Gar bage Day
by Wil M cCarthy

Be careful what you wish for. Y ou may not anticipate the sde effects ...

1. Camp Friendly

Conrad had never seen an angry mob before, much less been a part of one. Like an ocean wave it
seemed to offer two aternatives: ride dong or be smashed under. And theride, truth be told, was fun;
since the raid on the boathouse, and with it the capture of canoe paddles, the counselors were actualy
afraid of them.

Of abunch of fourteen-year-olds! Even "Rock” Dengle was on the retreet, falling back along the sde of
the Artsand Crap cabin (and casting aworryingly broad shadow on its clay-and-log wall in the danting
light of afake and miniature sun).

"Whet the hell you boys doing?" he demanded.

"Busting out,” Basca answered lightly. Cheersrewarded him at once, from Conrad himself as much as
anyone. "Prince Bascal! All hall Prince Bascd, the Liberator!”

"Thisasummer camp,” Rock pointed out. "Recreationd. Y ou herefor fun, right?"
"Had enough," Basca replied. Basca Edward de Towsji Lutui, Crown Prince of the Queendom of Sol.

The badder boys— Steve Grush, and that Ho kid whose last name was spelled "Ng" but sounded more
like"Eh" — were flanking Rock on thel€ft, flicking cigarette butts and hooting, and you'd better believe
that got hisattention.

"| gotta hurt someone?' he wanted to know. He looked capable of it — strong and pissed off, but in
control. Taking care of "troubled" boyswas hisjob.

"We got to hurt you?' Ho Ng shot back, and gave him awhack on the skull with the paddle. Tried to,
anyway; Rock deflected it with asweep of hisarm. But sincethat left Steve an opening to jab himin the
nuts, it didn't do much good. Rock doubled over with afroggy kind of sound, but stayed on his feet.
Taking on fourteen troubled boyswas a bit beyond hisfaculties.

There was adefinite satisfaction in seeing abig guy pacified like that, but then it looked like Ho or Steve
might hit him again, maybe harder thistime, and truthfully that made Conrad afraid, findly, of the
consequences. And ashamed to be a member of this particular mob, yes, because Rock Dengle was
definitely not abad guy asjalerswent. Kept the rules without tregting you like alittle kid, which was
more than he could say for most of the others.

But fortunately, Prince Basca stepped forward, into what would have been the line of fire. " Steady, men.
Nobody wantsto get hurt over this— we just need the fax gate."

"Can't leave without your parent or guardian,” Rock said, attempting to Straighten. "Regulations, no
exception.”

"Except today," Bascal said, and Conrad had to marvel at the casua, agreeable tone of thiskid's voice,
trained from birth in the art of persuasion. It wasn't going to convince Rock or anything — especidly not



after held been whacked in the ballswith an oar — but it did put avaguely legitimate face on these
proceedings. Made it sound like their side of it had some validity.

Whichit did; thiswasn't ajail, strictly speaking, but neither were the boysfreeto leave, or to do asthey
pleased while "guests’ of the camp. Which might be great if you were ten or something, but sucked
hugely when you were old enough to want femal e companionship and other assorted contraband. But
there was no one to complain to, no cops or socia workersto cal, no one here a al who was not in the
immediate employ of Camp Friendly, and therefore an extension of the parents who'd banished them
here.

S0 herein the twenty-ninth decade of the Queendom of Sol, on aminiature planet orbiting in the middle
depths of the Kuiper bdt, far from the Sun and planets, young men were forced — literaly forced — to
live out scenes from an earlier, less civilized time. So it made perfect sensefor them to respond in an
unavilized way.

"You kidsarein alot of trouble" Rock cautioned. From his tone he was worried for them asmuch as
because of them. He wasn't going to offer any further res stance— couldn't win if hetried.

On the horizon, twenty meters away, three more counsel ors materiaized. One Conrad recognized but
didn't know — he worked with the younger groups on the other side of the world. The other two were
D'rector Jed, both copies holding the electric cattle prod he'd often warned about.

"What's going on here?" one of him demanded officioudy. The other just stood there looking stern. It said
alot about D'rector Jed, Conrad thought, that he liked to go everywherein twos. Did he enjoy hisown
company that much, or was he smply concerned that the Universe outnumbered him?

"Cessation of involuntary confinement,” Bascal called back without missing abegt. "Thismanillegdly
tried to detain us.”

The distance was not too great to see avell of caution drop across D'rector Jed's features as he
recognized Bascdl's voice. He seemed to have trouble actually picking Bascal out of the crowd, though
— before starting they'd smeared their faces with dirt and mussed up their hair, mainly asaway of
psyching themsalves up, but aso, Conrad now saw, to blur the lines of identity which made them
accountable.

"Y our Highness," one of the Jeds said, and you could see him gtill mentally backpedaling, rethinking his
gpproach. "Prince" was afunny word, afunny concept redly; the child who would someday rule.

(If his parents weren't immortal.)

How did onetreat achild, educate or punish or even reward a child, who would someday stand higher,
enormoudy higher, than the educator himsalf? A tricky businessindeed, and onewhich Bascd, in
Conrad's limited experience, twisted constantly — perhaps reflexively — to his own advantage.

"Highness," the other Jed tried, "you and your friends have been entrusted to my keeping. | will not
hestate—"

"You will hesitate," Bascal shouted back, taking alarge symbolic step in the Jeds direction. "In fact,
you'll stand aside entirely, or my merry men here will beat you both senseless. Thisisnot ajoke; they're
escorting mefor acdl to Child Welfare Services, with whom | have atotal legd right to consult.”

Thiswas newsto Conrad; three minutes ago, the plan had been, "Come on! Let's show these bastards!™
But this sounded better, more refined. Legitimate, amogt.



"I've sounded thedarm,” Jed told him. "It isn't just me you'll haveto deal with, it's multiple copies of
every counsdor on the planette. Plus the Secret Service and Roya Congtabulary.”

"Yeah," Bascal agreed, "ten hours from now." That was the speed-of-light round-trip time from hereto
the Queendom proper.

"Thefax gateitsdf isprotected by your own Paace Guards. They won't et you leave."

"l don't need to," Bascal said. He glanced sidelong at Rock Dengle, who was till struggling vdiantly to
stand upright. "There's aready been aregrettable incident here. Were prepared for there to be moreif
you interferewith us.”

"Cancd theaarm,” Rock advised, throwing his voice behind Bascd's. "L et 'em in the office. We dontt
outnumber them much, and they want to cal Welfare, | say fine. Got nothing to hide. Parents need to
know about this."

D'rector Jed didn't respond to that, but when the boys started moving, en masse, in the direction of the
office, he didn't try to stop them, either. So they walked right past both of him and over the horizon, the
little sun dipping behind the planette as they went. Small planets were like that — times of day werelittle
places you could walk to. Here, the stars shone down like a vindication from God himsdlf.

Superficidly, the office looked like one morelog cabin, especidly in the dark. It waslarger, though, and
the light spilling out through the windows came from a proper wellstone celling, not adamn kerosene
lamp. And once they got the door open and mobbed their way inside, the illusion was shattered
completely. This could be anywhere in the Queendom — the bathroom had a flush toilet, for crying out
loud. A further Sign of the basic injustices here.

The fax wasin aback room, akind of entryway with no door. The camp had severd other fax gates
whose activation they could maybe have demanded, but this was the only one known to be on all the
time, with ahardlink gated directly to the New Systemwide Collapsiter Grid, the Nescog, that could get
their message— or even their materia selves— out of herein substantialy less than the blink of an eye.

Unfortunately, as promised, the gate was guarded by apair of gleaming Palace Guard robots, their blank
metd faces and sexless metd bodies both unreadable and immobile. They were here, no doubt, to keep
unauthorized persons from entering Camp Friendly and harming, in some way, the Queendom's only
prince.

Although, Conrad mused, the fax software could probably do that dl by itself — filter out any images not
specificaly authorized here. Were these guards redundant, a hedge against someone corrupting the
system somehow? Were they also parental spies, sent here to keep Basca in line? Jed had certainly
seemed to think so.

As bodyguards they were certainly intimidating enough; Conrad had little doubt they could burst from this
room and be anywhere on the planette within minutes. The boys stood well back, milling around in the
outer room, afew of the bravest eyeing these mongters from the "safe" distance of three or four meters.

Basca done seemed unimpressed, striding in toward the fax and gesturing at the two robots. ™Y ou, you,
come with me. Were evacuating — the planetteison fire. Come on."

He stepped right up to the fax and said, "Nearest emergency center.” The robots hesitated for a barely
perceptible moment, then the first of them, with alarming fluidity and grace, turned and |egped through the
gate, vanishing in apuff of quantum didocation.



The second robot seemed to be waiting for Bascal, seemed somehow to be expecting to follow him
through. But ingteed it fell twitching to the floor, when Basca produced atiny, toyish-looking gun of blue
plastic, and camly made the robot's mirror-bright head disappear. There was no mess, and barely any
sound. A teleport gun?

"Closethe gate to incoming calls," Bascd said to the fax, then turned to histroops with a self-satisfied
grin. "These parents of ours, they have nothing to pass on or share. Nothing to teach us except sit down,
shut up, and livein their shadowsforever. It's their Queendom, right? Alwayswill be."

Grumbles of assent from the boys. They had immortal parents, too. They'd maybe given thisissue some
thought; Conrad certainly had. And anyway you just had to admire the prince's cool. Likeit wasdl a
game, like he could walk anywhere, through fire and bullets and untamed black holes, without so much as
aflinch. Y ou wanted to stand behind him, you redly did.

"Well," Bascal continued, "What say we tear the place up alittle? A night on Earth, my treet. Y ou break
it, | buy it."

Conrad had aways had a problem with impulse — it was pretty much why he'd been exiled herein the
firgt place. So while he knew theréd be hell to pay eventualy, heredly did like the ideaof busting things
up. What fourteen-year-old didn't?

"Jesus Chrigt, Bascd," he said with conviction, "'1'd follow you anywhere."

2. Domes of the Popcorn M oon

They bounced through arepeater just inside the orbit of Pluto, and were funneled into aring collapsiter
segment where their sgnd could travel, for awhile, much faster than the classica speed of light. Planets
and planettes and planetoids whizzed by, unseen. There was no sensation associated with this; the boys
bodies and minds — perhaps their souls— were reduced to quantum wave packets for thejourney. This
was the NESCOG, the New Systemwide Collapsiter Grid, brainchild of Bascd'sfather. To an outside
observer, the journey from Camp Friendly in the middle Kuiper belt, to Earth in the Inner System, could
appear to take anywhere from elght to ten hours, depending on network congestion and the aignment of
the various nodes and conduits. To the boys themsdlves, the journey felt — and for practical purposes
was — ingantaneous, no more significant or amazing than stepping through acurtain.

They could have specified a number of copies, and spilled out the other end en masse, an army of
themselves. They could have specified a color, and come out painted bright blue. They could have
specified an orientation, and come out facing backwards. But they did none of these things, and stepped
out as themselves. Nothing el se had occurred to them on the spur of the moment, and anyway anticslike
that would trip thefiltersand provoke inquiry.

On the curtain's other Side was Athens, where it was noon, and brutally hot. Another single step whisked
them around to Calcutta, which was aso hot, and drenched in monsoon rains. They ended up in Denver,
where the Sun had recently set on asummer-warm city, and the air was just fine. They spilled out into
Market Street Station, jabbering, punching one another, giggling. Freedom wastheirs a last, and the
news of their escape could not have traveled any faster than the boys themselves. It would be awhile
before anyone came looking.

A hbillboard of animated wellstone proudly announced the station as one of only five public fax depotsin
the downtown area. A little map showed their locations, scattered across a kidney-shaped district a
couple of kilometers across, and the flanking text informed the boys that ownership and operation of
private fax gates within the excluson zone was sharply restricted. Depending on the boys exact



destination, their transportation options from here included bus (free), automotive taxi ($), horse-dravn
("hansome") cab ($%), and of course walking, which according to the sign was strongly encouraged in a
commercia preservation zone of Denver's caliber.

"Ooh," one of the boys said, pretending to be impressed, and of course emphasizing the remark with the
raised, limp hands of some supposed effete aristocracy. It was Y inebeb Fecre who did this, with an
additiond layer of irony he probably wasn't aware of: by the standards of Camp Friendly, he was an
effete aristocrat, the hyperactive child of two well-known televison critics. Feck thefairy.

"Shut up,” Bascd told him mildly. "Denver'sraw. It'sgood.”

Conrad hadn't seen the place except on TV, but overdl he was inclined to agree. Back in his parents
day, fax technology had hit urban areas like a saturation bombing campaign, rewriting their maps and
landscapes overnight. Many cities became beehives of addressable spaces whose physica locations
weredl but irrdlevant. Streets vanished; sidewalks vanished; neighborhoods vanished. In some casesthe
citiesthemselves vanished, or became hypothetica entities with outposts scattered al over the solar
system. But Denver's urban planners had seen it coming, had drawn this cordon around the heart of the
city to preserveit from the tyrannies of convenience. Not just a Children's City, this, but a Federd
Historic Digtrict and member of the Living Museum Network.

Thetermind itself was underground, adimly-lit urban spacefilled with columns and information kiosks
and snack bars, and ol d-fashioned telephones that were probably just for show. Another billboard —
this oneilluminated with tiny red dots— announced periods of planned outage in the fax gates here, and
periods of broadband connection to some specific destination for some specific window of time:
HONOLULU 21:15-21:17 TODAY . There were ranks of embossed numbers along the celling,
athough what purpose they served was not apparent.

Some people carried luggage — an eccentricity in aworld where fax machines could store any object in
cdlablelibrary routines and print copies on demand. There were other eccentricities apparent in the
crowd: peoplewho looked older or younger than the "ageless' standard of Queendom beauty. People
who were dressed funny, people who had funny hair. And children of various ages, of course—
comprising nearly ten percent of this crowd of dozens. The mix was interesting and cosmopolitan and
yeah, highly raw. Fresh, origind. Whatever. But everyone in the crowd — even the children — seemed
to greet the arrival of fourteen unescorted, dirty-faced adolescents asasign of trouble. A mother
snatched up the hand of atoddler and pulled him close. Others were less overt, but their suspicion was
lightly velled a best.

Welcome to Denver. Keep your hands where we can see them.

Conrad gave back some dirty looks. It wasn't like people got away with crimes anymore; not when the
whole Earth was one giant sensor. Even where events weren't explicitly recorded in awellstone matrix
they left, like, quantum tracesin the rocks or something. Ghosts. With enough patience and computing
power, amost any event could be reconstructed.

Ignoring theill will around them, Bascal surveyed the chamber itself, and laughed. "I think were here,

There was an escalator leading up to street level, and Ho Ng and Steve Grush, with hardly aglance a
Basca or any of the others, hopped onto it and went up. The prince, perhaps sensing athrest to his
leadership, hopped onto the down escalator and called out, "Onward! Onward!"

It wasn't hard to run upward against the descending staircase, although what effort it took was strangely
infuriating, the laws of gravity doubly stacked againgt you. And the people riding down were of course



not amused as the boys swarmed past, but nobody said anything or tripped anyone, so Basca madeit to
the top only afew moments behind Ho and Steve. And right there beside him was Conrad, the
right-hand man, feding important. Oh, he'd felt important atime or two aready this summer, going to the
same camp asthe Prince of Sol. But this was different, this was nonaccidentd. The two of them were
actual friends.

"Thisisraw," he said to Bascd in alow, private tone, and the prince responded with afist raised defiantly
but low, where only Conrad could seeit.

"Until somebody recognizestheir pilinis, me boyo. Then it gets complicated.”

"Mmm." Conrad could only nod knowingly. "Pilinis" was the Tongan word for prince, and he knew —
or imagined he knew — what that meant for Bascd's life. No shortage of women, for one thing, but no
privecy ether. Everyonefigured they knew him, when in fact dmaost nobody redlly did. But redly, this
disheveled boy in camp shirt and boating cul ottes didn't much resemble the Basca Edward you saw on
TV.

Up at ground leve, circular doorwaysirised open for them in the termind building's glass outer wall. The
ar outside was perfect: summer-warm and sunset-cool, not abit muggy. It smelled of food: garlic and
fresh-baked bread, maybe kettle corn popping somewhere nearby. The sdewalks were concrete with
inlays of what looked like real stone— you could tell by the rough texture of it, not at dl like awellstone
emulaion.

So here they were: 16th and Market in the Mile High City, an dmost mythica address. To the east afew
blockswas Slf Similar Street, where they were still recording the puppet show live every week.
Somewhere to the south was the Cola Dome where the Broncos and Avaanche and Nuggets il

played, where famous concerts were held, and paintball battles. On the streets, as advertised, was actual
vehicular traffic: white buses and yellow/black taxis, delivery trucks and horse-drawn carriages. Rather a
lot of bicycles, too, piloted not by children but by serious-looking adults swathed in impact-resistant
wellcloth. There were also afew pedicabs drawn by midgets, which struck Conrad as an odd touch
indeed: where did you find midgetsin an age of perfect hedth?

The sidewaks were crowded and vibrant, full of obstacles for the pedestriansto flow around in artful
patterns. Thiswas acity of posts and pedesta's, columns and obelisks. A fountain burbled merrily. There
were little trees everywhere, maples and poplars and even acacias, no more than four or five meterstall.
But the towerslooming al around were anything but miniature, blocking the view. It was only when
Bascd led them around a corner onto 16th Street that anything resembling mountains became visible,
hulking dimly ahead in the sunsat, shrouded by clouds, crowded from benesth by low buildings. But the
mountains were lower than Conrad would've expected, or perhaps farther away. In the golden-red glow
of the cloudsit was hard to tell. But that was the direction Bascal led them: away from the towers,
toward the sunset.

The boys made arough passage through the city: hooting, snatching at leaves, kicking and legping over
benches, crowding people out of their way. There was no law against being surly, and oh boy did it fedl
good. Still, Conrad couldn't quite keep his eyes off the architecture. It was one of the few things he was
good at and cared about: the history of building, and of the buildings themsalves. Here, that history was
written in thewalls, layered like geologicd dtrata

"Look at the sdewak," he said to Bascal. And when that wasignored, hetried, "Look at that wall . Isit
brick? It looks like brick."

"Whatever," Bascal replied, not mocking but barely looking, either. The question didn't interest him.



Conrad tried it on Yinebeb Fecre. "Y ou study architecture, Feck?'
Feck raised hislimp, sarcagtic hands again. "Ooh, architecture!”

Okay, so maybe it wasn't apopular subject. Still, it seemed important — especidly here. There were
exactly two subjects Conrad hadn't failed in hislast school year: Architecture and Matter Programming.
These he pursued with an intengity that upset his teachers nearly as much as his gpathy on the other
subjects. Only History had inspired any enthusiasm at dl, and only because thistime it had included the
Light Wars, which of course were the first intersection of architecture and matter programming.

The moment wellstone — programmable matter — had found itsway into the old republics, the Light
Wars had started. What anarchy: buildings greedily sucking in ambient energy, dumping waste heet,
offending the eye with patterns of superreflector and superabsorber, with flashing lights, with blasts of
communication laser unfettered by any cable or conduit. It was much cheaper to rustle energy out of the
environment than to buy it off the grid, so dl concern for aesthetics had flown right out the window,
overnight, along with concern for the comfort of passersby and even, to some extent, for their safety.

Y ou could have dl the dectricity you wanted, if you blackly drank every photon that touched you. Y ou
could gtay coal in the summertime, if your building was a perfect mirror focusing the heat back on
unfortunate neighbors. In fact, if you were clever and obnoxious you could do both at the sametime:
deepening every shadow, amplifying every pool of brightness for your own convenience.

Thiswasn't as crippling ablow to city life asthe Fax Wars twenty yearslater, but the scars remained
even after the Queendom's founding, when the Architectural Courtesy edicts were rammed through. Here
in Denver you could practicaly tell, just by looking, which decade each building had been congtructed in:
here an ancient sted-framed structure of poured concrete, its wellstone amere facade. There abuilding
of purewellstone, held up against gravity by the pressure of éectronsin quantum dots. (This had struck
Conrad asadumb ideathe first moment he'd heard of it — what if there was a power failure? — but
truthfully he'd never heard of a case where one of these sdlfish buildings had collapsed or dissolved.
There must be al sorts of safeguards.) The mgjority of the buildings were post-Queendom: diamond
frames and floors, with wellstone sheathing and facing. But even these had been dressed down, made to
resemble materials of more or less natura origin.

Denver, like most of theredly greet cities, had forcibly regressed itself to something resembling the end
of the twenty-first century. A preponderance of stone and metal and silicaglass. Lighted signshad to
look acertain way: like neon or mercury vapor or electroluminescent bulk diode. Asthe sunset deepened
and the direetlights came on one by one, he noted with satisfaction that they were smulated gas flame,
Had there been gadightsin the twenty-first century? If not, there ought to have been!

Asthe boys made their way westward, afull Moon dipped into view from behind one of the towers.
"Awooo00!" said akid named Peter Kolb, pointing.

Bascd turned, looked, spread hisarms. "Ah, now that isaMoon. July, to be specific. The Buck Moon.
And we, my friends, are the young bucks making our way in the world. Let al the people of the domes
of the Moon gaze down upon usinwonder. Thisisour night.”

"Buck Moon? Says who?' someone asked.
"Saysthe Naval Almanac,” Basca answered.

Feck cleared histhroat. "It's, uh, from the Algonquin.”
Conrad turned. "Eh?"



"North American tribal society. Very old, but, you know, still in existence. Almost as big asthe idands of
Tonga, actudly. Almost as many people.”

Now everyonewaslooking a Feck, and even by gadlight you could see him blushing.

Bascal looked surprised. "Feck! Y ou don't know things, do you? Peter knows things, he's the son of
Laureates. Conrad thinks he knowsthings. But you? Ah, wait aminute, I'm perceiving something: you
have a connection to thistribe. Wait, don't tell me! You'e, let'ssee... " He studied Feck's complexion
and features for amoment. "Y ou're one-eighth by blood.”

"One-quarter,” Feck said, "But it'snot Algonquin, it's Chippewa. Their neighbors. For us, thisisthe
Raspberry Moon."

"Ah! You'e practicaly anative guide! | had noidea."

"I've never been to North America," Feck said. "Anyway, thisareais Kiowa, or maybe Lakota. The
Horse Moon."

"Well haveto horse around,” Bascal answered merrily. "And give abig, fat raspberry to the good
citizens of Denver. Any other moons we should know about tonight?*

Feck scratched his ear, uncomfortable with the attention. The crowds were lighter here; the boyswere
practicaly donein their pool of lamplight. "Uh, the Corn Moon? Or maybe it's Popcorn Moon. Also
Raptor, Thunder, and Blood."

"Wow. That'sraw. | likeit. Well screech like eagles, leaving awake of thunder and blood. And
raspberry popcorn! Actuadly, that's quite silly. But anyway thetownisours, and | say wetake abite.”

Ah, the Poet Prince. Conrad snorted to himsdlf.

Ho and Steve, unimpressed by this diaog, exchanged alook, then turned and started off toward the
sunset again. And once again, Basca seemed honor-bound to go after them, to assert himself. He got
between them, and propped his elbows up on each of their shoulders, looking side-to-side and grinning.

"You know," he said, "apreservation didtrict like this one runs on what they call a'service economy.’ You
walk around looking at objects on display, and if you like one, the shopkeeperswill print out a copy for
you, or haveit faxed to your address. Or you can Sit in arestaurant, and order yummy comestiblesfrom
ahighly restricted menu. Sometimes the whole selection fitson acard, or asign. Therésathemetoit.
See, what you're paying for is ambience — the way thingslook and smell and fit together.”

"Uh-huh," Ho said uncomfortably. He obvioudy redized that he was expected to reply, to suggest
something. But he wasjust too damned stupid.

Steve Grush ducked away from Bascal's elbow, and then Ho did as well, and both the badboys were
stepping back, sizing up the prince in some kind of unspoken power struggle. They never had a chance;
at alossfor words and deeds dike, Ho finaly shrugged, and gestured for Bascal to lead the way.

"Y ou probably know whereyou're going. Sire."

Conrad couldn't help wondering if thiswas alearnable trick, something Basca had had drilled into him by
tutors. He hadn't redlly done anything — it might be something coded in his genome, some sort of
dominant pheromone signature that made others fed more submissive the closer he got. Was such athing
possible?If so, it stood to reason that Their Mgesties would give their son every advantage in the world.
But perhaps being Prince was advantage enough; it wasn't like Ho could punch him out or anything, like



anyonewould stand for it if hedid. Conrad felt aburst of pride and affection for this, his personal
monarch, and it occurred to him that he would never need atrick like that, aslong as he was standing
right here at Bascal's elbow. That was dl the leadership any of them were going to need. Thiswasthe
whole point of aQueendom, right? The need to follow someone, to surrender — if only symbolicaly —
that unpleasant sense of persond accountability. Figureheads, right: they pretend to lead us and we
pretend to follow. How very well we pretend.

Basca dogged their course left ablock, to pass through rows of buildings faced with what looked, yeah,
like actud brick (dthough thiswas hard to believe— couldnt it, like, fall off and hurt somebody?).

"Where are we going?' Conrad asked, in atone that was private, but also cal culated to be overheard by
the other boys. Look, look, I'm speaking privately with your princel

"Somewhere," Bascal said. He certainly seemed to know, or maybe he was just going by ingtinct, but his
course seemed unerring and sure, and the boys followed aong willingly enough. They passed abuilding
labeled in big metd letters: UNITED STATES POSTAL SERVICE TERMINAL ANNEX. How
medieva. Did they Hill ddiver "letters’ and "packages' here, or wasit just an old name, for anold

building?

Westward they went: toward the mountains, away from the buildings, awvay from the towers and the
lights and the crowds. The downhill dopein this direction was unmistakable. Y ou could still seethe
afterglow of sunset up ahead, but otherwise it looked gloomy. Empty. Forsaken. Maybe they were
nearing the edge of the fax perimeter — that would make these places harder to get to, right? Less
vauable, lessdesirable. "Bad neighborhood” was essentialy just atheoretica term to Conrad, but like
the Light Wars, it suddenly made anew kind of senseto him here. Maybe there waslesswellstonein an
arealikethis, lessrecord of what went on. Wasthat what Basca wanted?

Hefdt obscurdly glad, al of asudden, that thisraw, real place was one of the Children's Cities, where
parents came when they fdlt the urge to spawn, and raise their young among others of their increasingly
rare kind. Immortality was another wave that had hit society hard, and here was the reef where waves
like that were broken. Denver! Denver!

The crowds were dmost entirely gone now, the buildings thinning out into empty, meadowy |ots hemmed
in by gray metal fences. Thisafforded avery clear view of the mountains, and Conrad saw that one of the
buildings he'd thought was downtown wasin fact much farther away, in the foothills. The Green Mountain
Spire, of course, atapering, five-kilometer spike he should have recognized immediatdly, if for no other
reason than because the top haf of it was till in sunlight, and glowing asif hot.

Vehicular traffic tapered away and died. They passed dong a pedestrian sdewalk and under a couple of
bridges, until the area began to fed amost like awilderness. There might actualy be wild animas here.
Heck, there probably were: rabbits and squirrels, and maybe even their predators. Would those be
foxes? Mountain lions? As the walkway dipped benesth the bridges, cement wallsrose up around it,
mostly blank but with occasiond attempts at ornamentation, inlaid tiles and bas relief sculptures of deer
and mountain goats and bears, of trout in alittleriver, and a scene of the mountains themselves, which
were visble again asthe wakway emerged. Moonlight was now the primary source of illumination.
Thank God for the superreflector glare of the Dome Towns up there, on the round-faced Popcorn
Moaoon, or Conrad wasn't sure he could see at all.

The boys passed some benches where apair of ragged men dept, and here was a genuine shock —
there were hermitsin the Queendom, held dways known it, crazies and addicts and socia ma contents.
These allments could of course be stripped away by the morbidity filtersin any fax machine, but only with
the patient's consent. Mind control was severely frowned on, so you inevitably got some dudge at the



bottom of the societal keg. But thiswas a hypothetical issue, not something that should be sprawlingon a
bench right in front of Conrad Mursk, and stinking like rotten cheese.

Ho, racing out in front of Bascal once more, leaned over the benches and treated both mento a
blood-curdling shriek. They startled awake immediately, their eyeswide. They didn't make asingle noise
of their own, and the look on their faces was one of frank fear, even when they redlized the scream was
just some kid having fun. They expected, what, to be beaten? Murdered? Dragged forcibly through afax
gate until their drunken heads were clear? Now there was abit of teenage thuggery you could probably
get away with. But Ho just laughed, and then Bascd was laughing too, and the boys were on their way

agan.

And then, without any warning at al, they crested alow hill or ridge and found themselves at the edge of
the fax perimeter. Y ou didn't need amap to seeit, there wasjust this big park: grassy meadows and big
stone staircases, and again with thelittle trees. Welstone paths snaked through it, glowing faintly and

tastefully in the moonlight, and just beyond these siood arow of brightly it buildings, lining adepresson
that must be the Platte River.

Indeed, asthey drew closer there was an unmistakable smdl of "waterway" which Conrad had never
reglized he could recognize. Interesting. That smell had once meant the difference between life and death
for his primitive ancestors, so maybe it was coded in his genes. Probably was, yeah. Too much
tinkering, he thought, and we could lose these little details. Sop being animals and start being
something ... else. Salf-designed, with all the foolishness that that implies. Evolution is at least
impartial. But Conrad was young, and thoughts like that one were flegting, like snow which melted
rather than sticking.

Bascal clapped him on the shoulder, dragging him forward in the process. ""Conrad, my man, you stop to
brood every timewe round a corner. Y ou're thinking too much, and it's getting to be a problem.”

"I've got impulsivenessissues," Conrad answered with alaugh. ™Y ou should be glad I'm thinking at all."

That seemed to make Bascd angry. "Y our parents are what, a hundred years old? Two hundred?
Fucking experts on the subject of impulsveness.”

"Actudly, it was my school — "

"WEell, to hell with your school. Thisisexactly why there are citieslike Denver, where they at least make
an effort. Parents ought to be forced to live here. It ought to be mandatory."

A thought occurred: "Maybe you should bein charge of the Children's Cities, guy.”

But Bascd just grunted derisively. "Bring that bill before the Senate, hmm?1'll befifty before they're
finished debating. And dtill achildintheir eyes.”

"But your parents— "

Thistime, it was Basca's fist on his shoulder, dugging. “"Will you shut up? Y ou are wrecking my mood.
Itstiresome.”

Ho Ng sidled up, showing fists of hisown. "No pissing off the prince, bloodfuck. I'm going to pound
somebody, and it might be you.”

"Steady,” Bascal said, holding up ahand. "We have common purpose here."
"What purpose?' Feck wanted to know. "We appear to be at the limits of the known Universe.”



"Why, revolution,” Bascad answered casudly, pointing at one of the buildings. " Starting right there.”

3. The Wellwood Deception

Revolution. Wow. Fuck. Was that a metaphor? Because tempting as the idea might seem, fourteen
fourteen-year-old refugees from summer camp couldn't do much against awhole Queendom, with its
police and truant officers, itsinfinite supply of infinitely patient robots, and of courseits billions of satisfied
citizensin ther tens of billions of ingantiations. Even if the boys commandeered afax machine and printed
up an army of themselves, the Constabulary would smply shut down the entire area, round the boys up,
and reconverge their many copies back into sngle individuas. The odds were so hopeless— and the
threat of punishment so dire— that nobody had ever eventried it.

"| thought we were just looking for girls," Conrad said, to no onein particular. And that was who replied:
no one.

Asthe buildings agpproached, it became clear that the river had agood bank and bad bank: one side
facing the city and backing to the suburbs, while the other had a nice mountain view, but butted up
againgt the bad neighborhood and so became bad by association. The most questionable of the buildings
was an ancient two-story cafe whose shabby appearance was not an act, but the result of anatural wood
facade that had stopped looking luxurious afew decades before Conrad was born. This, not surprisingly,
was exactly where Bascdl led them.

The cafe had a scattering of plastic tables and benches and chairsin front and behind, occupied by
perhaps a dozen people of varying ages. None of them looked especialy old, but then again who did?
Conrad guessed aminimum age of around twelve — just old enough to be let out of the house— and a
median in the low twenties, with the oldest men and women just edging into their Age of Artifice. Thirty
or forty years old, when the fax filters stopped merely harassing the aging process, and began smply to
arrest it. Lock it up, losethe key.

Therewouldn't be many folks older than that, except maybe as part of the restaurant staff — thiswasn't
the kind of place you cameto with your parents, it was the kind of place you came with your friends, to
drink watered-down beer and coffee and fedl independent. Not much draw for the older crowd. You
could of course stay in the Children's Cities aslong as you liked — some people stayed on asteachers
or adminigtrators or whatever, and afew remained as passive consumers, unable or unwilling to grow up,
or else making up for an actua childhood spent someplace lessraw. Calcutta, for example, was famous
for its"Peter Pan Ghettos." But there were better placesfor people like that, where stronger intoxicants
were available and everyone was above the age of consent. This place was what they called a"kiddie
cafe' — no identification required for admittance. Whatever bona fide grownups you found here were
probably up to no good. Which Conrad supposed was the whole point.

The name of the establishment appeared to be " 1551," athough maybe that was its street address, or
possibly even the year it was built. Here, aflock of teenage boys was apparently considered less
aarming than it was downtown. Only afew people looked up &t their arrival, and any surprisethey
showed probably had more to do with dorky camp uniforms than anything else.

Basca seemed to take this nonreaction personaly; his easy stride broke into atrot, and he uttered a
quiet, ululating sort of war cry and made an overhand "follow me" gesture to the boys behind him. They
were officidly taking this place by storm, and yeah, that did get abit more of areaction. A young man
who'd been leaning against the doorway now shrank away from it, not caring to test hisluck.

The place was alot warmer ingde than the cool breeze flowing down aong theriver. Poorly ventilated,
Conrad thought, and with awood face instead of awellstone one, it couldn't pump the heat out



eectricdly, ether. Very rudtic. Hell, it was amost like being back at the camp. Thewallswere an even
mix of wood and plaster and brick, with wellstone surfaces only at the serving counters, of which there
were severd. A few animated posters hung on the walls, but therewas aso alot of atic graffiti done up
in plain ink, and the reason for thiswas quickly apparent: each table had abig feather pen stuck
prominently into abuilt-ininkwell. Y ou could even see afew kidsin the act of scribbling out their pent-up
wisdom.

"They must wash these walls every week," he said to Feck.
Feck just nodded vaguely, his eyes on everything but Conrad.

A dgn said "Please Seat Y oursdf," but there was also a staircase leading upward, and athough the place
was crowded with plagtic tables and chairs and the people sitting at them, Bascd till had his momentum.
A few zigs and zags through the crowd, a couple of bumped chairs, and he was on hisway up, with
Steve and Ho and Conrad right behind him, and all the other boys streaming after in along line. People
looked up at this, yeah. Looked annoyed, looked maybe alittle worried.

The second floor was smaller, hotter, less crowded and |ess decorated. There was enough room for the
boysto settlein at acorner clustered with round tables, but the doorway out to a balcony seemed much
moreinviting, and that was where they went. And if Bascal waslooking for trouble, here was the perfect
opportunity, because the bal cony had seating for twenty or maybe twenty-five people, but was
two-thirds full dready, and the empty seats weren't in ablock, but scattered al over the place.

Bascd Edward de Towsji Lutui wasfull of surprises, though; as the boys piled up behind himin the
doorway, he could actudly have cut afairly menacing figure there. But instead he just stood up straight,
clapped his hands twice for attention, and called out: "Excuse me! I'm afraid you're dl going to have to
moveinsde. The bacony isreserved for a private party."

The qudity of his voice was something Conrad reglly was going to have to study: salf-assured, vagudy
gpologetic, and entirdly officia. There was no question that you were going to comply, and if for some
reason you didn't, well, thered be dl sorts of hasde for everyoneinvolved, and in the end you'd till be
vacating your chair, thank you very much. It took bardly thirty secondsto clear the crowd, and settlein at
al the good seets dong therall.

Thelast to leave was agirl of about sixteen, and Bascd, ill stationed by the exit, grabbed her elbow as
she passed. Wrapped in aloose-fitting dress of glossy black fabric. Her hair and eydids and irises had
been done up in amatching shade, while her lips and fingernails matched her shoeswith a seething
red-black glow, like bits of iron Sitting at the bottom of a campfire.

"You lovely thing," Bascd said, "can you answer me aquestion?”

"Get logt," shereplied camly, jerking her arm away. Then she paused, taking agood look at hisface.
"Oh, whatever. What do you need?

"Areyouinahurry?'

She chewed her glowing lip for amoment, then stopped. “I'm here with friends. We had a good table,
which you just took, so yeah, | need to get insde and find something. Before they come back.”

"Ah," Bascd sad. "l won't keep you, then.”
She hdf-turned to go inside, then checked it and faced him. "Areyou ... "

It hung unspoken: are you the prince? Bascal didn't answer. "Go on insde and get a seet for your friends.



I'm sure that whatever ... transaction is keeping them from you must be very important. But when you're
settled, come and see me. Us. | have aquestion.”

A brown-smocked waitress materidized, looking annoyed. "Did you just kick everyone off this
balcony?' For some reason, she directed the question at Steve Grush.

"No," hereplied, with hisusua sullen brilliance.

"WEelIl have fourteen glasses of beer,” Bascal said, jJumping in. "And fourteen cups of coffee, plus some
pitchers of ice water. To eat, well take some sort of chipsand dip thing, and abig plate of cheese and
veggies. Doesit comewith olives?| love olives.”

The waitress had awellstone sketchplate in her hand, but didn't write anything on it or speak to it. She
was under thirty, but her look suggested sheld seen quite enough punk kids come swarming in here like
they owned the place.

"Who's paying?' she wanted to know.
Bascd held up athumb. "That would be me."
"Uh-huh." She presented him with the sketchplate, skepticaly.

"Authorized up to twenty thousand," Bascd said toit, rolling histhumb acrossits surface in the accepted
manner, rather than smply jamming it the way punk kids were supposed to. "Plus a hundred-percent tip."

The date chimed softly, acknowledging the transaction, and the young woman's fegtures softened alittle.
Basca's face and voice and thumbprint and DNA pattern al had to match against an account balance —
he was good for the money. Still apunk kid, but apparently not athief or mooch. That tip wasn't going to
change her life or anything; al the necessities of life and most of itsluxurieswere freefor thefaxing, or at
least had downloadable free knockoffs. And everything else had afree waiting list, so no matter how
poor you were, you knew your turn would eventually come. Penthouse gpartment, whatever, just liveto
beamillion. But atip was anice gesture— traditional, polite— and abig tip was nicer ill. He didn't
have to do that.

"I'll seewhat we can do.”
"Thanks so much," Bascd agreed.

The black-haired girl had dipped away during the exchange. Shrugging, Bascal sat down next to Conrad,
who wasworried and asked, " Can't they track you now? The police, your parents? Spending money is
adwaysthe giveaway."

"Oh, probably. But the account has ... certain security features that will dow down asearch.”
"Oh. That'sgood, | guess.”

The last rays of sunset were visible over the mountains, between gapsin the gpartment buildings on the
river'sfar bank. From what Conrad could see, the buildings themsdves were in tasteful colors, not sdlling
anything or trying to be anything in particular. These were the homes of ordinary Queendom citizens, with
fax gatesingde, possibly right there in the gpartments themselves. Here ended the Children's City, and
there began the suburbs of the Queendom proper.

The Green Mountain Spire was dark most of the way up now, the sunlight glinting redly off the top
hundred meters or so, and inching upward with near-visible speed. The cafe bacony itsdf hung over a



precipitous three-meter drop, with asmall grassy bank benegth, and then the stony shallows of the Platte
River, which wasn't nearly as mgjestic as Conrad would have imagined: maybe twenty meters across,
and quite shalow enough to wade in. To the north and south there were little sets of rapids, where men
and women in glowing green kayaks paddled down and, incredibly, back up again.

Where the grass ended, the river's banks were lined with arandom jumble of stones, and sticking up here
and there were the concrete stubs of what probably used to be bridges. Conrad couldn't imagine why
they'd never been removed, although they did lend an honest, unfinished senseto the area. Neither
prigtingly wild nor immaculately groomed, just here.

It only took aminute for the waitressto return, first with their drinks, and then again with platters of
nacho chips, smothered in melted cheese and surrounded by battlements of carrot and celery, zucchini,
anddlive

"Here you go, hon," she said, dropping off thefina tray in front of Bascal and Steve and Ho and Conrad.
"If you need anything, my nameis Bernice. Just rap on thewadll, or therailing.”

"My grandmother's name was Bernice," Bascal mused, when shewas gone.
"Nicelady?' Ho Ng asked.

Basca shrugged. "Never met her. Shedied, like, two hundred years ago, in Catalonia. Mayor of acity.
Fucking higtoricd figure.

"Jesus H. Garbage," Ho cursed, in ashow of solidarity. He was dways saying things like that: "donkey
fuckbrain vomit" and "diarrhea blood angel,” and Conrad's persond favorite, "mother-Christing piece of
dammit." Ho seemed to find some weird pleasure in mixing his cusswords up that way, or maybe it was
some subtle organic defect in his neura wiring, that the fax filters dismissed as amere character flaw.

In the Queendom of Sol, character flaws were considered your own damned responsibility — you had to
identify them yourself and then formally authorize amedica doctor to repair them for you. Or better yet,
you could tregt it yourself through personal experience and growth. And either way, if there were Sde
effectsin your overal persondity, well, those were your own problem aswell.

But Ho was only fourteen, so redlly it was his parents who should be worrying about these things. And
Conrad supposed they had, in their own specia way: by sending the boy off to summer camp. Very
therapeutic, oh yes. Nothing cut down on cusswords like having to shit in agoddamned outhouse.

A sour mood threatened briefly to come on, but the watery beer was redlly good somehow, and the
nachos were even better, and anyway Basca seemed determined that al his men should be cheerful
tonight. Who could argue with that?

And then, before they'd even finished off their first glass, Basca's black-haired girlfriend showed up
again, pulling up aplastic chair and inserting herself between the prince and Conrad.

"Hi," she said, matter-of-factly. How much was unspoken in that one syllable! Hi, Prince. | know who
you are, Prince, but | don't care— I'm here to check you out as one human being to another. Prince.

Which wasfine, sure, except that it was Bascal she'd sat down with, not some ordinary puke two years
younger than her. And she hadn't brought her friends, either. Probably hadn't even told them, for fear of
having to share.

"Hi," Bascd said back, inimitation of her tone.



"Hdllo," Conrad added, with no particular inflection, figuring he might aswell at least try.

The girl nodded, sparing him half a glance before focusing her attention on Basca once again. She asked,
with mock-indifference, "'Y ou wanted something?'

Bascal leaned back and smiled. "Seeing you, my dear, | can think of alot of thingsto want. But | doubt
we have much time, o I'll comeright to the point: | need accessto ataboo fax machine. I'm carrying
contraband. What's your name, by the way?"

Her eyeswidened. "I'm Xmary. Y ou need acc — "
"Eksmerry?Isthat anickname? Short for what, ChrisinaMarie?’
"XiomaraLi Weng," she answered distractedly. "Y ou want what, now?'

"A fax machine. A smple, ordinary fax machine that will copy ta'e fakalao. Forbidden objects and
substances. My men are here are on amission, for which they have certain materia requirements.
Clothes, for onething," he said, pinching his Camp Friendly shirt for emphass.

"And what ese?' the girl demanded, clearly concerned that this was a setup, that she was the focus of
some sort of royal joke or sting operation.

"Jewery," Bascd sad, with aninscrutablelittle smile.

"That'sal?' Her eyesflicked downward, then settled on the only jewery Bascd was wearing: the
well-gold sgnet ring on themiddle finger of hisleft hand.

"Pretty, en?'
"lt'snot an ordinary ring."

Now there was an edge to Bascal's voice. "Of courseit's not an ordinary ring. I'm the prince of the
fucking Solar System. What do | wear, gold? Tin? It's information, darling— quadrillions of terabytes
in quantum storage. It wants out.”

With ashiver of excitement and dread, Conrad realized that they weren't just playing at being bad here.
They were being bad, they were going to be bad. Bascal was really pissed off about something. Hell,
they al were. Asfugitives from adult supervision, they had agoddamn point to make.

Thisgirl Xmary, hearing the tone of Basca's voice, sghed once and then said, "I know some people. |
can ask for you. It sounds pretty serious, though.”

"Thetitis"

Nobody said anything for afew seconds. Findly, the girl got up again. Before turning to go she asked,
"Am | going to get introuble?"

"Yes," Bascd replied. "Weadl are. The question iswhether anything useful is accomplished beforehand.”
"Gredt."

She disappeared. Doing as she wastold, going along with Bascal and against her own better judgment.
"Sowhat'sinthering?' Steve Grush asked.



"Garbage," Bascd said.

"Garbage?"

"Garbage. Reorganization of matter a the atomic level. Into garbage.”

"Y ou mean programmable matter, right?' Conrad asked, because otherwise that made no sense at al.
"Duh. Any wellstone surface. But that's everything, right?”

Wi, sort of. Therewere still an awful ot of naturd materids around, especidly in Denver. But Conrad
remained confused — wellstone was fundamentally aform of silicon. Woven nanofiber, right? Quantum
dotsto confine eectronsin atom like structures. In raw form the stuff looked and felt like some heavy,
impermesble, beetle-shiny plagtic, but by sending the right sgnalsthrough it you could fill it with artificia
pseudoatoms of any type. Silicon and gold, silicon and sulfur, silicon and plaster of goddamn Paris. Then
there were the transuranic pseudoatoms, and the asymmetric ones, and the ones which incorporated
exotic particles. Y ou could ater wellstone's apparent composition in so many ways that even after three
hundred years, a Queendom full of pseudochemists and hypercomputer search agorithms had barely
catal oged even the fundamentals.

But pseudoatoms weren't redl, and Slicon was.

Bascd waslooking smug. "It's Garbage Day in Denver, me boyos. If we each have one of these, and we
spread out, we can make alot of frigging garbage. We can even threaten infrastructure, which after dl is
what separates us from the animals. If our demands aren't met, they will at least be remembered.”

"Raw!" Steve said gpprovingly, and anumber of the boys echoed him.

"Where did this software come from?' Conrad couldn't help asking.

"Wrote it mysdlf, boyo. Been saving it for aspecia occasion.”

Conrad proceeded warily, not wanting to sound negative. "How doesit work?

"| archived ayear'sworth of patterns from the palace waste chutes, and fit them together with a
tessdation-tiler. Any surface is mapped with the best possiblefit in stored garbage, and the boundaries
between garbage objects are heated and acoustically shocked to cut them away from the parent body.
Sapitonawadl, and you get apile of seaming garbage.”

"Except that it wouldn't steam,” Conrad said. "It wouldn't stink. It might look like shit, or half-eaten food,
or whatever. Probably even fed likeit. But pseudoatoms don't have asmell. They can't leak out into the
ar, likerea aomsand moleculesdo.”

"Oh," Bascd said, suddenly uncertain. It wasn't alook that fit hisface.

"Still, that's pretty amazing that you thought of that. Y ou have got power for the separated objects, right?
They're photovoltaic enough to maintain their own programming? And composition?!

"Um. | don't know."

"Oh," Conrad said. "Probably not, then. Y ou'll just wind up with garbage-shaped chunks of nanofiber
dlicon. It's probably dangerous, too. | mean, there's more wellstone in abuilding than just the facade,
right? Y ou'd better be real careful what you touch with that thing, or you're going to hurt somebody.”

"Who made you the voice of reason?' Ho Ng asked, acidly.



"Um, nobody."
"Why don't you shut up, then? Pussy.”

Conrad had no response to that. He'd aready said what needed saying. Getting any further on Ho's bad
sdewas not asmart idea, and he could see that Bascal was brooding, too, looking around with dark,
embarrassed anger. That anger could, Conrad knew, be directed at him at any moment. He considered
gpologizing, but didn't see how that would help. Better just to pretend he wasn't here.

"Arewe dill doing this?" Steve Grush wanted to know.

"Yeah," Bascd sad, waving ahand distractedly. "L et methink about it for aminute.” Then he pinched his
chinin agesture so reminiscent of hisfather that for amoment Bascal might have been ayounger image
of the king himsdlf. A little swarthier, perhaps. A bit more angular. Conrad felt afresh burst of affection
for this boy, thisyoung man, this Poet Prince of al humanity.

"I haveto vigt the 'soir," Feck announced loudly, from the other end of the balcony. That was short for
pissoir, and told everyone exactly, biologically, what hed be doing when he got there. If hed said 'toir,
or shittoir, that would convey adifferent intention. Y ou aways knew more about Feck than you wanted
to. Still, it was funny — Feck was pretty funny sometimes— and suddenly there wasalot of laughter,
and the conversation turned to other subjects.

"Sorry," Conrad said quietly, seeing his Basca opening as Feck shuffled past. "It's still apretty raw idea.”
"Shut up,” Bascd said vaguely, not looking a him.

Taking the hint, Conrad finished his beer, then just as quietly finished his coffee. Both were making him
thirgtier, but he resisted the urge to chase them with aglass of water. In afew minutes he was going to
haveto vigt the 'soir himsdlf. He supposed they dl were. He toyed with his coffee mug instead, clinking it
afew times on the glass tabletop. Turning it over afew timesin his hands. Good, old-fashioned
stoneware, courtesy of the Friendly Products corporation, whose swirling green logo was glazed into the
underside.

Thisdidn't take any great scrutiny to discern; the same instantly recognizable design appeared on their
Camp Friendly tee-shirts, and on thousands of child-oriented products produced daily by the fax
machines of the world. Seeing it here was admittedly somewhat surprising. What was child-oriented
about a coffee mug? He fantasized briefly, that this whole cafe — perhaps this whole ghetto — was just
one more Friendly Park, in acarefully supervised Friendly Park world.

Oh, God, he was getting "maudlin,” as his mother would say. It was exactly why she didn't allow him any
alcohol, even weak and watered asthis. If he drank any more, hed become "rash,” and then where
would Queendom civilization be?

"Does anyone e se want more beer?' he asked, looking around. But they were still ignoring him, which
was probably good. Hed just order for himsdlf, then, maybe even pay. Per the waitress ingtructions, he
leaned over and rapped on the deck’sratty old railing. It rang solidly under his knuckles, though, more
like plastic or soft stone than wood. Because yeah, of course, it wasn't wood at dl, just aclever
wellstone facsmile. Why would knocking on awooden rail summon awaitress?

Suddenly, his paranoid fantasy seemed less paranoid, lessfantadtic. If that rail wasn't full of microphones
aready, it easily could be on amoment's notice. If the constabulary had tracked the boys here, for
example, or if the cafe staff had decided something suspicious was going on. Hell, the building could even
make that judgment itsalf; most of the symptoms of human intelligence could be duplicated with a



wellstone hypercomputer the size of afingernail. Conrad's own house was dways scolding him, checking
up on him, ratting him out to his parents.....

The black-haired, fiery-lipped Xmary regppeared, inserting hersaf deftly between Conrad and Bascdl. "'l
found someone who can help you, Bas. Several someones.”

Bascal looked up at her, and the confidence was back in hiseyes. "Excellent. Thank you. And will these
SoMeoNes requiire payment?”

"I didn't ask, but I don't think so. They seemed pretty eager. I'm sure you redize, you're kind of asymbol
around here."

"The Prince who Won't Be King? Lord of the oppressed? Spokeschild for the permanent children?|
can't imagine." Bascd flourished comicaly with hisarms, but couldn't quite keep the bitterness out of his
voice. "Take meto your underground, then. Well see what mischief thistown can endure.”

"Bascal," Conrad warned, raising hisvoice above the generd hubbub, "We should get out of here. This
placeisn't asrun-down asit looks. Thisisn't wood, it'swellstone. It could bea— "

The prince arched an eyebrow, and not in amusement. " There's business at hand, boyo. Connectionsto
be made, awhole underground to be mobilized. One way or another, Garbage Day isaparty | intend to
throw."

Conrad became aware of some noise in the street, rising up like the soft clickety-click of afew dozen tap
shoes. Like marching boots, approaching a atrot? Like the platinum feet of robots, dancing fluidly dong
the street?

"Bloodfuck!" Ho Ng called out, from his seat dong therailing. " Congtabulary coming. Lots of them.”

"Ah," Basca said, and histone was of regret, not surprise. "All right, lads, hit the ground running. Scatter
for me, and do as much damage as possible. Brew me up agenuineriot.”

Conrad was surprised, and afraid, and maybe not entirely sorry they'd been caught. He looked Bascal in
the eye, dmost chdlengingly. "What are you going to do?*

"What do you think?" the prince snapped, then walked to the railing and punched it with hissignet ring,
producing akind of porcelain clink. At the point of impact, there was a momentary sparkle of blue-white
light, fading quickly to darkness. Nobody moved, nobody spoke. Conrad didn't so much as bresthe.
Half a second after impact, the change began: a sprouting and sprawling of shapes and colors. It shot
along the balcony rail, down through its supports and onto the floor, onto thewall, up aong the roof. The
sound of it was like tearing paper, like crinkling foil. The building turned to garbage around them, and the
narrow spaces between the garbage glowed, and sang, and cracked away.

Conrad watched Ho Ng drop right through the floor, just moments before the whole Structure gave way,
and suddenly they were all faling, in astorm of hand-sized wellstone fragments, like shiny black bugs.
The sound of the building's collapse was remarkably low, more felt than heard. Weightlessfor so short a
timethat it barely registered, he thudded onto the steep riverbank, hisfal partly broken by the plasticky
fragmentsraining around him. His momentum carried him downward, skidding, briefly glimpsing thelights
of an upside-down suburb reflected in the blurry water. And then aload of crap fell ontop of him,
sunning, immohilizing, whooshing the arr out of hislungs.

Helay there for afew seconds, taking stock, trying to bresthe, wondering if he were hurt or killed, if his
parents would have to print afresh copy of him from stored patterns. He'd died once before, in some



sort of fence climbing accident when there were no other copies of him at large. Lost damn near the
entire month, and never did find out what happened.

Findly, he had enough bregath for agrunt of pain, and then agroan. Other groans rose up around him.
And screams. And then suddenly the Constabulary wasthere, dl around, men and women in bright blue,
and faceless robots in naked, mirror-bright impervium. Hands were grabbing him, lifting, digging him out.

"Can you hear me?' avoice asked. "Areyou hurt?"
Coughing, he struggled to stand. "'l — ow! My tailbone. My back."

"Medic!" another voice called out. "Possble spind! Recommend immediate faxation!" The handson his
body were gentle but very firm.

Helooked around, trying to get his bearings. Trying, he redlized, to recognize Bascd in the confusion of
litter and bodies and flashing lights.

Then thefirst voice, someone behind Conrad, was speaking again. " Son, until we figure out exactly what
happened here, I'm afraid you're under arrest.”

"Yeah," Conrad said, dumping againgt the hands that gripped him. "1 know it."

4. The Battlein the Throne Room

Some sort of portable fax machine was set up right there at the crime scene, and the boyswere
processed through it. Conrad'sinjuries were hedled ddmost as a by-product; the fax filters compared his
body againgt his genome and the standard human template, concluded that the damage wasn't
ornamental, and sent on a corrected pattern to the other end. That these operations were performed on a
snarl of quantum entanglements, rather than on a person or even the image of a person, did not impress
Conrad in the dightest. Indeed, held experienced the process many times before, and barely noticed it at
dl.

He ended up in awindowless interrogation room — or rather, an atomically perfect duplicate of him
ended up there, while he himsdf had vanished. Died, if you like, athough people rarely taked about it
that way. He'd been through this experience dmost daily throughout hislife, and thought no more about it
than about the dead skin cells he was supposedly shedding every moment of every day.

At any rate, here he was, in this windowless room with ahuman being and arobot. The robot didn't
peak — they rarely did, except in emergencies— but it dso didn't move, which gaveit avagueair of
menace. Especidly sinceit was positioned between Conrad and the exit.

The human being, seated across from him on the other side of atable, was named Ledie Jones. Shetold
him gently and repeatedly that she was there to help him. He was not restrained in any way, and the
interrogation room's door betrayed adiver of light at the edge. It wasn't even closed al theway. But hed
seen enough to know that Ledie Joneswasn't alawyer or asocid worker, and seemed in fact to be
some species of cop, so he played as dumb as he figured he could get away with. Lying to the authorities
would be worse than useless— they'd spot it before the words were even out of his mouth — but they
were dso unlikdy to respect hisinteligence, nor to be surprised if he didn't display much.

"Why did you leave the camp?' Ledie asked him, for the second time.

He shrugged. "We weren't prisoners.”



"Y ou could have requested a pass. And an escort. And permission from your parents. Instead, we have
acounselor assaulted and a Palace Guard vandalized."

"I didn't do any of that."
"But you were there when it happened.”

Conrad didn't answer. They knew he was there. Between sensor records and skin cells and ghostly
electromagnetic imprints, the Constabulary could probably trace just about every move held ever made.

Smiling, Ledietried adifferent approach. "Conrad, you're not in trouble. Not very much trouble. No one
was serioudy hurt, and there's no evidence you did anything other than follow your friends, and then
witness acrime. We just want to find out what happened.”

He shrugged again. "Y ou dready know."

"Well, yes. But I'd like to hear it from you." She was wearing agreen sweater with buttons made from
what looked like live dandelion heads. Her hair was coppery red, and very short. He supposed shewas
beautiful — held never met anyone who wasn't — but she spoke and moved like the women of his
mother's generation. Two hundred years out of date; born into amortal world, and then "saved" fromiit
by therise of the Queendom. He wondered if faxes of this same woman were interrogating al the other
boysaswell.

"Y ou don't know anything," hetold her, not in anasty way but just factualy. "I'm sorry, but | redly can't
explainit to you. Therés not even anything to explain." Then he disgppointed himsdlf by adding, "I want
my mother.”

Lediejust nodded, with asympathy that seemed annoyingly genuine. "Both your parents have been
briefed on the situation, and have asked to send copies of themsalves here. The request is under review.
However, as1'm sure you can understand, the involvement of Prince Bascal is acomplicating factor.”

Again, Conrad had nothing to say that would actualy help the Situation, so he said nothing, and Ledie
smply started her questioning again, from the top. They went around and around like thet for nearly an
hour. Findly, when Conrad was hafway nuts with the repetition, adisc of yellow light appeared on the
tabletop, and alittle speaker formed beside it and emitted a soft chime.

Wadl," Lediesad, eyeingit, "wetried, anyway. Y ou seem like anice young man; you should try opening
upalittle”

"Oh yeah? Why?' Conrad couldn't help asking.

To her credit, she thought about that for acouple of seconds before replying, "Because childhood doesn't
excuse rudeness, not in achild your age. Whatever problems you believe you're facing, communicetion is
redly the only way to tackle them. Y ou'll understand this someday, when you and your friends are the
onesin charge.”

Conrad didn't even try to suppress his sneer. "What day isthat, Ledie?"

Sheredly looked at him then, rolling her tongue around behind a set of pursed lips. Findly, she said,
"Look, weve al made adjustments. Nobody said life was perfect. But we do have forever, yes?' She
rose to her feet then, and motioned for him to do the same. "Come on. As| feared, the case has been
placed under palace jurisdiction. Back to the fax with you, I'm afraid.”

For some reason, Conrad felt ashiver of fear. "Why? Where am | going?'



"Tothe pdace. Didn't | just say that? Best behavior, Conrad; you're going to meet the king and queen.”

The throne room of Their Mgesties, Bruno de Towwgji and Tamra-Tamatra L utui, looked exactly likeit
did on TV. Same reed mats over wellstone floors, same Spanish tapestries over wellstone walls, same
guilded wellstone scrollwork along the ceiling and floorboards and high, vaulted doorways. It was
daytime here; the ceiling was clear a the moment, and light streamed down through it from a blue-white
sky, much paer than the sky of Camp Friendly.

A pair of vagudly familiar women were here, with the black hair and walnut skin of South Pecific
ancestry, and the eaborate wraps and hair fans of Her Mgesty's court. With prim nods and subtle
gestures, the two of them gathered the boys out of apair of fax machines, and lined them up two rows
deep in front of the empty thrones.

Lucky for Conrad, he got to stand two spaces from Basca, near the middle of the front row, not four
meters from the raised dais on which the thrones themselves rested. Lucky, lucky. His heart was
hammering wetly in histhroat; held never been so nervousin hislife, even thefirst time held spoken
face-to-face with the Poet Prince. He still wanted very badly to see his parents; he had no ideawhat was
going to happen to him, and the prospect of an angry king and queen was far more frightening than the
bland, dutiful sympathy of the Congtabulary.

The Queendom's roydty were technically figureheads, without any officid political or legal powers. But
they were dso beloved, and brilliant, and so absurdly wealthy that they could buy the planets outright, if
they choseto. Sointhe end it hardly mattered: in the spiritual hunger of the Restoration and the perilsand
tragedies of the Fal, these two had been chosen as humanity's penultimate |eaders. Whether or not
Conrad liked or understood it, they could dictate hisfate and no one— not even his own mother and
father — would chalengeit.

Stll, thismortd fear didn't kegp him from noticing that the "boy" to hisleft in the row behind him was
actualy Xiomara Li-Weng, from the cafe, and that the fourteen assembled children did not include Feck.
Inaway, this made sense: Feck had been in the 'soir when the building came down, and if he'd had the
senseto get rid of his Camp Friendly shirt then at first glance thereld be no reason for the Constabulary
to connect him with the events on the ba cony, or to distinguish him from the cafeés regular customers.
Whereas a quantum reconstruction of the collgpse would show Xmary standing right next to Bascal, on
the balcony with the other Friendly campers.

But despite her short, dark hair and rail-thin figure, Xmary did not resemble Feck in the dightest. Conrad
didn't even see how she could be mistaken for aboy, although she'd rubbed the lipstick off and lost the
low-toe shoes, and even somehow taken off the nail polish. She wasn't wearing a Camp Friendly shirt,
but then again neither was Ho Ng, who'd somehow traded hisfor ashiny gray pullover and quilted vest,
athough he dtill had the pants: beige culottes that completely destroyed his effortsto ook raw.

Even o, the error was darmingly stupid. Had no one checked the biometrics or the DNA, or even
peeked under the jacket? Had the ire of king and queen so disrupted police routines that even the
Congtabulary could somehow arrest the wrong person? Hand her over in amoment of confusion? It was
achilling thought, and areminder of why the Old M oderns had murdered off their royd familiesinthe
first place, leaving only the Princess of Tonga and the swashbuckling Declarant-Philander of Spanish
Gironato lead them into the future.

One of the Tongan ladies, gliding back and forth dong the front row like a dolled-up drill sergeant,
paused suddenly in front of Bascd. Placed afinger under his chin and lifted dightly, commanding his
attention. Conrad couldn't make out what she murmured to him, but he did hear the prince's incongruous
reply: "Lemonade. Please.”



Then achill settled over the room. To theright of the dai's, afigure had appeared in the doorway. She
had the same walnut skin and raven hair as her courtiers, but her wrap and drapes and hair fans were of
purple, streaked and patterned with Polynesian tapa-styled highlights of glowing white. She was flanked
on either sde by ornate Palace Guards of gold and platinum, and news cameras buzzed and flickered in
theair behind her, likefireflies. She wore adiamond crown, and was using the Scepter of Earth asa
walking stick, and somehow she brought the whole thing off as casudly as any jogging suit or camp
uniform. No friend or relative ever had aface so familiar, so ingtantly readable. The queen wasfurious.

Shewas aso controlling it tightly, which made it even scarier somehow, and it was al Conrad could do
to keep from flinching or even cowering as her gaze swept across him. In theory, she could order his
head chopped off and his backups erased, and it would probably happen.

But Tamra-Tamatra L utui, the Queen of Sol, had eyes only for Basca as she ascended the daisand
settled comfortably into her gilded wicker throne. Her robot guards, armed with tall, flimsy-looking axes,
assumed positions on either Sde of the dais. The news cameras drifted out into the room, documenting
the scene from al the most dramatic angles. Conrad wondered if he was on television, or would be later
on in some carefully edited scene. Maybe these were Smply the palace's own archival cameras, storing
holie video into alibrary somewhere.

"All right,” the queen said. "L et's hear it." There was no question whom she was addressing.
"Malo eldée, Mother," Bascd replied amiably. "I've missed you.”

"Tali fiefia. And | you," she said, with gpparent sincerity. "But you're back alittle early. And in trouble
again. And thistime, you've brought friends."

"Y es, mother."

She raised her eyebrows, tapped afoot. Finally, she spoke in tight, parental tones: "Bascad, don't try my
patience, not today. Y ou know | love you, but what you don't seem to understand isthat | will makean
exampleof you."

"On the contrary,” the prince said. "I'm counting onit." Hisvoice was till friendly, but his at-attention
pose struck Conrad as both arebuke and a mockery of his mother's authority.

Tamrashook her head alittle, and sghed. "Y ou think you're so clever, Bas. Thisisn't achessgame,
whereit helpsto look three or four moves ahead. It's more like the tide, which comesin when the Moon
dragsit in, regardless of what anyone thinks or says."

"Then I'll plant aneuble on the beach,” Basca answered smoothly.

Thiswas metaphor, Conrad redized. A neuble was abillion tons of liquid neutronium in atwo-centimeter
diamond shell, and would drop through beach sand or even solid rock like acannonball through wet
tissue paper. But it would affect the tide, you bet.

"Enough,” Tamrasaid coldly. "Thisisn't adebate. Y ou'veinjured nearly ahundred people, and destroyed
abuilding. Someone could easily have been killed, in which case you'd be going to prison.”

"I have beenin prison," Bascd answered, finaly betraying hisanger.
"No," shesaid, "You haven't. Y ou've been at summer camp.”

"It'swinter here, Mother."



"And summer in Catdonia, yes. When | wasagirl, most of the world lived in conditions much worse than
your Camp Friendly, and never thought twice. If you can't see the difference, then perhaps you should
gpend some community servicetimein the actua punitary system.”

"Fine," Basca snapped. "None of my tutors have been crimindsyet. It'sarea gap in my education.”

The queen dammed the meta butt of her scepter down on thetiles of the dai's, with asound like a heavy
door damming shut. "Darn you, young man. Must you battle us on every front? At every sep? Do you
despise us because we're your parents? Because we're the First Family? Because we're older? Y ou've
made your little statement, dl right, but you know very well it turns people away from your cause, not
toward it. | missyour poetry, | redly do. But | suspect that's the very reason you stopped writing it."

Bascal's sance never changed. "The summers here used to inpire me. | truly loved them. But then you
sent me doneto Girona. Tending sheep. And then it was coconuts on Niuafo'o, and findly peaches and
onionsin the outer solar system. And you wonder why I'm angry?"

"Y ou were angry before you left,” the Queen said. "' So eager for independence, and yet so unwilling to
accept it."

"Independence?’ Bascad said darkly. "At Camp Friendly? Surely you're joking. Rebellion turns adults
away from my cause, Mother. The children understand.”

With arugtle of fabrics, the queen stood up, raising ahand that might have pointed, or gestured angrily,
or baled into afist. But instead, she dropped it and turned away. "l seethe day is gone when you and |
can speak. Haveit your way, then.”

She stepped off the dais, on the opposite side from where sheld gotten on, and strode briskly to the other
arched doorway, disappearing around a corner of wellstone-emulated plaster. Conrad heard a knock,
and the mock creak of amock door opening. Then hushed voicesthat reminded him of his own parents,
when they closed themsalvesin their bedroom for an argument. It was oddly reassuring, to see the Queen
of All Thingsacting just exactly like somebody's mom.

Conrad spared aglance a Basca, who was looking evilly smug, having gotten the better of the worlds
most important person. He also peeked back at Xmary, who was standing there with her arms behind
her back, trying to be asinvisible as her clothes and her girl-nesswould alow.

The guard robots had disappeared with the queen, and one of the Tongan courtiers had vanished at some
point aswell, leaving only the other one to watch over the boys. She was looking after the queen, and
presently stepped into the hallway behind her, stopping at the corner.

Conrad, deciding to risk it, turned and spoke to Xmary in quick whispers. "What are you doing here?’
"Bequiet," shewhispered back, not looking a him.
"But why —"

"Bequiet," she said, then met hiseyesfor amoment and added, even more softly, ™Y oung people are
supposed to shake things up. I'm here because someone elseisn't. Now be quiet about it."

Was that what she thought? Did she have visons of Feck the Fairy, brave confidant of the prince,
scrabbling around the underside of Denver, quietly fomenting revolution? Conrad nearly laughed out loud
at theidea, and even more nearly giggled. He settled for asmirk shewould probably misinterpret. He
tried to get it off hisface, but the effort only made their Stuation seem that much funnier. Most likdly, even
if Feck didn't get caught he would turn himsdlf in to his parents before the Sun had even risen.



Conrad was going to say something about it to Peter Kolb, standing between himsdlf and the prince.
Crack ajoke, something, but the Tongan lady had turned back toward them again, and was making little
"come here" motionswith her hands. "Boys, come. The king will seeyouin hisstudy.”

The two neat lines broke up into akind of V formation as Bascal strode toward her, with Conrad and the
rest of the boystrailing uncertainly behind. Meseting the king was less scary somehow, and the prospect
of actualy standing in his study was strange indeed, because Bruno de Towgji — oncea
Declarant-Philander, agenius and consort and knight of the relm — wasthe inventor of everything from
collgpsium to the blitterstaff, from the fax trangport grid to the pub game of Shuffle Acrostics. Hed dso
saved the Sun from collapse or something during the Fall, hundreds of years before Conrad was born.

Bascd led them into the hdlway, pausing for haf a step to thank the courtier, whom he cdled "Tusite."
The office door was just adab of wellstone, folded out from the faux-solid materia of thewall, but it was
made to look like an ancient thing of wood and iron, more romantic than spooky.

The room itsdf was unadorned, and cluttered with mysterious objects and diagrams. The king was an
inventor still, deeply and constantly concerned with the Queendom'’s technological underpinnings.
Unfortunately, his study was rather smal insde, and asthe boys (and girl) shuffled in behind him, Conrad
found himsdlf squeezed up againgt Bascd, and againgt the room's only chair, which held ahairy, rotund,
vaguely unkempt figure which took a second or two to register as His Mg esty, unprepared for audience.

Theking held astylusin each hand, and seemed absorbed in the moving images his desk was projecting.
With visible effort, helooked up into Conrad's face.

"Er, hello," he said, scratching at his beard with one of the styluses, then dropping it on the desktop and
holding out ahand. "I'm Bruno."

Fedling distinctly weird about it, Conrad took the hand and shook it. "Conrad Mursk, Sir."

The king nodded and withdrew hishand. "Ah. Well. It's'sre," actualy. One must observe the proper
forms. It'sthe only red purpose the office of 'king' serves, and it is ared purpose. Kindly keepitin
mind."

"Um, sorry. Sire." Conrad blanched inwardly, and probably outwardly. He wished there were some way
for him to step back, without toppling hisfellow campers like shuffleboard pins. He aso wished he could
shut up, but that impulse control thing was going strong, and words were risng out of him like gas
bubbles. "What isthat you're working on? A planette?"

The diagrams before the king showed various cross-sections of some layered, spherica object, many
hundreds of kilometers across.

Bruno's gaze flicked from Conrad to the desktop and back again. He seemed to study Conrad's
expression. "It'sthe Moon, lad. Luna. The Earth's moon.”

"Oh. | thought the Moon was bigger than that."
Again, that studying look. The king's heed was nodding dowly. "Soit s, lad.”
Fortunately, Bascal cameto the rescue, cutting in with a "Hello, Father. I've missed you at camp.”

King Bruno seemed to ponder thisfor a couple of seconds. "Hmm. Y es, well we've missed you aswll.
But that's hardly the point here, isit?'Y ou've misbehaved, and will be punished for it."

"Yes, Father," Bascd agreed, hisvoice maybe abit too chummy.



Bruno frowned at that, and tried for amoment to rise from his chair, before looking around and redlizing
that the room was packed, that Conrad and Bascal weren't smooshed up against him out of pure
admiration. He scanned the assembled faces, looking dmost puzzled. Findly, he directed his attention at
Basca and spoke again. ™Y our mother and | would like to know why. Y ou understand this? Weve
invested agresat ded of time and love and energy in a creature which has become highly resentful. An
explanation would help.”

Bascd remained politethistime. ™Y ou've heard the explanation, Father. 1've been shouting it from the
rooftops for four years now. It's the seriousness of it that always escapes you."

Bruno's frown deegpened. " Seriousness? My boy, I'velived along life, and these are the least serious
times I've seen. War isamemory, crimeisin sharp decline, and theréve been remarkably few disasters
— natura or otherwise— to threaten lives and infrastructure. Y ou've never seen atime of gtrife, lad.

Y ou don't know what it'slike."

"No, you just refuse to seeit. The strifeisall around us”

"Pish," Bruno said, waving ahand. "Y ou kids. Y ou think teenage angst isanew invention?' Then he
paused, and added, "It'sawfully smal in here. Perhaps the dining room would be better. Have you boys
egten?"'

"We have," Bascal agreed, dthough it was just nachos and beer. Truthfully, another bite or two would
not be unwelcome.

"Maybe asnack," Conrad said, stupidly, just as he might to any other friend's father. Then more
contritely added, "Sre."

"Snack," Bruno sad, pinching his chin and musing, asif this were some bold new theorem he was hearing
for thefirg time. "Hmm."

Five minutes later, the boys were arranged around awellwood dining room table, with Bruno at oneend
and Queen Tamraat the other, and Basca squarely between them on the long side. The table would
have been huge with just the three of them, but with thirteen boys and agirl it seemed cozy enough.
Everyone was solemnly drinking lemonade from ddlicate-looking crystal goblets, and nibbling on tiny
peanut-butter-and-vanilla sandwiches, and gazing out the picture window at the white sand and coconut
palms, the ocean surf throwing itself againgt the beach, which sprawled for ahundred metersaong a
gentle, gently groomed dope.

It looked sultry-hot out there, but this dining room was cool in both the literal and metaphoric senses. Her
Maesty waslessicy than before, but still reserved and impatient with her wayward son. She did spare
some atention for the other boys, asking the ones closest to her — Steve Grush and Jamil Gazzinga— if
they had ever been to Tonga before.

"No, Mdam," Steve said, as palitely as you please. It seemed strange to Conrad, that abully as
trangparent and, well, stupid as Steve should be sitting right next to the Queen, essentidly ignored by her
bodyguards. Even stranger that he should ook good doing it. It seemed like a any moment he should
leap from his chair, grab her by the head, and start delivering noogies. But here was how the worlds
redlly worked: act like a complete asshole and you could lunch with the Queen. Jamil, for his part, looked
pale and sweaty and terrified, and could only manage to grunt areply.

Xmary aso looked terrified, probably because she was seated only two places awvay from Bruno, and
could be caught out at any moment. But the king wore a distracted, lost-in-thought kind of look, and like
the queen he was mostly interested in Bascd anyway.



"S0," hesaid to the prince, tearing himsdlf out of someinternd reverie. ™Y ou were explaining these trying
times to me. Perhgps the vanilla has sharpened your righteous fury. Would you care to continue?"

And yes, Bascd did look angry when he answered, "Thisis precisdly my point." He gestured around the
room, at thetable, at thetiny sandwich in hishand. "Y ou connive a scene here to make melook like a
little kid. In front of my peers, noless.”

Bruno reflected on that, then nodded across the table to hiswife. "Dear, isit childish to eat a sandwich?"
"| eat them every day," she answered.

"Redly, every day. | didn't know that." He popped one of them into his own mouth and chewed it
thoughtfully.

"Y our father,” the queen added, glaring mildly at Bascd, "does not connive. The very ideamakes me
laugh. Thisisgood lemonade, by theway."

"The cooks have been playing with the pattern,” Bruno said. "I'll let them know you likeit."
"Do, please"

But Bascal wasn't finished. He glared back at his mother and said, ™Y ou know perfectly well what |
mean.” Then, totheking: "Y ou were dready at university by my age, learning physics. Emancipated.
Adult."

And Conrad could see how it wasin this house: emotional appealsin onedirection and logical onesin the
other, with human servants aswell as robots and household intelligences to serve as neutrals. But redlly
they were dl together, aunified front which Bascd was busly throwing himsdf againg.

"Orphaned, lad." the king said sadly. "Living on earthquake charity. People died back then, and not on
any convenient schedule. | wasn't an adult; I'd much rather have been learning archery and canoeing.”

"Mother was aready Queen at fifteen.”

"Also orphaned. And thrust into power without warning, by people who did not have her best interest in
mind. It's nothing to envy, Bascal. When your semester a camp is over, you can return to aloving family.
Tamraand | never had that option.”

"We're going back, then," Bascd said. "To the dumping ground.”

"Don't be melodramatic,” the queen chided. "Y ou may learn to gppreciate the comforts of our age. Of
dining with your parents, even. If not, then perhaps camp isn't so awful after al." She touched anapkin to
her lipsand stood up. "I have meetings, I'm afraid.”

"Send acopy,” Bascal snapped.

"I have," the queen replied evenly, "Several. But the day isfluid, and things keep coming up. I'll spareyou
the goodbye kiss." Shelooked around thetable. " A pleasure meeting you children. In the future, kindly
stay out of trouble. His Mgjesty will escort you to the dumping ground.”

With a swishing and rustling of fabrics, she was gone. Conrad felt bemused, and somewhat torn. Tamra
Lutui was easy to love: beautiful and funny, inteligent and capable. It was part of why she'd been dected
— or drafted — in thefirst place, and the effect was at least as pronounced in person ason TV. But she
was bdlittling her son's grievances, and with them an entire— and much aggrieved — generation.



"Wewon't cooperate,” Basca said to hisfather. "It wouldn't beright.”

"No?" theking replied, thinking about it. "Weve pulled dl the humans off the planette, and replaced them
with Palace Guards. From this point on, your cooperation and approva are rather moot. Y ou're only
fourteen, lad."

"Yes. And someday I'll be'only ahundred,’ and then 'only athousand.' I'll always be younger than you,
Father."

Patiently: "That'strue, but by the time you're athousand, the difference in our ages will be comparatively
small. You'regoingto liveforever, lads, and once you've left childhood behind therés no reclaming it.”

He mused for afurther moment, and said, ™Y ou know, that camp of yoursis gorgeous, probably the
finest planette ever built. | would haveloved ... would have ... " Hisvoicetrailed away wistfully. Then his
gaze jumped up suddenly, and settled on Xmary. "Egad, child, areyou agirl ?*

"No," shereplied, sounding indignant. Sounding just exactly like an indignant sixteen-year-old girl.
"Hmm," theking said, studying her for amoment. "All right. No offense meant. Shall we go, then?'
Basca held hisarms out, roadblock style, and looked around warningly. Nobody move.

Seeing this, Bruno nodded. "Hmm. Y es. Well, if you won't cooperate, you won't cooperate. | was young
once, | remember how it was. WEll have the guards drag you kicking and screaming through the fax, al
right? Well al preserve our honor that way."

Then helooked right at Conrad and winked — a conspiratorial gesture of such portentous friendliness
and condescengion that the lad would, in some smadl way, never be the same again.

Thisisn't over, hethought. But for now, it is.




