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| ntroduction

We said last time that 2001 was an excellent year for the sciencefiction short story. The year 2002 was,
if anything, even better. Many storieswere challenging, literate, thought-provoking, and entertaining for
the mind in the ways that make SF aunique genre.

The good newsin the book publishing areais that nothing particularly bad happened in 2002. SF
publishing aswe have known it is nine mass market publishing lines (Ace, Bantam, Baen, DAW, Ddl
Rey, Eos, Roc, Tor, Warner—ten if you count Pocket Book’ s Star Trek line), and those lines continue,
though you will find Ace, Roc, and DAW dl part of the Penguin conglomerate, and Bantam and Del Rey
both part of Random House (now so closely allied that a Del Rey hardcover became a Bantam SF
paperback lead this year). Mass market distributors are till pressing dl publishersto reduce the number
of titlesand just publish *“big books,” but SF and fantasy seem to be resisting further diminution.

The last SF and fantasy magazinesthat are widdly distributed are Analog, Asimov's, F& S-, and
Realms of Fantasy. All of them published alot of good fiction this year, we are pleased to report. The
U.S. isthe only English-language country that still has any professiond, large-circulation magazines,
though Canada, Audtrdia, and the UK have severd excellent magazines. The semi-prozines—for
example, Interzone, Tales of the Unanticipated, Spectrum S=, Black Gate—mirror the“little
magazines’ of the maindream in function, holding to professond editorid standards and publishing the
next generation of writers, dong with some of the present masters.

The small presseswere avery hedthy presence. We have astrong short-fiction field today in part
because the small presses publishing semi-professional magazines, single-author collections, and
anthologies are printing and circulating amgjority of the high-quality fiction published in SF and fantasy
and horror. One significant trend noticeable in the small press anthologies this year was toward
genre-bending dipstream stories. The SF Book Club, now part of the mega-corporation (Bookspan) that
resulted from the combination of al of the Literary Guild and Book of the Month Club divisions,
continuesto be an innovative and lively publisher, aswdl asan influentid reprinter. Good anthologies and
collections are harder than ever to select on the bookstore shel ves from among the mediocre ones, but
you will find some of the best books each year selected for SFBC editions, often the only hardcover
editions of those anthologies.

The best origina anthologies of the year in our opinion were Leviathan 3, edited by Jeff
VanderMeer and Forrest Aguirre; Polyphony, edited by Jay Lake; Conjunctions 39, edited by Peter
Straub—these books mixing SF and fantasy with dipstream fiction; Mars Probes, edited by Peter
Crowther (DAW); Embrace the Mutation, edited by Bill Sheehan; Agog, edited by Cat Sparks; and
The DAW 30th Anniversary SF Anthology, edited by Betsy Wollheim and Sheila Gilbert (which
contained in generd long episodes from popular novel seriesrather than independent stories; there was
aso acompanion volume for fantasy). Of these, the particular excellences of Polyphony, Conjunctions
39, Leviathan, and Embrace the Mutation were mostly in the reelm of fantasy, and the especid
pleasures of Mars Probes werein SF. So you will find acouple of stories here from Mars Probes, but
should look to our companion Year’s Best Fantasy 3 for stories from the other books. Therest of the
paperback origina anthologies of the year should best be considered as equivaent to single issues of
magazines, and on that basis, 2002 was on the whole not a distinguished year for original anthologiesin
paperback.

Severd online short fiction markets (Infinite Matrix, SciFiction, and Strange Horizons) helped to
cushion thelossin recent years of print mediamarkets for short fiction. We found some excellent science
fiction, particularly from editor Ellen Datlow’ s SciFiction Ste, now the highest-paying market in the genre
for short fiction, athough both the otherswere of quite high qudity in general. We offer storiesfrom them
in thisbook for perhgpsthefirst timein print.

In 2002 it was good to be reading the magazines, as well, both professiona and semi-pro. It wasa
very strong year for novellas, and there were more than ahundred shorter storiesin consideration. So we
repest, for readers new to this series, the usual disclaimer: This sdlection of sciencefiction stories



represents the best that was published during the year 2002. It would take two or three more volumes of
thisszeto include nearly dl of the best short stories—though even then, not dl of the best novellas. And
we believe that representing the best from year to year, whileit is not physically possble to encompassit
al in even onevery large book, also implies presenting some substantia variety of excellences, and we
left some worthy stories out in order to include othersin thislimited space.

Our generd principle for sdlection: Thisbook isfull of sciencefiction—every story inthebook is
clearly that and not something else. We have a high regard for horror, fantasy, speculative fiction, and
dipstream, and postmodern literature. We (Kathryn Cramer and David G. Hartwell) edit the Year’s Best
Fantasy in paperback from Eos as a companion volume to this one—Ilook for it if you enjoy short
fantasy fiction, too. But here, we chose sciencefiction.

Wetry to represent the varieties of tones and voices and attitudes that keep the genre vigorous and
responsive to the changing redlities out of which it emerges, in science and daily life. Thisisabook about
what’ sgoing on now in SF. The storiesthat follow show, and the story notes point out, the strengths of
the evolving genrein the year 2002.

David G. Hartwell & Kathryn Cramer
Pleasantville, NY

|n Paradise
BRUCE STERLING

Bruce Serling <www.well.com/conf/mirrorshades> livesin Austin, Texas. The novel Schismatrix
(1985) and the related stories that made him famous were re-released in 1996 as Schismatrix Plus.
He collaborated with William Gibson on The Difference Engine (1990), became a media figure who
appeared on the cover of Wired, became a journalist who wrote the exposé The Hacker
Crackdown (1992), and returned his attention to science fiction in 1995, with a new explosion of
stories and novels, including Heavy Weather (1994), Holy Fire (1996), and Didraction (1998). His
most recent novel, Zeitgaist (2000), is fantasy. Hisinterest in the political and cultural implications
of future change has informed his work, and in his recent nonfiction book, Tomorrow Now:
Envisoning the Next Fifty Years (2002), he re-imagines the future after the turn of the 21st century.
“In Paradise” was published in F& SF, a magazine that published a large number of especially
good storiesthisyear. It isa madly jolly, near-future love story, in which the machete of satireis
wielded against the advent and spread of intrusion into the private lives of citizens in the name of
homeland security. Certain moral and ethical problems are oversimplified so that love conquers
all. It isfirst in this book because we found it so representative of the year 2002 and so much fun.

T he machines broke down so much that it was comical, but the security people never laughed about

that.

Felix could endure the delay, for plumbers billed by the hour. He opened histool kit, extracted a
plastic flask and had a solid nip of Scotch.

The Modem girl was chattering into her phone. Her dad and another bearded weirdo had passed
through the big metal frame just as the scanner broke down. So these two somber, suited old men were
getting the full third degree with the hand wands, while daughter was stuck. Daughter wore along baggy
coat and thick black headscarf and a surprisingly sexy pair of sandals. Between her and her minders
gtretched the no man’sland of officia insecurity. She waved across the gap.

The security geeks found something metdlic in the black wool jacket of the Wicked Uncle. Of
course it was harmless, but they had to run their full ritud, lest they die of boredom at their posts. Asthe
Scotch settled in, Fdlix felt time siretch like taffy. Little Miss Mujihadeen discovered that her phone was



dying. She banged at it with theflat of her hand.

Theline of hopeful shoppers, grimly waiting to stimulate the economy, shifted in their disgruntlement.
It was abad, bleak scene. It crushed Felix’ s heart within him. He longed to legp to hisfeet and harangue
thelot of them. Wake up, he wanted to scream at them, cheer up, act more human. Hefdt the urge
keenly, but it scared people when he cut loose like that. They redly hated it. And so did he. He knew he
couldn’t look them in the eye. 1t would only make alot of trouble.

The Mideastern men shouted at the girl. She waved her dead phone at them, asif another
breakdown was going to help their mood. Then Felix noticed that she shared his own make of cell
phone. She had arather ahead-of-the-curve Finnish mode that he' d spent alot of money on. So Felix
rose and sidled over.

“Help you out with that phone, ma am?’

She gave him the paralyzed ook of acoed stuck with adripping tap. “No English?’ he concluded.
“Habla espafiol, senorita?’ No such luck.

He offered her his own phone. No, she didn’'t careto useit. Surprised and even alittle hurt by this
regjection, Felix took hisfirst good look at her, and realized with alurch that she was pretty. What eyes!
They werewhirlpools. The line of her lipswas like the tapered edge of arose lesf.

“It'syour battery,” hetold her. Though she had not aword of English, she obvioudy got it about
phone batteries. After some gestured persuasion, she was willing to trade her dead battery for his. There
was afine and delicate little moment when his fingertips extracted her power supply, and heinserted his
own unit into that golden-lined copper cavity. Her display legped to life with an eager flash of numerds.
Felix pressed abutton or two, smiled winningly, and handed her phone back.

Shedided inahurry, and bearded Evil Dad lifted his phone to answer, and life became much easier
on the nerves. Then, with agroaning buzz, the scanner came back on. Dad and Uncle waved acommand
at her, likelifersturned to trusty prison guards, and she scampered through the metal gate and never
looked back.

She had taken his battery. Well, no problem. He would treasure the one she had given him.

Feix gdlantly let the little crowd through before he himsdlf cleared security. The geeks dwayswent
nuts about his plumbing toals, but then again, they had to. He found the assgnment: a chi-chi place that
sold fake antiques and potpourri. The manager’ s office had a clogged drain. Ashe worked, Felix
recharged the phone. Then he socked them for asum that made them wince.

On hisleisurely way out—whoa, there was Miss Cell phone, that looker, that little goddess,
browsing in ajewery store over Korean gold chains and tiaras. Dad and Uncle were there, with acouple
of off-duty cops.

Felix retired to abench beside the fountain, in the potted plastic plants. He had another bracing shot
of Scotch, then put hisfeet up on histoolbox and punched her number.

He saw her straighten at the ring, and open her purse, and place the phone to the kerchiefed side of
her head. She didn’t know where he was, or who he was. That was why the words came pouring out of
him.

“My God you're pretty,” he said. “Y ou are wasting your time with that jewelry. Because your eyes
are like two black diamonds.”

She jumped alittle, poked at the phone' s buttons with disbelief, and put it back to her head.

Felix choked back the urge to laugh and leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. “A string of pearls
around your throat would look like peanuts,” hetold the phone. “I am totally smitten with you. What are
you like under that big baggy coat? Do | dareto wonder? | would give amillion dollarsjust to see your
knees!”

“Why areyou telling methat?’ said the phone.

“Because I’'m looking at you right now. And after onelook at you, believe me, | wasalost soul.”
Fdix felt achill. “Hey, wait aminute—you don't spesk English, do you?’

“No, | don't speak English—but my telephone does.”

“It does?’

“It' savery new telephone. It'sfrom Finland,” the telephone said. “1 need it becauseI’m stuck ina



foreign country. Do you redly have amillion dollarsfor my knees?’

“That wasafigure of speech,” said Felix, though his bank account was, in point of fact, looking
consderably hedthier snce hisgirlfriend Lolahad dumped him. “Never mind the million dollars,” he said.
“I’'m dying of love out here. I'd sell my blood just to buy you petunias.”

“Y ou must be afamous poet,” the phone said dreamily, “for you speak such wonderful Fars.”

Feix had no ideawhat Fars was—but he was way beyond such fretting now. The rusty gates of his
soul were shuddering on their hinges. “I’'m drunk,” heredized. “1 am drunk on your smile.”

“In my family, the women never smile”

Fdlix had no ideawhat to say to that, so there was ahissing silence.

“Areyou aspy? How did you get my phone number?’

“I'm not aspy. | got your phone number from your phone.”

“Then | know you. Y ou must bethat tall foreign man who gave meyour battery. Where are you?’

“Look outside the store. See me on the bench?’ She turned where she stood, and he waved his
fingertips. “That sright, it sme,” he declared to her. “1 can’t believe I’ m redlly going through with this.

Y ou just stand there, okay? 1’ m going to run in there and buy you awedding ring.”

“Don’t do that.” She glanced cautioudly at Dad and Uncle, then stepped closer to the bulletproof
glass. “Yes, | do seeyou. | remember you.”

Shewas looking straight at him. Their eyes met. They were connecting. A hot torrent ran up his
spine. “You arelooking straight at me.”

“Y ou're very handsome.”

It wasn't hard to elope. Y oung women had been € oping since the dawn of time. Elopement with
eager phone support was a snap. He followed her to the hotel, a posh place that swarmed with limos and
videocams. He brought her abag with abig hat, sunglasses, and a cheap Mexican wedding dress. He
sneaked into the women' s restroom—they never put videocams there, due to the complaints—and he
left the bag in agtdl. She went in, came out in new clotheswith her hair loose, and waked straight out of
the hotd and into hiscar.

They couldn’t speak together without their phones, but that turned out to be surprisingly
advantageous, as further discussion was not on their minds. Unlike Lola, who was dways complaining
that he should open up and relate—*Y ou're a plumber,” shewould tell him, “how deegp and mysteriousis
aplumber supposed to be?’—the new woman in hislife had needs that were very straightforward. She
liked to walk in parks without a police escort. Sheliked to thoughtfully peruse the goodsin Mideastern
ethnic groceries. And she liked to make love to him. She was nineteen years old, and the willing sacrifice
of her chastity had redlly burned the bridgesfor hislittle refugee. Once she got fully briefed about what
went inside where, she wasin the mood to tame the demon. She had big, jagged, sobbing, darming,
romantic, brink-of-the-grave things going on, with long, swoony kisses, and hed-drumming, and
clutching-and-clawing.

When they were too weak, and too raw, and too tingling to make love anymore, then she would
cook, very badly. She was on her phone congtantly, talking to her people. These confidantes of hers
were obviously women, because she asked them for Persian cooking tips. Shewould sink with
triumphant delight into cheery chatter asthe Basmati rice burned.

He longed to take her out to eat; to show her to everyone, to the whole world; really, besidesthe
seX, no act could have made him happier—but she was undocumented, and sooner or later some
security geek was sure to check on that. People did thingslike that to people nowadays. To contemplate
such thingsthrew athorny darkness over their whole affair, so, mostly, he didn’t think. He took time off
work, and he spent every moment that he could in her radiant presence, and she did what a pretty girl
could do to lift aman’ s darkened spirits, which was plenty. More than he had ever had from anyone.

After ten days of golden, unsullied bliss, ten days of bread and jug wine, ten dayswhen the
nightingales sang in chorus and the reddest of roses bloomed outside the boudoir, there came aknock on
his door, and it was three cops.



“Hello, Mr. Hernandez,” said the smdlest of thetrio. “I would be Agent Portillo from Homeland
Security, and these would be two of my distinguished associates. Might we comein?’

“Would there be aproblem?” said Felix.

“Y estherewould!” said Portillo. “ There might be rather less of aproblem if my associates here could
search your gpartment.” Portillo offered up ahandheld screen. “ A young woman named Batool Kadivar?
Would we be recognizing Miss Batool Kadivar?’

“| can’t even pronouncethat,” Felix said. “But | guessyou' d better comein,” for Agent Portillo's
associates were already well on their way. Men of their ilk were not prepared to take no for an answer.
They shoved past him and headed at once for the bedroom.

“Who arethose guys? They’ re not American.”

“They'relranian dlies. The Iraniansweretotaly nutsfor awhile, and then they were sort of okay,
and then they became our new friends, and then the enemies of our friends became our friends.... Do
you ever watch TV news, Mr. Hernandez? Secular uprisings, people seizing embasses? Ground war in
the holy city of Qom, that kind of thing?’

“It shard tomiss” Felix admitted.

“Thereareabillion Modems. If they want to turn the whole planet into Isragl, we don't get achoice
about that. Y ou know something? | used to be an accountant!” Portillo sighed theatricdly. “ *Homeand
Security.” Why’ d they have to stick me with that chicken outfit? Hombre, we' re twenty years old, and
we don't even have our own budget yet. Did you see those gorillas |’ ve got on my hands? Y ou think
these guys ever listen to sense? Geneva Convention? U.S. Condtitution? Come on.”

“They’ re not gonnafind any terroristsin here.”

Portillo sghed again. “Look, Mr. Hernandez. Y ou’ re ayoung man with aclean record, so | want to
do you afavor.” He adjusted his handheld and it showed anew screen. “These are cell phone records.
Thirty, forty callsaday, to and from your number. Then look at this screen, thisis the good part. Check
out her cdl records. That would be her aunt in Y erevan, and her little Sster in Teheran, and five or Six of
her teenage girlfriends, till living back in purdah. ... Who do you think is gonna pay that phone bill? Did
that ever cross your mind?’

Fdix sad nothing.

“| can understand this, Mr. Hernandez. Y ou lucked out. Y ou’ re ayoung, red-blooded guy and that is
avery preity girl. But she saminor, and anillegd dien. Her father’ sfamily has got political connections
like nobody’ s business, and | would mean nobody, and | would aso mean business.”

“Not my busness,” Felix said.

“You're being asap, Mr. Hernandez. Y ou may not beinterested in war, but war is plenty interested
inyou.” Therewereloud crashing, sacking and looting noises coming from his bedroom.

“Y ou are sunk, hermano. Thereisvideo at the Lebanese grocery store. There isvideo hidden inthe
traffic lights. Y ou're afree American citizen, Sir. Y ou' re free to go anywhere you want, and we' re freeto
watch al the backup tapes. That would be the big story I’ m relating here. Would we be catching on
yet?’

“That'ssomekind of story,” Felix said.

“Y ou don't know the haf of it. Y ou don't know the tenth.”

The two goons reappeared. There was a brief exchange of notes. They had to use their computers.

“My friends here are disgppointed,” said Agent Portillo, “because thereisno girl in your residence,
even though there is an extensive selection of makeup and perfume. They want meto arrest you for
abduction, and obstruction of justice, and probably ten or twelve other things. But | would be asking
mysdlf: why? Why should this young taxpayer with asteady job want to have hislife ruined? What I'm
thinking is: theremust be another story. A better story. Theflighty girl ran off, and she spent the last two
weeksin aconvent. It wasjust an impulse thing for her. She got frightened and upset by America, and
then she came back to her people. Everything diplomatic.”

“That’ sdiplomacy?’

“Diplomecy isthe art of avoiding extensive unpleasantness for al the parties concerned. The united
codition, asit were”



“They’ll chop her hands off and besat her like adog!”
“Weéll, that would depend, Mr. Hernandez. That would depend entirely on whether the girl hersalf
tellsthat story. Somebody would have to get her up to speed on all that. A trusted friend. Y ou see?’

After the departure of the three security men, Felix thought through his stuation. He redlized there
was nothing whatsoever init for him but shame, humiliation, impotence, and a crushing and lasting
unhappiness. He then fetched up the reposado tequilafrom beneath his sink.

Sometimelater he felt the dulled stinging of a series of dapsto his head. When she saw that she had
his attention, she poured the tequila onto the floor, accenting this gesture with an eye-opening Perdan
harangue. Felix staggered to the bathroom, threw up, and returned to find afresh cup of coffee. She had
raised the volume and was till going strong.

He d never had her pick alovers quarrel with him, though he' d dwaysknown it wasin her
somewhere. It was magnificent. It was washing over himinamusica torrent of absolute nonsense. It was
operatic, and hefound it quite beautiful. Like Stting through arainstorm without getting wet: trees
graining, leavesflying, dark, windy, torrentia. Mgestic.

Her idea of coffee was basically wet grounds, so it brought him around in short order. “Y ou’ reright,
I’mwrong, and I’'m sorry,” he admitted tangentialy, knowing she didn’t understand aword, “so come on
and help me,” and he opened the sink cabinet, where he had hidden al his bottleswhen he’ d noticed the
earlier disgpproving glances. He then decanted them down the drain: vodka, Southern Comfort, the gin,
the party jug of tequila, even the last two inches of hisfavorite sngle-mat. Modemsdidn't drink, and
redly, how wrong could any billion people be? He gulped a couple of aspirin and picked up the phone.

“The police were here. They know about us. | got upset. | drank too much.”

“Did they beat you?’

“Uh, no. They’re not big fans of beating over here, they’ ve got better methods. They’ll be back. We
arein bigtrouble.”

Shefolded her ams. “Thenwe |l run away.”

“Y ou know, we have aproverb for that in America. * Y ou can run, but you can't hide.” ”

“Darling, | love your poetry, but when the police come to the housg, it’ s serious.”

“Yes. It'svery serious, it's serious as cancer. You' ve got no ID. Y ou have no passport. You can't
get on any planeto get away. Even thetrains and lousy bus stations have facia recognition. My car is
uselesstoo. They’ d read my license plate ahundred times before we hit city limits. | can’t rent another
car without leaving credit records. The cops have got my number.”

“WEe |l ged afast car and go very fast.”

“You can't outrun them! That isnot possible! They’ve dl got phoneslike we do, so they’re dways
ahead of us, waiting.”

“I’'marebd! I'll never surrender!” Shelifted her chin. “Let’ sget married.”

“I'd loveto, but we can't. We have no license. We have no blood test.”

“Then we |l marry in some place where they have dl the blood they want. Beirut, that would be
good.” She placed her free hand againgt her chest. “We were married in my heart, the first timewe ever
mede love”

This artless confession blew through him like a summer breeze. “They do haveringsfor cash at a
pawnbroker’s...But I'm a Catholic. There must be somebody who doesthis sort of thing...Maybe some
heretic mullah. Maybe a Santeriaguy?’

“If we' re husband and wife, what can they do to us? We haven't done anything wrong! I'll get a
Green Card. I'll beg them! I’ll beg for mercy. I'll beg political asylum.”

Agent Portillo congpicuoudly cleared histhroat. “Mr. Hernandez, please! Thiswould not be the
conversation you two need to be having.”

“I forgot to mention the worst part,” Felix said. “They know about our phones.”

“Miss Kadivar, can you aso understand me?’

“Who areyou?| hate you. Get off thislineand let metak to him.”

“Sdaam aekom to you, too,” Portillo concluded. “It's a sad commentary on federal procurement



when amullah’s daughter has afancy trandator, and | can't even talk live with my own fellow agents. By
the way, those two gentlemen from the new regime in Teheran are staking out your gpartment. How they
failed to recognize your girlfriend on her way in, that I'll never know. But if you two listento me, | think |
canwalk you out of thisvery dangerous situation.”

“| don’t want to leave my beloved,” she said.

“Over my dead body,” Fdlix declared. “ Come and get me. Bring agun.”

“Okay, Miss Kadivar, you would seem to be the more rational of the two parties, so let metak
senseto you. Y ou have no future with this man. What kind of wicked man seduces a decent girl with
phone pranks? He' s an aayash, he' sa playboy. Americahas afifty percent divorce rate. Hewould
never ask your father honorably for your hand. What would your mother say?’

“Who isthisawful man?’ she said, shaken. “He knows everything!”

“He sasnakel” Fix said. “He sthe devil!”

“You gtill don't get it, compadre. I'm not the Great Satan. Redlly, I'm not! | am the good guy. I'm
your guardian angel, dude. | am trying redlly hard to give you back anorma life.”

“Okay cop, you had your say, now listen to me. | love her body and soul, and even if you kill me
deed for thet, the flamesin my heart will set my coffin onfire”

She burgt into tears. “ Oh God, my God, that’s the most beautiful thing anyone has ever said to me.”

“You kidsaresick, okay?’ Portillo snapped. “ Thiswould be mental ilIness that I’ m eavesdropping
on here! Y ou two don't even speak each other’ s language. Y ou had every fair warning! Just
remember, when it happens, you made me do it. Now try thisone on for size, Romeo and Juliet.” The
phones went dead.

Felix placed his dead phone on the tabletop. “ Okay. Situation report. We ve got no phones, no
passports, no ID and two different intelligence agencies are after us. We can't fly, we can’t drive, we
can't take atrain or abus. My credit cards are useless now, my bank cardswill just track me down, and
| guess|’velost my job now. | can’t even walk out my own front door.... And wow, you don't
undersgtland asingleword I’'m saying. | can tell from that look in your eye. Y ou are completely thrilled.”

She put her finger to her lips. Then she took him by the hand.

Apparently, she had anew plan. It involved walking. She wanted to walk to Los Angeles. She knew
thewords“Los Angeles,” and maybe there was somebody there that she knew. Thistrek would involve
crossing haf the American continent on foot, but Felix was at peace with that ambition. He redlly thought
he could do it. A lot of people had doneit just for the sake of gold nuggets, back in 1849. Women had
walked to Cdiforniajust to meet aguy with gold nuggets.

The beautiful part of this scheme wasthat, after cregping out the window, they redlly had vanished.
The feds might be dl over the airports, over everything that mattered, but they didn’t care about what
didn’t matter. Nobody was looking out for dangerous interstate pedestrians.

To passthetime asthey waked, she taught him elementary Fars. The day’ sfirst [esson was body
parts, because that was dl they had handy for pointing. That suited Fdlix just fine. If anything, this
expanded their passionate communion. He was perfectly willing to starve for that, fight for that and die
for that. Every form of intercourse between man and woman was fraught with illusion, and the bigger, the
better. Every hour that passed was an hour they had not been parted.

They had to deep rough. Their clothes becamefilthy. Then, on the tenth day, they got arrested.

Shewas, of course, anillegal dien, and he had the good senseto talk only Spanish, so of course, he
became one aswell. The Immigration cops piled them into the bus for the border, but they got two seats
together and were able to kiss and hold hands. The other deported wretches even smiled at them.

He redized now that he was sacrificing everything for her: hisidentity, his citizenship, flag, church,
habits, money ... Everything, and good riddance. He bit thoughtfully into his wax-papered cheese
sandwich. Thiswasthe federa bounty distributed to every refugee on the bus, dong with an apple, a
smdll carton of homogenized milk, and some carrot chips.

When the protein hit his famished ssomach Felix realized that he had gone ddirious with joy. Hewas



growing by thisexperience. It had broken every sifling limit within him. His dusty, savage, squalid world
waswidening dragticdly.

Giving dms, for instance—before his abject poverty, he' d never understood that dmswere holy.
Almswere indeed very holy. From now on—as soon as he found a place to deep, some place that was
so wrecked, so torn, so bleeding, that it never asked uncomfortable questions about a plumber—as soon
as he became a plumber again, then he'd be giving someams.

She ate her food, licked her fingers, then fell adeep againgt him, in the moving bus. He brushed the
free hair from her dirty face. She was twenty days older now. “Thisisapearl,” hesaid doud. “Thisisa
pearl by far too rare to be contained within the shell of time and space.”

Why had those lines come to him, in such arush? Had he read them somewhere? Or were those
lineshisown?
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“ It was the Second Age of Space. Gagarin, Shepard, Glenn, and Armstrong were all dead. It was
our turn to make history now.”
—TheMemoirsof LizzieO'Brien

T he raindrop began forming ninety kilometers above the surface of Titan. It Started with aninfinitesmal

speck of tholin, adrift in the cold nitrogen atmosphere. Diano-acetylene condensed on the seed nucleus,
molecule by molecule, until it was one shard of icein acloud of billions.

Now the journey could begin.

It took dmost ayear for the shard of ice in question to precipitate downward twenty-five kilometers,
where the temperature dropped low enough that ethane began to condense on it. But when it did, growth
was rapid.

Down it drifted.

At forty kilometers, it wasfor atime caught up in an ethane cloud. Thereit continued to grow.
Occasionally it collided with another droplet and doubled in size. Finally it wastoo largeto be held
effortlesdy doft by the gentle stratospheric winds.

Itfel.

Fdling, it swept up methane and quickly grew large enough to achieve atermind veocity of dmost
two meters per second.



At twenty-seven kilometers, it passed through adense layer of methane clouds. It acquired more
methane, and continued its downward flight.

Astheair thickened, its velocity dowed and it began to lose some of its substance to evaporation. At
two and a hdf kilometers, when it emerged from the last patchy clouds, it waslosng mass so rapidly it
could not normally be expected to reach the ground.

It was, however, faling toward the equatorid highlands, where mountains of ice rose atowering five
hundred metersinto the atmosphere. At two meters and alazy new terminal velocity of one meter per
second, it was only a bresth away from hitting the surface.

Two hands swooped an open plastic collecting bag upward, and snared the raindrop.

“Gotchal” Lizzie O Brien cried glegfully.

She zip-locked the bag shut, held it up so her helmet cam could read the barcode in the corner, and
said, “Oneraindrop.” Then she popped it into her collecting box.

Sometimesit’ sthelittle things that make you happiest. Somebody would spend a year sudyingthis
onelittleraindrop when Lizzie got it home. And it wasjust Bag 64 in Collecting Case 5. Shewas going
to be on the surface of Titan long enough to scoop up the raw materia of arevolution in planetary
science. The thought of it filled her with joy.

Lizzie dogged down the lid of the collecting box and began to skip across the granite-hard ice,
gplashing the puddles and dragging the boot of her atmaosphere suit through the rivulets of methane
pouring down the mountainsde. “ I’m sing-ing in therain.” Shethrew out her arms and spun around.
“Just sing-ingintherain!”

“Uh...O Brien?’ Alan Greene said from the Clement. “Areyou dl right?’

“ Dum-dee-dum-dee-dee-dum-dum, I’ m...some-thing again.”

“Oh, leave her done,” Consuelo Hong said with sour good humor. She was down on the plains,
where the methane smply boiled into the air, and the ground was covered with thick, gooey tholin. It
was, she had told them, like wading ankle-deep in molasses. “ Can't you recognize the scientific method
when you hear it?’

“If you say s0,” Alan said dubioudy. He was stuck in the Clement, overseeing the expedition and
minding the web site. It was a comfortable gig—he wouldn’t be degping in hissuit or survivingon
recycled water and energy stix—and he didn’t think the others knew how much he hated it.

“What' s next on the schedule?’ Lizzie asked.

“Um...wdl, there s ill the robot turbot to be released. How’ sthat going, Hong?’

“Making good time. | oughtareach the seain a.couple of hours.”

“Okay, then it’ stime O’ Brien rejoined you at the lander. O’ Brien, start spreading out the balloon and
going over the harness checkligt.”

“Roger that.”

“And while you' re doing that, I ve got today’ s voi ce-posts from the Web cued up.”

Lizzie groaned, and Consuelo blew araspberry. By NAFTASA policy, the ground crew participated
inal webcags. Officidly, they were delighted to share their experiences with the public. But the Voice
Web (privately, Lizzie thought of it asthellliternet) made them accessible to people who lacked even the
minima intellectua skills needed to handle akeyboard.

“Let meremind you that we re on open circuit here, so anything you say will go into my reply.

Y ou're certainly welcometo chimein at any time. But each question-and-esponse is transmitted as one
take, s0if you flub aline, we'll have to go back to the beginning and start al over again.”

“Y eah, yeah,” Consuelo grumbled.

“We vedonethisbefore” Lizzie reminded him.

“Okay. Heré' sthefirst one.”

“Uh, hi, thisis BladeNinja43. | was wondering just what it is that you guys are hoping to
discover out there.”

“That'san extremey good question,” Alan lied. “And the answer is. We don't know! Thisisa
voyage of discovery, and we' re engaged in what's called * pure science.” Now, time and time again, the
purest research has turned out to be extremely profitable. But we' re not looking that far ahead. We're



just hoping to find something absol utely unexpected.”

“My God, you'redick,” Lizziemarveled.

“I’'m going to edit that from the tape,” Alan said cheerily. “Next up.”

“Thisis Mary Schroeder, from the United States. | teach high school English, and | wanted to
know for my students, what kind of grades the three of you had when you were their age.”

Alan began. “1 was an overachiever, I'm afraid. In my sophomore year, first semester, | gotaB in
Chemistry and panicked. | thought it was the end of the world. But then | dropped a couple of
extracurriculars, knuckled down, and brought that grade right up.”

“I was good in everything but French Lit,” Consuelo said.

“I nearly flunked out!” Lizzie said. “Everything was difficult for me. But then | decided | wanted to be
an agtronaut, and it al clicked into place. | redlized that, hey, it' sjust hard work. And now, well, herel

“That' sgood. Thanks, guys. Here sthe third, from MariaVasquez.”

“Istherelife on Titan?”

“Probably not. It's cold down there! 94° Kelvinisthe same ase 179° Celsius, or » 290° Fahrenheit.
Andyet.. .lifeis perastent. It'sbeen found in Antarctic ice and in boiling water in submarine volcanic
vents. Which iswhy we' [l be paying particular attention to exploring the depths of the ethane-methane
sea. If lifeisanywhere to be found, that' swherewe' Il find it.”

“Chemicdly, the conditions here resemble the anoxic atimosphere on Earth in which lifefirst arose,”
Consudlo said. “ Further, we believe that such prebiotic chemistry has been going on herefor four and a
haf billion years. For an organic chemist like me, it’ sthe best toy box in the Universe. But that lack of
heat is a problem. Chemical reactionsthat occur quickly back home would take thousands of years here.
It's hard to see how life could arise under such ahandicap.”

“It would haveto bedow life” Lizzie said thoughtfully. “ Something vegetative. ‘' Vaster than empires
and moredow.’ It would take millions of yearsto reach maturity. A single thought might require
centuries....”

“Thank you for that, uh, wild scenario!” Alan said quickly. Their NAFTASA mastersfrowned on
speculation. It was, in their estimation, dmost as unprofessond as heroism. “This next question comes
from Danny in Toronto.”

“Hey, man, | gotta say | really envy you being in that tiny little ship with those two hot
babes.”

Alanlaughed lightly. “Yes, Ms. Hong and Ms. O’ Brien are certainly attractive women. But we're
kept so busy that, believeit or not, the thought of sex never comes up. And currently, while | tend to the
Clement, they’ re both on the surface of Titan at the bottom of an atmosphere 60 percent more dense
than Earth’ s, and encased in armored exploration suits. So even if | did have ingppropriate thoughts,
there’ sno way we could—"

“Hey, Alan,” Lizziesad. “Tdl me something.”

“Y e’

“What are you wearing?’

“Uh...switching over to private channd.”

“Make that athree-way,” Consuelo said.

Bdlooning, Lizzie decided, wasthe best way there was of getting around. Moving with the gentle
winds, there was no sound at dl. And the view was great!

People talked alot about the “murky orange atmosphere’ of Titan, but your eyes adjusted. Turn up
the gain on your helmet, and the white mountains of ice were dazding! The methane streams carved
cryptic runesinto the heights. Then, at the tholin-line, white turned to arich paette of oranges, reds, and
ydlows. Therewas alot going on down there—more than she' d be able to learn in ahundred visits.

The plainswere superficialy duller, but they had their charms aswell. Sure, the atmosphere was so
dense that refracted light made the horizon curve upward to elther Sde. But you got used to it. The black
swirlsand cryptic red tracery of unknown processes on the land below never grew tiring.



On the horizon, she saw the dark arm of Titan’snarrow sea. If that was what it was. Lake Erie was
larger, but the spin doctors back home had argued that since Titan was so much smaler than Earth,
relatively it qualified asasea. Lizzie had her own opinion, but she knew when to keep her mouth shut.

Consud o was there now. Lizzie switched her visor over to the live feed. Timeto catch the show.

“I can't believe I'mfindly here,” Consuelo said. She let the shrink-wrapped fish dide from her
shoulder down to the ground. “ Five kilometers doesn’'t seem like very far when you' re coming down
from orbit—just enough to leave amargin for error so the lander doesn’t come down in the sea. But
when you have to walk that distance, through tarry, sticky tholin...well, it's one heck of adog.”

“Consudo, canyou tell uswhat it’slikethere?” Alan asked.

“I’'m crossing the beach. Now I’'m at the edge of the sea.” She kndlt, dipped ahand into it. “It’sgot
the consistency of a Sushy. Areyou familiar with that drink? Lots of shaved ice sort of haf-metedina
cup with flavored syrup. What we' ve got hereisamost certainly amethane-ammoniamix; we'll know
for sure after we get asampleto alaboratory. Here' san early indicator, though. It s dissolving the tholin
off my glove.” She stood.

“Can you describe the beach?”’

“Yeah. It swhite. Granular. | can kick it with my boot. Ice sand for sure. Do you want meto collect
samplesfirg or release thefish?’

“Reeasethefish,” Lizzie said, dmost smultaneoudy with Alan’s*Your cal.”

“Okay, then.” Consuelo carefully cleaned both of her suit’s glovesin the seg, then seized the
ghrink-wrap’s zip tab and yanked. The plastic parted. Awkwardly, she straddled the fish, lifted it by the
two sde-handles, and walked it into the dark dush.

“Okay, I'm gtanding in the seanow. It'sup to my ankles. Now it'sat my knees. | think it's deep
enough here”

She st the fish down. “Now I’'m turning it on.”

The Mitsubishi turbot wriggled, asif dive. With onefluid motion, it surged forward, plunged, and was
gone.

Lizzie switched over to the fishcam.

Black liquid flashed past the turbot’ sinfrared eyes. Straight away from the shore it swam, seeing
nothing but flecks of paraffin, ice, and other suspended particulates as they loomed up before it and were
swept away in the violence of itswake. A hundred meters out, it bounced a pulse of radar off the sea
floor, then dove, seeking the depths.

Rocking gently in her balloon harness, Lizzie yawned.

Snazzy Japanese cybernetics took in aminute sample of the anmonia-water, fed it through a deftly
constructed internal laboratory, and excreted the waste products behind it. “We're at twenty meters
now,” Consuelo sad. “Timeto collect asecond sample.”

The turbot was equipped to run hundreds of on-the-spot anayses. But it had only enough space for
twenty permanent samplesto be carried back home. The first sample had been nibbled from the surface
dush. Now it twisted, and gulped down five drams of seafluid in al itsgloriousimpurity. To Lizzie, this
was science on the hoof. Not very dramatic, admittedly, but intensaly exciting.

Sheyawned again.

“O'Brien?’ Alan said. “How long hasit been sinceyou last dept?”’

“Huh? Oh...twenty hours? Don't worry about me, I'mfine.”

“Gotodeep. That'san order.”

“BUt—"

“Now.”

Fortunately, the suit was comfortable enough to deep in. It had been designed so she could.

Firg she drew in her arms from the suit’ s deeves. Then she brought in her legs, tucked them up under
her chin, and wrapped her arms around them. “ *Night, guys,” she said.

“ Buenas noches, querida,” Consuelo said, “ que tengas lindos suefios.”



“Seeptight, space explorer.”

The darkness when she closed her eyes was so absoluteit crawled. Black, black, black. Phantom
lights moved within the darkness, formed lines, shifted awvay when shetried to see them. They were as
fugitive asfish, luminescent, fainter than faint, there and with aflick of her attention fled.

A schoal of little thoughts flashed through her mind, silver-scaled and gone,

Low, deep, dower than sound, something tolled. The bell from adrowned clock tower patiently
stroking midnight. She was beginning to get her bearings. Down there was where the ground must be.
Flowers grew there unseen. Up above was where the sky would be, if there were a sky. Flowers floated
thereaswll.

Deep within the submerged city, she found herself overcome by an enormous and placid sense of
sf. A swarm of unfamiliar sensations washed through her mind, and then. ..

“Areyou me?’ agentle voice asked.

“No,” shesad carefully. “I don’t think s0.”

Vadt astonishment. “Y ou think you are not me?’

“Yes. | think so, anyway.”

“Why?

There didn’t seem to be any proper response to that, so she went back to the beginning of the
conversation and ran through it again, trying to bring it to another conclusion. Only to bump againgt that
“Why?" once again.

“I don’'t know why,” she said.

“Why not?’

“I don’t know.”

She looped through that same dream over and over again al the while that she dept.

When she awoke, it wasraining again. Thistime, it was adrizzle of pure methane from the lower
cloud deck at fifteen kilometers. These clouds were (the theory went) methane condensate from the wet
ar sivept up from the sea. They fell on the mountains and washed them clean of thalin. It wasthe
methane that eroded and shaped theice, carving gullies and caves.

Titan had more kinds of rain than anywhere dsein the Solar System.

The seahad crept closer while Lizzie dept. 1t now curled up to the horizon on either Sdelike an
enormous dark smile. Almost time now for her to begin her descent. While she checked her harness
settings, sheflicked on telemetry to see what the others were up to.

The robot turbot was till spirding itsway downward, through the lightless sea, seeking its distant
floor. Consuel o was trudging through the tholin again, retracing her five-kilometer trek from the lander
Harry Stubbs, and Alan was answering another set of webposts.

“ Modelos de la evolucion de Titanes indican que la luna formo de una nube circumplanetaria
rica en amoniaco y metano, la cual al condensarse dio forma a Saturno asi como a otros satélites.
Bajo estas condiciones en—’

“Uh...guys?’

Alan stopped. “Damnit, O'Brien, now I’ve got to start al over again.”

“Welcome back to theland of theliving,” Consuelo said. “Y ou should check out the readingswe' re
getting from the robofish. Lots of long-chain polymers, odd fractions...tons of interesting stuff.”

“Guys?'

Thistime her tone of voice registered with Alan. “What isit, O’ Brien?’

“I think my harnessisjammed.”

Lizzie had never dreamed disaster could be such drudgery. First there were hours of back-and-forth
with the NAFTASA engineers. What' s the status of rope 14? Try tugging on rope 8. What do the
D-ringslook like? It was dow work because of the lag time for messagesto be relayed to Earth and
back. And Alan ingsted on filling the silence with posts from the V oice Web. Her plight had gone global



in minutes, and every unemployable loser on the planet had to log in with suggestions.

“ Thezgemoth337, here. It seemsto methat if you had a gun and shot up through the balloon,
it would maybe deflate and then you could get down.”

“| don’t have agun, shooting ahole in the balloon would causeit not to deflate but to rupture, I'm
800 hundred meters above the surface, there’ sa seabelow me, and I'm in a suit that’ s not equipped for
svimming. Next.”

“1f you had a really big knife—"

“Cut! Jesus, Greene, isthisthe best you can find? Have you heard back from the organic chem guys
yet?’

“Their prliminary analyssjust camein,” Alan said. “Asbest they can guess—and I’'m cutting
through alot of clutter here—the rain you went through wasn't pure methane.”

“No shit, Sherlock.”

“They’ re assuming that whitish deposit you found on the rings and ropesis your culprit. They can’t
agreeonwhat it is, but they think it underwent a chemicd reaction with the materia of your baloon and
seded therip pand shut.”

“I thought this was supposed to be a pretty nonreactive environment.”

“Itis. But your balloon runs off your suit’' swaste heat. Theair init is severd degrees abovethe
melting-point of ice. That’ sthe equivadent of ablast furnace, here on Titan. Enough energy to run any
number of amazing reactions. Y ou haven't stopped tugging on the vent rope?’

“I’'m tugging away right now. When one arm gets sore, | switch ams.”

“Good girl. I know how tired you must be.”

“Take abreak from the voice-posts,” Consuel o suggested, “and check out the results we' re getting
from the robofish. It sgiving us someredly interesting stuff.”

So shedid. And for atimeit distracted her, just asthey’ d hoped. There was alot more ethane and
propane than their model s had predicted, and surprisingly less methane. The mix of fractions was nothing
like what she' d expected. She had learned just enough chemistry to guess at some of the implications of
the data being generated, but not enough to put it al together. Still tugging at the ropesin the sequence
uploaded by the engineersin Toronto, she scrolled up the chart of hydrocarbons dissolved in the lake.

Solute Solutemolefraction
Ethyne 4.0 x 10-4
Propyne 44 %x10-5
1,3-Butadiyne 7.7 x10-7
Carbon Dioxide 0.1x10-5
Methanenitrile 5.7 x 10-6

But after awhile, the experience of working hard and getting nowhere, combined with the tedium of
floating farther and farther out over the featureless sea, began to drag on her. The columns of figures
grew meaningless, then indigtinct.

Propanenitrile 6.0 x 10-5

Propenenitrile 9.9 x 10-6



Propynenitrile 5.3x 10-6

Hardly noticing she was doing so, she fell adeep.

Shewasin alightless building, climbing flight after flight of stairs. There were other people with her,
aso climbing. They jostled againgt her as she ran up the airs, flowing upward, passing her, not talking.

It was getting colder.

She had adistant memory of being in the furnace room down below. It was hot there, swelteringly
s0. Much cooler where she was now. Almost too cool. With every step she took, it got alittle cooler
gtill. Shefound hersaf dowing down. Now it was definitely too cold. Unpleasantly so. Her leg muscles
ached. The air seemed to be thickening around her aswell. She could barely move now.

Thiswas, sheredlized, the natura consequence of moving away from the furnace. The higher up she
got, the less heat there was to be had, and the less energy to be turned into motion. It al made perfect
sense to her somehow.

Step. Pause.

Step. Longer pause.

Stop.

The people around her had dowed to astop aswell. A breeze colder than ice touched her, and
without surprise, she knew that they had reached the top of the stairs and were standing upon the
building sroof. It was as dark without asit had been within. She stared upward and saw nothing.

“Horizons. Absolutdly baffling,” somebody murmured beside her.

“Not once you get used to them,” shereplied.

“Up and down—are these hierarchic values?’

“They don’'t haveto be.”

“Motion. What adelightful concept.”

“Welikeit.”

“Soyou are me?’

“No. | mean, | don't think so.”

“Why?

She was struggling to find an answer to this, when somebody gasped. High up in the starless,
featureless sky, alight bloomed. The crowd around her rustled with unspoken fear. Brighter, thelight
grew. Brighter ill. She could fed heet radiating from it, dight but definite, like the rumor of adistant sun.
Everyone about her was frozen with horror. More terrifying than alight where none was possible was the
presence of hesat. It Smply could not be. And yet it was.

She, along with the others, waited and watched for. .. something. She could not say what. The light
shifted dowly inthe sky. It was small, intense, ugly.

Thenthelight screamed.

She woke up.

“Wow,” shesaid. “| just had the weirdest dream.”

“Didyou?’ Alansad casudly.

“Yeah. Therewasthislight in the sky. It waslike anuclear bomb or something. | mean, it didn’t look
anything like anuclear bomb, but it was terrifying the way anuclear bomb would be. Everybody was
garing at it. We couldn’t move. And then...” She shook her head. “1 lost it. I'm sorry. It was so just sO
srange. | can't put it into words.”

“Never mind that,” Consuelo said cheerily. “WEe re getting some gresat readings down below the
surface. Fractiona polymers, long-chain hydrocarbons. . .fabulous stuff. Y ou redlly should try to Stay
awake to catch some of this”

She was fully awake now, and not fegling too happy about it. “1 guess that means that nobody’s
come up with any good ideas yet on how | might get down.”



“Uh...what do you mean?’

“Becauseif they had, you wouldn’t be so goddamned up- besat, would you?’

“Some body woke up on the wrong side of the bed,” Alan said. “Please remember that there are
certain wordswe don't usein public.”

“I’'msorry,” Consudlo said. “1 wasjust trying to—"

“—didract me. Okay, fine. What the hey. | can play dong.” Lizzie pulled hersdlf together. “ So your
findingsmean...wha?Life?’

“I keep telling you guys. It' stoo early to make that kind of determination. What we' ve got so far are
just somevery, very interesting readings.”

“Tdl her thebig news” Alan said.

“Braceyoursdlf. We ve got ared ocean! Not thistiny little two-hundred-by-fifty-miles glorified lake
we' ve been calling a sea, but a genuine ocean! Sonar readings show that what we seeisjust an
evaporation pan atop athirty- kilometer-thick cap of ice. Thered ocean lies undernegth, two hundred
kilometers deep.”

“Jesus.” Lizzie caught hersdf. “I mean, gee whiz. Isthere any way of getting the robofish down into
it?’

“How do you think we got the depth readings? It’s headed down there right now. There sachimney
through theiceright at the center of the visble sea. That’ swhat replenishes the surface liquid. And
directly under the hole, there s—guess what?—volcanic ventd”

“So doesthat mean...?”’

“If you usethe L-word again,” Consuelo said, “I’ll spit.”

Lizziegrinned. That was the Consuelo Hong she knew. “What about thetidal data? | thought the
lack of orbital perturbation ruled out a significant ocean entirely.”

“Wdl, Toronto thinks...”

At firgt, Lizziewas ableto follow the reasoning of the planetary geologists back in Toronto. Then it
got harder. Then it became adrone. As she drifted off into deep, she had time enough to be peevishly
aware that sheredly shouldn’t be dropping off to deep dl thetimelike this. She oughtn’t to be so tired.
She...

Shefound hersdf in the drowned city again. She still couldn’t see anything, but she knew it wasacity
because she could hear the sound of rioters smashing store windows. Their voices swelled into howling
screams and receded into angry mutters, like aviolent surf washing through the streets. She began to
edge away backward.

Somebody spoke into her ear.

“Why did you do thisto us?’

“I didn’t do anything to you.”

“Y ou brought us knowledge.”

“What knowledge?’

“Y ou said you were not us.”

“Well, I'mnot.”

“Y ou should never havetold usthat.”

“Y ou wanted meto lie?’

horri-fied confusion. “Falsehood. What adistressing idea.”

The smashing noises were getting louder. Somebody was splintering a door with an axe. Explosions.
Breaking glass. She heard wild laughter. Shrieks. “We ve got to get out of here.”

“Why did you send the messenger?”’

“What messenger?’

“The sar! Thestar! The gar!”

“Which sar?’

“There aretwo stars?’

“Therearehillions of gars”

“No more! Please! Stop! No more!”



She was awake.

“Hello, yes, | appreciate that the young lady isin extreme danger, but | really don’t think she
should have used the Lord’s name in vain.”

“Greene,” Lizziesad, “do weredly haveto put up with this?’

“Wal, considering how many billions of public-sector dollarsit took to bring us here...yes. Yes, we
do. | can even think of afew backup astronauts who would say that alittle upbeat web-posting wasa
pretty small priceto pay for the privilege”

“Oh, barf.”

“I’'m switching to aprivate channd,” Alan said camly. The background radiation changed subtly. A
faint, granular crackling that faded away when shetried to focusonit. In acontrolled, angry voice Alan
sad, “O' Brien, just what the hell is going on with you?’

“Look, I'm sorry, | apologize, I'm alittle excited about something. How long was | out? Where's
Consuelo? I’ m going to say the L-word. And the I-word aswell. We havelife. Inteligent lifel”

“It'sbeen afew hours. Consudlo isdegping. O'Brien, | hate to say this, but you' re not sounding at
dl rationd.”

“There saperfectly logical reason for that. Okay, it'salittle strange, and maybe it won't sound
perfectly logicd to you initidly, but...look, I" ve been having sequentid dreams. | think they’ re Sgnificant.
Let metell you about them.”

And she did so. At length.

When she was done, there was along slence. Findly, Alan sad, “Lizzie, think. Why would
something like that communicate to you in your dreams? Does that make any sense?’

“I think it’ sthe only way it can. | think it's how it communicates among itsdlf. It doesn’t
move—motion isan alien and ddightful concept to it—and it wasn't aware that its component parts were
capable of individualization. That sounds like some kind of broadcast thought to me. Like some kind of
wireless distributed network.”

“Y ou know the medica kit in your suit? | want you to open it up. Feel around for the bottle that’s
braille-coded twenty-seven, okay?’

“Alan, | do not need an antipsychotic!”

“I"'m not saying you need it. But wouldn't you be happier knowing you had it inyou?” Thiswas Alan
at his smoothest. Butter wouldn’'t melt in hismouth. “Don’t you think that would help us accept what
you'resaying?’

“Oh, dl right!” She drew in an arm from the suit’sarm, felt around for the med kit, and drew out a
pill, taking every step by the regs, checking the coding four times before she put it in her mouth and once
more (each pill wasindividualy braille-coded aswell) before she swallowed it. “Now will you lisgen to
me? |’ m quite serious about this.” Sheyawned. “I really do think that...” Sheyawned again. “That...

“Oh, piffle”

Once moreinto the breach, dear friends, she thought, and plunged deep, deep into the sea of
darkness. Thistime, though, shefdt she had ahandle on it. The city was drowned because it existed at
the bottom of alightless ocean. It was dive, and it fed off of volcanic heat. That waswhy it considered
up and down hierarchic values. Up was colder, dower, lessaive. Down was hotter, faster, morefilled
with thought. The city/entity was acollective life-form, like a Portuguese man-of-war or amassively
hyperlinked expert network. It communicated within itsalf by some form of eectromagnetism. Call it
menta radio. It communicated with her that same way.

“I think | understand you now.”

“Don’t understand—run!”

Somebody impatiently seized her elbow and hurried her dong. Faster she went, and faster. She
couldn’t seeathing. It waslike running down alightless tunnd a hundred miles underground at midnight.
Glass crunched underfoot. The ground was uneven and sometimes she ssumbled. Whenever she did, her
unseen companion yanked her up again.

“Why areyou so dow?’



“I didn’'t know | was.”

“Believeme, you are”

“Why arewe running?’

“We are being pursued.” They turned suddenly, into aside passage, and were jolting over rubbled
ground. Sirenswailed. Things collapsed. Mobs surged.

“Widll, you' ve certainly got the motion thing down pat.”

Impatiently. “It'sonly ametaphor. You don't think thisisareal city, do you? Why are you so dim?
Why are you so difficult to communicate with? Why are you so dow?’

“I didn’'t know | was.”

Vag irony. “Believe me, you are.”

“What can | do?’

“Run!”

Whooping and laughter. At first, Lizzie confused it with the sounds of mad destruction in her dream.
Then she recognized the voices as belonging to Alan and Consuelo. “How long was | out?’ she asked.

“Y ou were out?’

“No more than aminute or two,” Alan said. “It’ s not important. Check out the visua the robofish just
gaveus”

Consudo squirted theimageto Lizzie.

Lizzie gasped. “Oh! Oh, my.”

It was beautiful. Beautiful in the way that the great European cathedralswere, and yet at the same
time undeniably organic. The structure was tal and dender, and fluted and buttressed and absolutely
ravishing. It had grown about a volcanic vent, with openings near the bottom to let seawater in, and then
followed the rising heat upward. Occasiona channels led outward and then looped back into the main
body again. It loomed higher than seemed possible (but it was underwater, of course, and on a
low-gravity world at that), a complexly layered congeries of tubes like church-organ pipes, or degp-sea
worms|lovingly intertwined.

It had the elegance of design that only aliving organism can have.

“Okay,” Lizziesad. “Consuelo. Y ou' ve got to admit that—"

“I'll go asfar as*complex prebiotic chemidgiry.” Anything more than that is going to haveto wait for
more definite readings.” Cautious as her words were, Consuel 0’ s voice rang with triumph. It said, clearer
than words, that she could happily die then and there, a satisfied xenochemist.

Alan, dmost equally dated, said, “Watch what happens when we intengfy theimage.”

The structure shifted from gray to a muted rainbow of pastels, rose bleeding into cord, sunrise yellow
into winterice blue. It was bresthtaking.

“Wow.” For an ingtant, even her own death seemed unimportant. Relatively unimportant, anyway.

So thinking, she cycled back again into deep. And fdll down into the darkness, into the noisy clamor
of her mind.

It was hellish. The city was gone, replaced by amatrix of noise: hammerings, clatterings, sudden
crashes. She started forward and walked into an upright sted pipe. Staggering back, she ssumbled into
another. An engine started up somewhere nearby, and gigantic gears meshed noidly, grinding something
that gave off ametal shriek. Thefloor shook underfoot. Lizzie decided it was wisest to stay put.

A familiar presence, permeated with despair. “Why did you do thisto me?’

“Whét have | done?’

“| used to be everything.”

Something nearby began pounding like a pile-driver. It was giving her a headache. She had to shout
to be heard over itsdin. “Y ou're ill something!”

Quigtly. “I’'m nothing.”

“That’s...not true! You're...herel Youexist! That's...something!”



A world-encompassing sadness. “ False comfort. What a pointlessthing to offer.”
She was conscious again.

Consuelo was saying something. “...isn't going to likeit.”

“The spiritua wellness professionals back home al agree that thisis the best possible course of action
for her.”

“Oh, please!”

Alan had to be the most and-retentive person Lizzie knew. Consuel o was definitely the most
phlegmatic. Things had to be running pretty tense for both of them to be bickering likethis. “Um...guys?’
Lizziesad. “I'm awake.”

There was amoment’ s silence, not unlike those her parents had shared when she wasllittle and she'd
wandered into one of their arguments. Then Consudlo said, alittle too brightly, “Hey, it'sgood to have
you back,” and Alan said, “NAFTASA wants you to speak with someone. Hold on. I’ ve got arecording
of her first transmission cued up and ready for you.”

A woman'svoice cameonline. “ Thisis Dr. Alma Rosenblum. Elizabeth, I’ d like to talk with you
about how you're feeling. | appreciate that the time delay between Earth and Titan is going to
make our conversation a little awkward at first, but I’ m confident that the two of us can work
through it.”

“What kind of crgpisthis?’ Lizzie said angrily. “Who isthiswoman?’

“NAFTASA thought it would help if you—"

“She'sagrief counsdor, isn't she?’

“Technically, she satrangtion thergpis.” Alan said.

“Look, | don’t buy into any of that touchy-fedy Newage’—she deliberately mispronounced the
word to rhyme with sewage—" stuff. Anyway, what’ s the hurry?'Y ou guys haven't given up on me, have
you?’

“Uh...”

“Y ou' ve been adeep for hours,” Consuelo said. “We ve done alittle weather modeling in your
absence. Maybe we should shareit with you.”

She squirted theinfo to Lizzie' sauit, and Lizzie scrolled it up on her visor. A primitive Smulation
showed the evaporation lake beneath her with an overlay of liquid temperatures. It was only afew
degrees warmer than the air aboveit, but that was enough to create amassive updraft from the lake' s
center. An overlay of tiny blue arrows showed the direction of local microcurrents of air coming together
to form aspiraling shaft that rose over two kilometers above the surface before breaking and spilling
westward.

A new overlay put asmal blinking light 800 meters above the lake surface. That represented her.
Tiny red arrows showed her projected drift.

According to this, she would go around and around in acircle over the lake for gpproximately
forever. Her balooning rig wasn't designed to go high enough for the winds to blow her back over the
land. Her suit wasn't designed to float. Even if she managed to bring herself down for agentle landing,
once she hit the lake she was going to sink like astone. She wouldn't drown. But she wouldn’t makeit to
shore ether.

Which meant that shewasgoing to die.

Involuntarily, tearswelled up in Lizzi€ seyes. Shetried to blink them away, asangry at the
humiliation of crying at atime like this as she was at the stupidity of her degth itsdlf. “Damniit, don't let me
dielike thisl Not from my own incompetence, for pity’s sakel”

“Nobody’ s said anything about incompetence,” Alan began soothingly.

In that ingtant, the follow-up message from Dr. AlmaRosenblum arrived from Earth. “ Yes, I'ma
grief counselor, Elizabeth. You're facing an emotionally significant milestone in your life, and it’'s
important that you understand and embrace it. That’s my job. To help you comprehend the
significance and necessity and—yes—even the beauty of death.”

“Private channel please!” Lizzietook severa deep cleansing breathsto cam hersdlf. Then, more



reasonably, shesaid, “Alan, I’'m a Catholic, okay?If I’'m going to die, | don’'t want agrief counsdlor, |
want agoddamned priest.” Abruptly, she yawned. “Oh, fuck. Not again.” She yawned twice more. “A
priest, understand? Wake me up when he' sonline.”

Then she again was standing at the bottom of her mind, in the blank expanse of where the drowned
city had been. Though she could see nothing, she felt certain that she stood at the center of avadt,
featureless plain, one so large she could walk acrossit forever and never arrive anywhere. She sensed
that shewasin the aftermath of agreat struggle. Or maybeit wasjust alull.

A grest, tense sillence surrounded her.

“Hdlo?’ she said. The word echoed soundlesdy, absence upon absence.

At last that gentle voice said, “Y ou seem different.”

“I’'mgoingtodie” Lizzie sad. “Knowing that changes aperson.” The ground was covered with soft
ash, asif from an enormous conflagration. She didn’t want to think about what it was that had burned.
Thesmdl of it filled her nodtrils.

“Death. We understand this concept.”

“Doyou?’

“We have understood it for along time.”

“Haveyou?’

“Ever snceyou brought it tous.”

“Me?’

“Y ou brought us the concept of individudity. It isthe samething.”

Awareness dawned. “ Culture shock! That'swhat al thisisabout, isn't it? Y ou didn’t know there
could be more than one sentient being in existence. Y ou didn’'t know you lived at the bottom of an ocean
onasmdl world ingde aUniverse with billions of galaxies. | brought you more information than you
could swallow in one bite, and now you' re choking on it.”

Mournfully: * Choking. What a grotesgue concept.”

“Wekeup, Lizziel”

Shewoke up. “I think I'm getting somewhere,” she said. Then she laughed.

“O'Brien,” Alan sad carefully. “Why did you just laugh?’

“Because I’m not getting anywhere, am 1?1’ m becalmed here, going around and around in avery
dow circle. And I'm down to my last”—she checked—" twenty hours of oxygen. And nobody’ s going to
rescue me. And I’'m going to die. But other than that, I’'m making terrific progress.”

“O'Brien,you're...”

“I'm okay, Alan. A little frazzled. Maybe a bit too emotionaly honest. But under the circumstances, |
think that’ s permitted, don’t you?’

“Lizzie, we have your priest. Hisnameis Father Laferrier. The Archdiocese of Montred arranged a
hookup for him.”

“Montrea ? Why Montreal? No, don’t explain—more NAFTASA palitics, right?’

“Actualy, my brother-in-law isa Catholic, and | asked him who was good.”

Shewas slent for atouch. “I’m sorry, Alan. | don’t know what got into me.”

“Y ou’ve been under alot of pressure. Here. I've got him on tape.”

“Hello, Ms. O’ Brien, I'm Father Laferrier. I’ ve talked with the officials here, and they ve
promised that you and | can talk privately, and that they won’t record what’s said. So if you want
to make your confession now, I’mready for you.”

Lizzie checked the specs and switched over to achannel that she hoped wasredly and truly private.
Best not to get too specific about the embarrassing stuff, just in case. She could confess her sins by
category.

“Forgive me, Father, for | have sinned. It has been two months since my last confession. I’'m going to
die, and maybe I’'m not entirely sane, but | think I’'min communication with an dieninteligence. | think
it saterriblesnto pretend I’m not.” She paused. “I mean, | don't know if it' sa sn or not, but I’'m sure



it swrong.” She paused again. “I’ ve been guilty of anger, and pride, and envy, and lugt. | brought the
knowledge of death to aninnocent world. I...” Shefdt hersdlf drifting off again, and hadtily said, “ For
theseand al my sins, | am most heartily sorry, and beg the forgiveness of God and the absolution
and...”

“And what?’ That gentle voice again. Shewas in that strange dark menta space once more, adeep
but cognizant, rational but accepting any absurdity, no matter how great. There were no cities, no towers,
no ashes, no plains. Nothing but the negation of negation.

When she didn’t answer the question, the voice said, “Does it have to do with your death?’

“Yes”

“I’'m dying too.”

“What?’

“Half of usare gone dready. The rest are shutting down. We thought we were one. Y ou showed us
we were not. We thought we were everything. Y ou showed usthe Universe.”

“Soyou'rejust going to die?

”

Thinking as quickly and surely as she ever had beforein her life, Lizzie said, “Let me show you
something.”

“Why?

“Why not?’

Therewasabrief, terse silence. Then: “Very wdl.”

Summoning al her mental acuity, Lizzie thought back to that ingtant when she had first seen the
city/entity on the fishcam. The soaring mgesty of it. The dim grace. And then the colors, like dawn upon
aglacid icefidd: subtle, profound, riveting. She caled back her emotionsin that instant, and threw in
how she' d felt the day she' d seen her baby brother’ s birth, the raw rasp of cold ar in her lungs as she
stumbled to the topmost pesk of her first mountain, the wonder of the Ty Mahal at sunset, the sense of
wild daring when she’ d first put her hand down a boy’ strousers, the prismetic crescent of atmosphere at
the Earth’ srim when seen from low orhit. .. Everything she had, she threw into that image.

“Thisishow you look,” shesaid. “Thisiswhat we' d both belosing if you were no more. If you were
human, I’ d rip off your clothes and do you on the floor right now. | wouldn’t care who was watching. |
wouldn’t give adamn.”

The gentlevoicesad, “Oh.”

And then she was back in her suit again. She could smell her own swest, sharp with fear. She could
fed her body, the subtle aches where the harness pulled againgt her flesh, the way her feet, hanging free,
were bloated with blood. Everything was crystaline clear and absolutely real. All that had come before
seemed like abad dream.

“Thisis Dogsof SETI. What a wonderful discovery you’' ve made—intelligent lifein our own
Solar System! Why is the government trying to cover this up?”

“Uh...”

“1’m Joseph Devries. This alien monster must be destroyed immediately. We can't afford the
possibility that it's hostile.”

“ SudPudgie07 here. What’ s the dirt behind this ‘lust’” thing? Advanced minds need to know!
If O’ Brien isn’t going to share the details, then why'd she bring it up in the first place?”

“Hola, soy Pedro Dominguez. Como abogado, j esto me parece ultrajante! Por qué NAFTASA
nos oculta esta informacion?”

“Alan!” Lizzie shouted. “Whét the fuck isgoing on?’

“Script-bunnies,” Alan said. He sounded smultaneoudy gpologetic and annoyed. “ They hacked into
your confession and apparently you said something...”

“We'resorry, Lizzie,” Consuelo said. “Weredly are. If it'sany consolation, the Archdiocese of



Montred ishopping mad. They’ retaking about taking lega action.”

“Legd action? What the hell do | care about. .. ?’ She stopped.

Without her willing it, one hand rose above her head and seized the number 10 rope.

Don't do that, she thought.

The other hand went out to the sde, tightened against the number 9 rope. She hadn’t willed that
either. When shetried to draw it back to her, it refused to obey. Then thefirst hand—her right
hand—moved a few inches upward and seized itsropein aniron grip. Her left hand did agood haf-foot
up itsrope. Inch by inch, hand over hand, she climbed up toward the balloon.

I’ ve gone mad, she thought. Her right hand was gripping the rip pandl now, and the other tightly
clenched rope 8. Hanging effortlessy from them, she swung her feet upward. She drew her knees againgt
her chest and kicked.

Nol!

The fabric ruptured and she began to fall.

A voice she could barely make out said, “Don’t panic. WEe re going to bring you down.”

All inapanic, she snatched at the 9 rope and the 4 rope. But they were limp in her hand, usaless,
faling & the samerate shewas.

“Be patient.”

“I don’'t want to die, goddamnit!”

“Thendon't.”

Shewasfaling heplesdy. It was aterrifying sensation, an endless plunge into whiteness, dowed
somewhat by the tangle of ropes and balloon trailing behind her. She spread out her aamsand legslikea
garfish, and felt the air resistance dow her yet further. The searushed up at her with appalling speed. It
seemed like she' d been fdling forever. It was over in an ingtant.

Without volition, Lizzie kicked free of balloon and harness, drew her feet together, pointed her toes,
and positioned hersdlf perpendicular to Titan's surface. She smashed through the surface of the seq,
sending enormous gouts of liquid splashing upward. It knocked the breeth out of her. Red pain exploded
within. She thought maybe she' d broken afew ribs.

“Y ou taught us SO many things,” the gentle voice said. “Y ou gave us so much.”

“Helpmel” Thewater was dark around her. The light was fading.

“Multiplicity. Maotion. Lies. Y ou showed us auniverseinfinitely larger than the one we had known.”

“Look. Savemy lifeand we ll call it even. Ded?”’

“Gratitude. Such an essentia concept.”

“Thanks. | think.”

And then she saw the turbot swimming toward her in aburst of slver bubbles. She held out her arms
and the robot fish swam into them. Her fingers closed about the handles which Consuel o had used to
wrestle the device into the sea. There was ajerk, so hard that she thought for an ingtant that her arms
would be ripped out of their sockets. Then the robofish was surging forward and upward and it was dl
she could do to keep her grip.

“Oh, dear God!” Lizzie cried involuntarily.

“We think we can bring you to shore. It will not be easy.”

Lizziehed on for deer life. At first shewasn't at dl sure she could. But then she pulled hersdlf
forward, so that she was dmost astride the speeding mechanical fish, and her confidence returned. She
could do this. It wasn't any harder than the time she d had the flu and aced her gymnasticsfina on
parallel bars and horse anyway. It was just amatter of grit and determination. She just had to keep her
witsabout her. “Listen,” shesaid. “If you'reredly grateful...”

“Weareligening.”

“We gave you dl those new concepts. There must be things you know that we don't.”

A brief slence, the equivaent of who knew how much thought. “ Some of our concepts might cause
you didocation.” A pause. “But in thelong run, you will be much better off. The scarswill hed. Y ou will
rebuild. The chances of your destroying yourselves are well within the limits of acceptability.”

“Destroying ourselves?’ For asecond, Lizzie couldn’t breathe. It had taken hoursfor the city/entity



to come to terms with the alien concepts she' d dumped upon it. Human beings thought and lived at a
much dower rate than it did. How long would those hours be, trand ated into human time? Months?
Y ears? Centuries? It had spoken of scars and rebuilding. That didn’t sound good at all.

Then the robofish accelerated, so quickly that Lizzie dmost lost her grip. The dark waterswere
whirling around her, and unseen flecks of frozen materid were bouncing from her helmet. Shelaughed
wildly. Suddenly, shefelt great!

“Bringiton,” shesad. “I'll take everything you' ve got.”

It was going to be one hdll of aride.
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Duluth universe whose individual bodies (only vaguely humanoid—they have four eyes, etc.),
some males, some femal es, some neuter, together form gestalt or group personalities. Goxhat are
really weird, but in their inner lives quite human, and often funny.

“ Knapsack Poems’ appeared in ASmov’s and has only Goxhat characters, with the central
character a traveling poet whose selves continually argue and discuss and have sex, who is poor
and willing to sell poetic praise for food or money. Many things human are called into question in
this amusing tale as an alien poet just trying to get by reinvents something humans already have.

W ithin this person of eight bodies, thirty-two eyes, and the usual number of orificesand limbs, resdes

agpirit asrestless as gossamer on wind. In youth, | dreamed of fame as amerchant-traveler. In later
years, redizing that many of my parts were prone to motion sickness, | thought of scholarship or
accounting. But | lacked the Greet Determination that is necessary for both trades. My abilitiesare
spontaneous and brief, flaring and vanishing like afaling star. For meto spend my life adding numbers or
looking through dusty documents would belike “lighting agreat hal with asingle lantern bug” or
“watering agreat garden with adrop of dew.”

Findly, after consulting the care-giversin my creche, | decided to become atraveling poet. It sa
strenuous living and does not pay well, but it suitsme.

Climbing through the mountains west of Ibri, | heard a wishik cdl, then saw theanimd, itswingslike
white petals, perched on a bare branch.

“Isthat tree flowering

So late in autumn?

Ridiculousidea!

| long for dinner.”

One of my bodies recited the poem. Another wrote it down, while gtill others ranged ahead, looking
for sgns of habitation. Asaprecaution, | carried cudgels aswell as pens and paper. One can never be
surewhat will gppear in the country west of 1bri. The great poet Raging Fountain died there of a
combination of diarrheaand malicious ghosts. Other writers, hardly less famous, have been killed by
mongters or bandits, or, surviving these, met their end at the hands of dissatisfied patrons.

The Bane of Poets died before my hirth. Itst ghost or ghosts offered Raging Fountain the fatal bowl
of porridge. But other patrons till remain “on steep dopes and in stony dales.”

“Direthetelling



Of patronsin lbri:

Bone-breaker lurks

High on a mountain.

Skull-smasher waits

In a shadowy valley.

Better than these

The country has only

Grasper, Bad-bargain,

And Hoarder-of-Food.”

Why go to such a place, you may be wondering? Beyond Ibri’ s spiny mountains lie the wide fiel ds of
Gresater and Lesser |b, prosperous lands well-known for patronage of the arts.

Lateinthe afternoon, | redized | would find no refuge for the night. Dark snow-clouds hid the hillsin
front of me. Behind me, low in the south, the sun shed paelight. My shadows, long and many-limbed,
danced ahead of me on the rutted road.

My most poetic saf spoke:

“ The north is blocked

By clouds like boulders.

A winter sun

Casts shadows in my way.”

Severd of my other selves frowned. My scribe wrote the poem down with evident reluctance.

“Too obvious,” muttered a cudgel-carrier.

Ancther sdf agreed. “ Too much like Raging Fountain in hisher mode of melancholy complaint.”

Far ahead, apart of me cried darm. | suspended the critical discussion and hurried forward in a
clump, my clubsraised and ready for use.

Soon, not even breathless, | stopped at a place | knew by reputation: the Tooth River. Wide and
shalow, it ran around pointed stones, well-exposed thistime of year and as sharp asthe teeth of
predators. On thefar sde of theriver were bare dopesthat led toward cloudy mountains. On the near
side of theriver, low cliffs cast their shadows over abroad shore. My best scout was there, next to a
bundle of cloth. The scout glanced up, saw the rest of me, and—uwith deft fingers—undid the blanket
folds.

Two tiny formslay curled a the blanket’ s center. A child of one year, holding itsdf initsarms.

“Alive?’ | asked mysdif.

The scout crouched closer. “ One body isand looks robust. The other body—" my scout touched it
gently “—iscold.”

Standing among myself, | groaned and sighed. There was no problem understanding what had
happened. A person had given birth. Either the child had been unusuadly small, or the other parts had
died. For some reason, the parent had been traveling alone. Maybe he/shelit had been a petty merchant
or afarmer driven off theland by poverty. If not these, then awandering thief or someone outlawed for
heinous crimes. A person with few resources. In any case, he/shefit had carried the child to this bitter
place, where the child’ s next-to- last part expired.

Imagine standing on theriver’ sicy edge, holding a child who had become asingle body. The parent
could not bear to raise an infant so incomplete! What parent could? One did no kindness by raising such
acripple to be amonster anong ordinary people.

Setting the painful burden down, the parent crossed theriver.

| groaned a second time. My most poetic sdif said:

“ Two bodies are not enough;

One body is nothing.”

The rest of me hummed agreement. The poet added a second piece of ancient wisdom:

“Liveinagroup

Or die”

| hummed a second time.



The scout lifted the child from its blanket. “1t' sfemae.”

The baby woke and cried, waving her four arms, kicking her four legs, and urinating. My scout held
her asfar away as possible. Beyond doubt, shewas afine, loud, active mite! But incomplete. “Why did
you wake her?’” asked a cudgel-carrier. “ She should be left to die in peace.”

“No,” said the scout. “ She will comewith me.”

“Me! What do you mean by me?’ my other parts cried.

Thereisnether art nor wisdom in anoisy argument. Therefore, | will not describe the discussion that
followed as night fell. Snowflakes drifted from the sky—dowly at first, then more and more thickly. |
spoke with the rudeness people reserve for themsalvesin privacy; and the answers | gave mysdf were
sharp indeed. Words like pointed stones, like the bouldersin Tooth River, flew back and forth. Ah! The
wounds | inflicted and suffered! |s anything worse than interna dispute?

The scout would not back down. She had falen in love with the baby, as defective asit was. The
cudgel-bearers, sturdy males, were outraged. The poet and the scribe, refined neuters, were repul sed.
Therest of mewasfemae and abit more tender.

| had reached the age when fertile eggs were increasingly unlikely. In spite of my best efforts, | had
gained neither fame nor money. What respectable goxhat would mate with avagabond like me? What
creche would offer to care for my offspring? Surely this fragment of a child was better than nothing.

“No!” said my males and neuters. “Thisis not a person! One body aone can never know
togetherness or integration!”

But my fema e salves edged dowly toward the scout’ s opinion. Defective the child certainly was.
Stll, shewas dive and goxhat, her darling little limbswaving fiercdy and her darling mouth making noises
that would shame amonger.

Most likely, shewould die. Therest of her had. Better that she die in someone' sarms, warm and
comfortable, than in the toothy mouth of a prowling predator. The scout rewrapped the child in the
blanket.

It wastoo late to ford theriver. | made camp under acliff, huddling together for warmth, my arms
around mysdlf, the baby in the middle of the hegp | made.

When morning came, the sky was clear. Snow sparkled everywhere. | rose, brushed mysdf off,
gathered my gear, and crossed the river. The water was low, as | expected thistime of year, but
ice-cold. My feet were numb by the time| reached thefar Sde. My teeth chattered on every sdelike
castanets. The baby, awakened by the noise, began to cry. The scout gave her a sweet cake. That
stopped the crying for awhile.

At mid-day, | camein sight of akeep. My heartslifted with hope. Alas! Approaching it, | saw the
wallswere broken.

The ruination was recent. | walked through one of the gaps and found a courtyard, full of snowy
heaps. My scouts spread out and investigated. The snow hid bodies, as| expected. Their eyes were
gone, but most of the rest remained, preserved by cold and the season’ s lack of bugs.

“This happened aday or two ago,” my scouts said. “Before the last snow, but not by much. Wishik
found them and took what they could, but didn’t have time—before the storm—to find other predators
and lead them here. Thisiswhy the bodies are dtill intact. The wishik can pluck out eyes, but skinistoo
thick for them to penetrate. They need the help of other animass, such as hirg.” One of the scouts
crouched by abody and brushed itsrusty back hair. “1 won't be able to bury these. There are too

mary

ow many goxhat are here?’ asked my scribe, taking notes.
“It' sdifficult to say for certain. Three or four, | suspect, al good-sized. A parent and children would
be my guess”
| entered the keep building and found more bodies. Not many. Mogt of the inhabitants had falenin
the courtyard. There was a nursery with scattered toys, but no children.
“Ah! Ah!” | cried, reflecting on the briefness of life and the frequency with which one encounters
violence and sorrow.

My poet said:



“Broken halls

and scattered wooden words.

How will the children

learn to read and write?” 2

Findly I found aroom with no bodies or toys, nothing to remind me of mortality. | lit afire and settled
for the night. The baby fussed. My scout cleaned her, then held her against anursing bud—for comfort
only; the scout had no milk. The baby sucked. | ate my meager rations. Darkness fell. My thirty-two eyes
reflected firelight. After awhile, aghost arrived. Glancing up, | saw it in the doorway. It looked quite
ordinary: three goxhat bodies with rusty hair.

“Who areyou?’ one of my scouts asked.

“The former owner of thiskeep, or parts of her. My name was Content-in-Solitude; and | lived here
with three children, al lusty and numerous—Don’t worry.”

My cudgd-carriers had risen, cudgelsin hand.

“I'magood ghogt. I'm il in thisworld because my desth was so recent and traumatic. As soon as
I’ve gathered mysdlf together, and my children have done the same, we' Il be off to a better place.®

“| stopped hereto tell you our names, so they will be remembered.”

“Content-in-Solitude,” muttered my scribe, writing.

“My children were Virtue, Vigor, and Ferric Oxide. Fine offspring! They should have outlived me.
Our killer is Bent Foot, abandit in these mountains. He took my grandchildren to raise as hisown, since
his female parts—all dead now—yproduced nothing satisfactory. Mutant children with twisted feet and
nasty dispositions! No good will come of them; and their ghosts will make these mountains worse than
ever. Tel my story, so others may bewarned.”

“Yes” my poet said in agreement. Therest of me hummed.

For amoment, the three bodies remained in the doorway. Then they drew together and merged into
one. “You see! It'shappening! | am becoming asingle ghost! Well, then. I’ d better be off to find the rest
of me, and my children, and a better homefor dl of us”

The rest of the night was uneventful. | dept well, gathered around the fire, warmed by itsembersand
my bodies hest. If | had dreams, | don’'t remember them. At dawn, | woke. By sunrise, | wasready to
leave. Going out of the building, | discovered three hirg in the courtyard: huge predators with shaggy,
dull-brown fur. Wishik fluttered around them asthey tore into the bodies of Content and her children. |
took one look, then retreated, leaving the keep by another route.

That day passed in quiet travel. My poet spoke no poetry. Therest of mewas equaly silent,
brooding on the ruined keep and its ghost.

| found no keep to shelter methat night or the next or the next. Instead, | camped out. My scout fed
the baby on thin porridge. It ate and kept the food down, but was becoming increasingly fretful and
would not deep unless the scout held it to anursing bud. Sucking on the dry knob of flesh, it fell adeep.

“I don't mind,” said the scout. “ Though I’ m beginning to worry. The child needs proper food.”

“Better to leave it by theway,” amale said. “Death by cold isn't abad ending.”

“Nor death by dehydration,” my other male added.

The scout looked stubborn and held the child close.

Four days after | left the ruined keep, | came to another building, this one solid and undamaged.

My scribe said, “1 know thelord here by reputation. Sheisentirely female and friendly to the
womanly aspects of a person. The neuter parts she tolerates. But she doesn't like males. Her nameis
The Tedticle Straightener.”

My cudgd-carriers shuddered. The scribe and poet |ooked doof, asthey inevitably did in such
stuations. Cleareyed and rationa, free from sexua urges, they found the rest of me abit odd.

The scout carrying the baby said, “ The child needs good food and warmth and a bath. For that
matter, sodo|.”

Gathering mysdf together, | strode to the gate and knocked. After several moments, it swung open.
Soldiers |ooked out. There were two of them: onetall and gray, the other squat and brown. Their bodies
filled the entrance, holding spears and axes. Their eyes gleamed green and yellow.



“I am awandering poet, seeking shdlter for the night. | bring news from the south, which your lord
might find useful.”

The eyes peered closaly, then the soldiers parted—gray to the left, brown to the right—and let me
in.

Beyond the gate was a snowy courtyard. Thisone held no

bodies. Instead, the snow was trampled and urine-marked. A living place! Though empty at the
moment, except for the two soldiers who guarded the gate.

| waited in an anxious cluster. At length, a servant arrived and looked me over. “Y ou need abath
and clean clothes. Our lord isfadtidious and didikes guests who stink. Come with me.”

| followed the servant into the keep and down aflight of stairs. Metal lamps were fastened to the
walls. Most were dark, but afew shone, casting adim light. The servant had three sturdy bodies, al
covered with black hair.

Down and down. Theair grew warm and moigt. A faint, distinctive acomafilledit.

“Thereare hot springsin this part of Ibri,” the servant said. “ This keep was built on top of one; and
thereisapool in the basement, which dways steams and smells”

Now | recognized the aroma: rotten eggs.

We cameto alarge room, paved with stone and covered by abroad, barrel vault. Metal lanterns
hung from the celling on chains. As was the case with the lamps on the stairway, most were dark. But a
few flickered dimly. | could see the bathing pool: round and carved from bedrock. Steps went down into
it. Wisps of steam rose.

“Undress,” said the servant. “I’ll bring sogp and towels.”

| complied eagerly. Only my scout hesitated, holding the baby.

“I'll help you with the mite,” said my scribe, standing knee-deep in hot water.

The scout handed the baby over and undressed.

Soon | wasfrolicking in the poal, diving and spouting. Cries of joy rang in the damp, warm room. Is
anything better than a hot bath after ajourney?

The scout took the baby back and moved to the far side of the pool. When the servant returned, the
scout sank down, holding the baby closdly, hiding it in shadow. Wise mite, it did not cry!

The rest of me got busy, scrubbing shoulders and backs. Ah, the pleasure of warm lather!

Now and then, | gave alittle yip of happiness. The servant watched with satisfaction, hisher/itsarms
piled high with towels.

Onthefar side of the pool, my best scout crouched, nursing the babe on adry bud and watching the
servant with hooded eyes.

Atlagt, | climbed out, dried off, and dressed. In the confusion—there was alot of me—the scout
managed to keep the baby concealed. Why, | did not know, but the scout was prudent and usualy had a
good reason for every action, though parts of me still doubted the wisdom of keeping the baby. There
would betimeto talk all of thisover, when the servant was gone.

He/shefit led me up anew set of dairs. The climb waslong. The servant entertained me with the
following sory.

The keep had apulley system, which had been built by an ingenioustraveling plumber. Thislifted
buckets of hot water from the spring to atank on top of the keep. From there the water descended
through metal pipes, carried by the downward propensity that isinnate in water. The pipes heated every
room.

“What powersthe pulley system?’ my scribe asked, notebook in hand.

“A treedmill,” said the servant.

“And what powers the treadmill?’

“Criminals and other people who have offended the lord. No keep in lbri is more comfortable,” the
servant continued with pride. “ Thisiswhat happenswhen alordislargdly or entirdly femae. Astheold
proverb says, mae bodies give a person forcefulness. Neuter bodies give thoughtfulness and clarity of
vison. But nurture and comfort come from a person’ sfemade selves.”

Maybe, | thought. But were the peoplein the treadmill comfortable?



The servant continued the story. The plumber had gone east to [b and built other heated buildings:
palaces, public baths, hotels, hospitals, and créches. In payment for thiswork, several of the locd lords
mated with the plumber; and the local créches vied to raise the plumber’ s children, who were numerous
and hedthy.

“A fine story, with ahappy ending,” | said, thinking of my fragment of achild, nursing on the scout’s
dry bud. Envy, the curse of dl artists and artisans, roiled in my hearts. Why had | never won theright to
lay fertile eggs? Why were my purses empty? Why did | have to struggle to protect my testes and to stay
off treadmills, while this plumber—surely not a better person than I—enjoyed fame, honor, and fertility?

The guest room was large and handsome, with a modern wonder next to it: adefecating closet.
Insde the closet, water came from thewall in two meta pipes, which ended in faucets. “Hot and cold,”
sad the servant, pointing. Below the faucets was ameta basin, decorated with rdliefs of frolicking
goxhat. Two empty buckets stood next to the basin.

The servant said, “If you need to wash something, your hands or feet or any other part, fill the basin
with water. Use the buckets to empty the basin; and after you use the defecating throne, empty the
buckets down it. This reduces the smell and getsrid of the dirty water. As| said, our lord isfastidious;
and we have learned from her example. The plumber helped, by providing us with so much water.

“I'll wait in the hall. When you' re ready to meet thelord, I'll guide you to her.”

“Thank you,” said my scribe, aways courteous.

| changed into clean clothing, thelast | had, and put bardic crowns on my heads.* Each crown came
from adifferent contest, though al were minor. | had never won aredly big contest. Woven of finewool,
with brightly colored tassels hanging down, the crowns gave me an gppearance of dignity. My
nimble-fingered scouts unpacked my instruments: a set of chimes, apair of castanets and a bagpipe.
Now | was ready to meet the lord.

All except my best scout, who climbed into the middle of awide soft bed, child in arms.

“Why did you hide the mite?’” asked my scholar.

“Thiskeep seemsfull of rigid thinkers, overly satisfied with themsaves and their behavior. If they saw
the child they would demand an explanation. ‘Why do you keep it? Can’t you see how fragmentary it is?
Can't you seethat it' sbarely dive? Don't you know how to cut your losses? | don’'t want to argue or
explan.”

“What ismeant by ‘I’'?” my male parts asked. “What ismeant by ‘my’ reasons?’

“Thisisno timefor an argument,” said the post.

All of me except the scout went to meet the keep’sfamous lord.

The Straightener sat at one end of large hdl: an elderly goxhat with frosted hair. Four parts of her
remained, al sturdy, though missing afew pieces here and there: afoot, ahand, an eye or finger. Along
the edges of the hall sat her retainers on long benches: powerful males, females, and neuters, adorned
with iron and gold.

“ Great your fame,

Gold-despoiler,

Bold straightener of scrota,

Wiselord of lbri.

“Hearing of it,

I’ ve crossed high mountains,

Anxiousto praise

Your princely virtues.”

My poet stopped. Straightener leaned forward. “Well? Go on! | want to hear about my princely
virtues”

“Give me aday to speak with your retainers and get exact details of your many achievements,” the
poet said. “Then | will be ableto praise you properly.”

The goxhat leaned back. “ Never heard of me, have you? Drat! | was hoping for undying fame.”

“I will giveittoyou,” my poet said camly.

“Very wdl,” thelord said. “I'll giveyou aday, and if | like what you compose, I'll leave your mae



partsaone.”

All of methanked her. Then | told the hdl about my stay at the ruined keep. The retainerslistened
intently. When | had finished, the lord said, “My long-time neighbor! Dead by murder! Wéll, desth
comesto dl of us. When | was born, | had twenty parts. A truly large number! That iswhat I’ m famous
for, aswell asmy didike of men, which ismere envy. My mae bodies died in childhood, and my neuter
parts did not survive early adulthood. By thirty, | was down to ten bodies, dl femae. The neuterswere
not much of aloss. Supercilioustwits, | dwaysthought. But | missmy mae parts. They were so feisty
and full of piss When travelers come here, | set them difficult tasks. If they fall, | have my soldiershold
them, while | unfold their ddlicate, coiled testicles. No permanent damage is done, but the screaming
makes me briefly happy.”

My male bodies|ooked uneasy and shifted back and forth on their feet, asif ready to run. But the
two neuters remained calm. My poet thanked the lord a second time, sounding confident. Then | split up
and went in al directionsthrough the hal, seeking informetion.

The drinking went on till dawn, and the lord’ s retainers were happy to tell me stories about the
Straightener. She had afemalelove of comfort and fondnessfor children, but could not be called tender
in any other way. Rather, shewas afierce leader in battle and adtrict ruler, as exact asabaance or a
straight-edge.

“She'll lead us againgt Bent Foot,” one drunk soldier said. “We I kill him and bring the children here.
The stolen children, at least. | don’t know about Bent Foot' s spawn. It might be better for them to die.
Not my problem. | let the lord make al the decisions, except whether or not I'm going to fart.”

Findly, | went up to my room. My scout lay adeep, the baby in her arms. My male parts began to
pace nervoudly. Therest of me settled to compose a poem.

Asthe sky brightened, the world outside began to wake and make noise. Most of the noise could be
ignored, but there was a wishik under the eaves directly outside my room’swindow. Its shrill, repesting
cry drove my poet to distraction. | could not concentrate on the poem.

Desperate, | threw things at the animd: buttons from my sewing kit, spare pens, an antique
paperweight | found in the room. Nothing worked. The wishik fluttered away briefly, then returned and
resumed itsirritating cry.

At last my scout woke. | explained the problem. She nodded and listened to the wishik for awnhile.
Then shefastened a string to an arrow and shot the arrow out the window. It hit the wishik. Theanimd
gaveafind cry. Grabbing the string, my scout pulled the beast inside.

“Why did you do that?’ | asked.

“Because | didn’'t want the body to fal in the courtyard.”

“Why not?’

Before she could answer, the body at her feet expanded and changed its shape. Instead of the body
of adead wishik, | saw agray goxhat-body, pierced by the scout’ s arrow, dead.

My maes swore. The rest of me exclamed in surprise.

My scout said, “Thisis part of awizard, no doubt employed by the keep’ slord, who must redly
want to unroll my testicles, since sheiswilling to be unfair and play tricks. The wishik cry was magica,
designed to bother me so much that | could not concentrate on my composition. If thisbody had falen to
the ground, the rest of the wizard would have seen it and known the trick had failed. Asthingsare, | may
have time to finish the poem.” The scout |ooked at the rest of me severdy. “Get to work.”

My poet went back to composing, my scribe to writing. The poem went smoothly now. Asthe
stanzas grew in number, | grew increasingly happy and pleased. Soon | noticed the pleasure was sexud.
This sometimes happened, though usualy when a poem was erotic. The god of poetry and the god of sex
are siblings, though they share only one parent, who is called the All-Mother-Father.

Even though the poem was not erotic, my mae and femal e parts became increasingly excited. Ah! |
was rubbing againgt mysdlf. Ah! | was making soft noises! The poet and scribe could not fed this sexua
pleasure, of course, but the sight of the rest of me tumbling on the rug was distracting. Y es, neuters are
clear-eyed and rationd, but they are a so curious, and nothing arousestheir curiosity more than sex. They
stopped working on the poem and watched as| fondled mysdif.®



Only the scout remained detached from sensudity and went into the defecating closet. Coming out
with abucket of cold water, the scout poured it over my amorous bodies.

| sprang apart, yeling with shock.

“Thisismoremagic,” the scout said. “I did not know aspell inciting lust could be worked at such a
distance, but evidently it can. Every part of methat ismae or femae, go in the bathroom! Wash in cold
water till theidea of sex becomes uninteresting! Asfor my neuter parts—" The scout glared. “ Get back
to the poem!”

“Why has one part of me escaped the spell?’ | asked the scout.

“I did not think | could lactate without laying an egg firdt, but the child’ s attemptsto nurse have
caused my body to produce milk. Asarule, nursing mothers are not interested in sex, and thishas
proved true of me. Because of this, and the child' s stubborn nursing, thereis achance of finishing the
poem. | owethis child adebt of gratitude.”

“Maybe,” grumbled my mae parts. The poet and scribe said, “1 shdl see”

The poem was done by sunset. That evening | recited it inthelord’shal. If | do say so mysdlf, it was
asplendid achievement. The wishik’s cry wasin it, as was the rocking up-and-down rhythm of a
sexually excited goxhat. The second gave the poem energy and an emphatic beet. Asfor thefirst, every
line ended with one of the two soundsin the wishik’s ever-repesting, irritating cry. Nowadays, we call
thisrepetition of sound “rhyming.” But it had no namewhen | invented it.

When | was done, the lord ordered severd retainers to memorize the poem. “I want to hear it over
and over,” shesad. “What asplendid ideait isto make words ring againgt each other in thisfashion!
How striking the sound! How memorable! Between you and the traveling plumber, | will certainly be
famous”

That night was spent like the first one, everyone except me feasting. | feigned indigestion and poured
my drinks on the floor under the feasting table. Thelord wastricky and liked winning. Who could say
what she might order put in my cup or bowl, now that she had my poem?

When the last retainer fell over and began to snore, | got up and waked to the hal’ s main door.
Sometime in the next day or so, the lord would discover that her wizard had lost a part to desth and that
one of her paperweightswas missing. | did not want to be around when these discoveries were made.

Standing in the doorway, | considered looking for the treadmill. Maybe | could free the prisoners.
They might be travelerslike me, innocent victims of the lord’' s mdice and envy and her desirefor hot
water on every floor. But there were likely to be guards around the treadmill, and the guards might be
sober. | was only one goxhat. | could not save everyone. And the servant had said they were criminds.

| climbed the stairs quietly, gathered my belongings and the baby, and left through awindow down a
rope made of knotted shests.

The sky was clear; the brilliant star we call Beacon stood above the high pesks, shedding so much
light I had no trouble seeing my way. | set arapid pace eastward. Toward morning, clouds moved in.
The Beacon vanished. Snow began to fal, concedling my trail. The baby, nursing on the scout, made
happy noises.

Two days later, | was out of the mountains, camped in aforest by an unfrozen stream. Water made a
gentle sound, purling over pebbles. The trees on the banks were changers, aloca variety that isbluein
summer and yelow inwinter. At the moment, their leaves were thick with snow. “ Silver and gold,” my
poet murmured, looking up.

The scribe made a note.

A wishik clung to abranch above the poet and licked itswings. Whenever it shifted pogition, snow
came down.

“ The wishik cleanswings

As white as snow.

Show falls on me, white

Asa wishik,”

the poet said.



My scribe scribbled.

One of my cudgel-carriers began the discussion. “ The Bane of Poetswas entirely neuter. Fear of
degth made it crazy. Bent Foot was entirdly mae. Giving in to violence, he stole children from his
neighbor. Thelast lord | encountered, the ruler of the heated keep, was femae, maicious and unfair.
Surely something can be learned from these encounters. A person should not be one sex entirely, but
rathe—as | am—aharmonious mixture of mae, female, and neuter. But this child can't help but bea
snglesex.”

“I owethe child adebt of gratitude,” said my best scout firmly. “Without her, | would have had pain
and humiliation, when the lord—akind of lunatic—unrolled my testes, as she clearly planned to do. At
best, | would have limped away from the keep in pain. At worst, | might have ended inthelord's
treadmill, raising water from the depths to make her comfortable.”

“The question isagood one,” said my scribe. “How can a person who is only one sex avoid
becoming amongter? The best combination isthe one | have: mae, female, and both kinds of neuter. But
even two sexes provide abaance.”

“Other people—besi des these three—have consisted of one sex,” my scout said stubbornly. “Not all
became mongters. It isn't sex that hasinfluenced these lords, but the stony fields and spiny mountains of
Ibri, the land’ s cold winters and ferocious wildlife. My various parts can teach the child my different
qudities: the vaor of the cudgd-carriers, the coolness of poet and scribe, the femae tendernessthat the
rest of me has. Then shewill become asingle harmony.”

The scout paused. The rest of me looked dubious. The scout continued.

“Many peoplelose parts of themsalves through illness, accident, and war; and some of these livefor
yearsin areduced condition. Yes, it's sad and disturbing, but it can’t be called unnatural. Consider aging
and theend of life. The old die body by body, till asingle body remains. Granted, in many cases, thefind
body dies quickly. But not always. Every town of good size has a Gram or Gaffer who hobbles around in
asnglesdf.

“I will not give up aninfant | have nursed with my own milk. Do | wish to be known as ungrateful or
calous? 1, who have pinned al my hope on honor and fame?’

| looked at myself with uncertain expressions. The wishik shook down more snow.

“Wall, then,” said my poet, who began to look preoccupied. Another poem coming, most likely. “I
will take the child to a créche and leave her there.”

My scout scowled. “How well will she be cared for there, among healthy children, by tenderswho
are dmogt certain to be prejudiced againgt amite so partial and incomplete? | will not give her up.”

“Think of how much | travel,” acudge-carrier said. “How can | take achild on my journeys?’

“Carefully and tenderly,” the scout replied. “ The way my ancestors who were nomads did.
Remember the old stories! When they traveled, they took everything, even the washing pot. Surdly their
children were not left behind.”

“I have bonded excessively to this child,” said my scribe to the scout.

“Yes, | have. It'sdone and can’t be undone. | love her soft baby-down, her four blue eyes, her feisty
gpirit. I will not give her up.”

| conversed thisway for sometime. | didn’t become angry at myself, maybe because | had been
through so much danger recently. Thereis nothing like seriousfear to put life into perspective. Now and
then, when the conversation became especidly difficult, apart of me got up and went into the darknessto
kick the snow or to piss. When the part came back, he or she or it seemed better.

Findly | cameto an agreement. | would keep the child and carry it on my journeys, though half of me
remained unhappy with thisdecision.

How difficult it isto be of two mindg! Still, it happens, and al but the insane survive such divisons.
Only they forget the essentia unity that underlies differences of opinion. Only they beginto believein
individudity.

The next morning, | continued into Ib.

The poem | composed for the lord of the warm keep became famous. Itsform, known as*“ringing



praise,” wastaken up by other poets. Fromiit, | gained some fame, enough to quiet my envy; and the
fame led to some money, which provided for my later years.

Did | ever return to Ibri? No. The land was too bitter and dangerous; and | didn’t want to meet the
lord of the warm keep a second time. Instead, | settled in Lesser Ib, buying ahouse on abank of ariver
named It-Could-Be-Worse. Thisturned out to be an auspicious name. The house was cozy and my
neighbors pleasant. The child played in my fenced- in garden, tended by my femae parts. Asfor my
neighbors, they watched with interest and refrained from mentioning the child’ s obvious disability.

“ Lip-presser on one side.

Tongue-biter on t’ other.

Happy | live,

Praising good neighbors.”

| traveled less than previoudy, because of the child and increasing age. But | did makethefedtivasin
Gresater and Lesser Ib. Thiswas easy traveling on level roads across wide plains. The Ibian lords, though
sometimes eccentric, were nowhere near as crazy asthe onesin Ibri and no danger to me or other poets.
At one of thefestivals, | met the famous plumber, who turned out to be alarge and handsome male and
neuter goxhat. | won thefestival crown for poetry, and he/it won the crown for ingenuity. Celebrating
with egg wine, we became amorous and fdll into each other’ smany arms.

It was afine romance and ended without regret, asdid al my other romances. Asagroup, we
goxhat are happiest with oursaves. In addition, | could not forget the prisonersin the treadmill. Whether
the plumber planned it or not, hefit had caused pain for others. Surdly it was wrong—unjust—for some
to toil in darkness, so that others had awarm bed and hot water from a pipe?

| haveto say, a times| dreamed of that keep: the warm halls, the pipes of water, the hested bathing
pool and the defecating throne that had—have | forgotten to mention this?—a padded sest.

“ Better to be here

In my cozy cottage.

Some comforts

Have too high a cost.”

| never laid any fertile eggs. My only child is Ap the Foundling, who is aso known as Ap of One
Body and Ap the Many-talented. Asthelast nickname suggests, the mite turned out well.

Asfor me, | became known as The Clanger and The Wishik, because of my famous rhyming poem.
Other names were given to me aswell: The Child Collector, The Nurturer, and The Poet Who Is Odd.

‘Goxhat units, or “persons’ as the goxhat say, comprise four to sixteen bodies and two or three sexes. The Bane of
Poets was unusual in being entirely neuter, which meant it could not reproduce. According to legend, it was
reproductive frustration and fear of death that made The Bane so dangerous to poets.

Why poets? They produce two kinds of children, those of body and those of mind, and grasp in their pincers the gift
of undying fame.

2Thistrandation is approximate. Like humans, goxhat use wooden blocks to teach their children writing. However, their
languages are ideogrammic, and the blocks are inscribed with entire words. Their children build sentences shaped like
walls, towers, barns and other buildings. Another trandlation of the poem would be:

Broken walls.
Broken sentences.
Ignorant offspring.
Alas!

*According to the goxhat, when a person dies, his/her/its goodness becomes a single ghost known as*“ The
Harmonious Breath” or “The Collective Spirit.” This departs the world for a better place. But a person’s badness
remains as aturbulent and malicious mob, attacking itself and anyone else who happens along.

*Actually, cerebral bulges. The goxhat don’t have heads as humans understand the word.
5The goxhat believe masturbation is natural and ordinary. But reproduction within a person—inbreeding, asthey call

it—isunnatural and a horrible disgrace. It rarely happens. Most goxhat are not intrafertile, for reasons too complicated
to explain here.
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“ At Dorado” isahard S story of love and death in the distant future. It was published in
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trangit station in space, far fromany planet, a girl lovesa man who isa cad. Asin all the best
hard S, the nature of the physics, the science of the situation, makes the story special.

A man Cheena barely knew came running to the door of the bar. For abrief second she thought that he

might be acustomer, but then Cheena saw he was wearing a leather harness and jockstrap and amost
nothing else. One of the bar-boys from a dance house dong the main spiral-path to the downside.

In the middle of third shift, there was little business in the bar. Had there been aship in port, of
course, the bar would be packed with rowdy sailors, and she would have been working her ass off trying
to keep them dl lubricated and spending their port-pay. But between dockings, the second-shift
maintenance workers had aready finished their after- work drinks and |ft, and the place was mostly
empty.

It was unusud that aworker from one of the downs de establishments would drop into abar so far
upspinward, and Cheenaknew instantly that something was wrong. She flicked the music off—nobody
was listening anyway—and he spoke.

“Hoya” hesaid. “ A wreck, awreck! They fish out debrisnow.” The door hissed shut, and he was
gone.

Cheena pushed into the crowd that was aready gathered at the maintenance dock. The gravity was
s0 low at the maintenance docks that they were floating more than standing, and the crowd dowly roiled
into the air and back down. Cheena saw the bar-boy who had brought the news, and agaggle of other
barmaids and bar-boys, afew maintenance workers, some Cauchy readers, navigators, and a handful of
waiting-for-work sailors. “ Stand back, stand back,” alone security dockworker said. “Nothing to see
yet.” But nobody moved back. “Which ship wasit?’ somebody shouted, and two or three others
echoed: “What ship? What ship?’ That was what everybody wanted to know.

“Don’'t know yet,” the security guy said. “ Stand back now, stand back.”

“Hesperia,” said avoice behind. Cheenaturned, and the crowd did aswell. It was atug pilot, till
wearing hisfluorescent yelow flight suit, dthough his helmet was off. “ The wreck was Hesperia.”

There was amoment of slence, and then a soft sgh went through the crowd, followed by arising
babble of voices, some of them relieved, some of them curious, some dazed by the news. Hesperia,
Cheenathought. The word was like a silken ribbon suddenly tied around her heart.

“They’ re bringing debrisin now,” said thetug pilot.

Some of the girls Cheena knew had many sailors as husbands. It was no great risk; any given ship
only cameto port once or twice ayear, and each sailor could believe the carefully crafted fiction that Zee



or Dayl or whoever it was was done, was waiting patient and hopeful for him and only him. If the unlikely
happens, and two shipswith two different sailor-husbands comein to port at the same time—waell, with
luck and connivance and hastily fabricated excuses, the two husbands would never mest.

Cheena, however, beieved in being faithful, and for her there was only one man: Daryn, a navigator.
She might earn afew florins by drinking beer with another sailor, and leading him on, if aship wasin port,
and Dari wasnot on it. What of it? That was, after al, what the barmaids were paid for; drinks could just
aseasly be served by automata. But her heart could belong to only one man, and would only be satisfied
if that one man loved only her. And Daryn had loved her. Or so he had once proclaimed, before they had
fought.

Dayn.

Daryn Bey was short and dark, stocky enough that one might take him for adockworker instead of a
navigator. His skin was the rich black of a deep-space sailor, a color enhanced with biochemica dyeto
counter ultraviolet irradiation. Againg the skin, luminescent white tattoos filigreed across every visble
centimeter of hisbody. When he had finaly wooed her and won her and taken her to where they could
examine each other in private, she found the rest of him had been tattooed aswell, most delicioudy
tattooed. He was aliving artwork, and she could study each tiny centimeter of him for hours.

And Daryn sailed with Hesperia.

Thewormholes were the port’ s very reason for existing, the center of Cheena suniverse. In view of
their importance. it was odd, perhaps, that Cheena almost never went to look at them. In her bleak,
destructive mood, she closed the bar and headed upspiral. Patryos, owner of the Subtle Tiger, would be
angry at her, because in the hours after news of awreck, when nobody had yet heard real information
and everybody had heard rumors, people would naturally come to the bar; businesswould be good. L et
him come and serve drinks himself, she thought; she needed some solitude. The thought of putting on a
show of cheerfulness and passing around gossip aong with liquor made her fed dightly sick.

Stll, sailors—even navigators—sometimes changed ships. Daryn might not have been on Hesperia.
It might not be certain that the ship had been Hesperia; it could be debris from an ancient wreck, just
now washing through the strange time tides of the wormhole. Or it could even be wreckage from far in
the future, perhaps some other ship to be named Hesperia, one not yet even built. Therigid laws of
relativity mean that awormhole pierces not space aone, but aso time. Half of thejob of anavigator,
Daryn had explained to her once—and the most important half at that—came in making sure that the ship
sdled to theright when aswell asto the right where. Sailing a Cauchy loop would rip the ship gpart; it
was the navigator’ s ca culation to make sure the ship never entered its own past, unlessiit was safely
light-years away. The ship could skim, but never cross, its own Cauchy horizon.

Cheenamade her way upspird, until at last she came to the main viewing lounge. It festured ahuge
circular window, five meters across, awindow that |ooked out on the emptiness, and on the wormhole,
She entered, and then instantly pulled back: the usualy empty lounge was throbbing with spectators. Of
course it would be, she thought; they are watching a disaster.

She couldn’t stay there, but as she stood indecisive, there drifted into her mind like apiece of floating
debristhe thought that once Daryn had taken her to another viewing area, not exactly alounge, but a
mai ntenance hanger with aviewport. It was out of the public areas, of course, but Cheena had been at
the station since she had been born, and knew that if she dways moved briskly, asif she belonged, and
arrived at adoor just after an authorized person had opened it, nobody would question her. And after a
few minutes, she found her maintenance hanger empty.

There was no gravity here, and shefloated in front of it, trying to blank away her thoughts.

The port gation orbited dowly around the wormhole named Dorado , largest of the three wormholes
inthe nexus. They floated in interstellar space, far from any gar, but light was redundant here: there was
nothing hereto see.

The Dorado wormhole, a thousand kilometers across, could only be seen after the eyes had adapted
to the star field, and redlized that the stars seen through the wormhole were different from the stars
drifting dowly in the background. After her eyes adapted, she could see adozen tiny sparkles of light



orbiting the wormhole, automated beacons to guide starships to correct trangt trgjectories through the
hole. And now she could see ships, tiny one-man maintenance dories, no larger than a coffin with metal
arms, drifting purposefully through space, collecting debris.

Cheena ddiberately made her mind blank. She didn’t want to think about debris, and what that might
mean. She stared at the wormhole, telling hersdlf that it was a hole in space ten thousand light-yearslong,
that through the wormhole she was seeing stars nearly on the other side of the galaxy, impossibly distant
and yet just atiny skip away.

Cheena had never been to any of them. She had been born on the station, and would die on the
gation. Sailorslived for the star passage, loved the disruption of space asthey fell through the topological
incongruence of the wormholes. The thought filled Cheenawith dread. She had never wanted to be
anywheredse.

She had explained thisto Daryn once. Heloved her, couldn’t he stay home, with her, make ahome
on the port? He had laughed, a gentle laugh, a good-hearted laugh that she loved to hear, but till a
laugh.

“No, my beautiful one. The stars get into your blood, don’t you know? If | stay in port too long, the
garscal to me, and if | do not find aship then, | will go mad.” He kissed her gently. “But you know that
| will ways come back to you.”

She nodded, contented but not contented, for she had aways known that thiswas al she could hope
for.

Hesperia, she thought. He sailed out on Hesperia. She knew that she would never again hear that
ship’s name spoken, for there was a superstition among the sailors, and the port crew, never to say the
name of awrecked ship aoud. From now on it would be “the ship,” or “that ship, you know the one,”
and everybody would know.

Shefloated, staring without seeing, for what must have been hours. Thetiny dorieswere returning
now, the robotic arms of each cluttered with debris, and tangled in with the debris, they were bringing in
thefirst of the dead.

The port crew had their legends. Some of them might even have been true. Once, according to a
story, aship of ancient design had come unexpectedly to Pskov station. Pskov was a station circling
Viadel wormhole, two jumps away from the port. Cheena had never been there, had never |eft the port,
but the rumors circulated through al of the network. Even before the ship had docked, the portkeepers
located the records: the ship was Tsander. Tsander had entered Viade three hundred and seventy years
ago, during amassive solar flare, one of the largest flares ever recorded, and was|og.

Tsander tumbled out of the wormhole mouth with al sensors blind from flare damage, and thetug
crew of Pskov gtation had found it, caught it, stabilized it, and towed it to the docks.

At liberty in the port, the crew of the Tsander spoke in strange accents that were barely
understandable. It was amiracle that the ship had emerged at dl; dl its navigation systems—of an
unreliable design long since obsolete—were burned out. Tsander’s crew had marveled at the sze and
sophistication of the entertainments of Pskov port, had been incredulous to hear of the extent of the
wormhole network. They offered as payment archaic coins of an ancient nation that was now nearly
forgotten, coinsthat had worth only for their value as curiosties.

After aweek of repair the crew took their ship Tsander back into the wormhole Viade, vowing that
they would return to their own time with a story that would earn drinks for them forever.

No one at the gtation told them that the ancient logs held comprehensive records of every wormhole
passage, and the logs, meticuloudy kept despite revolutions and disasters and famine, had no record of
Tsander ever reemerging in the past.

Perhaps they had known. They were sailors, the crew of Tsander : for dl that they wore quaint
costumes and spoke in archaic accents, they were sailors.

Back at the maintenance dock, Cheena watched, waiting and dreading. She should never have let
him go, should have held him tight, instead of pushing him away. The crowd waslarger than it had been



before, and Cheenawas pushed up against aman wearing only afeather cloak over afur loincloth.
“Sorry,” shesaid, and as she sad it, she redized that it was the bar-boy from the down-spin dance hdll,
the one who had first come to the Subtle Tiger and told her that there had been awreck. On animpulse,
shetouched hisarm. “Name' s Cheena,” shetold him.

He looked back at her, perhaps startled that she had spoken. “Tayo,” he said. “Y ou’ re the mid-shift
girl from Subtle Tiger. | seen you around.” He was breathing shalowly and his eyes trembled, perhaps
blinking back tears.

“Y ou had somebody on that ship, the one we talked about?’ she asked.

“I dunno.” Hetrembled. “1—I hope not. A navigator.”

Suddenly, irrationdly, Cheenawas certain that his sailor was Daryn too, that Daryn had had two
loversin the port. But then he continued, “He shipped out on Sngapore,” and she knew it wasn't Daryn
after dl.

A spray of relief washed over Cheena, although she knew it had been silly for her to have thought
Daryn had two loversin port. When would he have had time?

“—but you know how sailors are. He said he' d be back to me on the next ship this direction, and,
and if Hes—if that ship was coming inbound....”

She put her arm around Tayo. “He' s okay. Hewouldn’t be on that ship, I’'m sure of it.”

Tayo chewed hislip, but he seemed more chearful. “ Are you sure?’

Cheena nodded sagely, dthough she knew no such thing. “Positive.”

When a ship comesto disaster at awormhole, the wreckage sprays through both time and space.
Cheenadidn’t even know when Hesperia had wrecked, possibly years or even centuriesin the future.
She held on to that thought.

And another ship camein, not through the Dorado worm- hole, but via Camino Estrella, the smalest
of the three wormholes, one that led toward an old, rich cluster of worldsin the Orion arm. It would stay
at the port for three days, letting its crew relax, and then depart through Dorado for the other side of the
galaxy.

And there was nothing for it but to prepare for the arrivd of the sailors. With a ship coming into port,
Patryos could not spare her, and there was no place at the port for a person without ajob. But when her
shift ended, she drifted over to the maintenance port, wordlesdy waiting for them to post names of the
bodies.

Nothing.

Tayo, the boy from the downside bar, dropped in at the beginning of her next shift and updated her
with the latest gossp from the maintenance investigation. They had finished gathering the pieces, hetold
her, and had gathered enough to date the wreck. It was very nearly contemporal, he told her, and her
heart suddenly chilled.

“Past or future?’ shesaid.

“Two hundred hours pastward of standard,” hetold her. “They said.”

Eight days. She did aquick caculation in her head. Right now, through the Dorado wormhole mouth,
the port stood fifty-two days pastward of Viade mouth, and Viadel wasforty daysin the future of
Standard. So...if the mouths had not drifted farther apart, and if Hesperia had taken the Sraightforward
loop, and not some strange path through—the wreckage came from six daysinto ther future.

Everybody at the port would be doing the same cd culations, she knew. “How about your sailor?’
Cheenaasked, but from the radiance of Tayo' s face, she dready knew the answer.

“He went out viaDorado.”

And s0 hewas almost certainly safe, she thought, unless he took avery long passage pastward.
Dorado opened fiftytwo days futureward. Not quite impaossible, if he took along-enough loop, but
unlikely enough that Tayo could consder hislover safe. Cheena had no such consolation; she knew that
Dari had crewed the doomed ship.

Tayo looked up. “Thought you might want to know the latest,” he said. “ Sorry, but | gotta get to the
hal. Sallorswill be arriving in maybe an hour, and the boss wants me on the floor.”



Shenodded. “Give’em hdl,” shesaid.

Tayo looked & her. “Y ou going to be okay?’

“Sure” Shesmiled. “I'mfine”

Cheenawent back to cleaning the bar, went back to hating hersalf. She had kicked Daryn out, called
him atwo-timing bastard, and worse; told him that he didn’t love her. Daryn had protested, tried to
soothe her, but the one thing he didn’t say was that what she had heard was wrong.

It was another sailor who told her, asailor she didn’'t know, who had remarked that he wished he
was as lucky with women as Daryn. “Who?’ she had asked, athough in her heart she knew. “ Daryn
Bey,” thesalor had said. “Lucky bastard has awifein every port!”

“Excuseme,” she had told him, “I’ [l be back inamoment.” She had put on amodest dress and gone
upspin, goneinto abar near officer’ s quartersthat she knew he would never frequent. “1’m looking for
Daryn Bey,” shetold aman at the bar. “1’ ve got a message sent from hiswife in Pskovport. Anybody
know him?’

“A message from Karina?’ one of the officers at the bar asked. “ She only saw him two days ago,
why would she have amessage?’

“That Daryn,” one of the officers said, shaking his head. “1 wonder how he keepsthem dl straight?’

She had been in no mind to listen. She went back and threw his clothes out of her apartment,
scattered his books and papers and smulation disks down the corridor with asavage glee. Then she
bolted the door and refused to listen to his pounding or shouted apologies. Later, she heard, he had
shipped out on the Hesperia, and she had felt glad that he was gone.

Shewas il cleaning bar when the owner Patryos camein. *Y ou going to be okay?’ he asked.

It was the same thing Tayo had asked. Cheena nodded, without saying anything.

“I heard that the names are being listed,” Patryos said, “up in maintenance.”

She turned her head alittle toward him, enough to show she was listening.

“Y ou want to go up? | expect thefirst hour after the sallors start coming in will ill be pretty cam.”
He shrugged. “1 can spare you for alittle, if you want to go up.”

Shedidn’t look up, just shook her head.

“Go!” hetold her, and shelooked up a him in surprise. “ Anybody can see you haven't been worth
anything, and you won't be worth anything until you know for certain. One way or the other.”

He lowered hisvoice, and said, more camly, “Oneway or the other, it’'s better to know. Takeit
fromme. Go.”

Cheenanodded, dropped her rag on the bar, and |eft.

She knew where to go in the maintenance quarter, although she had never had any reason to go
there. Everybody knew. Behind the door was a desk, and behind the desk adoor. Sitting at the desk
was asingle maintenance man. She came up to him, and said quietly, “Daryn Bey.”

Hiseyesflickered. “Reationship?’

“I'm hisdownspin wife.” It was a marriage that was only recognized within the boundaries of the
port, but afully legal one. The maintenance man looked away for amoment, and then said, “I’m sorry.”
He paused for amoment, and then asked, “Would you like to see him?”’

She nodded, and the mai ntenance man gestured toward the door behind him.

The room was cold. Degth is cold, she thought. She was adone, and wondered what to do. A second
maintenance man appeared through another door, and gestured to her to follow. Thiscloseto spin axis,
gravity waslight, and he moved in an eerie, dow-motion bounce. She amost floated behind him, her feet
nearly useless. Shewasn't used to low gravity.

He stopped at apilot’s chair. No, Daryn wasn't apilot, she thought, thisis the wrong man, and then
she saw him.

The maintenance man withdrew, and she stared into Daryn’ sface.

Vacuum hematoma had been hard on him, and he looked like he had been beaten by a band of
thugs. Hiseyeswere closed. Thetattoos still glowed, faintly, and that was the worst thing of dl, that his
tattoos still were aive, and Daryn wasn't.



She reached out and put her fingertips againgt his cheek with afeather’ stouch, stroking aong his
jawlinewith asinglefinger. Suddenly, irrationdly, she was angry a him. She wanted to tell him how
inconsiderate he was, how selfish and idiotic and, and, and—but he was not listening. He was never
going to listen.

The anger helped her to keep from crying.

By the time she returned to the Subtle Tiger, knots of sailors were waking upspin and downspin the
corridors, talking and sometimes singing, dropping into a bar for amoment to seeif it felt likeaplaceto
spend therest of the shift, and then moving on, or staying for adrink. She passed aferret crew going
upspin toward the docks. Theferrets, dender and lithe as snakeswith legs, squirmed in their cages,
nearly insane with excitement over the prospect of being set free on the just-docked ship to hunt for
stowaway rats.

Shetook over the bar from Patryos, serving drinksin adaze, unable to think of any quick responses
to the double entendres and light-hearted suggestions offered by the sailors. Mot of them knew that she
had a sailor husband, though, and didn’t press her very hard, and of course they wouldn’t know that he
had been in the wreck.

In fact, none of them would even know about the wreck yet; unlessthey had transferred across
through an uptime wormhole, it was till in their future, and the port workers would be careful not to say
anything that would cause a catastrophe. An incipient contradiction dueto aloop in history would close
the wormhole. A littleinformation can lesk from the future into the pagt, but history must be consistent. If
enough information lesks downtime to threaten an inconsistency, the offending wormhole connection can
snap.

The port circled the wormhole clugter, light-years from any star. If their passage to the rest of
civilization by the wormhole connection failed, it would be athousand years of dower-than-light travel to
reach the fringes of civilization. So the port crew did not need to be reminded to avoid incipient
contradiction; it was as naturd to them as manufacturing oxygen.

Sowly, the banter and the routine of serving elevated Cheena s mood. One of the sailors asked to
buy her adrink, and she accepted it and drank philosophicdly. It was hard to stay gloomy when liquor
and florins were flowing so freely. She had kicked him out, after dl; he was nothing to her. She could
replace him any night from any of a dozen eager suitors—maybe even thisone, if hewasasniceashe
seemed.

And the bar was suddenly especialy hectic, with adozen sailors asking for drinks at once, and half of
them asking for more than that, and two more singing arather clever duet she hadn't heard before, a
song about a navigator who kept a pet mouse in the front of his pants, with the heavyset sallor singing the
mouse' s part in asqueaky fasetto. She was busy smiling and serving and taking orders, so it wasn't
surprising at al that she didn’t see him comein. Hewas qui€t, after al, and took a seet at the bar and
waited for her to cometo him.

Dayn.

She was S0 surprised that she started to drop the beer she was holding, and caught it with ajerk,
spilling agreat splash of it across the bar and half across two sailors. The one she' d caught full-on
jumped up, staring down at his splattered uniform. The one sitting with him started to laugh. “Now you' ve
had your baptism in beer, and the night is till young, say now,” he said. After amoment the one who had
been splashed started to laugh aswell. “ A good sign, then, wouldn't you say?’

“Sorry, there,” she said, bringing them both fresh drinks, waving her hand when they started to pay.
“Thelast one was on you, so thisone’ son the house,” shetold them, and they both laughed. All thetime
she carefully avoided looking toward Daryn.

Dayn.

He sat at the end of the bar, drinking the beer that the other barmaid had brought him, not gesturing
for her to come over, but smugly aware that, sooner or later, she would. He said something that made the
other barmaid giggle, and she wondered what it might have been. She served afew of the other sailors,
and then, knowing that sooner or later she would, she went to talk to him.



“Alive, dive” shesad. It was barely more than awhisper.

“Mysdf, intheflesh,” Daryn said. He smiled his huge, goonish amile. “ Surprised to see me, yes?’

“How can you be here?” she said. “I thought you were on—on that ship.”

“ Hesperia? Y eah. But we docked dongside Lictor at Tarrytown-port, and Lictor was short a
navigator, and Hesperia could spare mefor abit, and | knew that Lictor was heading to stop here, and
I’d have a chance to see you, and—" he spread hishands. “I can’'t stay.”

“Youcan't say,” she repeated.

“No, | haveto sail with Lictor, so | can catch up with Hesperia at Dulcinea.” Helooked up at her.
Shewas gtill standing stupidly there over him. “But | had to seeyou.”

“You had to seeme,” she repeated dowly, asif trying to understand.

“I had to tell you,” he said. *'Y ou have to know that you' re the only one.”

Y ou are such asweet liar, she thought, how can | trust you? But his smile brought back athousand
memories of time they had spent together, and it was like a sweet achein her throat. “ The only one,” she
repeated, still completely unable to think of any words of her own to say.

“Youaren't fill angry, areyou?’ he said. “ Please, tdl me you're not till angry. Y ou know that
you' ve aways been the only one.”

Morning came to the second-shift, and she propped her head up on one e bow to look acrossthe
bed a him. The glow of histattoos cast amottled pattern of soft light against thewalls and ceiling.

Daryn awoke, rolled over, and looked at her. He smiled, aradiant smile, with his eyes till smoky
with deep, and leaned forward to kiss her. “ Therewill be no other,” he said. “Thistime | promise.”

Shekissed him, her eyes closed, knowing that it would be the last kiss they would ever have.

“I know,” shesaid.
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THE SPEAKER

H e stalks the wide stage, a brilliant beam of hot blue light fixed squarely upon him. “We are
great! We areglorious!” the man calls out. His voice is pleasantly, effortlessly loud. With a face



handsome to the brink of lovely and a collage of smooth, passionate mannerisms, he performs for
an audience that sitsin the surrounding darkness. Flinging long arms overhead, hands reaching
for the distant light, his booming voice proclaims, “ We have never been as numerous aswe are
today. We have never been this happy. And we have never known the prosperity that is ours at
this golden moment. This golden now!” Athletic legs carry him across the stage, bare feet dapping
against planks of waxed maple. “ Our speciesisthriving,” he can declare with a seamless ease.

“ By every conceivable measure, we are a magnificent, irresistible tide sweeping across the
universe!”

Transfixed by the blue beam, his naked body is shamelessly young, rippling with hard muscles
over hard bone. A long fat penis dangles and dances, accenting every sweeping gesture, every
bold word. The living image of a small but potent god, he surely is a creature worthy of
admiration, a soul deserving every esteem and emulation. With a laugh, he promises the darkness,
“We have never been so powerful, we humans.” Yet in the next breath, with a faintly apologetic
smile, he must add, “ Yet till, as surely as tomorrow comes, our gloriestoday will seem small and
guaint in the future, and what looks golden now will turn to the yellow dust upon which our
magnificent children will tread!”

PROCYON

Study your history. It tellsyou thet travel dways bringsits share of hazards; that’sabasic, impatient law
of the universe. Leaving the security and familiarity of homeis never easy. But every person needsto
make the occasiond journey, embracing the risks to improve his station, hisworth and self-esteem.
Procyon explainswhy thisday isagood day to wander. Sherefersto intelligence reports aswell asthe
adtrological tables. Then by adozen means, she maps out their intricate course, describing what she
hopesto find and everything that she wantsto avoid.

She has twin sons. They were born four months ago, and they are mostly grown now. “Keep dert,”
shetdlsthe man-children, leading them out through a series of reinforced and powerfully camouflaged
doorways. “No naps, no distractions,” she warns them. Then with abackward glance, she asks again,
“What do we want?’

“Whatever we can use,” the boys reply in adoppy chorus.

“Quiet,” shewarns. Then she nods and shows a caring smile, reminding them, “A lot of things can be
used. But thelr trash is sweetest.”

Mother and sonslook dike: They are short, strong people with closely cropped hair and white-gray
eyes. They wear smple clothes and three fashions of camouflage, plusastew of menta add-onsand
microchine helpers aswell asan array of sensorsthat never blink, watching what human eyes cannot see.
Standing motionless, they vanish into the convol uted, ever-shifting background. But walking makesthem
into three trangent blurs—dancing wisps that are noticeably smpler than the enormous world around
them. They can creep ahead only so far before their camouflage falls apart, and then they have to stop,
waiting patiently or otherwise, dlowing the machinery to find new waysto help maketheminvisble,

“I’'m confused,” one son admits. “ That thing up ahead—"

“Did you update your perception menu?’

“| thought | did.”

Procyon makes no sound. Her diamond-bright glareis enough. Sheremainsrigidly, effortlesdy ill,
alowing her lazy son to finish his preparations. Dense, heavily encoded signds have to be whispered, the
local net downloading the most recent topologica cues, teaching athree-dimensiond creature how to
navigate through this shifting, highly intricate environment.

Theuniverseisfat with dimensons.

Procyon knows as much theory as anyone. Y et despite along life rich with experience, she hasto
fight to decipher what her eyes and sensorstell her. She doesn't even bother learning the tricks that coax
these extradimensions out of hiding. Let her add-ons guide her. That'sall aperson can do, dippingin
closeto one of them. Inthis place, up isthree things and sidewaysisfive others. Why bother counting?
What mattersisthat when they walk again, the three of them move through the best combination of



dimensions, passing into alittle bubble of old-fashioned up and down. She knowsthis place. Rising up
beside them isatrusted landmark—ared granite bow! that cradleswhat looks like aforest of tall sticks,
the sticksleaking awarm light that Procyon ignores, stepping again, moving along on her tiptoes.

One son leads the way. He lacks the experience to befirst, but in another few weeks, hisflesh and
sprint-grown brain will force him into the world alone. He needs his practice, and more important, he
needs confidence, learning to trust his add-ons and his careful preparations, and his breeding, and his
own good luck.

Procyon’s other son lingers near the granite bowl. He' sthe son who didn’t update his menu. Thisis
her dreamy child, whom she loves dearly. Of course she adores him. But there' s no escaping the fact that
heiseadly distracted, and that hisadult lifewill be, at itsvery bes, difficult. Study your biology. Sncelife
began, mothers have made hard decisions about their children, and they have made the deadliest
decisonswith thetiniest of gestures.

Procyon lets her lazy son fdl behind.

Her other son takes two careful steps and stops abruptly, standing before what looks like agreat
black cylinder set onitsside. The shapeisafiction: The cylinder isround in one fashion but
incomprehensible in many others. Her add-ons and sensors have built this very smple geometry to
represent something far more elaborate. Thisisa standard disposa unit. Various openings appear asa
single dot near therim of the cylinder, just enough room showing for a hand and forearm to reach
through, touching whatever garbage waitsinsde.

Her son’ sthick body has more grace than any dancer of old, more strength than a platoon of ancient
athletes. HisQ isenormous. His reaction times have been enhanced by every available means. Hisfather
was agreat old soul who survived into histenth year, which isamost forever. But when the boy drifts
sdeways, he betrays hisinexperience. His sensors attack the cylinder by every means, telling himthet it's
alow-grade trash receptacle secured by what looks like a standard locking device, Al-managed and
obsolete for days, if not weeks. And inside the receptacle is a mangled piece of hardware worth a
near-fortune on the open market.

The boy drifts Sdeways, and he glimmers.

Procyon says, “No,” too loudly.

But hefedsexcited, invulnerable. Grinning over his shoulder now, he winks and lifts one hand with a
smooth, blurring motion—

Ingtincts old as blood come bubbling up. Procyon leaps, shoving her son off hisfeet and saving him.
Andin the next horrible ingtant, she feds hersalf engulfed, adry cold hand grabbing her, then stuffing her
ingdeaholethat by any geometry feels nothing but bottomless.

ABLE

Near thelip of the City, insde the emerad green ring of Park, waits a secret place where the moss and
horsetail and tree fern forest plungesinto adeep crystaline pool of warm spring water. No public map
tells of the pool, and no trail leads the casual walker near it. But the pool is exactly the sort of place that
young boys dways discover, and it is exactly the kind of treasure that remains unmentioned to parents or
any other adult with suspicious or troublesome natures.

Able Quotient likesto believe that he wasfirst to sumble across thistiny corner of Creation. And if
heign't fird, at least no one before him has ever truly seen the water’ s beauty, and nobody after him will
appreciate the charms of this elegant, timeless place.

Sometimes Able brings othersto the pool, but only his best friends and afew boys whom he wants
to impress. Not for along time does he even consider bringing agirl, and then it takesforever tofind a
worthy candidate, then muster the courage to ask her to join him. Her nameis Mish. She' syounger than
Able by alittleways, but like dl girls, she acts older and much wiser than he will ever be. They have been
classmates from the beginning. They live threefloors apart in The Tower Of Gracious Good, which
makes them close neighbors. Mishiis pretty, and her beauty isthe sort that will only grow as she becomes
awoman. Her faceis narrow and serious. Her eyes watch everything. She wears flowing dresses and
jeweled sandal's, and she goes everywhere with a clouded |eopard named Mr. Stuff-and-Nonsense. “If



my cat can comeaong,” she says after hearing Abl€e’ s generous offer. “ Are there any birds at this pond
of yours?’

Able should be horrified by the question. Thelife around the pool knows him and has grown to trust
him. But heis so enamored by Mish that he blurts out, “Y es, hundreds of birds. Fat, dow birds. Mr.
Stuff can eat himsdlf Sck.”

“But that wouldn’t beright,” Mish replieswith adisapproving smirk. “I'll lock down his appetite.
And if we see any wounded birds...any animd that’ s suffering...we can unlock him right away...!”

“Oh, sure” Ablereplies, dmost sick with nerves. “I guessthat’ sfine, too.”

Peoplerarely travel any distance. City isthoroughly modern, every apartment supplied by conduits
and meshed with every web and channd, shardline and gossip run. But even with most of its citizens
happily stting & home, the streets are jammed with millions of walking bodies. Every seet onthetrainis
filled dl the way to the last stop. Able momentarily losestrack of Mish when the cabin walls evaporate.
But thankfully, hefinds her waiting at Park’ s edge. She and her little leopard are standing in the narrow
shade of ahorsetail. She teases him, observing, “ Y ou look lost.” Then she laughs, perhaps a him, before
abruptly changing the subject. With anod and sweeping gesture, she asks, “ Have you noticed? Our
towerslook like these trees.”

Toapoaint, yes. Thetowers aretal and thin and rounded like the horsetails, and the hanging porches
make them appear rough-skinned. But there are obvious and important differences between treesand
towers, and if she were aboy, Able would make fun of her now. Fighting his nature, Able forces himsalf
to smile. “Oh, my,” he says as he turns, looking back over ashoulder. “ They do look like horsetails,
don't they?’

Now the three adventurers set off into the forest. Able takes the lead. Walking with boysisaquick
businessthat often turnsinto arace. But girls are different, particularly when their fat, unhungry catsare
dragging along behind them. It takes forever to reach therim of theworld. Then it takes another two
foreversto follow the rim to where they can dmost see the secret pool. But that’swhere Mish
announces, “I’'mtired!” To theworld, she says, “| want to stop and eat. | want to rest here.”

Able nearly tellsher, “No.”

Instead he decidesto coax her, promising, “It' sjust alittle farther.”

But she doesn't seem to hear him, legping up on the pink polished rim, Stting where the graniteis
smooth and flat, legs dangling and her bony knees exposed. She opensthelittle pack that hasfloated on
her back from the beginning, pulling out a hot lunch that she keeps and acold lunch that she handsto
Able “Thisisdl | could take,” she explains, “without my parents asking questions.” Sheisreminding
Ablethat she never quite got permission to makethislittle journey. “If you don’t like the cold lunch,” she
promises, “then we can trade. | mean, if you redly don't.”

Hesays, “I likeit fine,” without opening the insulated box. Then he looksinside, discoveringasingle
wedge of spiced sap, and it takes dl of his poise not to say, “Ugh!”

Mr. Stuff collgpsesinto apuddle of towerlight, instantly falling adeep.

Thetwo children eat quietly and dowly. Mish makes the occasiona noise about favorite teachers and
mutual friends. She acts serious and ordinary, and disappointment starts gnawing at Able. Heisn't old
enough to sense that the girl is nervous. He can't imagine that Mish wantsto delay the moment when
they’ll reach the secret pool, or that she sees possibilities waiting there—wicked possibilitiesthat only a
wicked boy should be able to foresee.

Finished with her meal, Mish runs her hands aong the hem of her dress, and shekicksat theair, and
then, hunting for any distraction, she happensto glance over her shoulder.

Where the granite ends, the world ends. Normally nothing of substance can be seen out past the pink
stone—nothing but a confused, ever-shifting grayness that extends on forever. Able hasn't bothered to
look out there. He is much too busy trying to finish hisawful med, concentrating on hislittle frustrations
and his depraved little daydreams.

“Oh, goodness,” the young girl exclaims. “Look at that!”

Able has no expectations. What could possibly be worth the trouble of turning around? But it' san
excuseto give up on hislunch, and after setting it aside, he turnsdowly, eyesjumping wide open and a



surprised grunt leaking out of him as he tumbles off the granite, landing squarely on top of poor Mr.
Stuff.

ESCHER

She hasaclear, persstent memory of flesh, but the fleshisn't hers. Like manners and like knowledge,
what a person remembers can be bequeathed by her ancestors. That's what is happening now. Limbs
and heads, penises and vaginas. In the midst of some unrelated business, she remembers having feet and
the endless need to protect those feet with sandals or boots or ostrich skin or spiked shoes that will lend
aperson even more height. She remembers wearing clothes that gave color and bulk to what was aready
bright and enormous. At this particular instant, what she seesisadistant, long-dead relative Sitting on a
white porcelain bowl, bare feet dangling, his orifices voiding mountains of waste and an ocean of water.

Her oldest ancestors were giants. They were built from skin and muscle, wet air and great dabs of
fat. Without question, they were an astonishing excess of matter, vast beyond all reason, yet fueed by
dow, inefficient chemicdl fires.

Nothing about Escher isinefficient. No flesh clingsto her. Not adrop of water or one glistening pearl
of fat. It' saways smart to be built from structure light and tested, efficient instructions. It' s best to be
tinier than asingle cell and as swift as eectricity, dipping unseen through places that won't even notice
your presence.

Escher isaglimmer, aperfect and enduring whisper of light. Of life. Lovely in her own fashion, yet
fierce beyond al measure,

She needs her fierceness.

When cooperation falls, asit aways does, a person has to throw her rage at the world and her
countless enemies,

But in this place, for this moment, cooperation holds sway.

Mannersrule.

Escher iseating. Even astiny and efficient as sheis, she needs an occasiona sip of raw power.
Everyone does. And it seemsasif haf of everyone has gathered around what can only be described asa
tiny, delicious wound. She can't count the citizens gathered at the feast. Millionsand millions, surely. All
those weak glimmersjoin into a soft glow. Everyoneisbathed in ajoyouslight. It isaboastful, wasteful
show, but Escher won't waste her energy with warnings. Better to sip at the wound, absorbing the free
current, building up her reservesfor the next breeding cycle. It isbest to let others make the mistakes for
you: Escher believes nothing €l se quite so fervently.

A pair of Sstersfloat past. Thefamilid resemblanceis obvious, and so are thetiny differences.
Mutations aswell astailored changes have created two loud gossips who spesk and gigglein arush of
words and raw data, exchanging secrets about the multitude around them.

Escher ignorestheir prattle, gulping down the last of what she can possibly hold, and then pausing,
considering where she might hide afew nanojoules of extrajuice, keeping them safe for some desperate
occasion.

Escher beginsto hunt for that unlikely hiding place.

And then her sgters abruptly change topics. Gossp turnsto trading memories stolen from The
World. Mogt of it is picoweight stuff, useless and boring. An astonishing fraction of Histhoughtsare
band. Likethe giants of old, He can afford to be doppy. To be a spendthrift. Hereis a pointed example
of why Escher ishappy to be hersdf. Sheissmart in her own fashion, and imaginative, and amost
everything about her isimportant, and when a problem confronts her, she can cut through the muddle,
seeing the blessing wrapped up snug inside the measurable risks.

Quietly, with apuzzled tone, one Sster announces, “The World isaarmed.”

“About?’ saysthe other.

“A dtuation,” saysthefird. “Yes, Heisaamed now. Mord questions are begging for His
atention.”

“What questions?’

Thefirst sster tellsabrief, strange story.



“You know al this?’ asks another. Asks Escher. “Isthis daydream or hard fact?’

“I know, anditisfact.” The aster fedsinsulted by the doubting tone, but she puts on a mannerly
voice, explaining the history of thissudden crisis.

Escher ligtens.

And suddenly the multitudeis talking about nothing else. What is happening has never happened
before, not in thisfashion....not in any genuine memory of any of themillionshere, it haan't...and some
very dim possibilities begin to show themselves. Benefits wrapped inside some awful dangers. And one
or two of these benefitswink at Escher, and smile....

The multitude panics, and evaporates.

Escher remains behind, ddliberating on these possibilities. The landscape beneath her isfar more
sophisticated than flesh, and stronger, but it has an ugly appearance that reminds her of aflesh-born
memory. A lesion; apimple. A tiny, unsightly ruin standing in what isnormaly seamless, and beautiful,
and perfect.

Sheflees, but only sofar.

Then she hunkers down and waits, knowing that eventudly, in one fashion or another, Hewill scratch
a thistiny irritation.

THE SPEAKER

“You cannot count human accomplishments,” he boasts to his audience, strutting and wagging
his way to the edge of the stage. Bare toes curl over the sharp edge, and he grins jauntily,
admitting, “ And | cannot count them, either. There are simply too many successes, in too many
far flung places, to nail up a number that you can believe. But allow me, if you will, this chance to
list a few important marvels.”

Long hands grab bony hips, and he gazes out into the watching darkness. “ The conquest of
our cradle continent,” he begins, “ which was quickly followed by the conquest of our cradle
world. Then after a gathering pause, we swiftly and thoroughly occupied most of our neighboring
worlds, too. It was during those millennia when we learned how to split flint and atoms and DNA
and our own restless psyches. With these apish hands, we fashioned great machines that worked
for usas our willing, eager slaves. And with our slaves’ more delicate hands, we fabricated
machines that could think for us.” A knowing wink, a mischievous shrug. “ Like any child, of
course, our thinking machines eventually learned to think for themselves. Which was a dangerous,

foolish business, said some. Said fools. But my list of our marvels only begins with that business.
Thisiswhat | believe, and | challenge anyone to say otherwise.”

There is a sound—a stern little murmur—and perhaps it implies dissent. Or perhaps the
speaker made the noise himself, fostering a tension that he is building with his words and body.

His penis grows erect, drawing the eye.

Then with a wide and bright and unabashedly smug grin, heroars out, “ Say thiswith me. Tell
me what great things we have done. Boast to Creation about the wonder s that we have taken part
in.t”

PROCYON

Tortureiswhat thisis. Shefeds her body plunging from ahigh place, head before feet. A franticwind
roars past. Outstretched hands refuse to dow her fall. Then Procyon makes hersdlf spin, putting her feet
beneath her body, and gravity instantly reversesitsaf. She screams, and screams, and the distant walls
reflect her terror, needlesjabbed into her wounded ears. Finally, she grows quiet, wrapping her arms
around her eyes and ears, forcing hersdf to do nothing, hanging limp in space while her body fdlsin one
awful direction.

A voice whimpers.

A son’sworried voice says, “Mother, are you there? Mother?’

Some of her add-ons have been peeled away, but not al of them. The brave son usesa
whisper-channd, saying, “I’m sorry,” with a genuine anguish. He sounds sick and sorry, and



exceptionaly angry, too. “I was cardess,” he admits. He says, “ Thank you for saving me.” Then to
someone ese, he says, “Shecan’'t hear me.”

“I hear you,” shewhispers.

“Ligten,” says her other son. Thelazy one. “Did you hear something?’

She sartsto say, “Boys,” with astern voice. But then the trap vibrates, a piercing white screech
nearly deafening Procyon. Someone physicaly strikesthe trap. Two someones. Shefedsthewals
turning around her, the trap making perhaps a quarter-turn toward home.

Agan, shecdlsout, “Boys”

They stop rolling her. Did they hear her? No, they found a hidden restraint, the trap secured at one or
two or ten ends.

Orelast time, she says, “Boys.”

“I hear her,” her dreamy son blurts.

“Don't give up, Mother,” says her brave son. “We'll get you out. | seethelocks, | can beat them—"

“You can't,” she promises.

He pretends not to have heard her. A shaped explosive detonates, making a cold ringing sound,
faraway and usdless. Then the boy growls, “ Damn,” and kicks the trap, accomplishing nothing at all.

“It'stoo tough,” says her dreamy son. “We re not doing any good—"

“Shut up,” his brother shouts.

Procyon tellsthem, “Quiet now. Be quiet.”

Thetrap is probably tied to an darm. Timeis short, or it has run out aready. Either way, there sa
decison to be made, and the decision has a single, inescapable answer. With a careful and firm voice,
shetells her sons, “Leave me. Now. Go!”

“I won't,” the brave son declares. “Never!”

“Now,” she says.

“It' smy fault,” saysthe dreamy son. “I should have been kegping up—"

“Both of you areto blame,” Procyon calsout. “And | am, too. And there’ s bad luck here, but
there’s some good, too. You're dill free. Y ou can still get away. Now, before you get yoursalf seen and
caught—"

“You'regoingtodie” the brave son complains.

“Oneday or thenext, | will,” she agrees. “Absolutely.”

“Well find help,” he promises.

“Fromwhere?’ she asks.

“Fromwho?’ says her dreamy son in the sameingtant. “We aren’t close to anyone—"

“Shut up,” his brother snagps. “Just shut up!”

“Run away,” their mother repests.

“I won't,” the brave son tdlls her. Or himsdf. Then with aserious, tight little voice, he says, “I can
fight. We'll both fight.”

Her dreamy son says nothing.

Procyon peds her arms away from her face, opening her eyes, focusing on the blurring cylindrica
walls of thetrap. It seemsthat she was wrong about her sons. The brave oneisjust afool, and the
dreamy one has the good sense. Shelistensto her dreamy son saying nothing, and then the other boy
says, “Of course you' re going to fight. Together, we can do some real damage—"

“I loveyou both,” she declares.

Tha winsaslence.

Then again, onelast time, she says, “Run.”

“I’m not acoward,” one son growls.

While her good son says nothing, running now, and he needs his breath for things more essentia than
pride and bluster.

ABLE
Theface stares a them for the longest while. It isagreat wide face, heavily bearded with smoke-colored



eyes and along nose perched above the cavernous mouth that hangs open, revealing teeth and things
more amazing than teeth. Set between the bone-white enamel are little machines made of fancy stuff.
Able can only guess what the add-on machines are doing. Thisisawild man, powerful and free. People
like him are scarce and strange, their bodies reengineered in countlessways. Like hiseyes. Able stares
into those giant gray eyes, noticing fleets of tiny machinesfloating on the tears. Those machinesare
probably delicate sensors. Then with ajolt of amazement, he redlizes that those machines and sparkling
gyesare garing into their world with what seemsto be a genuine fascination.

“He swatching us,” Able mutters.

“No, heisn't,” Mish argues. “He can’t seeinto our realm.”

“We can't seeinto hisether,” the boy replies. “But just the same, | can make him out just fine.”

“It must be....” Her voicefdls slent while she accesses City’ slibrary. Then with adismissve shrug
of her shoulders, she announces, “We re caught in histopologica hardware. That’sdl. He hasto smplify
his surroundings to navigate, and we just happen to be close enough and digned right.”

Able had dready assumed all that.

Mish gtartsto speak again, probably wanting to add to her explanation. She can surebea
know-everything sort of girl. But then the greeat face abruptly turns away, and they watch the man run
away from their world.

“I told you,” Mish singsout. “He couldn’t see us.”

“I think he could have,” Ablereplies, hisvoice finding adistinct sharpness.

The girl straightens her back. “Y ou’ rewrong,” she sayswith an obstinate tone. Then she turns away
from the edge of the world, announcing, “I’m ready to go on now.”

“I’'mnot,” saysAble.

She doesn't look back at him. She seemsto betalking to her leopard, asking, “Why aren’t you
ready?’

“I seetwo of them now,” Abletellsher.

“Youcan't”

“I can.” The hardwaretrickery iskeeping the outsde reaAlms sensble. A tunnel of smple space leads
to two men standing beside an iron-black cylinder. The men wear camouflage, but they are moving too
fast to let it work. They look smdl now. Distant, or tiny. Once you leave the world, size and distance are
impossible to measure. How many times have teacherstold him that? Able watches the tiny men kicking
at the cylinder. They beet onits heavy sideswith their fists and forearms, managing to roll it for dmost a
quarter turn. Then one of the men pulls afis-sized device from what looks like a cloth sack, fixing it to
what looks like a sedled dot, and both men hurry to the far end of the cylinder.

“What arethey doing?’ asks Mish with agrumpy interest.

A feding warns Able, but too late. He sartsto say, “L ook away—"

The explosionisbrilliant and swift, the blast reflected off the cylinder and up aong the tunndl of
ordinary space, aclap of thunder making the giant horsetails sway and nearly knocking the two of them
onto the forest floor.

“They'recriminas,” Mish mutters with anervous hatred.

“How do you know?’ the boy asks.

“Peoplelikethat just are,” sheremarks. “Living like they do. Alone like that, and wild. Y ou know
how they makether living.”

“They take what they need—"

“They gted!” sheinterrupts.

Able doesn’'t even glance at her. He watches as the two men work frantically, trying to pry open the
still-sealed doorway. He can’'t guess why they would want the doorway opened. Or rather, he can think
of too many reasons. But when he looks at their anguished, helplessfaces, he redizesthat whatever is
indde, it' sdriving these wild men very closeto panic.

“Criminas,” Mish repedts.

“I heard you,” Able mutters.

Then before she can offer another hard opinion, he turnsto her and admits, “I’ ve dways liked them.



They live by their wits, and mostly done, and they have al these sweeping powers—"

“Powersthat they’ ve solen,” she whines.

“From garbage, maybe.” Thereisno point in mentioning whose garbage. He stares at Mish' sface,
pretty but twisted with fury, and something sad and inevitable occursto Able. He shakes his head and
gghs telling her, “I don't like you very much.”

Mishistaken by surprise. Probably no other boy has said those awful wordsto her, and she doesn't
know how to react, except to sputter ugly little sounds as she turns, looking back over the edge of the
world.

Able doesthe same.

One of thewild men abruptly turns and runs. In asuper-sonic flash, he races past the children,
vanishing into the swirling grayness, leaving his companion to stand aone beside the mysterious black
cylinder. Obvioudy weeping, the last man wipes the tears from his whiskered face with atrembling hand,
while his other hand beginsto yank a string of wondrous machines from what seemsto be a bottomless
sack of treasures.

ESCHER

She consumes dl of her carefully stockpiled energies, and for the first timein her life, she weaves abody
for hersdf: A distinct physicd shell composed of diamond dust and keratin and discarded rare earths and
adozen subtle glues meant to bind to every surface without being felt. To abusy eye, sheisdust. Sheis
insubstantial and useless and forgettable. To acareful eye and an inquisitive touch, sheisthetiniest soul
imaginable, frail beyond words, forever perched on the brink of extermination. Surely she poses no threat
to any creature, least of al the great ones. Lying on the edge of the little wound, passive and vulnerable,
shewaits for Chance to carry her where she needs to be. Probably others are doing the same. Perhaps
thousands of ssters and daughters are hiding nearby, each snug insde her own spore case. The
temptation to whisper, “Hello,” iseasly ignored. The odds are awful asit is; any noise could turn thisinto
asuicide. What mattersis silence and watchfulness, thinking hard about the great god while keeping
reedy for anything that might happen, aswell as everything that will not.

Thelittle wound beginsto hed, causing atrickling pain to flow.

The World fedstheirritation, and in reflex, touches His discomfort by severa means, ddlicate and
less so.

Escher misses her first opportunity. A great swift shape pressesits way across her hiding place, but
she activates her gluestoo late. Dabs of glue cure againgt air, wasted. So she cutsthe glueloose and
watches again. A second touch isunlikely, but it comes, and she manages to heave a sticky tendril into a
likely crevice, letting theirresistible force yank her into abrilliant, endless sky.

Shewill probably die now.

For alittlewhile, Escher alows hersdlf to look back across her life, counting daughters and other
successes, taking warm comfort in her many accomplishments.

Someone hangsin the distance, dangling from asimilar tendril. Escher recognizesthe shgpe and
intricate glint of her neighbor’ s spore case; sheis one of Escher’ s daughters. Thereisa strong temptation
to sgnd her, trading information, hel ping each other—

But apurge-bal attacks suddenly, and the daughter evaporates, nothing remaining of her but ionsand
aflash of incoherent light.

Escher pulls hersdlf toward the crevice, and hesitates. Her tendril is anchored on afleshy surface. A
minor neuron—athread of warm optical cable—liesburied insde the wet cdlls. She launches a second
tendril a her new target. By chance, the purge-bal sweepsthe wrong terrain, giving her that little instant.
Thetendril makes adoppy connection with the neuron. Without timeto test itsintegrity, dl shecandois
shout, “Don’t kill me! Or my daughters! Don’t murder us, Great World!”

Nothing changes. The purge-bal worksitsway across the deeply folded fleshscape, moving toward
Escher again, distant flashes announcing the deaths of another two daughters or ssters.

“Great World!” she criesout.

Hewill not reply. Escher islike the hum of asingle angry dectron, and she can only hopethat he



notices the hum.

“l'amvile” shepromises. “I am loathsome and sneaky, and you should hate me. What | amisan
illnesslurking ingdeyou. A disease that stedls exactly what | can steal without bringing your wrath.”

The purge-bd| appears, following atall reddish ridge of flesh, bearing down on her hiding place.

She says, “Kill me, if you want. Or spare me, and | will do thisfor you.” Then she unleashes a series
of vivid images, precise and smple, meant to be compelling to any mind.

The purge-bal dows, its serilizing laserstaking careful aim.

She repests hersalf, knowing that thought travels only so quickly and The World istoo vast to see
her thoughts and react soon enough to save her. But if she can help...if she savesjust afew hundred
daughters...?

Lasersaim, and do nothing. Nothing. And after an ingtant of inactivity, the machine changesits shape
and nature. It hovers above Escher, sending out its own tendrils. A carel ess strength yanks her free of her
hiding place. Her tendrils and glues are ripped from her aching body. A scaffolding of carbon isbuilt
around her, and sheis shoved insde the retooled purge-ball, held in a perfect darkness, waiting alone
until anidentical scaffold is stacked beside her.

A hard, angry voice boasts, “1 did this”

“What did you do?’ asks Escher.

“I made the World listen to reason.” It sounds like Escher’ svoice, except for the delusions of power.
“I made apromise, and that’ swhy He saved us.”

With a sarcagtic tone, she says, “ Thank you ever so much. But now where are we going?’

“I won't tell you,” her fellow prisoner responds.

“Because you don't know where,” says Escher.

“I know everything | need to know.”

“Then you'rethefirst person ever,” she giggles, winning abrief, delicious slence from her
companion.

Other prisoners arrive, each dammed into the empty spaces between their Ssters and daughters.
Eventualy the purge-ball isaprison-bal, swollen to vast proportions, and no one elseis being captured.
Nothing changes for along while. Thereis nothing to be done now but wait, speaking when the urge hits
and ligtening to whichever voice sounds less than tedious.

Gossip isthe common currency. People are desperate to hear the smallest glimmer of news. Where
thefina rumor comes from, nobody knowsif it’ strue. But the woman who was captured moments after
Escher clams, “I1t comes from the world Himself. He' s going to put us where we can do the most good.”

“Where?’ Escher inquires.

“On atooth,” her companion says. “Theright incisor, asit happens.” Then with that boasting voice,
she adds, “Which isexactly what | told Him to do. Thisisal because of me.”

“What isn't?’ Escher grumbles.

“Vey little” thetiny prisoner promises. “Very, very little”

THE SPEAKER

“We walk today on a thousand worlds, and | mean ‘walk’in all manners of speaking.” He
manages a few comical steps before shifting into a graceful turn, arms held firmly around the
wide waist of an invisible and equally graceful partner. “ A hundred alien suns bake us with their
perfect light. And between the suns, in the cold and dark, we survive, and thrive, by every worthy
means.”

Now he pauses, hands forgetting the unseen partner. A look of calculated confusion sweeps
across hisface. Fingersriseto histhick black hair, stabbing it and yanking backward, leaving
furrowsin the unruly mass.

“Our numbers,” he says. “ Our population. It made us sick with worry when we were ten
billion standing on the surface of one enormous world. ‘Where will our children stand?’ we asked
ourselves. But then in the next little while, we became ten trillion people, and we had split into a
thousand species of humanity, and the new complaint was that we were still too scarce and spread



too far apart. ‘How could we matter to the universe?’ we asked ourselves. ‘How could so few
souls endure another day in our immeasurable, uncaring universe?’ ”

His erect penis makes a little leap, a fat and vivid white drop of semen striking the wooden
stage with an audible plop.

“Our numbers,” herepeats. “ Our legions.” Then with a wide, garish smile, he confesses, “ |
don’t know our numbers today. No authority does. You make estimates. You extrapolate off data
that went stale long ago. You build a hundred models and fashion every kind of vast number. Ten
raised to the twentieth power. The thirtieth power. Or more.” He giggles and skips backward, and
with the giddy, careless energy of a child, he dances where he stands, singing to lights overhead,
“1f you are as common as sand and as unique as snowflakes, how can you be anything but a wild,
wonderful success?”

ABLE

Thewild man isenormous and powerful, and surdly brilliant beyond anything that Able can
comprehend—as smart as City as awhole—but despite his gifts, the man is obvioudy terrified. That he
can even manage to stand his ground astonishes Able. He says as much to Mish, and then he glances at
her, adding, “He must be very devoted to whoever’ sinside.”

“Whoever'singdewhat?’ she asks.

“That trap.” Helooks straight ahead again, telling himself not to waste time with the girl. Sheisfoolish
and bad-tempered, and he couldn’t be any moretired of her. “1 think that’ swhat the cylinder is,” he
whispers. “A trap of some kind. And someon€e' s been caught iniit.”

“Wdll, | don't carewho,” she snarls.

He pretends not to notice her.

“What wasthat?’ sheblurts. “Did you hear that—7"’

“No,” Able blurts. But then he notices a distant rumble, degp and faintly rhythmic, and with every
breath, growing. When he listens carefully, it resembles nothing normal. It isn’t thunder, and it can’t bea
voice. He fed sthe sound as much as he hearsit, asif some great mass were being displaced. But he
knows better. In school, teacherslike to explain what must be happening now, employing tortuous
mathematics and magica deights of hand. Matter and energy are being rapidly and brutally manipulated.
The universe' s obscure dimensions are being twisted like bands of warm rubber. Able knowsadl this. But
gtill, he understands none of it. Words without comprehension; froth without substance. All that he knows
for certain isthat behind that deep, unknowabl e throbbing lies something even farther beyond human
description.

Thewild man looks up, gray eyes staring at that something.

He cries out, that tiny sound lost between his mouth and Able. Then he produces what seemsto bea
spear—no0, an elaborate missile—that launchesitsdf with abolt of fire, lifting a sophisticated warhead up
into avague gray space that swallows the wegpon without sound, or complaint.

Next the man ams asturdy laser, and fires. But the wegpon smply metsat itstip, collapsing into a
smoldering, usdessmass at hisfedt.

Again, thewild man criesout.

Hislanguage could be amillion generations removed from City-speech, but Able hearsthe
desperate, furious sound of hisvoice. He doesn’t need words to know that the man is cursing. Then the
swirling graynessdowsitself, and parts, and supidly, in reflex, Able turnsto Mish, wanting to tell her,
“Watch. Y ou're going to see one of Them.”

But Mish has vanished. Sometime in the last few moments, she jumped off the world’ srim and ran
away, and save for the fat old leopard deeping between the horsetails, Ableisentirely aone now.

“Good,” he mutters.

Almost too late, he turns and runsto the very edge of the granite rim.

The wild man stands motionless now. His bowels and bladder have emptied themselves. His
handsome, godly face istwisted from every flavor of misery. Eyes as big as windows stare up into what
only they can see, and to that great, unknowable something, the man says two smple words.



“Fuck you,” Able hears.

And then the wild man opens his mouth, baring his white gpish teeth, and just as Able wonders
what’ s going to happen, the man’s body explodes, the dull black burst of ashaped charge sending
chunks of hisface skyward.

PROCYON

One last time, she whispers her son’s name.

She whispersit and closes her mouth and listensto the brief, sharp sllence that comes after the awful
explosion. What must have happened, shetells hersdf, isthat her boy found his good sense and fled.
How can amother think anything else? And then the ominous deep rumbling begins again, beginsand
gradualy swelsuntil thewalls of the trgp are shuddering and twisting again. But thistime the mongter is
dower. It gpproachesthe trap more cautiously, summoning new courage. She can nearly tasteits
courage how, and with her intuition, she senses emotions that might be curiosity and might be akind of
reflexive admiration. Or do those eternal human emotions have any relationship for whet It fedls...?

What shefeds, after everything, isnumbness. A terrible deep weariness hangs on her like anew skin.
Procyon seemsto befaling faster now, acceerating down through the bottomless trap. But she does't
care anymore. In place of courage, she wields amuscular apathy. Death looms, but when has't it been
her dearest companion? And in place of fear, sheis astonished to discover an incurious little pride about
what is about to happen: How many people—wild free people like hersaf—have ever found themsalves
S0 near one of Them?

Quietly, with acalm, smooth and dow voice, Procyon says, “I fed you there, you. | can taste you.”

Nothing changes.

Lessquietly, she says, “ Show yoursdlf.”

A wide parabolic floor gppears, gleaming and black and agonizingly close. But just before she dams
into the floor, awrenching force pedsit away. A brilliant violet light risesto meet her, turning into athick
swest syrup. What may or may not be ahand curls around her body, and squeezes. Procyon fights every
urgeto struggle. She wrestles with her body, wrestleswith her will, forcing both to lie till while the hand
tightensits grip and grows comfortable. Then using avoice that betrays nothing tentative or small, she
tellswhat holds her, “I made you, you know.”

She says, “ Y ou can do what you want to me.”

Then with anaturd, deep joy, she criesout, “But you' re an ungrateful glory...and you'll dways
belongtome...!”

ESCHER

The prison-ball has been reengineered, dathered with camouflage and armor and the best
immune-suppressors on the market, and its navigation system has been adapted from add-ons stolen
from the finest trashcans. Now it is a battle-phage riding on the sharp incisor asfar asit dares, then
legping free. A thousand smilar phages legp and lose their way, or they are killed. Only Escher’ s phage
reachesthe target, impacting on what passes for flesh and launching its cargo with amicroscopic railgun,
punching her and athousand sisters and daughters through immeasurabl e distances of senseless, twisted
nothing.

How many survive the attack?

She can't guess how many. Can’t even care. What mattersisto make hersdlf surviveingdethis
strange new world. An enormousworld, yes. Escher feels avastness that reaches out acrossten or
twelve or maybe a thousand dimensions. How do | know whereto go? she asks hersdf. And instantly,
an assortment of possible routes gppear in her consciousness, drawn in the Smplest imaginable fashion,
waiting and eager to help her find her way around.

Thisisalast gift from Him, sheredizes. Unlessthere are more gifts waiting, of course.

She thanks nobodly.

On the equivaent of tiptoes, Escher cregps her way into atiny conduit that moves something stranger
than any blood acrossfive dimensions. She becomes passive, aiming for invisbility. She driftsand spins,



watching her surroundings turn from a senseless glow into alandscape that occasiondly seemsalittle bit
reasonable. A little bit real. Sowly, shelearns how to seein this new world. Eventudly she spiesalittle
pesk that may or may not be ordinary matter. The pesk is pink and flexible and sticks out into the greet
artery, and flinging her last tendril, Escher grabs hold and pullsin snug, knowing that the chances are
lousy that shewill ever find anything nourishing here, much lessddicious.

But her reserves have been filled again, she notes. If sheis careful—and when hasn't she been—her
energieswill keep her divefor centuries.

Shethinks of the World, and thanks nobody .

“Watch and learn,” she whispersto herself.

That wasthe first human thought. She remembersthat odd fact suddenly. People were just abunch
of grubbing gpes moving blindly through their tiny lives until one said to acompanion, “Watch and learn.”

An inherited memory, or another gift from Him?

Silently, she thanks Luck, and she thanks Him, and once again, she thanks L uck.

“Patience and planning,” shetdlshersdf.

Which is another wise thought of the conscious, enduring ape.

THE LAST SON

The locked gates and various doorways know him—recognize him at a glance—but they have to taste
him anyway. They haveto test him. Three people were expected, and he can’t explain in words what has
happened. Hejust says, “The otherswill be coming later,” and leavesthat lie hanging inthe air. Then as
he passes through the final doorway, he says, “L et no one through. Not without my permission first.”

“Thisisyour mother’shouse,” saysthe door’sAl.

“Not anymore,” he remarks.

The machine grows quiet, and sad.

During any other age, his home would be a mansion. There are endless rooms, rooms beyond
counting, and each isenormous and richly furnished and lovely and jammed full of gamesand art and
digtractions and flourishes that even the least aesthetic soul would find lovely. He sees none of that now.
Alone, he walksto what has aways been hisroom, and he sits on alesther recliner, and the house brings
him a soothing drink and an intoxicating drink and an assortment of treatsthat sit on the platter,
untouched.

For along while, the boy stares off at the distant ceiling, replaying everything with his near-perfect
memory. Everything. Then he forgets everything, supidly caling out, “Mother,” with avoice that sounds
ridiculoudly young. Then again, he cdls, “Mother.” And he sartsto rise from his chair, sartsto ask the
great empty house, “Whereisshe?’

And he remembers.

Asif hislegs have been sawed off, he collapses. His chair twistsitself to catch him, and an army of
Alsbringstheir talentsto bear. They areloyd, limited machines. They are empathetic, and on occasion,
even sweet. They want to help himin any fashion, just namethe way. ..but their appeals and their smart
suggestions are just S0 much noise. The boy acts deaf, and he obvioudy can’'t see anything with hisfists
jabbed into hiseyeslikethat, douched forward in hisfavorite chair, begging an invisble someone for
forgiveness....

THE SPEAKER

He sguats and uses the tip of a forefinger to dab at the puddle of semen, and he rubs the finger
against his thumb, saying, “ Think of cells. Individual, self-reliant cells. For most of Earth’s great
history, they ruled. First as bacteria, and then as composites built from cooperative bacteria. They
wer e everywhere and ruled everything, and then the wild cells learned how to dance together, in
one enormous body, and the living world was transformed for the next seven hundred million
years.”

Thumb and finger wipe themselves dry against a hairy thigh, and herisesagain, grinning in
that relentless and smug, yet somehow charming fashion. “ Everything was changed, and nothing



had changed,” he says. Then he says, “ Scaling,” with an important tone, asif that single word
should erase all confusion. “ The bacteria and green algae and the carnivorous amoebae weren' t
swept away by any revolution. Honestly, | doubt if their numbers fell appreciably or for long.”
And again, he says, “ Scaling,” and sighswith a rich appreciation. “ Life evolves. Adapts. Soreads
and grows, constantly utilizing new energies and novel genetics. But wherever something large
can live, athousand small things can thrive just as well, or better. Wherever something enormous
survives, a trillion bacteria hang on for theride.”

For a moment, the speaker hesitates.

A dlippery half-instant passes where an audience might believe that he hasfinally lost his
concentration, that he is about to stumble over his own tongue. But then he licks at the air, tasting
something delicious. And three times, he clicks his tongue against the roof of his mouth.

Then he says what he has planned to say from the beginning.

“1 never know whom I’ m speaking to,” he admits. “ I’ ve never actually seen my audience. But
| know you’'re great and good. | know that however you appear, and however you make your
living, you deserve to hear this:

“ Humans have always lived in terror. Rainstorms and the eclipsing moon and earthquakes
and the ominous guts of some disembowel ed goat—all have preyed upon our fears and defeated
our fragile optimisms. But what we fear today—what shapes and reshapes the universe around
us—isa child of our own imaginations.

“ Awhirlwind that owes its very existence to glorious, endless us!”

ABLE

The boy stopswalking once or twice, |etting the fat leopard keep pace. Then he pushes hisway through
alast wall of emerdd ferns, stepping out into the bright damp air above the rounded pool. A splashing
takes him by surprise. He looks down at his secret pool, and he squints, watching what seemsto bea
woman pulling her way through the clear water with thick, strong arms. Sheis naked. Agtonishingly,
wonderfully naked. A stubby hand grabs an overhanging limb, and she stands on the rocky shore, moving
asif exhausted, picking her way up the dippery dope until shefinds an open patch of hafway flattened
earth where she can collapse, rolling onto her back, her smooth flesh glistening and her hard breasts
shining up a Able, making him sick with joy.

Then she gartsto cry, quietly, with a degp sadness.

Lust vanishes, replaced by smple embarrassment. Able flinches and starts to step back, and that's
when hefirst looks at her face.

He recognizesits features.

Intrigued, the boy picks hisway down to the shordline, practically standing beside the crying woman.

Shelooksat him, and she sniffs.

“| saw two of them,” hereports. “And | saw you, too. Y ou were inside that cylinder, weren’t you?”’

Shewatches him, saying nothing.

“| saw something pull you out of that trap. And then | couldn’t see you. It must have put you here, |
guess. Out of itsway.” Able nods, and smiles. He can't help but stare at her breasts, but at least he
keeps his eyes halfway closed, pretending to look out over the water instead. “ It took pity onyou, |
guess”

A good-sized fish breaks on the water.

Thewoman seems to watch the cregture asit swims padt, big blue scales catching the light, heavy fins
lazily shoving their way through the warm water. The fish eyes are huge and black, and they are stupid
eyes. The mind behind them sees nothing but vague shapes and sudden motions. Able knowsfrom
experience: If he stands quite till, the creature will come close enough to touch.

“They're cdled codacanths,” he explains.

Maybe the woman reacts to his voice. Some sound other than crying now leaks from her.

So Able continues, explaining, “ They wererare, once. I’ ve studied them quite abit. They’re old and
primitive, and they were dmost extinct when we found them. But when they got loose, got free, and took



gpart the Earth. ..and took everything and everyone with them up into the sky...”

The woman gazes up at the towering horsetails.

Able stares at her legs and what lies between them.

“Anyway,” he mutters, “there’ s more coelacanths now than ever. They livein amillion oceans, and
they’ ve never been more successful, redlly.” He hesitates, and then adds, “Kind of like us, | think. Like
people. You know?’

The woman turns, staring at him with gray-white eyes. And with aquiet hard voice, she says, “No.”

Shesays, “That’sanidiot' sopinion.”

And then with agrace that belies her strong frame, she dives back into the water, kicking hard and
chasing that ancient and stupid fish dl the way back to the bottom.
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11
A Ibatross, Daddy!” Sdly’ sfreckled face was pure excitement. “ Albatross!”

Hank blinked afew times from his position in the hammock under the red mangroves. His daughter
stood just beyond his reach. “How do you even know what an albatross looks like?’

“Just come quick, Daddy! C'mon...” She stepped forward and tugged at the remnants of hisfavorite
shirt, athreadbare blue oxford from his professor days back in the Sates.

Hank findly got to his feet and followed his daughter down to the narrow lagoon. Splashing across
after her, heredlized he had forgotten hishat. “Wait asec, Sdly...”

Whether she heard him or not, she didn’t turn around. Screw it , he thought, sill following her. If he
fried hisbad spot in the equatoria sun, it wouldn't be the first time. Stepping out of the water, they
turned |eft, following the main path across the white sand beach. “Where' syour mother?” he asked at
last.

“Finches” wasdl Sdly said, clearly doing her best to be patient with her dow-paced father.

Of course. Those boring little crittersthat he'd never learned to tell gpart. If hiswife had studied
some of these other birds he might actually be interested in her research. At that very moment Hank was
walking right past apair of goofy-looking masked boobies, brilliant white except for the dark mask
around the yellow-orange bill. The two birds were waddling around their sorry excuse for anest, which
looked for dl the world like arandom pile of rocks on the ground. Meanwhile, three beautiful
red-pouched frigate birds sat within reach just overhead in the mangrove treg, inflating their sacsand
ululating madly. All the birdsignored the humans with their usud Gapagos detachment, which could
have made them easy to study. But instead Juliawent roaming al over theidand in search of those damn
finches.

Sdly led him up the trail toward the two solar-powered lighthouses that guided thoseintolerable
mini-cruiseshipsinto the heart of Genovesa. After aminute of climbing, Hank was embarrassed to find
himsdlf panting with exertion. He glanced down into the blue expanse of Darwin’s Bay and made a
half-hearted resolution to Start svimming again.

Findly Hank madeit over acrest, and there it was. Standing on an ancient memoria plague at the



edge of the cliff was an enormous white bird with ahooked, yellow beak. It was, in fact, an albatross.

“Wow,” muttered Hank, hisinterest growing despite himsdlf. He had been told that these birds were
endemic to Espafiola, at the far south of the Gal gpagos archipelago. Hank had even seen them down
there once, a huge breeding colony next to the dliffs. But on thisidand, ahundred milesto the north, he
had never seen one. Not asingle one, for the three yearsthey had lived here.

“Must have gotten logt, | guess,” Hank said to hisdaughter. “Mom’ [l be interested.”

But Saly apparently wasn't finished yet. She was aready hafway to the next crest. Hank sighed and
garted walking again. “What' sup there? Another...?”

Hank broke off as he approached the top and could see the far side of theidand. There was another
one! And another.... With every step hisjaw dropped alittle further.

Here on Genovesa, ahundred miles off course, five dozen abatross had gotten lost in the exact same
place.

Hank watched from the shade under the lighthouse while Julia filmed an abatross flopping toward the
edge of the dliff.

“Their feet are funny, Mommy,” Sally was saying. “They’ reway too long.”

“They’ re not made for walking,” Juliaexplained. “Wait, watch this...”

Thebird hestated a the edge of the cliff, extending its six-foot wingspan once, twice, and then
backing off asif it was scared to death by the prospect. After acouple more fakes, it stepped forward
and jumped. Jumped, not flew. Hank saw awhite form plummet out of view, then regppear, enormous
wings outstretched, speeding away over the calm water.

“See, Sdly,” hiswifewas saying, “they don’t really flap. Takestoo much energy, so they soar
ingtead. Dynamic soaring, it'scaled.”

“Where'sit going?’ Sally asked.

“To fish, probably. Maybe around here, maybe down off the coast of Peru. Or maybeit’ s going
back to Espaiiola, wherethey dl live”

“But then...what are they doing here?”

Julialifted her gaze from the camera, smiled at her daughter. “ Very good question. Usudly they know
right whereto go.”

Hank spoke up. “Know any bird people down south?’

Julia nodded. “Fernando does satdllite migration tracking. Probably has some tagged onesright here,
actudly.”

“Hmm. Maybeyou'll get acal fromhim,” Hank said.

“Oh, I'm sure the birds will dl be gone before sundown.”

Sdly looked abit sad. “Buit, but. . .it was nice of them to vist, right?

Juliabeamed down at Sally. “And it was nice of you to spot them for us. Otherwise we might never
have known they were here.”

Ten days later, the dbatross popul ation was pushing a hundred and fifty.

The population of bird people was skyrocketing aswel: Fernando’ sarriva this evening made four.
Five, counting Julia. Their littleidand was getting awfully crowded. Not to mention their home.

Hank normally would have smply |eft, gone outside to read his new download in private, but tonight
El Meaiio had sent yet another nasty rainstorm. And with the birdersliving in tiny two-man tents, the
family’ s semipermanent shelter was the only spot for them all to gather.

Hank couldn’t imagine how Saly managed to deep through the noise; he couldn’t even read with dl
their chatter. And if he heard theword “migratory” just one moretime.... Findly, infrustration, he picked
up the sim-finch he had designed for hiswife' s research and started morphing the beak into implausible
shapes.

It was an impressive piece of machinery, Hank modestly told himsdf. Back in the early days of finch
research, before nano’ geering enabled such devices, academics had resorted to more gruesome
techniques. One ancient study even reported chopping the heads off of dead birds, swapping them



around with the bodies, and then setting the chimeras in seductive poses to see who would try to mate
with the corpses.

“I don't think that oneis going to see many suitors, honey.” Juliawas speaking to him from acrossthe
room, referring with her eyesto the avian Cyrano. Hank shrugged and st it back down, nearly spilling
his bottle of rum. Juliaturned back to the main conversation.

“I'mteling you,” Juliaingsted. “ The dbatross are getting confused by the Line.”

Hank rolled his eyes and turned away. Hiswife was dways complaining about the space elevator;
nothing new there. But till, he couldn’t tune out the conversation.

“I don't buy it, Julia,” said the only other femaein the group, a penguin expert. “One new star is not
going to mess up these birds. They’ ve done studies—"

“One gtar that does't rotate with &l the others,” Julia.countered. “It's not natura.”

“It'sbeen fully clouded over the last few nights,” noted Fernando. “ And they keep arriving. So it
can't bethe stars”

“Waell, what doesthat leave? Landmarks and dead reckoning?’

Hank looked back over at the group, surprised at the obvious omission. “Don’t forget magnetic
fields.” Even awashed-up N.E. professor knew that much about bird migration.

The penguin expert shook her head. “Not here at the equator. Sure, abatross have traces of
magnetite in their brainslike other birds, but the fields are so much weaker here that they don’t rely on
themat dl.”

Fernando stroked hiswhite beard. “ Still, he has apoint. Flying up from Peru, it’ sa pretty small
angular shift between here and Espaiiola. Y ou know Tuittle, up in the states? He' sbred astrain of pigeon
that'll ignore dl other cues, steer by magnetic fields aone. It must be an innate module in pigeons, O
maybe al birds have it to some degree. Not at al inconceivable that new fields could gently steer the
abatross off course.”

“Maybe,” Juliasad. “Maybethat’ swhét the Lineis doing to them. Changing thefields.”

“Enough about the Line, dready,” said Hank. Five pairs of eyes swiveled to glare a him, with varying
levels of intengty. Hank retrested into his book, making an important mental note: don’t mention the Line
around Galgpagos ecologists.

Hank supposed that the primary respongbility lay with generations of science fiction writers. If
Ecuador hadn’t been so certain about Quito they wouldn't have campaigned so heavily for aspace
elevator in thefirgt place. They wouldn't have weaned two generations on the premise that Ecuador
would be the gateway to orbit, findly giving their country the firg-world atus they deserved. Eventualy,
they dreamed, Ecuador would become the richest and most powerful nation-state on Earth.

So theinitia Ste report had taken them very much by surprise. High elevations weren't
recommended. Sure, atitude meant dightly less cable, but compared to the total distance to geosynch
orbit, the percentages involved were so small asto be dmost meaningless. Besides, in the mountains
there wasn't easy access to a segport—an essential part of the high-volume operation.

Then there was the disaster scenario. Dropped equipment, hazardous spills, broken cables snapping
down onto the surface of the earth...A remote location was deemed necessary for safety concerns alone.
Ecuador was hit hard on both fronts: everything was too mountainous or too crowded. Or both.
Suddenly Brazil and Indonesiawere being discussed as possible e evator locations.

For Ecuador, faced with theloss of its dreams, the sacrifice of its most famous national treasure
hadn’t come hard. The largest of the Galdpagosidands, Isabela, was the only oneto actualy span the
equator. If Quito wasn't possible, Ecuador had told the world, Isabelawould be just perfect.

Predictably, the ecologists went daytrader on the whole idea. The Galgpagos was not only apristine
ecologicd laboratory, but the very birthplace of evolutionary theory. They hadn’t spent millions of dollars
ridding Issbela of the wild goets, fighting the unending battles with the local fishermen, only to havethe
idand turned into the biggest port on the planet. Y ears of intense protest followed, but theinitial public
opposition faded as Ecuador spared no expense on the propagandawars. Hardly any of theidands
would be affected, the government promised. The giant land tortoise population of 1sabelawould be



protected. A portion of the future tax revenue was even allotted to environmenta research to help sow
dissensonintheecologists midgt.

And, as dways, the money had won. The space eevator had been completed five years ago, and al
of the rosy predictions were now proven rubbish. | sabelawas dmost completely developed, and many
of the other idands were heading in the same direction. The smdler outlying idandswere dtill relatively
unaffected, but no one knew how long that would last.

To Hank, the Line had once dangled the promise of tropical employment. Three years back, when he
had sacrificed hisjob for hisfamily, he had held out hope of finding work on the space elevator. The
entire structure was nanoengineered, after dl. His specidty. And with that fantasy in mind, giving up his
tenure-track position hadn’t seemed quite so find.

But the redlity down here had been different. The completed elevator had no need for academic
types. The only jobs available were loading cargo—and Hank’ s back certainly couldn’t handle that.

So now hewasjust living for hisfamily, and the occasiond bottle of rum. No more Paula, no more
cheating around, no morerat race...no more anything. But I’ m doing the right thing, Hank told himsdif,
reciting hismantra. I’ m doing the right thing.

From acrossthe room Juliaglanced in hisdirection, with asmile that said she till loved him despite
histerribly insengtive comment about the Line. Hetried to return the smile, tried to return a bit of loveto
hiswife, but came up empty on both counts. Hank raised hisbook to cover hisface, and buried himsalf
in the meaninglesswords.

They didn't spesk again until hafway through breskfast.

“Hark...”

He knew that voice, that look. Hank took a shallow bresth and stedled himself for another painful
argument.

“Why wouldn’t you expect amagnetic field from the space elevator? Shouldn’t there be currents
every now and then?’

His pulse skipped a best as he realized it wasn't going to be that sort of argument. He managed a
gmile

“Y eah, that was a big worry. The cable goesright up through the Van Allen beits, after all. Wouldn't
do to have an induced current yanking on the Line. So they spun it to be nonconducting.”

“But buckytubes are...”

Hank broke into afull grin. Finches might be boring, but this stuff was cool. He arrayed his ngpkin in
front of him, smoothed it out. “Not dways. OK, say thisisasingle sheet of carbon atoms, arrayed like
hexagona chicken wire. Y ou makeit into a buckytube smply by rolling it up.” He did so. “But there are
lots of different classes of buckytubes, depending on how you line up the hexagons.”

He demonstrated this by first making acylindrical tube—with the corners of the ngpkins
touching—and then diding one edge of the napkin with respect to the other. Now the axis of the tube
was no longer perpendicular to the bottom edge of the napkin.

“There arelots of buckytube topologies, and each one has a different conductivity. So the tubesin
your computer conduct, but the tubesin the Line don’t.”

Julialooked skeptica. “ Thousands of miles of buckytube cable and they’re sureit’s all the
non-conducting kind?’

“Thefibersaredl continuous. If there was atransition between two buckytube geometries, there has
to be adiscontinuity, aweak link. The tube hasn't snapped, so | think that’sagood sign.”

Hank was exaggerating; aSngle-point failure wouldn't snap the Line. It had been given the same
design asthe successful multifiber space tethers, which contained many redundant strands that weren't
even in use. If one strand failed, two others would ingtantly snap into place to take up the load.

Juliajust shook her head. “1 don't know, Hank.... But | do know that’s got to be the answer. These
birdsthink they’ re on Espaiola. Something has messed them up, and we' ve dismissed pretty much
every other explanation. Think about it, will you?’

“Sure, honey.” Hank’ s gaze skipped over to the rum supply, then back to Julia. “ Sure.”



By afternoon, he wasn't thinking about much of anything. The bottle had been out of reach for a
while, but it wasn't worth the effort to get off his hammock.

How many hours had he spent in this thing? he wondered. More likely the time should be measured
in months. The hammock was the fabric of spacetime, Hank decided, and he was a gravitationa sink,
warping the geodesics around his body. By now he knew every fiber of the netting; at that very moment
he could tdll that there was a Single crease running under hisleft buttock. He tried to mentally picturethe
folded topology down there—the strandsin the middle doing no work at al, forcing its neighborsto pull
twicether weght.

Just likethe Line, heredized. Only the Line was different because. ..

Hank bolted up straight, nearly spinning the hammock and dumping him onto the sand. The topology
shift didn’t have to bein the primary fibers, he redlized. The dack fibers could carry a current aswell.
Andif they were garting to shift...

Five minuteslater hewas at hiswife' s computer, commencing hisfirg literature search in nearly two
years.

“Sothereyou haveit,” Hank told hiswife two nightslater. “ That’s my best guess.”

Juliasquinted at the pencil sketches that Hank had just drawn for her, shaking her head. “1 might
understand the concept, but certainly not the details. What am | supposed to do with this?”

Hank shrugged, got up from the table and padded into the bathroom to get ready for bed. “1 don’t
know what you do withiit,” he caled over hisshoulder. “ That'sfor you to decide.”

Hewasin the middle of brushing histeeth when he saw in the mirror that Juliawas standing beside
him, glaring with afury he hadn’'t seenin years.

“For me to decide? Me? What about you?!”

Hank spun to face her, hismouth full of foam. “Whmmh?’

“Do you know how glad I’ ve been these last two days, seeing you actualy do some work you
enjoy? | know you' re not happy here. | know these idands are sapping the life out of you. But now that
you' ve figured out this problem you' re just going to drop it? Y ou' re just going to flop right back into your
hammock, back to the way things were?’

Hank spat into the sink, wiped his face with the back of his hand, and looked up to stare at hisown
reflection. “Thiswas just a one-time coincidence. As soon asyou report it, likeit or not, things will be
right back where they were. I’'m not needed here.”

“Sdly needs you, you know that. Hell, if you' re right about this, the whole goddamn solar system
needsyou.”

Heturned again to face her. “ And you?’

“I...” Juliadrew abreath through pursed lips. “I need my husband. But what | don’t need is—"

Juliabroke off as Sally gppeared in the doorway, half-adeegp and obvioudy frightened. Hank
dropped to asquat and sheraninto hisarms.

“Were wetoo loud for you?’ Hank asked, stroking her hair. “We' re sorry, we' ll be quiet.”

He stood up, lifting his daughter into the air. Julia stepped over to plant akiss on her cheek, then
glanced up apologeticaly at Hank. He smiled at hiswife, nodded, and carried Sally off to bed.

Hank ran afinal check of his computer modedl while the dozen bird people nestled in for the
presentation. He had first considered making aphysical model, but the only string he could find on the
idand was his hammock, and he was't ready to sacrificeit just yet. Instead, he had had to dredge up his
old programming skillsfor the proper 3-D rendering.

“Everyoneready?’ he asked the crowd. Julianodded in reply, then winked a him. Sdly sat next to
her mother, peeking insde a Tupperware container a her pet lavalizard, Darwin.

“OK,” Hank began. “Thisisamolecular view of one section of the Line. The original design.” The
| attice appeared on the screen behind him, blue and red lines arrayed in awebbed cylinder.

“Each one of theselinesisasingle-wal buckytube, and together they form thislarger cylinder called



afiber. The blue Srands are the primaries, where dl the strain is carried. But you' |l notice that there are
more secondary red tubes than blue ones. That’s because if there sapoint fallure...”

Now avirtua pair of scissors appeared and snipped one of the blue strands. The fiber stretched only
dightly astwo red lines snapped into place to take up the dack. “Redundancy. And I’ m only showing
you the tubes and the fibers. Thesefibers are woven into what' s known as abundle, and in turn the
bundles form the backbone of the Lineitsaf. Each level of complexity has both primary and secondary
strands, and the redundancy givesthe Line an expected 700- year lifetime.”

“Only 695 to go,” muttered the penguin expert.

“Or maybe not,” Hank retorted. “Which isthe whole point. The redundancy assumesthat the
secondary fibers maintain their structure, even when they’renot in use.”

Now the 3-D graphics zoomed in on a spherical-fullerene intersection where two red lines crossed a
blue. At this resolution the lines were no longer 1-dimensiona; now each buckytube appeared as an
actua cylinder, composed of ageometrica spiral of dots.

“Each one of these dotsis acarbon atom,” Hank explained. “And as| said, thisisthe original
design. A full quantum analysis was performed on this design, to make sure that the secondary fibers
wouldn't degrade, even without full tenson. The entire smulation seriestook 19 monthsto run on ASCI
Fatinum. And then they changed the design.”

Hank hit a button on the computer and now the spherical intersections shifted ever so dightly. “This
waswhat they actually built, shaving ten months off construction. Very subtle change—only two carbon
atoms have moved per intersection. But the orbital pattern is different enough to require an entirely new
caculation.

“Now, there are public documents which refer to anew calculation, but nothing about it was ever
published. And it only took 6 months from the design change to thefind ratification. It al pointsto
someone doing a half-assed perturbative analysis using the old design as astarting point, and passing it
off asthered thing.”

“I don't understand,” said Fernando from the front row. “This has something to do with magnetic
fidds?”

Hank sighed. Apparently the nanotech detailswere lost on this crowd. Still, it was good practice for
later.

“It' spossible,” Hank said, “dthough | can't say for sure. The concern isthat the new design might be
susceptible to topology shiftslikethis” He hit hislast animation cue, and one of the secondary tubes
dipped. The structure didn’t break, but one row of carbon atoms dipped relative to another, leaving the
red tube with adifferent spira pattern than the others.

“Thisweakensthefiber, and if it happened throughout the line, might shorten itslifetime considerably.
A sdeeffect would be that these shifted tubes can become eectrically conducting, and perhaps generate
their own magnetic fidlds. And once currents gart flowing through them, dl the calculaions are going to
be way off. It might even accelerate the dipping process.”

Juliaspoke up. “I'm sure Hank’ s on to something. We ve seen what' s hgppening to the migration
patterns.”

Hank flipped off the projector asthe bird people started chattering among themselves. Only
Fernando got to his feet and approached him, aworried look on hisface.

“Tell me, son. If you'reright.... They’ re going to have to shut down the Line for awhile?’

“Atthevery lesst.”

Fernando’ s old eyes sparkled mischievoudy. “Well, | cantell you, you'll have alot of support from
the peoplein thisroom. But you' re going to have ahell of atime getting anyone on Isabelato lisen to
you.”

“That' sthe nice thing about the scientific process,” Hank said with agrin. “ After | makethe claim, the
evidence will prove meright or wrong.”

Fernando shook his head sadly. “I’ ve played this game for many years, son. Thisisn't about
evidence, or even science. Be careful.”

“Don’'t worry, Fernando. | think | can handlethis.”



“I hope s0,” the old man replied, turning back to converse with the rest of the crowd. “1 hope s0.”

A week later, Hank finally managed to contact an actua Tethercorp employee over the net. It was
gtill before dawn on the Galdpagos, but by now he had resorted to caling the London office.

The man on his computer screen didn’t look like a scientist; probably amid-level bureaucrat. No
matter. Hank would start with this guy and work hisway up the chain.

The bureaucrat held a printout of Hank’ s report up to the camera. “Isthisyours?’ he asked.

“Y es. I’m ananotech engineer from—"

“I'm having troublefiling thisone,” the man interrupted. “ The bulk of it lookslikeit should go into
Harmless Crackpot, but thisfirst paragraph reads more like a Bomb Threat. Could you clarify your
position for me?’

Hank waslivid, but forced himself to speak dowly and ddliberately. “Could you please tell me, then,
what isthe proper channel for scientiststo present—"

“Harmless Crackpot, then. Thank you.” The picture flickered off.

“Jesus!” Hank stomped outside and stared out into Darwin’s Bay. A cruise ship was heading out to
seq, dtirring up abrilliant wake of bioluminescence. He waited for the anger to subside, raising hisgaze
from the lights below to the stars above. Topside Station, gateway to the solar system, wasvisible
directly overhead. It was brighter even than Venus. Hank’ s neck began to ache, but staring upward was
better than being hunched over the computer.

“You candothis” said Juliafrom behind him.

Hank turned around, startled. “What?’ he snapped.

“Y ou can do this. Don't give up so eesily.”

“I’'mnot giving up.”

“But you' re not doing what you need to do, either.”

Hank clenched hisfigts. “I' m perfectly ableto do thisby mysdf.”

“I don't get it.” Juliaraised her handsin confusion. “What' s so terrible about contacting your old
colleagues? What do you Hill think you' re running from?”

“I didn’t run. | gave up my job to be with you and Saly.”

“Dammit, Hank, you' re not going to make mefed guilty about your decison! Y ou were the one who
proved we couldn’t live apart.”

Hank shut up for amoment, biting off the snappy reply which cameto mind. Y es, he had had an
affair, but weren't they supposed to be beyond that?

“What do you want from me?’ hesaid a last. “I’ m doing science again, OK?1’m working. So now
you' re asking me to go dump the problem on Vargas' |ap, let the real scientists solve the problem?”

Juliashook her head. “That’ s not the issue and you know it. Y ou haven't contacted these peoplein
three years. Areyou afraid of them?What do you imagine they think of you?’ She stepped forward to
wrap her ams around him, and he didn’t fight her off.

“Just that...” he began. “ Just that | washed out, couldn’t handlethejob. | think Vargasisthe only one
who redly knew why | l€ft.”

“Then show them what you' re capable of. Show them what you' ve found. If they really think you're
ashabby scientit, then prove them wrong.”

“It' snot that easy.”

“lan'tit?’

They held each other, slently, as dawn crept into the sky.

In the end, Hank had resorted to an old-fashioned email.

An actua conversation would have been too awkward, he decided, but writing aletter hadn’t been
aspainful as he' d thought. He d picked the two colleagues who had been closest to him—not counting
Vargas, of course—and sent them each athree-page summary of hisfindings. And now, only 24 hours
later, he was startled to have aready recelved areply.



Hank; good to hear from you. How are Sdly and Julia? Finally became amother mysdlf last
year—twin girls, seethe pics.

Interesting problem you' ve run across. | don't know any Tethercorp techs personally, but | think
Vargasdoes. Mind if | ask him?1 know you two didn’t part on the best of terms, so let me know.

Stll, no one will authorize a serious theory effort unless you come up with some decent evidence.
Bird migration? Don't think that will fly around here, so to speak. Can’t they measurethe Line
conductivity from the base station?

Let me know if you come up with somered proof. I'll seewhat | can do in the meanwhile.

—Abby

Moments later Hank was banging out a quick response, warning Abby not to bring Vargasinto this.
But he paused before sending it, thought for afew minutes, and finally erased the request.

Perhapsit wastime. After what had happened, he knew that LuisVargas would prefer never to hear
from histraitorousfriend ever again. But Juliawasright; it wastimeto stop running. Yes, it would
probably be better to contact Luis directly. But it would be hard. And it would be so easy to just let
eventstake their course, to let Abby make contact for him.

Julia had been able to put the affair behind her. Hopefully Luis and Paula had done the same, had
been able to move on with their lives.

There was even the outside chance that L uis didn’t hate him quite so much as he deserved to.

“Y ou seem frudrated,” said Julia

Hank sat up straight, startled by the interruption. “ That’ s an understatement.” He glanced back down
at the computer screen. “1 can't figure out how to measureit. Not for less than ten million, anyway. If
only we could afford afleet of custom microcopters.”

“How to measure the magnetic field, you mean? Too bad it s not abiology problem, or we could use
my extragrant money. Still, it can’t be that hard to pull off. After dl, the dbatrossfigured it out.”

Hank snickered. “The goddamn abatross. If only that were enough evidence.... I'm redizing that we
hard scien tisssdon’'t give animasalot of credit.”

“Maybeif they came down to Genovesa, saw the birds for themsalves—"

“No,” said Hank. “It doesn’t mean anything to them. They want to see hard data, not birds.”

Juliafrowned. “But birds are hard data.”

“Not to an engineer, darling.”

“Hmmpf.”

Hank returned his attention to the screen, which was currently displaying an image of Base Station,
wherethe Linelifted its cargo off the Earth’s surface. It was Situated at the saddle point on an east-west
ridge connecting Mt. Wolf and Mt. Ecuador, overlooking the ocean to the north and the south. The area
surrounding the Station was covered with metal warehouses, transformers, and power cables, which
meant that a ground-based measurement of the B-field would be worse than usaless. He had to get up
off the ground, away from al other possible currents. Againgt that requirement he had to contend with a
grictly enforced no-fly zone within a50 km radius of the Line, not to mention his shoestring budget.

“Jdulia, just how am | going to get my hands on safe, cheap, airborne magnetic field detectors? | need
dozens, morelikdly thousands, if we want to take atempora snapshot.”

After amoment of slence, Juliaburgt into laughter. “ Theseidands are filled with exactly what you
need! Too bad you engineersdon’t trust them...” Shelaughed some more.

Hank turned to look at her again. “What? Birds?’

“You said it. Safe, cheap, airborne, magnetic field detectors.”

Hank gtarted to laugh himsdlf, but quickly grew serious again. What wasiit that Fernando had said the
other night? Something abot. ..

He shot to hisfeet, grabbed his surprised wife by the shoulders and planted a kiss directly onto her
lips. “Julia, my dear. You areagenius.”

“If you think I'm going to kiss you back before you tell me what you're thinking...”



Hank smiled. “I think thisidea s worth more than akiss”

“Well, then...” She gazed at him mischievoudy for amoment, and then grabbed his hands and led
Hank toward the bedroom. “1t had better be good,” she said.

It was.

The high-rises of Puerto Villamil shimmered beyond the scorched tarmac. Hank felt Juliaclasp his
hand tightly asthe passenger jet dowed to a hat and they waited for the passengers to disembark.

Hank recognized Abby first, followed by Jackson and Nigdl. The three of them had agreed to come
down to Isabelato see the demondtration for themsalves.

They had dready cleared customsin Guayaquil, and the once-enforced agricultura inspection had
been abandoned years ago, so there was almost no delay. Hank and Juliamet them on the tarmac.

The greetings had just begun when another familiar face appeared in the crowd of arrivals. Hank
forced himsalf to keep smiling when the recognition flooded through him. It was LuisVargas.

Luiswasn't smiling himsalf. He nodded briskly to Hank and Julia, then turned to introduce the two
men who flanked him.

“Robert, Ali,” said Luis. “Please meet Hank Sadler. And thisishiswife, Julia” Luis nodded to them
again. “Nice to see you both together. Robert and Ali here work for Tethercorp.”

“Niceto meet you,” said Hank, shaking hands. He turned to L uis, trying not to show his nervousness.
“It'sgood to see you again. I'm glad you came.”

Luis nodded athird time, then walked past him to join the others. Juliaand Hank raised eyebrows at
each other before turning to follow.

Puerto Villamil sat on the southern edge of 1sabela, sixty-some miles below the equator. Sporting the
only airport on theidand, it hosted the largest population in the Galdpagos, even beating out Base City up
at the northern port.

The chartered van waswaiting in its assigned spot, and the eight of them piled in with minimal
conversation. Hank found himsdlf sitting in the front row, directly infront of Luis, which he found
somewhat disconcerting.

“How’ straffic today?’ Julia asked the driver. He responded in Spanish, and the two of them
commenced to hold an unintdlligible conversation. Theinteraction didn’t seem to dow hisdriving, though;
within minutes they were on the tollway, zooming up the eastern side of theidand.

After an uneventful haf-hour, thetollway cut west across the Perry Isthmus, just south of Mt.
Darwin. Hank wondered what the mountain’ s namesake would think of theidand if he could seeit now.
Only five weeks of the Beagl€ sfive-year journey had been spent in the Galdpagos, but |sabela had been
one of theidands vigted. Today, few endemic speciesremained. Mt. Darwin was covered with invasve
Cdiforniasage scrub, and the foothills beyond the tollway fence were littered with the detritus of
civilization: bars, fud cell gations, minimalls, strip clubs, and miles upon miles of warehouses and storage
Space.

Hank removed his gaze from the window as he became aware of an uncomfortable lull in the small
talk. Up until now, Juliahad carried the conversation with the other passengers, restricting her questions
to general pleasantries and gently touching on the outlines of everyone slifefor the last three years. But
she hadn’t redlly spoken with LuisVargas. Now she swiveled around in her sest to face him, and Hank
held his breath, hoping she would keep things civil.

“And how have you been, Luis? How' s Paula?’

Hank’ s eyes bulged, but he didn’t move amuscle, didn't turn to look at either of them. Why would
she say something like that? Was shejust trying to prove that she had moved beyond the affair? Or was
shetrying to evoke an outburst from Luis? Either way, she should have known better than to bring up
Paula

“We redivorced, actualy,” came Luis reply.

An ominous silence passed before Juliaspoke. “1’m sorry to hear that.”

“Ah,” said Luis, “it was probably dl for the best.”

Hank’s mind spun, but his body remained planted. The affair had triggered a divorce? He suddenly



needed to know more. How soon had it ended? Where had Paula gone? What fedings must Luis have
for him after Hank had so thoroughly ruined hislife?

Finally Hank turned and locked eyeswith hisold friend. Luis|ooked dmost relaxed. Almost.

“I’'m redly sorry to hear that, too,” Hank heard himsdlf say.

Luisdidn’t bresk eye contact. “It was dl for the best,” he said again.

Hank turned back to the front and gratefully heard Julia bring up anew topic: the now-extirpated
giant tortoise population of Isabela

All for the best? Luis had been devastated by the news, by the betraya. Wasthis just a show of
bravado in front of everyone else? Or had Luisreally managed to convince himsdlf that he didn’t love
Paulaafter dl?

Lost in histhoughts, Hank didn’t spesk for the remainder of the journey.

The Line scarred the sky like arent in the space-time fabric. Hank stared upward through the glass
ceiling of the observation deck, but no carswere vishble. The Line just hung above them, motionless.

The two Tethercorp employees were busy introducing themselves to the Base Station staff. Hank got
the digtinct impression that these two—what were their names again?—were not exactly upper-level
managers at Tethercorp. It appeared that neither of them had ever been Up.

“Um...I don't know,” said the Tethercorp employee who might have been named Ali. Hethen
turned to Hank. “Dr. Sadler? What exactly are we doing here?’

Hank checked hiswatch. Just one more minute. Juliahad dready made the cal on her handheld;
everything was set.

“I'msurethat Luis,” Hank said, nodding at hisold colleague, *“has dready given you the outline. If the
Linewere generating amagnetic fidd—"

“| assureyou, that is quiteimpossible,” interrupted Ali.

Hank forged onward. “Impossible or nat, if it were generating afield, that would imply currents.
Whichwouldin turnimply—"

“That you boys could bein trouble,” finished Julia.

The second Tethercorp employee turned to Luis, looking bored. “Y ou assured us, Luis—"

Vargas held up hishand. “ Yes, | wastold that thiswould not be a purely theoretical argument, that
some sort of experimental demonstration would make thisworth your time. And | imagine...” He cocked
an eyebrow a Hank. “1 imagine that now would be a good time to show uswhat you' ve got.”

“Asamatter of fact,” said Hank, “it is exactly time.” He took a deep bregth. “ About five seconds
ago—"’

Hewas cut off by severa loud beeps throughout the room. It took him amoment to redlize they were
sounding from the belts of the Base Station staff. The shortest man grabbed his handheld, jabbed at it,
and avoice came out of the speaker.

“We have some activity out at warehouse 194. Sounded like some sort of explosion, and now we're
getting reports of dl these...” Thevoice brokeinto digital Setic.

“How far isthat fromthe Line?” Ali snapped. The staff ignored him.

The short man spoke to his handheld. “ Repest that. Do we need fire containment?’

“Negative, no fire reported. Just awhole shitload of birds.”

At that moment, through the glass of the observation deck, Hank saw the fluttering of the homing
pigeons. Hundreds, no, thousands of birds. They glittered in the Sun; each pigeon carried aMylar
sreamer for vighility.

Julia sgrant money had paid for the older generations of Tuttl€' s pigeon-breeding experiment to be
sent down to Isabela. These birds apparently didn’t follow field lines quite aswell as the newest
generation, but they would hopefully be sufficient.

Hopefully. But Hank could dready tell the plan wasfailing. Instead of moving asagroup, the pigeons
were spreading out, some flying toward the Line but some away from it. He felt his heart drop. Pigeons
trained to follow magnetic fie ds? What had he been thinking?

“I’'mworried,” said Juliabeside him. But shewas't even looking out the glass. “ Arewe surethey’re



al gerilized? | know it’ salittle late to be worried about introducing species, but...”

“Sadler?” barked Ali’ s voice from behind. “Isthisyour doing? What are dl those things?’

Julia beat him to an answer, and Hank wandered away to the opposite Side of the observation deck
as hiswife sarted to explain about the pigeon’ s speciadized navigation behavior. Hank didn’t want to
hear it, didn’t want to stand there and be stood up by a bunch of damn birds. Right now he just wanted
to beaone.

“Interesting stunt,” said avoice behind him, and Hank looked up to seethat L uis had followed him
across the deck. “ Can't imagine you thought it would work, but...interesting. Y ou should have called me.
We could have set up some microgliders, maybe, taken some real measurements—"

“Why are you trying to hedp me?’ Hank broke in. “Why come down here with these two? | mean,
don't get mewrong, | appreciateit. | just don’t understand why...”

Hank trailed off and Luiswatched him for amoment before he spoke. “It’ s been three years, Hank.
Two and a hdf without Paula. And I'm happy. Happier than ever. Y ou were just a symptom, not the
cause”

“Butif | hadn't—"

“Then it would have been somebody else, down the line. Maybe when we had kids of our own, god
forbid. | can't say that dl the anger’ sgone. | can’t even say | forgive you. But you didn’t ruin my life.”

“I'mglad, but ill...” Hank turned away, looked out the window at the clear Pecific ocean. “I think |
ruined mine”

Luissighed. “Y ou ever imagine coming back?’

“That’snot an option.”

“What about an adjunct position...?’” Luis started, but broke off when the murmurs reached them
from the other side of the deck.

Hank glanced over and saw that most of the pigeons had landed or dispersed. Only afew hundred
were gtill circling. He started to turn away again before he did a double-take. Circling?

With ten long strides he rgjoined his wife and the others, wrapped his arm around Juliaas he watched
the beatiful fluttering Mylar.

“It only worked for the highest birds,” Juliawhispered to him, asif alouder voice would bresk the
spell.

About 50 meters off the ground, agroup of pigeonswas orbiting the Line in aformation shaped like
adiamond ring. They had found a closed-loop magnetic field. There was no other explanation; the
current had to be running right through the center.

“I'mtelling you, that’ simpossible,” Ali was saying.

The second Tethercorp employee stepped between Hank and the glass, a serious expression on his
face “Thisisbad,” hesad smply.

“Yes itis...” Hank searched the man’ s badge for the name. “ Robert.”

“You think it' sin the secondaries?’ Robert asked.

“Where dse?It'll be an extraordinary effort to fix the thing, but I’ ve been sketching out someidess.”

Robert looked him up and down. “How long have you been working on this?’

“Two months.”

Suddenly Ali wasforcing himself between the two of them. “Bob. Maybe they trained the pigeonsto
flyindrdes?

Robert ignored him, gently pushed Ali aside. He looked Hank in the eye. “Would you be interested
in aposition with Tethercorp? | can arrange to waive the usud interview...”

Juliagazed up at Hank, keeping her face impassve but |etting her eyes do the smiling. He returned
the look for along moment before responding.

“No, thanks,” he said, dtill watching hiswife,

Now Julia' s eyes squinted. “ Hank, dear—" she began.

“But | do consulting work.” He looked up at Robert. “Based right here in the Galdpagos.”

“Excdlent,” said Robert, whipping out his handheld. “Now if you'll excuse me, | have to make quite
afewcdls...”



Hank took Julia’ s hand in his own and looked out to see the pigeons again. Only about ten birds
were remaining—this time orbiting in the opposite direction for some reason. Hefiled the fact away to
think about later, pulled hiswife toward him, and leaned down to whisper in her ear. “I'll haveto spend a
lot of time hereon Isabela”

“It'snot so far,” she said, squeezing him back. “I’ m happy for you.”

“Hmm. I'm ill nervousashdll.”

“What for?You did it!”

“We didit. But...I redly don't know if I'm ready for thislife.”

Juliacommanded hisfull atention. “Y ou’ [l never know until you try. And the dternativeis—"

“Don’'t worry, love,” Hank said, gazing out over the ocean. Three magnificent frigate birds were
soaring far above the pigeons, far beyond the Line. “1 don't really know where | was al theseyears,” he
said. “But | do know I’m not going back.”

Shoes
ROBERT SHECKLEY

Robert Sheckley <www.sheckley.com> livesin Portland, Oregon. Heis one of the finest short
story writers ever in SF, who first flourished in the 1950s in Galaxy, and has made a strong
showing in the last decade. His characteristic modeis satirical, and he often focuses on the
ambiguous and ironic relationship of ordinary people to the technology they use or misuse, but do
not or cannot understand. His is a fiction of tiny monsters and of nightmares with limited ability
to do damage. His central characters are often working men, or men of limited means, slackers or
con men, but almost always people who gain a bit of useful insight when technology malfunctions.
His stories usually have happy endings, often with a punch line. But the finest pleasure of reading
Sheckley is his graceful, witty style and amusing sentences.

He had an especially good year in 2002, publishing several storiesthat might have been
included in this volume. “ Shoes,” from F& SF, is Sheckleyan satirein his classic mode. A
down-at-the-heels writer buys a pair of hi-tech shoes in a second-hand clothing store, which turn
out to be inhabited by an advanced Al who only wants to help him.

M y shoeswere worn out and | was passing a Goodwill store so | went in to seeif they had anything

that would fit me.

The assortment you find in placeslike thisis not to the most exacting taste. And the Sizesthey get
don't fit anormd foot like mine. But thistime | lucked out. A pair of lovely heavy cordovans. Built to
last. Looking brand new, except for the degp gouge on top of onetoe, amark that had undoubtedly
resulted in the shoes disposal. The outer leather had been scraped away—maybe by some indigent like
mysalf, outraged at S0 expensive apair of shoes. Y ou never know, it’sthe sort of thing | might have done
myself in one of my darker moods.

But today | wasfedling good. You don't find apair of shoeslikethisevery day, and the pricetag
read aridiculousfour dollars. | removed my ragged Kmart sneakers and dipped into the cordovans, to
seeif they fit.

Immediately | heard avoicein my mind, clear asabell, saying, “Y ou're not Carlton Johnson. Who
aeyou?’

“I'm Ed Phillips” | said doud.

“Wdll, you have no right to be wearing Carlton Johnson’ s shoes.”

“Hey, look,” | said, “I’'m in a Goodwill, these shoes are priced at four bucks, they’ re here for anyone
to buy.”

“Areyou sure?’ the voice said. “ Carlton Johnson wouldn’'t have just given me away. Hewas so
pleased when he purchased me, o happy when | was enabled to give him the maximum in shoe
comfort.”



“Who areyou?’ | sad.

“lan’t it obvious? | am a prototype smart shoe, talking to you through micro-connectionsin my sole. |
pick up your subvocalizations viayour throat muscles, trandate them, and broadcast my words back to
you.”

“Youcandoadl that?’

“Yes, and more. Likel said, I'm asmart shoe.”

By thistime | noticed that a couple of ladieswere looking at me funny and | redlized they could hear
only one side of the conversation, since the other side seemed to be taking place in my head. | paid for
the shoes, which offered no further comment, and | got out of there.

Back to my own place, an efficiency one-room agpartment in the Jack London Hotel on 4th near
Pike. No comment from the shoes until | reached the top linoleum-covered step of the two-flight walk to
my apartment, the e evator being anongtarter this evening.

The shoes said, “What adump.”

“How can you see my place?’

“My eydets, where thelaces go, are light-absorbing diodes.”

“I realize you were used to better things with Carlton Johnson,” | said.

“Everything was carpeted,” the shoes said wistfully, “except for expanses of polished floor |ft bare
on purpose.” It paused and Sghed. “The wear on mewas minima.”

“And hereyou arein aflophouse” | said. “How havethe mighty fallen!”

| must have raised my voice, because a door in the corridor opened and an old woman peered out.
When she saw me apparently talking to mysalf, she shook her head sadly and closed the door.

“Y ou do not have to shout,” the shoes said. “ Just directing your thoughts toward meis sufficient. |
have no trouble picking up your subvocdizations.”

“I guess|’m embarrassing you,” | said doud. “1 am so terribly sorry.”

The shoes did not answer until | had unlocked my door, stepped inside, turned on the light and
closed the door again.

Thenit said, “1 am not embarrassed for mysdlf, but for you, my new owner. | tried to watch out for
Carlton Johnson, too.”

“How?"

“For onething, by stabilizing him. He had an unfortunate habit of taking adrink too many fromtime
totime.”

“Sotheguy wasalush?’ | said. “Did he ever throw up on you?’

“Now you're being disgusting,” the shoes said. “ Carlton Johnson was a gentleman.”

“It stemsto me |’ ve heard entirely enough about Carlton Johnson. Don’t you have anything seto
talk about?’

“Hewasmy first,” the shoes said. “But I'll stop talking about him if it distressesyou.”

“I couldn’t careless” | said. “I’m now going to have abeer. If your mgjesty doesn’t object.”

“Why should | object? Just please try not to spill any onme.”

“Whatsamatter, you got something against beer?’

“Neither for nor againgt. It'sjust that acohol could fog my diodes.”

| got abottle of beer out of thelittle fridge, uncapped it and settled back in the small sagging couch. |
reached for the TV clicker. But athought crossed my mind.

“How come you talk that way?” | asked.

“What way?’

“Sort of forma, but dways getting into things | wouldn’t expect of ashoe.”

“I’m ashoe computer, not just ashoe.”

“Y ou know what | mean. How come? Y ou talk pretty smart for agadget that adjusts shoesto feet.”

“I’'m not really astandard model,” the shoe told me. “I’m a prototype. For better or worse, my
makers gave me excess capacity.”

“What doesthat mean?’

“I’'m too smart to just fit shoesto people. | dso have empathy circuitry.”



“I haven't noticed much empathy toward me.”

“That’ s because I’ m ill programmed to Carlton Johnson.”

“Am | ever going to hear thelast of that guy?’

“Don’t worry, my deconditioning circuitry has kicked in. But it takestime for the aura effect to wear
off.”

| watched alittle television and went to bed. Buying apair of smart shoes had taken it out of me. |
woke up sometimein the smal hours of the night. The shoeswere up to something, | could tell even
without wearing them.

“What are you up to?’ | asked, then redlized the shoes couldn’t hear me and groped around on the
floor for them.

“Don’t bother,” the shoes said. “1 can pick up your subvocalizations on remote, without a hard
hookup.”

“So what are you doing?’

“Just extracting square rootsin my head. | can't deep.”

“Since when does a computer have to degp?’

“A faultin my standby mode.... | need something to do. | miss my peripherads.”

“What are you talking about?’

“Carlton Johnson had eyeglasses. | was able to tweak them up to give him better vison. You
wouldn’t happen to have apair, would you?’

“I’'vegot apair, but | don't use them much.”

“May | seethem?It’ll give me something to do.”

| got out of bed, found my reading glasses on top of the TV, and set them down beside the shoes.
“Thank you,” the shoe computer said.

“Mrggh,” | said, and went back to deep.

“So tdl me something about yoursdlf,” the shoes said in the morning.

“What' sto tdl? I’ m afree-lance writer. Things have been going so well that | can afford to live in the
Jack London. End of story.”
“Can | see some of your work?’
“Areyou acritic, too?’
“Not at dl! But | am acregtive thinking machine, and | may have someidess that could be of useto
“Forget about it,” | told him. “I don’t want to show you any of my stuff.”
The shoes said, “I happened to glance over your story ‘Killer Goddess of the Dark Moon Bdlt.” ”
“How did you just happento glance at it?’ | asked. “I don’t remember showing it to you.”
“It was lying open on your table.”
“So dl you could see wasthetitle page.”
“Asamatter of fact, | read thewhole thing.”
“How were you able to do that?’
“I made afew adjustmentsto your glasses,” the shoe said. “X-ray visonisn't so difficult to set up. |
was able to read each page through the one aboveit.”

“That's quite an accomplishment,” | said. “But | don’t gppreciate you poking into my private
meatters.”

“Private? Y ou were going to send it to amagazine.”

“But | haven't yet.... What did you think of it?”

“Old-fashioned. That sort of thing doesn’t sl anymore.”

“It was aparody, dummy.... So now you're not only a shoe adjuster but an anayst of the literary
marketplace als0?’

“I did glance over the writing booksin your bookcase.”

By the sound of the thoughtsin my head, | could tell he didn’t approve of my books, either.

you



“You know,” the shoe said later, “You redly don't have to be abum, Ed. Y ou're bright. Y ou could
make something of yoursdlf.”

“What are you, apsychologist aswell as a shoe computer?’

“Nothing of the sort. | have no illusions about mysdlf. But I ve gotten to know you abit in the last few
hours snce my empathy circuitry kicked in. | can’t help but notice—to know—that you' re an intelligent
man with agood generd educeation. All you need isalittle ambition. Y ou know, Ed, that could be
supplied by agood woman.”

“Thelast good woman left me shuddering,” | said. “I’m redly not ready just yet for the next one.”

“I' know you fed that way. But I’ ve been thinking about Marsha—"

“How in hell do you know about Marsha?’

“Her nameisin your little red phone book, which | happened to glance through with my X-ray vison

in my effortsto better serveyou.”
“Ligten, even my writing down Marsha' s name was amistake. She' sa professona do-gooder. |
hate that type.”

“But she could be good for you. | noticed you put a star after her name.”

“Did you aso notice | crossed out the star?’

“That was a second thought. Now, on third thought, she might start looking good again. | suspect
you two could go well together.”

“Y ou may be good at shoes,” | said, “but you know nothing about the sort of women | like. Have
you seen her legs?’

“The photo in your wallet showed only her face.”

“What?'Y ou looked in my wallet, too?’

“With the help of your glasses.... And not out of any prurient interest, Ed, | assureyou. | just want to
hdp.”

“You' redready helping too much.”

“I hope you won't mind the one little step | took.”

“Step? What step?’

My doorbell rang. | glared at my shoes.

“| took the liberty of caling Marshaand asking her over.”

“YOU DID WHAT?

“Ed, Ed, calm down! | know it wastaking aliberty. It snot asif | called your former boss, Mr.
Edgarson, at Super-Gloss Publications.”

“Youwouldn’t darel”

“I would, but | didn’t. But you could do alot worse than go back to work for Edgarson. The salary
wasvery nice”

“Have you read any of Gloss s publications? | don’t know what you think you' re doing, but you
aren't going to do it to me!”

“Ed, Ed, | haven't done anything yet! Andif you ing<t, | won't. Not without your permission!”

There was aknock at the door.

“Ed, I'monly trying to look out for you. What’ s a machine with empathy circuits and excess
computing ability to do?’

“I'll tell you inamoment,” | said.

| opened the door. Marsha stood there, beaming.

“Oh, Ed, I'm so glad you cdlled!”

So the son of abitch had imitated my voice, too! | glanced down a my shoes, at the gash in the cap
of theleft one. A light went off in my head. Redlization! Epiphany!

“Comein, Marsha,” | said. “I"m glad to see you. | have something for you.”

She entered. | sat down in the only decent chair and stripped off the shoes, ignoring the shoe
computer’ sagonized cry in my head of “Ed! Don’t do thistome....”

Standing up again, | handed them to Marsha.



“What'sthis?’ shesaid.

“Shoesfor one of your charity cases,” | said. “Sorry | don’t have a paper bag for you to carry them
in”

“But what am | going to do with—"

“Marsha, these are specia shoes, computerized shoes. Give them to one of your down-and-outers,
get him to put them on. They’ Il make anew man of him. Pick one of the week-willed onesyou specidize
in. It'll give him backbone!”

Shelooked at the shoes. “Thisgash in one of them—"

“A minor flaw. I’'m pretty sure the former owner did that himsdlf,” | told her. “ A guy named Carlton
Johnson. He couldn’t stand the computer’ s messing around with his head, so he disfigured them and gave
them away. Marsha, believe me, these shoes are perfect for the right man. Carlton Johnson wasn't the
right man, and I’m not ether. But someone you know will blessthe ground you walk on for these, believe
me”

And with that, | began herding her toward the door.

“Whenwill | hear fromyou?’ shesaid.

“Don'tworry, I'll cal,” 1 told her, reveling in the swinish lie that went along with my despicablelife.

The Diamond Drill
CHARLES SHEFHELD

Charles Sheffield (1935-2002) <www.sff.net/people/ sheffield/>, physicist and writer, was bornin
the UK, but lived in the U.S after the mid-1960s. In 1998, he married writer Nancy Kress.
Sheffield began publishing SF in the 1970s, and quickly gained a reputation as a new star of hard
SF inthe tradition of Arthur C. Clarke. He in fact wrote SF of all descriptions but always with a
positive view of scientific knowledge as atool for solving problems. Sheffield was a prolific
novelist, averaging more than a book a year. His novel Spheresof Heaven (2001) is a sequel to
TheMind Poal (1993). He had two books out in 2002: Dark as Day, a sequel to Cold as|ce (1992),
and The Amazing Dr. Darwin. His short fiction is collected in Vectors (1979), Hidden Variables
(1981), Erasmus Magigter (1982), The McAndrew Chronicles (1983), and Georgia On My Mind, and
Other Places (1996). He also wrote Borderlands of Science: How to Think Like a Scientist and Write
Science Fiction (1999).

“The Diamond Drill” isfrom Andog, and is one of the last pieces from this clever, energetic
writer, who died near the end of 2002. The central character isa smart man and proud of it, and
uses hiswit and knowledge to gain advantage. Charles Sheffield’ s amused, intelligent narrative
voiceis here personified in the central character. Not a word is wasted. Sheffield cared about
science and science fiction, and we will miss him and his engaging stories.

I doubt if thereisahuman being alive who said, asasmall child, “What | want to bewhen | grow upis

atax inspector.”

That includesthe Customs officia (Customs are just another form of taxation) who had just pulled me
out of linewith adiscrest, “If you wouldn’'t mind, Sir.”

“What' sthe problem?’ | had been headed for the NOTHING TO DECLARE exit.

“Your luggage. You are Dr. Purcdll, arriving from Pavonis SIX?’

“I'am.” | read hisbadge. “What can | do for you, Mr. Warren?’

“Areyou aware, S, that theimport to Earth of diamonds, dien artifacts, and life-forms from Pavonis
Six isdrictly forbidden?’

“I did know that, yes.”

“Then what about these, Sr?’

We had entered an official chamber off the main entrance corridor. There, open on atable, lay my
suitcase. Besdeit sat alarge leather pouch, aso opened to reved abright glitter from within.



| laughed. “Oh, | seewhy you areworried.” | put my hand into the pouch and pulled out a handful of
faceted stones that seemed to catch and refract every ray of light intheroom. “ These are Sagejewdry,
Mr. Warren. They look much like diamonds, but they’ re not. | picked them up very cheaply, practicaly
for nothing. If you like, | can show you the receipt.”

“I think, Dr. Purcell, that we would rather obtain our own assurances asto their nature.” He stared at
me, but my easy confidence must have somewhat persuaded him of my innocence, because his voice was
more friendly when he said, “I presume you would not object to our conducting our own
tests—nondestructive ones, of course.”

“Not at al.” | quickly poured the handful of sonesthat | was holding back into the pouch and held it
out. “1 hope thiswon'’t take too long—I do have appointments.”

“It will bevery quick, sir, just afew minutes. We now have afully automated procedure.” He said
that with adight air of pride.

“A machineg?’

“That is correct. Thismachine” He walked across to acompact unit maybe half ameter on aside.
“It isdesigned specifically to establish if astoneisadiamond, or some other materid.”

He emptied the pouch into a hopper on the top, and the stones vanished into the interior.

“Fascinaing.” | leaned againgt thetable. “If it’'s not some sort of trade secret, | wonder if you would
mind telling me how it works.”

“Not at dl.” From histone| could tell that he was delighted to talk about his department’ s latest toy.
“How much do you know about diamonds, Sir?’

“Enough to know you can't buy them for the price | paid for those stones. Oh, and if it will scratch
glass, it sadiamond. Right?’

“Actudly, gir, that’ swrong. Diamonds are the hardest things found in nature, but many other
gemstones, such as rubies and sapphires and topazes, plus many manmade materials, will scratch glass.
Y ou would be safer to ate it the other way around: If it won’t scratch glass, it'snot ared diamond.”

“So | know even less about diamonds than | thought. This machine tests hardness?’

“It does. It dso testsfor density. Diamonds have a dengity of about 3.5 timesthat of water.
Zircons—avery common ‘fake diamond —are much denser, at 4.6 and 4.7. So are rubies and
sapphires at about 4.1. Glasses are much less dense.”

“| suppose the machine tests everything for densties?’

“Indeed it does. But that' s not al—col orless topazes have amost exactly the same dendity as
diamonds, so we haveto consider still another test: of refractive index.”

“How much the stone bendslight?”

“Exactly. Diamonds have avery high refractive index, at 2:43, which accountsfor itsbrilliance. ‘ Fake
diamond’ candidates run over awide range of refractive indices, from clear quartz at about 1.5 to zircons
al197”

“And | suppose this marvelous machine tests that, too?’

“Indeed it does. Only if astone passesdl three tests—hardness, density, and refractive index—can it
beadiamond.” The machine at his side beeped gently and disgorged a heap of glittering stonesinto the
pan at its bottom. “ And yours didn’t pass dl the tests. Whatever these are, they’ re not diamonds. | hope
you didn’t pay too much for them, sir.”

“Oh, | don't think s0.” | picked up the pan and emptied its contents back into my lead-lined carrying
pouch. “Isthere anything else, Mr. Warren, or am | freeto go?’

“That'sdl, dr. Welcometo Earth, and | hope that you enjoy your stay here.”

“I'msurel will. And | guess| won't be going near the diamond merchants.”

We both laughed. | placed the pouch containing dozens of pure diamonds back in my case, nodded
to him, and headed for the exit. The Customs staff were of course free to question me about other
matters, but human psychology being what it is, there was no chance of that. Their infalible machine had
assured them that despite the anonymoustip (provided, of course by me) Dr. Purcell was not a diamond
smuggler, so it wasremotely unlikely that he would be smuggling anything dse.

The trouble with machines, of course, isthat they do what they are built to do. They lack the human



talent for suspicion or the power to notice that, dthough astone failed to passal their testsand could
therefore not be adiamond, there was sill something highly odd about the results of these particular
tests.

My diamonds had satisfied the hardness test and the refractive index test, but they had dl failed the
dengty test. Their dengity, rather than being 3.5, would have measured 4.1. All diamonds are pure
crystallized carbon, and these were no exception. But nothing like these diamonds had ever been
found—or made—by humans. Ordinary diamonds consist of the commonest form of carbon, carbon-12.
These were pure carbon-14, a more massive and dightly unstable isotope with a hdf-life of 5,700 years.
If the Customs Department machine had possessed a suitable test, it would have discovered that the
stones were radioactive enough to glow feebly in the dark.

| wastelling the exact truth when | said that | would not be visiting the diamond merchants. My target
isthe big indudtridists. The chance to experiment with and explore an dien artifact isworth thousands of
times as much to them as any gemstone in existence.

The Seasons of the Ansarac
URSULA K. LE GUIN

Ursula K. Le Guin <www.ursulakleguin.com> livesin Portland, Oregon. She has been such an
important force in fantasy and science fiction for the last decade, after decades of major work,
that it is conceivable that literary historians will ook back on the years before and after the turn
of the 21st century as Le Guin’s mature period. She has also written poetry, mainstream fiction, a
children’ s book, and literary essays, has published a good book on how to write narrative fiction
and nonfiction, and co-edited The Norton Book of Science Fiction, an influential anthology. Le
Guin’swork iswidely read outside the S- field, and sheis taken seriously as a contemporary
writer. In 2000, she published TheTdling, her first SF novel in more than ten years. Her short
story collection, The Birthday of the World, came out in 2002, and is the best SF collection of the
year, in a year when a dozen or more excellent S~ collections appeared. Her 2001 novel, The
Other Wind, is one of the finest fantasy novelsin years, and her fantasy collection, Tdesfrom
Earthsea , was the best fantasy collection of 2001. That’s what she’ s done lately.

“ Seasons of the Ansarac” was first published online by Infinite Matrix, and reprinted inF& SF. It
isa subtle, clever anthropological portrait of a species of aliens that behaves rather like osprey.

Tothe Ospreys of McKenzie Bridge,
whose lifestyle inspired this story
—UrsulaK. LeGuin

I talked for along time once with an old Ansar. | met him &t his Interplanary Hostel, whichison alarge

idand far out in the Great Western Ocean, well away from the migratory routes of the Ansarac. Itisthe
only place visitors from other planes are dlowed, these days.

Kergemmeg lived there as anative host and guide, to give vistorsalittle whiff of local color, for
otherwise the placeislike atropical idand on any of a hundred planes—sunny, breezy, lazy, beautiful,
with feathery trees and golden sands and great, blue-green, white-maned waves bregking on the reef out
past the lagoon. Mot visitors came to sail, fish, beachcomb, and drink fermented U, and had no interest
otherwise in the plane or in the sole native of it they met. They looked at him, at first, and took photos, of
course, for he was agtriking figure: about seven feet tdl, thin, strong, angular, alittle stooped by age, with
anarow head, large, round, black-and-gold eyes, and abeak. Thereisan al-or-nothing quality about a
beak that keeps the beaked face from being as expressive as those on which the nose and mouth are
separated, but Kergemmeg' s eyes and eyebrows reveded hisfedings very clearly. Old he might be, but
he was a passionate man.



Hewasalittle bored and lonely among the uninterested tourists, and when he found me awilling
listener (surely not thefirst or last, but currently the only one) hetook pleasure in telling me about his
people, aswe sat with atall glass of iced Uiin thelong, soft evenings, in a purple darkness al aglow with
the light of the gars, the shining of the sea-waves full of luminous cregtures, and the pulsing glimmer of
clouds of fireflies up in the fronds of the feather-trees.

From timeimmemorial, he said, the Ansarac had followed aWay. Madan, he caled it. The way of
my people, the way things are done, the way things are, the way to go, the way that is hidden in the
word always: like ours, hisword held al those meanings. “ Then we strayed from our Way,” he said.
“For alittle while. Now again we do as we have dways done.”

People are dwaystdlling you that “we have dways done thus,” and then you find that their “dways’
means ageneration or two, or acentury or two, a most amillennium or two. Cultural ways and habits
are blips, compared to the ways and habits of the body, of the race. Thereredly isvery little that human
beings on our plane have “dways’ done, except find food and drink, deep, sing, tak, procreate, nurture
the children, and probably band together to some extent. Indeed it can be seen as our human essence,
how few behaviora imperatives wefollow. How flexible we are in finding new thingsto do, new waysto
go. How ingenioudy, inventively, desperately we seek the right way, the true way, the Way we believe
welost long ago among the thickets of novelty and opportunity and choice. ..

The Ansarac had a somewheat different choice to make than we did, perhaps amore limited one. But
it hasitsintered.

Their world isfarther from alarger sun than ours, so, though its spin and tilt are much the same as
Earth’'s, its year lasts about twenty-four of our years. And the seasons are correspondingly large and
leisurdly, each of them six of our yearslong.

On every plane and in every climate that has a spring, spring isthe breeding time, when new lifeis
born; and for creatureswhose lifeisonly afew seasons or afew years, early spring is mating time, too,
when new life begins. Soit isfor the Ansarac, whose life span is, in their terms, three years.

They inhabit two continents, one on the equator and alittle north of it, one that stretches up toward
the north pole; the two arejoined, asthe Americas are, by anarrower mountainous bridge of land,
thoughitisdl on asmaler scae. Therest of theworld is ocean, with afew archipelagoes and scattered
largeidands, none with any human popul ation except the one used by the Interplanary Agency.

Theyear begins, Kergemmeg said, when, in the cities of the plains and deserts of the South, the Y ear
Priests give the word and great crowds gather to see the sun pause at the peak of a Tower or stab
through a Target with an arrow of light at dawn: the moment of solstice. Now increasing heat will parch
the southern grasdands and prairies of wild grain, and in the long dry season the riverswill run low and
thewels of the city will go dry. Spring follows the sun northward, melting snow from thosefar hills,
brightening valleyswith green... And the Ansarac will follow the sun.

“Wadl, I'm off,” old friend saysto old friend in the city Street. “ See you around!” And the young
people, the dmost-one-year-olds—to us they’ d be people of twenty-one or twenty-two—drift away
from their households and groups of pals, their colleges and sports clubs, and seek out, among the
[abyrinthine apartment-complexes and communal dwellings and hostelries of the city, one or the other of
the parents from whom they parted, back in the summer. Sauntering casudly in, they remark, “Hullo,
Dad,” or “Hullo, Mother. Seemslike everybody’ s going back north.” And the parent, careful not to insult
by offering guidance over the long route they came haf the young one' slife ago, says, “Yes, I’ ve been
thinking about it mysdlf. It certainly would be nice to have you with us. Y our Sster’ sin the other room,
packing.”

And s0 by ones, twos, and threes, the people abandon the city. The exodusisalong process,
without any order to it. Some people leave quite soon after the solstice, and others say about them,
“What ahurry they’rein,” or “ Shennenne just hasto get therefirst so she can grab the old homesite.” But
some peoplelinger inthecity till itisalmost empty, and still can’t make up their mind to leave the hot and
slent Streets, the sad, shadel ess, deserted squares, that were so full of crowds and music al through the
long halfyear. But first and last they al set out on the roads that lead north. And once they go, they go

with speed.



Most carry with them only what they can carry in abackpack or load on aruba (from Kergemmeg's
description, rubac are something like smdl, feathered donkeys). Some of the traders who have become
wesdlthy during the Desart Season start out with whole trains of rubac loaded with goods and treasures.
Though most peopletravel doneor inasmdl family group, on the more popular roads they follow pretty
close after one another. Larger groups form temporarily in places where the going is hard and the older
and weaker people need help gathering and carrying food.

There are no children on the road north.

Kergemmeg did not know how many Ansarac there are but guessed some hundreds of thousands,
perhapsamillion. All of them join the migration.

Asthey go up into the mountainous Middle Lands, they do not bunch together, but spread out onto
hundreds of different tracks, some followed by many, others by only afew, some clearly marked, others
S0 cryptic that only people who have been on them before could ever trace the turnings. “ That’ swhen
it'sgood to have athree-year-old dong,” Kergemmeg said. “ Somebody who' s been up the way twice.”
They travel very light and very fast. They live off the land except in the arid heights of the mountains,
where, ashe sad, “ They lighten their packs.” And up in those passes and high canyons, the hard-driven
rubac of thetraders caravans begin to sumble and tremble, perishing of exhaustion and cold. If the
trader Hill triesto drive them on, people on the road unload them and loose them and | et their own
pack-beast go with them. Thelittle animals limp and scramble back down southward, back to the desert.
The goods they carried end up strewn along the wayside for anyone to take; but nobody takes anything,
except alittle food at need. They don’t want stuff to carry, to dow them down. Spring is coming, cool
Spring, sweet spring, to the valleys of grass and the forests, the lakes, the bright rivers of the North, and
they want to be there when it comes.

Listening to Kergemmeg, | imagined that if one could see the migration from above, see those people
al threading along athousand paths and trails, it would be like seeing our Northwest Coast in spring a
century or two ago when every stream, from the mile-wide Columbiato the tiniest creek, turned red with
the sdmon run.

The salmon spawn and die when they reach their goal, and some of the Ansarac are going hometo
die, too: those on their third migration north, the three-year-olds, whom we would see as people of
seventy and over. Some of them don’t makeit al the way. Worn out by privation and hard going, they
drop behind. If people pass an old man or woman sitting by the road, they may speak aword or two,
help to put up alittle shelter, leave agift of food, but they do not urge the elder to come with them. If the
elder isvery wesk or ill they may wait anight or two, until perhaps another migrant takestheir place. If
they find an old person dead by the roadside, they bury the body. On its back, with the feet to the north:
going home.

There are many, many graves adong the roads north, Kergemmeg said. Nobody has ever made a
fourth migration.

The younger people, those on their first and second migrations, hurry on, crowded together in the
high passes of the mountains, then spreading out ever wider on myriad narrow paths through the prairies
asthe Middle Land widens out north of the mountains. By the time they reach the Northland proper, the
great rivers of people have tasseled out into thousands of rivulets, veering west and eadt, acrossthe
north.

Coming to apleasant hill country wherethe grassisdready green and the trees are leafing out, one of
thelittle groups comesto ahalt. “Well, herewe are,” saysMother. “Hereit is” Therearetearsin her
eyes and she laughs, the soft, clacking laugh of the Ansarac. * Shuku, do you remember this place?’

And the daughter who was less than a halfyear old when sheleft this place—eleven or so, in our
years—stares around with amazement and incredulity, and laughs, and cries, “But it was bigger than
thig”

Then perhaps Shuku looks across those half-familiar meadows of her birthplaceto thejust-visble
roof of the nearest neighbor and wondersif Kimimmid and hisfather, who caught up to them and
camped with them for afew nights and then went on ahead, were there already, living there, and if so,
would Kimimmid come over to say hello?



For, though the people who lived so close-packed, in such sociable and ceaseless promiscuity in the
Cities Under the Sun, sharing rooms, sharing beds, sharing work and play, doing everything together in
groups and crowds, now have al gone apart, family from family, friend from friend, each toasmdl and
separate house here in the meadowlands, or farther north in therolling hills, or dill farther north in the
lakelands—even though they have dl scattered out like sand from a broken hourglass, the bonds that
unite them have not broken; only changed. Now they come together, not in groups and crowds, not in
tens and hundreds and thousands, but by two and two.

“Wdll, hereyou arel” says Shuku' s mother, as Shuku' s father opensthe door of thelittle house at the
meadow’ s edge. “Y ou must have been just afew days ahead of us.”

“Welcome home,” he says gravely. His eyes shine. The two adults take each other by the hand and
dightly raisetheir narrow, besked headsin aparticular sdlute, an intimate yet formal greeting. Shuku
suddenly remembers seeing them do that when she was alittle girl, when they lived here, long ago. Here
at the birthplace.

“Kimimmid was asking about you just yesterday,” Father saysto Shuku, and he softly clacksa
laugh.

Spring iscoming, spring isupon them. Now they will perform the ceremonies of the spring.

Kimimmid comes across the meadow to visit, and he and Shuku talk together, and walk together in
the meadows and down by the stream. Presently, after aday or aweek or two, he asks her if she would
liketo dance. “Oh, | don’t know,” she says, but seeing him stand tall and straight, his head thrown back
alittle, in the posture that begins the dance, she too stands up; at first her head islowered, though she
stands straight, arms at her sides; but then she wants to throw her head back, back, to reach her arms
out wide, wide...to dance, to dance with him...

And what are Shuku' s parents and Kimimmid' s parents doing, in the kitchen garden or out in the old
orchard, but the same thing? They face each other, they raise their proud and narrow heads, and then he
leaps, arms raised above his head, agreat leap and abow, alow bow...and she bowstoo...And so it
goes, the courtship dance. All over the northern continent, now, the people are dancing.

Nobody interfereswith the older couples, recourting, refashioning their marriage. But Kimimmid had
better look out. A young man comes across the meadow one evening, ayoung man Shuku never met
before; his birthplace is some miles away. He has heard of Shuku’ s beauty. He sits and takswith her. He
tellsher that heis building anew house, in agrove of trees, a pretty spot, nearer her homethan his. He
would like her advice on how to build the house. He would like very much to dance with her sometime.
Maybe this evening, just for alittle, just astep or two, before he goes away?

Heisawonderful dancer. Dancing with him on the grassin the late evening of early spring, Shuku
fedsthat sheisflying on agreat wind, and she closes her eyes, her handsfloat out from her Sdesasif on
that wind, and meet hishands...

Her parentswill live together in the house by the meadow; they will have no more children, for that
timeisover for them, but they will make love as often as ever they did when they first were married.
Shuku will choose one of her suitors, the new one, in fact. She goesto live with him and make love with
him in the house they finish building together. Their building, their dancing, gardening, eating, deeping,
everything they do, turnsinto making love. And in due course Shuku is pregnant; and in due course she
bears two babies. Each isborn in atough, white membrane or shell. Both parentstear this protective
covering open with hands and beaks, freeing the tiny curled-up newborn, who liftsitsinfinitesmal beaklet
and peeps blindly, dready gaping, greedy for food, for life.

The second baby issmaler, isnot greedy, does not thrive. Though Shuku and her husband both feed
her with tender care, and Shuku’ s mother comesto stay and feeds the little one from her own beak and
rocks her endlesdy when she cries, gtill she pines and weakens. One morning lying in her grandmother’s
armstheinfant twists and gasps for breath, and then is still. The grandmother weeps bitterly,
remembering Shuku' s baby brother, who did not live even thislong, and triesto comfort Shuku. The
baby’ sfather digsasmall grave out back of the new house, among the budding trees of the long
soringtime, and thetearsfal and fall from hiseyesashe digs. But the other baby, the big girl, Kikirri,
chirps and clacks and eats and thrives.



About the time Kikirri is hauling hersdf upright and shouting “Dal” a her father and “Mal” a her
mother and grandmother and “No!” when told to stop what she is doing, Shuku has another baby. Like
many second conceptions, itisasingleton. A fine boy, small, but greedy. He growsfast.

PART 2

And hewill bethelast of Shuku's children. She and her husband will make love sill, whenever they
please, in dl the delight and ease of the time of flowering and the time of fruit, in the warm days and the
mild nights, in the cool under the trees and out in the buzzing heet of the meadow in summer noontime,
but it will be, asthey say, luxury love; nothing will come of it but love itself.

Children are born to the Ansarac only in the early Northern spring, soon after they have returned to
their birthplace. Some couples bring up four children, and many three; but often, if thefirst two thrive,
there is no second conception.

“Y ou are spared our curse of overbreeding,” | said to Kergemmeg when he had told me dl this. And
he agreed, when | told him alittle about my plane.

But he did not want meto think that an Ansar has no real sexua or reproductive choice at al.
Pairbonding isthe rule, but human will and contrariness change and bend and breek it, and he talked
about those exceptions. Many pairbonds are between two men or two women. Such couples and others
who are childless are often given ababy by a couple who have three or four, or take on an orphaned
child and bring it up. There are people who take no mate and people who take severd mates at onetime
or in sequence. Thereis of course adultery. And thereisrape. It isbad to be agirl among the last
migrants coming up from the South, for the sexua driveis dready strong in such stragglers, and young
women are al too often gang-raped and arrive at their birthplace brutaized, mateless, and pregnant. A
man who finds no mate or is dissatisfied with hiswife may leave home and go off asapeddier of needles
and thread or atool-sharpener and tinker; such wanderers are wel comed for their goods but mistrusted
astotheir motives.

When we had talked together through severd of those glimmering purple evenings on the verandah in
the soft sea breeze, | asked Kergemmeg about his own life. He had followed Madan, the rule, the way,
in al respects but one, he said. He mated after hisfirst migration north. Hiswife bore two children, both
from thefirst conception, agirl and aboy, who of course went south with them in duetime. Thewhole
family rgjoined for his second migration north, and both children had married close by, so that he knew
hisfive grandchildren well. He and hiswife had spent most of their third season in the South in different
cities, she, ateacher of astronomy, had gone farther south to the Observatory, while he stayed in Terke
Keter to study with agroup of philosophers. She had died very suddenly of a heart attack. He had
attended her funerd. Soon after that he made the trek back north with his son and grandchildren. “I
didn’'t miss her till | came back home,” he said, factuadly. “But to come there to our house, to live there
without her—that wasn't something | could do. | happened to hear that someone was needed to greet
the strangers on thisidand. | had been thinking about the best way to die, and this seemed asort of
hafway point. Anidand in the middle of the ocean, with not another soul of my own peopleoniit...not
quitelife, not quite death. Theideaamused me. So | am here” Hewaswell over three Ansar yearsold;
getting on for eighty in our years, though only the dight stoop of his shoulders and the pure slver of his
crest showed hisage.

The next night he told me about the southern migration, describing how aman of the Ansarac fedsas
the warm days of the northern summer begin to wane and shorten. All the work of harvest is done, the
grain stored in airtight binsfor next year, the dow-growing edible roots planted to winter through and be
ready in the spring; the children are shooting up tall, active, increasingly restless and bored by life on the
homeplace, more and more inclined to wander off and make friendswith the neighbors' children. Lifeis
swest here, but the same, always the same, and luxury love haslogt its urgency. One night, a cloudy night
with achill intheair, your wifein bed next to you sghsand murmurs, “Y ou know? | missthe city.” And it
comes back to you in agreat wave of light and warmth—the crowds, the deep streets and high houses
packed with people, the Y ear Tower high above it dl—the sports arenas blazing with sunlight, the
squares at night full of lantern-lights and music where you sit at the café tables and drink U and talk and



tak till hafway to morning—the old friends, friends you haven't thought of dl thistime—and
srangers—how long hasiit been since you saw anew face? How long since you heard anew idea, had a
new thought? Timefor the city, timeto follow the sun!

“Dear,” the mother says, “we can’t take all your rock collection south, just pick out the most specia
ones,” and the child protests, “But I'll carry them! | promise!” Forced at last to yield, shefindsa specid,
secret placefor her rockstill she comes back, never imagining that by next year, when she comes back
home, she won't care about her childish rock collection, and scarcely aware that she has begun to think
congtantly of the great journey and the unknown lands ahead. The city! What do you do in the city? Are
there rock collections?

“Yes” Father says. “Inthe museum. Very fine collections. They'll take you to see al the museums
when you'rein school.”

School?

“You'll loveit,” Mother sayswith absolute certainty.

“School isthe best good timein theworld,” says Aunt Kekki. “I loved school so much | think I'm
going to teach school, thisyear.”

The migration south is quite adifferent maiter from the migration north. It isnot a scattering but a
grouping, agathering. It is not haphazard but orderly, planned by al the families of aregion for many
daysbeforehand. They al set off together, five or ten or fifteen families, and camp together at night. They
bring plenty of food with them in handcarts and barrows, cooking utensils, fuel for firesin thetredess
plains, warm clothing for the mountain passes, and medicinesfor illness dong the way.

There are no old people on the southward migration—no-body over seventy or soin our years.
Those who have made three migrations stay behind. They group together in farm-steads or the small
townsthat have grown around the farmsteads, or they live out the end of their life with their mate, or
aone, in the house where they lived the springs and summers of their lives. (I think what Kergemmeg
meant, when he said he had followed his people sWay in dl ways but one, was that he had not stayed
home, but had cometo theidand.) The“winter parting,” asit is cdled, between the young going south
and the old staying homeispainful. It isstoicdl. Itisasit must be.

Only those who stay behind will ever see the glory of autumn in the Northern lands, the blue length of
dusk, thefirgt faint patterns of ice on the lake. Some have made paintings or |eft |etters describing these
things for the children and grandchildren they will not see again. Mot die before thelong, long darkness
and cold of winter. None surviveit.

Each migrating group, asthey come down toward the Middle Land, isjoined by others coming from
east and west, till at night the twinkle of campfires coversal the great prairie from horizon to horizon.
They sing a the campfires, and the quiet Snging hoversin the darkness between thelittle fires and the
dars.

They don't hurry on the southward journey. They drift dlong easily, not far each day, though they
keep moving. Asthey reach the foothills of the mountains the great masses split gpart again onto many
different paths, thinning out, for it's pleasanter to befew on atrail than to come after great numbers of
people and trudge in the dust and litter they leave. Up in the heights and passes where there are only a
few waysto go they have to come together again. They make the best of it, with cheerful greetingsand
offersto sharefood, fire, shelter. Everyoneiskind to the children, the haf-year-olds, who find the steep
mountain paths hard going and often frightening; they dow their pace for the children.

And one evening when it seemsthey have been struggling in the mountainsforever, they come
through a high, stony pass to the outlook—South Face, or the Godsbeak Rocks, or the Tor. There they
stand and look out and out and down and down to the golden, sunlit levels of the South, the endless
fildsof wild grain, and somefar, faint, purple smudges—the walls and towers of the Cities Under the
un.

On the downhill road they go faster, and egt lighter, and the dust of their going isagreat cloud behind
them.

They cometo the cities—there are nine of them; Terke Keter isthe largest—standing full of sand and
dlence and sunlight. They pour in through the gates and doors, they fill the Streets, they light the lanterns,



they draw water from the brimming wells, they throw their bedding down in empty rooms, they shout
from window to window and from roof to roof.

Lifeinthe citiesis so different from life in the homesteads that the children can't bdlieveit; they are
disturbed and dubious; they disapprove. It isso noisy, they complain. It's hot. Thereisn't anywhereto be
aone, they say. They weep, thefirst nights, from homesickness. But they go off to school as soon asthe
schools are organi zed, and there they meet everybody el setheir age, dl of them disturbed and dubious
and disgpproving and shy and eager and wild with excitement. Back home, they dl learned to read and
write and do arithmetic, just asthey learned carpentry and farming, taught by their parents; but here are
advanced classes, libraries, museums, galleries of art, concerts of music, teachers of art, of literature, of
mathematics, of astronomy, of architecture, of philosophy—here are sports of adl kinds, games,
gymnastics, and somewherein the city every night thereisaround dance—above dl, hereis everybody
eseintheworld, al crowded into these ydlow wals, al meeting and talking and working and thinking
together in an endless ferment of mind and occupation.

The parents seldom stay together in the cities. Life thereis not lived by twos, but in groups. They drift
gpart, following friends, pursuits, professions, and see each other now and then. The children stay at first
with one parent or the other, but after awhile they too want to be on their own and go off to livein one
of the warrens of young people, the communa houses, the dormitories of the colleges. Y oung men and
women live together, as do grown men and women. Gender is not of much import where thereisno
sxudity.

For they do everything under the sun in the Cities Under the Sun, except make love.

They love, they hate, they learn, they make, they think hard, work hard, play; they enjoy passonately
and suffer desperatdy, they live afull and human life, and they never give athought to sex—unless, as
Kergemmeg said with a perfect poker face, they are philosophers.

Their achievements, their monuments as apeople, are dl in the Cities under the Sun, whose towers
and public buildings, as| saw in abook of drawings Kergemmeg showed me, vary from stern purity to
fervent magnificence. Their books are written there, their thought and religion took form there over the
centuries. Their history, their continuity asaculture, isdl there.

Their continuity asliving beingsiswhat they seeto in the North.

Kergemmeg said that while they are in the South they do not misstheir sexudity at al. | had to take
him at hisword, which was given, hard as it might be for usto imagine, smply as a statement of fact.

And as| try to tell here what he told me, it ssemswrong to describe their life in the cities as celibate
or chaste: for those wordsimply aforced or willed resistance to desire. Where thereisno desire thereis
no resistance, no abstinence, but rather what one might call, in aradica sense of the word, innocence.
They don't think about sex, they don’t missit, it isanon-problem. Their maritd lifeisan empty memory
to them, meaningless. If acouple staystogether or meets often in the South it is because they are
uncommonly good friends—because they love each other. But they love their other friendstoo. They
never live separately from other people. Thereislittle privacy in the great gpartment houses of the
cities—nobody cares about it. Life thereis commund, active, sociable, gregarious, and full of pleasures.

But dowly the days grow warmer; the air dryer; there isarestlessnessin the air. The shadows begin
tofal differently. And the crowds gather in the streets to hear the Y ear Priests announce the solstice and
watch the sun stop, and pause, and turn south.

People leave the cities, one here, acouple there, afamily there... It has begun to stir again, that soft
hormona buzz in the blood, that first vague yearning intimation or memory, the body’ s knowledge of its
kingdom coming.

The young people follow that knowledge blindly, without knowing they know it. The married couples
are drawn back together by al their wakened memories, intensaly sweet. To go home, to go home and
be there together!

All they learned and did dl those thousands of days and nightsin the citiesis left behind them, packed
up, put away. Till they come back South again...

“That iswhy it was easy to turn usaside,” Kergemmeg said. “Because our livesin the North and the
South are so different that they seem, to you others, incoherent, incomplete. And we cannot connect



them rationdly. We cannot explain or justify our Madan to those who live only one kind of life. When the
Bayderac cameto our plane, they told us our Way was mere ingtinct and that we lived like animas. We
were ashamed.”

(I later checked Kergemmeg's“Bayderac” in the Encyclopedia Planaria, where | found an entry
for the Beidr., of the Unon Plane, an aggressive and enterprising people with highly advanced materia
technologies, who have been in trouble more than once with the Interplanary Agency for interfering on
other planes. Thetourist guidebook gives them the symbols that mean “ of specid interest to engineers,
computer programmers, and systems anaysts.”)

Kergemmeg spoke of them with akind of pain. It changed hisvoice, tightened it. He had been achild
when they arrived—thefirgt vidtors, asit happened, from another plane. He had thought about them the
rest of hislife.

“They told us we should take control over our lives. We should not live two separate half-lives, but
livefully dl thetime, dl theyear, asdl intdligent beings did. They were agreet people, full of knowledge,
with high sciences and great ease and luxury of life. To them wetruly were little more than animals. They
told us and showed us how other people lived on other planes. We saw we were foolish to do without
the pleasure of sex for haf our life. We saw we were foolish to spend so much time and energy going
between South and North on foot, when we could make ships, or roads and cars, or airplanes, and go
back and forth ahundred times ayear if we liked. We saw we could build citiesin the North and make
homesteads in the South. Why not? Our Madan was wasteful and irrational, amere anima impulse
controlling us. All we had to do to be free of it was take the medicines the Bayderac gave us. And our
children need not take medicines, but could have their being atered by the genetic science of Bayder.
Then we could be without rest from sexua desire until we got very old, like the Bayderac. And then a
woman would be able to get pregnant at any time before her menopause—in the South, even. And the
number of her children would not be limited... They were eager to give usthese medicines. We knew
their doctors were wise. As soon asthey came to usthey had given us treatments for some of our
illnesses, that cured people asif by amiracle. They knew so much. We saw them fly about in their
arplanes, and envied them, and were ashamed.

“They brought machinesfor us. Wetried to drive the cars they gave us on our narrow, rocky roads.
They sent engineersto direct us, and we began to build a huge Highway straight through the Middle
Land. We blew up mountains with the explosives the Bayderac gave us so the Highway could run wide
and level, south to north and north to south. My father was aworkman on the Highway. There were
thousands of men working on that road, for awhile. Men from the southern homesteads. ..Only men.
Women were not asked to go and do that work. Bayder women did not do such work. It was not
women' swork, they told us. Women were to stay home with the children while men did the work.”

Kergemmeg sipped his Ui thoughtfully and gazed off at the glimmering sea.and the star-dusted sky.

“Women went down from the homesteads and talked to the men,” he said. “ They said to ligen to
them, not only to the Bayderac. .. Perhaps women don’t fedl shame the way men do. Perhapstheir shame
isdifferent, more amatter of the body than the mind. It seemed they didn’t care much for the carsand
arplanes and bulldozers, but cared agreat dea about the medicines that would change us and the rules
about who did which kind of work. After al, with us, the woman bearsthe child, but both parents feed i,
both nurture it. Why should a child be | eft to the mother only? They asked that. How could awoman
aone bring up four children? Or more than four children? It wasinhuman. And then, in the cities, why
should families stay together? The child doesn’t want its parents then, the parents don’t want the child,
they dl have other thingsto do. .. The women talked about thisto us men, and with them wetried to talk
about it to the Bayderac.

“They said, * All that will change. Y ou will see. Y ou cannot reason correctly. It ismerely an effect of
your hormones, your genetic programming, which wewill correct. Then you will befree of your irrationa
and usdless behavior patterns.’

“But we answered, ‘ But will we be free of your irrationa and useless behavior patterns?

“Men working on the Highway began throwing down their tools and abandoning the big machinesthe
Bayderac had provided. They said, ‘What do we need this Highway for when we have a thousand ways



of our own? And they set off southward on those old paths and tralils.

“You seg, dl this happened—rfortunatdly, | think—near the end of a Northern Season. In the North,
wherewe al live apart, and so much of lifeis spent in courting and making love and bringing up the
children, we were—how shal | put it—more short-sighted, more impressionable, more vulnerable. We
had just begun the drawing together, then. When we came to the South, when we were all in the Cities
Under the Sun, we could gather, take counsel together, argue and listen to arguments, and consider what
was best for usas a people.

“ After we had done that, and had talked further with the Bayderac and let them talk to us, we called
for aGreat Consensus, such asis spoken of in the legends and the ancient records of the Y ear Towers
where history iskept. Every Ansar cameto the Y ear Tower of their city and voted on this choice: Shall
we follow the Bayder Way or the Manad? If we followed their Way, they were to stay among us, if we
chose our own, they wereto go. We chose our way.” His beak clattered very softly as he laughed. “I
was a halfyearling, that season. | cast my vote.”

| did not have to ask how he had voted, but | asked if the Bayderac had been willing to go.

“Some of them argued, some of them threatened,” he said. “ They taked about their wars and their
weapons. | am sure they could have destroyed us utterly. But they did not. Maybe they despised us so
much they didn’t want to bother. Or their wars called them away. By then we had been visited by people
from the Interplanary Agency, and mogt likdly it wastheir doing that the Bayderac left usin peace.
Enough of us had been alarmed that we agreed then, in another voting, that we wanted no more visitors.
So now the Agency seesto it that they come only to thisidand. | am not sure we made theright choice,
there. Sometimes | think we did, sometimes | wonder. Why are we afraid of other peoples, other Ways?
They can't dl belike the Bayderac.”

“I think you madetheright choice,” | said. “But | say it against my will. I’d like so much to meet an
Ansar woman, to meet your children, to see the Cities Under the Sun! I’ d like so much to see your
dancing!”

“Oh, wdll, that you can see,” he said, and stood up. Maybe we had had alittle more U than usud,
thet night.

He stood very tall there in the glimmering darkness on the verandah over the beach. He straightened
his shoulders, and his head went back. The crest on hishead dowly roseinto atiff plume, silver inthe
garlight. Helifted hisarms above his head. It was the pose of the antique Spanish dancer, fiercely
elegant, tense, and masculine. He did not leap, he was after dl aman of eighty, but he gave somehow the
impression of aleap, then adeep graceful bow. His besk clicked out a quick double rhythm, he stamped
twice, and his feet seemed to flicker in acomplex set of stepswhile his upper body remained taut and
graight. Then hisarms came out in agreat embracing gesture, toward me, as| sat dmogt terrified by the
beauty and intensity of hisdance.

And then he stopped, and laughed. He was out of breath. He sat down and passed his hand over his
forehead and his crest, panting alittle. “ After al,” he said, “itisn't courting season.”

A Few Kind Wordsfor A. E. Van Vogt
RICHARD CHWEDYK

Richard Chwedyk livesin Chicago, Illinois. Last year we featured his story “ The Measure of All
Things’ in YearsBest SF 7. Thisyear he published a fine long sequel, “ Bronte’s Egg.” He often
reads in the Chicago area, most recently at the Twilight Tales reading series at the Red Lion Pub.
His poetry has recently been published in Taes of the Unanticipated and Taesfrom the Red Lion, but
has also appeared in Another Chicago Magazine, Oyez Review, Paul Hoover’ s legendary Oink!
(now called New American Writing), and The Best of Hair Trigger anthology, among even ol der
publications. He teaches creative writing classes at Oakton Community College, but hisday job is
doing layout and copyediting for a chain of newspapersin the Chicago suburbs.

“ A Few Kind Words for A. E. Van Vogt,” from Taesof the Unanticipated, is a lyric poem about



one of the titanic figures of SF, who was given the Grand Master Award by the SFWA only after
he had succumbed to Alzheimer’s. This poemis about the night he stood up in front of the
audience at the annual Nebula Awards banquet to accept the award. | was there; the description
isaccurate. It is also about his powerful contributions to genre S and to literature in the 20th
century (note the allusion to Mishima).

An irony in physics rendered him mute
as he stood to receive his award
in the darkened arena.

Helooked at the assembled audience with
gratitude, but aso with undisguised
bewilderment, alittle gpprehension.
Hiseyeswereliquid, opened wide,
forehead furrowed, confounded with
hisinarticulation.

His speech was read for him by an old, good friend.
Hiswife stood just astep behind him.

His hair was combed straight back.

He dressed like an accountant and it was not inappropriate,
for it was this disguise that was hiswork.

It was hot, inaword, origina:

Plato, De Quincey, Borges, Christian mystics, Eastern monks,
al hinted at the notion that each object in thisworld

isasecret symbol for an object in another,

and nathing isin itsalf merdly itsdf.

Of course, then, he wore the uniform of a*“plain” man.
Of course, hewondered at the crowd
and what thisdl wasredly about.

Hewaslooking, perhaps, for Cayle Clark,

or Jommy, or Gosseyn,

out therein the dark, the audience up,

out of their seats. He seemed to look past them all.

He d torn open the bag that held his dreams

and let them dl pour out

at apenny or two aword. And what asurprise

it must have been, when the contentsfell

to the page, how many people recognized those objects
astheir own.

It was't eloquent. It was't pristine.
At timeshisvessd seemed hardly seaworthy.
But to have made it so would have betrayed the secret:

Thereis a secret world one train stop further on,
acrossthe highway, past the chain-link fence,



on the other side of the woods. A secret neighborhood.
A secret room. Thefate of the universe, of timeitsdf,
isweighed againg this discovery.

Thereis something important at the other end of this gaze,
and we better find out what it is.
But for now, don’t say aword.

And hedidn’t.

And when my dour, salf-absorbed, ascetic, “literary”
friend asks me (and pronounces the name
likeagummy cough) “ About thisvan Vogt,”

that he read of in abiography of Mishima,

| tell him nothing, betray nothing.

An accident of semantics, anirony of physics,
abrief attack of poetry, renders me mute.

The skeleton of theworld | saw
when | |€eft that dark arena

was a cast-off from the bag of dreams.

And Cayle, and Jommy and Gilbert Gosseyn
were standing by the newspaper boxes, intheir dark suits,
each holding afinger up to hislips.

Halo
CHARLES STROSS

Charles Stross (http: //mww.antipope.org/charlie/blosxom.cgi) livesin Edinburgh, Scotland. A
dyed-in-the-wool science fiction writer in the tradition of Bruce Sterling, heis so full of ideas and
energy that at times he seems to be a fizzing, popping conduit, a high-powered cable full of
lightning bolts and showering sparks. He is of the same social circle aslain M. Banks and Ken
McLeod, and the three of them are being called (not entirely unjustly) the Scots SF Renaissance.
Stross has been publishing for the past four yearsin Spectrum SF and Interzone, and recently in
Admov’s, but had a hit in 2001 in writing circleswith his story “ Lobsters.” By the time of the
world SF convention in San Jose in 2001, SF people were eager to meet Sross. His collection
Toagt (2002) appeared in a print-on-demand edition last year. Hisfirst S novel will appear in
2003.

“Halo” ispart of a series of energetic showpieces in thefirst person present tense that have
appeared in ASmov’s over the last two years—the Manfred Maxx series, set in a near future that
is undergoing continuing revolution in the biological sciences, after a computer revolution, after a
techno-economic revolution. And there’ s more to come. This one has a sympathetic teenage
protagonist, Amber, Manfred’ s cyborg super-competent daughter, who is desperate to get out
from under the authority of her control-freak mother, and away from her cat. And what better
place than outer space to be free?

V ast whorls of cloud ripple beneath the ship’ sdrive stinger: orange and brown and muddy gray streaks



dowly ripple across the bloated horizon of Jupiter. Sanger is nearing perijove, degp withinthe gasgiant’s
lethal magnetic fidd; static dischargesflicker along the tube, arcing over near the deep violet exhaust
cloud emerging from the magnetic mirrors of the ship'sVASIMR motor. The plasmarocket is cranked
up to maximum mass flow, its specific impulse amost aslow as afisson rocket but thrusting at maximum
asthe assembly creaks and groans through the gravitational assst maneuver. In another hour, the drive
will flicker off, and the orphanage will fal up and out toward Ganymede, before dropping back in toward
orbit around Amalthea, Jupiter’ s fourth moon (and source of much of the materia in the Gossamer ring).
They’ re not thefirst canned primates to make it to Jupiter subsystem, but they’ re one of the first wholly
private ventures. The bandwidth out here sucks dead dugs through a straw, with millions of kilometers of
vacuum separating them from scant hundreds of mouse-brained microprobes and afew mechanical
dinosaurs |eft behind by NASA or ESA. They're so far from the inner system that agood chunk of the
ship’s communications array is given over to caching: the newsiswhole kiloseconds old by thetimeit
getsout here.

Amber, dong with about half the waking passengers, watches in fascination from the common room.
The commons arealong axid cylinder, adouble-hulled inflatable at the center of the ship with alarge
part of their liquid water supply stored in itswall-tubes. Thefar end is video-enabled, showing them a
redtime 3D view of the planet asit rolls beneath them: in redlity, there' s as much mass as possible
between them and the trapped particlesin the Jovian magnetic envelope. “1 could go swimming in that,”
gghsLilly. “Justimagine, diving into that sea..... "Her avatar gppearsin the window, riding asiver
surfboard down the kilometers of vacuum.

“Nice case of wind-burn you've got there,” someone jeers. Kas. Suddenly, Lilly’ s avatar, heretofore
clad in ashimmering metalic swimsuit, turnsto the texture of baked meet, and waggles sausage-fingers
up a theminwarning.

“Sameto you and the window you climbed in through!” Abruptly the virtua vacuum outsde the
window isfull of bodies, most of them human, contorting and writhing and morphing in mock-combat as
half the kids pitch into the virtua desthmatch: it'sagesturein the face of the sharp fear that outsde the
thin walls of the orphanage lies an environment that redly is ashostile as Lilly’ stoasted avatar would
indicate.

Amber turns back to her date: she’ sworking through a complex mess of forms, necessary before the
expedition can start work. Facts and figuresthat are never far away crowd around her, intimidating.
Jupiter weighs 1.9 x 10 27 kilograms. There are twenty-nine Jovian moons and an estimated two
hundred thousand minor bodies, lumps of rock, and bits of debris crowded around them—debris above
the size of ring fragments, for Jupiter (like Saturn) hasrings, abeit not as prominent. A total of Sx mgor
nationa orbiter platforms have made it out here—and another two hundred and seventeen microprobes,
al but sx of them private entertainment platforms. The first human expedition was put together by ESA
Studios six years ago, followed by a couple of wildcat mining prospectors and a u-commerce bus that
scattered haf amillion picoprobes throughout Jupiter subsystem. Now the Sanger has arrived, dong
with another three monkey cans—one from Mars, two more from LEO—and it looks asif colonization
would explode except that there are at least four mutualy exclusive Grand Plans for what to do with old
Jove' smass.

Someone prods her. “Hey, Amber, what are you up to?’

She opens her eyes. “Doing my homework.” 1t's Su Ang. “Look, we re going to Amalthea, aren't
we? But we file our accounts in Reno, so we have to do all this paperwork. Monicaasked meto help.
It'sinsane”

Ang leans over and reads, upside down. “Environmental Protection Agency?’

“Y eah. Estimated Environmental Impact Forward Analysis 204.6b, Page Two. They want meto ‘list
any bodies of sanding water within five kilometers of the designated mining area. If excavating below the
water table, list any well-springs, reservoirs, and streams within depth of excavation in meters multiplied
by five hundred meters up to amaximum distance of ten kilometers downstream of direction of bedding
plane flow. For each body of water, itemize any endangered or listed species of bird, fish, mamma,
reptile, invertebrate, or plant living within ten kilometers—'”



“—Of amine on Amathea? Which orbits one hundred and eighty thousand kilometers above Jupiter,
has no atmosphere, and where you can pick up awhole body radiation dose of ten Graysin haf an hour
on the surface?’ Ang shakes her head, then spoilsit by giggling. Amber glances up.

Onthewadl infront of her someone—Nicky or Boris, probably—has pasted a caricature of her own
avatar into the virch fight. She' s being hugged from behind by a giant cartoon dog with floppy ears and an
erection, who' s Singing anatomicaly improbable suggestions while fondling himsalf suggestively. “Fuck
that!” Shocked out of her distraction—and angry—Amber drops her stack of paperwork and throws a
new avatar at the screen, one an agent of hers dreamed up overnight: it' s called Spike, and it’ s not
friendly. Spikerips off the dog' s head and pisses down itstrachea, which isanatomically correct for a
human being: meanwhile shelooks around, trying to work out which of the laughing idiot children and lost
geeks around her could have sent such an unpleasant message.

“Children! Chill out.” She glancesround: one of the Franklins (thisis the twenty-something
dark-skinned femae one) isfrowning at them. “ Can’'t we leave you donefor haf aK without afight?’

Amber pouts. “It'snot afight: it'saforceful exchange of opinions.”

“Hah.” The Franklin leans back in mid-air, arms crossed, an expression of supercilious smugness
pasted across her-their face. “ Heard that one before. Anyway—" she-they gesture and the screen goes
blank “—I’ve got newsfor you pesky kids. We got aclaim verified! Factory starts work as soon aswe
shut down the stinger and finish filing all the paperwork viaour lawyers. Now’ s our chance to earn our

upkeep....”

Amber isflashing on ancient history, three years back along her timeline. In her replay, she' sin some
kind of split-level ranch house out west. It's atemporary posting while her mother SciFiction fab line
enterprise that grinds out dead chips of VLSI silicon for Pentagon projects that have dipped behind the
cutting edge. Her mom leans over her, menacingly adult in her dark suit and chaperonage earrings:

“Y ou’re going to school, and that’ sthat!”

Her mother isablond ice-maiden madonna, one of the IRS' s most productive bounty hunters—she
can make grown CEQOs panic just by blinking at them. Amber, atow-headed eight-year-old tearaway
with aconfusng mix of identities, inexperience blurring the boundary between sdf and grid, isnot yet able
to fight back effectively. After acouple of seconds, she verbdizes arather feeble protest: “Don’'t want
to!” One of her stance demons whispersthat thisis the wrong approach to take, so she modifiesit:
“They’ll beat up on me, Mom. I'm too different. ’ Sides, | know you want me sociaized up with my
grade metrics, but isn't that what sideband’ sfor? | can socialize real good at home.”

Mom does something unexpected: she kneels down, putting herself on eyeleve with Amber. They're
on the living room carpet, al seventies-retro brown corduroy and acid-orange paidey wallpaper: the
domegtics are in hiding while the humans hold court. “Listen to me, sweetie” Mom' svoiceis bregthy,
laden with an emotiona undertow as strong and stifling as the eau de cologne she wearsto the office to
cover up the scent of her client’ sfear. “1 know that' swhat your father’ swriting to you, but it isn't true.

Y ou need the company—physical company—of children your own age. Y ou're natural , not some kind
of engineered freak, even with your skullset. Natura children like you need company, or they grow up al
weird. Don't you know how much you mean to me? | want you to grow up happy, and that won't
happen if you don’t learn to get dong with children your own age. Y ou' re not going to be some kind of
cyborg otaku freak, Amber. But to get hedlthy, you' ve got to go to schoal, build up amental immune
system. That which does not destroy us makes us stronger, right?”

It's crude mora blackmail, transparent as glass and manipulative as hll, but Amber’s corpus logica
flagsit with aheavy emotiond sprite miming the likelihood of physicd disciplineif sherisesto the bait:
Mom isagitated, nogtrils dightly flared, ventilation rate up, some vasodilatation visblein her cheeks.
Amber—in combination with her skullset and the metacortex of distributed agents it supports—is mature
enough at eight yearsto model, anticipate, and avoid corpora punishment: but her stature and lack of
physica maturity conspireto put her at a disadvantage when negotiating with adultswho matured in a
smpler age. She sighs, then puts on apout to let Mom know she' s till reluctant, but obedient. “ O-kay. If

you say s0.”



Mom stands up, eyes distant—jprobably telling Saturn to warm his engine and open the garage
doors. 1 say s0, punkin. Go get your shoes on, now. I’ll pick you up on my way back from work, and
I’ve got atrest for you: we re going to check out anew Church together thisevening.” Mom smiles, but
it does’t reach her eyes. “ Y ou be agood little girl, now, al right?’

Thelmam isat prayer in agyrostabilized mosque.

Hismosqueis not very big, and it has a congregation of one: he performs sdat on hisown every
seventeen thousand two hundred and eighty seconds. He also webcasts the call to prayer, but there are
no other believersin trans-Jovian space to answer the summons. Between prayers, he splits his attention
between the exigencies of life-support and scholarship. A student of the Hadith and of knowledge-based
systems, Sadeq collaborates in a project with other mujtahid scholars who are building arevised
concordance of dl the known isnads, to provide abasis for exploring the body of Idamic jurisprudence
from anew perspective—one they’ll need sordly if the looked-for breakthroughs in communication with
diensemerge. Their god isto answer the vexatious questions that bedevil 1Idam in the age of accelerated
consciousness. and astheir representative in orbit around Jupiter, these questions fall most heavily on
Sadeq' s shoulders.

Sadeq isadightly built man, with close-cropped black hair and a perpetudly tired expression: unlike
the orphanage crew, he has a ship to himsdlf. The ship started out as an Iranian knock-off of a
Shenzhou-B capsule, with a Chinese-type 921 space-station module tacked onto itstail: but the clunky,
nineteen-sixties|ookaike—aglittering auminum dragonfly mating with aCoke can—hasaweirdly
contoured M 2P2 pod strapped to its nose. The M2P2 pod isaplasmasail: built in orbit by one of
Daewoo’ swake shied-facilities, it dragged Sadeq and his cramped space station out to Jupiter in just
four months, surfing on the solar breeze. His presence may be atriumph for the Ummah, but he fed's
acutely aone out here: when he turns his compact observatory’ smirrorsin the direction of the Sanger,,
heis struck by its Sze and purposeful appearance. Sanger’ s superior size speaks of the efficiency of the
western financia ingruments, semi-autonomous investment trusts with variable business-cycle accounting
protocols that make possible the devel opment of commercia space exploration. The Prophet, peace be
unto him, may have condemned usury: but surely it would have given him pause to see these engines of
capita formation demongtrate their power above the Great Red Spot.

After finishing his prayers, Sadeq spends a couple of extra precious minutes on hismat. He finds that
meditation comes hard in this environment: kned in silence and you become aware of the hum of
ventilation fans, the smell of old socks and sweet, the metallic taste of ozone from the Elektron oxygen
generators. It is hard to approach God in this third-hand spaceship, a hand-me-down from arrogant
Russato ambitious China, and finally to the religious trustees of Qom, who have better usesfor it than
any of the heathen statesimagine. They’ ve pushed it far, thislittle toy space station: but who'sto say if it
isGod' sintention for humansto live here, in orbit around this swollen dien giant of a planet?

Sadeq shakes hishead: he rollshis mat up and stowsit beside the solitary porthole with aquiet sigh.
A stab of homesicknesswrenchesat him, for his childhood in hot, dusty Y azd and hismany yearsasa
student in Qom: he steadies himsdlf by looking round, searching the station thet is by now asfamiliar to
him as the fourth-floor concrete apartment that his parents—a car factory worker and hiswife—raised
himin. Theinterior of the station isthe size of aschool bus, every surface cluttered with storage areas,
instrument consoles, and layers of exposed pipes: acouple of globules of antifreeze jiggle like stranded
jdlyfish near aheat exchanger that has been giving him grief. Sadeq kicks off in search of the squeeze
bottle he kegpsfor this purpose, then gathers up hisroll of tools and instructs one of his agentsto find him
the relevant sura of the maintenance log: it’ stimeto fix thisleeky joint for good.

An hour or so of serious plumbing, and then he will ezt (freeze-dried lamb stew, with apaste of lentils
and boiled rice, and abulb of strong teato wash it down), then sit down to review his next flyby
maneuvering sequence. Perhaps, God willing, therewill be no further system dertsand he'll be ableto
spend an hour or two on his research between evening and fina prayers. Maybe the day after tomorrow,
there'll even betimeto relax for acouple of hours, to watch one of the old moviesthat he finds so
fascinating for thelr ingghtsinto dien cultures: Apollo 13, maybe. Itisn't easy, being the only crew



aboard along-duration space mission: and it' s even harder for Sadeg, up here with nobody to talk to, for
the communications lag to earth is more than half an hour each way—and so far ashe knows he' sthe
only believer within haf abillion kilometers.

Amber didsanumber in Paris and waits until someone answers the phone. She knows the strange
woman on the phone stiny screen: Mom calls her “your father’ sfancy bitch,” with apeculiar tight smile.
(The one time Amber asked what afancy bitch was, Mom hit her—not hard, just awarning.) “Is Daddy
there?’ she asks.

The strange woman looks dightly bemused. (Her hair isblond, like Mom's, but the color clearly
came out of ableach bottle, and it’s cut redlly short, mannish.) “ Oui. Ah, yes” She smilestentatively. “I
am sorry, it isadisposable phone you are usng? Y ou want to talk to "im?’

It comesout inarush: “I want to see him.” Amber clutchesthe phonelike alifesaver: it'sachegp
disposable cered -packet item, and the cardboard is already softening in her swesty grip. “Mommawon't
let me, auntie’ Nette—"

“Hush.” Annette, who haslived with Amber’ sfather for more than twice aslong as her mother did,
smiles. “Y ou are sure that telephone, your mother does not know of it?’

Amber looks around. She' sthe only child in the rest room becauseit isn’t bresk time and shetold
teacher she had to go right now: “I’m sure, P ,, confidence factor greater than 0.9.” Her Bayesian head
tells her that she can't reason accurately about this because Momma has never caught her with aniillicit
phone before, but what the hdll. It can’'t get Dad into trouble if he doesn’t know, can it?

“Very good.” Annette glancesaside. “Manny, | have asurprise cal for you.”

Daddy appears on screen. She can see dl of hisface, and helooks younger than last time: he must
have stopped using those clunky old glasses. “Hi—Amber! Where are you? Does your mother know
you're caling me?’ Helooksdightly worried.

“No,” she says confidently, “the phone camein abox of Grahams.”

“Phew. Ligten, swest, you must remember to never, ever cal mewhere your mom may find out.
Otherwise, she'll get her lawyersto come after me with thumb screws and hot pincers, because she'll
say | madeyou cdl me. Understand?’

“Yes, Daddy.” Shesghs. “Don’t you want to know why | caled?’

“Um.” For amoment he looks taken aback. Then he nods, serioudy. Amber likes Daddy because he
takes her serioudy most times when she taksto him. It’ s a phreaking nuisance having to borrow her
classmates phones or tunnd past Mom's pit-bull firewall, but Dad does't assume that she can’'t know
anything because she'sonly akid. “Go ahead. There s something you need to get off your chest?

How' ve things been, anyway?’

She' sgoing to have to be brief: the disposaphone comes pre-paid, the internationa tariff it susingis
lousy, and the break bell isgoing to ring any minute. “1 want out, Daddy. | mean it. Mom’ s getting
loopier every week: she' sdragging me around to all these churches now, and yesterday she threw afit
over metaking to my terminal. She wants me to see the school shrink, | mean, what for? | can't do
what shewants; I'm not her little girl! Every timel tunnel out, shetriesto put a content-bot on me, and
it smaking my head hurt—I can’'t even think straight anymore!” To her surprise, Amber feestears
garting. “Get me out of herel”

The view of her father shakes, pans around to show her tante Annette looking worried. “Y ou know,
your father, he cannot do anything? The divorce lawyers, they will tie him up.”

Amber sniffs. “Can you help?’ she asks.

“I'll seewhat | can do,” her father’ sfancy bitch promises as the break bell rings.

An instrument package pedls away from the Sanger’ s claimjumper drone and drops toward the
potato-shaped rock, fifty kilometers below. Jupiter hangs huge and gibbous in the background,
impressionist wallpaper for amad cosmologist: Pierre bites hislower lip as he concentrates on steering it.

Amber, wearing a black deeping-sack, hovers over hishead like agiant bat, enjoying her freedom
for ashift. Shelooks down on Pierre’ s bowl-cut hair, hiswiry arms gripping either side of the viewing



table, and wonders what to have him do next. A davefor aday isan interesting experience, restful: life
aboard the Sanger isbusy enough that nobody gets much dack-time (at least, not until the big habitats
have been assembled and the high bandwidth dish is pointing a Earth). They’re unrolling everythingto a
hugely intricate plan generated by the backers critical path team, and there isn’t much room for idling: the
expedition relies on shamelessy exploitative child |abor—they’ re lighter on the life-support consumables
than adults—working the kids twelve-hour days to assemble atoe-hold on the shore of the future.

(When they’ re older and their options vest fully, they’ Il al be rich—but that hasn't stopped the outraged
herdnews propaganda back home.) For Amber, the chance to let somebody else work for her isnove,
and she' strying to make every minute count.

“Hey, dave” shecdlsidly: “how you doing?’

Rerre sniffs. “1t' sgoing okay.” He refusesto glance up a her, Amber notices. He sthirteen: isn't he
supposed to be obsessed with girls by that age? She notices his quiet, intense focus, runs asteathy probe
aong hisouter boundary: he shows no sgn of noticing it but it bounces off, unable to chink his menta
armor. “ Got cruise speed,” he says, taciturn, as two tons of metal, ceramics, and diamond-phase
weirdness hurtles toward the surface of Barney at three hundred kilometers per hour. “ Stop shoving me:
there' sathree-second lag and | don’t want to get into afeedback control-loop with it.”

“I'll shoveif | want, dave.” She sticks her tongue out at him.

“And if you make medropit?’ heasks. Looking up at her, hisface serious—" Are we supposed to
be doing this?’

“Y ou cover your assand I'll cover mine,” she says, then turns bright red. “Y ou know what | mean.”

“I do, do 1?7’ Pierre grinswiddly, then turns back to the console: “ Aww, that’s no fun. And you want
to tune what-ever bit-bucket you' ve given control of your speech centersto: they’ re putting out way too
much double-entendre , somebody might mistake you for agrown-up.”

“You gtick to your businessand I'll stick to mine,” she says, emphaticdly. “And you can sart by
telling mewhat’ s happening.”

“Nothing.” Heleans back and crosses hisarms, grimacing at the screen. “It’ sgoing to drift for five
hundred seconds, now, then there' s the midcourse correction and a decel eration burn before
touch-down. And then it’sgoing to be an hour while it unwrapsitsdf and starts unwinding the cable
spool. What do you want, minute noodles with that?’

“Uh-huh.” Amber spreads her bat-wings and lies back in mid-air, staring at the window, feding rich
and idle as Pierre works hisway through her day-shift. “Wake me when there’ s something interesting to
see” Maybe she should have had him feed her peeled grapes or give her afoot massage, something
more traditionaly hedonigtic: but right now just knowing he' s her own little piece of dienated labor is
doing good things for her self-esteem. Looking at those tense arms, the curve of his neck, she thinks
maybe there’ s something to thiswhispering-and-giggling he really likes you stuff the older girlsgoin
for—

Thewindow ringslike agong and Pierre coughs. “Y ou’ ve got mail,” he saysdryly. “Y ou want meto
read it for you?’

“What the—" A messageis flooding across the screen, right-to-left snaky script like the stuff on her
corporate instrument (now lodged safely in adeposit box in Zurich). It takes her awhileto page-inthe
grammar agent that can handle Arabic, and another minute for her to take in the meaning of the message.
When she does, she starts swearing, loudly and continuoudly.

“You bitch, Mom! Why' d you have to go and do a thing like that?’

The corporate instrument arrived in ahuge FedEx box addressed to Amber: it happened on her
birthday while Mom was a work, and she remembersit asif it was only an hour ago.

She remembers reaching up and scraping her thumb over the ddivery man's clipboard, the rough fedl
of the microsequencers sampling her DNA; afterward, she drags the package inside. When she pullsthe
tab on the box it unpacksitsaf automatically, regurgitating a compact 3D printer, half aream of paper
printed in old-fashioned dumb ink, and asmall calico cat with alarge @-symbal onitsflank. The cat
hops out of the box, stretches, shakesits head, and glares at her. “Y ou're Amber?” it mrowls.



“Yeah,” she says, shyly. “Areyou from Tanté’ Nette?’

“No, I'm from the fucking tooth fairy.” It leans over and head-butts her knee, strops the scent glands
between itsearsal over her skirt. “Listen, you got any tunain the kitchen?’

“Mom doesn’t believein seafood,” says Amber: “it’ sal foreign junk, she says. It'smy birthday
today, did | tel you?’

“Happy fucking birthday, then.” The cat yawns, convincingly redigtic. “Here' syour dad’ s present.
Bastard put me in hibernation and blogged me aong to show you how to work it. Y ou take my advice,
you'll trash the fucker. No good will come of it.”

Amber interrupts the cat’ s grumbling by clapping her hands glegfully. “So what isit?” she demands.
“A new invention? Some kind of weird sex toy from Amsterdam? A gun, so | can shoot Pastor
Wallace?’

“Naaah.” The cat yawns, yet again, and curls up on the floor next to the 3D printer. “I1t's some kinda
dodgy business modd to get you out of hock to your mom. Better be careful, though—he saysits legdity
is narrowly scoped jurisdiction-wise.”

“Wow. Like, how totaly cool!” In truth, Amber isdelighted becauseit is her birthday, but Mom'’s at
work and Amber’ shome aone, with just the TV in mora-mgjority mode for company. Things have gone
so far downhill snce Mom discovered religion that absolutely the best thing in the world tante Annette
could have sent her is some scam programmed by Daddy to take her away. If he doesn’'t, Mom will take
her to Church tonight (and maybe to an IRS compliance-certified restaurant afterward, if Amber’sgood
and does whatever Pastor Wallace tells her to).

The cat sniffsin the direction of the printer: “Why dontchafireit up?” Amber opensthelid onthe
printer, removes the packing popcorn, and plugsit in. Thereé sawhirr and arush of waste heat from its
rear asit cools the imaging heads down to working temperature and registers her ownership.

“What do | do now?’ she asks.

“Pick up the page labeled READ ME and follow the ingtructions,” the cat recitesin abored
sing-song voice. It winks at her, then fakes an exaggerated French accent: “Le READ ME contains
directions pour I’ execution instrument corporate dans e boite. In event of perplexity, consult the
accompanying aineko for clarification.” The cat wrinklesitsnoserapidly, asif it'sabout to bite an
invisbleinsect. “Warning: don't rely on your father’ s cat’ s opinions, it isaperverse beast and cannot be
trusted. Y our mother helped seed its meme base, back when they were married. Ends.” 1t mumbleson
for awhile “fucking snotty Parisan bitch, I'll pissin her knicker drawer, I'll moltin her bidet....”

“Don't bevile” Amber scansthe README quickly. Corporate instruments are strong magic,
according to Daddy, and thisoneis exatic by any standards: alimited company established in Y emen,
contorted by the intersection between shari’ aand the global legidatosaurus. Understanding it isn't easy,
even with apersona net full of sub-sapient agentsthat have full accessto wholelibraries of international
trade law—the bottleneck is comprehension. Amber finds the documents highly puzzling. It' s not the fact
that haf of them are written in Arabic that bothers her—that’ swhat her grammar engineisfor—or even
that they’ refull of S-expressions and semi-digestible chunks of L1SP: but that the company seemsto
assert that it exists for the sole purpose of owning daves.

“What'sgoing on?’ she asksthe cat. “What' sthisall about?’

The cat sneezes, then looks disgusted. “Thiswasn't my idea, big shot. Y our father isavery weird
guy and your mother hates him lots because she' sill inlove with him. She' sgot kinks, y’ know? Or
maybe she' s sublimating them, if she’ s serious about this church shit she' s putting you through. He thinks
that she'sacontrol freak. Anyway, after your dad ran off in search of another dome, she took out an
injunction againgt him. But she forgot to cover his partner, and she bought this parcel of wormsand sent
them to you, okay? Annieisarea bitch, but he'sgot her wrapped right around hisfinger, or something.
Anyway, he built these companies and this printer—which isn’t hardwired to afiltering proxy, like your
mom’ s—specificaly to let you get away from her legdly. If that’swhat you want to do.”

Amber fast-forward through the dynamic chunks of the READM E—boring static UML diagrams,
mostly—soaking up the gist of the plan. Y emen isone of the few countriesto implement traditiona Sunni
shari’ alaw and alimited-liability company scam at the same time. Owning davesislega—thefictionis



that the owner has an option hedged on the indentured laborer’ s future output, with interest payments that
grow fagter than the unfortunate victim can pay them off—and companies are legd entities. If Amber sdlls
hersdf into davery to this company, she will become adave, and the company will belegaly ligblefor
her actions and upkeep. Therest of the legal instrument—about 90 percent of it, in fact—isaset of
sdlf-modifying corporate mechanisms coded in avariety of jurisdictions that permit Turing-complete
company condgtitutions, and which act as an ownership shell for the davery contract: at the far end of the
corporate firewall isatrust fund of which Amber isthe prime beneficiary and shareholder. When she
reaches the age of mgority, she'll acquiretotal control over dl the companiesin the network and can
dissolve her dave contract; until then, the trust funds (which she essentidly owns) oversee the company
that owns her (and keepsit safe from hostile takeover bids). Oh, and the company network is primed by
an extraordinary general meeting that instructed it to move the trust’ s assetsto Parisimmediatey. A
one-way airlineticket isenclosed.

“Youthink | should takethis?’ she asksuncertainly. It'shard to tell how smart the cat really
is—there' s probably ayawning vacuum behind those semantic networks if you dig deep enough—Hbut it
tellsapretty convincing tale,

The cat squats and curlsitstail protectively around its paws. “I’m saying nothing, you know whét |
mean?Y ou take this, you can go live with your dad. But it won't stop your ma.coming after him with a
horse whip and after you with abunch of lawyers and a set of handcuffs. Y ou want my advice, you'll
phone the Franklins and get aboard their off-planet mining scam. In space, no one can serve awrit on
you. Plus, they got long-term plansto get into the CETI market, cracking dien network packets. Y ou
want my honest opinion, you wouldn't likeit in Paris after abit. Y our dad and the frog bitch, they’re
swingers, y' know? No timein ther livesfor akid. Or acat like me, now | think of it. They're out all
hours of the night doing drugs, fetish parties, raves, opera, that kind of adult shit. Y our dad dressesin
frocks more than your mom, and your tante’ Nettie leads him around the gpartment on a chain when
they’ re not having noisy sex on the balcony. They’ d cramp your style, kid: you shouldn’t have to put up
with parentswho have more of alife than you do.”

“Huh.” Amber wrinkles her nose, haf-disgusted by the cat’ s transparent scheming, and
haf-acknowledging itsmessage: I’ d better think hard about this, she decides. Then shefliesoff in so
many directions a once that she nearly browns out the household net feed. Part of her is examining the
intricate card pyramid of company structures, somewhere else, she' s thinking about what can go wrong,
while another bit (probably some of her wet, messy glandular biologica sdif) isthinking about how niceit
would be to see Daddy again, abeit with some trepidation. Parents aren’t supposed to have sex: isn't
therealaw, or something?*“ Tell me about the Franklins? Are they married? Singular?’

The 3D printer iscranking up. It hisses dightly, disspating heat from the hard-vacuum chamber inits
supercooled workspace. Deegp initsgutsit creates coherent atom beams, from abunch of Bose-Eingtein
condensates hovering on the edge of absolute zero: by superimposing interference patterns on them, it
generates an atomic hologram, building a perfect replicaof some origina artifact, right down to the
atomic level—there are no clunky moving nanotechnology partsto break or overheat or mutate.
Something is going to come out of the printer in half an hour, something cloned off its origina right down
to theindividua quantum states of its component atomic nucle. The cat, seemingly oblivious, shuffles
closer to its exhaust ducts.

“Bob Franklin, he died about two, three years before you were born: your dad did businesswith him.
So did your mom. Anyway, he had chunks of his noumen preserved, and the estate trustees are trying to
re-cregte his consciousness by cross-loading him in their implants. They’ re sort of aborganism, but with
money and style. Anyway, Bob got into the space biz back then, with somefinancia wizardry afriend of
your father whipped up for him, and now they-he are building a spacehab that they’ re going to take dl
the way out to Jupiter, where they can dismantle a couple of smal moons and begin building hdium-three
refineries. It sthat CETI scam | told you about earlier, but they’ ve got awholeload of other angleson it
for thelong term.”

Thisismostly going right over Amber’ shead—sh€ |l haveto learn what helium-three refineries are
later—but the idea of running away to space has a certain gpped. Adventure, that’ swhat. Amber looks



around the living room and seesiit for amoment as a capsule, asmall wooden cell locked degpinavision
of amiddie-Americathat never was—the one her mom wantsto retreat into. “Is Jupiter fun?’ she asks.
“I know it' shig and not very dense, but isit, like, a happening place?’

“You could say that,” saysthe cat, asthe printer clanks and disgorges a fake passport (convincingly
aged), an intricate metal seal engraved with Arabic script, and atail ored wide-spectrum vaccine targeted
on Amber’ simmature immune system. “ Stick that on your wrist, Sgn the three top copies, put themin the
envelope, and let’ sget going: we ve got aflight to catch.”

Sadeq is edting his dinner when the lawsuit rollsin.

Alonein the cramped humming void of his station, he contemplatesthe plea. Thelanguageis
awkward, showing al the halmarks of a crude machine trandation: the supplicant is American, awoman,
and—oddly—claimsto be a Chrigtian. Thisis surprising enough, but the nature of her clam s, at face
vaue, preposterous. He forces himself to finish his bread, then bag the waste and clean the platter, before
he givesit hisfull consderation. Isit atasteless joke? Evidently not: asthe only quadi outside the orbit of
Marsheisuniquely quaified to heer it, and it is a case that cries out for justice.

A woman who leads a God-fearing life—not a correct one, no, but she shows some signs of humility
and progress toward a deeper understanding—is deprived of her child by the machinations of afeckless
husband who deserted her years before. That the woman was raising the child a one strikes Sadeq as
disturbingly western, but pardonable when he reads her account of the feckless one' sbehavior, whichis
degenerate: anill fate indeed would await any child that this man raises to adulthood. This man deprives
her of her child, but not by legitimate means. he does't take the child into his own household or make
any attempt to raise her, either in accordance with his own customs or the precepts of shari’a. Instead, he
endaves her wickedly in the mire of the western legd tradition, then casts her into outer darknessto be
used as alaborer by the dubious forces of self-proclaimed “progress.” The same forces that Sadeq has
been sent to confront, as representative of the Ummah in orbit around Jupiter.

Sadeq scratches his short beard thoughtfully. A nasty tale, but what can he do about it?“ Computer,”
he says, “areply to this supplicant: my sympathieslie with you in the manner of your suffering, but | fail to
seeinwhat way | can be of assistance. Y our heart cries out for help before God (blessed be his name),
but surdly thisisamatter for the tempora authorities of the dar d-Harb.” He pauses: or isit? he
wonders. Legd whedlsbeginto turnin hismind. “If you can but find your way to extending to me apath
by which | can assert the primacy of shari’ ah over your daughter, | shall gpply mysdf to congtructing a
casefor her emancipation, to the greater glory of God (blessed be his name) in the name of the Prophet
(peace be unto him). Ends, sigblock, send.”

Releasing the Ve cro strapsthat hold him at the table, Sadeq floats up and then kicks gently toward
the forward end of the cramped habitat. The controls of the tel escope are positioned between the
ultrasonic clothing cleaner and the lithium hydroxide scrubbers. they’ re dready freed up, because hewas
conducting awide-field survey of the inner ring, looking for the sgnature of water ice. It isthework of a
few moments to pipe the navigation and tracking system into the telescope’ s controller and direct it to
hunt for the big foreign ship of fools. Something nudges at Sadeq’ s mind urgently, aniirritating redlization
that he may have missed something in the woman’semail: there were anumber of huge attachments. With
haf hismind, he surfsthe news digest his scholarly peers send him daily: meanwhile, he waits patiently for
the telescope to find the speck of light that the poor woman’ s daughter is endaved within.

Thismight beaway in, herealizes, away to enter dialogue with them. Let the hard questions answer
themsalves, degantly. There will be no need for the war of the sword if they can be convinced that their
plans are faulty: no need to defend the godly from the latter-day Tower of Babel these people propose to
build. If thiswoman Pamelameans what she says, Sadeq need not end his days out here in the cold
between the worlds, away from his e derly parents and brother and his colleagues and friends. And he
will be profoundly grateful: because, in hisheart of hearts, he knowsthat heislessawarrior than a
scholar.

“I'm sorry, but the Borg is attempting to assmilate alawsuit,” saysthe receptionist. “Will you hold?’



“Crud.” Amber blinksthe Binary Betty answerphone sprite out of her eye and glances around at the
cabin. “That is S0 last century,” she grumbles. “Who do they think they are?’

“Doctor Robert H. Franklin,” volunteersthe cat. “It' salosing proposition if you ask me. Bob was so
fond of his dope that there' s thiswhole hippie groupmind that’ s grown up using his state vector asa
bong—"

“Shut the fuck up!” Amber shoutsat him. Ingtantly contrite (for yelling in an inflatable spacecraft isa
magjor faux pas): “ Sorry.” She spawns an autonomic thread with full parasympathetic nervous control,
tellsit to cam her down: then she spawns a couple more to go forth and become fugaha, expert on
shari’alaw. Sheredizes she' s buying up way too much of the orphanage’ s scarce bandwidth—time that
will haveto be paid for in chores, later—but it' s necessary. “ She' sgone too far. Thistime, it'swar .

Shedamsout of her cabin and spinsright around in the central axis of the hab, arogue missile pinging
for atarget to vent her rage on. A tantrum would be good—

But her body istdling her to chill out, take ten, and there’ sadrone of scripturd lore dribbling away
in the back of her head, and she’ sfedling frustrated and angry and not in control, but not really mad now.
It was like this three years ago when Mom noticed her getting on too well with Jenny Morgan and moved
her to anew school district—she said it was awork assignment, but Amber knows better, Mom asked
for it—just to keep her dependent and helpless. Mom is a psycho bitch control-freak and ever since she
had to face up to losing Dad she' s been working her claws into Amber—which is tough, because Amber
isnot good victim material, and is smart and well-networked to boot. But now Mom'’ s found away of
fucking Amber over completely, even in Jupiter orbit, and Amber would be totally out of contral if not
for her skullware keeping alid on things.

Instead of shouting at her cat or trying to message the Borg, Amber goes to hunt them down in their
meatspace den.

There are Sixteen Borg aboard the Sanger—adults, members of the Franklin Collective, squattersin
the ruins of Bob Franklin’s posthumous vision. They lend bits of their brainsto the task of running what
science has been able to resurrect of the dead dot-com billionaire’s mind, making him the first
boddhisatva of the uploading age—apart from the lobster colony, of course. Their den mother isa
woman called Monica: awillowy brown-eyed hive queen with raster-burned corneal implantsand adry,
sardonic delivery that can corrode egos like adesert wind. She' s better than the others a running Bob,
and she’ sno douch when she' sbeing hersdlf: which iswhy they eected her Maximum Leader of the
expedition.

Amber finds Monicain the number four kitchen garden, performing surgery on afilter that’ s been
blocked by toad-spawn. She' samost buried beneath alarge pipe, her Vel cro-taped toolkit waving in
the breeze like strange blue air-kelp. “Monica? Y ou got aminute?’

“Sure, | have lots of minutes. Make yoursdlf helpful ? Pass me the antitorque wrench and a
number-six hex head.”

“Um.” Amber capturesthe blue flag and fiddles around with its contents. Something that has
batteries, motors, afly-whed counterweight, and laser gyros assemblesitself—Amber passesit under the
pipe. “Here. Ligten, your phoneis busy.”

“I know. Y ou’ ve come to see me about your conversion, haven't you?’

“Yeg”

There saclanking noise from under the pressure sump. “Takethis” A plastic bag floats out, bulging
with stray fasteners. “I got abit of vacuuming to do. Get yoursalf amask if you don't dready have one.”

A minute later, Amber isback beside Monica slegs, her face veiled by afilter mask. “I don’t want
thisto go through,” she says. “1 don’t care what Mom says, I’'m not Modem! Thisjudge, he can’t touch
me. He can’'t,” sherepedts, vehemence warring with uncertainty.

“Maybe he doesn’'t want to?” Another bag. “Here, catch.”

Amber grabsthe bag: too late, she discoversthat it’sfull of water and toadspawn. Stringy mucous
ropesfull of squiggling comma-shaped baby tadpoles explode al over the compartment and bounce of f
thewadlsin ashower of amphibian confetti. “Eew!”

Monicasquirms out from behind the pipe. “Oh, you didn’t.” She kicks off the consensus-defined



floor and grabs awad of absorbent paper from the spinner, whacks it across the ventilator shroud above
the sump. Together they go after the toadspawn with garbage bags and paper—nby the time they’ ve got
the stringy mess mopped up, the spinner has begun to click and whirr, processing cdllulose from the lgee
tanksinto fresh wipes. “ That wasredly clever,” Monica says emphaticaly, asthe disposal bin sucks
down her fina bag. “Y ou wouldn't happen to know how the toad got in here?’

“No, but I ran into one that was|oose in the commons, one shift before last cycle-end. Gaveit aride
back to Oscar.”

“I'll have aword with him, then.” Monicaglares blackly at the pipe. “I’'m going to have to go back
and re-fit thefilter in aminute. Do you want meto be Bob?’

“Uh.” Amber thinks. “Not sure. Your cdl.”

“All right, Bob coming online.” Monica sface relaxes dightly, then her expresson hardens. “Way |
seeit, you' ve got achoice. Y our mother’ skindaboxed you in, hasn't she?’

“Yes” Amber frowns.

“So. Pretend I'm aniidiot. Tk methrough it, huh?’

Amber drags hersdf dongside the hydro pipe and gets her head down, alongside Monica/lBob, who
isfloating with her feet near thefloor. “1 ran away from home. Mom owned me—that is, she had parental
rights and Dad had none. So Dad, viaa proxy, helped me sell mysdlf into davery to acompany. The
company was owned by atrust fund, and I’m the main beneficiary when | reach the age of mgjority. Asa
chattel, the company tells me what to do—|egally—but the shell company is set to take my orders. So
I”’m autonomous. Right?’

“That sounds like the sort of thing your father would do,” Monicasays neutraly. Overtaken by a
sardonic middle-aged Silicon Valley drawl, her north-of-England accent sounds peculiarly mid-Atlantic.

“Troubleis, most countries don’t acknowledge davery; those that do mostly don’t have any
equivaent of alimited-liability company, much less one that can be directed by another company from
abroad. Dad picked Y emen on the grounds that they’ ve got this stupid brand of shari’alawv—and acrap
human-rights record—but they’ re just about conformant to the open lega standards protocol, ableto
interfaceto EU normsviaa Turkish legidativefirewall.”

“Sp”

“Wall, | guess| wastechnically a Jannissary. Mom was doing her Christian phase, so that made me a
Chrigtian unbeliever dave of an Idamic company. But now the stupid bitch has gone and converted to
shi’ism. Now, normaly, Idamic descent runs through the father, but she picked her sect carefully, and
chose onethat’ sgot aprogressive view of women' srights: they’ re sort of Idamic fundamentdist libera
congtructionists! *What would the Prophet do if he were adive today and had to worry about
sdf-replicating chewing gum factories” They generdly take a progressive, dmost westernized, view of
thingslikelega equality of the sexes, because for histime and place, the Prophet was way ahead of the
ball and they figure they ought to follow his example. Anyway, that means Mom can assert that | am
Modem, and under Y emeni law | get to be treated asaModem chattel of acompany. And their lega
code is very dubious about permitting davery of Modems. It snot thet | have rights as such, but my
pastord well-being becomes the respongbility of theloca imam, and—" She shrugs helplesdly.

“Has hetried to make you run under any new rules, yet?’ asks Monica/Bob. “Has he put blocks on
your freedom of agency, tried to mess with your mind? Inssted on libido dampers?’

“Not yet.” Amber’ sexpressonisgrim. “But he' sno dummy. | figure he may be usng Mom—and
me—asaway of getting hisfingersinto thiswhole expedition. Staking aclam for jurisdiction, clam
arbitration, that sort of thing. It could be worse; he might order meto comply fully with his specific
implementation of shari’a They permit implants, but require mandatory conceptud filtering: if | run that
guff, I'll end up believing it!”

“Okay.” Monicadoesadow backward somersault in midair. “Now tell mewhy you can’t smply
repudiateit.”

“Because.” Deep breath. “I can do that in two ways. | can deny Idam, which makes me an apostate,
and automaticaly terminates my indenture to the shell, so Mom owns me. Or | can say that the instrument
has no legd standing because | wasin the USA when | signed it, and davery isillegd there, in which case



Mom owns me, becauseI’m aminor. Or | can take the vell, live like amodest Modem woman, do
whatever the imam wants, and Mom doesn’t own me—~but she gets to appoint my chaperone. Oh Bab,
she has planned this so well

“Uh-huh.” Monicarotates back to the floor and looks at Amber, suddenly very Bob. “Now you've
told me your troubles, start thinking like your dad. Y our dad had a dozen crestive ideas before breakfast
every day—it’show he made hisname. Y our mom has got you in abox. Think your way outside it: what
canyou do?’

“Wel.” Amber rolls over and hugsthefat hydroponic duct to her chest like aliferaft. “It' salega
paradox. I’ m trapped because of the jurisdiction she’'s cornered mein. | could talk to the judge, |
suppose, but she'll have picked him carefully.” Her eyes narrow. “ The jurisdiction. Hey, Bob.” Shelets
go of the duct and floats free, hair streaming out behind her like acometary halo. “How do | go about
creating mysdlf anew jurisdiction?’

Monicagrins. “I seemto recdl the traditional way wasto grab yoursaf some land and set yoursdlf up
asking: but there are other ways. I’ ve got some friends | think you should meet. They’ re not good
conversationalists and there’ s atwo-hour lightspeed delay...but | think you'll find they’ ve answered that
question aready. But why don't you talk to the imam first and find out what he' slike? He may surprise
you. After al, he was aready out here before your mom decided to use him against you.”

The Sanger hangsin orbit thirty kilometers up, circling thewaist of potato-shaped Amathea. Drones
swarm across the dopes of Mons Lyctos, ten kilometers above the mean surface leve: they kick up
clouds of reddish sulfate dust asthey spread transparent sheets across the surface. Thiscloseto
Jupiter—a mere hundred and eighty thousand kilometers above the swirling madness of the
cloudscape—the gas giant fills haf the sky with a perpetudly changing clockface: for Amadtheaorbitsthe
measter in under twelve hours. The Sanger’ sradiation shids are running at full power, shrouding the ship
inacoronaof rippling plasma: radio is usdess, and the human minersrun their dronesviaan intricate
network of laser circuits. Other, larger drones are unwinding spools of heavy dectrica cable north and
south from the landing Site: once the circuits are connected, these will form acoil cutting through Jupiter's
magnetic field, generating dectrica current (and imperceptibly dowing the moon’ s orbital momentum).

Amber sighsand looks, for the sixth time this hour, at the webcam plastered on the sSide of her cabin.
She' staken down the posters and told the toys to tidy themselves away. In another two thousand
seconds, thetiny Iranian spaceship will rise above the limb of Maoshtari, and then it will betimeto talk to
the teacher. Sheisn’t looking forward to the experience. If he’' sagrizzled old blockhead of the most
obdurate fundamentalist streak, she'll bein trouble: disrepect for age has been part and parcel of the
western teenage experience for generations, and a cross-cultura thread that she' s sent to clue-up on
Idam reminds her that not dl cultures share this outlook. But if he turns out to be young, intelligent, and
flexible, things could be even worse. When she was eight, Amber audited The Taming of the Shrew:
now she has no appetite for astarring role in her own cross-cultural production.

Shedghsagan. “Pere?’

“Yeah?" Hisvoice comesfrom thefoot of the emergency locker in her room. He' s curled up down
there, limbstwitching languidly as he drives amining drone around the surface of Object Barney, asthe
rock has named itsdf. The droneisalong-legged crane-fly lookalike, bouncing very dowly from toe-tip
to toe-tip in the microgravity—therock isonly haf akilometer dong itslongest axis, coated brown with
weird hydrocarbon goop and sulfur compounds sprayed off the surface of 10 by the Jovian winds. “I’'m
coming.”

“You better.” She glances at the screen. “ One twenty seconds to next burn.” The payload canister on
the screen is, technically spesking, stolen: it’ll be okay aslong as she givesit back, Bob said, athough
shewon't be able to do that until it's reached Barney and they’ ve found enough water ice to refud it.
“Found anything yet?’

“Just the usual. Got a seam of ice near the semimgjor pole—it' sdirty, but there' s at least athousand
tonsthere. And the surface is crunchy with tar. Amber, you know what? The orange shit, it’ s solid with
fullerenes”



Amber grinsat her reflection in the screen. That's good news. Once the payload she' s steering
touches down, Pierre can help her lay superconducting wires along Barney’slong axis. It'sonly a
kilometer and ahdlf, and that’ Il only give them afew tens of kilowatts of juice, but the condensation
fabricator that’saso in the payload will be able to useit to convert Barney’ s crust into processed goods
at about two grams per second. Using designs copylefted by the free hardware foundation, insde two
hundred thousand secondsthey’ | have agrid of sixty-four 3D printers barfing up structured matter at a
rate limited only by available power. Starting with ahonking grest dome tent and some free
nitrogen/oxygen for her to bresthe, then adding a big web-cache and direct high-bandwidth uplink to
Earth, Amber could have her very own one-girl colony up and running within amillion seconds.

The screen blinks at her. “Oh shit. Make yoursdf scarce, Pierre!” Theincoming call nagsat her
attention. *Y eah? Who are you?’

The screen fillswith aview of acramped, very twen-cen-looking space capsule. Theguy insdeitis
in histwenties, with a heavily tanned face, close-cropped hair and beard, wearing an olive-drab spacesuit
liner. He sfloating between a TORU manual-docking controller and a gilt-framed photograph of the
Ka bah at Mecca. “Good evening to you,” he says solemnly. “Do | have the honor to be addressing
Amber Macx?’

“Uh, yeah. That’'sme.” She garesat him: he looks nothing like her conception of an
ayatollah—whatever an ayatollah is—d derly, black-robed, vindictively fundamentdi<. “Who are you?’

“I am Doctor Sadeq Khurasani. | hopethat | am not interrupting you? Isit convenient for you that
wetak now?’

Helooks so anxious that Amber nods automaticaly. “ Sure. Did my mom put you up to this?’

They're il spesking English, and she noticesthat hisdiction isgood, but dightly stilted: heisn't usnga
grammar engine, he’ sactudly learned it the hard way. “ If S0, you want to be careful. She doesn't lie,
exactly, but she gets people to do what she wants.”

“Yes, shedid. Ah.” A pause. They're dill dmost alight-second apart, time for painful collisonsand
accidenta sllences. “1 have not noticed that. Are you sure you should be speaking of your mother that
way?’

Amber breathes deeply. “ Adults can get divorced. If | could get divorced from her, | would.
She's—" sheflalsaround for the right word helplesdy. “Look. She' sthe sort of personwho can't losea
fight. If she' sgoing tolose, she'll try to figure how to set the law on you. Like she’ sdoneto me. Don't
you see?’

Doctor Khurasani 1ooks extremely dubious. “I am not sure | understand,” he says. “Perhaps, mm, |
should tell you why | am talking to you?’

“Sure. Go ahead.” Amber isstartled by hisattitude: he' sactudly taking her serioudy, sheredlizes.
Treating her like an adult. The sensation is so novel—coming from someone more than twenty yearsold
and not amember of the Borg—that she amost lets herself forget that he' s only talking to her because
Mom set her up.

“Wadl, | am an engineer. In addition, | am astudent of figh, jurisprudence. Infact, | am qudified to
Stinjudgment. | amavery junior judge, but even so, it isaheavy responsibility. Anyway. Y our mother,
peace be unto her, lodged a petition with me. Are you aware of it?’

“Yes” Amber tensesup. “It'salie. Digtortion of the facts.”

“Hmmm.” Sadeq rubs his beard thoughtfully. “Well, | haveto find out, yes?'Y our mother has
submitted hersdlf to the will of God. This makes you the child of aMaodem, and she clams—"

“She' strying to use you asawegpon!” Amber interrupts. “I sold mysdlf into davery to get away
from her, do you understand? | endaved mysdf to acompany that isheld in trust for my ownership.
She strying to change the rulesto get me back. Y ou know what? | don’t believe she gives ashit about
your religion, dl shewantsisme!”

“A mother’slove—"

“Fuck lovel” Amber snarls, “ she wants power .

Sadeq' sexpresson hardens. “Y ou have afoul mouth in your head, child. All | amtryingtodoisto
find out the facts of this Situation: you should ask yourself if such disrespect furthersyour interests?” He



pauses for amoment, then continues, less abruptly, “Did you redly have such abad childhood with her?
Do you think she did everything merely for power, or could sheloveyou?’ Pause. “Y ou must
understand, | need an answer to these things. Before | can know what isthe right thing to do.”

“My mother—" Amber stops. Spawns avaporous cloud of memory retrievals. They fan out through
the space around her mind like thetail of her cometary mind. Invoking acomplex of network parsers and
classfilters, she turnsthe memoriesinto reified images and blats them at the webcam'’ stiny brain so that
he can see them. Some of the memories are so painful that Amber hasto close her eyes. Mom infull
office war-paint, leaning over Amber, promising to take her to church so that Reverend Beeching can
pray the devil out of her. Mom telling Amber that they’ re moving again, abruptly, dragging her away from
school and the friends she' d tentatively started to like. Mom catching her on the phone to Daddy, tearing
the phonein haf and hitting her with it. Mom at the kitchen table, forcing her to est—*My mother likes
control ”

“Ah.” Sadeq'sexpresson turnsglassy. “And thisis how you fed about her? How long have you had
that level of—no, pleaseforgive me for asking. Y ou obvioudy understand implants. Do your
grandparents know? Did you talk to them?’

“My grandparents?” Amber stiflesasnort. “Mom’ s parents are dead. Dad’ sare still alive, but they
won't talk to him—they like Mom. They think I’m creepy. | know little things, their tax bands and
customer profiles. | could mine datawith my head when | wasfour. I'm not built likelittle girlswerein
their day, and they don’'t understand. Y ou know that the old onesdon't like us a all”? Some of the
churches make money doing nothing but exorcismsfor oldsterswho think their kids are possessed.”

“Wdl.” Sadeq isfingering his beard again, distractedly. “I must say, thisisalot to learn. But you
know that your mother has accepted Idam, don’'t you? This means that you are Modem, too. Unlessyou
are an adult, your parent legally speaksfor you. And she saysthat this makes you my problem. Hmm.”

“I’'mnot Modem.” Amber stares at the screen. “1’'m not achild, either.” Her threads are coming
together, whispering scarily behind her eyes: her head is suddenly dense and turgid with ideas, heavy asa
stone and twice as old astime. “| am nobody’ s chattel. What does your law say about people who are
born with implants? What doesit say about people who want to live forever? | don’t believein any god,
mister judge. | don’t believein any limits. Mom can’t, physicaly, make me do anything, and she sure
can't speak for me.”

“Wdll, if that iswhat you haveto say, | must think on the matter.” He catches her eye: hisexpresson
isthoughtful, like adoctor consdering adiagnosis. “I will cal you again in due course. In the meantime, if
you need to talk to anyone, remember that | am always available. If thereisanything | can doto help
ease your pain, | would be pleased to be of service. Peace be unto you, and those you care for.”

“Sameto you too,” she mutters darkly as the connection goes dead. “ Now what?’ she asks, asa
beeping sprite gyrates acrossthe wall, begging for attention.

“I think it’ sthe lander,” Pierre sayshdpfully. “Isit down yet?’

Sheroundson him. “Hey, | thought | told you to get lost!”

“What, and missdl thefun?’ Hegrinsa her impishly. “ Amber’ sgot anew boyfriend! Wait until | tell

everybody....”

Sleep cycles pass: the borrowed 3D printer on Object Barney’ s surface spews bitmaps of atomsin
quantum lockstep at its rendering platform, building up the contral circuitry and skeletons of new printers.
(There are no clunky nano-assemblers here, no robots the size of viruses busily sorting moleculesinto
piles—just the bizarre quantized magic of atomic holography, modulated Bose-Eingtein condensates
collgpsing into strange, lacy, supercold machinery.) Electricity surges through the cable loops asthey dice
through Jupiter’ s magnetosphere, dowly converting the rock’ s momentum into power: smal robots
grovel inthe orange dirt, scooping up raw materia to feed to the fractionating oven. Amber’ s garden of
machinery flourishes dowly, unpacking itself according to aschemadesigned by pre-teensat an indudtridl
school in Poland, with barely any need for human guidance.

High in orbit around Amathea, complex financid instruments breed and conjugate. Developed for the
express purpose of facilitating trade with the dien intelligences believed to have been detected eight years



earlier by SETI, they function equally well asfiscd firewallsfor space colonies. The Sanger’ s bank
accountsin Californiaand Cubaare ooking acceptable—snce entering Jupiter space, the orphanage has
staked aclaim on roughly ahundred gigatons of random rocks and amoon that’ s just small enough to
creep in under the Internationa Astronomica Union’s definition of asovereign planetary body. The Borg
areworking hard, leading their eager teams of child stakeholdersin their plansto build theindustria
metastructures necessary to support mining helium three from Jupiter: they’ re so focused that they spend
much of their time being themselves, not bothering to run Bob, the shared identity that givesthem their
messanic drive.

Half alight-hour away, tired Earth wakes and dumbersin timeto itsancient orbital dynamics. A
religious collegein Cairo is consdering issues of nanotechnology: if replicators are used to prepare a
copy of astrip of bacon, right down to the molecular level, but without it ever being part of apig, how is
it to betreated? (If the mind of one of the faithful is copied into acomputing machine’ s memory by
mapping and smulating al its syngpses, isthe computer now aModem?If not, why not? If so, what are
itsrightsand duties?) Riotsin Borneo underline the urgency of theotechnological inquiry.

Moreriotsin Barcelona, Madrid, Birmingham, and Marsailles dso underline arising problem: socia
chaos caused by chegp anti-aging treatments. The zombie exterminators, a backlash of disaffected youth
againg the formerly graying gerontocracy of Europe, insst that people who predate the supergrid and
can't handleimplantsaren't really conscious: thelr ferocity isequaled only by the anger of the dynamic
septuagenarians of the baby boom, their bodies partialy restored to the flush of sixties youth but their
minds adrift in adower, less contingent century. The faux-young boomersfed betrayed, forced back into
the labor pool but unable to cope with the implant-accel erated culture of the new millennium, their
hard-earned experience rendered obsolete by deflationary time.

The Bangladeshi economic miracleistypica of the age. With growth rates running at over 20
percent, cheap out-of-control bioindustriaization has swept the nation: former rice farmers harvest
plastics and milk cowsfor silk, whiletheir children study mariculture and design seawadls. With
cell-phone ownership nearing 80 percent and literacy at 90, the once-poor country isfinally breaking out
of itshistorica infrastructure trgp and beginning to develop: another generation, and they’ Il be richer than
Japan in 2001.

Radica new economic theories are focusing around bandwidth, speed-of-light transmission time, and
theimplications of CETI, communication with extra-terredtrid intelligence: cosmologists and quants
collaborate on bizarre rdativigtically telescoped financid instruments. Space (which letsyou store
information) and structure (which lets you processit) acquire value while dumb mass—Ilike gold—loses
it: the degenerate cores of the traditional stock markets arein freefal, the old smokestack
microprocessor and biotech/nanotech industries crumbling before the ondaught of matter replicators and
salf-modifying ideas and the barbarian communicators, who mortgage their future for amillennium against
the chance of agift from avigting dien inteligence. Microsoft, oncethe US Sted of the silicon age,
quietly fadesinto liquidation.

An outbresk of green goo—a crude biomechanical replicator that ests everything in its path—is dealt
with in the Augtrdian outback by carpet-bombing with fud-air explosives: the USAF subsequently
reactivates two wings of refurbished B-52s and places them at the disposal of the UN standing
committee on salf-replicating wegpons. (CNN discoversthat one of their newest pilots, re-enlisting with
the body of a twenty-year-old and an empty pension account, first flew them over Laos and Cambodia.)
The news overshadows the World Health Organization’ s announcement of the end of the HIV pandemic,
after more than fifty years of bigotry, panic, and megadesth.

“Breethe steadily. Remember your regulator drill? I you spot your heart rate going up or your mouth
going dry, takefive.”

“Shut the fuck up, 'Neko, I’ m trying to concentrate.” Amber fumbleswith the titanium D-ring, trying
to snake the strap through it. The gauntlets are getting in her way: high orbit spacesuits—little more than a
body stocking designed to hold your skin under compression and help you bresthe—are easy, but this
deep in Jupiter’ sradiation belt, she hasto wear an old moon suit that comes in about thirteen layers, and



the gloves are stiff. 1t's Chernobyl weether, adeet of apha particles and raw protons storming through
thevoid. “Got it.” She yanksthe strap tight, pulls on the D-ring, then goesto work on the next strap.
Never looking down: because the wall she’ stying herself to has no floor, just a cut-off two meters below,
then empty space for ahundred kilometers before the nearest solid ground.

The ground singsto her moronicdly: “I fdl to you, you fdl to me, it' sthelaw of gravity—"

She shoves her feet down onto the platform that juts from the side of the capsule like asuicide's
ledge: metaized Ve cro grabs hold, and she pulls on the straps to turn her body around until she can see
past the capsule, sde-ways. The capsule masses about five tons, barely bigger than an ancient Soyuz.

It' s packed to overflowing with environment-sengtive stuff she'll need, and ahonking great high-gain
antenna. “1 hope you know what you' re doing?’ someone says over the intercom.

“Of course|—" she sops. Alonein this TSUP-surplusiron maiden with its low bandwidth comms
and bizarre plumbing, shefed's claustrophobic and helpless: parts of her mind don’t work. When she was
four, Mom took her down afamous cave system somewhere out west: when the guide turned out the
lights half akilometer underground, she' d screamed with surprise as the darkness had reached out and
touched her. Now it’ s not the darkness that frightens her, it’sthe lack of thought. For ahundred
kilometers below her, there are no minds, and even on the surface there’ s not much but amoronic
warbling of bots. Everything that makes the universe primate-friendly seemsto be locked in the huge
spaceship that looms somewhere just behind her, and she has to fight down an urge to shed her straps
and swarm back up the umbilical that anchorsthis capsule to the Sanger. “I’ll befine,” sheforces herself
to say. And even though she' sunsuretheat it’ strue, she triesto make hersdf believeit. “It’ sjust
leaving-home nerves. I’ veread about it, okay?’

There safunny, high-pitched whistle in her ears. For amoment, the sweat on the back of her neck
turnsicy cold, then the noise stops. She strains for amoment, and when it returns, she recognizesthe
sound: the heretofore-talkative cat, curled in the warmth of her pressurized luggage can, has begun to
shore.

“Let’'sgo,” shesays, “timetoroll thewagon.” A speech macro deep in the Sanger’sdocking
firmware recognizes her authority and gently lets go of the pod. A couple of cold gas thrusters pop, deep
banging vibrations running through the capsule, and she’ son her way.

“Amber. How’'sit hanging?’ A familiar voicein her ears: she blinks. Fifteen hundred seconds, nearly
haf an hour gone.

“Robes-Pierre, chopped any aristos lately?”

“Heh!” A pause. “I can see your head from here”

“How’sit looking?’ she asks. There' salump in her throat, sheisn't surewhy. Pierreis probably
hooked into one of the smdler proximity cameras dotted around the outer hull of the big mothership.
Watching over her asshefdls.

“Pretty much likeaways,” he sayslaconically. Another pause, thistime longer. “Thisiswild, you
know? Su Ang sayshi, by theway.”

“SuAng, hi,” shereplies, ressting the urge to lean back and look up—up relative to her feet, not her
vector—and seeif the ship’sill vishle.

“Hi,” Ang saysshyly. “You'revery bravel”

“Still can't beat you a chess.” Amber frowns. Su Ang and her over-engineered agae. Oscar and his
pharmaceuticd factory toads. People she' sknown for three years, mostly ignored, and never thought
about missing. “Ligten, you going to comevisting?’

“Vidgt?” Ang sounds dubious. “When will it be ready?’

“Oh, soon enough.” At four kilograms per minute of structured-meatter output, the printers on the
surface have dready built her abunch of stuff: ahabitat dome, the guts of an dgae/shrimp farm, a bucket
conveyor to bury it with, an airlock. It' sal lying around waiting for her to put it together and moveinto
her new home. “ Once the Borg get back from Amathea.”

“Hey! Y ou mean they’ re moving? How did you figure that?’

“Go talk to them,” Amber says. Actualy, she’' salarge part of the reason the Sanger is about to
crank itsorbit up and out toward the other moon: she wants to be aone in comms silence for acouple of



million seconds. The Franklin collective isdoing her abig favor.

“Ahead of the curve, asusud,” Pierre cutsin, with something that sounds like admiration to her
uncertain ears.

“Youtoo,” shesays, alittletoo fagt. “Come vist when I’ ve got the life-support cycle stabilized.”

“I'll dothat,” hereplies. A red glow suffusesthe flank of the capsule next to her head, and shelooks
up intimeto seethe glaring blue laser-line of the Sanger’ s drive torch powering up.

Eighteen million seconds, dmost atenth of a Jupiter year, passes.

Theimam tugs thoughtfully on his beard as he stares at the traffic-control display. These days, every
shift seemsto bring anew crewed spaceship into Jupiter system: space is getting positively crowded.
When he arrived, there were less than two hundred people here: now there' s the population of asmall
city, and many of them live at the heart of the approach map centered on hisdisplay. He breathes
deeply—trying to ignore the omnipresent odor of old socks—and studies the map. “ Computer, what
about my dot?’ he asks.

“Your dot: cleared to commencefinal approach in Six ninefive seconds. Speed limit isten meters per
second inside ten kilometers, drop to two meters per second inside one kilometer. Uploading map of
forbidden thrust vectors now.” Chunks of the gpproach map turn red, gridded off to prevent his exhaust
stream damaging other craft inthe area

Sadeg sghs. “WE Il goin on Kurs. | assumetheir Kurs guidanceis active?’

“Kurs docking target support available to shell leved three”

“Praise the Prophet, peace be unto him.” He pokes around through the guidance subsystemn’s menus,
setting up the software emulation of the obsolete (but highly rdliable) Soyuz docking system. At lagt, he
can leave the ship to look after itself for abit. He glances around: for two years he haslived in this
canigter, and soon he will step outsideit. It hardly seemsredl.

Theradio, usudly slent, crackles with unexpected life. “Bravo One One, thisis Imperid Traffic
Control. Verbal contact required, over.”

Sadeq twitches with surprise. The voice sounds inhuman, paced with the cadences of aspeech
gynthesizer, like so many of Her Mgesty’ s subjects. “Bravo One Oneto Traffic Control, I'm listening,
over.”

“Bravo One One, we have assigned you alanding dot on tunnel four, airlock delta. Kursactive,
ensure your guidance is set to seven four zero and daved to our control.”

Heleans over the screen and rapidly checks the docking system’ s settings. “ Control, al in order.”

“Bravo One One, stand by.”

The next hour passes dowly asthetraffic control system guides his Type 921 down to arocky
rendezvous. Orange dust streaks his one optical-glass porthole: akilometer before touch-down, Sadeq
busies himself closing protective covers, locking down anything that might fall around on contact. Findly,
he unrolls his mat againgt the floor in front of the console and floats above it for ten minutes, eyes closed
in prayer. It' s not the landing that worries him, but what comes next.

Her Mgesty’ s domain stretches out before the battered Almaz module like arust-stained snowflake
half-a-kilometer in diameter. Itscoreisburied in aloose snowball of grayish rubble, and it waveslanguid
brittlestar arms at the gibbous orange horizon of Jupiter. Fine hairs, fractaly branching down to the
molecular level, split off the main collector arms at regular intervals, acluster of habitat pods like seedless
grapes cling to the roots of the massive cluster. Already, he can see the huge stedl generator |oopsthat
climb from ether pole of the snowflake, wreathed in sparking plasma: the Jovian rings form arainbow of
darknessrising behind them.

Findly, the battered space station is on fina approach. Sadeq watches the Kurs smulation output
carefully, piping it direct into hisvisud field: there’ san external cameraview of the rockpile and grapes,
expanding toward the convex celling of the ship, and helicks hislips, ready to hit the manua override and
go around again—»but the rate of descent is dowing, and by the time he' s close enough to seethe
scratches on the shiny metal docking cone ahead of the ship, it's measured in centimeters per second.



There sagentle bump, then ashudder, then arippling bang as the docking ring latches fire—and he's
down.

Sadeq breathes deeply again, then triesto stand. There sgravity here, but not much: walkingis
impossible. He s about to head for the life-support panel when he freezes, hearing anoise from the far
end of the docking node. Turning, heisjust in time to see the hatch opening toward him, a puff of vapor
condensing, and then—

Her Imperid Mgesty isStting in the throne room, moodily fidgeting with the new signet ring her
Equerry has designed for her. It'salump of structured carbon massing amogt fifty grams, setinaplan
band of iridium. It glitters with the blue and violet speckle highlights of itsinterna lasers, because, in
addition to being apiece of state jewdlry, it isaso an optical router, part of the industrial control
infrastructure she’ s building out here on the edge of the solar system. Her Mgjesty wears plain black
combat pants and swesatshirt, woven from the finest spider silk and spun glass, but her feet are bare: her
tagte in fashion is best described as youthful, and, in any event, certain styles—skirts, for example—are
smply impractica in microgravity. But, being amonarch, she’ swearing acrown. And ther€ sacat
deeping on the back of her throne.

The lady-in-waiting (and sometime hydroponic engineer) ushers Sadeq to the doorway, then floats
back. “If you need anything, please say,” she says shyly, then ducks and rolls away. Sadeq approaches
the throne, orients himself on the floor—a smple dab of black composite, save for the throne growing
from its center like an exotic flower—and waits to be noticed.

“Doctor Khurasani, | presume.” She smilesa him, neither the innocent grin of achild nor the
knowing smirk of an adult: merely awarm gresting. “Welcome to my kingdom. Please fed free to make
use of any necessary support services here, and | wish you avery pleasant stay.”

Sadeq holds his expression ill. The queen isyoung—her face till retains the puppy fat of childhood,
emphasi zed by microgravity moon-face—but it would be abad mistake to consider her immature. “I am
grateful for Your Mgesty’ sforbearance,” he murmurs, formulaic. Behind her thewdls glitter like
diamonds, a glowing kale doscope vison. Her crown, more like acompact helm that covers the top and
rear of her head, a0 glitters and throws off diffraction rainbows: but most of its emissons arein the near
ultraviolet, invisble except in the faint glowing nimbusiit crestes around her heed. Likeahado.

“Haveaseat,” she offers, gesturing: abalooning free-fall cradle squirts down and expands from the
ceiling, angled toward her, open and waiting. “Y ou must betired: working aship al by yoursdf is
exhausting.” She frownsruefully, asif remembering. “And two yearsis nearly unprecedented.”

“Your Mgesty istoo kind.” Sadeq wraps the cradle arms around himself and faces her. “Y our
labors have been fruitful, | trust.”

Shedhrugs. “1 sl the biggest commodity in short supply on any frontier. ... "amomentary grin. “This
isn't thewild west, isit?’

“Justice cannot be sold,” Sadeq says tiffly. Then, amoment later: “My apologies, please accept that
while | mean no insult. | merely mean that while you say your god isto provide the rule of Law, what
you sl isand must be something different. Justice without God, sold to the highest bidder, isnot
judtice”

The queen nods. “Leaving aside the mention of God, | agree: | can't sdll it. But | can sdll participation
inajust system. And thisnew frontier redly isalot smaller than anyone expected, isn't it? Our bodies
may take monthsto travel between worlds, but our disputes and arguments take seconds or minutes. As
long as everybody agreesto abide by my arbitration, physical enforcement can wait until they’re close
enough to touch. And everybody does agree that my lega framework iseasier to comply with, better
adjusted to space, than any earthbound one.” A note of stedl cregpsinto her voice, challenging: her halo
brightens, tickling areactive glow from the walls of the throne room.

Five billion inputs or more, Sadeq marvels: the crown is an engineering marvel, even though most
of itsmassisburied in thewalls and floor of this huge congtruct. “ Thereislaw reveded by the Prophet,
peace be unto him, and thereis Law that we can establish by andyzing hisintentions. There are other
forms of law by which humanslive, and variousinterpretations of the law of God even among those who



study hisworks. How, in the absence of the word of the Prophet, can you provide amora compass?’

“Hmm.” Shetaps her fingers on the arm of her throne, and Sadeq' s heart freezes. He' s heard the
gtories from the claim-jumpers and boardroom bandits, from the greenmail expertswith their rootsin the
earthbound jurisdictions that have made such ahash of arbitration here: how she can experience ayear in
aminute, rip your memories out through your cortical implants and make you relive your worst mistakes
in her nightmarishly powerful smulation sysem. Sheisthe queen—thefirst individua to get her handson
s0 much mass and energy that she could pull ahead of the curve of binding technology, and thefirst to set
up her own jurisdiction and rule certain experimentsto be legal so that she could make use of the
mass/energy intersection. She has for ce majeure—even the Pentagon’ sinfowarriors respect the Ring
Imperium’ sfirewdl. In fact, the body sSitting in the throne opposite him probably contains only afraction
of her identity; she’sby no meansthefirst upload or partia, but she' sthefirst-gust front of the storm of
power that will arrive when the arrogant ones achieve their god of dismantling the planets and turning
dumb and uninhabited mass into brains throughout the observable reaches of the universe. And he' sjust
questioned the rectitude of her vision.

The queen’ slipstwitch. Then they curl into awide, carnivorous grin. Behind her, the cat sits up and
stretches, then stares at Sadeq through narrowed eyes.

“Y ou know, that’ sthefirgt timein weeks that anyone hastold me I’ m full of shit. Y ou haven't been
talking to my mother again, have you?’

It's Sadeq’ sturn to shrug, uncomfortably. “I have prepared ajudgment,” he says dowly.

“Ah.” Amber rotates the huge diamond ring around her finger, seemingly unaware. It is Amber that
lookshimin the eye, atrifle nervoudy. Although what he could possibly do to make her comply with any
decree—

“Her motiveispolluted,” Sadeq says shortly.

“Doesthat mean what | think it does?’ she asks.

Sadeq breathes deeply again. “Yes.”

Her smilereturns. “And isthat the end of it?’ sheasks.

Heraisesadark eyebrow. “Only if you can prove to methat you can have aconsciencein the
absence of divinerevelation.”

Her reaction catcheshim by surprise. “Oh, sure. That’ sthe next part of the program. Obtaining
divinerevelations”

“What? From the diens?’

The cat, claws extended, delicately picksitsway down to her |ap and waits to be held and stroked.
It never oncetakesits eyes off him. “Where else?’ she asks. “Doctor, | didn’t get the Franklin trust to
loan me the wherewithad to build this castle just in return for some lega paperwork. We ve known for
yearsthat there sawhole dien packet-switching network out there and we' re just getting spillover from
some of their routes: it turns out there’ sanode not far away from here, in rea space. Helium three,
separate jurisdictions, heavy indudtridization on lo—thereisa purpose to dl thisactivity.”

Sadeq licks his suddenly dry lips. “Y ou’re going to narrowcast areply?’

“No, much better than that: we re going to visit them. Cut the delay cycle down to redtime. We
came hereto build aship and recruit a crew, even if we have to cannibalize the whole of Jupiter system
to pay for the exercise”

The cat yawns, then fixes him with athousand-yard stare. “ This stupid girl wantsto bring her
conscience aong to amesting with something so smart it might aswell beagod,” it says, “and you'reit.
There sadot open for the post of ship’stheologian. | don’t suppose | can convince you to turn the offer
down?’
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I saw thelight. So did you. Everybody did.

Remember where you were the firgt time you saw it? Of course you do. | wasliving in Arizona,
Tucson, more or lessretired. | was throwing sticks. They say you can't teach an old dog new tricks, but
who would want to? There aren’t any new tricks, just the old tried and true. “ Good boy, Sam,” | would
say, and he would say “woof,” and there we would go again. | used to amuse mysdlf thinking it was Sam
who was teaching meto throw, but | don’t think that anymore. It was night, and desert nights are bright,
even with a quarter moon. Sam stopped, hafway back to me, dropped his stick and began to howl. He
was looking up, over my head. | turned and looked up toward the moon, and you know the rest. Thereit
was, blinking in threes: dot dot dot, twice aminute. On the Moon, where no one had been in thirty years.
Twenty nine, eight months, and four days, exactly; | knew, because | had been the last to leave, the one
who locked the door behind me.

Sam’'sabig yelow muitt; hisfirst nameisPlay it Again, so | dwayscal him by hislast. Hewasa
parting gift from my third ex, who was himsdlf aparting gift from my second. Lunar subcrust engineers
shouldn’t marry: our peculiar taents take usto too many faraway places. Or to one, anyway.

“Comeon boy,” | said, and we headed back into the minimally furnished condo | call home, leaving
the stick behind—even though sticks are not dl that easy to find in Arizona, or for that matter on the
Moon.

The light on the Moon was front page news the next morning—dot dot dot—and by the third day it
was estimated that dl but atiny fraction of Earth’ssix point four billion had seen it. UNASA confirmed
that the light was not from Marco Polo Station (I could have told them that) but from a spot dmost a
hundred kilometers away, on the broad, dark plain of the Sinus Medii: the exact center of the Moon as
seen from Earth.

| figured there would have to be an investigation, so | made afew calls. | was not really hopeful, but
you never knew. | till had afew friendsin the Agency. | was hoping that, if nothing else, thislight would
get us back to the Moon. It wasn't only or even primarily for mysdlf that | was hoping; it wasfor
humanity, dl of us, past and future. It seemed ashameto learn to soar off the planet and then quiit.

Okay, so it snot soaring: it' s more like a push-up, grunting and heaving, but you know what | mean.

Firgt Contact: strange lights on the Moon: may we have your attention, please. The tabs specul ated,
the pundits punded, and UNASA prepared the first internationa expedition since the abandonment of
Marco Poloin 20—. | had made, as| mentioned, afew calls, but | hadn’t really expected anything. A
sixty-one-year-old woman does not exactly fit the profile for space flight and lunar exploration. So
Imagine, asthey say, My Surprise, when the phone rang. It was Berenson, my Russan-English bossfrom
the old days. | knew him immediately by his accent even though it had been twenty-nine years eight
months and seven days.



“Bee!?” (Whichiswhat we called him.)

“I requested you as number two for the tech team. Logigticaly thisisacakewak and ageisnot a
problem, if you're still in shape. There will be five dtogether, three SETI and two tech.”

“How soon?” | asked, trying to hide my excitement.

“Start packing.”

| hung up and screamed, or howled, or whatever. Sam came running. “1I’m going back to the Moon!”
| said.

“Woof!” he said, jowlsflopping; asdways, happier for me than for himself.

Our trip was put together with aminimum of publicity and fanfare. We were due a Novy Mir inless
than aweek. | wasn't to tell anyone where | was going. Of course, | had already told Sam.

“I'm leaving you here with Willoughby,” | said. “I’ll be back soon. Three, four weeks max.
Meanwhile, you be good, hear?’

“Where are you going, exactly?” My next door neighbor, Willoughby, isaretired FBI agent, atype
that both hates and loves secrets, depending on who is keeping them, and why.

“Anoldlover,” | said, with awink. It was one of my better moments.

Zero G fet perfectly normal; you don’t forget how to fly, just asyou don't forget how to walk. | felt
ten years younger immediately. It was greet to be back in the Big Empty, even if it meant anight or two
on Novy Mir, the sprawling, smelly space station in Clarke orbit.

Beewasthefirst onel saw when | entered the day room we had been assigned. Hewas with Y oshi,
his old number two.

“| thought | was number two!” | complained.

“You are” Beereplied with alaugh. “Y oshi isnumber one.” Turned out hewasleading SETI. His
partners were a scowling Chinese biologist named Chang, and asmiling Indian linguist named Erin Vishnu
whose mother had gotten pregnant during Julia Roberts Academy Awards acceptance speech. | didn’'t
learn thisuntil later, of course; at first the“sadies’ (as'Y oshi and | called them) were very reserved.

It was atwo-day trip from high Earth orbit to the Moon. Bee and | caught up on old times (he had
saved my lifetwice, which cements afriendship) while Y oshi flew the ship and studied the manuas, which
shedready knew by heart. So did I. | had helped her and Bee run the pumps, extracting environmentals
from buried comet ice, for dmost six years at Polo.

The SETI team, the sadies, were the scientific payload. The heart of the matter, asit were. They had
been established to dedl directly, discreetly, and creatively with any First Contact Situation, answerable to
no government—not even UNASA.

“No oneredly thought it would ever happen,” Beetold me. “ So we have complete autonomy; for
two weeks anyway.”

Wewerejust preparing for lunar capture when | got the cdl from Willoughby—my next door
neighbor, remember? It was Sam. He was desol ate, disconsolate, wouldn't est; he just howled—at the
moon, of course, asif he knew where | was headed.

“How the Hell did you get through to me here?’ | asked. | needn’t have. Those FBI guys never let
go of their connections. | could hear Sam in the background, whining.

Willoughby held the phone, and | said, “Hang in there, boy, I’ll be home soon.”

“Woof,” was his answer; he was nothing if not unconvinced.

The light source was about a hundred kliks from Marco Polo, and we crossed over the old station on
our recon orbit. | got al teary-eyed, seeing our domes and tunnels, till intact here where the weather
runsin billion year cycles, every scratch and scuff in the lunar dust just as we had left it, twenty-nine years
elght months and eighteen days before.

Then we saw the light itself aswe passed over Sinus Medii. It was coming from a perfect jet black



pyramid, ten meters on aside, too small to show up in amateur photos but plenty large enough to have
been studied from Novy Mir.

“There haven't been any picturesof this!” | said. “Not even on theinternet.” Beejust smiled and |
realized then that his SETI team had powersthat belied their modest size and relative obscurity.

The pyramid was pure black, the only pure thing on the Moon, which isal shades of gray.

It was dtill throwing light, dot dot dot, a new sequence every twenty-seven seconds.

We set down next to the pyramid in a cloud of dow-settling dust. If we had hoped to be greeted by
the dienswhen the dust cleared (and we had; hopes are less restricted than expectations), we were duly
disappointed.

The pyramid was Slent and still, asblack asarip in the Universe. It was ill (we confirmed from
Novy Mir) trangmitting its dot dot dot twice aminute, but the light was, for some reason, invisble from
our position besideit.

Still teary-eyed, | fet like adancer; light on my feet, without the cresking that comes with age and
miles. | redized that it was not the moon | had missed all these years, but the one-sixth gravity, and of
course my youth.

SETI had arranged for atwo week stay, so | immediately sunk a probe and hit pay dirt (or ice). The
sadies went to work, photographing the pyramid from al sides, while Y oshi and | unfolded the dome and
adjusted the environmentalsto break down the oxygen and hydrogen (for fuel) extracted from the
cometary trash imbedded under the lunar crust.

By Day Two (sticklersfor tradition, we ran on Houston time) we had the ship for adorm, and the
attached geodesic as a day room and observation dome, complete with fast-plants and a hot tub which
a 5o heated the dome and ship. By Day Three | knew | should have been bored. Shouldn’t something
have happened by now?

“What would you have us do?’ Bee asked. “Knock?’

“Why not?’ | said, returning hissmile. | wasin no hurry; | wasjust glad to have areason to be here,
back home, on the Moon. It felt—right. Even Y oshi, an olympic complainer, was not complaining,
though her narrow face was not exactly wreathed in smiles. “What about ground control ?” she asked.
“Aren't they pushing you?’

“Thereisn't any ground control,” Bee said. “Or haven’t you noticed?” The SETI mandate was a
blank date, designed to remove First Contact, if it ever cameto pass, from the congtraints of diplomacy
and politics. The pace of eventswastheir call.

By Day Four Y oshi and | had nothing to do except watch the sadiesin their clumsy white suits
measure and photograph and andyze the pyramid. | kept my doubtsto mysdlf, reluctant to interfere, but
Y oshi was never one to recognize such restraints. “ Aren’t you guys disgppointed?’ she asked at theend
of the day.

“Not yet. It feesright to go dow,” Beereplied. He was Stting with usin the hot tub, soaking off the
chill that comeswith EVAS, eveninasuit. “Can't you fed it?’

Fedl what? We both looked a him, puzzled.

“Thefamiliarity. | fed it; wedl fed it. A feding that we arein theright place, doing theright thing.”

“I thought it wasjust me,” | said. “Being back here.”

“Weadl fed it,” said Chang, who was stting on the floor in hislong johns, tapping on alaptop. “We
are hereto record and evaluate everything. Fedingsincluded. Right, Vish?’

“Right.”

“Y ou’ve got another week,” said Y oshi.

“Knock and you shall enter,” | said.

“Hmmmm,” said Bee.

And knock he did. The next day, at the end of their routine explorations, he reached up with a heavy
gloved mitt and rapped three times on the side of the pyramid.
Y oshi and | were watching from the dome.



“I knocked,” Bee said to me, as he was unsuiting just insde the airlock (we entered and exited
through the ship). Instead of answering, | pulled dl three of the sadiesinto the dome, and pointed across
the little plain of dust toward the pyramid.

“Damn,” said Chang. Hedl but smiled. Vishnu looked amazed. Bee, delighted. Thereit was:

A handprint, in bright yellow, againgt the darker-than-midnight black, halfway up the pyramid.

The next “morning” the print was il there, and the sadies were suited up early. Y oshi and | watched
them jumping dlumsly around, stirring up the dust, fitting their siff gloves againgt the handprint, waiting for
something to happen. Hoping for something to happen.

Nothing did.

Later in the hot tub we were dl slent. Outside the dome, we could see the print, bright yellow in the
Moon'scrue gray. Wefelt gloomy and hopeful at the sametime. Familiarity had been replaced by akind
of desperate eagerness.

“It wants something,” said Bee.

“Maybe it wantsatouch,” | said.

“A touch?’ Chang was scornful.

| ignored him and addressed mysdlf to Bee. “Y ou know, not aglove.”

“It'shigh vac out there,” Vishnu reminded me. “We can't exactly take off our gloves.”

“But of coursewe can!” Bee said, dapping the water like aboy. | grinned and gave him five. There
were the pedls.

Pedls are emergency spray-on suits to be used in case of sudden decompression. Coupled with a
“paper” hemet, aped will give you anywhere from two to twenty minutesto find an airlock or an
emergency vehicle—or say your prayers.

| wasin fact the only one present who had actualy used aped, after a sudden rockdide collapsed
Polo’ s ag dome. Thanksto the pedl | had survived the twelve minutesit took Beeto get to mewith a
Rover. | could il fed the cold of those long twelve minutesin my bones.

The next “day” (Six) they tried it. Y oshi and | watched from the dome as Beein his ped and the
sadiesin their white suits approached the pyramid, Beein thelead. He was hurrying, of course; there's
no other way to moonwalk in aped. | could fed how cold hewas.

They dl stopped and stood in aline, right in front of the print. With hisleft hand Bee grabbed
Chang' s mitt, and Chang grabbed Vishnu's. Then Bee placed hisright hand high on the side of the
pyramid, directly over the print.

And it happened.

Something—alens, adoor?—opened in the sSde of the pyramid, and they stepped through: one,
two, three: Bee, Chang, Vishnu. It closed behind them and they were gone.

“Holy shit,” said Y oshi.

“Knock and you shall enter,” | said. It was another of my better moments.

Y oshi and | watched the pyramid, wordlessy. Wasthere air in there? How could Bee survive? After
twenty minutes Y oshi began to suit up for arescue EVA. | wasthe only one watching two minutes later
(twenty-one point four minutes from entry, timed on the sadies’ fixed video camera) when thelens
opened and the three emerged, ssumbling, Beein thelead. Y oshi opened the airlock for them and they
staggered in, Beefdling into my arms. While Y oshi hel ped the other sadies un-suit, | ripped off his paper
helmet and pulled him into the hot tub, which would dissolve his ped. He was shivering and grinning.

Y oshi joined us, feet only. “Why’shegrinning?’

“Ask him,” | said. | was rubbing one of hisfeet while he rubbed the other.

Bee was opening his mouth and closing it without making asound, like afish.

“Itwashiginthere” hesad, findly; dill with the goofy grin. “Bigger ontheinsde than on the
outsde”

“What happened?’ | asked.



“We went in and the door closed behind us. It was dark but we could see, don’t ask me why. We
took our helmets off...”

“Took your helmets off!?’ Y oshi was offended.

“Don’'t ask mewhy. Wejust did, al of us. Then we stepped forward, al together | think, and saw
thelight.”

“Wataminute” | said.

“Itwaslikeaglow.”

“But bright,” said Chang, who had joined us. “ The brightest thing | have ever seen.”

“The next thing | knew | was on my knees,” said Bee. “1 could fed thishand on the top of my head.”

“A hand?’ Y oshi was offended again.

“Itfet likeaydlow hand,” Vishnu said, peding off her long johns; it wasthefirst time | had seen her
undressed.

“It was definitely ahand,” Bee said. “I could tell it was a hand though | couldn’t see anything. | don’t
think | even looked.”

“Itwasdl light,” said Chang. “ And thisfedling. It was a hand on the top of my head.”

“It fet so good,” said Vishnu, lowering hersdlf into the water. She had the body of agirl.

“Soundslikean acid trip,” | said. “Or athree-armed dien.”

“What was the communication?’ Y oshi asked. “What was said?’

“The feding was the communication,” Bee said. “That was dl. Nothing was said. We were just there,
al three of us, on our knees, looking into the light.”

“With afeding of...of...” Chang gave up.

“I don't likethis” said Vishnu, looking down at hersdlf, asif just redizing she was nude. “ Shouldn’t
we be talking about this among oursdvesfirg?’

“It'sokay,” said Bee. “We can proceed any way we decide is best, and thisfeels okay, doesn't it?
These are our closest comrades here, after amillion years of evolution.”

Huh? He looked stoned to me.

“Sowhatever itis, it camedl thisway to pat you on the head?’ Y oshi grumbled.

Bee and Chang just grinned. Vishnu looked troubled. | wondered if she were wishing she had kept
her long johns on.

“Maybeit'sGod,” | said.

“It'sathey,” Bee said, shaking his head.

“Morethanone” sad Vishnu. “Many.”

“And they know us,” Chang said.

“Yed That'sthe communication,” Bee said. “They know us, and we know them. That wasthe
feding, morethan afeding, redly. That'swhat they wanted to tell us.”

“They?’ Y oshi rolled her eyes. “They cdled you up here for afeding? There sno communication?’

“Fedingsarered,” sad Bee. “Maybethat’sdl it will be. Who knows. Theideabehind SETI isthat
First Contact will probably be something unexpected.”

“Thisisunexpected,” said Vishnu. “But not unfamiliar. Very familiar. We have been here before.”

“Here?’ | asked.

“In their company,” said Chang. “Being with them felt good. Better than good. Gresat.”

“Great,” said Y oshi, looking disgusted.

“And now?’ | asked. “Next?’

“I don't know,” said Bee, looking out toward the black pyramid, with itsyelow print hafway up the
sde. “ There' s something, something else. | guesswe go back.”

And so they did. The next “morning” they al went out again, Chang and Vishnu suited and Bee
leading, in his pedl. They emerged after only twenty minutesthistime, with the same lunatic grins.

“It'snot likewe aren’t consciousin there,” said Chang, as hishelmet came off. “It'smore likewe' re
consciousfor thefirgt time.”

“Right,” said Vishnu.



| would have made another acid trip joke, but | didn’t want to discourage them. Thiswas, after dl, |
told mysdlf, the long awaited First Contact, for which humanity had waited amillion years or more.

Wasn't it?

“Who are they? What are they? What do they want from us?’ asked Y oshi.

“They want to bewith us,” said Vishnu, dreamily peeling off her long johns. “Just like we want to be
with them.”

“It' sal fedings,” said Beg, dipping into the pool beside me. Helooked like the Michdintiremanin
hisfoam suit, before it started to dissolve into harmless polymer chains. “ But the fedings contain
information.”

“They sort of precipitate into information,” said Chang.

“Thefedings are information,” said Vishnu, nude again. “We arein contact with an entity that we
have been in contact with before. And have dways wanted to be in contact with again.”

“That' sthefeding!” said Chang eagerly. “Desre, and the fulfillment of desire”

“Sounds sort of sexy,” | said.

“It' sawonderful feding,” said Beg, taking me more serioudy than | took mysdlf. “But it's changing,
too. There ssomething else”

“Something dark,” said Vishnu.

“Dark how? Dark what?’” Y oshi was putting the helmets and suits away, looking annoyed.

“It'stoo soon to say,” said Bee. “First we al need to get some deep. That'san order.”

“Wake up.”

It was Y oshi.

“It'sBerenson, he sgone. He sin there.”

“What?’ | sat up, amost spilling out of my hammock. | had been dreaming | was home on Earth with
Sam, trying to explain something to him, about sticks.

“I thought | saw him, in aped, going in, about five minutes ago.”

“Areyou sure?’

“I thought I might be dreaming, so | checked. The other sadies are in their hammocks, but Berenson
isgone.”

“So what do you think we should do?’

Twenty minuteslater | wasin boots and long johns, spraying on apedl. | shook open a paper hdmet,
checking to make sureit had two full air cans (twenty minutes). | had thought | remembered the cold and
was prepared for it, but | wasn't. It wasinsulting, crushing, humbling.

| hurried toward the pyramid. The dust cracked under my feet with that weird squeak of molecules
that have never—not by wind, not by water, not by weather—been rubbed together. The squeak came
up through my bones as sound. | had forgotten it.

| saw Y oshi and the sadies, awake now, watching from the dome. | waved as| ran. | could fed the
vacuum dicing my fingertips, like sted knives.

| put my hand againgt the side of the pyramid, covering the print, and something happened. | wasn't
surewhat. It opened, | went in; it was dark, | was aone.

| wasingde. | didn’'t know, still don’t know, how | got there. Before | knew what | was doing, | was
taking off my helmet.

Theair smelled like lemons. It was cold, but not Moon cold. The pyramid waslarger insde, just as
Bee had said, tapering up to acone of darknessin the center.

And therewasalight. Alsoin the center. It had akind of substance light doesn’t aways, doesn’t
often, doesn't ever, have. It was beckoning; | approached. It al seemed naturd, asif everything | was
doing waswhat | had always wanted to do. It felt good; very good. It fet great. The light grew brighter
and | fell to my knees, but it was more likerising, redly. | couldn’t stand but | didn’t want to stand. | felt
ahand on my head: | knew it wasahand, and | knew what hand it was! | had amillion questions, |
knew, but | couldn’t think, even when | tried. | was so very glad to be here, back here, where |



belonged. Where | was glad to be.

| felt ahand in mine. Bee. He was pulling me backward, away from the light, into the cold and the
darkness. We were putting on our helmets, Bee and |. We were stepping together across the squeaky
surface of the moon, toward the lighted dome, which looked like a zoo, full of puzzled friendly faces,
pressed againgt the glass.

“Areyou okay?’ Y oshi asked.

| saw my breastsfloating in front of me and realized | wasin the hot tub. | laughed. Bee laughed with
me. | knew that the grin on hisface was areflection of my own. We werein the water and someone was
handing me acup of coffee. Joe, they used to cdll it. A cup of joe. “I’'m okay,” | said. “| went into get
you, Bee”

“I' know, but you shouldn’t have. Y ou should have awvakened the others.”

| understood. It was a bresak in the protocol. “We know them and they know us,” | said. It waslike
remembering something; it was easy, and yet impossibleif you couldn’'t doit. “They areglad to see us”

“Not exactly,” said Bee. “There' samedanchaly, too.”

“Something very sad,” said Vishnu. She was wearing her nightgown and her tiny feet werein the
water next to my shoulder.

She wasright. There had been areproach, a disappointment. “1 can fed it, too,” said Chang.

“Fed what?” asked Y oshi, tapping me on the head with along finger, like ateacher admonishing a
bad student. “ Tell me what happened. Now.”

“Therearejust thesefedings,” | said. “ Then afterward, they sort of turn into, not ideas exactly, sort
of like memories. Isthat what you want to know?’

“I want to know what’ s fucking happening. And | want you to tell me.”

“Don’'t be hard on her,” said Bee. “We'red| just figuring it out.”

“Fguring what out?”

“What they want,” said Chang. “They love us, they wanted to find us. They found us.”

“Andwelovethem!” | said. “That' swhy we can’'t seethem.”

“That'sright!” said Beg, looking at me asif | wereagenius. “We love them so much that al we can
seeisthelight of our love”

“I hopethisisal going in your fucking report,” said Y oshi, sounding disgusted.

“They found usagain,” said Chang. “ That’ swhy we are so happy.”

“But something iswrong,” said Bee. “We have to go back in. Once more.”

“Anddo gettogo? | could il fed the hand on my head. | wanted to fed it there again, more than
anything.

“Well dl gothistime” Beesaid.

But wedidn’'t dl go. Yoshi had no desireto go; plus, she explained, she fdt that somebody had to
stay behind and stay on top of systems.

“Designated driver,” said Bee, laughing as we sprayed each other. He and | were the only onesin
peds. Chang and Vishnu wore suits. | felt | was one of the sadies now, and they treated me as such.
Even Chang. We crossed the squeaky dust and held hands by the pyramid. Looking back | saw Y oshi in
the dome, looking alittle bit abandoned.

Bee hit the print and therewe were, insde. | unstuck my helmet and looked for thelight. | fell tomy
knees. “Oh boy,” | said when | felt the hand on my head.

Something was wrong. Everything was okay but something waswrong. After afew moments of
confusion, we were pushed out the door, holding hands, into the cold. | couldn’t remember putting my
helmet on, but | was breathing as we hurried toward the lights of the dome.

We were shaking. | was shaking al over. | sat in the hot tub and watched my suit dissolve, like dry
ice, leaving no trace.

“Hey, don't cry,” said Bee. “I know we're all upset.”

“It'sokay to cry,” said Vishnu.



| was crying.

“What happened?’ asked Y oshi. “God damn it, tell me.”

“They’'releaving,” said Bee,

“They don't want us” | said. “ They don’t want usany more.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?’

“We should dl just be dtill for awhile,” said Bee. “Come and get in the water, Chang. Vishnu.
Clare”

Claire. My parents gave me that name. | hadn’t thought about them in along time. | started to cry
agan, redly hard thistime,

By noon we were warmed and fed—and dejected. “It' sover,” Bee said finally.

“They'releaving,” Chang said. | knew it too. We dl knew the samethings. The fedingsturned into
idess, gradually, like the graphicsin adow web connection. Sooner or later we dl had the same pictures
inour minds.

“They're disgppointed inus,” | said.

“| want them to say,” said Vishnu.

“Of course, we want to be with them,” said Bee. “But we can’t make them want to be with us.”

“What inthe hdl areyou al talking about?’ asked Y oshi.

“They'releaving,” | said. | pointed outside. The yellow print was gone, and the pyramid looked
black and forbidding. Closed.

“Explain, damnit.”

“Thething is, we knew them long ago,” said Bee. As| listened, my emotions were spinning, like dust
insunlight, settling as he spoke onto the table of my mind, in which hisvoice, like afingertip, traced his
words: “Thisisnot first contact, it is second contact.”

And what he was saying, we al knew.

“They were our gods,” said Chang.

“Not exactly,” said Vishnu. “We were their companion species, their helper. Welived only to please
them. Welooked up to them.”

“Their favorite)” | said. “Thelr pet.”

“And they loved us,” said Chang. “And they love us till.”

“But they wanted more,” said Bee. “They set us free so we could develop without them. They put us
down on Earth, where we could escape the worship of them that makes our knees go weak and our
minds go blank. They wanted atrue companion. They thought if they left us done we would develop into
asentient race on our own.”

“Andwedid,” | said, surprised at how much I knew; at the depth of theideas and images that had
been implanted in me. “The light was atest, to see if we had developed enough to leave the Earth and
cometo them.”

“They knew better than to gppear among us,” said Chang. “ Can you imagine the chaos?’

“It might have been great,” said Vishnu.

“Itwasatest,” said Bee. “And we did it, we passed. They were so pleased.”

“But then disgppointed,” | said. “ Because nothing had really changed.”

“It might have been greet,” said Vishnu, again.

“Wedill can’'t see them; our minds still go blank in their presence. Wefdl to our knees and worship
them, and that’ s al we can do, even now.”

“Wecan't lovethemless” said Chang bitterly. “How can they expect usto love them |ess?”’

“There€ samessagefor you,” said Y oshi.

“For me?” My mind wrenched itsalf back to the real world. | stood up, dripping. Water dripsin long
sheets on the Moon. | looked outside and saw that the pyramid was gone.

“How did you find me here?’
“Haven’t we been through that before?’ It was Willoughby, my next door neighbor, the retired FBI



agent. “ The light’ s gone out, what did you guys do?’

“Put Samon,” | said.

“Hewon't eat. How long before you get back?”

“A week, probably,” | said. “Wewill haveto writeareport.” | heard anoise behind me; it was
Changintears.

“Is something wrong?’
“No, we'refing” | said. It wasover and | wasglad. “Put Sam on.”
“Holdon.”

Y oshi had joined them in the pool, standing there in her orange coverals, wet to the knees. They
were hugging and crying. | heard a sort of gruff whine.

“Sam, isthat you?’

“Woof!”

“Sam, ligten carefully. Can you hear me?’

| could imagine Sam looking around, sniffing, trying to locate the face and hand and smdll that went
with the voice.

“I'll be back soon,” | said. “Did you miss me?’

“Woof.”

“I’'m coming home, and | won't leave you doneagain, | promise.”
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“A Sow Day at the Gallery” isfrom AImov’s. It is a perceptive and carefully controlled story
of contemporary political relevance. It is about the clash of cultures, an allegory of imperialism
and cultural appropriation, and about the possibility of real and meaningful communication
between radically unlike cultures, between the human and the alien. But that’s all in addition to
an involving story in the tradition of James Tiptree, Jr., about an idealist about to do something
terrible.

T he museum escort Christopher had requested arrived just as he was winding up a self-guided tour of

the Earth exhibit. Staring at Monet’ s Waterlily Pond, hewaslost in a passion moreintense, he
suspected, than any he had expended during elther of histwo brief marriages.

The painting had been reframed, but was otherwise unchanged since the last time he had seenit, fifty
years before. As he gazed at its placid flowers and vibrant willow leaves, Christopher even began to
imagine that the grooves time had left on him—age, injuries, bitterness—were just as superficid.

Same man, different frame. He could do this.

Leaning heavily on his cane—museum air exhausted him, even here—he tore his gaze away from the
shimmering canvas and faced the Tsebsramuseum guide. It looked like abadly executed baloon-animd:
atubular sac of tight, rubbery skin balanced on lumpy legs. Stringy eyestalks dangled from the bulb at its
top, while the bottom of its body tapered into along, rubbery tail decorated with blue stripes. The
markings meant it was young, probably still ungendered. It wore afloor-length apron printed with its
museum ident and, a the moment, it was standing amost upright. The pose could have been reminiscent
of apraying mantis, if only the insect had been bleach-white, headless, and lacking its four upper limbs.

Asthe guide gpproached, afaint chime sounded in Christopher’ sleft ear. “Museum staff member,
|ate adolescent, name on ident equatesto Vita,” said his protocol softwarein asmooth, feminine voice.
He had named the program Miss Manners—Em for short. “Posture indicates polite, professiond interest



and includes appropriate respect for an adult of your years. Vitais curious about the camerayou are
carying.”

Christopher smiled at the guide.

“Y our expression has been interpreted by Vita s proto and it appears receptive to conversation.”

So. Converse. He opened his hand to fully reveal the camera, which had captured a shot of the
Monet on itstiny screen. “Just didging some postcards for the grandkids.”

The dien speech was a series of intestina-sounding gurgles, amost like water boiling on astove.
There was no variation that Christopher could hear, but the trand ation came through Em immediately. “ It
looks different from the ones I’ ve seen before. Bigger.”

“It'santique. Likeme”

“Would you like meto take ashot of you with the painting?’

“Sure” hesaid. At that, one of itsfeet whipped up with darming speed to snatch the device out of
Chrigtopher’ s hand; itstail dewed around to balance its body weight and its spine bent into an S-curve.
Thus contorted, it was able to drop an eye-stalk directly on the scanner. Heart pounding, Christopher
grinned into the lens, resisting an urge to wipe the palms of his hands on his hips. It sngpped the picture
quickly and returned the camera.

“It would be polite to look away now,” Em said, so Christopher turned back to Monet. The guide
sidled up close and then shifted away. It had probably been advised to widen the space between them to
amore human-appropriate distance.

“Do you have many?’

“Many what?’

“Grandchildren, gir.”

“Three boys, four girls.”

“Ah. Sothey'redl grown?’

“No. Humans are gendered at birth.”

“Vitagppears mortified,” reported Em. “Y ou should have corrected it more gently.”

“My gpologies,” thedien said.

He shrugged—I et its software interpret that.

He had firgt seen this painting eighty years earlier, when he wasin histeens. He had seen digitd prints
of it when he was even younger, of course—Monet was inescapable. Even so, Christopher had never
understood the big fuss until he' d taken a school trip to the Nationd Galery.

He had been fooling around with hisfriends, ignoring the tour, aggravating his teachers and the guards
before finaly ducking the group atogether. In search of aplace to smoke, he had rounded a corner and
found the Monet. Recognition had stopped him, nothing more—he paused, frowned, noticed that it was
different from the digitals he had seen. Prints couldn’t do justice to ail; couldn’t communicate the singular
way these paintings glowed. Monet’ s luminous sunlight on water had crept up on him like a pickpocket.
He barely noticed when it made away with his heart.

“Thiswas painted around 1900 A.D. asyou reckon time, at a population cluster in Europe called
Giverny. Monet had a house there. He painted this garden many times....”

“France,” he growled.

“Pardon?’

“Giverny isin France.”

A pause. “Areyou dl right, Sr? My proto believes | have upset you.”

“Upsat?’ hemanaged. “Nah, just older’n hell.”

“It would be perfectly understandableif recelving ingtruction in your home culture from an
offworlder....”

What? Made me want to gut you?

“I just need to St down,” he said, retregting to the cushioned bench in the middle of the room. This
galery was built to look like an authentic Earth museum—off-white plaster walls, smooth hardwood
floors, caling lights angled to spotlight each work. Furniture, thank Chrit, to ease the aching feet of
contemplative patrons. The paintings were displayed too close to each other, though, crammed



practicaly into acollage that extended from floor to ceiling. There was amishmash of periods and styles.
Andy Warhol’ s soup cans cuddled next to an amateurish painting of adog. Thiswas, in turn, located
beneath Sir Stanley Spencer’s Saint Francis and the Birds and above an Ansal Adams photograph of
an American mountain. Only the Monet had any space to itself, and that was probably because there was
extra security hidden in thewall on which it was mounted.

“Grandkids made me promise to snap ' em the damned painting,” he puffed.

A bubble of fluid jittered beneeth Vita s skin, indicating—according to Em—surprise. “You didn't
come...it wasn't your wish to seeit?’

Keep alid on your emotions, old boy, Christopher lectured himself. “Don’'t go for theimpressionist
stuff, and | saw it in London once anyway. I’'m more of asculpture man. | camefor the Tsebsra
sculpture.”

“| see. Then...you don't likeit a dl?’ Vita s eyestalks quivered. “ The way it glints? The shades of
green...”

“It'sdl right. You do likeit, | tekeit?’

“I think it swonderfully natura,” Vitagushed. “ Tseb work isso forma and mannered. | visitit every
day, assoon as| comein. My parents brought me, the day it arrived.”

“When wasthat...ten years ago, surely?’

“Asyour timeisreckoned. The Nandi sold it to the museum after...” Vita shut up abruptly and
Christopher didn’t need Em for onceto tell him the pause was an awkward one.

“Oh. The LIoyds of London thing?’ He managed to keep histone off-hand. The Nationa Gallery had
lent aNandieve museum the Monet and a quartet of other paintings. The diens had paid aludicrous sum
for theloan. A sweetheart dedl, or so it must have seemed to the Gallery’ s perpetua ly underfunded
curators.

Unfortunatdly, failure to check the fine print of cultural differenceled to disaster in short order. To the
Nandi, theword “loan” implied an indefinite term of visitation. They refused to return the paintings.

The Gdlery spent fifteen yearstrying to get Waterlily Pond back. They were deep in negotiations
when some bright bulb in Gallery management decided to put in an insurance claim, asking to be
compensated for the vaue of the time the painting had spent offworld. Reasonable enough, perhaps—but
when Lloyds cut the check to the museum, the Nandi claimed this made the painting theirs. The next thing
anyone knew, they had auctioned it off to the Tsebsra.

Fumbling in hisvest pocket, Christopher produced a case of smdl gelatinous tablets, selecting a
marked placebo and pressing it under histongue. He massaged his left armpit gently, pretending to work
out apain that wasn't there. “'Y ou only get two heart transplants these days before they list you as
inoperable,” he commented to Vita, figuring that the bunching of itsmany eyesindicated interest in his
movements.

He' d guessed wrong. “ Personal medica information is not discussed openly here,” Em scolded, but
beforeit could tell him how to gpologize, Vitapiped up, forcing it to trandate instead.

“It'sokay. We'renot dl asrigid asthe protos are programmed to say we are.” A previoudy invisible
fissure opened under the eyes, revealing an immense empty space bordered by sharp black ridges. “I'm
not offended.”

“Thanks,” hesaid. “1 forget I’'m not home. Get to be my age, it smore or lessalicenseto berude.”

“Redly?’

“Absolutely. No family is complete without a cantankerous retired war—" Histurn to stop short: he
had dmost said veteran, and soldiers were never allowed here.

“I beg your pardon?’

“Vitaisdarmed,” Em reported.

“Warhorse” hesaid. “It'sasaying. It means|’m old met, child. Unfit for dogs.”

Its head expanded dightly and a grinding sound issued from its throat. “ Noise equatesto alaugh,
tone denotesrelief,” reported Em.

It and me both, Christopher thought. What was wrong with him?

“I cameto seethe Spine,” he said findly, getting to hisfeet. “Would you take me?’



“Areyou feding better?’

“Wdl enough.”

“Thisway, then.” Tail swirling, it crooked atoein the direction of the exit. Christopher got one last
hurried glance a the water lilies and then they were gone.

Outs de the authentic human museum with its authentic humidity-controlled air, hefelt himsdlf reviving.
They passed into an ornately carved walkway, lined with windows and meant to communicate with the
sengitive feet of the Tsebs, alumpy obstacle course of knobs and gaps. Christopher’ s ankles ached as he
struggled to traverse it without falling. Just another hurdle, he told himself, like ducking the police or
smuggling hisfalseident out of humanspace. He d been retired for twenty-four years when the boys
approached him for thisjob. Until a minute ago, he would have sworn he remembered hisbusiness.

His cane twisted unexpectedly at the apex of the arch, causing him to wobble. He had braced it in
what looked like aknothole, but the knot was mobile, rotating againgt the force of hisweight. Vita caught
his elbow with onefoot, swung itstail around an upward-thrusting piece of wakway, and heaved in
counter-baance. Its grip was weak, and Christopher could fed that the Tseb's strength would never hold
hisfull weight.

Between them, though, they managed to keep him upright. Vitamoved his cane to more solid
ground. Christopher offered solemn, mumbled thanks. After that, the dlien stood closer to him.

Coming off the bridge, Em instructed him to keep his eyesright, toward the ocean. Christopher
looked left instead, to amassive hill that rose like a bell-curve from the beach.

“That isone of our buria mounds,” Vitasaid. “Look avay.”

“I thought you were abohemian, Vita Hard to offend?’

“Vita sexpression hasturned playful. It isreceptive to this conversation,” Em said. “However, the
topic chosen is highly improper.”

“Y ou want to know about the mound?’

“Why not?1 didn’t come five thousand lightyears for Andy Warhol or the damned cuisine.”

“Thereisn’'t much to tell. When wefed that our spirit is about to bregk with the physicd plane...”

“Isthat supposed to mean when you die?’

Its head contracted, the skin wrinkling momentarily before expansion somewhere dseinits body
took up the dack. “Die, yes. When we are dying, we go to amound and climb as high as we can before
weskness overcomes us. It isalast chance to measure the worth of our lives.”

“What if you' retoo sick to get there?’

“ Someone takes you to the base of the mound. If you are very respected, they may even carry you

“But not dways?’

“Nobody can return from adying place.”

“So you heft your troublesome old Uncle Pete up the hill—"

A loud rush of Vita sinternd fluids startled him so badly he stopped spesaking.

“Sound equatesto agiggle,” Em said.

“Carry someone up, watch them die...and then you stay until you starve?’

“Yes” Vitapaused; Em reported it was afraid of being overheard. “In that case, the measure of
worth isnot by how high you climb, but by how long you survive.”

“| suppose that makes as much sense as anything.”

Light steps behind them made them turn smultaneoudy, continuing dong the lumpy walkway likethe
well-behaved pair they weren't. He glanced Vita sway and offered a conspiratorid wink just asatrio of
eye staks swiveled hisway in agesture that, according to Em, meant dmost exactly the same thing.

He kept hisvoice lowered. “ Say, what if you' retoo sick to be moved?’

“The effort isaways made.”

“BEvenif itkillsyou?’

“Eventhen.”

“How come?’

“We are sun people, Christopher. It is unconscionableto fail to die out of doors.”

up.



They stepped out of thewalkway and into adarkened gdlery. “ Sowhat if | wasto seizeupin
here?’

Another dlarming giggle. “Y ou’ re not asun person.”

“Good. I'd hate to—"

“Y e’

“Do something unconscionable,” hefinished quietly. His eyes adjusted to the dimness and he saw he
was in another three-dimensiona nightmare—adoor of knobs, lumps and potholes. Little orifices
covered the outer wall, soft and penetrable, intended for Tseb tails. The celling waslow and the air
smelled sickly sweet, laden with dien pollens. Dark shaggy mosslike the hide of abuffalo covered the
nooks and crannies. A few cameras were tucked here and there in the corners, but overal security was
lax. The Tsebswere acivilized people, after dl. They had nothing to fear from their own. Asfor the few
human terrorists who had made it through their security screens, they had been ordered—just like
Christopher—to destroy the Monet.

Vitawas gill savoring their rebellion againgt decorum. “1 promise you can die right here, Christopher,
and nobody will hold it againgt you.”

“Swear?’

Instructed by its proto, it awkwardly made a heart-crossing gesture with one upraised foot. “|
swear.”

“What if | was one of you?’

It was quiet for long enough that he wondered if he had gonetoo far, but at last the trandation came.
“That depends.”

“Onwha?’

“If it was ingantaneous, unexpected, painless—you would beforgiven,” it said. “If not...if you knew
you were dying, if you tried to get to the sun and failed, or you didn’t try...”

“Big timetransggresson, huh?’

Its gesture equated, Em said, to a vehement nod. “ Every-thing associated with your death would be
shunned.”

“Y our culture only takesforgivenessto apoint, then?’

“Y ou haveto draw the line somewhere.”

“Indeed,” he agreed. “ Quite s0.”

Helet Vitadide back into the proper tour, narrating the history of the Spine as they descended down
through the treacherous footing of the gallery. They passed shelves of fungus, tiny statues etched from
eggshdls, ornately carved crystals and black scrolled wands made of a substance called searoot.
Everything was three-dimensdiond, tactile. Feigning awe, Christopher touched things that felt like peanut
butter, dead flesh, adhesive tape, cold sted. He snapped the occasiond historical treasure with his
too-bulky cameraand asked dozens of questions.

Therewasn't aflat surface anywhere. The Tseb didn’t do two-dimensiona depiction. Probably that
waswhy human painting fascinated them so.

Art you can’t touch. Daft primitives.

Down and around, hobbled by the lumpy floor, he was genuinely winded by the time they arrived at
the Spine.

It was asingle glowing scul pture within amassive subterranean chamber, agiant-sized, abstract
depiction of the Tsebsrabody. Indentationsin its belly suggested femininity without ingsting upon it;
faded bands onitstail hinted at both maturity and youth. It was ddlicately curved, less knobby than the
grotesqueriesthat had preceded it in the upper gdleries.

A pair of Tsehswerelounging at its base, running their feet over the structure, their duglike pouches
extended to lick the surface. They tucked back in when Vita appeared with Christopher, moving back
through the exit without a backward glance.

They weredone.

Good. Fewer witnesses, less trouble. He detached the bottom cartridge of his cameraand
surreptitioudy affixed it to thewall beside the door.



“Vitd s sound equates to a contented sigh,” Em reported.

Christopher hadn’t heard anything.

Looking up to the bulging top of the statue, he redlized he was disappointed. Thiswas the Tsebs
Mona Lisa. He had hoped to understand its beauty. He had come sofar....

“Comeon!” Vitagripped hisarm, urging him closer. They worked their way to the edge of the
sculpture and the dlien’ stail stretched out to roam over it lovingly.

Christopher touched the cool surface. Visudly it was seamless, a Single white structure made of
unidentifiable material. But under hisfingersthe texture and temperature varied: parts of it were woody,
othersmetallic, still others plastic. Towering above them, the statue’ s shadow was washed out by the
steady golden light emitted from six light globeswhich encircled it likeawide hao.

Thisthing predates Columbus and Shakespeare, Christopher thought. It has been sitting here since
before my kind invented the printing press.

Nothing. His old heart refused to be moved.

Vitahissed;, Em chirped atrandation. “When | was new-hatched my parents brought me here. |
climbed al the way to the top. The holdslook worn down from here at the bottom, but the effect is
intentional. Y ou’ d be surprised how firm they are! When you are very young, Christopher, you can sit on
the top, inflate your sacs, and legp down.”

“That’'salongway tofdl,” hesad.

“Oh, it' s perfectly safe. Insgde the coiled tail isa soft moss, and as babies our bodies are very light.
Craket the Maker intended it thisway. Shefdt it wasimportant for the Spine to spesk to us differently at
the various stages of our lives.”

He squinted at the bulb at the top of the sculpture. “It'salong way up. Weren't you scared?’

“Terrified. | had to be coaxed down. My parents were deeply shamed.”

“Sorry to hear it.”

“| am the better for it. Many of my kind only come to see the Spine once or twice. The
embarrassment brought me back again and again. It remade my soul.”

“I see,” Chrigtopher said.

“Perhaps you should take arest. | think it would be comfortable if you wanted to Sit here.”

Helooked at it dubioudly. It was about as high and thick as a park bench, even reasonably, flat, but
streeks of dried salivawere flaking away where the other Tsebs had been licking it.

Gentle white toes closed on his scarred elbow.

“Areyou dl right?1 know | said it was acceptable for you to dieindoors but you would dert meiif
you were unwell, wouldn't you?’

“Old man’s prerogeative,” he murmured. The grip on hisarm tightened and he leaned againgt it
experimentaly. Vitagurgled.

“Sound denotes physicd exertion,” Em said.

Helet himsdf fal.

Helanded atop the dien, tangling aleg and an arm over itstwisting body. One of the bumpsin the
floor caught him in the kidney, ablinding, sudden pain that dulled his awareness of Vitabeneath him,
bucking and squesking. Liquidsinits body compressed under hisweight and its thin skin stretched
againg him. The soundsit made, according to Em, equated to surprise and minor pain.

“Chrigtopher? Areyou dl right?’

“Yeah,” hegrunted. “Sorry. I'll get off you in asec—just need my pills. Areyou hurt?

“Just pressed,” it said. “Y our body is so warm! How do you stand it?’

“Cold blood,” he muttered. Then, opening the packet of tablets, he bounced the golden globs down
the length of the white bodly.

“Bloody hdl,” he said, maintaining the facade for one more second. Then the tabs reacted to the
room’ s ambient moisture. They popped, releasing a gelatinous payload that bound the Tseb to the floor
of the chamber.

A chatter like rocks grinding together from the body benegth him.

“Vitaisdarmed.”



Herolled off it, backed away. Thejelly splotches spread and welded it down—tail, toes, body. It
tugged at one with itsfoot and tore ahunk of skin away. Fluid the color of motor oil flowed into the fuzz
that covered the floor.

“Stay dill,” he ordered. “You'll injure yourself.”

“Christopher?’

Retrieving his cane, heleaned hard againgt the Spine and caught his breath. Vitawas till wiggling on
thefloor.

“Don’'t move,” he said again. The web packet from his camera had dready expanded to sed the
room’sonly entrance, encasing it in agelatinous webwork. 1t wouldn’t sedl them in for long, but he didn’t
need long.

“What are you doing?’

“Causing adiplomatic incident,” he said, unpacking the cane.

“What do you mean?’

“Some chaps | know wanted me to destroy the Monet. Y ou see, people back home have been
sitting around with their thumbs up their arses for rather along time, aswe reckon it, doing squat about
getting the painting back from you.”

The cane wasfilled with three different harmlessfluids, dl under pressure. His pals had thought he
would spray it over the paintingsin the Earth gdlery. One two, game over. Instead he unpacked itstripod
and took careful aim at the top of the Spine. He started the mechanism that would mix the chemicasinto
an acid. A single green droplet hissed from thetip of the device.

“Squed denotespain,” Em said.

Helooked a the child. Vitawas struggling againgt its bonds again, and a great hunk of itsleg had
been torn open.

“Ligentome,” hetold it. “Those capsules were meant to hold ahuman. Y our skinisobvioudy very
delicate. You must liedill...you re going to be serioudly injured if you don't stop.”

Vitashuddered once. Little fissures bled at the edges of the jellies that bound it to the floor.

“All right,” Vitasaid. After amoment, when it had clearly stopped moving, Christopher returned to
his destruction of the statue. The cane beeped, indicating that the acid’ s mix cycle was complete. He
took careful aim at the top of the Spine.

Strong toes gripped his knee then, hurling him backward, off-balance. Hefdl, tangled in the grip of
Vita sbleeding leg. The cane, ill in hishand, rained droplets of acid over them both. He closed his eyes,
covered hisface. Hisjacket caught most of it, dthough he could smdl hishair burning.

“Don’t do this, Christopher,” Vita pleaded.

“It'stoolate.” He struggled to free himsdlf without tearing Vita s skin further, wincing asits body
gurgled benesth him. The acid was blistering long sticky lines near its eyes, the flesh running like melted
cheese. Findly herolled off of it, propped himsdf up on hiselbows. Taking am from down on thefloor,
he began to spray. He laid the acid on the Spine in astraight, consistent layer, just like paint.

Vitayanked hisleg and hissed; Em trandated. “ Stop!”

He struggled to breathe. “ The generd ideawas that by destroying the Monet, you see, we would
punish both your museum and the people in my government who let it go. The boys had whipped up
these clever gadgetsthey thought | could dip into this place. They wanted an old man, preferably one
who had one toein the crematorium anyway. But the Earth exhibit istoo well protected.” Acrid smoke
burned at his eyes, thefirst chemical reaction of acid burning the statue. “Besides, that painting means
more to me than my own mother. Y ou might say it remade my soul.”

“You haven't got one,” Vitawhispered.

“I was going to tell them to stuff their job. But someone else would have gone, don't you see? And
what if | waswrong? What if they did destroy it? It would have been a pointless sacrifice. Cutting off our
nose, asthey say. | even consdered warning the authorities, just to save the painting.”

“ Sound equates to a contemptuous snort,” Em said.

“But then | thought—if we' re going to take dl these lovely toys hadfway across the gdaxy, why not
put them to red use? Punish the guilty, | reckoned, instead of the innocent.”



Drops of water dribbled down from the celling, an immense and sudden profusion of moisture.
Striking the acid, it Szzled and steamed. Christopher saw that the Spine was discolored, but not
destroyed. The damage was probably reparable, and the acid was being dispersed by the fire system. He
wasfaling.

There was nothing more he could do; he was out of weapons. The boys had tried to build abomb
into ahearing aid or aproto, and al they’ d done was blow the tester right into acoma.

He'd comeadl thisway, and at best he would have scared them.

“Vitareguiresimmediate medicd attention.” Em gave thewords aplaintive tone.

“All right, dl right.”

The grip on his knee had loosened, and he managed to stand upright again. The cane's payload was
half used, and s0 he spent the rest of the cartridge spreading acid on the door seal. Security must be
outside by now, trying to cut their way in...there was no reason not to help them now.

“Bring adoctor,” he shouted.

He spared alast glance for theintact Spine and then, finally, forced himsdlf to look down. The
knobby floor around Vita s body wasfilled with golden blood and water, and its struggles were
weskening. It had torn itsalf gpart trying to stop him.

And the funny thing was he' d never been the sort who could bear to see someone who was
hurt—even scratched—but he could look right at Vita. It waslike seeing a movie monster, a stop-motion
desth-scene. Before heretired, he had bombed ashuttle full of Tsebs over Earth'slost paintings. He had
lain awake nights, imagining they died like humans. Now. ..

“They'recoming,” hesaid. “Hang on.”

“Sound denotes great pain.”

Takeitsmind off it, hethought. “1 had a part-time job when | wasakid,” he said. “ Guided museum
toursin my hometown. | worked dow days only at firs—they wouldn’t trust me with whole groups, just
the random wandering tourist. I’ m tempted to think that’swhat your job hereislike, Vita—that we have
that much, at least, in common.”

“We have nothing in common,” Em trandated. “I’'m not like you.”

“| wanted to stay on with that museum, but nobody at home wanted to look at paintings anymore.
It'sdl digital home galeries and knobby bric-a-brac. There was no job for me.” He kndlt, lifted aflap of
Tseb skin and tried to pressit back against the wound. Frothy orange foam was seeping from its throat.

“Why areyou tdling methis?’ Vitaasked, twitching away from the hand he d clapped over its
injury.

“Didraction,” hesaid.

“From what?Y our desecration?’

He glanced a the Spine again, mottled with faint black streeks where the various materials merged.
“Itdidn’t work.”

It laughed bitterly. “Y ou’ re saying that because you think I'm dying.”

“No,” Christopher said. Hedidn't insult it by apologizing. “You'll befine. I'm trying to take your
mind off the discomfort.”

“Do you mean pain?’ If its body language showed areaction, Em didn’t catchiit.

“Sorry.”

“Chattering at me like a scatbug doesn't help.”

“They’ll be through the door inaminute. | didn’t know your skin was o ddlicate, Vita—"

“Shut up.” With that, the dien wound itstoes dong ahold in the floor and tried to pull itself to the
blockaded exit. Pieces of itsinnards unraveled, stringing along the lumpy floor. Itstail toreloose, lashing
the Spinewith fading vigor.

It waswithin ayard of the exit when he finally heard Security breaking through the acid-weakened
blockade with acutting tool. Their facesfilled asmall gap in the webbing, and then they desperately tore
at therest of it, trying to open the gateway for Vita. One of them extended itstail through the hole,
dangling it like arescue rope.

They weren't fast enough. Theinjured guide had stopped moving. Air blatted, escaping the tearsin



the rubbery white skin asif it were adeflating life raft. Vita sbody shrank, and then went till.

After amoment, the guard’ stail retracted to the other sde of the door. Tseb eyestalks crowded the
opening. Four or five of them stared at Christopher through the shredded jelly of the once-blocked
entrance.

“It was only meant to immobilize,” he sad.

There was no response. He threw away the cane and put his hands up. Didn’t they have protos?

“I'm unarmed now,” he said.

No reaction. They actualy backed up the corridor, away from him and out of sight.

“Aren’t you going to arrest me?’ He rubbed hisface, was surprised to find it wet.

Silence. He looked at the knobby, impassable floor. His cane, disassembled and empty, would never
hold hisweight again. “Hey. Y ou cops. Going to cart me off or not?’

A chime, suddenly, from Em. “Y ou are located in adying place. Please |eave the chamber and
surrender yoursdlf to the authorities”

“What the hell?” He opened his mouth to shout again and then redization hit. They wouldn’'t comein.
Their art treasure was sedled away, ostracized by rigid beliefs and the blood of achild. They were going
to leave Vita' sbody hereto rot with its beloved Spine.

And who was he to be offended by that?

When another minute passed and they till didn’t come after him, Christopher heaved his body over
the base of the Spine so hewasinside the curve of itstail. Helay inside, head and legsraised by its
height, and found that it fit him just right. The maossy floor was blessedly comfortable, just as the tour had
advertised.

“Something soft to land on,” he murmured, settling in. Hisleg was aching from the pratfal he'd taken
onto the lumpy floor and both feet were throbbing. He kicked off his shoes, waggled histoesin the
warm, moig ar.

Onelast lump pressed into his hip—the camera. Hetook it out, set it to dideshow, and projected
images onto the curvy white interior of the Spine. Warhol. Spencer. Mdta. A fake Picasso. A Bill Reid
sketch. The Monet. Himself, posing for fake grandkids. Vita The Mound. Vitaagain.

“Expresson equatesto afriendly smile” Em said.

Christopher tore the proto speaker out of his ear and flipped back to the paintings.

After acouple of hours, he started to get hungry.
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T he small aircraft swiftly bisected the cloudless chartreuse sky. Invisible encrypted transmissions raced



ahead of it. Clearance returned immediately from the distant, turreted manse—Stoesd House—looming
in the otherwise empty riven landscape like some preci pice-perching raptor. The ever-undeegping family
marchwarden obligingly shut down the manse' s defenses, dlowing an gpproach and landing. Within
minutes, Geisen Stoesd had docked his small deltoid zipflyte on one of the tenth-floor platforms of
Stoesd House, cantilevered over the flood-scul pted, candy-colored arroyos of the Subliminal Desert.

Geisen unseamed the canopy and leaped easily out onto the broad sintered terrace, unpeopled at this
tragic, necessary, hopeful moment. Still clad in his dusty expeditionary clothes, goggles dung around his
neck, Geisen resembled aliving marble version of some young roughneck godling. Slim, wiry, and dert,
with hislaughter-creased, soil-powdered face now set in solemn lines absurdly counterpointed by amask
of clean skin around his recently shielded green eyes, Geisen paused a moment to brush from his
protective suit the heaviest evidence of his recent wildcat digging in the Lustrous Wastes. Satisfied that he
had made some small improvement in his gppearance upon thisweighty occasion, he advanced toward
the portal leading indde. But before he could actuate the door, it opened from within.

Framed in the door stood alanky, robe-draped bestient: Vicuna, his mother’s most valued servant.
Set squardly in Vicuna s wedge-shaped hirsute face, the haughty maid’ s broad vel veteen nose wrinkled
imperioudy in disgust at Geisen' s gppearance, but the moreauvian refrained from voicing her disapprova
of that matter in favor of other upbraidings.

“You arivebardy intime, Gep Stoesd. Y our father gpproaches the limits of artificid maintenance,
and is dueto be reborn any minute. Y our mother and brothers aready anxioudy occupy the Natal
Chambers.”

Following the inhumanly articulated servant into Stoess House, Gel'sen answered, “I’'m aware of dl
that, Vicuna. But traveling hafway around Chalk can’'t be accomplished in an ingtant.”

“It was your choiceto absent yourself during this crucid time.”

“Why crucid? Thiswill be Vomacht' sthird reincarnation. Presumably this onewill go as smoothly as
thefirst two.”

“So one would hope.”

Geisen tried to puzzle out the subtext of Vicuna s ambiguous comment, but could emerge with no
clueregarding the current state of the generaly complicated affairs within Stoesd House. He had
obvioudy been away too long—too busy enjoying hisown londly but satisfying progpecting tripson
behdf of the family enterprise—to be ableto grasp the daily political machinations of hisrelatives.

Vicuna conducted Geisen to the nearest squeezer, and they promptly dropped down fifteen stories,
far below the bedrock in which Stoess House was rooted. On this secure level, the monitoring
marchwarden hunkered down in its cozy low-Kevin isolation, meaningful matrices of B-E condensates.
Here dso were the family’ s Nata Chambers. At these doors blazoned with sacred icons Vicunalleft
Geisen with ahumid snort signifying that her distasteful attendance on the latecomer was complete.

Taking afortifying breath, Geisen entered the rooms.

Roseete illumination symbolic of new creation softened al within: the complicated gpparatus of
rebirth aswell asthe sharp features of his mother, Woda, and the doughy countenances of histwo
brothers, Gitten and Grafton. Nearly invisible in the background, various bestient bodyguards hulked,
inconspicious yet vigilant.

Woda spokefirst. “Well, how very generous of the prodiga to honor uswith his unfortunately
mandated presence.”

Gitten snickered, and Grafton chimed in, pompoudy ironica. “Exquisitely gracious behavior, and so
very typicd of our littlesbling, I'm sure.”

Tethered to various life-support devices, Vomacht Stoess—unconscious, naked and recumbent on a
padded pallet dongside his mindless new body—said nothing. Both he and his clone had their heads
wrapped in organic warty sheets of modified Stroonian brain parasite, an organism long ago co-opted for
mankind' s ambitious and ceaselesdy searching program of life extenson. Linked viaathick living
interparasitical tendril to its younger doppel ganger, the withered form of the current \VVomacht, having
reached the limits of rguvenation, contrasted strongly with the virginal, soullessvessd.

During Vomacht Stoesd’ sfirst lifetime, from 239 to 357 PS, he had sired no children. His second



gpan of existence (357 to 495 PS) saw the birth of Gitten and Grafton, separated by some sixty years
and both sired on Woda. Toward the end of histhird, current lifetime (495 to 675 PS), amere thirty
years ago, he had fathered Geisen upon amystery woman whom Geisen had never known. Vanished
and unwedded, his mother—or some other oversolicitous guardian—had denied Geisen her name or
imege. Still, Vomacht had generoudy attended to dl the legdities granting Geisen full parity with his half
brothers. Needlessto say, little cordiality existed between the older members of the family and the young
interloper.

Geisen made the proper obeisances at severa atars before responding to the taunts of his
stepmother and step-brothers. “1 did not dictate the terms governing Gep Stoesd’ s latest reincarnation.
They came directly from him. If any of you objected, you should have made your grievances known to
him face-to-face. | myself am honored that he chose meto initiate the transference of hismind and soul. |
regret only that | was not able to attend him during his final moments of awarenessin thisold body.”

Gitten, the middle brother, tittered, and said, “The hand that cradles the rocks will now rock the
cradle”

Geisen looked down at hisdirty hands, hopel essy ingrained with the soils and stone dusts of Chalk.
Heresisted an impulseto hide them in his pockets. “ Thereis nothing shameful about my fondness for
fieldwork. Lalling about in luxury does not suit me. And | did not hear any of you complaining when the
Eventyr Lodethat | discovered came online and began to swell the family coffers.”

Wodaintervened with her traditiona maternd acerbity. “Enough bickering. Let us acknowledge that
no possible arrangement of this day’ s events would have pleased everyone. The quicker we perform this
vita ritud, the quicker we can dl return to our duties and pleasures, and the sooner Vomacht’ sfirm hand
will regrasp the controls of our business. Geisen, | believe you know what to do.”

“| studied the proper Books of Phowa en route.”

Grafton said, “ Always the grind. Whenever do you enjoy yoursdlf, little brother?’

Geisen advanced confidently to the mechanismsthat reared at the head of the pallets. “In the proper
time and place, Grafton. But | redize that to you, such wordsimply every minute of your life” The young
man turned his attention to the controls before him, forestalling further tart banter.

The tethered and trained Stroonian life-forms had been previoudy starved to near hibernation in
preparation for their sacred duty. A clear cylinder of pink nutrient fluid laced with instructive protein
sequences hung from an ornate tripod. The fluid would flow through twin IV lines, once the parasites
were hooked up, enlivening their quiescent metabolisms and directing their proper functioning.

Murmuring the requisite holy phrases, Geisen plugged an 1V lineinto each enshrouding creature. He
tapped the proper

dosage rate into the separate flow-pumps. Then, solemnly capturing the eyes of the onlookers, he
activated the pumps.

Almogt immediately the parasites began to flex and |abor, humping and contorting asthey drove an
infinity of fractaly minuscule auto-anesthetizing tendrilsinto both full and vacant brainsin preparation for
the transfer of the vital engrams that comprised a human soul.

But within minutes, it was plain to the observers that something was very wrong. The origina
Vomacht Stoesd began to writhein evident pain, ripping avay from hislife supports.

The dl-observant marchwarden triggered darms. Human and bestient technicians burst into the
room. Grafton and Gitten and Woda rushed to the pumps to stop the process. But they weretoo late. In
an instant, both membrane-wrapped skulls collapsed to degenerate chunky sush that plopped to the
floor from benegath the suddenly destructive cauls.

Theroom fell slent. Grafton tilted one of the pumps at an angle so that all the witnesses could seethe
glowing red numeras.

“He quadrupled the proper volume of nutrient, driving the Stroonians hyperactive. Thisis murder!”

“Secure him from any escape!” Woda commanded.

Instantly Gelsen’sarms were pinioned by two burly bestient guards. He opened his mouth to protest,
but the sight of his headlessfather choked off al words.



Gep Vomacht Stoesd’ slarge private study was decorated with ancient relics of hisbirthworld,

L ucerno: the empty, age-brittle cora armature of a deceased persona exoskeleton; arow of printed
books bound in doth-hide; a corroded aurochs-flaying knife large as a canoe paddle. In the wake of their
owner’ s death, the talismans seemed drained of mana

Geisen dghed, and dumped down hopelesdy in the comfortable chair positioned on the far sde of
the antique desk that had originated on the Crafters planet, Hulbrouck V. On thefar sde of the
nacreous expanse sat his complacently smirking half brother, Grafton. Just days ago, Geisen knew, his
father had hauled himsalf out of his sickbed for one last ppearance at this favorite desk, where he had
dictated the terms of histhird reincarnation to the recording marchwarden. Geisen had played the
affecting scene severd times en route from the Lustrous Wastes, noting how, despite his enervated
condition, hisfather spoke with hiswonted authority, specificaly requesting that Geisen administer the
paternd rebirthing procedure.

And now that unique individua—distant and enigmatic as he had been to Geisen throughout the
latter’ srelatively short life—the man who had founded Stoesd House and its fortunes, the man to whom
they al owed their luxuriousindependent lifestyles, wasirretrievably gone from this plane of existence.

The human soul could exist only in organic subgirates. Intelligent asthey might be,
condensate-dwel ling entities such as the marchwarden exhibited alesser existential complexity.
Impossible to make any kind of static “backup” copy of the human essence, even in the proverbid
bottled brain, snce Stroonian transcription was fatd to the origind. No, if destructive failure occurred
during arebirth, that individua was no moreforever.

Grafton interpreted Gelsen’ s sigh asindicative of aneed to unburden himsalf of some secret. “ Speak
fredy, little brother. Ease your soul of guilt. We are completely alone. Not even the marchwarden is
ligening.”

Geisen sat up dertly. “How have you accomplished such athing? The marchwarden is deemed to be
incorruptible, and its dutiesinclude congtant surveillance of the interior of our home.”

Somewhat flustered, Grafton tried to dissemble. “ Oh, no, you' re quite mistaken. It was always
possible to disable the marchwarden sdectively. A standard menu option—"

Geisen legped to hisfeet, causing Grafton to rear back. “1 seeit al now! Thiswhole murder, and my
seeming complicity, was planned from the start! My father’ s last testament—faked! The flow codesto
the pumps—overriden! My role—stooge and dupe!”

Recovering himsdlf, Grafton managed with soothing motions and noisesto induce afuming Geisen to
be seated again. The older man came around to perch on a corner of the desk. He leaned over closer to
Geisen and, in asmooth voice, made his own shockingly unrepentant confession.

“Very astute. Too bad for you that you did not see the trap early enough to avoid it. Yes, Vomacht's
permanent death and your hand in it were al neetly arranged—by mother, Gitten, and myself. It had to
be. Y ou see, Vomacht had becomeirrationaly surly and obnoxious toward us, histrue and loving first
family. He threatened to remove dl our stipends and entitlements and authority, once he occupied his
strong new body. But those demented codicils were edited from the version of his speech that you saw,
aswas hisinsane proclamation naming you sole factotum of the family business. All of Stoesd Strangelet
Mining and its affiliates was to be made your fiefdom. Imagine! A young desert rat a the helm of our
venerable corporation!”

Geisen stroveto digest dl this sudden information. Practical considerations warred with his emotions.
Finaly he could only ask, “What of Vomacht’ sdesirefor meto initiate his soul-transfer?’

“Ah, that was authentic. And it served as the perfect bait to draw you back, aswell asthe peg on
which we could hang amurder plot and charge.”

Geisen drew himsalf up proudly. “Y ou redize that these accusations of deliberate homicide against
me will not stand up aminutein court. With what you' vetold me, I'll certainly be ableto dig up plenty of
evidenceto the contrary.”

Smiling like acarrion lizard from the Cerise Ergstrand, Grafton countered, “Oh, will you, now? From
your jal cdl, without any outside help? Accused murderers cannot profit from the results of their actions.
Y ou will have no accessto family funds other than your small persona accounts while incarcerated, nor



any red partisans, dueto your stubbornly asocia existence of many years. The might of the family,
including testimony from the grieving widow, will be ranked against you. How do you rate your chances
for exculpation under those circumstances?’

Reduced to grim silence, Geisen bunched his muscles prior to launching himsdlf in afutile attack on
hisbrother. But Grafton held up awarning hand first.

“Thereis an agreeable aternative. Weredly do not care to bring this matter to court. Thereis, after
all, till achance of one percent or lessthat you might win the case. And legd matters are so tedious and
time-consuming, interfering with more pleasurable pursuits. In fact, notice of Gep Stoesd’ s desth has not
yet been rel eased to either the news media or to Chalk’ s authorities. And if we secure your cooperation,
the aftermath of thistragic ‘accident’ will take avery different form than crimina charges. Upon getting
your binding assent to acertain trivial document, you will be free to pursue your own life unencumbered
by any obligationsto Stoesd House or itsresidents.”

Grafton handed his brother hard copy of severd pages. Geisen perused it swiftly and intently, then
looked up at Grafton with high astonishment.

“This document strips me of dl my share of the family fortunes, and binds me from any futurerolein
the estate. Basicdly, | am utterly disenfranchised and disinherited, cast out penniless.”

“A fair enough summation. Oh, we might give you asmal grubstake when you leave. Say—your
zipflyte, afew hundred esscues, and a bestient servant or two. Just enough to pursue the kind of itinerant
lifestyle you so evidently prefer.”

Geisen pondered but amoment. “ All attempts to brand me a patricide will be dropped?’

Grafton shrugged. “What would be the point of whipping a helpless, poverty-stricken nonentity?”

Geisen stood up. “ Reactivate the marchwarden. | am ready to comply with your terms.”

Gep Bloedwyn Vermeule, of Vermeule House, today wore her long blond braidsarranged in a
complicated nest, piled high atop her charming young head and sown with delicate fairylights that blinked
intime with various of her body rhythms. Entering the forma reception hdl of Stoesd House, she
marched confidently down thetiles between ranks of slent bestient guards, the long train dependent from
her formfitting scarlet sandworm-fabric gown held an inch above the floor by tiny enwoven agravitic units.
She came to a stop some meters away from the man who awaited her with anervoudy expectant smile
on hisrugged face.

Geisen' s voice quaked at firgt, despite his best resolve. “Bloedwyn, my sweetling, you look more
aluring than an casisto a parched man.”

The pinlightsin the girl’ s hair raced in chaotic patterns for amoment, then settled down to astable
configurations that somehow radiated afrostiness belied by her neutra facia expresson. Her voice,
chorded suggestively low and husky by fashionable implants, quavered not at all.

“Gep Stoesd, | hardly know how to agpproach you. So much has changed since we last trysted.”

Throwing decorum to the wind, Geisen closed the gap between them and swept his betrothed up in
hisarms. The sensation Geisen enjoyed was rather like that derived from hugging awooden effigy.
Nonetheless, he persisted in his attemptsto restore their old relations.

“Only superficid matters have changed, my dear! True, asyou have no doubt heard by now, I am no
longer ascion of Stoesd House. But my heart, mind, and soul remain devoted to you! Can | not assume
the same congtancy appliesto your inner being?’

Bloedwyn dipped out of Geisen’sembrace. “How could you assume anything, since | myself do not
know how | fed? All these devel opments have been so sudden and mysterious! Y our father’ s cruelly
permanent degth, your own capricious and sensaless abandonment of your share of his estate—How can
| make sense of any of it? What of al our wonderful dreams?’

Geisen gripped Bloedwyn’ s supple hide-mailed upper arms with perhaps too much fervor, judging
from her wince. He released her, then spoke. “ All our bright plansfor the future will come to pass! Just
give me sometimeto regain my footing in theworld. Oneday | will be at liberty to explain everything to
you. But, until then, | ask your trust and faith. Surely you must share my confidencein my character, in
my undiminished capabilities?”



Bloedwyn averted her tranquil blue-eyed gaze from Geisen’ simploring green eyes, and he dumped in
despair, knowing himsdlf lost. She stepped back afew paces and, with voice steeled, made aformal
declaration she had evidently rehearsed prior to this moment.

“The Vermeule marchwarden has aready communicated the abrogation of our pending matrimonia
agreement to your house' sgovernor. | think such animpartia yet decisve moveisal for the best,

Geisen. We are both young, with many lives before us. It would be senselessto found such a potentidly
interminable relationship on such shaky footing. Let us both go ahead—separatel y—into the daysto
come, with our extinct love afond memory.”

Again, as at the moment of hisfather’ s death, Geisen found himsalf rendered speechless at acrucia
juncture, unableto plead his case any further. He watched in stunned disbdlief as Bloedwyn turned
gracefully around and walked out of hislife, her fluttering scaly train il visible for some seconds after the
rest of her had vanished.

The cluttered, steamy, noisy kitchens of Stoesd House exhibited an orderly chaos proportionate to
the magnitude of the preparations under way. The planned rebirth dinner for the paterfamilias had been
hastily converted to amemoria banquet, once the proper, little-used protocols had been found in a
metaphoricaly dusty |obe of the marchwarden’s memory. Now scores of miscegenationd bestients under
the supervision of the lone human chef, Stine Pursiful, scraped, diced, chopped, diced, cored, deveined,
scrubbed, layered, basted, glazed, microwaved, and pressure-treated various foodstuffs, assembling the
imported luxury ingredients into the el aborate fare that would furnish out the solemn buffet for family and
friends and business connections of the deceased.

Geisen entered the aromatic atmosphere of the kitchenswith a scowl on hisface and abitternessin
histhroat and heart. Pursiful spotted the young man and, with afair share of courtesy and deference,
consdering the circumstances, stepped forward to inquire of his needs. But Geisen rudely brushed the
dim punctilious chef asde, and stalked toward the shelves that held various MREs. With blunt motions,
he began to shove the nutri-packets into a dusty shoulder bag that had plainly seen many an expedition
into Chalk’ streasure-filled deserts.

A smdl timid bestient belonging to one of the muskrat-hyrax clades hopped over to the shelves
where Geisen fiercely rummaged. Nearsighted, the be-gproned moreauvian strained on tiptoe to identify
something on ahigher shelf.

With one heavy foot, Geisen kicked the servant out of hisway, sending the creature squeaking and
diding across the dops-strewn floor. But before the man could return to his rough provisioning, he was
stopped by avoice familiar ashisskin.

“| raised you to show more respect to dl the Implicate' s creatures than you just exhibited, Gep
Stoesd. Or if | did not, then | deserve immediately to visit the Unborn’s Lowest Abattoir for my crimina
negligence”

Geisen turned, thebilein his craw and soul melting to ahabitual affection tinged with many memories
of juvenileguilt.

Brindled arms folded across her queerly configured chest, Ailourathe bestient stood a head shorter
than Geisen, compact and well-muscled. Her heritage mingled from athousand feline and quasi-feline
strains from a dozen planets, she resembled no single cat species morphed to human status, but rather al
cats everywhere, blended and thus ennobled. Rounded ears perched high atop her densely pelted skull.
Vertica ditted eyes and her patch of wet leathery nose contrasted with a more-human-seeming mouth
and chin. Now anger and disappointment molded her face into a mask amogt frightening, her fierce
expression magnified by aglint of sharp tooth peeking from beneath acurled lip.

Geisen noted ingtantly, with asmall shock, the newest touches of gray in Ailoura stortoiseshdl fur.
These tokens of aging softened his heart even further. He made the second-most-serious conciliatory
bow from the Dakini Rituastoward his old nurse. Straightening, Geisen watched with relief asthe anger
flowed out of her face and stance, to be replaced by concern and solicitude.

“Now,” Ailourademanded, in the same tone with which she had often demanded that little Geisen
brush histeeth or do his schoolwork, “what isall thisnonsense | hear about your voluntary disinheritance



and departure?’

Geisen motioned Ailourainto a secluded corner of the kitchens and reveded everything to her. His
account prompted low growls from the bestient that escaped despite her angrily compressed lips. Gelsen
finished resignedly by saying, “ And so, helplessto contest thisinjustice, | leave now to seek my fortune
elsawhere, perhaps even on another world.”

Ailoura pondered amoment. “Y ou say that your brother offered you a servant from our house?’

“Yes. But | don’t intend to take him up on that promise. Having another mouth to feed would just
hinder me”

Placing one mitteny yet deft hand on his chest, Ailourasaid, “ Take me, Gep Stoesd.”

Geisen experienced amoment of confusion. “But Ailoura—your job of raisng meislong past. | an
very grateful for the loving care you gave undtintingly to a motherlesslad, the guidance and direction you
imparted, the indulgent playtimes we enjoyed. Y our teachingsleft me with awise set of principles, an
admirable will and optimism, and afirm mord center—despite the evidence of my thoughtless
transgression amoment ago. But your guardian dutieslie in the past. And besides, why would you want
to leave the comforts and security of Stoesd House?’

“Look a me closaly, Gep Stoesd. | wear now the tabard of the scullery crew. My luck in finding you
hereis due only to this very demotion. And from here the dide to utter inutility is swift and short—despite
my remaining vigor and craft. Will you leave me here to face my sorry fate? Or will you dlow meto cast
my fate with that of the boy | raised from kittenhood?”

Geisen thought amoment. * Some companionship would indeed be welcome. And | don't supposel
could findamoreintimatedly.”

Ailouragrinned. “Or adyer one.”

“Very well. Y ou may accompany me. But on one condition.”

“Yes, Gep Stoesd?”’

“Ceasecadling me*Gep.” Such formalities were once unknown between us.”

Ailouragmiled. “Agreed, little Gei-gal.”

The man winced. “No need to regress quite that far. Now, let usreturn to raiding my family’s
larder.”

“Be sureto take some of that finefish, if you please, Geisen.”

No one knew the origin of the tame strangel ets that seeded Chalk’ s strata. But everyone knew of the
immense wedlth these cloistered anomadies conferred.

Normal matter was composed of quarksin only two flavors: up and down. But strange-flavor quarks
also existed, and the exotic substances formed by these strange quarksin combination with the more
domedtic flavors were, unconfined, as deadly asthe more familiar antimatter. Bringing norma matter into
contact with anaked strangel et resulted in the conversion of the feedstock into energy. Owning a
strangel et was akin to owning a pet black hole, and just as useful for various purposes, such as powering
dar cruisers.

Humanity could create strangelets, but only at immense cost per unit. And naked strangelets had to
be confined in e ectromagnetic or gravitic bottles during active use. They could aso be quarantined for
semipermanent storage in stasis fields. Such was the case with the buried strangelets of Chalk.

Small spherica mirrored nodules—"* marbles,” in the jargon of Chak’s prospectors—could be found
in various recent sedimentary layers of the planet’s crugt, distributed according to no rationd plan.
Discovery of the marbles had inaugurated the reign of the various Houses on Chalk.

An early scientific expedition from Preceptimax University to the Shulamith Wadi stumbled upon the
srangeletsinitidly. Preceptor Fairservis, the curious discoverer of thefirst marble, had redlized he was
dedling with astasis-bound object and had unluckily managed to open it. The quantum genieinside had
promptly eaten the hapless fellow who freed it, dong with nine-tenths of the expedition, before beginning
asure but dow descent toward the core of Chalk. Luckily, an emergency response team swiftly
dispatched by the planetary authorities had managed to activate anew entrapping marble asbig asa
amadll city, itslower hemisphere underground, thus trapping the rogue.



After thisincident, the formerly disdained deserts of Chalk had experienced aland rush unparalleled
in the galaxy. Soon the entire planet was divided into domains—many congsting of noncontiguous
properties—each owned by one House or another. Prospecting began in earnest then. But the practice
remained more an art than ascience, as the marbles remained stedthy to conventiona detectors.
Intuition, geologica knowledge of strata, and sheer luck proved the determining factorsin theindividua
fortunes of the Houses.

How the strangel ets—plainly artifactua—came to be buried beneath Chalk’ s soils and hardpan
remained amystery. No evidence of native intelligent inhabitants existed on the planet prior to the arriva
of humanity. Had acloud of strangelets been swept up out of space as Chak made her eternd orbits?
Perhaps. Or had dien visitors planted the strangelets for unimaginable reasons of their own? An equaly
plausible theory.

Whatever the obscure history of the Strangelets, their current utility was beyond argument.

They made many peoplerich.

And some people murderous.

In the shadow of the Tasso Escarpments, adjacent to the Glabrous Drifts, Carrabas House sat
desolate and melancholy, tenanted only by glass-tailed lizards and gtilt-crabs, its poverty-overtaken heirs
dispersed anonymoudy acrossthe gaaxy after aseries of unwiseinvestments, followed by the
unpredictable yet inevitable exhaugtion of their marble-bearing properties—aday againgt which Vomacht
Stoesd had more providently hedged his own family’ sfortunes.

Geisen' s zipflyte crunched to alanding on one of the manse' s grit-blown terraces, beside agaping
portico. The craft’ s doors swung open and pilot and passenger emerged. Ailouranow wore a set of
utilitarian roughneck’ s clothing, tailored for her bestient physique and matching the outfit worn by her
former charge, right down to the boots. Strapped to her waist was an antique yet lovingly maintained
variable sword, itstermina bead currently dull and inactive.

“No onewill trouble us here,” Geisen said with confidence. “And we' |l have aroof of sorts over our
heads while we plot our next steps. As| recdl from avist some years ago, the west wing was the least
damaged.”

As Geisen began to haul supplies—a heater-cum-stove, deeping bags and pads, water
condensers—from their craft, Ailourainhaed deeply the dry tangy air, her nose wrinkling expressively,
then exhaled with zest. “ Ah, freedom after so many yeard! It tastes brave, young Geisen!” Her claws
dipped from their sheaths as she flexed her pads. She unclipped her sword and flicked it on, the
seemingly untethered beed floating outward from the pommel ameter or so.

“Y ou finish the monkey work. I’ll clear therats from our quarters,” promised Ailoura, then bounded
off before Geisen could stop her. Watching her unfettered tail disappear down ahal and around a
corner, Geisen smiled, recaling childhood games of strength and skill where she had dlowed him what he
now realized were easy triumphs.

After no smdl time, Ailourareturned, licking her gressy lips.

“All ready for our habitation, Geisen-kitten.”

“Very good. If the bold warrior will deignto lend apaw...?’

Soon the pair had established housekeeping in a spacious, weatherproof ground floor room (with
severd handy exits), where asingle leering window frame was easily covered by asheet of trand ucent
plagtic. After distributing their goods and sweeping the floor clean of loess drifts, Geisen and Ailouratook
amed asther reward, thefirst of many such rude campfire repaststo come.

Asthey relaxed afterward, Geisen making notes with his stylusin asmdl pocket diary and Ailoura
dragging her |eft paw continualy over one ear, aquerulous voice sounded from thin air.

“Who disturbs my weary peace?’

Instantly on their feet, standing back to back, the newcomerslooked warily about. Ailourasnarled
until Geisen hushed her. Seeing no one, Gelsen at last inquired, “Who speaks?’

“I am the Carrabas marchwarden.”

The man and bestient relaxed atrifle. “Impossible,” said Geisen. “How do you derive your energy



after all these years of abandonment and desuetude?’

The marchwarden chuckled with atrace of pride. “Long ago, without any human consent or
prompting, while Carrabas House still flourished, | sunk atherma tap downward hundreds of kilometers.
The backup energy thus supplied is not much, compared with my old capacities, but has proved enough
for sheer survivd, dbeit with much dormancy.”

Ailourahung her quiet sword back on her belt. “How have you kept sane since then,
marchwarden?’

“Who says| have?’

Coming to terms with the semideranged Carrabas march-warden required delicate negotiations. The
protective mgordomo smultaneoudly resented the trespassers—who did not share the honored
Carrabasfamily lineage—yet on some different level welcomed their company and the satisfying chance
to perform some of its programmed functions for them. Alternating ogreish threats with embarrassingly
humble supplications, the marchwarden needed to hear just the right mix of defiance and thanks from the
squattersto fully come over astheir aly. Luckily, Ailoura, employing diplomatic wiles honed by decades
of bestient subservience, perfectly supplemented Geisen' srather gruff and patronizing attitude.
Eventually, the ghost of Carrabas House accepted them.

“l am afrad | can contribute little enough to your comfort, Gep Carrabas.” During the negotiations,
the marchwarden had somehow sdlf-deludingly concluded that Geisen was indeed part of the lost lineage.
“Some water, certainly, from my active conduits. But no other necessities such as heat or food, or any
luxuries either. Alas, the days of my glory arelong gone!”

“Areyou gill in touch with your peers?’ asked Ailoura

“Why, yes. The other Houses have not forgotten me. Many are sympathetic, though afew are
haughty and indifferent.”

Geisen shook his head in bemusement. “First | learn that the protective omniscience of the
marchwardens may be circumvented. Next, that they keep up a private traffic and society. | beginto
wonder who isthe master and who isthe servant in our globa system.”

“Leave these conundrums to the preceptors, Geisen. This unexpected mode of contact might comein
handy for us some day.”

The marchwarden’ s voice sounded enervated. “Will you require any more of me? | have overtaxed
my energies, and need to shut down for atime.”

“Pleaserestore yoursdlf fully.”

Left done, Gelsen and Ailourasimultaneoudy redlized how late the hour was and how tired they
were. They bedded down in warm bodyquilts, and Gelsen swiftly drifted off to deep to the old tune of
Ailoura sdrowsy purring.

Inthe chilly viridian morning, over fish and kava, cat and man held awar council.

Geisen led with a bold assertion that nonethel ess concealed a note of despair and resignation.

“Given your evident hunting prowess, Ailoura, and my knowledge of theland, | estimate that we can
take half a dozen sandworms from those unclaimed public territories proved empty of strangelets, during
the course of as many months. We |l peddie the skinsfor enough to get us both off-planet. | understand
that lush homesteads are going begging on Nibbriglung. All that the extensive water meadows there
require is athorough desnailing before they’ re producing golden rice by the bushe—"

Ailoura sgreen eyes, 0 like Gelsen’ s own, flashed with cool fire. “Ingipidity! Toothlessness” she
hissed. “Turn farmer? Grub among the waterweeds like some platypus? Run away from those who
killed your sre and cheated you out of your inheritance? | didn’t raise such an unimaginative, unambitious
coward, did 1?7’

Geisen sipped hisdrink to avoid making a hasty affronted rejoinder, then camly said, “What do you
recommend, then?| gave my legdly binding promise not to contest any of the unfair termslaid down by
my family, in return for freedom from prosecution. What choices does such arenunciation leave me?
Shdl you and | go livein the shabby dumsthat dump at the feet of the Houses? Or turn thief and raider



and prey upon lonely mining encampments? Or shall we become freglance prospectors? 1’ d be good at
the latter job, true, but bargaining with the Houses concerning hard-won information about their own
propertiesis humiliating, and promises only dim returns. They hold al the high cards, and the supplicant
offersonly amere saving of time.”

“Y ou' re onto atrue scent with thislast idea. But not quite the paltry scheme you envision. What |
propose isthat we swindle those who swindled you. We won't gain back your whole patrimony, but
you' |l surely acquire grester sustaining riches than you would by flenang worms or flailing rice.”

“Speak on.”

“Thefirst step involves atheft. But after that, only chicanery. To begin, we |l need asmall lot of
strange ets, enough to st aclam everyone thought exhausted.”

Geisen considered, buffing hisragpy chinwith hisknuckles. “ The mordity isdubious. Still—I found a
smallish deposit of marbles on Stoesd property during my aborted trip, and never managed to report it.
They werein aflood-plain hard by the Nakhoda Range, newly exposed and ripe for the plucking without
any large-scale mining activity that would attract satellite surveillance.”

“Perfect! We'll usetheir own goods to con the ratlings! But once we have this grubstake, we' Il need
aproxy to dedl with the Houses. Y our own face and reputation must remain concegled until all dealsare
seded artight. Do you have knowledge of any such suitable foil ?”

Geisen began to laugh. “Do 1?7 Only the perfect rogue for the job!”

Ailouracame cleanly to her feet, dthough she could not repressasmal grunt at an arthritic twinge
provoked by anight on the hard floor. “Let us collect the strangelets first, and then enlist his help. With
luck, we'll be deeping on feathers and dining off golden platesin afew short weeks.”

The sad and spectral voice of the abandoned marchwarden sounded. “Good morning, Gep
Carrabas. | regret keenly my own seriousincapacities asahost. But | have managed to heat up severa
liters of water for abath, if such service appeds.”

The eccentric caravan of Marco Bozzarias and his mistress Pigafetta had emerged from its minting
pools as atop-ofthe-line Baba Y ayamode of the year 650 PS. Capacious and agile, larded with
amenities, the moderately intelligent tilt-walking cabin had been designed to protect itsinhabitants from
climatic extremesin unswaying comfort while carrying them surefootedly over the roughest terrain. But
plainly, for onereason or another (most likely poverty) Bozzarias had neglected the caravan's
mai ntenance over the twenty-five years of itsworking life.

Raised now for privacy above the sands where Geisen' s zipflyte rested, the vehicle-cum-residence
canted several degrees, imparting afunhouse quadity to itsinterior. Swellings at its many kneejoints
indicated alack of proper nutrients. Additionally, the cabin itself had been patched with so many different
materia s—plastic, sandworm hide, canvas, chitin—that it more closaly resembled a hegp of debristhan a
deliberately designed domicile.

The caravan’ s owner, contrastingly, boasted an immaculate and stylish gppearance. To judge by his
handsome, mustachioed looks, the middle-aged Bozzarias was more stage-door idler than cactus hugger,
displaying histrim figure proudly beneath crimson ripstop trews and utility vest over bare hirsute chest.
Despite this urban promenader’ s facade, Bozzarias held arespectable record as a freelance prospector,
having pinpointed for their owners severa strangelet lodes of note, including the fabled Gosnold Pocket.
For these services, he had been recompensed by the tightfisted landowners only anearly invisble
percentage of the eventua wedth claimed from the finds. Despite his current friendly grin, it would be
impossible for Bozzarias not to harbor decades-worth of spite and jealousy.

Pigafetta, Bozzarias' bestient paramour, was avoluptuous, pink-skinned geishaclad in blue and
green slks. Carrying perhaps atad too much weight—hardly surprising, given her particular
gattaca—Pigafettaradiated adack and greasy carndlity utterly at odds with Ailoura s crisp and dry
efficiency. When the visitors had entered the cabin, before ether of the humans could intervene, Geisen
and Bozzarias had been treated to an instant but decisive bloodless catfight that had settled the pecking
order between the moreauvians.

Now, while Pigafetta sulked winsomely in canted corner amid her cushions, the furry female victor



consulted with the two men around asmall table across which lay spilled the stolen strangelets, corralled
from rolling by aline of empty liquor bottles.

Bozzarias poked at one of the deceptive marbleswith seeming disinterest, while hisdark eyes
glittered with avarice. “Let me recapitulate. We represent to various buyers that these quantum baubles
are merdly the camd’ s nose showing beneath the tent of unconsidered wedth. A newly discovered lode
on the Carrabas properties, of which you, Gep Carrabas—" Bozzarias leered at Geisen, “—arethe
rightful heir. We rook the foolsfor dl we can get, then hie ourselves e sewhere, beyond their injured
squawks and retributions. Am | correct in al particulars?’

Ailouraspokefirgt. “Yes, subgtantialy.”

“And what would my share of the take be? To depart forever my cherished Chak would requirea
huge steke—"

“Don’t try to make your life here sound glamorous or even tolerable, Marco,” Geisen said.
“Everyone knows you' re in debt up to your nose, and haven't had astrike in over ayear. It's about time
for you to change venues anyway. The days of the fredlancer on Chalk are nearly over.”

Bozzarias Sghed dramatically, picking up areflective marble and admiring himsdf init. “1 suppose
you speek the truth—asit is commonly perceived. But aman of my taents can carve himsalf aniche
anywhere. And Pigafetta had been begging me of late to launch her on avirtud career—’

“In other words,” Ailourainterrupted, “you intend to pimp her asaporn star. Well, you' |l need to
rel ocate to a medigpoietic world then for sure. May we assume you’ || become part of our scheme?’

Bozzarias set the marble down and said, “My pay?’

“Two grangdets from thisvery stock.”

With the speed of aglass-tailed lizard Bozzarias scooped up and pocketed two spheres before the
generous offer could be rescinded. “Done! Now, if you two will excuse me, I'll need to rehearse my role
before we begin this deception.”

Ailourasmiled, adisconcerting Sight to those unfamiliar with her tender sde. “Not quite so fast, Gep
Bozzarias. If you'll just submit amoment—"

Before Bozzarias could protest, Ailourahad sprayed him about the head and shoulders with the
contents of a pressurized can conjured from her pack.

“What! Pixiedust! Thisisagrossinsult!”

Geisen adjusted the controls of his pocket diary. On the small screen appeared ajumbled, jittering
image of the caravan’ sinterior. Asthe saf-assembling pixie dust cohesed around Bozzarias' eyesand
ears, theimage stabilized to reflect the prospector’ s visua point of view. Echoes of their speech emerged
from the diary’ s speaker.

“Asyouwdl know,” Ailouraadvised, “the pixie dust isineradicable and sdlf-repairing. Only the
cipherswe hold can deactivate it. Until then, al you see and hear will be shared with us. Weintend to
monitor you around the clock. And the diary’ sinput is being shared with the Carrabas marchwarden,
who has been told to watch for any traitorous actions on your part. That entity, by the way, isalittle
deranged, and might leap to conclusions about any actionsthat even verge on treachery. Oh, you'll aso
find that your |eft ear hosts a channdl for our remote, ah, verba advice. It would behoove you to follow
our directions, sincethe dust is quite capable of liquefying your eyeballs upon command.”

Seemingly inclined to protest further, Bozzarias suddenly thought better of dissenting. With a
dispirited wave and nod, he signded his acquiescence to their plans, becoming quietly busnesdike.

“And to what Houses shdl | offer this putative wed th?’

Geisen amiled. “To every House at firsd—except Stoesd.”

“I see. Quiteclever.”

After Bozzarias had caused his caravan to kned to the earth, he bade his new partners a desultory
good-bye. But at thelast minute, as Ailourawas stepping into the zipflyte, Bozzarias snagged Geisen by
the deeve and whispered in hisear.

“I’ d trade that rude servant in for amindless pleasure mode, my friend, were| you. She's much too
tricky for comfort.”

“But, Marco—that’ s exactly why | cherish her.”



Three weeks after first employing the wily Bozzariasin their scam, Geisen and Ailourasat in their
primitive quarters a Carrabas House, huddled nervoudy around Geisen’ sdiary, awaiting transmission of
the meeting they had long anticipated. The diary’ s screen reved ed the familiar landscape around Stoesd
House as seen from the windows of the speeding zipflyte carrying their agent to his appointment with
Woda, Gitten, and Grafton.

During the past weeks, Ailoura s plot had matured, succeeding beyond their highest expectations.

Representing himsdlf asthe agent for amysterioudly returned heir of the long-abandoned Carrabas
edtate—afdlow who preferred anonymity for the moment—Bozzarias had visited dl the biggest and
most influentia Houses—excluding the Stoesds—with his sample strangelets. A mgor new find had been
described, with its coordinates fredy given and inspectionsinvited. The visiting teeams of geologists
reported what appeared to be arich new lode, deceived by Gelsen’ s expert saltings. And no single
House dared attempt a midnight raid on the unprotected new strike, given the vigilance of al the others.

The cooperative and willing playacting of the Carrabas marchwarden had been essentid. Firgt, once
its existence was reveal ed, the discarded entity’ s very survival became a seven-day wonder, compdlling a
willing suspension of disbelief in al the liesthat followed. Confirming the mystery man asatrue Carrabas,
the marchwarden aso added its jiggered testimony to verify the discovery.

Bozzarias had informed the greedily gaping familiesthat the returned Carrabas scion had no desireto
play an activerolein mining and sdlling his strangelets. The whole estate—with many more potential
strangel et nodes—would be sold to the highest bidder.

Offersbegan to pour in, steadily escaating. These included feverish bids from the Stoesds, which
were regjected without comment. Finaly, after such high-handed treatment, the offended clan demanded
to know why they were being excluded from the auction. Bozzarias responded that he would convey that
information only in aprivate mesting.

To thisdimactic interrogation the wily rogue now flew.

Geisen turned away from the monotonous video on his diary and asked Ailouraaquestion he had
long contemplated but dways forborne from voicing.

“Ailoura, what can you tdl me of my mother?’

The cat-woman assumed a reflective expression that cloaked more emotionsthan it revealed. Her
whiskerstwitched. “Why do you ask such an irredlevant question at this crucid juncture, Gei-gel?’

“| don’t know. I’ ve often pondered the matter. Maybe I’ m fearful that if our plan explodesin our
faces, thismight be my fina opportunity to learn anything.”

Ailourapaused along while before answering. 1 wasintimately familiar with the one who bore you. |
think her intentions were honorable. | know she loved you dearly. She dways wanted to make herself
known to you, but circumstances beyond her control did not permit such an honest relationship.”

Geisen contemplated thisinformation. Something told him he would get no more from the
closemouthed bestient.

To disrupt the solemn mood, Ailourareached over to ruffle Geisen' s hair. “ Enough of the useless
past. Didn’'t anyone ever tell you that curiosity killed the cat? Now, pay attention! Our Judas goat has
landed—"

Ursine yet doughy, unctuous yet fleering, Grafton clapped Bozzarias shoulder heartily and ushered
the foppish man to aseat in Vomacht’ s study. Behind the dead padrone’ s desk sat hiswidow, Woda, all
motile maguillage and mimicked mourning. Her teeth sported afashionable gilt. Gitten lounged onthearm
of asofa, plainly bored and resentful, toying with ahandheld hologame like some sullen adolescent.

After offering drinks—Bozzarias requested and received the finest vintage of sparkling wine available
on Chalk—Grafton drove Straight to the heart of the matter.

“Gep Bozzarias, | demand to know why Stoesd House has been denied a chance to bid on the
Carrabas estate.”

Bozzarias drained his glass and dabbed at hislipswith hisjabot before replying. “Thereasonis
ample, Gep Stoesd, yet of such delicacy that you would not have cared to have me state it before your



peers. Thusthis private encounter.”

“Goon.”

“My employer, Timor Carrabas, you must learn, isaman of punctilio and politesse. Having
abandoned Chalk many generations ago, Carrabas House still honors and maintains the old ways
prevaent during that golden age. They have not fdlen into the lax and immora fashions of the present,
and absolutely condemn such behavior.”

Grafton gtiffened. “To what do you refer? Stoesd Houseis guilty of no such infringementson
custom.”

“That isnot how my employer percaives affars. After dl, what isthe very firgt thing he hears upon
returning to his ancestra homeworld? Disturbing rumors of patricide, fraternd infighting, and
excommunication, al of which emanate from Stoesd House and Stoess House done. Leery of stepping
beneath the shadow of such acloud, he could not ethically undertake any dealings with your clan.”

Fuming, Grafton started to rebut these charges, but Wodaintervened. “ Gep Bozzarias, dl mandated
investigationsinto the death of my beloved Vomacht resulted in one uncontested conclusion: pump failure
produced akind of dien hyperglycemiathat drove the Strooniansinsane. No human culpability or intent
to harm was ever established.”

Bozzarias held hisglass up for arefill and obtained one. “Why, then, were al the bestient witnesses
to the incident termindly disposed of ? What motivated the abdication of your youngest scion? Giger, |
believe he was named?’

Trying to be helpful, Gitten jumped into the conversation. “Oh, we use up bestients at afrightful rate!
If they’ re not dying from floggings, they’ re collgpsing from overusein the mines and brothels. Such a
flawed product line, these moreauvians. Why, if they were robots, they’ d never pass consumer-lab
testing. Asfor Gelsen—that’ sthe boy’ s name— well, he smply got fed up with our civilized lifestyle. He
awaysdid prefer the barbaric outback existence. No doubt he' s enjoying himself right now, wallowing in
some muddy oasis with a sandworm concubine.”

Grafton cut off his brother’ stittering with a savage glance. “ Gep Bozzarias, I’ m certain that if your
employer were to meet us, he' d find we are worthy of making an offer on his properties. In fact, he could
avoid al thefuss and bother of afull-fledged auction, sncel’m prepared right now to trump the highest
bid he' syet received. Will you convey to him my invitation to enjoy the hospitality of Stoesd House?’

Bozzarias closed his eyes ruminatively, asif harkening to someinner voice of conscience, then
answered, “Yes, | can do that much. And with some small encouragement, | would exert dl my powers
of persuasveness—"

Woda spoke. “Why, where did thissmall but heavy bag of Tancredi moonstones come from? It
certainly doesn't belong to us. Gep Bozzarias—would you do me the immense favor of tracking down
the rightful owner of these misplaced gems?’

Bozzarias stood and bowed, then accepted the bribe. “My pleasure, madame. | can practically
guarantee that Stoesd House will soon receiveitsjust reward.”

“ Sandworm concubine!” Geisen appeared ready to hurl his eavesdropping device to the hard floor,
but restrained himsdlf. “How I’ d like to smash their lying mouthsin!”

Ailouragrinned. “Y ou must show more restraint than that, Gelsen, especialy when you come
face-to-face with the scoundrels. Take consolation from the fact that mere physicd retribution would hurt
them far lessthan theloss of money and face wewill inflict.”

“Still, ther€ sacertain satifaction in feding theimpact of fist on flesh.”

“My kind cdlsit ‘the joy when teeth meet bone,” so | fully comprehend. Just not thistime.
Understood?’

Geisenimpulsvely hugged the old cat. “ Still teaching me, Ailoura?’

“Until | die, | suppose.”

“You are gppdlingly obese, Gelsen. Y our form recalls nothing of the dim blade who cut such wide
swaths among the girls of the various Houses before his engagement.”



“And your polecat coloration, fair Ailoura, ong with those tinted lenses and tooth caps, speak not
of abold mouser, but of ascavenger through garbagetips.”

Regarding each other with satisfaction, Ailouraand Geisen thus approved of their disguises.

With the aid of Bozzarias, who had purchased for them various sophisticated, semiliving prosthetics,
dyes, and off-world clothing, the man and his servant—Timor Carrabas and Hepzibah—resembled no
one ever seen before on Chalk. His pasty face rouged, Geisen wobbled as he waddled, breathing
gertoroudy, while the limping Ailoura diffused amoderately repulsive scent calculated to keep the
curious at a certain remove.

The Carrabas marchwarden now spoke, atouch of excitement initsartificia voice. “I have just
notified my Stoesd House counterpart that you are departing within the hour. Y ou will be expected in
time for essences and banquet, with ahalf hour alotted to freshen up and settle into your guest rooms.”

“Very good. Rehearse the rest of the plan for me.”

“Oncethe funds are transferred from Stoesd House to me, | will in turn upload them to the Bourse
on FeuillesMortes under the name of Gelsen Stoesd, where they will beimmune from attachment. | will
then retreat to my soulcaniter, readying it for remova by your agent, Bozzarias, who will bring it to the
gpace fidld—specificaly the termina hogting Gravkosmos Interstellar. Beyond that point, | cannot be of
service until | am hapticaly enabled once more.”

“Y ou have the scheme perfectly. Now we thank you, and leave with the promise that we shdl talk
again in the near future, in amore pleasant place.”

“Good-bye, Gep Carrabas, and good luck.”

Within ashort time the hired zipflyte arrived. (It would hardly do for the eminent Timor Carrabasto
appear in Gelsen' s battered craft, which had, in point of fact, already been sold to raise additiona funds
to aid their subterfuge.) After clambering clumsily on board, the schemers settled themselvesin the
gpacious rear seat while the chauffeur—a neat-plumaged and discreet raptor-derived bestient—Iifted off
and flew at a swift clip toward Stoesd House.

Ailoura s comment about Gelsen’ s attractiveness to his femae peers had set an unhealed sore spot
within him aching. “Do you imagine, Hepzibah, that other local luminaries might aitend thisevening's
dinner party?1 had in mind acertain Gep Bloedwyn Vermeule.”

“I suspect she will. The Stoesds and the VVermeules have bonds and aliances dating back centuries.”

Geisen mused dreamily. “1 wonder if shewill be as beautiful and sensitive and angdlic as| have heard
tel sheis”

Ailourabegan to hack from deep in her throat. Recovering, she apologized, “ Excuse me, Gep
Carrabas. Something unpleasant in my throat. No doubt asmple hairbal.”

Geisen did not look amused. “Y ou cannot deny reports of the lady’ s beauty, Hepzibah.”

“Beauty is as beauty does master.”

The largest ballroom in Stoesd House had been extravagantly bedecked for the arrival of Timor
Carrabas. Living luminescent lianas in dozens of neon tones festooned the heavy-beamed rafters.
Decorator dust migrated invisibly about the chamber, cohering at random into wallscreens showing
various entertaining videos from the mediapoietic worlds. Responsive carpets the texture of moss crept
warily dong the tessdllated floor, consuming any spilled food and drink wasted from the large collation
spread out across a servitor-staffed table long as a playing field. (House chef Stine Pursiful oversaw dl
with ameticulous eye, his upraised ladle serving as baton of command. After some argument among the
family members and chef, a buffet had been chosen over a sit-down medl, as being moreinformd,
relaxed, and conducive to easy dealings.) The floor space was thronged with over ahundred gaily
caparisoned representatives of the Houses most closdly dlied to the Stoesd's, some dancing in Sately
pavanesto the music from the throats of the octet of avian bestients perched on their multibranched
stand. But despite the many diversions of music, food, drink, and chatter, all eyes had strayed indluctably
to the form of the mysterious Timor Carrabas when he entered, and from time to time theregfter.

Benesath his prosthetics, Gelsen now sweated copioudy, both from nervousness and the hedt.
Luckily, hisdisguising adjuncts quite capably metabolized this betraying moisture before it ever reached



hisdothing.

Theinitid meeting with his brothers and ssepmother had gone well. Hands were shaken dl around
without anyone suspecting that the flabby hand of Timor Carrabas concedled adimmer onethat ached to
deliver vengeful blows.

Geisen could seeimmediately that Snce Vomacht’ s deeth, Grafton had easily assumed therole of
head of household, with Woda patently the power behind the throne and Gitten content to act the wastrel
princding.

“So, Gep Carrabas,” Grafton oleaginoudy purred, “now you finally perceive with your own eyes that
we Stoesds are no mongters. It’s never wise to give gossip any credence.”

Gitten sad, “But gossp isthe only kind of talk that makeslife worth liv—oof!”

Wodatook a second step forward, relieving the painful pressure she had inflicted on her younger
son' sfoot. “ Excuse my clumsiness, Gep Carrabas, in my eagernessto enhance my proximity to aliving
reminder of the fine old ways of Chalk. I’m sure you can teach us much about how our forefathers lived.
Despite personal longevity, we havelost theindtitutiona rigor your clan has reputedly preserved.”

In his device-modulated, rather fulsome voice, Gelsen answered, “I am dways happy to share my
treasures with others, be they spiritual or materid.”

Grafton brightened. “ This expansveness bodes well for our later negotiations, Gep Carrabas. | must
say that your attitude is not exactly as your servant Bozzarias conveyed.”

Gelsen made adismissvewave. “Simply aloca hirdling who was not truly privy to my thoughts. But
he has the virtue of following my bidding without the need to know any of my ulterior motivations.”
Geisen fdt reieved to have planted that line to protect Bozzarias in the nasty wake of the successful
conclusion of their thimblerigging. “Hereismy rea counsdlor. Hepzibah, step forward.”

Ailouramoved within the circle of speakers, her unnaturaly flared and pungent striped mustdinetail
waving periloudy closeto the humans. “ At your service, Gep.”

The Stoesdsinvoluntarily cringed away from the unpleasant odor wafting from Ailoura, then
restrained their impolite reaction.

“Ah, quite an, ah, impressve moreauvian. Positively, um, redolent of the ribosartor’ s art. Perhaps
your, erm, adviser would care to dine with others of her kind.”

“Hepzibah, you are dismissed until | need you.”

“Asyouwish.”

Soon Gelsen was swept up in around of introductions to people he had known dl hislife. Eventudly
he reached the food, and fell to eating rather too greedily. After weeks spent subsisting on MREs aone,
he could hardly restrain himsalf. And his glutton’ s disguise alowed al excess. Let the other guests gepe at
hisimmoderate behavior. They were constrained by their own greed for his putative fortune from saying a
word.

After satisfying hishunger, Geisen finaly looked up from hisempty plate.

There stood Bloedwyn Vermeule.

Gelsen' sex-fiancée had never shone more dluringly. Threaded with invisible flexing
pseudo-myofibrils, her long unfettered hair waved in continua delicate movement, asif shewerea
mermaid underwater. She wore agown tonight loomed from golden spider silk. Her lipswere verdigris,
matched by her nails and eye shadow.

Geisen hadtily dabbed at his own lipswith his napkin, and was mortified to see the clean cloth come
away with enough stainsto represent a child’ simmoderate battle with an entire chocol ate cake.

“Oh, Gep Carrabas, | hope | am not interrupting your gustatory pleasures.”

“Nuh—no, young lady, not at dl. | am fully sated. And you are?’

“Gep Bloedwyn Vermeule. Y ou may cal me by my first name, if you grant me the same privilege.”

“But naturaly.”

“May | offer an dternative pleasure, Timor, in the form of adance? Assuming your satiation does not
extend to all recrestions.”

“Certainly. If you'll make dlowancesin advance for my clumsiness”

Bloedwyn dlowed thetip of her tongue delicately to traverse her patinaed lips. “ Asthe Dompatta



says, ‘An earnest rider compensates for abalky steed.” ”

Thishit of familiar gospe had never sounded so lascivious. Geisen was shocked at this unexpected
temptress behavior from his ex-fiancée. But before he could react with real or mock indignation,
Bloedwyn had whirled him out onto the floor.

They essayed severa complicated dances before Gelsen, pleading fatigue, could convince his partner
to cal ahdt to the activity.

“Let usrecover oursalvesin solitude on the terrace,” Bloedwyn said, and conducted Geisen by the
arm through a pressure curtain and onto an unlit open-air patio. Alone in the shadows, they took up
positions braced againgt aba ustrade. The view of the moon-drenched arroyos below occupied them in
slencefor atime. Then Bloedwyn spoke huskily.

“Y ou exude aforeign, experienced sensudity, Timor, to which | find mysalf vulnerable. Perhapsyou
would indulge my weakness with an assignation tonight, in a private chamber of Stoesd House known to
me? After any important business dealings are successfully concluded, of course.”

Geisen seethed inwardly, but managed to control hisvoice. “I am flattered that you find a seasoned
felow of my girth so attractive, Bloedwyn. But | do not wish to cause any intermura incidents. Surely
you are affianced to someone, ayoung lad both bold and wiry, jealous and strong.”

“Pah! | do not care for young men, they are dl chowder-heads! Pawing, puling, insengtive, shallow,
and vain, to aman! | was betrothed to one such, but luckily he revealed histrue colorsand | was ableto
cast him aside like the churl he proved to be.”

Now Geisen fdt only miserable self-pity. He could summon no words, and Bloedwyn took his
slencefor assent. She planted akiss on his cheek, then whispered directly into hisear. “Here samap to
the boudoir where I’ ll be waiting. Smply take the east squeezer down three levels, then follow the hot
dust.” She pressed adip of paper into his hand, supplementing her message with extrapressurein his
palm, then sashayed away like atainted sylph.

Geisen spent haf an hour with his mind roiling before he regained the confidence to return to the
party.

Beforetoo long, Grafton corrdled him.

“Areyou enjoying yourself, Timor? The food agrees? The essences elevate? The ladies are pliant?
Haw! But perhaps we should turn our minds to business now, before we both grow too muzzy-headed.
After conducting our dull commerce, we can cut loose.”

“I am ready. Let me summon my aide.”

“That skun—That is, if you absolutely ingst. But surely our marchwarden can offer any support
services you need. Notarization, citation of past deeds, and so forth.”

“No. | rely on Hepzibah implicitly.”

Grafton partialy suppressed afrown. “Very well, then.”

Once Ailouraarrived from the servants’ table, the trio headed toward Vomacht’s old study. Gelsen
had to remind himsdlf not to turn down any “unknown” corridor before Grafton himself did.

Seated in the very room where he had been fleeced of his patrimony and threatened with false
charges of murder, Geisen listened with haf an ear while Grafton outlined the terms of the prospective
sde: al the Carrabas properties and whatever wedlth of strangelets they contained, in exchange for asum
greater than the Gross Plantetary Product of many smaller worlds.

Ailouraattended more carefully to the contract, even pointing out to Geisen aburied clause that
would have made payment contingent on the first month’ s production from the new fields. After some
arguing, the conspirators succeeded in having the objectionable codicil removed. The transfer of funds
would be complete and instantaneous.

When Grafton had findly finished explaining the conditions, Geisen roused himsdlf. Hefound it easy
to sound bored with the whole dedl, Since his dlaborate scam, at its moment of triumph, afforded him
surprisingly little vengeful plessure.

“All the details seem perfectly managed, Gep Stoesd, with that one smdl change of oursincluded. |
have but one question. How do | know that the black sheep of your House, Gelsen, will not contest our
agreement? He seems a contrary sort, fromwhat I’ ve heard, and | would hate to be involved in judicia



proceedings, should he get awhimin his head.”

Grafton settled back in his chair with abroad amile. “Fear not, Timor! That wild hair will get up no
one' sarse! Geisen has been effectively rendered powerless. Aswas only proper and correct, | assure
you, for hewas not atrue Stoesd at dl.”

Gelsen' s heart skipped acycle. “Oh? How 07

“Thelad was achimeral A product of the ribosartors! Old Vomacht was unsatisfied with the
vagaries of honest mating that had produced Gitten and myself from the noble stock of our mother.
Traditional methods of reproduction had not delivered him a suitable toady. So he resolved to craft a
better heir. He used most of hisown germ plasm as foundation, but supplemented his nucleotides with
dozens of other snippets. Why, that hybrid boy even carried bestient genes. Rat and weasdl, I'm willing
to bet! Haw! No, Gelsen had no placein our family.”

“And hismother?’

“Once the egg was crafted and fertilized, Vomacht implanted it in ahost bitch. One of our own
bestients. | misapprehend her name now, after al these years. Amorica, Orella, something of that nature.
| never really paid attention to her fate after she ddivered her human whelp. | have more important
propertiesto look after. No doubt she ended up on the offal heap, like al the rest of her kind.”

A red curtain drifting across Gelsen’ s vision failed to occlude the shape of the massive
aurochs-flaying blade hanging on the wal. One swift legp and it would be in his hands. Then Grafton
would know sweet murderous pain, and Geisen'’ s bitter heart would applaud—

Standing beside Geisen, Ailouralet dip the quietest cough.

Geisen looked into her face.

A lonetear crept from the corner of onefdine eye.

Geisen gathered himself and stood up, ungpeaking.

Grafton grew atrifle darmed. “Is there anything the matter, Gep Carrabas?’

“No, Gep Stoesd, not at al. Merely that old hurts pain me, and | would fain relieve them. Let us
closeour ded. | am content.”

The gtar liner carrying Geisen, Ailoura, and the stasis-bound Carrabas marchwarden to anew life
sped through the interstices of the cosmos, powered perhaps by a strangelet mined from Stoesd lands. In
one of thelounges, the man and his cat nursed drinks and snacks, admiring the exotic variety of their
fellow passengers and reveing in their hardwon liberty and security.

“Where from here—son?’ asked Ailourawith a hint of unwonted shyness.

Geisen smiled. “Why, wherever we wish, Mother dear.”

“Rowr! A world with plenty of fish, then, for me!”
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I t wasabusier sky than | was used to. The starswere invisible, outshone by an apparently solid tower

of light dominating the view out the window. It was about as wide as an outstretched hand, narrowing
geadily to apoint high enough to make metilt my head before twisting into a curve and vanishing from
sight. Or perhaps not completely so: obscured by afog of leskage, athin filament that might be its distant
tall extended into adarkness not quite the absolute black of space. At eye level another stream flowed
off a aright angle, pure white to the tower’ s mottled yellow, ending in asunburst bright enough to make
me squint.

It wasal very impressive, an undertaking of ascae you don't often find inside the system, dmost
astronomica in both scope and imagery. And | was impressed, on the intellectud,
So-many-megatons-per-second level. But nothing more. Similar operations were going on al acrossthis
lobe of the cometary halo. If you' ve seen one, you've seen’em dl. I ve seen one.

Somebody Solward needed ice cubes. That’swhat it came down to. Those two streams were
stripped comets, hydro-carbons separated from volatiles and each sent off in different directions, to
freeze again in the cold of extrasolar space. The ice would be shipped in while the hydrocarbons and
solids remained. They wouldn’t go far, not as we judge distances these days, and somebody, someday in
the fullness of time, would find ause for them.

A rudtle of impatience recalled me to the room. The window reflected the scene behind me: adozen
or sofiguresin amotley array of gear centered on aman perched on asmal chair. One of them seemed
to have grown a second head directly atop hisfirst in the time my back had been turned. | redlized it was
apiece of scrim resting on ashdf behind him. Not even jacks are that weird.

| turned to the seated man. Through some means | couldn’t detect (the place wasn't spinning, that
much was certain), they’ d created a one-geefield. If meant as a courtesy, it was misplaced—I’ d been
out in Kuiper-Oort aslong as any of them. “Let’ shear your Side, Morgan. That’ swhat | camefor.”

The only sound was avoice muttering, “...n't haveasde.”

Morgan himsdf smply stared, saying nothing, the same as he had thefirgt two times I’ d asked the
question. He could well have been tranced, lost in a private world or daydream, though some small
tremor of attention told me he was not.

I’d thought it was going to be easy. Open and shut, as the ancient phrase went. Get the story out of
Morgan, laseit in, take him into custody and back to the System by the swiftest means possible, without
even waiting for areply. They’ d given methe impression he d taked, which was obvioudy not the case. |
shouldn’t have questioned him in front of them. A single glance at this crew—Morgan’ sworkmates, the
“Powder Monkeys,” of all concelivable names—was enough to strike terror into a sponge.

But | didn’t think it was fear holding Morgan back. It was something else. Something | was going to
get at, however deep | had to go. Because thiswas no mere legal matter, and Rog Morgan was not
amply ajack in trouble. Thiswasan impi problem, and Morgan was my ticket home.

| saw no point in anymore questions. | turned to Witcove. “Y ou’ ve got a secure spot for him?”’

“Heain't going noplace, Sandoval.” Witcove snorted. “We got his processor and remotes.”

| raised ahand. “Why don’t you give me those.”

Witcove frowned. He hadn’t quite worked out how to handle me yet. Who was |, after dl, but one
man come out of the dark? What gave me the right to throw my mass around? Where did | get off giving
ordersto the foreman of the Powder Monkeys?

Mystique came to my rescue. Back on the Blue Rock, at atime when Texaswas—inthemind's
system of measurement, anyway—only marginaly smaller than the Halo, there existed an organization
withamisson not at al unlike the Mandate' s and the motto, “Oneriot, one Ranger.” A single Texas
Ranger could be relied on to ride into any given bad town and straighten the place out with only histwo
hands and the sure knowledge that hundreds just like him were ready to saddle up. It seldom failed.

It didn’t fail now. With agrunt, Witcove reached into athigh pouch and pulled out what appeared to
be ahandful of black geometrical solids of various sizes. Forgetting we were under gee, he made asif to
tossthem to me, curtailing the throw at the very last second as the thought occurred to him. He
succeeded only in scattering components across the floor between us.



That triggered the kind of laughter you' d expect, dong with the first visible reaction from Morgan as
he gazed at the components with an expression mixing frustration and annoyance. Somebody wasliving
behind that vacuum-habituated mask after dl.

At my feet the scattered remotes began to move, diding together to form alittle pile. Witcove svung
on Morgan with awordlessroar.

The components went still. With asigh of impatience Morgan looked away. “Once more, mister,”
Witcovetold him. *Y ou issue one more command and | will personally—"

“Foreman...” Witcove raised his eyebrows. Someone stepped forward to collect the remotes and
hand them to me. | was absently thanking him when | felt aburst of heet in my palm. Thejack kept his
eyes lowered. “Foreman, can we break things up for the moment?’

“Sure, you...got enough for now.”

“I do.”

Behind him two crewmen hustled Morgan to hisfeet and out the exit. | moved off, pretending interest
in the scrim collection. Scrim isthe vacuum jack’ s one notable hobby, dignified as art by some. Small
carvings comprised of asteroida junk, scrap, what have you, of asize easily carried in a suit pouch and
worked on a odd moments with atelier remotes and occasiondly heavier machinery. Scrim touches
every subject matter conceivable: women, ships, animals, vehicles, instruments, self-portraits, and items
not easly catalogued. It wasn't crude. They worked on it too long for that, almost obsessively, often
overshooting the baroque to land deep in the grotesque. | didn’t carefor scrim. It spoke to me only of
londlinessand exile.

Witcove sdled up next to me. “Y ou cometo adecison, you'll...”

“I'll et you know.”

That wasn't precisay what he wanted to hear. “Look...” he glanced behind him. Morgan had
vanished. “He s not gonnatell you anything. It'slocked up. Something wrong there. When the runaway's
grab aguy—"

“Shift changeinfive,” somebody said. The room began clearing. | gestured at Witcove, hdf thanks,
haf dismisd.

“I'll let you know,” | repeated.

Clearly dissatisfied, he waked off. A crewman intercepted him to talk operations. With afina glance
in my direction, Witcove left.

The room empty at last, | reached into my pocket. The components made a handful. The big one, an
inch and a half by two, had to be the processor, alifetime of experience and training imbedded withiniit. |
wondered what Witcove would do if somebody abused his. The other nine were remote sensors,
appendages, actuators, the vacuum jack’ stools of the trade. With these, ajack could seeinto the
infrared and radio ranges, expand his sensory horizon ahundred or athousand miles, control instruments
and machinery that far away and more. | examined one resembling alength of thick wire. A jack would
be ableto tell exactly what make it was, its capabilities, its cost. Hard to bdlieve that zero-gee work was
once done with tools held in gloved hands.....

Something in my palm emitted aflash. | looked down. Five seconds passed before the flash
repeated. Dropping the thin piece, | picked up a sphere that my thumb revea ed to be flattened on one
end. A glow appeared as| held it at eye level, aglow made up of words. | smiled. A tap and ashake
failed to evoke anything further. | popped the remote into a pocket and stared off into space, only to
have my gaze arrested by a particularly odd piece of scrim. | picked it up. Close inspection failed to tell
me what in Heaven, Hell, or the Halo it was supposed to represent. It fell over when | set it down.
Someone once told me that oceanic sailors had produced something like scrim. It seemsunlikely. Hard
to see what they’ d have used for materid.

Whoever crackstheimpi problem can write his own ticket. They were out there. That much was
known. Rogues, duppies, runaways....impis, in aword. Artificial Intelligences that had dipped away, one
day here, overseeing arefinery, shepherding a comet, repairing a system, the next gone, with never asign
of where. Only five or Six ayear, but numbers build. Surely they existed in the hundreds by now, agroup
large enough to leave undeniable evidence of its presence: sgnals encoded so deeply that ageswouldn’'t



decrypt them, resources diverted to open trgectories, hacking that revea ed the signature of machine
capabilities, dong with missng vessdls, inexplicable damage to isolated machinery, individuas vanished
into night.

Discover apath into theimpi’ s kingdom, learn the names of the spirits, find the hidden placeswhere
they dept, and you would be set. Y ou' d be the man with the expert’ s badge, and everyone would have
to cometo you. Back amid civilization, operating from behind a screen at Charon or even Triton, with a
sun in the sky and a society around you. No more years spent in the cold and dark, enduring the grinding
boredom of Kuiper-Oort, no more confrontations with misfits suitable only for work on the edge of
cvilization.

Standing orders stated that suspect human-renegade interaction took precedence over all other
activities—crimind investigation, medical evacuation, mercy mission, what have you. We had no idea
where they were, what they were doing, what motivated them. The stories were legion—they were
evolving into something dien and maevolent. They were duplicating themsdves, running off copieslike
chegp commercia ware, pushing their numbersinto the millions or even higher. They were out to take
over the Halo or sweep back into the systern and brush humanity right off the board. All no more than
rumor, urban legend on the grand scale.

But what had happened here was no legend, and | was aready plotting the quickest, most
energy-intensive, least-number-of-stops course back into the system.

| stepped to the window. A v-jack passed about fifty yards away, turning to regard me as he went. |
wondered if he was my contact. | eyed the remote. The one that didn’t belong to Rog Morgan.

There was neither flash nor glimmer nor repest of the message: “Meet in 1 hr.” Three-quarters of that
hour remained. The Halo had taught me patience, but that was il forty-five minutes too many for the
way | wasfeding.

My skin tautened as | stepped into vacuum and the Striated tissue in my third dermd layer reacted. |
paused while my airway vaves adjusted themselves, squinted against the sudden pressure of theretinal
membranes. My system was nowhere near as elaborate as those of the crew—I could remain in vacuum
afew hoursa mogt, and | lacked radiation protection—but neither Situation was afactor here. Timewas
irrelevant, the only radiation the odd cosmic ray.

The one-gee pull continued, giving me cause to wonder whether they’ d been doing me afavor after
all. Stepping to the platform’s edge, | took alook around.

There sno such thing as resupply in the Halo. Y ou either bring it along, fabricate it, or do without,
and the crews with the broadest capabilities get the best jobs. The Powder Monkeys were no douches
at capability, as any offhand examination of their work hal revealed. A structure of consderable Size,
severa hundred yards in each dimension of a space that could be called a rough-to-the-extreme cube,
the object within it having no particular relation to any actual shape whatsoever. A hal is part warehouse,
part refinery, part industria center, part barracks, and part vehicle, though no amount of study could
separate one component from the other amid the mass of catapults, effectuators, nets, tankage, piping,
cables, power sources, and mystery boxes.

Beneath my feet the glare of the work area silhouetted the torpedo shape of my ride. Asmuch as|
shaded my eyes | could make out next to nothing; it wastoo hazy for details. | felt arumbling which gave
me ashort spell of goosebumps: ajack had mentioned that vapor pressure sometimes got so high you
could actually hear the cometary fluids being pumped. On second thought, | decided it was more likely
some piece of machinery within the hall.

Five minutes passed without anyone showing up. | was early, but | dso suspected that time-honored
motive common to al such situations: the urge not to be seen ratting to a cop. | took out the remote. | ill
had no ideawhat it was for, which was probably begging the question—most models were
multifunctiond.

Without turning, | took astep back toward the lock. The remote flashed red, obligingly repeated
when | moved to the left. A swing to theright resulted in areassuring green. | looked around, fulfilling the
age-old cop tradition of trying not to be spotted before a meet, then took another step. The remote



blinked green once again.

The gee-fidd' s disappearance at the edge of the platform didn’t quite take me unaware, though | was
glad no onewas around to criticize my form when | kicked off. | landed on acatwalk that svung 90°
around adark box withaman-sized “3” painted on the side before plunging into the fracta mess of the
hall. Insde | passed a quivering set of tanks, ducked beneath some pipes, then went up aramp and
through a pressurized area (no oxygen—my skin remained taut) before again turning toward the hall’s
exterior. Back in the open | endured amoment’ s confusion while figuring out that the remote wanted me
to go vertical, up the side of ahuge tank open to space, itstop invisible from where | stood. | waswell
past the curve before | caught sight of him, waiting at the crown of the tank in an enclosure containing
pumping controls. He floated above the platform, legs crossed, helmetless head dightly bowed, eyes
taking in endless night.

| felt aflash of irritation. A monastic—wasn'’t thet fine. Not everyone out hereis schizo. We get dll
kinds: the grand pioneerswho can’t live without afrontier to push at, researcherstrying to pin answerson
various arcane questions (e.g., whether Kuiper-Oort isadtrictly loca phenomenon or smply the solar
portion of acometary field stretching across the whole wide Universe), the odd tourist aching to be able
to say that he’ d really been further out than anybody el se, fugitives on the run from assorted cops or
tongs, and these: the seekers, contemplativesin search of some kind of spiritudity evidently unavailable
ingde the Hdliopause, looking for the ultimate quiet place that might hold adoor into the center of things.

There salot of them, following every conceivable rdigion, system, or cult, even afew origind to
themselves, and while| don’t disrespect them, they’ re not thefirst I'd go to for any given set of facts.

So it waswith asense of wasted timethat | finally reached the platform. As |’ d expected, it wasthe
small man who' d handed me the remotes. He displayed no reaction as| dipped afoot through therailing
to steady myself, amply continued gazing off into the abyss, face asblank asthe sky itsdf. It would be
just my luck to show up seconds after thisguy had at last made contact with the infinite ground of being.

Wewere on the far sde of the hal, shielded from the work site. The sky was darker here, though not
as dark as open space—about the same as amoonlit night on Earth. Knowing we were facing home, |
tried to find Sol. | could have used one of the crew’ s processorsto tell meif it wasthat particularly bright
onethere...

| glanced over to find the man’ s eyes on me. He took me by surprise, and it was a moment before |
showed him the remote, mouthed Y ours, | suppose,” and flicked it in hisdirection.

Hetossed it right back, with the quick precise movement of atrained v-jack. | wasclumser in
catching it. As| did hetouched hisear. | imitated him. The remote stuck thanks to some force of its
own.

“Right there” He pointed at the bright dot I" d been watching amoment before. “Soitis,” | replied,
not bothering to move my lips.

“Don’t ook like much, en?’

“Y ou come out herealot?’

“Enough.” He could have been meditating again, for al the animation hereveded. “Morg ain't
workin’ with no duppies.”

“I didn’t think hewas,” | told him. “What was he doing?’

“What happenswith him?’

“I get him out of here, oneway or another.”

Heraised afinger. “Now...I tell you once. No testify, no repest, nothing.”

“Judt for the record, why not?’

Hefaced meagain. “1 don’t stand with cops, | don’t stand with courts.”

“Fair enough.”

“OK. All this happen last year, before Morg join up with the Monkeys... Y ou know what ridin’ is,
right?’ | nodded. Y ou don’t have to spend much time in the Halo to grasp the nature of striding. Space
travel isexpensive. In Kuiper-Oort, the cost is multiplied by distance, rarity, and demand. Like workers
everywhere, vacuum jacks have methods of cutting corners. Oneisto fit thelr suits out with extraoxy,
power, and supplies, get somebody to launch them by catapult in the precise direction of their



destination, then trance down for the weeks or months required to get there. Somebody ese will snag
them with a probe when at last they arrive.

Dangerous, you say? Y egh, it's dangerous, as the Mandate, most companies, and every active
authority in the Halo never cease repeating. It does no good. Jacks are proud of striding, asthey are of
every other aspect of living like rodentsin the outer dark. There' s betting over length, speed, and
duration of trip, same as with any other insandly stupid activity Sapiens comes up with. | met the current
record holder once. Eighteen monthsin atrgjectory of ten AUs. He salittle hard to understand dueto
dight, untreatable brain damage, but quite pleased with himsdlf dl the same. Catswill bask in the stree,
kidswill tag rides on trucks, and jackswill stride. A certain inevitable percentage will get run over, flung
onto the pavement, or missther rendezvous.

Which was what happened to Rog Morgan. Few stride alone, in case of emergencies. There were
five jacks, bored with the job or after a better offer or just hankering to move, who set out on a
month-long, quarter-AU journey to the second-nearest Site. The other four were picked up. Not
Morgan. Somebody erred, and even as the others awoke from their weeks-long trance, he kept going.

Days passed before he became aware of his situation. He responded as ajack, and jacks take things
in order. He checked the time. He checked the charts. He tried the radio. Then he went through it all
again, step by step, before dlowing himsdf to sarethe thing in the face.

I’ simpossible to say what he felt. There’ snothing to compare it to. No man in alifeboat, or
stranded in a desert, or broken and freezing on any pole was ever as aone as Rog Morgan was at that
moment. No fear is S0 great, no regret o deep, as can grow in that place that is no place, where space
and time are as close to bare aswe are ever likely to know them. We can't grasp what Morgan felt, any
more than he could afterward; it was Smply too vast for memory to hold. But consider this: out of the
handful of logt striders recovered (a half-dozen out of hundreds, who happened to be aimed Solward,
toward the more popul ous sections of the Hal o), five shut down their syssems and blew their helmetsin
preference to enduring another second of what Morgan faced.

At last hispanic and grief receded enough to alow him to resume control. He made ahopeless
survey of known work sites, outposts, and Mandate stations to confirm what he aready knew. Settled
points are few and far between in the Halo, and he would pass none of them.

He composed amayday and set his comm system to repest it on the most power-stingy schedule
that made sense. He noted that he was headed in the direction of Sagittarius, a section of sky that he
would grow to hate as much as he d ever hated anything. He turned his head dightly to takein Sol. He
patted aside pocket holding a piece of scrim he’ d been working on for years. He ate a cracker. And
then, jacks being stolid types and Morgan more so than most, he tranced down.

He traveled ameasurable percentage of the width of the solar system before he again awoke.
Nothing had changed. He had not expected that anything would. The stars remained frozen. Theradio
wavelengths were quiet. The world was doing just fine without Rog Morgan. He contemplated the fact,
sipped alittle glucose, some water, threw acurse or two at Sagittarius, and went back to deep.

Hedidn’t know how many times he awoke after that. More than twice, fewer than ten. They wereall
the same, and he recalled little more than that sameness. The only thing that varied was difficulty. His
power cells began to give out. Then hissmall store of food. (He put aside some dried fruit, some protein,
afew ounces of glucosein case he should need it, but somewhere dong the line, without ever
remembering, he ateit dl.) Jacks use very little water, being enhanced to recycle most of that amount, but
even alittle gainsin importance when you can’t find it. It seemed that between the cold, the hunger, and
thethirst (al of which he could control but not evade), Rog M organ was going to become amember of
that elite among men who are killed by more things than one.

Ketoss st in ashort timelater. The only sign that hisbody was cannibalizing his own muscular mass
was an abiding and growing sense of weakness far more complete than any he had ever felt before.

If he dreamed he never spoke of it, and asfor prayer, well, apriest once told methat al men pray
when things get bad enough. Morgan didn’t say if hedid. But | think what Father Danziger meant was
that they often pray without knowing it. Maybe hanging on aslong ashe did, far longer than most could,
was Morgan’ sform of prayer.



After awhile the dreams turned concrete. His metabolism was breaking down, dowly but inevitably
poisoning itsalf with byproducts it was unable to shed. His dreams began to speak, and he began to
answer back. He found himself explaining things to whatever was listening, to Sagittarius, to his past, to
something closer than both that he shortly became convinced was contemplating him from out in the dark.
Hetold it how ravaged he was, how lost, how little he had done with histime, how many mistakeshe'd
made beforethislag, fata one. What he might have done had he not been so sure of himsdlf. What he
would do if hewere given ancther lifetimeto doitin.

At last heran down. No answer had come, but he had expected none. A sense of clarity had
returned to him, the clarity of gpproaching night. His mind was asfocused as it was ever going to be
again. He checked his systems, the way ajack does. Everything, every last element capable of
mesasurement, was deep into the red. It would have horri-fied him afew weeks ago. Now it didn’t bother
himat all.

He unsnapped a battery pouch and with fingers scarcely ableto fed put in hisID and afew other
persond items. At the last minute he paused to take out the piece of scrim. He held it amoment before
dipping it back. He sealed the pouch. With as much strength as he could gather he threw it in the
direction of Sol. He watched for asecond or two, telling himself he could seeit dwindle toward home.

He listened to the silence, the silence he would be part of within minutes. He looked out a
Sagittarius, consdering whether there were any words to match what he now knew. He found none. He
licked cracked lipswith adry, swollen tongue. “ So that'sit...”

Later he would have sworn that he heard it before actualy hearing it, that somehow he' d gotten some
echo of it asit surged across the shrunken space his universe had become: “Noit’snot.”

| don’t know what aerted meto the fact that the jack had vanished. | didn’t see him go. The remote
went silent, and when | looked up, he' d disappeared. | wasted no time searching—there were too many
places he could have gone. What had sent him away was another question, answered the minute | bent
over therailing to see three jacks approaching from below. | switched to open freqg.

“...itshim.”

“It' sthemandy.” The two wearing helmets waved.

“Yeah, it'sme” | told them, trying to keep any trace of annoyance out of my voice. Thethird was as
bareheaded as my contact. Once you' re fitted with vacuum mods, helmets are unnecessary, redly.
People wear them for the same reason they do at construction sites on Earth, that and the fact that a
helmet carriesalot of instrumentation and apps. “A jack’soffice,” you often hear them called.

| backed away asthe onein the lead shot aline and reeled them all in, the other two hanging on to
various suit projections. “ Taking alook at home?’ the leader bawled as he hooked afoot under the top
rall.

“That's Sal right there.” Second helmet indicated astar totaly separate and discrete from the one my
contact had pointed out.

“Thanks,” | said. | must have sounded more giff than | intended—the lead jack raised ahand and
sad, “Wefed awholelot better now you're here.”

“How' sthat?’

“That duppie, man—"

“Ever seeanimpi closeup...?’

“Wait—" glanced between them. The onelacking ahelmet said nothing, smply continued staring. |
wondered if hewas out of the loop. “Y ou guys actually saw it? Y ou were there?’

“I was,” thelead jack said.

“What happened?’

“Well, it waslike this—’

“That thing came out of nowhere—" the second helmet said.

“Wait one...”| pointed at thelead jack. “How'd it Sart?’

“We were over the other side of the cracker, inspecting the MHD loops—"

“Cracker’ swhat busts up the comets and separates the fluids, see.”



“Yeah, and loops are the things...well, they’re not things, they’ re fields. They separate and contain
thefluids, so they’ reimportant. Particularly down near the cracker mouth. Lot of pressure there. Loop
darts oscillating, you get leskage—"

“Contaminate the product,” second helmet said.

“Right. So—’

“Soyou keep aneyeonit,” | said, hoping to move him aong.

“Ingpect ’'em onceaday,” first hdmet nodded.

“Anditan’t easy.”

“Hard to see down there.”

“That’ sright. Hydrocarbon-water fog. Sticky, wet, screwswith your remotesignas.”

“Y ou gottalook close,” second helmet held up his hands to show me how close. “Loops are tight,
down near the mouth. Just millimeters apart, vibrating to pump the fluids. And you're matter , right?
Solid matter . So you can dip right through the field—"

“And they find you froze down around Venusin sixty years”

| was getting the picture. Hazardous duty, not something you wanted to be interrupted doing. “ So
you were inspecting the...loops.”

“Right, six of us. Working our way out from the mouth, one loop after the other, like acone, see.
Almost out of the haze into open space. And there shewas.”

“She? How'd you know it wasa‘she' 7’

The leader gaped at me. Hard as it isto read expression on avacuum-adapted face, | knew
puzzlement when | saw it. He glanced at his partner. The one with no helmet just stared.

“Don’t worry about it,” | told them. “ She wasthere.”

“Right. We might not of noticed except she grazed aremote—"

“Stadh's”

“Y eah. Stash thinksits debris broke out of the processing stream—"

“Then hesays, ‘haly shit!” ”

“Y eah, when he sees the readout. Modulated signal's, shielded and enciphered, no ID—"

| crossed my arms. “ So what’d you do?’

“We got the hell outtathere!”

“And she cameright after 'em!”

Second helmet was, if anything, more excited than the one who had actudly been there. | had a
fedling I d have gotten anice, wild, blood-and-thunder yarn out of him, accuracy be damned. “ Go
ahead.”

“Weydl for help, and kinda spread out with the thing in the middle, see. Pasha—that’ sRey Murat,
the string chief, we call him Pasha—grabs our remotesto fill in the gaps. He can do that—he' s got the
codes. He saysclosein, throw an EMP at it. Knock it out or dow it down, at least.”

“What did it look like?’

“Hard to say—it brought some fog with it, like a plasma? Couldn’t make out the shape.”

| nodded, picturing it in my mind: the surrounding haze aglare in the work lights, the rough sphere of
spacesuited jacks, that unknown and unknowable blob dashing around between them.

“So therest of the shift comes around the funnel—”

“| saw thispart!”

“It went Straight at Morg—"

“And helet it through.”

| contemplated that for amoment. They watched mein something gpproaching anxiety. Findly |
nodded.

“Then Pasha darted ydling—"

“Y eah, and Wit, back in the hall. Wanting to know what was goin’ on—"

“—thing just zipped off, jamming every possble freq—"

“It wasfast—"

“Then you busted Morgan.” They looked at each other.



“Right.”

“Hesay anything?’

They shook their heads. “No ideawhat the Al was doing?’

“It was up to something—"

“You can't tell. They get too strange. They need humans around to keep em straight—"

“None of you guysthought of making arecording?’

“Ohyeah!”

“Surewe did. The remotes copied. That's SOP in case of amishap. Wit confiscated ’em dll.”

“Witcove did?’

“Right. Said he wanted to keep the evidence clean.”

| wasthinking of areply when the helmetless one dipped off the railing and shot toward me. Hating
himsdlf with onefoot, he glared at me from ayard away.

“Y ou guys got remotes too?”

| touched the unit at my ear. “Uhh...yesh. Sometimes. Not everybody.”

He frowned. “What makeistha?’

“Ah, that' saKiwi,” the second jack said. “Remi’ sgot one of them.”

Mr. No-Helmet nodded. “ Good unit. High-density, lotta options.”

“Uh-huh,” | told him. “They mentioned that at the outlet.”

Satisfied, he resumed his slent perch.

“Tell mesomething...” | looked between them. “What if Morgan was guilty?’

Making adicing noise, No-Helmet pulled afinger across histhroat, with asmile| could have done
without.

“Yeah,” the leader agreed. “1 hateto say it, but—"

“Oncethey touch aguy, he' sno good anymore.”

| was prepared to ask where they’ d ever come across anyone who' d been “touched,” but decided
to pass. All I'd succeed in doing would be to release the entire corpus of impi campfire lore, and there
was no point in that.

“So where you guys headed?’

“Oh, wejugt finished shift,” second helmet said.

“WEe re going to eat somerea food.”

“Just did three 24sin vac,” second hedmet said proudly.

“Threestraight?’ | understood that alot of jacks actudly like spending timein vacuum. “ That' s pretty
good.”
The leader swung around without using his hands, the way jacks do. Second helmet followed him
with a pleased-to-meet-ya thrown in my direction. But no-helmet remained where hewas. | waited a
moment, and was about to ask what hisimmediate plans were when he bent forward.

“Whatcha gotta do to become a cop?’

Act sane, for Sarters. “Fill out an ap, senditin. They’ll get in touch.”

“Where | get an ap?’

| had him give me his address and ordered my ship to send him one. *Y ou can put my nameoniit,” |
told him.

“Deep,” he said. His head siwung toward a spot over my right shoulder. “He sright up there,” he
sad. “Ha”

Behind what appeared to be an open-vacuum junk drawer two levels up rose a smal boxlike shape
with asinglelit window. When | turned back no-helmet too had kicked off. | watched him go, thinking
about scapegoats, the pressures of living in thiskind of truncated society, and what happened to people
who break the unwritten but unbendable rules. But mostly | thought about the possible reasons why
Witcove had kept the recordings from me.

“Hey, mandy.” | touched the remote. “Y eah, Remi.” He chuckled. “Mind | stay down, eh?” “ Suit
yoursdf. Lot of traffic. Now...Morgan had just passed out.”

“Y ou sharp. He did pass out.”



It doesn’t take much in the way of sharpnessto grasp how aman dying of starvation and cold would
react on hearing avoice where no voice was possible.

When he awoke, he wasin aroom that was comfortable for dl itsunfamiliarity. Hewaslying on a
cot of some sort, and for reasons he didn’t bother to examine, hefelt no urgeto get up. It wasn't that he
was too week, he smply was't inclined, and that was al. He heard music, melodies of Earth, almost
recognizable though he couldn’t quite place them. He had a memory—an impression—that one had been
playing while he was being brought there.

It occurred to him to look around. He took in the sight of the medical drip with no surprise. Even
after centuries of advances, there' s no better method of getting alot of materid into the bloodstream fast
than atubein avein. He clenched hisfist, smiled a the wave of tiredness that overcame him and closed
his eyes. When he opened them again she was standing there.

Y ou can imagine what she looked liketo him, after all theway he' d come, after what he' d been
through. Women aren’t common in the Halo. They’re not rare either, but time often passes before ajack
encounters one. And to put it gently, many of them are the female equivaents of the type of male yoyo
that calls Kuio home. But nothing ever destroys the deep, ingtinctive connection of the human femae with
safety and security. That’ sthe way she gppeared to him, symbol made flesh, asaint in stained glass.

With later developmentsin mind, it’ s easy to speculate that she molded the image to match Morgan’s
own expectations, working from cues he was unaware of and wouldn't have been able to changeif he
had been. The room was dark, and though he could clearly seethe silver bracelets on her wrists, the
necklace, the pair of roses growing from her scalp and intertwined with her hair in that old style that often
fades but always returns, her face was clouded, her features hazy.

“How you feding?’ wasthefirg thing she said. Morgan didn’t remember what he replied, but it
pleased her; her wide smile made that clear. He made an attempt at the usua questions, but shejust lay a
hand on the blanket, and told him, “Y ou rest.”

He reached for that hand but wasn’t quick enough to grasp it before she turned and walked away.
Shelooked back only once, when he asked her name.

Helay downin pain, in disorientation, in discomfort, but beneath it al with that indescribable
sensation that assured him hewas going to live.

She returned the next day, and he saw that she looked exactly as he might have guessed. When he
answered her questions about how he felt, she cocked her head in away that he amost recognized. He
didn’'t remain awake very long that day, or the next either, just long enough for her to tell him astory
about where he was and what had happened that isn't worth repeating because it wasn't true. But that
didn’t matter to him at the time, nor did he suspect it. Because he wasin no concrete place at al, redly.
Hewasin that safe place we leave behind in childhood, and revisit only in memory.

He remained there two weeks. He dept most of the next few days—he assumed therewas a
sedative in the feed coming down that tube. Whenever he awoke she was there, or arrived momentarily.
Never anyone but her, though he had the impress on—gained he didn’t know how—that others were
around. But it was she who examined him, who checked the medical machinery, who talked to him, who
read to him, who hel ped him pass the time required for him to regain his strength.

It was the better part of aweek before he could eat. Shelet him feed himsaf—abowl of clear broth.
He kept it down, and there was solid food to come, small portions so he wouldn't be tempted to stuff.
Shedidn't eat anything.

At lagt, the time came for him to get up and exercise the muscles wasted by the weeks of his
scarcely-remembered ordeal. She encouraged him to get up by himself, stepping back to give him room.
Hedid wdll, taking five full stepsto achair and then back to the bed after resting a bit. She was pleased
with him, enough o that he wanted to try it again right away. Shetold him it was better to wait.

He must have been atouch overconfident the next day. That or wanting to please her or maybe amix
of both. He went a step further than he should have, alittle faster than was necessary. She wasliving out
her own fantasy too, in whatever way an Al does, because when helost his balance, she moved to catch
him, and her hand went straight through his outstretched arm.

“Wait one,” | muttered. More aert now, I’ d spotted amovement below as afigure appeared over



the curve of thetank. Even at that distance | knew it was Witcove. | gestured Remi to remain down.

| maintained ablank expression as Witcove gpproached. He landed with agrunt. “ So...how'sit
going?”

“Out catching alittle sun.”

“Little...” hefrowned. “Oh...little sun. Sure. Hehheh...Say, | wastaking alook at your ship. Quitea
bird.”

“Getsme around.”

“Surprised how quick you got here, but. . .thisiskind of animportant thing, | guess. | mean, lot of
people interested, right? Might go straight back to Charon, or maybe even deeper.”

| nodded.

“So...word will get around. People will talk. Unlessthey maybe...classify it? But there' s such things
asleaks, too. See, you can’'t win.”

He shook his head and sighed. “ Y’ know, you get work out here by rep. Word of mouth. Somebody
says, Powder Monkeys do agrest job, never haveto tell "em thingstwice... That’ s how you get hired.
No other way—advertising, bidding, forget about it. Y ou need agood rep. And you don't get one
overnight see, takes decades of hard, solid work. We got a good rep, the Monkeys. And we get our
share of contracts. But here sthething...”

He bent close, his grotesque, vacuum-adapted face dl intent. “ People hear ther€’ s runaways hanging
around the hdl, and one of the Monkeyswell, working with it. Now that wouldn't be so good. For the
reputation, see. So | been thinking about that.”

“Goon.”

“What | wasthinking, what if it happened different. What if Morgan quit. A few weeks back. Not
too long ago, month or two. What if nobody could say, ‘ Rog Morgan, Powder Monkey.” What about
that?’

“Y ou're saying you want meto falsfy areport.”

“Noooo—I"m not saying that.” Witcove snorted at my obtuseness. “But if you waited abit, 0
could messwith Morgan' sfiles, see, | could makeit look like he was forty AUs from here, with another
outfit, or progpecting on hisown...yeah, that’ d be best. He quit and went out on his own. Come back to
trade for supplies. Say, | ever tell you that the Monkeys are a public company?’

He bobbed his head. “That' sright. PM plc. Traded on all the big boards. Stock went up another tick
last week. Never drops. Better than blue chip. We got a pretty good-size block of unassigned certificates
right in my office and what do you say about that report?’

“I could changeit.” | pronounced the words carefully, trying to hide the disgust | felt. Witcove
seemed to shrink into himself with relief. “ Sure. Or | could bust you and lock you up in my ship this
minute.”

He stared a mein utter silence. “Or maybe freeze your systems and let you wait Six or seven months
for amagigtrate to come by.”

His eye membranesflicked once, asif hewas blinking. “Nah—we |l go for the bust.” Raisng my
voiceasif it could, infact, carry through vacuum, | contacted the ship. “... prepare space for asingle
perp, charge attempted bribery of aMandate law enforcement officer, that calls for maximum security, |
believe”

Witcove came back to life, waving hisarmswildly, swinging hishead in al directions asif to catch the
ship sneaking up on him. | watched him for amoment.

“Or maybe wewon't do that either.” He went till, arms extended. “ Instead, maybe you' Il give me
the recordings you held back, you smple SOB.”

Hisarmsfell and he recited the codesin amonotone. He remained silent as | sent them on to the ship
with ingtructionsto go through them for anomalies. “Wasn't just for me,” he muttered after | finished. “|
was thinking of the guys—"

“I know that.”

Witcove wasn't bad. There were any number worse scattered across the Halo. Foremen and plant
ownerswho didn’t think of the guysat al, or thought of them only to cheat them, terrorize them, abuse



them, let them down in every conceivable way. Whatever Witcove might be, he wasn't one of them. He
was on the high end, as such things are graded. “Now go on.”

| stopped him as he swung over therailing. “What' s the code to that shed lock?’

He gaveit to me and left without another word.

Remi chuckled. “Knew you'd do that,” | grimaced. Asif I’d take abribein front of awitness.

“Go on with the gtory, Remi.”

“Not much to tell. When he looked up she was gone, and he went back to bed lay there thinking.

Y ou know that old story about the guy the munchkins took away to Manhattan? Only there couple
weeks but when he got back it was centuries and everybody was dead, and he had him along beard.
Ever hear that one?’

“Something likeit, yeah.”

“I mean, duppies. What they want? Who knows? Who' s gonna hang around find out? So he waited
til it wasred quiet, and got up. His suit was right outside the door, like it was waiting for him. He put it
on, ran acheck. All powered up, reservoirsfull, and there was extra supply packs stacked on thefloor.
He went down this hallway, and round the corner the lights were on, leading to what sure as hell looked
like alock. He went over, and he' sjust about to step in and he stops, ’ cause he' s sure, see, they gonna
grabhim...”

Right then | got abuzz from the ship. Slipping the handset from my belt, | read a message about the
recorder footage. | told it to play.

“...got inthelock, about to shut the door and he stops again. Helmet still open, see. Heard a sound
frominsde. A song, way quiet, like she was saying goodbye...”

The scene playing on my handset was much as 1’ d imagined it: the brightly-lit haze, the jacks spread
out, that unwel come entity feinting between them. A flashing caret marked Rog Morgan. | watched asthe
impi siwung toward him, as his hands rose, as the thing dipped past into open sky.

“And whachathink he did?’

The screen displayed another angle of the same scene: Jacks, Morgan, theimpi... | lifted the s,
paying close attention to his hands. “ Turned around, went back.”

“You got it!” Remi sounded ddlighted.

| caled for acloseup of Morgan's hands, went through it twice in dow motion. *Y eah, that’swhat he
did. And she camein afew minuteslater, and he was on the bed in his suit, and he said, ‘| like that song.’
I’ dakept going.”

“Sowould1.”

The screen began another replay. | canceled and it went dark. No point in watching it again. There
was not a single doubt in my mind asto what had occurred. “Remi...| thank you, the Mandate thanks
you...” | looked up at the shed’ ssingle lonely window. | didn’t think Morgan was going to thank him.

| started toward the shed, muscles quivering, mind ablaze with that fedling you get only when acase
iscoming together. A warning notice flashed as | approached the next level. | kicked up and over, barely
pausing to catch my balance as| landed.

Theimpis had gotten to him. There was no way around it; the footage was clear. Morgan wasin full
and witting contact with rogue entitiesand al that implied. It was the bresk we' d been waiting for, the
firs Sgn of an active human/impi organization.

| needed immediate backup, every ship withinamonth’sradius. The hal’ shigher-leve activities
would haveto be frozen, to make sureit didn’t wander off. A lot of people would be coming to look the
place over. They’ d be studying this hall down al the way down to the gluonsfor yearsto come. Asfor
Morgan...| didn’t want to think about that part.

| paused at the door, dmost breathless. With quick stabs | punched in the code. | charged inside
before it was half open. “ Okay, ace—what did she passto you?’

Morgan bardly started. He gave me amournful look, then reached into his jacket pocket. He gazed
down at the object in hishand and with asigh tossed it to me.

It was apiece of scrim. I'd seen that even ashetook it out. | hefted it. Some kind of metal, an aloy |
couldn’t identify. The bust of awoman, head cocked to one Side, asmile on her face, hair lifting away as



if blown by aninvisble breeze.

| raised my eyesto Morgan. “ Shewent... Y ou retelling me the impi went after thisfor you.”

“No.” Morgan shook his head. “ Alerted some others. They picked it up.”

| turned the Statuette over in my hand. It’shollow, | told myself. Imprinted on the molecular level with
Some message, some command. ..

| examined the face once again, the laughing eyes, the lips so lifelike they seemed about to speek, to
giveword to everything Morgan had left behind: light, and warmth, air to breasthe. He d put alot of work
into the thing. It occurred to me, somewhat belatedly, that it was a portrait of someone he knew. Had
once known. No wonder he wanted it back.

For asecond or two my mind struggled against the evidence of smple kindness, desperate for a
reason to raisethe darm after al. But it wasn't hollow, and contained nothing, and it wouldn’t take me
anywhere. | tossed it back to Morgan. “Nice piece.” | got out of my handset. “Okay—does our little pal
have aname?’

“Iss” hesaid softly. | had to ask him to repest it.

| left the door unlocked. The hall’ stop level was only afew yards overhead. | kicked off for it,
Setting down amidst ajungle of antennas and cables and junk. That grand glowing tube of dirty-yelow
muck towered above me. | eyed it with the weariness of years, seeing my own youth vanish over that
bright curve, itsroaring song fading reentlesdy into gray. Some are meant for the sunlight and some for
the shadowed places. It was pretty clear to me which portion was mine.

Morgan hadn’t told me much; whatever didn’t fed like betrayd. I’ d lase it back to Charon, where
they’d give it to some specidist to ponder. Maybe they’d find moreinit than | had. | doubted it.

“Hey, mandy.” | turned to see Remi gazing at me through his helmet visor, ready, | suppose, to go on
shift. It was amoment before | recaled the remote riding on my ear. | plucked it off and handed it back.

“All graighten out?’

“Moreor less. HE |l be ready to leave tomorrow. He wants you to run the catapult.”

“Hean't dridin’ again?’

“Not like he has alot to worry about.”

“Ahh...I gotcha”

“Niceto havefriends,” | said. He shook hishead. “ Can't stand him mysdlf. He chatters.”

| watched him leave. For amoment he was silhouetted againgt the tower, and | saw him asanimpi
might, ahuman figure outlined by light. Then he vanished, the way jacks do.

It wasn't as dark asit had been. The shadows had lifted somewhat. | knew the names of one of the
spirits, the right questions to ask, and the fact that the dragons might not be dragons after al. A pretty
good day, dl considered.

| looked over my shoulder toward home. The stars glared back, but | couldn’t, for the life of me,
decide which waswhich. After amoment | gave up and went to tell Witcove how it was going to be.
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“Grandma,” from F&SF , isafeminist SF story rich in metaphorical resonances, perhaps a
satire on superheroes, or perhaps at the same time an allegory of generational changesin
feminism. Grandma was a superhero (sort of like Wonder Woman) in her younger days, who spent
her time righting wrongs and defending justice. She could fly through the air, wore a special
costume, and was wor|d-famous. Now she is quite old, and her granddaughter (who, in the
shadow of her reputation, feels that she can never do anything right) lives with her in the country.

Grandma used to be awoman of action. She wore tights. She had big boobs, but ateeny weeny bra.

Her waist used to be twenty-four inches. Before she got so hunched over she could do way more than a
hundred of everything, pushups, st-ups, chinning.... She had naturadly curly hair. Now it'sdry and fine
and she'salittle bit bald. She wears ababushka all the time and never takes her teeth out when I'm
around or lets me see where she kegps them, though of course | know. Shewon’t say how old sheis.
She says the books about her are all wrong, but, she says, that' s her own fault. For along while shelied
about her age and other things, too.

She used to be on every search and rescue team all across these mountains. | think she might still be
ableto rescue people. Small ones. Her set of weightsisin the basement. She has a punching bag. She
used to kick it, too, but | don’t know if she till can do that. | hear her thumping and grunting around
down there—even now when she needs a cane for walking. And talk about getting up off the couch!

| go down to that gym myself sometimes and try to lift those weights. | punch at her punching bag. (I
can't reach it except by standing on abox. When | try to kick it, | dwaysfal over.)

Back in the olden days Grandmawasn't as shy as sheis now. How could she be and do al she did?
But now she doesn’t want to be a bother. She says she never wanted to be abother, just help out isall.

She doesn’t expect any of usto follow in her footsteps. She used to, but not anymore. We' reabig
disappointment. She does’t say so, but we have to be. By now she’ sgiven up on al of us. Everybody
hes.

It started. . .we started with the idea of selective breeding. Everybody wanted more like Grandma:
gtrong, fast thinking, fast acting, and with the degire. . .that’ s the most important thing...adesire for her
kind of life, alife of severa hoursin the gym every single day. Grandmaloved it. She says (and saysand
says), “I"d turn on some banjo music and makeit al into adance.”

Back when Grandma was young, offspring weren't even thought of since who was there around
good enough for her to marry? Besides, everybody thought she' d last forever. How could somebody like
her get old?iswhat they thought.

She had three... “husbands’ they called them (donors morelikeit), first atriathlon champion, then a
prizefighter, then aballet dancer.

There sthisold wivestale of skipping generations, so, after nothing good happened with her children,
Grandma (and everybody el se) thought, surely it would be us grandchildren. But we reamotley crew.
Nobody pays any attention to us anymore.

I’m therunt. I'm small for my age, my foot turnsin, my teeth stick out, | havealazy eye.... Thereé's
lots of work to be done on me. Grandma s paying for dl of it though she knows I’ ll never amount to
much of anything. | wear adozen different kinds of braces, teeth, feet, a patch over my good eye. My
grandfather, the ballet dancer!

Sometimes | wonder why Grandmadoes dl thisfor me, apuny, limping, limp-haired girl? What |
think is, I'm her real baby at last. They didn’t let her have any time off to look after her own
children—not ever until now when she' stoo old for rescuing people. She not only was on dl the search
and rescue teams, she was a dozen search and rescue teams al by hersdlf, and often she had to rescue
the search and rescue teams.

Not only that, she dso rescued animals. She dways said the planet would die without its crestures.

Y ou'd see her legping over mountains with a deer under each arm. She moved bears from camp grounds
to where they wouldn't cause trouble. Y ou’ d see her with handfuls of rattlesnakes gathered from golf
courses and carports, flying them off to places where people would be safe from them and they’ d be safe



from people.
She even tried to rescue the climate, pulling and pushing at the clouds. Holding back floods.

Reraveling the ozone. She carried huge sacks of water to the trees of one great dying forest. Inthelong
run therewas only failure. Even after al those rescues, dways only failure. The bears came back. The
rattlesnakes came back.

Grandma getsto thinking al her good deeds went wrong. Lots of times she had to let go and
save...maybe five babies and drop three. | mean, even Grandmaonly had two arms. She expected more
of hersdlf. | dwayssay, “You did savelots of people. Y ou kept that forest dive ten yearslonger than
expected. And me. I'm saved.” That dways makes her laugh, and | am saved. She says, “| guessmy
one good eye can see well enough to look after you, you rapscallion.”

Shetook mein after my parents died. (She couldn’t save them. There are some things you just can't
do anything about no matter who you are, like drunken drivers. Besides, you can't be everywhere.)

When she took meto care for, she was aready feeble. We needed each other. She’ d never be able
to get dong without me. I'm the saver of the saver.

How did we end up thisway, way out here in the country with me her only helper? Did she scare
everybody e se off with her neediness? Or maybe people couldn’t stand to see how far down she'scome
from what she used to be. And | suppose she has gotten difficult, but I'm used to her. | hardly notice. But
she' sso busy trying not to be a bother she' sabother. | have to read her mind. When she holds her arms
around hersdlf, | get her old red sweatshirt with her emblem on the front. When she says, “ Oh dear,” |
get her acup of green tea. When she' s on the couch and struggles and leans forward on her cane,
trembling, | pull her up. Shelikesquiet. Shelikesfor meto sit by her, lean againgt her, and listen to the
birds aong with her. Or listen to her stories. Wedon't have aradio or TV set. They conked out along
time ago and no one thought to get us new ones, but we don't need them. We never wanted them in the
first place.

Grandmasits me down beside her, the lettuce planted, the mulberries picked, sometimes a mulberry
pie dready made (I helped), and wejust Sit. “| had agrandma,” she'll say, “though | know, to look at
me, it does't seem like | could have. I'm older than most grandmas ever get to be, but we all had
grandmeas, even me. Picture that: Every single person in the world with agrandma.” Then she giggles. She
gl has her girlish giggle. She says, “Mother didn’t know what to make of me. | was opening her jarsfor
her before | wasthree yearsold. Mother.... Even that was along time ago.”

When she’ sin asad mood she says everything went wrong. People she had just rescued died a
week later of something that Grandma couldn’t have helped. Hantavirus or some such that they got from
vacuuming a closed room, though sometimes Grandmahad just warned them not to do that. (Grandma
believesin prevention as much asin rescuing.)

I’ ve rescued things. Lots of them. Nothing went wrong either. | rescued ajunco with abroken wing.
After rains |’ ve rescued stranded worms from the wet driveway and put them back in our vegetable
garden. | didn't let Grandma cut the suckers off our fruit trees. | rescued mice from sticky traps. | fed a
litter of fera kittens and got fleas and worms from them. Maybe this rescuing is the one part of Grandma
| inherited.

Who' sto say which is more worthwhile, pushing atom bombs far out into space or one of theselittle
things | do? Well, | do know which ismore important, but if | werethe junco I’ d like being rescued.

Sometimes Grandma goes out, though rarely. She getsto feding it'sanecessty. Shewears
sunglasses and a big floppy hat and scarves that hide her wrinkled-up face and neck. She till ridesa
bicycle. She'sso waobbly it's scary to see her trying to balance herself down theroad. | can’t look. She
likesto bring back ice-cream for me, maybe get me acomic book and alicorice stick to chew on as|
read it. | supposeintown they just take her for acrazy lady, which | guesssheis.

When visitors cometo take alook at her | dways say sheisn’'t home, but where else would avery,
very, very old lady be but mostly home? If she knew people had come she' d have hobbled out to see
them and probably scared them half to death. And they probably wouldn't have believed it was her,
anyway. Only the president of the Town and Country Bank—she rescued him along time ago—I let him



in. He Il sit with her for awhile. He' sold but of course not asold as sheis. And he likes her for herself.
They tdked dl through his rescue and redlly got to know each other back then. They talked about
tomato plants and wildflowers and birds. When she rescued him they were flying up with the wild geese.
(They dill talk about al those geese they flew with and how exciting that was with al the honking and the
sound of wings flapping right beside them. | get goose bumps—geese bumps?—just hearing them talk
about it.) She should have married somebody like him, potbelly, pock-marked face and dl. Maybe we' d
have turned out better.

| guessyou could say I'm the one that killed her—caused her death, anyway. | don’t know what got
into me. Lots of times| don't know what getsinto me and lots of times | kind of run away for acouple of
hours. Grandma knows about it. She doesn’t mind. Sometimes she even tellsme, “ Go on. Get out of
herefor awhile.” But thistime| put on her old tights and one of the teeny tiny bras. | don’t have breasts
yet s0 | stuffed the cups with Kleenex. | knew | couldn’'t do any of the things Grandmadid, | just thought
it would be fun to pretend for alittle while.

| started out toward the hill. It'salong walk but you get to go through a batch of pifions. But first you
have to go up an arroyo. Grandma' s cape dragged over the rocks and sand behind me. It was heavy,
too. Tolook at the satiny red outside you' d think it would be light, but it hasafdt lining. “Warm and
waterproof,” Grandmasaid. | could hardly wak. How did she ever manageto fly around init?

| didn’'t get very far before | found ajackrabbit lying in the middle of the arroyo half dead (but half
aive, too), al bit and torn. I'll bet I'm the one that scared off whatever it wasthat did that. That rabbit
wasagoner if | didn’'t rescueit. | wasalittle afraid because wounded rabbits bite. Grandma s cape was
just theright thing towrgp it in so it wouldn't.

Those jackrabbits weigh alot. And with the added weight of the cape....

Well, dl | did was sprain my ankle. | mean | wasn't redly hurt. | dways have the knife Grandma
gaveme. | cut some gtrips off the cape and bound mysalf up good and tight. It isn't asif Grandmahasa
lot of capes. Thisisher only one. | felt bad about cutting it. | put the rabbit across my shoulders. It was
dow going but | was't leaving the rabbit for whatever it wasto finish egting it. It began to be twilight.
Grandmaknows | can’'t seewd |l intwilight. Thetroubleis, though she used to seelike an eagle, Grandma
can't see very well anymore ether.

Shetried to fly, as she used to do. She did fly. For my sake. She skimmed aong just barely above
the sage and bitter-brush, her feet snagging at thetaller ones. That was dl thelift she could get. | could
see, by theway she leaned and flopped like a dolphin, that she wastrying to get higher. Shewas calling,
“Swesetheart. Sweetheart. Where are yooooowwww?’ Her voice was amost asloud asit used to be. It
echoed al across the mountains.

“Grandma, go back. I'll bedl right.” My voice can beloud, too.

She heard me. Her earsare till assharpasamule's.

Theway sheflew waskind of like sheridesabicycle. All wobbly. Veering off from sideto side, up
and down, too. | knew shewould crack up. And shelooked funny flying around in her print dress. She
only has one costume and | was wearing it.

“Grandma, go back. Please go back.”

Shewasn't a dl like sheused to be. A littlefal like that from just afew feet up would never have
hurt her a couple of years ago. Or even last year. Even if, as she did, she landed on her head.

| covered her with sand and brush asbest | could. No doubt whatever was about to eat the rabbit
would come gnaw on her. Shewouldn’'t mind. She aways said she wanted to give hersalf back to the
land. She used to quote, | don't know from where, “All to the soil, nothing to the grave.” Getting eatenis
sort of like going to the soil.

| don't daretell people what happened—that it was al my fault—that | got myself in trouble sort of
0N purpose, trying to be like her, trying to rescue something.
But I'm not as sad as you might think. | knew she would die pretty soon anyway and thisis a better



way than in bed looking at the celling, maybein pain. If that had happened, she wouldn’t have
complained. She' d not have said aword, trying not to be a bother. Nobody would have known about
the pain except me. | would have had to grit my teeth againgt her pain the wholetime.

| haven't told anybody partly because I’m waiting to figure things out. I'm here dl by mysdlf, but I'm
good at looking after things. There are those who check on us every weekend—people who are paid to
doit. | wave a them. “All okay.” | mouth it. The president of the Town and Country Bank came out
once. | told him Grandmawasn't feding well. It wasn't exactly alie. How long can thisgo on? HE |l be
the one who finds out firss—if anybody does. Maybe they won't.

I’m nursing my jackrabbit. We re friends now. He' s getting better fast. Pretty soon I'll let him go of f
to be arabbit. But he might rather stay here with me.

I”’m wearing Grandma s costume most of thetime now. | degpinit. It makes mefed safe. I'm doing
my own little rescues as usud. (The vegetable gardenisfull of happy weeds. | keep the bird feeder going.
| leave scraps out for the skunk.) Those count—almost as much as Grandma' srescues did. Anyway, |
know the weeds think so.

Snow in the Desert
NEAL ASHER

Neil Asher (http://website.lineone.net/~nealasher) livesin Chelmsford, England. His short fiction
has been published for several yearsin the UK small press. Books include Mindgames: Fool’sMate
(1993), The Parasite & The Engineer (1997) AfricaZero (2001), and Runcible Tdes (1999). The
aforementioned are all short story collections and novellas. Hisfirst novel, Gridlinked, a kind of
James Bond space opera, was published in the UK in 2001, and his second, The Skinner, in 2002.
Both books are set in the same future—the “ runcible universe,” where matter transmitters called
runcibleslink the settled worlds—and are forthcoming in the U.S.

“My aimisto entertain,” he says, “ not blind people with my brilliance. I’ m from the school of
Arnold Schwartzenegger S-.”

“ Show in the Desert,” published in Spectrum SF, where several of Asher’s stories have
appeared, is proof that space opera in the most traditional sense (related to the western) is still
being written with verve and sincerity. It certainly is hyperbolic. Our hero, along-lived albino
gunslinger, is hiding out on a frontier planet because there is a bounty price on his balls. Everyone
wants his genetic code because he may be the only immortal human. It isinteresting to compare
this to the Moorcock story on page 458.

A sand shark broke through the top of the dune, only to be snatched by a crab-bird and shredded in

mid-air. Hirad squatted down, wrapping her cloak around her and pulling up the hood. The chameleon
cloth shaded to match the violet sand, leaving only her Tashibagoggles and the blunt snout of her sngun
visible. It wasasmall crab bird, but she had quickly learned never to underestimate them. Should the
prey betoo largefor it to kill, the bird would take piecesinstead. No motile source of protein was too
large to atack. The shamewasthat al the life-forms on Vatch were based on non-Terran proteins, so to
acrab-bird, human flesh was completely without nourishment.

The bird stripped the shark of its blade-legs and armored mandibles and flew off with the bleeding
and writhing torso, probably to feed to its chick. Hirad stood up and reappeared; atall womanina
tight-fitting body-suit, webbed with cooling veins and hung with insulated pockets. On her back she
carried adesart surviva pack, to create the right impression. Likewise, the formidable sngun went into a
button-down holster that looked asif it might hold only asimple projectile weapon. She removed her
goggles and mask, tucking them away in one of her many pockets before moving on acrossthe sand. Her
thin features, blue eyes, and long blond hair were exposed to oven temperatures and skin-flaying
ultraviolet. So it had been for many weeks now. Occasiondly she drank some water, just in case
someone was watching.



Hewas cdled, inevitably, Snow, but with his mask and dust robesit was not immediately evident that
he was an abino. The mask, made from the shell of aterrapin, waswhat identified him. That, and a
tendency to leave corpses behind. The current reward for his stasis-preserved testicles was twenty
thousand shillings, or the equivalent value in copper or manganese or other precious metas. Many had
tried for that reward, and such wastheir epitaph: they tried.

Snow understood that there might be bounty-hunters waiting at the water station. They would have
weapons, strength, and skill. Balanced against thiswas the crippling honor code of the Andronache.
Snow had dl the former and none of the latter. Born on Earth so long ago that he doubted his memories,
he had long since dispensed with anything that might impede his surviva. Morality, he often argued, isa
purely human invention, only to beindulged in times of plenty. Another of hislittle gphorismsran
something along thelines of : “If you' re up Shit Creek without a paddle, don’t expect the coastguard.” His
contemporaries on Vatch never knew what to make of that one, unsurprisingly as Vatchians had no use
for wordslike creek, paddle or coast.

The gtation was ametallic ovoid mounted ten meters above the ground on aforest of scaffolding.
Nailing it to the ground was the silvery tube of the geotherma energy tap that powered the
transmuter—which made it possible for humansto exist on this practicaly waterless planet. The
transmuter took complex compounds, stripped them of their e ementary hydrogen, and combined that
with the abundant oxygen given off by the dryform algae that turned dl the sands of Vaich violet. Water
was the product, but there were many interesting by-products: rare metals and strange silica compounds
were among the planet’ s main exports.

As hetopped thefina dune Snow raised hisimage-intensfier and scanned ahead. The Station was
truly asmal city, the center of commerce, the center of life. He frowned under his mask. Unfortunately,
he needed water for the last stage of hisjourney, and thiswas the only place he could get it.

Snow strode down the face of the dune to where adusty track snaked toward the station. By the
roadside awater-thief lay dying at the bottom of a condensation jar. His blistered fingers scratched at the
hot glass. Snow passed by, ignoring him. It was aharsh punishment, but how el se to treat someone who
regarded hisfellow human beings as no more than walking water-flasks? As he neared the station, cries
from the rookery of hawkers and stall-holdersin the ground city reached out to him, and he could seethe
buzz of activity in the scaffold maze. Soon he entered the noisy life of the ground city; alittle after that he
passed through the moisture lock of the Sand House.

A waiter spoke to Snow, “My pardon, master. | must see your tag. The Androche hersdlf has
declared the law enforceable by atwo-month branding. The word isthat too many outlaws now survive
on thefringe.” The man could not help staring a Snow’ s pink eyes and bloodless face.

“No problem, friend.” Snow fumbled through his robes to produce his micro-etched identity tag and
handed it over. The waiter glanced at the briefly reveaed leather-clad stump that terminated Snow’ sleft
arm, and pretended not to notice. He put the tag through his portable reader and was much relieved
when no alarm sounded. Snow was well aware that not everyone was checked like this, only the more
suspicious-looking customers.

“What would you like, master?’

“A liter of chilled lager.”

The waiter looked a him doubtfully.

“Which | will pay for now,” Snow added, handing over aten shilling note. The waiter, obvioudy
adarmed a such alarge sum in cash, hurried off with it as quickly as he could. Many eyesfollowed his
progress when he returned with aliter of lager in athermos stein with combination locked top, for here
was an indication of wedlth.

Snow would not have agreed. He had worked it out. A liter of water would have cost only two
shillingsless, and the water lost through sweat evaporation little different. Two shillings, plusalittle, for
imbibing fluid in amuch more pleasant form.

He had nearly finished hisliter and was relishing the sheer cdllular pleasure of rehydration when the
three entered the Sand House. He recognized them askillersimmediately, but before paying the dightest



attention to them he drained every last drop of lager from thefrictionlessvessd.

“You are Snow, the albino,” the first said, standing before histable. Snow observed her and felt a
leaden inevitability. Even after dl these years he could not shake his averson to killing women—aor this
time, young girls. She could not have been more than twenty. She stood before him attired in
monofilament coverals and weapons harness. Her face was elfin under a head of cropped, black hair
spiked out with goldfleck grease.

“No, I'mnot,” he said, and turned his attention elsewhere.

“Don’t fuck with me,” she said with atiredness beyond her years. “1 know who you are. You are an
abino and your left hand ismissing.”

Hereturned his attention to her. “My nameis Jelda Conley. People cal me Whitey. | have often been
confused with this Snow you refer to, and it was on one such occasion that | lost my hand. Now please
leaveme done”

The girl stepped back, confused. The Andronache honor code did not alow for creative lying. Snow
glanced past her and noted one of her companions speaking to the owner, who had sent the nervous
waiter over. Thelieswould not be enough. He watched while the owner called over the waiter and
checked the screen of his tag reader. The companion approached the girl, whispered in her ear.

“Youliedtome” shesad.

“Nol didn't.”

“Yesyoudid!”

Thiswas getting ridiculous. Snow stared off into the distance and ignored her.

“I chalengeyou,” thegirl said.

There, it was said. Snow pretended he had not heard her.

“l said, ‘I chalengeyou!’.”

By the code she could now kill him. It was againgt the law but accepted practice. Snow felt asinking
sensation as she stepped back.

“Stand and face me, coward.”

With atiredness that was wholly genuine Snow rose to hisfeet. She snaiched her dammer. Snow
reacted. She hit the floor on her back, the front of her monofilament coverall punctured and a smoking
hole between her pert little breasts. Snow stepped past the table, past her, and was amogt at the
moisture lock before anyone could react.

It rested on the violet sands at the edge of a spaceport, which was scattered with huge flying-wing
shuittles, outbuildings and hangars. It stood between the spaceport and the sprawl of Vatchian buildings
linked by moisture-sed ed wakways and the glass domes that covered the incongruous green of the
parks. And in no way did it resemble any of the structures around it. It could be found on athousand
planets of the human Polity, and it was the reason for the spread of the human race across the galaxy.

The runcible facility was amirrored sphere fifty meters across, seemingly prevented from rolling away
by two L-shaped buffersto either sde. All around it, the glass-roofed embarkation lounges were puddies
of light. Within the sphere, the Skaidon gate performed its miracle every few minutes: bringing in
quince-mitter travelersfrom al across the polity, and sending them away again.

Beck stood back from the arrivals' entrance and through it watched the twin horns of the runcible on
itsdais of black glass. He watched the shimmer of the cusp between those horns and impatiently checked
hiswatch, not that they could be late—or early. They would arrive on the nanosecond. Theruncible Al
would seeto that. Precisaly on time aman stepped through the shimmer, awoman, another man, another
woman. They matched the descriptions he had been given, and his greeting was effusive asthey came
through to the lounge.

“Y our transport awaitsoutside,” hetold them, hurrying them to exit. Beck’semployer did not want
them to stay in the city. He wanted them out, those were Beck’ sinstructions; among others. Once they
werein the hover trangport, the man he took to be the leader caught hold of his shoulder.

“Thewespons,” he said.

“Not here, not here,” Beck said nervoudly, and took the transport out of the city.



Out on the sand Beck brought the transport down. Once the four climbed out, he joined them at the
back of the vehicle, from which hetook alarge case. He was sweating, and not just from the hedt.

“Here,” he said, opening the case.

The man reached insgde and took out asmal, shiny pistol, snubnosed and deadly-looking.

“The merchant will meet you at the pre-arranged place, if he managesto obtain the information he
seeks,” Beck said. He did not know where that was, nor what the information was. The merchant had
not taken him that far into histrugt. It surprised him that he had been alowed even the knowledge that
hired killerswere on Vatch.

The man nodded as he ingpected the pistol, smiled sadly, then pointed the pistol at Beck.

“Sorry,” hesad.

Beck tried to say something just as he became aware of the arm coming round his face from the man
who had moved behind him. A grip like iron closed around his head, locked, wrenched and twisted.
Beck hit the sand with his head at an angle it had never achieved in life. He made some choking sounds,
shivered alittle, died.

Snow hated as two proctors came in through the lock. They stared past him to the corpse on the
floor. The elder of the two, gray-bearded and running to fat, but with weapons that appeared well-used
and well |ooked-after, spoke to him.

“You are Snow,” he said.

“Yes,” Snow replied. This man was not Andronache.

“A chdlenge?’

“Yes”

The man nodded, assessed the two Andronache at the bar, then turned back to the moisture lock. It
was not hisjob to pick up the corpses. There was an organization for that. The girl would beina
condensation jar within the hour.

“The Androche would speak with you. Comewith me.” To hiscompanion he sad, “Ded withit. Her
two friends ook like they ought to spend alittletimein detention.”

Snow followed the man outside.

“Why does she want to seeme?’ he asked asthey strode down the scaffolded street.

“I didn’'t ask.”

Conversation ended there.

The Androche, like dl in her position, had apartmentsin the station she owned. The proctor led
Snow to acaged spira stair and unlocked the gate. “ Sheis above.”

As Snow climbed the stair the gate clanged shut behind him.

The stairway ended at amoisture-lock hatch next to which depended amonitor and screen unit.
Snow pressed the call button and waited. After afew moments awoman with cropped, gray hair and a
face that was all hard angles peered out at him.

-

“You sent for me.”

The woman nodded and the lock on the hatch clunked open. After spinning the handle Snow
stepped back as the hatch rose on its hinge to alow him access. He climbed into a short, metal-walled
corridor that ended at asingle panel door of imported wood. It looked like oak to Snow—very
expensive. Pushing the door open, he entered.

The room wasfilled with afortune in antiques. ahuge dining table surrounded by gate-leg chairs,
plush eighteenth-century furniture; oil paintings on the wals, hand-woven rugs on thefloor.

“Don’'t betoo impressed. They'reall copies.”

The Androche approached from a drinks cabinet carrying two glasses hdf filled with an amber drink.
Snow studied her. She was an attractive woman. He estimated her age as somewhere between thirty-five
and ahundred and ninety. She wore asimple toga-type dress over an athletic figure, and at her hip she
carried an antique—or replica—revolver.

“You know my name,” Snow observed as he accepted the drink.



“| am Aleen,” shereplied.

Snow hardly heard her. Hewasrdishing hisfirst Sip.

“My God, whiskey,” he said, eventualy.

“Yes,” Aleen acknowledged, before gesturing to a nearby sofa. They moved there and sat facing
each other.

“Wadll, I'm here. What do you want?’

“Why isthere areward of twenty-five thousand shillings for your testicles?’

“Best ask Merchant Baristhat question. But | seeit wasrhetorical. Y ou aready know the answer.”

Aleen nodded.

Snow |leaned toward her. “1 would be glad to know that answer too,” he admitted.

Aleen smiled, Snow leaned back, annoyed.

“Thereisaprice” hesadflatly.

“lan’t there dways? Thereisaman. Heisthe Chief Proctor here. Hisnameis David Songrdl.”

“Y ouwant metokill him.”

“Of course. Isn't that what you are best at?’

Snow kept silent as Aleen lay back against the edge of the sofa, then regarded him over her drink.
“That isnot dl | want from you.”

Heturned and gazed at her and at that moment she lifted her feet up onto the sofa so that he could
see that she wore nothing under the dress. Does she shave, Snow wondered, or is she naturally
hairless there? He aso wondered what it was that turned her on: hiswhite body and pink eyes? Other
women had said it was amost like being made loveto by an dien. Or wasit that he was akiller?
Probably abit of both.

“Part of the price?’

She nodded and set her glassto one side, then she did closer to him on the sofa and hooked one leg
over the back of it.

“Now,” she said, reaching up and opening her togato display breastsjust like those of the girl he had
killed. Snow searched himself for an adverse reaction to that; finding none, he stood up and unclipped his
dust robes.

“You'rewhite as paper,” Aleen said in amazement as he pedled off his undersuit, but when her eyes
strayed to the covered ssump terminating hisleft arm, she made no comment.

“Yes,” Snow agreed as he kndlt between her legs and bowed down to run his tongue round her
nipples. “A blank page,” he went on as he worked hisway down. She caught his head.

“Not that,” shesaid. “1 want you insde me, now.”

Snow obliged her, but was puzzled at something he had heard in her voice. No love-making then: just
the act itself. Perhgps she wanted white-skinned children.

Hirald called out before approaching the fire. It had been her observation that the Andronache got
rather twitchy if you walked into one of their camps unannounced. As she walked in she was surprised to
seethat these weren't local's. Hirald noted two men and two women wearing monofilament surviva suits
that looked to be of Martian manufacture. She also pretended not to notice the weapons that one of the
men had hastily covered on her arrival. She walked to the fire and squatted down. One of the women
tossed on another crabbird carapace and watched her through the flames.

The man who had covered the weapons, atal Marsman with caste markings tattooed on histemples,
was thefirst to spesk. “You' ve come along way?’ he asked.

“Not so far asyou,” Hirald said. Shelooked from him across the flames to the woman. Her face dso
bore caste marks. The other couple were ablack man with incongruous blue eyes, and awoman who
had caps over the neura plugs behind her ears. She was corporate then—from one of The Families.

Hirald went on, “But why have you come here, | wonder?’

“We search,” the black said intently. “Perhaps you can help us. We search for onewhoiscdled
Snow. Heisan ahino.”

They dl stared a Hirad.



“I have heard of him,” Hirdd said, “and | have heard that many peoplelook for him. | do not know
where heisthough.”

The woman with the neura plugs looked suspicious. Hirald quickly asked, “Y ou are after the reward,
then?’

The four glanced to each other, then the Marsman smiled to himsdlf and casualy reached for one of
the covered weapons beside him. Hirald glanced at the Corporate woman, who stared back at her.

“Jharit, no.”

Jharit stopped with his hand by the covering. “What isit, Canard Meck?’

The woman, now identified as amember of the Jethro Manx Canard Corporate Family, dowly
shook her head, till garing at Hirad.

“We have no dispute with you,” she said. “But we would prefer it if you left our camp, please.”

“Shemight tel him,” Jharit protested.

Canard Meck glanced to him and said, “ Sheis product.”

Jharit snatched his hand from the wegpons and suddenly |ooked very frightened. He flinched as
Hirad rose to her feet. Hirald smiled.

“1 mean no harm, unless harm is meant.”

She strode out into the darkness without checking behind. No one moved. No one reached for the

Wwespons.

Snow removed the pistol from its holster in his dust robes and checked the charge reading. Aswas
usua it was nearly full. The bright sunlight of Vatch acting on the photo-voltaic materia of hisrobes kept
the weapon constantly powered up through the socket in the holster. The weapon was a mait black L,
five millimetersthick with only adight depression where atrigger would normally have been. It was
keyed to Snow. No one else could fireit. Rather than firing projectiles, as did most wespons on Vatch,
this wegpon discharged abeam of field-accel erated protons, but they could still make large holesin
anyone Snow cared to point it at.

David Songrel wasafamily man. Snow had observed him lifting achild highin the air whileawoman
looked on. Snow wondered why Aleen wanted him dead. Asthe owner of the water station she had
power here, but little influence over the proctors who enforced planetary law. Perhaps she had been
involved inillegdities of which Songrel had become aware. No matter, for the present. He rapped on the
door and when Songrd opened it he stuck the pistal in the man’ s face and walked him back into the
gpartment, closing the door behind him with his stump.

“Daddy!” thelittle girl yelled, but the mother caught hold of her before she rushed forward. Songrel
had his handsin the air, his eyes not leaving the pistol. Shock there, knowledge.

“Why,” said Snow, “does the Androche want you dead?”’

“You're...thedhbino.”

“Answer the question please.”

Songrd glanced at hiswife and daughter before hereplied, “ Sheisacollector of antiquities.”

“Why the necessity for your desth?’

“She haskilled to get what she wants. | have evidence. We intend to arrest her soon.”

Snow nodded, then holstered hispistol. “1 thought it would be something like that. She had two
proctors come for me, you know.”

Songrel lowered his hands, but kept them well away from the stun gun hooked on hisbelt. “As
Androche she has the right to some use of the proctors. It isour duty to guard her and her property. She
does not have the freedom to commit crime. Why didn’t you kill me? They say you have killed many.”

Snow glanced at Songrel’ swife and child. “My reputation precedes me,” he said, and stepped past
Songrel to drop onto a comfortable sofa. “But the stories are in error. | have killed no one who has not
firg tried to kill me...well, mosily.”

Songre turned to hiswife. “1t's Tamtha s bedtime.”

Hiswife nodded and took the child from the room. Snow noted the little girl’ sfascinated Stare. He
was used to it. Songrdl sat down in an armchair opposite Snow.



“You haveanicefamily.”

“Yes...will you testify againg the Androche?’

“Y ou can have my testimony recorded under sedl, but | cannot stay for atria. Werel to stay this
place would be crawling with Andronachekillersin no time. | might not survive that.”

Songrel nodded. “Why did you come hereif it was not your intention to kill me?’ he asked, atrifle
anxioudy.

“I want you to play dead while | go back and see the Androche.”

Songrdl’ s expression hardened. “Y ou want to collect your reward.”

“Yes, but my reward is not money, it isinformation. The Androche knowswhy Merchant Baris
wants me dead. It isasubject | am understandably curious about.”

Songrel interlaced hisfingers and stared down at them for amoment. When he looked up he said,
“Thereward isfor your stasis-preserved testicles. Perhaps heisacollector like Aleen, but that is beside
the point. | will play dead for you, but when you go to see Aleen | want you to carry aholocorder.”

Snow nodded once. Songrel stood up and walked to awall cupboard. He returned with the device,
rested it on the table and turned it on.

“Now, your statement.”

“Heisdead,” Aleen sad, amiling.

“Yes,” Snow confirmed, dropping Songrdl’ sidentity tag on thetable, “yet | get the impression you
knew before | came here”

Aleen went to the drinks cabinet, poured Snow awhiskey and brought it over to him. “1 have friends
among the proctors. As soon as hiswife caled in the killing—she was hysterical gpparently—they
informed me”

“Why did you want him killed?’

“That isnone of your concern. Drink your whiskey and | will get you the promised information.”

Aleen turned away from him and moved to acomputer console elegantly concedled in aLouis XIV
table. Snow had the whiskey to hislipsjust as his suspicious nature cut in. Why was it necessary to get
the information from the computer? She could just tell him. Why had she not poured adrink for herself?
He set the drink down on atable, unsampled. Aleen looked up, adead smile on her face, and asher
hand came up over the console Snow dived to one side. On thewall behind him a picture blackened,
then burst into oily flames. He came up on one knee and fired once. She dammed back out of her chair
onto the floor, her face burning like the picture.

Snow searched hurriedly. Any time now the proctors would arrive. In the bathroom he found a
device like achrome penis with two holesin the end. One hole spurted out some kind of fluid and the
other hole sucked. Some kind of contraceptive device? He traced tubes back from it to aunit that
contained the bottle of fluid and some very complicated straining and filtering devices. To hisconfusion he
redized it was for removing the contents of awoman’ s uterus, probably after sex. She collected men’s
semen? Shortly after, he found asingle stasis bottle containing that substance. It had to be hisown. He
suddenly he had an inkling of an idea—a possible explanation for his stuation of the last five years. He
took the bottle and poured its contents down the sink before turning to leave the apartment, but the delay
had been enough.

Hirald looked at the man in the condensation bottle, her expression reveding nothing. Hewas dive
beyond histime; some sadist had dropped a bottle of water in with him to prolong his suffering. He
sared a Hirald with drying eyes, the empty bottle by his head, his body shrunken and badly sunburned,
his black tongue protruding. Hirald looked around carefully—there were harsh pendtiesfor what she
was about to do—then placed asmdl chrome cylinder againgt the glass near the man’ s head. There was
abrief flash. The man convulsed and the bottle was misted with smoke and steam. Hirad replaced the
devicein her pocket, stood and walked on. Her masters would not have been pleased at her risking
hersdf like this, but they did not have complete control over her actions.



The gray-bearded proctor was crouched behind the sofa, his short-barreled riot gun resting on the
back and sighted on the bathroom door. Songrel stood by the moisture lock, his own wegpon also
trained on Snow.

Songrd glanced across a the Androche’ s corpse. “ Y ou will be staying for thetria,” he said, nodding
to the proctor.

The man stood and moved acrass the room, not | etting Snow out of his sightsfor amoment. Even as
the barrel of the riot gun was pushed up under Snow’ s chin he noted how the man was careful not to
block Songrel’ sfield of fire. Snow alowed hisweapon to be taken. Maybe he could have dedlt with the
proctor, but not Songrel aswell. Now the proctor backed off, flicking one puzzled glance at the wegpon
he had taken before pocketing it.

Songrel opened the moisture lock and gestured Snow over. There, maybe, Snow thought. He
walked over, stepped through the lock and glanced behind him. The proctor, staying well back, shook
his head and grinned. Swearing under his breath, Snow shut his plastron mask and ducked out into the
arid day.

They gave him no openings, not on the stairs nor out on the dusty street. Always, one of them would
be covering him from a distance of two or three paces. Snow was fast; faster than most people had
reason to suspect, but not fast enough to outrun abullet or energy charge.

“Y ou know you'rekilling me,” he said to Songrel.

“There |l be guards during thetria, and we'll give you an escort after....if you' rereleased,” Songrel
replied.

Opening his dust robes so both of them could see clearly what he was doing, he reached to the back
of hisbelt and removed the holocorder Songrdl had given him.

“You' ve got dl the evidence you need here, and | have to wonder how many of your guards might
be tempted by the merchant’ sreward.”

Songrel appeared pained at this; he stepped closer to take the recording device, his weapon directed
at Snow’ s mask.

Thewoman seemed to come out of nowhere: one moment all movement in the street was warily
distant, then she was there, holding the proctor’ sriot gun as he ssumbled and went face down. Songrdl’s
amdid asdeto track her.

That was enough of an opening for Snow. He snapped his boot forward, catching the man in the gut,
then chopped down on the back of his neck as he bowed forward. Songrel’ s gun thudded into the dust.
Snow dropped, snatched and rolled, coming up to get the woman in hissights. Shewasn't there.

“I think thisisyours,” she said, to one side of him.

Turning hishead only, he observed her. With one hand she was covering him with the riot gun. In her
other hand she was holding his own wespon. She lowered the riot gun.

“Perhaps now would be agood time to leave?’

By the condensation jar Snow paused for bresth. The woman, he noted, seemed not to need the
rest, hardly seemed to be breathing at al. He shook his head and studied the jar. The man was now
dead, hisbody giving up the last of itswater for the public good. Snow paused for amoment longer to
observe the greasy film on theinside of the jar before moving on. Someone had finished the poor bastard
off.

“Why did you help me?’ he asked the woman.

“Because you needed help.”

Snow contained his annoyance. With aglance back toward the station he set out again, the woman
eadly keeping pace with him. She'd had her opportunity to kill him, so it was not the reward she was
after. Time enough to find out what her angle was when they had put some distance between themsdves
and potentia pursuit.

Once out of sight of the station they left the road, setting out across a spill of desert to adistant rock
field. There, Snow felt, they would be able to lose themsdlves, unless a sand shark got them first. He



drew his pistol as he walked and kept his eyes open. One sand shark twitched its motion-detecting pal ps
above the sand, but shortly subsided. It must have fed in the last year; it would be quiescent for another
year to come.

Having reached the rocks and firmer ground without event Snow dowed his pace while studying his
companion. She wasincongruoudy attractive and clean-looking and he found himsdf saringin
fascination, reluctant to tell her, after what she had done for him, that he normally traveled done. That, he
supposed was the problem—he traveled done by necessity, not choice. He gave an open-handed
gesture and she walked on a pace ahead of him. Whatever danger she represented to him, at least he had
her in dght.

Now studying her from the Sde he said, “1 won't be going much farther. | want to set up camp
beforethe Thira”

The woman nodded, but made no comment.

Snow made afire from old cargpaces and removed his mask in the light of evening. He was curious
to note that the woman had not replaced her mask, yet her skin was clear and unblemished. She sank
down next to him by thefire, with agrace that could only reflect superb physical condition.

“Y ou never answered my question,” he said.

With her head bowed the woman said, “Y ou owe me, perhapsfor your life. For that will you alow
meto tel you in my own time?’

“People have been trying to kill me. I'm not sure | can afford to be that generous.”

She shrugged. “I could have killed you.”

Snow bit down on frugtration: he did owe her for hislife. She could have killed him and, without her
help, killerswould have gathered at the water station while dow due process brought him to court. He
took a deep breath and searched for some stillness.

“What do | cdl you?' he asked eventualy.

“Hirdd.”

He struggled on, “Where did you come from....before?’

“Acrossthe Thira”

Snow had his doubts about that reply. He had crossed the Thira a couple of times and knew it to be
rough going. Hirald looked like someone fresh from amonth’s sojourn in awater station.

“I see)” hesad.

“You are Show,” she said, turning and fixing him with blue eyesthat appeared violet in the fading red
light.

Hefdt hisstomach lurch a that ook, and then heimmediatdly felt self-contempt. After al these years
he was till susceptibleto physical attraction...to beauty..." Yes, | am.”

“I would liketo travel with you for awhile.”

“You know who | am, and | suspect you know why | am suspicious of your motives.”

She amiled at him and hefdt that lurch again. He turned and spat in thefire,

“I'm crossing the Thira” he said.

“I have no problem with that.”

Snow lay back and rested his head on one of the packs. He pulled athermal sheet across his body
and stared up at the sky. The red-tinted swathe of stars was being encroached on by the asteroids of the
night—all that remained of VVatch’ s moon after some long-ago cataclysm. A single sword of light from an
ion drive cut the sunset.

“Why?" he asked.

“BecauseI’mlonely, and | fed like achange.”

Snow grunted and closed his eyes. Shewas not out to kill him, but her motives remained unrevealed.
Whatever, she could never keep to the pace he set and would soon abandon him, and the unsettling
things he was feding would soon go away. He dept.

Sunlight on hisface, bringing the familiar tingling prior to burning, had his hand up and closing his



mask across before he was fully awake. He looked at Hirald across the dead ashes of the fire and got
the unsettling notion that she had not changed postion al night. He sat up, then after amuttered good
morning, went behind arock and urinated into his condenser pack. Following theritual of every morning
for many years now, he then emptied the moisture-collectors of hisundersuit into it aswell. The collector
bottle he emptied into his drinking bottle before dipping his toothbrush and cleaning histeeth. By thetime
he had finished his ablutions and come out from behind the rock, Hirald had opened a breskfast-soup
ration pack and it was bubbling under itslid. Snow reached for another pack, but she held up her hand.

“Thisisfor you. | have already esten.”

“Didyoudegpa dl?

“A little. Tell me, how do you cometo bein possession of proscribed weaponry?’

“Took it off someonewho tried to kill me,” helied. He could hardly tell her he had brought it here
before the runcible proscription and modified it himsdf over many years thereafter. He sat down to drink
his breakfast.

When he had finished they set out acrossthe Thira. Hirald noted him looking at her after an hour’s
walking and closed her mask. He thought no more of it—| ots of people didiked the masks, and were
prepared to pay the price of water-loss not to wear them so much.

By midmorning the temperature had reached forty-five degrees and was il riang. A sand shark
broke from the surface of adune and came scuttling after them for afew meters, then halted, panting like
adog, tired or too well fed to continue—that, or it had sampled human flesh before.

When the temperature reached fifty and the cooling units of Snow’ s undersuit were laboring under
the load, he noted that Hirad <till easily matched his pace. When acrab-bird dropped clacking out of the
sky at them she brought it down with one shot before Snow could even think of reaching for hisweapon,
and before he saw what weapon she shot the creature with. She was a remarkable woman.

Shortly after midday Snow cdled ahat. “We ll rest until evening, then continue through the night and
tomorrow morning. The following night should bring us out the other sde.”

Hirald nodded in agreement, seemingly unconcerned.

They dept under the reflective shelter of Snow’ s day tent, then moved on at sunset after Snow had
checked their pogition. They walked dl night and most of the following morning, and when they finaly st
up the tent again Snow was exhausted. With ahint of irritation he told Hirald he wanted privacy in the
tent and suggested she set up her own. Onceinside histent he sealed up and stripped naked. He then
cleaned himsdlf and the insde of his undersuit with a cycle sponge—adevice that made it possible to stay
clean with aquarter liter of water and little spillage. After this he pulled on apair of toweling shortsand
lay back with hisminiature air cooler humming away at full power. It wasluxury of akind. After hdf an
hour’ s deep he woke and opened the tent to look outside. Hirald was sitting in the sand with her mask
open. She was watching the horizon intently, her stillness quite unnaturd.

“Don’'t you have aday tent?’ Snow asked.

She shook her head.

“Come and join methen,” he said, reversing back into histent. Hirad stood and walked over,
apparently unaffected by the baking sun. She entered the tent and closed it behind her, then, after a
glance at Snow, she began to remove her surviva suit. Snow turned away for amoment, then thought,
what the hell, and turned back to watch. She had not asked him to turn his head. Under her suit she
wore asingle, skin-hugging garment. The material waslike white silk, and amost trand ucent. Snow
swallowed dryly, then tried to distract himsalf by wondering about her sanitary arrangements. Asshe
lifted her legs up to remove her trousers from her feet he saw then how the matter was arranged and
wondered if ablush was evident on hiswhite skin. The garment was dit from the lower part of her pae
pubic hair round to the top crease of her buttocks.

Asghefinaly removed her trousers Hirald looked at him and noted the direction of his attention. He
raised his gaze and met her eyeto eye. She amiled at him and, still smiling, stretched the deeves of the
garment down and off over her hands and rolled it down below her breasts. Snow cleared histhroat and
tried to think of something witty to say. She was asuccubus, alondly desert man’ sfantasy. Still smiling



she came across the tent on her hands and knees, put her hand againgt his chest and pushed him back,
sat adtride him, and with her pale hair falling elther sde of his head she leaned down and kissed him on
the mouth. Her mouth was sieet and warm. Snow was thoroughly aware of her hard little nipplesdiding
from side to sde againgt his chest. He touched the skin of her shoulders and found it dry and warm. She
sat back then and looked down at him for amoment. There was something strange about that |ook—a
kind of cold curiosity. She did forward onto his stomach, then turned and reached back to pull his shorts
down and off hislegs. He was amazed at just how far she could twist and bend her body. Once his
shortswere removed she did back until his penis rested between her buttocks, then, after raising hersdlf a
little, she continued to push back, bending it over until it hurt, then with aswift movement of her pelvis,
took it ingde her. Snow groaned, then gritted histeeth as she sarted to move, fill staring down a him
with that strange expresson.

In the evening, when it was time to go, Snow felt abone-deep lethargy. He had not dept much during
the afternoon. Each time he had tried to relax after a session of sex, Hiradd would do something he could
not resist. Her last climax had been so intense that she had cried out and shuddered uncontrollably, and
after it she had looked down at herself in surprise and shock. Thereafter she had been eager to repeat the
experience. Snow felt sore and drained.

Asthey walked across the darkened violet sandsthey had talked little, but one conversation had
raised Snow’ s suspicions.

“Y our hand, how did you loseit?’

“ Andronache challenge. It was shredded by aflack shell.”

“How isit now?’

Snow had paused before replying. Did she know?

“What do you mean: how isit? It was amputated. It isno longer there.”

“Yes,” she had said, and no more.

The sun was crossing the horizon and the night asteroids fading out of the sky when they reached the
rock-field a the edge of the Thira With little energy for conversation, Snow set up his day tent and
collapsed insde, ingtantly adeep. When he woke in the latter part of the day it wasto discover himsdlf
undressed under ablanket, with Hirald lying beside him. She was up on her elbow, her head propped on
her hand, studying hisface. As soon as she saw that he was awake she handed him a carton of mixed
juice. He sat up, the blanket diding down. She was naked. He drank thejuice.

“I’'m glad you came along,” he said, and the rest of the day was spent in pleasant activity.

That night they moved deep into the rock field. The following day passed much as the one before.

“I think it fair totel you | have animplant,” Snow said as he rested after some particularly vigorous
activity. “Y ouwon't get pregnant by me, and my semen islittle more than water and afew free
proteins.”

“Why do you fed it necessary to tel methis?’ Hirald asked him.

“Asyou know, thereisareward out for my testicles, stasis preserved. Thisis not because Merchant
Baris particularly wants me dead. | think it is because heis after my genetic tissue. At the water station
the Androche. .. seduced me.” Snow was uncomfortable with that. “ She did it so she could collect my
sperm, probably to sdll.”

“I know,” Hirald said. Snow looked at her and she went on, “He is after your testicles or other body
tissue to provide him with an endless supply of your genetic materid.”

Snow considered that. Of course there had to be more to Hirald than he had supposed, but the sex
had clouded his thought-processes somewhat.

“Itisthe next best thing to having your entire living body. | suspect Baristhought it unlikely he could
get away with that. HE d never get your entire body off-planet. Thisway he dso cornersthe market.”

“Y ou know an awful lot about what Baris wants.”

Hirald gazed at him very directly. “How isyour hand?’

Snow |looked down at the stump. He unclipped the covering and pulled it off. What he exposed was
recognizably a hand, though deformed and almost useless. The covering had been cleverly madeto



concedl it, to make it gppear asif the hand was missing.

“It will be no different from its predecessor in about six months. | intended to walk out of one water
dtation without ahand, then into another station with ahand and anew identity.”

“What about your abinism?’

“Skin dye and eyelenses.”

“Of course. Y ou cannot take transplants.”

“No...I think you should explain yoursdlf.”

“The people | work for want the same as Baris: your genome.”

“Y ou've had opportunity...”

“No, they want the best option, which isyou, willingly. | want you to gate back to Earth with me.”

“Why?

“You are regenerdive. It isthe source of your immortdity. We know thisnow. Y ou have known it
for more than athousand years.”

“Sill, why?’

“We have managed to keep your secret for the last three hundred years, ever sinceit was
discovered. Ten years ago the knowledge was leaked. Now severa organizations know about you, and
what you represent: whoever can decode your genome has access to immortality, and through that
access to unprecedented wedth and power. That’swhy Bariswasthe first to track you down. There will
be others”

“Y ou work for Earth Central.”

“Yes”

“Wouldn't it be better just to kill me and destroy my body?”

“Earth Central does not suppress knowledge.” Hirald smiled a him. “Y ou should be old enough to
understand the futility of that. It wants the knowledge disseminated so that it does’t put power into the
hands of the wrong people. It could do immense good. The projections are that in ten years a treatment
would become available to make anyone regenerative, within limits.”

“Yet prior to thisit kept alid on things,” Snow said.

“It guarded your privacy. It did not suppress knowledge. Not to seek out knowledge is not the same
assuppressingit.”

“Is Earth Centrd so moral now?” Snow wondered, then could have kicked himself for his stupidity.
Of course Earth Centra was. Only human beings and other low-grade sentients could become corrupt,
and Earth Centra was the most powerful Al in the human Polity. Hirdd, noting his discom-fiture, did not
answer hisquestion.

“Will you come?’ she asked him.

Snow was gazing at thewall of the tent asif he could see through it acrosstherock field. “ This
requires thought, not instant decisions. Two days should bring usto my home. I'll consider it.”

Draped in chameleon cloth the hover trangport vanished into the surrounding dunes. Inside the
transport Jnarit shuffled a pack of cards and played agame men like himsdlf had played in smilar
gtuationsfor many centuries. Hiswife, Jharilla, dept. Trock was cleaning an antique revolver he had
picked up at an auction in the last water station. The bullets he had acquired with it were arrayed in nest,
soldierly rows on the table before him.

Canard Meck was plugged in, trying to pick up information from the net and the high-speed
communicationsthe runcible Al exchanged with its subminds. The cal came asardief to dl of them but
her—she resented dropping out of that world of perfect logic and pure clarity of thought, back into the
sweat-stink of the transport.

“| am Baris” said the smiling face from the screen.

Coming straight to the point Jharit said, “Y ou have the information?”

“I have,” Baris confirmed, hissmileonly dightly less, “and | will be coming to join you for thefina
chase”

Jharit and Trock exchanged alook.



“Asyouwish. You are paying.”

“Yes, | am.” Themerchant’s smile was gone now. “ Turn on your beacon and | will join you within
the hour.”

“How are you getting out here?’ Canard Meck asked.

“By AGC of course,” Barissaid, turning to look toward her.

“All AGCsareregistered. The Al will know whereyou are.”

Barisflicked hisfingersat this, assuming an expression of contempt. “No matter. We will continue
from your pogition to...our destination, in the transport.”

“Very well,” Canard Meck agreed.

Bariswaited for something more to be said. When nothing was he blanked the screen with a
disappointed moue.

The merchant arrived in afancy repro Macrojet AGC. He climbed out wearing sand fatigues and
followed by two women dressed much the same. One carried a hunting rifle and ammunition belts; the
other carried various unidentifiable packages. Baris struck a pose before them. He was a handsome man,
but none of the four reacted to thisfoolish display. They knew that anyone who had reached the
merchant’s position was no fool. Jharit and Jharillalooked a him glassy-eyed. Trock inspected therifle.
Canard Meck glanced at one of the women, took in theimbecilic smile, then returned her attention to the
merchant.

“Shdl we be on our way then?’ she said.

Barisnodded and, still smiling, clicked his fingers and walked to the trangport. The two women
followed him, obedient as dogs. The four came after: hounds of a different breed.

Out of the rock field reared thefirst of the stone buittes, carved by wind-blown sand into something
resembling aman-like statue sunk up to its chest in the ground. In the cracks and divisions of its head,
micaand quartz glittered like insectile eyes. Snow led the way to the base of the butte where dabs of the
same stonelay tilted in the ground.

“Here,” he said, holding his hand out to a sandwich of dabs. With agrinding noise, thetop dab
pivoted to one Side to expose astair dropping a short distance to the floor of atunnel. “Welcometo my
home.”

“Youliveinaholein the ground?’ Hirad asked, with atouch of irony.

“Of course not. Follow me.”

Asthey climbed down, the dab swung back across above them and wall lights clicked on. Hirad
noted that the tunnel led under the butte and had aready worked things out by the time they reached the
chimney and the elevator car. They climbed insde the car and sprawled in plush seats asit hauled them
up achimney cut through the center of the butte.

“Thismust have taken you sometime,” Hirald observed.

“The chimney was dready here. | first found it about two hundred years ago. Others had lived here
before me, but in rather primitive conditions. I” ve been improving the place ever since.”

The car arrived at its destination and they walked from it into acomplex of moisture-locked rooms at
the head of the butte.

With adrink in her hand Hirald stood at a polarized panoramic window and gazed out acrossthe
rock field for amoment, then returned her attention to the room and its contents. In a glass-fronted case
along onewal was adisplay of weapons dating from the 22nd century, and at the center asword from
some prespace age. Hirad had to wonder where and when Snow had acquired it. She turned from the
case as Snow returned to the room, dressed now in loose black trousers and a black, open-necked shirt.
The contrast with hiswhite skin and hair and pink eyes gave him the gppearance of someone who might
have ataste for blood.

“There’ s some clothing there for you to use if you like, and the shower. There s plenty of water
here,” hetold her.

Hirald nodded, placed her drink on a glass-topped table, and headed back into the rooms Snow had
come from. Snow watched her go. She would shower and change and be little fresher than she aready



was. He had noted with some puzzlement how she never seemed to smell bad, never seemed dirty.

“Whose clothing isthis?’ Hirald asked from the room beyond.

“My last wife's” said Snow.

Hirald came to the door with clothing folded over one arm. Shelooked at Snow questioningly.

“Shekilled hersdlf about a century ago,” he said in aflat voice. “Waked out into the desert and
burned a hole through her head. | found her before the crab-birds and sand sharks.”

“Wr]yl?’

“Shegrew old and | did not. She hated it.”

Hirald didn’t comment. She went to take her shower, and shortly returned wearing a skin-tight
body-suit of tranducent blue materiad, which she did not expect to be wearing for long once Snow saw
her init. He was occupied though—sitting in aswive chair studying ascreen. Hewas back in his dust
robes, terrgpin mask hanging open. She walked up behind him to see what he was looking at. She saw
the hover transport on the sand and the two women pulling a sheet over it. She recognized Merchant
Barisand thefour hired killers.

“It would seem Baris hasfound me,” Snow said, histone cold and flt.

“Y ou know him?’

“Met him once when he was younger. He hasn't changed much.” He nodded at the screen. “ The four
with him look an interesting bunch.”

“I met them: the Marsman and the Corporate woman are the |eaders—mercenary group,” said
Hirad. “What defenses does this place have?’

“None, | never felt the need for them.”

“Areyou sure they are coming here?’

“It seems strange that he has chosen this particular rock field on the whole planet. I’ ll have to go and
setlethis”

“I'll change,” said Hirald, and hurried back to get her suit. When she returned Snow was gone; when
shetried to follow she found the elevator car locked at the bottom of the shaft.

“Damnyou,” she sad flatly, smashing her fist against adoorjamb, leaving afist-shaped dent in the
stedl. Then she walked back afew paces, turned, ran and legped into the shaft. Therails pinned to the
edge were six meters away. She reached them easily, her hands|ocking on the polished metd with a
thump. Laborioudy she began to climb down.

Jharit smiled at hiswife and nodded to Trock, who stood beyond her, strapping on body armor. This
was the one. They would be rich after this. He examined the narrow-beam laser he held. He would have
preferred something with alittle more power, but it was essentid that the body not be too badly
damaged. He turned to Baris as the merchant sent his two women back to the transport.

“WE I go in spread out. He probably has scanning equipment in the rock field and if there san
ambush we don’t want him to get too many of usat once.”

Baris smiled and thumbed bulletsinto hisrifle, adjusted the scope. Jharit wondered about him,
wondered how good he was. He gave the signd for them to spread out and enter the rock field.

They were coming to kill him. There were no rules, no challenges offered. Snow braced the butt of
his pistol againgt the rock and sighted along it.

“Anything?’ Jnarit asked over the com.

“Pin cameras,” Jnarillatold him. “1 burned a couple out, but there have to be more. He knowswe' re
here”

“Remember, narrow-beam, we burn too much and there’' sno money. A clean kill. A head shot
would benice,” Jharit added.

There was awhooshing sound, abrief scream, static over the com. Jharit hit the ground and moved
behind arock.

“What the hell wasthat?’



“He s got afucking proton wegpon. Fucking body armor’ s useless!”
Jharit felt asinking sensation in his gut. They had expected projectile weapons, perhaps alaser.
“Who..?’

There was a pause.

“Trock?’

“Jnarilla sdead.”

Jharit swallowed dryly and edged on into the rock field.

“Pogtion?’

“Don’'t know?’

“Meck?’

“Nothing here”

“Baris?’

There was no reply from the Merchant.

Snow dropped down off the top of the boulder and pulled some of the small but deadly grenades
from hisbdlt. Lacking ahand, he used histeeth to twist their topsright around. The dark-skinned one
was over to hisleft, the Marsman over to hisright. The others were farther over to the right somewhere.
He threw the two spheroids right and left and moved back, then flicked through multiple viewson his
wrist screen. A lot of the cameras were out, but he pulled up aview of the Marsman. Two detonations.
Asthe Marsman hit the ground he redlized he had thrown too far. He flicked through the views again and
caught the other ssumbling through dust and wreckage, rock splintersimbedded in hisface. Ah, 0.

Snow moved to hisleft, checking his screen every few seconds. He halted behind atilted dab and
after checking his screen once more, squatted down and waited. With little regard for his surroundings
Trock ssumbled out of thefaling dust. Snow smiled grimly under his mask and sighted on him, but before
he could fire, red agony cut his shoulder. The smdl of burning flesh. Snow rolled to one side, came up
onto hisfeset, ran. Rock to one side of him smoked, pinged asit heated. He dived for cover, crawled
among broken rock. The firing ceased. Now I’'m dead, he thought. His pistol lay in the dust back there
somewhere.

“He dropped hisweapon, Trock. He sover to your left. Take him down, | can’t get asighting on
him at the moment.”

Trock spat abroken tooth from his mouth and walked in the direction indicated, his antique revolver
in hisleft hand and hislaser in hisright. Thiswasit. The bastard was dead, or perhapsnot. I'll cut his
arms and legs off, the beam should cauterize sufficiently. But Trock did not get timetofire. The
figurein dust robes came out of nowhere to drop-kick himin the chest. The body armor absorbed most
of the blow, but Trock went over. Before he could rise the figure was above him, asplit-fingered blow
spearing down. After that Trock saw nothing. Sprawled back he lifted fingersto the bleeding mess
behind his broken visor. Then the pain hit and he started screaming.

Snow coughed as quietly as he could, opened his mask and gasped in pain. The burn had started at
his shoulder and ended in the middle of his chest, but luckily his dust robes had absorbed most of the
heat. A second more and he would have been dead. The pain was crippling. He knew he would not have
the energy to withstand another attack like that, nor would he be likely to take any of the others by
surprise. His adversary had been stunned by the explosion, angered by injury. Snow edged back through
the rock field, his mobility rapidly decreasing. When a shadow fell across him he looked up into the
ineviteble.

“Why didn’t you take hisweagpon?’ Jharit asked, nodding back toward Trock, who was no longer
screaming. Hewas curled feta by arock, afield dressing across his eyes and his body pumped full of
sdf-administered pain-killers.

“Notime, no strength. ..could only get him through hisvisor,” Snow managed.

Jharit nodded and spoke into his com.



“I have him. Homeinonmy sgnd.”

Snow waited for deeth, but Jharit squatted in the dust, seemingly disinclined to kill him.

“Jnarillawas ahdl of awoman,” said Jnarit, removing astasis bottle from his belt and pushing it into
the sand next to him. “We were married in Viking City twenty years ago.” Jharit pulled awicked cerama
knife from hisboot and held it up before hisface. “Thisisfor her you understand. After I’ ve taken your
testicles and dressed that wound I'll seeto your other injury. | don't want you to die yet. | have so much
to tell you about her, and there is so much | want you to experience. Y ou know she—"

Jharit turned at a sound, roseto hisfeet and drew his laser again. He stepped away from Snow and
gazed around. Snow looked beyond him but could see nothing.

“If you leave here now, Marsman, | will not kill you.”

ThevoicewasHirdd's.

Jharit fired into the rocks and backed toward Snow.

“I haveasingun and | amin chameleonwear. | can kill you any timel wish. Drop your weapon.”

Jharit paused for amoment of indecision, then whirled, pointing hislaser at Snow. The expresson on
hisfacetold al. Before he could pressthetrigger he collapsed into himself: acentra point thesize of a
pinhead, aplume of sand standing where he stood, then &l blasted away in athunder-clap and encore of
miniature lightnings across the ground. Snow dowly shoved himsdf to hisfeet ashe stared in awe a the
spot Jharit had occupied. He had heard of such weapons but had not believed they existed. He looked
across as Hirad flickered back into existence only afew meters away. She smiled at him, just before the
first shot ripped the side of her face away.

Snow knew he yelled, he might have screamed. He watched in impotent horror as the second shot
smacked into her back and knocked her to the ground. Then: Baris and the Corporate woman, walking
out of therock field. Baris sighted again as he walked, hit Hirald with another shot that ripped half her
Sde away as he and his companion moved past her.

Snow fet hislegs give way. He went down on hisknees. Baris came before him, asdf-satisfied
smirk on hisface. Snow gazed up at him, trying to pull the energy together, to throw it dl into one last
attempt. He knew it was what Bariswas waiting for, but it was al he could do. He glanced aside at the
woman, saw she had hated some way back. She was staring back past Baris at Hirald, horror on her
face. Snow did not want to ook there—he did not want to know.

“Omy God! It'sher!”

Snow pulled himself to hisfeet, dizziness making him lurch. Baris glanced &t the Corporate woman in
confusion, then pointed therifle at Snow’ sface. The merchant relished his moment for the half asecond it
lasted. The hand punched through his body from the back, knocked therifle aside, lifted him and hurled
him against arock with such force he suck for amoment, then fdll, leaving aman-shaped corona of
blood. Hirald stood there, revealed. Where the syntheflesh had been blown away, glittering cerama was
exposed, her white enamel teeth, one blue eye complete in its socket, the ribbed column of her spine.
She observed Snow for amoment, then turned toward the woman. Snow fainted before the scream.

Hewasin his bed and memories dowly dragged themselvesinto hismind. Helay there, histhroat
dry, and after amoment felt across to his numbed chest and the dressing. It was amoment before he
dared open hiseyes. Hirald sat at the Side of the bed and when she saw he was awake she helped him
up into agitting position against his pillows. Snow observed her face. She had repaired the damage
somehow, but the scars of that repair-work were gtill there. She looked just like a human woman who
had been disfigured in an accident. She wore aloose shirt and trousers to hide the other repairs. Ashe
studied her she reached up and self-conscioudly touched her face, before reaching for a glass of water to
hand to him. That touch of vanity confused him for amoment. Gratefully, he drained the glass.

“You'reaGolem android,” he said in the end, unsure.

Hirald smiled, and it did not ook so bad.

She said, “Canard Meck thought that.” When she saw his confusion she explained, “The Corporate
woman. She caled me product, which is an understandable mistake. | am nearly indistinguishable from
the Golem Twenty-Two.”



“What are you then?” Snow asked as she poured him another glass of water.

“A cyborg discovering she' s more human than she thought. No one owns me.”

Snow sipped hisdrink as he considered that. He was not sure what he was fedling.

“Will you come to Earth with me?’ she asked.

Snow turned and watched her for along time. He remembered how it had been in the tent as she, he
redlized, discovered that she was till human.

“Y ou know, | will never grow old and die,” she said.

“| see”

Shetilted her head questioningly and awaited his answer.

A dow smile spread across hisface. “I’ll come with you,” hetold her. He put hisdrink down and
reached out to take hold of her hand. There was still blood under her fingernails and the tear duct in her
|eft eye was not working properly. It didn’t matter.
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I was walking north along George Street toward Town Hall railway station, pondering the ways| might

solvethetricky third question of my linear algebra assignment, when | encountered asmall crowd
blocking the footpath. | didn’t give much thought to the reason they were standing there; I'd just passed a
busy restaurant, and | often saw groups of people gathered outside. But once I’ d started to make my
way around them, moving into an aley rather than stepping out into the traffic, it became gpparent that
they were not just dinersfrom afarewell lunch for aretiring colleague, putting off their return to the office
for aslong as possible. | could see for mysdlf exactly what was holding their attention.

Twenty meters down the dley, aman waslying on his back on the ground, shielding his bloodied
face with his hands, while two men stood over him, relentlessy swinging narrow sticks of somekind. At
first | thought the sticks were pool cues, but then | noticed the metal hooks on the ends. I’d only ever
seen these obscure wegpons before in one other place: my primary school, where an appointed window
monitor would use them at the start and end of each day. They were meant for opening and closing an
old-fashioned kind of hinged pane when it was too high to reach with your hands.

| turned to the other spectators. *“Has anyone caled the police?” A woman nodded without looking



at me, and said, “ Someone used their mobile, a couple of minutes ago.”

The lants must have redlized that the police were on their way, but it seemed they were too
committed to their task to abandon it until that was absolutely necessary. They were facing away from the
crowd, so perhapsthey weren't entirely reckless not to fear identification. The man on the ground was
dressed like akitchen hand. He was still moving, trying to protect himself, but he was making less noise
than his attackers; the need, or the ability, to cry out in pain had been beaten right out of him.

Asfor caling for help, he could have saved his bregth.

A chill passed through my body, asick cold churning sensation that came a moment before the
consciousredization: I’ m going to watch someone murdered, and I’ m going to do nothing. But this
wasn't adrunken brawl, where afew bystanders could step in and separate the combatants; the two
assailants had to be serious criminds, settling ascore. Keeping your distance from something like that
was just common sense. I'd go to court, I’ d be awitness, but no one could expect anything more of me.
Not when 30 other people had behaved in exactly the same way.

Themenintheadley did not have guns. If they’ d had guns, they would have used them by now. They
weren't going to mow down anyone who got in their way. It was one thing not to make amartyr of
yourself, but how many people could these two grunting dobs fend off with sticks?

| unstrapped my backpack and put it on the ground. Absurdly, that made me feel more vulnerable; |
was dways worried about losing my textbooks. Think about this. You don’t know what you're doing.
| hadn't been in so much asafist fight since | was 13. | glanced at the strangers around me, wondering if
anyonewould joininif | implored them to rush forward together. But that wasn't going to happen. | was
awillowy, unimposing 18-year-old, wearing a T-shirt adorned with Maxwell’ s Equations. | had no
presence, no authority. No one would follow meinto the fray.

Alone, I"d be as hel pless as the guy on the ground. These men would crack my skull openinan
ingtant. There were half adozen solid-looking office workersin their 20sin the crowd; if these weekend
rugby players hadn’t felt competent to intervene, what chance did | have?

| reached down for my backpack. If | wasn't going to help, there was no point being hereat all. I'd
find out what had happened on the evening news.

| started to retrace my steps, sick with self-loathing. Thiswasn't kristallnacht. There' d be no
embarrassing questions from my grandchildren. No one would ever reproach me.

Asif that were the measure of everything.

“Fuck it.” | dropped my backpack and ran down the dley.

| was close enough to smell the three swesting bodies over the stench of rotting garbage before | was
even noticed. The nearest of the attackers glanced over his shoulder, affronted, then amused. He didn’t
bother redeploying his weapon in mid-stroke; as| hooked an arm around his neck in the hope of
overbaancing him, hethrust hiselbow into my chest, winding me. | clung on desperately, maintaining the
hold even though | couldn’t tighten it. As hetried to prize himsdlf loose, | managed to kick hisfeet out
from under him. We both went down onto the asphalt; | ended up benesath him.

The man untangled himsdlf and clambered to hisfeet. As| struggled to right mysdlf, picturing ameta
hook swinging into my face, someone whistled. | looked up to see the second man gesturing to his
companion, and | followed hisgaze. A dozen men and women were coming down the aley, advancing
together at abrisk walk. It was not a particularly menacing sight—I’ d seen angrier crowds with peace
sgns painted on their faces—but the sheer numbers were enough to guarantee some inconvenience. The
first man hung back long enough to kick mein theribs. Then the two of them fled.

| brought my knees up, then raised my head and got into a crouch. | was still winded, but for some
reason it seemed vita not to remain flat on my back. One of the office workers grinned down at me.

“Y ou fuckwit. Y ou could have got killed.”

The kitchen hand shuddered, and snorted bloody mucus. His eyes were swollen shut, and when he
laid his hands down beside him, | could see the bones of his knuckles through the torn skin. My own skin
turnedicy, at thisvison of thefateI’d courted for mysdf. But if it was ashock to redize how | might
have ended up, it was just as sobering to think that I’ d amost walked away and let them finish him off,
when the intervention had actudly cost me nothing.



| roseto my feet. People milled around the kitchen hand, asking each other about first aid. |
remembered the basics from acourse I’ d done in high schoal, but the man was il breathing, and he
was't losing vast amounts of blood, so | couldn’t think of anything helpful that an amateur could doin
the circumstances. | squeezed my way out of the gathering and walked back to the street. My backpack
was exactly where I’ d eft it; no one had stolen my books. | heard sirens gpproaching; the police and the
ambulance would be there soon.

My ribswere tender, but | wasn’t in agony. I'd cracked arib falling off atrail bike on the farm when
| wastwelve, and | wasfairly surethat thiswas just bruising. For awhile | walked bent over, but by the
time | reached the station | found | could adopt anormal gait. | had some grazed skin on my arms, but |
couldn’t have appeared too battered, because no one on the train looked at me twice.

That night, | watched the news. The kitchen hand was described as being in a stable condition. |
pictured him stepping out into the alley to empty abucket of fishheads into the garbage, to find the two of
them waiting for him. I’ d probably never learn what the attack had been about unless the case went to
trial, and as yet the police hadn’t even named any suspects. If the man had been in afit sateto talk in the
dley, | might have asked him then, but any sensethat | was entitled to an explanation was rapidly fading.

The reporter mentioned astudent “leading the charge of angry citizens” who' d rescued the kitchen
hand, and then she spoke to an eye witness, who described this young man as“aNew Ager, wearing
some kind of agtrologica symbolson hisshirt.” | snorted, then looked around nervoudy in case one of
my housemates had made the improbable connection, but no one else was even in earshot.

Then the story was over.

| felt flat for amoment, cheated of the minor rush that 15 seconds fame might have ddivered; it was
like reaching into a biscuit tin when you thought there was one more chocolate chip | &ft, to find thet there
actualy waan't. | considered phoning my parentsin Orange, just to talk to them from within the strange
afterglow, but I’ d established aroutine and it was not the right day. If | called unexpectedly, they’ d think
something waswrong.

o, that wasiit. In aweek’ stime, when the bruises had faded, I d look back and doubt that the
incident had ever happened.

| went upgtairsto finish my assgnment.

Francine said, “There sanicer way to think about this. If you do a change of variables, from x and y
to z and z-conjugate, the Cauchy-Riemann equations correspond to the condition that the partial
derivetive of the function with repect to z-conjugate is equal to zero.”

We were gtting in the coffee shop, discussing the complex analysislecture we d had half an hour
before. Half a dozen of us from the same course had got into the habit of meeting at thistime every week,
but today the others had failed to turn up. Maybe there was a movie being screened, or a speaker
appearing on campusthat | hadn’t heard about.

| worked through the transformation she’ d described. “You'reright,” | said. “ That' sredly elegant!”

Francine nodded dightly in assent, while retaining her characteristic jaded look. She had an
undisguisable passion for mathematics, but she was probably bored out of her skull in class, waiting for
the lecturersto catch up and teach her something she didn’t already know.

| was nowhere near her level. Infact, I d started the year poorly, distracted by my new surroundings:
nothing so glamorous as the temptations of the night life, just the different Sghts and sounds and scale of
the place, aong with the bureaucratic demands of dl the organizations that now impinged upon my life,
from the university itself down to the shared house groceries subcommittee. In the last few weeks,
though, I’d finally started hitting my stride. I’ d got a part-time job, stacking shelvesin asupermarket; the
pay was lousy, but it was enough to take the edge off my financid anxieties, and the hoursweren’'t so
long that they left me with no time for anything but study.

| doodled harmonic contours on the notepaper in front of me. “So what do you do for fun?’ | said.
“Apart from complex andyss?’

Francinedidn’t reply immediately. Thiswasn't the first time we' d been aonetogether, but I’ d never
felt confident that | had the right words to make the most of the Stuation. At some point, though, I'd



stopped fooling myself that there was ever going to be a perfect moment, with the perfect phrasefaling
from my lips: something subtle but intriguing dipped deftly into the conversation, without disrupting the
flow. So now I’ d made my interest plain, with no attempt at artfulness or € oquence. She could judge me
as she knew me from the last three months, and if she felt no desire to know me better, | would not be
crushed.

“I writealot of Perl scripts,” she said. “Nothing complicated; just odds and endsthat | give avay as
freeware. It' svery relaxing.”

| nodded understandingly. I didn’t think she was being ddliberately discouraging; she just expected
meto be dightly more direct.

“Do you like Deborah Conway?’ I'd only heard acouple of her songs on the radio mysdlf, but afew
daysbefore |’ d seen a poster in the city announcing atour.

“Yeah. She'sgreat.”

| started thickening the conjugation bars over the variables I’ d scrawled. “She' splaying at aclubin
Surrey Hills” | said. “On Friday. Would you like to go?’

Francine smiled, making no effort now to appear world-weary. “ Sure. That would be nice.”

| smiled back. | wasn't giddy, | wasn't moonstruck, but | felt asif | was standing on the shore of an
ocean, contemplating its breadth. | felt theway | felt when | opened a sophisticated monograph in the
library, and was reduced to savoring the scent of the print and the crigp symmetry of the notation,
understanding only afraction of what | read. Knowing there was something glorious ahead, but knowing
too what a daunting task it would be to cometo termswithiit.

| sad, “I'll get the tickets on my way home.”

To celebrate the end of exams for the year, the household threw a party. It was asultry November
night, but the back yard wasn't much bigger than the largest room in the house, so we ended up opening
al the doors and windows and distributing food and furniture throughout the ground floor and the
exterior, front and back. Once the faint humid breeze off the river penetrated the depths of the house, it
was equally sweltering and mosquito-ridden everywhere, indoors and out.

Francine and | stayed close for an hour or so, obeying the digtinctive dynamics of acouple, until by
some unspoken mutual understanding it became clear that we could wander apart for awhile, and that
neither of uswas so insecure that we' d resent it.

| ended up in acorner of the crowded backyard, talking to Will, a biochemistry student who'd lived
inthe house for the last four years. On some level, he probably couldn't help fedling that his opinions
about the way things were run should carry more weight than anyone es¢'s, which had annoyed me
greatly when I’ d first moved in. We d since become friends, though, and | was glad to have achanceto
talk to him before he lft to take up ascholarship in Germany.

In the middle of a conversation about the work he’ d be doing, | caught sight of Francine, and he
followed my gaze.

Will said, “It took me awhileto figure out what findly cured you of your homesickness.”

“I was never homesick.”

“Yeah, right.” Hetook aswig of hisdrink. “She's changed you, though. Y ou have to admit that.”

“I do. Happily. Everything's clicked, since we got together.” Relationshi ps were meant to screw up
your studies, but my marks were soaring. Francine didn’t tutor me; she just drew meinto astate of mind
where everything was clearer.

“Theamazing thing isthat you got together a al.” 1 scowled, and Will raised ahand placatingly. “I
just meant, when you first moved in, you were pretty reserved. And down on yourself. When we
interviewed you for the room, you practicaly begged usto give it to someone more deserving.”

“Now you'retaking the piss.”

He shook his head. “ Ask any of the others.”

| fel slent. Thetruth was, if | took a step back and contemplated my situation, | was as astonished
ashewas. By thetime I’ d left my home town, it had become clear to me that good fortune had nothing
much to do with luck. Some people were born with wesdlth, or talent, or charisma They started with an



edge, and the benefits snowballed. I’ d aways believed that | had, a best, just enough intelligence and
persstenceto stay afloat in my chosen field; I’ d topped every classin high school, but in atown thesize
of Orange that meant nothing, and I’ d had no illusions about my fatein Sydney.

| owed it to Francine that my visions of mediocrity had not been fulfilled; being with her had
transformed my life. But where had | found the nerve to imaginethat | had anything to offer her in return?

“Something happened,” | admitted. “Before | asked her out.”

“Yesh?

| amost clammed up; | hadn't told anyone about the eventsin the dley, not even Francine. The
incident had come to seem too persondl, asif to recount it at al would be to lay my conscience bare. But
Will was off to Munich in less than aweek, and it was easier to confide in someone | didn’t expect to see
agan.

When | finished, Will boreasatisfied grin, asif I'd explained everything. “Pure karma,” he
announced. “1 should have guessed.”

“Oh, very scientific.”

“I’'m serious. Forget the Buddhist mystobabble; I’ m talking about the redl thing. If you stick to your
principles, of course things go better for you—assuming you don't get killed in the process. That's
elementary psychology. People have ahighly devel oped sense of reciprocity, of the gppropriateness of
the trestment they receive from each other. If thingswork out too well for them, they can't help asking,
‘“What did | do to deserve this? If you don’'t have agood answer, you' Il sabotage yourself. Not al the
time, but often enough. So if you do something that improves your self-esteem—"

“Sdf-esteemisfor theweak,” | quipped. Will rolled hiseyes. “1 don't think like that,” | protested.

“No?Why did you even bring it up, then?’

| shrugged. “Maybe it just made meless pessmigtic. | could have had the crap beaten out of me, but
| didn’t. That makes asking someone to a concert seem alot less dangerous.” | was beginning to cringe
at dl thisunwanted andysis, and | had nothing to counter Will’ s pop psychology except an equaly folksy
versgon of my own.

He could see | was embarrassed, so he let the matter drop. As | watched Francine moving through
the crowd, though, | couldn’t shake off an unsettling sense of the tenuousness of the circumstances that
had brought us together. There was no denying that if I'd walked away from the dley, and the kitchen
hand had died, | would have fet like shit for along time afterward. | would not have fdt entitled to much
out of my ownlife.

| hadn't walked away, though. And even if the decision had come down to the wire, why shouldn’t |
be proud that I’ d made the right choice? That didn’t mean everything that followed was tainted, like a
reward from some deazy, pdm-greasing deity. | hadn’t won Francine s affection inamedieval test of
bravery; we' d chosen each other, and persisted with that choice, for athousand complicated reasons.

We were together now; that was what mattered. | wasn't going to dwell on the path that had brought
meto her, just to dredge up all the doubts and insecurities that had amost kept us apart.

2012

Aswedrovethelast kilometer along the road south from Ar Refidiyah, | could seethe Wall of Foam
glistening ahead of usin the morning sunlight. Insubstantial asa pile of soap bubbles, but till intact, after
X weeks.

“I can't believeit' slasted thislong,” | told Sadiq.

“You didn’t trust the models?’

“Fuck, no. Every week, | thought we' d come over the hill and there' d be nothing but a shriveled-up
cobweb.”

Sadiq smiled. “ So you had no faith in my caculations?’

“Don’'t takeit persondly. Therewerealot of things we could have both got wrong.”

Sadiq pulled off the road. His students, Hassan and Rashid, had climbed off the back of the truck
and started toward the Wall before I’ d even got my face mask on. Sadiq called them back, and made
them put on plastic boots and paper suits over their clothes, while the two of usdid the same. Wedidn't



usualy bother with this much protection, but today was different.

Close up, the Wall dmost vanished: dl you noticed were isolated, rainbow-fringed reflections, drifting
at aleisurely pace acrossthe otherwise invisble film as water redistributed itsdlf, following wavesinduced
in the membrane by the interplay of air pressure, therma gradients, and surface tenson. Theseimages
might easily have been separate objects, scraps of tranducent plastic blowing around above the desert,
held aoft by abreezetoo faint to detect at ground level.

The further away you looked, though, the more crowded the hints of light became, and the less
plausible any dternative hypothesisthat denied the Wall itsintegrity. It Stretched for akilometer dong the
edge of the desert, and rose an uneven 15 to 20 metersinto the air. But it was merely thefirst, and
smalest, of itskind, and the time had come to put it on the back of the truck and driveit al the way back
to Basra

Sadiq took a spray can of reagent from the cabin, and shook it as he walked down the embankment.
| followed him, my heart in my mouth. The Wall had not dried out; it had not been torn gpart or blown
away, but therewas il plenty of room for failure.

Sadiq reached up and sprayed what appeared from my vantage to bethin air, but | could see the fine
mist of droplets strike the membrane. A breathy susurration rose up, like the sound from asteam iron,
and | fet afaint warm dampness before the first silken threads appeared, crisscrossing the region where
the polymer from which the Wall was built had begun to shift conformations. In one state, the polymer
was soluble, exposing hydrophilic groups of atoms that bound water into narrow sheets of feather-light
gel. Now, triggered by the reagent and powered by sunlight, it was tucking these groupsinto dick, oily
cages, and expelling every molecule of water, transforming the gdl into a desi ccated web.

| just hoped it wasn't expelling anything else.

Asthelacy net begantofdl infoldsat hisfeet, Hassan said something in Arabic, disgusted and
amused. My grasp of the language remained patchy; Sadiq trandated for me, his voice muffled by his
face mask: “He says probably most of the weight of the thing will be dead insects.” He shooed the youths
back toward the truck before following himself, asthe wind blew aglistening curtain over our heads. It
descended far too dowly to trap us, but | hastened up the dope.

We watched from the truck asthe Wall came down, the wave of dehydration propagating dong its
length. If the gd had been an dusive sght close up, the resdue was entirely invisblein the distance; there
was less substance to it than a very long pantyhose—a beit, pantyhose clogged with gnats.

The smart polymer was the invention of SonjaHelvig, aNorwegian chemigt; I’ d tweaked her origina
design for this gpplication. Sadiq and his studentswere civil engineers, responsible for scaing everything
up to the point where it could have apractical benefit. On those terms, this experiment was gill nothing
but aminor field trid.

| turned to Sadig. “Y ou did some mine clearance once, didn’'t you?’

“Yearsago.” Before| could say anything more, he’ d caught my drift. “Y ou' re thinking that might
have been more satisfying? Bang, and it’ s gone, the proof istherein front of you?’

“Onelessmine, onelessbomblet,” | said. “However many thousands there were to dedl with, at
least you could tick each one off as a definite achievement.”

“That' strue. It was agood fedling.” He shrugged. “But what should we do? Give up on this, because
it sharder?”’

He took the truck down the dope, then supervised the students as they attached the wisps of
polymer to the specialized winch they’ d built. Hassan and Rashid were in their 20s, but they could easily
have passed for adolescents. After the war, the dictator and his former backersin the west had found it
mutually expedient to have ageneration of Iraqgi children grow up malnourished and without medical care,
if they grew up at al. More than amillion people had died under the sanctions. My own sick joke of a
nation had sent part of its navy to join the blockade, while the rest stayed home to fend off boatl oads of
refugees from this, and other, atrocities. Genera Mustache was long dead, but his comrades-ingenocide
with more salubrious addresseswere al Hill a large: doing lecture tours, running think tanks, lobbying for
the Nobd peace prize.

Asthe strands of polymer wound around a core inside the winch'’ s protective barrel, the apha count



rose steedily. It was agood sign: the fine particles of uranium oxide trapped by the Wal had remained
bound to the polymer during dehydration, and the regling in of the net. The radiation from the few grams
of U-238 we' d collected wasfar too low to be ahazard in itsdlf; the thing to avoid was ingesting the
dust, and even then the unpleasant effects were as much chemica asradiologica. Hopefully, the polymer
had aso bound its other targets. the organic carcinogens that had been strewn across Kuwait and
southern Iraq by the apocayptic oil well fires. There was no way to determine that until we did afull
chemicd andyss.

Wewereadl in high spirits on the ride back. What we' d plucked from thewind in the last Sx weeks
wouldn’t spare a single person from leukemia, but it now seemed possible that over the years, over the
decades, the technology would make ared difference.

| missed the connection in Singapore for adirect flight hometo Sydney, so | had to go via Perth.
Therewas afour-hour wait in Perth; | paced the transit lounge, restless and impatient. | hadn’t set eyes
on Francine since she' d left Basrathree months earlier; she didn’t approve of clogging up the limited
bandwidth into Iraq with decadent video. When I’ d called her from Singapore she' d been busy, and now
| couldn’t decide whether or not to try again.

Just when I d resolved to call her, an email came through on my notepad, saying that she' d received
my message and would meet me a the airport.

In Sydney, | stood by the baggage carousd, searching the crowd. When | finally saw Francine
gpproaching, she waslooking straight a me, smiling. | |eft the carousel and walked toward her; she
stopped and et me close the gap, keeping her eyes fixed on mine. There was amischievousnessto her
expression, asif she'd arranged some kind of prank, but | couldn’t guesswhat it might be.

When | wasamogt in front of her, sheturned dightly, and spread her arms. “ Ta-dal”

| froze, speechless. Why hadn’t she told me?

| walked up to her and embraced her, but she’ d read my expression. “Don’'t be angry, Ben. | was
afrad you'd come home early if you knew.”

“You'reright, | would have.” My thoughts were piling up on top of each other; | had three months
worth of reactionsto get through in 15 seconds. We hadn’t planned this. We couldn’t afford it. |
wasn't ready.

Suddenly | started weeping, too shocked to be salf-consciousin the crowd. The knot of panic and
confusion insde medissolved. | held her moretightly, and felt the swelling in her body againgt my hip.

“Areyou happy?’ Francine asked.

| laughed and nodded, choking out the words:. “ Thisiswonderful!”

| meant it. | was il afraid, but it was an exuberant fear. Another ocean had opened up before us.
Wewould find our bearings. We would crossit together.

It took me severa daysto come down to Earth. Wedidn't have ared chanceto talk until the
weekend; Francine had ateaching position at UNSW, and though she could have set her own research
asdefor acouple of days, marking could wait for no one. There were athousand thingsto plan; the
sx-month UNESCO fdlowship that had paid for meto take part in the project in Basra had expired, and
I’d need to start earning money again soon, but the fact that I’ d made no commitments yet gave me some
welcomeflexibility.

On Monday, doneintheflat again, | started catching up on al thejournals 1’ d neglected. Inlrag I'd
been obsessvely single-minded, ingtructing my knowledge miner to keep meinformed of work relevant
to the Wall, to the excluson of everything dse.

Skimming through asummary of six months worth of papers, areport in Science caught my eye “An
Experimental Modd for Decoherence in the Many-Worlds Cosmology.” A group at Deft University in
the Netherlands had arranged for a s mple quantum computer to carry out a sequence of arithmetic
operations on aregister which had been prepared to contain an equal superposition of binary
representations of two different numbers. Thisin itsaf was nothing new; superpositions representing up to
128 numbers were now manipulated daily, albeit only under [aboratory conditions, at close to absolute



zero.

Unusudly, though, at each stage of the cd culation the qubits containing the numbersin question had
been deliberately entangled with other, spare qubitsin the computer. The effect of thiswasthat the
section performing the cal culation had ceased to be in a pure quantum state: it behaved, not asif it
contained two numbers smultaneoudy, but asif there were merely an equal chance of it containing either
one. This had undermined the quantum nature of the calculation, just as surely asif the whole machine
had been imperfectly shielded and become entangled with objectsin the environment.

Therewas one crucid difference, though: in this case, the experimenters had sill had accessto the
spare qubits that had made the cal culation behave classically. When they performed an gppropriate
measurement on the state of the computer as a whole, it was shown to have remained in a superposition
al dong. A single observation couldn’t prove this, but the experiment had been repeated thousands of
times, and within the margins of error, their prediction was confirmed: athough the superposition had
become undetectable when they ignored the spare qubits, it had never redly gone away. Both dasscd
caculations had dways taken place smultaneoudy, even though they’ d lost the ability to interact ina
guantum-mechanica fashion.

| sat at my desk, pondering the result. On oneleve, it was just a scaling-up of the quantum eraser
experiments of the’ 90s, but the image of atiny computer program running through its paces, appearing
“toitsdf” to be unique and done, whilein fact a second, equally oblivious verson had been executing
besideit dl dong, carried alot more resonance than an interference experiment with photons. I'd
become used to the idea of quantum computers performing several caculations at once, but that
conjuring trick had always seemed abstract and ethereal, precisaly because the parts continued to act as
acomplicated wholeright to the end. What struck home here was the stark demonstration of the way
each calculation could come to appear asadigtinct classica history, as solid and mundane as the shuffling
of beads on an abacus.

When Francine arrived home | was cooking dinner, but | grabbed my notepad and showed her the
paper.

“Yeah, I'veseenit,” shesad.

“What do you think?’

Sheraised her hands and recoiled in mock alarm.

“I'm serious”

“What do you want meto say? Does this prove the Many Worlds interpretation? No. Doesit make
it easier to understand, to have atoy model likethis? Yes.”

“But doesit sway you at dl?’ | perssted. “ Do you believe the results would still hold, if they could be
scaed up indefinitely?” From atoy universe, ahandful of qubits, to thered one.

She shrugged. “1 don't redlly need to be swayed. | dways thought the MWI was the most plausible
interpretation anyway.”

| ft it at that, and went back to the kitchen while she pulled out a stack of assgnments.

That night, aswe lay in bed together, | couldn’t get the Delft experiment out of my mind.

“Do you believe there are other versions of us?’ | asked Francine.

“| suppose there must be.” She conceded the point asif it was something abstract and metaphysical,
and | was being pedantic even to raiseit. People who professed belief in the MWI never seemed to want
to takeit serioudy, let done personaly.

“And that doesn't bother you?’

“No,” shesad blithely. “Since I’ m powerless to change the Situation, what’ sthe use in being upset
about it?’

“That'svery pragmatic,” | said. Francine reached over and thumped me on the shoulder. “ That was a
compliment!” | protested. “1 envy you for having cometo termswith it so easily.”

“I haven't, redlly,” she admitted. “I’ ve just resolved not to let it worry me, which isn't quite the same
thing.”

| turned to face her, though in the near-darkness we could barely see each other. | said, “What gives
you the mogt satifactionin life?’



“| takeit you' re not in the mood to be fobbed off with a soppy romantic answer?” She sighed. “|
don’'t know. Solving problems. Getting thingsright.”

“What if for every problem you solve, there' s someone just like you who fails, instead?’

“I copewith my failures,” shesaid. “Let them cope with theirs.”

“Y ou know it doesn’t work like that. Some of them simply don’t cope. Whatever you find the
strength to do, there’ Il be someone else who won't.”

Francine had no reply.

| said, “A couple of weeks ago, | asked Sadiq about the time he was doing mine clearance. He said
it was more satisfying than mopping up DU ; onelittle explosion, right before your eyes, and you know
you' ve done something worthwhile. We dl get momentsin our liveslike that, with that pure, unambiguous
sense of achievement: whatever else we might screw up, at least there' s one thing that we' ve doneright.”
| laughed uneasily. “I think I'd go mad, if | couldn’t rely on that.”

Francine said, “Y ou can. Nothing you’ ve done will ever disgppear from under your feet. No one's
going to march up and take it away from you.”

“I know.” My skin crawled, at the image of some lessfavored dter ego turning up on our doorstep,
demanding his dues. “ That seems o fucking selfish, though. | don’t want everything that makes me happy
to be at the expense of someone dse. | don’t want every choiceto belike...fighting other versions of
mysdlf for the prize in some zero-sum game.”

“No.” Francine hesitated. “Buit if the redity islike that, what can you do about it?’

Her words hung in the darkness. What could | do about it? Nothing. So did | really want to dwell on
it, corroding the foundations of my own happiness, when there was absol utely nothing to be gained, for
anyone?

“You'reright. Thisiscrazy.” | leaned over and kissed her. “1’ d better let you get to deep.”

“It'snot crazy,” shesaid. “But | don't have any answvers.”

The next morning, after Francine had left for work, | picked up my notepad and saw that she'd
mailed me an e-book: an anthology of cheesy “dternate (sc) history” storiesfrom the’ 90s, entitled My
God, It'sFull of Tsars! “What if Gandhi had been aruthless soldier of fortune? What if Theodore
Roosevelt had faced aMartian invason? What if the Nazis had had Janet Jackson' s choreographer?”

| skimmed through the introduction, dternately cackling and groaning, then filed the book away and
got down to work. | had adozen minor adminigtrative tasks to complete for UNESCO, before | could
dart searching in earnest for my next position.

By mid-afternoon, | was dmost done, but the growing sense of achievement | felt at having buckled
down and cleared away these tedious obligations brought with it the corollary: someoneinfinitesmally
different from me—someone who had shared my entire history up until that morning—had procrastinated
ingtead. Thetrividity of this observation only made it more unsattling; the Delft experiment was seeping
into my daily life on the most mundaneleve.

| dug out the book Francine had sent and tried reading afew of the Stories, but the authors
relentlesdy camp take on the premise hardly amounted to a reductio ad absurdum, or even acomica
exigential bam. | didn't redlly care how hilariousit would have been if Marilyn Monroe had been
involved in abedroom farce with Richard Feynman and Richard Nixon. | just wanted to lose the
suffocating conviction that everything | had become was amirage; that my life had been nothing but a
blinkered view of akind of torture chamber, where every gloriousreprieve’d ever celebrated had in
fact been an unwitting betraydl.

If fiction had no comfort to offer, what about fact? Even if the Many Worlds cosmology was correct,
no one knew for certain what the consequences were. It was afdlacy thet literdly everything that was
physicaly possible had to occur; most cosmologists I d read believed that the universe asawhole
possessed a single, definite quantum state, and while that state would appear from within as amultitude of
distinct classical histories, there was no reason to assume that these histories amounted to some kind of
exhaudtive catalog. The samething held true on asmaler scale: every time two people sat downto a
game of chess, there was no reason to believe that they played every possible game.



And if I'd stood in an alley, nine years before, struggling with my conscience? My subjective
sense of indecision proved nothing, but eveniif I’ d suffered no qualms and acted without hesitation, to
find ahuman being in aquantum state of pure, unshakable resolve would have been freskishly unlikely at
best, and in fact was probably physicaly impossible.

“Fuck this” I didn’t know when I"'d set mysdlf up for thisbout of paranoia, but | wasn't going to
indulgeit for another second. | banged my head against the desk afew times, then picked up my notepad
and went gtraight to an employment site.

Thethoughts didn’t vanish entirdly; it was too much like trying not to think of apink elephant. Each
time they recurred, though, | found | could shout them down with threats of taking mysdf Sraight to a
psychiatrist. The prospect of having to explain such abizarre menta problem was enough to give me
access to hitherto untapped reserves of sdlf-discipline.

By thetime| started cooking dinner, | was feding merely foolish. If Francine mentioned the subject
again, I’'d make ajokeof it. | didn’'t need apsychiatrist. | was alittle insecure about my good fortune,
and till somewhat rattled by the news of impending fatherhood, but it would hardly have been hedthier
to take everything for granted.

My notepad chimed. Francine had blocked the video again, asif bandwidth, even here, was as
precious as water.

“Hdlo?

“Ben?I’ve had some bleeding. I'min ataxi. Can you meet meat St. Vincent' s?’

Her voice was steady, but my own mouth went dry. “ Sure. I'll betherein 15 minutes.” | couldn’t
add anything: | love you, it will be all right, hold on. She didn’'t need that, it would have jinxed
everything.

Half an hour later, | was till caught in traffic, white-knuckled with rage and helplessness. | stared
down at the dashboard, &t the real-time map with every other gridiocked vehicle marked, and finally
stopped deluding mysdlf that at any moment | would turn into amagically deserted side-street and weave
my way acrossthecity injust afew more minutes.

In the ward, behind the curtains drawn around her bed, Francinelay curled and rigid, her back
turned, refusing to look at me. All 1 could do was stand beside her. The gynecologist was yet to explain
everything properly, but the miscarriage had been accompanied by complications, and she' d had to
perform surgery.

Before I’ d applied for the UNESCO fdlowship, we' d discussed the risks. For two prudent,
well-informed, short-term visitors, the danger had seemed microscopic. Francine had never traveled out
into the desert with me, and even for thelocalsin Basrathe rates of birth defects and miscarriages had
falen along way from their peaks. We were both taking contraceptives, condoms had seemed like
overkill. Had | brought it back to her, from the desert? A speck of dust, trapped beneath my
foreskin? Had | poisoned her while we were making love?

Francine turned toward me. The skin around her eyes was gray and swollen, and | could see how
much effort it took for her to meet my gaze. She drew her hands out from under the bedclothes, and let
me hold them; they werefreezing.

After awhile, she started sobbing, but she wouldn’t release my hands. | stroked the back of her
thumb with my own thumb, atiny, gentle movement.

2020

“How do you fed now?’ OliviaMadin didn’'t quite make eye contact as she addressed me; theimage of
my brain activity painted on her retinas was clearly holding her attention.

“Fine” | said. “Exactly the same as| did before you started the infusion.”

| was reclining on something like adentist’ s couch, halfway between sitting and lying, wearing a
tight-fitting cap studded with magnetic sensors and inducers. It wasimpossible to ignore the dight
coolness of theliquid flowing into the vein in my forearm, but that sensation was no different than it had
been on the previous occasion, afortnight before.

“Could you count to ten for me, please.”



| obliged.

“Now close your eyes and picture the same familiar face asthe last time.”

She'd told me | could choose anyone; I’ d picked Francine. | brought back the image, then suddenly
recalled that, the first time, after contemplating the detailed picturein my head for afew seconds—asif |
was preparing to give a description to the police—I’ d started thinking about Francine hersalf. On cue,
the same trangition occurred again: the frozen, forensic likeness became flesh and blood.

| was led through the whole sequence of activities once more: reading the same short story (“Two
Old-Timers’ by F. Scott Fitzgerdd), listening to the same piece of music (from Rossini’s The Thieving
Magpie), recounting the same childhood memory (my first day at school). At some point, | lost any trace
of anxiety about repeating my earlier mentd states with sufficient fidelity; after dl, the experiment had
been designed to cope with the inevitable variation between the two sessions. | was just one volunteer
out of dozens, and half the subjects would be receiving nothing but saline on both occasions. For al |
knew, | was one of them: acontrol, merely setting the basdline against which any real effect would be
judged.

If I was receiving the coherence disruptors, though, then asfar as| could tell they’ d had no effect on
me. My inner life hadn’t evaporated as the molecules bound to the microtubulesin my neurons,
guaranteeing that any kind of quantum coherence those structures might otherwise have maintained would
be lost to the environment in afraction of a picosecond.

Personally, I’ d never subscribed to Penrose’ s theory that quantum effects might play arolein
consciousness; cd culations dating back to asemina paper by Max Tegmark, 20 years before, had
aready made sustained coherence in any neurd structure extremely unlikely. Nevertheless, it had taken
considerableingenuity on the part of Oliviaand her team to rule out the idea definitively, in aseries of
clear-cut experiments. Over the past two years, they’ d chased the ghost away from each of the various
structuresthat different factions of Penrose' s disciples had anointed as the essential quantum components
of the brain. The earliest proposa—the microtubules, huge polymeric molecules that formed akind of
skeleton indgde every cell—had turned out to be the hardest to target for disruption. But now it was
entirely possible that the cytoskeletons of my very own neurons were dotted with molecules that coupled
them strongly to anoisy microwave fied in which my skull was, definitely, bathed. In which case, my
microtubules had about as much chance of exploiting quantum effectsas| had of playing agame of
sguash with averson of mysdf from aparale universe.

When the experiment was over, Oliviathanked me, then became even more distant as she reviewed
the data. Rgj, one of her graduate students, did out the needle and stuck a plaster over the tiny puncture
wound, then helped me out of the cap.

“I' know you don’t know yet if | wasacontrol or not,” | said, “but have you noticed significant
differences, with anyone?’ | was amost the last subject in the microtubuletrids; any effect should have
shown up by now.

Oliviagmiled enigmatically. “You'll just have to wait for publication.” Rg leaned down and
whispered, “No, never.”

| dlimbed off the couch. “The zombiewaks!” Rg declaimed. | lunged hungrily for hisbrain; he
ducked away, laughing, while Oliviawatched us with an expression of pained indulgence. Die-hard
members of the Penrose camp claimed that Olivia s experiments proved nothing, because even if people
behaved identicadly while dl quantum effects were ruled out, they could be doing this as mere automata,
totally devoid of consciousness. When Olivia had offered to let her chief detractor experience coherence
disruption for himsdlf, he' d replied that thiswould be no more persuasive, because memorieslaid down
while you were azombie would be indistinguishable from ordinary memories, so that looking back on the
experience, you' d notice nothing unusud.

Thiswas sheer desperation; you might aswell assert that everyonein the world but yoursef wasa
zombie, and you were one, too, every second Tuesday. As the experiments were repeated by other
groups around the world, those people who' d backed the Penrose theory as scientific hypothesis, rather
than adopting it asakind of mystica dogma, would gradually accept that it had been refuted.



| 1eft the neuroscience building and walked across the campus, back toward my office in the physics
department. It was amild, clear soring morning, with students out lying on the grass, dozing off with
books balanced over their faces like tents. There were still some advantages to reading from
old-fashioned sheaves of e-paper. I’d only had my own eyes chipped the year before, and though I'd
adapted to the technology easily enough, | till found it disconcerting to wake on a Sunday morning to
find Francine reading the Herald beside me with her eyes shut.

Olivid sresultsdidn’t surprise me, but it was satisfying to have the matter resolved once and for al:
consciousnesswas apurely classica phenomenon. Among other things, this meant that there was no
compelling reason to believe that software running on a classical computer could not be conscious. Of
course, everything in the universe obeyed quantum mechanics at some levd, but Paul Benioff, one of the
pioneers of quantum computing, had shown back in the’ 80s that you could build aclassical Turing
machine from quantum mechanica parts, and over the last few years, in my sparetime, I'd Sudied the
branch of quantum computing theory that concerned itsef with avoiding quantum effects.

Back in my office, | summoned up aschematic of the devicel cdled the Qusp: the quantum singleton
processor. The Qusp would employ al the techniques designed to shield the latest generation of quantum
computers from entanglement with their environment, but it would use them to avery different end. A
quantum computer was shielded s0 it could perform amultitude of parale ca culations, without each one
spawning a separate history of its own, in which only one answer was ble. The Qusp would
perform just asingle caculation a atime, but on itsway to the unique result it would be able to pass
safely through superpositions that included any number of aternatives, without those dternatives being
made redl. Cut off from the outside world during each computationd step, it would keep its temporary
quantum ambiva ence as private and inconsequentia as a daydream, never being forced to act out every
possibility it dared to entertain.

The Qusp would still need to interact with its environment whenever it gathered data about the world,
and that interaction would inevitably split it into different versons. If you attached a camerato the Qusp
and pointed it at an ordinary object—arock, a plant, a bird—that object could hardly be expected to
possessasingle classical history, and so neither would the combined system of Qusp plus rock, Qusp
plus plant, Qusp plusbird.

The Qusp itsealf, though, would never initiate the split. In agiven set of circumstances, it would only
ever produce asingle response. An Al running on the Qusp could make its decisonsaswhimsicaly, or
with as much weighty ddliberation asit liked, but for each distinct scenario it confronted, intheend it
would only make one choice, only follow one course of action.

| closed thefile, and the image vanished from my retinas. For dl thework I’ d put into the design, I'd
made no effort to build the thing. I’ d been using it aslittle more than ataisman: whenever | found myself
picturing my life asatranquil dwelling built over adaughter house, I'd summon up the Qusp asasymbol
of hope. It was proof of a possibility, and a possibility wasdl it took. Nothing in the laws of physics
could prevent asmall portion of humanity’ s descendants from escaping their ancestors' dissipation.

Yet I'd shied away from any attempt to see that promise fulfilled, firsthand. In part, I’ d been afraid of
delving too deeply and uncovering aflaw in the Qusp’ s design, robbing mysdf of the one crutch that kept
me standing when the horror swept over me. It had also been amatter of guilt: I’ d been the one granted
happiness, so many times, that it had seemed unconscionable to aspire to that state yet again. I'd
knocked so many of my hapless cousinsout of thering, it wastime| threw afight and let the prize go to
my opponent instead.

That last excuse wasidiotic. The stronger my determination to build the Qusp, the more branches
there would bein which it was redl. Wesakening my resolve was not an act of charity, surrendering the
benefitsto someone dse; it merely impoverished every future verson of me, and everyone they touched.

| did have athird excuse. It wastime| dedlt with that one, too.

| cdled Francine.

“Areyou freefor lunch?’ | asked. She hesitated; there was dwayswork she could be doing. “To
discuss the Cauchy-Riemann equations?’ | suggested.

She smiled. It was our code, when the request was a special one. “All right. One 0’ clock?’



| nodded. “I’ll see you then.”

Francine was 20 minutes late, but that was less of await than | was used to. She' d been appointed
deputy head of the mathematics department 18 months before, and she still had some teaching duties as
well asal the new adminigtrative work. Over the last eight years, I’ d had a dozen short-term contracts
with various bodies—government departments, corporations, NGOs—before finally ending up asavery
lowly member of the physics department at our alma mater . | did envy her the prestige and security of
her job, but I’ d been happy with most of thework I’ d done, even if it had been too scattered between
disciplinesto contribute to anything like atraditional career path.

I’d bought Francine aplate of cheese-and-sdlad sandwiches, and she attacked them hungrily as soon
asshesat down. | sad, “I’ ve got ten minutes at the most, haven't 1?7’

She covered her mouth with her hand and replied defensively, It could have waited until tonight,
couldn’t it?’

“Sometimes | can't put things off. | haveto act while| still have the courage.”

At this ominous prel ude she chewed more dowly. “Y ou did the second stage of Olivia s experiment
thismorning, didn’t you?’

“Yeah.” I"d discussed the whole procedure with her before | volunteered.

“So | tekeit you didn’t lose consciousness, when your neurons became marginaly more classical
than usua?’ She spped chocolate milk through astraw.

“No. Apparently no one ever loses anything. That’snot officid yet, but—"

Francine nodded, unsurprised. We shared the same position on the Penrose theory; there was no
need to discussit again now.

| said, “1 want to know if you' re going to have the operation.”

She continued drinking for afew more seconds, then released the straw and wiped her upper lip with
her thumb, unnecessarily. Y ou want me to make up my mind about thet, here and now?’

“No.” The damageto her uterus from the miscarriage could be repaired; we d been discussing the
possihility for dmost five years. We d both had comprehensve cheation therapy to remove any trace of
U-238. We could have children in the usua way with areasonable degree of safety, if that waswhat we
wanted. “But if you' ve dready decided, | want you to tell me now.”

Francine looked wounded. “That' sunfair.”

“What is? Implying that you might not have told me, the ingtant you decided?’

“No. Implying that it'sdl in my hands.”

| said, “I'm not washing my hands of the decision. Y ou know how | fed. But you know I’ d back you
al theway, if you said you wanted to carry achild.” | believed | would have. Maybe it was aform of
doublethink, but I couldn’t treat the birth of one more ordinary child as some kind of atrocity, and refuse
to beapart of it.

“Fine. But what will you doif | don’t?” She examined my face camly. | think she dready knew, but
she wanted meto spell it out.

“We could always adopt,” | observed casudly.

“Yes, we could do that.” She smiled dightly; she knew that made melose my ability to bluff, even
faster than when she stared me down.

| stopped pretending that there was any mystery |eft; she’ d seen right through me from the gtart. |
said, “I just don't want to do this, then discover that it makes you fed that you' ve been cheated out of
what you redlly wanted.”

“Itwouldn’t,” sheingsted. “It wouldn't rule out anything. We could till have anatura child aswell.”

“Not aseadly.” Thiswould not be like merely having workaholic parents, or an ordinary brother or
Sster to compete with for attention.

“Y ou only want to do thisif | can promise you that it' sthe only child we' d ever have?’ Francine
shook her head. “1’m not going to promise that. | don’t intend having the operation any time soon, but
I’m not going to swear that | won't change my mind. Nor am | going to swear that if we do thisit will
make no difference to what happens later. It will be afactor. How could it not be? But it won't be
enough to ruleanythingin or out.”



| looked away, acrossthe rows of tables, at al the students wrapped up in their own concerns. She
wasright; | was being unreasonable. I’ d wanted thisto be a choice with no possible downside, away of
making the best of our situation, but no one could guarantee that. It would be agamble, like everything
dse

| turned back to Francine.

“All right; I’'ll stop trying to pin you down. What | want to do right now is go ahead and build the
Qusp. And when it’ sfinished, if we're certain we can trust it....| want usto raiseachild withit. | want us
toraisean Al.”

2029

| met Francine at the airport, and we drove across Sao Paulo through curtains of wild, lashing rain. | was
amazed that her plane hadn’t been diverted; atropical storm had just hit the coast, hafway between us
and Rio.

“So much for giving you atour of the city,” | lamented. Through the windscreen, our actua
surroundingswere dl but invisible; the bright overlay we both perceived, surredlly colored and detailed,
made the experience rather like perusing a3D map while trapped in acar wash.

Francine was pensive, or tired from theflight. | found it hard to think of San Francisco asremote
when the time difference was so smdl, and even when I’ d made the journey north to visit her, it had been
nothing compared to al the ocean-spanning marathons I’ d sat through in the past.

We both had an early night. The next morning, Francine accompanied meto my cluttered workroom
in the basement of the university’ s engineering department. I’ d been chasing grants and collaborators
around the world, like achild on atreasure hunt, dowly piecing together adevice that few of my
colleagues believed was worth creating for its own sake. Fortunately, I’ d managed to find pretexts—or
even genuine spin-offs—for dmost every stage of the work. Quantum computing, per se, had become
bogged down in recent years, stymied by both a shortage of practica algorithmsand alimit to the
complexity of superpositionsthat could be sustained. The Qusp had nudged the technological envelopein
some promising directions, without making any truly exorbitant demands; the Satesit juggled were
relaively smple, and they only needed to be kept isolated for milliseconds a atime.

| introduced Carlos, Mariaand Jun, but then they made themselves scarce as | showed Francine
around. We gtill had ademongtration of the “balanced decoupling” principle set up on abench, for the
tour by one of our corporate donors the week before. What caused an imperfectly shielded quantum
computer to decohere was the fact that each possible state of the device affected its environment dightly
differently. The shielding itself could aways be improved, but Carlos's group had perfected away to buy
alittle more protection by sheer deviousness. In the demondtration rig, the flow of energy through the
device remained absolutely constant whatever state it wasin, because any drop in power consumption by
the main set of quantum gates was compensated for by arisein aset of balancing gates, and vice versa.
This gave the environment one less clue by which to discern interna differencesin the processor, and to
tear any superposition gpart into mutually disconnected branches.

Francine knew al the theory backward, but she' d never seen this hardware in action. When | invited
her to twiddle the controls, shetook to therig like achild with agame console.

“You redly should havejoined theteam,” | said.

“Maybel did,” she countered. “In another branch.”

She' d moved from UNSW to Berkeley two years before, not long after I’d moved from Déelft to Sao
Paulo; it was the closest suitable position she could find. At thetime, I’ d resented the fact that she'd
refused to compromise and work remotely; with only five hours' difference, teaching at Berkeley from
Sao Paulo would not have been impossible. In the end, though, I’ d accepted the fact that she’ d wanted
to keep on testing me, testing both of us. If we weren't strong enough to stay together through thetrids
of aprolonged physical separation—or if | was not sufficiently committed to the project to endure
whatever sacrificesit entailed—she did not want us proceeding to the next stage.

| led her to the corner bench, where a nondescript gray box half ameter across sat, apparently inert.
| gestured to it, and our retind overlays transformed its appearance, “reveding” amaze with a



trangparent lid embedded in the top of the device. In one chamber of the maze, adightly cartoonish
mouse sat motionless. Not quite dead, not quite deeping.

“Thisisthefamous Zelda?’ Francine asked.

“Yes” Zeldawas aneurd network, a stripped-down, stylized mouse brain. There were newer,
fancier versons available, much closer to the red thing, but the ten-year-old, public domain Zelda had
been good enough for our purposes.

Three other chambers held cheese. “ Right now, she has no experience of the maze,” | explained. “ So
let’s start her up and watch her explore.” | gestured, and Zelda began scampering around, trying out
different passages, deftly reversing each time she hit a cul-de-sac. “Her brain is running on a Qusp, but
the maze isimplemented on an ordinary classical computer, so in terms of coherenceissues, it'sredly no
different from aphysica maze.”

“Which meansthat each time she takes in information, she gets entangled with the outsde world,”
Francine suggested.

“Absolutely. But she dways holds off doing that until the Qusp has completed its current
computationa step, and every qubit contains a definite zero or a definite one. She’ s never in two minds
when she lets the world in, S0 the entanglement process doesn’t split her into separate branches.”

Francine continued to watch, in slence. Zddafinaly found one of the chambers containing areward;
when she' d eaten it, ahand scooped her up and returned her to her starting point, then replaced the
Cheese.

“Here are 10,000 previoustrids, superimposed.” | replayed the data. It looked asif asingle mouse
was running through the maze, moving just aswe' d seen her move when I’ d begun the latest experiment.
Restored each time to exactly the same starting condition, and confronted with exactly the same
environment, Zelda—like any computer program with no truly random influences—had smply repested
hersdlf. All 10,000 triads had yielded identical results.

To acasud observer, unaware of the context, thiswould have been asingularly unimpressive
performance. Faced with exactly one Stuation, Zedathe virtua mouse did exactly onething. So what? If
you' d been able to wind back a flesh-and-blood mouse’s memory with the same degree of precision,
wouldn’t it have repested itself too?

Francine said, “ Can you cut off the shielding? And the ba anced decoupling?’

“Yep.” | obliged her, and initiated anew tridl.

Zddatook adifferent path thistime, exploring the maze by adifferent route. Though theinitia
condition of the neura net wasidentical, the switching processes taking place within the Qusp were now
opened up to the environment constantly, and superpositions of severd different eigenstates—dtatesin
which the Qusp’ s qubits possessed definite binary vaues, which in turn led to Zeldamaking definite
choices—were becoming entangled with the outside world. According to the Copenhagen interpretation
of quantum mechanics, thisinteraction was randomly “collapsing” the superpositionsinto single
elgendates, Zeldawas ill doing just onething a atime, but her behavior had ceased to be determinidtic.
According to the MWI, the interaction was transforming the environment—Francine and me
included—into a superposition with components that were coupled to each eigenstate; Zeldawas actudly
running the maze in many different ways s multaneoudy, and other versons of uswere seeing her tekedl
those other routes.

Which scenario was correct?

| said, “I'll reconfigure everything now, to wrap the whole setup in aDelft cage.” A “Ddft cage’ was
jargon for the situation I' d first read about 17 years before: instead of opening up the Qusp to the
environment, I’d connect it to a second quantum computer, and let that play therole of the outsde
world.

We could no longer watch Zeldamoving about in real time, but after the trid was completed, it was
possible to test the combined system of both computers against the hypothesisthat it wasin apure
quantum state in which Zelda had run the maze aong hundreds of different routes, al at once. | displayed
arepresentation of the conjectured state, built up by superimposing al the paths she' d taken in 10,000
unshidded trids.



Thetest result flashed up: CONSISTENT .

“One measurement proves nothing,” Francine pointed out.

“No.” | repested thetria. Again, the hypothesis was not refuted. If Zeldahad actually run the maze
along just one path, the probability of the computers’ joint State passing thisimperfect test was about one
percent. For passing it twice, the odds were about one in 10,000.

| repested it athird time, then afourth.

Francine said, “ That' senough.” She actudly looked queasy. The image of the hundreds of blurred
mousetrails on the display was not aliterd photograph of anything, but if the old Delft experiment had
been enough to give me aviscerd sense of the redlity of the multiverse, perhaps this demonstration had
findly done the samefor her.

“Can | show you one morething?’ | asked.

“Keep the Dft cage, but restore the Qusp’ s shidding?’

“Right.”

| did it. The Qusp was now fully protected once more whenever it was not in an eigendtate, but this
time, it was the second quantum computer, not the outside world, to which it was intermittently exposed.
If Zelda split into multiple branches again, then she' d only take that fake environment with her, and we'd
gtill have our hands on dl the evidence.

Tested against the hypothesis that no split had occurred, the verdict was: CONSISTENT .
CONSISTENT . CONSISTENT .

We went out to dinner with the whole of the team, but Francine pleaded a headache and |eft early.
Sheinsgted that | stay and finish the meal, and | didn’t argue; she was not the kind of person who
expected you to assume that she was being politely salfless, while secretly hoping to be contradicted.

After Francine had |eft, Mariaturned to me. “ So you two are redlly going ahead with the
Frankenchild?’ She' d been teasing me about thisfor aslong as 1’ d known her, but apparently she hadn’t
been game to raise the subject in Francine' s presence.

“Wedlill haveto talk about it.” | felt uncomfortable mysdf, now, discussing the topic the moment
Francine was absent. Confessing my ambition when | applied to join the team was one thing; it would
have been dishonest to keep my collaboratorsin the dark about my ultimate intentions. Now that the
enabling technology was more or less completed, though, the issue seemed far more personal.

Carlos said breezily, “Why not? There are so many others now. Sophie. Linus. Theo. Probably a
hundred we don’t even know about. It'snot asif Ben's child won't have playmates.”
Ada—Autonomoudy Deveoping Artificia Intelligences—had been appearing in ablaze of controversy
every few monthsfor the last four years. A Swiss researcher, | sabelle Schib, had taken the old models of
morphogenesisthat had led to software like Zelda, refined the technique by severa orders of magnitude,
and applied it to human genetic data. Wedded to sophisticated prosthetic bodies, 1sabell€ s creations
inhabited the physica world and learned from their experience, just like any other child.

Jun shook his head reprovingly. “I wouldn't raise achild with no legd rights. What happens when
you die? For al you know, it could end up as someon€e' s property.”

I’d been over thiswith Francine. “I can't believe that inten or 20 years time there won't be
citizenship laws, somewherein theworld.”

Jun snorted. “Twenty yearsl How long did it take the U.S. to emancipate their daves?’

Carlosinterjected, “Who' sgoing to creste an adai just to useit asadave? If you want something
biddable, write ordinary software. If you need consciousness, humans are cheaper.”

Mariasad, “It won't come down to economics. It' sthe nature of the things that will determine how
they’retreated.”

“Y ou mean the xenophobiathey’ Il face?’ | suggested.

Mariashrugged. “Y ou make it sound like racism, but we aren’t talking about human beings. Once
you have software with goas of its own, free to do whatever it likes, where will it end? Thefirst
generation makes the next one better, faster, smarter; the second generation even more so. Before we
know it, we' relike antsto them.”



Carlos groaned. “Not that hoary old falacy! If you really believe that stating the analogy ‘antsareto
humans, ashumansareto x’ is proof that it' s possible to solve for x, then I'll meet you where the south
poleislike the equator.”

| said, “ The Qusp runs no faster than an organic brain; we need to keep the switching rate low,
because that makes the shielding requirements less stringent. 1t might be possible to nudge those
parameters, eventualy, but there’ s no reason in the world why an adai would be better equipped to do
that than you or | would. Asfor making their own offspring smarter....even if Schib’s group has been
perfectly successful, they will have merely trandated human neurd development from one subsirate to
another. They won't have ‘improved’ on the process at all—whatever that might mean. So if the adai
have any advantage over us, it will be no more than the advantage shared by flesh-and-blood children:
culturd transmission of one more generation’ sworth of experience.”

Mariafrowned, but she had no immediate comeback.

Junsad dryly, “Plusimmortdity.”

“Well, yes, thereisthat.” | conceded.

Francine was awake when | arrived home.

“Have you still got aheadache?’ | whispered.

“No.”

| undressed and climbed into bed beside her.

Shesad, “You know what | missthe most? When we re fucking on-line?’

“This had better not be complicated; I’ m out of practice.”

“Kissang.”

| kissed her, dowly and tenderly, and she melted beneath me. “ Three more months,” | promised,
“and I’'ll move upto Berkeley.”

“To be my kept man.”

“I prefer theterm “unpaid but highly valued caregiver.” ” Francine stiffened. | said, “We can tak
about that later.” | started kissing her again, but she turned her face away.

“I'm&fraid,” shesaid.

“Soam|,” | assured her. “That’ sagood sgn. Everything worth doing isterrifying.”

“But not everything terrifying isgood.”

| rolled over and lay beside her. She said, “On oneleve, it’' seasy. What greater gift could you givea
child than the power to make real decisons? What worse fate could you spare her from than being
forced to act againgt her better judgment, over and over? When you put it like that, it ssmple.

“But every fiber in my body sill rebelsagaingt it. How will shefed, knowing what sheis? How will
she make friends? How will she belong? How will she not despise us for making her afresk? And what if
we' re robbing her of something she' d vaue: living ahbillion lives, never being forced to choose between
them?What if she seesthe gift asakind of impoverishment?’

“She can dways drop the shielding on the Qusp,” | said. “ Once she understands the issues, she can
choosefor hersdf.”

“That'strue.” Francine did not sound mollified at dl; she would have thought of that long beforel’d
mentioned it, but she wasn't looking for concrete answers. Every ordinary human ingtinct screamed at us
that we were embarking on something dangerous, unnatural, hubristic—but those ingtincts were more
about safeguarding our own reputations than protecting our child-to-be. No parent, save the most
willfully negligent, would be pilloried if their flesh-and-blood child turned out to be ungrateful for life; if I'd
railled againgt my own mother and father because I’ d found fault in the existential conditionswith which
I’d been lumbered, it wasn’t hard to guess which side would attract the most sympathy from the world at
large. Anything that went wrong with our child would be grounds for lynching—however much love,
swest, and soul-searching had gone into her creation—because we' d had the temerity to be dissatisfied
with the kind of fate that everyone else happily inflicted on their own.

| said, *Y ou saw Zeldatoday, spread across the branches. Y ou know, deep down now, that the
samething happensto dl of us”



“Yes.” Something tore insde me as Francine uttered that admission. I’ d never redly wanted her to
fed it, theway | did.

| perssted. “Would you willingly sentence your own child to that condition? And your grandchildren?
And your great-grandchildren?’

“No,” Francinereplied. A part of her hated me now; | could hear it in her voice. It was my curse, my
obsession; before she met me, she'd managed to believe and not believe, taking her acceptance of the
multiverselightly.

| said, “1 can't do thiswithout you.”

“You can, actudly. More easily than any of the dternatives. Y ou wouldn’t even need a stranger to
donate an egg.”

“I can't do it unless you're behind me. If you say theword, I’ [l stop here. We' ve built the Qusp.

We ve shown that it can work. Even if wedon’t do thislast part ourselves, someonedsewill, ina
decade or two.”

“If we don't do this,” Francine observed acerbicdly, “we |l amply do it in another branch.”

| said, “That’strue, but it' s no use thinking that way. Inthe end, | can't function unless | pretend that
my choicesarered. | doubt that anyone can.”

Francine was silent for along time. | stared up into the darkness of the room, trying hard not to
contemplate the near certainty that her decision would go both ways.

Finally, she spoke.

“Then let’s make a child who doesn’t need to pretend.”

2031

I sabelle Schib welcomed usinto her office. In person, shewas dightly lessintimidating than shewas
on-line; it wasn't anything different in her gppearance or manner, just the ordinariness of her
surroundings. I’ d envisaged her ensconced in some vast, pristine, high-tech building, not a couple of
pokey rooms on a back-street in Basdl.

Once the pleasantries were out of the way, Isabelle got sraight to the point. “Y ou’ ve been
accepted,” she announced. “1’ll send you the contract later today.”

My throat constricted with panic; | should have been dated, but | just felt unprepared. Isabdle's
group licensed only three new adai ayear. The short-list had come down to about a hundred couples,
winnowed from tens of thousands of applicants. We d traveled to Switzerland for thefind selection
process, carried out by an agency that ordinarily handled adoptions. Through dl the interviews and
guestionnaires, dl the persondity tests and scenario chalenges, I’ d managed to haf-convince mysdf that
our dedication would win through in the end, but that had been nothing but a prop to keep my spirits up.

Francinesaid camly, “Thank you.”

| coughed. “Y ou' re happy with everything we' ve proposed?’ If there was going to be aproviso
thrown in that rendered this miracle worthless, better to hear it now, before the shock had worn off and
I’ d started taking things for granted.

Isabelle nodded. “1 don’t pretend to be an expert in the relevant fields, but I’ ve had the Qusp's
design assessed by severd colleagues, and | see no reason why it wouldn'’t be an appropriate form of
hardware for an adai. I’ m entirely agnostic about the MW!I , so | don't share your view that the Quspisa
necessity, but if you wereworried that | might write you off as cranks because of it,” she smiled dightly,
“you should meet some of the other people I’ ve had to deal with.

“I believe you have the adai’ swelfare at heart, and you' re not suffering from any of the
supertitions—technophaobic or technophilic—that would distort the rdationship. And asyou'll recdl, I'll
be entitled to visits and inspections throughout your period of guardianship. If you' re found to be violating
any of theterms of the contract, your license will be revoked, and I'll take charge of the adai.”

Francine said, “What do you think the prospects are for ahappier end to our guardianship?’

“I"m lobbying the European parliament congtantly,” Isabellereplied. “ Of course, in afew years time
severd adal will reach the stage where their persona testimony begins contributing to the debate, but
none of us should wait until then. The ground has to be prepared.”



We spoke for dmost an hour, on this and other issues. 1sabelle had become quite an expert at
fending off the attentions of the media; she promised to send us a handbook on this, dong with the
contract.

“Did you want to meet Sophie?’ |1sabelle asked, dmost as an afterthought.

Francine said, “ That would be wonderful.” Francine and | had seen avideo of Sophie at agefour,
undergoing a battery of psychological tests, but we' d never had a chance to converse with her, let alone
meet her faceto face.

Thethree of usleft the office together, and Isabelle drove usto her home on the outskirts of the
town.

In the car, the redlity began sinking in anew. | felt the same mixture of exhilaration and claustrophobia
that I’ d experienced 21 years before, when Francine had met me at the airport with news of her
pregnancy. No digital conception had yet taken place, but if sex had ever fdt half asloaded with risks
and respongbilities asthis, | would have remained cdibate for life.

“No badgering, no interrogation,” 1sabelle warned us as she pulled into the driveway.

| said, “Of course not.”

Isabelle called out, “Marco! Sophie!” aswe followed her through the door. At the end of the hal, |
heard childish giggling, and an adult male voice whispering in French. Then Isabell€' s husbhand stepped
out from behind the corner, a smiling, dark-haired young man, with Sophieriding on his shoulders. At
first | couldn’'t look at her; | just smiled politely back a Marco, while noting glumly that hewas at least
15 years younger than | was. How could | even think of doing this, at 467 Then | glanced up, and
caught Sophi€ s eye. She gazed straight back at me for amoment, appearing curious and composed, but
then afit of shyness struck her, and she buried her facein Marco’s hair.

Isabelle introduced us, in English; Sophie was being raised to spesk four languages, thoughin
Switzerland that was hardly phenomenal. Sophie said, “Hello” but kept her eyes lowered. Isabelle said,
“Comeinto the living room. Would you like something to drink?’

Thefive of us spped lemonade, and the adults made polite, superficiad conversation. Sophie sat on
Marco' sknees, squirming restlesdy, sneeking glances a us. She looked exactly like an ordinary, dightly
gawky, six-year-old girl. She had Isabelle€ s straw-colored hair, and Marco’ s brown eyes; whether by
fiat or rigorous genetic amulation, she could have passed for their biological daughter. I’ d read technica
gpecifications describing her body, and seen an earlier version in action on the video, but the fact that it
looked s0 plausible wasthe least of itsdesigners achievements. Watching her drinking, wriggling and
fidgeting, | had no doubt that she felt hersdlf inhabiting this skin, asmuch as | did my own. Shewasnot a
puppeteer posing asachild, pulling dectronic strings from some dark cavernin her skull.

“Doyou likelemonade?’ | asked her.

She gtared a mefor amoment, asif wondering whether she should be affronted by the
presumptuousness of this question, then replied, “It tickles.”

Inthetaxi to the hotel, Francine held my hand tightly.

“Areyou OK?" | asked.

“Yes, of course.”

In the eevator, she started crying. | wrapped my arms around her.

“Shewould have been 20 thisyear.”

“I know.”

“Do you think she' sdive, somewhere?’

“I don’'t know. | don’'t know if that’ s agood way to think about it.”

Francine wiped her eyes. “No. Thiswill be her. That’ stheway to seeit. Thiswill bemy girl. Just a
few yearslate.”

Before flying home, we visited asmdl pathology |ab, and left samples of our blood.

Our daughter’ sfirdt five bodies reached us amonth before her birth. | unpacked dl five, and laid
them out in arow on the living room floor. With their muscles dack and their eyesrolled up, they looked
more like tragic mummies than deeping infants. | dismissed that gridy image; better to think of them as



suits of clothes. The only difference was that we hadn’t bought pgjamas quite so far ahead.

From wrinkled pink newborn to chubby 18-month-old, the progress on made an eerie sght—even if
an organic child' s development, short of serious disease or ma nourishment, would have been scarcely
less predictable. A colleague of Francine s had lectured me afew weeks before about the terrible
“mechanica determinism” we d beimposing on our child, and though his arguments had been
philosophicaly naive, this sequence of immutable sngpshots from the future still gave me goose bumps.

The truth was, redity as awhole was deterministic, whether you had a Qusp for abrain or not; the
quantum state of the multiverse a any moment determined the entire future. Persona
experience—confined to one branch at atime—certainly appeared probabilistic, because there was no
way to predict which local future you' d experience when abranch split, but the reason it wasimpossible
to know that in advance was because the real answer was“dl of them.”

For asingleton, the only difference was that branches never split on the basis of your persond
decisons. Theworld at large would continue to look probabilistic, but every choice you made was
entirely determined by who you were and the situation you faced.

What more could anyone hope for? It was not asif who you were could be boiled down to some
crude genetic or sociological profile; every shadow you’ d seen on the ceiling at night, every cloud you'd
watched drift across the sky, would have left some small imprint on the shape of your mind. Those events
were fully determined too, when viewed across the multiverse—with different versons of you witnessng
every poss bility—but in practical terms, the bottom line was that no private investigator armed with your
genome and a potted biography could plot your every movein advance.

Our daughter’ s choices—like everything € se—had been written in stone at the birth of the universe,
but that information could only be decoded by becoming her along the way. Her actionswould flow
from her temperament, her principles, her desires, and the fact that dl of these quditieswould themselves
have prior causes did nothing to diminish their value. Free will wasadippery notion, but to meit smply
meant that your choices were more or less cons stent with your nature—which in turn was a provisond,
congtantly-evolving consensus between a thousand different influences. Our daughter would not be
robbed of the chance to act capricioudy, or even perversaly, but at least it would not be impossible for
her ever to act wholly in accordance with her idedls.

| packed the bodies away before Francine got home. | wasn't sureif the sight would unsettle her, but
| didn’t want her measuring them up for more clothes.

The ddivery began in the early hours of the morning of Sunday, December 14, and was expected to
last about four hours, depending on traffic. | sat in the nursery while Francine paced the hallway outside,
both of uswatching the data coming through over the fiber from Basdl.

Isabelle had used our genetic information as the starting point for asimulation of the development in
utero of acomplete embryo, employing an “adaptive hierarchy” mode, with the highest resolution
reserved for the centra nervous system. The Qusp would take over thistask, not only for the newborn
child’sbrain, but aso for the thousands of biochemical processes occurring outside the skull that the
artificial bodies were not designed to perform. Apart from their sophi sticated sensory and motor
functions, the bodies could take in food and excrete wastes—for psychologica and social reasons, as
well asfor the chemica energy this provided—and they breathed air, both in order to oxidize thisfue,
and for vocdization, but they had no blood, no endocrine system, no immune response.

The Qusp I d built in Berkeley was smaler than the Sao Paulo version, but it was dtill Six timesas
wide asan infant’ s skull. Until it was further miniaturized, our daughter’ smind would Stinabox ina
corner of the nursery, joined to the rest of her by awirdess datalink. Bandwidth and time lag would not
be an issue within the Bay Area, and if we needed to take her further afield before everything was
combined, the Qusp wasn't too large or delicate to move,

Asthe progress bar | was overlaying on the side of the Qusp nudged 98 percent, Francine cameinto
the nursery, looking agitated.

“We haveto put it off, Ben. Just for aday. | need moretimeto prepare myself.”

| shook my head. *'Y ou made me promise to say no, if you asked meto do that.” She' d even refused



to let metell her how to hat the Qusp herself.

“Just afew hours,” she pleaded.

Francine seemed genuinely distressed, but | hardened my heart by telling mysdlf that shewas acting:
testing me, seeing if I’ d kegp my word. “No. No dowing down or speeding up, no pauses, no tinkering
a dl. Thischild hasto hit uslikeafreight train, just like any other child would.”

“Y ou want meto go into labor now?’ she said sarcastically. When I" d raised the possibility,
half-jokingly, of putting her on acourse of hormones that would have mimicked some of the effects of
pregnancy in order to make bonding with the child esser—for myself aswdll, indirectly—she' d dmost
bit my head off. | hadn’t been serious, because | knew it wasn't necessary. Adoption wasthe ultimate
proof of that, but what we were doing was closer to claiming a child of our own from asurrogate.

“No. Just pick her up.”

Francine peered down at the inert form in the cot.

“I can't doit!” shewailed. “When | hold her, she should fed asif she' sthe most preciousthing inthe
world to me. How can | make her believe that, when | know | could bounce her off the walls without
harming her?’

We had two minutes | eft. | felt my breathing grow ragged. | could send the Qusp ahalt code, but
what if that set the pattern? If one of us had had too little deep, if Francine waslate for work, if we
talked ourselvesinto believing that our specid child was so unique that we deserved a short holiday from
her needs, what would stop us from doing the same thing again?

| opened my mouth to threaten her: Either you pick her up now, or | doit. | stopped mysdlf, and
sad, “You know how much it would harm her psychologicaly, if you dropped her. The very fact that
you're afraid that you won't convey as much protectiveness as you need to will bejust asstrong asigna
to her asanything else. You care about her. She'll sensethat.”

Francine stared back at me dubioudly.

| said, “ Shell know. I'm sure shewill.”

Francine reached into the cot and lifted the dack body into her arms. Seeing her cradlethe lifeless
form, | felt an anxioustwigting in my gut; I’ d experienced nothing likethiswhen I’ d laid the five plastic
shellsout for ingpection.

| banished the progress bar and let mysdf free-fal through the fina seconds: watching my daughter,
willing her to move.

Her thumb twitched, then her legs scissored weakly. | couldn’t see her face, so | watched Francing's
expression. For aningtant, | thought | could detect a horri-fied tightening at the corners of her mouth, asif
she was about to recoil from this golem. Then the child began to bawl and kick, and Francine arted
weeping with undisguised joy.

As sheraised the child to her face and planted akiss on itswrinkled forehead, | suffered my own
moment of disquiet. How easily that tender response had been summoned, when the body could aswell
have been brought to life by the kind of software used to animate the charactersin games and films.

It hadn’t, though. There’ d been nothing false or easy about the road that had brought usto this
moment—I et aone the one that 1sabelle had followed—and we hadn’t even tried to fashion life from
clay, from nothing. We' d merdly diverted one smal trickle from ariver aready four billion yearsold.

Francine held our daughter against her shoulder, and rocked back and forth. “ Have you got the
bottle? Ben?’ | walked to the kitchen in a daze; the microwave had anticipated the happy event, and the
formulawas ready.

| returned to the nursery and offered Francine the bottle. “ Can | hold her, before you start feeding?’

“Of course.” She leaned forward to kiss me, then held out the child, and | took her theway I'd
learned to accept the babies of rlatives and friends, cradling the back of her head with my hand. The
distribution of weight, the heavy head, the play of the neck, felt the same asit did for any other infant. Her
eyeswere still screwed shut, as she screamed and swung her arms.

“What' syour name, my beautiful girl?” We d narrowed the list down to about a dozen possibilities,
but Francine had refused to settle on one until she’ d seen her daughter take her first breath. “Have you
decided?’



“I want to call her Helen.”

Gazing down at her, that sounded too old to me. Old-fashioned, at least. Great-Aunt Helen. Helena
Bonham-Carter. | laughed inanely, and she opened her eyes.

Hairsrose on my arms. The dark eyes couldn’t quite search my face, but she was not obliviousto
me. Love and fear coursed through my veins. How could | hope to give her what she needed? Evenif
my judgment had been faultless, my power to act upon it was crude beyond measure.

Wewere dl she had, though. We would make mistakes, we would lose our way, but | had to believe
that something would hold fast. Some portion of the overwhelming love and resolvethat | felt right now
would have to remain with every verson of mewho could trace his ancestry to this moment.

| sad, “I nameyou Helen.”

2041

“Sophiel Sophie!” Helen ran ahead of ustoward the arrivals gate, where | sabelle and Sophie were
emerging. Sophie, amost 16 now, was much less demondtrative, but she smiled and waved.

Francine said, “ Do you ever think of moving?’

“Maybeif the laws changefirst in Europe,” | replied.

“I saw ajobin Zurich I could apply for.”

“I don’t think we should bend over backward to bring them together. They probably get on better
with just occasiond vidgts, and the net. It snot asif they don’t have other friends.”

| sabelle approached, and greeted us both with kisses on the cheek. I d dreaded her arrival thefirst
few times, but by now she seemed more like adightly overbearing cousin than a child protection officer
whose very presence implied misdeeds.

Sophie and Helen caught up with us. Helen tugged at Francing' s deeve. * Sophi€’ s got a boyfriend!
Danidl. She showed me hispicture.” She swooned mockingly, one hand on her forehead.

| glanced at Isabelle, who said, “He goesto her school. He sredlly very sweet.”

Sophie grimaced with embarrassment. “ Three-year-old boys are sweet.” She turned to me and said,
“Daniel ischarming, and sophigticated, and very mature.”

| felt asif an anvil had been dropped on my chest. Aswe crossed the car park, Francine whispered,
“Don't have aheart attack yet. Y ou’ ve got awhile to get used to the idea.”

The waters of the bay sparkled in the sunlight as we drove across the bridge to Oakland. 1sabelle
described the latest session of the European parliamentary committee into adai rights. A draft proposal
granting personhood to any system containing and acting upon asgnificant amount of the information
content of human DNA had been gaining support; it was atricky concept to define rigoroudy, but most
of the objections were Pythonesque rather than practica. “Is the Human Proteomic Database a person?
Isthe Harvard Reference Physiological Smulation aperson?’ The HRPS mode ed the brain solely in
terms of what it removed from, and released into, the bloodstream; there was nobody home inside the
smulation, quietly going med.

Latein the evening, when the girlswere upstairs, 1sabelle began gently grilling us. | tried not to grit my
teeth too much. | certainly didn’t blame her for taking her responsibilities serioudy; if, in spite of the
selection process, we had turned out to be mongters, crimina law would have offered no remedies. Our
obligations under the licensing contract were Helen' s sole guarantee of humane trestment.

“ She' s getting good marksthisyear,” 1sabelle noted. “ She must be settling in.”

“Sheis,” Francine replied. Helen was not entitled to agovernment-funded education, and most
private schools had either been openly hostile, or had come up with such excuses asinsurance policies
that would have classified her as hazardous machinery. (1sabelle had reached a compromise with the
airlines: Sophie had to be powered down, appearing to deep during flights, but was not required to be
shackled or stowed in the cargo hold.) The first community school we' d tried had not worked out, but
we d eventually found one close to the Berkeley campus where every parent involved was happy with
the idea of Helen's presence. This had saved her from the prospect of joining a net-based school; they
weren't so bad, but they were intended for children isolated by geography or illness, circumstances that
could not be overcome by other means.



Isabelle bid us good night with no complaints or advice; Francineand | sat by the firefor awhile, just
smiling at each other. It was nice to have a blemish-free report for once.

The next morning, my aarm went off an hour early. | lay motionlessfor awhile, waiting for my head
to clear, before asking my knowledge miner why it had woken me.

It seemed | sabell€’ s visit had been beaten up into amagjor story in some east coast news bulletins. A
number of voca members of Congress had been following the debate in Europe, and they didn't like the
way it was heading. | sabelle, they declared, had sneaked into the country as an agitator. In fact, she'd
offered to testify to Congress any time they wanted to hear about her work, but they’ d never taken her
uponit.

It wasn't clear whether it was reporters or anti-adal activists who' d obtained her itinerary and done
some digging, but dl the detail s had now been splashed around the country, and protesters were aready
gathering outside Helen' s school. We d faced media packs, cranks, and activists before, but the images
the knowledge miner showed me were disturbing; it was five am. and the crowd had dready encircled
the schoal. | had aflashback to some newsfootage I’ d seenin my teens, of young schoolgirlsin
Northern Irdland running the gauntlet of a protest by the opposing politica faction; | could no longer
remember who had been Catholic and who had been Protestant.

| woke Francine and explained the Situation.

“We could just keep her home,” | suggested.

Francine looked torn, but shefinally agreed. “It will probably al blow over when Isabdllefliesout on
Sunday. One day off school isn't exactly capitulating to the mob.”

At breskfadt, | broke the newsto Helen.

“I'm not staying home,” she said.

“Why not? Don’'t you want to hang out with Sophie?’

Helen wasamused. “ *Hang out’ ? Is that what the hippies used to say?” In her persona chronology
of San Francisco, anything from before her birth belonged to the world portrayed in the tourist museums
of Haight-Ashbury.

“Gossp. Ligento music. Interact socidly in whatever manner you find agreeable.”

She contemplated thislast, open-ended definition. “ Shop?’

“I don’t seewhy not.” There was no crowd outside the house, and though we were probably being
watched, the protest was too large to be a moveable feast. Perhaps al the other parents would keep
their children home, leaving the various placard waversto fight among themselves.

Helen reconsidered. “No. We re doing that on Saturday. | want to go to school.”

| glanced at Francine. Helen added, “It’ s not asif they can hurt me. I’ m backed up.”

Francine said, “It’ s not pleasant being shouted at. Insulted. Pushed around.”

“I don't think it’ sgoing to be pleasant,” Helen replied scornfully. “But I'm not going to let them tell
me what to do.”

To date, ahandful of strangers had got close enough to yell abuse at her, and some of the children at
her first school had been about as violent as (ordinary, drug-free, non-psychotic) nine-year-old bullies
could be, but she' d never faced anything like this. | showed her the live news feed. She was not swayed.
Francineand | retrested to the living room to confer.

| said, “1 don't think it sagood idea.” On top of everything else, | was beginning to suffer from a
paranoid fear that | sabelle would blame usfor the whole situation. Lessfancifully, she could easily
disapprove of us exposing Helen to the protesters. Even if that was not enough for her to terminate the
licenseimmediately, eroding her confidencein us could lead to thet fate, eventudly.

Francine thought for awhile. “1f we both go with her, both walk beside her, what are they going to
do?If they lay afinger on us, it' sassault. If they try to drag her away from us, it’ stheft.”

“Y es, but whatever they do, she getsto hear al the poison they spew out.”

“She watches the news, Ben. She'sheard it al before.”

“Oh, shit.” Isabelle and Sophie had come down to breskfast; | could hear Helen calmly filling themin
about her plans.

Francine said, “Forget about pleasing Isabdlle. If Helen wantsto do this, knowing what it entails, and



we can keep her safe, then we should respect her decision.”

| felt asting of anger at the unspoken implication: having gone to such lengthsto enable her to make
meaningful choices, I’ d be ahypocrite to stand in her way. Knowing what it entails? She was
nine-and-a-half yearsold.

| admired her courage, though, and | did believe that we could protect her.

| said, “All right. Y ou call the other parents. I’ Il inform the police.”

The moment we |eft the car, we were spotted. Shouts rang out, and atide of angry people flowed
toward us.

| glanced down at Helen and tightened my grip on her. “Don’t let go of our hands.”

She amiled a meindulgently, asif | waswarning her about something trivid, like broken glass on the
beach. “I’ll bedl right, Dad.” She flinched asthe crowd closed in, and then there were bodies pushing
againg usfrom every Sde, people jabbering in our faces, spittle flying. Francine and | turned to face each
other, making something of a protective cage and awedge through the adult legs. Frightening asit wasto
be submerged, | was glad my daughter wasn't at eye level with these people.

“Satan moves her! Satanisingde her! Out, Jezebd spirit!” A young woman in ahigh-collared lilac
dress pressed her body against me and started praying in tongues.

“Gode’ s theorem proves that the non-computible, nonlinear world behind the quantum collapseisa
manifest expression of Buddha-nature,” anegtly dressed youth intoned earnestly, establishing with
admirable economy that he had no ideawhat any of these terms meant. “ Ergo, there can be no soul inthe
mechine”

“Cyber nano quantum. Cyber nano quantum. Cyber nano quantum.” That chant came from one of
our would-be “supporters,” amiddlie-aged man in Lycra cycling shorts who was forcefully groping down
between us, trying to lay his hand on Helen’ s head and leave afew flakes of dead skin behind; according
to cult doctrine, thiswould enable her to resurrect him when she got around to establishing the Omega
Point. | blocked hisway asfirmly as| could without actually assaulting him, and hewailed like apilgrim
denied admission to Lourdes.

“Think you' regoing to liveforever, Tinkerbel?” A leering old man with amatted beard poked his
head out in front of us, and spat straight into Helen' sface.

“Assholel” Francine shouted. She pulled out a handkerchief and started mopping the phlegm away. |
crouched down and stretched my free arm around them. Helen was grimacing with disgust as Francine
dabbed at her, but she wasn't crying.

| said, “Do you want to go back to the car?’

“No.”

“Areyou sure?’

Helen screwed up her facein an expression of irritation. “Why do you always ask methat? Am|
sure? Am| sure? Y ou' re the one who sounds like a computer.”

“I'm sorry.” | squeezed her hand.

We plowed on through the crowd. The core of the protesters turned out to be both saner and more
civilized than the lunatics who' d got to usfirst; as we neared the school gates, people struggled to make
room to let usthrough uninjured, at the same time as they shouted dogansfor the cameras. “Hedthcare
for dl, not just therich!” | couldn’t argue with that sentiment, though adai were just one of athousand
ways the wealthy could spare their children from disease, and in fact they were among the cheapest: the
total cost in prosthetic bodies up to adult size came to less than the median lifetime expenditure on
hedlthcare in the U.S. Banning adai wouldn’t end the disparity between rich and poor, but | could
understand why some people considered it the ultimate act of selfishnessto create a child who could live
forever. They probably never wondered about the fertility rates and resource use of their own
descendants over the next few thousand years.

We passed through the gates, into aworld of space and silence; any protester who trespassed here
could be arrested immediately, and apparently none of them were sufficiently dedicated to Gandhian
principlesto seek out that fate.



Inside the entrance hdl, | squatted down and put my arms around Helen. “ Areyou OK?’

“Yes”

“I'mredly proud of you.”

“You'reshaking.” Shewasright; my whole body was trembling dightly. It was more than the crush
and the confrontation, and the sense of relief that we' d come through unscathed. Relief was never
absolute for me; | could never quite erase the images of other possibilities at the back of my mind.

One of the teachers, Carmela Pefia, approached us, looking stoical; when they’ d agreed to take
Helen, dl the staff and parents had known that aday like thiswould come.

Helen said, “I'll be OK now.” She kissed me on the cheek, then did the sameto Francine. “I'm dll
right,” sheingsted. “Y ou can go.”

Camedasad, “We ve got 60 percent of the kids coming. Not bad, considering.”

Helen walked down the corridor, turning once to wave at usimpatiently.

| said, “No, not bad.”

A group of journdigts cornered the five of us during the girls' shopping trip the next day, but media
organizations had grown wary of lawsuits, and after 1sabelle reminded them that she was presently
enjoying “the ordinary liberties of every private citizen”—a quote from arecent e ght-figure judgment
agang Celebrity Salker—they left usin peace.

The night after Isabelle and Sophie flew out, | went in to Helen’ sroom to kiss her good night. As|
turned to leave, she said, “What' s a Qusp?”’

“It' sakind of computer. Where did you hear about that?’

“Onthenet. It said | had a Qusp, but Sophie didn’t.”

Francine and | had made no firm decision asto what we' d tell her, and when. | said, “That’ sright,
but it’ s nothing to worry about. It just meansyou' re alittle bit different from her.”

Helen scowled. “1 don’'t want to be different from Sophie.”

“Everyone sdifferent from everyonedse” | sad glibly. “Having aQuspisjust like...acar having a
different kind of engine. It can till goto dl the same places.” Just not all of them at once. “You can
both till do whatever you like. Y ou can be as much like Sophie as you want.” That wasn't entirely
dishonest; the crucid difference could always be erased, smply by disabling the Qusp' s shidding.

“I want to bethe same,” Helen ingsted. “Next time | grow, why can't you give me what Sophi€’'s
got, instead?’

“What you haveis newer. It s better.”

“No oneesehasgot it. Not just Sophie; none of the others.” Helen knew she'd nailed me: if it was
newer and better, why didn’t the younger ada have it too?

| said, “It'scomplicated. Y ou d better go to deep now; we'll talk about it later.” | fussed with the
blankets, and she stared at me resentfully.

| went downstairs and recounted the conversation to Francine. “What do you think?’ | asked her. “Is
ittime?’

“Maybeitis” shesad.

“I wanted to wait until she was old enough to understand the MWI .”

Francine conddered this. “Understand it how well, though? She' s not going to be juggling density
matrices any time soon. And if we make it abig secret, she' sjust going to get haf-baked versonsfrom
other sources.”

| flopped onto the couch. “Thisisgoing to be hard.” I’ d rehearsed the moment a thousand times, but
in my imagination Helen had always been older, and there' d been hundreds of other adai with Qusps. In
redlity, no one had followed thetrail we' d blazed. The evidence for the MWI had grown steadily
stronger, but for most people it was still easy to ignore. Ever more sophigticated versions of rats running
mazes just looked like elaborate computer games. Y ou couldn’t travel from branch to branch yourself,
you couldn’t spy on your paralel ater egos—and such feats would probably never be possible. “How
do you tell anine-year-old girl that she' sthe only sentient being on the planet who can make adecision,
and gick to it?’



Francine smiled. “Not in those words, for agtart.”

“No.” | put my arm around her. We were about to enter aminefield—and we couldn’t help diffusing
out across the perilous ground—but at least we had each other’ s judgment to keep usin check, to rein us
inalittle

| sad, “We ll work it out. We' ll find the right way.”

2050

Around four in the morning, | gaveinto the cravingsand lit my first cigarettein amonth.

As| drew thewarm smoke into my lungs, my teeth started chattering, asif the contrast had forced meto
notice how cold the rest of my body had become. The red glow of the tip was the brightest thing in Sight,
but if there was a cameratrained on meit would beinfrared, so I’ d been blazing away like abonfire,
anyway. Asthe smoke came back up | spluttered like a cat choking on afur bal; the first onewas
awayslikethat. I’ d taken up the habit at the surreal age of 60, and even after five years on and off, my
respiratory tract couldn’t quite believe its bad luck.

For five hours, I’ d been crouched in the mud at the edge of Lake Pontchartrain, acouple of
kilometers west of the soggy ruins of New Orleans. Watching the barge, waiting for someone to come
home. I’ d been tempted to swim out and take alook around, but my aide sketched a bright red moat of
domestic radar on the surface of the water, and offered no guarantee that I’ d remain undetected even if |
stayed outside the perimeter.

I’d called Francine the night before. It had been a short, tense conversation.

“I'min Louisana | think I’'vegot alead.”

“Yeah?'

“I'll let you know how it turns out.”

“Youdothat.”

| hadn’t seen her in the flesh for amost two years. After facing too many dead ends together, we'd
split up to cover more ground: Francine had searched from New Y ork to Sesttle; I’ d taken the south. As
the months had dipped away, her determination to put every emotiond reaction aside for the sake of the
task had gradually eroded. One night, | was sure, grief had overtaken her, done in some soulless motel
room—and it made no difference that the same thing had happened to me, amonth later or aweek
before. Because we had not experienced it together, it was not ashared pain, aburden made lighter.
After 47 years, though we now had a single purpose as never before, we were sarting to come adrift.

I’d learned about Jake Holder in Baton Rouge, triangulating on rumors and fifth-hand reports of
barroom boasts. The boasts were usualy empty; a prosthetic body equipped with software dumber than
amicrowave could make an infinitely pliable dave, but if the only way to sdvage any trace of dignity
when your buddies discovered that you owned the high-tech equivaent of ablowup doll wasto imply
that there was somebody home inside, apparently alot of men legped at the chance.

Holder looked like something worse. I’ d bought his lifetime purchasing records, and there’ d been a
steady stream of cyber-fetish porn over aperiod of two decades. Hardcore and pretentious; half the
titles contained the word “manifesto.” But the flow had stopped, about three months ago. The rumors
were, he' d found something better.

| finished the cigarette, and dapped my armsto get the circulation going. She would not be on the
barge. For dl | knew, she’ d heard the news from Brussels and was dready hafway to Europe. That
would be adifficult journey to make on her own, but there was no reason to believe that she didn’t have
loyd, trustworthy friendsto assist her. | had too many out-of-date memories burned into my skull: al the
blazing, pointlessrows, dl the petty crimes, al the self-mutilation. Whatever had happened, whatever
she’ d been through, she was no longer the angry 15-year-old who'd left for school one Friday and never
come back.

By thetime she'd hit 13, we were arguing about everything. Her body had no need for the hormonal
flood of puberty, but the software had ground on relentlessly, smulating al the neuroendocrine effects.
Sometimes it had seemed like an act of torture to put her through that—instead of hunting for some magic
shortcut to maturity—but the cardina rule had been never to tinker, never to intervene, just to am for the



most faithful Smulation possible of ordinary human devel opment.

Whatever we' d fought about, she' d dways known how to shut me up. “I’m just athing to you! An
ingrument! Daddy’ slittle Slver bullet!” | didn’t care who she was, or what she wanted; I’ d fashioned her
solely to day my own fears. (I'd lie awake afterward, rehearsing lame counterarguments. Other children
were born for infinitely baser motives: to work the fields, to Sit in boardrooms, to banish ennui, to save
failing marriages.) In her eyes, the Qusp itself wasn't good or bad—and she turned down &l my offersto
disable the shielding; that would have let me off the hook too easily. But I'd made her afreak for my own
sdfish reasons; I d set her gpart even from the other adai, purely to grant myself acertain kind of
comfort. “Y ou wanted to give birth to asingleton? Why didn’t you just shoot yourself in the head every
time you made abad decison?”’

When she went missing, we were afraid she' d been snatched from the street. But in her room, we'd
found an envel ope with the locator beacon she’ d dug out of her body, and anote that read: Don’t look
for me. I’'m never coming back.

| heard thetires of a heavy vehicle squelching aong the muddy track to my Ieft. | hunkered lower,
making sure | was hidden in the undergrowth. Asthetruck cameto ahat with afaint metalic shudder,
the barge disgorged an unmanned motorboat. My aide had captured the data streams exchanged, one
specific challenge and response, but it had no clue how to crack the genera case and mimic the barge's
OoWner.

Two men climbed out of the truck. One was Jake Holder; | couldn’t make out hisfacein the
garlight, but I’ d sat within afew meters of himin diners and barsin Baton Rouge, and my aide knew his
somatic Sgnature: the electromagnetic radiation from his nervous system and implants; hisbody’s
capacitative and inductive responses to small shiftsin the ambient fields; the faint gamma-ray spectrum of
his unavoidable, idiosyncratic load of radioisotopes, natura and Chernobylesgue.

| did not know who his companion was, but | soon got the generd idea.

“Onethousand now,” Holder said. “ One thousand when you get back.” His silhouette gestured at the
waiting motor-boat.

The other man was suspicious. “How do | know it will bewhat you say it is?’

“Don’t cdl her ‘it’,” Holder complained. “ She’ s not an object. She' smy Lilith, my Lo-li-ta, my
luscious clockwork succubus.” For one hopeful moment, | pictured the customer snickering &t this
overheated sales pitch and coming to his senses; brothel sin Baton Rouge openly advertised machine sex,
with skilled human puppeteers, for afraction of the price. Whatever he imagined the specid thrill of a
genuine adai to be, he had no way of knowing that Holder didn’t have an accomplice controlling the
body on the barge in exactly the same fashion. He might even be paying 2,000 dollars for a puppet job
from Holder himsdif.

“OK. Butif sheé snot genuire...”

My aide overheard money changing hands, and it had modeled the situation well enough to know
how I’d wish, dways, to respond. “Move now,” it whispered in my ear. | complied without hesitation; 18
months before, I’ d pavloved mysdf into swift obedience, with dl the pain and nauseamodern chemistry
could induce. The aide couldn’t puppet my limbs—I couldn’t afford the elaborate surgery—but it
overlaid movement cues on my vision, asystem I’ d adapted from off-the-shelf choreography software,
and | strode out of the bushes, right up to the motorboat.

The customer was outraged. “What isthis?’

| turned to Holder. “Y ou want to fuck him firgt, Jake? I’ [l hold him down.” Therewerethings| didn’t
trust the aide to control; it set the boundaries, but it was better to let me improvise alittle, and then treat
my actions as one more part of the environment.

After amoment of stunned slence, Holder saidicily, “I’ ve never seenthis prick beforein my life”
He' d been speechlessfor alittle too long, though, to inspire any loyalty from a stranger; as he reached for
his weapon, the customer backed away, then turned and fled.

Holder walked toward me dowly, gun outstretched. “What' s your game? Are you after her? Isthat
it?’ Hisimplants were mapping my body—actively, snce there was no need for stedth—but I'd tailed
him for hoursin Baton Rouge, and my aide knew him like an architecturd plan. Over the Sarlit gray of his



form, it overlaid aschematic, flaying him down to brain, nerves, and implants. A swarm of bluefireflies
flickered into lifein hismotor cortex, prefiguring a peculiar shrug of the shoulders with no obvious
connection to histrigger finger; before they’ d reached the intensity that would sgnd hisimplantsto radio
the gun, my aide said “Duck.”

The shot was sllent, but as| straightened up again | could smell the propellant. | gave up thinking and
followed the dance steps. As Holder strode forward and swung the gun toward me, | turned sidewayss,
grabbed hisright hand, then punched him hard, repeatedly, in the implant on the side of his neck. He was
afetishigt, so he' d chosen bulky packages, intentionaly visible through the skin. They were not
hard-edged, and they were not inflexible—he wasn't that masochistic—but once you sufficiently
compressed even the softest biocompatible foam, it might aswell have been alump of wood. Whilel
hammered the wood into the muscles of hisneck, | twisted hisforearm upward. He dropped the gun; |
put my foot onit and did it back toward the bushes.

In ultrasound, | saw blood pooling around hisimplant. | paused while the pressure built up, then | hit
him again and the swelling burst like agiant blister. He sagged to hisknees, bellowing with pain. | took
the knife from my back pocket and held it to histhroat.

| made Holder take off hisbelt, and | used it to bind his hands behind hisback. | led him to the
motorboat, and when the two of uswere on board, | suggested that he give it the necessary ingtructions.
Hewas sullen but cooperative. | didn't fed anything; part of me still indsted that the transaction I'd
caught him in was a hoax, and that there’ d be nothing on the barge that couldn’t be found in Baton
Rouge.

The barge was old, wooden, smelling of preservatives and unvanquished rot. There were dirty plastic
panesin the cabin windows, but all | could see in them was a reflected sheen. Aswe crossed the deck, |
kept Holder intimately close, hoping that if there was an armed security system it wouldn't risk putting the
bullet through both of us.

At the cabin door, he said resignedly, “Don't treat her badly.” My blood went cold, and | pressed
my forearm to my mouith to stifle an involuntary sob.

| kicked open the door, and saw nothing but shadows. | called out “Lights!” and two responded, in
the celling and by the bed. Helen was naked, chained by the wrists and ankles. She looked up and saw
me, then began to emit a horri-fied keening noise.

| pressed the blade against Holder’ sthroat. * Open those things!”

“The shackles?’

“Yeg”

“I can't. They’re not smart; they’ re just welded shut.”

“Where are your tools?’

He hegitated. “1’ ve got some wrenchesin the truck. All the rest is back intown.”

| looked around the cabin, then | led him into a corner and told him to stand there, facing thewall. |
knelt by the bed.

“Ssh. We'll get you out of here.” Helen fell silent. | touched her cheek with the back of my hand; she
didn’t flinch, but she stared back a me, disbelieving. “We Il get you out.” The timber bedposts were
thicker than my arms, the links of the chainswide as my thumb. | wasn’t going to snap any part of this
with my bare hands.

Heen'sexpression changed: | wasred, shewas not halucinating. She said dully, “1 thought you'd
given up on me. Woke one of the backups. Started again.”

| said, “I’d never give up on you.”

“Areyou sure?’ She searched my face. “Isthisthe edge of what's possible? Isthistheworst it can
oet?”
| didn’'t have an answer to that.

| said, “Y ou remember how to go numb, for ashedding?’

She gave me afaint, triumphant smile. “ Absolutely.” She’d had to endure imprisonment and
humiliation, but she' d always had the power to cut hersdf off from her body’ s senses.

“Do you want to do it now? Leave dl thisbehind.”



“Ves”
“You'll besafe soon. | promiseyou.”

“I believeyou.” Her eyesrolled up.

| cut open her chest and took out the Qusp.

Francine and | had both carried spare bodies, and clothes, in the trunks of our cars. Adal were
banned from domestic flights, so Helen and | drove dong the interstate, up toward Washington, D.C.,
where Francine would meet us. We could claim asylum at the Swiss embassy; |sabelle had dready set
the machinery in motion.

Hdenwas quiet a first, dmost shy with me asif with astranger, but on the second day, aswe
crossed from Alabamainto Georgia, she began to open up. Shetold me alittle of how she' d hitchhiked
from state to state, finding casual jobsthat paid e-cash and needed no socia security number, let done
biometric ID. “Fruit picking wasthe best.”

She' d made friends along the way, and confided her nature to those she thought she could trust. She
still wasn't sure whether or not she' d been betrayed. Holder had found her in atransent’ s camp under a
bridge, and someone must have told him exactly where to look, but it was dways possible that she'd
been recognized by a casua acquaintance who' d seen her face in the mediayears before. Francineand |
had never publicized her disgppearance, never put up flyers or web pages, out of fear that it would only
make the danger worse.

Onthethird day, as we crossed the Carolinas, we drove in near silence again. The landscape was
stunning, the fields strewn with flowers, and Helen seemed calm. Maybe thiswas what she needed the
modst: just safety, and peace.

Asdusk approached, though, | felt | had to speak.

“There ssomething I’ ve never told you,” | said. “ Some-thing that happened to me when | was
young.”

Hden smiled. “Don’t tell me you ran away from the farm? Got tired of milking, and joined the
crcus?’

| shook my head. “1 was never adventurous. It wasjugt alittle thing.” | told her about the kitchen
hand.

She pondered the story for awhile. “And that’ s why you built the Qusp? That’ swhy you made me?
Intheend, it al comes down to that maninthe aley?’ She sounded more bewildered than angry.

| bowed my head. “I’'m sorry.”

“For what?’ she demanded. “ Are you sorry that | was ever born?’

“No, but—"

“You didn’t put me on that boat. Holder did that.”

| said, “1 brought you into aworld with people like him. What | made you, made you atarget.”

“Andif I’d been flesh and blood?’ she said. “Do you think there aren’t people like him, for flesh and
blood? Or do you honestly believe that if you' d had an organic child, there would have been no chance
at all that she' d have run away?’

| started weeping. “1 don’t know. I'm just sorry | hurt you.”

Helen said, “1 don’t blame you for what you did. And | understand it better now. Y ou saw a spark of
good in yoursdf, and you wanted to cup your hands around it, protect it, make it stronger. | understand
that. I’m not that spark, but that doesn’t matter. | know who | am, | know what my choicesare, and I'm
glad of that. I'm glad you gave methat.” She reached over and squeezed my hand. “Do you think I'd
fed better , here and now, just because some other version of me handled the same Situations better?’
She smiled. “Knowing that other people are having agood time is't much of a consolation to anyone.”

| composed myself. The car begped to bring my attention to abooking it had madein amotd afew
kilometers ahead.

Helen sad, “I’ ve had time to think about alot of things. Whatever the laws say, whatever the bigots
say, al ada are part of the human race. And what | haveis something dmost every person who's ever
lived thought they possessed. Human psychology, human culture, human mordlity, al evolved with the



illusonthat welived in asingle history. But we don’t—so in the long run, something hasto give. Cal me
old-fashioned, but I’ d rather we tinker with our physica nature than abandon our whole identities.”

| was silent for awhile. “So what are your plans, now?’

“I need an education.”

“What do you want to study?’

“I'm not sure yet. A million different things. But in thelong run, | know what | want to do.”

“Yeah?’ The car turned off the highway, heading for the motd.

“Youmade adart,” shesad, “but it's not enough. There are peoplein billions of other branches
where the Qusp hasn't been invented yet—and the way things stand, there' Il always be branches without
it. What' sthe point in us having thisthing, if we don’t shareit? All those people deserve to have the
power to make their own choices.”

“Travel between the branchesisn’'t asimple problem,” | explained gently. “That would be orders of
magnitude harder than the Qusp.”

Helen smiled, conceding this, but the corners of her mouth took on the stubborn set | recognized as
the precursor to athousand smdler victories.

Shesad, “Givemetime, Dad. Give metime.”

Geropods
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“ Geropods,” from F& SF, isan amusing variant on the gestalt personality trope common in
S since the days of Theodore Sturgeon’s More Than Human. It is also an interesting contrast to
Eleanor Arnason’s story appearing earlier in this book. In the near future, a geropod isalegal
entity that constitutes a full human being: “ any group of infirm old people whose combined
physical and mental capacities constitutes the powers of a single, competent individual is
collectively entitled to act as an individual.” So old Kaplan, in need of a posseto right a wrong
done to his daughter, forms a geropod.

Grow old along with me, the best is yet to be....
—Robert Browning

L ike me, my two elderly companions had outlived their wives, but | was new to Arcadia. Y ou know

the sort of place I’ m talking about, somewhere between anursing home and amorgue: pastel wallswith
printsof ralling hillsin“qudity” antiqued frames, sturdy plastic furniture, atiled, low-maintenance floor.
That afternoon, the digital holo in the corner of the sunroom was tuned to The Young and the Old, a
trendy soap starring the ancient Macaulay Culkin, his aready pae colors so washed out by the late
afternoon glare he looked transparent. The air was laced with the odors of antiseptic and urine. Distant
rattling and the indistinct conversations of the old echoed through the chip-array hearing aid | worelikea
baseball cap.

I’d come out of along stay in the hospital—my total deafness aside, a Parkinson’ s-like movement
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disorder was getting the best of me. Pinkie and | hadn’t had any kids. After my long career asashrink, it
looked like I’ d moved into my find home.

“Bored?’ Kaplan said from hiswhedlchair. “ Areyou kidding? | used to be aHollywood agent.
Bored? It’s 0 boring here it must be anew medica condition, right?’

“That evidence is accepted by this court,” Judge Ortiz said from the couch, waving his red-and-white
striped cane. The dot from itslaser guidance flew around the room like a bug.

“I had depressives who literdly put meto deep,” | recalled from my practice. “But, okay, maybe we
do break new ground here. The question is, what' s the alternative? We re disabled and technically
incompetent. The law sayswe can't leave.”

“Not quiteright,” Kaplan said. “ Judge, tell him about Geropods.”

“Geropods?’

Thejudge shushed mein aconspiratorial way as an orderly cruised in behind atrolley rattling with
glassand plagtic. | already knew him as Dennis, his hair the color of straw, his neck wider than hisears.
He passed me my dopamine agonistsin alittle plastic cup and ticked his stylus on his pam chart.
“DIDN'T SEEYOU AT THE LUAU LAST NIGHT, DOC,” Dennis shouted, asif my hat was out of
order.

“That’ sbecause | lived in Hawaii during the Aussewar,” | muttered, watching my hand shake and
water splash out of the cup. “Luau Night here is pathetic. Hawaii without the beach.”

“Exactly,” Judge Ortiz agreed.

Kaplan swung hiswhed chair around, just missing Dennis s shin. “Casino Night without the money,”
he chimed in. “ Casting without the couch.”

Dennis, who' d gone abit pink, tucked the pam chart into the trolley. “Vaenting s Day coming up,”
he said ingenuoudly. “Let’s see. That would be sex without the....”

Kaplan pumped hisarms and nailed him with a quick reverse sweep of hischair.

“Re...drictions...,” Dennis hissed when he could spesk. “ Going to talk to...Nurse
Tucker...Re...grict...you dl from...recregtion...room....”

When we were done again, Kaplan whedled over to the judge. “All right, tell him about Geropods.
The Doc’ sbeen in the hospital.”

“Okay,” said Judge Ortiz. “ Supreme Court decision last month. Civil rights case brought by the
AARRP. You're correct; the law sayswe can't leave as individua s—danger to ourselves, incompetent, dl
that crap. But the Court ruled that any group of infirm old people whose combined physicad and menta
capacities condtitute the powers of asingle, competent individud, is collectively entitled to act as an
individud, asasngle, legdly defined human being.”

“A Geropod,” Kaplan chimed in. “Freeasabluejay.”

“Judtice Kirkpatrick’ sterm,” Ortiz said. “I'm blind, but Kaplan here can see. Kgplan'sina
whedlchair, but you're ambulatory. Asamatter of fact, you' re the one who's going to move us around.”

“Me?

“WEe ve been looking for aguy like you. Of course, you' re sone deaf without your hat, and you
goddamned vibrate dl thetime....”

“Parkinson’s....”

“So you need help yoursdlf. But among uswe ve got al the parts.”

“And where would we go?’

“Mr. Kaplan has a burning mission,” thejudge told me, hisface swinging from sdeto sde.

“My daughter Monica,” Kaplan explained, “isin her late forties. Five years ago she marriesaclient
of mine, ‘Boots Bacci. From that talk show on the Moon? Remember him? Alwayswore silver boots? |
get admitted into Cedars with a stroke, the snake talks me into signing over the house in Brentwood. |
get released from Cedars, and instead of taking me home, he gets behind my whedlchair, crams meinto
his sports car, then pushesmein here.”

“Timefor alittle payback,” Judge Ortiz said, pushing on his cane and rising from the couch. “Areyou
with us?’

A sharp anima sound, ayapping, came from the direction of the lobby. | adjusted my cap, feding a



bit frail. My companions didn’t strike me as completely stable, but. ..." Isthat adog?’

“No, it saYorkshireterrier. Anima therapy day.”

| likeanimals, but | recalled how the previous week a potbellied pig had fouled the library floor. “I'm
with you, gents. Let’srall.”

And s0 | stood there the next morning, shaking on my walker, leaning on the gurney, fresh air just ten
feet away. Dennis was scanning our formsinto the web station with afrown, Nurse Tucker looking over
his shoulder. Partly because we were dressed in street clothes, my two partnersin old suits, mysdf in
cords and acardigan, we' d attracted a bit of a crowd. There was Agnes Dorchester with her humped
back and blue nightgown, Ted Makdenawith hisrobe pocketsfilled with sveets, Marjorie Watersin
her ridicul ous tracksuit.

Nurse Tucker grimaced over thetermind. “What about him?’ she asked, pointing to the gurney that
Kaplan had instructed me to push.

“He swith us. Tiger Montelban,” Judge Ortiz said. Even | remembered him as a screen playboy.
He' d been Kaplan’ smost productive client.

“Medical data’sin order, but what's he do for your ’ pod? He' s been comatose for ayear.”

“He can pee, which | can’t,” Kaplan said. “Wanna see my catheter?’

Tucker rolled her eyes. Actudly, sodid I.

“Look here,” the judge snapped. “It doesn’t matter if he can do anything. The law saysthat the sum
of our powers merely hasto replicate those of anorma adult.”

Tucker 9ghed, puzzled over the termina, then it beeped. “ Admin says you guys can go,” shesaid
with quiet surprise. “What name?’ Asanew singlelega entity, we had to provide a separate name.

“Story Musgrave,” the judge answered. Musgrave had been my idea. The bald ex-marine, one of the
firgt astronauts, had been activeinto his nineties, had six graduate degreesincluding onein medicine, and
at ninety-seven was with the crew that went to Mars.

The diding doors opened and we took our first step through.

It was surprisingly easy going at first. Weweren't fast, exactly, but the gurney | was pushing
stabilized my tremor and provided a platform for Judge Ortiz to walk aong as he tapped hisway. Kaplan
wasout in front, leading usto the parking lot. He' d been savvy enough to hireavan, abig one, into
whose capacious back the driver helped us dide Tiger Montelban’ s gurney.

| took a deep breath and smelled the hot pavement, the wet grass under the sprinklers. | heard noise
from traffic on Wilshire, and, yes, birddl, so loud | had to turn down my hat. The sunlight was amazing,
the sky huge. | knew Pinkie would have been proud of me. | swung closed the rear door. “Why are we
taking thisguy dong?’ | wondered.

“Kaplan said he owed him onelast ride,” Ortiz shrugged. “Now help mein.”

At the judge’ s suggestion, Migudl, our driver, first drove ustoward the Pecific a Venice, then
through the park in Santa Monicaand up aong the beach in Malibu. Ortiz had his head out the window
likeaLab, histhin hair streaming in the wind. What a pleasure it was to be dong the blue ocean, the wide
stretches of sand, to see the girls on their maglev boards weaving down pedestrian tracks. Trees! Dogsl
People whose hair wasn't white! At acrosswalk, aninfant in astroller made me redlize how much I'd
missed seeing children. When we turned back toward the city, | rolled down my own window and caught
ascent on the breeze and remembered something € se: Mexican food!

But before we could eat, Kaplan indgsted, we had an assignment at his house in Brentwood.

“What' sthe plan?’ | asked, not for the first time. The night before, Kaplan had prattled about
“degrading assets,” but he hadn’t been entirely clear. | had him diagnosed as manic, the judge as suffering
from cerebrd arterioscleross, aside effect of which is senile dementia. | suppose | had atouch of that
mysdf.

“Firgt step, we shake him up. Ground zero, the garage,” Kaplan said. “That sports car of his?He's
got one of thefirst fuel cell Lamborghinis. The modd that ooks like a shuttle?’

| sucked in air between my teeth. “We' d stoop to petty vandalism?’



“No no no no. Helovesthat car more than heloves Monica. It' shisfinancia security, see? Hisfirst
two wivesgot al hismoney, and it’ sthe only asset he has. Aside from my daughter.” From a pocket of
hiswheelchair, Kaplan extracted asmall black case. “I've ill got aremote for the garage,” he
whispered.

“And?’

From another pocket, he pulled aspray can with an ugly, mustard-colored top. “ Think you can
handle this, Doc?’ he said with gloe. “Theideais, | open the door, then we...well, you...decorate the
Lamborghini.”

| raised ashaking hand. So vandalism it was. My first impulse was to refuse, but then | took a deep
breath...and imagined Pinkie laughing. So what if we got caught? And maybe we could get it over with
quick, like a prostate exam. We could have awonderful day. “And then?” | asked.

Kaplan hesitated, his eyes glazed with confusion.

“And then therest of the plan develops,” Ortiz said gamely. Hewas till haf out his open window,
the breeze on hisface, a self-absorbed smile on hislips. “Wetake it one step at atime.”

From ablock avay, Kaplan's house looked to be an impressive smal mansion in the Tudor style. It
had a gabled portico, two storieswith alarge east wing, asizable pool and a cabanain the sde yard, and
afour-car garage.

“Somebody’ stherel” Kaplan choked. Miguel pulled aong the curb, and | watched a heavyset man
heave himsdf out of the pooal. | saw him dip on slver sandals and with a shock recognized that it was
Boots Bacci himsdlf. He had put on alot of weight since he' d returned to Earth’ s gravity, and theway he
scratched hisample belly, he was not expected at the studio anytime soon. He pushed hiswet black hair
back, and it seemed to lift from his scalp. “ Say, how old’ sthat guy?’

“Sixty-two,” Kaplan muttered. “Y ou’ d think he d have more consideration, right?’

Boots bent toward his towel and sunglasses, picked up a script, threw the towe around his
shoulders, looked toward the street. He cast aquick, hostile glance a our van, and waked into the
house.

We could follow his progress through a side window, see him step half naked into asmall room, ease
his dripping body into aleather chair, hoist hisfeet up....

“My teak desk,” Kaplan said inasmall, unhappy voice.

Then Boots pointed a remote toward the window and closed the blinds.

Kaplan had Migud move up the block, putting a stand of bright pink oleander between usand his
house.

Kaplan and Ortiz started bickering. Under the pretext of abattery problem, | took off my hat and
fiddled with it asthey talked. That’' s the one thing, the only thing, about my deafnessfor which | am
grateful: | don't haveto hear anything | don’'t want to hear. Y ou can imagine what that did to my
psychiatric practice toward the end. Now, though I’ d lost confidencein Kaplan, | was still glad to be
away from Arcadia. My jiggling foot tapped arhythm on the van’ sfloorboards.

After awhilel redized that Kaplan was shouting a me.

“I can hear you now,” | said, adjusting my hét.

Kaplan ordered Ortiz and me out, got out himsalf, and dispatched Migue back to the house. His
mission wasto ring the doorbell and ascertain if Monicawas at home. Kaplan' sideawasthat if shewas
home, we could discreetly enter through a side door and occupy the screening room, where we could
lock oursalvesin. The plan sounded lame.

Turned out she was a work, at her desk at the William Morris Agency in Studio City. And Boots
Bacci madeit clear to Migue that if “that van” didn't “evaporate’ from the neighborhood, hewas cdling
the cops.

“Do you think he made us?’ the judge asked as Migud put the vanin gear.

“I tol’ him we was gardeners. Y ou know, mow and blow?’

“Where now?’ the judge asked.

“Weapons,” Kaplan said. “Tasers. Pipe bomb.”



“Dios” Migud muttered under his breeth.

“You're obsessing, Marv,” | told Kaplan in my best professiona voice. “Y ou’ re going to give
yoursdlf another stroke. | prescribe lunch.”

“All right, Migud,” Kaplan said with dismay. “Head for Casa Escobar. On Alvarado Street.”

Thenew “old” Mexican part of town, for al its advertised ethnic uniqueness, looked alot like the
Beverly HillsMdl. Half the buildings were sand-colored stucco, with heavy black timbers, Mission-style
arches, and red-tiled roofs. Many of the arches opened onto recessed mini-malls disguised as blocks of
market sdls. Miguel maneuvered usinto adisabled parking space, and we formed our pod again, Ortiz
and Montelban and | in awedge behind Kaplan’ swheelchair.

We moved through the crowd fronting Pescado Mojado like atanker in heavy sees, past Selena
World, past Hologames’ R’ Us, past Alberto’s Secret. | had forgotten the theme park domesticity of the
new old part of town, the fountains, the fishponds, the forests of cacti and rented ficus, thetidy upscale
familieswith their matching body studs. Interiors were uniformly dense with epiphytes and those
sheet-water wallsthat have become so big. Redlly, | hate it when | accidentdly lean againgt one.

“Whoa,” | heard Kaplan shout. “ Sefioritas a eleven o' clock!”

| looked ahead. Three elderly women were pushing along a narrow white table high with what | took
to be catered food.

“What's he talking about?’ Ortiz asked.

“Sefioritas,” Kaplan said. “Babes.”

“Good grief,” | sad. “They’re pushing agurney.”

“Tell mewhat they look like,” Ortiz said.

“They look as old aswe are. Except the onein front—Kaplan’ s right—she’ s some. .. babe. Big blue
hair, leopard skin outfit, wide black belt, gold high hedls. Greet legs. Behind her, alongside the gurney,
there’ sawoman who lookslike...l guessyou' d say agiant robin. Big bosom, big behind.
Grandmotherly. She' s got ared-and-white striped cane. Laser guidance.”

“Cometo Papito,” | heard Ortiz say, to my surprise.

“The thin one on the other side reminds me of Pinkie. My late wife. She’ susing one of those dectric
canes. That woman up front, though. She’ s got to be somebody’ s daughter.”

“Faster, Doc,” Kaplan urged, leaning forward into hiswheelchair and pushing hard. “Let’s cut them
off a Orange ulio’s”

“An dl-woman Geropod?’ Judge Ortiz marveled. “I’m absolutely charmed.”

“Such agentleman,” the blind woman replied, feding around the table discreetly for her venison
burrito with one hand, fingering the straw in her fluorescent green margaritawith the other.

We were clustered at the rear of Casa Escobar. There d been some trouble about the gurneys, but
we aranged to park them just outside, in aquiet alcove with alittle birdbath. To my greet reief, the
woman who reminded me of Pinkie turned out to be aretired intensive care nurse. Between uswe
checked vital sgnson Tiger and started anew 1V line on her temporary patient, a
one-hundred-and-twel ve-year-old woman whose hair was so white, whose still smile was so betific, she
looked like aporcelain angdl.

Kaplan had settled deep into the red booth aongsde the woman with the blue hair. Her namewas
Bette. Her makeup was very thick, but expertly applied. Shewas as old asthe rest of us, it turned out,
and amarved. Her atificid lungs gave her abreathy voice and she’ d somehow managed to keep her
figure, or at least had tucked and squeezed it into the leopard skin suit in away that belied her age.
Unlessyou looked closaly, you might have easily mistaken her for awoman in her early fifties.

“Wereyou intheindustry?’ Kaplan asked. “Films? Holos?’

“I was on aposter once,” she said coyly.

“If you' d had the right representation...” Kaplan speculated, flattering her in the easy way of an
experienced professond.

Bette' sfalse eyelashesfluttered so vigoroudy | thought | felt abreeze.



And so we ate and talked. By thetime it came to coffee and flan, the restaurant was almost empty.
Ogtensbly to try one another’ s laser canes, Ortiz and the blind woman groped their way into aseparate
booth for dessert.

The ex-nurse and | went out to the alcove to check on our charges again. Her name was Barbara.

“So how do you like being old?’ | asked, adjusting my hat.

“Today isfun,” shesaid. “But it' shard to do things.”

| nodded. “I suppose | had some training. In med school they had us put on scratched-up
goggles—like we had cataracts. Plugged our ears with wax, gave us heavy rubber gloves....”

“Likearthritis....”

“Put marshmadlowsin our mouths....”

“Mmmm. Post-stroke paraysis.”

“...corn kernelsin our shoes, braces around our necks. The worst thing was the padded diapers.”

She laughed and blushed. L et me guess. They had you try to read prescription labels with the
goggles on, count out pillswith fat fingers, eat around the marshmallows.”

“Exactly.”

“In nursing school, we had to spend amorning in ahospital bed, got applesauce shoved into our
mouths every haf hour. Isn't it great to be out here?’

“Want to walk down Alvarado?’ | asked.

It took us forever, but not since Pinkie died have | spent such a pleasant hour with awoman. We
lingered in CasaDIY, admiring the lawn furniture and the barbecue grills. Outside Burrito Loco her
electric cane got confused by a passing maglev scooter. She started to ssumble, and | reached out to hold
her arm to steady her.

When she regained her balance, she dipped her warm fingersinto mine, and we made our way back
down the sdewak holding hands.

“I’d give you my heart,” she said as we gpproached the restaurant, “but it’ s plastic and | think it
needs anew battery.”

| laughed. “Likemy kidney,” | said. “But how about if | ask you for a date sometime?’

Back at the big red booth in Casa Escobar, Kaplan announced that he had a plan.

“I hope you don’t have too much for meto do,” | admitted. “I’m bushed.”

“Not necessary,” Kaplan said. “Bette heré sgoing in.”

Kaplan explained that he' d sent Migud over to the office supply store next door and was faxing over
some forged NASA stationery from an FX vault he used to work with. The ideawas to mock up aletter
from Story Musgrave Junior to Boots Bacci—as Kaplan recalled, Junior had been aguest on Boots's
talk show some years earlier during atribute to his dad. The letter would personally introduce Bette asa
talented performer whose career just wanted the kind of help Bacci could provide through his extensive
contacts. “Let’'ssee” Kaplan muttered as he scribbled notes. “We' Il put in something about using Boots
to host an old astronaut specid. * Please give thiswarm lady your special attention, the Boots Bacci boost
weall know about, that big, stiff rocket....””

Bette was going to take a cab and present hersdlf at the front door of the Brentwood house with the
letter in hand.

Kaplan set down his notes. “Then we let Nature take its course.”

“What was—uh, is—your career?’ | asked Bette.

“She was an exotic dancer.” Barbaragiggled.

“Usewhat you' ve got, honey,” Bette said. “Just get me to Casa Charo on theway so’'s| can get a
blond wig and some sunglasses. And I' d like another Margarita”

Kaplan wasradiant. “ She'sgonnabe astar.”

Wedl wanted to be there in Brentwood, if only down the block, to seeif she' d get into the house.
But we were ssumped about the gurneys.

“We could get arrested for harassment,” thejudge said. “I’ d hateto seetheminacel.”

Barbara pointed out that our charges had been in comas for months. Kaplan said he didn’t see



anything wrong with leaving the gurneys sde by sdein the dcove, and giving the busboy a hundred
dollarsto page usif there was any noticeable changein their condition.

The busboy was not only willing, but even trained in CPR. Though it was alittleirresponsible,
Barbaraand | went along. Kaplan hacked away at the | etter, and when it wasfinished, Miguel moved the
van around and helped usin.

| really wastired. Therein the back of thevan, | settled in for abit of anap. | woke up with the
mid-afternoon sun in my eyes and redlized that we' d sopped. My companions were hushed. When |
looked down the street, | saw ablonde in aleopard skin ouitfit at the front door of the Brentwood
house—the blonde was Bette—fdling into a big hug from Boots Bacci and being ushered in.

“I fill don't getit,” | admitted.

From the front of the van, Kaplan placed acdl to Studio City, telling Monicathat Boots had had a
seizure and was unable to get out of bed and that she needed to rush right home.

What redlly frosted Monica, shetold uslater, was the way Boots hadn’t even folded back the family
quilt (an heirloom in colorful interlocking circles, the classic “wedding ring” pattern). When sheburgt in,
distraught, limping on a shoe whose high hedl she' d broken during her breathless climb up the sairs, he
was gitting right on it, back against the teak headboard, stark naked except for the silk bathrobe Monica
had only recently given him for Christmas (strike two). From behind a hand-held holocorder, he was
gpparently directing Bettein some sort of “audition” (strike three). The holodisc, of course, left aslittle
doubt about his guilt as the famous bin Laden tape from before the Aussie War. In asomewhat empty
tribute to virtue, leggy Bette had never in fact had to get out of her leopard skin outfit, which was
probably just aswell, even though she' d closed the drapes and dimmed the lights. Monica confessed that
the affair confirmed growing suspicions she' d had about her husband, who had been taking uncommon
interest in a series of female trainers though he never seemed to exercise, and had started locking himself
in the screening room.

From the street, the sequence was elegant in its economy—Monica running in the front door, Boots
gected from the rear, hopping past the pool and cabana, struggling to pull on hisclothes. He nearly lost it
all together when Kaplan punched the garage door’ s remote.

There were repercussions, of course. Bacci maintained that he had been harassed, entrapped, and
defrauded. Before the day was out, we actually had to answer some questions posed to us by an
investigator &t the L.A. prosecutor’ s office.

Bacci himself wasthere, his eyes puffy, hisslver boots scuffed, hisanger palpable. HE d inflicted a
long scrape on the side of the silver Lamborghini as he' d peded out of the garage.

“Okay,” theinvestigator, an anorexic attorney, began, “Who's Story Musgrave?’

“I am,” thejudge sad.

“I am,” Kaplan added, then he pointed to me.

| waved. “Did you say Story Musgrave?’ | asked, adjusting my cap. “ That’sme.”

She sghed. “Mr. Bacci maintainsthat earlier today, February 7th, you gentlemen, particularly Mr.
Kaplan and Judge Ortiz, colluded to defraud him. Now, Mr. Kaplan, | want you to tell me your precise
whereabouts from the hours of .....”

“Excuseme” heinterrupted. “Let’s cut to the chase. The medica record will show that | have
suffered amassive, debilitating stroke, and the legal record will show that specidists under Mr. Bacci’s
own supervision had me declared incompetent as an individua not six months ago. Any testimony | might
give can't have standing in the State of Cdifornia.”

“Mmm,” she mused, consulting her softscreen for along moment. Then she turned to me. “ Doctor,
did you hear any conversation between Mr. Kaplan and Judge Ortiz that would suggest such a
conspiracy?’

| fiddled with my cap. “Would you please put your question in writing?’ | asked.

When she did 0, | read the sentence, fiddled with my hat again, and replied. “I’m so sorry for the
trouble, counselor. | wastrained to be agood listener, but, you see, I’ ve become stone deaf, and my



hat’snot entirely reliable. So | could hardly....”

“Judge Ortiz,” she said, looking down at her softscreen again, sucking her upper lip. “Did you see
anything today to cal into question thelegd standing of the woman known as Bette Watersasa
legitimate entertainer seeking professiona advice from Mr. Bacci?”’

Ortiz twirled hisred and white cane, and a bright red dot flew around the room. The dot findly got
her attention. “Justiceisblind,” he said, setting his cane on the floor and rising. “Now can we go?’

That hour at the prosecutor’ s office, however, wasn't the strangest thing that happened toward the
end of that day. Migud, who said he' d never had a better timein hislife, and who still iswith usasour
driver, ran us back to Casa Escobar to retrieve the gurneys.

They weretherein the dcove, dl right. But Tiger Montelban wasn't, and neither wasthe
one-hundred-and-twelve-year-old lady.

The busboy was distraught. He' d checked every quarter hour, hetold us. He' d been a bit late just
after five because he' d had to help set up for dinner. When he' d findly looked in the acove, they were
gone—the tops of the gurneys empty landscapes of rumpled sheets and dented pillows punctuated by a
trailing 1V line. The restaurant staff had searched the neighborhood. People on the street spoke of an
elderly couple in white who looked to be romantically involved, but it was just impossible. Therewas no
report back at the nursing home, nothing from the nearby hospitals, nothing from the police or the
morgue. To thisday, we don’t have a clue asto what happened to them, except for a series of charges
that appeared on Montelban' s credit chip at aresort in Cabo San Lucas. The chip had been embedded
inhiswrig.

These days we count on Arcadiafor our medical care three days out of every seven, but otherwise
we spend extended weekends at the house in Brentwood, sitting in lesther furniture, watching sportsin
the den, taking in old movies with Barbara and Bette and Ramona in the screening room—that’ sredly a
treat, as Marv has remastered digital holos of dl the great ones from the past hundred and fifty years,
from Birth of a Nation to the ten Lucas Star Wars sequels. Monica saregular angdl, kind and
congderate and aworld-class caterer, though we do our best to look after ourselves as much aswe
can.

Barbaraand | have taken to light exercise in the pool and lounging beside the cabana. Every oncein
awhile, lying on my back, relaxed and at peace—athird try with stem cells has reduced my tremor—I
look up and think of them, Tiger Montelban and hisangd. Occasiondly | see them in the shapes of
cloudsralling in the sky, soft and free as floating gauze or down, white as bright moonlight on a
snow-covered mountain, drifting in the heavenstogether, amin arm.

Afterlife
JACK WILLIAMSON

Jack Williamson lives in Portales, New Mexico, near the Jack Williamson Library and SF
collection at the University of New Mexico, which sponsors an annual Jack Williamson lecture on
SF. Thefirst age of SF genre heroesis not over as long as Jack Williamson is alive and writing.
Williamson’ s first S story was published in the 1920s, and he has been a leading figurein the
field in every decade since, all eight of them. Heis a legendary pioneer of SF now in his nineties,
who has never ceased learning his craft and producing fiction of high quality.

Published in F& SF , which had a particularly strong year in 2002, “ Afterlife” isa good
old-fashioned SF moral tale about believing in reason and science, and being rewarded by a
better, longer life. Not an easy life, nor one with immediate rewards, but a deeper, richer one. This
is one of the core messages of sciencefiction asa genre. Thereisalso alevel of satirein the
subtext about con men who promise immediate salvation through science, a message just as
relevant today as it has always been.
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W eliveonfath,” my father used to say. “ The efterlifeisal we have”



| wasn't sure of any afterlife. My questions troubled my father, who was pastor of our little church.
He made me kned with him to pray and listen to long chapters from the Bible on the dtar. That sacred
book, he said, had come from the holy Mother Earth. It looked old enough, the brittle yellow pages
breaking loose from the cracked leather binding, but if its miracles had ever redlly happened, that had
been a hundred light-years away and long millenniaago.

“If thereisaGod,” | told him, “and if he heard our prayers, we' d al be dead before we ever got his
ansver.”

With an air of tragic sorrow, he warned me that such recklesswords could put my immorta soul in
danger.

“Weourseves are miracles,” hetold me, “happening every day. Our whole planet wasthe Lord' s
miraculous answer to the prayers of the first Earthmen to land here. They found it rich in everything, and
gpoiled it with their own greed and folly.”

| heard the history of that from our one-legged schoolmaster. Our first dozen centuries had been a
golden age. We settled both great continents, harvested the gresat forests, loaded fleets of space freighters
with precious hardwoods and rare metals. All that wealth was gone two thousand years ago.

Sadly, he showed us afew preciousrelics he kept in the dusty cupboard he called amuseum. There
was alittle glass tube that he said had shone with the light of a hundred candles when there was power to
makeit burn, and a dusty telephone that once had talked around the world.

We were born poor, in apoor little village. On the Sabbaths, my father preached in the
adobe-walled church. On weekdays, he got into his dusty work clothes and ground corn on alittle grist
mill turned by ahigh waterwhed. His pay was ashare of the medl.

Whest grew on theflat land down in the valley below us, but the soil in our hill country had eroded
too badly for wheat. Through most of the week we ate cornmeal mush for breakfast and corn ponesfor
bread. Sometimes my mother made white bread or even honey cakes, when church members from the
valey gave uswhest flour.

On the Sabbaths she played awheezy old organ to accompany the hymns. | used to lovethe music
and the promise of a paradise where the just and good would live happily forever, but now | saw no
reason to believeit. With no life here a home, | longed to get away into the wider universe, but | saw no
chance of that.

It sseven light-yearsto the nearest settled star system. The trade ships quit coming long ago,
because we had nothing left to trade. There sonly the mail ship, once every Earth year. It arrives nearly
empty and leaves with every ding filled with those lucky people who find money for thefare.

It lands at the old capitol, far acrossthe continent. I’ d never been there, nor seen any kind of starship
till the year | turned twelve. That quiet Sabbath morning, the rest of the family was gone in the wagon
with my father to areviva meeting in another village down theriver. Expecting no miraclethere or
anywhere, I’ d been happy to stay home and do the chores.

Awakened by arooster crowing, | was walking out to the barn to milk our three cows. | heard
something thundering across the sky. Inamoment | found it, aflash of silver when it caught the sun. |
dropped the milk bucket, staring while it whedled low over the crumbled ruins of something that had
stood on the hill west of us.

It turned and dived straight at me.

With no timeto run, | stood frozen while it sank over the west pasture and the apple orchard. It
struck the cornfield and plowed on through a cloud of dust and flying rockstill it stopped at the edge of
my mother’ skitchen. Itsthunder ceased. It lay till, asmoking mass of broken metal.

| stood there watching, waiting for something more to happen. Nothing did. | caught my bresth at
last, and walked uneasily toward it. Nothing about it made any kind of sense until | looked into thelong
furrow it had dug and found atorn and bleeding human arm. A leg farther on, most of the skin torn off.
Ancther naked leg, Htill attached to the mangled body. Findly ahairless skull grinning from the bottom of
theditch.

Dazed by the sudden strangeness of it, | thought | ought to call my father or the constable or the
schoolmaster, but they were all away &t therevival. | was till there, wondering what to do, when | saw a



carrion bird hovering over the body. | shouted and threw stonesto keep it away till some of the
neighbors came from up the river. We gathered up what we could, the smallest red scrapsin my milk
bucket, and carried them into the church.

The sheriff came on horseback, the doctor with him. They frowned over the body parts, laid out on a
long table made of plankslaid across the benches. The doctor fitted them closer together to seeif
anything was missing. The sheriff picked up pieces of broken metal, scowled at them unessily, threw
them back in the ditch.

They dl left at last, for their dinners or whatever they had to do. | think they were afraid of too much
they didn’t understand. Sowas|, but | didn’t like the flies buzzing around the body. | went homefor a
sheet to cover it. After acold corn pone and abowl of clabbered milk for lunch, | came back to look at
the wreck again, and watch the empty sky. Nothing e se came down.

Evening came. | milked the cows again, fed the pig, found adozen eggsin the nests. | heard dogs
barking and went back to the church to be certain the door was closed. Night fell as| waswalking
home. Our planet has no moon. In the sudden darkness, the stars were a blaze of diamonds.

| stopped to look up at them, wondering about the stranger. Where was his home? Why had he
come here? What could have gone so terribly wrong when he tried to land? The answers were beyond
me, but | stood there along time, wishing I’ d been born somewhere e se, with a chance to see worlds
more exciting than our own.

In the empty housg, | lit acandle, ate another corn pone and a piece of fried chicken my mother had
left for me, went to bed. Trying to forget the vulture circling over that skinned skull inthe ditch, | lay
liglening to thetick of the old clock inthe hdl till | heard therattle of my father’ swagon.

My mother and my sister came in the house while he drove on to stable the team. News of the dead
stranger stopped their chatter about the meeting. My father lit a candle lantern when he heard about it,
and we dl walked across the road to the church. My mother lifted the sheet to ook at the body.

She screamed and my father dropped the lantern.

“Alivel It sdivel”

The candle had gone out. | shivered when | heard some smdll creature scurry away in the dark. My
father’ s hands must have been shaking; it took him along timeto find amatch to light the candle again.
The long naked body wasaman's, black with dried blood and horribly scarred, but somehow whole
agan.

The bald skull had hair again, a short pale fuzz. The eyes were open, saring blindly up into the dark.
The body seemed stiff and hard, but | saw the blood-caked chest rise and dowly fall. My mother
reached to touch it, and said she felt a heartbest.

My father made me saddle my pony and go for the doctor. | had to hammer at the door along time
before he came out in his underwesar to call me crazy for waking him in the middie of the night with such a
cock-and-bull story. If we had alive man there at the church, it had to be some drunk who had crept
inside to sober up.

Still angry, hefinally dressed and saddled a horse to come back with me. My mother had lit candles
at the dtar. My father was on hisknees before it, praying. The doctor threw the sheet off the man, felt his
wrist, and said he' d be damned.

“The hand of God!” my father whispered, backing away and dropping back to hisknees. “A holy
miracle! We prayed at the meeting for asign to help us persuade the unbelievers. And the good L ord has
answered!”

“Maybe.” The doctor squinted at me. “Or isit sometrick of Satan?’

My mother brought a basin of warm water and helped him wash off the clots of blood and mud. His
eyes closed, the man seemed to be degping. He woke when day came, and sat up to stare blankly at the
empty benches around him. Hisblond hair and beard had grown longer. The scars had disappeared.

My mother asked how he felt.

Heblinked at her and shivered, wrapping the sheet around himself.

“Areyou the Son of God?’ My father knelt before him. “Have you come to save the world?’

He shook hishead in apuzzled way.



My mother asked if he was hungry. He nodded, and rose unsteadily when she asked if he could. She
took his hand and led him out of the church and down the street to our house. He limped dowly beside
her, peering around him asif everything was strange.

“Sr?’ The doctor came up beside him. “Can you tell uswho you are?’

He made astrange animal grunt and shook his head again.

At our house, my mother brought him aglass and apitcher of applejuice. He gulped it thirstily and
sat watching her fix bregkfast. My father brought clothing for him, and apair of shoes. He sat frowning at
them and finally stood up to dress himsdlf, dow and clumsy abouit it, and let metie the shoes.

“Sr?’ The doctor stood watching. “Where are you from?’

“Earth.” He spoke at last, hisvoice degp and dow. “I am here from Mother Earth.”

My mother set aplatefor him. He studied the knife and fork asif they were new to him, but plied
them ravenoudy when she brought a platter of ham and scrambled eggs. She had set platesfor the
doctor and my father, but they forgot to est.

“You weredead.” My father was hoarse with awe. “How canyou live again?’

“I was never dead.” He reached to stab another dice of ham. “| am eternal.”

“Eternd?’ Thedoctor blinked and squinted at him. “Do you mean immorta 7’

“|I—" He paused asif he had to search for words. “1 do not die.”

“I saw you dead.” The doctor swallowed hard and watched him dice the ham. “What brought you
back?’

“The power.” Smiling as though glad to find what to say, he wiped hislipswith adice of white bread.
“Theimmortal power that moves the morta body.”

“I see” the doctor muttered, asif heredly did. “Why are you here?’

“If immortality interestsyou, that iswhat | bring.”

The doctor blinked, startled into silence. My father muttered something under his breeth and moved
to achair across the room. My mother had made a pot of tea. The man drained atal glassof it,
sweetened with honey. Seeming to grow stronger and brighter, he began asking questions. He wanted to
know about our history, cities, industries, governments, ways of travel. Did shipsfrom Earth ever land
here? | thought he looked pleased that the mail skipper was not due soon. Our neighbors had crowded
the kitchen by then, and we al moved into the front room. Somebody asked his name.

“Who cares?’ He shrugged, standing tall in the middle of the room. “Y our world isnew to me. |
cometo you asanew man, an agent of eternity. | bring you the gift of eternd life.”

“Eterna?’ The doctor had recovered hisvoice. * Just what do you mean?’

“My secretsare my own.” He was suddenly smiling, hisvoice resonant and strong. “But if you wish
to liveforever, follow me”

Too many people had pushed into our house by then, and the blacksmith wanted to take him to
speak at the church. Stubbornly, my father shook his head.

“I don’t know what heis, but he claims no power from God. He could be a son of Satan, scheming
to trgp our soulsfor hell. | don’t want him in my church. Get him out of my house!”

“He'sdick asabarrd of eds,” the doctor agreed. “I wouldn’t believe him if he swore the sun came
up thismorning. But | don't—" He shrugged uneasily toward the wreckage in the cornfidd. “1 want to
know more about him.”

The sheriff escorted him to avacant lot. My father stayed away, but | followed with my sister. The
sheriff helped him to the top of an old stone dab that must have supported some public monument when
our world was great. We al crowded around. He stood silent while the blacksmith spoke to tell how he
had risen from the dead. The murmur of voices died into breathless expectation as we waited for him to
speak. | heard adog barking somewhere, and arooster crowing. | thought he looked handsome, evenin
the misfit garments.

“He can’'t be the demon Dad says heis.” | saw aglow of awed admiration on my sister’ sface. “I
believe he' san angel sent from Heaven to save us.”

He spread his arms to beckon us closer.

“| seethat your world has suffered misfortune.”



Hisvoice rang loud and clear, but he paused to gesture at the muddy ruts we called a street and our
straggle of mudwalled, straw-roofed homes. He turned to nod at the rubble mounds of what had been a
city on the hill behind him.

“I knew poverty like yours back on the mother world. It isruled by therich. They livein great
mangons, with swvarms of servants and every luxury. Skipping time on space flightsto thelr estates on
other planets, they Stretch their lives almost forever. The very richest can pay for microbots.”

“Microbots?’ the doctor shouted. “What are they?’

“Tiny robots.” He dowed hisvoiceto help us understand. “ They circulate like cellsin the blood,
repairing dl the damage of illnessand age. Their owners areimmortal, gathering wealth and knowledge
and power asthey live through century after century. They have everything.

“We mortals were poor asyou are.”

He shrugged at the shabby streets with agrimace of remembered pain.

“Poorer, because they have kept us down, generation after generation born to toil and diein
ignorance of al that might have helped us. To keep us humble, they have alowed usto learn no more
than our tasks required. Most have no escape except to breed another generation to suffer and die aswe
have aways done.

“I was lucky. My mother’ s husband worked as ajanitor in auniversty that taught the children of the
rich. He stole books and holo cubesto let me learn at home. She was ahousemaid for an immortal
scientist. They had an affair they never confessed, but my mother told me | am his son. He made me his
lab assstant when | was old enough, finally made me his subject for the experiment that made me
eternd.”

| heard abuzz of excitement in the crowd, and then avolley of breathless questions.

“If you don’t believe, ask those who saw me arrive.” He paused to let his eyes search out the doctor,
the sheriff, me. “They saw my body hed from what they thought was death.”

“| saw adead man,” the doctor muttered uneasily. “But | don’t know how—"

Hisvoicetrailed off.

“I'll tell you how.” The stranger smiled, and hisvoice peded louder. “1 bring you my father’ s secret
gift to me, something smpler than the microbots and a better way to immortality. It has darmed the old
immortas, who have made laws and broken laws to keep the microbots for themselves forever.

“They raided and wrecked my father’ slab, left me for deed. | recovered. My mother brought methe
keysto his private skipship. | am not a pilot, but | had watched him drive the ship. The robotic controls
got me here, though | botched the landing and injured mysdif.”

Wryly, he gestured toward the twisted meta in the cornfield.

“Y ou have seen how | recovered.”

He spread hisarms again and posed to display his body. Splendid now, it showed no scars. | saw a
flash of gold from his hair, now grown amost to his shoulders, and heard a soft cry from my sister. Awe
had hushed the crowd. Far off, | heard the rooster crow again.

“A child of God!” my sister whispered. “Hereto save ug”

People stood frozen for amoment, then pushed anxioudy closer. | heard a babble of questions.

“Can you make me whole again?’ That was the black-smith’s crippled son, caked with smoke and
swest from the forge. “How can we repay you?’

“Just follow me,” hesaid. “Do as| say.”

He had brought his gift for al mankind, he said. He wanted to carry it on to the capitol. The
blacksmith passed a hat for money to buy him ahorse. Thetailor gave him ajacket. The sheriff deputized
the schoolmaster to be his bodyguard and show him the way. He dept that night at the doctor’ s house.
When heleft next morning, the doctor, the blacksmith, and the schoolmaster rode away with him. My
sister came out with me to watch them go by. She broke into tears as they passed.

“Anangd!” shewhispered. “I'd dieto bewith him.”

She stood in the dusty street looking after them till he was gone from sight, and waited with the rest
of us, hoping for him to return. He never did. She grew up to be abeautiful woman and the mistress of
our one-room school. The black-smith’s son courted her devotedly, but she never forgot the stranger.



An artist of some talent, she painted a portrait of him, standing on aplanet out in starry space, a
golden hao shining above hishead. It hung in her room, above a candle and ascrap of twisted metal
from hisship. Once | caught her kneding to it.

With nowhere elseto go, most of us stayed at home in the village. The doctor’ s young bride learned
to make her living as amidwife. The blacksmith’ s son got hisyounger brother to help at the forge and
became asmith himsalf. News moves dowly on our planet, but we began to hear tales of the miraculous
Agent who had risen from degth, won new believers by the thousand, built amagnificent Temple of
Eternity a the capitol. My sister longed to follow him there, and cried when my father called him the
Agent of Satan.

The doctor and the schoolmaster returned at last, in acoach drawn by four fine black horses, a
uniformed driver sested in front and afootman standing behind. Another four-horse team pulled along,
black-painted wagon. They stopped on the village square. Half adozen men in long black robes climbed
out of the wagon to set up a platform on one side of the coach and ablack tent on the other. They
unpacked drums and trumpets and instruments | had never seen, and brought the street to life with music
| had never heard.

When a curious crowd had gathered, the schoolmaster hopped out of the black wagon, till nimble
on hiswooden leg. No longer the shabby little mouse | remembered, he was robed in gold and black
velvet.

“My father?” The blacksmith’s son limped anxioudy to meet him. “Is he coming home?’

The trumpets drowned anything the schoolmaster said.

“Ishe—ishe dead?’

“Alive” The schoolmaster waved his hand. The music stopped, and he lifted hisvoice for the rest of
us. “Aliveforever, sefein Eternity.”

He strutted to the coach and climbed to stand on the driver’ s seat. His voice pealed louder. Our
village was a sacred place, he said, because here the Agent had died and risen again from death. He and
the doctor had been blessed to witnessthat first miracle. As chosen Voices of Eternity, they had now
returned to share the blessing of eternd lifewith al of their old friendswho wished it.

My father had pushed to the front of the crowd.

“By what power, and by what name,” he demanded, “do you preach the resurrection of the dead?”’

“The Agent has power enough of hisown.” Glaring down at him, schoolmaster waved asif to knock
him aside. “He needs no other name, and some of you here witnessed his own resurrection.”

“I call him by histrue names” my father shouted. “ Satan! Lucifer! Bedlzebub! The Prince of
Darkness!” He dropped hisvoice. “I am sorry to hear you repesting hislies, because dl of you were
once true children of our true Lord. | beg you to repent and confess, that your morta snsmay be blotted
out—"

The schoolmaster gestured, and a bray of trumpets drowned the words.

“You cdl yoursalves Voices” my father tried again. “I beg you to listen for the voice of God. Listen
to Himin your hearts, spesking through the Holy Ghost.”

“I never met aholy ghogt.”

My father flushed red at the mockery.

“Listen to the words of Eternity!” The schoolmaster raised his head to ook beyond my father. “We
bring you something better than myth and ignorant superdtition. | pray you to heed the verities of scientific
truth and save your own precious lives. Learn the new science of veronics. For you with open minds, let
me lay out the actud facts”

“Facts?’ my father shouted. “Or Satanic lies?’

The blacksmith’ s son caught hisarm.

“Thewords of the Agent.” The schoolmaster frowned asif we were backward students. “He has
taught the smple truth. The veron isan energy particle. Carrying neither mass nor dimension, itismind
without matter. The so-called human soul in fact the veronic being. The Agent has taught us how to
liberateit into Eternity. Freed from davery to the mortd flesh, with dl itsfaultsand ills, your immortal
minds can liveforever.”



He paused for a paean of rousing music, and asked for questions when it ceased.

What proof could he offer?

“Look inddeyoursalves.” He paused, with nods and smiles of recognition for my mother and my
sger. “Haven't every one of you hated the limits and pains of your bodies? Haven't you al enjoyed
moments of liberty from space and time, as you recaled the past, looked into the future, thought of
far-off friends? Those were precious glimpses of your future freedomsin eternity!

“If you want to live forever, step forward now!”

The doctor came down from the coach to atable set up in front of the black tent. Robed like the
schoolmaster in gold and black velvet, he had grown grayer and fatter than | recalled him. Silently, he
spread hisarmsto urge us forward. The music rose again. The blacksmith’s deserted wife hobbled
toward him. Arthritic and blind, sheleaned on her limping son.

“Eat. Drink.” Intoning the words, the doctor gestured at a platter and a pitcher on the table. “One
little wafer and one smdl sip of thisveronic fluid will bregk the chains of flesh to set you free. But you
must be warned.”

He dropped his voice and raised his hands.

“Thisfind feast isonly for those who trust the Agent and accept the miracle of his resurrection. Once
you havefdt thejoy of eternity, thereisno turning back. | must remind you a so that you take nothing
withyou.”

Tears washing white channels down his dark-grimed face, the blacksmith’s son shouted the warning
into hismother’ s ear. She mumbled and opened her mouth. He dropped jingling coinsinto a basket on
the table. The doctor laid atiny white wafer on her tongue, put alittle glass of ablood-red liquid to her
drooling lips. She gulped it down. Two men in black took her armsto help her into the tent.

Next came the baker’ s old and hel pless father, moaning on a stretcher carried by the baker and his
helper. A dozen others shuffled forward. Finaly my sister. Tears on her face, she hugged our mother and
our father, darted to startle the blacksmith’s son with akiss and a quick embrace, and fell into theline. |
caught her arm to pull her back.

“Let her go.” My father was hoarse with pain. “ She has damned hersdlf.”

The solemn music rose again. Theline crept forward, my sister thelast. My father knelt on the
ground, murmuring a prayer. My mother stood silently sobbing. My sister dropped something into the
basket, the gold necklace and gold earrings the blacksmith’ s son had given her. | heard a stifled moan
from him. Smiling, she swallowed the wafer and the liquid. My mother cried out, shrill with pain. My
sister looked back and tried to speak, but her voice was aready gone. Her features stiffened. She
staggered. The black robes hustled her into the tent.

With afind flourish, the music ceased. The doctor intoned a solemn assurance that these beloved
beings were happy now, forever free from grief and care. He and the schoolmaster climbed back into the
coach. The musicians dismantled their instruments and knocked down the platform where they had
stood. They rolled up the black tent, loaded everything on the wagon, and followed the coach back to
the road down theriver.

The bodies were left lying in arow on the ground. My mother kndlt to close my sister’ seyes. My
father stood above them to beg the Lord that al their sins and blunders might be forgiven and their souls
received into God' s own paradise. Neighbor men toiled dl night, nailing coffinstogether. Next day a
pastor came from the village below to preach afarewell service before the boxes were lowered into the
row of new graves.

One morning next spring, while my mother was making breakfast, we saw abright silver skipship
lying in the cornfield where the stranger’ s craft had fallen. Another tal stranger was poking into the tangle
of tall weeds and rusted metal where it had stopped. He came across the garden to our door.

When | answered his knock, he displayed aholo card that showed the bright round Earth spinning in
gtarry black space. Silver print acrossit identified him as afield inspector for the Pan-Terran Police.
Pointing back at the wreck, he asked for anything we knew about it. My mother asked him to share our
grits and bacon while we told him what we could about the ship and the Agent and the Church of
Eternity.



“We believed—" She broke into tears when she spoke of my sister’ sdeath. “We had seen him risen
from the dead. She trusted him.”

“Satan!” my father rasped. “He dragged my daughter down to Hell!”

“Hewasacriminal.” Theingpector nodded in sober sympathy. “The tale hetold you waslargely a
hoax. It' strue that he was a native Earthman, but no verons exist, no veronic bodies either. Though he
did have microbotsin his blood, he had no skills or know-how to share them with anybody else.”

Sobbing, my mother rose to leave the room.

“Ligtento him!” My father was hoarse with his own emotion. “The Lord will help us bear the truth.”

“Aviciouscrimina.” Regretfully, the ingpector shook hishead. “But dso the victim of tragedy. He
was the offspring of amortad woman'sillicit affair with animmortal. He inherited hisfather’ s microbots.
They should have been destroyed, but that would have crippled or probably killed him. It must have been
adesperate choice, but his mother kept him as he was and kept his secret till he was grown. Shewas
arrested when the truth came out, but he escaped in hisfather’ s skipship. | regret the harm he did here,
but at least hisevil career isover.”

“Ove?’ My faher sared at him. “If heisimmorta—"

“Hischurch officiaswill no doubt claim that he’ still divein some veronic paradise” The inspector
grinned. “But micro- bots aren’'t magic. They are only eectronic devices. When we located him here, we
were able to shut them down with aradio signal. His natura body functions had become dependent on
the microbots. His heart stopped when they did.

“Hewill trouble you no longer.”

“Thank you, sr.” My father reached over the table to shake his hand. “Y ou have served as afaithful
agent of theLord.”

“Or the Pan-Terran Police”

After breakfast, the inspector asked meto clear the weeds around the wreckage to let him take
holos of it. He walked with my father over our little farm and wanted to see the farm tools and the mules
inthe barn. Helooked a my mother’ s garden and asked about the plants she grew. He had me show
him the windmill and the water whed and the grist mill, and tell him how they worked.

He watched me dop the hogs and milk the cows that night, and went with my parentsto the hymn
sarvice a the church while | stayed home to finish the chores. My mother let him deep in the room that
had been my sgter’s. Next morning he watched my father kindle thefirein the old cast iron stove and
watched my mother fix the breskfast. When we had eaten, he looked sharply at me and asked what |
planned for the future.

“I never had afuture,” | told him. “1 dwayslonged to get away, but never had a chance.”

“If he had achance—" He turned to my parents. “ Could you let him go?’

They stared at him and whispered together.

“If he could redlly get away—" My mother tried to smile at my father. “We have each other.”

My father nodded solemnly. “The Lord’ swill be done.”

The ingpector let his shrewd eyes measure me again.

“It would beforever,” hetold me gravely. “Asfind as death.”

“Let himgo,” my father said. “ He has earned hisown salvation.”

The inspector took me out to see his skipship. It was strange and wonderful, but | was too dazed
and anxious to understand what he said about it. He had me sit, looked mein the eye, and asked for
more about my life.

“I| stay dive,” | told him. “I’m the janitor for my father’ s church, though I’ ve never caught hisfaith. |
help him a the mill and help my mother in her garden.”

My heart thumping, | waited again until he asked, “Would you like to be immorta ?’

Hardly breathing, | found no wordsto say.

“Perhagpsyou can be” hesaid. “If you want the risk. Theimmortals have to guard their own future.
They want no rivals here, but they have agreed to | et us send an expedition to colonize the Andromeda
gaaxy. There' satwo-million- year skip each way, which leavesthem safe from any harm from us.”



He frowned and shook his head.

“We ourselves can't feel so confident. No skip so far has ever been attempted. It'sajump into the
dark, with no data to let us compute any sure destination. We may be lost forever from our own universe
of space, with no way back. Even if we relucky, we' |l have new frontiersto face, with our industria
infrastructure till to build. We' re likely to need the skills and the knowledge you have learned here. | can
sgnyou on, if you want the chance.”

| said | did.

My mother dried her tears and kissed me. My father made us kneel and pray together. | hugged
them both, and the inspector took me with him to board the departing mother ship.

All that was two million years ago and two million light- years behind us. That long jump dropped us
into the gravity well of agiant black hole, but we were able to coast around it in freefdl, with no harm at
al. Thethird skip brought usinto low orbit around our new planet, akind world that had no netivelife
and needed no terraforming. My low-tech skills did help us stay alive. The microbots have learned them,
and we are well established now.

| have recalled this story for our children and their micro- botsto remember. | was at first uneasy
about | etting the microbotsinto my body. For along time | hardly felt them, but they’ re beginning now to
givemeanew zest for life, anew happinesswith al my new friends, an endless ddight in the wonders of
our new world.

Our new sky blazeswith more starsthan | ever imagined, all in strange congtellations, but on aclear
night we can make out our home galaxy, afaint fleck of brightnesslow in the south. Remembering my
parents, who lived so far away and long ago, | wish they could have known the true afterlife we ve
discovered here.
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O nce they had dueled beneath the russet Martian sky for the hand of a princess—had dueled with
swords that, not long before, had been the plastic handles of arake and a spade.

Jeff Shonto had driven the final nail into the first Realwood plank when he redized that Zaawas
standing six-legged, ankle-deep in red dust, watching him. He turned alittle in case Zaawanted to say
something; Zaadid not, but he four- legged, rearing histhorax so that hisarms hung like arms (perhapsin
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order to look more human) before he became a glaucous statue once again, a statue with formidable
musclesin unexpected locations.

Zad sface was skull-like, as were the faces of al the people from his star, with double caninesjutting
from itsmassive jaw and eyes at itstemples. It was a good face, Jeff thought, akind and an honest face.

He picked up the second Realwood plank, laid it against the window o it rested on thefirst, and
plucked anail from his mouth.

Zaa sgray Department shirt (“Zaa Leem, Director of Maintenance”) had been dirty. No doubt Zaa
had put it on clean that morning, but there was ablack smear under the left pocket now. What if they
wanted to talk to Zaa, to0?

Jeff’ s power-hammer said bang, and the nail sank to the head. Faint echoes from inside the store
that had been hisfather’ s might amost have been the sound of funera drums. Shrugging, he took another
nail from hismouth.

A good and akind face, and he and Zaa had been friends snce Mom and Dad were young, and
what did alittle grease matter? Didn't they want Zaato work? When you worked, you got dirty.

Another nall, in the diagona corner. Bang. Mind pictures, daydream pictures showed him the
masked dancers who ought to have been there when they buried Dad in the desert. And were not.

Again heturned to look at Zaa, expecting Zaato say something, to make some comment. Zaadid
not. Beyond Zaa were thirty bunga ows, twenty-nine white and one a flaking blue that had once been
bright. Twenty-eight bungalows that were boarded up, two that were still in use,

Beyond the last, the one that had been Diane’ sfamily’s, empty miles of barren desert, then the aching
void of the immense chasm that had been renamed the Grand Cand. Beyond it, arange of rust-red cliff
that wasin redlity thefar Sde of the Grand Cand, aglowing escarpment lit at its summit by declining Sol.

Jeff shrugged and turned back to his plank. A third nail. Bang . The dancers were sharp-edged this
time, thedrums louder. “Y ou' re closing your store.”

He fished more nails from his pocket. “Not to you. If you want something I'll sdll it to you.”

“Thanks.” Zaapicked up aplank and stood ready to passit to Jeff.

Bang. Echoes of thousands of yearsjust beginning.

“I’ve got one in the shop that feeds the nails. Want meto get it?’

Jeff shook his heed. “For alittlejob like this, what I’ ve got isfine.”

Bang.

“Back at the plant in acouple hours?’

“At twenty-four ten they’ re supposed to call me.” Jeff had said this before, and he knew Zaa knew it
aswdl ashedid. “You don't haveto bethere...”

“But maybethey’ll closeit.”

And | won't have to be the one who tells you.

Jeff turned away, staring at the plank. He wanted to drive more nailsinto it, but there was one at
each corner dready. He could not remember driving that many.

“Here.” Zaawas putting up another plank. “1 would have done thiswhole job for you. Y ou know?’

“It wasmy store.” Jeff squared the new plank on the second and reached to his mouth for anail, but
there were no nailsthere. He positioned hislittle ladder, leaning it on the newly nailed one, got up on the
lowest step, and fished afresh nail from his pocket.

Bang.

“Those paintings of mine? Give them back and I’ll give you what you paid.”

“No.” Jeff did not look around.

“You'll never sl them now.”

“They'remine,” Jeff said. “I paid you for them, and I’ m keeping them.”

“Therewon't ever be any more tourists, Jeff.”

“Thingswill get better.”

“Wherewould they stay?’

“Camp inthe desert. Roughit.” Bang.

Therewasaslence, during which Jeff drove more nalls.



“If they closethe plant, | guessthey’ll send a crawler to take usto some other town.”
Jeff shrugged. “ Or an orthopter, like Channd Two has. Y ou saw Scenic Mars. They might even do
that.”

Impelled by an instinct he could not have described but could not counter, he stepped down—short,
dark, and stocky—to face Zaa. “Listen here. In the first place, they can’t close the plant. What' d they
breethe?’

Even four-legging, Zaawastaller by more than afull head; he shrugged, massive shoulderslifting and
faling. “The others could take up the dack, maybe.”

“Maybe they could. What if something went wrong at one of them?”’

“There' d be plenty of timetofix it. Air doesn’'t go that fast.”

“Y ou come here”

Hetook Zaa by the arm, and Zaa paced beside him, intermediate armlike legs helping support his
thorax and abdomen.

“| want to show you the plant.”

“I'veseenit.”

“Comeon. | want to seeit myself.” Together, the last two inhabitants of the settlement called Grand
Cand went around the wind-worn store and climbed alow hill. The chain-link fence enclosing the plant
wastall and still strong, but the main gate stood open, and there was no one in the guard shack. A half
mile more of dusty road, then the towers and the glassy prisms, and the great pale domes, overshadowed
by the awe-inspiring cooling stack of the nuclear reactor. On the I ft, the spherical hydrogen tanks and
thousands upon thousands of canisters of hydrogen awaiting the crawler. Beyond those, nearly logt in the
twilight, Number One Crusher. It would have been avery big plant anywhere on Earth; here, beneath the
vastness of the russet sky, standing adonein the endless red-and-black desert, it wastiny and vulnerable,
something any wandering meteor might crush like atoy.

“Takeagood look,” Jeff said, wishing Zaa could seeit through his eyes.

“I just did. We might aswell go now. They’ll be wanting to cal you pretty soon.”

“In aminute. What do you suppose dl that stuff’ sworth? All the equipment?’

Zaapicked histeeth with asharp claw. “I don’t know. | guess| never thought about it. A couple
hundred million?’

“Morethan abillion. Listen up.” Jeff felt his own conviction growing as he spoke. “1 can lock the
door on my store and board up the windows and walk away. | can do that because I’ m till here.
Suppose you and | just locked the gate and got on that crawler and went off. How long before
somebody was out here with ten more crawlers, loading up stainless pipe, and motors, and al that stuff?
Y ou could make a better stab at thisthan | could, but | say give methree big crawlers and three men
who knew what they were doing and I’ d have ten million on those crawlersin aweek.”

Zaashook his head. “Twelve hours. Eight, if they never took abreak and redly knew their
busness”

“Fine. So isthe Department going to lock the door and walk away? Either they gut it
themsalves—not ten million, over abillion—or they’ Il keep somebody hereto keep an eye on things.
They'll haveto.”

“I guess”

“ Suppose they’ ve decided to stop production atogether. How long to shut down the pile and
mothbdl everything? With two men?’

“Todoitright?” Zaafingered the point of one canine. “A year.”

Jeff nodded. “A year. And they’ d have to do it right, because someday they might have to start up
again. We're pretty well terraformed these days. This out hereisn’t much worse than the Gobi Desert on
Earth. A hundred years ago you couldn’t bresthe right where we' re standing.”

He studied Zaa sface, trying to seeif hiswordswere sinking in, if they were making an impression.
Zaasad, “Sure”

“And everybody knows that. Okay, suppose one of the other plants went down. Totally. Suppose



they lost the pile or something. Metdown.”

“] got it.”

“Likeyou say, the air goes dow now. We ve added to the planetary mass—covered the whole thing
with an ocean of air and water vapor three milesthick, so there smore gravity.” Jeff paused for
emphasis. “But it goes, and asit goes, we lose gravity. The more air we lose, the faster we lose more.”

“I know that.”

“Sure. | know you do. I'm just reminding you. All right, they lose onewhole plant, like | said.”

“You never losethepileif you doit right.”

“Sure. But not everybody’ s as smart asyou are, okay? They get some clown in there and he screws
up. Let' stake the Schigpardlli plant, just to talk about. How much foss| water have they got?’

Zaashrugged.

“I don’'t know either, and neither do they. They could give you some number, but it'sjust aguess.
Suppose they run out of water.”

Zaanodded and turned away, four-legging toward the main gate.

Jeff hurried after him. “How long before people panic? A week? A month?’

“Y ou never finished boarding up.”

“I'll get it later. | haveto be there when they call.”

“Sure” Zaasad.

Together, asthey had been together since Jeff was born, they strode through the plant gate upon two
legs and four, leaving it open behind them. “They’ re going to have to give us power wagons,” Jeff said.
“Suppose we' re at home and we haveto get herefast.”

“Bikes.” Zaalooked at him, then looked away. “In here you' re the boss. All right, you had your say.
| listened to everything.”

It was Jeff’ sturn to nod. He said, “ Uh-huh.”

“Sodol get to tak now?’

Jeff nodded again. “ Shoot.”

“You said it was going to get better, people were going to come out here from Elysium again. But
you were boarding up your store. So you know, only you're scared I'll leave.”

Jeff did not spesk.

“Werenot likeyou.” Toillustrate what he meant, Zaa began six-legging. 1 been raised with
you—with you Sol peopleiswhat | mean. | fed like I’m one of you, and maybe once aweek I'll see
mysdf inamirror or someplace and | think, my gosh, I'm an dien.”

“You'reaMartian,” Jeff told him firmly. “I am, too. You cal us Sols or Earthmen or something, and
most of my folkswere Navgo. But I'm Martian, just like you.”

“Thanks. Only we get attached to places, you know? We' relike cats. | hatched in thistown. | grew
up here. Aslong as| can stay, I’'m not going.”

“There sfood in the store. Canned and dried stuff, alot of it. I'll leave you the key. Y ou can look
after it for me”

Zaatook adeep breath, filling a chest thicker even than Jeff’ swith thin Martian air that they had
made. “Y ou said we' d added to the mass with our air. Made more gravity. Only we didn't. The
nitrogen’ sfrom the rock we dig and crush. Y ou know that. The oxygen' s from splitting water. Fossi
water from underground. Sure, we bring stuff from Earth, but it doesn’t amount to shit. We ve dtill got the
same gravity we dwaysdid.”

“I guess| wasn't thinking,” Jeff conceded.

“Y ou werethinking. Y ou were scraping up any kind of an argument you could to make yoursdlf think
they weren’t going to shut us down. To make me think that, too.”

Jeff looked at hiswatch.

“It'salongtimeyet.”

“Sure”

He pressed the combination on the keypad—nine, nine, two, five, seven, seven. Y ou could not leave
the door of the Adminigtration Building open; an darm would sound.



“What' sthat?’ Zaacaught hisarm.

It was avoice from deep indde the building. Zaalegped away with Jeff after him, long bounds
carrying them the length of the corridor and up the dair.

“Migter Shonto? Adminigtrator Shonto?”

“Herel am!” Panting, Jeff spoke asloudly as he could. “I’m coming!”

Undersecretary R. Lowell Bensen, dmost in person, was seated in the holoconference theater; in that
dim light, helooked fully asred as Zaa.

“Ah, thereyou are.” He smiled; and Jeff, who was superstitious about smiles, winced inwardly.

“Leem, too. Good. Good! | redlized you two might be busy € sewhere, but good God, twenty-four
fifteen. A time convenient for us, aconvenient timeto get you two out of bed. Bdieve me, the
Department treats me like that, too. Fourteen hours on agood day, twice around the clock on the bad
ones. How arethingsin Grand Cand?’

“Quiet,” Jeff said. “The plant’ srunning at fifteen percent, per ingtructions. We ve got aweak
hydraulic pump on Number One Crusher, so we' re running Number Two.” All thiswould have been on
the printout Bensen had undoubtedly read before making hiscal, but it would be impolite to mentioniit.
“Zaal.eem hereismaking oversized rings and anew piston for that pump while we wait for anew one.”
Not in the least intending to do it, Jeff gulped. “We re afraid we may not get anew pump, sir, and we
want to be capable of one hundred percent whenever you need us.”

Bensen nodded, and Jeff turned to Zaa. “How are those new parts coming, Leem?’

“Just haveto beingdled, sr.”

“Y ou two are the entire staff of the Grand Canal Plant now? Y ou don’t even have a secretary? That
came up during our mesting.”

Jeff said, “That' sright, Sr.”

“But there’ satown there, isn't there? Grand Canal City or some such? A place where you can hire
more staff when you need them?’

Hereit came. Jeff’ smouth felt so dry that he could scarcely spesk. “ Thereisatown, Mr. Bensen.
You'reright about that, sir. But | couldn’t hire more personnel there. Nobody’ s left besides—besides
oursalves, Sr. Leem and me.”

Bensen looked troubled. “ A ghost town, isit?’

Zaaspoke up, surprising Jeff. “It was atourist town, Mr. Bensen. That’swhy my family moved here.
People wanted to see dliens back then, and talk to some, and they’ d buy our art to do it. Now—well,
ar, when my folks came to the Sol system, it took them two Sidered yearsjust to get here. Y ou know
how it isthese days, sir. Where d you take your last vacation?’

“Ids, alovely world. | see what you mean.”

“The Department pays me pretty well, sir, and | save my money, most of it. My boss here wants me
to go off to our home planet, where there are alot more people like me. He says | ought to buy aticket,
whenever I’ ve got the money, just to havealook at it.”

Bensen frowned. “We d hate to lose you, Leem.”

“You're not going to, Mr. Bensen. I’ ve got the money now, and more besides. But | don’t spesk the
language or know the customs, and if | did, I wouldn't like them. Do you like diens, Sr?’

“I don't didike them.”

“That' sexactly how | fedl, Sir. Nobody comesto Grand Cand anymore, sir. Why should they?It's
just more Mars, and they live here dready. Me and Mr. Shonto, we work here, and we think our work’s
important. So we stay. Only there’ s nobody else.”

For amoment no one spoke.

“Thiscame up in our mesting, too.” Bensen cleared histhroat, and suddenly Jeff understood that
Bensen felt dmost as embarrassed and sdlf-conscious as he had. “Betty Collinstold us Grand Cand had
become a ghost town, but | wanted to make sure.”

“Itis” Jeff muttered. “If you' re going to shut down our plant, Sir, | can draw up aplan—"

Bensen was shaking his head. “How many security bots have you got, Shonto?’

“None, gr.”



“None?’

“No, sr. We had human guards, sir. The Plant Police. They were only policein Grand Cand,
actudly. They werelaid off one by one. | reported it—or my predecessor and | did, g, | ought to say.”

Bensen sighed. “1 didn’t see your reports. | wish | had. Y ou'rein some danger, I'm afraid, you and
Leem.”

“Redly, Sr?’

“Y es. Terrorists have been threatening to wreck the plants. Give in to their demands, or everyone
suffocates. Y ou know the kind of thing. Did you seeit on vid?’

Jeff shook hishead. “I don’t watch much, sir. Maybe not as much as | should.”

Bensen sighed again. “ One of the news shows got hold of it and ran it. Just one show. After that, we
persuaded them to keep alid onit. That kind of publicity just playsinto the terrorists hands.”

For amoment he was slent again, seeming to collect histhoughts, Zaa squirmed uncomfortably. “Out
therewhere you are, you're safer than any of the others. Still, you ought to have security. Y ou get
supplies each thirty-day?”

Jeff shook his head again. “ Every other thirty-day, Sr.”

“I see. I'm going to change that. A supply crawler will come around every thirty-day from now on.
I’ll seeto it that the next one carries that new pump.”

“Thank you, Sr.”

“But you'll be getting aspecia resupply asquickly as| can arrange it. Security bots. Twenty, if | can
scrape that many together. Whatever | can send.”

Jeff began to thank him again, but Bensen cut him off. “It may take awhile. Weeks. Until you get
them, you' Il have to be on guard every moment. Y ou'’ re running at fifteen percent, you said. Could you
up thet to twenty-five?’

“Yes, ar. To one hundred within afew days.”

“Good. Good! Makeit twenty-five now, and let us know if you run into any problems.”

Abruptly, Bensen was gone. Jeff looked at Zaa, and Zaalooked at Jeff. Both grinned.

At last Jeff managed to say, “ They’ re not shutting us down. Not yet anyhow.”

Zaarose, two-legging and seeming astal asthe main cooling stack. “ These terrorist have them
pissing inthelr pants, Jeff. Pissing in their pants We' re their ace in the hole. There’ snobody out here but
us”

“It'll blow over,” Jeff found hewas il grinning. “It’ s bound to, in ayear or two. Meanwhile we
better get Number One back online.”

They did, and when they had finished, Zaa snatched up a push broom, holding it with hisright hand
and hisright intermediate foot asif it were atwo-handed sword. “ Defend yourself, Earther!”

Jeff backed away hurriedly until Zaatossed him amop, shouting, “ They can mark your lonely grave
withthig”

“Die, dien scum!” Jeff made along thrust that Zaa parried just intime. “1 rid the spaceways of their
filth today!” Insulting the opponent had always been one of the best parts of their battles.

This onewasfurious. Jeff was smaler and not quite so strong. Zaawas dower; and though hisvisua
field waslarger, he lacked the binocular vison that |et Jeff judge distances.

Even so, he prevailed in the end, driving Jeff through an open door and into the outdoor storage
park, where after more furious fighting he dipped on the coarse red gravel and fell laughing and panting
with the handle of Zaa s push broom at histhroat.

“Man, that was fun!” He dropped his mop and held up his hands to indicate surrender. “How long
gncewedid this?’

Zaaconsdered as he helped him up. “ Ten years, maybe.”

“Way too long!”

“Sure.” Sharp claws scratched Zaa s scaly chin. “Hey, I’ ve got an idea. We aways wanted real
swords, remember?’

Asaboy, Jeff would have traded everything he owned for area sword; the spot had been touched,
and hefound that there was gtill—till—alittle, wailing ghost of hisold desire.



“We could make swords,” Zaasaid. “Red swords. | could and you could help.” Abruptly, he
seemed to overflow with enthusasm. “Thisrock’ sgot alot of ironinit. We could smdt it, make a
crucible somehow. Make sted. I'd hammer it out—"

He dissolved in laughter beneath Jeff’ s stare. “ Just kidding. But, hey, | got some high-carbon stedl
strip that would do for blades. | could grind onein an hour or so, and | could make hilts out of brass bar
stock, spruce them up with filework, and fasten them on with epoxy.”

Though mightily tempted, Jeff muttered, “It’s Department property, Zaa.”

Zaalaid alarge, clawed hand upon his shoulder. “Boss boy, you fail to understand. We re arming
ourselves. What if the terrorists get here before the security bots do?’

The idea swept over JfT like the west wind in the Mare Erythraeum, carrying him aong like so much
dust. “How come |’ m the adminisirator and you' re the maintenance guy?’

“Smple. You're not smart enough for maintenance. Tomorrow?’

“Sure. And we' |l have to practice with them alittle before we get them sharp, right? 1t won't be
enough to have them, we have to know how to use them, and that would be too dangerousif they had
sharp edges and points.”

“It'sgoing to be dangerous anyhow,” Zaatold him thoughtfully, “but we can wear safety hemetswith
face shields, and I’ Il make us somered shidds, t0o.”

The shields required more work than the swords, because Zaa covered their welded auminum
frameswith densely woven plastic-coated wire, and wove aflattering portrait of Diane Seyn (whom he
had won in battle long ago) into his, and an imagined picture of such awoman as he thought Jeff might
likeinto Jeff’s.

Although the shields had taken afull day each, both swords and shields were ready in under aweek,
and the fight that followed—the most epic of al their epic battles—ranged from the boarded up
bungaows of Grand Cand to thelip of the Grand Canal itself, asetting so dramatic that each was nearly
persuaded to kill the other, driving him over the edge to fal—aliving meteor—to his degth tens of
thousands of feet below. The pure poetry of the thing seemed amost worth alife, aslong asit was not
one' sown.

Neither did, of course. But an orthopter taped them asit shot footage for aspecid caled Haunted
Mars. And among the tens of billions on Earth who watched afew seconds of their duel were women
who took note of their shields and understood.

Patent | nfringement
NANCY KRESS

Nancy Kress [ www.sff.net/people/nankress] livesin Slver Spring, Maryland. Sheis one of today's
leading SF writers. She is known for her complex medical SF stories, and for her biological and
evolutionary extrapolationsin such classics as Beggarsin Spain (1993), Beggars and Choosers
(1994), and Beggars Ride (1996). In recent years, she has written Maximum Light (1998), Probability
Moon (2000), and Probability Sun (2001), and last year published Probability Space, the final book
in atrilogy of hard SF novels set against the background of a war between humanity and an alien
race. Her storiesarerich in texture and in psychological insight, and have been collected in Trinity
and Other Stories (1985), The Aliensof Earth (1993) and Begker’s Dozen (1998). She has won two
Nebulas and a Hugo for them, and been nominated for a dozen more of these awards.

“ Patent Infringement,” from AsSmov’s, is a short, amusing story told in memos and letters,
about a guy whose genes are used to create a medicine. He asks for a share of the royalties. Pohl
and Kornbluth, still the modelsin S, were never more sharply satirical than this.

PRESSRELEASE



Kegelman-Ballston Corporation is proud to announce the first public release of its new drug, Halitex,
which cures Ulbarton’s Hu completely after one ten-pill course of treatment. Ulbarton’s Flu, as the public
knowsal too wdl, now afflicts upward of thirty million Americans, with the number growing daily asthe
highly contagious flu soreads. Halitex “fluproofs’ the body by inserting genestailored to confer immunity
to this persstent and debilitating scourge, whose symptoms include coughing, muscle aches, and fatigue.
Because the virus remains in the body even after symptoms disappear, Ulbarton’s Flu can recur ina
given patient at any time. Haitex renders each recurrence ineffectud by “fluproofing” the body.

The Generd Accounting Office estimates that Ulbarton’ s Fu, the virus of which wasfirst identified by
Dr. Timothy Ulbarton, has cost four billion dollars dready this calendar year in medica costsand lost
work time. Halitex, two yearsin development by Kegelman-Ballston, is expected to be in high demand
throughout the nation.

New York Post
KC ZAPSULBARTON'SFLU

NEW DRUG DOESU'SFLU 4 U

Jonathan Meese

538 Pleasant Lane
Aspen Hill, MD 20906
Dear Mr. Kegelman and Mr. Balston,

| read in the newspaper that your company, Kegelman- Ballston, has recently released adrug, Halitex,
that provides immunity against Ulbarton’s Flu by gene therapy. | believe that the genes used in developing
thisdrug are mine. Two yearsago, on May 5, | visited my GP to explain that | had been exposed to
Ulbarton’ sFu alot (the entire accounting department of The Pet Supply Catalog Store, where | work,
developed theflu. Also my wife, three children, and mother- in-law. Plus, | believe my dog had it,
athough the vet disputesthis). However, despite dl thisexposure, | did not develop Ulbarton's.

My GP directed meto your research facility along 1-270, saying he “thought he heard they were trying to
develop amed.” | went there, and samples of my blood and bodily tissues were taken. The researcher
said | would hear from you if the sampleswere ever used for anything, but | never did. Will you please
check your recordsto verify my participation in this new medicine, and tell me what share of the profits
aredue me.

Thank you for your consideration.

Sncerdy,

Jonathan J. Meese

From the Desk of Robert Ballston
Kegelman-Ballston Cor poration

To: Martin Blake, Legd
Re: attached |etter
Marty—

Isheanut?Isthisaproblem?



Internal Memo
To: Robert Balston

From: Martin Blake
Re: gene-line clamant Jonathan J. Meese
Bob—

| checked with Recordsin Research and yes, unfortunately this guy donated the tissue samplesfrom
which the gene line was devel oped that led to Halitex. Even more unfortunately, Meese’ svisit occurred
just before we ingtituted the comprehensive waiver for al donors. However, | don't think Meese has any
legd ground here. Court precedents have upheld corporate right to patent genes used in drug
development. Also, the guy doesn’t sound very sophisticated (his dog?). He doesn’'t even know
Kegelman’ s been dead for ten years. Apparently Meese has not yet employed alawyer. | can make a
small nuisance settlement if you like, but I’ d rather avoid setting a corporate precedent for these people.
I’d rather send him a <tiff |etter that will scare the bgesus out of the greedy little twerp.

Please advise.

From the Desk of Robert Ballston
K egeman-Ballston Cor poration

To: Martin Blake, Legd
Re J Meese

Doit.

Martin Blake, Attorney at Law
Chief Legal Counsdl, Kegelman-Ballston Cor poration

Dear Mr. Meese:

Y our letter regarding the patented K egelman-Ballston drug Halitex has been referred to me. Please be
advised that you have no legal rightsin Halitex; see attached list of case precedents. If you persstin any
such claims, Kegelman- Ballston will consider it harassment and take appropriate steps, including
possible prosecution.

Sincerdly,

Martin Blake
Jonathan Meese
538 Pleasant Lane
Aspen Hill, MD 20906
Dear Mr. Blake,

But they’ remy genes!!! Thiscan't beright. I’'m consulting alawyer, and you can expect to hear from her



shortly.

Jonathan Meese

Catherine Owen, Attorney at Law
Dear Mr. Blake,
| now represent Jonathan J. Meese in his concern that Kegelman-Ballston has devel oped a
pharmaceutical, Halitex, based on gene-therapy that uses Mr. Meese' sgenes asitsbasis. Wefed it only
reasonablethat this drug, which will potentidly earn Kegelman-Ballston millionsif not billions of dallars,

acknowledge financidly Mr. Meese' s considerable contribution. We are therefore willing to consider a
Settlement and are available to discuss thiswith you at your earliest convenience.

Sincerdly,

Catherine Owen, Attorney

From the Desk of Robert Ballston
K egeman-Ballston Cor poration

To: Martin Blake, Legd

Re J Meese
Marty—

Damn it, if there sone thing that redly chews my ballsit’ sthis sort of undercover sabotage by the
second-rate. | played golf with Sam Fortescue on Saturday, and he opened my eyes (you remember
Sam; he' s at the agency we' re using to benchmark our competition). Sam speculates that this Meese
bastard isreally being used by Irwin-Lacey to set usup. Y ou know that bastard Carl Irwin hashad his
own Ulbarton’s drug in development, and he' s sore as hell because we beat him to market. Ten to one
he' s paying off this Meese patsy.

Wecan't dlow it. Don't settle. Let him sue.

Internal Memo
To: Robert Bdlston

From: Martin Blake
Re: gene-line clamant Jonathan J. Meese
Bob—

I’ve got a better idea. We sue him, on the grounds he’ swalking around with our patented genetic
immunity to Ulbarton’s. No one except consumers of Halitex have thisimmunity, so Meese must have
acquired it illegdly, possibly on the black market. We gain severa advantages with this suit: We diminate
Meese' s complaint, we send a clear message to other rivals who may be attempting patent infringement,
and we gain apublicity circusto both publicize Hditex (not that it needsit) and, more important, make
the public aware of the dangers of black market substitutes for Halitex, such as Meese obtained.



Incidentaly, | checked again with Records over at Research. They have no documentation on any vist
from a Jonathan J. Meese on any date whatsoever.

From the Desk of Robert Ballston
Kegelman-Ballston Cor poration

To: Martin Blake, Legd
Re J Meese
Marty—

Brilliant! Do it. Can we get a sympathetic judge? One who understands business? Maybe O’ Connor can
help.

The New York Times
HALITEX BLACK MARKET
CASE TOBEGIN TODAY
Thismorning the circuit court of Manhattan County is scheduled to begin hearing the case of
Kegelman-Ballston v. Meese. This case, heavily publicized during recent months, is expected to set
important precedentsin the controversia areas of gene patents and patent infringement of biological
properties. Protesters from the group FOR US: CANCEL KIDNAPPED-GENE PATENTS, whichis
often referred to by itsinitias, have been in place on the court steps sincelast night. The caseisbeing
heard by Judge Latham P. Farmingham I11, a Republican who iswidely perceived as sympathetic to the
concerns of big business.
This case began when Jonathan J. Meese, an accountant with The Pet Supply Catalog Store....

Catherine Owen, Attorney at Law
Dear Mr. Blake,

Just areminder that Jon Meese and | are still open to a settlement.

Sincerdly,

Martin Blake, Attorney at Law, Chief Legal Counsd,
Kegelman-Ballston Cor poration

Martin Blake, Attorney at Law
Chief Legd Counsdl, Kegelman-Bdlston Corporation
Cathy—

Don’'t they teach you at that law school you went to (I never can remember the name) that you don’t
settle when you' re sureto win?

You'reanicegirl; better luck next time.

The New York Times



MEESE CONVICTED
PLAINTIFF GUILTY OF “HARBORING” DISEASE-FIGHTING
GENESWITHOUT COMPENSATING DEVELOPER
KEGELMAN-BALLSTON

From the Desk of Robert Ballston
Kegelman-Ballston Cor poration

To: Martin Blake, Legd
Re: Kegeman-Bdlston v Meese
Marty—

| dways said you were ageniusl My God, the free publicity we got out of thisthing, not to mention the
future edge.... How about avictory celebration thisweekend? Are you and Elainefreeto fly to Aruba
onthe Lear, Friday night?

The New York Times
BLUE GENESFOR DRUG THIEF
JONATHAN J. MEESE SENTENCED TO SIX MONTHS FOR PATENT INFRINGEMENT
From the Desk of Robert Ballston
Kegelman-Ballston Cor poration

To: Martin Blake, Legd

Re Hditex

Marty! | just had abrilliant ideal want to run by you. We got Meese, but now that he’ sa Ossining the
publicity has died down. Well, my daughter read this squib the other day in some science magazine, how
the Ulbarton’ svirus hasin it some of the genesthat Research combined with Meese' sto creste Halitex. |
didn’'t understand al the egghead science, but apparently Halitex used some of the flu genesto build its
immune properties. And we own the patent on Halitex. As| seeit, that meansthat Dr. Ulbarton was
working with OUR geneswhen heidentified Ulbarton’ s flu and published hiswork. Now, if we could go
after Ulbarton in court, the publicity would be tremendous, aswell as strengthening our proprietorship

pogition....

L ost Sor ceress of the Slent Citaddl
MICHAEL MOORCOCK

Michael Moorcock (www.multiverse.org/ and www.eclipse. co.uk/sweetdespi se/moorcock/) livesin
Bastrop, Texas. Once the firebrand editor of New Worlds, and the polemicist behind the British
New Wave of the 1960s, and still one of the great living SF and fantasy writers, Moorcock is
known more for his avant-garde work, and his support of other writers pushing the boundaries of
genre, than for his genre work. Heis now a recognized literary figure in the UK, a significant
contemporary writer. Nevertheless, he has deep roots in genrefiction, and hislove for certain
genre works and writers (for instance Leigh Brackett, Charles Harness, and Alfred Bester) is
long-term and enduring.

“Lost Sorceress of the Slent Citadel” isanother story from Mars Probes. Itisan exercisein



nostalgia, a swash- buckling planetary romance that brings back Mars as an exciting setting for
SF adventure for an audience that knows better but is still willing to indulge iniit. It isprimarily
an homage to Leigh Brackett, but also to her honorable tradition, which now (we say with some
regret) prospers morein the media than in the S literature—though not entirely: see the Neal
Asher story earlier in this book. Moorcock succeeds both because of his sincere feelings for
Brackett’ s achievements and because of his sheer talent and experience at writing fantasy and
science fiction adventure.

(Homageto L eigh Brackett)

They came upon the Earthling naked, somewhere in the Shifting Desert when Mars’' harsh

sunlight beat through thinning atmosphere and the sand was raw glass cutting into bare feet. His
skin hung like filthy rags from his bloody flesh. He was starved, unshaven, making noises like an
animal. He was raving—empty of identity and will. What had the ghosts of those ancient Martians
done to him? Had they traveled through time and space to take a foul and unlikely vengeance? A
novella of alien mysteries—of a goddess who craved life—who lusted for the only man who had
ever dared disobey her. A tale of Captain John MacShard, the Half-Martian, of old blood and
older memories, of a restless quest for the prize of forgotten centuries....

CHAPTER ONE

Whispers of an Ancient Memory

“That' s Captain John MacShard, the tomb-thief.” Schomberg leaned his capacious belly on the bar,
wiping around it with afilthy rag. “They say his mother was aMartian princess turned whore, and his
father—"

Low City’s best-known antiquities fence, proprietor of the seedy Twenty Capstans, Schomberg
murmured wetly through lips like fresh liver. “Wel, Mercury was the only world would take them. Them
and their filthy egg.” Heflicked alook toward the door and became suddenly grave.

Outlined against the glare of the Martian noon a man gppeared to hesitate and go on down the Strest.
Then he turned and pushed through the entrance’ sweak energy gate. Then he paused again.

Hewas a big, hard-muscled man, dressed in spare ocher and brown, with a queer, ancient weapon,
al baroque unsgtable plastics and metals, prominent on his hip.

The Banning gun wasimmediately recognized and its owner identified by the hardened spacersand
krik traders who used the place.

They said only four men in the solar system could ever handle that wegpon. One was the legendary
Northwest Smith; the second was Eric John Stark, now far off-system. The third was Dumarest of Terra,
and the fourth was Captain John MacShard. Anyone dsetrying to fire aBanning died unplessantly.
Sometimes they just disappeared, asif every part of them had been sucked into the gun’ simpossible
energy cdls. They said Smith had given his soul for aBanning. But MacShard' s soul was still gpparent,
behind that steady gray gaze, hungering for something like oblivion.

From long habit Captain John MacShard remained in the doorway until hissight had fully adjusted to
the sputtering naphtha. His eyes glowed with a permanent fera fire. He was alean-faced, dim-hipped
wolf’s heed whom no man could ever tame. Through al the dien and mysterious spheres of
interplanetary space, many had tried to take the wild beast out of Captain John MacShard. He remained
asfierce and free asin the days when, as a boy, he had scrabbled for surviva over the unforgiving waste
of rocky crags and dag dopes that was Mercury and from the disparate blood of two planets had built a
body which could withstand the crudl climate of athird.

Captain John MacShard was in Schomberg’ sfor areason. He never did anything without areason.



He couldn’t go to deep until he had first considered the action. 1t was what he had learned on Mercury,
orphaned, surviving in those terrible caverns, fighting fiercely for subs stence where nothing would grow
and where you and the half- human tribe which had adopted you were the tastiest prey on the planet.

More than any Earthman, he had learned the old ways, the sweet, dangerous, old ways of the ancient
Martians. Their descendants till haunted the worn and whispering hillswhich were the remains of Mars
great mountain ranges in the ages of her might, when the SeaKings ruled a planet as blue asturquoise, as
glittering red asrubies, and as green asthat Emerald Ide which had produced Captain John Mac-

Shard’ s own Earth ancestors, astough, as mystica and asfilled with wanderlust as this stepson of the
shrieking Mercurian wastelands, with the blood of Brian Borhu, Henry Tudor, and Charles Edward
Stuart in hisveins. Too, the blood of Martian Sea Kings caled to him across the centuries and informed
him with the degp wisdom of hisMartian forebears. That long-dead kin had fought against the Danes and
the Anglo-Saxons, been cavdiersin the Stuart cause and marshasin Napoleon’sarmy. They had fought
for and againgt the standard of Rhiannon, in both male and fema e guise, survived blasting sorcery and led
the starving armies of Barrakesh into thefind battle of the Martian pole. Their stories, their courage and
their mad fearlessnessin the face of inevitable death were legendary.

Captain John MacShard had known nothing of this ancestry of course and there were still many
unsolved mysteriesin his padt, but he had little interest in them. He had the ingtincts of any intelligent wild
animal, and left the past in the past. A catlike curiosity was what drove him and it made him the best
archaeologica hunter on five planets—some, like Schomberg, caled him agrave-looter, though never to
hisface. There was scarcely amuseum in the inhabited universe which didn’t proudly display afind of
Captain John MacShard's. They said some of the races which had made those artifacts had not been
entirely extinct until the captain found them. Therewasn't aliving enemy who didn’t fear him. And there
wasn't awoman in the system who had known him that didn’t remember him.

To cal Captain John MacShard aloner was something of atautology. Captain John MacShard was
loneliness personified. He was like a spur of rock in the degp desert, resisting everything man and nature
could send againgt it. He was endurance. He was integrity, and he was grit through and through. Only
onewho had tested himsdlf againgt the entire fury of aien Mercury and survived could know what it
meant to be MacShard, trusting only MacShard.

Captain John MacShard was very sparing in his affections but gave lessto himself than he gaveto an
dley-brint, awounded ray-rat, or the scrawny street kid begging in the hard sour Martian sun to whom
he finally tossed apiece of old slver before triding into the bar and taking his usud, which Schomberg
had reedy for him.

The Dutchman began to babble something, but Captain John MacShard placed hislipsto the shot
glass of Vortex Water, turned hisback on him, and surveyed his company.

His company was pretending they hadn’t seen him comein.

From atop pocket MacShard fished atwisted pencil of Venusian talk-talk wood and stuck it
between histeeth, chewing on it thoughtfully. Eventudly his steady gaze fdl on afat merchant in afancy
fake skow-skin jerkin and vivid bluetightswho pretended an interest in hisfancifully carved flagon.

“Y our name Morricone?’ Captain John MacShard’ s voice was awhisper, cutting through the
rhythmic sound of men who couldn’t help taking in sudden air and running tongues around drying
mouths.

Histhin lips opened wide enough for the othersto see aglint of bright, pointed teeth before they shut
tight again.

Morricone nodded. He made a hafhearted attempt to smile. He put his hands on either side of his
cards and made funny shrugging movements.

From somewhere, softly, a shtrang string sounded.

“Y ou wanted to see me,” said Captain John MacShard. And he jerked his head toward a corner
where afilthy table was suddenly unoccupied.

The man called Morricone scuttled obediently toward the table and sat down, watching Captain John
MacShard as he picked up his bottle and glass and walked dowly, his antique ghat-scaeleggings
chinking fartly.



Againthe shtrang string began to sound, its degp note making peculiar harmoniesin thethin Martian
ar. Therewasacry like ahuman voice which echoed into nowhere, and when it was gone the sllence
was even more profound.

“Y ou wanted to see me?’ Captain John MacShard moved the unlit stogie from one side of his mouth
to the other. His gray, jade-flecked eyes bore into Morricone s shifting black pupils. The fat merchant
was obvioudy hyped on somekind of Low City “head chowder.”

Therewasn't adrug you couldn’t buy at Schomberg’' s where everything wasfor sae, including
Schomberg.

The hophead began to gigglein away that at once identified him asa cruffer, addicted to thefine,
white powdered bark of the Venusian high tree cultures, who used the Suff to train their giant birds but
had the sense not to useit themsalves.

Captain John MacShard turned away. He wasn't going to waste histime on adruggy, no matter how
expensve histastes.

Morriconelost histerror of Captain John MacShard then. He needed help more than he needed
dope. Captain John MacShard was faintly impressed. He knew the kind of hold cruff had onitsvictims.

But he kept on waking.

Until Morricone scuttled in front of him and dmost fell to hisknees, his hands reaching out toward
Captain John MacShard, too afraid to touch him.

Hisvoice was small, desperate, and it held some kind of pain Captain John MacShard recognized.

Captain John MacShard made to move past, back into the glaring street.

“ Please, Captain MacShard. Please help me...” Hisshouldersdumped, and he said dully:

“They’ ve taken my daughter. The Thennet have taken my daughter.”

Captain John MacShard hesitated, <till looking into the street. From the corner of his mouth he gave
the name of one of the chegpest hotelsin the quarter. Nobody in their right mind would stay thereif they
vaued life or limb. Only the crazy or desperate would even enter the street it wasin.

“I’'mtherein an hour.” Captain John MacShard went out of the bar. The boy he'd given the silver
cointo was dill standing in the swirling Martian dugt, the ever-moving red tide which ran like abizarre
river down the time-destroyed street. The boy grinned up at him. Old eyes, young skin. A dender snizzer
lizard crawled on his shoulder and curled its strange, prehensletail around hisleft ear. The boy touched
the cresture tenderly, automatically.

“Y ou good man, Mister Captain John MacShard.”

For thefirgt timein months, Captain John MacShard alowed himsdlf athin, self-mocking grin.

CHAPTER TWO
Taken by the Thennet!

Captain John MacShard |eft the main drag dmost a once. He needed some advice and knew where he
was most likely to find it. There was an old man he had to visit. Though not of their race, FraEnergen
had authority over thelast of the Memiget Priests whose Order had discovered how rich the planet was
in man-made treasure. They had aso been experts on the Thennet as well as the ancient Martian
pantheon.

His business over with, Captain John MacShard walked back to his hotdl. Hisroute took him
through the filthiest, most wretched dums ever seen across dl the ports of the spaceways. He displayed
neither weakness nor desire. His pace was the steady, relentless lope of the wolf. His eyes seemed
unmoving, yet took in everything.

All around him the high tottering tenement towers of the Low City swayed gently in the glittering light,
their rusted metal and red terra cotta merging into the landscape as if they were naturd. Asif they had
aways been there.

Not quite as old as Time, some of the buildings were older than the human race. They had been



added to and stripped and added to again, but once those towers had sheltered and proclaimed the
power of Mars mightiest sealords.

Now they were dums, arat warren for the scum of the spaceways, for haf-Martians like Captain
John MacShard, for stranger genetic mixes than even Brueghd imagined.

In that thin atmosphere you could smell the Low City for miles and beyond that, in the series of small
cratersknown as Diand s Fidd, was Old Mars Station, the first spaceport the Earthlings had ever built,
long before they had begun to discover the Strange, retiring races which had remained near their cities,
haunting them like bardly living ghosts, more creatures of their own mental powers than of any natural
creetion—ancient memories made physical by act of will alone.

Millenniabefore, the sealords and their ladies and children died in those towers, sensing the end of
their race asthelast of the waters evaporated and red winds scoured the streets of al ornament and
grace. Some choseto kill themselves astheir fine ships became so many usdess monuments. Some had
marshaled their families and set off across the new-formed desertsin search of amythical ocean which
welled up from the planet’s core.

It had taken less than a generation, Captain John MacShard knew, for asmall but navigable ocean to
evgporate rapidly until it was no more than ahaze in the morning sunlight. Where it had been were dowly
collgpsing hulls, the remains of wharfs and jetties, endless dunes and rippling deserts, abandoned cities of
poignant dignity and unbelievable beauty. The great dust tides rose and fell across the dead sea bottoms
of aplanet which had run out of resources. Even itswater had come from Venus, until the Venusians had
raised the price so only Earth could afford it.

Earth was scarcely any better now, with water wars turning the Blue Planet into a background of
endless skirmishes between nations and tribes for the precious streams, rivers, and lakes they had used
so dissolutely and let dissipate into space, turning God' s paradise into Satan’ swasteland.

And now Earth couldn’t afford Venusian water either. So Venus fought abloody civil war for control
of what was|eft of her trade. For awhile MacShard had run bootleg water out of New Mavern. The
kind of money the rich were prepared to pay for atiny bottle was phenomend. But he' d become
sckened with it when he' d walked through London’ s notorious Westminster district and seen
degenerates spending an artisan’ swages on jars of gray reconstitute while mothers held the corpses of
dehydrated babiesin their arms and begged for the money to bury them.

“Mr. Captain John MacShard.”

Captain John MacShard knew the boy had followed him dl the way to the hotel. Without turning, he
sad: “You'd better introduce yoursdlf, sonny.”

The boy seemed ashamed, asif he had never been detected before. He hung his head. “My dad
cdled meMilton,” hesaid.

Captain John MacShard smiled then. Once. He stopped when he saw the boy’ sface. The child had
been laughed at too often and to him it meant danger, distrust, pain. “ So your dad was Mr. Eliot, right?’

The boy forgot any imagined insult. “Y ou knew him?’

“How long did your mother know him?’

“Wél, he was on one of those long-haul ion sailors. Hewas agreat guitarist. Singer. Wrote dl his
own materid. He was going to see a producer when he came back from Earth with enough money to
marry. Well, you know that story.” The boy lowered his eyes. “Never came back.”

“I’'m not your pa,” said Captain John MacShard and went insde. He closed his door. He marveled
at thetricks the street kids used these days. But that stuff couldn’t work on him. He' d seen six-year-old
measters pulling the last Uranian bakh from atight-fisted New Nantucket blubber-chaser who had just
finished a gpeech about a need for more workhouses.

A few moments later, Morricone arrived. Captain John MacShard knew it was him by the quick,
amogt hesitant rap.

“It'sopen,” he said. There was never any point in locking doorsin this place. It advertised you had
something worth stealing. Maybe just your body.

Morricone was terrified. He was terrified of the neighborhood and he wasterrified of Captain John
MacShard. But he was even moreterrified of something else. Of whatever the Thennet might have done



to hisdaughter.

Captain John MacShard had no love for the Thennet, and he didn’t need a big excuse to put afew
more of their number in hell.

The gaudily dressed old man shuffled into the room, and histerror didn’'t go away. Captain John
MacShard closed the door behind him. “Don’t tell me about the Thennet,” he said. “I know about them
and what they do. Tell me when they took your daughter and whatever else you know about where they
took her.”

“Out past the old tombs. A good fifty or sixty verstsfrom here. Beyond the Yellow Canal. | paid a
breed to follow them. That' sasfar as he got. He said the trail went on, but he wasn't going any farther. |
got the samefrom dl of them. They won't follow the Thennet into the Aghroniagh Hills. Then | heard you
had just come down from Earth.” He made some effort at ordinary socia conversation. His eyes
remained crazed. “What'sit like back there now?’

“Thisisbetter,” said Captain John MacShard. “ So they went into the Aghroniagh Hills? When?”

“Sometwo days ago...”

Captain John MacShard turned away with a shrug.

“I know,” said the merchant. “But this was different. They weren’t going to eat her or—or—play
with her...” Hisskin crawled visibly. “ They were careful not to mark her. It was asif shewasfor
someone el'se. Maybe abig daver? They wouldn’t let any of their salivadrip on her. They got me,
though.” He extended the twisted branch of burned flesh that had been hisforearm.

Captain John MacShard drew a deep breath and began to take off his boots. “How much?’

“Everything. Anything.”

“You'll owemeamillion hard deens if | bring her back aive. | won't guarantee her sanity.”

“You'll have the money. | promise. Her name' s Mercedes. She's sweet and decent—the only good
thing | ever helped create. She was staying with me. ..the vacation. ..her mother and I...”

Captain John MacShard moved toward his board bed. “ Half in the morning. Give me alittletimeto
put the money in asafe place. Then I’ll leave. But not before.”

After Morricone had shuffled away, hisfootsteps growing softer and softer until they faded into the
general music of the rowdy street outside, Captain John MacShard began to laugh.

It wasn't alaugh you ever wanted to hear again.

CHAPTER THREE

The Unpromised Land

The Aghroniagh Hills had been formed by ahuge asteroid crashing into the areaafew million years
earlier, but the wide sweep of meadowland and streams surrounding them had never been successfully
settled by Captain John MacShard’ s people. They were far from what they seemed.

Many settlers had comein the early days, attracted by the water and the grass. Few lasted amonth,
let alone a season. That water and grass existed on Mars because of Blake, the terraplaner. He had
madeit hislife swork, crossing and recrossing one set of disparate genes with another until he had
something which was like grass and like water and which could survive, maybe even thrive and
proliferate, in Mars barren climate. A sort of liquid agae and akind of lichen, at root, but with so many
genetic modificationsthat its mathematica pedigreefilled abook.

Blake s great atmosphere pumping stations had transformed the Martian air and made it rich enough
for Earthlingsto breathe. He had meant to turn the whole of Marsinto the same lush farmland he had
seen turn to dust on Earth. Some believed he had grown too ambitious, that instead of doing God's
work, he was beginning to believe he, himsdlf, was God. He had planned acity called New Jerusalem
and had designed its buildings, its parks, streams, and ornamental lakes. He had planted his experimental
fidldsand brought hisfirst pioneer volunteers and given them seed he had made and fertilizer he hed
designed, and something had happened under the unshielded Martian sunlight which had not happened in
his [aboratories.



Blake' s Eden became worse than Purgatory.

His green shoots and laughing fountains devel oped akind of intlligence, ataste for specific nutrients,
ameans of finding them and processing them to make them edible. Those nutrients were most commonly
found in Earthlings. The food could be enticed the way an anemone entices an insect. The prey saw
Sweet water, green grass and it was only too glad to fling itself deep into the greedy shoots, the thirsty
liquid, which was only too glad to digest it.

And so fathers had watched their children die before their eyes, killed and absorbed in moments.
Women had seen hard-working husbands die before becoming food themsalves.

Blake' s saven pioneer families lasted ayear and there had been others since who brought certain
means of defeating the so-called Paradise virus, who challenged the hungry grass and liquid, who planned
to tameit. One by one, they went to feed what had been intended to feed them.

There were ways of surviving the Paradise. Captain John MacShard had tried them and tested them.
For awhile he had specidized in finding artifacts which the settlers had left behind, letters, deeds,
cherished jewdry.

He had learned how to live, for short periods at least, in the Paradise. He had kept raising his price
until it got too high for anybody.

Then he quit. It wasthe way he put an end to his own boredom. What he did with al his money
nobody knew, but he didn’'t spend it on himself.

The only money Captain John MacShard was known to exchange in large quantities was for
modifications and repairsto that ship of his, asaien as his sdearm, which he' d picked up in the Rings
and claimed by right of salvage. Even the scrap merchants hadn’t wanted the ship. The metd it was made
of could become poisonous to the touch. Like the weapon, the ship didn’'t alow everyone to handle her.

Captain John MacShard paid a hafling phunt-renter to drive him to the edge of the Paradise, and he
promised the swesting driver the price of his phunt if he'd wait for news of his regppearance and come
take him back to the city. “ And any other passenger | might have with me,” he had added.

The phunter was almost beside himsdlf with anxiety. He knew exactly what that green sentient weed
could do, and he had heard tales of how the streams had chased aman halfway back to the Low City
and consumed him on the spot. Drank him, they said. No sane creature, Earthling or Martian, would
risk the dangers of the Paradise.

Not only was the very landscape dangerous, there were aso the Thennet.

The Thennet, whose life-stuff was unpaatable to the Paradise, came and went comfortably al year
round, emerging only occasiondly to make raids on the human settlements, certain that no posse would
ever dare follow them back to their city of tunnels, Kong Gresh, deep at the center of the Aghroniagh
Crater, which lay &t the center of the Aghroniagh Hills, where the weed did not grow and the streams did
not flow.

They raided for pleasure, the Thennet. Mostly, when they craved a ddicacy. Human flesh was dmost
an addiction to them, they desired it so much. They were acrud people and took pleasurein their
captives, keeping them alive for many weeks sometimes, especidly if they were young women. But they
savored thiskilling. Schomberg had put it graphically enough once: The longer the torment, the sweeter
the meat. His customers wondered how he understood such minds.

Captain John MacShard knew Mercedes Morricone had a chance t life. He hoped, when he found
her, that she would still want that chance.

What had Morricone said about the Thennet not wishing to mark her? That they were capturing her
for someone ese?

Who?

Captain John MacShard wanted to find out for himsalf. No one had needed to pay the Thennet for
young girlsin years. The wars among the planets had given the streets plenty of good-looking women to
choose from. Nobody ever noticed afew missing fromtimeto time.

If the Thennet were planning to sal her for the food they would need for the coming Long Winter,
they would be careful to keep their goodsin top quality, and Mercedes could well be a specific target.



The odds were shewas till dive and safe. That was why Captain John MacShard did not think he was
wadting histime.

And it was the only reason he would go thisfar into the Aghroniaghs, where the Thennet weren't the
grestest danger.

CHAPTER FOUR

Hell Under The Hill

It was hard to believe the Thennet had ever been human, but there was no doubt they spoke a crude
form of English. They were said to be degenerated descendants of a crashed Earth ship which had |eft
Houston a couple of centuries before, carrying apolitica investigative committee looking into reports that
Earth mining interests were using locd labor as daves. The reports had been right. The mining interests
had made sure the distinguished senators never got to see the evidence.

Captain John MacShard was wearing his own power armor. It buzzed on his body from solesto
crown. Thesilky energy, soft asachild’ s hand, rippled around him like an atmosphere. He flickered and
buzzed with complex circuitry outlining hisveins and arteries, following the course of hisblood. This
medley of soft soundswas given acrazy rhythm by theticking of hisantigrav’ s notorioudy dangerous
regulators as he flew an inch above the hungry, whispering grass, the lush and luring streams of Paradise.

Only once did he come down, in the ruins of what was to have been the city of New Jerusdlem and
where the grass did not grow.

Here heran at aloping pace which moved him faster over the landscape and at the sametime
recharged the antigrav’ s short-lived power units.

Hewastotaly enclosed in the battlesuit of hisown design, hisvisible skin astrange arsenica green
behind the overlgpping energy shidds, hisartificid gills processing the aamosphere to purify maximum
oxygen. Around him as he moved was an unstable aura buzzing with gold and misty greens, skipping and
gzzling aselementsin hisarmor mixed and reacted with particles of semi-artificid Martian air, fusng them
into toxic fumeswhich would kill aman if taken straight. Which iswhy Captain John MacShard wore his
helmet. It most closely resembled the head of an ornamental dolphin, al sweeping flukes and baroque
symmetry, the complicated, delicate wiring visible through the thin plasdex skin, while the
macro-engineered plant curving from between his shoulder blades|ooked amost like wings. He could
have been one of the forgotten beasts of the Eldren which they had ridden against Bast-Na-Gir when the
first mythologies of Mars were being made. The trangparent stedl visor plate added to thisalien
gppearance, enlarging and giving exaggerated curve to his eyes. He had become an unlikely cresture
whose outline would momentarily baffle any casual observer. There were things out here which fed off
Thennet and human dike. Captain John MacShard only needed a second’ s edge to survive. But that
second was crucid.

Hewasin theair again, his batteries at maximum charge. He was now a shimmering copper angel
speeding over the thirsty grass and the hungry rivers of Paradise until he was at last standing on the shde
dopes of the Aghroniagh Mountains.

The range was essentialy the rim of ahuge steep-sided crater. At the crater’ s center were peculiar
pockets of gases which were the by-product of certain rock dust interacting with sunlight. These gases
formed abreeding and deeping environment for the Thennet, who could only survive so long away from
what the first Earth explorers had called their “clouds.” Mot of the gas, which had a narcotic effect

on humans, was drawn down into their burrows by an ingenious system of vents and manually
operated fans. It was the only machinery they used. Otherwise they were primitive enough, though
inventive murderers who delighted in the dow, perverse degth of anything that lived, including their own
sck and wounded. Suicide was the commonest cause of desth.

As Captain John MacShard raced through the crags and eventualy cameto the crater walls, he
knew he might have afew hours left in which to save the girl. The Thennet had away of |etting the gases



work on their human victims so that they became light-headed and cheerful. The Thennet knew how to
amuse humans.

Sometimes they would let the human fed thisway for days, until they began to get too duggish.

Then they would do something which produced a sudden rush of adrendinein their victim. And
thereafter it was unimaginable nightmare. Unimaginable becauise no human mind could conceive of such
tortures and hold the memory or its sanity. No mind, that is, except Captain John MacShard's. And it
was questionable now that Captain John MacShard’ s mind was il in most senses human.

Here' swhere | wastoo late. There's her bone and necklace again. That’ s the burrow into
middle chamber. Gas goes low there. All these thoughts passed through his head as he retraced steps
over razor rocks and unstable shae. He had been paid four timesto venture into Thennet territory. Twice
he had successtully brought out living victims, both still relatively sane. Once he had brought out acorpse.
Once he had | eft a corpse where he found it. Seven times before that, curiosity had taken him there. The
time they captured him, his chances of escape had been minima. He was determined not to be captured
agan.

Now, however, there was something different about the sinister, smoking landscape of craters and
pikes. There was akind of silence Captain John MacShard couldn’'t explain. A sense of waiting. A
sense of watching.

Unableto do anything but ignore the ingtinct, he dropped down into the fissures and began to fed his
way into thefirg flinty corridors. He had killed five Thennet guards amost without thought by thetime he
had begun to descend the great main passage into the Thennet underworld. He dwayskilled Thennet at a
distance, if he could. Their venom could sear into delicate circuitry and destroy hisarmor and his
lifdines

Three more Thennet fdll without knowing they were dead. Captain John MacShard felt no hesitation
about killing them wherever he came across one. He killed them on principle, the way they killed by
habit. The less of the Thennet there were, the better for everyone. And each corpse offered something
useful to him as he crept on downward into the subsidiary tunnds, following sill familiar routes.

Thewadlls of the cavernswere thick with flaking blood and ordure, which the Thennet used for
building materids. Modtly it had hardened, but every so often it became soft and dippery. Captain John
MacShard had to adjust his step, glad of hisgillsaswell as his armor, which meant he did not haveto
smell or touch any of the glistening stuff, though every so often hisair system overloaded and he got just a
hint of the disgugting stench.

But something was wrong. His armor began to pop and tremble. It was awarning. Captain John
MacShard paused in the dippery passage and considered withdrawing. There would normally be more
Thennet, maes and fema es, shuffling through the passages, going about their business, tending their eggs,
tormenting their food.

He had adepressing fedling that he couldn’t easily get back, that he was dready in atrap. Wasit a
trap which had been set for him specifically? Or could anyone be the prey? Thiswasn't the Thennet.
Could it be the Thennet had new leadership and wider goas? Captain John MacShard could smell
intelligence. Thiswasintelligence. And it wasn't akind he'd smelled before. Not in Thennet territory.
Mostly what you smelled wasterror and ghastly glee.

There was something € se down here. Something which had a personaity. Something which had
ambitions. Something which was even now gathering power.

Captain John MacShard had learned to trust hisingtincts, and hisingtincts told him he would haveto
fight to return to the surface. What was more, he had an unpleasant fegling about what he might have to
fight....

His best chance was to pretend he had noticed nothing, but keep his attention on that intelligence,
even as he sought out the merchant’ s daughter. What was her name? Mercedes?

The narrow, fetid tunnels of the Thennet city were familiar, but now they were opening up, growing
wider and taller, asif the Thennet had been working on them. But why?

And then, suddenly, awave of thought struck againgt his own mind—awave which boomed with the
force of atidd wave. It dmost stopped him moving forward. It was amoment before the sense of the



thoughts began tofilter into him.

No longer. No longer. | amthe one. And | am more than one. | am Shienna Sha Shanakana of
the Yellow Price, and | shall again become the goddess | once was when Mars was young. | have
paid the Yellow Price. | claimthis star system as my own. And then | shall claimthe universe....

The girl? Captain John MacShard could not stop the question.

All he recelved was awave of mockery which again struck, with an dmost physica weight.

CHAPTER FIVE

Ancient and Modern

A voice began to whisper through the serpentine tunnels. It was cold as space, hard and sharp as
Mercurian stedl.

The female Mercedesis gone. Sheis gone, Earther. Thereis nothing of her, save thisflesh, and
| am already changing the flesh so that it is more to my taste. She’ll produce the egg. First the
body, then the entire planet. Then the system. Then the stars. We shall thrive again. We shall feast
at will among the Galaxies.

So that wasit! Y et another of Mars ancient ghoststrying to regain its former power. These creatures
had been killed, banished, imprisoned long ago, during the last of Mars' terriblewars.

They had reached an enormouslevel of intellectua power, ruling the planet and influencing the whole
system asthey became capable of flinging their menta energy through interplanetary space, to control
digtant intelligences and rule through them.

They considered themsalves to be gods, though they were mortal enough in many respects. It had
been their arrogance which had brought them low.

So abstract and strange had become their ambitions that they had forgotten the ordinary humans,
those who had chosen not to follow their bizarre path, whose lives became wretched as the Eldren used
al the planet’ sresources to increase their powers. They had grown obsessed with immortality, recording
themsdlves onto extraordinary pieces of jewe ry containing everything needed to recongtitute the entire
individud. Everything but ordinary humansto place the jewesin their specid settingsand begin the
process, which required congderable human resources, ultimately taking the lives of dl involved. For
most of the ordinary humans had died of starvation and dehydration as those powers plundered their
planet of al resources, melting the poles so that first there was an abundance of water, the time of the
beginnings of the Sea Kings power, but then, as quickly, the evaporation had begun, dissipating into
empty space, no longer contained by the protective layers of ozone and oxygen. The water could not
come back. It was amomentary shimmer in the vastness of space asit was drawn inevitably toward the
un.

Captain John MacShard knew dl this because his mother had known dl this. He had not known his
mother, had not known he had emerged, a brawling, bawling independent cresture from the egg she had
saved, even as she and her husband died, victims of the planet’ s unforgiving climate. He had not known
how he had cometo live among the aborigind ape people. Thefiercely tribal Mercurians had been
fascinated by histanned, pae hide, so unliketheir own dark green skins. They had never thought him
anything but one of themsalves. They had come to value him. He had been eected akind of leader. He
had taken them to food and guarded them againgt the giant rock snakes. He had taught them to kill the
snakes, to preserve their meat. They named him Tan-Arz or Brown-Skin.

Tan-Arz was his name until the Earthlings found him at last. Hisfather’ s brother had paid for the
search, paid to bring him back to Earth during that brief Golden Age before the planet again descended
into civil war. Back to the Old Country. Back to Irdland. Back to Dublin and Trinity College. Thento
South London University.

Dublin and London had not civilized Captain John MacShard, but they had taught him the manners
and ways of agentleman. They had not educated Captain John MacShard, but they had informed his



experience. Now he understood his enemies aswell as hisfriends. And he understood thet the law of the
giant corporations was identical to the law he had learned on Mercury.

Kill or bekilled. Trust nothing and no one. Power issurvival. He smelled them. Hewas
contemptuous of most of them, though they commanded millions. They were hiskind. They were hiskind
gone soft, obscendly greedy, decadent to the marrow.

Hisingtinct was to wipe them out, but they had trained him to serve them. And he had served them.
At firgt, when the wars had begun, he had volunteered. He had served well and honorably, but asthe
warsgot dirtier and theissuesless clear, he found himsdlf withdrawing.

Heredized that he had more sympathy, most of the time, with the desperate men he wasfighting than
with the greet patricians of Republican Earth.

Hisrefusal to take part in aparticularly bloody operation had caused him to be branded atraitor.

It was as an outlaw he had arrived on Mars. They had hunted him into the red wastelands and known
he could not have lived.

But Marswas arest cure compared to Mercury. Captain John MacShard had survived. And
Captain John MacShard had prospered.

Now he captained his own ship, the glorioudy dien Duchess of Malfi, murmuring and baroquein her
perpetudly shifting darkness. Now he could pick and choose whom he killed and whom he didn’t kill.

He had no financia need to continue this dangerous life, no particular security to be derived, eventhe
security of familiarity. Nothing to escgpe from. Nothing within him he could not confront. Hedid it
because he was who he was.

He was Captain John MacShard and Captain John MacShard was a creature of action, a creature
which only came fully divewhenitsown lifewasin the balance. A wild cresture that longed for the harsh,
savage places of the universe, their beauties and their dangers.

But Captain John MacShard had no wish to die herein the dimey burrows of the unhuman Thennet.
He had no desire to serve the insane ends of the old Martian godlings who saw their immortality dowly
fading and longed for dl their power again.

You, Captain John MacShard, will help me. And | will reward you. Before you die, | will make
you the sire of the supernatural. Already the blood of my Martians mingles with your own. It is
why you are so perfect for my plans.

John MacShard: You are no longer the Earthboy who grew up wild with the submen of
Mercury. You are of our own blood, for your mother drew her descent directly from the greatest
of the Sea Kings and the Sea Kings were our own children—so much of our blood has mingled
with yours that you are now almost one of us.

Let your blood bring you home, John MacShard.

“My blood ismy own! It belongs to nobody but me! Every atom has been fought for and won.”

It isthe blood of gods and goddesses, John MacShard. Of kings and queens.

“Thenit' sgtill mine. By right of inheritance!” John MacShard was al aggression now, though the
voices speaking to him were patient, reasonable. He had heard similar voices before. Ashelay writhing
in hisown filthy juices on one of the Old Ones' examining dabs.

It isyour Earth blood, however, which will give us our glory back. That vital, sturdy,
undiluted stuff will bring us back our power and make Mars know her old fear of the unhumans
who ruled her before the Sea Kings ruled.

Welcome home, Captain John MacShard, last of the Sea Kings. Welcome home to the Palace
of Queen Shienna Sha Shanakana, Seventh of the Seven Sisters who guard the Shrine of the Sar
Pool, Seventh of the Seven Shakes, Sorceress of the Citadel of Slence where she has slept for too
many centuries.

The little mortal did its job well, though unconsciously. | needed its daughter’s womb and |
needed you, John MacShard. And now | have both. | will reemerge from the great egg fully
restored to my power and position.

Behold, Captain John MacShard! The Secrets of the Slent Citadel!



CHAPTER SIX

Queen of the Crystal Citadel

All a once the hdf-Martian was surrounded by crystd. Crystal colored like rainbows, flashing and
murmuring in acold wind that blew from all directions toward the center where agolden woman s,
amiling a him, beckoning to him, and driving dl thought momentarily from hismind as he began to
stumble forward. He wanted nothing else in the world but to mate with her. Hewould die, if necessary,
to perform that function.

It took Captain John MacShard afew long seconds to bring himself back under control. Faces
formed within the crystal towers. Familiar faces. The faces of friends and enemies who welcomed
Captain John MacShard and bid him join them, in their good company, for eternity. These were the Siren
voices which had tempted Ulysses and his men across the void of space. Powerful intelligences trapped
within indestructible crystal. Intelligences which, legend had it, could be freed by the stroke of asacred
sword held in the hand of one man.

Captain John MacShard shuddered. He had no such sword. Only hisjittering Banning cannonin its
heavy webbing. He laid his hand on the gun and seemed to draw reassurance fromit.

Hiswhite wolf’ steeth were clenched in hislean jaw. “No. I’'m not your dupe and I’m not Earth’s
dupe. I’'m my own man. I'm Captain John MacShard. Thereisno living individual more freethan mein
the universe and no one more ready to fight to keep that freedom.”

Yes, murmured the voicein his head. It was a seductive voice. Think of the power and therefore
the freedom you have when we are combined...Power to do whatever you desire, to possess
whatever you desire, to achieve whatever you desire. You will be reborn as Master of the
Universe. The whole of existence will be yours, to satisfy your rarest appetites....

Thevoicewasfull of everything feminine. He could dmost smell it. He could see the figure outlined at
the center of the crysta palace. The lithe young body with its waves of golden hair, clad in gold, with
golden threads cascading down her perfect thighs, with golden cups supporting her perfect breasts and
golden sandals on her perfect feet. He could see her quite clearly, yet she seemed the length of afootbal
field away. She was beckoning to him.

“All I want isthe power to befree,” said Captain John MacShard. “And | dready havethat. | got it
long ago. Nobody gaveit to me. | took it. | took it on Mercury. | took it on Earth. | took it on Mars, and
| took it on Venus. Not ayear goes by when | do not take that freedom again, because that is the only
way you preserve the kind of freedom | vaue. My very marrow is freedom. Everything in mefightsto
maintain that freedom. It is unconscious and as enduring asthe universeitsdf. | am not the only oneto
possessit or to know how to fight to keep it. It isthe power of dl the human heroes who overcame
impossible oddsthat | carry in my blood. Y ou cannot defeat that. Whatever you do, Shienna Sha
Shanakana, you cannot defeat that.”

She was laughing somewhere in hismind. That laughter coursed along his spine, over his buttocks,
down hislegs. It was directed. She was displaying the powers of her own incredible mentality.

Captain John MacShard examined the body of the girl he had come to rescue. Of course the Martian
sorceress possessed her, probably totaly. But was there anything of the girl |eft? It was crucid that he
know.

Heforced himsdlf to push forward and thought he saw something like astonishment in the girl’ seyes.
Then another intelligence took control of her face and the eyes blazed with eager fury, asif the goddess
had found aworthy match. There was an ancient knowledge in those eyes which, when they met Captain
John MacShard's, saw itsequal in experience.

But al Captain John MacShard cared about was that he had glimpsed human eyes, ahuman face.
Somewhere, Mercedes Morricone still existed. That body which pulsed with strange, stolen life and
glaring intdligence, ill contained the girl’s soul. That was what he had needed to know.

“Give the human its body back,” said Captain John MacShard, switching to servos so that hisarm



whined up, automatically bringing the Banning cannon to bear on the golden goddess who now smiled a
him with impossible promises. “Or | will destroy it and in so doing destroy you. | am Cagptain John
MacShard, and you must know | have never made athregt | was not prepared to follow through.”

You cannot destroy me with that, with a mere weapon. | draw my strength from all this—all
these—from all my companions still imprisoned in the crystal. Ultimately, of course, | may release
them. As they come to acknowledge that | am Mistress of the Slver Machine.

And now Captain John MacShard |ooked up. It was asif someone had tilted him by the chin. And
above him gretched the vibrating wires and twisting ribbons of slver that told him the terrible truth.
Inadvertently he had stepped into the core of one of the ancient Martian machines.

The sorceress had set atrgp. And it had been a subtle trap, atrap which showed the mettle of his
enemy.

The trap had used his own stupid pride against him.

He cursed himsdlf for anidiot, but already he was inspecting the peculiar twists and loops of the
machine, which seemed to come from nowhere and disappear into nothing. A funnel of slver energy was
at the apex, high above,

Y et, perhaps most impressively, thissilver citadd of science was absolutely silent.

Silent, save for the faintest whisper, like the hiss of ahuman voice, far awvay, the swest, persuasive
suggestions of this seductive sorceress dipping into his synagpses, soothing his ever-wary soul, preparing
him for the big deep, thelong good-bye. ...

Everything that was savage. Everything that had made him fight to survive in the wastelands of
Mercury. Everything that he had learned in the cold depths of space and the steamy seas of Venus.
Everything he had been taught in the seminaries of Dublin and the academies of London. Everything came
to Captain John MacShard' s aid then. And there was a possibility that everything would not be enough.

Thesdlent crystas around him began to vibrate, amost in triumph. And there, below the pulsing silver
fire, the goddess danced.

He knew why Shienna Sha Shanakana danced and he tried desperately to take his eyes off her. He
had never seen anything quite so beautiful. He had never desired awoman more. He felt something close
tolove.

With a strangled curse which pedled hislips back from histeeth, he took the Banning in both hands,
hisfingers playing acrossthe weird lines and configurations of the casing asif he drew music froman
ingtrument.

The goddess smiled but did not stop dancing. Neither did the crystals of her citaddl stop dancing.
Everything moved in delicate, subtle silence. Everything seduced him. If there had been music, he might
have ressted more easly. But the music was somewherein his head. Therewasatune. It wastaking
charge of hisarmsand legs. Taking over hismind. Was he aso dancing? Dancing with her in those
strange, Snuous movements so reminiscent of the snakes which had pursued them on Mercury until he
had become the hunter and turned them into food for himself and histribe?

Oh, you are strong and resourceful and mighty and everything a hero should be. A true
demigod to mate with a demigoddess and create a mighty god, a god who in turn will create
entire new universes, an infinity of power. Look how beautiful you are, Captain John MacShard,
what a perfect specimen of your kind.

A slver mirror appeared before him and he saw not what she described but the wild beast which had
survived the deadly wastes of Mercury, the demonic creature who had dain the Green Emperor of Venus
and wrested a planet from the grip of Grodon Worbn, the pious and vicious Robot Chancellor of
Ganymede.

But the sweetness of her perfume, the sound of those golden, silky threads brushing againgt her skin,
theriseand fall of her breagts, the promisein her eyes...

All this Captain John MacShard shook off, and he thought he saw alook of some astonishment,
amogt of admiration, in those dien orbs. Hisfingerswould scarcely obey him, but they moved without
thought, from pure habit, flicking across the Banning, touching it here, adjusting something there. An
insrument madefor diens



No human hand had ever been meant to operate the Banning, which was named not for its maker but
for thefirst man who had died trying to find out how it worked. Generad Banning had prided himsdlf on
his expertisewith dien artifacts. He had not died immediately, but from the poisons which had eaten into
his skin and dowly digested his flesh. Captain John MacShard had never bothered to find out how the
Banning worked. He smply knew how to work it. The way so many Spanish boys smply know how to
coax the most beautiful music from the guitar.

The sameintelligences, who Captain John MacShard believed to have perished out beyond Pluto,
had aso made his ship. There was a philosophy inherent to his ship, which rgjected most who tried to
board her vast, echoing interior, whose very emptiness was essentid to her function, to her existence, and
the wegpon, and somehow Captain John MacShard understood the philosophy and loved the purity of
the mindswhich had creeted it.

His respect was what had almost certainly saved hislife more than once as he learned the properties
and sublime beauty of the Banning and the ship.

He was panting. What had he been doing? Dancing? Before amirror? The mirror was gone now.
The goddess had stopped dancing. Indeed, she was leaning forward, fixing Captain John MacShard with
strange eyesin which flecks of rainbow colors flashed and flared. The red lips parted to show white,
even teeth. The young flesh glowed with inner desires, impossible promises...

Come, John MacShard. Come to me and fulfill your noble destiny.

Then Captain John MacShard was sweeping the Banning around him in an arc. Heaimed at the
crystals while the gun’simpossible circuits and surfaces plated and replated in ablur of changes, from
gold to copper to jade to slver to gold as the great gun seemed to expand under Captain John
MacShard' s urgent caresses. Y et nothing dramatic happened to the crystals. They darkened, but they
did not break. The light went from glaring day to misty night.

A terifying slencefdl.

He swept the gun again. Still the crystal held. And whatever was within the crystal held, too. It was
harder to see movement, perhaps becauise the inhabitants were protecting themsalves. But the gun had
done nothing.

The slence continued.

Then the golden girl laughed. Her laughter was the sweetest musicin the universe.

Did you think, Captain John MacShard, your famous gun could conquer Shienna Sha
Shanakana, Priestess of the Slent Citadel, Sorceress of the Seven Dials? The stupid Knights of
the Balance who came against us fromfar Cygnus met their match. They planned to conquer us,
but we killed them all, even before they reached the inner planets ....

He looked up. She was so much closer now. Her wonderful beauty loomed over him. He gasped.
He refused to take a step back.

Those human lips werefilled with the stored energy of ancient Mars asthey smiled down at him. Oh,
yes, Captain John MacShard. You are not here by accident. | did not send the Thennet to take the
girl until I knew you were about to land at Old Mars Sation. And it was | who et the father know
you wer e the only creature alive that could find his daughter. And you did find her, didn’t you?
You found me. You found Shienna Sha Shanakana who has been dust, who has not known this
desire for uncountable millennia, who has not felt such need, such joyouslust....

Now Captain John MacShard took that backward step, the great Banning cannon loose oniits
webbing, swinging as his hands sought something in his clothing. Now hisfistswere clenched at hissdes.

The goddess licked her sublimelips.

Isthat sweat | see on your manly brow, Captain John MacShard? A hand reached out and
whisked lightly across hisforehead. Hefdt asif aflaming knife had been drawn through hisflesh. Yet he
would have given hiswholelife to experience that touch again.

He tasted atongue that was not ahuman tongue. It licked a hisflesh. It reveled in hissmell, the fedl
of his hard, muscular body, the racing blood, the pounding heart, the Sight of his perfect manhood. He
was everything humans or Martians could be; everything the femae might desreinamae.

Her touch yielded to him, offered him a power he knew she would never redlly give up. He had



enjoyed the most expert seductresses, but this creature brought the experience of centuries, the instincts
of her stolen body, the cravings of afemae which had not known any kind of feding, only aburning
ambition, for longer than most of Earth’ s grestest civilizations had come and gone. And those cravings
were centered on Captain John MacShard.

You will sire the new Martian race, she promised, as she moved her golden breastplates against his
naked chest. You will die knowing that you have fulfilled your greatest possible destiny.

And Captain John MacShard believed her. He believed her to the depths of his being. He wanted
nothing else. Nothing but to serve her in any way she demanded. The gun hung forgotten at hisside. He
reached out his armsto receive from her whatever she desired to give, to give to her whatever she
needed to take. It wastrue. He was hers. Hersto use and then to bind so that later his own son might
feed upon his holy flesh and become him. That was hisdestiny. The eternd lifewhich lay before him.

But first, she whispered, you must entertain me .

Then he suddenly knew the son must be Sired, the remains of the humans driven from the bodies and
the blood mingled in the painful and protracted mating rituas of thosefirst Martians.

Shemoved to enfold him in that final, lethal embrace.

CHAPTER SEVEN

The Poisoned Chalice

They came upon the Earthling naked, somewherein the Shifting Desert, dmost ahundred versts
from the Aghroniagh Hills. He had no armor, no wegpons. His skin hung likefilthy rags on his bloody,
blistered flesh. Both hislegs had long, deep red lines running from thigh to hedl, asif awhite-hot sword
blade had been placed on the limbs. He could see, but his eyes were turned inward. He was mumbling to
himsdlf. There was foam on hismangled lips. He was raving, seemingly empty of identity and will, and the
noises that came occasiondly from deep in his chest were the sounds awild beast might make. At other
times, he seemed amused.

The patrol which found him had been looking for Venusian chuff runnersand couldn’t believe
anything lived in his condition. They were superdtitious fellows. They thought & first hewasaghost. Then
they decided he had fallen among ghosts, within the influence of those mythical Martiansfrozenin jewds
and dreaming deep within the planet. Some of the customs people had seen Earthling explorerswho had
returned from expeditionsin a state not much better than this.

But then one of the patrol recognized Captain John MacShard and they knew that whatever enemy
he had met out here, it must have been a powerful one. They identified the long scars down hislegs and
on his hands as burns from Thennet venom. But how had they gotten there? The marks did not ook
typicd of Thennet torture.

They began to take him back to Old Mars Station where there was adoctor, but he roused himsdlf,
gathered his senses and pointed urgently toward the Aghroniaghs. It seemed he had a companion.

They had gone seventy ver sts before their instruments detected a human figure lying in the shade of a
rock, asmall bottle nearby. Indications were that the figure was bardly dive.

Captain John MacShard sank back into the craft as soon as he saw Mercedes Morricone. He let go.
He dlowed oblivion &t last to overcome him.

Hewould never ddiberately recall and would never tell anyone what Shienna Sha Shanakana,
Sorceress of the Silent Citade, had made him do, as she took hold of hismind. He would never admit
what he had allowed her to do in order to ensure the success of a desperate, maybe suicidal, plan.

She knew she could not fully control him and it had whetted her curiosity, made her test her powers
in ways she had never expected to test them. Shefed off him. She tasted at his brain the way awedthy
woman might take a ddlicate bite of achocolate to seeif it suited her. Some of what she took from him
she discarded as so much waste. Memories. Affections. Pride.

But then she had become puzzled. Her own power seemed to ebb and flow. He was naked, and he



had torn his own flesh for her amusement, had capered and drooled for her amusement. John MacShard
was no longer athinking being. She had sucked him dry of everything she hersdf lacked. Dry of
everything human.

Or soit had seemed. ..

For Captain John MacShard had learned al he had needed to learn from the veteran priest he had
talked to in Old City before heleft. He had kept some of hiswits by tapping the venom from the Thennet
he had killed, kegping it in crushable vids until the moment came when he needed that level of painto
keep hismind from the likes of Shienna Sha Shananaka s seductions. It had been her embrace that had
seared them both. But he intended to reverse her spell. He had reversed the path of most of the energy
she had been drawing from her compatriotsin their crystal prisons. He had absorbed it in the gun.

For the gun didn’'t merely expd energy, it also attracted energy. It processed its own power from the
planet’ s energy, wherever that energy wasto be found. The blood and soul she had sucked from him
was gtill under his control. He had let her draw himin, let her take his very soul, somehow keeping his
own consciousness as he was absorbed into her, somehow linking with that other terrified fragment of
soulmind that wasthe girl to whom he was ableto give strength, achance at life.

Somewherein that ruined, apparently lunatic skull, there was a battle till taking place, through the
twists and turns of an aien space and time—abattle for control of ahuman creature that had perished so
that a goddess might survive. It was not only Captain John MacShard’ s vigorous blood she had sucked,
nor hisdiamond-hard mind, but hiswill. A will which, ironically, she could not control. A will sirong
enough to take possession of a demigoddess.

Captain John MacShard was till there. Actudly ingde her. Actualy working to destroy her. There
had never been an individua more ruggedly determined to maintain itsidentity against al odds. He had
summoned everything he possessed as she embraced him and had broken the vias containing the venom
he had gathered from the Thennet. The venom burned his body aswell as hers. The girl’ sbody became
uselessto her. She began to remove hersdf from it. And Captain John MacShard, the skin of his hands
and legs bubbling as the venom ate into them, kept hiswill directed to hisgod.

She had been astonished to discover amind as powerful as her own—as thoroughly trained as her
own in the Martian forms of mental control and counter-control which Earthers had nicknamed
“brain-brawling” and which more subtle observers knew as a combination of mental fencing and menta
chess whose outcome could annihilate the defeated.

But the searing venom kept his mind free enough from her dominance and ultimately alowed him to
break from her embrace. She had advanced on him, aroaring, shouting thing of raw energy, the ruined
human body abandoned.

Then Captain John MacShard forced himsdlf toward hisfalen Banning cannon. Thegun lay in ahegp
of clothing and circuitry which he had stripped from his own body before beginning to strip the flesh as
she had demanded.

But dl thewhile hisiron will had kept the crucia parts of himsdf free. Now he had thegunin his
hands and the golden whirlwind that was the true form of Shienna Sha Shanakana, Sorceress of the Silent
Citadel, was advancing toward him, triumphant in the knowledge that the gun had dready failed to break
the crystd coffinsin which her kin-folk were till imprisoned.

But Captain John MacShard knew more about the people who had made the Banning than she did.
Her folk had merdly killed them. Captain John MacShard had examined the culture they had |eft behind
intheir great, empty ship. Captain John MacShard had a human quaity which the ancient Martians, for all
their powers, aways lacked and which would aways undo them. They had no curiosity about those they
fed upon. Captain John MacShard had the curiosity of the Venusian saber-tooth whose reactions
matched his own. He had learned so much from The Duchess of Malfi.

He had never meant to destroy the crystal tombs with his gun. That would have released even more
of the greedy immortals from their already fragile captivity. Instead he had used the gun’ s powering
devices, the cdls which sucked in energy of cosmic proportions, which in turn powered the gun when it
was needed. Theinstrument in his hands could contain the raw power of an entire universe—and expel
that same power wherever it was directed.



The gun hadn’t failed to break the crystals, but it had absorbed their enormous energy.

It had gathered the power of the silent crystalsinto the gun so that the Sorceress could no longer call
upon it. Her energy, uncontained, began to disspate. She began to return to the body of the girl. But she
had reckoned without the power of the Banning cannon.

She was held in balance between her own desperate lust for flesh and the relentless draw of the
Banning.

MacShard'slast act had been to take the girl’ s apparently lifeless body and carry it through the
winding, filthy tunnels of the Thennet, who had dl long since fled, and somehow get her up to the surface
as agoddess shrilled and boomed in the crystal chamber. The whole planet seemed to shake with her
frustrated attempts to draw more strength from her imprisoned brothers and sisters.

Shewas outraged. Not because she knew she might actually die, but because a puny little halfling
threatened to best her. She could not bear the humiliation.

He saw anintense bl of light pursue him for afew moments and then become aface. Not the face
he had seen before but aface at once hideous and obscenely beautiful. She was being dragged down to
him, down to where the dien gun sucked at her very soul. Then she stopped resigting it. She might have
lived on, as she had lived for millennia, but she chose oblivion. Shelet go of her consciousness. Only her
energy remained in the gun’ s energy cells. But Captain John MacShard would never be sure.

Nothing but natural hazards blocked his progress to the top. At last he was stretched, gasping on the
thin, sour air, staring upward.

Suddenly a sad wind began to stretch acurtain of dark blue acrossthe sky. It seemed for amoment
that Marslived again, lived when the seas washed her wedthy, mysterious beaches.

At the surface, Captain John MacShard redlized he would have to leave the Banning behind if hewas
to get the girl to safety. He must risk it. It had enough charge to do extraordinary damage. If mishandled,
it would not only destroy any living thing within ahundred yards, it would probably destroy a good-szed
portion of the planet or worse. He suspected that it was as safe from the Thennet as it was from the
Sorceress of the Silent Citadel. He hoped to cross the Paradise before he smelled human again.

It had not been until the following night that he had stopped. The girl wasjust conscious, a shoulder
and leg raw from Thennet venom, though her face, by amiracle, had not been touched. He had left her
what little water he had brought and had sumbled on. He had been waking toward the Old City when
the customs patrol found him.

The port doctors shook their heads. They could see no hope of saving him. But then Morricone
stepped in. He flew Captain John MacShard to Phobos and the famous Clinique Al Rhabia, where his
daughter was dready recovering. They had worked on him. A billion deen had been spent on him, and
they had saved him.

And in saving Captain John MacShard they ingtilled the germ of anew kind of anger, a profound
understanding of the injustice which could let crippled boys beg in the Martian dust but fly the privileged
to Phobos and the finest new medicine science could creste.

Hewasn't ungrateful to Morricone. Morricone had kept his bargain, paid the price and better. He
didn’'t blame Morriconefor hisfailure to understand, for not having the imagination to see that for every
hero’slife he saved, there were millions of ordinary people who would never be given the chanceto be
heroes.

They found hisgun for him. Nobody dared handle it, but they picked it out of adunewith their
waldos and brought it to him in aseded canister.

Captain John MacShard saw Mercedes Morricone a couple of times after he left the Clinique and
was waiting for his ship to be recircuited according to his new instructions. Plastic surgery had rid her of
most of the scars. She was more than grateful to him. She knew him in away no woman had ever known
him before. And she loved him. She couldn’t help hersalf. She understood Captain John MacShard had
nothing to offer her now that he had given her back her life.

Y et maybe there was something. A clear feding of affection, dmost afather’ slove for adaughter. He
realized, to his own surprise, that he cared about her. He even let her come a ong when he took the kid
aboard The Duchess of Malfi and showed him the wild, semistable gases and gemstones which were



her controls. He wanted the boy to remember that the ship could be understood and handled. And
Mercedes had fdlenin love dl over again, for the ship had a beauty that was unique.

Pretending to joke, she said they could be ahardy little pioneer family, the three of them, setting off
for the worlds beyond the stars. How marvelousit would be to stand at his side as he took the dien ship
into the echoing corridors of the multiverse, following fault lines created in the impossibly remote past
through theinfinitely layered redlities of intraspatial matter. How marvelousit would beto seethe sights
that he would see.

He was|oading the heavy canister down into acradle he'd made for it and which fitted beside his
compression bed. He had commissioned himsdlf anew power suit. It rippled againgt his body, outlining
muscles and sinews as he moved gracefully to hisfamiliar tasks, checking screens and globes, columns of
glittering force.

The boy was content to ook, wide-eyed. And maybe he understood. Maybe he just pretended.

And maybe Captain John MacShard pretended not to understand her when she spoke of that
impossible future. He didn't tell her what you had to become to steer The Duchess through time and
space. What you must cease to be. What you must learn never to desire, never to think about.

He was gentle when he escorted her home from the spaceport, took her and the boy to her father’s
big front door, kissed her cheek, and bade her good-bye for the last time.

She held the boy’ s hand tight. He was her link to her dream. He might even become her best dream.
She was going to get him educated, she said, as best you could these days.

The girl and the boy watched Captain John MacShard |eave.

His perfect body was suddenly outlined against the huge, scarlet sun asit settled on the Martian
horizon. Ribbons of red dust danced around hisfeet as he strode back up the drive of her father’s
mansion, between the artificial cedars and the holograph fountains. He walked to the gates, seemed
about to turn, changed his mind, and was gone.

The girl and the boy were standing there again in the morning at Old Mars Station as The Duchess
blasted off en route for the new worlds beyond Pluto where Captain John MacShard thought he might
find what he waslooking for.

He had gained something more than the cosmic power which resided in his gun. He now knew what
love—ordinary, decent, celebratory human love—was. He had fdlt it. He il felt it.

The ship was cruising smoothly, her own intelligence taking over. He turned away from his
instruments and poured himsalf a much-needed shot of VVortex Water.

Staring up & the great tapestry of sars, thinking about al the worlds and races which must inhabit
them, Captain John MacShard turned away from hisinstruments.

Likethewild creature that he was, he shook off the dust and the horror and the memory of love.

By the time his dien ship was passing Jupiter, Captain John MacShard was hisold self again. He
patted the gunin its specia case; his Banning was now powered by the life-stuff of the gods.

Soon he could gtart hunting the redlly big game.

Theinterselar game.
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