bedroons suspended above a napl e-fl oored
wor kr oom sl ash studio, with sixty feet of glassed-in sunporch currently fending off a spatter of
early morning rain. It snmelled of spearmint and tea roses.

Mont oya net us on the sunporch and handed me a cup of very strong coffee.

"Explain it again,"” he denanded as Betty left us. "I've got five funerals to go to in the
next week, and | can't keep it straight. | want to know where we're headed." He bit off his words
angrily, but his face seemed calm "I'mafraid of death, Dr. Cousins. You showed ne a possible
escape hatch. And | took the bait."

| sat stiff as ice on the Iounge. | had no idea what he was driving at, but | did not I|ike
it.

"Sonetines | sanple every dish on the nenu,"
choi ces. Under st and?"

| regarded himthrough bleary eyes. "No," | said.

"I"mconcerned -- or rather, let's say some people are concerned for nme. Concerned about your
i nvol vement. You're a nystery, Hal."

Hi s expression was one of wi ng-plucking curiosity. | w ped ny danmp palnms on ny pant |egs.

"Betty told nme about your tiff with Mauritz before you went aboard Sea Messenger. You had
quite an argunent.”

"We just said hello."

Mont oya ignored ne. "Miurder is follow ng you around |ike a cloud of snoke." He gestured
vaguely at ny head with a crooked finger. "Bl oomreconmended | not even neet with you again."

| balled up nmy fists and stood. "I've been conpletely straight with you, M. Montoya."

"Onen, please.” He scrutinized ny fists with that same wi ng plucking curiosity, then | ooked
up at nmy eyes like a little boy wondering idly what this strange little package, so tightly
wr apped, m ght contain

"I don't know why Betty would lie to you."

"I have to believe ny people.”

"There has to be nore. | deserve an explanation.”

Mont oya seened to lose all interest. | mght have been fading to invisibility right on his
por ch.

I've never taken rejection well. Lies can drive me to fury. But sonething was deeply wong,
and if | were Montoya, considering what had happened and what his people were saying, perhaps |
woul d feel the sane way. | needed to get out of this rich man's playhouse and do sone detective
work of my own. But the neeting wasn't over, not as far as | was concer ned.

"Qur agreement specifies | conplete substantial ongoing research if for any reason you deci de
to cut off funding." | congratul ated nyself on getting that out without a single garbled syllable.

Mont oya tapped his watch. "Tine to sleep.”

He wal ked of f the porch and clinbed the stairs to his bedroom Bloom and Shun waited at the

he said. "I blow noney just to taste all the
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edge of the studio. Bl oomwas bent over exam ning an inpressive collection of glass paperweights
in atall cabinet. Shun stood back a step or two with arnms folded Iike a guilty schoolgirl.

"I"m being sacked,” | told them "I could give himwhat he wants, but he won't listen to ne.
He listens to people who lie."

Bl oom gave a conmradely nod, |lips turned dowmn. "Sorry to hear it. I'mto escort you
downstairs."

"The bumis rush," | said.

"What ever. "

Betty started to hurry off. | grabbed her arm and Bl oom grabbed mine, forcefully. W stood

there for a nonent, a little triangle of tension, with Betty not neeting nmy eyes, and Bl oomtrying
to conmpel ne to nmeet his. H's grip tightened.
"Who told you to lie?" |I asked her
"I don't understand you," Betty Shun said.
"I"mjust a Jonah, you can do anything you want to ne?" Spelling it out like that, saying it
oud to others, shot the bolt hone with knee-shaking strength. My voi ce squeaked.
"They found Dave Press floating in the water off Vancouver," Bloomsaid, as if discussing the
weat her. "They said his head was bashed in. Maybe he hit sonething, maybe soneone hit him™"

Betty Shun shook | cose with a glare and Bl oom pulled nme, not very gently, to the door

out

Aurora Avenue was bl ack and shiny with rain. | had neither a coat nor an unbrella. | stood
for a noment, watching the traffic dart past, hiss after hiss of wet tires on either side of the
segnment ed gray-concrete barricade that divided the highway. | wasn't used to a cold sumer night,

and | hated it, hated the city. | felt sick to nmy stonmach, what little rich Canlis food | had
eaten balling up in ny gut.

Shivering, | banged on the condo's glass door and asked the liveried doorman to call a taxi
He | ooked up fromthe copy of Red Herring on his podiumas if | were one of the thin parade of
honel ess drifting north from Seattle Center. He returned his attention to the nmagazi ne.

I wal ked in the rain, making the fishhook around the south end of Lake Union, past the Center

for Whoden Boats. | walked fromthere in wet silence the quarter mle or so to the glow ng front
of the Genetron Buil ding.

Maybe, | thought... Maybe they had i npounded the lab. | wouldn't be able to get in. But
nobody stopped nme. | strolled past the sl eepy-eyed guard, who hoisted his nug of coffee in salute

when | displayed ny ID

| keyed nyself into the lab

We wait until our body tells us what to think and feel. Even in the hall, | had snelled
sonet hi ng sour and salty, but had consciously denied the awareness, the despair.

Seawat er slicked the floor. The proteom zer and the Perkin El mer had been renoved. The
conmputers were al so gone. The walls of the big pressurized tank were no longer frosted with
noi st ure. Soneone had unplugged it, then pried up the top and stirred the contents with a nop
handl e. The nop lay on the fl oor.

The Vendobi onts were ghostly mnush.

| threwup in the lab sink. My ghastly early norning was not over. | stunbled the few bl ocks
to the Honeaway, feeling and probably looking |like a dead man, and let nyself into ny room The
suite was bright and tidy and the bed was square and perfect, the pastel floral pattern on the
coverlet like a hug of civility and ki ndness. The room snel | ed cl ean. The bat hroom shone white and
bright, all the niniature shanpoos and soaps laid out in w cker baskets on little fol ded face
cloths and the gleanming white toilet Iid sealed with a paper wapper that proclained it sanitary.

The hotel room wel comed me and believed in ne. Safe.

| stared at my open suitcase, dirty clothes in a plastic bag beside it. Time to start al
over again. | could not just give up. Too nuch was at stake. The Long Haul. | had nmy little list
of proteins, pitifully small, but it could Iead to a new begi nni ng.

Automatically, | took the four cell-phones frommy suitcase and laid them out on the bed.
Scanned their displays. Maybe another angel had called -- maybe M. Song was tired of drinking
snake gall .

| had two nessages on ny nain Nokia. | dialed in to retrieve them The first was from Rob. He
sounded far away.

"Hal, can't say much now, got to go, just wanted to tell you how sorry I am W should have
pool ed our efforts. | tried to keep you out of it, but now they'll probably try to get us both.

W're too nuch alike. Peas in a pod. |I've learned silt is after you, too."
That's what it sounded like, digitally garbled, and that's how!| wote it down. Silt.
"Talk to K, please. | gave hima package for you. He's a poor fucked-up son of a bitch, but

he knows nore than anybody. The package explains a lot, if you're smart. Keep your eyes open." He
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made a dry chuckling sound, like a sick dog's cough. "Wat | don't understand is with all of the
pain, why you're still sane. Did you arnor your brain?"

He sucked in his breath, and said, for the first tinme in ny nenory, "W're not exactly
friends, but | really do |ove you, Prince Hal."

| balled up the counterpane with ny clenching fist and dragged the three pill ows against the
ni ght st and.

The systemtold me | had a second nessage.

It was Lissa.

"Hal, please phone your nom | don't have her nunber handy, and anyway | just don't have the
heart. I'mso sorry. The police in New York say Rob is dead. He was shot in an alley. Oh, Jesus,
Hal, | can't think straight, can't think what to do. | can't think at all."

Thi nk, think, think, Iike drops of silver on the tiny speaker

She | eft her nunber and hung up. The systemasked if | wanted to save or del ete.

| clacked the Nokia shut. Stood. Turned left, turned right, surveying the room the
neutrality, the order. Funbled for ny Palm Sec to | ook up Momi s nunmber in Coral Gables. Sat down
on the bed and let out all my breath until the roomgot black. | couldn't bring nyself to nake the
call. What would | tell her? Did | really believe it, any of it?

That thing | had not done, tracking down Rob and finding out what troubled him had come back
to haunt ne. Flesh is the unbreakabl e bond.

| sucked in sone air and stared at the clock radio on the bed stand. It was three-thirty in

the nmorning and as | sat there, | wept like a terrified child in that clean and safe room the
world's nost rotten lie.
| had nowhere else to go. | |ocked the room door, connected the chain, turned the dead bolt,

pushed an arnoire up against the door (after jerking out the TV), and drew the thick curtains on
t he wi ndow.

| have al ways had hi gh hopes for humanity, |'ve never given in to despair, no matter how hard
life becanme. | just thought | knew the way of things and how they coul d stand agai nst you and your
dr eans.

Now | was swi nging over to the opposite side. | had conpletely underestinmated how bad things
could get. | had a strong feeling they were going to get a | ot worse.

| don't renenber falling asleep. | awoke half on the bed, half off, and took a shower. First
I checked the water, snelling it, rubbing it between ny fingers, then letting it run for severa
m nutes to make sure it wouldn't scald.

I thought ny situation over pretty thoroughly and drew some gri m concl usions. Soneone was out

to kill us, Rob and ne. | was lucky to be alive. Rob... Not so | ucky.

The brain will wander through a forest of explanations and sonetimes clinb the l|ikeliest
tree, however naked and ugly it is. |I found ny tree. Someone had poi soned the food on board the
Sea Messenger -- perhaps with hallucinogens. | had spent nost of the voyage in nmy cabin and had

m ssed ny dose.

Dave Press had gotten his dose, that was clear. And Mauritz.

Mauritz had gone nmad and shot up the ship

Maybe you did speak to Mauritz. Maybe you did get your dose and forgot all about everything --
i ncluding killing Dave Press.

I shook nmy head in a violent quiver of disgust and pounded the wall. | was still naked and
wet fromthe shower, and ny hand left a danp print on the striped wall paper.

In the opposite room soneone pounded back and shouted for nme to sober up

| rubbed ny finger inside the M. Coffee's water reservoir and sniffed it, then checked the
Seattle's Best packet for pinpricks. Nothing suspicious -- nothing | could see -- but | decided
agai nst having coffee, anyway.

Betty Shun was involved, sonehow, |lying to her boss about ny conversation with Mauritz. But
why lie? She didn't seemthe type, didn't seemto dislike nme

That made nme wonder if the connective tissue, the center of it all, was actually Mntoya, the
rich god of Puget Sound.

| | ooked at the clock radio. One in the afternoon

| pulled the arnmoire back into place, replaced the television, wped the sweat out of ny
arnpits with a wet washcloth, and got dressed.

Packed mny bags.

Time to get the hell out of Dodge.

| opened the door, bags in hand, just as two nen in suits lined up outside. The shorter and
ol der had his hand in the air, balled into a knocking fist. He drew back, eyebrows raised,
nostrils flaring. The other | ooked at ne in sone surprise and reached inside his jacket.
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| watched this questing hand with sonber fascination. They had guns. They had the | ook of
sworn peace officers.

They thought | m ght be dangerous.

"Goi ng somewhere?" the taller man asked, suddenly cracking a smle. To this TV cop wit, no
good answer popped to nmind. | stared back and | owered ny suitcases.

"I"'m Detective Tom Finn, Seattle Police Departnent, Homicide. This is Detective Keeper. Are
you Henry Cousi ns?"

| nodded.

"Pleased to nmeet you, Dr. Cousins."” Finn entered the room gave it an innocent, hands-off
once-over, saw nothing that interested him (though he did bend down beside the ripped-out TV cable
and go tsk), and invited ne to cone downt own.

Keeper hel ped me with ny bags.

|'ve led a straight-and-narrow sort of life; |I've never been arrested. No drugs, no
shoplifting, no embezzlement. My worst sin has been bull headed and egotistical stubbornness. Crinme
once passed nme unseen in the night. | used to feel protected, even privileged. But in the last few
days, | had dropped through an unseen trapdoor into a | ow place where nasty things happen all the
tinme, and the police take an unwanted interest in your affairs.

If | had had any doubts about that before, | had none now.

Fi nn and Keeper drove nme downtown and escorted ne to an interrogati on roomat the end of a
I ong, busy hall on the fifth floor of the Public Safety Building. The room was ei ght feet by
twel ve, pale vanilla and tan, with a sturdy wooden table and four plastic chairs. No half-silvered
peep mrror, only an enpty cork board and a small, barred wi ndow. They left nme alone for a few
m nutes while they gathered their papers. | |ooked around, sad and jittery, getting a headache
from no breakfast.

| 1 ooked through the barred wi ndow onto a sunny stone plaza. It was dotted wi th courthouse
wor kers on break, sitting cross-legged or with arnms slung back on benches, readi ng newspapers and
drinki ng Starbucks. Transients napped in rough but civic confort on a mniscule triangle of |awn.
The view through that wi ndow, m nus the bars, was a postcard of peace and justice, if not
equality, for all

Detective Finn cane back first and began with a little catchup. "The Kitsap County Coroner
just ruled Dave Press's death an accident. He drowned. Head injuries occurred postnortem"

Keeper entered with a can of Diet Pepsi and shoved it at ne. No sugar, just caffeine to ranp

up jitters. | had no idea what that meant: a little grilling, just between friends?
"Dr. Mauritz shot and killed his wife before he joined you on the Sea Messenger."
"I didn't know that," | said.

"We found her last night," Finn said. "The shipboard nmurders are a federal problem but this
one's in our jurisdiction, and the FBI is giving us the reins. The questions keep piling up."

Keeper took a seat and hunched forward |ike a gargoyle in a Hag gar suit.

"Murder on a ship full of scientists doesn't nmake sense,” Finn continued. "You were nowhere
near the Sea Messenger when Mauritz started shooting. But do you have any idea why Press junped
over boar d?"

"He was acting strange throughout nost of the dive," | said.

"What sort of strange?"

"Trying to swear. Erratic behavior. Finally, he got violent."

"Some sort of rapture of the deep? Both of you, naybe?"

"Just him | don't know about rapture. | don't think so."

Finn paced. "Sonme of the crew clained they were poisoned and that explains their irrationa
behavi or. Were you poi soned?"

"Not that |'m aware of."

"I's that a definite no?"

"I felt fine. | got mad at Press when he started acting weird, fought himoff when he tried
to sink the sub... but that's all."

“You hit hin®"

"He was | anding the blows." | pointed to the bandage on ny tenple. "I brought the DSV back to
the surface after he conked out. | was scared out of ny wits, but |I felt fine. Really."

Finn kept staring. He rotated his hand, go on

"Anyway, Press was unconscious or in a funk. | thought he could be dead, but he seened to

recover once we surfaced. Then he--"

"What did he say to you, Dr. Cousins?"

| thought back. "He asked if Oaen Montoya had ever phoned ne. He seened to think it was
significant."
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"Did Montoya talk to him maybe tell himsomething before the ship left port?"

"I doubt it. Wat difference would it make?"

Finn smled and tilted his head. "Montoya' s assistant said you exchanged angry words with Dr.
Mauritz. You deny that?"

"Yes."

"Nobody el se saw you talk with Mauritz until the second day of the voyage. Was that
conversation friendly?"

"W said hello."

"What do you know about a man named AY3000?" Finn lifted a page on his small stack. "That
apparently is his |egal nane."

"He changed it from Jack Scholl," | said. "He cones to conferences on nanotechnol ogy and
| ongevity research.”

"Way did he change his nane?"

"A stunt. Philosophy, | guess. AY stands for Apollo Year 3000, dating fromthe first mnoon
| andi ng, approximating his hoped-for life span.”

"I see," Finn said.

AY suffered fromprostate cancer and had not | ooked good the last time | saw him Still, he
kept his hopes high

"Nanot echnol ogy... that's the little bitty stuff, electronics and such, isn't it?" Finn
asked.

"Yes."

"Sci-fi bull,” Keeper said with a superior smle

"Was AY3000 an investor in your research?"

"AY has a little noney. He was a snall investor, until last year. | guess | wasn't noving
fast enough. He found sonmeone nore convincing." | |looked at Finn through a short silence, then

added, "He's a gentle, intelligent old man."
"M. Mntoya is also an investor?"

"He was."

"Thi s AY3000 nade threatening phone calls to a nunber of colleagues, including Dr. Mauritz
starting early | ast week. But he never left San Francisco. |Is he still one of your professiona
cont act s?"

"I haven't spoken to himin nonths. Are there other crimes | don't know about?" | asked.

"The little light finally switches on," Keeper said fromhis corner

"Quite a few," Finn said. "And no connection but the victins' interests. Biology. Cenetics.
Cceanography. Two in Wods Hol e, Massachusetts, on June 7. Dr. Mauritz's wife, June 8. One in Palo
Al'to, June 17. You used to live in Palo Alto, didn't you?"

"I left ten nmonths ago."

"Di vorced?" Keeper asked.

"Yeah."

"Fromthe forner Julia Merrivale," Keeper said.

"Yeah."

"She took you to the cleaners,

"She got the house."

Keeper whistled. "In Palo Alto. Wrth how nmuch?"

Fi nn shook his head, and Keeper turned away with a smle. "All the victins but Mauritz's wife
wer e doi ng biological research, related one way or another to yours, as near as | can tell,"” Finn
said. "But I'mno expert. To ne, it's all buzzwords and jargon."

"Bi ol ogy can seemthat way at tines."

" Coi nci dence?"

Keeper sai d.

"I truly don't know," | said. "Do you?"
"And now your brother, shot to death in New York," Finn said.
| cleared ny throat. "I still have to tell our nother."

"What's going on, Dr. Cousins?" Finn took a deep breath. "Sonebody trying to scare
scientists, or discredit them maybe? Radi cal G eens, aninal rights freaks?"

"I don't torture kittens or puppies."”

"Any other threats you're aware of ?"

"I'"ve never been threatened," | said.

"Nobody ever tried to call you?" Finn asked.

"Cther than ny brother, no."

"He didn't threaten you."

"Of course not."
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"Did he say anything unusual ?"

"Yes."

Finn's face filled with patient encouragenent.

"He asked if our father had talked to ne. Qur father is dead. My brother seened tired." |
| ooked fromFinn to Keeper and back to Finn in the warm stuffy room a lunp rising in ny throat.
It was certainly no place and no tine to start crying.

Finn pull ed up anot her sheet of paper and scanned it with his pale blue eyes. "Alot of odd
behavior. W're getting nowhere trying to find a notive."

"l doubt Nadia Evans did anything," | said.

"She is attractive, isn't she?" Finn said.

"Was Mauritz jeal ous of her?" Keeper asked.

Finn was not inpressed by this question, either. He waved it aside, arranged his papers on
the table, and pulled a chair close to mine before sitting. He clasped his hands earnestly.

"How woul d you i nduce coordinated, nalicious behavior?" he asked. "Surely not with food
poi soni ng. "

"Hypnosi s, " Keeper suggested, clasping his knee with big rough skinned hands. Finn scow ed
ever so slightly and Keeper tilted his hands back, giving it up

"Was there food poisoning?" | asked, trying to get into the spirit of this peculiar téte-a-
téte.

"The FBI |ab says no. The food on the ship was free of bugs or toxins. Besides, Ms. Mauritz
was dead before you put out to sea."”

"Drugs?" | asked. | did not want to reveal ny earlier line of thinking, so | played as if
this were all new to ne.

Finn didn't seemto nmind nmy reversing the roles. "No drugs we can find." He faced the w ndow,
resigned to futility.

| began to feel for the first time that | night be nore a source of information than a

suspect. Keeper, however, was still trying to keep up the pressure with a baleful stare.

"The feds seemto have put this on a back burner,” Finn said. "Qur Seattle shoes wal k us only
so far. | can't be concerned with crines at sea or in other states, except where they tell us
sonet hi ng about our own single, lonely nurder. Dr. Mauritz, frankly, is a pitiful specinmen, a
mental case. No nenory of what happened on the ship or at his house. We'll prosecute, and naybe
the feds will prosecute, but | doubt it will give anyone satisfaction."

"I wish 1 could help,"” I said.

"So do I," Finn said, and waved his armin dismssal. "You re free to go, Doctor. Sorry about

your brother. It's a crazy old world out there. If you learn anything interesting, we'd appreciate
a heads-up."
"Live long and prosper, Spock," Keeper cracked fromhis corner, with a wicked little snile.

JUNE 27
CORAL GABLES, FLORI DA

Li ssa threw her broad black sun hat on the dark maple dining table. "God damm it all to
hell," she muttered, and lifted her fingers as if to drag on a cigarette. She tapped her I|ips,
pink, with long nails a tasteful shade of pearl, and gave me a flicking, sidew se glance, to see
what | thought of her manners, not that she cared. "He deserved better. He deserved a |ot better."

I could not disagree. Never in ny life had | felt the inpact of nortality so strongly, not
even when Dad died. | had just buried my genetic double.

At our nother's insistence, Rob had been encased in a ridicul ous waterproof Aztec Bronze
casket. At the funeral, under the hideous sun, we had watched the shiny sealed tub of pickled neat
drop into a seven-foot pit back hoed from Florida |inestone.

Mom sat in the den wailing gently into a bl ack-rayon handkerchi ef, surrounded by her bridge-
club | adi es with whom she shared soap-opera gossip and grocery bags full of paperback romances.

| could not get out of my head the time | had punched Rob in the nose in the middle of a
heat ed argunment about who would get to date a certain girl. W had been eighteen years old. W had
stood beside this very maple dining table, words getting hotter and hotter, each convinced the
other was over the line and in need of severe correction. | had noved first and caught him
conpletely by surprise. Rob had dropped like a sack of beans.

H s nose had bled Iike a sonofabitch all over the floor

Ri ght now, | wanted to crawl into a deep hole and pull the hole in after nme. But | could not
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hel p checki ng out Lissa.

Wmen conpl ain that nen are all alike. That's not true. W just share sone comon goals. In
the mddle of ny shane and ny grief, and with ny nother sobbing in the other room | appraised ny
brother's estranged wife, his wi dow, and knew that at twenty-six years of age she was about as
prinme as a beautiful worman coul d get.

It's useless reining in all the horses in one's herd. They just kick the fence harder when
death is in the air.

"Have you heard anything?" Lissa asked, drawi ng back a pale wi sp of hair. She seemed to want

to keep her el bows crooked and her hands near her face. She had quit snoking, | guessed, sone
nmont hs ago, but the urge was on her with feline tenacity.
"No," | said.

| had gone to the funeral hone and signed the proper forms. Their driver had received ny
brother fromair freight at the Mam airport, delivered himto the stainless-steel tables, and
made sure all the proper chenicals were injected. There had been an autopsy in New York. No one
had wanted an open casket anyway.

| woul d have given anything for a few mnutes alone with a living Rob. | wanted one | ast
chance to apol ogi ze for a few things, not the | east of themthat sucker punch in the nose.

"I'd give anything to apologize to him" Lissa said, nmaking ne junmp at our synchrony. She
| ooked straight at ne. Brown eyes a little small, topped by squared-off and serious wheat-col ored
eyebrows in a head also a tad small in its average neasurenents, considering the di mensions of her
body. These disparities, framed by that casual but orderly butter blond hair, made her even nore
sensual

"Beg pardon?"

"We did sone things to each other that weren't very kind, and | feel the need to confess. To
him How sorry I am"

"I understand," | said.

"Your nother..." she said, looking in the direction of the quiet sobbing in the other room
Lissa grimaced as if at the rasp of fingernails on a bl ackboard.

"Her son," | said, defending our nother against this disturbing beauty, who had put Rob
through the wringer in a way | never coul d.

"No arrests," she said.

"No arrests,” | confirnmed
W picked fromtrays of finger sandwi ches and vegetabl es on Rob's behal f and si pped punch
and when nost of the people had gone and Mother was in the bathroom tidying up, | cracked two

cold beers in the shadowy kitchen and gave one to the funeral director, a black haired guy with
adm rabl e cheekbones, younger than ne by a couple of years.

Li ssa had gone somewhere else for the noment. | actually did not notice her |eaving.

"Funeral s are the worst in hot weather," the funeral director confided. "W feel so alive in
the heat. That hurts us in the twlight hours, when the air cools and we're rem nded of the | ong,
deep earth.™

| had little time to respond to his surreal burst of el oquence. Lissa cane into the kitchen
with Mther on her arm

"Lissa tells ne they were thinking about getting together again," Momsaid, as if it
mattered, as if that peculiar, possibly kind little white lie could nake any difference, stuck as
Rob was in a waterproof Aztec Bronze casket in the |long, deep earth.

We wat ched Mot her thank the funeral director. | acconpanied himoutside to where the |linm was
par ked, behind the garage.

He renmoved his jacket and slung it across the front bench seat in the Lincoln. "Sonetines,"
he said, "nothers give ne a tip when the service is over and the caterers have departed. | have to
return it with graceful apologies." He snmiled and shook his head with sad understandi ng.

He must have thought | was a stronger sort, able to listen to his professional tales with
anused objectivity. | hated his guts. He had seen Rob dead.

Al 1 could do, lying in our old bedroom the |last roomwe had shared together, listening to
the nighttine breezes bl ow through the backyard pal ns and dance invisibly across Florida, was
i magi ne the very worst.

They cut hi mopen and took out his mangl ed brain, then stuffed it back. Or maybe they didn't

bother and his head is enpty. Either way, the toy will never run again.

That boy will never run again

In the early nmorning, | woke fromdreans of inpossibly devious plunbing in huge bathroons and
went down the hall to relieve nyself. | saw ny nother sitting with Lissa in the battered and

frayed rattan chairs in the living room They nust have been up all night. They were tal ki ng about
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Rob. Mom had her back to ne
"How t hey fought," she was saying for the ten thousandth tine. "Sometines when their father

was away, | didn't dare even reach between them they were like two wildcats. Wen they were
three, they loved for ne to read to them The only way | could nmake them stop fighting was take
out sonme picture books. 1'd say, "Break it up, cut it loose. Shall we visit Dr. Seuss?" And they

woul d come running |ike nothing was wong and sit on ny knees."

Li ssa | ooked up and saw ne standing in the hall, ny BVDs tented by a piss hard-on. | felt
like a ten-year-old boy caught doing the rude. Her eyes wi dened a fraction, then, with a sl ow
bli nk, she | ooked away and resuned her vigil with Mom Wnen do hang together

BERKELEY, CALIFORNI A JULY

The requests for interviews stopped com ng. The Sea Messenger disaster becane ol d news, and
old news without a juicy update is deeper than history, darker than forgotten. Mauritz had gone
crazy and shot up a ship, crew nenbers had acted strangely, Dave Press had drowned, a few
bi ol ogi sts had been nurdered, including Rob. Qther than Mauritz, no arrests, no suspects. End of
the trail.

| slipped quietly away from Coral CGables and returned to the West Coast. | cleaned out ny
smal | apartnment in Oakland, a shabby, tenporary place at best, and wi ped away a few obvious
traces. No forwarding mail, and |I canceled nmy cell-phones.

| needed tine and a place to think. Under an assumed nane, | rented a nother-in-|aw apartnent
in Berkeley, which was, on any given sunny summer norning, literally in the shadow of the
beautiful white Clarenont Hotel. My | andl ady was an elderly artist who thought it lovely to have a
scientist living and thinking over her garage. She shared the main house with two younger femnale
conmpani ons with short hair and no patience for men. | cane to her highly recommended by a
prof essor of m crobiology at San Francisco State University, a Fellow Travel er who had hi dden
radicals far nore controversial than nme in the 1970s.

| called ny nother now and then -- froma pay phone.

| felt invisible. It was frustrating, but it was al so reassuring.

My life becane quiet for a few weeks, a breather before ny first neeting with K Lissa's
return, and what | call Hell Wek.

Reclining in a worn easy chair, |ooking through the apartnment's tiny bay w ndow at the banana
trees spreadi ng under the broken mlky panes of the old greenhouse, | nulled over the suspect
proteins fromthe Vendobionts.

The greenhouse sat eater-cornered to the garage, behind a big old 1920 hal f-ti nber house,
hi dden from ny view by juni pers and haunted by the staccato tap-and-whisper of the nice old lady's

sl i ppers.
I was slowy comng to the conclusion that what | had in ny little list -- and it was all |
had -- was enough. The list would guide ne to where | really needed to ook in the |abyrinth of

chemi cal pathways that constitute the biography of a human cell

But whom did these proteins talk to when they were at work?

What chenical nessages did they intercept or pronote over the decades of a human life?
Wthout live specinmens of Vendobionts, | had no solid way of knowing. | could guess at a thousand
real possibilities, but guessing has never been ny style.

When the view of the greenhouse palled, and peace turned to stagnant boredom | wal ked across
the street, between trash-can-sized concrete auto barricades, and a few bl ocks west to the
University of California at Berkeley. | sat in the library and kept up with the journals. | used a
library conputer to log onto the Internet and | ook over the latest pre prints.

But it was an uncharacteristically quiet nonth in nmy area of interest. Reading in the library
was not the cure | needed.

I thought about nothing too nuch, and sadness was no friend.

| needed a | ab, rigorous conversations with coll eagues, connections wth conpani es doi ng deep

genonmi cs. | needed nore speci nens. | needed to work with my hands, which have al ways gui ded and
encour aged the deeper nuses of ny brain.

So | opened up again. | put in a phone, wote letters, and took wal ks around the canpus and
the streets near ny apartnent. | put out a few feelers for |ab space, through ny m crobi ol ogi st

friend, and watched themall come back rejected. Lab space was tight and ny resune was too
myst eri ous.
My paper on mitochondrial communication with gut bacteria was put through another peer review
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(so | heard) and rejected. All my ties to science were being cut, and ny tracks erased.

I was finally reduced to wandering through the canmpus biotech centers and the supercomputer
lab, filled with longing, trying to i magi ne nmyself respectable, fully funded, with a nice
conpl ement of post-docs to fetch and carry and argue with nme on ny weaker points.

After a few weeks, ny bank account was perilously low. | shopped and ate sparingly and

i mgi ned that by cutting back on food I was slowi ng ny own senescence. For a few days, | convinced
mysel f | was ny own |ab, my own experinent, and made notes to that effect-charting weight |oss,
ups and downs of nmood. | counted shed hairs in the drain catch of the small shower.

Maki ng thin | enronade out of old and bitter |enons.

AY3000 had starved hinself for twenty years. H's sex drive had dropped to zero. Bettina, his
wi fe, had not found that a major inconveni ence. Reduced caloric intake worked on rats and nmay have
increased the life span of survivors of concentration canps. AY had been the crazy inspiration for

so many of us. And now he was dying and calling up people and making threats -- hardly an
encour agi ng exanple as | went to bed hungry.
I was on the edge of losing heart. | had already | ost perspective. My letters went

unanswer ed, ny phone calls got nme nowhere.

Curing aging is not respectable in sone quarters. We're only tourists in the | and of the
living, many believe. Living too long is against God's |aw. Wo woul d suppose that |ibera
academ cs, even scientists, secretly fear the wath of Jehovah?

| wondered what Rob would think of me now. In ny solitude | was becomning gentler and nore
i ntrospective.

I needed ny brother to give ne a good punch in the nose.

On one of ny infrequent trips to the Star Gocery on C arenont Avenue, | saw two |lean, wiry
men standing near a bus stop. They wore gray sports coats and gray slacks. Their hair was dark
brown and cl ose-cut and their faces long and theatrical. They | ooked light on their feet; they
m ght have been actors or circus perfornmers. One wore a beret. The other glanced at ne through
small, wire-rimed sungl asses as | wal ked by, then nudged the other, who nudged hi m back
Toget her, they studiously ignored ne.

Not hi ng unusual for Berkel ey.

The grocery snelled of expensive fresh peaches in fir boxes and bags of bulk carrots and dish

soap and a thousand ot her domestic necessities. | bought four apples, four bananas, two cans of
frozen orange juice, a pound of turkey ham two |oaves of bread, a bag of rice, mayonnai se, and
some olives. | sorted through my change and spilled a few pennies onto the dirty |inoleumfloor.

pi cked them up, straightened, and added the necessary six cents to ny twenty.

As | extended ny hand to the cashier for three dollars back, a small nman with a pushed-in
nose and thick black hair shuffled between the registers, bunping ne in his haste. Mire of ny
change clattered on the floor

The little man's desperate grip dinpled the soft plastic of an unmarked spray bottle,
trailing drips of clear |iquid.

A young and totally bald male clerk ran after him "God damm it, get out of here and don't
conme back!" the clerk shouted. He swung his booted foot, face drawn into a pinply mask of disgust.
The boot missed, and the man skittered through the doubl e door

The clerk swung around to glare at the cashier, then at ne. "Sorry about the |anguage," he
apol ogi zed. He was festooned with ear and nose rings. "Now |'ve got to throw out all that
lettuce."” He held up his hand as if gripping a pistol and disgustedly m mcked both the notion and
the sound of sphritz-sphritz. "Ms. Lo will kill nme."

"I'"ve seen himhere before," said a plunp red-haired woman in her fifties. She hoisted her
canvas shopping bag onto the counter and pinched a |ovely green head of romaine, as if it were a
big insect. "I thought he worked for you."

"l never noticed him" said the young cashier. She stood on tiptoes to peer over the
cigarette case. The little man was out of sight.

"Christ," the young clerk said, and apol ogi zed agai n.

| shook ny head, no offense. Just a nornal day in Berkeley. That night, | had a dream about
the little man. He was spraying water on everything, and the whole town was shriveling up. The
Cl arenont Hotel was abl aze, and the stately old houses of Berkeley nelted |ike wax in the heat
fromthe fire. Then | was back in the desert, wal king beside the man with the white hair.

He was ny father, and he was trying to tell me sonething inportant about Rob.

Hel | Week began brilliantly. My friend at the University of San Francisco called and told ne
that on August 8 there was going to be a Promethean conference on the Cark Kerr canpus at UC
Ber kel ey. He had wangled an invitation for me fromthe directors, Phil Castler and his wife Frieda
-- the sanme Phil Castler who had not inpressed Omen Montoya.
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The Pronet heans are visionaries, innocent in many ways, and wi se beyond our tinme in nany
others. Castler hinself conbined a grave sensibility about |arger-scale politics with a childlike
ent husiasm for Progress, an enthusiasm| had once shared, and now |l ong for desperately. They were
devoted to listening and exchanging informati on and ent husi asns, and i deas were their conmon coin.
They were ny people, ny friends, even when we conpeted for funding, even when we di sagreed.

Castler's invitation, and a conference badge, arrived in the mailbox the next day, along with
a quickly penned note from Frieda clipped to a collection of past newsletters: "Werever have you
been? Phil and | are anxious to get caught up on news!"

Never in ny life had | |ooked forward to a conference so nuch. It would mark ny return to the
real worl d.

| spotted Phil on the tiled entrance portico outside the beautiful, mssion-style Joseph Wod
Krutch Auditorium He wore a M. Rogers yell ow sweater unbuttoned over a white shirt, |oose gray
sl acks, and scuffed bl ack shoes, and he was talking with a portly young man in jeans and a bl ack-
| eat her jacket. Their conversation was intense. The young man jabbed his finger in the air, and
Castl er rocked back and forth on his heels, absorbing every point as if it had real weight. At key
nmonents, he nodded a professorial, even courtly nod | have observed in ol der scientists from
Europe. Castler, however, was born and rai sed Anerican; it was his personality that was ol d-world
and courtly.

An armed security guard stood by the entrance, arnms folded |like a genie. That was a first for
a Promet hean conference. Too nmany scientists were dying.

As | drew near, Castler spotted nme fromthe corner of his eye and paused the young man in md-
poi nt, then spun about and narched toward ne.

"Hal!" he cried, smling and holding out his hand. H's hair was |onger than when | had | ast
seen it, down to his collar, thick and flow ng. The Lizst |ook suited him "How good to see you!
It's been a hard couple of nonths -- so many friends gone. W had feared the worst!"

At Castler's wi de-eyed urging, | gave hima not-very-scary version of the |ast couple of
mont hs -- severely truncated and m nus key facts. He listened synpathetically, comm serated with
me about Rob's death -- a horrible |oss, he said. Then he | aunched into the Pronetheans
difficulties. Menberships were up but corporate contributions were down. There had been a
particularly vicious attack on his theories in the Wall Street Journal

| listened with a strong sense of disengagenent, |like a soldier hone fromthe front |istening
to a businessman's prattle.

"What did we ever do to the Wall Street Journal ?" Castler asked with a world-weary snmile. He
stared at nme intensely, and wung a neck of air with his hands.

Anot her conference attendee distracted Castler, and he spun away to engage in a new debate.

| | ooked around the hall, admring the dark oak Spanish beans supporting the high ceiling,
the orange and white and blue Morish tile work along the walls. | picked up ny packet and bookl et
at the registration desk, chatted for a minute with Frieda -- a fashion designer who deftly fit
her humanities training into Phil's technocratic schemes -- and read through the topics. Mst of
them were standard fare. Five single-track presentations and several break-out neetings would
spread over two days. The keynote speaker was giving a tal k on second-stage proteonics and the
potential for identifying single-gene roadbl ocks on the highway to rejuvenation

I felt an itch of irritation, reading the abstract of his talk. There were no single-gene
solutions -- that had been proven years ago. The bright-eyed enthusiasmwas famliar, but the
approach was also famliar, and the answers were no | onger cutting-edge.

A flip through the nmenbership list told the tale: eighty nenbers attendi ng, down froma
hundred the year before.

W filed into the auditorium | was one of the fewin the audience not taking notes on a palm
or laptop. The beeping and clicking of keys went on for several ninutes as Phil and Frieda and
their staff finished coordinating video caneras and digital projectors.

My restl essness crossed over into sadness. Around me fl ocked the people who had created the
scientific approach to longevity research. Sone of them had been working the ideas and exploring
the possibilities for over forty years. But the conference had an air of been-there, done-that,
nmusty backsl appi ng rather than cutting-edge thinking.

| knew it was not Castler's fault. In part it was a result of npbst of the talent going into
corporate biotech. The big corporations -- and the small -- seldom shared their hot-button
results, certainly not with visionary pioneers. Visionaries could not be trusted to hold their
tongues, and pioneers were often inclined to file |awsuits.

The ME, a nol ecul ar engineer from Stanford, was introduced by Castler. He took the podi um
cracked a few jokes as the crowd settled in for the norning session, and chall enged the audi ence
with a restatenent of the old theory that |ongevity was a function of sexual strategy -- breed
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copi ously and die young, raise fewer young and live |ong.
"And what do we say to that?" he said provokingly.
"Bring '"emon!" shouted a young worman i n the back
A young man with two knotted black pigtails rose. He had nissed the ME's hunorous tone and
argued that this totally neglected the social aspect, so crucial to understanding hunman |ife span
Humans are part of a social tissue, the young man said, not wld-type animals breeding
i ndiscrimnately, flecked with spermand yolk, red of fang and cl aw
The ME politely reversed course, fromhunor to debate, countering that sex was nore than just
exchange of sperm it was al so an exchange of viruses and bacteria. An isolated nmonk mght live
| onger not because he was celibate, but because he didn't swap spit. A forest of hands shot up
"Hey, we're hot now" the ME crowed. "Now why don't we get started on the real program-"
But the small crowd was having none of that. Castler himself stood and asked a | eadi ng
question, enjoying the debate for its own sake and the hell w th decorum

A tall, heavyset young man and a small, grandmotherly woman in her sixties took on the
assertion that natural selection ceased after we stopped reproducing. In other words, we were out
of the genetic game conpletely once we stopped bearing children. Half a dozen di sagreed -- good

for them | thought. That had been the standard evol uti onary expl anati on of aging since Bidder
came up with it in 1925, and it creaked.

Castler rode over the murmurs, conceding that while this was true, the health of the society -
- and thus of the individuals relying on that society as much as any bee in a hive -- depended on
el der wi sdom Retirenent age typically occurs thirty years after one stops having children, and
grand parenting goes on for years after that. The health of a society is reflected in both the
nunbers of offspring, and the elder vigor that allows society to support nore of fspring.

The keynote speaker, already onstage, stood back with his notes, quite happy with the orderly
trashi ng of the schedul e.

| began to relax. These were nmy people. This was ny nmeat and drink. This was real

A di scussion soon raged over the statistical fact that entropic nmaxi rumwas reached at age
twenty -- that we consuned nore, per unit of weight, and engaged in nore activity and cellul ar
growth, with the potential for genetic error, before nost of us reproduced. Yet it was on the |ong
sl ope of conparative entropic stability that aging and death finally caught up with us. Wich
genes kept us healthy during the tinme when entropy and hence error should accunul at e?

It was an interesting question, several agreed, but very conplex and quite beside the point.
We did not want to get off in a discussion of entropy and cl osed systens when in fact we should be
di scussing information-binding and conplexity.

Castler swiftly cut off debate between two woul d- be-physicists intent on exploring the
di fferences between open and cl osed systens.

"May | speak now?" the keynoter asked. He was ignored.

Frieda Castler nmade an ingeni ous suggestion. Leapfrogging froma previous statenment that
| ongevity depended on how long it took to raise our children, she claimed we all deserved to live

thousands of years. It was going to take that long to raise our real children -- the com ng
silicon-based artificial intelligences. Clever, but it didn't nake a hell of a lot of sense to ne.
I was a firmbeliever in slime, not silicon -- and in that, differed from Gus Beck, the Castlers,

and nost of the audience in the hall

But the conference was getting ny juices flowi ng, and that was one of the reasons | had cone.

W broke for lunch, before the keynoter had a chance to deliver his address and, at the back
of the auditorium picked up boxes stuffed with sandw ches, apples, cookies, and canned soft
drinks. | chose ny box fromthe bottom of the stack, then ate sitting alone on a bench in a
courtyard, watching wind blow | eaves around a dried-up fountain.

Nobody offered to join nme. People wal ked by in small clusters and noved on

| ate more slowy. Felt the gl oom creeping back. Castler and Frieda had been glad to see ne,
but ot hers had sharper instincts.

The belly of the whale had left a fishy stench

AY3000 arrived in his wheelchair after the break was over, and was pronptly surrounded at the
rear of the hall by a crowm of well-w shers. To ne, he | ooked like a rolling museum exhibit on

mortality. His flesh clung to his skull. H's pate was covered with thin patches of w spy white
hair, and his brow beaded with sweat. He could barely raise his thin, knobby fingers to shake
hands with well-w shers and students, his intellectual children. Still, there was a light in his

eyes | recogni zed even fromtwenty feet away. The sanme gl ow of conviction that our birth
certificates were not al so our death warrants.

| could not imagine this venerable old nan neki ng crank phone calls.

Hs wife of thirty years, Bettina, pushed his wheelchair and wiped his lips with a |inen
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handkerchi ef. Bettina was in her early sixties, and her hair stood thick and silvery white above a
hi gh forehead. She rolled himout of the press of well-w shers after ten mnutes, giving AY the
chance to take sone air before the conference resuned. The hall would get stuffy, and old nen
tended to fall asleep. The crowd parted politely.

Bettina propelled her husband past where | sat in the back row. AY turned his head and
sl apped his hand feebly on the chair's arnrest. Bettina obeyed and stopped. He raised a withered
fasces of fingers and pointed one at ne. "Rob Cousins. You're dead," he said.

Prickl es up my spine.

Bettina whispered in his ear. AY blinked in irritation.

"Forgive nme," he said. "The worst part of this... is the loss of ny nenory, and for ne,
menory is soul. Your brother was a great nan. Geater than you, and nore powerful. He used to cal
and talk to me. Gve me advice. Instructions.”

My face burned.

"Much greater than you,'

"Hush," Bettina said.

"Way did you call Dr. Mauritz?" | asked.

He rolled his eyes up and coughed gently into a handkerchief. Bettina gave ne a fierce glare.
How dare you upset him How dare you rise to the bait of a sick old man. And she was right, but |
had to know.

"I do not renenber a Dr. Mauritz," he said when he had his wi nd back. "But yes, | probably
called him | was told to call a nunber of people.” AY threw his hand back as his wife again tried
to shush him then pretended to wave at the enthusiasts taking their seats near the front of the

AY persisted. "Definitely the smarter brother."

hal . "Why waste your tine here? You don't belong, Henry. This is a neeting of gifted dilettantes.
Go do your inportant work, while you can. This is old honme week for ne. They'll celebrate ny
i nfluence and ignore all ny warnings, ny feeble... warnings."

"Just hush," Bettina insisted, nore forcefully. He waved her off again, |eaned over to push
aside a folding chair, then rolled hinself closer. Bettina stood back with arnms crossed, tired of
hi s obt useness.

AY cane wi thin whispering distance. His breath snelled of bad teeth and poor nutrition. "Do
you have any idea what nen of ill will can do? What they can take fromyou?" Hi s voi ce sounded
like two crackers rubbed together. "I'ma dying old nman, not worth killing. I'mjust good for
runni ng errands. But you and Rob, you're the real thing. They know what you're doing."

Four young Caucasi an nen in black jeans wal ked past, acconpanied by two Asiatic girls. They
were doubtl ess part of Phil's cyberjock contingent. Asiatic girlfriends were de rigueur. They
nodded to AY with admiring smles.

He sat up, noving his lips silently until they were out of earshot. Then he focused on ne,
pl eadi ng. "Listen to Flora Ranpbne. She's speaking today at three. The rest..." He nade a pfft
noi se. "To think we could ever master the future without truly knowing the past. Don't take those
calls. Don't take them"”

Anot her fit of coughing grabbed the patriarch of longevity. Bettina hurried himout of the
hal |, eager to get away from ne.

Against all ny instincts, | stayed and listened to Flora Ranobne at four in the afternoon --
the conference was running |ate.

She gave a painfully slow, detailed talk, with nany diagranms, on social organization and the
quest for cellular imortality in neoplasns-cancerous tunmors. She warmed to her subject, eyes
gl eam ng.

The cells went rogue. They cut thenselves |oose fromthe cellular police, encouraged the
grow h of knots of arteries, demanded resources beyond their needs. They reproduced wildly and
refused to obey the signals that denmand self-identification and, failing that, apoptosis --
cel lular suicide

Tunmors had a certain arrogance and presunption. They reproduced at will -- will was one of
the operative words. They exhibited free will, free of the larger body. The cells within the
tunors tried to make their own society, but having cut |oose fromthe sophisticated controls of
the larger organism they reverted to a nore primtive and sel f-serving kind of biologica
"politics."

Tunmors often failed to feed all their conmponent cells, and cell death -- necrosis -- was one
consequence. If they sent out missionaries to spread the gospel of freedom and |iberation, death
of the larger organismwas all too often the final result.

"Tunors strive to break their bonds and |ive forever. Freedomis their quest, but they bring
di sorder and death," she concluded. "How are we any different? If we, as individuals, strive to
live past our natural lifetimes, what do we contribute to the whole of humanity? Are we snarter at

file:/lIC|/13278%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E-books/Greg%20Bear%20-%20Vitals.txt (40 of 136) [1/17/2005 6:58:20 PM]



file:///C|/3278%20Sci-Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ Greg%20B ear%20-%20V ital s.txt

one hundred and fifty then we were at forty? Wat if we stand in the way of the young? Wat if we
demand all the avail able resources and starve our society, or go off on eccentric quests that
ignore a larger w sdon? Are we then biologically any different, any |less nalignant, than tunors?"

Sil ence nmet her conclusion. Few |iked what they had heard. Dr. Ranpne fielded a scatter of
hostile questions, with little effect. The audi ence broke up into murmuring groups. Al one on the
stage, she raised her eyebrows, sadly tapped her papers on the podium and stepped down.

| watched her, gritting nmy teeth.

Castl er approached me in a seethe. He shook his conposer's mane and gl ared at the oak beans
hi gh above. "She's put a danper on the whole afternoon. That was inexcusably nyopic. Wat is she,
a Marxist."

I've al ways hated the naysayers, those who argue for an end to controversial research for the
greater short-term good of the whole. But what made ne really angry was that | had no convincing
argument to refute Dr. Ranobne's quiet and persistent polenic

AY's pronouncenent and Dr. Rampone's tal k had sucked all the energy out of me. Going for a
long trek around Berkel ey before returning to nmy apartnent seened the best renedy for nmy funk. |
wal ked toward the dark oak doors at the rear of the hall.

"Hal Cousins?"

A shadow i n the corner broke free and approached. My first instinct was to back away, but
there was neither roomnor time. The shadow, as it enmerged into the afternoon sunlight, becane a
short, handsonme man in his fifties, with graying tenples, a distinct hooked nose, and thick
perfectly forned, aristocratic eyebrows. He was shabbily dressed in a tweed suit with frayed
cuffs, a once-expensive linen shirt with a collar worn through by too many pressings, and polished
brown Oxfords snubbed high at the toes. He carried sonething under his buttoned coat -- he seened
a little pigeon-breasted.

"You shoul d never have cone here,

he said. "Far too obvious." H's accent was hard to place --

English with a touch of Eastern European, | guessed. He had an Ace bandage wrapped around his |eft
hand, wist to knuckles, held by a netal clip. He noticed nmy attention and tucked the hand firmy
in his pocket. "Your brother m ght have nmentioned ne. | amK Shall we |eave -- this?" He thrust
out an elbow like a stubby bird's wing. "Let's find sone obscure place to talk. We'll toast your

brother's nenory and try to get drunk."

"Hard liquor is the ideal," K explained, and nade a sour face as we took a seat in a back
booth at Pascal's, a pub on Coll ege Avenue.

The dark room illuminated by snall yellow parchnent |anps and a tiny skylight in the center
of the pressed-copper ceiling, snelled of hops and sawdust sprinkled over the brick floor. "Wne
is acceptable," he added. "Beer... not very reliable. Water, forbidden, unless we buy it seal ed
and pick our store at random Can you guess why?"

"Poi son?" | ventured.

Again the sour face, a coment on ny naiveté. "I saw AY in the auditorium" he said, as if to
change the subject. "Did he say anything to you?"

"He's dying," | said, and gave a small shiver. "Sonething about having his strings pulled."

K made a snuffle of acid anusenent. "Did he mention Silk?"

"Silk?" Not silt, | thought.

"Silk," he affirmed.

"No. "

"Then he doesn't know. They pull strings,"” K said. "The true Illumnati. |'ve spent the | ast
fifteen years tracking down its history. The damed Jews bl ocked nme every step of the way."

| stared at himintently. Thought about just getting up and |eaving the bar. One problemw th
libertarians, scientific elitists, and other rugged individualists is that a significant nmnority
of them hold odd and soneti nes pernicious views about races and religions other than their own.
Think The Bell Curve and you'll know the type.

"Are you sure we have anything to discuss?"

"Your brother believed we did," K said, his expression hardening. "He recomrended you talk to
me, right?"

"My brother led his own Iife, and | |lead nine."
Qur drinks arrived. | had ordered a Scotch, something | enjoyed but rarely indulged in. K
sl ugged back his bourbon neat and opened a bottle of club soda, listening for the hiss of escaping

gas, then swallowed that down i mediately after.

"Ch, don't get ne wong," K said, arching those dramatic dark brows in a way that suggested
Errol Flynn. "The Jews, too, have their strings pulled." H s features seened to nelt, as if he
were a chastened puppy. A drifting sadness filmed his eyes and his lips twisted, the words were
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difficult to control. "Forgive nme," he said. "It's a nervous tic. You'll get used to it. It's
dogged ne for twenty years now. Ruined nmy whole, fucking, life."
Just as quickly, the arch, self-assured face returned. The transformation was startling. "W

are going to do this in stages. Less cautious, sooner dead. You have no idea who |I an?"

"Just K, " | said. "Like in The Trial."

"Your brother told you nothing nore?"

"Not hi ng. "

"How cl ose are you to your goal, Dr. Cousins?"

I exam ned his face for a nonent, wondering whether or not to lie. "Pretty close," | said. "A

few years, maybe |ess."
"Rob was at Lake Baikal. He died in New York. Do you have any idea what that neans?"

"No," | said.

"There is a war," K said. "Your brother found hinself in the thick of it -- targeted because
of his research.”

"Rob and I were -- are -- doing research in life extension. | knowit's controversial, but
how in the hell does it plant us in a war?"

"I amnot a scientist, I'man historian. Your brother told ne to give you sonething. It was
practically his last request... to me." He lifted a package fromunder his jacket and laid it out

on the table: a nine-by-twelve buff paper envelope, filled to bursting, wapped in glossy
cel | ophane packing tape. He pushed the envel ope across the table. Scrawl ed across the front in
Magi ¢ Marker, in Rob's blocky style, was Prince Hal Only. Qut of the jaws of defeat. For you
Brother. Wth true |Iove and respect. Rob Cousins.
The signature was definitely Rob's, with jaunty | oops, though nore ragged than | renenbered.
"As you can see--"

"Please," | said. My throat tightened, and tears welled in ny eyes. | w ped them hastily and
took hold of the package.

K watched ne. "It is fromyour brother,"” he said softly. "No contanination. Hi s hands, to
mne, to yours, and... as you can see--"

"Please," | said.

"This is inportant, Dr. Cousins. He nade sure the docunent would not be opened by anyone but
you. "

The envel ope's flap had been taped over with enbedded hairs the same color as ny own, quite a
few of them arranged in a crisscross. Hairs protected the seans, as well. Paranoid. Driven. The
wr appi ng mat ched the nood of Rob's |ast nessage

"Do | look at it, then give it back to you?" | asked.

"It's yours," K said, and w thdrew a handkerchief to blow his nose. "Do with it as you
pl ease. | suggest, however, that you don't read it here."

"Thank you," | said.

"Rob told ne to | ook out for you. So be it. Things are getting rough. You must start
training."

"Training for what?" | asked. Despite the envelope, | was poised to get up and wal k out and
| eave the nysterious M. Kto his clockwork aberrations. | will not |et Rob's delusions drag nme
down with him

"Survival ," K said. "Do you have any nobney?"

| shook ny head.
"I know soneone in the City who is very good. She sel domtakes on students as an act of

charity. | hope we can find the noney to pay her."

"What sort of survival -- wilderness, canouflage tents, eating grubs and |izards?"

K smiled with a paternal tolerance that | found nore irritating than his nervous bigotry.
"She teaches people how to avoid extraordinary attenpts on their lives. I'Il nake the appointment.
Do you eat fresh fruit and vegetabl es?"

I | ooked up fromthe envel ope. "Yes," | said, hoping | wasn't conpronising some inportant
secret.

K gave nme a sharp |l ook. "Stop now," he said. "Canned food only, and supplenent it with
vitam ns in sealed containers. Shop at different stores, w dely spaced, supermarkets preferred.
Avoi d strangers, or friends who behave strangely. In tine, you will avoid all your friends.
Friends and | overs are our greatest weakness."

I renenbered the little nan with the spray bottle. Surely if someone were poi soning the
entire city, it would be in the news.

"Way should | do what you tell nme?" | asked.

"Your brother worked hard to protect hinmself, and for a while, it seened he was succeeding."
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He pointed to the envel ope. "Wat he did not know, killed him" K sidled out of the booth.

My Scotch was half full.

“I'"l'l buy this round,” Ksaid. "Talk is nmedicinal." | noticed for the first tinme that he was
wearing a snooth beige glove on his unbandaged hand. He pulled noney fromhis wallet. "They can
reach us through coins and currency, you know," he nmurnured. "But cash is better than being
tracked through credit transactions."”

W wal ked out into the early evening. The air was sweet and nmild in Berkeley, the sun
filtered through a high layer of haze. |I clutched Rob's envel ope in both hands. Despite nyself, |
gl anced at the people around us -- a shuffling old man in filthy brown coat and unl aced boots, a
gl azed young wonman with peach-colored hair and white skin, two noneyed types in gray suits as
ali ke as freshly curried thoroughbreds.

"Wait," | said, stopping at the corner. "My brother's dead. What in hell did you do for him
that was so great?"

It's eyes shifted. | thought he was avoiding my question. He stared east, into the hills. M
nose twitched. | snelled snoke.

"Where do you live, Dr. Cousins?" he asked.

| turned. A fire burned high and bright a few bl ocks below the O arenont. Flanes rose seventy

or eighty feet in the still air and cast a glow on the hotel's white facade |ike an early sunset.

A lazy colum of snoke swung west, white and greasy, like -- | could not avoid the conparison
-- the plune over a deep-sea vent.

"Nearby," | said. "Over there."

"Let's nake sure,” K said. Hs face becane ruddy with an unexpected enthusiasm and for an
instant his appearance, nore than ever, was pure Errol Flynn. "It's possible they' ve already

t agged your nei ghbors."

We ran, then wal ked, then ran again, up the gentle slope around the canpus, passing through
alternating stretches of fine hones and streets with weedy | awns and houses in need of painting,
not yet made over for the rich

I was sick at heart -- though nothing nuch of inportance was in ny apartnent (I was certain
now t he snoke had to be fromny apartnent). | worried about the |Iandl ady and her artist friends,
and about the houses near by.

The actual scene still canme as a shock. Fire trucks had surrounded ny short, narrow street

and thick gray hoses lay across the tar patched ol d asphalt |ike snakes, fat with pressure.
Firemen | eaned into hoses and ai med nozzles. Arcs of white water danced back and forth over the
flanes.

| stood in sick horror. Three hones were ablaze, the half-tinmber with nmy garage apartnent and
one on each side. The snoke was npstly steam now, the houses col |l apsing shells. Banana trees
within the old greenhouse had becone charred sticks, and the iron frane had twi sted in an agony of

heat. Beyond junipers still burning like flanbeaux, | could see the black skeleton of the garage's
upper floor. It fell in with a rush of heat and roundels of flane that drove back a line of
firenmen.

A news helicopter churned the air with cocky whup-whups. Its downdraft pushed sone of the
smoke toward the street in a w cked, envel oping gray spiral

"Yours, | assune." K gripped ny shoul der

"Mne," | said.

"Pity. | was hoping you'd put me up tonight." His tone was philosophical. "lIt's a long, old
war, Dr. Cousins. I'msorry."

"Maybe it was an accident," | said, folding my arns in what | hoped | ooked |like coo
resignation. | sat on a concrete car barricade and let out ny breath in a long sigh. Before K

could argue, ny |landl ady and her two short-haired friends found us.

"Thank God, M. Vincent, you're here!" the old worman exclained. Tears cut wet trails down her
soot - sreared pink cheeks. "We all made it out. I'mso relieved." She touched her hair with a
nervous, snoky hand. "Did you see anyone?" she asked. "Anyone suspicious? It happened so fast, the
firemen say it nmust have been set. But why, oh, why here?"

She gazed up with dreaning blue eyes at the tall dogleg of white snoke.

"No accident," K whispered in nmy ear. "Let's go. You're known, M. Vincent. She might have
set the fire."

| pulled away and stared at himin disbelief, then at nmy landlady. "I have to fill out an
acci dent report -- don't |°?"

"Do it froma pay phone," K suggested with cavernous patience, as if explaining a sinple gane
to an idiot.

| followed himlike a robot through |ines of gawpi ng nei ghbors. The crowd thi nned.
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Just another day in Berkeley.

I felt light-headed from del ayed shock

A block and a half fromthe ash and snmoke, | |ooked up at a rapid ticking, what | guessed was
the spinning chain of a bicycle sneaking up behind us. K yanked ne aside just as a big bl ack-and-
tan dog with a snoutful of busy teeth drew a long rip down the rear of ny pants.

No bicycle, dog claws: two Dobernmans on extensible | eashes, held by a young, bl ack-haired,
bl ack-cl ad Di ana, her face a nottled peach pit of fury.

"Goddam you!" she shrieked. "Goddamm you rotten son of a bitch! Chew hi mup, Reno, Queenie!"

The dogs choked against their collars. Kran off a good distance, but to give himcredit,
whi stl ed and stonped to divide their attention. | ran backwards, hands up in a gesture of both
supplication and defense, using ny brother's package as a shi el d.

The woman glared. Her lips were flecked with foam | could not believe what | was seeing and
heari ng.

"You destroy our nei ghborhood, you stalk our children and drive your huge car over our |awn,
you |l eer at us in the supernmarkets, and you sneak into our bedroons!" The words caught in her
t hr oat .

The Dobernmans danced in a white-eyed ecstasy of rage. Their hind | egs wheel ed and punped |ike
pi stons, tendons taut as stretched wire. Front paws churned the air and knocked Rob's package to
the ground. Nails swi ped ny pal ns, |eaving blunt, bloody scrapes. The twin blurred arcs of their
teeth snapped |l ess than two feet fromny throat. | could snell hot gany whiffs of Al po. They
heaved and wheezed, hanging laterally fromthe white-nylon cords. The whites of their bugged eyes
turned red as the veins in their necks were squeezed.

The Doberman on ny right lunged and fanged the ball of nmy thumb. It |unged again and bit
hard. | screaned even before the pain hit. The dogs' nistress chirped and crowed at the bl ood and
gave her beasts nore slack. The leftnost dog | ocked its paws into the hollows of ny shoul ders,
twisted its head sideways, butting and poking through my weaving hands, then thrust its jaws hone.
As | went down, | felt its bloody cool nose on ny Adanmis apple, a wet flick of |ips, the next
ivory puncture, and another bright point of pain.

A hoarse, deep, "Call off the goddamm dogs, lady!" followed by two shots |ike thundercl aps.

And | fell over a planter, slid along a bent sapling, tripped on a rope staked to the dirt.
Sone part of ny attention saw the two dogs haul right and drop as if slammed by two big hanmers.
Bl ood sprayed the asphalt.

| finished ny tunble and | ay on ny back, hands pressed to ny shirt, sobbing in shock and to
get back ny wind. K noved in on short quick legs. He snatched up Rob's package and glared at the
huntress with cold irritation. H s eyes went dark.

The shooter ran down the steps from a shake-shi ngl ed house not ten yards away, a black .45 in
one hand, the other bracing, ready to squeeze off a third shot. He wore red shorts and a white T-
shirt that had tugged | oose on his mniddle-aged paunch. H's arnms and | egs were thick and hairy and
his fat hands | ooked soft and pink. He stared at the dogs with a winkled brow and made sad
noi ses. "Ah, Jesus. I'msorry."

The slugs fromthe .45 had struck the streamined chests square, just behind their front
shoul ders. Good swift kills.

The woman's snall breasts rose and fell under her thick black turtleneck. Skinny and ghostly,
she belonged in a cafe filled with poets and cigarette snoke, not out siccing her dogs on
strangers. She drew herself up with a toss of her short black hair and flung aside the | eash
reels. They raced over the asphalt, reclainmng their cords, tangled and spinning, until they
clattered to a stop about a yard fromwhere the Dobermans lay in parallel on the bl oody sidewal k.

"Ah, Jesus," the shooter repeated, and knelt by the dogs. | felt ny stomach clench and bile
rise in ny throat, tainted by the Scotch | had drunk in the bar

"We have no further business here, none at all," K assured ne. He helped ne to ny feet.

"They'll come to their senses in a bit, and there'll be nore hell to pay."
The huntress started to cry. Her cry inflated to a wail, then a shriek
Only then did | notice a stench in the air. | thought it m ght have been the dogs. But |

renenbered Dave Press in the plastic sphere at the bottom of the sea.

It was the skinny woman in the turtleneck. She stank like a rotting jungle.

K tucked Rob's envel ope back into his jacket, then wapped ny hand in his handkerchief, tying
a deft knot around my wist.

We ran.

To this day, | amsurprised nobody foll owed. The wonan becane the center of attention. She
laid into the man who had probably saved ny life, beating at himwi th bony fists.

K jogged nme, then wal ked nme, and finally half carried me to an old brown Plymouth. | got in
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feeling very woozy, and he drove me to the Alta Bates Hospital. As we pushed through the gl ass
doors into the emergency room | was white with shock and barely able to stand.

The receptionist perfornmed her necessary rites of triage and asked about insurance.

"How | ong have you lived here?" K asked ne as | runbled for ny wallet.

"I"'mnot badly hurt,” | insisted, then felt the blood on ny neck

"Don't touch that," the receptionist said, grinmacing as she wote.

"How | ong have you been here?" K repeated.

"Just a few mnutes. No insurance."

"Not the hospital,” Ksaid. "In Berkeley." He thrust a wad of bills on the counter, well over
a thousand dollars. "Is that enough? Get ny friend to a doctor."”

K was full of surprises.

"Two nmonths," | said. Another nurse pushed ne through a light but judgnental crowd of

sniffles and brui ses and sprained ankles. My shirt was soaked with bl ood. Soneone was pushing a
wheel chair in ny direction

Just after | noticed how much bl ood, | got down on my knees, grabbed the armof the chair,
and toppled over in the hallway and felt the cold gritty press of |inoleumon ny cheek

| worry about gerns. | hate hospitals and their gerns.

"l believe you now," K said as we rode across the Cakland bridge. | wore his threadbare suit
coat over a green scrub shirt given to me at Alta Bates. My hand had been punctured in severa
pl aces, but nothing had been torn, and there was no bone or nerve damage. My throat had been
ni pped, not ripped. | was |ucky.

Rob' s envel ope pressed against ny side. | |eaned ny head agai nst the car wi ndow, queasy from
pain -- the Denerol was fading -- and fromny first intravenous dose of |ntegumycin.
"Thank you," | said. "But why should that matter?"

"You haven't been tagged," he said. "Or if you have, it hasn't taken."

"I don't know what that neans."

"The wonman with the dogs, and whoever set the fire, they were tagged."”

"Tag, you're it," | said.

K gave this crack nore than it deserved, a snmrk and a wan snile. "Nothing funny about it. If
you were tagged, you could be a grave danger to yourself, to ne, and perhaps to others."

"Al'l right," | conceded. "Wat is it, a psychotropic chenical? They spray the fruits and
veget abl es and t he whol e nei ghbor hood goes crazy?"

Saying that took nost of my energy, and | felt faint.

"As | said, I'mnot a biologist. Your brother was begi nning to understand when they tagged
him He fought back as best he could.” K stared grimy across the aisle of the half-enpty bus. "He
offered ne an explanation for nmy difficulties. He said | must have been tagged ten years ago. And
now I'mvery small potatoes. It's a truly paranoid vision."

"Silk?" | asked.

He nodded.

"Sounds sinister,” | said. "Like being strangled with a scarf."”

"We'|| find a roomin San Franci sco, cheap and anonynous. |'mpracticed at lying |low. W have
enough cash for the tinme being. I"'mrelieved, actually. Fromthis point on, at |east we know "

K seemed familiar with all the fleabag hotels in San Francisco. W ended up in the Haight in
a narrow little building called the Al gonquin, squeezed between an Asian grocery and a store that
speci alized in posters, bongs, and Betty Boop dolls.

The hotel had ten roonms, a tiny |obby, and a small couch sagging and fading in front of a fly
specked wi ndow on the street. Krented a double with the air of an experienced, upper-crust
European traveler, tenporarily down on his luck while awaiting a draft from his London bank

He paid cash.

The roomwas small, with two single beds, a dresser, a tiny closet, and an adj oi ni ng
bat hroom The sink in the bathroomwas chipped. | was too exhausted to care.

I took off the ugly green shirt, lay back on the bed, and thought about w thdraw ng ny
remai ni ng three hundred dollars fromthe bank. Repaying K for ny hospital tab

Phoni ng ny nother and asking for a | oan.

K pull ed the chair over to the window. He rubbed his tenples with his hands, as if trying to
focus psychic energy on the brick wall across the narrow shaft.

"Churchill forced himto do it," he nmuttered. "That isn't where it began, but it led to where
we are now." | slipped in and out of his ranble.

"It was the Jews," he continued. "Krupp was a secret Jew, did you know that? A Jew. They
wanted the whole world to go to war. Read ny |ast book if you di sagree. Thoroughly annotated. W
have lived a century of shams and deceptions."
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"I'mreally tired," |I npaned, and curled up on the bed.

K turned his face toward ne. Tears ran down his cheeks. "I was the best there was at
wi nnowi ng out the dark underside of contenporary history,” he said. "The very, very best. | still
am "

"Then why are you so full of shit?" | asked, uncharitably, considering what he had done for

me in the past few hours.
"Am | ?" he asked with deep sadness. He pointed to his tenple with a |ong, knobby finger
"I"ve spent nost of ny life trying to understand the twentieth century. A hundred years of hobnai

boots grinding human faces into hamburger. |'ve uncovered the darkest docunents, the nost hei nous
of ficial papers ever concocted by human beings. It was nmy duty to read them absorb notivations,
pl unb psychol ogi es, to understand how such things could be. | inagined nyself a doctor diagnosing

a |l ong and hi deous di sease. Perhaps ny mistake was having an open mind. Ghosts got in. Bad and
unhappy spirits.”
| rolled over and stared at him

"Why did ny brother ever cone to you?" | asked.

He w ped sweat fromhis forehead. "I wish | were a Jew nyself. Then | would have the fina
answers. | would be given access... if | knew the secret signs, the genetic identification. They
wave a special... box... over your head, and it sways left and right if you carry the bl ood of
Aaron, front to back if you're of the Levites. Then they tell you--"

| had had enough. | swung my | egs over the side of the bed, sat up with an effort, feeling ny
bandaged neck bind and nmy hand throb, and funbled for the shirt.

"Don't leave,"” Ksaid, a hitch in his voice. "Please. | surely do mss your brother. He could
see ne as | really am"

"What's your real nanme?" | denanded.

"Banni ng. Rudy Banning. My nother's mai den nane was Kat kowi cz. She was Polish. | am Canadi an

by birth and British by nationality. | have witten twenty-three books on the history of Germany
and Eastern Europe, and for twelve years | was a respected professor at Harvard."

He pulled hinsel f together and stood, then went to his coat and drew forth a winkl ed pack of
cigarettes. He tapped out a cigarette and stuck it in his nouth, patted all his pockets, but could

not find matches. The cigarette dangled, its tip bobbing as he spoke. "I was researching a Sovi et
program for the creation of artificial silk, in the 1930s. | located inportant docunents. To make
a very long story short, | cane too close to the flame. They burned ny w ngs."

"What does this have to do with ny brother? O with Jews?" | asked.
H's eyes glittered, and his lips squirned as if they were fighting. "They saw how cl ose

was. "

"The Jews?"

He shook his head, pointed his finger into his right ear, and lifted one eyebrow. "No need to
kill nme... better to discredit me. | have a defect in ny character, put there by ny father and ny
grandparents. Alittle rip of tribal fear. W all have them They pulled m ne wi de open." He
jerked the cigarette fromhis nmouth. "The subjects | studied becane objectified. | began to hear

them at night, whispering vast truths. Sonme people feel the touch of guardian angels. Mne is the
monster | have studied nost of nmy adult life." Hs lips curled. "A fine conpanion in the wee
hours. "

Banni ng approached ny bed, cigarette held in his bandaged left hand, filter squeezed fl at

bet ween two tobacco-stained fingers. "I am pariah,” he whispered. "I am uncl ean, unenployable. The
Jews have made sure | can't publish, can't teach. And that is the truth. But however hard | try to
ignore ny dark and hate-filled angels, they circle and strike |like harpies. | have of fended the
gods. "

| didn't want to be in the same roomw th K, or Rudy Banning, any longer. | felt sick. "I
have to leave," | said, and tried desperately to get to ny feet. | slid to the floor.

"Don't be silly," he said, and gently hel ped me back onto the bed. "Were would you go? You
need sl eep.”

Despite anything | could will or do, nmy eyes closed.

"W'll try to nmake sense out of things tonmorrow,” Banning said. "I'll call Ms. Callas and
make an appointment. And I'Il tell you nore about your brother." Hi s voice seened to slide down a
I ong sl ope. "And about Lake Baikal ."

The brick red reflection of norning bounced across the air shaft into our room | sat up in

bed and reached for Rob's package. It was still on the nightstand. Dog cl aws had scraped through
t he paper and bent back a run of tape, but the contents were unharmed.
Banning slept on his side in the other bed, snoring. | went into the bathroom blew ny nose,
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and washed ny face quietly, hoping to have sone tinme alone with the package.
My back was a network of bruises and pulls. My throat hurt, and my hand felt as if it had

gone through a neat grinder. | was clearly not cut out for adventure.
| exam ned ny bandages delicately, then changed them using the gauze and tape and
disinfectant from Alta Bates. That done, | dropped the lid on the toilet and sat, then slid the

bl ade of my pocketknife under the envelope's taped flap. Cutting through the hairs seened
significant, fresh fromsleep as | was; had | dreamed about this? Rehearsed the nonment?

The envel ope had been hastily stuffed with papers, well over a hundred pages of typing paper,
| i ned notebook paper, |eaves ripped froma notepad, hotel stationery (the header in Cyrillic and
Roman) fromlIntourist hotels in Irkutsk and Listvyanka. Pages of scribbled notes had been jamred
bet ween t hree sl ender manuscripts, two produced on a typewiter, one froman ink jet printer, the
type sneared at the bottom by danp. Al three manuscripts had been accented with yel |l ow
hi ghl i ghter.

A postcard showed steamrising fromLake Baikal. It had no nmessage, had never been nmailed. On
the back the caption read, "Wrld' s deepest, largest, oldest: One Fifth of Earth's Fresh Water
Drink and You Are a Year Younger!"

| tried to remenber what | knew about Lake Bai kal. There was volcanismin the area -- gases
warm ng the | ake and frequent earthquakes. Heated baths and healing waters.

At the bottom of the envelope | found a paperback book, an Auto Club map of California, and a
smal | diary bound in black vinyl, all held together by a doubled and tw sted rubber band. The book
was Uncomon Graves by Benjamin Bridger, a history of the Soviet invasion of Gernmany near the end
of World War 11. | recognized the wapper art, a hammer and sickle ripping through a Nazi flag. On
the inside front cover, two names had been inked in precise, adolescent block letters: Hal and Rob
Cousins. W had both read a lot of history in our early teens. Bridger had been one of our
favorites.

The book had vani shed from nmy shel ves when we were fourteen, and | had accused Rob of
stealing it. Now he was returning it to ne. | put the book aside and opened the diary. It was
filled with | ooping scribbles. | could hardly read nmy own handwiting, much | ess Rob's.

One last itemwas stuck in the bottomof the envelope. | turned it upside down and shook it
out. Aring of three keys clattered on the black-and-white tiles of the bathroom fl oor. Attached
to the ring was a paper tag bearing an address in San Jose. | rubbed the bridge of ny nose. D d
want to |l earn what Rob was thinking before his death? I knew with that insight unique to tw ns
that nmy brother had enjoyed naking this selection, that the contents would | ead ne on a goose
chase. O worse, he had laid out a puzzle for me to solve, a challenge for arrogant Prince Hal

| took nmy norning dose of Integunmycin and two tablets of T3 -- acetani nophen with codeine.
hat ed codei ne, but a jagged buzz was better than a drunbeat of pain.

| heard Banning stir in the other room and pushed the bathroom door firmy shut.

Opened the diary to the niddle.

Arrived Irkutsk this nmorning seven or eight hours from Moscow. Taxi. Fifty bucks and you're
king for a day. Met with Ch. and Tur. in hotel restaurant and shared | ocal sal non, very good. Took
me to their little | ake nuseum of f newy paved and renaned ul K Yenisei (used to be ul K
Dzer zhi nskova). Jovial fellows. Tippled a bit, peppered vodka, toasted the Decenbrists, then
toured the old |l ake | ab and nuseum Shunned by folks fromthe Linnological Institute. The lab is
filled with specinens from Bai kal, baby freshwater seals (in jars) called Nerpas; small ancient
lab filled with old equi pnent.

This was where G did his early work.

Ch. and Tur. showed nme aquariumw th recently harvested freshwater xenos. Massive -- thirty
centinmeters across. Water smells of sulfides. Fan blows continuously to clear the dark little
room Ch. confirms these xenos carry ur-kinetoplasts. Very primtive, some still free-living at

| ake bottom Tur. explains: Waters thick with xenos and also with curtains of gel atinous
sem per neabl e nmenbranes haunted by clouds of bacteria. Baikal surface in northeast corner
gel ati nous with pol ysaccharide ribbons and oily with phospholipids at tinmes, confused with
bacterially polluted runoff frominfamous pulp plant (six hundred niles south), but the sline is
i ndi genous, from | ake bottom around vents.

Rain here forns little fatty drops in water, proto cells that sink to bottom and get
col oni zed by bacteria. Bacteria use polysacc. ribbons |ike dogs use trees, to establish comuna
centers and pass on local mcrobe "gossip." G saw and studied all this in twenties and thirties
(before pulp plant was in place).

Bai kal is at nost twenty-four mllion years old. But vent life here is hauntingly reni niscent
of ocean comunities. Like the Beginning Place, Eden?

file:/lIC|/13278%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E-books/Greg%20Bear%20-%20Vitals.txt (47 of 136) [1/17/2005 6:58:20 PM]



file:///C|/3278%20Sci-Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ Greg%20B ear%20-%20V ital s.txt

| looked up fromthe diary and contenplated the wall, feeling chagrin that ny brother had
been on the sanme track, a spike of famlial pride, then rank, face-flushing irritation that
sonebody had gotten there before either of us. And in the 1930s, if | was reading correctly. What
el se did they know back then?

G wanted to understand the causes of aging. Intuited that disease and aging are strongly
rel ated. Thought perhaps bacteria benefited nmost fromboth aging and all sorts of disease, dead
bodi es bei ng such wonderful opportunities for bacterial orgies. Hs early theories begin with that
premn se.

G studied parasitic control of hosts. Parasitized ant clinbs to grass tip, eaten by bird,
parasite's next stage is in bird. Rats with toxoplasnosis have cysts in brain, not afraid of cats,
get eaten, cats carry toxo. Wl bachia, w despread bacteria, actually control reproduction of host
i nsects and other arthropods. G then noved on to studying mnd-altering substances produced by
parasites and conpared themw th bacterial products. Many gut bacteria talk to intestinal cells.
They, too, alter host behavior, he found.

G discovered "vaults" in cells 1927-8!

After arrest, G and wife threatened with deportation (Jew sh problen?). Mikes | enonade from
| enbns -- G went to Moscow and proposed to B. that nixes of altered bacteria in subject guts
coul d nmake prisoners docile, talkative. Dosed in food. Beginning of Silk.

B. released G and financed his project. Luvvy duvvy with Koba for twenty years.

None of the initials made sense, and who in hell was Koba? | turned a page and read on

Usel ess day at Limmnol ogical Institute. Nobody will talk about G People at the university are
nmore open. They say G nost interested in "Little Mothers of the Wrld.” That's what eastern
m crobi ol ogi sts call bacteria when they're being sentinental. G interested in germ networking,
that's the word we use now, but it did not exist in that sense then. How do these bacterial
soci eti es cooperate? How do they comrunicate with their hosts? G way ahead of his tinme. M ght be
ahead of sone biol ogists even today. Can't find these papers in the library, but ny guides Tur
and Ch. fromthe univ. say that's because B. took them back to Moscow. Wanted to use themto
support naturalist view of Marxist theory!

Russi an laughter is dark, hard. Siberian |aughter is even darker.

| was so absorbed that when Banni ng knocked on the door | nearly fell off the toilet.

banged ny knee on the edge of the shower stall, and the papers spilled on the floor. "All right in
t here?" Banni ng asked.
"I"'mfine," | shouted, picking up the papers fromthe tiles. | had read just a fraction of

t he pages and ny head swam wi th hal f-baked connections. Mnd-controlling bacteria, for Christ's
sake! Rob and | had spent so nuch of our youth Iying to each other about stupid things, especially
girls. He nmight have been off on a tear, losing his sanity. O he might have cone under Banning's

i nfluence... "Have a heart," Banning suggested outside the door. "My bl adder's a balloon."

Banning and | spent the late norning buying two new shirts and a pair of pants for ne. | also
pi cked up a cheap business valise to hold Rob's envelope. | refused to | et Banni ng pay and drai ned
nmy bank account witing checks.

That was it, | thought. | had becone a pauper relying on the kindness of a honel ess bigot.

The extra tine to think was not sufficient for me to reach any concl usi on about the envel ope's
contents.

Qur appointnent with Ms. Callas drew near, and we took a taxi into South San Franci sco.

The collar of the new shirt rubbed ny bandaged neck as we clinbed three flights of stairs to
the top floor of a converted warehouse. The air was stifling, and sweat dripped fromboth of us
when we fini shed.

A wi de white door blocked the entrance beyond a small al cove. Banning pull ed back a heavy
iron knocker and slammed it down. Seconds later, a finger pushed aside the little brass cover from
a peephole. A worman's dark brown eye peered at us. She let the cover swi ng back. The steel door
slid open on small rubber wheels with a squeak |ike frightened nice.

M's. Mnroe Callas beckoned us into her sparely furnished waiting room Wite plasterboard
walls stood free within the |arger space, open to the higher beans and corrugated tin roof above.
Ms. Callas was built |ike a heron -- everything about her was a little too |long, |egs and neck
nose and fingers. But her strength and assurance were obvious.

We took a seat before a stainless-steel desk, bare but for a tray and two seal ed plastic
bottles of water -- Al pine Shiver. "Have sone," she suggested. "It's hot in here."

The building was quiet. W seened to be al one. Banni ng opened his bottle carefully and
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listened for the snap of the plastic protector and the hiss of escaping carbonation before
drinking. | did the sane.

Callas watched this ritual with some interest, then issued her pronouncenent. "I've | ooked
into M. Banning's references. | don't take on charity, and | don't do nutcases." She |ooked at
me. "You seemto be one, and M. Banning is certainly the other."

Banni ng adj usted his jacket with nervous dignity. "lIt's hardly charity," he said. "Dr.
Cousins is a respected researcher. He night even be able to teach you a thing or two about the
life sciences. Think of it as an exchange."

"Forget it," | nuttered. | felt like a fool, and Callas was only confirmng it. Her
eval uati on was spot on. How nmuch loyalty did | owe Banni ng because he had paid ny bill at Alta
Bat es? How desperate was | in the first place?

Pretty desperate. And desperately confused. My brother's notes and manuscripts filled ny head
with disturbing and hal f-forned i mages, barely deserving the | abel of thoughts. The codei ne was

still active, but it wasn't cutting the pain conpletely. | gripped ny wist to stop the throbbing.
"I teach people how to avoid trouble," she said. "They pay ne noney."
"Well, staying away fromtrouble is certainly what we need to learn," Banning said with fal se
cheer. "Sonme nonths ago | tried to convince a young nman to see you -- perhaps you renenber, we

m ssed an appoi nt nrent ? Rob Cousi ns?"
Callas's face was inpassive.
"He's dead," Banning said sadly. "This is his brother."
"Sorry for your loss," Callas said to nme. She | ooked down at the steel table and tapped her

fingers agai nst her bare crossed arnms. "Gentl enen, | have work."
"I amsure that if he renmains alive, Dr. Cousins could pay your fee... within a few nonths,"
Banning said. | gave hima startled | ook.

"Not interested," Callas said. "Thought I'd tell you personally rather than bl ow you off on
the phone. Besides, you didn't |eave a number. Tinme to go, gentlenen.”

"What did you learn about us?" | asked. | thought she m ght enjoy a chance to show off a bit.
Her eyes gl eaned.

"M. Banning is notorious," she said. "And you've got yourself into nore trouble than | want
to deal with right now. " She sniled; she had seen through ny ploy.

W followed her out of the office, still clutching our bottles. Callas unlocked the door and
| eaned into it, making the wheels squeak again. She pointed. | went, ny face hot.
Banni ng stood his ground. | thought he was about to get hinself karate-chopped and pitched

out on his ear.
"You will doubtless want to know- -

Banni ng began

"I"'msorry," | said, com ng between them "M. Banning was nmistaken to bring us here."
"Right," Callas said.

Banni ng | ooked stricken. "I nust--"

"Pl eased to have nmet you, Ms. Callas,"” | said, and pulled Banni ng away.

Foot st eps echoed in the stairwell behind us. | |let Banning go and swi vel ed and crouched.

"Banning, is that you?" a fermale voice called, breathless in the heat. A young wonan in a
white sumer dress clinbed the final step and turned the corner. Beneath a broad yell ow sun hat,
she wore dark gl asses.

Callas gave a |l ow, derisive snort. How | oosy-goosy | had beconme. The wonan was so unexpect ed,
so out of place, | did not recognize her. She pulled off her gl asses.

"I heard you on the stairs,” Lissa said. "I'lIl pay, if noney's the issue.” To nme she said,
"Rob woul d have wanted it that way. How nuch?"

The wonen assessed each other. Callas seened to |like what she saw. "Under the circunstances,
and considering the students, thirteen five for a thorough assessnent and a four-week training
session."

"That seens reasonable,” Lissa said.

To me, it sounded outrageous.

Wth a long wave of her arm Ms. Callas beckoned us back into her loft.

| took Banning aside as Callas brought out nore bottled water and added sliced appl es,
crackers, and cheese. W stood in a side hallway leading to a partitioned, freestanding kitchen
and two bathroons. "Eat nothing on that tray," he warned nme in an undertone.

"Do you know Lissa?" | asked.

"I"ve nmet her."

"How di d she know we were here?"

Banni ng | ooked uni nforned, |ike a school boy accused of lifting candy froma classnmate's desk

"You call ed her, didn't you?"
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He just stared.

| held up ny hands in futility. My life was not nmy own. Oa ng anything to Lissa seened worse
than owing Banning. | still felt guilty for the thoughts she made ne think. That sundress.

"I"'mfrankly surprised she cane," Banning said. "Cbviously, not for ny sake. She doesn't like
me. And | haven't attracted the attention of a wonan since nmy mistress in Manchester left ne ten
years ago. A Jewish mistress, | mght add."

"l don't want Lissa paying for this!"

"You shoul d have made your objections known earlier. |'msure Callas has her signing a
bi ndi ng contract even now. "

| slapped the wall with nmy injured hand. They nust have heard in the office.

"Look," Banning said. "lI'd just as soon she go away, but we don't have nuch choice. You're as
vul nerable as a fawn on a freeway. You need what Callas has."

"Way am | letting you lead nme around like a..."

"An agi ng bi got whose harpies are barely | ess fornidable than your own?" Banni ng toshed very
British. He frowned as if tasting sonething bitter and rejoined Lissa and Call as.

My hand t hrobbed. | squeezed nmy wist hard, gritted ny teeth, and wal ked into the office. It
was enpty. Banning's footsteps echoed on the concrete floor in the open warehouse. | foll owed.

A wall of tall steel-framed wi ndows opened east over nore warehouses and industria
buil dings. Wiiffs of air pushed through the open | ower wi ndows, but it was as hot under the
corrugated steel roof as it had been in the stairwell.

Li ssa and Callas were seated at a spare old oak desk, heads bent over sone papers. Sun baked
the floor under the wi ndows. | hated everything about this.

Li ssa excused herself and wal ked over to ne in a way that nade the sundress | ook conpletely
i nappropriate. There was deliberation and no nonsense in her step, and her eyes bore into nine

"What are you doi ng here, with Banning?" she whi spered. Banning, about ten yards away,
conspi cuously stared through the wi ndows. "Do you know how crazy he is?"

"W net yesterday. He hel ped ne."

"He's a Hol ocaust denier. He's lectured to hate groups in California and Oregon. Jesus, it
was bad enough that Rob consorted with him-- now, why you?" Her jaw clenched and her cheeks
turned pal e.

"This isn't the place," | said, trying to be mld and reasonable. "Sonme unusual things have
been happeni ng. Banni ng--"

"How do you know he isn't responsible?"

| felt like a particularly stupid nooncalf.

"What do you know about Callas? Ms. Callas?" Lissa asked.

"Absol utely not hing."

"Banni ng just |eads you around |ike a goat?"

There was nothing |I could say.

Lissa pulled back. "I called friends in |law enforcenment. Callas is respected, but she's an
equal -opportunity type. She's trained sonme really nasty custoners.”

"Way are you hel pi ng?"

“Your mother and | had a heart-to-heart after the funeral. Renmenber?"

| remenbered standing in the hall with a piss hard-on

"She told me Rob was smart, but you are smarter. Well, nmaybe |'m smarter than either of you
I want to know who killed Rob, and why. | owe ny husband that ruch." She returned ny unspoken
skepticismwith a "spare ne" grimace. "l've explained that if you agree to her training, 1'll pay.

I think she wants to | earn nore about you and Rob. She already has the goods on Banning."

Callas waited while we arranged our chairs. She propped her feet up on the desktop and
wr apped her hands behind her head. Al she needed was a matchstick between her teeth.

“I'"'mon your payroll now, thanks to Ms. Cousins. But we're in the early stages, and if | so
choose, 1'Il cut loose. Fill ne in."

Lissa went first. She told what she knew about Rob's troubles and murder. | listened, trying
to match the facts in her story to the papers | had been reading that norning. Rob's manuscripts
had been filled with a sense of adventure and di scovery, but paranoia m ght have been just around
t he corner.

| followed, with ny tale of ships, submarines, harassnent, arson, and dog attacks.

Call as took a deep breath and shook her head after | finished. "I |ike our assailants
quantifiable, our threats pal pable and nunerable,” she said. "I knowa little about M. Banning
The lurid parts. | nmeet a lot of weirdoes in ny business, and | treat them professionally. Even

par anoi ds have enem es. But you were once a respected historian. Wat happened?"
"I was discredited," Banning said. "O | discredited nyself. Let's leave it at that for now"
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"I can't," Callas said, "not if I'mgoing to grasp what we're up against."

Banni ng straightened in his chair and gripped the arns. "In 1991, | stunbled upon docunents
relating to a certain research program top-secret at one tinme, dusty and al nost forgotten by
then. Russian file-keeping is notorious."

"Go on," Callas said.

"A canpai gn was begun to discredit nme shortly after this discovery. And long before I net
with Rob Cousins."

"What sort of canpai gn?"

"I was subjected to mnd-altering substances. My behavi or changed."”

"Yes."

"I lost all ny noney and nmy woman, and | was hounded out of acadene. | becane possessed."
Banni ng | ooked as battered and drained of |life as an ol d nannequin.

"By what ?"

He shrugged. "Let's just say that this is my afterlife, and it's hell. To all intents and
purposes, | ama dead man."

Callas studied himlike a zookeeper assessing a new aninmal. "Do you think you were targeted
by the K@? The SVR?" she asked.

"They had no reason, after the Cold War."

"The Jews?"

Banning twitched in the chair. "I don't know, " he said.

"Do you know what you believe, M. Banning?" Callas asked.

"What | believe isn't inportant,” Banning said. "My head is filled with truths that are lies,
and lies that are truths. | walk carefully and watch what | say."

"Not all the tine," Callas said.

He swal l owed and |icked his |ips, avoiding her gaze.

Callas returned her attention to Lissa. "You' ve never been threatened?"

"No. But | watched my husband deteriorate. It could have been sonething |ike what M. Banning
descri bes. ™

"M . Banning worked with your husband?"

"He had sone insights nmy husband thought coul d be useful."

The interview continued for an hour. Callas asked us about our personal habits, whether we
had ever had firearns, weapons, or nartial-arts training, our political affiliations, fringe
groups we night be associated with. She |istened and took notes on a yellow | egal pad. At the end
of the hour, she flipped the pad over, and said, "I can't make heads or tails out of this. Wuat
you' re describing conbines mnd control with pointless violence or threats of violence from
conpl ete strangers." She shuddered. "I don't see how | can train you to protect yourselves against
that kind of effort, if it's real. The wonan with the Dobermans... chilling.

"Before | decide whether to proceed, | want to do nore research. It could take a day or two."
She rapped her pencil sharply on the desk. Qur first interview was over.

As we descended the stairs fromCallas's gymasium Lissa told Banning to bug off. Just those
wor ds. Banni ng shrugged and said he would neet ne back at the hotel room

"What a Sad Sack," she said when he had | eft. She wal ked ne down several side streets and up
an alley to a diner that served the industrial area. W sat in a back booth under a dusty and fly
specked wi ndow. A snall bud vase decorated the table, but the carnation had |ong since given its
all.

The waiter, a nuscular young man with sideburns, ogled Lissa and honored nme with a
congratulatory smrk. | ordered two iced teas, and the waiter departed. Lissa tapped her serrated
knife on the scarred tabl etop

"I amreally angry," she said. It was her turn to | ook vul nerable.

"At whon?" | asked.

"Rob. Myself. We screwed up, didn't we?"

"I don't know. "

"You both pretended you weren't close to each other."

"W weren't."

She shook her head and tapped the knife hard. | could see the glassy core of Lissa's
direction now, and it rmade nme unconfortabl e.

"You and Julia are divorced, aren't you?"

"Yes."

"What went wrong?"

"Julia stopped being interested in ne or what | was doing. She started being nore interested
in other men. | don't share that way."
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Lissa's snle was a sad ghost. The way her face worked, | doubted she sniled often. Her kind
of beauty al nost precluded that enotion. "I haven't been with another man since |eaving Rob. O
since marrying him | didn't lie to your nother. | wanted to get back together with Rob, but it

was i nmpossi ble. He was acting crazier than Banning."
| remenbered the phone call at Lindbergh Field. What a pair Rob and | were. Wat a |ovely
pair of failures, hoping to live forever, but unable even to enjoy our allotted nmonent in the sun

"I'"ve been doing nmy own detective work. | checked up on Banning, and | checked up on Rob to
see if he was involved in anything suspicious. Drugs, that sort of thing. My fanmly's pretty well -
off, so | can afford it. Wien we were still together, Rob went to Lake Bai kal. After he got back
he read a book by Banning. | found a copy of the book in our house."

"Rob mentioned an organi zation called Silk," | said.

"A cl andesti ne organization, formed before the outbreak of the Second World War," Lissa
singsonged. "It's in Banning' s book, self-published about ten years ago. Along with his belief
that Wnston Churchill forced Hitler to go to war against England, that the Nazi concentration

canps were educational resorts, and the gas chanbers were actually fashionabl e saunas.”

A silence over the table. "Bastard," she nmuttered. "My grandfather lost his entire fanmly at
Dachau. "

"If you have any explanation that nmakes sense, |'d love to hear it," | said. "Wat did
Banni ng do for Rob?"

"Banni ng was supposed to be a whiz at tracking down docunents. Rob wanted corroboration. He
didn't trust Banning very far, and Rob and | were..." She was having a hard tinme speaking, the
enotion of a few seconds before still working through her. She swall owed hard. "W'd separat ed.
didn't want to give himup, but he had this other life, this crazy search. Banning was hel pi ng
him and | couldn't go there.

"The last tine he talked to me, he said he was taking sanples fromhis skin and his nose.
From his feces. Listening to his intestines. He said he was tracki ng down nmessages from sonme sort
of super mnd. Conplete babble." Lissa |ooked up fromthe gouge she was making with the knife. "I
hired a private detective to track you," she said. "I would have found you whet her Banning call ed
or not."

"I'mflattered," | said. That was true, but her words al so nade ny stonmach muscles tighten

"You are so nuch like Rob," she said, but it wasn't a criticism Her eyes were nore than
wi ndows. | put my hand on hers -- to stop her fromcutting the wood.

Then she turned away, and it was like throwing a switch. "I"'ma glutton for punishnment,” she
said. She released the knife with a clatter, reached into her purse, and draped six dollar bills
on the table, covering the fresh scars. "Were are you two stayi ng?"

W left the diner, walked to Lissa's Toyota, and she drove nme to the Haight.

I rode the tiny elevator to the hotel room

Banni ng had just finished taking a shower and stood in his slacks and a T-shirt. He
acknow edged nmy return with a curt nod, then reclined on the bed, inching dow |ike an old man
fearing a fall. He closed his eyes as if darkness were a delicious luxury and al nost i mredi ately
began snoring. The worry lines around his |ips and forehead softened.

Life was grinding himdown to a nubbin, too.

| sat by the window | ooking out on the air shaft, feeling a roiling burn of dread. Banning
wasn't telling us everything he knew, perhaps not even everything he had told Rob. Nor was
telling himeverything. | didn't trust him and he didn't trust ne. W were at an inpasse.

Li ssa was caught up in our suspicion and confusion. | felt sorry for her

The shaft outside the wi ndow darkened. Banni ng had becone Sl eeping Bigot, |ocked in eterna
sl umber. The air conditioner was on the blink; a sticky, hot breeze poured through the heat
exchange. | turned the machine off, opened the w ndow, and |eaned out, staring up at the twlight
sky, a vagrant curl of cloud, a contrail savaged by high w nds.

Banning had laid in sone supplies, a bag filled with cans and bottled water in the bathroom
My throat was parched, and | needed sone reward for the miseries of the day. | opened a can of
peaches and drank down the nectar, started to suck ny fingers to recover spilled juice, thought
better of it, and washed ny fingertips five tines with soap, w thout wetting the bandage. Then |
finished off the slices and sluiced ny head with water fromthe tap. The dressing around ny neck
got danmp, but that wasn't a problem It felt good as it cool ed.

Canned food and vitamin tablets. No way to live. | wanted desperately to get back to the
| aboratory, any laboratory, and perform work, however nenial. That was ny life, not this unending
| unacy.

My stomach coul dn't decide whether it |iked the peaches. | could feel shadows gathering in
the corners of the room M hand and neck ached, and Banning's irregular snores allowed neither
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t hought nor rest.

| tried to ignore the distractions. | carried the valise to the desk, unsure where to resune,
pul |l ed out the wobbly desk chair, and sat.

Finally, ny fingers opened the valise and worked through Rob's stack. | found a small airnai
envel ope and pulled out five strips of blue paper. Colums of three-letter nonsense words --
abbrevi ations for the twenty comopn am no acids that make up proteins -- filled both sides of each
sheet. | laid themout on the desk. They coul d have nmade up one or nore peptide sequences, running

left toright, top to bottom or in sone other fashion, if arranged properly. A puzzle or a code
I rearranged them and read them several different ways after each arrangenent, trying to find

sonething | recognized. No luck. | slid themback into the small envel ope.
A letter in Russian, inked with a fountain pen, protruded hal fway fromone of the typed
manuscripts. | tugged, and it fell out with an airmail envel ope attached by paper clip. Inside the

envel ope was a Pol aroi d photo, yellowbrown and fuzzy. It showed ny brother and nme standing on a
city street, perhaps sonewhere in Europe, both of us sniling. Rob had evidently kept the photo as
a keepsake -- touching, but | could not remenber where it had been taken.

Per haps Banning could translate the letter.

But would I want himto? If he was hol di ng sonet hing back fromne, how could I trust hin? And
yet -- if he had wanted to read the contents of the package, wouldn't he have done so already?

| set that conundrum aside for the noment and returned to where | had left off in the diary.

Par asite persuasion and bacterial conmunications with gut cells, skin cells. G goes to
Beria, Beria goes to Koba. Beria was nuch nore than just boss of the secret police. Koba would

later put himin charge of nuclear weapons research. But this -- this would end up bigger even
than atom bonbs. Beria told Koba that ol okhov could give thema pipeline right into the human
psyche.

G nakes his case. Koba gets it instantly; G gets funding, assistants, and a full-blown
factory-lab in Irkutsk. This much is clear. Ch. and T. tacitly concur that's how it happened: The
questions they won't answer -- how did G survive Lysenko? -- and the way they smile when | tel
them nmy suppositions. They are hiding a lot but it's with a peculiar Russian guilt and shanme. They
don't want to hide anything, |'mthinking.

| tried to remenber Russian history. Beria had been executed after Stalin's death. But what
in hell did that have to do with our research? W were interested in |ife extension, not mnd
control

Ch. and T. decided to take ne to a place outside Irkutsk. Shane or truth or sonething conpels
t hem

They drove ne in a beat-up Opel truck fifty kilonmeters outside Irkutsk. Through a wire fence,
past a pond, a forest of trees maybe sixty, seventy years old, a day road flanked by torn-up
asphalt and cobbles. Into a ghost city. Wl l-nmade stone and brick buildi ngs, wooden houses, paved
streets. Al deserted, w ndows gaping.

"This is City of Dog Mothers," T. told me in his broken English. I"'msure | nmissed half of
the story. Do | believe?

Beria put this place together in '38-39, as testing ground for Silk. G involved -- to what

extent, T. and Ch. don't know or won't tell. Mbdern power and water, an internal phone exchange
even a post office, confortable, but isolated fromlIrkutsk and all surrounding villages.

Fi ve thousand political prisoners were brought here -- Jews, of course, mlitary types and
their famlies, intellectuals from Mscow and points as far west as Lithuania and Georgia. A fancy
@Qulag, | think, but T. and Ch. tell me not a Gulag, a research center. It never had a nane -- just
a number. 38.

| don't like this place. Nobody cones here, nobody lives here now It doesn't feel right. W
wal kK through the streets and it's still clean, but enpty, not even cats or dogs or rats. T. and

Ch. only allow ne an hour or so to | ook around. They can't stand any nore. They seemto want to
say nore, but at first they can't, they are ashaned in a way | have not seen in them before.

| gather fromwhat they do say that everybody brought here was encouraged to believe this was
a nodel city. A chance to redeemthenselves and |ive out the purges. Then, bit by bit, the stores
were supplied with foodstuffs prepared by Silk. Beria and Koba wanted to know how nuch and how
long it would take.

Now T. finally opens up. He wasn't even born then but he weeps.

A few weeks after the special food arrived, the inhabitants of 38 were wal ki ng naked in the
streets, fornicating in public. Human nmeat -- nostly children -- was being sold in the butcher

file:/1IC|/13278%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E-books/Greg%20Bear%20-%20Vitals.txt (53 of 136) [1/17/2005 6:58:21 PM]



file:///C|/3278%20Sci-Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ Greg%20B ear%20-%20V ital s.txt

shops. Beria brought in truckloads of guns and gave themto every citizen. He showed off by
wal ki ng unguarded through the streets in a town filled with armed dissidents and politica
pri soners who shoul d have hated his guts.

Squads took instructions by phone, or from planted nei ghbors, and hunted down peopl e who
visited the library, who were bald or bow | egged, who carried their babies in public. Sorme were
told to go out and whistle and others were told to go out and shoot all of those who whistl ed.

In 1940, Beria decided to shut it down, a big success and nearly everybody dead. The | ast
worren |l eft alive in the town wal ked on all fours through the streets. A few who had been pregnant
sni |l ed and opened their blouses to nurse Beria's guard dog puppi es whil e photographers mnade
novi es.

Koba | aughed to see such fun

They insisted | return to the truck. They had had enough, and so had |. That evening, they
gave nme a video tape. The visual history of Silk

There was no vi deocassette. | stuffed the diary and papers back in the envel ope, and the
envelope into the valise. | don't think |I had ever read anything so ugly and disturbing. My head
hurt. | had to get outside. | had to get sone fresh air, no nmatter what the risk. But | didn't
move. | needed a signal, sonething | could use as an excuse. A fly buzzing through the w ndow
would do it. A car horn. Anything.

An hour passed, two.

I lay down on ny bed, wondering what was wong with ne. Cowardice, indecision, a head full of
cotton. | tried to read nore, but the letters swam on Rob's pages. Sleep would not cone. The room
got hotter and the air nore still.

Qutside, traffic seemed to recede, car engines grow softer, voices nore distant.

The room phone rang, mechanical and shrill. | junped, then turned to Banning. Hi s snores
continued. The phone rang again. | picked up the receiver.

"Yes?"

"This is Rob," said the voice on the other end.

"Jesus," | said.

"Wong again. How s ny lovely Prince Hal ?" It sounded |ike Rob

"Quit fucking with me," | said.

"Listen close. You're tired and it's tine to show me what you can do.
read a long list of nunbers.

"Wait," | begged. "I don't know what you're saying. Please slow down."

"Cot that?" the voice asked. "Read nme back the last three nunbers."

| tried to remenber but couldn't. "I saw Lissa today," | said.

"Yeah? Listen again, and this tine use your head. This is inportant."

Was it Rob? | was convinced for a nmonent that it was. | had never seen himwth his brains
| eaki ng out; the stupid funeral director who turned down tips had seen himthat way, not ne. | had
to take ny twin's death on faith, and that was certainly not enough

It was good to believe he was still with us, so |I could apol ogi ze. "Are you nearby?
Downstairs?" | asked. "Rob, I amso sorry--"

"Pl ease shut up." The voice read nme the |list of nunbers again. The air seenmed thick as warm
Jell-O When | couldn't or wouldn't recite the last three nunbers on the list, he swore under his
breath and hung up.

| had disappointed ny twin once nore. | felt devastated. | so nuch wanted to pl ease sonebody,
do what sonebody expected ne to do.

| lapsed into a low state of fugue. Remenbered it was tine for nmy tablets, to be taken with
food. That would be all right. | opened another can, this time of kidney beans, swallowed ny
pills, and ate half of the contents. Then | |eaned back in the chair and fell asleep

When | awoke, | was stiff all over and it was nine in the norning. Banning was shaking ny
shoul der. He held a white-and-silver blur in front of ny face. "This isn't our can opener," he
said, his brow furrowed. "I bought a cheap one. That one's gone. Soneone's been in our room D d
you eat anythi ng?"

| stared at himstupidly, then reached to the nightstand. The valise and Rob's papers were
still there. "I ate a can of peaches and half a can of beans,"” | said.

"I did not buy a can of peaches,” Banning insisted. He backed off two paces, bunped up
agai nst the defunct air conditioner, and stood with a rigid, mlitary bearing that m ght have been
comical in another circunstance. "You night be tagged."

| said, "I"mfine. Bad dreans, though."

Hi s | ook changed to puzzlenment. "Did anybody call ?"

The voi ce began to
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"No," | said.

"W have to find another place to stay."

"All right,” | said.

Wthin half an hour, we had paid our bill and taken our belongings -- pitifully few -- down

to Banning's car.

"What do you know about the City of the Dog Mot hers?" | asked himas we drove through
downt own.

"Awful ," he said. "But not the worst."

Li ssa, Banning, and | sat before Monroe Callas's desk at ten o' clock. W had stood for an
hour outside the warehouse, saying little; our appointnent had been for eight-thirty, and Callas
had i nsisted we be there on tine. The tension in the big roomwas thick, and it did not cone from
our being kept waiting.

Call as | eaned back in her chair. "My front door was spray-painted early this norning," she
announced, with an extra lilt in her voice that could have been nistaken for caffeine energy. "I
live in a good nei ghborhood. Vandalismis rare, graffiti unheard of. There's substantial security,
three perineters, two of ny own design and under ny control. Nobody who cones to this warehouse
knows where | live." She | ooked directly at Banning. "You have no idea where | live, do you?"

"No, " he said.

"Can you guess what was spray-painted on ny door?" Callas asked.

"No," Banning said, brows |owered defensively.

"'Jew Bitch Wore.""

Banni ng's face hardened. "Wy," he began, pausing to gather his words, "would |I do such an
obvi ous and stupid thing?"

Cal l as shrugged. "I'mnot Jewi sh. |'ve never practiced the world's ol dest profession. As for
being a bitch -- you bet. No argunent."

She let that sit for a while. | began to feel sorry for Banning.

"I doubt very much it was M. Banning," Callas finally said. "It was probably one of our
gardeners. I'mlate because | traced his nuddy footprints fromthe front porch to a garbage bin in
the rear. | won't go into details, but he nust have sprayed ny door about 5:00 P.M |[|ast night,
just after he finished weeding the lawn. If | confront him.. a gardener, a guy who hardly speaks
Engli sh and who has no rational motive to do any such thing... Wat wll | discover?"

"Confusion," Banning said.

"That's what | was afraid of." Lines appeared beside her lips -- lines pointing down. "Is ny

gardener being controlled by sone top-secret Russian spy agency?"

None of us answered. Ridiculous, paranoid, too nuch to admit.

"Do they go door to door, 'Avon calling' ?" Callas reached into a desk drawer and pulled up a
folder full of printouts and clippings. "A M. Hefner Thorgood was brought up on weapons charges
yesterday for firing an unlicensed .45 in Berkeley city limts. The People's Republic doesn't |ike
that. He shot two dogs he said were attacking a man. Sound famliar?"

| nodded.

"There's no police record of the dogs' owner filing a conplaint, so | can't trace her. But
there is an earlier report of a nman who clainms a woman set her pooches on him then called them
of f and nmoved on."

Banni ng nodded, as if what she was saying fit some pattern

"Did our pooch | ady make a nistake? Run into someone about your size and age before she found
you?" Callas asked. "Next we have a M. Alvarado Cunni ngham transient. M. Cunninghamis a drunk
He's known to the police for urinating in public and tossing plastic bags full of his own
excrenment into the backyards of well-to-do citizens. A general nuisance. He's accused of setting a
fire in Berkeley on August 8. M. Banning, are we thinking that nmaybe sonebody hypnotized hin? O
is he a Russian agent in disguise?"

Banni ng did not answer.

"Peopl e just don't do things out of the clear blue sky, for no reason,” Callas said softly.
"Brai nwashing isn't easy. But here's how | would work such a schene. There's historical precedent.
I'd find vul nerabl e people in the neighborhood, near ny targets, and | would set them up and work
them However they do it. Drugs, hypnosis. Phone calls in the night."

| clanped ny teeth.

Callas flipped through nore copies. "Let's check ny hypothesis. Dr. Stanley Mauritz, accused
of assault and nurder in Washington state, is pleading not guilty by reason of insanity. H's
medi cal record, filed with the court by his attorney, includes treatnent for bipolar disorder. And
your subrmarine pilot, David Jackson Press... Treated in 1998 for depression. He became born-again
shortly thereafter."
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"Rob was never treated for anything," Lissa said. "He had no nental disorders when | nmarried

him™"
Callas | ooked at nme for confirmation. "True?"
"We' ve never been diagnosed with any clinical nental conditions,” | said.
"Rob wasn't harassing or threatening to kill anybody, was he?"

"No." Lissa shook her head. "Not that | know. "
"Never," Banni ng said.

| agreed.

"He was nostly a victim a target -- as M. Banning clainms to have been."

"I was nentally clear of disorders before 1992," Banning said, his voice thin

"But since then... paranoia, anti-Senmtism obsessive racist thoughts, total collapse of your

academic and witing career because of inappropriate behavior and associations," Callas read from
alist. "Or is all that just character assassination?"

Banni ng took an interest in his knees.

Callas shuffled all the papers on her desk into a neat stack. "I'd |like Rudy and Lissa to
step back into the office for a few mnutes. | want to talk with Hal alone.”

Li ssa stood and wal ked away at once. Banning got up nore slowy, glancing forlornly between
us.

After they had left, Callas said, "People who kill people usually want something, or they
don't want sonething. What are you doing that soneone would kill for?"

"My research.”

"Research on living longer." She smled dubiously. "Are you conpeting with a ngjor
corporation to get a drug onto the market ?"

"Not that | know of. No drugs."

"Have you stolen secrets from sonebody? Truth is inmportant here, Hal."

"No. Nobody rational would believe that, anyway."

"Have you seen anybody you think m ght have been associated with these efforts -- anybody
suspi ci ous?"

| told her about the man with the spray bottle in the nmarket in Berkeley.

"What woul d anyone spray on | ettuce?" she asked.

"Bacteria," | said.

"To make you sic?"

"Not in the normal sense. To change behavior."

"I don't follow that, Hal."

"Neither do I."

"Do you have a gun?"

"No. "

Callas nulled this over. "A permanent place of residence?"

"Not now. "

"@Qun | aws being what they are, and with your nane still circulating in the police system it
could take you several weeks to get a pistol and a conceal ed weapons permt. Maybe |longer. Are you
willing to buy a handgun illegally? It won't be cheap."

"Do | need one?" | asked.

"Yes, you do."

"How nmuch?"

"A good nine nmllimeter, about seven hundred dollars, no questions asked. A reliable Saturday
ni ght special, maybe two, three hundred."

"What about Banning and Lissa?" | asked softly.

"I's anyone trying to kill thenP" Callas countered.

"I don't know. "

She shook her head. "My guess is, either M. Banning or Lissa Cousins, or both, could be a
probl em for you."

| couldn't absorb that right away.

"They're both untrained and vul nerable. M. Banning is a definite risk, and I'm al ways
suspicious of female altruism unless there's a romantic notive."

| shook ny head.

Callas flattened her hand on the desk as if for a game of nmunbl ety-peg. She stared down at
it. "Lying could be fatal, Hal."

"There's nothing between us."

"What happened | ast night to nake you abandon your hotel roon®?"

"Banni ng thi nks soneone broke in and planted a can opener and a can of peaches," | said. "I
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used the can opener and ate the peaches. He thinks | might have been tagged." | explai ned what
that meant.

Callas regarded me with norbid curiosity. "Do you feel ill or out of-sorts?"

"No. "

"Coul d you get the can opener anal yzed?"

| thought that over. "Yes," | said.

"Why was your brother in New York?"

"I think he was putting together the |ast pieces of a puzzle," | said.

Cal | as | ooked away and shook her head. "You' re claimng your enem es, whoever they are, work
i ke the Shadow -- they cloud nen's mnds. No?"

| felt like a bug under the tip of a huge and descendi ng pushpin.

"Why coul dn't they cloud your mnd, too?"

I couldn't give that a confortable answer.

"It's all up for grabs, isn't it?" Callas said. "Everything we know about sanity and free

will." Her knuckles rapped the desktop lightly. She | ooked through the broad steel-frane w ndows.
"I eat a lot of fresh produce. They know where | |ive. What happens if they decide to cloud ny
m nd? What good am | to you then?" She let out her breath. "I'mreturning Ms. Cousins's check."

She pushed Lissa's check across the desk. "The detective work is gratis. Think of it as an
exchange for alerting nme to some interesting facts. And for what it's worth, froma professiona
who doesn't feel very smart anynore, sone advice. Get a gun. Forget everything you think you know
about life and decency and civilization. Stay away from your friends.

"And stay the hell away fromne."

| joined Banning and Lissa in the street outside the warehouse. "W're too weird for her,"
told them | handed Lissa the check. "She knows | don't trust Rudy, and Rudy doesn't trust ne. And
she thi nks perhaps you shouldn't trust me, either."

Banni ng nodded as if that only made good sense. "I had a relationship with your brother," he
said. "It takes me a long time to trust soneone -- |'msure by now you can understand why."

Li ssa | ooked at me sadly. "Whom shoul d trust?" she asked.

"I think Ms. Callas is right," |I said. "W should all go our separate ways."

"“I've perforned ny duty to your brother, to the extent | was able," Banning said. He sucked
in his cheeks, making little hollows, before adding, "Now | hope to return to obscurity and
failure. Best of luck."

W wat ched hi mwal k down the street to his beat-up brown Plynmouth, a dimnishing figure in
the perspective of the walls and wi ndows of the warehouses.

"This is stupid,"” Lissa said. "Where will you go?"

"Wherever, I'Il be on foot," | said. |I started wal king south. The engine of Banning's old
Pl ymout h coughed. | snelled its blue snoke.
"Right!" Lissa shouted after ne. "No npbney, no car -- just your goddamed shoes! You are so

incredibly stupid!"

| stopped. Lissa stood on the broken sidewal k, wists corded, fists clenched, face tight and
splotched with red. She was furious and frightened. My resolve, not the strongest to begin wth,
weakened.

| had been alone for so long | had forgotten how much | despised it. But Banning coul d go,
and | would never for a nmonent miss him Let's face it; | did not want to turn my back on Lissa.
There's an instinct in nost nen that keeps us tied to beautiful wonen.

It's a real, honest-to-CGod weakness, and it's part of what makes us di e younger.

"It cannot end here," she said. "I don't want it to end this way."

| swore under ny breath and jogged past her to the Plynouth. It took a while for the car to
warm up. Banning rolled the wi ndow down a crack and gave nme a wary, sideways | ook

"Not hi ng funny, now, " he war ned.

"Did you pack the can opener?" | asked. "May | take it?"

He drummed his fingers on the wheel for a second, then said, "It's in the box in the trunk
Just pull the wire poking out of the lock hole."

| rummaged through the box of canned goods and found the can opener, then slipped it into the
val i se beside Rob's papers. | shut the trunk, slanmring it twice before it caught.

"Found it," | said. "Thanks."

He rolled up the wi ndow and pressed down on the accelerator. The Plymouth chugged north and
turned the corner.

Li ssa drove us past the airport, heading south, it didn't seemto natter where. For twenty
mnutes it was enough to be in the car and going. If we started asking questions, the tough
deci si on woul d be, where to begin? Pull on this thread, would it cone out short and | oose, or
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woul d it unravel the whole nystery? So far, every pulled thread had reveal ed nothing but fuzz.

"Someone pretending to be Rob called ne last night," | said.

"Rob is definitely dead,"” she intoned, as if repeating a nantra. "They were messing with

"Who?"

"Whoever."

"That's why Banning was so glad to |l eave. He thinks |I've been tagged."

"Al'l right, being tagged, what does that nean?"

"Slipping bacteria or something in your food. Mnd control."

"That's Banning's crazi ness. Banning drove Rob to think such things."

"Did he? Rob wrote about what he learned in Siberia, and it's pretty dammed scary." | opened
the valise and lifted the envel ope. "There was a Russian programin the 1930s to devel op bacteria
brai nwashing. Certain kinds of special bacteria, laced in your food, could change your behavior or
make you suggesti bl e. Soneone could then run you. Control your nind. You' d be tagged."

"Do you think they control your mnd now?"

you.

"No.
"Why not? They -- whoever they are -- sound ever so powerful. They scared Ms. Callas."
“I"'mon antibiotics," | said. 1'd been mulling that over for a couple of hours. As a

hypot hesis, it was definitely interesting, but it didn't cover any nunber of details -- ny

tranceli ke state the night before -- and it didn't explain how|'d escaped the madness on board

the Sea Messenger.
"Antibiotics? That's all it takes to escape fromthe grip of Dr. Mabuse?"
"Who?"

"Dr. Mabuse," Lissa said. Mh-boos-ah. "Fritz Lang nade a novi e about an evil crimnal
mast er mi nd naned Mabuse. Supposed to be a symbol for Adolf Hitler."

"Ch." Cearly, |I had spent too rmuch of my life buried in journals and | ab nmanual s.

"Wul dn't these masters of the universe have thought about anti biotics?"

"There were very few antibiotics in the twenties and thirties. Just sulfa drugs."”

"So Dr. Mabuse has this little trained flea circus of naster spies, except they're bacteria,"”
Li ssa said. "And antibiotics knocks themfor a | oop-the-l1oop on their little trapeze. They shout
"Mein Cott' and their eyes -- do bacteria have eyes? -- turn to little x's. How convenient."

| smled. "'Bozhe nmoi', if they're Russian. W'll see, after another eight days," | said.
"Il run out of pills by then."

The conversation was so desperately loopy that it couldn't help but cut sone ice. Lissa
rai sed her arns and stretched as much as hol ding the wheel allowed, then yawned conspi cuously, not
tired, but to relieve stress.

"Rob gave the envel ope to Banning, to give to you?" Lissa asked suspiciously.

"Yeah."

"You're sure it's Rob's?"

"I know his handwiting. You can read the papers if you want."

"You' ve decided to trust ne?" Lissa asked, her expression sonber. She kept her eyes on the
road. The traffic was bunching up and getting herky-jerky, requiring her full attention. A red
Honda with tiny tires carrying three young men in reversed ball caps zipped in front w thout
signaling. She tapped the brakes and the horn at the sane tine.

"Trust doesn't amount to a hill of peanut shells,"” |I said. "If what he wote about happened,
if I"'mputting two and two together properly, if what Banni ng says makes any sense, or what AY
said--"

"AY?" Lissa asked.

"Rob didn't tell you nuch about his work, did he?"

"Not at the end. | just couldn't stand watching himfall apart. Wuat kind of antibiotic?" she
asked.

"I ntegunycin. It's new"

"I"msurprised any antibiotics work now. So many resistant gerns. It's like they have it in
for us."

"Yeah," | said. "Were are we goi ng?"

"Right now, it's eleven o' clock, we're stuck on the 101, and we're goi ng nowhere," she said.

"I have Rob's keys," | said. "And | have a map." | slipped the map out of the envel ope and
unfolded it over ny lap. A picture on ancient browned newsprint slipped frombetween the folds. It
showed a line of smling officials decked out in sashes, cutting a long ribbon with an outsize
pair of scissors. Over their heads hung a banner

SERVI NG AMERI CA THE VERY BEST: THURI NG A NUTS FRUI TS PASTRI ES
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The caption read, "California s newest tourist town welcomes visitors."

On the map, two circles had been marked in red pen, one around a small dot with no nane east
of Livernore, the other around San Jose.

"Do you know anyt hing about a place called Thuringi a?"

"No," she said. "Sounds |ike a sausage."

"How much do you want to get involved?" |I asked her

She gripped the wheel tighter.

"Lissa?" | leaned forward to catch her eye and force her to answer.

"I want to feel at peace sonetine in this life," she nurrmured. "If you're going to do what
Rob did..." She glanced at ne, and | knew instinctively that she was seeing Rob. My brother and
had diverged little in appearance in al nost three decades. Rob had been dextro, | amlevo -- right-
handed and left. Adroit and gauche. H's hair had curled deasil, my hair curls w ddershins. He put
on his shoes first right, then left -- me, the reverse. His left eye had been tilted a little, ny

right eye is tilted a little. Different fingerprints, retinal patterns, of course; enbryos have
some aut onony when they devel op

But the very sanme genes. The very sane.

We had specul ated, during our first and |last run at cooperative dating, that disastrous
ei ghteenth summer, that it wasn't technically unfaithful for one twin to sleep with the girlfriend
of another. No difference in the old evolutionary game. W had | earned ot herwi se.

Now | was the only one.

"There's sonething in Thuringia, and there's an address in San Jose," | said. "Shall we go
open sone doors?"

"Why?" Lissa asked.

"I think my brother's having one | ast joke on ne. He gave ne just enough evidence to tweak mny
interest, and he wanted ne to followin his footsteps and solve a nystery. I'mthinking if |
succeed, |I'Il know why he was killed, and maybe I'lIl be able to recover ny life."

That didn't sound convincing even to ne, but how could | explain a nmasculine game of chicken
between a dead twin and a |live one?

"Maybe he's warning you, stay away fromthese places."

"By sending a map and a set of keys?"

She gripped the wheel even tighter. "Hungry?" she asked.

"Fam shed. "

"Tell me where we should eat, and what," she said with just a hint of tartness. "You're the
expert."

| picked out a Denny's. W woul d be powerl ess agai nst any organi zation that could control al
the fast-food restaurants in California.

Li ssa had a bow of clamchowder. | had a cheese onelet with sausage. Everything was
t hor oughl y cooked.

6

THURI NG A, CALI FORNI A

We missed the turnoff twice. | |ooked at Rob's map and determined that Thuringia -- if that
was the unnaned dot in the red circle -- lay between two little towns, Gllette Hot Springs and

G nnabar, about five mles off an old stretch of highway now used as frontage road and for
backcountry access. But all we found east of Gllette Hot Springs were rolling brown hills and an
abandoned restaurant conplex with a decrepit green-and-white Dutch windmll.

We stopped for directions in G nnabar, not nuch nore than a gas station and a trailer park
The attendant at the station, a sixteen year-old boy with long black hair and a torn LA RAMS T-
shirt, had never heard of Thuringia.

"This is the nost boring place on Earth," he confided as he punped gas into the Toyota.
"Not hing but old-tiners. Even the dogs are old."

Li ssa was clearly unhappy but kept her mouth shut as | swore and funbled with the nap.

Finally | decided we shoul d backtrack and stop at the old restaurant. W pulled into the

weedy parking lot. | got out and peered through filthy and broken wi ndows into a ruined interior
counters ripped up, trash on the floor. Around in back, in an angle of shade, | found a |arge,
war ped pl ywood sign | eaning against two battered trash cans. | flipped it with my foot and it fel

over. In faded green nock Deutsche letters, outlined in powdery pink, the sign proclained:
THURI NG A NUTS FRUI TS PASTRI ES.
| shaded ny eyes against the sun and wal ked across the cracked asphalt. A barricade,
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splintered and bl eached by the sun, blocked a side road that ran straight off into the hills.

"Bingo!" | called out to Lissa in the car

She did not share ny excitenent.

The road to the hills had been turned into a washboard by years of sun and rain and negl ect.
Li ssa pushed the Toyota along at about thirty miles per hour, our teeth rattling. "Wat do you
hope to find?" she asked.

"I don't hope to find anything," | said. "Except maybe that it's all a dream™" Uility poles
lined the road. Power lines still served Thuringia, but it was no | onger named on the map

Lissa slowed to drive around a particularly deep pothole. "You think there's sonething bad
her e?"

"I have no idea," | said. But the words on the banner in the news paper photo haunted ne:
SERVI NG AMERI CA THE VERY BEST: THURI NG A NUTS FRUI TS PASTRIES. | could picture ads in the back of
Nati onal Geographic and Sunset in the 1950s: mail-order fruit and nut boxes from California.

"What if he made it all up?" Lissa asked hopefully.

"Then we'll just turn around and go on to San Jose. Confirmthat Rob was wacko."

Li ssa seened to take what | said as a cue. She spoke rapidly. "The last trip we took, before
we separated, Rob wanted to show ne sonething in San Francisco. W drove all the way from Santa
Monica to a salt farmin the South Bay. W took the Dunbarton Bridge and ended up on a dirt road
on a levee. All around us were these big, square lagoons filled with purple water. They were
drying ponds for salt. Rob told ne they were filled with bacteria, halophiles, he called them"

"Salt-loving," | said.

"I know that." She scow ed but did not take her eyes off the road. "W stood by the car on
the levee and it stank and there were flies everywhere. | wondered if 1'd ever be able to use salt
agai n. You know what he asked ne?"

I could have sworn that she was leading me on, as if cross-exam ning a witness; that she
al ready knew. Perhaps Rob had told her nore, and she was trying to gauge the depth of nmy own
know edge. | shook ny head.

"He asked ne if | ever wondered what was the oldest mnd on Earth."

"Ch, really?" | said

"He pointed to the ponds. 'There it is. | wonder what it's thinking right now,' he said. 'l
wonder if it's mad at us?' That scared me. A long drive just to stare at sone stinking ponds. W
had a huge fight that night, and broke up a few weeks later. But | wasn't the one who filed for
divorce. Rob did."

"I"'msorry," | said

"What did he nmean?" she asked.

"I suppose he neant that bacteria talk to each other."

"That's stupid," she said, then | ooked doubtful. "Do they?"

"Yes," | said. "But not the way we're tal king now. They swap genetic material, plasmds
chemical s. ™"

"Like in a brain?" Lissa asked.

"Maybe, " | said.

"Doesn't that scare you? It scares nme. If they hate us, there are so many of them they'l
wn."

| shrugged. "Too many things scare me now," | said. "I try not to think about all of them at
once. "

Li ssa braked the car abruptly and put the transm ssion into neutral. Ahead, in a flat stretch
bet ween the sun-yellowed hills, lay a |ow, brown, cornhusk of a town.

"Behold, the tourist necca of Thuringia," | said.

The engine and air conditioner whined a preci se Japanese chorus in the central valley heat.

"I don't want to do this," Lissa said, and her face was pale, her upper lip danp with nervous

sweat .
"You can stay here, I'Il walk in," | offered.
She thought that over. "No," she deci ded.
"We'll do it for Rob," | said.

"I"ve done a lot for Rob," she said, with a bitterness | hadn't heard before.

W both stared through the dusty windshield at the Iine of buildings, laid out in random
clumps like a herd of drought-stricken cows.

Li ssa put the Toyota back into drive and noved us slowy down the | ast hundred yards of
runpl ed asphalt. She pulled off and parked beside a chain-link fence held up by iron posts set in
concrete and wrapped, for all we could tell, around the entire town. A sign clanped to the fence
announced, in white letters on a red background, NATURAL POLLUTION SITE -- OFF LIMTS. The fence
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crossed the road. There was no gate.

"What's that nean?" Lissa asked.

| puzzled it over. "The town east of here is called C nnabar. That's an ore of mercury."”

"Mercury is poison," Lissa said.

"Pretty nasty stuff,” | agreed. "But | don't see howit could pollute a whole town. There's
no factory or nmine."

"Are we sure of that? | think we should turn around and go back."

It was a reasonabl e suggestion, but something told me the sign wasn't warni ng about nercury.

"You stay here. I'Il go look," | said. And added, "I promise |I'll w pe ny shoes off when | get
back. "

"The hell with that," Lissa said. "I'll go in with you." She tried to put on a brave face.

It wasn't difficult pushing through the old chain link. I found a rock and battered aside the
link tension bar, then kicked it until there was a hole big enough to admt us. | slipped through

wi thout difficulty and decided to keep the rock, just in case. Lissa, in her dress, had an awkward
monment that showed nore thigh than either of us was confortable with

She strai ghtened her clothes while | | ooked down the main drag of Thuringia. It resenbled a
ranshackl e set for a cheap Frankenstein novie. Boarded-up buil dings on either side had false
fronts in European village style. The paint had been sunned down to a few hints of red and bl ue
and green. The street was covered with dried nud and shall ow gull eys from past rains and scattered
with tunbl eneeds.

"Tunbl eweeds cone fromRussia,” | said to Lissa.
"So?" she asked.
"Nothing," | said. W wal ked a few paces apart down the center of Saxony Boul evard. Sone of

the buil dings had been nmarked with graffiti, but surprisingly few for this part of the country. To
our left, down Bohenmia Way, nore ghostly shop fronts nmade ol d, phony prom ses.

W stood under a flaking golden kringle marking a Dani sh bakery. This shop had not been
boarded, but the wi ndows were | ong gone, and the interior was a dark, dusty ruin of bare shelves,
exposed pipes, and electrical conduits poking out bare, dead wre.

I nside the display case lay a rain-winkled nodel of the town, all the color gone fromthe
war ped cardboard buildings. Next to a ripped out void on the north side of the nodel, a curled
paper | abel read,

THURI NG A BADEN BADEN M NERAL SPRI NGS AND SPA, Natural Healing Waters From Deep in the Earth.

"Hot baths,"” Lissa said. "Bubbling death by funmes of mercury."

"Not funny," | said.

Two doors down, del am nating plywood covered a real -estate office window. Ye O de Al pine
Village Realty, announced quaint chiseled |etters above the plywood. Blue-and-red trim
gi ngerbread wi th edel wei ss cutouts. Wiite Anerica, with so shallow a history, was always | ooki ng
for affirmation fromnore rooted cultures. Anywhere else it would have been sinply |udicrous.

Here, it made ne grit ny teeth.

"Had enough?" Lissa asked.

“"Four or five nore streets," | said.

For the next fifteen mnutes, we wal ked through all the sad, desiccated dreans of a snall and
unsuccessful tourist town, reduced to bankruptcy and nenories as bl eached as the posters.

A bandstand stood in a small village square. It didn't take much to inagi ne oonpah and pol ka
music rising in the | ong sunmer nights.

The qui et was absolute. Not even a breeze blew through the old buildings. W passed a
war ehouse, doors yawni ng open, the concrete floor covered with broken pallets and m | dew ng heaps
of burlap. In a narrow all ey between two picturesque and thoroughly broken-down chalets |ay an
abandoned Ford sedan, stripped to body and frame. It had keel ed over on a jack that had finally
I et go, after who knew how nmany decades.

Near the back of the town, separated fromthe other buildings, we found an office for the
Thuringia Courier-Journal, a pretentious name for what | presuned was a one-sheet devoted to snall-

town flackery. Still, the door had not been boarded, and | thought it m ght be worth a | ook
i nsi de.
"Think the sheriff will nind?" | asked. | prepared to nake a run at it with ny shoul der
"That's stupid," Lissa said. "You'll break something."
| flexed nmy muscles. "Man of steel,” | said.
The wood was ol d and weak, and the door gave with one slam Dust flew everywhere. Pulling
down a triunphant fist, | stepped into the darkness. As ny eyes adjusted, | stared at stacks of

posters, boxes filled with handouts, and a small gray desk.
| carried a poster and panphlet into the sunlight.
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"' Thuringia Farns, We ship everywhere,'" | read. "' Christnas, Thanksgiving, Any Holiday
Cccasi on! Wrld Fanobus Fruitcake, Wal nut and Al nond Baskets, Dried Fruit Sanplers. Candified
Oranges, Pineapple' --"

"'Candified ?" Lissa smrked.

"That's what it says. 'Dates and Aives, Deluxe Pitted Prunes fromCalifornia's Golden Hills
Sati sfaction Guaranteed.'"

"Keeps you regul ar," Lissa said.

"' Copyright 1950.'" | held up the poster

VWELCOVE TO PARADI SE THURI NG Al

SUN AND SPA, THERMAL SPRI NGS

HEALTHY LI VI NG

AVERI CA' S NEW VI GOR CAPI TAL

Fermal e bathers in polite Esther WIllianms suits posed on rock walls and dipped their feet into
a steaming pool. Al snmiles. Vigor and white teeth and fifties-style pillar thighs everywhere.

"Let's find the bathhouse,” | suggested. "Looks sociable."

"Let's not and say we did," Lissa said. But the light words did not cover her pallor. She
didn't Iike the place one bit. To ne, it seened sad and stupid but, so far, no cause for alarm

The spa was a brick-and-stone bl ockhouse on the east end of town. Another run of chain link
surrounded it, this time with a | ocked gate, and an even | arger sign announced, NATURAL POLLUTI ON
SITE. There was nore detail in fine print:

WARNI NG

DO NOT BATHE OR DRI NK FROM SPRI NGS

CALI FORNI A STATE DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH

And bel ow that, in heavy block letters,

BACTERI AL CONTAM NATI ON

"Curious?" | asked.

"No, " Lissa said.

I took the rock and whacked at the lock on the gate. It broke after three tries, and the gate
opened with a shrill whine. Lissa followed a few steps behind.

The main entrance had been bricked up, but around the side, a service door sported another
| atch and | ock. That one took five whacks. | grabbed the hanging | ock and pull ed the door wi de,
then peered into the darkness.

I nsi de water dripped and rushed. Sunlight fell in narrow shafts from gaps in boarded-up
clerestory wi ndows. Lissa touched ny shoul der but said nothing. After a mnute, ny eyes grew
accustoned to the gloom The air snelled sulfurous, as befitted a genuine hot spring.

"Phew," | said, and waved ny hand to dispel not just the stench, but a nervous reluctance to
| ook any further.

A brick wal kway led to three steamnm ng pools, the biggest about twenty feet long, all filled
with dark, rippling water. A nine-inch pipe thrusting fromthe far wall spilled a continuous
stream of hot water into the largest pool. The smaller pools took the overflow, where the water
cooled to a tenperature nore confortable for the uninitiated.

| knelt beside the snmallest pool. Athick filmcoated the surface, fornmng yellowislands in
the mddl e and scummy coastlines around the sloshing gutters. | swirled the filmwth ny rock and
lifted it to exanine and snell. Foul, not al gae but bacteria, probably distantly related to the
floe at the bottom of the sea, and dying upon exposure to the air in the bathhouse.

I held the rock up to show it to Lissa, but she was no | onger behind nme. | stood and squinted
into the shadows. Soneone noved on the other side of the bl ockhouse. A ticking rose above the rush
fromthe pipe: machinery, and still in working order. | thought |I heard soneone say sonething,
broken syl | abl es over the noise.

"Li ssa?"

No answer. | wal ked around the pools and saw a | arge bl ack box and a conpl ex of pipes.
Several of the pipes dropped into the big pool

Al'l were painted red. They | ooked newer than the bathhouse and were well maintained, dusted,
pol i shed.

Li ssa cane around the box and passed through a shaft of sun. Despite nyself, | junped.

"What ?" she said.

| waved ny hand feebly.

"It's steel," she said. "There's sonething inside, but | don't think you' Il be able to burgle
this one."

| wal ked around the box, about five feet square and seven feet high. The steel door resonated
with strength. It was at least half an inch thick, Iike arnor plate. A deep-set key lock was the
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only access.

"Departnent of Health station?" | specul ated.

"Eart hquake detection,"” Lissa guessed. "You know, like in that novie, the water gets hotter
if there's going to be an eruption.”

| hadn't seen that one, either.

We spent five minutes in the bathhouse until the snell drove us outside. | was no nore
enlightened than before we had entered. W retraced our path through the sad streets, and stood
once nore on Saxony Boul evard.

Foot st eps tapped behind us. Lissa and | spun around toward what turned out to be an echo, and
saw a Hi ghway Patrol car parked in the shadows behind a storage shed. W sw vel ed our necks as one
to the right. Atall man in tight khaki uniformand Sam Browne belt, holstered .45 on his hip,
approached with one thunmb hooked into a belt |oop and his gun hand swi nging free. He wore a rakish
Tom of Finland biker's cap.

| dropped the foul -snelling rock

"Hell o!'" Lissa greeted himbravely. Good cover, | thought. Safe white couple out for a drive
in the back country. Nothing wong here, ossifer. "What a wonderful old town! I|Is anything stil
open?"

The uniforned man tipped his cap to her. H's hand was ancient, with an odd little pucker
bet ween t he tendons of each finger. Behind MacArthur sungl asses, his face resenbled an apple dried
in a hot oven. Feathery white hair poked fromunder his ridicul ous cap

| couldn't tell how old he was. Too old to be a cop

"Town's off-limts,” he said, his voice like a scratchy 78. "Don't drink the water." He
reached around behind his back and unhooked a holder for a big plastic bottle of Evian. "Days are
hot. Bring my own. Truly, folks, you're trespassing. People forget about private property. Found a
door busted in. Nothing to steal."

At the end of the street, | could have sworn a gray figure watched fromthe inky shadow of a
storefront awning. But it m ght have been an afterinage of the glint off the old nman's silver
badge.

"Not hi ng here, not even ghosts," he said. "Mst boring place on Earth. Nobody around but
boring old farts. Even the dogs are old. Can | help you find your way back to the nmain road?"

Li ssa shook as we drove down the asphalt washboard to the old highway. "He's follow ng us,"
she said, glancing in the rearview mrror.

By then, | was shaking, too. "Christ, that car is vintage. And he is geriatric. Pretending to
be a police officer."”

"He has a gun," Lissa said.

A crazy old coot in a deserted town, driving behind us in a black-and-white strai ght out of
the ol d H ghway Patrol TV show ny dad had watched in reruns when | was a toddler. Sungl asses.
Clipped and polite.

"Bacteria," | said. "Hot springs full of bacteria, and not just fromdirty diapers, I'Il bet.
A natural source, right out of the Earth. No wonder Rob was interested."”
She said umand pointed to the backseat. "Get ny purse."” | reached back, stretching ny

shoul der nuscles, and tugged up the soft brown-|eather handbag. It hung heavy in ny grasp
She took the bag into her lap and pulled out an angul ar bl ack pi stol
"My father gave ne sone | essons, but that was years ago." She poked the grip at me, and
took it fromher. "Do you know how to shoot ?" she asked.

"No," | said.

"You know how to pull a trigger, don't you?"

"I suppose.” | felt the gun's weight, its balance, like a piece of fine |ab equipnent, but
sinpler and nore earnest. Death is easier than science. "Do you trust me?"

"I'f you have to ask," she said, "when |'ve just acconpanied you into Fruitcake Hell, we're
being followed by a weird old geezer, and you're holding ny gun..."

| twisted the pistol carefully. A dock, just what Ms. Callas had recommended. "It's not
| oaded, " | guessed.

"Yes, it is. It's a lawenforcenent nodel. It has a fifteen-round clip, and three nore clips
in the purse."

| checked.

"He's stopping," Lissa said. She let out her breath. "No, he's starting up again."

I spun ny head around. The bl ack-and-white was churning up dust at the side of the road. The
clouds lay thick between us, and for a nmonent | couldn't see what he was up to.

Li ssa accelerated gently, as if trying to outdi stance a wary predator

The dust bl ew asi de. The bl ack-and-white had turned around and was headi ng back to Thuringi a.
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"He's gone," | said.

"Thank God," Lissa said.

It was then that | had that weird outland hunch that had been |urking for hours, a swooping
revel ation that chilled ne right to the bone.

Frui tcake, dried fruits and nuts, shipped all over the USA, straight out of one little
California town, a comrercial front for... what?

Silk?

Sprayi ng mnd-control gernms on every little prune, over every holiday fruitcake, injecting
theminto packages of shelled al nonds and wal nuts. And all the while, collecting sanples from hot
springs that bubbled up stinking white clouds of the Little Mthers of the World.

Rob coul d have come across sonething al nost beyond belief. Screw the alnost. | had to know
nore to even begin to believe. "Had enough?" | asked.

"Have you?" she said.

"San Jose," | said, and shoved ny finger down the rutted road.

"Aren't you tired?"

"Let's stop soneplace for coffee,” | said.

Li ssa rubbed the back of her neck

"For Rob," | said, and knew too |ate that | had pushed that button once too often

Her face turned to marble.

"Where did you get the gun?" | asked.

"None of your business," she said. "And don't you tell ne one nore tine that we're doing
anything for Rob. You' re doing it because you're curious, that's all. He was curious, too, and he
left ne, remenber? He was the one acting |ike an asshole and traveling all over the world. He
woul dn't listen, and now, neither will you."

| dropped the @ ock into her purse. It nade ne nervous just looking at it. "lI'msorry,"
sai d.

She lifted her chin and rubbed her nose. "Forget it."

"Maybe we shoul d stop and get sone coffee.”

"No," she said. "I'mfine. Let's go to San Jose and get this over with. Were's that
goddamed key ring?"

SAN JCSE

Li ssa | ooked up at the glass-fronted stairwell of the Creighton Building, an early-seventies
of fice cube on a nondescript frontage road adjoi ning 280, surrounded by used-car |ots. Banners
fl apped enthusiastically at Choosy Chan's, just a few dozen yards south, but at six-thirty, with
di nner on and dusk falling, there were no custonmers. A tall, skinny salesman in a tight-fitting
herri ngbone suit |ounged agai nst a Ford Explorer, picking his teeth. He ignored us.

| held the small steel ring with a paper tag on which Rob had neatly printed this address.
The ring held three keys, two of the conmmon brass variety that would fit any nunber of doors, and
one steel, new, square, and shiny.

W pushed open the gl ass door and entered the | obby. Fluorescent |ights came on and nade us
junp, but it was just a building tiner. The makeshift security desk was deserted and dusty. W

| ooked at the list of tenants in a glass case on the wall, colums of white-plastic letters
agai nst ribbed black velvet. None of the nanes suggested Rob
"Maybe he noved out," | said.

"He woul d have thrown away the keys," Lissa said. "He hated old keys."

| threw away ol d keys, too. The first floor was occupied by an investnent firm the third
floor by a law firm That left the second.

Al'l but one of the twelve doors on the second floor were closed and | ocked. Mdst sported
engraved Form ca plates slipped into cheap al um num nounts. Beyond the open door, a |one
receptionist sat at a cheap desk, talking on the phone. "All right, Mdther. I'lIl work it out. Let
me see," | heard her say. "That would be four hundred and twenty six oranges. Right? |'msorry.
Five hundred and two." She did not |ook up as we wal ked past.

After first checking to make sure the corridor was enpty, we tried the brass keys on each of
the three doors that had no name pl ates.

No go. W paused. Lissa wanted to use the water fountain at the end of the hall, but I
suggested that could be a bad idea.
"How woul d they know about this place?" she asked. | shook ny head.
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"I't's hot," she conplained, but did not drink

| scanned the name plates, trying to get in touch with ny brother's sense of hunor, his
quirkiness. It took me two strolls up and down the hall, and a glance fromthe receptionist as |
passed for the third tinme, before | stopped in front of a door with a plaque engraved Richard
Escher | ndustries.

Escher, Richard. Escherichia coli, E coli, had been discovered by a German naned Escherich
The second brass key worked, and the door opened. The office was dark. The door bunped
hal fway through its swi ng agai nst somethi ng heavy. | made out shadowy piles of boxes. A nusty
snell, sonething old and spoiled, drifted out with the cool air; not big, not a body, | thought,

but mldew or nold. Od nagazi nes or books.
| was suddenly very reluctant to go in.
Li ssa sneezed. "How did you know it was this one?" she asked as she took a Kl eenex from her

pur se.
| expl ai ned. "Much too obvious," | concluded under my breath.
" Cbvi ous to whonP"
Soneone spoke at the end of the hall. W both |eaped into the office. | closed the door and
funbled for the light switch. Fluorescents flickered to stark white brilliance over the snal

| obby and down the hall

Lissa let out her breath and | aughed. "We're acting |ike burglars,

"Not as long as the rent's paid up," | said.

"It's been a nonth and a half," Lissa said.

W were just talking to break the quiet. What we saw did not make nmuch sense. Cardboard file
boxes lined the wall behind the door. Two had toppled froma corner stack. W stepped over a slide
of old issues of Friday, Colliers, Tine, and Life nagazines.

| slid open a bal ky closet door and found heaps of newspapers, a box full of clippings,
anot her box packed with offprints from Wb sites.

"What was he doi ng?" Lissa asked.

"Research,"” | guessed. | picked up a nagazi ne. Two pages had had cli ppings renoved. Nearly
all the nmmgazines in the stacks were fromthe late 1940s and early '50s. A few dated back to the
' 30s.

The carpet -- what we coul d see beneath the boxes -- was worn and gray.

"What is that snell?" Lissa asked, and tried to hold in another sneeze. It backed up on her
and she snorked delicately into the Kl eenex.

"Ad d newspapers,"” | guessed.

"Snells |ike stale beer."

We | ooked into the second room a small office space about ten feet on each side, and found a
fol ding cot covered by a single wool blanket. Around the cot, books and newspapers filled cheap
pi ne- and- ci nder - bl ock shel ves, overfl owed boxes, or tunbled out of another small closet. The books
wer e paperbacks, nostly, narratives and histories of Wrld Wars | and 11, the Russian Revol ution.

I recognized a few Rob and | had read as ki ds.

| spotted three hardcover books by Rudy Banning and pulled themcarefully fromthe niddle of
a stack. Between Two Devils, a history of the Hitler/Stalin alliance, was |abel ed NY TI MES BEST-
SELLER FOR FI VE WEEKS. |t had been published in 1985. The second, W Knew Not hi ng, conpared German
civilian conplicity in the Holocaust with Russian civilian conplicity in the expul sion of Jews to
Siberia in the 1950s. Published in 1992, it was not |abeled as a best-seller. Each of these was
heavily underlined and annotated, with | avender, yellow, and pink highlighting spread across many
pages.

The third, slender and outsized -- Blondi, Dog of Destiny -- had been published in 1997 by
the White Truth Press in Gai, California. On the title page, in bold fountain-pen strokes, it was
signed, "To Rob and any future children -- a |legacy of fact, sworn to by Rudol ph B."

| passed Blondi to Lissa, who studied the sinple illustrations with a winkled brow "Htler
had a dog?" she asked. "I guess so."

| placed the valise, never out of nmy sight, on the floor and piled Banning's two ot her books
on top, then dug through the closet. A snall safe, bolted to the floor, stood open beside
accunul ati ons of the San Jose Mercury News.

My brother had never been a pack rat. He had always traveled light, just [ike nme. This
clutter was totally unlike himand pointed to either a hasty and unfinished project or a true
change in personality.

| stooped and | ooked into the safe. Enpty.

Through the thin walls, | heard the nmechanical chuckle of a small conpressor turning on -- a
refrigerator, | guessed. The sound canme fromthe third room at the end of the hall

she whi sper ed.

file:/lIC|/13278%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E-books/Greg%20Bear%20-%20Vitals.txt (65 of 136) [1/17/2005 6:58:21 PM]



file:///C|/3278%20Sci-Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ Greg%20B ear%20-%20V ital s.txt

That room was the |argest, about twenty feet |long and twelve wide. A small conference table
in the center supported at one end a small, cubic white refrigerator. A medical-quality nicroscope
occupi ed a cleared space at the opposite end. Bottles of chem cals and boxes of |ab supplies
shared the mddle with a | oaf of bread and sone cheese, a wilted head of |ettuce, an open jar of
dried yell ow mayonnai se, and a package of Oscar Myer |unch neat. The cheese, bread, and |unch
meat had | ong since been covered by a |ush growth of nold.

A pan perched on a small cook stove on the floor held a cracked sheen of agar

A six-foot freezer chest thrust out into the roomfromthe right wall. Wite, spotless but
for a thin layer of dust, and conspi cuously padl ocked, the freezer hummed efficiently to itself. |
gl anced quickly at two big maps pinned on a cork board above: Russia and North Anerica.

"Bachel or apartnent,"” Lissa said blandly. She opened the refrigerator and took out a petri
di sh. "Mosquitoes," she said, holding it up. She picked out others. "Flower petals, | think. Mre
lettuce. Apple slices. Lots of mold." She held up a rack of test tubes filled with mlky fluid.

"Bacterial sanples,"” | said.

She paused, lifted a small plastic tray of six nore dishes, and said, "Meat. | think." She
replaced the tray and carefully wi ped her fingers on her dress.

| stood before the freezer chest and | ooked nore closely at the two maps. Red and bl ue

pushpi ns marked | ocations on both. | |leaned forward. In Siberia, a red pushpin had been stabbed
into the northern end of Lake Baikal. Red pins also narked parts of Southern California, Uah --
the Geat Salt Lake -- and Yell owstone. Three blue pins punched a line off the coasts of O egon

and Washington. A red pin al nost obscured the southern end of San Franci sco Bay. That could be the
salt lagoons Lissa had told nme about. A blue pin rose out of New York City. The other pins could
mar k bacterial concentrations of interest -- but New York City?
| rested ny hand on the freezer, |ooked down, and tugged at the padlock on the steel latch
"Shoul d we?" Lissa asked.

"Of course," | said. If anyone had a right, | thought, it was |I. Lissa stood behind ne,
curious despite herself. | used the shiny steel key. The padl ock snicked and fell open. | lifted
the lid. A small cloud of vapor rose fromthe interior and quickly settled.

Li ssa gave a shrill yelp and retreated.

| have seen dead hunan bodi es before, in nedical supply houses, on dissecting tables. | know
what they look Iike. But | never get over the shock of seeing another. For ne, a dead body means
defeat. | bent over to |l ook nore closely. | had no doubt there was a reason for this particul ar
body to be there, in ny brother's rented office, frozen, still wearing black socks and a tucked-up

T-shirt and blue bikini briefs. There was also certain to be an explanation for why it had been
aut opsi ed. The top of the head had been sliced through and the skullcap renoved, |eaving nost of
the brain and peel ed-back scalp to rest on a square of thick bl ack-plastic sheeting. The torso had
been opened in a single neat slice front to back, fromthe upper abdonen to the kidneys.

But this was no supply-house cadaver. Its flesh was pale blue and nottled green. | doubted
that I would find lividity, blood pooled in the lower tissues, if | turned it over. It had
probably been frozen after being dead | ess than a few hours.

I closed the lid and stepped back, bunping against the crowded central table. Took a deep
breath to keep ny stonach steady.

"We have to | eave," Lissa insisted.

"Stand by the door and listen," | said, swallow ng hard.
"I want to |eave."
"Wait for me in the car, then," | said. "Keep an eye out."

"You can't touch anything!" she said in a nmuffled cry, knotting her fingers. "W should call
the police now-"

"Quiet, please!" | said between gritted teeth. | pulled up a chair to sit and think. | stared
at the freezer, heard Lissa narch away on the old gray carpeting in the hall.

Her footsteps returned.

"Did Rob do it?" she asked

| shook ny head, no way of knowi ng.

"I'f so, why?"

"Pl ease, let me think."

Li ssa pulled out a second chair and sat.

"Fingerprints," | warned. She took a fresh Kl eenex from her purse and w ped where she had
touched the chair.
"It's a lab, obviously," | said. "Maybe the body is soneone who tried to hurt him Kill him"

"Way cut it up?" Then, in a snmall but steady voice, Lissa added, "You should try thinking
i ke your brother."
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| straightened and wal ked around the room Sonethi ng nagged, some awareness fogged by nore

i medi ate shocks and events. | |ooked through the clutter of slides, trays, plastic bags, dishes,
bottles of chemicals, and found a box of disposable synthetic lab gloves. Rob and | were allergic
to latex. | pulled a pair fromthe box and slipped them over ny hands.

Li ssa handed ne anot her Kleenex and | wi ped the freezer handle. "Take those with us," | said.
She stuffed theminto the purse.

"Do you think someone's searched here already?" she asked. "It |ooks that way."

"Shh," | said, hoping to kindle that elusive spark of nenory. | tried to |ook at the room
through other eyes than ny own, simlar eyes, windows to a simlar brain. | opened the snal
refrigerator. Thirty or so petri dishes had been stacked on the upper shelves. | slipped the cover
of f one dish and sniffed the pinkish, puddinglike contents.

"Yogurt," | said. Behind the dishes, in the back of the refrigerator, stood a snall,

apparently unopened cup of pifa col ada Yoplait, one of nmy favorites.

One of Rob's favorites.

W | ooked at each ot her

"He was trying to | earn how they doped his food," | said. "He was culturing sanples from
things he might have eaten, or things he knew had been tanpered with."

| closed the refrigerator and | ooked around with a slow pirouette, as if to catch a shadow
of f guard. My head hurt with the effort of trying to remenber.

A file box about two feet |ong had been tucked in the corner beside the freezer. | pried up
the Iid with one finger. Inside were stuffed a pair of gray slacks, a soft knit shirt, pointy-toed
bl ack Italian shoes, a bl ack-leather belt, and on top of them an eels king wallet, sonme keys, and
a pair of wire-rimsunglasses with snall oval |enses.

| picked up the glasses. It all clicked. | opened the freezer and shoved ny face and hands
down into the cold m st

"Don't!" Lissa said, her voice high. "You'll drop a hair or sonething." She nust read
mysteries, | thought. Could forensic specialists detect the difference between the hair from one
twin and the hair fromanother? I strongly doubted it. Cenetically, | was ny brother.

| stared at the face, locked in a corpse's gaze, its frosted eyes indolent. The scalp, like a
| oose toupee, was covered with thick black hair.

"I've seen this guy before," | said. | |owered the sungl asses over the face, working one

tenpl e piece past a stiff fold of scalp and hair. Wth the top of his head renoved, it should have
been difficult to recognize him but | focused on the sharp nose, the |lean features, the gl asses.
Bi ngo.

A gl ance and poke in the ribs between two fit, wiry men standing at a bus stop in Berkel ey.
Not far fromthe narket on C arenont Avenue, before the incident of the little man with the spray
bottl e.

The corpse in the freezer was one of those two nen, alive nore than a nonth after Rob's
murder in New York

"Rob couldn't have done this," | said, and dropped the lid. "Sonebody else is involved."
"Banni ng?" Lissa asked.
| couldn't see Banning performng any kind of crude autopsy. "I don't think so. He's a book

not a knife."

It was very, very inportant that we get the hell out of the room the building. Wth ny
gl oves still on, | opened the door and | ooked up and down the hall. Enpty. W stepped out and
cl osed and | ocked t he door behind us.

We had to wal k by the receptionist to reach the stairs. As we passed, she | ooked up and
called out, "Are you from M. Escher's office? | have sonmething for you."

Nunbers. She had been readi ng numbers to her nother.

"Shit!" | grunted. | grabbed Lissa's hand and pull ed her down the hall.

The receptioni st popped from her doorway |ike a cuckoo out of a clock. She carried a big
cardboard box. "Wait!" she shouted. "Sonmeone |left this!"

| pushed Lissa into the stairwell. She screaned and half junped, half stunbled down the first
flight, fetching up hard agai nst the cinder-block wall.

| was nostly shielded by the corner when the expl osion threw a ragged hanmer of flane and

debris down the hall. Nails, bolts, jagged splinters of glass and scraps of netal ripped the backs
of my shoes and my shirt and shot gunned through the | arge wi ndow. The shock wave ki cked ne down
the steps and | rolled beside Lissa. Snoke filled the stairwell, black and harsh |ike burning

rubber. The valise dug into ny diaphragm | could hardly nove, could not breathe.
An alarmwent off and the sprinkler system opened up.
Li ssa dragged me down the next flight of stairs. She was strong. At the bottom | recovered
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enough to grab a rail and get to nmy feet. | lurched after her into the twlight.

The sidewal k and street were covered with glass and shrapnel. W | ooked up to see flanmes and
st eam bl ow out of the second floor in hot, eager rhythm I|ike the breath of a panting dragon

The skinny salesman in the tight herringbone suit |eaned against Lissa's car as if he had
been waiting patiently the entire time. "You all right?" he asked. He tossed a well-used toothpick
onto the lawmn and pulled a pistol fromhis coat pocket, as casually as if it were a sales
contract. Pointed the gun at ne, not Lissa, and dressed his weasel face in a cool snile. A blob of
spittle glinted on his chin. W backed away. "Goddamm it, just stay right here," he said, facing
me. "You're meking ne | ose sone sales.”

I flinched at the crack of a gun. That's it. | clutched ny stomach. Nothing. No bl ood, no
pain. | looked up fromny belt just in tine to see the nan drop back a couple of steps, as if
punched. A snall black hole opened in his suit.

He still had enough blood in his brain to try to aim but when he realized what had happened,

the gun was the last thing he cared about. Hs | egs gave way and he hit the ground with a grunt.
He lay there kicking and maki ng rough huski ng sounds.

"Oh, Jesus, oh, Mdther" he said.

Hi s face went enpty but his foot kept twi tching.

| had never seen a man di e before.

Li ssa was putting her pistol away in her purse when | spun around to | ook at her. Her face
was white as a full noon in the Ilight fromthe car deal ership. Her blond hair and shoul ders
refl ected orange fromthe puffing flames in the w ndow above.

"Fucki ng amateur,” she said. "Let's get out of here."” She |ooked furious, and she scared the
| ast dregs of hell right out of ne.

"They have turned gerns into conrades and allies. They speak to them and through them They
have opened a tel ephone line into the human psyche. This is power beyond inagination."

--"Secret Report of Central Investigation Conmittee to Lavrenti Beria," 1937 (fromthe
Gol okhov papers, released by the Irkutsk University Conmittee for Openness and Hi storica
Accuracy, August 16, 2001)

JUNE 6
EL CAJON CALI FORNI A

I was a ness when Rob Cousins called

The cof fee machi ne had burned through a gasket and spouted hot water fromall its joints. The
house was a national park for dust bunnies. Qur old white cat had skipped out to play pinochle
with the coyotes and the coyotes had won. He had preferred Jani e anyway.

About the only joy in ny life was going to used bookstores, and nost of ny favorites had
cl osed down to sell on-line. Janie haunted the kitchen so | rarely cooked. The [ awn was so high |
didn't dare push a nower through it. | spent nornings in such a goddammed funk | could hardly get
out of bed.

Eveni ngs were the best. At dusk, the sumrer heat dropped to a dull furnace glow and a sea
breeze glided in through the canyons |ike angel's breath. The swanp cool er shut off at seven-
thirty or eight and the house becane quiet. CQutside, the stars rose over the black hills and the
crickets started their thermoneter chirrups.

I was sixty-three years old. My book on guerrilla submarine operations in the Philippines was
an inch deep and dead in the water. After all ny research, | still couldn't find the story. | was
tired of witing about brave young nen fighting a good war sixty years ago. Witing seened to be
through with ne.

| couldn't see any future, and that nade the past useless.

| sat in nmy overstaffed chair with the cat-frayed |eather arms and sipped a martini. | don't
like gin, but Janie did. After the martini, | planned to have a beer, then, an hour later, a
Scotch. I'mnot suicidal, so | always stopped at three. Three drinks sufficed to make ne feel sad

rather than frantic.

The wi ndows were shiny black and the shaded | anp by the chair cast a warm gl ow over
everything. By nine o' clock, grief was starting to feel alnopst confortable.

My daughter lived in Mnneapolis. Al ways a chanel eon, she had acquired the distinctive M nne-
sooa-t ah Norwegi an- Chi ppewa accent after six years and seldomcalled. My son in Baltinore couldn't
even be at his noms funeral. He had clained to be sick with seafood poi soning. Maybe he was.
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Janie and | had just sent off the kids' unclaimed stuff to Goodwi Il and started thinking

about our second honeynoon when the stroke felled her. The hell with relationships. | would never
again fall in love, never again trust a wonan not to get up and wal k into another room and die on
me.

I would haunt the dark like the lone white barn ow | saw at night in the backyard,
scissoring mce in the tall grass.

There is nothing sadder than a rugged son of a bitch mnus his life partner

The phone rang. Jani e had bought one of the cordless kind but | kept an old Bakelite Ma Bel

special by nmy chair. It had once been used by Adnmiral Hal sey. | answered and a young nman's voice
said, "ls this Ben Bridger? The author of Uncommon G aves?"

"It is," | said, and pushed ny chair forward so | could lower nmy voice to a dignified
baritone. "Wo's this?"

"My nane is Rob Cousins. |I'ma biologist."

"That's nice," | said.

"I read your books when | was a kid. The old Ballantine and Bantam paperbacks. | think |I my
still have a few somewhere. They were great."

"Thank you," | said. "Wat can | do for you?"

"You wote a book with Beria' s aide, the one who escaped getting shot, right?"

"Yeah." Waltzing with the Beast, Houghton Mfflin, 1982. Four printings in hardback and a
coupl e of paperback editions.

"Do you know a witer naned Rudy Banni ng?"

"Used to outsell me four to one."

"And now?"

"Can't get published to save his |life. He's a crank."

"Total ly unreliable?"

"I guess he pulls up sone papers at the National Archives now and then."

"What do you think happened to hin®"

"Not rmny business, Mster..."

"Cousins. I"'min El Cajon now. On Broadway, | think. If it's not too late, I'd like to bring
sorme dinner and talk with you."

Little warning bells. "It is late," | said. "How do you know | haven't had di nner?"

"I don't. | haven't eaten since breakfast, though. |I could bring dessert."

" Cheesecake?"

"Sure."

"What do you want to know, M. Cousins?"

"I have to confirmsone things Rudy Banning told ne. They could be inportant... to ne. Also,

to a historian like you."

If he was one of Banning's little goose-stepping admrers, if he came over with a Luger or a
Mauser, | could tick himoff with the lyric about Hitler's lone testicle, and he'd freak and bl ow
ny brains out. That wouldn't be a bad way to go. Qick, with nmy name in the paper. The Laphraoig
was getting | ow, anyway.

"l actually haven't had dinner," | said.
"I"mnear a Vietnanese takeout. What can | get for you?"
"Some of those things like egg rolls,” | said. "Pho, with tendon and sausage and cooked beef.

Lots of basil and jal apeno slices. Forget the bean sprouts."”

| gave himdirections to the house.

Qutside, | heard the big barn oW hunting in the tall grass, w ngs whispering like little
gei shas.

Cousins arrived about an hour |ater and we ate on the back porch, with the yellow bug lights
on. He was a slightly built fellow, not quite thirty, handsonme, nousy brown hair thinning at the
tenples, but it |ooked good on him Pale, a little sickly, his forehead danp, but no goose
stepper. Eyes intense and dark green, the left eyelid angled down a little, speech quick, hands
with long fingers |ike a piano player's.

"What do you know about Lydia Ti mashuk?" he asked after | had finished ny Sara Lee
cheesecake.

"Ti mashuk," | said. "Caught Stalin's ear in the thirties. Said all the best scientists and
doctors in the Soviet Union should work together to make Conrade Stalin live longer. Stalin |iked
that, but Ti mashuk was a fraud. She inforned on the Jewi sh doctors in 1952. Mst of them were
shot . "

Cousi ns nodded and smiled. | had the feeling | had passed the first test. "She was a fraud.
But have you ever heard of a researcher nanmed Gol okhov? Maxi m Gol okhov?"
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"Maxi m Gor ky, yes. Gol okhov, no."

"How about a project called Silk? Started before the war."

| knew which war he nmeant. "No... Unless it was one of the projects to make artificial silk.
For parachutes and stuff."

"Anything involving Stalin, research on mnd control, Lake Baikal, and Irkutsk University?
Starting in the 1920s?"

"Nope. But that's hardly authoritative. They're still uncovering tons of paper every nonth
over there, files on this or that. Not as organi zed as Nazi files, but every bit as dami ng.
Stalin was sone piece of work."

"What can you tell me about Rudy Banni ng?"

"He was the best."

Cousins sniled. "That's what he says.”

"You're working with hinf"

"I don't know what the relationship is, exactly."

Cousi ns seened nervous but stable. The crickets had fallen silent. The house tinbers creaked
as they shrank. | thought | heard footsteps in the kitchen. | often hear footsteps in the kitchen
at that tinme of night.

It was good to have sonebody to talk to

"Rudy' s books were pretty good once,"” | said. "He had a knack for sniffing out rare
docunents. But sonething happens after you dig into the thousandth official archive of intolerable
brutality. Spiritual evil, as they say. But it's not denons, it's flesh-and-bl ood people doing the

uni magi nabl e, then recording it like you and | bal ance our checkbooks. You cone to nistrust
everyone, and finally the paranoia kicks in. It can always happen again, you know. Ordinary people
are out there waiting for the orgy to start. They lick their lips, waiting for the hate to flow
You study the twentieth century |ong enough, you want to pack a gun."”

| stretched out ny arms and flicked off a nosquito. The nei ghbors had a stagnant koi pond
about three hundred yards down the road, and old fol ks have thin skin. "Anyway," | said, reaching
my point, "Banning is possessed by the specter of Adolf Hitler. Figuratively speaking."

"I think he'd agree with you," Cousins said. He had brought in a blue backpack stuffed full
He reached into it.

| looked at the backpack with vague | onging, but | already knew he wasn't the type to put an
end to ny troubles. He renoved not a Luger but a picture book, Blondi, Dog of Destiny. | had seen
it before -- in the bargain bin of Wahrenbrock's in San D ego, marked down to twenty-five cents.

"This is what Silk did to Banning," Cousins said. "He doesn't know how crazy he actually is.
Neither do I."

I read the publisher's address. "White Truth Press, Qai, California. UFO and woul d- be-
Aryans. Pitiful."

"But what |I'mafter is serious," Cousins said. "Banning found sonme files in the Nationa
Archives in the 1990s, and when he read about ny research in a magazi ne, he got in touch with ne.
His material was interesting, so | went to see him Ever since, a lot of peculiar stuff has been

happeni ng. "

| stared at himfor a few seconds, |ong enough to nake hi mfeel unconfortable.

"Look," | said. "lI've read The Odessa File. | wish | had witten it, this house woul d be a
lot nicer." And naybe | could have gotten better nedical care for Janie. "But |I'mnot nuch for
Nazi conspiracies. | don't believe in trivializing real horror w th skinhead fantasies."

Cousi ns | ooked di smayed, but he was resilient. He said, "It's not Nazis and it's not just

Conmuni sts. It's biologists, some of the smartest people in the world. Pioneers, in their way. And
it's really inportant to me, M. Bridger."

"Ben," | said.

"I need confirmation. That's all I'masking. Alittle help fromsonmeone who taught ne history
when | was a kid."

He was so sincere, and his voice so level. | didn't want to be in the house al one. The
kitchen was definitely haunted. Maybe | was the crazy one here. Besides, Cousins rem nded ne of ny
son. | really missed ny son.

"Ckay," | said with a sigh. "W got half an hour, then it's ny bedtine.”

Cousins told ne he was doing research on |ife extension -- indefinite life span. He had
publ i shed a few papers and had contracts with two pharnmaceutical conpanies to devel op drugs that
repl eni shed skin collagen. It sounded legitimte. Biology is sexy, | hear

Then Rudy Banning cane into his life. Banning sent Cousins a letter asking if he had heard
about research conducted in the Soviet Union in the 1930s.
"I wrote Banning and asked hi mwhat he knew. He said that scientists in Russia had stunbled
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onto a kind of human imortality, using substances extracted fromprimtive organi sns.
Coincidental ly, they discovered sone very effective nmethods of controlling human behavior. Al
this before we had nore than an inkling about DNA and genes."

That was too large to swallow all at once. | took a chunk and chewed it: "How could
imortality lead to mind control?" | asked

"Let's concentrate on mind control,"” Cousins said. "Bacteria are wonderful little factories.
They can nake al nost any substance you programthemto. And you programthem by providing them
with the appropriate genes. In the early 1930s, at Irkutsk University, a biologist naned Maxi m
Gol okhov was studyi ng huge, primitive, single-celled organisns he had found in Lake Baikal. To his
ast oni shment, he discovered that the big cells had recruited an unknown type of bacteria to help
create a prinordial inmune system Even nore amazi ng, Gol okhov di scovered that the system was

adaptive -- ingenious and flexible. The bacteria sensed the presence of invading organisnms and
made negative peptide nolds that precisely matched a target nolecule, immbilizing and killing the
i nvader. "

My eyes nust have | ooked sl eepy. Cousins's response was to talk faster and wave hi s hands.

"But when their work was finished and they cleaned up the leftovers, these sane bacteria
could al so make nmolds of the nolds, recreating a positive with the same qualities as the original
They coul d reverse-engi neer al nbst any organi c substance and encode a gene to reproduce it.
Theoretically, that was fantastic -- Nobel prize nmaterial. But Gol okhov was nore interested in
surviving in his own harsh political world -- neutralizing the forces that were targeting himand
his wife. If he wanted to make sonething useful to the human nonsters of his tine, he had to think
of a practical application for his discovery. He cane up with an astonishing schene... sonething
really dreadful. He decided he would reprogram bacteria comonly found in humans. Hi s first
problemwas to transfer the necessary genes. He used phages--"

| asked what "phages" were.

"Viruses that attack only bacteria."

"Make them sneeze?" | asked.

Cousins did not smile. This was his stuff, his nmeat and drink, and it wasn't funny. "Sone
phages ferry host genes from one bacteria to another. Gol okhov infected E. coli bacteria--"

"Like in the wells out here?" | asked.

Cousins did not enjoy being interrupted. "Ordinary gut bacteria. Yeah, sonetinmes they're a
sign of sewer pollution. Using phages, Col okhov gave his bacteria genes reverse-engi neered from
psychotropic chenicals in hallucinogenic nushroons. He sprayed the altered bacteria on vegetabl es
and served themraw to student volunteers. About a week later, the students got high. They stayed
hi gh for nmonths."

"So in the sixties he noved to California and turned into Tinmothy Leary," | said.
This time Cousins gave nme a weak and tol erant smrk, about what ny crack deserved. In fact,
so far, he had ny attention. "Before we go any further, I'd like to see what kind of docunents you

have. No sense wasting our tine if Banning's put together a farrago."

"I beg your pardon?" Cousins said.

"Just show nme your stuff."

He pulled out three fat envel opes. Wth all the deliberation of a young stripper feeling the
shys, he spread their contents on the wought-iron patio table beside a citronella candle.

The bug lights gave everything a jaundi ced gl ow

| read a fair amount of Russian. It took me about ten nminutes to cone w de-awake. The
imprimaturs and typewiter fonts, the stanps and signatures (I saw "Beria" about thirty tines in
as many pages), all |ooked very, very correct. | had never known Banning to fake documents nor bad
anybody el se, to nmy know edge. It was the conclusions he had been drawi ng since the early 1990s
that sank his career, not the validity of his sources.

"Where did he say he got these?" | asked.

"Actually, we've both been digging in old archives," Cousins said. "I went to Irkutsk [|ast
year."

"So... it isn't just Banning, it's you, too?"

He nodded nervously.

"Alot of stuff fromlrkutsk University,"” | said.

"They're opening old files," Cousins said. "d asnost still lives."

"All right. | see the nanes Col okhov and Beria on a whole bunch of documents having to do
with a secret research project. Wat's the context?"

"Col okhov started off as an idealist, |ike so many of us. But he and his fiancée were Jewi sh.

There was trouble, we don't know what kind exactly. They were going to be arrested and deported
even farther east. In 1937, ol okhov approached Beria, the future head of the NKVD, the Soviet
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secret police, and told himwhat he had |earned. Beria sawit as his ticket to bigger things."
Cousins pulled out a copy of a letter requesting that neeting. "Beria handed the matter up to
Stalin a week | ater. Gol okhov nade his pitch and showed Stalin sone novies. Conrade Stalin
financed Silk right then and there, and Beria gave it a cover story, hiding it behind a programto
di scover--"

"How to synthesize silk."

"Yeah. The operation had two conponents. First, Golokhov had to alter gut bacteria to accept
genes from his phages. He gave them the equival ent of standard electrical outlets that new genes

could plug into. Then, he had to nmake sure everyone -- and | do nmean everyone -- had the new
bacteria in their bodies. Silk began with Col okhov releasing altered E. coli into the genera
popul ati on. There are lots of ways to do that -- spraying fruits and vegetables, in the air,
door knobs, noney, clothing... handshakes. Bird droppings. Even animal feed. No doubt he had the

assi stance of agents who thought they were engaging in sone sort of Comruni st subversion. Sone
m ght have even guessed at germwarfare."

"When was that ?"

"The first phase started in 1935. Gol okhov began experinental operations first in Russia,
then in Germany, Japan, and China. He wanted to create a firmfoundation for later plans. Sone
popul ati ons took up the new coliforns qui cker than others, especially where sanitation was spotty.
The altered coliforms had spread across Russia by 1939, | woul d guess, and worl dwi de by the end of
the Second World War."

"We're born with them now?"

"No, but we acquire thema short time later fromour parents, animals, the environnent,"
Cousi ns said. "You have to understand -- Gol okhov chose hardy strains likely to dom nate. Now,
they're all over the Earth. Every one of us carries bacteria that can be programred from outside
Progranmed to nake chemi cals that change how we think."

"Like a bonb in two parts,” | said. "W carry one half, they carry the other."

"Exactly," Cousins said.

"Why stay in Irkutsk? Wiy not just nove straight to Moscow?"

"It was isolated. It was his home. And besides, Irkutsk was on the main rail line to
Si beria," Cousins said. "Beria supplied the lab with trainloads of political prisoners. Gol okhov
pi cked out those who were nentally ill, took sanples of blood and |ynph, stomach fluids, chyne,

and so on. After they were shot, he ground up their brains. Using all his sanples, he isolated
pepti des and enzynes and ot her fractions he suspected could alter hunman behavior, and fed themto
his reverse engi neering bacteria. The bacteria were then progranmed to induce a variety of
psychotic states."

By eleven-thirty, after |I had ventured into the kitchen twice to make coffee and didn't even
thi nk about Janie, we had worked our way up to Lydia Timashuk and the Doctors' Plot of 1952,

followed by the "expatriation” of two nmillion Jews to Siberia, then the death -- sone called it
murder -- of old Joe Stalin. | was nore than hooked, and we hadn't reached the end of 1953.

It was the biggest thing | had ever encountered in all ny days of doing history. The
docunent ati on was exquisite -- copy after copy of state papers, nmenos, letters. There nust have

been quite a henorrhage fromthe old University of Irkutsk.

And it was pure nightmare

"No wonder Banni ng went cuckoo," | said. "Makes ne sick just thinking about it."

"It gets worse," Cousins said. "By the late 1930s, Gol okhov had established centers in
Moscow, Paris, and London. He even managed to get around Lysenko's destruction of genetics in
Russi a. Beria probably protected him and | guess he knew where to be successful, and where to
just shut up. By 1950, it's possible he was conducting secret research in the United States. There
are five towns across the continental U S. where he may have set up operations. |'ve been to one
of them in the hills east of Livernore.

"I'n 1953, Rudy thinks Gol okhov opened a | aboratory in Manhattan, under the guise of an
i nternational organization trying to create vaccines for polio, nmalaria, and dengue fever."

I'"d had dengue -- we called it break bone fever -- in Laos in 1970. | had nearly died and
couldn't remenber nost of those weeks. "False front?"

Cousi ns nodded. "They were creating Manhattan Candi dates, all over the U S."

"Jesus," | said. | felt goose bunps go up nmy arns. "And because we all have the altered
germs... we're all potential Manhattan Candi dat es?"

Cousi ns nodded. "My guess is that in the thirties and forties, only about a third the people
in the world could be reliably programmed by Silk. Their operations were pretty fragmented. Thank
God for that. Owell mght never have finished 1984."

I let out a whoosh of breath. "Wy just a third?" | asked.

file:/lIC|/13278%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E-books/Greg%20Bear%20-%20Vitals.txt (72 of 136) [1/17/2005 6:58:21 PM]



file:///C|/3278%20Sci-Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ Greg%20B ear%20-%20V ital s.txt

"Because we're all custombuilt. W don't use our hornones, enzynes, peptides,
neurotransmtters, all the necessary chemicals in our bodies and brains, quite the sane way. That
puts a roadblock in the path of creating new operatives. But |'msure they've refined their
techni ques. My guess is they now have 80 or 90, possibly even 100 percent success, especially if
they choose their people carefully. And of course it all depends on the dose you can deliver. \Wen
you start an operation, you send three or four handpi cked people, with the necessary suppli es,
into the target area. They |lay down sone phages in nearby supernmarkets, or deliver themright to
the hone, and wait a couple of days. How often do sal esmen cone knocki ng? Seventh Day Adventists?"

"Not very often, where |I live," | said. But | took his point.

"How safe are the fresh vegetabl es in supernarkets?" he asked.

I cocked ny head. "You could run this sort of thing on a shoestring. Free |abor, free

resources, skimoff the top. Jee... zusss. \Wat about the Internet?"
"I think you see the problem" Cousins said.
At twelve-thirty, | asked Cousins to stay over and we'd continue later in the norning. He

nervously decl i ned.
"I don't want to put you in any danger," he said. "I'ma Jonah, you know "
He piled together the papers, stuck themin their envelopes, and slid the envel opes into the

bl ue backpack. "I have a place to stay. |I'll be safe," he said. "I'lIl call you tonorrow Please
don't think I'm being paranoid."

"Ch, no," | said. "Paranoi d" was not the word.

"But | would Iike your opinion." He was |like a junpy doe with a newborn fawn. "Is this stuff
legit? Banning isn't crazy?”

"I't looks pronising," | said.

"I'"'mgoing to Manhattan soon to visit an old building," Cousins said. "It may have been
Gol okhov's main lab in the fifties. I'm1looking for proof -- and for sanples to test. Wuld you
like to cone al ong?"

That shook me. | had learned to prefer a desktop to the field. | said |1'd give it sone
t hought .

"There's one nore thing," he said. "You have a VCR?"

"Yeah. Janie -- ny wife -- |oved novies."

"Seeing is believing, right?" He reached into the backpack and handed nme a vi deocassette.
"From Russia," he said. "FromIrkutsk. W can talk about it tonorrow "

After Cousins left, | ignored ny fatigue and plugged the tape into our VCR The tape junped a
lot. |I doubted very much that it was the original. Russians use the SECAM vi deo system W use
NTSC.

Wth ny rusty grasp of Russian, | translated the white Cyrillic letters flashing over the
screen.

University of Irkutsk

New Student Inquiry for Truth and Justice

Ant hol ogy Nunber 5,

Secret Indoctrination Canp Filns, 1935-1950.

It was one in the norning, and as the grainy old filns played, the living roomfilled with
ghost s.

A woman in a long black dress stood smiling on the prow of a yacht, nist shrouding the |ake
behi nd her. Ms. ol okhova? She gave the photographer a sonmber little wave, then turned |eft,
squinting into the sun

Next canme a wedding in an industrial-Iooking shed surrounded by hundreds of nmen in uniform
M. ol okhov (I presuned) and his new bride stood under crossed rifles with nounted bayonets and
were toasted by a snmall, dapper nman drinking chanpagne froma | ab beaker. Quick shot of Joe
Stalin, his snile frozen, turning this way, then that, as if looking for escape fromthe jolly
crowds.

The flesh on nmy neck started to craw .

A |l ean, handsonme man with aristocratic features, a short sharp nose, and thin but very bl ack
hair, stood over a bathtub and smled awkwardly into the lens. Swift cut to an enmci ated, naked
little man wal king in circles around a small cell, then junping up and down, genitals fl opping,
shaki ng out his hands and smiling broadly. The aristocratic man watched and directed the naked
man, taking notes in a little black book with that serious and awkward expressi on people wore in
the 1930s when they knew they were being put on film

The filmhad not been well preserved. There were scratches and bl otches, and in the hiss of
the vacant sound track could easily be heard the achi ng whi spers of the dead.

| watched Ms. Col okhova and her husband relaxing at play, or hard at work, studying the
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details of architectural draw ngs, preparing their enpire in the deadly and unlikely world of
prewar Soviet Russia. Then, there were no nore scenes of Ms. CGol okhova. Just Maxi m | ooking ol der
and nore serious. Supervising workmen on a brick bl ockhouse, standing by a steam ng hot spring,
surveying pools filled with mlky-looking fluid stirred with |ong paddl es held by holl ow eyed
wonen in nondescript uniforns. Gol okhov's clothes changed little with the years, but his eyes
becanme nore vague, his features nore drawn.

Long lines of haggard prisoners in shabby street clothes, sone carrying tattered bags filled
with their worldly goods, stood in a train yard, being exam ned by dour guards in cinematic quick
tinme.

Sudden cut to nounds of heads in big tin basins outside a wooden | ab building, jaws sl ack
tongues protruding, hair matted with blood, waiting to be processed.

That was not the worst of it.

The next title card read,

CITY OF DOG MOTHERS

1938- 1939

| could not turn away. | watched dozens of whistling nen, marching about, |ips puckered and
cheeks puffing in cheerful, silent tunes. Their nethodic executioners wal ked down the streets like
mari onettes, clutching pistols at the end of stiff, straight arns. The arns jerked up with each
nmet hodi cal shot.

| wat ched starving wonen cl asping fat, squirmng puppies to their shrivel ed bosons, smiling
for the photographer.

The | ast few seconds of film showed Lavrenti Beria strutting up and down the cobbl ed streets.
He waved at the lifel ess buildings, grinned proudly at the canera, nudged a wonman's headl ess
corpse with his boot, then lifted a hand in a victorious thunbs-up.

Happy, happy man.

As | shut off the tape, | wondered about the photographers. How | ong had these horrors stuck
intheir mnds like dirty pins and needles. | vowed | would never read a history book again.

| fell asleep on the couch wapped in Janie's |ast afghan

And woke | ess than two hours later. Rolled off the couch and made a sound | had not heard
come fromny nmouth in over sixty years, the frightened whine of a child. | could not stand being
human. My skin was too filthy to wear. | npaned as | pissed, handling nyself, thinking that these
organs of generation had given rise to children not so different fromthe shadows on the old
films. | washed ny hands and face over and over, then took a shower. The hot water did a little
trick for a few mnutes, lulling me into warm bl ankness, but when |I towel ed nyself dry, standing
on the thin, ragged bathroomrug, the sense of oppression rushed back |like a cloud shadow.

| wal ked around the house with ny privates hidden by the towel and nmy hair sticking up like a
grizzled Kewpie doll. | couldn't get the pictures out of ny head. | cursed Rob Cousins.

Then | asked nyself, what if it was all a ripe, royal fake? Assenmbled fromold files, altered
copi es of docunents, forgeries, sure, that was it, wasn't it?

Much easier to accept than a world controlled by nonsters.

Rob Cousins had pulled a fast one on old, gullible Ben Bridger, setting ne up for another
crazy Rudy Banning book, this one guaranteed to be a huge best-seller -- and all of it alie.

But | knew better.

The sun was conming up over the hills. It was going to be a bright, pretty day.

Using sone of my old nental tricks, |earned back in Vietnamand Laos, | had "phot ographed" a
coupl e of the docunments Cousins had shown nme, and | wanted advice on nanes and dates. | got on the
Internet and sent a coded inquiry to five of nmy friends. They had all served, sone in the ClA,
some, like nme, in Naval Intelligence. W were all retired and we had set up a kind of Od Boy's

Internet TomTomclub to alert each other to stuff, nostly new history books and Wb sites with
good phot os of naked I adi es.

Sone of the guys on the Tom Tomwere pretty old -- they had trained and run the rest of us --
and they had been around back in 1953.

| had responses in a couple of hours. Two drew bl anks. Two said they couldn't tell ne
anything and their nessages wink | ed away before ny eyes. Cever trick. One didn't reply.

| can never |eave a wasp nest well enough al one. What Cousins had shown ne was ugly beyond
measure, and frightening; it was also the nost inportant historical revelation of ny life.

| was just a stupid, lonely old man who wanted to be inportant again.

| dressed, poured ny fourth cup of coffee and stood in the kitchen, trying to think what
woul d be the best course to follow, when | heard trucks and cars turn up the long concrete
driveway. | opened the front door to the sun and heat, and saw three white Tahoes and two San
Di ego County Sheriff Crown Victorias. Guys in black, dressed in bulletproofs and conbat hel nets,
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poured out of the trucks with assault weapons and automatic pistols in plain view, safeties off
and fingers resting on the trigger guards.

The deputies stayed in their cars, heads bobbing, m kes pressed close to their nouths. They
seened confused.

| pushed open the screen door and the guys in black assuned the necessary positions to turn
me into hanburger. | had to adnmire the choreography, but thought it a tad ironic that just as |
had a reason to live, this was goi ng down.

| slowy stooped over and placed ny cup of coffee on the ground, then held out nmy hands with

all fingers showing. | had been busted for possession upon returning stateside in 1973. | knew the
drill.

"Good norning," | said.

"DEA, " said the |l ead guy. "W have a federal warrant to search the domicile of Benjanin
Bri dger."

"That's me. What are you |l ooking for?" | asked. "Maybe | can save you sone time."

The man gave ne the sane hard stare | had once given the Pathet Lao. He flashed papers as his
team nmoved into nmy house, doing their dance of dash, take cover, inspect, present weapons, nove
in, all very Foxtrot Tango Delta. | would have been inpressed if ny blood hadn't taken a chill.

"Anybody i nsi de?" he asked.

"Just me. Wy wife died--"

"Shut up," he said.

Agents lifted two happy beagles fromthe back of one truck. The dogs had their own little
bl ack bul | et proof vests. They lolled their tongues and whined while their boss turned the handle
on my garden spigot and filled two red plastic bows nmarked "DEA." The dogs | apped eagerly, spun
about, and went to work.

They were | ooking for cocaine, guns, narijuana. Watever. The sheriff's deputies were |ooking
for child porn. They had a warrant, too, though they were surprised and a little awed by the
presence of the feds.

Not one of them was polite.

SAN DI EGO EL CAJON

My sense of irony doesn't run very deep

| was in the Metropolitan Correctional Center in downtown San Diego for three days before all
the charges were dropped. No expl anation, and nobody apol ogi zed.

My | awyer cost nme a good half of ny savings, noney fromJanie's retirenment account that | had
not wanted to violate. The lawer, a large woman in a dark green suit, explained that she had ne
out on a wit of habeas corpus but there wasn't going to be any case. Informants had waffl ed,
sources had literally gone south, a bunch of solid | eads had turned into string cheese rather than
a rope, and they can't hang you with string cheese.

I was lucky they hadn't seized everything |I owned. The county still had ny conputer. They
could take weeks to anal yze what | had peeped at on the Wrld Wde VWeb.

| had overni ght becone a suspected drug deal er and child nol ester. My nei ghbors had probably
pi cked up the story, and the |local press, too. Nobody is careful with reputations these days,
especially the reputation of an ex-Marine, a Vietnamvet, retired on disability and probably
addl ed with Agent Orange. Who knows how many ki ds he bayonet ed?

| felt filthy and guilty wi thout having broken a single |aw

I went home and stared in nunb adnmiration at the nmess they had made. Walls had been kicked
in, holes punched in the ceiling, and old brown insulation pulled dow. Fanily photos had been
dunped in the living roomand wal ked over with dusty boots. Al ny el ectronic equipnment -- VCR
ol d Kenwood stereo, Sorry Trinitron, Akai tape deck, CD player -- was piled by the door, cases
roughly unscrewed and pul | ed back

The vi deot ape was gone.

They had even taken a backhoe, dug up ny fiberglass septic tank, and bashed it open. The
whol e property smnelled of sun-ripened shit. Yellow police tape lay in curls along the drive and
all around the house.

At | east they had | ocked the doors when they were done.

| picked up broken furniture and a shattered toilet in the front yard and piled it in the
garage to sort out |ater.

They hadn't even left me a pot to piss in

file:/lIC|/13278%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E-books/Greg%20Bear%20-%20Vitals.txt (75 of 136) [1/17/2005 6:58:21 PM]



file:///C|/3278%20Sci-Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ Greg%20B ear%20-%20V ital s.txt

Jani e had nade ne sell ny Colt and nmy shotgun and all ny knives years ago. | was grateful for
that. A: | had gotten sonme noney for themand B: | hadn't posed an i mediate threat to the guys in
arnmor and jackboots. | could have died.

I magi ne ny surprise when | found a Smith & Wesson thirty ought-six planted conspi cuously on
top of a stack of four of ny books. My own books, in hardcover, author's copies, sitting in the
m ddl e of ny small office. Sonething | would be sure to | ook for.

The rest of ny library had been dragged fromthe shelves and tossed around the room

| tried to nake sense of the pistol. It was old. Its grip was wapped in what |ooked |ike
white nedi cal tape, gone gray with use. Soneone had left it behind, just in case | mght need it.
| considered calling the sheriff's departnent, then decided that doing anything w thout a good
think was sure to be counterproductive.

| had been staring at that dammed gun for maybe five minutes when the first phone call cane.
| picked up but heard only a click, then a long and faraway silence. One of those operations,
assuned, that computer-dials a hundred folks at once but can only respond to ten or fifteen

The second call was fromJanie. A cloud seened to drift over, and the house got darker. She
asked how | was doing.

"Not too well," | said, and began to cry, hearing her voice, missing her so and feeling
utterly and devastatingly useless, enpty as a discarded dol |

Janie's words began to fill ne up.

| took a pee in the side yard and catnapped in the chair. The sea breezes canme and went, then
the stars. The canyon air was still and | heard the ow in the backyard but couldn't see it.
Finally, | pulled the slashed queen-size mattress outside, shoved it onto the stiff high grass,
flung a sheet over it, and |lay down.

The next morning, | sat on the front porch again, this time with a beer in one hand and the
tape-w apped Snmith & Wesson in the other

| was entertaining the notion of checking out of this shitty old motel called life. | could
be with Janie in the flash of a nuzzle.

I didn't think about Rob Cousins until he turned up at eight with another nan. | recognized

Banni ng from his dust-jacket photos, foppishly handsone. They cast | ong shadows as they wal ked up
the driveway.

“You all right, Ben?" Cousins asked.

Banni ng stepped over a strip of yellow police tape and waved at nme |ike a professor on
hol i day.

My first thought, when | saw them was that Cousins had abandoned me just like ny real son. |

felt the heat build. "Fuck you," | said. "You lied. You set nme up. Were were you when they busted
me?"

"I believe you' ve been tagged," Banning said with a prissy British accent. He didn't cone any
cl oser.

"Did you bring dinner?" | asked. "Or was that all a setup, so you could plant some coke?"

Cousins spoke to ne as if | were a child. "Did they find any coke?" he asked.

"Wuld | be here?" | played with the pistol, sighted along the barrel, and pointed it in
their general direction, to show them how useful | could be. "No," | said. "But not for |ack of
trying."

"What a mess," Cousins said. "You nust be really angry."

"I roll with the punches,” | said.

"We should get you out of here,” Banning said.

"Way woul d | want to go anywhere with a couple of fuck heads--"

"Who cal |l ed you?" Cousins asked, dripping reason and calm

| aimed the pistol straight at him Janie had explained a lot, how | had been set up, how
was too old to get respect. She wanted to come back and help me put ny life together, but Cousins
woul dn't | et her. Banning was probably in on it, too.

Cousi ns stood cl ose enough | could blow a hole in his chest the size of ny fist. He was
sweating like a stuck pig. "I'"'mgoing to do sonething a little odd now," he said. "I'mgoing to
read you sonme nunbers and see if you renenber them" He took out a snall strip of paper like a
grocery receipt.

"Way?" | asked. | didn't know the pull on the Snith & Wsson. It might go off with a tap.
jerked the pistol right and squeezed for practice. The gunshot sent Banning running like a rabbit.

Short, light pull, but not hair-trigger

Cousins flinched but held his ground. "Seven five two four," he read fromthe paper

"Yeah," | said. "Now spin the dial on the old conbo |ock right two turns and go to--" |
st opped babbling. H's nunber nade sense. It was perfectly reasonable. "Ckay." | |istened.
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"Repeat it back to ne."

"Seven five two four."

"Three seven eight one. Again, repeat it back to ne."
"Three seven ei ght one."

"And the last one, | pronise, two six nine eight."”
"Two siXx nine eight."
"Dear old Ben, | have sone news," Rob said. "Shall we visit Doctor Seuss?"

I cringed at a flash of green that seemed to pass right over ny head.
"How do you feel now?"

"All right," | said, and | owered the pistol

"What col or did you see?"

"Green." | sniffed the air. "Jesus," | said. "Wwo cut the cheese?" | tried to place the
stink. Bodies and rotting vegetation, |ike a day-old battleground upcountry.

Banni ng retraced his steps up the driveway on short, mincing |legs. He winkled his nose.
"They really got you," he said.

"Who?"

| felt calmbut very sad. The phone call fromJanie had been a dream | started to cry and
Cousi ns put his armaround ny shoul der. He took the gun and passed it to Banning, who dangled it
fromtwo fingers like a dead rat.

"That's better," Cousins said. "Let's pack up and get you the hell out of here. It isn't

safe. ™

"What's going on?" | asked. My nose was running and sweat beaded off ny chin and soaked ny
shirt. My stomach and bowels were in a riot. "Christ, | need a shower."

"There really isn't time," Banning said.

W picked through the nmess and stuffed a travel bag with clothes. | scooped sone pictures

into a grocery sack and filled a box with nmy favorite books. Banning took a sledge fromthe garage
and smashed the Smith & Wesson. W didn't want to be caught with a cop's drop piece, probably
stol en and unregi stered.

Then we left the house, the ghost, twenty years of nenories, ny whol e goddamed life, and
haven't been back since.

10
SAN DI EGO LOS ANGELES

"I wanted to thank you for confirmng |I'man honest man," Banning said. Cousins rode shotgun
and | sat in the backseat of Banning's beat up Plymouth with nmy boxes. The trunk was | atched with
baling wire and he thought it mght spring open.

"I didn't state anything of the kind," | said.

W slowed in the commute heading north on 5. There was some chance we'd be pulled over at the
San Onofre checkpoint, but we had to get to LA to neet sone peopl e Cousins knew and there's no
qui ck way around La Mgra. W were all white, | was no |longer a suspect. W took the chance.

They did pull us out of the line at the checkpoint. They searched the car and gave us the
long stare. W were fugitives from something or sonmebody, they could see it in our eyes. Cousins
tal ked pl easantly. They had nothing on us, so they let us go.

| hate the | aw.

I snoozed nost of the way to LA W were deep in Laurel Canyon when | awoke. Banning drove up
a twisting private road to the ridgeline. Late in the afternoon, the tree-filled holl ows were sunk
in shadow. Quail darted across the cracked asphalt behind us. The air bl ew sweet with eucal yptus
and sage.

Banni ng stopped the car before a heavy steel gate. Cousins got out and spoke a few words into
a box on a long, curving pole.

"Qur safe house,"” Cousins explained, clinmbing back in and slanm ng the car door. "This wll
take a mnute. Lots of security to disarm"”

| was alert after ny long nap. Now seened the tinme, before we had to deal with anyone new. |

coul d not explain ny behavior back in El Cajon. | wanted to apol ogi ze, but that wasn't
appropriate, either. Maybe they were the ones who shoul d apol ogi ze.
"\What happened to ne?" | asked.

Cousi ns | ooked over his shoulder. "Jail cuisine,” he said. "Someone doped your food when you
were in the Metropolitan Correctional Center. They wanted you to kill Rudy and ne. That's why they
left the gun in your house."

file:/1IC|/13278%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E-books/Greg%20Bear%20-%20Vitals.txt (77 of 136) [1/17/2005 6:58:21 PM]



file:///C|/3278%20Sci-Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ Greg%20B ear%20-%20V ital s.txt

It seened suddenly hard to breathe, sitting in the backseat, even with the w ndows rolled

down. "Thanks for warning ne," | said.

"Did you get a phone call from soneone you | ove?" Cousins asked.

“Yeah," | said.

"Your dead wife?"

"Yeah..."

Cousins turned his focus on ne like a teacher with a problem pupil. "I'mnot sure who
actually called, or who doped your food in the jail," he said. "W suspect there are a nunber of
agents in California, and el sewhere, working to intimdate us or kill us."

"So why didn't | shoot you?"
"Do you renenber, you answered once and got an enpty |line?"
"Yeah."

"That was ne," Cousins said. "The night before, when | brought dinner and dessert, | sprayed
some bacteria on your cheesecake, harm ess, but infected by my own special phages. | hoped they
woul d give you at |east partial imunity against |ater attacks."

"Jesus H Christ," | said. | folded nmy arns over ny stomach and felt like curling up and
pul ling a bl anket over ny head.

"Ideally, | would have given themforty-eight hours,"” Cousins said, so matter-of-factly ny
fists clenched. | had to hold back fromstriking him "By the tine you were in jail, you were |ess
than hal f-protected. Wien | | earned you had been rel eased, | phoned until | caught you at hone.
You were suggestible, but you weren't their zonbie yet, so | turned the tables. | ran you, in a
way -- gave you a list of nunbers and asked you to describe the colors each one evoked. Then
told you this would take priority over everything else."

"You called ne first, nmade me junp through sone hoops -- and | forgot all about it?"

Cousi ns nodded. He didn't seemto find any of this very funny, or even unusual. | had to put
a shine on this shit and nmake it pretty. "You vaccinated ne against nmind control. Is that it?"

"Mostly" Cousins said. "It still needs work."

"And t hat stopped nme from shooting you?"

"It was a little dicey," Banning said with a sniff. He took out a handkerchief and blew his
nose.

"You did set ne up. | was a guinea pig--"

"We're all guinea pigs," Cousins said. "It was for your own protection, and ours, too. W
don't know what Silk is capable of, the size of their operations now, but at one time they had
t housands of agents around the world."

| rubbed the door handl e, seriously considering just getting out and wal ki ng away. But
Cousins threw his armover the back of the seat. H s eyes tracked ny armto the door, and he
| ooked straight at me and shook his head.

| released nmy grip on the handle. "Tell ne again, what we're doing here," | said.

"Let's wait till we get to the house,” Cousins said. "Tammy's |aying out dinner. Cean food."

"It's quite a story,"” Banning said.

The gate swung open. In the road ahead, a spiked caltrops rolled into its iron sheath.

"Al'l clear," Cousins said with a sigh

Up the long drive, over a cattle barricade with big green transforner boxes on either side,
past video caneras nounted on tall steel poles, through a no-man's-1and surrounded by barbed wire,
Banni ng drove the old Plynouth as if it were a |inousine carrying heads of state.

A dark, tubby, cheerful-looking fellow met us at the Spani sh-style double door, under the
deep overhang of the front porch. Cousins introduced ne to Joseph Marquez, our host. He wore silk
paj ama bottons over a tight potbelly, had a thick-pelted chest and arns, a flow ng Mahari shi
beard, and long, curly, jet-black hair topped by a little enbroidered yarnmul ke. He | ooked a | ot
like Jerry Garcia. His eyes were small, anber, and shrewd, and he had expressive lips and perfect
t eet h.

Mar quez circled suspiciously. "You check himover?"

"He's okay," Cousins said. Marquez scowl ed and repeated ny nane, enunciating every syllable,
until | wanted to curse. Then he lifted his arns in the air and shook themli ke a preacher getting
his daily revel ation.

"Damm, | know you. |'ve read your books. Uncommon Graves, right? Shit, a veteran! The fina

menber of the team Minitions, all right. Canbodi a? Speci al Forces?"

| stared around the roomw th a new sense of dread.

"Wel conme to the inner sanctum Everyone's safe here. Tammy's laying out a feast."

Marquez was a director and producer who hadn't nade a novie in over fifteen years. Still, he
had i nvested wisely. H s beautiful house covered three acres of |eveled ridgeline above Mil hol | and
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and | ooked out over Laurel Canyon.

| gathered quickly that Marquez had gi ven Cousins sone noney and let himset up a | aboratory
in the basenent. But there was sonething else in the mx. Asquib inny eclair, as it were

Tammy joined us in the |inmestone-walled foyer. She was young, in her late teens or early
twenties, with chocolate skin, high forehead, pulled-back Titian hair, broad hips, a slight tummy,
and anple breasts. | hadn't seen her |ike outside of Playboy. She wore silk pajanma bottons and a
bi kini top that hid nada, and she hugged us all with childlike innocence and asked if we preferred
basmati or wild rice.

"We're having a curry," she explained, favoring Cousins with a smle. "Joe loves curry."

"Kills gerns," Marquez said with a little-boy grin.

He enjoyed ny expression as | watched Tammy depart.

"No movies in devel opnent,"” he said, "but there's a son and heir tucked inside that anazing

i ncubator."
"Stop it," Tanmy called back
"She's hal f-French and half-Brazilian. I'"'mhalf-Irish and hal f-Spani sh, a wow, huh? A nonth

and a half along. How about a tour?"

"Maybe they'd like to clean up first," Tammy suggested fromtwo roons away.

"That' || be good," Cousins said.

| washed off the grime of our trip in a marble-walled shower bigger than nmy whol e bathroomin
El Cajon. Two rows of adjustable nozzles switched on as | turned, stinging hot needles of water

causi ng such a good pain | had to groan out loud. | could have stayed in there for days.
As | switched off the water, | heard a knock on the bat hroom door. Cousins tossed a smal
pl astic bottle of pinkish creamover the top of the cloudy glass enclosure. | caught it after a

slippery funble.
"Rub this on your skin when you're done," he said.

"What is it?"

"Part of being inmmunized," he said. "Lanolin and ny own special brew"

| sniffed the creamas | dried nyself. Snelled like fresh bread. | rubbed it on ny arnms and
cal ves, then on the back of ny neck, wherever nmy skin felt dry and stretched. | got dressed and

j oi ned Cousins, Banning, and Marquez in the |iving room

Tammy took our drink orders as we wal ked through the stainless steel, copper, and granite
kitchen. Overflowi ng flagons of India Pale Ale were recormended. | did not disagree. | wal ked
around in a daze, clutching ny glass, shoulders slunped and wearing a stupid grin. A tornado had
whi sked ne straight to Cz.

"You did special ops, right?" Marquez asked. He put his armaround ny shoulders. | don't like

bei ng touched. My confort zone is about two nmeters for anyone but Janie. "So tell ne," he said.
"How woul d you get through all ny defenses, you know, just to take ne out?"

| clenched nmy jaw nuscles and told himlI'd think it over

The house was a split-level ranch design with sweeping views on all sides -- through
bul | et proof glass. In the den -- bigger than ny whole ot in El Cajon -- Marquez dragged the sheet
off a nmobdel of his estate and swore ne to secrecy, not that it nmattered, he said -- he was addi ng

stuff every nonth. "Need to keep a junp ahead."

Marquez was a certified California paranoid.

The only entrance fromthe front was through a narrow defile bl ocked by the steel gate and
protected by three razor-wire fences, a staked mpat, and a ten-foot-wi de electrified barrier of
ankl e-breaking rolling pipes. Down the cliff behind the main Iot, he had laid in steel beans and
sprayed concrete to protect against |andslides, then studded the concrete with trip wires and
nmoti on sensors. Later, he had dug an energency el evator shaft to the bottomof the cliff, with its
own power supply and an exit in the house bel ow, which he al so owned. "Having just one exit bugged
me," he said. "What if they nounted a full-scale assault fromthe west? Couldn't sleep nights. So
| purchased the | ower house and made an escape route. | store ny menorabilia down there."

Vi deo caneras swept the grounds. Two full-tinme bodyguards patrolled, armed with Beretta
sem aut omati ¢ weapons.

Mar quez took us outside to show us his garden and the dogs. He bred Rottweilers as a
sideline. Sone of his favorites waited their chance in kennels in the backyard. We net them near
the end of the tour. Wth Marquez present, they were happy puppies. "If I'"mnot here, they go for
the throat," he said, grinning like a boy with a train set. "But they respect Tamy. They rol
over for her, show their tunmes. Smart dogs, right?"

Mar quez turned shy as he took us back into the house and | ed us through his hobby room Hi s
manly center was Tanmy, he explained, but this was his "boyish heartwood," the place where he
buried a mllion regrets and found true peace. | have never seen so nany plastic nodels in all ny
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life. Walls and ceiling were covered with glittering steel-and-plastic cases. Airplanes
everywhere, arnor, aircraft carriers, dioramas of |land and sea battles. And they were accurate,
too. Anong the aircraft | recogni zed Shithooks, Spads, Thuds, and WIly Fudds with all the right
mar ki ngs and col ors, none of them bigger than ny fist.

A few spaces were | eft open between the cases for franed posters, |obby cards, and photos
fromhis novies. He had witten and directed three: White Lion, about a software engi neer who
i magi nes he's Tarzan; Garbage Masters, a nasty suburban comedy; and his epic, The Big Stick, a
hi storical fantasy about early German U boats chal |l engi ng Teddy Roosevelt's Great Wite Fleet.

"Not one of themwas a smash hit," he said proudly. "I kept my place in this fucking town by
force of will alone. And all it ever gave ne back was Tammy. Al right." He smled wickedly. "Fair
exchange. "

Seened to ne he had made a | ot of noney as well as Tamy. We sat down to dinner at a rosewood
table as big as nmy kitchen, covered with heaping bow s of sunptuous food. Marquez passed around a
| anb vindal oo that easily explained all the hair on his chest. Tamy carried a tray stacked with
chut neys and sauces. | hadn't eaten so well in nonths.

"Rob says there have been adventures,"” Marquez said. "Tell ne. W don't get out of the house
often.”

Cousins began. "First, I'd like to apologize to Ben. | didn't think they'd get to himso
fast."

"Sil k?" Marquez asked eagerly.

"M . Bridger spent sone time in jail,’
"Jail!" Marquez crowed. "Ww. A setup?”

Cousi ns nodded. "Joe knows everything," Cousins said to ne. "And so does Tamy." Tammy | ooked
down at the table. Fromthe way he said it, | suspected we would eventually focus on her, and
coul d see she wasn't |ooking forward to it.

"But Dr. Cousins turned the tables and innmunized M. Bridger ahead of time," Banning said.

"As a precaution," Cousins added. "And, of course, to protect M. Bridger. He knows his
history, and that's inportant.”

"You didn't trust ne," Banning said, eyes darting around the table. "You wanted confirnmation
from anot her source."

"Because you're a fucking wacko," Marquez sai d. Banning | ooked resigned and settled into his
chair. He had been hit with this particular bl adder many tines.

"W needed confirmation,"” Cousins agreed. "Ben had the expertise.”

"But that isn't all of it, right?" Marquez said, eyes glittering. "He understands deadly
force. Explosives. He's our power guy."

"Not so fast," | said. "I know little or nothing about the rest of you."

"There's nothing fair about any of this," Cousins said.

Tammy nodded as if with special know edge. Marquez reached over and put his arm around her
"Rudy coul d have used sone i muni zing ten years ago," he said. "Silk turned himinto a bigoted
Nazi . "

"I wish you wouldn't use that phrase."” Banning's |ips worked as if trying to clean a scrap of
food fromhis front teeth

"They didn't really change you," Marquez said. "They just brought your hatred of Jews out in
the open. If Jews are so inferior, how do you explain Gol okhov?" The two nen stared at each other
Marquez with the w de-eyed triunph of having scored a point.

Banni ng's face enpti ed.

"Back up a bit," | said. "Who in hell was CGol okhov? How did he manage to do all this?"

"He was the nost brilliant biologist of the twentieth century," Cousins said.

"The Svengali of gerns," Marquez said. "That's how l'd pitch it."

He stood up fromthe table. "Everybody eat their fill? Wnderful curry."”

Tammy | ooked nervous, as if her performance were about to begin.

"Time for some videos," Marquez said. "I'll bring a tray of drinks."

"I"'ma pig, and I know it," Marquez said. W sat in his lavish theater, four rows of plush
seats flanked by dark red velvet curtains. A video projector hung fromthe ceiling, its cooling
fan a soft whisper in the hush. In the wall behind us, slits opened for the peering rodent eyes of
three filmprojectors. Marquez pushed a button, and a short length of front curtain pulled aside,
reveal i ng racked towers of expensive electronics. He slipped a disk into a player. "Banning's a

Banni ng sai d.

loon, but I'ma platinumplated swine. | got where | amall by nyself, with no help from anybody.
I locked nmyself up in this paranoid's castle, and... o and behold!" He nade a biblical sweep with
one hand, as if unveiling a new Golden Calf. "I'mjust what the poor girl needs."

Banni ng narched across the front before taking his seat. He waved his arns |ike a professor
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giving a lecture. "In 1948," he said, "Stalin and Gol okhov seened to have had a massive falling-
out. Stalin may have felt that Gol okhov was trying to control everyone around him Stalin gave
orders to purge Gol okhov and all the specialists involved in Silk. He instructed Beria to deport
all" -- his lips worked -- "the Jewi sh nedi cal researchers who m ght have been associated with
Silk. The so called Doctors' Plot of 1952. Utimately, mllions of Jews were banished to Siberia.
You nust agree, there was a neasure of poetic justice.”

Mar quez sat straight up in his seat. "You are a guest,'
provoke ne."

Banni ng' s eyes seened to gl aze. He sat.

"Rudy, we aren't concerned here with who was Jew sh and who wasn't," Cousins said calnly.

"No, of course not," Banning said, and | ooked away.

"ol okhov escaped and went to New York," Cousins continued. "He, and what renai ned of Silk,
kept a low profile. Beyond that, it's sketchy. W're going to New York to fit in the final pieces
and | ook at the whole puzzle. Then... we're off to Florida and Exuma Cays."

Mar quez | eaned forward. "That's where Tammy cones in."

"Tamy?" | asked. "She's part of this?"

"Tangentially," Cousins said, and | ooked to Marquez.

Marquez raised his hands. "Wat can | say? It's all amazing."

| was getting punchy with too much information and too nmany gaps. The silence | engthened.

"So?" | said.

"Tammy flew to LA fromthe Bahamas with her boyfriend," Marquez said. "They were at an awards
cerenony for Thermed Entertainnent at the Beverly Wlshire. You know, Disneyland, Sea Wrld, casino
shows, that sort of thing. Have you ever heard of Cirque Fantone?" Mrquez punched a button and
anot her curtain parted. The projector threw a gorgeous, sharp picture of an anphitheater onto the
screen. People were filing down the rows to reach their seats. Long, filmy, white drapes obscured
several |ayered stages at the center. Lights inside the drapes played like butterflies.

"Yeah, | suppose,” | said. "Some sort of Vegas show, isn't it?"

"Mostly European,” Marquez said. "Best circus in the world, really. Incredible acts, staging,
unbel i evabl e stunts." Marquez gazed at Tanmy with little-boy worship, marked by a small eyebrow
twitch of concern

"It is ny story, | will tell it," she said, drawi ng her shoulders up. "Fantone is nore than a
circus. They send recruiters into the city, the sluns. Wen they found me, | was orphaned, a slum
girl in Ro. Wiat did | know? | was fourteen. If | did not |eave, | would end up selling ny body,
taki ng drugs, and soon | would die. Tending bar or working dates was the best | could hope for. My
guardi an -- he woul d have been ny pinp, naybe -- signed ne over and the recruiters got ne a visa,
a work pernmit. They took nme to Lee Stocking Island."

"Exuma Cays," Marquez said. "In the Bahanas."

Titles played over the screen: "G rque Fantone, Fin de Siecle, L'Onbre et la Lunmiere." The
transl ucent drapes drew back to show three enpty platforns. Steel columms rose on all sides, six
inall, supporting lights and ropes, platfornms and wres.

"Fantonme taught me English and Russian and French and high wire, juggling, and dance. | try
with the bol eadoras. You beconme part of a family. Everybody contributes, everybody works together.
They train you day in, day out. The food is wonderful. You eat all you want but you don't get-
heavy. You work it off. | had never known fresh sheets, soft bed, people caring. It was heaven."

A male clown at |least twelve feet high fromtoe to crowm, with very long | egs, wal ked onto
the largest platform Though he nust have been wearing stilts, they were like nothing | had seen
before. One half of his face was painted white, the other black, and he wore a formal suit of
charcoal gray. He bowed at the waist, then got down on his knees, if they were knees. Eerie music
rose in the background, and above the platforns, another drape lifted to reveal a rock band of nen
and wonen wearing what | ooked |ike concentration-canp uniforns.

"I was sixteen, youngest in our group, the child,"” Tammy continued, her eyes fixed on the
screen. "l was a pretty good juggler, but not good on the wire. | |acked concentration. So ny
famly took me to visit Dr. Goncourt at his house on the beach. There, | nmet Philippe Cabal
Philippe is top perforner, close to Dr. Goncourt. He |iked nme."

The tall clown spread wide his arms and spun about. O d fashioned bicyclists in turn-of-the-

he nuttered. "But you will not

century cl othes wheel ed around all the stages, juggling arm oads of small antiques -- clocks,
jewelry, lamps. On the next turn, they were tossing pistols and rifles. How they switched, | could
not tell. The nusic becane cockeyed marti al

Tammy turned her gol den brown eyes on ne. "At sixteen, | becane Philippe's mstress. He was

both lover and father. My master."
Mar quez hel d his hands behind his head and stared up at the screen. "You're | eaving out the
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ship," he gently remi nded her. He touched a button on a large renote control. The picture sped up
cl owns and bicyclists racing, music rushing past at a cheerful jog.

"Ch, yes. They have built it for five years now. They call it Lermuna. Big."

"The floating skyscraper -- condonmi niuns?" | asked. "I read about it in the papers.”

"Two thousand feet long," Marquez said. "Tax haven for rich bastards like nme." He froze the
picture just as the tall clown was |eaving the main stage.

"That is Philippe," Tamy said softly.

"Fucker," Marquez said. He fast-forwarded until the clown was off the stage, then froze the
pi cture again.

Tammy's eyes were astonishing, irises |like gold-flecked chestnuts. "On the ship, they did not
sell all the units. They have noney problens. Goncourt, director of Fantone, our doctor, our
father, suggested the circus rent space on Lenuria. W would provide entertai nnent and publicity.
The Lenuria stockhol ders agreed, so that is where Dr. Goncourt noved his training and nmedi ca
center, fromLee Stocking Island to Lenmuria. | go aboard Lenuria |ast year to live with Philippe
and take Dr. Goncourt's treatnents. He wants to make us the finest athletes, the nost disciplined
perfornmers the world has ever known. W never get sick, we are always strong, always of the right
tenper. W are the best."

Marquez started the video again. Five golden wonen clinbed the steel colums to their ropes
and began a high-wire act.

Tammy' s eyes took on a dreaming quality, renmenbering marvel ous days, commitment and faith.
"Philippe said Dr. CGoncourt was a genius. To ne, he was God. He chose our foods, supervised our
trai ning. He gave us special baths, snell very bad, |ike sulfur. Swabbed our skins. But he never
gave us drugs. | never felt so good. | learn the boleadoras. | amtop-notch, excellent even on the
high wire. Philippe was proud. They told me | can travel now. "

The high-wire act was anmazing. Strength and agility | had never seen before, and grace as
well as ingenuity. The young wonen seened to dance in the air, or sometines just to fly.

"I learned fromPhilippe that a few of the famly did nore than just circus. They went places
and did favors for Dr. Goncourt. He asked nme if | wanted this. Everything was grand, exciting,
| oved Philippe so, | would do anything. | agreed. He nonminated ne -- took ne before the Comittee,
ol der peopl e who had been with Dr. Goncourt since |long before Fantonme. O ynpic athletes,
performers from Russia."

"Fucki ng Comuni sts," Marquez muttered. He hid his eyes behind his hands, then | eaned his
head back again to stare at the ceiling.

"Damm the Jews," Banning shot back, as if in spasm

Tammy held her hand to her nouth and bit a knuckle, blinking. "The Committee adopted ne, with

Phili ppe--"

Mar quez boiled over. He stood and pointed his finger at Banning. "1'll tell you about Jews,"
he shouted. "I1'Il fucking tell you about victins and crines!"

Banni ng' s eyes went w de and his brows pushed up his forehead in furrows. "Marx, Trotsky,
Si novi ev, Kamenev... The Communi sts were enpowered by world Jewy, by Jews who hated thensel ves

and their race!"
Mar quez al nost | eaped over the chairs to get at Banning. Tamy hel d hi m back
Banning was into it conpletely. He couldn't stop. "The Jews orchestrated their own deni se,

bit by bit -- and blaned it on Hitler, but it was also Stalin who killed so many, who killed al
but one of the Jews around him sent themto Siberia, and who put himin power? Jews. Wo spied
for hin? Communi st Jews. The Rosenbergs, Ted Hall... Jews! Damm the Jews!"

Mar quez | et out an angui shed war cry. "I'll kill you!"™ He pushed Tammy asi de. Banni ng | eaned

back over a row of seats and braced to receive Marquez's assault. Marquez w apped his hands around
Banni ng' s neck, shaking himlike a chicken.

Cousins nodded to ne as if we had al ways been beat partners, cops on patrol. Wile Tanmy
shouted, "Stop it! Stop it!" we grabbed the two nen and pulled them apart. Banning slipped through
my arns, tripped in the aisle, and fell with a |oud thunp.

Tammy whi spered in her lover's ear. Marquez screaned his curses but stopped trying to break
free. "Goddamm that bastard, | don't care what he knows--"

"He's sick, shhh, he is a sick man," Tammy soot hed.

Banni ng stood, brushed his jacket and pants with as nuch dignity as he could nuster. He
inclined his head and extended his gloved hand as if politely requesting perm ssion to | eave, and
m nced out of the theater.

"I don't care if his brain has got filthy Nazi syphilitic worns all through it, that's
enough, that's nore than | can stand!" Tears streanmed down Marquez's face.

Tanmy started to sob. "I can't bring a child into this!"
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Marquez's anger blew out |like a candle in an open wi ndow. "Ch, shit," he said.

Tamy fell back in her seat. "l can't |eave the house, | have to act brave, ny head is like a
hurricane. | have to keep it all inside, all day long! | don't know who or what I am or where
bel ong, | don't know anyt hing!"

"W're sorry, honey," Marquez said. "W are all so sorry." He |ooked sick with renorse. Tammy
tried to push himaway, but he clutched her tightly and stroked her hair. It was a sad and scary

monent and | didn't know what to do. | wanted to slink off down the road.

W stood in silence while Marquez tried to placate the nother of his conming child. "I w sh we
could take it all back," he murmured to her. "I surely do."

Cousins had an odd | ook. Analytical, like watching fish in a bow. It seened out of
character, and naybe | was just seeing his way of coping with enotional scenes.

Fromthe entry, | heard the sound of a big piece of glass breaking. Cousins and | ran into
the hall. Banning stood before a tall decorative arrangenent of silk flowers rising froma marble
table. He had shattered the gold-franed mirror behind the flowers, picked out a piece of glass as
Il ong as a dagger, and was shoving it by inches through his left palm Blood fell in a thin red

ribbon on the tiles, his shoes, his pant |egs.

"I amsuch a wreck," he said, then his eyes rolled up and he toppled |ike a sack of rice.

Toget her, we hauled himinto the bathroom Tanmy told us we would find a first-aid kit under
t he bat hroom counter. Marquez shook his head and cl enched his fists and marched back and forth
out side the door as we pulled out the shard, stanched the bl eeding, and bound the wound.

"W have to get himto a doctor,"” Cousins said. "He could have nerve danmage. He'll certainly
need stitches."

"I have nmy own doctor," Marquez said through the bathroom door

| opened the door. Banning was just coming to. Marquez backed off. Two of his bodyguards,
brutes in black T-shirts and silk suits, heads shaven down to fuzz, flanked him frowning
m ghtily.

"Tamy," Marquez said, "call Dr. Franks." He rubbed his palns on his pajana bottons.

Tamry made the phone call. Cousins and | carried Banning, groggy and di soriented, past the
bodyguards, through the back door, and across the side yard to the guesthouse next door. Tanmy
unl ocked the French doors and we |laid himout on a bed.

"My apol ogies," Banning said, his speech slurred. Then he rolled over and passed out again

Cousins w ped his hands on a towel fromthe guesthouse bathroom Hi s face was pale and the
underarnms of his shirt dark. "Wat a day!" he said.

The doctor arrived just after ten. The guards drove himup fromthe front gate. He exani ned
Banning's hand in the guesthouse and said he woul d nuch prefer to take the nan to the hospital
The wound was serious enough, but he was nmore concerned about Banning's state of mnd

Mar quez stood out in the yard doing stretches. The dogs in the kennels were going crazy,
barking and leaping in their chain-1ink runs.

Banni ng gl anced up at ne, groggy, as they helped himwalk to the waiting anbul ance. | gave
hima little wave. He shook his head. He didn't need to say it again: | amsuch a weck.

The anbul ance drove off into the darkness.

Cousins had dragged ne into a world of nightrmare and no sense. | had had ny house turned
upsi de down and spent three nights in jail. | had been drugged -- | think -- twice, and did not
know whet her | woul d ever again be the master of nmy own soul

They wanted ny hel p, but what could | do? What were they up agai nst? How coul d they possibly
win? It all was piling up on nmy shoulders, and | did not know what my final decision should be.

The Rottweilers were still leaping and barking. "It's all the fuss and the people," Marquez
said. "They' |l get over it. They always do." He wal ked over to the cage and tried to cal mthem
but all three dogs went into a spinning frenzy. Two of them hefty bitches, chewed at the wire,
spit flying through the links onto the concrete. Marquez backed off with a di smayed snirk and
stuck his hands in his pajama pockets.

Cousi ns approached from behi nd. The dogs caught his scent. The nale started rolling around in
his separate cage, gnawing at his paws, eyes rolling. | tried to get one of the bitches to cone to
the wire, but she ignored nme and barked nmadly at Cousi ns.

"Who feeds the dogs?" | asked.

"Whay?" Marquez said with a defensive | ook.

Cousi ns suddenly got it. "Ch, my God," he said. "Joe, who feeds thenP"

"Sonetines Tanmy or me, sometimes the bodyguards.”

"Where do the bodyguards come fronP" | asked, kicking nyself for not seeing it earlier

"A security firmin Van Nuys. They rotate out every other day," Marquez said.

Cousi ns took Marquez's arm and they backed away fromthe cages. The dogs settled down a
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little but watched themw th keen interest. "Let's go into the house,"” Cousins said.

I nsi de, Cousins told Marquez the bodyguards would have to | eave the conpound. W coul dn't
trust them Marquez paced around the living room orating one | ong and nonot onous apol ogy,
flinging his arns, swearing at his stupidity.

Wat ching himwas the final straw

| approached Cousins and said quietly, "This isn't Oz, this is Kafkaville. Banning isn't the
only |l oon here."

The guards made Marquez sign a special formthat their firmwould not be held responsible,
then piled into a black Nissan SU and rolled off down the road, through the main gate.

Tammy took Marquez off to bed.

| peered into the theater, waiting for Cousins. The circus was still frozen on the big
screen. The room was qui et and peaceful. None of it, on the screen or off, seemed real

Cousi ns canme back and cl osed the theater door

"Looks hopel ess, doesn't it?" he said.

"When did you guys neet?"

"Si x nmonths ago. Marquez had worked with Banning on an idea for a war novie, before Banning
was tagged. When Tamy showed up | ast year, Marquez called Banning to get his opinion. Not |ong
after that, Banning called ne."

"That is a remarkabl e string of coincidences,”" | said.

"Al'l roads |lead to people who make novies," Cousins said nildly. "Believe ne, in Los Angel es,
there are very few genuine coinci dences. Before you go, let nme show you what we've got on our
side. What |I'mworking on. Mght change your mnd."

"I really don't think | want to see any nore," | nuttered, a little ashaned. "I nmight
conprom se your operation."

Cousins sighed. "Loot at us," he said. "W're amateurs. If you can't help us, it's tinme to
give up. And that neans... well, you can guess. But I'll understand if you want to just get the
hell out. Gve me ten nore nminutes of your time, then I'Il escort you down to the gate nyself."

I followed himaround the east side of the house, down a flight of steps and through a side
entrance, below the level of the lawn, into the basenent.

Cousins flicked on a light switch. There was a bright white roomdown there, |ike sonething
in a hospital, with expensive-Iooking equi pnent, nicroscopes, refrigerators, ovens. Equations and
sket ches of nol ecul es covered a white board on the wall. Of to one side stood a sunlanp, in the
corner a small bath and shower stall, and beyond the benches, several stools and an easy chair.

"I's this where you nade the stuff you fed nme?"

"It is," he said.

"And you?" | asked. "Are you susceptible?"

"Yes. But |'ve been experinmenting with nmyself over the last few years, in the interests of
living longer. Before | knew about Silk, | altered nmy own gut bacteria and sone of my cellular
characteristics. Unwittingly, | gave nyself some imunity. Nowit's all | can do to stay just one
step ahead of Silk."

"They know where you are,"” | said.

Cousins made a wy face. "I thought Marquez's paranoia nmade this place ideal."

| let that pass without comment. CGvilians rarely know the best places to hide or whomto
trust with their lives. "What about Banni ng? What do you know about hin? He brings you al
toget her, he provides the catalyst that unites all these people who could be dangerous to Silk.
Have you ever considered the possibility that he's sonme sort of henchman or decoy?"

"I'"ve thought about it," Cousins said. "It's not inpossible. But I don't think it's him" Hs

face | oosened a little, sad, then thoughtful. "My wife, maybe."

"You're afraid of your wife?"

"We're getting divorced. | got suspicious. Lots of little things."

"Shit." Nastier and nastier. | rubbed the back of my neck and stretched, |ooking around the
setup in the basenent. "How | ong have you been working on your vacci nes?" | asked.

"Si x nmont hs. "

"And how |l ong has Silk been out there?" | had already done the math, | was making a point.

"Seventy years, nmaybe."

| held up nmy hands as if surrendering. "These guys have been scouring channel s and naking
contacts, creating their little operatives, breaking trails of subversion, for seventy years.
That's way outside my | eague. No, thanks. Pardon ne, boys, but that's the fucking Chattanooga
ChooChoo. "

Cousins stared at ne sadly. "I know we have a chance,
all go!"

he persisted. "W can't just let it
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Tammy opened the basement door and poked her head in. "Interrupting?" she asked.

"Not at all," | said, dropping ny hands and wal king off. | did not want that wonman in the
room not when | had nmade ny decision, when nmy instincts told nme to get the hell out and fast.
Sonething nelted in me when she was near. Not even Jani e had evoked such a reaction, and that nade
me angry.

"I put Joe to bed. He sleeps |like a baby." She sighed and cl osed the door behind her. She had
put on a block-print caftan, warner and al nost able to conceal her shape. "He is sensitive about
Jews, especially with M. Banning. He does not understand."

"Tanmy didn't finish her story," Cousins said. "Maybe now s the tinme?"

"I can guess," | said.
Tammy stood beside Cousins. They both | ooked at ne expectantly.
"Tamy saw Col okhov," | said. "That's what this is all about. He's Goncourt, isn't he?"

Tanmy rewarded ne with a sad, lovely snile.

"We're pretty sure," Cousins said.

"He'd have to be, what, a hundred years old by now?"

"Closer to a hundred and five."

"And you want ne to help you do sonething in the Bahanas."

Cousins | ooked nme straight in the eye. "Eventually. If you're up to it."
"I tell why | |eave Philippe?" Tammy inquired.

Cousi ns nodded.

"Yeah," | said, giving up. It had been a very long day. Surely there was a point to it all

"I was ill in Los Angeles just after Philippe and | arrived. Sonething inside, turistas."”

"Thene of the day," | said dryly.

"There was a banquet. Fancy hotel, beautiful people, from Canada, Venezuela, Brazil, China,
Puerto Rico, Las Vegas, Bahamas, Disneyland. | becane sick in our big room Philippe was angry, he
wanted to show nme of f, but what can he do?" Her voice was so exotic, a touch sad, with
unpredi ct abl e up beats and downbeats. Just achingly beautiful. "I don't know it, but | am com ng

out of their control."

"Hardy constitution, tough on out-of-town bacteria |ike Goncourt's,
living in the sluns. That's nmy guess.”

Tammy rubbed her eyes and peered dramatically, denonstrating new insight. "I suddenly see the
room the city, all different. It is like suddenly losing faith in God, you know? But it is a big
city, I amafraid, I know nobody and nothing. | go with Philippe to another hotel, the Beverly
Hlton. He introduces ne to a worran. The woman is blond, beautiful, tall. She is with two shorter
men | do not know, but they al so have the | ook of circus perforners. | think of themas the Gay
Men. Philippe says they represent Goncourt in California and the Wst Coast."

"Runners," Cousins said.

"He tells me he is going to leave nme with the Gay Men, and they will train nme." Her face
winkled in revulsion. "Leave me in a strange town, away fromny famly!"

Cousi ns said. "From

"The bastard," | said.
"The two nmen ask Philippe how obedient | am The blond wonan acts as if | ama dog or a cat.
bedi ence is essential, Philippe tells nme. W are a cell in LA and we do inportant work for Dr.

Goncourt. It is a fabulous life, he says, you go everywhere, sneak around in the dark. The G ay
Men say | will become |ike them nmasters of being inconspicuous.”

I wondered how she coul d ever be inconspi cuous.

"They will teach ne all the necessary skills, even how to kill w thout touching."”

I heard a | ow, choppy runble outside. Not |ike thunder. No wi ndows in the basenent. My neck
hairs twitched

"I escape the next nmorning," Tammy said. "l hang out on the streets, at YWCA, until | am
pi cked up by Beverly Hlls police. | tell themny story. | tell themit is about drugs, and maybe
it is. Then, two, three people help me, I amlucky. One of themis a psychiatrist, she knows Joe.

Joe's house is isolated. Secure. Nobody bad will find ne."

She dropped her shoul ders and her chin, then | ooked at the far wall, the white board with the
cryptic witing. "I renmenber the codes," she said. Before she could explain that, Cousins
i nterrupted.

"There's no escape, really," Cousins said. The hollowness in his voice was startling. He
sounded |i ke a ghost. "Think about it. What can they force people to do? Anything. Who can they

touch? Anybody, anywhere. Jesus, |'d like to make them know how it feels.” He lifted his fist and
swung at enpty air. "Smash themright in the fucking nose."
The | ow1level noise -- a harsh, distant whickering -- was at first famliar and even wel cone.

My heart thunped in unison with the slicing blades, so |like the rush of angels' wings to an old
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jungle warrior. But that hope didn't last for nore than a couple of seconds.

I wasn't in the bush.

"What is it?" Cousins asked.

| had been working over Marquez's challenge some nmore. How would | breach his security,
i nvade his fortress? Like nost civilians, he had nade the basic assunption that there are
boundaries in life, that what you' ve never experienced and can't imagine just won't happen

Mar quez had negl ected air superiority. | pointed nmy finger up. "Listen."

Tammy cocked her head.

"It's just a helicopter,” Cousins said. "Probably on its way to LAX. "

By then, the sound of two, nmaybe three choppers, blades |laying down rhythmto a steady
turbine roar, would have drowned out ny voice anywhere but in the basenent.

"They're too close," | said. "Flying formation."

"Pol i ce?" Cousins said, but he didn't believe it.

| opened the outside door. Cousins stood with nme in the doorway in the early-norning
cool ness. Behind us, Tammy busi ed herself nmoving things around. | knew wi thout | ooking what she
was doing. She was piling up furniture and hiding.

Cousins and | started up the steps, ne first. Wthout thinking, at the grind of a new and
terrible noise, like Satan clearing his throat, | dropped into a crouch. Cousins nearly fell over
ne.

My body recogni zed that awesonme roar. | hadn't heard it in over thirty years, and it was
still supreme: the air-ripping, saurian baw of the gun that kills a village.

I lifted my head over the edge of the concrete retaining wall. Three AH 1 Super Cobras, Marine
Corps jobs, little nore than silhouettes in the deep gray dawn, snooted their floods down on the
next house along the ridge. The first chopper's thirty-nillineter cannon baw ed again, followed by
the second, then all three opened up on the house and the grounds. Braaaappp-Roarrr-hum buzz-
ROARRR and red tiles flew up in spinning fragments. Hundreds of shells per second carved away the
roof. Walls flapped and curled like surgically sliced tissue. The sw mm ng pool erupted in a
t housand geysers.

A figure in a white nightgown ran over the grass and just turned red. She seened to
di sappear, like a chicken |l eg down a garbage disposal

| said sonmething to Cousins, | don't renenber what. Even in Vietnamthe dam gunshi ps
choppi ng up the paddi es and ham ets had nade ne cry, and these were infinitely worse. Here | was,
thirty years later, sobbing like a child.

The third Cobra pushed back a few dozen yards and went to work on the house below the cliff.
| could not see the destruction but | could hear it.

The floodlights on our |awn went dark.

"Not now," | said. Don't let themknow you're here.

The guns stopped. Cousins poked his head up next to mine. W squatted in the well outside the
door.

Marquez ran out on the grass in his pajanmas, a gnonm sh shadow agai nst the glow fromthe

vall ey. "What the fuck?" | heard himshout.
The house on the next |ot had caught fire. A flare of natural gas shot up like a giant Bic
lighter.

Mar quez strai ghtened and held out his arms, nesnerized by the spectacle. Not good to live a
life of novies. Everything is special effects, nothing seens real

"It's a mstake," Cousins said. | knew what he neant. The pilots had screwed up.

Just as he spoke, all three of the gunships backed off, hesitated for a few | ong, |oud
seconds, as if checking their maps, Aw shit.

They yawed right like three toys on sticks, pitched their noses down, and flew right at us.

11
AUGUST 10
| MPERI AL VALLEY

Li ssa drove. W didn't speak until we were on 5 heading south through the |ong valley.
"Don't |ook at nme that way," she said. "He would have shot you."

"Who in hell was he?"

"He had a gun."”

I was still in shock.

"I couldn't stand seeing you both get shot,"'

Li ssa sai d.
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W stopped at the Spanish Baron's Ranch House Inn to eat. W hadn't had dinner and it was
10: 00 P.M Rain left big clean splatters on the windshield. The air snelled wet off the asphalt in
the parking lot and | realized | was happy just to be alive.

"Thank you," | said.

"De nada," Lissa said. W nmade our way to the restaurant past a big antique steel-tired steam
tractor, displays of old plows, and barn-plank panel ed walls hung with ox bows yokes, draped
| eat her harnesses, and collections of brass hondos. The waitress guided us to a booth.

Li ssa | ooked tired but not one whit |ess beautiful. She funbled in her purse, could not find

what she was poking for. "I would love a cigarette,” she said. "And | don't give a shit who knows
it."

"Tough lady," | said.

"Tough | ady," she echoed with a decisive tilt of her head. "He would have killed you."

"No question," | said.

"He had that | ook."

"He was sniling," | said.

"He had that |ook."

"He | ooked stoned," | said.

"He was tagged," Lissa said.

"Al nost certainly."

"He wore the nbst godawful suit, did you notice?" Her breath hitched and I thought she was
about to cry. She wi ped her eyes. "Do you think anyone saw us?"

"I don't know. "

"I don't think so," she said.

The waitress brought our drink order. | swallowed ny Integunycin tablets. Lissa chased two
Turns with a swallow of milk.

" St omachache?" | asked

"Calcium" she said. "I don't want to get brittle bones.”

"A proper mx of nale and fermal e sex hornones is the key," | said. "You should also begin pro

biotic therapy for better cal ci um uptake."

"I know," she said. "Rob told nme the sanme thing."

Now the tears cane, and silent but shaking sobs. "I don't want to do this," she said, her
voice a trenbling squeak. "I don't want to be here, | really don't."

I changed seats to put my arm around her

We ate our sandw ches.

She paid with cash and | drove for a few hours.

"Nunbers," | said, "seemto be inportant to them"

But she was asleep. It was two in the norning when | stopped at a bl ocky, beige, eighties-
style notel, another Honmeaway, rising alone in the central valley, outlined by big orange lights
in the dead of early norning. | walked into the |obby to rent two roonmns.

"You want them adj acent?" the desk clerk asked.

Li ssa wal ked in brushing her hair and said one roomwould do just fine. "They're suites,
right?" she asked.

"Sure are," the clerk said, and sniled encouragenent.
Once again, death had snmoked out all ny reason. We curled up on the queen-size bed, still in
our clothes, and slept for four hours. When daylight peeped in through the curtains, | woke up to

the sound of ny brother's wi dow taking a shower. It was a pl easant, reasonable sound, and the
steam comi ng through the open bat hroom door nade ne bol d.

| wal ked into the bathroomand stood there in nmy stocking feet, feeling the tile under ny
t oes.

She pull ed back the curtain. "You snell |ike himwhen you sleep," she said as she stepped out
onto the mat. The hot water had pinked her all over. She | ooked delicious, raspberries and cream
wet hair the color of butterscotch with vanilla bean streaks. "Oh," she said. "You surely do." She
was conpl etely unsel fconsci ous. She wapped her hair in a towel and used another to dry, working
fromthe shoul ders down, rational and thorough

| couldn't smell any soap. Just the steam The bars and shanpoo in the little w cker basket
hadn't been touched.

She bent over in the small bathroom butt pointed toward nme, and towel ed off her hair. She
backed up a few inches into nmy hips and left two danp marks on ny pants. She strai ghtened, turned,
and said, "W should be on the road soon."

Al'l perfectly pleasant and reasonable, but with that lingering of sight lines that told nme |
woul d not be rebuffed. She took a snmall bottle of white skin cream-- her own, not fromthe hotel -
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- and rubbed it on her arnms, her |egs, across her breasts, then on her face.
"Where are we goi ng?" | asked.
"Los Angeles,"” she said, and toweled for the second tinme between her thighs.
"What's down there?"
"I"msorry?" She stopped rubbing.
"In LA "
"Ckay, " she said.
"“I'"'m confused. "
"And now |I' mready," she said, and held out her towel. She rubbed it gently on ny face.

The sex was wonderful and awful. | could not get Rob's privilege out of ny thoughts, no
matter how much | reasoned that they had separated and he was dead, and that she had saved ny life
and | owed her sonmething. | knew she felt as if she were going to bed with Rob again, and that
creeped nme out even as it excited the hell out of ne.

"Don't tell me |I make love like Rob," | said.

It was eight-thirty.

"You don't," she said.

"Don't tell nme I'"'mbetter," | said, angrier still.

"I"'msorry," Lissa said. She lay on her side, head propped up on one arm Her breasts were
close to perfection, one in repose on the stretched white sheet, the second draped so slightly
above it a feather would have escaped. | wanted her again, now.

"You haven't had a woman in how | ong?" she asked.

"Long," | said.

"Poor man. Well, you have certainly done justice by ne."

| did not know what to say. | was out of ny |eague and had been for several hundred nillion
years.

She made coffee, using the room nachi ne, and brought me a foamcup. "I boiled it," she said.

"The water's a little salty, but this is the Inmperial Valley."

We drank fromour cups in silence, trying to discover what we added up to in this new
arithnmetic. Lissa had a | oose, relaxed way of noving when she was naked. She snelled |ike hay and
Lipton tea, with a rich base of beef broth and | enons. She fluffed the pillow to cushi on her back
then lay agai nst the headboard. Her toenails were perfect, unpainted, carefully but not, | judged,
prof essionally mani cured, skin without blemish. Fine little blond hairs rose fromher arms, the
smal | of her back. She did not shave her legs, and it did not matter

The coffee tasted pretty salty, and | only drank half. She took nmy cup and threw the rest
down the sink. W got dressed and went downstairs.

Li ssa bought a copy of the Los Angeles Tinmes froma stand in the |obby and tossed it at me as
I got in the car. In the headlines: three Marine helicopters, ditched off Mlibu, had been
recovered by a Navy diving team The helicopters had flown from Canp Pendl eton and strafed a

nei ghbor hood in Los Angel es al nbst two nmonths ago, killing four, including a Hollywod director
No notive, no explanation. The bodies of six aviators had been recovered, still strapped into
their aircraft.
"Anybody we know?" she asked, the ook in her eyes -- distant and cold -- startled ne.
"Sounds like a drug thing," | offered.

"That's it," she said, jerking the car into gear. "Ace Marine pilots slama house for a drug
deal gone bad."

She gunned us out of the parking |ot and back onto the road. W were twenty mles down the
freeway when she started tal king again. "Have you ever thought that |ooking for eternal youth is
just crazy?"

"It isn't," | said.
"But isn't believing that crazy in itself, in a way? Such confidence?"
"Not if it's based in science,"” | said.

"Have you got it in your grasp?" she asked, holding up a hand and squeezing as if her fingers
held a juicy orange.

"Not yet. Soon, if | can just get back to work."

"I watched Rob disintegrate. It started with Rudy Banning, but what if it was in Rob to begin
with? A gene for insanity. The capacity to just break up at a touch."”

"Rob wasn't crazy," | said. | |ooked out the window at fields of cotton, nottled green in the
| ate-norning sun. The glare hurt ny eyes. "Neither aml."

"You and Rob have the sane genes. What if it's all a circle of deluded people" -- she took a
deep breath -- "chasing around, killing and getting killed, for nothing?"

"Granted, it's hard to believe any of this is happening," | said. "But you've seen the
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results.”

"I"ve seen the craziness," she said, her voice rising in pitch. "I can't see anything that
mekes sense. Can't you at |east acknow edge the possibility?"

"As a hypothesis, sure. Now it needs to be supported by facts. Am| acting crazy?"

"Your life is a mess. You said it yourself."

"Even paranoi ds have enenmies," | said, echoing Ms. Callas.

"But what if Rob contracted some sort of conmunicable di sease, a virus, in Russia, sonething
that screws up your brain, before he even knew about Silk?"

"Now t hat sounds paranoid,"” | said.
"Isit really any different fromwhat you say is happening, any harder to believe?"
| acknow edged that it was not. "I still don't see the point."

"I want to tell you what happened between Rob and ne."

That was not high on my list of things | wanted to hear. The whol e conversation was goi ng
south rapidly.

"I don't want to cause pain," she began. "But | think you should take it into account. To
support my hypothesis, you would say."

"I"'mlistening," | said. But in fact sonething was wong with ny hearing. | scrubbed ny ears
with the tips of my little fingers, and still the sound in the car seened nuffl ed.

"He started losing his bearings after he went to Siberia. It got worse when he nmet Banning.
He woul dn't shut up at night. He was anmazed that soneone had got there ahead of him He becane
obsessed, then, he started agreeing wth whatever Banning would say--"

"The Nazi crap?"

"No," she admitted. "He didn't go that far. But he started to avoid nme, stay away on any
excuse. | loved him and | tried to stick with him but he wouldn't accept ny help. He accused ne
of hol di ng hi m back. How could |? He wouldn't even tell me what he was doing! Then he left."

| tapped ny jaw to dislodge whatever was bl ocking ny ears.

She nodded grimy. "And to tell the truth, | was fed up, too. I couldn't stand it anynore..."

The next few words | didn't catch. | heard a humm ng and wat ched the windshield turn white as
a sheet of ice. Lissa kept driving, but all the sound had been turned down. | |eaned against the
cool glass of the side window Through the corners of ny eyes, | watched her |ips nove.

| was perfectly calm How nice that | didn't have to listen. But | would have to cone up with
sui tabl e responses. "Probably they got to him by then," | said, just to stay in the conversation.
"I nduced madness. That's likely."

She pull ed over and stopped the car. In silence, she opened ny door and hel ped ne out. | saw
fields of dark green strawberry plants all around. W were on a dirt road some di stance off the
freeway. She waved a hand in front of nmy face. | think she was saying, "Hal, are you all right,"
but | wasn't paying nmuch attention. The cal mess was wonderful. After all | had been through, to
have this benison delivered to me was a real treat.

She put me in the backseat. | imagined that she took off her clothes, then ny clothes, and
rubbed her body all over ne, going through graceful contortions between the seats. She carefully
rubbed her thighs, her labia and pubic hair, on ny face, ny nouth and nose, and over ny own hair
scenting ne with hay and roses. She gently inserted her finger up both nmy nostrils, then into ny
ears. | felt vividly the press of her smoothly mani cured and painted fingernails. Then, as if it
were an afterthought, she got me hard and slipped off her panties. She slid down over ne, made ne
come, and went through the process all over again. Wen she was done, she pulled ne fromthe
backseat and dressed ne.

It was all interesting and diverting, but it did not break ny extraordi nary and wel cone cal m

"You are a horny bastard," she said coolly when we were back on the road. | checked ny
clothes. Shirt all buttoned up. | could hear again. That was nice.

"Did we just make | ove by the roadside?" | asked.

"We did," she said. "Thank you for renenbering." She smled at ne, beautiful but chilly.

"Wonderful ," | said. "When are you going to let me drive?"

"Not now," she said, and shook her head primy. "A freshly fucked mal e has no sense of

danger. "
I could not disagree.

12
SQUTH- CENTRAL CALI FORNI A

My menory of events for the next few hours is nuddled. | can revive i nages of small two-I|ane
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hi ghways and dusty towns, and they all seemto bring nme like a wash of gravel to a brown strip

motel in a small town dotted with drooping, dusty green trees. | think we were somewhere east of
Los Angel es.

The cal mess had filled ne |like a transfusion of chicken soup, healing nost of nmy pains and
maki ng the rest seemuninportant. | wanted Lissa to rub ne again, and on what | believe was our

first evening in the notel, she did. She rolled ne around on the bed |ike a happy puppy,
i nspecting me with sad deliberation.

She rubbed her skin with her hands, spit on her palns, then rubbed her hands on me. Again she
inserted fingers into my nose and nmouth and ears.

She did not have sex with ne. And that was okay. | was just being rewarded for being a good
puppy.

She allowed ne to sit in a chair on the concrete wal kway outside as we waited for the bal ky
air conditioner to cool the room Just to nake small talk, | told her about the air conditioner in

the hotel in San Francisco. That nmade her even nore sad.

She sat beside ne on the rusted nmetal chairs and watched the sun go down over reddish
nmount ai ns. The hotel was enpty except for us, a broken-down w eck on a dying old highway. Maybe
that was why she had chosen it.

A snmall white Toyota Celica drove into the parking lot, skirting a deep pothole. The ot her
fellow | had seen, in Berkeley, conpanion to the corpse in the freezer, got out, wal ked over, took
off his Fedora, and waved it at his face to stay cool. He stood in front of ny chair, watching ne

with fixed black eyes. Lissa spoke with himin a language | did not understand. | smiled at them
both. Then he got back into the Toyota and sat in the driver's seat with the door open, paying no
attention to either of us. Arrogant son of a bitch, | thought.

"You know hi n?" | asked Lissa.

"He's ny trainer," she said.

"Like a lion taner?"

"No. Training for the Aynpics. But | broke my ankle."

"Sorry."

She shook her head. That was |ong past and very far away.

At sone point | thought it was appropriate to ask, "Wat next?"
"You're going to stay here," she answered.

"Al'l right."
She | ooked at me. "You know what's happeni ng?" she asked.
"No. "

"Do you care?"

"Not really. Not yet, anyway."

"You should care."

"Why don't you just plug nme?" | pointed ny finger and clucked ny tongue.

"That isn't the way we do things. Nobody enjoys just killing people, not if there's another
way." That sounded funny, com ng froma wonman who had so coldly and quickly blown away the guy in
the herringbone suit.

"Maki ng ot her people kill people, that's better, cleaner," | said, just to keep up the
conversation. "No doubt about it."

She lifted her eyes to the horizon. Sun going down fast, rocks all around.

"If somebody's going to shoot me, |'d rather you do it," | said.

"You really haven't a clue what's happeni ng, do you?"

"Well," | said, and stared at the last of the sun, then at her, also |umnous and beautiful,
"you' ve rubbed ne with sonmething fromyour skin and body. Your oils and juices. They probably have
special bacteria mxed in, fromthe skin creamin the bottle... a heavy duty dose. You didn't use
soap." Too bad |I hadn't assenbled all these observations earlier. A freshly fucked man, etc.
"They're putting out their special peptides and such, keeping ne happy, but... sonehow |I'mstil
protected agai nst being nmade into a zonbie. Maybe it's the treatnment | gave nyself. O the
antibiotics. | really don't know. "

"Integunycin is designed to stay in the body and not |eak out through the skin," Lissa said.

"I's that a fact?"

"So you are vulnerable, nore than you know But | won't make you kill sonebody el se, if
that's any consol ation,"” she said. "Whom do you think I work for?"

"Nobody," | said, lying with a smle. "I think you' re beautiful."

"I belong, heart and soul, to Silk, and so does ny trainer."

"Not surprising,"” | said.

"Way isn't it surprising?"
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| thought it over, trying to round up all ny free-range thoughts. "I suppose they find it
useful to track people doing research in, you know, |ongevity, and those in the forefront nerit
special attention. A w fe, nmaybe, to keep tabs on them report on progress, work themif need be."
I frowned. "But I'mnot clear on one thing. How do they program you?"

"They don't, not that way," she said. "I'man orphan. They found ne in Budapest." She
pronounced it Boodapesht.

"What about the parents you introduced to Rob and nme?"

She shook her head.

"They're Silk, too? Ww. Mist be pretty wi despread.”

"Bi gger than you want to i magine," she said.

The evening was getting on nicely. The air, easily a hundred degrees in the |ate afternoon
was now cooling into the low eighties. W were having a very nice chat.

The man in gray must have been sweltering in the Toyota, but he didn't nove.

"Coul d you take me back into our roomand rub nme sone nore?"

"You don't need it," she said.

"Way don't the bacteria affect you the sane way?"

"I carry cultures tailored to make Rob happy," she said. "Wat he was doing, his research
bl ocked sone of their effects, and after a while he got suspicious. He wouldn't nake | ove anynore.
Then he left nme."

"You really are very, very attractive."

"In a few nore hours, you'll want to be around ne all the tinme, like a lover or a wife,"
Li ssa said.

"Puppy obsession," | said.

"Don't get ne wong. | will let you die."

"l don't doubt it for a noment."

"Don't think you're James Bond and I'mgoing to fall in love with you, too."

"I won't think that, | promse. Not if it makes you unhappy."

She got up and took ny face in her hands. "You aren't half the nman your brother was. | won't
be sad when you die."

"You had to be in love with Rob to do your job convincingly," | said.

"It was sonething like love," Lissa said.

"Maybe you inspired him" | said.

"You each had half the secret, but you never put the two hal ves together," she said. "You
were stupid, quarreling brothers. It's a nasty little secret, anyway, you know? You have no idea
how nasty."

"So tell me," | said. "Wy doesn't Silk target drug dealers? Tyrants? Serial killers? Really
bad people. You should work to inprove society, rather than going after arrogant scientists."

"I don't know," Lissa said.

"Was nmy wife part of Silk?"

"No." Then she added, "I don't think so.”

"I don't think she was, either. She wasn't |ike you at all. Not nearly so beautiful."

"Silk gives that to us. Not that | was an unpretty child."

An unpretty child. | rolled that around, savoring it. "You swallow Mudd's little sparkly
pills and you're suddenly lovely?" | asked.

She brought her brows together, narrowed one eye. She didn't get the reference. A wonan
marries a scientist but doesn't watch Star Trek? No wonder Rob had becone suspicious. "W are very
heal thy," she said. "No diseases."

"Still, you're going to get old and die," | said, and suddenly wi shed | could take it back. A
horri bl e thought. Beauty fading.

"The other way is nadness."

"\What about ol okhov?" | asked, innocently enough. "Is he going to live forever?"

Li ssa sl apped nme hard. She grabbed ne under my arnms and dragged nme into the notel room which
was still hot, and pushed nme back on the bed. "I won't all ow soneone to cone in here and hurt
you," she said. | saw tears on her cheeks. "But it will nake ne happy if you hurt yourself. It
will make nme very happy. | have to |l eave now. Go to sleep.”

| plunped a pillow and tried to do as she asked, but it was too hot. Through slitted eyes,
wat ched her gather up her |uggage, go outside, and cl ose the door

Heard the | ock click.

Lissa and the man in gray engaged in a heated exchange outside the room Sonething about
"transition" and "all finished." They were really going at it, but after the first couple of
sentences, | didn't understand a word. They were speaki ng Hungarian, maybe, or Russian
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| tried hard to sleep. @ anced at the alarmclock by the bed: 10:00 P.M | had slept a
little. My body felt as if it was com ng down with sonething. Shivery warmh. Could be a gross
bacterial infection. Maybe Lissa had pathogenic bacteria in her mx, as well as persuasive ones.
Little flesh-eaters. Wuldn't that be a kick?

"What kind of retirement plan do you have, sweetie?" | shouted into the dark, hoping she
woul d hear and cone in and slap me. Al sorts of little concerns drifted through ny head,
especially when | saw that another hour had passed and | still hadn't heard a peep outside. Was it
okay if | got off the bed?

"Do you sleep in dormtories, comunal ly?" | called out. "Or is it alittle, you know, Shaker

village sort of thing? Not celibate, that's for sure. Are you celibate with your famly? You did
say you have famly, but you're an orphan, from Booda-Pesht. Al sorts of beautiful wonen back

there. In the forner Soviet Union and Hungary and Romani a and Czechosl ovaki a. They want to cone
here and find rich husbands." The door did not open. Perhaps | could nake her pay attention if |
did something rash. | |ooked around the room got up, and switched on all the lights. Peel ed off
my cl othes except for my briefs. Examined the electrical cords to the | anps. One was frayed. |

applied the bare wire to sone white stuffing creeping out of the cheap quilted bedcover. Nothing

happened.

| wandered around restlessly, thinking about what Lissa had said.

She woul dn't nake ne hurt sonmeone el se. Maybe she couldn't. | had felt the touch of Silk's
bacterial persuasion in the DSV, in the hotel roomw th Banning in San Francisco. | was feeling it
now. But | could not be turned into an assassin. That made nme glad. The saucy little wi dow of mny
twin could not make ne kill sonebody el se. That was significant.

You both have half the secret.

| 1 ooked on the dresser, then on the nightstand in the corner. Lissa had left little
mat chbooks around the roomw th their covers open. How accomodati ng. She woul d probably return to
the room and check on me if | started a fire. At any rate, she would approve.

| pulled a match fromthe nearest book and struck it, then dropped it into a neta
wast ebasket. The little doily at the bottom of the basket caught fire and started snoking.
Curious, | |ooked up at the snoke detector. Not a peep. Batteries dead, probably. Cheap hotel
Frame and wal | board, with a continuous attic, great for sucking air and spreading flames. Burn
fast and hot like a cracker box.

| pulled out bathroomtissues and set them around the room wondering all the while what
little areas of ny brain Silk's bacteria were activating. Through ny skin. In nmy nose. On ny cock?
Up in ny urethra? The salty coffee. In ny gut again. Sonmething to do with dopanm ne and adenyl ate
cyclase inhibitors, activated G proteins, cyclic AMP. Alittle synphony orchestra of subtle
effects, direct and indirect.

The urge to join nob action? More likely the urge to pl ease a powerful woman, to please ny
not her, ny wife. Wnen have such a strong influence on young men. Pyro boy | ocked in hotel room
pi ning for a good rubdown, baby won't you light ny fire.

The tissues | arranged on the worn carpet burned like little campfires. | imagi ned nyself
| ooki ng down on Shernman's troops canped around Atlanta, waiting to torch the whole city. The city,
of course, would have to be the bed. | set to work ripping the mattress, inpressed by ny

cl ever ness.
| have half, Rob had half. Put themtogether. Al the little pathways line up, and we're in
it for the Long Haul.

The doorknob turned. | stood back frommy | abors, curious about the noise. | was wearing only
jockey shorts and ny watch. | was ready for Lissa if she wanted another session

Alittle swearing, a | ow deep voice, barely audi ble. Scratching. Al right, this was the guy
who was coming to kill nme. |If Lissa had lied, had actually gone out to arrange for ny nurder,

rather than let ne burn up in a fire, that was fine. Less cruel, actually.

The door burst open with a bang and the old heater behind it rattled and dropped sonme screws
internally. A big shadow stood there, against the night, six feet at |east, bulky, with a glint of
streetlight on a bal ding head.

"Hal Cousins?"

"That's me," | said, turning to nake a better target.

"You |l ook just like him" The sil houette's shoul ders drooped, and | heard himlet out his
breath. "You're a mess."

"I amin proper attire.”

"We're hauling your ass out of here, understand?"

“"Not unless that's what Lissa wants."

"Fuck Lissa."
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It was beneath me to discuss such things.

"Who are you?" | asked, dropping back seductively on the bed. Everything was so sexy.

The big guy stonped out the little tissue canpfires. He pulled nme off the bed and stood ne
up. "You stink," he said.

"I snell like tea and sandal wood, don't you think?"

"Hell no. You snell |ike water-buffalo shit."

He propelled ne by the shoulders into the bathroom and opened the shower-stall door.
stepped in, smling. Wthout closing the door, he turned on the water -- a blast of cold, quickly
turning hot -- and grabbed a couple of toy bottles of shanmpoo fromthe counter. Then he pal med a

wet washcloth and | athered ne all over, scrubbing ne in quite intimte ways, which | enjoyed.

My skin felt scalded. He shut off the water with a bang of old pipes and pulled ne out of the
stall. | turned coyly for his inspection

"Where's your stuff?" he asked. | had brought nothing with ne, not even Rob's papers. They
m ght have been in Lissa's car, but they certainly weren't in the hotel room O had we left them
in the office building to burn?

| could not renenber.

"The papers,” | said, with sudden concern
"Put on your clothes," he ordered.
"I'mwet."

"Doit."

| dressed, pulling sleeves and pant |egs over wet skin, jerking theminto place seductively.
VWhile I was buttoning ny shirt, he slung me over his shoul der and haul ed nme roughly through the
narrow door to the parking lot.

The ot glowed an unreal orange under the streetlights. The whol e nei ghborhood was qui et,
waiting. "It sure is spooky," | said, |ooking up and around from my sl unped vant age.

The car was a Mercedes S-class, very nice, dark red that | ooked bl ack

He put me down on ny feet on the asphalt beside the car. Sonmeone opened the driver's side
door and stepped out as if to help

It was Banni ng.

"Rudy!"

"That," said Banning, wthout a touch of hunor, "is a disgustingly sloppy grin."

"What are you doi ng here?"

"Saving your life," Banning said. "Please hurry."

I wove back and forth |like a drunk to get a closer |look at the big guy. He was in his early
sixties, with big round shoulders and hairy hands. He lugged a solid beer belly.

The big guy opened the back door and pushed ne in. | sat.

"How wonder ful for you, Rudy," | said. "Nice German car."

Banning stared fixedly through the front w ndshield.

The big guy sat in front and passed me a gallon plastic mlk container. "Drink this," he

said. "Drink all of it. It will make you sicker than a dog, and you'll spew from both ends. Let us
know when the runbling starts.” He | ooked at his watch. "M ght take an hour."

“I''I'l warn you," | said earnestly.

| started drinking. It was not mlk. It tasted awful, like very sour yogurt laced with
Angostura. | did what they told ne, not because | was conpelled to, but because a fresh
frightened, but still-small voice told ne that | had al most killed nyself, and that these were
friends.

The big guy watched ne drink. "Let's go before they conme back to check on you."

Rudy swung a quick | ook around the parking lot, put the Mercedes in gear, and drove away from
the strip notel with old-world ease.

"We're taking you to a plane,"”
been there."

"I know Rudy, but who are you?" | asked between gulps. "lI'mthe bastard who shot your
brother," he said, with a bitter twist of his face.

the big guy said. "Then we're going to New York. |'ve already

13
JUNE 20
MANHATTAN

"It's got to be Iike noving chess pieces by wal kie-tal kie with soneone wearing kitchen
mtts," Rob said, as the Amrak pulled into Penn Station. He had just conme out of a heavy snooze,
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with loud and liquid snoring. His eyes were dreany as he goggled at the stone and brick walls
outside the train. He looked terrible. "Hands-off, three and four renmpved, waiting, hiding out..."
I asked hi mwhat he was tal king about.
"Silk," he said.

"They' ve stonped us so far," | said. W stepped off the Antrak, crossed the platform and
haul ed our two bags -- LA thrift-store cheapies -- up the stairs to Pennsylvania Avenue. | | ooked
for a taxi.

"Don't take a cab that's waiting," Rob said. "Don't take a cab if they seemto be | ooking for
us. In fact, let's walk a few bl ocks."

It was a sensible precaution. "You sure you're okay?"

Rob was pastier than ever and unsteady on his feet. "W're two-footed lab rats," he nurnured,

weavi ng through the crowds, trying to avoid any physical contact. "I'm okay. Just wal k, al
right?" This, in reaction to ny trying to carry his suitcase. "lI've got it, really," he insisted.
"God, | feel so stupid. | thought there were linmts. | should have read your books nore closely."

"You should rest. W'll sit in a hotel |obby, have sone bottled water."

"Did you hear? Soneone's spiking bottled water all over the three boroughs."

"Yeah, but it's ammonia and bl each," | said. "Garden-variety sicko."

"How do we know it isn't a cover?"
| shook ny head. We didn't. We didn't know anything. W had been working and traveling for a

week. W& were hal f-dead from exhaustion, Rob's left arm was bandaged froma flying splinter, | had
cuts on my scalp -- covered by a baseball cap
I | ooked up at the Enpire State Building. Still inpressive, still New York. | had a sudden

shivering sense of place. This was the real world; out west it was twlight crazy-tine, bug fuck
nonsense.

But bug fuck kills. W had been the |ucky ones.

The basenent had partially fallen in, trapping Rob and nme for a while. Tanmy craw ed out
through a hole in the floor. W heard her wal ki ng overhead, shouting, then another round of cannon
fire.

While | pulled aside rubble and used a two-by-four to prop up a piece of floor blocking the
exit, Rob grabbed an ice chest fromunder a fallen beam and went through what was |eft of the |ab.
He filled the chest with jars and little plastic dishes.

W found Tamy bl eedi ng and scream ng and wal ki ng around the front yard, stretching out a
mangl ed hand. | did what | could, holding pressure points, scrounging through a first-aid kit to
put together a bandage.

Rob searched through the I eaning walls and coll apsed roons and found Marquez in the shanbles
of the den. There was bl ood and gl ass and broken nodel airplanes all over and Elvis had very
obviously left the building.

The dogs in the kennels had fallen silent, lying on their tunmies, ears |laid back, eyes big.

The house was burning fiercely. There wasn't nuch time.

Police cars, ambul ances started rolling in. W hel ped Tammy get to the paranedi cs and deci ded
we couldn't do any nore there. W rode the el evator down to the second house, which had only been
lightly danaged. There we found a red Mercedes S320 with the key in the ignition. The garage door
opened and we departed the scene before fire trucks and ot her vehicles could block off the | ower
streets.

Mar quez had thought of everything. A second set of plates in the trunk, and the car was
regi stered in Nevada

We took a chance and visited Tanmmy in the hospital. Four new bodyguards watched us enter the
door to her room No police protection

She was groggy but she could talk. "Tell Dr. Goncourt he kills good people," she said, and
stroked nmy hand. "He killed ny man. He killed ny son."

Then she gave us the keys to Joe's ki ngdom Bank-account nunbers and passwords that Marquez
had nmade her nenorize. Security codes to |ock boxes in seven cities, with phone nunbers where we
could hide out if things got inpossible on the street.

And the crown jewels: maps and key codes for sections of the Letnuna and the Goncourt estate
on Lee Stocking Island. She did not know whether the key codes were current.

| hated to abandon Tammy, but there was nothing we could do for her. W had work to finish.

| had changed ny nmind during the gunship slaughter. The cowardly masters pulled puppet
strings, but the puppets had fucked up. The masters were vul nerable. And they had killed a whole
| ot of innocents. They had tried to kill a pregnant woman.

Janie would never let me into our heavenly condo if | didn't do sonething to square that
angl e.
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We drove to San Jose and stored Rob's sanples in an office he had rented with Rudy Banni ng,
hal f repository for Rudy's crazy piles of research and half nakeshift |ab. Rob had kept paying the
rent even after Marquez |l ent himhis basenent.

It was a kind of safe house, just in case.

There, he worked feverishly for several days, then gave us the |latest version of his vaccine.
Whil e he worked, | made a phone call

| was eager to fight, but if | could arrange for some special help, | thought we'd have a
better chance.

New York becanme Rob's holy grail. | swear he acted as if we were going to visit a shrine.
t hought we were too obvious, too open. He did not care. "I need to get sonme specinens," he had
said. "I can put it all together if | just get a few specinens."

We nust have | ooked like two buns in a bad New York comedy.
Rob suddenly pulled up short in the middle of the sidewalk, staring at clouds dropping specks
of rain, then fixed his eyes on ne.

"Are you all right?" he asked with real concern. "It's a witch's brew, | knowit is. | didn't
have tine. | need those |ast few surface proteins. | can nake anti sense RNA and bl ock the gene
expression--"

"Hold it." | pulled himup close. Qur suitcases bunped. A dark green Ford Crown Victoria, no

mar ks, passed us for the third time. An old guy wearing a brown-I|eather bonber jacket hung his arm
out the w ndow and wat ched us. He caught my eye and nodded aniably, then notioned for the driver
to pull over.

Rob and | stood like two jack |ighted deer.

The guy in the bonber's jacket stepped out on the curb and waved his arm "Dam it, Ben, get
over here!" he shouted. "We're your ride."

Rob shivered. | thought he m ght pass out. | squinted at the man. "Stuart?" | called, and
smled. | imediately straightened nmy face. No reason to smile, no reason to trust anyone.

"Yeah, get in," Stuart said.

"Who's that?" Rob asked, ready to bolt.

"Sonme of ny spook friends. We have a last-resort help line with an answering nmachi ne.
didn't think anybody would believe nme. If you're crazy, you're on your own."

Rob followed a few steps behind as | approached the car. Stuart Garvey had been in the CIA
before retiring in the early eighties. | hadn't seen himin person since 1985, at an old spook
reuni on, but he was part of the Tom Tom club. He had been the second man | had fired off ny
question to, back in El Cajon, the one who had not replied -- and the last person | had thought
m ght neet us in New York.

"You need transportation, don't you?" Stuart asked casually, and opened up the rear door. He
eyebal l ed Rob critically. "Your friend could take a header, he doesn't get to sit down."

"I'mfine," Rob said. | doubt anyone believed him

W got into the backseat and Stuart introduced us to the driver. "You renenber Norton, don't
you?"

| did, vaguely, fromsessions at the Marine base in Quantico. Norton Crenshaw, younger than
Stuart, in his sixties and quite heavy even in his younger years. W had called him Ml on. He wore
a wi ndbreaker and a faded E.T. cap. "I'ma silent partner," Norton said with an easy smile. H's
face was pleasant but | renmenbered he enjoyed being trained to kill

Stuart took us to a quiet diner where the owner knew him W passed through an airport-style
metal detector just inside the front door. Stuart held out his arns and pirouetted through. The
machi ne gave a snall wheep -- just change and keys. The rest of us passed with as little fuss. The
owner, a snmall Asian man, winkled and sol erm, gave us a booth way in the back

Stuart and | went to the nmen's room He glanced at ne over the narble divider between two
urinals. His flow got going quick and easy, mine took a while; that neant he thought he had the
upper hand. "Do you know what you're into here?" he asked quietly, shaking hinself and zi pping up

"Hell, no," | said.

"That's all you have to say?" Stuart washed his hands first in the sink. Toy-dolly strawberry
snell wafted up fromthe basin. He winkled his nose.

"Convenient to check us for guns going in," | said.

"Yeah. M. Chung's had sonme problens with punks packing heat, as the old cliche has it. Do
you know all there is to know about Dr. Cousins?"

"You tell me," | said, washing ny hands next. He rattled down a length of cotton towel and
wi ped vi gorously.

"The wind is up. Shit is flying |oose that we thought we'd glued down forty years ago. Dr.
Cousins is right at the eye of the storm™
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He pushed through the sw nging door and left nme standing in the rest room M/ bush-sense was
ringi ng sone bad bells.

Back in the booth, Rob picked at his pastram on rye with a fork and hadn't touched his gl ass
of iced tea. H's | ook suggested he did not want to either eat or drink there. "How did you know
which train we'd be on?" Rob was asking as | rejoined the group.

Stuart tapped his tenple with his nmddle finger. "Once a spook," he said. "Where are you

stayi ng?"
"W're not," | said. "W want to visit a building and get the hell out of here."
"Whi ch buil ding?" Stuart asked.
Rob | ooked at me for advice. | nodded. "The Jenner Building," he said, and showed themthe

address on a slip of paper

"Christ." Stuart |owered his voice and | eaned over the table. "Anthrax Central? It's cl osed.
They can't even tear the bastard down, it's so contaminated."

| could not tell what Stuart was up to. Then it dawned on ne. Chemnical and Bacteriol ogica
Warfare had been Stuart's specialty. "That's right," | said. "You covered CBWway back when."

"There's no anthrax," Rob said. "It's just a cover."

"That's not what | heard," Stuart said. He was playing with Rob and | did not enjoy it, but I
needed to | earn which way the water was going to rush when the dam burst, which would be soon

Stuart and Norton had known all al ong where we were going. They were still on active duty.
They had been assigned to find us.

"It's not anthrax," Rob insisted. His brow was covered with sweat. He jerked his head and
| ooked at ne. "We should take a cab.”

"Your friend's not feeling well,"’

"I"'mfine," Rob said.

"He knows what he's tal king about," | said defensively. "Now, Stuart, explain."

"Ben, how could you let yourself get involved in this? You of all people. You don't know jack
about CBW Being kind to stray puppies?”

"When soneone's trying to kick the shit out of them"” | said. Norton snorted and tapped his
lip with a pudgy ringer

Stuart nade a sour face. "The hell with waiting," he said. "Finished?"

Rob waved a disnissive hand over the sandwi ch. "I'm not hungry."

"Let's help you do this thing."

W went back to the car. Norton whistled a jaunty little tune as he started the notor. Rob
| ooked worse than ever.

"Manhattan used to be a hotbed for biological research, a lot of it secret," Stuart said as
we drove through the crowded, rainy streets. | touched the left-rear door handle. It flopped back
and forth, attached to nothing inportant.

"They put up three special buildings here, beginning in the late 1930s. The npbst nobdern
| aboratories of their day. Some of them housed researchers working to cure small pox, nalaria,
polio. They used the best isolation procedures available. Even so, it's a mracle something didn't
escape and kill thousands. Maybe millions. The last building was finished and occupied in 1954."
He pointed up the street. "It housed Silk until the early sixties."

Rob | eaned forward, his cheeks pinking. "Wat do you know about Silk?"

"Alot nore than Rudy Banning," Stuart said. "My last job was to hel p get Rudy discredited.
Wasn't hard. The nman's a |loon."

"I thought you retired in the eighties,” | said to Stuart.

Stuart stared out the wi ndow, annoyed by so nmany pointless words floating through the air.
You | earn nothing froma spook by watching his eyes, but this tine he wanted ne to see how he
felt: inmpatient. "Ben, this is not for you. You should have snelled it early on and junped clear."

Rob | ooked around |ike a neck-jerking pigeon at the rest of us in the big old Crown Victori a.
"I wasn't nearly paranoid enough, was |?"

The car slid into a |oading zone across the street froma |arge, gray, stone-fronted cube,
wet with steady drizzle. "Here we are,"” Norton announced. He reached under the dash and handed
Stuart sonething | could not see. | was pretty sure it was a gun

The |l ower floors had no wi ndows and the entrance doors had been boarded over, w th boards
nail ed over the boards. Gaffiti covered it at ground |level, protecting the building with an air
of disuse like a fence nade of spray paint.

"Prime real estate,"” Stuart said. "Doesn't that tell you sonething?"

"Stuart, why are you here, and what do you know?"

"Il tell it straight, Ben, for old tinme's sake," Stuart said.

Norton gave him a disapproving glance, then lifted his hands, so be it. "Nobody will believe

Stuart stated categorically.
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it, of course," Norton said. "It's crazy shit. Like Area 51."

"Retirenent sucks," Stuart said. He lifted the pistol into our view. A SIG Sauer, | coul dn't
tell the nodel number, but it was dark and shiny, strictly newmllennium governnent issue. "After
the end of the Cold War, the best of the old guard were called back to put the whol e espi onage
thing on a new footing. Industrial, corporate."”

"They didn't ask ne," | said.

"Right," Stuart said.

"W're fried," Rob said, and held up his hands |like a bad guy giving up to the sheriff.

"Shut up," Stuart told him "You' re responsible for a lot of hard work conming to grief."

| put a hand on Rob's arm nmmintain.

"I worked Silk in the late fifties and early sixties, as a youngster," Stuart said. "I heard
things in the briefings you wouldn't believe. OSS and M6 had tracked themintermttently through
the forties. Nobody knows the real history of the war. But that was before ny tine. | do know that
Silk started cooperating with us in the late forties. They saw t he approach of Stalin's fina
madness, and, over three years, they dismantled their operations in the Soviet Union, sabotaged
their stockpiles and | abs, and di sassoci ated t hensel ves fromthe next generation of bio war
researchers. It was all very ingenious. Essentially, to the Russians after Stalin, Silk becane a
bunch of crackpot has-beens on a par with Lysenko.

"I'n 1953, when | was still a kid, we were ordered to help themfind a safe zone in the United
States. They had peculiar needs. So we out bid sone drug conpani es and bought Anthrax Centra
before it was finished." He pointed to the gray cube across the street. "W handed it over to Silk
in exchange for certain activities in Latin Anerica, Southeast Asia, and China. Politica

scul pture, it was called. | took over the day-to-day operations in 1961. It was a funny
relationship. Half the time, they didn't do what we wanted themto. | always thought they were
wor ki ng ot her streets, maybe financial, in Europe or in China, even in Russia again, but that was
out si de our scope. The Agency told me to let it go, so |l let it go. Hands off, don't provoke them

those were our prime instructions.”

"You were afraid,"” Rob said.

"You bet your ass we were afraid. The nore | knew, the less | slept nights. I'mpretty sure
they called the shots fromthe very begi nning. Nobody knew who they were running -- in the State
Departnment, the FBlI, the nilitary. The Oval Ofice. Even the Agency. Wenever we tried to
aut hori ze count ermeasures, we were squel ched at a very high level. In 1970, | was assigned
el sewhere. Silk went offshore, to the Bahamas, and stopped its activities. | had a |l ong and easier
career and retired. The Soviet Union fell apart. Happy days. Then | got word I was needed again
Surprise, Silk had actually cone to us with a proposal. They wanted a new and safer haven in a
changi ng worl d. Soneone deci ded that American industry could benefit fromwhat Silk knew

Contracts were drawn up. | hel ped make sure the secrets were kept, even when sone fol ks were eager
to tell all. That was when | was ordered to discredit Banning."
Stuart | eaned his head to one side and massaged his neck. "They worked out a deal -- not ne,

personal |y, you understand. It was a good deal, as far as it went. Nowit's falling apart, and it
| ooks like Dr. Cousins here is responsible.”

"Shit, shit, shit," Rob said. He grabbed his door handl e, discovered what | already knew,

t hen pounded the arnrest and slunped back in his seat. He focused on Stuart. "You hel ped them go
after AY3000 and me, too?" Rob took on the | ook of soneone realizing he has been gut shot. "Have
you gone after my brother?"

Stuart shook his head. "I don't know anything about that, and | don't want to know. But it's
obvi ous you' ve pissed off someone who shoul d never have been pissed off. And that nmakes a | ot nore
work for the rest of us."

"This stinks, Stuart," | said. "What if you just let us wal k away? The Tom Tom cl ub knows."

Stuart | ooked peeved. "You wanted to conme here, Ben. W brought you here. W' ve done
everything you asked, right?" The rain on the side wi ndow drew sliding beads of shadow over his
face. "Nobody in the TomTomw || believe you. You were never the brightest nenber. You were a
grunt in the bush, Ben."

It was an old slur. Wat do you get froma grunt in the bush? A pile of shit.

"Fuck you," | said to Stuart. To Norton, "You too."

Stuart let nme see that his eyes could go cold if he wanted themto. "The dead don't fuck
They are beyond fucking and being fucked with. | don't know what they're going to tell you
Believe ne. But | suggest you listen close. It may be your only way out of this ness. You, too,
Dr. Cousins. You sure look like hell."

The car pulled around to a broad alley behind the building. Norton squeezed out and opened ny
door. He, too, held a pistol, another SIG Sauer. Stuart opened Rob's door
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GQuttering streans fell in a thin curtain fromthe parapet at the top of the square gray nass.
A big steel door covered with graffiti-eyeballs, grasping hands with thick splintered fingernails,
thorn crowns on bl eedi ng heads -- opened to receive us.

"I thought it was shut down," Rob said. | could see the last of his starch going. "W were
going to break in and get sonme sanples."”

"Don't say we didn't warn you," Stuart said.

Two earnest, tired-1ooking young men with short hair, wearing winkled business suits that
had been sweated in for hours, stepped out of the shadows inside the door and stood at parade
rest, waiting.

The building's breath snelled dry and warm and cl ean.

The young agents greeted Stuart and Norton. Stuart whispered sonething to the one on the
left. Norton wal ked right on through.

"Let's go," he said.

Rob entered Anthrax Central. | followed, |ooking for places to duck, pull things down, get
some confusion going. There wasn't much. We wal ked over a concrete floor. The concrete walls had
been painted gray and red, and a raised |loading platformcrossed the rear. Big glass tanks filled
with murky water stood al ong one side of the platform It could have been a receiving area for a
big metropolitan aquarium but the tanks didn't seemto have any fish, just |unpy shadows |ike
coral and pipes going in and out at the top

Two boys and two girls, late teens, dressed in denimoveralls, supple as sea lions and alert
as terriers, energed fromthe shadows between the water tanks. They squatted on the edge of the
platformas if waiting for a rock concert to begin.

"W stay here until the caretaker arrives," Norton said.

"I wouldn't go any farther w thout an escort for all the sin in Singapore," Stuart said, and
winked at ne as if we were still buddies.

Qut of the corner of ny eye, | sawa little gray wisp emerge fromthe dark between the tanks.
It wal ked with a quick, shuffling step along the platform | craned ny neck. At first | thought it
was an ol d man, head small and winkl ed, eyes |arge, frane shrunken, wal ki ng al ong the upper ranp,
skirting the aquariuns. But sonething about the way the wi sp noved, a sway of the shoulders with
each step, nmade nme think again about its sex.

Rob watched with feverish interest.

"There she is," Stuart said.

"That's the caretaker?" | asked.

Stuart nodded. Hi s Adam s appl e bobbed. He did not | ook happy to see her

The caretaker wore a calf-length black shift and a cloth cap |ike the ones they give
newborns. The kids stood out of the way as the specter passed. She nodded to all and patted a
sl ender boy of sixteen or seventeen on the head, folding her lips into a ghost of affection

She glided down a flight of steel steps in a blur of tiny feet.

Stuart and Norton stepped back as she passed, as if they nmight catch sonething that would
steal away their souls. She ignored them

The caretaker wal ked around Rob and me, inspecting us with a patient, gray gaze, her head
tilting left, then right. She snelled like wine left in a glass after a party.

"Rob Cousins," she said in a youthful tenor voice that coul d have been either nmale or fenale.

She reached out and pulled Rob's hand close to her eyes. "You've nmade sonme ni stakes, | see.”
Despite his resistance, she thrust out the hand for our inspection. Between the tendons on
the back, the skin had fol ded and puckered into tight little furrows. | had noticed the narks

before and thought they m ght be scars from an operation

"&ross mistakes," the caretaker said.

"What about you?" Rob said, his voice gravelly.

The caretaker held up her own hand: the same puckers, though snoothed over by the years. "How
old do you think I anP" she asked Rob

Rob snatched back his hand. "You're suffering fromprogeria," he said. "Premature aging.
You're forty, tops."

The expression on her face hardened. "No reason to be petty." She was not used to being
judged. "Once | was the future, Dr. Cousins."

She wal ked back toward the ranp, shoul ders undulating slowy, wists hangi ng. Wen we held
back, she turned and blinked like a thin old nonkey at Stuart and Norton. They urged us to follow
with a couple of shoves. To Stuart, it was just part of the day. Norton enjoyed shoving.

The agents in winkled suits stayed by the door, foreheads danp. The kids vani shed into the
shadows.

For some tine now | had been looking for a way to start a nad minute, to provoke sone hasty
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action fromour captors -- without getting killed ourselves. Nothing. They were tight and
observant.

The caretaker wal ked ahead of us down a dark, tonb-quiet hallway. The polished floor shone in
the mlky fluorescence of a far-off ceiling fixture. Rob caught up with our guide. "You said | did
sonet hi ng wrong. How wrong? How do you know?"

She | ooked up. "Your chenistry runs like a spinning top first this way, then that. You cut
too many channel s between the Little Mdthers. The puckers show me you will have the disease in a
few nont hs, perhaps sooner. Yes, you could live a long time. Muybe centuries. But you will spend
years in rabid madness."

Rob | ooked Ii ke a dog about to throw up. He hung back, and Norton gave hi man encouraging tap
on the ankle with the tip of his hard bl ack shoe.

"W're going to be killed," Rob told ne, as if this was news.

| | ooked back at Stuart and Norton. "You're going to let this happen?”

Stuart shrugged.

I just wanted to see who was paying nore attention. | knew how these guys thought, the
exerci ses they went through at the end of a hard day to put away in drawers the things they had
done and seen.

Maybe this was all | deserved. Christ, | had gotten slow the |ast few years.
Al'l the corners, the edges between walls and floor, walls and ceiling, were covered over with
curved runnel s of ceranmic. The linoleumwas not linoleum | realized, as we wal ked a few steps,

but | ong sheets of blue tile sealed with a vitreous sheen. The walls were also tile, fitted and
treated to elimnate seans.

Not a breath of air in the hall. Age showed here and there in the star pattern of an inpact
fracture or cracks frombuilding settling. Sone of them had been repaired -- glazed over with
anot her vitreous |ayer.

The caretaker touched the wall with a finger. "Once a day, they used to go through the
corridors outside the labs with steam hoses and sterilize, in the evenings. The whol e building
snelled like a Chinese laundry. It was a lovely snell." She turned. "You keep looking at ne, M.
Bri dger. You have obvious questions. | amMaxims wfe."

"Maxi m Gol okhov?" Rob asked.

"Yes," the caretaker said, so softly we could barely hear. She turned to the left and Norton
pushed us agai n.

"We're going to ask you sone questions," he said.

| tried to match this winkled stick with the wonan in the video, |ean but handsone, sniling.
| couldn't.

Stuart took a position by the turn in the corridor and crossed his arns. One | ast pleading
ook didn't faze him

Norton pointed to an open doorway. Inside a small office was a bare wooden desk and an ol d,
scarred filing cabinet with labels in Cyrillic. Photos lined the walls. Norton pushed two chairs
up to the desk. Rob and | sat. The caretaker stood by the wall of photos. | swept ny eyes over the
ranks of small black franes and their black-and-white contents. | recogni zed none of the people in
t he photos on sight, except for one -- in the |Iower |eft-hand corner, Joseph Stalin, standing
besi de another, younger nman, both in military dress, both smiling. Stalin |ooked to be in his
sixties. A war photo.

"Let's get going," Norton said. "W don't want to be here too long."

The caretaker gave hima pinched | ook. "Dr. Cousins,” she said, "your research is
i nteresting, what you allowed to be published."

Norton kept his eye on us with as nuch intellectual engagenent as a guard dog.

"My question for you is, will you stop your research?"

Rob | ooked up. "Whuld that do ne any good? |I'm a dead man al ready."

"W are at that crossroads, yes. But there is a way. W bring stability, not greed. Tell us
what you have done that bl ocks our controls.”

Norton nodded. The conversation was foll owi ng the proper form now.

"I'"'d i ke to know what ny m stakes were," Rob said.

The caretaker noved cl oser. Her eyes inspected himw th a surprising heat and her voice rose
al nost an oct ave.

"When you seek to live forever, you cut yourself away fromthe Little Mdthers and their
mnistrations. That can nmake it difficult for others to control you, yes. But not inpossible. It
just takes nore, nuch nore, over tine, as a wife or lover mght deliver, or all at once, a mx of
product and maker, the pure form then you can be run for several hours, even days, sonetines
weeks. "
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"Way do | have winkles on the backs of ny hands?" Rob asked.

| watched Norton -- Melon -- carefully. Stupid nen always | eave thenmsel ves open, but | was
not at all sure Melon was stupid. He just knew what to pay attention to and what to ignore. And he
seened less ill at ease than Stuart.

He knew the place. It was Melon's assignnent.

"You have cut off signaling paths used by both the body and the Little Modthers."

That phrase kept popping up and it was bugging the hell out of nme. "Wat are these Little
Mot her s?" | asked.

"She neans bacteria," Rob said, his eyes on the caretaker, as if they were playing a gane of
chess and he wanted to psych her out. Another bad nove. Don't stare at the beast.

"The body feels |onely wi thout guidance," the caretaker said. "It turns in on itself. You
| ose your connections to other humans. Wat you hate and fear becones magnified. "

She | ooked at Melon again. | could not read her expression, and clearly Melon did not want to
try. Who was in charge here? Who was runni ng whon?

"Dr. Golokhov -- treated you first?" Rob asked.

"Skip it," Melon said.

"I was the first. | volunteered," she said. She wanted to tal k. Rob was providing a
synmpathetic ear. A fellowtraveler. | was back in Kafkaville with a vengeance.

"And it didn't work?"

"I amstill here. | will be here a hundred years from now, barring accidents... or |osing

control ."
"But you said you went insane."
"You pass through the nost horrible gates to escape death." The caretaker sighed |like a

little girl. "I renenber the days we worked together, how he tended to ne during ny transition
and learned frommnmy exanple to change his treatnents, to avoid the nost obvious side effects. He
was wong to leave me here. | could have helped himlisten to the Little Mthers. That's the

important thing, isn't it?"

"Listen to them-- where?"

"Downstairs. In the tanks. Everything else we did was wong. He drove ne to this. Maxi mwas
wrong. "

Mel on' s eyebrow twi tched. "Tine's a-wasting," he said.

"Tell me about ny errors,"” Rob insisted, his face as intensely focused as a cat's over a bow
of cream "He nust have done nore work, nore research. How can we avoid nmaking his early
m st akes?"

The caretaker | ooked up at Mel on

"Fuck this," Melon said. He pushed his gun against Rob's neck. "How do you bl ock the
t aggi ng?"

Rob blinked. W were on a knife edge and he was di scovering courage.

"How?" Mel on insisted.

The caretaker held up her hand. However small, this gesture made Mel on back down -- but only
for a noment. "WII| you work with us?" she asked. "It is obvious we have so nmuch information to
share."

Rob | ooked pai ned and shook his head adamantly. "Never," he said.

"G ve themwhat they want!" | shouted.

"They don't need nme," Rob said. "This is a charade."

"We had to try," the caretaker said. "W are not nonsters, you know. " She faced the wall of
pictures, head tilted to the right, then the left. She seenmed to have tuned us all out.

"Tell them" | said to Rob. "G ve them sonet hing!"

Mel on waved his little gun. "Let's do it," he said. The caretaker swung around on her tiny
feet and glided out of the snmall office.

We got up fromour chairs and returned to the main corridor, where Stuart was waiting.

"Ready?" he asked ne.

W all canme to a wide doorway and stopped. Beyond lay a roomthat m ght have been an
abandoned Turkish bath, slick gray surfaces rising into | ong benches against the walls. Seven bl ue-
gray tile basins, as big as doubl e-w de bathtubs, held the center in two rows of three, and one in
the middle, formng an H Dark, pudding-thick liquid spiraled in the tubs, stirred by hidden
paddl es. Long hoses connected to aerators hung off the far sides of each tub. | could hear smal
bubbl i ng sounds. The room was nostly in shadow.

"Take of f your clothes," the caretaker said.

The air snelled faintly of jungle. Seawater in an old tide pool. Fresh sweat on Janie's arns
on a sunny day. | could not identify all the odors rising fromthe tubs, but they scared nme nore
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than the nephitis of rotting corpses or the gravy-tang of spilled bl ood.

| watched for a |l apse of attention and put on an act -- not nmuch acting needed, really --
that woul d suggest a mark about to |l ose his cool. A mark is soneone who is all too aware he will
soon be neat. Lieutenant JG Mark Wasserman changed his nane as we flew into Laos because that was
how we used to designate those who woul d soon be dead. "Look at all those narks."

"How ol d are you?" Rob asked the caretaker. "Wiay am | |ike you? Wiich receptors did | screw
up?" Curious to the end. Like a young steer in the chute.

Stuart and Norton took their positions. | started taking off my clothes, but slowy. Prol ong
the inevitable.

The caretaker wal ked to one of the aerators and picked up a black wand with a brass nozzle.
Two hoses hung fromthe wand, | saw, one going into the tub, the other snaking around to a row of
brass ni pples nmounted in the back wall

She inspected the nozzle. It resenbled a showerhead and seened to neet her approval. She
turned the valve and a small doll op of goop sneared her palm She approached Rob. Melon held his
arms. Even with the difference in ages, it was no contest.

Rob drew his head back. Delicately, |ike a cosnetol ogi st appl yi ng nakeup, the caretaker
dabbed her finger in the goop, then painted it beneath and around his eyes, under his lips. He
jerked his head aside and Mel on tugged at his el bows until he gasped. She applied greenish streaks
to his guns, his cheeks, his tenple, under his chin, with sw ping jabs, her arns quick as wasp
Wi ngs.

"Greed and stupidity," she said. "It is old history."

Mel on | et Rob go, leaving himto scrub at his face vigorously.

| had taken off my shirt.

The caretaker ainmed the brass nozzle in ny direction. "That is enough," she said. She turned

the valve all the way. The stuff stung as it hit, like paint out of a spray gun. | felt the tingle
over my skin, involuntarily sucked sone of it into ny nose and nouth, choked and heaved, tried to
spit it out. I fell on ny back and w ped nmy eyes, flung strands of the slime against the floor
the side of a tub.

"1 was Maxi m Gol okhov's student and assistant in 1924. | becane his wife in 1936. Beria and

Stalin were at our wedding. W spent long years in Irkutsk and in Mdscow, |earning, always
| earni ng. "

Through the haze, watching for her next nmove, | saw that she could still cry. "I helped him
build this facility after we were finished in Russia, after we fled. The Politburo wanted not hi ng
to do with us, even though we had saved them Maxim he was the brave nman, but he had ot her
concerns than our narriage. He went to the islands in 1965 and | eft ne here, and | becane a
caretaker. | earned ny keep."

The stinging subsided. | started to enjoy the sound of her voice. She checked ny eyes and
nose and lips, like a vet |ooking over a dog. "Your friend has treated you with sonething, an
anti dote maybe?" she said confidentially.

I nodded. The slime dripped off ny chin.

"But not expertly. Do you like ne?"

| did, actually.

"Rob Cousins is a dead man. Do you see this? Do you see and feel why?"

Her voice was really sonmething. | felt Iike a tree about to topple fromits stunp, but
sonmehow stayed on ny feet.

"You are covered with Little Mdthers naking a palette of persuasive chenicals, all over your
outside, soon inside, too. Insinuating. It's not unpleasant, is it?"

It wasn't. | was feeling pretty good now. Confident.

"Listen to me, M. Bridger. | tell you the truth, then | tell you what to do."

"Let's hurry it up,"” Stuart said. "How do you know they're under? Silk couldn't work them"

"I could teach ny husband a few things," the caretaker said. "But | don't think Maxim s heart
isin it anynore. Maybe he's learned all he wants to know." | could have sworn that pruned,
wrinkl ed face was sneering. She | ooked at ne. "You are not a rich man, are you?"

| shook ny head. "Far fromit."

"Rob Cousins asks the rich and powerful for nmoney. He would nake theminmortal. But would you
trust these plutocrats with your most precious things? Wuld you | eave your children and
grandchildren, for ten, a hundred generations, with then? Wuld you make that m stake agai n? These
rich and greedy and ignorant people, tyrants, robbers of all the resources, all the noney, for al
tinme? Do you trust themw th that power, for all tinme?"

As if for good neasure, she sprayed Rob full in the face with the wand. He fell over on his
hands, choki ng and gasping. She lifted the wand and turned. She stared at Stuart and Melon --
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Norton, | corrected nyself. Best to be respectful
They dropped back. They were distracted, their guard was down. But it was for too late to
meke ny nmove. | was on the deck myself, withing, feeling little orgasnms work up ny spine. The

skin on nmy back sucked al ong the slick floor
I wondered how Rob was doi ng. The caretaker | eaned over himand showed hi mthe back of her
right hand, as if she mght slap him

"Do you know how old | anP" she asked in a shrill tenor. "I am107. | will not age. | will be
ugly forever and ever. Do you know how many years | was mad?"
| rolled over to see Rob's reaction. | was starting to feel pissed off at himfor causing al

this trouble, and for going to all those rich people.

"Ten years. Maxi mwatched over ne," she said. "I was kept in a cage. He took notes and nade
i mprovenents on the treatnment. He wanted to live a long time so he could deci pher the voice of al
the Little Mothers, fromthe deeps and the salt seas, but Beria and Stalin were nore practical
They insisted they be treated next or we would all be executed. They had killed so many and yet
they were such cowards. They did not go quite so nmad." Another dead snile.

"Just shoot us!" | shouted at Stuart, with the last of my will to resist.

Stuart actually leveled his gun at ne. There was a scrap of decency still in him

"What can she learn fromthat?" Melon asked him Stuart |owered the gun

The caretaker turned one last tine to Rob. "There is always your brother."

Rob tried to grab her. Melon batted his arm down and kicked himin the stonmach. He curled up
ret ching.

The caretaker | eaned over nme and pouched out her lips like a wizened little gibbon. "Here are
sonme nunbers," she said, and pulled a small sheet of paper fromthe pocket of her overalls. "Tell
me what they nean to you."

14
AUGUST 13
ARl ZONA

W were still driving east in the bl ood-red Mercedes, through desert caught up by norning.
Bridger and | had been talking for hours, telling our stories. Banning spoke only rarely and kept
checki ng his maps.

Bridger's story was conming to the conclusion | did not want to hear.

"The kids sprayed us down with water to get the sline off," Ben said. "W were both pretty
linp by then. | was having visions. | was able to fly, | thought. | was in touch with powerfu
people all over the world. | could hear ny intestines talking to ne -- as if they were stuffed
wi th angel s.

"They took us out to the |oading dock and pushed us into that goddammed Crown Victoria. W
got the seats wet, | renenber. Rob was talking a mle a mnute about cells and channel s and
receptors, about how he could feel the pathways opening up inside him He said he could identify
the ones he'd missed, the ones he'd got wong. He seened happy as a clam eager to get back to
work. 'They're letting us go!' he said. '"W're getting off easy!""

"Did he tell you what the receptors were?" | asked Ben

Ben gave nme a look, as if | were sone kind of curious and disgusting insect. He faced front,
squinting at the long two-lane highway. "No, fuck it, I"'msorry, Hal, he didn't. Not in so many
words, and how in hell would I know, anyway?"

"Rob had the other half of the secret. That's what Lissa said. If | get that list, | could
finish the work. | would know everythi ng Gol okhov knows. Maybe nore."

Ben nodded. "It was the nobst inportant thing in the world to him" he said, his voice seening
to come from outside the car.

"They've tried to kill us, they' ve nurdered innocent civilians, just to stop us from
knowi ng." | held off for a second, face hot, before adding, "And ny brother."

"Yeah," Ben said.
W were five mnutes down the road when Ben resuned.
"W were dropped of f near Tinmes Square, soaking wet. In an alley. Stuart stuffed a pisto

into my hand, and said, "I'msorry." He | ooked genuinely disgusted at what they had to do. Then he
and Norton went to the end of the alley to wait. | honest to God tried to aimthe gun at them but
I couldn't. | was focused on Rob."

| felt nmy breath take a hitch. "You shot him" | said, hoping he would end his story now.

"I't wasn't that sinple," Ben said. "First, | had to get mad. So | punched him right there in

file:/lIC|/13278%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E-books/Greg%20Bear%20-%20Vitals.txt (102 of 136) [1/17/2005 6:58:21 PM]



file:///C|/3278%20Sci-Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ Greg%20B ear%20-%20V ital s.txt

the alley. | broke his nose, | think. There was this awful voice in ny head, it kept telling ne
"Go for the snot locker. That'll get himangry and that will make you angry." Hi s face was covered
with bl ood. But Rob danced and sang a song about which genes he'd work on next, which proteins he
woul d bl ock. He said we'd all live forever."

"Shit," | said, and covered ny ears.

"CGoddamm it, listen to me!" Ben shrieked over the back of the seat, pounding it with his
fist. "Listen to ne and, Jesus, give ne sone sort of absolution! Your brother cane to ne, he
dragged me into this! You two stirred up the hornets, and they all used ne!"

W were both crying. | reached out and tried to touch his arm He flicked nmy hand aside.
"Then sonet hi ng changed. The flag went down and Rob got brother. He wanted nme to tell you
what he knew, if | survived. He said, "Tell Hal | know why it works on you and not on ne." Then he

rattl ed off sonme nanes, didn't nmake sense. Peace keeper or peace naker or sonething was the
first."
"Pi ecewor k?"

"That's it. Then... Revolver or regulator."”

"Regul us?"

Ben nodded. "I told himto shut up. He found a chunk of wood froma crate. He was pitiful.
had the gun but he was waving that stick of wood. The |ast word was chopper. | renenber that,
because he was chopping at ne with the wood. He wanted to get away, but | blocked the alley. He
kept shouting that if | just remenbered who I was and what we were doing, we could get out of
here. 'There's so nuch life, there's so nuch nore to see,' he said. But | couldn't stop."

Pi ecework, regulus, chopper. | was famliar with two of them Piecewrk was a comon

bacterial gene that regul ated the creati on of adhesins. Toothpaste conpanies were interested in it
because it stopped Streptococcus and Actinonyces from binding in the human nouth and reduced
pl aque on teeth. Regulus was a human nucl ear gene that coordinated mnitochondrial functions. Mess
with regulus in the wong way and you could end up with Parkinson's. That's why | had avoided it,
though it was a clear candidate for ny work. Qur work. Chopper wasn't a gene. | couldn't
i mredi ately place where | had heard the nane.

| dropped nmy face into ny hands.

"Rob couldn't take it anynore,"” Ben said. "He nade a run at ne, and | shot him Then | threw
away the pistol and ran out of the alley."

W pulled into a service station. | |eaned out of the door, thought about vomting, decided
it wasn't strictly necessary, and stood beside the car. "I have to go," | said, for the sixth or
seventh tinme. The elixir was still having a strong effect.

Banni ng bought gas. | got the key fromthe young nman behind the counter, went to the rest
room and | eaned over the dirty sink. Despite the nausea, | couldn't bring up anything.

| had just listened to a nan confess to shooting nmy twin, ny shadow. M essential shadow. And
I did not know how to react, whether to hate or pity. | was angry, not at Ben Bridger, but at Rob

and nyself. W had screwed it up so badly. We could have beaten the world. O saved it. |nstead,
had stolen his girls, then bits and pieces of his dignity. Rob had done things to me, in return
So many little disputes | should have been willing to concede. His science, that | didn't steal
because by then we had kept secrets and stayed away from each ot her

W coul d have done it together. W would have had the Long Haul in our hot little hands right

now. We really would have, | kept telling nyself, staring into the scratched and filthy mrror

I was ny twin, right down to the suicidal arrogance.

The elixir's diarrhea cane and went. | spent ten minutes on the toilet, totally absorbed in
m sery.

Back in the car, Ben was drinking a Royal Crown. | clinbed gingerly into the backseat. He

bl ew his nose into a blue wi ndshield wi pe and avoi ded | ooki ng at ne.

Banni ng si pped coffee froman orange nmug and studi ed another fold in the map

"You probably haven't been followi ng the news," Ben said.

"No." | felt ny stonmach turn, tried to stop ny voice from shaki ng.

"The director of the ClIA just resigned. He's under suspicion of downloading classified files,
but that's just a cover. There's nore going on, nuch nore. Cracks in the Silk network in
Washington. Alittle war. Anyway, sonething did the trick," Ben said. "Some agents reported back

to their bosses -- maybe the two that were in Anthrax Central, assigned to help Stuart and Norton
The bosses discovered sonething pretty special, alittle late. They discovered they had done
enough kowtowi ng and cringing. '"It's a new nillennium gentlenen,'" Ben pontificated, sw nging out
his right armand waving it at the night air. ""Tinme to clear the slate and set things right. Tine
to get a new conpass.' Maybe Rob's death wasn't in vain.

"Some cops found nme an hour later outside the alley. | was pretty strung out. The next day,
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three agents | had never seen before sprung ne fromRi kers and took me in fromthe cold. Put ne in
hi di ng, gave ne a physical and detox, then debriefed nme about everything since Rob first showed up
at ny house. | thought at first they were just going to kill me after they' d got what they wanted.
But no. There were two agencies, a cover agency either tagged into treason or defending its

m st akes, and a special investigation teamw th al nbst no support and no noney.

"I acconpani ed a group of them back to San Jose and we opened up Rob's secret office. They
assigned their own | ab guys to | ook over Banning' s papers and what Rob had put together. They
inventoried all his cultures and chemi stries."

"Before Lissa took me there," | said.

"Yeah. They nodified the elixir based on Rob's work. By the tine they had their act together
and set out to find you, it was a couple of weeks after Rob's funeral in Florida. You had gone
under ground. Banning got to you first, but he was acting on his own, as usual."

"Sonetines that's best," Banning said.

"W're in a small operation, so far, deliberately -- they don't know who m ght be tagged, and
who mght not, and they want it to look to Silk like we're still rogues. The operation nmay not
even be officially sanctioned. | think they're still making sone tough discoveries and deci si ons
back in Washington."

"What about the body in the freezer?" | asked.

"There was a dust-up in San Franci sco. W al nost got shot and caught two runners. One was
killed, the other got away."

"A man in gray?" | thought of the man who had argued with Lissa in front of the strip notel

"Yeah. The Agency did a quick autopsy of the dead fellow, took sanples to see what Silk m ght
be doing to control runners. Then they hauled the body in a refrigerated truck down to San Jose.
Left himin Rob's freezer in case Silk decided to cone |ooking. It was convenient, and there was
an el enent of payback. Alittle psychol ogical warfare."

Li ssa had certainly been surprised. "They put a sentry out in the used-car lot, in case
showed up," | said. "The skinny guy in a herringbone suit. The one Lissa shot."

"We don't know who that was,"” Ben said. "Maybe just a good citizen, hoping to arrest a
bomber . "

Fucking amateur. "I doubt that," | said. "Sonething went wong -- sone |ack of coordination
at the top. The bonb scared Lissa. Maybe she took it out on one of their own. Maybe a taggee..
maybe an inept runner." O naybe the thought came and went we didn't understand anything yet.

Ben shrugged. "They make nistakes. That's sonething in our favor. Qur team started tracking
you after Ms. Callas illegally |ogged on to NCl C2000."

"What the hell is that?"

"The FBI's on-line database of crimnal activity in the United States. It's available only to
| aw enforcement. A real hacker's target."

"Callas refused to have anything to do with us," | said.

"Smart woman," Ben said. "W caught up with you after they spotted Lissa Cousins's car east

of LA."
We rolled out on the road again.
"Those three nanes," | said. "Let's nmake sure. They were pi ecework, regulus, and chopper?"
"1 think so," Ben said.
"They could be inportant,” | warned.

"The first could have been peacekeeper or peacenmaker," Ben said.

"There are no such genes."”

"They' re nanes for genes?"

"Two of them are genes," | confirnmed. Chopper was comi ng back to ne. Not a gene, but a
gl ycoprotein often created during phage infection. It was part of a bacterial ID system

"Make you live forever?"

| shook ny head. "That wasn't what Rob was telling us. They're part of the conplex of
pat hways that allow bacteria to coordinate their activities on our skin and in our gut. Punmping in
anti sense RNA with a shuttle vector could block the gene products. Phage-infected bacteri a,
wi t hout chopper, could get picked out as 'foreigners' and targeted by other bacteria. Rob nust
have worked theminto his treatnent early on, but not into yours. That nade the difference in your
t agged behavior. He canme out from under faster."

"Pi ecewor k, chopper, regulus," Banning said. "It is nice to be anong fellow crazies, to have
some acknow edgnent of ny efforts, and to finally, after all these years, have a governnment job."

"Sure," Ben said. "Drive."
"I hope, gentlenen, that when this is over, one of you will Iend ne a pistol. | would like to
kill these idiot voices once and for all."
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"dadly," Ben said.

Banning's lips started working. He couldn't help it. "My first |ove was a beautiful young
Jewess, you know, " he confessed, eyes darting.

"Just shut up!" Ben said wearily.

Banni ng was qui et the rest of the way.

Qur rendezvous point was a small civilian airport in the desert. A group of ten or so earnest-
| ooking nmen in suits waited inside a big tin hangar. They seemed surprised to see us.

"You did it," said a pleasant-looking fellowa little older than ne and wearing jeans and a
white dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up. He introduced hinself as an FBI agent naned Condon
"Good to see you. Qur other outside expert didn't get through. W're to acconpany you to New York.
Do you know where we're goi ng?"

"Near where they shot ny brother," | said.

"Sorry about that," Condon said, and ran his hands through his sandy hair.

"Don't apologize to me," | said tightly. "Apologize to Ben. You're the bastards who did
this."

It wasn't a fair assessnment, but no one tried to set me straight. Three doctors cane out of
the back of an unnarked van and checked us over, then gave us sone injections. | nade one | ast
visit to the bathroom and, when | cane out, | felt as enpty as |I've ever been in ny life.

Ben and | and three others clinbed into an Air Force Learjet, and a few ninutes |ater we took
off into a clear norning sky.

They left Banning with the car. He waved at us from beside the hangar. Rudy Banni ng, whet her
he wanted to be or not, was a survivor

Once we were at altitude, the ol dest of the three agents unbelted and wal ked forward, hunched
over in the low cabin. He had a square, tanned face topped with a thatch of graying brown hair,
bl ack eyes, and wel |l -forned Levantine |ips. He clanped his hand on the blue fabric of my seat back
to steady hinself while he spoke.

"My nane is David Breaker," he said. "W want to thank you for all you're doing." |I heard his
stomach grunble. "Ben m ght have descri bed our operation.™

"Alittle," | said.

"I"ve been put in charge of this part of the effort. W' re taking you to New York. To
Manhattan. As you can see, | don't feel good, and it isn't because of airsickness. W're pretty
ashaned, but we're doing all we can to make up for it, including a little intestinal penance."

"Fine" | said tonelessly. | still did not know whomto believe, whomto be nice to, and
certainly not whom | would trust with ny life

"I, personally, did not know about Silk until a nonth ago. But that's neither here nor there,
and after the death of your brother, with the collusion of a portion of the Agency, | just wanted
to..."

"Apol ogi ze," | said, feeling another brutal cut of anger. "The hell with it."

"You need to know sone things about this operation. One, it is not sanctioned by the
President. The President tests positive as a recent taggee. W' ve di sengaged two of the people we
think are running him but there could easily be backups. Sone of ny coll eagues are nonitoring al

the President's phone calls, | don't know what nore we can do, practically or constitutionally, at
this point. So we're ultimately on our own, illegal as it may be. First we need to weed out the
center of Silk activity in North Arerica. That effort requires your help, Dr. Cousins. This
afternoon, if all goes well, we're putting an arned team everyone we can nuster, Arny, ClIA NSA

FBI, maybe twenty people, into the Jenner Building in New York. You know the one |I'mtalking
about ?"

"Ben told me," | said. "Anthrax Central ."

"That was its cover for years. We hope to have it under our control by the tine our plane
lands. You'll go in with a security team W want to give you a chance to evaluate their
facilities. Think of it as a kind of dress rehearsal for the big showin Florida."

"Lemruria?"

Br eaker nodded.

"I can help you right now, possibly," | said. | |ooked at Ben, sitting across the aisle from
me, partially hidden by Breaker. Ben | eaned forward and our eyes nade contact. For no good reason
what soever, | trusted the very nan who had pulled the trigger on Rob

Rob woul d have appreciated that. It woul d have amused himgreatly.

"How?" Breaker asked.

"Tell your scientists to anti sense piecewdrk, that's piece with regulus, and chopper. It was
my brother's |ast nessage to ne."

"Anti sense?"
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"They' || know what | mean. Add themto the list in your elixir. Imunize all of us again, if
there's time."
Breaker seened doubtful. "If there's tine," he said. An agent seated behind us shifted an

assault rifle to one side and recorded the nanes on a paper notepad. | spelled themall severa
times to make sure.

Breaker plugged a snall DVD player into a screen nounted in the seat back "This is froma
security canera in the cafeteria at the J. Edgar Hoover Building in Washington, DC " he said. "Two
weeks ago." Atitle card canme up: "TAPS HOOVER July 29."

The segnment, shot froma security canera at a high angle, showed two skinny boys and two
mat ronly wonmen working in the kitchen and food Iine. All wore aprons and plastic snoods. They
wor ked a nunber of serving stations, cleaning up and repl aci ng food.

One by one they used little plastic bottles to spray a salad bar, steamtables, and finally,
racks of Jell-O cups, puddings, and other desserts. Men and wonmen filling their trays paid no
attention. Just part of the routine.

Then, nore segnents with titles like 'TAPS CIA ARL VA July 30', 'TAPS FBI AC DY Aug2.'

"It's the beginning, or the resunption, of a general massive assault on our institutions
conducted by perhaps fifty Silk runners," Breaker said. "They're aware of our activity, apparently
are frightened by it, and are taking neasures to counter it."

Sound recordi ngs foll owed, several phone calls fromoutside the FBI headquarters to offices
wit hin.

"The callers claimto be relatives," Breaker said. "Oten dead relatives. They read through
lists of nunbers and ask themto be repeated. Nearly everyone repeats the nunbers. Afterward, the
agents renenber only receiving blank phone calls."”

"I'mfamliar with the routine," | said.
"You can see the size of our problem" Breaker said.
"It's huge," | agreed. "I think you' ve waited too long."

Breaker lifted his eyebrow. "Possibly."
"Any word on Garvey and Crenshaw?" Ben asked.
"None," Breaker said. "W won't take any action against collusive agents until we have the

situation well in hand. And until we know whether or not they were tagged."

"Gve me a crack at them 1'll take action," Ben said in a | ow runbl e.

"You are not essential to this operation, M. Bridger," Breaker warned. "I wll renove you if
necessary."

"Is there any food on board?" | asked, feeling particularly contrary.

"None," Breaker said. "There's hot coffee. Very hot."

This arny, | saw, would not be running on its stonmach. The stonmach and everything south coul d

no | onger be trusted.

15
8:00 P. M
AUGUST 14
MANHATTAN
THE JENNER BUI LDI NG ' ANTHRAX CENTRAL'

W drove down the wide alley behind the gray cube. | saw the steel door Ben had descri bed,
covered with acid swaths of graffiti. At a honk, the door was pushed open fromthe inside. Breaker
and two ot her agents got out of our cars and conferred with figures frominside the building,
wearing white decontami nation suits. They gestured and tal ked for sone tine.

| | ooked through the wi ndow at the bl ank expanse of stone and concrete rising to a sunny
nmor ni ng sky. New York was putting on its best face. It was going to be a beautiful day.

My entire self had shrunk to a little point. Exhausted, wung out, the point was vaguely
aware of the past, intensely connected with the present, unwilling to consider the future. It was
only loosely related to the forner Prince Hal and all his desires.

| was an animal, a cat, a bear, a rabbit. | did not want to be human

Breaker returned to the car and tapped the glass. The driver rolled ny wi ndow down, and
Breaker | eaned over. "W're clear, but our opposition within the Agency and the rest of the
government could join the party at any minute, so we have to nove fast. O fense has finished,
security is in, and a technical teamw || be here soon to back you up. Ready?"

| nodded, |ying.

Br eaker opened the door. Ben got out on the other side and puffed his cheeks, sucking in sone
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courage fromthe air. "I do not want to go back in there," he said. "That neans | have to."

"Right," Breaker said. Not a smle between them A rigor and honor thing | certainly did not
f eel

| was terrified, but | would do it for Rob

We wal ked through the steel door. Immediately inside, four men in white-plastic suits with
clear flexible helnets helped us put on simlar outfits and attached our tanks. We had three hours
of air, assum ng noderate exertion

| 1 ooked around the | oading dock as the nmen adjusted ny straps. Directly ahead, the big
aquari uns Ben had described had been shot up and drained, |eaving the dock floor wet and snelling

of saltwater. To the right, | counted twenty bodies arranged in rows under white sheets. A nman in
a transparent plastic outfit was dousing themw th antiseptic froma punp cylinder, like a
gardener spraying lilies.

I was ready. One of the white-plastic suits gave me a gl oved thunbs-up.

"Can you hear nme?" Ben asked. His voice was a little nmuffled, but carried clearly enough

Everyone | saw | ooked pasty and unhappy, and no wonder. W rely on our little bacterial
allies. They do a lot of work for us. They are vigilant defenders as well as, at tines, harsh
judges. Now we were trying to get along without these support systens. W had turned our guts into
war zones.

Breaker took us up the steel steps to the platform | |ooked through the shattered gl ass of
the nearest aquarium Sline and big black [unps rose froma thin slick of water.
"What was this?" Breaker asked, too loud, |like soneone speaking while wearing headphones. He

poi nted at the slinme.
"Little Mothers of the World?" | guessed, and shrugged mnmy shoul ders.

"I still don't get the crap about 'Little Mdthers,'" Ben said
"Bacterial colonies fromthe sea -- those black |unps could be stromatolites. Gol okhov want ed
to study how bacteria formcommunities. Maybe it was nystical, |ike keeping the bones of a saint.

Maybe he thought we're all just evol ved super-col onies of bacteria, spaceships for bacteria, with
no will of our owmn. That sort of crap.”

A formal young woman with an experienced no-nonsense face and buzz-trinmmed inch-1ong hair met
with our group. She carried an assault rifle with a prominent clip. "Secret Service, Nancy
Del barco, " she said through her plastic hood. "Follow ne." Her eyes were focused and unenoti onal
but her lips, tight and grim betrayed her. She was scared, too.

"We've restored sone power," she told us, as we marched behind the shattered aquariuns. "The

elevators are still out. Each floor has its own power supply, but some cables were cut and
generators sabotaged. Ri ght here" -- she pointed at the concrete floor -- "we're above three

| evel s of basenent, going down about fifty feet. W haven't explored the |owest |evel, but it
seenms to be nostly storage and infrastructure -- air-conditioning, steamplant, water, the punps

that maintai ned the aquariuns. There are subway tunnels below that, so we've had trains halted
until we certify the building is not rigged to blow "

"How many di ed?" | asked.

"Enough, " Del barco said in a tone that inplied it was a rude question. "I don't know how | ong
we can stay. There could be an opposition teamarriving any mnute, and we certainly don't want to
get involved in another firefight."

"We're still not in conplete control either at the top or locally," Breaker said.

"Garvey?" Ben asked.

"Hi s bosses have influence," Breaker conceded.

Del barco led us up a long flight of stairs. The lighting was dismal. The painted steel stair

treads showed shiny wear patterns. Peering up past the center railing, | could see all the way to
the top of the buil ding-sixteen stories.
"The first four floors are vats and steel culture tanks, like a brewery," Del barco said.

"Mpst haven't been used for a long tine. It's difficult to conceive why they would need so much
tagging material, but we could be nmaking a bad guess. The techs will get sanples when they
arrive."

"That was what ny brother wanted," | said absently.

Three floors. It was tough getting enough air in the hood, but | was doing okay. Ben was
wor ki ng to conceal his condition, or lack of it.

Del barco pushed open the door on the fourth floor. W wal ked over a shiny, vitreous bl ue-gray
fl oor between shadowed rows of steel vats, the largest twenty feet high and ten feet wi de,
surrounded by cooling coils and forests and arches of col or-coded piping. At the opposite end, a
gl ass-wal | ed | aboratory stood enpty, its benches sparkling clean and cabinets bare. Two of the
wi de panes of gl ass had been shot out and lay in jagged shards all over the floor.
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A body lay slunped against the only intact pane: a slender young woman in her |ate teens, a
smal | hol e dinpling her forehead and a puddl e of bl ood under her thighs. She had once had the
intense, |ean beauty of an Eastern Bl oc gymast. She wore denimoveralls and a red T-shirt.

Del barco wal ked past the corpse. "W've got sone children, live children, quite a few of
them on the eighth floor," she said. "They don't have weapons, none we can see at any rate, so
we're just... working around them for the noment."

| thought of Nicolae Ceausescu, former dictator of Romania, recruiting his core bodyguards
from or phanages, raising kids fromchildhood to serve in a kind of Praetorian Guard. He had been
deposed and executed in 1989. His kids had supported himfanatically to the very end. They had had
to be put down |ike rabid dogs.

"I"'d like to see the children," | said. "Are they under supervision?"

"No. As | said, we're |leaving themalone for now They could be booby-trapped or
contam nated." She was eager to change the subject. "W don't think there's been any real activity
in nmost of the building for sone tine. Even nost of the lighting fixtures have had their bul bs
pul l ed out."

"I need to see the kids," | insisted. "I want to know how they were being used."

Del barco reluctantly agreed. | was the expert, and she had her orders, even though it could
be her funeral as well. So | was actually in charge. | didn't like it. We all followed Breaker to
the next floor. In the stairwell, we wal ked around anot her body, a young nan no nore than twenty

years ol d, sprawl ed faceup and studying the next flight of stairs with rel axed dismay. He had nade
random finger-twitch scrawls, then started to wite two letters in a river of his ow blood as it
dripped fromtread to tread. The letters were Cyrillic, P and A Perhaps he was witing his nane,
perhaps a farewell to friends.

"Where are the defense troops?" Ben asked.

"W pulled them out once the building was secure. We're shorthanded everywhere," Breaker
sai d.

The eighth floor |ooked |like a state hospital suddenly fallen on hard times. A deserted
reception desk stood at the center of a semcircular room Six hallways radiated outward |i ke a
sunburst in the surrounding square of the floor plan. At the end of one corridor, in the blinking
glare of a single fluorescent light, | saw a gymasi um pomel horse, stacked play mats, parallel
bars, hanging rings.

"W don't want to be here too long," Del barco said.

No sunshine. No wi ndows. Never a chance to go outdoors.

I turned left and wal ked down a hall, stopped, |ooked into the first open door. Lights
flickered in broken ceiling fixtures. Scattered papers, a kicked-in television, blood tracked and
sneared by boots. A Cone to Mddle Earth poster fromthe 1960s conpeted with kids' draw ngs of
dragons, a hook-nosed w tch, airplanes. Below them a white enaneled iron bed frane supported a
bare mattress, the sheets torn off and coiled on the floor. In one corner, soneone had |left a
smal|l pile of yellow turds. Broken glass everywhere.

Fromthe end of the hall cane singing, thin but Iovely -- a young boy or girl. It sounded
like a Russian folk song. Closer, | heard crying. | wal ked past two cl osed doors, hal f-expecting a
teenager with an Uzi to cone leering out and spray us with bullets. O for the ceiling to crack
open and pour down gallons of tagging solution mxed with needles, piercing our suits. Anything

was possible. | had been through too much to disbelieve.

The door to ny right opened on a roomfull of steel bathtubs -- hydrotherapy, | guessed, but
then | saw the tubs were crusted with a dry yellow paste. | was glad to be in the suit and unable
to snmell the outside air.

This was what Tamy had described to Ben and Rob -- a training area. A bathhouse of bacteria

i ndoctrination. Ms. Golokhova had had to nmake do, however; she wasn't able to afford space on the
wor |l d's biggest cruise ship. Did she keep up any contact at all wth her husband?

| couldn't picture themlingering over |ong phone calls |Iike separated |overs.

I slowed at the sound of footsteps. A black girl in a long white gown energed froma door in

the mddle of the hall. She was acconpanied by a toddler with a thin face and |ong, silky blond
hair, clinging with white fists to her ragged ni ghtgowmn. They stared at nme with suspicious, puffy
eyes.

The ol der girl barked sonething in Russian. | |ooked at Ben, a few paces behind ne. He shook
hi s head.

I waved ny hands at the girl, no savvy, and stared at her bare forearnms. Long pink scars
reached fromher wists to at |east her el bows, where they vani shed beneath wi de, fl opping
sl eeves. In her long brown fingers she clutched a plastic anpoule with a dangling tube attached to
an |V needle.
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Three nore children enmerged fromother doors in the hall and wal ked forward, wary but
curious.

The bl ack girl shook her head, then pointed her fingers into her nouth, eyes staring
defiantly: Food, you son of a bitch, get it?

A boy of eight or nine padded across the floor in rubber-soled slippers. Yellow strips |ike
pl ast erboard patches crisscrossed his shaven crown. H's eyes were angelically calm and he grinned
as his slippers alternately slapped and squeaked on the hard blue floor.

Ben touched ny elbow, giving me a start. "Let's go," he said. "Nothing we can do, and no
sense taking risks. W don't know what was goi ng on here."

| could hazard a guess. The ol der children, Ms. Col okhova's assistants, the sane ones who
had cone out to see Ben and Rob in the | oading dock, nust have tried to protect the younger. The

first teamin had killed everyone on the lower floors. Not that many, | guessed; a snall
operation.

"Ms. ol okhova was still doing research. She maintai ned her own runners and subjects,"
said. | shouted to Breaker and Del barco, "Can you get some food for these kids?"

The black girl glared at us critically froma distance of ten feet. She seened reluctant to
conme closer, as reluctant as | was to have her so near. | studied her skin, finely winkled, her
knowi ng, weary eyes, and was suddenly not at all certain of her age.

She tried ne again with another inperative string of Russian. | could only lift my shoul ders
in ignorance. Disgusted, she flung her anmpoul e, needle swinging. It bounced off ny plastic-sleeved
armand rolled on the floor. | searched the armfrantically for tears as she | aughed.

"Let's go," Ben said, pulling nme back

The children darted into their roons. | heard giggles and snall, frightened voices

whi speri ng, whinpering.

W clinbed past nine, ten, eleven, stopping briefly to exam ne each floor. Mre vats, steel-
wal | ed i sol ation cubicles, huge but stripped | abs, their doors wel ded shut, their shadowy
interiors visible only through dusty acrylic wi ndows. Storeroons full of hundreds of filing
cabi nets toppled over and cl eaned out, steel druns filled with old ashes, plastic barrels, enpty
chemi cal bottles and gl assware stacked high in Dunpsters, martial rows of old black typewiters,
an | BM 360 hal f-covered by a ripped and age-browned plastic tarp, broken crates.

On twelve, a dark storage room had been piled high with enpty plastic coffins. An obese nale
in a black w ndbreaker lay facedown in the mddle of the nested coffins. He had been shot in the
back.

Ben wal ked around the darkeni ng pond of blood -- an awful ot of blood -- and rolled the body
over with one foot. It was wearing green |oose-fit Dockers, and under the unzi pped jacket, a blue
golf shirt.

"Norton Crenshaw," Ben said. "Hello, Melon."

"Satisfied?" Del barco asked.

"Fuck, no," Ben said. He made a qui ck reconnai ssance of the rest of the room pulled over a
stack of coffins with hollow, reverberating boons, no joy. W wal ked quickly back to the stairs.

"Learni ng anyt hing?" | asked Ben

"Too dammed nuch," he said.

Forty years ago, the Jenner Building had held one of the biggest CBWoperations in the entire
United States. Right in the niddl e of Manhattan.

Creati ng Manhattan Candi dat es.

"You're going to have to rewite all your books,” | told Ben as we clinbed.

"No joke," he said. "This nakes Enignma | ook like a wet firecracker."

The door to the fifteenth floor had been bl asted wi de open. Scorch nmarks and snopke decor at ed
the walls around the door and the ceiling at the top of the stairwell. Beyond the bl asted door
stood another, smaller door, intact, nade of blond fir or spruce and decorated with carved flowers
and bas-relief saplings. Two spotlights guttered in the cove ceiling over the door. The carvings
cast alternating, |opsided shadows.

Ben pushed t he wooden door. It creaked open, and we entered a room about forty feet square,
filled with toppled chairs, tucked and twi sted rugs, off-kilter paintings of |andscapes -- a
beautiful |ake (Bai kal?), mountains, quaint |og cabins in forests. Bookshel ves, sone upright and
sone pull ed over, books piled between an intervening chair and the inlaid parquet floor. A long
oak dining table was covered with thick, |eather-bound photo al bunms, some |ying open, others in
stacks. One stack had toppled and upset a silver candel abra.

"It's an apartnent,"” Breaker said. "Sonmeone lived here."

A gallery of life-size heroic painted portraits gl owered down fromthe rear wall, draped in
vel vet curtains and hung with pulls of tasseled gold cord. It could have been the living roomof a
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wel | -of f Russian expatriate, a personal shrine to a glorious past.

Ben flipped through one of the open al bums. He spun it around and studied a few pages of
mount ed photos, then whistled in amazenent. "Let's take these,” he said. "All of them"™

Breaker gave hima quizzical look. "I thought we were here for biological specinens."

"I had a mai den aunt who kept our family's photographs,” Ben said. "She pasted themin al buns
and typed up | abels with names and dates and pl aces. Everyone sent her copies. She worked at it
until she died. She was our archivist."

Breaker was still not convinced.
"Just take them" Ben insisted. "If we don't, we nay never understand what happened."”
Breaker | ooked at ne. "Take them" | said.

Three technicians in isolation suits finally arrived, out of breath, |ugging alum num cases.
Del barco spoke with themin lowtones in the living roomwhile Ben, Breaker, and | explored
further.

Ben found a bathroom He opened the heavy white-painted door, peered around it, then advanced
to a clawfoot tub. The tub was surrounded by a daisy-print shower curtain. He gripped the curtain
and gave ne a sad, reluctant | ook through his plastic hood.

"Time's a-wasting," | said

"Fuck that," he said. "That's what Melon said."

Ben pull ed back the curtain with a shin of steel rings. A body lay in the white-enanel tub,
curled in a frail, angular tangle of arms and | egs. The wi zened face appeared to float, like a
lolling puppet's, above one end of an ill-fitting, calf-length black dress. Wde mlky eyes stared
up at the tiled ceiling with a squirrel-nonkey expression of di sappoi ntnent and surprise.

"Ms. ol okhova, | presune," Ben said. "Cone pay your respects,"” he insisted. Breaker and
stepped forward. "The wi fe of our secret master. | guess she didn't want to be kicked out of her
hore. "

She had apparently shot herself in the temple with a small, ivory handl ed revol ver, stil
clutched in one gnarled hand. The hand rested against the side of the tub, pistol hanging from
stiff white fingers.

She was supposed to live forever. Perhaps her husband had pronised her that nuch as a reward
for being a guinea pig, for years of madness.

Ben backed away. "There's nothing here for nme," he told Delbarco on the way out of the
bat hroom "But let's get those photos."

"I"d like tissue samples fromher,"” | told Del barco. She passed the request to the
techni ci ans. They went to work quickly, pulling the body fromthe tub and laying it out on the
tile floor.

| left the bathroombefore | could see nore.

Breaker took two al buns. | grabbed three. Ben carried four. That was less than a third of
them but they were thick and heavy, and Del barco warned us we didn't want to be too burdened in
case we had to nove fast.

"One nore floor,"” Delbarco said, eyelids heavy, as if she had al ready seen far too nuch
"Prepare yourselves, gentlenen. This one takes the cake."

We clinbed to sixteen, the topnost floor in Anthrax Central. There, Del barco applied her
shoul der to what | ooked |ike a nmedium security bank-vault door, heaved it w de, and notioned us
t hrough. The door nade a hydraulic sigh as it tried to close. She jamred a screwdriver in the
| ocki ng wheel before it could throwits bolts home.

Beyond the vault door, a hundred or nore horizontal steel cylinders, about the size of

antique iron lungs, stretched in five long rows to the opposite wall, separated only by square
support colums and, at the center of the room two small, glass-walled |aboratories or nonitoring
stations.

The cylinders had been nounted on cenment platforns. Two thin copper pipes, no w der than a
pi nky, and a stiff white electrical cable energed fromthe end of each cylinder

"We're going to need sone hel p understanding this." Delbarco blinked rapidly behind her
plastic hood. "Not that |I'mkeen to know, " she added.

| gripped a steel handrail, clinbed a set of concrete steps, and | ooked over the top of the
first tank on ny right. A long, narrow glass w ndow provided a clear view of the contents. |nside,
bathed in a few inches of reddish fluid nore like thin jamor ketchup than bl ood, |ay the naked
body of a man. Slight, balding, in late mddle age, he seemed to be trapped in |light but troubled
sleep. His facial muscles and fingers twitched, and his eyes jerked beneath their lids. Thick
ripples spread across the red fluid.

Above the man's head, sonething clicked, and a silvery blue |light came on inside the tank
Ful | spectrum | thought, and | ooked up with spots swimm ng in front of ny eyes.
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A faint electrical humfilled the chanber. Lights had switched on in all the tanks, throw ng
ranks of fuzzy blue bars on the ceiling.

Once ny eyes adjusted to the new brightness, | could see the nman nore clearly. Filanents rose
fromthe red liquid and craw ed over his fingers, his naked arns, his face, leaving oily trails on
the pal e, beardl ess skin.

Wth a sense of fascinated dread, | examined the back of his hand. Between the tendons, the
skin had formed puckered slits.

Throat dry, legs wobbly, | clinbed down, braced nyself, and noved on to four other tanks.
Four nmore nen, all naked, two elderly, two m ddl e-aged or perhaps younger, their faces sallowin
the silvery glow, all lay in the sane red bath, |ocked in uneasy sleep

Ben tapped the end of the fifth tank and pointed to a stanped tin ID plate, the size of a
file card, slipped into a holder. Following a twelve digit string of nunbers was a hyphen or dash
and what mnight have been a date: 9/3/61.

"Maybe they sealed himup in 1961," Ben suggested. "Like canned tuna."

"Self-contained," | said, and inmediately doubted that was possible. Wth such tiny pipes,
there couldn't have been nuch in the way of fluids going in and waste goi ng out; naybe only a
little fresh water. No punps, no oxygen. Just the lights. Nothing so sinple, whatever the
ecol ogi cal bal ance, could keep these people alive... yet they were alive. Twitching. Troubl ed.
"Fai |l ed experiments?" | guessed.

"Maybe they went crazy from Gol okhov's treatnent,"’
let themgo out into the world."

"Shoul d we breach a tank?" Breaker asked.

"I wouldn't dare," | said. "I wouldn't know what to | ook for." We were in unknown territory.

"Let's nove on," Del barco insisted. Her voice echoed over the rows of tanks. "There nmay not
be nuch tine."

We ignored her. Ben and | sinultaneously turned to | ook down the I ong rows of buzzing stee
tanks. The horror had gripped us, and we needed to shake | oose, to find answers.

Wth a staccato series of clicks, up and down the rows, the tank |ights went out in sequence.

W were like kids in a carnival, determned to see the next freak. Del barco sensed our
gi ddi ness. "Shape up, gentlenen," she warned. Then, with a pale, tightly controlled expression
she added, "The last thing | want is to know what's actually going on here. |I like to sleep
ni ghts."

"Too | ate," Breaker said.

Ben rai sed his hand and snapped his fingers. Wthin his plastic glove, the sound was not much
| ouder than the plop of a raindrop. "I've just had a horrible idea," he said. "The gallery in her
of fice. There were about a hundred people in the pictures. Count the tanks."

"About a hundred," | said. "If they're all occupied."

Ben stooped and laid his albums on the floor. |I stacked mnine beside them

Breaker took a call on a small wal ki e-tal kie as Ben stal ked purposefully between two rows,
peering in the nurky light at the stanped tin |abels. "Maybe we can find a catal og,” he said,
"Sone ID for these bastards."

| followed Ben, wondering what he was up to. "Wat's your idea?" | asked.

"It's too weird," he nurnured.

The doors to the nonitoring stations in the center of the roomwere open, but the glassed-in
rooms were conpletely bare. Dust lay in a thin gray filmon the floor. Ben left tracks.

The lights switched on again. The tanks buzzed like electric hives. Instant sunlight every
few m nutes, regular as cl ockwork.

"Thi nk Russian," Ben called over his shoul der. "Gol okhov was pl aying every side, pitting them
agai nst each other, supposedly doing services for everybody, with secret shenani gans as insurance.
Wio was taking advantage of whonf? | can't believe these are failed experinments. It doesn't mnake
sense they woul d keep them|ying around, sucking up resources. They would just dispose of them
And | don't think they were friends. Wio would treat their friends this way? Wuldn't you put them
out of their msery?"

He | ooped back and narched up anot her aisle, pausing to read the tags one by one. "I think
we're in a Gulag. A steel Culag."”

He stopped and held his finger on a tag, jiggling it experimentally. He had found what he was
| ooking for. "This could be it. Dear, sweet Jesus." He adjusted the plastic |eggings on his suit
with muttered curses and cl onped up the concrete steps.

The date on the tag, following the long serial nunber, was 3/7/53. That woul d have been a
year before the Jenner Buil ding had been handed over to Silk.

Ben waved for nme to clinb up beside him Together, we | eaned over the rectangul ar wi ndow in

Ben said. "Too crazy to take a chance and
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the cylinder.

The man stretched out in the bath of red fluid had bushy eyebrows, a distinctive thick nose,
and a | ong, back-slung shock of what had probably once been white hair, slicked now and st ai ned
pi nk. Spatters and purposeful ribbons of red gelatin clung to his Iined cheeks and his ragged
nmust ache, worked al ong parted |ips.

I wondered if the red fluid dissolved the | engthening hair, took care of the waste products,
kept the confined individuals fed and alive. Self-contained. | still wasn't convinced, but the
dust between the rows of tanks, marred only by our footprints, showed that few if any people had
been there for years, perhaps decades.

"Doesn't | ook happy, does he?" Ben asked. "Maybe he's having bad dreans."

" So?"

"Granted, he isn't in the best shape. After all, he's over a hundred and, what, twenty-five,
twenty-six years ol d?" Ben seened in awe. "Christ. Who had a stroke in the Kuntsevo dacha? Wo was
| eeched but deni ed access to doctors? Who pointed up at the print on the wall of a boy and a girl
bottl e-feeding a | anb? Wo died on the bed while Svetlana was watching? It was all a sham D d
Beria know?" Ben | ooked at ne al nost cross-eyed with a weird excitenent.

"Know what ?"

"Don't you recognize then? Didn't they teach you history in school ?" Ben paused, then asked
plaintively, "O am| just going crazy?"

"Coul d be," | said.

Ben shook his head as if to scare away flies, but he could not stop staring at the old man in
the cylinder.

"Hell, I"'msure of it! He's a weck, but |I've studied pictures of himsince | was a kid. This
is hint. Banning was right. Col okhov treated him kept him going way past a nornal |ifetinme. But
not the way he woul d have wanted." Ben let out a barking | augh that echoed fromthe far walls of
t he chamber. "Gol okhov was in exile, but he nmust have hel ped the Politburo bring himdown. Fake an
illness. Incapacitate him Maybe they slipped in a double. O maybe Svetlana and the others were
tagged or brai nwashed.” Ben was working up enthusiasmfor this unlikely tale. "It has to be! They
shi pped hi mout of Russia when Silk set up shop in New York. Installed himhere in the new
building, along with his fellow nonsters, architects of the old regine. Then they hung their
pictures on the wall downstairs." Ben squinted at the rows of cylinders. "Jesus, do you think
Beria is in here, too? Packed away for old times' sake?"

"I"'mstill lost, Ben."

"It's Koba, Hal!" Ben cried out, exasperated. "losip Dzugashvhili. Say "Hello' to Papa Joe
Stalin."

| 1 ooked down on the shrunken, pocked, red-beribboned face and could not see a resenbl ance,
but then, | hadn't pored over as many ol d photos as Ben

The eyes of the man within the tank opened suddenly and stared up through the glass, then
fixed on ne. H s sclera were tinted pink and reddi sh spittle bubbled fromhis nouth. | was sure he
could see nme. His gaze chilled ne: dim but still electric. Charged with pure hate.

"You're imagining things," | said, with an awful, hollow feeling that he was not, that | was

standing only a couple of feet away fromthe worst nass nurderer in human history.

"CGentl enen!" Del barco call ed.

"Am | ?" Ben shot back, ignoring her. "Look at those peepers. CGorky described himas a flea
blown up to human size. Didn't give a dam about the human race, just wanted to suck out all its
bl ood. Looks like a real vanpire now, doesn't he?"

"We've got to go immediately." Breaker shouted fromthe vault door

The man's purple tongue poked out obscenely and his |ips were drawn back, uncovering yellow
teeth. He seened to be trying to speak, or to scream H's head canted over, and waves of red fluid
sl apped agai nst the sides of the tank. Sone flowed into his mouth and he swal | owed, gagged, weakly
pursed his lips as if to spit, but could not. Then he withed like an eel in a jar, thunping
agai nst the walls of the cylinder.

"I't's not possible" | said.

Ben sl apped ny shoul der and | aughed. "Hal, that's the stupidest thing |I've ever heard you
say. Fuck, man, | ook around you."

"There's trouble on one!" Del barco shout ed.

Mercifully, the light in the tank clicked off, but the thunping continued, then a long, thin
shri ek.

Ben jerked his head to one side, breaking the spell, and shuddered as he descended the steps.
I lingered by the cylinder even as Breaker stal ked down the aisle to pull us out of there.
"It's nuts!" | said as | joined Ben. W reclained our |oads and ran awkwardly to the vault
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door in our plastic suits, the al buns heavy as bricks. Ben nmanaged to hold on to his stack and
touch his plastic sheathed craniumwith a finger, screwing his hand back and forth. "The whol e
damed century was nuts, Hal!"

We descended sixteen floors. Del barco went first, scouting the platformoverl ooking the
| oadi ng dock, then waved us through the door. W wal ked between the shattered aquari uns and | ooked

down over a nilling crowd of NYPD officers and firenen. Through the doors, | saw fire engi nes and
police cars in broken echelon, Iights blinking.
Soneone -- probably on our side -- had called out all the city watchdogs.

"Just play it cool,"
Br eaker do the tal king."
"Friends, you need to get out of here," Breaker called out over the crowd. "This building is

Del barco said, as we stripped off our isolation suits. "Let Agent

still contanminated." Wearing a plastic isolation suit gave himsone authority. A few broke for the
door. The firemen donned their oxygen masks.

"Foll ow me," Del barco said. "I don't think they'll shoot with the City's Finest watching."

"I wouldn't count on it," Ben mnuttered.

We wal ked through the crowd. Hal fway out the door, | grabbed a fireman's arm "There are kids
on the eighth floor," | told him "They're hungry, and they need nedical attention. You can go in
there -- we did. Please go get them"

The fireman stared at nmy suit. "Easy for you to say. It's contamn nated, buddy."

"They're just kids!" | shouted.

He waved me of f.

M ngling with the men and wonmen in police unifornms and emergency gear, | spotted a few nen in

casual clothes, no nore than six or seven. They watched us closely. Sone carried pistols, others,
smal | boxes.

Ben froze.

"Come on," | said, and tugged at him but he was unshakable. | followed his line of sight and
saw a trimman in his mddle seventies, wearing Dockers, a black w ndbreaker, and a stoic
expression. He folded his arnms and stood in the mddle of the crowmd as if no one el se mattered.

"Forget him" Breaker said to Ben in a harsh whisper. "W need to get out of here before they
cut through the confusion and bring up reinforcenents."

The man in the black w ndbreaker stared Ben down, then spat on the concrete.

W were hustled with our photographic treasures into the cars waiting in the wde alley.
Weavi ng through the fire trucks and police cruisers, we drove down the alley.

No one fol |l owed.

"Was that Stuart Garvey?" | asked Ben, as the flashing and blinking |ights grew small behind
us.

He nodded, then |eaned his head back and cl osed his eyes.

Del barco made a call on a satellite phone. She did not sound happy w th what she was told.
When the call was finished, she, too, closed her eyes and rested her head on the w ndow

W left the city and transferred to a caravan of Suburbans in New Jersey. Ben switched on his
seat light an hour or so later and lifted one of Ms. Gol okhova's albuns into his lap. The truck's
big tires humed on the highway. "W should have taken all of them" he said. "It would have been
worth the risk. Christ, the history she nust have pasted in here." He flipped a few pages,
squinting at the snapshots.

| pictured Ms. Col okhova in her husband's special asylum 1living out her madness, with
plenty of time on her hands, and these al buns as her special task

A few mnutes |later, Ben whistled. "Jackpot," he said.

He held the page up for ny inspection. A crinkle-cut black-and-white photograph -- a hone
snhapshot, judging by the trimed edges and lighting -- showed a m ddl e-aged Joe Stalin, easily
recogni zable, hair graying with dignity. He stood with his arm around the shoul der of a doctor in
a white |lab coat, wearing pince-nez. Stalin smled broadly, contenplating a brave future. The date
neatly penned bel ow was 4. VI. 38.

He did resenble the man in the tank

"He'd already killed nillions," Ben said, voice tinged with that odd wonder that comes over
mal e hi storians when they contenplate vast atrocities. "He wi ped out the Soviet nmilitary

| eadership. He's going to make a pact with Hitler to gain sone time, then Hitler will invade
Russia. In the next ten years, alnost thirty mllion people will die, sone say fifty mllion, some
say nmore. Do you think he was undergoi ng Gol okhov's treatnents by then?"

I had no answer. | just stared at the picture, nenorizing the second man's features.

Pl easant, nmousy even, with soft eyes and a beaky nose.
Two ni ddl e-aged guys bei ng chumy.
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Most of the trip to Florida is a blur. | don't know what finally happened to the steel CGulag.
I"1l probably never know whet her Ben was sinply imagining things.
But the man in the tank, if he had any mind left at all, was suffering. If the stanped tag

was any gui de, he had been suffering for nore than fifty years.

We could see the Lenuria fromthe bal cony of our hotel suite. It was hard to mss, four
gl eam ng high-rise towers arranged frombow to stern on a white cruise ship alnost two thousand
feet long. In the deep-water port, the ship had come about over the last ten minutes, using bow
and stern thrusters, making ready to put out to sea. Through a small pair of stabilized binocul ars
I could peer a little ways into the shaded entrance to the mari na depl oyed between the ship's
massive twin hulls. Yachts drifted in and out of this portal like little butterflies flitting
t hrough a house's open back door

Inits presunptive way, the Lenuria was about as ugly as anything | had ever seen go to sea
No doubt the views fromthe seven hundred condos were spectacular. Rich folks, | thought with a
twinge. All with enough noney and not enough tine to spend it. Lots of potential investors.

Per haps Gol okhov had struck a real gold mne

Beyond the I ong entrance to Port Canaveral, | could nake out the towers of a |aunch pad
spun nmy nmap around on the table. Cape Canaveral Launch Conplex 39. Squeezed into a few square
nmles around the hotel were sone of the greatest technol ogi cal endeavors in human history. Wy
didn't | feel a surge of pride?

W were on the fifth floor of the Westin Tropical e, under the guise of attending a Wade Cook
i nvest ment semi nar. There had been sonme talk of nmoving us into the Coast CGuard station, but that
had been ni xed just before we arrived, hence our new cover. W had badges and bags full of
panphl ets and everything we needed. As the highlight of our seminar, we were scheduled to take a
tour of the Lenuria.

Breaker returned to the room acconpani ed by a man and worman unknown to ne. Ben foll owed. |
stayed by the wi ndow, a prepackaged ham sandw ch i n one hand, binoculars in the other.

Breaker formally waved his arms. "Hal Cousins, 1'd like to introduce Nate Carson, fromthe
National Institutes of Health."

"Pl eased to neet you," Carson said. He was in his early thirties, with shoul der-1ength brown
hair and a long, pale, patrician face. He held out his hand, but | shook ny head, sorry. He
wi thdrew the hand with a glance at Breaker, then a sheepish grin. "Right," he said.

"And this is Dr. Val Candle. She's from NSA, we dare not speak its name, a specialist in
security bioinformatics."

Candl e appeared to be in her late thirties. She had strong Mddl e Eastern features -- |ong,
thick black hair curled into a | oose bun, el egant sad eyebrows, |arge black eyes faintly
underscored by marks of shadow, prom nent but classic nose. Depending on ny nmood, | could have

found her homely or strikingly beautiful, but it was clear she didn't much care what anyone
t hought. She was professional and clipped in her speech, with a deep voice and a defiant Brooklyn
accent. "You don't | ook so good, Dr. Cousins," Candl e said.

"I don't feel so good,"” | said. "What was in that elixir besides Ex Lax and i pecac?"

"Desperation and hope," Candle said. "We're learning a lot. | wish they'd put us on the case
years earlier."

"Let's go over this thing now, " Breaker said. "You ve been briefed about Washington. The
President may be in rem ssion, but he still refuses to sign the necessary papers. That limts us.
The Vice President is in Israel, the Speaker is God knows where, so the Secretary of Defense is in
charge of our operation for the tinme being. Everyone else in the Wiite House is sicker than dogs.
The director of the FBI committed suicide this afternoon at 3:00 P.M The new director of the CA
has sanctioned our operation, but substantial portions of the Agency are still resistant and nay
be consi dered either turncoat or thoroughly tagged. Energency review is under way at the Pentagon
but we're going to take sonme initiative and make our nove on Lenuria before it's finished."
Breaker turned to me. "Here's the serving suggestion. You'll go with theminto the Lermuria to
provi de expertise. M. Bridger will acconpany you. You've both had |ots of experience with Silk
operations. Soneone will be assigned to protect you."

"How do you know whet her or not they'll be tagged?" | asked.

Ben clutched the single al bumfrom Ms. CGol okhova's coll ection and approached the broad
Wi ndow.

"I appreciate your concern, Dr. Cousins," Breaker said. "I amgoing to spend the next few
hours snoothing the way with the reluctant fol ks in Washi ngton. A few ol d-guard agents and
politicos, not tagged or run by Silk, still hate to think we're going to dredge up all this
carefully buried toxic waste. |'ve argued that you should be part of the cleanup, because you know
what to | ook for."
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"W hope he does," Candl e said.

"There'll be two marine architects with ship plans here before nidnight. That's all we're
going to tell you about the operation until you' re under way," Breaker said. "But be assured,
there is nore."

"We could take her in port, now, " Ben said, |ooking wistfully through the plate gl ass.

"We' || follow procedures,"” Breaker said.

"Just like in Nam" Ben said. "Your procedures could cost a lot of lives."

"I couldn't agree nore," Breaker said. "But that's the way it's going to be. You can opt out
now i f you want." He left the room Ben went to the refrigerator to drag out a six-pack of Cokes,
pull ed one fromits plastic circle, and fell back into a chair. He tapped the albumwith a row of
fingers and lifted an eyebrow nmy way. Sonething to show ne.

Candl e and Carson folded their arns and stood staring at nme as if | were sonme curious bug.
"Way immortality?" Carson asked critically.

"We' || discuss that later,"” Candle said. "W need to know all the receptors you've bl ocked.
W' ve searched your papers, but you never published all the details.”

We sat around a glass-top table in the middle of the suite's living room They opened their
val i ses and pull ed out stacks of paper, all stanped TOP SECRET H GHEST, all edged with finger-zip
i ncendi ary strips.

"You're going to learn sonme things here that go beyond top secret," Candle said. "I'lI
personal ly track you and claimyour testicles if you ever reveal this, ever, to anyone, in any
way. "

I held back a wi secrack. She was in no nood for flippancy, and I was tired. "Al right," |
sai d.

She delivered her speech crisply, with no discernible enotion. "NSA has been studying the
potential for biological encryption. Qur division is tasked to | earn whether genom cally coded
nmessages can be or are being sent into our country in birds, insects, plants, or bacteria. W
anal yzed bacterial genones in sanples sent frommajor netropolitan centers and detected non-
al eatory genonic alteration, which we prefer not to call nutations, in three hundred different
vari eties of common gut bacteria. W deternined these alterations involved intelligent
intervention. In twenty-five of thirty alterations, an internal self-nodification schene was
mat henatically denonstrated. W elimnated outside intelligence as the cause and invoked the
possibility of interior genonmic intelligence."

"You can do that, |I mean, confirmthat?" | asked

"I can't, personally,” she said with regret.

"But you know what it neans?"

"It inplies that bacteria can nodify thenselves worldwide in less than ten years. Call it
evi dence of coordi nated genomic shift, call it microbial 'thought,' call it whatever you want, but
people I trust, brilliant people, tell me it's real."

The Little Mdthers of the Wrld, | thought.

"The other alterations we reluctantly interpreted as human intervention, by potentially
unfriendly forces, on a huge scale. In addition, we determ ned that the outside changes were not
done to encrypt |anguage-based signals, but to alter gene function in comopn hunman m crobes, wth
t he ai m of having them produce novel substances, either to cause illness in targeted nilitary or
civilian popul ations, or to induce |arge-scale psychoses. A lot of grunpy biologists in our enploy
huffed and puffed and tried to bl ow our house down. W survived their assault, but just barely.

When all of your shit hit the fan" -- she gave nme a cold grin -- "our stock rose in the Agency."
"Many thanks," Carson said wyly.
"How | ong ago was the work done?" | asked.
"That's not inportant,"” Candle said.
"It istone," | said.

"Five nonths ago, we brought it to the attention of the director of NSA. She passed it on to
appropriate agencies. It lingered in their in baskets, too obscure and crazy to act on, until two
nmont hs ago." Candl e kept her dark eyes on ne, one eyelid twitching. "Three Marine helicopters blew
up sone houses in Los Angel es. Sonmeone decided it was tinme to find out what in hell was going on
and put a stop to it. Nowit's your turn. Tell us what you' ve done."

| told them nost of what | knew about the secrets of bacterial gut interaction, howto
i mmuni ze or reshape the nmajor varieties, howto adjust one's interior ecology to thwart or subvert
seventy years of human nischief. | did not nention the insertion of altered genes into ny
intestinal cells. | doubted that would be useful to them and | did not want to have them
experinmenting on those who m ght not be inforned, who night not even be vol unteers.

Candl e nade notes on special sheets of paper equipped with genome maps for several types of
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bacteria, and a highly condensed chart of the human genone. Wen we were done, she called a well
deserved break.

Ben sat in an overstuffed chair, slurping back his third Coke and |listening, brows knit, as
if he might be planning anot her book

"Watch your testicles,”" | warned him

"She's a tiger," he agreed. The hotel suite was tenporarily enpty except for Ben and nme. He
had inserted his finger into a specific page in the album Now he let it flop open on his |ap

"How much do we really know, Hal?" he asked, and tapped a photo in the upper corner of the
ri ght - hand page

| leaned over. The picture showed five people in suits posed stiffly in front of a curtain

"So?" | said.

"This nmust have been taken by a Russian photographer and passed on to CGol okhov's people. Ms.
Gol okhova pasted it in with all these other photos, but this is the |last al bum she conpiled, |
think. There was a big Conmuni st Party-sponsored conference in New York in 1949, the "Cultural and
Scientific Congress for Wrld Peace.” Al so known as the Wal dorf Conference. Bigwi gs and
celebrities canme fromall over the world to attend. Pre-MCarthy, of course. | think there was
coverage in Life magazine."

"So who are they?"

He ran his finger over the photo. "The fellow on the left is a novelist, Al exander Fadeyev.
He was head of the Soviet Witers' Union. Just another Colonel Klink in Stalin's zoo -- 'l see
not hing, | hear nothing!' Next to himis Norman Mailer, the original Stormn' Norman, and Jew sh
of course. This guy is Arthur MIller, also Jewish. Married Marilyn Monroe, who sonme say slept with
John F. Kennedy. Between themis Dmitri Shostakovich. Pretty good conposer, struggled with Stalin
for years. But this guy on the right, with the Wndsor hairdo -- who do you think that is?"

"I don't know," | said, irritated. But the profile of the fifth man in the picture had
al ready caught ny eye. | picked up the album held it closer. The nose, the eyebrows, the
stance... | felt nmy hands get sweaty, instant anxiety.

"What do we really know, Hal ?" Ben asked. "Who's runni ng whom around here? You tell ne.

The fifth man | ooked a lot |ike Rudy Banning. A few years younger, but otherw se
unmi st akabl e.

"N neteen forty-nine," | said. "You sure?"

"Look at Mailer," Ben said. "Just an anbitious sprout. And MIler, all that black hair.
Absol utely, that picture is fromNew York in 1949."

"They coul d have retouched it."

"Hal, she glued that picture into the albumin 1949 or 1950. It's part of a sequence fromthe
conference. |'ll bet Maxi m CGol okhov was there, making plans with his American contacts."”

"It could be a fake."

"I don't think so."

| met Ben's gaze. "Still going in?"

"Wuldn't mss it," Ben answered, and cl apped the al bum shut.

Qutside, Florida' s balnmy night brought out constellations of nercury and sodi um | anps over
all the shopping centers, parking |lots, apartnent conplexes, and restaurants that served Port
Canaveral and the cruise ships, and in particular, the Lemuria. The big ship's display and running
lights came on last. She | ooked like a row of ziggurats dressed up as Christmas trees. A bare
dozen of the windows in the four towers were illumnated; only a few of the ship's condos had been
sol d and occupi ed.

At nine, Breaker returned with the nmarine architects. They spread rolled sheets of plans on
the table. Each of us would carry a snall nap show ng our proposed routes through the ship. They
judged Tammy's key codes to be unreliable. W would find other ways of getting into Gol okhov's

sanctuary. Still, Ben handed ne a copy of Tammy's sketch map and the codes. | folded it and
stuffed it in nmy pocket.
W were still operating with a hodgepodge of assets and personnel. W would "borrow' a cabin

cruiser fromPort Canaveral's private marina. Ten Marines would acconpany us. Qthers would board
Lenmuria fromat |east two and possibly four Coast Guard helicopters.

In addition, if the details could be worked out, two cutters fromthe Coast Guard station
would join in the fun.

Ben listened with a | ong, sober expression. Rob's original crazy schene was going to be
carried out, but on a grander scale than any of us had hoped.

| was getting punped -- a kind of delayed shock reaction. Sonething was going on deep in ny
head but | couldn't drag it out into daylight. To conpensate, to find sone solid ground,
fantasi zed about confronting Maxi m Gol okhov. | wanted to rifle his clandestine |aboratories and
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maybe grab a few clues. He owed ne.

Everyone there owed nme. | blamed their ignorance and intransigence for all | had been
through, and for Rob's death. |I would carry on for the both of us. Rob's nenory deserved that
nmuch.

Despite all | had seen and survived, | was still a fool for the Long Haul

Del barco and Breaker brought in sleeping bags still in plastic wappers, nore white towels
for the bathroom stinking of fresh disinfectant, and a box of MREs -- Meals Ready to Eat, not
gournet and not fresh, packaged in 1997

Carson caught me studying the back of my hand.

"Any puckering, Dr. Cousins?" he asked.

| closed the hand into a fist. "No," | said.

The sixty-foot cabin cruiser bounced through three- and four-foot waves, follow ng the
Lemuria on the open Atlantic. Dawn was a faraway glow as yellow as | enbn ice cream over the dark
gray sea

"The Eagle has | anded,"” Breaker said. He wal ked forward, bracing his hand agai nst the stained
wal nut burl bul khead of the forward bunk room and sat on a padded bench next to Del barco and
across fromne and Ben. "The President has finished detagging. He is with us."

Candl e and Carson sat sl unped agai nst the rear bul khead, behind a snmall table. Three of our
ten Marines, two young nen and a worman, sat stiffly on luxurious |eather swivel chairs, dressed in
desert-style canoufl age that | doubted would be effective on a cruise ship. They steadied their
hel mets in their laps and listened closely to all we said, with a focus and intensity that
i npressed me.

I was working on ny third cup of black coffee. I had felt like hell since waking up, dizzy
and di soriented, over four hours ago.

Breaker wat ched the distance cl ose between our boat and the giant cruise ship. "W're not
going to get everything we asked for. Washington's in nore of an uproar than ever. Secrecy is
shot; some senator went to the ship's owners and told themwe're on our way. By the tine we get
there, we're hoping Coast Guard contingents will have already secured cooperation fromthe captain
and crew. We'll board after they've taken control."

Nobody comment ed on appearances. W were all marked by the singular effects of both the ocean
chop and another round of elixir, incorporating yet nore nodified bacteria, incubating phages
eager to express anti sense nmessenger RNA. W were high-tech seasick in a bad way, cranky and
touchy, and nobody could tell us what we would find in the bowels of the floating city. Lenuria
was now five mles ahead and crui sing south-southeast at about fifteen knots. Carson and Candl e
grew nore tense as the day brightened.

Ben and | went out on deck to get some fresh air. The biologists followed a few nonents
later. Spray from whitecaps and the bow wash put a salty chill into our bones, but to ne it felt
good. My stonmach stopped its dog-settling turns, and | began to believe | might not disgrace
mysel f in the next few hours.

Carson and Candl e stuck with ne as if they had a score to settle. Wanting sonme tine al one,
and sensing trouble in the air, Ben went forward.

| did not appreciate being abandoned and out nunber ed.

"Damm, she's big," Carson said. He pulled a real-estate prospectus fromhis jacket pocket and
spread it out against the wind. A cutaway of Lenuria covered three |large panels. "Got this in Port
Canaveral. Bel Canto Lines and Anerican Sea Life Corporation... Isn't she pretty? Cheapest condo
avail abl e, one point five ml."

Lenuria's stern towered al nost ninety feet above her waterline, not counting four terraced
observation, restaurant, and exercise decks that added an additional seventy feet. Beyond the
canted decks, swept by a stray wisp froma pearly bank of |ow cloud, rose the fourth tower, naned
Elite, a seagoing skyscraper topped by the spread jade green wings and ivory white done of the aft
concourse and A ynpi c gymasi um

"No servant quarters?" Candle sniffed. "Wy bother."

"A crew of seven hundred, plus a population of one thousand three hundred |ive-aboard wage
sl aves, waiting to attend to your every need."

"The other half," Candle said. "Don't you just |love 'en?" She faced ne with dark, critica
eyes. "Your kind of people, Dr. Cousins."

"How s that ?"

"You' ve been going around hat in hand, promising imortality to every billionaire you neet.
Shoul d be rich pickings in that crowd." She jutted her chin toward the giant ship, jaw underslung
in anger like a bulldog.

"Yeah," Carson said. "Just what the world needs -- immortal plutocrats.”
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"My work is for everyone," | said.

Candl e shook her head. "How noble. How incredibly naive. | know how powerful men work. At
NSA, we listen to their nasty little secrets all day long."

"I't"'s our right," | insisted. My palns started to sweat again. They were provoking that

unfi ni shed thought, that raw hypothesis | could barely nake out. "Wo's going to tell us we can't
live as |l ong as we want ?"
"They are," Candle said, pointing to the Lemuria. "Every rich son of a bitch, fat cat, church

| eader, yanmmering populist, self-righteous fascist, Communist, nationalist. They'll call it a sin
They' Il make it illegal. But what they'll really be saying is" -- she pointed a tense finger into
the breeze -- "it's wong for everyone but ne."

"We'll fight them" | said.

"No, you won't," Candle said. She held on to the rail with one hand as the sea got heavier
"You'll have lots of clients. You'll charge thema fortune. 1'lIl lose, nmy children will |ose.
Everyone | know and care about. The sane people who pay off the politicians will pay billions to

stay alive. How much is life worth? To themit will be chunp change. A hundred years of conpound
interest, and they'll buy up the whole planet."
"Just like they suck up all the noney and the I PCs and the beautiful wonen," Carson added.

"Careful ," Candle said, striking a pose. "They don't get all the beautiful wonen."

| could not tell whether they were genuinely pissed off or just ragging ne. "W should stick
to our task," | said, but it cane out as a munbl e.

"You |l anced this boil, and nowwe're all going in to clean it out," Carson said.

"Courage," Candle said, to Carson, not to ne.
"What | want to know is, what did you do to provoke then? |Is this Gol okhov jeal ous of you, or
does he want to hog all the glory for hinself?"

"l don't know," | said.
"Thi nk he knows sonething you don't?"
"I"ve done nothing wong," | said, too loudly. "I do research in life extension. | go to

private citizens who have noney because the medical community cl oses ranks on the issue, and
government refuses to consider the possibility--"

"Social security," Carson nuttered.

Candl e gave ne a pitying gl ance.

"How | ong do you want to live?" | asked. "Forty years? As |ong as soneone in Bangl adesh?"

"Chronovores," Carson said in disgust. "Plutocrats gobbling the feast and | eaving scraps for
the rest of us.”

I knew it was hopeless, but | tried a new tack. "Wuld the governnent have ever done anything
if we hadn't been targeted? They've been pulling strings for decades, and naybe you've been
hel ping them D d you think about that? Maybe | did all of you a favor."

Carson snorted. "Thank you for caring."

Candl e turned away with that same twi st Julia had once used, assum ng the sane final
fem nine posture that told ne I was unworthy of any nore fuss.

Once nore | was a Jonah. | was to blane for everything. Wiy did this always happen when
took a cruise?
Suddenly, the tension broke. | had to | augh. The | augh was genui ne, the best | had had since

I was a kid watching cartoons on TV.

Candl e and Carson stared at nme pityingly.

What | felt was the fanciest kind of foolish, too foolish to be cynical. | knew | was wearing
the ultimte bright-boy defense, a shit-eating grin. It was the only arnor | had left, the only
arnmor | had ever really owned

| wal ked forward, wiping ny eyes with nmy shirt cuff, relishing the wind fromour passage. Ben
squatted |ike a gray-bl own Buddha near the bow, behind a w ndl ass cover, contenplating a neatly
coil ed rope. An orange-and-white Coast Guard Sea King helicopter roared overhead, bearing down on
Lenuria. Ben | ooked up and shielded his eyes against the eastern brightness. A second helicopter
fol | owed.

"Right on tine," he said. W watched them weave beside the ziggurat towers |ike npbsquitoes
around Madonna.

"Am | a bl oody nonster, Ben?" | asked, kneeling beside him

He folded his pointing fingers and lifted themto his upper lip, making Dracul a fangs.

My laugh turned into a lone hiccup and fled. "Was Rob a nonster? Wuld we both have ended up
i ke Gol okhov, slaves to the Stalins and Berias?"

"Listen to Owell, G asshopper," Ben said sententiously.

"What about Orwell ?"
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"The true and authentic voice of the twentieth century."” Ben drew quote marks in the air.

"*1f you want a vision of the future, imagine a boot stanping on a human face -- forever.'"

"You too, huh?" | said.

"I"mjust an aging son of a bitch who's done questionable things," Ben said. "I don't want to
live forever, not without Janie. Being with her took away the bad nmenories. Now, |'Il spend the
next few years clinbing in and out of a box filled with fewer and fewer bottles of JimBeam O |
can die sonetime in the next couple of hours. | prefer the latter. History's a joke, and it was
the | ast passion | had left."

"I cannot feel that way," | said, nmy throat tight. "There's too rmuch left to see and | earn
H story does not repeat itself.”

"It can't," Ben said. "It stutters too badly. Truth is, history can't even renenber its
lines."

"CGoddammit, |'m serious."

"Was that you cackling a few m nutes ago? There's, the true spirit. Snoke a goddammed reefer
and sling your rifle. Suck up some ganja fortitude and get ready to nmeet the Man." He swung out
his arm wagons ho, and initated John Wayne. "Laugh in their faces, pilgrim"

| fell back on nmy butt beside him letting ny breath out in a whoosh. My thoughts were like a
skimof oil blown around a puddl e.

Ben took off his cap and ran his hand through his thin gray hair.

"Fuck it. It's all war talk. |I hung out with Rob -- | swear, Hal, it was not much different
from hanging out with you. | watched himwork. | adnired his brains and how he stood up to going
nuts. Christ, he was a brave, crazy bastard, and maybe he was just the type to deserve another
fifty or a hundred years, or a thousand, to think things through."

This left ne even nore confused.

Ben | eaned forward. "Life is for those who still have illusions. Fix up your clinic and watch
them beat a path to your door. Maybe I'll join them W're all hypocrites about dying, and old age
is scary, too."

"It's not for sissies,” | said.

It scares the hell out of me. My father had been as strong as a goddamed tree, an eterna
fixture in nmy little boy mind, profane and often angry, but liable to turn around when he was
sober and buy you a bicycle (which Rob and | had fought over) or haul us around on his shoul ders.

Dad. Poppa. Not a tree, but a vegetable, rotting away fromthe inside and turning into a
bl ood- soaked clunp of God's potting soil

"I think after this is over we should conpare notes,
sonmet hing all wong here."

For a monent | felt defensive and did not know why. Then | put on a reasonable face. "Wat
makes you say that?"

"We've been trying not to think about Rudy Banning, haven't we?"

So true. Too nuch el se to worry about. Screw that enigmatic picture. It was a m stake.

Ben focused on the ship. The helicopters had | anded and di senbarked their teans. Lenuria
sl owed. W watched it glide over the sea, coasting for a couple of mles before comng to a dead
st op.

The cabin cruiser zagged east a quarter nile or so. A ribbon of snoke rose froma | ouvered
vent on Lenuria, just above the main deck and forward of the second tower. It might have been a
kitchen grease fire. Alarnms sounded thin and frantic over the choppy water.

"I do not like this,"” Ben said with a doggi sh shake of his head.

"We're going in wthout coordination at the top and with dam few resources. | don't think we
have any idea what we're in for. It's going to be |like squeezing a huge zit."

Qur cabin cruiser put on a burst of speed, her twin diesels growing |ike huge lions. The
ship | oomed, shining white and jade green, her thousands of ports and windows glinting in the
fresh yellow light of the new norning, a steel-and-glass mountain plow ng a nervous sea.

"Looks |ike Purgatory,"” Ben said. "Let's go join the others."

Breaker got off the radio in the main cabin and told us we were next. "Doesn't sound |ike
everything' s optimal," he said, walking past ne with a frown. "But we've been told to board and
nove forward to the first tower."

W clinbed out of the cabin and arranged ourselves as if for a group photo shoot, on and
bel ow the bridge. Del barco handed each of us an orange arm band and gave the civilians a pistol
We had all been issued a bulletproof vest and hol ster earlier. "Keep it on safety. Don't shoot
wi t hout orders, unless you' re away fromyour teamand in i mm nent danger." Breaker grabbed a
wal ki e-tal ki e from Del barco and stepped away to talk in a | ow voice. Hi s frown deepened.

| took little confort fromthe gun

Ben said. "I have a hunch we've got
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Lenmuria's stern cut off the blue sky above. Inside, between the walls of the split hull, the
dock had been lowered like the jaw of a prehistoric fish. The space between the hulls, now a
gigantic portable marina, was quiet, an iron nouth waiting patiently to swall ow.

Br eaker handed the wal ki e-tal kie to Del barco. Del barco spoke rapidly behind a cupped hand.
The cabin cruiser churned water just aft of a barricade of w de-weave, Day-d o orange canvas
strips, blocking the entrance. Voices shouted in several |anguages inside the cavern, and were
finally domi nated by a husky mal e speaking Arerican with a Texas accent.

Lights burned brightly within the marina, |ike orange and blue stars in a Cyclops's cave.
Through ny binoculars | could nmake out four yachts w nched out of the water on slings. They rocked
gently in the westerly breeze bl owi ng between the hulls, waiting for their owners should they w sh
to escape the humdrum world of the biggest luxury liner on Earth. Excursion |aunches clung to the
inner hulls like larvae in a hive.

A horn sounded and bells rang as the canvas barricade rolled back on a notorized pole. Cur
boat grunbl ed out of the daylight and into the banked bl ue gl ow of mercury vapor |anps. The marina
appeared even bigger fromthe inside. Two of Lenuria' s emergency rescue Zodi acs, nmanned by nen in
wet suits -- probably not part of the ship's crew -- hel ped guide us to a nooring about a hundred
feet inside the starboard pier

Marines in fatigues greeted us on the dock. In French, Spanish, Portuguese, and broken
Engl i sh, a surrounded nob of uncooperative deckhands prom sed us new orifices for what | |oosely
transl ated, using my high-school Spanish, as piracy on the high seas. They were afraid for their
jobs, the noney they sent their famlies back in Jamaica, Tobago, Acapulco, Mam, Corpus Christi,
Port - au- Prince.

Breaker grinmy pushed us through, our Marine escort acting as a wedge. They were now fully
decked out in lightweight arnor, conbat helnmets, and the requisite orange arnbands.

"It's going to get better," Breaker told us, as we entered a wide glass elevator. "C Teamis
moving aft to join us. They're carrying our isolation suits. B Team has gone to the bridge.
Lemuria's captain thinks we're conducting a Coast Guard drug search. He says he has instructions
fromthe ship's owers in Florida to cooperate. But he also clains there are about a thousand
guests onboard, rich investors and potential buyers."

Candl e caught ny eye but said not hing.

"That's contrary to our intelligence. W'll have to watch out for them" Breaker said. "No
weapons fire without a direct command.”

Ben stayed cl ose. Carson and Candl e clutched their alum numcases close to their chests and
stared straight ahead, toward the el evator door, despite the view opening behind themas the
el evator rose out of its black well and clinbed the side of the ship.

We got out on the first deck of Tower Four and wal ked through a carpeted but unfurnished

| obby -- real marble and fake gold, very Las Vegas -- to the glassed-in pronenade. Escal ators rose
and fell all around us. Qur canoufl aged Marines stood out l|ike muddy snears in a G eek tenple.
Going to the rail and | ooking forward, | surveyed the curved gl ass al ong nost of the

starboard length of Lenuria, protecting five |evels of wal kways, cafes, and | ounges.

"Looks |ike South Coast Plaza," Ben told me in a lowvoice. "But |I think this is bigger."

Wor kmen gave us puzzled and partisan glances but continued bolting down tables, |aying out
massive rolls of precut carpet, and hauling stacks of cushiony chairs draped in stream ng sheets
of plastic. The roomsnelled of glue and fresh carpet and fabric. Large fans, |ike those used on
movi e sound stages vented the odors through open segnents in the pronenade cover

Breaker fidgeted with his folding map. "C Team shoul d be here to escort us forward," he said.
Del barco poi nt ed.

Atall woman in a clinging blue gowmn stal ked through a wi de door and pushed ahead of four
Coast Cuard officers and two Marines. Her voice carried out over the unfinished | obby and echoed

fromthe far walls Iike a harsh bell. Fortyish, tanned a coppery chocol ate, eyes large and with
prom nent gl eam ng whites, adorned in plumlipstick and blue eye shadow, she | ooked ready to spit.
"I don't believe | have any reason to cooperate. | don't care what Captain Mustakis says.

The passengers are upset, nobody's said anything that nmakes a |ick of sense, and--"

The woman cl apped her nmouth shut as the two groups squared off. She scanned the new invaders
wi th | eoni ne annoyance.

"Li eutenant," Breaker said to a young Coast Guard officer. "Were are our suits?"

"They didn't arrive, sir," the lieutenant said. "Commander thought they were superfluous."

"How in hell was that his call to make?"

"Don't know, sir."

"Shit," Delbarco said. "Was he tagged?"

"Don't know, ma'am"
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For the first tine, Delbarco seened on the edge of losing it. She stared at the floor
cl enching her jaw nuscles spasnodically. Breaker watched her closely. She shook her head. "I'm al
right.”

"W can't stop now," Breaker said, but his shoul ders dropped, and he | ooked for a nonent |ike
a whi pped ki d.

"You," the wonan said, focusing on Breaker. "What in hell are we supposed to do, hand over
all the passports and green cards and stand aside? This is a privately owned and funded ship..."

"Registered in Liberia and full of sin," Breaker said, his patience comng to an end. "Just
show us the way forward to Aristos Tower."

"I have better things to do, believe ne. W have a thousand guests who are unwell, in the
banquet hall--"

"Unwel | ?" Candl e asked, raising her head as if at some stage cue.

"I'I'l say. There was a fire alarmand the sprinklers soaked everything. An awful snell. Now
they're throwing up and fainting and blanming it on bad food and seasickness. That's utterly
ridiculous -- this ship has the world' s best chefs, seventy-eight stabilizers, and prem um steel -
and- al umi num construction. It's the strongest and steadi est ship ever built. | need to get back

there and do ny job!"

Del barco noved in, with Breaker's tacit perm ssion: woman to worman. "Ma'am we have maybe an
hour to finish what we came here to do," the Secret Service agent said. "You haven't a bat's
chance in a bonfire of understanding why we're here, and we couldn't tell you anyway. Enough to
say that unless you want a |l ot of death and destruction, you will shut your fucking trap and take
us forward."

The worman absorbed this outburst with sone resilience, obviously used to playing the
lightning rod for tough custoners. "I have a nane? she said. "I hope you will use it and treat ne
with respect. | am Ms. Holloway."

Del barco rolled her eyes. "Fine. Ms. Holloway. Please take us forward."

Ben | ooked over the small crowd |like a |ighthouse keeper judging the weather, his face

painted with a stiff, clownish grin. "Is that your war face?" | asked in an undertone.
"No suits. We're fucked," Ben said. "It's a regular Phillips head screw up."
n Vv]y?ll

"Food poi soni ng, Hal ?" he asked.

"Anything you'd like to contribute?" Del barco shouted. Breaker junped at her voice, as did
Ms. Holloway in her tight blue gowmn. "Tell us howto get there!" Del barco ordered her

"The trains are in working order,” Ms. Holloway said, blinking rapidly. "They follow the
inside gallery. It runs the length of the ship, dividing the first seven floors of each tower. The
Executive Express is the quickest way to travel on Lemuria. Are there others... of your party,
expecting you?"

If she couldn't nmake us go away, perhaps it was time to treat us like difficult guests.

"There are,"” Del barco said.

"Then I will help you get in touch with them" Ms. Holloway tugged at the waist of her gown,
drawing it down over a disciplined Nancy Reagan figure. She shivered for an instant, throw ng off
her pique, and adjusted her hair with patting hands as she |l ed us up an escalator. "If there's
anyt hing el se you need to know about Leruria, please ask."

W boarded the express, a full-fledged airport-style train running on a single track and
rubber wheels. It rolled with absol ute snoothness through the central gallery.

Even to sonmeone who has been to Las Vegas, the gallery of Lemuria was stunning, over fifteen
hundred feet long, a straight shot down the centerline of the ship. |I could al nost feel the
overarching wei ght of the four huge towers interrupting |long stretches of skylight. The express
whi sked us through blue grottos of |ayered decks, glass walls shot through with nobsaics lit by
neon and fiber optics, escalators made of what | ooked like crystal and studded with sea-gl ow
| anterns. As we passed signs announcing we had arrived at the base of Aristos Tower, we rolled
through a sunny gol den Cretan pal ace that woul d have nmade M nos faint with envy. A giant robot
M notaur straddled the train platform raising and | owering a gol den doubl e bl aded ax.

W were now about a thousand feet closer to the bow

As the train's doors slid wi de, we heard shouting and gunshots echo from above. A clutch of
wor kmen in denimoveralls frantically hauled red tool chests and a conpressor down a spaci ous
mar bl ed hall, babbling in German, getting out of the way as fast as they coul d.

A broad sliding glass door on our left, etched with sea horses, opened with a click. A Mrine
staggered through and tossed aside his rifle. He held out his arms, fingers wiggling, as if he
couldn't see, but his eyes jerked this way and that, tracking the walls, the ceiling. He broke
into a run and caroned off a brushed-steel pillar onto a stack of carpet rolls, then clung to the
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rolls like a baby nonkey on a terry-cloth nmonmy. Three of our Marines rushed forward to hel p.

"Keep the fuck away fromhinm Stay together! Stay on objectivel" Breaker ordered. "He might
be contanminated. Call for a nmedic. What the hell deck are we on? \Were is this?"

The pani cked Marine whinpered and tried to clinb the rolls and hide.

Ms. Holloway finally seemed to realize that Del barco was not prone to exaggeration. "My
God. " She scratched her cheek with a manicured nail, leaving a white streak. "That poor man."

"Where are we?" Breaker shouted. Del barco tapped her map and held it up for Holloway to see

"You're just below Aristos Tower," Holl oway answered feebly. "B Deck, adjacent to Shel
Crescent Residential." She funbled for words as her body conveyed nore clearly its animal
opinions. "Aristos is the prenmier tower for md priced living, with the best sports facilities on
the ship. Sonebody should hel p that poor man."

"There's a hospital in this tower. Were?" Breaker asked.

"We have four hospitals on Lenuria," Ms. Holloway explained, "and seventeen clinics, with
one hundred and fifty-seven |icensed--"

"W want the first tower hospital,"” Delbarco said. "CGoncourt's nedical center."”

The Coast Cuard |ieutenant answered his wal ki e-tal ki e.

"That's a private facility, the Goncourt Training Center," Ms. Holloway said. "Sports
medi ci ne. Not yet open, and not really a public hospital."

"We're being ordered to break off," the lieutenant interrupted. "It's over. The operation is
canceled. We're to rejoin our chopper teamon the helipad, or head toward the bow platform
whi chever is closer.™

"It's split command. Ignore it," Ben advised.

The lieutenant stared at him "There's sonmething wong, and | have ny orders," he insisted.

"CGo," Breaker told him "W'Il|l keep the Marines."

"Sir, with all respect, we will--"

"Just go!" Breaker shouted, and Del barco moved up to | end her sandpaper stare.

The Coast Guard officers reluctantly broke away. The Marines stayed.

"Should I |eave, too?" Ms. Holloway inquired hopefully.

"Hospital ," Del barco insisted, taking her by the el bow

It did not matter how often we had studied the charts and maps -- within ten mnutes we were
| ost. The ship's decks were a | abyrinth of staggered passageways, pronmenades, galleries,
multilevel ventilation shafts, sitting roons, |ounges, bars, restaurants, shops -- all in
di fferent degrees of finish. W ascended one |ong escal ator inboard and stared up at a huge
st ai ned-gl ass skylight. Turned left in the atrium spun around to another escalator... Ms.

Hol | oway began to | ook pale.

Cane out on the starboard pronenade, |ooking along a row of doors opening into enpty condos.

W were not where we wanted to be.

Barricades of equipnment and construction materials had left Ms. Holloway as confused as the
rest of us. After half an hour of tw sts and turns and doubling back, only to arrive at where we
had been earlier, she started crying. "They haven't posted the deck signs yet. W're going too
fast," she said. "I want to know, please, are we in danger? | can't help you now. W' re out of ny
area."

Ben and Del barco wal ked in | ockstep to the nearest wi de port. Del barco raised her rifle and
fired a burst. The safety glass erupted in a nillion flying jewels. Ms. Holloway cringed and
covered her eyes.

Ben | eaned through and | ooked up, sideways, down. "That way,’
forty-five-degree angle. Del barco agreed.

We approached a ribbed-steel fire door blocking a broad wal kway. "What's that snell?" a
Marine asked, lifting his nose. Something did indeed snmell rich and foul

"The al arm has been turned off," Ms. Holloway said. "This door should be open." She took a
key fromher wist bag and inserted it into a red box. The door obediently slid aside. Fluid
sl opped and spilled across the deck

We drew back, repelled by an unbelievable stench, |ike ten thousand rotting skunks. A flow of
puslike liquid, pink and green and filled with congeal ed yell ow streaners, pooled at our feet.

M's. Hol | oway di ssolved in hysterics.

"Let her go," Delbarco said. Breaker took Ms. Holloway by the shoul ders and pointed her aft.
She ran off in quick jerking steps, lifting her gown to free her |egs and not | ooking back

"Tell us what this is," Breaker asked Candl e and Carson

"Looks like, snmells |like, contam nated fluid," Carson said.

Br eaker gave him a di sappoi nted sneer. They turned to ne.

"It's a culture,” | said. | pointed to a strand of sline hanging froma sprinkler head.

he concl uded, and pointed at a
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"Soneone connected a vat to the fire control sprinklers."”

That explained the grease fire, the thin ribbon of snoke; the emergency water flow had been
deliberately triggered, and not by our teans.

Breaker closed his eyes. "No suits."

Del barco asked, "Aren't we inmmuni zed?"

"Soneone had | oose lips," Ben said. "What do you want to bet Gol okhov is trying sonething
new?"

Four of the Marines started coughing, waved their hands, coughi ng harder, excused thensel ves,
then doubl ed over and fell to their knees. Through their gasps, | saw they were smling; coughs
were giving way to |aughter.

Two ot hers shook their heads and unslung their rifles, holding themout as if to keep them
cl ean shoul d they throw up.

Candl e | ooked ready to turn to stone. Carson backed away fromthe troops, pushing the safety
of f his pistol

"Hysteria," Delbarco said in disbelief. "There's nothing here!"

"Aerosol," | said. "There could be a mist in the air throughout the ship. Bacteria, phages..
W' ve been breathing it for some tinme now. Right into our |ungs."

Del barco | ooked as if she had just been kicked in the stomach. "Goddammit," she said. She
raised her rifle again. "Get up off your knees. W need to nove forward."

Breaker put his hand on the barrel. She jerked it aside and glared at him

"Fuck it," Breaker said.

"Let's go," Ben whispered to ne. "W don't want to be here.” He took ne by the armand we
wal ked away. One of the prone Marines | ooked up, saw our departure, and reached for his rifle.

"Ma'am " he said

Del barco ignored him She had | ocked eyes with Breaker

"We are being influenced," Breaker said. "W have no choice but to head back to the boat."

"I do not agree," Del barco said.

"I amin command. "

"And I will not abandon this m ssion because of a bucket of pus, Goddamit!"

"Mowve it," Ben ordered me under his breath.

"Put down your weapon, Agent Del barco," Breaker ordered.

"The entire country is in jeopardy here!"

"Put down your gun."

I | ooked over ny shoul der. Breaker had a reasonable, even a pleasant | ook on his face. He
hel d out his hand, cleared his throat.

Del barco opened fire. Breaker slamed back agai nst a bul khead and bul | ets whi nged and si ghed
around the deck. One of the ricochets took a Marine in the nose. He bent backwards and his weapon
di scharged. | felt the wind as a round buzzed past ny ear

Ben had been right. Trying to take Lenuria and confront Maxi m Gol okhov was indeed |ike
squeezing a giant zit. W had not progressed as far as we had hoped with our elixir. But then, Ben
had known, | suppose | had known; anyone coul d have guessed. Gol okhov had been studying his
nm crobes for over seventy years.

W ran to the escal ator and took the noving steps three at a tine.

Ben and | split up when we encountered a group of four Marines, all sporting blue arnbands,
using light fixtures for target practice.

"Chickenshit!" one of them shouted. Ben went right, down a corridor, and | took a narrow
stairwell.

I"'mworking to renenber in sone |inear sequence what happened on board Lemuria in the next

few hours. I'd like to tell the truth, but even at the tinme, truth was a rare comodity, all too
easily squandered. | was better off than sone | saw, but in fifteen or twenty mnutes, | was
sweating like a glass of ice water in a swanp. At ny heart | felt glacial, but ny skin was hot and
danp, and ny breath snelled -- so | thought -- like the funmes off a bucket of hot tar

| felt happy enough, but not so happy | could laugh at ny condition

At first | wasn't afraid. | had a kind of wanderlust. | was like an ant hosting a parasite,
| ooking for nmy bird. | just didn't know what ny bird | ooked Iike.

| did know that a troop of Marines, their uniforns soaked and stinking, mingling with kitchen
crew in chef's caps and goop-stained whites, was not nmy bird. They were to be avoi ded. They were
happily shooting up a huge hangi ng scul pture in a high-ceilinged bar area, dodging the |ong,
falling glass stilettos.

Red and green and bl ue shards covered the oak dance fl oor. One Marine had not dodged fast
enough. A long blue knife of glass had entered his upper thigh and pinned himto the wood. He

file:/lIC|/13278%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E-books/Greg%20Bear%20-%20Vitals.txt (123 of 136) [1/17/2005 6:58:21 PM]



file:///C|/3278%20Sci-Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ Greg%20B ear%20-%20V ital s.txt

| ooked down in dismay at his predicanment, then | aughed with the rest of them tw sting in hobbled
jerks, straining at the flesh of his calf like a closely staked dog. "Anyone want to bet how | ong
before it breaks?" he called out.

@unfire and happy shouting rose froma tropical garden bel ow anot her skylight. Marines and
Coast CGuard had taken sides and were using each other for target practice. Points were being
awarded, and even as | listened, bursts of rifle fire reduced the nunber of voices.

Best to avoid that area entirely. | pushed forward and across the ship to the starboard side
of A deck, | think

I nade ny way down a carpeted passageway with granite walls studded with gold fasteners. It
was beautiful, but my head was clearing and | felt a little anxious. | was thinking about
pi ecewor k and chopper and regul us. Perhaps ny brother had not been as good as everyone had
t hought, Lissa included. Maybe these alterations had unwittingly prinmed us for the defenses on
Leruri a.

O perhaps he had known that they would protect ne, with ny gene nodifications... but would
not protect the others.

| came out on a balcony (I hadn't the foggiest idea what the nautical termwas) pushing out
bel ow a huge jutting wing that | presuned was part of the bridge. That positioned ne just forward
of Ari stos.

The bal cony overl ooked the starboard side of the bow, a long sloping hill spaced with |ines
of windows, gleanming Iike a knife bl ade against the gray sea. God, it was getting |late. The
eastern sky was dark, and the western was suffused with the last of a flam ng sunset. How tine had

darted and distorted. | stood there for a while, enjoying the fresh air, then decided | would not
try to escape. | would find Goncourt's hospital for nyself.

| did have a few questions to ask of the Master. | would deliver nmy respects in person, then
surrender. Hi story had won. That was it, really, in a nutshell. Maxi m CGol okhov was the twentieth
century. He was my history. And he had definitely won this war, a war | had never wanted to fight
inthe first place. Just as | turned to go back inside, | heard a rapid succession of cracks, |ike
popcorn in a steel drum | |ooked aft and saw several colums of snpoke, black and worried by sea

breezes, rising fromthe starboard side. Another puff joined them and nore cracks. They m ght
have been unchanbered rounds going off in a bag of clips, sone Marine's body cooking. O
firecrackers. | wasn't a soldier, and | did not want to know.

I encountered Ben standing by hinself near a bank of pay phones. He was just hangi ng up
rubbing his chin's stubble and smling like a kid with a full sack of chocolate bars. He | ooked
surprised to see ne.

"Hey," | said.

He puzzled for a nmonent. "I thought we'd nade our farewells."

"Not formally," | said

He had tucked his pistol in his waistband. He took it out, and | backed away. He put on a

sinmpl e, concerned face. "No worries,"'
thought it over and you'd better take this,
doesn't like guns.”

he said reassuringly, and handed it to nme like a gift. "I've
" he said. "Janie will be here any mi nute and she

| took the pistol. Relieved, he raised his arns and did a slow, ecstatic jig. "lIt's been so
goddammed long, | niss her so nmuch. | don't care howlong it takes, I'll wait for her."

"I think you should come with me," | said. "Think hard, Ben." | tried to be gentle. Ben had
been a pillar in this muck and confusion, and now they had reduced himto a hopeful child. "Is

Janie really com ng?”
He didn't seemto hear ne. He did another turn and sm | ed.

" Ben?"

"Co away. |'Il be fine."

"Right," | said. For the nonent at |east, Col okhov woul d nake hi m happier than | ever could.
"Il give you two sone privacy."

"Yeah, thanks, bud. When she gets here, we'll need it, we certainly will. I'Il introduce you

|ater." He clapped his big hand on ny arm "And nake sure to say good-bye to Prince Hal. Janie
woul d have liked him too."

"WIl do," | said, and wal ked off with all due speed.
Even ny tears stung and stank of creosote.
| did not trust nyself with Ben's gun or any other. | threw his pistol over the rail into the

ocean, along with my own. Cetting rid of themmde ne feel a lot |ess apprehensive. At |east |
woul d not be conpelled to put on a wide grin, happy as a clamat high tide, and bl ow ny own brains
out .

| started clinmbing the emergency stairs. The safety doors had been hamrered open on seven
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decks. The helicopter teanms had made it that far before succunbing. On what | guessed was the
ninth or tenth floor, I found a brass plaque propped agai nst a bul khead, waiting to be bolted at
eye level. | bent over to exam ne the plaque. It showed the plan of the tenth floor of Aristos
Tower. | traced ny finger along the etched lines: Oynpic-sized pool, left, a small pressroom for
circus interviews, right, a gymasium and physical -therapy clinic. Mst of the spaces on the

pl aque had been enanel ed in shiny black: no public access.

I rmused that the Lenuria was probably the closest thing | would ever experience to Montoya's
starship, hauling rich imortals across the universe. Cl ean (at |east when finished and nopped up)
and well lighted, snelling of plastics and paint and filtered air, spanking white sheets rolling
across acres of California king-size beds, beautiful wonen spraw i ng before agel ess studs, forever
young, willing and fertile, and outside, terrific views of the Horsehead Nebula and Orion's Belt.
Each planet a challenge, every day an adventure.

"I's that what |'mafter?" | asked nyself. "Forgiveness and a few bits of charity fromthe
Mast er ?"

d oom descended, and | had no way of know ng whether it was genuine or a bacterially induced
fake. "Travel to the stars. Fill the universe with hunan flesh. Wite human fl esh. Wite-boy
dreans, |nperial destiny. Al clean and healthy and Spin and Marty and... shit--"

| heard voices. | wasn't alone. | |ooked around the corner, tripped over a gap in the tile,
and stunbled into the open

In the corridor beyond, three stewards and a Coast Guard enlisted man were goi ng t hrough the
pockets of a body. They rolled it over, swearing nonotonously under their breaths. Beyond them
five big guys in business suits caroned down the hall |ike drunks, but their eyes were steady and
predatory. The enlisted nan and one steward saw t hem com ng, spun about to abandon their catch,
and noticed ne. They hunched and didn't even signal each other, but as a team brandi shed a pisto
and a fancy hunting rifle covered with scrollwork. The enlisted man got off a round before | could
do anything nore than flinch. The shot creased ny cheek. | shouted and turned, sonehow ended up on
my hands and knees, and picked nyself off the deck. Another slug went through ny pant leg. | ran
skidding on tile as | rounded the corner

Adrenaline cleared ny head like a blast of stinging cold water. Screw the Long Haul. | wanted
to live another few seconds, please God, please Mother. | hidin a fire-station al cove, shivering,
until | heard soneone com ng, then burst fromny cover |ike a stupid pheasant. The steward, |ess
than ten yards away, had aimed his rifle in anticipation, but before he could fire again, | was

through a passageway feed, into the opposite spaces.
Sorrehow, | had ended up back by the unmounted brass plaque. | touched ny cheek, brought ny

fingers away bl oody, and | ooked into the corridor where |I had seen the hunters and their kill. The
body remained, its face a red mass. It had been joined by two others. | picked up the plaque to
use as a weapon, or a shield, and studied the engraved map. Left. | was sure of it; the hospita
was on this floor and inboard, to ny left.

The first heavy door to the private spaces was intact and | ocked. | shivered at the sound of

voices, arifle butt rhythmcally tapping the walls. A painful crack and ricochet.

| took Tammy's papers fromny pocket, read them quickly, punched in an entry code, and waited
for the little LED to flash red, red, no luck. | was sure that would happen, and | woul d be dead
soon.

It flashed red. | tried another nunber. The voices were in the passageway.

"Did you see that bastard go down? Christ, got himright through the spine."

"Better than paint balls.”

"Yeah, nore splash."

Laughter. Two guys out in the woods, hunting for ne and whatever else they could flush from
cover.

Red, red.
| lifted the paper to ny eyes, studied the blurry copy of Tammy's diagram This was a rear
door, | guessed, used by staff in the nedical center. | found the door on her crude map and tried

to make out the conbination. She had been witing with her left hand. The scrawl of fourteen
nunbers was hard to understand, but | took a guess and punched it in, the buttons clicking into
pl ace above each integer. The buttons popped out on the tenth nunber. Confused, | angrily sl apped
the frame, then punched in four nore.

"Whoops! CGotcha," someone called with ringing cheer

The light flashed green

| funbled the handle. Grabbed it again. Sonething snicked and cl acked behind nme: well-oiled
gunnmetal . The door was heavy and opened sl owy.

| pushed through the gap. Saw at the end of the short hall a white steward's jacket and a
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pasty danp face with a five o' clock shadow, glint of ornately decorated rifle sw nging down.

dick.

"Ah, fuck. Wait up, stupid!'"

A hand clutching a pistol poked around the corner and fired. The slug caught me in ny side,
gl anced of f the bull et proof vest over ny ribs, blasted paint and netal fromthe bul khead, and
shoved ne like a bully's big hard fist through the door

| tugged the door shut and pushed the | ock home, then jerked at the pound of a rifle butt. In

one frantic turn, as | stood away fromthe door, | saw what coul d have been a gray-carpeted
hal lway in any well-funded nodern hospital or university building: closed office doors, cork
bulletin boards (still virginal and bare) nounted on freshly painted beige walls, and at the end,

a sitting or waiting roomwith two utilitarian blue couches, tw red chairs, a table, and a wall -
spanni ng nur al

| caught ny breath. Touched the vest through the hole in ny jacket, felt the conpressed
groove beneath the fabric, poked my finger through the exit hole.

One one thousand, two one thousand, three... Inspected the pattern of gray-and-black nmarks on
the back of ny sleeve, fromthe bullet's near inpact and the spray of paint chips.

Fi ve one thousand, six one thousand, seven... Lifted nmy calf to inspect the hole in ny pants.

"Fucking amateur," | said, and giggled harshly.

Not hi ng out si de.

Then, against the door, five staccato bangs, |oud as horse kicks-bullets. They were trying to
shoot through the door. No marks on the inside, not even a reverse dinple. Thick and arnored. The
back of my head hurt. | had slamred it back against the wall in surprise.

Anot her thump on the door, soft and frustrated.

Ei ght one thousand, nine.

The roomwas silent but for the ticking of a clock on the wall. | stood with my back to the
wall for several mnutes, listening, waiting for ny heart to slow, and that was all | heard. My
heart, and the soft ticking of the big clock. Time passing. | couldn't believe I was still alive.
I could feel the pain in ny cheek |like a snall, hot brand.

In the waiting room | washed ny face in a water fountain, sluicing away the bl ood. The
crease wasn't very big, little nore than a bad shaving cut. It was already clotting.

I wiped ny hands on ny pant |egs. Swallowed hard.

Belly of the beast again, but the safest place on the ship.

The nmural showed the Earth in a Dynaxion projection, the globe according to Buckm nster
Full er, covered with wide irregular patches of green, red, and shades of blue, chiefly in the
oceans. | found Lake Baikal -- intense red. Another red patch surrounded the Bahanas, the waters
where the Lenuria would commonly be sailing on better, nore peaceful days. Small red dots in the
Medi t erranean, the Dead Sea, western Canada, around the Gal apagos and Peru, off the coast of
Japan. A large kitty scratch of red lines hugged the northeast coast of Australia -- enconpassing
the Geat Barrier Reef, | guessed. Snaller patches and points near Sri Lanka, Borneo, and New
Zeal and. The nap was void of words or |abels.

| was sure that the colors signified bacterial hot spots. Phone exchanges for the Little
Mot hers of the World. Ever since the 1920s, Maxi m Gol okhov had been listening for his nessage from
the ol dest minds on Earth.

Ri ght of the map stood a sinple w ndow ess doubl e door and another conbination |ock. | used
Tammy's list once nmore, with sone confidence. | twi sted the handle, gathered what little genuine
courage | had left, and wal ked t hrough

Beyond |l ay an O ynpic-sized pool, deserted. Crazy-quilt patterns of tiny waves reverberated

across the opal blue surface. | wal ked al ong the pool's edge, shoes squeaking on antislip coating
| i ke rubbery sandpaper. | sniffed, then | eaned over the pool and sniffed again. No pervasive snell
of chlorine. | dipped and tasted. Not saltwater, but | spat anyway. The pool was filled with

untreated freshwater.

Wul dn't want to di scourage our mcrobial friends.

Tammy's codes worked for all of the spaces forward of the pool. The clinic held massage and
chiropractic tables, acupuncture and noxi bustion stations with little chrone buckets filled with
i ncense cones, exercise and recovery equi pnment, coordi nation test benches, hydrotherapy tubs, nopst
of which could have been found in any good sports stadium (The noxi bustion seened over the top
but who was | to judge?)

A gl ass cabinet on the wall enclosed neat |ines of opaque jars marked SKI N, NASAL PASSACES,
SCALP, RECTUM Snaller |abels on sone narrowed their use: PRE-PUBESCENT, MENARCHE, >30. A tampon
di spenser beside the cabinet bore the red | abel ATHLETI C REHAB ONLY.

Open shel ves supported tidy stacks of plastic-bagged and serial nunbered white-cotton
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panties, sports bras, jockstraps, and briefs. Al very egalitarian and uni sex. Post-Cold War, nore
up-to-date than Anthrax Central, and perhaps reflecting a new approach to a younger generation of
recruits.

Preparations were in place for a long stay with a select group of adapted and highly trained
young bodyguards, runners, and circus perfornmers. Gol okhov's Praetorians. | noted the roonis
pl easant col ors but saw no personal marks, no patterns of use or wear. The roons had yet to be
br oken in.

Large plastic beakers in the middle cultured a churning white-and-yell ow ooze. A fan of pipes
ascended fromthe beakers to the ceiling, then dropped to connect with soft-drink dispensers, a
shower stall, a curtained colonies station

| pulled aside another long curtain and found a row of stainless steel toilets. The bow s
held the same nmilky fluid. Excreted gernms nust be reunited with their fellows, not sacrificed to a
shi pboard sewage treatnent plant.

O perhaps Dr. Goncourt did not want to unnecessarily pollute the waters around Lenuria

Agai nst the back wall, inboard -- | was trying to keep nyself oriented -- | saw the first
signs of disorder, human habitation. Blue, green, and red backpacks had been tossed on the floor
with some carel essness. | strolled along the Iine of packs, hands in ny pockets. Smiling at the
t hought, | renmoved ny jacket and bull et proof vest and laid them down at the end of the line. One
of the team now. Less obvious.

The forward doors opened. | |ooked for a place to hide, but it was too |late. Three young
wonen entered and saw ne. In their late teens or early twenties, cheerful, lithe, vivid with

heal th, they wore orange-and-silver exercise togs, hair tied up with blue, red, and green
stretchies. They wal ked briskly by with sidew se | ooks of puzzled recognition, smled politely,
then went to the benches.

Chatting in low voices in accented English, with just a hint of self conscious reserve, they
taped sensor pads to each other's arns and | egs and shoul ders, read the neters, and made notes on
smal | clipboards. It seemed part of a fanmiliar routine. No concern, no alarmat mny presence.

Anot her ordinary day, isolated fromthe chaos and death on the rest of the ship.

| watched for a nmonent, feeling like a voyeur, then stepped toward the door through which
they had entered. According to Tamy's nap, beyond were the nakeup and prep roons for the
anphitheater, and a relatively large circular space, |abeled "Listeners 1."

In the curving corridor outside, behind a half-open utility hatch with ventilation slats on
the bottom 1 heard sounds of water punping and a | ow el ectrical hum | opened the hatch

I was in sonme sort of long, high-ceilinged punp room The inner arc of the circular space was
a steel-walled tank at least forty feet in diameter. A nmale in his early thirties, big-shoul dered,
pug- nosed, dressed in orange togs with blue | eggings, cane around the tank's curve, passed briefly
behind a forest of feed pipes, then enmerged into view again, penciling notes on a clipboard.

He stopped when he saw ne. Smiled shyly. Turned. Wal ked back the way he had corme.

The feeling of unreality intensified. In the heart of Col okhov's new headquarters, | was
unchal | enged, maybe even wel cone.

| took a deep breath to steady ny nerves, now jangling like a curtain of off-key w nd chines.
A steep | adder ahead gave access to a catwal k over the steel tank. | clinbed, dropping cautious
gl ances down at the punp room The tank was filled with shadow too deep to penetrate. Its black
expanse yawned beneath a concave cap hanging by thick chains fromthe upper deck beans. Qut of the
darkness canme a periodic slop and the tang of seawater, fresh not stagnant. An aquarium possibly;
I thought of the shattered glass tanks in Anthrax Central

My unfi ni shed hypot hesis poked ne, like a knitting needle jamm ng a sensitive nerve. Little
sparks of ideas, suspicions, fears. Wiat the hell do | want to | earn here?

Del barco had said she didn't really want to know. She wanted to sleep nights. Too |ate,
Breaker had sai d.

Ri ght .

I cane to a control panel nounted in the mddle of the catwal k. |I could nake out vague
| abel s, again in English: Lights. M crophone. Misic.

| flicked the switch nmarked Lights.

The tank canme alive with a deep blue-green glow. It wasn't as deep as | had thought, shall ow
in fact, about shoulder high at the center, if the light wasn't playing tricks. A sandy bottom
supported nmushroom | i ke bl ack-and-green lunps, furry with strands of al gae. The |unps resenbl ed
ol d heads of coral or overgrown tree stunps, jutting up around the perineter |ike eroded snags in
a drowned forest.

No doubt about it. Golokhov liked to culture stromatolites. Col onies of cyanobacteri a,
eucaryotes, algae, building up thick |ayers over the centuries, making towheads in shallow water.
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Trunk lines for the Little Mbthers.

No fish. No sharks. No octopi, no seaweed or stylish rocks with serpentine noray eels. Not
much of an aquarium actually, hardly worth anyone's notice, but the opposite side of the tank had
been set with | ong observation windows. Wth a jerk of surprise, | saw people beyond those
wi ndows, distorted by refraction and blurred by the ripples, wapped in purple twlight and
doubl ed up li ke I oving coupl es.

As ny eyes adjusted to the twilight gl ow beyond the main tank, | could discern that they wore
dark hats or helnmets, fromwhich jutted white tubes and short, black pipes. | stepped to the
opposite side of the catwalk, gripping the iron rails, and | eaned to stare down into an adjoi ning
tank, a narrow, rectangular pool filled with | avender |i quid.

The people facing the windows were fully imrersed. More puzzling, they were naked. They
weren't |overs; they were Sianmese twins, seven pairs. Three were united at the abdonen, three at
the hip. One pair joined at the tenple required a special nask and goggles with three |enses.
Their arms hung from rubber straps, the straps hooked to bl ack, notorized levers that slowy
exercised their linms, up and down, in and out, like the long black fingers of a puppeteer

| watched in horror, thinking they nust be drowned corpses, arranged in an awful parody of
nmodern art. No hoses supplied air to their noses and nouths. No bubbles rose fromtheir nasks. But
their fingers twitched. Their linbs flexed weakly against the straps. They could not breathe, but
they were alive.

The | avender pool snelled Iike a nursery, mlKky-sour and as nitrogenous as a soaked di aper
But these were adults, not children, chests hairy or breasts prom nent, genitalia fully forned and
flossed. | shaded ny eyes to make out nore detail. Regular rows of fleshy bunps studded their
shoul ders and backs. Each bunmp had a tiny dinple with one or two central black pits. Far too snall
to function as gills. Still, | thought | could see the pits opening and closing like little
nout hs.

In the main tank, pipes stretched fromthe black munds to the steel wall bel ow the w ndows.
Smal | valves at the ends of the pipes sucked in clouds of white curds, |like the floe surrounding
the deep-sea vents. The curds flushed into the | avender pool, where they swirled around the tw ns
like snow in a glass paperweight.

"Listeners 1," Tammy's map said. If these were the Listeners, what in hell could they
possi bly be listening to? How nany others were there, on the ship or elsewhere? | tried to inmagi ne
Gol okhov col l ecting unwanted children from around the gl obe, taking in the handi capped along with
the firm selecting with strange acuity for special talents, extraordinary patience. Creating a
bi ol ogi cal Shangri-la, a preserve where everyone had his or her (or its) place, doing sonething
basically inconprehensible to the rest of the world, and certainly to nme. An enpire based on
ni crobes.

Then it struck ne. ol okhov had isolated the doubled figures fromrespiration. They did not
suck oxygen fromthe water like fish; they did not use oxygen at all. They no longer relied on
m tochondria to fuel their cells and tissues.

The Siamese twi ns had becone anaerobes.

| can't actually recall nmy thoughts at that nonment. | inmagine that | felt anger, indignation
even j eal ousy, but shock nmay have topped the list and bl anked all the others.

The probl em of our ancient reliance on nitochondria had been solved. But the solution seened
to be a passive, notionless slavery. O the awful, endless hell of the prisoners on the top floor
of Anthrax Central. O the shriveled eccentricity of Ms. ol okhova, who had suffered years of
madness.

Li ssa had warned nme that what Rob and | were searching for was nasty. How ri ght she was.

| straightened and | ooked for a | adder at the opposite end of the catwal k. There wasn't one
A blind bul khead bl ocked the way. | wal ked back to the mddle, swveled, ny shoes grabbing at the
grating, and knelt to peer through the blue water, into the | avender pool, at a steeper angle, to
see if there was a gallery, a viewing area, on the other side of the conjoined twi ns. Between the
wat er and the thick wi ndows, | discerned a ribbon of some |ighter color that m ght have been a
floor. Then | made out a flat, ghostly figure like a danp paper cutout stuck to the glass, barely
evident through the ripples and optical conpression, the squeezing of sight |ines.

It stood with arns fol ded.

| dropped to all fours on the catwalk.

A face steadied between two | ong waves in the main tank. It had a down-angled | eft eye, and

its lips bent into an interested gape as it exam ned the twins. | had seen that face in a mrror
so often, | thought | was catching an inpossible reflection. But the i nage noved out of sight,
wal king or sinply rippling away.

It was Rob.
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It was Rob. | couldn't believe ny luck. He was still alive. | could speak to himand
apol ogi ze. | felt a surge of something approachi ng ecstasy.

Then | renmenbered Ben waiting for Janie.

| got to ny feet and wi ped ny eyes, ashanmed at giving in so easily to this sw ndle of
enot i on.

"Who's there?" a fermal e voice called out behind ne.

| turned and grabbed both handrails, fully expecting to feel another slug, the one that would
bl ow t hrough ny ribs and kill ne.

A wonan with dark hair clinbed onto the catwal k and stood in the dimblue light. | recognized
Betty Shun, once again wearing an abbreviated bl ack-knit dress and running shoes. A fire ax swung
fromone hand. For a nonent, she seened to know ne. She relaxed and smled, then studied ny
clothes, the cut on ny cheek. She tensed.

"You!" she said. "How did you get this far?"

"Someone gave nme a key," | answered, snmiling, but nmy armpits dripped. "How s Onen?" | watched
the ax head slowin its pendul um notion

"I hope he rots in hell,"” Betty said. "Come with me. You shouldn't be up here."

She waited for ne at the bottomof the steep stairs, lips tight, ax held in a bloodless grip

"I"'mokay," | said. "I'mnot crazy."

Shun nodded but did not seemto believe nme. She pointed for me to go around the tank, around
the forest of piping, opposite the way | had entered.

"I"'d like to see Dr. Golokhov," | said. "I've come through hell. | deserve at |east that
much. "

"Dr. Goncourt left the ship a week ago," Betty said. She led ne out of the tank roominto the
i nner sanctum of the main lab, big clinical spaces with stainless-steel counters and sinks,

i ncubat ors, sequencers, a phal anx of proteom zers linked to connection nmachines. Al these roons
were deserted, but | saw unpacked crates waiting in a corner, stacks of DVD+tRWdisks in plastic
drawers, journals, cardboard boxes full of textbooks.

"I"'mreally not sure how nuch you know," Shun said. "I've just arrived here nyself."
"I knowit all," |I said, nmy throat threatening to close.
"Well," she said. "Many of the others have left. Dr. Goncourt paroled a lot of themas soon

as Irina died in New York. No need to be so vigilant now "
"Ms. ol okhova?"
Betty nodded.
"I didn't know her first nane."
Shun smiled. | had lied. There was a lot | did not know "Dr. Goncourt has always planned to
retire and pass on his operations to others. It's inportant that there be continuity."
"Where is he?"
"Dr. Goncourt?"
"ol okhov. "
She shook her head. "He no | onger uses that nanme. It brings back bad nenories."”
"He put up quite a fight... didn't he?"
“You shoul d know, " she sai d.
"Who won?"
"You did, of course," Betty Shun said.
"Of course. Who are the Sianmese tw ns?"
"They are Listeners. They were Dr. Goncourt's main concern in the negotiations."
"Negotiations? You call all of that negotiations!"
"Now they will stay and continue their work. The circus will go on, too.
"What are they listening for?"
"The voice of the Little Mthers, so we've been told. But the Little Mthers speak slowy.
Dr. CGoncourt investigated |life extension so he could live |ong enough to understand what they were

saying." She |l ooked at ne with a sad expression, as if to add, and | ook at all the trouble.
"They're listening to bacteria?"
Betty Shun lifted one eyebrow. "Don't we all, in our way? Isn't that what you were telling
Onen?"

Qut on the black ocean, rescue boats, fishing smacks, yachts, Coast Guard cutters, tugboats,
even a big container ship, all converged on Lenuria with floodlights waving, outlining the huge
hulk in the early dawn.

Betty Shun left ne in a flight | ounge on the top deck of Aristos Tower, in the charge of two
strong, tall young nen in sweaters. They were polite but said little. Wen she returned, she took
me asi de, and whi spered, "You are |eaving now. "
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"What about the others?"

"I don't know anythi ng about them"

"What about Ben Bridget?"

She shook her head. "Maybe the boats will take themall away. You will use the helicopter."
"Where am | goi ng?"

"To meet with Dr. Goncourt," Betty said. "It's an honor, don't you think?"
| watched fromthe side window of the snmall business helicopter as it lifted off the pad. The
two young men in gray acconpanied ne. | was |eaving behind Del barco, Breaker, Ben, Carson, Candle,

and all the others, alive or dead, probably dead.

| was sure | was being taken sonewhere to die. The only consolation | had was that | would
nmeet the greatest man of the twentieth century. My brother's real nurderer

| would be able to ask a few questions, and maybe, if he was kind, and if | was |ucky, I
woul d get a few answers

Part of ne said it was a betrayal of all ny past principles not to scream and shout and cl aw
and hang on to every second of life, but a larger self had control now, and it was cal m

And curious. Not even flying scared me. Do | anbs count the butterflies as they're tugged to
t he knife?

No one noticed our departure. Everyone was too busy trying to figure out what in hell had
happened aboard the world's nost sophisticated and expensive cruise ship. Wiy so many had di ed.
doubt ed anyone woul d ever get to see the hospital, the clinic, the |labs, and the Listeners.
Sonmehow the investigators would all be distracted, faked out, sent el sewhere. O nysteriously
kill ed.

Silk would l'ive on.

The helicopter flew east. | asked the pilot where we were going.

"Exuma Cays. Lee Stocking Island," he said with a Russian accent. "A resort. N ce. You'l
like it."

"I"'msure | will."

"Pity you can't stay for too long," he added. "There's a tropical depression brewi ng. M ght
even get a nane soon."

16
AUGUST 21
LEE STOCKI NG | SLAND, THE BAHANMAS

| wal ked in late-norning brilliance toward the white-sand beach. A cool, npist breeze fluffed
at my hair and ny fresh white shirt. A mass of towering gray clouds walled off the eastern ocean
and it was fromthe east that the wi nd bl ew

I had eaten a |ight breakfast of oatneal in the resort restaurant, lubricating it with hot
coffee, then had asked where the estate of Dr. CGoncourt was | ocated. The staff all knew of it. It
was a mle away, a bellhop said, down a paved road toward the Atlantic side of Lee Stocking Island
and through a private gate that was al ways open.

| was free to do what | pleased, to |eave the island -- the nmen in gray had dropped nme off
with several thousand dollars in nmy pocket -- or to stay and accept the invitation. Apparently, |
was no | onger a threat to anybody.

On the island, Dr. CGoncourt's estate was fanous for having the only private beach with its
own stromatolites. Stronatolites nade up one of the prine attractions on Lee Stocking Island.

The house was nmediumin size, wood franme, concrete foundation, |arge wi ndows w th wooden
shutters, nostly open. It blended in with the rustling palmtrees. | avoided the house and wal ked
straight toward the beach, as | had been instructed. It was ten o'clock

A blond worman in a swinsuit with a turquoi se shawl draped over her legs sat in a lounge chair
away fromthe driftwood and sea wack of the high-water mark. A sun cap hid her face. As I
approached, she heard the slap of ny sandals, shaded her eyes, and half rolled in the chair to
| ook back at me. She stood to neet me, without a touch of enbarrassment or sel f-consci ousness.

"Hell o, Hal," she said.

"Lissa," | said. "Surprised?"

"No," she said. "Should |I be?"

"You did your best to kill ne."

"Not ny very best, obviously," she said. "But nowit's over. A request was nade, and Dr.
Goncourt is waiting for you. | doubt you want to stay and chat with ne."

"I'"ve been thinking about you a lot, actually."

file:/lIC|/13278%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E-books/Greg%20Bear%20-%20Vitals.txt (130 of 136) [1/17/2005 6:58:21 PM]



file:///C|/3278%20Sci-Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ Greg%20B ear%20-%20V ital s.txt

"1've been thinking about you not at all," she said.

"Rob woul d have loved to see this," | said.

"How consi derate of you to think of your brother."

"We went through a |l ot of msery because of you. | hear sonebody's replacing Gol okhov after
all these years."

"Dr. Goncourt. Indeed."

"Are you guarding hinm?" | asked.

"He doesn't have long to live. W decided it would be best to let himwrk and save his
dignity, away fromthe ness."

"I's it finished? The control, the tagging, the runners? The government is shivering like a
big dog now, throwing it all off, don't you think?"

"Of course, Hal," she said, as if hunoring a child. "You can just wal k out there, through the
wat er. The waves are light. No nore than a few minutes, though. He tires quickly, and we're
| eavi ng soon for the nmainland. W won't stay for the storm”

"Moving to another estate? Mre hidden riches?"

Li ssa shrugged.

| wanted to reach out and strangle her, or just touch her face, to discover whether she was a
phantom | could not be sure anything | saw was real

"Way am | here?" | asked.
"I don't know," she said. "But don't do anything rash." She lifted her arm and crooked it,
then pointed her finger into the trees beside the house. | turned and saw four men in gray suits.

Three of the men were young and athletic. The fourth was much older, in his seventies.

He wore a Hawaiian shirt and Dockers. He was the man Ben had stared at in Anthrax Central

Stuart Garvey.

| turned away then, hating the thought that Lissa would see me so confused. | stal ked over
the dry sand, onto the hard wet sand, then into the blue water. Stromatolites are not pretty, just
stunted forests of little brown lunps in the water, surrounded by shifting sand. The brown
t owheads broke the gentle waves for thirty or forty feet before the ocean overtopped them

A thin old man with a shock of white hair knelt in the water, a canvas bag slung around one
shoul der. He | ooked up as | sloshed closer. Hi s face was pale, heavily winkled, but his eyes were
bright. He did not seemto have suffered fromthe same affliction as Irina Gol okhova, and in fact
he | ooked at |east a hundred years old, though still spry. H s winkled, spotted, but otherw se
nor mal hands stroked the danp upper round of a stromatolite. Al gae clung to his fingers.

He | ooked up. "Hello," he greeted. "Are you a student of things biological? Do you know of
t hese nmarvel s?"

"Dr. Gol okhov?"

He | ooked at ne nore critically. "Goncourt, please. Gol okhov shoul d have di ed decades ago."

"“I'm Hal Cousins. You killed ny brother," | said.

"Did 1?" He made a regretful face. "I amsorry. | hope you will forgive ne."

This reaction brought all the blood to nmy face, but it also took me by surprise. "You damed
near killed ne."

"How good that | failed," he said with false gallantry.

"Don't tell ne it was war. It was vicious stupidity."”

"Perhaps it was," he said. "Engendered by fear. Uninaginable, so much fear. You are one of
the little human tunors, aren't you? You and your brother. You both wanted to live forever."

"I still do."

"The Little Mothers watch over us all,"” the old man said, and wi ped his hands on his pants,
| eavi ng dark snmears. "Sever the connections between the body and their mnistrations, and you
bl ock far nore than the path to old age. Have you ever felt fit and in tune? Life is good? Perhaps
you have a nystical feeling of connection with Nature, with something higher? That is the voice of
the Little Mdthers. Al the stresses and rewards of life are bal anced, you are doing well, and
they approve. To be judged and found wanting, that is painful. But take those voi ces away, and you
soon | ose all balance. W are far nore than just brains encased in bone. Larger and ol der m nds
live inside our bodies and all around us, speaking in |anguages | have worked all ny life to
interpret." He trailed his fingers in the water. "Perhaps we are only a dreamthe bacteria are
havi ng. "

| couldn't just let the arrogant old bastard babble. | wanted answers. For Rob, for Ben

"Did you nake a deal with Stalin? How many people did you torture and kill?"

Gol okhov stuck out his jaw and | ooked down at the water

"You experinmented with your wife, then you abandoned her!"

"Yes. Irina." He rubbed his nose, then his forehead, |eaving a streak of sline on the pale,
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winkled skin. "I made her into a new kind of woman. | watched her for ten years. She was full of
hatred and guile, uncaring, a cruel and unrepentant thief. | tried to fix ny nmistakes, and in tine
I reversed her ill effects... but | should have stopped there and destroyed ny records. Too |ate.
| had attracted the attention of beasts who were already hatred and greed nade flesh. Wat will
you do, M. Faust, who still wants to know so nuch? What beasts will you unleash when you cut all
the strings?"

"You still want ne dead, don't you?" | asked. "Wy not just tell themto shoot nme?"

"Ah," he said, and lifted his hands to the air, shaking themas if invoking a higher power.

My anger flashed over. "You're a coward,"” | shouted. "You' d never just grab a gun and pul
the trigger. You're too fastidious" |I lifted ny hand, targeting the back of his frail old neck. I
didn't care about the nmen on the beach

Gol okhov | ooked up. A line of spit hung fromthe corner of his nouth. "I was a coward. |
feared torture and death. | watched blood flowin rivers and corpses stack |like cordwod. To save
mysel f, | gave the nonsters even nore power... and the rivers becane oceans. | set myself to
bri ngi ng them down, and when they were defeated, | nmade it ny duty to watch and guard, with the
few resources left to ne, to spare the world even nore slaughter. How do you think this painfully
cruel and inept species survived to see a new nillenniun? But | was a fool to think I could stop

so many curious and inmmoral children." He wi ped his nouth and washed his hands in the sea. "I hope
your generation will do better."

"No, you don't," | said.

He knelt in the | apping waves and returned his attention to the stromatolite. "You're no
better than Stalin or Beria," | added. "You try to kill our brightest dreans. | want to enhance

human |ife. But you gave us the City of the Dog Mthers."

He shuddered. For a nonent | thought he was having a fit, but he flung aside his canvas bag,
spun about in the blue water, and glared at nme, the fiercest and nost hate-filled | ook | ever hope
to see.

The face of a wathful God as Bl ake m ght have drawn hi m before he tore up the paper and
burned the pieces.

"Yes, and there will be punishnment!" he said. "Do you know what the nessage is? What little |
have intercepted and transl ated over seven decades, the sumof all my good work on this Earth, in
this forsaken century?" He reached down and patted the stromatolite between his knees. "All the
Little Mdthers whispering in our bowels and in the forests and jungles and in the oceans we are
wor ki ng so hard to destroy. They are not happy. They are not happy with us at all. W are a bitter
di sappointnent to them They wage all-out war against us now. It is a judgnent none of us can
wi thstand. Not those on the ship, not those on the shore. None. None."

He faced the gray wall of storm across the water

"How | ong do you think we have, young nonster?" he asked, still trenbling. "How I ong?"
17
SOUTHERN CAL| FORNI A
(NO ADDRESSES, PLEASE)
It's been a little nore than four nonths, and I'mstill alive. Still sane -- | think. Ben is
alive. They nust have gotten himoff the ship. | wonder how he felt about not seeing Jani e again.
He sent ne a copy of Life nmagazine; it cane in the mail |ast Friday. From 1949, photos of the

Wal dorf Conference in New York. Conmunists for world peace. (How did he get ny address? Once a
spook.)

| read the nmgazi ne wearing plastic gloves. There's another picture of Rudy Banning. He's
standing next to Arthur MIller, and MIler is chuckling at sonmething Rudy has just finished
saying. It's definitely Rudy.

On alittle Post-it, stuck next to the picture, Ben wote, "No way they can fake this.
Ret hi nk everythi ng. What Banni ng was doi ng, what Rob was doing. Wio did | shoot ?"

And | amrethinking. I've tried to assenble a sequence of events and figure out who was
runni ng whom and when.

Here's what |'ve got so far:

YEAR BEFORE LAST

June: Rob has treated hinself to block bacterial connections, but | amahead in ny research
at this point.

August: Desperate, Rob takes a Iong shot, goes to Siberia.
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Oct ober: Rob contacts Banni ng, or does Banning go to hinf

Decenber: Begins to be harassed (by Stuart Garvey and Irina, or MaxinP). Tagging effects only
partly successful because of his self-treatnent and altered gut bacteria. He appears to be getting
nore and nore eccentric.

LAST YEAR

Late January: Rob on the outs with Lissa. (Lissa sent to stop Rob -- or to convert him
recruit hinP)

Who is trying to tag Rob? Is it Lissa, working for Maxi m Gol okhov, or is it Irina Gol okhova?
Banning tries to get Rob to go to Callas and be trained. Rob refuses.

February: Rob begi ns concerted research programto block Silk. At his |lowest point... (Opens
lab in office building in San Jose?)

April: Tammy flees to Marquez. Marquez contacts Banni ng about Tammy's story. Banning puts Rob
in touch with Marquez and Tammy in Los Angel es. Rob builds lab in Marquez's basenment. Marquez
likes the longevity angle, but is paranoid about governnent mnd control -- and Tammy's story only
makes his fears worse

May 28: Rob calls me in San Diego Airport. Gves me a warning.

May 30: | visit Mntoya, nmake ny pitch, get approval for sub dive.

June 6: Rob visits Ben Bridger.

June 7: Bridger is arrested and taken to Metropolitan.

June 8: Dr. Mauritz kills his wife.

June 10: Bridger rel eased.

June 11: Bridger, Rob, and Banning go to Los Angel es.

June 12: Marquez house is attacked. (Newspapers with story appear while | amat sea. Lissa
shows me the story |later, crashed Marine Corps helicopters -- why? Is she asking me if | know, or
does she know?)

THE DIVE: On June 18, | go down in DSV. Sea Messenger food dosed. Dave Press tries to kill us
both. Three die on Sea Messenger

June 19: Sea Messenger pulls into port in Seattle.

June 20: Breakfast with Bl oomand Shun, 9-10:30 A .M Investigate specinens 11:30 AM-8 P.M
D nner at Canlis 10-11:30 P. M

June 20:
Noon, EST. Rob calls ny cell-phone from public phone in New Jersey. (Quessing at place and
tine.)

2 P.M EST. Ben and Rob neet Stuart Garvey outside Penn Station. Have |unch. Garvey takes
themto Anthrax Central in downtown Manhattan 4:00 P.M Irina tries to turn Rob. Recruit hinf Ben
shoots Rob in New York alley (2-3:00 AM?).

June 21: 12:30 AAM PST Lissa calls on cell-phone to | eave nessage about Rob's death

June 2:30 AM PST Last neeting with Montoya. | wal k around Lake Union to Genetron | ab
di scover trashed speci nens.

June 21: 3:20 A°M PST | turn on ny cell-phones, take nessage from Rob, Lissa. Learn Rob is
dead.

June 27: Funeral in Coral Gables, Florida.

June 29- August 8: | amin Berkel ey.

August 8: Pronet hean Conference. | neet Banning. Apartnent fire and dog attack, hospita
vi sit. Banning pays.

August 8-9: Haight hotel room

August 9: | buy clothes, Banning and | neet with Callas, Lissa returns. | read several of
Rob's papers; City of Dog Mdthers. Tagging attenpt (can opener) partially successful that evening,
| ate. Never got to test can opener

August 10: Second neeting with Callas, who turns us down. Snart | ady.

August 10: Thuringia -- crazy old fake cop with signs of Golokhov's imortality treatnents --
and trip to San Jose with Lissa to open Rob's office lab It's a trap. Lissa shoots car sal esnan

August 10-13: Lissa gives nme suprene tagging and drives ne out to desert hotel. Tells ne to
kill nyself. Sounds like a good idea at the tine.

August 13: Ben Bridger and Rudy Banning rescue nme, give ne gallon of elixir, then haul me
shitting and puking to airport in Arizona.

August 13-14: Back to Anthrax Central. (M first tine.)

August 17: Assault on Lenuri a.

August 18: Meeting with CGol okhov/ Goncourt. Bad news about the Little Mthers.

August 20: Return to Mam from Bahanas. Not nuch news about Lermuria. Go into hiding.
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|'ve worked out sone of the history. Here it is, as far as |'ve gone. Qpen up the seal ed
brown paper envelope (hairs taped over the flap for security) and read. Wear gl oves, though, ha-

ha. Feel free to add your own details or correct me. It's all up in the air, little or no
docurent at i on.
| can't trace all the threads and who is pulling themand when. It still doesn't add up

Sonet hing's missing, sonething itches at the back of ny head.

Why did Lissa shoot the skinny man in the herringbone suit?

Wiy didn't they change the conbinations in Goncourt's hospital aboard the Lenuria after Tamy
went mssing? |'mthinking maybe they didn't know she was betraying them Tanmmy was there to foil
Banni ng and Rob.

Why didn't she? Who turned her? Rob?

Was he working for Ms. ol okhova and the governnent ?

Who ordered the gunship attack in LA? Probably Gol okhov -- but why? Wiy provoke his former
allies? Was he that worried about Rob and Banni ng?

Weird election this Novenber, wasn't it?

Maxi m Gol okhov cooperated with the United States after the war. Everything el se about himis
murky until 1954, when he shows up in New York, but he nmust have been there to set up Thuringia
and the other towns. Shipping tagged fruitcake all over the world.

Iri na Gol okhova was cooperating with some branches of the federal governnent, and had been
since at |east the 1960s, after Maximleft her in Manhattan. To keep things secret, Stuart Garvey
and his cohorts at the Cl A destroyed Rudy's reputation in 1992. Supposedly that's when Rudy's
career falls apart.

But Rudy is clearly not who he says he is.

The picture that fell out of Rob's envel ope, ne and Rob sonmewhere in Europe, maybe, | don't
remenber the occasion. Just a sinple nenory |apse?

Whay woul d CGol okhov distract hinself fromstudying the Little Mdthers? Did Gol okhov think we
woul d upset the bal ance of nature so badly? He already believed the bacteria had passed judgnent
and had it in for us.

Do | believe that?

Do you?

My first instinct is to fight back. Cut all the strings. Tine for us to grow up and go it
alone. If the Little Mdthers want to be abusive, | say we can play that ganme, too.

But the fact is, I'mtired.

I"mnot sleeping well. I"'mliving in a crummy apartnment in Los Angeles, Culver Gty actually.
So now you know. The air conditioner is broken and |I live out of Safeway cans. | shop for themin
different stores, and | clean the can opener with boiling water and soap each tinme | use it.

I still have ny inconplete list of proteins, still think now and then of the shining path to
the Long Haul. | renmenber the blue strips of paper in the package from Rob, slipped into the
airmai | envel ope. Maybe they were the other half of the secret -- Rob's half. Maybe he was wlling

themto me in case he failed.
Doesn't matter. They're gone now.

| still convince nyself | have the dream that history hasn't stolen ny life fromnme. But |
can't work, can't get work, and Mom has run out of nobney, she says.

Then, |ast week, her phone was di sconnected. | don't have the cash to go see where she is or
what she's doing. | think she's probably fine, but | don't know why | think that.

Onen Montoya is in the hospital. | read the headlines at a newspaper stand. A nervous
breakdown. He tried to stab a visiting scientist.

| keep waking up late at night. |I'm having dreans about Rob, frequent and nasty. He's chasing
me. He blames ne for his death. He's nmad that Lissa had sex with ne. | try to tell himit wasn't

my fault, and he just gives ne his nost infuriating snile
My phone bills scare ne. (I can't pay them but soneone is paying them because the phone
hasn't been cut off.) |I'm maki ng | ongdi stance calls to nunbers | don't know, and if | try calling

them again, |'mnot recognized, or | get answering machines, or a nodemline and all | hear is an
el ectroni c raspberry.
The [ ast few weeks |'ve been answering so many dead calls. | pick up, and nobody's there.

Just silence, or a hum from anot her gal axy.

| can't just let it ring.

Maybe it's part of this election, thousands of political phone banks, they dial hundreds of
nunbers at once, | answer, ny voice triggers the conputer to bring in an operator, but all of the
operators are busy... That sort of thing. Common, really. Nothing to worry about.
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But eighty or ninety a day? To a guy with an unlisted nunber, who isn't registered to vote
and has a lousy credit rating? | forget who | am sone days, the phone cuts away so many chunks of
my tine.

Last ni ght around midnight | answered on the third ring. This tinme there was a voice on the
line, but I can't renenber whether | was awake or asl eep

It was Rob. He said he was calling fromLee Stocking Island. He said, "Hal, old boy, |'ve got
sonme news. Do you have the final clues? Shall we visit Dr. Seuss?"

"Goddam it," | said. "Leave ne alone."” But | couldn't hang up the phone. After he nmade sure
I was still on the line, he read ne a list of numnbers.

| still renenber those nunbers. Every dammed one of them

We kept the coffin closed. | never saw the body. Rob was running Ben, had control of himeven
at the last, made himsee what Rob wanted himto see

Rob's list -- chopper, piecework, regulus -- did not stop the others from being tagged on

Lemuria. But it could have protected nme. Maybe, in his way, he loves ne. He wants to keep ne
around, especially if I'munder his thunb.

Is this crazy thinking or have | finally figured it out?

Rob found a way to turn the tables. He finished his work while everyone thought he was dead,
even his brother. After all the different factions had exhausted thensel ves, he noved in. Cut
deal s, nmde pronises. Took over. Repl aced Gol okhov.

But his hands have the puckering, Irina' s disease, Stalin's nadness. This norning, | found a
pi stol under the mat on ny front porch. A GQock with a fifteen-shot |aw enforcenent clip. Lissa's
gun. Do | use it on soneone else, or on nyself? History is ny brother's fist smashing into ny face
forever. My stomach hurts

Learn to live well, or fairly nmake your wll;

You' ve pl ayed, and | oved, and ate, and drunk your fill;
Wal k sober off; before a sprightlier age

Cones tittering on, and shoves you fromthe stage:
Leave such to trifle with nmore grace and ease,
Wiom Fol |y pl eases, and whose Fol lies please.

-- Al exander Pope, Imtations of Horace

Lynnwood, Washi ngton Decenber 5, 2000
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The theory of aging described in this book is specul ative. The concept of bacteria
cooperation, however, is firmy established in scientific papers and books, including Bacteria as
Mul ticellular O ganisnms, edited by James A Shapiro and Martin Dworkin

Eshel Ben-Jacob of Tel-Aviv University has an excellent Web site devoted to his ground-
breaki ng expl orati ons of bacterial cooperation: http://star.tau.ac.il/~inon/baccybero. htm

The notion of a distributed bacterial network -- a bacterial mind, if you will -- is far from
fant asy.

Specul ations on the ultinmate description and rel ati onship of xenophyophores and the
Vendobi onts are my own. Dr. Mark A S. McMenamin's The Garden of Ediacara is an excellent persona
exam nati on of the Vendobiont fossils and their possible relationships to nodern |ife-forns.

Al nost needless to say, | owe a great debt to the work of Lynn Margulis.

None of these fine people, of course, are responsible for any blunders or nisconceptions that
m ght remain.

DI SCLAI MER

The Wal dorf Conference actually took place in New York in 1949. The AP photograph descri bed
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inthe text is real, but the person on the far right of the photograph is not, in fact, Rudy
Banni ng.

Rudy Banni ng does not exist, nor is he intended to synbolize or represent any person, living
or dead. Every other character in this novel is totally fictitious.
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