Codacanths
By Robert Reed

The Speaker

He stalksthe wide stage, a brilliant beam of hot blue light fixed squarely upon him. “We are great! We
areglorious!” the man cdlsout. Hisvoiceis pleasantly, effortlessy loud. With aface handsometo the
brink of lovely and a collage of smooth, passionate mannerisms, he performsfor an audiencethat Stsin
the surrounding darkness. Flinging long arms overhead, hands reaching for the distant light, his booming
voice proclaims, “We have never been as numerous as we are today. We have never been this happy.
And we have never known the prosperity that is ours at this golden moment. Thisgolden now!” Athletic
legs carry him across the stage, bare feet dapping againgt planks of waxed maple. “ Our speciesis
thriving,” he can declare with a seamless ease. “ By every conceivable measure, we are amagnificent,
irresistible tide sweeping acrossthe universa!”

Transfixed by the blue beam, his naked body is shamelesdy 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 asmall but potent god, he surely isa creature worthy of ad-miration, asoul deserving
every esteem and emulation. With alaugh, he promises the darkness, “We have never been so powerful,
we humans.” Y et in the next breath, with afaintly apologetic smile, he must add, * Y et till, as surely as
tomorrow comes, our gloriestoday will seem smal and quaint in the future, and what looks golden now
will turn to the yelow dust upon which our magnificent children will tread!”

Procyon

Study your higtory. It tellsyou that 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 explains why thisday isagood day to wander. Sherefersto intelligence reports aswell asthe
astrological 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,” she
tells the 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 their trash is sweetest.”

Mother and sonslook aike: They are short, sirong people with closely cropped hair and white-gray
eyes. They wear smple clothes and three fashions of camouflage, plus a stew of mental add-onsand
microchine helpersaswel asan array of sensorsthat never blink, watching what human eyes cannot see.
Standing motionless, they vanish into the convoluted, ever-shifting background. But walking makes them
into three transient 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, alowing the machinery to find new waysto help make them invisible.

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



“Did you update your perception menu?’
“I 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 cresture how to
navigate through this shifting, highly intricate environmern.

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
extradimensionsout of hiding. Let her add-ons guide her. That’ sal aperson can do, dipping in closeto
one ofthem . In this place, up isthree things and sdewaysisfive 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 knows this place. Rising up besdethem s
atrusted landmark—ared granite bowl that cradleswhat looks like aforest of tall sticks, the sticks
leaking awarm light that Procyon ignores, stepping again, moving aong on her tiptoes.

One son leads the way. He lacks the experience to befirst, but in another few weeks, hisflesh and
gprint-grown brain will force him into the world done. 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 he
iseadly distracted, and that hisadult lifewill be, at its very best, difficult. Study your biology. Sincelife
began, mothers have made hard decisions about their children, and they have made the deadliest
decisonswith thetiniest of gestures.

Procyon lets her lazy son fal behind.

Her other son takes two careful steps and stops abruptly, standing before what 1ooks like a great black
cylinder st on itssde. The shapeisafiction: The cylinder isround in one fashion but incomprehensiblein
many others. Her add-ons and sensors have built this very smple geometry to represent something far
more elaborate. Thisisastandard disposal unit. Various openings gppear asasingle dot near the rim of
the cylinder, just enough room showing for ahand and forearm to reach through, touching whatever
garbage waitsingde.

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 atack the cylinder by every means, tdling himthat 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 he feds excited, 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 legps, shoving her son off hisfeet and saving him. And
in the next horrible ingtant, she feds hersdf engulfed, adry cold hand grabbing her, then stuffing her indde
aholethat by any geometry feds 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 plunges into 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 aways discover, and it isexactly 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 acrossthistiny corner of Crestion. And if he
iVt fird, at least no one before him has ever truly seen the water’ s beauty, and nobody after him will
gppreciate the charms of this eegant, timeless place.

Sometimes Able brings othersto the pool, but only his best friends and afew boys whom he wantsto
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
Ableby 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 three floors apart in The Tower Of Gracious Good, which

makes them close neighbors. Mish is pretty, and her beauty is the sort that will only grow as she becomes
awoman. Her faceis narrow and serious. Her eyes watch everything. She wears flowing dresses and
jeweled sandd's, and she goes everywhere with aclouded leopard named Mr. Stuff-and-Nonsense. “If
my cat can come aong,” she says after hearing Able 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
et himsdf Sck.”

“But that wouldn’t beright,” Mish replieswith adisapproving smirk. “I’ll lock down his gppetite. And if
we see any wounded birds. ..any animal 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 channel, shareline and gossip run. But even with most of its citizens happily
stting at home, the streets are jammed with millions of walking bodies. Every seat onthetrainisfilled all
the way to the last stop. Able momentarily losestrack of Mish when the cabin walls evaporate. But
thankfully, he finds her waiting at Park’ s edge. She and her little leopard are standing in the narrow shade
of ahorsetail. She teases him, observing, “You look lost.” Then she laughs, perhaps at 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 horsetail s, 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 himsdlf
to smile. “Oh, my,” he says as he turns, looking back over ashoulder. “ They do look like horsetalls,
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 does't seem to hear him, legping up on the pink polished rim, Stting where the granite is smooth
and flat, legs dangling and her bony knees exposed. She opensthelittle pack that has floated on her back
from the beginning, pulling out a hot lunch that she keeps and a cold lunch that she handsto Able. “Thisis
al | could take,” she explains, “without my parents asking questions.” Sheisreminding Ablethat she
never quite got permission to makethislittiejourney. “If you don’t like the cold lunch,” she promises,
“then we can trade. | mean, if you redlly 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 faling 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 possbilitieswaiting 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 exclams. “Look &t that!”

Able has no expectations. What could possibly be worth the trouble of turning around? But it's an excuse
to give up on hislunch, and after setting it aside, he turns dowly, eyes jumping wide open and a surprised
grunt lesking out of him as he tumbles off the granite, landing squarely on top of poor Mr. Stuff.

Escher

Shehasaclear, 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’swhat 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 sandas or boots or ostrich skin or spiked shoesthat will lend
aperson even more height. She remembers wearing clothes that gave color and bulk to what was dready
bright and enormous. At this particular instant, what she seesis adistant, 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 al reason, yet fueled by dow,
inefficient chemicd 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 indtructions. It'sbest to betinier
than asingle cell and as swift as dectricity, 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 fails, asit dways does, a person hasto 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 occasiond sip of raw power. Everyone
does. And it seemsasif haf of everyone has gathered around what can only be described as atiny,
delicious wound. She can't count the citizens gathered at the feast. Millions and millions, surely. All those
weak glimmersjoin into asoft glow. Everyoneis bathed 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 bdieves nothing else quite so fervently.

A pair of sgtersfloat past. Thefamilia resemblanceis obvious, and so are thetiny differences. Mutations
aswell astailored changes have created two loud gossips who spesk and giggle in 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,
consdering 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 sisters abruptly change topics. Gossip turnsto trading memories stolen from The World.
Most of it is picoweight stuff, useless and boring. An astonishing fraction of Histhoughts are bandl. Like
the giants of old, He can afford to be doppy. To be aspendthrift. Here is a pointed example of why
Escher ishappy to be hersdlf. 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 insde the measurable risks.

Quietly, with apuzzled tone, one sister announces, “ The World isdarmed.”

“About?’ saysthe other.

“A dtuation,” saysthefirs. “Yes, Heisdamed now. Mora questions are begging for His attention.”
“What questions?’

Thefirst Sster tellsabrief, strange story.



“You know dl this?’ asksanother. Asks Escher. “Isthis daydream or hard fact?’

“I know, and it isfact.” The Sster fedsinsulted by the doubting tone, but she puts on amannerly voice,
explaining the history of this sudden crigs.

Escher ligens.

And suddenly the multitude is talking about nothing ese. What is happening has never happened before,
not in thisfashion...not in any genuine memory of any of the millionshere, it haan't...and somevery dim
possihilities begin to show themselves. Benefits wrapped insde some awful dangers. And one or two of
these benefitswink a Escher, and amile....

The multitude panics, and evaporates.

Escher remains behind, deliberating 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 isnormally seamless, and beautiful,
and perfect.

Sheflees, but only sofar.

Then she hunkers down and waits, knowing that eventualy, in one fashion or another, He will scratch at
thistiny irritation.

The Speaker

“Y ou cannot count human accomplishments,” he boasts to his audience, strutting and wagging hisway 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 smply too many successes, in too many far flung places, tonail up a
number that you can believe. But dlow me, if you will, this chanceto list afew 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 &fter a
gathering pause,we swiftly and thoroughly occupied most of our neighboring worlds, too. It was during
those millenniawhen 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 us as our willing, eager daves. And
with our daves more ddlicate hands, we fabricated machines that could think for us.” A knowing wink, a
mischievous shrug. “Like any child, of course, our thinking machines eventudly learned to think for
themselves. Which was adangerous, foolish business, said some. Said fools. But my list of our marvels
only beginswith that business. Thisiswhat | believe, and | challenge anyoneto say otherwise”

Thereisasound—adgtern little murmur—and perhapsit implies dissent. Or perhaps the speaker made
the noise himsalf, fostering atension that heis building with hiswords and bodly.

His penis grows erect, drawing the eye.

Then with awide and bright and unabashedly smug grin, heroars out, “ Say thiswith me. Tell me what
great things we have done. Boast to Creation about the wonders that we have taken partin...!”

Procyon

Tortureiswhat thisis: She fedls her body plunging from ahigh place, head beforefeet. A frantic wind
roars past. Outstretched hands refuse to dow her fall. Then Procyon makes hersdlf spin, putting her feet
benegath her body, and gravity instantly reversesitsdlf. She screams, and screams, and the distant walls



reflect her terror, needles jabbed into her wounded ears. Finaly, she grows quiet, wrapping her arms
around her eyes and ears, forcing hersdf to do nothing, hanging limp in space while her body falsin one
awful direction.

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

Some of her add-ons have been peeled away, but not all of them. The brave son uses awhisper-channel,
saying, “I’'msorry,” with agenuine anguish. He sounds sick and sorry, and exceptiondly angry, too. “I
was cardless,” he admits. He says, “ Thank you for saving me.” Then to someone else, he says, “She
can't hear me”

“I hear you,” she whispers.
“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 physically strikes the trap. Two someones. She fedsthe walsturning
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.

Onelast time, she says, “Boys.”

“I hear her,” her dreamy son blurts.

“Don’t give up, Mother,” says her brave son. “WEe Il get you out. | seethelocks, | can beat them—"
“Youcan't,” shepromises.

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

“It'stoo tough,” says her dreamy son. “We re not doing any good—"
“Shut up,” hisbrother shouts.
Procyon tellsthem, “Quiet now. Be quiet.”

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

“I won't,” the brave son declares. “Never!”
“Now,” shesays.
“It' smy fault,” saysthe dreamy son. “1 should have been keeping up—"

“Both of you areto blame,” Procyon calsout. “And | am, too. And there'sbad luck here, but there's
some good, too. You're till free. Y ou can il get away. Now, before you get yourself seen and



caught—"

“You'regoingtodie” the brave son complains.

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

“Well find help,” he promises.

“Fromwhere?’ sheasks.

“Fromwho?’ says her dreamy son in the sameingtant. “We aren’t close to anyone—"
“Shut up,” hisbrother sngps. * Just shut up!”

“Run away,” their mother repegts.

“I won't,” the brave son tellsher. Or himsalf. Then with aserious, tight little voice, he says, “I can fight.
WEe |l both fight.”

Her dreamy son says nothing.

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

“I loveyou both,” she declares.

That winsaslence,

Then again, onelagt 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

The face stares at 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 ename arelittle 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 thetears. Those machinesare
probably delicate sensors. Then with ajolt of amazement, he redizes that those machines and sparkling
eyesare saring into their world with what seemsto be a genuine fascination.

“He swatching us” Able mutters.
“No, heign't,” Mish argues. “He can't seeinto our realm.”
“Wecan't seeinto hisether,” the boy replies. “But just the same, | can make him out just fine.”

“It must be....” Her voicefdls silent while she accesses City’ slibrary. Then with adismissive 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 aigned right.”

Able had dready assumed dl that.

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

“I told you,” Mish sngsout. “He couldn't see us”
“I think he could have,” Ablereplies, hisvoicefinding adigtinct 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,” Abletdllsher.

“Youcan't”

“I can.” The hardwaretrickery is keeping the outside relms sengble. A tunndl of smple space leadsto
two men standing beside an iron-black cylinder. The men wear camouflage, but they are moving too fast
to let it work. They look small now. Digtant, or tiny. Once you leave the world, Sze 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 afist-gzed device from what lookslike 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 starts to say, “L ook away—"

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

“They'recriminas,” Mish mutters with a nervous hatred.
“How do you know?’ the boy asks.

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

“They take what they need—"
“They sed!” sheinterrupts.

Able doesn’t even glance at her. He watches as the two men work frantically, trying to pry open the
still-sedled 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 redlizesthat whatever is
indde, it’ sdriving these wild men very closeto panic.



“Criminas,” Mish repeats.
“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 alone, and they have dl these sweeping powers—"

“Powersthat they’ ve stolen,” shewhines.

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

Mish istaken by surprise. Probably no other boy has said those awful words to 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 turnsand runs. In asupersonic 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 hiswhiskered face with atrembling hand, while his
other hand beginsto yank a string of wondrous machines from what seems to 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 hersdlf: A distinct physical 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 usdless and forgettable. To acareful eye and an inquidtive 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,
shewaitsfor Chanceto carry her where she needs to be. Probably others are doing the same. Perhaps
thousands of sisters and daughters are hiding nearby, each snug inside her own spore case. The
temptation to whisper, “Hdllo,” iseasly ignored. The odds are awful asit is; any noise could turn thisinto
asuicide. What mattersis slence and watchfulness, thinking hard about the great goal while keeping

ready for anything that might happen, aswell as everything that will not.
Thelittle wound beginsto hed, causing atrickling pain to flow.

TheWorld fedstheirritation, and in reflex, touches His discomfort by severd means, ddicate and less
0.

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 cuts the glue loose and watches
again. A second touch isunlikely, but it comes, and she managesto heave asticky tendril into alikely
crevice, letting theirresigtible force yank her into abrilliant, endless sky.

Shewill probably die now.

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



Someone hangs in the distance, dangling from asimilar tendril. Escher recognizes the shape and intricate
glint of her neighbor’ s spore case; sheis one of Escher’ s daughters. There is a strong temptation to sgna
her, trading information, hel ping each other—

But apurge-bal attacks suddenly, and the daughter evaporates, nothing remaining of her but ionsand a
flash 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.
The tendril makesadoppy 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 sigters.

“Great World!” she cries out.

Hewill not reply. Escher islike the hum of asingle angry eectron, and she can only hope that he notices
the hum.

“I amvile” she promises. “1 am loathsome and sneaky, and you should hate me. What | amisanillness
lurking insde you. A disease that steds exactly what | can sted without bringing your wrath.”

The purge-bd| appears, following atal 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 compdling to any mind.

The purge-bal dows, its sterilizing laserstaking careful am.

She repesats 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 hdlp...if she savesjust afew hundred
daughters...?

Lasersaim, and do nothing. Nothing. And after an instant of inactivity, the machine changesits shape and
nature. It hovers above Escher, sending out its own tendrils. A careless 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 ingde 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’ s voice, except for the delusions of power. “I
made apromise, and that’swhy He saved us”

With a sarcadtic 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'rethefirgt person ever,” she giggles, winning abrief, ddicious silence from her companion.

Other prisoners arrive, each dammed into the empty spaces between their sisters and daughters.
Eventudly the purge-ball isaprison-bal, swollen to vast proportions, and no one elseis being captured.
Nothing changesfor 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. Wherethe
final rumor comes from, nobody knowsif it' strue. But the woman who was captured moments after
Escher claims, “1t comes from the world Himsdlf. 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, “Whichisexactly what | told Him to do. Thisisall because of me.”

“What is't?’ Escher grumbles.
“Very little)” thetiny prisoner promises. “Very, vey little”
The Speaker

“Wewalk today on athousand worlds, and | mean ‘walk’ in al manners of spesking.” He managesa
few comica steps before shifting into agraceful turn, arms held firmly around the widewaist of an
invisble and equally graceful partner. “ A hundred dien suns bake uswith 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 his
face. 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. ‘Wherewill our children stand? we asked oursalves. But thenin
the next little while, we became ten trillion people, and we had split into athousand species of humanity,
and the new complaint was that we were still too scarce and spread too farapart. ‘ How could we matter
to the universe? we asked oursalves. ‘How could so few souls endure another day in our immessurable,
uncaring universe?”

Hiserect penismakes alittle leap, afat and vivid white drop of semen gtriking the wooden stage with an
audible plop.

“Our numbers” he repests. “ Our legions.” Then with awide, garish smile, he confesses, “1 don’'t know
our numberstoday. No authority does. Y ou make estimates. Y ou extrapolate off data that went stale
long ago. Y ou build a hundred models and fashion every kind of vast number. Ten raised to the twentieth
power. Thethirtieth power. Or more.” He giggles and skips backward, and with the giddy, careless
energy of achild, he dances where he stands, singing to lights overhead, “If you are as common as sand
and as unique as snowflakes, how can you be anything but awild, 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’ sinsde.”



“Whoever’ sinddewhat?’ 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 trgp of some kind. And someone' sbeen caught init.”

“Wdll, | don’'t carewho,” she snarls.
He pretends not to notice her.
“What wasthat?’ she blurts. “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 helistens carefully, it resembles nothing normdl. 1t isn’t thunder, and it can’t be avoice,
Hefed sthe sound as much as he hearsit, asif some great mass were being displaced. But he knows
better. In schoal, teacherslike to explain what must be happening now, employing tortuous mathematics
and magical 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 knowsdl this. But till,
he understands none of it. Words without comprehension; froth without substance. All that he knowsfor
certain isthat behind that deep, unknowabl e throbbing lies something even farther beyond human
description.

The wild man looks up, gray eyes staring a 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 amsasturdy laser, and fires. But the wegpon Ssmply meltsat itstip, collgpsing into a
smoldering, usdessmass a hisfest.

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
grayness dowsitsdf, and parts, and stupidly, in reflex, Able turnsto Mish, wanting to tell her, “Watch.
You'regoing to seeoneof Them .”

But Mish has vanished. Sometimein the last few moments, she jumped off the world' s rim and ran away,
and savefor thefat old leopard deeping between the horsetails, Able is entirely alone now.

“Good,” he muitters.
Almost too late, he turns and runsto very edge of the granite rim.

The wild man stands motionless now. His bowels and bladder have emptied themsalves. His handsome,
godly faceistwisted from every flavor of misery. Eyes as big aswindows stare up into what only they
can see, and to that great, unknowable something, the man saystwo smplewords.

“Fuck you,” Able hears.

And then the wild man opens his mouth, baring hiswhite gpish teeth, and just as Able wonderswhat’s
going to happen, the man’ s body explodes, the dull black burst of a shaped charge sending chunks of his

face skyward.



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

She whispersit and closes her mouth and listensto the brief, sharp silence that comes after the awful
explosion. What must have happened, shetells hersdlf, isthat her boy found his good sense and fled.
How can amother think anything ese? And then the ominous deep rumbling begins again, beginsand
gradualy swellsuntil the walls of the trgp are shuddering and twisting again. But thistime the mongter is
dower. It gpproaches the 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 emoations have any relationship for whatlt fedls...?

What shefedls, after everything, isnumbness. A terrible deep weariness hangs on her like anew skin.
Procyon seemsto befalling faster now, accel erating down through the bottomless trap. But she doesn't
care anymore. In place of courage, she wields amuscular apathy. Death looms, but when hasn't it been
her dearest companion? And in place of fear, sheisastonished to discover an in-curious little pride about
what is about to happen: How many people—wild free people like hersaf—have ever found themsdlves
S0 near one of Them ?

Quietly, with acalm smooth and dow voice, Procyon says, “| fed you there, you. | can tasteyou.”
Nothing changes.
Lessquietly, she says, “ Show yoursdf.”

A wide parabolic floor appears, gleaming and black and agonizingly close. But just before she damsinto
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 wrestleswith 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 smdll, she
tellswhat holds her, “1 made you, you know.”

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

Then with anatura, deep joy, she criesout, “ But you' re an ungrateful glory...and you' |l dways belong to
me...!"

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
leaping free. A thousand similar phages leap and lose their way, or they arekilled. Only Escher’ s phage
reaches the target, impacting on what passesfor 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 atack?

She can’'t guess how many. Can't even care. What mattersisto make hersdf survive insde this strange
new world. An enormous world, yes. Escher feels a vastness that reaches out acrossten or twelve or
maybe athousand dimensions. How do | know where to go? she asks hersdlf. 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.
Thisisalagt gift from Him, sheredizes. Unlessthere are more giftswaiting, of course.
She thanks nobody.

On the equivaent of tiptoes, Escher cregps her way into atiny conduit that moves something stranger
than any blood acrossfive dimensions. She becomes passive, aming 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 she will 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.

She thinks of the World, and thanks nobody.
“Watch and learn,” she whispersto herself.

That was the first human thought. She remembersthat odd fact suddenly. People were just abunch of
grubbing apes 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 Luck.
“Patience and planning,” shetdls hersf.

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

ThelLast Son

Thelocked gates and various doorways know him—recognize him at a glance—but they haveto taste
him anyway. They haveto test him. Three people were expected, and he can’t explain in words what has
happened. He just says, “The otherswill be coming later,” and leavesthet 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 amansion. There are endless rooms, rooms beyond counting,
and each isenormous and richly furnished and lovely and jammed full of games and art and distractions
and flourishes that even the least aesthetic soul would find lovely. He sees none of that now. Alone, he
walksto what has aways been his room, and he sits on aleather recliner, and the house brings him a
soothing drink and an intoxicating drink and an assortment of trests that 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 heforgets everything, supidly caling out, “Mother,” with avoice that sounds
ridiculoudy young. Then again, he calls, “Mother.” And he startsto rise from his chair, sartsto ask the
great empty house, “Whereisshe?’



And heremembers.

Asif hislegs have been sawed off, he collgpses. His chair twigtsitsdlf to catch him, and an army of Als
bringstheir talentsto bear. They areloyd, limited machines. They are empathetic, and on occasion, even
sweet. They want to help him in 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 hiseyeslike that, douched forward in hisfavorite chair, begging an invisble someone for
forgiveness....

The Speaker

He squats and usesthe tip of aforefinger to dab at the puddie of semen, and he rubs the finger againgt his
thumb, saying, “Think of cdls. Individud, sdf-reliant cdlls. For most of Earth’ sgreet history, they ruled.
Firg as bacteria, and then as composites built from cooperative bacteria. They were 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 themsdlves dry againgt ahairy 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 sngle word should erasedl confusion. “The
bacteriaand green algae and the carnivorous amoebae weren't swept away by any revolution. Honestly,
| doubt if their numbersfel appreciably or for long.” And again, he says, “ Scaling,” and sighswith arich
appreciation. “Life evolves. Adapts. Spreads and grows, congtantly utilizing new energies and novel
genetics. But wherever something large can live, athousand small things can thrive just aswell, or better.
Wherever something enormous survives, atrillion bacteriahang on for theride.”

For a moment, the speaker hesitates.

A dippery haf-ingtant passes where an audience might believe that he hasfinaly lost his concentration,
that he is about to sumble over his own tongue. But then helicks a the air, tasting something delicious.
And threetimes, he clicks histongue againgt the roof of his mouith.

Then he sayswhat he has planned to say from the beginning.

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

“Humans have dwayslived in terror. Rainstorms and the eclipsing moon and earthquakes and the
ominous guts of some disemboweled 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—is achild of our
own imaginations.

“A whirlwind that owesits very existenceto glorious, endlessus!”
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 startsto cry, quietly, with a deep sadness.

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

He recognizesitsfeatures.

Intrigued, the boy picks hisway down to the shordine, practicdly standing beside the crying woman.
Shelooksa him, and she sniffs.

“| saw two of them,” hereports. “And | saw you, too. Y ou wereinsde that cylinder, weren't you?’
Shewatches him, saying nothing.

“I 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 hafway closed, pretending to look out over the water instead. “ Ittook pity on you, |
guess”

A good-sized fish breaks on the water.

The woman seems to watch the cresture as it swims past, 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 whenthey got loose, got free, and took
gpart the Earth...and took everything and everyone with them up into the sky....”

The woman gazes up a the towering horsetalls.
Able gares at her legs and what lies between them.

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

The woman turns, staring a 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.



