Jumpers

by Mary Rosenblum

One moment he was sitting on the edge of the Novo-Brazilia Plantation in a crappy government-built hut,
his equipment stacked as crookedly as a child's blocks before him. The next instant, facel ess camo-clad
figures were bursting through the doors and windows of the hut, riflesin their hands. He had spent sweaty
hours stapling that damn screening over every opening to keep the swarming jungle bugs out. Joaquin felt
asngleflash of annoyance as the mesh ripped loose, and then arifle butt hit him in the temple, exploding
annoyance and vision into meaningless shards of light.

Night. Joaquin stared at the sky. Between the stars—darkness. "That's what matters,” he wastelling
someone. "Not the stars. We know what the stars are, how old they are, how long they'll live. No, itis
what lies between them that isthe mystery." Shapes of blackness even more profound than the space
between the sarsfell like adow rain down onto a canopy of green jungle.

Jumpers.

"Look," hecried. "Look, | wasright, Czenko wasright. They'rered!" But no one was listening or there
to see, and the fdling, floating jumpers vanished.

Joaquin struggled to open his eyes. Dream, he thought hazily and winced as color assaulted hisaching
head. Where? He struggled to bring that light and color into focus. Not the hut. He was lying on amat
that felt like frayed string beneath hisfingertips. Green and brown resolved into leaves above hisface and
thick hanks of dark red stems strung with dozens of orange and yellow fruits. Rainforest canopy, he
thought fuzzily. But the Plantation hadn't dlowed him access, 0 he couldn't be in there.

Memory rushed in—camo-clad intruders, ripping screens, therifle butt.

Hetried to Sit up, winced and groaned as pain lanced through hisbrain. Green twilight surrounded him,
thick with humidity, warm as pit. The strings of fruit brushed hisface, filling his nogtrils with the thick
scent of overripe figs. Maoss padded the huge limbs al around him, studded with drooping emerad fronds
of miniatureferns.

Limbs

Joaguin looked down ... down ... sudden, clammy swest plastering his shirt to his brown skin, nausea
twigting in hisbdly. The huge trunk dwindled into shadow below him. Clutching the flimsy platform helay
on, helifted his eyes quickly asthe branch seemed to tilt benesth him. More limbs radiated from the deek
gray trunk of the enormous tree, thick enough to walk on, to deep on. Between two adjacent branchesa
platform had been built from branches, roofed with thick, leathery leaves. Familiar plastic boxeswere
stacked haphazardly beneath that flimsy protection. His equipment. Irreplaceable, some of it. He



scrambled to hisfeet, swaying over the shadowy abyss below.

"No." That single syllable, high-pitched and resonant, startled Joaguin so that he nearly lost his balance
andfdl after dl.

It had been spoken in the mongrel Spanish/Portuguese/Native language that he had acquired through
suppression and hypno-implantation. He looked up, wincing in pain, searching the leaf shadowsfor the
speaker. Child? he thought. Up here?

She clung to the trunk ameter above him, head downward, hands and feet splayed on the smooth bark,
wesaring nothing but shorts. Joaguin found himsdlf staring at her smal breastswith their dark aureoles and
blushed. Her skin was as dark as his, but she lacked his broad face—a genetic echo of hisdistant Mayan
ancestors. Her face was elfin and pointed and she was smdler than an eight-year-old. Then he saw her
hands and feet. Her fingers were longer than his, with thick spatulate pads and long, shiny nails. Her toes
were aslong as her fingers, and she clung to the dippery bark of the tree with those clawed fingers and
toes, her dark eyesreflecting glints of green light.

Oh, God.
"I'm Zlia" She pushed lightly off the trunk to drop to the limb inchesin front of him.

Joaquin recoiled, repulsed by her skinny child's body and her weird digits. A genen. Like the huge
productive trees that had replaced the origind wild rainforest. But it wasillegd to dter the human
phenotype. Degth pendlty illegd. "Hdllo, Zlia™" Hisimplanted numb brain supplied the right words. "How
... did I get here?'

"| used acargo ding and ahover.” The man's voice came from behind Joaquin, tinted with amusement.
"It'sdesigned to lift harvest tanks after the trees are tapped. In fact, | stole it from aharvest crew. |
brought your stuff, too. Y our buddies with the guns seemed to think it was valuable.”

Joaguin blinked as he redlized that the speaker wasright behind him on the limb, asif he had teleported
there. A head shorter than Joaguin, hewasfairer, aeuro mix, with curly auburn hair and muscleslikea
competition bodybuilder. "I hopefor your sake it was worth the fucking effort,” the man said and grinned.
"Zlia?Y ou get today's quota of frogs yet?"

Shewinked, bared small teeth in aferd grin, and skittered up the trunk of the tree, her movements quick
and inhuman.

"Youvemet Zlia" The man noticed hisreaction, and his grin mocked Joaquin, ugly with bad teeth. "Ah,
we're such hypocrites! It's okay to change any of God's creaturesto suit ... aslong aswe don't ater that
human face and form. Although it's perfectly fineto fix usif were brokeninsde ... long aswe don't ook
different outside. I think Zlialikesyour shirt.”

Joaguin stared down at the bright T-shirt held bought at the shuttle termindl. Brilliant frogs climbed across
the front—neon blue and black, screaming orange, and lime green. Retro, and out-of-style retro at that.
He had ducked into a souvenir shop because he thought one of Father's watch dogs was following him.
The shop had had an actud living clerk, and he had been too embarrassed to leave without purchasing
something.

"Arrow poison frogs." The man nodded &t the pictures, winked. " She probably figuresthat youre a
long-lost cousin. Y ou look alittle like her."

"Shejust startled me, that's all.”" Joaquin flushed. "Who were the men who attacked me?' They wanted



money. Another kidnap, another payoff by hisfather. He wondered how soon this man would get around
to money. "And who are you, and how did you manage to take me and my stuff away from them?"

"Thefrogstold them to take anap.” The man's grin had grown thoughtful. "1 don't know what they were
after. | recognized two of them. They work for Plantation security. Did you piss off the Plantation
catd?'

"They wouldn't give me avisitor's permit.”

"I don't think they piss off that easily." The man raised one eyebrow. "Well, maybe you know and maybe
you don't. | am Slvano. | live here”

"Joaquin Perrera." He gave hisred nameto seeif Silvano recognized it. He didn't. "Thisis Plantation
foregt, it it?It'sillegd tolive here

"No kidding. Buy they only care about the sap. They don't ook up.”

Fungus grew from the gray bark of the trunk, shaped like fleshy, trumpet-shaped blossoms. "Could |
check my stuff?" Joaguin asked cautioudly. "It's pretty specidized. Not worth much to anyone but me.”

"Y our friendsthought it was worth something." Silvano smiled lazily.

"They werewrong." Joaguin stood up, no longer giving adamn about the drop. "Nobody gives a shit
about what I'm doing, so the equipment isn't worth a nuevo real, except as scrap.”

"Everyone isworth something. So, what isyour research?' Silvano'stone was lazy, but his eyes had gone
narrow and hard.

"I am looking for jumpers." Joaguin watched asmall red and black wasp creep down the fungus-flower's
throat. "Do you know what dark matter is?' He sensed Silvano's silent head-shake. "It's stuff we can't
measure but we know is out there between the stars—too much of it. Nobody knows why, and nobody
but a handful of theoretica phydcigts givesadamn.”

"Neither do1." Silvano shrugged.

In the fungus-flower's throat, the wasp seemed to be struggling. " There was this crazy physicist back in
the last century who worked with dark matter. He postulated that there are multiple universes, dl
expanding together, like Chinese boxes nested inside one another. He theorized that al that dark matter
that shouldn't be thereis from another universe beyond ours, and isfalling through our own universe.
Kicked out by jumpers,” he said softly, the words echoing in his pounding head. " Perhaps people are ...
escaping from their universe. Leaving it. Jumping. And we catch aglimpse of them asthey fall through our
universe, but since they're not part of our universe, we see them as dark matter.” The wasp had escaped.
It poised on the thick orange lip of the fungoid throat, shaking itswingsin a dazed fashion.

"Y ou want to find something that isn't there—because maybe that means there are people jumping out of
other worlds?' Silvano's dark eyes were unreadable in the dim light. "Boy, you areindeed insane. | hope
someone loves you enough to pay for you."

"l am not aboy," Joaquin said softly. "Doesn't it mean anything to you? That there might be other
universes besdes ours? That the beingsthere can ... escape?”

"Thereisno red escape.” Silvano stuck out afinger to the wasp, and it climbed onto hishand. "The
fungus there hasinfected the wasp with its spores. It will die, and its corpse will nourish the spores as
they beginto grow. But it will not die beforeit haslaid its eggs on the back of agreen caterpillar. The



larvae will burrow into the caterpillar and egt it hollow. So you see?" His eyes bored into Joaquin's.
"Thereisno red escape. Who lovesyou, kid?!

Joaguin watched the wasp stretch its trangparent wings and shuddered. "My father loves his son. Hell
pay for hisson, if you demand ransom from him." Helifted his eyesto meet Silvano'sdark sare.
"Undergtand that he will punish you for doing thet ... asking him."

"I'll take my chances," Silvano drawled.

"What do you want the money for?' He looked around at the crude platforms. ™Y ou want to go buy
stuff? Livein agated condo on anice clean beach?'

"I would like your father's private access," Silvano said gently. "Thereisonly oneway to jump out of my
universe, no matter what your dark friends may do."

Joaguin looked down toward the invisible, shadowed ground. "Two weeks," he said. "I want two weeks
to record my jumpers. I'll pay you. Not as much as my father, but — you can take the money and be
safe.”" Helooked up, met Silvano'sdark stare. "'l just want two weeks. | just want to prove that other
beings are passing through our universe. Thisisgoing to be my only chance.”

“Why?

"Because my father will make sure | never touch this equipment again, and nobody redly believes
Czenko'stheory these days.”

Silvano laughed, throwing his head back so that hisugly, crooked teeth flashed in the light that filtered
through theleaves. "You redly are nuts," he said. "1 likethat. Y ou give me your father's access now, and
I'll give you your two weeks. After that, | present your daddy with afat bill."

"You'd be better off to takewhat | can give you." Joaguin shrugged at Silvano's head-shake. "My father
will pay you whatever you want. Punishment rarely has anything to do with money." Joaquin recited his
father's private access. It sometimes bothered him that he remembered it so easily when he normally
couldn't remember an accessfor shit. There was atruth there that he didn't want to examinetoo closdly.
He closed his eyes, his vision webbed with blood red lightnings that danced in timeto the throbbing in his
head

Silvano grasped Joaguin's chin with surprisingly gentle fingers. He peered into Joaquin's eyes one after
the other, then nodded, apparently satisfied. "I thought they had cracked your skull for awhile."

"It hurts." Joaquin touched blood-matted hair and winced.
"Zliawill fix it. Shell feed you, too." Silvano pulled out atiny remote-control unit.

"What about my equipment?" Joaquin scrambled to hisfeet asaminiature hover suddenly rose from the
shadows. It had room for a single person, and cargo clasps beneath it.

"Go ahead and et it up.” Silvano legped lightly into the seat of the open cockpit, unperturbed asthe
machine shied skittishly. "Ask Zlia" The hover darted up and into the canopy, scattering leaves and torn
blossoms asit punched through and up into the sky.

"Y ou promised me two weeks," Joaquin yelled after him.
"He doeswhat he says, Sivano." Zlidsvoice right behind him nearly sent Joaquin headfirst off the limb.



"Don't do that." He faced her, sweeting.
"Y our head hurts." Shetilted her face up to meet hisgaze. "Sit.”

He sat because he was fedling dizzy and thiswas not a place to be dizzy, but he couldn't hide hisflinch as
shelaid claw-tipped fingers across his forehead.

"| bother you." She pulled something from her thick, black hair. He thought at first that it wasacrimson
flower or some kind of ornament, but suddenly he redized it wasasmal brilliant frog with black legsand
belly, shiny enough to be made of polished pladtic.

It stared at him with black beady eyes, itsruby throat pulsing. "No." He pushed her hand avay. "No
thanks."

She grabbed hiswrist with her free hand and dug her thumb into hisflesh. Joaguin's arm went ingtantly
numb to the elbow. Before he could react, she had placed the frog gently on his shoulder. He yelped asiit
legped onto the sde of histhroat. The cold grip of itstiny feet filled him with clammy horror, and he
swallowed, dry-mouthed.

The painin hishead stopped. Just like that.
Zliasmiled asif he had thanked her. "Endorphins," she said as she lifted the creature from his neck.

Endorphins? Joaguin watched the frog burrow into her hair again. His head fdlt fine. Gregt. Even the gash
in his scalp had stopped hurting. "1t soaked through my skin,” hesaid. "Arethey ..." Hisbrain groped for
words. "Arethey naturd?"'

"Silvano buysthe eggs," she said and shrugged. "I take care of them and they grow." Then she gathered
herself and legped for the platform.

White-knuckled, Joaquin waited for her to miss, to fall, because you couldn't just jump across. She
landed lightly. In balance. Suddenly, her long limbs and skinny-child body made sense. She was created
to movelikethis. Just asthefrog had been created to exude an endorphinlike compound from its skin.
Because nothing here was naturad—not the trees, not the creatures. "Drugs,” Joaguin said with disgusted
comprehension. "That'swhat Silvano does here, isn't it? Black market naturas." The current fad.
Lucrative. He glanced around at the stark platform and wondered what Silvano did with hismoney.
"How do | get over there?!

Acrossthe chasm, Zlia crouched, her face expressionlessin thedim light. Silently she uncoiled athin line
from around her waist. With a practiced snap of her wrist she whipped the free end at an overhead
branch. It wrapped around the limb and held. "Likethis" she said, and stepped off the branch. Theline
wasinvisblein thetwilight, so it seemed that she glided weightlesdy through the ar toward him. She
landed lightly beside him and handed him the pliable handle on the end of theline. "Silvano cdlsit
tarzanning. Itisajoke.” Her smiletransformed her face the way a shaft of sun transformed a blossom
from dull crimson to ablazing scarlet. Her facewas ... beautiful.

Unableto take his eyes away from her smile, Joaguin grasped the handle. Fear was about to seize him,
freeze him. It occurred to him in ablinding flash of revelation that never once had hisflesh redly been at
risk, that even when the soldiers had burst into the hut, he had known that it was just another of his
father's games, that he was safe. Joaguin clenched histeeth and legped from the limb. The dizzy rush of
motion made him gasp, intoxicated him with the rush of flying and risk. Then thefar limb jolted hisfeet
and he stumbled forward, seized by an instant of terror before his knees banged the platform. The mat of
woven |leaves gave beneath hisweight, bouncing so that abox tumbled from the stack. The corner hit his



wrist, and he sat up dowly, rubbingit.

Zlialeapt after him and, with asingle tug, freed the line. Joaquin shivered asthe thin coilsfell to the
platform.

"It only comesloose a my touch. Not yours." She was laughing at him as she coiled it up. "It is made of
smart-fiber, Slvano says. He gaveit to me. He says he gives me things to hear melaugh.” Shefinished
wrapping it around her waist and tucked the end securdly into place.

Sheis hislover, Joaguin redlized. The images that accompanied that thought were vivid and very
disturbing, and he banished them by looking around the canopied space. Thelittle platform was obvioudy
atemporary homefor Zliaand Silvano. A rumpled deeping bag—double-sized—afew dishes, awater
jug, and atiny solar-powered burner made up the furnishings. Joaguin began to assemble his detector.
Hedidn't redly expect to find everything intact, but to his surprise, nothing was serioudy damaged. There
was even juice left in the storage batteries. Silvano must have intervened before the pretend-kidnappers
could bresk anything.

The frogs told them to take a nap. Heamost smiled, getting it findly. "Can your frogsrealy make me
deep?' He glanced over his shoulder as he ran atest sequence on a Rothberg inverter.

Zliasearched in her hair, then offered asmall black frog with neon green spots.

"Wow." He began to set the units out on the gently swaying platform, testing the floor carefully. "1 never
knew that they could do that. Frogs, | mean."

"They aredl gifts. From Slvano." The sadnesswas back in her voice. "He sdlIstheir swest. So that
someday he can buy my eggs.”

"What?' Handsfull of brightly colored leads, he blinked a her. "What eggs?*

"I should feed you. Silvano said s0." And she legped from the branch, arrowing outward on atrgjectory
that left Joaguin doubting gravity. He shrugged and went back to assembling and testing his apparatus,
trying not to think about her.

Everything worked, but some of the software involved was temperamenta and needed persuading. It
wasn't until he found himself squinting at the screen that he redlized it was getting dark. Hiswatch was
missing, but thefirg patter of drops confirmed that thiswasn't sunset. The afternoon raing In the hut with
itsumbrella-generator it hadn't mattered. He scrambled to hisfeet, soreading hisbody ineffectively over
the stacked instruments. The patter increased to a sudden roar above his head. Water began to drip onto
the roof of leaves above him, and the woven branches that walled the platform shook as agust of wind
found itsway down through the canopy.

The expected downpour didn't happen, athough the drips came faster and faster, merging into trickling
cascadesin places. The roof—no generated field, just leaves, bark, and twigs—didn't leek. His panic
subsiding dowly, Joaguin squatted beside his equipment, watching the rainforest channel the water neatly
into leaves, crevices, whorls of petals. A clump of fat red blossoms bloomed at the edge of the platform.
The curled waxy leaves had filled like tubular goblets. Crystal water ran over and trickled down onto the
clumps of gray-green mossthat grew at the base.

"Thefrogswill lay their eggsin the water in the leaves and hollow stems.” Zlia appeared beside him.
"Listen! Hear them singing? Y ou can hear the new voices. Ten rains ago, there were too few to hear.
They aregrowing.” Her face wasfull of aclear, unadulterated joy—Ilike a child'sjoy—uncomplicated by
conditions or confusions. Rain beaded her dark hair like bits of diamond and she shook hersdlf likea



dog, spattering Joaquin with the warm water. He yelped, and she laughed again. "Here." She handed him
apear-shaped green fruit. "These grow on a Plantation tree. They only want the sap. They don't care
what grows up here, so the trees suit themsalves.”

Joaquin took a cautious bite. The skin was leathery, not crigp like the skin of the tree-grown applesthat
hisfather always kept in abowl on his desk. It was soft, and so was the flesh of the fruit—which was
swest, with anot-unpleasant musky taste. He redlized he was starving, wolfed the fruit in huge mouthfuls,
S0 that sticky juice ran down his chin and dripped onto his chest.

Zlialaughed and handed him some of the smdll yellow fruits that he had seen when he waked. They were
sweet enough to make him dizzy. Therain had stopped by the time he wiped his sicky hands on wet
leaves and scrubbed his face with his damp shirt.

"Areyou going to turnit on?" Zlia had wandered over to his equipment, was randomly touching screens,
readouts, leads with her long, clawed fingers. " Are you going to look at the ghosts?!

"What ghosts?' He lifted her hands gently away from atouch screen. ™Y ou can messthings up, okay?"
Hisbrain had to search for words that would convey that warning.

"The ghosts from the other worlds." She put her hands behind her back like an admonished child. "The
oneswho fal through our world. | want to see them.”

"They're not ghosts." He blinked down into her fin, childlike face. "They're jumpers. Red peoplelike us,
only from auniverse afew nanoseconds ahead of ours.”

"They have left their lives behind. They are ghosts." She nodded. " Show me.”

"l haveto set up my net first." It had taken him two days to suspend the hair-fine fabric of the sensor in
the dead land beyond the hut. Once, someone had maybe grown a garden there. Now, the Plantation
gprayed the ground every year with herbicide so that undesirable wild crosses from the genened trees
wouldn't take hold and go to seed. The dead, ocher soil had looked like a painted floor. "It's going to
take sometime," he said doubtfully, staring out at the interlaced branches and gray trunks of the canopy
world. Everything gleamed with moisture, and wisps of vapor floated among the leaves. "If | dring it
between branches, will animalstear it down?Y ou know—monkeys or birds or something?"

"There are none here" Zlids eyes gleamed with green light in thefiltered sunset. "There is nothing here
that is not important to the trees or the Plantation. The Plantation has no need of monkeys or birds. The
treeslike theinsects, and the Plantation scientists have never been able to make the insectslive or diethe
way they wish. So they let the frogs remain. And the snakes to keep the frogs from becoming too many.
Although | kill the snakes." She flashed aquick grin, then frowned. " The frogs and snakes will not harm
your nets, will they?'

"I don't know. | don't think s0." He began to unpack the spare sensor net. Silvano must have left hismain
net behind when he had loaded Joaquin's equipment. "1 don't know how I'm going to get this spread out.”
He eyed the huge limbs that formed the floor of this green world, the curtains of lianas and flowering vines
that strung al together. "I'll probably fall and break my neck. It will just prove Father right—that the
minute he stops babysitting me | go and kill my precious sdif."

"Isitasguare? A circle? Doesit need to lie level among thetrees, or can it be uneven?' She reached for
the carefully bundled fiberswith her long—fingered hand, sniffed at it. "The thicker strand isthe edge,
no?'

"Yes" Hekept expecting her to think like achild or somekind of halfwitted primitive. He till thought of



her asan intdligent anima, and his cheeks hested at thet redization. "It'sin the shapeof ... ahexagon.”
He sketched the shape for her and showed her how to open the folds without tangling them. "These are
the connectsfor the leads. I've only got about ten meters of lead, so it hasto be close to the platform, |
guess”

"Ha." Shetucked the folded net into the waist of her shorts and |egped from the edge of the platform,
arm stretched to snag adender liana. The vine tore loose from some of its supports, so that she dropped
three meters as she swung. Twigs and leaves showered down, and Joaguin stopped bresthing until her
hand closed around asmall branch. She used that one to swing hersalf higher and then pushed off from a
thicker limb to do the lianathing dl over again.

Tarzanning. It was scary as hell to watch. Apparently satisfied with her location, she clung to aswaying
limb with her feet while she attached the net to alower branch. Her long brown toes, curled likefingers
around the branch, jarred him. She looked more monkey than human like that. But as she unfurled his net
into aperfectly level hexagon, he stopped noticing.

It was dark before he plugged the leads from the net into his softly humming system. The power indicator
was low, but he should have enough battery for tonight. Worry about the solar panelsin the morning. He
powered up the net and started as Zlialeaned over his shoulder.

"What will they look like?" she whispered. "The ghosts?'

"They're not ghosts. Y ou don't need to whisper, you can't scare them away.” But he was whispering, too.
"Youwon' redly seethem. They're not redlly herelike you and | are here. The machineswill detect their
passage through our universe, that's al. The computer will create an artificia image from theinput.”

"What if they do not come?’

"I'll keep listening until they do." He shrugged. " Czenko reported that the concentration of dark matter is
higher in thisregion than anywhere dsein theworld. He didn't know why."

"Of course they come here." Her eyes shonelike acat'seyesin the dark. "Thisisagood placeto hide. It
isthe only placeleft, Slvano says. He may beright." She shrugged. "I have never left here.”

Y eah. Joaquin stared at the blank monitor screen where the image of the jumpers would appear. Perhaps
it was the only placeleft to hide.

"Watching your diens?' Silvano stepped into the glow of the monitor.
"Shit." Joaguin jumped. "Do you two get off on sneaking up on people?'

"Do you know what the pendlty isfor trespassing on Plantation property?* Silvano'stonewas cold. "A
couple of bullets. Then you're fertilizer for the trees. Y ou want your two weeks, you'd better practice
your sneeking, boy."

"Y ou talked to him, didn't you?" Joaguin looked away from the blank screen, struggling with outrage and
asense of futility. ™Y ou can dways hear it in someone's voice when they've talked to Father.” Fear, he
thought. The sound of fear. ™Y ou promised me two weeks!"

"You haveit." Slvano'stone was surly as he sat down acrossfrom Joaguin. "I told him I'd deliver you
myself. Hell, kid, | drive agood bargain. Been doing it for years.”

Greed, Joaguin thought. That was always the reason. He was a pot of gold, acash cow, adream of abig
house, servants, asoft life. "Y ou'rewrong,” he said softly. "I'm sorry. | would have liked to have thetwo



weeks."

"Don't worry. Welve lived in the Plantation's lap for years, and they don't even know we exist. Nobody's
going to find us after dl thistime. You're safe. Y ou know, your old man didn't seem ... very surprised to
hear from me. Or very worried." Silvano fished a plastic bottle from asack hanging from one of the
platform supports. "What isthis? Some kind of elaborate game of hide-and-seek you two play?"

"Y ou might beright." Joaguin laughed softly. "I hadn't thought of it like that. But | think that'sit exactly."
Joaguin stared at the uncooperative screen. "Maybe that's the whole issue here. Escape. Like the
jumpers. Only I'm not very good at it.”

"Here." Silvano passed him the bottle.

Joagquin sniffed and wrinkled his nose. Somekind of cruddy digtilled acohol. Abruptly, hetilted the
plastic bottle, tried asmall swallow. Choked and coughed asthe raw liquor burned histhroat. Silvano
laughed and took the bottle back. Tilted it, histhroat working as he swalowed. ™Y ou going to watch that
screen al night?' He wiped his mouth, replaced the bottle in the sack.

"I don't really need to Sit here at dl." The system would record any disturbances. He heard Silvano
rummaging around, then the soft crunch of teeth biting into fruit. "So what kind of dedl did you get?' He
looked upward, hoping for theimpersona stars, but of course the canopy hid them. "A nice, fat,
untraceable cash card?'

"l got what | wanted. I'm surprised, actualy.” Silvano had moved into the monitor's glow again. It turned
his skin adead gray color as he wiped his mouth on hisdeeve. "Who isyour old man? A broker for
illegd neurochemistry?'

"Heisone of the very few people who gently and invisibly direct the economic and political course of the
entire planet. Y ou would be amazed a what you can do by opening afactory here, eecting amayor in
some godforsaken village there, or driving down the price of soybeans a continent away. Tip over the
right domino, and you control the world. And nobody ever knows." He shrugged, expecting disbelief,
because no one believed anything that wasn't in the media six timesaday.

"Amador Perera," Silvano said softly. " Sweet Jesus, you're hisson." Hislaugh waslow and bitter. ™Y ou
told me your damn name. | guessI'm getting senile after dl.”

He was going to throw Joaquin out. Haul him off in the hover and dump him. Y ou could hear it in his
voice, like thewhisper of frost forming on afreezing night. "Don't." Joaquin leaned forward. "I'm so close.
| just need one good recording to dump into the net, and I'vefinaly got al the bugsin this set-up worked
out. If | get it uploaded onto the net, he won't ever be able to delete every mention of it, no matter how
hard he tries. He won't give me another chanceto do this."

"l don't get it." Silvano looked him, eyes hooded. "If nobody cares about this, why does he?!

"You don't getit. | just need the two weeks." He was begging and didn't care. "L et me Stay here.
Please”

Silvano was garing a him, his expression unreadable in the glow of the empty monitor. Helet his breath
out dowly. "It'stoo late to regret, | guess. Fine. You can stay." Heroseto hisfeet, vanished into the
darkness.

"Heisafrad,” Zliabreathed in Joaquin's ear. Thistime he didn't Sart.

"I warned him. He should havelistened to me."



Zliatouched his cheek lightly. "Maybe the ghosts will not comeif you watch. Ghosts are shy.”

"| told you they're not ghosts." Suddenly angry at the blank screen, at Silvano's gift, Joaguin turned his
back on the monitor. "There are no ghosts," he hissed at her. "That's supertition. Everythingis
phenomenon.”

"Silvanoisaghost.” Shelifted her head and smiled asad smile. "' think he died before he came here.
Perhapsthat iswhy he wants so much to buy the eggsfor me."

"What eggs are these, anyway?' He crossed hisarms, refusing to look at the monitor. An alarm would
sound if anything fell through the net. "New frog eggs?

"My eggs." Shetilted her head. "So that there will be otherslike me.”
"Others?' Heleaned forward, the monitor forgotten. ™Y ou mean that you are the only one?"

She shrugged, her fingersin her mass of hair. "Once upon atime, Silvano saysthat my grandparents
worked for the Plantation. They harvested the special fruitsthat the trees produced. They were better
than machines. Then the engineers discovered that the trees could give moreif they harvested what they
needed from the sap." She lowered her hand. " Then the World Council passed the law that no one could
... belikeus." Shelooked away. "The Plantation people oneday ... killed my grandparents and dl the
others. Except for afew—Ilike my mothe—who escaped. | was ... ababy. | anthelast, snce my
mother fell and died." A tiny frog sat in the middle of her pam.

It wouldn't have been her real mother, Joaquin thought. She had been crafted in alab, Sarted in apetrie
dish. But maybe mother went beyond womb and genes. He looked at the frog in her pam. It was sky
blue with a scarlet belly and throat. It stared up unblinking at Joaquin as Zliareached for his hand and
placed it gently, firmly down on the frog. It squirmed alittle, cool and dick benesth hispam. Hetried to
pull away, wondering what chemical it was secreting onto his skin, but Zliahad him by the wrist, and then
suddenly the shadows were brightening asif the sun had risen.

"Silvano did not buy the eggsfor thisone. This one happened onitsown.” Zlidsvoice came from far
away. "Hewishesto freezeit for the engineers, but | wishiit to lay its own eggs, hatch its own babies.”

He barely noticed her words. He was standing on adender limb that swayed with the subtle pulse of the
enormous tree, utterly relaxed, poised between wind and sway and gravity, poised on apeak of utter
rightness. A sense of baancefilled him, utterly sensua—unity of muscle and tree-flesh and the tug of the
earth. All wereforces, and if you brought them into perfect unity you could ... fly. Musclesflexing, he
pushed off, faling, flying, surfing down that dope of ar, self, earth, riding it like you'd ride awave. Asif in
dow motion, alimb did by overhead. He reached up, caught it, shifted that balance and histrgjectory
dightly, surfed anew wave, reached for another branch ...

And suddenly hewaslooking a ... himsdf. Marveling at the broad planes of this stranger/self'sface. "I'm
feding your thoughts," he said and lifted his hand from the frog. It crouched on her palm, itsthroat
pulsing. "How doesit do that?' he breathed, il dizzy with the ecstasy of hisflight through the trees.
"That'swhat it'slike?"

She nodded, her eyes shining.

Full of echoes—of her joy, that perfect balance with earth, air, and self, he leaned down and kissed her.
Her lips were soft, and she rubbed her smooth cheek dowly, gently againgt hisface. Their kiss degpened,
and she arched against him, reached up to stroke hisface.



Her clawstraced addicate line dong hisjaw, and Joaguin recoiled, euphoria shredding like mist in the
hot sun, seeing her inhuman proportions, her prehensile toes, the gleam of frogsin her thick hair. "l ... I'm
sorry." Helooked away, ashamed.

She shrugged, tucked the blue frog tenderly into her hair once more. Behind him, the monitor beeped
softly and ingstently. Joachim spun around, his heart hammering. Onscreen, afaint shadow twisted.

A jumper.

Hisbrain had gone numb, but his fingers moved on their own, focusing theimage, enhancing it. The
fluctuating patch of gray began to shrink, taking on asharper silhouette. It could dmost be human, that
figure. It shimmered and twisted for another handful of seconds, then it faded and vanished. It wasfaling
through another universe, on itsjourney. Joaquin blinked and became aware that he was done. "Zlia?' he
whispered. She stood on the very edge of the platform, facing his net. Looking for her ghosts?

She looked at him, her cat eyes burning with green firein the darkness. "I saw it," she whispered and
leaped out into darkness.

"Zlia" But she was gone, with only the rustle of foliage and the creak of alimb to mark her passage. And
then the insect noise swalowed even that.

He wondered what she had seen in the darkness. Not hisjumper, certainly. Only his machines could see
that.

Perhaps she had merely seen hersdlf, through his eyes. Joaguin stumbled back to his monitor, to crouch
likeasupplicant in front of its blank eye for the remainder of the night.

Joaquin woke up in front of the monitor. In the green dawn light, its screen looked dull and gray, and his
neck ached like hell. The platform was empty. Three of the green fruitslay on abroad, waxy leaf. No
Zlia. No Silvano.

He had his jumpers. Joaguin touched the power switch, but nothing happened. Oh, yeah. He needed to
get the solar panels up where they could generate somejuice. No rush. He had what he needed. Proof.
He closed hiseyes, hugging himsdlf, seeing those jumpers twisting, faling through space.

Y ou can't take that away from me, Father.

Insects hummed in the leaves of this canopy world that had been allowed to evolve on its own because it
didn't matter to the Plantation managers. Joaquin stood and walked to the edge of the platform, squinting
into the soft green shadows, searching for Zlia. Spotted her in the distance, tarzanning between trees. He
gmiled, watching her.

Shewasat play. Diving from on high, plummeting in freefdl, she reached, touched, pushed off, changed
her trgectory and velocity, snagged avine, svung hard and fast upward, looped up and over into an arc
like a childhood memory of some fantastic roller-coaster, vanishing briefly into the upper canopy. Up into
the blue sky? To see the sun that must be up there above the leaves? She plummeted down, so perfectly
balanced. Not in control. In balance. Control was not part of her world. 1t cameto Joaquin in blinding
revelation. She had no need to control anything. Who e sein the universe could ignore control ? Y ou
either controlled or were controlled. Hide-and-seek, Silvano had called it. Joaguin laughed, and the bitter



edge of that note, like shattered glass, seemed to wing acrossthe thick green air between him and Zliato
sever her wings. She dropped, snagged aliana, and tarzanned her way over to the platform.

"I left you fruit." She smiled at him, and the sheer light of her smile warmed him. He understood,
suddenly, how Silvano could be her lover. The claws didn't matter. "1 saw your ghosts,” shesaid. 'l am

so happy.”

"Me, too." It took him a moment to realize that these were two separate thoughts. "Why are you
happy?*

"Silvano went to get my eggsthismorning.” Her eyes sparkled with emerdd flecks, glints of sunlight on
forest pooals. "Oh, Joaquin, they will grow, | know it. | will take such good care of them!"

It wasthefirgt time she had ever used his name. "What do you mean?* His brain was dow, caught up
even asthe words left his mouth. Oh, God. "Where did he go?' Her blink of wary incomprehension
enraged him, and he fought it down. "Zlia, where did Silvano go to collect your eggs? It'simportant to
take me there." He spoke to her wary recoil, desperate. "He doesn't understand my father. It'satrap! If |
dont help him ... hell lose your eggs. Zlia, | want you to have them." These last words were utter truth.
Maybe she heard that, because without another word, she unwound the line from her waist, whipped it
around a branch overhead, and leaped lightly up againgt his chest.

The touch of her prehensile toes and the prick of her claws as she wrapped her limbs around him didn't
bother him now. "Hold onto it,” she commanded, and he grasped the tough, flexible handle of theline.
"Jump hard!"

Hedid, and they swung outward into space, flying heavily and awkwardly, but flying.

They tarzanned through the canopy. He clung to her line with one hand, clutched her hard, lithe body to
hiswith the other, aware of the combined beat of their hearts, the heat of her flesh, the rush of the thick,
humid air againgt hisface. She steered and he pushed off. Didn't look down. Tried not to imagine what he
would seeif he looked down there. They landed on limbs, bark and bits of vine showering them,
scratching hisface, legped again, and again. Hisarms ached, his shoulders burned like fire, but till they
leaped, swung, scrambled for balance on anew perch. Hewastoo tired to be afraid any longer; the sght
of the collection tubes and mains so many meters below had no meaning anymore. When helost hisgrip
and fell, hewould fed nofeer at al.

Another escape, he thought numbly. More permanent, maybe, than that of the jumpers.
Then she landed them on abig limb, thicker than most. It jutted into daylight, sun, empty space.

End of the rainforest, end of the Plantation. Beyond the trees lay the sere, ocher-colored savaged earth
of the soil that the Plantation had no usefor. Y ou couldn't even see the hoses that carried the collected
harvest from the treesto the processing and packaging plant. They were buried underground to protect
them from UV and sabotage. Ragged weeds sprouted from sterilized reddish soil, struggling for
exigence. A bright stedl and ceramic pumping station hulked in the center of the clear space. A
mud-covered truck was parked beside it, and three men lounged against it. Two of them wore Plantation
uniforms.

The man in the center was Silvano. He sagged againgt the side of the truck with his hands cuffed behind
him. Even from this distance, Joaquin could see that he had been beaten. Blood gleamed wet and red on
hisface, and he would have fdlen if the man beside him hadn't been holding him upright.

Zliawhimpered and tensed.



"No!" Joaguin grabbed her arm, digging hisnailsinto her flesh. "I canfix this" Maybe. "Y ou stay here.
Here" He shook her, frightened by the intent in her muscles. "Zlia, they'll kill him if you go out therel Do
you understand?'

Shelooked a him at last, and the terror in her eyeswas utterly human. 'Y es," she whispered.

Joaguin looked down at the ground, twenty-plus meters away. Without aword, Zliawound the
smart-line around alimb. He would have to drop the last five meters or so. Joagquin wondered if that
would break bones, was dready reaching for theline. He did down too fast, unable to dow himsdf, the
suppleline burning astreek of fire across hispams. Helet go, fell, breeth jolting out of hislungs, gasping
for ar as he struggled to hisfeet. One of the Plantation guards glanced hisway, and Joaquin shrank back
behind the tree, but the man's glance did past, asif it couldn't penetrate beyond that boundary of shadow
and sun.

He wondered what they were waiting for. The sound of adistant engine seemed to answer him, and one
of the guards spoke afew words, hisvoice alittle too loud and formd, asif he was speaking over a
comm link. Silvano hunched his shoulders and lifted his head defiantly. Whatever he said annoyed the
guard beside him, because he stepped in front of Silvano and backhanded him brutdly. Silvano reded
againg thetruck and did to hisknees, hunched asif expecting more blows. The guard drew asmall, ugly
gun.

A streak of movement shattered the barrier of shadow and light. Zliaburst from the forest, running.
"No!" Joaquin yelled, but it wastoo late. The guards swiveled to face her, weapons coming up.

Zliadidn't belong on their ground. She moved awkwardly on her long-toed feet, clumsy, acrippled
mistake where she had been grace itsdlf. Light glinted on ablade in her hand as she launched hersdlf at
the guard who stood over Silvano. Without hurry, amost lazily, the other guard took aim.

"No! Don't!" Joaguin dashed through the invisible barrier of light, dazzled by the sun, sumbling over the
rough ground, too dow, too late. For an instant they al seemed suspended—Zlia, the guard, and
Joaguin—in the same perfect balance that he had experienced asthey shared her frog. Then the weapon
made atiny spitting noise and Zlia'slimbswent dack in the middle of her legp.

"No!" Joaguin screamed, but she was aready tumbling, her sprawling limbs dack and ugly, too long and
too thin.

Silvano gave acry like awounded animal, scrambling on his kneesto her through the dust. Joaguin
reached them, not caring if the guardsfired or not, falling to the ground beside Silvano, skin shredding
from his knees as he scooped her into hislap. Shewas so light. Like achild. And her bonesfelt fragile as
abird's.

One hand lifted, fluttering at the tangle of hair about her face. Her eyes were open, and she smiled gently
at something in the air beyond Joaguin. "Look," she whispered, and her hand closed on his, the sky blue
and scarlet frog squirming between them.

Her stare compelled him, and he looked out at the empty, baking ground. And saw ... ashadow, a
figure that might be human, twisting dowly asit did through the hot, thick air on adiagona down and
through the sun-baked clay. Transparent, ethered, it vanished dowly into the earth.

A jumper.
Her hand went dack, and Joaguin became aware of Silvano weeping softly. He touched her throat,



feding for apulse, then laid her gently on the ground. And from the corner his eye, he thought he saw
another shape drifting, faling dowly through the heat and light and earth.

Maybe they were ghosts after al.

A car pulled up beside him, and its shadow fell over Joaguin as he pulled off histunic and covered her
from the alien face of the sun. A door opened. Closed. "My, thisisadramatic scene.” The tone was
male, controlled, mildly amused. "My timing was perfect, it seems. | brought your illegd ova, Silvano.”

Joaguin got dowly to hisfeet. "Father." He raised his head, found himself eyeto eye with hisfather's
expensve youth. "l am surprised. Y ou have never come after mein person before.”

"Y ou were never redly lost before." Hisfather'stone was still amused, but a brief darkness glimmered in
hiseyes. "I'm pleased that you chose to deliver my son now instead of gticking to your ridiculous demand
for time. Here." He stepped across the sterile dust in his handmade redl-leather shoes, laid asmall
enviro-container on the ground beside Zlia's body. " There are four here. Two male, two female, asl
promised. | am relieved that you have been found intact." He was speaking to Joaquin, never looked at
Sivano. "Shdl we go?'

"l succeeded.” Joaguin looked up into hisfather'sface. "Y ou'retoo late, Father." Beside hisknee, the
blue and scarlet frog twitched, crushed and dying. Joaquin scooped it up, cool and moist in his sweaty
palm. Surging to hisfeet, he grabbed hisfather's hand, and before he could jerk it away, he pressed the

frog's mangled body againgt it.

For an ingtant he was seeing himsel f—young with ayouth that couldn't be bought, with aworld of
possihility that had not yet lost its wonder.

Then hisfather jerked his hand from Joaquin's, knocking the frog to the ground, grinding it into asmear of
guts and blue skinin the dust. "Disgusting.” He wiped his hand on his pants, but he did not look at his
son.

"Hide-and-seek." Joaguin looked down at Silvano with pity. "I told you punishment rarely hasto do with
money. | warned you." He reached behind Silvano, freed his bound hands, then picked up the container
full of engineered eggs, created from Zlias DNA. "Y oull be safe, | promiseyou." He pushed the
container into Silvano's lax hands. "Do you understand?’ He addressed the guards. "If anything happens
to thisman, wewill punish you." He smiled a them both, watched their eyesflick from himsdlf to his
father, then back to him, before they did down and away and they nodded. "It won't matter who actualy
did the harm,” he said gently. "Y ou are respongble.” They tensed. They would protect Silvano with their
lives now.

Joaguin faced hisfather. "Let's go back. It'stime | Sarted to learn the business, isn't it?"

"About time, yes." Hisfather smiled, but ahint of uncertainty showed in hiseyes. "What about your
precious project? Well have to submit your results to experts, you know, ajuried journa perhaps.”

No expert would verify these results, hisfather would seeto that. That was the old game of
hide-and-seek. But he wasfinished playing. Hisfather smply didn't redizeit yet. "I'm leaving the
equipment here. You can sl it for scrap, Silvano.” He looked down at the man, bent over Zlias body,
pitying him, but feding aso ... envy. Y ou didn't know what you had, he thought. But you at least had it.
For awhile. He wouldn't be londly, anyway. He would have Zlias sons and daughtersto raise. Maybe
thistime held understand. "L et's go, Father." He smiled at hisfather's wary bemusement. "I have alot to
catch up on.”



"Oh, | agree" hisfather smiled. But the uncertainty in his eyes sharpened ahair.

Silvano had scooped Zlias body into his arms, stood unsteadily, tears gleaming on his battered face, the
eggsin their container balanced on Zliasflat abdomen, above her womb.

Y ou can't run away from yourself. Thereisno escapein that direction. For an ingtant, Silvano met
Joaguin's eyes. Then helowered his head and limped across the scorched clay, back to the shadows of
hisworld. Zlia had understood, Joaguin thought. Y ou simply make your own rules. Y ou smply fly. Like
the jumpers. Not escaping anything ... just not part of thisuniverse.

"Let'sgo," he said and turned toward hisfather's vehicle.

Without aword, hisfather followed him.
TheEnd



