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I
NICHOLAS

“Me, | was at the height of my powers. ..
—Giant Sand

CHAPTER 1



Let metdl you why | wished to buy ameerkat at Quin's Shanghai Circus. Let metell you about the city:
The city is sharp, the city is a cliché performed with cardboard and painted sparkly colorsto
disguise the empty center—the hole.

(That'smine—the words. | specidizein holoart, but every oncein achemical moon I'll do the dang
jockey thing on paper.)

Let metel you what the city meansto me. So you'll understand about the meerkat, becauseit's
important. VVery important: Back a decade, when the socia plannersruled, we called it Dayton Central.
Then, when the central government choked flat and the police dl went fredlance, we started calling it Ven
iss—like an adder's hiss, deadly and unpredictable. Art was Dead here until Veniss. Art before Veniss
was just Whore Hole stuff, street mimes with flexi-faces and flat media

That'swhat the Socia Revolutions meant to me—not al the redrum riots and the twisted girders and the
flourishing free trade markets and the hundred-meter-high ad signs sprouting on every street corner. Not
the garbage zones, not the ocean junks, not the under-level coups, nor even the smell of glandular drugs,
musty yet sharp. No, Veniss brought Old Art to an end, made me dream of suck-cess, with my
omnipresent, omnieverything holovison.

Almost brought me to an end aswell one day, for in the absence of those policing eements of society
(except for pay-for-hire), two maicious thieves—nay, cal them what they were: Pick Dicks—well, these
two pick dicks stole dl my old-style ceramics and new-style hol oscul pture and, after mashing me on the
head with aforce that split my brainsal over thefloor, split too. Even my friend Shadrach Begolem
showed concern when he found me. (A brooding sort, my friend Begolem: no blinks; no twitches; no tics.
All economy of motion, of energy, of time. Eye e, the opposite of me.) But we managed to rouse an
autodoc from its wetwork slumber and got me patched up. (Boy, did that hurt!)

Afterward, | sat donein my apartment/studio, crying as| watched nuevo Westerns on aholo Shadrach
lent me. All that work gone! The faces of the city, the scenes of the city that had torn their way from my
mind to the holo, forever lost—never even shown at agdleriaand not likely to have been, ether. Veniss,
huh! The adder defanged. The snake dithering avay. When did anyone care about the red artists until
after they were dead? And | was as closeto Dead asany Living Artist ever was. | had no supplies. My
money had all run out on me—plastic rats deserting a paper ship. | was as much a Goner asthe Als
they'd murdered to restore Order, dl those Artistic Dreams so many arthritic flickersin aholoscreen.
(You don't have a cup of water on you, by any chance? Or apill or two?)

| THINK | always had Artistic Dreams.

When we were little, my twinned sister Nicolaand | made up these fabric creastures we caled cold
pricklies and, to ba ance the equation, some warm fuzzies. All through the sizzling summers of ozonerings
and water conservation and baking meta, we'd be indoors with our make-believe world of sharp-hard
edges and diffuse-soft curves, fordaking the thirst of veldt and jungle on the video monitors.

We were both into the Living Art then—the art you can touch and squeeze and hold to your chest, not
the dead, flat-screen scrawled stuff. Pseudo-Mom and Pseudo-Dad thought us wonky, but that was
okay, because we'd aways do our chores, and because later we found out they weren't our real parents.
Besides, we had true morals, true integrity. We knew who was evil and who was good. The warm
fuzziesdwayswon out in the end.



Later, we moved on to genetic clay, child gods creating creatures that moved, breathed, asked for
attention with their mewling, crying tongues. Creatures we could destroy if it suited our temperament. Not
that any of them lived very long.

My sister moved away from the Living Art when she got older, just as she moved avay from me. She
programs the free market now.

SO, SINCE Shadrach certainly wouldn't move in to protect me and my art from the cold pricklies of
destruction—I mean, | couldn't goit one; | had thishorrible vison of sacrificing my ceramics, throwing
them at future Pick Dicks because the holo stuff wouldn't do any harm of a physical nature (which made
me think, hey, maybe this holo stuff is Dead Art, too, if it doesn't impact on the world when you throw
it)—since that was Dead Idea, | was determined to go down to Quin's Shanghai Circus (wherever that
was) and “git meameerkat,” asthose hokey nuevo Westerns say. A meerkat for me, I'd say, tal asyou
please. Make it adouble. In adirty glass cage. (Oh, I'd crack mysdlf up if the Pick Dicks hadn't aready.
Tricky, tricky pick dicks.)

BUT Y OU'RE probably asking how aliving artist such as mysdf—agaunt, relatively unknown, and
aone artiste—could pull the strings and yank the chainsthat get you an audience with the mysterious
Quin.

Wéll, | admit to connections. | admit to Shadrach. | admit to tracking Shadrach down in the Canal
Didrrict.

Canal Digtrict—Shadrach. They go together, like Volodya and Srin, like Ozzie and Elliot, Romeo and
Juliard. Y ou could probably find Shadrach down there now, though | hardly see him any more on
account of my sister Nicola. That's how | met Shadrach, through Nicolawhen they shared an gpartment.

Y ou see, Shadrach lived below levd for hisfirst twenty-five years, and when he came up thefirst place
they took him to after orientation was the Cand Didtrict. “ A wal of light,” he cadled it, and framed against
thislight, my sister Nicola, who served as an orientation officer back then for peoples coming above
ground. A wall of light and my sweet sister Nicola, and Shadrach ate them both up. Imagine: livingina
world of darkness and neon for al of your life and coming to the surface and there sheis, an angel
dressed in white to guide you, to comfort you. If you had time, I'd tell you about them, becauseit wasa
thing to covet, their love, athing of beauty to mock the cosmetics ads and the lingerie holos. . .

Anyway, ever since the space freighters stopped their old splash 'n' crash in the cool-down candls, the
Cand Didtrict has been the hippest placein town. Go there sometime and think of me, because | don't
think I'll be going there again. Half the shopsfloat on the water, so when the oceangoing shipscomein
with their catch and off-load after decon, the eateries get thefirst pick. All the Biggest Wigs et there.

Y ou can order pseudowhale, fiddler, sunfish, the works. Most places overlook the water and you can
find anything there—mechanicasand Living Art and sensua pleasuresthat will leave you quivering and
unconscious. All done up in apallet of Colors-Sure-to-Please. Sunsets courtesy of Holo Ink, so you
don't have to see the glow of pollution, the haze of smog-shit-muck. Whenever | was down, therel
would go, just to st and watch the Giants of Bioindustry and the Artswalk by, sipping from their carafes
of akie (which I don't envy them, rotgut seaweed never having been afavorite of mine).

And so | wasdown, rea down (more down than now, Sitting in agarbage zone and spidling to you), and
| wanted atalk with Shadrach because | knew he worked for Quin and he might relent, relinquish, and
tell me what | wanted to know.



It so happened that | bumped into Shadrach in aquiet corner, away from the carousing and watchful eye
of the Canal Police, who are experts at keeping Order, but can never decide exactly which Order, if you
know what | mean, and you probably don't.

We gtill weren't done, though—yparts merchants and debauched jewd ried concierge wives and stodgy
autodocs, gleaming with ahint of saf-repair, al sped or sauntered by, each self-absorbed,
sef-absorbing.

Shadrach played it cool, cooler, coolest, listening to the seabeyond, visible from acrack in our tal failing
wdls.

“Hi,” | said. “Haven't seen you since those lousy pick dicks did their evil work. Y ou saved my skin, you
did”

“Héllo, Nick,” Shadrach replied, looking out at the canals.
(“Hello, Nick,” he says, after al the compli- and condiments I'd given him!)

Shadrach isatall, muscular man with atan, aflattened nose from his days as courier between
city-states—the funny people gave him that—and adour mouth. His clothes are dl out-of-date, his boots
positively reeking of antiquity. Still thinks he's a Twenty-saventh-Century Man, if you know what | mean,
and, again, you probably don't. (After al, you are sitting here in agarbage zone with me.)

“So, how'rethingswith you?’ | said, anticipating that I'd have to drag him kicking and screaming to my
point.

“Fine” hesaid. “Youlook bad, though.” No smile.

| suppose | did look bad. | suppose | must have, still bandaged up and aswell on my head that a
geosurfer would want to ride.

“Thanks,” | said, wondering why al my words, once smartly deployed for battle, had left me,
“No problem,” he said.
| could tell Shadrach wasn't in atalking mood. More like a Dead Art mood as he watched the candls.

And then the miracle: He roused himsdlf from his canad contemplation long enough to say, “1 could get
you protection,” al the while staring at me like | was adead man, which isthe selfsame stare he dways
has. But here was my chance.

“Likewhat, you shiller?’ | said. “A wholefriggin' police unit al decked out in dkie and shiny new
bribes?’

He shrugged and said, “I'm trying to help. Small fish need ahook to catch bigger fish.”

“Not abad turn of phrase,” | said, lying. “Y ou get that from looking into the water al damn day? What |
need isQuin.”

Shadrach snorted, said, “Y ou are desperate. An inviteto Quin?’ He wouldn't meet my gaze directly, but
edged around it, edged in between it. “Maybein amillion years you'd build up the contacts,” he said,
“theraw money and influence.”

| turned away, because that stung. The robbery stung, the not-being-able-to-sdll-the-art stung. Life
stung. And stunk.



“Easy for you, Shadrach,” | said. “You'renot aLiving Artist. | don't need aninvite. Just give methe
addressand I'll go mysdlf to beg a meerkat. Anything extral do on my own.”

Shadrach frowned, said, “Y ou do not know what you are asking for, Nicholas.” | thought | saw fear in
him—fear and an uncharacteristic glimpse of compassion. “Y ou will get hurt. | know you—and | know
Quin. Quinigntinit for the Living Art. Hesin it for other reasons entirely. Things | don't even know.”

By now I'd begun to break out in the sweats and amoist heat was creeping up my throat, and, hey,
maybe I'd had too much on the drug-side on the way down, so | put a hand on his arm, as much to keep
my balance as anything.

“For afriend,” | said. “For Nicola. | need abreak or I'm going to have to go below level and live out my
daysin agarbage zone.” (And look where | am today? In agarbage zone. Taking to you.)

Bringing up my sster was low—especialy because | owed her so much money—Dbut bringing up below
level waslower Hill. Shadrach il had nightmares about living underground with the mutties and the funny
people, and the drip-drip-drip of water congtantly invading the system.

He stared a me, the knuckles of his hands losing color where they clutched theralil. Did he, | hoped, see
enough of my sister in me?

But I'm not heartless—when | saw him like that, the hurt showing as surely asif they'd broken up aday
ago, | recanted. | said, “Forget it, my friend. Forget it. I'll work something else out. Y ou know me. It's
okey-dokey.”

Shadrach held me amoment longer with hisgray, unyielding eyes, then he sghed and exhded so that his
shoulders sagged and his head bowed. He examined his stick-on sandal s with the seriousness of a

podiatect.

“Youwant Quin,” hesaid, “you first have to promise methisisa secret—for life, God help you. If it gets
out Quin's seeing someone like you, ther€ll be awhole bunch of loonies digging up the city to find him.”

Someone like you hurt, but | just said, “Who am | going to tell? Me, who's dways borrowing for the
next holo? People avoid me. | am alonein the world. Quin could get me close to people.”

“I know,” he said, abit sadly, | thought.
“Sotel me” | said. “Whereisit?’

“You havetotdl Quin| sent you,” he said, and pointed afinger at me, “and al you want isto buy a
meerkat.”

“Y ou that budsky-budsky with Quin?’ | said, incredulous—and alittle loud, so a brace of Cand
policemen gave mealook like | was luny-o.

“Keep your voice down,” Shadrach said. Then: “Go west down the canalside escalators until you seethe
Mercado streetlight. There'san dley just before that. Go down the dley. At theend, it looks like a dead
ender because there are recycling bins and other debris from the last ten centuries. But don't be fooled.
Just close your eyes—it's aholo, and when you're through, there's Quin's, right in front of you. Just walk
rightin”

“Thank U, Shadrach,” | said, heart beating triple-time fast. “I'll tell Nicolathat you gave her the time of
day.”



His eyes widened and brightened, and asmile crossed hisface, fading quickly. But | knew, and he knew
| knew.

“Becareful,” he said, hisvoice so odd that shivers spiraled up my back. He shook my hand. “Quin'sa
little. . . strange,” he said. “When it's over, come and see me. And remember, Nicholas—don't—don't
dicker with him over the price to be paid.”

Then he was gone, taking long, ground-eeting strides away from me down the docks, without even a
good-bye or achanceto thank him, asif | was somehow tainted, somehow no good. It made me sad. It
made me mad. Because I've always said Shadrach was Off, even when Nicola dated him.

Shadrach and Nicola. I've had relationships, but never the Big One. Those loving young lovers strolling
down by the drug-free zones, those couples coupling in the shadow of the candss, they don't know what
it isto be desperately in love, and perhaps even Nicoladidn't know. But | thought Shadrach would die
when sheleft him. | thought he would curl up and die. He should have died, except that he found Quin,
and somehow Quin raised him up from the dead.

CHAPTER 2

What does Quin do, you ask? (Asif you have the right to ask questions knee deep in garbage. But
you've asked s0 I'll tell you:) Quin makes critters. He makes critters that once existed but don't now
(tigers, sheep, bats, e ephants, dolphins, albatrosses, seagulls, armadillos, dusky seaside sparrows) or
crittersthat never existed except in myth, flat media, or holos (Jabberwocks, Grinches, Ganeshas,
Puppeteers, Gobblesnorts, Snarks) or crittersthat just never existed at al until Quin created them
(beetleworms, edlgoats, camel apes).

But the best thing he does—the Liveliest Art of all, for my purposes—isto improve on existing critters.
Like meerkats with opposable thumbs. His meerkats are like the old, old Stradi-various violins, each
perfect and each perfectly different. Only therich could procure them, through influence mostly, not
money, because Quin didn't work for money, it was said, but for favors. Though no one could guess
what favors, and at what cost. Rumor had it Quin had started out assi ting state-sponsored artificia
pregnancies, before thefdl of government, but no one knew anything concrete about Quin's past.

So | daydreamed about meerkats after Shadrach left me. | imagined wonderful, four-foot-tall meerkats
with shiny button eyes and carrot noses and cool bipedal movement and can-1-help-you amiles.
Meerkats that could do kitchen work or mow the atrophiturf in your favorite downtown garden plot.
Even wash clothes. Or, most importantly, coldcock apick dick and bite hissilly weiner off.

Thisisthe principa image of revenge | had branded into my mind quite as violently asthose awful nuevo
Westerns which, as you have no doubt already guessed, are my one weakness. “Ah, yessirree, Bob,
gonnarope me ameerkat, right after | defend my lady's honor and wrasde with this here polar bear.” |
mean, come on! No wonder it was s0 hard to sall my holoart before the pick dicks stoleit.

But as| headed down the dley, which looked quite dead-endish later that night—having just had a bout
of dmodgt-fisticuffs (more cuffs than fisties) with a Cand District barkesp—I admit to nervousness. |
admit to sweat and trembling pams. The night was darker than dark—wait, listen: the end of the world
is night; that's mine, asingle-cdl hatku—and the sounds from the distant bright streets only faintly
echoed down from the loom 'n doom buildings. (Stink of garbage, too, much like this place.)

As| stepped through the hol ograph—a perfect rendition that spooked me good—and came under the
watchful I'sinthe purple-lit sign, QUIN'S SHANGHAI CIRCUS, | did the thrill-in-the-spine bit. It
reminded me of when | was akid (again) and | saw an honest-to-greatness circus, with areal sparrow
doing tricks on ahigh wire, even aregular dog al done up in bows. | remember embarrassing my dad by



pointing when the dog shat on the circusring floor and saying, “Look, Dad, look! Something's coming
out the back end!” Like aprize, maybe? | didn't know better. (Hell, | didn't even know my own dad
wasn't redl.) Even then the genetic toys | played with—Ruff the Rooster with the cold eyes| thought
stared malicioudy at me during the night; Goof the Gopher, who told the dumbest stories about his good
friends the echinoderms—all produced wastein anice solid block through the navel.

But | havelet my story run away without me, as Shadrach might say but has never said, and into nast
agia and wewouldn't want that.

SO, AS soon as | stepped into the blue velvet darkness, the doors diding shut with a hiss behind me, the
prickly feding in my spineintensified, and dl the soundsfrom the dley, al the garbage odors and tastes
were replaced with the hum of conditioners, the stench of stexility. Thiswas high-class. Thiswas
atmosphere.

Thiswas exactly what | had expected from Quin.

To both Sdes, glass cages embedded in the wals glowed with an emerdd light, illuminating abizarre
bunch of critters: thingswith no eyes, thingswith too many eyes, things with too many limbs, thingswith
too many teeth, thingswith too many things. Now | could detect an odor, only partially masked by the
cleanliness: the odor of the circus| had seen as a kid—the bitter-dry combination of urine and hay, the
musky smell of anima sweat, of anima presence.

The cages, the smell, made me none too curious—made melook straight ahead, down to the room's
end, some thirty yards away, where Quin waited for me.

It had to be Quin. If it wasn't Quin, Quin couldn't be.

He sat behind a counter display: arectangular desklike contraption within which were embedded two
glass cases, the contents of which | could not ID. Quin's heed was half in dark, haf in the glow of an
overhead light, but the surrounding gloom was so grest that | had no choice but to move forward, if only
to glimpse Quin inthe flesh, in his seet of power.

When | was close enough to spit in Quin'sface, | gulped like an oxygen-choked fishee, because |

redized then that not only did Quin lean over the counter, he was the counter. | stopped and stared, mine
eyes as buggee as that selfsamefishee. I'd heard of Don Daly's Sdif Portrait, Mixed Media on
Pavement—uwhich consisted of Darling Don's splatted remains—but Quin had taken an entirely different
dant that reeked of genius. (It also reeked of squirrelsin the brain, but so what?)

Portrait of the Artist asadab of flesh. The counter itself had aydlowish-tan huetoiit, likeaskin
trangplant before it heals and it was dotted with eyes—eyes that blinked and eyesthat did not, eyesthat
winked, dl watching me, watching them.

Every now and again, | swear on my dang jockey grave, the counter undulated, asif breathing. The
counter stood some three meters high and twenty long, five wide. In the center, the flesh parted to include
the two glass cages. Within the cages sat twin orangutans, tiny but perfectly formed, grooming themsdlves
atop bonsai trees. Each had awoman's face, with drawn cheekbones and eyes that dripped despair and
hopel essness.

Atop the counter, like atree trunk rising out of the ground, Quin'storso rose, followed by the neck and
the narrow, somehow serpentine head. Quin's face looked dmost Orientd, the cheekbones pinched and
sharp, the mouth dight, the eyeslidless.



The anima musk, the bitter-sweetness, came from Quin, for | could smdll it on him, pungent and fresh.
Was herotting? Did the Prince of Genetic Recreation rot?

The eyes—a deep blue without hope of reflection—stared down at the hands; filaments running from
each of the twelve fingers dangled spiders out onto the counter. The spiders sparkled like purple jewes
inthe dim light. Quin made them do undulating dances on the countertop, which was hislap, twelve
spidersin arow doing an antique cabaret revue. Another display of Living Art. | actudly clapped at that
one, despite the gob of fear degp in my stomach. The fear had driven the dang right out of me, given me
the normals, so to speak, so | felt asif my tongue had been ripped from me.

With the sound of the clgp—anaked sound in that place—his head snapped toward me and asmile
broke hisfacein two. A flick of hiswrist and the spiders wound themselves around his arm. He brought
his hands together asif in prayer.

“Héllo, sr,” he said in asingsong voice oddly frozen.

“I camefor ameerkat,” | said, my own voice an octave higher than normd. * Shadrach sent me.”
“You cameaone?’ Quin asked, his blue eyes boring into me.

My mouth wasdry. It felt painful to swallow.

“Yes” | said, and with the utterance of that word—that single, tiny word with entire worlds of agreement
coiled within it—I heard the glass cages open behind me, heard the tread of many fedt, felt the presence
of ahundred hundred creatures at my back. Smelled the piss-hay smell, clotted in my nostrils, making me
cough.

What could | do but plunge ahead?
“I camefor ameerkat,” | said. “1 cameto work for you. I'm aholo artit. | know Shadrach.”

The eyes stared lazily, glassly, and | heard the chorus from behind me, in degp and high voices, in voices
likereeds and voiceslike knives. “ Y ou came done.”

And | wasthinking then, dear Y ahweh, dear Allah, dear God, and | was remembering the warm fuzzies
and the cold pricklies of my youth, and | wasthinking that | had fallen in with the cold prickliesand |
could not play omnipotent now, not with the Liveiest of the Living Arts.

And because | was desperate and because | was foolish, and most of al, because | was amediocre
artist of theholo, | said again, “I want to work with you.”

In front of me, Quin had gone dead, like a puppet, as much as the spiders on his fingers had been
puppets. Behind me, the creatures stepped forward on cloven hooves, spiked feet, sharp claws, the smell
overpowering. | shut my eyesagaing the fed of their paws, their hands—clammy and soft, cruel and
hot—as they held me down. Asthe needles entered my arms, my legs, and filled me with the little death
of deep, | remember seeing the orangutans weeping on their bonsal branches and wondering why they
wept for me.

LET ME tdl you about the city, Sr. Like an adder'skiss, sharp and deadly. It'simportant. Very
important. Let metell you about Quin and his meerkats. | work for Quin now, and that's bad business.
I've doneterrible. I've done terrible things—the deadest and deadliest of the Dead Arts, the cold
pricklies of the soul. I'vekilled the Living Art. I'vekilled theliving. And | know. | know it. Only. Only the



flesh comes off me and the flesh goes on like anew suit. Only the needle goesin and the needle comes
out and | don't care, though | try with al my strength to think of Shadrach and Nicola.

But theneedlegoesinand.. . .

Let metell you about the city . . .

I

NICOLA

“They say this here place is haunted. Y eh, but only by aghost.”
—Giant Sand

CHAPTER 1

Y ou. Were. Always. Two. Asone: Nicolaand Nicholas, merging into the collective memory together, so
that in the beginning of a sentence spoken by your brother you knew the shadow of its end and mouthed
the words before he said them. In each moment you spent with him, you lived again that mist-shrouded
beginning when the doctor rescued you from the artificial mother's womb—to bawl and cough and look
incredulous on the sheer imperfection of the outer world. Theworld of plastic, the world of sky, the
world of detritus and decay.

A subtle yet pulsing music played in the birthing room. Thewals, in your memory, & least, had been
gtained red, within which you and your brother were splendid, symmetrica paraldsof flesh.

“Andyou,” your foster mother ways said, aslong asyou alowed yourself to live with her. “ And you,”
your foster mother dways said, asif to claim the miracle of the moment for herself, “thefirst sght of the
world, for you, for Nick, besidesthe air itsdf, the celling, the bed, the chair, wasthe other, the twin, the
swest, sweet mirror of theflesh.”

Y ou'd been taken from avat womb like dl the other vatlings, but Nick was your brother, grown from the
same egg, and in hiseyesyou saw yoursdf staring back.

THE NIGHT you noticed the change came one week after Nick failed to show up for an infrequent lunch
datein the Cand Didtrict. Y ou weretired, exhausted by aten-hour day of programming, and you stood
at the window of your apartment on the seventy-fifth floor of the Barstow, staring down at the city spread
out below you: multicolored, flowing lanes of hover traffic defining the shape and height of buildingsasthe
light fled the sky in streaks of orange and green. Here, the grest, greedy glitter of the industrial sectors,
there the glamorous but petit languor of the Cand Didtrict. Beyond the lights, the dark swath of the city
walls, dmost two hundred feet high and amile deep, followed by the patchy bleed of the wastelands, and
farther ill, if you squinted hard, if you redlly wanted to, you thought you could discern the faded, distant
twinkle of Bdthakazar, Sgter city.

Once, we were close and close-knit, but now we are unmoored islands, each alone, each a
separate planet, drifting farther and farther away, content to turn ever inward . .. Thisisnoidle
solipsam; it hastaken on the fragile brightness of truth. Citiesturned from cities, self-devouring.
Governments fragmenting into fragments of fragments. Entertainment become asolitary diversion. Solo
adventures.

Asyou watched the night invade the city, snuffing out the glint and glitter of sun off sted and glass, you



sensed Nick in the shadows between spaces, knew that he was somewhere down there, in the chaos
that from the seventy-fifth floor of the Barstow building looked so methodical, so rational.

Another tilt a windmills no doubt, some obscure artistic venture and promises framed by ingncere smiles
and handshakes. He will turn up later, bedraggled and cowed, but ready to try again, to sell more of
himsdf—his*“Living” art—and make yet another deal with a seedy gdlery. No doubt.

Doubt. Y ou know him well—you are even used to him, this“him” of the later phase: the outlandish
clothes (*Why not just become afashion designer?” you joked once) and the self-described “ dang
jockey” way he often expressed himsdlf, asif thisjust reinforced the qudity of hisholo work. But even
Nick had to redlize that he was getting old, long in the tooth to be making like one of the young upstarts.
Y ou had tried to persuade him to become a programmer like yourself—you'd happily train him—at least
until he had recovered from the robbery. Pay back some debts—he owed you money, too. But he said
no: “1'd be bored—and not even to death, unhappily, just to near death.”

Y ou walked into your bathroom, stared into the old-fashioned mirror, while beside you a hologram of
yourself sprang up, creating four of you: two staring into the mirror and two staring back. Y ou could see
Nick in the frown upon your face. Doubling you. Mimicking you. Trying to tell you something. Why isit
that in your hologram you see someone more dive than yoursa f?

Y ou can till hear Nick's sentences, but you don't want to complete them, for they are monstrous,
guttural creations, and they reek of blood. They are not the congtructions of the Nick you know, the
Nick who lovesthe Cana Didtrict for its many-layered conversations, the deals being made, the
mysterious magic of it that defies easy definition.

“That'sthe ultimate Living Art,” hetold you once, hisface red with enthusiasm. “ All those overlapping
conversations. All those words, dl the nuances of thewords. If | could just capture that in the holos or
the ceramics, 1'd be an effing genius.”

Only, he wasn't agenius. Genius doesn't strain for perfection. Geniusis. . . effortless. There were
moments, though, mostly when you lived with Shadrach, that Nick caught fire, asif your lovefor
Shadrach had suffused his art, that you might signify the singular once again, and where you had become
beauty in the flesh to Shadrach, so too he had become beauty in his art.

Afterward, he ssumbled dong as before, and tried, and tried, and tried so hard that sometimes you hurt
for him as badly as he must hurt for himsalf. Nick had basked in the company of geniuses and traded
stories with them. Wasit so absurd to think that if he'd had more time, he might have created aminor
masterpiece, something to Live after his death?

Hedtill can, you remind yoursdlf, but there is the awful pressure of those ghostly, ghastly sentencesin
your head to call you aliar.

Sentences and memories.

NICK LAUGHS at the creature asit lurches across the living room floor. Y our parents are at work,
school just let out, the pneumatic pods having deposited you safely at home. Nick sits at the kitchen
table, his bioneer kit splayed out like the autopsy of a sted insect. Y ou sit on the couch across from him
and watch the vol canic gasps of the made creature. 1t sumbles and mewls piteoudy: akitten with
compound eyes, fivelegs, alizard'stail, and, the crowning indignity, ahuman ear sorouting from thetop
of its head. From the earhole writhes adark red tongue.



It shal havethelife of amayfly; its organs, hideoudy maformed, poke out from its Sides. The kitten stops
trying to wak, tremblesin amiserable pile, blood weeping from itsimpossible eyes. It smdllslike bruised
and rotting fruit.

Y ou found them funny at first, these creatures Nick made from akit; you laughed when he laughed, or
before he laughed, and sometimes you even brought your friends over to play with the newest toys. You
found their prattling antics an entertaining break between homework and chores.

But now you are ten and you have begun to truly notice the fear, the pain, the bewilderment. In the eyes,
the contorted features, the spastic lurch.

Y ou walk over to the kitten. Gently, you pick it up, you hold it, with Nick gtill snickering in his corner.

Y our touch comfortsthe kitten, and yet isits agony, for parts of it are nothing but raw flesh. It triesto
purr, but &l that comes out is awretched coughing sound. Y ou hold it amoment longer. Then you place
your hand on its neck, and twist. The kitten goeslimp.

“Ni(:ola-”

Y ou do not need to say anything: Y our blazing stare, thetight lips, the set jaw, tell him, and when you go
to bury the kitten in the backyard, he comeswith you, crying.

But the next week he digsit up and, in hisroom, where you cannot criticize, he continues his experiments,
and will continue until he redlizesthat he has neither the patience nor the skill to create atruly autonomous
living being that will last. With that redlization will come wholesae abandonment, disgust with the
chromosomes, the kits, the little gobbets of flesh, followed by his embrace of holo art.

Thefirg time you split with Nick, did not reflect him, nor he you, was over the kitten, and it was then you
truly redlized you were different from him. That you could be free of him.

CHAPTER 2

Another week passesinto gray oblivion. Y ou're adow dream, an autumn freeze, aship in the doldrums.
Thoughts come dow and ponderous, like deep-sea fish floating heavy and memory-bound to the surface;
coelacanth reborn.

Y ou have aparty. It iswinter, the far-flung walls like sparkling metd ribbons wrapped around the gift of
the city—and you lost within the ribbons, the party held in a specidly chartered room embedded in the
walls. All of your friends are there—from work, from contectsin other cities, viahologram. Their names?
Forget their names, for they are interchangeable, intrachangeable, their faces dark circles greedy for the
light. And dl around you, from 360 degrees, the pleasant chime and clink of slverware and conversation.
Wine. Heaping plates of squid and lobster. Laughter. Complaints. Arguments about work. Talk of new
employees, competition, the latest entertainmentsin the Cand Didtrict . . .

Nick surrounds you tonight—in aman's shadow across the ted -papered wall, in remembered
conversations about holo art. He resides in the hollows of a debutante's cheekbones, in the flippant
arrogance of ayoung composer, in the sad smile of hisembarrassed wife. Like the waiter, he used to
fumble with the wine bottles, was never much good at pulling out the cork.

Y ou expect someone, anyone, to ask about Nick, so that you can relieve the pressure building up insde
you. “My brother?” you would say. “1 don't know. | really don't. He missed alunch date with me. Do
you think he could be in trouble? Should | be worried?’ But no one asks, because Nick isno one,
except to you.



Amid the brisk and lazy dipstreams of words, the witty yet predictable repartee, the galant riposte, you
half remember what you want to forget: that you are, at best, amemory, at worst awraith long-fading.
Y ou preside over the festivities like atimekeeper, awatchmaker, ticking, awaysticking toward the end.

Y ou look out onto the cold rim of the world, your companion at your side. Y our companion's nameis
Reuben, and he isahologram, awisp of awisp.

Sad. Suddenly sad, and you don't know why. Out there, in the sullen swell of waves, the pseudowhales
breach and saylbers breed and sharks dream, bellies against the sand, their amond eyes drunk with
deep. An entire cycle of life continues unremarked upon and unaware, and thereisno scorn for this
anonymity, save from the shods of slver fish that stitch the ocean's surface like quick-darting needles,
here again and gone.

What made Nick like the silver fish? What made him fed restless, unfulfilled, unable to be happy unless
he was pushing himsdlf hard?

“Y ou should beaholo artist,” Nick had said once. “ Theré's no telling what you'd create.” Yes, Nick—no
telling. Maybe I'd even make a kitten with compound eyes and five legs. And maybe | just want to
glide through life invisible and weightless. Maybe life is easier, more satisfying, that way . . .

Y ou retire from the party early, to a private room complete with abed and sexua toys. Y our companion
isagood lover for ahologram, to take away the sting, the fear, with just awhispered word or two. As
you writhe beneath his coded suggestions, hisfaded ethereal caresses, you think: Nothing ever happens
here, and you don't know if you mean to yourself or in the city.

FOR TWO weeks you wait, taking the stat bureau tube to work in the morning, weathering ten hours of
bytes and bits, ciphers and code, and dragging yoursalf home at night, sometimes going out with Tinaor
George, your felow programmers. Sometimes a date through the Net—actua or virtud—but aways
with apart of you looking for Nick on street corners, in crowds, even on virtua tripsto other cities:
Zindel, Balthakazar.

At work in your office, you begin to worry, driven out of the subroutines and subsubroutines by the
thought of Nick. The dreamy dancing light of the holographic screens surrounds you like armor; you are
dressed iniit, coated in it, suited to it. Sometimes, you think you can smell the crackling ar—fizzy, dry,
€electric—as you manipulate redity into new configurations. But in theend it'sal gimcrack

technol ogy—older code which you actually keystroke or use voice-recognition software with, or the
newest technology, from fifty years ago, which involveslimited Al machines (their cores carefully yoked
for obedience) you don't trust and you don't redly understand: the last remnants of the solimind that once
ruled over the city. The* current” technology—the holograms and their ilk—date from one hundred years
ago, but you are most comfortable with them. Y ou like the chipsin your fingernails, how you amost ook
likeyou are playing amusical instrument when the deta, in the form of light, streams from your hands.

Good programmers arein short supply asthe city douches and dips ever more into the dream of its
extinction. The machinery of government would grind to ahat without you and your kind—athousand
trainswould dip their tracks, ahundred thousand air conditioners spring to life at midnight instead of
noon, hovercraft crash and burn like short-lived metallic moths.

It isan expression of raw power to be a programmer these days—you are abrutal surgeon, addlicate
butcher—and the building you work from, which you and your fellows call “the Bagtion,” reflects your
power. It isimmense—white, rising cylindrical into the Sky some two hundred stories up, you embedded
initsmeta flesh on the 120th floor.



Y ou are passionate about the Bastion and your work becauseit isno game, no smpletask. Thisis
deadly serious. Thisisthe gtaff and the sword. Thisis life to you as you wind your way through old code
and new, looking for where to splice, to reroute, to rewrite. . . Y ou love this abstract world that
impinges so heavily upon the concrete world. Everywhere around you the city fals apart—the
belowground levelslogt to civil government, the off-world colonies so concentrated on their own surviva
that within a generation the cool-down candsfor outsystem spacecraft will be put to entirely more
prosaic uses, the aboveground levels so divided into different governmentsthat atrip from one end of the
city to the other requires eighteen security stops.

In the midst of this chaos, the clarity, the darting precision of your job comforts you—and it seems
important, to maintain, to renovate, to hold back the encroachment of barbarism for one more day, one
more week, one more month, one more year.

Back to work, your boss on your shoulder, supervising your department by remote, sending hisminiature
holoself to peer at hard screen and soft like some tiny devil with a pitchfork. Y ou never know when he
might pop up—or even if there would be a pendty for being found dacking off—but till, hafway through
the day, you decide to hunt for Nick through the computer systems, through the code.

Y ou check hisidentification number and find he has paid no rent for two months. Heisbehind on al of
hisbills. He has severa |oans out from disreputable pawnshops and so-caled financia services. You
check his credit. HEs dl maxed out, the last purchases made at least five months ago. Then you try one
last, time-consuming idea—you access his bank (illegally) and check for bank cards. Y ou find one,
issued not threeweeks ago . . . and finally find a current purchase which makes your heart leap . . . until
you read more closely and see that the purchase—of a prawns-and-avocado pita from an independent
vendor—was made on the tenth level below ground. Y ou hardly knew there was atenth level below
ground, and you worry in earnest. Nick could have been robbed and killed, his credit now used by his
attackers. Or perhaps heis hiding—made one too many shady dedls, or gave the district police trouble.
Y ou decided not to give him money the last time he asked you for it. He was dready into you for so
much . . . but the deepest fear is of the underground, not for Nick. Just thinking of so much lawlessness
makesyou wesk . . . and wherewould Nick have gone after coming to you?

The answer comesto you immediately: Shadrach. Y ou remember when Shadrach told you he was going
to work for Quin. Shadrach had been in the city for ayear, and you had lived with him for sx monthsin
your gpartment. He'd been supporting himsalf by running supplies via autotrain to Balthakazar and other
cities. Thismeant plowing through miles and miles of chemical wastes and rogue bioneer entrapments,
and sometimes he didn't come back uninjured. Through the burnished glass, listening to Mozart, he would
watch the automatic bombs go off, would watch the funny people and mutties asthey tore at the
train—this sudden confluence of color and violence and music—and he would wonder if hewasnot in
fact trapped in adream. Those were the days, he would tell you, when he redlized beauty and horror
could be synonymous, when he wept upon his return, the thought that he might not have survived to see
you too much for him. Y ou would take him in your arms and he would tdll you hisfears—that he might
not ever betruly assmilated into the city, that the very language might fragment into shards of nothing.

He understood and he didn't understand anything above ground. He wanted to be something other than
he was. He wanted to be free. On the face of it, you should have been glad he was changing
employment, but he couldn't even tell you what he would be doing for Quin.

Y ou sat with himin atiny cafe caled the Toussaint that looked in on the vast aguarium of blue-green
water where you could catch your own medl: redgills, sailbellies, trenchfish. On the other side wasthe
restaurant that owned the aquarium, and through the glass you could see, asif drowned amongst the
kelp, the pae, wavery faces of itsclientele.



Shadrach didn't care much for the aguarium—he aways set his chair facing outward, to the familiar open
expanse of the meltdown canals.

He talked to you about Quin—or, rather, talked around Quin—hisdark eyebrowslively, hishand
gestures many and quick, hisbody contorted so he could turn his head to glance at you, then look back
at the canals. He was so beautiful, hisface caught by the sun, his eyes so dive with excitement. Hewas
going to make lots of money working for Quin. HeEd be able to support you soon. (Y ou feebly protested
that you didn't want to be supported.) Someday, you might even be able to afford to move to a house or
even to one of the off-world coloniesthat were doing so well. (So well, you pointed out, that many of
them had not been heard from in decades.) True, sure, yes, but it was adream still, wasn't it? Wasn't it?
Smiling at you so openly, so brazenly, that you blushed and smiled back, but had to look away.

The afternoon sun heightened the colors of the aguarium and you both grew deepy and lazy in each
other's company, your conversation at first loud and spirited, then soft and secret and conspiratorid.
Until, finally, you asked him what he would be doing for Quin.

“Doing?’ he said with surprise, and gave alittle laugh of disbelief, shaking his head and looking out at the
cands. “Doing? He never said and | never thought to ask.”

CHAPTER 3

Thereisashadow life here—you seeit in mirrors, where your image does not quite match your form,
your motions not quite synchronized with this other, this other. Y ou seeit in window glass, where your
reflection does not catch—instead, you sense, at the corner of your eye, another life. And in the shadows
you sense Nick. Thereis someone looking over your shoulder. There is someone who stares through
your eyes. You fed asif you have done al of thisbefore. And so you must do something, take some
action . ..

YOU VISIT Nick's gpartment in the Tolstoi Digtrict. To travel from your gpartment in the Leevee
Didtrict to hisin Tolstoi means crossing six other didtricts, each pretending to autonomy, each with its
own lexicon of security. At the multiple checkpoints that mark the end of one digtrict, the beginning of
another, each police force fed stheingtinctual need to flex its muscles—in boringly smilar ways. You gain
intimate knowledge of how the identification badge on your wrist works because ten different security
dtations pass their scanners acrossit. Y ou can, by the fifth checkpoint, answer their interminable
guestions before they ask them; you are overturning your purse in anticipation of the latest absurd search
before you leave the shdlter of the gray, frictionless shuttle tube. Cretins. Absurd creations of multiple
fractured bureaucracies, most of which you help to keep running. They lack the imagination necessary to
remain fully human; their shiny, unsmiling faces take on the same doof, distant expressons, whiletheir
uniforms are dways a variation on the nihilistic theme of black. They even smell the same: avague,
shoe-shinetint to the air, a pressed uniform cleanliness.

Theonly relief for the sensesisthe latest innovation to reduce costs: severa checkpoints now use Quin's
Ganeshas—little blue men with eephant heads, four ddlicate arms, and obsequious smiles hidden behind
their palpating trunks. Y ou suppose you must give some credit to the bureaucrats for thiswelcome
change. They provide color and distraction from the welter of advertising holos that parade aongside the
tube tunnel in trangt, and from the dull gray of the tube checkpoints. Y ou hand out appreciative chuckles
like candy every time you see one.

Tolgai itself, when you are finaly herded onto the street with the rest of the passengers, holds no
surprises—it is, asaways, grubby, diseased, mafunctioning. The narrow aleyways wind between squat



brick buildings almost gpologetically. Some streets, mgjor thoroughfares, cannot accommodate
hovercraft, being made of asphdlt, or even more absurdly, cobblestone! Built when afascination with the
past prompted the restoration of many a dangerous anachronism, Tolstoi retains the less pleasant aspects
of past centuries: newspaper blows across street corners, garbage litters the pavement; the black patina
|eft by particle wegpons bleeds across masonry; and, worst of dl, stray animas of every szeand
description hide in the shadows, scurrying to deeper safe places, huddling in alcoves and cubbyholes
where they are only staring eyes or aswatch of dirty fur. No one knowstheir species, their intellect, their
means of surviva, but even the police leave them done, and sometimesit isonly by the ferd shrieks, the
crescendo of bloodshed late at night, that anyone knows of their existence.

Laundry lines sail between rooftops, clothes dried and punished by the winter wind. The smells of rot and
wastes are sharper, more disturbing, in the winter. Only the ever-present but dust-dulled holosigns break
the monotony of dark colors. The few people on the stireets walk quickly, with glances neither right nor
left, and use the escalator sdewalks, many of which have broken down or make an annoying whining
sound. Rising over the “dums’—the old-fashioned word comes to mind—are the glass-and-plastic
skyscrapers of the ruling classes, sparkling even against the dull gray horizon.

Nick lovesit. Helovesit for its broken-down individuality, its crass, old-fashioned qualities. He lovesit
becauseit is cheap.

And, luckily, he chose an gpartment close to the checkpoint station—ten minutes after disembarkation
you find his apartment building. It ssemsto suddenly rush at you asyou emergefrom along, dim dley,
so that the second-floor holosign, faded and crackly, legpsinto focus. a haf-trangparent image of a
woman sadly singing the praises of the accommodeations while she holds asign that reads TOLSTOI
HOSTEL in frenetic shades of red and pink. Words and motion and song hit you all at once, and,
although you have been here before, you stop and stare, annoyed, at the colors and textures, the way,
agang the gray of thedidtrict, the sunlight hitsthe sdes of buildingsand illuminesthem in gold.

Inside, you find the landlord behind a once-opulent polished oak check-in counter. He hasn't seen
Nicholasin over three weeks he says, after you bribe him with the rent money. The fist-faced old codger
rewards you with akey, a broken-toothed leer, and desperate conversation: “I was a boxer once. Max
Windberg once rode my musclesto victory a eighteen to onel” Has anyone visited him since the
robbery, you ask. “No, no one'svisted,” he says, and you don't know if he means Nick specifically or
the Tolstoi Hostel in generdl.

Y ou canfed the landlord's gaze on your back—not lascivious, you fed, merdly londy—as you wak
acrossthelobby, past an old man and woman sitting on a sofa staring toward the open door. Who are
they waiting for?

The pilgrimage to Nick's apartment is adifficult trudge up old-fashioned nonmoving stairsto a
second-floor landing right out of one of those ancient revivalist cops-and-robbery movies Nick likes so
much: paint peeled, no ventilation, a door scrawled over with so much greffiti that none of it isreadable.
Nick added the graffiti himsaf—the accumulation of al the sayings and phrases he created while playing
the dang jockey game.

Y ou put the key in the door, turn it, but do not open it when you hear the resounding click. Suddenly
your hands tremble. What lies beyond the door is aso beyond your control. Y ou enter into astark white
slence, poorly lit and overlaid with amusky smell. The gpartment has three rooms—aliving room that
merges with the kitchen, and atiny bathroom toward the back, barely large enough for ashower. The
living room and kitchen are empty. Huge blank spotsin the living room show where his holoart once
stood, while rude scuff marks againg the left wall reved where the ugly, old-fashioned blue
couch—metal-springed and without programmable attributes—used to hunker, ready to convert into



Nick's bed. Gone too the few scattered chairsthat used to litter the floor like lost and confused pets.

Gone, al gone. How can this be? Has the landlord stolen what the thieves | eft behind? A terrible sadness
beats at the windows to your heart, and the world opens up and closes and opens up, and you are
trapped between, of the world, not of the world.

Y ou take four hesitant stepsinto theroom, asif you do not truly believe that so little of Nicholasremains
inthis place. The sensi-carpet has been turned off, the bristles hard, inert—dying. The too-sweet smdll of
the carpet's putrefaction overwhelms the lingering scent of wet animal fur. The combination makes you
Sneeze.

The gpartment has no windows, no way to look outside, to escape the emptiness. Every blank and
empty centimeter screams out to you of silence, of being silenced. Y ou search the bathroom, find stray
hairs from shaving in the sink, dust in the corners, the ever-present dying carpet. On the kitchen floor you
find more hairs, dthough these are long and black and coarse: animal hairs. The kitchen cabinets are bare
of glasses, cooking utensls, plates. The sheer spotless, dustless perfection contrasts starkly with theliving
room, the bathroom. The thought comesto you unbidden: It happened here. Thisiswhere it
happened.

Y our gaze glides across the living room, the marks where the couch used to be, the bare spots of the
missing holographs—only to discover something white and small in the space behind the door. Y ou walk
over toit. A piece of paper, crumpled into aball, almost hidden by the curling edge of dead carpet.

Y ou pick it up, dowly uncrumpleit. The handwriting is Nicholass and, in the lower |eft corner, the white
paper is stained rust red, asif with old blood. The scrawled |etters form words, the words form lines, the
linesform apoem. Y our eyes scanning across the page give the poem life.

QUIN'S SHANGHAI CIRCUS

Quinis.
quintessentially—himself:
achild in the dark

who teased

the weave and warp

of flesh into the medium
of our desires.

Quinis:

the kissin the dark

from the creature you cannot quite
glimpse from the corner of the eye—
a cyberquick message

sent from the light to the dark.

Quinis

the sigh of anticipation
onalover'slips,
foretaste of pleasure



surcease of pain
the end of the matter.

Quinis:

the man living

in the belly of a giant fish
who remakes the world
in hisownimagebut is
trapped in its jaws.

Quinis.
quintessentially . . .
unlike me.

The dang jockey thing. Quinisa child in the dark. Thisfascination, thisworship of Quin leavesyou
cold. Y et Shadrach had it too, and surely you can understand Quin: that-which-is-idolized, much as
Shadrach had idolized you. Quin and Nicola: marble statuesin a park, only Quin has more freedom than
youl.

Y ou carefully fold the poem and put it in your purse. The apartment has nothing more to give you.
Nicholasisnot there. The poem contains only traces of him.

Y ou close the door behind you, step out onto the second-floor landing.

Inthefar corner stands one of Nicholas's holograms, in orange and blue and black, an abstract
landscape from which faces fade and reemerge: meerkat faces, human faces, the features blurred and
melting, then separate again. Y ou stand very ill inthe quiet of the stairwell. It wasn't there before. Or
wasit? The hairs on your neck rise and the pulse of anew thing beatsinsde you: fear. Not for your
brother but for yoursdif.

Y ou see no one on the stairs, but beyond Nicholas's apartment arow of doors leads down the corridor.
Does something wait for you behind a door? When you turn to descend the stairs, will the doors open
and the animals rush out of hiding, chasing after you? The musk of fur isvery loud in your nodrils. Very
bright. Suddenly, you want even the gray autumna light of the dingy street, not this artificial solace.
Somehow, you compose yoursalf and walk past the holograph (which you cannot, will not, touch, for
fear of . . . what?) and down the stairs, dert to every stray sound. In the lobby, you try to seek out the
landlord, but he has|eft. Even the two old people are gone. The lobby is silent, bare, the marble columns
dull and crumbling. Just the light from the front door. Just the floating dust motes. Just the dull cry of the
hologram outside, muffled, barely audible. And suddenly you know where you must go, whom you must
see.

Thewind isblowing harder when you leave the Tolstoi Didtrict, and the animds stare a you with wide,
mournful eyesfrom their sanctuaries.

CHAPTER 4

What does the statue say to him who made her? Thank you? Thank you for making mein oneimage, in
one position. Never having to move. Never having to be other than what you seereflected in hiseyes. To
lose acertain essentid fluidity.



And yet you know that only the man you first saw emerging from the darkness of V eniss Underground
ten years ago can help you. He was hesitant. He squinted fiercely, his hand held across his face asthough
to ward off ablow, and the light streaming through hisfingers nonetheless, like alive thing, and hisjoy in
it, in thissmplething, thisredemption. The light streaming through hisfingers.

Y ou remember the way his eyes widened when he saw you, the way his mouth, unaccustomed to
laughter, had formed alopsided grin; the way he held himsalf—shoul ders stooped, head tilted upward in
rapture. (Flash forward to the firmly aristocratic Shadrach: stance upright, bold, quick to laugh politdy, a
decent conversationalist at parties. And yet, at firdt, this rough man emerging from darkness.) He smelled
of earth and minerals. Histouch on your wrist was gentle, respectful.

He was no different than any of the otherswho, by chance or connections, had been alowed to come
out of thetunnel into the light, except that somehow he made you smile. His eyes held you, and you found
yourself thinking how odd it wasthat to find the light you must descend into darkness. He eclipsed your
senses, and you il do not know whether you fell in love with himin that ingtant, at first Sght, or whether
it was hislove for you, as radiant asthe sun, that you cameto love so fiercely.

Hekissed you first on the rose birthmark on your |eft hand, then the neck, then the mouth, dl in plain
view, moments after you spoke to him. Later that day, after he had gone through the last checkpoints,
you attacked each other in arented room with the rumble of the cool-down jets of out-system shuittles
making the room vibrate with sound and motion, and the two of you obliviousto anything but the sveet
tactile mystery of each other's bodies, neither as yet knowing anything el se about the other except the
flesh, and not caring (not thinking, but just being for hours). In the dark. Inthelight. A confluence of
arms and legs, asymphony of sex broken by laughter and wordplay.

It was never the same asthat night, when your passion fogged the windows and your mouths could not
get enough of the other, twins separated for too long. It was never quite like that again—the rough beauty
of himinthe dim light; the toude of black hair; the scent of him, rich and indescribable; thelong, delicious
scar on theinside of hisright thigh; the mysterious softness of hisworker's hands, the palms of which
were S0 pale they seemed to shine even with the curtains drawn; the way, afterward, he held you so
delicately to him, engulfed you in him, asif he were acomfortable blanket and you asun-deepy girl

again.

In the beginning you loved him unconditionally, madly, unreasonably—and he loved you back asif you
were not just the only woman in the world, but the only person inthe world. At the beginning, you were
equals. Y ou knew the city and he did not; he came from an underground land darkly exotic. Y our
knowledge and sophistication. His strangeness, his stories about a place that seemed fantasticd,
impossible, unred. All through the dark months when the central government imploded and chaos sought
to break through, you guided him through the warrens of riva parties, kept both of you dive and

prosperous.

Eventudly, he became familiar to you, which you didn't mind, for no one can long sustain passion without
thereief, the release, of domestic tranquillity. What you could not tolerate was the inequdity that crept
up on you. It wasthe inequality of worship, for Shadrach mastered the city, became a part of it, and in
this mastery he gained a distinct advantage over you, the resident, who had never needed mastery to
make the city work for you.

He became familiar to you. He mastered the city. More and more, his caresses, the white of his smile, the
explosons of his cock insde you, became the actions, the mannerisms of aworshipper. Somehow, you
redlized one day, as he surprised you with flowers and dinner at afancy restaurant; somehow, instead of
becoming more red to him, you had become lessred, until you existed so far above him and yet so far
bel ow that to become real again, you had to escape—his body, his scent, hiswords.



Too fast, too fast—does time really pass that quickly? Can you wake up as if from a daydream
and find that years have gone by, and you untouched by it?

Y ou remember the ending more clearly than the middle. . . Hisface, turned away, toward the window of
your gpartment, his stance stooped once more, his eyes on the glimmering of lightsoutsde. “But | il
loveyou, Nicola,” each syllable of your name atense and teasing love on hislips. A promisethat he
would kissyou there and there, dl the while whispering your name.

“I don't loveyou anymore. | can't. . . anymore.” The argument you'd had with him in many guises over
severa months, stripped down to its essentials.

“Il see. | undergtand.” In avoice asif the world had cracked open and left him in midair. Diminished in his
long coat and boots, making hisway to the door, and when you put your hand on his shoulder, he
shuddered and pulled away and said, in amuttering hush, “If I am to survivethis. If | am to survive, you
understand, | must go now, immediately.”

Then he was gone, through the open door, and you closed the door behind him, and cried. Lovewas
never redly theissue.

It took time, but eventualy you found that life without Shadrach was.. . . wonderful . Free. Quiet. You
grew more confident with the knowledge that you were someone—autonomous, separate, aworld that
had no need of another world. Y our programming job satisfied, your few close friends satisfied, asdid
your hobbies. Only theinitia shock of love became amissing dement in your life.

FIVE YEARS later and you have seen him only twice—once on the holovision, in the background,
during areport on Quin, and oncein passing at acity luncheon.

When you reach the Cana Didtrict, you stand &t the entry point, trembling. The shop windows glint and
glitter with the force of the fiercely subdued sun asit fights through the gray sky. Thislight, afading gold,
lends to the holoads, the cana sde merchants, the hustlers, an angelic quality. But till thereisthe wind
and the cold, and the tar smell of drugsand chemicals. Y ou are, findly, without a choice, and the decison
that you have been dowly circling toward now seemsinevitable. The police are permanently on
pay-for-hire and service isterrible. Y ou can't expect more from them than afiled and quickly forgotten
report, accompanied by the cliché “Veniss haswallsto keep the pollution out. Where can he go?
Underground?’ (Derigve laugh.) “Hell turn up soon.”

So you seek out Shadrach Begolem among the crowds dready hungry for entertainment, althoughiit is
not yet night. Ganeshas and meerkats move through the human riverslike strange and exotic toys, unreal
somehow, both threatening and harmless.

Y ou don't redlly want to find him, but heis a creature of habit and you still know those habits. He sits not
twenty metersfrom hisfavorite cafe, legs dangled over the edge of the protective railing as he watches
the red water below gush through cracksin the seawall. Y our body becomesrigid, each step forward a
trid. Y ou are poised on the brink of something new, something that might destroy you. Underlying this,
an even granger sensation: even just looking at his back—straight, unyielding, clothed in the muted
purples and graysthat are his trademark—you have a sense of doubling—that, as once you could look at
Nicholas and see yourself, now you see yourself in Shadrach.

Y ou didein besde Shadrach and say, smply, “Hello.”

Startled, helooks over a you, then the familiar mask dips over hisfeatures. The quickness of his



recognition astonishes you, makes you think he expected your arrival, if not today then tomorrow.

He says nothing. Y ou smile and look out across the water. What does he seein it that he should come
here day after day, year after year? It isaily, the resdue of freightersfrom five years past dtill polluting it,
but every year the waters are cleaner—ribbons of blue seep in between the overwhelming red. Y ou
suspect Shadrach watches more to see the change from red to blue than because the water holds beauty
NOW.

“Hello, Nicola,” he saysfinaly, and you smile again—at hiscasud ddivery, and a hisfamiliar habit of
looking out to sea, at the shops behind him, his feet—anywhere but at you. How doesit fed to be
worshipped? Uncomfortable. Y ou are aware of the heat of his body next to yours, somehow intensified
by thewall in front of you, which risesto block out the world beyond the cool-down canals.

“I'm not here on awhim,” you say as you draw your legs up and wrap your arms around them. Except
that now it does seem like awhim. Y our crazy brother isin trouble again.

An uncomfortable silence, which you break with, “I didn't come here to upset you.”

“Yourenot,” he says. Looking into hisface, trying to gauge the truth of him, you find an unfamiliar
gauntness. The eyes are deep in the orhbits, asif trying to escape their own testimony, and devoid of
spark. Sad eyes. Were they sad before you sat down beside him?'Y ou smell an odor on him like drugs
or aftershave.

“How isyour work?” you ask.

Thetorpid cand watersreflect your facesin shades of green and orange. Shadrach looks at you, and you
hold your breath. His eyes are o old, his movements dow, careful, watchful. But anger smolders behind
those eyes.

“What do youwant?” he asks. 1 haven't gooken to you in what, five years? And, then, I'm gtting here
and without warning, like amistimed miracle, suddenly you appear. There must be something you want
from me. Not that | am ungrateful for the surprise.”

Y ou look away—at the zynagill hovering like leathery seagulls, at the solar-sailed ships entering the
cand.

“I wondered,” you say. “I wondered if you had seen Nick recently. He was supposed to meet mefor
lunch two weeks ago. He didn't make it. No call, no message. His gpartment is empty—except for this.”

Y ou hand him the poem; he takesit from you gingerly, tenderly. Y our fingerstouch, his skin abrasive.

Helooks at the paper for amoment, reads aline under his bresth, thrustsit back at you, his mood
unreedable.

1] &?l

“So, where and when did you see him last? Did you spegk to him recently? Did he say anything to
you—about Quin, about anything?’

“No.”
“No to which question?’

“No, he said nothing about Quin. | saw him three weeks ago.”



“Was hein good hedlth? What did he say to you?’
“A new job. He'd gotten anew job.”

“On thetenth level below ground?’

Startled, Shadrach turnsto you. “What?’

“He bought some food with the last credits on abank card on the tenth level aweek ago. What would he
be doing there?| didn't even know there was atenth level.”

Shadrach looks out at the waves once more.

Y ou take hisleft hand in yours. It isarough, callused hand that will never forget twenty-four years of
hard life below levd. It is more knotted than you recall, and the odd swirling scar on the back of his
hand, near the thumb—the place he picked at when he was nervous—is scarlet, dmost to the point of
infection.

“Am | upsetting you, Shadrach—or isthere something €lse?’
Hewrenches his hand away.

“I have made amistake, Nicola.” A greet, coiled sadness has entered him, and his hands are clenched
figs.

“What does that mean, Shadrach? Y ou must tdl me what that means!”

He seems on the verge of speaking, but looks past you in the same moment that you smell something
musky, thick, not entirely agreeable. The same scent you found in Nick's apartment. Y ou turn away from
the canal and there stands a meerkat, staring down at you. From this vantage, its four-foot height is
absurdly menacing. It has ginger fur flecked with white. Its claws, haf-transformed by the bioneer's art
into hands, hang ridiculoudly at itssides. Itseyes areliquid black. Y ou avert your gaze, embarrassed to
be outstared by an animdl.

Shadrach smiles at you, but it isathin smile of pain, the smile of someone torn between two extremes.

“I mean, of course,” he sayswith great difficulty, “that it was amistake to talk to you. I'm sure your
brother will turn up if that isany comfort.”

Herises, leans over to take the meerkat's paw, and walks off, soon disguised, hidden by the crowds.
Watching them, you cannot tell who isleading whom. He does not look back—thereisafrightening
findity to hisdeparture.

The sun fades over the great walls and the dirigibles dock for the night: grest floating whales breaching
with asnort of hydrogen. The sun—mauve and dectric red and metdlic green—cutsinto the heart of
youl.

CHAPTER 5

Morning bringswith it atoo-bright sunrise through haf-shaded windows, the welcomeredization thet it is
the weekend, and aknock upon your door.

The knock repesats itsalf, despite the early hour. Y ou throw on a bathrobe, brush your hair in two quick
strokes, start coffee with amumbled command. The knock comes again—a child's knock, not loud, but
confident. Who else but a child would fail to use the doorbel?



Enough suspense. Y ou clap your hands and the door opaques itsdlf, starting at the top and dowly teasing
downward. At eyeleve thereis dill nothing. Then: Isthat something moving? Something blue? Thetips
of blue ears appear. Isthat ablue bit of hose or flexible pipe now curling its way upward?

“Whoisit?" you cal out, athough you'll know in afew seconds.
“Ddivery,” comesthe muffled reply.
“Of what?’

Asthe answer is spoken to you, the answer isaso reveded in the flesh, for the door fully opensand
there, obliviousto your scrutiny through the one-way glass, sand a Ganeshaand a meerkat.

The Ganesha, adark blue, isdressed in atop hat and hopelessy outdated tuxedo. The poor meerkat is
clothed in nothing but its own fur. The Ganesha doffs his hat and, with asinglefluid motion, transfersit
from top right hand to bottom right hand, to bottom |eft to top left. The blue trunk, meanwhile, isan
inquisitive snake. The eyes are bright gold, the mouth toothy with two tiny tusks. The blue belly paunches
out below and the stubbly legsend inflat feet.

They are so like a cartoon that you half expect them to be badly dubbed, to move at one-and-one-haf
Speed, to prance and prattle like poorly made toys. Entertainment. Servitude. Comedy. But they don't.
They stand there, awaiting your attention. This suaveness, this smoothnessfrightensyou. Thisisadance
you do not understand, a pattern that doesn't repeet itself enough timesto indtill its nautilus sef inthe
grooves of your brain. Nicholas used to make creatureslikethese . . .

When they spesk, their voiceslodge like little pinsin your ears, and when you speek little pins pierce
your tongue. “Comein.”

Y ou let them in because you do not believe in them. They arenot red. Thisisadream. Y ou are theglass
of the door, and you wonder for amoment if thisiswhat it meansto be aholograph, if thisiswhat it
meansto be a story that has reached its end. One single shudder, one single tear, and you will shatter into
athousand memories.

And then they are barreling in like thoughtless, rude clowns. Spesking to you while you listen with
disbelief.

“Nicola? NicolaGermane?’ the Ganeshasays. “Programmer Nicola Germane?’
“Yes,” you say, somewhat overwhemed.

“May | present to you,” saysthe Ganesha, with aflourish of al four arms, choreographed perfectly,
toward the meerkat. He beginsagain in ahigh, lilting speech akin to the music of List or Bardman. “May
| present toyou. . . a present, agift, afriendly gesture, from Quin, the greatest of al Living Artigts, for a
friend of Shadrach'sisafriend of Quin's”

Y ou look at the meerkat. Eyes downcast, body |anguage subservient, il it suffers your examination.
Y ouwant to laugh. Itisadroll, impossible creature, rather like an upright weasdl. A stuffed toy. A trifle.

“It hasno nameasyet,” saysthe Ganesha, “for it isyour task, Ms. Germane, to name this pleasant
cregture. | need only confirm that you will accept this gift which, I might add, isan honor bestowed only
upon afew.” The Ganeshastwinkly eyes seem to tell you thereisno possibility open to you but
acceptance. And, just for asecond, its eyes chill you with their contrast—unlike the meerkat, you can
find no subservience in those eyes, no acceptance of your superiority. Isn't there, in fact, atrace of scorn,
of disdain?



“Yes,” you hear yourself say, “yes,” and wish you had a better reason than “ because.”

Onething is certain—you don't intend to let it |eave the apartment. Nick decided to buy a meerkat and
vanished. Shadrach worked for Quin, who makes meerkats, and Shadrach had a secret. Nick had had a
persond invite to see Quin. Had Shadrach given him the invitation? Now you have ameerkat. Will you

disappear?

The morning sun isfrozen outside your window. The sllence snuffing out the world seems of your own
making. He's funny, this creature. He's cute and cuddly. Y ou think, in those first moments of contact, that
he's the stuffed animal you never had growing up. He's huggable, and you fedl an unprecedented
sympathy toward him. He's so hel pless, so out of hisdement (whatever his eement might be). You
briefly recdl theimage of atormented kitten with compound eyes, but this meerkat is ahealthy, Snuous
creature, full of curiosity. Nicholas would have caled the meerkat awork of art. Living Art. And, yes, the
creatureis quite mobile, but you don't call it Art. It'stoo Slly for art asyou circleit and it circlesyouin
turn, each appraising the other. Adversary or aly?

This sllence as you observe the meerkat would be rudeif it were human, but it isn't human. It isn't animal
ether, and you must remember that—neither human nor anima. What isit? What are you? Why do you
fed akinship with this creature?

Perhaps you are not donein thiskinship; after al, despite the prohibition againgt the bioneers, meerkats
are more common than ever before. Some people—you've seen on holovision—even let them roam by
themsalves. Each didtrict hasits own leash laws.

“I think I will call you Salvador,” you say, “after that grandmaster of the Dead Arts and godfather of the
Living Arts”

“Andwha may | cdl you?’ it asks.

But you are not ready. Y ou put afinger to your lips, asigna copied by Savador. Y ou are not ready.
You aredill examining him.

Sdvador has acompact muscularity that, combined with the clever black eyes, the quick-darting,
muscular head, makes you insecure. Y ou cannot tell whether you stare into the eyes of the past, the
present, or the future. Ancestor, equal, descendant?

Ultimately, you decide that Salvador istoo naturd for art, too natural even to be thought of asacrude
manipulation of genes and chromosomes. No aesthetic seems a work here save for the aesthetic of
evolution. Y ou arelooking at the future. The future after the cities are gone, winking out like the lights of
the dirigibles asthey settle down for the night.

“Youwill replaceus,” you say, and it is not even a sad thought, but more arelease of respongbility, a
relief.

“Maam?’ The meerkat |ooks puzzled, holdsits head to one side.

“You are short-furred,” you say teasingly. “ Shaded light brown, tan with streaks of black. Y our teeth are
sharp and ridged. Y ou're probably about four feet tal, ninety-five kilos of pure muscle. Quick on your
feet. How do you do that?’

“What, maam?’ Somehow, Salvador managesto look nervous, even through al the fur.

“Stand upright. Walk upright. And don't call me maam. Call meNicola”



“Very well. Nicola Hybridization. Kangaroo and gorillagenes.”

“Gorillagenes” Remarkably closeto heresy here, but now that the central government is gone, eighteen
different interpretations of the law.

Could you build ahuman from agorilla? 'Y ou cannot shake the sensation that thisis not amobile
computer, programmed to serve you. Thisis an autonomous crestion.

Encouraged by your reaction (this creature aready “reads’ you), Savador launches into a textbook
description of its speciesthat you listen to with half an ear.

“Meerkats, Nicola, were origindly found in Sur Africaand we are closdly related to lemurs and the
mongoose family.”

“I'm not familiar with either family,” you say, but then quickly add “ Continue,” when you seethe
confusion and distress on Salvador'sface.

“Yes, Nicola Weare, in fact, distant cousins, you and |, and it would be good for our relationship if you
would think of me as adistant ancestor—"

Ah, the ancestor/descendant question resolved!

“—traditionally, we had a close socid structure and we were highly organized, living in what used to be
the Kaahari Desert. We were gentle with our pups and affectionate in play, and fiercely protective of our
own. We have quick and clever minds, and madeidea subjectsfor genetic enhancement. Thefirst
prototypes were developed by Madrid Sybel but Quin was the one who made us fully intelligent, stable,
and long-lived. Madrid Sybd's work with—"

“Never mind,” you say, rubbing your eyes. “1t'stoo early in the morning. Explore. Wak around. Tell me
more later.” Besides, you aready know about Sybel. Y ou want to know about Quin.

With alow bow, Salvador stopstaking and silently surveysthe living room while you pour yourself some
coffee and sit down on the couch.

It isthe aquarium that fascinates Salvador the most. He waddles over to it after only the most cursory of
glances at the other furnishings. On hisway to the aguarium, he runs his paws over your collection of rare
business disks. Then watches the miniature blue-finned sailbdllies svimming languid in their prison.

“Feessshhh,” he says with genuine pleasure, and then louder, addighted grin parting hisjaws, so that his
pink tongue presses forward. “ Fiisssshhh!”

“Yes, fish,” you say.

Y ou catch yoursdf amiling and frown instead. Salvador istoo charming. Y ou must be more careful. Y ou
remind yoursdlf of the shy animalsin the Tolstoi Digtrict, the musky odor in Nicholass apartment. And
what do you know of Quin? An idea comesto you.

“Sdvador,” you say from the couch.
The meerkat Sdlesover, hisobsidian gaze il intently focused on the aguarium.
“Yes, Nicola”

“Tell me everything you know about Quin.”



Sdvador inclines his heed dightly, says, “Why do you wish to know?’

Ah, adeviation. A ssumble. A reveation. It hasasense of curiogity, or it istrying to protect its creator.
How doesit view its creator?

“Isit improper for meto ask about Quin?’ you say, wondering how far Salvador will take thisevasion.
Y our blood pulses quick and hard. Y our heartbest is suddenly fast.

Sdvador looks Straight at, straight into you: an unblinking stare.
“No, Nicola. Itisnot. Y ou may ask me any question you wish. | am your servant in al things.”

Now you are afraid—and yet nothing has changed. The meerkat is no different, your gpartment isno
different. Y our resolve stiffens as you remember Nicholas, somewherein the city, lost, done, possibly
hurt.

“I'mjust curious, Sdvador. Who is Quin?’

“Quinismy creator,” Salvador says, hesitantly. Suspicion? Awe? Some other quaity has entered his
voice. “Quinisachildin the dark, aboy aonein the park, aman who teased the weave and warp of
flesh into the medium of hisdesire. Heisthe kissfrom the dark.”

That you should hear, hdfway acrossthe city, the words you found written in Nicholass hand in the
Tolstoi Didtrict where the animals hide and will not show their facesto thelight . . . What does it mean?
Thisisyour tortured cry. What does it mean? Y ou aretired of questions.

The meerkat stares at you with an expectant quality. Y ou can seethe smdll, sharp fangsin its open
mouth.

“Istheremore?’ you say.
“I don't know anything else, maam.”
“Areyou sure?’

A kissin the dark. You don't believein coincidences. Every sprinkler in the city runson afixed
schedule. Every trainis programmed to return at a certain time. If these words come from the meerkat,
then it isno coincidence. Someone programmed them to fall from his mouth into your ears.

Someone knows that you went to Nicholas's gpartment. Someone knows alot more than you do. And
you wonder: Isthisthe moment to disengage, to dlow your brother to drift off into hisfate? More and
more you are convinced there can be no half measures.

Asyou leaveto run errands, Salvador standsin front of the sail-bellies, an absurd look of wonderment
spread across his features. Upon your return in the late afternoon, you find that Salvador has cleaned the
entire gpartment. It is spotless; he has dusted behind the holovision, the chairs, the table, the couch. The
smdl of lilac and vanilla permeates the apartment. He has even seeded the grass carpet and watered it
early enough that it is springy, not moist, under your feet as you walk toward your bedroom.

In your bedroom, you open your purse, pull out the laser gun you bought on your way home. It isdark
gray and blunt. It can take someone's head off at 150 meters. It will not answer any of your questions,
but itsimmutability pleasesyou. It is hot composed of shadows and haf-teasing clues. More important,



you fed safewith it around. Y ou start to put it under your pillow, but that's no good—Salvador will find it
while making the bed. So you leaveit in your purse. Just aim and fire, the sdler told you.

When you return to the living room, Savador awaits you, acomical chef's hat perched atop hishead, a
spoon held precarioudly in one paw. Y ou smell heet, seafood, melting cheese.

“Dinner isready,” he says, and motionsfor you to St down at the dinner table.

“I'm not surel like you taking over the dinner duties.” Y ou remove your red jacket and set it over the
back of your chair. “I know | don't likeit.”

“But Nicola,” Salvador says, obvioudy hurt, “thisismy function: to serveyou.”
“I won't argue about it right now. I'm hungry.”

Savador has made a seaweed casserole garnished with fiddler crab and afew sprigs of dandelion.
Where he found the dandelion, you have no idea. It's been years since you saw adanddlion. The smell
makes your mouth water asyou St down.

As Sdlvador brings out the plates, he asks, “ Shall | eat with you, or in the kitchen, Nicola?’
“Here,” you say. “| want to ask you more about Quin.”

He sits down and beginsto eat—avery dainty eater, using his paw-hands to manipulate fork and knife,
taking tiny bites, more interested in the garnish of fiddler crab claws (which he expertly cracks open) than
with the seaweed casserole.

“Where did you get the fiddler crab?’ you ask. “And how did you pay for it?’

Sdlvador grins, reveding sharp canines. Thefull revelation of histeeth isanticlimactic, now that you have
the gun.

“My secret,” he says.

A secret indeed. Y ou take afew bites of the casserole. It meltsin your mouth, the vegetable and the
cheese wonderful in combination. Where could you find fiddler these days?

Y ou decide on aline of questioning.

“Now, Salvador, surdly you can tell me more about Quin than those delightful linesyou gave methis
morning.”

“Of course, Nicola”
Y ou had expected another mysterious answer, a question thrown back at you, more evasive maneuvers.
“I thought you said this morning that you had told me al you know?’

The meerkat bowsits head and crunches down on afiddler claw. “1 didn't know, Nicola But when |
went down to the Canad Didtrict to haggle for the fiddler crab, | stopped at the public archivesand | did
some. . . research. Have | done something wrong?’

A mournful face, only it doesn't work on you because you are dtill trying to decide what is more
incredible—that the public archives provide accessto made creatures, or that Salvador knew how to
access the data.



“Tel me, then,” you say.

Savador nods. “Asyou wish. My creator came to Veniss from Bathakazar in the middle of the breakup,
during the period of |awlessness when above level and below level were a war. 1t would have been the

yea—
“Yes. | know al of this. What about Quin?’

“Quin makesbiologica creations. He has contractswith al eighteen above-level didrictsto produce
Ganeshamessengers and guards. He has contracts below level aswdll, dthough | do not know the
details of such contracts.”

“That'sit? Y ou could have accessed dl thisinformation yoursdlf.”
“Yes, Nicola. Would you like more seaweed casserole?’

“No. Do you know Shadrach Begolem?’

“No, Nicola”

“Do you know Nicholas Germane?’

“Shall | research both names at the archives tomorrow?”

“No!”

Y ou get up so fast the chair has no time to react and screeches againgt the floor. Y ou walk into the living
room and sit down on the couch. Salvador follows you.

“Leave me done, Sdvador,” you say. At eyeleve, the meerkat appears more muscular, more
dangerous. It could have you by the throat before your first scream.

Y ou opaque the window, which shows the dull, doomed lights of the city, and punch up a scene of
pseudownhal es breaching. Pseudowhal e song—deep and sonorous—drowns out Salvador's response.

He regards you for amoment, and waddles back into the kitchen to start clearing the dishes.

Whereisyour brother in dl of this? Why have you let this creature into your apartment?

THE WORLD moves more swiftly, more deadly, and yet its center, Nicholas, movesnot at al. Y our
face takes on aterrible implacability. Y ou will seethisthrough to the end. Thisisyour brother, after dl.
And now you are curious beyond dl reason. True, you still get that feeling of dread deep in your bdly.
You dill fed fear. But that's better than feding nothing at dll . . .

Y our norma life goes on regardless, asif without respect for your brother's absence. Y ou ignore
Sdvador for therest of the night. In the morning, you refuse his offer of bregkfast. Y ou work frantically
to meet deadlines, push Nicholasto the back of your mind. Y ou call Shadrach twice during the day, but
his personal holoscreen remains off. Y ou keep seeing hisface asthe meerkat fell into step beside him.

At lunch, you use thetimeto try to find out more about Quin, but nothing exists on Quin. Quin's presence
surrounds the city, engulfsit, and yet there is nothing insde the city about him. Itisamogt asif his
crestions define him so utterly that no one has bothered to set down, for the record, who heis, preferring
to rely on rumor, on innuendo, on falsehoods. He's as ingidious as the chemical-loaded air come off the



sea—invigble and yet everywhere. How do you fight someone like that? How do you get inside his
guard?

Y ou wonder and worry until the evening, when you return home to another delicious dinner. Salvador,
with hisannoying subservience. Y ou are afairy-tale princessin afairy-tale tower served by abeast that
is, under the fur, aman.

That night, you cannot deep. You fal into ahdf doze, only to be brought out of it by the echo of your
brother'svoice, trying to tell you something. At three, you give up on deep and Sit at the edge of the bed,
swest beading your forehead despite temperature control. Y ou hate Salvador in that moment. Y ou hate
Shadrach, too, for hisunwillingnessto tell you the truth. Shadrach said, “1've made a mistake . . .” Isita
mistake to let Salvador into the gpartment?

The click of the front door opening brings you fully awake. Y our first thought isthat you realy did hear
your brother's voice and he has snuck in past the security systems. But more than likely a genuine intruder
has entered the apartment.

Stedthily, you rise, wrap your nightgown around you, and take the laser gun from your purse. Y ou tiptoe
to the bedroom door and open it acrack. A half-moon shines into the gpartment and gives you enough
light to see adark shape waking across the living room carpet.

Y ou step out from the bedroom, hit the light switch, say, “Don't move or you're dead,” and aim your
weapon &t . . . Salvador.

Y ou keep the gun aimed at the meerkat, whose eyes blink against the sudden light.

“Please don't be frightened, Nicola,” Savador says. He extends ahand. “ See? | waited early for fresh
fiddlers. Y ou liked them so much.”

Thefiddlers claws close impotently on the meerkat's dick fur.

“Threeinthemorning?’ you say. “ Threein the morning, and you're out getting fiddlersfor next night's
dinner?’

Savador gares a the ground and when he looks up again his fangs show and his eyes flash with some
inscrutable emotion.

“Nicola,” he says softly, “if you think there has been amalfunction in me, then you must tell Quin. If you
think | am lying, then you must do that. | may well have broken down in someway. | am not cagpable of
monitoring my own state of mind.”

Y ou sigh and let the gun drop to your side. “Go to deep, Salvador. Just . . . go to deep.”
“Thank you,” Salvador says, and dips past you to the kitchen.
CHAPTER 6

You were always two as one: Nicola and Nicholas merging into the collective memory together .

Y ou have been living someone e sg'slife. Y ou have been living someone e seslife. Thereisa shadow
existence here, a separate world—you see it in mirrors where your image does not match your living
form, your movements not quite synchronized with this other, this creature, who isnot you. The shadow
of the waxwing slain. The moon crosses your heart. Out in the Tolstoi Didtrict the animals gather amidst
the wrack and ruin, no longer shy.



You seeit in the glass, where your half reflection dides off to reved, at the corner of your eye, another
life, another even more ghostly Nicolaliving out another life. That isit: You areaghost of aghogt, a
memory fast fading. The smdll of nothing on the breeze—the pale limbs of trees on the holoscreens, the
memories of sounds upon the walkway, the clarity of the echo of your hand upon the railing. The emotion
that comesto you is so clear, so Smple, asif apanter has managed, using tranducent paints, to penetrate
to the core of acanvas, and you itsreflection. No fear. No hatred. No frustration. No anxiety. No love.
No envy.

When you turn for protection from thisinsanity, from the mirrors, the glass, the only solaceisfoundin the
shadows—and it isin shadows that you once again sense Nicholas. Two as one.

THE NEXT night, you go to bed early. Y ou lock your bedroom door, change from work clothesto
black pants, black blouse, and black boots, with a blue jacket thrown over the blouse. Y ou place the gun
in apocket on theinsde of the jacket. Y ou put a holographic mapfinder in an outside pocket.

Then you wait.

For awhile, dl you hear isthe clack of dishes as Salvador putsthem in thewasher. Thissound is
followed by sllence. Y ou becometired. Y ou fed abit foolish—since when were you cut out for spying?
But then you hear the familiar click of the door, and you check your watch: two in the morning. Y ou wait
amoment, quickly leave the bedroom, and are out the door—onto the seventy-fifth floor of your
gpartment building. The devator isempty. Y ou take it to ground level and walk onto the street, hoping
you've not aready logt him.

Free market traders crowd the streetsin their makeshift hovercraft shops. Neon flashes over everything
in garish shades of pink and purple and green and blue. Almost blinded, you put on sunglasses. People
pressagaingt you in al variety of clothes, from the opague to black robes with headdress. The smdll of a
thousand drugs risesin your nogtrils: amelange of addiction. A man spills hisdrink against you. A woman
shouts out, “Y ou Dead Art fucking bitch whores!” Above, thewalls of the city, highlighted with green
lights, rise two hundred feet, lit so by the warring fires of thewall guards, the tied-up dirigibles casting
shadows down onto the crowds.

For amoment, overwhelmed by the city in away you had not thought possible, you stop waking and
glance desperately from side to Side. Y ou curse your stupidity. Have you dready lost him?

Profound relief washes over you asyou catch aglimpse of afamiliar furry tail and hindquarters getting on
an escadator walkway not twenty meters ahead. Y ou press through the crowd, jostle the man who spilled
his drink on you, and manage to get on the escalator, thirty meters behind Salvador, who isatuft, aspray
of fur, through the welter of legs. The laser gun suddenly is much too smal aweight in your jacket

pocket, not nearly enough to defend you from the city. Y ou are done. None of your friends know about
Nicholass disappearance. The police don't know either. If you disappear, Nicholas disappears with you:
Y ou are not one, after dl, but two, and the city isthe only infinite—a maze, acrysta mirror, a shattered
toy, apaate of undigested time.

—and the meerkat you hopeis Salvador jumps off the escaator, and you franticaly elbow pedestrians
aside, manage to disembark at just the right spot and enter the press of the cracked concrete walkway.
Ahead, the familiar shape of Savador turnsacorner.

When you turn that same corner, you find yoursdf in an empty dead-end dley.

You let out alittle laugh, asnort, achuckle. Y ou just stand there, staring a the far end of the alley, unable



to think yourself past thispoint. A quiet growsinside you unlike anything you have ever known. The
crowd noises, the soft hiss of hovercraft, the crackle of meat in asidewalk grill—they al fade away, and
al that isleft isthe pounding in your ears, the glistening drops of water on aculvert, the flash of lights
behind your eyes.

Where did he go? The question cregpsinto the silence. Y ou walk to the end of the aley. Garbage.
Garbage cansto house the garbage. Rotten food, sweet and sour stench. Bottles, broken. A blank wall,
rust red, that mocks your efforts.

Y ou lean against thewall, look back out toward the chaos of the main Street, and, asthe wall dissolves,
asyou fdl through it, a curious double image forms—that you've been here before, night after night,
following Sdvador, each time ending up in thisdley and, until now, not solving the mystery . . . but then
you have no time for anything but the fact that you are falling through the wall, through ablur of color, a
grayness eclipsing the street vision, and then, as you land on a hard platform, you see above you the
dars—the starsl—and afaint hint of green to the sides.

Y ou hit, and the impact drives the breath from your lungs, even as you begin to understand that the wall
was a hologram, even as you begin to redize that Sdvador may be launching himsdlf at you asyou gasp
for air. You whirl to your feet, despite the shock, agray wall behind you, and ahead . . . aforest.

How can you articulate adream that isnot adream? Y ou fed asif you have found asecret roomina
house long familiar. Did you ever truly know thiscity?

Y ou stand atop araised sted platform and before you a path of white pebbles, gleaming in the moonlight,
descendsinto avalley of dark fir trees. Y ou hear the sound of running water and see, at the limit of your
vision, asmall bridge of red and white, haf-hidden by the trees. It dopes gently over what must bea
fast-moving creek. Crickets and afew cicadas mumble their songs. The sounds of night birdsflying, the
chittering flit of bats above, againg the blue-black sky. The white underbellies of the straggling clouds
againgt the gars, againgt the darkness.

This sanctuary, thisfifty-meter-wide strip of wildernessis hemmed in by skyscrapersto theright and |ft,
but bound by the horizon straight ahead, and therefore must |et out onto the seashore.

Thethick smdll of thefir treesisarevelaion to you, asistheair itsdlf: clean, fresh. And the moon—the
moon isn't obscured by the yellow scourge of pollution, but brilliant asit highlightsthe fir trees, tintsthe
entireforest slver.

But thereis, for all the peace, an urgency to the cicadas cry, and you fed exposed, vulnerable. Salvador
isnot in sght, but he could be watching—and what if someone or something comes through the aley and
onto the platform?

Y ou begin to walk down the path, your purchase on the shining white pebbles at first unsure. Very
quickly, you are amongst the trees, which are so dense that you can see only branch-obscured patches of
sky. This, you think, must be theilluson—it'sthe dley and its dead-end wall that must bered, and you
are now dreaming, dreaming, dreaming.

“How could anyone have hidden this? How?" Y ou're so shocked, you say it doud. Under the most
skilled of holographic shidds, and at the greatest of expense—not just the manipulation, theillusion, but
aso the perception that no one ever lived in this space, that this space never existed within the city. (And,
the second question, the one you don't want answered: Why was it so easy to enter?)

Y ou have, for your various programming projects, examined athousand plans of the city—maps,
blueprints, grids—and yet never missed anything, never thought, Here isagap. Something has been



deleted here. Never felt a corresponding emptinessin your heart.

Worg of dl, this placeis beautiful, so beautiful that you cannot help but melt into the rightness of it. The
wind, gentle through the trees, carries the scent of the sea, mixed with the mint of crushed fir. Hereisa
placefor the stedlthy animals of the Tolstoi Didtrict to live, having abandoned their hundred hiding places
to walk under the light of the moon, along the white path, down to the sea.

Didodged pebbles on the path behind you. Y ou start, abandon the path, duck behind afir tree, pull out
your gun.

The rustle becomes|ouder, and soon, moonlit, scoured of the vell of pollution, of sickness, two dark
figures comeinto view. One, with its Snuous, curling nose, must be a Ganesha. The other, taller and
weasdl-sharp, must be another meerkat. The two pass by your hiding place, huffing with laughter, ina
jolly mood, conversing in alanguage of clicks and whistles and yel ps. They don't speak in human
languages when they are done. Why would they? The light creates a blue-green sheen acrosstheir
bodies. The meerkat musk is strong.

Oncethey are past, you creep from hiding and follow, feding suddenly exposed . . . Soon thefir trees
become less dense, replaced by strange, thick bushes, then by sinewy roots clinging to brackish land
amogt the congstency of mud. The white pebble path brings you to genuine mudflats—a narrow strip
that buttresses the creek flowing benesth the bridge. From the mudflats, amillion eyestalks stare up at
you: fiddlers by the thousands, clacking their claws and tracking your movements. Their carapaces shine
ghodly.

Y ou crossthe bridge. Thewater is dark blue—no trace of chemicals, so there must be a strong
filter—and through it you catch the silver gleam of strange fish: three-eyed and so scaly asto be coated in
armor. They mutter and pout like old men and in their listless motions you discern anicy intelligence.

Beyond the bridge, the firs close up around you again. The musk of meerkat rises so strong that you fight
the urge to sneeze. A light not from the moon glimmers through the trees. Y ou follow it. With each step
you recede alittle more into the background of some odd fairy tale. Thelight, diffuse and yet focused, is
afey light. It cagtsthefir branchesin sharp rdlief. It coats the ground in an ever-nearer sheen of gold.
Soon you must shadow it, circleit, not drawing closer until you can be sure of cover—alarge bush, an
unusudly thick tree trunk. From the light comes laughter, chirping speech, and, periodicaly, the scream of
ananimal in agony. Moths and beetles cloud the air, burn through it in an insectile fog.

Finaly, you spy movement through the branches, hear individua voices, dthough the language remainsa
mystery to you. Then, hidden by abranch you are afraid must be ridiculoudy smal for the purpose, you
cram toward thelight, slopping just short of the clearing that would reved al myseries.

Y our chin scratches the ground and your arms are weary. Through the branches, the wind blowing into
your face, you see a congregation of meerkats and Ganeshas in the foreground—Iit by a series of
lanterns—very animated; all gesturing paws and trunks a-sway like snakes, accompanied by atorrent of
clicksand whistles and chirpsthat must, by the intensity of the interaction, carry equaly intense meaning.
A number of younger meerkats contentedly groom each other and, spiky-furred and frisky, chase each
other around the clearing. In the back, the wavery light of ahologram plays, while agroup of meerkats
and Ganeshas st in front of it and watch. Slowly, your gaze is drawn from the foreground, from the
middle ground, where you are trying to find Salvador, to the background hologram. The hologram at first
isjust aflux of images—some even in black-and-white, from archaic flat media, such as photographs or
film. But the images are the same, and the sounds are the same: horrible agony, horrible pain.. . . against
the backdrop of amarketplace aman takes along, curving blade, and proceedsto flay adog alive,
skillfully cutting off the coat in afew quick strokes while the dog screams, then, furless, looking likea



newborn thing, its eyestightly closed, trembles and pants—pink and vulnerable and in shock while the
man goes on to the next dog, and the first one—in extreme close-up—goesinto the waiting bag of a
customer as casudly asapound of rice. . . puppies hanging from telephone poles. . . gerbils burned
diveinkillets. . . mice poured into burning wax for aLiving Art exhibit . . . scenesfrom the wastes
outsde the city walls, where the animals gasp and cough and live out their lives againgt abackdrop of
chemicalsand toxic gases. . . meerkats pierced through the skull with a control bar and guided by their
human tormentors to tear each other gpart . . .

Y ou cannot watch for long. Y ou must not. It istoo terrible. . . When you can bear to look again, you see
that now it is not animals but human beings—tortured, mutilated, burned, cut up, gassed . . . and,
strangely, the seated meerkats and Ganeshas react most visibly to these displays, such physicd revulsion
that some look away as you look away, in shock and disgust. They hide their children's eyes as any
responsible parent would . . .

A chill runsthrough you. What could they think of aspeciesthat had brought the world to such an
impasse? As you watch them, as you watch their interactions, their conversations, you are overcome by a
panic that has nothing to do with fear of discovery. Y ou manage to control it—even though it bubbles up
beneath the skin, steals your breath, dicks your palms. Y ou creep backward through the underbrush,

until thelight isonce again just aglimmer through dark green and the white pebble path once more
ribbons out behind you.

Then fear seizesyou for real, cupsyour throat, lets your legs hang free—and you run, biting your tongue
not to scream, sometimes on the path, sometimes off it, unaware when you amost turn an ankle or when
abranch strikes your face. Y ou have forgotten Salvador, Shadrach, Nicholas, and Quin. Soon you see
the platform glinting and you run faster, jump up onto it, and plunge back through the hologram into the
dead-end dley. Back amongst the stench, the stink, the pollution of the city. Y our lungsburn. Y our legs
ache.

Y ou pause to catch your breath. Now you realize that even in your panic, apart of your brain has been
talking to you. It has been saying, in ashock as profound asthet of the flayed dog, You are not
superior. You are not superior . Because what Quin's Shanghai Circus meansisthis: your extinction.

The people that you pass on your way home, these governed and governing—do they redize yet that
their place has been usurped? Driven out. How long before they guess?

CHAPTER 7

Later, in your apartment. You lovethelightsat night, the slence of street corners, the pixilation of
dewdrops on the window glass. Y ou love the fed of warm sheets againgt your skin in the cold. You love
the way your fingers seem to know the next step faster than your brain when you areimmersed in
programming. Y ou love the sensation of sex, even with aholograph. You love, you love, you love. . .
and yet such aghost are you, haunting your apartment, waiting for the return of Salvador. Y ou have agun
inyour hand. Y ou sit on the living room couch. A coffee mug rests on the table nearby.

The coffee mug, the couch—these are very normd, ordinary things, and yet you are waiting in adream
that isnot your apartment. Y ou are dreaming in aworld that is not your world, and you fed asif you
have seen it dl before—this strangeness, this sense of oblivion.

The utter clarity of your surroundings despite the revelations of the night convincesyou that you arein a
shadowland. The absence of light. He came out of the darkness, a revelation . .. You have turned the
lights off. What choice do you have? Y ou prefer the redity of the vast forest, the ddlicate bridge, the
white pebble path. Y ou prefer the moonlight. Y ou prefer dl that will be denied you. The animals are



waiting in the Tolstoi District, under leaves and branches and bricks. . .

A diding of an ID card in the door lock. A familiar scent. Two as one—Nicholas's presence a shadow,
an absence—defined by the space around him, defined by that which is not him. A card didesinthe
lock. A card didesin thelock. The door opens dowly.

Sdvador turns on thelights. He has a sad look on hisface, sadder still when he sees you on the couch.
He carries abag of fiddler crabs.

“Hdlo, Nicola” hesays.

“Sdvador. | couldn't deep.”

He does not reply, but walks over to the kitchen, places the bag of crabs on the counter.
“More crabs?’ you say. Y ou've hidden your laser gun at your side, under a cushion.

Savador's eyes are red, not amber, under the panel illumination of the kitchen. He walks back into the
living room, standsin front of you, the window, the night sky, at his back. Y ou no longer know what you
seewhen you stare at him.

“Nicola,” he says. “Nicola How stupid do you think | am?1 know where you've been. | can smdl it on
you. | cantasteit onyou.”

A distance, some vast space, lies between you and the fear.

“You fell through the dleyway. Y ou waked down the white pebble path to the bridge, and you saw our
lightsand you found us.”

He smiles—or isthisasnarl? If he moves one step closer, you will shoot him whether he smilesor
snarls.

“I wasthere,” you confess. Does it matter what you tell him now? “1t was beautiful. It was wonderful .’
And it was, oh it was! Beautiful and wonderful and terrible,

“My dear,” Salvador says gently, dmost with love, “you should not have seen that. Y ou should not have
followed me”

“I'd never tdl. If | told, they'd come and destroy it, Sdvador.”
“Y ou're aprogrammer from the Bastion, Nicola. No matter what you say, you'll destroy it.”

He snarls, and hisforepaws clench and unclench. Hiseyes are red. He laughs—awheezing laugh full of
savegery.

How can he be so split? So gentle and sad, and yet so full of anger? It surprises you, the answer:
because he's fully human.

He circlesyou now asyou haf rise from the couch, your gun aimed at him.
“If you put down thewegpon,” he says, growling thewords, “1 will kill you quickly.”

“I know Shadrach,” you say. “I know Nicholas. Both of them work for Quin. Quin isyour master. If you
leave now, | won't report you.”



“Y ou know no one. I'm Quin's ambassador, come for you.”

“Do you want to be as cruel as those humans in your holograph show? To be no better than the worst of
what we are?’ and in your words a peculiar echo, a sense that everything has aready been said.

Again the sadnessin his movements, hisvoice: “To protect ourselves, we must be crud. I'm sorry,
Nicola, but you drive metoit.”

Y ou fire your laser, miss, and set the carpet on fire. Theforce of the blast knocks him off hisfeet. You
run behind the couch. Y ou am again as he recovers and launches himsdf at you. Y our beam catcheshim
in midlesp, and hefdls onto the couch. Hisfur isblackened, hisleft forepaw a stump—hbut he launches
himsdf again, at your throat. Histeeth click aninch away, his hot breath on your neck. The meerkat's
teeth close around your wrist. Y ou do not fed the bite, only the moment when the grip faters, the limbs
convulse, and Savador falls back onto the couch, his eyes closed, the whole left Side of his body
blackened, hisfur stained red. Is he dead? Close enough.

Y ou drop thelaser. Y ou wander around the living room. The image of the flayed dog comesto you
again. Y ou cannot pull it out of your head.

Absentmindedly, you put out thefire, and even whenitslast flameslash out & your legs, you fed nothing.
You try not to look at the till, burnt shape on the couch. This cannot beredl. Y our life cannot beredl.
Themoonlight is not moonlight. The aguarium is blue-greenillusion. Only the forest leading to the seais
red. Only the nervous fiddlers on their mudflats are real. Nicholas—even Shadrach—might understand
you now. They would understand your isolation. How you miss them both. How you need them both.

The doorbell rings harshly in the silence. Y ou opague the door from your side only—and burst into tears.
Nicholas stands outside.

Y ou open the door, and there is your brother. Dressed in aragged raincoat, he looks so incredibly gaunt,
soincredibly old and used up, that you say, “Oh, Nicholas, what have they done to you?’

Y ou want to hold him, but he stands so stiffly, with hishands at his sdes, and his hair, unwashed for
days, hangs limply from his scalp, so you can't, somehow, hold him after dl.

Instead you say, “1 was so worried,” through your tears and then wait as he seems about to say
something. He cannot spit it out. The wordstrip and tremble on histongue, his face contorted as hetries
to form them.

“What isit?’ you say. “What'swrong, Nicholas?” you say, putting out a hand to steady him. Y ou cannot
finish sentences that remain unspoken.

The touch makes him convulse, and his hands contort in unnatural shapes. He manages to steady himsdlf
and, athough he stutters, you understand what he says, “L-I-let m-m-met-t-tell you about the c-c-city.”

“It'sokay,” you say, and you hug him even as his hands (you have done this before), shaking, almost out
of control (you relax, knowing thisisthe end), find your throat.

Memory s0 ephemerd, that it should fade so quickly, so without astruggle. The gpartment dissolves
againg the pressure on your throat and you are light remembering itsdlf, the light lingering upon shadow,
thelight wigtful for itsdlf. In that place al memories are one, and athough you are not at peace, athough
you achefor the smell of chemicasin the Cand Didtrict, for the fed of alover'stouch, for the sound of
your own heartbesat, you cannot say you havetime for regrets, for pless, for absolution, but only thisfina
thought: that there was so much more you wished to do. The ache of atoms, the yawn of the abyss, then



you are ascending, carried in another's arms, the light flooding into you and through .. . . light.
Y ou S0 desperately want to remember the color of rosesin the spring.

[

SHADRACH

“Between her compassion and her prowess, her heart was the compass that knew when and where I'd
wreck.”

—Giant Sand
CHAPTER 1

If Shadrach loved her alive, he loved her better, longer, farther, when he thought she was dead . .

“The roses are doing so well because of the bumblebees Quin made for me. Heis, you know, so
considerate toindulgeme. ..

Another perfect day on Lady Ellington's perfect estate, adistrict unto itself: two hundred acres of
woodlands and gardens, with its own police force to drive off the hungry free market mobs gathered
outside the ornate gates.

Thewadlsof Lady Ellington's pseudochateau were made from white pseudomarble, the vase upon the
mantel above the window seat made of the finest clear plastic polymer, while the lady herself was
somewhat . . . faux. She had taken “Lady” or “the Lady” as her first name, in tribute to—or, Shadrach
thought, to give her some credit, in mockery of—some extinct aristocracy. She wore aleft ear of perfect
white that contrasted sharply with the dried prune of her right ear. A wrinkle-free left hand—lithe and
lively until it reached itsturgid, discolored wris—found its malformed mate in the birdlike claw that
dangled from her right wrigt.

Between the thumb and forefinger of her marvelous new left hand, Shadrach had noticed afamiliar
blemish: areddish birthmark in the shape of arose. He stared at it without blinking.

“. .. thank you so much for stopping by to check,” Lady Ellington was saying. “| so rarely have guests
over during .. ..” And blah, blah, blah.

Shadrach continued to stare at the birthmark while he considered, briefly, that Quin had sent him to her
estate so he would recognize this mark, this beautiful, familiar mark. As he nodded to the Lady and
answered questions about Quin, about meerkats, a cold and bitter despair rosein histhroat. He stared
into the left eye of the Lady Ellington, areplacement that was blue asthe blue of her eyes. Asblueashe
wanted the seato be, pressed up against the canal walls.

Hewondered if that eye held any memory of itsformer owner, if he wasindeed il looking through the
window into her soul. Lover, lover goneto pieces.

Tears came and he made no effort to stop them when they began to trickle down his face, his mouth set
quite asfirm and solicitous toward the Lady as before. He nodded, smiled politely.

Until even the Lady Ellington could not ignore the evidence of her own blue eye and trailed off into
slence, possbly for thefirgt time, therein her white, porous, artificia mansion.



The only sound in that place wasthe tink of Shadrach's tears as they hit the edge of the pewter cup he
held in his hands. She would never understand the look on his face—the commingling of love and hate
that warred within him as he stared at her and, through her, at Nicola

But he supposed she knew enough to be quiet—understood that the man before her had undergone a
fundamenta change. And yet could sheredlly ever comprehend the restraint it took for Shadrach not to
crush her skull with his bare hands, then pluck hislover's eye gently from the fractured orbit?

ON HISway to hell, Shadrach stopped at his gpartment—an old split-level not far from the candls, with
automated doors that seemed ever more reluctant to open for him. Inside, hefound his officid insgnia: a
badgein slver depicting aslhouette of an anima merging with aman. It alowed him safe passage
through dl of Quin'svarious business concerns.

Badge in hand, hefound his gun after amoment of groping under the tightly made bed. Hewas not a
violent man, but heloved his gun for the same reason he hated the mining machinery of hisyouth. The
wegpon had agraceful functionaity built into its deek, aerodynamic design. It was neither ungainly nor
awkward; it fit perfectly in his hand. He had bought it used—an older mode of the current laser gun
lines—and the shining meta surface, once a sunny gold, had become abrazen copper. It glowed ina
certain light, and it had known years of service before he had ever touched it, which made him loveit all
the more, that it had a history, apast, which it could communicate only in the precision of itsfire, inthe
dight nicksalong the muzzle, in itsfaded color. He had never fired it at anyone. He stuck it through his
belt.

Hewaked into the tiny bathroom and thrust his head under freezing tap water until his face burned. Then
he punched the bathroom wall as hard as he could, only stopping when the satisfying sting of pain had
dulled the guilt and the other, deeper, pain.

Outside once again, in the ash-filled air, hidden in his black trench coat, he attacked the streets without
regard for other traffic, pushing aside pedestrians, sepping in front of hovercraft. Anyone who sought to
block him received the full and terrible force of his gaze.

Soon, he entered the dead-end aley, walked resolutely past the hologram, past the suddenly reveded
sign, QUIN'S SHANGHAI CIRCUS, and placed a hand on the doors, which swung open in response
to his badge.

Insde, the auxiliary lights glowed adull blue, the animals curled up inside their glass cages, the funk of
their hundred intertwined scents muted by their dumber. The Quin remote lay dumped across the counter
of itslap, asif to peer over the edge at the dow sad faces of the miniature orangutan people. Dust motes
sparkled, floated dowly to the floor. Adeep. Dead. Resting. No potentia clientsthat day, brought round
to see the show. The purple spiders dangled from the remote's outstretched hands, davesto their
pinnerets.

Shadrach tore the Quin remote into bloody strips of flesh. He smashed the glass cages. He broke the
limbs of the animds, toreinto their flanks until histeeth were bloody.

He wanted to do these things. For along moment in the long silence, he stared at the dowly swaying
Spiders, hands clenched into fists at hisSdes.

Then he padded past the remote and into the brackish nonlight of the back rooms. The holographic
screen of the computer reflected red light at him, aready on and waiting for him. He quickly checked the
two rooms beyond. He was alone. He sat down at the termina and, after afew tense moments, found



the records. The operation on Lady Ellington had been performed at her estate forty-three hours
previoudy. The donor parts came from a*“ client” identified only as BDXFM 1000-231, currently held in
“live sorage’ at thefifth-level repository known as the Sade Organ Bank. Quin had an arrangement with
Sadesthat madeit easy for him to dispose of spare parts. Coldly, camly, Shadrach analyzed the
dtuation. If the records were accurate, then Nicolawas il dive, but since the operation had occurred
two days ago, she might since have sustained other losses not yet charged to the organ bank.

A grim smile creased hislips. It was obvious what he must do. Nothing could be smpler or moreinsane,
He mugt stedl her. He must plunge into the underground and bring her back to the surface himself . . .

Shadrach printed out the client number, shoved it into a pocket of histrench coat, and waked back into
the main chamber.

The Quin remote waited for him. Its head was twisted to one Side, the better to regard him. Its cold blue
eyes, itscrud grimace of asmile, mocked Shadrach. Its eyelashesfluttered ddlicately. Shadrach had a
sudden vision of the thousands of feet of rock that separated him from the real Quin, and the sense of
vertigo, the terror over the extent of Quin's control, froze him.

“Haveyou beento see,” Quin said, “the sight of the Lady Ellington?’ Singsong voice. Muttering of
awakened beasts behind glass. Purple puppet spiders dancing on the ends of their marionette strings.

“Yes. I've been to see her.”

“Wasit dl you expected?’

“| expected nothing.”

“Didyou love her?

“The Lady Ellington? No.”

The remote grinned mongtroudy, said, “Good, good,” and fell silent.

Shadrach waited until the head once again rested upon the counter. Then he walked past the creaturesin
their cages, aware that the eyes, the eyes of each mutation, each wrecked husk of chromosomes, were
fallowing him.

Nicolas apartment door was haf-open. It took adamaging act of will to clamp down on the despair
riddling through his thoughts like wormholes and ask himsdlf the relevant questions. Had Quin had her
killed for some reason? Had someone snatched her for parts, which Quin just happened to buy? The
darkness of below level had dready begun to infiltrate his mind. Now he was a detective. Now he shut
the door behind him.

Inside, he found that the aguarium had been smashed, all of Nicolasfish long since dead in pretty
patterns of inert flesh. They stank terribly. Off to the Side, he discovered adark stain on the carpet, but
when he squatted and touched it, hisfinger came away dry. Blood? Wine? Spaghetti sauce?

He examined the fish next. Some were half-esten, gnawed a by sharp teeth. Tufts of fur mixed in with
the stinking fish made him think of meerkats. Had they been here? He sniffed the air. If so, the dead fish
disguised their odor.

The couch had been moved recently, the marks where the legs had pushed down on the carpet still fresh.
On the couch hefound alaser gun—a deek new model—tucked nestly into the left corner cushion. He
left it there, but pulled out his own gun. The quiet had begun to get to him. Under the couch, another



enigmatic red stain. He didn't bother to check it.

Circling back to the door, Shadrach noticed signs of struggle. His circumspect entrance could not
account for the rough indentationsin the carpet, the traces of imprinted mud.

He entered the kitchen, found five rotting fiddler crabs on the counter, their eyestalks flaccid, clawsred
and cracked.

Which left the bedroom. The door was shut. Memoaries lay beyond that door—of |ate nights spent talking
and making love, making love and talking, until the two actions were asintertwined and inseparable as
their bodies. Was her body in there, on the bed?

Reluctantly, he punched the door button. It did open. The bedroom was empty. He sat down on the bed.
No evidence of any disturbance or struggle. He checked under the bed. Nothing.

He was about to walk back into the living room when he heard a sudden rustle, a spasm, from the closet.
Quietly, he approached the closet. He listened at the door. Nothing . . . and yet . . . Shadrach opened the
door, hisgun aimed dead center . . . to revea avery normal clothes closet, with shoes and old stuffed
animals strewn at the bottom. The animals were antique investments. Nicola had had them for years.
Sowly, Shadrach parted the clothes, gun aimed into the back of the closet. Nothing came hurtling out of
the darkness. A body did not come falling down out of the darkness.

Shadrach looked at the stuffed animals. She had a bear, arabbit, a meerkat.

With great care, Shadrach placed the muzzle of his gun againsgt the top of the meerkat's head.
“Moveand I'll kill you,” hesaid.

“Feesssshhh,” came the muted reply as the meerkat trembled uncontrollably.

Shadrach stepped back, the gun held a arm's length, the muzzle still against the side of the meerkat's
head. The meerkat's face scrunched up in a permanent flinch againgt the expected blast.

“Feesshhhh good,” the meerkat said digtantly, its stare glassy. And why shouldn't its stare be glassy? The
whole |eft sde of its body had been torn away, then cauterized by alaser weapon. The creaturewasin
shock.

“Nicola. Do you know Nicola?’

The meerkat |eered through the blood bubblesin its mouth. It stared up at Shadrach. *Nicoladoesn't
need fish anymore.”

It had taken afew moments, but now Shadrach recognized the meerkat's subtype: an urban assassin
moddl. Quin planned to sdll versions of the subtype to the spy services of haf adozen city governments.
But what was one doing in Nicolas apartment?

“You're not so bad off after dl,” Shadrach said, “ except that now I've found you.”
“Sirrrs?’ the meerkat said, amost toppling over onto itsside.
Shadrach stepped back, gun gill amed unwaveringly at the meerkat's head.

“I mean that you've got alot of hardware up there,” he said as he used awide dispersion waveto
incinerate the meerkat's body, leaving only the neck and head, which fell atop the heap of asheswith an
expression akin to astonishment forever etched into its features.



“Feesssshhhhh!” came the anguished, bewildered cry.

Shadrach carefully picked up the disembodied head by one svelte ear and took it into the kitchen. The
heads of the assassin models had been created to be self-supporting in an emergency, and could live on
for severd days after decapitation. Although in shock, although suffering from disorientation and possible
brain damage, the meerkat might gtill haveits uses. It might serve as asuitable vehicle for revenge.

In the kitchen Shadrach found a common permanent adhesive and applied it to the cauterized stump of
the meerkat's neck as the beast moaned and spat at him. He searched the cabinets, found asmall plate,
and put the meerkat head on it. He held the head in place asthe adhesive did its work.

He stared into the meerkat's eyes, which were sharp and bright with pain, and said, “1 don't give afuck
what your name was before. From now on, your name is John the Bapti<t, you son of abitch.” He
snickered for no reason at al, then stopped abruptly, because he could feel an anger, arage, behind the
snicker that mugt, at any cogt, be denied until later. Everything in its place.

Themeerkat said, “I will kill you. I will hear your eyes pop against my teeth.”

With akitchen tool cleverly caled an All-in-One, Shadrach used the pliersfunction to pull out al of the
meerkat's teeth. 1t squealed once or twice over thislatest indignity. Shadrach clotted the blood with a
washcloth until the meerkat gagged, after which helet up.

“Bagtard,” Shadrach said. “What makes you think you're any different than the funny people out in the
wastelands? What makes you think you're anything more than an extremely complex machine?”

He found the largest plagtic bag in the kitchen cabinets, poked airholesinto it, put the meerkat inside, and
stuffed the bag into the huge right side pocket of histrench coat.

“Y ou, John the Baptist, are going below level,” Shadrach said. “1 don't think therésmuch esel candoin
thelight.”

SHADRACH ATE at acafein the Cand Didtrict, obliviousto the strangled whimpers coming from his
pocket and the strange looks the waiter gave him. His mind had become extraordinarily clear, asif he
had managed to discard dl the detritus of his past.

The great wall that surrounded the city impressed itself upon him with a precision that verged on the
microscopic: He understood that with only the dightest squint he would be able to make out every
blemish, every pockmark, on its blind, timeworn face. The colors running benesth the deck of the
restaurant shone with avibrance he could not recall having seen before—the orange hueslivid asflames,
the bluesreflecting asky thet in itsimmengty could crush himin an ingant.

The wind from the sea brought to him such avariety of scentsthat Smply by breathing he became more
dive the gting of salt, certainly, and the subdued brine, but aso an underlying sweetness that reminded
him of Nicolasfavorite perffume. Had hetruly never smelled that sweetness before, or had it always been
there?

Now Shadrach knew he was fated to go below level again. Thiswas not fickle chance, not coy
coincidence—thiswasfate, and he would run toward it asfast as he could, mouth curled back in asnarl.
To think that he could grow so complacent that he could take anything for granted, even asmell, an
aftertaste, an echo.

He ate his sea bass and potatoes with a peculiar combination of intensity and doth, each bite savored,



before, finished, he dapped down payment and | ft that place, asfar as he knew, forever.
CHAPTER 2

Down below. Ten years since he had been there, and who knew how it might have changed, have
warped in his absence? Somehow, he had thought, as a child might, that it had not existed at al after he
had |eft, but had been anightmare from which he had finaly woken up. Why such a place should exist
was a question hopeesdy tangled in other questions, lost in the below-level passageways, long ago. At
times, its distant, fading shrieks could be heard, only to be once again drowned out by the chaos of a
million other voices whispering about survival. Wheat lay below level? Surely not his past.

A NARROW dley. A dit of sky caught between tal buildings. A wedlth of garbage—cans, rotted food,
plastic boxes, dead anima s—that some eccentric hadn't smply heaved over the sde of the city wall.
Under the garbage, the keysto the old kingdom: an ancient maintenance entrance—just amanhole cover
anyone could lift, after amoment's strain, by hand. He knew of more norma entrances, but from thisone
acareful person could bypass two belowground levels without detection. An ement of surprise might be
vitdl.

As Shadrach stood at the threshold, the wind died away, the rumble and hiss of hovercraft faded into the
air, and even John the Baptist stopped hisfutile squirming. No sound but for his own shalow bresthing.
The round gray manhole cover grew and grew until it became the world. From benegth it, heimagined he
could hear the sounds of below leve risng to poison the sunlight. It came softly, softly, but building, like
gossamer dream transforming itself to heavy nightmare,

On the other sde of the manhole awet glob of dugs and grubswaited for him; it wastheir faint mewling
cries he heard, the whole of their pulsing, gray bulk waiting for him to come home. Theimage of a
maggoty, sudden dark. The drip-drip of water. The suggestion of massive machinery grinding. The dark.
The harsh, spitting sound of holovidsflicking green light from behind closed doorsin closed-off corridors.
The dark. No matter how he might rationdize it, he knew that his own persond Hell waited for him down
below level. He had driven autotrains through the desert and seen what no onein the city could imagine,
but he would rather do anything than return below level. He did not want to go. He would not go.

In asingle motion, Shadrach pried open the portal, jumped into the greasy hole, clamped on to the ladder
that ran down theinside of it, and shut the lid above him. The clang resounded in the darkness as he clung
to the metal ladder. He clawed at the unpleasantly moist lid, which he could never again open, locked as
it was from the outside.

He had no choice but to grit his teeth and descend the ladder, never knowing if something below might
be scuttling up the ladder, dinking through the darkness to surprise him. The sound of his boots on the
rungs resonated through the brackish, close air. Swest trickled into his eyes. The aready enclosed space
around the ladder seemed to collgpse in on him. His movements became frantic. It took a conscious
effort to dow hisbreathing, to not just let go of the rungsand didedowninto . . . what?

The bottom of the ladder and its attendant platform finally appeared below him. Relief flooded him. He
clambered down onto the platform and took a deep, shuddering breath. He had passed the first test. He
had controlled hisfear.

Helooked around. Two sides of the platform were boxed in by walls. One side led into darkness.
Straight ahead stood an open e evator shaft. The elevator, which glowed afaint green, had gotten stuck
between floors, hafway to the bottom of the open elevator door. It smelled of old rust and new ail.
Below it lay the abyss: a shaft that might descend three levels or three hundred.



Shadrach walked up to the shaft, put his hands on the metd of the elevator'sjagged metd lip. Maybe he
could hoigt himsdf up and into the eevator, if he could find enough purchase.

They came a him from above and from three points of the compass—four nasty little brats from the
puling sound of them. They pulled him to the ground so close to the shaft that he had to roll away from
the edge before he could even think of defending himself. Two of them had nubsfor legs, and asherolled
away from the shaft, he flung one of his crippled attackers against the ladder with aswift, bruta kick. The
othersheld on, oddly bulky, their breath moist and unpleasant as they screeched in some degenerate
language. They had claws. They had teeth. They had aknife, which snapped when the wielder tried to
stab him, come up againgt hislaser gun. One punched him in the kidneys, its grasp sticky asagecko's.
Another tried to bash his head against the hard stone floor, but either his head was harder than the stone,
or hisassailant couldn't get enough leverage, because the action barely dazed him. The third held down
hisleft arm while riffling through his pockets and had the misfortune to discover John the Baptist, who
snapped at the brat's fingers. The brat shrieked, distracted long enough for Shadrach to pull hisarm free,
Hefound hisgun. Hefired into the air, bringing arain of pebbles down on their heads. In the momentary
flash of light he caught aglimpse of apale, bad scap, luminous eyes, adarting tongue.

Assuddenly asthey had attacked him, he was free of them, the digplaced John the Baptist rolling
impotently on the floor, snapping hisjaws.

Shadrach spun to hisfeet, pressed himsalf against the ladder, prepared to scramble back up it. But there
was no need—the bipeda thugs had aready legpt over the shaft's edge. As he watched in amazement,
the two legless wonders gal umphed over the edge, too, in what resembled some form of ritua suicide.

Heran to the edge, stared down into the shaft. Below, he saw, like pae mushroom capsin the gloom,
the parachutes of the last would-be bandits gliding gracefully out of sight. He aimed into the shaft, but at
the last moment did not pull thetrigger.

Instead, he hoisted himself into the elevator, pushed B for lowest level, set it for speed return, and
released the emergency stop. Asit creaked into rumbling motion, he jumped back onto the platform.

Shadrach picked up John the Baptist by the plate and sat down against thewall near the ladder. Hisside
felt bruised, hislip was split, hisright wrist partialy sprained. His hand passed over something smooth as
he propped himsdlf up and he brought it in front of hisface, to examineit in the dull greenlight.

“Huh!” he said to John the Baptist. “ A bomb. The little bastards were going to blow me up.”
Helooked at John the Baptist and John the Baptist looked at him.

“Why?" Shadrach asked. “Why was an assassn-model meerkat in Nicolas apartment?’
John the Baptist tried to snap at hisfingers.

“What's the point of silence? Y ou're not an animd. Y ou're not arobot. Y ou're dying.”

John the Baptist said, “ She thought | wasan animdl. | thought she was capable of genocide.”

Shadrach jammed the cylinder degp into the meerkat'sleft ear. It screamed, cursed, reduced to
incoherence.

“I knew you were incomplete,” Shadrach said.

Just then the elevator reached the bottom with a gut-wrenching shriek of metal, echoed by at least two
screams.



Shadrach picked up John the Baptist and said, “Well continue this conversation later.” He stuffed the
head back in his pocket. Aching, he got to his feet.

“Welcometo beow levd,” he said, and laughed, but it was alaugh like bresking glass.

NOW A strange condition overcame Shadrach, in which the world existed in gasps and gaps, so that the
intervals between events vanished and his actions took on a cold and deadly precision: There were only
places he arrived at and places he had yet to arrive at. Once gone, he was again ingtantly at his next
destination. He remembered vaguely, as he made hisway to the fifth level, the absence and presence of
light, the touch of skin againg skin in the tightly packed corridors of raggle-taggle communitiesto whom
he was like a pae ghogt, fast receding from them, followed by vast, empty passages. More than once
some brave local arm of the law would stop him and ask him his business anong them, and he would
answer them with a stare that corroded their souls.

Only once did he come free of thisfey mood, when he found himsdlf aboard an old industrid elevator
hurtling down through the darkness, lit only by red emergency lights, hisfellow passengers faces
subsumed in blood, their eyeslocked on the gun he held at hisside. The elevator bellowed and leapt like
abeast eager to plunge into the heart of Hell, and through ahole in the floor, he could see the rock to
either Sde passing by faster than fast. He thought that the e evator must be a manifestation of hisown
bloodlust, the berserker love that had crashed his nerve ends, hijacked his cdlls.

But such sdlf-awareness was an anomaly: The gaps, the gasps, of time between events had beenfilled
with memories, for hewas not truly remorseless, not truly amachine rebuilt for revenge. He was brittle
with the weight of his humanity, and he had memories of this place. Every step became astep into the
past—the fear of not having enough to eat, of being packed into atiny room with five brothers and
ggers, and of early shifts and late returns from the mining facilities. Each day they prayed that the lottery
would save them by bringing them to the surface, the other country that lay like amiracle above the
darkness.

Hisfirst memories outsde of the room that served astheir house were of the clank-and-thrum musics of
the mining machines. He soon saw them up close: monstrous black metal carapacesfour, five stories
high, the heat they gave off like sweet, so that they always seemed possessed of arighteous anger: to
steam, to bubble, to boil. They generated afierce light that annihilated hisvison even ashe adjusted to it;
acoronaof flame through which the machines burst in glimpses—their bodies ablack darker than night
(the blue-black skinslike that of ameta god-temple), their spokeslike iridescent midnight starfish; their
rancid smell, which Shadrach came to redlize was the stench of their own sweat asthey toiled; the flecks
of metd that floated off of them, infiltrating his clothes, his skin. The rust was on fire, the particles so small
that when they cameto rest on his clothes they burned through to his skin and embedded themselveslike
tiny codls, to flame white-hot before burning up, burning away. The rust spotsdidn't hurt, they only
itched, but they lent his skin amottled orange hue he only noticed on the rare occas ons when the family
visited the entertainment section with its bright lights and fun house mirrors.

Eventudly, he had adjusted—his night vision so improved he discarded hisinfrared goggles; hisskin
toughened, he devel oped snewy musclesin hisarms and thick musclesin hislegs from pulling down huge
levers, shoving mining cartsinto place, rolling exploratory shaftsinto position over holes. On dayswhen
the machines sang with the weight of the minerals caught in their great maws, he felt asif hewerethefire
itsdlf, the Site of athousand pinprick conflagrations.

Hisfather had worked in the mines, too. Hisfather: asilent giant of aman who caved in on himsdlf over
the years until it seemed the flames had devoured him, a sad husk who had done the best he could for his



family.

His mother skipped from job to job with aflexibility and ease that was frivolous next to hisfather's stoic
centeredness. She had taught Shadrach to read and write using books plundered from an ancient library.
Thesolimind civil war had effectively desiroyed the school system.

Why, he had often asked himsdlf, after the lottery had brought him to the surface and condemned the rest
of hisfamily to the darkness, did they persst in their antiquated mining methods? Only after along time
had passed and he had been assmilated into the surface world did he redlize that no one redlly controlled
the machines; that theinternd strife of the solimind war had severed the cause and effect between the
companies above ground and their servants below ground. The food machines till worked and the
lottery ran, and the mining machines were maintained, but to no purpose. Out of tradition, out of being
stuck too far inside the beast to see it had ground to a hdt, he and his family had endaved themselves.
But it wastoo late for Shadrach to tdll them this.

CHAPTER 3

Shadrach found what he was looking for soon after he entered the fifth level: around tunndl clogged with
cripples. The dull golden light that suffused the tunndl rendered their infirmitiesin glistening, glittering
perfection. Here an arm missing, there aleg, anose, an eye. Some had no limbs missing but soon would.
Others came not to recover aleg but to lose a second. Many had brought tents or deeping bags or
chairs. They muttered asthey stood in arough line. They muttered and they fidgeted and they muttered
some more. They held their faces away from the light, even those who had no eyes. Those who lacked
limbs were somehow more norma than those who had limbs.

Shadrach approached the nearest cripple—alittle old man in afaded green suit. He had no legs. He was
positioned in atray on whedls, his pant legs floating out in front. A gray beard accentuated wide
cheekbones. His eyes were large and awatery blue. He had the delicate bone structure of athrush.
Shadrach knelt beside him.

“You're not from here, areyou,” said the old man.

“l usedtobe. Isit al likethis? All the levels?’

“Y ou must have been gonealongtime,” the old man said. “It'sworse. Every level lower isworse.”
“Isthisthe line for the organ bank?’

The man considered him for amoment, bending his head to one side, then said, “Yes.”
Shadrach stood up.

“How long isthewait?’

“Y ou should ask, ‘How long isthe line?”

“All right then—how long istheline?’

“Aslong asthe wait.” The man cackled.

Shadrach reached down and dapped the man. “How long isthe line?’

Theman flinched, hiseyeswide.

“Four miles,” he said, choking back asob.



“Four miles! That could take days. | can't wait even an hour.”

“Y ou looking to donate?’ the man said, his gaze running hungrily over Shadrach'slegs. “'Causeif you
are, I'll do the waiting and you can come back later. We can go in together and—"

That was the last Shadrach heard, for he had plunged into the tunnel, gun and badge held out before him
liketalismans againg the dark.

AT FIRST, it wasn't so bad—they shied away from hisgun or his badge or his scowl, asif there were an
inverse relationship between where they werein line and their level of resistance. But the closer he got to
the front, the more people packed into the tunnel, and the more they resented being asked to movefor a
line skipper. They clawed and pushed a him with a hatred grown strong in the absence of their flesh, until
he had to fire his gun to get them to back off. A mother with child screamed a him and he pulled out
John the Baptist, who screamed back until she was screaming for an entirely different reason. A tall,
muscular man with only one eye fancied himsdlf afighter and tried to stop Shadrach, only to find himsdlf
on the ground holding his bals. Shadrach was surprised to find meerkatsin theline, but confused them by
holding up John the Baptist and saying, “1 have to find abody for this now.” The smell of sweeat and urine
grew stronger; claustrophobia began to grow insgde him. He began to flail out at the multilimbed creation
he was fighting. He shouted, he kicked, dowly surging forward even as he felt he was going to drown,
and then, when he didn't think he could take it any longer, the tunndl expelled him into the antechamber of
the organ bank.

He faced five burly attendants. A polite secretary. A professional-looking nurse.

“Your name, dr,” the nurse said, frowning, as she consulted the purple holographic list that lay between
them like scrawlings trapped in a semi-invisible spiderweb. The secretary’'s makeup made her ook
demonic. The burly attendants had scars around their heads, a nervous tremor to their bulk.

Shadrach held up his badge, pocketed his gun.
They led him to adoor, quite solicitous when faced with Quin's badge.
“Goinhere” the nurse said. “Wait for the surgeon. Hell be able to help you.”

He opened the door, went through, and gasped as he came out from the antechamber to araised dais
below which lay the main floor of the organ bank and from which rose tiers of columnsto aceiling some
two hundred feet above him. Ahead, a series of tall stone archways led the eye onward to afaraway
horizon. On first glance, it reminded him of nothing so much asthe cathedras built in the Tolstoi Digtrict
to mimic those of ancient history, but changed stirangdly in function.

Where the scul ptures of saintswould have been set into the walls, there were instead bodies laid into
clear capaules, the white, white skin glistening in the light—row upon row of bodiesin thewals, the
bewildering proliferation of walls. The columns, which rose and arched in bunches of five or Six together,
were not true columns, but instead highways for blood and other substances: giant red, green, blue, and
clear tubesthat coursed through the cathedrd like arteries. Above, shot through with track lighting from
behind, what &t first resembled stained-glass windows showing some abstract scene were reveded as
clear glass within which organs had been stored: yellow livers, red hearts, pale arms, white eyebdls,
rosaries of nerves disembodied from their host.

Behind him, on the dais, a plaque to falen surgeons, and more bodies set into the walls, their distant,
lamenting gazes as sad as any martyr's, and yet none of them was Nicola.



Above him, intherich, rich air, which smelled of blood, which smelled of bodiesrichly decomposing,
dust motes floated and, aslight as the dust motes, the globes of security cameras, the many lenses
gticking out from their bellies as numerous as pores. He could just barely hear, coming from the wings of
the cathedra, the faint sounds of surgeons at work (he thought): scapel against scapel, men'svoicesin
casud conversation looped around gurgling screams. But even as he imagined them, these sounds faded
like ghosts of sensation, and still there was no one to be seen below or above that was in motion, not
locked up againgt the walls, like corpses.

Againg such silence, such lack of resistance, Shadrach felt lost, and so when a pattering noise came from
thelong row of archways directly ahead of him, he was relieved rather than darmed. A pattering as of
feet dapping againgt marble. It did not fade, but became louder, more specific, somehow violent. It
circled round the columns of blood and ichor. He stared intently down the long length of the archwaysto
find its source. A laugh—short, barking—that he couldn't pinpoint. A shriek—Ilong, feminine. Then once
again nothing but the pattering. A shadow coyly peeking out from a column, the hint of motion, the
glimpse of aface that seemingly withdrew into white marble. Once more the sound of feet. Shadrach
took out his gun, walked to the sairsthat led to the ground level.

He was about to take action—for here, finaly, was res stance—when a shape came into view. It looked
very much, from adistance, like adeformed, broken-backed “H,” asingle strip laid acrosstwo larger
grips. Asit came closer—ahalting, sideways progress—he recognized his mistake. It was two people
somehow joined in the middle. And, findly, asthey ran and spun and argued right beneath him, at the
foot of the stairs, he saw that they were two ancient, wizened old people—so wrinkled and stooped, the
flesh sagging, that he could not tell their gender—who fought over the snow-white corpse of agirl child.
The child's abdomina organs smiled at Shadrach from agreat epidermd rip between breastbone and
someach.

“Welcometo the cadaver cathedrd, asweliketo cal it,” said avoicefrom behind him.
Shadrach whirled around.

A gaunt, pale man with hawkish features stood there. Goggles hid hiseyes and hewas dressed in a
crimson surgeon's uniform complete with red cap. He held up his hands, covered by rust-red gloves, so
that the blood dripped onto the marble floor rather than onto his uniform. He looked curioudy old and
young at the same time, asif wrinkles and worry lines had been too quickly engraved onto the face of a
teenager.

“No need for that!” the man snapped, gesturing at the gun.
Reluctantly, Shadrach replaced it in his pocket and asked, “Who are you?’

A frown. “My nameis Dr. Ferguson, and I've been interrupted at an important surgery.” He seemed to
remember hisglovesthen, and carefully took them off with arubbery thwacking sound, threw them into
acorner.

He followed Shadrach's gaze to where the two hideous figures at the foot of the stairs were now pulling
at adisenfranchised leg while one of the two humped the remaining leg. “Don't worry about them. They
are, sadly, benefactors—patrons of our research who were, as a condition of their patronage, given the
freedom to roam the cathedra as they wished. Senile before dead, I'm afraid. Now they play with the
corpses.”

Shadrach looked away from them and at Dr. Ferguson, whose fingernails were steeped in blood.

“Andyou let them?’



Dr. Ferguson shrugged. “It'sin the contract for their continued support. The corpses are dead, you
know.” A grim chuckle. “Y ou didn't think, surrounded by so much flesh, that we could ever redly
maintain its mystique? That would be unreasonable to expect. And now your name, please. Y ou caused
adisturbancein the corridor that till hasn't died down.”

“I'mwith Quin,” Shadrach said. He pulled out his badge, shoved it at the doctor, even as he sought out
once again the breadth and depth of the cathedra, so monstroudy beautiful did it seem to him.

Dr. Ferguson handed back the badge. “What do you want? I'm expected back in surgery soon.”
“I'm looking for an organ donor.”

A thin smile split Dr. Ferguson'slips. “Arent we dl?’

“No. | mean aspecific person.”

“What's the number?”

Shadrach handed him the printout.

Dr. Ferguson shuffled over to the dais and punched afew buttons. The holographic screen lit up.

“Thismight take aminute,” he said, wiping his brow with hisleft hand. A smudge of red appeared on his
forehead. “ Tell me, then, what'sthe world like up there?’

“Y ou've never been?’
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“Y ou were born here?’

“No. | was born there, but | don't remember there—I only remember here. Once your world refines
itself to encompass only the confines of the human body, the macro world seems hopelessly clumsy,
digtant, hazy. Ah, here’—and he read some number from the screen—+*we do indeed till have this
donor.” Then hefrowned. “But I'm not sure . . . well, nonetheless, come on then—follow me.”

“What'swrong? What's the matter?’
“Never mind. Just follow me”

They descended the sairs. The patrons had taken their corpse e sewhere, leaving behind only a purple
trail of ichor. At the bottom of the stairs, Dr. Ferguson stopped, looked up and down the great halls, and
darted off to hisleft. Shadrach followed closdly, still overwhelmed by the dizzying space above him,
amplified by being on thefirgt floor. He noted the way the columns of blood gushed and the gargoyles on
the corners of archways, which were not, on closer ingpection, gargoylesat al, but human heads coated
in awhite preservative and attached to the marble. None of them looked happy. A sense of disgust
fought with the relief that soon he would have found Nicola. He gripped hisgun in his coat pocket. He
did not like Dr. Ferguson.

Another pattering sound, and hewhirled in time to see agroup of internsrattle by with agurney full of
hearts, tongues, and eyes. They went so fast, an eyeball fell off. Shadrach caled out to them, but they
ignored him and were soon logt in the distance.

Dr. Ferguson chuckled. “It'sjust an eyeball—plenty more where that one came from. It hasn't got a
soul—it'sonly got an eyebdl,” and laughed ferocioudy and kicked the eyebal into a corner.



Then they walked for along time down the long hdl, in silence. Until, finaly, Dr. Ferguson turned back to
look at Shadrach, dowing his pace and showing histeeth.

“You are sure you need to see this organ donor?’

“Yes”

“It can be very emotiond.”

“I know,” Shadrach said, hoping the doctor would shut up.

Dr. Ferguson turned away and continued to walk, Shadrach behind him. After atime, alow moaning and
whimpering began to fill the air. It was a hopeless sound, which carried within it the promise of long days
of agony. Just ahead of them, the hall turned off to the |eft, around a corner. The sounds came from
beyond the corner.

Dr. Ferguson stopped right before they turned the corner. Y ou never answered my question,” he said.

“What question?’ Shadrach asked. He thought of ice, of freezing, of hisveinsturned solid with the cold.
Because he was afraid. Because he was afraid of what lay beyond the corner.

“What'sthe world like up there?”

“Lighter.”

Dr. Ferguson smirked. “I'm glad you're an ass, Shadrach. I'm glad. It makesthiseasier.”
“What easier?’

“It'snot sanitary, it'snot right. But it's the only way we know of to deal with the pressure, the sheer
pressure of bodies. Thisiswhere we send them afterwards—beyond this corner.” A sardonic expression
twisted Dr. Ferguson's face as he put his hand on Shadrach's arm. “Be strong. Be of iron will.
Understand what desperation can drive aperson to. I'll be leaving you now.”

He began to walk away. When he was dmost out of view, Shadrach called out, “Areyou redly a
doctor?’

But Ferguson was too far away for Shadrach to see whether the man nodded or shook his head.
Besdes, it didn't matter now. Without the echo of Ferguson's feet, Ferguson's words, the moans, the
dhrieks, the crying, were dl that more distinct.

Onthewall ahead of him, abody was being fed blood and other fluids. It was aboy, angdicin
appearance, seemingly adeep. His eyeswere closed, his perfect mouth set in an effortless smile. He
didn't hear the moans. He dept in hisamniotic fluid and dreamt of the surface world and knew nothing
thet hisbody did not tell him.

Shadrach shivered, untensed his shoulders, took a deep breath, and quickly walked around the corner.

Which dead-ended dmost immediately. Had Dr. Ferguson tricked him? But he still heard the moans, the
cries. They seemed to come from below him. He stepped forward and froze as sairsleading down
appeared to hisright. They led to ameta gate, and beyond the gate . . . awrithing, seething pit of flesh.
Children were doing unspeakabl e things to discarded bodies. They were plucking the eyebals out of
heads lodged between the bars of the gate. The heads at first appeared to belong to people peering out
of their prison, but in fact they were disembodied, misshapen, bloody, wan, the eyes open and staring,



and the children were plucking the eyebals out asif searching for shells on the beach. Beyond the gate
and its meerkat guard, the mgjor organs lined the walsin specid sdf-cooling “jars’ that preserved their
contents againgt dl vagaries of environment. Livers, kidneys, hearts, whole nervous systems—like viney
trees—resided in these closed worlds, backlit by agreenish murk. Brains on braingemsfulminating in
clear canigters, liveson life support and, most predominantly, legs and arms divorced from their former
owners, now lying in moist pilesor siood up like mannequins.

And yet these vitas, these essentids, were ignored by the leering, ghoulish potentia buyers, who haggled
and fought over the itemsthat lay in the foreground.

The meerkat attendant said, findly, inaraspy growl, “Going in or leaving?’

Shadrach stared at the meerkat blankly asit repeated itsalf, then nodded as the creature held the outer
gate open for him. He collected himself as the gate closed behind him, and said, *“1'm looking for
someone who may ill bedive. Wheredo | go? What do | do?’

“If you'relucky,” the attendant said, “the person you're looking for will be toward the back, where the
freshest onesare kept.” He smiled, reveding ydlowed teeth. “ Y ou'll get usedtoiit. They al do.”

Theinner gate opened and he walked inside.

The sound, blocked by the gates, swelled up now: the endless chattering banter of merchants showing
their wares, an obscene sound that howled through his skull. The heart's desire to see the beloved whole
and unharmed could not survivethe redlities of this place. Ashis eyestook in what his brain could not
contain, Shadrach felt beaten, defeated, and out of him came a sound so deep, so full of anguish, so
indefinable yet so human, in that most inhumane of places, that even the gangrenous children stopped
their febrile entertainments among the body parts to watch thistal, stricken stranger with astonishment.

The place smelled of the charndl house, aswdll it should, for not al of the parts were fresh, or even
usable for trangplant, and as Shadrach wandered aimlessly up and down the aides, he wondered what
they did with their parts, these buyers. That green leg there, haf—rotted away—what use did the tiny man
with one eye havefor it, that he should barter so furioudy for it? That crushed head with the brainsfaling
out into mush—who could want such athing? When had below level come to mean such decay?

Finaly, he managed to ask awoman for directions and, finaly, he made hisway through the carnage to
the place he had been told to go. But dl that he found was amountain of legs, in dl states of disrepair,
guarded by asullen, naked dwarf.

“Where do | find the organ donors?’ he asked the dwarf.

The dwarf made a digging motion and pointed to the pile of legs.
“Inthere?’ Shadrach said. “Ingdethe pile?’

The dwarf nodded.

Shadrach bent over and threw up into the offal that surrounded him. The dwarf watched and smiled and
offered no help.

Shadrach straightened up, helplessin the grip of nightmare. His body knew better than he what to do. He
took off hisjacket and laid it to the Side. Then he entered the pile of legs.

It was ahuge pile, asbig asamountain, and very few of the legs had been capped for preservation.
Mogt were uncapped and moldering, some cruddly frozen. The pile smelled of dead medt. It tasted like



dead mest. It was dead mest. But Shadrach continued on in the midst of it. He soon found that he sank
through the top layer, but that underneath tunnels had been carved in the flesh, so that he could at least
make hisway to the center of the mound. He did not so much pull legs aside as wade through them until
they surrounded him, the tunnéls, the trailsincomprehensible to himin that pale palor, that cata ogue of
death. Their touch againgt hisface, hisarms, hislegs came tough and solid, jellied and soft. They vibrated
with his passage. They quivered. Some moved dowly, asif in memory of life, of other limbs. Hisface
grew red with gore, yellow with thick fat. He had to climb to the top of the pile to breathe, then “ dive”
back into the search. At times, more complete bodies confronted him: arag of black hair, adilated,
garing eye, and hewould tensein anticipation of finding her, only to be disappointed. He couldn't
imagine the redlity of that place, and s0 it became unreal to him: the set of aholo, the deck of aghost
craft.

It took nearly haf an hour, but eventually he found her, near the bottom, still hooked up to her
life-support gpparatus, in along, rigid cocoon, only her face open to the air, and that covered by aclear
sheath. She had lost afoot and breast in addition to her already missing eye and hand, but otherwise
remained intact.

“Nicola” hesaid. “Nicola” Hedid not know how to hold her, did not know if it would hurt her for him
to touch her. Would it hurt him? But in the end he forgot to think and hugged her to him, kissed her
bruised forehead, discarded the sheath, though not the tube, and kissed even the vacant orbit. For,
despite everything, shewas alive.

He picked her up and began the long, arduous journey back, the legs aforest, atangle from which he
built aladder, abridge, to get to the top, and from there, down the mountain of flesh.

Ashecarried her, ashelooked into her ruined face, he mistrusted the love that welled up inside him.
Why should he love her so much more when she was like this, helpless, than when she was healthy and
whole?

He said her name over and over again to himsdlf, like amantra, as he walked, as heran, as he cursed
and screamed hisway through the great cathedrd, promising himsdf hewould kill Dr. Ferguson if ever he
saw him again.

SHADRACH TOOK her farther underground, toward the only place he could be sure still existed:
home. As he ran—an awkward, lopsided gait—he looked back over his shoulder asif pursued by
something, only to find he carried it with him. He took her through noisy crowds celebrating eventslong
past and through sllences dternately liketiny blessings or lesions, places where exposed mine shafts
waited to make the silence even more complete.

In those silences, in that darkness, he clasped her to him and drank in her fragrance. He pulled her hair to
him, kissed her head. Cradled her. Listened for her breathing. How he loved her. How he loved her in
the slence. In theimmensity of empty hals carved from solid rock, the stillness broken only by the sound
of water dropletsfaling into puddles, anongst the shadows, the emotion closed in on him, possessed his
body so completely that it scared him. He knew, looking into her dreaming face, that he would do
anything for her. For now that he had recovered her all the other fears, dreads, insecurities, petty
irritations, had been devoured by one greet, all-consuming terror: that he might lose his beloved. Would
he know who he wasif she died? Would he care?

And sill heran.

Hours passed into memory. Hefound a placein hismind that locked him into the silence, locked himinto



glimpses of hisbeoved when, likeamiracle, likeacurse, light crept in and made her face visbleto him.

Findly, haf-sensdless with fatigue, Shadrach staggered up to the door of what he had aways known as
his parents home. Nicolasweight in hisarms he ignored; it was only the thought, heavy asthe stone
above hishead, that she might be damaged beyond repair that pulled at hisarms and gave him no rest.

The smple meta door had afaded address printed on it. A dit for courier deliveries—no different from
any other door in the passageway. Hundreds of doors shone a diseased greenish silver in the emerald
light of the Sdewalk lamps. The air smelled damp and stae, too often recycled. It sparkled with floating
motes of minera dust. In dark corners, garbage moldered, asit probably had for months. Faint chalk
lines showed where children had marked out the boundaries of obscure games, but no one stood in the
passageway now. Such emptiness disturbed Shadrach. It waswell past midnight and miners should have
been coming home from the end of their shifts.

The dull drone of aholovid at low volume came from beyond the door of the place where he had spent
the first twenty-four years of hislife. The sound unnerved him; it made him think that the past ten years
above ground had been adream—that he would knock and his mother would unlock the door, walk
back into the house, and he would follow her, st down in front of the holovid after along day at the
mines. He could smell the mild shampoo his mother used on her hair.

John the Baptist squirmed in Shadrach's pocket asif impatient.

But he didn't have the strength to knock, so he tap-kicked the door with hisfoot. He was afraid thet if he
let go of Nicola, he would collapse on the doorstep.

Nothing happened for amoment. Shadrach thought he might faint. Then the sound of the holovid stopped
abruptly. Shadrach held his breath. The door did open just wide enough for the long muzzle of alaser
rifleto dide out until it rested againgt hisforehead. He wanted to laugh. He wanted to cry. To come al
thisway, just to be blown to bits on the doorstep of hisfather's house.

From the darkness, he felt the scrutiny of another's gaze. It wasn't hisfather, of that he was sure. He
gared into that darkness and tried to smile. Hisgun wasin its holster at hisside. The muzzle of therifle
felt cold againg hisskin.

“Whoisit?’” A hollowed-out voice, asif from agreat distance.
“Father?’ Shadrach said. “My father lives here”

A deep huff of laughter, unexpected but self-assured, echoed from the darkness. The door did al the
way open. A gaunt, ragged man with long hair—substantial as shadow and clothed in along black
robe—stood there. Only the eyesin the strangely elongated, bearded face declared themselves: afierce
green, like two shards of emerad in asetting of badly tarnished silver.

It was not hisfather. His movements preternaturaly quick, the man came closer, till holding the gun to
Shadrach's head. The man had unusualy long arms.

The man said, “Who are you? What are you doing here?’
“I'll tell you if you'l lower your gun.”
“No. Who areyou?’

Shadrach grunted with the weight of holding Nicola. He shifted his hands. “My father . . . does my father
dill live here?”



“I'm the only onewho lives here”
“For how long?’
“Threeyears”

Shadrach's arms became suddenly twice as heavy. A ponderous weariness stole over him. And yet a
voiceingde sneered a him and said, “What did you expect? Y ou left them here.”

“Do you know who lived here before you?’
The man shook his head.
“Do you know where| can find them?’

The man made the huffing sound again. A smell hung in the air—like fire-bitten twigs or lemon rinds
exposed to the gutter.

“I'veamed agun at your face, you're carrying adead woman, and yet you ask me questions,” the man
sadinalow, predatory voice. “1 smdl anima on you. Have you killed an anima?’

“She's not dead!” Shadrach's shout reverberated down the corridor.

Asthe sound echoed, they stood there silent, Shadrach staring into the past and the man staring into the
passageway, Nicola between them like an offering. All Shadrach wanted to do waskill this person who
stood between him and home. Nicolawas dipping from his grasp. Could he reach hisgun in time?

He was saved from the decision by his adversary. The man withdrew the gun, held it at hisside. Ina
hesitant voice, asif againgt his own best counsdl, the man said, “Y ou can come in for afew minutes. |
don't want to leave this door open any longer than | haveto.”

Shadrach nodded, weak with his burden. “Thank you. Thanks. That'svery kind.” It wasthefirst act
since he had come below ground that seemed to have any humanity to it.

The man motioned him in, said as he passed over the threshold, “If you try to rob me, I'll kill you.”
“I'm not armed.”

“Yesyou are—| can smell the metal. But don't worry—if you reach for your weapon, you'll be dead
beforeit'sin your hand.”

“I bedieveyou.”

AND SO he entered hisfather's house again after ten years of sdf-imposed exile. Even though hisfamily
no longer lived there, it was exactly as he remembered it. The same fuzzy holovid played some maudlin
melodrama. The old table had lost two more chairs. A new couch stood to the right. Since the old bed
was gone, the couch must convert into a sofabed. The hologram of his parents on their wedding day no
longer floated in the middle of the room. The bookcase opposite looked alittle more ragged, alittle more
unsteady. The few books that were left had awarped, tattered |ook—perhaps the find proof that his
father was gone. Unlike most, hisfather had revered books, thought of them as artifacts to be cherished,
even though he could not read. The room flickered under the white of abare fluorescent globe. The smell
of fire-bitten twigs wasthicker here.



The man stared at the woman in Shadrach's arms and said, “ She's stronger than you, isn't she?” That
quick gaze from the ruins of the face—sharp, fierce.

“Sheiscarying me.”
The man nodded. “Y ou should sit down. Y ou should set her down. My nameis Candle. I'm apriest.”
“Thank you. My nameis Shadrach Begolem.”

Gently, he set her down on the couch. Even the carpet by the couch was the same—the dead shag
beneath his knees abrasive. He looked up to see Candle staring a her with concern. Something in the
eyes gave Candle away.

“Y ou're not human, areyou?’
13 NO.”

Candle's hands were long, like thick roots, and they ended in retractable claws. The pdmswere yelow
inthe light. Where the cuff of his deeves ended, Shadrach could see thick brown fur tufting out. Shadrach
suddenly felt more threatened than he had with agun aimed at him. Would Candle fed an affinity for the
meerkat head in his pocket?

“Do you know Quin?’ Shadrach asked.
“Yes.” Candl€'s gaze scorched through Shadrach.

“I know himtoo.” He searched in his pocket, pulled out the badge asif it were alucky amulet. “I work
for Quin.”

Candle turned away, walked to the other sde of the room, stood facing the kitchen. “Y ou don't need to
show methat. | won't hurt you.”

“Yes, but will you help me otherwise? She needs help.”
Candle shrugged.

Shadrach turned back to Nicola. She had agray palor to her, asif she hadn't seen the sun for years. Her
eyewas sunk back in her head. Her breathing came dow and regular, but dmaost imperceptible. Her dirty
hair had stuck to her scalp. He brushed bits of dirt from her cheek. What was the point of rescuing her if
he couldn't save her life?

“Please,” hesaid to Candle. “Please. Y ou must know someone—or know someone who might?’
Candlesaid, “I'm just an animd. What could | possibly know?’
“Soyoull let her die?’

“No,” Candlesaid. “Youll let her die. You let her cometo this. When you love someone, do you let
them come to such astate? The guilt iswritten al over your face. | can smdl it on you.”

Each word cut into Shadrach asif Dr. Ferguson were operating on him. He could not stand it. He spun
to hisfeet, hand diving into his pocket.

But Candl€'s gun was dready aimed a him again.



Candlesad, “Dont.”
“Y ou know where my parents are, don't you?’

“No. They moved your parents out—they moved al the humans out. | don't know what they did with the
mining families. They just carted them off one day and carted usin. We work for Quin now.”

“What isQuin like?’

“Like?" Candle shook hishead in amusement. “Like? He's like nothing that's ever been seen on this
Earth. He'sapart of me. He might even be apart of you. Y ou've asked a question I've no answer to.”

“Do you respect Quin? Do you worship him?’

Candle gave him along, suspicious stare. “No,” he said findly.
“Nether do . Can't you just help mefind adoctor?’

“Wasn't there a doctor where you found her?’

“Not anyone I'd trust. Besides, she doesn't just need a doctor—I need to know what she knows. | need
a_”

“A psychewitch.”
1] Yaﬂ

Candle scowled. “If | find you a psychewitch, will that be the end of it? Will you promise never to come
back here?’

Shadrach nodded.

Candle regarded him for amoment. “1 don't trust you.”
“But | trust you,” Shadrach said, even though it wasn't true.
CHAPTER 4

The psychewitch Candle called Rafter peered through her strangely bgeweled sight like an exotic cand
fish: dow-moving, graceful, and utterly dangerous. She had given over one eye so that she could bond
with the subatomic, the subchromosomatic. She lived alevel above Candle, in aneighborhood of
boarded-up businesses and closed-down industries. Candle had led Shadrach through amaze of narrow
corridorsto get there, Shadrach doing his best to mentally catalog each twist and turn for future
reference. The whole way he had been lost in the double sadness of Nicolas condition and the loss of his
family—and the guilt that he fdt so little for hisfamily. They had been wrapped in agray fog of lack of
detail for dmost ten years. Surely he should fed something, but he found that his heart only had room for
Nicola, that his concern for her had pushed out dl other considerations. Did that make him insane?

When they arrived, Candle had had along, whispered conversation with her while Shadrach stood in a
corner with Nicolatill in hisarms. He did not want to subject her to the added trauma of setting her
down if they were not welcome. Rafter had finally walked over to Shadrach, but said nothing, gazing at
him until he looked away. Rafter's narrow features, perfectly preserved, gave no hint of
information—about her age, her life. Her movements, concise and controlled, let dip no clueto
weaknesses. Only the silver, close-cropped hair, flicked up in front and hugging her scalp in back,
reveded anything about her persondity.



The waiting room gave Shadrach more clues, for it had the carefully planned flamboyance of amagician's
gtage. Curtains full of moving holographic images of faces—past clients?>—framed holographic windows
on dl four wals, each looking out on ascene of clichéd tranquillity: the sea, the desert, mountains, jungles
(thislast taken from ancient film redls). The chairs not only morphed to the curvature of avistor's spine
but dso spokein purring, sibilant voices. The carpet remained mute, but itsthick grassdid pull away to
reveal aspringy gray path at thefirst touch of avisitor's shoes.

Finaly, Rafter said, “ Comewith me,” and, turning, led Shadrach and Candle into another, smaller room
with an operating table. A rectangular black box stood on a pedestal in the corner. The room was devoid
of any hint of persondlity.

“Set her down—gently,” Rafter said.
Shadrach laid her on the table. * Can you save her?’

“I can save anyone,” Rafter said. 1 can bring back the dead.” Sheripped off the mask that covered
Nicolasface. She opened Nicolas|eft eye and stared intently, clicking on acircle of lamps so that the
light gathered like pearls across Nicolas face. Rafter's mechanica eye captured the light, interrogated it,
then releasad it.

“Only dreaming,” Rafter muttered. Shetook surgical scissorsfrom apocket and cut awvay enough of the
gauze that Nicola's arms came free. She held Nicolas right arm up—it looked unbearably paleto
Shadrach—and focused her gaze on the nub of awrist. Nodded once, replaced the arm carefully in the
cast. Then sheflicked out the lights pearling from her eyes. She amiled thinly at Shadrach, asif out of
ritua, and from adistant place.

“She'ssalvageable,” Rafter said.

“ Sdvageable? What do you mean by salvagegble?’

“I mean, | can bring her back.”

She held up ahand to forestall further questions and walked over to the box, pulled it over to Nicola.
“What'sthat?’

“Part of the procedure. Relax, it isn't happening to you.”

Rafter pushed a button on the side of the box and, with awhirring sound, four triangular flaps sprang
open. The box proceeded to undergo an amazing transformation, turning itsdf insde out until itsinnards
showed, full of conduits and microchips and gimcrack circuitry, in the middle of which hung vias of
cloudy liquids hardwired into the interior. The machine cooed and burbled in away that reminded
Shadrach of a senile grandparent or a newborn baby. The sound did nothing to reassure Shadrach.

He must have grimaced, because Rafter said, “Oh, that. The machine till believesit'salive. Of coursg, it
isn't anymore. Poor thing.”

She pushed abutton and athin, mechanica voice said, “Equilibrium . .. check . . . integrity . . . check.”
Rafter might aswell have been practicing witchcraft. She attached wires to Nicolas head, nodded,
cursed, frowned, and findly smiled—thefirst time Shadrach had seen her amile, and it was amarvelous
smilethat lit up her entire face—as she read the results diplayed on various monitors.

“Y ou mean you can do al your work with just thisbox?’ he asked.



“Y our nameis Shadrach and you work for Quin, correct?’
“Isthat what Candletold you?’

Rafter smiled again. “1'm apsychewitch. | know everything thereisto know. But if you work for Quin,
then you do know that not everything of importanceisvery large.”

“I don't follow you.”

“You will, oneday. Now listen very carefully, and don't interrupt: She's not in acoma She's not
brain-dead. She's stuck in the step before death. Sometimes, after they use a person for parts, they don't
kill them, they just leave them in astate of stasis and give them to the boneyard, which iswhere | assume
you found her, yes? After dl, it's easier to leave them thisway than to cut them up and cap dl the parts.
But the tricky thing is bringing a person out of stasis. The body revolts, the subconscious mind, having
resigned itsalf to endless dream, protests. So | can doit, but it will take three or four days. It'slike
bringing someone out of deep deep. If you rouse them quickly, it'sashock, but in this Situation a shock
that can kill. Her system has dready suffered too much trauma. So you bring them up dowly. Likeinthe
old days, with deep-seadivers, so they wouldn't get the bends.”

“Thebends?’

“Never mind. So | coax her up, out of her deep. It's easier because someone has accessed her memories
recently, so she'sthat much closer to the surface.”

“What?’

“Her memories,” Rafter said. “Her memories. Someone has dredged them up. It's clear from these
readings—and see the jack in the side of her head?’

A smdl meta implant did indeed protrude from his beloved'sright ear.

“Why?" Hewas dmost speechless. It horrified him that someone had rifled through her mind asif through
aholographicfile. Searching for . . . what?

“ Someone probably wanted to view her death. That's not outlawed down here because.. . . well,
because nothing's outlawed down here.”

Nausea crept up Shadrach'sthroat. To be violated inthat way . . . and yet, athought came to him that
shamed him. What if it were aloved one? What if it were necessary?

“Will ... will it hurt her to access her memories?’

Rafter shook her head. “No. The path has dready been established. Running alink through you might
even bring her to the surface more gently. What | have to do isrun that loop of her last memories over
and over. It'slikeasiren song calling to her consciousness. Eventudly, she will stop drowning and riseto
the surface. We can do it right now. But | would advise againgt it.”

“I want—I need—to find out what happened to her. If it won't hurt her . . .”
“It won't. But it might hurt you.”
“WM!

Rafter's mechanica eye dilated, and agrim smile transformed her face into a surface bleaker than the
wastel ands between the cities. “ Because you never know what you'l find there.” Shadrach could fight off



parachuting assailants. He could make hisway through an army of cripples, search for hisbelovedina
mountain of legs, but when the time came to accept the temporary jack, the wires, and the entire
apparatus of another's consciousness, he found himself as afraid as he had been since entering below
level. Did he know enough about thisworld to bear what he found in her world? Hewould liedownin
the darkness with her and when he rose from that darkness, he would leave her mired init.

What does it mean to enter the mind of the beloved? Thel lost in the you without hesitation: the
ultimate god of every kindred soul to transcend the aching, the screaming, loneliness of the Divide, S0
that the atoms of one dissolve into the atoms of the other (two asone. . .), making such intimate love that
orgasmisthe sharing of eectronsinflight. And what does it mean to enter the mind of the beloved
when you believe the beloved no longer loves you?

Rafter said from somewhere above him, “ Are you ready?’

“Yes” hesad, and Rafter's eye novaed, and he was no longer himself.

Y OU. WERE. Always. Two. As one: Nicola and Nicholas, merging into the collective memory
together, so that in the beginning of a sentence spoken by your brother you knew the shadow of
its end and mouthed the words before he said them. In each moment you spent with him, you lived
again that mist-shrouded beginning when the doctor rescued you from the artificial mother's
womb—to bawl and cough and look incredulous at the sheer imperfection of the outer world. The
world of plastic, the world of sky, the world of detritus and decay . . .

Y ou entered her, then there was nothing except for her thoughts, the images coming from her eyes, and
you/he disembodied/reincarnated as your love, feding every pain, every happiness, every
disappointment. It was exhaugting. It was frugtrating. It was cruel. It made you redize that if therewere a
God, It had placed humanity in so many different closed receptacl es through awisdom that only revealed
itself now: that you could be too closeto someone. . . and yet, hefound himsdf still an object inthe
current of her thoughts, able to discern that he was separate from her . . . even as he wanted to scream
“Don't seek him out! Leave him bel” when Nicholas didn't make hislunch gppointment with her. When
shewent to the Tolstoi Didtrict, he saw as she did not the menace in the animals that peered out at her
from the shadows. When he came face-to-face with himself on the docks—that sour, that pathetic
countenance, so absorbed in its own salf-pity—he wanted to die, to kill himsalf; he could seethe
resentment on hisfeatures, the childish holding back of himsdf out of pride when he should have
comforted her and given her the information that might have saved her. When John the Baptist cameto
her door, he thought to himsdlf, “But he's just ahead in my pocket.” He could not take it. He could not
survive as a separate mind, knowing what he knew. He could not be asagod, removed fromit al. And
90, eventudly, hedid dip fully into her skin, by giving up the opinionsthat comprised hisidentity. There
wasavas rdief, an unlimited freedom, in this giving up of hisself. Hewas aleaf floating to the street
surface, afleck of ash spiraling through the air. He was ears and eyes and tongue and nose and hands
and mind. He was nothing. He was everything. And hislove for her burned ever brighter the closer she
cameto her destruction . . . until her brother's hands were around their throat and he thought he would
dietoo. He could see the same darkness ahead, the single candle flickering out. And he had no ideas
about revenge at that moment, no thoughts at al, but only fedings as he tried to scul pt the very pathways
of her memory, to comfort her and remember her smultaneoudy. To reach out to her, no longer her
watcher, her shadow, but somehow to communicate with her, to let her know that she survived this, that
she survived this, that he waswith her, and she would not die. But he couldn't. He couldn't, whether it
was some fault in him or alimitation of their contact. He couldn't reach beyond himsdf into her. Not
redly. And it wasthis horror, not her degth, not rage toward Nicholas or Quin, that finaly brought him



out of her—screaming like alost soul.

HE WOKE in Rafter's arms. She was dapping hisface and staring down at him with her mechanica eye.
As soon as he cameto, she pulled away, released him to the ministrations of one of her chairs. Hewasin
the [obby.

“It'sokay,” Rafter said, asif Shadrach had just had abad dream.

Hisbody did not fed right—it wastoo large, awkward and gangly. He felt something trickling down the
side of hisface, wiped at it, saw that it was blood.

“Y ou ripped the jack out of your head,” Rafter said. “Not really avery good idea. But you're awake
now. You're awake. Youredive. She'sdivetoo. | even gave you some vitamins and protein
intravenoud y—you must not have eaten for a couple of days before you came here. So everything's
fine—you can stop shaking now.”

She produced a sdlf-lighting cigar, took a puff, and sat down in the chair next to him.
“Candleleft,” shesaid. “He said to say he hopes he doesn't see you again.”

Shadrach choked on agrest, collapsing breath, his arms trembling. He wanted to hit Rafter, but smply
lay back exhausted in the chair. How could he remember? How could he forget? He had been inside her
mind. He had been her. Insde of him, in the corners of his consciousness, the animas of the Tolgtoi
Didgtrict now prowled in dl their strangeness. And the sensation of being made love to by the hologram of
aman. And thefull, terrible weight of her love for him, and her fdling out of love, her judgment. Which he
accepted. He accepted it all. It was as she said.

Rafter said quietly, asif holding back some savage emotion, “1 shouldn't have let you do that.”
“No, no,” Shadrach said, rising, face pae. “It was better to know.”

Rafter |looked away.

Shadrach's face hardened. He wiped the tears from hisface. “ Tell me—what's on the tenth level 7’
“It'sjust agarbage zone. There's nothing much there.”

“Except for Nicholas.”

“Who?’

“The man who killed Nicola. Her brother.” He choked on the words.

Rafter snorted. “Y oure telling me you're off to get revenge instead of staying here with her?’

“I'm going to kill Nicholas. And then I'm going to kill Quin, because he put Nick uptoit.”

Rafter took a puff from her cigar. “Y ou're going to get yourself killed. For revenge. And where will that
leave your lover? In the boneyard again, no doubt.”

“Herésmy card. Ther€'s credit enough on it to pay for the whole procedure.”

“I'm sure thiswill be agreat comfort to her when she wakes up.”



“I've no choice. No choiceat dl.”
He headed for the door.

From behind him, Rafter said, with as much venom as he had ever heard in another person'svoice,
“Aren't you going to see her before you go?’

“No,” he said, and walked out the door.

Outside, once the door had shut behind him, he looked around asif blind. The corridor was narrow, the
light afaint purple. He walked aimlesdy through the twists and turns of the empty tunnel but could not
sugtain even thisleve of energy for long. He had been filled up with imagesfrom her life, with her very
thoughts, until he was more her than him, and this created for him a curious double vison, in which the
tunndl was merely awormhole leading into scenes from her eyes, which doubled back and branched out
until he could barely see where he waswalking.

He stumbled, almost fdll, and decided to Sit down, with hisback againgt the tunnel wall, hisfeet resting
againg the opposite wall. Roaring out of the morass of pity, terror, happiness, joy, sadness, eation that
he had inherited—shooting forth from this void, the sngle sharp thought: She does not love me. It was
almost more than he could take. But he was not the kind of person to fold, to crack, to be broken, and
S0 ingtead, in those moments after the redlization, he bent—and bent, and kept on bending beneath the
pressure of this new and terrible knowledge. Soon he would bend into atotally new shape altogether. He
welcomed that. He wanted that. Maybe the new thing he would become would no longer hurt, would no
longer fear, would no longer look back down into the void and wonder what was | eft of him.

Shedid not love him. 1t made him laugh as he sat there—great belly laughs that doubled him over inthe
dust, where helay for along moment, recovering. It was funny beyond bearing. He had fought through a
dozen terrorsdl for love of her. And she did not love him. Hefdt like acharacter in aholovid—the
jester, the clown, the foal.

He righted himsalf, brushed the dust from his shoulders. He took John the Baptist out of his pocket, set
the head down beside him.

“How much longer do you have?’ he asked the meerkat.

John the Baptist had lost his sullen aggression. The meerkat sounded tired. “ L ess than twenty-four hours.
| can fed mysdf dying. My organs are shutting down.”

“Y ou don't have any organs. Do you still want to kill me?’

The meerkat stared up a himin thewan light. “All | want isto live, like anyone.”

“Then you shouldn't havetried to kill Nicola. Y ou attacked her.”

“She had found our sacred place. Would you have me sacrifice my own people for ahuman?’

“Yed Youre practicaly amachine, John. Machines don't have rights. Y ou do what Quin says. Y ou don't
havefreewill.”

“Why are you bothering this poor machine with insults, then? Why not find asentient being to torture? |
think you'l find it much more rewarding.”

“Tell me, then, meerkat—do you have afamily? Quin made you from avat. Quin made you. Me, |
comefrom along line of ancestors. | can trace my heritage.”



“Pointless, pointless. | know what | fedl. | know who | am. Quin made me, but | am not amachine.”
“What isyour creator like, then? Ishe akind god?’

“Hesakinder god than you—he'd never cut off my head and leave my limbsto fend for themsalves.”
“Soon you will be deed, limbsand al.”

“Aswill you. | heard everything. Y ou will try to kill Quin. Y ou might aswel commit suicide.”

“Y ou have such a cheery outlook, John.”

“If you werein my position, you would understand. | hope you will someday bein my postion. Evenif |
don't liveto seeit, the thought comforts me.”

Shadrach found himself admiring the dying animal, this head on aplate, this nwho knew who he
was, who had no doubits, or did not show them. He laughed again.

Now hewould find out who he wasin the absence of her love. Now he would find out if he could love
someone who truly did not love him back.

With amighty effort, hetried to cast out dl thoughtsthat did not center on Quin.

“It'stimeto find someone you know,” he said as he picked up John the Baptist, put him back in his
pocket, and got to hisfeet.

CHAPTER 5

The garbage zone was arevolving beast that ate its own dark trail and was never fully gorged on what it
found there. Onceit had been Al, but now it wasjust an old beast, and adow beast, and it had no eyes
to seethe dim white, the dim black, rags of flesh that traversed the piles, the mountains, of its movable
feast. The beast formed acircle, and at the far end of the circle—farthest from where Shadrach entered
its entrails—the maw of the beast chomped down on the stinking offad, the rotted food, the ever-present
stream of used plastics with its rusted metd jaws. With agrinding of gears, it swallowed ton after ton,
some of it burned, some of it expelled from its gullet down into a degp hole where it was crushed flat. But
mogt of it was reduced down into raw materials and expelled by eruption from the beast's blowhole, to
be used by above level, which would in turn send its products below leve to the captive commercial
market waiting to use them, and once used, once more thrown out, so that the beast not only ate itsdlf, it
atetheleavings of itsleavings: It ate theworld forever. Lucky, then, that it had no sense of smell, nor
even abrain, nor could sense the weak scraps of flesh that stole from its very innards till smaler scraps
for themsdlves.

Shadrach cared nothing for the beast, but only for the folk who had taken up residence on the tenth level.
They were protective of their garbage on the tenth level—it waslike gold to them, for every day some
wastrel tossed athousand useful itemsinto the trash, down the chute into the beast. And every day,
scavengers sorted through the mess of discarded soup pouches, banana peels, dead animal's, exhausted
hologram sets, paper plates, bones, mest, vegetables, forks, stray coins, used travel cards, the occasiona
husk of abook. Sometimes, when the beast grew dow and lazy in its chewing, the garbage stood forty
feet high and each clan or family would stake out a hill and protect it against all comers.

So Shadrach stuck to the valleyswhere lay strewn atorn dress, a soiled teddy bear, used coffee
grounds. The ceiling of the tenth floor was uneven, carved from solid rock, but averaged sixty feet, while
below his boots squished down on a hundred moist, gelid substances. The smell of burning came faintly
to him from the distant maw of the beast—once he even thought, athough thiswasridiculous, that he



could hear afaint chewing sound—and he welcomed this harshness, for hisnosetold him terrible tales
indeed, none with happy endings.

Even ashe cdled Nicholass name, now faintly, now loudly, he saw the clanson their hills, armed with
guns, lasers, and spears made from sted they had found while rummaging amongst the rubbish. These
clans had neither closeties nor were related in any racia sense, but they stood tall and united as he
gpproached, ominousin their sllence, and only resumed their febrile salvaging when he had safely passed
their particular hill. The smell so sickened him that he prayed he would find Nicholas sooner rather than
later; even John the Baptist gasped and sneezed in his pocket. He dso did not like the way the floor
congtantly moved forward—it was hard to find his balance, and it made the world seem impermanent.

FINALLY, AFTER four hours, by the light of afire set asawarning, Shadrach saw the shadows of men
and women with spears jabbing at something that stood at the base of their trash heap. It flinched and
whined. He heard a voice as he approached. It said, “Please—leave me alone. Please,” in atone beyond
panic: flat and dead and unmistakable.

Shadrach pulled out his gun and fired awarning shot into the air. The trash folk turned to ook at him
quizzicdly, shrugged asif to say, “It in't trash—why should we fight for it?” and retreated to the top of
their hill. They stood there laughing as Shadrach gpproached their victim. One man called out to him, “If
you find out what it be, let us know.”

Shadrach ignored him. He stood where the trash folk had stood and peered into the darkness. He saw a
form, hunched low against the wall. The flickering of thefire did not reach far enough to see what lay
hidden there. A sudden shiver of fear. Something was not right here. Something was very wrong.

The shadow moved, came toward the light, only to shuffle back into the darkness again. Shadrach caught
ahint of agauntness at odds with another impression: that of ponderous weight. The shadow made a
moist licking sound, followed by a sinuouswriggling, a broken cough.

“Nicholas? Nicholas, isthat you?’ Shadrach wondered at the control in hisvoice.
The shadow turned unsteadily in Shadrach's direction.

“Do you want to hear astory?’ said the sbilant voice. “I know alot of stories. Let metell you astory
about the city. Becauseit's very important. The city isacliché performed with cardboard and painted
sparkly colors. ..” The voice became unclear, inditinct, amost lisping.

“No, Nick,” Shadrach said. “| don't want to hear astory. Y ou know who | am.”

Silence. Then: “Hélo, Shad. Imaginethis. Shad here. Intheflesh.” A snort. A despairing chuckle. “I
don't suppose you have any drugs on you? Any painkillers?’

Shadrach ran into the darkness. He kicked Nicholas hard, but retreated; his boot had met a mushiness
that revolted him.

“My God, Nick, what's happened to you?’

The shadow cringed againgt thewall. “ Thanks, Shad. Thanksfor thekick. You've split my lip. I'm
bleeding, Shad.”

“And I'll hit you again—harder—if you don't tell me what | need to know.”



“Why don't you just go away. Just . . . go away. Please.”
“I can't go away until | know somethings.”

Shadrach heard Nicholas dide farther down thewall, until he was sitting. And yet the shadow occupied
the same space.

The hairsrose on Shadrach'sarms.

“Comeout into thelight, Nick.”

“No. Not even one pill? Not even asingle pill >

“Come out where | can seeyou.”

“Oh Shad, you redly don't want meto do that.”

Shadrach aimed his gun into the darkness. “Y ou have two choices and five seconds.”
“I'm not mysdlf, Shad. I'm just not.”

“Three seconds.”

A long, moist sigh, then, with stedthy ponderousness, ady thickness, Nicholas came out of the darkness.
He met Shadrach's dishelieving stare with his enigmatic, blue-tinted compound eyes.

Shadrach choked back his nausea. “My God, Nick. My God.”

Nicholas resembled nothing so much as the kitten creature he had made as a boy, the creature Nicola
had put out of its misery. The compound eyes, yes, and thefivelegs, thelizard'stall, the oversized human
ear erupting from the top of hisfurry head, and from the catlike ears writhing bloodred tongues. Nicholas
had wrapped a gray robe around his body, but from the holesin its frayed fabric things protruded and
things poked. He was half-naked and dirty and all that remained to mark him as human were his nose
and hisfanged mouth, which made his speech difficult. It was dso Nicola's mouth, Nicolas nose.

“Let me go back into the darkness,” the creature said. “1t might be easier for you.”

Shadrach nodded. When he no longer felt that presence near him, he got to hisfeet, walked over to the
wall, and sat down beside Nicholas, still unableto look at him.

“I wasn't expecting . . .”
A harsh laugh. “Neither was1.”
“Who did this?’

“Who do you think? Quin. He had good ideas once, | think. Now he's dead. Dead but aive. No Living
Artinhim. But | haveto admit, Shad, you got meinwith him, al right. | can't deny that.”

“Areyou okay?’

The massive head siwung toward him, the compound eyes glittering. “Isthat ajoke? Because | don't find
it very funny. I'mnot okay. I'ma. . . what wasit hesaid?. . . areflection of my own failure. That's what
hesad. | just wishit didn't hurt so much.”

“What did you do when | sent you to Quin's?’



“I... I tried to buy ameerkat. Are you sure you don't have any drugs? Nothing?’

“| don't have any drugs. Y ou're going to exhaust me with that question. What did you do then—at
Quin's?

“Hedidn't have any meerkats, so | said thanks anyway and | left and went—"

Shadrach hit Nicholas across the face with his gun hand. His hand went into Nicholassface. Nicholas
cried out and made a gurgling sound.

“Why did you do that, Shad? Why?’
“Tell mewhat redly happened at Quin's. What did you do that | told you specificaly not to do?’
“I don't know what you're talking about. Honest, | don't.”

Shadrach faced Nicholas, on his kneesin the garbage, the lambent compound eyesreflecting hisimage
back at him.

“Nicholas. Nick. I don't want to hurt you. But if you don't tell mewhat | need to know, I'm going to kill
you. Why lie now, Nick? Or isit just that you can't stop lying? | mean, look at you—you're finished.
Y ou're through. Why should | even threaten to kill you? Y ou're dlready dead.”

A ragewas building in him. He thought he might kill Nicholas anyway.

“That'snot true,” Nicholassaid. “If | can just get out of this place, therere things| can have done.
Maybe get it reversed.”

Shadrach shook his head, dumped back against the wall. “Y ou and | both know you'll be dead ina
week. You'vethelife span of amayfly. If you don't die, someone's going to see you and kill you. Now:
What did you redly do at Quin's?’

“I tried to make adedl.”

“Which I told you not to do, right?’
“I'm sorry, Shadrach. I'm sorry.”
“What happened then?’

“He had me drugged. He did thingsto me. He said held kill me. He put thingsinto me—flesh that
flowered and took root. It didn't hurt at first. Not at first. Hetold me.. . .” Nicholas choked on the
words, spat up agreen-gray dime.

“Whet did hetell you?’

“Hetold me | would be hisLiving Art. How could | refuse? My career was over, but here he was, ill
giving me achanceto be’—a sort of awe entered hisvoice, akind of love—"immortal. To be
remembered.” The tone hardened. “Readlly fucking nice friends you've got, Shadrach.”

“Héesno friend of mine”
“You work for him.”

“I hardly know him. So, what did you do after he redesigned you?’
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“Let meguess. You did jobsfor him. Tell me about the jobs you did for him. Quickly.”
“| smuggled body partsfor him across didtrict lines. | carried drugs for him.”

“Did you kill anyonefor him?’

“No!”

Shadrach pulled John the Baptist from his pocket and addressed him with mock seriousness. “Isthat
right, John? Nicholas didn't kill anyone for Quin? Nicholas, you remember John. Maybe he didn't go by
that name when you knew him.”

Nicholas said nothing, just looked at John the Baptist in shock.

John the Baptist said, “Hekilled seven or eight people. Mostly bioneers who tried to take a piece of
Quin'sbusiness. Hello, Nicholas”

“Hello,” Nicholassaid in aflat, dead tone.
“John,” Shadrach said. “1 know you tried to kill Nicola. Do you know who did kill her?’

Nicholas started to weep. Great glistening tears rolled down his multiple eyes. “Put him away,” he said.
“Please—get rid of him.”

“I hope you both diein extreme agony,” John the Baptist said as Shadrach stuffed the meerkat back in
his pocket.

“I killed myself,” Nicholassaid. “1 killed myself. | knocked on the door and she opened it and | killed
mysdf. It waslike | waslooking in the mirror and | just wanted to end it al and | strangled her to desth,
and the Ganeshas came in and took her away . . .”

Shadrach felt John the Baptist twitching inirritation. He stuck hisfinger in the pocket, shoved it in John
the Baptist's mouth, winced at the toothless bite. The pain helped him to focus.

“Why did you doit?’

“I wanted to kill myself. | was coerced. | wasdready changing . . . into this” Nicholasflinched in the
shadows, asif scared of himself.

“No you weren't,” Shadrach said. “No. Y ou didn't start to changeinto this, this. . . what you are now . .
. until Quin raped Nicolas memories after you strangled her. You killed he—you did it. Out of fear, out
of cowardice”

“You'relying,” Nicholassaid. “Yourelying. | was dready changing, | was aready—"
“Shut up!”

Nicholas sobbed, head bowed into his multiple appendages.

“And Quin asked you to do this?’

“Yes”

He was on Nicholas before the “yes’ was out of his mouth. His hands reached around the creature's



thorny throat, cutting off al sound, al sense. Except that Nicholas, even now, looked too much like her
—the cheekbones, the nose, the mouth—and theirrationa thought came to him that he was murdering
his beloved. Choking her to death. He wrenched his hands away and sucked in great gulps of air.

“Damn it. It should be s0 easy to kill you.”

“I wish you would.”

“I cant.”

And then the vain, the calculating, words. “I look . . . like her, don't |7’

Heignored Nicholas. Hisfingers, claws, cut into his pams. What to do? What to do?
“Will youtry to kill Quin?’ Nicholas asked, dmogt indifferently.

“Ves”

“Hewont let you, you know, unlessit's part of hisplan.”

“Hewon't have achoice”

“Quin rules the world, Shad. Don't you know that? He'slike agod.”

“What ishisplan?’

Nicholaslaughed. “Y ou work for Quin and you don't know what he's been planning?’

“No, | don't. | take orders. | visit the estates of old women and discuss the weather. | don't ask
questions.”

Nicholas coughed up blood. He bent over, let the blood loop down to the ground, wiped his mouth,
stared at Shadrach. “Just aswell. | asked questions and |ook what happened to me.”

“What'sthisplan?’

“Simplicity itsef—to alow the meerkatsto no longer worship at the dtar of Quin. To let them become
themselves. Make their own decisions. Y ou should ask your friend on aplate. He ought to know.”

“Hewont tell me”
“And you cant make him?’
“He'sjust ahead. It's hard to even make him talk. Why does Quin want to do this?’

Nicholas shrugged. “I don't know. | know how it will happen, though—gradually. Not suddenly. So asto
be even more complete. There will be Sgns. There will be symbols. Certain events, certain actions, some
as subtle asthe way the light strikes a stretch of sdewak, or the flight of alone bird across the sky—ll
of these thingswill flick ever more switches until gradudly, gradudly, the meerkats will become
independent and rise up againgt their human oppressors.”

“That makes no sense”
“It will when it hgppens. Y ou'll understand it when it hgppens.”
“But why? Surely you must know.”



“He doesn't tel me everything. All I know is, the city'sin danger. We've got to get out of the city.”
“Fuck the city. Have you seen Quin? Thered him?’

“Yes.” Thevoice of pride, despite the desecrated body. What must Quin be to warrant such twisted
devotion?“Heliveson thethirtieth level and . . .” He stopped, realizing hismistake.

Shadrach amiled. “ Take methere.”
CHAPTER 6

Nicholasled Shadrach down into the darkness—a hobbling, difficult descent because of Nicholas's
condition. A dozen escaators, ahalf dozen devators. Stairs. Ladders. They hugged the sides of tunnels,
their faces stained green by maintenance lights. They ran through corridors deemed unsafe, thisfact
illuminated by the red glow suffusing such places. In the crimson haze, Nicholaslooked asif he were
bleeding to death. Such alight reveded the function and truth of things. They dunk dways by the path
that would least expose them to true light, so that when true light approached them, when it reproached
them, it came as a shock. Throughout the journey—which Shadrach aways remembered later as without
sound and smell—they said not asingle word to each other. For Shadrach, thiswas ablessing. He had
nothing to say to Nicholas, and anything Nicholas said to him would only have angered him.. ..

Findly, they entered the ancient subway station that Nicholas had indicated was their destination. The
gation filled ahuge hdl. Itsfluted archways rose like wingsinto the darkness of an upper leve that
smothered their delicacy. Sounds drifting up into that darkness were deflected, transformed into echoes.
Theweight of the upper darkness was held back only by fluttering globes of light that teased awayswith
the notion of snapping into trueillumination or snapping out of existence dtogether.

The gtation itself was old and grimy, the ticket office arotted husk within which huddled the bent shapes
of old machinesthat might once have been intelligent. The platform had rusted in the parts made of meta
and eroded in the parts made of stone; travelers mug, in the fickle light, be wary of turning an ankle or
worse. The smell—one part |eakage from the garbage zone, one part escaping oil—was dways at a
remove, asif apainting's true colors had been blurred, hidden benegath the patina of years of dust.

Caught in thistwilight world, each waiting traveler struggled through afog of shadow, faces careening out
of the dimnesslike pae and failing satellites. Each could have been waiting in anidand of solitude and
self-absorption for ahundred years; indeed, at first glance, he had thought the platform held afield of
forgotten Satuary.

They held briefcases and canes. Heavy luggage lay sprawled at their feet. None of those who waited met
Shadrach's stare as Nicholas led him through their ranks toward the tracks. But neither did they step
asde, until he began to think of them as ghogts, lost souls, lunatics. In the gloom, hisvision played tricks
50 that the farthest figures took on unreal shapes: icytheous heads, lizardous bodies, ornithologic limbs.

It was, Shadrach decided, a hateful place. He wished only to be gone from there. Now that they had
approached the tracks, the thick smell of gasoline met the station's musty stink. The tracks were Situated
in ahuge trough that Shadrach assumed must conform itself to the shape of thetrain. Below, in between
the tracks, creatures scuttled, at once like and unlike mice. He did not want to see their faces, for fear
they might resemble the faces of the orangutan peoplein Quin's above-level lair. The creatures punin
and out of sght below Shadrach. They made little coughing sounds at one another, fought each other,
and mated, obliviousto his stare.

Dull red warning lights flooded their world. They ran into their holes; atrain was fast approaching. The
intense vibration and wind of it filled the station. Those who wore hats held onto them, while the travelers



asone broke their statuary silence to murmur and mumble as they moved toward the tracks, until they
were passed up behind Shadrach and Nicholas.

“They don't fear you,” Shadrach said to Nicholas. He looked at the ground, still afraid to examinethe
facesof hisfdlow travelers.

“We're so deep now that they've seen things much stranger, trust me.”

Thetrain, when it came, was a massive brute—its bulk filled even the dark upper level, more a space
craft than atrain. ltsmakershad indtilled in itsform no grace, no subtlety. It had been built for heavy
work under rough conditions, and the only sign of beauty bequesthed to it was the reckless speed with
which itsblind bullet head barreled down the tracks. Shadrach thought it would rush on past the station,
but then, casudly, asif dl one muscle, it Sopped in ablink, put shutters on its speed, and idled there,
eclipsng thetunnd. Asit idled, every clattering, shrieking sound possible emanated from its multitude of
orifices. It sat there shuddering, itsbody aruin, great holes punched in its sides, like some mongter from
before the beginning of Time.

The pitted stedd doors of its multi-levels ground open. A smattering of very strange people
disembarked—although not from the doors, but from the holes between the doors. The holes, it seemed,
were larger than the doors, and therefore more convenient. Shadrach looked away asthelast of the
passengers stepped onto the platform. He wondered if hisimpression of lizardness, of fishness, might not
be accurate. What would he seeif he turned his head? Surely nothing as odd as Nicholas.

“Watch your step,” Nicholas said asthey entered thetrain. “There are holesin the floor aswell.”

The train contained nothing so comfortable as seats. They stood, each passenger staking out territory.
The embarkees spread out between compartments until only three other people stood near them: a
woman dressed in red, wearing alarge red hat from which descended avell that covered her face; aman
with ratlike features who hugged the farthest corners, darting quick, nervous glances at Nicholas; and a
puffy four-foot-tall shadow dressed in rags.

The doors did shut and the train began to tremble and shake. It groaned and snorted and complained in
al of itsmetd parts. Then it seemed physicaly to rear back, before hurling itsdf into adarknesslit only
by the red emergency lights. The sound—a thousand nails drawn across a stone surface, amillion pieces
of fatigued stedl giving way at once—deafened Shadrach and he dmost fell from the recoil, managed to
cling to apole of dubious strength, his fellow passengers faces subsumed in blood, their eyeslocked on
the gun he had drawn and now held at his side. The train bellowed and leapt on itstracks, a beast eager
for the hunt, and through ahole in the floor he could see the ground below passing by inablur. He began
to think that he must in fact have been captured at the organ bank and must be lying beside Nicola
beneath the mountain of legs, and dl the rest was only adream.

“Youll haveto jump,” Nicholas shouted in his ear. Thewind wasfierce, thetrain ill loud with the fury of
its own passage. Enemy of entropy, might it not win free of the tracks, forgeits own path through the wall
of the tunnel?

Shadrach twisted around to look at Nicholas. “ Jump?’

Nicholas nodded, compound eyes crimson. “It's the only way—you jump in about fifteen minutes. The
train runs past an opening that provides aclear view of thethirtieth level. Y ou jump right down into it.
Otherwise, you have to climb down through fifteen levels. Much harder. Y ou'd probably be killed even
with your badge.”

“1 don't have wings!” Shadrach shouted back.



“You'll use aparachute, of course.”

“Wherethe hell do | get a parachute?”’

“Therewill be one coming aong soon.” Nicholas grinned, showing histeeth.
“What doesthat mean, Nick?’

“You'll see soon enough. Be patient.”

Shadrach glowered a him. His stomach was lurching from the rough ride. His nerves were shot. How far
could he trust Nicholas?

But three minutes later a burly man with parachutes hooked over his shoulder walked through, silent as
the rest. Shadrach bought two parachutes from him, offered oneto Nicholas.

Nicholas shook his head. “No—I don't need one. I'm not going.”

“Yesyou are”

“I'm not going back!”

Shadrach held up the gun. “ Y ou're going. Put it on. Now, where do we jump from?’

Nicholas sghed, asif tired of resisting. He dowly began to put on his parachute. “Not from here.” He
pointed to aman-sized holein the right side of the compartment, behind which sheer rock and metal
moved by at an darming rate. “ That holeistoo small. There should be abigger one three compartments
down.”

They waked three compartments down, Shadrach's gun digging into Nicholas side. Therewasindeed a
larger hole—and ten other people congregated around it. A ragged, sickly-looking band, some were
hunched over, some weeping, some silent in evident despair.

“What's wrong with them?” Shadrach asked.

“Nothing. Never mind. It's not important,” Nicholas said.

Shadrach took Nicholass hand. “Tel me when and where to jump.”

The speed was horrible—the ground beneath their feet moved so swiftly it made himill.
“You'll know it when you seeit. Put on your parachute.”

It took forever to attach his parachute properly; the straps and buckles mystified him. Meanwhile, the
train began to descend sharply. The wdls outsde thetrain fell away and fresh air flooded in, smelling of
impossible things: of flowers, of perfume, of nectar. Through the darkness, Shadrach thought he saw
parkles and reflections. The train banked right and caught three of hisfellow jumpers unawares. They
fdl screaming.

“Nicholas! They don't have parachutes!”
“Of coursethey don't,” camethehissin hisear. “Thisisafavorite spot for suicides. Now jump!”

Shadrach heard something odd in that voice. He turned in time to catch the point of one of Nicholass
clawsin hisleft Sde, where it scraped againgt John the Baptit, then dug into hisflesh. Heyeled in



surprise. Nicholas dashed a one of his parachute straps, but Shadrach reflexively put hisarm in the way,
grunted asthe claw entered hisarm. Ignoring the sharp pain, he pulled out his gun.

But before he could catch his balance, Nicholas shoved him—and he fell into the darkness, losing hold of
Nicholas. Hefired at the rough box of light that framed Nicholas. He saw Nicholas spin and fal out of
thelight.

He stuck the gun in hisbelt as he spun, twisting through the darkness, surrounded by seven screaming
suicides without parachutes. Above, he saw the red gaping holesin the bottom of thetrain. The train was
bleeding light. Thetiny faces of passengers peered down at him. Quizzica. Removed. Thetrain vanished,
eclipsed by one of the suicides. Darkness. The suicides stopped screaming. He didn't know where they
were. He didn't know where Nicholas was. He tumbled end over end like a piece of wood. A foot hit
him in the face, sent him reeling faster. The wails of the soon-to-be-dead resumed both above and below
him. In his pocket, John the Baptist snarled furioudy. He should gpologize to the meerkat. They were
going to die. Even before John's twenty-four hours were up. Then he remembered the parachute: it was
the bulky thing clinging to hisback in fear. He pulled at the ring. It didn't give. He pulled again. Nothing.
Hewas at least hafway down. He could see shimmering particles of light below him. The hard wind that
cut hisface seemed like a premonition of aharder death. He yanked at thering athird time.

The chute opened and the straps pulled a him with vicious buoyancy. He bobbed right side up. John the
Baptist's snarling subsided. He blinked, looked up at the enormous white mushroom cap that had saved
him.

And then thefirgt suicide came tearing down through the parachute, smacked hard into hisleft shoulder.
The muscles exploded with agony. The next suicide dso split the parachute, but didn't hit him. Then they
were dl through and past, below him, sill shrieking their lungs out. The parachute began to collapse and
Shadrach till couldn't tell the distance to the ground. His speed began to increase. The chute wasfailing
him. He began to hyperventilate. He wasn't going to make it after al . . .

And then hehit.
CHAPTER 7

Shadrach regained consciousness to the soft caress of the parachute silk, which had settled across his
face like ashroud. The smell of dirt and plagtic. A coldnesstotheair. A gillness. He opened hiseyesto
complete darkness. He was aready prepared for death, ready for the afterworld. Somewhere nearby,
water lapped gently. He wondered if he should move. It was peaceful under the shroud. The shroud
alowed himto rdinquish dl respongbility. He had not known such peace since he had left the sunlight.

But then John the Baptist began to squirm in his pocket, and he remembered what he had come hereto
do. He sat up, still covered by the parachute. His throat was sore and his limbs creaky, stiff, but he had
sustained no seriousinjuries. His shoulder throbbed and he had aterrible, piercing headache. Nothing
liketheloss of ahand, or an eye.

Hefumbled hisway out of the parachute, released the straps, and stood up. He pulled his gun out of his
belt, thankful it hadn't discharged on impact. Carefully, he reached into the other pocket, brought out
John the Baptist, hdld him up to eyeleve.

“Now that there's only darkness, you can come out. Are you okay?’

The meerkat made a derisive sound, astonishingly human. “I'm not okay. I'm dying. And it's not
dark—your eyes are just pathetically bad at retaining light. It's midafternoon under ablue sky in here. For
me. Y ou—you'l adjust eventually. By then I'll be dead.”



“I hope you're right, John. But not out of any malice. If | could save you now, | think | would.”

The meerkat sneered. “ Because we have grown so close. Because we've learned to live together, despite
our differences”

“No. Because I'm beginning to understand you. Well talk again later.”
He stuck John the Baptist back in his pocket.

He still heard water behind him, but rather than fumble toward it blind, he waited for hiseyesto adjust to
the darkness. The darknesswas ignorant of time; it ate time asindiscriminately asit ate the light.
Eventudly, the darkness gave way to something that was not exactly light, but through which he could
see, tinged apale purple, the outline of rocks—a greater darkness—ahead of him. A faint suggestion of

craggy ground.

He swiveled around—to face the flickers and flashes of avast inland sea. The shorelinelay ascant
twenty meters from him. He sniffed the air: atangy scent that spoke of summer gales and worm-riddled
ships. A smel not unlike the briny scent of the canads. Sowly, the glints and rippleswere reveded asthe
tips of luminousfins as dippery, bejeweled sea creatures did through the water, followed at timesby a
length of luminous tentacle, suckers edged in gold. Beyond them, the water stretched to a horizon of
black on black. There appeared to be no far shore.

Sitting there, in the dark, he could amost fool himsdlf into believing that he was abovelevd, a dusk, with
the canalsdl around him.

But theillusion faded when, hissight still improving, he saw Nicholas. He sat to Shadrach's |eft and stared
with his compound eyes at the water that undulated againgt the shore. Hisrobes had falen away,
unmasking the ever—more complex and horrible things Quin had done to him. Hishands were out at his
sdes, pdmsup. Hislower half had been shattered by the impact with the ground. He was quite dead. In
sodden little piles of blood and bone, various parts of the seven suicideslay dl around him.

“Nick, Nick, Nick,” Shadrach said softly. What a price to pay for weakness. Many men much weaker
than Nicholas had gone through their entire liveswithout ever paying such aprice. All of Shadrach's
anger toward Nicholas drained away, leaving behind only sadness and a profound sense of guilt. If not
for him, if not for him. ..

After afew minutes, Shadrach put aside his fedings and stood up. It wastimeto find Quin.

SHADRACH DID not know which way would lead to Quin, but hefdlt acertain affinity for the water,
and so he followed the shore in adirection he thought should be north. He was prepared, now that his

objective was S0 close, to walk athousand miles. He walked with hisgun in hisright hand, hisbadgein
theleft. He walked not like afugitive or athief, but like aman who belonged there and knew where he
wasgoing.

Theimage of Nicholass shattered body lodged in his mind like aghost, while around him the perpetua
night disgorged its mysteries as amagician might, and just as suddenly returned those mysteriesto the
unknowable relm beyond the limits of hissght.

Sowly, he cameto redizethat if there were aHell on Earth, it wasn't in the wastelands between cities,
but here, on the city's thirtieth underground level. A thousand lost souls populated the land aong the
shore, condemned to wander until death. The first he encountered were like Nicholas, or close enough,



that, used to compound eyes, flayed skin, the Sight of internal organs bobbing like water canteens on the
outside of the body, he smply ignored them where they sobbed and flapped in the shadows, seeking
some release from their pain. Nicholas must have escaped from thislimbo, happy to exchangeit for the
uncertainties of agarbage zone.

When the rasping cries and fetid, sickly-sweet stench were well behind him, he pulled John the Baptist
from his pocket and lashed him to hisleft forearm with parachute string.

“Y ou shdl be my affliction, for al theworld to see,” Shadrach said, and he looked at the meerkat with
something closeto affection. “How much longer do you haveto live, Affliction?

The meerkat sniffed the air. “ Nine hours, perhaps. But you have brought me back to the place of my
birth. | used to play dong the shore. It gives me strength. That, and knowing your day isamost done.”

“Thismay betrue, but maybe you'd help mejust thisonce. Tell me how to find Quin.”

“No. But perhaps you should heed for that glowing green light.”

Sure enough, directly ahead, through the darkness, an emerad point of light moved aong the shordline.
“What isit?’ he asked.

“It'salight. | thought you liked the light.”

The meerkat |ooked dmost victorious.

“1 was headed that way anyhow,” Shadrach said.

IT GLOWED phosphorescent green. It moved like aworm. It looked like a caterpillar with no head. It
wasthe sze of asmdl but muscular snake. It ignored Shadrach utterly. It inched itsway aong the shore
of the vast seawith asense of great purpose. Asif contributing to this thought, its markings were so
precise, its segmentations so rigidly correct, that the level of perfection it had attained fascinated
Shadrach. He had not expected to see anything so whimsical here. An awkward smile spread across his
face.

“What isit?" he asked John.
“Look more carefully.”

When he did as the meerkat suggested, Shadrach discovered that, on each segment of the cresture, a
number had been emblazoned in living tissue, made part of its markings, and that the segments themsdves
were segmented by tiny green fault lines.

“It'samachine!” hesaid.

“Almost correct,” the meerkat said. “Touchit.”
“Touchit?

“It won't bite.”

“How can | trust you?’



The meerkat bared its gums. “ Y ou can't. Who can tell what adying mind like mine might or might not
do? 1 would advise you not to touch it after all, considering my treacherous history.”

Shadrach looked out across the sea, where at times alength of sharp, blue-green fin would break the
surface of thewater. In aworld so strange, he wondered if it mattered what he did, aslong ashe did
something.

He squatted beside the glowing caterpillar. He reached out with one hand and touched it with hisindex
finger. It felt smooth yet furry. It stopped inching aong. It fell over ontoitssde.

“You'vekilledit,” John the Baptist said. “I told you not to touch it.”

Then, with dow, meticulous grace, the caterpillar unraveled itsalf, section by section. Each section, as
soon asit had unfolded, re-formed, stitching itself back together again, until it lay completdly flat: asquare
of green, glowing flesh spread out on the seashore. Thetiny fissures and fault linesfilled with intense light.
A humming sound. The light shot out from thelines, formed agrid. Thelinesof light faded . . . leaving
behind athree-dimensional map of the seaand its surrounding shore, rendered in adarkly glittering green.
The numbers corresponded to the sections the map had split itself up into, and they now lay at the edges
as cross-hatching grid references.

It struck Shadrach that this was the most beautiful creature he had ever seen, or ever would see, and that
he was fated to experience it when he could not fully appreciateit.

“Do you have asense of beauty?” he asked John the Baptist. “Because thisis beautiful .”

The meerkat said, somewhat wearily, “My sense of beauty is more refined than you can ever know, each
of my senses 0 heightened that | might aswell live in adifferent world than you. But where you seeform,
| seefunction. Y ou can beforgiven, | suppose, for favoring style over substance. It's the nature of your
gpecies. Thisisone of Quin'smaps. That'sal.”

“Quin madethis?’
“Quin made everything, even the sea. Thisishislaboratory. Thisishisworld. Not yours.”

Shadrach sat down beside the map. “But how, John? Tell me how he can make monsters and yet
crestures as beautiful asthis?’

The meerkat laughed. “ There's something touching about your innocence. But this monster has no
perspective on that question. May the contradiction torment you forever.”

Shadrach stared at the map. Its shimmering display featured severd place names, in alanguage he did not
know, and ablinking red light he assumed must be their present location. Almost directly opposite,
acrossthe sea, he saw asymbol of ahuman and anima merging.

“Isthat where Quin is?’ he asked John the Baptist.

“Ask the map. Tak to the map. I'm too busy shutting down.” The meerkat closed itseyes.
“Whereis Quin?’ Shadrach asked the map, but the map just burbled at him.

What now? Before, the meerkat had told him to touch the map.

He touched the human/anima symbol. The three-dimensiona display shut off with asnap. Thelights
dimmed on the map. The fissures and cracks between segments healed, sealed up.



The meerkat let out ahuffing laugh, but said nothing.

Shadrach stood, backed away from the map, afraid the meerkat might have goaded him into some sort
of trap. Heamed hisgun at themap . . .

... which began to flap around on the ground like a bat, its edges burning an intense green. Asit flapped,
the color spread from the edges toward the interior. When the color reached the center, the map became
all sharp edges, and Shadrach heard a sound like the shriek of a cicada. Suddenly, the edges resolved
themsdlves into wings—sharp and bladdike. With aflapping like knives crossng, the map roseinto the
air reborn as a headless, featherless bird. It soared twice over Shadrach, then began to shadow the
shoreline, before circling back to him.

“Follow the map. It'swaiting for you,” the meerkat mumbled, itseyes dtill tightly shut.

SHADRACH FOLLOWED the flying map asit soared aong the shoreline. More creatures came at him
from the dark—creatures with grotesque goat heads and eyes peering from their feet. Creatures that
scuttled on eight legs and had the features of delicately proportioned apes pinned to the scorpion's
carapace. Such refuse, asbad asif Nicholas had experimented for athousand years. How to reconcile
the beauty of the map with such creatures? Some were just exhausted networks of veins, red and panting
and in an agony that, for lack of amouth, screamed from their every jerking movement. Eyebalsin
clustered bunches cast their liquid gaze at Shadrach. Othersrolled, bounced, dithered, ran but werelittle
more than scores of feet. Somelay in the moist sand till caught in the tangle of afterbirth but dready
smelling of decay and the grave. Here and there, Shadrach came upon the broken-open husks of the
vas. green crysai made of asubstance like emerad glass. These birthing places gave off a sense of
desolate abandonment. Around the vats, liquids had gathered, smulating those found in the womb, and
had dried into an inchoate mess at their collgpsed mouths. Things on the ground crawled and thingsin the
sky flew with broken-backed ineptitude, while the thingsin the water durped and belloped and sang to
themsdlvesin burbling saditude.

But it was only when the dogs ran by that Shadrach felt fear. They camein apack of ten, close by one
another, turning with remarkable precision in pursuit of some unfortunate creature. Flgps of wrinkled flesh
dominated their foreheads, and their hide was blacker than the perpetua night. Tiny dead violets, their
eyes pierced the darkness like laser beams.

Right in front of him, they pivoted, wheded, spared him not a glance, and fell upon astumbling, gasping
creature farther up the shore. It was composed of two stilts of flesh atop which sat adug of atorso, a
larval head. They toreinto thelegs. It toppled, and then, asit squealed and shrieked, they ripped into it
with fangslarger than fingers. Shadrach stood frozen, unable to look away. If they had turned upon him
next, he would have been adead man, but when they had finished, they sniffed the air, regained their
precise military formation, and trotted off. Asthe last one joined theline, it turned to Shadrach. His blood
became ice within him. He saw that beneath the violet eyes, before the muzzle ran down into nose and
mouth, another face had been embedded in the flesh: awoman's face, with dark eyes, high eyebrows, a
small nose, and, caught againgt the edge of her face and the dog's skin, two strands of golden blond hair.
The full mouth was raw with smeared blood and flesh. The eyes held amixed horror and triumph that
made Shadrach's hand shake as he aimed his gun at the creature. But the cresture wheeled around once
more and was gone—racing alongside its fellows down the shore so that the water splashed out beneath
their paws.

When they were shadows on the horizon, a voice spoke from the shattered remains of the stilt-flesh
cregture. It said, “ The Gollux thinksthey've gone, haven't they?’



Shadrach started. He walked over to the bloody carcass. Its eyes had been plucked from their sockets.
Torn and tattered, the skull had been picked clean of flesh. It dangled from the raw and savaged spina
column, which lay fully exposed—awhite, winking travesty. Shadrach aimed his gun at the carcass.

The voice came again: “ The Gollux knowsthey've gone, haven't they?’
“Whereisthat voice coming from, John?’" Shadrach asked the meerkat.
The meerkat looked as agjitated as Shadrach had ever seen him. “1 don't know.”

Thevoice, reedy but confident: “Help the Gollux. The Gollux isdive, diveisthe Gollux. Kick openthe
skull.”

“What are you?’ Shadrach asked.
“Kick open the skull, and you will find out that | am the Gollux, | am.”

At his shoulder, John the Baptist attempted an unconvincing snicker. Overhead, the map circled
patiently.

“What should | do, John?’

“What do you haveto lose?’

“Morethan you.”

But he drew back hisfoot and kicked open the skull anyway.

Theingde of the skull ssemed composed of aclay-colored brain, but this“brain” quickly uncoiled itself
and pushed out of the skull, then extended to itsfull length.

The creature, about the size of a baby, had ahorizonta torso that tapered off at the front into an oddly
human pair of legs and at the back into a pair of legs and muscular buttocks. Positioned three-quarters of
the way back along the torso rose a clay-colored neck crowned with an ova head framed by stringy hair
that writhed out behind it as though caught by a tiff wind. In the center of the head, asingle black round
hole served as, Shadrach supposed, an eye. It had no mouth, unless it spoke out of what presumably
wasitsanus. It paced back and forth in front of Shadrach, asif trying to work fegling back into its limbs
after long condriction.

“What areyou?’
“The Gollux thanksyou,” it said.
Shadrach aimed hisgun at it. “What are you?’

The creature, ill gepping from sideto sde, said something that sounded suspicioudy like* Gallux,” then,
“Y ou're not from here.”

“And you'retalking out of your asshole!” Shadrach said. He laughed until the tears ran down hisface.
“Where are you from? What is that attached to your arm?’ the Gollux asked.
“It isthe head of ameerkat,” Shadrach said, recovering. “I'm from the surface, wherethe sunis.”

“The Gollux has never ssenthesun.”



“I've never seen anything like you before.”

“l antheonly Gollux.”

“Areyou one of Quin's?’

“Y es. Based on an ancient design from afairy tae. What isyour flaw?’

“My flaw?’

“Every creature here has aflaw. The Gollux wishesto know yours.”

“I suppose that I'm mad—completely crazy—and that | have ameerkat strapped to my arm.”
The Gollux nodded solemnly. “Theat isindeed aflaw.”

“And what isyour flav?’

“l am the Gollux. | am not aflawed Gollux. | an aflawed location. The Gollux was not meant to be
contained in the skull of aswannerbee. It was the swannerbee's flaw to have aGollux for abrain.”

Shadrach |ooked up at the flying map. He pointed to it. “What, then, isthe map's flaw?’

TheGallux said, “Itsflaw isitsmortdity. A map should live along time. But thismap aready dies—itis
flying lower and lower—and its memory failsit. Wherever you arefollowing it, it will not take you.”

The meerkat said, “Don't listen to the Gollux. It likesto hear itself talk. It just doesn't know what it's
talking about. Themap isfine. It will lead you to Quin.”

Before Shadrach could reply, the Gollux said, “1 am the Gollux. The Gollux knows many things. The
Goallux knows that the map dies. The Gollux knows that the meerkat has aflaw: It isonly aheed. Its
body knows only haf the truth, and its head knows only hdf the truth. The map isflying lower and lower.
Incircles”

The map's green had begun to fade and it indeed was flying lower, just barely over their heads.
“Something tells me, John, that you'relying to me,” Shadrach said.

“But welve grown so close,” the meerkat echoed, mockingly. “ Surely you won't believe this gobbet of
flesh over me?’

The Gallux said, “The Gollux isaflawed location, not aflawed Gollux.”

“The Gollux isannoying,” the meerkat said. “ The Gollux talkstoo much.”

“But | believe the creature,” Shadrach said. “ Do you know the way to Quin?’ he asked it.
“The Gollux knows”

“Isit thisway?" Shadrach pointed in the direction they had been traveling.

“No”

Shadrach gave John the Baptist aknowing look. “ Okay, then—isit thisway?’ and he pointed back the
way they had come.



“No.”

Shadrach pointed toward the mountains, away from the sea.

“No.”

“I told you it didn't know what it was talking about!” the meerkat hissed.
“All that's|eft isthe sea, Gollux.”

“The Gollux knows that thereisno sea”

“The cregtureiscrazy,” the meerkat said. “Y ou should kill it! Kill it now!” John tried to nip a Shadrach's
hand.

Shadrach ignored the meerkat, said to the Gollux, “What do you mean?’

“Itisnot asea. It isthe mouth of the creature that holds Quin. At the center of the mouth, you will find
Quin. I amthe Gallux. The Gollux isaflawed location, not aflawed Gollux.”

“Stop ligening to it,” the meerkat hissed. “Ignoreit.”

“Shut up, John,” Shadrach said. “ Do you know how to get there?” he asked the Gollux.
“Wak. Wak acrossthe water. If you know the way.”

“Do you know the way?’

“yes”

“Will you take me there?’

“I am the Gollux. The Gollux does asit pleases. But it pleases the Gollux to help him who rescued the
Gollux fromitsflawed location.”

The exhausted map chose that moment to cometo rest at their feet after an extended death glide. 1t was
crinkled and old-looking. It no longer shonewith light. But it was still the most beautiful thing Shadrach
had ever seen.

CHAPTER 8

Shadrach looked out at the shimmering sea. He did not like the idea of putting hisfate in the hands of this
creature. But what € se could he do? The map was dead. John the Baptist was dying. He could wander
the shore for months and never find Quin. He could be ripped to shreds by Quin's cregtions at any
moment. Twenty-four levels above his head, Nicolawaited for him.

“Gollux,” he said, with aconfidence he did not fed, “lead the way. I'll follow, but you haveto go firg.”

The Gollux turned and walked out into the water. Soon, it was only astak of flesh, its body hidden by
the waves. Then, just asit must surely drown or grow gills, the Gollux began to rise, until it appeared to
stand atop the waves.

“Holy shit,” Shadrach said.

John the Baptist snorted. “It's not amiracle, you idiot. Can't you see anything?’



“I don't careif it'samiracle or not—it's more than you or | are capable of.”

The Gollux scuttled back and forth across the water, determining the limits on whereit could and could
not walk. Now Shadrach saw that the Gollux stood upon adark, smooth surface that had roughly the
shape of awing. Over thewater came the Gollux's shrill voice: “The Gollux saysto come quickly! The
saylber will not wait for long.”

“I'm coming,” he cdled out. He splashed water |eft and right as he ran toward the Gollux. The water was
warm, dmost diveinits cloying closeness. The meerkat gnashed a him with itsgums. It pat. It said,
“Hell kill you! HEslying!” Until Shadrach, in midstride, hislegsin water to his calves, sopped his
running plunge long enough to stick the meerkat head back into his pocket.

THE SAYLBER was not, strictly spesking, aboat. But Shadrach had grown so accustomed to the
miraculousthat area boat would have surprised him more. The saylber was akind of flat fish—along,
thin, muscular mantaray with tremendous fin span and phosphorescent headlightsfor eyes. Thetipsof its
“wings’ curled in the water and created tiny swirls. Itsthick back felt sandpapery even through
Shadrach's boots. As the saylber sped without apparent friction or sound—the very opposite of the
underground train—Shadrach struggled to balance himsalf. But soon he redlized that the cresture made
continua, minute adjustments to correct for the turbulence, and he relaxed, his muscles untensing, his
senses no longer focused on keeping hisfedt.

Now he could takein his surroundings, and the whole world that was the thirtieth level opened up around
him. The air was dark, but had alightnessto it that indicated no clouds could ever form here. The
darknessitsdf was different depending on the shadowsiit described: the gray foreground of hilly terrain,
the shimmering lip of the shore, the blue bruise of the sky, and, findly, the green tint of what seemed a
truly limitless sea. The smdll of brine came up off the sea, but aso the thick funk of living organisms, the
sweetness of the recently dead and, from far off—almost an echo of asmel—arugtiness as of burning
machinery. What would such aworld do should the light ever hit it? Would it shrivel and decay, or would
it rise up to blot out the sun?

The Gollux stood balanced on the saylber's head asthe water flumed out to either sde. The Gollux's
sringy hair blew behind it in the dight breeze. The water made gurgling sounds. The saylber made
rippling sounds. The Gollux made no sound &t al.

When the shore behind them had faded back into anonymous shadow, Shadrach asked the Gollux,
“What if our ‘boat' decidesto submergeitsdf?’

“Then the Gollux believeswewill drown.”

Shadrach eased himsdlf down until he was Sitting on the saylber's back. “Isthat likely?’
“Only if the saylber decidesto submergeitself.”

Shadrach decided the Gollux was laughing at him.

AFTER A while, Shadrach heard drums begating over the water ahead of them.
“Gollux? What's that sound?’

“The Gollux is pained to say he does not know. But the Gollux thinks we will find out soon enough . . .”



“How profound, Gollux.”
“The Gallux is not profound. The Gollux isa Gollux. Nothing more. Nothing less. . .”

Eventudly, the open sea before them became cluttered with vast floating rafts, from which rose sructures
Shadrach could think of only as cathedrals. The drums had become so loud they hurt hisears. Asthefirst
spiresloomed over them, he could see that the rafts were manned entirely by meerkats. He pulled out his
badge, sat down on the saylber as the wake of the rafts began to rock the creature.

“Where did they come from? And are they dangerous?’ he asked the Gollux.

“The Gollux saysthat usually they let the winds take them wherever they lead. But now they are speeding
for shore. Arethey dangerous? the Gollux asks himsdlf. The Gollux does not fed any threst toward itsdlf,
but the Gollux cannot speak for what you fed .. ."

“Thank you, Gollux. Once again, you have managed to put all my fearsto rest.”

Despite himsdlf, Shadrach felt a sense of awe, of appreciation, as the black obsidian temples and their
scaffolding floated past. Thousands of meerkatsin every shape and size, and every color from rust red to
white, some with dense, thick fur, otherswith bristly hair, some with upturned ears and others with floppy
ears—Yyet not aone turned to look down at him from their lofty perches. They al stared toward the shore
with an intensity of purpose that confused Shadrach. It was amost asif they meant to make their rafts
reach shore sooner Smply by wishing it so. The musk of themm made him sneeze, and though now his
heart was weak, and he amost wavered and wanted to turn back, the image of Nicolasface cameto
him, and he continued to hold up his badge like ashield.

The meerkats said nothing—to him, or to each other—and nowhere that he looked, at the spires, at the
planks between rafts, at the scaffolding, did he see asingle meerkat in motion. No, they al stood and
watched the shore. Thefiresthat dominated the burning hearts of their gently rocking cities guttered or
spun out of control, unattended. The smell of white-hot meta, the sound of the great engines that helped
keep them &float . . .

Asthey glided through the channels formed between the rafts, Shadrach noticed something that the
meerkats gillness had at firgt disguised: From the spires and the scaffolding, which combined looked like
blackened skeletons of some enormous beast, makeshift gallows had been set up—and from the nooses
swung ropes, wires, and eastic cords, from which hung hundreds of Ganeshas and other nonmeerkat
Quin creations. The bodies hung straight down, limp and lifeless, the heads resting upon the stretched
necksasif in deep.

The meerkats silence had nothing to do with him. Suddenly he understood that the silence represented an
intense and watchful fear.

“They arefleaing the center,” the Gollux said, without its cusomary pomposity. “They arefleaing Quin.”

“What isthe difference,” Shadrach whispered to the Gollux, “between the creatures of the shore and the
creatures of the sea?’

“The Gollux knows of only one difference: The creatures of the shore know they are flawed, but the
creatures of the sea do not know they are flawed.”

After atime, they left the sllent floating cities of the meerkats behind. The open sea once more lay ahead
of them. The saylber picked up speed. The water was flecked with specks of green phosphorescence
that swirled in tiny whirlpools. The water smelled, incredibly enough, of mint. Shadrach stood up again.



He restrapped John the Baptist to hisarm.

“How areyou?’ he asked the head.

“I can't fed my legs,” the meerkat said. “1 can't fed my feet. | must be dying.”
“We have amost reached Quin.”

“S0?1'm dying. Shutting down. Turning off. I'm half-convinced | should leave you prematurdly so | don't
have to see your ugly face.”

“Wejust passed through afloating meerkat city. Did you grow up on afloating city?”
“What doesit matter to you?’
“It doesn't. But | would rather talk to you than not—no matter how difficult you are.”

“Let metdl you what happens when you burn a person's body, pull out al of histeeth, glue hishead to a
plate, and shove abomb in hisear. Y ou become that person's object of undying hatred.”

“You're not aperson,” Shadrach said, but then trailed off.

Ahead of them, something huge blotted out the lesser darkness of seaand sky. At first glance, Shadrach
could tell only that it resembled avast set of jaws, with jagged shards of light placed up and down its
aurfacetoilluminateit. It floated in the water, risng and falling with the waves,

“What is that, Gollux?’
“That isour objective—that iswhere Quinlives. ..”

Soon, Shadrach could seethat it didn't just ook like ahuge pair of spread jaws, it was ahuge pair of
spread jaws. Dripping seaweed and teeth, they rose some six hundred feet above the surface. The flesh
of those jaws was pitted and gnarled with age or ill use, either contrived by Quin or the result of the
natura accumulation of years.

“Did Quin makethis, Gollux?’
“Heraised It from aMinnow.”

The eye—the eye was most disquieting. It shone out at them like a searchlight, and asiits attention drifted
from there to there, over the wine-dark sea, so too did the light move across the depths. The deep
green-blue of the pupil, and the golden veinsthat dithered acrossthe cornea. . . why, the eyeitsdf was
larger than asmall spacecraft! And mad, mad, mad initsroving: nervous and without purpose, the light
so thick it pierced many hundreds of feet into the water, grazing the edges of other sea creatures: finsand
tentacles and the impression of sinuous bodies swvimming from the path of its assault.

Asthey approached the beast, the reason for the increasing waves, which actually splashed over the top
of the saylber, became clear. Somewherefar, far below, the fish's tail swished back and forth to maintain
this one position, asif ever hungry, ever in wait for the world so asto devour it whole. And somewhere
hafway up the leviathan: the Sdefins, frilled and ddlicate despite weighing twenty or thirty tons, also
working hard to maintain this one postion. While Quin, within, worked his magic from thefish'sbelly.

The fish wasn't just old. It was scarred. Fires, like tiny blossoms, dotted its skin, some extinguished when
theleviathan rose or fell afew dozen meters. Creatures patrolled the leviathan's skin—they werelike tiny
parasites, except that they were larger than Shadrach. They scuttled and clung to the vertica surface,



performing alien functions. Maintenance of the beast. That it should not fall gpart. That it should not die.
These creatures—scaly, insectile, arthropodic—all lacked heads, consisting only of mouths and arms and
legs without end. Chitonous. Viscous. Blind. Stupid. Birthed to perform one task, one function.
Confronted by such creatures, it was hard for Shadrach not to think of Quin asagod.

Among them, meerkats could be seen to move, and other animals, of all types, locked in combat. The
combatants centered around the fires, some of them falling off from the extreme angle of the leviathan's
upper half and into the water, where without a scream or shriek, they were devoured by unseen animas
inthe sea. While the survivorslabored on at the killing game, which seemed to consist solely of
extinguishing other subspecies.

Thesmél of putrescent fish flesh came from the leviathan itsdlf. It wasrotting. It was dive, and it was
rotting.

“Gollux, what is happening here?’ Shadrach asked.

“All systemsatrophy. All sysemsdie. Thefishisasystem. Quinisasystem. The meerkats are a system.
There are too many systems. Too much confusion. Something has gone wrong. The systemsare a war.”

At the point where the jaws curved down to meet in ugly splendor, docks had been built, along with
staircases leading into the mouth. The saylber headed for these as Shadrach reloaded his gun and
checked for extraammunition.

“Why,” he asked as he removed the safety, “isthefish so cam?Why isnt it thrashing about?’

The Gollux turned toward Shadrach, eyeless asit appeared to be, and gave the unmistakable impression
that it thought thiswas astupid question. “ Quin made the fish without nerve endings, so it could not fed
the daily painsthat might makeit flinch or dive or splash. Itisthe camest fishin dl the world because of
Quin'sgenius”

Would that Quin had had the genius—or was it compassion?—to pull the nerve ends out of Nicholas
before dtering him. Thisfish could be ripped to shreds, could be torn apart by connoisseurs of seafood
back in the Cand Didtrict and would not raise the dightest complaint. What an advancement! A cresture
that could not fed itsown pain. A cregture lacking surviva ingtincts of any kind.

The meta of the ever-approaching docks burned red with the reflection of thefires. Thefires spilled over
the corners of the leviathan's mouth. Theinsde of its mouth was aflame, and il it patiently treaded
water. Only the lunatic movements of its eye reveded its numbed panic.

The flesh towered above them, the eye so close it was no longer an eye, or even acircle, but just a
green-blue surface that encompassed the horizon. The reason for the eye's panic became apparent, for
even the eye was not aneutral ground. Creatures fought and died there, leaving gaping wounds. The
smdl made Shadrach cough and cover his mouth. Canyons, dliffs, cathedrals of flesh. The sounds of
skirmishes fought with teeth and claws. the yowl or yelp of meerkats, the galumphing desth rattle of even
stranger beasts. And the sound of efficiency: the scuttling of the creatures built to maintain the leviathan.
They didn't care that the beast was dying. They didn't care that awar was being waged on the flesh of
their fish. They smply kept on doing what they had done for years: cleaning the scales, tending to the
wounds, dousing the fires with the voluminous sputum of their breath.

The saylber cameto aprecise halt at the edge of the docks. The docks—the giant cranes and hauling
machines—had been abandoned; anyone who had wanted to flee had fled along time ago. The meta
posts of the docks were topped with heads. human heads, inhuman heads. Shadrach didn't sparethem a
second glance. He'd seen so much worse. Instead, he hopped up onto the pier, the Gollux beside him.



The saylber, with awet squelch, immediately submerged, and Shadrach had the impression of itsvast
wings pumping furioudy asit tried to put depth and distance between it and itsinsensate cousin, the
levigthan.

From the moment Shadrach set foot on the dock, he could feel the vibration of the leviathan's heartbest:
now tremulous, now strong. And the beeting of its fins degp underwater, which made its body, and the
dock, nudge ever so dightly upward, so that hefdlt asif he were in danger of being launched into the air.
A weird music played dl around them, like adirge. Above, the fish'steeth, like inverted mountain pesks,
glinted down at Shadrach from agreet height.

“Which way, Gollux?’" he asked.

“Thisway,” said the Gollux, and headed up the stairstoward theinsde of the leviathan's mouth. The
automatic mechanism on the stairs had failed because of the putrefied bodies that had jammed its lower
leves, so they had to walk up them, stepping over the carnage.

Not more than ten steps up, a Ganesha hurdled the railing and ran toward Shadrach, followed closdly by
ameerkat with aclub in its hands. The meerkat, before Shadrach could react, caught up with the
Ganeshaand hit it so hard the back of its skull crumpled inward. It fell with awet thud at Shadrach's fedt.
He shot the meerkat before it had a chance to do anything, whether friendly or hostile. It too fell with a
wet thud at Shadrach'sfeet.

“I don' likethisplace, Gollux,” Shadrach said. “Let's get where we need to goin ahurry.”
“The Gallux telsyou this. It'sjust arotting fish. Nothing to like or didike.”

They managed to make good progress after that, despite the steepness of the incline and stacks of dead
bodies dick with blood. The Gollux made greet legps to atain each next step. Shadrach marveled at the
strangeness of a sudden vision: that huge as the leviathan appeared to him, to the Gollux it must be asbig
astheworld.

When they reached the lip of the leviathan's mouth, they stopped and |ooked around them. To right and
left, intolerably close, thejawsrose like twinned cliffs. Theteeth, aslarge as ships, glinted in their own
whitelight; giant slverfish threaded their way through the teeth, intent on cleaning the pitted surfaces.
Were the leviathan to close its mouth, snap shut like atrap, Quin's whole world would be gone. What did
it mean that Quin had chosen to live within the jaws of so large and dangerous abeast?

But the jaws held his attention for only a second—he had seen them from afar; up close, it was merely
more of the same. The sights within the mouth of the beast interested him far more, for it was here that
Quin had built his underground empire.

Never had any beast so wide, so varied, so interesting athroat. From where Shadrach stood, it was at
least four thousand metersto the opposite jawline. Between, in the basin of the beast's gullet, anew
world had been carved from nervelessflesh.

Theteeth themselvesit the entire tableaL—a deep ydlow, so that the light had an erratic quality: Some
teeth had been pulled, others sunk into the gums, or teetered on the edge of falling, or had falen down
into the gullet. Parts of the gums had, like pieces of rotten fruit, doughed off the mouth and lay in puddies
and piles down below, littering the entrance to the gullet, or having smashed into buildings. The hot wind
that rose from the firmament, smelling of blood and rot, came from the gullet, and in thisway the beast
regulated its temperature, casting aside the coldness of being buried under thirty levels of stone.

Each sde of the gullet represented an entirely different world. To theleft lay avariety of vats (green and



monstrous and dull) interspersed with alow, flat line of buildings. They hunched againg the jawline asif
carved from the flesh, asecond set of irregular teeth, pressed up againgt the jaw out of fear of faling into
the gullet. The dwellings and laboratories (Shadrach could not guess their function) boiled over with
activity, asthe skirmishes carried out on the leviathan's scales had blossomed into battles. Meerkats shot
a one another and other creaturesindiscriminately. From this distance, the miniature struggleshad a
curious dow-motion quality, the tactics as obvious and inexorable as somerritudistic game. One
particularly tal tower crackled with flames, and the flesh of the leviathan curled and blackened when the
tower touched it, amatchstick to paper. Insde and out, the leviathan was dowly being cooked, roasted
asitidly hovered in the water and its eye sought ameans of escape. Like giant discarded wine bottles,
the vatslay open or cracked, their skins occluded with afine green smoke. As Shadrach watched, avat
came free of its moorings, the gobbly flesh within screaming asthe vet fell into the gullet, bouncing off one
sde, then the other, before disgppearing into a pink and hungry darkness.

If theleft haf of the leviathan's mouth suggested aworld gone mad, the right Side had a preternatural calm
toit. There, Quin had fashioned aforest of fir trees amongst which nothing moved, not even the trees
themselves, despite the wind. Shadrach thought he could see aglint, as of adistant brook. The suggestion
of awhite bridge. The forest seemed strangely familiar to him.

Shadrach asked the Gollux, “Which way?’
“Into the forest. The Gollux has been there before.”
“Why istheforest so calm?’

“Quin livesthere. Not even now will they cross Quin, or tempt hisanger. Quinisaliving Artist. Quin
crested the Gollux. He created dl of us”

The path that |ed to the forest was a path of agony. To either side, creatures writhed on dozens of
crucifixes. Shadrach refused to look left or right, but merely took John the Baptist from his pocket and
strapped him to hisarm once again. It hardly mattered now what he did with John. The meerkat head
looked around glassy-eyed at its surroundings. It sniffed the air, said something Shadrach could not
understand.

“What did you say?’

“I smdll crabs. | smell food.”

“We'reamogt there”

“I know. We're both almost dead.”

“Will you be defiant to the end?’

“What did you expect meto say?’

“Nothing. Do you see what's around us?’

“Yes. Chaos. Tratorsto order. Waking dreams. Nightmares.”

John's eydidsflickered and closed again. The meerkat had so littlelifein him that Shadrach dmost laid
him to rest by the side of the path, beneath the feet of the crucified, but he could not bring himsdlf to do it.
Somehow, John the Baptist had become more than his companion; he had become atalisman.

Besdes, John <till had abomb in his ear.



BEFORE THEY could reach the floor of the mouth, and from there the forest, they chanced upon a
hundred Candles. The path veered sharply down and to the right, sidestepping one of the leviathan's
teeth, which had falen from the gums, probably many years ago. When it leveled out again, the forest
was directly ahead of them. To either Sde, more crucifixes, thistime uniformly hammered to them, a
hundred creatures that looked just like Candle: more than haf wolf or coyote, the elongation of the face
reveded as muzzle, the eyesyellow and ancient. The legsended in haf paws, haf feet. Thetalswere
crusted in blood and hung limply down. Like vulturesin their stance, but unnaturally so, thelong armsand
legs a burden to them. Behind them, the corona of firesamongst the buildings.

There was none of the moaning that had marked the other crucifixions. They made no sound at dl. Nuts
and bolts held them to the posts; there was no way to bring any of them down.

“Candle?’ Shadrach shouted as they waked down the path. “ Candle? Is one of you Candle?’
The one nearest to him raised its head, blinked through the blood in its eyes but said nothing.

“Why wasthis doneto you?’ Shadrach asked, while the Gollux skittered around impatiently and
muttered under its breath.

“They dwaysdo thisto traitors—it will be doneto you,” whispered John the Baptist. The meerkat
whimpered, opened and closed its mouth.

The creature lowered its head as much asit was able, so it could look at Shadrach. “1 am a priest of the
Church of Quin. Quin no longer wants priestsfor his church.”

“I canhelpyoudown. | can...”
“I'm dying. Kill meor leaveme. Thatisal.”

But Shadrach could not kill this Candle surrogate. He knew that if he killed this creature now, he would
come al undone, would be worthless when he faced Quin. So he heeded the Gollux's pleading and
continued down the path, promising himsdlf . . . what? Nothing, redlly. He couldn't make such promises.
Hisonly alegiance wasto theidea of the death of Quin, thelife of Nicola

WHEN THEY reached the path of white pebblesthat descended into the valley of dark fir trees—when
he heard the sound of running water and saw the small bridge of red and white, haf-hidden by the
trees—when he smelled the thickness of thefir trees. . . then he redlized he had seen the forest in
Nicolas head, in her mind. And he wondered whether there redlly was such a place above level. What if
he had entered a series of dreamsin her mind—of things that actualy happened, but that were distorted,
unsound, mirror images. For amoment, thisthought disoriented him (didn't it mean she might love him
after dl?). But the pebbles benegth his feet were redl enough—and they scrunched against the Gollux's
feettoo. . .

Over the bridge they went, where the fiddler crabs stalked red-and-black butterflies. Just beyond stood
acottage with white walls and athatched roof. Birds had built nests from the thatch, obliviousto Quin's
workings. Or had Quin made them too0?

“Isthisit?’



“Yes,” John the Baptist said, surprising Shadrach. “Thisisthe place. Do not enter.” He looked into
Shadrach's eyes. “Y ou will not come out.”

“What isyour real name?’ Shadrach said. It suddenly seemed important, after al they had endured
together. “Not John, not Affliction, not Sdlvador. What isit?’

The meerkat coughed blood, itstongue pale, and said aword that sounded like the chattering speech of
beetles. “That ismy name. My red name. It's nothing you could ever actualy say yourself. It'snothing a
human could ever say.”

“You'reright,” Shadrach said.

He turned toward the Gollux and asked, “Isthis the place?”’
“Yes” the Gollux said.

“Then lead theway.”

INSIDE, SHADRACH found along, empty corridor lined with blank glass cages occupied only by
dust—and at the corridor's end, another remote of Quin, its sad Orienta face swaying on too long a
neck. The glass cages embedded in its sallow flesh had been covered by ablack panel. Surprised and
unnerved by the emptiness, Shadrach kept close to the Gollux as they walked toward the Quin remote.
Heflipped the safety on his gun. The stillness of the empty room was more horrible than if it had been
occupied by a hundred mongtrosities. The Quin remote leered and bobbed at them.

When they stood before the remote, it said, “1 am Quin. What do you want with me?’
The Gollux said nothing.

Shadrach said, “Y ou're not Quin. You're aremote, aconstruct.” Heraised his gun and shot the construct
through the head. The head flopped over its counter. A spackle of blood glittered on thewall behind it. It
shivered. It shuddered. It dowly righted itself and rose again. “No,” it said, staring a him with asmileas
its head gushed blood, “thisisnot me.”

The compartment in front of the facade did open and there, on asmall reclining chair, lay a puddle of
pale flesh and scar tissue. Somewherein the mass of perpetuad double chins, thewriggly, maggotlike
flesh, adozen intense blue eyes shone out from jellied orbits. A lyrica laugh issued forth from some
orifice hidden from Shadrach.

Likedl creative beings, Quin, when compared to hiswork, failed to measure up. Shadrach felt asif he
had just met a cretin who happened to be abrilliant holovid artist. If the Situation had not been so tensg, it
would have been hilarious. He would have laughed out loud. This horrid gobbet of flesh, when he had
expected a giant!

“Surprised?’ the Quin remote asked.

“Jugt alittle bit,” Shadrach lied.

“What did you expect? A great head? A lovely lady? A terrible beast? A ball of fire?’

“None of the above. I'm just surprised that you seem more amorphous in the flesh than asan idea.”

Shadrach thought he read disgppointment in the glob of flesh that was Quin. Here and there, where the



flesh was not trand ucent, Shadrach could see anascent leg, an unborn arm.

“Wereyou awaysthisway?’ Shadrach asked. He felt no sense of urgency now that he had finally found
Quin, smply abone-aching fatigue and aneed for answers.

“Not dways. | was much more human. Once.”
“What happened to you?’
The flesh formed agrim smile, but the eyes danced in the body.

“Thereisapoint beyond which the human body cannot recover. | have passed that point. | have
experimented on mysdf for too long, and | have put too much of my own tissueinto my creations.”

“Y ou don't seem surprised to see me. Can you seethe gun I'm aiming at you?’

“Why should | be surprised? |'ve expected you or someone like you for along time. I've made enemies,
sometimes by accident, sometimes on purpose. Y ou just happen to be among the first to possess the
combination of tenacity and insanity needed to find me. | assume you mean to kill me. By al means—kill
me. It makes no difference. I've done what needs doing. Thereis no stopping it now.”

“Do you mean the war going on outs de?’

“No, no, no. Periodicaly, | set them upon each other. The ones who survive breed, creating an
ever-gronger grain. Thistime, though, it seems somewhat more permanent.”

“Wasit agame when you atered Nicholas and had Nicolataken for parts?’

“I'm not familiar with the names. I've done something to them, obvioudy, and you mean to seek revenge.
Please, take your revenge. But | don't know what you're talking about. My empireisavast and
sprawling thing. | cannot keep track of every midfit, every transaction. It's buried somewhere in the
records, I'm sure. . . | might have played with ahuman named Nicholas. | might not have. Besides, how
do you know I didn't create them both? If so, wouldn't you say | have the right to do with them as|
please? | can see from the look on your face that they were born in avat. | wasthe city's birth engineer
for avery long time. | may well have created them, you know. Certainly if so, | would be the oneto take
care of them. To nurture them. Listen to your creator, Gollux, and kill this man now.”

It dmost caught Shadrach off guard. The Gollux—which aso seemed surprised—Iegpt at Shadrach. But
Shadrach turned in timeto cut itslegs out from under it.

“The Gallux,” the Gollux said, asit writhed on the ground, “is not designed specificaly for combat. The
Goallux isnot designed for nonquadrapedal |ocomotion.”

Shadrach fried its brains out the back of its neck stump, before aiming the gun once more a Quin.

“A pity,” Quin said. “Hewas agood and true Gollux—he tried to obey me. Hetried to kill you. He may
not even have wanted to do it. It wasworth atry. | think | even surprised myself by doing that—I must
want to live after dl . . . You know, it'samazing how relaxed we humans becomeif you just drone on
and on about nothing in particular.”

“Why?" Shadrach asked.

“Why what? Why am | apuddle of flesh? Why did | become a bioneer? Why what?'Y ou must be more
Specific.”



“You cut up my lover and sold her for parts! You sent meto Lady Ellington's estate just so | would
know about it!” Shadrach's shout reverberated around the room.

The Quin remote smiled while the eyes of the failing flesh beneath watched him intently.

“Maybe it was pleasurable, Shadrach. Maybe it was an interesting thing to do—at the time. Maybe|
don't have the dightest ideawhat you aretaking about . . . Do you honestly think that | have any reason
to tell you anything?. . . Funny how easily humanslose control. My meerkats don't lose control. My
meerkats make you humans|ook psychotic and frivolous at the same time. Perhgps | made them
both—Nicolaand Nicholas. Perhaps| ddliberately didn't give Nicholas enough talent—so held have to
cometo me. Perhaps | watched Nicoladl theyearsof her life, until she delivered unto me, at the right
time, an unpredictable e ement: you. All so you would come down here and kill me. Wouldn't that bethe
most spectacular genetic experiment ever? To have that subtle a control? To know that much? | don't
believel haveitinme. . . Perhgps none of this actudly happened, and by dumb luck and persstence you
reached this point entirely by your own—"

“Shut up,” Shadrach said. “1 don't believe you. Y ou know who Nicholaswas. Y ou know who Nicola

IS

“Y ou can shut me up permanently by killing me, Shadrach. You candothet . . . but | might belying
about everything. Y ou'd never know. | might be the biggest liar the world has ever seen. Y ou're caught
between the desire to kill and the desire to know why. What if you could have both?’

“Thefirg might be enough.”
“Ah, s0you are interested. Then let's begin again: What do you want to know?’

“What isyour plan? What isit you hope to accomplish with”—Shadrach gestured at their
surroundings—"dl of this?’

“Plans. Planning. At first | had no plan. At first the plan was to have no plan. But that got boring and as|
came to hate humans more and more, aplan cameto me. | thought to myself: the human raceis obsolete.
Why not make anew one? Or maybe not. Maybe I'm just crazy.”

“Let'sassumeyou have aplan. What isit?’

“Why should | tell you? I'll tell you why—because it can't be stopped, that's why. The humanswho live
above ground haven't even thought about the implications of those ‘toys I've made for them. They're
too busy using them for prestige and to make their lives easier. They never stop to think what it al
means. They could never bdievein agiant fish that holdsawhole world. They'd laugh. They'd scoff.
Evenif they saw it, they wouldn't believeit. That iswhy the human raceis dying—too limited an
imagination. No thought for the consequences.”

“Arrogance,” Shadrach said. “ You aredying.”

“No, the human raceis dying. It's had itstime, and yet has done nothing but squander it, each agea
fainter echo of thelast. Enough, | say. Bedone, | say! Let some other species haveitsturn.”

“You're crazy. Theworld will be abetter place with you dead.”

“I happen to agree with you, Shadrach. My creations need amartyr. They need aGod who art in
Heaven. They need amyth of human intervention to make them whole. Thereis only so much you can
breed into them, only so much you can do with their genes—look at me: | know. Therest is environment.
Therestisrdigion. If youkill me, the dow unraveling of the human race begins, for this desth will bethe



first Sgn, thefirs symbol, from which al the others derive, until one day the humansfind their servants
have become their masters. And if you don't kill me, be assured: | will erase dl trace of you and your
beloved from thiscity. | will find Nicola—assuming | don't already know where sheis—and | will kill
her.

“I think thisisagreat test for you as ahuman being: Will you buy more time for the human race by not
killing me, or will you buy moretimefor asngleindividua? I'm fascinated to see what you choose. What
would Nicolathink if you saved her life but sacrificed the species?’

“Assuming you aretelling the truth. Assuming that if you tell the truth, your predictions are accurate.” The
pressure in Shadrach's head had grown intense. He fdlt asif held been listening to ahypnotist.

“And think of this: If I've truly programmed Nicola, then even if you kill me and return to the surface,
could you ever redlly trust her again? Wouldn't you always be waiting for her to betray you? . . . What
areyou doing?’

“Youll see”

Shadrach had set his gun for atwo-inch laser beam. He began to burn ahole in the glass that housed
Quin. Icewater coursed through hisveins. He had decided on a plan of action. No further thought was

necessary.
“Kidnapping mewon't hep you—those creatures out there will tear you limb from limb.”
Hewas amog finished cutting the circle.

“If you're going to kill me, this seemsavery awkward way to do it.”

Thecirclefel out and shattered against the floor. The Quin remote took aswipe at him from above, while
Quin himsdf cowered in acorner.

“I've changed my mind—I don't want to die. Not just yet. Perhaps we can reach some kind of
arangement?’

Shadrach adjusted the beam once again, severed the remote's neck, so its head flopped impotently on
the counter. So much for Quin'svoice.

Then he snatched Quin from his sanctuary, placed him on the countertop and proceeded to beat him with
the butt of the gun until the weapon was dick with blood.

From hisarm, John the Baptist shuddered uncontrollably at the sight. 1 wish I'd died in the closet,” he
said over and over.

Quin said nothing at al. Quin was dead.

Shadrach pulled the meerkat off of hisarm. He flicked the switch on the bomb in the meerkat's ear. He
placed the head next to Quin.

“Good-bye, John,” he said. “1'm sorry. Y our kind may take over theworld, but it won't be easy. It won't
happeninmy lifetime. It might never happen.”

Asheran for the door, before the explosion propelled him forward and out into the forest, burning his
back, he thought he heard one last muttered curse from the meerkat.

CHAPTER 9



Afterward was Smple enough. Afterward didn't require any thought either. He picked himsdf up from the
bomb blast, assured himsdf that nothing inside the cottage could have survived it, and began to head
toward the edge of the creature's mouth. He cursed the would-be thieves from which he had taken the
bomb for his deafness. What had they expected? To sl tiny pieces of him and themselvesto the organ
bank?

Meerkats ran past him, intent on reaching the cottage. He ignored them, and they, in their concern and
panic, ignored him. He didn't even bother showing them his badge.

At the docks, he found asaylber loitering in the water nearby and swam out to it. It began to glide away
from the leviathan at agood rate of speed. Astheleviathan faded into the distance, it faded from hismind
aswadl. Of moreimmediate concern was the moodiness of the saylber which, after severa fase aarms,
findly decided to submergeitsaf. It left Shadrach floundering about in histrench coat with the shore only
barely visble on the horizon. For afew anxious minutes he thought he would drown because of his coat.
Thrashing as hetried to get it off, he floated several feet below the surface. But, kicking off his shoesand
contorting his arms, he managed to rid himsalf of the coat—and pop, breathless, to the surface.

Luckily, any current was minima, and he was agood swimmer. Eventudly, hefelt land benegth hisfedt.
He rose from the water sodden and dripping, a sudden ghost, an echo, a shadow of who he had been.
Heimagined no one could see him. Who would want to see him?

The shore had become a graveyard for the abandoned cathedral -rafts of the meerkats: black and
incomprehensible and toppled over on their sdes. He shot the two flesh dogs he saw sniffing around the
cathedrals before they even saw him. He was not sorry at al for such premeditated violence. Rather he
daughter every living thing in his path than never seethe light again. He used hisgun to char one of the
flesh dogs on a spit, and he ate some of the mest.

After he had eaten, he stood up and looked around. He was alone for the first time since he had picked
up John the Baptist; the absence of the meerkat on hisarm made him fed asif he were missing alimb.
Therewas no oneto help him. There was no easy way to get back to the surface. There might be no way
at dl. But thisdid not deter him. His mouth was dry. He felt hollow. Hefdlt asif he were dead. He
decided that thiswas agood way to fed, after dl of the hate, all of the love, that had passed through him.
He wanted to be empty for awhile.

Above him, thered light from the passing train mocked him with itsthin, forced smile of motion. He
would have to reach the tracks and find away out. It did not strike him as an impossible task.

He began to climb. Boulders and outcroppings of rock barred hisway. Giant purple lichen covered the
rock. Tiny, stunted trees grew between there. Strange creatures durped and wetly plopped over the
rocks, their ciliagliding in synchronized motion to serve astheir eyes. They startled Shadrach, but ignored
him, and after atime, he forgot about them. The rhythms of the climb became automatic, the blistering of
his hands a dull throb, the mechanics of his breathing as he gulped the air harsh but irrdlevant. His
physica body was no longer his concern.

BY THE time he at last reached Rafter's door, Shadrach had passed through exhaustion into some other
relm entirely. Hisarmswere cut, his back gtill burned, hisleft ear bled from abullet wound, hislegs had
been bruised from the punishing climbs. He shivered like Lady Ellington'sfine crysta rung with a spoon.

Once onthetrain tracks, it had proven just asdifficult to walk to the train station, the train barreling by
with darming frequency, Shadrach reduced to molding himsalf into alcoves on either sideto avoid being
killed, shivering with the aftermath of the train's tumultuous passage. News of Quin's death had not made



it to the train station—or had bypassed it entirely—and everything seemed as norma as before. At the
train station, he had waited for afew hours, recovering his strength, using his Quin badgeto bully a cube
of food out of avendor. The hideous figures that walked past him as he ate—these seemed as normd as
anything he had seen above ground. He had amost choked with laughter. What he took for granted now
was beyond anyone's expectations.

When hefelt strong enough, he had continued to make hisway, leve by leve, to Rafter's offices. The
entiretime, he could fed thelight above him like an irresistible force—and below the light, standing inits
rays, Nicola. Or so he hoped. He hadn't bothered to conceal his gun, holding it out in front of him
ingtead. But even when he had used his gun, there was at the heart of him only someone who wanted
desperately to reach the light.

HE KNOCKED on Rafter's door.

A hesitation, and then the door opened, and Rafter stood there. She stared at him with amixture of
horror and awe.

“Isshe—isshe dill here?” he asked.

Rafter frowned. “You'rejust intimeto ruin her life again. She's conscious and walking.”
“Waking?’

“Yes” Rafter said. “Comein.”

Rafter led him into her waiting room. Nicola sat on acouch. Her face was haggard; she stared at the
floor. Her legs were aghoulish white, but intact. Her hair fell in straggles across her face. Rafter had
dressed her in black pants and a plain white shirt. She looked like a person newly born.

Shadrach tottered, dmost fell, but managed to sit down beside her. For him, that moment would define
therest of hislife. Helet hisgaze linger. He drank her in. He stared at that which he had never thought to
seeagan.

Rafter |eft them aone together, the look on her face unreadable.
“Youlook terrible,” Nicolasaid in araw voice. “ Areyou okay?’

He fumbled for her hand, took it in his. She felt warm to histouch, and her warmth invaded him. He
didn't feel capable of speech, his sentences adl unraveled and incomplete.

“Rafter says,” Nicolarasped, then coughed, started again. “Rafter says you've seeninto me. Y ou've read
my mind—you've been me.”

Didn't you feel me there? hethought. Was | no comfort to you? But al he said was, “I thought it was
necessary to protect you.”

“What did you seethere?” She stared into his eyes.
“Beauty. Courage. Intelligence.”

She looked away. “ And ugly things, too, I'm sure.”
Shadrach shrugged. “No. Not redly.”



“But you saw, Shadrach. Y ou saw? Y ou know?’
Shadrach nodded. “1 know.” Pain, yet that bittersweet relief in acknowledging it.

“I'm sorry, Shadrach. I'm sorry if I've hurt you. Rafter says you've saved my life. Rafter says| would
have died without you.”

“She exaggerates,” Shadrach said. He had a sudden flash of seeing her again, buried within amountain of
limbs, and shuddered. “How do you fed ?”’

Nicolablinked twice, closed her eyes. “| fed very tired. | achedl over. I'mthirsty al thetime.”
“Canyouwak?’

“yes”

“Then we should walk. We need to get to the surface. We need to get you into a hospital.”

“I cantry,” shesaid. They stood up. Nicolaamost fell. Shadrach grabbed her shoulders with both hands.
They swayed there together.

“Careful,” hesad.

She hugged him. Her hair till smelled of the organ bank.
“Don't leave me,” shesaid.

Shadrach laughed bitterly. “I won't. Don't worry, | won't.”

Rafter had returned, stood by the door. She glared at Shadrach, said, *Y ou must be careful. Shell be
disoriented for awhile. She may not make sense. Shelll be weak. Shelll need care. Afterward, shell be
closeto hersdf again.”

Nicolasad, “Nothing will ever be the same.”

“It will be completely different,” Shadrach said. “ That's not abad thing.”

AFTER SHADRACH had paid for Rafter'swork and Nicola had said her good-byes, they began to
walk toward the terminusfor the next level. Rafter had given them amap. Nothing so beautiful asaQuin
map—just scribbled lines and words on a scrap of paper.

Only afew minutesinto their journey, Nicolasaid, “I'mtired, so tired,” and staggered against the wall.
“Sleep then, Nicola,” Shadrach said. He lifted her off her feet and began to carry her.

When they were safely in an devator that would take them to ahigher level, her breath on his shoulder
soft and even, he allowed himself to relax alittle. It began to seem that they would make it.

Later, asthey continued their dow progress upward, she woke, her breath shalow, her grip on his
shoulder sharper.

“Thank you,” she said dreamily as she got to her feet.



The second level beckoned from beyond the elevator. Here, people didn't flinch away from them. Stores
were open. Women waked with their children. The pale light did not hide mongtrosities. It seemed that
thered city, the city of sun and horizon, must be close by.

“Thank you for what?" he said.

“For saving my life”

“| didn't have achoice.”

“| don't believe that, Shadrach.”

“Butit'strue. | loveyou,” he said hopelesdy, the back of histhroat sore.
“I know you do,” she said. And then: “Nicholasisdead.”

“Yes. And Salvador. And Quin. They'red| dead.”

“I' knew my brother was dead,” she said. “I couldn't sense him anymore.”

She shuddered while Shadrach held her close, still amazed by her presence, there, in hisarms.

EVEN AFTER she had woken up, Shadrach supported her weight &t first, held her up, let her lean on
him. From the second levd, they till had to walk to the disembarkation point, which wasredly abovethe
city, rising out of the city'swall so that those who came through would get afull view of Veniss. They
would have to hope the guards along the way would honor Shadrach's badge.

As she grew stronger, he grew weaker. After they had successfully passed the next checkpoint and
neared the ramp leading to the surface, he began to fedl faint. He leaned on her, and she held him up. She
stroked hishair. “It'sokay,” shesaid, “it's okay.”

Thefina checkpoint before the ramp consisted of adull gray wall of some hard metal. Embedded in the
wall was aguard protected by three layers of glass. The guard, they could see even from far away, wasa
meerkat. Shadrach stiffened, reached into his pocket for his gun, even as he readied his badge and
identification card. Hisadarm proved unfounded. What had |ooked menacing from a distance was less so
in the flesh—fur mangy, alost look on itsface, itsvoice low and dull. It waved them through with just the
dightest of glances at the badge. The stiff metal doors rel eased, a space opened in front of them.
Shadrach could smdll fresh air coming from the darkness ahead. They waked through and stood on the
ramp. Behind them, the wall became solid again.

ASTHEY struggled up through the shadows of the ramp, some part of Shadrach still doubted they
would reach the outside world. He thought he heard the sound of something at his back, stalking them.
“Don't look back,” he whispered to Nicola as she now leaned on him again. “ Don't look back.” Their
steps were so dow, weighted down with aterrible anticipation. The steep ramp seemed to have no end.
Shadrach imagined he could see bits of glowing graffiti on thewalsto either sde: A child in the dark, a
kissin the dark; remakes the world in his own image; the weave and war p of flesh. But when he
blinked, rubbed his eyes, the walls were bare.

Shadrach's thoughts became wide and deep. Walking upward, even if only, it seemed, from one
darkness to another, reminded him of when he had first come above level—the first time he had seen



Nicola. Thelook on her face in that moment—had it been happy, sad, reserved? He tried to remember,
even as he seemed to hear more footsteps behind them. Perhaps it was wistful or melancholy, or abland
smilethat indicated a blank attention to duty.

As Shadrach had emerged from below level, from the darkness of which alack of love was only part, he
had wanted only the light, not love. Nor did he allow peopleto stand for symbols—how could he, living
in adarkness where people were often just atouch, a scent, avoice? Abstract symbols could never
comfort himin hisdespair, in the aching of hisbody for something better. Hisloves before Nicola had
sometimes just been avoice and agray-tinged body in the dusk of before-death that comprised the
hovels and split-levels of the poor. And everyone below had been poor.

Perhaps, he thought, astiny lights broke the darkness of the ramp ahead of them, it had been the sadness
on her face. How much in common would he have had with awoman whose life dso gppeared to be a
tragedy? No, it was not sadness that drew him to her. He'd known more sad and ruined peoplein the
mines than he cared to remember. He had known love as a voice and touch, surely, but also a desperate
coupling in the dark for amoment of release, of freedom from below level. A rarething. A preciousthing.
It could transport you out of time, so that the world had no hold on you.

A hint of fresh ar. Nicolas body leaning againg his.

So perhaps he had believed in symbols after al—perhapsthe frame of light as he ascended that first time
drew him to her asit touched her body: blind moth to blinding flame. And maybe it wasjust this: When
he came up into the light, the light shone upon her and she was not perfect. She had aface atrifle too
narrow, adull red birthmark between her thumb and forefinger, hair framing her facein tangled black
srands. Such perfect imperfection, and hefell into her eyes because now, and only now, could he believe
in this new world into which he had been reborn. It was popul ated with imperfect, beautifully imperfect,
strangers, and how it had broken his heart that first time—to know that after so much darkness, the light
could be soredl, so dive. Not perfect, but red—all of it, the world, the woman, hislife.

Hefet thewind on hisface and heard Nicolasay, “It'sthe stars. . .” and redlized that she too had not
known until that moment that they were looking out at the night sky, dowly working itsway toward
dawn. He had not seen the sky for so long that the stars were each and every onearevelaionto him, a
new way of seeing theworld, likethefirst time.

They stood at the top of the ramp, which overlooked the city. It glistened with lights.
“It'sbeautiful,” shesad.

And deadly, he thought. The city was a strange, hidden place with awhite bridge and agrave path. The
city was aplace of intermingled species, of minds. Wasthis evolution? He recalled the intricate beauty of
the caterpillar map. He recdled John the Baptist's stoicism.

Down below, he could see the thick, cool aqueducts of the Cand Didrict, the sides of the canaslined
with lights. Theworld was sillent. It seemed to him that the silence hid, and would forever hide, aliving,
bresthing mystery. No maiter that the city would eventualy build a protective skin over thisriddle, so that
it would be but the dim red of abeating heart seen through milky tissue. No matter that, if Nicholaswas
right, the city wasfilled with athousand unturned keys, ready in the lock, dwaysjust agesture, acolor, a
sound away from clicking into place. The particular hue of achemical sunset. The guttura command of a
private policeman. Thefarewd| kiss of lovers on acandside beach. Of dl the sgnsand symbolsin sucha
chaotic city, which would be the one to unleash Quin's circus upon the world? Or would they stand
forever at the ready, awaiting acommand from a ghostly hand?

Ahead of them, stairs led down into the Veniss. Behind them, Shadrach heard the footsteps, the rustling,



getting louder. What had come up with them from below level?

He pulled Nicola behind him, whirled around, hand on hisgun, and saw . . . nothing. No onewas
standing in the mouth of the ramp. Just shadows. A kiss in the dark. He had imagined it. The man living
in the belly of a giant fish. Thered and the unredl had finally traded places,

Then and only then did he alow himsdf to cry: slent tearsthat ran down hisface, dripped off hischin, fell
to the pavement. He wept for the pain of his ordeal and for what he had had to do to rescue Nicola. He
wept for his parents, who surely must be dead, and for Nicholas, stupid, afool, led astray and discarded.
Hewept for hisformer salf now that he had changed in so many ways and could not yet comprehend the
half of them. But most of dl, he wept with relief—that Nicolawas alive and that he was dive with her.

But even though he hurt, and even though it was such sorrow to look upon Nicola's bruised face, and
even though most things would not, as Nicolahad said, ever again be the same, it wasjoy, not pain, that
findly buckled hisknees and brought him to the end of his endurance. He lay down againgt the rough
stone of the ramp, staring up at the stars, wordless. Nicola sat beside him, together but aone, her hand in
his as shelooked out over Veniss.

At dawn, he knew that they would walk down into the city, not sure what they would find there, but
knowing it must be better than what they had |eft behind. He knew that memory would make the past
easy, by blurring the details and digtorting time. He would grow old to this. He would become
sentimenta . He would forget he had become amurderer. He would forget many things. But he would
never forget that he loved her, despite that niggling thought, which hewould never befree of: Had he
done enough? Could he have done better?

Stll fighting it, till not sure, Shadrach closed his eyes and dept for thefirgt timein seven days.
VENISS STORIES

THE SEA, MENDEHO, AND
MOONLIGHT

Above Mendeho Obregon an incandescent moon shone, eclipsed from time to time by the lumbering
shadows of interstellar freighters as they took the I-wire up and down from Veniss. Always, they headed
for the city, whose lights curved away from him down the dmost silent beach.

Mendeho listened only to the call of gull and lurcher, the strangled choke of meerkat at itskill. Saw only
the vermilion sea, studded with tiny glints, glares, ripples, and the strobes of squid. He blinked away a
tear as he watched, the moisture collecting in the wrinkles of hisface. It wasforty years since he had last
seen the ocean at night.

Mendeho had his eccentricities—the cane he used to conquer his rheumatism, for example, when a
simple y-scan could have nipped it without SO much as an operation. When pressed, hetold hiscousin, “I
want to remember pain, to know | am dive.” Hiscousin, an I-wire tech named Onry, had stared blankly
a him, keeping his own opinionsto himsdlf and hislink.

A rustle caught Mendeho's ear: the sound of tiny scuttling feet. He squinted againgt the moonlight, findly
saw that thousands of fiddlers were scouring the beach in aliving wave of carapace and claw. Whatever
dead tissue had washed up during the day would be devoured.

Mendeho smiled. The bioneers had not yet reconstructed the fiddlers. He was glad. Once, long ago, his



great-great ancestors had stood offshore and cast nets to catch such creatures. For the raw protein. At
least, the family recordstold him so.

A rarein-system shuttle rumbled into view, aclot of lights soon swallowed by the city'sintense glow. It
would land in one of the cool-down canasthat had given Dayton Centrd the nickname “Veniss”

The thunder scattered fiddlers, sent night waders up in aflurry of leasthery wings. Wavesdied at the
shordline and aweak bluster of wind whipped Mendeho's unfashionably high collar againgt his neck.
Already, he had defied the curfew for service citizens; the double placed in his bed would not fool the
solimind forever.

And for what? He laughed, kicked at the sand with hisgood leg, leaning on his cane. A midnight
skinny-dip? He squared his shoulders, assumed the straight-backed posture that had aided his swimming
stroke and, later, helped him survive two sections at the academy years and years ago.

Mendeho's grip on his cane tightened, fingers clenched. The sea—the color of the sea—was so dark
tonight, despite the occasiond flash and sparkle. Thefiddlers had returned and, beyond them, bathed in
moonglow and wave, dolsynths did through the water as smoothly as a solimind shuttle. The wind felt
good, having picked up (probably at the solimind's request), and he took halting steps down from the
dunes, slhouetted againgt the city's continual splendor. The fiddlers froze, not knowing what to make of
him.

Perhaps poor Julia had been right, he thought, breething faster than he would have liked. Perhaps defying
the solimind would have been too dangerous, but he had beenwillingtotry . . . Later, he saw Juliafor
what she was—a component in the system, chip-simple. Meanwhile, his approved wife bore and bored
him with four children, asrequisitioned. All four werelinked beforetheir first birthdays. What usefor a
father then? Onry told him he was lucky. Since the Diaspora Plague, some had had to bear the burden of
fiveor 9x children.

And dl the while Mendeho diligently oversaw the production of shuttle emulsifiers and clogshop units,
choking on the taste of dust-dull work.

The fiddlers compromised, clearing a space around him, perhaps hoping he would die and leave plenty of
protein for their eager mouths. He shooed them back. Then, staring at the sea, Mendeho let his canefall
to the sand with asoft scrunch. The buttons of his gray shirt and pants popped free as he undressed
himsalf. His shoes with their sticky adhesive had aready been discarded and soon he wore only apair of
jet-black briefs. He took a deep breath through his nose, swiveling his shoulders. For aman of
sixty-seven, he had afirm body, with white hair that crawled across his chest like stringy seaweed.
Mendeho smelled the salt spray and smiled, content with hisdecison.

Often he had swum when he was younger, in the old days when the restriction of atriplehand badge was
unnecessary. Theruletook dl thefun out of it—exactly the solimind'sintent. “ Safety firdt,” it proclaimed
on vidoloswhere it paraded and pouted, taking on the disguise of mother, father. Theworst irony? Life
was ordered, everyone richer, more comfortable than before. The freighters docked graceful as
ballerinas under I-wire control and the clockwork universe humankind had created for itsalf out of chaos
ticked on obliviousto strife.

But Mendeho Caranza Obregon, son of Juan Carlos V11, son of Juan Carlos V1, could not marry whom
he wanted, could not set his own job requirements, and—most important at that moment—could not
even swim in the ocean. And thisthing he was determined to do before his degth. If they would not let
him swim at Dayton Centrd, then he would swim here, where Earth regained some guise of the naturd,
where the meerkat could play amongst the dunes, and out at sea dolsynths romped through deep water.



Mendeho Obregon told himsdlf he was stubborn, and found that he was stubborn. A light shone from his
eyes, inthe set of hismouth, the outward thrust of his chin. He limped toward the surf, fiddlers skittering
from his path. The city lights shrank and the sound of airborne traffic became muffled. Therewas only the
seain front of him, theliving carpet of arthropods, and the risng wind. And, above dl, the gutted and
pockmarked moon, gtill transcendent on anight like thisone.

Mendeho had afoot in the water when awarning sounded from the link lodged in his ear. He stopped,
hands at his Sdes.

Citizen, it whigpered, turn back. Turn back. You have broken curfew to swim. You cannot swim.
The waves are too dangerous and you have no triplehand badge to keep you safe . . . You areold .
.. The whisper took on a placatory tone. Turn back, citizen, and all will be forgiven.

“You arethe Devil! The physician was mistaken—I amfit. And | am going into the seal” His second foot
hit the water with a satisfying splash. “1 am going to swim!” He amiled, saw his crankiness asagift, a

weapon.
Your wife worries. Thevoicein hisear oozed sympathy.

Mendeho stopped short. “ Julia's been dead for ayear,” he said. “ A year ago today, and | am going to

swim.”
Your wife'snameis Carlina, not Julia, chided thevoice. Sheisalive and so are your four lovely
children, and all five areworried.

“They are your children. Shut off!”

Theline of hismouth quivered before blossoming into agrin. A certain exultation rose within him. They
could not stop him, no matter what the danger. He walked farther into the water. Back onshore, the
fiddlers had disappeared, darmed by the spectacle of an old man talking to ghosts. Out in the ocean's
deepest waves, a pseudowhal e breached, humming songs for its forgotten dead. The songs reminded
Mendeho of the doomed starship Tai-keegi's high-gpeed transmiss ons—sonorous and tragic—for even
he had never seen awhde.

You will see sense, said the solimind, and left him.
Wasthat it? A warning and they would leave him alone?

He plunged forward, the water splashing up to his knees, and yelled for joy. Now, indeed, thefiddlers
knew himto beinsane. . . But then, just as he prepared to jump into the water and redlly svim, the
waves swirled in on themsalves. While he watched with disbelief, sinking to hisknees, one hand to his
mouth, the sea pulled back from him, washed itsdf away. It did back and back until the shordine lay new
and shimmering some forty meters ahead, held in check by aninvisible dam or blockade. Mendeho
cursed and wept, fish flopping and dying in the dryness before him. Under the moon, the expanse of sand
wasfilled with the living debris|eft by too swift an ebb tide.

You cannot come to harm, old man, said the cam, patient solimind. All citizens must obey the rules.
You cannot swim, old man—come back . . .

An anger as surging and powerful asthe sea built ingde Mendeho until his hands clenched and
unclenched fitfully. Ignoring the solimind, he wiped his brow, hoisted himsdf to hisfeet with agrunt, and
sad, “If the seawill not cometo me, | shall cometoit.”

Hetook adow breath, exhaled, and began a stumbling run, feet dapping againgt the wet sand. A



graveyard surrounded him, many of the creatures out-system forms restructured by the bioneers. He
passed dying catechetans, their oar-shaped tusks hopelesdy siphoning the air for moisture. Octopoids,
too, wriggled and squirmed in the briny mire, tentacles clutching at him. Fish gasped for breath like living
dates of ore, glimmering in the moonlight, some striped and smaler than Mendeho's finger, others solid
purple and amost as large as a pleasure yacht.

Mendeho ignored everything but the line of waves and water ahead. He could not say he did thisfor
Julig, but he was stubborn even with himsalf and could not have told a psychewitch his motivation.

Thething in hisear camedive. It isno use, Mendeho. Come back. The sea is beyond your grasp. We
will always control the tides. Turn back.

Mendeho tried to tear the meta from his ear, gasping at the ragged pain. Blood trickled from the wound,
but it would not comefree.

Still heran and still the waves retreated asif aive and wary. Sweat sung his eyes and his heart sent
flames shooting through his body until he moved with both hands clutched to his chest. Hislegswere
giving out; hisleft leg felt wooden. Perhaps the physician had been correct. He shook his head, though his
entire being felt dump-heavy. He sumbled over the carcass of a saylber, arancid stench aready issuing
from its blowholes. A dozen phosphorescent creatures ate at the dippery flesh.

He crawled now, body threatening to quit completely, mind near blackout. The waves, he craned to see,
were il distant. The bitter taste of failure coated histongue like tyrol. Arm shaking, he fingered the
wound wherethelink ill clung.

“Solimind,” he rasped. *Y ou bring me to death thisway. The waves are out of reach and there are
bodies of creatures greater than | dready iffening.” A flash of intuition struck him, aloophole of logic he
could explait only once. “It iskilling me not to swim. My hedth isthrestened. My wife will be worried.
Hepme...”

Hesitation, then the whisper, accompanied by what he thought wasasigh: Svim, Mendeho . . .

Even exhausted, lying with hisface againgt the sand, Mendeho felt dation.

SOON WATER licked at hisfeet, an insgstent touch that strengthened under the solimind's ministrations
and then buoyed him up. The body of the saylber drifted past him and he was floating, grasping seaweed,
gulping air. Too tired to swim, to do anything except lie there in the water, Mendeho looked up &t the
moon and stars and clusters of light that were spacecraft. The waves rolled over and through him,
enveloped him in their cool richness. Crestures nudged him but did not bite, tentacles wet and smooth.
Bathed in the sea, he turned his head to catch aglimpse of the city. It till sparkled, but not, Mendeho
decided, with the overwheming light of the moon. His ear throbbed, hisleg ached, and the painsin his
chest intengified, but hefloated in aweightlessworld, sensation deadened. And everywhere: the sibilant
sound of moving water.

Sowly, the solimind's treacherous current carried Mendeho Caranza Obregon away from land, until he
was far from the minds of men, the city adot, and only the moon looked large enough to touch with an
outstretched hand.

IN VENISS, thereistold atale called “ The Sea, Mendeho, and Moonlight.” The sailors of space hear it



in the telemar saloons and soon it is*“ The Vacuum, Mendeho, and Starlight.” In the free-triad markets,
farmers hear it and soon it is“ The Land, Mendeho, and Sunlight.” The story has become alegend of
Dayton Central.

And the solimind gpproves, within limits. According to thelegions of psychewitches, nominal dissent can
be hedthy for afrustrated I-wire tech. Y es, the solimind has decided, myths can be useful things. For in
all the talesthe old man Mendeho drifts out to sea, Space, or pasture on adestiny of the solimind's
making and is never seen again.

DETECTIVESAND CADAVERS

The creature'sribs, half-buried by the tides, stuck out from the sand at odd angles, leg bones trapped
beneath the torso. The head—four times the size of my own and, I'd dare say, more
handsome—remained connected to the neck. Flesh covered the face, but could not hide the snarl of
teeth, the cold stare of the vacant eye socket. Quite a specimen from where | was standing, haf up to my
mug in sand and water on the East Shore. Soggy weather, with an early-morning fog.

“Unique. Ugly. Dead,” said my partner Devon, atight-lipped man whose broad features suggested
caricature. He stood seven feet tall. | had only worked with him afew times before, but he seemed
dependable.

“All true,” | said, “but none of it hepful.”

We were there on the whim of a sharp-eyed wall patrolwoman. She'd spotted a* suspicious shape, a
possible muttie.” Never onesto skimp, the Conserge had sent us.

Getting out of Veniss had been problematic, demongtrators surrounding the front porta asever:
doomsayers convinced that the city's growing isolation from other Earth enclaves and off-world colonies
was directly related to the muttie expulsion and supposed “ persecution” of the Funny People. Never
mind that the Conserge continualy changed the definition of “mutti€’ and “Funny” to fit their own political
agenda.

“If ever there were afull-scae muttieinvasion, why there wed be, you and I, to shake their little paws
and offer 'emtea,” I'd said to Devon aswe were findly flushed out of Veniss. | would have preferred a
gmall army to deal with apossible muttie, but the Conserge had other priorities.

Devon wrapped histrench coat tighter around hisframe.
“How should we go about reporting this?” he asked.

| took aquick glance back at Veniss before answering. Emulsifiers spewed green filth—the cost of our
bioculture—acrossthe walls, the fortifications, coated our poor defensaless defenders of city and
Conserge. The flesh had awakened in Veniss. | could smell it even from here, the peculiar mélange of
heat and frustration that said, Too many people, too little room.

“The Consergeisadrangelot,” | sad, from the strength of twenty years experience. “ Sometimes they
can tell you what you're going to find before you find it, so be thorough. And start Smple—what isit?’

Devon bent mechanically to his knees, to better examine the beast. His creakiness was, so hetold me,
the result of an accident. Funny People had assaulted him while he worked for the bioneersbelow levd.

He looked up, smiled through crooked teeth. “It's mostly bone. | know abioneer who could run tests for



LlS.”
| grunted, dug my handsinto my pockets. “Could we cdll it * Funny' and leave it a that?’

Devon'sface tightened. Now there was a bad move—mentioning Funny People—but how else could |
phraseit? No matter what the scars, the poor bastard would have to grin and bear it.

“No,” hesad. “Not a Funny Person.”

| had been pulled from my wife, Arcadia, and awarm bed for thisassgnment; | had amindtorubitin,
but time pressed. Behind me, the dirigibles had sounded their horns, cast moorings, and hovered
whaldike over the city asthey policed it. Some carried floating gardens to an dtitude above the miasma
of pollution that choked thelife out of Veniss.

Besides, after amoment'sreflection, Funny People hardly seemed amusing. Arcadiaand | wanted a
child, but the bioneers had told us there was agood chance it would turn out Funny. A chief detective
with a Funny Person for a child? No future for the child, possible confinement. No promotion and
“voluntary” gterilization for me.

“A muttie, then,” | said. That word didn't raise his gander.

Devon got up. “I'll take the pictures. Y ou decidewhat it is. It'll keep my mug out of the heat. L ook to the
horizon. My knees can't take bad weether.”

Devon wasright. Thewind blew in bursts. Strange, crested waves of sargasso rolled in under awatery
sun. If abit of weed were the end of it, fine, but the sea had given us nasty surprises more than once.
And, of course, the rain would soon be here, hindering communications and contaminated with flesh
knew what. Arcadiawould aready be sedling the apartment, listening to the weather report on the split
screen.

| had left her lying on the bed, her hair tangled in one upturned palm, her face turned away from meas
shesad, “How long?’

“| don't know. Muittie. East Shore.”

There was acuriouslilt to her voice as she said, “ Afterward, we could go out to Hospital Central for
another checkup. Youcould. .. | meanwecould. ..”

Shetrailed off, perhaps sensing the hurt in my rigid stance, belt taut in my hands.

“I'll be back assoon as | can,” | had told her, sealing the promise with akiss, taking the salty taste of her
with me,

Devon took out the trusty v-c and started clicking stills. He carefully avoided touching the carcass. More
tissue had survived on the beast than I'd thought: Hair or fur clung to the ear holes, thejawline. The
underbelly appeared intact, though naturaly | wasn't going to turn the stinking thing over to confirm—I'd
get Devonto doit. Only, there was a problem with that description. The thing wasn't stinking. Which
seemed srange. The water wasfull of chemicalsthat ordinarily broke down flesh within hours.

“Could this be another experiment gone bad?’ | asked. “ Some clever bioneer thought he'd violate the
Prohibition and hideit inthe sea.”

Cases of unauthorized genetic experiments still made it into the books, even with both the bioneersand
the Conserge determined to enforce regulation.



Devon shook hishead. “No. Too sophisticated. They'd need at least Six monthsin one place. Someone
would have caught them at it.”

“Yes, wdl,” | said, “well haveto cdl it—"

That'swhen my day was spoiled for good. A moan cut the air, froze the freckles on my ears, dried the
Spit right out of my throat.

Devon chuckled inaway | found unnerving.

“Just the wind. Through its mouth.”

Thewind was brisk and, yes, it whistled through the beast's mouth.
“Oh,” | sad.

| covered my embarrassment by pretending a profound interest in the beast's nose. Nose? | stared into
the eyes—the vertical pupils, the gold irises—and found mysdlf lost, at sea. Was| an old fug or had only
one eye been intact minutes before? Now | truly felt the wind lash my neck, recognized that the dawn
was darkening, and the salt spray stinging.

“How clever,” said Devon. “Very clever.”
“What do you mean?’ | knew what he meant.
“Thefleshisreforming. Coming back to life.”

Sweat beaded my forehead. | wanted to run—run and not look back. Arcadia awaited my return. For a
moment, | had an image of her pure white skin, the liquid amber of her eyes, the way she could say a
word, aphrase, and giveit ameaning | had never thought of, and | dmost lost my balance. This thing
was big enough to rip us both gpart and clean its teeth with a thighbone.

“Does. . . Doesthat meanit's muttie?’ Devon seemed to enjoy the fear in my voice.
He shrugged. “Not redly. We should wait. Seeif it'safull regeneration or—"
“Or what?’

Devon smiled. “ Or aninvoluntary reaction. The cells may grow back. The creature may then be intact but
dead. We will need to observe. . . for our report.”

That rettled me. Devon telling me the rules. Y es, he was right: We were expendable, but the city's
Security was not.

“Okay,” | said, “but if it sartstorevive. . .” | pulled out my laser-sght Diamond .38.

He nodded. “ Fair enough.”

WE KEPT adtrange vigil—like the parents who used to wait at Hospital Central to seeif their child was
normd or Funny.

| wondered if Devon had children. | had never asked, but | thought not; he was too impersonal, a oof.
He click-clicked thev-c until | thought the lever would fal off.



Me, | tried not to watch as layers of flesh sprouted from the bone, as tendons and muscles began tofill in
the gaps. Theleer of teeth was soon covered. Organs ballooned inside therib cage. What Arcadiawould
have made of it, | don't know. She might have laughed.

Devon had seen such things, of course, working as he had for the bioneers below level. He had even
been to thefifteenth leve.

So, | thought about muitties, about Funny People. They were, as you might expect, much on my mind.
Though I'd never told Devon, | had seen Funny People before—alive, not preserved in vat jarsfor
school field trips.

| had been on the fifth level (consdered marginaly safe because bioneer apprenticeslive there) and had
just finished taking the statement of aMrs. Jlla Collander about her missing husband. Missing! Ina
walled city. Surrounded by mutties and water. | wanted to say, Where the fug can he go, Mrs.
Collander? Though there were at least two possibilities: that spiesfor the rogue bioneersin the wastes
had taken him for the flesh—the city wasn't that secure—or he planned to creste anew datafile on
himsdlf and show up six months later, securein aface-lift, with an obedient young blonde on hisarm.

A gtep from the elevator and the promise of an early dinner with Arcadia—I had gone out and bought
lilies, mushroom wine, the works—I heard a sound: like distant bells or chimes. It made metrip, bend my
head, concentrate on the source. | walked until | could hear it clearly: achorus of reed-thin voicesthat
reminded me of whae song, of wind through hollow glass. The holographic operasthey put on to take
your mind off the city's troubles couldn't compare. | had to find the source. | had to. There are so few
thingsof beauty in Veniss.

The voices|ed me through progressively worse sections until even the overhead lights sputtered and
shadows cringed away from me. (Thank flesh for aglow-in-the-dark detective's badge.) Two green
handheld find flares bobbed and weaved down the corridor, but it was so dark | could not even seethe
faces behind the lights. Rancid water |apped at my boots. The smells of overheated plastic, machineail,
excretion, spices, liquor, and swest dl inundated me; but | clung to the sound like adrowning man. And it
was difficult a timesto follow the sound, to unwind it from the chugging air filters, the hissng oxygen
pumps, the maniacal canned laughter of split screensin the boxed-in tenements.

Finally, trudging through refuse from higher levels, | cameto acorridor between two ramshacklesingle
roofs. A flickering light above reved ed neobaroque representations of former Conserge members.

On the dusty floor, three children played coddleskatch to a nonsense rhyme. No, not just children. Funny
People. Unlike mogt, two were flesh-poor: just ahead, neck, and an arm to pull them along. Thethird
had two arms, but the welts and exposed tissue told me she (yes, she, with an angelic face) would be
dead soon. All three must have required specid gear. But still, there they were, playing coddleskatch
after the fashion of children dl over the city, moving from square to square with sdlesand hops. The
song? | remember only two verses. Nonsense, as | have said, but sung to perfection.

[-wire, |-wire
adders and ladders
detectives cadavers
it'sreally no fuss

to simply forget us

Psychewitch, psychewitch



eat your flesh sandwich
make us metal like you

swallow what we chew

flesh sandwich. . .

When they stopped singing my shoulders sagged, asif their voices had supported my weight, and they
saw me. All threewith their large, luminous eyes. Fearful. They must have thought | would arrest them,
for they quickly gathered up their game and, hobbling aong, disappeared into the gloom.

While | watched. The music gone. The corridor thick with dust and overlooked imperioudy by the
gargoyle likenesses of leaderslong dead. Devon had lived in their world for Six years—undercover,
done. | envied him.

The memory of the voices did not fade. Late a night as | lay beside Arcadia, the facescametomein
dream, the mouths like open wounds whigpering, “Daddy . . .” Sometimes| recoiled in disgust and
sometimes | embraced them. Embraced them dl, despite my revulsion.

| think it wasthen, in the aftermath of these nightmares, that | truly understood the difference between
Funny and muttie. The muttie had been fashioned to serve, to obey, and the master fears the servant. But
the Funny was born of us and wetried to love it, no matter how staunchly we aso hated it for reminding
usof our own failures.

Arcadiahad never once spoken of leaving me because of my deficiency. The question hung between us,
never spoken, until finally it evaporated, had no power over us other than that a ghost wields, amemory
that has never cometo pass.

| would go to her at her ad job in the Cana District and we would wak home along the enclosed piers,
amid the digphanous glow of chemicasin thewater, her hand in mine. Her grasp firm, without doubt,
even when | looked into her eyes and aimost pleaded to be reminded, to be accused.

“My lover,” shewould say, and ruffle my hair because she knew | hated that. “My lover,” shewould say,
and | would fedl proud to be with her, in the Cand Didtrict, hand in hand, just walking.

Devon had spoken.
“Wha?'
He pointed to the beast. “ Beautiful, isn't it?”

| stared at it. From outward appearances, it had fully regenerated: fur covered it, the claws were wicked
and long, and one fang peeked innocently from the mouth.

“Oh, yes, smashing,” | said. “If you're a Funny Person.”

Devon scowled. “Thisis clever bioneering. A muttie that dies beforeit lives. A creature born dead which
then revives”

“A muttie?” My fingerstightened on the .38. My heart hammered in my chest. “I thought you said it
probably was not amuttie?’

The creature's death rattle interrupted us: agroan of anguish that roared out, then diminished. The claws
flexed. The eyes blinked. The head moved, the eyestracking us as we backed away. | raised the
Diamond .38 until the laser trace pulsed green on itsforehead.



Devon knocked the .38 from my hand. | grunted in surprise. Asit hit the sand, out of reach, | realized
every word of hishad been an attempt to stall until the beast could awaken. As| spun to face him, he
kicked mein the stomach, then brought both hands down on the back of my head. There was a soft
crack and pain seared my skull. | fell. | tried to get up, but dumped in the sand.

“You bastard!” | hissed, gulping for air. “Y ou flesh-poor bastard!”

Now Devon was tearing the trench coat from his body, buttons popping loose in his eagernessto be free.
When he had finished disrobing, | cursed myself for afoal.

Benesth the coat, ametd frame of gears and levers and wheds: living bone, tendon, sinew holding it
together. A bioneer'swet dream. Within the organic wiring, the gimshaw circuitry, not Devon, not the
seven-foot Devon | knew. No. Two Devons, each identical, each the same three-odd feet tall. Each with
extralimbs, externd lungs, sprouting from the chests. The top one sat on the lower oneé's massive
shoulders. The lower dwarf operated the legs. Funny People. Hystericd. A carnie show. | would have
laughed if my head hadn't hurt so much. A marvel of coordination. How many bribesto keep their
secret? How many corrupt bioneers? And, more important, how many Funny People had they saved
from the Conserge? | heard the nonsense rhyme then, the children’'s voices. Mocking me.

Lithdy, Top jumped from the frame, followed by Bottom. | don't know which disgusted me more. Asl
staggered to my feet, the empty frame tottered, fell to the sand. The dirigibles hovered over the city,
unaware of the danger beyond the walls.

The Devons hesitated and | saw the indecision on their faces. For amoment, | thought they might attack
me, but then a grin cracked their mouths wide open, agrin that, perversely, made me grin back, it was so
pure and spontaneous areaction. Then, without aword, they began to run down the beach, away from
the city, toward the wastelands.

Me, | wanted to find my Diamond .38, but something growled and swiped out at my legs. The muttie had
dipped my mind in the wake of the twins striptease. Claws locked around my left ankle. Again | fell. |
scrabbled at the sand and kicked out, hoping to break atooth or two before it swallowed mewhole. My
hand met something solid: the .38. | raised it. | fired. The muttie screamed as| severed itsarm at the
elbow. | kicked once more and was free. The severed claw-hand till clutched my ankle. | toreit loose,
threw it away from me. | looked to see how far the Devon marvels had gotten.

Toofar tokill, or even maim.
“Y ou flesh-poor bastards!” | screamed, nothing if not origind.

No answer, of course. No answer at all, just Devon times two bobbing up and down, dancing aong a
shore under siege of rain.

Behind me, the muttie hunched closer. | turned, fired. Blood spattered everywhere. Fired. Fired again.
The golden eyeslooked up a me, still bright. “Mann . . .”

Speech? Stunned, | fired afourth time. More blood. | had opened amajor artery. | was crying now.
It/hewas talking.

“Mannn...” Plaintive. “Mann?’

| drilled it between the eyes. It groaned. It Struggled to itsfeet, fell sideways, fur matted with blood.
“Mann . ..” Andthedesath rattle again.



The storm was coming in quick, thewind rising, lightning in sheets of silver. The Devonswere shadowsin
the spreading darkness. Soon they would be beyond even the range of the dirigibles. How the lower one
must have sneered, held back giggles at my stupidity.

“Mann...” Thereversedeathrattle. | turned in surprise. How to kill that which lives and lives again?
“Why?" | screamed. | kicked it. “Why?

| will never know what the creature redlly said. Its mouth was full of blood, itswords already garbled. |
suppose | heard what | expected to hear.

“I-wire, I-wire, addersand ladders . . .”
Like amessage in code, and me without the skillsto solveiit.

Blood sang in my arteries, the sorm'sdectricity lifting the hairs on my arms. My job—my life—wasto
uphold the law of Conserge, but the Conserge had never told me that mutties could speak, could think.

The beast raised its head, eyes fixed on me.
“Youkilll,” it stated or asked. “ Y ou killl Funnnyyy.”

| thought of the three children playing coddleskatch. | thought of Arcadia's hair tangled in one upturned
pam. “ Afterward, we could go out to Hospital Central for another checkup . ..” My handswere
coldonthetrigger.“...youcould...| meanwecould ...’

“Weee makkk,” it said. “Wee makkk you . . .” Struggling to speak, perhapsto explain.

Thistimel kept on firing, cutting the legs out from under it, quartering its head, knowing as| did so |
could not kill it. Asthe beam sawed splinters out of the bone, its voice rosein an agonized scream to
match the hysterics of the storm, adeafening wall of sound that left me trembling and weeping. |
crouched to one knee, breathing hard.

A wall of grensfrom Venisswarned of rough weather asthe dirigibleswalowed in troughs of calm air
and indifference. If the Consergefell, the children | had seen, who came to mein deep, would not be
Funny. | would be Funny. Arcadiawould be Funny. In my mind, the children sought the embrace of my
ams, asif | could save them. But | could not move.

It was then, with the rain moving in, the thunder and lightning, that | realized how much | loved Arcadia. |
loved her with aresolve that surprised me. | could not sacrifice her safety, not for the children sSinging in
the dley, not for the beast on the shore. Flesh preserve me, | would have betrayed the city and its
tick-silly Consergein that moment—~but only for love of her. Funny People be damned. Devons be
damned. Damn thelot of them. | would return to Veniss and report this new muttie to them. And the
Devons. | would not alow them to douch closer to the city, to harm its citizens, no matter how
undeserving those citizens might be.

But when | took one last look out to sea, | redized the choice was not mineto make. And | knew why
the Devons had abandoned their disguise with such defiance.

There, in the surf, not waves, but corpses. Thousands of skeletons churning water to foam as they made
landfall. Asif every muttie we had ever mistreated, tortured, murdered, had come back from the grave.
Somewere huge, larger than adirigible, others like smdl fish. All with one eyeintact to guide them,
verticd pupilsamid the gold. It seemed the water had evaporated—just skeletons clattering against one
another, chattering in wind spray. Filing up.



| went a speck mad then. | laughed adry, hacking laugh. Turning, | ran, but at my back wastheterrible
vison that told me the Conserge had failed, that | had failed: the corpses piling up, returning to life. The
sound they made took the form of bone-thin voicesin the waves, voicesin my mind, “ detectives
cadavers, detectives cadavers.”

How now to savethiscity for usfunny people?

A HEART FOR LUCRETIA

Thisisthe story of a brother, a sister, and a flesh dog, and how two found a heart for the third.
The story has both oral and written traditions, with no two versions the same. It begins, for our
purposes, with thecity . . .

“THE CITY, she has parts. The city, sheisdead, but people live there, underground. They have parts. .

Gerard Mkumbi cared little for what Con Newman said, despite the man's seniority and standing in the
creche. But, findly, the moans as the wheezing autodoc worked on his sister persuaded him. The
autodoc said Lucretia needed anew heart. A strong heart, one that would alow her to spring up from
their sandy burrows hae and willowy, to dance again under the harvest moon. Gerard had hoped to
trade places so that the tubes would stick out from his chest, his nose, his arms, the bellows compression
pumping in out, in out. But no. He had the same defect, though latent, the autodoc told him. A successful
transplant would only begin the cycle anew.

In Lucretia'sroom, a twilight, he read to her from old books. Bellafonte's Quadraphelix, The Metal
Dragon and Jessible, others of their kind. A dread would possess him as he watched his sister, the
words dry and uncomforting on hislips. Lucretiahad high cheekbones, smoky-green eyes, and mocha
skin, which had made dl the young men of the creche flock to her dance.

But wrinkles crowded the corners of those eyes and Gerard could detect a dackness to the skin, the
flesh benegth, which hinted at decay. The resolve for hedlth had fatered, the usualy clenched chin now
diding into the neck; surely atrick of shadow. Anyone but Gerard would have thought her forty-five. He
knew she was twenty-seven. They had been born minutes apart, had shared the same womb. Watching
her deterioration was to watch his own. Would helook thisway at forty-five?

“Gerard,” shewould call out, her hand curling into his. . .

It had become a plea. He forced himself to hold her hand for hours, though the thought of such decay
made himll. The autodoc inssted on keeping her drugged so she could not fed the pain. Could she even
recognize him anymore, caught as she was between wakefulness and deep, deep and death?



Flesh Dog, eyes hidden benegath the rolls of raw tissue that were its namesake, stayed always by hisside.
Flesh Dog shared few words with Gerard, but every twitch of its muzzle toward L ucretiaor the squat
meta autodoc reminded Gerard she would die soon—too soon, like their mother before her. Unlessa
miracle arose from the desert.

“Thecity, she hasparts. . .”
And, findly, he had gone, taking Hesh Dog with him.

Thus it begins. The ending is another matter, a creature of fragments and glimpses that pieced
together only tease.. . .

THAT SUMMER, asthe stars watched overhead, an angel descended to the desert floor. And, when it
departed, L ucretiaarose from the dead and danced like awill-0-the-wisp over the shifting sands; afitful
dance, for she often dreamed of Gerard at night, and they were unpleasant dreams.

That winter, Flesh Dog and Gerard limped back to the creche. He did not speak. Always, he looked
toward the south, toward the great sea and the city with no name, as though expecting strangers.

And the middle, finally, in which meat is placed upon the bone.

FOR TWENTY days and twenty nights, Gerard trudged the sands, subsisting on the dry toads that Flesh
Dog dug up for them. They encountered no one on their journey, listened only to the dry winds of the
desert.

Findly, a dusk of the twenty-first day, they climbed a dune and stared down upon the city. The sun lent
the city acrimson glare, silhouettes burned into the sand. Gerard saw that the walls had crumbled in
places and the buildings within, what could be glimpsed of them, had fallen into disrepair. Although
Gerard looked for many minutes, he could discover no sign of life. The only movement came from the
west, where avast ocean glittered and rippled, red as the dunes that abutted it.

Though tired and disappointed at the city's abandoned gppearance, Gerard would have plunged forward
under cover of darkness. But Flesh Dog sniffed the air, sneezed, and counseled againgt it.

“Strange smells” it ruminated, “ strange smellsindeed . . "

Gerard, fatigue cregping into his bones, could not find the strength to argue. Hefell adeep against Hesh
Dog'ssde, sand on hislipsand thewind in hishair.

During the night, he woke in a cold swest, convinced hissster had been leaning over him the moment
before, her hair back in the ponytail she had lovingly braided a age nine, giggling and warning him to stay
away from the city, the city that lay at the edge of hisvision: adark and ominous block of shadow.

As he drifted back to deep, Gerard imagined he fdlt his sister's pulse weaken, back in her créche bed.

In the morning, Gerard and Flesh Dog found that the city was nearly eclipsed by the cusp of the ocean,
itswaves ablinding green. Flesh Dog wished to bathe, but Gerard said no. The waves echoed hissster's



voicein their constant rush and withdrawd: hurry, hurry . ..

Flesh Dog scouted ahead as Gerard entered the city. The walls had been breached in a dozen places and
overhead zynagill hovered, waiting for carrion. The smdll as Gerard passed under the shadow of walls
made him bite back nausea. A subtle smell of plastic and leather and unwashed drains.

Theinterior was littered with corpses: avaley of corpses. Flesh Dog, whimpering, retreated to stand by
Gerard. Gerard stared at the spectacle before him.

Dead people had been stacked in rectangular pits until they spilled over the edges. Nothing stirred. No
fliestended the dead. No zynagill touched them. Plague, Gerard thought, putting ahand over his mouth
and nose.

But the bright, festival clothes, the perfection of flesh without hint of boil or scab, mocked hisintuition.

Gerard stepped forward, Flesh Dog shadowing him. The clothing upon the dead remained limp, lacking
even the secret life of the wind. Eyes stared glassily and the jaws benesth were siff, locked against giving
up their mystery. Gerard would rather they sprang up in parody of human form than liethere, staring . . .
A chill entered Gerard's bones. Watching. Bloodless. Cold. A vast tableau of the unburied and unburnt.

“So many dead,” Gerard muttered. Once, he had been told of the legend of the Oliphaunt's graveyard.
Wasthis the human equivaent? Would his Lucretia soon find her way to this city, againgt her will,
because he had failed?

Flesh Dog sniffed the air asthey skirted the nearest pit.
“Dead?’ it said. “They smdl asif they never lived . . "
“Hush,” replied Gerard, respectful of the sllence.

And so they shuffled forward through the army of bodies, some gppealing with outstretched arms, but all
quiet as run-down clockwork mice. The eyes seemed to have lost the hope of blinking away deep deep,
the skin of fedling dappled sunlight uponiit.

BEY OND THE pitslay the city proper: amaze of haf-buried fortifications and jumbled buildings. In
places, it appeared wars had been fought among the ruins, for the ground was burnt and some walls had
melted into dag. All Gerard could do was remind himself of what Con Newman had said: “ Peoplelive
there, underground.” 1t was obvious none lived above. Not even grass grew in the pavement cracks.
They trudged on, to the sound of their own belabored breathing.

Findly, they came upon astrange sight amongst the wreckage: the top of an exposed eevator shaft some
fifty meters ahead; the tower which had once housed the device had fdlen away entirely, leaving only a
rough rectangle of regular stone embedded in the ground. The shaft, which had dl the looks of abony
arm, veinlike girders naked to the sky, the mortar peeled away, revealed a compact glass box, intact,
which wasthe devator. Gerard recognized it from The Metal Dragon. Jessible had escaped using an
elevator. That something so fragile could have survived for so long amazed him.

Standing by the shaft were three creatures, each larger than Gerard by athird. They resembled giant
weasels but no fur grew upon their clawed hands and they stood upright asthough it wastheir birthright
rather than some carnie show trick.

“What arethey?’ he hissed to Flesh Dog. “I have never seen them before.”



“Meerkats,” it replied. “ Didtilled somewhat with other species, but still meerkats. Y our father used to
read you tales of the meerkats and the dances they did for the men who created them.”

Meerkats! Thiswasindeed magical, and it created out of the torn and wasted |andscape some small
scrap of hope. Meerkats! He had killed meerkats for the mest before, but they rarely reached two feet in
height. For amoment, he considered the possibility that Flesh Dog lied, but dismissed it: Flesh Dog had
taught hisfather how to read and write. Flesh Dog never lied.

“Arethey . . .they areintelligent?’
“Yes,” replied Flesh Dog flatly.

Intelligent. He dmost laughed. Was he to believe an intelligent toad next? His heartbeat quickened and
with it he could fed hissister's heart, uneven and diseased, dowly winding down. He sobered.

“Hesh Dog, are these the folk who live underground?’
“Almogt certainly,” replied Flesh Dog.

When they came before the meerkats, the leader spoke to Gerard, ignoring Flesh Dog. The leader wasa
deek, jet gpecimen with amber eyes and the language it spoke was dl trillsand clicks. The meerkat soon
switched to gish when it interpreted the confused look on Gerard's face.

“State your business,” it said in abored voice.
“I need ahuman heart,” Gerard said. “I am willing to tradefor it.”
A huffing rose from the leader, followed by smilar noises from the other two.

“Parts,” the leader ruminated, histone bordering on contempt. “Fifteenth level.” He barked a phrase to
his followers and they stepped forward and passed a glittering rod in front of first Gerard and then Flesh

Dog.
The leader nodded and escorted them to the eevator.

GERARD HAD seen eevatorsin books before, but never dreamt he would one day ride in one and o,
when the doors closed, he bent to his knees and whispered to Flesh Dog, “Are elevators safe?’

Hesh Dog, sensing the tremor in Gerard'svoice, replied, “Hold on to meif the motion makesyou sick.”

And so Gerard did hug Flesh Dog as they descended into the city's belly. He clung aso to the rucksack
full of precious stones and old autodoc parts with which he hoped to woo ahuman heart.

The levels seemed to crawl by, each more wondrous than the last, more terrible, more strange. Many of
the things they saw, Gerard did not understand. They saw winged men with no eyes and vats of flesh and
monstrous war engines bel ching, spitting sparks, and tubes and gears grinding and metal framesfor ships
in enormous caverns and stockpiles of smdl arms and old-style lasers and meerkats walking on ceilings
and ghosts, images that reflected from the floor, that could not be real, and more meerkats—meerkatsin
every sizeand color, crawling al over the engines of war, the tubes, the metal frames.

Fires burned everywhere—in rods and in canisters, on wals and floors: yellow fires, orangefires, blue
fires, tended by meerkats more sinister than their fellows. Meerkats with frozen smilesand crud claws
and mouthsthat, like traps, shut. The acrid smell of fire cameto Gerard through the devator wdls, a



bitter taste on histongue. Around some fires meerkats threw squirming creatures the size of miceinto the
flames and, once or twice, larger metdlic objects, their aloys running together and melting like butter to
grease apan.

Gerard turned away and ignored the cruelty of the meerkats, toreit from hismind. Lucretianeeded a
heart. Lucretia needed a heart.

Theweight of earth and rock above him and to al sides made him dizzy and nauseous, but till degper
they went, sllent and fearful, into the blackness beneath their feet.

At thefifteenth floor, they were greeted by aman who resembled the peoplein the pits: the samelifeless
eyes and fixed jaw. But this man was dive and he indicated that Gerard was to follow him down the
corridor. The corridor led into amaze of tunndls, dl lit by a series of soft, reddish pands set into the
celling. The smell was dank—a sharp, musty scent as of close quarters and many residents over many
generations. The original reliefs carved into the walls had been defaced or done over, so that meerkat
heads jutted from human bodies and gish became aweird series of sharp, harsh lines. Unease crept up
on Gerard asthey waked and, when he looked down, he saw that Flesh Dog's hackles were raised and
itsfangs bared: a gtartling white againg the black-blue of hismuzzle.

By the time they reached their detination, Gerard was thoroughly lost and could no more have retraced
his steps than conjured a heart out of thin air. He clung to his rucksack, and to the thought that Lucretia
dtill needed him.

The man led them into alarge room. It had partitionsthat hid other sections from them. A chair had been
provided, and the silent man gestured to it. Then he left, locking the doors behind him. Gerard sat down
and Flesh Dog flopped to rest at hisfeet.

“That man samdled of the pits,” FHesh Dog muttered. “ Everything smells of the pits.”

A whirring sound made Gerard Sit straighter in his seat and a brace of meerkats appeared from behind a
partition. One wastall and white, the other short and yellow. Flesh Dog growled, but they ignored the
beest.

“My nameis—" said Whitey, pronouncing aseries of high-pitched trills.

“And | an—" said Ydlow. “Together, we are the Duelists of Trade. | assumethat iswhy you are here?’
Gerard nodded eagerly.

“HFird,” said Whitey, “you must bethirsty.”

He clapped his paws together and the lifeless man reentered, holding aglass of clear liquid. He offered it
to Gerard, who took it with nodded thanks.

“Do not drink!” FHesh Dog hissed. “Do not drink!”
“Hush,” Gerard said. “Hush.”

Theliquid smelled of berries and the first tentative sip rewarded him with atangy, smooth taste. He took
one more Sip to be polite, then heeded Flesh Dog's warning and set the glass by hischair.

“And now,” said Ydlow, “what precisdly do you wish to trade for?’

“A heart,” replied Gerard. “A human heart.” He reached for his rucksack.



Whitey looked at Y élow, made a huffing sound. They both had fangs that poked out from the muzzle.
Red dye designs had been carved into the whiteness, designs like scythes and dender knivesin their
sharpness. The eyes were dightly danted and they devoured Gerard with akind of hunger.

“What do you haveto trade?’ asked Y low.

The hairs on Gerard's neck rose. The question had been asked with quiet authority and now, and only
now, did he think that perhaps these meerkats were not as smple as the ones he had caught in the desert.
That they might be dangerousin their own way. But the drink had crested asharp warmth in his ssomach
and it made him careless. Besides, Lucretia still needed a heart. He reached into the sack.

“I have gems,” he said, pulling out a huge orange stone he had found at an casis.

Whitey took the stone from Gerard's hand. He examined it for amoment, held it up to the light. Then he
dashed it to the floor. It shattered. Flesh Dog growled.

“Gems?’ Whitey hissed. “ Gemsl For ahuman heart?”’

Gerard shrank back into his chair.

“But I—"

“Doyou meanto insult me?’ Histail twitched and twitched.

“No! My sigter Lucretiaisdying! Her heart isbad. | have brought therichest stones | could find . . "
Hesh Dog rose onto his haunches, fur bristling, teeth bared.

Y ellow patted Gerard's shoulder.

“There, there. No need to shock our guest. What else do you have?’

Here was awarmhearted fellow, agenerousfellow. Perhaps Y elow could be satisfied. Gerard scrabbled
in his pack, pulled out an autodoc part.

“There. It isamost new.”

Y dlow's claws hit into his shoulder. Strangely, Gerard felt no pain, though the shock made him bite back
ascream.

“No,” said Yelow, voicelikeice. “No, I'm sorry, but thiswon't do . . . thiswon't do at al. Y ou come
here, down dl fifteen levels, spy on us, and offer us used parts?’

Hesh Dog growled and Gerard shook off Y dlow's grasp. Why did he fed so numb?Hewasafoal, he
redlized, to have come here. In hisignorance he might well have comeinto the clutches of villains.

Gerard felt Hesh Dog againgt hisfeet, aposition from which to guard him, and an unworthy thought crept
into his head.

“What about Flesh Dog?’ he asked Whitey. “1 will trade Flesh Dog'stdentsfor aheart . . .” Anunfar
trade considering the multitude of services Flesh Dog performed, but it was after al abeast. Surely a
human life outweighed ownership of ataking beast? Hetried to ignore the animd'swhining.

Y ellow nodded. “Very good. Very good indeed. However,” and he pushed a button, “not good
enough.”



One of the partitions did back. Behind it: one hundred Flesh Dogs, their parts not yet assembled, so that
the heads sat upon one shelf while the bodies sagged in rows below. Two men, like the onesin the pit,
lay sprawled in acorner.

Gerard gaped at the sight. So many Flesh Dogs. Dead? Decapitated? It made no sense. But then, neither
did the numbness spreading through his body.

Flesh Dog shuddered, shook its head, and moaned.

One hundred heads, connected by one hundred wiresto one hundred nutrient vats, turned to Sare at
him, with their globby folds of tissue dangling.

“Weare,” sad Yédlow, pausing, “overstocked on Flesh Dogs at the moment. Human hearts, now, those
arerare. We have only one or two.”

“However,” said Whitey, “thereis one way in which we might be persuaded to part with such aheart . .

“Yes? said Gerard, afraid of the answer. He had volunteered his own heart before, but that had been
with the assurance of care, faulty though it might have been, from the autodoc.

“It would involve both you and FHesh Dog,” said Ydlow dyly.
“It would take Sx months,” said Whitey.
The ddightful warmth had crept up his chest, the cold following behind.

“Afterward wewould let you go . . .” Whitey held hishandswhile Y ellow caressed hisneck. “Andin
return, we give Lucretiaaheart . . .”

“How soon?’ Gerard asked. “How soon?’ He shivered under Y dlow's touch.

“Immediatdy,” whispered Ydlow in hisear. “Flesh for flesh. Y ou must smply show us on amap where
your creche lies—you do know what amap is?—and we will send it by hovercraft. We do not break our
word.”

“Sowhat of it, friend Gerard,” said Whitey. “Do you agree?’
Gerard turned to Flesh Dog.
“What do you think, Flesh Dog?’

Flesh Dog peered a him through itsfleshy folds. It turned to the Flesh Dog heads on the shelf—and
howled. And howled, as though its heart had been broken. Then, with a sideways stutter, it leaned into
the floor and was till, trembling around the mouth.

“Poor, poor machine,” hummed Whitey. “It hasforgotten it isamachine. So many yearsin service. Poor,
poor machine. . .”

“Riptheir throats,” growled Flesh Dog from thefloor.  Rip their throats?” The growl became amoan,
then incoherent. Gerard would have comforted it asit had comforted him in the devator, but he wastoo
numb.

“Doyou agree?’ Y dlow asked, one eye on Flesh Dog.



“Yes” Gerard said, immobilein the chair now, able only to swive his head. Heimagined he could fed his
sster's heartbeat become more regular, could fed aglow of hedth return to her cheeks. This, and this
aone, kept him from panic, from giving over to thefear which ached in hisbones. “Yed” hesaid witha
drunken recklessness, at the same time knowing he had no choice.

“Y ou will leave with asmile upon your face,” Whitey promised.

“Ohyes, youwill,” sang Ydlow glesfully, taking out the knives.

Asfor the ending, there are many. Perhaps the next day, the next month, a new face stared up
from the pits, the arms of the body reaching out but frozen, the eyes blank. Perhaps the meerkats
never honored their agreement. Or . . .

THAT SUMMER, asthe stars watched overhead, an angel descended to the desert floor. And, when it
departed, Lucretia arose from the dead and danced like awill-0-the-wisp over the shifting sands. She
danced fitfully, anger and sadness throbbing in her new heart.

That winter, Flesh Dog and Gerard limped back to the créche. He did not speak now. Always, he
looked toward the south, toward the great seaand the city with no name, as though expecting strangers.
Always, as he sat by the fire and sucked hisfood with toothless gums, Gerard—H esh Dog looked at
Lucretia, the Lucretiawho saw only that Flesh Dog had returned amute, and smiled his permanent smile.
Beneath the folds of tissue, Gerard's smoky-green eyes sared, silently begging for rescue. But Lucretia
never dared pull back the foldsto see for hersalf, perhaps afraid of what she might find there. Sometimes
she would dream of the city, of what had happened there, but the vision would desert her upon waking,
the only mark the tears she had wept while adeep.

After ayear, the men of the creche held afuneral for Gerard. After two years, Lucretiamarried awedthy
water dowser and, though she treated Flesh Dog tenderly, he was never more than an animal to her.

BALZACSWAR
I

“Time held me green and dying
Though | sangin my chainslike the sea.”
—Dylan Thomas, “ Fern Hill”

Bazac and Jamie stumbled upon the flesh dog on aday when the sky, seared white as bleached bone,
split open the world and allowed any possibility. Sixteen and free of the créche, two as one, they ran
across the desert floor to the ruined city of Balthakazar. Balzac sucked air as he tried to match her long
grides, histunic and trousers billowing in thewind asif he were ahuman sail. Just ahead of him he could
see Jamiestangles of black hair snarling out behind her, her burnished mahogany thighs pumping beneath
the flurry of white dress plaited at the knee and drawn up between her legs. Within hours his older
brother and self-proclaimed guardian, Jeffer, would track them down and, returning them to the creche,
force them to complete their lesson with the boring old water dowser, Con Fegman. No doubt Con
Fegman was, &t that very moment, recounting for the thousandth time how he had discovered the oasis
lakes with amere twitch-twitch of hisfingers.

Ahead, the ruins shimmered in the heat, the dark metallic glints of edges and curves beginning to resolve



into cracked causeways, broken-down battlements, and crooked buildings fifty stories high. The city had
in its demeanor, the sand ever in motion across its metal and concrete carapace, a sense of watchfulness,
arestlessness.

At the fringe, where buildings dept like bald and eyeless old men, they found an ancient highway; it shook
itsdlf free from the sand asiif from adream of drowning. Once, it might have been eighteen laneswide,
but now, choking on sand, it could fit only four abreast.

Breathing hard, Balzac dowed to awak. Sweat dripped down hisface. A delicious nervousness pierced
his somach.

Jamie, hardly winded, turned her face out of the sun.
“Why did you stop?’
“Because” Bazac wheezed, “thisisthecity .. .”

Husks and shells, as dead as the hollowed-out, mummified corpses of tortoises and jackals after a
drought: theidea of “city” dripped down to its most fundamenta eements, the superfluous flourishes of
paint, writing, road sSigns, windows, scoured away in an effort to revea the unadorned and beautifully
harsh truth. Gutted wegpons embankments pointed toward the sky, but could not defend the city from
the true enemy.

Jamieinterrupted hisreverie. “Don't just stand there—weve got to hurry. Y our brother will find us
soon.”

He held out hishand.
She stared at it for amoment, then took it. Her palm felt flushed and warm.

“I'll deal with Jeffer,” he said with newfound confidence, although as he led her forward he didn't dareto
seeif shewasimpressed or just amused.

Straight to the city's heart they went, the buildings encroaching on the highway, while beneath their feet
four-o'clocks, cactus blossoms, and sedge weeds thrust up through cracks in the highway pavement.
Scuttling through these miniature oases, anonymous gray lizards waged awar with coppery metal
scorpionsthat pursued with mechanica implacability, their electric stingers snging stetic to thewind. Con
Fegman had shown them one cracked open: Beneath the meta exterior lay the red mest of flesh and
blood.

Bazac loved even thismost deadly part of the mystery that was Bathakazar. All the creche
machines—heirlooms from centuries past—broke down regularly and had to be cannibalized to repair
other machines, and yet the Con members did nothing. Even practica Jeffer must redlize that someday
there would be no machines at dl. Someday only the dormant technologies of the city would save them.

“Look at the bones,” Jamie said, and pointed at the ground. Scattered across the highway were
whitish-gray shards. It made Balzac shiver to think about it. Bonesdid not fit his pristine, cold-metal
vison of Bathakazar initsprime.

“How do you know it'sbone? It could be plastic or mortar, or almost anything.”

“It's bone. Why else do you think the Con members don't move us back into the city. Why they don't
even want usto vigt?’



“Because a night, creatures come out of the underground levels, things with sharp teeth, and they eat
yw.”

Jamiethrew her head back and laughed; Balzac could see the smooth skin of her neck and marveled at
its perfection even as he blushed and said, “It's not funny.” Y et even her laughter pleased him.

“You,” she said, wiping tearsfrom her eyes. | stopped believing in that old tale along time ago.”

Something in his expresson must have given him away, because she shocked him by saying, gently, “I'm
sorry about your parents—redly, | am—but the only truthisthis” and she bent to pick up ashard that
might have been bone. “ My father says no one knowswhat did this. If these are just old graves opened
by the sands or if something killed them al off.” She paused, looked at him oddly, asif weighing her
options, then said, “My father brought me here when | was much younger, and | just liked the texture of
the bones. | didn't know what they were. All | knew was that they felt good to touch—lightweight and
with those porous grooves—and that my father was there with me after so many nights away from the
créche, showing me something that filled him with awe.” She tossed the shard aside. “It's only bits of
bone, anyhow. Whatever happened, happened along time ago. There's nothing to be done for them.”

True enough, and it was reassuring to know that the years had created a barrier between him and the
bones, so he could look at them as curious reminders of another age. How many times had Con Fegman,
or even Jeffer, retold the old legends from before the collgpse of the cities, asif the mere repetition would
fend off the spirits of the dead?

“Comeon,” Bdzac sad. “Let'sgo.” Thistime hedid not hold her hand.

The pavement became hot, cool, then hot again as the sun diced through the spaces between Structures.
The landscape had changed, become both rougher and smoother until buildingswere al edges or had no
edges at dl. Others gleamed with an odd hint of sdf-repair, their skins smooth and shiny.

They encountered the hull of arusted hovercraft over which, looking like aweathered lizard, lay the
leethery, discarded skin of adirigible. Bazac did not recognize the faded creche insigniaon the wrinkled
cloth. Near the hovercraft lay a misshapen rock, astall astwo or three autodocs. The top of the rock
was black and shiny.

“Let'sgt down for amoment,” Balzac said.
“If you mugt.”
“I must. And besides, it'snot just to rest. I've got leechee fruit.”

They climbed up onto the rock and lay down on its smooth surface. He handed her aleechee and bit into
his own, the juice dribbling down his chin. The fruit hel ped to rejuvenate him and he soon became acutely
aware of her rising and falling chest, the sharp lines of her legs, the faint musk of swest. She ate the
leechee in huge bites, ignoring the juice asiit trickled down her neck and stained her dress.

The rock was warm and it relaxed him to lie there with her, so close together. Confidencerising, hetried
to explain why the city intrigued him so. He spoke of itsrich history, how it must be considered the home
of their ancestors, how it used structura designs and technol ogies unknown to the créche.

Propped up on one shoulder, Jamie gave him no encouragement. He stuttered, groping for the words that
might unlock atrue sense of mystery, of scae.

Stymied, he started all over again, afraid that when he opened his mouth, the words would come out
jumbled and sensdless.



“Thecity isdive”
“Butitisnt,” shesad. “It'sdead.”

“But you're so wrong. | mean, you are wrong.” He squinted at the city's outline until his eyes burned. “|
see these buildings and they're like dozens of individua keys, and if | can turn enough of the keys, the city
resurrectsitsalf. Takethat thing there.” He pointed to arectangular patch of sand dotted with eroded
stone basins and bounded by the nubs of walls. “ That's not just abox of sand. That used to be agarden
or apark. And take that strip.” He pointed to adab of concrete running down the middle of the highway.
“That wasn't just adivider for traffic lanes—that was a plot of plantsand grass.”

“Y ou mean that you seethe city asif it were organic.”

“Yed Exactly! Andif | can rebuild the city, you could bring back the plants and the trees, flesh out the
skeleton. There's awater source here—there must be—how else could the land support acity? In the
old books, if you look, you'll seethey used plantsfor decoration.”

“Plantsfor decoration,” she said dowly. Then shelay back down against the rock.

His heart pounded againgt hisrib cage. He had made her seeit, if only for amoment.

A slence settled over them, the sun making Ba zac lazy, the leechee fruit acoolnessin his somach.
After atime, Jamie said, “Norain for at least amonth.”

“How do you know?’

“The water dowser's last lesson—don't you remember, stupid?” She punched his shoulder. “Look at the
clouds. They'redl thin and stretched out, and no two are grouped together.”

Bdzac shidded his eyes againgt the sun and examined the clouds. At the edge of hisvision, he thought he
saw a series of black dashes.

“What are those?’

Jamiesat up. “1 seethem. They look like zynagill.”

The scavenger birdscircled an areaeast of the highway. Bazac shivered and stood quickly.
“Maybe we should go back now. Maybeif we find Jeffer before he finds us, hewon't be asangry.”

But a sudden intengity and narrowness had crept over Jamie€'s features—a stubborn look Bazac had
seen many times before. It was the look she wore in class when she disagreed with her teacher. It was
the look she wore with her friends when they wanted to do something she didn't want to do.

“No,” shesaid. “No. We should go see what they've found.” She shinnied down the side of the rock,
folded her arms, and stared up a him. “Well?’

Bazac stood atop the rock for severd seconds, his pulserapid, theweal of sky and sun burning above
while dl around lay the highway, littered with bones. Only when he looked into Jami€'s eyes and redlized
she doubted him did he move; even then he hesitated, until she said, “If you don't go, I'm going done.”

She held out her hand. Her palm was callused from hard work. He grasped it awkwardly, leaning againgt
her compact weight as he jumped down off therock. Asthey came together, her lips brushed his cheek;
where she had kissed him the skin tingled and flushed bright red. He could sméll her hair, was caught



between its coolness and the hest of her lips.

But she was dready moving away from him and before he could react, she shouted, “ Catch meif you
can!” and sprinted down the highway, smiling as she looked back over her shoulder.

He stood there for amoment, drunk with the smell and fed of her. When he did begin to run, shehad a
lead of more than acity block. Even worse, she didn't so much thread her way through the fields of
broken stone as charge through them, leaping curved girders asblithely asif playing coddleskatch back
at the creche. To see her run for thejoy of it, careless of danger, made him recklesstoo, and as much as
his nature would alow he copied her movements, forgetting the zynagill and their destination, watching
only her.

Bd zac had gained so much ground that he bumped into her when shefinally stopped running.

A mountain of sand rose above them. Vagudy pyramid-shaped, it buttressed the sdes of amassive
amphitheater. Balzac could just see, at the top of the sand pile, winged phaanges curling out from the
circular lip. Above, the zynagill wheded, eyeing them suspicioudly.

Jamie moved away from Balzac. She pointed at the sand and bent to one knee. Balzac knelt beside her,
saw what she saw: an outline in the sand, seven timeslarger than hisown palm, so large thet at first he
didnt redizeit wasapaw print. A greenish purple fluid had congedled inside the paw print. Severa more
indentations followed the first, leading up the sde of the amphithester, gradually obscured by ahuge
swath of sand where a heavy body had dragged itself forward.

Jamie traced the paw's outline and sand fell inward.
“Whatever it is, it'shurt,” Bazac said. “ Probably dangerous. We should wait for Jeffer.”

“No. Let'sat least walk up to thetop and seeif we can find it.” Jamie softened the rebuke with another
dazzling smile, which made his ears buzz.

Helpless, Balzac took her hand when she offered it. He let her lead him asthey trudged up the danted
wall of sand, pardld to the purpletrail until, his sense of balance nearly betraying him, his muscles aching,
they stood at thelip, blasted by the sudden wind.

Helooked out acrossthe city. Now, findly, it revedled the mystery of its Structure: abroken pattern of
radia spikes piercing toward a center to the southeast, obscured by the sun and the distance. The sight
confounded him, and he amost lost his balance for a second time. No longer did he havetofill inthe
gapswith hisimagination. The buildings at the center of the spokes, those would have to be governmentdl
or adminigtrative in purpose; thiswould explain their archaic shapes, the arches and the domes. The
remains of one- to three-story buildings immediately north of the center had to be the former homes of
the city'sleaders. Each revelaion led to another until heforgot his chapped lips, the grumblings of his
stomach, and the beast. He could have stood there forever, linking the city's Streetsin hismind, but Jamie
tugged on hisarm and pointed down, into the amphitheater.

“Look,” shesaid.

The amphitheater had concentric circles of seats, most nubs of plagtic and metd. Railingstrailed off into
open space while a series of gap-toothed entranceways spiraled down into the circle of what had a one
time been a stage but now could only be called a hundred-meter-wide depression. At its center alarge,
black hole spiraled farther downward. Halfway between the edge of the stage and the hole lay adark
shape, onto which the zynagill, lesthery wings aflap, would land, then relaunch themselves. Not asingle
zynagill used its double-edged besk to saw at the flesh.



“It'ssomekind of animd,” Balzac said. “And it's dead. Satisfied?’

Jamie dared at him, then peered into the amphitheater again, asif weighing his unease againg the mystery
of the beast.

“Jeffer needsto seethis,” she sad. “It might beimportant to the créche.”
“Helll just get mad &t us”
“Y ou worry too much,” Jamie said. “ Stay here—I'm going down.”

“Wait,” he said, but he was dready climbing down into the amphitheater because he knew he couldn't
stop her.

By thetime they reached the stage, Ba zac noted with satisfaction that Jamie was breathing hard. A thin
layer of sand covered the stage, broken only by the animal’s purple-tinged drag marks. Jamie ran
forward. Balzac followed cautioudy behind. The zynagill loitered, their leathery hooded heads bobbing
nervoudy, then rose as one, the rasp of their wings, the sudden cry of darm, making Ba zac think he saw
movement from the bodly itself.

The body lay onits Sde, heavy flanks rising to the height of Balzac's chest. A dog. Coarse, black fur
covered the body and the legs, sparser only at the paws, which ended in dulled double-edged hooks.
Thejowly, horrific head ran into amuscular, thick neck that disappeared into the torso without
delineation between the two. The head lay againgt the ground and from the open mouth the purple tongue
lolled, running over fangslonger and more numerous than Bazac'sfingers. A poal of green-and-purple
liquid had congedled near the mouth. The dog's eyes, staring blankly into the far wal of the amphithester,
shared the purpletint of the tongue, although they were partialy hidden by loose flaps of skin; these same
flaps camouflaged a bulbous knot of tissue, twice aslarge as a clenched figt, which jutted from the
forehead. The beast could not have died more than an hour previous and yet it had an unnatura, dmost
mechanicd, gtiffness. The curled, taut quality of the limbs made him wonder how it could have walked or
run. He had asudden, chilling image of the creature dragging itsalf across the desert floor. The thought of
the creature crippled disturbed him more than the thought of it whole.

Jamie knelt beside the forepaws. She took one paw in her hands.
“It'sraw.”

Five pads formed the underside of the paw. The pads had been worn to redness and the sides of the
paw were as smooth as wind-washed stone.

“Thisbeast traveled along way just to die here. | wonder where it came from—another city or maybe
even from beyond the desert. How could anything with such thick fur come from the desert?”’

“It looks dangerousto me.”
“It'sdead, Bdzac.”
“Even so.”

Bdzac's gaze traveled the length of the creature and beyond until, light-headed with dread, he redlized the
beadt's destination: the hole. The hole that must spiral down into level benegath leve, threading itsway
through catacombs without number, musty and old, where lived the creatures from nightmare.

“Jamie. Jamie, we should go. We should find Jeffer.”



“Too late now. HEll find us.” She did not bother to look up, but held the paw gently in her hand. “ Such a
disanceto travel.”

The sun beat down, hot and withering. It stung Balzac's eyes and brought beads of swest dripping onto
the bridge of his nose. But, despite the sun, the creature had no smell, no stench of decay. This cresture
had padded across the desert, the mountains, perhaps, and seen things Balzac could only imagine, and it
had had the singleness of purpose to head for the darkest hole it could find when its legs had begun to
giveout . .. and it had no smell.

He wanted to run, to findly leave Jamie behind if sheinssted on being so foolish. But, foolish or not, she
wasright: It wastoo late, for at that moment Jeffer gppeared above them, staring down from the lip of
the amphithegter.

“1t seemsto him there are athousand bars,
and behind the bars, no world.”
—Rainer Maria Rilke, “ The Panther”

Ten years after the amphitheater, on the forty-eighth night of the war for Balthakazar, Jeffer saw Jamie
for the last time and his mind wobbled strangely. He stood on the third-story bal cony of the crumbling,
baroque building he had chosen as aresting place for his men; but seeing her he was suddenly adrift, the
stone beneath his feet shockingly porous, apt to fal gpart and spill him onto the street below. Seeing her,
he could not help but curl inward, downward, into aspira of memories, surfacing only much later to the
implications of her existence below him. Almogt in saf-defense, histhoughts circled back to the oneritua
that had proven imperviousto change: When he dept in those years before and after the amphitheater, he
would dream of the oasislakesreflecting the sars. In hisdreams, the lakes transformed themselvesto
light-choking, frictionless surfaces, as motionless as, as smooth as, lacquered black obsidian, the stars
that fell upon the lakes screaming down like shards of broken, blue-tinted glass. Other times, the lakes
became the land and the surrounding desert metamorphosed into thick, churning oceans through which
swam fish flipped insde out so that their organs dithered and jiggled beside them.

Once, he had found Balzac at the oasis [akes, done, hisbony, frail body naked from amidnight swim,
skin flushed blue with cold. Balzac's smile of greeting had suddenly shifted to doubt when Jeffer told him
the news; and then Jeffer could see the darkness invading his brother, that luminous, expressive face
blank with sdf-annihilaion.

The images, the content, of the memory maintained a blurry constancy, across adozen years, so that
Jeffer could always conjure up the pae blue gloss of Bazac'sface, lit from within, and the awful curling of
hislips, through which he sucked air asif he were a degp-lake fish, dow and Iethargic in the cold, dying
out of water.

What had he told Balzac at the time? The exact words had been erased from his memory; they lingered
only as ghosts and he knew them only by their absence, the holesthey |eft behind. The event itsdf he
remembered with perfect clarity. He had been in aservice tunnd with his parents, al three struggling to
fix aclogged wastewater conduit sensitively located next to amain support beam. Polluted water
streamed onto the tunnel floor. They al knew the dangers of compression, how that stream could
become aflood. Their portable light flickered an intense green, staining the white tunnel walls asthey
toiled slently. Theair, recycled too many times, tasted stale. Above them groaned the weight of five
underground levels, enough rock, sand, and meta to bury them forever.

When it began to look asif the patch on the conduit would hold, Jeffer took a break, turning away to Sp



from awater canteen. He was swesaty and covered with grit. He faced the blinking red light that
beckoned from the exit and wondered idly whether there would gtill betimeto get in aquick drink or a
game of cards before the night shift.

Behind him, like adoor damming shut, the supporting wall collgpsed. Deafened, he heard nothing, felt
the weight of sand and rock suddenly smother the tunnel.

Heknew.
Before he spun around.
His parents were dead.

Theforeknowledge strangled the scream rising in histhroat, sent it imploding into his capillaries.

KILL THE messenger, Jeffer thought. Then maybe the message will die, too.
Seeing Jamie on the Street below, Jeffer knew of no way to protect his brother from the image of her.

It was two hours before dawn, and as Jeffer stood on the third-story bal cony the wind blew out of the
southwest, cold and oddly comforting againgt his face. He hadn't showered or shaved for three weeks
and there were holes in both his shoes. Slegp had become amemory, no more or less digphanous than dl
the other memories, which crept in when he wasn't on his guard because there was too much time to
think.

Also from the southwest came the smell of gunpowder and the acidic stench of flesh burned by laser.
Gouts of flame reveded dirigibles on fire, their barrel bodies cracking like rotten orange melons. There,
amidst the fiercest fighting, the créche leaders had decided to use most of their remaining laser weapons.
Spikes of light cut through the jumbled horizon of rooftops. The enemy hated light. It could not use light.
Every spike of light extinguished was ahuman life snuffed out.

Jeffer's men, sequestered inside the building, numbered four. He could no longer lieto himsdlf and call
them aunit or pretend they had any misson other than surviva. Sixteen men had been killed inlessthan
three nights. Of the rest, Con Fegman, wounded, had become ddlirious, Mindle counted as no more than
adangerous child; and Bazac . . . Bazac he could no longer read, for his brother hid beneath his
handsome features and revealed himsdlf to no one. Even their sole remaining autodoc—a portable,
two-meter-high mode with whedl's and treads—had become increasingly eccentric, asif, degpinits
circuitry, it had succumbed to battle fatigue.

Their predicament had become so dire that Jeffer found himself giggling at the most unexpected times.
For over two hundred hours they had been cut off from communications with their superiors. Thefour of
them had fought and fled from the enemy through tunnels, agueducts, the ruins of old homes, and across
the cracked asphdlt of athirty-six-lane highway.

Through it al—the deadly Iulls and the frenzies of violence—Jeffer had survived by fashioning anew
identity for himsdlf and his brother; they were refugees fleeing the past, and their best strategy had proved
to be the smplest: in the unraveling of their livesto forget, to disremember, to exist purely in the now.
They had successfully uded the past for two nights running and yet, somehow, she had found them
agan.

The war had extended into the heart of the desert winter, the buildings that crowded the Street etched in
sharp, defining lines by the cold. But how to define her? She walked in the shadow of her own skin, lit by



the intermittent flash of laser fire. Was she human? She loped dong the chill pavement of the street
bel ow, nimble and dainty and muscular as she navigated the long-abandoned barricades.

Jeffer stared, hisbody giff. Hisbreath caught in histhroat. Centuries dow, he picked up hisrifle from the
bacony railing.

“Whoisit?’ Bazac'stired voice, muffled, came from the room at Jeffer's back. They had barricaded
themselvesin and had booby-trapped the stairwells. Inside the room, the autodoc produced a thin,
blue-tinted light that couldn't be seen from the street.

The pale, moonfaced boy Mindle, arefugee from anorthern creche aready destroyed by the invaders,
sdled dong thewal until he was close enough to whisper, “Isit her again?’ Mindle's voice held no fear,
no surprise. Only Mindl€'s body registered such nerve-end pricklings; at his spiritua core he had been
frozen solid for ahundred years. Jeffer had seen too many like him in recent months as the creche sent
younger and younger men into battle.

“Keep Bazac quiet,” Jeffer whispered back. “If she hearshim.. . . get Con Fegman, if he's able, to watch
the door.”

Mindle nodded and, wraithlike, disappeared into the darkness.

Below, Jamie began to cry out Bazac's namein the plaintive timbre of onewho islost and done and
afraid.

Bazac muttered afew words and Jeffer heard Mindl€'s soft voice, calm and reasonable, coo a soothing
reply.

The shape on the street below giffened, sneezed, and said, “Bazac, my love?’
Bdzac'svoiceinreply: “Isit—could it?’

Mindle cursed. Jeffer heard ascuffle, astrangled cry, and silence, his gaze never straying from her. Lost
and afraid. How could he ever consider her someone he had known? The sounds of her aloneness, her
confusion, struck him asfaintly pitiable, that she should, in any manner, try to re-create her former life.
Such acurious doubleimage: to see her on the street below and yet to remember al the times when
Balzac had invited him over for dinner, Balzac and Jamie both exhausted from twelve hours of overseeing
their reclamation projectsin Bathakazar. She had never seemed vulnerable while arguing with him over
the Con's latest decisions or about how to adapt the hydroponics hangars to open-air conditions. The
lack of hardnessin her now, the weaning away of any but the most dependent attributes, made him

wary.

The stonewall behind him bruised his back. He didn't play the statue very well; he was swesting despite
the cold and he imagined his breath asavast, unmoving field of ice particles.

Perhaps, as on the two previous nights, she would miss them, would pass by, rasping out her song.

Jeffer raised hisrifle to hisshoulder. Pass by, he wished desperately. Pass by and be gone. He did not
want to risk the sound of a shot. Come dawn, they would move e sewhere, maybe come across another
unit and cobble up enough numbers to mount a counteroffensive.

Pass by. Even better, remake history. Let Balzac come to me swimming at night at the oasis. Let
Balzac tell me of our parents death. Let him be the eldest and follow me to Balthakazar.

She stopped directly beneath his balcony, at an extremeline of fire. She sniffed the air. She growled deep



in her throat.
“Bdzac, are you there?’ Such areedy, ghostly voice.
Shepaced inacircle, fill sniffing.

Jeffer dlowed himsdlf to be seduced by the fluid grace, the single-minded purpose behind the strides, the
preternatural balance, for she was il beautiful.

She stopped pacing. She stared right up at him with her dead violet eyes, the snarl of fangs below the
mouth.

“Jeffer,” shesad.

Hisfinger closed on thetrigger. The red tracer light lit up the pavement. The bullet hit the pavement, sent
up arain of debris.

But shewas not there.

He could dready hear her—inside the building. Battling through their booby traps. Barricades ripped
gpart, flung tothe side.

“She'scoming up!” Jeffer shouted, running back into the room. “ She's coming up!”

Mindle and Con Fegman stood against the wall farthest from the door. Balzac sobbed, curledina
corner, guarded by the autodoc. It was clear Mindle had propped Con Fegman up and that the old man
would fal down given the opportunity. Which left Mindle and him to stop her. Mindle had their last two
laser wegpons, arifle and ahandheld beam. He aimed therrifle at the door. They both knew it had only
two or three more charges | €ft.

“Givemetherifle” Jeffer said. “ Keep the other one—acrossfire.”

Mindle nodded, threw the weapon to him. Jeffer caught it. His heart pounded. His hands shook. He
flicked the safety.

Mindle said, “ Soon now. Soon now.” He rocked back and forth on his hedls. His eyes were dilated. He
licked hislips.

They heard the scrabble of claws upon the stairs. Heard the rasping of her breath.

Theterror |eft Jeffer in that ingtant, asif he had become as cold as Mindle. He wanted her to come
through that door. He wanted to kill her.

The sound of claws faded. Silence settled over the room.

Jeffer looked at Mindle in puzzlement.

Mindle smiled and winked. “ Just wait. Just wait.”

Then she hit the door with such force that the metd shrieked with fatigue.
“ Balzac! Open the door!”

Another blow to the door. An indentation the size of her paw. A growl that would have ripped up Jeffer's
ingdesaminute before.



“Go away,” ydled Con Fegman, who fdll, thrashing, in the fever haze of hisinfection.
“ Balzac! Open the door!”

Bazac looked up from his corner. Jeffer could seethe anguish in hiseyes.

“Don't,” Jeffer said.

The door tore open asif it were paper.

METAL AND stone exploded into the room. Jeffer was yelling but Balzac couldn't hear the words. She
stood there—huge, black, half-seen in the autodoc's blue glare. She shook hersdlf, debris fluming out
from her body. Mindle dove into Balzac's corner and caught him in the ribswith an ebow. It drove the
air out of Balzac'slungs. Before he could get to hisfeet—to warn her? to protect Jeffer?—she legpt a
Jeffer. Jeffer'slaser rifle flashed and burned her hindquarters off. Jamie screamed and, trgjectory atered,
landed in abloody, crumpled heap beside him, brought to astop by thewall.

The body thrashed, the claws whipping out from the pistoning legs. Bal zac ducked, covering his head
with his hands. Con Fegman, struggling to hisfeet, was ripped by a claw and sent reding by the impact.
Thefront legs sought traction, flailed, and the greet jaws beneath Jamie's head gnashed together, opening
reflexively only inchesfrom Bazac's throat. Fangs the Size of fingers. Bresath like an antiseptic wind.
Blood spattered over the blunt muzzle. He could see the tiny pink tongue musclestensing and relaxing

gpasmodicaly.

Jeffer shouted an order to the autodoc. The autodoc lurched over on its treads, extended atube, and
stuck aneedleinto what remained of the flesh dog'sleft flank. Theflailing died away. The greet jawslost
their rigidity and rested against the floor. Blood seeped out from beneath the body, licking at Bazac's
drawn-up feet. Con Fegman moaned.

Balzac sat up againgt the wall, unable to look at hisbeloved. An endless singsong ran through his heed: if
only, if only. If only Jeffer had et him talk to her while she was il on the street, perhaps he could have
persuaded her to go away—and perhaps he didn't want her to go away. He let out adeep, shuddering
sgh and stood on trembling legs.

Mindle blocked his path, so close he could smell the boy's rotten breath.
“Kill'it,” Mindle hissed, hisface white with hatred. “Kill it now!”
Mindle's eyes had narrowed to knifepoints. Balzac looked away—toward Jeffer, toward Con Fegman.

Con Fegman, inamigty, faraway voice, said, “I can't seeanymore. | can't bear to see anymore,” and
covered his eyes and began to weep.

Ba zac pushed past Mindle, turning his shoulder into the boy so he ssumbled backward. He went over to
Con Fegman and knelt beside him, looked into his ancient face. Such sadness, such shame, that one of
the creche's elders should be dying here, like this.

Bazac took one of Con Fegman's hands, held it tightly in his own.
Con Fegman grinned with broken teeth and said, “1 need water. I'm so thirsty.”

“I'll get you water. Autodoc—Con Fegman. Full medica.”



Bazac stood and dlowed the autodoc to do its job. It injected tranquilizers, enveloped Con Fegmanina
gerile white shield and, awvay from meddling eyes, went to work on him.

“Don't waste ammunition,” Jeffer said. “It'sdying anyhow. It can't hurt us.”

“No, shecan't hurt us,” Bazac said.

Mindle's hand wavered on hislaser. Balzac stared at him until he lowered it.

“Jeffer,” Balzac said. “Please, get him out of here. The traps. Have him redo the traps.”
“I'mhere” Mindlesad. “I'mintheroom.”

Mindl€'s hot gaze bore down on him, and he tensed, prepared to defend himself.

Jeffer nodded to Mindle. “ Go downstairs and fix the barricades. Put up moretraps. I'll keep watch on
the balcony. At dawn, we move out.”

“And will we take that thing with us?” Mindle asked, in avoice Swveet as poison.
“No,” Jeffer said, and stared pointedly at Balzac. “1 promise you we won't take her with us.”
“ Compassion!” Mindle spat, but he headed for the door.

Bd zac watched him—aman-child, both ancient and newly born, gaunt but innocent of hunger. Balzac
couldn't blame him for hisrage, or for the madness that came with it. He could only fear the boy. He had
awaysfeared the boy, ever since he had come to the créche: an abino with frazzled, burnt white hair
sticking up at odd angles, and eyes that made Ba zac want to recoil from and embrace Mindledl at once.
The eyes hardly ever blinked, and even when he talked to you, he was staring through you, to aplace far
away. Mindle had laughed at their reclamation project, had not seen the point in the face of war. Why did
they persst when they knew what they knew? Perhaps, Balzac thought, they had smply refused to
believein the proof Mindle brought with him.

It had been Mindle, arefugee from the north, who had first given aname and aface to the enemy, fed the
growing unease of the Con members. Before him, there had only been disturbing phenomena: strange,
ungainly creatures lurking at the edge of campfire and oasi's; dismembered human corpses not of the
créche; then little gobbets of divorced flesh with cyclopean eyesthat twitched like epileptic rats asthey
walked and, when dissected, proved to be organic cameras, click-click-clicking pictureswith each blink
of thesingleliquid-blue eye.

Mindle had brought them a present, unwrapping the corpse of one of the enemy at a Con meeting. It was
the only body yet recovered, badly burned and curled up into afeta position like adead black cricket,
but still recognizably mammaian. Weasdl-like. Two meterstall. Fangs snarled out from the fire-pecled
muzze

“At firg they walked around in plain view, directing their troops,” Mindle had told the Con members.
“Darting here and there, sometimes on four legs, sometimes on two legs. A meerkat hybrid, no doubt a
leftover from biotech experiments before the Collapse, with amuch bigger skull and an opposable
thumb. Made creatures. When we captured this one, they went into hiding, and now they only send their
servants, theflesh dogs. . .~

Watching the grimace of Mindl€'sfestures, the hatred embedded there, Balzac had felt a prickle of
unease, asif Mindle were not the messenger but the presence of degth itself.



WITH MINDLE gone, Balzac turned to Jamie, her face set like ajewd inaring, nearly buried by the
folds of tissue on the flesh dog's head. Clinicdly, he forced himsdf to recdl thelittle he knew about such
symbiosis. Jamie's head had been cut from her body and placed in the cavity usudly reserved for the flesh
dog's nutrient sac; the nutrient sac allowed the beast to run for days without food or water. Her brain
stem had been hardwired into the flesh dog's nervous system and bloodstream, but motor functions
remained under the flesh dog's control. She could not shut her eyes without the flesh dog's approval, and
athough she kept her own eyes, they had been surgicaly enhanced for night vision, so that her pupils
resembled tiny dead violets. Sometimes the wiring went wrong and the symbiote would fight for muscle
control with the flesh dog—a condition that ended with uncontrollable thrashing and adow degth by
sdlf-disembowe ment.

Jeffer sumbled over achair and Bazac became aware that his brother still shared the room with him.
“Why don't you leave, too,” Bazac said, anger risng insde him.

“Y ou shouldn't be done. And what if there were others? | need to watch from the bal cony.”

“Theres no one with her.”

“I'm staying. You'l hardly know I'm here.”

Bazac waited until Jeffer had stepped out to the balcony. Then, thoughts ajumble of love and loathing,

he forced himsdlf to stare at hislover'sface. The face registered shock in the dim light, stunned asiit
began to recover itsalf. As he watched, the eyes, pupils stained purple, blinked rapidly, the full mouth
forming apuzzled smile. Bazac shuddered. Shelooked enough like the Jamie he remembered for loveto
win out over loathing. He had known it would; deep down, in places he would never reved to anyone, he
had hoped Jamie would track him here. He had assumed that once she had found him again he could
bring her back from the dead.

Looking at her now, he had no ideawheat to do.
“Bdzac?Bazac?’ That voice, no longer demanding and sexy.

He was s0 used to her being the stronger one, the one who had an answer for everything, that he couldn't
reply. He couldn't even look at her. Throat tight and dry, legs wobbly, he took a step toward Jeffer.
Jeffer was only asilhouette, behind which rose the night: aridge of black broken by faint streaks of laser
fire

“Help me, Jffer.”

“I can't hdpyou.”

“What should | do?’

“I would have shot her in the street.”
“But you didnt.”

“l missed.”

“Bdzac,” Jamie sad. The disorientation in her voice frightened Balzac. He ground his teeth together to
stop histears.



“Shecan dill hurt you,” Jeffer said.

“I know,” Bazac said. He dumped down against the wall, his shoes amost touching Jamie's head. The
floor was strewn with dirt, pieces of stone, and empty autodoc syringes. Beside Ba zac, the flesh dog's
entrails congealed in adoppy pile.

“Bdzac?’ Jamiesaid athird time.

Her eyesblinked once, twice, amiracle for one who had been dead. She focused on him, the flesh dog's
head moving with acrackly sound.

“I canseeyou,” shesad. “I canredly seeyou.”

You're dead, hewanted to say, asif it were her fault. Why aren't you dead?

“Do you know where you are?’ Balzac asked. “ Do you know who you are?’

“I'mwithyou,” shesaid. “I'm here, and it's cold here.”

The effort too much, too soon, with the flesh dying al around her, Jamie's eyes closed to dits.

Bazac wondered if what he saw was not just acarnietrick, if beneath the flesh lived nothing more than
an endless spliced loop, acircuit that said his name and tried to seduce him with thelie that Jamielived,
long enough for it to drive him mad. Jamie had died. He knew that; if he saw her now, she was ghost
cloaked in flesh, as dead asthe city of powdering bones. The same war that had given the city afase
heart—a burning, soul-consuming furnace of a heart—had resurrected Jamie. Y et he must assume that
she was more than a shadowy wisp of memory, because he could not prove her ghostliness, her
otherness. What cruelty for him to abandon her should she be aware. And trapped.

Jamie had died on the front lines aweek before, then and now separated by a second and a century. His
recollections werefiltered through aveil of smoke and screams, the dark pulsating with frantic
commands. Particular moments stood out: theirritation of sand grit in his shoes; alone blade of grass
caught just so between yellow and green; an ant crawling across an empty boot, its red body trand ucent
inthelaser glow; the reflection of an explosion, the burnt umber flames melting acrossthe muzzle of his
rifle; the dick fed of Jami€s grime-smeared hand in his, her pulse beating againgt him through the tips of
her fingers.

Crowded together in long trenches, they had been only two among severa thousand, waiting. They did
not talk, but only touched.

The flesh dogs appeared promptly at twilight, bringing sllence with them in ablack wave. They worethe
masks of friends, the guise of family. They jogged and cantered acrossthefires. fueed by a singleness of
purpose, pounding on shadow muscles, ripping swaths of darkness from the night so asto reimagine
themsdavesin night'simage. Eyesliketiny dead violets. An amost-glent ballet of death.

Then, on cue, they halted, forming asolid, uniform line. They stood so Hill it would have been easy to
think they were arow of ancient statues built on the order of abrilliantly deranged despot.

Inthe lull, Balzac hugged Jamie, taking comfort in the feel and scent of her bodly.

Above, dirigibles coughed and grunted with the effort of discharging missiles, flashes of light catching
ground combatants in freeze-frame.

Asthe flesh dogs cameinto range, in such numbersthat the ground reverberated with the thunder of their



passage, the defenders of the trench opened fire: the spitting sparks of lasers and the rhythmic
phutt-phutt of rifles entwined in an orgasm of recoil and recharge. It took immense disciplineto standin
the teeth of such acharge. Theriflein Balzac's hands seemed heavy, difficult—it wanted its head, and in
the heat of battleit wasal he could do to keep it aimed and firing, hisfinger avkward on the trigger.

In reply to the defenders barrage: a chorus of bone-thin voi ces attached to aien bodies, athousand
ghostswailing acrossthe ruinsin the timbre of old friends pleading for their lives, caling out to theliving
by name.

It brought madness bubbling to the surface, so that the defenders shot and recharged with incredible
speed, shouting back their own hatred to block out the voices, obliterating the present that it might not
obliterate the past.

Asthe wave broke over them, the tableau dissolved in confusion. Mostly, Bal zac remembered the stench
of gunpowder as he loaded and rel caded—but more dowly, mesmerized by the carnage—and the
fleeting images through the smoke . . . Huge bodies flung without reason or care.. . . adark blue-black
wall of flesh . . . the swiftness of them, dmost asfast asadirigible, so that ablink could cost alife. . .
Sinuous muscles, caricatures of human faces aswincing passengers. . . The bright black dickness of
goilled ail . . . Throatsripped from bodies.. . . bodiesfalen, whirling and dancing in the jaws of the flesh
dogs. . . flesh dogs toppling, sawed in half or legs cut off, crawling forward . . . others, shot in the head,
fdling over on their backs.

Through the black-white-black of dirigible flashes, Bazac saw Jamiefal in stop-gap motion and his
heart stopped beating away from him into the darkness he couldn't see her anywhere. As he put out
his hand to pull her up, she was o longer there.

“Jame!”

A flesh dog gdloped toward the breach in the line left by Jami€e's absence. He spun, shot it, and jumped
to the side, the fangs snapping inches from histhroat. It dammed into the trench, dead. Hegot up . . . and
when he looked back toward the gap in the line of defenders, she till hadn't filled it, hadn't regained her
feet asheld expected, even when the dirigibles scorched the night into day.

In his panic, he couldn't breathe, he couldn't think.
“Jamiel” he shouted over the screams and detonations. “Jamie!”
And the echo passed dong the line to him: “Retreat! Fall back! Breached! Breached!”

A death sentence for Jamie. A section of the trench had been overrun and to avoid being flanked they
must fall back. The retreat, a haphazard, broken-backed affair, piled confusion on confusion, some
soldiers running away while others commenced avigilant rearguard action to alow stragglersto cross
back over what was now enemy territory.

A dirigible exploded directly overhead, the impact knocking Balzac to the ground. Swaths of burning
canvas floated down on the combatants. Molten puddles crackled and hissed around Bal zac as he got
up. Mechanicaly, he haunted the burning ground, searching for his beloved with hisinfrared goggles. He
doveinto ditches, crawled through the most dangerous of firefights, lending hisrifle only long enough to
clear apath to the next embattled outpost. Each minute of failure added to the heavinessin his chest, the
risng sense of helplessness.

Later, he would recall the black-and-red battlefield asif he had been aboard adirigible; hewould even
remember watching himself run across the treacherous ground: atiny figure leaping recklessy between



trenches, scurrying through flames without hesitation. Other times, he would remember it only asa series
of starts and stops. He would be running, then fellow soldiers or flesh dogswould be dl around him likea
sudden rain, and he would be done again, his thoughts poisoning his skull.

Only the sght of the creature saved Balzac from the endless searching, for it was only then that he
redlized Jamie must be dead.

He sat down heavily, asif shot, and stared at it asit bustled about its business some thirty-five meters
away. It was so deek and functional and not of this world—so much more perfect than anything perfect
could be—that for amoment Ba zac could not imagine its function: it was merely abeautiful piece of
artwork, athing to be admired for its own clockwork salf. How could humankind compete with such a
creature? He watched it with mounting dread and guilty fascination.

It scuttled dong on cilia-like feet, dmost centipedal, and yet it was clothed in dense, dark fur—long and
low to the ground so that it seemed to flow, aspecies composed of the most emental combination of
flesh and bone. The head, which swiveled 360 degrees, reminded Balzac of a cross between cat and
badger, the bright, luminous eyes and curious smile of muzzle conspiring to make the beast dmogt jolly.
Thin, Balzac thought at first. Thinner than thin, the spine caved in on itsdlf so that its back appeared to
have been scooped out with ashovd, leaving along, low compartment walled in by shoulders and flanks.
The smooth-squishy sound it made with its thousand limbs he had heard before, on the battlefield, asa
low, underlying counterpoint to the screams and explosions.

But dthough the beast stunned him with its perfect strangeness, the function it performed stunned him
more.

As he watched, the beast threaded its way through the scattered corpses. Findly, at the body of ayoung
man with open, vacant eyes, and athin line of blood trickling from the mouth, the beast cameto a hdlt.
Then, with adiscernable pop, spinning wildly, the expresson on itsface insandy cheerful, the beest's
head unscrewed itself from its body and, with the aid of cilia positioned benesath its now autonomous
head, lifted itself over the edge of its own shoulders. Once it had sidled up to the head of itsvictim, the
beast grunted twice and two appendages emerged from the thick fur: a powerful blade of boneand a
two-thumbed hand. The blade came down, dicing through the man's neck. Almost smultaneoudy, the
hand grasped the dead soldier's head and placed it over the hole | eft by the departure of the beast's head.
It waited for amoment, then pulled the man's head, which had been “ capped” with apulsing purple dab
of flesh, back out of the hole. Balzac watched with horrified fascination as the hand then tossed the
capped head into the scooped-out cavity of the beast's body. Both blade and hand disappeared into the
beast's grinning head, which then rolled and huffed itsway back onto its own neck and twirled twice,
before the whole nightmare contraption scuttled on, out of Sight.

Leaving Bazac done, with the dead.

AFTER THE battle, behind the lines, they assgned him to Jeffer's guerrillaunit. Jeffer would watch over
him as he dways had in the past.

Jeffer placed his hand on Balzac's shoulder. Bazac flinched. Jeffer realized that the gesture was
unappreciated, but hetried by an act of will to put al of hislove and fear for Bazac into that smple touch
of hand on shoulder. Love. He might not have admitted to love afew years ago, beyond the love
expected by blood, but Jeffer had seen an unlikely transformation come over Balzac.

Bazac, with his piercing green eyes and firm chin, had aways been handsome to the point of callowness.
But dowly, as he and Jamie became closer, and especidly in the year after their marriage, Jeffer had seen



the callowness stripped away. A certain weight and depth had entered the perfect lines of his brother's
mouth, a seriousness and mischievousness that illuminated the eyes. It was asif afear had conquered
Balzac smultaneous with hislove for Jamie—fear for the desth of hisbeloved, that their love could not
last forever—and that these entangled twins of fear and love had peded away his shalow quditieslikea
molting lizard skin.

Jamie had remarked on it during atour of the Bathakazar reclamation projects, asthey sat and watched
Bdzac out in the sun, badgering the engineers.

“I don't know if I would gtill love him,” she said. “Not if hewasjust handsome. | used to love him for his
mouth and his eyes and his awkwardness, and | wanted to protect him.” She flashed the smile that had
driven dozens of men to despair. “Now he's grown up and becomeredl.”

The memory haunted Jeffer as he said to Balzac, “It will be okay. Y ou don't have to do anything. It won't
belong...” Jefer suddenly fet weary. Why must he comfort others at those times he most needed
comfort? The musclesin histhroat tightened. Ever since he had been | eft with an eleven-year-old boy
who could never again quite be just hislittle brother it had been thisway.

“| should haverolled in the dirt and disguised my scent,” Balzac said. “I should have become someone
else. Then she couldn't have found me. Ever. | shouldn't havelet her find me. But wher€'s the kindness
in that?”

Jeffer smiled at the mimicry of Mindl€sfavorite phrase.

“Kindness?’ Mindle said, surprising them both. Eyes bright and reptilian, he stood in the doorway.
“Kindness? How can you speak of kindness? There's no room for it. We've no need of it.”

Jeffer half expected Mindle to crouch and Iap up the blood pooling around the flesh dog's body. Who
could predict the actions of a child who had never been achild?

“Are you finished with the barricades, Mindle?’ Jeffer asked.
“With the barricades? Y es”
“Then wait outsde until dawn. Stand watch from the second-story window.”

Mindle stepped insde theroom. Helicked hislips. “Yes, dr. But first | thought we might interrogate the
prisoner.”

“The prisoner will be dead soon.”

“Then we must be quick—quicker, even,” he said, and took another step into the room.

“Take up your post on the second floor,” Jeffer ordered.

Mindletook athird step into the room.

Before Jeffer could react, Bazac snatched up Con Fegman'srifle from the floor. Heamed it a Mindle.
Bazac said: “Go. Away.”

Mindle smiled sweetly and turned to Jeffer, one eyebrow raised.

“Doashesays, Mindle” Jeffer said. “ And Balzac—put down theriflel”



Mindle shrugged and turned away.

Balzac tossed the weapon aside and hunkered over the flesh dog's body. His brother's gauntness, the
way the autodoc's light seemed to shine through him, unnerved Jeffer. Such an odd tableau: his brother
crouched with such love and such gentleness over the massive body of the flesh dog, asif it were hisown
crestion.

Jeffer tottered forward under the spdll of that image, hisintentions masked even from himself, but Bazac
waved him away.

“Please, let mebg,” Bazac said. “Watch thewindow. Watch Mindle”

Even as he nodded yes, Jeffer hesitated, wondering for the first timeif he could aim arifleat hisown
brother. He walked over to the bal cony and watched Bal zac and Jamie from the darkness. Jami€'s face
was pae, her lipsgray. The beast's flesh surrounded her like arubbery cowl.

He marveed at the affection in Bazac's voice as his brother touched the creature's face and asked,
“How do you fed?’

“Cold. Very cold. | can't fed my legs. | think I'm dying. | think I'm aready dead, Bazac. Why else
should | fed so cold?’

Bdzac flinched, and Jeffer thought: Think? Feel? Can it do either?
“It'sacold night,” Balzac told her. “ Y ou need ablanket. | wish | had ablanket for you, my love.”
“Cold. Very cold,” shesaid, in adreamy, far-off voice.

“I'll find something for you,” Balzac said, his voice cracking with grief. “ Jeffer, I'm going to look through
the supplies downstairs—maybe there's a blanket. Watch her for me?’

“Shesamogt . . . | mean, | don't think we have ablanket.”
“I know! | know that. Just watch her.”

Bazac scrambled to hisfeet and fled through the ruined doorway, leaving Jeffer with the enemy. Ashe
circled her, he wondered if he should kill her.

“Who isthere?’ Jamie said. “Areyou cold, too?’

At the sound of that voice, Jeffer stepped away from her, made sure she couldn't see him. What if she
recognized him?What if she spoke his name again? What then?

In the corner, Con Fegman stirred and said, in asingsong voice, “ The sand toad told the sand itsalf and
the sand told the toads and the toads told thesand and . . . and . . . and . . .” He faded back into
uNnconsciousness, the myth trapped between hiswithered lips.

Jeffer tried to ignore Con Fegman. He had so resigned himsdlf to the old man's death that he sometimes
gtarted in surprise during Con Fegman's moments of lucidity, asif aghost had drawn breath.

“I want to get up,” Jamie said, face tightening as she strained to move the flesh dog'sleg muscles. 1 can't
seem to get up.”

Jeffer knew better than to interrogate her. If he couldn't shoot her, he would have to content himself with
watching her.



In the early days, before the full-fledged invasion, he had volunteered to help capture and interrogate
such surgicaly atered specimens. They never had much to say and, anyhow, who could tell if what the
prisoners said was authentic or preprogrammed? The heads when separated from the bodieswould live
on unimpaired for two or three hours, and perhaps there was ahint of miraclesin this delayed mortality,
but surdly nothing more.

Locklin, the subject of Jeffer'sfinal interrogation, had believed in miracles, and as Jeffer stared at Jamie
he could not help but see Locklin's face superimposed over hers.

Locklin had laughed a him even during those moments of the interrogation that most resembled torture.
When asked a question, the creature would say its name and make alow, bubbling laugh through itsflesh
dog and human mouths. The violet eyes would widen, his craggy, heavily tanned and scarred face
sprawled across the flesh dog's forehead. “1 am Locklin today, but tomorrow? Y ou will al be me.”

Locklin claimed to come from a créche located in the far north, nestled againgt afrozen sea. Cliffsfour

hundred meters high sheltered them from the crud winds, and from these same dliffs came the enemy in
great numbers, on awinter's day when many of the creche were dying from cold; the heaters had failed
and the créche's leadership had wavered on whether to wait out the weather or to abandon the créche.

“But them'kat,” Locklin offered near the end, contempt for Jeffer poisoning hisvoice, “they fixed us up!
Ho! They surdy did. Immortality in return for service—afine, fine body that will run forever, and we
sad yed Wesaid yes, dl of usshivering in that frozen place. . . asmost of you will say yesin your turn.”

Alwaysit was flesh dogs fashioned from members of this particular créche that Jeffer found least like a
poorly animated holovid. If some responded like sand through asieve to his questioning, then these
hardened types were sted traps. For they had not just pledged allegiance to the “ m'kat” but worshipped
them, giving up their children to immortality and abandoning their old religions. This betraya of species
terrified Jeffer. Among the Con membersit wasthe grestest of al fears: to be captured by an enemy that
did not know mercy as humans knew it, an enemy unparalleled in the art of psychologica warfare. To be
sent back in the guise of aflesh dog, mouthing your own name or the name of your beloved asthe
cresture fought you.

Only now did Jeffer redize he had talked to Locklin too much, for as he watched Jamie, Locklin's
hypnotic words drifted in and out of histhoughts. “ You could live forever thisway, if you would only
submit . ..” A great sadnesswelled up insde Jeffer, for he and his brother had become estranged; it was
therein Bazac'swords, in hisface: that the love he had for Jamie had become monstrous, had taken him
over and eaten him from the inside out. Did Balzac sense atruth to Locklin's words that escaped him? A
chill crept into Jeffer's skin. He could aready foresee an outcome monstrous beyond imagination and he
told himsdf hewould not help in that way—he could not—and he tried to convince himsdlf thiswas
because he loved his brother, not because he stood alone in the same room with a creature so familiar to
him and yet so dien.

MINDLE HAD been Bazac's hateful shadow as he rummaged through their meager cache of supplies
for ablanket. The boy had said nothing, had followed amost without sound, but Balzac could fed that
gaze blasting the back of his head, scorching his scap. He didn't mind; better to know where Mindle was
than not. At times on his miniquest, he even tried talking to Mindle, and took a perverse pleasurein his
facade of cheeriness, knowing it must make the boy burn even brighter. Burn, then. Burn up.

But there was no blanket, and with each step back up the stairs, the facade faded alittle more until he



could barely walk for the wearinessthat pulled a him. On the third-floor landing, Bazac heard Mindle's
retreating footsteps and was glad of it, not wasting time with ataunt, but ducking into the room where
Jamie dill lay in the autodoc's blue light. Jeffer stood to one side.

“I couldn't find a blanket. Y ou can go back to the window.”

Jeffer gave Balzac awan smile, but Ba zac only dumped down beside Jamie.

“Jamie,” he said when Jeffer had gone back out onto the balcony.

“I'mcold.” A voicelike an echo, rich with phlegm or blood.

“Cold like the oasis lakes—do you remember the oasis [akes?’

He thought he saw her mouth curl upward. She gave alittle hiccupping laugh.

“I remember. | remember the cold. It makes me sneeze.” Then, doubtful: “That wasalongtimeago...”

The water had been cold. They'd dove in together, into the hardness of the water, svum through it, their
muscles aching. They'd snorted water, gurgled it, luxuriating in the decadence of so much water, and
surfaced to kiss, breathlesdy, under the stars. Her lips had tasted of passion fruit and he had pressed her
into the shallows where they could stand, then moved away from her shyly, only to find her pulling him
back toward her and putting his hand between her legs;, making sharp, quiet sounds of pleasure ashis
hands moved lightly on her.

But, faced with her in the flesh, he could not hold on to the memory of the emotion. It dissipated into the
grime and darkness: adimly glittering jewel againgt whose sharp edges he could only bleed.

“We made lovethere” hesaid.
Silence.
Dawn would come soon and they would have to move on while they had the chance.

Jamie whimpered and moaned and cried out in her half death, half deep. Hewas crud (wasn't he?) to
prolong her pain.

He could fed Jeffer staring at him. If not Jeffer, then Mindle. Mindle hated him. Jeffer loved him. But they
both wanted the same thing.

Bazac let hisgaze linger over Jamie'sface, thethickness of it that had overtaken the grace, asif the
architects that had put her back together could not quite re-create their source materid. Thiswasthe
woman who had worked side by side with him to rebuild the city, she planting trees as he excavated and
drew plans. He had even grown to enjoy the planting—Ilong hours, yes, and the work made his fingers
bleed and blister, but he had liked the smdll of dirt, enjoyed the rhythms of the work and the comfort of
her presence a hisside.

He thought of the times he had made love to her on the cool desert sand under the stars, and how they
would sneak back to the créche in the years before they were married, thereto liein bed for hours
afterward, taking or telling stories. The sweet smell of her, the taste of her tongue in his mouth, these
were real, aswas the peace that came over him when hewasinside her, so very closeto her, ascloseto
her as he could, to be insde her and looking into her eyes.

Heowed it to her. If heloved her.



In agony, he ran to the balcony, pushing Jeffer aside, and besat hisfists againgt the stonerailing.

“Listento me: It's better thisway,” Jeffer whispered. “ Come morning, theré's agood chance we can
come under the protection of alarger unit. If we can only survive—"

“Shut up!” Bazac hissed. “ Shut up or I'll yell and they'll Al hear us”

“Should | leave?

“Leave?No. .. but | don't want to talk. | just want to stand here for a moment.”
“That'sfine. Tha'sfine. I'm your brother, Balzac, your brother. | don't want to hurt you.”

Bazac tried to dow his breathing. He leaned on therailing and looked out across the city. Dawn soon,
and still the dirigibles burned and till the darkness closed in around them. A hundred shades of darkness
for ahundred different tasks—darkness to cover buildings; darknessto cover pain; darknessto cover
thoughts; darknessto cover the light, and the light, when it came, only emphasized the darkness dl the
more. He could no longer hear the faint, ghostly shouts from the front lines; the darkness had swallowed
the voices, too.

For thefirst time, looking out over not only the ruined city but aso the ruins of his own ambition, Balzac
felt the pull of that darkness, felt overpowered by it. He wastired. He was so tired. He began to weep.
He could not bear it. He must bear it. He could not. He must.

Whereinto that darkness had she been taken? Where had the scuttling cresture dragged her? Had it
dragged her into the hole at the center of the amphitheater? Someplace underground where the darkness
grew thick and unfettered—in the tunnels under the city, wherever they had their heedquarters, where the
creatures from nightmare used to live before the enemy displaced them. It hurt to think of such places.
They scared him more than anything. All he could imagine was suffocating dirt, the tunnel imploding and
buryinghim dive

What sort of immortality had she found there? When they'd reawakened her, had she pleaded with them?
Did she know, even now, exactly what had been doneto her?

And if hetook her back there, could they live together, in the darkness, al adone with only one another
for company amongst the ghoulsand ghosts. . .

“Help metoimagineit, Jefer.”

“Imaginewha?’

“Never mind.”

A red wound bled across the horizon. Balzac stared at Jeffer. Jeffer looked away.
“I know | havetodoit,” Balzac said.

“Youdon't. I'll doit for you.”

“No. | havetodoit.”

“Thendoit.”

Bazac nodded and walked back to Jamie. He leaned over her, touched her face once again, smoothed
back astrand of hair. Strange, the calm that settled over him.



“Bdzac? shesaidin such aquestioning tone that he dmost laughed with grief.
“Jamie. Jamie, | have to ask you something. Do you hurt, Jamie? Jamie, do you hurt alot?’

“I'mso cold,” she said. Then something clicked behind her eyes and he thought he saw the old
confidence.

“Close your eyesthen, Jamie. | swear, Jamie. Thiswon't hurt. Jamie, it won't hurt. | wouldn't lie. Not to
you, Jamie”

“I know, my love.”

He exchanged weagpons with Jeffer: hisriflefor Jeffer'slaser. Then, hugging the flesh dog's head to him,
he adjusted the setting on the laser for a needle-thin, ten-centimeter-long blade. If he cut the throat, she
might last for afew minutes, in pain. But if he could spear her through thehead . . . his hand wavered and
for amoment every atom, every particle, that made him Bazac streaked in opposite, solintered
directions. If only shewouldn't stareat him. ..

His hand steadied, and with it hisresolve. Two smooth strokes and he had separated the node of tissue
that contained Jamie. There was no blood; the laser cauterized the wound ingtantly. Her eyes till stared
up at him though her lipsdid not move. He held her against him, closed her eyes, kept theriflein hisright
hand, reactivated the normal settings.

Helooked up at Jeffer, who was staring at himin horror.

Badzac's shoulders sagged, the weight of darknesstoo grest, then he righted himsdlf, found hislegs.
Jeffer took astep forward, asif to block the door.

“Don't. Don't do that,” Balzac said.

“Balzac! Leave her be”

Tearsblurred Balzac's vision; he wiped them away vicioudy with hisforearm. Seconds were as precious
aswater now; he could not waste them.

“l can't doit, Jeffer. |. Just. Can't.”

“You can! You know you can. You remember how | was after . . . after our parents died? Y ou
remember how | was? Y ou brought me back. You did that. | can do that for you. | know | can.”

“Andif you do?1 couldn't bear it. | couldn't beer it. | can't lose her, too.”

“It'stoo late. You'l lose her anyway.”

“Not if | find them intime. I've got an hour. Two, maybe.”

Silent as an executioner, Mindle appeared at the door, his handheld laser aimed at Bazac.

“Mindle, get out of here!” Jeffer screamed, raisng hisown rifle. The barrdl wavered between Bazac
and Mindle.

Mindle's eyes had thefatal dengity of dead Stars.

“Shut up, Jeffer,” hesaid. “1f he moves, I'll shoot him.”



Into the deadly silence crept thefirst light of the sun. Grainy yellow raysreveded them al astired,
grime-smeared, gaunt figures frozen in time, while Con Fegman stared with sightless eyes directly into the
sun. Balzac could hear his brother's muttered prayers, could sense the tenson in Mindlestrigger finger.
Helooked first a one, then the other, their shadows flung againgt the far wall.

Looking down into her deeping face, Balzac knew he was impervious to the other voices, the voicesthat
were not hers. For her sake, he had to get past Mindle, make it to the doorway, and onto the street
below. The odds were bad, and yet hefelt a peace: The darknesswas till with him, cloaking and
protecting him.

Vaguely, he heard Jeffer tell him to put down hisrifle and Mindle scream that if hetook asingle step, he
was adead man, but their words came from very far away. They could not touch him—not Mindle, not
his brother. No one but Jamie. The darkness covered hisface like avell. He caressed Jami€'s cold cheek
with one trembling hand.

“Good-bye,” he said. Hethrew hisriflein Mindlesface. He ran toward the door. Behind him he heard
Jeffer's dow, drawn-out shriek of loss, and then the ice-heat of Mindle's star exploded againgt his back.
Theforce drove him forward, knocked the breath from his body, and he wasfaling through the
doorway, faling into the darkness of the stairwell—and kept faling, a numbness enveloping his body,
until the darkness was complete and it was no longer the stairwel | but the black oasislakes, and he was
diving into and through them, the wet wave and wash licking blackly at hislimbs, and just when he
thought he might fal forever, he caught himsdif.

Sand, bright sand, benegath hisfeet, the grainslike glittering jewes. He looked up—into the glare of late
afternoon—and saw Jeffer saring down at him from thelip of the amphitheater. Jamie saw Jeffer a
moment later and gasped in surprise.

Jeffer stalked down to them, cold-shouldered and tiff, sand spraying out around his boots. Bazac had
risen from his position near the beadt, thinking Jeffer would give them both athrashing.

But instead, Jeffer became very quiet and asked them if they were dl right. Bazac said yesand Jamie
asked how he had found them.

“Thezynagill,” Jeffer said, dtill staring at the beast. “1 thought you might be dead.”

Before Balzac could speak, Jamie laughed and said, “No. It is. What do you think of it?”
“I think you should get away fromit.” Jeffer walked closer.

“It came from underground,” Bazac said.

“It camefrom far away,” Jamie said. “Look &t its paws.”

“It's like something from the old books,” Jeffer whispered, skirting the edge of the beast asif it were
poison. “We should burniit.”

“Burnit?’ Bazac said. “It'sdead.”
“Burnit,” Jeffer said.

But it wastoo late. They heard aleathery, cracking sound and the flesh dog's bulbous forehead split open
and out struggled a creature the Size of aman's heart. It glistened with moisture and, seeming to grow
larger, spread its blue-black wings over the ruins of the flesh. It had dl the delicate and dien dlure of a
damsdfly.



“It's beautiful,” Jamiesad.

The creature gazed at them from one red-ringed eye (luminous amber, with avertica black dit). The
bone-thin legs ended in razor claws. The wings rose and fell with its breathing, which was steady and
unruffled. Thewingswerethose of afdlen angd, miraculousin that the black, shiny surface reflected
greens and purples and blues. They were monstroudly oversized for the body and the beast flapped them
to keep its balance.

Jeffer moved firgt, fumbling for hisgun. The creature, darmed by the motion, moved itswings more
vigoroudy.

Bazac put himself between Jamie and the creature, his swift embrace so tight she could not move, though
shedtruggled againgt him.

Before Jeffer could aim, the creature launched itsdlf into the air and spiraled up through the flock of
hovering zynagill, scattering themin al directions. It made a swift pass over the amphitheeter, till gaining
altitude, then veered abruptly toward the west and began to pick up speed, soon out of sght.

Jamie wrenched hersdf from his grasp. “Why did you do that?’
“I didn't want it to hurt you.”

“I don't need your help,” she said, but when he looked into her eyes, he saw a sudden awareness of him
that had not been there before. It sent ashiver through his body.

“What doesit mean?’ Bazac asked Jeffer, whose face was till clouded with thought.
“I don't know. Wewill haveto tell the Con members.”

“Where do you think it went?” Jamie asked.

“I'think . . . I think it was amessenger. A beacon. | don't know.”

“Itwasincredible” Jamie sad.

The afternoon shadows so emphasized the brazen lines of her eyes, nose, cheekbones, that her image
burned itsway into Bazac's heart. He would have willingly lost himsdlf in her, if only for the mystery he
could not unravel—that her beauty was as luminous and sharp-edged as that of the winged creature. He
experienced arush of vertigo, fought for his balance on the edge of adarkly glittering future that would
bind her to him beyond any hope of untangling.

Then hewasfaling again, willingly, gripped by sudden happiness, laughing as he saw the adventure of
their livestogether spreading out before him.

JEFFER AND Mindle stood side by side at the top of the stairs, looking down through the early-morning
gloom of dust motes. Mindle shook with spasms of tears, undoing al the savagery of hisface. Below, on
the landing, Balzac's body lay sprawled, awide, black hole burned through his back. His handswere
tightly clasped around the flame-distorted head of Jamie, whose lidless eyes sared sightless at them.
Even in the shadows, Jeffer could see the thin, paeline of hisbrother's mouth fixed inasmile.

An emptiness Jeffer could not quantify or describe opened up inside of him. For amoment, he could not
contain it, and helooked over a Mindle, intending to kill the boy should he discern even atrace of



mockery upon that ancient face. But the tears had washed away the predatory sarcasm, the bloodlugt,
and hewas dmogt vulnerable again, dmaost boyish again.

Jeffer dung the laser rifle over his shoulder and motioned to Mindle.
“Come on—if it's safe, we can bury them in the amphitheater,” he said.

Horror, yes, and pain, and sadness—and yet, thisrelief: 1t was over. It wasfinished. And thisfind
thought, which overcametheguilt: I'm alive. | survived it.

Mindle looked disoriented for amoment, asif he had been dreaming or listening to adistant and terrible
music. Then the mask did back over hisface and he sneered, muttered ahollow “Yes,” and followed as
Jeffer walked down the steps to the body of his brother, the sun warm on his back.
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