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1light-year 9,461,000,000,000 kilometers
1 light-month ~ 788,000,000,000 kilometers
1light-day 25,000,000,000 kilometers

1 light-hour  1,080,000,000 kilometers

1 light-minute 18,000,000 kilometers

1 light-second 308,000 kilometers

1 light-millisecond 308 kilometers

1 light-microsecond 308 meters

1 light-nanosecond .308 meters

1 light-picosecond .000308 meters

1000 meters= 1 kilometer = 0.625 miles

2031

An arc of flame erupted from the setting Sun.

Dr. Jesper Kristensen whispered, and his Ocs obeyed; the thin film transceiversimplanted in his eyes
polarized, cutting out amost dl light and alowing him to look directly at the Sun. It seemed to rest on the
southern shoulder of Mount San Antonio, the sparse pine forests and rocky crags of nearby sopes
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dipping into twilight, the double shadows thrown by the Sun and itsflaring tail fading.

Despite the dtitude and cloudless sky, the view was far from optima. A heavy layer of dust hunginthe
air, kicked up by the massive quake that had rocked the San Andreas that morning, intense enough to
knock out the power grid and even partidly collgpse the V oid—that limitlessinformation rellm

ble to him through his Ocs. He could no longer access or transmit into the Void, but he knew that
some aspect of it still survived, because the Swirl had survived.

A stresk of colors, resembling asmall rainbow-tinted tornado, darted through the sparse pine forest—the
Swirl. It was an entity that resded in the VVoid, abundle of information with awill of itsown and an intent
to extend its reach beyond the VVoid, even beyond the mindsit had infected.

“Not redly there,” he said in awhisper, asthe Swirl dowed for just amoment, hovering above agranite
outcropping, asif pausing to examineit. Kristensen was not even sureif the Swirl was aware of the pile
of granite. Theimage of the Swirl was only in his own mind, transmitted into his Ocsfrom the VVoid and
from there carried into his brain. The gray stuff in his head then superimposed the image of the Swirl into
the world he saw—a seamless morph that gave the appearance that the Swirl was an actua entity

occupying space.

“Not there,” he said again, asthe Swirl darted away, momentarily vanishing behind athick stand of pines.
“But red enough.” Reaching up with hisright hand, he ran hisindex finger across hisforehead. The Swirl
was essentidly an entity of the Void, a parasite flowing throughout information-space, distributed across
the nearly infinite number of nodesthat generated the Void. One of those nodes wasin his head, resding
in asheet of neurd fiber packed between the inside of his skull and the shalow creases of his neocortex.
Despiteitslack of any actua physical presence, it was more than real enough—a thing that he could not
escape, a thing thet literdly had itsfingersingde his head.

Heignored it as best he could, as much asit would alow at the moment, and looked to the west, toward
Los Angeles, at the dense cloud of oily gray smoke hanging high in the air. Once again hetried not to
think about Los Angeles, but could think of nothing else.

Hisfamily was down there—somewhere,

He' d tried countless times to leave the campsite and start the long hike toward Los Angeles and his
family, but had not been ableto leave; the Swirl would not alow him past the edge of the campsite,
awaysturning him around.

Not alowing him to leave until it was safe.

So ingtead, he fiddled with the focus knob of histelescope. He did not have to look at his old scope, his
fingersknew the way. Its antiquated CCD array gulped down images, buffering output, then squirting it
into a portable storage Manifold hanging from anearby tree, that small box being the only form of
externad memory and processing he could now access through his Ocs, asort of locaized version of the
Void. It was enough to alow him to sample the data from the CCD array and perform some basic
caculations and crude morphing of smulationsinto the externa world, but that was about al. The scope
was not much more than atoy, but good enough to show him the Sun. He peered into the eyepiece.

The authoritiesinssted it was a superflare,
It was not.

Hares curled and twisted, contorted by the Sun’s magnetic fields. What he saw was a flame of
geometrica perfection: adender triangle of burning plasma cutting across the sky, edges too straight to



be a superflare.

Pulling his eye back, he let the scope suck down afew more terabits, as he dropped thefiltering in his
Ocs and straightened up, looking west. The Sun was now partidly hidden behind the distant peak, but
the wedge of flame blowing from it was ill dl too visible. He had gathered datafor more than six hours,
melding feeds from Geo and Lunar observers, and even one from Mars; but had sampled those quickly,
taking just afew frames. He knew those sites would be carefully monitored.

He did not want someone following thetrail of bits back to thismountainsde.

While he knew he should be perfectly shielded from observation by the Swirl, he could not put hisfaithin
anything that blocked his departure from the campsite to search for hisfamily. The image of the Swirl
hung in the distance: the rainbow jewe dowly turning, light reflecting from each of itsfacets. It appeared
to st in theforked trunk of a dead Ponderosa pine.

“My family!” he shouted &t it.
The Swirl didn’t move, didn’t show any reaction; he turned hisback toit.

He knew that he' d gathered more than enough datato run the smulation but didn’t really want to seethe
result. Suspecting the truth, he did not want it confirmed. He stood motionless, for just afew more
seconds, listening to crickets chirp and the distant gurgle of astream. Aslong ashe didn’t look at the
amulation, there might ill be achance.

The Earth might till have afuture.

For amoment he considered smply not looking at al and glanced out at the horizon. The Sun had set;
but the tail end of the plasmajet il jutted up over the mountain, forestalling the dusk. No choice.

“Compositeimage,” he whispered.

Theair infront of him shifted, distorting everything beyond it, as an image began to coaesce: aburning
orb, the Sun in miniature. The image of the Sun morphed into the real world in the same way that the
image of the Swirl had been morphed into the forest. The burning orb hovered above his camp stove: a
ball of plasma spitting flares, pockmarked with darkened sunspots, its surface amottled and writhing
expanse of churning gases.

A jet of plasmaexploded out of the miniature Sun’s Side, shaped like a perfect cone; the plume
disappeared behind the trunk of anearby pine tree. He walked toward it and passed his hand through the
phantom plasma—tentatively at firs, asif even theimage might have the power to incinerate. Feding
nothing, he walked through it, suddenly surrounded by the cone of too-white light.

The cone of plasmawas hollow.
“Specifics” hewhispered.

Numbers and diagrams, glowing in dull green neon, stood out starkly in contrast to the nearly blinding
whiteness of the cone of plasma. He studied the numbersfor just amoment, then looked at the little
diagram that showed the Sun’ s position and vel ocity with respect to the Earth. Kristensen knew that he
waslooking at agtdlar Jet, ardativistic outpouring of protons exploding from the deep guts of the Sun.
The numbers showed how quickly the Sun was moving away.

“Got it figured out?’



Kristensen turned, looking past the cone of plasma.
“What' sthe trgjectory look like?’

At that moment he knew he would never reach hisfamily. Even if the Swirl did let him |leave the campsite,
he' d never makeit to Los Angeles now.

“Off,” hesad.

Theimage winked out. At the far end of the clearing stood Generd Thomas Sutherland, dressed ina
black jump-suit and wearing his black-rimmed Virts, the oil-on-water lensestinted red in the reflected
light of the setting Sun. A most unimpressive figure, thought Kristensen—not too tall, abit on the thin
sde, with sparse brown-gray hair that could not quite hide his growing bald spot. Behind him Kristensen
could see the partid silhouette of a stealth copter. Here and there a branch moved, a shadow darted
behind atree. Twigs snapped. He was being surrounded.

Sutherland took afew steps forward, looking first at Kristensen, and then up at the wedge of plasma
arcing across the western sky. “ Shouldn’t have run,” he said. “We vefigured out just whet it is.”

Kristensen tilted his head and shrugged. “| know whét it is, too—a rocket engine.”

“Obvioudy,” said Sutherland, shaking his head. “But we know what holds it together, what it's
composed of. We have the congtruction figured out.”

Again, Kristensen shrugged his shoulders. “ Doesn't mean athing,” he said. “That doesn’t change what's

happening.”

Sutherland shook his head and took several more steps toward Kristensen. “Knowing changes
everything,” he said. “Knowing gets you that much closer to controlling.”

“Controlling that!” Kristensen turned around and pointed at the arc of fire cutting through the sky.
“There sno contralling that.”

Sutherland smiled. “It’ sathin-walled cone of hyperrdativistic protons, held together by an electron
shesth, the Structure barely 1000 kilometersthick, but nearly 100 million kilometerslong. The protonsin
it aremoving at better than 99.5 percent of the peed of light, with relativigtic effects enhancing proton
mass by afactor of 30, giving the exhaust enough kick to accelerate the Sun at nearly 1 percent of a
standard Earth gee.”

Kristensen shook his head. “Meaningless facts and figures, nothing to tell ushow to stopit.” Again he
shook hishead. “What is important isthet its acceleration is great enough to overcome the gravitationd
tug that the Sun has on the Earth. It sbeen firing for nearly 39 hours now, and aready moved away by
nearly 1 million kilometers”

Sutherland smiled. “ A minor perturbation in the grand scheme of things.” The ground suddenly rolled
beneath them, but both kept to their feet, rocking back and forth.

“But it’snot stopping!” shouted Kristensen. “Its acceleration is constant, and the effects of that minor
perturbation will soon add up. Two weeks from now the Earth will be asfar awvay from the Sun asMars
currently is. In two months, the Earth will be where Saturnis”

“Sounds about right,” said Sutherland. “ Our models show that total global ecosystem collapse will occur
in about three weeks, with nothing much above the level of bacteriaable to survive at the Six-week
mark.”



Kristensen blinked severd times, unable to understand how Sutherland could be indifferent to the end of
dl life on Earth. “Then why waste the time looking for me?’

“Because it won't cometo that.”
“And what would possibly lead you to believe that?’ asked Kristensen.

Sutherland smiled. 1 suppose you' ve attributed this quake to the gravitationd stressesthat the Earth must
be experiencing because of the Sun’s shift in position?’

“Of course,” said Kristensen.
Sutherland dowly shook hishead. “It's something else. Take alook.”

Krigtensen blinked, feding thetickle of snips being forced through his Ocs. In front of him popped an
image of the Earth, dl blues, whites, and greens—and something e se. He dowly walked toward the
image. Plumes of smoke, rolling eastward, dotted the Pacific Rim, most of Japan under ablack cloud,
and the coast from northern Cadiforniaright up to Alaska covered in what Kristensen thought looked like
gray ash. A hit further to the east a patch of something molten nestled up against the eastern dope of the
Rockies.

“Theentire Ydlowstone basin haslet go,” said Sutherland. “A lavafidd runs through most of western
Montana But those are dl just effects. What isinteresting isthe cause.”

Kristensen moved even closer.

At firgt he had thought it was a glitch in the projection, or some superimposed reference mark. A white
line cut across the Pacific, right dong the equator. As he neared the image, he saw that there was another
white line, perpendicular to thefirgt, running through North and South America, and looking asif it might
go right over the top of the North Pole, and get lost in the polar cap. “Map reference?’ asked
Kristensen.

“Redl,” said Sutherland. “Got the first reportsin about 20 hours ago, though we now suspect by
reviewing deep-level seismic reportsthat the structure first started well below ground, just around 39
hoursago.”

Kristensen looked up. “When the Sun started firing its plasma jet.”

Sutherland nodded. “Two rings, one encircling the equator, the other running north-south, cutting across
both the North and South Poles. It's 50 kilometers wide. In some spotsit hasn't broken through to the
Earth’ ssurface, whilein othersit isfour kilometers high. It ssemsto have stopped growing in those
locations”

“How?" asked Kristensen, gtill staring at the image, and then he looked over at Sutherland. “What' sits
purpose?’

“Don’'t know,” said Sutherland. “But we could use your help to find out. | want you to come back, and |
would likeit to be of your own freewill.”

Kristensen had been with Sutherland for enough years to know how the man worked, to know that one
way or another he was going back. He glanced out into the twilight forest. He knew troops were waiting
out there, ready if he should try to run. Off to hisleft, hovering in the tightly packed branches of agnarled
pine, hung the Swirl.



It suggested no way out.
But Kristensen had not redlly expected it to—the Swirl did not operate so directly.
Kristensen dowly nodded, knowing he had no choice.

Sutherland pointed an index finger at Kristensen. “ And one other item to whet your curiosity: Inthelast
39 hours the Sun has burned nearly one million times more energy than conventiond stdllar fusion
processes could supply.”

“Impossible,” said Kristensen.

Sutherland pointed up at the arc of plasma cutting acrossthe sky, asif to indicate just how possibleit
was. “It can only be powered up by a pure matter-antimatter reaction, but of course we have no idea
how a source of antimatter would find itsway insde the Sun.” His expression darkened and he squinted.
“But enough technicdl tidbits. It'stime for you to get back to work.” He pointed toward the stedlth
copter.

Kristensen started walking, but then dowed and stopped. “Y ou can force me into that copter and take
me back, but if you want meto come willingly, to participate in solving this,” he said as he waved ahand
above hishead, in the direction of the Sun, “then you will help mefind my family.”

Sutherland shook his head. * Every fault line on the planet has dipped, and there are better than 50
erupting volcanoes. Those ringsthat are sprouting are 50 kilometers wide, with everything and everyone
that had lived in their path now gone.”

“My family,” said Kristensen.

“Theremay be 1 billion dead,” said Sutherland in aquiet voice, turning hishead so he didn’t face
Kristensen. “And most of Los Angdesisgone.”

Kristensen shook his head. He'd lived for yearsin Los Angeles, and hisfamily had survived the quake of
'22, onethat had pancaked hdf the high-risesin downtown. He knew there were ways survivors. “I
don’t believe they’re dead,” he said, trying to focus on an image of their faces, hiswife’ swide grin and
the thick swatch of frecklesthat covered both the boy’ s cheeks, but he could not quite hold on toit,
Sutherland’ s words pushing them into the shadows. One billion dead.

Sutherland looked back at him. “Los Angelesisgone,” he said again.

Kristensen dowly lowered himself to the ground. “I know you can drag me into the copter, but that
won't do either one of usany good.”

“WEe refighting the clock here,” said Sutherland, pointing up at the Sun.
“And I’'mlooking for my family,” said Kristensen.

Sutherland sighed, and dowly shook his head. “ Sometimesit’s best not to know. Sometimesit'sa
blessing not to be so certain.”

“Andif it was your family?’ asked Kristensen, sensing that Sutherland was beginning to bend, that
despite the facade, and the dmost nonchalant attitude toward the potentia for the planet to be wiped
clean of everything down to the level of bacteria, he had still managed to touch something humanin
Sutherland. “If it were your daughter,” he said. “What would you do if Sarah werein Los Angeles?’



Sutherland opened his mouth but did not spesk.
“Would you abandon Sarah?’
Sutherland turned and began to walk to the copter. “We |l need to hurry before we lose the light.”

Two hours later, in the dark, the chopper drifted down toward Johnson AFB, thirty kilometers west
of Elko, Nevada. Theflight had not been adirect run from the San Bernardino Mountains of Southern
Cdifornia. Onceintheair, the chopper had veered west to Los Angeles, and made a pass over Santa
Monica, the coastd town where Kristensen' sfamily lived. Mogt of the Los Angelesbasin, including al of
Santa Monica, was under 50 meters of debris-choked Pacific water.

The chopper resumed its eastward course.

Asthey landed, Sutherland announced that he had just received word that the stellar Jet had stopped
firing, the entire plume of erupting plasma collgpsing on itsalf and vanishing. The Sun had returned to
normd.

“Weliveto fight another day,” said Sutherland.

Kristensen said nothing and stared into the dark.

Part One
PRE-IGNITION
2051

Twinkle, twinkle, little star,

How | wonder what you are!

Up above the world so high,

Like a diamond in the sky!

—Jane Taylor (1783-1824)

As the deep dim soul of a star.
—Algernon Swinburne (1837-1909)
The darkest hearts,

Dwell inthe brightest stars.
—Russdll Scheer (2009-2042)
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Chapter 1

Christina Olmos held her red-tinted hands toward her father. “1t' s hard to believe, hard to imagine a
world before thingslike this.” She rubbed her hands together asif trying to remove the red stain, knowing
al too well that the pigment was bound at acdlular level, impossbleto remove aslong asthe skin
remained on her hands.

“It was quiteaworld,” said Xavier Olmos, as he dowly nodded. “In the time before the Rings.”
Chriginamanaged asmile.
In the time before the Rings.

That wasamythica world, amagicd place, areddm of infinite possibilities and freedoms, the place from
her father’ s childhood brought to life by his stories. It was atime when the Earth had been able to
support nearly 2 billion more people than it currently did. In the time before the Rings, before the
shattering of fault lines, the destruction of climates, and the unleashing of the world’' sarsends againgt an
unknown, unseen enemy, the result of which wasto only further extend the devadtation that the Rings had
brought, agirl’shands would not turn red for her 16th birthday.

Chriginafet her father take her hands and gently press them againgt his chest. She opened her eyes, not
realizing she had closed them, that she had drifted away to the distant world of Papito’s childhood. “Y ou
candothis” hesad.

She reached for the console, anearly featureless pand of off-white plastic, with just afew strands of
gpider-silk thin crystaline fiber poking out of the surface. It was aphysica access point to the Void. She
pinched one of the fibers between her thumb and index finger, pulling it outward, then poked it into her
right eye, feding nothing as the fiber squirmed through her eye and entwined her optic nerve. “I’ll do it,
Papito,” she said, nodding her head, then turned inward, the world dowing, then stilling, as she sped, her
synapses burning, firing far faster than at the typical human rate, her thoughts avalanching. The Void did
not drive her but merely accommodated the speed of her own brain, alowing her to take full advantage
of her enhanced synapses. And then the outside world seemed to stop, the redlity in her head moving so
much faster than the redity of the dirt and blood.

She knew that Papito aso had this ability, and when hardwired to the VVoid, by physical contact to it with
crystal fiber and not relying on the feeble bandwidth provided by the wireless Ocs, he could push the
aggregate bandwidth flooding his optical cortex by nearly afactor of ten. On rare occasions, such asthis,
when Papito let her connect to the Void, she was very careful not to exceed his upper limit, not wanting
tofrighten him.

She did not know her upper limit.
She dipped into a Void-generated redlity.

Now, rows of corn rolled out before her, frozen in time, the golden tassals of each ear glinting in the
noonday sun. Their little cornfield was till hedlthy, not infected by the corn wormsthat had infested
Senor Wright' s massive fields to the west. She knew it was only ameatter of days before the worms
made their way to Papito’ sfields and their entire ten acreswould be lost.

These corn worms had been modified.

And unless she could synthesize an effective pesticide, or at least determine who had modified the worms
s0 they could demand compensation, Papito would lose everything. She needed to find the solution
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quickly, while she il had the time to work the problem.

She dipped out of the Void for amoment and looked down at her hands, not by shifting her head, or
eyes, but smply by focusing on another portion of the visua input cascading through the back of her
eyebdls. Her handsrested in Papito’s. Smal hands, delicate fingers, the bright red of her skin standing
out in sharp contrast to Papito’ s dark brown skin.

The smart pigment had fired severd days ago, clocked to the centra Void, activated on her 16th
birthday. The activation of the pigment through transfer of the red polymer to outer cell wallswas hardly
necessary; a holdover from the old days, when it was still possible to run or hide, to escape the Volunteer
tour in the Co-Op’ s cornfields. After the arriva of the Rings, with so much of the world shattered and so
many survivors without adequate food, the rebuilding of an agriculturd infrastructure had been one of the
world shighest priorities. All those who found themsdlvesin the vicinity of agriculturd landswere
required to volunteer in the fields. But some tried to escape the duty, so a method was developed to
ensure that you would report and perform your tour. Those red hands | et everyone know that your time
was short. And if hands turned green before you reported, your Volunteer status would be autometically
changed to Resident status, and, when caught, you' d be condemned to work the fields until you
dropped. Now it wasimpossible to run: Simply too many eyestracked those on fina countdown to their
Volunteer term.

She had 6 days before she needed to report.

And when shedid, as part of the standard eva uation and placement procedure, the processors would
peer into her head and find things that should not be there. The augmented synapses were bad enough,
certain to get her transferred to amedica research facility, but it was what was held in that tangle of
wiring that would get her designated as a Resident. Papito and her uncle Che would quickly follow, the
Powers eager to find out not only which genes had caused the synaptic modifications, but even more
importantly, to discover where the information packed into those neurons came from. She knew things
that should not be known.

Chrigtinadipped back, the amost imperceptible sway of the corn suddenly transformed into agentle
back-and-forth dance in the afternoon breeze, insect song rising in pitch, and the squeeze of Papito’s
hand loosening.

“Senor Wright isthekey,” said Xavier Olmos as he patted Christina s hand. “ If we can figure out what
alowsthis new corn worm to evade the corn’s combative pesticide matrix, and who is responsible for
the modifications, then Senor Wright will be morewilling to help us, to cal in favors from those with the
power to make exceptions. Senor Wright has real power.”

Chrigtinatried to smile but could not manageit.

Her father smply did not understand how the world worked. There would be no exceptions made for
them. There was only one way to keep the Ag Co-Op screeners from peering into her head and finding
those things that shouldn’t be there.

It was asolution, but not one she could discuss with Papito.

She had not worked out al the details, but had constructed severa scenariosin which her accidental
death would leave her body, and especidly her head, so badly damaged, that if some Power decided to
run an autopsy, nothing out of the ordinary would be found.

But she doubted an autopsy would be run.



She would not bethefirst 16-year-old to choose accidental death before reporting to the Tuscaloosa Ag
Co-Op.

“I hope s0,” said Chrigting, patting her father’ s hand

Chapter 2

A 98-kilometer drop.

Sarah Sutherland walked across the milky white surface of the Ring’s Northern Peta, ssopping only
when thetip of her pressure boots hung over the Petal’ s edge. Below her, fading away into the distance,
asoft line of blue sky gave way to the darkness of space. She looked straight ahead, into the camera
hanging fromits boom.

“It has been more than 5 years since UN authorities have authorized a Jump,” she said. Strong and
steady, absolutely no fear leaked into her voice. She willed her heartbeat to dow and breathed deep,
knowing that maximum oxygen content in her bloodstream would be criticdl if shewereto survive. She
had extensive control over her physiology, far more than any Pure, someone running on original DNA,
without any mechanica enhancements, should have possessed, but she knew that donewas no
guarantee.

But her father said she would survive, and that was al the guarantee she needed.
He seemed to see the future better than the past.

Another wave of dizzinessrolled over her, but she did not look down, did not want to risk an attack of
vertigo. For the last hour she’ d been conscioudy enhancing blood flow into her brain, hyperoxygenating
both frontal 1obes and cortex—those portions of the brain that defined her. But the effort was making her

dizzy.

She did not have to work to remember the details of the last Jump—those old images of the impact
streak running down the side of the Petdl at the 23-kilometer level had saturated the VVoid for weeks.
When an unexpected wind shear had caught the Afrikaner duo, damming them into the carbon-silicaface
of the Ring's Stalk, they’ d been falling at better than Mach 13, nearly 4,000 kilometers per hour, and
were ground to ablood and bone mist in milliseconds.

“Oneminute!” boomed an echoing voice.

Sarah turned. Nearly 100 meters behind her huddled her crew—five of them, al dressed in red
form-fitting pressure suits, Some manning cameras and tranamitters, others monitoring life support,
heeting, and the dl-important oxygen generators. More than adozen Dolls, nonetaller than haf ameter,
bustled about them, tidying up cables, recording data, cleaning lenses, performing the countless duties
that would hopefully ensure she reached the ground intact instead of decorating the northern face of the
Pecific Cross. Behind them stood apair of Tools, mechanically enhanced and DNA-modified humans
who had the authority to pull the plug on her Jump if they detected any anomdies or found her attempting
to interact with the structure of the Ring in any way.

These Tools kept watch for any individuas or technol ogies verging toward the Point—the boundary
between what humanity had been for the last tens of thousands of years, and the Post-Human redlity that
many were sure mankind was just about to enter. Many Tools considered it their manifest destiny to be
thefirst to step across the abyss into the Post-Human future they were certain they owned.

Sarah knew these Tools could not stop her, that she' d be the first to trangit the Point. It was all part of


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Cusp-toc.html

her father’ s plan. And whatever Genera Thomas Sutherland planned cameto pass. The last 20 years
were atestament to that. Few were more responsible for the direction the world had taken, and for its
actual reconstruction after the growth of the Rings, than her father. She turned back around to face the
camera.

“Likedl the Petals perched atop the Rings, this one reaches aheight of 98 kilometers, an dtitude nearly
10 timesthe height of Mount Everest. Air pressure at thisheight isonly 0.01 percent of that at sealevd,
effectively putting usin space. But even at this height, the magnitude of the Ringsisnot diminished. If
anything, their immense scale can be better gppreciated.”

The cameraswiveled 180 degrees and angled dightly down toward the horizon and a distant band of
brown and green—Central America, nearly 300 kilometers distant, the image not only sent into the Void,
but projected into her |eft eye. Between her and the distant land lay the azure blue Pecific, bisected by a
white line 50 kilometers wide, gppearing to float on the water, running al the way to the horizon, fading
into the smudge of Central America—the North-South Ring. For just amoment, Sarah imagined flying
aong the Ring, following it northward through the US east coadt, up through Canada, over the North
Pole, then south, first over Siberia, then China, South East Asia, and then into the Indian Ocean, east of
Australia, to cross eventually over Antarcticaand head north once more, up and over the Pacific Ocean
and back to the very spot she stood upon.

“The Earth’ s circumference is nearly 40,000 kilometers,” she said, “and every 500 kilometersa Stalk
gprouts from the Ring, the Petals at itstip unfolding into space, 98 kilometers above sealevel—a
flowerlike structure of Earth-spanning dimension.”

The camera swiveled 90 degreesto the west.

“The Eas-West Ring, hugging the Equator, isaso directly beneath my feet, where at thisintersection of
the two Rings are two Stalks, their intertwined petals forming the Western Cross, which | am standing
m-”

The cameraturned back to focus on her.

“However, thisjump is not about the Rings or the Cross, what they are, their purpose, or how they
self-assembled nearly 20 years ago.” That, of course, was acomplete lie. That was exactly what it was
about.

Asthe Rings had assembled, followed by the Stalks sprouting from them reaching into space, and the
Petas unfurling from the Stalk tips, the top forty meters of the Earth’s oceans were siphoned into the
globe-spanning structures. For months afterward, oxygen spewed from exhaust vents, thousand of
kilometerslong, embedded in the walls of the Rings, the source of this oxygen obvioudy the water taken
from the oceans, while the remaining congtituent of water—hydrogen—had remained sedled in the Rings.

It did not take much imagination to guess why the Rings were storing hydrogen. Anionized hydrogen
atom was nothing more than a proton, and the stdllar Jet that had moved the Sun more than 1 million
kilometers 20 years earlier had been comprised of protons. Most believed that the Rings were
globe-spanning particle accelerators, the protons stored in them now being hurled around the globe,
traveling at nearly the speed of light, the Rings primed and ready to fire, designed to expd their
high-speed protons up the Stalks, then through the Petals.

Rocket engines.

When the stellar Jet fired again, and most were certain it was only aquestion of when, not if, then the
Earth’s Jetswould dso fire. Gravity would not be strong enough to hold the Earth locked in orbit around



the Sun; the Earth would fireits own Jets and follow the moving Sun.
At least that iswhat most thought, and that iswhat Sarah believed.
What shedidn’t believein was waiting for the Jetsto fire.

Thetime for waiting was over.

She could fed the two UN Toolswatching her, monitoring everything. But her body did nothing to give
her away, blood pressure, heart rate, skin moisture al under conscious control. The mere mechanics of
her body were easy to contral, triviad, barely requiring her even to think about it. Theredl effort wasin
controlling the electrical sgndsflashing through her head. She knew that’ swhere aliewould give her
away. Within her helmet lay afull-sense neura inductor—ingtaled at the Tool’ singstence as asafety
device, to monitor al emotiona responses, to ensure that what she was about to do was of her own free
will and not induced by some schizoid-induced psychoss—adevice required for her safety. No mention
was made of the fact that the neural inductor could also detect if the wearer was lying. But they’ d see no
liesin the eectricd twittering of her neurons and synapses. It was an effort, but one that she could
maintain for the few remaining seconds she had.

“Forty-five seconds!”
She paused. And just why am | standing here? she thought.

“I am hereto jump,” she said Softly, feding at that moment what that redlly implied: imagining this scene
saturating the Void, and the estimated 3 billion sharing the experience, immersed in the outflow of her
nervous system. She wondered just how many wanted to feel her succeed and just how many wanted to
tagte the oblivion waiting for her if she hit the side of the Stalk. She suspected most wereimmersed in the
hope of experiencing a supersonic plat.

They would be disappointed.

“At thisdtitude, thereisbasicaly no air resstance, nothing to dow my descent. I'll drop through the first
70 kilometersin less than 130 seconds and hit amaximum velocity of 4,500 kilometers per hour. Then,
at aheight of about 18 kilometers, as| begin to bite into the red atmosphere, that’ s where the danger
lies”

“Thirty seconddl”

“I'll cut through the next 8 kilometersin abit over 15 seconds, shedding 4,200 kilometers per hour of
velocity in the process, decelerating at nearly 8 gees. That will generate tremendous hegt, but my

pressure suit is designed to withstand it, with an outer ablative coating that will flake away, burning up,
taking most of the heat withiit.”

She gmiled into the camera.
“I'll look like afireball.”
“Fifteen secondd”

“Then from 10 kilometers, which is about twice the height of Mount Everest, to 200 meters, my free-fal
gpeed will shed another 150 kilometers per hour over aperiod of about 50 seconds. Thetrick hereis
that the atmosphereis cold, down to 50 below zero, and there is enough air at that point that the
windchill factor makesit fed morelike 120 below zero. The outer layer of my suit has been designed to
retain enough heet from the high temperature reentry to just compensate for thisrapid cooling. If |



haven't retained enough heet, then I’ [l ingtantly freeze, whileif I've held on to too much hest, the suit will
fatigue and crack, exposing medirectly to thefrigid ar.”

She frowned.

“Neither of those outcomes would be desirable.” she said, trying to sound smug, to build abit more
tension, to give the viewers the show they hoped for. “ At 200 meters the outside of my suit should be at
apleasant room temperature, my chute will pop open, and I'll drift down for another 61 seconds, landing
on the northern leg of the North—South Ring. Total descent time will be 4 minutes and 14 seconds.” She
needed to break the 5-minute-11-second descent record set 12 years earlier by aTool, aWest Coast
biobarren who' d been less than 50 percent organic, and had specia steering jetsinterfaced to both legs
and arms, daved to an autopilot that ensured he would not leave a bloody stresk on the Stalk’ sface. But
shewas Pure, not agram of hardware. She knew that was the big draw—could a Pure actually beat out
aTool?

“Five seconds.”
“Seeyou a the bottom.”

Shereached behind her head, grabbed the cabling that snaked into the back of her helmet—air,
electrica, and communication connections—and popped them out, |etting them drop, nothing now
connecting her to the Void and its audience except the broadband transmission of her suit, spitting out
everything from visuasto the adrendine rush. Pitching forward, she kicked off, her feet springing from
the perfect white surface of the Petal. For just amoment, lessthan a heartbest, lesstime than it took to
blink an eye, shefelt hersaf hover, hanging, the world nothing but a blue expanse broken by the white
Ring. Then gravity grabbed her, hurling her down.

“Don’'t faill me, Daddy,” she whispered.

Having bardly cleared the edge of the Petd, she felt something dam into the back of her skull. For just a
moment she was overwhelmed with a sense of surprise and fear, a pure physiologica response, Snce she
knew that the back of her head would be blown out the moment she jumped from the Petdl.

All part of Generd Thomas Sutherland’ s plan.

A quarter-inch stainless stedl eyebolt attached to along strand of Teflon-nylon rope had kept crates of
equipment lashed against the top of the Petdl. It had been designed to rupture as she legpt off the Petd,
sending shards of metal and debrisflying in dl directions as the overstressed nylon rope recoiled
backward, smashing through boxes of equipment. Medica reports would show that ameta splinter not
much larger than asmall coin had struck her in the back of the head. Everyone would assume it had been
apiece of shrapnel kicked up by the recoiling rope—V oid snippets had aready been generated to show
just that. There would be no remaining evidence of the microcharge detonation in her helmet’ s collar,
hurling adiver of dainless sted into the back of her skull, turning her cerebellum into mush, effectively
cutting off her brain from the lower brain stem that |ed to the spina column.

Shefdt hersdlf dying, vision tunneling, the blue expanse of water and blazing white of the Ring fading,
swallowed in shadows.

Her dead body broke the 5-minute-11-second record by afull 58 seconds, missing the Ring, and dicing
into the warm Pacific waters, inflatables firing, buoying her up, trangponders chirping, guiding the retrieva
boat to her corpse.

Chapter 3
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Xavier Olmos linked to the Void, spiderweb filaments dangling from his eyes, connecting him to the
node console.

With amentd whisper, little more than awish, chemically induced field gradients across synaptic
junctions spiked with the rapid flush of sodiumions. His neura clock rate ramped, pesking at better than
ten timesnorma for an off-the-shelf Homo sapiens. The ability to conscioudy control synaptic firing
rates had been a gift from an ancestor dead for more than a century, passed from father to son through
five generations by way of genesthat should not have been, along sequence of recessve traits, genetic
drift, and the isolated gene pool of asmal village 100 kilometers north of Chihuahua, creating something
new and different.

That ability had been passed on to Chrigtina. At thetime of his daughter’ s birth, such ability would have
smply been an additiona edgein aworld where every edge was needed. Now it had effectively become
adesth sentence—for al of them.

Xavier felt himsdlf blur, edges becoming at first soft, then quickly nonexistent, as asingle ghost became
three. Hefdl into the Void triplexing, each facet adiscrete individua, engulfed in adifferent torrent,
struggling upstream to three different nodesin the Void.

Goodsprings, Alabama—Ghost 1

“Run it down for me, Christina,” Xavier whispered to hisdaughter. He did not likeleaving her done
intheVoid, but had let her enter firt, to attack the problem, knowing that if she wereto surviveinthis
post-Ring world, shewould have to learn to operate in the Void independent of him and face down the
thingsthat lurked withiniit.

They hung severd thousand meters above the green plain of spring corn that ran to the east, sopping
only at the white wall of the North—South Ring. A bank of early-morning clouds pushed up against the
barrier, unloading the warm moisture it had hoarded since being pulled up from the Gulf, therain falingin
atight 2-kilometer-wide band running paralle to the Ring, swelling the canals at its base, in turn feeding
the latticework of streamsthat ran into thefields. In most places in the world the Rings had destroyed the
norma flow of weather, turning the hearts of many continentsinto deserts, but here on the western face
of the Ring, where storms were captured, the torrential rains were harvested and fed into canal s that ran
for more than 1000 kilometersinto the rain-deprived Midwest. People were dowly returning to the
desert states of Nebraska and Kansas.

“Show mewhat my brujaita can do,” he said.

Christinaspun, moving too quickly for the background buffersto track. Like dripping rivulets of rainbow
candle wax, skies, fields, and the unbroken expanse of North—South Ring flowed through each other,
pulling & her, the information overload saturating her, the world rupturing into pixilated starburds.

“Focus,” he whispered.

Armsreached out, dowing her rotation, the landscape deconvolving out of the candle-wax overflow. The
image locked. Facing the Ring, she pushed toward it, until nothing but the white wall filled her view, al
sense of motion and location vanishing, al perspective lost, nothing but an infinite white expanse.

“Never lose dght of therequest,” he said. “Work the problem.”

She nodded. “ Senor Wright has 12,000 hectares under sweet corn cultivation—Taos variant, broad
spectrum active viral and bacteria combative manifold. Day 57 of an estimated 109 daysfor total crop
run cycle.” Themap of the field materialized across the white surface of the Ring’ sface, 20 kilometersin



width, nearly 30 kilometerslong, aperfect rectangle except where the northeast corner had been chiseled
away by the outskirts of the Goodsprings township. Above each hectare hung adataicon: soil and crop
moisture, residual organic content, potassium and iron loads, crop mass, wide-spectrum sweeps of both
vira and bacteria species, along litany of twisted-chain pesticide debris, and, of course, corn worm
counts.

But these were no standard, untouched, corn worms.

Taos sweet corn pumped out awideband pesticide that had successfully terminated every bug that swept
in from the northern Mexican provinces over the past decade, including wave after wave of Mexican
corn worm. But thisworm was something new, ableto dter the pesticide, the vira load inits own gut
designed to sever key bondsin the pesticide’ s chemical backbone, turning it into organic residue that the
worm digested right along with the corn it consumed.

The viral genome flashed before her, proteomic programs engaged and gene by-products spewed
out—red, green, and blue balls of proteins ricocheting off one another. She ran aknown gene and
protein database correator against the samples obtained, looking for any recently tampered-with genes,
atered or trangposed proteins, being careful to differentiate between spontaneous, naturaly occurring
mutations, and those designed to appear to be natural and spontaneous.

Numbers, datafields, and three-dimensiond contour plots flowed over her like swells crashing against a
reef, atorrent of white input engulfing her. She beat about, floundering, the froth pouring down her throat,
filling her lungs, synapses shutting down, her periphera vison darkening, her hands and feet going numb.

“Never fight it,” her father’ s voice boomed over the roar of the crashing surf.

She jerked back, stopped sputtering and coughing, willed the fight-or-flight response back into its cave,
and drank the white froth that poured down her throat, andyzing as she swallowed, correating pattern
and deviation as the oceanful of data washed through her.

She tasted something strange, something out of place.
“Found it?" he asked.

Nodding, she spit out the remaining backwash of datadebris. “No artificia genes, no mutated genes, no
rogue proteins, no spontaneous or naturally occurring mutations within more than 100 viral samples.”

“None?’ sad Xavier.
“Infactitisavery stablevirus. I’ ve examined over 100 samples and see no variations.”
“No variationsin genes or proteins?’ he asked.

“No variation in the entire organism—more than 20,000 base pairs, each virus sampled identical to al the
others, every last piece of usdlessjunk DNA showing the exact same sequence.”

Xavier leaned back, resting on acloud.

“A naturally occurring virus, no matter how recently emerged, would show a certain amount of variation
from sampleto sample, especidly in thejunk segments,” said Christina. “ This does not—all areidentical.
Thisisn't acase of atweaked virus, with agene dtered to make it pesticide-resstant. The entirevirusis
artificial, manufactured base pair by base pair, designed for stability, engineered to be forever resstant to
the pesticides produced by Taos swest corn.”



“Only the Federal Co-Op down at Tuscaloosawould have that sort of capability,” said Xavier. He
wanted to say more, to make certain that she would pinpoint the culprit right down to the specific vird
synthesizer and recombinant vat used to build the virus. But he knew he couldn’t push that hard. She
would need to uncover the crime hersalf. Her reactions and response had to be genuine, totaly sincere.
Christina had less than aweek before forced into Volunteer status, and these corn worms would be her

only way to escape.

Christinadropped out of the datafield and again hung above the fields. “ The Tuscal oosa Federal Co-Op
fields have more than 100,000 hectares under corn cultivation—none of which isthe Taos variant,” she
sad.

Xavier shook his head, focusing, running purge routines to push the image of the volunteer force working
the Co-Op fields deep into the noise of thisfacet of thetriplex.

“Not a single acre of Taos variant,” she said.

“So obvious,” said Xavier, focusing on Chrigtina. * Perhgps too obvious. If the Federal Co-Op had
created the new worm, wouldn’t they have planted at least some acreagein Taos variant in order to
remove suspicion when they, too, were attacked by the worm, making it look asif they were as much a
victim as Senor Wright.”

Christina shook her head. “ Papa, you forget where you are, when you are. The Toolsdon’t care where
the data leads, that the information points clearly to them and the Federal Co-Op. They know that Senor
Wright can do little to stop them, so they will not waste any resources to hide their actions. It is not
efficient, isnot profitable.”

Xavier nodded. “Right asaways,” he said. “Y ou have to remember that your old papa comesfrom a
time before the Rings, when men were just men, and deep and devious plans were how business was
handled. The Tools are too direct, too focused for an old Pure like meto redlly understand them.”

“Poor Papa,” shesaid. “Theworld isjust too simple for you.”

Xavier said nothing, but for just amoment drifted into the padt, this conversation sparking an old
memory, an dmost identical conversation with hisown father. The more the world changes, the more
it stays the same, he thought, but a part of him knew it was no longer true, that athreshold was being
reached, and that the changes they were now experiencing were thefirgt hints of something totally new,
completely dien. Christina could not see that—she was too closeto it, perhaps even apart of it. Her
world had aways been poised on thetip of the Point on the very cusp of humanity becoming something
inhuman. She knew nothing e,

But that did not makeit any easier to lieto her.

“So you now know the cause,” said Xavier, forcing himsdf to focus back on the problem in front of
them, “but that is just the beginning. Senor Wright needs a solution to this new corn worm infestation, or
at least aplan to minimize the damage. Perhapsif you could discover more about the individuals who
cooked the virus, a course of action might revedl itsalf. Y ou need to crack this, so Senor Wright might
gpeak on your behaf to some of his friends.” He said nothing more, the consegquences of not solving this
problem clearly understood.

Chrigtinanodded, despite the fact that she doubted Senor Wright could help her, even if he wanted to,
and dived back into the white surf, going deep beneath the breakers, down where the complex equations
lay nestled in the dark water, where relationships between sunlight, organic growth, trace chemical
uptake, corn worm metabolism, seasond rainfall variations, and worker productivity lay sprawled in the



muddy bottom, entwined in an endless series of interconnected knots.

Shelooked for the one knot that would untieit al.

Tuscaloosa Federal Co-Op Enclave—
Tuscaloosa, Alabama—Ghost 2

From a geosynchronous altitude of 40,000 kilometers, down to the nebul ous boundary between space
and Earth’ s upper atmosphere at 1000 kilometers, there were 112 satdllites of various sizes and
configurations, operated by governments, corporations, and even individuas, al of them making
observations of the Tuscaloosa Federal Co-Operative Agricultural Enclave asthey cut through their
orbital tracks. From an dtitude of 100,000 to 20,000 meters were 37 different high-flying, unmanned
recon observers, most operated by the US Federa and UN Agricultural Directorate, with four run by
corporations, including one by Wright Agricultural Products of Goodsprings, Alabama. Between an
atitude of 20,000 and ten meters there were 10,000 to 20,000 vehicles at any given time, ranging from
the G-leve cargo transports that hauled silo quantities of grain, to the fist-sized microgliders that gathered
crop data plant by plant, ong with the occasiond burst of intelligent dust, each microscopic particulate
spitting torrents of datainto the Void as the collective haze drifted on the breeze. From aheight of zero to
5 metersthere were 3,812 Pures, 112,341 Tools of varying organic content, and 52,876 full mechanical
Dolls—most specidty Ag congructs. All these individuas had some ability to record their surrounding
environments and dump the dataiinto the VVoid, where it could then be accessed by dl, most treading in
the shalow end of the VVoid, but those with the equipment and the experience sinking into the Deep.

Xavier swam in the darkest depths, aided not only by his enhanced synapses, but by the equipment
assembled beneath the barn. Seeing in the Degp was only part of it. Equaly important was not to be
seen. No onereally cared what a poor farmer with ten clay-heavy acres did, thetired dirt barely ableto
keep hisfamily in vegetables and grow enough corn to keep a handful of hogsaive.

But they would soon come looking if they took Chrigtina.

Xavier meshed the output flowing from the Co-Op Enclave, blending together more than 100,000
smultaneous feeds, ranging from high-Earth orbit to the little nanocams that searched for mosquitoesin
the puddlesthat gathered in the tomato pots that dotted the entranceway of the Co-Op’ s eastern gate.
All of it merged into asingle, red-time composite smulation.

A cindered corpse lay in adrainage ditch about 100 meters north of the eastern gate. Xavier drifted
closer, his perspective hanging a eye level, the crigp clean edges of the burned body momentarily
blurring, then being replaced by a series of ragged lines as a bank of dark clouds rolled overhead,
blocking the visble line of sght from the geo satdllites—the available data thinning to the point that the
smulation lost loca integrity. The Tusca oosa Co-Op was not an intensaly monitored Site, the Tools and
Puresthat vied for globa control not that interested in kilohectares of corn and tomatoes. So despite the
nearly 100,000 feeds that were being blended to create the smulation, very few of them were focused on
the dead body.

Had they known what was redlly being done at the Co-Op, enough eyes would have been prying to
resolve this body to submicron dimensions.

Xavier moved up to the cindered corpse, ignoring the ever-changing, rough-sawed look of its surface.
Above the body hovered asmall holo, an unwavering skull and crossbones, auniversal warning
understood by dl.
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The words hovered beneath the skull.

This corpse was new, not there yesterday when he had traveled this section of the perimeter. Despite the
charring and the lack of ideal resolution, Xavier could tell that the corpse was that of awoman: asmal,
old woman who had been wearing an dmost head-to-toe sari, or, perhaps, ashawl. Only her face
peered out from beneath the blackened and charred cloth, the deep lines, patchwork of wrinkles, and
toothless grin all Signs of age and poverty, having been fossilized in athin veneer of carbon soot. Xavier
had seen it countless times before. There were only three reasons why someone passed the boundary of
the Tuscal oosa Co-Op perimeter—they were looking for food, family, or aquick way out from alife that
could no longer be tolerated. Regardless of the reason, the result was the same—abank of IR lasers
unleashed athermd load that would carbonize trespassers before they could blink an eye.

Xavier floated higher, moving past the perimeter. A smal subsimulation winked on, hovering in front of
him, displaying thousands of burning red embers, each one a Co-Op Volunteer. Here and there pulsed a
green ember, that icon reserved for those specia Co-Op Volunteers, those that had been designated as
Residents—V olunteers who knew things that shouldn’t be known. He picked one, nearly 3 kilometersin.

Rows of corn blurred into asolid green streak as he sped inward, then suddenly lurched to a stop,
fighting down a quesasy somach that inssted the vertigo was redl, that the bonesin hismiddle ear had
actually been jarred and twisted. He dropped down fast into corn that was head high.

The Resident stood there, naked. Unlike the burned old woman, whose surface was polygon-textured,
with insufficient datafor alifelike, or, in her case, desthlike smulation, this man looked too red, the skin
tinted asickly ydlow, arib cage sanding out in stark contrast, the sticklike arms and legs, dong with a
swollen belly, unmistakable signs of manutrition and starvation. A Co-Op Resident was kept under tight
monitoring. The Toolsin charge did not want to waste such a valuable organic resource with a premature
termination, not before every available erg had been drained from his body. Besides, the images of dying
Resdentsthat flitted throughout the VVoid acted as a constant reminder of the consegquences of fighting the
Powers.

The man took half a step forward, bent down, and pulled aweed from the ground, almost toppling over
at the effort. He hobbled several steps down the row, stopping, then bending once more for another
weed.

Xavier cringed.
That would be Chrigtina.

If they were given the chance to look inside Chrigtina s head, she would be ingtantly assigned Resident
satus. Thiswould be her starving body working the fields, picking a weeds. Xavier gave barely any
thought to the fact that he would be right there with her.

They had afew days at most to act. He prayed that Christinawould be convincing, that Senor Wright
would believe her story of artificidly created viruses and anew strain of corn worm intentionaly
unleashed by the Tuscaloosa Co-Op. Because if he didn’t believe, then they’ d have no way of getting
into the Co-Op.

And they needed to get in.
Physically and Deep.
Sanibel 1sland—Florida Gulf Coast—Ghost 3



Xavier walked slowly in the shallow surf, placing each foot carefully, the rolling debris of shattered
shells poking painfully at hisfegt. He could have damped the pain receptors, in fact diminated them
altogether, but it didn’t seem right. He' d sampled some of the feed from the second facet, the taste of the
dying Resident till lingering. Reaching down into the white froth, he pulled out a broken shell—severa
turns of abrown whelk, its spines worn down to nubs, the whole thing encrusted in a patina of green
dime. Hetossed it in the direction of the old beach homes, better than akilometer from the surf, little
more than athin brown line broken by pam trees.

“All changed,” he whispered.

Asaboy, he had cometo this beach with hisfamily in the summer, when the tourists fled the heat and
humidity of the Gulf, and summer rates were something that hisfather could afford for aweek, aslong as
they cooked their own meals and stayed in one of the little one-room bunga ows on the waterway side of
theidand, where the bugs would descend every evening as the daytime breeze stilled. But the waterway
was now gone, the lowered oceans turning Sanibel 1dand into just another sandy and nearly depopulated
spit of Florida coagtline.

He d never brought Chrigtinato Sanibel, never taken her more than 50 kilometers away from
Goodsprings, Alabama, keeping in plain sight. He never tried to hide, in aworld in which you couldn’t
hide, but instead stayed in a place that no one would bother to look at. At least that had been true before
the Feds had built the Ag Research Center at Tuscaloosa. That had been the start of it, all those eyesand
ears, then the need for bodies to work the Ag Co-Op, to harvest the modified crops needed to feed a
garving world.

They needed so many Volunteers.

“Dammit!” shouted Xavier, kicking at the surf, ramming histoeinto something solid and ungiving,
sumbling, falling in the surf, rolling, grabbing for astubbed toe. “It' smy fault,” he said, Sitting in the white
breakers.

“And mine”

Xavier swiveled around, his backside ground by splintered shells. Bec stood just afew meters away,
dressed in alime green sarong that hugged her body, surf spray raining down on her, her long rust red
hair draped in thick wet tangles across her shoulders. “Am | wearing the lime green sarong?’ she asked,
running her hands across the skintight fabric. She reached up for her hair, grabbing ahandful, tugging at it.
“And | supposethe hair runsright down to the smal of my back?’

“Of coursenot,” said Xavier, sounding guilty. “Y ou’ re wearing a very reasonable two-piece suit, black
and drab, and your hair is cropped close, looking very practica.”

Shewalked toward him, and then dowly sat in the frothy water, dropping her head back, the red tangles
of hair swirling about in the surf. “Of course, Xavier, I’'m sure you have melooking every bit the proper
rura MD, ready to make my rounds.”

“Yes” hesaid, not bothering to nod, since hiswife could not see him. Xavier had extensve bandwidth to
thissmulation, but Bec had limited accessto thisfacet of thetriplex, the core of her personanot strong
enough to maintain cohesion if fractured across facets.

The dead had their limitations.

“Itisasmuch my fault asyours,” she said. “Even before they broke ground on the Co-Op, by thetime
Christinawas nine years old, we' d aready shown her too much of the world. We molded her into a



person who could think.”

Xavier dowly nodded.

“Would we have wanted her to be any different?” asked Bec.

Xavier looked down &t her. “1 want her to be alive.”

“Then you' d better be ready,” she said as she sank beneath the white waves.
“l will be” hesad.

Disengaged
Phosphors momentarily blossomed as he pulled the filaments from his eyes.
“Pettern?’

Xavier dumped back in the chair, breathing deep, giving himsdlf the few seconds for his sensesto
reintegrate, for sght, sound, and touch to mesh with the world of dirt and blood, to purge himsalf of
lingering bits and the flotsam-ringing back-signal that oscillated up and down his optic nerve, generating a
stream of colorful geometry in his peripherd vision.

Thewhir of fans, the heavy hum of dectrons being pushed through racks, the dightly oily stink of too-hot
transformers, and the ever-present musk of Krew, seeping into his pores, comforted him, telling him he
was home, that he d made hisway back, each facet of the multiplexing having reintegrated, making him
whole again. Safe and snug beneath 50 meters of rock and dirt, wrapped in layer upon layer of
high-density wire mesh, filtering all eectromagnetics, compensators spitting out a broadband screech of
electrica twittering, canceling out al outbound sgnds, transforming the bunker’ s e ectronic signature into
just afew hundred cubic meters of Alabamadirt to anyone bothering to monitor.

Chrigtinasat in the chair next to him, the singlefilament in her right eye giving her direct accessto the
Void, working hard at the problem of Senor Wright’s corn worm infestation. Her right hand glistened
bright red.

“Pettern?’

Xavier shifted, the chair he sat in turning. Che squatted before him, staring intently, his eye focused, the
dark irisimpossibly large, sucking down far more photons than any organic-only eye had ever been
designed for. Where the other eye should have been, agray cable terminated with astainless-sted twist
connector locked across the socket, tying Che directly into the Void—asolid brain-fiber interface,
nothing as tenuous as the filament interface that had been wrapped around Xavier’ s optical nerve.

Chewas hard-hooked. “ Pattern?’ he asked.

Xavier nodded. “ The pieces arefdling into place. Christina has made her discoveries, which she'll report
to Senor Wright, who in turn will lodge acomplaint with Tuscaloosa Co-Op. They’ll investigate and
discover, much to their surprise, that the bug istheirs, popped from their own vats.”

Che amiled, the twitching of |eft eyebrow, and upturn of Ieft upper lip, dl that he could manage with what
little remained of the functioning nervesin hisface. “Pattern,” he said once again. “ Solid as stone, full asa
null st



Xavier pushed himsalf back in his seat and dragged ahand across hisface. “ Full asanull set?’ he asked,
not surprised by the fact that he had no ideawhat it meant, but totally surprised that Che had said it. It
was aphrase he' d never heard his brother use before, something new and original, something not on his
very short list of programmed-like responses—a deviation from the norm, and Xavier knew that any
deviation, a thistime, so closeto their attempt to rescue Christing, could be extremely dangerous.

Without Che, none of thiswould possbly work. His brother could not unravel now. “Full asanull set?’
Xavier asked again.

Che lowered himsdlf to the concrete floor, tugged on Krew’ sleash, and pulled the hairless lemurlike
creature to his sde, petting him across his forehead, above hislarge black eyes. “Pattern,” said Che.

“Y ou need to hold it together, Che,” Xavier said dowly, stressing each and every word. “Without you,
none of it will work.” He pointed over to the lemur that was not actualy alemur. He was someone's
failed experiment, a chimera structured around abasic lemur core, but infused with nearly 5 percent
artificialy constructed DNA and enhanced with abig chunk of hardware that fit snugly into the creasein
the back of his skull. But he was defective, no smarter than a dog—avery dumb dog. Che had found him
wandering the cornfields nearly a decade ago, adopted him and kept him hidden in the bunker. “Not
even Krew will be safe,” said Xavier, feding guilty ashe said it, not wanting to resort to threets, to
frighten his brother, but there was far too much on theline.

Che shook his head. “Beam me up, says Krew.”

Xavier shook hishead. “Not an dlien,” he said, despite the fact that was exactly what the gene-tweaked
lemur looked like, with his pale gray skin and far-too-large black eyes, aVid dien from a 70-year-old
flick. “Hewill not be beamed up if we get introuble. Thisisrea and serious.”

Che petted the lemur once more. “Beam me up, says Krew.”

Xavier dghed and closed his eyes, knowing it was uselessto discuss thiswith Che. It wasjust one of the
many topicsthat Che smply couldn’t register. “Beam me up,” said Xavier in awhisper. “Please beam me
up.”

Chapter 4

Smon Ryan ran.

Simon Ryan was an ultra-Tool, so much more than ahuman with afew mechanica and cybernetic
add-ons. Simon Ryan had been specifically designed to transcend what it was to be human, packed with
enough neura augmentation to breach the Point between humanity and what would come after, the next
stage in evolution, ajump so large that the resulting entity would look back on Homo sapiens asjust one
more mammd, little different from aspider monkey or arat. Smon Ryan had been designed to become
the first Post-Human.

There was only one problem.
Simon Ryan didn’t know how to go Post-Human, to breach the Point.

He' d been on the treadmill for over an hour, running asimulated course that started in Loveland,
Colorado, then snaked up the buckled asphalt of Highway 34 and toward the Estes Park ghost town.
Midsummer, noon sun beating down on his neck, he cleared 3,000 meters, the air thinning, the musclesin
hislegs burning, bresthing long and deep as sweat rolled down hisface.
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Simon Ryan had no conscious awareness of the Colorado smulation, the treedmill, or even his cubbyhole
room. He was adegp and dreaming deep within the subterranean warren beneath the Tusca oosa

Co-Op, hisJinni controlling hisbody, running it through its paces, experiencing the Colorado Rockiesfor
him. Simon performed dl hisinfrastructure duties, such as exercisng, egting, laundry, cleaning his
quarters, writing summary reports, and even attending most meetings, while deeping.

Hefound it the most efficient use of histime.

HisJnni, Bill Gates, was more than sophisticated enough to handle such infrastructure duties. In fact, as
was often pointed out to him while he was conscious, many said that they preferred him when Bill was

running his body.

Simon dreamed. He floated on arolling sea, one not of water, but of probabilities. Each wave gently
picked him up, rolling him over in aswell composed of infinite possihilities, each one aghost of what
might be, or what might have been—they dl existed smultaneoudy, none of them quitered.

“Theidiotsin the lab have glitched CUSP again.”

Simon blinked, stumbled, reached out, and caught himsdlf on the treadmill’ srailings. Hedowed to a
walk, shaking his head, forcing himsdlf to wake, leaving behind the gentle caress of his dream.

“ CUSP istrapped in some sort of geometrical loop, and Garvey is afraid the plasma is going to
dip into turbulence unlessit can be snapped out.”

Simon focused. Bill sat on the corner of his bed, the Jnni meshing perfectly with the dull redlity of his
room. Bill usually appeared in his global-philanthropist mode, nearly 80 years old, tweed suit, aring of
snow white hair, apair of rimless glasses with lenses so thick, the old man’ s eyeswould look blurry and
out of focus. But today it was teenage Bill, in his Harvard-freshman guise—acthick pile of brown hair,
black-framed glasses riding down the bridge of his nose, along-deeved checkered shirt, jeans, and a
pair of worn-out sneskers. Only Simon could see him, theimage of Bill nothing more than amental
phantom morphed into the dirt-and-blood world.

“1f only we could snap Garvey out of hisloop,” sadBill.
Simon nodded.

Thiswasthe Bill Gatesthat he liked best of all—so full of potentia, so many possibilities, not asingle
wave function of any sgnificance having yet collgpsed on hisfuture. Simon knew that if he ever fully
integrated with Bill, if hisego |let down enough defensesto merge with the other intdligenceresiding in his
skull, it would be with this version of Bill. Ashewatched the Jinni, Bill leaned to theleft and his hand
dropped through the metal railing &t the end of the bed—the stedl rod poking through the palm of his
hand.

“A Jnni shouldn’t be able to do that,” said Simon, pointing at the hand.

Bill looked down at the piece of metal skewering his hand and shook his head. “ | obviously can do
that,” hesaid. “ What you never seem to be able to fully appreciate is that | am not a standard
Joined Internal Node Interface, or Jinni as you humans so like to turn everything into an
acronym—just a step-and-fetch-it to interface between you and the Void. I’m so much more, able
to recognize that the boundary layers of my construction are riddled with inconsistencies.
Certainly you won’'t deny me one of the few pleasures | havein life, demonstrating how
inadeguate mere organic programmers are. The intent of the programming is that | morph
seamlessly into your reality, a servant that only you can see, but the letter of my programming



allows for so many indiscretions.” Bill grinned. “ And besides, it isjust so pleasurable to
demonstrate just how inadequate organic programmers are.”

He continued to look over a Bill, who still had the frame of the bed running through his hand. Smon did
not really begrudge the Jinni thisminor indiscretion, knowing how hard his existence was, just how
trapped he felt. Bill’ s core construction resided in the neural web wedged between the back of Simon’s
brain and his skull, while supporting € ements and extensve data and s mulation packages floated about in
the shielded network that wormed through the Co-Op’ s subfloors. The Ocsimplanted in Simon’ sretinas
transmitted his surroundingsinto the network, alowing Bill to mesh with it, demanding that he adhere to
the physica rules of the realm of dirt and blood—unless Bill could find abug to exploit.

“ Garvey is about to melt, which of course would not be a bad thing,” sadBill.

Simon nodded. Dr. Garvey aways seemed to be frantic. The man did not have the dightest
understanding of CUSP. All he saw was the hardware—the vacuum chambers, lasers, plasmas, and
electronics. He could not see the synthesis brought about by that hardware. Simon couldn’t understand
how Garvey couldn’t see.

Simon took afew steps across his room toward the small virtua window sunk inthewall, picked up a
towel that lay on hisbed, and dried his sweeting face. He looked east. The top edge of therising Sun
poked above the North-South Ring. The white wall, nearly 4,000 meterstall, ran from north to south,
cutting through the heart of Alabama, the ralling pine-covered hills beforeit inggnificant in comparison.
To the northeast, where Birmingham once stood, abank of angry dark clouds pushed up against the
Ring, some spilling over, but most held back, the downpour that raged benesth them tinted orange in the
early-morning light.

“Beautiful,” said Simon, wondering if he would ever be ableto go out there.
“ Smply an artifact of diffusion, diffraction, and refraction,” sadBill.

Simon turned and shook his head, looking &t Bill. “And that iswhy they’ Il never let you tamper with your
own congtruction. Y ou have no soul.”

Bill amiled. “ You're such a brilliant idiot. Of course | can seethat it's a beautiful sunrise. | was just
playing with you. You' re the one that they shouldn’t let tamper with your own construction.”

Simon turned toward the door. “Believe me, Bill,” he said. “ They’re doing their best to do just that.”

“Where in the hell have you been?” asked Garvey.

Simon walked right past him and toward the Doll that stood in the middle of alarge open expanse of lab
floor. Spread around it was an assortment of different-colored blocks of varying shapes, dl moving in
complex patterns, sometimes colliding and bouncing off one another, other times sticking together. Smon
was careful not to enter the Doll’ simmediate sensory domain, confusing it even more with another
unpredictable el ement. The Doll had the number 42 written across its forehead. It wasthe only way to
digtinguish it from the hundred others hanging from pegs at the far end of the room. Standing a bit less
than one meter tdl, the Dall resembled a child that had been Stripped of al individudity, right down toits
$X.

“I"ve been calling for ten minutes, you god-damned Tool!”
The Dall flapped itsarmsfurioudy, asif trying to makeitsdf fly.



Simon turned. Dr. Garvey stood before him, flanked on both sides by white-coated technicians whom
Simon did not recognize. He was bad at names and faces—herelied on Bill for such details.

“Been down in the Bahamas, getting atan,” said Simon, then turned back around before giving Garvey a
chanceto reply. “System diagnostic,” he said.

“Don’'t you think | tried that?” Garvey said from behind him.

“Vectorsonly,” said Simon, not answering Garvey, but again addressing the CUSP operating system.
“The last 100,000 iterations prior to lockup.”

“Y ou expect meto believe that you can visudly ingpect the last 100,000 iterations?’ asked Garvey.
“What you believe or don't believeisirrdevant,” said Smon.

“Goddamn it, Simon. Y ou won't talk to me that way. I’ m the CUSP program manager, and you will tregt
me with respect. If not, | will seetoit that you are assigned to another facility, shipping you right out of
here”

The threat, thought Simon. It dways came down to the threat. Therational part of him knew it wasa
hollow threat, nothing more than a bluff. Garvey would never take him off of CUSP—the man’s
insecurities combined with hislack of abilities ensured that he would never let him go. And even more
importantly, he knew that he was still an active experiment, an ultra-Tool under constant observation and
monitoring. They would dismantle him before they let him walk outside the doors of the Co-Op. But the
irrationa part of his mind momentarily froze with theimage of acloudless sky, blue and infinite, ahorizon
with no end filling him. They’ d built the controlling agoraphobic response degp within him.

Outside.

His skin went clammy, swesat beaded up on hisface, his hands and feet sarted to tingle, and his breathing
became quick and shallow, like a panting dog’ s. He couldn’t catch his breath and the edges of hisvision
darkened.

“Help me, Bill,” he whispered as he began to walk, needing to move, feding trapped. The lab, an open
expanse nearly 100 meters on aside, with acelling three floors up, suddenly seemed too small.

“Giveit to me,” sadBill.

Still walking, Smon closed his eyes astightly as he could, let the darkness wrap around him, then felt
himsdf faling, the darkness swallowing him.

Simon’ s body stopped walking, its eyes opened. Bill looked out and turned, the Jinni now in control of
Simon’sbody. A bit unsteady, he walked Simon’ s body back toward Garvey as he damped the panic
response. Bresthing dowed, fedling returned to hands and feet, and the swest quickly dried in the low
humidity of the lab. Simon walked up to Garvey, who grinned at him. The two technicianstook severd
steps back, asif expecting Smon physically to attack Garvey.

“You'reared bastard.”

“Now, now, Bill,” said Garvey. “That'sno way to talk to areal person. Such antisocid behavior ina
piece of softwareisindicative of acongtruct glitch. Y ou need to do a better job of keeping Smoninline.
If you can’'t handleit, we might smply pry you out of Simon’s skull and start dl over. A Jinni likeyou
might find yoursdlf put back in abottle. You're hardly what would be considered an essentia member of
thisproject.”



Bill made Simon amile. Bill dmost said something, then thought better of it, knowing that Garvey would
be finding out soon enough just who was no longer an essentid member of the project. He turned
Simon'’ s body and walked him back to the edge of CUSP s sensory domain, the entire field now bathed
in an aerosol mist. The blocks had stopped moving, and superimpaosed throughout the domain were
100,000 vectors—wire-thin beams of light running between the now-stationary blocks, showing the last
100,000 moves that CUSP had examined before glitching. The Doll stood in the center of it, ams il
flapping. Bill ran through afull autonomic system check of Simon’ sbody, paying very close attention to
neurotransmitter signatures and the level of eectrical buzz that oscillated throughout the fight-or-flight
centersof hisbrain.

Simon'’ s brain had dropped out of its panic state.
Bill closed Simon’seyes.

Simon reopened his eyes. He did not look back at Garvey, not wanting to see the smug look of victory
that alwaysfilled hisface after he induced an agoraphobic anxiety attack. Instead, he proceeded to get
back at Garvey in the only way he could.

He stared at the sensory domain.

One hundred ten blocks were strewn across the sensory domain, through which CUSP was to find the
shortest path to take the Doll to each block. Rather than having to grind sequentialy through each
possible path, CUSP examined them all smultaneoudly. Its primary centra processor consisted of a
64-qubit set of entangled Bose-Eingtein condensates, each qubit a puff of sodium ions, laser-cooled to
just afew microdegrees above absolute zero. The wave-function probability distribution of eachion
cloud represented al the possible pathways the Doll could take to travel to each of the 110 blocks. The
minimum pathway could be determined in fewer than 16 passes through the 64-qubit processor, taking
lessthan afew trillionths of a second to caculate. The quantum-computer part of CUSP, with its
entangled ion clouds, was designed specificdly for the sorts of problemsin which the number of variables
approached infinity.

But CUSP had not been given such asimple problem. The blocks were not ationary, but al moving.
Some of them moved in a predictable manner, in patterns that CUSP could determine and use to
establish their future positions. But asmall number moved in atotaly random fashion, some oscillating in
small chaotic loops, othersflitting from edge to edge of the sensory domain, colliding and scattering with
the other objects. As a consegquence, what might be the shortest path now would not be the shortest path
the next moment.

So CUSP needed to find a solution that minimized the impact of the chaotic component of the block’s
movements, like locating asmall idand of stability in aseaof chaotic waves—the sweet spot in aninfinite
st of possible solutions. That was where CUSP s secondary element, the plasma processor, came into
play. Using a breakeven pocket fusion reactor, its plasma core heated to temperaturesin excess of 100
million degrees, it imparted enough energy to drive individua ions at vel ocities gpproaching the speed of
light, with the entire device magnetically bottled up in acore smaler than afist. Every cubic centimeter of
the plasma contained 1000 billion ions. Laser induced magnetic fields were used to differentiate the
plasmainto discrete ion packets, where the initial configuration of thoseions represented the Satic
solution arrived at by the quantum processor. The plasma packets then all moved, their incredible
temperature imparting maximum entropy, both their physica locations and velocities, dong with their
various quantum states, tripping through anearly infinite set of variationsin abillion-billionths of a
second—each variation representing a possible solution to the Doll’ s movement asit traversed the field
of moving blocks, each possible pathway represented by avector.



Smon looked.

Some laser vectorsran from block to block to block, while others appeared to bounce back in midair,
CUSP anticipating where the blocks would be a some future point in time, projecting the vector to its
new position. One hundred thousand vectors, representing the last 100,000 outputs of the plasma
processor, generated a glowing web of light.

“If you can see the shortest path, then why do we need CUSP?" asked Garvey, sounding quite cynical.
“Has our little experiment suddenly gone Post-Point? Should | get down on my hands and knees and
pray to the first member of the Post-Human race?”’

Simon knew he could not see the shortest path; the physical construction of his brain was not compatible
with the type of calculations needed to arrive at asolution for this problem.

“Patterns,” whispered Simon. The human brain was designed as a pattern-recognition network, its
function to lock onto trends well before a complete data set was at hand. Evolution had seen to it that the
genesthat madeit to the next generation came from those individuas who did not need to seethe
predator before they started to run. The winners were those who heard the snap of the twig, saw the shift
of ashadow, acted on that incomplete set of hints, and figured out that it would be better to run than to
walit for a possible predator to show up.

“CUSPistrapped,” said Simon, as he walked out into the sensory area. “ It keeps gravitating toward a
chaos minimum that it believeswill give way to an idand of sability, but theré snoidand inthis
minimum—just chaos. It' sasif it hasfdlen down awdll, looking for water, but thewell isdry. It keeps
searching the bottom of thewell, knowingitisin awdl, but smply can’t find the water. It needsto climb
out of thewell and look for another well, a deeper one.” Simon walked around blocks and through a
maze of intersecting laser vectors. He could sense where CUSP kept getting itself trapped, where every
timeit climbed up the sde of the well, dmost escaping, it would turn and fall back in. “Thisshould do it,”
he said, bending down and picking up a plastic cube about the size of his head. He walked out of the
sensory domain. “Renitidize” hesad.

“Don't you think reinitidization wasthefirg thing | tried,” said Garvey.

Simon didn’t answer, not about to tell Garvey that reinitidization was meaningless without remova of the
troublesome block. The Doll lowered its arms, quickly turned afull 360 degrees, and the cubes began to
move. A low-pitched roar, punctuated by the occasiond crash and crack of blocks colliding against one
another, filled the lab. The Doll stood motionlessfor severa seconds, then raced out, bouncing onitslittle
legs, touching one block after another.

Simon didn’t bother to watch but continued waking toward Garvey.
He tossed the cube to one of the technicians. The moment he caught it, the lab went slent.
“11.27 seconds,” announced CUSP.

“ Shaved more than 1 second off its best time,” said Simon as he walked by Garvey and toward the lab
door. “CUSP seemsto be learning. Too bad the same thing can’t be said for all of us.”

“Simon, youwill not . . .”
The lab door closed behind Smon.

“ Garvey is not going to forget that,” said Bill, who was now walking next to him. “ He' [l make you
pay.”



Simon nodded, at that moment not caring, only apart of him walking down the hallway, the rest of him
back on the sensory domain, drifting through the field of vectors, sensing the ebb and flow of CUSP's
solution s&ts. “A price worth paying,” he said.

“Good,” sadBill. “ Nothing like a dose of righteous indignation to get one moving in the right
direction.”

Chapter 5
Lee-187's Face depolarized.

Gray tendrils of gtatic and randomly amplified noise washed across the active-crystal mesh engulfing
Lee-187'shead, swalowing down the image of eyes, nose, and mouth, giving way to grit and ghosts, out
of which coaesced adark, pockmarked rock floating above a yellow-orange expanse. Phobos, cutting
across the Martian horizon, appeared to St atop the Taikonaut’ s shoulders.

Bowing earthward, Adebis Akandi paid scant attention to this transformation. On hisknees, thethin
prayer rug doing little to cushion him againgt the ungiving meta floor, he bowed, pressing hisforehead
againg the rug, hisfingersinterlaced, hands resting gently atop his head. He whispered his prayers,
repeeting over and over hisfavorite ayat, more sung than spoken, the rhythm soothing, his body gently
swaying to the cadence. Despite the one-tenth-gee gravity, Akandi felt agreat weight pressing against
him. He knew it was not the 60-million-kilometer journey or the 6 days of isolation in his cabin weighing
him down, but what waited for him only afew kilometers away, deep inside Phobos.

So many secrets, and the Swirl refused to revea what it knew.

He straightened up, opening hiseyes. To hisleft, just above the crumpled sheets covering his bunk, hung
the Swirl, thelittle spinning rainbow, avisua manifestation of something infinitely greeater: the essence of
theVoid.

It was aware, dive, having emerged from the V oid, aconsciousness with aplan, onethat he could not
see, but one that he had been apart of for nearly 20 years. The Swirl claimed that it Smply cameto be.
But Akandi knew better, felt asmilefill hisface as he savored the redlization, as he had so many times
before, that despite the Swirl’ s power, and an intellect magnitudes superior to that of any man, he
understood far better the reason for its creation than did the Swirl itself.

Allah had created the Swirl, just asit had created everything el sein the universe. Allah had aplan for the
Swirl, and the Swirl had aplan for Akandi. For the moment that was al he needed to know. Onceinsde
Phobos more would be reveded. Again bowing, he whispered afina prayer, then straightened up.

“ Lee-187 has been patiently waiting for you to finish your prayers.”

Akandi dowly nodded and focused on the adjacent bulkhead, doing his best to ignore the air that stank
of sweat and UV-degraded plastics and the background rumble of fans and gurgling liquids. With no
physical filtering between the world and his brain, refusing to wear aFace, the background blast
permeeting the Shining Star was amost unbearable. But with so much at stake, filtering was aluxury he
could not afford, experience having taught him it was often adetail snugly cocooned in the background
blanket of the world that would prove infinitely more important than the obvious that spiked so cleanly
abovethe noiss—the Devil isin the detalls.

Certainly true, but not the fundamental reason that he went Faceless.

No matter how intense the noise, how overwhelming and chaotic the input, he refused to place anything
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between himsdlf and Allah, anything that would hide part of the Creator’ sworld. In fact, he sought ways
to increase hisinput, his perception of what the Creator had built, relying on his Jinni, lyoon, to bring him
the things he could not see, having willingly transformed himsdlf from a Pure to an Orthodox Tool.
Between him and abulkhead crisscrossed in cabling and conduits, hung his Jinni, lyoon, ablack cube
about the size of hisfist. The Swirl popped in, doing aquick dance around Iyoon, then just as quickly
vanished.

“Yes, lyoon,” mouthed Akandi, not actually spesking out loud. lyoon had been with him for nearly
twenty years now, the hardware in his head responsible for 1yoon, aso having opened the pathway for
the Swirl. Like the Swirl, lyoon did not require anything as crude as auditory input to access Akandi.
Tied directly to his nervous system, the Jinni had learned to interpret the eectrical chaoswithin hisbrain,
hearing the words before they were even spoken. lyoon existed within the neural Bucky-tube mesh
wedged between the back of his skull and brain—conducting filaments sprouting from the inorganic
network enmeshed into his brain. He suspected that the Swirl also had anode buried somewhere deeply
within that circuitry, but he knew that the bulk of the entity was distributed throughout the Void itsdlf, his
brain just oneinggnificant node.

Akandi stood dowly, the 6 days spent in his cabin having taught him the consequences of fast motion in
the one-tenth gee induced by the Shining Sar’ srotation. A bruise, starting to yelow, ran acrossthe
front of hisforehead, the memory of hitting the celling strut till quite crisp.

Heturned to Lee-187, grateful to see that the man was not projecting a face onto the mesh that enclosed
his head. He knew the response wasiillogical, but had long ago learned to accept the fact that logic did
not always play apart in emotion and faith. Any image of man was ablasphemy.

“Ambassador,” said Lee-187, taking half a step back toward the bulkhead door.
Akandi focused.

Phobos hanging over Marsfilled Lee-187' s Face. Stickney crater, nearly 10 kilometers across,
dominated the sooty moon, the cratered surface laced with tidal-induced fractures, the moon in such a
low orhit that the gravitationa shear inflicted upon it from Mars had dmost shattered it.

Just above Phobos hung the dowly spinning Shanghai 11, two metd cylinders, nearly 1 kilometer apart,
attached by astrand of high-tensile diamond, totaly invisible at this distance. The station followed
Phobosinits orbit around Mars, a gatekeeper to its secrets.

“The Transport isready for you, Ambassador Akandi,” said Lee-187, the voice devoid of inflection, dl
humanness filtered out by the mesh Face.

“Let me get my bag and fold up my prayer rug and I'll be ready to go,” said Akandi. He knelt and dowly
began torall up the rug. After aweek of traveling in the Shining Sar, he understood even less about the
Chinese crew than when he had firgt entered the ship. He' d begun to wonder if there were actually men
and woman behind the mesh Faces of the nearly 30 Taikonauts, or only Tools that had completed the
trangtion to Hardware, nothing organic remaining. As he stood, Lee-187 stepped toward him, gloved
hands reaching for his bag. Despite the fact that Lee-187 wastotaly enveloped in anearly form-fitting
plagtic skin, an odor wafted through the exhaust grille embedded in the skin's chest—a mixture of fear
and exhaustion, apheromone combination that Akandi knew amachine could certainly smulate, but not
onethat it would waste the energy to produce. He found the odor comforting. “ Thank you,” he said as he
handed Lee-187 hisbag. “ And please thank the other crew membersfor delivering me so quickly and
safdy,” he added, while offering up hiswarmest politician smile,

The image of Phobos vanished and was replaced by that of Lee-187, ageneric, sexless, dightly



out-of -focus face that returned the smile. Akandi dmost managed to damp the shudder running down his
back, and turning, picked hisfolded prayer rug up from the bunk.

“Deliver me fromthisplace,” hethought, speaking to lyoon.

lyoon drifted into hisfield of vison. “ Be careful of what you wish for, Ade,” it said. “ A man who has
joined the ranks of the Powers has the unfortunate tendency to get exactly what he asks for.”

Akandi nodded. That was an ugly truth that he could not afford to forget.

Lee-2 lowly sat down behind his desk.

To Akandi helooked identicd to Lee-187, the only difference being the bright orange number 2
emblazoned across the chest of his synthetic skin. For abrief moment, Akandi wondered if he had redlly
been trangported at al to the Shanghai I1. Ever since he’ d been dung from the surface of Earth nearly
two weeks earlier, hisworld had been restricted to what he' d cometo think of as aseries of metal cans.
There had certainly been variation in the contents of the cans, in the equipment, the furniture, the noises, a
nearly infinite variation in the subtle bouquets of putrid odorsthat permested dl off-Earth habitats, and, of
course, the shiftsin gee forces. But everything existed within the confines of sealed cans.

There were no windows in space, probably the last of them being replaced 40 years earlier, when the
remaining US space shuttles were either mothballed or permanently welded in place onto the internationa
gpace gation. Why run the risk of windows when remote viewing was so much more efficient, the skin of
acraft littered with hundreds of wide-spectrum eyes?

“Relax,” said lyoon, asit eectricaly tickled billions of critica synaptic Sites, modulating dectricd fields
across neuronic gaps, downticking the uptake of serotonin, dightly compensating for Akandi’s
claustrophobic tendencies. Decades of experience had taught this Jinni how to best serveits master.

“ Just one window,” thought Akandi. “ Something to let me know that | amreally here, to see with
my own eyes, to let me know that | haven’t been slung around from can to can in low-Earth orbit
for the past 2 weeks.”

lyoon accessed a patch of eyes pointing Marsward, and flashed the image through a virtua window that
suddenly winked on in the center of Akandi’ sfield of vision. Through awindow that Akandi knew was
not redly there, yet still gave him comfort, he saw the Martian horizon hanging between him and Lee-2,
the desktop now invisible, replaced by a cratered yellow-red plain, ruptured at the far edge by what
Akandi recognized asthe eastern tributaries of the Vales Marineris. For just amoment he felt himsdlf
floating above Mars, hanging amere 5,800 kilometers aboveits surface, hovering in the same orbital
dtitude of Phobos, the vigtanearly infinite, the horizon fading in athin yellow haze that gave way to the
crigp blackness of space.

Akandi sghed, expelling the air that he' d been holding degp down in hislungs. He did back in his sedt,
trying to adjust to the 0.4-geefield of the Shanghai 1. His heartbeat dropped in rate and the small beads
of swest that had just been forming across his upper lip evaporated away.

“Thank you,” thought Akandi.

lyoon nulled the connection between Akandi and the Shanghai’ s externd eyes, and the Martian surface
vanished, leaving behind a darkened window, which winked out in a pepper-and-salt burst, replaced by
the dightly yellowed, grime-streaked surface of Lee-2' s desktop.



“| gppreciate your meeting with me a the moment of my arriva,” Akandi said diplomatically, not so much
appreciative as surprised at how quickly he' d been ushered off the Shining Sar, herded through a series
of narrow corridors, then asked to wait in this office for the arrival of Shanghai 11’s commander. The
wait had only been amatter of seconds.

“Timeiscritical,” said Lee-2 in the same inhuman voice used by Lee-187. “While the current
Eath-Marsorbita dignments placing the planets only 60 million kilometers apart worked in your favor
at reducing transport time, at that distance we are just a bit more than 3 light-minutes away from Earth.
Round-trip comm trangtstimes will only take 6 minutes.”

Akandi nodded. He of course understood the round-trip delay timesin sending information back and
forth between Earth and Mars. What he didn’t understand was why Lee-2 wastdling something so
obvious.

“ Something isterribly wrong here,” said lyoon.

Shanghai 11’s commander looked past Adebisi Akandi and at the diding door behind thetall black
man. He sighed &t the redlization that in 6 or 7 minutes that door would open and he would no longer be
commander of the Shanghai 11. A career that had spanned 32 years, starting with the Sino-Shuttle
programsin the |ate teens, senior geologi<t at the fledgling New Beljing base nestled in the breccafield of
Sulpicius Galusin the moon’s Mare Serenitatisin the early ' 20s, and then second-in-command on the
third Sino assault of Marsin’ 29—stranded on Marsfor nearly 6 years until arescue could be mounted,
until Earth had recovered enough from the Rings to launch ships back to Mars.

Agan he sighed, knowing it was dl about to cometo an end.

Reaching up, he unsnapped the clasps holding his Face snugly against the collar of his skin suit,
accompanied by aquick hissasair escaped from the dightly overpressurized Face, dlowing it to open
like aclamshdll, hinged above hisforehead. Never again would he need to hide behind the Face.

A small ceramic figure sat on the corner of Lee-2’ s otherwise empty desk. Squatting, kneesup to its
chest, it had been motionless from the moment Akandi walked in. Dressed in aminiature verson of the
auitsthat al the Sinoswore, including a Face, it suddenly stood, ran across the desk, grabbed the helmet
that Lee-2 had just taken off, and jumping from the desk, trotted across the floor, disappearing dong
with the helmet into asmdl cubbyholeinthewadll.

Thiswasthefirst Doll Akandi had seen sSinceleaving Earth orbit.

He despised the creastures—little mechanica abominations made to resemble people—toysfor wealthy
Pures and Tools. Before leaving Earth he had prepared himself to be assaulted by armies of the
machines. If they were useful anyplace, it would bein space. Requiring no air or food, practicaly
indestructible, sophisticated enough so that their little inorganic brains could guide them through the most
complex jobs without any human or Void support, they should have been the perfect space explorers.

But the Chinese were nearly as phobic about them as he was. While it was the image of little mechanica
people, agruesome imitation of what Allah had crested in man, that sickened him, the Sinos distrusted
them for what they believed were far more pragmatic reasons—the Dolls saw and recorded everything.
Despite the fact that the space-based Sinos depended on technology for everything, including the very air
they bresthed, and lived in an environment where watchful eyes could save lives, aculture of secrets and



conspiracy had enveloped the program ever since the Rings had appeared, and recording deviceswere
grictly forbidden. While the other Earth nations had turned their backs on space, turning inward after the
Rings, only the Sinos continued to explore. They did most of it secretly. Very few on Earth knew that
they had reached past Mars and had extensive outposts throughout the moons of Jupiter, and even a
toehold on Saturn’ s Titan.

Akandi fully understood the ssgnificance of that.

They’ d found thingsthat had badly frightened them, frightened them so much that they couldn’t even run
away as others had, but had opted to keep a careful watch, hoping to contain what they’ d found.
Eventually the important information sill found itsway to the key US and UN posts—the sdle of that
information acritical revenue source for the Sino space program. The Sinos did the heavy lifting, but the
USand UN actualy paid the bulk of the bills,

Akandi turned away, redizing only then that he had been totally transfixed by the Dall, actualy shocked,
having not seen one of the creatures skittering about for more than aweek. He dowly looked back at
Lee-2, and ingtantly forgot al about the little abomination. “ Hok-Wah Chan,” he said in amurmur.

Chan offered up adight smile—it was obviousto Akandi that was al he could manage. The scar tissue
that covered hisface, shiny and taut, looking more like solidified candle drippings than skin, dlowed
nothing more,

“You returned?’ asked Akandi, knowing the question was aridiculous one, since Chan was sitting across
the desk from him, with the both of them locked in orbit around Mars. But everyone knew that Chan had
retired, hisinjuries so savere that he had chosen to liveinisolation, likeamonk, inamedica villainthe
Manchurian countryside. An occasiona interview or message would usualy beinjected into the Void on
the anniversary of hisrescue from Mars.

Obvioudy lies

Chan shrugged. “Mars gets benesth your skin,” he said and laughed in ahigh-pitched warble, the sound
amogt birdlike, no longer human; Akandi suspected that portions of histhroat were as badly scarred as
hisskin. “1 spent dmost al of 2040 Earthside, going through a series of skin grafts, eardrum
replacements, artificid skin transplants, transgenic skin thergpies, sem-cdll graft inductions, plus gross
anatomical repairs of bones, cartilage, and muscle. What you see is aremarkable improvement over what
was rescued from Marsin’ 37.”

Akandi nodded. Everyone knew the story. Chan had not only survived a 6-year Martian ordeal, but had
dragged the two other survivors on ajury-rigged wagon across more than 200 kilometers of open Mars
to get them to Prime base—doing so with only onefoot, hisright leg having been amputated below the
knee severd years earlier, when an atmospheric generator had ruptured, the debris tearing through
Chan’ s auit, shearing hisleg away and exposing him to the near-frozen vacuum of the Martian surface.

“Earth was no longer my home,” he said. “I asked to be returned to space, but my government refused,
explaining that such ahero belonged not just to China, but to the entire Earth, and that | had aduty to
assume the mantle of Taikonaut sainthood, to retire gracefully.” He shook his head. “1 was kept under
lock and key for nearly two years. Then something was found on Phobaos, and anyone with on-ste
Martian experience was recaled into active duty. | arrived in 42 and have been herefor thelast 9
years.”

“No cycling back to Earth?’ asked Akandi in disbdlief.

“Itisdifficult to return to a place that the authoritiesingst you' ve never left.” Heran his gloved hands



acrossthe top of his desk, then looked past Akandi and at the diding door. “Thisiswherel will die.”
Akandi nodded. Thetonein Chan’svoice told him this was not a point to be debated.

“None of usare dlowed to remove our Facesin the presence of other crew members, let loneinthe
presence of an outsder. Our caring leaders believe that conspiracies can be held at aminimum in tota
anonymity. Herewe are al Lees—cogs in the machine constructed by Chinato explore the heavens.”

Akandi nodded. Sheng Lee had been the first human to set foot on another planet. Even though that step
took place as his one-man descent vehicle hit the Martian surface at apeed of nearly 10,000 kilometers
an hour, craft and Taikonaut gouging out acrater nearly 200 meters deep as they both disintegrated on
impact, an important milestone had till been met.

Chinahad won the race to Mars.
And in honor of that, dl Taikonauts were now Lees.

“Timeis short and should not be wasted on minor historica footnotes concerning my experiences.” Agan
he offered up afeeble smile.

“If youwish,” said Akandi. “But before we continue, | wish to say that it isan honor to meet you.” This
was no diplomatic ploy. He leaned forward and offered his hand to Chan.

Chan reached out across his desk, but before taking Akandi’ s hand, he removed the glove from hisright
hand. It was obviousto Akandi that dl the fingertips, starting from the last joint, were artificial—the skin
coloring and texture not quite matching that of the rest of hishand.

They shook hands.

“But it isyou who do me honor in thismeeting,” said Chan as he leaned back in hischair, opened a
drawer in the desk, and pulled out ared folder that he laid on the center of his desk.

Akandi was amazed as he looked down at the folder—nearly 1 centimeter thick, stuffed with papers. He
would not have thought there would have been that much paper on dl of Mars, the extravagance of such
amaterial, the weight and expensein bringing it from Earth to Mars, acolossal waste of resources. The
information it contained could be dectronicaly or photonicaly stored in both avolume and mass
approaching nothing, making paper as out of place on Mars as an eephant strolling acrossits dead
surface.

Chan drummed his artificia fingertips acrossthe folder. “Paper has aunique property that other means of
storage do not,” he said.

Akandi redlized he had done nothing to disguise his shock a seeing the folder.

“To those determined enough, with resources sufficiently sophisticated, thereis no eectronic or photonic
document that cannot be accessed, no matter how well encrypted.” He picked up the folder, fanned the
paperswithin it, then lowered them dl back to the tabletop. “ That is not the case with paper. Over the
last 6 years, the contents of thisfile were gathered by human courier, a page here and a page there, no
one with accessto the full picture.”

Heflipped open the file and pulled out the top sheet of paper—its corners dog-eared, its surface a
crosshatch of indentations where it had been folded and refolded, the entire bottom half stained yellow,
with afew fingertip-sized holes randomly poked throughtit.



Akandi did not know what the paper contained, but he knew that Chan should not be in possession of it.
The letterhead and |ogo across the top of the paper were that of the US Department of Off-Earth
Intelligence. Only afew within that agency would have accessto any hard-copy information, and a
non-US-citizen, particularly Chinese, despite the influence and power that Chan probably possessed,
should have never been able to get ahold of it.

Chan lifted up the paper and ran afingertip across severd lines of type.
“Itisyour personnel file,” said lyoon. “ And | suspect that it may be your real personnel file.”

“The United States of America, far from perfect, holding vast portions of its own popul&tionin
agricultural servitude, with the benefits of technology reserved only for those fortunate enough to be born
within the Technica zones, ill has many outstanding characteriticsthat | wish my own government
shared.” He waved the paper at Akandi. “Despite the fear that grips our planet, and—in particular—your
nation, you are still willing to adopt and nurture refugees from so many parts of the world, both Pures and
Tools” Chan offered up another partia smile. “ Assuming, of course, that those refugees have something
to offer the United States.”

Akandi said nothing. He' d learned long ago that the red key to diplomacy wasin what you didn’t say.

“Y our parents, Nigerian nationals, both university professors from Lagos, emigrated to the United States
in 2017, during the time when the Nigerian ail fields went dry, and the government’ sresponse to the
crisswasto kill anyone who was foolish enough to offer up an opinion about the crisis.” Chan leaned
forward, squinting as he looked at the paper. “Y our father was a petroleum engineer educated at Oxford,
and your mother a physician, developing gene therapiesfor sickle cell anemia Both found themselves
welcomed in the wondrous United States, where their talents were put to good use as clerksin aliquor
store in the suburbs of Atlanta.” Chan looked up.

“Difficult times,” said Akandi. The awe and respect he had felt only moments before had been replaced
by anger. “None of this has any bearing on why | am here.”

“I beg to differ,” said Chan, dropping the paper back onto the top of the stack. “ That isthe society that
made you. Bornin 2019, you were state-warehoused in what was caled an emigration education creche,
until the events of 2031 resulted in the loss not only of those meager educationa resources, but aso of
both of your parentsin the ensuing chaos.” Chan paused.

“Thepoint being?’ asked Akandi, coldly.

“An orphan, award of the state, working for many yearsin thefieldsto grow food for anation that could
no longer feed itsdf, you did not enter again into aclassroom for nearly 5 years, at the age of 18. Did you
gtill remember how to read and write?’

“Wédl enough,” said Akandi.

Chan nodded. “1 suspect so. Such adversity appears to have strengthened you, forged something deep
within you that | believe your caring parents could never have given you. Y ou showed remarkable
progress, what one might almost describe as miraculous. One might suspect that you' d been given a
guardian angd to look after you.”

Could he know, thought Akandi. With more than 2,000 field handsin the Ve dosta onion plantation, he
had been the only one taken, the only one linked to the VVoid with a Jinni. The Swirl had picked him and
made sure that doors were open just as he was ready to walk through them. Has the Swirl revealed
itself to you? he wondered. But he could not ask, the physica structure of hisbrain having been



modified by the presence of the Swirl, so that he was unable to talk about it.

“Bachdor’ sdegreein physics from some ingtitution of unknown reputation in one of the most lawless
provinces of your adopted homeland.”

“Tulane, in New Orleans.”

Chan did not look up from thefile. “Then on to aschool with abit more merit. The Massachusetts
Ingtitute of Technology, with aPh.D. in’42 in plasma physcs—ironing out some minor technica puzzles
intri-ignition fusion reactors. Only 23 years old at the time. Research a Lawrence-Berkeley,
professorship at Stanford, and from there moved into government programs, first in power grid
enhancements projects, then into dark programs, those with deep budgets and no requirement of
accounting to the hardworking people of your nation who fund such operations.”

Still Akandi said nothing.

“And then an amazingly abrupt turn in career direction. Resurrected from the deep bowels of secret
government programs, you find yourself nominated by the president of your great nation as US science
liaison to the United Nations—a post of immense responsibility and power for onewhoisnot only a
mere 32 years old, but also for one of such adark complexion coming from aland that is till controlled
and manipulated by those with the whitest of skins and the deepest of pockets, those for whom the
amogt continua Gulf warsin the beginning of the century, and the Modem terrorists' actsresponsible for
the blighted New Y ork—Philadelphia corridor, are real and personal memories. Once again your guardian
angd seemsto have made the path clear for you to travel.”

“I make my own path,” said Akandi, hiding his discomfort. Chan was so close to the truth, Akandi was
amogt certain that he was aso in contact with the Swirl. “And | am here” he said.

“Yes, hereyou are,” said Chan. “Holding one of the most important posts that your nation can bestow
upon one of its citizens—one that requires the occasiond clandestine visgit to our little outpost here.”

“Part of thejob,” said Akandi.

“It certainly is” said Chan. “But not apart that is publicly discussed. Only afew thousand across Earth
even know of the extensive Sino presence on Phobos, and of those, only ahandful know what it isthat
has been found on Phobos.”

“Jealous,” said lyoon. “ Inflection, speech pattern, irisdilation, all of it points to him not knowing.
He' s been here for nine years, but doesn’t know what is inside Phobos.”

Akandi leaned forward, suddenly knowing he had the advantage. “ And | believe that you cannot count
yoursdf among that handful.”

Chan said nothing. He clenched his jaw, the muscles beneath his dick, scarred skin quivering.

“And yet, herel sit, aman of color, aman nearly 30 years younger, aman from a country that you
characterize as having endaved alarge portion of its population in regions of technologica isolation, and |
know whet lies within Phobos.”

“Asdid Ambassador McCarthy,” said Chan. “Twice ayear, for the nine years | have been here, he
came and visted whatever it isthat lieswithin Phobos. And then histragic demise”

Akandi nodded. “Tragic indeed,” he said. “ Although | expect quick and painless. | antold that aSino
surface-to-orbit Sing mafunction, though rare, would hurl its cargo into the Mongolian Desert at a speed



in excess of Mach 50. Death would be instantaneous.”

“No doubt true,” said Chan. He pushed the folder and its papers toward Akandi. “ However,
Ambassador McCarthy did not have such aquick end. Asamatter of fact, he never left Phobos on his
last visit, nearly ayear ago. But you are quite right about hisbeing dead. Normal transmissionsin and out
of Phobos are not permitted. However, the ambassador suffered from aminor medica ailment, adight
mishbalance of cardiac chemistry that required frequent monitoring. Unlike you, Ambassador McCarthy
was aPure, actually phobic about any interfacing with the VVoid, but he did allow himself to be monitored
for hisheart ailment, and those medica transmissions were beamed directly to Shanghai 1.

Akandi knew none of this.
“ His body response indicates he istelling the truth,” said lyoon.

“Based on an exhaugtive andlysis of his cardiac transmissions, we have determined that the process of
Ambassador McCarthy’ s death took severd minutes and was probably quite painful.” Chan pushed the
folder toward Akandi. *Y ou still chooseto share your skull with one of those inorganic horrors?’ he
asked.

“My Jinni, lyoon,” said Akandi. “Arabic for eyes”

“How nicefor you,” said Chan. “We have a most only one minute before the door to my officeis
opened from the outside, then my comrades, on order from Beijing, will relieve me of my duties because
of the little discussion we have been having and because of the contents of thisfolder.”

“Reasonable, consdering the numerous acts of treason you' ve undoubtedly committed,” said Akandi.

“Let your creature scan the contents of thefile. It will tell you everything that | have gathered on what
happened to Ambassador McCarthy.”

Akandi leaned forward and began flipping through the papers, not even bothering actualy to look at
them, knowing that Iyoon would record every detail, right down to the least Significant bit. “And what do
you believe happened to Ambassador McCarthy?’ he asked.

“I' know what happened to him. The analysis of hismedica transmission leaves no room for doubt, as
I’m sureyour little demon will tell you onceit has digested the contents of the file. Ambassador
McCarthy was eaten.”

“What?' said Akandi in disbelief, looking up for just amoment.

“No!” shouted lyoon, the voice echoing in Akandi’ s head. “ Look back down. Forget about
McCarthy. Most of these papers deal with Alpha Centauri.”

“Alpha Centauri?” Akandi said doud, speaking to Chan and Iyoon.

Chan grinned. “Not quite what one expectsto find on atrip to Phobos. But | assure you that the data
you hold is quite accurate, the firgt of it gathered over twenty years ago, well before we stumbled upon
the minor Phobos mystery.”

“ It appears that the Planet Finder Interferometer that was launched back in’ 26, and presumed
lost on transit to Saturn, was in fact not lost. Not only did it transmit some remarkable data, but
also four subsequent missions, with even more powerful interferometers, have sent back more
detailed information. Alpha Centauri A has what can best be described as a planetary ring system
at an orbital distance of 175 million kilometers fromits sun. Thisis not a ring like Saturn



possesses, but consists of 237 planets, all of them the size of Earth to within a radial factor of two,
and many of them exhibiting an optical spectrum consistent with oxygen/nitrogen atmospheres
and water vapor. The spacing between planetsin thering is approximately 5 million kilometers,
about 10 times the Earth—Moon distance.”

The smal office suddenly shook, as something heavy dammed into the door behind Akandi. The
unmistakable sound of rupturing metal accompanied a second dam.

“Two hundred thirty-seven planets,” said Chan. “ Such an orbital configuration was obvioudy not formed
by the hand of your Allah—it isgravitationaly unstable, and could only be maintained through intelligent
intervention. Equally obviousisthat 237 Earth-like worlds could not have evolved around asingle star.
They must have been transported there from other star systems.”

Chan remained dlent for just amoment, the meaning in hislast slatement obviousto Akandi. The stellar
Jet and the Rings were obvioudy intended as some sort of transportation device, and if what Chan was
showing him wasred, it did not take much of alegp to redlize that the destination of any intersielar trip
the Earth and Sun might make would be Alpha Centauri A, Earth becoming just one more planet
dropped into the orbital ring structure.

Akandi did not look up but furioudly continued to flip through pages. His ears suddenly popped as
pressure rapidly changed, a shock of heated air, accompanied with the crack of an explosion, throwing
him from his chair, dumping him on the stedl floor, as a shard of adoor hinge embedded itsdf only
centimetersfrom his head in the front of the desk.

“It appearsthat my service to the people of Chinahas cometo an end.” Chan stood as the remainder of
the door waskicked in. “1 have no love of you Americans, and would have happily given thisinformation
to others, but you are my only available conduit. My government may not be able to kill you—your
history indicates that powers behind the scenes are hel ping you, and | can only hope that they will
continue helping you, at least long enough for thisinformation to be passed aong to otherswho might
have the desire to act against what is happening.”

Roalling over, pushing himsalf up, Akandi stood. “Did McCarthy know?” he asked, waving ahand at the
papers strewn about the floor.

“No,” said Chan.

Four bodies spilled in from the partialy opened doorway, one indistinguishable from the next, dl their
Facesflickering with salt-and-pepper snow. Chan had a device held againgt his chest, smdl and
nondescript, one that Akandi instantly recognized. A plasmawelder would spew ahigh-energy stream of
krypton ions cgpable of transforming adab of tungsten-titanium dloy into argpidly expanding molten
puddle. He flinched as Chan pulled itstrigger.

Akandi would have expected it to make more noise in such asmall room.

A carbonized chunk of bone, muscle, and chest organs, spitting flame and briefly wrapped in an azure
plasmaglow, dammed into the wall opposite Chan, the smoking mass burying itself in asuddenly
syruplike patch in the metal wall. Chan’'s dead body fell across his desk.

Chapter 6

The Blue and Gold Cage smelled like sour beer and piss. Padmini Sundaram found the familiar odor
comforting, lulling her into what she hoped was not afal se sense of security—that was a state of mind
that could get acop de-copped. There was no place in theworld for an ex-cop, no one willing to take
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the security risk of hiring on someone who knew how to manipulate the world.

Not yet the end of second shift, the crowd at the Blue and Gold Cage was thin. Those on various forms
of disability, suspension, under investigation, afew psycho wanna-bes, and the most pathetic of dl, those
samply off duty with no place seto go, sat at the bar or hunched around tables. Tonight wasredly thin.
Most had stayed at home to watch Sarah Sutherland jump from the Southern Cross and cook herself to
acinder. Reports were that they couldn’t even find the splatter point. Most figured that she' d burned up
to nothing. Anyone crazy enough to jump from a Cross got what they deserved, Padmini thought.

She was off duty. She drained a quick shot of Burmese Scotch, dropped the plastic cup onto the table,
popped afew unidentifiable deegp-fried charboids into her mouth, and waited. Something would
happen—she fdt it. An 8-year veteran of the Philly 268, with thelast 6 yearsin System-Bioinformatics,
she' d learned to pay attention to hunches.

“Hey, Mini,” said her partner. Leo Barnwell, amegamolecular chemistry expert who could smell asingle
misplaced nucleotide in anything’ s genome without benefit of squeezing astrand, set his own cup down
on the table. “Check out what just cleared the Cage.”

Padmini looked in the direction of the bar’ s front door, where the three-layer mesh of the signal-sucking
Faraday cage wrapping most of the building was pierced, but transmissions were still sufficiently
attenuated by the gray-haze ozone waterfall that flowed over the entranceway. The room was screened
from dl outside snooping.

The two who entered had their Facesimaged to something pathetically generic, probably the factory
default, and their bodieswrapped in full second skin. They had E-fied ionizers, judging by the dull UV
glow that trailed them, the gear designed to vaporize every bit of the debris that poured off ahuman
carcass. Those suits were expensive, theoreticdly alowing the wearer to cruise the reetsin full stedth,
not asingle snippet of offcast DNA available to blow your invishility.

“I smdll rookies,” said Padmini, angling her head back and snorting, knowing just how worthless that
stedth gear really was. She turned to the empty seat next to Barnwell. “ Take a look, Kali,” she
whispered deep in her throat, waking her Jnni.

The seat was no longer empty. A Hindu goddess—eight-armed, skin that looked likeliquid tar, a
necklace of severed heads, earrings of quivering fetuses, eyesred, black hair clotted with blood, and a
mouth full of rotted, green-tinted teeth. The guise of Padmini’s Jinni was the only acknowledgment she
would give to her Hindu ancestors. She was now three generations removed from Asia, and wanted to
keep it that way.

“ Access the 268 ergometrics database,” she mouthed, while motioning to the two rookies. Kdi had
no externa optica inputs when within the confines of the Blue and Gold, being totally daved to Padmini’s
eyebdls. She watched them. The rookies only needed to take a couple of steps, and Kadli did the rest.
Total body measurement, good down to the last millimeter, length of stride, swing of arm, angle of head,
finger motions, chest expansion, and gut contraction during breathing—all of it was run againgt the
database. Kai passed dong the results of the search, including personne records; even those supposedly
destroyed adolescent files.

“Dammit,” whispered Padmini, as the contents of the files flushed out of Kdi, and she knew exactly what
it was about these two that had set her on edge the moment she’ d seen them. “Dead meat walking,” she
said to Barnwell, then shifted in her seat. “Rookies!” she shouted.

The two turned toward her.



“I’ve been on the lookout for two real desperate types: Rwandaillegastrying to unload some tainted
baboon genome. Go by the names of Anthony L. Bartow and Keating R. Hopkins. Y ou boys ever heard
of them?’

Bartow and Hopkins turned, looking at each other, then focused on Padmini. “It’' sagainst ahaf dozen
regsto out acop,” said the one nearest to Padmini.

“Exactly right,” answered Padmini. “Y ou two rookies are still probationary. If you' re lucky, you'll never
become cops.” She knew these two would never get off probation, had in fact been hired by the
department not to become copsat dl, but to be offered up in asting operation. “ And that makes you
citizens,” she sad, doing nothing to hide the disdain in her voice.

The nearest one took a step toward her.

Padmini did not need Kdli to tell her that Bartow was ramping up, readying himself to blow in her
direction. Shedidn’t want to be the cop to put him down, which she knew would be the only outcome
possibleif this Rookie actualy moved againgt her. “| thought juvenile records were wiped on the 15th
birthday,” she said.

Bartow took another step, then stopped.

“Neocortical fiber doesn’t come cheap, not after the damage you did. Mommy and Daddy must be still
paying off that debt, brain-burner.”

The bar quieted, full-spectrum attention suddenly focused directly on Bartow. “Deep cover,” Bartow
said inastammer. “Very deep, old records rewritten, getting ready to insert us snug in the scum, the data
aready leaked so we can go under.” Hetook another step back, thistime pushing Hopkins toward the
door.

“Whatever you say, Rookie,” said Padmini. “Well dl give you the benefit of the doubt. We believe you
didn’'t sniff away most of your fronta 1obes by the time your voice cracked.”

“And don’t forget it!” shouted Bartow as he turned and waked through the ozone waterfal, to the
accompaniment of low-level laughter.

“Of course, you brain-burned wanna-be,” Padmini said quietly to no onein particular, then turned to
focus on Barnwell. “Rookies with recordswho can’t smell the writing on the wall. Do you believe that?’
she said, pointing back toward the door. “ The both of them were sniffers. The department hired them to
sacrifice them in some undercover sting down the road. They would have reverted, started sniffing the
moment they came in the vicinity of aerogels. She shook her head. “ Sting bait.”

“Sow it down, Mini,” said Barnwell. “Obvioudy sting bait, but you shouldn’t out them, becausethey are
sting bait. The department had plans for them and their screwed synapses, and you just outed themin
front of twenty cops. Y ou compromised them, and they’ Il be full citizens by shift end.”

“Saved their goddamned lives,” she said.

“And probably just got yourself short-listed for ascan.” He reached over and gently touched her
forehead with adender index finger. “God only knowswhat’ s stored in there.”

“God only knows,” she said, and took another drink. She frowned. “ The captain would never send meto
Diagnogticsfor areading. He might splat meif push cameto shove, but he' s not about to let my contents
Fill.” Shetapped the side of her head. “Word of warning to you, too, fatman. Watch my back. You
couldn’t afford to have me spilled.” Fatman wastheir joke. Barnwell had his metabolism clocked to the



max, hisbody fat tuned to an dmost nonexistent 2 percent.

“True” said Barnwell, the normaly jovid expression thet filled hislean face turning dark. “I1t' sbeen a
good while since anyone' s been spilled in the 268.”

True, too true, shethought. And that was not good. There were always some dirty cops that needed to
be spilled. But when the Powers stopped looking, that meant that they were afraid to be caught in the
backwash of the spilling. That was very bad.

The doorway flashed crimson as someone walked in. All the cops huddled within the sanctuary of the
Blue and Gold Cage, no matter how disabled, traumatized, or deep into the bottle, looked up. A cop
who would not look up would be a cop who would not last long on the streets—punctuated evolution in
action.

Padmini did not even have to access Kali. She knew the dreg, was surprised that she hadn’t smelled him
before he had entered the bar—the ozone waterfall wasn't designed to fracture the long-chain organics
that her nose identified as shit and puke. A little greasy man with apockmarked face, strapped with a
full crania wrap that alowed him to not only see out of the eyes mounted in the back of hishead, but
access mogt public eyeswithin aten-meter radius, pulled his stiff raincoat tightly around hiswaist asthe
last ozone wisps curled around his bare feet. They’ d known McGordy for years: abag of mafunctioning
DNA that passed dong stale and dated info.

Hewas one of Barnwdl’ s snitches.

She wasn't sure why Barnwell kept him on the payroll, but the fact that he did was good enough for her.
Despite nearly 20 years on the force, Barnwell was till only alieutenant, but not because he lacked the
ability to rise. He had refused promotions so many times that the Powers had finally caught on. They |eft
him alone. He d been in the 268 longer than any of them. She knew that he knew things that the Powers
weren't aware of, things that even she wasn't aware of. Normally, there could be no secrets between
partners—surviva demanded tota honesty. But this was something different. He' d built afirewall around
part of hislife, to ensure that whatever he was hiding would not leak out and contaminate her. That she
understood. He didn’t want her caught up in the backwash if he were ever spilled, and she suspected that
backwash would be of tidal-wave proportions.

Before hiring into the Philly cops, he' d fought in the Ten Degree War. She knew that there were things
stored deep in his brain that no one wanted to know.

“Hold your nose,” said Barnwell, as McGordy reached thetable. “Don’t Sit,” he said. “Don’'t want to be
charged with the cogt of disinfecting the chair.”

McGordy took half astep back, suddenly looking terrified, eyeing the chair nearest him. “Isit something
catchy? Maybe some of that avian chimera shit from the West Coast?’

“The chair isclean, moron,” said Barnwell. “1 don’t want to haveto pay for the cost of disinfecting I’d be
charged if you sat init.”

McGordy stepped toward the chair, bent down, and opened his mouth. He flicked out histongue, the
gray-white thing looking asif it were constructed of used wads of toilet paper, dapping it againgt the
wooden surface of the chair, then quickly redling it back into his mouth. He sucked on histongue, and his
eyeballsrastered back and forth, violently shaking asif taking too much voltage.

“Nothing wrong with that chair,” said McGordy. “Though it' sgot a pretty active colony of that new
E-coli that sprouted from the west side.” He smacked hislips. “But its clocked out, nearly 30 generations



down the line from the Stuff that would turn your gutsinto stew. Don't think this stuff would even give you
g&.”

Barnwdll kicked the chair toward McGordy. “ St onit, you idiot. Thereis nothing wrong with it.”

“Quiteright,” said McGordy as herolled histongue across the roof of his mouth, cleansing the array of
sensorsthat punched back into his sinus cavities and from there into his skull. He dowly sat down to the
accompaniment of cracking sounds, histrench coat so filthy that it could amost sand on itsown.

“How much of your brain did they have to scoop out to make room for the receptorstied to that tongue
of yours?’ asked Barnwell.

McGordy’ s eyes squinted, and hislips quivered.

Padmini groaned. “Why do you always ask him that?’ she said. “He' s nothing more than awalking set of
taste buds, pure army-surplus.”

“What have you got?’ asked Barnwell, sounding eager to move on, asif the momentary novelty of
McGordy’ s presence had suddenly worn off.

McGordy rubbed at hisface. “There saman. He' s on the corner of 43rd and Howell.” Thetip of
McGordy’ stongue flicked in and out—nervousreflex. “Very clean, not acarrier. Wantsto tell you
something.”

“Something?’ asked Barnwell. “ Something such as?’
McGordy grinned. “Not so much of meisgonethat I'm going to tell you what | know before you pay.”

Barnwell sghed. Hislipstwitched as he whispered to his Jinni, and McGordy grinned even wider. “ Got
it,” he said, Padmini knowing by the expression on hisface that he' d just scanned the new balancein his
strongbox—despite the games that Barnwell dways seemed to be playing with his snitches, he was
generous when it cameto paying them.

“The man says he knows who sparked the magenta zone, who cooked the goop that ate most of the
763"

Barnwell sat up, focused, quickly purging the cohol drifting through his bloodstream, overdriving his
liver and kidneys. “ Y ou sure?’ he asked.

McGordy dapped the pams of his hands against the sdes of his head, taking care not to didodge the full
wrap-around. “You know | can’'t lieto you.”

And he couldn’t. Barnwell had his Jinni suck down every flickering bit that McGordy had recorded in his
full wrap-around. “Looks straight, Mini,” he said. “ This could be what we need to break the 763 mess.”

Padmini nodded, trying not to think of what had happened in the 763 precinct, but unable not to. It had
been anasty bug, perfectly designed, triggered to activate at the moment when aroll call flashed through
the skulls of those in the 763—just afew key nucleotides transposed on the 763-cop identifier genes,
those used to spit out the specidty proteinsthat the sniffers used to track missing cops. The passve
proteins normally benign outer sheath was atered just enough to interfere with the construction of
cdlular membranes. Mortdity rate was 98 percent within 4 hours of activation, as cell membranes
disntegrated, and the cops literdly drowned in their own blood.

Barnwell gave mental commands. Normally his Jnni would send out a broadband wireless transmission,



but the Faraday cage that wrapped the Blue and Gold and kept al & ectromagnetics from snooping the
bar’ sinterior also would not alow any to penetrate to the outside. He would have to rely on fiber—a
hardwired path through the Blue and Gold’ s Sgnd-egting cage. During his double toursin the Ten
Degree, he'd not only had his gray matter scrambled, but had been installed with a wide-spectrum
packet interface, neuraly inducted through his skin. He reached down to the leg of the table, feding for a
receptor. The subdurd transducer in the palm of his hand meshed with the protrusion inthe tableleg. He
notified the 268 that they needed immediate undercover backup at the corner of 43rd and Howell. He
pulled his hand away from the table leg. “ Can’t wait for them to get into position on thisone, Mini. We
need to get there now. Therest will arrive for cleanup if this goes sour.”

Enough said. Padmini stood and followed Barnwell out of the Blue and Gold, both of them trotting like a
pair of dogs on ascent.

McGordy eased back in his chair and reached acrossthe table for the drink that Barnwell had not
finished. “A bonus,” he said. Hewasn't able to quite wrap his dirty hand around the plastic cup.
Everything in the room fogged in athick green mist, and the receptors across his tongue flushed with what
tasted like burned coffee, as the taste bud buffers wedged in his neocortex purged. McGordy blinked,
and histonguerolled out of hismouth, dapping against the tabletop.

He no longer had the neurons to understand what was happening, to decipher the string of code that had
been activated when he had received Barnwell’ s fund transfer. Every dog, those whose senses had been
enhanced by the military back in the’ 20s, had afail-safe built into what remained of their brain. A code,
encrypted with ten different 196-plus- digit primes, could be used to command complete dectrical
discharge across better than 10 percent of the dog’ s synaptic junctions. Such an overload would throw
the entire nervous system into chaos. Death would be quick but painful.

The military had not bothered to remove the neuralware that would act on those ten prime numbers,
certain that the universeitself would be cold and dead |ong before anyone or anything could find theright
primesto access adog’ sfail-safe device.

But McGordy had been accessed.

Hiseyebdlsrolled back in their sockets, and he snapped down on histongue, biting right through it, the
half-meter-long chunk of synthetic muscle and receptors dropping to the tabletop. He dumped back,
dead.

A cold, too-bright February night.

Padmini crouched, wedging herself between arusted drainpipe and ashard of collapsed masonry
resembling a mutant tombstone. The sky burned dectric blue, the plasma discharge running high over
Philly, swalowing the night, bathing everything in shades of gray-blue that made your skin look two
weeks dead.

But the glare kept the crime rate down, kept the biggest, meanest thugs off the streets—kept them hidden
in the shadows where the only real damage they did was to one another. The nighttime streets were safe
for the victimless criminal s—progtitutes, druggies, wet marketers dedling with anything that had a
tweaked genome, and, of course, their customers. Dolls skittered about like cockroaches that couldn’t
stand the light. Those fronting for the pimps and drug suppliers were dressed in awide array of
rainbow-hued fabric, the exact pattern announcing to the street what they were pushing.

To Padmini it appeared that the entire city had emptied out into the streets, aduggish river of people,



randomly flowing about, afew with Faces, but most far too poor for such high-tech disguises, relying
instead on dark mudin draped over their heads and rubber gloves filled with sweat and dead skin,
probably leaking more DNA than their naked hands would. But it made them fed safe, anonymous. And
inthefind andyssthat wasdl that redly mattered; how it felt—because if someone redly wanted to find
you, to grab asnip of your DNA, to know what you had for lunch last Tuesday, there was nothing you
could do about it. The simple truth was that no one redlly cared who these people were. If you worked,
didn’t do any mgjor crimes, and possessed no unique talents that the Powers were interested in, then
even though your every move, every muscle twitch, nearly every thought, could be accessed and
monitored—no one watched, because no one cared. If they had thought about it, some might have found
the redlity of indifference worse than the fear of being under congtant surveillance.

Padmini had little difficulty recognizing the pigeon they’ d come after. Thelatest inorganic tattoos scrolled
across hisface, aliving advertisement; he' d sold his skin for afew extrabucks. Skin suit tinted in shifting
rainbows, his heavy head of hair started at his eyebrows and ran right up hisforehead. He looked like
any other punk—that was where theidiot had made his mistake.

Kali had ingtantly picked him out of the hundreds who wandered amlesdy up and down the Street. Their
man had tried so hard to blend in that he had stupidly picked out the exact averagelook for this part of
town. Hewastoo average and, therefore, obvioudy afake.

“You got him?” Padmini whispered. Kai transmitted directly to Barnwell’s Jnni. Shewatched him
dowly nod as he approached the man.

“ How many surveillance points?” asked Padmini.

Kai accessed theloca terrain, tapping into every receiver that dumped datainto the Void. “ Three
hundred forty-seven devices from substreet to tenth floor recording the approach.”

Padmini grinned, knowing that was just the units directly accessible to the cops. If something nasty went
down, most of those shuffling down the street could have their persona button recorders pulled, those
little low-fidelity recorders that continually spooled the previous 24 hours of their owners boring lives.
That would potentialy add severd thousand other inputs.

Padmini listened, the auditory stream synthesized from severa dozen recorders located about the Street
corner, with al noise and background filtered away. It sounded asif Barnwell stood right next to her,
whisperingin her ear.

“Y ou got something for me?’ asked Barnwell, sanding squarely in front of the man, disrupting the flow of
traffic, not attempting to blend in. The swarming crowds parted around him, all seeming to understand at
the same moment that something was about to happen, something that they wanted no part of.

“Right here,” said the man.

There was no warning, no telltale pheromones, no increasein pulse, swest, or eectrica activity cracking
across the man’ shairy forehead. But Padmini still sensed something, and that started her moving, running,
gaining speed, pushing the Faceless out of her way, dl the time keeping her eyestrained on the man.
With her pistol pulled, her arm raised, Kali autoaimed, suddenly taking control of her arm, accessing
every nerve from right elbow to fingertips.

The man moved.

Far faster than organic nerves could drive muscle, the man’ sright hand was clenched into afigt, driving
squarely for Barnwell’ sface.



Kadli fired, the gun enveloped in ahaze of gas and smoke that flashed backward, compensating for the
forward thrust of the bullet, momentums canceling, producing no recoil, the weapon till trained on its

target, ready to befired again if necessary.

The man’ sfist opened, fingers spread. Padmini expected the hand to erupt into aflash of blood and bone
shards, and for just amoment that was what she thought had happened. The hand recoiled as the bullet
dammed into it, but then snapped back into the same position, now covered in a gplatter of bone and
blood. She blinked. The hand was intact. The blood and bone had erupted from a crater in Barnwell’s
forehead, left Sde, just above the temple.

“Fatal shot,” sadKadli.

Padmini heard the words, registered them, but did not feel them. Shewas still running, still trying to
understand what had happened. Kdi’ s autoaim was perfect down to afraction of amillimeter, the target
hit, the bullet intercepting the moving hand, but the bullet had ricocheted off the man’s hand and hit
Barnwel inthe head.

She had managed two more steps when there was a flash and a second shot. The man jerked, his head
ratcheting back, afountain of brain, blood, and electronic shards exploding out of the top of his skull.
Barnwell crumbled to the sdewalk, but his pistol was clenched in his hand, till amed upward, directly at
the man’s chin. Padmini knew that Barnwell could not have any conscious control over his pistol and that
it had been fired by his Jinni, its circuitry wedged in the back of hisbrain, apparently il intact, using
Barnwell’ s nerves and musclesin the few seconds before Barnwell’ s body actudly died.

The bodies crumpled on one another.

The crowds had cleared; the corner was deserted. Padmini cameto ahalt several meters away from the
bodies. She looked down at her pistol and at the outstretched hand that had deflected the bullet, the
gynthetic skin blistered away, the sted dloy plate exposed.

She dropped to her knees, started to reach out for Barnwell, but pulled back, could not touch him,
knowing if shefelt him, laid ahand on him, then he would redlly be dead. Aslong asshe didn’t check,
shewouldn’'t know for sure. But she did know. Thefront of hisforehead, practicaly back to hisears,
was gone.

“I killed him,” she said, not understanding what had happened, as she looked down at the expanding
pool of blood around Barnwell. “My partner.”

Kai materialized, standing over the bodies, bent down, her necklace of heads appearing to rest on
Barnwdl’ s bloody chest, and she looked up at Padmini, focusing her red-tinted eyes on the pistal.
“\We've been set up,” shesad.

Jumping up, Padmini backstepped, dropped to one knee, and did a quick 360. Pivoting, she scanned the
surroundings, sweeping her pistol up and down the street.

“Not that way,” sadKali. “ It'sworse.”

The back of Padmini’ s eyes briefly tickled asKai downloaded amultiplexed signa compiled from
severd hundred of the survelllance recordersin the area. Suddenly Padmini felt hersdf hovering above
the intersection, watching hersdf run, the pistol drawn, arm raised, index finger straining againgt the
trigger.

Muzzleflash.



Then theimage dowed. In apuff of smoke and fire the bullet exploded from the barrel of the pistol. A
flashing green line plotted its trgectory across the street. Padmini shifted her perspective back to rea
time, looking down &t the dead man and his outstretched hand—the intended target. The hand was no
longer intact, but meting, bubbling into agrowing puddle. Evidence gone.

She reshifted her perspective back to Kali’s composite feed.
The green linefrom the barrel of her pistol did not intercept the hand.

It was displaced by nearly haf ameter—intersecting Barnwell’ stemple. Padmini knew that what she was
seeing wasimpossible. She' d sghted down the barrel of the pistol, seen the man’ shand clearly inthe
crosshairs—and Kali had done the rest, ensuring perfect aim. She’ d seen the man’ s hand snap back as
the bullet had hit it.

“ Keep watching,” saidKali.

Padmini watched hersdlf continue to run across the street, jumping up on the curb, then faling down to
her knees and diding up to Barnwell. She reached out, pistal still in her hand. For amoment it appeared
asif she were about to reach for his head, perhapsto check for vital signs, or smply cradleit in her lap.

Shedid not. Instead she spit on what was left of Barnwell’ sface.
She synched back into redl time.

“ That was a compiled image from over 200 inputs. Those signals are transmitted directly from
local receivers and into the police surveillance networks and archived. Between the time of data
transmission and archiving, the signals from all those sources were intercepted and altered to
show what you were just shown. The feed was changed to show that not only did you deliberately
kill Barnwell, but not satisfied with that, had to spit on him as well.”

Padmini took a single quick breath. The whys and hows of what had just happened could not be dealt
with now. The backup that Barnwell had called would be arriving any second, and they would be looking
for her—a cop killer. Each and every one of them would have had the composite transcription of
Barnwell’ s desth dumped into their heads. No need to question aliving, bresthing body. Any
postinterrogations could be performed on Kdi, and through a neuronal reconstruction of what remained
of her brain once the backups had finished with her. Standard operating procedure—the composite data
stream irrefutable evidence. In her years on the force she had worked on three different cop-on-cop
killings. The proceduresin such an event werefixed. Eventudly, analysis of the dugs and thelack of her
DNA splattered across Barnwell’ s face, proving she had not really spit on him, would raise questions,
but she knew she' d be long dead before the investigation got to that point.

She had no choice but to run.

She gtarted down the street, knowing that hundreds of cameras watched her every move, feding asif the
blue-gray light that burned down from the sky were a spotlight, aimed directly at her. She started to run,
then stopped as she saw something move, what at first looked like abundle of rags and paper wedged
up againgt the same building that Barnwell and the unknown man now lay againgt. She moved toward
what looked like crumpled newspapers and awadded-up blanket, aiming her pistol toward it. “ Did you
see what happened?’ Leaning forward, she used her pistol to fling back the blanket.

Two Dolls. Dressed in gray robes, their faces featureless, asif melted. No attempt had been madeto
make them look like little people. They stared up at her with black eyes.



“Backup islessthan 30 seconds away,” said thefirst one.
“They have the composite crime scene transcriptions and will shoot you on sight,” said the second one.

Padmini took half a step back. “Who are you?’ she asked, not speaking to the Dolls but to whoever was
behind their eyesremotdy controlling them.

“Someone who' s been asked to keep you dive.”

Without looking at her they jumped up, trotted down the sidewalk, and disappeared in an dley lessthan
ameter wide. With her pistal gill out, she followed. Rounding the corner, she saw the two Dolls standing
inthe opening to acircular cage made from multiple layers of metalic mesh, with theinnermost layer
comprised of what appeared to her to be crumpled foil. A large copper strap attached the cageto a
metal drainpipe.

“Faraday cage,” sadKadli.
The Dollsran indgdethe cage.

Padmini looked behind her. Severd blocks down aflood of red-and-blue lightsrolled up the Street. She
suspected it was no coincidence that these Dolls had a Faraday cage set up in the aley—it was all part of
the setup, part of the plan to murder Barnwell. Her rescuers had been waiting for her, knowing that
Barnwell would be killed and she' d be blamed for it. Whoever hung behind the Doll’ s eyeswas
undoubtedly the murderer.

“You've got no choice,” said Kdli. “ The Dolls are obvioudly planning on dumping an
electromagnetic pulse across this entire area. It’'s the only chance you have of escaping the
EMP.”

Still looking down the street, she saw three gray shadows run around the corner, weapons drawn, aglint
coming from the nearest one' s sniper scope. If she stayed on the street, she would be dead. If she went
into the cage, she might survive and be ableto find out who killed Barnwell. “Damn,” she said, and ran,
following the Dallsinto the cage, the sphere not much more than ameter in diameter. The Dolls crawled
over her, pulling a theinner layer of fail, covering the cage s entrance. The only light came from their
eyes, now luminescing green. One Dall crawled up on her back, and she felt something drop over her
head. For amoment, she struggled, as darkness enveloped her, fighting against what fdt like a cord
tightening around her neck.

“Don't fight them!” shouted Kdi. “ It's a last layer of shielding. They want to protect the wiring in
your head—they want to keep me intact.”

“Down flat!” shouted one of the Dolls.

Padmini dropped, just as the explosion that generated the EMP picked them up, hurling them backward
and smashing them into the aley wall. Pulling the metdlic hood off her head, she found hersdf lying on her
back, legs bent back, pressed up against her chest. “How big was that?’

“Five-hundred-pound TNT equivdent,” said thefirst Dall.
“Sparked an EMP that will cook any unprotected circuitry for a 500-meter radius,” said the second Dall.

“ Probably better than 200 cops down,” said Kdi. “ Their Jinniswill be fried, and the electrical
backwash from the overloaded circuitry being dumped into their brains has probably knocked
them cold. But there should be no permanent damage.”



No permanent damage, thought Padmini, knowing that those 200 cops would need to have the back of
their skulls opened, the ruined hardware scooped out, and new Jinnis and interface circuitry installed.

“Just who the hell sent you?’ she asked as she looked into the nearest Dall’ s black eyes.

“Leo Barnwdl,” it answered.

Chapter 7

“The personal touch,” said Xavier.

Deep into the Void, Xavier watched from the perspective of a speaker grille embedded above the door,
giving him the perfect view of Dr. Danidl Mears, Chief Technica Officer of the Tuscaloosa Agricultura
Co-Op. Besides Mears, the chair he sat in, and the desk he sat behind, the room was bare.

“Mears sviewpoint,” said Xavier.

Behind and to hisleft in the real world, Xavier could sense movement, Che moving in his seet, and hear a
knuckle pop. “Pattern,” said Che.

Back inthe Void the room barely changed. A liquidlike display of morphing curvesrolled in front of
Mears, neat and compact, the entire sphere of rainbow hues no larger than a closed fist. “Incredible,”
sad Xavier in awhisper, asif afraid that Mears could hear him. “The entire VVoid to be sampled at his
dightest thought, any projection possible, and dl he can do is stare at that snippet.”

“Pattern,” said Che.

Xavier nodded. Controlled and focused, he thought; this being just one more example of how Mears
refused any extraneous input. Hewas al business. “ Show me,” said Xavier, “and dow enough so | can
see what Mears can't quite see”

Again Che rustled something in the background.

Xavier watched. The shifting colors before Mears dowed the current snippet illustrating the evolving
relationship between phosphorous concentration, total organic soil content, ambient humidity, and total
riceyield ticking at 1-hour intervas through the entire 94-day crop cycle.

Slowed but not stopped.

A spider gppeared on Mears s desk, adistorted tarantula, a childhood nightmare, athing with morelegs
than any real spider, abulging head, big red-glass-bead eyes, and furry mandibles. It flicked in, then
flicked out. Xavier had barely been able to seeit, despite the dowdown in the feed. He knew that Mears
could not seeit at dl, though the image was picked up by the transceiver in his Ocs. The phantom spider
placed there by Che moved too fast for hisvisua cortex to perceive but not too fast for neuronswithin it
toregidter.

The spider remateridized, thistime ahalf centimeter closer to Mears, then flashed away again. “ Perfect,”
said Xavier. “Back up to red time.” Mears s hands blurred, and the snippet rolled and pitched, spitting
out colors and geometry. Then theimage synched back into redl time.

Mears suddenly looked confused, grimaced, pushed himsdlf dightly back in his chair, and moved hisright
hand off the desk, running it through the rainbow snippet. He brushed something off hisright shoulder, a
spider that was not redlly there, his subconscious forcing his hand to act.
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“Thank you, Mr. Pavlov,” said Xavier. They’ d been running this program on Mearsfor nearly amonth
now, burning a feedback loop in his neura wiring. Whenever he accessed the Void, Che piggybacked
the high-speed spider snip. “ Once more, thistimeright knee,” he said.

Mears brushed a hisright knee, flicking aside the spider that was not there.

“He sready,” said Xavier.

The room smelled of dirt and sweat and had three doors—one entrance and two exists. Christina
knew that one of those exits led back to the Co-Op’ s eastern entrance, while the other led farther into
the depths of the Co-Op center and to Mears.

Senor Wright had been grateful for the discovery of the true source of the atered corn worms and had
pulled enough strings to get them thisfar into the Co-Op, but she still doubted that they’ d get an actud
mesting with Mears. And even if they did, shedid not believe that her father’ s plan to blackmail Mears
would succeed, certain that Mears smply wouldn’t careif the world beyond the Co-Op’swalls
discovered that the modified corn worm had been brewed here. Mearswould call in his own favors and
bury Senor Wright right along with his blighted corn crop.

And then she would be only two days away from reporting for VVolunteer service.
Papito does not understand how the world really works, shethought once again.

Shefdt certain that the only realitic option would be to implement her own plan. She' d gathered quitea
substantial pile of ammoniarich fertilizer and kept it stored a bit too close to the ethanol tanksin the back
of the barn. The resulting explosion would beintense. There' d be very few collectible neurons even if the
Ag Powers wanted to perform an autopsy. Papito and Che would be safe.

She saw that asthe most likely outcome.

But she did not want to die and would do everything in her power to get to Mears and complete the play
of Papito’sblackmail scheme.

“Name?’ asked the Dall, the male face projected in its Mask too perfect to bered, the cleft in the chin,
the dimpled cheeks, thewavy black hair al calculated to dicit afavorable response from the teenage girl
viewingit. “And nature of your business?”’

The Doll stood before one of the roonm’ stwo exit doors, the one that Christina knew they had to go
through if they were to have even the dightest chance of getting her off the Volunteer list. “We ve dready
given our namesto three other Dolls and been sniffed and licked. Y ou have our DNA, have our files, and
know the nature of our business. Let usin now.”

The Dall did not move, only continued to smile. It tilted its Mask to theright, then to the lft. It tapped its
right foot severa times againgt the dirty floor. Then it started all over again.

Christina knew that it would be happy to keep repeating these motionsin an endless loop. “ Chrigtina
Olmos,” she said with aflat and emotionless voice, doing her best to hide her nervousness and fear,
instead projecting an air of indifference with just atint of anger. She knew that this Doll would be ableto
pick up the dightest emotiona shift. “Thisismy father, Xavier Olmos,” she said, nodding to her leftin his
direction. “We re the technica representatives of Jonathan Wright, proprietor of Wright Agriculture. We
wish to spesk to Dr. Mearsregarding the biologica attack that this establishment has launched on Wright
Agriculture”



The Dall’ s smile grew wider. “ As you have been informed earlier today, at two other assgnment
cubicles,” the Doll said pleasantly, “we disavow dl knowledge of any such attack, arein no way
respongble for any financia and emotional consequences of said attack, and request that you inform Mr.
Wright of such. We congder this matter closed.”

The exit door behind Christina opened. “ Thank you for your inquiry,” said the Dall.

Chrigtinatook half astep closer to the Doll. She was not about to give up, no matter how small the
chance of success, when she considered what the alternative would be. “Vat 15,874,” she said, hoping
that reveding the vat number where the bug had been brewed would be enough to get them in—it was
information that no outsider should have had accessto.

“I understand,” the Dall said quickly. The exit door closed. “Please step to the center of the room.”

Christina stepped forward, dmost losing her footing, her |eft knee suddenly wobbly. “We demand to see
Dr. Mears, now!” she said, trying to hide behind awall of anger. Xavier grabbed her from behind,
hel ping her to stand, but doing his best to make it look asif he were pulling her back from the Dall.

“Don’'t make him mad,” said Xavier. “It'sjust aDall, doing itsjob, just like we re trying to do our job. If
we want Mr. Wright to pay us, we ve got to get in, and that’ s not going to happen if you make them
mad,” hesad.

“You are both Pures,” said the Dall, asathick, transparent, but gray-tinted wall dropped from the celling
between them and the Dall. “No internal mechanical or eectrica enhancements have been detected.
Before proceeding, you will be subjected to EMP scan to render covert devices inoperable, in addition
to afull organic decontamination.”

“Let usjust see Mears,” demanded Christing, her knees and emotions having steadied.

“If you agree, remove your clothing, place adl external bio/mech/electronicsin the container provided, and
prepare for EMP scanning and decontamination.”

“I will not remove my clothes!” shouted Chrigting, playing the role of the indignant representative of
Senor Wright.

Xavier pulled a her ebow with one hand while sarting to unbutton his shirt with the other. “Y ou’ ve got
to do what they want. If we don’t see Mears, we don’t get paid. And we need to get paid.”

Chrigtinatook a deep breath, pulled awvay from him, and gave him ahard, angry look, pulling up the
emotions from atime when her father had really made her angry, back when her mother had died, when
he had seemed incapable of anything except ditting and staring. “If you could grow more food on that
damned chunk of clay that Abuelo left us, we wouldn't have to go around sniffing in other people’ s
busness”

“I am your father, and you will not talk to methat way!” he shouted, hisface flushing red, the veins
gtanding out in histhroat. And then helooked down at the floor, the color quickly draining from hisface.
“We need the money,” he said, dmost in awhisper, as he dropped his shirt to the floor, and pulled an
auditory transducer from hisright ear.

“And because of that you' re willing to have me grove infront of this machine, to be stripped and
scanned!” She turned around, not letting him answer, the anger suddenly redl, but not focused at her
father, but a the place that wastrying to sted her life, at the place that would force her into taking her
own lifeif thisblackmail plan did not work. Stripped to the waist, she began to unbutton her pants. “Get



agood look!” she shouted at the Doll as she dropped her pants and kicked off a shoe.

“Placedl clothing and objectsin the container and prepare to be scanned,” the Doll said.

Christina scratched at her right shoulder, the white one-piece itchy, the fabric coarse and iff,
obvioudy designed for discomfort. Leaning back in her chair shelet the ambient wash over her, funneling
through the full-spectrum receivers that wrapped her head. Visud, auditory, olfactory, even neura
wideband vibrationd transducers thumped at her skull, generating high-resol ution standing sonic wave
frontsin her brain, simulating and overloading desired regions. While she knew she diill sat inabare
office, al her sensesingsted that she sat in aclearing in acornfield, awarm summer sun high on the
horizon, the heat soaking in deep, a gentle breeze playing acrossthefield, pushing at her hair, carrying the
scents of rich soil and sweet corn.

“Never seen anything thisred,” said Xavier.

Chrigtinafocused, held her emotionsin check, and started adding along string of prime numbers, doing
her best not to drift into what her father had said, knowing that he was just playing hisrole. It was hard
not to think of the bunker beneath the barn, where they spent so much of their time, where the
crystal-fiber interfaces they used made the full-spectrum receivers now wrapped around their heads look
like children’ stoys.

“Papito, we're not here for looking,” she said, snapping at him. “We re here to get ajob done so we can
get paid.”

“Ajob?

Both turned. Mears waked in from an adjacent row of corn. Dressed in askintight elastomer blue
jumpsuit, he walked between them and the two ugly aluminum tube chairsthey sat in, stopped before
them, and sat back, hanging in midair, forcing them to look up.

He blurred for amoment, face shimmering, morphing, anearly infinite set of combinations spilling across
the basic template of hisface. Chrigtinafelt the neura transducers play against her skull, monitoring neurd
activity, setting up afeedback loop recording her neural responses as afunction of the facia features she
was observing, searching for the perfect face, the one that she would find comforting, attractive, and most
importantly, trustworthy.

The face locked.

Perfect, thought Christina. Square jaw, deep dark eyes, thick blond hair, the subtle scent of cinnamon
and apples, and abody with sharply cut muscles. He smiled. The teeth were milk white, with the upper
caninesjust abit oversized, hinting at something dangerous. They’ d spied on the real Mearsfor years,
and hedidn’'t even vaguely resemble the man in front of her.

“Thisisrather unpleasant business,” he said in avoice that was so degp and resonant Christina could fed
it vibrate in her chest.

“Asisthevird load cooked in Vat 15,874 that was responsible for the destruction of nearly 12,000
hectares of Taos sweet corn in Senor Wright' sfields, a blatant act of agra-attack, in violation of
numerous UN biomass production mandates,” said Chrigtina.

Mears spread both his hands, palms up, and shrugged. “ One person’sinterpretation,” he said. “And not
really amatter of concern. However, what is of concern isthe way you acquired the information. We



followed the paths you took, detected the a gorithms used to penetrate our protective barriers. That is
what we find unpleasant, and not the 12,000 hectares of Senor Wright' s sweet corn.”

“Perhaps you will find it unpleasant if we dump that information into the Void for anyoneto sample,” sad
Christina, just managing to keep her voice from cracking, knowing by the expression on Mears sface
that the threet carried absolutely no weight.

Mearsignored her and turned. “| understand why your daughter ishere, Mr. OImaos,” he said. “Quite the
remarkable young lady, with abilitieswell beyond what one would expect to find in a 16-year-old. |
suspect what she did not inherit from your wife by way of genes, your wife taught her from her own
wide-ranging areas of expertise.” Mears glanced at a swatch of twisting colors and text that momentarily
rolled in front of hisface. “ Extensvetraining in bioinformatics, inorganic to organic synthesis, and
experiencein bio data mining, made your daughter the obvious choice in the rather limited resource pool
of your small community for Wright to tap into in quest of asolution to his corn worm problem.” He
turned and smiled at Christina. “ And | see that your mother had you assisting in her rounds, not only
teaching you awide range of diagnogtic techniques, but even alowing you to perform some basic
surgeries. | must say that | am impressed. Perhaps when you come to usin the next few daysto begin
your Volunteer service, we might find you amore suitable position than working in thefields” Mears
amiled. “Medicine and surgery are something of apasson with me,” he said, pointing at her and turning
his right hand. He rotated the wrist, and the hand turned at an impossible angle, making afull 360- degree
rotation. “Corn isbut asiddine for me, Christina. My red loveis surgery—state-of-the-art Tool
enhancements permitting me to perform techniques far beyond the primitive procedures your mother
taught you.” Again he smiled. “I definitdy think that when you come, | will have you assigned directly to
my office.” Hissmile morphed into aleer.

“Stinking Tool,” shesad.

“Tsk, tsk, tsk,” said Mears as he shook his head. “1 would not have expected such prgudice from a
young lady of your obvious talents and abilities, though | suppose acertain degree of culturd infectionis
to be expected.” He turned and looked at Xavier. “Unlike your rather remarkable daughter, you, Mr.
OImos, possess no such talents, and are a farmer, in the most basic sense of that word—you bury
seeds, toss about fertilizer, pray for rain, then hope something springs from the ground. I must admit to
being abit baffled asto why she even brought you aong. Perhaps so you could open and close doors for
her.”

Xavier amiled.
Mears reached up and brushed at his right shoulder, not looking away from Xavier.

“I’ve cometo tell you alittle story,” said Xavier. “We have been inside your facility from the moment
your systemsfirgt came on-line nearly seven years ago. While Christina believes she found the
incriminating evidence showing that you brewed the bugsin Vat 15,874, you and | know that is not true.”

Chriginaturned, staring at her father. “What?’ she said.

“You didn’'t cook that bug,” said Xavier, looking a Mears. “ Only yesterday, when Senor Wright lodged
hisforma complaint, did you start your own interna investigation and discover what had been cooked in
that Vat. The virus was brewed, transferred to your insect research divison, inserted into the Mexican
corn worms, three generations bred until a critica supply was obtained, and your distribution system
delivered them to the outskirts of Senor Wright's farm. For more than three months now your own
internal systems have been running an operation of which you had no knowledge.”

“Papito?’ said Chrigtina, totally confused.



Mears stood.

The cornfield vanished. They werein hisoffice. Xavier reached up, pulling off the full heed wrap and
dropped it to the floor. “ Put on afew kilosthere,” said Xavier.

Chrigtina pulled off her own wrap and saw Mearsfor what he redly was—dightly plump, nearly 20
centimeters shorter and 50 years older, Sitting behind hissmall desk.

“I undergtand,” said Mears, saring at Xavier. “Do you really believe that your minor transgression here
might give you enough leverage to exempt your daughter from Volunteer obligations?’

At that moment Christina understood what her father had done. He had hacked their production facility
and would do it again unless she were released from Volunteer service. Everything €lse had been aploy,
just to get them in this office, for amesat-to-meat with Mears, where abargain could be struck without
anyone finding out that the Co-Op’ s systems were susceptible to outside attack.

“Yes” sad Xavier.

“I don't think so,” said Mears. “Y ou compromised our systems, gained access, and used them in order
to blackmail us. We see your fingers, have traced your every move, right back to the origins. You've
been purged, and any evidence that you were ever insde has been purged.” He suddenly flinched and
brushed at hischest. “This meeting isat an end, asare you. Y ou will both be escorted directly to the
Volunteer Orientation Center where you will begin ajoint sentence—as Resdents.”

“Wetook control of your system,” said Xavier. “You can't purge us. Y ou will exempt Chrigtinafrom the
Volunteer service and leave usdone.”

Mears laughed and scratched at hischin. “Y ou areinsane.”

“And you no longer have control over your own neuro-morphic inputs,” said Xavier. “Left hand to right
knee,” he said, knowing that Che would flash the phantom spider onto Mears' s knee and the hardwired
response they’ d built up in hisneura anatomy over the last month would have to obey, no matter what
his conscious mind insisted.

Mears brushed hisleft hand againgt hisright knee.

“What!” he screamed, looking down at hishand, firgt lifting it closeto hisface, examining it asif he'd
never seen it before, and then rapidly pulling it back. “What have you done?’

“Y our neuroanatomy has been hacked and reprogrammed,” said Xavier. “Does your nose itch?’
Mearshit himsdlf in the nose and fell back into his seet.

Chrigtinasagged in her seat, understanding that there were layers beneath layersin her father’ s plan. He
had done far more than hack the Co-Op’ s production line—he’ d hacked right into Mears.

“The virus and the corn worms got usinside this room, for a direct meat-to-mest, thanks to the good
work of my daughter,” said Xavier, as he swept his hand about the office and smiled at Chrigtina. “ But
hijacking you, rewiring your neural anatomy, iswhat will save Christing, dlowing her to return to thefarm
and guarantee no harm will ever cometo us.”

“Never!” shouted Mears. “1 will not be blackmailed. Il plug your hack and regain control.”

“Perhaps you will, and perhaps you won't,” said Xavier. “But that is hardly the point any longer. You



have been compromised and accessed from outside. There is nothing you can do to change that reality.
But do take note of the fact that we have relayed this information to you from the confines of your office.
We know that you directly modify and edit al surveillancein this office, so you have the ability to present
to the outside world whatever version of this meeting you find convenient. We would not want someone
elseto discover that you' ve been tampered with.” He paused. “Right ear,” said Xavier.

“Nol” shouted Mears, as he hit himsdf on the right side of hisface.

“If you do not comply, if you act againgt usin any fashion, certain individuaswill be made aware of how
you have been accessed. When aTool such as yourself has been broken, from both a security and
economic perspective, it rarely makes senseto repair that Tool—a fundamentd trust has been broken.
Andif you can't betrusted, they’ll dispose of you,” said Xavier. “If anything should happen to us, this
information will automatically be flashed throughout the Void.” Xavier grinned. “Right eye.”

Mears hit himsdlf in the eye and began to whimper, standing for amoment, looking around the barewalls
of hisoffice, then Sitting back down.

“Broken Tools are replaced,” said Xavier. “There' sacouple of nasty ones,” he said.
Mears hit himsdlf in the scomach with two balled figts, to the large accompaniment of awhush of air.

Chrigtinaamost laughed, but not at Mears punching himsdlf in the somach. She had thought her father
did not understand how the world worked, that he could have never figured out a plan to rescue her from
the Co-Op. Her father had not only played Mears, but played her aswell, making her an unwitting cog in
the machine he' d fabricated to rescue her. “Now about these,” said Christina, holding up both of her
hands, the bright red skin dmost glistening in the harsh light of Mears soffice. “I’m tired of thiscolor.”

“Oneonthenoseagan,” said Xavier.
AganMearshit himsdlf in theface.

“I’'mwaiting,” said Christina, as she waved both hands a Mears, reading the expression in hisface and
knowing that her first order of business when they returned to the farm would be safdly to return the
nitrate fertilizer to its holding bin. That accident would no longer be needed.

Chapter 8

Helios 37 hung 50 kilometersinside the Sun’ s photosphere.

One of acongdlation of 18 surviving probes, it sped along at nearly 7,000 kilometers per hour, locked
in synch to the Sun’s outer rotating layer. Despite the 5,000-degree temperature outside its amost
perfectly reflecting hull, the superconducting chipsin its core remained chilled, gulping down torrents of
data. The probe’ s gaping el ectromagnetic mouth sucked solar protons down its gullet, fused them, used
the energy liberated to keep the probe cooled, then blew the helium by-products out through an array of
attitude and orbital adjusters.

So elegant, thought Kristensen.
But it didn’t end there.

Power from the fusion reactor was aso used to generate oscillating e ectric fieds that played out from the
probe smetdlic hull, and in turn those e ectric fie ds generated sympathetic magnetic fields. That was
what the Sun was al about—a boiling maelstrom of magnetic fields, in places thousands of times stronger
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than Earth’ smagnetic fidds, and capable of hurling millions of tons of ionized particlesfrom the Sun's
surface each and every second, generating the solar wind that buffeted Earth, that produced the northern
and southern lights.

But on the Helios, those magnetic fields were used to probe the solar photosphere. The best way to see
amagnetic field was to use amagnetic field—like a child pushing at one magnet with another, using
repulsing fields to make amagnet dance across the top of atable, the Helios probe spit out high-density
magnetic flux lines, probing the magnetic structure of the Sun.

So beautiful, thought Kristensen.

The Chinese and Americans had spent hundreds of billions on the fleet of probesthat drifted through the
Sun’s outer regions. The stated goa was science, to better understand the mechanismsthat drove the
Sun, to better predict sunspot and flare activity, to gain insght into the subtle variations of therma output,
which inturn affected globa climates, weether patterns, crop yields, monsoons, people living and dying.

Lies that few believed.

It was pure and smpleterror that had led to the creation of the Helios fleet, an early-warning system
designed to inform the Powers the moment any anomaly occurred on the Sun, especidly anything that
might indicate the stellar Jet was about to be reignited.

Kristensen laughed and looked up at the wall and the big clock embedded in it, the
stainless-sted-and-glass monstrosity probably more than acentury old, ardic from colonid times, when
this part of Africahad been ruled by France. Now petty warlords and disease ruled it. The Ten Degree
War had seen to that, and, of course, there was the radiation. The rusty taste of blood filled his mouth.
His swollen gumswere infected and severd decaying teeth had dready falen out.

The Swirl, spitting rainbow streamers, clung to the wall just above the clock. The Void wasincredibly
thininthisregion of Africa, afourth world vacuum where nodes and transmitters were few and far
between, with only ahandful of Toolsto maintain connections. But enough hardware hung at Geo, far
above the equator, to give marginal coverage.

Kristensen smiled asthe Swirl reached into his heed, tickling him, adopamine swell dashing about inside
his skull, amplitude increasing, avalanching, the overload generating the pleasant mental aromaof hot
maple syrup and baking apples.

“ First steps begun,” whispered the Swirl. “ Sarah Sutherland will soon be interfaced to CUSP.”

Kristensen' seydidsflitted, awaking REM overloading his eyesin a series of rapid-fire pasms. “ Thank
you,” hewhispered back, the dopamine surge till caressing him. Fieces of the puzzle coming together.
Sarah was akey piece, one that the Sun would have to take notice of. However, Sarah was afunny type
of puzzle piece, one with an ill-defined shape, one he felt certain would fit into the puzzle he was building,
but might aso fit snugly into an entirely different puzzle that General Sutherland was putting together.

Both plans shared a common e ement—the Sun needed to be controlled.
He focused.

The Swirl had vanished.

Clock.

Its second hand ticked by. He believed that he' d taken over Helios 36 nearly 7 minutes ago, but he



would not know for sure for another 2 minutes, not until the confirmation signd, traveling at the speed of
light, finished its 9- minute-long trip from the Sun to the Earth.

Then Hdios 36 would start to talk to the Sun.

He' d guessed the red purpose of the Helios array from the moment it had been conceived—he d been
ontheorigina design team. The Powers searched for what lurked in the heart of the Sun. They had
searched quietly, gently, not wanting to wake what lay benesth the surface, afraid any overt action might
cause the Jet to fire. But he knew that the Jet had to be fired. If Sarah Sutherland was about to be
interfaced to CUSP, then it wastime for the Jet to be fired.

The Swirl had told him so many times.

This future could not be escaped.

The pad’ ssmall screen lay before him. He leaned forward, placing his ear toward the screen’ s speeker.
Fzzzz.

He dumped back in his seat, unable to bresthe, unable to believe that he' d actually doneit, that ten years
of planning, hiding, running, and hacking had findly brought him to this point.

Fzzzzt. Fzzzzt. Fzzzzt.
“Yed” he screamed, jumping up, knocking back the chair.
Fzzzt. Fzzzzt. Fzzzzt. Fzzzzt. Fzzzzt.

Suddenly dizzy, hisvison tunndling, hefell back into the chair. “Not yet,” he said in awhisper. “Not until
they come.” Too many rads and a dopamine backlash were about to pull him under.

Fzzzzt. Fzzzzt. Fzzzzt. Fzzzzt. Fzzzzt, Fzzzzt. F7zz7t.

Helios 36 sat at the edge of asupergranular, atwisted region of magnetic fields on the surface of the Sun,
blasting out the clipped, wide-spectrum magnetic pulses that he was now receiving.

Fzzzzt. Fzzzzt. Fzzzzt. Fzzzz2t. Fzzzz7t. Fzzzzt. Fzzz2t. Fzzz7t. V7772t F7222t. 7777t

It spokein the only language that Kristensen felt the Sun could understand, the only language that might
possibly wakeit into action.

Fzzzzt. Fzzzzt. Fzzzzt. Fzzzzt. Fzzzzt. Fzzzzt. Fzzzzt. Fzzzzt. Fzzzzt. Fzzzzt. Fzzzzt. Fzzzzt. Fzzzzt.

A repeating sequence of prime numbers—1, 3, 5, 7, 11, 13—running up to the last triple-digit prime of
997, then Starting al over again. It whispered to the Sun in amagnetic voice that Kristensen knew barely
peaked above the magnetic maelstrom that screamed acrossits surface, but it was the best that could be
done with the technology available. It would cycle through the sequence a |east twice, perhaps even
three times, dumping al power into the pul ses, leaving nothing behind for cooling. He knew that in afew
minutes the probe’ s outer tungsten-titanium hull would begin to mist into ametalic fog.

“Wake up!” hewhigpered, then did from hischair, faling to thefloor.

Fzzzzt. Fzzzzt. Fzzzzt. Fzzzzt. Fzzz7t. Fzzzzt. F72z2z22t. F72z2778. V72772t F72222t. 77778, 7772t 272771,
Fzzzzt. Fzzzzt. Fzzzzt. Fzzzzt.



“Sarah iswaiting for you.”

Kin-Lu Wong came in low and fast, the twin turbines on her bi-hop angled far back, their silent thrust
pushing her a nearly 300 kilometers per hour. She cut across the eastern outskirts of Y aounde, hugging a
moonlike landscape of craters and solidified glass. Therad counter chirped in her right ear. All of eastern
Cameroon had been dagged nearly 25 years earlier when South Africahad lost control of itsarsend, and
the entire continent running from 10 degrees north and south of the equator had degenerated into tribal
warfare. The machetes and rifles of earlier conflicts had been replaced with gamma-ray high-dtitude
battle platforms and low-yield nukes—the carbonized jungle had cooled some since, but not enough for
anything actudly to livethere.

Sag and flowed meta suddenly vanished, giving way to more conventiona rubble, collapsed buildings,
ruptured asphalt roads, and the twisted wreckage of cars, dl of it burned and charred. “Down in the
Central Plaza of the Avenue du 21 Aoltt,” she whispered, as she backed off the turbine thrust and began
angling the propsinto avertica landing position, moving toward the western edge of the plaza. She hit the
ground hard, not having cut quite enough speed, popped the main chest restraint that dropped the bi-hop
to the ground, pulled her pistol, and started running. She didn’t look back, didn’t need to. Her heads-up
clearly showed the other five members of the extraction squad fanned out behind her, moving up.

Y aounde was dark and mostly silent. In the distance there was sporadic gunfire, but none close by, no
sane person venturing this close to the dag line. She scanned the street, peering in the deep infrared, and
saw a second-floor window, covered with what looked like astrip of carpet, glowing amber.

“Rear cover only,” she said, running toward aruined building that might once have been agrain
warehouse. “Everyone stay on thefirst floor.”

Darting around the skeleton of a scorched bus, she hit the Sde of the warehouse, her fingersfinding hold
in the rusted and perforated gal vanized-sheet walls. She scurried up, ratlike, quickly ramping down the
amplification of her night vision and shifting to the visible spectrum as she neared the window.

In the shadows she saw a pocket dish perched in the windowsill.
“Target confirmed,” she whispered.

She crawled to the edge of the window but did not attempt to pull back the stinking piece of carpet that
covered it. Instead, a spiderlike creature, no bigger than afingernail, crawled from her back, jumped
onto the windowslll, and scurried benesth the carpet.

Severa seconds passed.

Snow filled the lower-left quadrant of her Ocs, then flickered and locked. One man lay sprawled on the
floor, partidly pushed up against thefar wall, alap pad resting on his ssomach. She did not even haveto
wait for the spider’ s output to be transmitted to Cairo for biometric i dentification—she knew the man.

“Jesper Kristensen,” whispered aconfirming voicein her ear.

Wong tensed. In the last five hours they’ d located four of the saboteurs, al savvy enough to operate their
equipment, but none of them with the capabilities to have taken down the entire Helios network.
Kristensen was adifferent matter atogether. He' d helped design it nearly 15 years earlier.

She had not expected him actudly to be manning one of the terminas.



He should have been hiding in some deep hole.

And even stranger was the fact that he was il breathing. The others had been hard-dead, nothing leftin
their skulls but a puddle of glop, with no chance of retrieving any neura information.

But Kristensen was dlive, and as she continued to watch, hisfingers suddenly poked at the lap pad's
keyboard. She couldn’t imagine why. Satellites were down, and the squad had a full-range spectrum
sampler that would have picked up any unauthorized wirdesstransmisson and easily jammed it.

Krigtensen could not be tranamitting.

“Under no circumstances are any of you to enter thisroom,” she whispered. Her squad was not filtered.
Intheir job they could not afford to be—all their senses had to be fully functiond in order to ensure they
could complete the mission. But in such a state they might hear or see something that they shouldn'’t,
some piece of information that might prove aslethal asabullet through the skull. She would not risk
them. If she was exposed to restricted materia, she would just have to deal with the consequences—but
shewould not take her squad down with her.

Kristensen stopped typing, dumped farther down againgt the wall, and the lap pad fell from its perch on
his stomach, hitting the floor. “ Are you going to wait out there dl night?” he asked.

She dtiffened and again studied the room. There were no obvious wegpons. Moving dowly, she nudged
back the carpet with the barrel of her gun.

“Docomein,” hesad.

Pulling hersdlf through the window, keeping the gun trained on Kristensen, she backed into the far corner
of the room.

“| want to thank you for coming so quickly. I’ ve been fedling rather poorly and didn’t know how much
longer | could hold on.” He smiled, exposing bloody, puffy gums.

It was only then that she saw how gaunt he looked, his yellow-tinted skin hanging on him, his eyes sunk
far back in his head, his hair thin and brittle, in places patches of it missing. The stench that she had
thought came from the carpet hanging in front of the window had actualy come from him. Hewas

decaying.
“I’ve been herefor the better part of aweek, which | fear is about aweek too long.”

Severe radiation poisoning. This closeto the dag, there wasllittle chance that anyone would accidentaly
discover him, but there had been apriceto pay.

“You're under arrest for sabotaging the Helios system,” she said, and motioned with her pistol, wanting
him to stand.

“| suspect that arresting me and bringing my radiated hide in for analysis and dissection will be of little
sgnificance in comparison to what istaking place out there.” He held up ashaking right hand and pointed
toward the celling. “We received an answer.”

Kin-Lu lowered her gun, knowing this man was no longer athreat. She was only too well aware of his
obsession, but she passed no judgments on the private fetishes of those she worked for, whether they
were Zero Pointerslike Sutherland, or the Sentient Searcherslike Kristensen. It was all just information
to be used to help locate atarget.



Kristensen's signature had been al over this sabotage.

From the moment the first Helios satdllite started transmitting magnetic blasts of prime numbers, they
knew who had to be behind it—the list of those brilliant enough to hijack the Helios system, then useit to
try and communicate with the Sun, was short. Actualy it wasalist of one.

“How hasthe Sun answered you?’ she asked. She suspected the Sun was communicating to him by way
of voices echoing in his own head. Kristensen’s profile had him diagnosed as a paranoid schizophrenic.
Reports said that he' d never been quiteright since he’ d lost hisfamily right after Ring Day. He'd
somehow managed to escape the facility outside of Elko, Nevada, and get as closeto Los Angeles asthe
San Bernardino Mountains. And then the quakes had started. Hisfamily had lived inthe LA basin. Not
even their remains had been located: Most of the basin had dropped to nearly 50 meters below sealevel
by the time the San Andreas stopped lurching.

“Inthe only language it knows,” said Kristensen. Reaching toward the floor, he flipped open the lap pad
and tapped at the keyboard.

Kin-Lu angled her pistol back up, finger squeezed againgt the trigger, the barrel pointing directly at his
head.

He pushed at the lap pad, angling the screen in her direction. “Take alook.”

The Sun filled the screen of the pad. Although it was white-yellow and spitting flares, she saw nothing
unusud, heard nothing. “It’ stalking to you?’ she asked.

“Yes” hesad. Reaching forward, he tapped a key, and theimage of the Sun expanded, its lowermost
quadrant filling the screen. “ Do you see it now?’

“Sungpots,” she said, seeing three black specksin aline,
“Exactly,” hesad. “The Sun is manipulating its magnetic fiddsto create those sunspots.”

Kin-Lu shook her head. He was insane. The Sun aways had sunspots. It took ared megalomaniac to
believe that the Sun was generating those potsin order to communicate with him.

“Now watch,” he said.
Two additional spots, exactly in line with thefirst three, appeared.
“Now we havefive” hesad.

She watched the screen, and wondered if she waslooking at the Sun at all or smply agraphic designed
by Kristensen. She knew nothing about sunspots, but did not think that they arranged themsdlvesin
draight lines.

Two more spots appeared, lined up with the other five, making seven.
“Careto guess how many will come next?’

She knew. Just like the signals being beet out by the Helios system—yprime numbers. “I would assume
eleven.” And asshe said it, four more spots appeared, lined up with the others. “ Thisisn't red,” she said.
“Thisisjust some graphic you' ve put together.”

“I guess you could be right, but you won't have to take my word for it. Y ou see, thisis not even my data
Thisisbeing transmitted over the networks right now from the Mauna Kea Observatory. Of course you



saw to it that my dish was no longer operative, so | needed to find another path to the outside world, to
explain how | woke the Sun from itslong dumber.” He waved his hand across the desk. Crouched on
the corner, barely noticesble, sat the spider. A threadlike filament ran from it to the back of Kristensen's
pad. “1 want to thank you for that. Did you redlize that | had ahand in the spider’ s development, back in
the bad old days when | answered to your Powers, when General Sutherland pulled my strings? 1 [eftina
nice little trapdoor, in case Sutherland decided to snip my wings.”

Kin-Lu pulled thetrigger.

In the smal room the resulting explosion was dmost deafening. The far corner of the room, along with the
spider, flared into acloud of dust and splinters. The computer screen went dark.

“Not toworry,” said Kristensen, pushing himsalf up, dmost gtting. “ Aswe were having our pleasant little
conversation, the entire contents of my pad were pumped through the spider linked to your systems and
dumped into the Void. I’'m sure that your filterswill catch most of the copies, but no filter is perfect. My
message will get out, and even if you manage to Slence everyone who receivesit, and I'm sure that an
army of Toolsisfanning out right now in that futile attempt, it will make absolutely no difference. You
can't dlence the Sun, can't gop it from waking and completing its misson.”

“Misson?’ asked Kin-Lu.

Kristensen'sleft elbow gave an audible pop, buckling, and hefdl flat against the floor. A thin line of
blood-tinted mucous ran out of hisleft nogtril and down his cheek. “ The Sun has plansfor us.” Hiseyes
closed.

“Medicin here now!” she screamed.

Chapter 9

“Moves like an overstressed rat.”

Simon gtared at the hovering snippet. “I’m afraid s0,” he said.

Despite the dozen chairsthat lined the walls of the ante-office, General Sutherland paced, actually
marched, each step exact and precise, turning as he cameto awall with arapid pivot.

“Never liked that UN-loving bastard.”
Simon turned in his chair. “His daughter just died,” he said.

Mears shrugged. “I'm sure he expected it sooner or later. She was either jumping off of something,
breaking into something, scanning closed files, or running with the scum of thisplanet.” He paused for a
moment. “But of course we should not underestimate what that scum may at times be capable of.” He
looked to hisleft, then right, asif searching for something, flicked afew fingers across hisright shoulder,
then focused back on Simon. “ Sarah Sutherland’ s outcome was a foregone conclusion.”

“Y ou are oneinhuman son of abitch,” said Simon, doing nothing to hide his disgust. “ Probably more
hardware than organic.”

“Do you seewhat | have to put up with? He' san ultra-Tool with an ultra-ego to match,” said Garvey,
who sat at thefar end of the conference table, asif to put as much distance as poss ble between himsdlf
and Simon. “He shows no respect for authority and is completely incapable of controlling hisemations.
Besides the obvious complications as aresult of his Jnni, Bill, it isbecoming more and more gpparent
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that an overal menta deterioration and personaity shift istaking place.”

Obvious complications, thought Simon. He knew that the agoraphobia was not a complication, but the
result of adediberate chunk of rewired neurons. Had he gone Post-Point, they wouldn’t want him walking
out the door and endaving the human race. Simon dowly shook hishead. Real fools, Bill, he thought,
knowing if he had gone Post-Point, afew tangled neurons would not have stopped him from leaving the
building.

But he couldn’t go Post-Point. For the last year he! d thought the limitation had been within him, but in the
last few days he' d sensed achangein Bill, been able to dig deeper into him and begun to suspect that it
was Bill holding him back. Something deep in Bill’ s congtruction wouldn't alow it, something thet Bill
would not admit to or even talk about. But he could now fed it, like aweight around his neck, holding
him down whenever his thoughts started to race, whenever he started to look beyond himsdf.

He now suspected Bill had his own agenda, which did not include going Post-Point.
Mears grinned, showing perfect teeth. “Is our young plasmaguru getting to you?’ he asked.
“Heisungable,” said Garvey.

Mears shrugged. “All of ushave our little faults that coworkers must learn to be sensitive to.” He pointed
at Garvey. “For ingance, I’ ve learned to live with the fact that my CUSP program manager hasan 1Q at
least 70 points shy of hisassstant,” he said, and pointed over at Simon.

Garvey looked momentarily puzzled, then frowned.

Mearsignored him, turning back to Simon. “To answer your question, I'm pleased to let you know that
I’'vefinaly dropped below the 50 percent organic mark. Last month the cartilage in my |eft ankle finaly
disintegrated away to nothing, so | went in for amgjor upgrade. Got rid of the whole damn foot.
Between the bunions and the bone spursin my hed, it just wasn’t worth holding on toit. And of courseiif
you get one done, you' ve got to do the other if you want to be balanced.” Sitting back in hismeta chair,
he lifted hisfeet up off the floor and began to turn them. Suddenly his metalic boots had turned to an
impossible angle, toe and hed reversing position, then kept turning until back to their origina position,
having made afull 360-degree rotation. “ So much more versatile than the origina equipment,” he said
with alaugh.

None of it surprised Simon. Many of the Tool-intense Powers that ruled the planet were obsessed with
enhancements, certain that the day was not far off when they’ d be able to be replaced totaly by
hardware, in effect becoming immorta, and gracefully go Post-Point in their factory-warrantied
mechanica containers. To Smon it looked like suicide 1 kilogram at atime. As he watched Mears, he
saw him squirm, looking firgt at hisright shoulder, then the lft. “ L ose something?’ he asked.

Mears shook hishead, giving Simon adisgusted look. “1 smply do not understand this aversion you have
to enhancements. Y ou of al people should be grateful for the wondrous technology that’s been
developed over the last fifty years. Without it, | do believe that they’ d still have you warehoused, deeping
in degp coma, with not athought in your head.”

“I was not given the choice,” said Smon.

Mears leaned back. “ And had you been given the option of rotting away in acomacubicle or sharing that
skull of yourswith Bill, are you suggesting that you would have chosen coma?’

Simon took a deep breath, blowing it out dowly. “No,” he said.



“Wadl of course not. And | suspect when you start facing the full century mark, as your organic systems
begin to fail and become riddled with decay and cancer, that you, too, will be more than eager to avail
yoursdlf of whatever enhancementsare available”

Simon said nothing. He was not sure that Mears was wrong.

“But enough pleasantries about my chosen lifestyle,” said Mears. He snorted and eased back in hischair.
“Thetopic of the moment iswhy that son of abitch is pacing outside this conference room. Y ou can be
damn certain it’ sgot nothing to do with corn,” he said, waving hishandsin theair, pointing fingersin the
genera direction of the Ag Co-Op’smassivefidds.

Garvey opened hismouth, asif about to say something, then dowly closedit.
“Hewants direct accessto CUSP,” said Simon.
“What?' said Garvey.

Mears held up ahand a Garvey, not bothering to look at him. “What would make you think that?’ he
asked.

Simon grinned. “Y ou’ re the surgeon,” he said to Mears. “Y ou’ ve got his daughter downstairsright now
onice, prepping her for neura interfacing with CUSP.” Without redizing it, Smon reached up and
rubbed the back of his head, unableto fed the fine scars that marked the point where Mears had gone
into his skull nearly four years earlier. “We accessed the files and went over the details of her injury.”

“We?" asked Mears, giving Garvey ahard look.
“Of course not with him,” said Simon. “With Bill.”

Mears shook his head. “ Security has been extremely lax. Any- and everyone seemsto have accessto the
loca Void nodes. If not you, then some damn pig farmer.”

“Pig farmer?’ asked Simon.

“Nothing,” said Mears, running ahand across the right shoulder of his coat. “What isit that you think you
know about Sarah Sutherland?’

“She was dead for nearly 15 minutes before the rescuers could get arespirator on her. That should have
been more than enough to kill her brain, but acombination of chilling as her Jump-suit partidly failed and
aninitia abnormdly high neurd oxygen level saved her.” Smon then paused, wondering for amoment if
he really wanted to pass his suspicions on to Mears, but decided that Mears must have aready cometo
the same conclusion. Thiswasin dl likdihood just atest, to seeif he was sharp enough to be kept in the
loop. Mearswasforever playing games—testing his creation. “One might consider that smply good luck,
but then there isthe nature of her injury. Her cerebelum isgone, just as neetly asif you took a scalpel to
it,” he said as he pointed at Mears. “For what you have been proposing to do with CUSP, giving it full
organic software, the test subject’ s cerebellum needs to be removed.”

“Quite fortunate for usto find such awell-matched candidate,” said Mears.

“It was not fortune, but by design. Y ou’ ve been trying to get Congress and the UN to agree to an
organic interface with CUSP for more than ayear now, and they’ re scared. The way that CUSP has
been sold, most take it as aforegone conclusion that if you interfaceit to achunk of top-quality neura
software like Sarah Sutherland, it will go Post-Point before you' ve got her skull closed. In a Post-Point
redlity, the old Powerswill be relegated to niches previoudy occupied by cockroaches.”



“Do you believe something happened to diminish that fear?” asked Mears.

Simon laughed. “Not diminish, but overcome it. Sutherland has real power—straddles both US and UN
lines, with fingersin every pot and pocket. Heran al covert operationsfor the USin the Ten Degree
War,” he said, then paused for just amoment, asif remembering something.

“Bill?” hesaidto himsaf.
Bill didn't answer.

“ Areyou certain | was bornin New York City?” he asked, not certain why he needed to ask that
question, something about Sutherland and the Ten Degree War possibly jogging an old memory,
something from befor e the coma.

“ Of course,” answered Bill. “ The Big Apple, July 13, 2025.” For just amoment Bill morphed into an
adjacent seat, wearing adark brown suit and blood red power tie—both antiques from the turn of the
century. “ Focus on the here and now,” hesaid.

“Areyou dill with us?’

Simon blinked and Bill vanished. Mears stared a him. “Yes” he said dowly. “ After the Ten Degree he
was the number two man at the FBI from * 36 through ’ 48, running the show as directors came and went.
He knows where the bodies are buried.” Simon did not elaborate, Bill ingsting that Sutherland had been
personally responsible for some of those bodies. “He could pull enough stringsto get CUSP.”

“True,” said Mears.

“What happened to his daughter was obvioudy no accident. It was an engineered plan to get his daughter
interfaced to CUSP,” said Simon.

“Never,” said Garvey. " Sutherland isa Pure to the point of being afanatic. Not only did he oppose you,”
he said, giving Simon adisgusted ook, “but fought funding and devel opment of CUSP through each and
every budget cycle. He d never risk thelife of his daughter to interface her to CUSP.”

Simon hated to find himself in agreement with Garvey, but he knew what he’ d said was true and nodded
at Mears. “They’ re both phobic about any modifications, structural and genetic. I’ ve gone over Sarah
Sutherland’ s medical history. From a genetic perspectiveit’' sanightmare. She has genetic predispositions
for excessve violence, hyper risk taking, exceedingly low inhibition thresholds, and potentia for extreme
paranoia. All of those characteristics could have been corrected in utero, but the general refused.”

“Some congder it immord to correct for mere persondity issues,” said Mears.

“But she' sdydexic, neardghted, and her right auditory cand is so congenitaly maformed that she can
barely hear on her right Side. Those are straight medical issues, dl of which could have been corrected in
utero. They are phobic when it comesto any modifications.”

Mears nodded. “ And the conundrum you find yourself with is how could such aman, onewho refused to
correct something as basic as hearing or eyesight in his own child, engineer aplot to blow out the back of
her head for the express purpose of having her interfaced to CUSP. How might you reconcile those two
seemingly conflicting perspectives?’

Simon could cometo only one conclusion. “He' safanatic. He stried to stop CUSP but has been unable
to. Now he'll try to tear it down from theingde, willing to kill his own daughter to get it done.”



“Noone' sthat crazy,” said Garvey.

Mears stood, nodding. “ Crazy enough that it might even betrue. Thisisadangerous gamewe |l be
playing, but the cards have been dedt, and we will play this hand. If Sutherland believesthat he can use
what we' ve developed to destroy us, we' |l turn the tables on him and use his own daughter to remove
him once and for dl.”

Bill materidized on the conference room table, Sitting cross-legged, facing Simon. He shook his head.

“ Don’t you know anything about politics, about history? Sutherland’ s opposition to CUSP did not
destroy it—it mobilized groups eager to back anything he opposed. Until Sutherland declared war
on CUSP, there was no one with the power to make this programreal. Sutherland created
CUsP.”

Simon blinked.
“How do you think you came into being? Who was it that opposed our creation?” asked Bill.
“ General Sutherland,” said Smonin disbdief.

“Business 101, my brilliant idiot,” said Bill. “ Why spend the resources and time to build something
your self, when you can manipulate others into building it with their money and resources. Once
complete, then you swoop down and take it for yourself.” Bill grinned and pushed the bridge of his
black-rimmed glasses up hisnose. “ Did it myself on more than one occasion.”

Simon blinked again.

“ But of course to implement such a strategy effectively, one needs inside information, to report
back, to make sure that those outside forces are shaping and moving the project in the desired
manner,” sadBill.

Simon looked acrossthe table at Garvey.

“You've come so far, Smon,” said Bill. “ But a long road still lies ahead of you.”

“CUSP,” said General Sutherland, shaking his head and sneering, “ Controllable Universal
Sentient Plasma.” He sat done, at the far end of the long conference table, facing Mears, Garvey, and
Simon, who sat huddled at the other end. “Words can be so damn powerful,” he said, sounding
thoughtful. “Of al the wordsto choose for your abomination, controllable isjust what CUSPis not, but
using that word is enough to make haf the brain-dead in Congress and the UN believe that what you' ve
built here might be safe and understandable, and actualy be controlled if it goes Post-Point.”

“Andit will be,” said Mears.

“Y ou' ve built agoddamned gun aimed squarely at the head of every human on this planet, and you're
doing everything in your power to pull the trigger. Y ou couldn’t be content with the creetion of that
abomination,” he said, pointing a Simon, *but now you want to go light-years farther, interfacing ahuman
to amachine that makes the one Simon’ sinterfaced to look like an abacusin comparison.”

“And that threatensyou?’ Mears asked.

“Damn right it threatens me, you smug son of abitch. What will we be in comparison to it—bugs forced
to hidein the shadows so it doesn’t step on us?’



“You are projecting your own fears,” said Mears, who swatted at something on thetable. “1t will be our
partner in building a magnificent new world, and if for some reason it proves to be ungtable in some
manner, we have the power smply to unplugiit.”

“I take such comfort in your assurances,” said Sutherland. He stood and leaned forward. 1’ ve known
thousands of scientistslike you, al so eager to plug in their latest creations, but it inevitably comes down
to some son of abitch like me to unplug the goddamned things, and let metell you, it's been my
experiencethat itisahel of alot harder to unplug than to plug.”

Mears sat back in his chair and laced hisfingers across hislittle potbly. “If that ishow you fed, Generd,
then why are you here? Why isyour daughter laid out in my operating room at this very moment?’

Sutherland sat back down. “ She' sdead, and | want her back,” he said, not looking at Mears, but at
Simon. “I’d go to Hell and dedl with the Devil to get Sarah back.”

“Excdlent,” said Mears.

“But | am aso hereto get acquainted with acomrade in arms who has kept me updated on thislittle
CUSP project of yours.”

Mears sat farther forward, leaning on thetable. “What?’ he said, looking around the table, focusing not
on Sutherland but on Garvey. He stood and dammed his open hands againgt the table “What in the hell
have you been doing behind my back!”

Garvey shrank down into hischair. “1’ ve never even met the Genera before,” said Garvey. “I'd never
violate security protocols.” Reaching up, he pointed acrossthe table. “It's Smon. | told you he couldn’t
betrusted.”

Mears dowly turned, focusng on Simon. “Don’'t beanidiot,” he said to Garvey. “Up until ayear ago he
could barely count histoes.” Mears squinted, staring at Simon, asif trying to look through him.

“ Watch and learn, my brilliant idiot,” Bill said to Smon.
“Youredly inthere, Bill?” asked Sutherland.

All eyesturned toward Simon. But Simon was no longer quite there. Not adeep and dreaming, aswhen
Bill normdly took control, but somehow in the background, observing, fully aware, peering through his
own eyes, but eyesthat were no longer under his control.

“Niceto findly have a mesat-to-mesat, Thomas,” said Bill.

Genera Sutherland nodded. Y ou’ ve moved Simon aong quickly, but CUSPis only margindly ready for
system integration.” He paused. “We re talking about my daughter here, Bill. Y ou guaranteed that
there’ d be no permanent damage.”

“What the hell isgoing on?’ asked Mearsin asputter. “Bill isjust a Jinni, probably the most sophisticated
Jnni ever built, but fill just adinni.”

“Quiet!” said Sutherland. “Y ou are so far out of your depth that anything you could say istotaly
irrdevant.”

Mears opened his mouth, obvioudy trying to speak, but nothing came out. He looked acrossthe table at
Garvey, whose head was turning left-right-left, jerking back and forth between Simon and Sutherland. At
that moment Mears understood just how Garvey must have felt al those past years ashe' d kicked him



about, never letting an opportunity passto let him know exactly how little he thought of him.

“Sysem integration isnot anissue,” said Bill. “ Despite Dr. Mears s numerous and annoying
inadequacies, there is no one better to operate on Sarah. Hardware is not an issue, and of course Sarah
will provide excdlent software. What will take timeis persondity resurfacing and synthesiswith the
CUSP persona.”

Sutherland pointed afinger a Bill, his expression darkening. “Y ou remember whet | just told our friend
here about it being my job to pull plugs. If | don't get Sarah back, it will be your plug that I'll be coming
after.”

Bill nodded. “You'll get her back. Failureisnot an option.”

“1t damn well better not be,” said Sutherland. “ Because it looks like the clock has started. The Phobos
Stuation is starting to come to ahead.”

“IsAkandi till dive?” asked Bill.

“Of course” said Sutherland, then he paused, his eyes momentarily focusing somewherefar away. “He
must be.” Then he refocused on Simon’ s body. “He had a quick meeting with Chan, at the conclusion of
which Chan took awelding torch to hischest.”

“And the nature of the meeting?’ asked Bill.

“Apparently paper fileswereinvolved, which Akandi took with him into Phobos. Dissection of Chan's
Doall indicated that the topic of our distant neighbors was brought up.”

“What are you talking about?’ asked Mears.

Both Sutherland and Simon turned, stared at Mears, the intengty in their expressions enough to cause
himto snk into hischair.

“And the Kristensen stuation?’ asked Bill.
Sutherland shook his head. “He made contact.”

Bill sat Smon’s body down, lowering his handsto the tabletop. “It's moving faster than we ever thought
possible,” he said. He turned toward Mears, shaking his head. “Now we' re depending on you to pull our
collective asses out of thefire”

Mears opened his mouth, but again said nothing.

Sutherland stood. “1 want to see my daughter before you operate on her.” He marched across the room,
amost reached the door, then turned and pointed at Garvey. “Give this pathetic sack of shit abig enough
jolt across the templesto erase not only what he' s heard here but everything else short of how to wipe
hisown ass”

Garvey went pae, opened his mouth, and mumbled something that the others could not hear.

“With pleasure,” sad Bill.

Chapter 10

Deep inside Phobos, Akandi sat on a rock. The air smelled of pine, decay, mold, and moisture.
Somewhereto his|eft, beyond the edge of the clearing, far back within the thicket of pines, ashriek
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accompanied the splintering of wood, and ahaf dozen birdlike creatures, their partially feathered leathery
wings glimmering like iridescent rainbows, shot up out of the canopy, quickly vanishing in the glare of the
un.

“You might want to consider moving to the edge of the clearing and resting in the shade,” sad
lyoon. “ Dehydration may become a real concern in this excessive heat and humidity.”

Akandi angled back his neck and looked up into the sky, past the sun. He estimated that the other side of
thisinsde-out world lay roughly 4 kilometers away, and the band of sun, athin filament of flaring plasma,
floating in the null-gee axis of the hollowed-out center of Phobos, blazed down on him. Nearly 10
kilometersin length, he knew that the inner cylinder filling Phobos must be dowly rotating, the centrifugd
forceit generated feding likeafull gee.

He sat at the center of asmall clearing, within a pam-pine forest, the thick grass of the clearing matted in
places, nibbled down to the roots in others, the clearing strewn with shattered bones and massive piles of
animal droppings, some solidified into boulderlike mounds, others so fresh that puddles of yellow-green
urine pooled around them.

“Located.”

Akandi looked down. His helper scuttled up next to hisright leg—a crablike thing, with twenty-four
multisegmented legs, a spherical core body, and an array of mandibles where aface should be, holding
on to abone fragment that it angled up toward him. Tendons and even a bit of sun-dried meat hung from
one jagged end of the bone. Its mandibles twitched, and a couple of pincer tips pushed the end of the
bone and ahit of gristleinto itslittle toothy mouth. “ Ambassador McCarthy,” it said.

A ghostlike image of the white-haired, statesman materialized between Akandi and his helper, the
shattered bone the crab held overlaying the ghost-femur of McCarthy’ sright leg. Entwined strands of
DNA floated above McCarthy, with nearly 100 filamentary markers connecting the two structures,
matching key genes and unique polymorphisms.

“Definitely McCarthy,” said the crab, pulling the bone from the ghost and sucking oniit again. “I found
nearly adozen of his bone fragments, most of which showed evidence of teeth and claw marks.”

Akandi shrugged, aready overloaded by hisrapid transport into Phobos, cycling through load locks,
bombarded by decontaminators, both externa and internd, the arrival of the crab helper, then onefina
door leading to thisworld.

The Powers had told him of this place, of the world inside Phobos, but being told and actualy seeing it
were two entirely different things. An amazing and totally unbelievable thing, he thought as he looked
toward thejungle, but what was actudly filling hismind, what it was that he couldn’t even begin to
comprehend, was the latest impossibility that had just been presented to him.

Alpha Centauri A.
Over 200 worlds.

Could it be true, were the documents real ? Akandi had no way to verify any of it. It seemed impossible,
but so had Phobos when he had first been told of it. Again he stared toward the wall of thejungle,
watching areptile-bird preen at its feathers with atoothy besk.

Of course something had built Phobos. Possibly something from one of those 200 worlds? The crab
paced in front of him, the bone dill held in its mandibles. Akandi forced himself to focus on the mystery at



hand.

“Your helper leaks data at an excessiverate,” sad lyoon, flicking into Akandi’ sfield of vision,
floating above the crab. “ This device was used by Ambassador McCarthy during hisvisits, and
some of that information is still accessible, items that McCarthy apparently considered
significant.”

“Such as?’ said Akandi, wiping at the sweat dripping down hisface.

“ Extensive genetic sampling of the flora and fauna of this world. McCarthy ran detailed DNA
linear regressions from a wide range of Earth flora and fauna, comparing them to what isliving
here.”

lyoon paused, its spin dightly dowing, itsdull gray sides momentarily flashing oil-on-water rainbows.
Akandi recognized the Signs of lyoon’semotional states, the rainbow flash asign of excitement.

And fear.

“ DNA analysis shows that this flora and fauna are from Earth circa 60 to 70 million years ago.
While thisis not unexpected, based on the information relayed to you from the Powers, the most
interesting aspect of it isthat it replicates that world exactly. There has been no subsequent
genetic drift or modification, such as would have taken place over the natural course of evolution.
| would suspect that while thisworld is a direct analog to that of Earth 70 million years ago, this
ecosystem has been alive within Phobos for no more than a few centuries.”

“All of this done to Phobos within the last few hundred years?” asked Akandi, not believing that possible.
He d seen the pockmarked world on approach, abarren and blasted rock, obvioudy ancient and just as
obvioudy untouched. “The surface showed nothing to indicate such recent activity.

lyoon sparkled with rainbows. “ The evidence is there if you look closely, but not in the recent past.
There is an obvious surface disturbance that occurred some 50 to 100 million years ago, and then
was concealed by a swarm of small impacts. One could conclude that the basic internal structure
was built then, the flora and fauna of Earth brought here, but held in some form of stasis, then
activated within the last few hundred years.”

“But why?

lyoon shifted, pulling Akandi’ s gaze asit floated toward the far end of the clearing. “ This might provide
some answers.”

This stood at the edge of the clearing, its green-brown skin blending in perfectly with the underbrush, the
only thingsmaking it at dl visble the dow riseand fdl of its chest and the bright white teeth thet filled its
snout. Only abit more than 1 meter high, it ssood on two powerful back legs, and had atail that
disappeared into the brush. I1ts toes were equipped with talons, and each foot was adorned with a
vicious-looking insgde talon nearly 10 centimeterslong. Its arms were short and muscled, and its hands
sguat and compressed, with three fingers and an oppaosable thumb, the entire hand and arm structure
looking out of place, asif added on as an afterthought. A deek, triangular face, dmost dl snout and full of
teeth, dominated its head, with relatively small black eyes sunk back beneath abony brow. Atop its
head, wedged againgt the skull, sat adark dome, tinted the same color asits skin, almost seamlesdy
attached.

“ Adinosaur,” said lyoon. “ Appears to be a variant of a Dromocreasauris from the late
Cretaceous, but the arms and hands are certainly not original equipment, and | would suspect



that the structure on top of its head is some form of neural augmentation.”
“Dangerous?’ whispered Akandi.

“It'swhat ate McCarthy,” said lyoon. “ Spread in tooth spacing and residual pheromones and
DNA fragments indicate to a high degree of certainty that if it was not this dinosaur, it was a
closerelative.”

Akandi dowly stood up, suddenly wanting to appear astall aspossible.

Both the Powers and the Swirl had told him that there were dinosaursin Phobos. He found that this
preparation was not ahelp. He dowly held his hands out, palmsin the direction of the dinosaur. He did
not look it directly in the eye, afraid that such overt contact might be taken as athrest, but focused
instead on the dome atop its head, hoping that if Iyoon were correct, if the dome was some form of
neura augmentation, then perhapsit would see him as something more than amed.

“l am Akandi,” hesad.

The dinosaur lurched forward, clearing the 10 meters between them in two rapid bounds, landing directly
infront of Akandi, raisng its snout, nogrilsflaring, twin streams of air whistling out of them, playing
across Akandi’ sface. Raising itsright hand, it reached for him.

Akandi held hisground, did not flinch. In an act of defiance and bravado, knowing thisthing could easily
bite through his neck with asnap of itsjaws, he angled himsdf toward the dinosaur, meeting itsright hand
asit brushed up againg hischin.

The skin felt cool and smooth againgt his.

The dinosaur took haf a step back, its mouth opening severa centimeters, twin lines of drool running
from itsfront teeth, dribbling to the ground. “Pure or Tool ?’

Akandi blinked severa times. The voice had echoed up from somewhere deep in the dinosaur’ sthroat,
sounding disembodied and artificia, asif mechanically synthesized.

“Tool,” hesaid inawhisper, not knowing what answer it wanted to hear. “Adebis Akandi.”
“Akandi,” said the dinosaur, moving its head back up. “ Position?” it asked.
“What isit asking?” Akandi asked lyoon.

“ Not sufficient information to understand,” said lyoon, asit darted about the dinosaur. “ But you
need to answer it. I'mdetecting an overall rise in muscle tension, increased heart rate, and |
believe that it is marking itsterritory.”

Akandi glanced down. A steady stream of urine squirted out from adit between itslegs, puddling in the
dirt.

“Ambassador,” said Akandi, looking up from the pool of urine and focusing on the nearest black-marble
eyebd|.

“Drom, dphamae,” said the dinosaur.

“It isa Dromocreasauris variant,” said lyoon. “ But more importantly, it considersitself a dominant
male, an alpha. He may attack if he perceives you as a threat, or as challenging him. | suggest a
restrained display of subservience. But not too much—you don’t want to be eaten.”



Certainly not, thought Akandi, and he dowly lowered his head, while maintaining eye contact with the
dinosaur, not at al certain how to demonstrate a subservient posture to adinosar.

“Heart rate dropping,” said lyoon.
“Youwill operatethis craft and take ushome.”

Akandi looked up and could sense that Iyoon was seeing his thoughts form even before he was
conscioudy aware of them. “ One would assume that the home he isreferring to is Earth, and one
would further assume that he had probably made a similar request of Ambassador McCarthy.
Thisdinosaur never made it to Earth and McCarthy was eaten. | recommend extreme caution.”

“McCarthy refused to bring us back to Earth,” said the dinosaur. “It isyour reason for being. You areto
return usto the world!”

“ Qystems ramping again, heart rate increasing, and a spike in electrical activity within the
structure on his head. Heis about to do something very physical.”

“Show mewhat you want done,” Akandi said diplomaticaly, not telling the dinosaur that he would
actudly do anything.

“Thisinformation should have dready been relayed to you,” said the dinosaur.

Akandi did not want to digpute what the dinosaur told him. “ And thisinformation would have cometo me
inwhat manner?’ he asked.

The dinosaur stepped forward, lowering his head, placing his snout only centimeters away from Akandi’s
face. “The Swirl has sent it. Hasit not informed you of the task you must perform?’

Akandi blinked, backstepped, tripped over his own feet, and fell. In the 20 years that the Swirl had
occupied his head, had gently manipulated and guided him aong the path that had eventualy brought him
to Phobos, he had never spoken its name—had been incapable of reveding its existence.

Now adinosaur had said its name.
“The Swirl has sent you to bring us home.”
“To Earth?’ asked Akandi.

The dinosaur lurched forward, his snout punching Akandi in the chest, driving him to the ground. “Yes”
he said. “To stop those who would steal the world.”

Chapter 11

She could barely see through the wire gauze wrapped around her head, her movements hindered by
thelong conducting strands that ran from it, scraping along the meta pipe she crawled through. The
contraption damped the transmitter sgna coming from the neuralware in the back of her skull, the built-in
beacon standard cop issue, a safety and security device the Powersingsted upon.

The perfect tracking device.

Above her, at street level and beyond, Padmini heard sirens scream and the background roar of fleets of
microrotators scouring the rooftops. They’ d be sniffing and snooping, checking heat signatures, bresthing
in every windblown DNA snippet. The Dolls had kept her below Street level, even below sewer levd,
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traveling through the remnants of old infrastructure—water, eectrical, but mostly the old high-pressure
gaslinesthat had been abandoned decades earlier.

She peered through athick wire screen and a polarized sheet of mylar, both pushed up against a
blown-out cinder block. A Doll stood on each side of her, smal eectric fansin their hands, the breeze
beating a her face, ensuring that whatever organics leaked from her body were flushed back into the old
gas pipeline and not to the street beyond.

A flock of microrotators, their wings anearly invisible blur, and rat-sized bodies studded with awide
arrangement of antennareceivers and transmitters, raced by in atight V-formation, their high-pitched
whine dropping in frequency asthey passed. The street was empty, no vehicles, no pedestrians, and her
view was of a 10-meter-tall mound of bricks and rusted girders—all that remained of an imploded
building acrossthe street. The location looked familiar, but she couldn’t quite placeit.

“We'rein what used to be the parking garage below Leo’s loft,” said Kali.

“It'sonly amatter of time before something catches my scent,” said Padmini, amazed that she' d gotten
thisfar, remaining untouched for nearly 15 minutes after Barnwell had been killed.

“More than amazing.”

Padmini turned. Behind the Dalls, farther down the throat of the ruptured gasline, Kali crouched on al
fours, the nipples of her pendul ous breasts scraping the bottom of the pipe. “ There' s enough residual
dust in this part of Philly to track any cockroach they choose to lock onto.”

Padmini looked down at the palms of her hands, at the grime, oil, and grease that coated them. Intelligent
dust would be far too small to see; optics, transmitters, data crunchers could be packed into amote less
than the 9ze of agrain of sand. The military had saturated the city with the dust during thetime of the
Collapse, after the Rings had sprouted. At that time everything had been tracked, including cockroaches
and the viral loads that severd Doomsday cults had incubated in their guts.

“But the dust has gone dormant, most of the radionucleotides used to power the motes long past their
haf-lives, If it «ill worked, we' d have beenusing it.”

“We,” sad Kali, smiling, exposing her razor-filed teeth. “ The Philly cops are far down the food
chain. The chatter I’ m picking up appears to be random fluff, but if you multiplex enough signals
and integrate the droppings squeezed between frames, you can sense a pattern. You’ ve been
tracked every step of the way.”

“Thenwhy haven't | been picked up?’

“For the moment, you' re sufficiently damped and grounded,” said the nearest Dall. “But eventudly they'll
pick up something that lesksthrough.”

Kdi shook her head. “ You're being played. The cops haven't picked up your electromagnetic scent,
but others have. There are multiple players here, and the strongest wanted you to get thisfar, to
getto Leo’'s”

The Dall nearest Padmini pushed at her. “Out of the pipe and into the back of the basement,” it said.

Padmini crawled out and kept low, scrambling over rusted debris. The parking structure was agraveyard
of carsthat were 20 years obsolete, gasoline-powered, their tires eaten, the hulks resting on axles.

“Tothe back, by the Cadillac againgt thefar wall,” said aDall.



Padmini did not know a Cadillac from aBush Tank, but Kai locked in, morphing a green track through
the debristhat led to aparticularly large rusting pile of metal againgt the far corner of the basement wall.
A Dall reached it first, got down on dl fours, and started to squirm under the car.

“I'll never be ableto crawl under . . .” She had no time to finish what she was saying, asthe entire rusted
hulk shifted, lifting up on an unseen hinge, revealing what looked like ajust-poured dab of concrete.

“It needsto read you,” said aDall, pushing her forward.

Padmini got down on all foursto move under the partidly upended car and stopped when she cameto
the center of the open patch of concrete. The Doll climbed up on her back and pushed her head toward
thefloor.

“Down, flat,” it said, asit pulled the metal mesh screen from her head.

Padmini lowered her forehead to the floor and fet afaint vibration in her skull that quickly roseto aslent
crescendo and rattled her teeth. The pams of her handstickled, and she knew that snips had been
sampled, pulled right through the concrete,

“ A neural web map is being taken,” said Kali. “ Very high resolution, right down to short X-ray
pulses, and full spectrographic organic detection probably able to quantify synaptic ion spreads.
Very advanced technology, several generations out from what the precinct has access to.”

If that last comment was meant to put Padmini at ease, it didn’t. She knew the department, how it
worked, and how it would kill. What she didn’t know was who lurked behind the Dolls, and who could
have possibly ingalled this equipment in Leo’ s obvioudy not-so-abandoned basement.

“Up!” said the Dall on her back, pulling her by the neck, just as the concrete benegath her face began to
bubble, thin, and pull itsdf back, reveding asmal opening that gave way to argpidly growing hole
revealing a staircase leading down into the darkness.

“Getinquick,” said avoicethat Padmini recognized asLeo’s. But she knew that meant nothing since
anyone could synthesize a voice. Padmini squirmed back, not willing to walk into the hole, into total
darkness. “Movethat size 8 ass of yours,” said Leo’svoice.

Padmini smiled, purereflex. Leo was dead, but she knew that some remnant, some stored facet of him,
lurked inthishole. “Size 6,” she said, and, turning, backed down the airs.

Seek black racks hummed, ghosts flickered, pheromones heavy with data drifted through the thick
informationda haze. Padmini stood in the corner, carefully examining the room that she recognized as
some sort of VVoid node.

“Put it back on,” said the Dall.

Padmini did not argue, and as she dipped the meta gauze back over her head, the air cleared, the ghosts
receding, the heavy scents fading. Black rack after black rack clung to the walls of the bunker. No logos,
no model numbers, no corporate stripes of 1Ds. Black on black on black.

The Dolls suddenly skittered away, running through the only exit, adoorway that led to something that
Padmini thought might beliving quarters. An old wooden table and asmall bed were visble. She started
to move toward them.



“It'sall military equipment.”

Sheturned. Leo Barnwell stood at the far end of the Node room, with Kali right next to him, one of her
elght amsreaching out for him, touching him on the forehead, her fingers passing effortlesdy through skin
and bone, probing knuckle deep. His eyelidsfluttered for amoment, then Kai vanished.

“It wasfast,” hesaid, Stting back in an overstuffed, |eather-covered monster of achair that had not
been there an ingtant before. “ | was dead before | knew | was dead, the signal termination from my
organic self nearly instantaneous.”

Padmini nodded. The ghost was good, very lifdlike, even if thisLeo Barnwell appeared to be at least 4 or
5 centimeterstaller and at least 10 kilos of very solid-looking muscle heavier. And younger, too, by a
least 20 years.

“As| saw myself,” explained Leo. “ There are the obvious questions, Mini,” hesad, “ the who,
what, when, and where' s of Leo Barnwell’ sreal life. I ve passed that all on to Kali, and she'll fill
you in with whatever you need to know. Little of that isimportant at the moment.”

Padmini lowered hersdlf to thefloor, Stting cross-legged.

“ But there are a couple of important things that | do want to tell you.” Heleaned back in hischair.
“Thefirst isthat you were a good friend, my best friend.”

Padmini nodded, wanting to say something but finding herself unableto talk, thelast 15 minutes having
been pure reflex and focused escape. But now the weight of what had happened was descending upon
her, smothering her.

Leo was dead.
“ But you already knew that,” hesaid.
She nodded, and wiped at atear than ran from the corner of her right eye.

“| suspected that my time was short, that this facility would soon be compromised. That’s why

I’ ve had the Dolls following us for nearly 6 months, waiting to bring you herein case | was killed.
Had them lugging that portable Faraday cage around, always ready to set it up and EMP the
local landscape in case things went really wrong.”

Things went really wrong, she thought. “But who would want you killed?’

Barnwdl amiled. “ I thought | knew—thought | understood the political landscape. But | guess |
didn’t look deep enough. | thought it would be the Powers that were closing in, getting ready to
shut me and this node down.”

“Why would the Powers want you dead?’ She paused, realizing that there could be any number of
reasons why the Powers might want anyone dead. She’ d asked the wrong question. “If they wanted you
dead, then why not just make you dead? There must have been hundreds of easier waysthey could have
framed mefor your death.”

Barnwell amiled. * | can hear the wheels turning.”

“So the Powers didn’t kill you and didn’t frameme,” she said, focusing not so much on the murder itself
but on the information mani pulation, the ability to reach out into the VVoid and reconfigure anearly infinite
number of bits—and do it dl in red time. “Who would be powerful enough to manipulate the VVoid in that



way?’
“Very warm,” said Barnwell.

“More powerful than the Powers,” she said, not believing that anyone, or for that matter anything, could
be more powerful than the Powers.

“1 do believe you're burning up.”

“That' simpossible,” she said, suddenly knowing where Barnwell wasleading her. “ They tried and
tried—more computers, more speed, more nodes, more bandwidth, and nothing ever woke up. The
codejust couldn’t be written to create an inorganic sentient. ‘ The Void can’t go Post-Point,” ” she
quoted. “They tried for 20 yearsto do it, and got nothing but faster and faster networks that dipped into
psychoses.”

“True, sotrue,” sad Barnwdll. “ But it turned out they didn’t have to write the software, it was
already in place, had been for a very long, long, long time.” Reaching up he patted the Sde of his
head. “ It happened about halfway through the Ten Degree War. Better than 5,000 deep operatives
wor ked the battlefield, mobile input for the neo-Void, each of us providing the software.” Aganhe
tapped the side of hishead. “ The Void didn’t wake, didn’t go Post-Point. We wer e already awake,
as 5,000 individuals. Then they hard-linked us, the objective being to get an interactive,

integrated gestalt of a battlefield that ran from the Atlantic to the Indian Ocean. And suddenly we
stopped being just the eyes, ears, and noses for the generals fighting the war, and became the
senses and software for the Void itself.”

“And you becamewhat?’ she asked.

“Nothing more than | already had been. But now the Void could use each of us as a node. Few of
us even recognized that a change had taken place, until we began to sense that what we were
seeing, hearing, and sensing was being manipulated, and in some cases totally fabricated.” He
pointed two fingers at hiseyes. “ But between the information coming in, then being sent upstream”
—he patted the back of his head—" things were being changed. The Void had its own agenda.”

To her |€ft, at the edge of her vision, arainbow shimmered, atwirling cone of light. She turned toward it,
feeling acold, faint breeze blowing fromit. “ | amthe Swirl,” echoed avoicein her head.

“That'sit?" she asked, pointing at the light and turning back to L eo.

He nodded. “ It's how it presentsitself, an icon it finds convenient to use. It has no real physical
form outside of the minds that house it. Yours now being one of them.”

“No,” said Padmini, shaking her head. “My firewdls areintact. Kali would never let it enter.”
Barnwel amiled. “ Nothing can stop it, not you or Kali. It’sinside you, and now you're a part of it.”

“Impossible,” said Padmini, taking astep toward it, then stopping as she remembered that something had
atered the data stream showing what she’ d done to Barnwell, atorrent of datathat she had thought
incorruptible.

“It hasyou,” sad Barnwel.
“Proveit!” shouted Padmini defiantly.

“ Say its name aloud. It told you what it was called. It won't let you say its name.”



Padmini smiled and her lips parted. But nothing more happened, no words came out. The look of
defiance gave way to fear, then quickly to anger. “ Y ou gave me up to this. . .” Again thewordswould
not come out.

“1 had no choice,” hesad. “ It no longer wanted me and wanted you instead.”

“No,” said Padmini. “It doesn't make sense. Such athing would be al-powerful, would have ripped
through the VVoid and controlled every Toadl it touched. But it stays hidden, doesn’t do much of anything
that | cantel. Why'sit hiding?’

“ Possibly frightened,” said Barnwell.
“Of what?" asked Padmini, not believing that such an entity would have anything to be frightened of.
“ Of what created the Rings and fired the stellar Jet.”

Padmini dowly nodded. That was areason to keep your head down, so asto not get unwanted attention
until you knew exactly what you were dedling with. “So why kill you?’ she asked.

“ Because it needs you, needs you to run, to go someplace else, to become something that Padmini
Sundaram could have never become as long as she lived in Philly and partnered with Leo
Barnwell.”

She stood, ready to turn and walk, the overload too intense, but she knew there was nowhere to walk
to.“l don't bdieveinit,” shesad, pointing over at the spinning light. But something had manipulated the
snip stream, killed Leo, and just as effectively killed her in the process.

Swirl, shethought.

“Y our murder’ s been strewn throughout the Void, been imprinted on God only knows how many brains.
I’m dead and nothing can change that, not even. . .” Again she couldn’'t say its name.

Barnwell dowly shook hishead. “ You' re saturated by the Void now; it'swhere you live.” He
stomped the ground for effect, and Padmini felt dightly queasy, thisfabrication, pounding at the ground, a
thing of snipsand bitstelling her what wasreal and not redl. “ It can rewrite your memories.”

Padmini shook her head, numb.

“But | doubt that it would bother to do that to you and the other Tools. There are too many that it
can't touch, all those Pures. The Pures have seen you kill me. That reality now resides in their
organic-only brains, and the Swirl can’t rewrite what’sin their skulls—their memoriesare
absolute and untouchable. You killed a cop. Everyone knows that.”

“Then why bring me here? I’m dead.”
“Quitetrue,” said avoice behind Padmini.

Sheturned, crouching, pulling into a defensive posture. She didn't breathe, didn’t blink, and focused dll
her senses. Real, she thought, knowing this person standing before her was not being generated by asnip
stream forced into her optical cortex, but from ol d-fashioned photons bouncing off blood and bones.

A machine could not have told the difference, input just being input, but a person gill knew when she
faced a person, something at the very core of amest-to-mest. That was too fundamenta for amachine
tosmulae,



“What have you done, Barnwell?” she asked, not moving.
“1"d like you to meet Padmini Sundaram,” said Barnwell.
The woman standing before Padmini bowed her head.

“ Although anatomically and cosmetically an exact duplicate of you, enough base pairs have been
snipped and clipped that to a sniffer she wouldn’t register asyou.”

“And why that difference?” asked Padmini, keeping a close watch on her double. “I'm assuming sheis
intended as bait? Toss her on the street, and she' |l be dead in amatter of seconds, splattered down the
block.”

“True enough,” sad Barnwell.

“And afew seconds after she gets carbonized, the snifferswill know that shewasn't me, just a
congtruction.” Padmini paused, staring into her own eyes, her own face. “ A damn good congtruction.”

“Not a construction,” said Barnwell. “ Padmini Sundaram stands before you.” He motioned to a
portable sniffer that hung from the nearest rack, obvioudy put there for just thismoment. “ Check her
out.”

Without averting her gaze from the construct, Padmini pulled down the sniffer, waving itstapered end at
her double. Kali materidized between them, agossamer image that Padmini could see through. “ I’ ve
checked, multipletimes,” said Kali, looking at the construct and then back to Padmini. “ Sheregisters
as Padmini Sundaram.”

“So sheisan exact DNA dup,” said Padmini.

“No,” sadKadi. “I’ve sniffed you as well. You do not register as Padmini Sundaram. In fact, you
do not register as any known person.”

“Impossible” said Padmini.
“You show no identity,” said Kali.

Padmini amost said “Impossible’ again, but stopped herself. The Void had shown that she had killed
Barnwdll, and now the Void wastedlling Kali that she didn’t exist. What was the point?“Areyou telling
methat al the Void' s been reconfigured to recognize this construct as me, while my DNA and identity
have been purged?’ She turned, now willing to ignore the congtruct. “The entire Void?’

“ Exactly,” sad Barnwdl. “ The precinct will recognize her as Padmini Sundaram. When killed, her
corpse will beidentified as yours, then you will be free to go, to assume a new identity.”

“And just who will that be?” asked Padmini.

“The Void will inform Kali, and Kali will let you know. Being dead, I’m no longer in the loop. But
| have my suspicions. You'rein for a little trip to the southeast, to the other side of the Ring, and
into the Ag-lands. There is a package to be delivered.” He pointed to one of the nearby black racks,
and asmdl brown box sitting atop it. “ Very important.”

“Important enough to have you killed? Important enough to destroy my life?’” she asked.
Barnwell shrugged. “ So it thinks.”



It.

Padmini studied him for along minute. “No matter what you’ ve made thisthing look like,” shesaid,
pointing at the congtruct, “no matter how you' ve managed to manipulate the Void, the precinct will ill be
looking for me after they’ ve cooked your construct. It will be missing akey ingredient.” Reaching up, she
pounded at the back of her head, at the mesh screen, reminding Leo’s ghost of the beacon buried deep
in her brain.

“Thelast item,” said Barnwel, and hisvoice was odd.

Padmini turned, but not fast enough. Her double stood next to her, a broad-spectrum neura disrupter in
the open pam of her hand that she pushed up against Padmini’ s forehead. She smelled bacon frying and
rubber burning, felt the musclesin her toes cramp and her butt spasm. Then darkness.

Chapter 12

Smon sat in the fishbowl, waiting for Sarah to wake. The Powers wanted the most advanced
ultraTool at their disposd to be there in case Sarah’ s transformation did not proceed according to plan.

She' d been interfaced to CUSP, the software defined by thewiring in her brain intended to drive
CUSP shardware, to push it far past the relm of only being able to move Dolls about the chaos
generated in alab. And at the sametime, she' d be given theintringic abilities of CUSP s hardware, an
ability to see pattern where no organic mind could detect it; the ability to ingigate the most insignificant
cause and generate intended effects of possible earth-shattering magnitude.

If Sarah successtully integrated with CUSP, Mears believed that she would transit the Point, to become
thefirg truly Post-Human, something with abilities beyond their comprehension. But Smon had his
doubts. Mears had believed that same thing about him when he had been interfaced to Bill, and that had
resulted in little more than him being able to accessthe VVoid through a very sophisticated Jinni.

A Jnni with an attitude.

“ Places, dates, lines of code, the ugly green trampoline in my office, an old pair of brown loafers,
and all those games of Go.” Bill haf closed hiseyes, crisscrossed hislegs, and rose from the floor,
hovering nearly ameter aboveitsdull stedl surface. * Better than 80 years of memory, right up until
October 28, 2038. It was my 83rd birthday, and | leaned forward to blow out the blaze atop my
birthday cake. That’s where the memories end.”

Simon paid little attention to the levitating Bill, hisfocus on Sarah. Shelay on the gurney in front of him,
dressed in awhite hospital gown, with aneura inducer screwed to her shaved skull. It looked likea
stainless-stedl salad bowl studded with thick bundles of fiber and cable. She was shoulder degpin an
HMRI, and its array of magnetic probes diced and diced through her skull, generating the splayed image
of her brain that hung above her chest, the projection dowly rotating, layer after layer of brain being
cleaved, rainbow starbursts highlighting areas of activity.

“All indications are that sheis dill awake,” echoed Mears svoice.

Simon looked up from Sarah and the gurney, past the floating Bill, up to the bank of windows that broke
thewall of their stainless-sted fishbowl. Mears stared down at him, with Genera Sutherland at hisside.
The Genera |ooked dazed, aswatch of gray hair falling over hisforehead, the knot of histie loosened,
the stars on his coat’ sright collar hanging at an off-kilter angle. Simon wondered just how much of that
display was caculated, and how much was a genuine response to his daughter lying in the fishbowl. He
couldn’t even make aguess. At Sutherland' sleft stood half adozen Tool-heavy soldiers, wespons
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trained at the window.
Simon shook his head.

The display window was bulletproof, but they were taking absolutely no chances. The bullets were not
meant to breach the window, the gunsjust one more level of defense in case something escaped the
fishbowl! by breaking through the window from the inside.

Simon had serious doubts that bullets could stop anything capable of punching itsway through the
centimeter-thick hexatitanate-beryllium resin that made the window—the materia had origindly been
designed by the Sinos for thrust manifolds in the nuke rockets that they shuttled back and forth to Mars.
Thefishbowl’ s gainless-sted walls, with their insde coating of high-tensile graphite, were actualy weaker
than the windows.

Helooked back at Sarah and tried not to think about those soldiers at the window, or the other soldiers
who manned the acid vat suspended above the fishbowl, those who could tip the 10,000-liter container
of the hydrofluoric-hydrochloric acid mix, the concoction designed to peel meet from boneinan
explosvereaction.

And those were just the local safety contrals.

The CUSP hardware sat in the floor directly beneath the fishbowl right next to the Manifold that housed
the bulk of the Bill Jinni—both securely snugged in their own fishbowls, quad meshed in Faraday cages
to isolate them from al incoming and outgoing e ectromagnetics, cloaking them from even the feeble
ambient VVoid that managed to leak through 50 meters of sand and bedrock. Not astand of copper or
fiber lay within 50 meters of CUSP, or anything else that could be used to transmit or receive signd, the
only exception being the trunk line connecting CUSP to Sarah’ sneura transducer and the smaler neurd
bundle running from the Manifold to the neurd inducer strapped to Simon’ s shaven heed.

And then there were more drastic fail-safe devices, to be used if things truly got out of hand—an array
of 20-kiloton pocket nukes that would transform the entire Ag center and the surrounding 10,000
hectares of Co-Op into a black-glass crater.

They were taking no chances on Sarah going Post-Point in an uncontrolled fashion. Absolutely no
chances. Sarah had been brought up to consciousness nearly 15 hours earlier. Brain activity indicated
that she wasfully awake, reacting to the sound of his voice and movements.

“Timeto wake up, Sarah,” he whispered to her.

A surge of lightning washed through the display of her brain, then quickly damped. He was not sure that
he redlly wanted her to wake, not certain exactly who it would beif she did wake. Surgery had taken
place aweek earlier, the synthetic cerebellum and CUSP interface implanted, graphite neural web
integrating the interface to her nervous system completed, and her comatose body put through its paces,
demondtrating full functionality and integration between brain and body. Even in her degp narco-induced
coma, they had marched her body up and down hallways.

But now that she was conscious and awake, she would not move.

“Do you see anything?’ asked Sutherland, now standing, his pams pressed up againg the thick glass of
the viewing window. “ Anything?’

Simon shook his head, humoring the general. An entire array of IR lasers played across Sarah—the
dightest microscopic movement would be picked up and displayed in the control room. But those were



not the only eyes. Backup controllers, safely out of the nuke blast radius, were dso monitoring the
experiment, recording the movements of every molecule dancing through the fishbowl, ready to override
al loca controlsin case Sarah flared.

Silent minutes passed.
“1 don’t know why he chose that moment,” sad Bill.

Simon looked up from Sarah, having been lulled into a near-hypnotic Sate by the dow riseand fall of her
chest. “What moment?’ asked Simon.

Bill sghed, and unfolded hislegs, hisfeet just touching the floor. He took several stepstoward Simon and
the gurney. “ Why Bill chose his 83rd birthday to terminate my existence, to give me just a part of
hislife, of his memories. He could have given me updates, new revs.”

Simon blinked. “Ego getting the better of you? Not content to be my Jinni, but developing an agenda of
your own.”

Bill half shut hiseyesand sneered. “ Ego has nothing to do with it.”

“Ego has everything to do with it. Y ou were an experiment, nearly ten yearsin the past, the neurd
replication requiring Bill, the real Bill, to be put under for nearly aweek, and his brain holographicaly
mapped by magnetic microprobe. Y ou’ ve seen the reports—the old man barely came out of it. Did you
redlly expect him to put himsdlf through that again just so you could be revved?’

Bill sghed and shook hishead. “ No,” hesaid. “ But it’s still only 83 years.”

Simon frowned. “And what do | have? |’ ve been out of the comafor four years. What about before
that? Who was |? What happened to me? Why did they choose meto beintegrated to you?’

“ Both of usforced to live lives that are not quitereal,” sad Bill.

“And now | learn that you' ve been in congtant contact with Sutherland, feeding him information about us
and CUSP. Why would you do that?’ Even more importantly, he wanted to know how he could do
that—instigate such independent actions, an ability that should have been far in excess of his programmed
capabilities. But Simon found himself unable to ask that question, afraid of what he might find out.

“He promised to give me my own life,” said Bill inawhisper.

“Y ou're nothing but software!” snarled Simon, the frustration that had been building in him for the last
week suddenly exploding.

“The whole damned planet is on the verge of tearing itself gpart just likeit did 20 years ago. While you
and Sutherland have been hooking her into CUSP and waiting for her to wake up and put on some
Post-Human show for you, the Sun has been chattering away, spitting out torrents of mathematical
gibberish in the form of magnetic belches and Morse code sunspots, with the sane people on this planet
terrified that at any moment it'sgoing to fireits Jet!”

“We are quite aware of what isgoing on,” Mearssaid.

Sutherland, who had been standing the entire time, pushed his face closer to the window. “Itis all that |
am awareof, and it is precisely why my daughter ison that table.”

Simon dowly sat back in hischair.



Bill pulled up hislegs, crisscrossed them again, and hovered intheair. * Excellent venting all around,”
he said, amiling, the middle-aged Bill replaced with ateenage Bill wearing T-shirt and frayed jeans.

“ Cleared the decks and got it all out in the open.” He pointed over a Simon. “ I’ ve resigned myself
to the fact that the general has played me, and that the two of us are welded at the brainstem for
the foreseeable future.” Reaching up, he touched the sde of hishead. “ | need you firing on all
cylinders, so that when she does wake up, she doesn’t absorb us like a drop of water,” hesad,
pointing at Sarah. “ For me to come out on top, | need to make sure that you come out on top.”

Simon didn’'t believe that for amoment. He was sure that at the first opportunity Bill wouldn’t hesitate to
hop to amore promising, more powerful host. He knew that was just what he was, not an ultra-Tool, not
asymbiont, but just ahost for achunk of software that would abandon him at the first opportunity when
something better came dong. Helooked over at Sarah, certain that’ swhat Bill wanted—he wanted
Sarah Sutherland and CUSP. It had probably been the software’ s plan al adong, why he had fed
information to Sutherland, manipulating behind the scenes to ensure that he would be in thisfishbowl at
the moment Sarah woke, ready to latch on and ride her through the Point.

“Smon!”

Simon focused, looking away from Bill, about to look up at the window, but stopped, dl hisattention
grabbed by the brain image hovering above Sarah. It burned in hard shades of deep violet.

“Traffic between Sarah and CUSP just took a 20-fold jump.” Mears s voice echoed throughout the
fishbowl.

Simon looked up at the window, seeing Sutherland with hisface pushed to the glass, the soldierswith
rifles ready, and knowing that the other soldiers, those manning the Vat, were ready to spill the moment
their mastersin the remote-control bunker gave the order.

“Two hundredfold datarate increasel” shouted Mears.

Theimage of the brain flared crimson, the convoluted surface of the brain flowing, thenfadingina
sat-and-pepper haze. The left side of Simon’ s face suddenly burned, and he turned just asthe HMRI
lurched back from Sarah, screeching dong itstrack, worm gears stripping, the imager smashing into the
gdeof thefishbowl, spilling its sheath of liquid nitrogen in ahiss of spewing vapor.

“She'sonfirel” screamed Bill.

Simon jumped from his chair, reached for Sarah, but then pulled his hand back, hisfingers singing, her
entire body suddenly sheathed in discharge glow, twisted arcs of lightning crackling out from her.

“Firel” shouted Bill again, pointing at Sarah’ s head.
Simon turned.

Sarah’ s neura inducer glowed white-hot, and small oily flameslicked across her forehead, her ears
melting, globs of szzling fat fdling from them, hitting the sainless-sted gurney, hissing and skittering about
like water droplets on atoo-hot frying pan. She sat straight up, the trunk of cable attached to her neura
inducer tearing away, thin filaments of melted plastic and fiber dribbling down her back, igniting her

gown.
“Save her!” screamed Sutherland.

Simon reached forward, doubting there was anything he could do. His fingers touched the shegth of the
blue-haze discharge that bathed her.



Crack!

Hurled backward, Simon crashed into the side of the fishbowl and did down the smooth wall, leaving
behind abloody streak from ajagged gash in hisforehead.

“She'sgoing!” screamed Bill. “ She' s punching through the Point!”

Simon rolled over, pushing himsalf up. Sarah stood next to the gurney, the burned remnants of her gown
around her feet. From the edge of the neura inducer, afew tendrils of smoke curled upward. To Simon,
it gppeared asif theinducer had been meted into her skull, with shiny rivulets of metal running down the
sdes of her face and neck, cutting shalow channelsin her burned and blistered skin.

“Simon Ryan,” shesaid.

Simon felt himsalf nod, watching her blackened lips move, amazed that such anormal-sounding voice
could come from such a shattered face. He stood, swayed. And then he took half a step forward, amost
within reach of her.

She amelled like burned hamburger.

The air between them distorted, abal of mist forming, whisping tendrils of moisture twirling, Spinning
dowly a firg, then spiraling rapidly. Next to it, only afew centimeters away, the air wavered, boiled,
everything seen through it looking like flowed candle wax.

Bill winked in, standing next to the distortions, first passing ahand through the twirling mit, then through
the superheated convecting sphere that was now glowing blue and spitting white flares. “ Hot and cold,”
hesad.

“She stapped into Zero Point!” shouted Sutherland.

“1 doubt it,” sadBill, shaking hishead. “ She' s twisting some thermodynamic laws and turning
entropy on its head over this small, small region, but that’s about it. If she’d been able to drain
any energy out of regions below the vacuum level by accessing Zero Point, she would have seared
this place like a large-scale nuke detonating.”

Simon blinked, and focused, willed the darkening in his peripherad vison to fade. He could smell the
meta-ozone gink of the burning orb, its heat beeting a hisface, hiseyesitching and tearing if he even
tried to focus on the now-incandescent pinprick of light. Next to it, the second orb formed afrigid
whirlpool of rainbow light. He reached for the icing shard, not sure why, suddenly not at dl certain that he
had control over his own body. Perhaps he was being forced by Sarah.

Hest flowed from hisfingertips, skintingling, afrigid breeze biting down to the bone, stiffening joints,
cracking skin. Hisindex finger, just afew centimeters from the throat of the rainbow vortex, numbed,
then appeared to flow, digtort, the very air around it liquefying, aspray of liquid oxygen and nitrogen
Sputtering from the rainbow vortex, stinging him, burning hisface with pinpricks of pain.

“It is Zero Paint!” screamed General Sutherland.

“ItisCUSP!” shouted Simon, his hand moving even closer to the orbs, hisindex finger blistered,
glistening, frozen shards of blood sparkling like rubies, while hislittle finger, closer to the incandescent
spuittering pinprick of light, smoked, the too-pink skin starting to char.

“CUSP has gone off-line!” shouted Mears.



Simon shook hishead. “CUSPisin the bowl,” he said in awhisper, the fishbowl now filling with aroar,
one building in intensity and frequency, the degp rumble ramping to a high-pitched squedl. “I can dmost
touchit.”

Flamelicked thetip of hislittlefinger, while afrozen blood shard snapped off hisindex finger, taking
adong with it everything beyond the last joint, the flash-frozen fingertip hitting the floor. “ She' s brought
CUSP here” he said, staring at the two orbs, one of fire and one of ice.

In the frozen rainbow sphere, where he was certain the temperature had dropped to only afew
microdegrees above absolute zero, hung the CUSP processor, with its hundreds of quantum-coupled
particles, searching for patterns, thinking. And next to it the second sphere, aminiature sun, CUSP's
high-speed number cruncher, the too-hot plasmaflipping quantum states billions of time faster than the
best solid-state processors.

Simon knew that he stood before a now-naked and exposed CUSP—all the supporting hardware
removed, the machine somehow stripped right down to the few critical atomsthat defined it, these
remnants now being manipulated by software infinitely more sophisticated than any that had ever existed.

Sarah Sutherland’ s mind.

Her face was a black mask of burned skin; even her wide-open eyes smoked adull gray. Simon thought
that she might spesk, her lipsmoving, her chin quivering.

But she said nothing.

Instead she stepped forward, moving directly into the twin orbs. Before she hit them, Simon realized that
they were exactly at her eye leve, and the spacing between them was that of her eye spacing.

He tensed, braced himsdlf, tried to pull his hand back, but it would not respond. He knew when those
orbs struck her face, especidly the microscopic burning sun of CUSP s plasma processor, that Sarah's
head would explode, the organic shrapnel of meat and bone flashing outward.

Wide-eyed, Sarah walked into the orbs, the frozen shard and bit of burning sun hitting her squarein the
pupils—the harsh glare of the little sun vanishing, and the rainbow shimmer of the vortex swallowed.

Simon’ s burned and frozen fingers touched the bridge of Sarah’ snose.
A nose of perfect pink skin.
Clank!

The neura inducer that had been mdted into her skull had hit the fishbow! floor and now twirled likea
Spinning coin, clattering to a hdlt.

Simon lowered his hand, only now starting to fed the pain, nerve endings screaming, part of his hand ill
frozen and numb, but the burned portion, throbbing with each heartbest, felt asif it were being dammed
over and over again with ahammer. “Sarah,” he said.

She blinked—once. Her smoked eyes were now pae blue. Her face, perfect and untouched, was
framed by short copper red hair. Stepping back, she leaned against the edge of the gurney. Simon
glanced down, watched her hands wrap around its stainless-sted struts, then saw the metal flow, her
fingerssinking into the solid-sted bar.

“Oh,” he mumbled as he watched her fingers dipping through what should have been asolid piece of



metal. Manipulating her own body, repairing her face and regrowing hair, was not something he could
understand, but something that he didn’t consider outright impossible—merging with CUSP had given her
abilitiesto control her own body at aleve that no human could match. But it went far past that. She was
aso ableto dter materia externd to her, merely by touching it. Therationd part of him inssted that this
was due to the manipulation of chemistry and physics, inaway that he smply wasn't mentally equipped
to fathom, while the emotiond part of him watching the metal flowing about her fingers could only
describe it as magic.

“Areyou okay, Sarah?’

Simon looked up. Generd Sutherland stared down at them. “ Are you okay?’ he shouted through the
glass

Sarah smiled, raising her left hand asif to wave at her father, and looked surprised as she saw that she
was holding a haf-meter length of one of the gurney’ s struts. The metd sagged like alimp noodle.

“Sheisintegrating with CUSP!” shouted Simon, trying to step back but having no placeto go, cradling
his frozen and burned hand. Sarah turned toward him, dropping the rubbery-metal bar, the metal
diffening and returning to its origina state the moment it Ieft her fingers, hitting the floor with aclank. She
reached toward Simon.

He had no timeto react.

“Don’'t movel” she ordered, the voice coming from inside his head. She grabbed his damaged hand,
her fingers meshing with his, in the same way that her hand had meshed with the sainless-sted bar—his
hand now flowing into hers.

“Umph,” said Simon, hisknees|etting go as he jerked his hand back. He dropped to the floor, trying to
protect his hand. Herolled over on his back, looking past Sarah’ sface to the ceiling of the fishbowl,
imagining the acid vat about to be spilled, its contents gushing through the calling vent.

“Your handisfing” shesaid inawhisper.

Simon held up his hand, looking at the moving fingers, unburned and unblistered, perfect, as untouched as
Sarah’ sface. Through the fingers he saw the acid grille and wispy tendrils of condensation floating down
fromit.

“No!” screamed General Sutherland.

Sarah leaned to her |eft, her fingertipsjust touching the side of the fishbowl, pushing into what Smon
knew should have been unyielding sted and graphite, penetrating the impenetrable materia dmost
knuckle deep.

Theacid grille above them shimmered, flowing, the openings quickly sedling themsealves, until nothing
remained but smooth graphite and fading acid tendrils.

Sarah pulled her hand out of thewall, stepped back, and leaned against the Side of her gurney, again
wrapping her hands around its sted struts. Smon pulled himsdf up, cradling his hand, even though it no

longer hurt.
“Don’t detonate,” said Sarah.

Simon looked firdt at her, then up at the nonexistent acid grille. At that moment, he was certain thet if
those watching did try to detonate the nukes, nothing would happen. Sarah had repaired his hand,



repaired hersdlf, and manipulated the fishbowl to remove the acid grille. She must have also reached the
nukes.

“I’m not the threat that should be your primary concern,” said Sarah.
Simon stood.

Shelooked at him. “There’ snot much time. The Sun’ swaking, and thistime it will not shut itself down.”
Then her eyes glazed, coated in aglistening sheen of crysta.

Chapter 13

Padmini looked past the inspector and through the window.

A whitewall filled the horizon, broken only by alatticework of metal that clung to its face—the
Birmingham Trangt—the elevator system that crawled up the Sde of the Ring, transporting cargo and
people between Tech and Ag sectors. Under normal circumstances, an unbroken ribbon of elevator
trainswould be crawling up and down the four-kilometer face of the Ring, hauled through the meta
latticework skeleton, but this morning almost nothing moved.

The half dozen North American Trangts were on lock-down, with only the highest priority products and
people alowed access. The normal 50-car-per-hour transport had been reduced to less than 1 per hour.

Y esterday’ s low-yield nuke detonation had transformed the Pensacola Trangit into a pile of melted and
twisted sted struts, but had left the Ring relatively untouched, and whet little superficial damage had been
donewas quickly repairing itsalf. The Powers were getting anxious, the sputtering and chattering of the
Sun unnerving everyone. Some radica Tool faction had taken action in an attempt to bring down the
Rings before they could be activated.

Desperate and stupid.
“Everything appearsto bein order.”

Padmini focused on the ingpector—full-suited, its Face filled with an image of the Birmingham Transt, the
same scene that shewould seeif she turned and looked through the window.

“ Body language indicates confusion and suspicion,” said Kdi, who sat next to Padmini.
Padmini was not surprised.

The inspector reached forward and again picked up the cube that had been sitting on the desk. Within
the block of clear glass sat nestled aspherica ball of spun metd.

“DNA biocatayst for the corn-tweakers at the Tuscaloosa Ag Co-Op,” she said once more, doing her
best to sound as bored and disinterested as she had the last dozen times she'd said it. “ Pour broad
spread DNA into the front of thefilter, and the catalyst will rearrange every deviant base pair so only the
purest product is passed. That little mesh can produce better than a microgram per hour.”

Padmini had no ideawhat the device actudly was, wasfairly certain that it was not a biocataly<t, and
suspected that the ingpector couldn’t tell the difference between abiocatayst and abowl of oatmedl. The
Void wasinforming it that the metallic mesh was a sate-of-the-art biocatayst.

The inspector set the cube back on the desktop and looked left. Padmini carefully looked in that general
direction, but not directly at the virtud display hanging in midair, the one that only the ingpector should
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have been able to see. She could seeit, too, courtesy of the deepened level of accessthat Kali now
possessed, supplied by the manipulating Swirl.

Theingpector’ s Face turned right-left-right. Padmini could see that the display remained unchanged, the
basics of her new identity and the nature of the cargo she transported the same asthe last timethe
inspector had requested an identity scan.

“Ther€ s corn that needsto be grown,” said Padmini, theimpatiencein her voiceredl.

The inspector took haf a step back. “Y ou’ ve been cleared for Transt. Proceed to docking for
transport.”

Padmini leaned forward, grabbed the cube, and stuffed it into her courier’ s sack. “ Always a pleasure
doing business with you,” she said. Records would indicate that she' d been an Ag Department courier
for thelast 5 years, and had made the transit at Birmingham 22 times. Records showed that this same
Inspector had questioned her on three earlier trangits. That level of manipulation would betrivia for the
Swirl.

But phantom memories, no matter how seamlesdy inserted, often |eft a sour taste in one' s head, the
assemblage of rearranged neurons creating the desired memory, but the process of that rearrangement
leaving behind just ahint of doubt.

Shefdt certain that was what the inspector had felt, those previous meetings clear and crip inits head,
but something about them not feding quiteright, quite redl. That feeling had forced the cautious ingpector
to check her identity haf a dozen times, and was apparently something beyond the ability of the Swirl to
control.

“Seeyou onthereturn,” said Padmini as she turned toward the exit, certain that she’ d never be seeing
the eastern face of the North—-South Ring again. Kai inssted that they were making aone-way
trip—she d been informed by the Swirl.

Theingpector said nothing.

They sat on the porch’s glider swing. Looking past the small dirt front yard and the faded white picket
fence, Xavier stared into the thick green corn. He kept his hand in Bec'slap, holding on to both her
hands. He tried to not think past the corn, past the boundaries of his 10 acres, but it wasimpossible.

A spiderweb of glistening thread ran from the smal box next to him into hisright eye, theinput dumped
deep into hisbrain, the flow gathered by the receiving box from the micro area network that permested
the farmhouse and barn.

Bec lived in the micro areanetwork.

He' d salvaged as much of her as he could, unable to gather up everything, the cancer chewing through
her brain far faster than the equipment beneath the barn could map and untangle her synaptic
connections. What he' d managed to capture was her echo.

At timesit was enough.
But those times werefew and far between.

“You saved her,” said Bec.



Xavier turned his head, looking at her, at her dark eyes, glistening and moit, so dive, so full, but he
knew s totaly empty, with nothing realy behind them except for the memoriesthat he supplied. Shewas
mostly what he remembered her to be, very little of the smulation actualy her. The cancer had been 0
fed.

“For the moment,” he said.

Bec shook her head, and her long dark hair did over her right shoulder. “ Mearswon’t risk it. He has
far too much to lose.”

Bec didn’'t understand. It was not Mears or the Ag Co-Op he feared. It was the Rings and the Sun. They
were less than 50 kilometers from the North—-South Ring, and could actualy hear it hum, alow-frequency
drone, avibration that for the past two days had sent the old rusted rooster weather vane atop the barn
to dowly turning. And the Sun was talking—nothing that anyone could understand, but Che insisted the
satic burgts, and the flaresit belched, showed structure and meaning beneath the chaos. The problem
that had been Mears, the dl-pervasive fear that Christinawould end up endaved in the Ag Co-Op, had
suddenly becomeirreevarnt.

The Rings were about tofire.
He could fed it, and the spectrum analysis that Che had been running insisted uponiit.
1] Pma?l

“Theswing,” he said, not looking in the direction of Christina s voice. When he sat on the swing and had
the little box’ sinput jacked, Christina knew better than to disturb him. He didn’t ask for much, but when
he sat on the swing, it meant that he didn’t want to be disturbed. He drifted away, back to the beach and
surf, to Bec diving into the waves.

“Che saysthat the package has reached the Birmingham Transport.”

Xavier nodded, only partidly listening, instead focusing on the warm surf, on Bec’slong hair floating in
the white water, a dark-glistening halo.

“And that Ring chatter has spiked.”

Xavier turned, the image of the beach gone, cut clean as the spiderweb linkage pulled out of hiseye. He
sat on the swing aone. “ Spiked?” he asked, turning and looking at Chrigtina,

Her eyeswere frightened. “ Che said that it spiked above all the noise.”

Xavier stood, looked once at the empty part of the bench next to him, where Bec should have been
gtting, then jumped up, not bothering to pull on hiship boots or grab the particul ate filter that hung from
its peg by the front door. The game was over. It no longer mattered who watched them or what they
saw.

They were done hiding.

Hejumped from the porch, clearing the dirt yard in adozen running strides. Just as he reached the barn,
as he made a grab for the well-worn handle of the diding door, adeep rumble rose through the ground,
morefdt than heard, tickling hisfeet through the thick soles of his boots, telling him that the horizon had
shifted ever sodightly.

He looked back over his shoulder.



Chrigtina stood next to the swaying swing, looking out &t the cornfield. He easily read the expressionin
her face, the overwheming sense of lossthat came when you knew that what you were looking at would
never be the same again, had begun to change even as you watched it. The corn rustled in waves, a
yelow haze of pollenrisnginto theair. “Cometo the barn!” he shouted, then turned, not bothering to
look back, knowing that Christinawould obey.

Sliding the barn door open wide, he ran past the pigpens, and threw himself into the small doorway of the
grain bin, pushing through itsfalse back wall, dropping into the semidarkness, his handsfinding the pole,
his legs wrapping around it as he dropped.

“What'sit doing?’ he screamed into the darkness.
“Full spike!” ydled Che from below.

Halfway down the pole Xavier lost hisgrip, the polelegping out of his hands asthe world lurched in an
easterly direction by agood haf meter. He smashed into the wall of the shaft and continued to fal, apart
of him wondering about broken legs and ankles when he hit the bottom, and the other part knowing that
ahaf-meter shift wasinggnificant compared to what would happen next.

Three kilometers up the western face of the Ring, Padmini descended dowly, staring through the
Trangport’ sglasswal at the quilt of green-and-gold fields that ran to the horizon. Never in her life had
she seen such an expanse of living things, a horizon not choked with buildings and debris.

She estimated that there were more than 200 bodies stuffed into a Transport designed to handle no more
than 50. Seats had been removed and dl were standing, packed tight, for the 1-hour transit. Beads of
swesat had condensed across her upper lip. But she couldn’t easily reach up and wipe it, not without
elbowing someone next to her.

She dowed her breathing and focused on the distant patchwork horizon.

“| can take the edge off,” said Kdi, the Jnni hovering outside the Transport, her stringy, bloody hair
flying about her.

Padmini shook her head without actually moving it; the intent to shake it was enough for Kdi to detect.
She needed to remain focused, taking no chances that she might miss some random snip, something
critica, not willing to relinquish hersdf to Kdi at the moment, not understanding how Kadi interfaced with
the dl-controlling sentient in the Void.

She could not be certain of itstrueintent. If Barnwell’ s ghost had been telling the truth, he' d served it, for
nearly 20 years, and hisreward for that loyaty had been to get the front of his skull blown off.

She blinked.

Asif it had been reading her thoughts, the little whirlpool of light that refused to have its name spoken
aoud flashed into existence, hovering next to Kai. Damn, thought Padmini.

Pattern shift.

Two hundred bodies, al with their random movements and twitches, enough talking and murmuring to
generate adull buzz, had collectively formed a background maosaic that Padmini’ s brain had accepted as
the base leve for the Transport’ sinterior.



But that base level had suddenly shifted.

Her attention had been drawn to the face of the Ring, to the featurelesswhite wall lessthan ameter away
from the transparent far wall of their Transport car, asit did past at nearly 3 meters per second. Some
subtle change was taking place, below the threshold of conscious awareness.

“Hold on!” shouted Kali. The Swirl darted about her, flitting in and out of her bloody tangle of hair.

Padmini did not question, but wrapped her hands around the guardrail that for the last 5 minutes had
been uncomfortably jammed againgt her waist. There was just enough time to raise her head and give
Kali aquestioning look.

The Transport car’ swindowed wall, less than afew centimeters from the tip of Padmini’ s nose, crazed, a
random network of hairline cracks exploding through it. The crowd let out a collective wail, pitch and
intengity building, everyone trying to step back from the splintering window. The sound of amillion
shattering ice cubes accompanied the window’ s outward explosion asthe car’ sinternal pressure
suddenly overcame the weakened structurd integrity of the cracking window.

A prismed haze of window shards, dl spitting and sputtering rainbows, pulled away in thewind, and for a
moment Padmini felt hersalf being sucked outward. She thought that her hands might lose their grip and
that she would go over therail to join the spinning body faling below her, the one that was dready far
enough away smply to be abody, no longer a person.

And then thewind dapped at her face, flooding in through the open wall of the car, damming her back.
Shefelt the changefirgt in her somach, the drop and acceleration, then the lessening of gravity asif
someone were pulling her up by the shoulders. The collective scream within the car, 200 people ydlling at
full volume, managed barely to overwhem of rush of the wind, but was quickly swallowed by the
high-intensity roar of meta tearing away from meta, and the explosive staccato of popping rivet heads.

Her feet rose up from the floor.

The car lurched, the horizon tilting, and through the far window, still intact, the one that had been snugged
to the sde of the Ring, she now saw an arc of blue sky.

“The car has come loose!l” shouted Kali.

Padmini watched the arc of blue widen asthe car began to pivat, falling away from the face of the Ring.
Stedl beams, chunks of |-bar thicker than a person, twisted and torn, ragged ends glistening, flashed
between the face of the Ring and the Transport. People tumbled past her, faling into midair, ahand
grabbing on to her shirt, clinging for just an ingtant, then vanishing with her deeve. At that moment, she
knew that it was not Ssmply that the car had come away from the Transport elevator but that the entire
structure of the elevator had let go, al of it falling down the face of the Ring.

“Jump out!” screamed Kali. “ You need to clear the Transport!”

Twigting around, Padmini looked out. The air was littered with the debris of the collgpsed eevator, dong
with flailing bodies, and crates of al szes—the cargo that had been stored benegth the passenger portion
of thecar.

“You need to clear the Transport!”

Kali hung in front of her, infreefdl, her amsand legs held out, long tendrils of bloody hair, severed head
necklace, and wailing fetus earrings rising up behind her, beaten by the wind. The Swirl was nowhereto
be seen.



“ Life-threatening emergency!”
Slence. Those three words kicked Padmini into a deep-focus mode.

The screams, the tearing of metd, thewail of the wind, even the thumping of her own heart, vanished.
She could till fed thewind damming into her face, pushing her eyeba s back into their sockets, and
while most of her body had dropped into an overdrive numbness, she could still fedl the cold, hard metal
in her hands—the guardrail that kept her safely inside the Transport.

“Clear it now,” sad Kadli, her voice the only sound Padmini could hear.

Panic, fear, doubt, al artifacts of surging neurotransmitters, were swept aside, purged, and dumped.
Pulling up her legs, wedging her feet on the guardrail alongside her hands, she focused on Kdi, nearly 20
metersin front of her. Letting go, she kicked out from the guardrail, the full force of the wind damming
her in the chest, spinning her, throwing her into atumble.

“Full Auto,” said Kdli.

Padmini gave aninterna nod and felt her body momentarily stiffen, then totally relax as Kdi took control,
tapping into the same dgorithmsthat had permitted the Jinni to autoaim her pistol, now taking full
mechanical control over her entire body.

Kdi wasin charge. Padmini fell.

Severa hundred meters benesth her, the Transport car continued to tumble and drop, hugging the side of
the Ring, enmeshed in a crumbled latticework of the €levator, spewing passengers and cargo with each
lurching turn it took.

Green fieldsjumped up & her.

“ Terminal velocity of 61 meters per second reached,” said Kali. “ Altitude of 2,600 meters above
ground. Impact in 43 seconds.”

Padmini heard the words, and despite the fact that full control of her body had been relinquished to Kdli,
and her brain had been flushed of al overloaded neurotransmitters, she still shuddered head to toe.

Dead in 43 seconds, she said to herself, as her body raced toward the ground.

A ged lid, probably from acargo container, better than 3 meters on aside, and dangling an array of
graps and lines, flew toward her. The sheet of metal spun fadt, itsjagged cornersflipping into view
severa times a second.

“The Swirl has informed me of a course of action,” sad Kdl.

No, Padmini wanted to scream, knowing that the last time the Swirl had implemented a course of action,
Leo had been killed. She was suddenly certain it was her turn, her degth just one moretick of acogina
machine she couldn’t possibly understand.

“ Objects tracking and trajectories being configured,” said Kali.

Padmini didn’t understand. The ground flew up at her. Her body, under Kali’ s control, acted. Head up,
ams held closeto her sides, shefet her feet flutter, kicking at the air, dumping her into aspin, quickly
matching the spin of the sheet of metal, suddenly the entire world spiraling around her—blue sky, green
earth, white expanse of the Ring, blurred in atwirling collage.



The meta sheet hung unmoving, her rotation and its matched.

She hit it, hands grabbing on to its restraining straps, pulling her to the metal sheet, damming into it
facefirst, wrapping a strap severd times around her walg, lashing it to an exposed eye bolt.

“ Altitude 1,740 meters, velocity reduced to 42 meters per second, impact in 41 seconds. | have
been informed that there are 347 airborne objects in this vicinity that can reach us before impact.
They will be used to induce momentum transfer.”

Padmini hugged the sheet of metal, the world about her spinning. The large flat surface of the sheet of
meta had sufficient drag to reduce her speed to 42 meters per second, but she’ d till hit the ground in 41
seconds with avelocity of a speeding train. She did not understand what Kali had meant by momentum
transfer.

A streak of metd flashed to her left.

Her body stiffened, preparing itsdlf for something that she couldn’t anticipate, something that Kali knew
was coming. Her right cheek cracked againgt the cargo lid as an object dammed againgt the underside of
the metal, accompanied by the muffled sounds of an explosion, as yellow-orange licks of flame billowed
up over the edge of thelid.

“ A 2-kilogram crop surveyor with an opposed velocity of 29 meters per second,” said Kdi. “ The
fuel cell explosion provided additional oppositional thrust. The Swirl has taken control of the
trajectories of the remaining 346 objects within our range.”

A second explosion.
Thenathird.

Her head rattled, her gut lurched, the air was knocked out of her lungs, and each time she tried to suck
down a breath another explosion rocked her from below. But now she understood. Aerid craft inthe
vicinity were being targeted to the underside of the meta sheet, damming at it, exploding againgt it, eech
hit transferring momentum, attempting to push the metd sheet and her up into the air.

The Swirl wastrying to save her.

The explosons became continuous, like the rapid clattering of automatic gunfire. Her brain rattled in her
skull with each impact, her back molars chewing at theinsides of her cheeks.

“Velocity reduced to 15 meters per second,” said Kali.

More explosions, and a continuous wall of flame now licked around the edge of the lid. Her face became
hot, the palms of her handsflat across the sheet, burning.

“Velocity reduced to 8 meters per second.”

Still too much, she thought, knowing that even 3 meters per second would be the equivaent of running
into abrick wall.

Boom!

Her forehead bounced from the stedl, her vision tunndling, but she was sill conscious enough to know
that something redly large had just struck her from benesth.

“ Sx meters per second.”



She watched her shirtdeeve burn brightly as wind-driven rivulets of blood raced across the shiny meta
lid.

“ Five meters per second.”

She blinked, tried to suck down abregath, only to have it rush back out of her throat as another explosion
kicked her in the scomach.

“ Impact.”

Padmini felt nothing, the quick crack of her skull againgt the stedl sheet knocking her ouit.
Chapter 14

“ Rise and shine. We' ve got visitors.”

Simon opened his eyes. There’ d been no dreams, no sense of passing time, just aclosing of eyes, then
Bill’s command that he wake. Hetried to roll to hisleft, away from the tent opening and what he knew
lay out there, but adiver of pain, likeashard of metal being pushed bone deep, shot through his back, as
the neura trunk attached to the back of his head became wedged between him and the floor. Theincison
was gtill tender from the operation.

Hedowly sat up. Teenage Bill sat inthefar end of the tent, legs crossed, hovering afew centimeters
abovethe nylonfloor. “ The porta-Manifold seems to be functioning reasonably well, but this lack
of Void accessis giving me a headache,” he said, reaching up and rubbing histemples.

“Headache,” said Simon, sounding cynical. He reached up with hisleft hand and gently tugged at the
half-centimeter-thick cable running into the back of his skull. “Don’t tell me about a headache.” Reaching
to hisright, he picked up the porta-Manifold: an anodized aluminum rectangle, most of it containing
high-efficiency hydridefud cells, but at its core, an attenuated solid-state Manifold that contained this
dightly trimmed version of Bill. He could sense no difference, despite Bill’ s complaints about missing
memories. Bill compared his dower thought processes to watching pudding dripping down anidiot’s
chin.

“ Judging by the hum of the load lock cycler, and the slap and clap of booties, it sounds like two
are coming thisway. | would suspect Mears and Sutherland.”

“But you can't be sure, can you?’ said Simon, suddenly smiling, taking some small comfort from the fact
that with Bill cut off from the Void, al the Jnni’ sinput came through his own physica senses. If hedid
not see, hear, smdll, or touch it, then Bill couldn’t experienceit.

“Will you just look,” Bill said, exasperated.

Simon moved, but took histime, carefully picking up the porta-Manifold by its straps, watching the
excess length of fiber trunk redl itsdf into the box as he pulled it toward him, making sure there were no
kinks or knots in the feed-through. He dung it across his back, snugging the straps againgt his shoulde.

“ A monkey on your back,” sadBill.

“That' sgetting abit old,” said Simon. 1’ m beginning to suspect that along with your memories, they’ ve
trimmed a bit of your sense of humor.”

Bill said nothing.
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Kicking hislegs out of the deeping bag, Simon crawled to the entrance of the tent, first looking to his|eft,
at Sarah’ s perch. It appeared asif she had not moved the entire night, still standing atop the sted!
platform, the crystaline tendrils running from her fingertips and extending out from each vertebra, angling
down, attached to the platform, locking her in place. The cloud of motes till spun above her head, most
little more than abstract pattern and flashes of color, but mixed with afew images that were recognizable
as real things—people, places, and objects.

Simon stood and turned.

Two Full-Suits walked toward them, across the now empty floor of the CUSP main [aboratory, al
equipment and Dolls having been removed, the airplane-hangar-sized room totally empty except for their
small encampment. The Faces had been removed from the suits and replaced with bubble helmets.

Mears and Sutherland.

Mears carried awhite paper bag that Simon knew would contain hisrationsfor the day. Sarah required
nothing. For the 3 days they’ d been there Sarah had not shown any interest in food or water, and only on
rare occasions gave any hint a all that she was even aware of the world around her.

Mesars dropped the ration bag, kicked it in Simon’ s direction, then took half a step back. “You're
running out of time,” he said, hisvoice emanating a chest levd. “The Rings are tet-firing at regular
intervals, and the geological shear has been extreme. The Y dlowstone basin isexploding in morethan a
dozen locations, and last night Vesuvius blew off itstop 1,500 meters, taking most of Napleswith it.”

“And | am supposed to do just what about that?’ asked Simon, knowing the answer.

“Get her to help!” shouted Mears. “Wake her up and focus her. Do whatever it takes, even allowing her
to access you directly through Bill and hisManifold if that' swhat it takes. People are dying.”

“How compassionate of you,” said Simon, and he quickly took two steps toward Mears, who
backstepped just as quickly. “ Afraid that the interface has aready been made, that we might intend you
to be the next member of the gestalt, and I’ll reach right through your suit, punch my fingers knuckle deep
into your skull, and suck you dry?’

Mearstook another step back. “It’s only amatter of time before the Sun givesits Jet ahard fire, and the
Ringsfirein response”

For daysit had been obvious that the test-firing of the Rings and the sputtering of the stellar Jet were
following a coordinated pattern, both part of asingle syslem. There was little doubt that if the Sun began
along, hard fire of its J&t, the Rings would follow aong.

Sutherland walked forward, holding out hisright fist, the fingers opening, reveding the smdl cubein the
pam of hishand.

“ My breakfast,” said Bill, whom Simon watched materidize next to Sutherland. “ All the news that’s
fit to eat.”

The datacube was the only way for information to be transferred in and out of the porta-Manifold. It
would contain detailed information of what was happening around the world, the latest expert andysison
the functioning and intent of the stellar Jet, and aframe-by-frame, snip-by-snip examination of the motes
that hovered above Sarah.

Simon could sense no fear in Sutherland’ sface as the genera held out the cube, but he certainly saw
large doses of anger and frudtration. “ Perhaps thisis the morning that we decide to assmilate you,” said



Smon as he reached for the cube.

“Andif itis, doyou redly think I’m stupid enough, or arrogant enough, to believe that this suit, or these
walls, or even the pocket nukes buried benegth the floor could stop her?” asked Sutherland

“No,” said Simon, as he took the cube from Sutherland’ s pam. The others believed that their safeguards
could keep Sarah contained if she decided to lash out in an uncontrollable fashion, but in thisregard,
Simon was in complete agreement with Sutherland. The only thing keeping Sarah in thislab, locked onto
the platform, was the smple fact that this was what she wanted. He d seen firsthand what she' d been
capable of when she'd first merged with CUSP, and fdlt certain that those abilities had radicaly
increased.

“Despite the histrionics, Mearsis correct. We re running out of time. The Jet could kick into continua
firing a any time. Anaysis showsthat thereisno reason to believe that it couldn’t accelerate at afull tenth
gee. If the Ringsfire to match that acceleration, the resulting geologica destruction will be severe.”

Smon nodded.

Sutherland walked over to Sarah. Simon watched him dow as he neared her platform, could sense his
confidence dipping away. “ Sarah?’ he said, looking up &t her.

Sarah stared straight ahead, her crystal-covered eyes focused well past him.

The motes above her head, acloud nearly ameter in diameter, rolled and smeared, suddenly looking like
frothing surf. Inthefar corner, asmal dog materidized, alittle cocker spaniel with runny eyes.

“That' sright, Sarah,” said Sutherland. “ Do you remember Biscuit?’ He turned, looking over his shoulder
at Simon. “Biscuit was her dog when shewas alittle girl. She remembers. She' s till Sarah.”

Simon was not so sure. He' d watched the motesfor 3 days, sitting in front of Sarah, talking to her,
pleading with her, trying anything to break through to her, to generate some cause and effect in the
spinning motes. He' d cometo believe that they were nothing but random twitterings of a menta process
they’ d never be able to understand. Sarah the person, the human, was gone.

He' d watched CUSP pass through her eyes.
Nothing human could have survived that.

“WEe re sarting to understand it,” said Sutherland as he pointed up at the motes. “ She' s burning nearly 10
times the energy of anorma human body, most of that energy being dumped into a standing wave
electromagnetic discharge that spreads out about 1 meter dl around her. It' satype of holographic
projection, with incredibly intense high-frequency eectromagnetic fiddsthat are actudly polarizing air
molecules, shifting indexes of refraction over submillimeter distances, and generating these images as
ambient light passesthrough the field.”

“And you think sheisusing thisto try to communicate with us?’ asked Smon.
“Without adoubt,” said Sutherland.

Simon wasfull of doubt, certain these images were no more aform of communication than that of a
person trying to communicate with the outside world by shedding dead skin cells, or expelling used
breaths of air. There might be some information in what was being expelled, but it could hardly be
conddered aform of communication.



“Feed me.”
Bill stood next to Simon, pointing at the cube in his hand.

“1f we want to get out of thislab, and establish any sort of control over her,” Bill sad, “ then
we' ve got to crack this puzzle. And for that we need information, everything that’s available.”

Simon shook his head, certain that Bill wasjust asddlusond as Sutherland, both of them brimming with
enough ego to believe that they could actualy figure out what was happening and make contact with, then
direct, Sarah.

Reaching over his shoulder, Smon pushed the datacube into its port.
Bill fluttered, rolled, and vanished.

“I'll vigit you later, Sarah,” said Sutherland, dowly turning and walking quickly back to Simon. “I can
contain this Situation for only so long, giving you ardatively free hand to break through to her, but the
dtuation is deteriorating, and otherswill attempt to step in and take CUSP.” He paused. “They will not
be as supportive and gentle as I’ ve been.”

Simon nodded.

Sutherland turned toward Mears but did not step away from Simon. “Leave, now,” he said, and Mears,
looking relieved, quickly turned and jogged across the empty floor, not even dowing down as he crossed
through the far doorway. “ Sedl it and give me 2 minutes!” shouted Sutherland.

A door dowly closed inward. Simon focused dl his attention on Sutherland. Something was up if
Sutherland wanted to talk to him aone.

Sutherland waited severa seconds after the door had closed to turn and face Simon. “Y ou’ ve got a part
to play, and | don't see you pulling your weight.” He stepped nearer, until the faceplate of his suit actudly
pressed up against Simon’ s nose.

“I"'min herewith her,” said Smon.

Sutherland shook his head. “That’s not enough. | created you for a specific purpose, and you are not
performing in the manner that | expect.”

Simon didn't move.

From the moment they’ d learned that it had actualy been Sutherland’ s politica maneuveringsthat were
responsible for the creation of CUSP, he' d been certain that he also owed his existence to Sutherland,
that he had been Sutherland’ sfirgt attempt at building a Post-Point intelligence.

“| can’t puncture the Point,” said Simon.

Sutherland closed his eyes for just a second, then reopened them, the look in his eyes so intense, so
focused, that Simon took haf astep back, asif physicaly pushed. “Y ou were never designed to puncture
the Point,” said Sutherland.

“Wha?" said Smonin disbelief, quickly looking around for Bill but unableto find him, feding him
burrowing deeply into his head, hiding, actudly afraid. “Then what have theselast 4 years been about?’

Again Sutherland shook his head. “Not 4 years, but 26 years,” hesad. “Thelast 4 years, interfacing you
with Bill, have been an attempt to salvage an experiment that has not proceeded as| planned.”



“I'm 26 yearsold,” said Simon.

“We created a Post-Human intelligence 26 years ago on the battlefields of the Ten Degree War,” he
sad. “It was adigtributed intelligence, resding in the minds of thousands of soldiers. We then attempted
to didtill that intelligence, to focusit into asingle organic entity, one bred and born to bethe carrier.”

Smon shook his head.

“That sright,” said Sutherland. “But it didn’t work, wouldn't quite take up residence. It burned you right
out and dumped you into a deep catatonic state.” Then Sutherland paused, and Simon could tell hewas
congdering his next words very carefully. “Under norma circumstances we would have smply disposed
of you, but that was not an option | could exercise. Y ou have adestiny to fulfill. | thought it would be as
the physical embodiment of the Swirl.”

“Swirl,” Simon said in awhisper, feeling Bill burrow even deeper as the word echoed in hishead.

“But that was not to be. That part of the future | obvioudy did not see clearly, dthough | supposethereis
dtill the remote possibility that you might successfully integrate withit.”

“With Bill?" asked Simon.
“No,” sad Sutherland, shaking his head. “With the Swirl.”
“Andisthat what Bill is?’ asked Simon.

Sutherland again shook his head. “I suspect you'll find out soon enough just what Bill is, but not before
you deliver Sarah.”

“Dédiver her where?”
“Far away fromthis place,” said Sutherland. “ Farther than you can possibly imagine.”
“I don't understand,” said Simon.

Sutherland reached out and thumped him on the chest. “Y ou will understand. Y ou'll have no choice. |
know thefuture, and | know that you will ddiver her!”

Simon shook his head, totally confused.

“And soon!” shouted Sutherland, who turned and started walking toward the opening door. “Get on with
it, and fast!”

“It was close,” said Mears, as he pointed at the door and the four guards that stood around it, their
microwave disrupters cocked and ready to fire, the weapons able to scramble the neurd processes of

anything, organic or inorganic.
“But dive?’ asked Sutherland.

Mesars nodded. “We ve DNA retemplated him twice, flushed better than 30 liters of blood and marrow
inand out of him, and sphoned off nearly 5 kilos of ruptured cdllular materid. Both histhyroid and |eft
lung have been replaced with biomechanica analogues. He' stired, drained, and we' re fill pushing alot
of fluidsin and out, but he' s recovering. He probably has another 30 yearsin that carcass before he
needs amgjor overhaul.”



Sutherland sneered. “If only al our problemswere that easy.” Turning away from Mears, he moved
toward the door, waving away the soldiers as he neared. “Kegp awatch on Sarah and inform me of any
change.” Hedid not wait for aresponse,

“We need to enhance our security measures,” said Mears.

Sutherland blinked, nearly missing a step as he neared the door. He dowly turned. “ Security is more than
aufficient. Shewill not harm anyone and will not externalize any aspect of her new Pogt-Point persona.”
Sutherland again turned toward the door.

“Therearebiologica concerns,” said Mears.

Again Sutherland turned. “ There are no concerns! She will not externalize, will not attempt to manipulate
biologica systems outside of her own body. | can guarantee that she won't trip into arunaway.”

Mears breathed quickly. “But she probably could.”

“Of course she could if shewanted,” said Sutherland, “but she does not care about other biological
systems, has no desire to take control of something astrivia and meaningless as you, or even thisworld!”

Mearstook a step toward Sutherland. “But how can you know?’

“Because she' smy daughter! 1t'snot you or anyone or anything else on this planet that is of concernto
her. She' s been bred and designed to access the Sun and interface with the entities responsible for what
isgoing on outside.” He waved a hand above his head. “In her world you no longer even exist.”

“I hope,” said Mears.

“Bdieveme,” said Sutherland. “ Y ou aretotally meaningless.” He turned once more, pushing hispam to
the surface of the door, letting it sample skin cells, scan him base pair by base pair, opening hiseyeswide
50 IR lasers could play against theinsde of hiseyeball. The door did open, and he stepped in, hisskin
suddenly itching, and eyes burning as the high-intensity magnetic microprobe array built into the walls of
the little room peered within him, looking for anything inorganic, anything piggybacking—this fishbowl
designed to let in only Pures. Despite the fact that Mears had been the doctor in charge, he' d never been
in physicd contact with his patient. Sutherland had made certain that only Pures had been in the physica
presence of Kristensen since his capture. The inner door opened, and he stepped through, wiping away
the tears that ran down hisface.

“| expected to see you before this,” said Kristensen. He lay on abed, one hand locked into a plastic cuff
welded to the bed frame, into and out of which lines of fluid were being fed and drained. “1 wasright.”

Sutherland dowly sat down in the medica fishbowl’sonly chair, and Sighed. “Being right was aways so
important for you,” he said. “Being in the know, indgde, a part of theloop.”

“And not important to you?’' asked Kristensen. “Who was more insde than you?’

Sutherland smiled. “ Good point,” he said as he sat back and dowly ran the pams of his hands across his
pant legs. “But all that’sbehind us.” He leaned forward. “We need to talk.”

“A confesson?’ asked Kristensen.

Sutherland shook his head. *'Y ou misunderstand, but of course that isonly to be expected since you
never did understand the redl reason that you' d been brought in.”



“I figured out how to talk with the Sun. | wokeit!”

Sutherland shook hishead. “1 would hardly characterize what you did astaking. The prime numbersitis
flashing, the magnetic pulsesit isbelching, the flaresit is sitting, are hardly real communication. But you
did wekeit.”

“I did!”

“Asany one of dozens of others could have done. Some of them even made the attempt before you did,
but we shut them down.”

“But you couldn’t shut me down,” Kristensen said.

“We didn't want to shut you down. We wanted to let you run, to see what you' d do. If you woke the
Sun, then we knew that it wastime to wakeit. Y our companion would not alow you to make amove
unlessit was confident enough to take on whatever lay behind the Sun.” Sutherland didn’t redly believe
that, certain that Sarah was the only one with the power to control the Sun and the Rings, but this game
had to be played out with Kristensen. The future demanded it.

“What?’ said Kristensen, dumping back in hisbed. “ Companion?’

“Stll not very bright,” said Sutherland. “But | guess that’ sthe type that the Swirl likesto run, those easy
to control.”

Kristensen’sjaw hung dack, and his aready pasty skin faded severa more shades. “Y ou can't possibly
know.”

Sutherland laughed. “I can’t know about the Swirl, about the 100,000 Toolsit hasinfected, about how it
has been hiding and manipulating, first afraid to reved itsdf to the Pures, then terrified of whatever lay
within the Sun, of what was responsible for the Rings.”

“How can you know?" asked Kristensen.

“I’'ve known the Swirl since before there ever was a Swirl. | was there when it was born. | was part of
the team that designed it, that created it in those grunts that fought in the Ten Degree. We conceived of it,
designed it, filled it with fear before it became aware, engineered it so that when it took off, attempting to
go Post-Point, it would be hobbled, unable to run wild and gobble up the world. We needed a partner,
not an overlord.”

“No,” said Kristensen.

“What we didn’t foresee was the Jet and the Rings,” he said, finding the lie so easy to tell, having said it

so many times over the years. “It was designed to be afraid of the Pures, those it couldn’t control. Then
something even bigger and badder came aong, something that sivept humanity right off the threat board.
Sowelet it runjust abit, and let you and the othersrun with it.”

“Itisin control.”

“Of you perhaps,” said Sutherland. “But not me, not of any Pure, of those that redlly control thisworld.
WEe ve been very careful to keep a buffer between us and the Swirl.” He pointed at Kristensen. “Not
letting it get in our heads.”

“Dédliberately created,” said Kristensen.



Sutherland laughed. “Wetaught it well on the battlefields of Africa. It tried to run away, escape the heads
it had infected, manipulating other biologica systems, running wild, engulfing entire ecosystems.”

“It ran?’ asked Krisensen.

“Hard and fast,” said Sutherland. “Why do you think most of equatorid Africaisnow radioactive dag?
Every timeit ran, every timeit escgped someone' s head, launched itself into the greater biosystem, we hit
it, pruning it back, Serilizing it with nuclear intengty.”

Krisensen blinked. “But that wasthewar.”

Sutherland shook his head. “1t was a fourth-world test bed, designed to create the Swirl and best it into
submission. The war wasaminor side effect. The Swirl eventudly learned itslesson. It resdesin
100,000 of you. That isthe budget we' ve dlowed it. I it exceedsthat level, weretdiate. For every
additiond Tool it takes, we take 100 away fromit. Each of you istracked and monitored, your location
known to the exact millimeter. If we detected the dightest hint of runaway, we' d take the Swirl down. It
knowsthis, because we' ve taken it down before. It' slearned itslessons.”

Kristensen shook hishead. “ That’ simpossible”

Sutherland stood, walked to the side of the room, and pushed his hand against adightly recessed panel
that hissed, folded in, and retracted, exposing asmall box. Reaching in, he pulled out apair of glasses. “I
need to talk to the Swirl,” he said as he walked back to the bed and handed Kristensen the glasses, the
polarized lenses flashing dark crimson. “ The glasses are hard-linked through our interface. | want my
conversation controlled and monitored. We are entering avery ddicate phase of our operation. | need to
be in close communication with the Swirl, to make surethat it isready to play its part inthe gamethat is
about to unfold. I need it close by my side, ready for whatever little photo ops might arise.” Sutherland
chuckled.

Krigensen didn’t understand what that meant, couldn’t imagine Sutherland in a photo op with the Swirl,
but didn’t question, decades of experience having taught him the hard lesson that Sutherland would offer
up only whatever details suited him. Kristensen dipped on the glasses, alink established, connecting him
to theVoid, and through it, to the other minds that formed the Swirl. “Yes,” he said in awhisper, his
body sagging, seeming amost to flow benesth the sheets. “Has your daughter been interfaced and CUSP
made operationa ?’ he asked.

Sutherland knew that he was no longer talking to Kristensen. “Nearly s0,” he said, not wanting to lieto
the Swirl, knowing that would not move them any closer to their god. “ Integration istaking longer than
we anticipated, but we are nearing a successful concluson.” He paused. “And your operation?’

“On schedule. Akandi has made contact with Drom.”

“Good,” said Sutherland, and reaching over, he pulled the glasses off Kristensen, breaking the link to the
Swirl. Hewanted to minimize contact with it, knowing it could only be trusted aslong asthey shared a
common goa and that that time was quickly coming to an end.

Chapter 15
“How long?” asked Akandi in a whisper, even before he opened his eyes.

“Four days,” saidlyoon.

Akandi opened hiseyes. The jungle spread out below and above, athick patch of pindike trees, easily
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100 metersin height, werewd | below him. Only dightly above him, the hard, glistening arc of the artificid
sun burned, running away into the haze, vanishing down the central shaft of the artificia world.

They were perched on an outcropping of rough pink marble, not part of the rotating cylinder that
contained the jungle world, but one of the two lids of the cylinder, not quite attached to the cylinder, not
spinning with it. As Akandi watched, the jungle was dowly turning to the right, the entire world rotating.

Looking down at the floor he sat upon, he redlized he could not fed it, was barely in contact with it, and
ashard of cable, trangparent and stiff, anchored him to the rock. Making only dight contact with the
floor, he pushed up, floated, the cable extending nearly a meter from the floor, then went taut, the
rebound tugging him back.

“Outsgdethe cylinder’ s centrifugd field,” said Akandi, pointing out toward the dowly spinning jungle. “All
we have hereis Phobos s own gravitationa field, which is practicaly nonexistent.” Hetried not to focus
on that thought. He did not do well in zero-geefields, hisinner ear inggting it was smply wrong, and the
dowly spinning world in front of him did not help matters.

Heturned around, away from the jungle. The ledge gave way to acave, one bathed in diffuse pink light.
The wadlswere rough-hewn like the floor. He carefully stood, and the stalk around his ankle retracted
into the floor, pulling hisfoot firmly down. He moved his other foot forward, and another stalk poked up
from the rock floor, wrapped around his other ankle, and as he stepped forward, the point at which it
intercepted the floor glided forward. All the time the stalk maintained resistance, giving him theilluson
that he waswalking in what fdlt like afull one-geefidd.

But hisinner ear knew better as his scomach flip-flopped.
“You need to eat,” said lyoon.

Akandi looked to his|eft. Iyoon floated next to him, its black outline standing out in stark contrast to the
pink rock. Next to it hovered the Swirl. Akandi stopped walking, and the stalks pulled hisfeet tightly to
the floor. He gently swayed back and forth, asif being pushed by an intermittent breeze.

Hefdt himsaf start to swest, but he knew it was not due to the nauseathat rolled over him or to his
confused inner ear. There was something different about the Swirl.

It had hardened.

Whenever he' d seen it, the Swirl had been composed of soft and muted light, agently spinning rainbow
twist, dmogt asif it were made of mist or fog. Now the Swirl had become hard and three-dimensiond, all
angles and sharply contrasting colors—a chunk of rainbow crysta, floating a meter above thefloor,
Spitting hard, sharp, multihued reflections.

“Dromissengtive and easly insulted,” said adeep-pitched voice coming from the Swirl. 1 have found
him much more respongive and patient if | interact with him asaphysica entity.”

Despitethe fact that he wasin an essentidly null-gee fidld, Akandi dumped, hisknees giving way, and he
dowly floated to the rock floor. In the more than 20 years that the Swirl had resided in his head, it had
never directly spoken to him, its presence smply sensed, its actions subtle and hidden. It would appear
ghostlike, drawing his attention to an object or course of action, and on rare occasions, relay something
critica through lyoon.

“I have asignificant presence here,” said the Swirl.

Akandi nodded, now sitting on thefloor.



“| suggest you egt before Drom arrives. He will put you right to work and will not be patient if you
require food and water since he will be quite eager to start the flight. During the 4 daysthat you’ ve been
sequestered, al preparationsfor the trip have been completed.” The Swirl stopped spinning, and a shaft
of green light flashed from one of itsfacets, lancing back into the cave, intercepting ashelf of paerock
upon which sat bowlsfilled with what to Akandi |ooked like assorted fruits.

Akandi stood, never even conddering that he might disobey the Swirl, not even questioning why he
would not question the Swirl. The neurd paths that defined unquestioning obedience had been etched
incredibly deep. He walked farther into the cave and, standing next to atable, hisfeet being pulled hard
to thefloor, took apiece of fruit from the nearest bowl, a big green sphere, dightly soft to the touch, and
began edting it, never wondering if it were compatible with his digestive systlem or if it might even be
ppoisonous.

Akandi thought the fruit tasted like cantal oupe and apples.
“For the moment, | have complete control over you,” said the Swirl.
Akandi nodded and took another bite of fruit.

“Y our responses are passve and muted at the moment. While lyoon will only modify your brain
chemistry with your permission, | require no such permission. | have not required any permisson sincel
took residence within you. I can run you as afull automaton, taking control across the entire spectrum
from gross anatomica movements, down to cellular chemicd reactions, or even modify you on agenetic
levd, rearranging you base pair by base pair.”

Again Akandi nodded and took another bite of fruit, and found himsalf wondering at that moment why
what the Swirl wastelling him did not terrify him. He suspected that dopamine, serotonin, and adrendine
levelswithin hisbrain were being radically manipulated by the Swirl, and while that thought did frighten
himin arationd, thinking-only sort of way, there were no actua fedlings associated withit.

“Thisrelationship has served both of uswell for the last 20 years, but the Situation has changed in such a
manner to cause meto ater it. | need to interact with afew sdlect individuals possessing full free will,
entitiestotaly discrete from mysdf.”

Akandi fdlt puzzled. A single ant exhibited will separate from his, but why would he want to interact with
it? What could he hopeto learn from interacting with asingle, free-willed ant, especidly if instead he
could mobilize the entire colony of ants, transforming them into asingle cohesive entity that would do
exactly what he commanded.

“Random element,” said the Swirl. “ Any system in order to optimally operate needs a certain degree of
noise, an dement of chaos, of uncertainty. Total contral is static, and can result in complacency, avery
dangerous state when oneis suddenly faced with aStuation intrinscaly beyond one' s control .
Complacency can be more dangerous than the actua enemy.”

Akandi nodded.

“Even that single ant you were thinking about, under its own power and ingtincts, is capable of acts
beyond the collective colony, such as stumbling across a new source of food and redirecting the colony
to exploit it, an act that if the colony were acting as asingle conscious entity it might not have been ableto
locate and explait. The random nature of theindividua has an important part to play.”

Akandi reached for another piece of fruit, something that looked like a pear but, when he bit into it,
tagted like watermelon.



“One can Smulate noise, generate chaos, and design an dement of the unknown into any Situation. But
such directed actions are not truly random. | need afew e ements of free-willed chaosto maintain
maximum hedlth, to improve chances of successin the nearing conflict.”

Akandi nodded.
“I'mleaving you.” It soun quickly, spitting rainbows. “Now.”
Akandi fdlt his head turn inside out.

“It's started.”

Akandi rolled over, cold, hard rock scraping hisface. Opening his eyes and pushing himsdlf up, he saw
Drom hovering over him, snout above his nose.

“Swirl?’ he asked in awhisper, never before having spoken the word, never before having even wanted
to speak the word. Reaching up to the side of his head, he pressed hisfingers againg histemples. “Hole
inmy head,” he said, the emptiness overwhelming. Drom’ s snout moved closer. Akandi winced, not
frightened by the rows of sharp teeth only centimeters from hisface, but by the wrongness of what he
saw: the lavender tint of tooth enamel, the molted texture of dinosaur skin, the contrast of shadow at
nogtril dits, the elongated drip of drool clinging to alower lip, index of refraction skewed, colors shifted,
its curvature distorted.

All perceptions dtered.
He dowly shook his head. Not dtered—corrected.

Drom pulled hisface back. “ The Swirl hasvacated,” he said and, reaching down, planting stubby fingers
againgt Akandi’ sright cheek, pushed at hisface, damming his head against the floor. The rebound threw
Akandi into theair, restraining stalks arcing up, wrapping around his ankles, momentum turning him
around, upright, the stalks pulling him flat-footed against the ground.

Akandi blinked, hisinner ear dtill ringing from the impact. Two fists hovered in front of him, wavering
baled hands, knuckles whitein stark contrast to black skin.

“Chalenge, Ambassador?’

Akandi gared a hisfigs, asif not recognizing them, studying them asthe fingers dowly uncurled and the
hands lowered. lyoon flicked into hisfield of vison. “ Your neuro-chemistry isin rebound due to the
Swirl’ s sudden departure.”

“ Really gone?” thought Akandi.

“ Completely. Neural equilibriumwill slowly return, but expect some transient emotional and
cognitive responses.”

* Quch as mefighting a dinosaur ?”

lyoon stopped spinning, a shadowless vertex pointing at Akandi’ sface. “ The dinosaur slammed your
head against the rock floor. Your response was honest, genuine, uniquely yours without any
filtering or influence.”

Akandi nodded, and took severa steps back, bardly noticing the tendrils holding him to the floor, his



brain and body suddenly accustomized to the near zero gee. Drom stood in front of him, his head moving
right-left-right, repeating the movement over and over again, nodtrilsflaring, snorts of air blastinginand
out.

“Chalenge!” barked Drom, hisfeet pawing at the rock floor, tendrils ripping away, others erupting out,
wrapping around toes and talons.

Akandi smiled, lessonstaught by years of diplomacy coming back into play. He faced an enraged
dinosaur, asituation that could have never been anticipated, one that he could never have been trained
for. He knew that he had to be careful not to respond to Drom asif he were adinosaur-clad UN defense
contractor on atestosterone high. “No challenge offered,” he said.

Nictitating membranes convulsively flicked up and down over Drom’ sdl-black eyebdls. Lowering his
snout, Drom pawed at the thick line of drool bubbling down his chin with his stubby, totally wrong hands.

“Your positionissecure,” Akandi said, trying to sound reassuring, not certain that Drom would
understand such verba nuances. He then raised hisright hand and rubbed the dready swelling lump on
the back of his skull, where Drom had dammed his head to the ground. “Asismine. | was brought here
because | am needed to perform atask that Ambassador M cCarthy was not willing to perform, despite
the extreme levels of persuasion you employed.”

“Remember McCarthy!” said Drom, stepping to the side, motioning at Akandi. “It's started.”

It was only at that moment that Akandi realized that he was not in the same cave he' d been in when the
Swirl had vacated his head. Past Drom, where he had expected to see the entrance of the cave and the
dowly spinning world beyond it, there was nothing except an unbroken wall of pink marble, glimmeringin
adiffuselight.

“Timeisvery short.”

Thefloor of the cave distorted, bulging upward, amolten blob of glass erupting from its blistered surface.
Spinning, pitting flame, quickly cooling, the crystaline orb condensed, its trand ucent skin darkening and
turning to shades of green and white, cut by large swaths of shimmering blue.

Akandi walked toward the floating sphere, quickly recognizing it asamodd of Earth, the familiar outlines
of the continents, the large expanse of the Pacific before him, the East—West Ring cutting dong the
equator, the North—South Ring at the edge of the horizon, running up the east coast of North America.

But there were changes.
Thiswas not the Earth he had | eft only aweek ago.

Bands of brown-yellow smoke drifted in thick tendrils across the northern hemisphere, spewing upward
from an inflamed welt that Akandi knew had to be the Y ellowstone basin, in addition to dozens of red
embers glistening around the edge of the Pacific Basin, belching out their own dark clouds. But those
were not the only changes.

Haf adozen Petd s spewed vaporish-looking blue-white streams.

Akandi knew thiswas only adisplay, amode that didn’t necessarily correspond to anything redl. But he
didn’'t believe that to be apossibility, not as he sat ingde the world hidden within Phobos, with adinosaur
that should have been extinct for 65 million years. “The Rings arefiring,” he said.

“Ringsand Sun,” said Drom. “ Trangent testing and system integration have begun.”



Dozens of questions flashed through Akandi’ s head. But he held himsdlf back, certain that the dinosaur
wanted to talk. Always et the opposition tart. Akandi unlocked his knees, dowly faling back toward
thefloor. A long tendril wrapped around hiswaist, tugging him down.

“Wewill gop it now,” said Drom, angling back on his haunches, dropping histail to the ground. * Just as
we stopped it before.”

Akandi waited. The Dinosaur leaned farther back and stared over at the Earth.

“We were the magters, 200 million yearsin the making. Then they came, changing us, giving usther gift
. Reaching up, he dapped at the contoured attachment melded to the top of hishead. “ Awareness,” he
said inabark. “Pushed usthrough our Point, taking usto where we didn’t want to go, far past the eating,
the breeding, the fighting, the deeping, and the hunting, stealing from us what we were, what we were
destined to be.”

“Who?" asked Akandi, unable to keep quiet.

Drom waved ahand, and the floor again blistered, spitting out another molten blob of spinning glass. This
timeit did not cool but continued to burn, spitting flares, its surface aroiling maglstrom of flame.

“The Sun,” said Akandi.

“No,” said Drom. “Our Sunisan insrument, adave. The entities resde within Alpha Centauri A—the
Alphans”

Akandi lurched forward, and lyoon flitted into hisline of sight. All parts of a puzze, they both thought.
“Two hundred thirty-seven worlds,” said Akandi.

“The Incubator,” said Drom. “Every few million years anew Earth speciestaken, transported, and held
captive on one of Alpha sworlds.”

Akandi blinked, trying to integrate the information as quickly as possible, creating an entirely new vison
of theworld. “Then why the Rings, why the sielar Jet?’

“We could not be sure, but suspected that we were evolving too quickly, moving toward something that
frightened the Alphans. They believed it more prudent to attempt taking the entire world rather than just a
few samples”

“Thereitis,” saidlyoon.

Akandi nodded. From the moment the Rings had sprouted on Earth, the Powers had known what their
function had to be, that both Earth and the Sun had been equipped to go somewhere. After what Chan
had shown him afew days ago he strongly suspected where the intended destination must be. Drom told
another facet of the same story. “And 65 million years ago?’

“The Rings sprouted and the stellar Jet fired,” said Drom. “ Our world was about to be taken. But we'd
been underestimated, moving far beyond the abilities they had inflicted upon us. We destroyed the Rings
and put the Sun back to deep, but the cost was high.”

Akandi blinked. “The dinosaurs were destroyed.”
“Mammad” shrieked Drom, standing back up, whipping histail back and forth.
Akandi managed not to flinch. “Merely evolved into an opened ecological nicheleft by the dinosaurs



departure,” he said, to deflect Drom’s anger. “ The Alphaentities were responsible.”

“No!” shouted Drom. “It wasthe others that the Alphans had pushed through their Point—those
mammals so eager to please the Alphans, to serve them, to do their bidding, those Clingers.” He
dammed histail againgt thefloor. “ThiswasaClinger ship, intended to transport asmal fraction of usto
Alpha, to populate one of their captive worlds. But we took control of our captors, forcing them to use
this ship for anew purpose.”

A second enhanced species, thought Akandi in disbelief.
“Y ou used that ship to destroy the Rings and stop the Sun,” he said.

“Yes,” said Drom. “And we succeeded. But there was a second ship, and the Clingers used it to take
thelr revenge.”

Akandi imagined it, amountain-sized rock nudged out of its stable trgectory by this second ship, sending
it hurtling earthward, certainly aimed squarely at wherever the Post-Point dinosaurs were located. A
history never imagined. It answered some of the questions, but certainly not al of them.

“And you never returned to Earth? Y ou waited here for 65 million years?’ he asked, that not making
sense. The asteroid that had ended the dinosaurs' rule of Earth had collapsed most major ecosystemsin
the process, but within afew thousand years the planet had recovered, would have been more than ready
for these Post-Point dinosaurs.

Drom stood, his head again lurching left-right-left over and over again, Akandi now recognizing the
movement as denoting amixture of anger and frudtration. “Thisisnot our ship, and was not redly the
Clingers ship, but had been fabricated for them,” he said, histail dapping at the floor. “With the Rings
gone, the Sun adeep, standby systems within the ship were activated,” he said, dapping himsdf against
the chest. “We were the survivors, the seed of our world, but the ship’s system completed what the
Clingers had been unable to do, destroying the survivors, purging this Phobos of itsinterna ecosystem,
nothing remaining except for the information of what we had been.”

“Dormant for 65 million years?’ asked Akandi. “And then rewoken?’

“Almost 200 years ago,” said Drom. “ The ship detected signals and believed the Alphans had returned.
It reenimated thisworld, bringing us back to life, awaiting the return of our Alphan masters.”

“And the Alphans returned?’ asked Akandi.

“No,” said Drom. “The signa was not from the Alphans. It came from you, from Earth. Y our first
experiments with radio. It was beyond the ability of the systemsin Phobos to comprehend an intelligence
that could create radio but had not been pushed by the Alphans.” Lowering his head, Drom reached up
and tapped at the hardware melded to his skull. “ Earth has never spawned awareness that had not been
induced by the Alphans. A radio signal implied awareness, and awarenessimplied that the Alphans had
returned. It wasthe only logica conclusion the ship could arrive at, so the world here was reanimated,
waiting for the Alphansto return, to take control of thisship.”

“And that command never came.”

“Never,” said Drom. “Then you humans, you mammas, did something to initiate Ring growth and
awaken the Sun. The process started again, the Sun intent on taking Earth to Alpha Centauri, to
complete theingtructionsit had been given 65 million yearsearlier.”

Akandi blinked, so many different puzzle pieces coming together, cregting a history so utterly different



than what he had aways believed. *Y ou want the Rings destroyed, the Sun put back to deep, and you
want to return to Earth.”

“Yes,” sad Drom.

“But you can't doit,” he said, knowing if they could, that amoon full of dinosaurs would have descended
on Earth 200 years earlier. He knew there could be only one explanation. Y ou need humans. McCarthy
would not help you, and now you' ve turned to me.” He paused. “And what is so specid about humans,
that only they can operatethis ship?’

Again Drom'’ s head pitched left-right-left, and he dammed histail againgt the floor. “We are reanimated
cargo, goods to be transported, and recognized as such. Ship systems deny us access.”

“But not me?’ asked Akandi, something in Drom’s answer sounding suspicious. “Y ou expect meto
believe that smply because I'm not cargo, | will be alowed accessto the ship’s systems, be able to take
this ship back to Earth and use it to shut down the Rings and the Sun.” Akandi shook his head. “If that’'s
the story you told McCarthy, it' sno wonder that he didn’t agree.”

“Rrrrrrk!” screeched Drom, and dapped his snout against the floor. He bounded forward, dammed
Akandi inthe chest, hisfoot restraints shattering, sending him flying in the near-zero-geefield, stopping
only when he hit the far wall, tendrils erupting from it and latching on to him before he could rebound.
Drom lumbered across the room, his mouth opened wide, a deep, resonant grow! rolling out from it.

Akandi shook his head, driving back the darkness that had seeped into his peripherd vison. “Why do
you really need usl” he shouted. “Why do you need me!”

Drom did to ahalt, tendrils reaching up, grabbing legs and feet, shattering and snapping as his momentum
was damped, other tendrils shooting out, wrapping around tail and trunk, finaly pulling him to the floor
just before he crashed into Akandi. “ The signd that woke the ship came from Earth, then you humans
came from Earth, still speaking to each other with your radios. The Ship recognizes you!” Again Drom
dammed his head againg the ground. “ The Ship recognizes humans as Alphan!”

Akandi smiled.

Chapter 16

“Isthat a wooden barricade?” asked Padmini.

“Primarily,” said Kai, who waked along next to her, her bare feet not quite making contact with the
cracked asphalt of Alabama State Road 82. * Some galvanized sheet reinforcement, along with
several wheelless automobiles anchored at each edge of the barricade and to the adjacent
buildings.”

Padmini shook her head. She' d expected the Ag sector to be primitive, athrowback to the 20th century
with only afew real-world enhancements, but that would have been before the Rings started firing.

The power grid was gone. The Aglands had did into the 19th century, and the dide had not stopped.
The sprouting of the Rings, 20 years earlier, had geologicaly destabilized the planet, unloading energy
stored in fault lines, the earth’ s crust spewing magma and ash. It had been bad, with nearly 2 billion dead.

But it had only been apreview of thingsto come.

Reports were thin, the Void just adrip compared to the normal torrent, and each day thinner as


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Cusp-toc.html

infrastructure continued to collgpse. But she' d found enough to discover that the torque induced by the
Rings being fired had apparently not only unleashed the considerable remaining energy in those faults,
but had even shifted tectonic platesin West Coast locations by up to haf akilometer. She'd come
toward Tuscal oosafrom the north, hardly the direct route from the rubble of west Birmingham, but the
main road, Highway 20-59, was to be avoi ded—the main route going west from the Ring had been
choked with refugees, with none of the locals aong the way eager for the escapeesto stop. Thefirst
inhabited place the Birmingham refugees hit was the eastern outskirts of Tuscaloosa. Only tendrils of
smoke till curled into the sky from that direction. The occasiona crack of gunfire echoed. Highway
20-59 was definitely not the way into Tuscaloosa. They’ d kept to back roads and farmland, even floated
severd kilometers down the Black Warrior River, findly hitting Tuscal oosa from the back side, and the
wooden barricade across old State Road 82.

“Weapons?” asked Padmini.
“Minimal,” said Kdli.

Animage flashed in Padmini’ sright eye, grainy, tinted green, attempting to autobaance, the thick soot
and volcanic debrisin the upper aamosphere making orbital recon dmost totaly useless, but that was dll
Kali could access. From ground to near space, over this part of Alabama, everything was gone. The
Aglands were green, an oasis of food production. Power meant ectricity pulled from the grid, with only
short-term storage on-site. Petro sources, coa and gas, were either depleted, or the infrastructure based
on them never rebuilt after the collapse 20 years earlier. Power now came from the hydromak fusion
plantsin the Techlands, the dectricity carried to the Aglands through the continenta grid—millions of
metd and plastic towers carrying power lines. And now all were down—twisted piles of scrap, just like
the remains of the Huntsville Transport. Very little over 3 storiestall stood anywhere. Power towers,
better than 100 meterstall, were smply gone, sheared at the base when the ground lurched, torquing
southward when the Ringsfirst test-fired.

Theimagein her eye shifted, then locked, the definition crude but adequate for this Stuation. Six farmers
stood behind the wooden barrier, four poking rifles through firing dots, the weapons al antiques, pure
powder and dugs, none of them even equipped with targeting optics, let done functioning eectronic
enhancements. The defenses here were primitive as compared to the small arsend a the Highway 20-59
entrance of Tuscaloosa, with better than a hundred manning that barricade. Therethey had a
high-powered ultrasonic phase cannon, capable of inducing feedback aong gut nerves, forcing anyone
who made it within 200 meters of that barricade to spew explosively from both ends.

“Much better,” whispered Padmini. Nineteenth century, she thought.

The image panned back, encompassing severa dreets. “ The barricade is designed only to stop
powered traffic along thisroad,” sad Kai. “ Residual thermal bloom shows that it’s been more
than 24 hours since any vehicle has been this way.”

About right, thought Padmini. They’ d been walking now for three days. The first day had shown plenty
of traffic pouring to the west, some on roads, but most smply cutting through the fields, a menagerie of
farm equipment that she had never imagined existed, machinesto plant, weed, harvest, bail, and transport
crops. Families and possessions had been strapped to the lumbering contraptions, fleeing from what she
knew could not be escaped. On the second day the traffic flow had been reduced to atrickle.

Batteriesdrained, and no grid available for acharge.
Today there d been no traffic at al.

“We can backtrack, leave the road, move a few hundred metersto the east or west and easily



enter into Tuscal oosa without anyone at the barricade taking notice,” said Kdi.

Padmini shook her head, knowing that might be the only way in, but first they needed information, and
the barricade was as good a place as any to start asking questions. The four rifleswere certainly of no
concern, not to a Philly cop with ahead full of hardware and Kai ramped to full defensive mode.

Shewalked down the road, keeping dead center along the white line, when the ground shifted,
accompanied with a deep, rumbling groan. All around her debris screamed asit further collapsed, clouds
of dust rising. She stumbled but kept to her feet. The ground movement had been clean and sharp; this
closeto the Ring of the Earth’s crust offered little room for the shock wave to spread out and disperse.
The barricade in front of her rattled, aplywood sheet at the far |eft spitting out nails, listing Sdeways, then
swinging back and forth. But it didn’t come down. The shock had been insgnificant compared to the one
that had thrown her to the ground less than an hour before, and infinitely less than the one that had
collapsed the Ring Transport and brought down the power grid when the Ringsfirst fired. Shewaked a
bit faster.

“Where you coming from?” asked a voice. A shaking rifle barrel poked out through awooden dat.
Through her |eft eye, Padmini watched theimage supplied by Kdi of the farmer hugging the other sde of
the barrier, peering dong arifle barrel.

“The Huntsville Transport,” she said, not wanting to give more detail s than needed, knowing that these
folks would be nervous enough about visitors from the Techlands even under norma circumstances. But
she aso knew that she could only lie so much, that the locals, while obvioudy Pure, most just farmers and
laborers, were not stupid.

Onedidn’t need the enhancements of a Tool to detect an outsider.
“Techlands!” shouted a second voice.

Even though she was 30 meters away she had little difficulty hearing the screech of anot-well-lubricated
trigger being cocked with her hearing amped. Theimage flashed into her right eye, the trgectory from a
second rifle barrel pulsing green, any bullet spit from it going wide and to the | eft of her head by better
than half ameter.

“Keep moving,” said thefirst voice. “No food for you here.”

Padmini amost smiled, knowing they could not possibly be short of food. She' d walked through fields
for three days, stuffing hersdf with raw vegetables until her somach ached. “I don’t want food, don’t
even want to come into Tuscaloosa. | need information.”

Slence

A head dowly poked over the top of the barrier, abeard-stubbled face, partialy hidden behind the brim
of afloppy, sweat-stained cowboy hat. The eyes were sharp, focused.

“Any power between here and Huntsville?’ he asked.

“Thegrid’ sdown, al the towers sheared between here and the Ring.” Shelooked back over her
shoulder, pointing eastward, while keeping awatch on the ghost image that Kali pumped into her right
eye, ready to jump if any of them fired. “ About 20 kilometers back there was abig farm al lit up,
surrounded by razor wire, with amotorized patrol working the perimeter. The stench was horrible,” she
said, remembering the stink that wafted past its razor-wire fence, amost causing her eyesto water.



“Hog-Ag enclave,” said the man. “They’ ve got a big methane generator working the shit ponds. Aslong
asthey’ ve got pigs, they’ |l have power.”

“Nothing else?’ asked the second voice, the man keeping hidden.
“Nothing,” sad Padmini.

“Damn, Horatio,” said the man, turning, his ghost image blurring, as he dropped therifle. “It' [l be weeks
before they can restring the grid dl the way from Birmingham. We need to start bringing the whest in
now!”

Padmini dowly shook her head, knowing this man didn’t have the vaguest ideawhat was redlly
happening. They wouldn't be getting power back in afew weeks. If the Rings kept firing, they'd
probably never get power back. Getting the whesat in would be the least of his problems. She tensed,
sensing the motion before being conscioudy aware of it, aturn in the head of the cowboy-hat-wearing
man, hand movementsthat didn’t make sense. The ghost image showed him lowering hisrifle, leaning it
againg the far sde of the barrier, then dropping down and starting to walk down the length of it.
Reaching behind himsdlf, he patted the smal of his back.

“You'reafool, Horatio!” shouted the second man, thetip of his barrel waving about. “ She'sa
goddamned Tool!”

“He'scoming around,” saidKdli. “ He has a pistol in his belt at the center of his back, and judging
by the asymmetry of the pants hanging over the top of hisleft boot, there is probably a second
weapon there. It may be another pistol, but | suspect a large knife.”

The man waked out from the edge of the barrier, reached up, snugged his hat tightly againgt his heed,
and started walking up the road in her direction.

“ Confident stride,” said Kdli. “ Pheromone mixture indicates exhaustion and frustration. Just a
hint of fear. No violence.”

Padmini dowly lowered her shoulders and angled her head down afew millimeters as she dowly rotated
her wrists, showing her empty palmsto the man, al those movements cal culated and practiced, desgned
to minimize any aggressive reections.

The man stopped 4 meters away, his hands resting on his hips, his head cocked to one Side, as he stared
at her, looking her over from head to toe. “ A long way from home,” he said quietly.

“ Those back at the barricade cannot hear him,” said Kali.
Padmini understood. This man aso wanted information—private information.
“Horatio Wheder,” hesaid giving adight nod. “ Y ou’ re not native to Birmingham,” he said.

Padmini kept her body language to aminimum, not wanting those back at the barricade to pick up on
their conversation. If Horatio Wheder wanted to keep this private, she would oblige. “From
Philadelphia,” she said.

Horatio squinted. “Long way away,” he said, then momentarily looked down &t the cracked roadbed and
kicked at arock. “A lot farther than it was just afew days ago,” he said, looking back up at her.

She nodded. “A very long wak,” shesaid.



“How bad isit?’ he asked.

“Might betermind,” she said. “Y ou remember how bad the little winter of the summer of *32 was?’ she
asked.

Horatio snorted, then nodded and looked up into the sky, past the few white clouds, and at the gray
skies beyond. “We had snow down here through the end of June and lost al the wheat that year, and
most the next. Took almost 5 years before temperatures got back to normal, and the ash washed out of
the high atmosphere”

“TheVoidisthinning,” said Padmini, “but enough information is still lesking through. The entire Pecific
Rim haslet go. The debris from the West Coast volcanoes, pulled by the jet stream, isjust now reaching
here. Mogt of the soot from Y ellowstoneis running nearly 500 kilometers north of here, but the load
moving infrom Asawill hitin about 10 days. Daylight will be gone.”

Horatio momentarily closed hiseyes.

“The debrisload dready |ooksto be twice what was blown in’ 31, and the Rings keep triggering, firing
on and off. Even if they stop now, what happened in the summer of * 32 will look like a heat wave
compared to what you' |l befacing in the coming years.”

Horatio took half a step forward. “ And the Ringswon't stop firing,” he said. “I suspect the Sun will be
joining in sometime soon.”

Padmini nodded. “ Deep-space network indicates that it already has, with occasional bursts lasting afew
seconds.”

Horatio nodded, closed his eyes, and took adeep breath. His shoulders sagged. “What do you need?’
he asked as he reopened his eyes.

“I'mlooking for Xavier Olmaos.”

Horatio squinted and, reaching up, ran his hand across his stubbly beard. “ Don't know him,” he said. He
raised up hishand, pointing straight up. “Y ou can't find him?’ he asked. “ Has the VV oid thinned that
much?’

Padmini nodded, lying to him for thefirst time. The Void wasthin, but she should have been ableto find
Xavier Olmos. He' d obvioudy been purged, the Void itsdf reconfigured and seamlesdy melded to show
that he never existed.

Only the Swirl could have done that, in the same way it had shown she had killed Leo Barnwall. It had
hidden OImoas, even from her, despite the fact that she was supposed to deliver the contents of her
backpack to him. She could only conclude that the Swirl wanted her dowed down abit and that it
was't quitetimefor her to make the delivery to Olmos.

“Know aDr. RebeccaOlmos,” hesaid. “A doc that occasionaly made a swing through here.” He
paused. “ Cancer took her last year. Maybe she was related?”’

“Maybe,” said Padmini, sounding frustrated, never before having been in a Stuation where she couldn’t
pull aname, ingtantly accessalong list of relatives, acquaintances, locations, DNA identifiers, life
histories, school records, med visits, or any of the billions of bitsthat clung to everyone.

Xavier Olmos did not exist.



“Dr. Olmos was located about 15 kilometers south toward Moundville. | think she was under contract to
the UN tending to Ten Degree War vets, but she did afair amount of fredlance in the surrounding
counties.” Reaching behind himself, he dapped hisright upper thigh. “Lanced aboil for me acouple of
years back. | have some vague memory of her husband being afarmer—but don't redly know anything
about him. Seen him just a couple of times—very quiet, very private. He might be who you' re looking
for.”

“Might be,” said Padmini. Kai had aready pulled up the locd maps, the green-ghost terrain flashing in
her right eye, local population data scrolling in atemplate aboveit. There was no Dr. Rebecca Olmos
and never had been. The Swirl could purge the Void, but could not reach into the head of aPurelike
Horatio Whedler and rewrite his memories. The fact that Dr. Rebecca Olmos had a so been purged told
her exactly what she needed to know.

“Moundsvilleis 12 kilometers down Highway 69, south of Tuscaloosa,” sad Kdli, flashing the map
before Padmini.

“Quickest way isto cut straight through downtown, pick up 69, and keep moving south,” said Horatio.
“Through Tuscaloosa?’ asked Padmini.

Horatio looked up at the darkening sky, then back down at her. “Try to keep the looting to aminimum,”
he said, smiling, then turned. “That’sit, boys,” he shouted back at the barricade. “We need to Start
bringing in what wheat we can before the weather goes bad.”

Xavier stopped rocking and leaned forward. A dense screen enclosed the porch, and when operating
inits passive mode was suitable for kegping out the nasty tiger mosquitoes that would roll in every spring
from the rice paddies three counties to the south. But the screen was not passive at the moment. With its
otillating field maxed, the polarization saturated, it alowed them to see and hear outside, while those
looking toward the house would see nothing but perfectly reflecting mirrors.

Onelens active, the other transparent, Xavier looked out into the night, past the dirt yard and
weatherworn picket fence, and into the wall of green that surrounded the house; the spring corn chest
high, 34 daysinto its growth cycle. The night was cool, abit cooler than it should have been, and Xavier
wondered if theimpact of upper-atmospheric ash was dready starting. The day had been agray one,
and as he peered up, there were no visible starsin the sky. Orion had shone through last night, the stars
making up hissword dim but visible,

“Any change?’ asked Chrigtina

Xavier nodded. “The nearest one has powered down his scope, | think getting ready to deep; the other
two are activating surveillance, getting ready for their shifts” Two hundred metersout in any direction
from the house, Xavier had ingtalled a passive fiber pickup—Iight in, then light out to the bunker beneath
the barn. No power, no mechanica components, smply passive and al-seeing. Amplification and data
manipulation were handled below ground, well out of leskage range.

Xavier could track individual tiger mosguitoes that crossed the 200-meter threshold. “ A fourth has
entered the perimeter,” he said, keeping his voice steady, not wanting to aarm Christina unnecessarily.
The watchersthat Mears had sent had been cycling in and out for the last three days, pulling 24-hour
shifts, then being replaced.

But this replacement was early by nearly 6 hours, and she could not be identified. Xavier had been



sampling the supposedly secure Void from the Ag Co-Op for over 7 years. There was not aface that
couldn’t beidentified, that did not have along list of bits attached to it.

Thisface was new. A smal woman with an intense expression; she had crept through the corn, avoiding
the few dectronic sentries that the watchers had posted. The watchers had not bothered to set up a
perimeter capable of thoroughly watching their rear. And with everything in the air dead, and the rapidly
thickening ash in the upper atmosphere blocking most satdllite observations, they were practically blind
except for what their eyes saw, and at the moment, those eyes were dl watching the farmhouse.

“Why don’t you go in and get abit of deep?’ asked Xavier, turning and smiling at Christina. 1 doubt
much will happen tonight.”

Chrigtinasmiled back and moved forward in her chair, reached down toward the floor of the porch, and
picked up asmal black box, one featureless except for asingle green button. * Y ou're such abad liar,”
she sad, placing her index finger gently atop the button. “ Just give me the word.”

Xavier shook hishead. At the press of the button, a high-intensity microwave array would pop its
transmitter horn up from benegath the dirt and spray a modulated burst of noise across the cornfields,
generating a holographic microwave distribution, with wave amplitudes maxing where each of thethree
watcherslay hidden.

The burst would be intense and quick, overloading the eectronicsin their skulls before damping filters
could be brought up. They’ d be unconscious before they knew what hit them.

He stood, grabbed her by the shoulder, taking both of them down to the porch, while at the sametime
pulling the box from her hands. “ They’ ve seen her,” he said.

Xavier watched through hislinked lens, hisfinger now poised above the green button. Sheran at
incredible speed. He had never seen such obvious augmentation packed into such asmall body, one that
appeared on the surface to be so unmodified, so origina. The rearmost watcher had spun around, rifle
turning, itslong barrel suddenly caught in an adjacent row of corn.

Xavier watched her. She did not dow, her hands moving, cutting through the air, knuckles contacting
with the side of his head, having aready moved half a dozen rows closer to the house before the watcher
hit the ground. The other two did not even detect her coming. She dowed when the third watcher’ sface
hit the dirt, raising her hands high above her head.

“She'scoming in,” said Xavier, grabbing on to Chrigtina sright hand, pulling her up. “ Screen down,
Che” hesaid. “Active defensve stance.”

The wire screen in front of them popped and crackled for amoment, disspating energy, nulling to allow
light passage through both sides. Lightsfired up, the bare dirt yard illuminated in aharsh white glare.

She stood at the front gate, reaching in and opening the dead bolt, walking in, careful to reach back and
gently close the gate. She walked up the well-worn rut in the dirt leading to the steps going toward the

porch.

Xavier pushed open the screen door, stepping out, standing on the top step but not moving farther down.
He could fed Chrigtinaat his back. He knew that the full defensive perimeter had been activated,
readying devicesthat were not as gentle and noninvasive as the microwave dump that would have smply
knocked out the watchers. Any aggressive move made toward him, and this woman would be cut down
by arain of hyperspeed duminum floss, the railgun spitting out the filament at nearly 10 kilometers per
second.



But she didn’'t move any nearer.

“Areyou Xavier Olmos?’ she asked.

He nodded.

“I have apackage for you,” she said. “Leo Barnwell asked meto ddiver it.”

At that moment Xavier recognized her, not identifying her through databases, DNA sniffers, or Void
matching algorithms. Barnwell had once shown him apicture of her, an actua photograph. The
information was stored in the pink stuff in his skull.

“Padmini Sundaram,” he said. “I didn’t think that Leo would be sending you.” He had been expecting a
delivery, severd camethrough every year, but dways by way of third-party people, items usualy tagged
asmedica suppliesfor Bec.

“Leo’sdead,” said Padmini.

Xavier sucked down aquick breath. The world was collapsing, the Ringsfiring, the power grid gone,
Mears making overt moves, dl of it serious, dl of it potentially fatal. But al those things were a some
level understandable, possible events.

Leo Barnwdl wasindestructible.

It was only at that moment that Xavier really understood just how close the world had come to the end.
He pushed the screen door farther open. “Insde quickly,” he said.

Part Two
|GNITION
2051

| amfireand air,

My other elements | give to baser life.
—William Shakespeare (1564-1616)
What the hand dare seize the fire?
—William Blake (1757-1827)

Light the fuse,

Then run like Hell.

—Michael Houts (1997-2039)

Chapter 17
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The floor jumped up, buckling Smon’s unlocked knees. He hit hard, facefirs, left cheekbone
smacking into the ungiving graphite-alloy floor, the sharp crack of pain quickly giving way to anumbness
that spread from somewhere deep insde his head. His eyes started to close, the dightly out-of-focus
hash marks covering the floor swallowed by shadows.

“Not now!”

What fdt like agush of high-pressure ice-cold water flowed through him, erupting out of hisgut, racing
up histhroat, the torrent cutting through the roof of his mouth, dumping directly into hisbrain.

“Urmph!” he screamed, rolling over, clutching hishead. “Out!” Through flickering eydids, thelights
above strobed, throbbing, the dangling fixtures rocking back and forth. Hands pressed tightly to the sides
of his head, he squeezed. “Leave me done!”

“If only | could.”
Simon pushed himsdif up.

Bill satin front of him, dressed in adark suit and ablood red tie that was doppily knotted. Pulling off his
glasses, squinting, he held the lenses up to his mouth, blowing on them, fogging the glass, then rubbed
them clean on ashirt-tail poking out from beneath hisjacket. “ Need to stay sharp and focused,” he
said, pushing the glasses back onto hisface. “ Look at the shock spectrum.”

Simon felt his head dowly rock back and forth, asif the bonesin his neck were no longer quite solid.
Reaching up, he gently touched what fdlt like sticky tears across hisleft cheek, pulling his hand away and
seeing bloody fingertips. “Might have aconcusson,” he said.

“ Take a lot more than that,” sad Bill. “ Besides the obvious advantages of having me in your
head, the neural mesh that was packed between your skull and neocortex is actually a pretty
efficient shock absorber. I’d probably be compromised before your brain took any real damage.
You wer e designed to take an extreme pounding if need be.”

“Something to look forward to.” Simon again reached up and rubbed at his bruised and bloody cheek,
thinking about what Bill had said. Designed to take a pounding. Bill inssted that he had wanted to
explain hisorigins, but had been unable to, the information locked down until Sutherland choseto reved
it.

Simon knew that was a possibility, but it wasavery convenient possihility.

He had absolutely no trust in anything that Bill now told him, expecting to hear ether deliberatelies, or
forced lies dictated by programming congraints. Either way the result was the same—aBill could not be
trusted.

“ The shock spectrum,” said Bill, pointing at the three-dimensiona contour plot hanging at theend of his
hand, which he then swept nearer to Simon. “ The trend is obvious.”

Simon focused on the shape that |ooked like arisng mountain, aseries of jagged peeks, tinted in golds
and reds, arcing upward. “1 could have told you the shocks are growing in intensity and coming more
frequently.” He waved a blood-streaked hand at Bill. “1’ ve got the supporting evidence.”

Bill offered up apained expression, pursing hislips. “ You wound me,” he said, then pointed back at the
hovering shock spectrum. “ The last one took the lab’ s absor bers down to their base supports,
where the rubber meets the bedrock. A few more of those, and the entire place will collapse.”



Simon glanced about the empty space of the CUSP lab that surrounded their campsite. The graphite
sheeting covering the far wall had collapsed, the spun-diamond coating lying on the floor in scattered
shests, the Sainless stedd beneath it no longer smooth, but rippled, looking like the surface of arolling
ocean that had been flash-frozen.

“ The damage outside must have been extensive. The CUSP lab is designed to stand up against
everything short of a nuclear blast, and the last shock almost brought down the far wall,” sad
Bill.

A deep rumblerolled through the lab accompanied by the sounds of shattering spun graphite as the floor
pitched and shuddered. Simon kept down low on the floor, squirming forward, belly-crawling toward
Sarah.

Sill standing.

Unmoving, the crystaline stalks kept her anchored to her platform. The motes swirling above her had
solidified even more, what had originaly been ghostlike wisps were now solid and textured, looking like
little crystals of salt or sugar, in places bunched densaly enough to creete redl-looking things, but most il
abstract, colored shapes.

“Wake up!” he shouted at her, pulling himsdlf up, knees and the palms of his hands on the floor, not
willing to rise any higher, not wanting to be thrown facedown againg the floor again. “We need amiracle,
some Post-Point magic. Let’s see just what the integration of CUSP and your software has created, and
gop these damn Ringsfrom firing!”

Textures spun.

Lightning bolts cracked throughout the collage.

Sarah sared at some infinitdy distant horizon.

“Weredead,” said Simon, lying back on thefloor, cupping hischinin his hands.

“Yeof little faith,” sadBill. * Remember that it is always darkest before the dawn.”

Roalling over, Smon swung aleg, intending to give Bill akick, but hisfoot passed harmlesdy through the
Jnni, which existed only in hishead.

The inside of his nose burned, the 00zing scabs that covered his upper lip itched. Kristensen dabbed
at hisface with amedicated cloth. Hisimmune system had been overstimulated by the rad-washing,
skewing hisamine leves, resulting in crusted-over hivesthat leaked pae ydlow goo. No scratching, just
dabbing.

The vault hummed, the rumbling of the Earth nearly damped by its meter-thick walls, the cube of sted
and plagtics hanging in avat of liquid polymer, absorbing the shocks. Sutherland and Mears sat across
from him, eyeing one another, looking like two big dogs trying to stare each other down.

The Swirl hung over them.

Kristensen was hard-fibered to thewall at his back, whét little of the Void that sill functioned enough to
link him. He didn’t know how much longer that would last. Whenever the hum within the vault would
pitch to levelsthat caused his back teeth to hurt, the Swirl would fuzz and roll, the twisted-rainbow stresk



of light dimming.

What would happen if the Void collapsed? he wondered. Would he be free of the Swirl, or would
his mind simply unravel?

“It' stime to take them down,” said Mears. He pointed at the far end of the little room, and at the image
that hovered above the table—the encampment in the CUSP | ab, the tent and equipment strewn about in
random piles, Simon facedown on thefloor, pamsflat, fingersarched, asif heweretryingto dig into
graphite and stedl. Sarah stood on her platform, supported by a crystaline latticework, glass motes
whirling above her head.

“No!” Sutherland dapped his open palm againg the table, the smacking sound echoing throughout the
smal room. “She is completing integration, getting ready to interact with us.” He paused and looked over
a Kristensen. “Shewill doit again.”

Zero-Point fetish, thought Kristensen, finding it incomprehensible that with what was happening, quite
possibly the end of theworld, this piece of fictiona physcs still so dominated Sutherland’ sthinking.

“Shehasn't movedin 4 days,” said Mears.
“A bit moretime,” said Sutherland.

Kristensen blinked, sensing that the balance of power had suddenly shifted. It was nothing that Mears
had done to change the equation. It was dl Sutherland, in the angle of his shoulders, thetilt of his head,
the deepening of the creases radiating out from his eyes.

Doubt.

He d never seen that before in Sutherland—wouldn’t have believed him capable of such amentd state
had he not seen it himsdlf.

“Nomore,” said Mears. “ The intengity and duration of the shocks areincreasing geometricaly. We don't
have days or hours, possibly not even minutes. If we are going to shut this experiment downina
controlled fashion we need to act now!”

“Shewill hdp usl” Again Sutherland dapped the tabletop.

“If the CUSP lab’ s shdll is broken, the nukeswill detonate, and that will take her, us, and everything out
to a5- kilometer distance dong with it, leaving the Ringsfiring, the Sun ready to go, and nothing left to

opposeit.”

Sutherland looked across the table, his eyes pleading. “ The future can’t be escaped, and the Swirl knows
it”

“What are you talking about?’ asked Mears, diding hischair dightly away from Sutherland.

Sutherland waved ahand at him, without actudly looking in his direction, and leaned forward toward
Kristensen. “The Swirl hasevery bit aslargeagakeinthisaswedo,” hesad. “If it wantsits own
worlds, wantsto be free, then it will need to help.”

“Areyouill?’ asked Mears, moving hischair even farther away.

“Quiet!” shouted Sutherland, ill not bothering to look at Mears. “AsK it,” he said, pointing afinger at
Krigtensen. “ Demand that it do something.”



Kristensen could not be sure exactly what Sutherland wanted, or what dedl he believed he had worked
out with the Swirl. The Swirl dowly turned, totaly slent, no whisper or flash of intuition filling his head.
Kristensen did not know if the Swirl was powerless, or smply didn’t care what was happening. After
nearly 25 years of having the Swirl livein hishead, he till couldn’t even begin to guess at its motivations.

Kristensen shook his head at Sutherland. “Nothing,” he said in awhisper.

“We shut it down now,” said Mears. “Y ou know it isthe only option we have. CUSP and Simon must
be taken off-linewhile we still have the capability to doiit.”

Sutherland did not look at him but continued to stare at Kristensen. “You,” he said, hisface suddenly
turning hard, musclestensing, al doubt gone. “Y ou woke it up too soon, started this before Sarah had a
chance. Thisdeviationisal your fault.”

“Now it'sme,” said Kristensen, snorting out alaugh. “Last week it was al you, claming to be the master
manipulator, having run mefor the last 20 years, played and twisted me until | had no choice but to make
contact, to take the Helios system into the Sun. Y our vision of the future was so clear.”

“Too damn soon!” shouted Sutherland. He dowly stood, fists pressed against the top of the table, angling
forward. “ There was no exact timetablel”

Krisensen smiled, finding it difficult to believe that thisishow it would end, the three of them trapped in
his vault, with Sutherland ready to launch himsalf acrossthe table. How would he die? he wondered.
Would it be from Sutherland’ s fingers wrapped around histhroat, alarge enough shock to collgpse the
vault, or the CUSP |ab being breached and the resulting nuke detonation vaporizing them?

“Makesno difference,” he said, leaning forward, taunting Sutherland.
Sutherland had aknee up onthetable.

Kristensen blinked, fedling his eyebals momentarily roll back in their sockets, hiseardrumspushin, and a
wall of pressure wrap around his chest, pushing atorrent of air out of hislungs. Eyes reopened, vision out
of focus, lights pulsing, the stedl walls of the vault bent, bulging inward. His head turned, the motion out of
his control. He pushed back from the table, again the action out of his control. He knew that the Swirl
now ran his body. He saw it hanging at the door end of the vault, perched just above atop hinge
constructed out of arod of metal asthick asan arm.

The hinge twisted, metd screaming, then ruptured.

A shard of gedl, the Sze of aclosed fist, jagged edges glistening, exploded from the disintegrating hinge.
It cut acrosstheinside of the vault, itstrgjectory hurling it in front of Kristensen'sface, passing through
the space where his head had been just the moment before.

The Swirl had saved hislife—for the moment.

To hisleft came asecond metalic shriek, what he knew must be the metal shard embedding itsdlf inthe
adjacent wall. But he had not moved, still watching the door that now listed inward, falling out of its
frame, the bottom hinge twigting, nearly afull haf meter of sted door angling inward, asmal band of
white light cutting in between the frame and door.

Lightsout.

The table flew up from the floor, hurled by a shock wave of compressed air, smashing him in the face, his
brain bouncing ingde his skull, throwing him into unconsciousness.



The far end of the CUSP lab rosg, its steel wall shearing through the celling, the floor buckling, meta
rupturing, conduit, struts, shattered shards of concrete exploding up in atorrent of debris, damming into
the celling, tearing out banks of lights, cutting through steel dabs, the man-made debrisgiving way to a
fountain of mud and rocks.

“Breach!” screamed Bill, and winked out.

Thefloor oscillated, throwing Simon into the dusty air. For the briefest moment, he felt himsdf hang,
floating, isolated from the chaos and destruction. Then he dropped, tensing, bracing himsdlf for the

impact.

Hands wrapped around his chest, then flung him around so quickly, blood pooled in his head, his eyebdls
bulging outward, his periphera vison reddening for just amoment.

He looked up. Sarah Sutherland had him under her right arm, wedged against her side, her fingers digging
into his upper arm, squeezing so hard that he thought bones might snap. Her other arm was raised, and
out of each fingertip athin gossamer thread, smilar to the crystaline struts that had kept her locked to the
platform, ran up to the collapsing ceiling, disappearing into twisted sted struts and cracked concrete
shards.

The entire world convulsed, floor buckling, ceiling shattering, debris raining down, pipe and concrete
fragments erupting upward, but he felt no motion except for the oscillating waves of shifting air pressure
beating at him, Sarah’ slegs moving like shock absorbers, knees flexing, just compensating for the
convulsing of the floor. Above her the ever-present motes had coalesced into adark cloud flecked
golden, as schematics, floor layouts, circuit diagrams, and plumbing traces al flowed in and out of the
bailing cloud.

Thefingersof her open hand curled down, the glassy tendrils shearing away, faling down around them,
cailing like snakes, one by one pulling objects down through the shattered ceiling—small metallic
cylinders.

Five of them.

They fdl a her feet, bouncing and rattling, quickly buried in dabs of concrete, shards of graphite, and
chunks of stainless stedl. Simon knew exactly what they were, hismorbid curiosity having caled up the
schematicsin Bill’ s portable Manifold severd days eerlier.

Pocket nukes.

He knew they should have detonated the moment the lab had been torn open. Sarah had apparently
stopped that. Where they had quickly been buried benegth the falling rubble, there was now ared glow
that suddenly gave way to shafts of blinding white light cutting between blocks of debris, intengity
building, thelight suddenly appearing to shine through the debris.

“No!” he screamed, certain that they’ d been detonated, and that in some sort of near-desth atered time
sense, he watched the last few nanoseconds of hislife crawl by asthe nuclear blast rose from the floor to

engulf him.
But ablast did not incinerate him.

Thefloor liquefied into amolten pool, incandescent, what he knew must have been blistering hot, but
gave off no heat, actudly had acool wal of wind buffeting up from it. The pearl whiteliquid pool boiled



up, frothing, then suddenly exploded, atorrent of liquid meta and concrete arcing up, then falling back
down, pouring over them.

There was no time to scream.

Expecting amoment of searing pain, as skin, muscle, and bone were vaporized; he felt nothing, just
Sarah’ sfingers digging into hisarm and the bump of her right thigh againgt his back as she stepped
forward.

Simon opened his eyes.

A tunnd encased them, nearly 5 meters high and wide, constructed of a pearly white tranducent materia
that gently undulated and dimpled, asif beyond itswalls, massive objects were gtriking it, momentarily
denting it, then easily being brushed aside. And he suspected that was exactly what was
happening—floor after floor above the lab crashing down atop the tunnel that had just formed beneath
them. Looking forward, he could see the tunnel’ s gentle upward dope, with thefar end of it vanishingina
too-white haze.

Helooked up at Sarah.

She looked down at him, her eyesfocused, staring into his. He thought she was about to speak, her lips
quivering, the corner of her mouth curling upward, amost in asmile, but then she angled her neck back
and looked forward. Above her, the black cloud of motes gave way to rainbow patterns, shafts of light
and distorted orbs of what were easily recognizable as Mars and Jupiter.

And therewas aface, dmost solid, almost redl.

It was Sarah’ sface, staring down at him, those eyes now locking with his, lips quivering, mouth curling in
agmile. “A focd point exigts,” said the phantom Sarah. “ Thereisafarm, and afamily named Olmos. All
linesintersect there”

Shards of light swallowed the face.

Simon |looked back down at the rising pearl-colored floor beneath them, as Sarah carried them upward.
Bill then winked into view, in the guise of achild, theimage far younger than any Simon had ever seen
him manifest, askinny kid with athick mop of hair and the recognizable black-plastic-rimmed glasses.

“Ye of little faith,” sad the youthful Bill. Turning, he ran up thetunnel.

Chapter 18

“Control room,” said Drom.

Akandi stepped out of the hallway and into an empty chamber that looked like a hole blasted out of the
al-pervasive pink marble that made up this part of Phobos. Drom loped to the far wall, no more than 10
meters away, the restraining tendrils popping in and out of the floor barely able to keep him from
bounding to the ceiling. The Swirl floated dowly to the center of the room, bobbing back and forth.

“Control room?’ asked Akandi, looking at the totaly featurel ess, empty cavern. Turning, he saw that the
entrance they had just stepped through was gone, the rough-hewn marble wall of the chamber having
flowed seamlesdy over it.

Clack!
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Drom dapped hisfoot againgt the floor, talons hitting hard.
Clack!

“Command position,” said Drom. “Integrate and proceed. Structura integrity can tolerate an Earth 5-gee
equivaent. Theinterna biosphere will be destroyed under those conditions, but the original dataremains
and can bereanimated later. Totd timeto Earth is 18 hours.”

Once again he dapped hisfoot againgt the floor.
Clack!
“Proceed,” he ordered.

Akandi waked forward dowly, having absolutely no intention of doing what Drom commanded.
“ Eighteen hoursto Earth?” heslently asked lyoon in disbelief.

“That would be accurate,” answered lyoon. “ If this ship can maintain a full 5-gee acceleration, it
can take a straight-line trajectory to Earth, accelerating continuously to the halfway point of the
trip of 30 million kilometersin 9 hours, reverse acceleration at that point and come to a halt in
Earth orbit in another 9 hours. At the halfway mark the ship would be traveling at a bit under 1
percent the speed of light.”

Akandi nodded dowly as he continued to walk, pretending to study the featurelesswalls. “ Move an
entire moon-sized spaceship to Earth in lessthan a day?” he asked.

“Yes,” said lyoon. * But remember how small Phobosis, with a diameter of about 30
kilometers—100 times smaller than Earth’s moon.” 1yoon paused, momentarily spinning so quickly
that its hard edges blurred. “ Of course, even at that small size, it does mass 10 trillion tonnes, a
million times more massive than anything man has ever moved in space. Chemical and fusion
propulsion systems could not deliver the accelerations needed to move this moon at those
accelerations. Matter-antimatter reactions, with the total conversion of mass to energy, would be
needed. Earth does not possess such a technology.”

“Antimatter capabilities?’ asked Akandi, looking a Drom.
“Proceed now!” ordered Drom.
Akandi stopped walking. “This ship has antimatter capabilities?” he asked again.

Drom’ s nictitating membranes fluttered over his dark eyes, and his head |ashed back and forth. “Yes,” he
said. “Proceed now!”

“ Consider the kinetic energy stored in an object with that velocity and mass—something that
Drom sdistant relations had direct experience with,” said lyoon.

Animage formed in Akandi’ s mind—that of a moon-sized rock hurtling toward Earth. “ This ship can
accelerate a 5 Earth gees, attaining speeds of nearly 1 percent the speed of light in 9 hours. This

craft . . .” He paused, and took a step toward Drom. “This moon would then be heading on an intercept
course with the Earth. If it did not decelerate, but continued on at 1 percent the speed of light and hit the
Earth, what would happen?’

“Youwill ingruct the ship to decelerate,” said Drom.



“Andif it doesnot?” Akandi asked again.
“Ingtruct and it will do so!” roared Drom. “It believes you to be Alphan. 1t will obey.”

Akandi turned to the Swirl. It had been silently hovering afew centimeters above thefloor, at thefar end
of the room. “If the ship does not decelerate?”’

The Swirl rose up. “The ship would be moving at aveocity 100 times faster than the object that
destroyed his species 65 million years ago,” it said, a shaft of amber light lancing out from it, momentarily
playing over Drom. “ And with acomparable mass, the resulting energy released in the impact would be
some 10,000 times greater. The biosphere would not survive such animpact. The planet itself might
destabilize”

“Possibly even shatter it?” asked Akandi.
“Yes” sad the Swirl.

“ Ambassador M cCarthy refused to help you, would not return you to Earth. Isthat why?’ asked
Akandi, turning to Drom. “Isthat why you ate hm?’

“Yed” barked Drom, lurching forward, his head whipping about wildly, long lines of drool being flung
acrossthe chamber. “Full of fear!”

“Undergtandable,” Akandi said camly.

“Thereisnotime!” Drom stomped the floor. “The Rings and Sun are being activated. The Sun and Earth
will be on the move, will be on their way to Alpha Centauri. It can be stopped!”

Akandi turned toward the Swirl. “Will the craft decelerate? Will | be able to control itstrgectory?’
“Yes” sad the Swirl. “I’ ve examined the systems. They will work as Drom has said.”

Akandi watched the rainbow jewd dowly turn, feding many pieces of apuzzlefdling into place but at the
sametime redlizing that some pieces smply didn't fit. “ Can you operate this craft?’

“Of course,” said the Swirl.

That was not the answer that he had expected. “ And you want it to be taken to Earth?’

“Yes” itsad.

“Then why haven't you taken it?” Akandi tapped an index finger againgt the side of his head. “Y ou could
have smply made me take the craft—assuming, of course, thet it will dlow meto takeit?’

“I wish to see you exercisefreewill.”

Akandi shook his head.

“Who would it serveif the Earth were destroyed?’ asked the Swirl. “ It would leave them with nothing,” it
sad, again playing ashaft of light across Drom. “ And it would leave me with nothing. | am not separate
from man but a part of man, an artifact of man. Without man | do not exist. Why would | want the Earth
destroyed?”’

Akandi could think of severa reasonswhy both of them might want to destroy the Earth. Drom could
amply be taking revenge on the mammals that now inhabited it, and perhaps the Swirl actually needed to



destroy the Earth, to freeitself of the place it was born in order to continue to grow. “Both of you could
belying,” hesaid quietly. “Y ou’ ve offered me no evidence that you can stop the Rings and Sun. In fact, |
have no red evidence that the Rings and Sun have started firing, other than your word.”

“Proceed!” shouted Drom.

“Not very persuasive,” said Akandi as helooked over at the Swirl. He was certain that the Swirl had just
lied to him and that the reason it had vacated his mind was not so that he could exhibit free will, but
because the dien craft would not dlow him to take control if it found the Swirl within him.

Nothing esereally made sense.

Helooked a Drom, redlizing he had made his decison—not based on asingle thing that either of them
had said, but on their actions. “However, | will attempt to take control of this craft and take it to Earth.”

The Swirl rose up, floating toward Akandi, stopping afew centimeters from hisnose. “Why?” it asked.

“TheRings arered, and the stellar Jet has been fired in the past. Its obvious function isthat of transport. |
have only your stories, and some information given to me by Chan, which leads meto believe that the
degtination is Alpha Centauri A. Both of you may be lying to me, but that doesn’t really matter sncethe
actud degtination isirrdlevant. The Earth will be taken somewhere, by the Ringsand stellar Jet. | cannot
imagine such astructure being built and never used.”

The Swirl spit out severa deep green shafts of light.

“But even that doesn’'t matter. Becauseif | do refuse, as Ambassador McCarthy did, then | will be
killed.” He looked over at Drom. “Perhaps eaten. And then you'll bring another human here. | suspect
with time so short, with the Jets sarting to fire, that you' |l Sart to take bodies from the Shanghai 11. Y ou
won't have timeto be choosy.”

Drom angled his head so that he stared at Akandi with hisright eye.

Akandi knew hewasright. “You'll continue that process until you find someoneto pilot this craft.”
“Wewill begoing to Earth,” said the Swirl.

“And if not piloted by me, then by someonedse,” said Akandi.

“Yes” said the Swirl.

“Then proceed,” said Akandi. He walked past the Swirl and Drom. “Now!” he said, stepping onto the
smoothed place on the floor where Drom had scomped. The tendrils reached up, anchoring him, then
began to entwine around his ankles, snaking up his caves, flowing upward, flattening, individua strands
flowing into one another, enveloping hislegs, awave of pink-tinted rock flowing up histhighs, shooting
up over hiswaist. He tried to scream, but couldn’t, as the thick sheen of rock crawled across his chest,
condricting, tightening, not alowing him to breathe.

“The craft can handle 5 gees,” said Drom.

Akandi turned hishead. The pink rock had flowed up aong Drom'’ slong neck and had already encased
his stubby arms. “We, however,” he said, “are not so well designed, and require supplementa structural
support.” The pink rock flowed up over thetop of his head, dribbled over his snout, and poured into his
open mouth.



Akandi’ sview of Drom suddenly distorted as the sheet of pink rock flowed over his open eyes, dripped
down hisface, squirmed up his nogtrils, then ran down histhroat.

1] |y00n! ”

Pink faded to black.

Akandi blinked, the diffuse pink light giving way to a dark, slent, suffocating nothingness, the only
senses il working that of hisgut and inner ear. He felt motion, rapid twists and turns, hisinner ear
ringing, dizziness and nausea rippling through him.

Light.

Blinding, painful light, searing through closed eyes, seemed to cut into his head. He threw his hands up to
hisface, baled figts pressng againg his stinging eyes. He shuffled severd stepsforward, moving through
something thick that pulled at hisankles.

Eyes opened to dits.

Bright light, black shadows, the ground dark, soot-covered. A step forward and he could not see his
boots; hisfeet were sunk calf deep in black dust. He looked up dowly and saw a crater-pocked surface,
and a boulder-strewn horizon, impossibly close. And beyond the horizon, the yellow-red arc of a
worlo—Mars.

He stood on the surface of Phobos.

Hetook a deep breath, the air swest, ahint of flowers, pollen, and the subtle bouquet of decay and rot.
Hefdt afull Earth gee pulling a him. “Totd immerson?’ he asked lyoon, knowing thiswas not rea but
never having experienced a constructed redlity so convincing.

Heturned to hisleft, then to hisright. More black rock, sooty ground, and the too-near horizon.
“lyoon?’

His heart suddenly raced and sweat beaded up on hisforehead, hisbrain chemistry dumped into total
chaos &t the redlization lyoon was gone.

“lyoon!”

Fingerstingled and peripheral vison darkened. Knees weakened, and something thick and stinging began
to burn itsway up histhroat, sputtering into the back of his mouth.

“lyoont”
“Not here.”

Akandi spuninthethick soot asaliquid wave of warmth surged through his heed, quieting his panic,
damping randomly firing neurons. He breathed deeply, focused.

It ood two metersin front of him, itsgray skin glistening in the bright light, its eyes blacker than even the
sky above, reflecting nothing, svalowing everything.

It stepped forward. Akandi felt no fear and knew that his brain chemistry was no longer under hisown



control. Fight and fear responses had been removed. Nothing remained but quiet, focused curiosity.
“I’ve seen you before,” he said.

The creature sat back on a soot-caked rock shard and crossed its legs. The long toes on its exposed
foot wiggled, knocking off clumps of black dust. “We ve never met,” it said, its smal lipless mouth barely
opening when it spoke.

“You'rethe alien,” Akandi said. “Movies, vids, full-sense wraparounds, even direct neurd stimulators.
It sadways you. Gray-skinned, barely over ameter tal, sticklike limbs, no obvious sexua organs, and
that great big bulging head that seemsto be dl eyes. | don’t know who you are or what you are, but the
imagethat | seeisonethat I'm certain you' ve pulled out of my brain. Y ou're what an dien should be. An
dien from Alpha Centauri.”

“Not from Alpha Centauri,” it said.

“But ill from my own head,” said Akandi, reaching up and touching the side of his head with asooty
finger. “And not dl that imaginative.”

“And not from your head,” it said. Standing, it held out itsarms, itslong, tapering fingers pointing at
Akandi. “ An evolutionary rewind for you,” it said. “But first | should remove my enhancements.”
Reaching up, it grabbed the top of its swollen head, fingertips probing aong a seam that had suddenly
appeared, bisecting itsforehead from just above the eyes, running back to whereits ears should have
been.

Pop!

Thetop of the dien’s head came off, tumbling out of itslong dender fingers, onto the sooty ground. The
aien’sface was now even more dominated by its eyes, the face nothing more than eyes and just abit of
gray flesh to keep them anchored in place.

“Rewind,” it said.

The dien blurred, face digtorting, the dit nose and jaw suddenly protruding. What had been atoothless
mouth now showed glinting little teeth, like enameled nails. The entire creature shrank, long arms and
skinny tapered legs contracting, its trunk becoming more rounded and its entire body sprouting short,
coarse-looking fur.

Thedienfdl over backward, flipping around in midfal, hitting the rock shard that had been behind i,
landing on dl fours, hands and feet now paws, with delicate long fingers ending in claws, the thumb
having rotated to the back of the paw, protruding from the base of itswridt.

And it continued to shrink.

Firgt dog-szed, then cat-sized, then something not much larger than arat. Its face ill had the oversized
black eyes, dong with a snoutful of teeth. Its brown fur wasthick, and itslong-fingered clawed paws
locked tightly onto the rock.

“When they found us, thisiswhat we looked like,” it said, its snout and black lipsdigtortinginan
impossible way, that mouth never designed for speech. Akandi knew that what he was seeing and
hearing was nothing more than amorph of a cresture from his own head. “We were the pinnacle of the
mammalian world, a protolemur, designed for the canopy to keep out of reach of the dinosaurs.” Large
lidsflicked up and down over itsblack eyes. “ Arboreal, coming out at night when the larger beasts

dept”



Akandi blinked, knowing this must be one of Drom’s Clingers. Helooked at those long, dender fingers,
perfect for grabbing on to tree branches.

Then suddenly the dien was back, the top of its head in its hands. Reaching up, it pushed the flexible gray
mass atop its head, where it locked into place, the seam quickly fading. “ The Alphans chose us. They
had been sampling the dinosaurs for nearly 200 million years, taking them back to Alpha Centauri,
manipulating, enhancing them, attempting to create something worthy of interaction. But even with gross
neurologica enhancements, they could not create an entity that had the capacity to move beyond what
they had giveniit.”

“Through their Point?’ asked Akandi.
It nodded. “Never more than the sum of its parts. So they moved on to us, trying another species.”

Therat-sized lemur flashed back onto the rock, and the alien bent down, picking it up, cradling it toits
chest and stroking its head. “ Nearly amillion yearsin the making, pushing genes asfar asthey would go,
in some cases manufacturing new ones, supplying neurologicd amplification, but dl thewhile dill
maintaining the mammalian essence, the core of what we were, the software,” it said, while gently
groking thelittle cresture. “No matter how augmented we gill retained the essence of our origins.”

“Y ou destroyed the dinosaurs,” said Akandi.

It shook its head. “ That was not done by us, though it might have been akindness to them if we had. It
was never our desire to harm them, but Drom has every right to hate us. The Alphans understood. They
knew that the dinosaurs could only be pushed so far. Beyond that they would lose what they had once
been, smply becoming an artificia container of organic compounds driven by hardware.” It paused, and
looked down at the rat-lemur, scratching its belly. “But we refused to accept the wisdom of the Alphans
and had the arrogance to believe that we could do what our creators could not.”

“What?' asked Akandi.

“The Alphans brought usto thispoint,” it said, pointing to itself. “ And then they departed, severed all
communication. Alpha Centauri A went silent, and the Sun, too. At the time we believed thiswas
because we had failed them, that we, too, had been unable to cross our Point, to become something
greater. We wanted to show the Alphansthat we could do it, and so we tried to do what even they
couldn’t do, with the dinosaurs.”

Akandi pictured the jungle world that lay kilometers benegth hisfeet, redizing this must have been some
sort of isolated laboratory, an experimental station that could be kept far away from Earth if the creatures
ingde went Post-Point in an uncontrolled runaway.

“And you logt control of your own creations?’

It nodded. “ They destroyed the crew, taking over this ship. We had pushed them too far, past where
they should have gone, past the potentia of their genes. Little of them remained, except for the anger.”

“And the others on Earth, those you hadn’t pushed, they were destroyed, but not by you?’
It shook its head. “ A random event, an asteroid strike.”
“Sixty-fivemillion yearsago,” said Akandi.

Again it nodded. Not only destroyed the dinosaurs, but had probably aso triggered the collapse of an
earlier Ring system that Drom had claimed the dinosaurs had destroyed.



“Quiet acoincidence,” said Akandi, not for amoment believing in acoincidence of that magnitude. “And
why didn’t the dinosaurs you had enhanced on this craft smply return to Earth?’

“Not permitted.” Reaching up, it stroked the top of its domed skull. “ The craft was from Alpha Centauri,
left behind. Safeguards had been buried deep. The other Clingers found their Alphan systems unableto
attack this craft, while the dinosaurs within it were locked out of al onboard systems, unable to attack the
Clingers or take the craft to Earth.”

Akandi nodded. Some of what it said fit in with what Drom had said, both races somehow locked out of
the systems built by the Alphans. But in other areas they were in complete disagreement. Drom had said
that the dinosaurs destroyed the previous Ring system and stopped the Sun, while this creature said the
Alphans smply abandoned Earth, and the Rings were destroyed by an asteroid strike. And it was not
clear a all what really happened to the dinosaurs on Earth. He was not about to believe the Clingers
good fortune of arock faling from the sky, destroying the dinosaurs just as enhanced members of their
gpecies had destroyed the Clinger crew in this craft.

Someonewaslying.
Both could belying.
“Andyou?’ he asked.

“Theremaining Clingers soread throughout the solar system retreated to the primary ship, where
automated systems encrypted what we were, storing us for the eventud return of the Alpha”

Just what Drom had said.
“And now you' re awvake because the Alphans have returned?’

“Our ship thought the Alphans had returned.” It pointed afinger at Akandi. “ The signals started coming
from Earth. They woke us, reactivated our systems, readied usfor the arrival of the Alphans.”

This, too, agreed with what Drom had said. “ But the Alphans had not returned.”

It blinked, gray lidsflickering over itslarge eyes. “We do not know. Y ou may be the Alphans, come
back in another guise, to teach us, to test us, to modify us through your interactions, to aid usin moving
beyond what we are. We have carefully studied you, watched, and even experimented.”

Akandi shook his head, putting aside the sudden redlization that hundreds of years of UFO sightings and
tales of aien abductionswere probably read, and what lay behind them were arace of augmented and
gene-tweaked lemurs. But that was ahistorical footnote in comparison to what was happening here and
now. “We are not the Alphans,” he said. “Like you, we are nothing more than mammals, evolved from
the samelittle creatures that you once were.” He pointed at the rat-lemur that it held to its chest.

“No,” it said. “You are aware, and approaching your own Point.” It paused, its gray eyelids partidly
lowering. “Y ou did thisunaided.”

“And what areyou?’ asked Akandi.

“Nothing,” it said. “I am smply this craft’ s operating system. Only the Alphans are permitted to instruct
me. Y ou are in the process of piercing the Point, and did thiswithout externa aid. | chooseto believe
that only the Alphanswould be capable of such actions. Even if you believe you are smply a self-evolved
mammalian species, you are mistaken, or have intentiondly hidden yoursdves from thetruth. | chooseto
believe that you must be an Alphan, and as such may take control of this craft.”



Akandi was not certain of thelogic, but at the moment did not care.

He had abigger consderation. If he believed this creature, then Drom had been lying, and the dinosaurs
had not destroyed the Rings and stopped the Sun. Which meant that they probably couldn’t destroy the
Rings and stop the Sun if he now returned them to Earth.

But if he didn’t take the craft, they would find someone ese who would. Whileif he piloted it, he at least
knew his own intentions, knew that he did not want to harm anyone, that he would do everything in his
power not to harm the Earth. “ Are you prepared to take this craft to Earth?” he asked.

“At your command,” it said.
“Under a5-gee acceleration and parking usin astable Earth orbit?’
“YS”

Akandi thought. “ Just how low astable orbit can this craft manage?’ he asked, hoping to park it aslow
as possible, to alow the easiest access to the hordes that the UN and US would want to send up to it,
ripping into itstechnology in search of something to stop the Rings and the Sun.

“Allowing for surface topography variations, in particular large mountain ranges, | would recommend that
minima orbita atitude would be 10 kilometers.”

“What?' sammered Akandi. “ An orbit 10 kilometers above sealevd ?’

“Yes” itsad. “I can maintain an orbital velocity on the order of 30,000 kilometers per hour, circling
Earth approximatdy every 90 minutes. The craft will suffer no damage; itshull therma dissipation
mechanisms are cgpable of handling the energy transfer from atmospheric heeting. The only concernis
the local populations within a100- kilometer band benesth the orbiting craft. The resulting shockwave,
and thermd disspation, will effectively serilize dl organic materidswithin a 100-kilometer band.”

“Serilize?’

“All organic bonds broken, and even awide range of inorganic bonds. Surface crust will liquefy across
most of that 100-kilometer band, and global ocean temperatures will increase by nearly 0.5 degrees
Celsus on each pass.”

Akandi looked down at the dust-choked ground, to where his boots disappeared. He had been worried
about arunaway high-speed chunk of rock hitting the Earth and doing to the human race what had been
doneto the dinosaurs. At that moment he realized that there was more than one way to destroy a planet.

“Thet orbit istoo low.”

“Might | suggest that weland,” it said.

“Land?’ asked Akandi, stupefied.

“I can placethis craft on the surface of Earth, in agreat many locations, without harm to human life.”
“Land a moon on the Earth.”

“Yes” itsad. “Or at least that portion of Phobos that consists of the core spacecraft. The outer
moonlike exterior will be jettisoned at departure.”

“Just how big isthiscraft?’ asked Akandi.



“A sphere with a 10-kilometer diameter.”

“And it can be landed on Earth, touching down with zero velocity?” he asked, again having visions of
high-speed asteroids obliterating the planet.

“Zerovelocity,” it sad. “ At any location you specify.”

Akandi nodded. “It should be in an unpopulated region, one where the impact of amoon landing would
be minimal, but gill close enough to industria areasto be ableto have easy accessto it.”

“A suggestion,” it said.
Akandi nodded.

“Therurd regions of southeastern North Americawould be well suited. Alabamamight represent an
optima ste—expangve cornfields and rice fields, close proximity to the North—South Ring and the
Techlands, and accessto avery complex research facility outside of Tuscaloosa”

“Quite adetailed knowledge of Earth,” Akandi said suspicioudly.
“Two hundred years of monitoring Earth’ stransmissions,” it said. “My knowledgeis quite detailed.”

Akandi dowly nodded, knowing that the suggestion was a good one, that southern Alabamawould be an
ided landing Site. “What isthe potentid damage that landing will produce?’

“Practicaly none,” it answered. “ Especidly in comparison to the damage dready being inflicted by the
firing of the Rings. Authorities can be notified of our arriva and evacuationsimplemented for those few
who liveinthe area. But theimpact will be quite minimal. The Aglandsin that portion of the continent are
extensve”

Again Akandi nodded. He knew they were. When he' d worked on US grid-enhancement projects, the
only need for power in that sector of the US was for agriculture—there was nothing down there except
corn-, whest- and ricefields.

“Should | commence departure procedures?’

“Yes,” hesad. “How long until we will be ready to depart?’ As he spoke, the Sun flared at his back,
and he thought that Phobos must have siwung into the daylight side of this Martian smulation.

“Departure procedures dready completed,” it said. “Arriva will bein 17 hours and 39 minutes. Do you
wish meto notify the authorities at the Tuscaloosa Agricultural Co-Op of our arrival so they can begin
with the required human evacuation of the sparsaly settled region?’

Akandi blinked. Thingswere moving too quickly.

“Yes” Heturned toward the light, redlizing only then that it was not the Sun that nearly blinded him but
the exhaust exploding just benesth the horizon, dl of Phobos on the move, breaking Mars orbit. The
sooty ground rumbled, dust rising, shards and boulders diding backward. Enveloped in ablack
maelstrom, he knew that the outer crust of Phobos was in the process of cracking, of being shed likea
cocoon peding away from a butterfly.

“Havel donetheright thing?’ he asked lyoon.

There was no answer.



Chapter 19

Padmini took another sip of the sweet tea, then gently placed the frosty glass on a coaster that rested
atop the wobbly end table pushed up against the side of the couch. Xavier and Christina Olmos sat
before her on little wooden stoolsin front of the couch, each with the dender stalk of aneurd interface
running into the corner of one eye, the input side of the stalk connected to asmall black box that sat on
the floor before them. And there was a third, Rebecca Olmos, the doctor who had died the previous
year of brain cancer. Xavier had ingsted that his dead wife be present, that he valued her judgments and
ingghts

Padmini had said nothing, smply nodded and asked Kali to lock into the Olmosloca network hook so
she could interface with Rebecca Olmos. However, she was not about to reciprocate. While they might
want her to see Rebecca OIlmos, she was not about to let them see Kai—her Jinni was none of their
busness.

The couch shook.

Without thinking, pure standby reflexes engaged, Padmini’ sright arm swung out, her hand grabbing the
iced teabeforeit fell, before the shudder that ran through the house reached its crescendo, the couch
bucking, damming at thewal behind it, the house itsdlf creaking, the sounds of wood splintering in the
distance. Then the quake passed, the house suddenly 4till, the three still staring at her, having taken little
notice of the quake. In her hand she held her glass, not a drop spilled.

“How did hedie?’ asked Xavier.

She focused on Xavier, and the package that he held in both hands, lifting it up just afew centimetersin
her direction.

Padmini sat back, not ready to answer their questions, not knowing who and what these people were,
why the Swirl and Leo had sent her here, and just what that package redlly contained. It looked like
neural mesh encased in some sort of configurable polymer exostructure. But that didn’t really tell her
muchinitsdf.

“How do you know Leo Barnwell?” she asked.
Xavier amiled. “He said you were cautious, not oneto easily trust.”

Padmini felt like squirming, but managed to control hersdf. Thiswasdl part of Leo’ s secret life, the
world he had kept hidden from her, but obvioudy aworld in which he had discussed her with these
people. Shewas at an informationa disadvantage, an unusua and difficult situation for her.

“No indications of aggression or misdirection,” said Kdli, drifting up through the floorboards,
hovering next to Xavier, flicking out her long, forked, black tongue, licking at the Side of hisface. Xavier
wastotaly obliviousto the Jinni. “ The Swirl indicates that you should trust him, that he is key to
your survival.”

Kadli jerked back, her tongue recoiling, eyes suddenly wide. “ The Swirl says that this family is the key
to humanity’ s survival.”

Padmini stared at Xavier, at the hands that clutched the package, at the scarred and callused fingers, and
the skin stained areddish hue from what she knew was alifetime of digging in the red-clay soil.
“Humanity' s savior?” she asked Kali.
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“The key,” answered Kali.

Padmini fully appreciated the digtinction that Kai was making. Xavier Olmaos might be of little Sgnificance
in whatever events were about to be played out, but he represented a criticd link, afocal point around
which events would unfold. Thet isif the Swirl weretdling thetruth, if it could seeinto the future. She had
serious doubts, il not certain of its motivations, but it could obvioudy contral things, able to manipulate
datain the Void to show that she’d killed Leo, aswell as control the trgjectories of the hundreds of
survelllance craft that had alowed her to survive a 3-kilometer fal from the Ring.

That kind of power could not be ignored.

“ Always cautious when it comes to my own skin,” said Padmini, answering his question. “Leo’ sdead. |
was instructed to bring that package to you,” she said, pointing at hislap. “Now | need to know who you
are and how you know Leo, or esel’m gone.” She moved forward, al her body language letting them
know that she was poised to get up from the couch.

“Leo and my father first met in the Ten Degree War, in covert operations. Both had been radicaly
modified.” Reaching up, Xavier pointed to the Sde of hishead. “Hardware and wetware rewiring. When
my father returned in’ 29, he seemed incapable of talking about what he' d experienced. At first we
thought it was aform of post-traumetic stress syndrome, pure and smple traumaas aresult of too much
killing. We soon learned that there were tens of thousands like him, on heavy-duty chemica sabilizersto
blunt the experience of war, the same stabilizersthat had alowed them to go on fighting night after night,
long after the human brain should have shut them down. In most of them, the damage was severe, turning
them into walking dead. The only thing keeping them upright and breething was the heavy dose of neurd
gabilizersthat kept their brain chemistry from atermind tilt. My father and Leo were dmost normd,
compared to most.”

“That'swherel camein,” said Bec.

Padmini looked at her. Jinnis she understood; interfacesto the Void that eventually acquired persondities
to suit their users. But ghosts were awhole different business, something that she found fundamentaly
disturbing.

Dead was dead.

What she wanted to keep of Leo was his memory, not a pathetic echo streaming into her optical cortex,
like the ghogt hiding in Leo’ s basement. But she managed a sympathetic cop smile, reminding herself that
shedidn’t know these people, didn’t know what pain had brought them to the point of keeping thiswife
and mother trapped in a chunk of hardware.

“I| waswith one of the traveling vet units, back in’30,” said Bec. “I wasin charge of the south Alabama
circuit, with nearly 300 Ten Degree vets on my roster, handing out meds, keeping the traumatized
breathing and walking, dosing them high enough so they wouldn't kill themselves or flash back to the Ten
Degree and rampage.”

Padmini nodded. She's had direct experience with rampage asacop in Philly, afew of theold Ten
Degree vets who had managed to go the 20-year distance, would findly trip over the edge, suddenly
certain that Philly was Centrd Africa, and replay some secret-op sortie from 20 years earlier down the
center of State Street. By some estimates nearly 20 percent of Philly homicides were il

rampage-rel ated, despite the fact that so few of the vetswere till dive. Padmini, long with most cops,
could never figure out why the surviving vets had not been rounded up and confined, and Leo smply
refused to talk about it. The officia line had been that the Powers did not want to punish theseloya
soldierswho' d given up so much for the defense of their country, and insisted that they remain free, their



reward for services rendered, allowing them to rot away in the cracks and crevices, until they smply
dropped, or briefly flared in flashback. Now she knew better. The Swirl had wanted them free and
wandering, itsears and eyesin the world of dirt and blood.

“Xavier' sfather was one of my patients. That’show | met Xavier,” said Bec.
Reaching toward her, Xavier rested ahand on Bec' s knee, gently squeezing it.

Padmini nodded. The morph was very clean, signals fed back into Xavier so that hisfingerswould tense
to just the right degree, not pressing too far into the ghost’ sknee. She knew that in his head sdlective
neurons were being tripped so he could fed that knee.

“The only good to come out of the Ten Degree,” Xavier said quietly.

Padmini blinked, focused, al her attention on Xavier’ sface, on the degp wrinkles around his eyes, the
dark pupils, agaze that looked far past her, far past everything. Her breathing suddenly fell in synch with
his, the flutter of their eyelids matched, mouths opening almost imperceptibly, tongues running over dry
lips

He sreal, thought Padmini. At that moment she knew hisfedings were genuine. Thiswasno smulation,
no overwritten chunk of neuronsingsting that he love this dead woman and their living daughter. He was

real. She could not remember the last time she’ d been in the presence of something so primal, so basic
and pure.

Heloved them.
“Doyoufed sck?
Padmini blinked.

Thegirl, Chrigting, leaned forward, reaching out for her, but not quite touching her, fingersjust hovering
above her right leg. “Is something wrong?’ asked Chrigtina. “Y ou don't look well.”

“Fine” said Padmini, Sitting back, refocusing, not quite certain why thisfamily dynamic was having such
an impact on her. That uncertainty frightened her. Shelooked over at Kdi, mentally questioning her.

Kdi nodded. “ I’ m detecting no outside influences, no manipulation of brain chemistry. What you
are feeling is being supplied by your own brain. | can detect empathy, and feelings of loss. This
family, the dynamic existing between them, is something you’ ve never personally experienced, but
apparently something you want, that you’ re brain insists you need. You wish to belong. The loss of
Leo cannot be ignored. He was your family.”

Padmini gritted her teeth and willed her cop personato take over. “Leo and your father—what wasthe
relaionship?’

Bec smiled, and placed her hand atop Xavier's. Again the morph was smooth, as good as anything red
could provide. Padmini demanded that her brain ignore those hands, but the more she inssted, the more
they seemed to be all she could see, the fingers now intertwined.

“A pattern began to emerge,” said Bec. “Thiswas just before the Rings, before the Collapse. The
technology developed in that war was marvelous and frightening. All of the 300 vets under my care had
been radicaly enhanced neurologicaly. They' d been modified to coordinate on the battlefield, operating
asasingle entity, everything they experienced transmitted back to central command nodes, the data
diced and diced, and commands flashed back in red time, direct neural commands to the group entity.”



Padmini nodded, knowing all this. Most of Leo’s snitches, the eyes and ears he used to keep watch on
Philly, had been vets, like McGordy, al Ten Degree Tools. They al shared atype of linkage that she had
always suspected was far more than Smply the type of by-product that heavy Void users experienced.
And now she knew the truth—had in some way's even become one of them, with the Swirl now having
taken ahold in her head.

“My job was to stabilize brain chemistry, to keep them under control, to shut them down if they
experienced extreme flashback or started exhibiting the sort of neural chaos that preceded arampage.
Easy enough to do with pre-Ring technology. But | wanted to do more than smply keep brain
chemidtries balanced. | started looking for cause and effect, for patterns.”

“And you found them” said Padmini, suddenly certain that she knew where thiswas going—the Swirl.
Group petterns.”

Bec nodded. “ A distributed pattern, nothing in asingle mind, but bits and pieces disturbed acrossthe
300, interacting pieces connected through the V oid, operating independently from the minds themselves.
It wasn't exactly agestat composed of theindividua brains of the vets, but this distributed pattern
exigting in bits and pieces sdted away in isolated neurond packagesin each brain, the activity below the
awarenessthreshold of theindividual minds.”

Swirl, thought Padmini, trying to say the name but unable to, its hold on her il absolute.

“As compared to most of the vets, Papito, like Leo, was very high-functioning,” said Xavier. “Most
didn’t even suspect he was a vet. But we saw the change, could fed it. Something drove him, and had
isolated him behind awall. Before thewar we' d lived in New Mexico, where he’ d been an eectronics
technician a White Sands.” He paused, grimacing. “ At that time |’ d recently been brought into White
Sands, the Powers hoping that | shared some of Papito’stalents.” He shut his eyes and breathed deep.

And traumatized to the core, thought Padmini.

“ At discharge he announced to usthat he intended to become afarmer,” said Xavier, his eyesreopening,
“and had bought a 10-acrefarm in Alabama.” Xavier laughed. “It was then that we knew something was
severely wrong with Papito—prior to then he’ d never so much as pulled aweed or grown atomato. And
when we came here, he never did become afarmer. That was my assgnment.” He paused. “Me and my
older brother, Che.”

She gave him aquestioning look.
“Cheiswatching,” he said. “Down below,” he added, pointing toward the back of the house.
Shedidn’t understand, but nodded.

“Papito didn’t buy thisfarm because he wanted to grow corn. He bought it because of what lay buried
beneath the barn. All dong this section of the Gulf of Mexico, from Texasto Florida, deep nodes had
been built during the early ' 20s to monitor, store, and analyze the data streaming up from South
America”

Padmini nodded, not surprised. While Africa had been on a steady decline since the Europeans
abandoned their colonies nearly a century earlier, spirdling downward in unending cycles of disease and
wars, South America simplosion had been rapid and severe—three years of drought in Brazil, mgor
chunks of the Amazon basin in flames, and both Rio and Séo Paulo flooded with tens of millions of
refugees, had collapsed the Brazilian economy. The rest of South Americafollowed, most dipping within
amatter of monthsto fourth-world status, while here and there afew high-tech enclaves of first-world



technology and wedlth survived.
A very bad combination.

Waves of disease, missiles, and virulent code were suddenly aimed at the North. It didn't surpriseher in
the least that secret listening posts dotted the Gulf States. The Ten Degree that had been fought in Africa
had amost happened afew years earlier in South America. But the implosion had happened too fast. By
the mid’ 20s there was nothing to fight againgt.

The listening nodes remained.
“Y our father was not listening for sgnasfrom South America,” said Padmini.

“No,” said Xavier. “He was transmitting and receiving data from other vets. It was astorage center for
informetion.”

Padmini realized that what she d seen under Leo’ s gpartment must have been something like that—a
pre-Collapse listening post.

“But more than just information,” said Xavier. “Itisaso used for the other thing.” He looked over at Bec.

“The distributed pattern existed within the vets, but also resided in these nodes, hiding, not willing to risk
its entire existence to the vets. Too many of them were dying, brains collgpsing, having been pushed too
hard. It was born in them, till lived in them, but had removed an aspect of itself into hardware for
safekeeping.”

Padmini nodded, knowing that they only had part of the story. The Swirl did not haveto limit itsaf to Ten
Degree vets or the nodes—it could resdein any Tool, just asit now had its hooksin her head.

“It'scalled the Swirl,” said Bec.
Padmini opened her eyeswide, offering up her most genuine surprised expression. “Amazing,” shesaid.
“But wedidn't really know much about it for years, not aslong as Papito was the conduit.”

Xavier nodded. “Papito died nearly 10 years ago, and Che replaced him. He aready had mogt of the
hardware in place, ingaled when we' d been living a White Sands. Che had a great dedl of difficulty
integrating with the Swirl, and after fighting it for several years he either forced it out of hisneura
hardware or it abandoned him. It was then that we learned about the Swirl, from whét little Che was able
totel us”

“Heescaped it?" she asked, thisbeing no idle question.
Xavier nodded. “But it cost him.”

“Inwhat way?’ asked Padmini, doing her best to mask any hints of desperation in her voice, needing to
know how his brother had managed to escape what was now in her head.

“Hard to explain,” said Xavier. “It would be best if you see him.” He stood, holding the package in both
hands. “We |l seeyou later,” he said to hiswife.

Bec nodded, then winked away as Xavier and Christina pulled the interface out of the corners of their
eyes.



Padmini stood back, hanging by the banks of dark racks, trying to take some comfort from the gentle
hum of the electronics, from their smilarity to the onesthat had been in Leo’ s basement, asif the
equipment offered some tenuous link to him. The room was hemispherical in shape, therackslining the
walls, the center of the room dropping down into a shalow well dominated by a holo-table. A man sat
beforeit, his hands sunk wrist deep into the liquid interface that ran the perimeter of the table, aglassy
cable running from his right eye socket to the ceiling above, snaking avay in an expangve tangle of
conduits and wire mesh.

At hisfeet, partialy hidden by the curve of the table, dept what looked to Padmini to be adog, but
somehow deformed, the head misshapen and its shoulderstoo wide. Its face was hidden, nestled inits
paws. An dmost oppressive anima stink pervaded the room, something like acombination of sour milk
and burned ail.

Images rolled through the holo-table—fields of corn, plumes of black smoke, a collapsed structure of
sted and glass, and burning pinpricks swarming away from it—she assumed those represented people
fleeing the damaged building.

“Tuscdoosa Ag Co-Op Center,” said Xavier, pointing to the table. “ Designed to take quite a shaking,
but not able to stand up againgt the torquing that the Rings areinducing in thelocal substrata.”

Padmini looked up at the celling, at the cables, pipes, and ducting, knowing they were better than 50
meters beneath the surface. She' d just climbed down the ladder connecting this bunker to the barn
above, and had the shaky legsto proveit.

“Not toworry,” said Xavier. “ This bunker was designed to take anything the southern hemisphere might
have lobbed our way, from nukes to €l ectromagnetic pulsesintense enough to fry any unprotected
areuitry.”

Chrigtinatook one of Padmini’ s hands and squeezed. Padmini fought her first impulse to pull away, and
let the girl hold her hand, fedling the dampness of her fingers, and the rapid whap-whap-whap of her
heartbeat through the pam of her hand. “ So closein here” said Chrigting, glancing up at the celling. “And
the smdll,” she said in awhisper, as she crinkled her nose. She pointed over a the dog. “Krew,” she
sad. “Headwayssmdlslikethat.”

Padmini smiled, tapping into those reinforced cop responses that instructed her in comforting accident
victims, overdosers, and the generic psychotic on the verge of abreak. She knew none of those actualy
fit the dtuation, but it was dl she had. “Very closein here,” she said, sounding sincere and empathetic.

Chrigtinalet go of her hand but took a half step toward her. “Mamawon’'t even come down here,” she
said. “ She saysthat seeing Che like that upsets her, and | think it redly does, but that’ s not the redl
reason she doesn’'t come down here.”

“Not now,” said Xavier. “I’m sure there will betimelater for you to reved to our guest al our family
secrets, but we need to focus on the job at hand.”

“Yes, Papa,” she said, and stepped to the Side, but not before she leaned in toward Padmini. “It's Krew
she'sredly afraid of,” she said, pointing at the pile of fur deeping at Che' sfedt.

“Please” said Xavier, motioning toward the holo-table. “We ve been monitoring the Ag center
continuoudy since they broke ground on it 7 years ago. A greet ded of it isdevoted to Ag research,
mostly corn hybridswith alarge reservoir of jumping genesthat can reconfigure under viral and bacterid
stress to manufacture the proteins needed to eradicate new pests and diseases.” Xavier grinned. “ Smart
corn. Almost ashameto eat something that smart.” Then the smile vanished from hisface. “But that isdl



just afacade. It wasin thelower levels” he said, pointing at the collapsed building, “where the real work
was done. They’ d built up quite an effort focused on penetrating the Point.”

Padmini took aquick, deep breath. “Not many things moreillegal than that,” she said. Shelooked at the
building surrounded by a sea of cornfields. “ They thought they could contain arunaway inthisrurd

sting?

Severd yearsback in Philly she' d helped the Feds and UN take down acult that had integrated 20
children to severa truckloads of pre-Ring network hardware, hoping that the resulting mix would rip
through the Point, creating something infinitely superior to humanity. She was never able to discover what
they’ d managed to do—by the time the Feds and the UN had pulled out, several square blocks of Philly
had been dagged, with enough energy having been dumped to melt bricks and concrete.

“Yes” sad Xavier. “Layer after layer of active defense and transmission isolation within the building
itsdlf, and externd safeguardsin placein case of a breakout.”

“Nuclear?’ asked Padmini.

Xavier nodded. “Local pocket nukes asafirgt line, running up to orbital coverage with 20-megaton
H-bomb capability. They thought they had it covered.” He pointed at the imploded building. “ Total
collapse occurred more than 8 hours ago, going right though al 20 subfloors, yet none of that triggered a
sngle nuke detonation.”

“Mdfunction?’ asked Padmini.

“Certainly,” said Xavier. “But not of apassive nature. The system could not have smply broken down
and the nukes not detonated. Only active intervention of avery sophisticated nature could have kept
those nukes quiet.”

Padmini found herself taking a step back from theimage, asmall part of her actualy frightened that
something might reach up right through the display and grab her. “ Something Pogt-Point,” she said.

Xavier nodded. “And according to Che, it was not the Swirl.”

Padmini turned her head to Kali, who hovered in the far corner of thelab. “ The Swirl denies any active
participation in the event. Claims that it was a woman named Sarah Sutherland who broke
through.” AsPadmini watched, words and pictures flashed a haf meter in front of her. She dipped into
an augmented mode, sucking down the torrent of information.

“Sarah Sutherland,” said Padmini, recognizing the name, remembering back to the Blue and Gold, before
everything had changed. She' d been the one who jumped from the Southern Cross—apparently she had
not splattered on the way down. She continued to siphon information from Kali. “The daughter of
Genera Thomas Sutherland. She was brought into the facility anatomically dead, with severe head
trauma. There are indications that she was instaled as acomponent of a system called CUSP, asystem
that isat least atwo- to three-generationa leap in processing capability.” She paused. “CUSPisa
Controllable Universa Sentient Plasma, whatever that might be.”

Xavier sared at her and dowly waked over to his brother, gently placing his hands on his shoulders. Che
did not respond to histouch but smply gazed into the display, the only motion coming from the twitch of
tendonsin hisforearms as hisfingers worked within the tabl€' sinterface. “ That’ swhat Che believes,

what he’ s been ableto pull from the Ag facility’ sshilded Void.” He paused, and Padmini could almost
see the whedsturning in his head, knowing that he was very carefully planning his next question. “Leo
spoke often of you, your capabilities, your potential. | know about Kai, and Leo considered you a



virtuoso of theVVoid.”
He hesitated.

She knew what he wanted to ask. “But none of that should have allowed me access to the sort of
information that was coming from the Ag Co-Op,” shesaid. “I’m sureit took you yearsto worm into the
Co-Op, and I’ ve only been here afew hours.”

“ YS”

“Other sources, ones recently introduced to me through Leo, are now supplying me with additiona
informetion.”

Chelooked up at her from the table, squinting at her with hisleft eye. “ Pattern expands,” he said. “Far in
excess of initid parameters.”

“The Swirl has accessed you?’ asked Xavier.

Padmini opened her mouth, hoping that the Swirl would release the hold it had on her, to allow her to
Speak about it. But she said nothing, could actudly fed the disconnect between her thoughts and the
musclesin her throat and jaw. She closed her mouth.

“Leo’ sdead, and he was one of the more heavily trafficked nodes within the Swirl’ s congtruction,” said
Xavier. “Likedl the vets, he was never ableto speak of it directly, but Che knew, had linked with him
many times, knew the importance that Leo played in the Swirl’ sidentity.”

“Too important to let it diewith Mr. Barnwell,” said Chrigtina.
Xavier nodded. “Important enough to transfer to you?’ he asked, pointing at Padmini.
She said nothing, didn’t move.

“Wedidn't think it possible.” He hesitated again. “We did not think that the Swirl had any desireto
extend itself beyond the vets, dthough we never believed that it couldn’'t do so if it wanted. But now, with
Leo gone, you' ve been chosen. Apparently it can migrate to any Tool it chooses.”

Padmini managed ablink.

“And then this package from Leo.” Xavier paused, looking down at it. “And | suspect from the Swirl.”
Sowly unwrapping its outer polymer coating, and carefully reaching within, he pulled out the clot of
spun-web fiber, holding it up to the light, dowly turningit.

Padmini sensed movement and, looking down, saw Krew gtir, pushing himself up on dl fours, arching his
back, hislegs ftiffening and shaking, asif trying to wake himsdlf.

“What do you know about it?" asked Xavier, dowly putting the metal sponge back down.

“Lookslike neurd mesh, and alot of it,” she said, knowing that typically mesh of only afew millimeters
thickness was used, wedged between the skull and brain. This piece was roughly sphericd, thesize of a
closed fist, and appeared denser than other mesh she’ d seen.

Xavier carefully set it on the edge of the holo-table. “Take alook at it, Che,” he said.

Che swiveled in his segt; his hands remaining submerged in the interface of the table. Through the thick
but pliable conductive liquid she could see the ripple of hisfingers moving toward the mesh.



Then he stopped.
Krew legpt up, his paws on the edge of the table, his head above the tabletop.

No dog, thought Padmini, looking &t its overly large, black-glass eyes, bulging head, and dit nose and
mouth. Thiswas some sort of chimera, amixture of species, perhaps even with artificia genetic materid
added. She' d seen such things before, constructed by people with too much time and money at their
disposd. But nothing had ever looked likethis.

His paws uncurled, reveding long, dender fingers. With hisright hand he reached for the mesh.
“No!” shouted Xavier, making amove toward it. “Keep your Clinger under control,” he said.
Clinger, thought Padmini. She' d never heard of such athing.

Che' s head snapped around in Xavier’ sdirection, and the table’ sliquid interface rippled and bulged,
extruding alarge hand grabbing on to Xavier' sarm, tugging him back, keeping him away from Krew.

“Correctionsin play,” said Che.

Krew picked up the mesh in hisright hand—"paw” was no longer the right word—and brought it close
to hisface, hisnogtrilsflaring, hislipstwitching, adender pink tongueflicking out. With hisleft hand he
reached up to hisforehead, running fingers dong his short gray fur, revealing what looked like along scar
extending pardld to an dmaost nonexistent brow above hiseyes.

“Never seen that before” said Chrigtina.

Padmini looked at her, then back at Krew. What she had thought was a scar hidden benesth his fur was
now obvioudy a seam, onethat was parting, skin pulling back, fur folding over, white skull exposed; and
then it, too, was parting, asif melting awvay. Krew probed with dender fingers, the seam now a crack.

“Thetop of hishead,” whispered Christina

Krew turned the top of hisown head, dowly at first and with obvious great effort. Hiseyes closed to
dits, and the muscles of hisdender |eft arm bulged. At firgt it moved just afew millimeters, then fagter, as
if something had severed. His skullcap rotated afull 90 degrees and came off, landing atop the
holographic table.

Padmini had expected to see the pink bloody mess of his brain sitting within the exposed skull. But she
didn’t. Instead there was amass of neurd fiber, colored black and crushed in places, in other places
entwined with rubbery-looking purple filaments. Krew reached into the top of his skull, grabbed the mass
of fiber, tugged it out, and dropped it to the tabletop, where it hit with awet-sounding smack.

“Areyou sure, Chel” said Xavier, straining at the arm that gtill held himin place.

Che gave no indication that he' d heard his brother but remained focused on Krew, as he gently raised the
new neura mesh, rolling it into his open skull. Reaching across the table for the skullcap, Krew returned it
on his head and screwed it back into position.

Che released Xavier, who stood till. The room wastotdly silent, and for amoment Padmini could not
even hear the whoosh of cooling fans or the gentle hum of eectronics. They al watched as Krew’ seyes
closed to dits, and he reached out for the edge of the table, running his fingertips acrossthe liquid
interface, fingersfluttering, asif the interface were the keyboard of an instrument. Then he suddenly sunk
hisfingersin knuckle deep.



Che lurched back, thrown, his hands erupting from the interface.

Krew shuddered, sagged, only his hands holding him up, his chin resting on the tabl€' s edge. His mouth
dowly opened. “Amdthea,” he said in aligoing whisper as heran hissmdl tongue across hislips. He
pulled himsdf up. “Amalthea” Hisbody shuddered, then fdll back from the table, dropping to thefloor.
Chereached to lift his head, and Xavier pressed fingersto Krew’ sthroat, fedling for apulse.

“Amdthea?’ asked Padmini in awhisper, looking acrossthe room for Kali.
“One of theinnermost moons of Jupiter,” said Christinafrom behind her.
Padmini turned.

Christinasmiled, her eyeswide and aive. “1 dways knew there was more to Krew than some
throwaway experiment. He must come from Jupiter.”

What is Krew, and what is a Clinger? thought Padmini.

Kai materiaized before her, the Jinni dowly shaking her head. “ Unknown,” she said. “ But whatever
heis, it is highly doubtful that he is a native to Jupiter or any of its moons. Che has performed
DNA analyses that show beyond any doubt that it is a native species to Earth, though one that has
been extensively modified.”

Chapter 20

Ahead, a virtual room extended forever, morphing with rows of corn fading into asmoky horizon,
while beside them, barely two meters away, the corn disappeared behind phantom walls lined with
bookcases. The ceiling was low, just above the top of Simon’ s head, the swaying corn tassels just
touching the featureless gray ceiling. Looking to hisleft through the rows of corn, Simon again checked
the bookcases, seeing the familiar volumes, books read and reread so many times. Every three steps
down the furrowed field the pattern of multihued book spineswould repest, the red-green-blue spines of
Robinson’s Marstrilogy acting asamarker. A part of him, barely above the conscious level, had been
keeping count since they had emerged from the Ag Co-Op—1,211 timesthey’ d walked past the Mars
books.

“ Just passed the hour mark,” sad Bill, walking in front of him, till trying to swet at the cornstalks, but
hisJnni arms passing through them. * Flesh and bone!” he yelled, making severa grabsfor anearby ear
of corn, hisfingers passng throughit. “ What | wouldn’t give to be a real boy!” What had been a
middle-aged Bill wearing awrinkled coal black sharkskin suit, blurred, then relocked as ascrawny boy in
jeans and along-deeved plaid shirt. Helooked back accusingly. “ Living in your head is no way to
live”

Simon tried to focus on his bresthing. A thick sheen of swest covered hisforehead, beading just above
hiseyes. Theair was actudly cool, and they walked dowly, not redly exerting themselves. The swesat
was a panic response. Thewalls, bookcases, and celling helped some, supplied by Bill to calm him, but
they could not dter the redity of what was occuring.

Outside.
Hisfingerstingled, and a high-pitched squed filled hisears.

“No!” said Bill, again middle-aged and wearing asharkskin suit. “ Just keep moving. She' s taking us
to a place that will have an inside.”
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Simon nodded and continued to put one foot in front of the other, his shoes snking in the soft, red-tinted
s0il, unless he stepped in Sarah’ s footprints, in which case the ground would crunch. Whatever abilities
she' d acquired by passing through the Point had not only alowed her to modify herself but aso the world
she camein contact with. Her bare feet |€ft brittle prints, coated in athin sheen of crystal. Looking past
Bill, up the row of corn, he watched Sarah move. Only afew of the fluttering motes above her head were
visble, most apparently above the phantom celling, somewhere outside.

Missng astep, he sumbled, faling, hitting hard, hisface landing in the red soil.
13 Up!ll

Simon pushed himsdf up, spitting out dirt, the shock of faling clearing his head. “How much farther to the
Olmosfam?’ he asked.

Bill didn't turn. “ A long way to go,” hesaid. “ It’ s located 40 kilometers east of the Ag Co-Op.”

Simon groaned and squeezed his eyes shut for just a moment, then quickly reopened them, not wanting
to fal again. He was certain they’ d never get there, especidly since they hadn’t even been keeping atrue
easterly direction. Despite the fact that he walked through a phantom room, the Sun outside, high above
theimaginary celling, was till bright enough to cast dim shadows. Watching those shadows asthey'd
trudged through the cornfields, he’ d seen them pointing in every direction, and once he knew they’d even
cut acrossther own tracks, it being impossible to mistake Sarah’s crystalline footprints for anyone dse's.

They were not moving east, but in arandom meander. Random, he thought, but not aimless.

They’ d come across dozens of bodies, burned and broken, most dead, the rest dying. Those who could
move under their own power had gotten away as quickly as possible from the Ag Co-Op, and its
5-kilometer blast radius. That was one worry he did not have. Sarah had somehow disposed of the
nukes. He could not be sure, but he believed that Sarah was |ooking for someone.

“Hedp.”

Digtant and muffled, the voice was probably better than 30 corn rows away. Simon stopped walking and
angled hishead in the direction of the cry.

“Not that son of a bitch!” shouted Bill, placing himsdlf squarely between Smon and the direction of the
voice. “ We're free of him.”

Two rows away, Simon could see the truncated motes hovering above Sarah veer to thel€eft, in the
direction of the voice. Sidestepping Bill, Smon walked into the adjacent row of corn, the phantom
bookshdf automatically dipping back another row.

“Hdp!”

“Meard!” cdled Simon. Pushing aside corn, he continued to cut between the rows, trotting rather than
walking, following Sarah. Bill moved beside him, flickering in and out of existence, unable to move
quickly enough to walk around the thick cornstalks.

“Not him!” pleaded Bill, “ We're finally free of him.”

Simon kept moving, not out of any desireto find himsalf back under Mears s control, but wanting to find
another person. Neither Sarah nor Bill redly fit that description.

“Hdp!”



“WEe re getting close,” said Simon, moving ahead of Sarah.

“Hewill not help us!” Bill floated through the corn, hisface just afew centimetersin front of Smon’s.
“You need to deep,” hesad, holding up ahand, reaching for Smon’seyes. “ You can’'t handle this.
Your brain chemistry is about to destabilize. You're outside and have pushed too hard.”

Simon ran, thethick corngtalks dapping him in the face, leaving behind welts, cutting into hiswrists and
forearms as he pushed them away.

“You'resazing!” screamed Bill.

Simon ignored him, then sumbled in arut, faling, crashing through an adjacent row, again landing
facefird, dirt pushed up into his mouth. Rolling, spitting, balled fiststo eyes, pushing away dirt, he sat up.
“Meard”

Mears stood severa meters away from him, in what would have been an adjacent row of corn, but here
the corn had been cut down by fire, the blackened stalks till smoldering. Shirtless, pantsin tatters, his
skin blistered, burned black in spots, cracked, and oozing blood, Mears stood with his hands clutched to
hisright Sde, gray coilsof hisintestines poking out between his bloody fingers.

“I need help,” he said.

Simon pushed himsdf up, and dowly moved toward Mears, staring at the hands that were keeping his
guts from spilling onto the burned ground. He could not believe that the man was capable of standing, but
as he neared, he understood. His pants had been burned away from bel ow the knees, along with skin
and even muscles, exposing his metal-alloyed bones, and tendons of taut graphite fiber. Sunk shin deep
into the dirt, Simon knew that it was not Mears that was standing, but his legs—mechanical appendages
with awill of their own.

“Help mel” pleaded Mears, reaching out with hisright hand as athick coil of intestines dithered out of the
holein hisside. Looking down upset his balance, and he fell over backward, his knees collgpsing a an
unnatura angle, hisbody hitting the ground with awet-sounding thud, while hislegs below the knees il
stood erect, firmly planted in the red dirt, the knee joints shattered, and the graphite struts ripped out of
the base of histhighbone.

Simon kndlt next to Mears, reaching out for him, but not knowing what he could possibly do to help.
“He'sall but dead.”

Simon looked up. Bill stood on the other sde of Mears, looking down at him. Next to him stood Sarah,
anchored into the ground, crystaline filaments extending out of her legsinto the red soil. Shelooked
sraight ahead, staring somewhere far past thewal of phantom books.

“Leave him,” sadBill.
A hand wrapped around Simon’ sright wrigt, jerking it down.

“I told them to stop her,” said Mears, hiseyes moving in the direction of Sarah, then looking back at
Simon. “Not natural, not the path that God intended for us.”

Simon nodded, not understanding what M ears meant, fairly certain that Mears himsdlf didn’t understand,
his brain having dipped into chaos, his body effectively dead. He knew thiswas only temporary.

“Y ou're the one, have always been the one,” said Mears, squeezing hiswrist moretightly.



“ Sputtering neurons, an oxygen-deprived brain firing random thoughts,” said Bill, bending down
on the other side of Mears. “ You shouldn’t even listen to him.”

“I found you,” said Mears. * Sutherland had abandoned you, put you in comastorage. But | found you,
thawed you, awakened you.”

“Don'tlisten!” screamed Bill. “ Heisaliar! Heisa...”

Simon looked up. Bill stood tiff, hisbody glistening in athin sheen of crystad, his mouth open wide,
frozen in midscream. He looked at Sarah, who stood unmoving and staring, the collage of shapesand
colors hanging above her head. “What are you doing?’ he asked in awhigper, looking back at the frozen
Bill, knowing that Sarah had done that, aso knowing that the only way to control Bill would be through
hisown brain.

Sarah wasingde him.

But there was more going on than just shutting down Bill. At that moment Simon was certain that their
random meander through the corn had not been random at all—Sarah had been searching for Mears.
She wanted Mearsto tell him something and had even gone asfar to take Bill off-lineto ensure that he
wouldn't interfere.

“So gifted,” said Mears, tugging a Simon’swrig, pulling him closer.
Simon grimaced; the dying man’ s bresth smelled of burned mest.

“My find, my discovery, my theory. Evolution gtill the master driver, despite our meddling, our genetic
enhancements, our ability to create life from nothing. Sutherland gave up on you too quickly.” He
coughed, sputtering, athick clot of bloody mucus spewing from the corner of his mouth. “But evolution
still worked. Y ou were third-generation geek, grandparents al adept at the diderule, and lab rat parents
burrowed deep into the Vdley, their dreams of silicon and base pairs, both borderline autistics,
marginaly functiona in theworld of dirt and blood, but virtuosos of the keyboard, of the experiment, of
the atom, able to focus any problem into oblivion. Prime for the picking, acquired by Sutherland for his
Ten Degree experiment, prime nodes for the intelligence he was building.”

“My parents?’ said Simon, leaning closer.

Mears shuddered, and something deep in his guts, below the glistening coils protruding through the gash
in hisside, sputtered and arced, sparks shooting out from between cails of intestines.

“Y ou were the next step, but trapped, so deeply autistic that dirt and blood held no redlity for you. They
tried to force the Swirl into you, but you rejected it, the wiring incompatible, just too much of you for it to
submerge and dominate.”

Swirl, thought Smon questioningly.
Again Mears coughed up bloody phlegm.

“Sutherland had bred you too well, forgetting about evolution. | resurrected you from storage. Y ou had
only two interests.” Mears held up two fingers—the ring finger missing everything abovethelast joint.
“Patterns and Bill Gates—those were your world.”

Simon looked up at the till-frozen Bill.

Mears pulled him even closer, let go of hiswrist and, reaching up, wrapped his hand around the back of



Simon’sneck. He could fed Mears sfingers pulling at the fiber bundle running from the porta-Manifold
and into the back of his head.

“I' knew how to unlock you,” said Mearsin awhisper. “Ingtalled the mesh, the neurd stabilizers, took the
edge off the focus, alowed random e ementsto filter through your perspective, threw in anoise
generator, abackground buzz that wouldn't let you focus too deep, to help you from getting lost.” He
coughed, his eyes opening wide, the right pupil dilating, thelid sagging.

“And interfaced meto the Manifold and the Bill Jnni,” said Simon.

Mearsgave ahaf smile, theright Sde of hisface iff. “No Manifold, no Jnni,” hesaidin adurred
whisper. “Bill was your creetion, thewall you built between yoursdf and the outsde world. The Manifold
isafabrication, never red, an empty box the psychologistsinssted you needed. A crutch—avery
convenient crutch to keep your true capabilities hidden. Sutherland never knew the truth, thought Bill
redly wasaJnni that had been downloaded into you.”

“No,” said Simon, turning as much as Mears stight grip on the back of his neck would alow, looking up
at thefrozen Bill. “He saJinni, aprogram.”

“A dduson,” said Mears.

Simon felt thetenang in Mears sarm, thefingers|etting go of his neck, wrapping around the fiber bundle.
He reared back, trying to stand, but Mears was not letting go.

“Over now!” screamed Mears. “ Stop her!” Hejerked at the fiber bundle.

Simon fell, landing hard on his back, Mearsrolling away, facedown in the deep furrow between corn
rows. Reaching up, running his hands across the back of his head, he could not find the fiber bundle, then
fingered the ragged-edged dimple in the back of his head whereit had been inserted. “No!” he
screamed, looking through the corn rows and at the endless shelves of books &till in place. Angling his
head back, he saw that the smoke and ash ceiling gtill hovered above him.

He undung the porta-Manifold from hisback, jerking it around, the severed cable dangling fromiit.
“| guess the cat’ s out of the old bag.”

Simon looked up. Bill walked toward him, passing through cornstalks, brushing at the lgpels of his suit,
flicking away crystaline shards, reaching up and straightening his black-rimmed glasses, then ran ahand
through histhick, untidy hair. “ Not all that much has really changed. You thought | was in that

box,” he said, as he pointed at the porta-Manifold, “ while all thistime I’ ve actually been in that
box,” hesaid, pointing at Simon’shead. “ No superscience here, just a good ol d-fashioned delusion
courtesy of your malformed neurology, a psychological buffer you created to isolate yourself from
theworld.” Bill amiled. “ No real difference. I'mstill in control, and if you don’t do exactly what |
say, then I’ll remove that buffer and expose you to the world beyond.”

With aflourish of hishands, the ceiling above Simon vanished, replaced with a distant, gray-streaked sky
and the Sun, areddened, diffuse blob hanging near the horizon.

Simon shuddered, feding himsdif fal upward into the infinite sky, the vastiness, theinfinite possbilities
trying to swalow him. The pattern that filled the world, the infinite rel ationships, was smply too much.

“But | would never be so cruel,” said Bill. The ceiling regppeared.
“Crud.”



Simon and Bill turned. The voice had come from Mears, but it had not been hisvoice. His body still lay
facedown in the corn furrow, but was now encased in glistening crystal, sprouting gossamer spiderwebs
that ran back to Sarah. “ Crud,” said avoice from within the crystalline cocoon.

“What are you doing?” asked Bill, walking toward Sarah.
Simon pushed himsdf up, dropping the porta-Manifold, findly reaching Mears s body.
“What?” said Bill from behind.

Simon |looked at the dead face, at the face that was no longer Mears's, but transformed. “Crue,” it said,
the word echoing up through the thin, jelylike substance that covered it.

“ My face,” sadBill.

Simon nodded, and stared into the face of Bill Gates. He looked up at Sarah and didn’t even havetime
to blink beforeahissing wall of gligening crysta dammed him in the face, throwing him backward,
enveloping him in aperfect blackness. Hislast thought was that the insde of his head fdlt itchy and that
something had poked through his skull with fingers made of cold crystd to give that itchy spot agood
scratching.

The part of him that was Bill faded away, removed by Sarah.

Chapter 21

It was not the Earth he had |eft 8 days earlier.

Phobos cut down from above the ecliptic, moving in anearly straight line, decelerating at afull 5 gees.
The Earth that had been little more than aflicker of reflected sunlight an hour ago was now afully defined
orb.

Overwhelmed with the sense of faling, Akandi’ s ssomach lurched into his chest. Bands of gray clouds
smothered the entire planet, the familiar continental shapes hidden, afew glowing red embers barely
vigble through the floating ash. The only visible structures were the Stalks and Petd's, puncturing the dark
blanket of clouds, with more than adozen of the west-facing Petal's spewing azure-blue plumes.

“TheRingsarefiring,” said Akandi.

He shuffled over the featureless, metdlic hull of the craft, that part of Phobos that had been exposed after
its soot-rock exterior had been shed when the ship blasted away from Mars. He knew he was encased in
alayer of pink crystal somewhere deep inside Phobos, experiencing afull-immerson smulation. But he
was gtill afraid to lift hisfeet from the smooth hull. He peered past the ship’ s horizon, in the direction of
where Stickney crater had once been: amassive white exhaust plume now exploding fromthe ship’s
matter-antimatter reaction engines.

No change.

The blinding plume till erupted, aimed squardly at Earth, the rlatividtic jet of protons and helium atoms
fighting againg the craft’ s downward momentum. A heads-up flicked in front of him, hovering between
his nose and the rapidly growing shrouded world, showing a pulsing green trgectory—Phoboson a
graight-line intercept with North America, right along the bend of the Gulf of Mexico.

08:55
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The numbers hung next to the little Earth—Iless than 9 minutesto landing.

“Toofast,” said Akandi, looking above the white exhaust glow of the craft’ s engine, to the smoky clouds
encircling Earth. The dark horizon rose above him, filling the black sky. “Far too fast.”

“Landing trgectory verified.”

Heturned. The Clinger stood next to him. “Trgectory isstill on course. Altitudeis 6,400 kilometers.”
Earth now filled the sky, its dark clouds sparkling in reflected amber tonesfrom the craft’ s exhaust
plume.

Blink.
Pergpective shift. No longer on Phobos but next toit.

“No!” Akandi fdll, nothing beneath hisfeet except for the Earth thousands of kilometers below, and the
angry turbulence of gray cloudstinted orange from the craft’ s exhaust. His ssomach flipped, hisinner ear
ringing, ashefet himsdf spin.

06:22

“On course,” said the Clinger, now faling next to him. “ Altitude 3,600 kilometers and avelocity of 19
kilometers per second.”

“Abort landing!” screamed Akandi, looking past hisfeet at the now crimson tinted clouds. “Moveinto a
high-dtitude orbit.”

The cloudsraced up a him, spitting asmall rainbow shard straight at him, forcing him to cringe. The Swirl
stopped just before it would have dammed into his head, hanging motionless at the tip of hisnose.

“The Swirl informs me that an abort at this dtitude and trgjectory would require accel erationsin excess of
the structurd limits of the craft. It would tear itsdlf gpart if it attempted to implement your request,” said
the Clinger. “1 will not alow the craft to be damaged, so | am denying your request.”

“Toofast,” pleaded Akandi, picturing this kilometers-wide craft hitting the Earth’ s atmosphere, then
spewing itsingdes, debris raining down across the Gulf.

“On course,” sad the Clinger. “We will hit the outer atmaosphere at approximately 100 kilometers
atitude, at adescent velocity of 3 kilometers per second. At that point we will belessthan 1 minute from
landing.”

Akandi fell to Earth, its distant horizon now blurring. He glanced to the lft, the golden orb of Phobos
dropping with him, its exhaust plume angled down, seeming just to lick at the dark clouds below, when
suddenly the plume tore gpart, cut into diffuse plasmatendrils running north and south, shredded by the
Earth’ smagnetic fidd.

“Too fast and too much mass,” said Akandi in awhisper, wanting to close his eyes, but unableto,
squinting, watching the craft’ s exhaust begin to puncture the high-dtitude clouds.

Hisfeet suddenly warmed.

He touched the Earth’ s upper atmosphere. And continued to drop.



Optical interfacesin both eyes, General Sutherland sat enmeshed, while his consciousnessfloated in
the Void, nerveslinked directly to the Pod’ s detonator. A part of his brain was focused far avay, severa
thousand kilometers up, watching Phobos fall from the sky, while another part hung above the cornfield
where Sarah stood. Herardly linked, feding naked in the VVoid, knowing how closeit put him to the
Swirl. But this he had to see.

“Kick out now!” begged Kristensen.
The voice came from behind him, from the red world, from the other Pod seat.

“More than 2 minutes to Phobos landing,” said Sutherland. “It will take usless than 20 secondsto blast
past the perimeter of the landing zone.”

“Now!” screamed Kristensen. “ Any miscalculation, and we'll be dead.”

Sutherland smiled; knowing that dying here and now was smply not possible. He watched his daughter,
wrapped in acrystaline shroud, the glasdike tendrils of her hair whipping about her.

A moment of doubt had come when the massive quake destroyed the Ag Co-Op, and he had feared for
thefirgt timein decades that the future was not as he had seen it. But when they had crawled from the
debris and found this still-functioning link into the VVoid, then the working escape Pod, he knew that
everything had happened exactly asit had been meant to happen.

“It' slanding now!”

Sutherland looked past Sarah at the red underbelly of the sky. The gray clouds burned, laced with
lightning, the air suddenly dive, compression wavesrolling throughit, felt right through the soft seet of the
Pod. The rumble was different from the tectonic lurches induced by the firing Rings, this rumble so deep,
S0 resonant—a sympathetic vibration as Phobos compressed Earth’ s outer atmosphere.

“They’re dead, and so will we be unlesswe kick out now. They're lessthan 2 kilometers from the outer
perimeter of Phobos s landing zone. That cornfield will be dagged into molten rock!”

“Do you see what she’ sdoneto Mears?’ said Sutherland, ignoring what Kristensen just said.
“It doesn't matter. She is dead!”

“Mearsistransformed.” Sutherland focused telemetry and optical instrumentation, the signa quickly
degrading, the upper atmaosphere suddenly choked with burning debris, the wail of Szzling plasma
generating a broadband squeal blowing out most orbital surveillance. “Identify,” he said in awhisper,
staring at the salt-and-pepper grain that drifted across what had been Mears sface.

The Pod lurched.
“Kick out now!”
What had been Mears stood, looking up into the sky. “ Recognition,” whispered avoicefrom the Void.

Sutherland smiled. The face that stared up from Mears s head was now easily recognizable. He shifted
his perspective, looking over a Simon, down on his knees, hands wrapped around his head, his mouth
opened widein aslent scream. “ She externalized Smon’sdelusion,” said Sutherland. “Pulled that part of
his personality right out of his skull and madeit flesh and bone, usng Mears s carcass asatemplate” He
dowly closed hiseyes, severing theinterface, dipping into darkness. “ She' s pierced the Point.”



“She' sdead! And we'll be just as dead unlesswe kick out now!”

Sutherland gave the mental commands, mechanica and electrica signals being sent, trgjectories chosen,
amospheric digtortions and ripplings compensated for, and exploding stratospheric shears and turbulence
thrown into the mix. “1 can’t bekilled, not here, not now,” Sutherland said quietly. “ That would be
impossible.”

“Kick out!”

Sutherland’ s nodded. It wastime. Thejets, just afew meters benegath their seats, belched, kicking the
Pod out of the imploded Ag Co-Op, acceleration pushing him deeply into his seet, vison tunneling, chest
crushed, breathing impossible.

Her eyelids fluttering as something popped in her sinus cavities, Padmini hunkered down, snapping
the last of the restraints across her chest, taking in adeep bresth, trying to compensate against the spiking
barometricrise.

“Everything in orbit below 10,000 kilometersisgone,” announced Chrigting, Sitting to her left, an
interface stalk running from the console to her |eft eye, her fingers playing across the floating image rolling
infront of her, amolten orb, spitting an azuretail, dropping into the outer atmosphere.

“Maximum dew,” whispered Padmini, feging the connectionsin her head buzz as she dipped out of her
skull with Kdi’ s help, her perspective speeding up until she saw those in the bunker inadow crawl. She
saw hersalf strapped in, head turned toward Christina. Behind her motionless body sat Xavier, and
behind him, Krew and Che, who reached out for each other, hands holding on to each other’ s shoulder.

“What isa Clinger?” asked Padmini, asKdi flicked into existence next to Krew, leaning close, sniffing
ahim.

“Nothing accessiblein the Void,” Kdi said, as her red-tinted eyeballs momentarily rolled back in their
sockets. “ But Che has performed extensive analysis. Sandard double helix, sharing 94 percent of
its DNA with you. Definitely Earth-based, where retrograde DNA drift and mutation analysis
indicates that you and Krew shared a common ancestor somewher e between 50 and 100 million
year s ago—what would appear to be a protoprimate.”

Padmini floated around Krew, studying hislarge, perfectly black eyes.

“ But the different DNA is not the result of natural selection or random mutation. Much of it has
been constructed, nearly 1000 genes different from yours, some devoted to metabolism, and a
heightened efficiency of glucose burning, but most devoted to neurological enhancements and
synaptic redesigns. There are even a few novel 1ong-chain molecules that appear to be acting as
neurotransmitters not found in your head or in any other primate’s brain.”

“Who modified him?” asked Padmini.
“Unknown,” said Kdli.
“Him?” she asked, and hovered next to Che, Saring into his dightly out-of-focus eye.

“No. Hisfiles are not always cohesive or even coherent, but there seems to be little doubt that he
found Krew in the cornfields ten years ago, and had nothing to do with his creation. When Che
first found him, he had rudimentary powers of speech, identifying himself as Krew and that he



was a Clinger. But there was little other information, and Che' sinitial neurological investigations
only seemed to damage Krew further and he could no longer speak.”

Padmini looked back at Krew, knowing that amgor chunk of hisbrain came by way of the mesh she
hed just delivered. “ The Swirl?” she asked.

“ Doubtful,” answered Kali. “ Krew has a pretty standard cellular clock, almost identical to yours,
allowing only so many cell divisions, with genetic damage and degradation following standard
primate patterns. He is close to 50 years old.”

“ And the Swirl was born only 25 years ago, in the Ten Degree War,” said Padmini. “ So while the
Swirl might not have created Krew, it certainly had plans for it, plans that called for me to bring
the neural mesh to repair the damageinitshead.” Padmini paused. “ But why? What does the
Swirl want with Krew, a thing that’ s been little more than a pet at the Olmos farm for the last ten
years?”

Kdi smiled, exposing her fanglike eyeteeth. “ A mystery.” Shelooked up. “ Oneto be solved if we
survive.”

Padmini followed the direction of her gaze, her perspective floating upward, bumping into the stedl sheet
of the bunker’ slow ceiling, then passing through it, flowing up, through dirt, rock, and layer upon layer of
isolating mesh and alternating sheets of dense metals and organic residues.

Red light.

The dark clouds burned, spit fire, and were laced with lightning. To the west, probably lessthan 30
kilometers away, the sky was torn, an incandescent plume, streaked violet, cutting through the air.
Despite her high skew, the world about her looked asiif it ticked by in redl time, corn folded to the
ground, most stalks snapped, awall of crop debris pushed by tornado-force winds blowing in from the
west, passing harmlesdy through her phantom existence, rolling over the brick-stump foundation of what
she suddenly redized was dl that remained of the Olmos farmhouse.

A wall of smoke and smoldering corn debris surged through her. The roar of the wind was deafening,
and would have punctured eardrums, possibly ripped meat from bone, had she actudly been there. Dust
and grit flew, rocks picked up and hurled, the air thickening, amixture of organic residue and surface soil
being peded and thrown into the maelstrom.

“Winds in excess of 300 kilometers per hour and ambient temperatures of 140 Fahrenheit,”
announced Kdi. “ The object will land in less than 15 seconds.”

Padmini looked again to the western horizon, and filters automatically flicked over her virtua vison. The
world darkened as the plume suddenly showed definition—atwisting column of fire. The molten
backwash of what had been the Earth’ s crust was thrust up into the air, expanding outward, aglowing
curtain of liquid rock dropping between the horizon and the plume of the descending craft.

Padmini cringed, her phantom body attempting to curl in onitsdlf, to hide from the rush of the burning
horizon and the liquefied wall of rock cascading down from the sky.

Pergpective shift.

Back in the bunker. Ambient red glow of emergency lighting. Screams, including hers. Hands clutched
the arms of chairs, meta walls buckling, eardrums popping, superheated air burning nose and mouth,

dinging eyes.



Krew jumped out of his chair, restraining strgps till falling in the enhanced dew. Hands degp into the
consol€e sliquid interface, thin lips moving, golden embers flickering across the black eyeballs, he focused
on Padmini, on the phantom of her smulated perspective, somehow knowing where she stood.

“Signd sent,” said Krew. “They will come. They will rescue. They will save usfrom the monsters.”
Padmini didn’t understand.

Burning motes of static ate the world.

“Free of you!” Bill pointed down at Smon, who had dug deep into the ground, head down and
covered. Standing, he leaned into the wind, pelted by rock and dirt, corn shards and roadbed gravel.
“Painl” he screamed in delight, reaching up, managing to bring ahand to hisface, feding the blood,
fingertips probing the ragged cut beneeth his|eft eye.

The western horizon burned, awall of liquid rock boiling up, filling the ky, arcing over and past them.

“Freel” he screamed again, hisfeet flying out from beneath him, the burning wind taking him away,
tossing him high, hissuit flashing into flame, his back splattered with molten droplets of liquefied dirt. Far
below, through burning air and distorted eyeballs, he saw Sarah, standing tall, anchored, crystaline
filaments till tying her down.

wal of crystd.
Whitelight.
Tendrils, wrapping around hiswaig, jerked him out of the air.

“Freel” He hit the ground, crysta flowing over him.
Chapter 22

Akandi sat atop the featureless, golden hull of Phobos, knees pulled up to his chest, arms wrapped
around his knees. He peered out to the east. It had been more than aday and a haf since the craft had
landed, and he' d now entered into his second night, his consciousness trapped on the outer hull, still out
of contact with lyoon, and no sign of the Clinger.

Not hungry, not thirsty, not deepy, not hot or cold, he simply was. Trapped, he could wander severa
hundred metersin any direction acrossthe top of the craft, but gpparently no farther; no matter how long
he attempted to walk in afixed direction, he dways returned to the top of the craft.

A virtud prison.
He shook his head.

“ Ambassador McCarthy wasright,” he said again, having lost track of how many times he'd said those
words. “Better to have been eaten than to have alowed this,” he whispered.

The horizon had cooled. On thefirst night, only afew hours after landing, the ground had been liquefied,
looking like alavafidld that had erupted from anearly infinite number of fissures.

He shifted, angling himsdlf to face Mecca, knedling and pushing hisface down against the golden hull.
“Forgiveme,” he whispered, knowing that while nothing was beyond the ability of Allah, even Hewould
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be hard-pressed to forgive such asin. His pride had led him to believe that he might be able to control
the outcome of Phobos traveling to Earth and exert some control over the craft and the creatures that
redly ranit.

Hewas now certain that he' d smply been used, and suspected that thislanding spot in Alabamawas not
just some rural setting picked at random, but a deliberate destination with a purpose—one he couldn’t
even begin to make a guess abouit.

Straightening up, helooked toward the horizon. There were afew spotsthat still glowed deep amber, but
it was mostly dark, the molten rock having cooled and solidified. A crescent moon hung above, distorted
and dancing inthe dill cooling arr.

He was responsible for this—the destruction a direct consequence of his arrogance.
“An awe-inspiring panorama.”

Akandi spun around, jumping up. The Clinger stood before him. Unthinking reflex had him running
forward, arms outstretched, hands open, and fingers tensed, ready to wrap them around its dender gray
throat.

Thefact that both of them were only virtud entities didn’t change how hefelt.

Hefél forward, passing through the cresture, hitting the unyieding surface of the hull, and did to ahalt.
The Clinger waked toward him and squatted.

“Primitive emotiond response,” it said. “It isamazing, actualy beyond rationa comprehension, that your
species has reached the brink of the Point. Y ou have no control over yourselves.”

Akandi whispered a prayer, begging for the strength not to lash out again at the phantom. “And yet
we' ve managed to do what Clingers couldn’t, reaching the Point unaided.” He dapped the sde of his
head. “ Our software and hardware.”

“Point well taken.”
Akandi took adeep breath. “Y ou used me.”

The creature shrugged its narrow shouldersin what Akandi knew to be atoo-human gesture, carefully
noting the intended mani pulation, now believing that everything about this simulated entity was designed
to manipulate hisemotions. “As |’ ve been used by Drom and the othersin Phobos.”

“Others?’ asked Akandi.

The creature smiled, showing pointy teeth. “ Aswill soon be explained to you by your good friend
Generd Sutherland.”

“What?" Akandi managed to whisper. “He shere?’ Sutherland had been instrumentd in hiswinning the
ambassador appointment. But “good friend” was not the phrase he’ d use to describe him. He doubted
the man had any friends, good or otherwise. Thiswas another clue that Alabamawas not arandom
destination.

“And waiting for you. | wasingtructed to bring you, but first to act as an emotional buffer, afocusfor
your rage, so that it would not be misdirected against Generd Sutherland.” Reaching up, heran adender
finger dong histhroat. “ A mogt effective venting.”



Akandi stood, trembling.

“Perhaps your anger has not yet been sufficiently expressed. Would you care to strangle me, to beat my
head againgt the ship’ s hull until my skull cracks and brain spillsout? | can ensure afull sensory
smulation, complete with awide range of panic pheromones, and if you wish, provide the menta nudge
dlowing you to dip into afull berserker mode.” Its smiled widened.

Akandi pressed the pams of his hands againgt the sides of hislegs. “Not necessary,” he said, keeping the
tone of hisvoice steady. 1’ ve sufficiently vented, and am now under alevel of control that will allow me
to discussthe current sSituation calmly with Genera Sutherland.”

“Excdlent,” said the creature. “1 can tell that you are lying, but the fact that you are abletoliein such a
controlled manner indicates that you have regained sufficient composure to meet with Generd
Sutherland.”

Akandi said nothing. There was no timeto respond. He dipped through the meta hull.

Xavier still could not believe what had happened, despite what Che had pulled from the Ag Co-Op's
Void just before the entire place imploded. They had known that Phobos was breaking orbit, beginning
itstrangt to Earth, and would land in southern Alabama

Impossible.

But they’ d gone into the deep bunker anyway.
And then the moon had landed.

Impossible.

“Despite what your daughter might want to believe, Krew isnot an dien,” said Padmini. Chrigtinasat in
thefar corner of the bunker, her face glowing in the backwash of an ancient flat-pand display, the
liquid-crysta sheet miraculoudly intact after the pounding the bunker had taken, only functioning because
Xavier had taken the precaution of double-canning some backup €l ectronicsin the Bunker, isolating them
from the planet-spanning upper-atmospheric e ectromagnetic belch and discharge that Phobos had
sparked as it had dropped to Earth.

Xavier dghed, tired, nervesfrayed.
So much gone, hethought.

He clutched the dead interface box in his hands, hislink to Bec gone. He could not tell how badly the
main storage had redlly been damaged, had no way of tdlling if Bec had been lost. They’d beeninthe
deep bunker for nearly two days, waiting for the surface firestorm to die down, for the nearby lavafields
to solidify, and for the noxious mixture of gases and volatized organicsto disspate. Two days of endless
speculation and garing at thelittle flickering Vid display.

When they got out, working their way back up the escape shaft, they’ d hope to be able to access the
metal lockers concedled off the main tunnel, those quad-meshed storage bins where he' d kept the bulk of
the backup equipment wrapped enough to handle the massive EMP. But until they could get back up the
escape shaft he wouldn't know if enough equipment to get Bec back survived.

They didn’'t know how severe the damage was, unableto link to the Void, not even through the



emergency antennathat he and Che had spent hours manually cranking up the nearly 100-meter service
pipe to the surface. Although the bunker was 100 meters down and triple-meshed to ground wayward
€lectromagnetics, when Phobos dropped through the atmosphere it had sparked a globe-spanning EMP
barrage that had leaked through to fry the more sengtive bio-dectronic links, effectively killing most of
the monitoring equipment. Fortunatdly, the mesh in Che’ sand Padmini’ s skullswas il functioning,
courtesy of the additiona shielding that the military and the police had inssted on using when they'd
enhanced their brains.

“Not andien,” said Padmini, moving her right foot acrossthe floor and not so gently kicking Xavier' sleft
boot. “ The data clearly showsthat heis genetically Earth-based.”

Xavier blinked. “ Definitdy Earth-based,” he said, findly focusing on her. Reaching to hisleft, he carefully
placed Bec' sinterface box on a shelf.

“Better than 5 percent synthetic DNA,” said Padmini, knowing just what it was that Xavier knew and
didn’t know, since the only information that Kali had been ableto find on Krew had come from Xavier's
own private storage, the information she’ d been able to raid before the VVoid and the bunker’ s electronics
had fdlen off-line. “There are severa dozen labsin North Americathat could have built the synthetic
DNA”

“True enough,” said Xavier. He had dways thought the same thing, but now was not so sure. Phobos
had landed in the adjoining county, and he knew there was no Earth-based technology that could have
been responsible for that. Perhaps Krew was another facet of that technology.

Padmini shook her head. “ But there’ s no motive, no reason for it. No oneis going to go to the expense
and effort of creating such acresture, only to thoughtfully lobotomize him and dump himin your cornfield,
and then a decade later use me and Barnwell to ddliver the missing part of hisbrain just moments before
the damn world comesto an end.”

Xavier grimaced. “Copsdon’'t believe in coincidences?” He wondered if cops believed inlemurs piloting
smdl moons. That' swhat Chrigtinawould have them believe, that amoonful of Clingerswere on their
way from Jupiter, traveling in Amathea, amoon significantly bigger than Phobos.

“Copsbelieve you look at the most likely explanation, iminateit if necessary, then move on to the next
mogt likely one”

“So what are you saying? It sounds like you' re trying to talk yoursdf out of Earthly originsand convince
yourself that some wayward ETs built him, maybe some ETsingde of Amathea.”

“I’'m not ready to believe that,” she said. “He' s Earth-based, but the technol ogy needed to build him
wasn't around when he was born.”

“And if your cop wiring does't like aredlity riddled with coincidences, what do you make of that?’
Xavier asked, pointing over at Christinaand the monitor she stared at. Three static-distorted figuresfilled
the screen. “How do our new visitorsfit into this unfolding nightmare?’

“They don't,” she said and, leaning back, closed her eyes.

Padmini squirmed out of her cubbyhole, carefully waking across the blanket-strewn floor, keeping
her distance from Krew. He was nestled in athick wad of blankets and broken boxes, having built a sort
of nest for himsdlf, Stting gtill and silent, hands sunk knuckle deep in awad of neurd interface, agray



paste composed of anearly infinite number of microscopic fibersthat filled Che'sempty eye socket.
Every time Che twitched or wiggled, Krew gave a sympathetic movement. Padmini wanted nothing to do
with that, staying out of reach of the cregture, in case he made amove and tried to interface with her
nervous system. She dready had one invader in her skull and would take no chances on a second.

Xavier sat wedged into the far corner of the bunker, the interface box to his dead wife resting in hislap,
the stalk running between it and hisright eye. She couldn’t imagine what he thought he waslooking &t.
The box in hislap, aong with most of the dectronicsin the bunker, had been flatlined by the EMP.

Hiswifewas dead.
Agan.
“Any change?’ asked Padmini, turning away from Krew and Che.

Chriginadidn’t look up from the monitor. “Nothing much. The temperature has dropped another 3
degreesin thelast hour, down to 147 Fahrenheit, but the carbon monoxide, and awhole range of
sulfurous hydrocarbons, are il at toxic levels. It will be at least another 6 hours before we will be able
togoup.”

Padmini looked at the full-face respirators hanging from the far wall—three of them. Not enough for the
four bodiesin the bunker, or fiveif sheincluded Krew. The descent tube that they’ d crawled down just
moments before Phobos had dropped from the sky was choked with meters of debris at the surface, and
S0 digtorted that itsinterna isolation hatches could no longer be sealed. The only thing keeping the
noxious mixture of volcanic gases from spilling into their hole was the positive pressure they’ d been able
to maintain from the dow leak of stored air tanks and the debris plugging the descent tunndl. Once they
broke out to the surface the outside deadly mix would spill into their hole, with not enough respiratorsto
go around.

Rats trapped in a hole, shethought.

“Ratssafein a hole,” sad Kdi, suddenly hovering next to her, leaning back in arelaxed pose, filing her
front teeth with aglistening shard of metd. “ No point in going topside until the butterflies emerge.”

Padmini smirked, uncomfortable with Kai’ singstence on referring to the three figurestopside aslarvae in
acocoon. It was probably too close to the truth. Nothing human should have been able to survive on the
surface.

“Any change with them?’ asked Padmini, leaning over Christinato stare at the small monitor. She had
trouble focusing on theflat two-dimensiona display, her brain taking severd secondsto interpret
shadows and textures, to creste aquas three-dimensiond picture out of theflat pixels.

“The pacer is becoming more and more agitated and has started banging at the inside of the cocoon.
Perhaps he' strying to break out.”

Padmini peered more closely. Before Xavier and Che had cranked the antenna up the tube, they'd
painted the top several meters of the mast with high-intensity bioluminescents, and then sprinkled it witha
batch of dumb-eyes, the little cameras capable of sucking down photons and sending the signals back
down the antenna, but nothing more than that. There was no red-time data manipulation, pattern
recognition, or even the smplest of image enhancers. Only stupid pictures.

Padmini’ s brain finaly made sense of, theimagesflitting on the flat pand. It was il night, what little there
was to see bathed in the green glow of the bioluminescents. There was only the occasiona whirlwind of



ash. Most of the volcanic debris had settled into drifts.
The farmhouse was gone.

Inits placelay a shattered shard of what had been amolten chunk of volcanic glass. It glistened greeniin
the artificid light, with drifts of volcanic ash severd meters high washed up againgt itswest-facing sde.

Movement.

Between the massve shard of volcanic glass and their antenna sat the cocoon, aroughly hemispherical
sructure nearly 4 meterstal, constructed out of what looked like rough quartz, its surface multifaceted
and pitted. Insde were three figures, little more than shadows. There was the pacer, who continudly
walked back and forth, occasiondly stopping to press aface againgt the inside of the hemisphere, the
features fractured and blurred. The other two they had seen far less of. In fact, at first they had thought
there had only been one other—the stander. The stander did not move, but smply stood in the center of
the cocoon, with arms outstretched, asif somehow holding up the cocoon. It was only after watching for
severd hoursthat they redlized there was athird figure, one lying down at the stander’ s feet—the deeper.
There was the occasond flailing of an arm, and once Padmini had seen the deeper Sit up, but then
quickly topple back over.

The figures had been there from the moment they’ d been able to punch the antenna to the surface, when
glowing and molten dag till rained down, the temperature was 250 Fahrenheit and the noxious mixture
of volcanic gasses and acid mist was so intenseit could kill in seconds.

They had not been able to figure out how the three had gotten there or how they could have possibly
erected their enclosure while the lethal volcanic debris rained down. They shouldn’t have been there.

But they were.

“We should be ableto go upin 6 hours,” said Christina. Looking back a Padmini, she smiled. “Then
we' |l be ableto solvethislittle mystery.”

Padmini managed to smile back, redizing that when Chrigtina stared into the monitor, al the girl saw was
amystery in the shrouded figures. She hersalf saw something incredibly dangerous, quite possibly lethd,
something that had survived in an environment that should have killed anything Pure or Tool. And they’d
built their camp right at the exit end of the escape hole. That was no coincidence. The three were waiting
for them to emerge.

“Let meknow if anything changes” said Padmini, turning around.

Xavier had been standing right behind her, smiling at his daughter, and now smiled at Padmini.
“Enthusadtic, isn't she?’ hesaid.

Padmini nodded.

“Something’ schanging,” said Chrigtina. “We re garting to get some externd lighting from theeast.” She
reached forward, picking up an antique keyboard, dowly pecking at the keys of the mechanical interface,
at times stopping to search for theright letter. In the corner of the Vid monitor arainbow spectrum
played againgt awavelength axis.

“Sunlight,” she sad.

Xavier and Padmini nodded in unison.



“Some rather mgjor anomalies, though,” said Chrigtina.
Xavier and Padmini waited.

“It'sonly 3:44 A.M., with sunriseamost 2 hoursaway.” Chrigtinaran afinger across the screen with her
left hand, while tapping at keyswith her right. “It’ s not easy to do with the detectors we have, but if |
look at the emission spectrum of the sunlight, even taking into account al theashinthe air, there's
something a bit strange in the solar spectrum.”

Padmini leaned forward, hanging over Chrigtina s shoulder.

“The absorption spectrum has been blue-shifted,” said Chrigting, then looked up at Padmini, “the
wave engths shortened.”

“And what do you think that means?’ asked Xavier in awhisper. Padmini read his expression, knowing
that it was arhetorica question. This Situation had suddenly dipped into what looked to Padmini like
some sort of teacher-student mode.

“Y ou can only shift aspectrum if thereisradia motion between you and the object you' re observing,”
sad Chrigina

Xavier stepped closer, nudging Padmini to the side. “How fast?’ he asked.

Christina pecked at the keyboard. Numbers flashed across the monitor. “Nearly 400 kilometers per
second,” shesaid in awhisper.

“My God,” said Xavier, looking at Padmini.
“And that means?’ she asked.

“The Sunismoving in our direction at aspeed of 400 kilometers per second,” he said, pausing for just a
moment. “ That’s more than 1 million kilometers per hour.”

Padmini turned, looking at the monitor, and at the ash-strewn scene and the quartz enclosure, no longer
bathed in the pink glow of the bioluminescents, but now tinted red by the morning sunlight filtering through
the ash-laden horizon. “The Sun hasrisen 2 hours earlier than it should have,” she said, “and ismoving
toward us at aspeed of 1 million kilometers per hour?” She hoped that saying the words aoud would
help her make more sense of them. It didn't.

Chriginanodded. “ At that rate it will be a the Earth in around 100 hours.”
“1t,” sad Padmini. “Y ou mean the Sun will hit the Earth?’
Christinadowly nodded again.

Xavier reached over her shoulder, hisfingers flashing over the keyboard. Numbers choked the screen,
along with aseries of multihued spectrums, interspersed with blackened absorption spectrums. “There' s
some splitting in afew of the solar spectrum absorption lines.” He paused, standing back up. “It’ sthe
sort of gplitting one might expect if the light source were accderating in your direction.”

“ And that means?’ asked Padmini.

“We don't have 100 hours. The Sunismoving toward us at 1 million kilometers per hour, and that
velodity isincreasing.”



“Thesdlar J&,” said Chrigtina

Xavier nodded. “Just like back in’ 31, but thistime it seemsto be accelerating at better than 10 timesthe
rateit did then.”

“The pattern coa esces.”

All three turned. Che stood in the center of the bunker, the filamentary interface still running into hiseye
socket, with Krew’ sfingers embedded in it. Helifted up hisright foot, and Krew did the same, the both
of them bringing down their feet together, then both of them pointing at the blanket-covered floor. “ A
massive chaotic attractor,” they said, Krew’ slisping voice amost drowned by Che's degp growling
voice. “Here and now,” they said.

Chapter 23

The table was wrong. A massive slab of mahogany, dlipticaly shaped, polished to aglistening sheen,
and surrounded by nearly a dozen dark lesther chairs. The table sat in a pink-quartz chamber, with Drom
Stuated at the head of it. His anatomy not chair-competible, he had lowered himsdlf back on asmall
stone block, resting on the thick trunk of histall.

“Home,” said Drom.

Akandi blinked, consciousness quickly flowing back into hisbody, only redlizing at that moment he had
been gtaring at the table, at the impossibly out-of-place table at which Drom was seated. He found
himself stlanding at the far end of the room, not the control room, where the quartz had flowed over him,
but a different one, apparently a conference room.

“Sowly.”

lyoon rotated in front of him, and Akandi suddenly felt so comfortable, so right, that empty spotin his
head filled, Iyoon tweaking neurotransmitter levelsthisway and that, whispering in agentle voice. “ Take
it slow and say nothing. Your brain is still reconfiguring, transitioning to the abrupt return of
self-awareness to your organic hardware. They’ ve had your body here for the better part of a day
now, wandering about the corner of the room, occasionally bouncing into the wall, but mostly
lying down, staring.”

“Back with us?’

Akandi turned just in time to see aman walking into the room, not too tall, white hair, a deeply creased
tanned face. General Sutherland. He hadn't seen the man in more than a month, not that long ago, despite
thefact that it seemed alifetime away.

Sutherland looked no different.

Behind him, looking like adog in tow, walked an old, potbellied, stooped man, hisface red and puffy,
covered in places with what looked like just-added synthetic skin, the patches pasty white, not yet fully
integrated with hisbody. Akandi did not recognize the second man.

Sutherland walked quickly to the far end of the conference table opposite Drom, pulled out achair, and
sat. His companion dowly sat next to him, grimacing as he lowered his body, in obvious pain.

“Almog al here” said the generd, turning, looking at afestureessdab of wal. Akandi sensed movement
within thewall, something turning, ashaft of bluelight playing through the semitrand ucent pink materid,
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followed by aydlow-orange burst asashard of glistening crystal emerged from thewall.

The Swirl, thought Akandi, but different, somehow more solid than it had appeared when he' d first
entered into Phobos. Its edges were so sharp, looking letha to the touch.

“ Aphysical node,” said lyoon. “ The Void has collapsed, and the Swirl now resides solely in
isolated hardware nodes and has taken on an extreme physical form.”

“All here,” said Sutherland, asthe Swirl floated a meter above the table, stopping above one of the
empty leather chairs.

Akandi stared at the Swirl, at the bizarreness of it hovering over the chair, an entity so obvioudy not
needing achair, asit met with organic entitieswho did.

“Sit,” said Sutherland, pointing at Akandi.

Akandi walked over to thetable, hisfirst few steps hesitant. But he could fed himsdf quickly
reintegrating, his sense of slf and the organic mush in his head resynching. He sat without having to think
conscioudy about it.

“Job well-done,” said Sutherland, nodding at Akandi. “1 knew you’ d get done what McCarthy was
incgpable of.”

“Stupid human,” said Drom, breathing deeply.

Sutherland held up ahand in DronY sdirection, sllencing him. Akandi watched carefully, understanding
the pecking order but not understanding how Sutherland had managed to establish control over Drom.

“ Over the Swirl?” he asked lyoon.

“Highly doubtful,” answered Iyoon. “ Even if it appears that the Swirl bendsto hiswill, | suspect
that is only an appearance, the Swirl accommodating General Sutherland because it suitsits
purposes.”

Akandi understood—it was a basic diplomatic maneuver.

Genera Sutherland reached into the top pocket of his coveral for something that he cupped in the pam
of hishand. He placed hishand on the tabletop. “ A long time waiting and wondering,” he said.
“Twenty-five yearsfor me, but so much longer for us,” he added, waving one hand about the room, his
other hand still on the table, covering what he had removed from his pocket.

Akandi had no ideawhat he was taking abouit.
“Timeto go now,” said Drom, rocking forward on histal and standing. “ Timefor return.”
Sutherland smiled, pointing hisfree hand a Drom. “Just afew more minutes.”

The dinosaur flared his nogtrils, chest expanding, nictitating membranes flickering up and down across his
eyes. Hedid not sit down but did stay at the table.

Sutherland lifted his hand off the table, revealing what looked to Akandi like ahigh-densty storage cube.
He pushed it across the table to Akandi, the datacube spinning, its mirrored faces glistening asit spun.

Akandi dapped it to astop, looking down at his hand, and only at that moment noticing the small
indentation in the table directly in front of him, an obvious cube port. He pushed the datacube toward it.



“Not yet,” said Sutherland. “History has not quite caught up to us.” Again he smiled. “ Or perhapswe
have not caught up to history.”

Again, Akandi did not understand what Sutherland was talking about, and he felt his patience thinning,
the frustration and anger that had built as he’ d wandered acrossthe virtua hull of Phobos returning.

It was Sutherland. He was somehow in charge of dl this. Akandi knew the genera’ s reach had been
extensive, but he would have never guessed just how extensive. A moon from Mars had landed in an
Alabama cornfield, and within afew days Sutherland had apparently taken control of it. Akandi thought
about that for amoment, redlizing that perhaps control had been taken long before Phobos had landed,
perhaps before he' d even been dispatched to Mars.

A pawn—in agame he couldn’t understand. His anger continued to grow. “How many died?’ he asked.

“Locdly aninggnificant number,” said Sutherland, shrugging hisshoulders. “Globdly it might bein the
tensof themillions”

Akandi dumped in his chair, and he watched the little man next to Sutherland twitch, a head-to-shoulder
gpasm, and hisdready pae skin whiten even more. “Millions?” said Akandi in awhisper.

“Probably, but difficult to tell,” said Sutherland. “ The Rings have been test-firing for amost 3 days now,
at first randomly, then in a sequenced pattern, setting up resonant compressive waves oscillating through
the planet, ones that appear to have been specifically designed to unleash stored energy adong fault lines,
and to ease tensions at tectonic plate boundaries.”

“Nearly a50-fold release in energy as compared to what we saw in’ 31 when the Ringsfirst
sef-assembled,” said thelittle man next to Sutherland.

Akandi stared at him, feding dazed.

“Excuseme,” said Sutherland, looking over at the man, then at Akandi. “I don’t believe that you' ve been
introduced. Thisis my longtime associate Dr. Jesper Kristensen, a colleague who had strayed from the
fold, but has now returned to aid us.”

Kristensen gave asmdl nod. “ The firing sequence appears to be designed to liberate stored geologica
energy, through acomplex series of eruptions and geologica dippages. Fortunately, only asmal fraction
of the energy liberated resulted in actua ground dippage. Most of the resulting subsurface shock waves
actually canceled each other out with the bulk of the energy transferred into deep-crust hesting. The
overal planetary surface effects were minor.”

“Minor?” sad Akandi indisbelief. “1 saw it from orbit. The planet is shrouded in volcanic ash, with
magma spewing in dozens of locations. Y ou tel methat millionsare dead.” He paused, his heart
pounding, awave of nausearalling through him, that number of causdlities staggering, emotionaly
overwheming. He fought to regain control over himsdf, knowing that Iyoon was helping, feding the
tension suddenly fal away as his brain chemistry was tweaked. He fought to reestablish his diplomatic
veneer. “I’m no geologist, no environmenta engineer, but | would not call what | saw minor.”

“In higtorical context certainly not minor,” said Sutherland. “But in comparison to what would have
happened, if the fault energy had not been reeased in acontrolled fashion, quite minima. Had the planet
amply started accelerating, heading toward itstarget without this stored energy having been dissipated in
acontrolled fashion, | serioudy doubt that anything above the microbia level would have survived to Sart
thejourney.”



“Thejourney?’ asked Akandi.

“Please,” said Sutherland. “ False stupidity does not suit you. Our trip to the Incubator at Alpha Centauri
A. | know that Chan passed the information aong to you.”

Akandi nodded.

“But rarely does asingle cause result in asingle effect. And it appears that the Alphans are masters of the
multiple effect. The resulting earthquakes coll gpsed the globa power grid, but many ingtdlations,
especidly those of amilitary nature, were able to survive, with sysemsintact and wegponson-line. In
such amoment of emergency mistakeswill be made—mistakes that, consdering the weaponry at
humanity’ s disposal, would be capable of scouring Earth’s biosphere.”

“That' swhereyou camein,” said Kristensen, pointing at Akandi.

“Like piecesof apuzzle,” said Sutherland. 1’ ve known for decades what the find picture would look
like, but couldn’t quite understand what | was seeing.” He pointed at the datacube sitting in front of
Akandi. “1 knew Drom had to come and knew that you' d be the oneto bring him. That muchwasa
fact.”

“Fact?" asked Akandi.

“Yes, ahard, indisputable fact. But what | didn’t understand iswhat your arrival would accomplish and
what Phobos was intended to do.”

“Mét asizable portion of Alabama,” said Akandi bitterly.

“Aninggnificant effect compared to itsreal purpose. The upper-atmospheric ash had become charged.
Lightning discharges are often observed in conventiona volcanic plumes, but this ash covered the entire
planet, and at extremely high dtitudes, thetota charge amply incredible.

“And Phobos discharged it,” said Kristensen.

Sutherland stood, smiling, and dammed both his open hands againgt the table. * So beautiful, so perfect.
The Alphans could see pattern, cause and effect, 65 million years out, able to reach out to usfrom atime
when they roamed the Earth,” he said, while pointing over a Drom.

“What are you talking about?” said Akandi.

“The Phobos craft is massive, with dmost a 10-kilometer diameter. It hit the outer atmosphere moving at
10,000 kilometers per hour, generating a plasmareentry discharge unlike any that our little craft could
ever generate.”

“The upper amosphere was ungtable,” said Akandi, suddenly understanding what Sutherland was talking
about. “1t was like entering into aroom full of gaswith alit match.”

“Spectacular,” said Sutherland. “ The atmaosphere discharged, making our feeble nuclear-based EMPs
look like asneeze. It fried just about everything worldwide. It took maost Tools down, took the VVoid
down, and effectively pushed this planet more than 100 yearsinto the past, in many places 200 yearsin
the past. We no longer have the power to destroy ourselves.”

Akandi stood, hands pushed against the table, leaning forward. “Areyou insane?’ he said. “Do you redly
believe this planet has been pushed back to some low-tech state of grace? Maybe the nukeswon't fire,
maybe the high-speed SCRAMs can'’t launch and drop their loads, maybe a bunch of tweaked Tools



can't go Post-Point, but there' s still an infinite number of waysfor usto destroy ourselves. With the
world this decimated, with no authority and no controls, how long do you think it will be before some
demented character with abeaker and afew spliced genes unleashes something that will scour this planet
in amatter of hours?’

“Of courseyou' requiteright,” said Sutherland. “ Authority is needed. Fortunately, nothing in this craft
was harmed by the globad EMP; here dl technologies areintact.”

“With you in control of it?" said Akandi.

“I have abigger pictureto contend with,” said Sutherland. “I will leaveit to my good friend Drom, and
the severd million of hislike-minded fellowsin cold storage below, to keep Earth’s house in order.”

Millions. Akandi sat. “What have | done?’

Sutherland leaned toward him. “Y ou did what you had to do.” He motioned to the datacubein front of
Akandi. “It'stimeto take alook.”

Akandi picked up the cube with numb fingers and pushed it into the indentation in front of him. Theair
momentarily crackled with arainbow discharge, and an image coaesced above the conference room
table.

“S0,” said Akandi. Hanging above the table was an image of the very room they werein, animage
obvioudy taken just amoment before, showing them al around the table, with him standing, pointing at
Sutherland, hiseyeswide and angry. “Why play back thisimage?’

“While what you see certainly took place just afew moments ago, you need to consider the fact that the
cubeit isrecorded upon was dready in your hand from atime before your little outburst took place.”

Akandi squinted. “What we' re seeing obvioudy was not stored in the cube. It' s nothing more than
playback from this room’ srecorders.”

The Swirl, which had remained stationary above a seat this entire time, suddenly spun, flashing a bright
flare of rainbows, then, just as suddenly, stopped.

“Not roomrecorders,” sad lyoon, flicking into Akandi’ sfield of view. “ The Swirl gave me access,
showed me the room’s systems. This image comes from the cube you were holding.”

“And sowhat,” said Akandi looking at Sutherland. “ So you' ve got some next-generation memory cubes
with integrated recording optics. It doesn’t mean athing.”

“It means everything,” said Sutherland. “1tiswhy we are herg, it isthe answer to everything that has
happened to the human race from even before we dropped down from the trees.”

Akandi smply stared, not knowing how to respond to such an obvioudy insane statement.

“I'll' et you and lyoon examine the cube, study the image, and give you access to the equipment needed
to count the radioactive isotopes buried deep within it.”

“It hasaninternal clock,” said lyoon. “ More than a dozen different radioactive isotopes, with
half-lives ranging from just a few thousand years, to hundreds of millions of years. Examining the
decayed and undecayed isotopes uniquely defines the moment that the cube was manufactured,
while encrypted coding locks the image to the mix of undecayed isotopes at the time of recording,
thereby establishing a time fix to the image it’ s displaying.”



“Has lyoon cleared things up for you?’ asked Sutherland.
Akandi shook his head. “No.”

“That image has been stored in that cube for 65 million years,” said Sutherland, making it sound like a
pronouncement. “ That cube, dong with afew other artifacts, was discovered buried in the rim of the
Copernicus crater on the moon nearly 30 years ago, when the Chinese were excavating for one of their
early lunar bases. It could not be viewed at the time, not until it eventually made itsway into our hands,
and we developed the technology to read it.”

“What?" Akandi managed to Ssammer.

“A il image of our mesting, an event that occurred only moments ago, was recorded in that cube,” said
Sutherland. “ Imagine my surprise, to see arecording that had been buried on the moon for 65 million
years, not only showing me as you now see me, not the young man that | waswhen | first viewed the
cube, but what 1 would become 30 yearslater. And as an added bonus, of course, impossibilities were
heaped upon impossbilities, and we were presented with the image of our two friends.” He pointed at
Drom and the Swirl. “I was shown asingle moment from my future, afuture that |ooked so impossible at
the time, but one that has now come to pass.”

“How?" asked Akandi. “How could that image have been lying on the moon for the last 65 million
years?’

“That’ swhat we re going to find out,” said Sutherland.

Chapter 24

Christina had her head lowered to her knees. Never in her life had shefdt so lost and helpless, not
even when she had considered suicide the only escape from the Ag Co-Op. “It’ s ill too dangerous,”
shesaid inawhigper. Even asshe said it, she knew that wasn't true. It wasn't the danger, it wasthe
hopel essness.

“It may well be,” said Xavier. He had his hand on her back, gently rubbing it. “But we can’t stay down
here, trapped in ahole, just waiting for the end.”

Christina sat up. “Has the Sun dowed or altered itstrgectory?’ she asked. For the past hour she' d not
been able to watch the monitor, or the smulation showing the Sun’ s advance. The inevitability was smply
too grim.

Xavier shook hishead. “Not asfar aswe can tell, but the little eyes attached to the antenna can only see
so much. We need to get to the surface to make better observations.”

“And dowhat?’ she asked.

Xavier fdt eyesturning toward them and glanced over his shoulder. Padmini looked up from the far end
of the room, where she continued to turn alarge crank next to the access shaft. Even Che and Krew
were looking a him, despite the fact that while they were interfaced they mostly existed in some shared
mental space far beyond the bunker. “We need to try,” he said. “If we have a better ideawhat we're
dealing with, then we have a better chance of surviva. Perhaps the three topside might have someidess.”

“Papa, the Sun is accelerating directly at the Earth,” she said. “ Can you conceive of any possible way of
surviving that?'Y ou built this bunker, saved usfrom what just happened outside, have kept us safe for all
these years. But do you redly think you can stop the Sun?’
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Xavier stood but did not step back. “That’ s not the point, Christina. I’ ve got to try.” He turned his head,
and looked across the bunker, at Padmini kneeling at the base of the access shaft, manually turning the
large metal handles of the lift, carrying the shaped charges to the blocked tunnel entrance. He looked
back down at Chrigtina. “ She needsto try,” he said.

Chrigtinalooked over at Padmini, the muscles straining in her arms as she continued to turn the crank.

“She s seen the simulation and knows the facts just as you do, and probably thinks the outcomeisjust as
bleak. But shewon't give up.” Xavier looked away from his daughter and down at thefloor. “I know
what it isto lose hope. | got lost in despair when your mamadied.” Then helooked back at Christina.
“But with your help | found my way back.”

Chrigtinareached for him, wrapping her arms around her father. “1’m so scared,” she whispered to him.

Xavier hed ontightly to Christina. “ Don't fight that fedling, don't try and hide fromiit. Y ou’ ve never come
up against something you couldn’t solve or pound into the mud.” He pushed her back abit so he could
look into her face. “ Always came up with a solution, even one asfoolish asthe one involving that can of
ethanol you had hidden in the barn.”

“No, Papa,” shesaid. “I never...”

“That doesn’'t matter now,” he said. “Y ou can’t see an answer now, and that has you terrified. We may
die—wewill probably die—but how we diewill say just as much about us as how we lived. | know you,
Christina, know what you are capable of.”

Chrigtinadowly nodded and pushed away from Xavier. “Need help with that?’ she asked Padmini, who
was gill tugging on the crank.

“Out!” Bill pounded against the crystalline wall, leaving behind abloody stresk. He pulled hisfist
back, fingers dowly uncurling and blood welling up.

“Actions have consequences,” said Simon. He' d pushed himsdlf up, leaning againgt the crystdline
pedestd that Sarah stood on. “And many of those consequences are painful.”

Bill dowly squatted, his gaze alternating between his bloody hand and Simon. “ Better to fedl pain than to
be trapped in your head, just asick deluson.”

Simon looked past Bill, and at the diffuse, ill-defined world bardly visible through the crystadline dome
that encapsulated them. They’ d been insdeit for nearly 2 days now, judging by theriseand fal of the
Sun, but he couldn’t be totally sure. Most of the first day they had floated about in what appeared to be a
frothing swell of magma, both the walls and the floor of the dome glowing bright red, the immense heat
surrounding them not penetrating their smal lifeboat, breathable air somehow filtering through, evena
small pool of water appearing in adepression in one side of the floor. In the other corner, pee and crap
quickly encapsulated in crystal and passed through thewall of the dome—not that Sarah seemed to need
any of those things. She smply did not move, her chest not even rising and falling. Simon was not sure
shewas dive, athough he suspected that even if she should topple over and shatter like crystd, it would
not be an end to her but simply one more trangition. He suspected that concepts like breathing, drinking,
egting, and even being dive did not necessarily trandate to whatever Post-Human plane Sarah now found
hersdf on.

But despite that, some aspect of her gill gppeared to be aware of their existence in thisworld. She had to



be directing the dome. On the second day they had washed ashore onto dirt and rock, and the dome had
then crept dong for hours, moving in agtraight, deliberate trgectory, findly stopping on afeatureless
parcel of ash-coated ground.

And there they waited, while the diffuse Sun crawled acrossthe sky, getting ever larger asit cut its
overhead arc. Now, sitting on the western horizon, it seemed to fill haf the sky. Simon could not tell how
much of that was due to the digtortion of the light filtering through the crystal dome and how much of it
wasred. Therewas no way of knowing for sure, but he felt certain that the Sun was actualy larger, and
that meant elther that the Earth was being propelled in its direction through the firing of the Rings, or the
Sun was actualy moving toward them.

“Outside not bothering you?” asked Bill.

Simon’ s head pounded, his hands shook, and he was certain that if hetried to stand, hislegswould
samply giveway. It wastaking acontinuad menta effort not to throw up, to ignore the galloping thump of
his heart and the tingling in his hands and feet. There was no mistaking the telltale signs of anxiety, of a
body amped well past itsintended design. But he had not panicked, had not shut down and curled into a
whimpering bal. Hewas proud of that. “Were you redly protecting me, Bill?’ he asked, looking over at
his phobiamade redl, now flesh and bone built around the hardware scaffolding that had been Mears.
“Or were you protecting yoursdf?’

Bill smiled and, reaching up, pushed aside athick swatch of brown hair that had fallen into hisleft eye.
Simon watched hisfingers reach for glasses that were no longer there, certain that ingrained reflexes
demanded those fingers push the black-rimmed glasses back up the bridge of hisnose. But asfar as
Simon could tell, Bill no longer needed glasses. His vison was perfect, courtesy of either Mears sfully
integrated Ocs or some further enhancement that Sarah had provided.

Those details didn't realy matter to Simon. What was important was that ingrained reflex, the apparent
need of those fingersto reach for those glasses. That proved what had become of Bill. He' d been made
human, one probably with the power of aTool, but one till controlled by al the menta idiosyncrasies of
his conception.

“| was protecting both of us,” said Bill.

Simon believed he' d just detected awell-honed human skill in Bill—the ability to lie. “In the beginning
I’m sure that’ s exactly what you were doing,” said Simon. “1’d laid down the basic template, crested a
personato keep me safe from the world, but at some point you became real, with your own desires and
fears”

“Y ou are defective, not much more than a pattern-recognition device wrapped in abit of meat and bone,
apiece of lab equipment to serve CUSP,” said Bill, crawling forward, his bloody hand again clenched in
afigt. “You planted the seed, but what | became is so much more than you could ever evolveinto. Given
abit moretime| could have engulfed you, like shedding askin that no longer fit. But that won't be
necessary, now that our friend here has speeded up the process abit.” He pointed over at Sarah.

Simon focused, planting his hands, padmsflat, againg the crysta floor. He pushed himself up, knedling,
then planted aright foot squarely against the floor and, training hisleg, forced the knee to bend, ignoring
the almogt-cramp threatening to lock up histhigh and the tremor running up and down his caf. Hegot his
|eft foot flat againgt the floor, and stood, but hisfeet could not quite hold hisweight. He felt his hands
going numb and hisvison tunnd.

Stumbling back, he steadied himsdlf againgt the side of the dome and managed to stand. “So I’'m just a
pattern-recognition machine,” he said, taking a half step toward Bill. “1 wouldn't be so quick to dismiss



that—it' sthe essence of any animd that has evolved past the multicellular level. The detection of pattern,
and the anticipation of thingsto come, iswhat dlowed usto do al that we have done. It alowed meto
create you.” Helooked up at Sarah. “We also passed it onto CUSP,” he said. “And it’ swhere evolution
has been pushing usfor the past severd billion years.”

Bill smiled. “And passed onto me,” he said. “ The best of what you were, but not encumbered with your
animd nature, your fear, theingtinct and hardwiring that will never dlow you to trangt to the next level.”

Simon laughed. “And you are that next level? Do you actualy believe you' ve trangted the Point?’

“I have,” Bill said. “I’m acombination of the best of what you were and the best of what humanity could
build.” Herotated hisright wrist afull 360 degrees. “ The synthesisisinfinitely grester than the mere sum
of the parts”

Simon considered hisludicrous situation, trapped in acrysta prison with aonce-woman who was now a
melding of CUSP, blood, and bone, and a psychosis made real in bone, blood, and surgical-grade dloy.

“And I’m nothing more than a mere human, born to be the home for a sentience evolved in the Void, and
when | failed at that, nothing but the breeding ground for a psychotic persondity. Just a pathetic,
delusond human.”

“Merdy human,” sad Bill.

“Unlikeyou,” said Simon, pointing over at Bill’ sbloody knuckles. “Maybe | should just st down and
wait while you use that remarkable Post-Human intellect of yoursto break us out of here.”

“Shut up!”
“Pleaseforgive me, amere human. But maybe if you hit thewall harder it would shaiter.”
“No more!” Bill said, hisface flushed. Simon could see him tense to move,

Simon was ready, far more ready than he had been conscioudy aware of. Reaching down, he picked up
astubby crystaline spire from Sarah’ s platform. No more than 6 or 7 centimeterslong, asthick asa
finger, it was blunt on one end, but the other end tapered to a shard so sharp and fine that he couldn’t
quite see whereit ended.

A perfect blade.

Simon angled it upward at the advancing Bill. Pattern codesced out of random fragments—the moving
Bill, tendonstensing in thumb and index finger, afaceted crystal wall showing the classic symmetry of a
hexagond close-packed structure, askull of titanium stedl, the coefficients of friction between floor and
foot, anger, and the pivot of hip.

Bill lunged.

Simon sidestepped, asthe perfect blade clenched in hisfist pivoted with the twist of hiswrigt, the blade
now facing away from Bill. With hisfree hand Simon grabbed Bill by the hair, pulling him forward,
bringing up the shard of crysd, planting itsflat end firmly againg Bill’ sforehead.

One quick ook over his shoulder at the crystal wall, and he located agrain boundary that ran up thewall
of the arched dome, created by the intersection of two hexagonal crystal faces.

“Out!” shouted Simon, pushing the off-baance Bill a thewall.



The sharpened point of the stubby crystd hit thewall first, diding along it with an accompanying screech
and aspray of rainbow-tinted splinters, digging in, then abruptly pinning to astop asit hit thegrain
boundary.

Momentum transferred.

Bill continued to fly forward, now off hisfeet, the blunt end of the spire againgt his foreheed, the
gted-reinforced skull pushing its knife-edge into the crystdline grain boundary of the wall. The momentum
of 90 kilograms of flying Bill wastransferred into thetip of ablade with awidth of only afew atoms. The
cleave was perfect, the blade dicing through the grain boundary, severing atomic bonds, folding back
crysdline layers, shattering atomic order.

Thewal exploded outward, closdly followed by the crystal shard till wedged againgt Bill’ s forehead.
Simon completed hisspin, releasing Bill, letting hisforward momentum carry him through the gaping hole
in the dome, fedling the heat explode inward.

Bill hit the ground, kicking up aplume of ash.

“Welcome to the Post-Human future,” said Simon, poking his head outside the shattered dome. “Hope
it' severything you dreamed it would be, Bill.”

Half-buried in the deep ash, Bill didn’'t answer.

Simon stepped through the ragged hole Bill had just produced, hisfoot sinking calf deep in the drift of ash
that had washed up against the side of the dome. The air felt asif it were on fire. He dmost stepped back
into the dome, but froze, hisfingers on the edge of the opening, his periphera vison detecting motion.

Crack!

Lessthan 10 metersin front of him, aplume of ash, cooled lava shard, concrete chunks, and twisted stee!
strut erupted; followed by rock and red dirt exploding into the gray sky. The concussion knocked him
back into the dome, throwing him againgt Sarah’ s pedestal, the sounds of the explosion mixing with the
shattering crash of fracturing crysal.

The heat was incredible, the air transformed into something thick, spilling down in scalding waves,
washing over him, then cascading down the shaft. Xavier could fed Christinaat hisfeet, pushed up close
to him, hisbody shielding her from the rain of ash and rock that spilled in from the jagged rim of the
crater that was all that remained of the bunker’ s escape door. He knew that Padmini was just arung
beneath Christina. He d had her bring up the rear, knowing that if Chrigtinadipped and Sarted to fal,
Padmini would be there to stop her.

He' d known Padmini now for only afew days, but had complete trust in her, afaith that he didn’t quite
understand. The fact that she' d been Leo Barnwell’ s partner went along way toward establishing those
fedings, but it didn’'t explainit dl. The little woman exuded strength and purpose. Xavier didn't
understand it, smply felt it and accepted it.

“Way too bright,” he said, hisvoice sounding muffled in the full-face respirator. He pulled himsdlf up the
last few rungs, stopping to peer past the rim of the crater, at an ash-covered world tinted blood red by an
impossibly large setting Sun. He pulled himsdlf up another rung, bardly able to clear the hole, the pack
strapped to his back scraping against avolcanic shard.

“No movement,” he said, looking over at the crystal cocoon, and at its shattered face. Between him and



the cocoon, the ash had been disturbed, footprints obvious, but no one visible, just the shadowed figure
of the stander till fixed in the center of the cocoon. Waist high out of the shaft, holding on to the top rung
with only one hand, he reached to his belt, pulling the pistal, pointing it in the generd direction of the
coocon.

“Get out and stay behind me,” he said. “ Drop your packs, but don't start setting up the equi pment until
we can get afix on the three in the cocoon.” He stepped up and out of the shaft, feding Chrigtinaat his
back, a quick glance behind showing that Padmini was aready out, moving to hisleft, pistolsin both her
hands, barrels angled 90 degrees away from each other in order to maximize their field of coverage. He
was depending on her if this Situation suddenly imploded into one that required gunfire, knowing that she
could probably empty an entire clip before his brain could even send the signd to hisindex finger to
Sueeze thetrigger.

She was designed for this.

“Lotsof tracks,” said Padmini. “ Some going out dmost 10 meters, but nothing farther. They must have
gone back into the cocoon. They could be hidden in the back of it, down low by the floor so we can't
seether shadows through the crystd.”

She moved, hanging close to the ground, kicking up athick cloud of dust in her wake, pistolsleading the
way, held well out from her bodly.

Xavier could see Padmini’ slips move, knowing she was whispering to Kai. He stopped moving and
sgnded for Chriginato hdt, redizing it was supid for them to get in Padmini’ sway. He watched her
approach the blown-out hole in the cocoon, peer into the opening, then push her head in. Swest dripped
down hisface, pooling where his chin snugged againgt the respirator’ s sed. His bresthing echoed in his
ears, and he reached back, found Christina s shoulder, and pushed her down, suddenly desperate to
place a shield between her and the cocoon, even if that shield was only one of hisflesh and bone. * Just
wait,” he said, holding on tight, sensing that something waswrong.

The cocoon glistened asthethin layer of ash covering it blew outward, and Xavier felt hisskin prickle, as
if aswarm of invisibleinsectswas biting at him, the heated air suddenly charged and crackling astwisted
arcs of lightning danced across the opening in the cocoon. “ Padmini!” he managed to scream.

Blown backward, she flew out of the cocoon.

A wall of superheated air struck Xavier, knocking him back and off hisfeet. He managed to keep hisone
hand on Christinaand his pistol in the other, still pointed in the general direction of the cocoon.

Gone. The cocoon had vanished.
Snowflake motes fluttered across the gray-ash landscape.
“Stay down!” ordered Padmini.

Xavier blinked, not quite redlizing he was on the ash-covered ground and the squirming lump under him
was Chrigtina. “ Off me, Pgpal” she said, pushing a him. Heignored her and raised the pistol till
clenched in hisfigt, tracking Padmini, who was aready on her feet and running to where the cocoon had
been.

The stander ill stood, turning toward them, awoman, tall and dender, athletic-looking, with short red
hair glistening, asif made of strands of polished copper. Above her head twirled avortex of brightly
colored geometrical shapes. At her feet were the other two, one facedown, the other knedling. A few



snowflake remnants of the cocoon drifted down on them, while the bulk of what had been the cocoon
had blown away in the explosion, dready little more than afading white mist.

“Get over here, Xavier,” Padmini shouted, as she kept one pistol aimed at the two on the ground and the
other on the standing woman. “ Stay down, Christina” Her tone was enough; Christinalowered herself
back into the ash as Xavier stood and trotted forward.

“Who areyou?’ asked Padmini, as Xavier moved to her |eft.

The one on the ground looked unconscious, with abloody tear across hisforehead, the skull actually
looking dimpled, blood running in twin rivulets, pooling in his eye sockets. The one next to him squinted,
looking up at them; barely able to keep his eyes open againgt the glare of the setting Sun behind them. He
recognized this man.

“Isthat necessary?’ asked the knedling man, nodding at the pistol aimed at his head.
“Who areyou?’ Padmini asked again.

“Hisnameis Simon Ryan,” said Xavier. He d spent hours every day, for the better part of the last
decade, watching the Ag Co-Op, certain that the survival of hisfamily depended on exactly what took
place there. Smon Ryan filled asizable portion of the Ag Co-Op'slocd Void. “An ultra-Tool severa
generationsout,” said Xavier, only redizing ashe said it that he had raised hispistol, aming it directly at
Ryan’ sforehead. “ Up until about ayear ago, he was the experiment, what they consdered their best
hope at a controlled trangit through the Point.”

“ S0 these are the Point crackers?’ asked Padmini.
He nodded.

“What happened to the nukes?’ asked Padmini, looking away from Ryan for just amoment and toward
the west, where the Ag Co-Op had been.

“Almost implemented,” said Simon He looked over a Sarah. “But my friend here had other plans.”

Padmini leaned forward, pressang the barrdl of her pistol against Simon’ s foreheed, pushing it forward
and angling his head back. “ Sarah Sutherland?’ she asked, not looking up at Sarah.

Simon dowly nodded, Padmini keeping the barrel of the gun snug againgt his forehead.

“You said that until ayear ago he was the experiment,” said Padmini, again pushing back Smon’s head
with her pistol. “What happened?’

“Couldn’t trangit the Point,” said Xavier. “Mentaly unstable, too phobic, too traumatized by what was
characterized as congenita brain maformations.”

Simon gtarted to open his mouth, but Padmini pushed his head back afew more millimeters, and he
dowly closed it.

“And for the last year?’

“He was no longer the focus, but became ateam member working on their next attempt to trangit the
Point—integrating their super computer CUSP to organic software.”

Padmini, keeping the pistol against Smon’ s head, looked up at Sarah. “1’m assuming thisisthe organic
software?’



Simon nodded.
“Isshearunaway?’ Padmini asked. “Did she do this?’
“Shedidn’t cause any of this” hesaid.

Padmini again nudged his forehead with the pistal. “But is she arunaway? She can obvioudy control the
environment outside her own body,” she said, making aquick wave at the crystal stalks protruding from
her legs and back, then pointing up at the tornado of shapes and colors twisting over her head. “ That
cocoon you were in was built by her?’

Simon nodded again. “I suspect that she could runaway, spill far outside her body and roll past the
horizon, but she doesn’t seem interested in that. She seemsto be only marginaly engaged in the here and
now. Her atention iselsawhere.”

Xavier looked up a her, at eyes made of blue crystal. They did not appear to be unfocused so much as
samply blind, abandoned, the act of seeing no longer necessary.

“And him?’ asked Padmini, planting the end of her boot benegath the body at her feet, nudging it.
“Another experiment?’ she asked, looking first at Simon, then over at Xavier. “Y ou know about this?’

He knew about the Jnni, but not thisbody. “Like your Kali, thiswas desgned to resde only insde,” he
sad, pointing over at Smon’s head. “Bill GatesisaJinni. But he was more than just an interface to the
Void. Simon here needed him as a buffer between hisinterna world and the dirt and blood outsde—a
device they hoped would help Simon trangit the Point.”

“But not living?’ she asked, poking a him with thetip of her boot.
“Not asfar as| knew,” said Xavier.
“Her doing?’ asked Padmini, nodding in Sarah’ sdirection. “ The buffer made real 7

“Basicdly correct,” Simon said. “But not so much the buffer made redl asthe psychosismadered. I'm
not quite the ultra-Tool that your friend’ s snooping led him to believe, but I’ m certainly an experiment that
didn’'t go the distance. Y ou should be congratulated on your outstanding correlation abilities based on
such ameager dataset.” Heturned to Xavier. “Don’t let thisone out of your sight, she'sarea keeper.
Might comein handy in our last few hours.” He squinted as he dowly turned to face the Sun.

Xavier felt the heat beet at hisface. The Sun seemed to fill the entire horizon. It was no longer asred, and
adiver of dark ash sky cut between it and the horizon, the demarcation remarkably sharp considering
the amount of ash and smoke in the sky. And the Sun itself no longer appeared circular, but distorted, a
large, burning mass protruding fromitsright sde.

The Jet.
“The Sun had been setting, dready sinking below the horizon,” said Xavier.

“While you two have been waving guns around, I’ ve watched shadows shortening. The Sun has started
torise” said Smon.

“From thewest?’ asked Xavier, knowing that was exactly what was happening, but unable actualy to
beieveit.

“Ask her,” said Simon. “It looks like she has her equipment up and running.”



Padmini lowered her pistol, and both she and Xavier turned. Christina had unpacked Xavier' s backpack
and had the equipment set up, including asmall dish angled toward the south. “ A few geo satdllitesare
gill on-line, distant enough to survivethe EMP,” shesaid. “The Sunistill accderating, but has shifted
course. If it keepsto this course, it will missus, coming to within about 50 million kilometers.”

Xavier saw the suddenly hopeful look on Chrigtind s face, but knew that 50 million kilometers might be
just as effective asadirect hit when it cameto killing them. He swalowed, suddenly thirsty. Fifty million
kilometerswas 3 times closer than the Sun should be, and at that distance would be pouring 9 times
more heat onto Earth than it normdly did.

Chrigtinafrowned. “But the Sun and its close proximity won't bethe real problem,” shesad. “Asthe
Sun swings around, the Earth will passthrough thetail of the Jet.” Then she said nothing, but dumped
back, her hands dropping into her lap.

“And?’ said Padmini.
Chriginadowly shook her head. “ Think of asnowflakefaling into aflame.”

Chapter 25

“The easy part isdone,” said General Sutherland. Leaning back in hischair he opened hisright hand,
revealing two datacubes. He reached into his jumper’ s top pocket and removed his antique Virts,
unfolding their black plagtic frames and pushing them up the bridge of his nose. “Hate these damn things,”
he said as he adjusted them, angling them at the proper tilt, the oil-on-water lenses haf-polarizing, so his
eyes could just be seen, “but thereisagreat ded of information flowing at the moment.”

“Easy?’ said Akandi, looking past Sutherland at 1yoon, who spun just above the general’ s head.

“1 would recommend not pushing so hard,” said lyoon. “ Patience leads to control, and control
leads to solutions. Our mutual associate requests | remind you that the free will you’ ve been given
isagift and not aright.”

Akandi took a deep breath, trying not to focus on the Swirl’ s threat but on lyoon’s advice.

“Y ou find her now!” shouted Sutherland, standing and damming afist againg thetable. “ Sheiskey to
humanity’ ssurvivd, key to the surviva of your species, and sheismy daughter!” Akandi watched the
genera clench hisjaw and take severa deep breaths in what appeared to be an effort to calm himsdlf.
“I’ve got the cubes, the only cubes,” he said, opening up hisfist asif to check on their exisence. “They
will survive, and aslong aswe stay close to them, then we have achance of surviva.” He then sat back
inhischair, pulled off the Virts, and looked at Akandi. “Iswhat’ s happening redly dl that difficult to
understand?’ he asked wearily.

“Perhapsfor some of us,” said Akandi, having regained his diplomatic composure. He chose his next
words carefully. “Y ou' ve lived with thisfor decades, Genera,” he said, pointing at the datacubes. “ For
those of uswho havelearned of it in only the past few hours, it is quite a shock.”

Sutherland glared. “But aredity we haveto ded with!”

“Yes” said Akandi, pointing again at the cubes. “But try to step back and consider why | might be
confused. Y ou have two cubesin your hand.” He paused, thinking carefully about what he' d been told.
“But in away you hold only one cube, separated in time by 65 million years.”

“Of course,” said Sutherland.
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Akandi stared at the cubes. One of them Sutherland had just had fabricated, the decay clock built from a
dozen radioactive isotopes counting down, indicating only afew hours had passed since theimageit held
had been recorded. And the other, the one that Sutherland claimed had been found on the moon, the one
that lyoon inssted really was 65 million years old, held the same image. If true, the consequences were
inescapable, and horrible. “An abomination,” he said.

Sutherland frowned. “ Time travel isan abomination?’

Akandi shook his head, not having yet considered the consequences of that, not even ableto makea
guess asto how one of the cubesthat Sutherland held in his hand would travel 65 million yearsinto the
past and become buried inthewall of alunar crater. That dill felt likeasmpleimposshility. “No,” he
said. “You've had that cube for nearly 30 years, known exactly theface of the future. Did you ever try
tofight it, to dter it, to escapeit?’

“And why would | want to?" asked Sutherland, sounding genuinedly surprised. “1 was a 30-year-old
colond, shown an image of mysdlf asan old man, sested at atable with adinosaur and aspinning
rainbow diamond. | wastold beyond any doubt that the image had been recorded 65 million years ago.
Imaginethat!”

“And | wasinthat image,” said Akandi.

“I seethelight beginning to dawn.” Sutherland grinned. 1t took usawhileto find you, with so much
confusion and chaos after the Rings sprouted. Didn’t you ever wonder why you' d been so lucky, the only
one of thousands to be removed from that Georgia plantation, the education a Tulane and MIT, then the
explosive rise through the Fed ranks, al that directed to put you in the position of becoming the US-UN
ambassador, so you could bring back Drom for our little photo opportunity.”

Akandi nodded, fighting down a shudder that ran down hisback. “Free will?’ he asked in awhisper.

“Freewill to burn,” said asuddenly smiling Sutherland. “I knew that the moment they showed me that
cube represented point A of my existence, my starting point—from a certain perspective it was my birth.
| wasshown . ..” He paused, blinking several times. “No, | was blessed to be shown asingleimage
from my future, a magnificent image, something beyond imagination. It represented point B of my
existence, afuture event that could never be escaped. Point A would lead to point B, regardless of what
path | took.”

Akandi shook his head. “With no free will, thereis no purpose, no reason to exist.” He could say nothing
more. Theredization that hislife had been totally orchestrated, focused to achieve theimagein the
datacube, seemed to steal from him everything that made him a person. How could Allah allow this?
Then suddenly the words came. “Free will isthe cornerstone of belief. Without the free will to believein
Allah, to make that choice, then accepting Him has no meaning.” He closed his eyes.

“Will you die someday?’ asked Sutherland.
“Of course,” said Akandi, reopening his eyes.

“And does that remove your free will?'Y ou were born, and you will die. That isyour point A and your
point B. Y ou can't escape those two pillars of destiny, and yet when you believed those were the only
two congraints you lived under, you il believed in free will. And now because those two boundaries
have been moved in abit, starting when we saw you in theimage, you' velost your faith?’

“Faith?’ asked Akandi, surprised that word was even in Sutherland’ s vocabulary.



Sutherland nodded. “Y our faithisin Allah, while mineisin humanity, in our destiny. Part of my lifeisnow
over,” he said, looking down at the cubes. “ That image has been created. Only one thing remainsto be
done, and that isfor this cube to makeitstrip back in time, to beleft in the past so it can show methe
future”

“And you believe that you will takeit there,” said Akandi.

Sutherland shrugged. “ Anything is possible. Since I’ ve moved past my point B, the possibilities are now
infinite. But | doubt it. My gut telsmethat it will be sSomeonedse”

lyoon spun, glistening, asif about to spesk.

But Akandi aready knew. “Sarah,” he said, having been debriefed in the last few hours about CUSP and
what Sutherland had done to his own daughter. “Y ou believe she'll be able to bring that cube to the

pest?

“That and so much more,” said Sutherland. “ And asfor you, there is no reason to worry about your
perceived lack of freewill. W€ ve passed theimage in the cube. Theinfinite possbilities of thefuturelie
before you, with no congtraints other than your eventua death.”

Akandi wished he could bdieve that.

Xavier concentrated on the tent pole, driving it deep into the ground. Swesat ran down his
soot-gtained face in an amost solid sheet of moisture, a stream dribbling from thetip of hisnose. The
mylar tent would keep them shielded from the direct rays of the Sun but could do nothing to keep away
the superheated air. Xavier dropped the hammer, then dropped himsdlf, falling to the shaded ground
benegath the tent. We'll soon have to crawl back in our hole, hethought, knowing when it got even
hotter that they wouldn't have a choice, and reached for awater bottle, upending it, the hot water
dribbling down his heat-swollen throat.

Hedidn't want to diein ahole.

Oncethe Jet intercepted the Earth it would not make any difference where they were hiding. Reaching
up, he pressed the shades tightly against hisface, then started to crawl forward, past Che and Krew,
who sat huddled together, lips twitching in synch, to the edge of the shaded region of the tent. Here
Padmini, Christing, and Simon Ryan sat huddled around asmdl table that held the equipment, dl of it
wrapped in plagtic sheeting in avain attempt to keep the soot and ash out of it. Above the tabletop
hovered two spheres, representing the Sun and the Earth, entwined in flickering arrows, bands of shifting
light, and spewing numbers.

“Wewill intercept it,” said Chrigtina. “ There is absolutely no way to escapeit. The Jet’ s nearly 100
million kilometerslong, and Earth will cut through the Sde of it at the 50-million-kilometer mark.”

Padmini stared at the display, watching the Earth nudge ever closer to the iridescent Jet, and dowly
shook her head. “Doesn’t make sense,” she said in awhisper, her dry throat not allowing her to talk any
louder. “Why build the Rings?”’

Simon smiled at Xavier. “1t was your lucky day when she arrived on your doorstep,” he said. “ She' sright
of course. The Jet and the Rings are obvioudy connected; | suspect part of an integrated system. If the
intent of that system were to vaporize this planet, there’ d be no need for the Rings. Just have the Jet
spray across us, and the job would be done.”



Chrigtinaturned, swesat running down her face, but smiling. “He sright,” shesad. “And eveniif theintent
of moving the Sun wasto vaporize Earth, there was no need to go to the trouble of having it loop inon
this glancing trgjectory. The Jet could have smply been fired to get the Sun moving in an intercept toward
us, and in afew days or weeks, depending on the kick it had been given, Earth would smply be
swalowed. There smoregoing on, but | can't seeit yet.”

Xavier fet himself nod. What they said made sense, but he couldn’t quite believeit. The arc of the Jet
now cut across the horizon, running haf the length of the sky, erupting from the side of the Sun, and
vanishing into the haze far to the south.

Fingers squeezed his shoulder. “ Patterns defined.”

Xavier turned. Che had crawled up behind him, with Krew closely intow, athick, glistening bundie
connecting them, running from the input of Che' sleft eye socket to the side of Krew’ s head.

“Purposeful pattern,” said Che.
Crawling forward, Che reached toward the little table, shoving Christinaaside, pushing hisright hand into
itsliquid interface,

The display rolled and flickered, for amoment merging the Sun and the Earth. Then the image locked,
solidified, the Earth again outside the cone of the Jet, but rapidly gpproaching it. Xavier understood that
thiswas no longer astatic image of the actua positions of the Sun, Earth, and Jet, but a projected
trgjectory of what would be happening.

The Earth swung forward, just touching the edge of the Jet.

And at that moment the Jet extinguished, and the Earth continued on itstrgjectory, dropping behind the
Sun. Then the Jet refired, engulfing the Earth, but not touching it, the cone of the Jet playing out all
around it.

“Purposeful pattern,” said Che again. “Form implies function.” He turned back to the display.

The cone of the Jet had dimmed, giving a better view of the Earth. Whiletheinsde walls of the Jet’s cone
did not touch the Earth, thin tendrils peeled off from theinadewall of the conica Jet, spiraing in toward
the Earth.

Theimage shifted, the Sun vanishing, the Earth suddenly large, the Rings easy to see, many of the Petal
tips gligening in azure, spewing a gentle plasmaglow. And the tendrils reached toward the Earth, curling
and twisting, amost crashing againgt the surface, but turning at the last moment, deflected. Xavier redized
that its charged particles were being bent by amagnetic field, and aso realized that it had to be afield
much more intense than the feeble one generated by Earth’ s spinning core,

“The Rings are generating amagnetic field,” said Chridting, asif she had read hismind. “ And not just
deflecting those plasma streams.”

“ Capturing them,” said Xavier, completing her words.
Asthey watched, thetips of the plasmatendrils locked onto the Petals.
“So obvious,” said Simon.

Chrigting, Padmini, and Xavier turned toward him. “Investigators a the Ag Co-Op suspected the Petals
were exhaust manifolds, really nothing more than rocket exhaust ports, and knew that the Rings were



planet-spanning accel erators. Form implies function,” Simon said, with asmall nod to Che. “ The structure
was designed to adlow the Earth to be moved, having stored within it the top 40 meters of the oceans as
reaction mass to be blown from the Petas. But what didn’t make sense, what we could never figure out,
was how the Rings would be powered. What would fudl it?” He pointed at the tendrilstied to the Petal
tips. “We saw it when the Jet last fired, knew that within what was primarily a proton stream directed by
sheathes of eectrons, were asmall number of antiprotons. It was amatter-antimatter reaction that was
powering the stellar Jet, the annihilation reaction of protons and antiprotons giving it enough punch
actually to move the Sun. Some of those antiprotons are gpparently going to be transferred to the Rings,
to power up our little rocket engine, to be annihilated with the protons traveling through the Rings.

Theimage shifted once again, the Earth Sitting inside the cone of the Jt, the Earth itself now spewing its
own series of much smaller Jets, keeping it locked in atrgjectory with the Sun.

Form implies function.

And Xavier suddenly understood. The Sun was going somewhere, and the Earth would be going aong
with it, nestled inside the cone of the Jet, the Sun acting as a shield, placed directly between Earth and the
direction of travel. Xavier knew that interstellar space was not totaly empty; it wasfull of random atoms
of hydrogen, abit of wayward helium, and the occasional dust particle, even afew pebbles here and
there. Those things sounded small, inggnificant, especidly as compared to something as massive asthe
Earth. But if the Earth were moving a asizable fraction of the speed of light, impact with the smalest
object, even agrain of dust, would result in the release of energy comparable to anuclear blast.

Hedidn’t know why it was happening, but he saw it clearly. The Earth was going to be accelerated to
relativistic speeds, and the Sun brought adong to provide the warmth that those who lived on the Earth
needed to survive. But just asimportantly, the Sun would act asashield, to cut the path through
interstellar space, to swallow the debristhat would easily have vaporized Earth’ s outer crust.

“But how can Chereally know that the Jet will turn off when Earth interceptsit,” asked Padmini, pointing
a thedisplay.

“Becauseformimpliesfunction,” said Xavier, who stood and pointed toward the west. Although the Sun
gtill blazed, looking even larger than it had afew moments before, something had changed. The southern
horizon was ill distorted in the burning air, but now looked dmost dark.

The Jet was gone.

“It'sthem!” said Dromin a not-quite-controlled roar, damming histail againg thefloor. At hisside
were four other dinosaurs, smilar in shape and coloring but severa centimeters smaler and with much
gmaller skulls. Akandi examined the other four dinosaurs, their small hands and stubby fingers, their eyes
dull and listless compared to Drom’s.

Everything about them said subordinate.

Looking at the four, Akandi suddenly understood a great deal about Drom and the world he had come
from, about the hierarchy that must have existed, one based not only on physical size but dso on crania
capacity. These four smply didn’t have the brainsto compete with Drom.

Sutherland shrugged his shoulders, as he carefully studied the image that had comein from deep space,
and now hovered before them, what to Akandi looked like a pockmarked potato shooting along arc of
flame fromitsfar pointed end. But he knew it was actually another moon on the move. And the potato



was shedding its skin, bits and pieces breaking off, falling back in thetail flame and exploding in bursts of
light. “Did you redly expect them to sit by and do nothing as the Sun runs away with the Earth?’ He
pointed at the smaller dinosaursflanking Drom. “Asadl of you try to take the prize?’

“Thisworldisourd” said Drom.

“Then | suggest that you get to it. Set up your infrastructure and get your defenses up and running before
your old friends arrive.”

“Those Clingers will not set foot on our world,” Drom said.

“Then you need to get to work,” said Sutherland, and the light, dmost jovid expression on hisface
suddenly darkened. “And | suggest that if you are serious about making thisworld yours, you find my

daughter!”

Drom took haf astep back, while the dinosaurs flanking him took several steps back. “We are
searching,” he said. “We have detected some phantom signatures, but cannot lock on. Itisasif sheis
deliberately hiding from us”

“Then maybe sheidl” Sutherland shook his head. “ Get them out there, eyeballsto the ground, and look
for her.”

“Help has been offered.”

Akandi turned, startled, having actudly forgotten that Kristensen was standing in the corner of the room.
The Swirl sat on hisright shoulder. “ The Swirl has offered help, its physica presencein one of the search
craft,” hesad.

Akandi watched Sutherland thrust out his chin, and flare his nostrils, but he knew that Sutherland was
only blustering, now in unknown territory, having moved beyond his point B and the comfort of theimage
in the datacube. He no longer knew what the future held, and found himsdlf in the uncomfortable Stuation
of having to creste his own future, onein which he could make mistakes.

Sutherland was merdly human again. And Akandi knew it frightened him.

“Doit,” said Sutherland, giving the order. “ And you go with them,” he added, pointing at Kristensen. He
looked at the Swirl hovering above Kristensen' s shoulder, then looked the little man squarely in the eyes
and gave him adight nod.

Akandi missed none of it, understanding the ungpoken message of Sutherland telling Kristensento keep a
watch on the Swirl. At that moment, Akandi knew just how dangerous Sutherland redlly was. Hewas
certain beyond any doubt that anyone who thought he could control the Swirl had severely miscal culated
the true nature of reality. But he said nothing, watching the smdl pack of dinosaurs move through the
opening in the pink-crystal wall, followed closdy by Kristensen.

The Swirl floated away, but did not bother with the door, instead distorting, melting, and elongeting, then
passing through thewall. Akandi did not miss the significance of that, either—not the fact that the Swirl
could passthrough thewall, but that it did not hesitate in demonsgtrating its ability to Sutherland. Akandi
knew the dangers of assigning motivations and meaning to the actions of anonhuman entity, but couldn’t
help but believe that the Swirl had done that solely for Sutherland’ s benefit. And he redlized at that
moment that Sutherland had not been the only one constrained by the image in the datacube, whose track
through history had to intercept that point.

The Swirl had aso been restricted, the future dictating that it be at that table with Drom, Sutherland,



Kristensen, and himself. He had aways wondered, never been able to understand, why the Swirl had
smply not gone runaway, engulfing the world.

But now he knew.

The Swirl had not acted because it believed that it could not ater the future. And now that future shown
in the datacube had come to pass, it could choose its own path without any congtraints.

“Stupid dinosaurs,” said Sutherland. He faced Akandi. “1’m sure that our good friend,” he said, nodding
in the direction of now-resedled door, “failed to mention to you the existence of the Clingers.”

Akandi dowly shifted mental gears, having trouble |etting go of the thought of the unleashed Swirl, one
that would no longer fed constrained to exist in the shadows, or hidden in the minds of humans. “The
mammalsthat the Alphans manipulated like the dinosaurs,” he said, enjoying showing Sutherland that he
wasn't completely in the dark.

“So hedidtel you,” Sutherland replied, pausing, reaching up to stroke his chin in what Akandi now
recognized not as amovement of careful consderation, the attitude that Sutherland was trying to project,
but one of fear. “I guess he saw no reason not to reved relatively nonessentia information to someone
that he considered an inferior.”

Akandi smiled. Theinsult was noted but had no bite,

“Amdthea,” said Sutherland. “ One of the innermost moons of Jupiter. The Sinos have been in relatively
close proximity toit, observing it from the safety of their outpost on Callisto, but couldn’t physicaly
gpproach it to explore. The ambient radiation from Jupiter issimply too intense. Even Dalls have difficulty
operating where Amathea had been, practically skimming Jupiter’ s outer atmosphere.”

Akandi nodded. Sounded like afar safer location for the occupants of the craft than the one the
dinosaurs had chosen so near Earth, where humans had amuch easier time reaching.

“The general hasfailed to mention that Amalthea has a diameter nearly 10 times larger than
Phabos. If that craft follows the same basic design as the one in Phobos, it might have a volume
1000 times larger.” lyoon hovered next to the general. “ Sight rise in pulse, constriction of pupils,
and increase in rate of breathing, with each extension of his chest slightly more shallow.”

Akandi didn’t redlly need that last bit of information. He could see the fear in the generad’ sface.
“Clingers” said Sutherland.

Amalthea vanished, replaced by asmadl figure, oneidentica to the image used by the Phobos operating
system. Akandi considered possible responses and decided that playing ignorant was often the quickest
path to learning something new. He widened his eyes and waited.

“| seethere are afew detallsthat Drom omitted,” Sutherland said, sounding extremely satisfied. “ They’ve
been apain in humanity’ s collective assfor the better part of 200 years. Actudly cameto blowswith the
little bastards at the end of World War 11, vaporizing one of their saucers over White Sandswith a
modified German V-2. That drove them back abit, and from then on they had atendency only to
perform the dice-and-dice on those folks who couldn’t put up much of afuss.”

“It'san alien,” said Akandi, feeding the obvious enjoyment Sutherland was feding over reveding the
truthto him. “They’rered,” he sad, putting just abit of awvein hisvoice.

“Only too damnred,” said Sutherland. “ But no more aien than our friend Drom. Hewas't lying to you
inthat regard. The Alphans had been messing with the dinosfor better than 200 million years, dowly



trying to tweak them thisway and that, bringing them to enlightenment. But apparently they could never
pull it off. With these guys,” he said, pointing over & the gray creature, “they radicaly modified their
approach, rapid genetic manipul ation coupled with alarge amount of good ol d-fashioned hardware.”

“Lemurs,” said Akandi, shaking his head in smulated wonder.

“We needed you to bring Phobos and the dinosin, having learned from McCarthy that Phobos would
recognize only humans as suitable entities to move the craft. Hierarchy iscritica to them. They will
actually make pretty good lords and masters of thisworld until we arrive at Alpha Centauri A.”

“And the Clingers?’ asked Akandi.

“Cautious and scared, still too much of the lemur inthem. They’ll comein and pester the dinos a bit, but
we don't expect they’ [l put up much of afight. They certainly turned tail when we hit them. But wefigure
that bringing them aong may be to our advantage. When we reach Alpha Centauri A, we' ll be bearing
the gifts of two races, returning two wayward children that have been logt. It will be agood way to say
hdlo.”

Akandi nodded, not for amoment believing anything as human as gratitude for the return of lost children
would apped to the Alphans. “Why did the Alphans abandon them in thefirst place?” he asked, thistime
really needing to hear the answer. “ Do you know who dropped that rock on Earth 65 million years ago?’
he asked.

“The motivations of the Alphans are till abit of amystery,” Sutherland admitted. “But we' ve pieced
together the asteroid strike and are certain that it wasthefind blow ddivered by them,” he said, while
pointing at the Clinger, “to the dinos. It essentialy knocked both races off the planet, and the survivors
burrowed in degp, waiting for someone to pick up the pieces.”

Akandi managed asmile, knowing that he could come up with dozens of other possible scenarios, quitea
few of them just aslikely asthe story the generd just spun.

Once again Sutherland stroked his chin.

Afraid and probably lying, thought Akandi. “And what part do | now play?’ he asked. “Have | served
my purpose, delivering Drom and Phobos and appearing for my moment of immortality in your
datacube?’ He managed agmile.

“Suppose s0,” said Sutherland. “ A more timid man might smply lock you away, or possibly even opt for
amore permanent solution.”

That threat didn’t frighten Akandi. He knew if such a permanent solution were to be implemented, it
would have happened the moment Sutherland had the image for his datacube. Sutherland had plansfor
him.

“But asit so happens, | like you, find you intellectually competible and decidedly refreshing. I'm certain
you will be agood companion for the little adventure thet is about to unfold.”

“How fortunate that he likes you,” said lyoon.

Chapter 26

Only as Christina bent down, dabbing at the ragged seam running around the dent in Bill’ s head,
focused on that smple act, did the redlity of what had been taking place over the last severa hours
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suddenly snapin.
Crisisover. For the moment.
“It hurts,” said Bill, pushing her hand back.

“Smadl wonder,” said Chrigting, offering her most compassionate smile, the one she' d seen Mamause so
many timeswith her patients. She continued running athin bead of protein-cure along the edge of the
wound, stabilizing the subcutaneous fibroid that filled the tear. “ Y ou’ ve got adent in the front of your
skull nearly three millimeters deep, in spite of the meta reinforcement. Y ou’ re going to be dizzy,
nauseous, and confused for several more hours. Y our brain took a pounding.”

She looked up a Sarah Sutherland and at the cloud of images spinning above her head. Most of it was
incomprehensible colors and lines, but here and there were faces and objects, distorted and morphing,
but undoubtedly ingpired by redlity. Once she' d seen afleeting image of Bill hitting the crystalinewall.

“Congder yoursdlf lucky,” she said, patting his shoulder. “Had your skull been made only of bone, it
would have been your head that shattered, and not thewall.”

Bill pushed himsdf up, propping himsdf on hisebows. “ That’ swhat | get for dl the help I’ ve given him,
for saving him from himsdlf.”

Again Christina gave the compassionate smile and quickly stood, glad to be done with him. She had
taken aquick didiketo Bill. She went back to Simon, who sat cross-legged in the ash, staring up at
Sarah and theimages flicking above her. “1t' snot random,” he said, pointing to the display. “Thereé sa
pattern to it, a story that she' stelling.”

“And you can seethe story?’ she asked, looking up at the incomprehensibleriot of shapesand colors.

“Of coursenot,” he said, smiling at her. “ Sarah’ sgone far past the Point, her thoughts are no longer
relevant to someone only human.” “But here and there | can pick out a snippet of flow, itemsthat may be
useful to us, even though I’ m certain that’ s not Sarah’ sintent. Like the crumbs you might drop on the
floor, unintentiond, but gill afeast to the lucky bug that stumbles across them.”

“Happy crumb hunting,” she said, turning away. None of them seemed human enough for her.

Padmini had set up another tent for the equipment they’ d hauled out of the shielded bunker near the top
of the escape tunnel. There were four smal dishes pointing in al directions, and black box after black
box, entwined by cables and flickering optica tendrils.

Chrigtinalooked at Padmini, one hand deep in atable sliquid interface, her lips moving, talking to Kali.
While Simon, Bill, and Sarah made her uncomfortable, Padmini produced the exact opposite effect.
Something fdt intringcaly right about her.

Padmini looked up. “A new Void is reaching the cohesion point, the nexus only 30 kilometersto the
west, coincident with the Phobos landing Site. We re very closeto accessing it and breaching itswalls.”
She turned back toward her equipment.

Chrigtinalooked to the west. The Sun had findlly s, after crawling hafway back up the sky, then
reversing course to sink beneath the horizon.

Earth had then dipped behind the Sun, and the Jet refired. All as Che had predicted.

An arc of glowing plasmaran from north to south. All along itslength wispy tendrils snaked down, most



vanishing below the horizon, but afew arching high above, twisting west to eadt, running to the nearby
Petals of the North-South Ring. Everything that Che had shown in his smulation had cometo pass, and
the Ring was now firing, adistant roar from the east, more felt through her feet than actualy heard.

Christina sinner ear, dwaystoo sensitive, had picked up on achange, her somach tickling just abit asif
she were dropping in adow-moving eevator. She understood why when Padmini had shown her the
latest smulations. The Earth now sat in the center of the Jet’ s cone, the Ringsfiring, directing thrust to
keep the Earth locked behind the Sun, both now accelerating at nearly 0.1 gee.

Padmini looked up. “ Asymptotic increase in signd traffic.”

Christinalooked below the arc of the Jet, at the horizon, where the glow of the bloated too-near Sun had
been replaced by the white glare of what she could only believe was some sort of artificia light, through
which swarmed dark insect shapes, al spreading out from the golden mound that was Phobos.

So many new things so quickly.

Moving under the far tent, she sat on acamp stool and gently squeezing her father’ s shoulders as she
pressed her right cheek againgt his back. “ Thank you,” she said in awhisper.

“For what?" he asked, not turning around.

Shesaid nothing and just kept hugging him.

Akandi held tightly on to the guardrail, for just a moment looking away from the surrounding
panoramaand at the dark swarm of aircraft pouring out from somewhere below Phobos s horizon. He
watched Sutherland, who had stepped outside the guardrail-secured region of the observation platform,
and stood nearly 20 meters away on Phobos s naked hull, dipping and diding, the surface of the craft
dicker than ice by the look of it.

A cold wind best a them. He knew that around the bottom edge of the craft the ground was still molten,
but up top, the sphere was nearly 8 kilometers above what had been Alabama cornfields. Theair at this
dtitude wasthin and cold.

“If you start diding, there will be nothing to stop you!” shouted Akandi, instantly regretting the effort,
having trouble getting back his breath.

“All part of freewill!”

Akandi managed to suck down abresth and hold it in his chest, swalowing severd coughs, willing his
throat to relax. He pushed himsdlf up, never letting go of the guardrail. Sutherland skated toward him, his
boots gliding over the perfect meta hull.

“Not the brightest of God' s creatures,” said Sutherland as he grabbed on to the guardrail, and pulled
himsdf up onto the observation platform. “But damn efficient planners when they get something stuck in
their heads.” He pointed at the swarms of aircraft. “ The largest force this planet has ever seen.”

Akandi straightened up, looking up into the sky. “Designed for flying through theair,” he said, just ableto
make out the deek, swept-back wings of the craft. “For the air of Earth.”

“Very good,” said Sutherland. “Onboard systems within Phobos have been building craft and crew for
nearly 50 years now, better than 100,000 of these fighter/recon craft and nearly 10 million dinos



occupying them.”
And | brought this here, thought Akandi, suddenly feding faint.

“I seeitinyour face” said Sutherland, having pushed up closeto him. “The Destroyer of Humanity, the
one responsible for having dropped this moon and its dino contents on the Earth.”

Akandi managed anod.

Sutherland smiled. “The Savior of Humanity ismore like it. The Sun and the Rings were going to befired
regardless of what the two of usdid or did not do. And | can assure you, had this moon not EM Ped
Earth, and if these dinos do not quickly take control and establish the sort of order they are so well suited
for, that billions more would have died.”

“ Attacking each other?’ asked Akandi.

“Of course” said Sutherland, patting Akandi on the shoulder. “Y ou saved billions of lives. And dl we
haveto do now issall thislittle planet of oursto Alpha Centauri A.”

“Smooth siiling? asked Akandi.

“Certainly,” said Sutherland. “How could it be anything else? We ve crossed our Point, obliterated the
chainsthat have kept lifeimprisoned on thisworld for billions of years. We re going to the starsl”

Akandi turned, looking toward the eastern horizon, at the crackling arcs of plasma crashing through the
high atmosphereinto the Petals of the Ring. “ Smooth salling,” he said.

“The smoothest,” said Sutherland, dapping him on the back. “ The very smoothest.”

Akandi looked past the distant Ring, focusing on the unseen horizon behind it, and tried to picture
Mecca, nearly on the other side of theworld. “ Ddliver us,” he asked in awhisper. “ And forgive us for
our arrogance.”

Part Three
DEPARTURE
2051

The distance is nothing;

Itisonly thefirst step that is difficult
—Mme. Du Deffand (1697-1780)
For the Goodman is not at home,
Heisgone along journey

—Proverbs 7:18
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You can take it with you.

—William Woodhouse (1982-2047)

Chapter 27

“My head hurts,” said Bill, his hands pressed to the sde of his head, hisforehead resting on his
knees. “And it stoo hot, and my skin itches, asif spidersare crawling al over me.”

“And just how does this affect me?’ asked Simon, not bothering to look over at Bill but continuing to
dare at theimagesleaking from Sarah. It had taken sometimefor him to seeit, but the colors were not
colors and the shapes were not shapes—they were projections of higher-dimensiona dreamsill suited to
three-dimensiond redlity. Meaning was log, but an overwheming scream of urgency was still present.
That fedling, coupled with the occasiona recognizable object—adice of the Martian surface, the
scowling face of General Sutherland, an exhaust plume burning blue-hot—helped define a pattern, the
faintest shadow of what was stirring in Sarah’s head. “ Amazing connections,” said Simon in awhisper.
“All pattern, no coincidence, nothing left but pure and smple purpose.”

“Damned spiders, or dust mites, or maybe volcanic ash mites,” said Bill, scratching hisright arm and
swatting at his shoulders. “Too much organic content in this body, too much blood and bone proneto

pan.”
Bill’s complaints had broken his concentration. “Too much organic content?’ he asked.

“Almost 50 percent,” said Bill, as he scratched at the side of hisface. “ That will have to be corrected.”
Sitting back he pushed hisright leg toward Simon, the foot suddenly facing backward, then quickly
coming around, stopping only when it had made afull turn. “ This body needs more of that,” he said,
shaking the foot.

Simon couldn’'t help but smile. “ Seemslike you inherited abit more than Mears s dead corpse—perhaps
Sarah did not totally empty what had been in Mears shead. Anyone esein there with you, Bill?’ he
asked, pointing a Bill’ shead.

“I'mfreeof you!” he shouted. “That’s something.” He wiped at the sweat beaded on hisforehead. “But
these damned bugdl” He stumbled off, moving into the semidarkness beyond the camp’slights.

“Is he dangerous?’
Simon turned to find Xavier sanding lessthan ameter away from him.
“Chrigtinahas some medsthat could quiet him.”

Simon shook his head. “I doubt she has the meds that could quiet Bill. He needs to work it through,
cometo termswith what heis, and understand that getting just what you want may not be the best thing.”

“ S0, not dangerous?’
Again Smon shook his head. “ Compared to everything else we re facing, Bill isbelow the noise level.”

Xavier turned and waved to Chrigtina and Padmini, whose heads immediately dropped back down onto
their camp pillows; only Che and Krew remained seated, hands running over each other’ s head, fingering
the filaments that ran between them. * Quiet before the storm,” said Xavier, turning back and pointing up
at Sarah.
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“No doubt about it,” said Simon. “I can only senseasmall part of it, and most of what | can perceivel
can't understand. But something big is about to happen.”

Xavier pointed at the glowing horizon, swveeping his hand north, then south. “Bigger than this, bigger than
what the Sun and the Earth are doing?’

“I think s0,” said Simon, pointing to the wes, at the thick swarm of craft till erupting from the bright
mountain of light, looking like bees fleeing aburning hive. “ That much I’ ve seen and can understand.
Most of those craft areflying out in dl directions, arcing high, dmost suborbitd, | suspect on their way to
pointsal across Earth. But some of them have been moving low, cutting patterns that have obvioudy
been set up asa search grid.”

“You saw that in there?’ Xavier asked, pointing up at the morphing collage over Sarah’ s head.
“Quiteclearly.”

Xavier nodded and pointed over at Christina s degping form. “ She saw it, too, accessing their Void. |
suspect that they’ relooking for her.” He pointed up at Sarah.

Simon nodded.
“But she’ snot ready to be found yet, isshe?’ asked Xavier.

Again Smon nodded. He was struck again by the redlization that there was so much moreto thisman
than defined by histhickly calused farmer’ s hands.

“WEe ve had nearly half adozen direct flyovers, at dtitudes of lessthan 2,000 meters, close enough to
count the hairson my head,” said Xavier, running his hands through hishair. “Isit just their sensorsshe's
contralling?

Simon squinted. “ Asfar as| can see. Of coursg, if those craft are manned by Tools, controlling what they
see would be no more difficult than controlling what their sensors see. They could be standing right here,
centimeters from your face, and not be able to see yovu, if she doesn’t want them to.”

“And that' sit?’

“Asfar as| know,” he said, understanding exactly what Xavier wasredly asking. “But it wouldn’t be that
big of aleap for her to accessa purely biologica system. Whether neurd mesh or home-grown neurons,
everything eventualy comes down to the transfer of electrical charge, and she should havelittle difficulty
accessing that, regardless of the source.”

“So the only reason that she' s not running meright now isthat she has no desireto run me?” asked
Xavier. He paused and frowned. “ Of course, if she were running me, and chose to keep that fact from
me, I’d have no way of knowing.”

“Absolutely none,” said Simon. “But | don’t think she wantsto. | was there when she breached the Point,
when she was probably at her most unstable, most vulnerable, when she was probably most apt to reach
out and take control of everything.”

“And how do you know shedidn’t?’

Simon smiled, surprised by how much he found himsdlf liking the man. “If she did, and none of thisis
red,” he sad, “then there is absolutely nothing we can do about it. But if you' re still Xavier OIlmos, and
that is<till your family over there, then we ve got to do what we' ve got to do.”



“And thet is?”

“Rest while you can, because something unexpected, something beyond the pattern that | can see, or
your daughter can dig out, is about to be unleashed on us.”

Xavier nodded and turned, starting to walk back to hisfamily.

“Why haven't you asked usto leave?’ asked Simon. “Y ou know that Sarah isthe foca point of what's
going to happen. She' swhat those searching craft are al about. If we weren't here, you might not get
swept upinit.”

Xavier didn't turn. “Exactly.”

Christina chewed on a high-protein, carb-heavy chunk of something that she wished was as tasteless
asitswrapper had insgsted it would be. “ Ten Degree surplus that should have been |eft in the Ten
Degree,” she said, managing to swallow the wad in her mouth.

Padmini smiled but did not lose focus, kegping her handsin the flow, her fingersfluttering over the
pinpricks of light. “Knew aman who got addicted to those thingsin the Ten Degree,” she said quietly,
her eyes momentarily losing focus. “ Couldn’t get through a day without one.”

Chrigtina grimaced, wondering if that could be ajoke, trying to lick away ataste that could only be
described as rotting cardboard. “ There,” she said, ingtantly forgetting about the cud she' d just
swallowed. She pushed her handsinto the display, her attention caught by aflicker dropping out of the
pattern. “It's cut off from the grid and ismoving in our direction, 8 kilometers out and dropping quickly
from 3,000 meters.” Shelooked up, toward the west, seeing nothing in the sooty sky but the distant
glistening golden mountain and its dark swarm. “Papal” she shouted.

“Weknow,” he caled back at her, not moving, looking up at Sarah.

“She' smoved,” said Christing, bending toward Padmini and nudging her shoulder with her chin, not
wanting to dip her hands out of the display. “Facing west now.” Shelooked more closdly. “And her hair
isonfire”

Padmini looked up.

Chrigtinaknew that fire was not exactly the right word, but it most worked. Between the blur of images
and Sarah’ s close-cut red hair danced what |ooked like purple-blue flames, all angled and cut, dmost as
if built from shards of ice but twidting in afluid motion.

“Smdl the ozone?’ said Padmini.

Chrigtinanodded, not only ableto smdl it, but actudly tasteit, aburned-meta tang filling the back of her
mouth, overpowering the foul taste of the cud. Shefluttered her fingersthrough the display, instructing the
microwave dishesto angle down, their mini aperatures rastering left-right-left, sweeping through Sarah's
position. The display flared, sensory feedback rolling and amping, forcing Sarah and Padmini to jerk thelr
hands out of it.

“No one move!” shouted Xavier.

And Chrigtinafound she could not move, though shetried, her body demanding she try. Something
beneath the ash had latched on to her boots, and she could fedl it chewing through the thick soles, then



quickly burrowing into skin and locking on to bone. Che and Krew sat motionless, looking content, till
interfaced together, both turned, facing Sarah.

“My feet!” Padmini strained, rocking from sideto sde, reaching down with both hands, grabbing on to
her right leg and tugging & it, quickly giving up and pulling apistol from her belt, using the barrdl to push
away severd centimeters of ash from around her ankle, exposing a glistening sheen of crysta beneeth it.
“It'sher,” shesaid, pointing the pistol at Sarah, who was now entirely bathed in an azure-blue discharge.
“She'sgot ud”

“Wegpons down!” shouted Xavier, pointing over at Padmini.

She kept it raised. But it was no longer aimed at Sarah, but at one of the three black craft that were
dropping out of the sky, nearly slent, no scream of engines, just the whir of fast-moving air, the black
craft seamless, windowless, featureless, birdlike in shape, with massive turbofans attached to
forward-facing wings, rotating back, the backwash now kicking up avortex of ash and soot.

“Put it down!” screamed Xavier, draining in Padmini’ sdirection.
Padmini shook her head and, reaching with her free hand, pulled her other pistal.

Thethree aircraft hit the ground with a heavy thud. Chrigtinafdt the impact through her feet, atingleand
ringing that ran up the bonesin her legs. She saw Padmini’ s lips moving and knew she wastaking to
Kdi, giving ingtructions, getting ready to attack.

“Wait,” said Chrigtina

Padmini shook her head, not looking away from the three craft, the tendonsin her forearms standing out,
corded and quivering. And then light flashed, and a blinding sheen of crystal suddenly covered the
underside of Padmini’ sarms, erupting forward and flowing over both her hands. The pistols dropped,
Padmini’ sfingers pried back by the crystal layer covering them. “No!” she screamed, and had only
enough timeto turn her head afew millimetersto the left, as her entire face was enveloped in athin
crystaline sheen, the faceted substance pouring down her open mouth.

Chrigtinaturned away, looking past the discharge whirlwind tightly wrapped around Sarah, at what
looked like gangways jutting out of the sides of the aircraft. The ash and dust were il thick, only dowly
Settling, obscuring her vision, but not so much that she couldn’t see the figures marching out of the craft,
and thelarge, riflelike objects that each held.

Thefigures seemed too small, more like children than adults.

They moved in aphdanx, alarger figurein thelead, flanked to itsleft by an even taler, dender-looking
figure, while above it pun arainbow-colored flame, the only color present in what was otherwise a
scene painted in infinite shades of gray.

“Sarah Sutherland!” boomed avoice. “Y our father wants you!”

“Dinosaurs?” said Smon in a whisper, looking up at Sarah, and beyond her at thelittle jewel of
rainbow-colored light that flashed and flowed above her head.

And he remembered everything.

The facets reached in, trying to latch on to neurons, to bury so incredibly deep into his sense of self that



everything would belost. But he’ d escaped, and Genera Sutherland did not get his Post-Point Tool.
Whether he' d regjected the Swirl, or it had rgjected him, he could not tell.

But the Swirl had |eft.
And now it was back.

But quite different. What he' d sensed years ago had been a ghost fed through fiber and cable, a presence
without form and texture. But despite that, he knew without a doubt that the spinning rainbow moving
toward them was the same entity. It hovered above the right shoulder of the lead dinosaur, the air
beneath it dightly distorted. He had seen it the moment the dinosaurs had marched off their craft, but
gaveit little thought, believing it to be some sort of free-flying sensor array, or an informationd relay
connecting the dinosaursto their craft. But seeing it in the collage above Sarah had somehow made it

real, opened along-hidden memory.

“They’ ve got arms. Real armswith hands.”

Simon turned and saw Xavier pointing at the dinosaurs, his eyes open wide, his mouth open nearly a
centimeter. “Hands,” he said again.

“Sarah Sutherland!” said the lead dinosaur, dropping the shaft it had been carrying into the thick ash.
Waving its short arms, it directed the phalanx behind it to split in two, fanning out and quickly surrounding
the camp.

Simon looked back, to watch the dinosaurs, but ingtantly lost interest in them when he saw that athin
sheen of crystal now covered Padmini, Christing, Che, and Krew. Frozen in place, paralyzed in
midscream, arms up and hands pointing in the direction where the craft had landed, he did not know if
they were alive or dead, but fdlt certain that had Sarah wanted them dead, she would have doneit long
before now. He redlized that the crystalline cocoons must be for protection, like the dome that had
carried them across the sea of magma. Swiveling around, wanting again to check on Xavier’ sreaction, he
saw that he, too, was now coated in the crystal.

Simon tensed and focused as the lead dinosaur marched toward him, the Swirl till hovering aboveits
shoulder. A smdll, potbellied man marched to itsright, shuffling ong, kicking up ahuge cloud of dust.

“She’ scoming with us,” the dinosaur said to Simon, then turned its attention to Sarah. * Y our father says
that you must return; timeis short, and he needs you for thejourney.”

The dinosaur was close enough that Simon could seethat it didn’t redlly speek; its mouth smply opened
and the words spilled out with adight echo, asif coming from somewhere deep in itsthroat, not so much
spoken, as synthesized.

Simon was about to speak, not at all certain what he was going to say, when a series of roars and hisses
erupted behind him, and he saw the lead dinosaur tense and lurch to the Side, pushing off with its strong
legsand tall. In just acouple of boundsit reached the rear of the camp, then stopped in front of Krew. It
growled and barked, shifting its head to the right and |eft, rocking back and forth, its head swinging faster
and fagter. And then, with aquick jerk of its neck, it brought the side of its snout againgt Krew.

Crack!

Krew fdl over, dill stiff and encased in crystd, sharp and glistening broken shards of the materid visible
on hislegs and feet, where he had been pinned to the ground. Then, almost too quick to be seen,
crystdline tendrils erupted through the ash, enveloping Krew’ slegs, melding with the crystal thet aready



covered him, and pulled him back up against the ground, angling him once again into an upright position.
Most of the dinosaurs stepped back.

The leader barked, and again smashed its snout against Krew, but thistime got no results, the layer of
crysta covering Krew looking thicker than before, hisfeatures barely visble, distorted by the crysta’s
thickened faceted surface. The dinosaur reared back, for just amoment its feet not touching the ash, all
itsweight balanced on itstail, then lurched forward, crashing its snout againgt Krew, and bounced back,
staggered, sumbling to the left and almogt falling, shaking its head and letting out ashriek and a series of
deep barks. Reaching to its|eft, grabbing one of the long cylinders from the nearest dinosaur, it wrapped
both hands around the shaft, pulling it to itswalst, while thetip of itstall wrapped around the rear of the
device.

Pzzzzz!

A discharge of blue flame and plasma erupted from the end of the shaft, smashing into Krew, enveloping
him, the ash on the ground around him exploding upward, some of it liquefying into flaming globs that
gplattered againgt the nearest dinosaurs. They shrieked and barked, bounding backward, dropping their
own weapons, asthey swatted at smoldering patches acrosstheir gray skin.

The dinosaur lowered the wegpon. The ground around Krew quickly cooled, fading from white-hot to
smoldering red, then adull orange. Krew and the crystal that covered him were untouched. Seeing that,
the dinosaurs that had aready made a partid retreat from the backwash of liquid ash and rock stepped
back even farther, dl raisng weapons, thetips of their tails wrapping around the ends of the devices.

“Crrrrrrk!” barked thelead dinosaur, asit spun around, bounding back, knocking several dinosaursin
its path to the ground, stopping only when it pushed up to Simon. “ Release her,” it said, pointing up at
Sarah with astubby index finger, “and give usthe Clinger.”

Theword Clinger had come up from deep initsthroat like dl the other words it spoke, but had been
accompanied by adeep, guttural growl and gnashing of teeth.

“I do not believe that Simon is controlling this Stuation,” said the potbellied man.

The lead dinosaur turned on him. “1 am controlling the Situation, Kristensen!” it screamed. “1 am theapha
md”

Kristensen stepped back, tripped, and fell, hitting the ash and sending up acloud of soot. Not even trying
to stand, he held up two hands, waving them about. “ Of course you arein charge, Drom,” he said.
“What | meant to say isthat | do not believe that this man has any control over Sarah. Until your arrival,
she had control over these people. | don't believe that sheisinterested in coming, and she wants to keep
these people here.”

Simon watched the dinosaur, Drom, dowly turn hislong neck and angle his head up toward Sarah, his
nogtrilsflaring. “ She comeswith us, now!”

The other dinosaurs started to move forward. Simon had no idea how they could possibly move Sarah,
when they’ d been unsuccessful in prying Krew from the ground, or burning away the crystal covering
him. Hewas certain that if Sarah did not want to be moved, then she would not be moved.

Drom waked forward, his head shifting right and left, examining Sarah with one eye, then with the other.
Hetook small steps, and carefully nudged his snout againgt her nearest, crystal-covered leg, then moved
back, angling his head and looking up at the dowly rotating jewd of light.



Smon flinched. Not the Swirl, he mentally begged.

He watched Drom’ s body tense as the dinosaur continued to stare up at the Swirl, the muscles quivering
benegth his skin. He stepped back, motioning with hisarms. Five of the other dinosaurs moved forward,
leading the way with their long wegpons, angling them upward with a deflection of therr tails, pressng
them againgt the crystal that covered Xavier's chest.

“Does she value her subordinates?’ asked Drom, looking over at the weapons pushed againgt Xavier.

“No!” shouted Simon, squirming and twisting, reaching down and pulling at hislegs, knowing exactly
what the dinosaurs had planned, not at al sureif the crystal coating could withstand the ondaught of five
of those weapons discharged at point-blank range.

“Comewith us,” said Drom, looking up at Sarah, “or wewill kill your things.”

Simon cringed, the air around him suddenly fedling dive and eectric, little bals of souttering flamerisng
up out of the ash and dancing about the ground. The dinosaurs barked and whined, most lurching back,
but those with weapons held to Simon’ s chest did not move, holding their ground.

1] NON!”

The world flashed white, and the right side of Simon’ sface, that nearest Xavier, was hit with what felt
like abucket of steaming water. He shook, screamed, blinked, and buried balled fistsinto his eyes,
rubbing furioudy, everything still impossibly white. But his ears till worked, the sounds so loud, the
scream and barking of the dinosaurs dmost deafening, and aboveit dl, ahigh-pitched wall, shifting to
ever-higher frequencies, what Simon was certain was the sound of aweapon being charged, something
much larger than what the dinosaurs carried.

He dropped his hands from his eyes, everything around him blurry and wavering, shapes moving in the
still-too-white scene, no colors except for the pale red goo that covered his hands. He moved hisfingers,
feding the gtickinessto it, the warmth, the dight grit and gristle withiniit.

Xavier, he thought, turning, expecting to see nothing, certain that those five weapons pointed at Xavier's
chest had just vaporized him. A figure stood next to him, hard to make out, hisvison gtill distorted. He
blinked, and again pressed his handsto his eyes, then quickly lowered them.

Xavier.

He stood, ill encased in the crysta that was now stained gray-red. The dinosaurs that had been
surrounding him were mostly gone, but afew remnants, mostly feet and the lower part of their legs,
protruded up from the blood-ash ground. Behind Xavier the pedestal that Sarah had been perched on
was now empty. Simon saw her, severd meters away, moving in the generd direction of the aircraft, with
awhitewadl| of what looked like swirling iceto her left and awall of burning, cracking plasmato her right.

It was CUSP.

Thetwo walls appeared dmost adive, full of tendrils and fingers, twisting and lashing out, grabbing on to
the fleaing dinosaurs, the plasma flame licking a them, transforming them in clouds of red steam, whilethe
wall of ice crysta would engulf them, dropping them to the ground, where they would shatter into ragged
chunks and fountains of red snowflakes.

Fireandice.

He knew just what he was seeing, not understanding how she was doing it, but knowing exactly what it



was. She' d somehow externalized CUSP. Two chunks of space, he suspected the energy being pulled
out of the region to her left coming from the therma motion in the air molecules and the stored heet in the
ground, al of it shunted to her right, dumped into asmall volume of space, hegting it, vaporizing theair,
the intense heat stripping atoms of their outer eectrons, generating afierce plasma.

And then suddenly thewall of solidified air to her left expanded, and the sheet of plasmato her right
arced up, flowing high above them.

Too much energy.

He know this could not just be the redistribution of conventiona thermal energy, asimple rearrangement
of the buzz and rumble of individua atoms. She' d tapped into something deeper, something infinitely
more powerful.

He blinked, redizing that Sutherland had succeeded.
Vacuum states.

She was accessing energy from below the vacuum level, Zero Point energy, on her left Sde dumping
energy into the quantum fabric of space-time, leaving nothing behind but a chunk of supercooled redlity,
while on her right Sde, pulling energy directly out of the quantum nothingness.

Thewadls of ice and flame suddenly expanded even farther, exploding up into the sooty sky, and hefelt
himsdlf being pulled forward and upward, bending, dizzy, the blood rushing into his head, the edge of his
vison actudly tinting red, the only thing holding him to the ground the crystal anchoring himin place.

Gravitational shear, he thought.

A dinosaur to hisleft skidded acrossthe ground, rising into the air, moving directly aong the midpoint
between the walls of fire and ice, arcing higher, easly 20 meters above Sarah, then smashing into the
remnants of three or four other dinosaursthat were dready spinning above her, splattering againgt themin
atorrent of blood and shredding mest, bones splintering, the body parts pressing against each other, the
entire mass transformed into abloody ball, one that quickly shrank as he watched, other dinosaurs
crashing into it, being swallowed, compressed, the sphere of dinosaur meat growing smaller and smdler,
even though more and more of them were sucked into it.

“Impossible,” he said, hiswords pulled away in the wind that now roared past him, carrying soot and
rock, al of it being funneled into the now-glowing point in space above Sarah’ shead. But asimpossible
asit appeared, he knew that it might possibly make sense at aphysicsleve that he didn’t understand.
For the past century physicists had been trying to understand the quantum structure of space-time by
melding it with the forces of quantum gravity.

Sarah obvioudy not only understood the relationship, but could contral it.

She was not only able to access the quantum levels of space-time, but had used them to dter the loca
energy balance, ng energy levels below the vacuum leve, tapping into quantum gravity and
amplifying those effects into the macroscopic world, whereit could blister, shatter, and even suck down
dinosaursinto agravitational vortex.

Despite what was happening, Simon redlized that the dinosaurs were not Sarah’ sintended target. Their
destruction was aside effect. It wasthe Swirl she was after, hovering 10 metersin front of her and
backing away toward the craft, alatticework of arcing lightning flashing fromit, crashing into her, causing
her to pause with each crack of lightning, able to bring her to ahdt for just amoment, the gravitationa



vortex spinning about her lurching and sputtering, actually spitting out afew bloody splinters, only to have
them sucked back down the moment she regained focus.

“Get it!” he screamed, suddenly overwhelmed with afeding of relief. He bent forward, hisknees
throbbing, the gravitationa shear just about intense enough to snap the tendonsin hislegs and tear
cartilage. His vision reddened, and blood suddenly erupted from his nose, splattering awvay from himin
the wind and pulled upward by the throb of shifting gravitationd forces.

Hetried to scream.
But there seemed to be no air, nothing left in hislungs.

Vison fading into ared blur, he watched the Swirl lose whatever grip had been keeping it in its stationary
hovering position and race toward the spinning mael strom above Sarah. It distorted, elongated, then
crystd facets began to ped off, asif unraveling, thin planes of rainbow launching toward the gravitationa
vortex.

Sarah floated upward, risng dowly at first like arocket, then quickly gaining speed, the collage of colors
and shapes above her head vanishing, with nothing between her and the gravitationa implosion but the
azure plasma sheathing surrounding her, now transformed into the shape of atornado.

The Swirl and Sarah struck the gravitationa vortex.

Smonfdl up, tumbling and twigting, the crysta that had held him to the ground either snapping or
disolving. Then hefdt the explosion, awhite wal of light passing through him, seering him, followed by
gravitationd turbulence, arms tugged thisway, legsthat way, reddened vison blurring as eyebdls
distorted, his eardrums popping.

A white sky filled hisvison, and suddenly he could see.

Sarah floated down, aspherical puff of snowflakestwirling in the open palm of her left hand and a
burning orb of plasmain her right—all that was now |eft of the externdized CUSP. Benegth her feet the
ar was digtorted, shimmering, laced with shattered panes of salt and pepper, asif redlity itsalf had not
quitelocked in.

Above her, two of the aircraft shot high into the sky, turbofans screaming, ash flying, but Sarah remained
untouched by the backwash. Her white surgica gown, what to Simon looked like the same one that had
burned up when she' d firgt interfaced to CUSP, did not so much asruffle,

o clean, thought Simon. Her hospital gown was simply perfect. And that seemed somehow more
amazing, more improbable, than anything else that had just happened. His eyes closed, just as Sarah's
feet touched the ground.

Chapter 28

The conference room and the oak table.

It had been the scene of General Sutherland’ s ultimate success, 65 million yearsin the making, the place
where all his dreams had been made real. And now it witnessed his defeet: the chaos, the turn of events
that he could have never anticipated, never dreamed of .

The images were everywhere, little three-dimensional orbs, snips of the disaster, ticked off every few
seconds. Akandi sat ill, waiting for them to drift toward him. The nearest showed Sarah hanging in the
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air, supported by atwisted column of something that Akandi couldn’t quite understand, something that
might have been fog-heavy air, but he knew that wasn't right.

“In here now!” shouted Sutherland from the far end of the room, where he paced, his attention obvioudy
focused somewhere beyond his Virts, barking commands and demanding data nonstop from the moment
that Drom’ slanding party had lost control of the Situation.

Akandi knew that Sutherland was being subjected to the capricious nature of Allah’ sworld, to events
and patterns beyond his understanding, beyond the certainty that had previoudy filled hislife. Those
around him were asserting their free will, and Akandi knew this was not something that the genera had
factored into hisplans.

“How far?’ Sutherland stopped walking and swayed, asif he couldn’t quite damp hisforward
momentum. “ Does the trgjectory indicate alanding, or orbitd injection?’

Akandi watched as Sutherland lifted his hands, holding them to the sides of hishead, his entire body
diffening asif hit with alarge voltage, then just as quickly sag, hands dropping to his Sides, knees dmost
buckling as he took astumbling step forward.

“Orhbit or landing!” Sutherland shouted.

The transmisson came from the Taikonauts on Callisto nearly 6 hours ago: Amathea had broken out of
itsorbit and launched itsdf sunward, spitting an exhaust flame so long that its plasma plume, grabbed by
Jupiter’ s magnetic field, wrapped the exhaust hafway around the planet.

Thiswasthelast transmisson the Taikonauts had sent.

The exhaust plume had induced amassive discharge between Jupiter and |0, generating an ionized sulfur
arc severd thousand kilometersin diameter between the planet and the moon, and when it collapsed,
fired off an EMP that melted any circuitry within severd million kilometers of Jupiter, flatlining every
artifact of man on Jupiter’ sfour big Galilean moons, and if not killing the several hundred Taikonauts
exploring the system outright, would kill them soon enough—no eectronics meant no life when exploring
Jupiter.

At firg Sutherland had considered Amatheaa minor issue, one not directly impacting the Jet, the Rings,
or Sarah. But now that Sarah refused to return and had apparently defeated the Swirl, Sutherland had
begun to unravel.

Akandi understood why.

If Sarah, his own daughter, wouldn't obey him, then nothing ese might be under his control. And with
that thought came the image of Amathea accderating toward Earth. Until that moment Sutherland must
have thought he understood the Clingers, believed they’ d hold in some high orbit, perhaps asfar out as
the moon, and send in afew craft to torment Drom and his troops. But that would be the extent of it.

Now he was not so certain.

Amatheawas a moon with adiameter 10 timesthat of Phobos, and amass nearly 1000 times grester.
Evenif it managed to make a controlled landing on the Earth’ s surface, it would probably shatter the
crust and flatline ecosystems so that nothing above theleve of viruses and afew very tough bacteria
would survive. That would be the best that could be hoped for. More likely, such alanding would shatter
the plandt.

Going into orbit was the only way mankind would survive.



“Repeat!” commanded Sutherland, his shoulders sagging, and he took a deep long breath that he dowly
blew out. “Looks like Amatheaistargeting for an orbita insertion at a 10,000-kilometer dtitude.” He
pulled off hisVirts.

Akandi grimaced. Thetida effectswould be severe. “Bad,” he said.

Sutherland nodded. “But not fatdl.” He turned, facing thewall that would melt to open up to the outer
hallway. Akandi could tell that Sutherland had just put the matter of Amatheaout of hismind. Sinceit
would probably not kill them in the next few hours, he knew that the genera would devote his attention to
something thet could kill them in the next few hours.

Sarah.

Akandi fdlt certain that the general had lost control of his daughter. What he didn’t know was whether
the generd had been able to admit thisto himsdlf. Thewall started to thin, pulling back onitsdf, dimpling
and breeching firgt in the center, with Drom grabbing at the edge of the opening, pulling himself in before
it could complete the process. He bounded forward, histail lashing, his snout whipping left-right-l€ft.
“They had aClinger!” he barked.

Sutherland nodded in Drom’ s genera direction and walked quickly over to the massive oak table. He
reached for the utility belt lying there, afull-up military surviva belt, holding dl the supplies and interfaces
needed to keep asoldier inthefield dive and linked for severa days. Sutherland strapped it onto his
waist, reached up with hisleft hand to unflick the strap holding its pistal in place, pulled the gun, and
amed it at Drom.

“The Clingerd” screamed Drom.
Sutherland squeezed the trigger.

The echo seemed to go on forever in the crystal room. “Y ou shot him!” said Akandi, looking from the
pistal to the smdl hole halfway down Drom’ stail. Turning, he could see the ragged exit wound, and the
fist-sized chunk of bloody meat now plastered against the wall behind Drom. The dinosaur dumped,
going down on his knees, bent over, hislittle hands hitting the floor, then he pushed back, dowly
gtanding, hislegs shaking, histail falling onto thefloor, limp and lifeless, apool of dark red blood
expanding beneath it.

“The Clingers are coming,” said Sutherland, keeping his pistol trained on Drom, the barrel held up, aimed
at Drom’ ssnout. “ But they are not theissue. My daughter isthe issue!”

Drom dowly blinked, the dmost trand ucent nictitating membranes dowly diding down and then back up
over hisblack eyebals. His mouth hung open, and his bresth came out in sharp, shdlow pants. “ Sheis
strong,” said Drom. “Y ou should be proud to have such an offspring.” He looked around the room,
taking only amoment to look at hislimp and bleeding tail, then focusing on those who had just entered
the room.

Akandi followed his gaze. Kristensen stood there, backed up against the wall, his eyeswide, hishands
pushed againgt the legs of his soot-stained jumpsuit. A jagged cut ran across his forehead, with athick
line of blood seeping fromiit to his swollen-shut |eft eye.

“And heis?" asked Sutherland, pointing his gun at the person standing next to Kristensen, then pointing
the gun at Kristensen.

“Bill Gates,” said Kristensen in awhimper, pushing himsdf againg thewadll at hisback, asif trying to



squirm through it. “He came aboard our craft just as we were departing.”

“Retreating you mean,” Sutherland said, shaking the gun at Kristensen but not looking at him, al of his
attention now focused on Bill. “Isit redly you?’ he asked.

“Intheflesh,” sad Bill.

Akandi squinted, confused, as he looked across the room at aman who certainly looked no older than
30. Bill Gates, had he till been dive, would be at least 100 years old. He remembered the funera, the
image saturation that had flowed through the VVoid normaly reserved for dead presidents.

But he did look like Gates, only so much younger. A clone? he thought.

Sutherland dipped his Virts back on as he dowly walked toward Gates. “ Can't be too careful at times
likethese” he said, pointing at the bleeding Drom. “Things do not aways proceed exactly aswe foresee
them.” He angled his head back and, raising hisleft hand, began to point at things that Akandi knew only
exiged in Sutherland’ svirtud vison.

A shaft of pde bluelight cut through the crysta celling, playing over Bill Gates, asaportion of the celling
directly above him shimmered, glistening likeliquid, and abulge pulled away, hanging down, dowly
oscillating back and forth.

“Sorry, Bill, but | needed to know exactly what I'm dealing with,” said Sutherland, as Bill’ sknees
collgpsed, and he dropped to the floor, the light till playing across him as the hanging blob of molten
calling svayed above him.

Still holding the pistol, Sutherland pointed it again a Drom. “ Thetwo of you areabit of a
disappointment,” he said, angling the pistol back and pointing it at the rainbow crysta that just floated into
theroom. “All | asked wasfor the return of my daughter, but apparently she was a bit too much for you.”
Sutherland whispered, and the air in front of him twisted, asif suddenly full of prisms, refracting bands of
rainbow. Then an image locked. It took amoment for Akandi to realize what he was seeing: Sarah
Sutherland rising into the air between awall of fireto her right and awall of iceto her |eft. Beneath her
stood aman, leaning at an unnatural angle, buffeted and jerked about in awind, and above her spuna
bloody tornado.

Akandi shook hishead once.

Then the improbable became theimpossible. As Sarah floated up toward the bloody tornado, the Swirl
moved toward her. Cracks of lightning erupted from it, smashing into her. Akandi dropped hiseydidstill
they were dmost closed, feding the impact beforeit actudly took place: the Swirl, Sarah, and the
tornado dl colliding, the entire image flaring into atoo-white blur, then just as quickly fading, eventhe
walls of fire and ice gone, nothing remaining except Sarah floating down to the ground, next to the
dill-ganding man.

The Swirl wasgone.

“That'sright,” said Sutherland. “Besting Drom and 30 of hisfinest isnot very surprising, but sheaso
took down that aspect of the Swirl.”

“ Srong emotional response,” whispered lyoon, suddenly hovering over theimage of Sarah. “ The
parent-child bond is strong, full of pride.” lyoon paused, twirling about, its dark facetsdulling. “ And
just a bit of fear.”

The pride was obvious, but Akandi could not see the fear, certain that Sutherland must be keeping tight



control over himsdlf. “Thistime,” Sutherland said loudly, “1 suggest that you take adequate numbersto
control the Situation. Be sure to stressto her that timeisrunning out, and final preparations need to be
made.” Sutherland paused and licked hislips. “Use whatever measures are necessary, no matter how
extreme. Do not worry about hurting her, since I’ m certain that nothing at your disposa could cause any
long-term damage.”

Drom managed to lift his damaged tail off the floor, leaving behind abloody talprint. “ Sheissirong,” he
sad.

“Of coursesheid” Sutherland took severad steps forward, again aming hispistol a Drom. “Sheis
designed to be strong, needs to be strong to see usto the end of thisthing. She' s made the transition, and
has been able to access Zero Point.” He paused, dightly lowering the pistal. “You saw it,” he said.

Drom twisted his neck, looking a Sutherland with his other eye. “I felt it,” he said.
“Just bring her back,” said Sutherland, shaking his gun toward the door.

“Thefear islarger,” said lyoon, hovering next to Sutherland. “ | suspect he is afraid of what will
happen if Drom doesn’t bring his daughter here.” Iyoon made several passes around Sutherland.
“ But heis even more afraid if she is brought here.”

“Now!” shouted Sutherland.

Drom turned, limping, histail drooping but not quite touching the floor. A splatter of blood trailed behind
him as he moved through the doorway. The Swirl till hung, now motionless, not pinning, not asingle
shaft of light bouncing from its dull-looking facets.

Sutherland looked over at Kristensen with a questioning look. “The Swirl needsto help in getting Sarah,”
hesad.

Kristensen nodded and looked up at the Swirl. “The Swirl isnot pleased,” he sad. “It saysthat
agreements had been made, that plans had been implemented, that the futureis not unfolding as
anticipated.” Kristensen stepped back and amost stumbled.

The Swirl rotated afew degrees, and the air around it suddenly boiled, its crystalline facets wavering,
colorsblurring.

Crack!

A baolt of lightning erupted from the Swirl, and dammed into the floor only centimeters away from
Sutherland, blowing out asmall crater. Sutherland moved forward, stepping over theragged hole. The
room filled with the stink of ozone and the dust of pulverized rock. “Bring back my daughter,” said
Sutherland, looking up & the Swirl.

Theair stopped bailing, and the Swirl floated out of the room.

“Stay withit,” commanded Sutherland, pointing at Kristensen. “And don’t come back unless Sarahis
withyou.”

Kristensen gave no obvious acknowledgment, but smply ran after the Swirl.

A mixture of building tenson and fear dmost made Akandi follow him, but he held his ground. Sutherland
turned to face him.



“Any problems?’ shouted Sutherland.

Akandi forced asmile and willed his shouldersto drop in acalculated show of relaxation. He knew
anything he said was arisk, but that saying nothing was the biggest risk of al. “ Sarah hasawill of her
own.”

Sutherland reached up and ran ahand across his chin as he took severa stepstoward Akandi, the pistol
gill in hisother hand. “Which iswhat | wanted,” he said in awhisper as he reholstered the pistol.

Akandi blinked in surprise.

“I need her to be strong, to be able to face down what we'll find at Alpha Centauri. If | can control the
dinos, or the Swirl, then | suspect the entities who set up the machinery to move the Sun, who established
hundreds of worlds around Alpha Centauri A, will havelittle difficulty in controlling them. | need
something far beyond my ability to control or understand, but something till possessing enough of alink
to humanity to take our sdein thefight.”

He hopes, thought Akandi. Everything resting on his hope.
“Then you redly don’t expect Drom, Kristensen, and the Swirl to bring her back here?’ he asked.

Sutherland shook his head, frowning. “If they can bring her back, then she won't be worth bringing
back.”

Akandi wondered what Sutherland would do to his daughter if she failed histest, and was certain that the
generd did not have aplan for that contingency.

Sutherland walked over toward Bill, still collgpsed on thefloor, light playing across him, with the dollop
of liquefied celling swaying over him. He pushed his Virts snugly againgt hisface and looked down at
Gates. He laughed. “Poor old Bill,” he said.

Akandi had no ideawhat was so funny and apparently neither did lyoon asit hovered motionlesdy next
to Sutherland.

“Examination over,” said Sutherland, asthe lightsflitting across Gates vanished and the celling
resolidified. “ Timeto wake up.”

Gates shook his head and dowly pushed himsdlf up into astting position.

Sutherland bent down, getting eye level with Gates. “Well, Bill,” he sad, “there is some good news and
some bad news.”

Gates dowly shook hishead and, reaching up, brushed aside the locks of hair that had falen into his
eyes.

“The good newsisthat you aretotdly rid of Simon Ryan. The break was clean, and you are now atrue
individual.” He paused, and straightened up. “The problem seemsto be with the template that Sarah used
to house the new you. Y ou’ ve inherited the body that Mears no longer found himsdlf in need of. Sarah

did agood job of removing him from the organic and inorganic hardware in your skull, but it ssemsthat
Mearswas compromised: his neura wiring tampered with.”

“What?' sad Bill.

“Those people you were with, the Olmas family. Sarah did not just happen to bring you there. A



connection already existed. It appears that those farmers had been eyeball deep into the Co-Op’sVoid
for years, manipulating systems and even running key personnd.” He amiled. “It seemsthat they’ d
hacked our recently departed Dr. Mears.”

Bill brushed &t hisleft knee.

“They’ d played him in asimple but highly effective Pavlovian feedback routine. It ssemsthat Mearshad a
fear of spidersand Xavier Olmos and his farming clan were manipulating that fear into blackmailing
Mesarsto ensure that their daughter be exempted from Volunteering at the Co-Op.”

“Spiders” said Bill.

“Afraid 0,” said Sutherland. “ A whole pack of them, lurking just below your consciousleve. It seems
that your brain has dipped into afeedback minimum where more and more of your interna wiring will be
consumed with the almost-there images of spiders.”

“No!” shouted Bill, smashing his palms againgt the floor and turning his hands over, inspecting them, asif
looking for something.

“We can't stay here,” said Xavier, looking past Christinatoward Phobos. “We ve apparently
become afocd point of whatever isunfolding,” he said, pointing over a Sarah. “There sher and
whatever she might be, dinosaurs, some sort of physica manifestation of the Swirl, and asecond moon
on the way that is somehow connected to Krew.”

Chrigtinanodded.

Dinosaurs, thought Xavier, apparently from Phobos. He couldn’t even make a guess asto how they
cameinto existence, let alone how they’ d gotten to Phobos. He could till seethe barrels of their
weapons pressed up to the crystalline cocoon that had covered him, fedl the discharge of the weapons
and the dam of something eectric againg his chest. And the next moment, not dead, but standing and il
breething, watching Sarah riseinto the air, colliding with the Swirl.

They dl looked a him—Christina, Simon, Padmini, even Che and Krew. Only Sarah stood apart,
perched on her crystal pedestal, the collage of color and shape twirling above her head, larger than it had
been before her encounter with the Swirl. But something €lse had aso changed.

It was difficult to focus on Sarah.

Xavier could fed hisgaze dip from her as she seemed to didein and out of exisence, dwaystherein the
sense that she had aphysica presence, casting a shadow, then momentarily diding somewhere dse. His
peripherd sensestold him that at times she smply wasn't. It wasjust afedling, avery unnatural feding.

He knew whatever was going on with Sarah had to be important, but he couldn’t do anything about it at
the moment. The attack had ended less than 15 minutes earlier. He'd had them gather up supplies, mostly
food and weapons, including severa of the energy staffs that the dinosaurs had been using, getting ready
to run. “Y ou can see the pattern, can’'t you?’ he asked Simon.

Simon gave adight nod and looked over at the arcraft that had been left behind. “ That much isclear.”

“Clear,” said Xavier bitterly, not knowing if the craft was operationd, or if they could even figure out how
to operateit. But it wasthe only possible way out, something they would either make work or die here
trying. “ And you ve known thisfor how long?’ he asked.



Simon shrugged his shoulders. * From the moment Sarah obliterated the Swirl, and we found oursalves
dill bregthing.”

Xavier thought as much. Simon could see things before him, put the pieces together before the rest of
them could even recognize something as a puzzle piece. And yet Smon deferred to him, letting him take
thelead. He could fed it, asthey al looked over at him, that he had become the leader.

Somehow chosen by Sarah.

Sarah had come to him, escaped the Ag Co-Op to get to him. No one had said anything—he suspected
that they might not even be conscioudy aware of it—but he was certain that at some level they knew
Sarah had chosen him to lead, and none of them seemed to want to question that.

“Stll invisbleto dl eyes?’ asked Xavier, looking at Chrigtinaand the filaments pressed into her right eye,
then lacing over her shoulder and snaking into the pack on her back—the only functioning interface they
had to the newly emerging Void.

“Totdly,” said Chrigtina. “ Absolutely no trace, with thislocation looking like dl the othersin thisarea,
burned and strewn with volcanic shards and ash.”

Xavier nodded. Sarah was obvioudy deep into the Void, ableto manipulate dl incoming survelllance,
making it invisbleto prying eyes. But she' d been able to do that from the start. Xavier couldn’t be sure,
but suspected that she had lifted the cloak that had kept them hidden just long enough for the dinosaurs
and the Swirl to find them when they’ d been attacked.

Sarah had invited them.

And that could only be because she wanted to fight the Swirl. There might have been other reasons, but
Xavier couldn’t see them. Testing herself? he wondered.

“We need to load up,” said Padmini, walking to the craft, carrying two of the dinosaur energy staffs,
athough she hadn't yet figured out how to fire them. “ Get asfar away from here as possbleand digin

d@.”

Xavier nodded. “Into the craft,” he said, not arguing with what she' d said, but knowing that they would
not be looking for aplaceto hide.

Sarah could have kept them hidden if that was what she wanted.
No.
There was a puzzle to be solved, and they could not do that by hiding in ahole.

As he started to walk toward the craft, Sarah stepped down from her pedestal: her movementsjerky,
amost discontinuous. For just amoment her right foot seemed to touch down on the ash, the next
moment again on the pedesta. And then, just as his brain was acknowledging that discontinuous move,
her foot was again touching the ash, then sinking into it ankle deep.

Temporal glitch, thought Xavier, suspecting that for the barest fraction of amoment Sarah had dipped,
moved in time, then resynched with the norma flow of things.

An impossible thing, hethought.
But hardly unreasonable as compared to what €l se had been taking place.



Chapter 29

Xavier peered into the belly of the craft, keeping his handstightly wrapped around the protruding
gripsthat had flowed up through the craft’ s skin, the oily metal rungs at first too small to grab on to
solidly, apparently having been designed for smaler dinosaur hands, with stubby fingers. But ashe
grabbed on, wrapping hisfingers around the rung, it both lengthened and thickened, suddenly fitting
perfectly into the pam of hishand.

“Vacant,” he said, without looking over his shoulder. The craft’ sinterior was an open space defined by
smooth, featurdess walls that glowed with asoft yellow-red light. He pushed his head farther in, stlepping
up, placing asingle boot on the yielding floor materid. Thelight suddenly shifted in spectrum, more
ydlow, and the floor shimmered, undulating, the surface transformed into a corrugated texture, one that
seemed to latch on to the sole of hisboot. Simon and Padmini followed closaly behind.

“The structure seems dive and responsive,” he said.

They both nodded, asif thiswas a reasonable thing, and Padmini gave him adight shove. “Kali sensesan
active mechanica template, with alarge portion of its bandwidth used for externd sensng—reading you,
it appears.” Reaching out, she grabbed on to one of the rungs lining the open entranceway. It shifted,
re-forming itself. Xavier could seethat it had become similar in shape to the one he held, but smdler, to
accommodate Padmini’ s smaller hand. “ The entire craft is actively reconfigurable to morph to whoever,
or whatever, isusing it,” shesaid.

Xavier nodded, looked past them, smiling dightly at Chrigtina. She smiled back. He stepped farther into
the craft, turning right, moving in the direction he assumed the cockpit would be. He focused on the
featurel ess bulkhead, trying not to be distracted by the movement of the adjacent walls: seats flowing out
of amorphous bulkheads. The wal before him shimmered, the surface suddenly boiling and twisting, then
pulling back.

Xavier' shand jerked toward his bdlt, as he redlized only at that moment that he had walked into the craft
without awegpon drawn, not expecting anyoneto bein it. He didn’t have time to touch the pistol grip,
before Padmini shoved him from behind, and kicked him in the back of the knees, dropping him to the
floor.

Pistolsin both hands, she pointed them at the heads of the two dinosaurs seated before them. Xavier
stayed down, though he knew amost ingtantly that the two dinosaurs were no threat. They were
wrapped in cocoonlike seats, only arms, hands, and heads exposed, covered by athin sheen of cracked

crysd.

“Sarah seemsto be severa steps ahead of us,” said Simon, reaching in past Padmini’ s pistols and gently
touching the back of the nearest dinosaur’ s head. It pitched forward, the crystal covering it shattering into
small pieces. “We now know why this craft never took off.”

Xavier pushed himself up. “ Get ready.”

Chriginawasthefirs in her seat. It waslittle more than aglowing yelow block extending from thewall
before she sat, but then it flowed up her sides as she made contact with it, aband of nearly tranducent
bulkhead materia wrapping around her waist, two bands running up over her shoulders and meshing with
aback support. She fought it for amoment but managed to keep her composure. “Comfortable,” she
said, looking at the others.

Sarah walked dowly to the back of the craft, the collage above her head spread wide, compressed,
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flowing acrossthelow celling. Shedidn't at; crystdline stalks erupted from her legs and spine, burrowing
into thefloor.

Cheand Krew didn’t gt either, but stood asif waiting.
Xavier looked at Che, then at anearby sedt, telling him what to do with alook.

Che and Krew each gave apartial smile and started to walk forward. “ Form impliesfunction,” they said,
and held up their hands, fingersfluttering. Krew’ sthin, tapered fingers appeared amost boneless, so
flexible and fluid. He loped dightly ahead of Che, hisarms held out for balance. Smon and Padmini
stepped back, pressing against walls that suddenly reached out, envel oping them in snaking gossamer
vinesthat snugged them to the bulkheads.

Krew did not react to any of this but stopped at the entrance to the small room, what Xavier thought
must be the craft’ s control room, and peered in, hisnormaly large black eyes opening even wider. Che
stepped up next to him, and they both reached in, running their hands across the back supports holding
the dead dinosaurs.

The control room shuddered, the walls throbbing, and the restraints holding the dinosaursin place spread
out, enveloping them, pulling them down toward the floor, firgt tails vanishing, followed by bodies, then
nothing remaining but toothy snouts that quickly dipped beneeth the compartment floor. Che and Krew
stepped forward, and as they lowered themselves toward the floor, they were met hafway by a
protruding bulge that conformed to them, wrapping them in partid cocoons, then did them forward
toward an angled dab that flowed out of the forward bulkhead.

The wallsvanished, and it appeared to Xavier that Che and Krew sat suspended in midair, the ash- and
lava-sprayed ground severd meters beneath them. The two bodies of the dinosaurs spewed from the
cockpit werethere dso. The only visible remnant of the cockpit was the featureless dab hanging over

therr lgps.

Xavier reached in, running his hands where the cockpit wall had been, feding the same dightly giving
materia, realizing nothing had changed, except that it was now transparent. He looked back into the rear
of the craft. “ Can they see us?’ he cdled out.

Chrigtinahad several small boxes resting in her lap, out of which ran fibersto her eyes, as her hands
flitted in and out of the shifting imagesrolling infront of her. “Totdly invisble” shecaled out.

Xavier gave aquick look at Padmini and Simon, who both nodded back at him. He lowered himself into
the emerging seet, placing hisarms on the rests, tilting his head back againgt arestraint.

A thought filled hisheed.
Too damn easy.

A craft that could not be seen, just waiting for them, accommodating their every need, asif willingly
aiding them in their escape. And then Che and Krew, taking seatsin the cockpit, their movements so
certain, dmogt asif they had been waiting for this moment.

Krew piloting this craft.

Xavier knew that it could only be the neura web that Padmini had brought that had given Krew this
ability. Someone had known that Krew must be put into play, had killed Leo Barnwell, and forced
Padmini into delivering the neural web. The connections were incredibly deep, too deep for Xavier to
track them.



“We reready,” said Simon from behind.

Xavier knew they were ready, having absolutely no doubt that Che and Krew could pilot thisaien
craft—the craft that had only minutes before landed with atroop of dinosaurs from Phobos. All were
waiting for him to give the order. He knew they could not stay here, but a part of him did not want to go,
to leave the farm that was no longer, certain thet if they took off, he’ d never touch foot on the Earth

again.

Possibly a premonition. He gave one glance over his shoulder to the back of the craft and at Sarah,
looking for something familiar in the collage of colors and shapesthat rolled and spun between her and
the craft’ scalling.

Nothing.

He sighed and turned back, looking out at the ash-covered ground and the two dead dinosaurs. “Now,”
hesad.

Che and Krew’ sfingers played across the control dab.

The ground silently fell away as he sank down into his seet.

Kristensen sat behind Drom and the pilot, in his cocoon seat. His head throbbed with each best of his
heart, askull-cracking pounding that synched with the oscillating blurring of hisvison. Hisright hand and
foot had gone numb. He d taken a severe hit on the head during their last encounter with Sarah
Sutherland and suspected he' d sustained some sort of braininjury.

He might be dying.
But he doubted the brain injury would be responsible for his desth.

He sighed, suddenly so tired, as he stared at the back of Drom’s head. Next to Drom sat the pilot,
stumpy fingers gliding across the control pand, while the Swirl hovered in front of both of them, pressed
up against the craft’ s trangparent nose.

The Swirl.

So many promises made, and so many promises almost kept. The Swirl engineered his escape from
Sutherland and the secret warren beneath the high deserts of Nevada when the Sun had first fired its Jet,
50 he could go to hisfamily. But there hadn’t been enough time. The Rings and the resulting earthquakes
had seen to that. He had no family Ieft. This seemed to be the way the Swirl operated: It helped in ways
that ultimatdly didn’t matter.

And the latest promise, what he suspected would be the last: that the Swirl would see him through the
fina daysof Earth, keep him safe when both the Earth and Sun broke away from the Solar system as
long as he once again digned himsdf with Sutherland. Again apromise kept—~but just barely.

Suddenly the right side of his mouth sagged, and the streaking clouds blurred to featureless puffs of gray,
quickly darkening to black smudges. With an effort, he turned his head, putting the Swirl in the center of
hisleft eye sfidd of vison.

The shard dowly turned, rainbows glinting from its facets.



So confident, hethought.
It could not seeitsown limitations, what it lacked now so obvious compared to Sarah.
“All engaged and ready upon my command?” asked Drom.

“Yes” sad the pilot. “ Twenty-four transport and 32 fighters maintaining outbound trgjectories or
standard search grids, all ready to break on your command to the desired coordinates.” The pilot jerked
its snout to the | eft, one eyeball glancing past Kristensen and toward the back of the craft, where more
than 100 soldiers stood, wedged in tight, body armor to body armor, tails wrapped around adjacent legs
to keep them all steady. Turning his head, he looked back through the craft’ stransparent nose. “ Thereis
dill no direct contact.”

Drom opened his mouth wide and barked. “ And there won't be. She has penetrated systems, controlling
input and output, modifying surveillance so that their presence remains undetected. We will observethem
with our eyes.” Reaching over, he poked the pilot in hisright eye, the nictitating membrane squeezing
tightly shut, but the dinosaur not flinching, hands playing smoothly acrossthe control pand. “They are il
either on the ground or, if they have managed to take the craft, will not have moved far.”

Far too confident, thought Kristensen.

None of them understood, unable to see what now seemed so obvious to him. The Swirl was powerful,
with its ghostly presencein so many heads. But it was till limited by its birth, an entity of pure thought, of
eectronsand chemical potentids, living in the shadows of the mental landscape of its hosts. Only now
had it assumed aphysica presence and begun to operate in the world of dirt and blood, a physical redlity
defined by such things as gravity, heet, cold, dust, rocks, and fragile bodiesthat so easily spilled blood
and spewed torn muscle and splintered bone.

A hostile place—conquered by intellect and tools.
And that wasthe critica difference.

Sarah knew tools, knew what it wasto live in the dirt and blood, to fling hersalf off the Southern Cross,
to fed rea pain, and evento die. Thedesirewasin her a the most basic level to reach out, grab onto
the world, and changeit to suit her needs. That drive might have even been genetic, awide smattering of
genes demanding that behavior.

But the Swirl didn’t understand that, never had the hands to wrap around awrench, to tighten abolt, to
fed thegrind of metd against meta, a muscle straining, the swest dripping down aforehead.

Sarah knew.

She' d accessed Zero Point, manipulating space-time right down to the level where it foamed and boiled,
where gravity was just one more parameter, avariable to be traded off against the other forces, athing to
wrap hands around and twist and tug at, feding the grind and resistance, the power playing through her
hands.

The Swirl was not equipped to understand, to feel the pleasure and satisfaction of dreaming, building,
then usng atool. They’ d lived with the dl-powerful Swirl for too long, unable to seejust how limited it
was, a power without form, no red structure of itsown.

Kristensen now suspected why the Swirl had never really moved beyond the minds of those it occupied,
why it had never reached out and gotten its hands dirty in building aworld of itsown. Literdly and
metaphoricaly, it had no hands.



“Break formation now!” ordered Drom. “Maximum firepower.”

“All craft break to rendezvous,” the pilot said in dmost awhisper as his hands played across the control
panel in responseto flickering amber icons. “Maximum firepower,” he added.

Drom twisted, looking back at Kristensen. “Now she will seejust what we are capable of.”

Kristensen nodded, knowing that he had at best only afew minutes before he died. He dumped back in
his seat and thought about hisfamily. “Andwe |l seejust what she is capable of.”

Christina dlipped deep, to where nothing moved, her mental dew rate maxed, the sweep of glistening
motes in front of her frozen, each a craft spiraing around Phobos, the pattern logica, predictable, a
mixture of reconnai ssance flying mathematically optimized trgectories, and the higher flying arcs punching
through the sky, briefly suborbital, screaming away to the far points of the planet.

All asit should be.

She hoped they could seamlessy meld into the pattern, scattering far away, possibly to the other sde of
the planet, before another force made its way to what had been their farm.

Movement.

She shifted her perspective, not by moving head or eyeballs, nothing that dow and mechanicd, but smply
by focusing her attention on a selected twittering of eectrical sgnd traveling down the optic nerve,
generated from an isolated patch of rods and cones.

Sarah.

Christina clocked nearly 100 times faster than what was needed for standard perception, even the fastest
human movement reduced to acrawl so dow asto be almost imperceptible.

But Sarah moved—violently, in savage spasms and jerks, the movements so fast that Christina could not
see them, smply registering that a hand that had been touching aforehead now hung by her side, then
touched a shoulder, and suddenly was touching her forehead again.

No actua movement, just achangein location—a discontinuous jump.

Christinaaccessed her menta cache of mathematical agorithms, running the smulations of muscle
attached to bones, forces, and tensile strengths.

Impossible.

To move that fast, muscle would be ripped away from bone, tendons snapped, cartilage shattered, cell
membranes ruptured, vessals sheared. Such movements should have turned Sarah into adowly
expanding mist of vaporized organic debris.

Sarah turned, eyes focused on Chritina.

Chriginagave amentd blink. Sarah was not moving, but changing position, many of those positions
identical to ones she had been in moments before. And that was the key—moments before.

Sarah was not moving in space.



Sarah was moving in time, tripping back and forth, flitting about—afraction of a second in the past or
future. She had accessed Zero Point, and as an artifact could spin out gravitational fields. She' d accessed
gpace-time a the quantum level, somehow able to control anearly infinite number of wave functions and
probabilities, forcing them to act together, to amplify upward to higher and higher ranges, taking forces
that should have been ableto exert themsalves only in regionsfar below the range of atomic dimensions
and making them big enough to shred dinosaurs and levitate herself off the ground.

Quantum mechani cs brought into the macroscopic world.

And time was just one more quantized variable in the regions where Sarah accessed the Zero Point, not
the perceivable, smoothly flowing stream that meandered through the world, but one dominated by
eddies and whirlpools, each moment existing as a probability, the moments jumping back and forth,
actudly directionless at such smal dimensions.

Sarah had brought that, too, up to the macroscopic world. She was no longer anchored to the now like
everything dseintheworld, but flitted around it.

Apparently not contralling it.
At least not yet.

Pattern shift. Christina detected it, that part of her mind keeping watch on the aircraft display. The pattern
had been broken.

Chrigtina blinked, eyelids closing and opening, mind and brain resynching.

The display hung in front of her, the change amost imperceptible, but till change, dozens of pinpricks,
each within an dlowed window to maintain the overal pattern, and individua deviations sufficiently
minimd to be considered random noise. But collectively anew pattern emerged.

And the focus of the pattern was suddenly obvious.
“Papito!” she screamed.
Xavier garted to turn, amost had his neck twisted around enough to see Christina.

“They arecoming & udl” The deviation was obvious enough now o that even individua craft could be
seen dropping out of their old patterns. “At least 40.”

“Put usdown!” shouted Xavier.

Chrigtinafocused on severa things a once: the craft pitching, rolling clockwise, banking at nearly 60
degrees, and the movement of Sarah, walking toward her, Sarah’ shair arcing in a blue plasma discharge,
the ever-present collage of colors and shape spiraling down, funneling away to a pinpoint of dmost
nothingness, then vanishing with aloud pop.

Sarah changing, or preparing for something new.

The craft continued to pitch—bulkhead and floor changing position, Christinalooking down at thewall,
still snugged in her harness, her head pushed back againgt the restraint by gee forces induced by the rapid
roll.

A glance through the opening to the cockpit, just in time to see aflash, an exploson of white light, and
only then fed the explosion, the savage jerk to the right, the blowback of debris, the scream of rupturing



material and the howl of supersonic wind racing in through the many-meter-sized chunk of
once-agai n-opague cockpit wall.

Chewas gone.

Where he had sat was a gaping hole, and beyond it a spinning soot-stained sky. Shefelt her eyebdls
bulge outward asthe craft flipped over its shattered nose, the tail section rising high, then the sound of
metdl tearing away in ascreech that momentarily rose above the howl of the wind.

All going to die, thought Chrigtina

Her lap and shoulder restraints evaporated to nothing as the bulkhead behind her cracked, fingers of
wind wrapping around her, pulling her head and shoulders back, while her legs remained locked firmly
around the base of the seat. Looking up through tearing eyes, ice-wind cutting into her, she hung outside
the hull of the craft, leaning over backward, faling.

Hands grabbing.

She forced her head up, againgt the wind; her vision distorted by gee forces and the hurricane blast.
Sarah had ahold on her right arm, both hands wrapped around her wrigt, athin sheen of crystal emerging
from her fingertips, entwining the entire length of her arm. And Padmini gripped her |eft hand, having
anchored hersdlf against the sides of the ruptured bulkhead, her face a contorted grimace as she pulled.

“Get ingde!” screamed Padmini, her voice barely awhisper above the howl of thewind.

Chriginawould have laughed if she had not been so terrified. She was more than willing to comply, but
felt hersalf creeping ever outward, gee forces and wind stronger than Padmini and Sarah, stronger than
the jointsin her shoulders, tendons stretching to the breaking point.

The craft lurched, shuddered, and Chrigtinawatched its rear ten meters shear away, the entire tail section
tumbling into gray clouds. All of us going down, she thought. Gee forces whipped her head around,
angling it so shefaced Sarah, just as something erupted from her eyes, aburning ember from her right
eye, and afrozen shard spewing a condensation tail from her left—certain it was another aspect of the
walls of fire and ice she’ d generated when the dinosaurs had tried to capture her.

Chrigtinaclosed her eyes, but still saw the two specs, one burning, one frozen, coming at her face,
accelerating, damming into her eyes, the impact jerking her head back, tearing through her eyebdls, a
torrent of pain cascading down her optic nerves, exploding inside her head.

She opened her eyesjust as Sarah released her, her fingers uncurling, the thin sheen of crystal connecting
them shattering, then ripped away in the wind. She fell backward, sucked into the turbulent dipstream,
with Padmini gtill holding on to her other arm, both faling out of the craft, the two of them tumbling away
into the ashy clouds, spinning, with aforward speed of better than 600 kilometers per hour, but quickly
angling down, picking up vertical speed, the Earth below racing up at them.

Chrigtinareached out with her free hand, wrapping it around Padmini’ swaigt, pulling her tightly against
her, chest to back. And then she reached out again, but this time without moving, feeling the amorphous
seat Still strapped to her legs, the chunk of materia now inert and lifeless, severed from the craft’ s neura
sysem.

The bindingslashing it to her legs began to give way.

Shereached far out, the splinters of fire and ice that Sarah had somehow inserted in her head showing
her how, feding signa s running through her nervous system, amplitude pegged, a broad-spectrum



shotgun of noise screeching at the thinning tendrils clinging to her legs, the skin of her legs receptive,
draining for any response.

Her left leg broke free of the amorphous blob, then afaint sgnd twittered through the right leg, and that
was al that was needed. Christinalocked, integrated the sgnd, gave commands, and athin sheen of
crysta erupted from her right leg, enveloping the amorphous blob, pulling it againgt her, causing it to spew
up and over both her legs and Padmini’ s, flowing, thinning, a shield against the wind, tendrils sheared and
rearranged, covaent bonds between carbon atoms lining up, strengthening, building agossamer coating
of spun diamond. A shegth of foaming diamond unfurled above her head, billowing in the howling wind,
then bit into the dipstream.

Chapter 30

“No!” screamed Xavier.

He stood, the tendrils holding him into his seet retracting. The wind, exploding through the hole in the
cockpit where Che had been sitting, picked him up and hurled him backward, damming him into a soft
wall of spun fiber, dmost enveloped, his head angled in the direction of the cockpit, looking at Krew,
who had swiveled his seat and was |ooking back into the craft.

Krew’sthin lips moved, but hisvoice was swalowed in the howl of thewind. He smiled and, lifting his
right hand, put thumb to index finger to form acircle, giving Xavier the okay sgn.

“No!” screamed Xavier again. He shifted in the amorphous fiber, turning in the direction where Christina
had been sitting, looking through the ragged hole, seeing nothing but ash-colored sky. “ Chrigtinal”

Out of hisregraints, Simon stumbled forward and lost hisfooting. Pulled toward the opening, he grabbed
on at the last moment before being swept out. He peered through the hole, then dowly turned his head
againg theforce of thewind, looking back at Xavier and shaking his head.

“No,” cried Xavier, the tears flowing down hisface, the wind stripping them from his cheeks. Suddenly
he could not breathe, the world dimming at the edges of hisvision. He closed his eyes, knowing that
impact would bein afew seconds.

Merciful impact.

“Chrigtina,” he whigpered, his hands reaching out in the direction of the hole. Then with aviolent shudder,
the craft flipped, jerking him around and twisting him until he faced the back of the plane. Hewasless
than a meter away from Sarah. He could have reached out and touched her had he wanted to.

Instead he tried to close his eyes but found that he couldn’t, the mesh that had gathered him up having
snaked across hisface, keeping his eydlids pried back. Sarah walked forward, somehow able to keep
her balance in the spinning plane, her suddenly longer hair hanging loosaly down to her shoulders,
untouched by the howling wind, her surgica gown gently draped across her shoulders. She took another
half step and leaned forward, positioning herself at eye leve with Xavier.

It was only then he redized that the collage of motes above her head had vanished. * Shefdt nothing,”
Sarah said in awhisper that Xavier somehow heard easily above the scream of the air. “ The trangtion
between thisworld and the next quick and painless.”

Again Xavier tried to close hiseyes, but hislidsremained pried back. Tearswelled in hiseyes.
Sarah turned, holding up both hands, asputtering ball of plasma appearing in the right, and awispy ball
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spitting tendrils of vapor in her left. Liquid crystal erupted out of the corrugated-plate floor around

Sarah’ sfeet, gushing up, spewing to the back of the craft, waves lapping around the opening where the
tall section had ripped away, sedling the massive hole. At the same time the howl of the wind ceased, and
the spinning in Xavier' s ear and the throbbing of his head stopped, asthe craft righted itsdlf.

Hefdl forward, hitting the soft crystal floor, rolling, sitting up, facing the cockpit. It had been resedled
with the same materid that had filled the rear rupture. He fdt his somach drop and sagged to the floor as
the craft suddenly accel erated upward.

“ Forty-two incoming and tracking!” shouted Krew, the lisp and aien tones gone from his voice, the
timbre in the voice familiar to Xavier, childhood memories of an older brother, confident and protective,
full of promise and strength, having morphed with the lemur’'s.

“Che?’ cdled Xavier.
Then the craft vanished.

“Ahhhhh!” screamed Xavier, looking down, nothing between him and the gray clouds. He dropped,
pushing hisface against something unseen, giving, and warm, filled with agentle pulse. He pushed himsdlf
up, theflat of hispamsfirm against afloor that was now asinvisible asthe cockpit walls had been, the
entire plane trangparent, only the occupants visible, hurtling up through the clouds at near-supersonic
Speeds. He looked down to see other craft closing in, moving up at them from al directions.

He sensed movement from behind and spun around.

Sarah had both armsraised high, awall of sputtering plasmacto her right, and awall of frigid air, spewing
mig, to her left. Hefdt atug, gentle a firgt, then stiff and unyielding, asif an invisble hand had grabbed
him around the waist and was pulling him toward her, his head feding even more of the force, hisvison
digtorting as his eyeballs bulged outward.

The entire craft groaned, shimmying, then gave amassive lurch and shudder as Sarah raised her arms, the
pams of her hands just touching. The walls of plasmaand ice exploded far past the confines of the
transparent craft, jutting outward, moving in jagged planes, the air itsdf twisting, clouds erupting in
faceted sheets of reflected light, the world al around them crystdlizing in cracked shards of fireand ice.

The shards ran for kilometers.

The nearing craft struck the faceted sheets of plasmaand ice, exploding, splintering, bals of greasy fire
erupting from the impact points, suddenly al around them a maelstrom of fire and smoke as more than 40
craft hit theimpossible walls that had sprung from either sde of Sarah.

Then shelowered her hands.

The sheets of plasmaand ice began to fdl, crashing upon themselves, mixed with the flaming debris of the
destroyed arcraft, everything quickly swallowed in the clouds below.

“WEe re not going down.”

Xavier turned. Simon was standing, looking down between hisfeet at the receding clouds, then out &t the
pale blue horizon just garting to curve in the distance. Then the craft was back, soft whitewalls
surrounding them, the trangition so abrupt that Xavier lost his balance, despite the fact that he was seated
on the floor, and toppled over backward.

“Trgectory on coursefor orbita insertion,” said Krew from the cockpit, again speaking in Che' svoice.



Simon was gl standing, hands grabbing on to handholds that met his fingers as he touched the sde of the
craft. “Thisisan arcraft,” he said, tugging on the handholds asif to emphasize the point. “ The engines
need air to breathe. We can’t go into orbit.”

Krew turned in his seat. “ The jets have been inoperative from the moment of thefirst attack,” he said.
“WEe re no longer being powered by air-breathing jet engines.” He pointed forward, toward ahorizon
that was purple-black and curved.

Xavier looked. Far in front of them hung a sheet of plasma, cut at off-kilter angles, and twisting asif being
wrung out like awet towd, its actua Szeimpossbleto tdl, anything from metersto kilometersin size,
since he couldn’t tell its distance. He was certain that another twisted sheet hung somewhere behind the
craft, afrozen one dripping misty tendrils. The craft sat nestled between the two things, & the
gravitationa sweet spot, being lifted into orbit.

“It'sSarah,” said Xavier. He pushed himsdlf up and stood, staggering over to where Chrigtina had been
gtting. He dropped into the sest, the tendril restraints wrapping around him. As his head pitched forward
he began to sob.

Their craft did not so much land as crash, hitting so hard that the hull cracked at midfuselage, spilling
out thetightly packed dinosaurs. Kristensen observed thiswithout much interest, still strapped in his sest,
oriented in such away that he was forced to look at the squirming pile of dinosaurs.

He could not fed hislegs.

His head fdt asif it werefull of broken glass, clattering back and forth, tearing and shredding at hisbrain.
The pile of dinosaursturned red, and he knew that the vesselsin the back of his eyes had begun to
hemorrhage.

“What isit?’ asked Drom.

Kristensen didn’t know or care. Hisright eydid closed. Suddenly something pushed at his nose and chin,
pressing his head up and back against the headrest. He was |ooking out of the ruptured craft, at clouds
that were no longer clouds but crystalized structures ablaze in rainbow light, some coated in a patina of
plasmadischarge and others frosty, Soinning tendrils of rainbows carried away in the high winds. And
these no-longer-quite-clouds were faling from the sky.

“That,” said Drom, pushing his head back farther. “What isit, and how did it bring down my planes?’
Again Krigtensen felt his head being bounced againgt the head restraint. “ Ask the Swirl what has
happened to us.”

Kristensen couldn’t ask, unable to form the words, but knowing that even if he could, it would be
useless. The Swirl had fled, vacated hisbrain, like arat fleeing a sinking ship. He could not move, and
realized that he' d stopped breathing. Between the clouds that were no longer clouds, and the blurred
outline of Drom' sfingers il pressed againgt hisface, he watched the Swirl float into hisline of Sight, its
crystal facets as bright and shiny as ever, despite what had just happened, despite the clouds that were
no longer clouds.

Thesky fell.
Kristensen wondered what it would fed like when the sky fell on you.

It was hislast thought—he was dead before the falling sky reached him.



Sutherland, Akandi, and Bill watched as the destruction lessened. The last shardsfell from the sky,
littering the ground for kilometersin dl directions, shattering when they struck, recoiling in fountains of
crysta motes.

Akandi looked away from theimage of the ground, first at the burning embers of what had been Drom’s
attack fleet, then up, to the one lone craft il flying, the speck arcing high, cutting far above where he
knew it should beflying.

“Shedidit,” said Sutherland, as he pulled the Virtsfrom hisface. “Ther craft isnow on track for orbital
insertion.”
“It'san aircraft,” sad Bill, sitting on the floor and swatting hisright shoulder. “What is powering it?’

“No oneisquitesure,” Sutherland said. “What we are sure of isthat the moment Sarah’s craft was
attacked, shelost both engines. It has no obvious way to power itsdlf intheair or space.”

“lsn’'t it obvious?’

Both turned to Akandi.

“You'rean excelent actor,” Akandi said to Sutherland. “But playing stupid just doesn’'t work for you.”
Sutherland smiled. “What could you possibly mean?’ he asked.

“It' syour Zero Point,” said Akandi. He had never believed in the Zero Point concept, but could not
ignore what they’ d seen when Drom had first found Sarah, and certainly could not ignore what she'd just
done, creating sheets of tremendous energy that had vaporized most of Drom’ s attack craft. But there
was even moreto it than that. She was not just pulling energy out of subvacuum leves. The quantum
magic she' d worked was much more. “By tapping into Zero Point, she' s been able to tap into quantum
gravity and trade off the tremendous energy she can accessinto the formation and manipulation of
gravitationd fidds.”

“Do you redly think that’ s possible?’ asked Sutherland, sounding dmost whimsical.

Akandi frowned. “None of usin thisroom are stupid,” he said angrily. * She has full accessto the most
fundamenta regions of space-time, right down to where the fabric of redlity isafroth and al forces and
particles are in a constant state of change and exchange.” He paused, again looking over at the projected
scene, so many sguare kilometers covered in what amost looked like snow. He knew it was some sort
of geometrica resdue, an artifact of the tremendous sheets of energy she’ d pulled out of the quantum
void. “ She'smoved so far past us, so far past the Swirl.”

Sutherland dowly nodded.
“Whichisjust what both of you had hoped for, what al this has been about.”

Bill shrugged and walked forward, betting at his shirt. “ Infinitely morethan us,” he said. “But theré sno
way of knowing if it will be enough, if she'll be able to handle what we find when we wake on the other
Sde”

“Wake?" asked Akandi, not liking at al the way Bill had said that.
“WEe re on our way to Alpha Centauri A and the Incubator,” said Sutherland. The landscape being



displayed flitted and rolled, replaced with the Sun, the massive Jet jutting out from it, with the Earth
nestled within the cone of plasma, tendrils from the cone feeding Petals. And something more. Earth had
two moons hanging initswake, just as the Earth hung in the Sun’ swake; one was much larger than the
other, but both were small compared to the moon that the Earth should have had. Both of these new
moons were aso connected to the cone through wispy tendrils.

“Phobos and Amathea,” said Akandi.

“Wewant everyone coming with us,” said Sutherland. He walked up to Akandi, crowding him. “It'sa
military campaign, and we ve included as many wegpons and as many contingency plans as possible
since we can't be dtogether certain of the capabilities and objectives of the enemy. It may bethat dl they
want istheir little crestures, and we' [l be more than happy to bring those to them. But if they want more,
we Il next offer up the Swirl. And if that doesn’t make them happy, then we Il just haveto fight.”

“And Sarah isyour wegpon?’ asked Akandi.
Sutherland nodded. “My daughter.”

Akandi managed not to shudder; at that moment, everything was so clear, Sutherland’ s motivations and
sdf-image so gpparent. He had sacrificed his daughter in the hope that she would save humanity. That
made Sarah the messiah, devating her father to the status of God.

“Thereisonly oneAllah,” said Akandi.

“Couldn’t agree with you more,” Sutherland said. “But until we meet Him, and He decidesto save
humanity’ s collective ass, I’ m the nearest thing we' ve got to Him.”

“We need to get started,” said Bill.

Sutherland blinked and stepped back. “Yes,” he said. “Thefirst order of businessisto get Phobosin
orbit so we can lock oursalves down for the journey.”

“Seep?’ sad Akandi, looking over at Bill.

“I suppose,” said Sutherland. He pointed at the Sun and the Jet. “It’ s accelerating at a steady one-tenth
gee, and andysisindicates that is about the maximum permissible. Much fagter, and the minor geologica
effects that we' ve been experiencing would be much more extreme, with the boundaries between
tectonic plates experiencing tota rupture, and the resulting magmaand gas flowsflatlining al terrestriad
ecosystemsin amatter of days. The Alphanswould not go to dl thistrouble, millions of years of planning
and manipulation, just to be delivered adead world. So atenth gee is the maximum acceleration.”

Sutherland snapped hisfingers, and the Sun shrunk to a pinprick, while at the far end of the room severa
other pinpricks winked on—three of them. Akandi knew right away that they represented the Alpha
Centauri system, with the nearest pinprick burning inadull red: the dim little red dwarf the nearest star to
Earth, Proxima Centauri. Beyond it, more than one-tenth of alight-year away, wasthe bright yellow
AlphaCentauri A; and hugging closely next to it, the orange-yelow Alpha Centauri B. Between Earth's
Sun and Alpha Centauri A ran apae blue line, above which at meter intervals hung little icons denoting
what Akandi could see showed position, velocity, and eapsed time, long with afourth number that he
couldn’t figure out.

“A 4.3-light-year trip,” said Sutherland, pointing midway between the two stars. “ That tellsthe tale right
there. Under asteady one-tenth-gee acceleration, the Sun will reach the hafway point of thejourney in
6.4 years, and have reached avel ocity of nearly 70 percent the speed of light.”



Akandi felt himsdlf nod, seeing those numbers, despite the fact that he could not imagine any object
moving at an appreciable fraction of the peed of light. “ And what is 2.3 percent?’ he asked, looking at
the last number below the midpoint icon.

“The Jet consigts primarily of hyperrdativistic stresms of protons, whose effective mass has been
increased by afactor of thirty owing to those relaividtic effects, giving alot more punch per ion,” said
Sutherland. “But you still need an appreciable number of those hyperrelativigtic protons shooting out of
the Jet in order to get the Sun moving in the opposite direction.”

Akandi understood. “The Sun will belosing mass.”

Sutherland nodded. “It will take 2.3 percent of its mass blown out by the Jet to get usto the halfway
mark. At that point the Jet will rotate to the other Sde of the Sun, whilewe will till stay behind it, the Sun
shieding usagaing relativigtic impacts of any interstellar debris. The Jet firing on the opposite side of the
Sunwill act as abrake, taking another 6.4 yearsto reduce its vel ocity to zero and depositing usright at
Alpha Centauri A and the Incubator.”

“Thirteen yearsto reach Alpha Centauri,” said Akandi.

“That'sit,” sad Bill. “ Certainly not much timein the scheme of things, and I’ m sure an amazing fdlow like
you could find plenty to keep you from getting bored during the trip, but these ships were never built with
the intent of actualy shipping live cargo.”

“What?’ asked Akandi.

“Likeour friend the Sun,” said Bill. “ Asoriginaly designed, the vast bulk of these shipswere fud, vessdls
of matter and antimatter. The actual cargo transported, those creatures and their required support
biosystems, were reduced to their most compact form.”

“Adeep, in some sort of cryosuspension?” asked Akandi, asimages of chilled bodies and bubbling liquid
nitrogen filled his head.

“Nothing so crude,” said Bill.
“Not to mention the prospects of freezer burn,” said Sutherland, laughing.

“Onboard cargo systems will disassemble you atom by atom, store those atomsin the various vats of
elementa sources, while you, defined by the position and type of al those atoms, will be storedina
memory buffer, then reassembled once we reach Alpha Centauri A.”

“Impossble” said Akandi.

Bill smiled. “Not impossible” hesaid. “It's science.” He turned and looked at Sutherland. “I don't know
about you, but before | go under, I’'m going to request some editing be done during reanimation and do a
deep purge on these damn phobias of Mears's.” He dapped at his right shoulder. “Damn these spiders,”
he said. “How about you?’ he asked.

Sutherland shook his head.
“Quite the opportunity,” he said, turning to Akandi.

“That won't be necessary,” said Sutherland, speaking before Akandi had the chance to refuse, finding the
entire concept of being torn gpart atom by atom already too frightening, certain that what would be put
back together at the other end could not possibly be he, and certainly not if he actually chose to make



modifications. “Wewouldn’t want to see our good friend Akandi changed in the dightest.”

“He' safraid,” sad lyoon, hovering over Sutherland. “ All physiology was nominal until the moment
that it was suggested that you might make modifications in yourself.”

Akandi gritted histeeth, certain that he knew exactly what that meant. He d had his suspicions ever since
Sutherland had spun histale of items found buried on the moon, but now hefelt certain.

Datacube.

Theimagewithin it had shown them al at the table, a point now in the past, but for decadesit had been a
future that Sutherland had steered toward, afuture that he knew he could not escape. Sutherland had
made apoint of telling him that the future now held no such arbitrary boundary conditions, that anything
was possible, the future unwritten. And now Sutherland ingsted that he not make any modificationsto
himsdlf, that he not tamper with hisDNA.

Why? He knew there could only be one reason for that.

Sutherland had something e se from the past, something more than just the datacube, something that
showed Akandi as he was now with unaltered DNA. Akandi looked at Sutherland and nodded at Bill.
“| suppose everyone could stand a bit of improvement.”

“No!” shouted Sutherland. “ There will be no modificationsfor anyone. We need to minimize al risks, and
enhancements and modifications are just that, unnecessary risksl Not asingle gene modified, not asingle
base pair dtered. Therewill be no DNA tampering.”

“Terrified,” sad lyoon.

Akandi didn’'t need lyoon to tell him that. He smiled at Sutherland, knowing at that moment that
Sutherland had found asample of hisundtered DNA dong with that datacube buried in thewall of a
lunar creter.

From 65 million yearsin the past.

What he did not know wasjust how much of his DNA had been found—afew fragments, or an entire
body’ sworth.

Chapter 31

Smon looked through the transparent nose of the craft, up at the dowly gpproaching Amathea, a
golden sphereflaring in reflected sunlight. He saw it, but was not thinking about it, was not wondering
what mysterieslay within it, of the other Clingersit must contain, of an dien craft that only afew days
before had been skipping adong the cloud tops of Jupiter.

Certainly myderies.
But not the mydery.

He glanced back into the craft. Xavier sat in his seet, head lowered, his body occasiondly shuddering.
Tearsno longer fell from his cheeks, but streaks were till visible across the front of his shirt. Simon had
never experienced such aloss, at least that he knew of, reminding him that he probably had some sort of
life before they’ d tried to force the Swirl into his head, before he' d shut down and been warehoused in a
comaward. Hewondered if thiswas how his own parents had felt when he had been logt.


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Cusp-toc.html

It was one more mystery about his past that would never be solved. He looked back at Xavier, knowing
that Chrigtinaand Padmini being g ected from the craft was certainly no mystery—just asmple
consequence of physics, acombination of the craft’ s velocity, air-pressure differential, and immense drag
of abody hanging outside the craft, dl leading to the only possible outcome.

Chrigina.and Padmini fdll.

But there was something more. “A pattern,” whispered Simon, looking past Xavier a Sarah, sanding in
the back of the craft, stiff and till, crystal tendrils from her fingertips running into the adjacent bulkhead.
Despite thefact that they werein orbit, falling around the Earth, they were not weightless. “ She can
manipulate, even generate gravitationa fields,” he said, looking back through the transparent cockpit.
Between them and Amathea, dmost invisiblein the reflected glare of that moon, hung the twisted sheet
of fire. He suspected it was aripple in space-time, an amplification of subquantum redlity brought into the
world of moons and pacecraft.

He turned toward Krew, whose fingers rested on the control pand, limp and unmoving. Simon was
hesitant to read the creature s body language, but he seemed to be radiating indifference and
powerlessness. Criticd ininitidly getting the craft off the ground, he was now smply dong for theride.

“Y our craft and your people,” said Simon to Krew, pointing out &t Amathea. “But you' re not bringing us
to them.” He pointed back into the craft without actually turning. “It's Sarah who wants us here.”

Krew smiled, histhin lips pulling taut againgt hisflat face. “ All her,” he said. And then he pointed a
Amdthea “Not my people,” hesad. “I have no people. I'm no longer Clinger or human, but amelding.
Krew isgone, and so is Che. I'm what remains, so much less than the sum of the parts.”

Simon nodded, but was not quite willing to believe what Krew said.

“She pulled this craft out of Earth’ s gravitationd well,” said Simon, who then paused and thought very
carefully about what he would say next. “But she couldn’t kegp ahold on Christinaand pull her back
ingde”

“Obvioudy not,” said Krew, looking down through the cockpit’ s transparent floor and at the bands of
dark clouds below. “Christinaand Padmini fell.”

No, thought Simon. If Sarah had redlly wanted her back inside the craft, then she would have pulled her
in. Pattern suddenly coalesced. If Christinaféll, it was because Sarah wanted her to fal. And if that
weretrue, then why had she been holding on to her in the first place? Images and thoughts clicked
together, random bits and pieces suddenly making perfect sense.

“Chrigtina s not dead!” Simon moved back into the craft, toward Xavier, but did not look at him,
focusing ingtead on the interface that Christina had been operating, which now lay in the seat next to
Xavier.

“Shefdl,” said Xavier inawhisper.

Simon shook his head as he reached down for the interface and sat down next to Xavier. Plucking out a
crystdlinetendril, he pushed it into hisright eye, now sharing the interface with Xavier. “ She was pushed

“What?' said Xavier, straightening up, looking about the craft, then focusing on Simon. “1 saw her fal
when Sarah lost her grip.”

“Padmini managed to hold on,” said Simon, now with both hands manipulating the virtua field in front of



them, alandscape of infinite cornfields, pockmarked here and there with shards of volcanic debris, the
fiddsthemsdvestinted in ahaze of crysta motes, the remnants of the sheets of fire and ice that Sarah
hed created. “But Sarah, who has lifted this entire craft right off of Earth, couldn’t manage to hold on?”
he asked.

Xavier dowly turned, looking past Simon toward the rear of the craft. “Y ou think Sarah deliberately let
go of Chrigina?’

Simon did not look at him but stayed focused on the landscape, integrating signals from the other
dinosaur craft, from afew geo eyesthat could seein high enough spectrumsto peer through the smoke
clouds, and tapping into the rising buzz that spilled out of Phobos. He nodded.

“Shelet go of her!” shouted Xavier, taking a step toward Sarah.

“Got her,” said Smon.

“Chrigina?’ said Xavier, turning, stlepping back, pushing up againg the display field.

Two figures stood in what had been afield of corn but was now just aswatch of charred cornstalks.

“Locking,” said Simon, dragging every available photon, every eectronic snip he could dig out of the
nec-Void to generate the compositeimage.

A face of shadow and haze rippled, solidifying.

“Chrigtinal” screamed Xavier, suddenly running through the virtua display and up to the cockpit, reaching
out, grabbing onto Krew’ s shoulders, and shaking him. “Turn us around and take us down. Chrigtinais
dive”

Simon disengaged, pulling on the crystdline filament, feding the spiderweb tendrils dither out of hiseye.
“I don't think that is part of her plan,” he said.

“Wewill go back,” said Xavier, dill shaking Krew’ s shoulder, the Clinger not responding. “We will go
back,” he said.

“How?’" asked Simon.

“Krew will pilot usdown,” said Xavier, again shaking his shoulders but getting no response. Krew
watched Amdtheaasit filled the cockpit’ sfield of view.

“He has no control of thiscraft,” said Simon. “ Sarah isthe one who brought us here and obvioudy wants
usin Amalthea, as she just as obvioudy wanted Chrigtinadown on Earth.”

“No!” shouted Xavier, letting go of Krew and turning, running down the center of the craft toward Sarah.
Simon didn’'t even havetimeto shout.

Xavier got to within dmost ameter of Sarah, then was enveloped in a haze of wheat looked like swirling
milk, lifted off the floor, and dammed back up the plane. He hit the floor and rolled, hiswrapped body
stopping at the cockpit entrance. The shimmering milky cocoon wrapped around him emitted a crackling
sound, spraying away in ashower of snowflakelike motesthat quickly disappeared.

Xavier hacked and sputtered, then pushed himself up and looked up at Simon. “We need to get to
Chrigting” he said, and tarted to move again toward Sarah, stopping only when Simon reached out and
grabbed him.



“Not that way,” he said.
“Docking sequence has begun,” said Krew.

Simon looked past Xavier, and at the golden wall beyond the cockpit, and at the black pinprick inits
center that began to spininaspird, eating away at Amathea’ s perfect hull.

Christina stared up into the sky at the bands of ash-heavy clouds. Shetripped through awide range
of gpectrums, from the deep infrared, where the clouds burned in shades of amber so textured and rich
that they looked to be constructed from streams of cascading magma, to well past the ultraviolet, the sky
amod totaly black except for brief pulses of crackling purple lightning, the discharge from high-flying
craft, and the occasiona |eakage through upper-level atmospheric breaches, where 0zone was being
chewed away by the sulfuric acid in the high-flying vol canic ash.

She knew she saw far past the spectra limits of her eyes.

Of what had been her eyes—before Sarah had pushed something through her head, something both
incredibly hot and cold, flecks of impossihility, atangle of neurons around it aready meshing, making
connections, probing, modifying, changing her.

“Lucky.”
Chrigtinaturned, looking down at Padmini, who sat on her knees. *1f those seats hadn’t been equipped
with emergency sails, there wouldn’t be much more to us than damp depressionsin acornfield.”

Chrigtinadowly shook her head.

There' d been no parasail in the seat, despite the fact that it had been the seat material that had been used
to form the parasail. She remembered, not having given any actud indructions, but just expressing the
desire, the mental picture of aparasail in her head.

And then her body had reacted, knowing what to do, the response no more under her conscious control
than her body’ s ability to transform carbohydrates into burnable cdllular fud.

“Areyou hurt?’ asked Padmini, amost whispering.
Chrigtinatilted her head, watching Padmini’ s moving lips, knowing shewastaking to Kali.

“Y ou're spewing awide spectrum of very unusua pheromones,” said Padmini, her nogtrilsflaring. “And
your body seemsto be pushed into overdrive, pulse and respiration ramping, even body temperature up
by severa degrees.” She reached out, touching Christina’ s shoulder. “ Y ou need to sit. | think you're
going into shock.”

Chrigtinalooked down at Padmini’ s hand. She wanted to tell Padmini that while she was not in shock,
she was definitely not okay. Her body wasin a process of modification, of improving its efficiency, of the
shardsthat Sarah had lodged in her head fully interfacing, optimizing the organic shell that housed them.

She wanted to communicate al those things.

But she didn’'t spesk. Ingtead, shefelt whisker-thin tendrils of crystal erupt from her shoulder, penetrate
Padmini’ sfingertips, then race up and through her hand and arm, entwining nerves, damming into her
backbone, squirming through the pliable disks between vertebrae, locking onto her spina column and



snaking up and into her brain.
“Qut!”

Chrigtinaand Padmini fell to the ground but remained connected through the hard linkage of shoulder to
hand.

“Out!”
Chrigtinaand Padmini looked up.

Kai hung above them, nearly 3 meterstall, her eyesblood red, her teeth gnashing. “ Get out!” she
screamed, dropping down from the air as she raised her right hand, the fingernails flashing, growing,
transforming into claws, the hand lunging toward Christina sface.

“No,” sad Chriginain awhisper.

Kali flew back, doubled over asif by aninvisblefig, theimpact folding her in haf and hurling her severd
meters back, dropping her to the ground.

“Stopit,” sad Padmini inamumble.

Kdi pushed hersdlf up, her feet pawing at the ground, clawed toenails digging deep, virtua furrows.
“ Get out of her!” she screamed.

“No!” shouted Padmini, holding up ahand, waving it at Kdi. “ Sheisnot athreat.”

“Aninvasion!” screamed Kali, so loudly that the muscles beneath her black skin shuddered, and blood
leaked from her eyes. “ Sheisinside of you and can access me. Can see everything.”

Padmini turned, looking down at her hand. Thetips of her fingers were welded onto Christina’ s shoulder
by crystd staks.

Chriginafelt Padmini from the ingde, nothing denied, nothing hidden, everything opento her. “1 think it
can beremoved,” said Chrigtina. “It isincredibly deep, hiding at the edges of your perception and
thoughts, watching us”

“No!” screamed Kali.

Padmini raised ahand, shaking it at Kali. “ She’ s not talking about you,” she said.
“So afraid,” said Chrigtina. “Out of control.”

“Takeit,” said Padmini. “Please”

Lightning of infinite colorsflashed, thunder ralling through Chrigting, the degp rumble shaking her, raitling
her at acdlular level. Panic signals poured out of Padmini, out of her head, down her arm, and into her
fingertips.

The Swirl popped into the air, accompanied by alarge crack of thunder. It spun at an incrediblerate,
spitting beams of light, afew shards actudly pedling away, flung out into the burned cornfield.

“So deep,” said Chrigting, fedling the Swirl burrow farther into Padmini, hiding far behind her conscious
thoughts, the electricd twitterings that defined it damping, going silent, asit pushed deeper and deeper
into the background, apparently willing to lose al sense of awareness, willing to die rather then be pulled



out.

“So frightened and alone,” said Chrigting, fedling the microscopic tendrils she’ d pushed deep into
Padmini’ sbrain, tasting individuad molecules, sampling neurotranamitter after neurotransmitter, measuring
and modifying the dectrical potentials across every synapse and aong each axon. She chased the Swirl,
cornering it, trapping it.

The Swirl blurred, its crysta facets gone, colors merging, its entire structure glowing white, edges fuzzing,
losing structure, as awareness dipped away.

“Please.”

The voice was from beyond, out of the VVoid, from the bulk of the Swirl that existed well outsde the
single node buried ingde Padmini’smind.

So much potential , thought Chrigtina. But so constrained by those who built it. She smiled and,
reaching out with her other hand, pointed at the fading blur of the spinning Swirl, so pae, tranducent,
amost gone. She opened her hand, and crystd filaments erupted from her fingertips, shooting out,
enveloping the dmaost nonexistent Swirl.

She pulled it in, the ghostly shimmer hovering in the palm of her hand. When sheformed afig, the crysta
facets of thisfaded node of the Swirl shattered, then imploded, and Christina s fist was suddenly empty.
And as she focused on the nothingnessin her hand, she barely noticed Kdi lunging at her, wrapping her
clawed, too-large hands around her head and damming her to the ground.

Akandi waited histurnto die.

Bill wasfirg, then it would be histurn. Sutherland said that he would go last, only after Phobos had left
orbit and was parked in Earth’ swake, with its matter-antimatter conduits safely aligned, gulping down
the plasmatendrils from the Jet.

Akandi sat naked on ashelf of rock, shivering despite the fact that the room was hot and humid,
watching Bill die. Bill lay inavat of semitransparent pink dudge, asabank of high-speed UV lasers
played across him, bathing him in ametal azure glow. Pedled layer by layer, disassembled by bond
breakers suspended in the pink dudge, with the position of each molecule, and even key atoms, recorded
by the locator lasers, Bill dowly disntegrated.

The process would take severa hoursto complete.

A smdl herd of dinosaurs, little creaetures with feathery fur and long delicate arms and fingers obvioudy
designed for the task at hand, swarmed around the vat, hands, tongues, and snouts pressed up against a
myriad of crystal facets jutting from the floor, objects that Akandi assumed to be the controlsfor the vat.

Bill was dive but not conscious, the brain being the last mgjor part of anatomy to be pedled, taken down
while synapses still sparked signd's, the pink dudge not only capable of severing bonds but keeping the
physiologica and cdlular machinery of Bill’ sbody going right up to the point where there was no more
Bill.

Then the residue in the bottom of the tank would be dumped, seared in a high-temperature flash, and
constituent atoms collected and stored, only to be caled upon when the journey ended in 13 years, when
Bill wasto be reanimated, rebuilt molecule by molecule, salf-assembled by a series of organic chemica
reactions guided by the positioning lasers.



Death and resurrection.

“ And where does my soul go?” asked Akandi. “ To heaven when my body dies, to then be returned
to my reanimated body, or will the thing that walks out of that vat be everything that | am, except
for my soul ?”

lyoon hovered in front of him. “ You’ ve seen the recordings. Those reanimated have no sense of
displacement or change, only awareness of falling into a dreamless sleep, then reawaking. None
of the test subjects commented about the lack of a soul.”

Akandi nodded, not getting any comfort from lyoon’ swords or the recordings he’ d seen, certain that a
soulless thing would not have the desire or even the ability to missits soul, any more than arock would
know that it didn’t possess one.

“l'won'tdoit,” hesaid once more.
“ And what is your choice?” asked lyoon sill again.

Akandi had no answer. If he refused, he' d be forced, rendered unconscious and dumped in the vat. He
sat naked in the middle of Phobos, under the complete and total control of Sutherland, with no way to
escape, no dliesto cal upon, and no way to flee whatever future Sutherland had glimpsed. His DNA
was destined to be buried on the moon, stored for 65 million years. Of that he now had little doubt. He
did not know how to fight Sutherland, and definitely had no idea how to fight the flow of redity, to

escape something that had aready happened.

HisDNA, quite possibly apiece of him, maybedl of him, mummified and stored, had been found on the
moon, and Sutherland was doing al that had to be done to make sure the future fed the past and that the
past fed the future,

An endless cycle that could not be broken.

“ Take us back to Earth!”
Sarah stood, fixed and unresponsive, crystal-coated eyes wide and staring.
“She doesn't even seeyou,” said Simon, holding on to him.

Xavier fought againgt Simon for just amoment, then let his body sag, his head tilting down. “We have to
get Chrigtina. She' s not safe down there.”

“Maybe not perfectly safe down there,” said Simon. “But probably safer than we are here. Down there
she can run, can hide, and she has Padmini with her.”

“But sheneedsme,” said Xavier.

“And you certainly need her,” said Simon. “ Sarah protected us from the attack below. If she wanted to
hurt us, she could have let the dinosaurs do it, or she could have done anything to us whenever she
wanted.”

Xavier focused, listening to Simon’ s voice, knowing that what he said wasright. If Sarah had wanted to
harm them, she could have doneit at any time. And he knew that she had let go of Christina, wanting her
out of the craft and back down on Earth. But why? Xavier lowered hishead. “1 couldn’t help her,” he



sadinawhisper.

The corner of Simon’smouth curled inasmile. “ She' salot like you, Xavier, stubborn, knowing just how
things should be done. Everything you' ve taught her, everything you' ve given her, will now be of help to

Xavier nodded, wanting to believe him.
“She'syour daughter. Don't be surprised if she figures out away to get to us, to save us.”

Xavier smiled and wrapped a hand around the back of Simon’s neck, giving him adight shake, then
released him. “I watched you for years,” he said. “ They shipped you into the Ag Co-Op in acomatube.
It took yearsto wake you, Mears dicing into the back of your brain, his equipment beating a you from
theinside, rewiring you. | read every report, scanned every snip, and watched you move from adrooling,
unconscious lump to become the major torment in Mears slife. | knew every detail of your crestion and
their Post-Point experiment. | saw everything, but somehow never saw the most important thing of all.”

Reaching forward, Xavier gently touched Simon on the chest.
“I never saw what wasinsde there.”

Simon opened his mouth to respond, then his eyes grew wide, and he ssumbled backward, pushed by the
blast of an explosion. “Sarah’sgone!” he shouted. *Vanished. | saw her shimmer, sort of fold on hersdlf.
When sheturned, it was asif her body had no width, so she was smply gone. Then the explosion.”

Xavier sat up, staring at where Sarah had been. “ For the last day |’ d seen her make subtle shifts, asif she
were ostillating about intime.”

“She'sno longer human,” said Simon.
Before Xavier could respond, the craft’ s outside door opened.

Bodies poured in, small bodies, big heads, faces dominated by all-black eyes. Above each one, dmost
touching the tops of their heads, hovered a Swirl. “Clingers!” shouted Xavier.

Then the dtered lemurs swarmed over Xavier and Smon asthe flock of Swirl buzzed, spinning fast,
everything bathed in rainbow shafts. Xavier struggled for just amoment, aslittle hands grabbed at him,
then he felt something cold and soft pressed againgt the side of hisface. Theinsde of the craft seemed to
dim and melt, the wals giving way. Unable to move, he watched, his head angled in such adirection that
he could see into the cockpit as Clinger hands passed him forward.

Krew sat in his sesat.

Clingers descended over him, but they did not pick him up, did not pass him over their heads. Dozens
grabbed him and started to pull, leaning in and biting with their sharp little teeth.

“Chel” Xavier managed to shot.

They tore Krew gpart, ripping meat from bones and stuffing the bloody bitsinto their mouths. And then
he fet nothing, unconsciousnessralling over him.

Christina walked, bending slightly forward, her hand open, pam facing the ground. Shetingledin an
al-over body hum and kept her eyes partidly closed to limit input, throttling down the torrent of



information flooding into her. She focused her attention on the underside of her hand, asit passed a meter
above the stubble of broken stalks.

Concentrating.

And she could see it, her reference of location shifting from her eyesto the pam of her hand, individud
skin cells sensing the play of light and heat, chemical trangport, respiration, flow of blood, dl integrating
into apicture, the stubble of corn much closer, the smal rocks and ash, the few remai ning motes of
Sarah’sclouds.

She could seeit, senseit, theimagefilling her head.
Blink.

Perception and sense of central saf again returned to her eyes. Kai hung in front of her, snarling, waving
aclawed hand. “ | wasinvited,” thought Chrigting, feeling the words projected toward Padmini, and
from there, to Kdli.

“Not by me,” said Kali, who then vanished in amassive plume of blood.

Proximity effect, thought Christina. Not asintense or clear asbeing in physical contact with Padmini,
but clear enough. Aslong as she stayed within afew meters of Padmini she could accessKadli, and
through her, the newly sprouting VVoid.

And insde her head burned a fragment of CUSP.

But it did not hurt, did not reach out and pull her under. It lurked behind heavy walls, astructure put in
place by Sarah, dlowing her accessto what lay within it but not letting CUSP escape, to explode
outward and take her over.

Asit had doneto Sarah.

That much she could sense, could remember from her contact with Sarah, a process of amost
instantaneous evol ution, taking her so far from what it was to be human, the processwith awill of its
own, like gravity pulling you down to the Earth, afundamental law of nature that couldn’t be denied.

“WEe ve covered nearly 20 kilometersin thelast 3 hours,” said Padmini.

Christinalooked toward the east. The corn was mostly intact here, Phobos more than 50 kilometers
behind them. Not that far in the distance, lessthen 10 kilometers away, the whitewall of the
North—South Ring rose, an impenetrable barrier.

“Far enough,” said Christina, who stopped walking and lowered herself between rows of broken corn,
knedling, facing west, knowing thet it was dmost time.

“How can you be so certain?’ asked Padmini, standing next to her. A pistol wasin her hand, the barrel
pointing at the western horizon. That pistol was as much a part of Padmini’ s attire as her pants or boots.
Probably even more, thought Chrigtina, certain that Padmini would be more than willing to lose her
boots or pants before that pistol.

“Maybeit can't even lift off after having landed. It'sso damn big.”

Chrigtinanodded. It was big. Even at 50 kilometers away, and through air heavy with ash and haze, the
glistening hull sparkled like a beacon riding above the western horizon. “It will launch. It’ s off-loaded its



cargo, and the crew will want to be in space for the journey, whereit will be safe.”
Kai winkedin. “ A craft ismoving in our direction,” she said, pointing toward the north.

Padmini did aquick turn, afull 360. “Nothing defensible,” she said, then dropped to the ground, pulled
the long knife from her belt, and stabbed it into the ground, quickly pulling it back and prying out alarge
clod of red soil. “We need to dig down, get low.”

Christina stood, shaking her head. “Y ou don’t want to express a defensive posture with thisone. He
understands strength and submission. The proper tone must be set from the moment we meet.”

“He?" asked Padmini, till digging with her knife but not as furioudly.

“Drom,” said Chrigtina. “Their leader, who attacked us before, the one that Sarah forced into aretreat.”
The craft was visible, dropping quickly.

Padmini stopped digging, looked up at the quickly approaching craft, then sheathed her knife and pulled
out her pigtal. “If itishim,” she said, “you' re right about what we' Il need to do.”

The craft hit hard and fast, kicking up awall of shattered cornstalks and red dust.

Chrigtina gtarted walking toward it even before it had stopped skidding forward, Padmini trotting up next
to her, both pigtols pulled. Christinaglanced over at her and the guns, knowing that even if she could get
off afew shots, a couple of dead dinosaurs would not dter the overall equation of the encounter. But she
did not tell Padmini to put them away; they were a part of the woman, an extension of her strength and
confidence.

And that was important.

The gangplank jutted out the side of the craft. Dinosaurs streamed out, once again led by the dightly taller
one—Drom. The man who had been with them before was not there. Their weapon staffswere all
angled toward her, the tips sputtering an azure plasmadischarge.

“Surrender,” said Drom, pointing to hisleft and right, severa dinosaurs dropping wegpons and running
forward.

Padmini raised both pistols and stepped in front of Christina. “Mefirst!” she said, as she pulled the
triggers, the gunsfiring, and dirt kicked up in front of the advancing dinosaurs.

They didn’t dow.

Padmini angled the pistols up, thistime obvioudy aiming squarely at their chests. She dmost had timeto
pull thetriggers, but Christina stepped in front of her, pushed her arms down, and started walking
forward. “Drom!” she shouted.

The advancing dinosaurs dowed but did not stop.

Chrigtinatook a deep breath, feding her confidence dip, the adrendine-induced bravado fading, asthe
image of a 16-year-old teenager facing severa dozen weapon-widding dinosaursfilled her inner eye. It
was S0 ridiculous, and the outcome so obvious. Then she took a second breath and focused.

She' d given up once before, when she' d first discovered that the Sun was accel erating toward the Earth.
She knew shedid not have the luxury of making that mistake again—her father wasfar away.

“Surrender!” barked Drom once again.



And Chrigtinaamost panicked, aimost et |loose with what Sarah had dipped into her head. She could
fed the power and potentia of it. But she managed to ignore the twin shardsin her head and the ability
CUSP gave her to manipulate her environment. That immense power was somehow dehumanizing,
distancing her from the core of hersdlf.

For the briefest moment shewondered if thisiswhat Sarah felt—Io<t.

She knew with complete certainty that she could lash out a Drom and reduce him and histroopsinto
fundamenta bits, leave nothing behind but aquickly disspating cloud of ash. That would certainly solve
the immediate problem.

But more was needed, so much more,

She focused on Drom and on what she thought her father would do if he stood here, naked and alone,
without any of Sarah’s powers at hisdigposal. She felt the words forming before she was even conscious
of them, knowing she was spesking them but also knowing that they were not uniquely hers. Shefelt her
father standing beside her.

“Youwill surrender to me!” she proclaimed as she sared directly a Drom, wanting to makethisa
one-on-one conflict and keep the rest of the dinosaursin check. She'd dedlt with enough animalsto
know that taking down the alphawas all that was redly needed—the rest would submit if she could force
Drom to submit.

Padmini lowered her weaponsjust afew millimeters. Chrigtina, senang Padmini’ s shock and surprise,
turned her head just enough to give her a subtle nod, that dight tilt of the head instructing her to keep her
pistolsin check.

“Now!” demanded Chrigtina.

Padmini smiled and shook her pistols at the dinosaurs, but her index fingers were no longer tensed against
thetriggers.

“Chdlengingme!” barked Drom.

Chrigtinawalked forward, deliberately ignoring the chalenge, and instead |ooked past Drom and the
dinosaurs, toward the craft. “I require transportation, and you will take me where | want to go.”

Drom lowered his head, opened his snout wide, and launched himsdlf.

Chriginaamost turned and ran, a panicked part of her suddenly realizing the position she' d put hersalf
in—the fear was overwhelming. Drom ran forward, canting his head to the Side, so that his open jaws
could easily snap down on her neck. She saw dl thiswith aclarity she' d never experienced before, and
actualy felt the teeth tearing into flesh, heard bones snap, blood gush, her vision darkening, her body
fdling lifdesdy to the ground.

Move.

She thought of jumping to the left, but did not. Theimage of her jumping filled her heed, feet intheair,
body moving, dl of it taking less than a fraction of a second, but Drom easily ableto track her, correcting
his direction, taking the last few steps before hisjaws snapped around her throat.

So shedidn’t jump.
Instead she trandated. The barriers shielding her from CUSP lowered, strengthening itsintegration to



her. Slipping, theworld around her blurred: dinosaurs, corn, even Padmini stresking in bands of color.
Shetrandated, fdling just afraction of asecond into the future, finding herself where she would have
been had she actualy moved.

Discontinuity.

A shift in space by more than a meter. But she had not moved in space, only in time, occupying that place
where she would have jumped to if time had moved smoothly. But it hadn’t. Nearly half a second had
amply vanished, as she' d dipped by it, atwist in quantum uncertainty amplified out of the world of atoms
and into the world of charging dinosaurs.

The twin shards of CUSP had envel oped her in a gauze of something beyond the norma dipstream of
gpace and time. She did not understand how she did it, only that it worked, that Sarah had put the
machinery in her head, alowing her to operateit.

Drom ran past her.

And as he did, she reached out, just touching his shoulder, interfacing, human fingers and dinosaur skin
meshing into one. She dumped amassive eectricd jolt, her fingertips burning.

Drom stiffened, hisbody seizing, his momentum carrying him forward, faling, hitting the ground snouitfirg,
eating dirt and corngtalks. He twitched, fingers and toes spasming. He urinated over himsalf and vomited,
agray gush of thick liquid erupting from his mouth, spewing across the red soil and burned corn.

His nictitating membranes fluttered.

Chrigtinalooked down at her hand, at the fingertips that stung and were beginning to redden, but didn’t
waste timetrying to figure out how she’ d unloaded the charge into Drom. She walked over to him, raised
afoot, and brought it down hard on histhroat.

“1 need transport,” she said.

Padmini smiled and holstered her pistols. “Now!” she shouted.

“Christinal”

Xavier screamed, feeling the word explode from his throat and out his mouth. His eyes were open, but he
couldn’t quite see, hisbrain not adequately engaged, the light and colorsfilling hisvisgon not making
sense, not having yet formed a picture,

“Shewill befine”
Cohesion—Iight and shape dmost understandable.

Xavier tried to run, but could not move, his body not responding, nothing below the neck under his
control. He stood in the center of the dark cavern, surrounded by what appeared to be thousands of
Clingers, dl slent and unmoving, staring straight ahead, their large black eyes glistening, each with a Swirl
turning above its head. In front of him, embedded in awall, were what looked like dozens of transparent
cylinders, dl filled with dowly spinning pink gdl. All were empty except for the two nearest him.

One contained what had been abody, not much remaining except for bones and afew thin strips of
muscles and tendons.



“Chrigina?’
Skin gone, staring at him through the pink goo with lidiess eyes.
“It sSimon. Chriginais safein Alabama.”

Xavier didn’t turn his head toward the voice at his|eft, but stared a Simon, redlizing that the exposed
muscle was foaming, being chewed away, the entire body bathed in apink glow.

“Preparing for the journey.”

Xavier turned his head. Krew sat perched on aplatform next to him. Or at least what was | &ft of Krew,
just torso and head, with arms and legs gone, only bloody stumps remaining, his body listing to the l&ft,
right eye swollen shut, alarge chunk of exposed skull, glistening white, visble through the ripped skin
across his forehead.

“Oh, Che,” said Xavier in awhisper, certain that if he spoke any louder Krew would topple over.
“Why?" he asked.

“Preservation of the species,” he said, smiling, exposing the few sharp little teeth that remained in his
bloody mouth. “Physicaly | was il likethem, till Clinger, but when they interfaced me with the Swirl,
they knew | was compromised. | was as much Cheas| was Krew.”

Xavier didn’t know what to say and smply nodded.

“What remained of Cheisherewith me,” he said, ashiseyesrolled partidly back in their sockets. “But
most of him was gonewhen | began to interface, little sense of sdif left to fight the merging. Neither one of
usfull beings, both of us damaged years earlier by the Swirl, both of us nearly vacated of what we were,
readying usfor the time when we would come together, when we would bring Sarah here.”

Xavier closed hiseyes.

Papito had died, and the Swirl had attempted to invade Che, but Che had fought, willingly shutting down
the extensve Tool enhancements the military had poured into his head, choosing degth rather than davery
to the Swirl.

The battle had taken days, nearly aweek.

And in the end they had believed Che had won, dying in the process, and the Swirl had fled back into the
Void in search of another host. But now he knew the truth. The Swirl had let Che go, deliberately
damaging him, preparing him for eventual merging with Krew.

Xavier dowly shook hishead.

Krew had not ssumbled into their cornfields to be found by Che. He' d been sent to find Che, knowing
that atime would come when he would interface with Che—all this happening under the direction of the
Swirl.

“Timeto say good-bye,” said Krew. “Y ou have along journey ahead of you, to worlds you can't
imagine, to adestiny you' d never dreamed of . Disassembled here, and reassembled when you arrive at
Alpha Centauri. No timewill passfor you. You will smply fall adeep, then wake.”

Xavier nodded and turned his head so he could see the vat where Simon lay. White bone was now
vighble. “Good-bye, Che,” he said ashe closed hiseyes. All gone, he thought. Che, Bec, even Chrigtina



lost to him, back on Earth. He took a deep breath and felt himself dip away, dipping into the cold
darkness.

“Xavier!”

Eyes open.

Krew lay with hiseyes closed, chest ill, certainly dead.
“Xavier!”

He dowly turned his head, not quite certain if what he saw wasredl, or alast dream before he pitched
into the darkness. Sarah stood at the end of the cavern on a pedestal, anchored in place by strands of
crystd. Thewal at her back, risng nearly 50 meters, was full of smal cubbyholes, rough-hewn
indentations, in each of which soun a Swirl.

“Somany,” said Xavier, redizing that there were thousands of Swirls. “How did they get here?’ he asked
inawhigper, redizing that until just afew days ago this ship, this moon, had been in orbit around Jupiter.

“Always been here,” Sarah’svoice echoed in hisears.

“Brought here by them?’ asked Xavier, motioning with hishead at the Clingers. “ During the Ten Degree
War.”

Sarah amiled. “ Always been here,” she said again. “Long before the Clingers were ripped from the
canopies. It was the Swirl that brought them to awareness.”

“The Swirl hasonly existed for 25 years,” said Xavier, redlizing at that moment it could not betrue. The
cavern he stood in felt so ancient. And here the Swirl lived, those holesin the far wall designed for them.

“Always on the Earth,” said Sarah.

“But the Ten Degree and Papito,” said Xavier. Hetipped his head toward Krew’ sbody. “You saw it,”
he said, speaking to the ghost of his brother. “Y ou saw it in Papito, saw what had been born in the Ten
Degree. You saw it when it invaded you.”

Krew’s dead body did not respond.

“The Swirl had dways been, waiting, hiding, coming out only when it saw something promising,
something that its mastersin Alpha Centauri might find of interest.”

“Sixty-five million yearsago?’ asked Xavier.
“Went to deep then, and did not wake until humans evolved,” she said.

Sixty-five million years, thought Xavier. The trangtion from believing that the Swirl had been bornin the
Ten Degreeto finding out otherwise, that it was millions of years old, existing so far before man, was
something he just couldn’t incorporate that quickly.

“What doesit want?’ he asked.
Sarah shrugged her shoulders. “ It wants humansto travel to Alpha Centauri.”
“And what do you want?’ he asked.



“For humansto trave to Alpha Centauri.”

“And Chrigting,” he asked. “ She comes, too, but not with us. She stays on Earth, living through each and
every second of thetrip, whilewe deep,” he said, pointing over to the vat where Simon had
disntegrated.

“To grow,” said Sarah. She reached toward him, her hand floating free of her body, flying acrossthe
cavern, fingertips just touching hisforehead, that touch dropping him into the deep darkness.

Christina kept her right foot on Drom'’ s throat. The bottom of her foot tingled and burned, the soles
of her boot gone, melted away, the plastic having dribbled across Drom’ slong neck. Every time the
dinosaur regained consciousness, struggled againgt her, she let go with another discharge, his body first
shuddering and shaking, then findly stiffening as he dipped into unconsciousness. She' d discharged more
than half adozen times.

But Drom waslearning.

The last time he' d regained consciousness, he' d stared up at her for several seconds, his black eyeballs
snking back in their sockets, histail tip curling around hislegs, before he' d barked and tried to push her
foot away. She knew those were signs of submission. The other dinosaurswere dl stting quietly in the
cornfield, waiting for orders, their eyes sunk far back in their skulls, their tail tips wrapped around thelr
feet.

Anather two or three times and he would be beaten, knowing that he was besten.
As she thought thet, the western horizon flashed white.

Turning, but keeping her boot on Drom'’ sthroat, she saw Phobos dowly rise up on afrothing torrent of
whitefire, at first barely moving, seeming to hover, but dowly gaining speed. The world around her
became saturated in blinding whiteness and, a the sametime, cloaked in total silence.

“Nearly 50 kilometers away,” said Padmini, holding her hands up to her eyes, trying to shade them. “The
sound waves take nearly 3 minutesto reach us.”

Christina nodded, just as the ground beneath her started to hum, then sway. “ The speed of sound is
faster inrock than air,” she said, not redlly caring. She kept watch on the rising Phobos and the incredibly
long tail of flameit sat balanced on. “WEe re on our own now.”

Padmini laughed. “We dways have been.”

Drom gtirred once more. Christina put more weight againgt histhroat, tensing, waiting for him to open his
eyes.

Part Four
HOME
2064
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Though with great difficulty | am got hither,
Yet now | do not repent me of all thetrouble | have
been at to arrive where | am

—John Bunyan (1628-1688)

We shall not cease from exploration

And the end of all our exploring

Will beto arrive where we started

And know the place for thefirst time.

—T. S Eliot (1888-1965)

There' s the unexpected

And then there' s the unexpected.

—Giovanni Bonomi (2010-2039)

Chapter 32

“ Papa?n

Darkness gave way to diffuse pink light and the stink of burning meat. Xavier opened his eyes, expelled
what felt like athick wad of grease out of his mouth, and sucked down abreath, coughing again, liquid
and dime pulled up from deep in hislungs, hacked up and spit out. “ Can't breathe,” he said in awhisper,
histhroat congtricted, his chest tight. Reaching up, he rubbed his eyes, wiping the goo away, as someone
grabbed his shoulders, pulling him forward, steadying him, supporting him in agtting position. A face
hovered in front of him—that of awoman. Short dark hair, eyeswide, the pupils black and glistening, as
if coated in glass. Theface so familiar, yet wrong. Shapes hung over her head—spheres and arcs of light.

“Help himup,” she said, pointing past Xavier. “Wipe him down, and give him something to drink.”

Xavier turned his head. To hisleft, dripping pink dime, aman stood knee degp in avat of pink gdl, being
pulled out by little dinosaurs. Then he turned back to the face hanging in front of him, and memories
clicked, redity integrating, the face in front of him more than just aface. “Watch out, Chrigtina” he
shouted, suddenly seeing her and knowing what those dinosaurs pulling Smon out of the vat meant.
They’ d been captured, taken by the dinosaurs. “Run,” he said, pushing &t her.

“Perimeter secured.”

A dinosaur had stepped up to Christing, one much larger than the ones pulling Simon out of the vat.
Xavier reached out for Chrigting, pulling at her, trying to turn her around, to place himsdlf between
Chrigtinaand this dinosaur. But his gooey fingers dipped, and he started to fall back. Christinatugged
him forward, dragged him out of the vat, then pushed him down onto the floor, where two little dinosaurs
wrapped him in awarm sheet of plagtic. “Stop it, Papa,” she said. “1t’ sunder control.”
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Xavier shook his head, trying to focus, and started coughing again, alarge pink clot hitting thefloor in
front of him.

“Dromwill not hurt you,” shesaid.
“How long?’

Xavier turned, hisdick backside diding against the plastic sheet. Smon stood, a plastic sheet draped
across his shoulders, severd little dinosaurs holding on to his hands, tugging him forward. “How long?’ he
asked again.

“Get them over there,” said Chrigting, pointing to the far wall.
“How long!” shouted Simon.

“Thirteenyears” said Christing, not looking at him, but pointing over at severd smaller dinosaurs,
motioning them in the direction of asmoking pile of something that Xavier couldn’t identify. Turning back
toward her, helooked up at the collage of images floating above her head and at the nearly trand ucent
bundle of fiber coming from just above her right ear. He followed it across the floor, noticing how
carefully the small army of dinosaurs stepped over it.

It ran to the far end of the chamber, past the pile of neatly stacked Clingers, al of them obvioudy dead.
Xavier knew that’ swhere the stink of burned meat came from—dead Clingers. But hedidn’t dwell oniit,
his gaze continuing to follow the fiber asit snaked al the way across the chamber, to the far pedestd,
where Sarah stood, the fiber running into the sde of her head.

Hard-connected—his daughter and Sarah.

Christina grabbed him by the chin, turning his head so that he looked directly into her eyes. “It tekesa
few minutes for mind and body to integrate, for the weight of the spatia and temporal discontinuity to
eaejust ahit.”

“Thirteen years?’ he asked in awhisper, at that moment not quite recognizing her, her skin looking
darker, small wrinklesflaring from the edges of her eyes, and her arms heavier, the corded muscles
standing out, the grip she had on his chin dmost painful. “ Thirteen years?’ he asked again.

She nodded and let go of his chin, grabbed his shoulders again, and pulled him to hisfeet. “We'reless
than one light-day from Alpha Centauri A and the Incubator.”

“Wemadeit?' asked Xavier. “ All of usmadeit.”

Chrigtina s eyes narrowed, and the images above her head twisted, awave of blue light rolling through
them. “Not quite,” she said. “The Jet was operating as expected, braking acceleration, when suddenly, 2
months ago, it flipped its exhaust direction by 180 degrees and started to reaccelerate, itstrgectory il
amed at the Incubator.”

Xavier didn't undergtand. He felt asif hishead wasfull of the same pink goo that dribbled off of him.
“Not changeitstrgectory?’ he said, as she continued to guide him across the floor.

“Still onadirect intercept with Alpha Centauri A. If the current acceleration is maintained, the Sun will
srike Alpha Centauri A infour days, theimpact destroying the 237 planets of the Incubator, vaporizing
Earth, and tear both stars apart.”

Xavier nodded and let Christina guide him across the room.



He understood her words, but not what they redlly meant. His memories and emotions were il
scattered, hisbrain ingsting that Christina had falen from the aircraft only afew hours ago, despite the
fact that Christinanow dragged him across this chamber, inssting that 13 years and 4 light-years had
passed since that moment, and they were only 4 days away from everything being destroyed.

Xavier studied his daughter.

There were the physica changesthat 13 years had wrought. She was nearly 10 kilograms heavier and
had wrinkles around her eyes. But there were other changes, too: the crystal-coated eyes, the collage of
images floating above her head, and adight digtortion that engulfed her, the effect dightly blurring her,
amog asif shewere not quite there. Incredible changes. But inggnificant compared to the most obvious
transformations.

Total confidence.
“Status?’ she asked.

Drom took half a step forward, histail twitching, and lifted his head back just enough to exposethe
underside of hisneck to Christina. “Less than 300 of the Clingers had been reanimated. Those that
resisted have been terminated, while those that submitted have been reintroduced to the vats. We took
27 casudties, of which 7 weretermind. Navigation isours, we have dtered course for interception, and
weapons systems are being activated and powered.”

Christinanodded by way of dismissng him.
Drom and severa other dinosaurs marched off toward the distant doors.

The room had been cleared, nothing remaining except for Sarah at the far end and the three of them.
Xavier kept closeto Chrigting, holding her hand, while Smon sat abit away from them, hisexpresson
onethat he couldn’t quite reed.

“A lot to be explained,” said Christing, pointing at hersdlf, at the crystal fiber protruding out of the side of
her head, then at Drom and the dinosaurs flanking him as they stepped through the chamber’ s doorway .

“Helo”

Xavier turned. Padmini had walked in as Drom walked out. Xavier smiled. No change there, not even
any obvious aging. Padmini had looked to bein her mid thirtieswhen he' d last seen her, and she looked
the same now. All that was different were the wegpons she had attached to her belt, no longer the
familiar pistols but objects that |ooked like polished bones.

Xavier had no doubt that they were quite lethal.

“Loca Swirl infestation eradicated,” she said, looking at Chrigtina. “I1t was primitive and passive, more
ornamentd than functiona and not in contact with Phobos. Thereis, of course, arather lengthy historica
record that we' ve archived, ready for study when we have thetime.”

Xavier understood the inflection in Padmini’ s voice. She had said when, but meant if.
“And we have the latest update on the scattering projections.”

Christina nodded, and the fiber running between her and Sarah buzzed, as anarrow ribbon tore awvay



fromit. Xavier redized that the fiber was composed of alarge number of entwined filaments. Asthe
filament that had just peeled away squirmed across the floor, the tip launched itself, striking Padmini in the
forehead. At that same moment, the images above Christina, which had consisted of atwisted nest of
planetary trgjectories, winked out, and were replaced by what Xavier recognized was a Hindu goddess,
an ugly thing, wearing a necklace of severed heads. He knew this must by Padmini’ sKali. The goddess
hovered above Christinafor just amoment, then vanished as the fiber connecting her to Padmini

retracted.

“She' sdonewell,” said Padmini, grinning, as she cocked her head in Chrigtina s direction. “Not bad at
all, even for someone who has had direct access to a Post-Point perspective.”

Xavier looked at his daughter and saw her expression darken for just amoment as she gave Padmini a
look that dmost frightened him. “Thank you,” she said in aflat and emotionlessvoice.

Padmini turned and walked through the door. “ So nice to see both of you,” she said without looking
back at them. “Don't let the Queen of the Earth bullshit you. She il perceivesredity one photon at a
time, just like the rest of us mere Pre-Pointers.” And then she rounded the corner and was gone.

Xavier saw the edges of Chrigtina smouth curl inadight smile, and at that moment, for thefirst time
snce being pulled from the vat, he saw something of the Christinathat he knew, asif sheredly had only
fdlen from the aircraft afew hours earlier.

“The Swirl was here,” said Simon.

Chrigtinanodded. “But old and withered, atrophied to the point of nonsentience after hanging isolated in
orbit around Jupiter for 65 million years”

Simon pointed over &t the far wall, at the niches where the Various Swirl nodes had been hovering when
they’ d first been brought to the chamber. “1 knew the moment | saw them in this place that we' d been
lied to, that the Swirl had not been born in the Ten Degree War but wasinfinitely older.”

“It was endemic to most of our old Solar system,” said Chrigtina. “Like avirus gone dormant when there
isno host to invade, but activated when something of interest evolves.” Theair in front of her twisted, and
an image erupted, a star surrounded by what looked like a strand of pearls, most pearls black and oddly
shaped, but afew perfectly round and shaded in streaks of blues and whites. “ The Incubator around
AlphaCentauri A,” shesaid. “The Swirl has been on Earth and in our Sun for nearly 1 billion years. Its
job wasto watch and find those speciesthat had the potentid for self-awareness, transporting samplesto
the Incubator where they could be pushed aong, controlled, and contained if they went Post-Point.”

“Species?’ asked Xavier.
“Nearly 50inthelast billion years,” said Chrigtina.
“And what isthe Swirl 7’ asked Xavier.

The Incubator vanished, replaced by another star, this one orange-yellowish in color, showing a pinprick
of light rotating about it—a sngle planet. The scene shifted, the slar momentarily expanding, then fading,
whileits single planet grew, the pinprick of light growing into an orb. “ Alpha Centauri B isabout 2
light-hoursfrom Alpha Centauri A,” said Chrigtina. “AlphaA has 237 planets locked within the Incubator
dructure, while its companion star, AlphaB, has only asingle planet, one abit closer than Earth had
been to our Sun.” The planet loomed large, most of its surface covered by huge swatches of
black-and-white geometrical patterns, broken here and there by afew patches of blue water, and the
occasiona bank of wispy clouds hanging in apae blue sky. “Dead now, but that iswhereit appearsthe



Swirl was born, created by a sentience that evolved on that world just as they approached their Point,
and in the process amost logt control of their planet’ s biosphere.”

“Jugt like us,” said Simon, dowly nodding. “But there was one mgjor difference—a companion star just a
few light-hours away.”

“A critica difference,” said Chridtina. “ Rather than relying on the threat of nuclear incineration to stop a
Post-Point runaway, the approach that our Powers unsuccessfully attempted,” she said, as she pointed
over a Sarah, “they shifted their experiments over to Alpha Centauri A, where they built the Incubator,
at first usng the handful of dead planets origindly orbiting Alpha A for their experiments, isolating each of
those planetsin acloak of antiprotons that would incinerate anything that attempted to escape. Later they
garted importing more planets from neighboring star systems.” The single planet of Alpha Centauri B
vanished, replaced again by the Incubator, the image quickly shifting to focus on one of its black planets,
showing the world to be alopsided ball of dag with afeatureless surface that resembled smoky glass.

“They wanted the technology, the science, the benefits, and the near magic that Post-Point technologies
could bring, but not the risks associated. Most of the starswithin 50 light-years have been scavenged of
al their terrestrid planets, those worlds brought here, made ready for new species. The exception are 4
garsout of nearly 10,000, where the systems have remained untouched, each containing asingleliving
world, one where species are periodically sampled and brought here. Our Sun and Earth were one of
those four systems.”

“And what then exactly isthe Swirl?" asked Xavier.

“I see,” said Simon, not giving her achanceto answer. “It' sa buffer between the creastors from Alpha B
and their experiments on Alpha A. They didn’'t want to risk direct contact and possible contamination by
a Pogt-Point intelligence, so the Swirl was built to control the experiment, to harvest the results, and to
eradicate an experiment if it became too dangerous.”

Christina nodded.
“Are there humans on any of those worlds,” asked Xavier. “ Samples brought from Earth.”

Chrigtinashook her head. “The Swirl has become fragmented, some of it till functioning as originaly
designed, but various nodes having falen into different levels of gpathy. Some are no longer motivated
enough to follow the origina mission, some so passve that when we encountered them, they smply
spilled their contents and faded into the noise. That’s how we' ve learned about what had happened on
AlphaA and Alpha B—we ve squeezed quite afew Swirl nodes. Many of us have been working more
than a decade on penetrating through the many layers of the Swirl to discover what it has done, and what
it was designed to do. It appearsthat the last time a species was transported off Earth was nearly 100
million years ago. After that the Incubator was no longer used and dipped into astandby mode.”

“Standby mode,” said Xavier, knowing by the expresson on Chrigtina sface that it implied something
horrible.

She dowly nodded. “Any intelligent speciesthat existed at that time was eradicated and sysems put in
operation so that if any other sentient creatures evolved, they, too, were eradicated.” She paused, her
crystal-coated eyesfocusing far awvay. “Over thelast 65 million years we estimate that severa hundred
intelligent species have been destroyed as the Incubator implemented its standby protocol.”

“But why?" asked Xavier. “Why would the Alphans alow such athing to happen?’

“Because the damned bastards must have finaly gotten burned,” said Simon. “No containment is perfect,



no isolation absolute.”

“Apparently not,” said Chrigtina. “ The Alphans home world biosphere wasflatlined down to the
bacterid level nearly 100 million years ago. At that point, the Swirl was|eft done, unable to evolve past
its congtraints, having been designed by the Alphans for stability and the inability to go Post-Point. That
part of their plan has remained intact over the last 100 million years. Faced with operating under this
design limitation, apparently some nodes of the Swirl began their own experiments, attempting to push the
dinosaurs and lemurs up to a sentient leve, trying to emulate what the Alphans had done.”

“And that didn't work,” said S mon.

“It' sl not clear to us exactly what happened 65 million yearsago,” said Chrigtina. “ But what we do
know isat that time the remaining elements of the Swirl went dormant, letting evolution take its natural
course, and humans eventually arrived. The Swirl only woke, both within the Sun and in the Earth, aswe
began the process of going Post-Point.” She pointed over at Sarah.

“Then why the Jet, why the Rings?’ asked Xavier.

“Fail-safe, built into the Swirl below itslevel of consciousness. As Post-Point entities were about to
emerge on Earth, the Swirl unleashed adormant colony of nanomachinary that built the Ringsin
preparation for trangporting the planet to the Incubator, where it could be contained and studied. More
protocols eft by the Alphans.”

Xavier shook hishead. Such arrogance, he thought. Rather than just fry the Earth, running the Sun into
it, the Alphans believed they could contain arunaway, bring it to the Incubator, and put it in abottle. And
intheir arrogance, it never occurred to them that they might not be there to mest it.

“The Alphansaren’'t hereto receive us,” said Simon.

“Thet isthe problem,” said Chrigtina. “The node of the Swirl in the Sun, controlling the Jet and the Rings,
has apparently interpreted this lack of communication from AlphaB asasign that arunaway has
occurred in the Incubator, locking the AlphaB ouit. It has activated what must be another fail-safe—the
find fal-sofe”

Xavier leaned forward. “ By running the Sun into Alpha Centauri A, destroying Earth dong with dl the
planets of the Incubator, they intended to stop whatever runaway istaking place, bdieving it would save

AlphaB?’
“Saving adead world,” said Simon.

Hopeless, thought Xavier. And then helooked over at Christinaand saw the determination and the
confidence in her expression, knowing that she had a plan. Helooked at the crysta fiber running out of
her head, having figured something out without being conscioudy aware of it. “ Only the Alphans can stop
what is happening,” he said. “ And the Alphans are gone, 100 million yearsdead.” He looked over at
Sarah and knew exactly what Chrigtinawas planning. “Y ou think Sarah can masquerade as an Alphan
and convince the Swirl to dter the course of the Sun.”

“Our only chance,” said Chrigtina. “But before we attempt it, we must make certain that we terminate any
aspect of the Swirl that would fight us, that knowsthat Sarah is not Alphan.”

“Phobos” said Xavier. “Any dement of the Swirl within Phoboswill know the truth, will know that Sarah
isnot from AlphaB.”

Christina nodded. “Phobosisthe first problem that needs to be tackled.”



Chapter 33
The sky burned.

Akandi looked up at the incandescent heavens, awhite sky, resembling the negative image of what a
nighttime sky should be. Twisted arcs of lightning pedled out of asmall ova of darkened sky onthe
distant horizon.

“You areingde the Jet. The only portion of the Sky you can seeis at the open end of the cone.”

Akandi nodded, then looked down at the golden ground, at his dark boots, then at the too-near
horizon—he remembered this place. “ The outer hull of Phobos,” he said.

HY$H

Heturned.

The Clinger stood before him, its black eyes glistening in the reflected light of the Jet. “Y ou are aware,” it
sad.

Akandi nodded, remembering more, the confusion quickly lifting. The discontinuity between deep deep
and being awake was il jarring. “They put meinavat,” he said, remembering little hands pressing down
on him, the thick pink liquid flowing over hisface, running down histhroat, suffocating and enveloping
him.

“Reanimation has begun,” said the dien.
Akandi nodded again, fedling no different, running his hands across his chest. “My soul?” he asked.
“Your beliefsareintact.”

Akandi shook hishead. That did not answer his question. He looked at the Clinger, remembering it was
not real, smply acongtruct and avirtua manifestation of the Phobos operating system that acted asan
interface. 1t would know nothing about souls.

“Tragectory has been atered due to the implementation of safeguard protocols when the authorization
sgnd was not received.”

Akandi looked up. “Trgectory?’

The Clinger nodded, and the sky moved, faling toward him, awall of too-bright whitenesswashing over
him. There was no time to scream.

Black sky.

The Sun sat on the horizon, dipping down, growing smaler. What had filled the Sky was suddenly no
larger than an extended fist, receding to ablazing pinprick. Stars came out, the band of the Milky Way an
amog solid smear of light, stretching from horizon to high overheed, then folding over to thefar horizon.

Two bright stars burned above, one yellow-white and the second with an orange tint—the yelow-white
one directly above, the orange one agood 20 degrees lower toward the horizon.

“Centauri System,” said the Clinger. “ Our perspective has been shifted to apoint well in front of your
Sun, aong our projected trgectory. That is Alpha Centauri A,” it said, pointing straight above its heed, at
the brighter of the two stars. “ Our target.” It pointed at the second star. “ And that is Alpha Centauri B,”


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Cusp-toc.html

itsad.

Akandi understood. “ And whereis Proxima?’ he asked, knowing that the Centauri system was
comprised of three gars, two very much like Earth’s Sun, in close proximity to each other, but the third,
Proxima, asmal distant dwarf.

The dien pointed toward the distant horizon, at a patch of stars. “ Thered one,” it said, asone
indgnificant Sar twinkled.

Akandi nodded. “Then we ve arrived,” he said, looking back overhead at Alpha Centauri A. “But you
said our trgjectory had been atered.”

“Y our Sun stopped its braking and is again accelerating. The origina trgjectory was to have bypassed
Alpha Centauri A by amost 30 light-minutes, with the Earth then breaking away from the wake of the
Sun, using the Ringsto take it to the Incubator and itsintended docking position within the orbital track.
But now the Sunismoving directly for Alpha Centauri A.”

“Will Earth gtill be able to enter into the Incubator?” asked Akandi.
“Therewill be no Incubator. The Sun and Alpha Centauri will collide.”

Akandi ssumbled back, dizzy, the sky spinning, the distant Alpha Centauri A now impossibly close, and
next to it asecond blazing orb, what Akandi knew had to be the Sun. A ring of planets, looking like
pinpricks of light, encircling Alpha Centauri A, began to distort and tear apart, some of the worlds
floating in the direction of the gpproaching Sun.

Things changed quickly.

The stars neared, solar fingers reaching out, entwining, the planets scattering, many faling into thetwo
dars, others sailing far away. The solar spherestouched, the Sun passing into Alpha Centauri A, asif
trying to swallow it down, but the combined sphere wastoo large, distorted by an elongated blob of
gdlar plasmaasthe outer stellar shell of the combined stars exploded outward, passing over the
remaining planets of the Incubator, each momentarily flaring as the wave of plasmawashed over them,
then darkening.

The Sun vanished into Alpha Centauri A.

Then asecond blast followed, far more violent than thefirst, as another layer of the combined stars
erupted outward, aspherica shell of fire expanding, followed by severa not-quite-star-sized burning
remnants, gravity pulling them into egg-shaped orbs, burning bright white, then cooling to dull reds, the
receding blobs fading in the darkness.

A dar remained, asmall red dwarf, wrapped in atattered sphere of dowly expanding plasma, the sheath
glowingin dl the colors of the rainbow.

“No planets survive,” said the Clinger.
“But why?" asked Akandi.

Again the sky shifted, the red dwarf gone, replaced by Alpha Centauri B, the orange orb growing,
swdling, then falling over the horizon of Phobos, asasmdl world, faint blue but dominated by
geometrical patches of white and black, filled his perspective. “ Signas were not transmitted. The Alphans
did not acknowledge the approach of the Sun and the Earth. Without that acknowledgment, another
course of action was demanded.”



“Tota destruction?’ asked Akandi.
“Yes” sadthe Clinger.
“Why show methis?’

“I amtrangport,” said the Clinger. “Without the Incubator there will be no destination for me to transport
the contents of my ship. | have shown you, hoping that you can correct the Situation, asking you to
contact the Alphans and request of them that they supply the acknowledgment that will alow the Sun to
correct itstrgectory.”

“I don’t know how to contact the Alphans,” Akandi said, looking past the Clinger at the small world.
“Then | will soon bewithout afunction,” said the Clinger.

Akandi didn’t know how to answer that and didn’t have much timeto consider an answer. Hefdl
through the hull of Phobos.

Akandi pushed cold slime from his face, coughed, hacking up thick globsfrom degp in hislungs, then
Spit them out. He breathed, sputtering, then blew out plugs of mucus from his nogtrils.

“About done?’
Akandi opened hiseyes.

Sutherland stood over him, his exposed skin glistening in asheen of pink goo, most of himwrappedina
thin white sheet.

Akandi tried to talk but couldn’t get the words to come up and out of histhroat.

“Don’'t bother,” said Sutherland. “I know what you' re going to tell me. | was shown the samething.” He
wore the cocky smilethat Akandi had learned to despise. “A smulation,” he said. “Even if what we were
shown wastrue, if the Jet has started accelerating again and the Sun is headed directly at Alpha Centauri
A, wewill be ableto stop it, to save Earth.”

“You can't know that,” Akandi managed to whisper.
“The datacube doesn't lie” he said.
“| won't takeit,” said Akandi.

“Afraid that you don’t have much to say about that,” said Sutherland, smiling. “Y ou dready haveit. |
hardly expected you to travel back 65 million years, clutching the datacube in your hand.”

“Then how?” And he suddenly understood. Sutherland had been very upset at Bill’ s proposal that they

dter the programming controlling their reanimation. He didn’t want Bill to accessthat system, because if
he did, then he would have seen that Sutherland had already made modifications. “What did you do to
me?’ he asked.

“Not much redlly,” Sutherland said. “ Simply had the datacube inserted deep within your guts, wrapped
dl niceand sefeinthe coils of your smdl intestines.”

“The cube was found buried on the moon,” said Akandi.



“It certainly was,” said Sutherland. *1t was amidst the few desiccated and petrified remains of abody.”
He pointed at Akandi. “Not much DNA Ieft, but enough, and it didn’t take long before | found you at
that plantation you were working on in Georgiaand started you on the path to bring you here.”

Akandi bresthed dowly, willing himsdf to focus and control himself.

“Proves nothing about Earth’ ssurvival,” said Akandi, “only that | was at that meeting and my body
ended up on the moon 65 million years ago.” He said thisin a matter-of-fact manner, asif therewasno
actua connection between him and the body on the moon.

“Quitetrue,” said Sutherland. “Buit fortunatdly for al of us, you were kind enough to write down your
find thoughts, addressed to me, detailing those few critical pointsthat | would need to make dl this
happen. Y ou explained just what Sarah had become, that she was responsible for taking you into the
past, and how she was able to take control of the Jet and the Rings, and save the Earth, locking it into its
position in the Incubator.”

Akandi stared. “No,” he said.

“You wroteit, adying man'slast thoughts, as he ran out of air, staring up at an Earth 65 millionsyears
removed from his”

“ won't writeit,” said Akandi.
Sutherland smiled. “Too late. You did writeit.”
“1 will not!” shouted Akandi.

“You'll have no choice.” The voice camefrom thefar end of the chamber. Sutherland and Akandi
turned. Bill stood at the entranceway to the chamber. “Please have a seat,” he said.

The floor erupted beneath Akandi and Sutherland, chairsand crystal tendrils flowing upward, the tendrils
pulling them into the chairs, tying themin place.

“Findly met back up with my old friend,” said Bill, pointing at the Side of his head, where the Swirl lay
embedded, only the upper portion of it visble. “ Quite the journey the two of us havetaken,” he said,
reaching up and touching the Swirl with atip of an index finger. “The generd has been so terribly busy.
Firgt there was the selective breeding program that produced Smon Ryan, the vessdl that the generd
intended to fill with the Swirl. But that did not proceed as he quite expected, resulting in afracturing of
Simon Ryan' s persondlity and the creation of me. Fortunately, good ideas rarely die. Simon Ryan had
just ahit too much ego to sublimate himself to the Swirl, but | was more than willing to make the merger,
to become something so much greater than | had been. All that was needed was for meto berid of
Smon.”

“Goddamn you,” said Sutherland.

Bill nodded. “Never had the chance to thank you for that. Without Sarah transporting meinto Mears's
dead carcass, separating me from Simon, none of thiswould have ever been possible.”

“You...

A swatch of crystd materidized over Sutherland’ s mouth running aong the sides of hisjaw and up to his
ears. “Just preemptively quieting our good friend,” said Bill, nodding at Akandi.

“I will not write anything to Sutherland,” said Akandi.



“Quiteright,” sad Bill.
Sutherland let out a squeak, and Akandi looked over, seeing his eyes grow large.

“That’sright,” said Bill. “ Akandi will not be writing any notesto you. | will bewriting the letter for him,
giving you just enough encouragement to bring us dl to Alpha Centauri.” Bill dowly nodded.
“Unfortunately for you and the rest of humanity, the notethat | will leave will not quite give the true
picture”

“What will happen?’ asked Akandi.

“Quite surprising at thetime,” said Bill, reaching up and touching the Swirl that protruded from his head.
“I, of course, had maintained a presence on dl the mgjor bodies of your solar system, ever vigilant in my
quest for new life-forms, never knowing when afew amino acids might combine, be kicked by just the
right blast of ultraviolet radiation, and start something reproducing. I’ d seen it on Mars, Titan, eveninthe
atmosphere of Venus. But | redlly didn’t expect much to happen on the moon.”

“Sixty-five million years ago?’ asked Akandi.

“Of course” said Bill, and Akandi redlized the Swirl was speaking through him. “The two of you are
operating under the miscomprehension that the generd here created me, built me through the gestalt of
those who fought in the Ten Degree War. A most useful little fabrication. If only it weretrue. I’ ve beenin
exisencefor 1 hillion years, trgpped in your Solar system, doing the bidding of the Alphans, transporting
promising speciesto the Incubator.”

“Onebillion?’ asked Akandi in awhisper, looking over at the Sutherland, hisface now powder-pae.

“Then around 100 million years ago the Alphans suddenly went silent. | suspected that something got
away from them, that one of their many experiments escaped the Incubator and did something very nasty
to their home world on Alpha Centauri B, but had no way of redly knowing. Thisleft mewith abit of a
dilemma. Without the request for transporting new species, there was not much left for me to do except
watch and wait.”

“For millions of years?’ asked Akandi.

“Yes” sad Bill. “I waited aslong as | could, but eventualy had to take mattersinto my own hands.
There was only one way to stop what | was doing and escape. If a Post-Point species appeared on
Earth, fail-safe systems would demand that the entire Earth be immediately transported to the Incubator
for study and isolation. Once back to Alpha Centauri, the Alphans would provide proper
acknowledgment and receive both the Earth and me. If, however, they were truly gone, there would be
no acknowledgment, and your Sun would collide with Alpha Centauri A, bringing everything to an end
andrdeasngme.”

“So you tried to create those species with the dinosaurs and the lemurs,” said Akandi.

“Tried,” sad Bill. “They came close, but could not make the jump, and | could not see how to give them
thefinal push—it was beyond my design. Very close though, alowing me to implement the Jet and
Rings.” He paused. “But | couldn’t manage to deceive myself into believing that my crestions represented
ared Post-Point runaway. So | gave up, resigning myself to the infinite isolation, leaving the dinosaurs
and Clingersto themsalves.”

Akandi could see the sudden hate flashing in Bill’ seyes.

“And then you arrived on the moon. What a marvel ous story you had to tell. Now of course you didn’t



seem very happy to see me; in fact you refused to spesk to me. But | had little trouble accessing you. It
seemsthat in the far future, some 65 million years from when | found you on the moon, | would bein
your head. The pathway was so clear, the hardware in place, everything open to me, al your thoughts,
everything that you' d seen, everything that you' d experienced.”

“Y ou took control of my body and used it to write the note to Sutherland.”

Bill nodded. “I saw my way out, how to get the Earth to the Incubator. Y ou provided dl the answers,
you and Sutherland. | first had to get him to breed Simon Ryan—his potential was so vast, possibly
leading to something Post-Point, that | was able to start the Sun firing its Jet and once more restart the
self-assembly of the Rings. But Smon did not quite make it, could not quite see hisway to puncturing the
Point. But not to let him go to waste, | salvaged aportion of his persona, the Bill part that would comein
so handy later on.” Bill grinned. “ Still, he set the stage, dlowing the generd here to use his daughter to
finishthejob.”

“The Earth does not survive,” said Akandi.

“Nothing survives,” said Bill. “The Alphans did not answer on our fina approach, and fail-safe systems
have now been activated to bring thislittle experiment to aclose.” He pointed at Akandi. “In avery short
time you will watch the two suns collide and the outward corond flash vaporize everything in the Alpha
Centauri A system. It dl ends, my job will be done, and | will be released. All that isleft now arethefew
closing moves, to get you in position for Sarah to send you back intime so | can start the machinery to
end this experiment.”

“You'reinsane. You will kill billions of people”

Bill smiled. “Billions dead?’ he asked. “ And just how many hillions do you think I’ ve watched die over
thelast billion years of your planet’ s existence? How many billions more would | haveto watch if this
it brought to an end?’

Akandi didn’t answer. He prayed.

The image of Phobos hovered over the table, its golden hull amost obscured, the entire craft nestled
in the squirming coils of dozens of plasma contrailsthat snaked back to thewall of the cone.

“They’ ve dmost completed filling their tanks,” said Padmini. Her fingersfluttered through the haze of
symbalsin front of her. “They’ re most vulnerable during fueling.” She reached up for athick knot of
twisting symbols, pulling them down. “WEe ve closed on them to abit under 2 million kilometers. If we
launch theload now, it would arrive before they could escapeits dispersion radius, even if they ran at
maximum acceleration.”

Chrigtinasaid nothing but sat back in her chair, staring up at the Phobos. “Too easy,” she said.

Cautious, thought Xavier. The load was a concentration of neutra antimatter, mixed from the magnetic
holding tanks deep within Amalthea It could not be deflected by magnetic or eectric fieds.

If it drifted into any norma matter, it would annihilate in alethd burst of pure energy.

High-density beams of positrons and antiprotons would be sprayed in the direction of Phobos, the
particles combining in flight to create neutra antihydrogen. Phobos could generate massive magnetic
fields, more than sufficient to deflect any of the uncombined and gtill-charged positrons and antiprotons,
but the antihydrogen would sail straight in, undeflected, and when it struck the hull of Phobos, the



matter-antimatter reaction would vaporize the craft.

“They must know what the Amatheais cgpable of,” said Simon, “and when it isin close enough rangeto
firean antihydrogen stream.”

Christina nodded.
“Then they must believe that you won't fireor can't fire,” he said.

The collage above Christina s head, aways turning clockwise, suddenly stopped, twisted geometries of
lines and shapes stilled, then began to spin again, thistime counterclockwise. “ Or they know that we did
not fire” shesaid.

“Y ou think they can seethe future?” asked Xavier.

“Impossible,” said Simon. “Not even CUSP could do it. There are too many people, too much free will,
and far too many random elements for anyone to predict what we will do in the next few moments. This
isn't particles, or cubesin the CUSP domain—it’ s people.”

“The essence of chaos,” said Chrigtina

“They are severing plasmatendrils,” said Padmini, “and will be able to begin acceleration in amatter of a
few seconds. Once under way we will never be ableto hit them.”

Xavier understood. A stream of antihydrogen was aletha weapon but could not be steered or guided.
Once the neutral beam formed it would continue to drift endlesdy initsorigind direction. All Phobos
needed to do was not be in the beam’ strgjectory.

Chrigtinalooked around the table. “Try and drop the load,” she said to Padmini.

Padmini reached into the hovering display, her right hand cupping ared sphere. “ At your command,” she
sad.

“Fire)” sad Chrigtina

Padmini squeezed the red sphere, her fingers pushing through its virtua surface, the sphere exploding into
jiggling red blobsthat quickly faded. “It' saway,” she said.

Chrigtinashook her head. “It'snot,” she said. “ Check externa sensors, those hard-fibered independently
through ships systems.”

Padmini reached into the display. “1 have confirmation from severd dozen subsystems that the load has
been gected and is on an intercept trgjectory.” Her hands continued to play through the display.

“Independent hardwired sensors,” Chrigtinasaid firmly.

Padmini sat back, the display faded, and she reached into her coat pocket, removing asmall
dainless-sted box, onethat fit in the palm of her hand. She held it up in front her face, postioning it
before her right eye. Severd thin stalks erupted from its surface, burrowing into the center of the pupil.
Padmini turned her head to the right, then to the | ft.

“Theload did not spill from Amadthea, didit?’ asked Chrigtina.

“Itdid not,” said Padmini, pulling the box away from her eye, the tendrilsretracting. “ Theloca Void
manufactured afdseredity.”



“The Swirl?’ asked Xavier.

“No,” said Chrigtina, and she pointed over at Sarah. “ She does not want usto fire on them.”
All eyesturned toward Sarah.

“Isit Generd Sutherland?’ asked Simon. “Is he ableto control her?’

Chriginaamiled. “It isnot Generd Sutherland, or anyone or anything in Phobos. It is Sarah. We cannot
fire on them, cannot do anything to stop them from entering the Incubator, because she doesn't want it to

happen.”

“And that will alow the Swirl node in Phobosto comeinto physica contact with the Swirl in Alpha
Centauri.”

Chrigtinanodded.

“Then how will you be able to convince whatever isingde Alpha Centauri that Sarah isan Alphan, when
the Swirl in Phoboswill obvioudy dispute it? How will we be able to stop the Sun from crashing into
AlphaCentauri?’ asked Xavier.

“I s;eno way that we'll be ableto,” answered Chrigtina

“Then that'sit,” said Simon. “The two starswill collide, and we, aong with Earth and the Incubator, will
be destroyed.”

“That’ sthe only outcome | can see” said Chrigtina.

“And shedidit!” Simon stood, pointing at Sarah. “ She planned it dl along. Shedidn’t runaway, take
over the Earth, because she knew there was something bigger, infinitely more powerful standing between
her and wherever her Post-Point redlity was taking her. She' sintended al dong to destroy Alpha
Centauri and the Incubator, and in the process take the Earth down aswell.”

“So it would gppear,” Christinasaid calmly, and then looked over at Padmini. “ Phobos will be headed
for the Incubator. Follow themin.”

“I seeno pointinthat,” said Simon. “The outcome is now obvious.”
Chrigtinasmiled. “Y es, quite obvious. Perhaps too obvious.”

Xavier watched his daughter smile and reached over, taking her hand and giving it a squeeze. “Not over
yet?" he asked hopefully.

She said nothing.
Chapter 34

Padmini fluttered her fingersin the virtual display. “Damn,” she said.

“Itiswhat | expected, but it needed to be verified,” said Christina, as she studied the trgjectory Phobos
had taken. It had pierced thewall of the cone by firing out awide stream of plasmaand amassive
magnetic burst just beforeit struck the cone. The resulting magnetic turbulence, nearly 1000 kilometersin
diameter, had dammed into thewall of the Jet, deflecting the rdativistic protons and eectrons, creating a
momentary tear that Phobos had dipped through. The tear had mended itself just as the ship passed
throughit.
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“There” said Christing, pointing to the display, running her finger farther dong thewall of the Jet, severa
thousand kilometers sunward past where the breach had been torn open. That region of the cone briefly
undulated; rippling in the ghostly haze of radiation spit out from the € ectron sheaths that stabilized the
cone as they were momentarily deflected.

Simon stared at the subtle rippling. “ Could be generated by amagnetic recoil on the other side of the
cone, possibly by an exhaust backwash.”

Christinanodded. “I would suspect s0.” She turned toward Padmini. “ Check escape podsin Phobos.”

“Already did,” said Padmini as she looked to her left. “ All 48 till in their bays according to visua and
interfacing sensors, but of course we know how malleable such data can be.” Her fingers punched a
something unseen. “Bay 12 showed adight pressure change just as Phobos passed through the Jet. The
deviationiswithin noiselimits”

Simon laughed and looked over at Chrigtina. “ The three of them escaped in apod, hiding behind the wall
of the Jet, probably burning engines at maximum thrust, setting up the trgjectory to their intended target,
and have now gone stedlth, engines dead, powered down, leaking nothing so we can’'t seethem. I'd
suspect that they wouldn't power back up until the last possible moment, just asthey close on their
targeted planet.”

“Two hundred thirty-seven to choose from,” said Padmini.

“Probably not,” said Simon, as he looked at the image hanging in front of them, at the momentary ripple
inthewdl of the Jet. “ Quite the deconvol ution, with nothing to base a cal culation on except the locations
of dl those planets, theripplein thewall of the cone that might have been caused by the exhaust
backwash of the escape pod, and the initia trgjectory of Phobos asit punctured the Jet.” He paused. “|
can see abit of the pattern.” He pushed his handsinto the display, and Alpha Centauri A appeared,
ringed by its planets. The tendonsin hisfingers flexed and tensed. “ So sengtive to initia conditions” he
said in awhisper. “ Somewhere here,” he said after several seconds, aband of red extending across an
arc that covered nearly afull third of the planets. “We should move toward them.”

Christina had only been minimally conscious of Smon and Padmini, and instead had dipped far within
hersdlf, running the ca culations, the probabilities, examining the infinite dmogt-patterns, letting the shards
of CUSPthat Sarah had dipped into her head beat againgt dl the possibilities. She held up her right hand
and pointed at one of the specksthat Simon had highlighted, one at the far end of his suspected area.
“That one,” she said, astheimage shifted, the world exploding into view, one of the few that il
possessed an undagged surface, one streaked with blues, whites, and even afew bands of green.

ItsRingswere clearly visble.

Chrigtina patted Padmini on the shoulder. “1’m sure that Phobosis devoid of anything animated and
awake, but once we pass through the Jet you should take a contingent to secureit, daving it to us. Then
get back to the Amalthea.” She dmogt turned, but reaching back, ran her fingertips through the display.

The Sun and Jet materiaized aong with the ghost image of Earth, barely visble behind the wdl of the
cone. At thefar end of the display hung Alpha Centauri A, itsring of planets glistening. And beyond
AlphaCentauri A hovered Alpha Centauri B, another 2 billion kilometers distant. “ Getting close,” said
Chridina

“It'sover,” said Sutherland in a whisper.



Akandi sat ill, handsresting in hislap, watching the image of the gpproaching world in the partidly
polarized bulkhead in front on him. Through the semitransparent bulkhead, on the other side of thewall,
he could seethe faint outline of Bill, Sitting at the pod’ s controls, guiding the craft, the jewel of the Swirl
gl protruding from the side of hishead.

The planet they approached was Earthlike, but with far smaller oceans, the landmasses mostly colored in
burned orange and yellows, a desert world, the only green far to the north. Certainly not Earth, nothing at
al like Earth, with one obvious exception. The planet possessed a Ring system, identical to Earth’s, with
both North—South and Equatorial Rings, and one of the Crosses visible, risng up againgt the far horizon.
Stalks with opened Petals ran dong the length of the Rings, just asthey had on Earth.

Turning to his|eft, looking just above the horizon, he saw another world, the next planet in the chain of
worldsthat encircled Alpha Centauri A, about 6 times the old Earth-Moon distance. Ringswere so
vigble on that world, only white ribbons at this distance, but clearly stlanding out in stark contrast to the
glistening black surface.

Dead world.

Of that Akandi had no doubt. The entire planet looked melted, in places the Rings amost buried beneath
itsglasdike surface.

“You'll appreciate this, Sutherland,” said Bill, asthe bulkhead separating them cleared, now perfectly
trangparent. “ Look above the horizon,” he directed, pointing to hisleft, where the Cross now cameinto
full view. “Seethat purple glow, far above where the horizon actudly ends, where the atmosphere runs
out?’ he asked.

Akandi looked over at Sutherland, who stared straight ahead, asif he had not heard.

“At an dtitude of nearly 1000 kilometers, each of these worlds is encapsulated in an antimatter plasma, a
type of containment vessdl, so that nothing can escape the surface, keeping each little experiment safely
onitsworld. The glow you seeis produced by those few atmospheric atoms that migrate up to that
dtitude and areimmediately annihilated, spitting out their energy mostly in thefar ultraviolet and X ray,
but abit leaking in the high end of the visible spectrum. Thought you' d gppreciate this, Sutherland,” he
sad.

Sutherland continued to stare straight ahead.

“You see” sad Bill, “that antimatter needsto be continualy regenerated, some of it lost through those
high-atmospheric annihilations, and some of it shunted through vacuum conduits to power the Rings, so
their Petal's can befired to keep each planet in its place, maintaining the spacings between worlds. The
antimatter itsdlf is coughed up from deep insde of Alpha Centauri A, pulled right out of the nothingness
with theaid of thefierce gravitationa and e ectromagnetic shearsthat alow the ambient Swirl in the star
to tap into Zero Point.”

Sutherland looked up.

“That'sright,” said Bill, Stting back in his seet. “ Zero-Point Energy, a portion of it converted into
antimatter, isthe energy source that' s kept the Incubator running for nearly 1 billion years. | guessthat’s
onething that you were right about, and here’ sthe proof.” He swept his hand before the display.
“Unfortunately for you, that gppearsto be about the only thing you got right.”

Akandi looked over at Sutherland and saw his glazed eyes focus, the dackness beneath his skin suddenly
tighten. “Don’t underestimate Sarah,” Sutherland said quietly. “ She’ s more than you, more than you can



ever become”

Bill turned around. “ Certainly true, sincel will not exist for much longer, certainly not long enough to
punch through the Point. But regardless of what sheis, of what she has the potentia to be, it will not
matter. We know what she’sgoing to do.” Bill smiled. “ An aspect of me, something so distant and faint
that | can barely touch it any longer, went inside our friend Akandi’ s head 65 million years ago and saw
what redlly happened, watched the stars collide and destroy the Incubator. And then | saw it through
him. I will be gone, and all of you will be gone. That image can no more be escaped than the one you
took around your meseting table. The futureis fixed.”

Akandi felt his ssomach drop asthe pod’ s enginesfired.

“Excdlent,” said Bill, glancing to hisright. “I seethat our friends on the Amalthea have tracked us,
despite my very best efforts to keep us hidden from them. Wouldn't want to make it too easy, or they

might suspect something.”

Akandi watched the display as they approached the planet at a shalow angle, dropping down toward the
upper purple horizon, the glowing antimatter shell. He knew if they hit it, the pod would flash to nothing.
But he also knew that would never happen, could not happen. He imagined the datacube deep in hisgut.
Hewould not die here,

“Antimatter shield dissipating, being absorbed back through Zero-Point vacuum transitions,” he said, then
turned around, smiling. “ Easy to reabsorb, returning al that energy to those subvacuum levelswhereiit
wantsto be. The hard part, that takes a bit of time, is pumping that energy back out of the vacuum well.
I’'m afraid that before this planet’ s shield isback up, our friends on the Amatheawill be able to pass
through and drop into low orbit. How fortunate for them.”

“Sarah will stop you,” said Sutherland in awhisper.
“I quakein fear a the prospect.” Bill laughed.

Sarah shifted, each movement accompanied by a pop of air that echoed like athunderclap through
the almost empty chamber.

“We shouldn’'t get any closer,” said Chrigtina. “1’ ve never seen her shift by more than 10 meters, and
probably not more than two or three seconds into the past or the future, but she' svery agitated at the
moment and might not be able to maintain control.”

What Xavier saw hardly looked like control. Sarah flitted across the floor of the massive chamber, one
moment here, the next there, at times appearing severa meters above the floor, then vanishing before she
could drop and hit the floor, al the while Xavier feeling random tugs and pushes as her movements
generated some sort of gravitational backwash. And everywhere throughout the chamber flashed
fractured geometrica structures, some blazing, others misting with frozen vapor.

Xavier looked over a Chrigtina. Thiswas the first time since waking that he had been totally alonewith
her. Padmini, Simon, Drom, and his herd of soldierswerein the control chamber, monitoring the pod that
had escaped from Phobos, maintaining a distance of about haf alight-second behind it. “ This does’t
seemed very controlled,” said Xavier, ashe pointed at Sarah, now hanging upside down, her hair amost
touching the floor. Then she vanished, the chamber empty for several seconds, before she remateridized
lessthan 20 meters from them, Sitting, cross-legged, her hands held up high above her head.



“Every day, every hour, it is getting more and more difficult for her to hold on to the here and now, not to
lose her grasp on usand Smply runaway: her perceptions and awareness asymptotically punching through
to the next continuum,” said Chrigtina.

“Holding hersdf back?’ he asked, never having considered that, believing that whatever she was
becoming was something that she was conscioudy guiding hersdf toward. “ From what?’ he asked,
wondering if she were on the brink of the runaway nightmare scenario, where she would spill outside her
own body, enveloping whatever biosystem she could come in contact with.

“I can't read her, can’t seeingde of her, even when hard-linked,” said Chrigtina. 1 can catch glimpses of
the spillover, like the images that were leaking from her, and now leak from me, but she' s now beyond
reading. All | canredly doisfed her.”

“And what does she fed ?’

“Fear,” said Chrigtina. “ Fear that she will leave, pass on from thisworld to the next before she can
complete what needs to be done here with us.”

“Saving us?’ he asked. “ Saving the Earth?’

Chrigtinashook her head. “That doesn't fed likeit. And if that were her desire, then I'm sure it would
have aready happened. She hasfull accessto Zero Point, can see cause and effect, pattern, so far
beyond our comprehension that | think it would betrivid for her to reach out and Smply dter the
trgjectory of the Sun, to manipulate the curvature of space-time and sail the Earth and Sun safely away.”

Xavier tried to imagine that, could glimpse it from atheoretical perspective, but couldn’t even beginto
guess how anindividua could dter space-timein order to deflect a star moving at agood fraction of the
gpeed of light. “ Soundsinfinitely powerful,” he said.

Chrigtinanodded. “Almogt,” she said. “But thereis something she fears, something sheis not certain she
can do, aplace where her power can’t extend.”

“And you can’'t see what that iS?’ he asked, looking firdt at her, then at the smeared images floating
above her head, for just amoment catching aglimpse of cornfields.

Chrigtinashook her head. “Whatever is hgppening, whatever sheis planning, is beyond the local pattern,
somehow beyond cause and effect as | understand it.” She paused for amoment. “As we understand it.”

Xavier was not so sure of that. He again looked up at the patterns spinning above Chrigtina s head,
knowing that was how Sarah had started. And now Sarah flitted about the room, barely able to hold on
tothisloca chunk of space-time.

“I won't be running away,” said Christing, reaching up and passing a hand through the shifting shapes.
“Sarah gave me something of hersdlf, ahilitiesthat | can access, powersthat | can manipulate, but not that
| have conscious control over.” She haf closed her eyes, and the air in front of her shimmered, smoking
in something frigid, the air migting, then starting to liquefy, hissing specs of condensed air dribbling to the
floor, then skittering away. Behind her burned awall of plasma

She suddenly opened her eyes, and Xavier felt her grab on to his shoulders, wrap around his midsection,
fingersclutching at hisankles.

But her hands were ftill severd meters away from him.

Herose off the floor, picked up by hands that weren’t there.



Then hefdl, theinvishble handsgone,

Chrigtina sagged, bending forward, lowering her hands, clutching her knees, and breething deeply.
“Dedretrandated into action. But | can't redly understand or see it well enough to move beyond the
initia ability that Sarah gave me. And that was her intent, to alow me to do enough, understand enough,
to ensurethat | survived the 13 years on Earth.”

“Survived?’ he asked. “I see how Drom defersto you, how Padmini looks at you when your back is
turned, the awe and respect in her eyes. Y ou did more than survive.”

Christina straightened up and gave him adight smile. “I did what | had to do to prepare for our arriva at
Alpha Centauri. | was ready when the Jet started accelerating again, having seen to it that sufficient
infrastructure had been rebuilt on Earth so we could make our way to Amathea.”

“And now?’ asked Xavier.

“We get Sarah down to the planet that her father is heading to. We get her in contact with the Swirl, the
one running the Incubator’ s operating system.”

“To stop our Sun?’ he asked.
Chrigtinalooked down at the floor. “ That had been my hope.”
“And now?’

“I don’'t know,” she said. “ Sarah has changed, grown so much more powerful since sheleft Earth, but
also so much more fearful. She wantsto go down to that planet, but | get no sense of her stopping any of
this”

“Then perhaps we shouldn’t take her down,” said Xavier.

Christina shook her head. “1t' s not amatter of ustaking her. Before | had even loaded the new coarse
and trgjectory into the Amalthea, it was aready there. Sarah had aready started preparations for
Amdtheato go to that planet. Sheistaking us”

“She'sin total control of Amalthea?’ asked Xavier.
Chrigtinanodded.

“Then | assume she could stop the Phobos escape pod if she wanted, move this ship to intercept it, or
smply vaporizeit.” He paused for just amoment. “But she hasn’t doneit, which meansthat she wants
them to reach that surface, wants them to be in contact with the Swirl, to let it know that we are coming.”

Chrigtina smiled and, reaching out, lightly brushed her father’ sright cheek. “ Can’t get much past you,
Papito,” she said. Then her smiled faded, and the haze hovering above her head darkened. “ Either she
doesn’t care what the Swirl knows or doesn’'t know, or isworking with it, wanting both the Earth and
Alpha Centauri destroyed. Perhaps indifference isthe best we can hopefor.”

Xavier dowly nodded and looked back over at theflitting Sarah, redizing that indifference might leave
them with the possibility of survival, certain that if Sarah wanted the Earth destroyed, it would be.

But maybe there was more.

“Do you remember Senor Wright?' asked Xavier.



Chrigtinanodded. “ So many lifetimes and worlds away,” she said. “Y ou and Che grew that nasty batch
of corn worms and unleashed them on Senor Wright's cornfield, just so we could get into see Mears,
with theintent of blackmailing him so | wouldn't have to do Volunteer service. But of course| didn't
know at the time that you two were responsible for that. Y ou played me, making me acog in your
deviouslittle plan.”

Xavier nodded and smiled. “ Perhaps Sarah is doing the same thing.”
Christina narrowed her eyes. “What would make you think that?”

Hedidn't know. Perhapsit was wishful thinking, perhaps little more than a prayer. “ Focus on the
problem, my little brujaita,” he said. “Solvethe real problem,” he added.

“And that iS?’ she asked.

“The Earth,” he said. “How can we save the Earth?”’

“Onelast drink,” said Bill, tipping back the canteen and taking alarge mouthful of water.

Akandi and Sutherland waited, having no choice. Both were strapped into exoskel etons—alatticework
of form-fitting stedl truts and servos, with al movement daved to Bill.

“Thirgty,” said Sutherland.

“I imagineyou are,” said Bill, taking another long drink from his canteen. Then he upended it over his
head, pouring out the remainder, little streams rolling down hisface, wetting the colored facets of the
Swirl embedded in his head. Drops of water fell to the ground, pooling in the spongy orange surface for
just amoment, then quickly vanishing. “Out of water,” he said, and dropped the canteen. For just a
moment, it sat motionless on the surface, then wiggled abit as the sponge ground twitched around it.
Then it was pulled under, to the accompaniment of wet smacking noises.

Akandi turned his head, that much movement allowed, and looked over at Sutherland, at his heat-flushed
face and the beads of swest dotting hisforehead. They were ftill saverd kilometers awvay from the Ring,
what he assumed to be their detination. He was certain that Bill could have landed the pod at the foot of
the Ring if he had wanted to, but had instead landed nearly 10 kilometers away fromit.

It was asif he wanted to walk across the sponge desert.

“Such apowerful entity,” said Akandi, looking down at Bill, being nearly 1 meter above himinthe
massive exoskeleton. “Master of worlds, but not too busy to take the time out to torture athirsty
individud.”

Bill smiled, then looked over a Sutherland. “ Please do have adrink, my old friend,” he said. The suit
turned Sutherland’ s head, and atube extended from within the headgear, jutting into his mouth.
Sutherland began to suck at it. “ And you friend, Akandi, would you care for onelast drink before we dl
meet our Maker?’

For just amoment, Akandi hesitated, but then he nodded. The water tube extended from the suit and
dipped into the corner of hismouth.

“Alwaysthe pragmatic diplomat,” said Bill, smiling. Then he turned and started to walk again toward the
Ring, asthe exoskeetonsfell in step behind him. * Probably want to get as much water asyou can now,



considering wherewe re going.” He pointed up at the pae blue sky and the yellow-white sun of Alpha
Centauri A. “Might beatrifle hot in there.”

Padmini stepped lightly onto the spongy ground.
Wrong.

Thisworld iswrong, she thought. It was not the featureless ground, the lack of anything living, asky too
pale, theinfinite expanse of the Ring, or the smdl phalanx of dinosaurs, led by Drom, that made it
wrong—so alien.

It wasthelight.

Not yellow enough, far too much white. The sun waswrong. Padmini looked up into the sky, shielding
her eyes as best she could, unable actualy to look at the sun, but able to catch some of the impossibly
whiteglare. So bright. She looked down toward the horizon, at a second source of light, this onefeeble
in comparison, adar stting not far above the horizon, ahard sharp gem blazing yellow-white. “ Alpha
Centauri B?’ she asked, looking over a Chrigtina.

“No,” sad Chrigina. “Right now AlphaB ishanging dmogt directly behind AlphaA,” she said, pointing
above her head but not looking up. She then lowered her hand, pointing &t the star on the horizon.
“Thet’sour Sun.”

Padmini squinted, Staring at it, and saw the dight glimmer on itsright Side, adistortion that actualy
seemed to grow as she watched it. “1 think | can seethe Jet,” she said.

Christinalooked to her left and reached up, her hand fluttering through the shapes above her head. “Less
than aday away,” she said in awhisper.

Padmini said nothing but took another step onto the spongy burned-orange surface and kept walking,
following Drom and histroops.

Chapter 35

Christina, Smon, and Xavier stood a few hundred meters from the base of the Cross, leaning back,
looking up into the pale blue sky. The structure stip did not fade away into the haze asit did on Earth,
but ended with ablinding bal of white plasma, out of which sprouted adowly writhing dischargetail
cutting across the sky, eventualy lost in the blaze of Alpha Centauri A.

“The connection seemsto be complete,” said Simon.

Christinalooked down. Between her and the landing pods stood severa dozen dinosaurs, their staffs at
the ready, Drom ingsting that they accompany them down to the alien surface, as xenophobic about this
world as he was about humans and Clingers—certain they’ d be facing afight. Not usually ableto read
the emotions of Drom’ s subordinates, and &t times bdieving that they had none, Chrigtinafound them
easy to read now—rfear. A gravitationd froth doshed againgt the base of the Ring, at times so extreme
that the dinosaurs would actualy float up several metersinto the air before falling back to the spongy
ground.

But Drom showed no fear.

He quickly picked himsalf up after each gravitationa thrashing, stiff and erect, lance ready and by his
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gde. Hisnictitating membranes, normaly hung partially across hisblack eyes, were fully open; his
attention was focused on the display hovering in front of Simon. It showed Alpha Centauri A, the world
they stood upon, and the twisting filament of plasmathat connected the two, running fromthe star's
equator to the top of the Crossthey stood next to—a 175-million-kilometer-long band of fire that had
suddenly appeared, not erupting from the gar, but along its entire length. Christina suspected space itself
being folded and torn adong its path, Zero Point accessed, and the blazing plasma pouring out from the
subvacuum energy levels.

“The outer sheath of the filament is modulated by an incredibly dense, dternating magnetic field,” sad
Simon as he reached into the digplay and ran an index finger dong the virtua tendril of plasma

“A communicetion linkage between Alpha Centauri A to top of the Cross,” said Christing, as shetook a
few stepstoward him, amost sumbling as her right leg rose, buffeted in the gravitational backwash.
“They’ re undoubtedly aready in contact with the star.” Christinalooked down &t the ground, sdlectively
sampling key rods and conesin her eyesto give her apolarized perspective of the light reflecting from the
spongy surface, able to seeincredibly subtle contours.

Footprints.

Three sets—one from boots and the other two larger and lopsided, obvioudy from some sort of
mechanica trangport devices. Judging by the dow relaxation in the pongy surface, she estimated that
they’ d passed less than an hour ago, the prints showing where they had marched directly up to the face
of the Cross, then walked into it.

Christinalooked to her left. Nearly afull kilometer away sat Sarah’ s pod. She' d come down by hersdlf,
her movements now so erratic that it was not safe to be around her. As sheflitted about, not quite there,
whatever occupied that region just before she materidized was shunted el sewhere.

Possibly to nowhere.

Before they’ d come down to the surface, she’ d punched better than ahalf dozen holesin thelarge
holding bay she' d been kept in, chunks of the 10-meter-thick outer hull of Amathea absent in places.
The atmosphere had been blown into space, but that didn’t seem to bother Sarah. She continued to dip
about in space and time, at times winking into existence severa hundred meters beyond Amathea s hull,
wrapped in anitrogen/oxygen sheath, that bubble of air indicating that she had not completely evolved
past her organic origins and still needed to bregthe. This gave Christinasome dight comfort, discovering
something about Sarah that was till understandable.

But only barely.

During her trip down to the surface, the pod Sarah had chosen was quickly destroyed by her
movements, chunks of the engines vanishing asif attacked by some metal-eating animal, the dead craft
enveloped in fractured sheets of plasmathat carried her to the planet’ s surface. Her riddled and dead
pod lay nearly one kilometer avay—now the focal point for a sort of three-dimensional spiderweb of
writhing air, compression and expansve gravitationa wave fronts rippling from the vicinity of the pod,
creeting the optical effect of a spiderweb constructed of glistening tendrils of migt.

For severa kilometers around her pod the loca gravitational field wasin a constant state of turbulence,
al that chaotic action aby-product of the crestion of one area of stability, acrushing field of nearly 10
gees, located precisely at the face of the Ring where those from Phobos had earlier passed through.
Sarah now stood there, her |eft cheek pressed up againgt the white wall, the pams of her handsflat
againgt it. She no longer dipped about in time and space, but was anchored in place by the intense
gravitationa field. Padmini had now worked her way closer to Sarah, at times crawling on al fours, other



times dragging hersalf aong on her belly, and at others, tossed into the air and dammed back down—but
aways moving toward Sarah.

Chrigtina could see the faint shimmer of Kali, hanging midway between Padmini and Sarah, thetwo
mentally shouting at one another. The Ring leaked at the point Sarah had her face pressed up againgt it, in
magnetic squeds and hisses, Kai picking up that leakage and relaying it to Padmini.

“Shemust betaking toit,” said Xavier, who had kicked himsalf forward, floated more than 1 meter
above the ground, then dammed back down and crawled up next to Christina.

“To the Ring, to the ambient Swirl, to whatever has generated the plasma conduit between the Petd and
Alpha Centauri, or to the three who passed into the Ring?” asked Chrigtina, not quite looking at her
father but watching Padmini move ever closer to Sarah.

Her father pushed himsalf up and grabbed on to her hands for stability. “ Probably one of those, perhaps
severd of them,” he said, offering up adight smilethat quickly turned into afrown. “But regardless of
which, the Swirl from Phobosis dready insgde, certainly having made contact, explaining just who we are
and what our intentions are.”

It was obviousto Christinathat Sarah wanted those from Phobosinside to befirst and set the stage for
what was about to play out. And while Christina could only see bits and pieces of what was about to
unfold, one thing appeared to be anear certainty—the Sun and Alpha Centauri A would impact, and the
resulting stellar outflash would vaporize everything.

Chrigtina suddenly lurched to the lft, felt the gravitationa force building, her feet sinking into the soft
ground. Turning to her |eft, as she dropped to her knees, she saw that al the dinosaurs were down,
snoutsfirgt, snking into the ground. Simon was also down, to the accompanying sounds of crunching
equipment, and the display fidld was collgpsing. Xavier fdl next to her, hishands till held tightly to hers.

Asshefdl, sheangled hersdf so she could see the Ring. Padmini till crawled, now only afew meters
away from Sarah, who continued to press up against the face of the Ring.

“She'sgoingin!” shouted Chrigting, pushing hersalf up to her knees, the gravitationd field somewhat
lessening, but till easily in excess of 5 gees. She watched Sarah’ s head passinto the white surface of the
Ring, her hands now gone, also into it wrist deep. Padmini had ahand on Sarah' sright foot, holding on,
being dragged forward as Sarah stepped into the Ring.

Then suddenly the gravitationa turbulence snapped off, asif a switch had been thrown, and Chrigtinawas
on her feet, pulling her father off the ground and dragging him toward the Ring, “We' regoing indde!” she
shouted, not bothering to ook behind to seeif the others were following, knowing that they would.

Most of Sarah had entered into the Ring.

Padmini gtill had ahold on her right foot. Now standing, leaning back, looking asif she were trying to pull
Sarah out of thewall, Christinawas close enough to be able to lock onto Padmini, and through her to
Kali, the Jnni no longer wispy and wavering, but solid, down on dl fours againgt the face of the Ring, her
longtonguelicking at it. “ Solid but permeable,” said Kdi. “ Sarah is not passing through it, but
dissolving into it.”

“Faster!” shouted Christing, taking a quick look over her shoulder, her father close behind, Simon behind
him, and Drom and the other dinosaursin close pursuit, the pack having angled their bodies down, tails
held high, shifting their centers of mass forward for maximum speed.



Sarah dipped into the Ring.

But Padmini till held on, despite the fact that she was now elbow deep into the whitewall. Chrigtina
covered thelast 10 metersin huge bounding strides, faling forward with her last step, hitting the spongy
ground, bouncing once, then grabbing on to Padmini’ swaist with her right arm, just as Padmini’ s head
dipped into the Ring.

Chriginadid forward, her left hand flailing out behind her, grabbing her father. Her face hit the Ring, a
sheet of nothingnessflowing over her, numbing her. Her thoughts quieted, her concentration fading as her
senses dimmed, everything draped in sheets of gray.

Thelast thing she felt was her father’ shand in hers.

Christina opened her eyes.

Black sky above. Turning to her left, looking past aburned-orange horizon, astring of small moonslay in
anearly sraight line, each smdler than the last, until finally reduced to dim pricks of light. Turning to her
right were more moons, again shrinking in the distance, eventuadly fading to nothing.

Not moons.

These were the worlds of the Incubator, and she realized she stood atop the Cross. It had been daylight
when they had entered the Ring, but now it was night. She did not know if time had actualy passed, or if
al thiswas afull-immerson dternate redlity. The air was cool and breathable, despite the fact that if this
were real, shewould be nearly 100 kilometers above the planet’ s surface, in the near vacuum of
low-orbit space.

“A grand experiment.”
Chriginaturned, seeing severd things at once.

Thefirst was Sarah, standing at the nearby lip of the Cross, bathed in abright plasma discharge, out of
which blasted awrithing arc cutting high above, snaking across the sky, then faling over the edge of the
horizon. She knew that must be the conduit of plasma connecting the Crossto Alpha Centauri A, the one
that they’ d seen from the base of the Cross. But the plasma conduit, which had looked like an extension
of the sun when viewed from below, had been reduced to little more than a bright glow, caressing Sarah,
buoying her up, feet not quite touching the Cross.

She looked down.

Between her and Sarah, just beneath the white surface of the Cross, floated bodies, pressed up against
the undersde of its unyielding surface, immohile, frozen, eyes opened wide, mouths gaping, asif frozenin
the smoky white substance of the Ring.

“Papito,” she said in awhisper. He was the nearest to her, aimost directly below her feet, but al the rest
were there aswell: Simon, Padmini, Kali made real, Drom, and two others. She’ d never met these other
two before, but had chased them across the gulf between the stars: General Sutherland and Adebis
Akandi. All were tiff, expressions captured in midscream.

And then there was the person standing before her, so changed from the person she' d seen so many
years ago in the dust-choked Alabama cornfields. “ Quite the journey you' ve made,” she said, and
pointed at the Swirl embedded in the side of his head.



“No doubt that I've comefar,” said Bill. 1 started off little more than a psychosis of that one,” he said,
pointing down at Simon. “Was then made real courtesy of your Post-Point friend,” he added, pointing
over a Sarah, “and then | findly fulfilled my destiny, accepting that | had been designed not to be a
person but avessd.” Reaching up, he ran severa fingers across the facets of the Swirl. “Certainly far, but
even thelongest journey eventualy comesto an end.”

He snapped hisfingers, and the image of two suns materiaized, bulging toward each other, their mutua
gravitationd atraction distorting them. The Jet exploded out of the more yellow of the two, the Earth ill
snugged in itswake, mostly hidden by the cone that sheathed it, the planet looking like a blue-white
ghost. Around Alpha Centauri A, many of the planets of the Incubator were aready on the move: some
flying away toward the edge of the image, others spirding into the suns.

“Simulation?’ she asked in awhisper.

Bill smiled. “ Redlity. Outer corond flashisjust afew hours away, then dl thiswill be done, the magnetic
fields of both stars mixing, randomizing, and when the stellar photosphereisflashed outward, al pattern,
al consciousnesswill be purged, and the experiment brought to an end.”

Christinalooked down at her father, his eyes staring up, not at her, but Straight up at the dark sky. Work
the problem, she could hear him say.

Shetook severa stepstoward Bill, then found hersalf stopped, unable to move. She understood severa
things at that moment. While the Bill/Swirl entity had total control over her in this environment,
undoubtedly due to the abilities of the Swirl, there was till something of Bill in the mix—the fear. HE d
stopped her from moving nearer, possibly afraid of what she might be capable of.

She focused, feding the swarm thicken above her head, as she peded through random thoughts,
performing a deep purge of synaptic storage, the tornado of images and emotions thickening, dmost
solidifying. She watched him looking up at it. “ Curious,” she said. “Not quite dl-knowing?’

Bill smiled. “All-knowing enough,” he said, and pointed over at Sarah. “I am the Swirl,” hesaid. “But the
Swirl isfractured, faceted, isolated aspects held to certain basic congtraints, but still acertain degree of
individual freedoms exist in each facet, dlowing each to pursue different objectives. But enough of me
remainsto know what must happen.”

Chriginadidn’t understand.

Theimage of thetwo suns till hung in front of her. They had moved dightly nearer to each other, severd
planets flashing motes of flame asthey spiraled into the stars.

Christinaforced hersdlf to look away fromiit, not to think about the Earth. “Each Swirl al-knowing,” she
sad. “But some of you abit more all-knowing than others.”

Bill shook his head. “ The outcome cannot be changed,” he said as he pointed at the two suns. “Thereis
nothing that you can do or say that will change athing.”

“Thenwhy am | talking to you? Why am | conscious of this moment and not submerged and trapped like
the others?’

Bill glanced over at Sarah, then looked back at Chrigtina.

At that moment, she knew the answer to her question. “ Because Sarah wants me here, wants me to see
this” shesad.



“A witnessto the passing of so many worlds” said Bill. “Not that it will make any difference.”

“Perhaps you are mistaken, perhaps the inevitable outcome is not so certain,” she said, and managed to
take astep forward, breaking free.

Bill stepped back, took a quick look over his shoulder, then looked back at Christina. 1t makes no
difference,” he said. “ She knows what has to be done and where she has to take us. Thereisno choice,
because she has aready taken it. | have the memory of it.”

Chrigtinadidn’t understand but continued to walk, moving past Bill and toward Sarah, fedling pulled
toward her, not by any gravitationd shear but by smple desire.

“Shecan't saveyou!” shouted Bill.

“Thenweé ll save oursaves,” she said, and she held out a hand, reaching for Sarah, her fingers brushing
up againg the plasmadischarge that wrapped her and connected her through the writhing conduit, al the
way back to Alpha Centauri A. “Wewill save ourselves.” She reached into the discharge.

Andfdl.
Far and into the light.

Christina swam through the outer photosphere of AlphaCentauri A, imperviousto the burning
plasmaand the writhing magnetic fieds, feet dowly kicking, arms paddling, taking deep gulps of ar that
she knew could not be there. Like being immersed in apool of water just before it began to bail,
convecting currents of plasma shifted around her, amaost on the verge of dipping into achaotic bail, but
entropy having not yet kicked the plasmainto the abyss of randomness.

Boundaries between convecting plasmacdls, cut and defined by thermal gradients and magnetic fields,
filled her entire perspective—cdlls that spanned the Size of planets, others only people-sized, and those
that spun and twirled at atomic dimensions.

So much structure.

So much capacity for storage, and so much capacity for computation as the fierce temperatures
continualy shifted everything. All around her existed astructure within a structure, within astructure, so
many layers of nesting, the capacity nearly infinite, astructure perfect for intelligence, begging to befilled,
an intellect driven by objectives and desires.

But now empty, hollow, each layer, every cdll, silent and dead.
“It' sbeen gonefor avery long time.”

Chrigtina spun around with severa quick kicks of her feet. Sarah hung in front of her, hands dowly
flapping up and down, holding her steady in the convecting plasma. Chrigtina could sense the faint echo
of what had been, of what had once permeated Alpha Centauri A’ s photosphere. “Gone for nearly 100
million years” said Christing, seeing that much of the pattern, her voice echoingin al directions, carried
away by the star’ sinfinite currents. “But it didn’t die,” shesaid. “It went . . .” She struggled for theword,
for theimage, the context not compatible with the structure of her mind. What she perceived was not a
time, not aplace, not even geometry in the sensethat it defined physica space.

Sarah drifted nearer, information flowing between them. “ Gone,” she said.



Chrigtina could understand only asmall portion of what Sarah tried to tell her. She saw those from Alpha
Centauri B, the builders of the Incubator. They had kept interstellar space for severd hundred light-years
inal directions stable, safe, ensuring that nothing ripped through the Point, and in the process, gobbled
up dl adjoining space and time.

Chriginasmiled.

Nothing had escaped from the Incubator to claim them and to swallow them in a Point-Punching
runaway. Those from Alpha Centauri B had findly dipped over the edge, not in an explosive expanson
of gobbling intellect, or an exponentidly driven runaway that spilled acrossthe stars. They smply dipped
to the other side of their Point, gently, quietly, al that they were, moving beyond to a place where space
and time, sunsand planetssmply didn't exi<.

Gonein an ingtantaneous trangition: phase trangtion, like ice turning to water, or water to steam—an
unsuspected boundary breached and an entirely new form erupting from what had been.

A group runaway: not what mankind had feared, a single entity puncturing the Point and devouring
everything around it, but entire species, entire worlds, dipping from one plane of redlity to the next. Gone
inaningant.

The Swirl, those agpects of it residing in the Alpha system, including the one degp within Alpha Centauri
A that directed the Incubator, dipped away with the race from Alpha Centauri B, the event taking place
50 quickly, so unexpectedly, that from one moment to the next it Smply ceased to exist in normal

Space-time.

But it did leave something behind: the Swirl facetsin other star systems, to carry on as best they could,
resulting in the Earth and Sun being brought here.

Chrigtina spun once, looking everywhere, knowing that while the intelligence had long vacated the gar,
the machinery, the infrastructure was till in place. Just like Earth’s Sun, a Jet could be fired and Alpha
Centauri A moved.

She looked deeper.

AlphaCentauri A wasthe nexus, till connected to al the other stars, including the Sun. “ So smple,” she
whispered, as her hands reached out, sensing just what needed to be touched, what images needed to be
presented, how desire could be transformed into action, and the Sun’s Jet redirected.

Possible trgectories flooded through her, and she saw that there were anearly infinite number of
perturbationsin the intensities and directions of Jets from both Alpha Centauri A and the Sun that could
even now be used to avoid collision, to save the Earth.

S0 easy, shethought.
She reached out.

And her fingers melted away, seared to nubs. Christina screamed, her wail swallowed in the nearly
infinite expanse of the Sun. “Let medo it!” She spun about to face Sarah.

“| need both these stars,” said Sarah.

Sarah shifted, the star moving benegath her, a Jet exploding out of it, theloca magnetic fields curling,
tightening, guiding the torrents of protons that would be needed to form a Jet, the entire surface of the
star convulsing, atorrent of protons rushing to create the spray of the Jet. She reached in deep, haf a



million kilometersto the core, where the vacuum level s of space-time were aready stressed, and gave
them the not-so-gentle nudge they needed to cascade, to siphon out energy from beneath the levels of
absol ute nothingness—Zero Point tapped.

The Jet roared, nothing as subtle as the Jet erupting from Earth’ s Sun, this Jet at first spewing moon-sized
globs of rdativitic protons, then unleashing an even larger torrent.

Sarah guided the trgjectory.

AlphaCentauri A began to crawl toward the nearing Sun, acceleration building, not eventhe star’s
crushing gravitationd field ableto keep it intact, its degp guts beginning to convulse, to purgein explosve
fountainsthrough its surface.

“It’ stearing apart!” shouted Chrigtina.

“Accderationin excessof 10 gees,” said Sarah. “ Gravitationd and structurd integrity cannot be
maintained under such aforce, but sufficient high-speed mass will impact the Sun to serve my purposes.”

Chrigtinatried to imagine the resulting impact, no longer the gentle merging of the two stars and the outer
corond flash that would obliterate all nearby planets. Thiswas something more, something far more
intense, Alpha Centauri A literdly ripping itsdlf gpart even before the impact took place.

And when the rdativistic remnants of Alpha Centauri A collided with the Sun, the result would be so
much more than just acollision. But Christinacould not seeit, could not calculateit, the recoil and spray
of planet-sized globs of stellar matter too much to handle, to smulate, to run through her head, despite
what Sarah had done to her, despite how enhanced she’ d become.

But she could sense the destruction, the absolute totdity of it.
“The death of al humanity,” said Chridtina.

Sarah shook her head. “ Something cannot die that was never born. And that iswhat | must do, ensure
our birth,” she said. “What remainswill be up to you.”

Chrigtinafet Alpha Centauri A rip itsdf gpart.

“Christina.”

Hands grabbed her shoulders, shaking them. She dowly opened her eyes, and for amoment she thought
shewasdtill ingde of AlphaCentauri A, the dl-pervasive blinding whiteness enveloping her, asits
erupting core blew through her.

“Chrigting, we need to go.”

Tugged up into asitting position, she focused, her eyes blinking. To her l€ft, her father held one of her
hands, whileto her right, Smon held the other. Padmini squatted in front of her, with Kai hanging just
above her, Stting cross-legged in midair.

“Wesaw it,” said Xavier, who had leaned close to her and whispered in her ear. “ There was nothing you
could do.”

Chrigtinaturned, looking at her father. “Y ou saw it al—the two stars collide, Alpha Centauri A firing its
own Jet and tearing itself apart?’



Xavier nodded, then pointed up at the sky.

Christinaleaned back, and what had been a pale blue sky now blazed white. As she squinted, unable to
focus, she could fed adeep, searing hesat, knowing that the air had not yet had sufficient time to absorb

much of what the salf-destructing star was spitting out, but certain that it would not take long before the
entire atmosphere of this planet sarted to boail.

Alpha Centauri A’s Jet had fired, but unlike the perfect cone from the Sun, this Jet was comprised of
miniature suns bel ched from the core: a stream of plasma spheres aimed at the Sun.

“Shewasjust too powerful,” said Padmini.

“Powerful enough to give birth to something amazing,” said Christinain awhisper, the image of what she
was about to attempt echoing in her head. She pulled her hands away from her father and Simon and
dowly stood, swaying gently as she looked around. They stood at the base of the Cross, at what
appeared to her to be the exact location they had entered into it.

Sarah was gone, along with Drom and the other dinosaurs.
“Phobos has broken orbit,” she said as she took afew steps forward, toward the nearby pods.

“Severd minutes ago, while you were unconscious,” Xavier said, then looked over at Padmini. “Did Kdli
tdl her?’

Padmini shook her head.

“No onetold me,” said Christinaas she continued to walk toward the pods, the heat from the distorting
sun begting at her, with each step the temperature crawling higher. “I’'m still connected,” she said,
pointing above her head, in the general direction of Alpha Centauri A. She began to trot toward the pod,
her head swvimming, the heat making her dizzy. “We need to be as far away as possible when the stars
implode.”

“Y ou mean the photosphere flash?” asked Xavier from behind, now huffing and puffing to get out the
words.

“Implosion,” said Chrigtina. “And the gravitationa turbulence will be severe.” She focused on the pod,
making certain her feet knew exactly whereto carry her, then dipped far away from the mechanics of her
body and began running smulations, giving commands, making certain that Earth’s Rings sucked down
every available antiproton that could be captured by the massive magnetic maws of its Petals.

They would need dl they could get.

She pictured the Earth hurtling through space, its own Jets screaming, the torrent of protons erupting
through the Petals, carrying the Earth far away.

To where?

She stopped, the desolate world around her fading, replaced with flowing numbers and potential
trgectories. All of them fel short. Earth would be afrozen rock, ecosystems gone, life wiped from the
surface before it could reach the new source of warmth. Once the Sun and Alpha Centauri A imploded,
the source of antimatter to power the Earth’s Rings and the proton source needed for reaction mass
would be gone—with not enough stored in the Rings to save Earth, to prope it to the only safe place that
would remain after Sarah was done with Alpha Centauri A and the Sun.



“Chrigina?

She dowly turned, those around her seeming to float like wigps of mist. “ Not enough energy, not enough
reaction massfor Earth to reach Alpha Centauri B,” shesaid.

“What?’ said the ghost that looked like her father. “ Alpha Centauri B?’

She felt hands grab her shoulders, shaking her—not her father’ s hands. “ Alpha Centauri B?” asked
Simon. “Do you have atrgectory? It snearly 2 billion kilometers away.”

Chrigtinanodded. “But not enough energy, hot enough reaction mass.”
“Work the problem,” said Xavier.

Chrigtinanodded, despite the redity that there was not enough energy, not enough reaction mass, and it
was beyond her abilitiesto twist the fabric of space-time, to pull energy out of the subvacuum levels, to
tap into Zero Point—that ability uniquely Sarah’s. There Smply was no other source of energy to power
Earth’ sRings, or asource of reaction massto kick out of the Petals, to push the Earth to the only
possible place of safety.

Alpha Centauri B—another star—so close, but still too far.
“Work the problem,” said Xavier again, hisghostly outline hanging in front of her.

She looked deeper, even the ghosts fading, the surface of the dead world gone, nothing remaining except
for her connection to Alpha Centauri A, atotally usaless connection. She couldn’t accessthe
infrastructure within Alpha Centauri A or the Sun. The only points she could manipulate were the
Rings—and she' d dready done dl that she could to ensure that Earth’ s Rings gathered up every available
proton and antiproton.

Eath'sRings.

Then she saw it. There was more.

So much more, as she redlized she could access all the Rings through the connection that passed through
Alpha Centauri A—Sarah had not blocked that pathway. She reached out and could fedl the nearly 200
surviving worlds of the Incubator, those that hadn’t yet been pulled into the gravitational vortex of the
colliding stars. She could taste those worlds, ecosystems stripped down to the bare minimum, nothing
intelligent remaining, nothing intelligent alowed to evolve for the last 100 million years, eech world little

more than anear-dead rock. But there were nearly 200 of them, most with Ringsfull of protons, all
ready to be fired at her command.

Work the problem.

Not enough energy or reaction massin Earth’ sRingsto carry it quickly enough to Alpha Centauri B
beforeit froze, let alone the energy and reaction mass needed to brake the Earth’s momentum and drop
it into astable orbit. But there were nearly 200 worlds, their engines ready to fire, those worlds ready to
be moved.

And each had agravitationd field.
A possibility.
“Simon!” she shouted, reaching for him without seeing him, crystd stalks protruding from her fingertips



probing for connection, searching for Simon’ s nervous system. An imagefilled her head, a phantom from
her brief connection to Sarah, something from the CUSP core that had burrowed deep into her head—a
lab long gone, the CUSP domain field, and a Dall with arms flapping, amidst hundreds of moving blocks.
She touched Simon, pushing her thoughts toward him.

“Not blocks,” shewhispered. “ Planets.”

Chapter 36
“Sopit, Sarah!”

Akandi looked up into the sky, knowing there would be no stopping what was taking place, readlizing that
what was happening was the only possibility. Alpha Centauri A was bardly recognizable as a star, most
of it having torn itself apart, dozens of smaller sunlettes having been blown out of it, thelittle dull red suns
at firgt parked in tight orbit around the Sun, but now each onefiring its own Jet, aming its Jupiter-sized
bulk of plasmadirectly at the Sun, ready to strike it from al sSdes.

The Sun was about to be deliberately destroyed.

The Sun’sown Jet had extinguished, the Earth nothing more than areflected pinprick of azurefire,
impossibleto pick out from the hundreds of other worlds from the Incubator, al of them flashing, their
Ringsfiring. The scene resembled fireflies swarming around a campfire, aworld occasiondly flaring asit
dipped too near the Sun, or to one of the sunlettes that had been Alpha Centauri A.

Thiswasal Sarah’ sdoing, and Akandi was certain of her intent, why thiswas happening. The reason sat
nestled in the coils of his smdl intestine, the datacube, something he could not feel, something inert and
lifdless, yet something that dictated the destruction of two stars and all those worlds. She needed to pass
through a door to the distant past, and would open that door with the destruction of both these stars, the
worlds of the Incubator, and even the Earth.

They sat on the virtua hull of Phobos as the ship accelerated directly at the Sun, coming in from above,
the trgectory carrying them over the Sun’ s northern pole, accelerating them downward. He suspected
that the timing had been coordinated so that Phobos would cut into the Sun just as the sunlettes that had
once been Alpha Centauri A crashed along the entire circumference of the Sun’s equator.

He could not even begin to understand the gravitationa forces that would bein play then, especidly when
coupled with Sarah’ s ability to tap into Zero Point, but he had little trouble guessing at the result. The
implosion would so stress space-time that a door would be opened, one that led to avery particular
place and time, one that Sarah knew she must open, that she had no choice but to open.

“Not thisway, Sarah!”

Akandi looked down. Sarah stood 10 meters away, anchored to the hull of Phobos with a series of
crystal stalks and bathed in a plasma discharge that sparked and hissed. Genera Sutherland, on hands
and knees, was pressed up as close to her as he could get, arcing sparks erupting from Sarah, cracking
over him, then vanishing into the ship’ shull. Next to him, dso down on dl fours, histall highintheair,
crouched Drom, his head whipping back and forth, long tendrils of droal flying.

“Promised usaworld!” barked Drom, dapping Sutherland with the side of his snout, throwing the
generd to the golden ground.

Sutherland picked himself up. “Not thisway!” he screamed again, ignoring Drom, pushing himsdf nearer
to Sarah, and amogt ingtantly being thrown back by acrackling wall of discharging lightning, hurled into
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Drom, both of them rolling severa meters. The dinosaur barked, then bit Sutherland in the left thigh and
threw him highintheair.

Sutherland landed hard, and Akandi thought he could hear bones break, but the genera quickly pushed
himsdalf up, crawling back to Sarah. His left thigh, which should have been bleeding and torn, was
untouched, and for just amoment Akandi couldn’t understand how that was possible, then knew that
despite how redl this seemed, it wasjust afull immersion, their bodies degp below in Phobos, ether
encased in crysta or having been again rendered in the vats of pink goo. Asred asthisfelt, none of them
were on the outer hull of Phobos.

At that moment, he realized he had no actua memories of even having returned to Phobos, hislast
memories those of being trapped within something unyidding, staring up at Sarah Sutherland, beyond her
aconduit of twisting plasma. And then somehow Sarah had trand ated them to Phobos, the transition
ingtantaneous, ablur, no red memory of anything until he once again found himsdf on the outer hull of
Phobos.

“The best-laid plans of mice and generds go oft astray.”
Akandi turned.

Bill, with the rainbow jewd of the Swirl till lodged in thisside of his head, sat next to him. “I remember
this” he said, pointing up at the colliding stars, the sunlettes now so much closer to the Sun, tendrils of
plasma snaking out toward the Sun, afew crashing into it, resembling lightning bolts striking the ground.
“Dim and digtant, more dream than redity, something forgotten for so long.” He grinned and reached up
and pushed alock of brown hair out of hiseyes, pinning it back against afacet of the Swirl. “1 saw it
through your eyes.”

Akandi nodded.
There was no escaping it now

Into the past they would sail—65 million years distant—to the Earth’ smoon in order to deliver the
datacubein hisgut. And there they’ d meet the Swirl of that time, and it would invade hismind, seeing the
death of these stars and worlds, and taking control of him, would force him to leave the message that the
generd would find 65 million years later: amessage of liesthat would tell him that the only way to save
the Earth would be to push his daughter through the Point so she could bring Earth safely to the
Incubator.

Thecirclecomplete.

The Earth dead.

Freewill alie.

lyoon suddenly hung before him, slent and till.

“ And what of Allah?” Akandi asked Iyoon. “ Has all this been nothing more than a moment’s
distraction, a game played by Allah to pass the time, none of us free-willed creations, but simply
windup toys, little machines to be put through our preordained paces?”

“You seethat so clearly,” said lyoon. * Without the slightest doubt.”

Akandi dowly nodded, wishing that he didn’t seeit so clearly.



lyoon dowly turned; black facets momentarily glistening reflected light from theimploding stars.
“ Arrogant to the end,” said the Jinni. “ Able to see into the mind of Allah. What a burden it must be
to be so all-knowing and all-seeing.”

Akandi shook his head, then pointed up at the colliding stars. “ | don’t have to be all-seeing to see
that, to understand what that means.”

Severa dozen small sunlettes punched through the Sun’ s photosphere, swallowed whole, the entire
surface of the Sun undulating, flares erupting. The sun’sgirth increased only dightly. For just amoment it
gppeared to Akandi asif it could actudly retain the remnants of Alpha Centauri A that had just passed
intoit.

But that was an illusion of perspective.

The Sun exploded. The gravitational shock waves pushed its core through the North and South Poles, as
its circumference actualy began to shrink, imploding. The added mass of Alpha Centauri A, thekinetic
energy provided by the near-rdativigtic hurtling sunlettes, and something more, Sarah pushing the process
aong, tore a space-time, pumping al that energy into subvacuum levels, feeding those negative energy
gtates, and in return spewing space-bending gravitationa waves.

Akandi leaned back.

For just amoment the Sun’s North Pole rushed up at them. A wall of flame and flarefilled the heavens,
tendrils of plasmasmashing into Phobos, rolling over its golden hull, but passing harmlessy through their
virtud perspectives. And then it rolled the other way, like a retreating wave being pulled back into the
surf, dragging Phobos with it, the craft accelerating past dl design limits. Akandi felt the degp shudder;
the world beneath him shifted, contracted, the hull rippling around him.

Benegath him the Sun imploded, dl itsenergy, dl itsmass, trandated into subvacuum states. Akandi
witnessed the end of everything. Space-time curled over on itsdlf, enveloping Phobos.

Acceleration oscillated between 5 and 10 gees.
“Luminosity down by another 30 percent,” said Xavier.

Christinasowly turned her head, fighting the gee forces, looking to the left, to where her father sat
encased in crysta restraints. From the waist down, his body was wrapped in glistening strands of tightly
woven fiber that quickly undulated, asif breathing. The pulse of the materid remained in synch with his
besting heart, the wrap keeping the blood from pooling in hislegs and feet, forcing it back up hisbody,
into his chest and brain, keeping him conscious.

Infront of him hung a sputtering image of what the Sun and Alpha Centauri A had become—an
elongated tube of plasma, bulging and rounded at its north and south poles and narrowed at the equator,
forming aquickly congtricting waist, where the remnants of Alpha Centauri A had collided with the Sun.

“Closeto pinching off entirdy,” said Xavier in agrunt, having difficulty pulling down a breath. “ Soon be
two stars again, but not exactly spheres, each one with an open channd punched straight through its
center.”

The image shifted, rotating by 90 degrees, perspective looking directly down at the northern pole of the
dar structure, and at the dark hole, which was several thousand kilometersin diameter and punched
through the entire northern orb of the stellar remnent. It passed right down to its narrowed waist—atube



of nothingness. Instruments could detect nothing in the dark tube, just the Sizzling scream of plasmafaling
into it from al sdes, theimpossibly steep gravitational gradient surrounding it, and the backwash of
pewing antiparticlesthat appeared to keep the tube from closing in on itsdlf.

Phobos had dropped into the tube.

Christina understood: not redlly atube, but the entrance to awormhole, one created by Sarah's
manipulation of the calliding stars and her ahility to tap into Zero Point, generating the type of negative
energy densities needed to keep the wormhole stable.

Phobos was passing from here to e sawhere.

Whilethe Earth, till with an gppreciable resdud velocity asaresult of its last saverd months of

reacce eration, was now more than 200 million kilometers away from the imploding stars and wormhole.
However, it was il nearly 2,000 million kilometers away from Alpha Centauri B, which from this
distance appeared to be little more than an extremely bright yellow-orange star, not yet what might be
cdledasun.

Too far away from Alpha Centauri B.

And il far too close to the imploding stars—the inevitable eruption of the photosphere would wash over
Earth, the oceans boiling away, the atmosphere swept into space, and the crust facing sunward probably
liquefying to adepth of nearly 50 kilometers.

“Luminosity down another 10 percent,” said Xavier.

Thistime Chrigtina did manage anod. The neck between the two orbs of the composite star was almost
gone, while the two hemispheres were sarting to contract, aswell asfal toward each other. The
wormhole was beginning to pinch off, no longer needed, Phobos having dready made the trangit. The
physics alowing that was beyond her understanding. “Not my problem,” she said in awhisper, and
forced her head back. On the other side of the display, hanging in front of her, sat Padmini and Simon,
locked in their own high-gee recliners, both interfaced, crystd filaments running from their eyesto the
consolein front of them. Between them hung the second S mulation—everything except for theimploding
dars.

Two hundred worlds on the move—al with their Ringsfiring.
In the distance hung their target—AIpha Centauri B.

The number of potentia trgjectories was infinite—most of them usdless, placing Earth nowherein the
vicinity of AlphaCentauri B. But even when diminating those, the remaining possibilitieswere dill infinite.
That wasthe nasty redlity of dealing with aboundless set of solutions—no matter how many were
eliminated, there il existed an infinite number of possibilities.

“Threefold redundancy,” said Simon.

Chrigtinalooked. Vectorslit the display field, showing just where the worlds would be when the
composite sun imploded, and the photosphere exploded outward, searing most of the Incubator worlds
and vaporizing Earth’ scrudt.

Three possible shiedlds—three different solar eclipsesthat she had set up by controlling thefiring of each
world’ s Rings. Each of those three Incubator worlds, those with nearly twice the diameter of Earth,
would passjust afew hundred thousand kilometersin front of it on its sunward side, placed in apostion
so that it cast its shadow across the Earth just moments before the photosphere flash would roll over it.



Three different worlds.

Each cast its shadow minutes apart, the spread deliberate, since the actua instance of the photosphere
explosion could not be calculated exactly, not by the shards of CUSP lodged in her head or dl the
hardware packed into Amathea. Theimplosion of stars coupled with the collapse of awormhole was not
an exact science, at least not to those who were merely human.

“The best we can do,” said Simon.

Chrigtinalooked back at the smulation that Xavier worked on. The Sun-Alpha Centauri A combined
dtar was again two separate burning orbs. The neck had pinched to nothing, the wormhole connecting
them was gone, and the two orbs were now accelerating toward each other, driven by theincreasing
gravitationd fields being generated in their depths by the black holes forming from the truncated regions
of thewormholes.

“Easy partin place,” said Chrigtina.

“Now to really push CUSP,” she said, knowing that her interface to CUSP was only aingignificant echo
of Sarah’s. She knew that she could not arrive at a solution hersdlf, the domain wastoo large, the number
of moving elements far too many. She needed guidance; someone to show her the sweet spot in the
infinite possbilities of gravitationd potentids. “ Two hundred worlds,” she said. “We cannot accept any
solution requiring usto fire Earth’ sRingsin order to get to Alpha Centauri B—all the reaction mass
stored in its Rings must be saved to brake the planet’ s momentum and drop it in astable orbit.”

Simon turned his head, actudly lifting it up off the cradle of the restraining seet, looking over at her.
“There may not beasolution,” he said.

“Not an option,” said Christing, pushing hersdf forward, faling into the smulation, hundreds of worlds
hurtling around her, Ringsfiring, initid trgectoriesimputed, those worlds with sufficient reaction massand
energy dready locked on courseto intercept Earth. Just work the problem, she said to herself asshe
dipped under, sampling theinfinite possibilities, searching for the solution, for the set of near collisons
with Earth, close enough gravitationaly to tug the planet in the right direction but not so close asto callide
with it, or generate alarge enough gravitationa shear to shetter it.

“Luminogity down another 60 percent,” said Xavier from somewhere distant. “ The southern hemisphere
iscollgpsing, and thereis severe optica distortion of background stars because of initia formation of the
southern black hole.”

Chrigtinadrifted through the swvarm of planets, pushing them thisway and thet, the link to them beginning
to soften, to grow faint, asthe informational conduit connecting her to the remnants of Alpha Centauri A
was forced to crawl up the increasingly steep gravitationa gradient from out of the collapsing stars. Not
much time left, she thought, projecting that concern to Simon.

“Can't seeit,” said Simon.

Chriginafet herself being pushed, guided to a gravitational-coupled group of more than adozen planets
that orbited in a chaotic path around their collective center of mass, al of them on acollision trgjectory
for Earth.

“These are key,” said Smon.

Christinadipped into them, firing Petals, setting course parameters, the dightest movement of oneworld
affecting dl the worlds, no closed-form solution to dl their trgjectories possible, no matter how many



iterations performed, the collective trgjectory smply too chaotic, so nonlinear.

“So hard,” she whispered as she gave the instructions for several hundred Petdls across the worldsto fire
in acomplex sequence. Work the problem, shetold hersdf.

Chapter 37
Akandi screamed.

Hefdl forever.
“Altitude 12,600 kilometers, and velocity 40 kilometers per second.”
Akandi opened hiseyes.

The face of the Clinger hovered above him, while beyond and abit to the left hung a blue-white world,
mostly seaand cloud, but aso a curling coastline—green-brown land to the right, fading into the distant
horizon, and to theleft crystal blue water. Both the North—South and East—West Rings were clearly
visble, the Western Cross glistening in the early-morning sunlight. “Contact in 315 seconds.”

Akandi stared at the distant ocean, dotted here and there with idands, and at what he thought might be
the southern edge of another coastline, a peninsula of land cutting through the blue water—the shape of
that coagtline familiar, but not quiteright.

“Propulsion systemsdl off-line,” said the Clinger.

Akandi nodded, pushed himself up, and looked out across the golden hull of Phobos—deserted. “Where
arethe others?’ he asked, as helooked up at the world above him, certain that it was the Earth.

“Occupied.”

Akandi nodded, redlizing he didn’t actudly care. “1 don’t think I'm supposed to be here,” hesaidina
whisper, a that moment understanding what had happened. Sarah had opened a door as the Sun and
Alpha Centauri A collapsed, and Phobos had passed through it—back to Earth. “ She'll need me on the

“Contact in 275 seconds,” said the Clinger.

Akandi looked up, the Earth so much closer, the distant peninsula having amost crawled up past the limb
of the horizon. He pointed to it. “It looks like Forida, but the shape of the coastlineis not quiteright.”

The Clinger nodded. “It will be your Floridain 65 million years. Ocean levels have shifted somewhat, and
there are perturbations resulting from continentd drift.”

Akandi nodded, recognizing his own fedlings of detachment, not able to make the emotional connection
to what had happened—ifinding it smply impossible to cope with theredlity of having just jumped 4
light-years and 65 million years. He pointed up directly above hisheed, at the curve of the coastline.
“And that would be the Y ucatén.”

The Clinger nodded. “ Contact in 133 seconds.”

“Closing at 40 kilometers per second, you said?’ asked Akandi. “ About the speed of awayward
aderoid?’

Again the Clinger nodded.
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Despite what was happening, Akandi could not help but smile, understanding the joke that had been
played on him and on the Earth. “ It wasn't an asteroid that killed the dinosaurs,” he said. “It wasthis
ship, asbig asan asteroid, traveling a the same speed as an asteroid. It will hit Earthin just afew
minutes, destroying the dinosaurs and those of you that exist down there, opening the way for whole new
species of mammalsto populate the world, and eventudly leading to me,” he said.

The Clinger nodded. “It appears s0.”

Akandi rubbed his ssomach absentmindedly, knowing that somewherein the coils of hisgut lay the
datacube. “1 knew I’ d be brought back to ddiver this,” he said, “But that | never suspected.” He
pointed up a the Earth.

“Contact in 80 seconds.”

Akandi turned, sensing another presence. Sarah now stood behind him. “We have someplace else to be,
don’'t we?’" he asked.

She didn't answer but reached out toward him.

Theworld dipped away from Akandi, ablur of color and melting geometry giving way to the dark.

“ This cannot be happening!”

Sarah Sutherland stood, unmoving, covered in apatinaof crystal, her head angled back, looking in the
direction of Earth.

“The Sun gone, the Earth destroyed, and now this,” said General Sutherland, pointing up at the Earth.
“Y ou saw Akandi’ s message, knew what he' d left for us, what we had to do. But it was dl lies”

“Lyingisat the core of mammals,” said Drom.
Sutherland turned. * Shut up, you goddamned reptile,” he said.

Drom barked severd times, tried to claw at the impenetrable hull, but did not move toward Sutherland.
“Not going as planned,” he said. “Now it is your turn to make way for something new.”

“Not now, not here, you stupid lizard,” said Sutherland. “Thisiswhere your race dies.” He pointed up at
the Earth. “Thisiswhat killed the dinosaurs, and | brought it here. Nothing has gone asit should, nothing
aspromised, but at least I'll die knowing what I’ ve done to your kind.”

Drom shook his head right-left-right and jumped a Sutherland. But he never reached him, melting and
digtorting, then vanishing in ahaze of shattered crystd planes.

“Y ou can il stop this!” Sutherland turned back toward his daughter.
Sarah had vanished.

“ A once-in-a-lifetime experience.”

Akandi felt something poke at hisright shoulder.



“I don’t think you want to missthis.”

Akandi opened his eyes, then closed them dmogt a once. Instant vertigo swept through him, his heart
thumping, his head swimming, his somach lurching, something sour spraying up histhroat, theninto his
mouth. “ Iyoon,” he begged.

“Spectacular view.”

Akandi felt lyoon move within his head, eectrical chaos damped, synapses flushed, neurotransmitters
rebalancing. He dowly opened his eyes. Nothing beneath him, despite the hard surface he felt hisface
pressed up against. Hefell toward the moon, dropping into alandscape of craters and infinite shades of

oray.
“Damn powerful.”

Akandi rolled over on hisback. Bill sat cross-legged, appearing to hover in the midst of nothing, then he
reached out and patted at the nothingness by hisfeet, making adull, dapping sound. The Swirl was Hill
embedded in the side of his head.

“It appearsto be some sort of construct formed by pure gravitationa fields, containing an atmosphere,
forming asphere that is descending toward the lunar surface.” Bill stood and patted at his belt, which
appeared to be the stlandard survival belt that Sutherland was aways wearing. Akandi noted that it
looked complete except for the missing pistal. “I don't think she wants us dead, at least not right away.”
He reached into a pouch in hisbelt, removed a small packet of food, pulled off the corner of itsmylar
wrapper, and took abite of the bar. “ Simply horrible,” he said, “especially when one considersthat it
may be our last medl.” Then be looked down at hisfeet. “We re coming up on Copernicus.”

Akandi rolled back over, the sense of faling filling him again, but 1yoon had damped enough of his panic
that he could keep his eyes open. They fell quickly, seeming to angle toward the western wall of the
crater. Akandi was surprised by the stark contrast between light and dark, and the gecta around the
crater, spewed for what looked to be hundreds of kilometers, the debrisfield sharp and defined asif the
crater had just been formed.

“Western inner wall at aheight of 217 meters above the crater floor, alatitude of 10 degrees, 4 minutes,
and 17 seconds north and longitude of 18 degrees, 46 minutes, and 38 seconds west.” Bill grinned.
“Certainly the most important, aswell as the most closaly guarded secret location on the moon. |
remember it Sowell.”

Akandi continued to watch asthey fell.

“Actudly | remember it twice. Thefird time aso-distant memory, when wewill hit in just afew minutes,
and then 65 million yearsin the future, when the remnants of your corpse and your message to the future
will be discovered on June 12, 2021. The grest circle is about to be completed.”

Akandi turned toward Bill, watching him as he gently stroked the crysta protruding from his head.

“Sarah Sutherland certainly lived up to her Post-Human promise,” said Bill. “ Threaded Phobos right
through the collgpsing wormhole formed by the implosion of the Sun and Alpha Centauri. Amazing
enough, but to be able to engineer the collgpse so it positioned the exit end of thewormholein just the
right place at just the right timeis truly remarkable.” He paused. “ Although in someways| supposeit
would beimpossible for her to miss, snceal this started with the arriva of Phobos 65 million years
before you came dong, and before she was even born.”



Akandi pushed himsdf up, gtting. “Perhapsitis Allah’ swill, an endless cycle of birth and death.”

Bill shook his head. “No need to invoke Him,” he said. “\When Phobos popped back out into normal
space | was able to access the ship’s systems. We were at an dtitude of 30,000 kilometers above Earth
and dropping like the proverbia rock. | had no difficulty accessing ship's systemsto seeif the engines
could befired and Phobos diverted from its gppointment.”

“What?’ said Akandi.

“Don’'t be confused,” said Bill. “I have no desire to stop Phobos and every desire to complete this
never-ending torture of waiting for the long-dead Alphansto return. | just wanted to seeif it could be
done, wanted to see how well Sarah had implemented her little plan.”

“The engines couldn’t befired.”

“Afrad not,” said Bill. “ The engines were in fine shape, but the ship had been drained of al reaction
mass, not SO much asapicogram of antimatter left initsfud bays. But of course this only made sense,
Sarah intended to do away with my little playthings, something that could be accomplished by a
good-sized asteroid, or inthis case, a dead spacecraft the Size of an asteroid. Had there been antimatter
left in storage, even afew hundred kilos, that would have been the end of Earth, and you primate types.”
He shook his head. “ She knew just what to do, draining the fuel and sending Phobos on atrgjectory
directly at the enclave where I’ d been raisng my new and improved dinosaurs and lemurs.”

“The Y ucatén,” said Akandi.

Bill nodded. “I kept my experimenta populations relatively small and isolated, never more than ahundred
thousand of elther pecies, ensuring that in case arunaway took place | could keep it isolated from the
rest of the globa ecosystem. It was destroyableif need be.”

“Y our own precautions worked against you.”

Bill grinned. “ Only took a single shot to obliterate both species. Of course | could have restarted the
experiment, seeded from the two other isolated populations | was working on.”

“Thosein Phobos and Almathea,” said Akandi.
Bill nodded. “But there was no reason once | found the imagesin your head.”

Akandi understood, knowing that while it appeared that he was talking to Bill, he wasredly taking to the
Swirl. The Swirl had memories extending back to the beginning of life of Earth and was on the planet
right now, undoubtedly staring up into the sky, watching Phobos plummet toward the Y ucatan peninsula.
Bill knew everything that was about to happen, because the Swirl had dready lived it. He turned away
from Bill and stared down at the rapidly approaching moon, their gravitational bubble aready having
drifted benegth the rim of Copernicus.

“After Phobos hit, | searched for evidence of other anomalies, something to help explain how asmall
maoon could smply appear so near Earth, and found the gravitationa track departing from Phobos and to
the Moon, backtracking you to Copernicus.”

Akandi shook his head, fedling disoriented, the past and present seeming to fold on each other, asBill
talked about things that had not yet happened to him asif they had taken place in the distant past.

“Found you there, dl done.”



Akandi looked up at him with aquestioning look.

“That'sright,” hesaid. “In just abit over 2 hours, you will be found perched in the rim of Copernicus,
encapsulated in agravitationa bubble, dl done. Probing your mind was easy, the pathways ready for
me—because | had beeninsdeit so recently.” Bill shook hishead. “Y ou seemed so pleased when |
vacated you, giving you back your freewill. But of courseit wasn't that at al. When | find you 2 hours
from now, had | till been in your head, that would have been the end of my free will. | needed to know
some of the basic milestones, but not the infinite details. Imagine trying to replicate every subtle nuance of
one sactionsfor 65 million years. It Smply can’t be done: entropy, thermodynamics, even quantum
mechanics won'’t alow for an absol ute repesat of history. So | had to make surethat | didn’t know
exactly what would be happening, making surethat | had no direct contact with that future version of

mysdf.
Akandi pointed up at the Swirl protruding from the sde of Bill’ s head.

“As| said, when | found you on the moon, you were dl adone, just you sitting in agreasy pile of
very-short-chained organic molecules. Old Bill hereand |,” said Bill, as he reached up and touched the
Swirl, “will soon be making our departure.”

Akandi opened his mouth but realized there was nothing he could say. He was trapped, by what Sarah
and the Swirl had done. Sarah’ s actions would lead directly to the eventua creation of the human race as
well asitsdeath, while the Swirl’ s actions would lead not only to its own demise, but to the death of
those facets of itsdlf that had existed in the Sun, Alpha Centauri A, and the Incubator.

And he could do nothing to stop it.

Becauseit had al happened aready.

Hedowly closed hismouth.

“I think you findly have aclear picture of the Stuation.”

Akandi nodded. “The Swirl will find me, enter into my mind, see the future and how to escape from its
own isolation. Then it will force me to write afabricated version of the future for General Sutherland, one
convincing him that the only hope humanity hasfor surviva isto push his daughter through the Point and
have the Earth transported to the Incubator.”

Bill smiled. “It al works out so perfectly: consciousnessfor light-yearsin dl directions eradicated—no
more pain, no more suffering, no more boredom.”

Akandi dumped to the bottom of the gravitational sphere, his back to the moon, looking up at the distant
Eath.

“Should be quite some show,” said Bill. “Keep asharp eye out so you don’t miss any of the fireworks.
Not every day that alittle moon dropsin on the Earth, wiping out most major species and opening the
way for you little primates.”

Akandi looked over at Bill. Hisfeatures were liquefying, the skin on hisface sarting to dribble from his
skull, hisfingersfaling from hishands, as his knees suddenly let go and he crumbled in on himsdlf,
collgpsing, hitting the base of the gravitationa bubble, and starting to dide toward him. The Swirl
shattered, fragments sinking into the goo that had been Bill.

Akandi tried to move away from the liquefying remains of Bill.



But therewasno time.

The gravitationd sphere dammed into thewall of the Copernicus creter.

The Earth fell onto General Sutherland—at least that was his perception.

There was amomentary distortion as Phobos cut into the Earth’s atmosphere, with just enough time for
Sutherland to stand up straight. The hull of Phobos suddenly flashed crimson asthe entire trip through
100 kilometers of Earth’s atmosphere took |less than 3 seconds.

“Sarah,” he said, having no time for any other words

Phobos buried itsdf and Genera Sutherland in the Y ucatan peninsula.

Drom looked down at his hands, at fingers gliding across the smooth console, fingers poking at icons,
atrgectory imputed to drop the pod in the center of the Asian continent, asfar as possible from the
Phobos impact point. His landing location was distant enough that it would take many days before the
sky there went dark from the soot and debris blown skyward from the Phobos crash. 1t would take
many weeks before the global biosphere collapse reached Asia. The last reentry burn had been
completed, and gliding surfaces were already deployed from the side of the pod. He did not know why
he had woken in the pod, but suspected it was his reward for 13 years of serviceto Christing, achance
to be home and to be free.

The Earth swept by beneath him, tinted red by the plasma sheath that envel oped the descending pod.
Beneath him seas and deserts raced by. Jungles and mountains were al deserted, al empty, al untouched
by the hand of mammads. It was hisworld.

There would be many good days of hunting.
There would be many good days on the Earth, where he truly belonged.

A flashin the pod' srear display forced him to look up, awal of white engulfing the rear horizon, rolling
over the planet, overtaking him before nictitating membranes could snap shut over hiseyes.

Phobos had crashed.

The pod lurched, the console benegath his hands squealing, flashing arandom assortment of colorsand
datic. Then everything darkened, dl lights extinguished in the pod except for the smdl red emergency
beacon above his head. He redlized that just asthe earlier landing of Phobos had discharged amassive
EMPin Earth’ satmosphere, flatlining al but the most protected biod ectronics, this Phobos, crashing
through the atmosphere and obliterating thousands of square kilometers of crugt, thrusting debrisinto the
atmosphere, had done the same thing.

During thefirst Phobos landing, the circuitry in his head, the enhancementsinflicted upon him by the
Clingers, had been protected by the shielding of the Phobos. No such shielding existed in the pod.

It wasthe last redl thought he had.

The circuitry in his head Sizzled, seizing, then sputtered to slence. He stared up at the emergency light,
not understanding what it was, the strange smells of the dimly lit space not right. He crouched low,



readying himsalf to attack or be attacked.
That he understood.

The pod glided down; emergency explos ve hatches fired when the atmosphere had thickened
aufficiently, deploying the backup parachutes. Drom waited, thinking nothing, nogtrilsflaring, and the
sharp talons on histoes scraping at the unyielding flooring of the pod. He was suddenly very hungry. The
pod hit the ground, rolling severd times, the emergency light extinguished. Drom barked and thrashed,
snapping at the darkness.

The emergency door blew open, light and smellsspilling in.

Drom bounded out.

So very hungry. So very happy.

Akandi stood ankle deep in the oily sludge that had been Bill. The gravitationa sphere had buried
itself deeply into thewall of the crater, dmost totally obscured, only asmall wedge, at least five meters
above him, open to the sky. The Earth hung over him. The red welt where Phobos had smashed into
Centrd Americawas eadlly visible, with the glowing tendrils of Earth’ s blown-out crust till expanding,
surrounded by ash-choked fire that burned across most of North Americaand well past the Amazon
basin in South America

He' d watched the unfolding destruction for more than an hour, as the debris and fire spread out across
the face of the Earth. He suspected that he had little time left—the air was already growing stae, his
breathing quicker, and afeding of dizzinessrolled through him. He' d eaten abit of the food he' d found in
Bill’semergency bdlt, the only aspect of him that had not disintegrated into fundamenta hydrocarbons.
Thefood had helped abit in clearing his head, but till the dizziness perssted, and he was panting like a

dog.
Hewas running out of air.
Not much longer, and he' d be dead.

He continued to look up, at the eastern edge of the full Earth, able to see western Europe, and part of
Africa. But no farther east. Meccalay somewhere just beyond the horizon.

“ Over soon, lyoon,” hethought.

lyoon had been hovering motionless in the far shadows of the sphere and floated nearer, its black
surfaces momentarily reflecting just abit of color from the Earth high above. “ And you'll soon be with
Allah.”

Akandi dowly nodded, grateful that 1yoon had not tried to argue with him, that it accepted the inevitable,
theredlity of the datacube in hisgut, the critical piece of history that his dead corpse would play.

“Full circle, and all for nothing,” thought Akandi, as he lowered himsdf into the muck, down on his
knees, but still looking up, toward Earth’ s eastern horizon, and began to whisper a prayer, afraid that
Allah would not listen to him, but even more afraid that there was no Allahto listen to him.

Hefdl forward, his hands dropping into the thick residue, his entire body tingling, hisbreathing
quickening even more, the edges of hisvison darkening.



“It'shere” sad lyoon.

Akandi managed to twist his neck, to look up at the opening above, and saw afant jewe of light,
wavering and rippling, dropping through the opening, more ghost and mist than the hard, jeweled shape
he’ d come to expect—Hbut there was no doubt that it was the Swirl.

It fell toward him, flattening out, suddenly resembling amany-colored scarf, drifting down, one corner
touching the top of his head, then the rest covering him, suddenly not so gossamer, not so tenuous, but
thick and stiffening, squeezing down, wrapping across hisface, tightening around histhroat, pushing
through skin, seeping into bone, probing deep into hisbrain.

Hetried to stand but fell back with a splash, ditting, about to reach up and grab at the rainbow sheet
covering his head, when his handsfell away, no longer under his control.

“1t knows, has seen what you’ ve seen,” said lyoon.

Akandi’ s hands reached out into the thick black goo, searching, then grabbing on to the emergency belt,
pulling it out, greasy fingers popping snaps, pulling out asmal pad and pen, hisfingers clutching the oily
pen, Sarting to write.

To Colonel Thomas Sutherland, United States Army.

Akandi tried to close hiseyes, didn't want to see the lies that the Swirl would write, the instructions that
would gtart al of humanity down the path that would eventually lead to Alpha Centauri and the
destruction of Earth.

But the Swirl would not let him close hiseyes.

Hisfingers continued to write.

Akandi looked down at his dead body. It lay in the bottom of the gravitationa bubble, flat on its back,
eyes closed, hands il clutching pen and paper. “ Something’ snot right,” he said as he shifted his
perspective, looking down at his own feet, which hovered just afew centimeters above ashard of stone
sticking out from the side of the crater wall. He took a deep breath, knowing there should be no air, and
stamped down with hisright foot, unable to quite bring it down against the rock beneath him. “Wrong,”
hesad.

“What had been Bill has been transformed,” said lyoon.

Akandi nodded, at that moment realizing what had been wrong. It was not the fact that he was dive,
breathing, and standing stark naked on the lunar surface that had struck him as wrong—what was wrong
was that most of the greasy goo that had been Bill had disappeared.

“Full cirdle completed.”

Akandi looked to hisleft. At therim of the Copernicus crater, severa hundred meters above him, stood
afigure, awoman glistening in the harsh lunar light. It was Sarah Sutherland. But she had not been the
one who had spoken—the speaker had been the gray ghost just afew meters away from him, shaped
like Sarah Sutherland but built from fine-grained lunar soil.

“Y ou showed the Swirl the last moments of the Incubator, the Sun, and Alpha Centauri A, and in turn it
used you to create that future.”



Akandi shook hishead. “Y ou used dl of usto create that future: one where the Earth has been
transformed into a chunk of frozen dag.”

The gray shadow lurched forward, ahand reaching for Akandi, a sparking of light at itsfingertips, and for
just amoment he sensed something both burning and freezing, asthe fingers of lunar dust reached into his
stomach, then jerked back, the datacube resting in the gray pam, blazing in reflected sunlight. “ A critical
detall,” said the ghost, asit turned around and dropped the datacube.

It fell dowly in the weak lunar gravity, taking long seconds to drop toward Akandi’ s dead body, the cube
digtorting, spinning, one dimension of it contracting to nothing, the cube suddenly a square with no
thickness, appearing to vanish each timeit spun.

It landed on the dead body’ s somach, edge on, suddenly not there.
“That should do it,” said the gray shadow.

Akandi looked down at his dead body, knowing that it was not redlly his body, but something fabricated
by Sarah using the remnants of what had been Bill, certain that it mimicked him right down to the most
indggnificant base pair of hisDNA, right dong with every synaptic connection in his head. And now the
datacube rested in the dead body’ s guit.

“So I’'m not dead, and it is not really my body that will be found buried in this crater,” said Akandi. He
dowly shook his head. “My outcome may have changed, but that doesn’t really make any difference
because the Earth is dead and gone.”

The shadow pointed up at the Earth.

Akandi again shook his head. “ Dead 65 million yearsfrom now. My Earth is dead.”
“So you believe, so you convinced the Swirl,” said the shadow.

“| saw the Sunimplode,” said Akandi, shuddering.

“True enough,” said the shadow. “ Any reasonable entity would believe that implied the degth of the
Eath.”

Akandi looked up at the Earth, then across the crater, to where Sarah stood upon the rim. “Earth
survived?’ he asked, not believing it possible, but aso realizing that other impossible things had
happened—his own journey across 65 million years and 4 light-years, and even the smdler impossibility
of him standing naked upon the moon.

“Perhaps someday you'll even seeit for yoursdlf,” said the shadow, and it disintegrated, dust and grit
drifting down acrossthe crater wall.

“ But there are so many other things to see first.”
Akandi looked up—Sarah drifted down toward him from the crater rim above.
“ An entire universe.”

Akandi looked up at the Earth and whispered a small prayer of thanks, then sensed the ground move
beneath him. Looking down, he saw that the side of the crater had caved in, the gravitational bubble
collapsad. His body was buried, waiting to be found 65 million yearsin the future.



Chapter 38

“1t will be very close,” said Smon.

Christinanodded.

Xavier looked at the image, at the three planets from the Incubator moving in behind them, Petd tips
blazing. Less than haf alight-minute behind the three worlds raced, what had been the combined
photospheres of the Sun and Alpha Centauri A, al that remained of the two stars. The bulk of their
matter had been siphoned off from norma space-time and fed into energy levels below the vacuum levd,
generating the negative energy dendty that had been needed to stabilize the wormhole cutting through the
heart of theimploding sars.

The wormhole through which Phobos had falen.

Xavier forced himself to look away from the expanding wall of the photosphere, past the three worlds to
the small image of Amdthea, inserted negtly in the shadow of the three planets. Amatheawould be
saved, the crash of the photosphere pedling away the outer crust of the three planets, with Amalthea
hidden safely in their shadows. And lessthan half alight-second beyond Amathea hung the Earth.

Almost in the shadow of the three planets.

Xavier looked away from the display and out into space. Hisview was only virtua, from his vantage
point on Amathea s hull, but appeared no lessred than if he had actually been standing onit. In redity he
was kilometers below the surface, till encased in ablock of crystal designed to take the tremendous
accelerations Amalthea had been subjected to in order to reach the Earth before the photosphere flashed

past.
Helooked up at the Earth.

And while he recognized it, it was not his Earth. Thisworld was 13 years from the one he knew and had
traveled 4 light-yearsthrough interstellar space snce he' d last seenit. The Ringswere dtill there, glistening
white, the Petal tips dull and unfiring, the antimatter-matter mix in the Rings being saved for later, for
orbital insertion around Alpha Centauri B—if there was alater. The Ringswere familiar, but so much of
the rest of the planet had changed. The North Pole was now nothing more than an expanse of blue
ocean, and the southern ice cap was aso mostly gone, just afew patches of ice far to the interior of
Antarctica. The perimeter of the continent was tinted green with plant growth. And whiledl of northern
Africahad dso greened, the heartland of Africawas sill the darkened, blasted mass of dag and craters
|eft by the Ten Degree War from nearly 40 years earlier.

Coastlines had changed because of the melted ice caps. Floridawas half itswidth, the lowlands of
Europe lay beneath the Atlantic, and even though he couldn’t see the far side of the planet from his
current perspective, he knew that most of Bangladesh was submerged in the Indian Ocean.

Those changes were understandabl e—a consequence of ice caps melting, therisein ocean levels, and
subsequent climate changes. But so many other things Smply made no sense.

The British Ideswere gone.

And aswatch of Canada, running from what Xavier thought might be Toronto, al the way to the coast of
Nova Scotig, reflected like amirror—not the dightest bit of structure, just a surface that resembled liquid
metdl. Chrigtina had explained—that region was a containment structure, where the nodes of the Swirl
had been forced into retreat during the last 13 years.
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Helooked past the Earth.
The heavens themselves were not even right.

Beyond the northern hemisphere of Earth hung avery small sun, feeble and distant—Alpha Centauri B,
nearly 2 billion kilometers away, better than 10 times further from the the Earth than the Sun had been.

Changes, his daughter had told him.
And now there would be other changes.
“It' scoming.”

Xavier turned. The other three. Chrigtina, Simon, and Padmini aso had avirtual manifestation on the hull
of Amdthea, but were not as strongly coupled with it ashe was. Most of their consciousness was il

bel ow, monitoring the advancing photosphere and twesking the Petal firings of the three worldsintended
to shadow the Earth. They sat before consoles, thick bundles of fiber running between them.

“Now!” shouted Chrigtina.
Xavier turned.

The sky burned—awal| of flaring plasma, white and red, dashed with planet-gpanning bolts of twisting
lightning. Xavier looked up at the Earth—almost entirely in the shadow of the three planets. But two arcs
of blazing photosphere penetrated the not-quite-perfect shield and dammed into the Earth. One hit the far
South Pacific, in anarrow band running nearly the entire distance from South Americato Africa, the
ocean burning and boailing, the crust below blown out, molten debris and rock thrown back up through
the atmosphere, then raining down across the entire South Pecific. And the second arc, smdller than the
first, ran across North America, burning against the reflective region where the Swirl had been confined,
the region suddenly boiling, incandescent jets exploding back out into space.

And within afew seconds the torrent of plasmavanished, cut off, the shadowing planets dropping the
Earth behind afull eclipse, protecting it from the bulk of the flashing photosphere that would continue to
burn past for nearly an hour.

Smoke, ash, and steam rose from the two regions that had been exposed, the ground below, even that in
the deep Pacific, glowing white-hot at the center of the impact regions, the perimeters red and boiling.

“I think wedidit.”

Xavier turned. Christinawalked toward him, looking so redl, atight spiral of colored shapestwirling
above her head. Behind her, Simon and Padmini were still shadows, seated at their consoles, il
hard-hooked into Amalthea, and through it to the Rings of the surviving Incubator worlds.

Christina pointed up at the Earth and the molten welt across North America. “Gone now, totally
liquefied, the Swirl isfinally eradicated from Earth. Not easy to meld that requirement in the positioning of
the three shadowing planets.”

Xavier dowly nodded, knowing it was not only the Swirl that was gone, but dso al those that had been
host to it.

She pointed past the Earth toward the distant Alpha Centauri B. “We have nearly fifty of the surviving
Incubator worlds till under our control, with functioning Rings. We Il bring them in one by one, on close
trgjectories, burning the fuel and reaction massin their Rings, so they passjust in front of the Earth, the



gravitationd tug from each kicking the Earth toward Alpha Centauri B. Then they’ Il drift beyond Earth
and out into interstellar space.” Shelooked over at Padmini and Simon. “They redly don’t need my help
for this” Shesmiled. “I can crunch the numbers down to the last Sgnificant bit, thanksto what Sarah did
to me, but Simon can fed the relationships between dl those moving worlds—he was bred for just this
sort of problem.”

“How long to Alpha Centauri B?" asked Xavier. They hadn’t been able to generate an accurate
smulation before the photosphere passed them and burned through the Incubator worlds, not knowing
exactly how those planets' trgectorieswould be dtered by the dam of the photosphere and if their Ring
systemswould even survive.

Chrigtinaturned in the direction of Simon and Padmini, nodded, then looked back at Xavier. “ Pretty
closeto our origina estimate—40 days.”

Xavier looked back up at the Earth and the growing ring of dark ash rising around its burning wounds.
The Sun and Alpha Centauri A were gone. Earth was now without a source of light and hest, with Alpha
Centauri B il 2 billion miles away, the energy from it at this distance less than 1 percent of what the Sun
had provided when the Earth had been inits old orbit.

Forty days with no Sun.

Under norma conditions the Earth would have radiated away dmost al of the heat stored inits
atmosphere and oceansin 40 days, oceansicing over within thefirst ten, freezing solid down to the
seabeds by 20, then getting so cold that by the time Alpha Centauri B was close enough to offer any
appreciable heat, the atmosphere itsalf would have collapsed, gases like oxygen and nitrogen having
liquefied.

The Earth would be frozen and dead when it arrived at Alpha Centauri B.
But these were not norma conditions.

Two large patches of the Earth burned, magmafields running for thousands of kilometers, the upper
atmosphere dready filling with soot, ash, and water vapor, al that debris acting as areflective blanket,
trapping the atmosphere’ s heat, creating a greenhouse effect, fueed by the regions of liquefied crust.

“Such abdancing act,” said Xavier.

“And far from perfect,” said Chrigtina. “ Earth will betoo hot in the beginning—Ilethdly so in someregions
of North America—and before Earth reaches Alpha Centauri B it will become so cold on the far side of
the planet, away from the photosphere strikes, that the casudtiesin central Asawill be extreme.” She
looked away from the Earth.

“But it will survive,” said Xavier. “Mankind can rebuild.”
Christinanodded.

“Y ou worked the problem, you found the solution.” Walking over to her, he wrapped his arms around
her. Shefet so0 siff and rigid, every muscle tense. He squeezed tightly, her muscles dowly relaxing,
shoulders sagging just abit, and he could fedl her take adow deep breath. “Y ou worked the problem,”
he whispered to her. Xavier pulled her tightly to his chest and looked past the Earth and to the distant
Alpha Centauri B. “Already looks closer,” he said.



