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One

We think we seek ends, but those
come to us unbidden. No, what



we search for, al our lives, are
beginnings.

‘Tdbot saysif the holy war goes on much longer, people will start chucking nukes,’ | told my family. That
sounded like the end of the world to me, or agood enough approximation. Still, I bit my tongue, angry at
mysdf. Ta had waked out on mefully three months earlier. Just left me high and dry. So why the hell did
the bastard’ s miserabl e little obiter dicta keep popping out of my mouth? Actualy | knew why. If amgjor
globa conflict redlly did happen—and the newspaper editorias, not to mention trash television, madeiit
sound certain—the whole world’ s burning would somewhat approximate this last year with my
ex-boyfriend. | shuddered, and spread canola margarine on another wholemed roll.

Certainly my father was convinced the world was about to end, and he wasn't shy about saying so.
Gracetold him primly that he shouldn’t talk about such morbid topics at the dinner table.

‘| don't believein hiding the truth from our daughters, Hugh said, ‘ no matter how grimitis. That’show
we got into this goddamned fix in thefirs place’

“Hugh, I’ d rather you didn’t use that kind of languagein front of Suzanna” Mom pursed her lips, then
grinned and punched him in the arm. * With Natdlie, of course, you can say whatever you fucking well
like’

Shewas agreet kidder, but | could tell that sheredlly didn’t like any talk about the end of the world. She
said it made her nervous and spoiled her appetite. Grace was so lean and muscular from aerobics and
Tal Chi classesthat she didn’t need to be put off her food, because she aways ate twice as much asme,
which was saying something even though I’m on an endless diet and, okay, afew pounds overweight.
But | don't care. I'm not adaveto fashion, like Suzanna. That's my sster, the young beautiful one. And
no, I’m not dl twisted up with envy and jedlousy.

When | wasachild, I d given mysdlf nightmares by skimming the books Father |eft lying around the living
room. Hair-raising stuff from the 1980s when people like Hugh and Grace D’ Anzso were expecting to
betotaled a any minute. Anyway, that’ sthe impression you get. Awful, blood-curdling rhetoric. Let the
words cregp into the back of your mind and nestle there in the night: Ground zero. First strike capability.
Hardened targets. Megatons of explosive nagtiness in the multiple-warhead nose cones of missiles
launched from attack submarines deep under the Arcticice or cruising the Pacific. Plusthe more recent
nightmares. monstrous acts of terrorism, genomic engineered viruses, probably, and god knows whét the
military were doing in their containment labs with nanotechnology.

I’ d woken up whimpering that winter morning, too cold to go back to deep, scrunched up under the
non-alergenic comforter. What | wanted was awarm body next to me; | lay shaking in my misery and
anger, tears running down my face. It wastoo early to get up and light the old wood stove. The solar
panels weren't powerful enough, of course, to warm my parents house, so dl they had were basic
sarviceslike lighting, televison—and the computers, naturally. Cooking and hot water were handled with
ablend of 21t century retrofitting—ugly big drums of water to absorb heat during the daylight hours,
rational placement of windows and bushes to catch or shade the Sun’ s heat—and 19th century
tried-and-true. My parents didn’t believe in using the public utilities, like gas and dectricity, because you
could never tell when the government might decide to turn them off or there could be adrastic ail
shortage at any moment. Talbot had agreed for the sake of peace and quiet that these precautions made
perfect sense, but my dearest friend Deb often insisted over a cheerful coffee latte and pastry that this



was mad bullshit and | suspected she was probably right, but what would | know? (Hal)

It till scared me. Other people weren't forced to suffer this urban survivalist crap. Suzannaand I’ d had
to put up with it snce | was smdl and she was smaller; it had quickly become gpparent to me that if other
kids parentstook such precautions nobody talked about it in the playground, or after school. On the
other hand, Suzannaand | hadn’t talked about it much either. It'sno fun if everyone thinks you’ re some
crazy loon geek with nutso olds, and when you crawl back to live with them at the age of 23 with your
tall between your legs after your guy has taken the Toyota and your best friend to anew apartment, and
you think you' re going crazy with sorrow, it’s even less fun. Still, there were the occasiona moments of
hilarity in the madness.

‘It won't be nuclear, Nataie,” Hugh assured me absently, cutting the leafy head off agreen crisp stick of
celery and eating it without salt. | know salt is bad for your blood pressure, but | can't stand raw
vegetables without at least abit of st to bring out the flavor. On my 18th birthday I’ d been informed by
Grace (gracioudy, of course) that it was my choice henceforth. I might kill mysdlf by dow poison a her
tableif that wasthe way | wanted it, since | was now an adult and got to make such vita decisions
without any further interference from them. My dear best friend Deb, my redlly reliable best friend
Debbie, had thought thiswas big of them, and | guessfrom their point of view it was aremarkably liberal
concesson.

‘What will it be then? Suzannasaid sulkily, not looking up from her copy of Rolling Stone which festured
the Big Spew on the cover. She was twirling one golden springy strand of magica hair with her index
finger, and | knew she didn’t redlly care about the end of the world, aslong as she got to the Xmas
dance with gorgeous Andy Compton who was only ayear and ahaf younger than mefor crying out
loud, dready finishing his engineering degree. What was ahunk like that doing with my kid sster? Why
weren't my parents throwing conniptions about the cradle-snatcher?

‘Don’'t encourage him,” Grace said warningly to Suzanna, but it wastoo late. It was alwaystoo late.

‘The ozone holeis till ontheincrease” Hugh said in his cam, prophetic voice. He never got wildly angry
about the end of theworld, just relaxed and determined to do something about it and fix the poor
goddamned world up, as he' d say, before the jackasses and buffoons ruined it dtogether. ‘ The
population explosion might be dowing, but the sheer weight of human numbersis gtill consderably above
the planet’ s optimal carrying capacity. Genetic engineering of cropsis setting us up for the most
horrendous food production crash in history, once some mutant insect or viral predator appears and
wipes out the cloned cropsin one foul swoop—

‘Onefool sweep,” | said.
‘Onefdl swoop, dear,” Grace said smultaneoudly.
‘Fell? said Suzanna. ‘How can you swoop if you fell?

‘Fell? Hugh said. ‘I’ m talking about factory fowls, dl those poor chickens geneticaly bred for maximum
tasteless flesh and big eggs and no brains. One swipe and those fowl are gone.’

| wasindignant. *You didn't say "swipe"',’ | cried. ‘ That'safoul!’

By then weweredl fdling about laughing, and Hugh got abit of celery caught in hiswindpipe, and
started choking and we stopped talking about the end of civilization as we knew it. But the topic was
never far away. It lurked in the shadows at night, in my weepy bereft dreams, and our parents made their
strange plans during the day, athough Suzie and | actualy knew nothing about that, even if we suspected
that something pretty disturbing was afoot.



Hugh had sold the Subaru sedan a couple of months ago, which was one of his more insane moves. He
clamed the family didn’t need three cars, since the Ferguson I ngtitute was within walking distance and
Grace worked at home. Not long after Hugh did this mad thing, my ancient Fiat bit the dust and Ta
decided he wasrightful owner of our Toyota (okay, he' d paid the deposit and it wasregistered in his
name, but I’ d dutifully shelled out half the monthly installments), or at any rate that his need was gregter,
30 we were down to Grace' s sturdy old VVolvo. It sat in the drive when | wasn't using it to drop Suzanna
by school and get mysdlf to work.

Nonethel ess, Hugh started securing the ol d-fashioned wooden doors of the garage with a heavy chain
and lock. | knew there wasn't anything insde except for al the usua tools neetly lined up dong onewall
in the wooden shelves that Hugh had built to hold them when we moved into the house five years earlier,
ahit after Suzanna stwefth birthday, hammers and wrenches and cansfor nails and screwsin various
szes and handyman lengths of timber and metal pipe strung overhead out of the way, and aong the back
wall arack of eectronic gadgets with dials and monitor screenstorn out of obsolete computers and
wired together and none of us had the dightest ideawhat it was all for, except that Hugh refused to let us
touch any of it. | had theidea, or maybe the romantic delusion, that he' d wanted to be afredlance
inventor when he was aboy, but had to give up his dream when he married Grace and quite soon found
himsalf saddled, perhapsto his surprise, with an expensive daughter and then, afew years|later, with
another. Luckily they cameto their senses and stopped at that point.

But doing aFort Knox on the garage was not what bothered me, not per se, I'd had plenty of timeto get
used to Hugh' slittle eccentricities. Besides, Ta had explained to me that men prefer to have aredoubt of
their own, well away from the domesticity of the household, especially oneinfested with three women.
(Double ha!) It had started earlier than that, when the crazy man bolted on a substantia lock inside the
garage doors.

Grace had put up afight when that bolt wasfirst screwed into place, saying that one of us might lock
oursalvesin and then faint from chemical fumes or hit our head and no-one would be ableto retrieve us,
and dear rationa Daddy pointed out that thiswas awildly unlikely eventudity snce Suzannaand | were
hardly children any longer.

Grace exploded. * Of course they are not kids any more, Hugh. | have observed my own daughters
growing up.’

‘Well, then—'

Hugh seemed to think he' d won the argument. And in away he had. Mom just said, * Oh for heaven's
sake, Hugh,” and left the room looking angry.

The point was, of course, that she couldn’t bring herself to expresswhat shewasredly feding. Or, at
least, she couldn’t say it in front of us. Pretty weird for a card-carrying feminist of the old school, but
somehow |’d managed to assmilate this behavior without questioning it deeply. What sheredly felt, |
saw nhow, was the same thing that | felt: Hugh was starting to act batshit. Grace hated the idea of the bolt
on theinsde of the garage door because it was frankly insane. Who' d want to lock himself into an empty
garage? Some sort of raving fruitcake, it seemed to me.

| tried to raise the matter with her that evening. She was helping me with some loan amortization
cdculations |’ d been having trouble with. | had been studying fairly ineptly for my realtor’ sexams, using
an old HP 12C calculator of Dad's. Grace isawhiz a math; her Ph.D. was computer science, but she
could add and subtract without using either her fingers or an abacus. Me, | can handle the greater and
lesser obscurities of Jacques Derrida, Paul De Man and Edward Said, but | could never get my head
around asmple caculator. We were done, sitting at the kitchen table, which years ago had been one of



my favorite places for doing homework, and the ambience remained comforting. Grace was wearing
warm-ups, loose and comfortable, the kind of easy clothing she aways wore around the house. On the
rare occas ons when she went to a publisher’ s office, she groaned but reluctantly did hersalf up, so she
|eft the house looking like one of those classy blonde anchor women on the news. Y ou could tel inan
ingtant that Suzannawas her daughter, and | was Hugh's. Ah well, the mysteries of the genes—which
was one of Mom' s other technical interests, since her thesiswork had been in supercomputer
computation that ultimately fed into the Human Proteomics Project. | shook the machinein frustration.

‘Thisthing must be defective, Grace.” Inaminima attempt to salvage my dignity after retreating to the
ancesiral home, I’ d taken to using her given name, something I’ d done asasmall child then abandoned
when | found it didn’'t upset her. ‘Look. | put in 12 plus5 and it says 252.20." | felt like throwing the
damned thing through the window.

‘Relax, Natalie. The HP 12C usesreverse Polish notation. That means you haveto load your first
number.” Grace camly entered the number twelve. * Then you put in your second number. Now you tell
the calculator what operation to perform.” She touched the plus sign. Looking over her shoulder, | saw
the number saventeen on the display. Oh. Fedling likeafool, | scribbled it down, then took adeep
breath. Carefully, | said, ‘Mom, don’t you think Dad’ s maybe a bit, well, you know, obsessed—Ilike with
the bolt on the garage door...” | trailed off.

‘No, | don’'t think your father is obsessed. He' sjust...” Grace paused, laid down her pen, obvioudy
looking for the right word, the safeword. ‘He sjust cautious.’

| made afarting noise. * Give me abreak. There' s nothing cautious about a bolt on the inside of the
garage door. It sabsurd. Does he think the car’ s going to escape? Oh no, that’ s right—no car any

longer.’

| could tell Grace was about to deny that there was anything out of the ordinary about Hugh' s antics, but
she seemed to check hersdlf. ‘Hugh seesthe world in adifferent light,” she said. * Everyone seesthe
world differently. You'll get over Tabot and Deb sooner or later, Nat, and you'll fal inlove again—

| repeated the noise.

‘And you'll find that your partner, that lucky man, whoever heis, never quite sees things the way you do.
Then you' Il have children and sometimesthey’ |l seem like diensfrom outer space, their values and their
outlook on lifewill be so strange. Part of it’ s genetics. Some genesthat express themsalvesin you can be
recessive in your parents—’

‘Mom, | might be aklutz with acalculator, but | do know—

Imperturbably, she went on: * So you really inherit less than haf your persondity from each parent, a
least of what' svisiblein them. And there are between thirty and fifty thousand genes, and they interact
with each other in strange ways. It'sawonder we get on with each other aswell aswe do.’

| was enthraled, actualy. While I’ d never been terribly good at most of my math and physicsand
chemistry classes, not as good as Suzanna anyway, | love thisweird science stuff. Grace told me about
studies of identical twins separated at birth; it didn’t seem to matter how different the environments were
inwhich the twinswere brought up, they managed to turn out remarkably smilar. | could have listened dl
night—she' sredly entrancing when she gets going on something she knows alot about. But al thistalk
about twins and clones and genotypes and phenotypes was getting away from the problem of Hugh's
behavior and my mother’ s compliance with it. | interrupted her.

‘About it being awonder that we get on with each other, | think you get on with Daddy aswell asyou



do,’ | saidin arush, ‘because you don't contradict him very much.’
‘Of coursel do,” Grace said, taken aback. ‘I’m awaystelling Hugh he’ swrong about things.”

‘I know,” | said, ‘Y ou tell him heiswrong and then he just dlaimsthat he' sright. And then you don't say
anything more, you don't argue.’

She sighed, and took our cups and platesto the sink to soak, since we don’t have adishwasher. ‘Y ou
might beright, Nat. | ddliberately chose not stress the argumentative side of my persondity. When | was
akid, | was dwaysin deep shit of one kind or another. Staying detached helped me get through my math
degrees a atime when girlsweren’t encouraged to use their brainsthat way. The cost, admittedly, was
unpleasant. However,” she said with apained frown, ‘1 think I" d rather defer this conversation for now,
darling. You'vegot to get dl thoseredly exciting numbers written down negtly or they’ll take away your
skeleton key.” And off she went to her computer to do some editorial work on some bigwig' stext book,
leaving me wrestling with reverse Polish notation and the carpet to order for aroom 14 ft. x 20 ft. and
amortization payments on 30 year loans.

| watched her for several weeksto seeif my subtle pep talk had given her pause, but if shetook to
arguing with her husband, about the lock on the garage or anything ese, it wasn't when Suzannaand |
were present.

* % %k %

There sasmal dirty window high in the rear of the garage that’ s obvioudy been nailed shut for years,
covered in grime and strands of spiderweb. It was too inconvenient to climb up to from theinsde and
clean, and Hugh had powerful fluoro-lamps on his benches so he didn’t care that there wasn’t any
externd light in the garage when he shut the door. But I’ d discovered something odd, shortly beforel
was permitted to gorge mysdlf on sdlt if that was my chosen pleasure, when | clambered up with a
sponge and pail of water to wash the dusty photovoltaic solar array mounted on the old outhouse built on
the back of the wood shed behind the garage.

That should have been Suzanna' sjob, since she waslighter and nimbler, but she’' d explained so
convincingly that shewas such afrail and artistic type that the chorefell to me, as usud. Grumbling and
covered in suds, | noticed onetimethat | could lean over upside down and, without quite falling to my
desth, peek in through thislittle soyhole and watch my father at work on hisinventions. He never caught
me at it, probably because | only tried it afew times, and there was nothing much to see anyway, just this
tall stocky balding man bent over aworkbench watching fractal patternsin gorgeous light on hismonitors
and typing in code on hiswork station. Dull, redlly dull.

What made me climb up and peek in the day he disappeared? Some speciad gleam in Hugh'seye, |
guess, some sense | caught of hisintense suppressed excitement. He got in alittle early from work, light
dill in the hazy autumn sky. Grace had just arrived home hersdlf after an afternoon meseting with the
publishers and had gone off to get into something more doppy. Suzannawasin her room, and | had my
heels up on the kitchen table with Kylie-sngs-Eminem on the radio and abook about zoning restrictions
under my nose. Hugh grunted aform of greeting, dung his jacket over the back of his chair, swigged
down some filtered water, and |ft the kitchen. As| say, there was something about Hugh' s expression
that made me particularly curious. | heard him unlock the garage, open the doors just enough to squesk
in, and push them shut from the insde—with adistinct click of theinner bolt being snibbed.

| went and stood outside watching the garage light. Y ou could seeit shining through the hairline cracks



and gleaming through the high little window at the Side. | heard my mother comein to the kitchen, switch
radio stations to some horrible Golden Oldies station, and start rattling some crockery for dinner. | scaed
the old outhouse and skinned over and stuck one eye against the dusty glass and looked down into the
garage and no-one was there.

| mean it. The garage was completely empty, but the doors were bolted tight.

That gave measmal fright, because it meant he/ d gone out again while | was climbing up on the roof of
the shed, and when he crossed the back-yard to go inside the house he' d probably see my big ass stuck
out over mid-air, if he paused to glance over his shoulder, and have a conniption and order me down and
roust mefor endangering my life & limb, dimbing in thislight, what' s the matter with you, young woman,
they alow peoplelike you to vote, haven't you got more sense than that? | wriggled back, breathing
hard, and got down with only one painful graze on my knee, and strolled into the house with anegligent
arr and thelook, | hoped, of ayoung artist enjoying the evening air and the garden views.

Hugh wasn't in the kitchen. Suzannawas twanging away in her room on the eectric guitar she'd
borrowed from school, which aways sounded to me more like an industrid accident than thelatest in
retro acid Goth ska or whatever the child liked to think she was playing. She only did it to make herself
attractive to goddamned Andy Compton. Grace was pedling avocados for aguacamole dip, ignoring the
horrible racket, and asked without looking up, ‘ Wasthat your father coming in just now, darling?

‘He went out back.” | grabbed half an apple out of the fridge and abow! of ice-cream from the freezer
and three muedi biscuits,

‘Nat, don’t spoil your appetite, dinner won't belong. Sold any mansionstoday?

‘Ha. If only. They don’t let us rookies do the exciting face-to-face stuff. Credit thisif you will—they
wanted us al to do aerobics at the gym. They’ Il have us sSinging acompany anthem next.’

Grace shot me alook implying that | might do worse than aerobics. ‘ And?

‘Fat chance. | laughed at them in aheavily wheezy way.’ | get asthmaand for the whole of high school
carried adoctor’ s certificate to spare me the boring two hours every week when al the other hearty
creatures pounded around the cinder track in their Regboks or pumped iron to make their deek bodies
even more beautiful, hoping to become stars of Sexe Idand or whatever was the flavor of the month. I'm
the artistic type, as| said, and prefer to exercise my mind (by taking a snooze in the back office—there
redly just aren’t enough deeping hoursin the day for ayoung career person on the way up, if you ask
me).

| put out the cutlery, plates and glasses, and douched off to the living room to watch junk TV, expecting
to find my father dready stting in hisfavorite armchair reading some fat book about the hidden perils of
the green revolution or the promise of aguaculturein the Third World or the evils of nuclear power. He
wasn't there, and shortly thereafter | found he wasn't in the upstairs bathroom when | headed that way
for aquick pre-dinner wash-up because Suzannawas in therein afoul fog of her own making. |
grimaced, and held my nose. It had to be the junk food she gobbled on her way home from school .
Mmm, junk food. So where was the annoying man?

Ferdinand the dog started barking like alunatic out the front, and | went to the door to haul him inside.
He goesfor the neighbor’ scdico cat if the stupid thing is stupid enough to wander stupidly into Ferdy’s
path, which it does dl thetime, being asthick asabrick. But Mrs. Mahoney detests this amusing custom,
and | suppose | can't blame her, athough I’'m sure Ferdinand would never actudly esat the cat. Heaven
knows, he' s had plenty of opportunity to do so, because as| might have mentioned the cat is peculiarly
stupid. Ferdy never bothered Talbot’ s cats, Mrs. Grundy and Daily Alice, when Suzanna brought him to



vigit our apartment.

| had to call three times and then go and grab the anima by the hairy scruff of hismongrel unpedigreed
neck before he' d leave the shrubbery alone. | was halfway back to the front door when | redlized that
Hugh really wasn't anywhere to be seen, and the last of the light had faded from the sky. Maybe he was
walking briskly to the store for anew bottle of cider vinegar for Mom’s avocado dip.

No, actualy. Hewasjudt... gone.

Hewouldn’'t be back for three weeks, dthough we didn’t know that. Twenty-five days and six hours, 31
minutes and 41 seconds, to be exact.

Two

Grace was frantic, of course, and
so were Suzieand |. Once |’ d
explained about Hugh'svisit to
the garage, and how he'd locked
the door from the inside, Mom
became convinced that he'd
fallen and hurt himsdf and was
even now lying inside therein a
pool of blood, unableto cry
feebly for help. Perhaps he was
dying. Perhaps—she wasreally



panicking by now—jperhaps he
was already dead. Suzie started
to weep, and Grace got agrip
and said that was very unlikdly,
your father isahighly competent
individual, and | said we could
break the little window and climb
In If we borrowed the long
extension ladder from Mr.
Mahoney If hiswifewould let us
In the front gate (Hugh's
extension |adder, of course,
being locked inside the garage
with him because you don't
leave aladder lying around
outside where thieves and
burglars might find



It—conveniently for them but not
for you—and use it to enter your
home and rob you blind).

This plan was not regarded favorably, and eventualy aman came around from the locksmiths' at
prodigious after-hours expense to use his skeleton key (something | didn’t possess) to undo the lock to
the garage door and was quite dumbfounded when hefindly grasped, aswe d been teling him
incessantly, that in this case the doors were bolted from the insgde. He went away and returned with a
long auminum extension ladder of his own and climbed up and peered in through my little secret window
and plainly saw the truth of what I’ d been telling them al a ong—the place was completely empty. No
father. Certainly no car, which we knew aready. Just some lights flickering on makeshift consoles.

‘He' sgone down into the cellar,” the locksmith told Grace. * The trgpdoor must have dammed shut on
top of him. He might be lying at the bottom of the steps with a serious head wound.” He looked
thoughtful inagridy way. ‘I'll bet that’swhat’ s happened.’

Suzanna started sobbing noigly again, and Mom put acomforting arm around her shoulders. Dresden
china, you know the type: she'san emationd cresture. | could fed my own lip trembling too, but I swore
| wouldn't cry and make afool of mysdlf, and | didn't.

‘Wehaven't got acdlar,” Gracetold him, and smultaneoudy | said, ‘What cellar?

‘Well, thereisn’t any other way out, isthere? Thelocksmith shined hisflashlight up and down the
outsdewadl of the garage, which had no opening except for the grimy little window which obvioudy
hadn’t been opened in years. We al trooped around to the outhouse and shed at the back, and banged
on thewall separating it from the rear of the garage, but no secret entrance-way sprang open. | went
back up on the roof, but nothing had been disturbed, the solar cells ill perched there darkly—he hadn’t
made his getaway up through the celling, unless he was adicker escapologist than Houdini.

In aragged line, we went to ring the bell of the Mahoneys, asked if we could go down along their sde
fence, which was right next to the remaining wal of the garage, received their grudging and dightly
poisonous assent, and of course there was no hidden door or anything of the sort there either.

‘WEll haveto bresk the glass,’ the locksmith decided. ‘Haveto go in and to look for the cellar.’
Naturaly, though, he was forbidden by his union rules from performing such a dangerous specidized
climb and descent. He plucked out his cell phone and called some other guy from Emergency Services.
About three hours | ater, long after the sky had turned as black asit ever getswhen all the street lights are
on and wewereal absolutdy starving and shivering in the cold evening air, afat manin overdlsand a
thinmanin overdlsarrived in alarge officia van with flashing orange lights on top. The skinny man cut a
smooth round-cornered square with adiamond tool and drew out the glass using akind of plumber’s

hel per rubber suction-gadget he' d jammed against the glass before he started cutting. Suzannawas
enthraled. Gingerly, he went in through the de-glassed window frame.

Hedidn't find anything either, but at least he opened the bolt and let usdl swarmin to switch on the
fluoros, peer at every squareinch of the floor, sniff at the old oil stain on the concrete dab, peer under
benches, rap on walls. They even brought in an A-shaped auminum ladder from the truck and the fat



man in overalls heaved himsdlf up it, breathing heavily and muttering about this had better be better than
time-and-a-haf overtime because he was missing the X-Files classic repeats, and probed at the ceiling.
Nothing moved, dthough he did bang hisear painfully on one of Hugh' slengths of handyman timber.

‘Fuck!’

Gracesad, ‘ Sir, you redly shouldn’t use such language in the presence of young unmarried women.” He
blushed. | pulled aface a her behind his back.

The awful, unthinkable fact remained: the cupboard was bare. Hugh really had gone.

‘It'slikethe Marie Cleste,” said the skinny man in acadaverous whisper. ‘ Thiswill probably be made
into an episode of Famous Unsolved Mydteries’

Suzannawailed, and Grace gave theidiot avenomouslook. ‘I’'m sure the Mystery will be Solved, and
quite soon, thank you very much.’

‘Mary, | sad, equaly venomoudy, staring at the man through ditted eyes.

‘What? hesad, gartled. Hisfat companion waslugging the auminum ladder out again, banging it noisily
on the now-open doors. ‘I'm not Maury, that’ s the shift-supervisor.’

‘Mary,” | said again. ‘Mary Celeste. That’ s the correct name of the ship where all the crew disappeared
and they found it |ater floating al forlorn, without any explanation for the missing people. Oh shut up,
Suzanna.” But then | started crying myself, and the men closed the doors on the empty garage but didn’t
put the chain up or lock it, which was just aswell asit turned out, and Grace rounded us al up and took
usin belatedly to dinner and we tried to console oursalves with an old Me Gibson video but by that time
our heartsreally weren't iniit. | went to bed and read some Harold Bloom for old times' sake. If you
traveled the world seeking literary sagesto put you right on the relationship between cultural theory and
redlity, amost the last place you’ d bother with would be Y ae, where golden boys once cavorted with
Y’sonther breasts and until recently the expiring tentacles of textual empire could be seen threshing
away through the office windows of Jacques Derrida, on frequent loan from Paris, Geoffrey Hartman,
Harold Bloom and J. HillisMiller. But | liked one thing Bloom had to say, which had encouraged me
during the arid stretches of my dissertation: * Reading, writing, teaching, being taught: the experience of
literature is the experience of an isolate and solipsizing glory... It isthe greatest and most superb of
narciss tic saf-indulgences. and why should it not be? Only one drawback with that theory: there’snot
alot of money to be made at it. Not as much, at any rate, asin red estate, whichisasred asyou can
get. Once you passthe exams.

Two nights|ater, after | got home from work, three police officers came around and went through it dl
again, but with less enthusasm. ‘Domestic,’ | heard one of them say. A young policewoman took Grace
into theliving room and sat her down for a private chat, and | heard Mom'’ s voice get very sharp and
perhaps angry, athough she hardly ever lost her temper. The policewoman emerged afew minutes|ater
with little red flushed spotsin her cheeks, anger of her own or perhaps embarrassment, | couldn’t tell.

Onthethird day Grace finally got it together enough to return to work (have | mentioned that she'sa
freelance text editor, which might be where | get those bookish genes from?) and turned on her computer
to get her email messages. There was a queued post waiting for her from Hugh, sent to her onthe
afternoon of the day he' d vanished. Whatever it wasthat he’ d sent her calmed her down immediately,
but shewouldn't tell uswhere he’ d gone or why.

‘It sdl right, girls, she said, brushing Suzi€ s beautiful blonde hair while my sister sat on the floor ona
cushioninfront of her. *Your father is perfectly safe. It was dl my fault for not looking a my in-box



beforel let everything get out of hand.’

| didn’t think it was her fault at al. | thought it was one more proof of how ratty Daddy had becomein
thelast year or two. | loved him, of course, but sometimes| got frightened by hisintensity and his
thoughtlessness. Thiswas a prime example. How could the man just up and leavefor... well, what turned
out to be three entire weeks, athough we didn’t know that then... without explaining his plans? Didn’t he
have a clue how upset we' d be? Didn’t he know how this heedless vanishment would tear my heart, so
closeto Tabot' s desertion?

Maybe he did. He just had different priorities. After dl, he believed that he and the family might be the
last people eft on earth following the catastrophe that he was convinced would very probably erupt any

day.

And then at nearly midnight three and a half weekslater he walked quickly in from the back yard, after
we d heard a screech of metal asthe garage doors opened from the inside and the metd chain fell to the
concrete driveway, and he stepped briskly into the kitchen. We' d taken to dozing late with Mom in front
of the TV, wrapped in blankets, flipping numbly from one news program to the next, findly getting to
deep anywhere between deven at night and one in the morning, then waking convulsvdy a firgt light.
Thiswasn't doing our mental health or Suzanna s school marks much good, but | could tell Grace was
quietly devastated, despite her assurances, and needed our company. Suzie and | were gulping down our
late-night OJ and muedli-cake snack before findly heading off to bed, but from the look of Hugh ashe
cameinyou d have sworn he' d just come back from a quick amble about the garden checking the
organic produce, never mind being away in limbo for the best part of amonth.

Grace gave ahugely deep, relieved sigh, which showed me how much strain she' d really been under
despite her claimsto the contrary, and put her arms around Hugh and hugged him ashard as|’ve ever
seen anyone hug anyone e se. Suzanna gave ashriek and dropped her orange juice and the glass
shattered on the cork tile, and | reached down to pick up the broken pieces of the glassand cut my
thumb quite badly, and then everyone was everywhere, mopping up OJand blood and hugging and |
garted crying again, with the sing of my hand and the bitter confusion of my fedlings and my happiness at
seeing the patriarch home and okay.

Of course, being Hugh, he didn’t explain what he’ d been up to, or where he' d been, or how he' d got out
of the locked garage three weeks earlier, or how he’ d got back in from wherever he’ d gone. | assumed
Grace knew, and was okay with it, but had no ideawhat he told the police when he went around to
report that he wasn't, after al, missing. It was just an amazing conundrum, and you had to put up withiit,
because that’ sthe sort of guy he was. The weird, weird sort.

Theresfter he kept up hisnightly visitsto the garage, the evening-to-midnight tirdessfiddling with his
mysterious gadgets and circuits. His face grew more and more drawn, and whenever he watched the
television news his mood grew ever more bleak; he would shake his head and mutter about the world
coming to an end.

* % %k %

And then the world did come to end, and we were the only onestotaly prepared for it.



Three

The world we knew ended at
seven twenty on Thursday
evening. We were just about
ready to it down to eat in front
of thetelevision. Grace had
drifted in from the kitchen to
watch the weather report which
would be on in about five
minutes. She didn’t get to seelit,
because the moment the
newsreader said, ‘Here’'s Mike
Wallace with all the sports
news,” Hugh flicked the remote.
The screen went dead. Looking
very bleakly at Mom, he said,



‘Wdll, that’ s It, time to quit.’
Grace gave him an unreadable
look in reply and then, to my
amazement, without aword, |eft
the room and went into the
kitchen. By the sound of things,
she started busying herself in the
open-shelved pantry.

‘Hey, Dad!” Suzanna said, annoyed, ‘1 want to know if the Broncos besat the Green Shirts” When she
reached acrossfor the remote, he pushed it impatiently away from her hand.

‘It doesn't matter who beat whom,” Hugh told us. ‘ The world' s effectively at an end.’
‘What madnessisthis? Suzannasaid, ‘ Theworld’ sdoing dl right. | want to know about the Broncos.’
“You saw thenews,’ Hugh sad. ‘It'sdl over.’

‘What'sdl over? | asked him, completely bemused. | hadn’t been watching closely, but nothing terribly
earth-shattering had been mentioned, | was sure of it. No asteroid headed our way to wipe out the
dinosaurs, no nuclear war imminent.

‘That virusin Manilais spreading exponentidly,” he said. * For every thousand people who' ve got it
today, ten thousand will have it next week. The week after that, one hundred thousand. Do the
cdculations. Two to what power makes six billion?

‘Huh?
‘Don’'t grunt inarticulatdly, darling, it'snot attractive. Think. Two to thetenis...?

| screwed up my face. What on earth was Hugh on about now? Oh. Hang on. Two squared isfour, two
cubed iseight, and that’ s the same as saying two to the two and two to the three, so two-to-the-ten
means two multiplied by itsalf ten times— How was | supposed to know the answer to that? | tried to do
itin my head, usng my fingersto keep count of the doublings, hiding my hands behind my back. Two
twos are 4, then 8, 16, blah blah, two hundred and something, 248? No, don’t be stupid, woman, 256,
and what doubling point had we got to...? My mind shut down and my tight fingers sprang open. | never
do well on mental arithmetic and those stupid tests. | mean, that’ s why God gave us reverse Polish



cdculaors, isn'tit?
‘OneK, obvioudy,” said my irritating sigter. * One thousand and twenty-four.’

‘Exactly.” Hugh beamed at her. * Two to the tenth power is 1024. Cdll it athousand, approximately. So
two to the twentieth power isamillion, because that’ s just two to the tenth power squared, and two to
thethirtieth power isabillion, and since the whole world' s human population isonly six times that many,
avirusthat spreads from one person to another like wildfire can infect the entire planet’ s population in
just over thirty jumps. That’ s been true since every place got connected by jet airlinersto every other
place—it wasn't so fast once, when diseases took months or yearsto reach another continent.” He
paused and regarded us very, very serioudy. ‘ Even if each doubling jump of the Manilaplague takesa
week or ten days, the whole planet could be dying inlessthan ayear.’

‘Theory, shmeary. What' s dl that got to do with anything rea? said Suzanna, looking asif shedidn’t
have acareintheworld. ‘ The virusis restricted to the Philippines, they said so on the news. Quarantine,
al that.” | wasimpressed, I"d missed that report because | was hel ping with the slad but it didn’t seem
like the sort of thing Suzie would care about. ‘1 mean, sure, it's sad for dl the poor Filipinos and
everything—but that’ s no reason why the rest of us can’t watch the Broncos pulverize the Green Shirts!’

‘Theworld sonebig village,” Hugh said, ‘ you know that, Suzanna. What affects the Philippines now will
affect everybody in afew months, as| just demondtrated. It' stimeto quit.’

‘Quit what? | said. * Quit watching sports? How’ s that going to save us from the ManilaHu?
‘It stimeto quit theworld,” he said. ‘ Everyoneinto the garage.’

| suddenly felt very cold inside, asif I'd just had afreezing bucket of water thrown over me.

* k% %k %

I’d seen the footage. I’ d watched enough television, read enough socid theory. | knew about weird cults
and anomie, | knew about the Jonestown suicides, and the poor sdlf-castrating Heaven' s Gate loons and
the Waco Dravidians and the Jihad suiciders. And I’ d listened to Hugh going on about how stupid and
gulliblethey al were. Of course, | agreed with him, athough sometimes | wondered why he was so
obsessed. | mean, asde from the terroristswhat’ sit matter to usif some lunatic decidesthat heisgoing
to lead his chosen Darwin Award flock into paradise? Why should we care if they get so worked up that
they gulp down the poison while yodeling to their gods? Presto, they’ re reborn in anew world. Except
that when you see the footage, when you see dl the dead disciples lying round the poison tubs with their
Styrofoam besakers of funny cordid al spilled on the ground, you know they haven't gone to some better
place, they haven't gone to another planet. They’ re dead because the head maniac hasinduced a
disgusting mass hysteria. They are dead because they were foolish enough to alow themsalvesto be
brainwashed to the point where their brainsweren't just stripped of any sensible thoughts but rinsed and
spun dried and hung out in the sun. Any fool knowsthis, | knew it, certainly Grace did. So why did Hugh
get so obsessed by these post-millenarian cults? And what was this crap about quitting the world?
Because, quite frankly, | was no millenarian disciple, | was Natdie D’ Anzso and sure as shit wasn't
quitting thisworld just because the television screen showed afew horror pictures of aflu epidemicin the
Philippines.

| looked across at Hugh, my skin chilly. He was very serious. He wastaking earnestly, rationdly,
reasonably. And | don’t trust serious, rationa, reasonable people. | don’t trust them at al. Even my own
father. | trust people who smile and tell jokes (which my father did too, quite alot of thetime, when he



was being the Good Father instead of the Remote and Scary Bad Father). | trust people who take the
world and its flu epidemics and its pathologica fear of salt with, like, agrain or two of sdlt.

Thistimeit was the Bad Father, and it scared me badly. He just said flatly, ‘ All right, everybody can
bring oneitem of apersond nature. A photograph, or a soft toy, or afavorite book. But there’ s no need
to drag the whole house in. Everything we need for our journey has aready been loaded.’

‘Loaded where? | said, staying put in my chair, not budging amuscle. ‘We haven't got acar. You sold
it, remember? There snothing in the garage.’

‘Don’'t argue, Nat,” Hugh said. ‘We are leaving now. Everybody into the garage.’

Look, thisismy own father we are talking about. My own flesh and blood. But | swear, | had thisvision:
four shotgun blasts and we were dl in cultist lunatic heaven. And heaven help the poor copsand
paramedicsthistime, caled by the shocked Mahoneys, who would break down the garage door and
cart away our earthly remains. | said as quietly and asreasonably as| could, ‘1t's okay, Hugh, we don't
have to leave right now. Tomorrow will do. The epidemicis ill in the Philippines. Even with exponentid
growthit’snot going to arrive heretonight.’

‘| said not to argue, Nat. Everyone into the garage, now.’

| looked at Grace. | thought, Maybe she'll be able to stop Hugh from marching us al to our doom in the
empty garage. But Mom didn’t say aword. Y ou could sense that she knew it wasimpossibleto argue
with him. Shewasn't saying anything wry about not being morbid or not talking about the end of the
world in front of the children. Without aword of dissent, she got quietly to her feet, gave Hugh another
look I couldn’t read, nodded again, and returned to the kitchen, where to my tota disbelief it sounded as
if she had decided to empty out the fridge and give it agood Spring-clean. In the middle of winter.

Timeto makearun for it. Once | was out of the house and into the night, there' d be no catching me. But
| wasn't going to run away done, | wasn't leaving without my sister. | tried to catch Suzanna s eye, but
Suzannawas oblivious to what was going on. She' d decided to switch the TV back on, clearly
determined to see the Broncos' clash. She knew better than to try to grab the remote out of Hugh's
hand, so she stood up and went to the set and started fiddling with the switches. The sports report came
on. Hugh didn't say anything. He walked up behind Suzannaand put hisarms round her waist and
picked her up asif she were a seven-year-old, not a decade older, and started carrying her inthe
direction of the door that leads out into the garden, near the garage. Suzannayelled and said, ‘ Put me
down, Hugh, you big oaf.” But she said it in fun. She giggled. She had no ideawhat was happening.

| watched my sister being carted off. Grace came back in with a huge picnic basket full of what looked
like mogt of the food from the fridge—assorted cheeses and a couple of dark green crinkly mignonette
lettucesin plastic clingwrap, and Lebanese cucumbers and the half chicken left over from the night before
and awhole frozen chicken from the freezer section, and a huge ham-bone, and some tomatoes, and
heaven knows what € se under al that. She followed Hugh and Suzie out into the back yard.

‘Mom!’ | ydled. | was numb. Theair had congealed. It was asif shedidn’t hear me. | stood there with
my mouth open, terrified. The end of the sports newswas sill muttering on the televison, something
about the Broncos having licked the Green Jocks or some crap. | heard the door to the garage opening. |
swung round, unable to make up my mind, to grasp what was going on. The front door and the safety of
the night were ahead of me, and my mad, dangerous father behind. (Or was he mad and dangerous? Y ou
can't suddenly decide your sober middle-aged father’ sturned into a secret axe-murderer, can you? But
somefathers do.) | couldn’t move, couldn’t make my get-away, couldn’t leave Suzanna. | couldn’t leave
Mom. And the funny thing was—though it didn’t seem funny at dl—I couldn’t leave Hugh. | turned again



and walked out of the empty house after them to the garage.

Ferdinand amost knocked me over, rushing from the back of the yard where he' d been posted in his
secret sentry duty patrolling the movements of the calico cat.

‘Oh, you hairy fool,’ | yelled, and crouched down to hug him wildly against my chest. Hislong
salt-and-pepper hairs stuck to my shirt, and he panted with delight. | looked into his brown eyeswith
tearsin my own, and saw abrief horrid future flash of the poor beast whining over our tiff, dead bodies
in the darkness of the garage. Ferdy barked right in my ear then, nearly deafening me, and gave me a
huge durpy loving lick up the right side of face and in my eye. | couldn’t help laughing, jerking back and
swiping a my face with my deeve, and Hugh called out in quite asane, friendly voice, ‘ Nat, will you
please round up that damned cat-chewing pest and bring him in here pronto. Timefor usall to get a
moveon.’

So | did, bdieveit or not. People do what they’ re told during hold-ups, I’m told. They follow torturers
ingtruction to the letter. In concentration campsthey trot along like little cowed sheep, hoping for the best
when every shrieking nervein their body and brain tells them they are confronting the worst. Ferdinand
followed meinto the blaze of light from dl the bench lights activated Smultaneoudy, and we stared
together, woman and dog, with absol ute astonishment, at the impossible thing looming in the garage, the
thing swallowing the entire back wall like avast lump of ancient solidified lavathat had cooled and
hardened there about five million years before humans had first arrived, footsore and freezing, on this
continent.

Four

‘What the fuck,’ | said, ‘isthat?

‘It sour sdvation from the plague,’ Hugh said.
‘It salump of rock,” | said. ‘How did it get here?

Suzannasaid, ‘ Put me down.” She' d stopped giggling and wriggling and pretending she didn’t want to be
carried about by Daddy. Trust me, she now serioudy wanted down. Hugh didn’t say anything, just set
her down on her feet. My sister looked at the rock. | looked at the huge absurd rock. Grace put her
basket of provisions down and smiled.

‘How didyou getitin? | sad.

‘I didn’t, my father said. *‘Nobody got it in.” Which was the most preposterousthing I d ever heard
anybody say.

‘Don't tell me the damn rock just rolled into the garage from nowhere. You' d need acrane.” Redlly |
couldn’'t takeit in; it wastoo... ridiculous. Words like *anomaous don’'t even start to do it justice.
Imagine opening your refrigerator and finding it jammed with tropica fish, dl swimming around. Or avery
large accurate ice-cream scul pture of the Eiffel Tower. Or amonkey circling on abicycle. | don’t know.
It was preposterous and impossible, that’sal.

‘It'll be our salvation,” Hugh said again.



‘Please stop saying that,” | said. ‘What are we going to do, est it?
‘Stone Soup,” Suzannasaid in agrating voice.
‘Ha, ha,’ | said. But nobody laughed.

Ferdinand ran up to the impossible rock surface, scratching at it with his paws. Y ou' d have thought he
was trying to burrow insde the horrid thing. He wasn't remotely worried; he behaved asif there had
always been agreat congealed lavaflow at the back of the garage. Dogs, | thought, are meant to be
sengitive creatures. Hugh walked over to a bench and picked up aremote—a perfectly ordinary remote,
something you' d point at the video or the sound system. He pointed it at the rock, where Ferdinand
pawed at the glassy surface. Hugh frowned and pressed a button. Ferdinand’ s right paw disappeared
into the rock, then hisleft paw, then his snout. The remainder of the dog bounded—bounded!'—into the
rock wall and was lost ingtantly from sight.

‘It shisfavorite place, my father said cadmly. ‘Helovesit in there’

| didn’t say anything. | was speechless. Suzanna was speechless. With aresigned shrug, Grace said,
‘Wdll, Ferdinand isasensible dog. If it's good enough for him, it’s good enough for me.” She picked up
her basket of food and stepped toward the rock.

‘Mom!’ | screeched. ‘ For god' s saske—'

Suzannadidn’t bother with the usud yells or screams or ingtant panicky hysteria. She darted forward and
grabbed Mom’ sfree hand, tried to haul her bodily backwards. Grace laughed, dthough it sounded like a
nervous laugh to me, and swung the heavy basket of food at the rock and the basket disappeared for a
moment and regppeared on the back swing. ‘Inwe go,” Grace said and walked straight through the
rock, basket and all.

Thistime Suzannadid scream, but she didn’t let go of Grace'shand. A sickeningly surred tug of war
gtarted. Nothing more than my mother’ sfree arm was jutting from the rock as Suzanna pulled with al her
might. Obvioudy Mom'’sarm was pulling in the other direction, and she was stronger than my sigter.. |
watched Suzie disappear into the impossible rock. She was gone. Swallowed up.

| gasped, feding sick and dizzy. Hugh made shooing motions with the hand holding the remote, said, * If
you're old enough to sl red estate to the gullible public, Nat, you' re certainly old enough towalk in al
by yoursdlf. Inyou go.’

‘What isit? | asked him. ‘ Just answer methat.’

‘Natalie, you can see perfectly well that thisis something I’m not going to be ableto explainina
sentence!’

“Try. Try hard’
‘It'san everted fractalized 6-brane. Now come with me.’

Not on your life, | thought. | stepped back, flattening myself against the closed garage door. A what? A
bran?

‘You, | said, ‘you goinfirgt, Daddy, I'll follow inaminute” My heart was begting like the vanes of a
chopper. Cold swest ran down the insides of my arms.

‘I haveto stay out here for amoment and off turn the instruments and garage lights,” Hugh said, sounding



quitesensible. *You goinfirst. Go on, Nat, it' s quite safe. It s our reprieve from the Philippine plague. A
drastic step, but a necessary one.’

| looked at the impossible dab of rock and | looked at my father the mad scientist and honest to god |
didn’'t know which | trusted less. Hugh was smiling, being encouraging. Y ou' d think | was balanced on
the twelve foot board a the swimming pool and he was hel ping me psych mysdf up for adifficult dive—a
back somersault, say. But thiswas no shimmering surface of blue-tiled water. | didn’t have the dightest
wish to plungeinto living rock.

‘Surely you don't want to be left behind,” my father said. ‘ The viruswill reach Cdiforniasoon. It's
inevitable. | know Emergency Services and the Nationd Guard are making al the provision they can, but
it'll be gppaling. Millionswill die. Thisisno ordinary virus. Thisis something manufactured, trust me.
Military or terrorist, one or the other.’

‘| don’t care about the stinking virus,’ | said.
‘But you care about your family,” Hugh told me camly. * Are you going to desert us?

| stared at my feet, mutinous and wordless. What he was saying was probably correct, | could see that
much. But | didn’'t move. Thetruthis, | couldn’t move.

Hugh fiddled with theremote. ‘Damniit, Natadie. Very well. I'll leave the phase-change switched on.” He
put it back in his shirt pocket. ‘When you decide to comein, just walk through. Y ou’ re agrown woman,
and | redly don't have timeto baby you.” He gazed at me with amixture of irritation and concern. ‘ Now
I’m going to join the others. Please close the doors and switch the lights off behind you.’

| watched as my father walked straight through the rock, the everted goddamned brain, whatever the
fuck that was, just asthe other two had. And the dog. Even the dog was braver than me. Shit. Hewas
gone. | was aonein the empty garage with agleaming pile of lava. | turned and ran through the half-open
doors. | ran out into the clean, dark night. | stood in the garden and looked up at the sky. Therewasa
sickle moon caught in the branches of the gpple tree. The stars were beyond number and without
menace. | breathed in great gulping, heaving gasps. | was safe. | was free. But even as| leaned against
the familiar bark of the gppletree, | knew that my father had seen into my heart, had been right to trust
my loyalty, had known what he was doing when he turned away, trusting meto follow. | wasn't going to
desert my family. | walked back into the garage.

| stood three or four feet away from the rock. It gleamed, but it didn’t glow, dmost like dark glass,
except that the surface was so rough that it might have been carved from amountain by amillion hammer
blows. | took a step forward, then | took a step back. | stood and stared at it, heart thundering.

Something soft and horribly aive pushed itsway through the rock towards me. | screamed and jumped
back. The thing snuffled. It was Ferdinand’ s snout.

‘Ferdy,” | whispered. * Come here, cometo me’’

But Ferdinand’ s snout just continued to snuffle. Hisface didn’t appear. | reached out and stroked the fur
of hisnose. Ever since hewas a puppy |’ d been Ferdinand' s special human. Y es, he wasthe family’s
dog, but he was my pal. We had athing, Ferdy and me. His nose disappeared back into the rock and |
reached out indinctively to restrain him, to hold on to the one solid piece of sanity in the night, and found
mysdlf gazing a my own truncated arm. The cold lavaencircled my wrist. My hand was buried. Nothing
felt odd. I could move my fingers. The pup returned; | could fed his breath snuffling, then he licked my
rigid fingers. | reached, trembling, to stroke Ferdinand’ s rough hairy head, moved my hand up over his
face and soothed behind hisears. | could fed that dog wagging his whole body, as he did when you



stroked behind his ears: pure pleasure. My arm was now into the rock up to my elbow.

‘Oh shit,” | said and quickly threw mysdlf a the rock.

Ferdinand yelped. I’ d landed on top of him. But he wriggled free and set to, licking my face.
‘Get away, you sentimentad brute!’ | said, and sat up, pulling my skirt down around my knees.
| wasingde an amethyst crysal.

Barking and running in circles, Ferdy tried to get meto play agamein thisgreat new doggy fun place. All
| could do was stare around in disbelief, not that | could actually see what it was | was looking &,
because it was 0 utterly strange.

Thelavawdl was gone. From this Sde, the thing in the garage |ooked like planes of pale purplelight,
kind of furry, like an echo that faded away into the distance, more remote the harder you looked &t it,
and darker violet the farther away it got. Three dark mounds rose up out of the blurry violet-blueness,
and inagedtdt jolt | suddenly redlized what they were—the tents Hugh had bought five years ago for our
holiday wilderness expedition. That thing deep in the blueness was the big geodesic dome tent for him
and Mom, with the extension for the solar-operated stove and fridge and eating area, not that | imagined
they’ d be much usein this absurdity. Those lumps were the twin pup tents for Suzie and me. My mind
twisted dightly, and | worked out that the tents had been erected using their interna frames, but hadn’t
been secured to the furry blue surface with guy lines or pegs. Well, duh! therewasn't any wind in here,
and maybe the ground was too hard to hammer apeg into. All thisworked itsway through my head ina
series of recognition flashes before the truly weird thing happened to Ferdinand and | started to freak ina

bigway.

The pup wearied of horsing around and raced off into the cold blue reaches. Thistime redlly couldn’t
believe my eyes, because something like abad & cheapo video clip took hold of poor Ferdy. Haring off
toward the lumps of the tents, somehow my four-footed furry pal became stuck in mid-air, legs paddling
away, unable to move. At the sametime he shrank abit. Actuadly it was worse than that: he stretched out
inacreepy way from his uplifted tail to hiswet nose, while a the sametimeal of him got smdler. Yet his
forward motion was stdled. Y ou’ d think combining those two effects would just makeit look asif he
were galoping away like usud, but it didn’t. It was freaky and horrible and scared meilly.

Then the pup’ s feet seemed to stick to the furry blue surface again and he was running forward once
more, skidding up to the big tent lump and jumping a what | assumed wasthe flap; it looked rather like a
largefried egg. Luckily the tent seemed to be unzipped, and he sailed inside and was gone. | heard a
deep, drawn-out groaning voice like some subterranean demon: ‘ Nooooh! Gggeeestttt
dddoooocowwwwwnnnn, yyooouuu bbbaad boy!” The pitch of the groan rose and turned into Grace's
voice reproving my mad pup. A moment later the unzipped flap flipped outward and Ferdinand shot out
again, tongue lolling, looking for fresh mischief.

| just gave up, shaking my head dolefully, and started mooching toward the tents. Nothing weird
happened, but the ground felt pretty dubious through the soles of my track shoes, abit skiddy, then
clacky like polished floorboards, then soft asthick grass, and dl thetimeit just looked like the worst
cheapo synthetic purple turf the most tastel ess rug store owner in the world ever tried to foist on ignorant
shoppers. | knew the specieswell; it was afavorite of the redtor’ sworst clients. | bent down and ran my
fingersaong the horrid stuff. It felt like the top of awire brush, thekind | useto clean loose hair and
twigsout of Ferdy’s coat. Thiswas serioudy wicked territory, believe me. | gave another little giggle of
fright and started running toward the tents.

‘Hey, Nat,” cried Suzanna s voice.



‘Whereareyou? | yelped. Which was stupid—she had to be in one of the small tents, and was. |
pushed in through the spun-fiber fabric entry flap. Dark inside, darker than the horrible blue outside, but
ingtantly comforting; the dim light was ydlow, aslight should be. A miserable forty watt bulb hung down
from the top of the tent. Suzie was sprawled on an inflated mattress set on awooden bed. Eveninthe
bad light, | recognized Hugh' s handiwork. He' d built that bed using the timber from an old shed he'd
knocked down last spring. Virtuous recycling.

Suzanna smirked. ‘I’'m having thisone,” she said. 'Y ou can deep in the tent next to the Porta-Potty.’

‘Thewhat? | looked envioudy around the dreary little tent, sure that it was better than its dternative,
because otherwise my beautiful gifted sster would have grabbed that oneinstead. Thiswas an entirely
stupid assessment, as Suzie hadn’t been in here long enough to know which was the better of the two
tents, but we had been rivds, of akind, for aslong as | could remember and thiswasn’t the time to start
practicing abdlief in Sgterly love.

‘It saportabletoilet, shetold mesmugly. ‘It' [l smell like dog shit in acouple of days. It' sright next to
your tent.’

‘Thanksalot,” | said, unsure whether to believe her or not. ‘Where' s Father? Is he with Mom in the big
tent or what? She just threw poor Ferdy out.’ 1t was pathetic, what | was doing, and | hated mysalf for
being so small-minded—trying to one-up Suzanna by casudly dropping in amorsel of information she
couldn’t know because she' d been relaxing in her choice of the tents. ‘ Thanks, it’s good to be right next
to thetoilet, in case you have to go in the night. Y ou could break your neck in the dark.’

‘Thisplaceishuge,’ Suzannasaid. *You'll find Hugh if you go exploring.” Shelooked a me Sdeways.
‘Daddy saysit doesn’t get dark in here, not real dark—just thisblue haze dl the time, twenty-four hours
aday.’

‘But what isit? | hated the squeak in my voice. | hated having my kid sister knowing more about this
weirdness than me. Had she beeninonit al dong?Was| the only one Hugh and Grace hadn’t told? No,
that was crazy. Suzie could never keep such amonster secret for more than five minutes. ‘How comeit’s
ingdearock?

‘Father started to explain, Suzanna said. ‘ But you know what he' slike. He started raving on with
technica details none of us could understand, then he said he’ d wait until you joined us before he
explained it properly. You'll berelieved to learn that space and time are our redemption.” She got off the
bed and stood quite close, looking up at me because | was aninch taler. It came to methat she was at
least as scared as | was, maybe more, and | reached out to give her ahug. She pressed her face into my
breasts and snuffled. ‘ Do you think Daddy’ s gone rdligious or something?

My belly did alittle nasty jump, and | got amentd flash again about al the mad gurus and disappointed
new-millennium saviors and their duped followers and the poisoned drinks in plagtic disposable cups and
the bodieslying everywherelike dolls no child wanted to love any longer. | couldn’t believe it—not Dad!
not Mom!—»but | couldn’t be sure either.

‘Weird, Suzie, wasdl | could say. ‘Weird as shit, man.’

Five



We were forbidden to discuss
the matter until we' d dined on
the assembled leftovers from the
kitchen, or a selection of them.
This might have been a good
policy, actually, even though |
was going nuts with curiosity. It
was more than an hour since
Hugh had hustled us away from
the end of the TV news and into
the violet-blue place. Ferdy was
noisily chewing abone outside
the big tent. Finally | couldn’t
stand it any longer.

‘Look, Hugh,” | said. * Just tell us straight. What isthis preposterous thing, | mean this place?
‘It sacondgtricted vacuole in ahigher spacetime.’

| stared at him without saying anything, and after amoment he blinked. ‘ It's an embedded spacetime
discontinuity, afolded 6-brane,” he added helpfully, ‘invariant with reference to planet Earth. It won't just

drift away into space.’
‘Oh good,” | said. “You had meworried for amoment. | redly can’t abide drifting around in space.’



Sarcasm does not st well with Hugh, not if it' sdirected at him. | tried to get my voice under contral. |
said, ‘| takeit thisis some sort of classified device you' ve... um... borrowed from work.” Hugh works for
an outfit called The Ferguson Ingtitute. It'sabit hard to find out what goes on there—the name doesn’'t
tell you anything and maybe it’ s not meant to. If you ask Hugh what he does, he just saysheispaid to
ponder the imponderable, which doesn't explain much. Heisamathematician, but alot of the people he
works with are engineers and code geeks. When | waslittle, one of them told me they were trying to
make space and timeflow in new directions. | had adream that night of ariver full of old wooden
grandfather clocks floating along like rafts while Daddy and his friends were building adam, trying to
make the water flow into an irrigation ditch. They never said anything about furry amethyst crystalsthat
you could stand up inside of and put portable toiletsin next to your tents.

‘Obvious. ItsaTardis Suziesad sunnily.

‘I'vejust told youwhat it is; Hugh said. The only thing that was obvious was that he' d never watched
Tom Baker or any of the others being Dr. Who.

“Hugh, you should be wearing along scarf,” Grace said smultaneoudy, smiling, to my surprise. | didn’t
know shewas asecret Dr. Who fan. | don’t watch the program mysdlf, and they’ redl ancient re-runs
anyway. ‘Bigger insdethan out,’ | said, to show that | could keep up with thisrather silly
conversation—except that it wasn't abit silly, aswe were actudly stting insde alarge yellow tent around
afold-out card table on canvas director’ s chairsin the middle of alump of lavathat couldn’t possibly be
therein the middle of our garage.

‘What'saTardis? Hugh asked, defeated by this feminine knowledge.

‘Everyone knowsthat,” Gracetold him with ahaughty look. ‘It sa"time and space something something
mechine".’

‘How could it be? | said, cheering up abit. ‘ That would be a Tasssm.’

‘It saTime and Rdlative Dimension In Space,” Suzanna said with great satisfaction.

‘“Well, perhapsthat is one way to describe this vacuole,” Hugh said. ‘1t s not amachine, of course, it'sa
natura phenomenon. An anomaly of nature, rather.’

‘What'sit doing in our garage? | asked hotly. Ferdy had crept back insgde the tent and was snuffling
around between our feet under thetable; | thought | saw Suzie dip him apiece of chicken skin from her
plate—something we were gtrictly forbidden to do, because the pup was getting fat, but wedl did it

anyway, even Hugh.
‘That’swhat I’ ve been trying to tell you. If you'd al pipe down—'

‘If you just explain the explanation, Hugh,” Grace said, ‘| believe we' d be most appreciative and hang
upon your every word.’

“Harrumph,” my father said. *'Y ou lot wouldn’t understand the explanation, and | doubt very much that
you' d understand the explanation of the explanation. All you need to know isthat this discovery will save
the family from the ruinous epidemic that’ s about to sweep the planet.’

‘What? | found this hard to believe. ‘ It's some kind of weird germ-free zone? Isthat why the light’ sall
blue and horrible? Isit sort of serilizing the air and killing the plague viruses? A kind of echo of what I'd
just said rang in my head, and that horrified me. * It' snot Sterilizing us, isit? It'snot going to give us
cancer? | clutched my arms againgt my chest without even meaning to. My chest was dready quite alot



bigger than it had been when | was Suzanna s age, and rather preciousto me. | could certainly do
without breast cancer. For some macabre reason | thought of Talbot, and a pang of |oss stabbed through
me. The children we would never have together. Tears prickled my eyes.

‘Don’'t befoolish, Natdie. Why would | put you in danger when I’ m seeking to avoid danger?
Grace murmured almost under her breath: * The lesser of two evils?

Hugh sighed in exasperation. *We re going to avoid the plague by not being there whileit occurs. | wish |
could do something to help those poor peoplein Manila, but I'm not amedica doctor, I'm aresearch
mathematician. And thisvacuole will be our hiding place in an embedded spacetime.’

‘| toldyouitwasaTardis,” Suzannasaid, dipping Ferds another scrap of chicken fat. They have agood
relationship, Ferdinand and Suzanna—she eats no fat, and he eats no lean. Y ou could write a poem
about it. Well, doggerd anyway. (Joke.) ‘We'll sail through space to another universe,” she said, *and
find a planet where the plague doesn’t exist, and I’ ll be aprincess and Nat can be my lady-in-waiting.’

Obvioudy shedidn’t believe any of this; it was asif she thought everything that was occurring was dl a
dream, or somerock band'slyric. | believed it, though, with every fiber of my sickened heart. My father
had done something to the laws of space and time, and we were stuck in asort of limbo where the rest of
the world couldn’t reach us: not the diseased hordes of Manila, not that faithless bitch Deb, not Talbot if
he so decided, relented, came to his senses. Not without Hugh' s gismo, anyway, | thought. Without his
remote control gadget doing its patented phase-shift trick nothing could get you through the lavawall and
into the violet furry place.

“You redly do meanit'sakind of, um, holein time?

‘Not yet,” Hugh said, leaning back in hisdirector’ s chair. The canvas at his back creaked in the strange
slence of the tent and the bent space outside thetent. * Timeis till passing at an equivaent paceinside
the vacuole. Once| activate the Feigenbaum Cascade we' Il jump ingantly into the future. With luck, the
plaguewill have run its course by the time we emerge.’

Obvioudy Grace had heard dl this before, after Hugh' s three week disgppearance and nonchaant
return—of course, that’swhere he' d been, my God, voyaging in time—and had got used to theidea.
Suzieand | had totakeit indl in one hit, like asmack in the face. Tardis Schmardis, you can joke about
such things even when you' re Sitting in an impossible place you' ve reached by walking straight through a
solid lump of something that looked like rock. But jumping through time? Awesome. Cool. Terrifying.

That was't Suzanna s reaction, though. | could see as clear as day the very moment when she
understood that thiswasn't ajoke, wasn't atrick, wasn't just an entertaining prank for the evening, a
charming way to picnic in the garage. Without any warning or build-up, very red in the face, she jumped
to her feet and her chair went crashing over on the tent’ sfabric floor. It caught Ferdinand on thetail, and
he yelped, bounding back in shock and indignation. My sister clenched her handsinto smal whitefists.

‘I'm not going and you can’t make me!” she shouted shrilly.
‘Sit down, darling,” Grace told her without raising her own voice. ‘| know it’ srather hard to takein—'

‘Andy and | have been saving for four monthsto buy those Big Spew tickets, Suzie shrieked. | swear to
God, she actudly stamped her foot. * Two days before the hugest rave the world' s ever seen, and you're
trying to slop me going to the Spewies show even after you promised it’d be okay if | got that job at
Safeway and saved up dl my wages and did my homework and got good marksin the exams...” She
was amogt spitting with fury and disappointment.



“You clearly haven't grasped the seriousness of the situation,” Hugh explained, aman who clearly hadn’t
grasped the seriousness of getting between a hard-working daughter and her romantic obsession with (1)
the baddest rock band in the known universe and (2) the long-dreamed-about evening screaming her
lungs out next to her sexy boyfriend Andrew Cargtairs Compton 11, karate champ and big man on
campus.

‘All that garbage about viruses,” Suzie shouted, ‘1 should have known, what a crock, anything to make
sure| have ashitty time!’

Hugh' sface was something to see aswell. Findly he was getting angry, not about to be put in his place
by an insubordinate 17-year-old. Very ddiberately, he drew from his shirt pocket the video remote that
wasn't avideo remote, and clicked a sequence of four numbers. A tone sounded from the device, and a
small clear red light started pulsing in the top right corner.

“Your private plans are just going to have to be put on hold, Suzanna,” he said. ‘I'm afraid that in fifteen
secondswe' |l be—'

And then shewas a the tent flap door, and out of it, and gone into the blue light. Hugh’ s jaw dropped,
and Grace jumped up with astricken cry. Ferdy ran out the flap after Suzanna, followed by the rest of
us, chairsflying, flap flapping, shadows bouncing eerily in the weird mixed light of the blue walsand the
ydlow illuminated tent. We got out in time to see Suzannareach the blurry boundary of the vacuole, the
place that presumably till looked from the other sde like asheet of impossiblelava. Shehititin dow
motion, passed into the surface, was gone. The red light was flashing, the remote beeping once a second.
It seemed asif haf aminute had passed, or maybe five excruciating seconds, | couldn’t tell, everything
was ether skidding into treacle or wildly speeded up, and Ferdinand was racing helter-skelter after his
vanished mistress, legping with al four hairy, big-footed feet in the air, hitting the blueness, passing
through it with only thetip of histail showing like aparty trick, and—

Thetop of my head wastorn off.

A green flash so bright and so quick it blinded me came and went, |eft me blinking into a deep rose-red
after-image. | couldn’t hear anything except my mother’ s despairing walil. Tearsfilled my shocked eyes,
and | sumbled, outstretched hands rubbing painfully on the wire-brush surface of the purple floor. When
my eyes cleared | screamed aswell, in horror and disgust and awful sadness, because asmdl hairy
object waslying on the ground in front of me, right next to thewall that wasn't quite awall—ahairy hank
of dog-fur and raw white bone, leaking asmall puddie of blood.

It was Ferdinand’ stail, or most of it. | picked it up and held it out to Daddy, crying hard and not
knowing what to do. Thewall had swallowed Suzannaand our lovely old pup, and left us nothing but his
poor tail, which the damned weird vacuole wall had bitten off and Ieft lying there like alump of garbage.

SiX

My father stared at me with a
look of angry accusation.



‘What did | do? | said hotly. *What the hell just happened?

Hugh sighed, and his expression changed. ‘ It' s not your fault, sweetheart. | should have reversed the
phase after you camein, that’ sal. Suzanna shouldn’t have been ableto get out. My fault, my damned
fault.

‘Pointing fingerswon't help any of us, least of dl Suzanna,” Grace said. But she was shaking, seething
with anger.

‘Wdl,” hesaid, quite shaken, ‘let’ s just hope the plague passed quickly and the child has survived.’

‘What are you taking about? | said. ‘How could the damn plague have passed? It hasn't even got out of
the Philippinesyet.’

‘| was about to explainit to you al,” Hugh said. ‘ But Suzanna had to create a scene.’
‘“Wll, by god, you' d better explain now,’ | said.

‘| estimate that the vacuole advancesforward intime,” Hugh said, ‘in multiples of 14.668, approximately.
Felgenbaum’ s number multiplied by pi.’

‘You estimate!’ | said. *Y ou think you know how this freaky device works. Don’'t you know? Part of
me was gibbering and hiding its head. Time? Advances?

Hugh ignored me. ‘ If my caculations are correct we have been in the vacuole 370.7 days. It should now
be 1.30 in the afternoon, alittle over ayear sSince we entered.’

‘Don’'t beridiculous,’ | said. ‘Whatever it was, that flash might have flattened us for amoment, it can’t
have knocked us al unconscious for awhole year. Be reasonable.’

‘That flash,” Hugh said, ‘was spacetime everting. Asfar aswe re concerned we have only been in the
vacuole afew minutes. Outsde, time has proceeded at a very different rate. If my calculations and earlier
cdibrations are correct, of course’

‘Fuck the calculations,’ | said. ‘I’m going out there. We haveto seeif Suzieisal right. | want to see my
poor dog.’ | strode Straight at the fuzzy blue wall, half expecting to be knocked down by another flash,
soangry | didn't care.

‘Not so fast, Natalie, Hugh yelled. Way too late, | was aready passing smoothly out of the vacuoleinto
the garage. The phase-change, whatever that was, must still have been switched on, because | dipped
through therock asif it were dightly heavier air.

Time had passed, dl right, half aday at least. And in the blink of an eye. No doubt about that.

A moment ago it was the middle of the night. Now it was cloudy daylight, judging by thethin light filtering
in through the smal window, quite bright but grayish. The doors were shut. Everything in the garage was
covered lightly by dust.

| pushed open the heavy garage doors and stepped out into the garden. * Suzie!” | yelled anxioudy. ‘It's
me—Natdie’

No reply. The house looked deserted.

Worse than deserted, now that | really looked at it. The grass hadn’t been cut for months. Hugh' s neat
lawn was overgrown with small clumps and patches of weeds, and the shrubs were gone to seed.



Half aday?Who was| kidding? Hugh was right—we’ d done aRip Van Winkle. We must have been
gonefor at least ayear. How could Suzanna have let this happen to our home? Did the child have no
self-respect, no pride of ownership? Her laziness had knocked tens of thousands of dollars off the value.

‘Suziel’ | yelled again, panic-stricken. And then: ‘ Ferdy! Here, Ferdinand!’

My dog came hurtling round the corner of the house and flung himsdf on me. The mad anima was
leaping up and down, barking, trying to lick my face. Y ou’ d think he hadn’t seen mefor ayear. If what
Hugh had said wastrue, if the evidence of neglect were to be trusted, he hadn’t seen mefor ayear.

‘Giveusalook at your tail,” | said. But | had to grab hold of Ferdy and hold him down before | could
examine the ssump of histruncated tail. The wound was completely hedled. Not only no blood, hair had
grown over the sscump. | could scarcely find atrace of scar tissue. ‘Hell,” | said, ‘it has been ayear.
Where' s Suzanna? Come on Ferdy, take me to Suzanna.’

‘Nat!” Hugh poked his head around the garage door. ‘ Don’'t go into the house. It might be infected. We
don’t know what’ s happened yet.’

But | wasn't going to cower outsde my own house. If my baby sster wasinsde, | was going to find her.
The stupid thoughtless bitch.

‘Comeon, Ferdy.” The kitchen door resisted my pressure, stuck or locked. | went around the side of the
house. Hugh stood just insde the garage door, Mom lurking behind him. He cdled anxioudy, keeping the
pitch of hisvoicelow, ‘ Get back here, Nat. We have to proceed with utmost caution.’

| was aready running along the sde drive. All the downstairs windows had been boarded up a some
gsagefromtheinsde. They ill held their glass, but asolid, brutal wall of planks showed where the
curtains should have been. It was a degply shocking change, an impossible detail that smacked melikea
blow to the head. | ran round to the front door, banged loudly, yelling my sister’s name. No one cameto
the door. Beside me, Ferdy was wagging his whole body from nose to sump. If he’d had atail it would
have been cracking like whip.

| heard Suzannd s guitar. Somewhere deep in the house she was playing ariff of descending chords.
Even stuck outside the front door | knew it was Suzannd s playing—and even stuck outside the front
door | knew that she had improved by legps and bounds. The girl was amost competent.

‘Suzannal’ | shouted at the top of my voice, picking up afdlen, dried tree branch and hammering on the
door. The guitar stopped. | stood and listened. Footsteps. Instead of coming to the door, they raced up
the stairs. With atimber screech, our bedroom window opened. | stepped backwards afew paces, off
the porch, and looked up. Without the dightest warning, amasked figure at the open window raised a
threatening object made of dull metal pipe. With a sudden twang, something vicious thunked into the
dead grass of the front lawn an inch from my bareright leg. Ferdy barked. | stared down at it, unableto
believewhat | sasv—a sted rod sticking up from theflat grass, afoot and ahalf of letha meta with a
crudetall feether made of giff pladtic.

‘Shit!’ | screeched. The thing in the intruder’ s hands was a cross-bow!

A woman' s voice yeled something back at me, muffled by the mask. Maybe she cried Fuck off, bitch. In
paralyzed horror | watched as she wound back the string of the cross-bow, began to fit another steel
arrow. ‘Where syour filter-mask, you moron? she shouted. | was definitely getting theimpression that
this woman was serioudy pissed off a me. The cross-bow went to her shoulder. Then suddenly

dropped.



‘Gawdamighty, Nat.” Her speech was still muffled by her mask, the kind that surgeons wear on Chicago
Hope or E.R. when they’ re doing delicate operations on the naked brain, or Chinese bicyclists heading
off into the smog of downtown Shanghai. She was very, very angry. ‘I nearly shot you!’

‘Suzanna, you moron.” | stood gasping, heart thundering with fright, still not quite convinced of her
identity. Something awful had happened to her, that wasfor sure.

‘Where the fuck have you been? Suzanna demanded, more furious than ever.

Her hair was cut brutally short. Whoever she' d selected as her hairdresser had used gardening shears.
My little Sster’ sface was leaner, tougher, maybe meaner and certainly ayear older. More like two or
three years. Gazing up a her, in the afternoon sunshine, | redlized she might have been older than me, just
tolook at her. The work shirt she wore was dirty and torn. She seemed to be wearing heavy green
plastic or rubber gloves.

‘Let mein, Suzie,’ | said.

‘Haveyou got it? Suzannaasked, not budging.
‘Got what?

‘The plague, damn it, what do you think?

‘Of coursenot,’ | said, offended.

‘There sno of course about it,” Suzannasaid. * Anybody can catchit. If they're still diveto start with.
Where have you been dl thistime?

‘Inthevacuole,’ | said.

‘That lump of lava? Bullshit. It disappeared.” There was a catch in her throat, and the cross-bow
wavered up again. ‘It never came back.’

‘ Space and time collgpsed. Condtricted. Everted. Whatever. It was only aquarter of an hour ago.’
‘It was ayear ago. More’
‘Not if you wereinsdethething. Let mein, Suzie’

She hesitated amoment longer, then corrected me, curtly. * Suzanna,” | thought | heard her say. Oh,
okay, young miss has decided diminutives are beneath her dignity.

‘Pleaselet mein, Suzanna,’ | said, rather coldly.

‘Not "Suzannd',” shetold me, and then pulled down her mask so | could see her mouth. It looked much
too hard for a 17-year-old girl. Even for a20-year-old girl. *"Zanna'.’

‘Not "Xena'? | gibed, my fright curdling to annoyance. But she looked suddenly asif she could tear off
one of my arms and wolf it down for breskfast. Most unnerving in Ms. PrissIn Boots. ‘Al right, dl right.
Zanna, you could have killed me with that damned arrow.’

‘It sabolt. Or aquarrel.’
| stared back up at her, till shaky. ‘What?



‘That’ swhat the projectile from across-bow iscaled.’

‘Good God,” | burst out, “ have you been training with Maid Marion’s School for Lady Archersor
something?

Unamused, shereturned my stare. * Something like that. While you' ve been skulking in safety.’
‘Well, put the fucking cross-bow down and let mein,” | said. ‘ Thing like that could kill aperson.’
‘Cross-bows don't kill people,” she said in the driest possible voice. *Quarrelsdo.’

After amoment of disbelief | sagged, and released a squesk of relieved laughter. It must have been the
magicsgnd.

“Yeah, okay,” my horrifyingly dtered but still whimsica sster said, then. * Come around to the back
door,” and she disappeared from the window.

Seven

| remained where | wasfor a
moment, trembling, halfway
between laughter and tears.
Ferdy ran off around the side of
the house. Not my pup-dog any
more, clearly. A cloud covered
the Sun, and | shivered again. Up
the street and around the corner
in Cole Porter Road, a heavy
truck changed gear. The lonely



sound made merealize, with a
jolt, something very strange—all
thistime, there’ d been no traffic,
which maybe wasn't unusual for
the middle of the day in our fairly
quiet street, but also no sounds
from Cole Porter Road or
McCormick &, either. There
ought to have been alow
grumbling hum of shoppers and
midday commuters audible from
the strip mall one block over.

| went curioudy to the front gate between the overgrown hedges and glanced up and down the Street.
None of the other houses |ooked any more lively than ours. The awful Mahoneys' joint seemed to have
al itswindows, plusthe front entrance, covered by sheets of corrugated stedl that had been neetly
screwed into place, not as rough and ready asthe criss-cross of recycled timber on our lower windows.
The Angusturas' house over the road was less conspicuoudy prepared to repel boarders and burglars, if
that wastheidea, but then | made out al the sted bars behind the dulled glassin the windows. Those
hadn’t been there before. Yikes! Property vaues, asmal part of my mind gibbered, had clearly taken a
turn for theworse, and not just from the ill-kempt lawvns.

The rumbling truck came around the corner down a McCormick. With acertain mild interet, | watched
it dowly approach. A man wearing something approximeting to amilitary uniform sat behind thewhed,
and another uniformed fellow stood in the back, looking intently around. Incredibly, both he and the
driver wore masks and dull red gloves. It took me a moment more to see that the thing cradled by the
guy in the back was alarge gun of some kind—asemi-automatic, | supposed. | don’t know that much
about weapons, despite Hugh' s belief that they were useful tools that everyone should be conversant



with. I’ d been dazed; now | was numb.

A hissing voice said near my ear, ' Get down, you cretin,” and ahand dragged me painfully behind the
ragged hedge that dmost covered the letter box. | hurt my knee as| fell and started to snap back at
Suzie, Zanna, whatever, who was crouched beside mein her battle gear, wary and poised as an animal.
“Shhh,’” she hissed. | shushed, noticing for some reason that the letterbox was open, itstop rusty and
covered in spider web. No mail deliveries any more? What? Huh?

Asthetruck passed by, there was a thump, and something tumbled across the weed-ruined front lawn. |
peered through the intertwined branches of the hedge shrub that barely hid us. A third person, so
standing up in the back of the vehicle, was |obbing hefty wrapped bundlesinto the front gardens of
selected houses, and seemed to be consulting alist. Thetruck rolled away down the street, but il
nobody came out from their homesto investigate or collect these strange deliveries.

‘Supplies,” Zannawhispered.
‘Where' s Ferdy? | whispered back. ‘He loves chasing cars and trucks.’

‘He' slearned better,’” this new, hard verson of my sister said. * Dogs are shot without warning unlessthey
are accompanied by ahuman.’

| didn’t know what to say to that, which was just too weird and stupid to be anything except ahorrid
joke. Noticing my uneasy expression, she added, ‘ If they’ d seen you without amask, you' d have been
hauled off into custody. Or just shot out of hand. We don't like strangers.’

Zanna skinned away across the grass, grabbed up the sizeable bundle with both gloved hands, heaving it
up againgt her chest, and left meto follow her down the side of the house.

Hugh had pulled the door of the garage closed most of the way, and just hisleft eye showed.

‘Don’t touch anything, Natdie,” he ordered in alow but carrying tone. | could tell he was deadly serious.
‘Whatever you do, don't have any physica contact with your sister or theanimal.” He added, ‘I’ m sorry
Suzanna, but I’m sure you understand about possible contagion.’

Zannawas standing at the entrance to the kitchen with the supply bundlein her arms. Ferdinand stood at
her hedl, looking aertly from one person to another.

‘No shit, Father,” she said. ‘ Typhoid Mary, that’sme.’
‘Too late, Daddy,’ | said. ‘I’ ve dready given Ferdy abig hug.’

My mother’ svoice said from further insde the garage, ‘ For heaven’ s sake, Hugh, get the girlsin here or
let’ sgo insde the house. | need acup of tea, and I’ m sure Suzanna has agreat dedl to tell us about her
adventures.” She sounded like ascout mistress rounding up her charges following abracing hike through
theloca park. She' snot likethat at al, of course, which iswhat makesit work.

‘The house, then,” my father said. ‘What' s doneis done. But please keegp contact to aminimum, darlings,
until we' ve had a chance to sort out what’ s up and what’ sto be done.” The garage door creaked as he
pushed it open, and he and Grace came out blinking alittle into the now dully-daylit yard. Zanna
unlocked the door, nudged her heavy carton of suppliesinto the hallway with one foot and watched the
parents guardedly.

Behind her, through the door, the interior of the house was very dark. | could haf seeinto the kitchen
which was only illuminated by thin shards of light, danting through the boards. It didn’t look very inviting.



Suzanna, Zanna, raised her hygiene mask again to cover her nose and mouth. Overhead, the clouds were
massing againgt the Sun.

‘I'm so very glad you' ve survived your ideal, Suzanna,” Hugh said. Smultaneoudy, Mom said, ‘ Oh dear
one. Oh my poor baby,” and to my astonishment burst into tears and ran across the withered grassto
wrap her arms about my sister and cover her changed face with kisses.

‘Grace!l’ Hugh cried. * Y ou're putting yoursdlf at terrible risk!’

Mom swung round to face him, suddenly furious. ‘ She'smy daughter,” she shouted. * And she' syours
too.

‘Yes, dear, Hugh said quietly, ‘of course sheis. Wedl love her very much. But that’ s not the point.’
‘Then what isthe point?

‘The point isthat Suzanna has been stuck in the middle of thisterrible epidemic for over ayear and there
isno cdl for therest of usto put oursalvesat risk.’

‘Actualy it' squitefashionable, Zannasaid, asif she were commenting on the cut of apair of jeans.
‘What' sfashionable? | said.

‘Throwing in your lot with your family or friends. It's cdled Spin the Bottle. Everyone sitsround ina
circlewith abottlein the middle—lying on its side. Someone spins the bottle and then kisses the person it
pointsto. Then that person does the same. Finaly everyone has been kissed by everyone.’

‘Suzannal’ Hugh said. 'Y ou haven't done this?

‘1 haven't exactly had my family around me for the past year. There was no oneto do it with.” Zanna
said. ‘| read about it on the Internet. That was before the Internet crashed.’

“Y ou should have stayed insde the vacuole, Hugh said despairingly.

‘Wdl, | didn't; Zannasaid. ‘Do comeingde, won't you? She spokein ahard-voiced parody of a
society hostess.

Wedl edged slently past her into the house and sat down around the kitchen table. My sister relocked
the door to the outside and maneuvered a heavy piece of timber into position, barring entry to anything
lessforceful than aram raider. Shejoined us at the kitchen table. Lying on thetable in front of uswas her
cross-bow, agridy conversation piece. It appeared to have been made out of acar spring and various
lengths of pipe carefully wired together. Zannatapped it and said to Mom, ‘1 flogged your pearl necklace
for this. Armamentsare a apremium.’

‘Oh, darling,” Grace said, dismayed. ‘ That was a graduation gift from my mother. Wasit redly
necessary?

‘Absolutedly,” Zannasaid. ‘I’ ll make you some coffee’

She busied hersdlf a the stove, flicked afew switches. ‘ Electricity’ s off again. Never mind, I’ ve till got
some propane.” She struck amatch and lit asmall burner. The pale flame added itsflickering illumination
to the light from the cracksin the boards. My sister arranged a saucepan of water over the burner and sat
down. I'd never seen her make so much asaboiled egg in her life.

‘ Suzanna, the photovoltaics should still beworking.’



She gave Hugh asour look. ‘ Dad, her€ s surviva rule number two: don’'t make yourself different.’
‘But surely insde the house—'

‘Thefirg thing people will noticeisan dectric light shining or asound system playing when everyone se
isblacked out except for light from the propane flame. Trust me.’

There was amoment’ s silence and then Grace said, ‘ Have you been here dl alone, dear?
‘Mrs. Blakeley was here until shedied.’

A neighbor. Evidently aformer neighbor. Mom’s hand came up to her mouth. * Oh dear.” She wastoo
distressed to get anything else out. Grace had been quite fond of the old lady, who reminded her a bit of
her own mother. Gran had died when | waslittle, and Popslived in Forida by himsdlf. Father’ s parents
were in England, and he didn’t get on with them so al we got from them was a polite card at Christmas.
A couple of years ago Mrs. Blakeley had moved into asmall apartment on Cole Porter Road; while she
was quite nicewe' d never seen dl that much of her, because she'd said she didn’t want to be an

intruding pest.
Hugh said, ‘Did Mrs. Blakeley die of the...
‘No, shedidn’'t, Zannasaid. ‘ Shejust died. Shewasold.’

‘Well,;” Hugh said, ‘it'sagrest pity, of course, but we should be thankful that she was spared the ravages
of thevirus’

It was dl too much. Normally I" d have been abit upset to learn of the old thing' s death—but too many
things had been happening too fast. Asfar as my parents and | were concerned, an hour ago we' d been
adightly dysfunctiona family watching the televison news. Now the whole world had changed utterly
and | had this strange, tough younger sister who seemed by every measure older than | was. | said to
Zanng, ‘ Tell uswhat happened when you went rushing out of the vacuole’

Shebusied hersdf for amoment with the coffee, then shrugged. ‘ Ferdy barked his head off. He went
hurtling round and round in circlestrying to lick the sump of histail.” Zannalaughed, but it wasn't her old
liquid musical laugh; it was hard and joyless.  Then therewas abang.’

‘Ah; said Hugh, amost with satisfaction, ‘ that must have been theimplosion, the air rushing back in
when the vacuole constricted. I’ d noticed a momentary over-pressure on an earlier—

‘Yeah, that'd beright,” said Zanna, dry asdust. ‘ Big noise. Ferdy forgot about histail.’

“You poor child,” Grace said, ‘al donein the house. And we' ve taken most of the food. However did
you manage?

‘ went and got Mrs. Blakeley. We lived on her pension. We thought you were going to come back after
twenty-five days. That’ s how long you were away before, Father.’

It was heartbreaking. My poor lonely, deserted little Sister. Behind her flat recitation, | could hear the
misery of asmall kid lost in the middle of abusy shopping center. Y ou know: afive-year-old child who
imagines she' s been left behind by parents who don’t wish to keep her any longer, who are going off to
get anew well-behaved daughter. | remembered, then, with ashiver, that I’d had adream like that once,
when | wasachild. Or maybe | actually did get separated from Mom one day. All | remember—Dbut
incredibly clearly—isthe anguish, the terror of separation, the horrible conviction that | was just no good
and would never sse Mommy or Daddy again...



And for poor Zannait wasn't afoul dream she' d woken up from, sweating and hoarse from ydling in her
deegp—it waswhat actudly happened!

We stared at her in horror, seeing that teenager and her aged guardian waiting and waiting day after day,
peering every morning into the emptiness of the garage with its partly opened doors and finding nothing
but the same benches of tools and automeatically powered-down monitors and an old oil aininthe
middle of the concrete. A week, then two weeks, three weeks, getting increasingly desperate—banking
on that earlier time Hugh had vanished only to come back safe and sound after three and a half weeks.
Waiting for day 25. And till nothing, even then. Nothing in the garage but silence. Dimness. Inactive
machines and screens. Mrs. Blakeley unable to comprehend the weepy babblings of this distraught
17-year-old who' d turned up on her doorstep claiming her whole family had disappeared, certainly not
believing aword of this nonsense about agreat lump of lavayou can wak insgde and tentsin a
blue-purple furry place and everyone vanishing into... what? A bang of emptiness!

‘| thought after awhile that thistime it might taketwice aslong,” Zannawas saying flatly. Coffee aroma
covered the musty smell of the kitchen; | helped her find four mugs and fill them with black, nasty stuff.
After tense sllence she went on: ‘Like, if you took 25 daysto come back once, maybe it would be 50 or
51 daysthistime. But it wasn't. Y ou just never came back. And by then the plague was here from
Manila, and everyone was too sick to spare police to hunt for half amissing family, and food and water
supplieswere running low.’

She looked down at her steaming coffee mug, and one hand reached out to caress the cold meta of the
cross-bow. | don't think she even knew she was doing that. My sister had changed into a survivor. If she
had wept when we vanished, that was truly along time ago—for her. For the world.

But not for us. We sat immobile at the table with our eyesfull of tears and our throats choked with
SOrrow.

‘So what the hell did you do? | said. ‘When we didn’t come back?

‘Wdll, the firgt thing was, Andy and | went to the Big Spew concert,” Zannasaid. ‘ That’swhy | rushed
outside, remember?

“Y ou went to aconcert? | said, voice squesking. It was so incongruous | wanted to laugh.

‘Sure. What elsewas | to do? It was agreat concert. That was the last normal thing that happened. The
flu hadn’t yet reached continental America—or not much of it. Everybody was zoned. The Spewies were
fantastic. For afew hours| forgot about you guys.’

‘ And everybody breathed on everybody else; Hugh said.
‘It was arock concert,’ Zannasaid.

‘“Where' s Andy now? | said.

‘They took him away,” Zannasaid.

‘Who did?

‘The Poxies. Y ou know, the Quarantine Police—they caught him trying to cross a Declared Buffer Zone
with abag full of sdlami. They arrested him for smuggling.”

‘So whereis he now?



“Who knows? They don't tell you. They just cart people away.’

Grace shook her head in dismay. | redly couldn’t take in what my sister was saying. Drag people away?
What, lock them up in jail somewhere just because they’ d had the misfortune to get Sck? 1 got asudden
flash of Tabot and Deb, of my other friends, people like Toby Barnard who ddlivered pizzas when we
were at school and then ran adot-com into the ground, like everyone e se.

‘Where' s Tdbot? | said. ‘Have they taken him away too?
‘Sorry, Nat.” Zannalooked away. ‘Y our bel oved escaped boyfriend died.’

Just likethat: hedied. It wasapunch in the gut; | sagged, literaly, and clutched my arms about myself.
Poor Talbot. The prick, and now I’d never settle accountswith him. I'd loved him so hard, and hated
him so fiercely, and now, maybe, I’ d never, ever get over him. Tearsran down my cheeks, Mom came
to me and held me againgt her. | forced mysdlf to ask the next question.

‘What about Deb? At Zanna ssilence, | grimaced in dread. Oh shit, not my best friend aswell. The
bitch. Not Deb Gorman the red-haired prankster I’ d known since second grade when she and her big
family had arrived from Texas with their Silly jokes about wetbacks and hurricane rains that washed your
car away into the culverts and—

‘Dead. One of thefirst adultsto go,” Zanna said. Nothing to soften the blow. Just another fact of life. |
stood up abruptly and went into the gloom of the halway and up the stairs, ignoring the voices caling me
back. The door of my bedroom was shut; it resisted dightly when | turned the doorknob and pushed. My
dressing gown had falen from a hook, jamming the door. | kicked it aside, started to open the curtains,
stopped. Dangerous. Everything | did, every step | took, was freighted with unknown consequences.
Onething | knew with al my heart: | would not stay in thisawful ruin. We would escape back into the
blue place.

My eyes adapted to the dimness, and | peered with regret at everything I’ d taken for granted: the single
bed I’d dept in asachild, and then again when I" d returned defeated by Talbot' s betraya. The
photographsin their frames, the CD player, the lifeless computer on its desk, the girlish memorabilia.
Couldn’t rescue any of it now. The dead past. Sniffling, | crouched beside the bed, reached undernegth,
drew out a cardboard box furred with dust. Amazingly, the ribbon wrapping them was undisturbed. How
could Suzanna have resisted the temptation? | untied the red ribbon carefully, took out the twenty or
thirty love lettersfrom Talbot. Well, some of them werelove letters. And ahandful of other letters,
Vaentines and cards from earlier boyfriends were there too, but it was Ta’ s hideoudy articulate |etters |
pressed againgt my breast, rocking forward on my knees and weeping. He' d didiked email, at least for
intimate correspondence. During my six months as a graduate student in Paris, at the Sorbonne, I'd come
to dread those | etters, but the phone calls were worse and ruinoudly expensive.

My dear Francophile

| loiter beneath a bedspread of cats (Daily Alice sends her regards, Mrs. Grundy is adegp and snoring)
reading theloca council ordinances on the ownership custody and provision of dl livestock fowl beast
fish and other provender on the hoof not to exceed two (2) in number without express permission of the
aforementioned statutory body and the ordure therefore to be contained within acompetently
constructed congtruction which must be emptied once every seven (7) daysto the satisfaction of the
health requirements of the above itemized body of councilorslest amaximum fine of ten (11) Pendty
Unitsbelevied. Presumably thisfina abstract obfuscation alowstheinterfering swineto raisethefinesin
linewith inflation without having to crank out revised editions of the document in question.

| am not redly avoiding last night’ s Degp and Meaningful Trans-Atlantic Conversation.



Perhaps | am.

Bad Talbot, turning his heart down to smmer and popping hisbrain in the oven to bake. | supposeif that
wereentirely true | wouldn't fed angry at having it pointed out to me so frequently, which isaconsolation
of sorts. Still, it'sclearly not sufficient for meto complain that thisisal amatter of misread codes and
garbled messages (or messages not sent but, in their absence, received as the contrary of anything
intended).

What you said last night strikes me asitself amis-reading, or probably asamiswriting on my part. I'm
aways disgppointed, you maintain, to find that even the smartest women have only alimited interest in
ideas for their own sake before, you assured mein your parodic way, they swarm into that murky
persond stuff, those engulfing emotions, those suffocating demands for love and caring. Men find
emoations, fedings, too trite for them. And so on and on.

| was struck dumb, Nat. | don’t know about ‘men’. ‘Men’ are as great amystery to me asthey areto
you, my swest. Y ou won't catch mein the locker room flicking some guy’ s manly asswith awet towd.
(Maybethat' sthe problem.) Anyway, what’ sthis aleged split between thought and feding?1 don't find it
odd, let doneinsulting or reprehensible, to move smoothly after afond fuck into the wellknown and
widely advertised joy of ideas and languid word games, though | do seethat | ought to put astop to it if it
offends you by seeming to suggest awish to bolt away from the sensuous redity of the moment. Good
Chrig, | fed asif we're stuck in an Exigentialism 101 class. Maybe this boils down to atime and aplace
disagreement, where signals do after al get crossed.

But we' ve been through dl this before so often. Y ou’ re actualy implying that open emotiond
communication isseen by meand ‘men’ not astrite but asterrifying. Shit, might even betrue, but | don't
really know why it should be. Are you sure you' re not projecting on to me your perception of your
father, your resentment of his fecklessness? Hugh has dl the empathy of afence pogt; | trust I'm ated
more responsive than that.

Perhapsit has something to do with contest and vulnerability, but if that’ sit | should relish nothing better
than three quarters of an hour of long-distance lacerating and deconstructing each other on the phone.
Instead, | lie here sickened and ashamed under abedding of cats. | rather like being softshelled under the
right circumstances. That’ swhy | hate it when you go straight into attack-defense mode, Nat, it leaves
me with nowhere to go, neither forward nor back. I’'m stuck, we're both stuck. | haveto tell you, there
areafew thingsyou could learn in that department from your friend, Deborah Gorman.

After atime, | folded the pages again, did them into their envelope, wiped my face on the turned-down
bed sheet, shoved the lettersinto the waist band of my skirt, and went back downgtairs, leaving the door
open. Higtory. Gone. Somehow | couldn’t quite accept it. Perhapsthat was my first inkling of thetruth |
have arrived a, finaly: that al our liveswe search helplesdy for beginnings.

When | cameinto the kitchen, Zannastood at the Formica counter dealing with the heavy ddlivery parce,
tearing off theindustrid plastic covering with deft, practiced movements of her capable hands, ditting it
open with asharp thumb nail instead of aknife.

Inside a cardboard box was an odd bunch of stuff that she proceeded to remove and stack in assigned
corners of the kitchen while Hugh and Grace did what they could to dicit more details of her arocious
tale. A small paper pack of coffee went into asteel box with alid bearing afaded scene of red-cheeked
children riding atoboggan in English snow, something from the dim past brought over by Hugh's parents,
but Zannawas living vividly in the present and storage againgt ants and mice was its only use now.
Severd srips of bacon and a shrink-wrapped lump of fatty steak didn’'t go into the fridge, because of the
unreliable eectricity supply to the refrigerator. Instead, Zanna put the mest into an evaporative safe she'd



obvioudy constructed herself—asort of light cage covered in wire-mesh and then draped in wet hessian,
with a snibbed door adso of mesh, sitting in atray of water over the drainage shdlf of the sink. Clever.
Who would have thought it?

| stared in fascination at the miserable pile of rations. It was like watching some old World War Two
movie on TV, with people lined up holding out shopping coupons and buying lard (whatever thet is)
instead of butter, and something gruesome and poisonous-tasting instead of coffee. Chicory, wasn't it?
Did they drink coffee back then? Zannafished out asmall square of soap, aplastic bottle of detergent,
generic andlgesic capsulesin ablister pack, apackage of Band-Aids, two rolls of toilet-paper—not
much for afamily, but then they probably knew she wasliving alone—a handful of tamponsand severd
sanitary pads.

Zannagave me and Mom a sardonic look as she pushed these treasured feminine itemsto one side.
Once we d been embarrassed to go into astore and buy them. My sister looked asif she'd swap asmal
piece of gold in exchange for this modest hoard. ‘ The comforts of civilization,” she muttered. * Teaches
you not to take things for granted. They had none of these, or toilet paper, either, for four months. Things
have gotten better the last few weeks, but the radio and the gossip net sayswe' re fucked in the long run.
Too many people dead, sick, in quarantine, or out of their minds.’

Grace released my shoulders and crossed the room to stand beside her with one arm comfortingly about
her. | thought Zanna was going to shake off her embrace with an irritable shrug, but instead she dlowed
Mom'sgesture.

‘Darling, we have plenty of these suppliesingdethe... the Tardisthing, asyou cdled it

‘Did 1?7 Zannakept sorting her goods, placing sugar in acovered bowl and matches in awooden box.
‘How cute of me.” Her voice was cool, not to say cold. A shiver of pain went through Grace' stight
muscles, but she did not betray her grip on her daughter.

“You redly don’t need to do that any more, darling,’” shetold Zanna. * Y ou’ Il be with us, thank heavens.
Once your father getsin touch with the authorities, I'm surewe' [l—'

An indistinct noise from the front; Ferdy scratched at the back door. Zanna opened it quickly and heran
inwith amenacing growl, low to the ground, and crouched under the table. The dog and my sister
exchanged a glance that was dmost like human communication. My skin crinkled in sudden, causdess
fright.

‘Forget the authorities; Zannasaid sharply. ‘Not aword, now, please.’” She snatched up her cross-bow,
went to thewall and did dong it like awarrior, was gone into the halway.

| started after her, and Hugh caught my deeve. He muttered in my ear, ‘| think we have to do what your
sster says, for the moment. She' sthe one who knowsthe lie of theland.’

A wild surge of jedlousy went through me like amphetamine. Suzannawas my little Sster, the one that
had dways played cute games with Daddy, flaunting her long golden hair, flattering him. She'd dways
been Hugh' sfavorite, that much had long been obvious to me—but she' d been hisfavorite because she
was asmpering twit. Well, that’ s putting it abit harshly—but you know what | mean. But now, now
Hugh was deferring to her, wastelling methat | ought to take heed of her hard-won surviva skills. For a
few seconds| bitterly resented the fact that I’ d spent the last year in afive-second flash of green light.
However horrible her life had become, | wanted desperately to be like Zanna: hardened, wise, in
control.

Abruptly she was back in the kitchen.



‘They’recoming,” she said. ‘ That loathsome Mahoney woman must have turned usin.’

‘Oh,” Grace said, shaking her head in reproof. ‘1 doubt Cecily Mahoney would do anything so vicious.
Shel sanasty creature, true, but we' ve dways managed to get dong politely.’

‘That wasintheold days,’ Zannasaid angrily. ‘ Things are different now. Everybody blames everybody
else. You can't trust anybody. Mrs. Mahoney would shop her own mother if she thought she'd get a
bigger ration parcdl.’

Grace regarded her gppraisingly, and then nodded.
‘But whoisit that’scoming? | asked. ‘And why?

‘“The Pox Cops,’ Zanna said, ‘the Quarantine Police. They’ re coming because old bitch Mahoney has
seen you guys running around outside without masks. Probably thinks you’ ve crossed a Declared Buffer
Zoneto get here. She knows you haven't been around for a couple of years.’

‘Not nearly that long,” Hugh started to say. ‘But | suppose it seems—'
‘I could try to talk to her,” Grace said. ‘Maybe she'll understand that we' re no threat.’

‘For God' ssake,” Zannasaid in exasperation. ‘ The Pox Copswill be here any minute. They have trucks
parked a both ends of the street. They’ll take you away for sure. Damniit to hell. They’ |l probably take
me away aswell... for harboring you. They don't like harboring. It spreads the pox.’

‘Obvioudy we' vegot to leave, Hugh said. He d been listening intently; now he' d made hismind up.
‘Everybody back into the garage.’

‘And just where do you imagine we re going? Zannaasked sarcadticaly.
‘Out of thismess,” Hugh told her. He stood at the door, waiting.
‘Where?

‘We |l take another legp forward,” Hugh said. ‘ Thistime, if my caculations are correct, the vacuole will
unpack in normetive spacetime after alittle over fourteen years. The plague will have wdl and truly runiits
course by then, and lifewill be back to norma.’

‘Wdll, you' d better hurry,” Zannasaid, shrugging. She remained seated, Sipping her horrible coffee.
‘They’ll be baitering down the door in afew minutes. Go on, off you go.’

‘Darling,” Grace said, frowning, ‘ of course you' re coming too.’

‘Of courseI’'m staying,” Zannasaid. ‘| belong here now—thisismy turf, I’ve earned it.” She gestured
with the cross-bow, sweeping it around to take in the darkened kitchen, the boarded-up house, the
decaying civilization beyond it.

‘Zanna..” Mom cried.

Violent hammering on the front door. An amplified voice boomed out: * Quarantine Police! We havethis
house surrounded. All persons currently in residence must leave the house. Please exit one a atime.
Leave the house and walk towards the armored vehicle marked Sterile Transport. Exit with your handsin
theair. Do not, | repeat, do not carry weapons of any sort.’

‘They’ re scared shitless,” Zannamuttered. ‘ Poor bastards. They'rejust local conscripts doing arepulsive



job. I don't think they’ll risk positioning anyone out the back, not just yet. If you move fast, you should
make it to the garage.’

Hugh shook his head. ‘ These are the authorities, Zanna. I’ m sure we can make them seereason. There's
no point in causing a disturbance where one of us might be hurt.” Nodding approval at his own wisdom,
he started toward the barricaded door leading to the front of the house.

Zanna stepped straight into his path, cross-bow in her right hand. He stopped, taken aback.

‘We can't go with them,” shetold him. ‘ For a starter, they immediately separate the men and the women.
Do you want thisto be the last time you ever see Mom—or us, for that matter?

‘What? Segregated quarantine? Draconian.” Hugh was clearly flummoxed. He rubbed his unshaved chin.
‘Yes, | suppose that would make sense. Still, once they see the mistake they’ ve made—

‘Don’'t be stupid.” My sister barked a harsh laugh. “Y ou think you can just waltz out of hereinto a
frightened circle of armed men and tell them that you' ve built atime machinein the garage? Mad
delusonsisone of the sde-effects of third-stage pox.” Shetook Hugh’s hand and drew him with some
effort toward the back door, shooing Grace and me with the cross-bow. ‘ They’ d shoot you down like
dogs.” Ferdy came out from under the kitchen table, aert to the word for hiskind. He tried to wag the
stump of histail. His mistress patted hishead. * Out. I'll distract them. Once you clear the back door, run
likehdl.

“You'reright, darling,” Grace said with sudden decision.  Except for one thing—you’ re coming with us’

“You'renot listening. I’ m staying. | know thisscene, I'll be okay. | can talk my way out of anything.’
Zannalearned past Hugh and pecked Mom on the cheek. ‘Who knows, | might even till be here when
you come back in 14 years time.” She grinned. ‘With any luck I’ Il be running the place’

Powerful banging resumed at the barricaded front door, and the booming voice made more threats from
the street. | jJumped, thinking | heard someone on the skillion roof above our heads. Crunching footsteps
paused in the side driveway. | opened the back door a crack. Nobody, not yet.

‘Okay,’ | said. ‘Comeon, let'sgo.’ | darted back, gave my sster akiss that missed her mouth and our
noses banged together. ‘Look after yoursdf, little Sis”

Zannagave me asatirical eye-raise, and quickly smooched our parents. She grabbed up her weapon and
headed in the opposite direction, into the house.

‘Go,” shecalled. ‘ God speed.’

| pushed the door wide and ran asfast as| could acrossthe ugly, ruined lawn. Someone shouted.
Something banged or cracked, not at dl like the sounds of guns you hear on moviesor TV shows but |
knew exactly what it was and ingtantly | felt sick with fear. It was aquite shocking sensation, icy cold,
empty-gutted, worse than anything I'd ever felt inmy life. Then | had my hand on the garage door, pulling
it open. Hugh paused at the opening, pushing my mother in ahead of him. He was dragging an object out
of hispocket. It fell from hisfingersinto the unkempt grass. Shit, the remote. As he bent over to retrieve
it, something buzzed past his head and smacked into the solid wood of the garage door.

‘Fuck,” | screamed, ‘they’reredlly shooting at us!’

| couldn’t get indde the garage because Hugh' s crouching body wasin the way. | leaned over aswell,
scrambling for the gadget. Hisfingersfound it. He lurched to hisfeet, prodding at the push-buttons. A
light started flashing on the remote as he vanished through the door.



And aglove-encased hand, creepy and cold with plagtic, grabbed my bare left wrist and dragged me
backward. | stumbled, screaming, and fdll into the clutches of abig man dressed in something that ooked
alot like achesp imitation spacesuit from abad car sale advertisement. A clear bubble covered his heed,
splotched patchily in the lower part of its curve by his breath. The rest of historso waswrapped in heavy
vinyl, and his boots were massive rubber. He held arifle in one hand and mein the other.

‘Comeon, bug-face,” he said, furious. ‘Y ou idiots think you can come and go as you pleasg, infecting the
rest of us. Well haveyou in thetank so fast your tits 1l spin.’

| screamed again. Hugh burst back out of the garage waving alength of pipe as another man came
around the corner of the house; apistol shot grazed Daddy’ s arm. My father jerked back with a spasm,
dropped the bar. It smacked uselesdy on the grass.

‘Hold the stupid little cunt, Bill,’ this gentleman shouted hoarsdly. ‘I’ I get the bald bastard.’

‘Kill himif you haveto, Tim, Bill said, taking my other hand and wrenching it behind me. *Y ou’ re not
getting away withit, hesaidto me. *You littlegerm pie’” He pushed his helmeted face into mine, eyes
bulging with real anger. ‘1 should put you bastards out of your misery like rabid animasand fill in the
paperwork later.’

He started dragging me toward the sSide of the house. Hugh was examining his bleeding arm, unable to
believe what was happening, and the one named Tim did toward him warily, holding his pistol
two-handed, like they do in NY PD Blue. The back door sprang wide and Zanna was standing there with
her own weapon cocked and aimed at the head of my captor.

‘Let her go,’ shesaid. ‘Or I'll kill you.’

Everything kind of dowed down then. | was utterly terrified, cold, confused, yet focussed at the same
time. The man holding me, Bill, started to swing meinfront of him, to act asashield | suppose. | could
see Zannatake in the entire Stuation in aglance—me, the two guys, Hugh with his damaged am, Mom'’s
face appearing a the garage door. She did not hesitate. A length of sharpened metal rod sprang from the
cross-bow with afierce twang. My captor’s clear plastic face mask splintered—obvioudy not hardened
agang attack by anything larger than viruses and bacteria—and the quarrd wasingtantly buried in hisleft

eye.

| could fed the shock of it, the very jolt of hisagony, passinto his smashed head and down through his
body. His grip loosened ingtantly, and he fdll straight down, hisrifle striking my leg asheféll.

The man named Tim ydled out in shock and indignation.
“You bitch—'

His gun swung around, but Hugh had found hisfallen meta bar and he swung it ferocioudy from a
half-crouched postion, holding it with his good hand. The bar smacked mestily into thesde of Tim's
knee. When | wasten yearsold | accidentally struck that part of my leg jumping over abrick fence, and |
remember howling in pain for five minutes. Tim'saim went wild; his gun fired into the ground.

Zannawas winding her cross-bow with ferociousintensity and speed. A second arrow dropped into the
chamber; she aimed with supernatural camness and accuracy, or maybe luck, and then Timwasflalling in
pain with abolt through his upper arm. Blood spurted. Voices were still booming out the front, and a
loud splintering suggested that the brave souls stationed there were ripping al the boards off the door and
windows, or maybe just driving atank through the front wall.



| was dazed beyond any meaningful action. A hand caught me, pushed me toward the garage. Zanna, of
course. Ferdinand raced past, ears back, and shot inside.

‘Move, dumbo.’

‘Okay.” | wasn't even resentful. We helped Hugh get dl the way to hisfeet and pointed him to the door.
Grace was gone again. Then we were insde. Zannadropped her weapon, dragged the doorsinward,
snibbed the inside lock with its sturdy bolt.

‘Where' syour gadget,” she shouted at Hugh. ‘| don’'t know if the solar cells are working properly.’

‘Hereitis’ Hehad it in hisgood hand, was pointing it at the back of the dusty space. ‘ The vacuole has
itsown power supply, it’d collapse otherwise when it everts out of spacetime.” Alwaysthe explainer. A
red light flickered, and ablast of cool air smacked usin the face. Mom was standing well to one side
holding on to the frightened dog, but even so she nearly got clipped when the huge lump of lava appeared
out of nowhere, displacing itsown mass of air in our direction. My ears hurt; | staggered in the shock of
it.

‘In, Hugh yelled. Grace stepped forward a once, dragging Ferdy with her, merged with the rock, was
gone.

“Youtwo, in’” Hugh yelled.

Outsdethe garage alot of yelling was going on, and the sounds of heavy footsteps. Someone was
shouting, ‘ Get astun grenade, get half a dozen of thethings’

‘Oh shit,; Zannasaid, suddenly sounding resigned, tired, * There goes my good citizenship award.” She
gave usaghastly grin, and | saw that she was shivering with reaction. Dear god, the child had just killed a
man. ‘| supposethistimel redly will haveto come dong for theride.” Shaking her head, she
disappeared into the rock. Hugh and | followed her in to the world of furry blue.

Eight

Everything isrelative. An hour
previoudy | regarded the vacuole
and Its unnatural purple-blue
light as cold and alien,
somewhere | didn’t want to be.



Our house I’ d thought of as safe
and familiar. But now everything
was changed. | breathed deeply,
letting the fuzzy blue light flood
my Senses.

Zannasad, ‘ So what' sto stop the Pox Cops coming in after us?

Hugh said, ‘Now that I’ ve turned off the phase change, all they’relooking at it isamass of solid rock, or
at least that’ swhat they’ |l assumeit is. Without this controller—' he waved the remote, ‘—they could
taketo it with ajack-hammer and nothing would happen.’

‘Do you mean we' re dready time-travelling?
‘No, no, Hugh said. Y ou'll know about that when we do it. Won't she, Nat?

‘Yeah,' | said, suddenly pleased that | was now the expert. * It’s quite an experience. Spacetime
implodes,” | said. ‘Wildest trip imaginable’

| looked a Zanna. She shrugged, asif dl | wastaking about were afun-fair ride, something you might
do at Disneyland. She was aveteran of asterner redity. ‘Well,” she said, ‘when dowefix up Dad’'s
arm? Now or in fourteen years time?

‘Oh, let’sall have abit of arest,” Grace suggested. ‘ How isyour arm, dear?
‘Thewound' sonly superficid,” he said, prodding at it carefully and wincing. ‘| was very lucky.’

For awhile we busied ourselves with first aid. Grace dug out an emergency kit and cleaned the wound.
Luckily it didn’'t need any stitches, and was soon patched up with arather dashing bandage. Then she
and | put together asimple meal out of the leftovers from adinner that had been started more than ayear
edlier.

We sat around the card table in the large tent and drank hot chocolate made with condensed milk out of
acan. Zanna started to relax. We heard more stories of her year done. Old Mrs. Blakeley had moved in
to share our bigger house during the plague emergency and looked after Zannafor awhile, and then
Zanna had looked after her, and finally she' d died one night in her deep. The old lady had known her
strength was failing, but she' d aways told Suzanna never to give up the hope that we would come back.
Mom cried thistime, and | cried too. After awhile| began to nod off; everyone was looking exhausted.
Ferdy snored under the card table.

| followed Zannainto the tent she' d chosen long ago. * Y ou can have the foam rubber mattress, I'll bring
the blow-up onein and deep on the ground.’

‘I’m not used to sharing abedroom,” Zannasaid. ‘Let done atent.’



‘We once shared abedroom,’ | said.

‘Then we stopped. I’ ve been on my own for most of ayear. You'll haveto learn to deep by yoursdf,
Nat, Zannasad. ‘ Although with Tabot gone, you must have gotten used to that.’

Christ. “No need to be so harsh, Suzanna. We didn’t desert you, you ran away. Cut me some sack,’
She shrugged, not &t al penitent. ‘Y ou'reabig girl now.’

‘I'm il older thanyou,’ | said.

‘Not in any sensethat counts,” she said. * And my name’ s Zanna. Good night.’

Thiswasinsane. No onein theworld has ayounger sster who's older than they are, even
metaphoricaly. | was about to take alogica stand on this, but she was lugging the rubber mattress and
her deeping bag out into the open. Zanna, since that' swhat sheingsted on caling hersdlf (what did she
think, this was an episode of Buffy or something?) carried her bedding to the far bluewall of the vacuole,
kicked off her boots and climbed, fully clothed, into the deeping bag. Hadn't even cleaned her teeth.
Ferdy padded over and lay down at her feet.

| went back into the main tent. * Suzanna sgonetotdly fera,’ | told my parents.

‘She’ shad adifficult time,” Grace said. ‘We need to be patient. It might take her alittle whileto adjust to
being inafamily again. And she' sjust killed aman, shedidn’'t say, but we were dl acutely aware of it. |
was beginning to think that it might take the family alittle while to adjust to having this new, hard Suzanna
initsmidgt, but | didn’t say anything either. | got ready for bed and made my way to thetent in which |
wasto deep alone. | was so tired that | was amost instantly asleep.

| woke up shivering with delayed shock. The amethyst light of the vacuole remained undimmed, but the
green fabric of the tent reduced the illumination quite abit. Even so, there was enough light to read the
numbers on my watch. I’d only been adeep three and ahalf hours. | lay awake, mind racing, wondering
about the Pox Cop Zanna had shot. At thetime |’ d been frightened out of my wits, and the way he'd
been dressed from head to foot in plastic and rubber had only added to my terror, but there had been
something familiar about him. I’d only half-seen his face behind the plastic mask and his voice had been
muffled—ibut | thought | knew him. And it findly came to me: he was William Hewson from school.
Older than me, asenior in high school when | was il in eighth grade, but | was a stage hand when he
played Inspector Javert in Les Miserablesfor the junior high-senior high dramafest. He'd been aquiet,
friendly sort of guy. After heleft schoal, | think he got ajob with the state highway department. Mass
hysteria had turned him into araging Pox Cop. Poor guy, he’ d been scared out of hiswits. And now he
was dead with one of Zanna's stedl arrows protruding from hisface.

Someone was walking about outside the tent. My skin crawled. | lay and listened. | thought | detected
six feet: two bare human feet and four canine ones. Zanna was prowling about, shadowed by Ferdy. |
unzipped the tent’ sflap alittle and wriggled my head out. My sister was about twenty yards distant,
rummaging through apile of stores. After acouple of minutes she found what she wanted, hugged it to
her breasts and walked silently back to her deeping bag.

| wasintensaly curious, couldn’t imagine what it was she' d retrieved. | wriggled back into my tent and,
after another hour brooding on the events of the day, drifted into deep. A small girl, | wasplaying ona
deserted beach pounded by giant waves. The waves were the color of blood. The promontory wherel
stood was quite safe. The blood-colored waves exhausted themsalves at my feet and retrested.

Next time | awoke was surdly morning. Thewatch informed me | had been in bed for eight hours. That



made it morning evenin atimelessworld. | crawled out of my tent. No one esewas up. | walked silently
through the blue dimness towards the deeping shapes of Zannaand Ferdy. The pup raised his head, saw
who it was, settled again. | looked down at the deeping form of my teenaged sster. Shelay curledina
fetal position. Hugged to her shoulder, haf in and haf out of the deeping bag, was her teddy bear. It was
amangy beast—she' d owned it since she was three. Storing the teddy in the vacuole was probably the
most considerate thing my fruitcake of afather had ever done. | squatted down on one hedl and |ooked
at Zanna' s deeping face. Adeep, shelooked morelike her old sdf. The hardness was diminished, her
ragged hair seemed waif-like in avulnerable sort of way. | felt asurge of love and protection. Suddenly
Zannawas awake.

She drew back, trying to scramble to her feet, but was caught by the deeping bag. Half-crouched she
faced me, eyeswide with fright, the teddy thrust towards me like awegpon. A singletruth hit me
between the eyes. my sister normally dept with aloaded cross-bow under her pillow. Oh Jesus. Oh,
good Christ.

‘Zanna,’ | sad, ‘it’sjust me. Put the teddy bear down.’

For asecond she continued to stare wildly a me. Then sherelaxed. ‘Hell, Natdie,” shesaid. ‘Don't ever
do that again. People have been shot for less!’

‘Notinhere | said. ‘We'resafein here’
Zannalooked around her. ‘Yeah, shesad, ‘| suppose we are. But we can hardly livein here forever.’

“Thingswill be better outside in fourteen years time,’ | said. ‘ Come on, let’ swake Mom and Dad and
get some breskfast. Then we can dl go hurtling into the future in one bound.’

‘It sabit fucking scary,” Suzanna said, getting out of her deeping bag and standing up. ‘ Just rip forward
through time. | don’'t know that I’ m psychologicaly prepared for something like that.’

‘Good grief,’ | said. *If you're not psychologically prepared, who is?

Nine

Once again the flash of green
light, the perceptual illusion of
having your eyes blown out and
your head ripped off, the curdled

dislocation as time and space



went sideways and reassembled
themselves.

Weadl stumbled around blindly for abit. * Good thing we had breakfast before we did that,” Zannasaid.
‘1 don't fed remotely hungry now. Infact | might throw up.’

“Then it wouldn’t be agood thing we had breakfast,’ | said.
‘Girl’sgottaeat, Zannasaid. ‘What now, just wander out through the wall into the garage?

‘We proceed with extreme caution,” Hugh said. ‘In dmost a decade and a hdf, anything might have
happened.’

‘There'll be apack of rabid squattersin the house,” Zannasaid. ‘ They’ll think they own it. Might take
some shifting.”

‘| have the property deedswith me,” Hugh said.

“Yeah, right, said Zanna, without expression, ‘the property deeds, that' |l do the trick. Squatterswill run
amile at the sght of the deeds.’

‘If thereisany dispute, Hugh said, ‘we will be very circumspect with any illega tenants and make our
apped to the rlevant authorities’

‘Jesus, weren't you paying attention, Hugh? The way thingswere going,” Zannasaid, ‘therewon’t be any
relevant authorities. Even the Pox Cops might have fallen apart.’

‘Epidemicsdon’t last thislong,” Hugh said. * Appropriate socid structureswill now bein place again.” He
spoke with complete conviction.

“Yeah, well, let’s not stand around yacking,” Zannasaid. ‘ Let’s go and see. Have you phase-changed the
wadls?

| felt guilty and horrible dl over again, of course, when she said that. If | hadn’t taken so much persuading
to get my assindgdethe lava shield the firgt time around, Hugh would probably have done his phase-shift
trick properly and Zannawouldn’t have made it outside before our jump. She' d have just banged into the
furry purple-bluewall. But no, I’ d dithered and hung about and required coaxing in by Ferdy’ s nose, and
so the vacuole was left dl open and vulnerable... and poor slly little Suzanna had bounced out through it
in search of awild night with the Big Spew.

Well, shewasn't little and shewas't silly, not any more. | decided to forget my guilt. Zanna had done
okay in her year and bit Home Alone. In someways, as |’ ve mentioned, | envied her. (So what’' s new?)

Perhaps Hugh took Zanna s words to heart, because he went to the trouble of extruding anumber of
ingruments through what he called rather gratingly adiscontinuity in the fractality. He returned to the tent
with the gravest expression I d ever seen him wear, and that’ s saying something.

‘Very littleradio traffic, and al of that short-wave,” hetold us. ‘Nothing loca. I’ d hoped that after nearly
15 years the world would have recovered. Wedll, Cdifornia, a any rate. Certainly Americain general.’



‘The plague killed everyone? | asked, sick with dread.

‘l don’'t know,” he said. He and Grace gazed at one another in along unspoken colloquy. ‘ Frankly, I'm
now very reluctant to leave the vacuole’

‘| agree,” Grace said. ‘We know nothing about the vectors of this pandemic. Admittedly, if everyonein
Americaisdead, the disease will possibly have become sdlf-limiting.’

‘Unlessdogs and cats carry it too,” | said, feding sicker. Ferdy stirred, settled down again.

‘No petsat dl |eft by now,” Zanna speculated, with awful authority. ‘I’ d be more worried about rats and
birds’

Ohmy God, | thought, fedling sicker still. Poor Mrs. Grundy. Poor Daily Alice. My eyes ached. But after
14 or 15 yearsthey’ d be dead in any case, of smple old age.

‘Can weraise help with your radio, Hugh? A plane from offshore might pick us up at the airport, if we
could makeit that far. There might be abandoned carsin the streets with gas il in their tanks!’

‘Grace, | amply don't intend to alow any of usto risk exposure to amassively contaminated ecology.
Y es, perhaps somebody would hear us and send an aircraft, but | think it’ smorelikely that they’d
napalm us as possible Typhoid Marys.’

| drew inasharp bregth, feding asif he had struck me ablow to the belly. Even Suzanng, for dl her
louche bravado, was taken aback. Siowly, Grace nodded.

“We can't take the chance. Onward, | suppose. How awful. Next time will be, un— Oh god, darlings,
we' |l be carried forward more than two hundred years.’

‘Shit,” said Zanna. * Awesome. That’ sfurther than, than...’
‘Than thefirst telephone,’ | said. * Than the invention of toilet paper, probably. Tampons, for sure’

‘1 can find no other option.” Hugh said. He rested his elbows on the table, and his head in his hands,
shoulders shaking. After amoment, he raised hisface, and | saw tearsin hiseyes. ‘Very wel. Onward to
the twenty-third century.’

* % %k %

Wejumped, Gracetold us, afurther 218 years, 140 days, one hour, 41 minutes and change. Thistime
when we went through the phase-shifted wall into the garage, we were brought to an immediate halt by a
sguashed Rolls Royce which otherwise was in mint condition. The Rolls must have been parked in the
garage; the sudden manifestation of afractdized lump of metaphysica lavahad pushed it violently
forward. It was hopelessly wedged between the lava and the doors. Not the crappy old worm-eaten
timber doors, which would have caved in, or rather out, in an instant. These doors looked new, made of
some sort of reinforced stedl. Lots of gleaming bolts and Dayglo colors, dazzling in the new indirect
lighting in the refurbished ceiling. We stood and regarded the squashed Rolls.

‘Interesting,” said Hugh.

‘The sguatters must have car-jacked it,” Zannasaid. ‘ Or hot-wired.’



We were having trouble coming to terms with the idea that two centuries had passed in agreen momen.
A Ralls? In the 23rd century? Cometo think of it, what was our garage till doing here, still sanding? A
mad conjecture occurred to me, and | opened my mouth to blurt out that maybe we wereinsde a
museum of some kind, but the ideawas too absurd, and | shut my mouth again. Zanna had opened the
door and did into the passenger seat of the Rolls, running her hands under the dash. ‘ Doesn’'t seem to be
wired, shesaidinsurprise. ‘ Surely they can't own it

Oh, hdll. * The house mightn't have been invaded by squatters,’ | said. * Somerich family might live here
now. They might think thisis cute. That was centuries ago, after al. Look at the way the doors have been
doneup.’

‘Butit’ still our house,” Grace cried indignantly.
‘Comeon, let’ s get out of here, Zanna said.

Getting out of the garage was easier said than done. The huge stedl doors wouldn't budge. We started
hunting for akey or a switch that might activate them.

‘Hey, check this| Zannasaid, ingpecting arow of miscellaneous trophies hanging from one of the

garage sold timber beams under the clean new celling: haf adozen old license plates, ahub cap, a
couple of ancient headlights, afew odd implements, Zanna s abandoned cross-bow and adozen quarrels
arranged like therising Sun. Zannawas up onto the roof of the Rolls, wrenching her cross-bow free of
the rafters, before anyone el se could say aword. She pulled the bolts free and bounded down to the
floor. ‘Kind of them. | dropped it in here yesterday.’

‘“Two hundred thirty-three yearsago,” | said.
‘Kinder gill,” shesaid.

Theway shewas grinning you' d think she had just been reunited with along-lost friend, not ajunkyard
weapon.

Very camly, Grace said, ‘Hugh, look at what’ s happening to that car.’

Hugh misunderstood. ‘ Darling, it was damaged when the vacuole came into phase with the normative
four-gpace continuum. The fractal surface of the expanding condtriction pressed against the—'

‘I know al that, Mom said, not batting an eyelid. * Have another look at the car.’
Weadl took acloser look. We al jumped back. We dl gasped smultaneoudly.
‘It smelting, Grace said.

The bodywork, the heavy stedl whedls and rubber tires, the undercarriage dumped, sagging like softened
toffee dropped on ahot plate. My own jaw sagged. | held out my hand tentatively, but no excess heat
was coming off the collapsing car. The windows didn’t crack, either—they just bent and curved in on
themselves like something in an animation, folding down into the runny body of what amoment before
had been a crunched but beautiful old Rolls Royce.

‘It saweapon,” Zannasaid, cranking her cross-bow and fitting aquarrel. * Back to the blue place!’

Hugh held up hishand. ‘Don't worry,” he said, tense but unafraid. ‘I think | know what’ s happening.
Good Lord, thisisextraordinary. After such a catastrophe? | can scarcely credit it.’



The dissolved elements of the car were separating into streams of metal, rubber, wood, glass, and those
streamswere running al of their own accord into neat piles aong the side of the garage. Some of them
ran uphill. Creepiest thing I’ d ever seen, but weirdly beautiful initsway.

‘Very wdl, dear,” Grace said, folding her armsin athoughtful way. ‘1 admit that thisthing defeats my
own powers of imagination, let aone reason and experience. What isit, O dl-knowing genius? | heard
an unaccustomed rasp in her tone.

Hugh glanced at her sharply for amoment. *“Wdll, | can’'t be certain, darling, but | suspect that thisis due
to nanotechnology. The vehicleis being broken down to its congtituents at the molecular level .

| knew about molecular nanotechnology, you couldn’t shut people up about it in the year we d eft. Brave
new science of the twenty-first century, coming soon to astore near you. Little machines about the size of
bacteria—just large molecules, redly, built of afew thousand or afew million atoms. Television experts
inssted that machines that small would be built any decade now, al-purpose doodads that with one hand
would calculate aswell as computers, while scavenging and assembling ordinary atoms like carbon and
slicon and nitrogen and other stuff with the other, compiling them into al kinds of great consumables.
Expect it by 2050, they’ d told us, smiling cheesily. Of course they hadn’t been expecting a plague.

I’d never thought you could build a Rolls Royce with it, though. Or pull one gpart.
‘Wicked cool,’ | said. ‘Do you think the new garage doors are made of that stuff too?

Hugh rubbed hisjaw with amild rasping noise. He definitely needed ashave. ‘ Could be. In which casg, it
might contain smart materias. | wonder how smart? He stepped forward to the solid barrier and said
politely, ‘ Pardon me, door, | wonder if you’' d mind opening for us?

Silently, ingtantly, gracefully, the panels of the stedl door did across each other like a series of eydlids
opening. Daylight flooded in to the garage. Four cautious humans and a dog stepped forward to see what
wewould see.

‘Damnl’ Zanna muttered, keeping her bow at chest height.

‘Ohmy,” sad Gracein dismay.

‘Magjor nanotech breakthrough in art construction,” Hugh observed, fascinated.

“Woof woof woof woof,” said Ferdy, keeping closeto Zanna s hedl but refusing to take thislying down.

| stood my own ground, stared back and forth, up and down. After amoment | wailed, ‘ They’ ve taken
our house away! How dare they? | want my bedroom back!’

It was extremely hard to absorb what was there, in the plot of land where our dear old house, and half of
horrible old Mahoneys house, had been afew minutes before. A few minutes plus two centuries, that is.
What loomed above us, itstwo gigantic feet deep in the soil of our garden and lawn, was amonstrous
figure of awinged woman, the Size of aten story building, at least ahundred and twenty feet tall, with an
austere, beautiful face blinded or masked by a black band across her eyes. She held adeek, cocked
cross-bow in an attitude of powerful determination. She was made out of some substance that |ooked
like marble, and she seemed to be breathing! It was astatue of Justice in Rebellion. It was a monument
to Digpassionate Courage. It was—

‘Shit,’ | blurted. * Zanna, they’ ve gone and built a statue to your memory!’

| dragged my gaze away from that astonishing sight and looked around what had been our suburb. Quite



ashock, likefinding one of those old paintings of your local harbor and its shoreline before the city was
built there, all soft vegetation and carrier pigeons or something in the plentiful trees and running streams
where |ater there were high-rise buildings everywhere, and railroads and billboards and busy streets. This
wasjust likethat, but in reverse.

Thiswasamagor rea edtate catastrophe. Of course, atrue professiona optimist might seeit asan
unparalleled opportunity. | was hyperventilating, too shocked for optimism. Everything was gone except
the basic landscape. And afew bizarre extras that certainly hadn’t been there two hundred years earlier.

‘Peak’ s Hill looks rather odd without the church,” Grace remarked in arather flat tone.
‘The supermarket’ sgone!” | screeched. ‘Where will we get our food?

Zannasent me aderisory glance. ‘Y ou're stuck in the pagt, kiddo. There haven’t been supermarkets
open for nearly ayear.” She caught hersdlf, grimaced. ‘In my time, anyway. Looks likethey’ve donean
even better job of smashing things up thistime.’

‘Fascinaing,” Hugh was saying, walking toward the living statue. * Absolutely fascinating.” He held out
one exploratory hand, touched the marblefoot inits steel sanda. Nothing happened. He kicked it lightly
with hisown foot.

‘For heaven' s sake, Hugh,” Grace said in exasperation, ‘ do use some common sense! We don’t know
what—'

The statue’ sfoot moved. It lifted from the long grass, ponderous as an elephant’ sleg swinging into
action, and set itsdlf down ahdf ayard away. If it had gone the other way and come down on Hugh, it
would have squashed him to pulp.

In sudden fright, Hugh jumped back. Ferdinand barked sharply.

Zanna stepped forward, hands on her hips, looked up and up at the romanticized likeness of her own
face.

‘Hey, cut that out!” she shouted. * Somebody could get hurt.’

| cringed, expecting the monument’ s great stone hand to cast aside its cross-bow and reach down like
King Kong, lifting my sister up againgt its greet breast. Nothing of the sort. Wind blew across open
stretches of grass where once a hundred or a thousand suburban homes had bustled with human life. A
pigeon cooed, and another answered it. Animmense pink pillar glistened in the sunlight over near the
intersection of Cole Porter St and Barrow Road, or where the intersection had been, but did nothing in
particular. The massive gray tangle of wire in the distance where the orthopedic hospital had been just sat
there, inert. | turned my heed, trying to find anything at dl | could recognize. A blue inverted pyramid
stood on its apex like ageometric balet dancer; it was turning ever so dowly, | redized, clockwise,
without a sound.

No windows in any of these scary objets d’ art. Nothing human, except the statue of Zanna, and that was
nothing you’ d wish to take home to meet the folks.

‘It wants to know why your implants are dysfunctiona,” aman'slilting voice said inmy ear. A young
man. Not Hugh, who was gtill prowling around the mighty feet of the monument. | did just what you' d

expect.

| screamed, and jumped away.



Therewas nobody in sght, just my family.
‘Oh, | do apologize,’ the new voice said. ‘ Didn’'t mean to sartleyou.’

Zannahad obvioudy heard the voice too, for she grabbed up her cross-bow. Grace was frowning, her
eyes darting behind me, to either sde. Clearly she couldn’t see anything either.

‘Whereareyou? | cdled, heart pumping.

‘Areyour virt links out aswell? Just amoment.” About where the McDona d’ s Golden Arches had been,
acouple of hundred yards away, aplug of dirt popped out of the ground and a good-looking young man
roseinto view on acolumn of gleaming yelow plagtic. | gasped; Zanna guffawed.

‘When in Rome, or maybe Jakarta—' Grace murmured quietly, which greatly impressed me.

The young man was indeed perhaps of Indonesian appearance, or maybe Filipino, but was certainly stark
naked.

His hair was dark and quite long, and he had a short beard. Without looking as distorted as one of those
muscle loons like Arnie Schwarzenegger, he was superbly well built: wide shoulders, deep chest,
powerful arms and strong legs, and—

| looked away.
Zannadidn't.
‘I thought the Romans woretogas,” she said. ‘Y ou think we should—

‘Not quite, dear. No need to undress out here in the open. | just mean that we shouldn’t be darmed if
other peoplein other times have different dress codes from our own.’

The guy waswalking in aloose-limbed amble toward us. Abruptly he did a conspicuous double-take,
stopping dead in histracks, looked up at the monument and back down at Zanna, then up again.

‘That’'syou,’” he cdled. His English definitdy had that very faint Adanllilt. ‘lsn'tit?

‘Lookslike,” Zanna caled back. She stayed where she was, a our side, but | could tell by the way her
arm muscles had relaxed that she wasn't scared any longer. It must be comforting to find that you' ve
turned into aliving legend overnight.

‘No wonder the Grand One' sinterested,’” the young man said, approaching. He bowed when he reached
us, held out both hands. ‘ Benisons upon you. I'm Barong. I’ be your interface this afternoon.’

Hugh stuck out his own hand in amanly gesture, and took one of Barong's. The naked youth looked at
this clutching grip for a puzzled moment, and then alowed Hugh to shake their linked hands up and
down, asif he'd never done such athing before.

‘Hdllo, Barong,” Hugh said politely. ‘ Pleased to meet you, I'm Dr Hugh D’ Anzso.” He identified each of
us by name, which showed more socid skill than I’ d expected, and each of usin turn shook Barong's
hand, including Ferdy. Thefirm, soft touch of Barong's hand gave me pleasant goosebumps. ‘| assume
the Grand Oneisan Al?

‘I'm sorry, awhat?

‘An Al—an atificid intdligence’



Barong’ sexpression clouded. ‘| fear that sounds rather offensive. The Grand One isthe Mind of this
world and its moon.’

Grace smiled, suddenly happy. ‘Gaia’ she breathed.

‘| gpologizeif | gave offence,’ my father said. ‘| meant a consciousness constructed of computers,
nano-computers perhaps, rather than of flesh and blood like us humans.’

‘Oh, | see”’” The young man’s expression cleared, and he smiled radiantly. Heredly wasterrificaly
handsome. | was starting to forget his nudity and just take him for granted asaperson. ‘ That indeed is
how the Grand One began, before the Spike. Now it'saglobally dispersed avareness. But everyone
knowsthat. Why do we rehearse the obvious, Hugh?

| couldn’t understand aword of any of this, but Hugh seemed to be glomming it without any trouble, and
Grace watched with a keen expression of interest. Thiswas doubtless the kind of classified stuff Hugh
had worked on at the Ferguson Foundation, where he’d met Mom, several years before | was born.
She’ d been involved in programming supercomputers to develop common sense—' Far harder than
training neura netsto play Grandmaster chess or run afactory,” shetold me once—but she'd given it up
when the military who funded the research made it clear that her computer code would be used to run
robotic weapons systems.

| vaguely recalled their late-night discussions of asocid didoceation they caled the Spike, or the
Singularity, some amazing or horrifying thing they haf expected to erupt in the medium-term future: a
massive convergence of exponentid technol ogies that would change everything in the world in what
would amount to an eyeblink, onceit al cametogether. A mad friend of theirs had written abook about
it. It dl sounded like ridiculous sciencefiction to me. Y et now we were actudly in the future and
everything we saw around us looked like the most lurid kind of sciencefiction movie, so maybethis

Spike thing had happened after dl.

‘The Grand Oneinvites you to come with me for genome scanning and repair,” Barong told our parents.
‘We |l soon fix up those defectiveimplants’

‘“Wedon't have any fucking "implants’,” Zannatold him between gritted teeth, her expression ferocious,
‘and we're going to stay that way, bozo.’

‘ Apologies, my nameis Barong, not Bozo,” the young man said evenly. ‘Hereisits meaning: Thereisan
ancient legend of the battle between the lion lord Barong and the wicked witch Rangla. Her magic
reflects the knives of his supporters back against him, but his power preventsthis attack from wounding
them.” He shrugged, and looked down at hisbaretoes. ‘| am sorry, there sno reason why thistae
should interest you.’

‘Not at dl, my dear,” Gracetold him. *Wefind everything about you fascinating. Truthfully,” she added,
placing one hand in agentle way on his bare shoulder, ‘I’ m having some trouble seeing how al these
astonishing changes have taken place in amere two centuries.’

Barong reached across with hisright hand to touch herswith equal gentleness.

‘Therewas aterrible plague, you see. That isone of the old words, "plague”. It meansthat bodies are
damaged and many of them cease to operate.’

“Y eah, people get sick and die;” Zannasaid witheringly. | couldn’t understand why she was being so
crabby. | mean, this guy was gorgeous.



He blinked. Almost instantly, he nodded. * Y es, that is another way to put it. We prefer not to be so
blunt, mistress. But now I’ m afraid | must ask you to accompany me for the genome scan, where you
will—

‘I’ve dready told you, we re not going anywhere.” Zanna' s gaze was direct and fearless. * Certainly not
with some bozo who wanders around without his pantson.’

The youth looked even more confused. ‘ Oh, I’'m so sorry, | really haven’t made mysdlf clear. The Grand
Oneisnot issuing aninvitation, evenif it ispolite to expressit in such terms. | fear you must come with
me. Y ou cannot be adlowed to roam the world without functioning implants.” He smiled ddlicately. ‘It
would seem to us asimproper asmy lack of forma attire evidently seemsto you—and for that
discourtesy, inturn, | offer my degpest gpologies. Now, come.’

‘No,” said Hugh, with unexpected firmness.
‘Weredly can't, you see,’ Grace added.
‘Not onyour life” Zannachimedin.

Without warning, hot blue and scarlet flared in the distance. A tremendous roaring explosion resounded
across the open landscape. We all jerked around, stared at the gray mass of tangled wire in the distance.
Brilliant sparks legped about it, rising in asheet of trangparent fire.

‘Coronadischarge, Hugh said shakily.

Coolly, Barong told us. ‘ The Grand One redlizes that you do not yet quite grasp your Stuation. Hereisa
lesson to help you understand how matters must be. Don't be alarmed, your four-footed friend is not
being harmed in any way.’

‘Ferdy? cried Zanna, frightened for thefirst time. She darted forward, hand outstretched to seize the
dog'scollar. At the sameingtant, a searing beam of light blazed from the corona storm. It struck
Ferdinand like abolt of lightning, with asizzle of burned hair, and the poor animal gave asingleterrified
yap. Then hewent up into the air, lofting above our heads, and hung there suspended, eyesralling,
tongue extended from his open muzzle, panting in sheerest fear.

‘Y ou said you wouldn't hurt him, you bastard,” Zanna screamed, punching the surprised youth with her
hard fists. He backed away, warding her off.

‘Redlly, migtress, trust us, the beast will not be harmed. It issimply receiving itsimplants. Look—

| thought | was going to be sick. Ferdy was turning transparent; | could see through hisfur to the skin and
then the peded muscle, and findlly theinterna organs. His bones glowed like cods. Organs and intestines
were blotches that pulsed with hisblood. And something drastic was going on inside hisbody, insde his
brain. Sparks of light wove and darted, shuttling like some magic seamstress s sorcerous needles.

‘Put him down,’ | shouted. ‘ Put our poor dog down at once!’

The glowing codsfaded. Ferdy’ s red muscles closed up, and his fur wrapped him once more. Asthe
beam of light faded, he sank back to the ground, and crouched there, trembling terribly. Zannaran to him
at once, crouched at his side, rubbing his head and back, crooning, whispering soft encouragement, tears
in her eyes. She glanced back expressionlessy at Barong, and then at Grace and Hugh.

What happened in the following few secondsisathing familiar to every family, dthough it doesn't occur
very often.



Mom and Father exchanged asingle piercing glance, looked back at Zanna. Mom caught my eyeinthe
same movement, and | was included seamlesdy in the common moment of insight and agreement. The
family had assessed the situation, found it dangerous beyond belief, chosen to ded withit in asingle fluent
response. | nodded my head the tiniest bit, and Mom’ s upper eyelid twitched her acknowledgment.
Zannarosein aweight-lifting squat, bearing Ferdy in her arms, and Sarted toward the garage.

‘Thank you for taking usinto your confidence,” Gracetold the youth. * Of course we shdl be happy to
vigt your master.’

‘Not "master”,” Barong said. ‘ The Grand One isthe mind of thisworld, and we are parts of it. Well, all
of usexcept yoursalves,’ hesaid, smiling joyfully, ‘and that will soon be put right. Whereisthe mistress
of the bow taking her four-footed friend?

‘Oh,” Hugh said in alight tone, ‘ there are some private treasures we would like to gather up from the
garage before we vigit the Grand One!’

‘I'm afraid | cannot permit any of you to leave my sight,” Barong said.

Better and better, | thought to myself. He' swalking right into it. My skin and innards were crackling with
adrenaline, adrunken mix of anxiety and eager readiness, the sort of state our prehistoric ancestors must
have experienced when they surrounded awounded lion on the veldt.

‘Of courseyou can't,” Gracetold him in asoothing voice. ‘ Come on, come with us, you can help us
carry our treasures out. We won't need this old place any longer. What isit, anyway, akind of
museum?

Shewaswalking in agait that dmost looked normd, but | could tell that her nerves were screaming with
the same tenson that buzzed in mine. The youth blinked again, obvioudy transmitting an updateto his
network lord, getting back hisingtructionsin a split-instant. He nodded, then, and followed us toward the
half-open doors.

‘ After the Spike, and the Great Dying that led up to it, the few surviving mehums kept as many of their
memories asthey could, telling tales and singing songs. A lot has been lost, however, aong with theold
cultura context. | don’t understand much of what happened myself.’

“"Mehums'? | followed him into the dimness of the garage. Of course | didn't try to close the doors
behind us. Hugh had his remote out, and was keying in the phase shift.

| saw the flash of Barong’ swhite teeth. * Mehums? Short for "mere humans',” he said. ‘ It'show people
thought of themselves after the Grand One transcended, and then brought usinto communion.’

Zannastood with her back to thewall of lava, Ferdy shivering in her arms, waiting to passthrough into
the blue place.

‘Go,” Hugh said, asthe light on his remote changed to red.
Zannamoved forward—and bounced off.

‘What the hell—? Daddy, it' s till solid!’

Grace stepped forward, peered closely at the lavawall.

‘Oh, fuck,” shesad. ‘It'sinfested with alayer of MEMs or nanoids, unlessI’m mistaken. They're
probably forming amonomolecular shell. Lookslike Brownian motion.’



| moved forward myself and stared at the vacuole from afew inches. The surface was seething with a
ceasdess ripple of— well, who knows, but it was obvioudy some sort of advanced technology. And it
was blocking our entry.

‘Don’'t worry,” the youth told us. * The smal machines are examining this unusua phenomenon. Soon they
will begin taking it gpart and mapping it. Y our "treasures’, asyou cal them, will be unharmed.’

Hugh was trying to scrape the surface clean, picking at it with hisfingernails. He withdrew his hand with a
grunt.

‘It stung me,” he said, sucking the edge of his pam. He found a spade in the racks overhead, tried again
to scrape agap in theinfestation. The edge of the spade instantly curled and started to drip on to the
floor, just as the Rolls Royce had done. Hugh dropped the tool with ayell.

‘Enough,” Barong said in avoice suddenly stern and mature. | couldn’t help thinking that it was no longer
him speaking, but histerrible master. His owner, more likely. ‘Let usreturn now to the inner chambers.
Y ou will not be harmed, and your possessionswill be reconstructed for you in due course.’

He spun around lithely, and the doors of the garage sprang open without any touch of human hand.
And ingght, to my dazzled surprise, told me what to do.
‘Turn the vacuole off, Dad,’ | yelled.

‘What? He d picked up the deformed spade and was trying once again to batter his way through the
wall of impenetrable nanoids.

‘Give metheremote, Hugh.” | pulled the thing from the clip on his belt and pushed the button I’ d seen
him use saverd times.

Theblast of air hit usagain, but thistime from behind, carrying grit from outside, as the vacuole imploded
away from our redlity into its own congtricted dimensions, snatching away the physica support from
beneath the crust of nanoids. The creepy stuff smply fdl to the concrete floor, and dowly streams of it
started to creep back toward the walls.

‘Now!" | shouted, and dammed the button next to the red illuminated diode.

The vacuoleinflated again back into our universe, ingantly, pushing aside the air that had just rushed into
fill the gap left by its abrupt absence. My earshurt. | rantoit, suck my hand into itslavalikewall. My
fingersvanished, my hand, the lower haf of my arm.

‘Yes Comeon, Zanna!’

My sister hurled herself and Ferdy at the wall, vanished. Grace was gone too, then, but Hugh waited,
damaged spade in one hand, holding out the other for theremote. * Go, Nat,” he said.

And like alion pouncing, powerful and smelling of swest, Barong legped past him and seized my hand
with thesmal machine dill init. | refused to let it go, twisting away from him, haf in and haf out of the
vacuole. A brilliant flash of light struck the garage. The Al’ sbeam was back, searching likealiving
tongue of light. Barong wrenched my arm painfully. | dropped the remote, yeling with indignation. The
raw beam of intelligent light tore at the open doors of the garage, ripped them away, sent them spinning
intotheair.

With ajolt that must have bruised him and hurt hiswounded arm, Hugh threw himself on both of us.



Barong and | tumbled together through the vacuole boundary. Furry blue everywhere. Hugh fell over us,
dropping the spade, grabbing for the remote. So did I. Too late. The young man, eyes appalled by the
strangeness of this place but driven by the need to serve the Grand One, lunged at the gadget and one
long, hard finger struck arandom button.

Our heads seemed to split apart. Green light flashed. Time jumped.

‘Bad choice,” Hugh muittered, face screwed up from the trangition. He plucked the remote from Barong's
shocked grasp, backed away into the blue nowhere. *Welcome to the 55th century.’

‘The year 5445, near enough,” Grace said, watching us with concern. She' d always been good with
numbers.

Barong screamed. It was a piteous cry, the sound of someone separated from hisfamily, hisworld, his
life. Hisgod.

Ten

Poor Barong, poor godling’s
child. He' d been so masterful as
part of the Grand One. Hisown
little mind had contributed its
mite to the great sea of cosmic
consciousness and received
Insight and wisdom in return,
magnified a thousandfold. Now
he must stand on his own two
feet, do hisown thinking. He'd



never done that before—and he
wasn’t much good at It. Zanna
and | elected to help him.

How to dressin clothes was the first thing we taught him, which | couldn’t help thinking was rather a
shame. Wegot him apair of Hugh' strousers. But Hugh was burlier than golden Barong. With my
father’ s trousers bunched up at the waist and held there with a belt that needed anew hole for the
buckle, he looked acomplete clown. It wastoo tragic. We made him swap the trousers for astrip of
pale green bed sheet from Zanna s tent which he wore asa sarong. That way he still retained the minor
god image while conforming to our own dress sense.

Watching the poor boy trying to think wasthe real eye-opener. Y ou'd ask him a question and see him go
gill and dreamy, waiting ingtinctively for the Al to kick in. Nothing happened, of course, warded aswe
were indde the insulated domain of the amethyst place. Barong quickly showed signs of anxiety; his
fingerswould twine around each other, hisface would twitch, he’ d begin to muitter.

“The poor sap will be crazy asaloon inaweek,” Zannasaid in her best diagnostic manner. ‘We' ll have
to start at square onewith him.” He sat aways off in adeck chair staring miserably into the fuzzy blue
yonder. ‘Hey, Barong,” sheyelled, ‘ come and do some homework.” The beautiful young man shambled
over—ayoung god gone troppo. ‘Now look, pal,” Zannasaid. ‘ Try this: Asl wasgoing to St. Ives| met
aman with seven wives. The seven wives had seven sacks; the saeven sacks had seven cats;, the seven
cats had seven kits. Kits, cats, sacks, wives—how many going to St. Ives?

‘What isakit in this particular context? Barong wanted to know, worried out of hiswits. ‘| do havethe
word in my own persond lexicon. It means equipment,” he said, frowning horribly, ‘but | have no
understanding of how a cat could have seven equipments. The Grand One would have made everything
clear inaningant.’

‘Y eah, well, the Grand Oneisabit conspicuous by its absence,’ Zannasaid. ‘What are baby cats
cdled?

‘Oh,” Barong said, brightening up. ‘Kittens.’

‘Excdlent,” said Zanna. ‘Now put two and two together.’

A look of intense annoyance flashed over Barong' s handsome face. ‘I’m not stupid,’” he snapped. ‘ Four.’
Zannaand | collgpsed in afit of giggles.

‘| fail to see how the correct answer to asmple sum can be the occasion for mirth,” Barong said.

‘Zannawas just using afigure of speech,’ | said. ‘A metaphor. Believe me, I'm an expert in thisfield.
WEe re not laughing at you, Barong. Y ou' ve just made awitty joke without trying, and we found it
pleasing. Look, if the seven cats have seven kits, and the word for ababy cat is kitten—what isakit?

‘| supposeitisalazy way,” Barong said, ‘of saying kitten. But Suzanna, why didn’t you utter the correct
word inthefirst place?



‘It doesn't scan,” Zannasaid. * But answer the question—how many going to St. Ives?
‘Well, that’ seasy,” Barong said. ‘ Two thousand eight hundred and one.’
| stared at him, croggled. ‘What?

‘ Seven to the power of two is 49, the number of sacks,” he explained patiently, ‘and to the power of
three is 343, the number of cats, and to the power of four is 2401, the number of kits. Add them al up,
plus one for the husband, and the answer is 2801. Y ou hardly need the aid of the Grand Oneto see
that.’

‘“Wrong,” Suzannatold him. *One. One person isgoing to . Ives. The speaker.’

‘Oh, yes.” Barong was crestfalen. * The people and sacks and cats and kits he or she met were goingin
the other direction. Thisisamatter of logic. The Grand Oneisthe very embodiment of logical
meta-systems. It is unnecessary for amehum to attempt the exercise of logic unaided.’

Zannasghed.

‘That wasthen. Thisisnow. And stop cdling us "mehums’, you thick mehum. We re human people. We
have dignity. We have cats and kits. Cats and kitsand Als don’t have us, and they certainly don’t carry
usin sacks. Not even away from St. Ives, wherever that is’

Despite mysdlf, | was madly impressed by this outburst. And looking from Zannato the young man’s
beautiful mythic face, all frowns and twisted mouth, | thought that even Barong was Sarting to get it. Get
independent logic checking, and get figures of speech, metaphor and metonymy, and who knows, any
day now he' d get litotes and catachressaswell. And al without help from hisimplants and the Grand
One swhisper at the back of his under-trained brain. Wicked coadl.

We went together to see how Hugh was doing with his reconnaissance of the world beyond the furry
edges of the vacuole. He and Grace were conferring with hisinstruments.

‘Asfar aswecan judge,’ Gracetold us, ‘we ve dmost certainly fallen an additional three thousand two
hundred and three years farther into the future, plus around five months. There’ s no telling what might be
waiting for usoutside.’

‘The Al could have digested the entire Earth and spun its atoms into a Dyson sphere made of pure
computronium,” Hugh told us.

‘That seems unlikely to me,” Grace reassured us, seeing our stricken faces. ‘But | haveto admitit'sa
possibility. With mature nanotechnology, | estimate thet it would require less than amillennium to
disassemble Jupiter and the other gas giants. We' re now avery long time past the exponentia Spike, and
it's hard to judge what limits a system-wide Al would have.’

What? Talk about paving over the planet. But Barong had winced again. ‘ Please, madam. It isthe Grand
One. Thereisno cdl for disrespect.’

| said, ‘What the hell’sa Dyson sphere? Are you telling me someone would tear the whole goddamned
solar systemn apart to build one of these gadgets? Am | going to haveto give you al an improving lecture
ontheevilsof imperid globdization?

‘In fact some people we worked with have concluded that this might be the long-term solution to the
energy problem,” Grace said, shrugging, her mouth twisted. ‘Maximal utilization of the solar flux.’



“You can't be sarious’

‘Herée sthelr reasoning: most of the matter in the Earth is wasted, since humans and the rest of the
ecology use only the surface, the lower air, and the crust down to afew miles below the surface. Even
less of the ocean. The rest does nothing but provide gravity and heat. If we brokeit al down with
nanomachines, it could be turned into agreat series of rings or bubble habitats circling the Sun at the
same orbit asthe Earth. Billions or trillions of artificid worldsto capture the immense quantity of solar
energy currently wasted in empty space.” She paused, crossed her eyesin asatirica squint. *Very
sientific.

‘The analysis gppearsimpeccable’ Barong said inthe silence.

‘Totally loopy, of course,” Grace added. ‘ Out of their trees. Cut off your head to cure a headache, that
sort of thing.’

Barong winced again, and | felt uncomfortable even as my own head whirled. (Thiswasthe kind of mad
thing our parents had worked on together? God, no wonder Grace had resigned.) For Barong, such
schemes were probably part of the hallowed long-term plans of his beloved Grand One—and besides,
what we d done to him was pretty much the same as hacking off his head to cure aminor headache.

He' d been perfectly happy, in communion with the globa Al, Borg boy. Sure, hisliberty and humanity
were hopelesdy compromised, but hey, don’t knock it if you haven't tried it... Yesh, right. Still, it was
only too painfully obviousthat he felt damaged, felt he' d been hijacked and kidnapped and even now
was being restrained from rgjoining his god, his machine Big Brother.

‘Speaking of cutting off heads, Zannasaid tensdly, “didn’t anyone dsefind that last little performance a
bit... fishy? Hashy?

Grace met her eyeswith an acute glance. ‘ The sturm und drang? Now that you mentionit, | did find it
rather over thetop.’

‘What? | ssidintdligently.

‘Chrigt, Nat,” my sgter said, ‘it was as vulgar and improbable asthe worst 1950s B-grade Hollywood
sci fi shocker. And | should know, | watched most of them on TV while they were till broadcagting, it's
al they showed in the third month of the plague. Almost as popular as Spin the Bottle’

Suddenly Hugh was looking very interested indeed. ‘ Family pow-wow time, | think.” He pulled hischair
around, motioned usinto a huddle. Barong hung back. ‘ Come on, son, don’t be shy.’

‘Sir, | am not anode of your family network—'

‘Pipe down and join us. As of thismoment, Barong, consider yoursdf afully-fledged member of the
D’ Anzso tribe. We might be the last of our kind |&ft on the planet.’

‘Damn,’ | whispered to Zanna, ‘isn’t there alaw against marrying members of your family? She gave me
astrange look, before Hugh rapped for order.

‘Suzanna, | gpplaud your insght. Y ou’ re suggesting that what we just suffered was nothing morethan a
contrived performance?

‘What do you think? Hashing lights and wild static eectricity and levitating poor Ferdy and, | mean,
chasing uswith agoddamn Biblica snake of fiery light. Cue Indudtrid Light & Magic—

Now that she put it that way. | wondered what Professor Vivian Sobchack would have said about it.



‘Actudly, you' d think the Al could have just immobilized uswith the nanoidsin the garage. They must
have been under the thing’s control.” But then Barong wasn't adave, exactly, was he? Maybe control
was... spread out. Disseminated.

‘It certainly has ataste for the Gothic,” Grace said. *Not to say the grandiloquent. Consider the statue of
Suzanna’

‘Sheisamemetic hero for the mehum,” Barong put in softly, eyeslowered. ‘ The memoria wasthe work
of an admiring mehum artist in the 22nd century, not of the Grand Oneitsdlf, of course’

“Hmm.” Hugh toyed absently with the remote, which made me nervous. | redly didn’t want that ferocious
Mind outside to come charging in. * So why the theatrics? It can’t have been intended to impress
us—we're no threet to agloba machineinteligence’

Gracesaidinavoice so quiet and dry it terrified me, ‘I think it’ s broken.’
Barong gave acry and squeezed his eyes shut. * Madam, you spesk of the—'

‘—Gresat Big Banana, yeah, yeah,” said Zannawithout agrain of sympathy. ‘Really, get over it. You
know, that would make sense, wouldn't it. If they dapped the thing together in acrash program while the
rest of the world wasin plague meltdown...’

Hugh nodded. ‘ The technologica convergence went wrong. Military and medical emergency authorities
must have poured the whole nation’ s brainpower into a concerted effort that would make the Manhattan
Project look like, like—'

‘A sciencefair exhibit?

‘Pipedown, | said. Therearealot of waysacrisis could have sent the program along very dangerous
bypaths. | imagine the oversight committees would have been pressured to act with perilousleniency. The
sheer software burden alone...” Hetrailed off, ahorrified expression on hisface. Grace was nodding,
gray-faced hersdlf. | was pretty much out of the loop by this point, but Suzannawas watching them both
with the keenest attention. She' s alway's been the one who scooped the gene pool, and the D’ Anzso

pool was damned impressive. | only won the consolation prize, so spend my lifelimping two or three
steps behind. I'm not saying I'm stupid. When | was 21 | had aMastersin cultura theory from UCLA,
but what good isthat sort of thing when it comes to understanding the twenty-first century? Or earning a
decent living, as| quickly found to my distress.

' So what stops the thing from collapsing the 6-brane charge into an extrema singularity? Hugh
wondered aoud. And | used to complain about Jacques Lacan’s mad Freudianism. The more they
know, the more they babble.

‘T-theory does not alow Bott intrusions within an everted high topology,” Barong said. Themanwasa
fount of knowledge, even if hiscommon sensewasminimd.

Grace pounced, eyes brightening. ‘ T-theory? We know M-theory and alittle of F-theory—
‘| amunfamiliar with these gppellations.’

‘M-theory isan 11 dimensiona superstring spacetime construct with solitonsin the SO(32) periodicity.
F-theory would have carried forward unification into a 12-dimensional—

Zannabrokein, * So T-theory isfor thirteen dimensions,” and smultaneoudy Barong and | said,
‘Triskaideka-theory.’



Everyone stared at me, Zanna open-mouthed.
 Some damned deconstructionist rubbish, | suppose,’ Hugh muttered sourly.

‘Not at dl,’ | said, reddening. ‘A commonplace of my realtor studies.” | let them stew in their own juices
for along beet, then said, ‘ How many hotels have you seen with athirteenth floor?

‘Good grief,” my father said, getting it at once. ‘Inthisday and age.’

‘W, back then, anyway,’ | said with ashudder. So long ago! First ayesar, then fifteen, two
hundred-odd, and now more than three millennia, lost forever in aflash of faux greenlight and a
momentary headache. Everyone dead—Deb, Talbot, even the healthy ones who made it through the
horror. Tearsleaked from my eyes; | brushed them away with the back of my hand. ‘ Tris...
Triskaidekaphobia, see?

My mother reached across and took my hand. Luckily, Zannakept her mouth shut. By unspoken
agreement, we shelved the matter of the mad Al Mind for the moment. 1ts shadow loomed, though, inthe
back of our own.

While Hugh and Grace attempted to evauate what was likely to await us outside the safety barrier of the
vacuole slavalikewall, we stayed put inside its security, and Zannaand | attended as best we could to
Barong's socid education. Hugh puttered about with the few eectronic instruments hel d managed to haul
into the spacetime congtriction adong with the tents and a supply of food and water. The Manilaplague
had arrived inconveniently soon. Still, he had the short-wave radio, avideo portapak, arecordable DVD
player, plusvarious agrids and makings for antennae.

For the moment, he was contenting himself with protruding these detectors out through a discontinuity in
the vacuole, phase-shifting it on and off in short burgts, without of course doing anything so rash, this
time, as actually pushing his head outside. The wires and metal poleswent through okay, asfar as| could
see, but again nothing useful came trickling back down the wires—even less than in the 23rd century.

‘The whole planet isaradio-free zone,” hetold us gloomily over ascratch med: probably dinner, but as
the light hardly changed insde the blue place we tended to deep when we got tired and eat when we
were hungry. In aweird way, we were jet-lagged. ‘No FM music stations, no AM talkback, no
emergency channels operating, no televison commercias or programs, no ham radio, no CB
truckers—nothing.’

Heflicked the dids. Crackling and hissing.

‘That’ sthe natura dectrical activity in the atmosphere,” hetold us. ‘Lightning strikes al around the world.
Auroras a the north and south poles. Cosmic rays.” He grimaced. ‘ The cosmic background radiation, for
that matter. But no people, and no Als!’

“Hugh,” Grace pointed out, ‘thisisthousands of years after atechnological singularity. At the Spike, the
rate of technologica change went infinite—effectively, if not literdly. There’ sno way we can guesswhat
preposterous methods they use now for communications. Whoever’ s eft out there might be modulating

neutrinas, or gravity waves, or tachyons. How would we know?

Hugh switched off hismachinesin disgust. ‘Well, yes and no, Grace. Obvioudy peopl€ sbrainscan’t
detect neutrinos, which buzz right through light years of solid lead. And no living thing could detect
gravitationa radiation, because it would need to be thousands of mileslong—'

‘Aforest, | said. ‘“What if dl the trees have gotten linked up by genetic engineering? Wouldn't their



branches and leaves and stuff make up akind of really humungous aerid?
Hugh shrugged. ‘ Perhaps. Asfor tachyons—'
Barong said: ‘'Y ou mean superlumina particles?

‘Yes” Hugh seemed haf annoyed at being interrupted dl the time but half pleased that Barong was
coming out of hisshell. ‘But they don't exist. Or at least they’ ve never been detected.’

Barong looked surprised. ‘ True, Sir, but tachinosdo exist.’

My father was dumbfounded; a big happy grin spread across hisface. * Supersymmetric unification?
Septons, photinos—'

‘Indeed. The Grand One used tachino wavefronts to monitor the rearrival on the surface of the Earth of
this 6-brane anomaly.’

‘My boy, thank you for thisinformation. It confirms my dearest wish. That means one day we can
harness superlumina radiation for ingantaneous interstellar communication.’

‘Maybe ships,’ Grace said, her eyes suddenly misty. She might make fun of the plans of theloonieswho
wanted to chop up the planet to create a Dyson bubble, but at heart she was and aways had been a
raving science groupie. If she and Hugh could have hitched arideto Alpha Centauri on thefirst
gtarship—something that was only just on the NASA drawing board when we left our own time—she' d
have gone in a second.

‘Not so,” Barong said gpologeticaly. ‘ Even the supersymmetry adjuncts cannot be employed to alow
causdity violations. It has been established conclusively that no materid body will ever be adleto travel
fagter than—

‘Enough yacking,” Zanna said, gathering the plates and taking them to the dightly murky weter in the
plastic bucket where we soaked them after every med. ‘ Timeto kick on. | want to get out on the surface
and take alook around.’

‘A suggestion,” said Barong. ‘Let us send Ferdy out first. He can test the air. Dogs have grester surviva
skills than humans. Especialy humanswho are no longer in contact with the Grand One.’

‘Noway!” Zannacried.

‘Don’'t beridiculous,” | said smultaneoudy. ‘ Ferdy’ s smart, but he' sonly an animal. He couldn't tell us
what he found out there, even if we could get him to go out without us. Which we can’t. And shouldn't.’

‘Infact, Barong assured us, ‘ Ferdy isanode in what is currently reduced to a dyadic network. He will
goif | suggest it to him. Hewill tel mewhat hefinds. And | will tdl you.’

‘What the hell are you blathering about? Zannasad. ‘In fact, what the hell are you on?

“You forget that both Ferdy and | are threaded by implants,” Barong said. ‘ Being connected to adog is
not remotely the same as being part of the Grand One itself, but we do share a better arrangement than
your hopel ess mono-mind states.’

‘Ferdy? both Suzannaand | cried. ‘Y ou and Ferdy?

‘Of course. | credit much of my increased cognitive ability to my soul mate, Ferdy. And aso,” Barong
sad, smiling, ‘surely you will have noticed that Ferdy is starting to show increased powers of deduction. |



think | can claim some smal credit.’

‘Dear old Ferds? Suzannasaid increduloudy. ‘ Powers of deduction? Listen, buster, Ferdinand’ sthe
finest four-footed friend agirl ever had, but he doesn’t deduce.’

‘Let mecdl himtous,’ Barong said. | shrugged and pursed my lips. ‘No, Nat, thereisno need to
whistle. Hewill come’

| let the breath out of my lungs dowly. Ferdinand hurtled round the corner of the main tent and bounded
up to Barong. Asfar as| could tell, Barong hadn’t made a sound.

‘I'll ask Ferdy the question about . Ives,” Barong said. ‘I’ [l ask him how many weren’t going to St.
Ives’

‘Look,” | said gently, ‘you might think he can talk to you, but dl sorts of, uh, well-meaning people have
made that kind of mistake about their pets. Auto-suggestion. Y ou' re deluding yoursdf. Sorry.’

For no reason, Ferdy gave two sharp barks.
‘That’ stwo barks,’ Barong said.

‘I"d say you'reright, Zannasaid, poker-faced.
Ferdy let rip with awhole series of very fast yips.

‘That’ seight barks,” Barong said. During about ten second’ s silence we all looked at Ferdy, who did
nothing at al.

‘That’ sno barks,’ Barong said.
‘Gosh,” Zannasaid, ralling her eyes.
The pup barked once more.

‘See,” said Barong. ‘ Two, eight, zero, one—the number of people and felines and sacks not going to St.
Ives. HE s bright, Ferdy. He didn’t make my mistake.’

‘Oh, for God' s sake,” said Zanna. * Maybe you have got some sort of weirdo mind-reading scam going
with Ferdy, but the dog didn’t do that calculation. Y ou must have doneit unconscioudy and
communicated the answer to him.’

“You dill don't understand,” Barong said. ‘ Both our minds performed the calculation. We both have
access to the sum of both our minds. Isn't that so, Ferdy?

The dog nodded his head like awise old man.
‘Good God,” Zannasaid.
‘Good dog,’ | said.

Eleven



In the pseudo-night, | woke and
heard sobbing. | was out of my
sleeping bag and at Suzanna's
side in not much more than a
moment, but Barong and the pup
had been quicker still. He
crouched beside her in the eerie
blueness, crooning in shared
grief and loneliness. Without
guile, his hand reached ou,
touched her hair, her wet face,
and Ferdy nuzzled her. She
made no attempt to repel them.
Emotions surged inside me. |
sguatted beside the three of them
In my underwear, all the hairs on
my arms standing up. Zanna



keened softly.

‘Pleasedon’t cry,” Barong said brokenly, and | said, ‘What isit, kiddo?

‘It smashed hiseye,” she mumbled, and she was shaking with grief. With guilt, too, | suppose.
Pogt-traumatic shock, they’d call it; | guessthat’ sas good anameasany. ‘| fired, and it wasin his head.’

‘Hewould havekilled us, Zanna,” | told her, and reached for her hand. But both her arms were out of
the deeping bag and wrapped around Barong' s muscular waist. Two faces peered from the other
lightlesstent, withdrew. My sster’ sawful groans turned to whimpering, but her tears flowed down her
face in the amethyst night. | felt as much part of the scene as atrochee in an anapest. | went back to bed,
aching for her pain, half seething with my own jeslousy.

* * % %

| ill didn’t approve of sending Ferdy all done out into the year 5445. It was like using the poor dog asa
canary—one of those luckless birds that miners used to take underground. If the canary takes a sniff and
fals off its perch, you know there’ s dangerous gas around.

‘Ferdy isnot acanary,’ | said.

‘Thisistrue,’ said Barong. ‘ And agood thing too. Implanting the nervous systems of small birds has
away's been aproblem. The Grand One has many Eagles but no Humming Birds.’

‘Look, I'm getting abit sick of the Grand One,’ | said. ‘Bird brain or no bird brain, it' sthree millenniain
the past—redlly, timeto get over it

Barong looked pained but said nothing. | added: ‘I’ m sure there' s nothing very dangerous outside, even if
Hugh can't pick up anything on his antennae. It just means whoever is out there is using some new
method of communicating. Let’ sal go out together and see what we can see”’

“Yeah, I'm sick of hanging around in here’

‘Wait aminute, Hugh said. But Zanna had dready picked up her cross-bow and was ambling towards
the bluewall.

‘Where stheremote? Hugh said, patting his pockets, checking his belt.
‘I'vegotit,” Zannacdled. ‘Comeon.’

My sster was aready pointing the phase changer at the walls. By the time Hugh reached her shewas
hafway into the sixth millennium. Without aword, the rest of usfollowed.

* % %k %

Something was definitely very odd about the year 5445. While we didn’'t emerge into our old garage, that
was al right—we hadn’t expected the place to survive so very, very long, even with its classy nanotech
doors and Neighborhood Watch statuary guardian. The landscape itsdlf, though, as we stood there



gaping, looked nothing like our old neighborhood. Some sort of tropical wetlands, | decided, the kind of
place Barong or & least his genes might fed at homein. A lush, grassy bank doped down to aswamp full
of giant water-lilies and reeds bending under their own weight. Huge birds, species|’d never seen before
in the zoo or on nature documentaries, stilted through the water, occasiondly spearing underwater
creatures with their long beaks. In the distance a stand of trees with their roots baldly exposed was home
to thousands of parrots who shrieked and fought with each other.

‘Thiscan't bewhereweused tolive, | said. ‘Unlessit’ sthe Greenhouse effect gone totaly fera .

‘Could be’ Zannasaid. * Or maybe they’ ve just rebuilt everything. | like the architecture of that joint.’
She gestured toward the trees full of parrots.

| assumed she was being facetious—reading the trees as some sort of purpose-built aviary. But Grace
sad, ‘Oh, darling, it' s horrid. It might be abrilliant bit of engineering, but it looks worse than an old
1950s Soviet high-rise condominium. Imagineliving in there”’

‘What do you mean, high-rise? Zannasaid. ‘ Two storiesishardly high-rise’

‘Just look at thosethings,” Hugh said, staring at the clear blue sky. ‘Must be dozens of them. They'reas
big asdolphins’

The man was obvioudy halucinating. There was nothing in the sky at al, not even acloud.

‘I think, gr,” Barong said, ‘that you are having alittle difficulty with your distance perception. Those
avians are quite near to us; they can be no larger than turkeys.’

‘Stop calling Hugh "sir”,” Zannasaid. “It'sdriving me nuts.” Suddenly she laughed. * Regardez le pooch!’

Ferdy had shot wildly away from us, his nose close to the ground. He ran straight for afew seconds, then
suddenly veered to the left. With awild bark he spun round, retracing his stepsfor afew yards before
legping high into the air and pouncing on something. Whatever it was, it got away. After abaffled second
he was back in hot pursuit.

‘What's he after? Zanna said.
‘The rabbit, of course,” Barong said. ‘ Go, Ferdy!’
‘Rabbit? There' sno rabbit,” Zannatold him. ‘What would awild rabbit be doing in acity like this?

As| watched, Ferdy ran out onto the surface of the swvamp. Water splashed up from his bounding paws,
but hefailed to sink. | could tell the water was at |east a couple of feet deep by the way the long-legged
wading birds were behaving. Ferdy was running on water. Four of the wading birds flapped dowly into
theair, making for quieter waters.

‘Can anybody el se see Ferdy running on top of thewater? | said.
‘What water? Zannasaid. ‘Y ou're seeing amirage, it must be the Sun on the asphalt.’

“You know what? | said, findly getting it. ‘“We red| seeing different things’

* * % %

And not just seeing different things. Smelling, hearing, touching and tasting different things. Only we



oursalves remained identifiable to the others. Zannaand | shook hands like two explorers mesting & the
ends of the earth.

‘Doctor Livingstone, | presume?

Our hands met and clasped quite naturally. Beyond doubt, we each saw and touched the other person.
But—

To me, Zanna shared the same grassy bank where | stood—

—and for Zanna, | was perfectly obvioudy at her side in some sort of deserted parking lot. | thought of
my phenomenology professor. She’ d have loved this, and so would the socid relativists of the English
faculty.

Barong, interestingly enough, inssted that he and Ferdy were having precisely the same experiences.

‘That would be abit hard to prove,” Hugh said. ‘How can you know that you and the dog arein the
same Umwet?

‘The dog and | share asingle consciousness.’
‘Barong could see the rabbit,” Zanna said, sticking up for golden boy.
‘Y eah, but maybe Ferdy wasredlly seeing acat,’ | said. ‘He never could stand cats’

‘I've never seen acat,’ Barong said sadly. ‘ They were al exterminated during the plague. I’ ve seen
images, of course.’

Zannd s expression softened; she put her arm through his, leaning her head on his shoulder. * Oh, you
poor thing! Well, never mind, our pal Ferdy is better value than any old cat.’

Barong cheered up a once, gave my sster atentative hug. He gill wasn't very good with body language,
but was getting better at showing hisemations. Or maybe | mean feding emotions. | had a pretty good
ideawhat emotion he was feding right at this moment, and it made me fed an emotion: it made mefed
sck. Thesight of my younger sister strolling up and effortlesdy plucking the only presentable young man
inthree millenniafor her own was completdly infuriating. | tood seething, tongue-tied.

Ferdy bounded in with an imaginary rabbit in hisfoam-flecked jaws, shaking imaginary water off his cod,
and ran sraight to Zannaand Barong, that sengitive pair—one a cross-bow toting killing machine, the
other alogic machine. Give me strength. The rotten pair of them had even hijacked my good old pup!

‘Come here, Ferdinand,” | called, not looking at the other two. He glanced my way, hesitated, and then,
God help me, seemed to catch Barong' s eye for a quick unspoken conference. A moment later, he
turned and padded over to me, panting happily, and gave my outstretched hand awet durp.

‘Lovely old puppy,’ | sad, till grumpy. “You'll dwaysbe my friend, won't you? But | doubted it, and
what’ sworse | knew that my words were being shared by the strange implant-enhanced mind that
seemed to be growing into redity insde the heads of man and dog.

Oh. ‘Thisisavirtud redity immersion,’ | shouted, attracting the dazed atention of my mother and father
from their individua delusions, but not managing to get any noticesble response from the young
love-birds.

‘Well, darling, of course.” Grace smiled fondly a me. ‘ The Al hasturned thewholeworld into a



computationd platform.”
‘I beg your pardon? | was till trying not to look envioudly and bitterly at the couple and their dog.

‘All the atomsin the world have probably been rewired to form agloba computer,” she said in great
excitement. ‘ Like acomputronium Dyson sphere, but not asdrastic. | hope. On the other hand, even the
planet might have gone.” She grabbed Hugh'sarm. ‘1t's a Chinese Room. The whole planet’ s become a
Searle Chinese Room!’

‘| don't think so, Grace,” Hugh said, with ady grin. ‘I think an emulation on this scale would require
more than one little man stuck inside abox being fed Chinese charactersthrough adot.’

‘The Grand One outlawed cannibalism,” Barong said. * To eat another isto eat oneself.’

Grace looked at Barong. | looked at him mysdlf. Zannafell about in fits and managed to put her arm
around Barong’ s shoulders and give him a squeeze. ‘ Characters doesn’t mean people, characters means
|etters, you know, ideographic writing or whatever it'scalled,” shesaid.

‘ldeograms;’ | said crosdly.
‘But how can he eat ideograms? Barong said. ‘ Arethey on rice paper?

‘Thisisgetting ridiculous, | said. ‘Mom, explainit to him in words that an autistic savant can
understand.’

‘Seehere; said my mother the computer programming whiz, ‘the Chinese Room is a philosophical fable,
agtory, away of showing that consciousness and behavior are different things. Imagineaman doneina
room and he knows no Chinese—| mean he doesn’t understand the Chinese language, he may have
many Chinesefriends, of course’

‘Whoisthisman? Barong said.
‘Oh, he doesn't exist. A philosopher named Searle made him up.’
‘If he doesn’t exist, he couldn’t have any friends, Chinese or otherwise. Nor would he need to eat.’

‘Ligten, Barong,” Grace said. ‘When you were patched in to the Grand One, you must have considered
hypothetical, counterfactua Stuations’

‘Ohyes, |, we, thought about them al the time. There was afamous problem about a cat in abox. Even
though there weren't any cats|eft alive we still used to think about this cat in abox, which was both dead
and aive while nobody was observing it, but once you opened the box to observe its state it had to be
one or the other.’

‘It s the same with the man in the Chinese Room,’ | said, rather angrily. * Open the door to the room and
you find him dead with aknifein hisback. But how did the knife get into his back if no oneesewasin
the room?

‘Natdlie, that’s not being very helpful,” Hugh said. Y ou know perfectly well—
‘—that the butler did it: he rammed the knife through the dot they used for the ideograms’
‘If you're not going to be sensible... Good Lord, look at that.’

Animmense Chineseideogram was shimmering in the sky like an aurora. It must have been twenty miles



away and five milestal, hanging in the vast sky like aneon sign. It glowed bright red, shimmering.
‘That’ s the double happinessideogram,” Barong said. ‘ The Chinese used it a weddings.’

‘Areweal seeingit? | asked.

Everyone agreed they could seethething, so at least some aspects of our delusions were converging.

Zannasad, ‘| can seeit, but it doesn't look like something that actualy exists. I'd say it' san optical
illusion, something that’ s being written right into our neurd software. 1t'snot nearly asred asthese
buildings’

‘Therearen't any buildings, youidiot,’ | said. | wasflabbergasted. Suzannathe socia butterfly had been
reading neuroscience in her extremely limited spare time?* Just arather nice swvamp with birds!’

‘If we can al seetheideogram,” Grace said, ‘then perhaps we should regard the graphic as more real
than any of the aternative landscapes we are being forced to see separately.’

‘Redlity isn't apopularity contest,” Zannasaid. ‘Y ou don't count votesto find out what exists and what
doesn't exist. That ideogram isn't there. | wouldn't suggest trying to climb up it

‘ Perhaps the different landscapes are the outcome of our minds responding differentiadly to the
computationa platform,” Hugh said, * but perhaps the ideogram is the result of our own minds combining
inalittle sub-set—so we can al seeit.’

‘Oh, that’ swhy it looks so woolly,” Zannasaid, disgusted. ‘ It' s the result of woolly thinking.’

Gracetold her, *Cdm down, Suzanna. There' sno cdl for abuse—thisis something we can put to the
tet. If we're patching in to avirtudity regime, there should be an input channd aswel asan output. In
fact, clearly thereis—otherwise the system wouldn’'t have set up that ideogram graphic aswe were
discussing Chinese characters’

‘Okay, we can make stuff happen,’ | said, smplifying rather insultingly, ‘we don't just have to wait to let
stuff happento us.” | couldn’t help mysdlf, staring in an accusatory way at Ferdy and Barong. Not that |
could blame Barong for getting affectionate toward my sster—it wasn't asif I’ d thrown mysdlf at him.
‘I'm amistress of semiatics, | can program this fucker just fine. Watch and learn!’

Black and gold swirled in the air between us, and solidified amost ingtantly. The hair on Ferdinand' s
neck rosein astiff ruff, and he uttered apiercing how! of fright. Thetiger of my desire paced back and
forth, itsbig furry padsfalling noisdesdy on the grass. Its eyes were vast and orange and ditted, itsteeth
like shiny curved knives, itstongue red and hungry, and its breath stank. | redled back, terrified by my
own manifest thoughts.

Barong jumped back aswell, and his hands moved in agesture like amagician casting aspell. A crack of
thunder sounded immediately over our heads, and asdl of uslooked up involuntarily, including the
dtartled tiger, the shadow of great wingsfell on us. The stooping dragon was scores of yardslong, as
sinuous and scaled as asnake, green and deepest blue, but clawed like abird. Although it didn’t breasthe
fire, itsroar was terrible and whatever it had been egting had given it even worse haitosisthan thetiger’s.

My animal legped from crouched haunches, out of our circle, and ran for the top of ahill that hadn’t been
there amoment earlier. The dragon stooped on it like a hunting hawk, back legs extended, ferocious gaze
never budging fromitstraditiona adversary. Thetiger reared, dashed at the white underbelly, caught a
strip of scaleswith three sharp talons, ripped. The dragon’ s belly opened like a zipper, and itsropy guts
gtarted to extrude from the awful wound. It screamed ashrill high whistle of pain. The pointed tail



whipped around, smacked the tiger across the snout.

‘Enough of this, children, for heaven’s sake,” Hugh yelled, holding up his open hand, and both the
heradic animas vanished. | was swesating with fright and anger. Zannalooked pretty annoyed too. She'd
dropped Barong' s arm and gone to comfort Ferdy, who was still whimpering. Obvioudy the implanted
link with his new master and mind-sharer had not prepared the pup for thisorded.

‘Well,” Grace said, in ashaky voice, ‘that was amore successful experiment than I’ d anticipated. But |
think it bears out my andyss’

‘| cannot interface with the current global system,” Barong said, distressed. If he was worried about his
socid gaffein creating adangerous virtua dragon, it wasn't obvious. But something was disturbing the
young man.

“Y our enhancements would need to bere-initidized,” Grace suggested. ‘ Thisthing must be using a
completely different and far more powerful operating system than anything available to the Grand One.’

‘| do not doubt that the Grand One—' Barong started, hotly.

| cut him off. ‘Giveit arest, pd. A lot can happen in three thousand years. Y our implants can get
outdated. Y our best friends can turn on you.” | heard what I’ d blurted out and shut up myself. It hadn’t
taken three thousand years for that to happen.

Grace uttered a moan, then. It was adelighted moan, amoan that made me embarrassed to hear it and
which digtracted me ingtantly from my own faux pas. | took aquick sideways glimpse. Her facewas
deeply flushed, raised to the sky, and her breath had quickened. My father was |ooking somewhat
askance at hiswife.

‘Grace, areyou al—7?

‘Segmentation interlock complete,” she said, in avoice Madonnawould have been proud of in the days
when she posed for those photos her kid fans aren’t supposed to be alowed to buy over the counter.

‘Redlly, darling,” Hugh said, ‘| think we should be getting on back to the—'

‘ Graphase construct/deconstruct ensemble grid,” she said, and licked her lips. | could not take my eyes
away from her now. Her tongue was wet, her mouth swollen, her eyes gleaming with moist light. The
flush in her cheeks had reached up to her forehead and down into the open top of her shirt.

Everything froze.

The world vanished. We were standing in the middle of atruly enormous set of mirrored boxes, pigeon
holes, filing cabinets. Soft light suffused thisinfinity of mirrors, gathered in strips a the boundaries of the
boxes. Strangely enough, our reflections could not be seen anywhere.

‘Good God,” | said, ‘we veturned into vampires.’

Barong giggled nervoudy. ‘ That isajoke | understand. Y ou cannot see avampirein amirror. Very good
joke, Natdie.’

“You don't explain jokes,’ Zannasaid snidely. ‘Y ou laugh at them, or groan, or just ignore themif they're
as bad asthat one.’

‘Girls, for heaven’ssake,” Hugh said crosdly, ‘thisis hardly the time or place for your disma rivaries.



Grace,’ he said to Mom, touching her hot cheek;, ‘1 think you should decouple from the system. You're
worrying us’

‘It sglorious,” she said, panting.

‘I'msaureitis’ hetold her, ‘but I’ d rather we discussed it back inside the vacuole.” He took her by the
arm and started to frog-march her in what looked to me like arandom mirror-bright direction. ‘Wherever
that is;’ he muttered.

‘Jurassic Park,” Grace crooned, ‘why not, let’ sgiveit aspin.’

Hot steamy air crushed us, and immense primitive plants, and brilliant blue sky, and sharp clean odors,
and an extended family of small long-tailed beaky saurians running from one clump of vegetation to
another. A Tyrannosaurus Rex did its patented terrible roar, shaking its car-sized head. A velociraptor
peered at us and showed its teeth, which were far more scary that the teeth of either thetiger or the
dragon, but maybe that was because I’ d seen the Spielberg movies set in this fantasy-land and knew
what the horrid animaswould do to frail soft-bodied mehumsif they caught usand liked our taste.

‘Mom, stop it, Zanna shouted, and dapped her hard across the face.

The ancient prehistoric landscape was gone. We were standing next to our old family home, theway it
had been before some rogue Spiking Al put aliving sculpture of the Heroine Zanna of the Cross-bow in
itsplace. Grace stared at her younger daughter in astonishment, rubbing her cheek.

‘Oh dear,’ shesaid. Her eyesrolled up in her head. ‘It svery, very nice’

‘Grace, for thelove of God,” Hugh cried, pulling her toward the open doors of the garage. | ran ahead,
dragging the old worm-eaten wooden doors wider. The great dark lumpy sheet of lavawasthere. Ferdy
ran up to it and pressed one paw against the surface. It didn’t budge.

‘It wantsto upload me,” said my mother.

She lay naked, then, helpless, in long grass. We shouted to her across the rushing of turbulent river foam.
The white bird fell from the sky, struck her asudden blow. The swan’s great wings still begt as she
staggered. Grace fought the rape with al her will; we pressed againgt the thickened air to her aid, but it
would not let us enter there. The beast moved upon her, animmense pale young bull now; shecriedin
rapture and agony. Fire burned in apillar of glory, crushing her in white roiling clouds of incense. Golden
flecks bright as the sun tumbled from heaven, wove about her, svept my mother up, tore her asthewings
beat and best like the pulse of a heart.

‘Mom!” shrieked Suzanna.

Barong clawed at the heavy air, eyeswhite rimmed. ‘It isthe Grand One,” he cried, ‘it comesfor us, oh,
take me, take meinstead.” Ferdy bayed, an impossible bell-like tone from his doggy throat.

‘Shut the fuck up,” | screamed at them both. “It’ shurting her!”

Hugh howled with fury and grief, trapped, held tight, watching the unspeskable. ‘ None of thisis
happening,” heydled. ‘Grace, fight it! Thisisnot redl! Fight it! Fight the goddamned filthy thing!’

‘ won't leave you,” shewhimpered. | couldn't tell if she was speaking to us, or to the god thing that
brutalized her, that ravished her senses, that ate her soul.

| screamed her name once again.



In adrowsy, amazed whisper, she murmured, ‘ Being so caught up, so mastered by the brute blood of the
air, | put on itsknowledge with its power.’

Indifferent, then, done, the thing dropped her. She died.

Twelve

We could not bear to leave
Mom'’s body In the multiple
|landscapes of 5445. Weeping,
we carried her into the vacuole
and laid her on afoam rubber
mattress. After some hours—or
It might have been days, so far as
| could tell in my grief—Hugh
activated the time change and
brought her with us through the
green flash.

A cool, drizzly wind was blowing in the year 52,435 when Zanna, Barong, Hugh and | took it in turns
with our single clumsy shovel, haf-melted asits edge had been by nano attack, to dig aplacein therich
|loam where we might bury Grace.

All of uswere il weeping, even Barong. | had to stop after awhile and go to my father and put my
arms about him, soaking the shoulder of his heavy, rain-damp shirt with my own tears. He cried without
shame, deep wrenching sobs of grief. He and Mom had been ateam, aunit, dmost asingle person—as
bonded in their special way as Barong and hisimplanted other-mind Ferdy. Poor Ferdinand was as upset



astherest of us, for he had loved my dear mother with considerable doggy devotion, and his newly
enhanced understanding was devastated by her loss. He howled and howled until we asked Barong to
intercede for us, beg Ferdinand to contain his raw, sweet sorrow. It was too sad aready. The lost-soul
agony of abereft dog was more than we could bear in our forlorn misery.

When the grave was deep enough in the dien ground of this remote future, we stood around it with our
hands clasped and our eyes red with weeping. Hugh had brought out the stereo unit and setitto play a
Mozart Requiem. None of uswasrdigiousin any traditional sense—even Barong, who' d been bonded
to aliving god, had been torn from hisliving faith—but we knew that grieving caled for the richest
expression of art that the human race had attained in itslong journey. Aching voices and perfect
instruments recorded fifty millenniaearlier rang across the virgin, deserted landscape, and Hugh spoke for
usthe old, old words of loss, departure, and the hope of reconciliation with inevitable fate.

‘“We know that the whole creation groaneth, and travaileth in pain together,” Hugh said in abreaking
voice, head bent.

‘Takethy plague away from me,’ he went on, quoting the Book of Common Prayer, a venerable volume
his own parents had brought with them from England. He wasn't reading from the book; devout athel st
though he was, he actualy knew these words by heart. Frankly | disagreed with their implied embrace of
misery and | felt sure that Mom would have done so aswell. But | stood and wept and tried to
understand what my father found meaningful in such ancient lamentations.

‘1 am consumed by means of thy heavy hand. When thou with rebukes dost chasten man for sin, thou
makest beauty to consume away, like asit were amoth fretting agarment.’

Somewhere within the lovely old words and phrases perhaps there was comfort to be had, and | sought
it and clung to it when | found it. The image of amoth fretting a garment was so apt, redly, that | let it
play in my mind. Mom'’ s beauty would liein this strange grave and decay like agarment esten by moths;
asthe molecules of the garment would become in time the molecules of the moth and her offspring, so
would Grace' sbody continue on for ever, playing its part in thelife of the planet from which she came
and to which shewas returning.

‘Thelast enemy that shal be destroyed is death. For he has put al things under hisfeet,” Hugh said.

‘Perhaps the last enemy has been destroyed,” Barong said. ‘ Perhaps Grace is not dead. When she said
shewas being uploaded, | fed that thisis exactly what happened. Even now, more than fifty thousand
yearslater, | sense her presence.’

‘Maybe,’” Hugh sighed. ‘Maybe.” Despite those evocative words he knew by heart, it was obvious that
he placed no trust in any hope of resurrection from the deed, any life everlasting. Grace was gone, taken
from us, and that was enough to cope with.

Under the gray sky we built apile of stones over the shallow grave and brought some food out from the
vacuole. The drizzle had ceased, dthough the wind remained cooal. | tried to make afireto warm us, but
al thefallen brancheswere damp and | couldn’t get it started.

Inasmal voice, at last, Zannaasked our father, ‘“What was al that? What happened?

Hugh' s face was wretched. He turned away for amoment, then held out his armsto both of us. We
huddled together in Slence.

‘| think she wastrying to speak to us, tell us what was happening,’ | offered, findly.



‘What? What? Zannaghrilled. * She was being— There were animasdoing... Oh shit, | can’t believe
what | saw.’

‘Yeats’ Hugh sad. ‘It was apoem by William Butler Y eats, "L edaand the Swan". We d both loved it
when we were young. There were nights we spent reading Y eats to each other and drinking wine and—'

| hugged him fiercdly until histears ebbed, and his shaking subsided.

‘Mythology,” | suggested, surprising myself asthe haf-forgotten images burst up into memory from
course work I" d drowsed through and forgotten. ‘ The gods took humans for their pleasure. Jupiter,
wasn't it? The boss god. He seduced mortals as his pastime.” My words tasted bitter in my mouith,
thinking of those awful last moments. ‘ He, he fucked Ledain the form of a swan, and Europa, disguised
asahbull, and, and—' | couldn’t remember the name of the other one. * Some poor bitch as a shower of
golden coins, for God' s sake.’

‘Danaé,’ said Barong, unexpectedly. He was standing aone, miserable, with only Ferdinand for
company. ‘But that is not the mythology of my people. | did not see any birds or bullsor coins. |
watched her tormented by the ten-headed demon Ravana, before Rama came for her with his monkeys.’
He paused, looking miserable. ‘I cannot believe the Grand One would do this thing. But perhaps now
sheiswithin that large embrace, safe from morta decay and woes.’

| wanted to dap hisface. Shewas dead! She was gone, stolen from us. | huddled against my family
again, and let the tears pour down my cheeks.

We sat findly on the drying ground in the lee of Mom'’ s cairn and looked over the landscapein front of
us. Nothing odd was happening. Thistime we dl saw the same things, heard the same small sounds. No
sgns of human habitation were evident, or at least nothing recent. Some of the overgrown mounds and
creeper-covered outcrops might have been the remains of civilization. Everything looked fertilein a
dightly gloomy, misty sort of way. The soil we had dug for the grave had been rich, good for planting
thingsin.

‘Let’sstay here,’ | said. ‘Let’ s stay with Mom. We can start afarm. There must be edible plants around.
We can gather the seeds and plant them.’

‘But would the locals be friendly? Zannaturned to Barong a her side, nudging him with her shoulder.
‘“What do you say? shesaid. ‘Y ou're good at picking up the vibrations. Any other humans around
here?

Barong didn’t answer immediately; he seemed to draw within himself. Wewaited in Slence, shivering
dightly inthe cool breeze. ‘ Thereisapresence,’ he said. ‘Maybeit isthe Grand One but if soitisvery
greatly changed. | think it contains Grace. But | don't think there are any humansin the vicinity. Maybe
there are no humans eft on the entire planet.’

‘Well, that’ s damned spooky,” Zanna said. ‘Where could they have gone?
‘Underground,” Barong said.

| said, ‘Hiding from the Als? That seemed improbable. Despite the bad sci fi movies, there certainly
wasn't any way that Smple humans could conced their presence from such intelligences, let done hope
to confront or defeat them.

‘l don't know,” Barong said. ‘1 just sensethat they are underground.’

‘In caves? | suggested ‘ Maybe they’ ve regressed to the Paledlithic.’



‘Maybethey are not even dive,’ he admitted. ‘But | don’t think they are deed.’

Usualy I'd have greeted that sort of logical buffoonery with derison, but in this moment of grief wewere
al vulnerable and protective of each other.

‘I'll haveto try to get closer to the Grand One. Or whoever is now the spirit of this planet.” Barong sank
in hiseegant, limber way into the cross-legged pose the Zen mediitators call ‘Stting zazen'. | thought it
looked excruciatingly uncomfortable—ankles up over your thighs, back straight, breathing approximately
twice every minute... Bunch of poseurs, I’ d thought then, and Suzanna had agreed with me, but | could
see from her admiring glance at the wonder boy that she' d updated her opinion. Well, he did look rather
specid, | must admit, sitting with his eyes closed, taking in the heavy damp air through one nogtril and
blowing it out the other.

Ferdy perched himsdlf down facing Barong, and got as close to a zazen position as a dog can manage.
Under other circumstances | might have laughed, but Mom'’ s body lay in agrave a couple of yards away,
covered with stones, scarcely cold dthough in literal-minded terms she had died tens of thousands of
years earlier. Timelegps are hard to come to termswith emotionaly.

‘Oh, shenoticesme,” Barong said in adeepy voice.

‘Mom? | squealed.

‘Gala’ he murmured. ‘ The mind and machinery of thisold planet.’

‘Find the people,’ Zannabreathed in hisear. * Seeif there are any... any mehumsleft on Earth.’
Ferdy raised his head, eyes closed, gave amournful wail.

‘All dead,” Barong muttered. A tear ran dowly down his smooth golden cheek.

‘“They can't be, 1 yelled. * Y ou said they weren't dead. How can we surviveif everyone dseisdead, if
the whole human raceis—'

A terrible notion burst into my overwrought imagination. It was Adam and Eve all over again, except that
there were two Eves and only one Adam. Obviously you couldn’'t include Hugh. So it would be afrightful
contest between me and Zannafor the last surviving mate on the entire planet. | didn’t have to wonder
very long about which one of uswaslikely to win herslf ahusband. | found mysdf sobbing. Thiswasthe
kind of moment when | might have turned to my mother for advice and comfort. But Grace was gone,

gone.

| wrapped my arms around mysdlf, that empty lost place, and imagined afuture in which | had nobody at
al. Well, we could share Barong, if it cameto that. A shocking sin, the Book of Common Prayer would
surdly ingst, most unnatural. On the other hand, the Bible was full of stories about patriarchs with dozens
of wivesand concubines. Aswe d noted in my feminist theory seminars, you didn’t hear much about
Setting up house the other way around, ten men daving away for one haughty wife. Still. Polygamy was
how we' d have to arrange our lives, and put up with the emotiond turmoil. People had doneit inthe
past, when humankind was young. Maybe we' d be forced to just put up with each other, and share our
husband. | found myself unable to take the further step into incestuous fantasy: Lot's daughters.

‘They deep,” Barong said, after along meditative pause.

‘They can't dl be adeep at once, son,” Hugh said. He d been watching this mystical search with bruised,
sad eyes. ‘Unlessthey live on the other sde of theworld whereit' s night. Even then, surely some of them
would be on duty, keeping emergency watch, that sort of thing.’



‘Different kind of deep,” Barong muttered, at the edge of deep himsdlf. ‘Wait. | descend the search
tree’ Ferdy uttered asingle harshyip. ‘Yes,” Barong said. ‘It isas Hugh told us: The last enemy that shall
be destroyed is death. For he has put al things under hisfeet.’

He shot to hisown feet, instantly wide avake.
‘They arein sugpension,” he said in great excitement.
Hugh got it immediately. ‘ Cryonic suspenson? he asked keenly.

‘Origindly,” Barong told him. *In the late 20th century, and during the early part of the Greet Plague,
some humans were frozen or vitrified after nominal death and placed in liquid nitrogen, to protect their
flesh from further decay.’

‘Crackpot cult stuff,” Zannasaid in frustration. 'Y ou can't unfreeze adead person, Bar. Evenif you
could, they'd still be dead. Horsemest. Worse than horsemeat—you can’t turn a hamburger back into a
cow. You can't put an omelet back into its shell and get achicken.’

‘Stow it, Zanna,’ Hugh told her. *Y ou're just spouting prejudice.” | don't think he' d used that name for
her before our mother’ s death. He was leaning forward, face racked by a new and terrible anguish.
‘Barong, are you telling usthat thisreviva technology has been available snce the 21t century?

‘No, just thefreezing part,’ the young man said, puzzled by Hugh' sintensity. Ferdy scratched at the sail,
and Barong's gaze clouded. He bowed his head. ‘ Oh, | see. Y es, Hugh, the cryostasis technology had
been perfected at the time of Grace' s departure. But you don’t underst—

Hugh uttered an awful, soul-trembling cry, and dapped the sides of his head with his open pams. The
sound made my heart clench.

“We could have saved her! If we' d tried harder to accessthe Als, they might have placed her body in
cryonic—

Barong moved very fast and very gracefully. He stood directly in front of Hugh and grabbed his
forearms, put his own face right up againgt the screwed-up, teeth-bared face of my father.

“Hugh, | have cometo believe she was in the embrace of the spirit of the world at the very moment when
sheleft us. It knew her, and knew us, and acted asit did with her full agreement. We have buried nothing
but her discarded chrysdis’

Hugh flung off hishands, but he had regained control of himself. He panted alittle.

‘Son, | do not share your metaphysical consolation,” he said in alow voice. ‘ Besides, why would any
humans fill remain in suspension if their... their souls... their state description could be uploaded into an
Al?

‘| do not consider that avery good way to understand what has happened,” Barong said apologetically.
‘But the system has given us a unique opportunity.’

‘To have ourselves suspended aswell? Too late, damn it, too late.’

‘Onthe contrary,” Barong said. * Gaiaasksif wewould careto authorize reviva of those humansheld in
the extant sugpension facilities’

It took amoment for usto sort out what he was implying. Once we did, there was no doubt what our



decisonwould be.

‘Let me get thisstraight, Zannasaid. ‘ They defrosted the corpses more than fifty thousand years ago,
and repaired the damage—but kept them adeep anyway?

‘Not adeep,” Barong sad, frowning. ‘ Thereisno word in English, or BahasaIndonesiafor that matter.
Ther animationisindefinitely delayed.”

‘Why the hell would the damned Al thing do that? | asked angrily. ‘ Doesn’t want any competition, eh?
Wantsto retain the whole planet for itself?

‘Itisthewhole planet, darling,” Hugh said. ‘| imagineit'samatter of mora sengtivity. The people who
went into cryonic suspension might have stipulated that they only wished to be awakened when the world
was ready for their emergence. Perhaps they feared that an overpopulated, polluted future would resent
their presence.’

‘| believe you are correct, Hugh,” Barong said. | suddenly noticed that he had been calling my father by
his given name for some time now; the young man was growing more sure of himsdf, declaring his
identity asan individua, on an equa footing with therest of us. ‘ At any rate, the Gaiamind seemsto have
been waiting for usto make the choice.’

‘Wdll, it sobvious, isn'tit,” | burst out. *Wake them up! Get the human race back on track! We can't
gart the Garden of Eden dl over again with just the three of us—' And | broke off, blushing.

Zanna, with unusua delicacy, saw ingtantly what | meant and, instead of making a hurtful joke out of it,
stepped away from Barong, gathering up the dishes and bowlsfrom our funereal medl. If Barong or Hugh
noticed anything they kept it to themsalves.

‘“Yeah, she said, face turned down into the pile of crockery, ‘of course they have to come back.’
‘Quite so,” Hugh sad.
Ferdinand barked once.

‘Very well, Barong said, with abestific smile. He closed his eyes again, and a hundred yards away to
the north, on the other side of our vacuole from Mom' s grave, the ground toreitself open and something
huge and white and weirdly fleshy burst up into the air, scattering dirt and small sones everywhere.

| screamed. Some sort of pale, creepy Bram Stoker monster was rising from the lower depthsto punish
usfor our impertinence. Thisiswhat comes of studying the classics.

‘Our vehicle] Barong said, touching melightly on the shoulder. ‘Don’'t be darmed.’

‘Good God,” Zannaydped, ‘what isit? Then she doubled up in laughter. * It'samushroom, that’ s what
itig It satoadstool! Where sthe caterpillar? It should be sitting on top smoking a hookah.’

Alicein Wonderland. Y es. Or wasit Through the Looking Glass? The cap of the mushroom was heavy
and gray, with bright red spots scattered on it.

Barong said: ‘It isasmple saprophytic agaricaceous fungus. Rather larger than usud, it’ strue.’

‘That'swhat | said,” Zanna crowed, still sniggering at the big stupid thing as we walked toward its thick
dirt-crusted stalk. * A mushroom! What are we supposed to do, fly away on it? Takes bites, and get
magica levitation powers?



‘Not quite,” Hugh said, wonderingly, tapping on itswoody stak. ‘ There sadoor builtintoit. Thisthing
isgeneticaly engineered.’

The door did open, downward into the ground, reveding akind of eevator made of firm pulp.

‘Isthisthing safe? | said. Pulpfiction, asmall slly part of my mind was gibbering. ‘I don’t think | want to
climb into atoadstoal. It might be poisonous.”

Ferdy bounded past me, through the doorway, and sat down in one corner with his grinning mouth open
and his red tongue sticking out.

‘Oh, dl right,” | said, and followed him in. The moment the last of uswasinsde, the pae door did up
noiselessly, and the bottom fell out of my stomach.

‘Down, down, down,” Hugh said, after aghastly moment, with areturn to hisold humor. *Would thefall
never come to an end?

| moved across the cabin to comfort Ferdy, who looked unhappy, and the confused musclesin my feet
and legsinformed methat | was several inches above the elevator floor. No wonder | felt so queasy. My
weight seemed to have been halved.

‘Do cats et bats? | said back. ‘Do cats eat bats?
Zannaadded, smiling, ‘ Do bats eat cats?
Barong stared at us asif we' d gone mad.

‘ Always these questions about strange, improbable dietary practices,’ he said. *Why do you discuss
these animals?

‘It salovely children’sbook,’ | told him. ‘ Lost forever, probably. We should try to write down as much
as possible so peoplein the future don’t have to go without.” | pushed up with my toes, risng and falling
much more dowly than usua. Zanna saw what | was doing and kicked up, had timeto bring her kneesto
her belly before she thumped down. Poor Ferdy started to look sick, flailing about with al four legs, until
Barong caught him and held him dill.

‘Thismust be abdlistic tube,” Hugh said to Barong. * cutting a chord though the crust of the earth. Or
perhaps a brachistochrone, acycloid curve... that would be swifter. Either way, agravity train.’

‘| have accessed amap,’ theboy said. A solid, redistic globe of the Earth was suddenly spinning dowly
inthe middle of the cabin. A vivid blue dot burned near our home and then, incredibly, asit turned into
view, another on the southeast coast of Audtrdia

‘Surdly that can’t mean what it—'

‘I believe s0.” Barong extended his hand; the sphere grew transparent, revealing the innards of the planet,
from itsthin crust and degp mantle to aseething inner core of fluid iron reaching fully hafway to the
surface. | gasped. A perfectly straight neon blue line punched across the bowels of the planet, offset from
the center by maybe athird of the radius, from about 34 degrees north to the equivaent southern
longitude. And a blinking crimson bead was trangiting that impossible tunnd!.

‘Isthat us? | bleated, terrified but exhilarated.

‘Yes. We arefdling dong amagnetic levitation rail in an evacuated tunndl, under the influence, asyou



say, of gravity. Fortunately we shal bypasstherigid iron core. Our living vehicle should attain perhaps
eight km per second at the mid point.’

| wasfilled with dread and joy. Better than flying into spacein a Shuttle, one of Grace' sdreams. Since
we and our toadstool were plunging along an airlesstube, | understood, our weight was dragticaly
reduced. At the far end, on the other side of the world where the tube rose to meet and rgjoin the
surface, gravity’ stug would dow us down naturaly without any extra braking forces. None of the painful
pressures you' d experience in arocket.

‘Oh, great. And how long will we be stuck in here? Zannaasked, in anirritating Are we there yet? tone.

Hugh'slips moved as he calculated. * Sinceit’ sachord, penetrating the planet in astraight line, about
another 40 minutes.’

“How can you possibly know that? | asked in disbelief. ‘ Look how far away it isl We could be locked
in herefor days.’

‘Not so, Natalie, Barong said mildly. ‘Y our parent is correct. Our trip must take just half the time
required of avery low orbit of the world, athough we are degp below the planet’ s surface. All such trips
take alittle over 42 minutesto complete, even from one side of the earth to the other.’

‘So what' s happened to our weight? Thisis better than dieting.” Zanna gave me arather mean glance as
shesadit.

‘Suzanna, if the tunnel passed directly through the molten core of the Earth, we would bein freefall and
fed dtogether weightless. Asitis, | calculate that our degpest point will be—

“You can't be serious.” | wasincredulous. * Through the middle of the damned earth? Don't beridiculous.
WEe d be burned to death, | saw a Discovery program that said the middle of the Earth is made of boiling
iron at some grotesque temperature.’

‘I would beforced to agree with you, Natdie,’ Barong said, looking cautioudy from my father to me.
‘Below our trgectory isthetrue core, solid iron under a pressure of three or four million atmospheres,
hotter than the Sun’s surface. However it appearsthat this vehicleis coupled to the maglev system |
mentioned, which in turnis suspended indde atube of stabilized exotic matter. Such materidswill reedily
insulate us from tectonic pressures and heat.’

‘Good heavens,” Hugh said. It took alot to impressmy father. ‘ That's aremarkable leve of control.
Another 6-brane?

‘A 5-braneinthiscase, | believe. The requisite odd dimensionality, you understand.’
‘Oh. Foolish of me.” They babbled away to each other in Incomprehensible Geek.
After atime, | felt heavier again. ‘Nearly there’

‘No,” Barong said, and flicked the map into existence again. The red spot was only now passing the
central core. * Because the heart of the world is so densg, it pulls at us more fiercely aswe approach it.’

‘Ohmy God,” | screeched. *WE Il be crushed to death!”
‘Cam down, you goose,’ Hugh said. * Gravity will not exceed, hmmm...’

‘Point eight gees,’ Barong said helpfully.



Sulking, Zannalooked for diverson and found nothing except Barong himself. * Another twenty minutes
of this, it’sridiculous. Theré snot evenaTV sat. And I’'m gtarving.’

‘We vejust eaten,” | reminded her. ‘“What we need is a pack of cards.’

‘Refreshments must be available, of course Barong said. * Thisvehicleisplainly held in readinessfor
mehums. Let me seeif | can accessthe system.” He went blissful, and a portion of thewall grew
transparent. On four beautiful ceramic plates, diced fruit gleamed in many colors. tiny seedless
strawberries vividly red, pae green melon and bright orange segments, bananas and mango, miniature
tomatoes glistening with dew, and acuriousfruit | didn’t recognize: each hdf of its split husk contained a
creamy custard in five ova sections. Barong cried in ddight, * Ah, durian!” and reached for aplate. The
window opened like clear ice mdting ingtantly into the air; at the same moment, Hugh cried out in horror
and pulled back Barong's hand. Too late: astunning, feca odor rushed into the cabin, making us gag.
Ferdinand looked about, growling but interested.

‘Shit!” The sawage stench caught in my throat. * That' s disgusting.”

‘Refrigeration must have broken down,” Zannasaid, practica in acriss, dthough her face was screwed
up. Barong looked back and forth in astonishment and dismay.

‘Thisisasweet delicacy,” hetold us. ‘ Perhaps durian fruit is an acquired taste. Be assured theat its flavor
in no way resembles the scent, which evolved to attract the attentions of insects that feast on ordure.
Here, dlow meto assist.” Hisface went blank again, and with afaint rushing asort of fresh air
conditioned wind blew about the cabin, venting the awful stink. It lingered, even o, like something you'd
hoped you had scraped off the bottom of your shoe.

‘I remember now,” Hugh said. * An Indonesian fruit, and as you say a pecidized taste. Presumably the
machine knows your preferences, Barong. That's remarkable, given that we have been absent from the
world for millennia Were dl the survivors from your idands? Did everyone e se perish in the plague?

Barong shook his head. My sister was bobbing up and down with alanguid underwater air, casting
regretful glances a the unattainable fruit. ‘ My parents were flown to Americafrom Manila by pandemic
specidists from the Centersfor Disease Control in Atlanta, and then taken to San Joseto the
computation center.” Parents? | thought, after amomentary lag. Great-grandparents, maybe. But then
perhaps people had lost touch with the redlity of generations, under the tutelage of the damned Grand
Onething. ‘Billionswere dead by then,” he was saying. ‘ The virus had mutated very quickly, dmost asif
it were designed to do so.’

‘Perhapsit was, Hugh said, and his mouth tightened.

‘The Grand One has andyzed dl the epidemiologica data, and concludes with high probability thet the
plague was either amilitary grade prion or anaturd variant eicited by intolerable overpopulation and
ungpeskabl e conditions among the mehumsin Manila’

Zanna, | saw, had her eyes shut, frowning. | guessed she was trying to command the gravity train's
automatic services. Nothing happened, of course. She lacked Barong' s on-board interface gadgetry.

‘Giveitarest, Zanna,' | said. ‘You'll never—

Loud clacking music burst from hidden speakers: tootling, piping wailings. After a shocked moment, the
volume dropped, athough not enough.

‘That’ shideous,’ | said, offended. Simultaneoudy, Zanna grinned and said, ‘Hey, cool.” Barong looked



happy; | guessit was the old school theme song or something.

Hugh ignored al this as beneath his dignity. *What were your Indonesian ancestors doing in Manila, if |
may be persond, Barong?

‘My mother and father were physicians with the group Medicine without Borders. They met while
ministering to the wretched creatures abandoned in avast Quezon City garbage dump site called Lupang
Pangako. That means "the Promised Land", arather bitter name, don’t you think?

‘Indeed. Thiswas some sort of shanty town, | takeit?

‘Nearly hdf the population of Manilalived in such conditions, Barong said, ‘or so | wastold. The
mountain of trash and dead animals burned all summer long, and they scraiched out their living fossicking
in the putrid smoldering waste amid methane flames and stench. When the rains came, the tons of
garbage would flood and subsidein terrible landdides. IlInesswas everywhere, and misery. Thisiswhat
the world of mehums had come to, before the Grand One made new the world.’

‘Well, that’ sarather biased and one-sided view,’ | said, uncomfortable. * Silicon Valey was nothing like
that.’

‘It was headed that way by the time you came back for me,” Zanna said, bobbing and bopping, eyes
closed, bitterness at the edge of her words.

‘That was the plague, though,’ | said. * Y ou can't expect—

‘The world the mehums made was a plague of adifferent kind,” Barong said. ‘| am very sorry that Grace
has gone now to join those many billionswho perished in the great dying, but we see from this vehicle
that mind itself has not departed the earth. Let us place oursalves within the governance of itswisdom.’

| watched Zanna s lips draw back in a sarcastic snarl, but she kept her opinion to hersdlf. Let’ s not upset
the golden god, eh?

Hugh was saying, ‘ Barong, how could your parents have been divein our time? That was two centuries
before we—'

‘Kidnapped me’

‘—found you. Y our presence insde the vacuole was an accident, you must know that. Besides, if your
Grand One had not been so intent on terrifying us with pointless displays of—'

‘1 am one hundred and sixty eight yearsold,” Barong said, regaining his equanimity. ‘ My parentsare
dead, das. Even the Grand One could not reverse the damage of age and poor structura designin their
fdlible bodies, dthough it did extend their livesfor many more years than they had anticipated.” None of
ussaid anything; | reached out one hand and patted Ferdy’ s head, shaking my own. * Father died at the
age of 117, while Mother remained in my company until she was 126. They were very frail by then, of
course.’

Zannagazed at him, thunderstruck. * Of course” she said. ‘ They would befrail. After dl, they were hdf a
century younger than you are now, you poor old decrepit guy.’

Hedid not detect her irony, | think, or else met it in kind with the driest possible poker face. ‘| am not
perfect, Zanna. Although my chromosomal telomeres have been reset and the repair and maintenance
enzymesin my cells optimized, damage accumulates. | very much doubt thet | will live so long asfive

thousand years. And now that | have lost intimate contact with the Grand One—' Tearsformed in his



lovely, manly eyes, spilled over and ran down his golden cheeks. No, there had been nothing sardonicin
hisanswer. Thiswastheredity of hisworld. And now of ours.

Ferdy barked loudly. I’ d been feding lighter again for awhile.
‘Oops, what wasthat?

Although | couldn’t see anything different, my seat suddenly pressed more firmly upward, like avery
classy devator diding to ahalt after dropping ahundred or so floors—except that in this caseit had
traveled thousands of miles. | checked my watch: just on 42 minutes after we' d sarted. | wasimpressed
by the accuracy of Hugh' sfield calculation.

With scarcely abump, the toadstool door did open—sideways this time—and we tottered out into a
gigantic dim room filled with... well, with cloudy Easter eggs. They hung in the air without visible racks,
each one adifferent colored pattern, each the size of asmall car. Hundreds of them, maybe thousands.
The room went on and on. Aswe entered, a soothing piping music came up, like nothing I’ d ever heard
but somehow wonderfully caming and lovely.

‘| thought they’ d be stored upside down in Dewar flasks,” Hugh said, ‘at minus 196 degrees Celsius’
‘| thought they’ d be standing up in big test-tubes of icelikeyou seein al the sci fi flicks,” Zannasaid.
We walked into the cavernous place, careful not to touch anything.

‘These suspension cellsare not refrigerated,” Barong said. ‘ That was avery primitive, early technique’

Y ou're saying they could just jump out and go about their business? | blurted. *Well, wake the poor
thingsup!’

‘That isour privilege,” he said. * Of course, they will be extremely disoriented at first. We must be patient
withthem.’

‘Sowhat dowe do,” Zannasaid with her usua sarcasm, ‘yell "Abracadabra’?

A golden pillar of glowing light rose out the tiled floor. Something wonderfully graceful stood within it,
regarding us. Tearsrushed to my eyes.

It was not Grace returned from death. 1t was nothing like my mother. Yet | responded to it asif | wereits
child, and dways had been.

‘Welcome, old ones;’ it said to us, in atongue that was not English but which | grasped ingtantly and
fluently. | suppose it was reaching directly into my brain and manipulating the neural websthat control
grammar and syntax. At any rate, | and the rest of us had absolutely no trouble understanding its speech.
Her speech? His speech? The being in the golden column was beyond gender, beyond sex. We were
bathed in an overwhelming presence of love and power and good humor. *Welcome, children from the
dawn ages’

‘Gredtings,’ Hugh said, with something of a stammer. ‘ Thank you for showing usthiskindness!’

‘These degping ones have waited for your judgement,” the being told us. Something of the great long
waiting flooded our minds, its solemnity and its awesome consequences, a gift from the Gaia being that
stood before us, bypassing any need to explain and discuss and misunderstand. We knew ingtantly what
was required of us, and what was at stake. And what it would cost us.



‘Nol’ my father cried. ‘Must | leave her?

“Y ou cannot stay in thistime once they are awoken,’” the being told us, sharing our sorrow but implacable
initsown necessity. It knew and understood so much more than we did. Thelogic waslike purefirein
our minds and hearts. We could not disagree with its conclusions. And yet it left usachoice.

‘Soif wewakethedead,” Zannasaid, choking alittle, ‘we must go forward another leap. We are not
permitted to join them.’

‘I'snot far, | sad, garting to cry. ‘ That' s the whole point of waking them up! We need their company,
we need them to repopul ate the earth.’

“We know too much of what has happened,” Barong said, and Ferdy growled his deep agreement. * Our
knowledge would warp their development.’

‘Scrub it out of our minds;’ | said. ‘Let usstay!’

‘No,” Hugh said fiercely. * Nat, you don’t know what you' re saying. Do you wish to forget your mother?
We are being denied the consolation of visiting a her graveside during the rest of our years—would you
aso obliterate her very memory?

‘Of course not,” | sobbed. | ran to him and threw my arms around him. * Oh, it's so unfair!’
‘Have you chosen? asked the golden presence.

Welooked at each other, conferring. Really there was only one bitter choice for us.

‘Yes Hughtold Gaia. ‘Wake them. And then return usto the—'

Green fire enveloped us. My head felt the familiar blow of time legp.

| looked about me, stunned and confused. The others were just as unsettled, staring wildly at the furry
blue welrdness of the spacetime condtriction.

We had been returned through the bowel s of the Earth to the vacuole, and the time jump had been
triggered by Gaia We' d now gone 14.668 times asfar into the future as our previous jump had borne us
when we d stood in the room of Easter eggs and its dormant humans, the inheritors of an earth from
which wewere now exiled.

‘What year isthis,” | asked Hugh. * Oh god, what year hasit sent usto?
He was punching keys on his caculator.

‘If everything has operated according to the previous pattern,” hetold us gravely, ‘we are now in the
seventh century of the 742nd millennium.’

Thirteen

Glaciers covered much of the



world in the winter of the year
741,71 7—and winter lasted all
year round.

Hugh learned this much within hours of our rude discovery that we' d been returned unconsciousto the
vacuole and bumped another Pi-by-Feigenbaum multiple into the future. He extruded severd instruments
through a phase-shifted pucker in the spacetime anomaly, not daring to let any of usemergein person,
and immediady picked up abunch of digitd transmissonsfrom low earth orbit.

It was quickly obviousthat they were automated Signals, and it took asurprisingly short timeto run them
out asimages on the visua display unit. The script they were written in was nothing we' d ever seen, but
the detailed maps and redl-time video scans of the planet, viewed from space-borne meteorological
platforms (plain old satellites, to non-technofreak me), were perfectly clear. The world had gone back to
theice ages.

And, apparently just for the fun of it, the magnetic poles had flipped. What had been north was now
south, and vice versa. Our compass needles pointed in exactly the wrong direction.

Theair was very dry, and there was no snow or ice a our latitude. We emerged from the lava-face of
the vacuole and found signs of humanity amost at once. But when we crossed the open stretch of grass
to the place where we' d buried Grace and piled her grave with acairn of stones, no dightest trace
remained. | wastorn. A dozen, ahundred sublime poems of death and loss rushed through melike
ghosts—Miilton, Dylan Thomas, Sylvia Plath—bringing scant comfort. | had read and studied them,
anatomized their structure and socia context, but understood nothing at dl. Thiswasaknife, and a
pressure insde my breast that seemed ready to fell me.

‘It snot surprising that we find no trace” Hugh said, his voice heavy with grief but with a determined
edge. ‘Nearly as much time passed while we were locked inside the vacuol e as the whole prehistoric gulf
from earliest human daysto our own home era’ He glanced around at the smooth walking paths cutting
through the long grassin the distance to north and east. * Heaven knows what the revived cryonics
humans have evolved into by now. They might be asfar beyond us as we are from the hominids.’

‘Get red,” Zannasaid rudely. Her own anguish had found amore bruta outlet. *Would the
super-evolved supermen of the future till be using westher satellites?

‘Every kind of intelligence will retain aneed for information on weether conditions, sweetheart, Hugh
told her, alittle crisply. ‘But | take your point. It is certainly surprising that my little desktop computer and
rudimentary antennae were able to detect and unpack their communication protocols.”

‘Not to mention decoding them.’

‘“Wel, thair revived ancestors were from the 20th and 21t centuries, after dl,’ | said. ‘Mot of them
spoke English and used standard American technology. Would they change that much?

‘Sometimes you redlly areanidiot, Nat,” Zanna said. She was back to cosying up to Barong the
Gorgeous, back aswell to gibing at me at every opportunity. ‘ Like, we descended from the ancient
Romans so we should be able to speak perfect Latin.’



“Your sster’scorrect, I'm afraid,” Hugh told me. ‘1 should not have been able to trand ate their weather
sgnassoreadily. Infact, I'm surprised their culture didn’t Spike again within a century of their revival.
Our own technological society only took adecade or so after the start of the 21t century, although
admittedly that wasin circumstances of—'

‘They are under ageas,’” Barong said, looking up from his dreamy communion with Ferdy.
‘A what?’

‘A prohibition. They areforbidden. That ismy surmise’

‘Cool surmise,” said Zanna, but she didn’t look very pleased.

‘No advanced technology?

‘In my evauation, the Gaiamind of this future has blocked the development of certain kinds of advanced
knowledge, yes,” Barong said, nodding gravely.

‘Okay. Wicked cool. Sowhat'sthat? | gestured into the sky above us with what | hoped would be
taken for acarefreewave. Actudly | was petrified by what I'd just seen arrive.

‘Oh shit,; Zannaye ped, and dived for her slly little cross-bow.

The last thing to swoop down out of the sky on top of us had been an illusory dragon. This unidentified
flying object was no illusion. The curve of its hull caught the Sun asit swung over us, coming fast dmost
without sound except for the faintest whisper of air from itsleading surface. Beautiful, deek, and
probably deadly, it looked like amantaray, wings swooping downward from alethal wedge of black
glass.

‘| don'tthink it'sfriendly,’ | saidinavery smdl voice. ‘ Zanna, it might be better not to wave awegpon
at it. Could get offended.’

The craft landed a couple of hundred yards from us, lowering itself onto the grasswith asigh.
Immediately ahatchinits Sde did open and two quite ordinary humansin white lab coats emerged. They
stood on the grass beside the mantaray and looked at us. Welooked at them. | very nearly burst out
laughing. Someone was sure as shit pulling our leg.

One of the two crew, a dark-skinned man with thin lips and a broad nose, wore spectacles with thick
black rims, retro Elvis Costello. His companion, blonde hair in abun, held aclipboard in her pale hand.
Both wore those little tags that tell you how much radiation you' ve absorbed when you find yourself
trapped ingde anuclear reactor. The pair of them were preposterousy norma—they could have been
|aboratory workers from any mid twentieth century research ingtitution, or movie thereof. | stifled my
giggles. Seven hundred forty millenniafrom our own time and these two comic operawonks arethe first
people we get to meet?

‘We might aswell have stayed a home, | said.
‘| think it meansthey’refriendly,” Hugh said.
| said, ‘ Just because you work in alab yoursdlf...

‘Surely they dressed up like that so as not to darm us,” Hugh said. ‘ That couldn’t possibly be the way
they usudly get around.’



‘Maybe they’ re members of an historical society, you know, Society for Creetive Anachronism,” Zanna
sad. ‘ Perhapsthey re-create great momentsin science—Archimedes jumping out of his bath, Galileo
throwing rocks off the Tower of Pisa, Madam Curieirradiating her hand...’

‘Shut up, Zanna,’ | said. *And put that cross-bow down. In case you haven't noticed, those two aren’t
amed.’

‘| wouldn’t bet onit.” But she dowly laid the cross-bow on the grass and stepped back.

Thetwo in white walked towards us, stern-faced. Ferdy ran to meet them. He gamboled around their
legs asthey approached. The man patted his doggy head cautiously, peering down through hisglasses, in
rather the way you might approach amythica but benign beast you’ d only read about in books. When
they were a couple of yards away the woman with the clipboard spoke for about thirty secondsin a
language we couldn’t understand. | had the sense that she couldn’t understand it either. In fact, | got the
clear impression that she wasn't very fluent; she seemed to be parroting something she' d learned by
heart.

‘Sorry,” Hugh informed her, rather pointlessy | thought. ‘We only spesk English and Bahasa Indonesia’

The clipboard woman spoke rapidly to her companion. Whatever language she was using now, dl grunts
and snarls, it wasn't the one she d been trying out on us. The geek with spectacles said something in
reply and the femal e scientist detached a piece of paper from her clipboard and handed it to Hugh. The
rest of us crowded round and scrutinized the paper, which was covered in runes, or something closeto
old Cdtic magica inscriptions.

‘Thisdoesn’'t ook very scientific,” Hugh said, and you could hear the disgppointment in hisvoice.
‘I don't think it istheir own writing,” Barong said. ‘1 think they think it is our writing.’

‘Oh, great,” Zannasaid. ‘ They think we' re acoven of witches. Wiccaworkers. I'm aweird sster.” She
garted hunching around in acircle, crooking her fingers and pulling faces. * Tongue of newt and Thane of
Cawdor, doubletrouble, toil and bubble,’” she shrieked in awavering voice.

Thetwo in lab coats sared at her in horrified fascination.

‘Zanna, Hugh said, ‘if you are not going to make sensible suggestions, it might be better if you said
nothing at dl.’

‘ Show them your notepad,” Zanna said. ‘ That looks properly scientific. That’ Il convince them we don't
ride around on broomsticks.’

‘Not abad ideg, actualy,” Hugh said. He dipped the small back-back off his shoulders, started to undo
the clips. Immediately the woman shouted something and waved her clipboard about. The man stepped
back a couple of paces, not taking his hands out of his pockets.

‘They must think you have awegpon concedled in the bag, Hugh,” said Barong.

Hugh lowered the back-pack to the ground, making sure he did nothing abrupt or menacing. He nudged
it closer to the woman with his booted foot, and the neat notepad computer did out of the open top on to
the grass. The guy babbled in excitement, and the woman gabbled back. Very carefully, eyes shuttling
behind histhick lenses, the man bent and eased out the machine. Somehow he managed to raise the
screen, exposing the keyboard. He prodded a couple of keys. Nothing happened.

‘Flick the power switch,” Hugh said. Of course, they didn’t have a clue what he meant. He mimed the



shape of the notepad, then twiddled hisfinger at the back. The woman's eyeslit up, and she grabbed the
compuiter, studied it carefully, and turned it on. When the color menu came up, she nearly dropped the
pad in her excitement. She and the black dude seemed relieved to find that it wasn't whatever they'd
been deadly scared it was, and equally depressed, | guessed, because they couldn’t read the display.

Hugh wiggled hisright index finger in acircle, then punched through it.

The man reached over, found around icon on the screen, prodded it. He yipped with amazement. | crept
around behind the oblivious pair. The screen had opened adirect feed from the globa positioning grid,
showing abeautifully redigtic flat picture of earth from space. Not asimpressive and in-depth asthe
image in the gravity train, but hey. The eastern edge of the world wasin darkness.

‘Guy,” the woman muttered reverently.
‘Guy? said Zanna. ‘ Terrific, she' sfound thesingles' chatline’
‘Gala’ Hugh sad, drawing out thelong vowels.

The two archaic scientists turned to stare at him. They put down the computer and the woman gestured
in an unmigtakable way a the hovering, humming manta.

‘| think we' re being invited on amagica mystery tour,” Zannasaid.

Asit turned out, that was precisaly what we weren't being invited on. No, what we were being invited on
was amagica scientific tour. Hold the magic.

* * % %

The mantafitted usal comfortably, seats deep and relaxing. What had seemed like opague black glass
on the outside dlowed panoptic vison from the insde. The craft went up like a high-powered eevator,
noisdessy, and wedidn't fed athing.

‘Totd control of inertid forces.,, Hugh said, hardly bresthing, awe-struck.
‘Thisis an even more advanced technology than we experienced in the gravity tunnel,” Barong said.

‘Only to be expected,” Hugh commented, searching for alook of composure. * After al, thisis many
hundreds of thousands of yearsfarther into the future. Their science and technology must be vastly more
advanced.’

He waswrong about that, too. Aswewould shortly learn, in the most surprising ways.

* * k% %

The mantaflew very fast over drear plains and snow-covered mountains, descending into the middle of a
smdl town in asnowless depression entirely surrounded by peaks on three sides, the rocks and cragsa
grim gray againgt the dazzling white of the snow in the gorges. On the fourth Side, cold sealapped at the
wharves and warehouses. Fords, not the kind of geologica formations you expect to find a short flight
north from Cdifornia On the horizon a couple of icebergs flashed in the Sun. The town itself was
evidently built from theloca stone; the houses were mostly massive double story structures with tiny



windows and heavy shutters. A smdl crowd of people had gathered to watch usland, dressed ina
variety of clothing styles—but the commonest outer garment was the white laboratory coat that our two
new friends, or captors, were wearing. We left the manta but weren’t permitted to remain in the cold
outdoorsfor long—a good thing, given that al poor shivering Barong wore was his sarong and an old
swesater of Zanna swhich wasfar too smal for him anyway.

They hustled usinto alarge stone building and dong corridors and down aflowing escaator without
steps that seemed to be leading into a basement of sorts. Finally we were brought to rest in aroom
containing a huge drum-like machine equipped with aflat trolley that floated above railsleading deep into
its heart. The nearest thing to it that I" d ever seen was a brain-scanner, the sort doctors use to find out if
you' ve got tumors—CT scan, PET scan, functiona magnetic resonance imaging, you know the kind of
thing, it son dl the shows.

‘Some sort of brain-scanning device, Hugh proposed diffidently.

“Youmight beright,” | said, because | figured he might be offended if | said, No shit, Sherlock. The fact
is, I’ ve certainly seen more medical televison than Hugh, evenif heisamathematica physcist. When |
was growing up | loved E.R. and Chicago Hope and all those hospital soaps.

Our taxi driverswerejoined by haf adozen of their kind. An old woman who gppeared to be in charge
indicated by gestures that Hugh ought to lie down on the trolley. She seemed quite friendly; certainly she
didn’t look asif she expected any resistance. But Hugh wasn’t too anxious to poke hishead into a
machine of unknown specs. | suppose it brought back al too cruelly what had happened to Mom, and
she hadn’t even been anywhere near any brain-tap machines. The old woman gesticulated some more,
brought one hand up to her mouth and made quacking gestures, like a motor-mouthing duck.

‘I think sheis saying that the machine will teach you to speek their language,’” Barong said.
‘Y eah, maybe,’ Hugh said. ‘ But why can’t the machine teach her to spesk our language?

Hugh made the same sort of quacking gestures the old woman had made. Then he pointed at the old
woman and indicated thetrolley.

The old woman beamed with ddlight, but made asort of you-first gesture.
‘Overly polite, Hugh said dryly. ‘I don't mind a all if she goesfirst.

‘| think she' sbeing reasonably logica,” Zannasaid. ‘ The machine can't teach her English until it’slearned
Englishitsdlf by scanning your brain. Go on, Hugh, hop onthe cart. I'll do it, if you're chicken.’

Red uctant, but shamed into it, Hugh alowed himsdlf to be helped onto thetrolley. A bright yellow shdll of
light sprang up around his head and seemed to lock him in place, presumably to keep his cranium from
moving during the procedure. The clipboard woman gave the levitated trolley ashove and Hugh
disappeared into the depths of the high-tech cave. The watchers gave amuted cheer.

They kept the poor man in the drum for over an hour. Unlike CT scanners and those other old-fashioned
late-20th century gadgets, thisone didn’t rotate or make aterrible booming noise or tear the meta fillings
out of your teeth and the watch off your arm. Like the mantaray aircraft, it was superb technology far
beyond anything we could explain, but till it had an odd cheesy resemblance to stuff we could easily
imagine. Certainly it lacked the upmarket superscience you' d expect to find in a cutting-edge hospital or
research facility of the zillionth millennium. Someforce clearly was retarding these guys—and | was
developing a hunch that it was the spectacular being they called * Guy’, the one we knew (or thought we
did) as Gaia, the planetary Al mind.



Whilewe milled around, getting hungry and bored, watching the preparations on Hugh from anarrow
angle, three young people with closely shaved heads camein with trays of steaming, fragrant stew and a
carafe of sparkling water. Hugh kept yeling out peevishly, ‘How much longer? Thisis boring me witless.
What are you egting out there, it smellsdelicious. Kegp somefor me. Nat, if you egt it dl, I'll skinyou
dive’

‘Hang in there, Hugh,” Zanna ydled. She made loud smacking sounds of eating with gusto and relish.
Actualy, she waswolfing down more of the tasty vegetarian gloop than | was, dthough | was aso getting
stuck into it because | was starving after our flight. We put abowl on the floor for Ferds, who didn’t
seem to mind the lack of mest.

Findly they hauled the trolley out and collgpsed the force-field clamp. Hugh sat up testily, spouting
crabby gibberish. At least that’ swhat it sounded like to us. The old woman grinned happily and
answered him in kind. Soon they were settled down to areally good pow-wow over afresh bowl of
chow and aglass of minera water. The clipboard woman approached me. | ducked behind Barong.

“Y our turn, wonder boy,’ | inssted.

By evening we had al been put through the machine, as had quite alot of our hostsaswell. For a
language class, it sure beat the shit out of Speaek French Like a Diplomat in Forty Days at Home with
Just Six CDs, dthough just lying there on your back for an hour having your cortex stirred by a
metaphorical spoon was nearly astedious.

‘“Why not make arecording and pipeit straight into the rest of us? Zannahad asked Hugh in annoyance,
not eager to lie on her back staring at yellow light insde adrum for 70 minutes.

He started blathering some incomprehensble stuff, then caught himsalf and switched back to English.

‘Neurd specificity,” he explained, which wasn't awholelot clearer. When Zannagrowled in amenacing
way, he caught himsdlf again and said, ‘No two brains are alike, dear. The broad architectureissmilar,
but we build up our memories and facultiesin a chaotic way. Thismachineis ableto extract certain
common eements from each individua brain, but it uses a prodigious amount of processing power. I’'m
afraid it requires separate tuition for each of us.” He turned to the old woman. ‘My word, thisredly is
very excellent cuisine. Do you think | could have another bowl?

Oddly, the new language didn’t fed like anew language at dl, athough | could stand outside it and
recognize that it was agglutinative, its syntax quite distinct from any of the classic Indo-European
languages. Y et | might have been spesking it dl my life—it was now no more remarkable to my gulled
brain than Englishitsdlf. | played around with it, and managed a passable rendering of ‘ Three Blind

Mice' . | decided to postpone my trandations of the works of Shakespeare and Lewis Carroll. Those of
our hostswho had been programmed to speak English ‘like anative’ didn’t seem to regard their new skill
asanything specia. The mogt hilarious aspect isthat they al spoke exactly like Hugh, so despite the
chaotic neura effects they must have been using his brain pattern as some kind of general Chomskyan
grammatica template for English. In the background of my own mind, | could fed myself worrying at an
X-bar theory of thelanguage, and not getting very far.

The clipboard woman, whose name was Green-Tree-Frog-in-a-Season-of-Plenty, led usto aroom
fitted with rather spartan-looking bunks and, asit turned out, rather confusing bathroom facilities off to
one sde. Shewouldn’t dlow Ferdinand to come with us, gesturing to one of the shaven-head servantsto
lead him away to separate quarters. The kid dropped a sort of leash over the pup’ s head and started for
the door.

‘Hey,’ | yeled, when | saw what was going on, ‘that’ s our dog, leave him adone’



‘Ferdy,” cried Zanna, smultaneoudy, ‘Sit!’

Barong glanced at the young man who cautioudy stood holding the leash. Something seemed to pass
between them, akind of ook of recognition, although of coursethey’d never met. | got the fedling that
golden boy dready felt more at home with these people than he ever had with us.

‘Itisokay,” he said soothingly. ‘ Ferdy and | are of one mind. Let him go. The girl will do him no harm.’

Girl?1 looked more closely. Benegath that radica punk hair style was ayoung woman'sface—in fact, a
quite pretty face, even without any trace of make-up. Barong was smiling politely a her. Shetook Ferdy
and was gone. His eyeslingered on the door. | caught Zanna s suspicious glance before she covered it
with ashrug. Uh-oh. Trouble in Science City.

Each of the bunks had its own light, like an aircraft seet, leaving the room largely in gloom. Ms. Frog
assured uswe must betired. Actualy wewere; it had been along day, and the green flash jetlag thing
didn’'t help. | found myself yawning, athough | wasn't very excited by the prospect of deeping on what
looked like avery hard bunk.

‘“Tomorrow, everything will be explained,” Green Tree Frog said.
‘Including the secret of the universe, no doubt,” Zannasaid sarcastically.
‘That aswell,” Green Tree Frog said. She smiled politely and made hersdlf scarce.

We washed up and explored the mysteries of using the bathroom—a creepy device that emerged silkily
from ashower wall and, uh, dickly inserted itsdlf into appropriate places, painlessy but not without
drawing a scream of outrage from Zannaand ayelp from me, aswell as other things—then stood about
amlesdy for awhilein the dim communa room, tongue-tied in two languages, just plain speechless after
the huge changes we' d been through. Barong put his arm around Zanna and gave her acomforting hug. |
hung back, feding wretched.

‘Well, I'm heading for the cot,” Zannasaid after amoment, and | redlized with surprisethat | couldn’t tell
if she dsaiditin English or the True Knowledge Tongue. (Oh-oh. Where did that come from? How
interesting—it was the name they gave their own language. Or maybe it could be rendered "the Science
Speech.) Zanna skinned back down to her underwear without any embarrassment and hopped up to
one of the top bunks.

‘Hey!” Her head appeared over the edge. ‘ Thisis unbelievably cool! Barong, you' ve gottatry it.’

‘Over here, son,” Hugh said hastily. “1I'll take the bottom bunk on this side, you can have the top one.
Does anyone know how to turn the light off? Oh—'

The very words he uttered to ask the question somehow held their own answer. In the True Knowledge
Tongue, you activated the illumination you needed by adding asingle voca particle—the sound unh—to
the start of theword for "artificid light". To turn it off, you added emh to the end of theword. The
household maintenance system must have been monitoring everything anyone ever said, like a perfect and
| hoped discreet servant, and it carried out your merest wish the moment you spokeit.

Barong vaulted to histop bunk, and after amoment gave ahappy cry. ‘ Yes, thisis very cool indeed,
Zanna.

| wondered what they were talking about, and lay down grumpily on my own lower bunk without taking
any clothesoff. | can't helpitif I'm overweight, it' snot asif | et al that much more than anyone else,
but | don’t have to advertise my bulgesin public.



Asl| plopped on the bunk the air itsalf seemed to seize me. Gentleinvisible fingers caught my fatigued
body, held me gently on alayer of soft firmness, if you see what | mean, that was way smoother and
more relaxing than any wooly sheepskin or satin sheet. Tensions palpably drained from my exhausted
muscles and nerves.

For along drowsy moment | lay there, thinking of Mom, too numb for the moment to weep, wishing she
werewith us. Then | used the emh word and switched off the light in my snug little cave. And everything
went away for awhile, including me.

* * % %

In my dream, something terribly sad happened. | couldn’t bear to look. Zannaran past me, distraught,
arms stretched out ahead of her, but she had become akind of wild animal, perhaps adeer, with foam
flecking her muzzle. A grinding ghastly machine hacked itsway through aforest, making anoise like
thunder. My face fet tight, in the dream, and my nose had that awful swollen feding you get when you're
about to burgt into tears. | was hurrying down Cole Porter Road looking for Mom, and she wasn't in any
of the shops. At my back | could hear an unbearable sound. A man was hunched over on the sdewalk
doing up the laces on one shoe. No, he was just pretending, so he could hide hisface. The sound was his
weeping. It was low, muffled, absolutely heart-breaking—and | dowly understood that my eyeswere
open in the absolute darkness, | was awake, and it was my father crying.

| lay completely still on the wonderful, soothing surface of my futuristic bed, and wanted to scream, or
run from the room. | wished above dl thingsthat | could just go back to deep. It was unbearable to hear
him likethis. | kept my eyes clenched shut. The sobbing continued. | got off the bunk and spidered in the
total blackness toward Hugh' s stifled sobs. Barong was in the top bunk, so that meant Hugh wasin the
lower.

‘Areyou dl right, Daddy? | whispered as softly as| could, hideoudy embarrassed. Inthe dark |
reached out one hand, and he caught it in hisown, gripping tightly. His hand was wet from wiping away
histears.

‘| was such athoughtless bastard, Natalie,” he said. | could hear him pushing himself up, heard hisfeet
come down on thefloor. I crouched uncomfortably beside him in the darkness. Neither of us said the unh
word. Were Zannaand Barong awake? | hoped for Hugh' s sake that they weren't.

“What do you mean, Daddy? | knew what he meant, and deep down | agreed, but | hoped with al my
heart that he wouldn't tell me.

‘| just let Grace and you girlswonder where | had gone because | couldn’t be bothered explaining what
was going to happen in the vacuole,” he ploughed on in this controlled voice. ‘1 was so wrapped in my
own excitement and plansthat | just went ahead and switched the Feigenbaum cascade on again. | knew
full well that thelast timeit had taken me nearly two full daysinto my own future, and the time before that
lessthan three hours. It didn’t occur to me for a single moment how upset you' d all be’

Two days? That must have been during the time Grace wasin New Y ork with her publisher, and
Suzannawas holidaying in FHorida Me, | wasliving in blisswith Talbot, my beloved theory professor. Oh
God, oh God, Ta! Gone! *Comeon, Hugh,” | said, clearing my throat, my own eyeswet in the
darkness, ‘you left Mom that message on her compuiter.’

‘Typical,” he grunted. He clung onto my hand, and | could hear him rocking back and forth. * Really
typica. Always easier to sand there giving a pompous speech or send someone an email. Can't just say



graight out how much you love them. And then she's... Now she's—

Therewasalong silence, and he was weeping again, in agony. | il felt tremendoudy embarrassed, but
privileged aswell. Thiswas our stuffy old funny father just Ietting loose and saying everything he' d been
bottling up for ages. Tears gushed down my own face. My nose was clogged, and | had no Kleenex.

‘ She knew you loved her, Daddy. We all knew.’

‘ She was the brightest woman | ever met,” he said, and then let go of my hand and found his own hanky
and blew hisnose. If that didn’t wake up the rest of them nothing would, but neither Barong nor Zanna
said aword. ‘1 took it al for granted. Asif Grace and | had turned into one person, Nat—like the Bible
says, "husband and wife shall be oneflesh”. | thought we were one flesh, but dl | was doing was acting as
if her concerns didn’'t matter. Asif shewerejust therefor my convenience.’

| frowned, and shifted my cramping legs. ‘I didn’t know you were rdigious, Hugh.’

‘Not in achurch-going sense, Natdie. Still, sometimes | wonder if Barong isn't right about Gaia’ He
sghed. ‘ That' s beside the point. | was just such a—'

‘Hugh, thisisabsurd,” | said. Timeto get serioudy serious here. ‘How could Mom think that? She was
cool.” | rushed on without thinking. ‘1 do think she trested you rather like Suzannaand me, sometimes.’

After amoment’ sslence, Hugh said, in adightly odd voice, * Oh?
‘Well, sort of.” | added hadtily, ‘1 don’t mean that disrespectfully, Dad—
‘No, goon.

| was covered in confusion. ‘What would | know, I'm just the girl who can’t say yes, |eft at the altar, |eft
at the curbside actually. Well, that Hugh Knows Best routine she was dways pulling. That' swhat we

grown-ups do, right? Games. Play-acting.” A shiver went dl theway through me, and suddenly | realized
how very tired | was. And how much | missed her. ‘Mom ran our whole world, Daddy. And shelet you

play inthe garage’

‘Not aflattering portrait, sweetheart,” he said in avery low voice, but he’ d stopped crying. In the dark,
he leaned forward and kissed me on the forehead. * Off you go, Nats. Y ou’ re agood person. Sleep
tight.

From the far side of the room, crabbily, Zanna muttered: * About fucking time, too.” She pretended to be
tough, Zannadid, but you could hear the catch in her voice.

Fourteen

Ferdinand bounded through the
door with a happy bark or two,



and the lights came up in the
room. | rubbed the deep out of
my eyes. The pup was attended
by his three young bare-skull
servants; he ran quickly around
from one bunk to the other,
sniffing for our scents. | reached
out, yawning, and gave him a
quick pat. To my chagrin, he was
looking in much better condition
than he’d managed in at |east
several days and 741 thousand
years, fur freshly shampooed and
brushed. He even smelled nice,
but In an authentically doggy
way—none of that
carpet-shampoo floral rubbish



that makes dogs hate themselves.
When he found us all in place, he
yipped in satisfaction, and
crouched beside Barong and
Hugh' s bunk.

‘Morning, dl,” Hugh called. He didn't avoid my eye; neither did he acknowledge our midnight
conversation. Strangdy, Zannasaid nothing about it either. The child, | thought, isgrowing up at last.
Maybe | was, too.

A rdly of greetings broke out, all in the True Knowledge Language, and then everything started to go to
i eces.
“Y ou must permit usto attend you,” one of the three told me, trying to tug my rank swest shirt over my

head. ‘ The refresher awaits” Hisname, he' d told me politely, was Mental Hygiene. There were squedls
from Zannaaswell, and aflustered refusal of such persond attention from Hugh.

Controlled Experiment, the girl who had led Ferds from the room the night before, had lesstrouble
getting Barong into the bathroom. Hugh called gruffly, ‘Hey, let’ s keep things segregated, shal we?
Barong ambled back amost a once into the deeping quarters, rather sheepishly, retying his sarong
around hiswai<. | couldn’'t help noticing the bulge of his erection. But then men have those when they’ ve
just woken up, don't they? Controlled Experiment just looked confused.

‘“What kind of nameisthat, anyway? Zannamuttered. ‘Troll for short, I'd say.’

The third young person was another boy, Fourier Transform. | considered him with interest. Hewasn't
quite up to Barong' s divine good looks, but he was awell-built guy with aneat skull and lustrous brown
eyes. | watched regretfully as Hugh shepherded him and Barong and Mental Case into the bathroom,
leaving me and Zannato stare baefully at poor Troll, who busied hersalf combing Ferdy’ s pelt with her

long fingers.

‘Thethingis,’ | sad. ‘“We' redl quite used to taking showers and cleaning ourselves up, you know, by
oursalves. Despite the disgusting facilities you people use.’

‘Thisisfor agpecid occasion,” Controlled Experiment said. Y ou are to meet the M éthode hersdlf.’
‘Who’ sthe Méthode? | said.

‘The Méhode Scientifique is the embodiment of dl that our society standsfor. Sheistheking.’
‘Queen,’ | said.

Controlled Experiment lowered her voice. ‘If you can tell just by looking what gender she or heis,
you' ve got better powers of observation than | have.’ | felt afaint glow of warmth towards Controlled



Experiment. She wasthe first person we'd met in the place who evinced the dightest edge of irony.
What' s more, she seemed to be distancing hersdlf, however mildly, from what was going on. ‘ Sheisin
ultimate command, she directsthe war againgt enchantment.’

‘“War on enchantment? Like, magic? Zannawas scornful. ‘ Crackpot loonies and their gurus.” Thetrue
tone of our hard-nosed skeptical father resounded in his daughter’ svoice.

‘But surely everyone knowsthis,” the girl said in new confusion. ‘ The whole planet isin aperpetua Sate
of war—True Knowledge versus Goetics’

Interesting. * Ah. And we' ve ended up in the True Knowledge camp,’ | said.

‘Indeed you have. Doubtless the M éthode, when you meet her, will inform you of the part al three must
play in defeating the Goeticians’

Zanna hated losing the thread, any thread. * Say what? | allowed the ambience of genera ignoranceto
perss for along satisfying moment before | spoke in an off-hand way.

‘Goetiawas aclassic form of occultism. Of sorcery, infact,’ | said, ‘ power over spirits, you know,
before the rise of science. Don't look at me like that—it was an important discourse up until the late
middle ages’

‘And you know this crap why?

‘1 know congiderably more crap than you could begin to imagine, Zanna,’ | told her loftily. *Carl Jung's
psychology delved deeply into achemy. Cultura theory isriddled with this arcana—Gaston Bachdlard,
Michel Serres, not to mention Bruno Latour and Karin Knorr-Cetina’

“You'remaking thisup.’
‘I wish!
‘And Dad paid good money to send you to college,” Zanna said darkly. ‘If he' d known what sort of - *

Thelab girl brokein, nodding her head, athough lowering her voice. ‘It isintolerable! The Goetic
enchantersthink differently, asyou say. They base their lives upon deviations excluded by those who
command theideologicd heights’

‘Tut tut,” said Zanna. * Obvioudy should be hounded off the planet.” Sarcasm?1 wasn't sure. Clearly, she
had it in for poor Trall. * Can’t have crazy degenerates working spells and corrupting minorswith
superdiitioustak. They’ll beturning lead into gold next. They smply haveto go.’

‘Asaloyd citizen of the Scientific Community, | agree with you completely,” Controlled Experiment said.

‘I'll bet you do, Troll my old pa,” Zannasaid. Whatever was going on in that fera mind? ‘| think we
agree with each other rather well.” Then my sster suddenly embraced the startled girl and kissed her.
That left me asrattled as Troll.

Hugh and Barong and Menta emerged from the bathroom, glowing with cleanliness and mental hygiene.
Both of our men wore blazing white lab coats, obvioudy laundered in enzymes and added fluorescentsto
ensure that they were whiter than white and brighter than the neighbors'.

‘Okay,” Hugh said. * Y ou two go get cleaned up, we' re scheduled to meet the personification of the
scientific method hersdf.” My father sounded totally enthusiagtic. Whatever Menta had told him, it hadn’t



induced the same skepticism that Zannaand | werefedling.
‘Yeah, it swonderful,” | said. “We re about to be conscripted into the fight against incorrect thought.’
‘Inaway, darling, it swhat | have been doing adl my life; Hugh said, opague as usud to irony.

Good grief. ‘Comeon,’ | saidto Zannaand Troll. ‘Let’s get thisritud purification over. It wouldn't be
right and proper to meet the Méthode Scientifique smelling of human swest.’

* * % %

Our audience took place in the Grand Laboratory. Our sweat might have been laved away, but the
stench of parody wasin the air. Who were these preposterous lunatics? | was hafway convinced that
we—or maybe just | done—were caught up in another VR sm. Y et somehow it seemed grittier than
that. | believe, according to some daft Christian saint, because it isabsurd. | knew the feeling, and it
rattled me.

The laboratory was more like amuseum than a place of experiment. Evenl, in my libera artsignorance,
recogni zed some of the equipment lying around. Behind the lab stool on which the Méthode Scientifique
sat wasaTedaCaoil in aflywire cage. Tedacoils are great fun, Hugh had entertained us both in hislab
one afternoon when | was small and Suzanna smdller; they make a huge amount of noise and send
lashings of lightning al over the cage, but they are of no earthly use and everybody can understand the
ampleeectrica forcesinvolved, even me. The Grand One had used something Smilar to scare the shit
out of us, or try to. These megaomaniacs just never seemed to learn. Well, no, that seemed unlikely. This
was atrope, presumably, akind of conventionalized trick; we were meant to see through it, perhaps, or
work with it. Whatever.

The Méthode Scientifique hersdf was an animated mummy, skin so leathery it might have been
trangplanted from an eephant. Naturaly she wore afull-length lab coat and rubber, acid-resstant boots.
An old-fashioned calculator stuck out of her top pocket, more ancient than the HP 12C I’ d borrowed
from Grace, acheesy gadget with more function keys and diodes in different colorsflashing a random
than an entire control pandl on a Space Shuttle. Sheraised ahand in greeting.

Zannamuttered in my ear, * And now that ridiculous coil goes off.’
Right ontime.

When the thunder and lightning had died away, the Méthode spoke her first words. *E equas,” she said
and looked at usin turn.

‘Comeon, Zannamuttered gleefully. * All together, on the count. One, two, three—’

In unison, Zanna, Hugh, Barong and | al shouted: ‘ Em See Squared!” We sounded like a bunch of
school children having our rote learning tested. Zanna couldn’t stifle her giggles, amid shocked murmurs
from some of the onlookers, and a patter of applause of some of the others. Then both sideslooked at
each in some confusion, and anumb silencefell in the great room.

In astrangled voice, the M éthode posed a second shibboleth:
‘E Ps equas—?

| blinked a Zanna, who shrugged and rolled her eyes.



‘Well,” Hugh said, ‘I don’t know if you sill use the same notation, but E Ps equalsi h-bar d Ps on dt.’

The Méthode looked discomfited. ‘ Thisisan excess of rigor, Sr. It isour custom to give as antiphon the
smple time-independent form of the sacred Schrédinger Equation: E Ps equalsH Ps.

For some reason this excruciatingly abstract exchange must have struck Zanna as intolerably amusing;
sheburgt into afit of raucous laughter that ended only in choking, and scanddized looks from the
congregetion.

‘ Are the ancient equations of Rdativity and Quantum Theory acause for mirth, my child? the Méhode
asked reprovingly, after astony silence.

‘Asmantras, yeah,” Zannasaid.

Hugh started to speak very quickly. ‘1 think what my daughter istrying to convey isour conviction that
the pursuit of scientific knowledge is both a sublime and ajoyous endeavor.’

‘Indeed it is,’ the Méhode croaked. * Some would attack its sublimity and sap itsjoy.’
‘Bagtards!” Zanna said. Nothing would shame that girl.
“Shut up, you cretin,” | hissed under my breath.

‘They areindeed dysgenic,” said the Méthode. ‘ They care nothing for peer review. Falsificationisaword
they use only asacurse. Double blind isafoul ritua they practice with dirty handkerchiefs. Show them
an hypothesisand they cal it proof. Show them proof and they bare their asses’

‘Shamelessl’ Zanna said, shaking her head in disapproval.

‘We mudt fight firewith fire,” the Méhode informed us, in an aged but ringing tone. * With your help, we
will banish ignorance, superdtition and fal se Goetic enchantment for ever.’

‘Certainly, but how may we help? Hugh asked. He stepped forward, rolling up hisdeeves. ‘| have been
ascientist al my life, yet | have never been able to fathom the minds of the gullible and the ignorant. It
seemsto methat their obgtinate refusa to acknowledge truth when it isthrust in front of their nosesisthe
result of early educationa deficits so severe that no amount of patient explanation will—’

Hugh wasn't dlowed to finish. Just aswell, in my opinion. He has his merits, my dear father, but he loses
the plot when he getsthe rationdity bee buzzing in his bonnet; he becomes, not to put too fine apoint on
it, completely irrationd.

‘Thisisacompletely rational assessment,” the Méhode said with the greetest approval. ‘ Sir, you are
plainly sent to usto carry our plansto their fated concluson. Wewill be written up for eternity if this
day’ swork leadsto verifidble results, asverily it will!’

‘Wdll, yes, if you say s0,” Hugh said, mildly abashed. ‘Um, what exactly do you havein mind?

‘“Not my mind but theirs,” cried the mad Méhode Scientifique, flicking her calculator in afrenzy. ‘We
shall prosecute the glory of Guy! We shdl change their mindsfor good, and forever. We shdl infect them
with the memetic virus of Truth! Y ou four and your devoted anima shall be our vector, our agent, our
loving carriers of the plague of True Knowledge!’

Zannaand | exchanged a sour glance. | couldn’t decide what Barong thought of the outburst; he was
mooning in the direction of Controlled Experiment. It wasn't hard, though, to see that my father was



rather put out.

‘I find your metaphor in questionable taste, Hugh said sharply. ‘ Perhaps your hygienic and advanced
scientific culture has forgotten the horror of atrue plague—a s cknessthat infects bodies and brings fever,
pain, even death.’

‘1 intend no figure of speech, visiting la-man. We shdl invade the denizens of Goetics' polluted land with
an evolved retrovirus, onethat will certainly evade their detestable enchantment defenses and bring their
citiesto their knees. Make them sick, you say? They will burn with the fever of truth, fedingitsflamein
their pain-racked flesh!’

Hugh drew back, horrified, gazed at the faces around us. Of course, being Hugh, he let the old bitch have
it with both barrdls. ‘Madame, | don’t believe you grasp the magnitude of the enormity you suggest. |
greatly admire your science and technology, judging by the splendid aircraft that fetched us here and the
subtle machine that taught us each other’ stongues. Y et you mean to infect us with some loathsome
disease and then send us to your enemies? He paused; there was silence, no rebuttal. ‘ This plan to best
your foes by using bacteriological warfare—wadll, it isdisgraceful and disgusting. | shal have nothing to
dowithit

The Méthode' s leathery cheeks burned with anger, but she controlled hersdlf.  Sir, we are off to a poor
gart. Somehow you have misinterpreted my results. Let us begin again and replicate the exchange,
hoping for amorefruitful concluson.’

‘She’sasbad asHugh,” Zannamuttered. ‘Y ack yack yack.’

| was watching our three hairless servants. They seemed terrified of the emotionsin the room, and stood
off to one side, cringing but steadfast. Controlled Experiment caught me looking at her, and | thought she
gave methe dightest nod. | till didn’'t know what her game was, but she obvioudy wasn't one hundred
percent behind the old biddy and her disgraceful plans.

‘I believe | understand only too well,” Hugh was saying. ' Y ou assume that because we are a so science
users, we must be your dliesin someideologica war you' ve chosen to wage with an enemy we ve never
seen. Once we learn more of both societies, perhaps that will prove to be so. For now, | can only regret
that people of your accomplishments can’t come to a decent settlement through the power of logic and
good will. He paused, grew thoughtful. ‘ Indeed, isit possible that we, as outsidersto your quarrel, might
act as peacemakers and intermediaries? | would gladly carry amessage of reconciliation to your foes,
who might rgject such an offer if it came directly from you.’

Green Tree Frog burst out of the huddle of scandalized scientists, her 1ab coat in disarray.
‘For shame, sir! Meet with Goeticians? Offer them terms? Thisis most unscientific!’

‘I begin to wonder if our visitor isaspy,” said the dark fellow who'd first met us, Ms. Frog' s colleague,
who went by the equally charming name of Banded-Red-Warbler-Awaiting-Dawn. * Since we could not
detect their arriva until thefirst tachino pulse, perhapsthat is dueto their originsin the hated camp of

sorcery.’

Starting to put two and two together again, | stepped forward and looked up at him, fistson my hips.
“Y ou think these wizards won't be able to detect us any better than you did, that’sit, isn’'t it? Y ou want
usto be your Trojan Horse!’

‘Horse? Heflapped his hands. ‘ The words do not seem to have been conveyed in the trandation
protocol.’



Painly, hewas gdling. Out of the corner of my eye | noticed agroup of beefier specimens entering the
laboratory, armed conspicuoudy with what |ooked, so help me, like comic book rayguns—long crysta

tubes with flanges and radiator strips and flashing littlelights. Laughter bubbled in me at the silliness of it,
until | realized that the weapons were almost certainly real—and, presumably, utterly lethdl.

| swalowed hard. * A Trojan Horse iswhen you smugglein your soldiers by making them look, um, safe
and harmlessand—'

‘Innocuous,’ Hugh said. ‘Madame, | am shocked. What was the plan, someone pretending to be a spy
who'd sneak us out in the dark of night and convey usto the Goetic relm? | noticed that he very
carefully didn’t look at Controlled Experiment as he made this accusation.

Strangely enough, it was the boy, Fourier Transform, who turned white, then red, then burst into afit of
terrified coughing, and finaly went scurrying backward away from the gathering. As he reached theend
of the huge laboratory, every eye following him, he turned tail and ran from the room.

Hugh waited until everything had settled down into seething genera anxiety before he spoke again. ‘1 see.
My perspicuous daughter Natalie was correct.” | glowed, frightened though | felt. Y ou consider usthe
ided patsesto carry your filthy bugs acrossthe border. Well, forget it. | don’t believe you know whom it
iswe represent.’

‘Onthe contrary,” said Banded Warbler, in perfect English. ‘It is obviousthat you are traitors, and
should beculled.

‘Killed? Zannasaid with acroak. ‘Hey, that’ sabit extreme.’
‘Culled,” Warbles said testily. * Selected out. Removed from the tabulation. Most scientific.’

‘Oh, coal, yeah,” said Zanna, fingerstwitching for her missing cross-bow, ‘ scientific, eh. Quant fucking
suff.” | stared at her, and she muttered, * A book | read once. Y ou didn’t know | could read, did you?
Keeping her spirits up with banter; | wasimpressed, | didn’t think that happened outside books, either.

The Méhode Scientifique hersaf rose up to her full height on her platform and looked down
contemptuoudy upon us.

‘| seethat we have been mided by our great hopes. Y ou have aready failed in thismission to four
decimd places, and thelog is hardly opened.” She pushed atab on her gaudy caculator, and abugle' s
tone sounded. Armed goons closed in. ‘ Return them to secured quarters, Méthode ordered. ‘We must
recaibrate this methodology.’

Aswe were hustled away, she called to my father: ‘ Fear not, la-man, you shdl serve the cause of
Logicd Truth whether youwish it or not.’

‘Not-isisnot is-not,” Hugh yelled defiantly over his shoulder, and | saw the Méhode' s old face frown
before the goon yanked me the other way. She was probably as baffled as| was, because | didn’'t have
aclue. | suspected he didn't either.

* k% %k %

Controlled Experiment woke me at about three in the morning, at least by my body’ s badly jangled
interna clock. She held her hand lightly over my mouth to make sure | didn’t scream. | nearly bit her
thumb off in my surprise, but when | saw who it was everything fell into place.



Except that it didn't.

I’ d thought she was the fake spy meant to lead us poor schmucks into the enemy camp after we' d been
dosed with some fata plague. In fact, as she explained in ahurried, hushed voice, shewasthered spy
for the enchantment nation, posing asarea spy pretending to be afake spy so that the Méhode' s secret
police would keep an eye on her but leave her done, to midead her own people into thinking they hadn’t
tumbled to her secret role. Or something. It dl got very murky, didecticd and multi-leveled very fast.
Not-isisnot is-not.

‘We need to escaperight away,” Troll told me, whispering in the darkness. ‘ They’ |l expect you to havea
flying machine waiting, ready to drop down from orbit, so their guards and doctors will be staked out in
the north court.” She pointed south, of course, which confused me even more until | remembered about
the magnetic poleflip. ‘I’ll take you through thelab rats quartersto the bay. The Goetic People will
provide a Sea Serpent.’

‘Oh good,” said Zanna, leaning her head over the far side of the bunk. Neither | nor Controlled
Experiment had known she was awake and listening, and we both jumped. | banged my head. * Just what
we need—a Sea Serpent. What' sthat for, pray tell? Meant to scare off the five thousand guards armed
with disintegrator rays?

‘Withwhat? Troll was horrified. * Guy would never dlow lethd wegpond That would undermine the
Compact!’

“Y ou mean those rayguns were just for show? Just toys?

‘Toys? Certainly not! What kind of sick society would alow children to play with toy wegpons?
Zannaditted her eyes, but refused to rise to the bait. ‘ But they can't kill us?

‘Naturdly not. They induce avery severe and painful eectric pasm, of course’

‘Of course,” | sighed. ‘ They don't call you lab ratsfor nothing, then.’

My sigter snorted at that, rather loudly, and in aflash Barong was awake, out of his bunk, and beside us.
‘Controlled Experiment, well met!” he said warmly. ‘Have you cometo lead us out of durance vile?

‘Good God,” Zannasaid, ‘ can’'t anybody talk ordinary English any more? | think that machine has ruined
al your brains.” | had to laugh: she was spegking in the True Knowledge Tongue. My guffaw woke Hugh
up, and we al huddled in the darkness plotting our escape.

‘Wecan't leavethe pup here’ | said. ‘Whereis Ferdy? We need to get him out too.” Simultaneoudly,
Hugh was saying, ‘Why are we crouched herein the pitch dark? Surely the household system can hear
every word we say, evenif it can’'t see us—and I’ m sure 700th millennium technology has perfectly
adequate infrared scanners.’

Barong sad, ‘ Ferdinand is three rooms down the corridor, and in good spirits. Heiseager torgoin us!’
In the darkness, | heard him suck in his breath. * Controlled Experiment, what have you done? | detect a
deep ripplein theloca node of the globa mind.’

‘I'vecast agpdl,” shesaid smply.

‘Oh, great,” Zannasaid. | ill couldn’t decideif she detested thislab rat or admired her, now that we
were on the same side. * Maybe you could spin some straw into gold and we could bribe our way out.’



‘Don’'t be caudtic, Zanna,” Hugh said. * Obvioudy the Goeticians don't use real sorcery—asred sorcery
doesn't exigt, and never has. They must have discovered how to interface cognitively with the planetary
Al

‘Thegloba Mind, yes,” Barong said. ‘ They have surely learned some of the deep codesthat activate
ideograms and matter compilers’

New respect in her voice, Zannasaid, ‘ So Troll’ s spdll isacomputer command that shuts down the
house systems, right?

‘Exactly,” said Barong. ‘1 don’'t know what you' re talking about,” Controlled Experiment said
smultaneoudy. And Hugh asked, ‘ So why are we sitting in the dark?

‘ Goetics must be done in the darkness and murk,” Troll explained patiently. She lapsed into her
freshly-acquired English, probably because her disrepectful remark could not be expressed in the True
Knowledge Language: ‘It has nothing to do with being detected by the creepy tech nerds.’

‘Pish and posh,” Hugh said, and uttered a unh word. Thelight in my bunk came on, making usdl blink
and rub our eyes. Controlled Experiment gazed about fearfully, obvioudy expecting agang of armed
scientissto rush into the room, bent in inflicting cruel negative reinforcement. Nothing happened, luckily.
| guessthat made my skeptica father a better magician than our tame enchanter spy.

‘If we'regoing,” Zannasaid, skinning into her clothes, ‘let’sgo.’

We went—picking up the pup en route. Ferdy raced in aquick delighted circle, but somehow Barong
persuaded him to contain his excitement. Silently, we did the escape thing: down corridors, around
corners, skulk skulk, scurry scurry, you know how it works, al breathless and scared and high on
adrendine and just missing the guards who' ve crossed the path amoment before, every instant of this
boosted quite usefully with some nifty spells and incantations from the Troll. About a quarter of an hour
later, drenched with sweat and hearts pounding fit to burst, three young women, one of them asbald asa
badger, one golden boy, one stocky mathematical physicist carrying aback-pack, and avery clean dog,
madeit to the vast chilly waterfront gardens of the palace of the Méthode Scientifique.

Naturally, our promised Sea Serpent awaited us, lurking just below the grim surface that |apped the
quay.

It raised its gredt, terrible head as we approached, and uttered a mournful moan like the hoot of an ail
tanker. Zanna stopped dead, staring in horror at the monster. She’ s never liked snakes.

‘What thefuck? she blurted. ‘ Are we supposed to ride on the back of that dimy creature?

True, the Sea Serpent was a bit on the dimy side. Waves dapped at its head and massively scaed spine,
ran greasy and dark blueinto the Antarctic tide. The moon, almost unchanged since our own time, hung
above the cove, and moonlit ripplesfled acrosswater and beast. | didn’t like our chances of clinging to
itsback. It didn’t look terribly bright; what if it forgot we were there, and dived under the surface?

‘Rideonitsback? Troll laughed sarcasticdly. | think she was getting rather sick of Zannd s jibes. She
took Barong’s manly mitt in one of her own small, eegant hands, and Ferdy’ s high-tech dog leash in the
other. The three of them stepped forward to the end of the quay as the Sea Serpent reared up its head
menacingly, nodtrilsflaring.

‘Careful,” Hugh cried. Too late for quibbles, though, shouts were rising from the garden behind us. Lights
blazed on all over the palace and grounds. | guess the warding spell had worn off. Poor Grace was dead,



we were about to get pinched by the law, and now the damned Serpent wanted to eat ustoo. | was
feding very depressed.

‘Hurry, hurry, comeaong,” Trall cried, and jumped from the end of the pier.

Barong went with her, hand in hand.

Even Ferdy, the most sensible of dogs when it comesto snakes, jumped as well.

The Serpent’ sjawsfdl open in atruly mind-destroyingly stinky gust of bad fish stench.

‘Oh shit, * Zannasaid in despair. “We re not travelling on a Sea Serpent. We' re going for arideinsde
it!’

My left arm spasmed in apainful tingle asaguard burst from the bushes, followed by aband of his
fellows, al of them armed with Flash Gordon tasers.

‘Beggars can't be choosers,” Hugh told usin adeeply disheartened voice. ‘Come on, girls.” Hetook us
both firmly by the hand, and we jumped into the Serpent’ s gaping craw.

Fifteen

The belly of the whale, where the
ancient prophet Jonah whiled
away severa days before the
aguatic mammal conveniently
vomited him up at his
destination, was nothing
compared to this brute.

Probably it didn’'t smell that different, though.

We went through its gullet like haf a dozen oysters down the throat of a starving man, and the stench
nearly killed us. Burning digestive juices didn’t help, ether. There were acids and alkdi secretions,
according to Hugh, the kinds of tasty stuff that get stuck in the back of your throat and up your nose
when you barf. Stinging and tinky.



‘Fetid,” Barong gasped, after we' d been propelled through at least three sets of massive sphincter
musclesin the gigantic creature’ s gizzards and ended up in atight barrel of red raw muscle and mucus,
sunk to mid-thigh in doshing seawater. He wrinkled up hisnosein disgust, addicate lad intended for
better things by his Grand One.

The reason | could make out his expression, even deep inside a Sea Serpent where the Sun never shines,
is because our biologica escape module was lined by dozens of pretty little clamsthat lay open under the
yucky water, beaming out arich bluelight.

‘Bioluminescence,’ Hugh explained gloomily. ‘Y ou usudly find it in plantsthet float inthe sea. Thismust
be aform of commensdism.’

Certainly the clams were choked with the stuff, and dthough the light made us dl look asif we' d been
dead for three days, it was much better than Sitting around inside some enormous anima’ sgutsin the
pitch black.

‘Fetid, en? That' saclassy word for it,” Zanna said, wiping stinging dime from her cheeks. ‘It' sworse
than that durian fruit. I'd cdl it rank. I'd cal it rancid. I'd call it foul. I'd call it—

‘Pipe down, darling,” Hugh told her. Amazingly, she did. Hugh was trying to keep his back-pack out of
the pool, which wasn't easy because the Serpent appeared to be lashing dong under the cold seaina
kind of undulating full-body wave that threw us from side to side, making usfed even morelike throwing
up. He managed to get his notepad out, fired it up, keyed for the globa positioning data.

Controlled Experiment gasped. In the blue light, aided and abetted by red and green diodes from the
feature keys and the color-coded map againgt its white background on the display, her shaved head
looked rather gruesome,

‘Isthat theworld? she asked, peering at the rotating globe on the screen. | looked too. Good God.
Where Los Angeles had been, in fact most of the west coast, | saw findly, untangling the mess before my
eyes, obvioudy had sheared away from the rest of the continent and drifted north. The whole vagt, torn
landmass was asicy as Alaska had been. No wonder it was cold.

‘The oneand only,” Zannatold her. Hugh' sright hand pecked away, caling up data sidebars. Hisleft
hand clutched the machine as he swayed.

‘ Plate tectonic movement. The San Andreasfault has ripped Cdiforniain half. Could have happened five
hundred million years ago. Maybe the Grand One was playing with the globe sinterna heat currents.
Okay, gotcha,” he added with satisfaction. ‘Well, we are now two point eight kilometers from the city
shore, and | don't see any sign of water craft in pursuit. Uh-oh. That trace must be a—' He hit another
key, and asmall window opened. A few more keystrokes, and the dightly blurry image of amantaray
arcraft was downloaded from one of the ancient satellites.

Urgently, Hugh turned to the lab rat. * Can you get this beast to dive? Or would that place usin danger
from depth pressure?

‘The True Knowledge wonkswon't attack us,” Troll said dismissively. ‘ They don’'t have the guts. Sneak
attacks with mutated viruses, yes. Just straight out violating agess of the Guy, forget it.” She was peering
with some enthusiasm at the pictured globe. Her fingers moved mysterioudy, and she seemed to be
muttering something rhythmic beneath her breeth. | felt the weirdest jolt, and the computer screen shook,
went blank for amoment, and refreshed itsimage. The icon for the Serpent wasn't whereit had been an
instant earlier; it had jJumped an inch across the map, in the direction of the equator. Now Troll |ooked
sck and weak, and dumped into the puky poal.



‘Y ou did that by Goetics? Y ou quantum tel eported us? Hugh asked, dumbfounded. Simultaneoudy,
Barong said, ‘A high-level symbol transformation in the computationa platform. | am impressed.” He
bent to help Controlled Experiment.

‘| thought you hated al this computer stuff,” Zanna said to him angrily, which | have to say made me quite
happy in arather despicable dog-in-the-manger way. ‘| thought it was al globa cosmic mindsand Gaia' s
holy will, or should I be thinking Son of Grand One?

Barong regarded her coolly across one muscled shoulder for amoment, then continued his ministrations
withthefdlen witch girl. “Weadl learn, Zanna’ After akilling pause, he added without the dightest
maliciousinflection, ‘Mogt of us, anyway.’

‘Ouch,” | sad.
‘Can you do that again? Hugh asked the lab rat.

‘Not very often, and not for sometime,” Troll said feebly. ‘I’'m sorry. But | think that jump should have
got usclear of their air machine’

The map spun, settled. ‘Lookslikeit. But child, we can't stay ingdethisanima for very long. Theair
hereis nearly unbreathable, and it will run out quite soon.’

Troll took some time to answer, pondering. At length, with afrown, shetold us, * There is another way. |
can place usin agtate of temporary suspension. Timewill seemto passin aningant,’

‘Oh shit,; Zannasaid in disgust. ‘ Same old, same old. Doesit involve afurry blue place on the far sde of
asheset of lavathat can't possibly be there?

Thelabrat fiddled her thumbsin the gesture that in the True Knowledge Tongue indicated irritated denidl.
‘“The method is Goetical, and involves a spell. It poses just one danger, but that isagrave one.’

| Sighed. ‘You don't say. And that is?

‘If the Serpent goes astray without my guidance, we might never be found and awakened.’
“Y ou mean some doctor at the other end hasto give usashot?

‘A "shot"? sherepeated in English. ‘No, acall. A benediction. An awakening.’

‘Cool,” Zannasaid, and leaned back againgt apulsing bulge of gridy muscle. ‘ They'll wake uswith a
kiss Sheshuddered. ‘I'd rather kissafrog.’

‘That isone method,” said Controlled Experiment, in surprise.

Ferdinand was getting rather tired, | saw. The poor old fellow found it hard to hold himsdlf up out of the
water. ‘Don’t beridiculous, we can’'t go to deep,’ | said angrily, scared out my wits again. *We' d dither
down and drown. Look, the pup’sin trouble aready.’

‘We shdl be perfectly safein that regard,” Troll said. ‘ In Goetical suspension, time ceases. We neither
breathe nor require food and drink. Our only hazard is assuring our proper awakening, as| have said.
But Hugh is correct, the air grows fouler with each minute. Are we agreed? Shdl | invoke the spell?

| don’t remember any further discussion. Everything went dreamy and remote, like diding into anaesthetic
for aminor operation—the drug interferes with your short term memory, so you don’t recall the last
numbers you' ve been counting backwards toward.



Out like asoft light.
Awake again, being spewed convulsively from the throat of abarfing Sea Serpent.
‘Oh my God, give me strength—

Charming way to wake up. At least the weather was a bit warmer, so close to the equator. Not that this
issaying amouthful, since the entire world was locked down into an ice age. Even aided by
computationa magic, the best that Troll’ sfolks could manage for a harbor was an indoor pool under
glass, the size of asmall town and infested with Serpents. Rather like an old-fashioned railroad Sation,
actudly, if you got out of thetrain by being vomited from the carriage door.

‘What we need,” Zannasaid, groaning horribly and wiping dimefrom her legs, ‘isalong hot shower,
followed by along hot bath, followed by another shower, and then perhaps a massage and some clean
clothes and ahearty meal that contains no seafood. That's what we need.’

‘All can be provided,” Troll said. ‘“We are most civilized here. None of that contemptible
Frankenscience.” She didn’t use that word, of course, but those were the connotations. Unmasked as a
Luddite, shewasgoingtolet it al hang out, wear her dlegiance like aflag of glory. ‘Follow me’

We weren't the only ones needing agood cleaning up. The cavernsto which Troll took uswere full of
people washing the dime of travel from their bodies. Huge brass cauldrons of aromatic water Smmered
over smdl fires. Icy cascades of water tumbled down from higher up the mountain. By the time we had
been doused, scrubbed, boiled, anointed and fitted out in long flowing garments, | believewe dl felt we'd
been reborn.

Not to mention intensaly hungry. In the tavern to which Troll led us, we were served the best full-grain
bread I’ ve ever tasted, and soup that had nothing to do with the sea.

‘What now? Zannasaid aswe leaned back in our seats, full to the brim. *How can we repay you?

Troll sghed and ran her hand over her bald head. * Y ou can all club together and buy meawig,” she
suggested dryly. ‘ The last thing | want now isto look like alab rat from the Realm of True Knowledge.’
Shetold Barong, ‘Y ou should let your hair grow longer aswdll, it would suit you. My own hair, when it
grows, ismost lustrous.” She placed afriendly hand on hisarm.

| watched Zanna, who was looking at Troll with a hard expression. She might have been prepared to
show her gratitude in some mundane way like buying the Troll awig; shewasn't remotely interested in
surrendering Barong' s affection. And it's funny—I had been consumed with jealousy for my sster’s
growing love interest, but the moment it looked asif Troll were musclingin, | wason Zanna sside
immediately. A disagreesbletenson fizzed theair.

Hugh said, ‘“Wel, tell us, Controlled Experiment—'
Thegirl brokein angrily. ‘Please don't call me by that horrid name!’
‘Oh. I’'m sorry, dear, it’ sthe only one | know you by.’

‘My bhirth-nameis Fluent-by-Starlight. Those damned baby-thieves dtered it when they made me a
Changding’

| stared in amazement. I’ d been devoted to fairytaleswhen | was achild, and later had studied the topic
professondly: Jack Zipes, those cultura anaysts, mad Freudians most of them. Zannaand | virtualy
knew Grimm by heart. Y ou’'ve got it the wrong way around,’ | said. ‘It' sthe fairy people who sted



human babies and switch them for their own changdlings’

“What would you know about it, you nerd of True Knowledge? Troll caught hersdlf at once and gave
me an apologetic amile. ‘Forgive me, Natdie. Asyou say, you are from adifferent time and place—you
cannot be blamed for misunderstanding.’

‘Changding or nat, if you were raised from the cradle by old Green Frog and her pals’ Zanna said
skepticaly, ‘you should love them, not this bunch.” She waved at the colorful crowd chattering in the
tavern.

‘We aways remain linked, we enchanters,” Troll said. ‘ Nothing merely scientific can sever that deep
bond.” Shelooked intently a Barong. ‘Y ou will understand this, Barong. | sense your aura, your linksto
Guy. You are avery powerful vortex.’

‘Well, Huent-by-Starlight,” Hugh said, made characteristically uncomfortable by thisflux of loveand
hatred, ‘who'sin charge around here, and when do we meet her?

‘Oh.” Troll made avague gesture of dismissal. ‘ Redlly, no oneisin charge. We are ademocratic people,
each with her or his specid giftsand roleto play in the Great Game of the World under Guy.” Taking
care not to give offense by pointing, she drew our attention to the people around us. * That girl isawater
undine.” A scrawny child was pouring acustomer sparkling drink from ajar too heavy for her. ‘' The
young fellow isafire-brand.” He sat beside the hot fire, pumping his lungslike abdllows, so the flames
leaped. It looked quite exhausting to me, not ajob I'd cherish. * A song-bird sprite.” That onewas afat
woman with asmile and amouthful of felafe. Above her head, agolden or brass bird was spinningina
cage, lilting asort of jolly folk-song music from its metd throat.

‘These arethe lower classes, of course,” Trall told us, shrugging. Clearly she was made of finer stuff, but
with any luck they’d let usin the castle door in her train. ‘ The nation possesses awhole order of warlock
artisans, birth witches, flower children, rising though the ranks of power to various grades of wizards and
grand wizards and high priests and priestesses and afew very scholarly shamans. But no oneisliteraly in
command of the whole place, not even the High Magus. Nothing a al like that appaling hierarchical
Realm of True Knowledge.’

‘Y es, yes, so whom do we see? Hugh put down histankard, wiped his mouth on the back of one hairy
forearm. He' d removed the rather soiled bandage after our disgusting ride inside the Serpent, and it
looked asif hisbullet crease wound was pretty much hedled. ‘ To whom do we offer our services?

If you were listiening for it, you could hear the disgppointment in Hugh’ svoice. Back in the Realm of True
Knowledge he had been royally received and taken directly to see the head personage, leathery old
Méthode Scientifique herself. He d received the respect his profession deserved—even if he had been
asked to perform ahideoudy unethica act. In this place of Goetics, he probably had no status at al.
Worse, he might find himsdf anathema.

‘Oh,” sad Trall, ‘I’ ve got afew friends who might be interested in meeting you. I'm surethey’ll be
fascinated to talk to Barong and Ferdy.’

‘Barong and Ferdy? Hugh wasrather put out to beleft off thelist.

‘Well yes,” Troll said and again she placed acompanionable hand on Barong’' sarm. ‘| sense something
very specid about Barong, heisin tunewith many orders of mind and zeitgelst—I could scry that the
moment | met him.” She smiled swestly.

‘Zeitgeig my ass,’ Zannasad.



‘In hisown lost and ancient epoch, as he hastold me, Barong was part of the Grand One. In our age he
may become the embodiment of that holistic spirit which drives our community.’” Her eyes gleamed.
‘Indeed, we have alegend that foretells the coming of agolden-skinned, black-haired, all-seeing one,
and hisfour-footed familiar.’

‘Drivel,” Zannasaid. ‘Y ou'remaking it up on the spot.” She actualy stamped her foot. ‘Givemea
break!’

‘Uh... Zanna, that was hardly polite,” Hugh told her, but you could tell he agreed completdly with his
younger, smarter and more attractive daughter’ sanalysis. Much good it seemed to be doing her.

‘Look, Troll,” she said, leaning across the table to confront the bald girl,  Barong hereisagood fellow,
but he is not some sort of mini-god. And Ferdy ismy dog—he sthe family pet, he'snot afamiliar, you
witch.

“You must redize, Zanna,’ Troll said demurely, eyes cast aside, ‘that Barong and Ferdy understand each
other in away none of us can even dream of .’

“You must redize, Troll,; Zannasaid, not a al demurdly, ‘that hundreds of millennia before you were
even born, some crackpot computer entity shoved abrain implant into poor Ferdy. Barong’' s got one as
well. There' snothing Goetic abot it. Isthere, Barong?

‘Ah... He spread his handsin agesture of universd friendship. ‘ One mehum’ sgoeticsis another
mehum'’ s science’

‘Look, buddy boy,” Zanna said, ‘quit being so diplomatic. Just tell our friend here that you are not
interested in becoming the Prince of Snake-ail just so that she can become the Princess!’

But he said nothing, ingpecting his hands where they lay limply on thetable. Zannaglared a him; he
declined to meet her eye. Sheturned her hot gaze againto Troll. *And I'll tell you another thing, Ferdy
has no intention of becoming alap dog at the court of Mumbo Jumbo.” Zanna bent down and patted the
old pup under the table. ‘No, he doesn't, he' smy dog.” Her eyes narrowed. ‘1 don’t suppose your
creepy ancient legend mentions atough young woman with a cross-bow? Y ou know... the destined
consort of the golden-skinned one.’

| gasped. Pretty blatant. If these girls had been in one of those sandal epic movies where people whack
at each other with swords, they’ d be damming down their metal-studded gloves on the floor and calling
for secondsto attend adud at first dawn. Oddly, though, Zanna s nasty shot had an interesting effect on
Huent-by-Starlight, dthough | might have been the only oneto noticeit. Her eyesflickered briefly, her
mouth tensed, and then she looked away, asif searching the room for amore reliable sidekick.

‘Thereisno such legend,” she sad, voice dightly tight. ‘ Just the Y oung Magus and his wet-nosed
familiar’

‘Crap,” Zannasaid, leaning back and pedling something like a pinegpple the size of an orange, using a
sharp knife she drew from her right boot. Downright lethal these days, my young sister Zanna. ‘Y ou’ve
madeit al up on the spot. Well, if you can invent alegend, so can|. See, in my story, thisterrific-looking
warrior girl from amyserioustimewarp arrivesin Boring City and—

| had to step in pronto, smooth things over; we were indebted to Troll and she was our only contact in
this strange place. ‘Look, guys,’ | said. ' Everyone s getting tired and cranky. What we need now is
somewhere to deep. I'm sure we can work things out in the morning.”



‘Of course,” said Troll, shrugging, and shot me awarm smile. ‘I’ ve dready arranged accommodation in
thistavern. We need only go upgtairs.’

The bedsin thetavern, it turned out, weren't nearly as comfortable asthosein the Realm of True
Knowledge. The mattresses were filled with strawv—but they were a great improvement on the insides of
afishy Serpent. We dept like logs.

* %k % %

In the morning Zanna and | woke up before the others, and took awalk around the town, munching on
purple apple-things. Genetically engineered foods? | no longer cared, enough time had €l apsed that surely
the bugs would have been worked out. Anyway, | decided, my own DNA was made of sterner stuff.
And our home away from home was a pretty place, the people were friendly, the buildings were quirky
with adozen different architecturd stylesin any one street. A gingerbread house nestled up to asmall
Gothic castle with turrets. Next door was a place like a pagoda made of heavy paper encrusted with
thousands of mysterious glyphs. Maybe they were ads. Across the street stood a house made entirely
from the trunks of petrified trees.

‘Check it out.” | pointed at an authentic vampires mansion with a belfry where huge bat thingswere
flitting home after anight out. Zannawasn't interested in architecture. She wasinterested only in
blackening the name and character of Controlled Experiment or whatever she caled hersalf now.

‘| don’t trust her, Nat. She was a spy in the Realms of True Knowledge. She’ sgot her own little scam
going here. Claims she was a changeling but seemsto have no affection at dl for the people who brought
her up. She might be a double agent, atriple agent, she might be an agent to the power of x.’

‘Y egh, and sherather likesBarong,” | said. ‘1 don’t imagine that has anything to do with your
suspicions?

‘That boy isatotal innocent. If anybody needs protecting, he does. Did you see her last night—clawing
hisarm with her talons, fluttering her eydashes, crooning at him.’

‘She' sgot rather pretty hands;” | said. ‘| wouldn’t cdl them talons!’
‘Whose side are you on, Nat?
“Yours, of course. Ours. Just calm down.’

‘l amcalm,” Zannasaid. *We ve just got to work out what we are going to do when little Miss Muffett
triesto turn poor Barong into a puppet god.’

‘Maybe Barong wants to be a puppet god.’

‘If he does, he' scrazy. He' d have to spend half hislife dressed up like a Christmas tree chanting idiot
spellsand consulting hens' gizzards!’

| couldn’t help laughing.

‘That iswhat they do, you know,” Zannasaid hatly. * Divination. They predict the future by manhandling
someterrified bird and ripping its guts out and reading them. | mean, what sort of civilization usesbird
guts as anewspaper?



“"Augury" isthe word you' relooking for. A very traditional form of semiotics. We don't know that they
do that here’

“Y ou mean "auspicetion”.’

‘No, | don't. That'sfinding omensin theflight of birds. Hensdon't fly terrible effectively after you've
ripped their guts out.’

‘Don’'t quibble. They' re heavily into Goetics, probably the black kind. Of coursethey carry on like that.
If it' snot fowl guts—'

‘All gutsarefoul.’

‘...t sectoplasm, you fool, and rapping on tables and talking in tongues, and drinking the blood of
innocent babies and drawing pentagrams and summoning up Satanic forces and chanting Feefi fo fum...’

‘All your base, | shouted, ‘ are belong to us!’

By this stage we were both falling about in the open street, laughing our heads off. As sometimes happens
when ther€ stoo much tension in the air, one spasm of mirth set off another. It took us severa minutesto
get ourselves under control; passers-by in the street stopped and stared.

‘Comeon,’ | saidto Zanna, ‘We d better get back to the tavern before we' re arrested and flung in the
gocksfor public giggling.’

“Yeah, wdll, just watch that Troll bitch,” Zannasaid. * Watch her like ahawk, and if she givesyou any
strange potionsto drink....’

‘I’ll pour mineinto the nearest potted plant,” | assured her.

“It'll wither up on the spot and kedl over,” Zanna said, relishing her own gloom.

* k% %k %

Later that day, Troll took usto meet agroup of her friends. We walked for amile or two aong the cool
seafront. Beyond a broad but beachless promenade, the sea broke lazily against rocks. Occasiondly we
saw a Serpent surfacing and making itsway in grest rippling surges to the disembarkation point.

‘“How arewe going to talk to your friends? | asked Troll. *“We don’t know your language. Or do | mean
didect? Parole? Patois?

‘Oh, they are dl fluent in True Knowledge Speech,’ Troll said. ‘It helpsto know the language of your
enemy. Although, mind you, they had to learn it the hard way. We ve got no scanning machines here’

‘Couldn’t you have used a spell? Zannaasked, peering past Barong, and | was impressed at the way
she kept her voice neutral. Good girl. Cam, cam.

‘Even with Goetics, there are certain things one cannot do,” Troll said. ‘ Goeticsis a hard task-master,
not auniversa servant.’

‘Tell that to the poor fucking chickens’ Zannasaid, last two wordsin English.

‘What? Troll was baffled. Her command of English—her lexicon, grammar and tacit encyclopedia, soto



gpeak—was from Hugh, and he’ sa bit more high-toned than Zannaand .

‘Never mind,” said Zannaand put her arm firmly round Barong' swaist. For amoment we al waked in

dlence. | looked sdewaysat him; | couldn’t tell if he welcomed Zanna' s possessive gesture or not. Trall
wasworking hard at being inscrutable—and succeeding. Well, shewould, of course, | told mysdif. It's

an occupationd skill among professond spies.

‘Inhere,’ shesaid findly, and turned to rap on athick wooden door set into ahigh stonewall.

Sixteen

I”d been expecting something
along the lines of acoven, with a
five-pointed star drawn in
reeking blood, and smoky
candles, lots of wicker and lewd
silver amulets and bad art
painted on black velvet. The
room we entered gave me quite a
surprise. It was nedt, efficiently
laid-out, and the people gathered
In ahalf-circle looked like the
wizardly equivalent of the local



chamber of commerce.

‘Welcome, Fluent-by-Starlight,” said a handsome man in his sixties. He was wearing what looked like a
faryland verson of abusiness suit, vaguely medieva in rich port-wine linen and anest ruff under hischin.
‘ And these must be our unusud visitors!’

Rising, he strode toward us with both arms outstretched. ‘Welcometo you all aswell, and thanksto you
for returning our beloved exile home.” He embraced my startled father in afirm hug, and then did the
same to Barong, before touching each of us women, and Ferdy, with one paterndistic pat to the top of
each head. ‘| am Babdl’ s Architect, your host in this gathering.’

Luckily, he was speaking the language of his enemies, s0 at least we could understand him. In hismouth it
was far more flowery than the strangled blather we' d heard from the M éthode Scientifique.

My father did the usua polite song and dancein return, | nodded without saying anything, Barong orated
some drive about the loving spirit of Guy, and Zanna plopped herself down in acomfortable lesther chair
and crossed her legs. ‘Nice place, Babes,” she said insolently. ‘ Areyou any relation to the Troll here?

Fluent flushed. * Suzanna, please. Y ou are addressing a notable adviser of the High Magus.’

“Yeah?1 thought you were dl terrifically democratic and libertarian and agoric and no bosses and
everything’

With considerable composure, the man caling himsaf Babel’ s Architect touched Troll’ sbad head again,
soothing her... and it worked—asif, | couldn’t help thinking, by magic.

‘| understand, my dear,” he said, unruffled. It wasn’t clear if he were speaking to Troll or Zanna. ‘ The
customs of one time and place are not those of another. But please, won't you al st? We shall have
refreshments, and then discuss the matters at hand.”

| cheered up at that. Breakfast had been at least two hours earlier, and | was getting peckish. Astwo of
the young men did some spdll-casting and muttering, alarge wicker basket in the center of aglasstable
popped open and awarm-bread-smelling feast rose into view, complete with flasks of fruit juice and
some implausible artichokes that tasted like boiled eggs dipped in savory sauce, Suff likethat. | hoed in,
getting mysdlf sticky and putting a happy smile on my face. Zanna, | noticed, ate very lightly. She sent me
awarning look and shook her head almost imperceptibly, but | ignored her paranoia. If these dudes
wanted to harm us, they could just as easily turn usinto bats.

The apprentices, once we were done, made the leavings vanish, which beat washing up, and the Babel
man led the rest of the company in acombined debriefing of their spy plusinvitation to Hugh to turn the
tables on the evil forces of True Knowledge. Obvioudy Troll had been channeling most of this materia to
them in dribs and drabs over the years, via some enchanted pipeline, but she rose to sum up the current
date of play with scary brevity.

‘My dear Brothers and Sisters, the so-called M éthode Scientifique has masterminded aresearch
program to develop asicknessthat will infect our people with what they cdl rationdity,” shetold the
horrified coven. * Thisillness, this plague, affectsthe very structure of the brain. My fdlow lab ratsare
convinced that it damages the right side of the brain, where the power of Goetics resides, and enhances
the dreary authority of the brain’sleft hemisphere.’

| raised my hand. Trall frowned, but inclined her head to alow meto interrupt.



‘| thought the left half of the brain has something to do with language,” | said.

‘Yes, but it isthe narrow language of logic,” Babd’s Architect said. ‘ The bitter logic of the so-called
scientists and their fase knowledge.’

‘Funny,” said Zannalazily, swinging her leg, ‘that’ s exactly the sort of thing they say about you.’

‘Without precise language,’ Hugh added, clearly uncomfortable at al thisdissing of his beloved science,
‘we are hardly better than the animals’

Ferdinand barked loudly, gruff, then rested his nose on his paws.
‘Sorry, Ferdy,” Hugh said. ‘ No offence intended.’

Ferds barked again, and wagged his stump. Okay, none taken. | didn’t know which brain hemisphere he
used to say it.

A brisk young woman from the coven said, ‘ How can we be certain that these visitors of ours have not
aready been used to smuggle in the memetic virus, exactly asthe evil old cresture intended?

‘Thereisno virus here,” Barong told her. He sat in azazen posture beside the glass table, relaxed but
dert. You couldn’t help trusting him completely, without reservation. Legend or not, he did make a pretty
convincing young hero. Troll and Zanna both watched him with their tongues dl but hanging out. Danger,
danger, | thought queasily. One way or another, there was bound to be awoman scorned by the close of
play. Then the sparks and the fur would fly. I’ d prefer to be el sewhere when that happened.

Babd asked, ‘ Y our specid giftsalow you to say thiswith certainty?

‘My implants and enhancements, yes. And my bond with my friend Ferdinand, here, who has anose for
danger.’

Again, the good dog wagged the ssump of histall, hiseyes bright with intelligence and cyber-linked
understanding.

‘That isgood to know,” Babd remarked with considerable satisfaction. He sat back, crossed his hands
over hissmdl pot-belly. * Our enemy is confounded. Y et shewill not remain so for long. We must seize
this opportunity while the cast of fortune remainsfair for our cause’

‘“The High Maguswill not permit usto move againgt the Redlm,” athin-faced fellow said in areedy voice.
| recognized the type, and could foresee him ducking behind atree at thefirst sgn of trouble. Maybe |
migudged him, though. I’ ve been wrong about people before.

‘If 30, we must replace the High Magus,” Troll cried in afierce, passionate voice. Then she blushed, and
covered her eyes with her lashes, which were long and lovely, you had to admit. With her hair grown
back in she' d be tough competition for Zanna. Not that Barong seemed to object to her current looks; he
was probably used to alot weirder sightsthan abeautiful 1ab rat with no hair. It annoyed me that our
helter-skeltering of the past few days had got in the way of talking to the dear lad, finding out more about
his experiences during the Spike. | knew only that he' d been fetched to the States from Indonesia
because he possessed natural immunity to the Manila plague virus, and the medicos needed to examine
him in their bio-containment labs. Or perhaps, as | suspected in darker moments, the virus was indeed
engineered by terrorists or somebody’ s military—maybe even our own, God forbid—and elther had
escaped or been released to wreak havoc on an enemy. If so, Barong and his companions of the Grand
One were probably asmdl colony of lab ratsin their turn, survivors of an unthinkable experiment that
had gone, asthe cliche put it only too accurately, horribly wrong.



Smoothly, Babd’s Architect was murmuring, ‘| am sure that our impetuous young Changeling aly means
no treason. The High Magusis a blessing upon our nation, old and somewhat absent-minded as he may
have grown in his advanced years, may they be many.’

Rhubarb, rhubarb, muttered the other witches, maintaining their pious looks while presumably harboring
every intention of pushing the old goat off the throne first chance they got, | was quite sure of that. I'd
witnessed enough faculty seminars during my graduate studiesto know this sorry scenewell. If the
mesting had been taking place in the Realm of True Knowledge, admittedly, they’d al have been clapped
inirons by this point, since the household surveillance system would have picked up every word and
reported it to the thought police. Here, with spellsto protect a secret gathering like this one, you could
say what you liked without fear of being apprehended.

D’ oh! Maybe not.

| was rocked back in my seat by aterribly loud bang. Light bright as the Sun flashed in the middle of the
room. When my teary sight returned, an old geezer stood where the glass table had been. He held atall
saff tipped with ahard blue piercing light, and wore nothing more than a strip of grubby fabric wound
around hisancient loins.

“You vex me, my son,” hetold Babel, who was doing his best to look dignified. ‘ Alwaysthe plots.
Alwaysthe dull little cabas. Why can’t you come to the front office and put your recommendationsto the
central committeelike everyone e se?

‘Sire; Babd started. He stopped to clear histhroat. ‘ High Magus, perhaps you have been misinformed
of the—'

‘Oh, don’t beat around the bush, Babel,” the old boy said. * Y ou want me gone, half the enchanted reallm
wants me gone, and one of these days| will be gone. But not yet!’

Turning dowly, with remarkable presence (I thought of Kirk Douglas a amgor awards ceremony
before his stroke), the old fellow achieved eye contact with everyonein the room. When it was my turn, |
looked back as steadily but guilelesdy as possible. The High Magus s own stare wasn't hogtile, indeed it
seemed quite friendly, but | suspected there wasllittle in my mind he wasn't seeing.

‘Well,;” hesaid at ladt, ‘it seems my successor has come amongst us a last. Aslegend foretold.
Welcome, young man.” Heinclined his head dowly towards Barong, who inclined his own head equaly
maesticaly inreply. ‘ And, aslegend has d so foretold, we are graced by the presence of his consort and
bride-to-be, the maiden of the cross-bow.” Heinclined his head towards Zanna.

Troll snorted increduloudly, like an offended horse. *Her?

Zannaignored Troll. Without leaving her chair, she said to the old man, ‘Listen, Old and Ancient One, |
thank you for the offer of thejob and | will give you an answer in due course. However, therearea
number of non-negotiable clauses that will have to be written into the contract. One: there' sto be none of
this consort nonsense—if Barong and me are going to run thisjoint, it will be an equal partnership. | get
full voting rights—

‘Itisnot customary—' the Magus began.
‘Cugtom isthelast refuge of the deazebag,” Zannasaid.
‘I'm sorry, | am unacquainted with the concept of the deazebag.’

‘Don’'t worry about it for the moment,” Zannasaid. * Two: there’ sto be no crudlty, no sacrifices, no



ripping the guts out of chickens’

‘| assume you refer to the ancient and lamentably indirect practice of divination using bird entrails?
‘That sort of thing.’

‘| assure you we have more semiotically sophisticated ways of predicting the unexpected.’
‘Whatever, but terrific.’

Barong sad, ‘We are of one mind on that question.’

‘Three: about my family. | want them given proper jobs. I'm not having my sister sculling around the

pal ace with nothing to do. She' san intelligent woman and can be expected to pull her weight. Asfor my
fathe—we have a mgjor-league problem. Hugh isa scientist. Always has been, dwayswill be. And
pretty damned snappy at it. In fact, he' s the one who invented the spacetime vacuole.’

A sudden collective gasp, aquick indrawing of bresth by everyone present.

‘Yeah, that’sright, Zannasaid, ‘ascientist. But I’ m not having him persecuted on account of it. Got
that? He sto be given hisown lab.’

‘Thegirl’ sascientist hersdf,” screamed Trall. * Just listen to her! Sheis not the foretold one. She' sfase,
fase, fase. | am the promised consort. | have no problemswith that role. | will serve my lord Barong in
true maidenly modesty.’

‘Pigshit!” Zannasaid with acoarse, derisory laugh. ‘Y ou' ve got no hair at al and you’ d manipulate poor
old Barong into an early grave. Y ou might pretend to be hisloyd little helper, but you' d twist and mould
him like pizzadough.’

‘Ladied’ thundered the Magus.

Too late for the argument from authority. Troll was dready weaving her hands and muttering her spells.
Green light began to flicker around her fingers. | redly didn’t like theway shewas glaring & Zanna. My
sster looked around for something to defend herself with. Others present were speaking in short bursts
of verse, weaving spells. The Architect of Babe was busy hauling little leather purses of powder from the
recesses of hisgarments. He flung the contents of onein Troll’ sdirection, but she raised her green
flickering hands and the dust scattered beforeit reached her.

‘Thisisunseemly. Unseemly, do you hear?

The old man’ swords were lost in the melee. Things were getting entirely out of hand. Everyonein the
room—and there now appeared to be more of them than I’ d noticed at the start, even though the doors
remained shut—was making Goetic passes, fast and furious. Huge bats with heads like davering wolves
materidized in the air. One unfortunate young man disappeared with astricken cry. The air imploded to
fill the space he' d occupied, reminding me of the 6-brane vacuole. A young woman was sucked into the
same void only to collide with abading gent coming from the other sde holding a steaming cooking
tureen, a shocked expression on his negtly bearded face. A speckled lizard that hadn’t been there two
seconds before burgt into flame and ran around the room setting fire to drapes and curtains. Hugh and |
began furtively to shuffle backwards towards the door. Barong, however, continued to St impassvely in
his zazen posture—wholly unperturbed by the madness surrounding him.

‘Finish the old bastard off,” yelled Babd. ‘Now’ s our chance.” Multtering incantations, he hurled symbolic
powders at the Magus, sprays of brown and yellow and bright red that made me sneeze even on the



other sde of the room.

Troll had summoned up enough green light to send afireball toward Zanna, but my quick sster lurched
sdeways, drawing her knife from her boot. ‘ Barong, you dimwit,” sheyelled. ‘Don't just St there, do
something!’

Asif on command, Barong dowly rose from thefloor, still cross-legged in the zazen position. | boggled.
I’ve never seen anyone levitate before, except David Copperfield and while that was just ahighly
expengveilluson it did make me cry abit because it was so beautiful. I’ ve always wanted to fly.

‘Oh, very impressive, well played, sir,’ yelled Troll, admiringly I think. ‘Now chose me. Cast your lct.
Let the foretelling be made manifest. Be seen to choose, and chooserightly...

‘Shut up, witch-bitch,” Zannayelled. She seemed to be regressing to the kindergarten, if they’ re alowed
to carry lethd blades at that age. ‘ Barong and me are an item. Get it? Anitem.

Theflaming salamander lizard had sprouted wings, making low passes across the heads of therioters;
amall fires sarted everywhereit brushed. The timber walls themsd ves were beginning to burn. Ferdinand
jumped up and down on the polished floor-boards, barking like mad and trying to reach the impassive
Barong who was now floating a head height. Someone stumbled and tripped over Ferdy: it wasthe
ancient Magus, who fell with ahorrid raw-boned crash and lay flat out on the floor, unmoving. Hisface
turned an darming purple.

‘Heart attack,” Hugh muttered beside me. He cupped his mouth and yelled like a coach, * Suzanna,
Ferdy, over here, we ve got to get away before the whole place goes up.’

The good old pup ceased his mad leaping and scuttled over to join us by the door. Zanna stood where
she was, four-sguare and joyous with the spirit of thefight, knife menacingly in her right hand, yelling a
Barong, ‘Wake up, golden boy! Get out of theair, thejoint’sgoing up in flames.’

Inadow lordly gesture, Barong extended one hand towards Zanna. She, too, left the floor, floating
upward in much the way asummer leaf drifts downward. Severd of the rioters sopped their rioting and
gpell-casting and stood back in awe.

‘He has chosen, the chosen one has chosen,” the thin-faced man yelled rather incoherently, but you could
tell he was pleased.

“Y ou' re going the wrong way, smoke inhalaion isworse a celling level,” Hugh yelled. * Get down onto
thefloor!’

But Zanna, with strange aplomb, just tucked her legsinto the zazen position as well and floated acrossto
join Barong in the fumes and light and smoke. Terrible green light crackled and flashed and Trall
screamed, ‘Y ou' Il never get away with it! I'll fix your flesh-and-blood.” A greet roiling bal of light and
smoke spun from her fingers and grew asit hurtled across the room to where Hugh and Ferdy and |
stood ready to make a dash. It engulfed us. We made no dash.

Everything went dreamy and remote again, like the last timein the belly of the Sea Serpent.
Something in me clung to consciousness, fighting againg thefdl into timelessness,
It felt like Grace. Oh, Mom. My aching heart.

And yet the room locked up. The flamesfroze. No, gone, they were gone entirely. Everyone blurred, like
an insandly speeded-up DVD. Where the fire damage had been, the wals and celling were restored. |



don’t mean workers came in and fixed the place up, and | don’t mean time ran backwards to make
everything theway it had been. Actualy, | don’t know what | mean, exactly. | suppose what happened
wasthat Hugh and Ferdy and | got stuck inside asingle long moment of time, stuck there by Controlled
Experiment’ s spell, while all the rest of the world ticked away at the standard rate. It was creepy as hdll,
because thistime, unlike the vacuole, | was somehow aware of what was going on and atogether unable
to do anything about it.

What was going on wasthis: aghost-dog barking and barking with terrible joy, and Daddy having along,
thoughtful conversation with Mommy.

Obvioudy that wasimpossible. Clearly I’ d hit my head, fallen down during the mel e, breathed too much
smoke. Becauseif there was one thing | knew, something that had been driven into my broken heart by
nights of weeping, it was that my mother was gone, waslost to us nearly six hundred and ninety thousand
yearsin the past.

‘Not redly, darling,” her sweet voicetold me. ‘I'll never leaveyou. | never have.’

In that timeless moment, so unlike the head-splitting green flash future-jump of the vacuole, | sobbed
again with happinessto find her there, if only for amoment.

‘Isit redly you? | recognized her scent, no, her smell, ditinctive and human, womanly; the touch of her
face againgt my cheek, the echo of her darling voice. ‘I’'mimagining this, aren't |7

‘I'm here,” she assured me, and | felt the pressure of her kiss. But when | reached out to hug her, |
couldn’t find her, couldn’t move my arms, couldn’t—

Seventeen

It sounded like adistant crowd
chattering, but it wasn't. | tried
to catch my breath amid the
racket of clattering. Click-clack,
tick-tock. A red haired man bent
over the open works on his table,
loupe in his eye, tiny delicate



screwdriver in his hary, steady
hand. On a dozen shelves, and In
the store window, hundreds of
clocks and watches danced away
the seconds. His red hair was cut
very closeto his skull, an
orange-pink fuzz. Maybe he was
In hisearly thirties. The insides
of the clock gleamed, brilliant
brass and steel. Nothing
electrical here, no quartz to
replace the coiled spring. | knew
him from somewhere; | felt
surreally calm.

‘Anhorologist,’ | said conversationally, to be polite.
‘Cdl meHorace,’ hesaid, glancing up, light dazzling briefly from the lens clamped in hisleft eye.

‘Horace? | said, and laughed. Surely that wasn’t hisname. ‘ Sorry, that’ srude. Calling aboy "Horace” is
asource of innocent merriment these days.” A little tune twinkled on my tongue, duh-da, duh-dada,
duh-DA. Did | know it? Something Hugh used to hum. Gilbert and Sullivan maybe. ‘Most of us never
learned classic Latin verse,’ | explained apologetically. ‘ Or was Horace a Greek? Not my field, I'ma
culturd theorist and we tend to avoid the pissy little detalls’



‘Horus,” he said more clearly.

Not Roman or Greek, then. Wasit Egyptian? That long beaky face, like abird of prey. Not quite a the
same moment, al the clocksjarringly started to chime, ped, ring, toll, clang, buzz, even the opened
timepiece he was repairing.

‘| getit,” | said wearily. | leaned back against adisplay case. ‘It was badly broken, and you' ve fixed it.’

He glanced up again, looked along that sharp nose. *Y ou’ ve been reading too much Philip K. Dick.” He
laughed, but the sound of his mirth arrived in awhite balloon above his head, with alittle curving thorn
projecting from it toward his mouth:

HA! HA! HAI HA!

| was confused. ‘ Dick? The postmodern fabulist? Fredric Jameson was always going on about him,
was't he?

‘Postmodern, schmostmodern,” Horus jibed. *Wrong p-word,” he said, closing the back of the healed
clock and setting it upright. He buffed its glass with apolishing cloth. ‘ P-for-paranoid, you mean. FUD.
Fear, uncertainty, and doubt.’

| was sick of thisby now. | poked out my tongue and told him, “ Y ou’ re amythical beast. Go away,
please’

‘Not so quick, missy.” Hethrew off hisjacket, unfurled his great pinions. In the growing darkness, the
clocksticked loudly, and | felt on my face the wind of wings beating. The turbulent air shook the plate
windows, and cracks crazed through the glass. | squeezed my eyes shut and heard the shardsfall,
smashing on concrete pavement. People were laughing in the Street as they passed, and asiren bleated.

“We can decongtruct you,” Horus said, and began to unscrew the back of my skull. Very faintly, |
seemed to heer little Suzanna caling from her room: ‘Mommy, Mommy, | had abad dream.” My father
was Singing about pirates. Always surprised me that he had such agood voice.

‘Over thisway,” Hugh cdled. *You'relosing her, someone said, infinitely distant, clear asabird cdl in
the very early hours of deeplessness. ‘ Thefaster you live, Natalie, my third grade teacher, Mrs.
Gardner, indgsted, ‘the smaller you must be. Or maybe that’ svice versa. In any case, the smarter you get
thelessyou need to travel. It'sall insde here.” She tapped the side of her own head, settling comfortably
into her armchair. “Would you care for acup of tea? Not tea bags, you stupid child; boiling water poured
over loose Earl Grey leaves, in apot warmed first with adash of the same hot fluid.” | had aways hated
her. Musty smells came up from her clothing, from her very body. Mrs. Gardner was old. Perhaps she
would die soon. Her flesh was crepey, her throat wattled, her bresth too sweet but secretly foul under
the candy-sucked sweetness. She patted my head as | drew a big shaky picture of my house and garden
with thick, ructant crayons, my tongue stuck out the sde of my mouth. * Too much purple,” shetold me,
snatching away the heavy sheet of paper and screwing it up. * Too much amethyst.’

‘1 remember now,’ | shrieked. ‘Horusthe god. Moon in hisleft eye, Sunin hisright.” | gritted my teeth. ‘|
can tell asymbol from a handsaw when the wind isin the right quadrant, fuck you.’

| struggled away from doshing, stinking fluids. Was | being born? Serpent guts. Perhagpsthiswas
corruption, the agony of time.

‘Now thereisagod,” said the bird, stooping.

‘Tell me, tell me, tell me,” | screamed at the top of my voice, hurting my throat. All | felt wasrage. How



dare they do thisto me? To us? | looked through the darkening air for Hugh, for Zanna, for flying Barong
who somehow had patched hiswill into the fundamenta digital coding of redlity and rewritten the loca
laws of physics, if only for amomen.

Huh?Digita physics? And where had that notion come from?

‘From the notions store,” afat man said, running past, heavy feet crushing the broken glass, making a
terrible brittle din. A dog ran with him, barking.

‘I can only explain as much asyou can tolerate, take in, cope with,” the watchmaker said. Maybe | did
know him; hewas hauntingly familiar. * Certainly you should understand the virtues and limitations of
dlegory. Isn't that your training?

‘Chrigt, yes. Figuration and fable, metonymy and metaphor. Doesn't get you far in the real world, buddy.
Doesn't shift arun-down gpartment building that’ s been vandaized by brutesusing it asa crack house,
no, you won't get far in red estate with acommand of alegory.’

Words scrawled themselvesin brilliantly luminous red across the wall, which was aready amess of torn
pasted-up old movie posters, obsolete political dogans, handwritten pleas for news of lost dogs (Golden
retriever bitch, 3 yrsold, very loving, answersto the name of Betsy):

Again you evade the true nature of redity.

‘Soyou say.’ | sat down again in the shadows, dgjected, hungry, unbearably lonely. How long had |

been in this cdll? Could nobody hear my shouts? In fact, | could barely get awhisper out. Maybel’d
caught acold, or perhaps this thicknessin my swollen head, my poor stuffed nose, my itching, runny eyes
could be aseasond dlergy. The sting of time again, then. Of course. How bandl.

Horace was cdling my name distantly, down along black tunndl. It frightened meto enter it, terrified me
to walk itslength. At my back, footsteps. Throat dry, | increased my pace. My head ached, and |
wanted to sneeze. The footsteps grew closer. | started to run. There was a patch of light ahead. My
chest was burgting with pain.

‘Sorry, we can't give you aproper explanation,” Horustold me, pulling meinto abig black Cadillac and
driving fast dong the edge of the aily, light-streaked river. * It' sworse than deep. Y ou’ re not even
dreaming, Natdie. Y our mind’ s modules are disconnected, misfiring, duggish, lost luggage. Thingaon
attention your keep can’t you.” Hetook his hands from the whedl and wrung them piteoudly. ‘ Pleasetry,
girl. We want you to unner unner udder stand.’

‘What?
‘Oh shit. Let’ sgo to the movies, subvert the dominant paradigm.’

It was wonderful, a boisterous, romanticaly lush, pulse-quickening John Williams score. Or maybe
James Horner, with that skinny woman singing. Space shuttleslifted in burning white steam to orbit, brave
men and women in EV A suits grew the space station like avast toy. Heavy lifters roared and thundered.
A passing asteroid was captured, mined, its weal th flung back to Earth. Technology accelerated:
miniaturized robots, spiderlike, scurried to tear gpart metal and plagtic, rebuild old waste into gleaming
towers and jewelry for the white-teethed, laughing women of utopiaand their bold star-faring men.

‘What? Whose mad hope of history was this? The flood rushed over me, the movie roared, trumpets
andvidlins

Molecular machines swarmed, hurled into heaven from long mountain ridge €l ectromagnetic catapullts,



caught moons, whole worlds, tore them down for raw materid, built outward from seedsin the
weightless vacuum of space, scaffolding structures greet as planets, greater ill. Immense shells of
diamond and sapphire spun like gleaming webs about the white fire of the Sun. With never apause,
congtruction continued. Hurled on light-wingsinto the stellar spaces, salf-repairing machinesno larger
than bacteriareached for the nearest suns and their dead worlds, caught the new planets and stripped
them in months or years, rebuilt them into lacy paacesfor the colonistsracing at very nearly the speed of
light to find their new homes waiting under dien suns. Strong men laughed, beautiful women pouted and
simpered, their tanned, chocolate, golden children were heartbreaking and cute. Star after star winked
out, enclosed by the energy-sucking shells of these ultimate skyscrapers, these glorious—

With a screech, the feed spool seized up. White light glared on the screen. The long black tongue of the
torn redl legped from the sprockets, fell, coiled and toppled in piles on the dusty floor. Horus capered,
flinging gasoline on the piled film stock, tossed in alighted match. The movie went up in astench of black
smoke and greedy blue flame.

‘Bullshit, the whole stupid thing,” hetold me. | pressed my back to thewall, watching dreams burn.
‘None of that happened. Caveman fantasies. Mehum mind candy.’

‘Thenwhat? | said, putting the knuckles of my right hand between my teeth. * Just tell me’

‘Can't. lllogicdl, captain.” Inasmelly bearskin, he brandished a primitive spear. On thefar sde of the
fire, tired folks with long matted hair ate haf-raw meat hacked with flint and torn with worn teeth.
Grubby children scampered, or snoozed at their mothers' shameless breasts. * Ask these guys about their
plansto go short on the market, anayze Brecht for four years, plough superphosphate into the soil, inject
their muscles with dead bacteria. The future took a different path, child.’

‘My future? | know that.’

‘They went very, very smdl,” Horus said, pushing aheavy armchair acrossto me. ‘ They went very, very
fast. You don't build galactic empiresthat way, Natalie. Mind colonized the nano-world, and that’ san
immensaly large New World. Its spaces are 0 very large. Eternity inagrain of sand.’

‘Theclocks,’ | said, with that dipping sense of dmost getting it, nearly having theideain my grasp, asit
did—

‘The dark between the starsis so very large.” He shrugged, gnawing on asmelly bone. ‘When your
uploaded mind accelerates to Spiked speeds, a voyage to the planets takes subjective millennia. Toa
nearby star, it' smillions of years, even at light-speed. Plus no messages from home, no updates, since
radiation labors after you at the same speed.’

‘“What, you don't have faster than light transport yet? How reactionary. How... incompetent. Jean-Luc
Picard would be ashamed of you.’

| was standing in avast spiderweb tessdllation, glistening lines running to infinity above, below, right to
left, behind me and a my front. Everywhere that the three-ply threads of the web crossed, atiny cube
was marked out.

‘Voxels" said Horus mysterioudly. It sounded like something Hugh would say, or perhaps Grace.
‘Uh-huh.’

They flickered on and off, crimson and viridian, gold and black, like some demented computer display
for theterminaly minimaligt. | noticed, with asick lurch, that | was being moved aswell, flipped from one



infinitesma cube to another in gut-wrenching instantaneous legps.
‘Digitsand bits; Horussaid. ‘It stheflip sde.’

Music played from ajukebox | couldn’'t see, some scratchy samplerap jive that put my teeth on edge; |
can't stand that boring old stuff. ‘Hip sde of what?

‘Dua paradigm, but | won't try to explain—'

‘I know what aparadigmis,” | said. ‘| taught cultural relativismasaT.A. for ayear, and it bored me
rigid. You don’t have to sell me on theidea. There' sno absolute truth. only local models. Everyone
knows knowledge isasocia construct. Truth varies with your culture, how else could it be?

My voice echoed and echoed, asif it bounced back to me from agreat dark box. Three enormous black
crows came down upon the wires, thud, opened their beaks in a parodic squawk: Caw! Caw! Caw!

‘1 won't dignify that disgraceful gibberish with acomment, Natdie. Dudity isaprecise, exact formulation
of the nature of redlity. On the one hand, we have rd ativistic compudynamics—Iattice space at kerndl
level. That's how we bit-flip from one location to another, by redefining ourselves on thelocal metric.

Say what? ‘Y ou're shitting me,’ | said.

‘On the other, an equaly exact truth: membrane conomology.” The gppalling lattice twisted at every
point, net stockings on the legs of amad dancer with varicose veins. Gold threads on ebony black closed
up into spinning loops, vibrating and knotting in immense sheets that spun through and about each other
like adream of ghodtly fabric designers. ‘All isentangled, dl isdigitaly precise and monadic.’

‘Y eah, yeah, whatever. Barong cast spellsthat worked,’ | said mulishly. ‘He floated up into the air, and
hedidn’t need wings.’ | sneered at hisfeathers.

‘Yes, and | explain, plain, plain, plain. Hedid it by rewriting hisloca parameters at the lattice leve, or
vice versa. Do not expect to comprehend this... this...” Hetrailed off, turning his hands outward in a
helpless Gallic gesture, evidently stuck for words to convey such profunditiesto amehum like me.

‘Aporig,’ | said.

‘| beg your pardon?

| sslamped my foot. ‘Don’'t patronize me.’
‘Excuse me?

‘Dithering there, pretending you were lost for words. Obvioudy you' re abrain the Size of aplanet.
Maybe agaaxy, for dl | know. Gods don’'t get tongue-tied.’

‘That’ svery astute of you, dollink,” said the White Rabbit, ‘ but you overlook two factors.” He was
juggling apair of squaling baby piglets and a spinning plate on apole.

‘Only two? That's generous of you.’

‘One, thiscolloquy is asfragmented asadream, and try as| might it’ s very hard keeping your mind
focussed.’

‘Put the poor piggies down.’



The piglets sporouted vibrating wings, delicate pink filamentswith acrusty rind, and flew up into the
darkness.

“Two, I’'m just anode, compiled for theimportant but very restricted task of communicating with you. |
have my limitations. Please do pay attention, you vexing child.” Mrs. Gardner again. ‘Y ou were about to
explain "aporid’ tome’

‘“What we caled it back at dear old UCLA. A situation where two incompatible descriptions are both
vaid—aporia’ Icy clarity had come upon me, and icy anger. ‘ Decongtructive jargon. The philosopher
Kant would have cdled it an antinomy. Hegel might have—'

‘Thank you. | had not realized your mind was so stocked with blurry buzzwords.’

Y ou dways madefun of me,’ | said angrily, my small triumph forgotten, then caught mysdf. Who had?
But aready Tabot was rushing on. Oh, my God. Ta bot.

‘Under neither of thesefinal, perfectly accurate and mutualy-obliterating descriptions of redlity isit
possibleto travel faster than light. Y et avoyage to another star system, even the nearest, can be nothing
but anightmare of isolation, deprivation at speeds dower than light. Would you cut yourself off from
homefor millions of years, Natdie?

Bitterly, | said, ‘ That’ swhat we' ve done, isn't it? No, no, no, no.” | wanted my mother. | felt like an
infant shut away aonein my cot, |eft to weep mysdlf to deep.

‘“We brought the mehums back, asyou requested,’ | wastold. ‘But their lives are fraudulent, trapped in
millennia amber by their own self-chosen limitations, don’t you see? A non-stop Ruritanian romance, a
costume drama. How else could it be?

‘Oh.” That wasared downer. | dumped, feding emptier than ever. ‘It'sjust aVR sm after dl.’

Horusrose, unfurled hiswings, smote them againgt the fire-spitting air. ‘No! Listen to me, child! Those
arether truelives, but lived under the shadow of al the possihilitiestheir choice has denied them. You
could be gods, dl of you; you have decided not to be. By the standards of the great minds, they are poor
little mice playing in the wainscotting.”

My mouth filled with bile. * Y ou bastard! Such contempt? Fuck you.’

Inthelong dark silence, | found that he was gone. | drew the golden watch from my fob pocket and
opened it. It ticked, akind of comfort in the emptiness. Perhaps its hands touched the correct numerds; |
could not tell, in the shadows of the night. Chest musclestight, | waited, fighting for air, hoping for the
return of morning...

Eighteen

.Awoke, like cold water in my
face.



| gasped, trembling, asif | hadn't taken abreath for ayear or two. The stink of smoke came to me from
my clothes and the expelled air from my lungs. | sumbled, fell againgt Hugh, who was singing softly, ‘ To
be aPirate King." He looked with amad surmise at the robed woman who' d reached out to steady him.

‘Grace,” he blurted. And then, ‘No, you' re not—'

‘Hello, Daddy,” the young woman said, and winked at me. *Hi, Nats.” She went down on her haunches,
reached out her armsto the dazed pup. ‘ And how’ s my darling old Ferdy?

The man standing behind her looked rather like Barong, except that his skull was completely shaved, and
he was at |east ten years older than he' d been afraction of amoment earlier. And so the young woman,
the beautiful young woman obvioudy in her glowing, grown-up late twenties who looked so much like
Mom, was—

‘Suzanna, you pig,” | ydled, rushing at her, wrapping my arms about her waist and burgting into tears,
‘you’'vedoneit again. Y ou beadt, you' ve turned into my older sster!’

Controlled Experiment, ak.a. Fluent-by-Starlight, had been a spy, of course—she spied for the people
who'd raised her, poor changeling. Y ou couldn’t help feeling some sympathy for the child. | knew what it
waslike to lose amother, and awhole world. She' d just been alittle girl when the True Knowledge
Realm people had come for her and made her one of their own, but she' d spent her life as an outsider,
half-accepted as alab rat servant, haf-despised for her tainted Goetica roots. | think sheredlly had
wanted to return to her birthplace and take what she regarded, for one deluded moment, as her rightful
place at their head, alongside the prophesied golden one. Bad luck, kiddo. Zannahad got her clawsinto
Barong way earlier, and that girl does't et go.

We heard dl this, and more, during the grand feast the two societies threw for us. Barong and his consort
lived in akind of floating palace in what had once been the South Pacific but was now, naturdly, the
North Pecific. He and Zanna had been married seven years earlier with al due pomp and ceremony,
when she came of age by the measure of the Realm of True Knowledge and the Goetic Folk aike, who
were more Smilar than they’ d ever imagined. It was quite Sickening, actudly. My sister the Princess, sort
of thing. | had to admit she looked good with it.

Therewas akid, too. My niece. Shewasfour, ringleted, gold-and-ivory, and cute as a button. Her name
brought two kinds of mist to my eyes. Grace Natdie.

Bdieveit or nat, that girl Zannadid love me, for dl our slly rivaries.

‘Wetried to get you out of the suspension spell,” Zanna said, wolfing down awhole smal roasted bird
and wiping her hand inddicately on the front of her lacy gown. ‘ Troll decamped back to the Realmin dl
the confuson—they had a mantawaiting on stand-by for her—taking the decryption key with her. She
finaly broke down last month and gave us the password.’

| shivered, wondering just what kinds of inducements might have been brought to bear on poor confused
Troll. | shook off the question without asking it aoud.

‘Password? What, it’ s like locking a computer program? | could remember that much from our own
time—you used a security protocol based on some awesomely long prime number that not even a
supercomputer could crack if it tried al the combinations until the end of the universe.

‘It sexactly like acomputer program,” said Zanna, with a satisfied burp. Green Tree Frog, Sitting
opposite and rather heavily pregnant, sent her a carefully masked but appalled glance. Zanna couldn’t
careless. She swung one leg over the other and leaned back, quaffing some meed. ‘It slike Mom told



us—Gaiaisacomputationd structure implemented on the atomic patterns of the whole earth.’
‘Huh?

‘Oh, sorry, | forget that your education has been badly neglected.” She grinned at me, and | could easily
see that bad seventeen-year girl she'd once been, before all this had started, afew days ago. ‘Barong
has been teaching me advanced systems science. No, the point isjust that Goeticsis science.’

The thin-faced Goetician, now stting at Ms. Frog's side and thin-faced no longer, distinctly plump and
domestic to tell the truth, and presumably the cause of Green Tree's current expanded condition, jerked
inindignation at this overheard heresy. | had the fedling there' d be alot more startled double-taking and
mind-boggling and turf-warfare before the two kingdoms were thoroughly integrated, but was impressed
by how much palitica fence-mending Zanna and Barong had managed in just one decade.

‘Didn’t someone back in our time say that any sufficiently advanced scienceisinditinguishable from
megic?

‘That’sit exactly,” Zannasaid. She clicked her fingers at the help, who brought her afinger bowl, then
clicked again. Midiress of the dinner-party circuit, my sster murmured ingtructionsin the ear of her maitre
d', who scurried off to set up the dessert course. “ The other way round’ strue, too. Any sufficiently
advanced magic isindigtinguishable from science.’

‘Weird science,’ | said.

‘Of coursg, it helpswhen the computer running everything is conscious aswell as hyperinteligent,” Hugh
sad, leaning across some bombastic artist who' d been bending his ear unmercifully. * Especialy when that
consciousness contai ns the uploaded spirit of your wife. Or in the case of you two young women, your
mother,” he added, looking ridiculoudy blissed-out, the way he' d been ever snceheand | and Ferdy
had been rel eased from the suspension spell.

| frowned at Zanna, and she raised one eyebrow blithely. Asfar as she was concerned, this nonsense
about Mom was a benign delusion, sufferableif it kept the old man happy in hisdeclining years. | had
tried to convey to her something of my own experience, my sense that Grace had been there with us;
she' d brushed the suggestion aside.

‘Forget it, Nat, she'd said. ‘It' strue that Gaiais a genuine cosmic mind that controls the earth these
days, and not just the earth. Has been for millennia, ever since the Spike. But it’ sway beyond petty
human persondities. We re like antslooking up at awoman and imagining she' saredly big, complicated
ant. Have to keep a sense of proportion about these things, Nat. We haveto stay real.’

| sank aspoon into my dessert, which was delicious and half-Goetic so that al the calories would vanish
afew moments after you swalowed it. I’d aready lost akilo, and liked the way my figure was headed.

‘Galacan’'t bethat different fromus,” | ssid mulishly. * It kept the True Knowledge lunatics from blowing
up the world with nuclear wegpons during the last few hundred thousand years. And heaven knows what
would have happened if the Goeticians had been alowed to let loose with their spellsin abig way. | tell

you, Guy is keeping her beady eye on us ants’
‘Maybe, honey. Oh ook, thelittle minx!’

Grace Natdie had nagged her nanny into bringing her down from the nursery. Sheran full-pelt at her
mother, who snatched her up efficiently and popped the child on her Iap.

Wefussed for awhile, and from the other end of the forma table setting Barong looked paternally and



perhaps paterndisticaly pleased. Hugh, naturaly, wasfit to burst with pride at his grand-daughter. After
atime, | murmured to Zanna, ‘ Do you think Mom would care any less about us than we do about this
little sweetheart?

My sister raised one eyebrow, then shrugged in mock surrender. Y ou might be right, darling. Let’ s hope
you are.” She didn’t sound very convinced.

* %k % %

Someone was knocking on my bedroom door. A soft light came on magicaly when | muzzily asked it to,
and adoll on the table beside the bed informed me, * It’ s three hours and twenty-five minutes before
dawn, migtress.” | had no ideawhat that wasin ordinary old-fashioned clock time, but it felt like the
middle of perfectly good deeping time.

‘Whothe hdl isit at thishour,” | mumbled grumpily. I"d drunk too much mead, and forgotten the short
spell that takes away itsill consequences.

“Your father awaitswithout,” thedoll said. ‘ Shdl | dlow him entrance?

‘Of course, you dope,’ | said. Ferdy was adready up and waiting, eager and wondering, just inside my
bedroom door. He' d taken to deeping with me since we' d shared our ten year Sleeping Beauty stint
courtesy of the Trall. | think Barong’ simplants had got a bit out of whack with old Ferdy’s, and the two
amigos never quite made it back onto their earlier man-and-man’ s-best-friend wavelength. | had my pup
back, which was nice, but | often thought he found the swap less than satisfactory.

The door peded open like aflower, and Hugh dashed in, flushed and jittery with emotion.

‘Timeto go, Natdie,” he said, delving into my wardrobes and piling up my clothes and possessonsina
heap on the floor. * She's sent amantaray for us. Chop chop, out of bed, don’t bother with the
ablutions’

| stlayed where | was, of course, pulling the covers up to my chin. The man had gone stark staring nuts.

‘Who'ssent amanta? | snarled. | hate missing my beauty deep. ‘ Zanna? Can't be, | saw her drag
Barong off to bed the moment the last guest was pushed out the door.” Hugh threw my old jeans and
tank top on the bed and turned his back in amarked manner. | sighed and climbed out, dragging on the
ancient garments. Y ou don’'t mean the Troll, surely? And why should we care?

“Y our mother,” Hugh said, tossing over my walking boots, which had been nicely repaired and heeled by
aGoetic cobbler. | hoped the new leather wasn't due to vanish like the caloriesin my cakes. ‘1 mean
your mother, girl. She wants usto return to the vacuole.’

Y ou know that icy trickle of water down your spine? | shivered and stopped pulling my boots on.
‘Daddy, Momisgone.’

“Y ou know that isn’t true, sweetheart.” Helooked at me with charmed eyes. * Y ou and | spoke with her.’
‘Wethought we did. It wasjust the Troll’ s awful magic.’

‘No.” Hugh gave me asharp look. ‘ Get dressed, Nat. She wants us on the plane and out of here. We're
disrupting her plansfor theworld' sredemption.’



Uh-oh. | remembered, long ago, thousands and hundreds of thousands of years, daysand daysagoin
bone-weary experienced time, hiswild announcement when the plague had been heading toward usfrom
Manila ‘It'sour salvation,” he' d insgsted, hustling usinto the spacetime condriction. ‘It stimeto quit the
world.

And look where that had got us.

| stared at him suspicioudy, doing up my bootlaces, wondering if he'd findly flipped hislid. By now he
had my things stuffed into aback-pack like his own, obvioudy a Goetical copy, and wasal but hopping
from foot to foot.

‘Don’'t you think the localswill be abit pissed when Zanna and Barong and the baby jump up and vanish
with us?

Hisbrow clouded. ‘I'm sorry, darling, but that isn't part of Grace’ s plan. That’ s the whole point, you
see. Suzanna has to stay here and steer the world back toward its proper path.’

‘Oh. Right.” Heredlly was off hishead. | decided to humor him, just walk with him out into the corridor
and down to the front of the palace. He' d find that no-one was waiting for us, let dlone amanta
inertia-drive aircraft, and it would bruise his salf-esteem for aminute or two, but it was better than
arguing with aman driven crazy by grief. ‘Fine’ | said. ‘Let’'sgo.’

Ferdy cameto hed, wagging his poor ssump. We went out. And found the rest of the family coming
toward usat arapid clip.

‘Oh, Daddy,” Zannamoaned, and flung hersdlf into hisarms.
‘Don’'t worry,” | hissed out of the corner of my mouth, ‘just play along with—'
‘| thought she’ d gone,” Zannawas sobbing. ‘ And she' d been here all dong!’

‘Gala-consciousness,’” Barong said, over the deepy head of his daughter. * Grace has been guiding the
world al thistime.” He smiled. ‘ No wonder there was such a convenient legend. She' d planted it, and
nurtured it, waiting for usto arrive.’

‘Exactly,” my father said, seizing golden boy’ s big grown-up hand and pumping it like aman going away
for avery long trip from which he might not return, *exactly.’

Y ou heard her voice?
‘Asyou did,” Hugh told him. * She wishes usto meet her at the end of time.’

| stared & them dll, in the dim glow of the palace corridor, convinced that the whole bunch had taken
leave of their senses.

‘Theend of time,” | said flatly. ‘ But you three are saying here, right, to do the nobleright royad thing.’

‘Don’'t be sarcadtic, Nat,” Zannatold me, with arueful smile. She sounded precisdy like Mom, who
could correct you without making you fed likeacrimina or aworm. | felt such arush of loss and sorrow
that | nearly lost it again. But | couldn’t do that. | didn’t want us al breaking up and dobbering and
sniveling al over the place. So | stepped forward and hugged her, and gave her the biggest kiss, and then
went to my darling Grace Natdie and kissed her degping, sweet-smelling head so softly shewouldn't
wake up, and squeezed my brother-in-law’ s golden arm.



‘Missyou,” | said, choking.

‘Yes” hesad. Hiseyeswere flooded. ‘We shall meet, when dl isbrought to completion.” | could tell it
wasjust ahope, rather than ascientific or Goetical prediction.

The mantawas waiting in the dark night. Someone | recognized was Sitting at the controls. We climbed
in, and the machine lifted from the ground like asong.

‘Good morning, FHuent-by-Starlight,” 1 said.

‘Cdl meTrall, that bad girl said, and hugged me back. ‘ Come on now, wipe away the tears. Hugh, |
thank you for this opportunity.’

‘It was Her suggestion,” my father said smply, and you could hear the capita H.

Thewoman was just recognizable, her black hair long and flowing but her face was the face of alab rat
redeemed from afate worse than running an endless maze.

‘Okay, Nat,” she said, leaning back in her padded chair, ‘tell me al the gossip I’ ve missed.’

Nineteen

Green flash, momentary
headache: the year $10,852,606
plus change (you can’t think of a
number like that as adate, it has
to be arich person’s bank
balance). The world beyond the
lava shield was mostly under
water. We were poised on the
only tip of rock in sight. For one



mad moment | wondered if Mom
had managed this for us, saved
us from drowning. | shuddered
to think what it might have been
like If we'd come out three miles
under the ocean, or stuck inside a
new mountain range.

Hurriedly, we ducked back ingde thelavashield. | fdt sick with sorrow. My beloved, irritating Sister
Zanna, and Barong, and Grace Natalie especidly, poor little darling, and al their adopted world were
dead, bones ground to dust, were forgotten, and had been for more than ten million years. | couldn’t take
itin. In amethyst nightmare, Hugh flicked the function keys. Ancther green flash. Instantly, we were more
than 159 million yearsinto the future. And my heart wasjust as heavy.

Wind blew through sandy grassin the late evening. Waves broke in long hushing sighs upon a shore not
far distant. No insects chirred, no birds flew. We found scraps of fallen wood, built afire, atein silence
and then, miserable, listening to gloomy lilting Irish folk songs on the portable DVD player.

Our smd| campfire had amost burned down to dull red embers when night fell with startling suddenness.

‘That'show itisinthetropics,” Hugh said. ‘ Our location has rotated back toward the equator with
tectonic drift. No twilight, no long ebbing of thelight.’” | couldn’t help feding that he wasredlly talking
about Zannd slife, the way she had been snatched away from us not just once but twice, and then for
good. Likeamatch lit and snuffed out. When the full clear darknesswastruly upon us, | saw the
diamond diadem in the sky.

‘Daddy, look,” | breathed, dmost choking at the beauty of the wonderful thing directly overhead, arching
from east to west. Although the Sun had s, itsrays reached high above the faint curve of the horizon to
sparklein the jewe s that people had cast there during nearly a hundred and sixty million years of lost

history.
‘Anorbital ring, Hugh said in an equaly hushed voice. ‘How extreordinary.’
‘Satdlites? | asked him, hardly ableto believeit. ‘ There must be millions of them.’

‘Habitats, | suppose,’ he said, peering up at the curved line of light. “ Yes, millions, | guess, dl orbiting the
world in avast equatoria band. | wonder if anyone livesthere any longer?

It seemed unlikely. The earth was abandoned, you could fed that, somehow. Except for the spirit of



Gaia, now extended, perhaps, to the far reaches of the Galaxy. And the Galaxy itsdf, | now saw, aso
curved there, as dways, behind the brilliance of the orbita ring. The Milky Way gleamed asit dways
hed, hundreds of billions of starsthat |ooked from the ground like amist of spilled light.

‘No MatrioshkaBrains,” Hugh said, musingly. | looked at him in the red glow of the cods. ‘No
embedded Dyson shells greedily hugging al the light of their suns,” he added. * They went beyond such
crude technology too fast, | suppose. | wonder where they are, those greet terrible Minds?

After awhile he got up and gathered some more of the brancheswe' d piled up. He fed them one by one
into the embers, fanning the flames until the fire boomed up again and spat sparks into the dark heavens.
Asour eyes adapted to the legping red and ydlow flames, the Milky Way and the ring of golden and
blue-white space habitats faded into the random scatter of stars at the horizon.

Cloudsmoved in at last from the sealike londly galleons, blocking out the sky. | helped Hugh put out the
fire. Welooked a the empty world, shivering, and found our way back through the night to the
discontinuity. Again we jumped.

* * % %

In the year 2,334,742,863—by the ancient count that certainly was wrong by now, since the Earth’s
orbit must have dipped aready somewhat farther awvay from the Sun—a strange herd of animals awaited
us

‘Dradtic plate movement,” Hugh muttered, consulting his map. Incredibly, some sustained stream of
information gtill flowed from space into the GPS display, presumably kept functioning just for us. ‘ Look,
the continents have dipped over the shell of the earth, converged like immense juggernautsinto the single
landmass of Panges, then kept tilting.’

| wasn't watching the map; the herd held my gaze captive. They were no animals any human eye had
ever beheld. No two were dike. Yet | did not think they were diens, arrived from some distant star.
They had the look of creatures that belonged here, had evolved on thiswhimsical, flowing planet. In the
sky, high overhead, the Sun seemed to shine harder than it had been minutes before.

‘Look at the Sun,” | said, shading my eyes. Where are your Raybans when you need them?*Doesiit
seem brighter to you?

‘It isindeed, dear.” Nothing much fazed Hugh, ace scientist. ‘We' d better find some shade. Y ou know,
the Sun’ssmply anuclear fusion torch. It’'s aways been getting hotter, and by now it must’ ve grown as
much as 40 percent brighter since our day... Doesn't look that bright, Gaiamust have provided afilter.
One more leap, though—' | waswrong; that did faze him. He shivered, hunched his shoulders. “In
another four billion years, long before we emerge, it will be ahuge red disk covering aquarter of the sky,
thousands of times brighter than today. Something like that. Expanded out to swallow the orbit of
Mercury.” He paused, pulling at hislip, caculating and comparing projectionsin hishead.  Then helium
burning for ahundred million years. By our next lesp, it will be extinguished. Earth will belightlessand
lifeless, melted, without free water or air, unlessit’ s been crisped to acinder.’

‘Oh, great,’ | said. Too much, too appaling, too monstrous a horror to takein. Levity. Mockery, that's
the answer. | crouched down and drew Ferdinand into my arms. The pup whined, ears pricked forward,
watching the animas of thefuture. * So we' Il be lft floating in degp space with nothing to breathe.”

“Y our mother will provide,’ Hugh said with complete, loony conviction. | wondered if | could manageto



jump on him from behind, wrestle the remote control out of hishand, smash it with arock or ahammer. |
looked around wildly. No hammer. No rock.

Ferdy ran out and started barking loudly at a creature whose mother had been awarthog and itsfather a
praying mantis, and avery tall mantis at that; the creasture was at least Six feet tall. It looked surprised at
these atentions, and after amoment of contemplation raised itself onits hind legs and quite convincingly
barked back.

The dog went crazy, jaws flecked with spittle. Thelast timel’d seen him in this state, a huge ugly
Rottweller had challenged him in the park. Severd of the smaller creatures scurried at onceto safety. A
snall with a soft, double-lobed paidey shdl immediately rolled up insdeits portable home, leaving just
one tentative eyebal extruded

‘It will afew seconds until fluency completetake,” said the barking animal, clearing itsthroat. * Apologies,
it will take afew seconds until | achieve complete fluency. Please forgive me.’

Ferdy was so surprised he stopped hisirate performance and sat back warily. Hugh seemed fascinated,
but said nothing. ‘ Forgiven,” | said. *“Who areyou?

‘| am acregture of this Gaaxy.’
‘| takeit, Hugh said, ‘we are dill on Earth, and that’ sthe Sun?

‘Of course,’ the creature of the Galaxy said. ‘ But these days we do not make especia digtinctions
between individua planets, or indeed individua star systems. We go here, we go there’

‘“How isit that you speak English? | said. * Surely it has been a dead language for billions of years’

‘1 don't spesk English,” the cresture said in perfect English. * The cosmic mind speaks everything thereis
to be spoken, and then some. | just tepin.’

‘The Sun seems extraordinary hot,’ | said.
‘It' sgoing to get hotter,” the creature said. * Any day now this planet will be as crisp astoast.’
“Y ou know about toast,’ | said.

‘Not redlly,” the cresture said. * The cosmic mind has databases beyond number. If | needed to, | could
learn about toast. But why bother? Y ou can tell mewhat it isif you wish. | will listen politely.’

‘Toadt,” | said, ‘is cooked bread.’

‘Funny,” said the creature. ‘| had the distinct impression that bread is cooked whest.’
‘Itis’ | said.

‘S0 toast iswheat that has been cooked twice?

‘| suppose.’

‘Why then,” said the creature snidely, ‘ shouldn’t the prudent chef just cook the whest for double the
origind time and have done with it?

“Then it wouldn't be crigp when you wanted to et it.’



‘Frankly,” said the cregture, ‘I’ ve no desireto egt the vile stuff at al.’

‘But | have,' | said. My father and my dog and | are avery, very long way from home and aredly nice
dice of crispy toast covered in butter and marmalade would make usfed that everything has not been
logt’

‘Oh, everything has not been logt,” the creature said. ‘| am hereto tell you that everything isto be gained.
But | must confessthat toast and marmaade are beyond me at the moment.’

‘How iseverything to be gained? Hugh asked, dashing through this blather. * And who has sent you to
tell us?

‘1 have been sent by the Galaxy itsdlf,” the cresture said. * But within the galactic mind there are many
trillion trillion sub-minds—one tondity that was once cdled Graceis especialy anxiousfor you to be
informed.

‘Grace...” Hugh said, looking asif he might faint. ‘Mom!’ | blurted, smultaneoudy. ‘Is she near here?
‘Sheissampled everywhere,’ the cresture said. * And her messageissimple: keep travelling.’

"Kegp travelling"? Hughwasincredulous. ‘ That’sdl Grace hasto tell us, after dl thistime?

‘All of any substance,” the creature said.

‘Surdly there’ smore?

‘Not of substance.’

‘Well," | sad, ‘tel ustheinsubstantid stuff.’

‘Oh, the creature said, ‘ she says shelovesyou.’

‘Welove her too,” | said, and my lip trembled.

‘Oh, Grace,” Hugh said. His eyeswere shiny, and for aterrible moment | thought he was going to break
down and bawl like ababy. An anima with feathery pink fans wafting gently aboveits plump, eyeless
cheeks started to croon, and took a step forward asif to comfort us.

‘Quite s0, quite s0,” the praying warthog said. * But don't be distracted by the peripheral. Note well the
heart of the message: keep travelling.’

‘“We are going forward by huge leaps and bounds,” Hugh said. ‘ Our next leap will take usthirty billion
years away from home. Isthiswhat Grace wants?

‘Apparently,” said the creature. ‘| haveto tdl you frankly, it al seemsirrelevant and incomprehensibleto
me. My own life-cycleis only seven yearslong, measured by this old world’ sround. Six of those | spend
under the ground, musing on dl things. Then out | pop, mate with one of my kind, bit-flip around the
presentation of the Galaxy on my Grand Tour, lay eggsand die. Just why you people want to go
gdlivanting through the agesis beyond me’

‘Trust me, we do,’ | said. ‘Goodbye.’
‘Goodbye,” said the creature. ‘ Bon voyage.’

Ferdy was gone.



‘Shit.” My heart legped. | craned around, feding sick, but couldn’'t see him anywhere. ‘Hey,’ | yelled at
the back of the departing praying warthog, ‘ do you know where our dog’ s got to?

The animd turned itslong stk of aneck and its hog' s face scanned the landscape. ‘ He hasn't
bit-flipped,” the creature cdled, ‘1 can tell you that much.’

‘“Huh? Another piercingly inteligent comment by Natdie D’ Anzso, M.A.

‘Hipped to another place zone. But he hasn't done so. He' s il here, his cognitive patterns remain loud
and clear. Oh drat, your friend and companion is rather boisterous, isn’'t he?

‘Helikesto run about, that' strue,’ | said.

‘Helikesto chase other crestures,” said the praying hog indignantly. * And that, I'm afraid, is
unacceptable behavior. How would helikeit if something much bigger than he chased him up atree?

‘Dogscan’t climb trees;’ | said pettishly.

Without Barong to act as a spare back-up brain and accel erator chip, poor Ferds seemed to have
dropped about 80 1.Q. points, reverting to his old doggy ways. With no calico cat hereto chase, he'd
found the nearest available subgtitute. Probably a subgtitute with an engineering degree in solar fuson
physics. Fuck.

‘Just tell mewhere Ferdy is;’ | said, cringing abit. ‘I'll go and bring him back.’

‘The acoudtic Sgnas should prove sufficient guide,” said the praying hog, pointing east with along insect
leg. * Goodbye again.’

| ran off after the bad pup, wishing | had aleash with me, my father pounding along ungracefully at my
heels. Now that | waslistening for it, | could make out distant barking. Oh yes, | knew that bark. It
meant he had asmall gray six-headed galactic physicist cornered up atree. Hugh and | found Ferdinand
leaping around the base of alarge plant, perhaps a tree but resembling no tree I’ d ever seen, even on
nature shows—amass of vast richly purple leaveswrapped in burnished silver, growing horizontally from
asngletrunk. Each aubergine leaf was severd feet across, like astiff water lily. Perched on the edges of
the leaves, atroop of smdl cute Wdt Disney animadswaved multiple limbs: legs, ams, or something else
entirely. Thelittle crestures shredded hard, metallic chunks from the edges of the leaves and threw them
down at Ferdy. They seemed to be enjoying themselves, as did the leaping pup. | felt deeply
embarrassed.

‘Hello again,’ said the praying warthog, resppearing behind us. | jJumped with fright. Presumably it flipped
in through hyperspace or one of those higher dimensions Hugh was dways telling us about. But there was
no ‘us any longer, just me. Meand him. | fdt sck with loneliness and grief, and angry a my slly dog and
the diensthat were goading him. The warthog said reprovingly, ‘ Thisiswhat | meant by unacceptable
behavior.’

‘For God' s sake, they’re dl just having fun,’ | said defensively. ‘Look at the thingsin thetree, they're
having thetime of tharr lives’

‘The"thingsin thetrees’, asyou rather coarsely put the matter,” said thewart, ‘are Thagidomdi, a
beneficent gathering of philosophica econometricians. Kindly observe that they are being enticed to
atypicd frivolity by the aggressive behavior of your quadruped colleague’

Y ou could put it that way. ‘Hang on,” | said. ‘ Ferdy, hed!’



| seized the baying beast by the scruff of the neck and hauled him away from the tree. Quite hard chunks
of ripped leaf rained down, catching the bright light, but in fact more like portions of stale pizzathan meta
or raw vegetable matter. Once | had dragged Ferds well away from the tree, | stopped and looked back
up a the Thagjelomdi, breathing heavily. The Thagielomali looked down at us, benignly, it seemed to me,
but drooping alittle. “You see,’ | told the praying wart, ‘they’ re disgppointed. I’ ve spoiled their fun.’

‘ Aggressive behavior must not be encouraged,” the wart said.

| shrugged. The Thagielomali gathered on one of the larger leaves, in conference, then cascaded out of
the tree, scampering across the rough grass towards us. They didn’t resemble any economistsI’d ever
seen. And where the hell had Hugh got to? Ferdy barked.

‘Cooal it, Ferds, | said, keeping agood grip on him. ‘ These good old boys just want to have fun. Please
try not to eat anyone.’

The Thagjelomdi surrounded us, voiceess but organized. Severa reached with palping, articulated
hands, patting at Ferdinand and me. Apparently they found the difference between the species girl and
dog not al that noticeable. | put up with their endless happy little hands. * See,’ | told my dog, ‘ they want
to befriends’

‘Nonethdless, | believe it would be inadvisable to release your carnivore,” the praying wart said
anxioudy.

But Ferdy evaded my grasp, gamboling with the Thagielomali. From nowhere, other exotic species
arived to jointhe fun. A pair of striped flying creatures built along the lines of azeppelin drove
themsalves through the clean air by controlled farts.

‘Oh dear,” my father said at my shoulder. ‘Matters may now turn very nasty.’

Ferdy, the Thagielomali and the rest of the menagerie rushed across the landscape in a pack, joyous as
dolphins; they disappeared into athicket of slvery daises. | wasrethinking my assumption that these
critterswere brain surgeons and rocket scientists.

‘Oh, well. | shdl leaveyoutoit,” said the praying hog, and was gone, like a popped soap bubble:
flipped.

‘They'relike kindergarten kids let out early,” | said to Hugh.

‘None of those creaturesisindependently inteligent, unless| missmy mark,” he said. ‘ Domegtic animals,
that’ swhat they are. Bred for docility here over hillions of years'’

‘They don’t look like anything I’ ve ever seen before, Dad. What makes you think they’ re not diens?

He regarded me with a solemn expression. ‘Natalie, we ve come haf asfar again into the future sncewe
firgt entered the vacuole as the entire history of planet up until that time.”

Oh. Oh. That vast, echoing gulf roared beneath my feet, made me topple with momentary vertigo.
Everything, everything, gone, | thought again. Pizzawith runny Mozzarella, and Dr. Pepper, which I'd
devoured so greedily and happily despite my severe nutritional upbringing. The skyscrapers of New
York, the Tgy Maha, Emily Dickinson and Margaret Atwood, Shakespeare and the Bagavad-gita. Rome
and Greece and Egypt, more lost than mythic Atlantis. Citizen Kane and West Side Story, and the Big
Spew. Poor darling girl, gone, gone. My eyes prickled, and | reached for Hugh' s hand, squeezed it tight.
‘Van Gogh,” | said, not expecting him to understand. But he did.



‘1 know. Debussy. Steam engines. The memory of Einstein and Schrédinger and Arigtotle. Africaand
Europe and America, the very land masses. My dear, blessed Grace.’

After atime, | shook mysdlf, wiped away the tears on the back on my hand. ‘ None of that meansthese
crestures areindigenousto Earth,’ | said gruffly. * Y es, | suppose enough time has now passed for a
whole new ecology to evolve. But they don’t look like domestic animasto me, Dad.’

‘They didn’t look much like economists and engineersto me, Natdie.’
‘Thefirgt one was converaing rather well for ananima,’ | pointed out.

‘I bedievethey’rejust like Ferdinand,” Hugh said. * Probably born with genetically engineered implants so
they can link to the galactic consciousness when need be. More to the point, so it can link to them. What
we' re seeing isthe ultimate evolution of computer networks—living creatures able to input and output
information for ahuge shared mind. Ferdy should fedl right a home.” Shaking his head, he smiled ruefully.
‘They’ll be gonetill nightfall. Let'sgo back and light afire and cook up some soup.’

That night’ s gorgeous pastel sunset took at least an hour to fade, so Hugh said we' d obvioudy floated a
long way on the Pangea plate, well down beow the tropics again. But the wait for nightfal wasworthiit.

‘Ohmy God,” Hugh said, asthefirst stars began to prick out in the heavens.

‘Funny way to set up your satellites,” | muttered. I'd just finished off the last chocolate bar from our
stores, and s0 | was feding rather grumpy. | licked my lips regretfully, looking up &t the pattern emerging
overhead. ‘ They must have built more of those orbita rings and stuck them everywhere. Y ou' d think
they’ d bang into each other.’

‘Not satellites, darling. Those are stars,” Dad said, and came and sat down beside me on a shelf of
cooling rock, putting hisarm around metightly. ‘ That’ swhat they’ ve doneto the sars’

| didn’t understand, and then | did, and my heart jumped and my chocolate-lined somach did alittle
terrified spasm.

The sky wasavadt curving criss-cross grid of points of hard light, like atoms seen frominsdeacrystd.

All my life, the stars had been scattered across the heavens pretty much at random, except for the blurry
band of the Milky Way. Oh, you could pick out the odd bright star or constellation—Polaris, Orion and
its Belt—but I’ d dways known that they were just akind of game or trick the mind played on itsdlf.
Actually, the stars that seemed to make up a recogni zable group were usualy many hundreds of light
years apart, in the depths of space. It was only from earth that they formed the patterns we chose to cdll
congtdlations.

Not these stars. Oh, no.

Someone had actualy revised the sky. Somebody had come in and moved the stars around. Some Mind
had reached out and flicked the billions of burnings suns of the Milky Way asif they were somekid's
marbles.

‘A moiré pattern,” Hugh mused.

‘A what? | looked at the changed universe with deep horror, but aso with awild wonderment. What
kinds of beings could do something like this? Zannaand | were raised with no religion, but thiskind of
caper made you think of the myths and legends of Greece and Rome, gods who built the sky and could
change it with the jab of afinger. But those old-fashioned gods were stuck on aflat earth under asky



where the Sun was thought to spin about the world, not the other way around. Those old story-tellers
had no idea how far away the starswere, or how big suns are.

‘It sasphericd grid,; Hugh was saying in afrail voice, ‘al the stars have been moved to locations at
regular intervals on a series of concentric spheres,” but | hardly heard aword. | just looked and |ooked,
and you could see places where the spots of brilliance ran together, which was just where the lanes of
light overlapped in the endless dark deeps of galactic space. The Milky Way itsalf was gone, its billions
of starsrelocated into the grand crazy rationa design. But you could pick out the core of the Gaaxy,
because that was the brighter place that the endless onion skins of stars wrapped themsalves around.

‘Wow,’ | said. ‘Oh, wow.’
‘They’reback,” Hugh murmured, touching my arm.

Some of thetwinkling lights, | redlized, werethe eyes of brilliant animals. They gathered at a decent
distance from the fire, heads and bodies|ost in the darkness and the glow of the flames dancing in their
wide eyes. Presumably one of them was our pup. If so, he stayed with his new companions. He did not
venture back at once to the company of humans.

‘Ferdy,’ | called, my voice breaking alittle. ‘Come on, kiddo, it’s nice and warm by thefire’
Therewas atentative yip, and the animas shuffled alittle closer.

‘We're so far from home,” | called softly, hardly more than awhisper. ‘ Come on, old fellow, don’t leave
usaone. Here, we ve kept anicejuicy treat for you.” | fished out afleshless ham bone from the bottom
of the soup pot, the last of the food that Grace had packed into the basket when we ran from the plague,
kept for al these days and thousands of millions of yearsinside a cooler hidden within aspacetime
congtriction that had exiled us here in the impossibly remote future. | threw the bone into the darkness,
heard it thud on the dry grass.

‘Come on, boy,” Hugh called encouragingly. ‘1 know you' velost your pal Barong, and your implants
don’t work any longer, but don’t give up on us, dear fellow. We have along way yet to journey. You
know what shetold usto do. We must travel onward.’

“Y ou must continue your journey, yes, intime,” ahigh, quaint voice said from the circle of watchful eyes.
“You, Hugh, and you, Natdie. Not I. | have found my place. | shdl remain with my friends.’

Something oddly misshapen padded out of the night and lowered itsalf on its haunches, to one side of the
fire. | squinted my eyes as a streamer of stinging smoke blew my way, and saw that Ferdinand carried a
small rider. Ferdy’ sjockey was akind of caterpillar with atrumpet a one end, clinging to his fur with
forty or fifty thumb-sized suckers.

“Y ou can spesk now, Ferds? | thought you' d forgotten all your cool tricks.’
‘It sme, dear one,” said the piping voice, and Ferdinand’ s bark followed asif in confirmation.

| was suspicious. Thiswasthe kind of trick you’ d expect from aweirdo like the praying warthog.
Hmmm.

‘Ferdy, how many did | meet coming from... you know, that place?

After along silence, | heard from the fire-flickering night a series of short barking yips: two barks, pause,
eight barks, much longer pause. Onefind bark. And the piping voice of his new companion anima said,
‘A good test, Natalie. The answer, aswe have just indicated, is 2801



Together, they came forward; Ferdinand delicately picked up the ham bonein his mouth and began
chewing it with noisy bone-cracking relish, looking for traces of tasty marrow inside. | started toward
him, hand outstretched, but he growled at me, guarding histreasure, and edged backward on his belly.

‘| just want to giveyou apat,’ | said.

“You must leave now,’ thelittle voice cheeped. ‘ There is avoyage you must take before you complete
your journey within the vacuole.’

“Y ou know about the 6-brane vacuole? my father asked in astonishment, while | dabbed at my cheeks.

‘Itisakey anomaly inthislocd spacetime. The Galaxy mind knows. It iswhy you are here, and why you
must go on. Put thefire out before you leave’

‘Voyage? | sad. ‘What voyage?

Ferdy dropped what remained of his bone and withdrew into the darkness. The lights of the eyes of the
animalsvanished. We sat alone.

After awhile, Hugh stood up and began efficiently dousing the campfire. When he was done, the praying
warthog stood beside usin the glistening moiré night.

‘Come,’ it told us.

We hit-flipped.

Twenty

We walting in a darkened place.
After along time, | said,
"Huis-clos.’

Hugh cleared histhroat. ‘What' sthat you say, darling?
‘No Exit,” | trandated. *Old Jean-Paul Sartre play.’

‘Oh, yes. Thefamous punchline: "Hell is other people.”” Hisvoice wasvery grave. ‘ To the contrary,
Natdie. Asyou and | are only too well aware, hdl isthe absence of other people.’

‘Damnit,’ | said pettishly, ‘where have they brought us? | thought this was meant to be a glamorous tour
of the Galaxy or something? | raised my voice. ‘ Turn the lights up, you bastards.’

Bluelight suffused us. Oh. We were back insde the amethyst crystal. That made no sense. Hadn't they
wanted to—



There was an impossible scrabbling at our backs. Yet | knew perfectly well, or thought | did, that we
were utterly doneinside ahigher-dimensiona bubble within an empty universe; this smal noise sent achill
shock damming through my body. It was more uncanny and frightening than | can possibly convey. |
spun, looked through the blue fog in the ambiguous glow of the tent lights. Something skittered acrossthe
card table. Something ran up one of the legs. Something jumped from an open deck chair.

‘What isit, Natalie? Hugh crouched, tense, teeth bared.

‘“Welcometo our chorus,” piped three absurdly shrill but perfectly clear voices, speaking in English. Inthe
dimness, tiny eyesgleamed at us.

‘Ohmy God!” My jaw dropped, and then | waslaughing like afool. ‘Oh my God, it’ sthe three blind
mice. No, | take that back. These are the three all-seeing mice!’

‘Mice? We have mice?

‘Thisisamatter of gravity,” chorused the mice, leaning their furry shoulderstogether. ‘ Levity isout of
place’

My father dapped the side of his head, then rubbed his eyesin acorny gesture | could have sworn was
only ever seen in melodramatic movies. And then | had it; | knew them. Straight out of my unconscious.

‘“You'refrom Babe,' | said to thesmall visitors. ‘Y ou' rethe—'
‘Chorus, aswe stated. So act with some decorum, an it please you.’

Hugh stared at me, bewildered. He could not abide motion pictures, let done sardonic animatronic
classics that made you weep even as you laughed.

‘Father, they’ re the Snging mice from the Babe movies” | snorted. ‘ Tak about Pigsin Space—we' re
stuck in afucking episode of Pigsin Hyperspace.’

‘Y ou redize you' re talking complete rubbish, Nat? Hugh raised one hand above his shoulder, and |
thought for amoment that he intended to dap me across the face, snap me out of it or something. The
mice beat himtoit.

‘“T-theory did not go far enough,” they explained melodicaly, in their helium squeeks. ‘ Gravity is
propagated through all adjacent Dirichlet membranes. Do we need to dot the T’ sand cross our eyes?

Naurdly, | sad, ‘“Wha—? and smultaneoudy my father murmured, likeamanin adream, ‘ Ahhhhh....

‘By George, | think he'sgot it, sang the mice, congratulating themselves. They did alittlewriggly dance,
paws across each other’ s gray shoulders, then skidded away and vanished down three of the legs of the
table and into the wild blue yonder.

‘It was just a desperate theoretica contrivance, in my time,” Hugh told me at last, after he'd sat slent,
pondering, while | paced and let him think it al through. | knew that it would do absolutely no good to
talk to him while his brain was churning. He looked at me, as blind asthe mice were not. * Y ou
understand about the rolled-up dimensions, Natdie?

‘Sure,’ | said breezily. “We studied al that during Brechtian adienation theory 201
‘Good, then—'

‘Oh, get red, you slly man. Of course | haven't got a clue what you' re raving about.” | put my fistson



my hips. *And now | suppose we get the infodump exposition from the Mad Scientist to his Beautiful
Daughter. Sorry, his plain daughter, we |eft the beautiful one a couple of billion yearsin the past and she
died.” My voice broke, then, as| heard what was coming out of my mouth, and | leaned forward into his
arms and sobbed for awhile.

‘There, there, sweetheart. Can | get you a hanky?
‘Thanks!’

| blew my nose, and pushed the handkerchief into my own pocket when | wasdone. ‘Goon,’ | said,
then. *Y ou might aswell tell me your great Einstein discovery. | won't follow beyond word one, but I'm
the only audience in the entire Galaxy. Unless you count the mice, and they aready know the punchline’

Hugh looked hard at me, then ducked back insde the tent, came out with a bottle of good 2003 Shiraz,
two wine glasses and an opener. He made a production of pouring, and we toasted each other, sipping,
savoring the bouquet. | gulped down my second glass, then flung the empty glass onto the lumpy surface.
It bounced, then rolled in alittle circle around its base. Hugh' s smashed more satisfyingly.

“You do redize that we ve been hiding ingde afold in higher-dimensiona space? The vacuole?
‘Whatever that means.’

‘Darling, your education is—' He caught himself, cleared histhroat. * Usualy we think theworld isfully
described in three spatia dimensions and one of time, right? Back and forth, up and down, sideto side,
and forwardintime.’

‘Forward intimeisright,’ | said, Stting in aladylike manner on achair where minutes earlier an
imposs ble mouse had cavorted.

‘It turned out there are eight more dimensions, well, nineif T-theory wasright. Directionswe can't
probe, except by using fantastically expensive accelerator machines. But they’ re there, they always have
been. The forces that make particles stick together and rebound are dueto...” He sighed, threw up his
hands. ‘ Look, none of that matters. Here' swhat does—gravity isn't like el ectromagnetism, or the strong
and wesak nuclear force. Those are restricted to operating in our customary four-space membrane. But
gravity bleeds’

Bleeds. | knew about bleeding. ‘ Uh-huh. It leaks out? That' s why the universeis getting out of control
and, and running away?

Hugh was dumbfounded. He stared a me, agog. ‘| dways knew you were aclever young woman,
Natdie’

‘Wdll, it tandsto reason,’ | said modestly, and bel ched. Wine does that to me on an empty stomach.
‘Where doesthe gravity go? Radiate, whatever?

‘Into... Into paralle dicesof the multiverse, you could say. Especialy when ablack hole forms. We
always supposed that the mass|ost into a collapsed closed space retained its, its effective force...’

‘But it lesked out, right.’

‘The gravity, most of it, radiated away from our universe’ s D-brane, yes. Think of our redlity asabook.
It sasif the unified strong and weak and e ectromagnetic force only works on asingle flat sheet of paper,
but gravity escapes from our sheet and radiatesinto al the other pages.’



‘“Hmm. That'sal very well, but what about the gravity from those other D-brane pages, answer me that?
Wouldn't some of it leak back our way and, you know, baance the books?

Hugh shook his head, smiling wonderfully, gratified. It pleased me, it redly did. Y ou are addightful
person, Nat. Y es, we used to speculate about gravitation from undetectable dark matter. There weren't
aufficient visible sources to account for the rotation profiles of galaxies. But if those mice wereright, it
must have been leaking in from the universes next door. GIGO, you might call it. Gravity in, gravity out.’

‘Orinthiscase, GOGI.’
‘Y es. More out than in, apparently.’

‘I"d rather be out thanin,” | said savagely, and stamped my foot. * Y ou do redlize thisisasm? We re not
actualy back ingde the vacuole?

‘A som, not asm,” squeaked agray mouse scratching at my left foot. | squeaked, too, pulled my knee
convulsively up toward my jaw. The mouse tumbled, dowing intheair, likeacrab in water. Itstwo
fellows caught it like gymnasts, peered up at us.

‘A som, asom, asemblable,” they sang in their Chip Monk tones, with avery pure French accent on the
final word. * Hypocrite lecteur!”

‘Good God, now the quotesfrom T. S. Eliot. Hanniba Lecteur, morelikeit,” | said, disgusted. * Virtua
redlity again, eh? chewing its own damned tall. Thisis getting old, you rodent vermin.’

‘ Appearance isdeceiving,” one mouse shrilled. A second sang back, ‘ Plato’ s caveis heaving, With all
the Shadows leaving.” The third paddled up and down through the air, doing acommendable breast
stroke. ‘What you seeiswhat you get, forget your disbelieving.’

They scurried together to the middle distance, hard to make out in the blue murk, and together started to
ang, rather beautifully | have to admit, thefirst verse of Immy Webb's classc WichitaLine Man. | pulled
off my right shoe and flung it at them. They were gone asit struck the ground and bounced through the
matte black doorway that had not been there before.

‘Look at the dimensons of that aperture,” Hugh said thoughtfully. | felt hewastaking it dl remarkably
well. “‘Ninefeet high, I'd estimate, four wide, maybe one deep. It'sa sort of ... ghost or negative of—’

‘Well? Of what?
‘| thought you were the film specidist. An dien Monalith.’

| found myself breathing hard, and couldn’t decideif | were on the verge of a panic attack or an
hystericd laughing jag.

‘20017 | sad. ‘Like, the hyperspace gateway in that old Kubrick movie?

‘They’remining our memories, sweetheart, Hugh said. Herose from hisimaginary canvas chair and
sarted walking cautioudy toward the black emptiness. ‘ They' re feeding usthese little fables, these...
images that we haf recognize. | believe we can trust them. Come on, darling, don’t loiter al day.’

Inavery small voicel said, ‘I wish Ferdy was herewith us”’ | joined him at the portal, and then, hand in
hand, we stepped into the darkness. | bent, as| passed through, and retrieved my shoe.



* * % %

Hugh was gone, hisfingers dipped from my grasp. A man with closely shaved reddish hair turned,
looking over his shoulder.

‘Oh, you again.’
| was beyond shock. After two and one-third billion years?
‘Hello, Td, | said. | pulled my shoe on, bent to laceit up.

‘Lagttime, asl recdl,” hesaid, ‘we got trapped ingde amythical charade. Nightmares are less than
optimal for communication. Admittedly, you were paraytic at thetime. Nearly brain-dead. We did quite
wall, | think.’

| just looked at him, and at the star-splashed darkness behind him, above him, to each side. Immense
clouds glowed, reflected more dimly in the polished floor, burning with diadems of hot stars. Surdly they
weren't actualy clouds, not the kind that rain and snow come from. Hydrogen, | thought then, startling
mysdlf, recadling something Hugh had told us as children. Primeva hydrogen and helium, or something,
left over from the Big Bang and swept up in great shock waves from exploding novae to make baby
gars. | stood in the middle of abirthing place for new suns.

“You're not realy Tabot, are you?

He reached out one hairy, shockingly familiar hand, drew meto hisside, sat us down in comfortable
chairsthat had not been there an instant before.

‘Borrowed his semblance,” he—it, whatever—admitted. ‘ Hope you don’'t mind the som. Figured it might
makethingsalittle... eesier.’

| pulled my hand back. It tingled. * Shit, yeah. The bastard who stole my life, my car and my best friend.
Ideal choice, redlly.’ | looked around, feding sick and betrayed, aslost as |’ ve ever fdtin my life.
‘“Where' s Hugh? And | expected Ferdy to be here with us. Where' s my dog?

‘Ferdinand is no longer a possession; heisan integra member of a conscious composte. Y our father is
meeting hisown guide, and will join us shortly. No,” he added quickly, softly, maybe even out of
kindness, ‘ not an avatar of your mother. A childhood friend, Christopher Thomas.’

| vaguely remembered Chris; we hadn’t kept up. Maybe it was my parents apocayptic, near-survivaist
fervor. People tended to... start staying away. Dr Thomas had played infrequent squash with Dad. | think
they’ d been track and field partners at college, shared rooms, something aong those lines. He, too,
obvioudy, had been dead for roughly two billion years. Creepy.

“Y ou can do that? Just reach inside us and pluck out enough memoriesto, to morph up aconvincing
persona?

‘Don’'t worry, my dear,” Horus/Horace/Ta told me, handing across a cold glass brimming with cola, and
aplate of seaming do-nuts, ‘the contents of your mind are safe. Sacrosanct, even.’

“Y ou want meto believe your archives are that deep and wide? | shoved ahot, sugary thing into my
mouth. ‘Reaching al that way back? My God, Td died in the Manila plague. Even the damned Grand
One wouldn't have been ableto... what do you call it? | searched, chewing. ‘ Upload. There was no



brain to copy into your filthy archives’
‘But I’'m not an emulation of your Tabot,” thething said. ‘| dready told you that. I'm aneem.’
‘ Speak English.’

‘1 am speaking English, but sometimes |’ [l need to coin some words for things you don’t know. A neem
isaconstruct from memory, of course’

| thought about that for amoment. *Oh. An M-N-E-M-E.’
‘Y eah, but |et’ slose the mock-Hellenist folderol. N-E-E-M.
‘Oh, by dl means.’

"We have borrowed Ta bot’ s gppearance, sampling your brain phase state with perfect dispassion and
security, supposing that this would ease your path to understanding. Were we wrong to do so?1 can
changeinto amore neutral manifestation, should that be deemed advisable.’

Deemed advisable. Good grief. Unintentionaly, in abitter, convulsive laugh, | snorted cola up my nose;
sugar flew from the plate.

‘Thisismy soul you'rergping,’ | toldit, furious. ‘My very sdf.’

‘What isasdlf, Natalie? Y ou discussed this topic often enough with Tabot, | think. The sdf isamirror's
slvering, casting back into locdl redlity its partid reflection. Crack or warp the mirror and the sdif is
crazed, shattered, doubled and redoubled in diminished echo; look into it merdly, and the mirror’ ssilver
isgtill asamoonlit pool. The self isalocusin iteration phase space. The sdif, at itsbest, isthejewd at the
heart of alaser, drawing in the garbled wavefronts of the world, transforming their noisy energy to
coherent brilliance. Y ou arein our loving custody; thereisno violation.’

“You pompous prick,” | said. ‘Rummage in my mind, wear whatever stolen body you like. Just tell me
where| am, and what the fuck we' re doing here.” | stood up, and the plate crashed off my lap on to the
floor, where it smashed quite satisfactorily and then vanished. ‘Dad!’ | yelled at the top of my voice.
‘Hugh!’

My father came around a corner—what corner? | hadn’t noticed any cornersin this great cathedra of
stars—accompanied by a short, muscular man of about 20. Last time I’ d seen Dr Thomeas, his
distinguished gray hair was receding, and his pot was evident. Maybe thiswas his son. Oh, no, of course.
Primetime memory. | hugged my father, pressng my faceinto his shoulder, smdling his swest, then
shook hisold friend’ s hand.

‘Hdlo. Cdl me Chris!’

Somehow it was easier to accept this fraud without anger. * Chris, do you know what they’ ve done with
my dog?

He shook his heed, till holding my hand in his coal, dry, comfortingly professond grip. ‘ Ferdinand has
business of hisown to pursue, Natdie. Leave him be. There' s enough for usto handle now, and urgently.
Morethan enough. Let’sal st down and talk.’

‘1 want thisthing to go away,” | said ungracioudy, and turned with an angry wave of my amat Ta. But
the revenant was gone. In his place, abeautifully jeweled dug watched us attentively, twivdling its horns.
It glistened under its ornaments, and smelled faintly of the sea. In atriumph of saf-control that surprised



even me, | did not shriek and jump up on the chair. Probably | can't take credit for my forbearance.
Either | wastotally numb by this point, or just metaphysicdly jaded.

‘Horus, | presume?
The mollusk’ s voice was glutinous but clear enough, issued from flgpsto ether side of the dorsd ridges.
‘At your service, Natalie, as previoudy.’

Wasthisaso aneem, or asom? | drew back, putting my fist in my mouth and biting my knuckles. No,
damnit, let’snot giveit the satisfaction. | turned to Hugh and his long-dead companion.

‘Sowherearewe? | gestured with my gnawed hand at the vast, gorgeous abyss, the burning points of
light in gauzy cloud. ‘ Thefar sde of the Galaxy?1 thought faster than light was againgt therules. | thought
you super-brainsfound travel too tedious.’

Chrisamiled at me, bade me st on acomfortable Chesterfield that hadn’t been there until we both
noticed it. *We re making some new stars,” he said. ‘ Pushing gasinto place, switching on supernovae for
the shockwaves, building new fast burners. Y ou can get alot of black holesthat way, and alot of extra
stars. We need all we can get, black holes are our engines. But to answer your question, no, that’ s not
wherewe are, exactly. It safane’

‘Alwayswith the neologisms,” | said. | looked about for adrink, and found one near my right hand. |
drank thirgtily, gratefully. Flavored of kerosene and freesias, it made my nose wrinkle but packed a
welcome punch. | closed my eyes, head siwvimming, opened them again. Hugh was smiling in a paterna
and irritating manner. ‘An F-E-1-G-N, right? Y ou’ rejust pretending it’ sthere?

‘That’ s part of the pun.” Chris buffed hisnails modestly. ‘ But redly the derivation is Greek: phaneros,
what isvigble. Fane amanifetation, in brief.’

‘Inbrief, I'd fain hear less of words,” | said testily, ‘and more of substance. What' swith the black holes?
Engines? | saw this Stephen Hawking retrospective about the Big Crunch.” | was babbling, anything to
keep the sound of atrue human voice going in thisawful place. ‘ Like the Big Bang when the whole
universe started, except the opposite, right? Everything crashesinto everything elseand it al gets sucked
together and—' | couldn’t remember the rest.

Hugh leaned forward, touched my arm asif to steady me. ‘ Darling, that theory had been superseded for
adecade. If it were correct, yes, probably the cosmos would coalesce into many vast black holes that
would merge findly in an enormous Crunch, or maybe bounce and form anew cosmos from the detritus.’
He glanced at the neem of Chris, which shook its head. ‘ Even then, the evidence was againgt it.’

‘It' scoming back tome,” | said. ‘ The universe is expanding, but kinda dowing down... ebbing away,
right?

The dug neem had been replaced by a praying warthog neem which told me, * Sorry, no. The universe
will expand forever, but it’ sworse than that—things are rushing away from each other, dwaysfadster.
Lambda stoo high, you see, and Omega stoo low. Oh, never mind that. The point is, all the galaxieswill
hurtle farther and farther apart, burn out one after the other. That leaking gravity, you see. After awhile
no new starswill form from the exhausted interstellar gas, and eventudly—'

‘So you're doing your civic duty by topping up the supply with some new stars. Very thoughtful.’ | felt
drunk and giggly. Surely none of thiswas happening.

‘Good gracious, no,” said the Chris neem. He did something, and the fane twisted somehow, trickily, and



we sat in the midst of animmense explosion of lights: individud stars, | saw, that merged into afamiliar
four-armed spird in diamond spattered black, then families of gdaxies, walls of dark soaring to partition
the clumps and streamers of light, flung outward with ferocious and unstoppable speed, brilliance
guttering from blue-whiteto yellows and oranges and reds, faling at last to the limits of my vison, and il
the terrible expulson continued, the skies emptying, flaring explosions snapping light in brief candle glow
gonein amoment, and then... nothing. Blacknessinviolate.

‘That’ sthefar future,’ the neem said, Sighing. * Nothing we can do about that.’

Abruptly, my emotional and physica reserves collapsed. My circadian rhythms were absolutely shot;
timetravel doesthat to you, no respecter of time zones. Plus, neither Hugh nor | had dept awink since
the banquet where we' d farewelled Zanna, Barong, thelittle girl, and al the misplaced, recovered, re-lost
remnants of our world. | yawned, nearly cracking my jaw.

It's contagious. Hugh yawned too, and rubbed his eyes. Hisface was drawn, | saw, and hiseyes
red-rimmed. The skin of hisface sagged. We' ve both lost everything, | told myself, but he’ slost more
than | have.

‘Okay, gang,” | said, smothering another cavernousyawn. ‘ Timeto—'

Simultaneoudly, the Chris neem clapped Hugh on the back. Y ou two should catch some shut-eye, you
look dl in.’

My father inclined his head in agreement. He kissed me on the forehead, nodded to an elaborately
garbed and intent rutabaga which had replaced the praying hog neem, turned away. * Show me the way
to go home,” he murmured in asad, grainy voice. And was gone, and | wasin another room, or the room
we' d shared had changed in an eyeblink, one or the other. Or it had al been imposed on my mind from
the outset. Whatever. | stepped closer to my king-sized four-poster bed, broderie-anglaised pillows
plumped high, upper sheet turned down over abeautifully embroidered quilt. My grandmother’s, |
redlized. The room waswarm enough to go without night garments. | kicked my shoes away, threw my
clothes on the floor, and went through an oak door into abathroom tiled in red with gleaming blue-white
marblefixtures. A bath awaited me, three-quartersfilled, sleaming. Thetoilet wasthe kind | was used to
at home, which was ardlief in more waysthan one. | returned then to the bath, conscious of my sweaty
smell, the grime between my toes, stepped into delicious scented water with ahappy sigh and let myself
float there, breasts bobbing, aches dowly leaching from my poor bones.

After atimelesstime some water went up my nose and down my throat. With ajerk, | caught myself, sat
up, found aface cloth and scrubbed mysdlf hard, haf awake again. The ends of my hair were wet, but |
couldn’t be bothered shampooing and drying it. Surely they had better ways to handle that by now, and
I’d look into it tomorrow. Two wonderfully thick, enormous towe s hung from enameled railswith
gryphon heads a either end. | patted myself dry, then went to bed. Out like alight, without benefit of an
emh.

* * % %

| dreamed of Deb. Tabot and Deb and Nat, oh joy. It wasn't adream. It wasn't real, nor adream.
Something—

—She stood at the edge of the star-splattered darkness and for amoment | went al to pieces. Pulled
both ways. Deb was my best friend, after al, had been for nearly two decades, since we were the two
hellraisers of second grade. At age twelve, delicately crumbling itching powder from the whirligig seed



pods under the school-yard trees, protecting our own skin with lunch sandwich Saran wrap. Filling an
envel ope, then pouring the prickly contents quick as aflash down the neck of lard-ass Mandy Wilkinson
while Mrs. Zamblatt chalked agebra on the blackboard. Mandy jumping and howling like astuck pig,
scratching her neck raw. The classgoing wild. Deb and | in the principa’ s office, Deb standing up to the
old goat, speaking words of sweet reason in our own defense. ‘ Itching powder isn't poison ivy, Mr.
RaglanSmith, it sjust a prank. We were only fooling around.” The letters Rags sent home to our parents
were no joke, the pair of us grounded for aweek. Hugh did not approve of his child drawing attention to
the family, and Deb’ s parents were law-abiding citizens, her father a salf-righteous bank manager and
prominent Baptit. It didn’'t matter, we spent the time on the phone to each other. Oh yes, we went back
along, long way, Deb and |, the bitch. The duplicitous, forktongued snake. Y ou could say | hated her
guts.

Inthe darkness| sad, ‘I’ ve got newsfor you, Gorman, you' re dead. Road kill. Dead as a goddamned
rattlesnake squashed flat by an eighteenwheder. The plague got you. Youand Td.” I'd started to cry,
but they were angry tears, mostly.

‘l know, Nat darling,” shesaid. ‘It'sno big dedl. Death happensto everyone eventudly. 1t Il happen to
you. Not just yet, that’ sal. They want you to go forward.’

| sneered. ‘Don't get philosophica with me, Deb, it doesn't suit you. Dead or dive!’

She shrugged. Inthedim light of azillion stars shoveled into a bizarre congtruction, | saw her dender
shoulders move, the familiar lines of the bones. ‘Didn’'t do it to hurt you, Nat.’

‘So why the fuck? To save me from Ta? To push meinto the real world? Tal and Nat were having a
really heavy time, says Deb, s0 let’s do what a best friend does—seduce the shit and take him away.’
My breath caught in my chest, choking me. ‘Maybe you can fool yoursdf with that crap, Deb...’

‘Nat, honey,” my best friend said softly. ‘ Tdl left you. Hisdecision. HE sgot amind of hisown. Hedidn't
need meto seduce him.’

‘Y eah, but you—'
‘Ta and | got together.” She shrugged again. ‘ Nobody seduced anybody.’

‘So when did you "get together” as you so delicately put it? Just how long were you fucking my boyfriend
before you findly got your hooksin so deegp he dumped me?

‘Nat, Nat, it doesn't matter. Friendship matters. You and | matter.’

| made a bitter sound, turned away. ‘Y ou don’t matter,” | said. *Y ou don’'t matter because you don't
exist. You'reasom, Deb Gorman, you're nothing. Lessthan aghost.’

‘I'myour best friend. Alwayswas, dwayswill be’
‘What the hell have we got in common?

‘Td, for onething.” She spoke hisname asif offering me agift. The audacity stunned me. Stedl Tdl, drag
him away, leave me lurching from ablow to the somach—and now here shewas, or somefilthy som
was, some neem thing, trying to convince me we remained bound in friendship because... what, because
we' d both been Tal’ slover? Unbelievablel

‘I loveyou, Nat,” shetold me, and came forward out of the shadows.



“Y ou fucking what?
‘I loveyou, Nat.’

‘| hate your dead guts.” My screaming voice echoed and re-echoed like a bad dream of |ocked-up rage.
‘I spit on you. Have you got a grave? Here lies Deb Gorman, faithless bitch. No grave, | don't think so.
I"’m pretty surethat plague hit so fast and furious they were struggling to get everybody into mass graves.’
Theideaof it made me shiver: her body piled in with the ret, clad or naked, dusted, heaped over with
heavy white powdery quicklime or burned with ngpalm, they’ d havetried dl the old methods to keep the
disease from spreading. Or bodies just abandoned, corpses dammed on top of bodies, to liein the cold
and then the sun while sck animals gnawed their flesh and they dumped and sagged, worms crawling in
their guts.

‘“What does it matter, Nat? She had enough sense not to touch me. Her arms hung at her sides. *What
doesit matter where I’m buried? I’ m your friend, dwayswill be. True friendship doesn’t die’

| forced myself to look back at her, at her semblable image. Hug her? The kiss of forgiveness, friendship
renewed? Fuck that—I wanted to tear her eyes out. No, untrue—I| wanted to collapse into her aams. To
fed that embrace, that old loving hug I d dways known was there for me, awaysrelied on. Her hair
cascaded over her shoulder in awaterfall of fire, asit had when she was ateenager. Jesus, | knew that
hair, I'd buried my facein it so often, hugging her, collapsing in giggles, sioned in the back of the car after
too many tokes, too many tequila sunrises, too much sun, too much....

| took a deep breath, sat down in aseat | invented. Deb sat down opposite me, crossed her legs. | till
didn’t try to touch her. What would happen if | did? Maybe my hand would pass straight through her.
Maybe the neem was more sophisticated than that, so | could reach out and touch her, fed her all real
and warm and not dead, not dead, not... Oh Jesus, oh hell, | wanted those days back, those days before
the treachery, before she stole Td, when shewas my best friend and | lived with Ta who, | thought,
loved me and was the best of buddies with my best buddy.

‘Okay, | sadto Deb, ‘explainit to me.’

‘Td did fed bad, believe me;’ she said. *He needed somewhere to stay, | had anew apartment with a
Spareroom.’

‘Just brute coincidence, | suppose? Fuck, was there anything she wouldn’t say?
‘It was, honey. These things happen.’
‘Don’'t honey me’

“Y ou wanted too much from him, Nat. Y ou wanted more from Talbot than he was ableto give. You
figured he could be your soulmate...’

‘Hewas. Until you butted—'

‘Nope.’” It wasflat, convinced, as blunt as crushing out a cigarette stub under ahed after onelast rasping
puff. ‘Not in two hillion years. Y ou demanded far too much.’

‘Andyou didn’'t?

‘Nope,” Deb said again, and grinned. It was the old Deb grin, the one that went with her oneword truths.
Nope, she'd say, or sure, or crap or sometimes yeehal Then she' d grin and the grin would show the
dightly crooked tooth among al the sraight ones. I’ d knocked it crooked with asoftbal bat in seventh



grade. She’ d never had it straightened.
‘So what did you demand of Tal?

‘Not alot. Sex. He was quite good at that, as we both have cause to know. Another body around the
gpartment. Someone to go out with. We didn’t talk much, certainly not al that rhetoric and cultura
theory crap. | never tried to reach down into hissoul...’

‘And hewas grateful? For thisfailureto... to try for intimacy?

‘Sure. He said living with me was easy. No pressure.’

‘Oh, that’ swhat he got with me? Pressure? Maybe it wastrue. No, fuck that.
‘More pressure than he could handle’

‘And | suppose you think that’smy fault? | said. ‘| suppose you think I'm a demanding, carnivorous
beast who devours men.’

‘Men don’t count.’

‘Oh, redly? | said. ‘Who does count, then?

‘Me, Nat,” Deb said. ‘| count, I’ ve dways counted, | dwayswill. But I’ ve got to go.’
‘More damned evasions. Y ou have nowhere to go, you' ve been dead for billions of years.’
‘I'll bewaiting for you, Natdie,” Deb told me, and then she was gone.

I’d never felt so agitated. I'd never felt so angry. I'd never felt such loss.

| got out of bed, dazed and bleary, had a piss, washed my facein stinging cold water, threw my clothes
on, walked out of the darkness through a darker darknessinto apool of amber light where | found Hugh
and Chriswolfing down pancakes and steaming coffee and orange juice while discussing preposterous
physicswith agaggle of intent Thageomadli.

‘Nat, what’ sthe matter? my father asked, concerned.  Come and have some breakfast. Have you been
crying, honey?

‘Don’'t call methat!” | said between my teeth, and left them to their food and abstractions, feding sick
and unhappy and terribly, terribly lost. Miserably, | went back to the bedroom and lay on top of the bed.
| woke up, and Ta turned, reached for me. Time and reality wobbled. We made love aswe had in the
first few weeks of our affair, sarting cautioudy, faling into arhythm we both seemed to recognize,
making noise, moving around alot, coming with pleasure so fierceit verged on pain.

Lying in Tabot’sarms, suffused by our own musk and the soft melodic hushing of Debussy’s seamusic, |
sad softly, ‘ Tel me about the stars’

‘Thiscrysta pattern we reimposing on the Galaxy? Pretty, isn't it?

All about us, the bedroom went velvet black, and the sky blazed its jeweled mesh, sphere within sphere,
ring within ring, into milky blur a the heart gars.

| nuzzled his strong shoulder, denying to my inner dread the horrid truth that this room, this girdling sky,
thisembrace, al of it was nothing better than a som; our passionate sex had been approximately as



macabre as making love to ectoplasm. Distracting mysdf from mysdf, | said, ‘| can’'t believe that
shepherding a hundred billion starsinto concentric shdllsisatask fit for gods.” That didn’t come out quite
right. If shoving stars around the sky wasn't asuitable pastime for gods, what was? | coughed aslly
embarrassed laugh. *Y ou know what | mean.’

‘| thought you hated talking after we' d—

| rolled on to one elbow and punched him. ‘ Make an exception. It’sthat, or I’'m off to find something to
eat.’

‘Galaisbuilding atheoscope,” Talbot' s neem told mein acam, matter of fact way. It took me a moment
or two to unpack the word. | blinked, then, and shook my head, sitting dl the way up.

‘Likea... atelescope for seeing God?

‘More like amicroscope, a nanoscope, afemtoscope. More accurately, a Titanoscope. We shall be
digging very, very deeply into the fabric of the cosmos. Down, down, down.” Hislipswere dyly smiling.
‘Would thefal never cometo an end?

| shook my head, beyond incredulity. ‘Y ou do know thisisthe stupidest idea | ever heard?

Hefrowned. ‘It enthralled your ancestors. The Indians, the Sinese and the Greeks intuited it, somehow,
before they invented science.’

‘| told you millions of years ago, Horace old chum, | havelittle Latin and less Greek. Asfor Sanskrit and
Mandarin, nada. Spanish and French—' Thumb and forefinger held half an inch apart. * Enough to get by
in the Zona Rosain Ciudad de México and the Left Bank coffee shops.’

‘L et these show, then.’

Againg adark background emblazoned with chalices of stars, abalding fellow in atogaand sandas
stepped forth, eyes opague, hand upheld. In acutting, clear voice, hetold us. ‘ From the Egg of Night,
floating upon the breast of Chaos, issued forth Erebus, the Earth, and her consort Eros, Love!’

Possibly he was speaking ancient Greek; it sounded clear asabell to me. | no longer trusted my senses,
nor my mind itself. ‘ Eros, en? Caught by surprise, | had tucked the sheet up to my neck when the old
guy appeared, or his gppearance appeared, but | let it fall and brought Tabot' s hand to my breast.

‘ Always agood earthy start to these unexpurgated fables. | hope you' re not about to tell me that modern
science hasrevived—'

‘Silence, young woman,” the orator snarled, turning his head and giving both of usarather fierce blind
glance. ‘ From these two ancestors ushered forth the Titans, first children of Heaven and Sky, and from
these in turn were born others of their own kind. Only then were birthed the gods, who rose up against
their Titan parents.’

Looming figures stood in asullen red glare, closing in to encircle our bed. One by one they spoke thelr
names like thunder, and | felt adeep chill passinto my flesh. Not fun and games any longer.

‘I am Chronos, Time, aso called Saturn.’
‘And I, Ops, the dl-Mother, known by some as Rhea.’

‘| am Prometheus, whom you humans know for the gift of fire’



‘And |, hisbrother Epimetheus.” They weretal asthe sky, horribly knotted with muscle and scars.

A stench of volcanic ash; ten others stood therein literdly stygian gloom, and gave their names: Oceanus
and Thea, Coeus and Themis, Crius and memorable Mnemosyne, Hyperion and Phoebe, |apetus and
Tethys of the seas. | felt no further urgeto laugh, let alone snigger. These were great and terrible beings,
however imaginary.

‘“What happened to the Titans? | asked Tabot inasmal voice, clutching his red-fuzzed arm. He
tightened the other arm around me, shrugged, waited in hisown slence.

‘Defeated by their ungrateful children, thegods,” the orator informed us both, * sunk benegath the ground,
they were imprisoned forever in the underworld. There they remain to this day, heard by none, racked by
auffering, inimmorta pain, torn but daily reborn to renewed anguish.’

Tabot released me, took my hand, looked away when | tried to search hisface. *"We know that the
whole cregtion groaneth,”” he said in aharsh, unpleasant voice, ‘"and travaileth in pain together.™ |
recognized those tolling words, my father had spoken them, quoted from another old book of sacred
fable, at Grace sfuneral.

‘Oh shit,” | said, and to my horror found that | was nearly in tears. Poor Grace. Poor Titans. After along
moment, | said, ‘ That’sonly myth, surdy? A primitivefairytde. | mean, culturd relativiamis onething, but
pleasetel meitisn't somedlegory of ared—

Pungent smoke wrapped the writhing, agonized Titans, locked them back into imprisoning darkness. The
orator withdrew. Tabot sighed.

‘| suppose when you girls were kids, Hugh must have told you how the world was born?

‘A spinning cloud of gas around the Sun, right? In fact it had been Grace who firg told us that
enchanting story.

‘Farther back, Nataie. The cosmos entire, space and time and energy positive and negative. Flung into
existence out of non-being, with thefirgt ingtant of time, inthe Big Bang.’

‘Oh yeah, that. Well, of course. Everyone knows about the—'

‘Gaia, the gods, we singularity gods, were not born until long after mindless chemicd life struggled forth
upon the planets and comets,’ the Talbot neem thing said, and | was reminded yet again of its true nature.
‘But our truefirgt parents, the Titans, were hewn by evolution from Chaosin the earliest eternities of the
very firs microsecond of the Big Bang.’

What? What? Had he meant all that stuff literdly, after al?
‘Can you understand this mystery?
‘No.” | squeezed my handstogether tightly.

‘It isnot so hard to follow. So great were the energies, so tightly packed the nearly closed new-born
universe, o very swift thefoldings and unfoldings, thet billions of years of virtua time were compressed
withinitsfird flaring indant.’

All of this abruptly flamed about mein lurid imagery, afireworks display out of Dante. Were they
imposing this understanding directly upon my mind, like the language machine of the True Knowledge
people, or awakening lost memories from childhood? The cosmos pedled open to my inward vision.



Ignition, followed by complication asthefirst pure unity of al forces cracked gpart in the cooling,
outward rushing cosmos. Gravity splitting away from the strong nuclear force, the week force,
electromagnetism, refrigerating and shredding redity. Entangled membrane sheets, londly particles
swallowed up and spat out asthe earliest blazing heat cooled toward darkness. Y es, it came back to me,
I’d seen it on adozen Discovery programs. I’ d heard the story told to Suzanna and me a score of times
by Hugh when other children our age were being taught the pretty fantasies of Geness. It had never
seized me by the scruff of the neck asit did now; yes, now it shook mewith its grandeur. But after all,
Hugh and Grace had not known theredl story, if thiswasindeed atae to be trusted. Gods, evolved from
heat and noisein thefird trillion virtua yearsthat had been squeezed into that first minute or second or
tiny fraction of a second of the new-born universe.

| stood up, shaking. ‘What happened to them?

‘In the great cooling that followed, when light collapsed into matter, the first great minds became trapped
inthefracta ridges of this paralyzed new order. Deathless they were but immobilized, stretched across
accderating billion light-year skies. Those shrieking Titans, Natdie, those Bright Angdls, those gods
before the gods—they’ re there till. We can’'t see them yet, but we know they are there.’

| cringed, and my skin felt very cold.

‘They suffer and have no voiceto scream. The Angelsfdl from the greet glowing heet of their birth into a
terror of frozen spacetime, and asthey placed their last locked impress upon it, forged our geometries
and our deegpest yearnings. It isthe echo of their last sllent howl we hear ringing through the voids of stars
and galaxiesand all the greater darknesses between.’

| pressed my handsto my ears, unable to bear the dread he spoke, unable to turn it to ajoke, unableto
resst this gppalling epiphany of pain.

‘They're... fill there? After dl these eons, till suffering?

‘Itistheir agony, above dl, that creation groaneth under,’ the Talbot neem said. He stood now on the far
sde of the room, surrounded by ahdo of starswithin gars. ‘ Our first and find duty isto find them, to
recover them from confinement, to end their suffering at last.’

| did laugh, then, apainful lacerating bark. * Oh, good, so that’ s what humanity’s god has aways been.
All the Rabbis and Popes and Mullahs had it exactly wrong.’ | laughed again, and it hurt my throat.
‘Fuck. Wonderful. We were never meant to seek redemption in God.” In my mind, | saw ahuge,
parodic, red-lettered GOING WRONG WAY s€gn catching the rushed headlights above the highway to
eternity. ‘Oh no, it’sup to us, poor damned dupes, to redeem the gods.’

Hugh was calling my name. | awoke, dazed and bleary and confused. Hadn't | just done dl this?
Apparently not, my bladder wastight, so | did the bathroom dance, flung stinging cold water on my face,
dragged on my clothes, found him sitting before aladen table of pancake stacks and steaming coffee and
orange juice. Ferdy was curled on the Chesterfield, hissmall symbiont rider looking pink and pleased
withitsdf.

‘Oh my goodness, Ferds!” | crossed the room in arush, seized the dear old pup by hisears, nuzzled his
face. He drew back warily, and his partner uttered a shrill whistle of disapproval.

‘Good morning, Natalie. It istimefor you and the old one to go forward.’

| jerked back aswell, offended. Hugh poured coffee, handed me a cup.



‘Yes, timefor usto go, I'm told, once we ve had abite to eat. They’ ve given us some useful equipment.’
‘What'sour partinal this? | asked the pup, angrily. ‘Why aren’'t we alowed to Stay here with you?
‘“The godsrequired it,” the symbiont piped.

‘Oh crap! I'm sick of dl this gibberish about gods. Thereisno God, and none of your wretched Grand
Ones and Gaias come within light-years of that deluson anyway.’

‘Oncetherewereno gods,” they admitted. ‘ The universeisjust an extrusion from an earlier bubble, and
that one from another prior to it, and so on unto eternity—"

‘ And here’ swhere you smuggle in your Power Greater Than Oursalves, right?

‘Not necessarily. Whereof we cannot speak, thereof we should be silent.” And it was, just long enough
for meto draw abreath and start an angry rebuttal, and then the symbiont cut through my words. ‘ The
post-Singularity beings require it because of the vacuole. The 6-brane discontinuity isaflaw in the crystal
of theuniverse’

‘Oh,’ | said satiricaly. *Oops’

‘No, no. Thisisnot acausefor blame or contrition. Without thisvast hyperdimensiond string running like
gristle through the flesh of the cosmos, we should not have possessed a constant yardstick, asit were, for
our grand purposes.’

‘Well, it can't bethat hard to build one,” | said in apractica tone. ‘ After all, Hugh managed, and he' sdll
thumbs’

The Ferdinand-symbiont composite bared doggy teeth at mein adisturbing parody of ahuman smile.
‘Oneonly per universe, alas’

“You'reshitting me.” | glanced a my father; he shrugged modestly. ‘ No ancient aliens whipped one up
four minutes after the Big Bang? What about the graysin their UFOs?

‘No grays, sorry,” Ferdy said, the scary grin broadening. ‘ And the Titans were aready locked into their
terrible durance’

‘Sowe'reit, en? The string that ties the universe together! | always sensed | was meant for grestness.’

‘Oh, yes, Natadie” The dog gave mealook of awful distressand... admiration, | suppose. ‘And so you
must go on. To theend of time.’

Twenty-One

In the year thirty billion plus, the
Sun was gone.



Hugh had been right. When the green flash had cleared, and the splitting headache vanished as quickly as
it dwaysdid, he stuck out hisinstrument probes and found that the world was afrozen ruin. The display
showed stars scattered every which way again, but no Sun in the black, airless sky.

‘It sunraveled again,’ | said, feding asif my nerve endings were wrapped in cotton woal. ‘ They let their
god-o-scopefall apart.’

‘Maybeit did itsjob.

There d been time enough. Thirty-four billion yearsinto the future, the Sun was not just over the
horizon—it was gone, quenched.

‘A dar like the Sun only has alifespan of nine or 10 billion years,’ Hugh explained to me, aswe sat
gppalled insde the weirdness of the amethyst blue place. ‘It was aready hafway used up when humans
first evolved. Now it's been acinder for 30 thousand million years’

‘It just went out?

‘“Much more dramatic than that,” Hugh said. * It grew hotter and hotter for along time, and eventually it
used up dl itshydrogen fuel and started burning hdium. That must have been aterrifying sght if anything
remained here to watch—there’ d have been aflash brighter than any creature with eyes had ever
witnessed.’

‘Thereweren't any eyes|eft to watch, though,” | said, my own eyes prickling.

‘Not on earth, I’'m sure of that. But other beings on other worlds around other nearby stars must have
seen the grest flashlight go pop. Then the Sun inflated into ared giant—abig fat red mongter of a star that
burned for another billion years before it collapsed to become awhite dwarf, no more than aremnant of
itsformer sdlf. By now it must be extinct.’

‘Sowhy arewe still here? How come the world wasn't burned up?

‘The Sunwasjust aquiet little star,” Hugh said in amelancholy voice. * Even when it flamed out, it wasn't
important enough to destroy most of its children. But it must be bitterly cold out there.’

| was shivering horribly. Hugh hung his old leather jacket over my shoulders, and | huddled into its
familiar, comforting odors. We waited in the blue place, hoping against hope that Grace would make
hersalf known to us. After aday and ahdf of nail-biting and grouchy silence, | went for along tramp. |
took my parcel of old letters with me, and aflashlight to read them with, and a backpack with two stale
sandwiches and an unopened plastic container of orange juice from the 21t century. Under ajutting
ridge of crystd | lay down, arrayed my possessions about me after eating one of them rather gloomily
and swigging somejuice, put the pack under my head, and took out Ta’sletters. | started in again on the
onel’d begun in my old room, post-plague. I’ d never got to the end, what with the Pox Copsand all,
and now when | did read those closing words | found mysalf weeping without congtraint.

| lie here under the cats, thinking of the many faces of Natalie. There' sa crisp and snappish one, and a
whimsical girlish face (standing in your long red nightdress, & the top of the stairsin your parents house,
at fivein the morning after | stayed over and we first dept together, wondering whether you dared to lift it
wickedly in aquick flash, and then Suzanna blundering out of her room derted by some creaking of the
steps, and we both laughed with muffled, forestalled embarrassment), and a soft and lovely face from an
inch or two away when we re fucking, and the competent M.A. student Nat moving fast in the corridor
with batches of culturd studiesresearch stuff to xerox, and the surprisingly masterful T.A. down the front
of the classroom leading the babies through their firgt taste of Foucault and hideous Lacan... Thishas



nothing to do with doting, for asyou know I’'m made of sterner Stuff, but it makes me redlize how readily,
usudly, weflatten dl these aspectsinto a phony unity, a"sdf" filed dong with aname.

"There are some wonderful, wholesome changes about to occur,” you shouted back to me as you went
through security before getting on the plane to Paris. It'd be nice, wouldn't it? Down with neurosis! Up
with good sense and drunken love! Can it be done?

Love and smooches, pretty.

He had ill thought | was pretty, back then, or at least had retained the basic wilesto say so. No, that
was unfair. | wiped my face with the back of my hand, tucked away the letter, sat up and ate the second
sandwich. Wonderful changes, hal Poor confused Ta bot, so very dead now, hisvery atoms scattered
across the heavens or evaporated. Poor slly Natdlie, lost in limbo. But he had loved me once. And | had
loved him.

| got up, made my way back to Hugh. The blue zone just went on and on, the weirdness lurching and
bumping and making my earsring if I moved too quickly, but there was nothing else to see except more
blue waste land. | tramped back and found my father staring at the remote control.

‘The next jump isthe critical one,’ hetold me candidly. ‘ If they’ ve stopped or reversed the expansion,
closed the geometry...” Hugh'svoicetrailed off. * If the universeis still expanding a an accelerating rate,’
he said, after awhile, ‘the earth should still be here benegath our feet. But not forever.” He was regarding
the remote asif it were a snake poised to bite him.

| was scared to death, but | forced mysdlf to faceit, horrible asit was. We would go on and on and
again on, as Grace had ingtructed usto do, legp after legp. Finaly every single blessed thing would fdll
apart, evaporate, identity lost. When at last we rel eased the vacuole, or it collapsed, rel eased our
reprieved lives, the very subatomic particles we were made of would becomeliteraly the last thingsin dl
the cosmos, and in further trillions and gazillions of frigid years even their feeble few kiloswould have
evaporated to nothingness. That, | decided, even more than the rel ease of the trapped First Minds, had
been the horror driving those cam, tremendous minds. The degth of everything that had ever existed.
Nothing but empty, meaningless space, expanding forever.

My legs gave way, and | sat down with athud in my canvas director’ schair.
‘Momwouldn’'t dothat tous,’ | said.
‘| suppose she might not have known. Her field was math, not physics’

‘ She knew more than you and me,’ | said fiercely. * She knew enough to get Zanna hitched to golden
boy, and to set the old pup up with some friends. Come on, Dad, don't give up now. Push the fucking
button.’

‘Such language, Nat,” my father said with mock ferocity, and we smiled wanly at each other, and he
pushed the button.

Haf atrillionyears.

‘Not far enough, evidently,” Hugh told me, after we'd waited for ten minutesin the awful still slence of
cryddlineblue.

‘What were you expecting? Horus flapping itswings? A message from God in slver lettering?
My father laughed, alittle hollowly. * Something like that.’



The bit-flip display, bringing usinformation through the permesbl e gperture of the 6-brane shell, showed
agprinkling of dim red fireflies. As Hugh tweaked and enhanced the image, more and more cameinto
regidtration, but they were coals merely, from adying furnace.

‘Arethosethings... stars?

‘Red dwarfs, smaller and much feebler than our own dead Sun, Natalie. Because they burn so dowly,
their lives are greatly extended. | believe thoselast starswill persist for another trillion years. Unless, of
course, all the physics of the godsiswrong—and if | were abetting man, I’ d gladly accept that wager.’

So the great hot stars had burned themselves into novae or exhaustion, and the black hole-herded gases
of the cosmos sucked up to give body to generation upon generation of stellar children, and those had
grown, aged, perished. My father spoke like man uttering adirge, in avoice drained of emation.

Out of the nothingness, then, heart-stopping and appalling, a different voice spoke. It wasvast. It was
terrible, 1t filled our heads like aremembered echo of thunder.

THE OMEGA DENSITY PARAMETER HASFALLEN PRECIPITATELY, theVoicesaid. THE
LAMBDA PARAMETER GROWS EVER MORE IMBALANCED. COSMIC ACCELERATION
CANNOT BE RESISTED, LET ALONE REVERSED.

‘Tooloud,’ | cried, jamming my hands over my ears. But the VVoice was not being heard by our ears; its
utterance was engraved directly into our brains. When it spoke again, though, the buffeting was more
endurable.

YOU CANNOT REMAIN HERE. THE TITANSARE RELEASED. THEY AND THE GODS ARE
LONG SINCE GONE INTO THOSE MORE ELABORATE REALMSWHERE THEY MIGHT
LOVE AND THINK AND PLAY IN FULNESS. SOON ALL WILL BE DRAINED AWAY, THE
REMNANTS FLUNG APART BY COSMOLOGICAL EXPANSION. THE LIGHT CONE
CLOSES UPON THIS COSMOS.

‘Do you understand what it' ssaying, Dad? | yelled, frightened and yet Strangdly exdted, tremblingly
giggly. It redly waslike listening to awesther report from adeity, or someone of much the same
ganding.

‘If it' sright, there' Il be no end to the universe. To thisuniverse, at least. Perhaps others exist, perhaps
infinite bubbles have pedled away, inflated each time ablack hole forms from a collgpsed sar. | think
that’ swhat it’ stelling us. Mogt of the post-Spike minds did not bother moving stars around for pious
purposes. They built themselves new homes with higher membrane dimensiondity, and moved right in.’

‘Cosmic red estate,’ | said, nodding and still giggling. ‘ Buy the worst run-down place in the best street
andfixitup.’

‘So it seems. That' swhere the Spike entities go, don’t you see? Suddenly he was pleading with me, but
aso with himsdf. Thiswas plainly news he did not wish to hear come out of his own mouth.

‘Well, | guessthat’ swhat the Voice meant.” | struggled to get hold of the awful concept. It wastoo big,
too terrifying to bite down on. ‘ They rolled themsalves up in the extra dimensions and went where the
gravity stuff goes? He said nothing, and after amoment | added, * And that’ s what happened to Mom,
to0?

‘If shewas uploaded, and if the post-Singularity minds went into higher spaces, yes, darling. She’ sgone.
More gone than we ever could have imagined.’



‘No,” | said, dthough | had been the one who insisted that she was dead, falen to dust in alost time
before time out of mind. ‘ The Voicetold usto—

And of coursethen it spoke again, asif it had been auditing our dow unraveling of the world’ sworkings,
itsebbing engine.

GO FORWARD NOW, the Voice ingructed us, pitilessly, it seemed to me. Something like warmth,
though, entered its majestic presence. NOW YOU MUST FIND ST. IVES.

With amad surmise, joy rising insde me like blood to aflushed face, | cried out, ‘ Ferdy?

A PART OF HIM. WE LOVE YOU BOTH. GO NOW.

Hugh pushed the button.

Green light. Pain. Wewerein theyear 7.369 trillion.

* * % %

Coal, huh? A year so shockingly distant that you need decimalsto say it.

Hugh and | stared at the instruments. The bit-flip camera, when he poked it through the wall, sent back a
few seconds of absolute blackness, and then packed up. | think the lens froze to near absol ute zero, and
cracked. When we dragged it in through the phase-shifted interface, it looked asif it had been hit by a
hammer. The hammer it had been hit by was nothing more or |less than the empty, brutally cold universe.

‘Yes, dill expanding,” Hugh said with gloomy satisfaction.
‘So the cavdry failed to arrive and stop the gravity leaking out?
‘I don’t know, darling. Perhaps that was never their intention. Are you hungry?

Trillions of years and ten minutes ago, I’ d managed to get down those two sandwiches. ‘ Couldn’t eat a
thing. Were you hoping we' d get snuffed out in aresuscitated Big Crunch?

All those wrong theories. The guy Hugh liked to talk about, Frank Tipler, had hoped that the immense
energies of aBig Crunch would be used to create a cosmic Omega Point Al, abenevolent deity that
would persst forever even astime closed down and the universe perished. By one measure time would
end, but by its own clock that duration would be diced into ever briefer shavings, subjectively equivaent.
Tipler, we could now plainly see, had been wrong—had been looking in the wrong direction. Thet virtua
eternity, that Omega Point—Alpha Point, rather—had come and gonein the very first intense, fleeting
ingtants at the birth of the cosmos.

‘Not snuffed out.” Hugh shook his head, gave a shuddering sigh. ‘Far fromiit. I'd held asmall hope that
the universe might have been rebuilt and inhabited by akind of emergent deity—as you so perceptively
and sardonically remarked, my dear, before we met thered god.’

‘Thered dog,’ | sad.

‘Just s0." He smiled and took my hand, squeezing it tightly. * A cosmic consciousness that somehow
managed to make room for our own dear dog. | could become fond of agod like that.’

| looked a him, words whirling and unspoken in my head, filled with memories of the VVoice, of the



pseudo-Tabot, of theingtructiona voices of those halucinatory mice. Ultimate craziness. But what could
be crazier than imprisonment insde ablue furry place seven trillion yearsin the future?

“You il think Grace was part of the god mind? And that it’ s still out there somehow? Dad, the fucking
darsaredl gone’

‘Yes, | know. Spaceitsdlf isnow opening faster than the speed of light. Cosmic acceleration will have
driven the last of the red dwarfs beyond the light-cone horizon, if any areleft. Yet | wassure...” He
trailed off. ‘ Thelambda of god.” Abruptly, he stood up and drew out the remote. ‘ There's only one way
tofind out,” he said in amadly resigned, sensible voice. He pushed the phase-shift key and without
another word or aglance back at me he set off briskly toward the blue fuzz that wasthe insde of the lava
wall protecting us from the dead universe.

For amoment | watched him dwindle in the strange space, then understood completely what he meant to
do. ‘Daddy,’ | screamed inwild despair, and started to run after him. He vanished through the wall. |
stopped just a centimeter from it, throwing my arms up in front of me. It wasinstant frozen death out
there. My eyes and skin would turn into icy rock, just asthe video lenshad done. I’ d fal over gasping for
air inthe void, and be dead before | hit the ground. But what €lse was | supposed to do? Hugh was
gone. Grace long, long lost to dust, even the very dust gone aswdll... And Suzanna, Barong, their darling
baby Grace Nataie—babies plural, no doubt, after afew years, and then awhole enormous imperia
lineage of their seed—even my dear old pup... abandoned trillions of yearsin the past. | pulled hisjacket
tightly about me, steeled mysdlf to push through the barrier of the spacetime condtriction and fal frozen
and dead at Hugh' sside—

He stepped back through the wall, grinning in happy astonishment.

‘| wasright,” hetold me, taking my hand. His bare skin was alittle cool, but not absolute zero cold.
‘Graceiswaiting for us. Y our mother isoutsde, darling. Come on, shakealeg.’

Totdly insane.
But then again, he wasn't dead.
| took a deep breath, closed my eyestight, and went with Hugh through the interface.

| opened my eyes and for the briefest instant felt adizzying vertigo. The earth had gone. The sarswere
gone. | couldn’t even see Hugh, just felt hisfingers holding minein afirm, confident grip. Then therewas
apearly glow and Mom told me, ‘Y ou’ re looking well, darling. There, there, it’sjust the shock.’

| suppose| fainted, but how can you tell in total nothingness? A long dizzy moment later | wassttingon a
wicker chair at awicker table topped with plate-glass, and Hugh was pouring Grace and me aflute each
of champagne. A tall, icy glass of rich, glowing orangejuice aso sat before each of us, and asaver of
open kibble-bread sandwicheswith low-fat cheese and diced cdlery. | couldn’t take my eyes off Mom,
50 | reached for adice with one hand and the OJwith the other and got them to my mouth and chewed
and swallowed with agulp that hurt my throat and sipped some of the chilly OJand swallowed thet as
well, and little flecks of freshly-squeezed orange clung to the roof of my mouth. | put down the glass and
reached for the flute, washed away the pulp with aswig of wonderful champagne.

“Y ou must go on by yourself,” Gracetold me. ‘I’m hoping to get you home. But it will take alittle while’

‘She sabig girl now,” my father said, ‘I'm sure she' [l manage.” He raised his champagne flute and
clinked the crystal againgt hers, and they drank, and then to my surprise he siood and turned and flung his
glass at the hard dark wall of lavathat loomed from the soft white glow at our back. The glass shattered,



Spraying ouit.
Grace smiled, rose aswedll.

‘A romantic gesture, Hugh! How | love you, my darling,” and shetoo flung her glass, and it smashed into
pieces, and she reached across the table to kiss Daddy in adeep, hungry, intense embrace. | looked
away, abit embarrassed, and then she came around the table and took my hand.

“Y ou have been very brave, darling,” shetold me. | could see her eyes, but now | can’t remember what
color they were. Isn't that strange?

‘I'm scared,’ | whispered.

‘l know.” Shetook meinto her arms, and | wastaller than she was but she hugged me as she had hugged
me when | wasalittle girl and woke howling in the darkness with a nightmare of monstersand loss. |
rocked for aminutein her warm, lovely, gathering arms. ‘I can’t give you back everything,” she said, and
perhaps she was crying too but | can’t remember her eyes, | can't, ‘ but there'sachance.’

‘How? | said. ‘Everything hereis... dead.’

‘Not dead, not at all.” For another moment she crooned, rocking me. ‘ Thisuniverseis complete, a
perfect work of art. But art does not cease, and life will never alow the universeto sop. Do you
remember Dolly?

Dolly?Who? Oh.

‘Thefirgt cloned sheep,” | mumbled. ‘ They made a baby sheep out of acell from adead sheep’sudder’s
DNA, right? And they grew it to term insgde the womb of another sheep.’

‘Think of the vacuole as the womb for anew universe, Grace said, and | saw Hugh nodding with
immense gratification as he understood at last. “ Y ou'll be the DNA for anew universe, Nat, you and
your memories. We re folded within you, darling. If we ve got thisworked out right. There' Il be some
changes, since even single-egg twins grow dissmilar in the womb. But you' Il be home.’

‘How isthat possible?
‘Don’'t tell me you' ve forgotten your beloved Samue Taylor Coleridge’

What? The Ancient Mariner, ¢’ est moi? | shook my head in a confusion of sorrow. Words appeared in
theair, graven in Gothic script and inlaid with gold:

The principle of the imagination resembles the emblem of the serpent, by which the ancients typified
wisdom and the universe, with undulating folds, for ever varying and for ever flowing into itsdf—circular,
and without beginning and end.

‘Oh. Okay.’ | ill didn't see, not redlly. | gazed at her in perplexity.
She moved aside, then, without moving, and | could smell her perfume. * Go, now.’

‘All right,” | said, empty and joyful al at once, and Hugh, Father, Daddy, kissing me goodbye, said, ‘|
love you, sweetheart,” and then | keyed the phase-shift and went aone back into the blue place.

| stood there for along moment, looking at the three empty tents, and the smdll portabletoilet at the
back. Between Zannd s pup tent and mine was Ferdy’ s bowl. It was empty too.



| held the remote to my heart, and pressed the jump key.

* * % %

Cregtion—
Something enormous happened.

TheBright First Angelsstood al around me, and | wasin their midst, an infinitesma fleck. Y et they
knew me, hedd mein their love and gratitude, kept me from the terrible gale of time tearing the cosmos
asunder. | watched them at their sport, agog. They danced their splendor, their misery: the agony and
guilt they’ d borne to see a botched universe hatched from chance and suffering and greedy stupidity, the
glory of itsrecovery into rapture.

Onelay upon Its broad back, laughing mouth wide within awhite beard great as the sea, masturbating,
spurting god-spume into the emptiness where its droplets spun and tore light from darkness, were worlds
and gars.

Oneinjester’scgp and bdlsjuggled clustered stars, riding amonocycle with agaaxy asitswhed.

Four coupled in every combination, mouth upon nipple, hand squeezing hand, eyes gazing with mirth and
glazed with longing and dazed in passion, tops and bottoms, backs and fronts, ups and downs, and it
made me horny to seetheir sport; | envied them.

One came stately down the helix stair, bearing a heaventree of stars, darkmirrored and razor-dashed by
entropy, blessing gravely thrice the roaring tunnel of time we fled through.

The Titans danced the end of dl things, and their beginnings. Asthe years of the surging cosmos passed
from trillionsinto numbersimpossible to utter—10 followed by ahundred zeroes, by athousand, by a
trillion—cold and quiet settled upon the plenum we moved in. Y et nothing moved. Very early inthis
dreadful, unstoppable expansion, the stars had flickered and gone cold. Galaxieslike ash and dust fell
together, burned for vast agesin even vaster conflagrations of collgpse into blackness, fled apart. All the
small strings unravelled their song back to asingle drone, which deepened to adirge, along hum, a
vacant hiss, and then to silence.

| waited in eternd void asthe Titans wept and laughed. | meditated on time, in the endless timel essness.
My dazed, crazed thoughts echoed like stupid bird calls, birds trapped in alocked room battering
themsdves againg glass. | heard the Titans shout the hundredlettered name of dl things:

Ullhodturdenwei rmudgaardgringnirurdrmol nirfen rirlukkil ol kibaugimandrodrrerinsurtkrinmgernrack
inarockar!

| cried out to the Bright First Minds, and to dl their children: ‘ Farewdl! | love you!”
They wrapped mein their cold, cold dark embrace, and told me: * Till thousandsthee!”
They gave methekeys.

| opened the last lock.



* * % %

Something enormous happened.
—ended.

It was evening when | ssumbled out of the vacuole condtriction and found myself insde the garage. Its
doors were wide open, and the Subaru was parked just in front. (The Subaru? But Hugh had sold that
threemonthsago...). Behind it wasacar | didn’t recognize, smal and sporty. The lights of the house
were on, casting oblong shapes of the upstairs and downstairs windows on the grass. With avery loud
pop, the vacuole closed itsdf away behind me, folded up into the mathematica nothingnessit had come
from. | dropped the useless remote and ran out into the garden.

Someone opened the back door. ‘What wasthat? called avoicel couldn’t quite place. ‘Isthat you,
Nataie?

| stared around me in complete shock and disbelief. The house redly was back. Beyond the fence, Mr.
and Mrs. Mahoney’ s house was till there, or there again. In the sky, moving gracefully through streamers
of cloud lit by the city’ supward glowing lights, were the two moons.

... TWO moons?

| tottered into the house, dmost faling. The woman caught me and held me. | recognized Mom's
perfume.

‘For heaven' s sake, where have you been? Deby’ sbeside hersalf.’

Hugh strode into the kitchen from the living room, wherethe TV was blaring, looking darmed and
relieved al at once. ‘Nat! Y ou had usworried. Deb said you were meeting her herefor family dinner,
and the poor woman’ s been cooling her heels with the monster for more than two hours. And what was
that noise?

‘|— Thisis—," | said helpfully, and dumped into my favorite chair. ‘ Could | have a glass of water,
please?

‘| thought that was afamiliar yelp,” cried afriendly, mock-accusatory voice. Deby' sred bob cut had
grown out, rather attractively, in fact, and she was wearing chinos, deek black leather shoes, and a black
deeveless muscle tee-shirt with big blocky red letters across her breasts:

YOU'REUGLY

I'M BUSY

What did the bitch think she was doing here?

‘Andwhere'sTa? | asked bitterly, head spinning. * Skulking outsde in the car, | assume?
‘And who the hdll’s Td, you bad girl?

She had her armsttightly around me by then and to my utter shock kissed me full on the mouth. Hugh
looked away, coughed delicately. Deb’ s tongue darted into my mouth, did something astonishing. | was
shocked out of my wits and smultaneoudy, to my amazement, liquid with arush of desire. | pulled away



from her, mortified.
‘“What do you mean, who's Td? Talbot...” | trailed off. She was frowning at me with sincere bafflement.

‘I don’t know anybody named "Tabot", honey. Wait amoment, you don’t mean your old theory
professor? Didn’t he try to jump your bones for extra credit? That prick has been in Parisaslong as|
can remember. Why, has he gotten back in touch with you?

‘With me? Deb, what the hell are you... He did nothing of the kind!’

‘Ah, Nats, victim of Repressed Memory Syndrome now, arewe? She gave my shouldersan
affectionate shake, but was clearly disturbed. ‘No, I'm serious, heisn't back here pestering you, is he?
We can get the fuck for harassment.’

A huge stocky lizard ran in through the open back door, short tail extended behind it, and started licking
my dangling hand with great excitement. | screamed, of course, and tried to climb on top of the kitchen
table.

‘Ferdinand,” shouted the woman who wasn't quite my mother, ‘leave the poor woman aone. Natdie,
what in heaven’s name is the matter with you? Shelooked a me with new concern, and Deb was white
with shock. ‘Areyou dl right, darling? Has anyone—'

And then you came into the kitchen with your baseball hat on backwards, bouncing abasketbal noisily
off the floorboards.

‘Yes, Ferdy,” you said teasingly to thelizard, grabbing it by its short frilled neck and dragging it away
from me, ‘leave her done, you never know where she'sbeen.’

‘Teketheanima outsde, Oswald,” said Hugh, ‘ put that damned ball away, and stop harassing your
sster. Can’t you see she' s upset?

| climbed down off the table and brushed some crumbs off my jeans. My head was redling, but the
friendly odorsfrom apot on the stove were making my mouth water. | hadn’t had a proper
home-cooked medl since... well, in severd trillion years.

“You're going to haveto tell me dl about your little... adventure,” you muttered darkly in my ear asyou
passed, hauling our pet outsde. | just stood therelooking at everything familiar and everything wildly
different. After dl, I've never had ayoung brother before. And Deb, of course. Y ou know, | do think
I’m properly inlove. At long lagt.

It staking awhileto get used to it. The television news tonight said that American doctors at the Centers
for Disease Control in Atlanta have found avaccine for the Manilaflu that broke out recently in the
Philippines. There are moderately reliable rumors on the Internet that it was an escaped military prion,
just barely nipped in the bud. Hugh can’t work out where | found an exact copy of hisold leather jacket.
| can’t for thelife of mefigure out where the other Natalie has gone, your Nat. On her way, somehow,
into another, reprieved future? Grace would not have alowed that, | think, or found it necessary.
Memory catches me, plays metricks. Repressed memory? Hal Doubled, redoubled. We' re merged, |
think. What Horus told me, in that room of echoes: dua paradigms. L attice and membrane, now and
then, Natl and Nat2. Aporiacity.

The Grand One? The Gaia mind, woven together belatedly, maybe, by our mother’ s sweet nature? |’ ve
puzzled over that too, Oswald. | think that thistime, in this reprised cosmos, the Spike will arrive at least
alittle later, without the hysteria that broke the coding, the mind, the soul, of its superintelligence. I'm



hoping people get a chance to build abenevolent Al system, one that won't need repairing. Perhapsthis
timeit'll take lesstimeto find and free those other suffering First Minds locked into the texture of redlity.
| don’t know. | have hope, not faith. Y es, you brat—and love.

Oh, and I ve hidden the remote somewhere nobody will find it, not even you, smartypants.
Okay, I’ll admit it—you can be a pain sometimes, Oswald, but you make agood listener.
| think I'll likeit here.
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