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PART ONE
The Conquest of Abundance

Different ideas of social and political life entail different technol ogies for
their realization.

—Langdon W nner, Autononous Technol ogy, 1977
1

Li via Kodaly opened her eyes to gray predawn light Al was silence within the
crunmbling stone walls where she had sl ept.

Real sheets, not virtual, were bunched around her |egs; she clutched a pillow
and watched the faint radi ance of dawn swi ng down fromthe eastern sky. Around
and about her, within the walls and ceiling and floating on every m nuscul e
speck of dust, a thousand other eyes watched. To them she mi ght seemlike a
figure of porcelain, her nop of fair hair touched only now and then by an
errant breeze. So still was she that to those ubiquitous eyes and nonitors,
she might seem just another fixture of the room

When the rectangl e of black fromthe French doors turned gray, Livia sighed at
the ceiling and untangl ed herself fromrest. She wal ked through the French
doors onto the broad stone bal cony that encircled the estate's guest
apartments. Curled up in one of the old crenels, she | ooked out over the

mani cured grounds with their posing topiary and past the indistinct forest
tops. Stars still shone, Jupiter on her right, the pastel curves of the Lethe
Nebula to her left. It was that time of day when the world seens to pause

bet ween breaths —the towering redwood trees that carpeted the hillside were
notionl ess, and all would be silent if not for the chattering of thousands of
wakeni ng bi rds.

When the solitude began rem nding her of sadder tinmes, she | ooked out one | ast
time at the enpty gardens and then summoned her Society. A hum of voices
wel | ed up around her and ghostly figures began appearing above, bel ow, al
about; sone seened to stand on the air above the gardens. Each | um nous person
acknow edged her with a wave, a smle, or a bow Sonme were engaged in
conversation, sonme stood alert but notionless. Livia didn't want to talk to
any of the real inhabitants of the estate at the nmonment, so she excluded them
from her sensorium For now, she was al one with her phantons.

Mot her' s ani ma waved from an unlikely perch on one of the window lintels. "Up
with the dawn today, Liv?" She |aughed. "W have to drag you out of bed back
horme! "

She shrugged. "I need time to review ny animas, that's all."



Livia strolled back to her bedchanber, hesitating by the dresser. She slept in
t he nude, and could easily eschew clothing for the day if it proved to be as
hot as it was threatening; by default, she woul d appear dressed to anyone she
met. Such informality didn't feel quite right when she was a guest in this
house. Livia donned her shift and tuned it to resenble a Tharsis corset and
vol um nous sil k pantal oons as she wal ked to the bathroom

Conver sati ons bubbl ed around her as she scow ed at the mrror. Sone dial ogues
wer e happening now in the manor, but nost were the peers, |aughing and

chattering in diverse places back hone. Sone voices were real people's; sone
were imtations performed by Als. They were filtered for rel evance by Livia's
agents so that she only got the gist of what was happening today: "Devari has

a new opera, but he won't show it to anyone. Clainms he'll fall out of the
mani fold if he does! " (Laughter.) "W went flying yesterday. You shoul d have
seen Jon! He was practically blue." "Wat, he'd never been before?"

"Livia, we all heard about your performance |ast night. You' ve finally
mast ered that Mozart aria, congratul ations!”

"Have you heard? Aaron Varese has vani shed!"

Li via had been crossing the roomto her door. She stopped, |ooking for whoever
had just spoken. It was raven-haired Esther Mannus, one of the nost active
peers; not the real woman, for she was back home in Bar-rastea, but rather her
ani ma, which she regul arly updated. She was |aughing with an indistinct friend
—someone not of Livia's Society, but not hostile to it either

"Excuse me." The two phantons swooped into tighter focus, alnost beconing rea
enough to be opaque. Esther covered her smiling mouth with one hand. "Ah,
Livia," said the anima. "W thought you'd heard al ready."

"Heard what ?"
"Why, that Aaron has left the city and won't speak to anyone."

Livia had worried that sonething Iike this wuld happen. She said, "I'd
wondered why he wasn't with me this nmorning. What's he working on this tinme?"

Est her gl anced around, then said quietly, "Something to do with 'science,"’
what ever that is. He was babbling on about traveling through space last tine
we spoke." She sighed. "We're used to his provocations. But we al so know t hat
what ever he's up to, you're involved."

Li via shook her head. "Not this tine." She didn't add that she and Aaron had
been drifting apart lately. Anyway, it wasn't unheard-of for sonmeone to

i sol ate hinself; everybody did now and then, just for sanity's sake. Still, no
ani mas of Aaron had appeared in her Society this nmorning. Not to | eave one
behi nd was definitely an affront and naybe a deliberate insult. It was

di st ur bi ng.

A tiny whistle sounded fromthe doorway. She saw a flicker of light there,
whirling in circles near the |atch.

"Coming," she said. As she went to the door, Livia kept Esther's ani na beside
her. "I'Il go speak to him" she said. "In person. Maybe he has a good
expl anation for this."

Est her nodded. "I won't downgrade his anima until | hear fromyou, then," she
said tartly. Livia nodded and dism ssed the phant om



Her two favorite agents were waiting at the door. Since they were not
physically real, but rather inages painted on her senses by her neura

i mpl ants, she could make them | ook Iike anything she wanted. She'd al ways, had
t hem appear as tiny faeries. The first one, Peaseblossom said, "You were very
busy last night!" in a pipsqueak voice. C cada nmuscled Peasebl ossom out of the
way and proclaimed, "You were all over the place!"™ And in unison: "W think
you're in trouble!"

"Ch, great," she said. "Wat did | do?"

"Jachman and his friends were scheni ng agai nst Rene," said Peasebl ossom his
wings a blur. "They didn't know you have the hots for him™"

"l do not!"

"You do. Jachman had your anima open while he was talking to the others, and
you chal l enged him"

"To a dueir Livia groaned and put her hand to her forehead. "I did what?"

"That's not all!" Cicada puffed out his little chest in pride. "At the
self-same tinme, you were defending Aaron's honor at a party across town!"

"The duel ," she pressed. "Wat happened with the duel ?" She strolled down the
manor's marble steps, following the scent of fresh bacon that was drifting
toward her.

"You fought Jachman, and he killed you," said Peasebl ossom "It's gonna cost
you. "

It certainly would. She was bound to | ose sonme authority over this spat. If
she'd been there in person ..

She dismissed the idea as wi shful thinking. If her anima had fought a duel
then Livia herself alnost certainly would have done so had she been there in
its place. Ani-mas might only be imtations of people, but they were very
accurate imtations.

"Ckay," she said. "I'mgoing to have to visit that incident. You've got it
ready for me?"

"Any tine you say."
"After breakfast, then."

Ci cada nade an exaggerated gesture of toeing the ground (he was a neter in the
air). "Well, I"'mnot sure you'll have the tine," he said reluctantly.

"What do you mean?" She stopped and glared at the little man. "Wat el se did
do | ast night?"

"You made a date with Lucius Xavier," said C cada.

She gaped at him

Peasebl ossom el bowed his conpanion fiercely. "Not a date," he hissed.
"Xavier's not that kind of friend." He cleared his throat and snmiled up at
Livia. "You agreed to neet himhere this norning. In person, that is. You're
goi ng hunting | npossi bl es, renenber?"



"No, | ... " Oh. Was that what his visit had been about?

To be strictly polite, Livia should not have had her Society up during | ast
night's soiree. After all, she was a physical guest of the Romanal estate, not
just a virtual visitor. She owed her host and hostess her undivided attention
at least during supper. Their daughter's confirmation as a true citizen of
West erhaven was inportant to themand Livia's own fanily had ties with theirs
goi ng back generati ons.

So she had gone through supper and cocktails conpletely present, and sung her
set with her Society absent. Only afterward had she answered the urgent
sumons of an old family friend, to take a walk in the estate's garden with
his virtual self.

Now she nade herself visible and entered the guest house's kitchens. Here was
Lady Romanal, her host, cheerfully flipping eggs on the giant gas stove in the
corner. This, the real Lady Romanal, was talking to an aninma of Livia herself,
whi l e her own anima chatted with another of the guests, Livia's violin player.
The violin player was a taciturn nan who | ooked uneasy under the |ady's

m croscope. Livia had never really gotten along with himoutside of a

prof essi onal capacity. She split off an anima to join his side of the
conversation and wal ked to the stove, quickly back-steppi ng through her other
an-ima's conversation with the lady until she felt prepared.

Then she replaced her own image at the lady's side. "Qur politics aren't that
radi cal ," she said. "Aaron and | sinply think Westerhaven's becone too
conpl acent. Too ... calm™

Lady Romanal sighed. "But is that a real criticism or just youth speaki ng?
Bacon?"

"Yes, thank you."

"You know what kind of reputation you'll get if you continue this pointless
agitation," continued Lady Romanal . She was sweating fromthe heat, but seened
to enjoy cooking for these, her |east inportant guests. "Your nmother is quite
concerned. "

"Concern is Mdther's chief talent," said Livia as she held out a plate.

"Ch, you are a handful!" conplained the I ady cheerfully. "Is it true you've
been advocating that we should all abandon our manifolds and |ive together?"

"That was Aaron, not ne. He doesn't see why we should deliberately Iinit our
realities.”

"Delightful!"

Livia glowered at her. "He takes his politics very seriously. So do I."

Lady Romanal sniled as she piled food on Livia's plate. "Maybe that's your
problem Too serious to be serious, if you catch nmy meaning." Wen Livia
didn't answer she said, "Perhaps it's time to put the past behind you, Livia."
Livia left her anima to continue the conversation and went to sit down. That
was a bit rude, but only a bit. Lady Romanal shoul d know what subjects were

sensitive to her.

As the kitchen filled up with other performers and incidental guests, Livia



turned her attention to last night's adventures. She should review that duel
but didn't relish the prospect of watching herself |ose. She should al so | oose
some agents to hunt for Aaron. Instead, she back-stepped into her conversation
with Luci us.

"No, there's no energency,"” he'd said as she sat down on a bench in the garden
next to his virtual self. "But I'd Iike you here, if you can oblige ne."

Livia had gl anced at the party, decided she was safely alone for the nonment,
and replaced her own sensoriumw th the one at Lucius's locale. He too stood
out side, but on a w de bal cony a hundred neters above the city of Barrastea.
The buzz of night bugs was replaced here by the incessant murrmur of the city,
whose glittering lights spread away to the horizon and reared here and there
hal fway to die zenith. Livia nade the anima she now i nhabited nove to peck him
on the cheek

"How are you, Lucius?" she began

He smiled at her in a distracted way. In this light he | ooked |like a slightly
shabby, careworn Poseidon, his hair and beard all atangle. "It's been too |ong
since we tal ked," he said at |ast.

"That woul dn't happen if you didn't travel so rmuch." She sat her virtual self
down on a stone seat near him

"It's my responsibility,"” he said, frowing into the night. "I sonetines don't
like it much. But we're diplomats and anbassadors in Westerhaven, Livia —al
of us, whether or not we want to sinply stay at hone and tend our gardens.”

"I's that what you want to do?"

"Sometines." He brightened a bit. "But not always. Sonetimes an adventure
beckons. Like tonight. That's why | called you —1 wanted a traveling
conpani on for a day-trip, and couldn't think of anybody el se who m ght want to
go with me onit."

"No? That seens unlikely."

At about this point Livia had been interrupted by sonme menbers of Romanal's
party spilling out into the gardens. She had severed her connection to Lucius,
| eavi ng an ani ma behind, so she didn't know what had happened next.

She wat ched now as Luci us | aughed. "You know perfectly well that nost people
run in tracks. W may be a manifol d dedicated to bridging the gaps between
ot her mani fol ds, but when push comes to shove, nobody you or | know has the
courage to travel anywhere really exotic. Not across a real horizon, that's
for sure.”

Livia's anima (which she now observed from outside) |ooked intrigued, but a
l[ittle disturbed. "You want to cross a horizon? To where?"

"I"'mnot sure. But 1'd like you to cone with ne, if you would."

There was a pause. Livia's anim appeared surprised and confused. After a
monent it said, "Please tell ne that you thought of nme because wherever you're
going is a musical manifold."

"No," he said, |ooking nomentarily guilty. "I know you don't like to be
rem nded of the accident, Livia, but it did give you a uni que perspective that



Her anima stood up angrily. "Lucius, how could you? I will not travel outside
of inscape again for you, or anybody else!l O to any manifold that doesn't use
it You of all people should know ... " She turned away.

Luci us reached out to touch her virtual shoulder. "This won't be |ike that,
swear. |'mnot proposing we | eave inscape, or any of the nmanifolds you know. |
just want to take a wal k al ong the border of Westerhaven. Tonorrow. And

t hi nk you should cone. "

She turned, suspicious. "Wy?"

He shrugged. "It mght inprove your authority. Wn't hurt mne either. You
see, people have been sighting |Inpossibles near the Romanal estate. It's been
goi ng on for several weeks now. So far it's all anecdotal; nobody's inscape
has preserved a record. It's as if they' re being seen by the eyes only,

wi t hout the inscape system being aware of themat all."

Livia's ani nma shuddered. The nere idea of inscape having probl ens made her
nervous —woul d make anyone rai sed in Westerhaven squirm No wonder Lucius
couldn't find anyone to join himon his little expedition

"What are they seeing?" her anina asked, turning back to face him Livia was a
bit surprised that she hadn't turned himdown outright; she mght have if
she'd been there in person. Then again, she nmight not. Animas tended to know
the personalities of those they nodel ed better than the people thensel ves.

"Myt hical creatures,” said Lucius. "Bears and wolves that wal k |ike nmen. G ant
birds with maskli ke faces. They sound |ike Raven's people. Al | want to do is
verify that the sightings are genuine and not sone kind of hysterical nene. |
have no intention of going anywhere near one of the things, believe ne."

"And you want me al ong because ..

"After the things you've seen, Livia, | think you' re not too likely to piss
yourself and run at seeing an Inpossible.”

Her anima smiled nonentarily. "But | still don't want to."

"I'f we verify that there's a problemw th [ocal inscape, our authority goes
up. Not nmuch for me —but the boost could do you good right about now. "

Dam him he knew she was in trouble with the peers. Maybe he'd even set up
her encounter with Jachman, knowi ng she night duel himand | ose later that
evening. It would be just Iike Lucius Xavier, who while he might be a friend,
was al so as sly a political player as Wster-haven had ever produced.

She smiled. "I'Il think about it. Wiy don't you drop by tonorrow norning and
we'll talk it over."

Li vi a ski pped through the rest of the conversation, which was brief. Then,
back in the breakfast room she scowed at the slanting norning light. |nscape
showed Lucius's aircar circling the estate already. So nuch for the quiet
nmor ni ng she had been planning. She quickly finished her breakfast and wal ked
out si de.

The gl eam ng, | ozenge-shaped aircar touched down gracefully near a
checkerboard of tennis courts. Lucius clinmbed out of it and waved brightly at
Livia, kissing her lightly on the forehead when she reached him "d ad you
decided to join me," he said with a grin. "This should be fun."



He was dressed for a hike in stout canvas safari gear and solid boots. She was
gl ad she'd worn her shift today; it was the work of a nmoment to adjust it to
somet hi ng rugged. Lucius was already striding toward the distant |line of trees
that signaled the end of the estate's mani cured grounds. She hurried to join
hi m

"You really think there's Inpossibles here?" she asked as she caught up

"Six people fromthe surroundi ng area have seen them" he said. "The sightings
were scattered all over, but the epicenter was near here. There, in fact." He
poi nted down the gently sloping hillside, bathed in forest, that led to a
glistening blue | ake.

Past the forest and nmeandering river the land rolled on in waves of w | derness
i nto hazy vagueness. \Wat | ooked |ike towering, half-visible clouds floated
above the haze. These were the familiar Southwall mountains, blued to
near-invisibility by a distance of over two hundred kil oneters. Livia could
see the white caps of glaciers atop sone of the shortest peaks; snow never
fell at the higher altitudes. Above themthe sky was a uniformindigo.

Livia knew the | ake Lucius was pointing to. There was a boat house down there,
a distant outpost of the Romanal estate. So she took the | ead when they
reached the trees. "There's the path."

They entered the hushed real mof the trees. Now that the estate was out of
sight, Livia began to feel a bit nervous. That was irrational by any ordinary
standard: she had her angels to protect her, and her presence in the heart of
West er haven did not have anything to do with whether she was near sone
bui I di ng.

Even so, she awoke her Society and |l et them wal k al ongsi de her as a reassuring
crowmd. For a while Lucius was silent, and Livia thought about how simlar this
wal k was to her first official journey to a neighboring manifold, which had
happened several nonths before.

It had been an occasion of sorrow. Shortly after her confirmation, the
West er haven di pl omatic corps had contacted Livia asking whet her she woul d
agree to help close out the estate of the Drummers. She had studied to be a
di pl omat |ike her parents before her, and she was a nusician. So the request
m ght seem natural; but she had given up on dipl omacy when she realized she
had no desire to travel to other manifolds. She suspected the hand of Lucius
Xavier in her selection, if not of Mther herself. But she agreed to go, nore
fromcuriosity than any desire to inprove her authority.

Livia joined the expedition on an enpty road outside the city of Barrastea.
There were representatives froma nunber of other manifolds as well as
West er haven. Jach-man was one of the other junior nmenbers of the Westerhaven
contingent, and it was on this occasion that Livia first nmet Rene Caiser. He
was acting as groonmsman, caring for the stanping and proud horses that were to
| ead their carriages.

Trees towered beyond the carriages, but the slope here was steep enough that
Livia could see past theminto the deep valley below Amd the dark, nearly
bl ack treetops lay the city of the drumrers. To anyone within Wsterhaven, it
was i nvi si bl e.

Serena El esz, the expedition's | eader, briefed thembefore they set out. "The
| ast drunmer died a week ago," she said fromher perch on the step of the |ead
carriage. "Oficially, their consensual reality ends with that death. In fact,



everyone who shared some of their values carries a tenplate of the drumers
mani fold with them and these tenplates still have sone authority over inscape
and the tech locks. It is up to living representatives of those values to

decide the fate of this manifold and its physical nmanifestations." She neant
the Iand and those aspects of the city that were physically real
Livia had put up her hand; she was never one to stay on the sidelines. "I was

al ways told that Westerhaven ganers and preserves the cultures of other
mani f ol ds. "

Serena nodded. "Yes, of course; and we'll try to do that here. W are the
great integrators of the many threads of culture in Teven Coronal ."

Livia put up her hand again. "I've had six people come up to me and tell ne
that what | need to do is nake sure the drummers are shut down, so Westerhaven
can recover their resources."”

An awkward silence followed. Serena's take on Westerhaven had sounded |ike a
gquote straight out of the Fictional History. Livia had been raised to foll ow
t hose val ues, but she was |l earning that the truth was al ways nore conplicated

Finally Serena shrugged. "You need to vote with your heart, Livia —but
renmenber that everything in Westerhaven is political."

Still chewing on this thought, Livia entered the carriage behind Serena's just
as it began to nove. They jolted down the dirt track that led off fromthe
main road. Livia reached out with her senses and will, determined not to

noti ce anythi ng of Westerhaven: no buildings, no contrails. Her change of
attitude and attention was noted by her neural inplants and the nmechol ogy
known as the tech | ocks; where there had been inpenetrabl e underbrush, a

pat hway appeared |l eading into the woods. The horses joined this road w thout
breaki ng stri de.

She listened for rhythms in the sighing of the breeze, and soon she began to
hear them She listened for patterns in the chirping of the birds, and
eventual Iy, she heard music there. Even the clip-clop of the horses' hooves
took on a conplicated order, as Livia had been told it would. A sense of

pal pabl e presence began to build around the carriages, a sublimnnal excitenment
"We're close,” Jachman nurnured beside her

Rene was having difficulty naking the transition. He began to fade even as the
drummers' city appeared around the trunks of the redwoods that walled the
road. He tried to speak but no sound reached Livia's ears. The last thing she
saw before he vani shed was his frustrated, enbarrassed frown. She couldn't
hel p but smile at the boyishness of it.

He woul d be back, as soon as he'd managed to properly purge Westerhaven from
his system of habits and responses. Meanwhile, they were at the drunmers
ruins.

Once a thriving community had come together here to worship in ways that were
difficult or inmpossible in other manifolds. In some places, such as
West er haven, the pace of life was wong for the drumers' style of

contenpl ation; or the attitude to nusic interfered with what they were
attenpting. The ancient and powerful religions of Earth still held sway in

ot her mani fol ds and would not permt any iconoclasts or experinmenters. So they
had made their own reality, one in keeping with their ideals. And for severa
generations, it had held strong.

For sone reason, they had built on | ow swanpy ground. Water had recl ai nred nost



of the tall brick structures. Marsh grass grew between the houses and waved on
their roofs. This place had been in decline for a long tine. It was nore of a
vill age, anyway, thought Livia; the houses ended not nore than two hundred
nmeters away. Once there had been frescoes on the sides of the buildings, and
statues, but they had been weat hered away | ong ago.

The drumrers' mcrocivilization had run its natural course, and now
unconpr ehendi ng outsiders had cone to lay it to rest.

The expedition left the carriages and wal ked, sonetines wadi ng, out into the
city. They split up and began to poke about. The place was desol ate, |ike
somet hing out of a historical sim Livia' s feet were soon wet and she found
hersel f shivering. Wien she met Rene coming around the side of a large (and
enpty) public building, she said, "Wy would anyone stay here?"

He shrugged. "There were never many of them But apparently it was quite the
religious center once. Reaching the divine through music. You're a nusician
you'd have loved it here."

"But they never wote any of it down. And they didn't performfor pleasure."

They wal ked on for a while, but whatever possessions the drunmers had once
had, they were gone, toppled into the swanpy water or taken away by those who
had abandoned this place's values. Rene shook his head at |ast.

"They're dead. | dunno about you, but | agree with the others. W should shut
it down and reclaimthe land."

Li via shook her head. "And just replace their reality with ours? Better if we
could all learn to travel here. That woul d be dipl omacy. "

"But they're all dead. So what's to stop us?"

Li via opened her mouth to reply, then stopped. She coul dn't explain why, but
she felt there was still a presence here, however tenuous. It felt wong to
simply wi pe the place away —but it was hard to justify preserving it; doing
so woul d go agai nst her very public political stance.

She decided to change the subject. "W lost you for a while back there," she
said at last. "You' re not very nusical ?"

He grinned. "Maybe |I'mnot. And you are not nearly as scary up close as | was
told you'd be."

Her heart sank. "Wo told you | was scary?"

He waggled his fingers in horror-show fashion. "You and Aaron Varese are the
bi ggest political critics of the generation. You fight duels over ideas, for
God' s sake! And you ... they say you blink out during parties, cone out with
odd pronouncenents at odd tines, have strange notions ... You' ve Seen Things
W Were Not Meant To Know. You're the one who |ed the survivors out of the
crash zone, right? They say it changed you."

"But | don't renenber doing it," she said seriously. "How can | be a hero if |
—" At that monent they both heard the drumm ng.

It cane from somewhere ahead: a single, steady beat, deep and confident. Livia
and Rene | ooked at one anot her.

"Not dead after all!" Rene sprinted in the direction of the sound; nore



cautiously, Livia foll owed.

She found himstaring up the side of a ten-nmeter nud-brick tower. The steady
drunmbeat sounded from somewhere overhead. He | ooked at her uncertainly. "Do we
go in?"

She | ooked around for footprints on the nmuddy ground; there were none, not
even at the shadowed entrance to the tower. But she would not | ook weak in
front of this young man. "OF course," she said.

Inside, the tower was divided into three levels with | ad-derlike stairways

| eadi ng between them They found large clay pots filled with grain and dried
fish; firewood and the hardened, cold remains of a fire; blankets and a crude
pillow But there was no other sign of life. The sound obstinately continued
above. "A recordi ng?" Rene whi spered. She shook her head: recordi ng equi prent
of any kind was forbidden by the locks in this place.

Cautiously, they clinbed the creaking steps to the top |evel.

Soneone had rigged a barrel on a tripod here to catch rainwater. Fromthe base
of the barrel, a spigot dripped steadily onto the taut skin of a |arge bass
drum The skin was discolored and worn where the water had been hitting it for
days —weeks, probably. But the sound was steady, and inpressively | oud.

Huddl ed beside the drumwas a hal f-skel etal body: the | ast inhabitant of the
drummers' manifold. Livia couldn't be sure whether this had been a man or a
woman. But it was clear he or she had di ed al one.

It stank up here so they retreated down the | adder al most inmmediately. Neither
spoke until they were outside again. Rene waved to Serena and sonme others who
wer e wal ki ng nearby. As they canme over, Livia stood |ooking up —and

[ i stening.

"Way didn't he | eave?" Rene asked after a while.

And of course, that was it: to leave this place, all you had to do was wish to
be somewhere else. Wth a little concentration Livia could return to
West er haven, and these towers would turn into trees, or rocks, or otherw se

| eave her sensorium Barrastea's skyscrapers woul d appear over the crest of
the hill. Inscape reticles and Societies would blossomall around her. This
person, this last drunmmer, did not have to die alone. He or she could have
chosen, right up until the last second, to abandon the Drunmers' ideals —to

j oi n anot her mani f ol d.

Yet the drumstill sounded above, slow and steady, |ike the heartbeat of the
worl d. Livia could not have answered Rene's question; she did not have the
words. But, for a nmoment or two, as she stood within the real mof that beating
heart, she thought she understood.

When Serena and the others came running up, Livia announced, "The |ast drunmer
may be dead, but the Drunmers are still alive. W can't shut down this
mani fold while the drumstill beats."

Unanimty was required for the manifold to be closed. And so the absorption of
the drumrers' resources into Westerhaven had been postponed —and while
Livia's reputation had grown, her authority had begun to deteriorate.

"I don't know why | didit," she said to Lucius as they wal ked. They'd seen
not hi ng i npossi ble in the past hour and she was getting tired. She had
di sm ssed her Society, however, and was enjoying this rare chance for a



solitary talk with an older nale friend. "I think it was just to spite
Serena. "

He | aughed. "A fine reason by itself. But is that all?"

"I don't know. For years now |'ve felt |like an outsider. Ever since the
accident. People look at nme differently, you know. Since only Aaron and
survived ... " She kicked at a fern. "lIt's like it was our fault, sonehow "

She was used to people trying to reassure her on this point, but Lucius
nodded. "It's hypocritical," he said. "People here tal k about val uing ot her
mani fol ds, but really Westerhaven is a culture of butterfly collectors."

"How do you mean?"

"You catch the butterfly alive, then you stick a pin through it and nount it
on the wall. That's what we do with other cultures. Like your drumers. You
were right to leave their world alone, Liv."

"Well, thank you! Practically nobody el se has said that.

"We outsiders have to stick together," he said. "That's why | invited you
al ong today." He hesitated. "Livia. There's sonething | have to tell you. It's
about "

She threw out her hand to stop him practically falling herself. Raising a
finger to her lips, she pointed ahead al ong the path.

He scowl ed, then turned to foll ow her gaze.
"Lucius, | think something inpossible mght just be happening."

St andi ng nonchal antly about ten meters ahead was a tall, bronze-skinned nman
dressed in tanned hides. A dozen beaded neckl aces hung around his neck

He was carrying a spear
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It was hard to tell the man's age; his face was |lined and weat herbeaten, his
brow sunburnt and his eyes narrowed to a perpetual squint. But he was fit and
strong-1 ooki ng, and Livia had no doubt he could throw that spear with great

accuracy and force.

But he hadn't spotted them He was staring up into the trees with a puzzled
expression on his face. Livia took the opportunity to start backing away.

"What is he?" she whispered,

"Not an Inpossible,"” said Lucius. "Mre likely a warrior of Raven. Their
mani fol d overl aps ours in nost places. They can visit us, but they rarely do."

Livia had known that for years, of course, but sonehow, despite her experience
wi th mani folds, seeing this man was a shock. She thought of invisible warriors
rangi ng through the Romanal gardens, firing arrows at deer on the tennis
courts.

"Aren't we ... well, sort of at war with Raven?"

Luci us shook his head. "Only in the ganers' submani-fold. It's purely



voluntary —" He froze, because the man had spotted t hem

For a while neither he nor they noved a nuscle. Livia's heart was poundi ng,
but her nmind was clear. Wat was he doing here? Had he stepped out of Raven's
peopl e into Wsterhaven? O had she and Lucius strayed the other way?

Finally the man snapped out of his trance. Carefully, he | eaned his spear
against a tree, then wal ked toward them Stopping four neters away, he cleared
hi s throat

"You have cone to celebrate with us,” he said.

"Yes," replied Lucius.

"What ?" said Livia

The warrior strode forward, extending his hand. "I am King Ghee," he said. "Do
not be afraid, | was sent to find you. I am... you wuld call me a dipl omat,

| believe." He smiled at Livia, showing white, perfect teeth.

"I am Lucius Xavier, and this is ny friend, Livia Ko-daly," said Lucius. "So
we are not too |late?" Lucius seemed anxious.

Ki ng Ghee gl anced up at the sky. "No. But we rmust hurry." The warrior set off

up the path, snatching up his spear on the way.

"Lucius? What's going on?" Livia tried to keep her voice controlled, with sone
success, but anger and fear nade her hesitate as the other two wal ked ahead.

"Come, Livia." Lucius waved to her. "This is inportant. You'll see why."

"But why didn't you tell me that you were neeting soneone?" She verified that
her angels were still around her, then reluctantly stepped after him He had
not replied.

"I am pleased to neet you," Raven's warrior said to her as she caught up. "You
nmust be highly prized by your own people to be given this opportunity." Livia
opened her nmouth to ask hi mwhat he neant by mat, then noticed Lucius making a
war ni ng gesture behind him She sniled.

"Thank you," she said. "I am honored, yes." She needed to know what was
happeni ng, so she sumoned an anima to replace her in this dialog, intending
to split off and ask Lucius just what he was playing at But in-scape signaled
an error: this warrior of Raven could not perceive animas. They wal ked now, it
seened, on the very edge of Westerhaven

"So you will cone with ne to the city of Skaalitch?" asked the warrior. "It is
not far, but it is under Raven's w ng; your people would not normally see it."
Lucius grinned. "I'd be honored, Kingy." He said the name as if it were one
word. Livia did still have access to her internal inscape systens, so she

call ed up a database of Raven names. Qingi —that was it. And Skaalitchi The
dat abase had a listing, but she had no tinme to exanine it as the warrior spoke
agai n.

"To come to us, you nust open yourself to the sacred-ness of |iving things.
Walk with me, under Raven's wing." He stepped off the path.

"So the real adventure begins," said Lucius. "Sorry | kept you in the dark
but you might not have cone otherw se. Well, Liv? Are you up for it?"



She opened her nouth to chastise him but sonehow his enthusi asm was

i nfectious. And, she realized, she was enjoying her surprise. "Al right," she
said with a laugh. "But there had better not be any nore tricks. | need to be
back by lunchtinme."

Qingi wavered in and out of existence ahead of them He often paused,
instructing Livia and Lucius in what they should |l ook for. Livia tried to
forget about Westerhaven —her Societies' intrigues, the arcing aircars and
glittering cities —and instead focus on spotting the creatures of the forest.
Wth Qingi, she paused to gaze at tracks on the danp ground, and consciously
drew in the scents of pine and nbpss. It was a ganme she'd |l earned as a child,
not knowing its significance at the time; only later, when her ability to
shift manifolds was unl ocked at puberty, did Livia understand. Now, she
stopped, staring at an ow she'd spotted on a branch. She concentrated,
frowning, and the bird suddenly changed, its face nonentarily beconing a
shaman's mask. Livia |aughed out |oud. Follow, follow the warrior of Raven,
she told herself, as she dashed after him As she went, the bark of the trees
shifted fromrandomess to patterned design. The birdsong ceased to be

i ncoherent twitters, and becane tiny, piping voices whose words she could
understand if she concentrated.

So, by degrees of wonder, Livia left the world of Wst-erhaven behind, and
came within the real mof Raven
"They are heralds of the ancestors,” Qingi said. Livia had asked hi m about
the I npossibles. "The ancestors are returning to us, so all things change. You
shoul d not be surprised if the walls of your world are begi nning to crunble.
The elders told us to expect it."

"Who are these ancestors?" she asked. She really wanted to grill Lucius about
what he was up to, but the nman kept cagily near Qingi, and as they crossed
the border into Raven's country, her normal inscape resources had shut down.
She couldn't call upon Peasebl ossom and C cada to run sinms of Lucius, nor
could she ask her Society what he m ght be doing.

The termfor this, she nmused, was working w thout a safety net. Mst of her
peers prized the stability of their reality above all else, and she had no
doubt they woul d have run scream ng back to Westerhaven | ong before now. In
that, at |east, Lucius had judged right: Livia was unfazed by this journey. O
so she kept telling herself, while her pul se pounded and she junped at every
strange sound coming through the forest.

Qingi smled at her; he had been very inpressed to | earn she was a singer. He
had taken to calling her Wrd-weaver Kodaly. "A tine is com ng when what you
call the horizons of the world crack and fall,"” he said. "The ancestors wait
beyond the horizons. They are returning to us to bring us the w sdom of
centuries that they have gathered during our long isolation in this place. Qur
best have come to Skaalitch because this is the first place where the walls of
the world will crack."

"Ch." She didn't know what to say to that. But it sounded ti ke sone new myth
was being born in this place. Myths and stories were a conmon spark for
birthing new nanifolds. Was a new reality being born within Raven's peopl e?
Was that what Lucius had brought her to witness? If so, it was a nonmentous
occasion, and a tremendous coup for both of them

"You have followed nme well,"” Qingi said. "Behold the city of Skaalitch."

Li via knew where they were. They had come to the shoreline of the |ake that



spread sinuously through the valley bel ow the Romanal estate. The air here was
cold and danp, full of the mist that hung around the redwoods. Livia drank in
t he sound of waves | apping on the shore of the dark water. She had been here
many tinmes; the Romanal boat house should be right over ... there ... \Were the
boat house shoul d be, a jagged mound of boul ders thrust up out of the ground.

O course, that was the boathouse —or how it appeared fromw thin Raven's
country. She | ooked the other way, and gasped.

The | ake was ringed by gigantic trees and backed by | ow nmountai ns. For
hundreds of meters along the shore, |ong canoes |ay upended on wooden franes
and tall totem pol es presided magi sterially over scores of men and wonmen who
were wor ki ng near the water. Behind them receding half-seen into the naze of
trees, were dozens of |og | onghouses, their roofs adrift w th woodsnoke.

Bright things like flying banners flitted half-seen in the deepening green of
the forest; birds and ani mal s | aughed, and out in the | ake, sonething huge and
dark breached the surface nonmentarily, then sank away.

Li via had sunbathed on these sands nany times, and canoed with friends on
those net-strewn waters. She had never imagined this place existed parallel to
the | ake she knew

Drunbeats started up sonmewhere anong the | ong-houses. "W rmust hurry now, "
said Qingi. "The potlatch of the ancestors is about to begin." He hurried
into the city, greeting people left and right as he went.

Lucius and Livia smled and nodded at Raven's people, who grinned and tal ked
about them as they passed.

Children raced al ongsi de them | aughing and screaming in nock fear. Ahead, a
crowd was grow ng.

"You're a very bad man," Livia said. "Bringing ne out here on a pretext, then
ki dnapping me!" But | am having fun, she was about to add, when she saw that
he wasn't | aughi ng. |Indeed, he | ooked tired, and maybe even a bit frightened.

"Luci us, what's wrong?"

Peopl e were now appearing fromall over —sone blinking into view from

what ever submani fold they had been inhabiting. Al were converging on the
great open circle that |ay ahead. Lucius shook his head, and | ooked away from
Li vi a.

"l had no one else | could trust with this,'
under st and. Except you."

" he said. "Nobody | knew who mi ght

"What do you nean?"

"Look at this!" He waved at the fabul ous totens and rearing | onghouses that
surrounded them "It's wondrous, isn't it —and you never knew it was here!
Livia, don't you feel even the slightest bit claustrophobic living in just one
mani f ol d?"

She nodded, eager to have soneone agreeing with her for a change. "Everyone
says that Westerhaven is the nost cosnopolitan place in Teven. W visit other
mani f ol ds, sure —but how many of then? Wat you were saying earlier about us
being butterfly collectors ... | know what you nean. W see the world only
fromour own narrow perspective. W're tourists in other people's realities.”

He nodded enthusiastically. "I heard your friend Aaron Varese speaking in



Barrastea | ast week. He was proposing that we elininate manifolds altogether."

She | aughed, a bit uncertainly. "He's just trying to stir things up. It's just
not possible. Worldviews don't mx."

"Don't they?" He stared at her with an intensity she had never seen before, as
if he were about to start yelling —or running. "Are you sure about that?"

"Lucius ... | don't ... "

Li via heard pounding feet, shouts. The noises cane fromthe plaza they were
approachi ng. People were crowded around its outskirts, all talking at once,
some hopping up and down to see over others. The drunbeat was seductive; the
musi ci an in her responded, analyzing its nmeter even as her inmagination half
consci ously wove nel odies and patterns around it.

Qingi waved to them "The potlatch begins!" He was obviously excited, but
fromthe way he kept |ooking about hinself it was clear he was a bit nervous,
too. By now the crowd was pressing in on all sides. Lucius grabbed Livia's
arm

"Stay close,” he said. "I don't know how far this will go"

"What —" But he pressed on ahead through the crowd, and she followed. Livia
had never been in such a strange situation, surrounded by people in buckskins
and beads, perneated with the snells of woodsnoke, chicken fat, and tanned

| eat her.

Silence fell suddenly; then a collective gasp rose fromthe crowd. Lucius |et
go of Livia's armand she staggered to a halt She was close to the front of
the circle, and peered past a tanned shoul der to see what was happeni ng.

Al'l across the earthen plaza, ghostly figures wavered into existence. At first
there were only a handful, but in seconds there were dozens, then scores of
t hem

The ancestors filled up the plaza, and they cane bearing Inpossible gifts.

They were too perfect to be human. O course, in her lifetime Livia had seen
peopl e wrapped in many gui ses —as idealized sexual objects, as aninmals, as
fabul ous nythical beasts. She had seen people pretend to be angels. These
ancestors didn't seemto be pretending.

She coul d see a kind of shimmering arch above and around the plaza; outside
it, the world | ooked ordinary —that is, it was filled with w se trees,

hol | ow- eyed birds that mght in the blink of an eye transforminto |ynxes and
bound away into the underbrush. Raven's world. Wthin the arch the plaza was
still there, and in it stood beautiful, snmiling men and wormen. That was fi ne;
peopl e could appear in md-manifold like that But in their hands, and around
and above them were things that could not exist here.

One worman stood next to a man-sized, chrome robot that |ooked around itself
curiously with big |l ens-eyes. Substitutes for human | abor were limted even in
technophili c Westerhaven, yet here a robot stood where properly it could not
be. Another of the strangers held up a big device Livia recogni zed as a | aser
saw, at |east, she hoped that was all it was. Piled around the strangers' feet
were all manner of machines, |ivedevices, and nobile bots.

The tech | ocks shoul d be disabling, renoving, or hiding all these things.
Livia kept waiting for the gifts —for if this was a potlatch, then that was



what these things were —to flicker and go out, the way that Rene had on the
road to the drumers' city. It didn't happen

She found herself blinking again and agai n, and backi ng away. Around the edge
of the circle other people were doing the sane. It was |ike |ooking at an
object and it refusing to cone into focus, even while everything around it
became sharp. Control of reality should be as automatic as sight; it had been
that way for Livia all her life.

Except once.

She found she had turned and was trying to run. Stop! she commanded hersel f.
You nastered this fear! O she'd thought she had. Wth an effort she turned
back to | ook at the circle.

The cl oser she | ooked the worse it was. Some of the strangers were suffused in
a gol den glow that came fromthe clouds of programmble matter that suspended
themas if they were weightless, ten or fifteen centinmeters above the ground.
The quantum dots conposing the virtual matter swirled and gl owed, making them
appear like pillars made of countless infinitesiml stars —ostentatious, nat,
even gauche, given that the ordinary angel s of Wsterhaven were conposed of
just such fogs, but were careful to remain invisible. Erbedded in the fogs
were many strange objects: gl obes and rods of crystal and nmetal, things with
handgri ps that m ght be weapons; and humming, flittering things that could be
alive but for the fact that they gl eaned |ike bronze.

At an unspoken signal the strangers began to wal k toward the crowd.

She became aware that Q ingi was standing next to her. "I didn't really
believe it would happen,” he said softly. "They have broken the walls of the
worl d." He didn't sound happy.

It's not |like after the accident, Livia was telling herself. This isn't a
crash. It's controlled, sonehow

As the first of the "ancestors" stepped outside the earthen circle the crowd
cane to life. A sudden nadness seened to sweep them and Livia found herself
getting caught up in it Sone people were shouting, shaking their fists. Qhers
were | aughing and crying. Was this a miracle or a nightmare? No one seened to
know.

As she edged back through the crowd, livia realized that Lucius was m ssing.
He was taller than nost of these people. He should be visible.

Soneone jostled her; she grabbed Qingi's armso as not to |l ose him too. "But
what are they? Wiat are they doi ng here?"

He shrugged uncertainly. "Qur founders have bl essed their presence. They cal
t hem ancestors; so | nust accept that this is what they are.”

"But where did they come fronf"

He | ooked at her and for a noment his conposure al nost broke. He was
frightened, she realized with a chill. "Wrdweaver Kodaly," he said stiffly,
"if they are our ancestors, nen they have al ways been here."

More of the strange people were appearing by the nonent; as each waded into
the crowd, he or she would stop to speak to people. As the ancestors spoke,
they reached about in a leisurely way, picking nowthis, now that itemfrom
their belts or materializing it out of the fog of virtual matter, and handing



it to the person they were talking to. The one closest to Livia was nmale, and
had a sonorous voice; and it was a real voice, not processed by inscape. He
turned his head and his eyes nmet Livia's. She felt the gaze as a shock

"Livia Kodaly," he said. 'This is a day of gifts. Wat would you like to
receive fromus?"

She backed away, suddenly aware that her only countryman had vani shed and her
Soci ety was inaccessible. "I don't want anything," she said.

"Perhaps that is your problem" he said. "You want to want something. W can
help you with that."

"W what ?"

The ancestor |aughed, a rich and reverberant sound. "There is something new
under the sun,"” it said. "There has never been anything |like us before. W
extend a hand of friendship to all in Wsterhaven, through you." He did extend
hi s hand, and she found herself staring at it as though it were a snake.

"Come with us," he said. "W have nuch we could show you."

"How do you know ny nane?" she asked
"You wear it in your aura," he said.

"But that shouldn't be visible here," she objected. "We're in Raven's
mani fol d. "

He shrugged. "There are no nore distinctions here. Conme, I'll show you."
"No, please." She stepped outside of his reach

The ancestor nodded, as if he'd expected this reaction. "You do not wish to
see how ot her people live, because it mght pollute your culture.”

She bristled. "I don't know what you —"

"You have chosen not to see rather than to see wongly," said the ancestor. "I
understand. But there is another way of seeing. W have conme to showit to
you. Raven's peopl e understand; | hope you will, too, soon."

The ancestor turned and spoke to someone else while Livia was trying to think
of some reply. Livia turned to talk to Qingi, but Raven's warrior had

vani shed in the throng. Wthout pausing to | ook for himshe made a break for
the edge of die crowd. Everything felt unreal; she was dizzy.

And where was Lucius? He should be visible even if her Society was qui escent;
in Westerhaven his authority would make hima magnet for her sight The sudden
sense of al oneness was frightening —anything could happen to her here, and
her audi ence and supporters wouldn't see it. It was like that other tine,
years ago, when reality had torn and Livia found herself with only the dead
for conpany. CQutside of inscape, she knew, was a world that would not talk to
her or hide its ugliness under a veil of Society. She would not go back there
agai n.

Fl eeing blindly, she ricocheted fromperson to person until she reached the
redwoods and then she kept running through mem enduring scratches and
twi sting her ankle.



She st opped when she cane to the shore of the | ake, and knelt panting in the
shadow of a giant grinning totem pole. The beach was nearly deserted. Sounds
of the pot-latch echoed weirdly through the brown pillared ways of the city,
but there was no one nearby to speak to and none of the spirits of the woods
approached. Maybe she should go back and | ook for Lucius.

The sound stopped her. The murnur of the crowd seemed to be building in
intensity, as if the nob were changi ng sonehow, losing its human m nd. Even
with the distance and the renewed presence of her angels, Livia began to feel
really afraid, not just spooked as she was a few minutes before. She had to
get out of Raven's country, get back to the Romanal estate.

An angel —a physically manifest inscape agent —alighted next to her. "Let ne
treat your ankle," it said. Wth a wary look in the direction of the potiatch
she sat on the feet of the totempole and let it wap her foot. The physica
formof this winged entity was actually her shift changi ng shape to brace the
ankl e, but inscape gave it a soothing human appearance.

She felt a bit cal mer as she set out again; her angels were with her after

all. She was ashaned of herself. Livia had thought herself healed of those old
wounds. She was an independent woman; of all her generation in Wsterhaven,
only she and her friend Aaron had ever lived for nonths outside of the
protection of inscape and the tech | ocks. That was years ago, though —back in
a blurred tine between | um nous chil dhood and pai nful rehabilitation. There
was a small seed in her that treasured the fact of having once been beyond al
hori zons, however traumatic the experience night have been at the tine.
Today' s pani c had been ... unexpected.

Gimy, she found her way to the pile of boul ders along the shore. There she
pl anted her feet and willed the stones to become wood. G adually, the rocks
faded and the boat-house of the Romanal s becane visible. Behind her, Skaalitch
dissolved in the mst like a dream And when Livia was once nore al one on the
| akeshore, with only gulls crying overhead and her heart slowed to a sane
pace, she turned and wal ked up the path she'd known her whole life, back to
the courts and libraries of \Westerhaven
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The two people Livia nost wanted to talk to were nissing: Lucius was gone, and
Aaron Varese was nowhere to be found when she returned to Barrastea, the city
of her birth.

Late in the afternoon of the day foll owi ng her strange adventure in Raven's
country, she wal ked toward the ballroom where her parents were throw ng a
party. The towers and gardens of the city lay in tunbled glory about her and
her | aughi ng, bickering Society. The Kodaly fam |y had their estate here in an
anor phous set of submanifolds that overl apped numerous other Geat Fanily

| ands.

The ball room abutted one of Livia's bedroons; the whole conplex lay just ahead
where several crunmbling, ivied walls nearly intersected, |eaving a gap where
one coul d wal k. Sunlight dappled through | eaves and warned the stones. Livia
wore her shift today, but hardly needed it in the warnth

Barrastea was the physical home of the diplomatic corps, who had a keen
interest in Lucius Xavier's disappearance. The grilling Livia had been put

t hrough today by the senior nenbers had been long and intense; it had started
before her actual arrival there, as the nenbers appeared in her Society and
began demandi ng to know what had happened at Skaalitch. She could not explain
it to them beyond the obvious: the tech | ocks had fail ed somehow. Livia was



tired, angry, and frustrated, unable to quite get over what she'd seen. She
had even di sm ssed her Society for a while, since without Aaron in it, it
seened enpty anyway. Now the sweet air and sunlight were beginning to revive
her .

The towers that shimered in the heat-haze were two hundred years old. Here at
| east was stability; here was the tangi ble proof of Westerhaven's faith in
cross-cultural mxing, ariot of styles and traditions that made it the npst
vibrant city in Teven Coronal

She strolled down fam liar avenues of soaring stone and stretched tenting. The
high pillars and curving walls served as attachnent points for the sweeping

wi ngs of translucent tenting that roughly divided "inside" from "outside"

t hr oughout nme parks and avenues. They al so held up the various pol ygona
platfornms that made up the floors of buildings inplied, but not fully
described, by the tenting. Vines, trees, and |liana sketched processi onal ways
and pl azas throughout this riot of color and shape; even private spaces often
had walls nade up only of foliage. It was al ways warm here where no nountai ns
noder at ed the gaze of the suns; and one's angels could be relied upon to
provi de personal shelter fromany truly inclenent weather

Livia's two faeries suddenly dive-bonbed her from somewhere above. "Danger
danger, Livia Kodaly!" piped Ccada, waving its arns to get her attention

"Hang on, Mom" she said to the anima that had been speaking to her. She
scowed at the little glowing figure. "Wat's the matter with you?7'

"It's the peers! They're setting you up —"

—for a fall,"” finished Peasebl ossom "Sonmebody snuck into the drumers
city and replaced the drumwith a fresh one! Wile the drumbeats the manifold
still exists —"

"And nobody el se can nmove in," said G cada. "Jach-man's bl am ng you and Aaron
After all, you stopped themfromshutting it down in the first place. And
Aaron's snubbi ng everybody —"

Livia groaned. "That's all | need. Ckay, thanks, 1'll deal with it on ny own."

"But it's an attack on your authority!" livia half smled. "And what's new
about that?"

"wWell, firstly —"
"Go away!"
They spiraled up and away, muttering in bell-Iike tones.

She rounded the stone and green intersection, and entered the Kodaly ballroom
This presented itself as a public park, open to the sky, surrounded by hedges
and dotted with trees and ivied walls that stood in isolation |ike planned
ruins. The place appeared conpletely enpty and peaceful, save for severa
couples strolling enwapped in the scent of grass and sound of buzzing
cicadas. On the far side was a giant crunbling stone archway, its far end
wal | ed up except for a small door at the bottom Invisible to everyone but
Livia were several platfornms attached under the top of the arch. For years
chests of real cloth apparel, dolls, and books had sat on these platforns;
various paintings and ceram cs she had nmade as a child adorned the curving
stone of the arch; and there sat her bed. That place was where she often

| ounged and usually slept —directly above the heads of public traffic through



the park. She could Iie on her stomach and kick her bare feet in the air while
staring straight down at strangers strolling through the archway. This was how
the Kodalys liked to live —in the interstices of the public world.

As she stepped onto the | awn the park was suddenly full of people.

She saunt ered now between hedgerows festooned with centuries' worth of
portraits and statues, and under |ong crinmson and gold banners displaying the
Kodaly crest. Knots of revelers were scattered across the grass, with children
runni ng back and forth between them and tables piled high with food. The
strolling couples, having not been invited to this party, were invisible now.

This place was fanm liar and conforting to Livia. She had played here as a
child, as her nother had before her. H gh overhead, giant parasols of tenting
cunningly filtered sun and rain to indirection; the lumnous light, the fine
geonetry of the distant parasols, the paintings —they were not furnished with
alternatives, but were pleasant constants in an otherw se turbul ent world.

West erhaven knew time intimately, after all, both inits fluidity and its
fixedness. It was the Westerhaven Great Families' ability to live

si mul taneously in chaotic inscape and changel ess tradition that attracted so
many ot her manifolds as supporters and clients.

"Aren't you going to announce yourself, Livia?" asked Mdther. She stood on the
other side of the field, under a grotesque bronze statue of Shakespeare's
Feste. Livia had once kissed Jachman's ol der brother behind that statue.

"I'"ll join in when |'mready," said Livia. She draped herself across a
confortabl e | eather arnthair that she remenbered pl ayi ng hi de-and-seek behind
as agirl; this was a Kodaly chair, inpervious to weather and inperceptible to
any public visitors to the park. For a while she watched through a filigree of
| eaves as the peers danced, but she didn't yet want to nmerge themwth her

Soci ety.

"Why isn't he here to support nme?" she asked her Society.

"I's that who you're noping about?" Natalia, an old friend and former rival,
cane to perch on the armof the chair. "Aaron's not your |over, he's just your
friend. Livia, how you cling!"

The rest of the Society all nade various pooh-poohi ng noi ses. "Wy worry about
such things?" asked Sebastian, who stood next to her as well as fifteen neters
away in the heart of the party. "He'll turn up. And this authority thing wll
sort itself out."

"I't's not even proper to talk about," said Natalia. "But you're a strange one,
Livia, so we indulge you." They all | aughed.

They were probably right. Even if she and Aaron had been an inseparable pair
for years, working parties like this one as a team... They could exchange a
nod from across a crowded room and know whomto talk to next, whomto convince
or cajole to support or censure sone mad plan of the peers. Until recently,
they had shared a silent understanding of how the world worked, and nore

i mportant, how it should work. Until the nost ridicul ous argunents, over
abstracts and inpossi ble dreans, had begun to separate them

It did no good to think about it now She stretched and stood up. "Al'l right,"
she said. "Let's enter the lion's jaws." She changed her shift into a bal
gown and with a single gesture entered the party at its center.

Livia's two pi psqueak agents watched her join the submanifold froma vantage



poi nt hi gh above the city. Insofar as they had any consciousness at all, it
was an imtation of Livia's own; they soared the virtual thermals and vortexes
of the city with delight and abandon, because they thought that she woul d have
in their place.

Spread bel ow themthey saw t he whol e panoply of Westerhaven |life, a nmazelike
t hrong of peopl e wal ki ng, gathering, talking, and working together —
single-mnded in the results of their |abor, though all of them m ght be
seeing a different city. Some woul d be cruising sexual submanifolds invisible
to the mgjority; others would be neditating in plazas enpty of all people.
Sone had only their own self-nmade phantasms for conpany; these nediated

bet ween them and the real people in their lives, who had forever gone beyond
their horizons. And then, interpenetrating all of this, thousands of visitors
fromother manifolds walked in half or full imrersion in their own realities.
Sonme coul d be seen, some could not. Who knew what they were experiencing?

Yet all of this was nerely the tacit, superficial reality of Barrastea. C cada
and Peasebl ossom saw sonet hing few others bothered to see. Overlaying the city
wi thin in-scape were hundreds of other Barrasteas, nost containing the sane
citizens going about very simlar activities. These were sinms; and in any
given sim some citizens were making sins of each other too, until the ghosts
and m ght - have- beens redoubl ed and reconplicated in an expl osion of
possibilities.

Wiile this went on, Livia danced with an old friend; Livia hesitated at a
drinks table, scanning the crowm for evidence of cliques form ng and alliances
shifting; Livia scowed in anger at a del egation of the peers who had cone to
confront her.

Her physical self —her Subject, as it was called —was talking to the stars
of the party, six visitors froma distant nanifold that had recently opened
its doors to Wester-haven. Modther introduced them saying, "Liviais
continuing the famly tradition of seducing strangers into our ways."

"Mother!" She grinned at the visitors. "She makes it sound so ... prurient.”
"Qur founders mght agree," said one, a handsone youth who represented hinsel f

as older, with silvery hair. H's accent was stilted; his manifold had
successfully invented its own tongue and he was obviously unused to speaking

in Westerhaven's Joyspric. "It is only with our generation that our people
have stopped feeling threatened by ... manifolds |ike yours." He gestured
around. "Big, uh, big cultures that eat little ones ... for lunch." They al
| aughed.

"Your nother said you have a good singing voice," said another man. "W |ike
to sing in our —at our hone."

"Real | y?" She called a quick anima to serve as her mask; scow ed at her not her
frombehind it; then dismissed it. "Wuld you like to hear sonethi ng?"

"We woul d be delighted."

She considered, then smiled wickedly at her nmother. "All right, since we're
tal ki ng about how we lure people away fromtheir realities ... You may know
this one, because it's a traditional, older than Teven: it's called 'The
Stolen Child.""

She sang and for a while, only the song was real.

Under the shadow of the great stone arch, another version of Livia had been



cornered by some friends. "Wst-erhaven has no exi stence unless we continue to
create it, every day," one peer said as he hooked his thunmbs in his ornanental
belt and glared at her. He was one of the Gol den Boys, a nover and shaker in

the New City novenent. "I think you' ve forgotten that. You think we can live
with a foot in two worlds —be of nore than one manifold at a time. But you
know perfectly well that unless we all work together, all of this" —he
gestured around hinmself —"will dissolve as if it never existed." He shook his

head di snmissively. "You' ve |l et down your generation, Livia Kodaly."

Livia's face went white with anger. "How dare you —

Not that one. Peasebl ossom poi nted out another simto C cada. This has nore
aut hority.

Two young wonen sat with Livia. One held her hand. "W understand that you
advi sed the commttee according to what you thought the drumrers woul d have
want ed, " she was saying. "But what nakes you think that you knew t hem so wel | ?
You' d never visited their manifold while any of themwere still alive. And yet
you chose to speak for memin a situation of great anmbiguity. That, |I'm
afraid, is what we can't forgive."

The real Livia Kodaly had finished her song and was | aughing with both these
worren; their conversation had nothing to do with the drumers' land and their
mut ual affection was obvious. But as the agents watched, the authority given
to this simcontinued to grow. Cicada was trying to mnimze it, but

t hr oughout inscape the ani-mas of the other peers were rushing to the node.
Any minute now this scenario would hit the tipping point, and what was now
part of the artificial inmagination would becone reality. Livia would be
chasti sed, and some of her authority revoked.

W nmust warn her!
She's blocking ne. | can't get through to her

I ndeed, as the party wore on, Livia felt I ess and | ess connected to it. People
began to vani sh from her senso-rium starting with the ones she |iked | east.
Eventual |y she put a stop to that, but at the sane time she drifted into the
shade of the stone arch. Cinbing a | adder no one el se could see, she sat on
the | owest of her platforns to watch the party. Insects buzzed around her, and
bi rds wheel ed above the treetops. Misic and pl easant voices cane fromthe
revelers, and it all would have been rel axi ng had she not been nagged by a
sense of dissatisfaction

She watched while the peers strutted and posed. The young nen chal | enged one
anot her constantly; their swords were not for show For the peers, argunents
about manners or fashion were far from acadenmi c: they were the buil di ng bl ocks
of their own generation's civilized future. Westerhaven's exi stence and

devel opnent depended on the excell ence of this generation, and these youths
knew it. They were all deeply passionate about such things and she | oved them
for that. But they felt it was gauche, at |least, to express an interest in
somet hing outside their circle. Mysterious disappearances or upheavals in

near by mani fol ds were not the subject of polite conversation

"You're not mngling," said Mther

Li via shrugged, and | eaned back so that an errant beam of sunlight could rest
on her face. "It's just a party, Mother."

"You're worried about |osing your authority? Well, don't be. It's a mnor
i ssue. "



"Ch, Mother!" She scowed at the anima, tenpted to dismiss it. "l just spent
t he past hour and a half engagi ng a dozen or nore peers in idle chitchat to

rem nd them of ny position. | know what's going on here. I'"'mon trial for the
drummers thing. Well, 1've nmade nmy defense. It's the prosecution's turn —I et
what happens, happen. Meanwhile, I'mgoing to enjoy this little sunbeam|'ve
found. "

A loss of authority wouldn't be the end of the world, she rmused. She m ght not
be able to requisition aircars quite so cavalierly, or count on the best
guests for her soirees. Rene and Jachman m ght get diplomatic assignnents

i nstead of her for a while. Life would go on. She coul d always sing for her
supper.

Livia was a bit surprised to realize that she wasn't just telling herself that
—it was true. I'mturning into Aaron. Though he was as adept a political

pl ayer as anyone in \Westerhaven, he had contenpt for the great game. They had
argued about that recently, too.

What had he said at the tinme? "Nobody here has the balls to effect real change
in the world." She sniled despite herself.

She knew why she was thinking about this now Lu-cius's di sappearance and the
wei rd potlatch of the ancestors had served to rem nd her of a tine of blood
and pain and | oneliness —a period when authority had been meani ngl ess. She
recalled the electric enotions of the cromd at the potlatch. That had been the
monent when carefully suppressed nmenories had started to boil up in her again.

Like it or not, traumatic and ineradi cabl e experience marked her as different
fromthese carel ess peopl e | aughing and dancing a few neters bel ow her. So
maybe that was why she finally stood up and said, "C cada, Peasebl ossom bring
me an anima of Aaron —even a simwll do.

"We're going to find out where he's gone."
4

Ci cada and Peasebl ossom were a bit distracted at that nmoment. Four peopl e had
entered the ballroom several mnutes before. They did not appear at its center
as Livia had, but popped into visibility on the periphery, as unobtrusively as
possible. Still, heads turned throughout the park as the two couples strolled
forward magi sterially.

Founders! Cicada had cl utched Peasebl ossom and poi nted. Founders have cone!

Livia's friend Sylvie turned to the anima of Livia she'd been chatting with
and said, "Oh, look! Isn't that Lady Ellis?" She pointed, hiding the gesture
behind a mask. Livia's aninma foll owed her gaze to | ook at the woman standi ng
with her parents. It was indeed Ellis, one of the original creators of the
West er haven mani fol d. Nearly nythol ogical, Lady Ellis was sel dom seen at this
| evel . She and her own peers resided in mansions and realities of their own
creation, rarely deigning to interfere with the affairs of their descendants.
For her to be here was truly an honor for the Kodalys.

"Do you think we m ght be able to speak to her?" nmused Syl vie.
Livia's anima | aughed. "Try wal ki ng over there. You could vanish on the way!"

"Ch, wouldn't that be enbarrassing!" Sylvie shook her head. "Better to wall ow
in real anonymty, | think."



Ci cada gl anced back to the authority sins he and Pease-bl ossom had been
runni ng, and gave the inscape equivalent of a shriek. Look! he said. \Wat are
t hey doi ng?

Agents of the founders were fanning out through the shifting cl ouds of

si mul ati ons. Whenever they encountered a simwhere Livia was being confronted
over the drummrers incident, they gestured inperiously and, using their

unmat ched authority, ternminated it The agencies of the peers fell back in
confusion, and a few began trying to get the attention of their rea
counterparts, who naturally would not have been sullying their hands by
participating directly in political scapegoating.

—Why are they saving Livia?

—Let's simthen

—Sima founder? I npossi bl e!

—Not inpossible. Inportant! Come, let's try.

Before they had the chance to try it, the founders' agents acted, generating
ani mas that summoned correspondi ng ghosts of Livia herself.

—What are they doi ng?
—I| don't know. Let's tell Livial

The two faeries dove fromthe sky, ready to defend their mstress at the first
hint of trouble, even if it came fromthe founders thensel ves. But just as
they were about to manifest in front of Livia, another figure appeared before
them It stood on the air, beautiful and radiating authority, and put a finger
toits faintly smling lips.

"Where are those guys?" Livia opened an inscape wi ndow herself and called up
some generic agents. "I want to review ny |ast conversation with Aaron
Varese," she told one. "And find C cada and Peasebl ossom "

The agent bowed and vani shed in a puff of faux-snoke. At the sane tine, the
sights, sounds, and scents of a different tinme descended around Livia: her
last talk with Aaron.

It had only been a few days ago, so she renmenbered the occasion well even

wi thout artificial aids. Livia had been | ounging on a couch in a gazebo on the
grounds of Aaron's estate, while he paced the old wooden floorboards. It was
eveni ng and anot her party was w nding down; the air was delicately scented and
still warmfromthe day. The sky was cl ear, revealing thousands of stars,
those to north and south wheeling slowy west, while those directly above
turned grandly around the zenith. Aaron had sought her out to express his
boredomwi th the other guests, then stayed for one of those half-drunken
conversations that it was val uabl e but sonetinmes enbarrassing to record
"Everywhere | look | see limts,"
them™

he was saying. "And | wonder why we tolerate
Livia had shrugged, languidly turning to | ook at the stars. "Limits are the
fountain of creativity," she said. "Wthout themthere is no novelty."

"So they say." Aaron crossed his arnms and gl ared down at her. "They being
i nhuman powers that control our lives, and over which we have no control



I nscape; the denmented Al of the tech | ocks; even the founders. They parcel out
atiny fraction of their power to us, just enough to allowus to live tiny,
i nconsequential lives. It's a tyranny. Sonething should be done."

She'd smiled ironically. "Like what? Should |I gather the peers together and
overt hrow nature?"

He shook his head. "l've said it before, but the peers' plan to build a new
city doesn't inpress nme. It's not anbitious enough by far. Westerhaven ..

we' ve deliberately limted ourselves like all the other manifolds. Discarded
technol ogi es that we could have used to increase our power and influence in
t he coronal. Nobody here has the balls to try to effect real change in the
world. It's a nediocre manifold, Livy."

"Then change it," she asserted. "Or nake a new one! You' ve got the charisma
and the convictions to do it single-handedly. Lean on your Society, Aaron, and
it will happen. That's how a nmanifold cones to be, after all."

"What, with fifty, a hundred years of wheedling and cajoling?" He shook his
head. "In the old days they'd just blow up the capital and take over."

She | aughed. "In many places, they still do. But that's not our reality,
Aaron, you know that"

"Maybe it should be," he'd nuttered. He rubbed at his eyes, naking the gesture
a bit too dramatic as with all he did. "Anyway, that's ny point. W can only
work within the system Not junp out of it. And livy, | do want to get out And
I think you do, too."

St op, commanded Livia now. The conversation froze, a night noth paused
m d-flap above Aaron's ear. The talk had deteriorated after this point anyway.

She scowl ed out at the green park with its dancing coupl es. What had she just
| earned? Nothing, really; only that Aaron had an ache he couldn't satisfy in
West er - haven. But would that be enough for himto abandon the manifold of his
birth? She couldn't believe he'd nove to another reality w thout discussing it
with her first.

She had just raised her hand to i nvoke another inscape session, when
Peasebl ossom appeared in front of her, frantically waving. "Liv-Livia, you
won't believe what's happening!"

Ci cada popped into being next to him "Hsst you said you wouldn't tell."

"Yes, but —"

"Hal | ooo!" Someone was wavi ng down on the ground, for all the world as if she
could see Livia. Inpossible, of course; this platformwas a personal privacy
zone.

"It's her!" G cada pointed. Livia followed his gaze and nmet the eyes of a
worman whose face she knew, but whom she'd never net in person. She was staring
up at Livia fromthe ground. She could see Livia.

"Sorry to barge in. Can | talk to you?" said Lady Maren Ellis.

Livia was too shocked to reply at first. Then she stal ked over to the | adder

and clinbed down. How coul d anyone —even a founder —so easily penetrate a
privacy zone?



The question —and indignation —went out of her head when the founder shook
her hand and said, "You' re the young | ady of whomI've heard so nmany good
t hi ngs."

Livia smled weakly back. Ellis knew of her? She woul d never have expected
such a thing. The founders, after all, were inpossibly renote from day-to-day
l[ife. No one saw them No one knew t hem anynore.

Ellis didn't seemso intinmidating up close. She appeared younger than Livia
hersel f; even her eyes gave nothing away, seem ngly those of an ingenue. But
she took Livia's armw thout hesitation and created her own zone of privacy
around them "I've been hoping | could neet you," she said. "W need to talk."

"I"'m... honored to neet you, Lady," said Livia, disengaging herself carefully
so that she could curtsy. Warily, she said nothing nore. Lady Ellis returned
themto a bench directly below Livia's bed. Wth a wave she disnissed Livia's
Society. The partygoers were still laughing and dancing only a few neters
away, but Livia had no doubt that she and the founder were inaccessible to

t hem now.

"We' ve been watching you," said the | ady as she sat |languidly on the bench
"Your veto over the annexing of the drunmers' |ands shows great prom se; of
all the youth of your generation, you and Aaron Varese have perhaps the npst
acute awareness of the world around you —the real world, | nean, not this
par adi se of phantasns we call hone."

"I"'m... not sure what you nean. In case you failed to notice, I"'mactually in
a state of disgrace right now "

"Ch, I'mwell aware of that. You voted against the interests of Wsterhaven.
But I'mwell aware that you did so because you had actively tried to put
yourself in the drunmers' place. However briefly, you let yourself see through
the eyes of strangers. And that is the kind of hunman being we were ainmng to
rai se when we cane to Teven. The annoyance of your peers is of no account.”
She dismissed themwi th a wave

"Ch. Well, to what do | owe this ... "

The founder sniled dazzlingly. "I know, we've never approached you before.
It's because we wondered ... well, | wondered whet her your particul ar
character has not been shaped by a circunmstance that my own peers woul d rather
not believe could be so ... fertile.”

It took Livia a noment to see through the weave of words to Lady Ellis's
meani ng. "Character? The crash ... you think Aaron and | are special because
of the crash?"

"I?" Lady Ellis gently tapped her own breastbone, leaning in close. "Not I,
Livia, but all of us. Wether secretly or openly; and therein has lain the
problem for some tinme now. " She sighed heavily. "My own peers have
conveniently forgotten the circunstances under which we created this place."
She gestured broadly, indicating not just Wsterhaven, Livia felt sure, but
all of Teven Coronal. "W bought this place with tragic | oss and persona
discipline. W built a paradi se, so that our children should not have to go
t hrough what we went through. And what do we find? Qur descendants are
increasingly like the people we fled from Yet two of themwere lost to us for
a short time —sheep strayed fromthe fold. And then they returned | eading a
train of refugees from devastated manifolds, |like the sighted |eading the
blind. They were not |ike those hel pl ess ones. They were nore |ike us. Hard.
Unsentinmental. Everyone senses it. And your own peers are envious of those



qualities.”

"How can | be what you say, when | don't even renenber that time?" Livia
objected. "Hard? Not me —and certainly not ... " Aaron, she al nost said; but
there was no way she was going to reveal her feelings to this woman,

especi ally not when her own masks seened temporarily down.

Suddenly angry, she said, "W gained nothing fromthe crash. Nothing! And yet
we' ve been marked for life by it. It gave us nothing, it took away people we
| oved. "

The | ady nodded, unapol ogetic. "I never said it was a positive experience. On
the contrary, it nust have been awful. That's precisely what your peers don't
understand about it, isn't it? That nothing good cane of it. Yet that is the
very reason why you and Aaron seemthe stronger for it."

"l don't understand."

"OfF course not. You have no real peers to conpare yourself with ... that you
have net prior to today, that is." Lady Ellis smled in a conspiratorial way.
"I have no doubt that people have asked you many tinmes for the story of what
happened. No?" Livia nodded. "But has anyone ever told you how the crash
affected us? The founders, | nean?"

"N-no." She had never even thought about it. "It was a great tragedy. Al of
West erhaven nourned the families that died ... "

"Ch, so did we." The | ady waved away that thought too. "No, the crash itself.
How did we react to that?"

Li via | ooked at her bl ankly.

"Look." The founder |ooked down, frowning at the grass. "lInscape has let us
create a perfect mask over reality on this world. You grewup in it, so the
very notion that there could be something else ... it never occurs to you. But

it occurs to us. We think about it all the tine ..

"Two airbuses of Westerhaven Great Famlies were circumavigating the

ri ng-shaped coronal that norning. It was an educational outing for you, wasn't
it? But your famly remnined here. Aaron's went along for the ride. And al nost
hal fway around the world —thousands of kilonmeters from home —you were
suddenly engulfed in a massive el ectromagnetic pul se. W saw it happen: | was
standing outside, | renenber a flash of light at the zenith as the nad
anecliptic hit the coronal's undersurface and expl oded through it. He tore up
ten kilometers of forest and left a great hole in the ground, through which
the air began to escape. | sawthat, too —after the flash, clouds appeared
out of nowhere and turned into a vast whirling cyclone on the far side of the
world. What | didn't see was that the magnetic Shockwave had destroyed every
artificial intelligence on that side of the coronal. |nscape was dead, your
angel s were dead, the mani folds there had crashed —and your buses were caught
in a hurricane.”

What was that word Lady Ellis had just used? Aneclip-tic? Livia had never
heard the word before; the official story was that a neteoroid had pierced the
coronal 's skin.

The founder continued. "It's fortunate the coronal's healing powers are so
great. The puncture was seal ed before you could be sucked into space —but the
buses crashed and everyone from West erhaven except you and Aaron was kil l ed.
That much is history. But do you know what went through nmy mnd when | saw



that flash in the sky? Not that the coronal was being destroyed, although that
was the rumor for some hours. No, what | thought was: they have found us."

She stood up, and to Livia's astonishment, began to pace. "They have found us.
| thought that the oppressive culture that we fled, oh so many years ago now,
had | earned of our existence. That we were about to be pulled, kicking and
scream ng, back into the enbrace of that nonstrous enpire they call the

Ar chi pel ago. "

She | ooked down at Livia, and now Lady Ellis's eyes did show her age. "You and
Aaron experienced what such a catastrophe would be like, Livia. That is why
you are special." livia mtched her gaze, tight-lipped. "Special? You nean

we' re not Westerhaven."

"West erhaven i s not about conformty! You should know that No, it's just that
you have the potential to see nore of the world than nmerely this manifold. And
that woul d be honorable, and truly Wsterhaven of you."

Li via was troubl ed. She knew now that she was speaking not just with Lady
Ellis, but with the founders as a whole; and the words she was hearing m ght
or mght not be conmng fromthis woman standi ng before her. They had, it
seened, pierced the defenses of her Society, raising i ssues and incidents she
woul d rather have edited away. Yet ultimately, her private inscape filters
woul d not have all owed the conversation to get this far if they didn't think
she woul d want to hear this. In fact, that was what was nost di sturbing.

"What is it that you want of nme?" she asked. What am| willing to let you
request ?

Lady Ellis had lost her smle. She cane and sat by Livia again. "Let nme show
you sonet hing," she said. She gestured, and a square of space in front of them
opened to reveal a picture. It was a 3-D photograph of a city, taken fromthe
air. The | onghouses of Skaalitch were guarded by tall redwoods, and in the
center of the photo several tall, intricate totem poles rose alnost to the

hei ght of the trees.

"One of our people took this picture about six hours ago," said the founder
"Fromthe air."

It took a moment for her nmeaning to sink in. Then Livia stood up quickly. "Ch!
But that's ... "

"I npossible? Yes, it is." They both stared at the photo.

Taking pictures fromthe air was sinple in Wster-haven. In Raven's world,
however, photography did not exist. Neither did flying machi nes. |nscape and
tech | ocking worked together to exclude inappropriate technol ogica

i nteractions; the upshot was that Raven's world and everything in it was

i nvi sible from Westerhaven. The two technol ogy sets were rutual ly invisible.
Lady Ellis was showi ng her a picture that by all Livia knew sinply could not
exi st.

"The light fromthe towers reached the canera," nmused the lady. "That's to be
expected; it would reach our eyes too if we were flying by. But then, the tech
| ocks should have edited it out of the canera's inmage, just as inscape would
edit it out of our sensorium The pilot said he saw this Raven city, Livia.
What does that nean?"

She shook her head. An unquiet feeling had started in the pit of her stomach.



"It's like what happened at this potlatch thing, isn't it?" continued the
founder. "I hear the diplomats dismssed the event as uninportant. Pah!" She
waved away the wi ndow. ' They were too busy obsessing about Lucius Xavier to
pay attention to the real issue. Wrse yet, when we confronted them just now
with this picture, they all henmed, hawed, or hid behind their aninmas. Nobody
wants to take this on."

Here it canme, thought Livia. "Take what on?"

"Livia, soneone has to go investigate what's happened in Skaalitch. That
shoul d be obvious. W think it should be soneone who's had ... experience with
situations of instability in the tech | ocks and inscape."

Livia blew out a heavy sigh. It was nmonentarily anusing to picture Jachman and
his cronies going to the founders to nmanipul ate themfor this outcone. But
they coul d never have had the authority for it. Nobody did. Wich neant either
that Ellis was telling the truth about her notives for asking Livia ... or
there were politics here she knew not hi ng about.

Ei ther way, this conversation couldn't have happened, no matter how strong
Lady Ellis's authority, unless Livia was willing to let it happen. That al one
was sufficient to guarantee her answer.

"Yes," she said. "I'lIl go check it out."

5

Qingi of Raven's people trailed his fingers in the water and | ooked down over
the side of the canoe. Below him sleek blue beings cavorted. Beneath them in
the depths, the trees and house poles of a half-real city shimrered.

He had come to the center of the bay to find peace. Qingi had al ways been
able to do that, ever since he was able to paddle on his own: he would glide
silently over the hurrying water, watching the m st consune the bottons of the
near by nountains. That m st was where a being could trade its ghahl anda and
become sonet hing el se, as Livia Kodaly had when she visited fromthe world of
ghosts. The m st devoured everything and in it this became that, |ost becane

f ound.

Today there was no mist. The distant shoreline renmained crystal clear under
[inpid sunlight. He could see the individual rocks along the shoreline, the
spl ashing as the waves |unged agai nst them

He sl apped the water and one of the sleek beings surfaced next to him
"Qingi," it said, after playfully shaking water all over him "You negl ect
your studies."

"I know," he said regretfully. "There are problens in the houses of nmen.
Strangers who have no ggat xhana."

He no | onger thought of them as ancestors —that fabrication had fallen in the
first day of their visit

"Yes, we know of them You rnmust trust them" The being flicked its fl ukes,
dove and rose again. "But for now, we nust pick up where we left off |ast
time. Tell me, Q-ingi: where does teotl come fronP"

"It is not ours,"” he said stiffly. Qingi's skin was craw ing; these beings
had never endorsed interlopers such as the ancestors before. "Teotl was the
gui ding principle of the Nahuatl of Earth," he went on. "Like everything el se



we have, we stole the idea from soneone el se."

"Qingi ... " The being sounded reproachful. "Good artists borrow, great
artists steal. And truly great artists forget that they've stolen. You sound
i ke an adol escent Is it because you have been polluted by the ideas of the
West er haven girl ?"

"Unlikely," he said, reluctant to talk about the strangers who had visited the
day of the potlatch.

"Tell nme, what is teotl| ?"

He scow ed at the being for a few noments —but he had cone here to find
peace. If he was truly to do that, he must shift his worries away from what
was transpiring on land. Q@ ingi sighed. 'Teotl is the region of the fleeting
monent"” he recited. "Oreteotl is the one near to everyone, to whom everyone is
near. But teotl can only be a thing, it cannot be itself."

"What? Qingi, what are you tal king about? Are you speaki ng nonsense?" The
bei ng dove under the boat, emnerging on the other side.

They did this all the time —teach you sonething then pretend you were
speaki ng gi bberi sh when you recited it back to them The being was trying to
get himto think about what he was saying, not just recite.

As he focused on expl aining what he meant Qingi found his thoughts settling
This was what he'd cone here for. 'Teotl is ... teotl is that which is always
somet hing other than itself. It is everything and everything is it"

"Qingi, again you talk nonsense. Do you nean that those trees aren't really
trees, but something el se?"

"No. That would be a lie." He concentrated. "Since ... since teotl is always
other than itself, those trees nust really be trees, because if they were
teotl they would not be teotl, but sonmething el se, and that sonething else is
trees. Teotl can only be by being those trees. That is how teotl cones to be.
And yet, the trees are only teotl, and nothing nore."

"Very good!" The being spun around and ducked its head, flicking water on
Qingi again. "But, silly human, if teotl is always something other than
itself, howis it that it hasa/iow e?"

Wth that it dove, and didn't resurface. Qingi stared down into the depths,
pondering, until he becane aware of a voice com ng from shore.

"Hal | oooo ...

A gull flew by, wings trenbling just above the wave tops. "Answer, answer," it
cried. "The ancestors sunmon you."

Qingi watched it go, suppressing a sharp retort. Seagulls were never snart.
The ones around here had fallen for the "ancestors" unreservedly; Qingi was
not about to | et one order him about.

But the voice called again. Reluctantly he turned his canoe and began paddling
back. He could hear singing in the distance, and the snmells of wood snoke and
seaweed drifted out to him As he pulled his canoe up onto the round rocks of
the shore, the ancestor sauntered over, |ooking |lazy as al ways. These beings
never worked, but sinmply plucked what they needed fromthe mst. That al one
made them worthy of suspicion. At |east the beautifully nasked Wrdweaver



Kodal y wor ked.

"I couldn't quite nmake out what you were tal king about out mere. Were you
di scussing the Aspect of Eros or the Pul sation Process of the Absolute?" asked
t he ancestor. He |ooned over Qingi, radiating health and pent-up energy.

"Nei ther. And both."

The ancestor |aughed. This one was naned Kal e; he was blond and had a
perfectly chiseled face, which he never changed. It was yet another thing that
mar ked t hese people as strange: they worshi ped beauty, and yet they would not
change their faces to suit the tastes of those around them

They had contenpt for ghahlanda and for the Song of Qreteotl, Qingi had
| ear ned.

"How can | help you this norning?" asked Qi ngi
"We are holding a neeting in the grand hall," said the ancestor affably. "
was thinking you mght like to be one of those in the council circle."

Qingi's uneasiness grew. Things had been strange for the past few days. It
felt like the buildup of tension before a thunderstorm H s cousin Gaanhlin,
who al ways had time to talk, now hurried to and fro, never neeting Qingi's
eyes. Even the forest people, bear, badger, and fox, had begun singing strange
songs and congregating i n shadowed spaces, always slinking away when
interrupted. And everywhere, the ancestors wal ked and brayed their confident
her esi es.

"I amnot sure what it is that we have to discuss,"” he said. Despite hinself
he was intimdated by this big man. He | ooked like he could snap Qingi in two
i f he wanted.

"Things are changing," said Kale. "Very rapidly. Some of your people are
adapting with admirabl e speed. Sone are having difficulty. You' re not having
difficulty, are you, Qingi?"

"I am a wordweaver, one who speaks to those fromover the horizons," said
Qingi, crossing his arns. "I have travel ed between the worlds. | do not think
I am having difficulty coping with the changes."

"Ah. Good. So —"

"But," interrupted Qingi, "I amhaving great difficulty in knowi ng why you
are doing this to us. And how " Wat he really wanted to say was, / don't

t hi nk you shoul d be taking down the walls between the worlds. But the elders
had di scussed it; they had decided that the fall of the walls was a metaphor
nerely a piece of nysticism

"What do you mean?" asked Kale. "W explained it all to you." The ancestor
began to wal k up the beach, crunching dried seaweed. |odine scent wafted from
the weed. "Conme, we can talk as we wal k. "

Qingi fought with hinmself as they wal ked. How nuch coul d he say? He sensed

t he danger of admitting his suspicions, and yet ... people were disappearing.
Not that they didn't do that all the time, vanishing into subworlds or under
the waters of the bay. Young people in particular saw other worlds all the
time, before they learned to trade their ghahlanda, and sonmetinmes they were
seduced away from Raven to a place behind the m sts, such as Wester-haven. But
they often returned, and very rarely were they inpossible to find. But these



peopl e —good friends of Q-ingi's, stable and full nmenbers of the community —
they were sinply gone. Had Qingi not known that the totens and spirits of the
forest protected his people, he m ght have thought they had died.

"Kal e, sone of ny people are mssing. Do you know where they have gone?"
Kal e | ooked himthe eye. "No idea," said the ancestor.

There was a brief silence. "Ancestor Kale, | know that you have told us ..
At that noment Qingi saw something and forgot what he was about to say.

"Yes?" Kale | ooked at Qingi, then followed his gaze upward.

Swoopi ng | ow along the treetops that lined the bay was a craft of the air.

Q ingi had never seen such a thing, but he knew instantly what it was. The
fact that he could see it at all neant that Kale was right: the walls between
the worlds really were falling. The elders had said that this would result in
the worl d perceiving the true face of Oreteotl. But that was inpossible,
Qingi knew. The old nmen had m staken the ancestors' proposal for just another
living nyth that would, |ike everything else, use the technol ogy of the Song
of Oneteotl. Q@ ingi doubted that Raven hinsel f believed there could be a
single face to Oreteotl. Now, in their zeal to dismantle the worlds, the

el ders were | earning what they had deliberately forgotten: that if you took
down the walls of the world you would not see the face behind the nmasks, but
just one nore nask.

"West erhaven has cone,” Qingi said. He thought about the subtle men and wonen
of Westerhaven, with their bright devices and ease at manipulating realities.
A grimer of hope came to himthen, even as the flying thing made its own w nd
beneath it and settled in swirling sand and flying seaweed onto the beach

Kal e crossed his arns and smirked at the apprehensive ook Qingi sent him
"Co on," he said. "Talk to her."

Qingi left himstanding in the dappled light of the treeline. He tried not to
run down to the flying machine, as its curving mrrored door opened and
Wr dweaver Ko-daly stepped out.

"Qingi," she said, in some surprise. "Did the forest people tell you |I was
com ng?"
He shook his head. "I was on the waters," he said. "Wrdweaver Kodaly, it is

good to see you. But perhaps this is not a good tine for you to be here.™

She narrowed her eyes and | ooked past him "The ancestors are still here,
aren't they?"

"Yes. And what | told you about on the day of the pot-latch ... it is
happening." He did not try to hide the anxiety in his voice. She, he noticed,
appeared in Westerhaven clothing, conplete with a sword strapped to her side.
He should only have been able to see her in traditional Raven garb; it was one
nore detail that proved the world was ending.

"My people want to talk to these ancestors,"” said Livia. "Can you take ne to
t hen®?"

"Yes, one is right here —" Wen Qingi turned he saw that Kal e had vani shed,
ei ther trading his ghahl anda, or perhaps just wal ki ng away.

"The ancestors are not here," he said.



"Ch. Their gqatxhana ... ?" She had used another word, but the Song translated
for her. Some things still worked correctly, it seened.

"They have no qgatxhana to call. I'msorry | cannot take you to them
Wr dweaver Kodaly."

She gazed at himfor a nonent, obviously judging whether or not he was |ying.
"Well, | can wait Meanwhile, though, I'malso trying to find one of ny people.
My | eader, Lucius Xavier. He disappeared on the day of thepotlateh.”

"I cannot commrent on that," he said neutrally. "Your world behaves differently
frommne." But it did bring to mind those citizens of Skaalitch who had

vani shed over the past days.

"I'f you haven't seen him... what about the animals? Could | talk to then®"

How could he tell her that the animals could no | onger be trusted? "Let us not
speak of this here," he said. "W will find a nore confortable place." Kale
m ght return at any nonent.

They wal ked into the forest. Qingi did his best to | ower horizons of privacy
around them but he could not be certain that the invisibility would work in
this strange new world that the ancestors had created. So he ensured that
there were no nmasks between them then drew Livia Kodaly down | ong w nding
pat hs and under the |eaning noss-roofed trunks of fallen trees. They passed a
set of trees that were being cut down; one small one was al nost cut through
but the workmen had left it leaning, a few strands holding it upright.
Eventual ly they canme to a hol |l owed-out stunp big as a house where he had

pl ayed as a child. They stepped inside. "W should be free to talk here."

"What is going on?" she asked inpatiently. "Wo are these ancestors? Wat do
t hey want ?"

"I don't know," he said. "But | amvery afraid, Wrd-weaver Kodaly. They are
doi ng in daylight what they said they would do in dreans."

"Yes, but how?" she asked. "No one can dismantle in-scape. |'ve been talking
to our experts. lInscape is inpervious to assaults.”

"I"m afraid, Wrdweaver Kodaly, that whether it was assaulted or disnantl ed,
or sonmething else, in this place the Song of Oreteotl is ending."

Qingi slunped against the nossy wall of the stunp, staring at the ground. He
didn't even hide his vulnerability behind a mask. The knot of worry that Livia
had felt in her stomach since seeing the city fromthe air was becom ng an
actual pain. Sonething inpossible and terrible was happeni ng.

"Livia, Livial!" Peasebl ossom appeared at her side. "W tried to foll ow you
like always and this time we nade it!" The little creature | ooked inordinately
proud of itself as it balanced on a nearby twig. Livia blinked at it

"You nmean you can nove freely here?"

"Yes! Isn't it wonderful ?"

She | eaned away fromit in confusion. "Go then —get out of here. Reconnoiter
Tell me what's happening in the city."

"Yes, ma'am " It saluted and flew away. Livia found her heart pounding; it



shoul d not have been able to appear here.
"Your qgatxhana?" inquired Qingi politely.

"Why, yes. He's ... rude." Qingi had seen the pixie, and her interaction wth
it! It was her own private agent; nobody el se should be able to perceive it

unl ess she explicitly willed it Livia felt exposed, enbarrassed and shocked at
the event.

She sat down on an outthrust of knotted wood and gazed up at the open ring of
bark twenty hand-spans above them She tried to order her thoughts. "W've

been interrogating inscape, | mean the Song of Oneteotl, about this breakdown.
It's not even aware there's a problem Sonething is deeply wong, and it's al
the doing of these 'ancestors,' isn't it? Wien did they first approach you?

Sonetime before the potlatch, isn't that right?"
"A few nonths ago," he said, sitting cross-legged in front of her. "At first
there were only two. They cane as visitors, we believed they were froma
village under the bay, or frominside a hill. But they preached our own
stories at us fluently, and claimed to be our true ancestors —the parents of
Raven's people."

"But only Raven created Raven's people," she said.

"Yes —but he did not appear to us to explain or deny any of it. He was ...
strangely absent."

She sat up, eyes widening. "He said nothing about the arrival of the
ancest ors?"

"The last tine Raven appeared he was angry. He said sonething strange then
That we should not play with ... what was the word? It was an old word,

di sused now. Yes: we should not play with transcendence. It is possible ..
Qingi |ooked sick. "That he has left us," he whispered.

Qingi nust believe he'd said that behind a mask. Livia was enbarrassed for
him and kept on as if she hadn't noticed.

"Have you asked the ancestors about that? You lied earlier when you said they
weren't around, didn't you?"

"Livia, | think it would be very dangerous for you to approach them now. They
are too sure of thenselves, |ike young nen who have staged a successful raid.
They m ght do anything."

She remenbered the way inscape had broken down when they first appeared. Her
angel s had not protected her in their presence. Livia fingered the hilt of her
sword, wonderi ng.

"Your animals and spirits aren't hel ping, are they?"

"They are under the control of the ancestors.”

"\What about basic inscape services? Menory, communication, querying?"

"The Song of Oreteotl does not include the xhants or qggatxhana of the
ancestors. They carve no marker for thenselves. But perhaps if we hunt anong

our own people for your Lucius Xavier, we wll discover sonething about them
as well."



She shook her head. "1've already back-stepped through ny whole history with
Lucius, Qingi. | didn't find anything."

"Qingi?" It was a man's voice, coning from somewhere outside the stunp. They
both froze for a nonent, staring at the entrance.

"You must stay hidden here," said Qingi in a lowvoice. "I do not know what
the ancestors will do with you." He saw the uncertainty in Livia Kodaly's
face; finally she nodded.

Qingi stepped out of the stunp and wal ked up the path. As he came next to the
propped-up tree, Kale appeared around over a hunp in the path. "Ah, there you
are," booned the ancestor. "Have you seen our friend Livia Kodal yr

"She left,"” said Qingi

"Real | y? That's strange. Her aircar is still here.”

Qingi knew that the stunp where Livia Kodaly hid was not visible fromwhere
they were standing. OF course, Kale controlled the Song now, he could probably

find Livia using the eyes of the forest as easily as his own.

"Well, let's just see what's down this path, hm?" Kale went to brush past
hi m

"You're not really our ancestors,"” said Qingi
Kal e stopped "What do you nean?"

"Ever since you arrived, you have been pretending to follow our traditions and

practices,"” said Qingi quickly. "You say that when the walls between the
worlds have fallen, all those in the other worlds will come back to Raven, and
we will be pure again. You speak our stories with great famliarity, and you

promise a world in which there is only us —only the nountai ns and ocean and
Raven. "

Kal e nodded gravely. "That is so."

"Do you think we're idiots?" said Qingi. "Do you think we actually believe
that we live on a planet —on Earth? That our traditions are sone sort of

ort hodoxy that we all believe like little children? \Wat are we to you, Kale,
i nnocent forest people who know not hing of the w der world?"

Kale sinply stared at him

"Kal e, we know who we are. W are the inheritors of a civilization that has
conquered the stars. We built this world. W made the soil and the air and the
sunlight with our mastery of physics and manufacturing, and then we nade the
Song of Ometeotl —what Wordweaver Kodaly calls the manifolds —to live in.
And |ike every other people within the Song, we are busy with the work of
generations, quite deliberate and careful, to build meaningful ways of life
for ourselves and our children."

Now Kal e nodded slowy. "W are discovering that we m sjudged you."

"You fed us a story that fit with our program" said Q-ingi. He felt

apol ogetic to be having to use archaic | anguage, as if he were telling a child
that he had done sonething bad. "Since we live so deeply within our own
narrative, we wove yours into ours at first without thinking critically about
it. But it has been some tinme now. | have been thinking. | am sure others



have, as well."
"Yes," said Kale with a shrug. "But | was hoping you'd thought nore than you
apparently have, Qingi. Some of your friends have taken the next step.”

"What do you nean?"

"I'f you know what we're doing here, you know we're ending the Song. W're
bringi ng your people out of their fantasy-land and back to reality. Wich is
simply the just thing to do."

Qingi began to back away. "You are no friend of Raven's. You are a disguise
of Ttsan aws."

"Your little pretend-society has already ended, Qingi. The only issue nowis
who anong you will be | eaders, and who will be |led. Myst of your people stil
believe in what the animals tell them —they' ve decided not to see us pulling
the strings on the puppets.” Kale laughed richly. "They want to be led, so
we'll lead them Sone of your friends have decided they'd rather live in the
real world, and have conme over to our side. They can be | eaders in the
illusion-free world we're naking here, Qingi; you can be a |eader. You just
have to stop pretending you' re sonething that you're not."

He should be running, Qingi knew, but the nagnitude of what was happeni ng
wasn't sinking in. Hs xhants knew it, but could not convince his body that
what Kal e was sayi ng was true.

"I't was never an illusion,"” he heard hinself saying. "It was the face we saw
in the wood we carved."

Kal e shrugged dismissively. "Do you want to know where your vani shed friends
have gone, Qingi?" He waved a hand, and i mges appeared in the air. Qing
saw a | and of forest and grass, with great estates and in the distance a
shimering city. All across the land warriors of Raven were wal ki ng, spears
bal anced on their shoul ders. There were hundreds of them —thousands, perhaps,
taken fromall the villages and towns of the land. They were convergi ng on the
shimering city, grimfaced and single of purpose.

"This must be stopped!" Qingi turned, intending to run for the elders
conmpound. He felt Kale's hand descend on his shoul der and qui ckly spun away,
aimng a blow at the man's kidneys. H s hand was deflected a centineter from
Kale's skin. Now Qingi saw the faint shinmrer around his body; Kale was
protected by his totem of course. Wen Kale punched himin the stonach,
Qingi knew his own totem had deserted him

He staggered back, tripped over a root and ended up with his back against a
tree. Kale stepped forward, his face ugly with malice. "You could have joi ned
us. Now you're just nmeat for the process, Qingi."

Qingi heard a cracking noise, |ooked past Kal e's shoul der —and heedl ess of
where he was going, dove to one side. He | anded on sonme sharp branches,
gouging his arm He saw Kale turn just in tine to | ook surprised as the tree
fell on him

It was the tree that had been abandoned half cut Behind its stunp, Livia
Kodaly stood with her sword drawn.

Qingi got to his feet awkwardly. "That was a truly m ghty bl ow. "

She held out the sword. "Monatom c edge. Normally wouldn't work in this



mani fol d. Cuts through anything." They both stared at Kale, who was struggling
beneath the tree, which was as thick as his waist. Blue sparks shot out from
the area where the tree was pressing himinto the ground. So far, his totem
had kept it fromtouching him but Qingi could see that the totem was | osing
strength rapidly.

"The angel's going to burn out any second,” said Livia.

"Or he's going to get up," said Qingi as Kale heaved hinself up ten
centinmeters, his face a tw sted red.

"Then come on!" Livia ran up the path.
"\Where? Where can we go now that the Song has ended?"

"West erhaven! Barrastea! Qingi, my aircar's still by the shore. W have to
get there before the other ancestors cone after us."

Q ingi nodded, and w thout another glance at the fallen ancestor, he foll owed
Livia Kodaly up the path, and forever away from his hone.

6

"This is wong," said Qingi as Skaalitch passed out of sight behind sone
hills. He sat awkwardly in his seat, staring down at the | andscape with sone
conpl ex m x of sadness and loathing in his eyes. Wth a start Livia realized
that he was feeling guilty —gquilty at taking the easy way to Barrastea, and
not wal ki ng.

Li via had summoned her full Society as they ran to the aircar, but somnething
was wong with that, too. The ani-mas of her famly and friends appeared, but
they stood listlessly, unresponsive, as if nost of their attention were

el sewhere. She supposed it was, if Barrastea was the city that Raven's
warriors were marching on

"Speak to ne," she said to the Society. "What's happeni ng bel ow?"

At first nobody responded. Then the image of Lady Ellis turned slowy and
| ooked at her. "We have gone into games node," said the anima. "Join us on the
ground at city center, Livia."

She let out a breath in shock. Only two or three tinmes in her Me had she been
into the war ganes submani fold of Westerhaven. Parents showed young chil dren
how to get there, when teaching them about energency realities. But nobody
went mlitary lightly, or for |ong.

She wanted all of this to just stop stop stop. She needed a chance to think
to find an exit fromthis strange new manifold she was living in. But the

cl ouds continued to whip past, and a warrior of Raven really sat by her side,
in a place that should have been inmpossible for him

She nade her way into games node by tuning down certain features of the
outside world and anplifying others. "Qingi, you nust cone in here with ne,"
she heard herself say; as she worked he had faded to the gray of a
nonpartici pati ng nonconbatant. She flung hima reticle —a set of franes,
icons, and interactive objects that he could use to select the attitudes and
focus of the subman-ifold. After a surprisingly short time he was fully rea
next to her again; she supposed Raven's people had sone counterpart to this
pl ace.



The rest of the world, though, had gone hyperreal. Things in her inmmediate
vicinity —the aircar, Qingi, the closest clouds —were suddenly perfect in
their clarity. It was as though she were seeing Qingi for the first tine:
every hair, every breath he took registered as a distinct object or event. At
the sane tinme, everything beyond this little bubble of hyperreality had been
reduced to a wire-frane tactical display. The sky was neutral gray, the land a
sketch covered with icons and wi nking lights.

"Gve me a portable map," said Livia. The map appeared, pretending to be a

paper object on the dashboard. She unfolded its half-felt |leaves until it |ay
across her lap. Qingi turned fromthe sinplified outside view, |eaning over
her shoul der to exam ne the map. "Is that your |and?" he asked. She nodded.

"And those little torches?"

Tiny winking lights were scattered across the map's surface. "Those mark where
fighting is happening." There were hundreds scattered evenly throughout the
mani f ol d.

"You' ve invaded us," she said in despair. Qingi shook his head

"Your |ands and ours have al ways been the sane," he said. "Many of our people
wander for nuch of the year, and they know that the | ands they wal k through
contai n other peoples, though they rarely see you. Livia, they are our |ands,
too."

Li via shook her head, but she knew he was right. If the horizons were falling
VWere Raven's people had conmmuned with |life and nature for centuries in
silent forest cathedrals and trackl ess nmeadows, suddenly they found thensel ves
standing in or next to farms and towns full of blaring nmachi nes and swoopi ng

aircars. Mbs of people crowded up agai nst them at every turn.

"There have al ways been | ands that are not strongly real for either of our
peoples," Qingi continued. "There, we encounter one another. These places are
where we stage our raids, those of our young nen happy to war with yours. But
it is wong for that war to be everywhere or involve everyone, as it now seemns
to." livia barely heard him because the aircar had punched its way through a
series of big puffy clouds and there, spread out bel ow themin topographic
relief, was Barrastea.

The city was al nost unrecognizable in this tactical view —but she could see
that it was surrounded by a perfect ring of flickering Iight. The battle

i ndi cated was on a scal e never before seen in Teven Coronal. "But this," she
whi spered. "This can't be your people.”

Qingi saw where she was pointing. "No, not us," he agreed. "W stage raids.
W defend ourselves. W don't —"

The worl d suddenly spun around them Her inner ear gave no sign of what had
j ust happened; the war ganmes submanifold wouldn't permt sensations such as
vertigo or nausea. Livia found her awareness snap away fromQ@ingi, to the
cloud of aircars through which they were suddenly diving.

The sky was full of whirling icons, sone the green of friendlies, sone red.
Sonet hi ng | oomed cl ose, was, for an instant, the vision of a tunbling,

hal f-ruined car falling past. Then comi ng straight at her, filling the sky,
was a gi ant eagl e.

Qingi shouted sonething in Raven's dialect. There was no sound or sensation
to the inmpact, only a squeezing pressure on her face as she was suddenly nose
to nose with the dashboard, the sparking blue stuff of her angel having



prevented her shattering her face on it. Just above her right ear, a huge
avian claw was wi dening a hole in the aircar's canopy.

Qingi stood up in his seat, reciting something in a | oud voice. He stood face
to face with the eagle, whose beak was the size of his head. The eagl e matched
Qingi's gaze, opened its beak and screamed. The scream cane right through
Livia's mlitary consciousness and took root in her deepest fears. She watched
hersel f whi nper and shrink back. But Qingi didn't blink

Then the eagle was gone, replaced by a cold gale and the sky and earth, sky
and earth flipping by in rapid succession. Even as she realized they were in a
spin the car righted itself and went into a nore sedate spiral, aimng itself
at the Great Library in the center of Barrastea. In this giant stone edifice
were stored records and artifacts fromall the manifolds Wsterhaven had
touched. Teven's history was preserved there; so it was fitting that this was
where the founders had set up their command post.

Sonet hi ng huge that was all angles bl ocked the sky. Livia had a confused
glinpse of black wings with black eyes on them a beak with faces carved in it
—then they were past and had nmissed the conpound. Treetops whi pped by just
under the car and | eaves fanned up behind |like spray froma boat. Barely
clearing a low stone wall, the aircar slowed at |ast and bunped to a stop

"Qut! Qut!" Qingi shoved her onto the grass as the black and red thing
reappeared. It was nightmarish but recognizable as a |iving mani festation of a
Raven design. Each part of its body was a separate creature, each so distorted
as to be unidentifiable. It stood atop a row of trees and roared.

Qingi dragged her into the shadow of an archway. "W need weapons," he said
in a reasonabl e tone.

For the noment the nonster wasn't noving, just roaring, so Livia |ooked
around. The ganmes submani fold swept into strong focus around her: the sky was
separated into quadrants, with a giant circular conmpass rose centered on Livia
herself. Different quadrants gl owed different colors and different intensities
dependi ng on the disposition of forces under them so that she could see at a
gl ance how the battle was progressing. The sky was crisscrossed by |ines
showi ng advances, retreats, and | ogistics and supply.

They were standing on the edge of Carewon Avenue, a |long green mall that
extended fromthe center of Bar-rastea to the outskirts. It would be a perfect
funnel for eneny troops; also a good place for anmbushes, dotted as it was with
hedges and groves. As she | ooked down the | ength she saw peopl e pouring out of
di stant side ways, running chaotically. Sone were pursued by gigantic things

t hat hopped from one person to the next, |like a boy stonping on ants.

"Don't nove!" She turned in time to see Qingi being forced to his knees by
four Westerhaven youths. Belatedly she realized he must | ook |ike an eneny to
t hem

Li via summoned all her authority and pushed aside the barrel of their squad
| eader's rifle. "Stop! He's one of ours."

It took some convincing for themto | ower their guns; the boys were shaking
fromwhat they had seen this norning, and were quite prepared to shoot
anyt hi ng non-West er haven. Al though Qingi |ooked |like a warrior of Raven, the
war ganes submani fold had marked himas an ally; that was the only reason he
was still alive.

Livia took off her shift and gave it to him "Tune this to some Westerhaven



clothes, Qingi. And ... tie back your hair or sonething."

As he hurried to conply she turned to ask the boys what was happeni ng. "Who
agreed they could raid Bar-rasteaT asked one, his eyes wild. "This is crazy!"

"It's not a raid," she began, but before she could explain further the boys
wavered and were replaced by ani-mas. Livia found herself facing the founders.

"W got your message," said Lady Ellis. "It gave us a few m nutes' warning.
Thank you, Livia."

"A few m nutes?" said another of the founders. "Maren, it night as well have
been not hing. "

"W al ways knew sonething like this could happen,” said Lady Ellis. "Once we
turned our backs on what we'd built "

"It's the anecliptics," said another, fear in her voice. It was the second
time Livia had heard this strange nane. She raised a mask, partly to hide her
ast oni shment at hearing the founders expressing doubt and confusion; while
there, she asked, "What's an anecliptic?" of her Society. Nobody answered.

Meanwhi |l e her own anima said, "Wrdweaver Qingi, may | introduce the founders
of Westerhaven." As they nodded to one another, Livia thought back to the
party at the Kodalys. Lady Ellis had tal ked about her fears then; she had
worried that they have found us. Could they be these ancestors, and were they
the sane as the nysterious anecliptics? These thoughts flickered by
nmonentarily then were gone, uninportant as they were in the face of the
current situation.

Qingi cleared his throat. "I have spoken to the ones who are doing this," he
sai d.

As usual, his understated style worked: the founders gave himtheir ful

attention. He briefly described Kale, and what the man had said. "I have been
t hi nki ng about our conversation. | believe that the invaders think they are
doing us a favor. They believe we are enslaved by illusions, and that they are

freeing us fromthe ropes of a dream™
"They seemto be primtives," agreed Livia. "They don't know that reality is
al ways nedi ated. They see that inscape is a filter between us and reality ..

"But they don't see that when you're outside the manifolds you re just |iving
with a different set of filters," said Ellis and nodded. "Thank you, it's good
to have some idea of their notives. But it may be too late to help us."

Kal e's words had been clear: he believed the people of Teven were using

i nscape to hide fromthe real world. But Livia had |ived outside inscape; she
had seen nothing there that she didn't see withinit. It was the enphasis that
changed when you changed the technol ogi es nedi ati ng between you and the worl d.
Bef ore the accident, her angels, inplants, and augnmented senses had skewed
reality one way; afterward, her clothes, hands and feet, and bi ol ogi cal senses
had skewed it another. Part of reality had been turned up, other parts turned
down or shut off. But neither showed the total picture; one was not true and
the other fal se.

"We have to talk to them" said one of the founders. "Find a way to nake them
understand —"



Lady Ellis shook her head. "It's too late for that." The other founders
gl anced at one another. Several nodded grimy.

Li via di sm ssed her aninma and spoke directly to Lady Ellis. "Ma' am these
beasts —the warriors ... How can we hel p?"

"You have to reach us at the library," said Lady Ellis, pointing. "The G eat
Families are trying to save our heritage, and your peers are on the front
lines. Unfortunately, we're faring badly. Now that the horizons have been

bl own, weapons that should only work for Raven's people or Westerhaven work in
both. It seenms as though Raven's warriors have been training to take advantage
of the fact. Qur own people ... it's swords against totemspirits, Livia. Qur
peopl e don't know how to react, they're getting cut to pieces."

"But surely we have better weapons," said Livia.

"The big guns haven't made it to the front |lines yet. You nust understand,
everyt hing your generation and your elders know about the world led themto
expect that rifles and grenades woul d not work agai nst Raven's forces. But if

their spirit-warriors are effective against us ... Chagrined, she added, "I
tried to strengthen Westerhaven against this sort of possibility, but ny
efforts were too little too late, I'"'mafraid."

Founder Wyte hinself stepped forward. "For now, Livia, you must stay out of
the fight. W' ve sent scouts to the borders of Wsterhaven to verify that
what's happening here is local, and not a general attack on Teven Coronal. So
far the coll apse seens confined to this area. That means if things go badly,
we can always retreat to another manifol d. Because you' ve got experience

out side i n-scape, we may need you to | ead your peers to safety.”

Retreat, she thought, yes, that m ght be prudent. Wait —when had she started
t hi nki ng i mpossi bl e t houghts? To abandon the very reality that they had
crafted for thensel ves over so nany generations ... She could see the Geat
Library in the distance —the very heart of Teven, where her famly and
friends had spent their lives and passions gathering and preserving all the
stories, paintings, scul pture, and nusic of Teven's nortal manifolds.

West erhaven was a celebration of all difference, it was the very soul of
Teven. To abandon it

She shook her head, trying to sumon sone argunent that the founders would
agree to. "But ... some of our people won't be able to journey to another
mani fol d." How coul d they? Who coul d abandon all they held dear, which was
what inscape woul d demand of the travel er?

Ellis nodded sadly. "Those that can't will nake a final stand with us. W'l
defend the library. Those that can go will need a guide. That's where you and
t he other diplomats conme in."

"But —" The founders had vani shed, |eaving her standing in the open with the
four anateur soldiers.

"Come on!" They ran for the distant marble slab of the library. Thankfully,
Raven's nonster ignored themas it screamed into the air. As they ran Livia
| ooked around through the war ganes submani fold and took stock of the

si tuati on.

Sone of her friends were dead. She had brief nonents to contenplate the fact
as they paused under bridges or trees, so the realization came and went in
random waves of horror. Had she not seen death before firsthand, the know edge
al one m ght have paralyzed her; as it was, nore peers were dying because they



sinmply couldn't believe what was happening to them They stood in

i ntersections throughout the city, swords drawn, each facing down a charge by
up to hundreds of warriors. First their angels, then they were cut down. Their
own friends saw them die, and the shock froze theminto imobility. They
became easy prey for Raven's warriors —no, the ancestors' warriors. Livia
found hersel f turning back nmore than once, shouting warnings, running to help
peopl e who were too far away. Each tine Qingi dragged her back, and they
continued toward the library.

She was just succeeding in shoving these terrible deaths out of her

consci ousness when Livia realized where they were; she instantly stopped

runni ng. The others crouched down behind a wall just ahead of her; sone nythic
beast was crunching over the earth no nore than a few neters away. "Livia, get
down!" shouted one of the squad. She didn't listen, didn't care.

She was hone.

The canopi es that slanted over the Kodaly estate were torn. Paths and stone

si dewal ks were clotted with debris; ways that had been at once public and
private were now gutted out of human usability by fire and coll apse. The shock
of it filled her with a kind of cold; she watched herself running, |ike
sonmebody else's anima, away from Qingi and the others, through | ow archways
and across parks full of flam ng trees. They were running after her, yelling,
but she didn't care

"We're safe, dear, we made it out!" Mther was saying. She and Livia's father
fl oat ed al ongsi de her, unscathed but not really here. Livia' s footsteps
faltered. "Let it go," said her father. "You can't save it. W need to defend
the library."

Then she came around one | ast corner and stood next to the statue of Feste.
The park/ballroomlay before her, with her open-air bedroomvisible in the
coi gnes of the arch opposite. She could see the bed she'd slept in since she
was ten; the footl ocker open with a childhood's worth of arts and crafts
spilling out of it; her clothes scattered and now torn under the talons of a
beast |ike an unfolding flower of black and crinmson, its petals grinacing
faces and its claws the beaks of savage birds.

It spotted her inmmediately. Livia swore, and cast about for sonewhere to hide.
Feste wasn't big enough. She began to back away, even as the nonster raised
its wings and prepared to | eap on her

She turned to run and there came the beat of giant w ngs behind her. She drew
her sword —little good that it would do —

—And an expl osi on knocked her off her feet. Blocky pieces of nonster hit the
ground and one rolled to a stop next to her head. It was a claw the size of a
table, and it | ooked surprisingly like it was made of wood.

She sat up and | ooked back. The statue of Feste was gone. Black scorch nmarks
ext ended across the grass, which was dotted with the strange gore of the
nonst er .

Soneone reached down a hand to hel p her stand. She took it and got to her
feet, then followed the hand up the armand saw who it was.

"Rene?"

Rene Cai ser was aged by fear and covered in soot, but his gaze was steady as
he smiled at her. He had some sort of rocket |auncher slung over his shoul der



"Fol | ow ne, "'
a kiloneter."

he said as Qingi and the others ran up. "The library's I ess than

Strange, when you could bring back any nonent of your life in full color and
detail, relive every word of every conversation, hear the buzzing of the

i nsects on any perfect day —strange, for the nost inportant days of your life
to be unrecorded. Yet, for Livia there had been tinmes after the crash that
were as vivid to her in nenory as if they'd just happened. Gthers ... whole
weeks had been | ost, become mythol ogi cal. She and Aaron had debated who did
what and when, but it was pointless. Menory had shattered along with the

bodi es of friends in the crash, even as she saw the plans and dreans of the
peers vani shi ng now.

At ten years' age, Livia had begun seeing things. Mther was pleased; she
expl ai ned that this happened to everyone as they approached the age where they
coul d make decisions for thensel ves. Wat Livia saw were distant cities,
strange flying signs that spoke to her, people who wal ked through walls, and
everywhere words and et hereal conversations that poured and dove around her
like the surging waves of an ocean. The visions were beautiful and
overwhel mi ng. But she quickly |l earned that she could summon or dism ss them

or parts of them as she chose.

One day she ran around the manor with a wand in her hand, pointing and goi ng
"poof" at this and that. \When she caromed around a corner and nmet Mdther, she
poi nted the wand at her and said, "Poof, you're a good cook!"

Mot her tried not to | ook annoyed. "Livia, dear, you can't change the rea
things of the world. You can only change inscape things, and hide or revea
real things. Al you can really change is yourself."

Li via thought about that for a nmonent. She tapped her own head with the wand.
"Poof!" she said, "I think you're a good cook!"

Al'l her friends were getting into the vision thing. The boys were a little
slower than the girls, so for a year or so she and her friends had it all over
themin inscape. What was in, and what was out, was terribly, terribly

i mportant —not only how you appeared, but what appeared to you signified your
place in the girls' nascent Society.

Over tine she came to learn that this was indeed a serious gane. She was being
shown a wider world than Westerhaven, a world of distractions and seductions
so powerful mat they could nesnerize her for days and shake her sense of self
and duty down to its foundations. She was being chall enged. She was al so being
given all the tools she might need to construct as true a version of herself
as she desired.

She coul d choose to turn away from Westerhaven and enbrace sone ot her manifold
that suited her character and anbitions better. It wouldn't even be necessary
for her to |l eave hone to do this; that other world would interpenetrate hers,
its deni zens becomnming nore real even as her childhood friends and famly
faded. She could live the rest of her life on these grounds where she'd been
born, yet conpletely outside Westerhaven. O, she could enbrace the Societies
she'd been born into and tune herself nore and nore in their direction. Accept
this, discard that feature of the world until Westerhaven was all there was.

She had cone to ternms with this strange new world —was begi nning to accept it
—when one afternoon she found herself crawing out of the burst skin of an
ai rbus, drenched in blood that she could not will away.

None of the bl ood was hers. The whole world had turned a strange yellow, the



sky given over to a pillar of dust the width of a nmountain that seened to rise
toinfinity. In every direction the | andscape was torn and flattened as if

gi ants had rampaged across it. After a while of puzzling, Livia decided that
the strewn matchsticks in the distance had once been a forest. In many pl aces
t he underlying skin of Teven Coronal showed through the stripped soil. These
scars were mdni ght black, and smooth as gl ass.

She turned, a slow stagger as her legs failed to coordi nate. She | ooked for
her Society. "Hello?" There were no human forns visible anywhere. Only what
she'd seen in the gash she'd just exited. Human forms —partly. Some stil
nmovi ng where they hung; none alive.

The nmonent of realization cane like white light, like the burn of a flare
overtaking reason. Livia ran ——and here was one of those holes in her
nenory.

Sone tine |ater she huddled with Aaron under the trunk of a downed tree, as
rain plunmeted around them fat, oily drops of it. There was no sound except
the m ndl ess drummi ng of the downpour and Livia' s own cries as she called over
and over for her Society. For anyone.

Nei t her of them understood it. They tried over and over to switch off the
rain. Stand the trees back up. Bring the corpses in the bus back to life.

Thi ngs changed when you willed it. People listened, the right things happened.
Yet all was silence and the world had turned its back on them

The first thing Livia had said to Aaron was, "\Were are we?' Not what
happened; what happened had to do with where you were in inscape. What
happened was what you deci ded happened. Next was, "Who's doing this?" After
al I, whatever happened did so for a reason, and it was al ways sonebody's
reason in particular.

She supposed that the next few holes in her menory had to do with realizing
that none of these assunptions was true anynore.

Later, after junbled recollections of fear, pain, and hunger, she renenbered
ot her survivors. They had wandered |i ke ghosts through the bl asted | andscape;
the story was that Livia had led them and Aaron, out of the dead zone and
back to the mani folds. But about half didn't nake it In retrospect, she could
nane the things that had killed sone: thirst, exposure, shock. But two of the
adults had sinmply stopped, w thout apparent reason. They had struggled for a
time to conprehend what had happened to them and fail ed.

Years | ater, she wondered if it wasn't the indecisive realities of adol escence
that had given her the strength to guide the others after the crash. She and
Aaron were already living in a phase where inscape had cone unlocked; it was a
huge step fromthat to having no inscape at all, but still they had been able
to take it. Not so the other survivors.

West er haven had weapons and troops aplenty to withstand any assault by Raven's
peopl e. They were part of the ganes submani fold and were never intended to be
used on people, but were still potent. It didn't matter. As the hours dragged
on, defeat after defeat changed the zones of the conpass-sky over Livia's head
fromgreen to red. When it becanme too nuch and she couldn't watch any nore,
Livia left the games manifold to find herself sitting in sunlight in a park
full of well-mani cured shrubs and exuberant flower beds: the Great Library's
grounds. The only sounds here were the zizzing of passing bees and the
clear-throated song of a skylark

She remenbered then that catastrophe takes its time as nuch as any ordi nary



day. Later, nenory would erase this nonment, |eaving only the pain. For now,
this place was real. I n wonder and enotional exhaustion, she sinply stared at
t he gardens through the trenbling air of afternoon

She was still sitting that way when the founders returned. They were
grimfaced and silent. There was no need to explain the situation; Wyte
simply gestured and Livia's Society reappeared, now popul ated wi th what was
left of the peers. Al were running or trudging in her direction while behind
them Raven's warriors burned the houses and shattered the towers of Barrastea.
Survivors of other generations were rallying behind their own exenplars, sone
to fight, others to flee.

"As you travel you nust |eave behind one or two people in each manifold," said
Lady Ellis as the first aircars of the evacuation flattened the flower beds

Li via had been contenplating. "There nmust be a chain of peopl e capable of
getting messages back to us here.”

"Al'l right."

"There's one other thing, Livia." She |l eaned in and spoke quietly —an action
Livia had only ever seen in old novies. "If everything fails, you are to nake
your way to the aerie. Do you know it?" Livia nodded; the aerie was a
West er haven outpost built into the south wall of the coronal, high in the
mountains. It was reachable only by air-car, or fromthe Crrus nanifold.

"I've sent Aaron Varese there with his team" said the founder. "I don't know
what good he can do, but ... your peers have workshops at the aerie. And it's
in the skin of the coronal. That should nake it inpregnable. If ... if this
catastrophe is everywhere ... go there."

Livia wanted to know nore about Aaron's part in all this, but in the end she
si mply nodded, watching as her an-im shouted and waved, rallying weary
fighters near and far. "Conme!" it cried. "Formup and tell us your status!"

Her pixies appeared, sporting little mlitary hats. "W've got our orders!"
one said, saluting smartly. "Re-connoiter and report!" It waved a tiny map.
"This is your path to safety, Livia."

The map, expanded, showed a flight plan in real space as well as circled

poi nts that indicated where she should | eave each of four charted manifol ds.
As she was tracing a trenbling finger across it, @ingi came to stand by her
"I have spoken with your founders," he said glumy. "I amof your famly now,
Livia Kodaly. My honme is gone."

She nodded numbly. For a nonment she was tongue-tied, so her ani na appeared and
said briskly, "All right. You're familiar with travel between manifolds,
Wordweaver Qingi. Can you help me shepherd these people to safety?"

"If safety exists." He frowned at the map. "What are these places?"

"d ose nei ghbors of Westerhaven that don't overlap any of Raven's lands. If
the ancestors' warriors aren't there, we can use themto stage a
counterattack.” She let the anima talk; Livia's own attention was on the

i ncreasing flood of arriving aircars and runni ng squads of nen and wonen.
"Since these places are so close to our own reality, nmost of the peers should
be able to travel to themw thout difficulty. If we have to go beyond them...
" The line on the map continued beyond the nei ghboring manifolds, but the next
circle had a question mark next to it Qingi nodded. "Maybe | will be able to
help with those places. Sone nay be simlar to Raven's." She heard a trace of
wi stfulness in his voice.



She stared in an agony of grief at the survivors who now stood or sat about,

or wept on one another's shoul ders. Some of the wounded fl oated unconscious in
grayi sh cl ouds of angel-stuff. If this war was spreadi ng generally, they m ght
all have to flee far fromwhat they knew She doubted that all of these people
woul d be able to make such a journey; paradoxically, as with Livia and Aaron
after the crash, it mght be the youngest peers who woul d have the | east
difficulty.

A dozen neters away, a young man was wal ki ng between the wounded, conforting
them He was covered in dust and bl ood, his hair natted and his face grim But
he spoke to each injured man or woman hi nsel f, not through his anim. Livia
felt a flash of admiration for his courage, and shame at herself for hiding
behi nd her agencies. It was Rene, who had run back into the streets after
delivering her here, days ago it seened.

She di sm ssed her anima and wal ked over to him He | ooked up as she put her
hand on his shoulder. "Livia Did you find Xavier?"

Livia alnost burst into tears, but suppressed the anima that offered to take
her place in the conversation. "W just barely got out," she nanaged to say.
"The ancestors are in control of Raven's people ... Have you net Word-weaver

Qingi?"
Rene | ooked Qingi up and down angrily. "You invited the nonsters in."

Qingi didn't reply. After a nmonent Rene broke his gaze and sighed. "Wat are
we doi ng here?" he asked.

"W need your help," she said. Briefly she outlined the founders' plan to fal
back into other manifolds. The fear on Rene's face becanme sharper as she
spoke; finally he shook his head. "I don't understand it," he said. "Wy do we
have to do sonething so ... suicidal? Abandon our homes? Then they've won."

"Westerhaven isn't its geography,” she said, trying to nake herself believe it
was true. "We are the manifold, Rene. That's why we have to make sure we're
not divided. Going next door is our only option for now. But it doesn't nean
we've lost."

"But to 'go next door' as you put it ... No, Livia, we will |ose ourselves. To
travel at all you have to reject your own manifold and enbrace the ways of
anot her. How can we do that and not | ose oursel ves?"

O hers had heard and were gathering around now. She could see the doubt on
many faces. In nmonments they might reject the idea entirely, and then would
even the founders be able to rally thenf?

It was time to play the card she hated the nost, and at this noment Livia

wi shed nore than anything that she could do so from behind a mask. Let her

ani ma take over for a while. But they would know if she did that and she
couldn't have even one person believe that she didn't have faith enough in the
plan to support it whol eheartedly.

Livia adjusted her voice to carry to all the peers, including those not yet

here. "You know ne," she said reluctantly. "I'mone of the fanous survivors of
the farside crash. | have lived outside of all manifolds and conme back to tel
about it. I know I haven't spoken nmuch about the crash over the years. But |
did | earn sonething; my survival and return are the proof that | learned it"

She took a deep breath, w shing that she really believed what she was about to
say.



"We think Westerhaven lies in the way we live —in our Societies, our chosen

t echnol ogi es and systens. But when you have all those things stripped away,
you find that you're still of Wsterhaven. How can that be? It's because al

of this," she gestured around herself, "is only the visible manifestation of
what Westerhaven really is. It is what we val ue —about oursel ves, each ot her
and the world. The Societies, the animas and agencies, these are nmerely how we

mani f est those val ues. When we travel we will find equivalents and recreate
West erhaven in other forms. And when we return we will be stronger for it.
Believe ne. | know, | have the scars and the know edge to prove it. | cane
back.

"Follow me. Follow nme now, and | will lead you there and | wll |ead you back
again."

Wt hout masks, she stared down the doubters. And for the first tine in her
life, Livia knew what it was like to truly lie.

7

No one could see it; inscape was not transmitting fromthe vicinity of the
Great Library. But the news spread quickly throughout Westerhaven: the library
was bur ni ng.

Livia had wal ked those halls many times. She had gazed at exotic paintings
from mani f ol ds now erased frominscape —portraits of nen and wonen, of places
that had once held all the inportance in the world to those who lived in them
She had listened to strange nusic and wondered what sort of mnd could think
it beautiful. In such a way she had done what her people prized above al

el se: she had given her respect to those different from herself.

In one contenptuous gesture, all that abundance was bei ng wi ped away. The
ancestors were treading on the accunul ated treasures of the past, blind to the
val ue of those diverse lives lived before theirs. They thought they knew what
was real. That confident and terrible belief would only spread with their
success. The circle of annihilation would ripple out from Barrastea and

swal  ow all of Teven, if someone didn't stop it.

But it would have to be someone nore heroic than Livia. She had done as Lady
Ellis had asked —she had | ed her peers out of their homeland. But after they
had arrived here, one of the peers —a youth she barely knew —had cone up to
Livia and said, his voice quivering with rage, "I guess you' ve got what you
want ed, Kodaly: no nore manifolds."

Now, she wandered the edges of a grassy clearing far from Wsterhaven, trying
to stay unnoticed. It was all she could do to help direct the setting up of
tents and tables for the wi dening fl ood of Westerhaven refugees; she flinched
whenever soneone | ooked her way.

A dozen citizens of the manifold of COceanus were easing the wounded out of
arrears and into the tents. All wore their own faces, and there was no aura of
authority around themto indicate social rank. Esther Mannus was profoundly

di sturbed by that little detail; she'd had troubl e reachi ng Cceanus and now
clung to Livia's armor wal ked about the clearing tw sting her black hair in
her fingers.

Thi s space where they had | anded was a hundred neters up the slope of a
forested island; below, the trees ended in a sandy beach that fronted

seem ngly endl ess ocean. The sl ope continued up, and up, its sides converging
wi th perspective until the "hill" becane visible as the attachnent point of a



giant cable. As the eye tracked it and it rose into the air, breaking fromthe
ground below with waterfalls and trailing snapped strands, it becane sonething
i mpossi bl e, a highway stretching all the way to heaven

"Forget about | ooking around the people,"” Livia was telling Esther, "and | ook
at them" She could tell who was inportant by the actions of the people around
them It was a trick Esther would have to learn

Est her frowned, staring at the COceanans. "Th —that man, he's the | eader?"

"Good, you're getting it." Cceanus was one of the nearest nei ghbors of
West er haven, both geographically and in worldview Still, this manifold was a
ki nd of idealized oceanic paradi se whose citizens often lived their whole
lives without setting foot on | and. Technol ogically, they prohibited air
travel, Societies, and animas, and Esther wasn't the only one having
difficulty with the fact. About half the refugees were still clinging to
West er haven; when Livia flipped her perspective to Cceanus's, these stragglers
faded |i ke ghosts.

Cceanus had agreed to host the wounded, but not the healthy

ganer s-turned-sol di ers or any weapon nore advanced than swords. The ganers
vani shed whenever Livia entered Cceanus's realities. Qingi, on the other
hand, loved it here. Water was sacred to him so the idea that the Cceanans
lived entirely on it appealed to him He was helping dig a latrine at the

| ower end of the field where the soil was still thick enough; up here it was
al ready thinning, and a few kil ometers hi gher the naked bl ack substance of the
cabl e began to predom nate. Once, its surface had been festooned with life al
the way up to the clouds; the crash that had traumatized Livia and Aaron had
caused the coronal's cables to vibrate |like plucked harp strings, and (Livia
had heard) a rain of trees and whole hillsides had fallen fromthemfor days.
It would take centuries for themto regain their coating of verdure.

Livia had no tinme to contenpl ate the view, people kept asking her questions

about what to do, where to put things. She was exhausted. The remaini ng

| eaders of the peers were away, trying to explain the situation to Cceanus's
founders. So far they were being net with conplete disbelief. The | ocals

t hought Westerhaven had decided to war with Raven, and coul d not conprehend

that this was not an agreed-upon conflict. Invasion was a word that had | ong
ago become a storytelling termhere, unattached to reality.

Rene was organi zing a nmakeshift kitchen in the shadow of a giant oak tree. He
had adapted quickly to the technol ogical matrix of Oceanus —no, the usua
agenci es of inscape weren't avail able; yes, human | abor was val ued; no, people
were not entirely free to choose what kind of |abor they performed. Even now
he was distributing noney cards to bew | dered refugees so that they could
"pay" for their food, a concept that was giving thema |ot of trouble.

Livia herself was bone weary and enotionally drained. All she wanted to do now
was find a cot in one of the tents and collapse on it for twelve hours. She
was wendi ng her way in that direction when a half-famliar voice said, "Livia
Kodal y?"

She turned, expecting one of the peers. A young wonan her own age stood
several meters away. Her costune was all Cceanus, volum nous and col orful; but
she | ooked fanmiliar.

"Livia, it's ne, Aison Haver."

"Alison!" Her face was that of a young adult, but still recognizable as the
girl she had been when Livia | ast saw her —years ago, now. And they had not



parted on good terns. Livia hesitated, realized she had no anima here to hide
her reactions, and made herself smle. "How are you?" She held out her hand,
and Alison shook it.

"So," continued Livia awkwardly, "you live in Oceanus now. "

"Yes, | moved ... alittle while after we, uh, broke up." Alison | ooked down.
"I't wasn't you —well, not just you. | decided Wsterhaven wasn't for me. The
masks, the deceptions ... "

Livia winced. For some tinme after her rescue fromthe crash, Livia had plunged
herself into the shifting perspectives of adol escence. She had tried on
different roles and identities, often presenting herself as several people at
once at social gatherings. At one of these Alison had met a nal e persona of
Livia's, and the two had hit it off. In her need to explore, Livia had let the
rel ationship go on too long; Alison had fallen for the man she thought |ay
behi nd the mask. Wen she finally |learned the truth she was devastated —not
by the fact that her beloved was actually femal e, but because of the
deception. After the painful evening when Livia revealed her true nature, she
never saw Alison again. Livia had believed that Alison still lived in
West er haven, maybe even next door, and had sinply edited hersel f out of
Livia's Society. It was a blow to think that Livia m ght have driven her out
of Wester-haven entirely.
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"It's good to see you," said Alison. "Hey, if you need a native guide, just
call on ne any tinme."

"Thanks," she said, genuinely grateful. "But |I'mnot sure we're going to be
staying here long."

Alison nodded. "I understand. You want this war over right away. There's sone
peopl e | know who m ght be able to help."

Li via shook her head in frustrated anger. "The peers are talking to your
founders, | nean governnment, now. There's nothing nore we could ... "

"This is sonmebody else. Don't think about it now Get some rest! You |l ook Iike
you're going to collapse right here. I'Il come by tonmorrow norning and we'l|l
tal k about stuff, how s that?"

The nmention of rest made Livia aware that she was, quite literally, swaying on
her feet. "Yes. Find ne in the norning," she said. Then she stunbled away to
her tent, sparing no time to wonder at this strange neeting.

The hour before dawn was cold and scented with ocean spray. For sonme reason

t he openi ng bars of "The Thi eving Magpi e" kept running through livia's head.
She huddl ed under her blankets for a long tine before venturing out; it was a
shane this mani fold was not one of those that permtted personal clinmate
control. When she finally clinbed out of her cot, she avoi ded anything nore
than polite hellos to the others who were up. Instead, she wal ked away from
the tent to watch the dawn. The lands to the east had been bright with
sunlight for an hour now. The line of lit terrain rolled down toward Livia,
apparently faster and faster. The nonent that line crossed you was al ways
startling. A vast wave of sunlit air |leapt forward, clouds catching fire under
it in flickers of purest blinding white. Livia |ooked straight up in time to
see two narrow lines of brilliance appear at the zenith. In seconds they
burgeoned into twin suns: one the ancient sun of humanity, the other a | oca
starlette called Mranda. O the two, Mranda was by far the brighter



Now the | ands shone in full daylit glory. To the east they swept away and up
forests, plains of gold and green, glittering brooks and | akes nerging
together in the distance into a white haze. Beyond that, seeningly at
infinity, a vast sweeping spire was etched on the sky itself: half of an arch
bi gger than the world, its surface painted with clouds and | and that rose to
the zenith and vani shed behind the suns. Continuing the circle, its distorted
reflection curved back down the western sky and di sappeared in the dark hazy
quarters where night still reigned

Livia strapped on her sword, visited Qingi's new outhouse, then stal ked
through tall wet grass to the ness tent. Taking her plate with her she
retreated to an upthrust of broken cable material in the corner of the
clearing and sat down to eat. In the distance, a knot of white sails dotted
the horizon —an Cceanan floating town.

She was sitting hunched over her breakfast, heedl ess of the evaporating dew
scenting the air, when inscape chimed. She flinched. The |l ast thing she wanted
to do right now was confront her Society, with its terrible gaps. But duty
demanded it. She took a deep breath and let the call cone through

Aaron Varese appeared before her —in projected form not as an anina. Livia
bl ew out her held breath. "Aaron! You're ... \Were have you been? |'ve been
trying to find you for days. Wiat —where ... " Wiy did you abandon ne?

H s projection sat on the log next to Livia. "I know," it said. "I'"msorry I
didn't warn you. | tried to call you when the attack started, but things were
too crazy in the Societies."

"I heard you escaped —well, that you were never in Barrastea," she said.
"Maren Ellis told me."

He nodded. "A group of us have been working at the aerie for a while now Are
you com ng here?"
"I don't know yet." She was happy that he'd escaped the battle, but couldn't
hi de her anger all the same. Once, she and Aaron had been inseparable. She'd
felt she need never keep anything fromthis young man who had seen the things
she had seen, including Livia scrabbling |ike an animal to survive in the

rui ned | ands of Teven's far side. Now he was keeping secrets from her

"But what are you doing up there?" she asked him "And why the secrecy? You
left ny Society!"

He | ooked unconfortable. "It was the founders. They asked us to keep it
secret. At the tine, | thought it was because we were playing around wth
technol ogi es that went against the tech locks. Now, |I'mstarting to wonder if

there wasn't nore going on."
"What do you nean?"
"It started,” he said, "with an invitation fromLady Ellis."

Three weeks ago, Ellis had asked Aaron to visit her at the aerie. He had never

spoken to any of the founders before, and had eagerly agreed. "I tried to tel
you that afternoon” he insisted, "but Ellis's agents bl ocked ne. \Watever
said to you, they'd intervene and change the words. It was ... frightening,
the power they had." Intrigued, but nore than a little confused, he had fl own

out to the Southwall mountains to neet the founder



"You are to take credit for what we are about to do,"” Ellis had told him
Aaron told Livia that the founder had reinforced this by later w ping the
record of their conversation frominscape. He hadn't known that was possible,
but Aaron had al ways suspected that the creators of the tech | ocks had
resources they kept hidden fromtheir descendants.

"It's right up your alley," Ellis said as they wal ked al ong a rocky path at
the foot of one of the Crrus glaciers. Bel ow them past nountain slopes and
br oken peaks, Teven Coronal spread out |like an ocean of cloud and detail;
above, huge cables formed a horizontal grid across the sky.

"Explain,” he'd said, putting his back to a rain-slick slab of black rock
"You' re sonehow opposed to the peers' city project?"

"Not opposed to it," she said carefully. "W want your generation's anbitions
to go forward. The city is a worthy project. No, you can viewthis as a ..
conpl ementary activity."

"So what do you want us to do?" She had contacted some twenty ot her peers,
apparently —choosi ng those who'd opposed the city project.

Ellis gazed out over the coronal; in profile, she |ooked very |like the young
goddess many of the peers grudgingly imagined her to be. "It's pretty sinple,”
she said. "I want you to reinvent science."

Aaron barked a laugh, but she didn't join in. Hs smle died, replaced by a
qui zzi cal frown. "Science was conmpl eted centuries ago," he said. "W know it
all.”

"You know nothing," she said dismssively. "Despite the fact that you benefit
fromthe know edge. It's the Als of inscape, and the system of the tech | ocks
t hat know. You only know t he broadest outlines of natural science, because
your generation doesn't need to know nore. You benefit fromit wthout
understanding it. But even the application of that know edge —what it all ows
you to do —is disguised in one way or another by every manifold in Teven.
Your generation doesn't |earn science, and the | ocks have hidden much
techni cal know edge fromyou."

None of this came as any surprise; |long-range radi o was inpossible in any
mani fol d Aaron knew of. So was space travel, and astronony was al nost

i mpossi bl e because the Lethe Nebul a bl ocked so much of the sky. "Let ne get
this straight,” he said. "W deliberately forget some things in order to
create the culture we want to live in; then you, who did this in the first
pl ace, tell me you want us to open those books agai n?"

She shook her head. "We don't want to recover old ideas. Science enbodied in a
device or object is pure. Science witten down and interpreted by humans

al ways conmes with historical and ideol ogi cal baggage. W ereated the nmanifol ds
so you could jettison that baggage whenever you wanted."

"But if all of scientific know edge is enbedded in the tech | ocks anyway —if
we could get it out without violating their programm ng, we could just ask
themfor it."

She shook her head. "We want you to rediscover it. Reinvent it Make it yours.
Do the experinents. Theorize. Build the m ssing parts of the edifice again,
and put your stanmp on them" He renenbered her eyes shining as she said this.
"W wi ped the slate clean when we cane here, so mat we could start anew. That
al ways included the history of science as well as culture. W' re ready, Aaron
—that's the point. Westerhaven is confident, full-blooded, and unique. So are



some of the other manifolds. W can do this now wi thout falling under the
shadow of |ong-dead thinkers and their belief systems. W can have an utterly
West er haven sci ence. "

He got it then, and the idea flooded himlike a benediction. This was
somet hing he could do, sonething worthy of all the restless energy and passion
that he'd wasted so long on petty intrigues and face-saving.

Maybe it didn't matter that Ellis had wi ped the record of this conversation
Aaron renenbered its every detail with electric clarity anyway.

"That's what you've been doi ng?" Livia asked angrily. "Reinventing things?" On
another day it mght have seened a very Westerhaven thing to do. Now, the
whol e escapade | ooked trivial and foolish. "Even while Bar-rastea burned?"

He wi nced, but held his ground. "I know how it |ooks, in the race of what's
been happeni ng. Unl ess you | ook at where Ellis wanted us to start."

"What do you nean?"
"I'"l'l show you: come here." He stood up and held out his hand. Livia took it,
and with a shimer of transition, found her virtual self standing el sewhere.

This place was sonething |ike a half-cave hewn out of the side of a mountain —
huge, cold, and echoing. The nouth of the cave was closed by a single sheet of
cleanly transparent glass or diamond. CQutside that vast w ndow was a broad

| edge of white netal, and beyond that nothing but an abyss of stars.

The floor of the half-cave was cluttered with | athes, cabinets, and work
benches. The pl ace was al so crowded with people —and when Livia saw them she
felt a knot in her stomach unwind. "They're alive!"

Many of the peers whose names had appeared on the rolls of the mssing were
wal ki ng and tal king here. At least six of Jachman's friends, supposedly
staunch advocates of the city project, were physically present. Several were
ent husi astically working on what | ooked |ike a half-finished boat, planing
away at the wood while slinging fragnents of ribald poetry back and forth. One
sal uted Livia.

"So now you know," said Aaron. "I haven't been idle, and | haven't been
negl ecting the peers. Quite the contrary —you've wal ked in on sonething of a
conspiracy." He smiled at her undi sgui sed | ook of astoni shnent.

"But what are you doi ng here? What coul d possibly have been so inportant that
you —that these people weren't there to defend the city? The city, that's now
burning —" She couldn't go on, but just stood there glaring at him

Gently but firmy, Aaron took her armand led her to the huge curving dianmond
wi ndow. "We were under orders fromthe founders. Maren Ellis conmanded us to
try sonething that the tech | ocks have always forbi dden. And we were
succeedi ng. When Raven attacked we were all here, and nobody had time to
organi ze a return to the city before air travel becane unsafe."

Sonet hi ng gl owed under starlight on the broad netal shelf beyond the w ndow.
The shel f must have been fifty meters deep, and agai nst that the barrel - shaped
thing | ooked small. "Is that what you were working on?"

He grinned proudly. "Yes. It's something, Livia, that we cast away over our
hori zon centuries ago. Sonething that's been inpossible for any manifold for a
very long time. It's a device for traveling in space."



She stared at the thing. It |ooked like a wine cask. Whatever it was, that
unobtrusive little object should have been as inpossible in Wsterhaven as
flying craft had been for Raven's people. "How ... T

"I wouldn't have even thought of trying it if Ellis hadn't insisted. | wanted
to start by relearning the theory behind the mnd-Al interface of inscape. But
she insisted that wouldn't work. W had to rethink key technologies in
West er haven terns, inmagi ne how they could serve our val ues rather than change
us. So the tech locks would ignore them see? So up here, over the past few
weeks, we succeeded in broadening our horizons to the point where we can build
things like this.

"We tried various designs before I hit on this one," he continued when she
didn't respond. "The | ocks won't allow anyone to build any of the old space
travel i ng designs because they all require an industrial culture that we don't
want. So how do you preserve the technol ogical mx of your own manifold, and
still end up with a device to travel between worlds?"

"I's that ... wood?"

"It is indeed. Sealed with | acquer against the vacuum of course.” The barre
she was | ooking at wasn't big enough to hold humans. Wen she pointed this
out, he adnmitted that nobody had taken that step yet.

"But what does it do?"

Aaron crossed his arnms and stared at the black sky behind the barrel. "It goes
away, and it cones back. So far, that's all. But that's a lot." He turned, and
she saw he was frowning. "Though it seens a strange coi nci dence to ne that
Lady Ellis should have conme to us asking for such a thing, just before these
so-cal | ed ancestors arrived."

"You think they're not from Teven?" she said jokingly. "And that she knew?"

He shook his head. "I have no idea, actually. But listen, you need to cone
here, Livia. It's not safe down there."

"Nowhere is safe,"” she said. "And | have people to | ook after down here." She
was seething with anger at himfor abandoning her in favor of this ridicul ous
project. "Look, | have to go. But ... I'mglad you called. It's good to know
you' re okay."

"Look, I"'msorry | couldn't " He saw the I ook on her face and shrugged
"Cone to us," was all he said. Then the vision dissolved andLivia was back
am dst grass and norni ng dew.

People were talking a few nmeters away; two of the peers were wal ki ng through
the field. Livia started to hurry away; now was not a time when she wanted to
play fearl ess | eader to anyone.

"Ms. Kodal y?" She hunched her shoul ders, turned and sniled, still backing
away. One of the nen stared; the other smled and, still smling, steered his
conpani on away from her. For the nmoment, Livia couldn't care | ess what she

| ooked like. Just as long as they left her alone.

"Livial"

Alison was waving to her from across the beaten-down grass. Relieved at the
di straction, Livia wal ked over to her. She took a deep breath and forced her



face into a carefree expression

"Good nmorning!" Alison | ooked fresh and untroubled, as if nothing terrible
wer e happeni ng. For her, nothing probably was. "Remenber when |I said | m ght
know sone peopl e who could hel p? Wll, they've agreed to meet with you —only
you, though, since they have ny opinion of you to go on. Can you cone now? Or
do you have duties?"

"No, |'ve got nothing today," she said. "This is good news, Alison. Thank
you." She felt a flood of relief —though she wasn't sure whether it was at
the possibility of help for her people, or because Alison offered a chance to
escape the camp for a while. People | ooked at her |ike she was sone kind of

| eader now. Visiting with a lost friend who awakened awkward nenories seened a
small price to avoid being singled out that way again.

The nmess tent was a strange nmi x of despondent and exhil arated people. Sone of

t he peers had woken today to find new strength in thensel ves. Some just wanted
to go home. The tensions were spilling into argunment, but so far no duels had

br oken out.

After a tense neal Alison led Livia down a path to the shallow sea. On the
beach was a beautiful little sailboat. "It's about a half-hour trip," she said
as they clinbed in. "Oceanans refuse to hurry anything; it's an inportant part
of our life. Anyway, you and | can use the time to catch up on gossip." They
pushed off fromthe shore and bobbed out into a |ight breeze.

As it turned out, Alison had maintained many ties to Wsterhaven after she
left. For the first few years her absence had not been geographic: she had
continued to live in her parents' house while inhabiting a different manifold.
She came and went as she pleased, but gradually gave nore and nore of her tine
to Cceanus. Finally she had noved there physically to be with a new lover. His
nane was Cam and he was, according to her, perfect.

Li via watched the giant cable beconming smaller and increasingly

two-di nensional in the mst-blued air. Instead of the grand estates of
West er haven, she saw yachts and gi ant three-nmasted schooners on the horizon
Alison tal ked quietly about the values of Cceanus, and gradually Livia drifted
into a reverie, thinking how you'd have to feel to nmeasure your days by the
breezes and currents of water. As she often did, Livia turned to nmusic to help
her inagine her way into Cceanus. Dreaming a slow pavane, with Alison's

gui dance she began to see across the bright |apping waves the distant sails of
a vast seafaring civilization. Cceanus beckoned.

So this was how it felt to live outside of time; Cceanus seened |like a refuge
fromevery possible worry. It was clear why Alison loved it here. For the
first time in two days, Livia felt the knot of fear and anger inside her

| oosen a bit. She could even begin to forget her disconcerting discovery of
where Aaron had been all this tine.

The hills and forests of Teven had faded away, |eaving only dappl ed waves
extending to infinity hi every direction. For all Livia knew, she and Alison
could be conpletely alone on an endl ess, placid sea.

Eventual |y she realized they were arriving somewhere: a yacht bobbed in the
green water, its sails furled and its anchor down. She could see no one on
deck, but a number of boats, ranging from sailboats |like Alison's to kayaks,
were noored at its stern

As Alison tied up the sailboat, Livia clinbed up the yacht's side. She spotted
a covered deck beyond the wheel house. Someone sat in a wi cker chair there,



sipping a drink. Wthout waiting for Alison, she wal ked over, feeling the deck
sway subtly under her.

Luci us Xavier squinted up at her froma deck chair, "livial 1'mglad you nade
it okay. Please, have a seat"

She stopped dead in surprise; after a noment of paralysis she realized what he
had just said, and warily sat opposite him Alison didn't approach, but

i nstead went into the wheel house, emerging with a tray. She put a gl ass of

| enbnade in front of Livia then retreated again. Livia stared at the gl ass.

This was one of those times when it woul d have been good to hi de behind masks
and animas. But Livia had not failed to |l earn fromyears of Westerhaven
intrigue. Imtating one of her own animas, she sniled graciously and si pped
the drink. In noments she had recovered her poise enough to say, "How are you,
Luci us?"

He | ooked careworn. "I'm as good as can be expected, under the circunstances.
| hear you |l ed the peers out of the holocaust Very well done."

"W woul d have done better if you' d been with us."

He nodded, looking tired. "I know. I'msorry that wasn't possible. But |'ve
been working very hard ... behind the scenes, shall we say."

So far behind the scenes that not even the founders had known what he was up
to? O had Ellis known? She nmade hersel f nod encouragingly. "You knew about
t hese ancestors before the potlatch?"

He scow ed. "Yes, | knew about them |'mworking with the Oceanans on a pl an
to counterattack them Anyway, 'ancestors' is just Raven's nane for the

i nvaders. They thenselves say they're followers of thirty-three forty. A

| eader with a nunber, not a name. Interesting, no? And |'mpretty sure that
this 3340, wherever it is, is not on Teven Coronal."

They have found us. Could it be that Aaron's preposterous notion of invaders
fromanother world was true? No one had left Teven Coronal in Livia's
lifetime. No one, she had always believed, had ever visited from anywhere el se
either. And yet, Maren Ellis had initiated a secret project to study such
travel, only weeks ago.

Li via covered her amazenent with a casual nod, which rmade Lucius snile
"You're not surprised, are you?" he said. "You understand, then, what's
happeni ng. "

"Not really," she said. "I know our way of life is being destroyed. But |
don't understand by whom or why."

"I know parts of it," he said. "I know 3340's followers are fromoff-world.
know t hey' re human. And | al so know they aren't all-powerful. Their technol ogy
isn't any better than ours, they've just caught us napping. W can beat them
Livia, if we strike right away. That's what |'mhere to do: organize the
counterattack. "

She brooded on that. He seenmed eager to talk, and there was all manner of ways
she coul d steer her line of questions. It might be best to keep him off
bal ance.

"Luci us, have you ever heard of sonething called an aneclipticT she asked.



H s eyes narrowed, and he took a sip of his | enbnade while staring off into
the distance. "Sure," he said grudgingly. "I know of them They're the
creatures that built this world, Livia —and all the worlds you see when you
| ook up at night."

"I was taught that we built Teven Coronal."
"You were taught that, yes." He smiled at her expression. "You were taught a
great many truths that are only Westerhaven truths —not truths anywhere el se.
But | thought you knew that. | thought the shadow play of half-true stories we
call our history annoyed you as much as it does ne."

"So what are these anecliptics?" she pressed. "Are they this 3340? O is it
somet hi ng el se?"

"They're not inmportant. They built this world and a nunmber of others and then
abandoned them As far as the rest of the solar systemis concerned, this

pl ace," he gestured grandly, "is part of sonething known as the Fall ow Lands.
The anecliptics have forbidden anyone to come here. Sone say that the founders
made a pact with them hundreds of years ago; but | think the founders snuck
in. They wanted to be free of any outside control including the anecliptics.
Livia, | don't think the anecliptics even know that you and | exist. And they
have nothing to do with 3340. We'll get no help fromthat quarter."

She sat back, struggling through the possibilities. Had Lady Ellis

del i berately dropped the name of the anecliptics in her conversation wth
Livia the other day? But why, if Lucius was right and they were irrel evant?
Wheel s wi thin wheel s, she thought dazedly.

Wth difficulty she brought her thoughts back to the matter at hand. "If this
3340 isn't superior to us, howis it that the ancestors have destroyed Raven's
peopl e and \West er haven?"

Luci us nodded sonberly. "Because they know sonmething we don't," he said. "Onh,
not technol ogically; they have an edge here and there, and they |everage the
vul nerabilities of whatever technology set they're faced with. A manifold is
just a specific set of technol ogies. You can't have speedy ground cars w t hout
hi ghways to run them on —the one technol ogy demands the other. A conplete
coll ection of technol ogies defines a way of life: a manifold. And what's a
technol ogy? It's a value. If you fly, it is because you don't want to walk: to
fly is to make a val ue judgment

"Inscape is a values-driven interface to technol ogy-sets. So, to travel

bet ween manifolds is to suspend or abandon your values. You and |, Livia, are
good at traveling, because we can both suspend our judgnents ... because in
the end, neither of us believes in anything. Wich is what you' ve never
accepted about yourself."

She bridled. "W're tal king about 3340 here, not ne."

"But you see, 3340 realized sonmething very sinmlar —it realized that each
mani fol d represents a set of ideals. And to break that manifold, all you have
to do is push its ruling ideals to the point where they contradict thensel ves.
To the point where they turn into their opposite."

She thought about what Qingi had told her —how the ancestors had pl ayed on
the prejudices of the elders and warriors, convincing themthat it was their
destiny to conquer other manifolds. Wiile at the sane time, Wester-haven had
reached out nore and nore to nei ghboring manifolds, proselytizing through
people like Lucius ... and Livia.



"Thirty-three forty's agents are everywhere in the Coronal," said Lucius.
"They mani fest differently in every manifold, but what they do is essentially
the sane. They can't control inscape directly, so they play on the ruling

i deal s of the manifold. They push those ideals until they disintegrate. Wth
Raven, the |ogical consequence of wanting to conquer other manifolds is that

you open yourself to all of themso that you can reach themall. For
West erhaven, the logical result of reaching out to other manifolds is that you
accept themall in. At a certain point the change goes fer enough that 3340 s

peopl e can reveal thenselves and apply their technical know how to dissolve
t he boundari es between the manifolds entirely. The same scenario is playing
out everywhere across Teven. There is no escaping it"

"You know t hat Cceanus wants to hel p Westerhaven," she said slowy. "If you're
right, then the very act of trying to do that will collapse the horizon
between themand us ... You're working for them aren't you?" The realization

burst on her as she spoke. "They're pushing the manifol ds agai nst each ot her
To fight your neighbor you have to coll apse your horizon; to ally with
somebody is to collapse the differences between you and them Anything you do
is playing into 3340's hands. And to cut yourself off entirely ... "

" Is nerely to postpone the inevitable." He nodded. "You understand —but
then you woul d. Unlike your countrymen, but |ike ne, you believe in nothing.
And that maekes you strong, Livia, a potential survivor of this catastrophe.”

"Why did you change your m nd? —about taking me with you, back in Skaalitch?"

He shook his head glumy. "They wouldn't let me bring you over. They didn't
trust you yet."

There was a brief silence. "How | ong have you known?" she asked at |ast Lucius
| eaned forward, clasping his hands and | ooking serious. "Six years. | nmet them
a year after the crash that had you living half wild in the bush for so |ong.
But you have to believe I'mtelling the truth when | say | amtrying to find a
way to counterattack them Wen they first appeared | recognized t hem

i mediately for what they were: the advance scouts of an invading armnmy. At
first I thought | should go to the founders with what | knew, but when

| earned just how far 3340 had spread before | discovered it ... Livia, there
was no point This wasn't a war we could win. And if you can't win, the
alternative is to negotiate the best capitulation you can. And then fight them
fromw thin."

She opened her nouth to say something sharp, but caution kept her silent. This
ocean was their place, then; all of Cceanus already was. And that being the
case ... '1 don't see what you have to gain by talking to ne," she said,
puzzled. "If your 3340 has al ready won."

"It's not mne," he said angrily. "You' re here because you have a talent we
can use against it. I'"'moffering you a chance to escape the com ng troubl es;
can shield you fromthe changes. Your abilities could be crucial in the
counterstruggle.” livia renenbered Qingi telling her that Kale had nade a
simlar offer to him Had she not known that, she m ght have believed Luci us.
He had never | ooked nore sincere.

She shook her head. "You call believing in nothing ... a talent?"

"Absol utely. And you can use that talent to help your peopl e. And, neanwhil e,
to thrive once all the horizons are down. O

"Or what ?" She kept expecting the conversation to steer back in an innocuous



direction. Shouldn't his or her animas be taking over, snoothing things,
preventing the distress she felt building up to an intolerable state?

"You go back to Westerhaven without ny protection. In that case, you can't
| eave, or change your realities anynore. Like all your people. That's the
deal . "

She stood up. "I'mafraid | have to be going."

"That woul d be a bad decision," he said. Behind him Alison bit her lip
nervously. "W separated the other |eaders from your peers on the pretext of
negotiating with Cceanus's founders,"” Lucius continued. "Your people are

i sol ated and vul nerabl e now —but they're safe as long as they don't know t hat
Cceanus has been subverted. Livia, I'mnot going to use force to keep you
here; treat that as a gesture of sincerity on my part. You can go back to the
canp if you want, or you can stay and learn fromus. But if you go back, you
shoul d know t he consequences. W can't |let the others know what you know "

"You'll do what? Inprison ne? Kill nme?"

He | aughed. "No —you're the val uable one, not them No, we'll inprison them
O kill them Now sit down."

She ran around the table. Alison stepped in between Livia and the corner of
t he wheel house. "Qut of ny way!" Livia shouted.

"livia, listen, forget about Westerhaven, it's you and | —

As Lucius made to stand she overturned the table on him He fell backwards
against the ship's rail. Livia shoved Alison out of the way and ran around the
wheel - house.

"Livia, please!" shouted Alison

"Why are you so angry?" shouted Lucius. "Ask yourself that! | know you, Livia.
| know what drives you. Westerhaven was too small for you and we both know
it

Livia clanmbered into the seat of one of the kayaks and threw off its anchor
rope. The distant shoreline had reappeared, even as the distant sails of
Oceanus faded. She would not be able to return there, she knew

She put all her strength into the paddles, nearly capsizing in her haste to
get away.

Li via beached the kayak at the base of the cable. Wen she stepped onto the
sand, she found she could barely lift her arns fromthe effort of paddling
this distance. She was shaki ng. She had the sick feeling that something
terrible was happening in her absence.

There were many fresh footprints in the sand. She ran heedl essly up the
hillside, willing herself to act in order not to think

The forest was deep and she had to pick her way over ancient npbss-covered | ogs
and around thick branbles. Tangled as it was, there was no need to call up an
i nscape conpass; though there was no way to tell direction fromthe
permanently vertical sunlight, she could not m stake the way to the clearing.
Just follow the sound of scream ng and the rnusic of war.

It was only a kiloneter, but it took her nearly an hour to fight her way



t hrough the thick undergromh to the edge of the clearing. By the tine the
| ast bushes gave way to reveal the field, all was silent.

She stood panting, |egs and torso scratched and bl eedi ng, sword in hand; but
there was no one to fight. The air-cars were gone, the tents overthrown, and
the grass tranpl ed everywhere, bloody in places. There were no bodies.

Luci us had been true to his word. She shouldn't have run. The peers were gone,
and it was her fault.

8

For a while Livia was too devastated to even think. She just stood in the
bright sunlight and stared about at the results of her decision to run
Eventual |y she realized she was an easy target here and stepped back into the
trees, | eaning against one as if the world were tilting out of control

She was lost in a hostile manifold, alone and probably hunted. She didn't dare
ask her Society for help, because she no longer trusted the Als that
controll ed the animas. Also, she didn't want to see how many of her friends
and famly were now mssing fromit.

Refl exi vely, she did the automatic thing her upbringing had conditioned her to
do when at a | oss: she ran sone sins.

Whil e they were going she skirted the clearing, |ooking for any signs of other
survivors. When she finally summoned the courage to step into the field, she
found only human footprints. Raven's nythol ogi cal beasts had not been present.
So, the attackers were alnost certainly ganers from Cceanus —probably tricked
into thinking this attack was sone new simnul ation

In the ruins of the mess tent she found sonme ant-covered bread and cheese. She
ate whil e huddling under the one upright corner of the tent. After a while her
sims signaled their conpletion

The results were not good. She watched herself call up her Society —and

i medi ately be found by 3340. The sinms couldn't give her probabilities of
escape. She watched herself head out to sea, there to be scooped up by a ship
| oaded with troops; or confronted by Alison, naybe w nning the subsequent
fight or maybe not.

She coul d paddl e back to the mainland; but it would take her days to get back
hone, and then what woul d she do? Westerhaven was | ost.

The hopel ess pernutati ons went on and on, until she disnissed themall. She
wal ked out into the center of the field, and sat down in the sunlight.

She was only one person. Maybe it was tinme to give up

In the nonths after their rescue, Aaron had started acting strangely —taking
chances, going on adventures that were uncharacteristic of him Once, he took
a bet to skydive fromone of the Teven side cables. A group of unruly peers

i ncluding Livia had fl own al ongsi de one of the great upsweepi ng behenoths. The
peers had | anded their aircars ten kilometers up its length where the air
began to fail and took ground cars up sw tchback trails another two
kilometers. In the dizzy air high above the nountains they had gotten into
their parachutes while perched on platforns welded to the slope of the

now bare cable. Far below, it entered the ground al ongsi de dozens of others
that curved away to left and right. Above, it vanished into haze hi gh above

t he nmountai ns. Hundreds of snaller cables hung off it or stretched away |ike



vast open nets into the distance: the abodes of the Crrus nmanifold. Tiny
flying specks were all that could be seen of the people who lived there.

Aaron let Livia —only her —ride his sensoriumon the way down, and she felt
the terror of the drop with himas he stepped into space, falling w thout air
resistance at first. All was silent for that first part of the fall save for
the sound of Aaron's breath, which felt like it was heaving in Livia' s own
chest. She remenbered the stiffness of the drop suit and the giddi ness of the
long fall, as the inperceptible glide through hal f-vacuum became an increasing
rush through heating air. At first the Coriolis effect meant Aaron was falling
al nost si deways rat her than down and he sail ed away from Westerhaven, over
strange countries and oceans like a bird. As the whisper of air becane a
violent roar, the swirls of white and nottled green bel ow becane cl oud and sea
filigreed with shorelines, then visibly hills and forests waiting to catch
hi m

Aaron went into a spin and bl acked out |ong before his chute opened. When his
sensorium went dark Livia switched to the view of one of his angels, which
paced hima kil onmeter away. Slowed now by the air, he fell linply, as though
exhaust ed of meani ng, and sonehow t hat nonent summed up everything about him
since the crash. She wept even as his chute opened and he glided toward the
silver-touched barley fields that were his target Naturally he was awake again
by the time he reached them and when he staggered to his feet and his Society
coal esced, cheering, around him he | aughed as proudly and confidently as
ever. Livia smled as she greeted him too, though her eyes ached from
remenbered tears.

That was the beginning of their estrangenment. It was al so the day when she had
realized that, on sonme |evel, she had been thinking about whether to give up
and stop, like the other survivors had before their rescue. And she had
realized that she didn't want to —no matter how far she had to fall.

An indeterm nate amount of time had passed when Livia stood up again. Sonehow,
in the depths of her despair, sonething had kept nagging at her. There was
somet hing the sims hadn't reveal ed; she felt it nust be obvious, but what was
it? For a while she stared around at the ruined | andscape, wondering what was
hi dden in plain sight. There was nothing —and that, of course, was it.

She had | ooked at the field fromw thin Oceanus, and through Westerhaven eyes.
There was no trace of the fearsome beasts from Raven; that suggested that the
battl e had happened within Oceanus only. And that in turn meant that, at | east
so far, Cceanus had still not had its horizons coll apsed by 3340. Certainly

t hey had been up yesterday, when the refugees from Wsterhaven first arrived —
otherwi se the peers' mlitary equi pment woul dn't have vani shed when t hey
entered Cceanus.

During the fight here, the Cceanans could easily foll ow anyone who tried to
fl ee back into Westerhaven. The manifolds were close; Alison had lived with a
foot in each, after all. But mght there be other places here —places that a
warrior of Raven might find, but not a soldier of Oceanus?

Livia tore her gaze away fromthe tranpl ed, bloody grass. She tried to
renmenmber how Raven's people saw things. The grass was not nerely grass, it was
a gift of Oreteotl. This clearing, it wasn't random it was a place with sone
significance, even if that meaning wasn't apparent to human eyes.

She faced the forest and opened her senses to it —feeling the warnth of the
air, scenting the grass. You travel ed between mani folds by caring; could she
find the val ues of some nearby manifold that was |ike Raven's? It would be
tricky, because she might nmerely summon up the ghahl anda or ggat xhana of Raven



itself. The task here was to reject both the social whirl of Wsterhaven and
t he ani m sm of Raven. To | ook for sonething new.

She stood, arnms raised to the sunlight, and opened herself to the
possibilities. And, after a while, she saw sonething new under the |eaves of
the forest. It wavered in and out of existence, fading when she worried about
the terrible things she was ranning from solidifying when, for a second or
two at a time, she sinply admired its colors.

To travel there she would have to abandon the distress she was feeling. For a
long tinme she couldn't do it; then in one noment she sighed, let it all go,
and was there.

The gateposts were tall and candy-striped in red and white. They held up an
arching sign that said bl ock-world. The gate was closed by filigreed gold
bars. livia walked up to it, |ooked past the gl eanm ng gold, and | ooked agai n.
Past the gate, the sky seemed, well, mauve. And the cl ouds were big rounded
affairs, all their detail stripped off, nmore Iike clusters of balloons.

She blinked and stepped back. Then she noticed somet hi ng hanging fromthe
rightnost gate pillar. It was an ornately franed mirror with |ettering under
it She went over to it choose an avatar to enter said the sign under the
mrror. She | ooked up at her own reflection.

She seened wi |l d-eyed and haggard —and as she thought this, her reflection's
eyes w dened even nore, inpossibly nore, while her pupils shrank into little
dots. She was so surprised she |aughed. This just nade her reflections' teeth
pop all over the place |ike mushroom ng skyscrapers, and as she blinked and
tried to figure out what she was seeing, Livia found her mrrored self had
turned into a cartoon version of her. She had huge buck teeth, her hair was a
sweepi ng wave that plunmmreted past her big saillike ears, and her body had been
reduced to a sketch, except for the outlandishly big hands and feet The
apparition woul d have | ooked funny in other circunstances; now, though, it
seened bizarre and threatening. She felt her anxiety returning, but by now the
mani fol d seened to have stabilized.

There was a tinkling click and the big gold gate swung open. Wt hout
hesitation she ran through

The forest where she had stood nmonents ago was gone. Livia |ooked around
herself, and nearly fell down. Distance was seriously distorted everywhere she
| ooked. Al so, the whole | andscape was rendered in fluorescent primary col ors.
She had to sit down on the road and stare at the ground in front of her to
keep from beconi ng sick

It was all sinplified, that was it. The dirt was a single seamn ess substance,
with a sinmple texture and one col or, brown. She reached out to touch it, and

felt dirt —but her brain wasn't allow ng any variation to it, no pebbles, no
fines. It was just ... dirt.

When her head stopped spinning Livia |l ooked up. Now it was obvi ous what was
going on here. The grass with its wildflowers and the rolling hills were al
simplified as well. Sone things were nearby —Ilike the grass on either side of
the road and the road itself —while sone were in the mddle distance, and
some were far away. Her eye was telling her that there were only three
possibilities: near, nmiddle, and far. The clouds overhead were/a/; all equally
far, just like the distant bills and nountai ns.

She stood up and wal ked up the road, taking in the strangely sinplified
| andscape. She had definitely escaped Oceanus; the question was, had anyone



el se?

It cane as no real surprise when she spied a strange figure approaching her
fromthe mddle distance. It was hopping. By this tine Livia had begun
spotting all sorts of detail. The skies were full of ganboling birds. There
were jaunty trees here and there with friendly faces plastered on their
trunks. They smiled and wi nked at her as she passed; the feeling of friendly
surveill ance gave her the creeps.

So the fact that she was being approached by a giant rabbit seened perfectly
consistent with the rest of the place. The rabbit was a pale pink, with

t hree-fi ngered hands and gi ant, bent-over ears. Sonething subtle about its
face suggested it was male. It —he —approached in bi g boundi ng hops, each
one accompani ed by a ridicul ous boi ngi ng sound. He touched down in front of
Livia, bounced a bit, then said, "You're new" in an appropriately

bi g-rabbitish voice

Livia said, "My nane is Livia Kodaly, of Westerhaven manifold. |I'm|looking for
sone friends of mine ... " She didn't finish because what she'd said wasn't
what she heard comi ng out of her own mouth. She heard: "Hi! I'mLivia. WII
you be nmy friend?"

"Ckay!" said the rabbit. "I'm Bounder. It's ny own nanme and | chose it nyself.
I"mgoing to Centertown. Do ya wanna cone?"

"Al'l right," she said, which translated as an enthusiastic

"Sure!" Bounder set off, each of his hops apparently covering a dozen neters
or nore. Livia found she could keep up with himby sinply strolling. Myvenent
here was sinmple: head in the direction of sonmething that was in the middle

di stance, and pop, it becane part of the near distance. The disturbing

i nplication was that nothing in Bl ock-world was nore than a few steps away
from anyt hing el se

"What do you mean, you chose your nane?" she asked Bounder. He didn't answer;
instead, a pair of absurdly blue birds spiral ed down from above, one |anding
on each of Livia's sinplified shoul ders.

"Bounder was born WIIiam Mackenzi e Casterman," peeped one. "He is forty-six
years ol d," added the other.

"Way ... uh, why is he pretending to be a rabbit?" she asked the bird-shaped
agents.

"He isn't," said one agent

"Pretending," said the other. "He understands bunnies. He thinks bunnies are
peopl e and he feels like a rabbit.

"It's quite sinple, really. WIlliamwas born with subnormal neural processes.
You are going to ask why he was not fixed. It is because his parents live in
one of the | ower-technol ogy manifolds. Their culture does not permt meddling
in natural events such as childbirth."

"So they sent WIlliamhere?" It seened barbaric.

"Wlliams parents loved him They were happy to rear himregardl ess of his
mental capacity. Unfortunately he proved to be highly accident-prone. One day
he wandered past a river in flood and was caught in it. WIlliams parents
believe he died in the flood."



She nodded slowy. "He fell in the water ... and when he woke up, he was
here.”

"It was his wish. Despite his love for his famly, WIlliamwanted to find a
pl ace where he fit in. Falling in the river was half deliberate.”

Doubtl ess WIlliam had angels. Those entities would have known himbetter than
anyone; better than his parents, probably. They, of all his friends, would
have known best what WIlliamreally wanted.

"WIlliamundertook a marvel ous journey," said the bird. "He saw many fabul ous
things. At the end of the journey, he finally came ... hone."

A town that was in the far di stance had popped into the m ddl e di stance.
Bounder pointed. "See?" he said. "Cen-tertown! Cone on!" He redoubled his
speed.

"Bounder, wait!" He stopped, |ooked back inquisitively. Al kinds of questions
were crowding in livia's mnd, but they all involved big words and she
realized that big words night be a problemfor WIIliam Mackenzi e Casterman.

"I"'mlooking for a pal of nmine," she said finally. That statenment went through
wi t hout any editing. Encouraged, she said, "He's called Qingi. Have you seen
hi nP"

"Qingi!" shouted Bounder. "My pal Qingi! Conme on, I'll take you!" Wt hout
anot her word he hopped away to the left, and Centertown becane far again.

She found Qingi and fifteen peers sitting under a giant, perfect oak tree in
a stylized grove. They all |ooked strange, sone |like child versions of

t hensel ves, sone ani mals or fabul ous beasts. Qingi was an ani mated wooden

I ndi an. She ran and enbraced hi m

"Livial We thought you' d been taken like the others."

"No, no ... " She told them of her meeting with Lu-cius —slowy and
hal ti ngly, because Bl ockworl d kept changi ng and sinplifying her |anguage
(instead of "bastards" it had her say "bad guys"). She finally managed to get
the chain of events across. "Lucius told ne if | didn't stay with himthey
woul d attack" —which becanme "beat up on" —"the canp. | didn't believe him™"
she finished. She found she was trenbling, whether fromrelief at finding her
peopl e, or anger at Lucius's betrayal, she couldn't tell

They were all that was left of Westerhaven; they conforted her as best they
could until she steadied. Wping her eyes, she | ooked around at the stylized
| andscape. "Qingi, what is this place?"

He half smiled. "It seens to be a refuge for people with hurt xhants. Your
friend Esther found it."

Esther was the |last person Livia would have credited with the ability to
travel . Yet, here she was, appearing as a tiny girl in a canary-yellow dress.

"Esther! How did you do it?"

"It's just like a place we have in Westerhaven," she said with a shy | augh
"Soneti nes babies are born wong, and sonetinmes their parents choose not to
have them fi xed. Then places like this are made for them Adults have a hard
time comng here at all, and if they do they arrive w thout weapons and



wi t hout strength. | know this because | have ... well, a cousin.” She bl ushed.
"I"ve been visiting himmy whole life. But | never tal ked about it, you know,
in our Society."

Through the awkward interface of Bl ockworld | anguage, Qingi explained that it
was the COceanans who had attacked the canp. "They expected us to try to escape
by going down to the sea; | took these people up instead. The Oceanans saw and
chased us, but | amgood in forest paths, and we escaped them They were sure

to find us eventually, though, so we |ooked for another way. Esther guided us

here. I am ... surprised that you found us."

Livia tried to smle. "I ... travel well." |lamgood at rejecting places would
be another way to say it. She understood that now, to her own sorrow.

"But now that we are here," said Qingi, "where el se can we go?"

Li via thought about the sims she'd run —and before that, Lucius's assertion
that 3340 s peopl e were everywhere. She shook her head. "There's only one
pl ace we mi ght be safe now. W're going to try to make it to the aerie."

They ate their fill of the overflow ng berry bushes. Then they faded into the
forest, the ghosts of children | eaving hone.

It was a relief to be alone. Aaron Varese sat on a small cot in an equally
smal |l stone cell, its walls rough-hewn out of asteroidal rock. Rust fromiron
deposits stained it here and there. Near the small slotlike wi ndow, the stone
was wet fromthe permanent nmists that hung at the aerie's hei ght Wen he'd
first arrived here, he'd often stepped outside just to admre the slick black
surfaces that gleamed |like a god' s scul pture above and bel ow. Today he sinply
sat, brooding.

The others were all huddling together, venturing out alone only when they had

to. Ever since the general order had gone out that the Al of the Societies was
no |l onger to be trusted, the peers had been miserable in their isolation

Aaron had little tine for Societies; he had even less for the real conpany of

his peers right now

At the nmoment they were all bickering over the |atest news from Wsterhaven —
or nore properly, the total |ack of news. For the first tinme in their lives,

t hese young nen and wonen were cut off fromthe culture and gossip of
West er haven' s social network. They couldn't believe it was happening. Their
responses ranged from sinple denial to outrageous and suicidal schenes to
retake the fallen | ands of Teven.

Al that filled himw th contenpt. It brought back nenories that he normally
tried to suppress. After the death of his parents in the crash, Aaron had sat
with Livia for days, waiting for rescue to arrive. It didn't come, and didn't
cone, and gradually, it began to dawn on himthat no one was | ooking for them
I nscape had crashed in this part of the world —and that was such a terrifying
prospect that nobody fromthe outside would risk entering here. He had been
abandoned.

He had never viewed the duels and posturing of the peers with any respect
since then. Wen he'd needed it nost, they hadn't been there. He woul d never
forget that. Wrse, he saw the sane attitude in the endl ess di scussions and
| ack of action going on around himright now

Everybody wanted to know what the bizarre invaders —these "ancestors" —
want ed. What were their politics? Wre they religious? Wiat scope of freedom
woul d the peopl e of Teven have under their rule?



"Who cares?" Aaron had said again and again. "Catch me one of themso | can
find out what technologies they use. That will tell us their true manifold,
and it's all we need to know about them" His words hadn't penetrated many of
their thick skulls, so now they were engaged in planning some pointless raid
into the | ow ands thousands of neters below the aerie. It was strategically
usel ess, just a nake-work project really.

Nobody would listen to his theory about the invaders. A d stories and novies
fromthe tinme before the nmanifolds told that nmen had once seriously tried to
elimnate the boundary between the human mind and artificial intelligences.
The only remant of those early explorations in Teven was the ommi present

i mpl ant technol ogy that | et people conmunicate with inscape. He was convinced
that rmuch nmore was possible. Stories fromthe Mdern period tal ked of

"upl oadi ng" —artificial inmortality by transference of the human personality
into a conmputing system Such technology didn't exist here in Teven, doubtless
because of the tech | ocks. But beyond Teven, it nust be possible.

"What does this conquest matter if the invaders are in a position to change
the very nature of our humanity?" he'd asked his peers. They had returned

bl ank stares. In just such a way nust primtive tribesmen have worried over
how attacki ng Europeans woul d divide the village's goats. "W have to know
what they are before we know what they want," he'd insisted. "And we have to
know what they want before we know how to fight them"

Idiots. They were | osing everything because of their short-sightedness. Maybe
they deserved to lose it.

"Aaron!" Francis, the group's mlitary | eader, appeared in an inscape w ndow.
"There are people com ng up the main cable! We think they' re refugees."

"Right." He was already on his feet, heart pounding. Could it be Livia? It was
a ridicul ous hope —but word had filtered out of Westerhaven before all went
silent, suggesting that an unusual search for her was underway. Nobody knew
why. But she, it seenmed, had so far eluded the ancestors.

He raced down stone steps built by unknown hands, and sl ammred out a doorway
into the arctic chill that flooded down fromthe glaciers. The air here was
thin and bracing, its cold alnost a taste on its own.

This truly was the edge of the world. High in the Southwall nopuntains, a giant
outthrust of rock stood out |ike the prow of a ship between two split-backed
glaciers. The cliffs behind Aaron rose sheerly for kiloneters, finally ending
in a seenmingly infinite vertical wall of black material. Its m st-weathed
face was streaked here and there by long tongues of ice. The full height of
this wall was hidden by thin planes of cloud. The spur of rock where Aaron
stood was far above the tree line, too far even for lichen or wldflowers, but
termnating on the flat top of the prow were several arrow- straight bridges,
supported only by the cables they rode on, that stretched horizontally away
into the sky. These cables connected to a whole network of simlar |lines that
made a vast spider-web many kil oneters above the | ands of Teven. They were
anchored here at the south wall of the coronal, and on their other ends to
various of the great slanted cables that rose up fromthe coronal's floor

In happier tinmes, Aaron had stood here and contenpl ated the inpossible bridges
that seemed to sit upon the air itself. As a boy he had watched his father
nmeet traders fromthe Crrus nmanifold as they stepped tentatively down to
stand on solid rock for an hour or twod. But he had never ventured up one of
those strands hinmself. H's parents had died before his father could deliver on
a promse to take himto visit Grrus



Behi nd himwere several landing circles for arrears, and then a | ow entrance
carved into the rock face of the cliff. Extending over nany | evel s above and
bel ow this spot was the aerie, a Westerhaven outpost and recently Aaron's new
horre.

He stood stamping his feet and watching the distant novi ng shapes. They slowy
resolved into two parties, one seemingly running in the |ead, the other
followi ng. Could both those parties be warriors of Raven, cone to slaughter

t he remai ni ng hol douts of the Westerhaven nanifol d?

The tiny, struggling forms had as their backdrop a vast ocean of sunlit |and
and water that spread to a hazy infinity of distance, and curved up vertically
to either side. Rows of great cables stood in ranks like delicate flying
buttresses in the blued distance. Something flashed in the niddle distance and
he squinted at the distant dots. One of the people in the lead party seened to
be faltering. As he watched, the figure fell fromthe narrow bridge, tunbling
hel plessly into mles of air.

Aaron turned and raced back to the entrance to the aerie. "Defend the |ead
party!" he shouted at his Society. Al around he could see the animas of his
peers racing to their posts. At the entrance he snatched up the rifle he'd had
fabricated when the invasion began and turned to sight at the inconing

r ef ugees.

He tried to count the figures, but they were nearly head-on to himnow and the
| eaders were bl ocking those behind them But they were getting closer —not
yet in range, but al nost

A rock near his foot exploded. Aaron stunbled and fell, al nost going over the
edge. Loud bangs and ricochet whines filled the air as bullets tore up the
ground where he'd been standing. Then he heard answering fire coning from
overhead; his friends were firing back

He heard a distant shout and saw two figures fall fromthe bridge. He coul dn't

tell if they were in the lead party or the pursuers. The prey were getting
cl ose —enough so mat he could see that they were five young peopl e, probably
peers of Westerhaven. Still prone, he ained past themat a pursuer

A flash of light hit himlike a slap. "Ahh!" He dropped the rifle and put his
hands to his eyes —too late. That had been a |l aser. Mnentarily blinded, he
froze, blinking back tears and trying to see past the ovals of |ight that
persisted in his vision. As he was groping for his rifle, the vanguard of the
refugees made it off the end of the bridge and he heard gunfire cl ose by. The
echoes were enough to nearly drown out the sound of running feet.

Soneone grabbed himby the shoul ders. He surged up, trying to throw the
attacker off.

"Aaron!" It was Livia' s voice. He clutched at the sound and when he felt her
reality, hugged her tightly.

"Come on!" she said. "The door's this way."
He turned to go with her. The gunfire was coming so fast that its echoes
overlaid one another to forma junble of intolerable noise. And people were

scream ng —

"It's coming down!" That wasn't Livia, but the accent was \Westerhaven. He
bl i nked agai n and | ooked over, glinpsed a face and an arm hand pointing



upward. Aaron | ooked up

A wall of sky-blue glacial ice was toppling majestically toward him It was
moving so slowy that it nmust be terribly far away. Hence terribly big ..

"Come on!" Livia dragged himthe last few neters into the doorway, which was
crowmded with a knot of bodies all struggling to get through. Before they could
get inside the first blocks hit the spur behind them Aaron found hinsel f
flying through the doorway to | and on a heap of el bows and knees. Sonethi ng
hit his head and he spun to the fl oor

Livia half carried Aaron along the corridor. He was cursing; behind themthe
stone itself was groaning fromthe tons of shattered ice that were settling
over the entrance. "Ha!" Aaron slurred. "That'll keep "em" livia | ooked
around quickly. Her party was all accounted for: finally, at least for a
whil e, they were anmpong friends.

An angel flickered into being next to Aaron. "Is he all right?" she asked
frantically. To have cone so far, only to | ose himnow —

"He'll be fine. He might have a slight concussion.”
"Knew you'd nmake it through," munbl ed Aaron

"I didn't," she said shakily. "I didn't know | could do it w thout you beside
ne."

A flight of enotions crossed Aaron's face: enbarrassnment, perhaps? —sadness,
certainly. "No, not ne; it was all you,"” he murnured, |ooking away.

Gentl e hands unwove Livia's arnms from Aaron, but she had to watch while he was
carried up a long flight of stone steps and laid out on a pallet. Then, wth
not hi ng nore to do, she collapsed on the uneven fl oor

After a while the haze of exhaustion and shock began to wear off. Livia raised
her head as someone handed her a bow of hot soup, and she even sumoned up a
smle. Wile she was eating Qingi canme to sit next to her

"So this is the aerie of which you spoke,”
or buildings. But we're underground."

he said. "I was expecting a canp,

She nodded. The aerie was a series of roons and passages carved out of stone.
The nount ai ns had been built out of asteroidal stone, uneven in density and
veined in silvery nickel-iron. They sat now in one of its main halls, a
lofting space like a long slot cut in the rock. Crude halogen lanps lit the
spaces, and the air was cold. Water dripped fromthe ceiling in places. "W
di scovered this place a couple of generations ago. W don't know who
originally built it, but we use it as a storage depot for trading with
Crrus," she said.

In the cleared center of this hall were various towering devices of wood and
brass. Myst of Aaron's friends were here, standing or sitting in a semcircle.
Several of themstood in the mddle, debating. She watched them dunbly for a
while, until she realized she didn't recognize the ol dest debater. "Wo's
that ?" she asked.

Qingi let out a deep sigh. He |ooked stricken, in a way he had not during al
their adventures on the way to this place. "Qingi, what is it?"

"I approached him" he said. "I wasn't sure, because his appearance was very



di fferent when he was wi th us.
ny founder. Raven."

He met her eyes sadly. "That, Livia Kodaly, is

"There's nowhere to go," the old man was saying. "These invaders are spreadi ng
everywhere. They're close to shutting down the tech | ocks. Then they won't
need to skul k around anynore." He didn't talk like @ingi, Livia realized;
this Raven sounded nore Westethaven than anything. But she didn't conment on
that to Qi ngi

" Sonmewher e, soneone nust have a manifold that can resist this '3340,'" said
anot her of the debaters. This was Francis Minari, the best mlitary thinker
anong the peers; he had apparently arrived here with the remains of the
Barrastea rearguard several days before.

Several others took up the thread of his argunment. Raven kept shaking his
head, but he was drowned out for the noment. Wth a groan, Livia |levered
herself to her feet and wal ked over to the circle.

"I't's not a technical problem" she said, projecting her authority as best she
coul d. Heads turned.

"That's why nobody's able to resist them" she continued. "Wat nobody seens
to get is that the mani folds use inscape and the | ocks, but they're not
created by them They're created by ideals."

"Make sense, Livia!" snapped Francis. "Wile you talk, they're digging through
the ice to get us. Make sense or give the floor to sonmebody else.”

Raven bowed to her. He had a charmng face, a bit satyrlike with a fringe of
white hair around his bald scalp. "Livia Kodaly, it's an honor. You' ve seen
what |'ve seen, haven't you? That the ancestors aren't attacking us through
our technol ogy?"

"Yes. That's the problem" Reluctantly, she walked into the circle. "The tech
| ocks seem untouched; if they weren't this formof attack wouldn't be
necessary. The invaders have a little control over inscape, just enough to be
able to distort messages and neani ngs. But they can't seemto attack the | ocks
directly. They're probing each nmanifold to find out what its highest ideal is,
then they cone and promise a new way to get to that ideal. It's different for
each mani fold, but the end result is that people hand control over to them"™

Francis crossed his arns. "How do you know this?"

"When we set out to find this place, there were sixteen of us," she said. "W
ran frommanifold to manifold —each tinme thinking we'd shaken our pursuers.
And each and every tinme, we found they'd gotten there before us. As if they
had al ways been nere, hiding in the cracks of the world." Trying to escape
pursuit, Livia had | ed her people through the warrens of a vast, baroque stone
city that clung nice lichen to the ascendi ng cable, isolate and paranoid. From
there they had slipped past cloud cities and arbors that hung in the sky like
a dream of angel s, and past hardscrabble farnms perched on saggi ng
square-kiloneter nets of sailcloth that hung in the permanent m st Wen they
ran out of sky, they wal ked a length of frayed cable down to the nountaintops
and hid in the nazes of a forest-dwelling people who seenmed nore ow than
human. In every place she net sone manifestation of 3340; and in each one she
| ost one or two people.

"I know it was 3340, once or twice," she said. "Catching the stragglers as
they tried to open their hearts to a new destination. But nmore often, it was
just too hard for our people to go on. To reject the values of the place where



we were resting for a day or two —to enbrace new values in order to see a
different world." Each new place was a revelation of sorts: an exanple of a
new way to live. A couple of the refugees had found paradi se during that |ong
climb, and sinmply refused to |l eave it A couple had found hell

"Everywhere we went, we tried to warn the people," she continued. "No one
bel i eved us. In many places, we couldn't even find the words to explain what's
happening —if you tried you would start to fade." She shook her head sadly.

"I never knew how many nmanifol ds had turned in on thensel ves. Even though we
all went through the freeing of inscape that happens at puberty, nost people
no | onger seemto believe in any reality beyond theirs."

She ran out of steam For a while there was silence. Then Raven cleared his
t hr oat .

"Some of you are wondering how | canme to be here with you." He gl anced

significantly at Qingi. "I did not betray ny people. But the animals —ny
spirits —they deceived nme. | didn't know about the presence of the ancestors
until it was too late. Then for a while | lived as a 'guest' of these

i nvaders. "

He | ooked down at the stone floor. "I only escaped after the COceanus

i ncident."

"How is it you escaped?" sonmeone asked suspiciously. "It seens a bit

conveni ent. How do we know you're not working with thenf"

Raven | ooked back at the man blandly. "You don't. | escaped because | had help
fromone of your founders —Maren Ellis. She trusted nme, and sone of you here
trusted me enough to take me in. For that I'mgrateful." He raised his voice.
"I"ve seen what these ancestors are doing to our people. They're trying to
shut down the tech | ocks. Men and wonen of Raven who spent their whole lives

| earning to work | eather, or carve wood, now can get clothing or shelter with
a sinple gesture. Their life's work is rendered neani ngl ess. And your

di pl omats and seekers of know edge have nowhere to go now, all inscape's

di fferences are being anni hilated by the conquerors.”

"But why?" asked Francis. "If we're going to fight them we need to know why
they're doing this."

Raven hesitated. "I don't know," he said at last. "They don't need human

| abor. They grow machines for that. They aren't plundering our treasures —
they ignore them And they're not telling us what to do, they don't seemto
need that kind of power over people. But they're changing us. Changing the
peopl e t hensel ves. "

"What do you nmean?" asked Francis. A hush had fallen over the crowd.

"We lived in a world that accommodat ed the human need for neaning," said
Raven. "It let us know that our beliefs were valuable in and of thenselves.
The invaders reject that; they say that our beliefs are only val uabl e insofar
as they serve sonething el se. Something they call 3340 and will not define any
nore clearly.

"But they are clear about one thing. Those who follow 3340 will gain the power
of gods. AIl we have to do to achieve this power is abandon the realities
we' ve been building all our lives."

9



The stone floor shook under Livia. "They're into the corridors!" someone
shouted. Wth that signal, the crowmd nelted away as humans, angels, and agents
all raced to their posts. Qingi was offered a weapon and accepted it
gratefully. Francis shouted orders; massive engi nes stood up on their
hydraulic | egs and began stal king after himtoward the stairs. In seconds
Livia found herself standing with Raven and a few of the refugees. Aaron was
awake, and now stood unsteadily, holding his head.

Li via watched the action with a resigned sense of detachnment. "Such a | ot of
effort," she heard herself saying, "for a day or two's reprieve."

Aaron scow ed at her. "What el se are we supposed to do? If you're right,
there's nowhere to run to."

She shook her head. "I never said that" She turned to Raven. "There is an
alternative, isn't there? You knew this attack was coning."

Raven shrugged. "W didn't know. We ... saw sone signs. W were worried that
we'd gone too far in our isolationism So we decided to take steps.”

"I'n secret?"
"The ot her founders woul d never have agreed to it."

Aaron | ooked fromLivia to Raven. Al three of themturned to | ook past the
chaos of running people, to where Aaron's experinmental barrels sat in a far
corner.

Li via wal ked over to one of the barrels. Wen she tapped it, it sounded

holl ow. "So you and Maren Ellis inspired Aaron here to experinent with space
travel ," she said to Raven. "Aaron, last time | talked to you it sounded |ike
you' d succeeded." She | ooked up, expecting to see the |ight of understanding
in his eyes. Instead she saw di sappoi nt ment.

"Theoretically, yes,"
even round-tri pped them but

he said, shaking his head. "Sure, we've sent cargoes ..

"Round-tripped? What do you nean?"

He gazed at her evenly. "It doesn't matter. You know the difference between
runni ng away here, within Teven Coronal, and running away out there? If we run
here, we can al ways change our mnds. Al ways come back. But nobody ever
responded to the nessages we put in the barrels. W don't even know what's out
there." He waved at the glass-walled end of the workshop, where the stars

sl ow y wheel ed past

"Raven knows," she said. "Don't you?"

To her surprise, the old nman shook his head. "I know what was out there two
hundred years ago. |'ve tried to contact ny nother, but only get her anina.
And it clains to know no nore than we do. W can't help you much, I'mafraid."

"But you know what caused the accident that stranded Aaron and ne outside of
i nscape, " she accused. "You all knew, but you never told us. There was a nane
for the thing that caused the accident, Aaron."

H s eyes widened. "Livia, | don't want to —

"The anecliptics, Aaron. You know that word, don't you?" she said to Raven.



The old man shrugged. "I know we bought this world fromthem They were our
friends. But ny nother never told nme nore than that."

"Your not her?

"Maren Ellis." Seeing their astoni shed expressions, Raven | aughed. "Yes, ny

not her. We've had our differences over the years ... | guess you could say
Raven's people is one of them But she's one of the originals, and |I'm not.
And the originals don't talk about the time before the manifolds. | don't know

any nore about what's out nere than you do."

Livia glared at the barrels. "You'd think she would have told you. O told
somebody what she knew. She knows nore about what's happening than she's told
any of us.

The one thing we know, though, is that Ellis and the other founders cane from
there." Livia nodded at the stars visible past the dianond-glass far wall of

t he workshop. "They built this world with the help of the anecliptics. Another
thing I knowis that this 3340 who is attacking us is not one of the
anecliptics. It's an interloper, a trespasser, where our real ancestors were
invited in."

Raven nodded. "Mdther told ne that the anecliptics agreed to shelter us from

outside influences. | do agree mat if these so-called ancestors are invaders
on our territory that they're also invading the territory of the anecliptics
but ... "

Shouts from bel ow, then tense silence. Then —the deep crunp of a distant
expl osion. As dust filtered down from above, bom of themturned to watch the
stairwells that led to the outer doors.

"What are you suggesting?" asked Aaron after silence returned.

For a nonent she was afraid to say it But they were just standing there;
nobody had a pl an beyond sinple survival. \Wat was needed right now was a
count ernove whose audacity matched that of the attack agai nst Teven. None of
the peers seened ready to think on that scale, and Livia didn't feel worthy of
doing it either. But she had a reputation for heroism—even if she didn't
renmenber being that hero. For her, audacity was permtted.

Her eyes on Raven, Livia said, "W have to | eave the coronal. Find these
anecliptics. Tell them about 3340. Maybe they'll evict everybody; naybe
they'Il kill us all, I don't know But Aaron, |'mbetting they won't be
indifferent."”

They stared at her in shock for a monent. Then Raven shook his head. "Well
Maren and | tal ked about this kind of travel ... W conm ssioned the
space-travel research project. But, Livia, |leaving Teven is a worse suicide
than what we face here. W isolated ourselves in this place for a reason
because the outside world is full of enemes."

It was the old ostrich-head-in-the-sand argunment that Esther and the peers had
al ways used on her. It infuriated Livia.

Aaron shook his head. "It won't work anyway."
@unfire and shouts echoed up from bel ow. Livia grabbed Raven by the shoul ders.

"Listen! We're out of other options. Anything else we do, 3340 wins. Are you
al ready resigned to that?"



Peopl e were boiling up out of the stairwell now Qingi came |oping over. "Up,
up!" he shouted. "They've taken the foyer. Eagles and thunderbirds!"

Aaron | ooked around at his scattered experinents. "Livia, there's no way to do
it None of the test barrels is big enough to hold a person, much |l ess the
supplies and oxygen they'd need. And with no heat source ... it's sure death,
Liv."

But Raven was | ooking away, his expression troubled. "There night be a way. If
we go up,"” he said to Aaron. "All the way up."

Aaron frowned in sudden understandi ng. "How do you know about that?"

"You forget, | grew up in Westerhaven —before this manifold had that name. |
know this place, and its secrets.”

At that noment Francis ran over. "What are you doi ng standi ng around?" he
shouted. "Grab a weapon and get down therel™

"Let me handle this,"
you'll need."

Raven said to Livia and Aaron. "You gather the supplies

"Then you agree?" She ignored Francis.
Raven sighed. "No. But it's a thing to try."

"What's going on here?" demanded Francis. Livia didn't stick around to |isten
to his confrontation with Raven. She followed Aaron's | ead as he grabbed a box
and began throwi ng food and other gear into it.

The battle was reaching a peak. The equi pnent he'd been using for cover had
crunmbl ed under an onsl aught of laser fire and Qingi was |ooking for a better
vant age poi nt when he felt a hand descend on his shoulder. Startled, he | ooked
up. Raven stood over him The old man didn't say a word, but sinply pointed —
away fromthe battle.

Qingi turned and i medi ately spotted Livia Kodaly draggi ng boxes onto an
open-sided freight elevator stuffed with crates and pieces of metal equipnent.
He nodded to Raven and followed the founder over to help with the |oading.

Hal f of the equi prent appeared Mddern, or even older. The rest was totally
new, conposed of quantum dots and ganged nesobots. Sone of it exhibited the
pseudo-life of post-scientific technology; it was all equally repellant to

Qingi
Q ingi hel ped Aaron dunp several |ast boxes into the elevator. "Were are you
goi ng?" he asked. Livia's friend eyed himsuspiciously but said nothing.

Livia | ooked up fromwhere she was | ashing some netal tubes together. "Away
from Teven. We're going to try to find help."

Away from Teven. The thought was astonishing, dizzying even. Qingi didn't
hesitate. "I will go with you." Qut of the corner of his eye he thought he saw
Raven nod.

"No," snapped Aaron Varese.

"This is nmy world, too,
intend to save?"

said Qingi. "Or is it only Wsterhaven mat you



"But you don't have the skills —
"What skills, exactly, do you think we shall require?"

Aaron glared at him Livia watched them both. Then Aaron sinply said, "Up!"
The huge netal square began grinding its way toward an enpty black shaft in
the ceiling; icy air swept down fromthere. Bel ow themthe workshop spread out
like a game board. On it Westerhaven was playing a | osing match

It was shaming to watch Raven's thunderbirds clawing their way up the stairs
through the withering fire. Once Qingi would have trusted his life to the
beasts. Now they were al nbst upon him "W're rising too slowmy," he said, as
calmy as he could. Nobody answered. At any second the invaders would be up
the stairs, and then this platformwould be the nost promnent target in the
room

Aaron was expl ai ning sonmething to Raven, who listened intently. "The first
barrels just disappeared,” he said. "It took a while before we figured out
that the coronals expect to find destination and routing |abels on inconing
and out goi ng packages. Then, two nonths ago we | abel ed a barrel and dropped
it, and forty days later, it came back! Round-tripped! The coronals, they
rotate, and the ones in this part of space are lined up, so if you drop

somet hing of f one at just the right nonent, it heads straight for the next one
inline, on atangent to its rim And the coronals knowthis ... they're

wat ching for incomng cargos all the tinme. They'll pick it up ... "

One of the stairwells expl oded upward. A bellow ng nonstrosity stood up into
snoke and flame and chunks of rock and netal flew everywhere. The concussion
knocked Q@ ingi off his feet. But they were only two nmeters below the ceiling
now ... one nmeter, and the workshop was opaqued with smoke. Qingi let go a

| ong-hel d breath as the Iine of Iight and snoke narrowed and vani shed, | eaving
them al one in a black shaft of rock

Livia sat disconsolately on a nearby box. Qingi knelt before her. "Wrdweaver
Kodaly, are you hurt?" | She shook her head, snmiling wanly. "W couldn't save
the others.” It was half question, half self-accusation

"OF all of us, who travels best?" he asked. "You should be the one to go on
this journey."

Livia tried to brush back her dust-filled hair. "No, | shouldn't. It's
preci sely because |I travel so well that | shouldn't go."

" It's a whole system "™ Aaron was saying to Raven. "Like a subway, only
it's shut down. Built to take hundreds, thousands of cars a day between the
coronals. Surely it'll be able to recognize and route just one ... "

"I"d been trying not to think about it," Livia said slowy. Wen Qingi didn't
speak but just continued to | ook at her, she nmet his eyes reluctantly. "

mean, how | was able to get us here through all those manifolds. | couldn't
understand it myself at first, why sone people can travel between manifol ds
and others can't. Lucius explained it to me, but at the tine | refused to
understand him | didn't want to give himthe satisfaction of seeing that he
was right "

"Livia, what are you tal king about ?"
"So naturally, the systemis designed to take objects of all kinds of sizes

and shapes," Aaron babbled. "So you're right, you' re absolutely right Hell,
what does a vessel for traveling in space have to | ook |ike, anyway? Does it



have to be a vessel, at all ... ?"

As they inched their way up the stone shaft the sounds of battle bel ow reached
a crescendo. Then silence, enpty except for the | ow scraping noise of their
own ascent.

Livia sighed. "The nanifolds have a values-driven interface, right? To visit
anot her mani fol d, you have to suspend the val ues of your own. So the person
who can travel the best, who can go the farthest is going to be ... the person
with no values, no beliefs. The one who believes in nothing." She | ooked down
at Qingi again, bleakly. "Soneone |ike ne."

Qingi shook his head. "No. It is the exact opposite. The person who travels
best is the one who can see the worth of the greatest nunber of things and
peopl e and pl aces. "

She shook her head.

"Listen," said Aaron, "you need to adjust your shifts for extrene cold, and
gat her your angel s around you

W' re headed for vacuumin a few mnutes.”
wi dening sl owy.

Above them a square of |ight was

Qingi followed Aaron's instructions, but kept an eye on Livia. She seened
listless, spent. The sight alarmed him After a few mnutes the lift ground to
a stop on a shelf of rock high above the nmountains. The thin wind was bitterly
cold, and @ingi's sinuses and ears hurt As he gasped for breath he felt his
totemcoil around himprotectively, and after a few nonments his breath cane
nore easily.

Raven stepped off the platformfirst; he held out bis hand to help Qingi
Qingi hesitated. He couldn't deny that he felt betrayed by this man. But he
forced hinself to nod curtly and clasp the other's hand as he stepped down
onto the cold rock.

They started shifting boxes fromthe el evator to another open cage that sat
outside. This one was rusted and ice-painted, and fromits cross-piece roof a
thin black cable I ed up and up, apparently to infinity. The car was nounted to
the cliff face by only two frail-1looking rails.

When they were done shifting the supplies, they all clanbered aboard the new
car —all except Raven. He stood perfectly still, alittle drift of snow
starting around his feet "Go on," he said quietly.

"What are you doi ng?" asked Livia. "Come on, we need you with us to represent
the founders."

The old man shook his head. "You are your manifolds," he said. "And a founder
is not a leader. It's better if | stay here and try to aid ny people directly.
Anyway, sonebody has to tell the founders what you're attenpting.”

"But they'll be waiting for you when you go back down.™"

Raven smiled wyly. "There's nore than one way down."

Qingi put his hand on Livia's arm "Cone. He has nade his decision." Raven
nodded to him Qingi turned away.

Aaron ordered the new el evator up. They began to rise surprisingly fast.



Despite the ache in his heart, Qingi found his gaze drawn to the vista before
hi m

Raven stood watching froma narrow | edge on an otherw se vertical plain of
rock. A hundred neters belowit, glacial ice started and a kiloneter farther
down the aerie's |landing spur was a junble of blue and green rubble fromthe
aval anche. Fromthere the crags and faces of the nmountainside fell away in
steps that were veiled in nist and cl oud.

Thr ough and between the clouds stretched nmany fine, threadlike cables, al
suspended kil oneters above the peaks. The threads dwindled into invisibility
where the nmountains stretched vast forest-covered fingers onto a distant
plain. The land there was just a blue haze filigreed with indistinct detail.
It stretched on and on —but not to infinity. At the very limt of sight, an
indigo wall stretched fromleft to right across the north end of the plain.
Above it: only sky.

Qingi found hinself standing with his head tilted back, nmouth open, | ooking
up and up as the deep blue sky becanme bl ack overhead. And still the wall they
were clinbing continued upward as though it cut the universe itself in two.

He had to sit down, clutching the car's rail and trying to steady his
breathing. O course he had known that the world he lived in was a constructed
thing; his people were not so foolish as to abandon all true know edge of
their home. But he had been raised not to think of the land this way. Qingi's
under st andi ng was of the habits of fox and otter; he knew the nanes of all the
trees and plants of the forest, and their various properties. Raven's focus
was on the human-scale world; that, he clained, was the only level at which
reality could truly make sense to people. Perhaps that was the real reason he
was not coming with them

Yet someone had i magi ned nore. As the elevator rose, faster and faster it
seened as the air thinned, Qingi tried to enter this manifold, see the world
as the coronal's creator nust have seen it. He could not Down at the spur, the
nmount ai ns had seened |ike giant waves flinging thensel ves up Teven Coronal 's
side wall.

That wall had stretched off into white haze to either side; there was no sense
of scale to it. Now as the elevator rose it canme clear the wall seened
infinite only if he | ooked straight up. To either side its distant top becane
visible, a knife-edge with black above it.

Al his life, @ingi had known the four cardinal directions: if you | ooked
north or south you saw these gigantic walls, but east and west it was
different. Far beyond their blurred horizons stood two pillars of up-sweeping
bl ue and white. They curved toward the zenith, narrowi ng and fading into an
ethereal white until they net somewhere behind the suns, an arch bigger than
worlds. Qingi's people called that arch Thunderbird's Door

He had al ways known that the arch was an optical illusion; only nowdid it
really hit hone. He was rising up the inside wall of a ring two thousand
kilometers in dianmeter and five hundred wi de. The walls cupped an ocean of
at nosphere and at its bottomlay the carefully scul pted | andscape of whol e
continents.

Was Raven's people really just another carefully crafted segnent of corona
shell, five or ten meters thick with vacuumbelow it? The hills he had clinbed
as a child, hollow and netal ? O course they were; and it shouldn't matter. He
had known this all along, he had known it, surely he had. Wat did it matter
to the hawk and the otter that their world was artificial? It shouldn't matter



to him either.
He fought back tears and turned away.

No one had spoken since they began this ascent. Tinme seened stretched, as if
each second was an hour. But if Qingi glanced at the wall behind him it fel
past with an uncanny speed.

One of the boxes burst open in a white cloud of ice. Aaron closed it again by
sitting onit. "W're nearly at vacuum" he said. "A real workout for our
angel s." Nobody | aughed.

Q ingi thought about what Livia had said. He had believed that her strength
cane froma belief that the world was w der than any one mani fol d. Because she
knew t hat, she could put her own world away when needed, and trade her

ghahl anda for that of another place. So Qingi had believed.

He still believed that. But she didn't.

"There," said Aaron. "CQur destination.'
foll owed his gaze.

He pointed up and to one side. Qing

Sonet hi ng perched on the very edge of the wall top, which was now only a few
kil ometers overhead. Unfamiliar with such things, it took hima while to
realize that the tiny square object was a house.

Livia stood, her misery tenporarily forgotten. "Aaron! That can't be real. Who
woul d be insane enough ... T

Aaron shrugged. "We never found out. Maybe Raven hinself. | |earned about the
pl ace frommy uncle. He said he found it thirty years ago. It had been
abandoned a long tinme by then. But it's not the only building on the top of
the walls, Livia. There's a whole city on the north side; and there's |lots of
ot her places, sonme like this, some totally alien |ooking. You can find them
with a good tel escope, they're usually at the top of the coronal's built-in
el evators —like the one we're riding."

They stood watching as the top of the wall approached. The house bl azed
brilliant against the black sky; it was Iit not from above, but fromthe side.
The vertical surface of the wall below it also glowed, fading gradually over
hundreds of meters. "See the way it shines,"” said Aaron. "That house is the
first thing you' ve ever seen that's lit directly by the sun." Qingi |ooked
up; the suns he had grown up knowi ng as the nost constant of things were now
faint curved slits in blackness. For the first tine in full daylight he could
see the edges of the vast oval mirror that slowy spun in the open center of
the coronal ring. Teven Coronal rotated at right angles to the sun, and the
oval mrror directed Iight down onto the ring' s inner surface. The mrror
itself turned, slower than Teven, to create a twenty-four-hour day. From here
the mrror's edge | ooked crisp and clear, as if it were only neters away. It
was at | east two hundred kil ometers above him

Then they rose onto the glow ng section of wall, and sunlight burst on Qi ngi
fromthe side. He | ooked out over the well of light that was Teven, and saw

the true sun of humanity rising slowy over the north wall of the world. H's
first real sunrise. It declared his entire previous existence a lie.

He coul dn't think; couldn't even breathe for a few nonents. Wth a start he
realized they had stopped rising. Aaron was opening the netal gate of the
cage, his expression resolute.



"I"mglad you convinced us to do this, Livia," Aaron said. 'Td forgotten what
it was like up here. Fromhere you can see the truth: 3340 may be conquering
every manifold in the coronal, but nowit's clear just how small mat conquest
really is."”

The three-story Tudor-style chalet sat on the very edge of the cliff, a
kilometer fromthe elevator. The first thing Livia noticed was that it wasn't
al one up here; the top of the wall was littered with junk —opened boxes,

br oken machi nes of various technol ogy |evels, uprooted and dried plants. They
were scattered in a broad arc around the house. Looki ng beyond them she saw
that the dark surface was about two hundred nmeters wide, north to south. Its
cl ean edges converged to infinity east and west, with the swirled

whi t e-and-blue of the coronal's lands to die north side of it, and utter

bl ackness to the south.

Aaron was haul i ng some boxes in the direction of the house. Listlessly, she
went to join him "I can't see stars," she comented.

"Too dimto be seen in die day," he nuttered. "Dam!" He'd grabbed a crate and
frost-burned the pal mof his hand through the material of his angel. "Come on
we have to hurry with this stuff.”

"But | don't understand what we're doing," she said. "Are we hiding here?"

"W probably could, but for how | ong?" He shook his head. "No, |ook: the house
isn't attached to anything. It's just sitting on the surface. That's because
this stuff,” he stanped, "is too hard to be drilled or punctured by nornal
means. It's woven fullerene —carbon nanotubes —Iike the whol e coronal

Whoever built the house just hauled it up and pushed it to that spot. W're
going to push it ourselves, only in that direction." He jabbed a thunb at the
fat homl ess black that ate half the vista.

Qingi had been dutifully dragging a sack of assenbler spores. Now he stopped
and peered at Aaron. "lIs your xhants ill, Aaron? You are not naking sense.”

"Sure | am" he said, lifting the crate nore carefully. "The house is
airtight. It has its own heat source, which we just have to fire up. 1've
brought supplies ... you have to get over the idea that we'd be falling if we
went over that edge, Wordweaver. If you junp over that edge," he pointed at
the bright side, "you'll fall fifty kilometers and splat on the nountains

bel ow. But if you go that way," he nodded at the bl ackness, "you're not
falling. You're traveling."

Livia half |istened as they brought the supplies in through the house's
airtight foyer, which Aaron called an "airlock." The coronals, he said, were
col ossal spinning rings and anythi ng dropped off the edge of one, if it was
dropped at the right tine, would travel through space in a straight line unti
it gently tapped the underside of the next coronal in Iline. "And underneath
the coronals," said Aaron, "there are |anding pads. Those are automatic; they
won't let us miss."

Teven Coronal was but one of many. Aaron had used his tel escopes to verify
that a chain of themled mllions of kiloneters into the distance —past the
heaven-si zed pillars of |um nous gas that obscured npbst of the night sky. The
chain might lead all the way to the place where the founders had come from

H story spoke of a universe outside of Teven holding trillions of people. But
cruci al details of that w der world had been | ost —obscured, she now
realized, by Ellis and the other founders.

To peopl e confident of their permanent isolation, such a sacrifice nmust have



made sense; the founders had wanted each manifold to be able to craft its own
origin story, consistent with its values. But once that isolation was
di sturbed, the folly of the plan becane obvious.

They knew not hing of where they were going. So either the coronal next door
woul d have its own civilization and be willing to help them or it was the
very home of 3340. In which case this journey was in vain.

The airl ock opened and Livia stepped into the front hall of the house. It was
shocking in its normality: the floor was pallasite tile, illumnated from

bel ow, and an ordinary side table held a green vase containing wthered
flowers. Faded portraits hung on the walls. She wandered in a daze into a
rustic living roomwith a beaned ceiling. Her feet sank into deep white pile
carpet. A long couch and two | eather arnthairs faced a stone mantel piece with
satyrs carved in it. Above the mantel was an excellent painting of the

Sout hwal I mountains. A burl oak witing table sat in one corner, an enpty
rosewood chi na cabi net in another

Everything was covered in fine patterns of frost. It was so cold in here that,
wi t hout her angel's help, she wasn't sure she could even breathe. As it was,
the air that canme to her nose was painfully dry.

She wal ked to the front wi ndow and | ooked down fifty kilometers at the corona
| ands.

"What kind of a person would live |like this?" She coughed.
Aaron appeared enbarrassed. "I don't know ... | kind of like it."

"Ckay," she said, "now we do what? Get out and push the place over the cliff
o

"Essentially, yes." He wal ked through the oak-panel ed dining roomand tw tched
back the drapes; they disintegrated in his hands but he ignored that, pointing

to sonmething outside. "l've brought a few kiloneters of fullerene cable. W're
going to tie that to the house, and nount sone thrusters to both. Then we see
if the tractor ny uncle brought up here twenty years ago still works."

She | ooked where he pointed. Sone kind of heavy processing unit squatted on

the smooth top of the wall, twenty nmeters away. "That's the power plant for
the place,"” he said. "I brought our own power source so we don't really need
it; but it'll make a great counterweight."

" Count er wei ght ? For what ?"
"Gavity."

She sighed, and fromthen on she didn't ask any nore questions. \Wile Aaron
and Qingi clanbered under and over the house, enmeshing it in thin cables,

she busied herself with the devices they'd brought inside. She found Aaron's
power source, and plugged it into the house's feeds. Then she turned up the
heat and air, and set about expl oring.

The place was huge. It had three floors, four bedroons, two bathroons, a
kitchen that could serve dozens, and even a library, its shelves enpty. Mst
of the roons were furnished; on one of his trips through the Iiving room Aaron
reveal ed that his uncle had actually lived here for a while. And so had Aaron
of f and on since the accident.

Eventually it was warm enough and she was tired enough that Livia sinply



col l apsed on the living roomcouch. Through the front w ndow she could see
Qingi's feet; he was standing on a | adder, gluing small rockets to the wall
of the house. She stared out over the |lands of Teven for a while, then dozed.
In her dreans she saw Bar-rastea in flames, with centuries' worth of

scul pture, painting, and architecture being ground under the heels of petul ant
gi ants who fought over baskets full of people. She woke disoriented and
overwhel mngly sad, to find Aaron and Qingi stanping and shivering in the
front hall. "We're ready," said Aaron. "The tractor works. Livia, don't you
want to watch this?"

She stared at him "No," she said, feeling that she was stating the obvious.
She turned over and faced the back of the couch, but she could still hear the
two nmen chattering on about what they were doing. Despite hinself Qingi had
warned to the adventure, she knew. And if they were to travel to another
coronal, they had to do this work. She still resented their com ngs and
goings. Al she wanted to do was sleep until the stars went out.

Abruptly the house shook. She sat up, fearing for a monent that the

t hunderbirds had found them But no —it was only the hul king tractor, which
was pressed up against die front of the house and had started pushing it in
the direction of the infinite black sky. The notion was slow, and a constant
grindi ng sounded from bel ow. The vibration ratcheted up through every surface.
She heard things toppling and smashing in the kitchen

It all becane real to her suddenly. They were |eaving. She m ght never see her
peopl e again. Urgently she called up her Society, and they all popped into
bei ng around her —parents, uncles and aunts, friends, people she'd admred
and tried to ermul ate over the years. They stood or sat around the room
smling at her, conversing quietly as though nothing had happened. But they
were all animas —there was not a single connection to a |ive human being
anong t hem

Ci cada and Peasebl ossom fl ew over and | anded on her knees. "Livia!" said one.
"W haven't seen you in days!" said the other. "How are you?"

She started to cry, and at that nmonent the house tipped and shuddered, and in
a chaos of sliding furniture and smashing gl assware, she and her agents and
Aaron and Qingi and everyone she had ever loved fell over the edge of the
wor | d.

PART TWD
Under the Anecliptics

Institutions are information processing systenms created to pronote specific
val ues. Once they exist, these systenms (club, conpany, governnent, or church)
become values in and of thensel ves. Then new systens are created to support
themin turn. We call this constant cycling of systens "history."

—fromthe Foundi ng Declaration of the Narratives, 2124
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Aaron bunped agai nst the ceiling. Something huge lunged at himin the sudden
dar kness. He shouted and flail ed backwards. The china cabi net pushed gently
agai nst bis palmand cane to a stop.

He peered past the cabinet. Everything was still falling —that was the

sensati on —but nothing was [ anding. He'd known it would be this way, but his
heart pounded anyway. After a monent of indecisive paralysis he shoved the



cabi net aside. Across the living roomLivia was curled into a fetal position
and the Raven warrior had braced hinself in the archway to the front entrance.
Al'l around them fl oated various pieces of furniture. As he watched, the

pai nting over the mantel piece gently lifted itself up off its hook and drifted
to the ceiling.

This panic was a waste of tine. He tried to get purchase on the wall but
simply flew anay fromit After a bit of bumnping and thuddi ng he managed to get
to the front wi ndow. There was nothing visible outside at all, just a faint
pearly glow that rotated around the w ndow franme every mnute or so

"Qingi, could you get the lights?" he said. H's voice sounded properly calm
now. "Livia, are you all right?"

She nmunbl ed somnet hing from nearby. Aaron put out his hand to reassure her, but
somehow coul dn't conplete the gesture of touching her

Q ingi sounded apologetic: '1 don't know how to |ight your roons."
"That's just perfect." Aaron gauged his junp nore carefully this time, and
sailed over to touch the traditional switch plate next to the archway. The
roomwas flooded with |ight —and | ooked ten tinmes as surreal in the steady
illumination as all its contents sailed majestically around, |ike a parade of
househol d gods.

"If you're not going to help, could you at |east get out of the way?" The
warrior reluctantly let go of the door-janb and Aaron slipped past himand
back to the kitchen. Aside fromthe table and sone floating plates, it was
clear in here but dark. He went to the wi ndow and | ooked out Aaron gave a gasp
of wonder. Here were stars such as he had never seen. The darkness was crowded
with them and he'd swear he could nmake out different colors. The
constel |l ati ons were drowned in detail

As the house slowy turned, he saw the source of the pearly glow that had been
visible fromthe Iiving room The arching inside surface of the coronal forned
a sliver of light far above. The rest of the giant structure was invisible in
t he bl ackness, but they must still be falling past the sidewall. It was

probably a good thing that they couldn't see that endl ess surface speedi ng by.

He went to the control boxes he'd clanped to the kitchen counter and
cautiously ordered a small burst fromthe rockets he and Qingi had attached
to the house. For a nonent nothing seened to happen; then he had to grab the
counter as the whole roomnoved to the left.

Five mnutes later he re-entered the living room —wal king in great slow
boundi ng steps. Livia | ooked up fromwhere she perched on her toes on the
floor. "What's happeni ng?" she asked, fear in her voice.

"I spun us up a bit," he said. "I've given us enough monentum for a twentieth
of a gee. | didn't want to do nore yet, to let the furniture settle. After
everything' s back in position we can spin back up to a good wei ght —say, half
a gravity. It's the best way to | ose weight," he added with a grin. They
didn't |augh.

Nobody spoke, in fact, as they went through the house fetching chairs and beds
down fromthe bizarre piles and configurations they had made. Then Aaron spun
them up and real weight gradually returned.

As Aaron adjusted the position of the painting over the mantel he heard Livia
drop onto the couch behind him "Now what?" she asked.



"Well," he said, stepping back and eyeing his handiwork, "nost of the work was
intimng when to throw us off the wall. There's nothing to do now but wait."

Silence. He turned; both Livia and Qingi sat bolt upright in their chairs.
They were waiting. Aaron began to laugh, all of the tension finally ebbing
away as he did. "Weks!" he said. "The next coronal is weeks away. The house
is self-healing, the oxygen and heat plants are the best pseudolife we had ..
there's really nothing we have to do. This is what space travel is like."

They stared at him unconprehending. Finally he just shrugged and went to
fetch the house's broonbug to clean up a spill in the kitchen

Later, Aaron and Livia canme together in the kitchen. For the first tinme since
her arrival at the aerie, neither was busy with sonething. They hugged and he
gazed intently into her face. "Have | said how proud I am of you?"

She rai sed an eyebrow. "No, but go ahead. Ch, by the way —about what?"

He | aughed. "The others thought we'd | ost you after the Cceanus thing. You
di sappeared at the same tine as the rest of the peers. But | kept saying, 'if
anybody can nake it out it's Livia. She's done it before.'"

Uneasy, Livia broke away. "lI'mnot special. | was just |ucky enough not to be
t here when they attacked."

"But you led them"
She shrugged irritably. "Wat does that nmatter?"

He waved a hand. "It doesn't. It doesn't. As long as you're okay ... And this
Qingi fellow? He hel ped you?"

She nodded. "Q@ingi's a ... very special person. Strong. He doesn't seemto
know what the word uncertainty means."

"Huh." He busied hinself with the house controls he'd clanped to the kitchen
counter.

"Aaron." He | ooked over, smling. "Wy didn't you tell ne you were going away?
| mean, | understand if the founders didn't want you to talk about the
specifics of the project you were working on. But you could have said it was
secret, and left it at that."

He | ooked bl ank for a nonent. "I didn't want to keep secrets fromyou. And
didn't want to lie to you."

Livia gave hima puzzled frown. "So vani shing out of nmy Society was sonehow
better?"

"Look, I"'msorry. | was ... consumed with the project. It's all 1've thought
about for weeks. Besides," he said with a grin, "I'ma big boy now You don't
really need me to tell you all ny com ngs and goi ngs, do you?"

That stung, both because Livia knew she shouldn't have to rely on his presence
so nmuch anynore —and because once upon a tine, she had been able to rely on
it without hesitation.

Does that mean we're no | onger inseparable? she wanted to ask. But she kept
silent They continued chatting, catching up as if nothing had happened. But so



much had happened | ately; she couldn't sustain the casual tone of the
conver sati on.

Eventual ly, talk dried up, and they drifted their separate ways.

They gat hered over breakfast to discuss their plans. So far the details had
been sketchy: all Livia had cared about was escaping Teven. Al it took was an
el oquent | ook on her part for Aaron to understand.

"What do we do next? Well, this was the easy part," he began. "The coronals
take care of travel between them Normally we wouldn't have | aunched fromthe
top of the wall but fromone of the cities under the coronal's skin. The
skin"s only two nmeters thick at any point and there're I ots of doorways and
shafts opening into the undersurface."

Livia paused with her fork hal fway to her nmouth. "I1've never heard of anything
like that," she said. Qingi also |ooked puzzled.

"I"ve explored sone of them" said Aaron. "There's whole cities hanging |ike
chandel i ers underneath our feet. But they're in different manifolds. | thought
that some of them mi ght know how to use the coronals' transport systens, but
it seems that the founders excluded use of the docking systems fromthe tech

| ocks. They made travel as inpossible as |ong-range radio and | aser-com"”

"But why?" asked Livia. "Ch," she answered herself. "Because they didn't want
us to be found. They wanted to isolate the nmanifolds here."

"Yes. Which is a shane because fromwhat |'ve been able to learn, all you'd
have to do to travel between the coronals is walk down a flight of stairs and
enter a nmoving stateroom At the appropriate nonent it gets dropped, and
you're away. At the far end, grapples pick you up as you fly by the
destination coronal on a close tangent. | found pieces of old cargo boxes in
some of the underways, and figured out the basics of their |abels. W tried
various destination |abels on the barrels we dropped, and ones with a
particul ar | abel were picked up and held at the next coronal. So we know the
| abel , or | guess the nane, of that coronal: it's called Rosinius in

A dwor | dLi ng.

"The system seens fully automatic; there'd be way too rmuch traffic for a human
to oversee. But you see, nobody clainmed the barrels at the far end. | don't
know i f anybody noticed themat all. Wen they weren't clained after two days,
the systemreturned them It's that automation that we're going to rely on to
get us to Rosinius."

"And if we don't find help there?" asked Qingi. "Do we travel to the next
one? And the next? Then what? WIIl we be stranded?"

Aaron hesitated. "I don't know. | didn't want to do this in the first place.
O course, we know the Teven | abel, so we can al ways cone back ... "

"If we're not captured by soneone or killed," Livia pointed out. Aaron
shrugged.

"Same chance we were taking at hone."

Qingi smled; it was the first tinme in days he'd done that Livia smled back
at him "Wat next, then? W is it we seek?"

She hesitated. "The one nane |'ve got to go on is the anecliptics.”



"What do we know about then?" Qingi asked. "Are they founders, |ike Raven or
your Ellis? O ggatxhana?"

"Well, the name is a clue," said Aaron. "If you squint, you m ght be able to
see what | nean." He waved a piece of bread at the w ndow, weak but direct
sunlight slanted in. Livia did squint at the sun, but it |ooked the way it
always did: tiny and fierce, with mnute thornlike spikes of intense Iight
hangi ng just above and below it. The spikes made it look a bit like a sideways
eye.

Aaron rose and went to the wi ndow. He pointed to one side. "Have you ever
wonder ed where that cones fron®"

Livia craned her neck. He was pointing at the faintly drawn, rainbow col ored
cl ouds that hung across one half of the sky. "It's just the Lethe Nebula," she
said. "It's always been there."

"Actually, no," said Aaron. "It was never there during ancient tines, or the
Modern period. | checked old astronom cal records. There's nothing about a
seventy-mllion-kilonmeter-thick cloud orbiting near Jupiter." He pointed
again, this time to the brightest star. Livia knew it was Jupiter; that
pinprick of light was the only celestial object other than the cloud and the
sun that never moved with the seasons. "And did you know," continued Aaron
"that there's another cloud like this one on the opposite side of the sun?"
Livia shrugged. "It's all one thing," he said. "The sun has two jets rising
off its poles. So that's your clue: those jets rise at right angles to
somet hing called the plane of the ecliptic.”

He di pped his finger in his water glass and drew a wide circle on the
tabletop. "All the planets orbit the sun like trains on rails, all the rails
on die sane flat plane. That imaginary flat surface is called the ecliptic."
He smoot hed his pal mover the wood surface. "The jets we see coming off the
sun rise and fall at an angle to that plane."

Livia | ooked at the circle, then out the window at the sky-spanning iridescent
cloud. "That cloud is fed fromthe sun," she said.

" Fromoff the ecliptic,"” said Aaron and nodded. "So whatever these
anecliptics are, they surely have sonmething to do with that process."

Visible on any night in Teven were dozens of starlettes inside the Lethe, and
countless infinitesiml sparkles of |ight —each one a congeal ed conet of
gases fromthose clouds. "Wthout Teven bl ocking out half the sky, you can see
bi g engi nes working near the starlettes,” said Aaron. "They're building
coronal s and other things even larger. They're all radio silent, but they

m ght conmuni cate by | aser. The Lethe bl ocks any transm ssions that might cone
frombeyond it. But those places m ght be where your anecliptics live."

She shuddered. "They're not mne," she said. She | ooked up to see Aaron eyeing
her; there was sonething unspoken between them It was, she knew, the nmenory
of the horrible destruction of the crash that had killed his parents. Lady
Ellis had casually said that a mad aneclip-tic had caused it.

"Rosinius Coronal is two mllion kilonmeters away," he said. "That's exactly a
week's journey at three point three kiloneters per second, which is the
rotational speed of Teven, hence our traveling speed. If we're |lucky, we'll
find allies at Rosinius. If not ... then we collect supplies if we can, and
keep going."



They | ooked at each other. No one had anything to add. For the nonent, al
they could do was wait.

And there was nothing nore to space travel than waiting. In a sense, Livia had
been traveling in space aboard Teven all her life, and this was no different.
She ate, she slept, she stared at the walls. COccasionally before sleeping she
woul d tease back the drapes in her bedroom and gaze outside. Then the stars
and the intricate constructions of the anecliptics wuld be fully visible to
her. Yet there was no ground bel ow t he house, no horizon and no cl ouds above.
It was only when she saw this that she really understood that their known
world lay behind them

So they padded to and fro |ike ghosts, nurnuring polite greetings to one
another in the hall; cooking, tidying, inventorying their supplies, and
sitting. Endless sitting in perfect silence and stillness. The house had

i nscape projectors, but with nothing to project, they mght as well not have
exi st ed.

One evening she was sitting in her room reading one of the archaic paper
books that had been left in the Iibrary by the previous tenant. Soneone tapped
on the door; she looked up to find Qingi peering around it. "May | come in?
he asked.

She glared at himbut he didn't go away. "Surely," she said after an awkward
nmonent. She tuned her shift to the formal black she was wearing these days and
slipped off the bed to sit in one of the arncthairs. He hesitated over the
other chair, then sat cross-1legged on the floor

"Livia, if I have done something to offend you, | would Iike to apol ogi ze —
once you tell nme what it was."

She stared at him "Ofend —? No, Qingi, no you haven't done anything. Quite
the ... opposite. You' ve been very patient, both you and Aaron."

"Ah." He gazed at the wall for a moment. "In that case, | would like you to
apol ogi ze to ne."

"Ap —" She opened her nouth and closed it. "Wat for?"

"You are behaving in an accusatory and abusive nmanner," he said calmy. "You
snap at nyself and Aaron if we so much as smile at you. But ten minutes |ater
you are cheerful and start a conversation. It is ... wearing us down."

"Ch." She shifted unconfortably. "Really? | ... " She tried to renenber sone
such incident, and couldn't. "Things have been hard on all of us," she said at
| ast.

"Hmm " He sat there for a while, picking at the carpet. "There is another
t hi ng. "

"\What ?"

"I have not seen you speaking to your Society since we left. It ... concerns
ne."

She sighed painfully and said, "I don't believe in Societies anynore."

He rubbed his chin. "I don't understand."”

"Qingi ... " She tanped down on her anger. "How do we know what's true in



i nscape, and what's a lie created by these 3340 fanatics? They may have

i nfected inscape —it could be that our ani mas have been working for themfor
years. Don't you see? If | bring up my Society, who am| really talking to?
The spirits of nmy fanmily and friends? Or some puppet master?"

He scow ed at the carpet, then nodded. "I understand. But that must be
terrible for you. To be so cut off fromeverything ... "

She hunched, fists clenched. "What do you want ne to say? Yes, yes, it is
terrible and I don't know how to deal with it. I don't know how. You cone in
here accusing me of stuff and trying to find out where | hurt —of course
hurt! O course, but what can | do about it? Wat do you want from ne?"

He didn't turn away fromher intensity. 'To hear you say it, as you're doing
now. "

"Well," she said frostily, "thank you, but |I'mnot sure how you can replace an
entire Society, Qingi." She felt the need to say nore —words tunbl ed over
one anot her but she held back —and finally she turned away from him

"You're not the only one who has lost their |oved ones,"” he said quietly.

She | eapt to her feet and as he stood she made to push himout the door. "Dam
you, what do you want!" She put her hands on his chest and shoved but it was
li ke pushing a wall. Instead his arns went around her

Then she was in tears, cursing herself for a weakling. He just held on to her
and |l et her cry.

In her need she found herself kissing him then pulling himto her bed.

Later, she lay perfectly calmand stared at the ceiling. He breathed deep and
slow next to her. The night felt unreal —things had changed, but how coul d
anything really be different while they were exiles? Love was inpossible in
this tinme, she was sure

Menories cane to her of the ruins and overturned trees of Teven after the
accident. Her recollection of that tinme was fragnentary, but she knew there
had been tinmes when she wal ked ami d the devastation with nmuch the same

det achment as now. She had col dly wondered whether she would live or die. That
was how you survived, she told herself now you went past fear and anger and
despair and just extingui shed your enotions entirely. You |ost synpathy for
yoursel f, you stopped dream ng about rescue —you treated dreans with

cont enpt .

Unl ess there was another way ... She turned and gazed at Qingi's sleeping
face. He seened to sense her, and opened one eye. "What?" he munbl ed.

"Qingi, howis it you were able to travel with us all the way to the aerie?
The others all dropped away as they found places they couldn't believe in
enough to enter. But you wal ked through every world with us. How did you do
t hat ?"

"l believed," he nurnured.

"I'n what ?" she said, allow ng herself a nonent of hope.

"You," he said. "I believed in you." Then he turned over and went back to
sl eep.



Shocked and confused, Livia lay for a long tinme staring at the dark curve of
his shoul der. Was he just another believer in the stories about her? The
t hought hurt; disappointed, she finally turned away from him

Her eyes were dry; quietly, in the dark, she w thdrew her synpathy from
herself. She let it go, and let go too of her parents, her friends, of
Barrastea and her roons and all the things she had done or wanted to do. They
drai ned out of her |eaving her cold and enpty. Then she curled under the warm
wal | of Qingi's back and went to sleep

The week passed in boredom and increasing tension. Qingi cane to Livia's bed
as often as not, but they continued to spend much of their daytime apart She
supposed they were brooding on their separate | osses. He and she were such
different people that their intimcy seened forced anyway.

Aaron was barely polite to either of them He hid in his room nuch of the
time, building a radio using conponents he hoped were not contanminated wth

t he nanot ech-nol ogy of the tech |ocks. He snelled of copper and oil when they
passed in the hall.

Q ingi had fashioned a spear out of scavenged household materials, and spent
much of his time casting it in an upstairs hallway. Livia found out about it
one day when she awoke to the sound of a furious argunment between the two nen.
Arriving at the scene, she found a wooden pole sticking out of a wall that was
peppered wi th di anond-shaped hol es from previous throws. " —Know what coul d
happen if you hit a circuit that can't repair itself?" Aaron had been
shout i ng.

Li via wal ked away w t hout i ntervening.

There was a tine when she had consi dered Aaron her closest friend; had he
wanted nore than that? Did he | ove her now? He had never expressed such
desires to her before. Livia resented his silence but didn't feel that it was
her place to bring up this subject. They all began avoi di ng one another's
eyes, and skul ki ng about .

Meanwhi | e anyt hi ng coul d have happened back hone —nanifol ds conquered, people
killed or made into quislings of 3340. There was no way to know. Qutside the
wi ndows the towers of cloud that made up the Lethe turned slowy, revealing
deep cavities and slopes within thenmsel ves. And beyond the Lethe, sonething

el se was becomi ng visible, day by day. Coronals and starlettes gl owed out
there, as well as brilliant pinpricks that noved al nost perceptibly fast Aaron
had brought a telescope with himfromthe aerie, and he spent a lot of tine
peering at the newy reveal ed wonders. Once, as they were all sitting in the
living room he turned and said to @ingi, "Come here."

The warrior |ooked over at himwarily. "Conme on. | want to show you
somet hing," said Aaron. Reluctantly Qingi went over and | ooked through the
eyepi ece.

Livia had no interest in telescopes, and Qingi said nothing at the tinme about
what he saw. That night, though, as they lay together, he told her

"I remenber trying to catch mst in ny hand when | was a boy. | had thought
that the Lethe would be the sane, that it was a kind of fog too insubstanti al
to see." Instead, when he pointed the tel escope at the Lethe he saw, not nist,
but a broad distribution of starlike points that only merged to formthe cl oud
at a seemingly infinite distance. Aaron had showed Qingi howto zoomin on
one of the points; up close, it |ooked sonmething |like a dismenbered aircar |eg
was coal escing out of the fog. It hung alone in space, distant sunlight



pi cking out fine detail on one half of it, the other half an unforned snudge.
He focused the scope on another pinprick of light; this |looked like it would
become a bundl e of girders, given tinme. And over there was a curved

di anond- gl ass wi ndow, visible only as arcs and | ozenges of reflection. Each of
t he objects was separated by many kiloneters fromits nearest nei ghbor —but
there were billions, trillions of such pieces. Between them Aaron had
expl ai ned, an unguessabl e anmount of virtual matter floated. Its conponents
seened to drift together over time and spontaneously nmorph into objects and
devi ces of any sort.

Livia lay there a long tinme thinking about it, aware that Qingi was doing the
same beside her. The Lethe Nebul a was nothing nore or |ess than severa
civilizations' worth of parts and supplies, drifting slowmy in currents and
eddies of their own diffuse gravity. According to Aaron, countless

f usi on- power ed ships grazed up and down the vast outer surface of the cloud.
Qingi suggested that this mght be the solar systems watering hole: a

gat hering place for whatever it was that lived beyond all nanifolds, beyond
the tech | ocks. Here they —whatever they were —fed of f the bounty provided
by the anecliptics.

And sonewhere within that abyss of drifting machines and parts, the
anecliptics thenselves mght lurk —watchful, alert for anyone who tried to
take too nmuch or enter too deeply into what Lucius had called the "Fall ow
Lands. "

O, perhaps, alert for anyone who tried to | eave.
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Their experiences at Rosinius Coronal rermained vivid in Livia's menory |ater
the coronals that followed tended to blur together. Maybe it was because they
spent nore time at this first stop, or maybe it was that in those first days
Li via wondered whether its desolate jungle was to be their home for the rest
of their lives.

When the coronal first | oomed ahead of them they tal ked in anticipation about
what they might find there: a culture of manifolds |like their own, perhaps —
or perhaps a fallen civilization, captured and conquered |like their own by
3340. They spent tinme getting their stories straight, depending on what the
peopl e were |ike and how they were received.

No one received them

I nvisible grapples delicately plucked the flying house's tether and drew t hem
t hrough the skin of the coronal, depositing the house in what Aaron said was
an airlock chamber simlar to those underneath Teven. The room was bi g enough
to accommpdat e a dozen houses; giant letters on one wall spelled out rosinius.
After an hour of tense waiting, during which hissing and poppi ng sounds

i ndi cated an at nosphere being punped into the chanber, they finally ventured
out their front door. Qingi brought his spear. But there was no wel com ng
conmittee in the dusty corridors that opened off the airlock —only

soi |l -cl ogged stairs that |ed upward into steaming air and the buzz of

unfam liar insects.

They | ooked at one another uncertainly, then Aaron grinmaced and said, "M ght
as well see what's up there.”

At the top of the half-blocked stairs they emerged in a clearing where sone
forest giant had fallen |l ong ago, taking nmany of its neighbors with it. The
tunmbl ed 1 ogs were overgrown with noss and ferns and up-thrusting darts of new



forest. It was bright under the hazy suns —three starlettes —but beneath the
encroachi ng forest nothing was visible but gloom They wal ked slowy into this
cat hedral of trees and stopped, daunted right at the start of their

expl orati on.

There were no | andmarks that would make it easy for themto find their way
back here. Still, nobody raised the issue; they all needed to know what had
happened here. Unspoken was the thought that perhaps this was what Teven woul d
| ook i ke once 3340 was done with it Then Qingi pointed. "There is a deer
track there," he said. "A track for sonething, at |east; these plants are

unli ke any 1've ever seen.”

I ndeed, all the vegetation in sight seemed bl oated, about to burst with water
or sap. There was an unhealthy, fetid stench under the trees. Insectlike birds
flitted under the high forest canopy. The ground here was cl ear of underbrush,
but rows of huge fungi crisscrossed the |loamlike fences.

"I'f we follow that track, we return the sane way," said Qingi confidently.
"And what if we get |ost?" said Aaron

Qingi stood up straighten "I will not become |ost."

"Ch, like that's reassuring. | —
"Hey!" shouted Livia. "Are we going or not?"
Aaron shrugged breezily. "All right. But | don't see what you hope to find."

They wal ked in silence. After the first hundred neters livia was drenched in
sweat; she found it hard to breathe this thick air, but she wasn't about to
conplain. She felt like they were finally doing sonething. Qingi took the

| ead, and for the first tinme in weeks he | ooked alert, even happy.

Ast eroi dal rocks, weathered with tine, poked up here and there along the
trail, which nmeandered back and forth but always nmaintained its genera
direction. They saw no animal life other than the distant avians. The
creatures always stayed hi gh above where stout branches reached out and vines
drooled fromthe forest climax. The air was full of m dges, but nothing bit

t hem

The | and becane swanpy, and the path wound its way in between dark pool s.
These were fringed with gouts of green vegetation that seenmed frozen in sone
conpl ex fight for space above the water; those stal ks and branches that won
were turned downward, |eaves pointing at the black water. The gargantuan
trunks of trees reared up in between the pools, and sonetines the path

foll owed the backs of twi sting exposed roots that formed bridges across the
still, |eaf-paved surfaces. There was no sign of the creatures that had
created the path, but as they were crossing one of the pools Livia happened to
gl ance down, and stopped.

"That's odd." She pointed at a distant gl ow of pastel light that glimered
deep in the water. It seened like frozen clouds of radi ance were trapped down
there. There was sonething famliar about the glow, but it was unlike anything
she had ever seen in the forests and pools of Wsterhaven. As she watched, the
glowing roils noved slowly to one side, as though sone great river were
flowi ng beneath her feet.

Then the first stars cane into view



Aaron breathed an inarticul ate sound of wonder. A glittering starscape
appeared beneath the bridge, delicately shimering as if trapped in the depths
of the pool. "It's a window," said Livia. Qingi frowned in confusion. "Don't
you see?" She pointed. "The skin of the coronal is transparent here."

He shook his head, unconprehending —then gasped as a starlette appeared
bel ow, and bright dawn came to the shadowed pillars of the forest.

The sunlight appeared first in the far distance; it |ooked as though sone
giant were lifting the trees away in patches here and there, |eaving bright
spring-green and yellow shining in shafts of sunlight. A crinson and gold gl ow
welled up in the pool —and the little sun appeared there, too bright to I ook
at. The weaths of foliage around them were now bathed in full daylight, and

t he undersi de of the forest canopy far above was painted bright green

"This wi ndow could be kiloneters in size," said Aaron. "Maybe once it was al
clear, like a shallow | ake. You coul d have canoed over the stars. But the
soil's invaded it "

The strange ground-lit day only lasted five minutes. But its glitter reveal ed
vast distances under the forest canopy, and it was plain that there were no
bui | di ngs here, no clearings —no sign of humanity.

So, though they nmade several nore forays out to the jungle, they never
travel ed farther than that very spot There seenmed little point. They gathered
large arnfuls of various plants to feed into the food processors in the house;
they came up at night and scanned the visible ring of the coronal for any
signs of a living civilization, and they debated endl essly about what m ght
have happened here. And finally, after four days, they trooped back to the
house and Aaron replaced the rosinius sign on its side with the next name on
the Iist of coronals he'd conpiled while exploring Teven's underside. Sure
enough, after another day of tense waiting, a creaking and poppi ng signal ed
the w thdrawal of atnosphere fromthe giant airlock —and then suddenly the
house was falling, everybody shouting as the furniture flew every which way.
Rosi ni us had rel eased them

So began weeks of travel and di sappoi ntnent, as each coronal turned out to be
enpty —whether jungle |ike Rosinius, waving grassland |ike Mikhtar, or ice
and nountains |like some others. Barren as they were, though, with each corona
they visited they cane closer to the outer boundary of the Lethe Nebul a.

When they energed fromthe stairwell in the last coronal for which Aaron had a
nane, it was to find thensel ves standing on an island no nore than five neters
on a side, in an endl ess ocean choked with ice floes. The sky was full of |ow,
br oodi ng cl ouds and the wind cut |ike daggers.

They had tal ked about what they would do when they ran out of destinations.
Aaron had proposed a bold solution, one that mght not work. If it didn't,
there woul d be no disastrous fallout They sinply wouldn't go any farther, and
woul d have to retrace their steps back to Teven. But if it did work ..

He and Qingi changed the sign on the house to read JUPI TER

A day later, as usual w thout warning, they fell into blackness. This tineg,
they had no idea what their destination would be. Al they knew was that the
Let he Nebul a had begun to recede. The glittering conplexity of the greater
sol ar systemlay ahead, its threats and prom ses unknown.

By the second day of this new journey, sonething changed. Aaron's crude radio
had begun to pick up faint voices.



There were thousands of them overlapping on all frequencies. It was difficult
to pick out and follow any one for nore than a few seconds. Sone of the
conpl ex noi ses they heard night or might not be human, but many spoke an
under st andabl e di al ect of Worl dLi ng. Understandi ng the | anguage didn't help;
very little that Livia heard made any sense. She listened for an hour, and the
i npression that built up was of a vast and vibrant civilization conpletely
concerned with its own affairs, either ignorant or uncaring of the discarded
worlds right next to it.

The view out the wi ndows reinforced this inpression. They kept the lights off
in the living roommuch of the time now. Al took turns sitting in the

dar kness and wat chi ng, as sonething like a giant scintillating gal axy energed
hour by hour from behind the Lethe Nebula. Countless storiettes of all sizes
lit the sides of the nebula fromw thin that tangle of detail. There were
hundreds of worlds for every mniature sun: ring-shaped coronals, |ong oval
cylinders, round balls of netal just a few kiloneters in dianmeter, and crysta
rods, cubes, and spheres like teem ng one-celled organisns. Al of space
beyond the Lethe seenmed to be filled with light and structure, starlettes and
msts of worlds receding in layers and sheets, runnels of |ight raveling and
overlapping into an infinity of detail.

Aaron fussed over the radio and finally announced that the transmitter part
was wor king. He actually joined Livia and Qingi for dinner that night. "W
can send voice, but nothing so sophisticated as inscape or even video," he
announced. "The question is, what do we say?"

They | ooked at one another. Qingi nodded slowy. "W know that our elders

stories about this place are largely true," he said. "The el ders speak of a
singl e Song of Oreteotl mat enconpasses all the gardens of the sun. Al the
pl anets and coronal s, you would say. For sonme reason, our world of Teven is
not part of this Song. These radio voices do not give any clues as to why."

"Except one," said Livia, waving a fork at Qingi. "W've heard ships
signaling one another and their ports. None of them nentioned Teven, or

Rosi nius, or any of the coronals we've visited. It's as if diose places don't
exist to them"

Aaron shrugged. "Beyond their horizon. Nothing unusual there."

"But, the elders have al ways been adamant about one thing," said Qingi. "The
rest of the solar system does not have horizons. It is all one place. So how
could we be beyond its horizon?"

They debated as the evening wore on. Raven's histories were very different
t han Westerhaven's; each nmanifold saw the past through a different lens. It
was no surprise that they could find few conmon denomi nators in the stories.

In particular, the history |leading up to and inmediately follow ng the

sel f-inposed exile of the founders to Teven varied wildly fromplace to pl ace.
Qingi claimed mat this was natural, because that period constituted the
origin, or dreantinme, of all the manifolds. "W each make it our source myth,"
he expl ai ned.

Aaron opened his mouth to make sone snide comment, but was interrupted by a
squawk fromthe radio.

Qingi raised an eyebrow. "Did it just say 'house' ?"

They crowded into nme bedroom Sure enough, the radi o was saying, "Attention



t he house, attention the house. You have no identification beacon. This is a
vi ol ati on of " bzzzzt. The last noi se sounded ti ke machi ne-1 anguage.

Aaron grabbed the crude m crophone he had built. "Well, what do | say?"
"Say we need help,"” livia said. "What's the dd Wrldling word ... Mayday?"

"Mayday, mayday,'’
you hear us?"

Aaron said into the mc. "W are unpowered and unarned. Can

Ri ch | aughter poured out of the speaker. If this isn't the craziest stunt |'ve
ever seen!" The voice faded a bit. "Hey, guys, take a look at this thing. Sone
damm fools built thenselves a flying house.™

livia and Aaron | ooked at each other. "I doubt we're dealing with officials
here," he said.

Qingi was staring out the bedroom w ndow. "What do you think mat is?" he
sai d, pointing.

It looked tike a tittle netal star, seven-pointed and twirling sedately. Livia
went to the wi ndow and shi el ded her eyes with her hands. In the second or two
it took to do that the distant vision had expanded froman intricate speck to
button-sized. Then all of a sudden it was on top of them kil ometers-Iong,
sides of white nmetal, with chandelier cities on the ends of long netted cables
slung fromits central body.

A shudder went through the house. "W've been caught," shouted Aaron. For a
second Livia' s inner ear told her she was felling, nen things |leveled out with
a bounce.

She was about to comment on the snoothness of then-capture when the bedroom
was suddenly filled with vertical yellow bars, spaced about one per neter
These flickered, faded, and were replaced by a set of nested blue spheres. The
bl ack outside the wi ndow turned to static, and then | andscapes appeared out
there: a plain of wheat fields, turned sideways; a glittering cityscape; a

vi sta of mountai ns.

Livia grabbed Qingi for support. "Inscape failure!" she shouted. She had seen
this before, as had Aaron.

And then the house was full of people.

A young man in an outfit of canary yell ow and bl ue appeared in the bedroom
doorway. "Fantastic!" he |laughed in heavily accented WrldLing. "This is a
great stunt, you really had us going there for a while."

Livia could hear a crowd of men and wonen in the living roompointing at the
furniture and | aughing. More were arguing hi the kitchen. She forced her

shoul ders out of their defensive hunch. Cbviously these people were
projections of that large ship's inscape system this young man wasn't
physically here. Not yet, anyway —the house was doubtl ess being drawn up into
one of those chandelier cities even now. She glanced out the wi ndow Space was
gone, replaced by an endl ess | andscape of forest, trees, and | akes.

"But how did you do all this?" said the young man. "I mean, the inscape is so
strange. Look at this!" He gestured, and suddenly Livia's nother stood before
hi m

"What can | do for you, sir?" she inquired politely. He | aughed, and as Livia



wat ched in horror, Father appeared, then Esther, and Jachman and Rene —her
whol e Soci ety, summoned for the first tinme in her life by a stranger.

"Stop it!" She gave the conmand to dismiss the Society, and she saw the
confirmation icon blaze briefly in her lower visual field; but the anims of
her friends and fam ly remained visible. "What are you doi ng? Stop!"

The youth cocked his head, exam ning her as if she were some unusual butterfly
he'd just collected. He opened his nouth to speak, but was interrupted by
shouts fromthe living room It was a fermal e voice, saying, "Qut, out! Shoo!"

The young man turned and said, "WAit —" then vani shed. Suddenly the house was
qui et .

"What just happened?" asked Qingi. Livia shook her head, then froze as she
heard sonething nove in the living room Together they slipped out into the
hal | and peered around the edge of the archway.

Bright sunlight streamed into the living room Curtains thrown back, the big
pi cture wi ndow showed a cl ose-clipped | awn outside and, in the distance, the
fairy towers of a city

Contempl ating this view, chin on hand, a young worman stood by the coffee
tabl e. She wore baggy overalls and her brown hair swept back in a disordered
pageboy cut. Livia stepped into view, and she turned, smling.

"Wl come to the Archipel ago,"” she said, livia shook the virtual hand she

of f er ed.

"Pl eased to neet you, ah, mss ... ?"

The young woman sniled brightly. "I have nany nanes. But nost people around

here just call me the Governnent."
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"Sorry for the riot," said the inscape agent that called itself the Governnent
"This is nominally an Archipel -agic warship you' ve docked with —but the boys
are a bit " she waggl ed her fingers, "undisciplined. It didn't help that
your inscape inplants are deci dedly nonstan-dard." She cocked her head as

t hough she were |l ooking into Livia' s skull

"This Archipelago," said Livia. "It is the nation that controls the solar
syst en?"

The CGovernment | ooked at her archly. "You don't know? But then, you did cone
fromthe anecliptics' storage depot."

" St orage depot ?"

The being gestured out the wi ndow. "The Fallow Lands. You know. a few trillion
cubic kiloneters of volume that is off-limts to everyone but them™

"These anecliptics," said Aaron eagerly. "Wat can you tell us about then®"

The Government strode toward the front door, saying, "You have questions,
have questions. Let's cooperate. Firstly: what are you doi ng here?"

Livia hardly knew where to begin; she | ooked at Aaron, who appeared simlarly
nonpl used. Qingi stepped forward and said, "W are fl eeing people who've



conquered our coronal. W need help to recapture our |ands and free our
peopl e. "

"Your coronal is ... " The CGovernnent nodded at a point sonewhere behind them
"I'n the Fallow Lands?" Qingi nodded

"Then | can't help you
"Vait —"
"Why not —"

Again it held up its hand. "Not ny jurisdiction. And technically, you're not
my concern." Its expression soured a bit "But since you are refugees, 1'll cut
you sone slack. Come on." It opened the front door, and sunlight poured in.
Qutside, birds twittered on a green | awn that now surrounded t he house.

Fart her away were nore houses and beyond sone hills, the towers of a city. It
was all an inscape view, but highly convincing. "The first thing you should
know, " said the Government as she stepped outdoors, "is that your inscape is
insecure as it stands. Until you get it fixed, other people can steal your
records and histories. The guys started plundering yours as soon as they found
you," she said, glancing back at Livia. "So don't be surprised if your agents
turn up under other people's control."

Li via had been | ooking around hersel f, but now stopped in shock. Her Society
stolen? "But ... you say you're some sort of government agent. Couldn't you
prevent that sort of thing?"

The young woman stopped and turned. Her eyes blazed with some powerful

enotion, and she seened to grow a few centineters as her voice deepened. "I am
the Government," she said. "I ama force of omiscience and unparallel ed power
within the human part of the Archipelago. | ama public-domain distributed
artificial intelligence. | have made all human institutions redundant, for

am the personal and intimate friend of each and every one of the trillion
humans under ny domain. | amthe selfless advocate of each of them fromthe
lowiest to the

"The only problemis ... Wll, nobody listens to me nuch anynore." She
shrugged apol ogetically. "W all have our problens. | have little contro

t hese days. You're |ucky the guys who picked up your ship don't believe you
really came fromthe Fall ow Lands, because if they did, what just happened
woul d ook like a polite tap on the shoul der conpared to what they'd do. You
nmust keep your origins to yourselves."

They stood silently, but none of the three spoke. After a nonent the
Government sighed, its aura evaporating. "Wat | nmean," it said, "is there is
no | aw here other than your will, enacted through ne or the other agencies of
the Archipelago. All may do as they may attenpt | will not |et anyone kill or
abuse you; but | can't be responsible for your property. Look to it
your sel ves.

"You'll need to use inscape, of course; in fact you won't be able to get along
without it." She indicated the parkland and city. "This is one of the typical
views of the Archipelago. You'll find this | andscape goes on for nillions of
kilometers in every direction —it's a virtual aggregate of all the col onies,

coronal s, ships, and starlettes in the solar system NMost people here don't
like to be reminded that they're living on artificial worlds. Many have
forgotten or don't believe it anynore.

"The other thing you need to knowis that |I'mgoing to have to inpound your



house." The woman- shaped agent put its hands on its hips and glared at the
building. "It's full of dangerous nanotech —so are your clothes, in fact
It'Il all have to go. I'll conpensate you for the mass and energy you' ve | ost

You can use that to set yourselves up here."
"Al'l right, but if you can't help us, who can?" asked Qi ngi

The Government hesitated. "Granted where you cone from... Well, just talk to
peopl e. Maybe you can generate an adhocracy to help you out. O appeal to the
Good Book or the votes."

"What about the anecliptics?" asked Livia.

The Government shook its head. "You'll get no help there." Then it wi nked out

of existence, leaving two trimfootprints in the grass.

They gathered their few things, and left the house at a wal k. There were sone
people in die distance but otherwi se the brightly lit parkland seened very
enpty. If in-scape, it was particularly convincing. Livia plucked an orange
fromthe | ow hangi ng branch of a tree as they passed by. It seened real; she
peeled it, and felt the sharp flavor as she popped a piece in her mouth. "It
tastes real," she said. "How is that possible?"

"Are you addressing ne?" asked the orange. She al nost dropped it in surprise.
"Well ... | suppose so."

"Just switch views a few times, and you'll see where | cane from"

Livia obliged, calling up an inscape reticle around the tree. She tracked down
die translucent menu with her eyes, and the parkland vani shed, replaced by a
towering cityscape. Were the tree had been was some sort of dispensing

machi ne.

She tried another view They now stood in a public market crowded with people.
The tree had becone a fruit-vendor's stall. The vendor hinself waved from
behi nd his counter. "Come back any tinme!" he said.

"What are you doi ng?" asked Qi ngi

"Aren't you seeing this?" she asked. He shook his head.

"There's no tracking on inscape in this manifold," said Aaron wonderingly.
"Everybody can see whatever they want, however they want even if it
contradicts what the person next to them sees.™

Li via shuddered. "But that's madness. \WWere's the common vi ew?"

"That's what |'m saying. There is no conmon view "

"No comon view ... and just one tech set?"

"I"'min a technical view right now, " said Aaron. Some inscape address icons
glowed faintly around bis reticle like an aura; they were different from her

own, she realized. "It's beautiful," said Aaron, gazing around hinmself. "I'm
querying ... did you hear that? It says it doesn't know what | nean by tech
| ocks."

"Who are you tal king to?" asked Qingi. "A ggatx-hana?"



"Uh, yeah. An inscape agent. You can't see hin?" Qingi shook his head.

They wandered on, experimenting. Livia found that after a few queries and
after flipping through a fewviews to try to find sonething, her local view
was beginning to anticipate her. The parkland nutated spontaneously, show ng
pat hs, buildings, labels, and reticles indicating rest stops and fountai ns;
and peopl e began appearing. The first few were serlings: inscape agents
designed to help search for information. She asked one of them who the ot her
peopl e in her view were.

"Peopl e who share your interests or activities," said the nman-shaped agent.
"Or who just like the same places. Wien you use inscape you accunul ate a
profil e based on what you' ve done and where you' ve gone. |nscape |ocates

people with simlar or conplenentary profiles and brings you close." It noved
its open pal ms together.

"Not physically close.™

Now it | ooked puzzled. "What do you nean, physically?"

"They're not really here, all of them are they?"

It frowmned for a monent. "If you nmean, would you see themif you fell out of

i nscape, no. But don't worry, you can't do that."

Wthin an hour Livia, Qingi, and Aaron were sitting in a restaurant
surrounded by a crowd of affable strangers. Food came; people told jokes and
et the three newconers pester themw th questions. Feeling cautious, they
took the Government's advice and told no one that they had conme fromthe
Fal | ow Lands. But after the fourth time that someone asked just where they had
cone from they went into a huddle to get their story straight Once again, a
serling appeared to assist in the discussion

When Qingi asked it to name a plausible place of origin far enough away that
no one here could have visited it, it said, "How about the planet Ventus?
Nobody knows much about it, but it's a real place."

From then on they told people that they came from Ventus.

By the time their chosen view slid toward nightfall, they had a better

under standi ng of this place —enough to know that a real understandi ng m ght
not be easy to get. This Archipelago custom zed itself to your every thought
and action. There was no base reality here, at |east not for anybody inside

i nscape —and that was everybody. The irony was that now that Qingi and Aaron
could tune one another out, they seened to be getting along at last Livia
faded out their new acquai ntances as well as the restaurant; the other two
followed suit. For a while they wandered al ong a broad boul evard, their few
sal vaged possessions bobbing in virtual matter fogs behind them Finally Aaron
asked i nscape where they could find a place to sleep, but he was a bit behind
Livia, who had started yawning a few mnutes before. As far as she was
concerned, all three of themnow stood in a |uxurious apartment with deep beds
and full amenities. O course, the place nust be, in part or whole, an
illusion —but the plunmbing and beds were real enough. A serling told Livia
that the amenities were built up of programmable matter and certain pieces
flown in by nicrobots as soon as the apartnment was requested. This technol ogy
was |ike that which made up her angel s back hone, only taken to an al nost
absurd degree.

The whol e pl ace was al so novi ng somewhere, though you couldn't tell unless you
queried. But wherever they were, it was out of the way of heavy traffic.



Lying in tonight's bed —the first, she thought, of many —Livia listened to
the silence, imagining she could hear the two nen through the walls. The idea
that they were there was reassuring, but even the walls could stroll away in
the night if they chose to.

What world would be waiting for her in the norning? And woul d Aaron and Qi ngi
still be init?

Livia stuck her head out the aircar's window, letting the rush of air whip
back her hair. She was so happy to finally be free of that stale house, and to
at last be doing sonmething —even if the issue of their urgent mssion stil
hung over their heads. Maybe today's neeting would hold the answer.

She had good reason to be hopeful. In the several days they had been here,
none of the three had found any overt evidence of 3340. Inscape had adapted to
their needs by bringing close anyone and anyt hing that knew sonet hi ng about

i nvadi ng or aggressive forces throughout the Archipelago. No one they'd spoken
to had heard of a nunbered nmovenent to subvert inscape. And if so, if it were
not the godlike power of the Archipelago itself that had attacked Teven ..
then maybe they could find help here.

"Livia," said Cicada, startling her out of her wi ndblown reverie. The little
faerie hovered in the air outside the car

"I's our inscape repaired?" she asked him He nodded.

"Alnost. We put together a repair adhocracy with some of the house resources.
But inscape still can't steer your bodies; give it a few hours. By the way, we
checked into the theft of your archives. W think we succeeded in encrypting a
bunch of themin the nicroseconds before they were stolen. The thieves only
got some nmenories frombefore the attack on Barrastea."

Whi ch was enough of a violation in itself, Livia felt.

Peasebl ossom appear ed, noddi ng vigorously. "But you don't have enough
processing power in your inplants for us to run sinms of this place." He
crossed his arms petulantly. "How are we expected to do anything really
useful ?"

"Look through ny eyes, and |l earn," she said.

"Hmf. Ckay." He brightened. "Hey, do you think that's our host?" Peasebl ossom
poi nt ed.

Wal ki ng across the sky toward themwas a striking wonan dressed in flames and
white vapor. Her face was sil houetted in a golden gl ow, and behind her spread
a vista of dazzling white clouds, like a tunnel, with light pouring fromits
far end. She wal ked easily on the air, one hand held out before her in
greeting.

"You must be my new guests," she said. "My nanme is Sophia Eckhardt. Welconme to
my narrative." Livia stood up —the view of the aircar dissolving —and
reached to take her hand.

"Alison Haver," said Livia. They had decided that until they knew for sure
3340's agents weren't fromhere, they would use false identities. The
Governnment didn't seemto care

As light welled up around Sophia's face, Livia saw that her dark; aquiline



features were crisscrossed with black tattoos, apparently physical. A fan of

t hem swept back from each eye |like feathers. Livia wondered what significance
t hey m ght have; but inscape here was not so convenient as to let her query it
di screetly while letting an anima tal k for her

"We're delighted to neet you." Livia introduced her conpanions to Sophia.
"Ceorges Mlan," said Aaron; "Skyy," said Qingi —as unique a name as Qingi,
but, Livia supposed, there was really no hiding his differences here.

"But tell nme," said Sophia, "why this traveling view?" She gestured at the
aircar. "It's terribly crippleview of you. You' re not versos, are you?"

Livia tried to | ook enbarrassed. I"'mafraid | don't know what that is. W

m ght have chosen not to experience the flight," she added, "but our inscape
inplants are slightly inconpatible with yours. W don't seemable to

conpl etely separate our consciousness fromour bodies yet." She didn't add
that, as a matter of principle, Qingi would never do such a thing. "Anyway,
we didn't know if it would be considered rude to arrive virtually at the ..
narrative ... before our bodi es caught up."

Sophi a frowned for a nmonent, obviously considering sonmething. "You really are

aliens, then. How wonderful, you'll be a big hit. Sit down for now, and we'll
put you into ny narrative in your seats. Just renenber not to stand up and try
to wal k about or you'll find yourselves back in the aircar."

Li via nodded; they sat; and then she found herself reclining on a divan in a
sunmpt uous, marble-pillared garden. The place was jamed with people —tall
short, human-normal and stylized, half-animal, elemental, ethereal. They
crowded together, tal king and |aughi ng, waving drinks, nusical instrunents,
neural stinulators, and other unidentifiable things. Cdouds of bots and

i nscape agents flitted to and fro. Pul sing music shuddered through the floor
a slowmy rotating inscape reticle near Livia's right hand showed dozens of

i conic buttons indicating other possible views of the party. "My hunbl e
narrative," said Sophia as she sat on a npss-covered ottoman nearby. "Now,
where were we? Ah, yes: it would be considered rude not to | eap ahead of
yourselves. W don't nuch tolerate old views here —Ilike 'objective reality'
and physi cal bodi es and such. Those are just relics of ice-age progranm ng.
Why take the crippl eview when you don't have to?"

They all nodded as if this made sense to them
"As to the versos," Sophia continued, "I'm amazed you haven't heard of them
Tell me, where are you three fron®"

"Ventus," said Livia. "W're from Ventus."
"I'"ll have to visit a simsone time," said Sophia. "Did you bring any persona
| ocations with you?"

"Unfortunately, no.

"Well, anyway, versos are people who don't want inscape to weave a coherent
narrative of their lives for them" said Sophia. "They disable inscape's
narrative function and do horrid things |ike allow ng acci dental events to
happen to them Sone of themeven try to live in a single consistent view
their whole lives." She shook her head in di sgust

"Ch, | see," said Livia. "Wll, we're not versos. Just foreigners." She
renmenber ed how her surroundi ngs had slowy begun to | ook |ike Barrastea
yesterday, until she intervened and deliberately switched views. In al



| i keli hood, Livia decided, she was a verso.

"What brings you to the Archipel ago?" Sophia | eaned forward, |ooking
i ndul gent .

Qingi smled at her; he had | ost the shell-shocked | ook he'd had for the past
days, and now | ooked conpletely self-assured. Livia felt a swell of pride at
seeing himrally.

"We are |looking for your ... authorities," he said. "W would call them
founders where we cone from people with responsibility, decision makers.
Those granted power by the mpjority."

"Leaders?" said Sophia hel pfully.

"Yes. But other than a brief and confusing encounter wi th something that
called itself the Government, we've net none of this Archipelago's | eaders.
suppose you're our first."

"Me!" Sophia | eaned back, affecting alarm "A |eader? But of course your
qguestions didn't turn up anything. W don't have a government here, after all.
Only the Governnent. And the votes. And nobody pays much attention to them
anynore."

Li via was about to ask nore about that, when she heard the aircar's voice say,
"We have arrived."

"Just a nmonent," she said to Sophia. "W're here —1 nean, our viewis stil
stuck in the aircar. Awkward, really. W'll just exit the car and neet you in
person, if that's all right?"

Sophi a | ooked anmused. "If you want."

The garden vani shed, and they stood up out of the air-car, which sat on a
broad pl atf orm hundreds of neters above the guttering lights of the city —
virtual or real, she wasn't sure —known as Brand New York. A fantastica

tower |ike spun sugar spiraled above them outthnists of glass or nore likely
di anond cradl ed | ong oval residences. The nearest one was full of |ight and
sound and the novenent and | aughter of people. "That would be the place," said
Aaron as he set off toward it. "Wrrk the crowd?" he said, glancing at Livia
with a raised eyebrow

"You take the technical questions," she said. "I'll do our host"

He nodded. "Sonme of the people here |ooked like Als, or at |east anims of a
sort. I'lIl try to learn nore about how they use inscape. And why it |ooks |ike
there's no tech | ocks here."

Livia turned to Qingi, who was watching this exchange intently. "The other
essential is howw're going to live here," she said. "That and ... who can we
trust? You're good at assessing people. Can you find out about Sophia for us?
Di screetly, of course."

"I will be charm ng," he said, "but discreet.”

The process that had led to their invitation here was somewhat mysterious. The
invitation had arrived the first evening; Livia had initially assuned that the
Governnment itself had contacted Eckardt. When she summoned it to thank it for

the service, it denied having done so. "Nobody issued the invitation," it had

said, "it just emerged." Livia had been too tired to pursue the matter. After



t hat conversation, though, she'd begun to notice new things about this place.
Life seened tightly organi zed yet nobody consistently kept roles —custoners
became shopkeepers to other customers; people in restaurant views cooked,
served, or ate as the whimtook them She'd put it down to the fluidity of

i nscape elimnating the need for stable identities. But that didn't explain
apparent strangers —who were not enconpassed by the shared reticle that

i ndicated they were in the sane view —exchanging itens w thout consultation
She saw peopl e tap one another on the shoulder and issue cryptic statenents
that were then passed on, like in a child s gane. There was sonethi ng goi ng on
out si de of the Archipelago's consensual realities, it seened.

As they entered the submanifold that Sophia Eckhardt called her narrative,
they split up. Livia made her way in the direction of Sophia, who stood
chatting with a striking, slender wonman dressed in mirror-bright nmetal. As
Livia wal ked she listened to the swirling conversations in the submanifol d.
The nanes were different, but the topics were nostly the sane as at hone: art,
gossi p, relationships, sports. She didn't overhear any political discussions,
t hough, unless the excited tal k about something called "Onega Point" counted.

Several small groups of people were huddl ed around what | ooked |ike copies of
an actual paper book. One man was show ng another a page, and as Livia passed
he said, "You see? You were Phoenix up until we net, but since |"'mcurrently
Priestess, you becone Charioteer." The other man nodded grudgi ngly.

As she was rounding a small pool Livia heard sounds of heated argunent off to
the left It was unfanmiliar enough —the sort of thing that ani mas woul d have
snoot hed over at home —mat she stopped and | ooked over

He was a total contrast to the rest of the narrative. Were they were dressed
in light and inpossible garnments such as the butterfly-swarmflitting
strategically around the woman next to her, this nman was garbed in stolid gray
cloth. H's sandy hair was not augmented by light or notion; the Iines in his
face appeared real. He held an ordinary |ooking glass with some anber |iquid
init. Just now he was glaring at a tall, miltilinbed thing that m ght once
have been human

"Don't you think it's wong, if not downright creepy,"” he said |oudly, "that

i nscape can take over your auto-nom c nervous system make soneone who's
standing right in front of you invisible and then steer your body around then?
Don't you think we're being violated in such noment s?"

The many-arned thing dismssed this Iine of reasoning with a |laugh. "Mre than
ni ne-tenths of all our thought and action is unconscious, Respected Mrss. Wy
shoul d such petty issues as avoiding tripping over sonebody be allowed to take
up that last fraction in which we are aware? And why should | make any

di stinction between the unconsci ous processes going on in here," it pointed to
its head with two arnms, "and those going on out there on ny behalf ?"

Livia entirely agreed, but this Mirss grunted derisively. "Because / amthis,"
he said, pointing toward his body, "not this." He gestured at the swirling
party. "This is just a fantasy-land for people who' ve forgotten about reality.
You can keep it | prefer to live in the real world." As he spoke his eyes
drifted away fromthe being he was speaking to. H s gaze alighted on Livia,
and she saw his eyes wi den slightly.

O course: she was not dressed in any illusions, was in fact only in her shift
whi ch had been scoured clean of tech | ock nano and nost of its programi ng.
She had not yet found out howto interface with other people's inscape to
craft the kind of fabul ous confectionary costume that the rest of the

submani fold wore. So, she and the other refugees were the only ones in the



pl ace who | ooked as plain as this Respected Morss.

She smled at himpolitely and wal ked on by. She spotted Sophia again and
waved; her host energetically gestured for her to come over.
"This is Lady Filament," said Sophia. The woman in rippling silver smled and
hel d out her hand. She appeared hunman except for one feature: her eyes gl owed
with inner light, a subtle and entrancing gold. "She is a vote"

"Ch." Livia shook her hand. "Tell ne, what exactly is a vote?"

Filament's eyes widened in surprise. She | ooked at Sophia as if to confirmthe
j oke, then laughed. "You are fromfar away. |'mthe aggregate personality of a
particul ar constituency within the Archipel ago. Just an average person, in the
nost literal sense." She grinned and Livia smiled, a bit uncertainly.

"You're an Al ?"

"An old term and crude ... call me an energent property of inscape itself."
"You were asking how we ran things here," Sophia said at livia's obviously
puzzled smile. "So | thought I'd introduce you to Filament. She's one of the
ways. In the nodern and ancient ages they used to vote in humans to run their
institutions, but you could never guarantee that the person you voted for
really had the same agenda as you. Aggregate personalities |ike Filanment solve
that problem They really are the constituency, in a sense. So when they get
toget her, you know your interests are being | ooked after.”

"Thank you," said Filament, "that sounds very flattering. But it's not really
a top-down thing. Inscape is designed so that |ike-m nded people doing simlar
thi ngs form stabl e nodes of activity. Wen such a node becomnes | arge enough, a
vot e spont aneously appears as a high-1evel behavior of the network. There's
one of us for each interest group in the Archipelago. And the entity that
energes out of our interactions is called the Governnment."

She smled at Sophia. "But I'mreally just a relic of the past, aren't [?
Sophi a here represents the new way: an energent government that doesn't use
the i nscape network at all."

"The Good Book," sai d Sophi a.

"The invitation for you to visit Sophia enmerged froma sel f-organizing
system " said Filanment, "but not one that lives in inscape. For nore than a
hundred years there's been no way for the human citizens of the Archipelago to
govern thensel ves except through people Iike ne —"

"Until the Book," Sophia nodded.
" —Which is exactly that: a bound, old-style book. Its pages contain sinple
rules of interaction. If enough people follow these rules nost of the tine, a
network intelligence emerges fromthe social connections between them It's

i ndependent of inscape, see? So the Book operates outside the control of the
Gover nment . "

Livia's head was spinning. "But you're a vote. Doesn't that make you an eneny
of this Book?"

Livia's host sinpered. "But the votes don't have an agenda of their own —only
our agendas. If | choose the Book, my votes choose it, too."



Ganely, Livia tried to keep up. "So you use the Good Book —is that the
significance of your tattoos?"

Sophi a's eyes wi dened. "You nean you don't know —" Now it was her turn to
| ook shocked, while Filanment grinned. Sophia quickly conmposed herself. "l1've
never had that question before.™

"I apologize if 1I've offended you —

"No, no, I'mjust surprised. | thought the soundtracks were known everywhere."
"You're ... a nusician?"

Sophi a nodded. "I'm a soundtrack. A soprano."

"Not just any soundtrack," interjected Filament She proceeded to describe what

Sophia did, only about half of which Livia understood. The tattoos were
apparently proudly-born marks of an ordeal Sophia had undergone years ago. In
a carefully constructed virtual world (basically a submanifold, although they
didn't call themthat here) she had allowed herself to be starved, tortured
and terrorized for weeks. She had enmerged with a psyche ringing with anxiety
and rage, her days full of bad nenories and flinch-reactions. Wth the use of
drug and neu-roi npl ant therapies she could easily partition off that side of
herself and so live a placid |ife. But when she performed at assigned tines in
other people's narratives she let it all out, and her rawness and pain | ent
enoti onal power to whatever key event was occurring in that person's life. It
was all orchestrated by inscape, of course.

"Passion is a rare commodity these days," said Filament. "Wen everyone can
have all pain, nmental or physical, treated and renmpoved instantly. And when
everybody can have their vocal tract altered to give them an ideal singing
voi ce, how do you stand out? Here," she pointed to an inscape panel, "you can
find a sanple of Sophia's l|ovely work."

Livia toned in for a nmonment. The voice she heard shuddered and begged, raged
and commanded, all in a | anguage she had never heard before.

"I's there much work for, uh, soundtracks, here?" she asked w thout thinking.

"Do you sing? Al nost nobody does,’
sai d, everybody coul d."

sai d Sophia, "sinply because, as Fil ament

Li via thought of the many songs of the Fictional History that she had | earned
as a child. They woul dn't know anything of that cycle here. "I mght ... have
a unique contribution," she said.

"Go ahead then," said Sophia. "Let's hear you."

Livia hesitated; but she was actually in pretty good voice lately, from
singing to Aaron and Qingi during the Iong days of their journey here. She
decided on a particularly difficult run fromthe Opera of Chances that she'd
been practicing lately. She began to sing, feeling her confidence soar as the
words poured fromher nmouth. O course, the |anguage was Teven's | anguage,
Joyspric, but even so she could see she was drawing a crowd. She cl osed her
eyes as she canme to the chorus —

—and was interrupted by a | oud splash from nearby. Everybody | ooked over, to
see the strange spectacle of a multiarned man flailing about in the reflecting
pool .



Gray-cl ad Respected Mrss stood on the edge of the pool, |ooking down at the
wet guest. "Qops,"” he said with heavy irony. "Lucky thing that's not rea
water. Ch, and | suppose you're not really sitting about on your ass init,
either."”

"Excuse me," said Sophia. She scowl ed and edited Mdrss out of their view
Bef ore he vani shed he grinned unashanedly at Livia.

Thi ngs were getting just too strange. "If you'll excuse nme," Livia said to
Sophia and Filanent. "I should find ny people." She bowed to them both and
hurried off to find the others.

The three refugees sumoned up a quiet apartnent of their own in a corner of
Sophia's narrative. Then they sat down together to deci de what to do next.

Li via described her conversation with Sophia, and her introduction to
Filament. "There are no founders here," she said. "And apparently, no stable
institutions as we'd understand them Everything' s an adhocracy, even the
government . Sophia was picked to meet us and introduce us to Archipel agic

soci ety, but nobody chose her, her nanme just energed fromthe process. And yet

there's the Government Al, and these votes. |I'mnot sure they'|ll help us. But
it seems like all we have to do is want help, and it'l| appear from sonmewhere,
because the inscape here tries to nake a narratives —a story —out of

what ever we do. | think that's how it works, anyway."

"If it worked that way," commented Qingi drily, "we would be on our way homne
with a fleet of ships already."
"Hrm " She wouldn't |et himpuncture her good nood. "Wat about Sophia? Did
you | earn anyt hi ng about her?"

"She is apparently a singer of old songs, which is probably why inscape
brought you to her attention —you share a conmon interest. Al so, she is a

passi onate believer in sonmething called "The Good Book.' | do know that the
Book is not part of the narrative process you just described, Livia. Beyond
that | learned little, except that the people here find us exotic and

fascinating. But they have not guessed where we conme from"

She frowned, thinking. "W may have to decide whether to ignore what the
Governnment said, and reveal ourselves." She | ooked at the odier two; Aaron was
remai ning strangely silent. Livia frowned at him "Wat about you, Aaron? Did
you find out anything?"

"Well," he said reluctantly. "I started out with some discreet inquiries about
the anecliptics. The guests were just confusing on the subject, but | had a
coupl e of good conversations with serlings about it. It seens," he took a
breath and let it out heavily, "this whole area of inhabited space is near the
boundary of the Lethe Nebul a. Nobody crosses that boundary into the Fall ow
Lands. The Lands are off-limts to everybody except the anecliptics.”

"The CGovernnent said that," said Livia inpatiently.

Aaron shook his head. "But | don't think you understand the inplications.
Nobody gets in or out of the Fallow Lands. Nobody ever has. These people hate
those restrictions —so it's a good thing only the Governnent seens to know we
came fromthere."

The arm es, as the anecliptics were called, were apparently Als of
transcendent power. They seened to have taken over much of the function of
blind nature in the Archipel ago. They had conplete control over the Feeds,



those two twi sting bands of precious matter radiating out fromthe sun. They
dol ed out matter and energy to the various human and nonhuman civilizations

that encircled the sun. But the annies thenselves were answerable to no one.
They exi sted outside of all human | aw and i nfl uence.

Qingi seened unsurprised at this. "They are like thun-derbirds," he said.
"Medi ators between Man and the Great Spirit."

"Well. | wouldn't put it that way," said Aaron. "They're nore like the |oca
equi valent of the tech |ocks. Apparently they were created to prevent any one
group fromtaking over the Archipelago —in particular, post-humans. They
ruthlessly Iimt the technol ogy and resources available to anybody in the
Archipelago ... Which is not to say there aren't beings of great power out
there, and nore being created every day. One serling kept talking about
‘gods.' It took me a while to realize he wasn't being metaphorical. If not for

t he anni es, humanity probably woul dn't exist anynore. W would all have been
repl aced by post-humans.

"Anyway, the Fallow Lands belong to the annies,"” he continued. "They're
runored to be experimenting with newlife forns there. But nobody gets in or
out, not even the Government." He | ooked at Livia sonberly. "And that's very
bad news. Nobody's going to believe we're fromthe Fall ow Lands —and nobody's
in any position to help us go back. No human power exists that can safely
return us to Teven."

Livia shifted in her seat. "No, there nust be soneone. And anyway, we got out,
didn't we? So you nust be able to get in."

Aaron just | ooked at her

"Aaron," she laughed, a little nervously, "we've only been here a few days. W
need to know a |l ot nore before we junp to this sort of conclusion."

"Maybe." He summoned a reluctant grin. "I guess.”

That ended the conversation. They sat silently, surrounded by sunptuous,
virtual luxury. Livia felt her hopes slipping in the face of her conpani ons
gloom It can't be true, she thought. Thirty-three forty's people cane from
somewhere —but she refused to believe they were enpl oyed by one of the
anecliptics. Maybe they were from el sewhere inside the Fall ow Lands —but no,
it would do no good to believe that, either

"Actual ly, our next course of action is obvious," she said after a while. "The
followers of this 3340 got into the Fall ow Lands somehow. Find out who they
are and where they cane from and we find out how to go hone."

The nmen | ooked at one another. Aaron nodded, and seened about to reply when
i nscape chinmed. "Yes?" said Livia quickly.

Sophi a Eckhardt appeared, seated on the air next to Q-ingi. Livia could hear
the continuation of the party behind her. "Alison, dear," she said, "lI'mso
sorry about the interruption earlier. Your song was |ovely —you have a
wonder ful voi ce. Everybody's saying so."

"Well, that's very nice —" she began. Sophia cut her off.

"In particular, one of the nost powerful and influential humans in the
Archi pel ago said so." She snmirked. "You had no idea | had guests |like that at
my little bash, did you?"



"Wll, no, we —

"Anyway, dear, you've received an invitation! Wll, we both have. To sing for
some special guests of Doran's on board his worldship. It'll be an inportant
gig for me, but for you, I can hardly believe it! Not that I'mjealous, |I'm

proud of being the one to discover you. WIIl you do it?"

"Um" She glanced at Aaron and Qingi. Both were sniling at her; Aaron nodded.
"What does it get us —ne?"

"Access to what they used to call 'the corridors of power.' Influence.
Resource. Ch, and a certain amount of fame, | suppose.”

"Al'l right," she said hesitantly. "Who —who's this Do-ran person, again?"

"Ch, you saw himin the narrative. Doran Mdrss. He's the one who so rudely
interrupted your little audition.”

13

Clouds drifted away fromthe sun and shafts of white burst out to illumnate
Doran Morss's private worl d.

Havi ng never been able to travel to Earth, for all his wealth, Mrss had
recreated part of it in his worldship: the exact topography and foliage of
Scotl and drifted by beneath Livia's wi ndow Sophia still insisted on seeing it
laid out flat within the consensus space of the Archipel ago, |ike the
original, but Doran Mrss apparently preferred to see his | ands through
crippleview and so to be polite, Livia did, too. This view showed the lands to
be rolled up into a tube that was capped on the ends to keep out the

i mpl acabl e vacuum of space. Huge di anond wi ndows in the caps let in sunlight
that reflected down fromconical mrrors floating at the axis of the cylinder
The east and west shores of Doran's Scotland nearly net where the North Sea
and Atlantic conbined into a thick band of treacherous water on the far side
of the world. He had so designed the place that it was full of cloud and m st
nost of the time; even without inscape's intervention, you could only tell you
were in an artificial world on the sunniest days.

H gh above the rugged | andscape of Mrss's Scotland swung a chandelier city in
bol o configuration, its two tethered hal ves separated by kil oneters of cable.
At the bottom of one glittering tangle of buildings hung a vast doned
ballroom its walls patterned |ike lace in opaque white and transparent

di anond. After perform ng her songs, Livia had drifted over to one of the
transparent panels, seeking a vantage point fromwhich to watch the

pr oceedi ngs.

Doran Morss's party was both a surprise and a relief to Livia: it wasn't a
swirl of half-real inscapes, like nearly every other event she'd seen so far
in the Archipel ago. |Indeed, everything here was refreshingly solid, as were

t he people, who were all physically present. Sophia was deep in conversation
with one of the visiting post-humans. She seened unconfortabl e around the rest
of the guests. For the nonent, all Livia wanted to do was stay out of the way,
however much her Westerhaven training told her she should be shnoozing and

pi cki ng up gossi p.

Al most all of the guests | ooked |ike human beings, with notable exceptions
such as the nonsentient brody that squatted like a living tank near the drinks
table. These weren't humans standi ng about with drinks in their hands,

however. The ballroom was crowded with votes, and Livia was w tnessing a
nmeeting of the governnent in the Archipel ago.



Each vote was the enbodi nent of sone val ue that had once had its own
institutions, buildings, cadres, and followers. Some churches stood over
there, chatting and nunchi ng canapes; here sporting fraternities and

param litaries swapped anecdotes; and farther away, the arts were bickering.
Apparently, while their personalities were the average of the val ues of
mllions of humans, these beings were required to conduct their business wth
one anot her on the humanly accessi ble |l evels of conversation, innuendo,
back-room deal i ng, and treachery. It was part of sonmething the locals called
"open-source governnent"

The votes didn't intimdate Livia; nonethel ess, her performance had been
difficult Not technically —she was in voice and well-rehearsed. No, it was a
fight with Aaron and Qingi this norning that had her distraught and

di stracted, funbling through her song. Luckily no one had seened to notice.

"I know you're upset, but stay, please," Sophia had told her. "You can't help
your friends until all of you calmdown a bit" So Livia stood by the wall,
arnms crossed, waiting out the rest of the entertai nments.

Finally they were done, and Doran Mdirss stepped to a podium at one end of the
done. A cylindrical cloudscape wheel ed behind himas he said, "Wl cone to ny
hunbl e abode," to general |aughter. "You particular constituencies have been
sumoned here by the Governnment to discuss the Orega Point crisis. | hope that
while you're here you'll see some of the sights inny little world and
hopefully drop by to see nme as well."

The crowd made polite noises. Mirss accepted themwi th a nod, then sinmply
stood there and waited, his arns crossed. The crowd qui eted. Mrss stayed
still, gazing out at them

What's he doing? Livia felt the tension in the roomgrow as the seconds
stretched on, and Mrss didn't nove.

"So it's come to this," he said at last. The words were spoken very quietly,
but by now the ballroomwas utterly silent Al faces were turned toward Morss.
"Not so |long ago," he continued, "there could have been no Onega Point crisis.
If a trans-humani st novenent sprang up during the rule of the nmonoculture, it
woul d have been quashed before it enconpassed a hundred people. But of course,
the monoculture ultimately failed, didn't it? And you were born in its place.
Sone of you are old enough to remenber the first years of the Governnent" He
nodded to the small crowd of churches. "You renenber a time when you woul d
have channel ed the people's energi es back into some nore useful pursuit.

I nscape woul d have changed their narratives' plotlines and | ed them back to
sanity. But that didn't happen this tinme."

"Hel |l o again," said someone next to Livia. She turned to find the Government
standing next to her. It wore its guise as a young worman, this tine dressed as
a waitress. "How are you?"

"I"'mfine," Livia said curtly.

The Government was carrying a tray of canapes. "Then try the calamari," it
said with a smile. "It's fine, too."

"This worldship is on course to the Orega Point Coronal," continued Morss.
"The cultists have expelled or killed the remaining human popul ati on and have
barri caded thensel ves inside the coronal. W' re supposed to be neeting to
decide how to deal with their creation as a newborn post-human entity —you,



as votes, ne and other outsiders as representatives of anecliptic interest."

He waved a hand negligently, half turning away. "Sure. Let's spend a few hours
trying themfor crines against viability. Fat lot of good that'll do, now that
they' ve killed everybody around t hem

"I"d much rather talk about when this is going to happen again!" he shout ed.
"And what are we going to do to prevent the next outbreak? Before you were
born, the nonoculture tried to stemthe tide of post-human transformati ons —
and failed. Are you here today to say that the Governnent has failed, too? Is
that die real nessage we're going to send the human race?"

"I was hoping he'd do this,"
ally."

whi spered the Governnment. "Doran's a reliable

"Al'ly? You speak as though he's your equal. Isn't he just another citizen?"

The Government shook her head. "He's an independent nation. As such, he is ny
equal . "

Li vi a nodded, not quite conprehendi ng. "Wat does he have to do with the QOrega
Poi nt thi ng?"

Sophi a had tal ked about the Orega Point crisis on the way here. To Livia, the
t hought of an entire coronal uploading their mnds into a machi ne was

out rageous. "Sophia thinks Onega Point are heroes," she added, nodding in the
singer's direction. Wat had disturbed Livia nost was Aaron's reaction. He

al so seemed excited at the prospect of people doing such a thing.

"Doran has authority as a traditional human," said the Governnent. "Many
peopl e supported Orega Point, including nmany of the votes here. People see
enbodi ed hurmanity as a dead end, and post-hunanismas the only way out from
under the anecliptics. Doran's wong about one thing, though; we're not here
to debate the right or wong of it The question is, is Qrega Point's creation
vi abl el

"What do you nean by that?"

"Can it survive and find a place in the Archipel ago?" said the Governnent.
"That's all it neans. It's the ultimte question for any entity —bacteria or
god. "

"You're victinms of your own success," Mrss was saying. "CGovernnent happens so
seam essly now that nost peopl e have abandoned public life entirely. They're
drowning in inscape —we see it every day. Every day there are nore outbreaks
of post-human expansi onismfromw thin our own ranks. As a human who is
outside the jurisdiction of the Government —hence i ndependent —I' m one of
the few individual humans able to talk to you all on an equal footing. And
have a sinple message, fromhumanity to you: forget about Orega Point. Don't
shoot the messenger. Look to yourselves for the problemand the solution.”

"Now | didn't expect himto say that," nused the Government.

The Government hurried off to speak to a knot of votes. As Mrss wound up his
speech the votes were arguing and chatting, |ike any conference or coll oqui um
Livia had intended to stay so that she could petition the votes for help; but
ri ght now she just wanted the day to be over

Thi s nmorning' s argunent had begun al nbst as soon as Livia sat down. Qingi had
said, "Why are you not physically present, Aaron? These neetings are



i mportant."

"OfF course they are,"” Aaron had snapped back. "That's why |'m maki ng t he best
of my resources. |'ve got sixteen anims out there right now, tracking down

| eads. But | don't see you copying yourself at all." He wasn't just present as
an anima, livia saw, Aaron registered as a veritable tornado of

i nformation-density in her reticle. Hi s view of the Archipel ago was intense
and mul ti channel ed.

"It is not our way to divide ourselves,"
| aughed at him

Qingi replied ankwardly. Aaron had

"Whose way? Who is this "we' you're tal king about? Are you part of this
expedition or not, Qingi? Are you going to pull your weight?"

Qingi winced. "But this ... this is not ny teotl —ny technol ogy —"

"Maybe it wasn't when you were back on Teven, but it is now " Aaron appeal ed
to Livia. "Tell him Liv. He's got to get with the way the world works here.
O herwi se he'll just hold us back."

"Cet with the way the world works?" Livia stared at Aaron. "You mean abandon
your own technol ogical mx for sonebody el se's? Since when has anyone of Teven
Coronal done that willingly?"

"Ch, stop defending him Liv."

"I do know what you nean, Aaron —but please,"” she had said, "this isn't the
time. Wiy don't you tell us if you've found out anything since yesterday?"

"Me?" He glared at her. "What about you? \What have you found since yesterday?
O have you spent yet another day doing nothing but chatting with your new
friends?"

Bef ore she could respond he'd said, "I'Il tell you what | found. Nothing.

Not hing at all. A thousand adhocracies willing to build armes to help us —
until they hear the words 'Fall ow Lands.' And not a whi sper anywhere of

anyt hing called 3340."

Livia chewed a nail now, staring at the vast concentration of political power
before her. She had to do something, so at |ast she sighed and wal ked t hrough
the mass of votes, wondering who best to talk to. She finally decided on one
of the churches.

"Excuse me, can | ask you somet hi ng?"

She approached the subject obliquely, using a cover story they' d agreed upon
that a group of people from Alison Haver's supposed homewor!l d of Ventus had
vani shed into the Fall ow Lands. She needed to rescue them

As soon as she said this the vote held up a hand. "Your people are outside of
our real mof influence. We're not an absolute power within the Archipel ago,
you know. "

"But the CGovernment —

"Its job is to balance influence between individuals and groups; we weigh a
single voice as equal to a mllion voices in our decision making. But that
power counts for nothing in the Fall ow Lands, or anywhere that the anecliptics
control. It doesn't seemto count for rmuch anywhere, |l ately, since people have



| argely stopped paying attention to us."

"But how can that ber The church, which | ooked Iike a kindly old man, patted
her arm synpathetically. "Let me tell you a little story. Once upon a tine,
human bei ngs were nere equals of all the other life forms on Earth; they fit
into their niche in the ecol ogy. Then they di scovered machi nes, and began to
thi nk of thensel ves as separate from nature. They genetically engi neered new
sentient species, and Al cane to pervade everythi ng nechani cal

"Now picture the result: a world where every speci es has beconme consci ous and
fully technol ogi cal —and so have all their technol ogi cal creations. The |anb
wars against the lion, and their machi nes rebel against both. W' ve cone ful
circle: humanity is again just one of many species conpeting in an ecol ogy out
of its control

"Today, you have the anecliptics on the one hand, and the real mof sentients
and blind powers they cultivate on the other. You can picture the anecliptics
as the solar system s equival ent of the carbon cycle —the bedrock of
predictability that is necessary for an actual ecology to flourish. They nete
out resources to all the viables in the solar system according to a rigorous
plan. Wthout mis artificial nature, therc'd be a destructive collapse of the
ecol ogy. "

"But surely someone deals with them —someone has access to (he Fall ow Lands —

The church shook its head. "The anecliptics nmaintain their power by remaining
utterly aloof fromall our power struggles. In practice that neans they don't
even talk to us votes, nuch less individuals Iike yourself. Al they care
about is the ecology they maintain."

Livia crossed her arnms. "I don't understand why you keep tal ki ng about
ecologies. This is just politics."

The vote sighed. "No, it's not. Humanity is just a species with a particul ar
ecol ogi cal niche, as it was a hundred thousand years ago. In the Archipel ago
of the anecliptics, real power is no |onger possible —or neani ngful —for

i ndi vi dual human bei ngs. Many of them blame us, although we're in the sane
position with respect to the armes. So people have starting finding creative
ways to work around us, like the Good Book and its imtators. They think
they're defying the anecliptics this way, but the armies don't care. As |ong
as the ecology functions, they don't care what we do or how we do it."

"So what you're really saying," said Livia, "is that you're unwilling or
unable to defy the anecliptics. You'll never help us."

The vote shook its head sadly. "lI'msorry. But no human power can hel p your
friends."

Feel i ng hel pl ess and frustrated, Livia drifted through the crowd, ending up
near another of the filigreed windows of the ballroom For a while she stared
out at the clouds. This was a beautiful place, but it wasn't hone. She | onged
for the ancient trees and sweeping sails of Barrastea with an al nost physica
ache. The pain had been tol erabl e when she | ed her people out of Wester-haven,
and even while sitting idle in the flying house it had not overwhel med her. At
| east there had been a purpose to that waiting.

But to never return to Teven; and if there were no leads to this 3340 in the
Archi pel ago, to never learn what had befallen her friends and famly, or why
She turned and | eaned on the transparent wall, staring down at the bl eak



nmoors bel ow. She didn't weep. Tears wouldn't express what she felt.
"Ms. Haver?"

It took her a second to renmenber that this was the name she was goi ng by here.
Livia took a deep breath and turned.

Doran Morss stood there, for the nonent wi thout hangers-on or votes near him
"Are you all right?" he asked. "Did you have friends or famly at Atchity?"
That was the coronal that Orega Point had ruined, she recall ed.

"No —no connection there. I'mfine. Just ... alittle tired after ny
performance." She sumoned a smile, wishing for an anima in its place. "But
I"'mafraid | mssed the end of your speech.”

"That's okay, "
anyway. "

he said, turning to scow at the crowd. "They didn't buy it

"What do you nean?"

"They' ve decided to send a punitive expedition to wi pe out Onmega Point. They
want me to go along."

"Ch. What does that nean for you?"
He rai sed an eyebrow. "You really don't know who I am do you?"

"I"'mnot fromthe Archipelago," she said, just in tine to be overheard by a
smal | group of votes who had wandered over

"How | ucky for us!" one of themsaid. "Just when we were trying to locate a
baseline to round out the expedition."

"Not a chance," snarl ed Mbrss.
"What ?" said Livia

The vote cocked his head, amused at Myrss's reaction. "Have you asked her? O
have you just been chatting her up?"

"I came over to conpliment you on your singing," said Mrss, now | ooking a bit
desperat e.

The vote bowed to Livia. "I hope you don't think ne rude, dear, but have you
taken the cliff test?"

"The what ?"
"She's a perforner and a guest,"” Mrss snapped. "I don't think it's our place
to press her into any kind of service."

"It is when there doesn't seemto be a human other than yourself within twenty
mllion kilonmeters who can pass the test,"” said the vote.

"OfF course there isn't," said Mrss. "So why should you expect this one to —

"You said you're not fromthe Archipelago,” the vote said to Livia. "Were are

you fron®"

Wary, she said, "What is this cliff test? And why should | be afraid to take



it?"

"Ch, it's nothing to be afraid of,"
second. May | ?"

said the vote. "In fact, it'll only take a

Morss stepped between the vote and Livia. "Now wait a mnute —

Li via thought about their |lack of progress on any front. A stray thought cane
to her: what would Lucius Xavier do in this situation? "Go ahead," Livia said
past Mrss's shoul der.

"We're nuch obliged,"” said the vote. He waved his hand even as Mrss said
"No!

Li via stunmbl ed. She | ooked around; somehow in the press of people she'd ended
up with her back to the di anond-glass wall. She put out her hand to brace
hersel f agai nst the inpenetrable substance —

—And it shattered.

Ref | exi vel y she grabbed for the edge as she fell, and swng out and then back
sl amm ng agai nst the side of me wall below the [ evel of the ballroom s floor
Above her was a gabbl e of concerned voices and several arns reached down,
waving futilely just out of reach. She slid down a centineter, then another
and made the nistake of | ooking down.

O ouds wavered past, kilonmeters away. Bel ow them nothing but cold ocean

She screaned, feeling the jagged edge of broken w ndow cut through her
fingers, then she had to let go and she fell —

—And was standing again in the ballroom She stunbled and this tinme when she
| eaned agai nst the unbroken dianmond wall, it held. She | ooked at her hands;
there were no cuts.

The votes were staring at her with a creepy intensity. Doran Mrss | ooked
angry.

"Told you she'd pass,"” said the vote Morss had been arguing with. He swore at
it and wal ked away. The vote turned back to Livia.

"My apologies for the ... unexpected nature of the test. It's to see whet her
you still have normal human responses to threat situations. Mst Archipel agics
who suddenly found thenselves hanging froma cliff would assunme it was just
anot her inscape experience, and would not struggle. They'd have had no
adrenal in reaction; yours on the other hand was strong."

"What does that mean?" Her heart was still pounding in her chest, and she was
angry, but unsure at who or what

"It neans you m ght be useful to us,"”
like a job?"

said the vote. "Ms. Haver, would you

Aaron had accused her of being idle. It was hard not to be when every avenue
that m ght |ead home brought you in circles. If only for her own sanity, she
had to do sonething that produced results.

"Yes," she said to the vote, "I'Il take your job." Watever it is.

The sol ar system pi nwheel ed around Aaron. For hours he had swept |ike an ange



t hrough i nscape visions of the Archipelago, trying to | earn everythi ng about
everything. He loved it, loved this place and the ocean of information. But
his back was starting to ache and there was a persistent pain behind his eyes.
Wrse, he was feeling guilty. He should have spent his tine searching for ways
back into the Fallow Lands, instead of catching up on two centuries of

hi story. But he couldn't hel p hinself.

For a while he had hovered over the sun, amazed at the detail of the boiling
Hadl ey cells like rice grains on its surface. Even down in that incandescent
chaos, Archipel -agic machi nes grazed. Vast tethers swung down and up
harvesting material fromthe inner orbits of the sun in an intricate dance.
Fart her out, the heavy-netal asteroids known as the vul canoi ds had been taken
apart and made into giant arching nachi nes that focused the outpouring solar
wind into discrete streans. These hurricanes of energy were directed with

pi npoi nt accuracy throughout the solar system where they acted |ike trade

wi nds to push cargoes, and even whol e coronals, fromport to port.

The cl oser he | ooked the nore detail there was. Each of the thousands of
coronals had its own history and local flavor, all open and visible in a way

t he mani fol ds had never been. True, everyone could live everywhere at once

t hrough inscape so there were few real cultural distinctions. Automatic
translation hid any | anguage di fferences; and since any coronal could have its
own mle-high waterfalls or any ot her wonder imagi nabl e, natural beauty was

ki nd of redundant here. Qingi and Livia kept conplaining that this place

| acked t he overwhel m ng abundance of Teven's manifol ds.

There was nore here than could be learned hi a lifetinme, though. Couldn't they
see that? Wth a heavy sigh he w ped away the inscape view. Now he stood in a
sunmpt uous apartmnment sonewhere in Doran Morss's chandelier city. Qutside the
French doors to his left was a wi de balcony that currently | ooked out over a
view of the drifting sands of Mars. Once or twice he'd tuned it to see the

bl asted heaths and hills of Mrss's Scotland. That was his physical |ocation
after all. It made no difference; when he stepped out of this apartment he
could just as easily viewthe streets of Brand New York or an aerostat city on
Venus. He could be anywhere —except Teven Coronal

He stalked into the kitchen to find an anal gesic patch for his neck. Wile
there he saw that one of his discussion boards had filled up with comments. He
had generated dozens of agents to conmb the Archipelago for any clues to the
identity or location of 3340. Wiile doing this he had often succunbed to the
tenptation to spin off queries about his various passions in science and
technol ogy. One agent had led himto this board, where amateur Al designers
conpared tricks and techni ques, and specul ated on topics that he'd wondered
about his whole life.

Why such a horror of trans-humani snf? he had asked in a recent posting. People
who try to inprove thenselves in the Archipel ago seemto be persecuted for it.
Bef ore they cane here, he had sonetinmes daydreanmed about the w der world
beyond Teven. Wthout the deliberate tanpi ng-down of the tech I ocks, he
assuned, people would remake thensel ves however they wanted. And why not? Wy
not grow wings to fly, or new senses to see mcrowaves and hear the hiss of
radi o? | nperishabl e bodi es, networked m nds —these had been his fantasies for
years, because such things were banned in Teven. Yet they were banned here,

t 0o.

One person had posted several replies, he noticed. They were signed Veronique.
Many of us feel as you do, Veronique had witten. But it is difficult to speak
out right now, because of the Onega Point crisis. It nakes us all | ook bad.

"But why?" he asked the board. "Wat did they do?"



They tried to becone gods.

He stared at the reply. He'd always known it was possible; there were entities
wi thin the Archipelago that had such power —and not just the arm es. But as
he reread the words, he renmenbered the devastati on of the farside accident;
renenbered the corpses. One gray and awful day he had cone upon the body of a
worman dressed in sone fabul ous costume froma nmanifold he didn't recognize.

Her face had been like porcelain, perfectly clean and conposed. It had hit him
then: she could still be alive. The technol ogy existed, the angels were a
smal | exanpl e.

Peopl e didn't have to die at all, anynore. O if they did, they could be
resurrected. But he was cursed with living in a place where such nmercy wasn't
permtted.

There had been nothing he could do about it then. He suppressed the rage and
grief. He'd kept it | ocked away ever since.

"The votes are tal king about Orega Point right now," he said to the board. "M
friend ... says that they're going to wipe it out."

Areply came instantly this tinme. How do you know that? Isn't that neeting
happeni ng of f-1i ne?

Aaron frowned. Was he interacting with an agent, or was this the rea
Veroni que now? "lI'mthere now," he said. "In Doran Mdrss's Scotland. W, |
were invited."

And do you agree with then? Should Orega Poi nt be destroyed?

Aaron frowned, gazing out the window for a while at drifting dust devils. "I
don't know," he said honestly. "Sonebody on this message board said that's why
the an-nies were originally created. To fight an outbreak of trans-humani sm
that ended the nonocul ture.”

That's the official story.

He stared at the words in surprise. In a civilization w thout government,
wher e anyone could say or do anything they wanted, how could there be any such
thing as an "official story"? The anni es were supposed to be unconcerned with
the daily affairs of humans; so at |east he'd come to understand in the days
he'd spent exploring the place.

He hesitated, then said, "And what's the real story?"
There was a | ong pause, which often neant that an an-inma was being taken
off-line while its owner prepared a personal response. Then: Do you want to

meet ?

This time the signature was Veronique's, unnmedi ated by any agent Al thoughts
of the search for 3340 were forgotten; so was his tiredness and sore nuscl es.

"Wher e?" said Aaron. "And when?"
14

"I thought | was supposed to be working for the Government?" said livia. She
settled herself into the accel erati on couch next to Doran Mborss.



"It hired both of us,"” he said with a touch of annoyance. "It was in your
briefing." He reached up to slamthe hatch of the small aircarlike vessel

In the several days since she had been "hired" —a quaint term whose

i mplications she had yet to explore —Livia had encountered Mrss severa
times. One thing she had noticed was that even a slight hint of irritation on
his part was enough to make nost of his hangers-on cower. These hangers-on
were referred to as "servants" —another old termshe'd never heard used in
reference to human beings. The man was a tyrant, she had deci ded; she did not
like him This norning he had shown up unexpectedly at her door and announced
that the Government wanted them both to visit the devastated Atchity Coronal
where Orega Point's forces had just been routed.

She was thinki ng about how to answer Morss's conment —she'd read the
briefing, but hadn't understood nuch of it —when the floor fell out from
under the little spaceship. They were | eaving the Scotland via a hatch inits
outer skin, just as Aaron's house had exited and entered Rosinius and the

other coronals. So it was a famliar enough experience; still, Livia hissed
i nvoluntarily and grabbed at the arns of her chair as they fell into black
space.

"See, that's why they hired you," said Mrss, unperturbed by the sudden fall.
"Sophi a Eckhardt woul dn't have reacted |like that To her, it would be just

anot her shift of realities in inscape. Her kind doesn't understand that nere's
a real world underlying all the fantasy visions they craminto their senses.”
He sounded cont enptuous, alnost bitter as he said this. Qut the wi ndshield,
livia watched the bl ack underside of the worldship rising away like an iron
cloud. Stars specked into view around them as the dark hul k dwi ndl ed. She
shook her head.

He half turned in his seat, gazing at her as if she were a suspicious fruit in
the Barrastea nmarket "You really are a foreigner. | get that. You obviously
have no i dea how bad things have gotten in the Archipel ago. Haver, Sophia's
quite tolerant for her kind, which | suppose is why the Good Book put her on
to you. But the rest of humanity's turning into a race of fucking

sl eepwal kers. Those of us who believe in the existence of a real world are in
a shrinking mnority. Mdst people think inscape is all there is. They're nore
and nore out of touch with reality; whole coronals have started failing the
cliff test”

Their little ship —which consisted of the cockpit they were in, and a | arge
fusion engine behind it —Ileveled out and the power kicked in. Livia felt sone
wei ght return; the experience was no nore dramatic than |lying on her back and
| ooking up at the stars.

"But mat still doesn't answer mny question," she said. "Way did they hire mer

"You're what we like to call a baseline," said Morss with a shrug. "Your
nervous system encodes the sorts of behavior patterns that we evolved for —
what they dismss here as the "cripple' view Hence the cliff test If you fel
inavirtual river you'd hold your breath and try to swm Natural human
reactions for sonebody from Ventus, maybe —but you have to understand, nany
peopl e here get their inscape inplants while still in the wonb. Generations
have grown up now conpletely inside inscape. Wen they fall off a cliff, they
l augh and flap their arms. Wen they fall in a river they just keep on
breat hi ng —because they don't have the experience of a stable and dangerous
reality to ground them They |ack the baseline human reactions you still have.
You' ve got an al nost pure set, by our readings. You and your two friends form
a kind of behavioral standard that's getting increasingly rare. W can use
that standard to judge how viable a person or inscape is."



Qddly enough, that nmade sense: Mrss wanted her to judge manifol ds, something
she'd gotten quite adept at just before | eaving Teven. At |east, that's what
it sounded |ike he wanted.

In the distance Livia saw a thin arc of light enmerging fromthe endl ess sky: a
coronal. "lIs that AtehityT she asked. Mrss didn't answer. He was tal king
quietly to a blurred inscape figure in front of him

She tanmped down on her annoyance, and watched out the wi ndshield for a while.
The coronal was beautiful: a fat ring or short can with open ends, its
interior surface brilliantly lit in swirling cloud and blue by a round mrror
angled in its central space. But as the ship's trajectory took it toward the
sunward side of the coronal, the light shifted to reveal something else —
somet hing that took up so much of the sky that Livia hadn't even seen it The
t wo- nousand- ki |l omet er-wi de ring of the coronal was half cupped in the arcing
nmetal claws of sonmething that dwarfed it —sonething planet-sized. So this was
an anecliptic dreadnought: a vast nightmare of nmachinery, its outstretched
arnms the size of continents. It |ooked |ike nothing so nuch as a mailed fist
ready to crush the delicate ring-shaped world.

The sight was extrenely unnerving. Livia needed to | ook at something el se, so
she pulled out the copy of the Good Book that Sophia had given her as a gift.

The Book was a physical object, a rarity for Sophia.

Bound in vat-grown |leather, it held a pleasing odor. Its hundred or so
chapters used parables, stories, and poetry to describe particular "roles"
such as Phoeni x, Priestess, or Pack-Carrier. "Pick a role, any role to start
with," Sophia had said. "That's you —for now. " While you were acting in a
particul ar role, you were supposed to try to emulate its qualities as closely
as possible. At the end of each chapter were a few pages of rul es about what
each rol e should do when encountering people playing other roles. You m ght

t ake charge of that person for a tine; your own role might change to sonethi ng
el se; so mght theirs.

There were over a thousand pages in the book, and it was heavily
cross-referenced and i ndexed. She flipped to the back and | ooked for any index
entries that m ght say Annoying People, dealing with. She couldn't find one.

"The Good Book's not a religion." Sophia had | aughed. "The Book started

repl aci ng | ocal adhocraci es about seven years ago. It's just a bunch of sinple
rules: if this happens, do that. People have had systens like it for thousands
of years —you know, the Ten Conmandnents and the Categorical |nperative, that
sort of thing. But those systens weren't based on systematic testing. The Good
Book is the result of nassive sinmulations of whole societies —what happens
when billions of individual people follow various codes of conduct It's
sinmple: if nost people use the rules in the Book nost of the tine, a pretty
much Ut opi an soci ety emerges spontaneously on the macro |evel."

The Book was |ike magic. Sophia had wanted Livia to try it out, so she did to
be polite. Using it was |ike playacting; Livia found she could sup easily into
some roles but had nore difficulty with others. One day she was the Courier
and people came to her with packages for her to deliver until she net someone
whose rol e changed hers. The next day she was designated the Tourist, and she
did not hi ng but explore Brand New York until she met a Visitor, at which point
her rol e changed to Tour Guide. That was all very sinple, she thought; any

i diot could have designed a systemlike this. But every now and nen she caught
gli npses of something nore —sonething extraordi nary. Yesterday she had run

t hrough a chain of roles and ended up as Secretary. Reviewi ng the Secretary's



role in the Book, she found that she should poll inscape for anyone nearby who
had one of the roles of Boss, Lawyer, Researcher, or about five other
alternates. She did, and went to nmeet a worman who had the odd, unfaniliar role
of Auditor.

Livia met the Auditor in a restaurant. Five other people were there, too; al
had been sumoned to this neeting by their roles, but nobody had any idea why,
so they conmpared notes. One nman said he'd been given the role of Messenger

t hree days before, and couldn't shake it He was being foll owed by a small
constel l ati on of inscape wi ndows he'd accunul ated from ot her roles. \Wen he
distributed these, they turned out to all relate to an i ssue of power
allotment in Brand New York that the votes were dragging their heels on
Suddenly the Auditor had a task. As Secretary, Livia began annotating her
menory of the meeting. In under an hour they had a policy package with key
suggestions, and suddenly their roles changed. A nman who'd been the Critic
suddenly becanme the Adm nistrator. According to the rules of the Book, he
could enact policy provided conversion to Adm nistrator was duly w tnessed by
enough ot her users.

This was amazing. After a while, though, Livia had realized that far |arger
and nore intricate interactions were occurring via the Book all the tine. It
was sinply that few or none of the people involved could see nore than the
smal | est part of them

Eventual | y she slipped the Book back into its carrying case and | ooked up. The
coronal | oomed huge in front of them Mrss had ended his private
conversation, so Livia turned to him opening her nouth and closing it severa
times as she tried to think of a way to broach the subject of 3340. She was
still unsure of how nmuch to reveal about herself; but she renenbered a
conversation she'd had the other day. She had discreetly asked one of Mrss's
servants how it was that Mdrss could be so rich in a place where each
citizen's potential for wealth was controlled by inaccessible, outside forces.
"Sonmebody told ne that you're not a citizen of the Archipelago,” she said now

"That's right. How do you think I'mable to keep that?" He jerked a thunb at
the nowtiny worldship behind them "My Scotland was built with conetary
materials | scavenged nyself from outside the solar system Took nme many years
to bring it in; you can do that, you know, but you have to get the stuff
personally and ride it home yourself for your claimto be valid. Took years
Anyway, | came back with a few quadrillion tons of raw materials that the
annies didn't own. There's only a few humans in the Archipelago sitting on
that much resource —everything el se conmes fromthe annies. O course, they
di sapproved; they wouldn't let the Government work for ne anynore. Said
woul d be putting too much resource into the 'human niche,' | mght upset their
preci ous ecol ogy. They designated ne a 'distinct entity.'" He laughed. "I'mon
a par with the human race as a whole in ternms of nmy rights. But there are
preci ous few places where | can spend what |'ve got."

"The anni es agai n?" ventured Livia.

"That's right. I"'ma little speck of chaos in their determnistic nachine. So
they load me down with obligations to keep ne busy —though they haven't taken
nmy wealth away fromne."

Livia had the distinct feeling that there was a nuch bigger story here, and
was about to ask for nmore details when their ship flipped over in a
stomach-1urching way. "We're on final approach,” said Mirss. And then he
busied hinmself with his virtual conversations and left no an-ima to continue
speaking with her. She sat back, crossed her arms, and watched the sharp
curves of the coronal slide slowy past beneath them Moments |ater they were



whi ppi ng past the knife-thin edge of its south sidewall and w thout warning,
pl owed into atnmosphere as thick as water. Red flame burst outside the
wi ndshield as they were jolted back and forth in their seats by decel eration.

After sone tense mnutes of this they had shed the differential of their
velocity with die coronal; as the dianmond wi ndshield cleared of flaneg,
retaining only a wavering heat-distortion, Livia gazed down on a | andscape
unl i ke anything she had ever seen before.

The whol e surface of the coronal |ooked like a circus that had been drowned in
a mud slide. Bizarre buildings and towers of jewel poked up everywhere out of

I ong runnel s and sl uices of pal e beige. The bei ge substance had a kind of
texture to it —alnost famliar ... "Wat is that stuff?" she asked.

"Paper, nostly," said Mrss. "Books of the old physical kind. I'mtold they're
chiefly novels, every one of them unique. There's also filmscripts and
synmphonies. Billions and billions of them" He waved a hand at the strange
buil dings. "As well as oil paintings, sculptures, architectural forns, new
fashion styles, shoes, quilts, tiling patterns, and furniture and cutlery
designs. Bl own across the whol e damm coronal |ike dust. Al part of the

pr opaganda bl ast."

"Propaganda bl ast ?"

"W woul dn't have been able to get this close a week ago," said Mdrss. 'This
whol e area was contested —nines and | asers, disassenbler fogs and so on, on
the side of the last few humans defending their homes —and art bonbs on the
side of Onega Point. Throw a missile at '"em they convert its mass and energy
into a thousand new operas and throw 'em back at you. Al of themw th Onega
Poi nt's peopl e as heroes, of course. Hell, they've rewitten the history of
the world a nmillion or so different ways to nake thensel ves | ook |ike the

cul mnation of everything. It's disgusting. Luckily the anecliptics came —
al ong with Choronzon hinself —and cleared it all out of the way for us."

"Who' s Choronzon?" she asked.
"You'l]| neet him" was all Mrss said.

Morss brought the ship around and they settled toward a particularly
devastated part of what might have once been a city. They stepped off the
ship's landing |l eg onto a surface conposed entirely of paper sheets. Livia
knelt and | ooked at several. They were neatly printed, and seened to be pages
of some rather tawdry adventure novels. The phrase mad anecliptic cane

unbi dden to her nind, and she hid her hands, which had begun to shake.

According to what she'd read prior to enbarking with Mrss, this coronal had
once housed a billion people. Its citizens had al ways been a bit extreme in
their use of technology. By the time of the post-human effl orescence, nost of
the noderates had fled. Lucky thing, judging fromthe psychotic overfl ow of
creativity that had ruined the | and.

"There it is," said Mdrrss, pointing past the aft end of the ship. Livia wal ked
under the hot pinging netal and | ooked.

Athing like a netal tree sat entirely alone in a fire-blackened plaza a
hundred neters away. |Instead of branches, the tree thrust blades into the air
at all angles; sone were visibly red-hot. Several human figures stood about
the tree, along with the tanklike shape of a sem -sentient brody. Mrss headed
in their direction.



Morss shook hands, then Livia stepped up to do |ikewi se. These people were
nostly votes, but the CGovernment was here, too, in the guise of a young nan
with call oused hands. In addition, there was a thing like a swirling cloud of
virtual matter, which introduced itself as a Zara —whatever that was —and a
pair of otterlike biological beings that m ght be true aliens.

" And here cones Choronzon," said Mrss, nodding in the direction of a
nearby, half-built colosseum A tall nan was sauntering toward them dusting
of f his hands and smiling. As he got closer she found herself staring; he had
i ntense eyes and bl ack hair, and he noved |like a panther. H s beauty was

al nrost nesnerizing, in fact. Sone inscape trick, she told herself, with a

twi nge of resentnment. But she didn't | ook away.

"Ali son Haver, the god Choronzon."

Choronzon grinned at Morss, clapped nore dust off his hands and hel d one out
for her to shake. "Nice to neet you," he said in a deep, resonant voice.

Sophi a had tal ked about the gods, but in the manner of distant beings she
never hoped to nmeet. Here was a viable post-human in the flesh —or
pseudo-fl esh —and he | ooked |ike nothing so nuch as a sim actor

"So you're our baseline," he said. "I trust Doran's briefed you on what we're
doi ng here?"

"No —yes," she said, and found herself inexplicably blushing. "I'"'ma bit out
of nmy depth," she admitted.

"That's okay," he said quietly. "So am|."
There was an awkward pause.

"Has it said anything?" Mrss asked the Governnment. They were standi ng near
the netal tree, looking it up and down.

The Government nodded. "It's radiating news stories on all frequencies —
t housands of sel f-serving docudra-mas per second. But that's all reflex
action. There's been no conmunications fromthe thing's core at all. See for

yoursel f: you can enter its inscape by wal king under the, uh, branches there.’

Li via regarded the snoking tangle nervously. Six days ago, a Governnent agent
had overflown me coronal to find out what had happened to the people who had
won the post-humanist civil war. He had flown in on a stealth-craft and

crui sed up and down the coronal for days before spotting the tree. By that
time he was thoroughly rattled by what he'd seen: cities eaten and
regurgitated by architect-dreamer machi nes; inscape hallucinating entire new
civilizations; everywhere the stink of dead plants and ani mals. The | akes had
been drained out and stored as ice on the underside of the coronal, and even
the soil replaced by sonme unknown industrial process. Onega Point coul dn't
tolerate the idea of any nonconvert comng within a thousand kil oneters of
this strange netal tree

"Now that we're all here," said the Governnent, sounding for all the world as
if it were chairing a neeting, "let's go in and see if anybody's hone." He
turned to livia. "Your task lies there." He pointed to the building Choronzon
had come from

"What's there?" She peered nervously in that direction

"I am" said the Governnent with a smle, "so don't worry. No, it's just some



of the humans who survived the recent war. They wandered into this zone after
Choronzon wi ped out the Oregans' defenses. They need soneone to talk to."

"Tal k to?" But the CGovernnent and the others, including Mrss, had turned and
were wal king toward the bizarre netal tree. Livia shook her head and wal ked
toward the buil ding.

Doran Morss found hinmsel f hovering in an endl ess sky: the inscape
representation of the nmetal tree's core. Avatars of the other Archipel agics
floated nearby. Sourceless illumnation lit thema soft, sunset rose color
Choronzon was scratching his head, |ooking uninpressed.

"Listen to that," said the god. Mdirss heard nothing. He said as mnuch.

"That's what | nean," said Choronzon. "W're interfaced with a systemthat's
supposed to contain the downl oaded m nds of nillions of people. W' ve attacked
t hem and knocked out all their defenses, leaving themtotally vul nerable to us
in the real world. Shouldn't there at |east be somebody nanni ng the door?"

They | ooked around uneasily, but the blue sky went on forever in al

directions, enmpty of promise. Finally the Government said, "All right,
nobody's neeting us. Choronzon, you and | will crack the system" The god
nodded. Not hi ng nore happened —the two sinply stood there on the air, staring
at nothing, while presunably their agents nade an all-out assault on the

i nformati on processing systens of the netal tree.

Their distraction gave Doran the chance he'd been waiting for. He quickly
nmuttered a nunber of commands under his breath —commands that had been given
to himby an Onega Point evangelist he'd sheltered, in secret, on board his
Scot | and. The commands were supposed to unlock a set of interfaces to the core
of the tree. If all went well, he should be able to access the genetic code
for Orega Point's eschatus machi ne.

Onrega Point had explored many options for self-deification. The eschatus
machi ne was a singl e-person device, so they had never built it, but had
instead elected to inplenent a collective approach that they clainmed would
allow all of their nenbers to achieve a state of absol ute consciousness. The
evangel i st had assured Doran that the plans for the eschatus machi ne were
conpl ete, however. Doran had paid the nonhuman brodys to build it and Onega
Poi nt had promi sed to give himthe nachine's genes if he appealed to the votes
on their behalf.

Wth the eschatus machi ne, Doran Mrrss could in one second transform hi nsel f
into a being |like Choronzon —a god.

He had given the passwords. There was nothing to do but wait. If Qrega Point
believed in his honesty —frankly, if they cared at all at this point —the
eschat us machi ne genes should automatically downl oad i nto the capaci ous data
store he'd hidden under his shirt. Meanwhile the Governnent and Choronzon had
lost their distracted | ooks and were frowni ng at each ot her

"What's the matter?" Doran asked innocently. "Can't get through?"

"Ch, we got through all right," said Choronzon. "It was just what | said would
happen,” he said to the Government. "There was never any other possibility."

"What's goi ng on?" asked a vote.

The Government shrugged. "It was pretty rmuch a foregone conclusion. The fact
is, there's no such thing as an ultimate state of consciousness. It's a nyth;



sentience has neaning only insofar as it's connected into the physical world.
W al ways knew t he Onegans were going to be di sappointed.”

"All a cosmic wank," said Choronzon
"We have full access to their systens," said the Govemnent. "If you'd like to
see it, here's a view of the Onega Point." It gestured to open a |arge inscape
wi ndow in the sky. Instantly Doran's head was filled with an un-differentiated
roar: white noise matched in the wi ndow by endl ess vi deo snow.

Choronzon | aughed. "The nore information there is in a signal, the nore it
resenbl es noise. You're looking at infinite informati on density, gentlenen, a
signal so packed with information that it has beconme noise. These idiots
pushed so far in one direction that they ended up at the opposite pole. It's
not like I didn't warn them"

"Then they' re gone?"
The Government nodded. "All gone. Dead.”

"You could call it the nost el aborate act of serf-entonmbrment in human
history," said Choronzon with another |augh. "Cone on, let's get out of here
so | can dismantle this thing." He vani shed fromthe inscape view After
conferring for a while the votes followed. Doran hung for a while |longer in
front of the big square of gray snow, listening to the roar of infinite

i nformation density. He al nost thought he could hear voices in that nonstrous
basso hiss, but then he'd heard the same in the sighing of the night breeze.
Per haps the fanatics of Orega Point had gotten their wish, but if so they had
been m staken in thinking that the Absol ute was something that hadn't been
there all along. Absolute nmeaning, it seened, was no different from no neani ng
at all.

He shuddered, and left themto their hypertechnol ogi-cal tonb.
"They refused to | eave," the Governnment was saying. Livia knelt next to one of
t he human refugees who huddl ed inside the ruins. Ovals of light |ike
spotlights fromholes far overhead picked out one or two of the young-I| ooking
peopl e. They sat listlessly, not apparently in distress, but not speaking

ei ther.

There were about thirty of them Sixteen had gray patches where skin had been
repl aced by some substitute; one had an all-gray arm Choronzon had heal ed

t heir physical wounds with this stuff, according to the Governnent. Their
psychic state was another matter.

"What am | supposed to do?" Livia asked. "I'ma stranger here, | don't know
t hese peopl e or what they've gone through ... " She heard the rising note in
her voi ce and stopped herself. She shook her head and | ooked down.

"It's all right," said the Government gently. "You' re already doi ng what we
brought you here to do. Look."

She | ooked up. The refugees were staring at her —not angrily, or w th hope,
but intently, alnmpst with fascination. "Wat is it?" she nmurrmured. "What do
t hey see?"

The Government sighed. "They see sonething they may never have seen before: a
normal human reacting normally to a traumatic situation. Livia, these people
have been insulated within inscape their whole lives. They have lived in a
worl d where their merest whimcould be granted with a thought. Reality has



al ways conformed to their desires —never the other way around. Now they find
thenselves in a world that obstinately refuses to change itself to fit their
i magi nations. They literally have no idea how to respond.™

Li via renenbered her conversation with Lady Ellis —it seened |ike years ago
now. Livia was special, the founder said, because she had gone through the
crash, seen people die, and | earned that nothing good came of it. For that
very reason she was stronger

O course these ruins resonated with nmenory. Livia could remenber huddling
under broken eaves with Aaron, watching rain she could do nothing to dispel
After inscape crashed here, these poor people nust have undergone just what
she had.

She shook her head. "But | cone froma world very like this one," she said.
"Wth inscape ... and all." Even as she said it she knew it wasn't quite true.
On Teven, the tech | ocks anchored the reality of each manifold. |Inscape was
not a nmeans to wi sh-fulfilnment there.

"There's something different about your honme," confirmed the Governnment. "1'd
|l ove to know what it is. Meanwhile, you have a useful role to play here. As an
exanple to these people of howto feel." "Surely there's other, uh, baseline
people around.” "Ch, nmillions," said the Government. "Wole coronals of people
who'd qualify, in fact. But |1've had to disable | ong-range inscape, and none
of those people are within a week's journey of ms place. W need you now,
Livia." "All right," she said. "But | still don't understand." "Just do what
you do," said the CGovernnent Livia thought for a while. Then she began to wal k
anong the refugees, and she sang for them an ancient song she'd | earned as a
girl, but never understood: "The Dark N ght of the Soul."

O night you were ny guide

O night nmore loving than the rising sun

O night that joined the Iover to the bel oved one
Transform ng each of theminto the other

As al ways, she came to feel the emptions of the song as she sang it The words
were uplifting, a benediction that had weathered the test of centuries. By the
time she left, there were tears on the cheeks of several of the Onegans,

t hough they neither smiled nor spoke; but the Governnent smil ed.

Exhausted, Livia let her feet guide her in the direction of Mrss's ship. She
had tal ked to a nunber of the refugees. Jn different ways, she had asked them
all the sanme question: Did the evangelists of Onega Point come to you? Did

t hey prom se you the things you'd always dreamed of ?

They had not answered the way she'd expected. The cultists only had one nane
for themsel ves and they never prom sed anything other than a merging of al
identities in the Orega Point. Unlike 3340's agents, who adapted thenselves to
every person's vulnerabilities, Orega Point were charm essly direct.

She couldn't prove it, but it seemed that Orega Point had not been 3340.
Evening had fallen, but as she wal ked she could hear no crickets or night
birds, just the slow exhal ation of a breeze through the gap-toothed buil di ngs.

As she neared the ship, though, Livia could make out voices.

"Do you know how an eschatus machi ne works, Do-ran?" It was the self-nmade god,



Choronzon. He and Morss stood on the opposite side of the ship; she could see
their feet underneath it. Livia paused to listen

"It's basically a hydrogen bonmb," continued the god, his voice silky and
calmng. "But a bonb so finely nade that every atomin it has been carefully
pl aced. Wen it expl odes and the pul se of energy cones fromits heart, the
energy is filtered and nodul ated down to an angstrom s-width as it surges
outward. It's a controlled burn, you m ght say, turning what would normally be
chaotic and destructive energy into creative power. In a mllisecond you go
fromhaving a bonb to having ... well, what, do you suppose?"

"I have no idea," said Morss. He sounded irritated —nothi ng unusual in that.

"Well, a newborn god is one possibility. A coronal mght be another. But |
think I can guess which might interest you nore."

"I have no idea what you're tal king about."

"OfF course not. Certainly I wouldn't be tal ki ng about the fact that you fought
us every step of the way on whet her we should shut down QOrega Point. You —the
nost vocal ly anti-god human in the Archipel ago, defending thenf? Strange.

"OfF course, strange behavior mght be explained if one knew about the eschatus
machi ne that the Onegans designed before their hasty departure fromthis
nortal coil —the machi ne whose pl ans you downl oaded earlier today."

There was a brief silence. Then Mrss said, very quietly, "Wat do you want ?"
"Nothing. |I'mjust intrigued by your change of heart, that's all

"You know | was once a human being, too, Doran. | remenber how hard it was to
marshal all the resources | needed to cure nmyself of the affliction. | also
renmenber, quite clearly, how | always told people | had no interest in
self-deification. It was a useful and sonetines necessary shield against
interference."

"Blow of f," said Doran. "Unless you have sone specific threat you want to use
on ne."

Choronzon | aughed. "Not a threat. Just curiosity as to why sonmeone so
violently opposed to inproving on the human nodel shoul d deci de to go agai nst
all his principles.”

"Sometines," said Doran icily, "mature people do things they don't want to do.
It's called follow ng higher principles. But someone without nortal concerns,
say, like yourself, wouldn't understand that."

"I know you bl ane nme for not doing enough —"
of f.

began Choronzon. Morss cut him

"I do. These peopl e needed a champion. | didn't have the power to stop them
destroying thensel ves. So yes, | took their side, because | saw a chance to
get that power —too late for them but maybe not the next Omega Point."

There was a brief silence. Then Choronzon said, "You'll make a fine god, then
—you already have the necessary urge to neddle."

Livia heard the god's footsteps crackling away over the paper | andscape.

Livia made sure her own footfalls were audi bl e as she wal ked around the ship.



Doran stood there, staring off into the evening gloomw th an unreadabl e
expression on his face. As she approached he snapped, "Were' ve you been?"

"Wirking," she said. "Wat have you been doi ng?"

He just grunted. Suddenly he | ooked very tired. Over his shoul der Livia could
see the flicker of orange flames: the remants of the Orega Point tree were
collapsing in on thensel ves. As she watched, Choronzon stepped forward to
reinsert a heavy piece that had fallen out of the fire.

"Let's go" said Doran. "There's nothing nmore for us here."
15

Weeks passed while Livia, Aaron, and Qingi settled into life in the

Archi pelago. Livia still felt urgently driven to seek help for her hone, but
whol e days went by now when she did nothing about it She was distracted in her
new rol e as baseli ne.

It was a sinple enough job: guide |ost people out of the sonetines baroque
realities they had walled thenselves into. Doing this involved, as Doran put
it, "npstly just showing up." She had to tune her view to that of the people
i n question. The CGovernnent advertised her com ng and those who were
interested could, with her help, tune their realities back toward the human
basel i ne —t hough no one ever cane all the way back to "crippl eview "

Her experience traveling between the mani folds of Teven suited her well to
this role; so she felt useful

Though Doran Mrss had few permanent residents in the Scotland, he all owed
Livia to stay, and so was obliged to let Aaron and Qingi remain as well. It
was a small inposition, since they had thousands of square kil ometers of open
I and to roam aboard the ship and could come and go as they pl eased.

During mis tine Qingi came less and less to Livia's bed. She thought she
under st ood: they had been cooped up together for so long, first fleeing

t hrough Teven's cultures, then within the house. He needed to establish
hinself in this place as much as she did. So she didn't think much of it when
she didn't see himfor days at a tine.

Later, Livia would realize that her own distraction had prevented her from
seeing the effect that the Archipel ago was having on him and on Aaron

O course, by then it was too |ate.

"So you've come," said Aaron. He stared glumy at Livia and Qingi. He | ooked
like he hadn't slept in days.

"Are you going to invite us in?" asked Livia. Aaron started, and stepped back
to let theminto his apartnment The view was of sone outer planet's noon. Livia
seened to be stepping onto a powdery white | andscape with a close horizon, a
bl ack sky and stars bl azing overhead. It was bl eak, and enpty; typical of the
pl aces Aaron | oved.

As Qingi noved past Livia she snelled wood snoke. The scent gave her an
aching nenmory of hone.

"W haven't net in over a week," Aaron was saying as he nervously sumobned up
a couch and sone chairs. "I just thought ... we should."



"I"'msorry," she said, touching his arm "I know you' ve been working hard,
Aaron. |'ve been sidetracked, but it's for a good cause, believe nme: I'm
wormng ny way into the corridors of power. Doran Mdrss seens to have a
relationship with the annies. If | can convince himto let us talk to them...

"Yes, yes, | understand," said Aaron. Livia had sat down; Qingi stood with
his arms crossed. Aaron chose to pace. "I'mstill |ooking for 3340," he said.

"Have you had any success?" asked Qi ngi
"Have / had success? Wat about you? What have you been doi ng?"

"I have been sitting by nmy fire, and thinking," said @ingi. He had recently
nmoved out of the chandelier city, settling on the moors in a sod hut he'd
built hinself.

Aaron snorted contenptuously. "You' ve given up, haven't you?"

"We coul d destroy our souls attenmpting to do the inpossible," said Qingi
quietly, "or we can choose the possible."

"What are you tal king about?" Aaron shook his head. "W have to find a way to
hel p our people. Don't you care about your friends and famly? O that we care
about ours?"

"There may be no way to help them"

Qingi's words hung in the air like a death sentence. They had all been
thinking this, Livia realized; it had run |ike an undercurrent under all her
recent choices. But she didn't want to admt that Not to these two men after
all they had done and seen together

"There might still be a solution,” she said. "W have to keep hunting —"

"For what? We don't know what we're looking for." Qingi shook his head.

"Don't you see the increasing desperation of our search? Very soon now it will
cease to be a rational thing, and becone an obsession. W will fixate on
trivial hints, pursue themin denial of their falseness. Maybe we have al ready
begun to do this," he said, gazing levelly at Aaron

Aaron went white. "How dare you," he whispered. "You, who do nothing but sit
like a fat parasite in your —"

"Hut," said Qingi with a half smle. "This is a fine apartnment you have,
Aaron Varese." livia junped to her feet. "Stop it! You' re both behaving like
children.” She rounded on Qingi. "And you! \Wat are you doing, deliberately
pr ovoki ng hi n"

"I am doi ng not hing, apparently," said Qingi

"Well you just admitted that —" started Aaron. Qingi shook his head.

"Li ke you, | cane here to find a way to save nmy people. But | no | onger
bel i eve we can find those who attacked our hones. And we cannot go hone. If we
cannot save the bodies and mi nds of our people, we are left with preserving
their spirit | amdeterm ning how to do that You," and now he pinioned both of

themw th an accusatory gaze, "are the ones who are doi ng nothing."

Li via shrank back. She'd been happy, the last few days. Traveling with Doran



Morss, singing to the confused and lost, she'd finally felt Iike she was doi ng
somet hing useful. Qingi was telling her that she'd been |lying to herself.

"Qingi, that's not fair. Wat do you expect us to do? I'msorry, but it
really does sound like you' ve given up."

"Your hand nust let go of one thing so that you can grasp another —

"Not anot her proverb!"™ Aaron | aughed derisively. "Spare us! You're useless,
Qingi. So what the hell are you doi ng here?"

Raven's warrior stood stiffly. "Nothing, other than telling the truth." Again,
the words hung there, but now both Aaron and livia were glaring at him Qing
si ghed heavily.

"I will leave, then," he said. "Wen you have taken your search to its | ogica
concl usi ons, you know where you can find me." He wal ked to the door with great
dignity.

"Qingi," said Livia, "who are you wal ki ng out on?"

He didn't reply. It was only when he closed the door that she realized how far
apart they'd drifted. Instantly she wanted to take back everything she'd done
in the past while, but all she could do was sit there, paralyzed. There was no
anima to mask the past.

Behi nd her, Aaron was stal king up and down, cursing furiously. Bereft, she
turned to | ook at him his anger was astonishing. It had been building for
nmont hs, she realized —or nore likely years.

Swal | owi ng her own fury, Livia stood and went to him She held out her arms
and he folded hinmself into her enbrace, hugging her fiercely.

"What is it?" she whispered. 'Tell ne."

"I't's ... " He hesitated. "Livia, have you considered that maybe you're
wor ki ng for the eneny?"

n \N]at ?II
He grimaced. "That came out wong. | don't nean

3340; but you know it's the annies who are keeping us ftom ever going hone.
They' re the ones who've kept us —all of Teven's people —I ocked away |ike zoo
animals for two hundred years! And the whole hunman race is under their thunb,
too. And you're working for them"

"I'"mworking for the Government," she said, her face hot.

"Whi ch works for the annies."”

"Aaron, |'m hel ping people. I"'mnot doing it for any outside agency, |'m doing
it for those individual people."

He shook his head sadly. "Sometines you' re the nost cunning of players, and
sometines you' re frighteningly naive. Can't you see what you're doing? You're
part of the Governnent's programto convince people that the status quo is
wor ki ng. You're hiding the bodies, Liv. Sweeping the contradictions of the

pl ace under the rug, so that the greater society doesn't notice them Is that
good?"



"Why are you saying this?"

"I know you have the best of intentions. But we should be encouragi ng people
to push the Iimts of human nature —we shouldn't be hol ding them back! O
course sonme will crash —that's natural selection. But if we don't try to

i mprove on our design, howis humanity ever going to match the annies? And if
nobody confronts them how are you and | ever going to get hone again?"

She gaped at him "Confront then? But that's ... "

"I npossi bl e? So was | eaving Teven, if you'll recall. | don't think it's

i npossible. In fact —" He hesitated, then shrugged and | ooked down. "I just
want to know whi ch side you're on here.™

She | ooked down at the powdery grit inscape was telling her |lay under her feet
"I shoul d have thought that was clear,"” she murnured.

After a noment she realized Aaron was standing over her. Livia |ooked up. He
had the oddest expression on his face.

"Liv ... " He bit his lip. "Stay here tonight," he blurted.
"\What ?"

"Stay. Wth me. Tonight"

"Ch ... Sure. | can just sumon a bed for nyself, and —"

"That's not what | neant." He |ooked terrified at what he'd just said.
Real i zi ng what he did nean, Livia felt suprenely unconfortable.

"Ch! Aaron, | ... | can't."”

"You're not still with hin? After what he —"

"No!" She stood up, twining her hands in distress. "At least, | don't know.
["'mnot not with him Aaron, mis ... this just isn't the right time for us to

have this conversation."”

Sonet hi ng changed in his face —a shuttered | ook as though he'd repl aced
hinself with an anima. "1 see,"” he said coldly. "It seens it never was the
right tine, was it?"

"Aaron." She went to him but he shied away from her touch. "You know ne
better than anyone el se. You' ve been ny best friend ever since ... well, you
know. And we've never in all that time had this conversation. Maybe we shoul d
have —"

"It's okay, | understand." He turned away, his shoul ders hunched. "I'll see
you later, then. Don't worry; I'll be all right"

"Well no, wait a second. This is serious, Aaron. How | ong have you been
t hi nki ng this?" Wanting ne?

Still not |ooking at her, he plodded toward a distant cloud of inscape
wi ndows. "W both have work to do ... To save our people. It's no tinme to let
our emotions run away with us."

"But you brought this up, Aaron. W have to deal with it."



"Not now." He vani shed into sone view inaccessible to her. Stunned, Livia
stared at the spot where he'd just been standing.

She didn't know what to do. After several long m nutes, she turned and | eft
the now enpty apartment Summoning up Qingi's footprints, she stared at them
for a long while. Then she wal ked t he ot her way.

Doran Morss wat ched his newest enployee fromunder the shadow of sone trees.
He had come here to confront Alison Haver about some irregularities in her
work for him Fromthe size of the crowd here in her narrative, she was
obviously thriving in her dual roles of soundtrack and baseline. So now he
felt foolish at wal king over there and confronting her. He fidgeted, trying to
think howto justify his presence here.

Haver's narrative was set in an open-air parkland. The buildings all had a
1950s rocket-ship chic that she seened to have fallen in love with. In

i nscape, her estate was currently docked next to one of Doran's troubl e-spots:
a coronal whose popul ation had just revolted agai nst the anecliptics. They'd
been put down, and now boiling resentnent was pushing a | ot of people toward
post - human experinmentati on. Doran had sent her there to work as a soundtrack
her real job was to act as a Governnent baseline.

Doran had insisted that her narrative be stable. On his way by the drinks
tabl e he saw that she had taken his advice. The drinks were served on a table
by a human-shaped agent; the liquids came frombottles; the bottles came from
crates at the agent's feet. Any link in this chain could have been interrupted
—custom zed into something i nconsistent, such as having the bottles snorted
out of an elephant's trunk. Mst people's personal narratives had nmany such
breaks because they had never lived in an environnment where all objects had
consi stent rel ationships. Haver seemed to know intuitively what a seanl ess
view woul d | ook like; thus, the very act of visiting her narrative should be
heal i ng for many peopl e exhausted by the arbitrary dreamwrlds of their own

i nscape.

He' d had few opportunities to speak with this highly capabl e young worman si nce
t he Orega Point incident. Wien they did speak, he found her disarmngly
direct, apparently unafraid of his power. Wether it was this or something

el se about her that put himoff bal ance, he didn't know. But around her, he

al ways seened to forget whatever he was about to say. He wasn't used to that
ki nd of weakness, and he inevitably ended up saying the wong tiling.

It would definitely not help matters if he reveal ed mat he had been

i nvestigating her use of his inscape agents. Haver was sendi ng them on errands
all over the Archipelago. She and her two friends seened to be searching for
somet hi ng, but they were bei ng dammably secretive about it They wouldn't even
tell the agents —his agents —what they were after. Their cavalier use of his
resources was galling.

But every time he spoke to her, it ended badly. And he didn't |ike that fact,
ei ther.

He cursed and wal ked toward Haver. As he did, Sophia Eckhardt converged on her
fromthe other direction. Eck-hardt got there first and Haver, not yet
noticing Doran, greeted her warmy.

"Wel come to ny narrative," she said to the soundtrack. "lI'mcurrently the Sage
—though | don't feel very smart today."

Sophia smled at her, pursed her lips in thought, then said, "Wll, Sage and



M nstrel cancel. | believe that makes us both the Student Wat's w ong?"

Haver | ooked down disconsolately. "I may have just broken my ol dest and nost
precious friendship."

Doran had been wacking his brains for sonme clever opening |line and was thrown
by the realization that Haver m ght be pursuing a romantic life he knew
not hi ng about Consequently his mnd was now a bl ank as he wal ked up to the two
worren. "You'll have better luck if you stop playing dress-up with that
dammabl e book," he heard hinsel f say.

They both turned to glare at him Doran nmentally kicked himself for being a

cl od, which nade himeven angrier. He glowered at Sophia, acutely aware of
Haver's gaze on him He desperately tried to recover. "And how s the ot her you
today? The ... non-book side?"

Haver's smle was coldly polite. "Well, Respected Mirss, publically, |I'mvery
wel I, thank you. If you have no interest in other sides of ne, then we can
leave it at that."

Dor an knew he should stop, retreat, that this whole conversation was a

sl ownotion crash. What he said was, "That's a laugh. There is no public life
anynore. Only private life, ridiculously intensified. Isn't that what we're
fighting agai nst?"

"Well," she said seriously, "that would certainly explain the sense of
cl austrophobia |'ve been feeling ever since we got here."

Was she hunoring hin? He was used to people doing that —ignoring or absorbing
his anger. But he hadn't expected Haver to do it, and sonehow that just added
to his sense of humiliation. "It's like there's no wider world outside ny own
garden," she said. "I've been trying to get a handle on the big picture here
in the Archipelago. But every tine | think I get it, it turns out to be just
anot her view. " She | ooked up at himexpectantly. She's throwing me a line to
save nysel f, he suddenly realized. Not because she was afraid of his anger

but because she was nore adroitly diplomatic than he'd ever inagined.

He nodded gratefully. "Yeah, you can't see the big picture because there is no
big picture. There's just individual people —and the arnies. The Governnent,
the votes, the narratives —they're all personal. There's no public life."

"Except in the Book," said Sophia coolly.

"Ah, yes. O course," he said with an awkward snile. "Well, anyway, | just
thought 1'd drop by and say hello. I'll see you later, |adies."

He wal ked away qui ckly, face burning. Wat kind of a lout had he turned into?
He couldn't even have a sinple conversation with an attractive young | ady
anynore. Too many years of |oneliness and political paranoia had di sabl ed what
grace he'd once had.

O maybe he'd just been thrown by the fact that Haver treated himlike any
ordinary man —and not |like the larger-than-life, richer-than-gods figure he'd
turned hinself into. He swapped out Haver's pleasant narrative for a noisy and
crowded cityscape, and just wal ked for a while letting the bustle and det ai
wash over him Anonymity, however, just nade himeven nore |onely.

That evening Doran paced his small suite of rooms, fighting with hinself.
Finally he sighed, sumobned an inscape menu, and said to it, "Show ne a list
of popul ar sins."



I f anybody knew he did this he'd blow his credibility in the narratives that
needed nost to trust him Doran Morss was dedicated to reality; he had vocally
and dramatically condemed escapi st sims many times over the years. And yet,
on nights like this he risked the presence of spybots and, for a few hours,
left his own conplicated Iife behind.

He had never told anyone that he did this.

After making his selection he found hinself in a pleasant parkland; it was
| ate evening here, and the arch of a coronal swept across the sky, very
cri ppl eview and reassuri ng.

A bl ack- hai red young worman stood hi pshot near a tall hedgerow. She saw hi m and
smi |l ed. "Doran! How are you? | haven't seen you in ages."

Wth a sim he could be hinmself. He needn't second-guess its notives, needn't
be on constant guard agai nst plots and conspiracies. Sinms weren't intimdated
by him nor were they judgnental. He felt the knot of tension between his
shoul ders relax as he shook the young | ady's hand. And he hated hinself for
it.

"It's good to see you, Livia," he said sadly. "I seemto remenber that the
last tinme we net, you promised nme you'd give ne a tour of your city."

The sim| ooked pleased. "Let's go, then. Night's the best tine to see
Barrastea."

The hours of the night seemed to | ast forever. Aaron lay in his bed, staring
up at the ceiling. He couldn't help endlessly replaying his argunent with
Livia and its disastrous end. How was he ever going to show his face to her
agai n?

Not hi ng had gone as pl anned; not just now, but ever since the day that the

ai rbus crashed. Seeing his father's dead face had nearly unhinged Aaron at the
time. Never |earning what had happened to his nother proved to be worse in the
long run. He felt like he'd been knocked of f bal ance and ever since had run
forward full-tilt, always on the verge of toppling.

And fall he would have, if his self-huniliation before Livia had been the only
thing he could think about. It was intolerable and he needed oblivion to cure
him of the pain. There were ammesi ac drugs he could take, sedatives ... but
none coul d take back what had actually happened. He couldn't undo his life.

Yet he had one last strawto grasp —if he could just make it to norning. He
t hrashed and tossed and turned, and sat up cursing, but prom sed hinself he
woul d hold on, just that little bit nmore. In a few hours a visitor would be
arriving. Things would have to change then; they would have to get better

At five a.m he abandoned sl eep and padded out to the balcony to stare down at
t he m st-shrouded hi ghl ands. The gigantic | ouvers on the worldship's end cap
were starting to peek open, letting wan beans of sunlight in. Aaron sipped a
cof fee and thought about the scale of the world he now lived in: trillions of
people, all under the thunb of the sane inplacable power. It nade the probl ens
of Teven | ook petty by comparison

At nine o' clock an iris opened in the worldship's end cap, way up at the
airless axis. Atiny bright dot glided in and sone tine |ater docked at the
chandelier city. Aaron was tidied up and waiting when the el evator doors
opened and Veroni que stepped out.



There were six of her. Al greeted Aaron warmly, in mnutely different ways.
He' d been warned about this aspect of his new friend: she maintai ned numnerous
artificial bodies, and flipped her sensorium between themat will. Those

bodi es not currently inhabited by her were run by the Archipel agi ¢ equi val ent
of ani mas.

She had confided in hima few days before that she sonetimes |ost track of
whi ch body was hers because her five senses were all transferred. Only
internal states of distress still anchored her to her own flesh. "I have

i ndi gestion to thank for keeping me human," she'd said with sone

enbar rassnent .

It was an instant party. Veronique's selves tal ked and joked not only with
Aaron, but with each other and even with random passersby. The experience
rem nded himof animas, so he felt quite at honme; and having her attention
fromso many different points at once filled the void of |oneliness he had
been lost in all night.

"But why did you cone in person?' he asked, when they were finally ensconced
in his apartnent.

Veroni que' s sel ves gathered around, one sitting on either side of him another
perched on the armof the couch, the other three seated opposite. They adopted
a serious |ook.

"I don't trust inscape," said the one on his right. "I use quantum encrypted
channel s between ny selves," added me one on his left, "but | rarely get
access to long-range links. And my creations can't travel at all."

"Don't trust inscape?" He |ooked around at her skeptically. "But isn't inscape
fundanmental |y secure? It has to be, or all sorts of things could happen —"

"Inscape is not sonething that serves us," said the one on the armof the
couch. "I believe we serve it; and that it serves the Governnent and the
anni es. "

He frowned. "Can you prove this?"

She | ooked unconfortable in six different ways. "Do | have to prove it to
you?"

He t hought about it. "I can't believe that having the annies lurking in the
background of everything hasn't tw sted things up somehow. But what can be
done about it?"

Now sone of her smiled. "Let me tell you a story. Ever since | can renenber,
I've been fascinated by inscape agents. Wen | was a girl | generated sinple
agents and set them puzzles in artificial worlds | rmade for them By the tine
| was eighteen ny narrative had grown to include sone of the best architects
in the solar system By that time | was so good at designing mnds that I
could create sentient entities that nutated and di vi ded and struggled wth
their various versions, like bubbling cell lines in ny synthetic realities.

"They were too prinmitive to have any sense of self, or feel pain or anything.
One of them... It could converse so well you couldn't tell it wasn't human —
but it couldn't manipul ate the sinplest object in inscape. It had no sense of
physical reality.

"More fundanmentally, | learned that | couldn't trade ny creations with the



ot her designers. Anything we sent across inscape becanme garbled in transit, to
the point of uselessness. At first this was just annoying. Then it becane

frustrating. | couldn't trade ny m nd genes with anybody —it was as if we
were being held back deliberately. The ol der people in the narrative shrugged
and said | was being paranoid. Inscape is designed this way: they call it a

whi sper network. No nessage can be rel ayed across the Archipel agic data nets
wi t hout the semantics of the nmessage being reinterpreted by countless stations
along the way. If you try to create direct, clear-data routes, you're apt to
find the anecliptics conm ng down on you with both feet."

Aaron shrugged. "The arm es are threatened by anything that mght becone I|ike
them™

Several Veroni ques nodded. "Yes. But listen to this. About a year ago | began
catching hints that others were as frustrated as nme. It was nothing overt —
that was the point A real movenent to fight back against the network
restrictions would have generated a narrative, or a vote —or both."

Aaron chuckl ed. "And since it's always easier to use the services of the vote
than to continue struggling without it, even the nobst anti-CGovernnent group
woul d find their novenent absorbed into the Governnment itself."

She all nodded vigorously. "It's like if you and your friends struggled to
build a road, and then inscape hands you wings. Pretty soon the road just
seens pointless ..

"I eventually figured out that there are other people out there trying to find
a way around the network's semantic transforns. The problemis, they can't

col | aborate overtly wi thout having the network organize itself to help them
they walk a fine |ine between independence, and the generation of a vote."

Veroni que couldn't even investigate whether she was right about the existence
of the others. She just had to have faith that they were there, and send out

hi nts about her own work. People who were savvy enough could figure it out and
hel p without having to talk to her directly.

"For nine nonths now |I've been | aboring on the conmponents of a new kind of

i nscape-virus." One of her stood up and began pacing. "The thing has
frightening power. It's designed to take conplete control of inscape. Yet,
don't even know whether the whole thing exists. |'ve been eaten up by doubt —
do the other conspirators even exist? Maybe this is all just a particularly
paranoi d narrative playing out. It's so hard to know what's real "

Aaron started. Real was not a termhe'd heard nuch lately.

"I"'mnot sure," adnmitted another Veronique, "because the pieces are

di stributed among so many people. But | think the virus is ready. Al we
needed was an entry point fromwhich to inject it into the Archipel ago. The
big problemwas, it had to gestate outside the Governnent-controlled part of
the network."

Aaron | aughed, only slightly disappointed. "Doran Morss isn't an Archipel agic
citizen. So the Scotland is outside the Government's inscape."”

"Yes. You see now why | had to cone ... why | |eaped at the chance to neet
you. Mdrss allows very few guests. But his guests can have their own guests,
within limts." Some of her |ooked down contritely. "I wanted to neet you
anyway, because you're an exotic, | nean |'ve never net anybody from outside
the solar system | hope you're not angry to learn | had an ulterior notive."



He | aughed again. "I assuned you had one. But it's one | |ike."
She grinned at herselves. "Then you're not angry with nme?"

"On the contrary."” He | eaned forward, clasping his hands on his knees. "Wen
wer e you pl anni ng on taki ng down the Governnent ?"

16

Qingi tried to avoid staring as he sat down in the verso house. He could see
that the roof was about to slide off, and the wall had been patched but the
stones were still crunbling here and there. The stove was inproperly placed
and nmost of its heat would | eak out before it reached the cots. Politeness
kept himfrom sayi ng anyt hi ng about these matters, but perhaps he could

vol unteer to help around the place. Then he could discreetly fix sone things.

Qingi had been sitting cross-legged on the shore of Doran Mdrss's ocean
weavi ng twi ne from grass, when she'd cone wal king up out of the fog: a young
worman of Archi pel agi c perfection, dressed in uneasily patched cotton. She'd
stared hungrily at his hands as he continued to work. "Show ne how you do
that," she had said, even before introducing herself with the unlikely nane of
I shani Chaterjee

"There are doubtless inscape tutorials that will teach you better than
could,"” he had said mldly.

"But I want to know how you do it," she'd insisted.

" And this is my housemate, Lindsey," |Ishani was sayi ng now. Housemate
Li ndsey wi ped hands covered in chicken grease on her apron. "Wuld you like
some stew, Qingi? It's my own attenpt at a highland recipe.”

He was skeptical at the snell coming fromthe pot, but he smled widely
anyway. "That woul d be very wel cone."

I shani had tal ked a great deal about her new friends during the several craft
sessions he'd had with her. She had tried for years to cone to Doran's
Scot | and, but he coul d sense the unhappiness in her voice at finally being
here. Qingi had been amazed to hear it —anmpbng Raven's people, such

di scontent would not have arisen. |Ishani would either have cone to love this
new home, or QOre-teotl would have provided a world for her nore in keeping
with her spirit As it was, Ishani could sumon any vi ew she wanted through

i nscape —but she seened unable to conmit to any of them

The two wormen sat with himand Qingi choked down sone of the flavorless food.
"Ishani says you're new here," said Lindsey after a silence that Qingi had
felt confortable, but which he sensed she thought of as awkward.

"I apol ogize if | am encroaching on your |and," he said. She | aughed.

"This whole world is owned by Doran Mrss. It's not our land, is it? Besides,
we' re happy to have a nei ghbor. What brought you here? You're a verso,
obviously ... "

He shook his head. "I amunfamliar with many of your terms. Wirldling is not
nmy first |anguage.”

"Verso," she said uncertainly. "Soneone who does ... well, this." She gestured
around at the stone walls. "Someone who's turned away fromthe insanity of the
narratives. Returned to the old ways —pure ways of living."



Agai n, he shook his head. "My people did not turn away from anything. W
turned to sonething." Her face el oquently expressed her inconprehension. "I am
not fromthe Archipelago,” he said reluctantly.

"Ch! An alien," said Lindsey. "Or a colonist? That explains ... " She gestured
at bis recently-made doning. "But this is fascinating! Ishani, the things you
find. "

"So what are you doing here?" asked Ishani. "Are you working for Mrss?"

"No." He frowned at the black hul king stove, an abom nati on of heat-punp
technol ogy where a fire should be. '1 amdoing nothing," he said at |ast.
"Because | do not know what | could do to hel p ny people. They have been
destroyed. Many of ny kinsnen and friends are dead. The rest are enslaved to a
power | do not even understand."” He had no reason to tell these people any of
this. But Qingi found he couldn't stop tal king now that he had started. "I
cane to this place to be alone, away from your Archipelago of illusions. To
nmourn. "

Li ndsey sat back, clearly unsure whether to act appalled or admit to being in
on the joke. "Your people ... They're dead?"

"Many of them |'msure.”

Her | ook of skepticismwas infuriating; Qingi knew she could have no idea
what he'd been through. Suddenly spiteful, he said, "Those that are not dead
will be slaves now. And our cities and canoes, our |onghouses and our great
Song of Oneteotl are gone. Qur animals speak for the invaders." Lindsey

gl anced uncertainly at Ishani, who was gazing at Qingi with w de eyes.

Qingi grimaced. "W cane to your worlds to find help for our people, but no
one will help us. W cannot find anyone to defy your anecliptics."

"The anni es?" |Ishani | ooked puzzl ed. "The annies attacked your coronal ?"

Qingi didn't answer; he felt tears welling up in his eyes. He glared at the
tabl etop, feeling a surge of deep hel pl essness. It was a fam liar feeling, one
that had cone upon himdaily ever since he had left the Song. These people
coul d never understand what he was goi ng through

Surely he was bei ng unkind. Yet, everyone he had met in this forsaken place
seened to | ack sone essential spark that he had known at home. He gl anced

m serably around the room wondering why this hut, so simlar in many ways to
those in Skaalitch, felt Iike a parody of a reality only his people had known.

"Qingi ... that nane is famliar," said Lindsey. "Onh, where have | heard
that, it's on the tip of ny tongue, I'"'mtenpted to do a query." She | aughed at
I shani's expression. "I won't, of course. But Qingi, you said we just now

| shani said you were living al one.™

"True. My friends have ... lost their way. One is nesnerized by the wonders of
your science and technol ogy, and the other has thrown herself into the service
of Doran Mdrss. They negl ect our search for allies. Every day they seemto
renmenber | ess why we cane here." He tried to express the depth of his feelings
of betrayal and pain at Livia's absence, but all he could say in the end was,
"l do not understand."

I shani shook her head synpathetically. "It's the narratives. They're maki ng
sense of your friends' lives; that's what they do. It's insidious, you don't



even know it's happening. 1'll bet they've both found causes they can believe

in. They've even net people, haven't they? ... Beautiful men or wonen who hold
out some hope of conpleting them of being their match ... " She sighed

ruefully at his expression. "It's true. Narratives will do that. And what they
find for you is genuine, and enotionally fulfilling. It's just that it's been

given to you, you haven't nade it yourself."

He | ooked around the cabin, suddenly frightened. "And have the narratives
given me this?"

"No. If you're here on the ground of the Scotland you're outside the
narratives' influence. This is Doran Morss's ship, and he's not part of the
human Archi pel ago. That's why we," she gestured at Lindsey and herself, "can
be oursel ves here."

"I came here to respect the |loss of ny people through isolation and genuine
sadness," he said after a while. "Wy did you come here?"

Li ndsey brooded for a nonent. "Because," she said, "everybody's |ooking for a
way out. Qut of the smothering confort of the narratives, away fromthe
i npossi bility of change. Since the anecliptics took over the Archipel ago,

things are safer —there's been no billion-casualty wars in a long tinme. But
people are starting to realize that the price is too high. They can't change
the world around them so they try to change thensel ves —Ii ke QOrega Point.

But that's no answer. W have to | ook to the past for nobdels of howto live."

"That's very interesting," he said politely. "But what | asked was, why are
you living like this? | don't understand how anyone lives in this Archipel ago,
it is a strange place where people do not followtheir ... spirits. | merely
wondered if that was what you were doing. Follow ng your spirits.”

I shani frowned. "I don't know how to answer that."

He swal |l oned nore of the horrible stew, then said, "In nmy country, we did not
have sinms or books or other entertainnents. But on cold nights we would sit
around the fire, and tell each other our stories ... | see from your
expressions that you do not know that tradition. I'msorry | assumed too
nmuch. "

"No, wait," said Lindsey, reaching to catch Ishani's arm "I think that's a

great idea, don't you? Ishani, why don't you tell us your story. How you cane
to be here.”

I shani sat back, |ooking shocked. "You mean, not by rew nding a nmenory, but by
tal ki ng?" She started to grin, then |aughed. "Like Charon did ... Al right,
but | haven't organized ny life as a narrative, you know. |I'mnot sure you'l
under stand. "

"As listeners, we are not required to understand," said Qingi. "Only to
care."

"Ah. Well, then here goes."

My parents came from an average background, six generations all living
together in an extended estate on an ordinary coronal. My first nmenories are
of running and | aughing on gigantic | awns anong niles of parkland. The parks
were full of fabul ous animatronic creatures who staged tableaux and intricate
dramas for us kids. The whole coronal was like this —paved with the grand
estates of dynasties that had their roots in fabul ous distant places |ike Mrs
and Mercury.



As | grew ol der and received ny inscape inplants | discovered other worlds
that overlaid this one. There was a city, a marvel ous place of whirring
aircars and towering skyscrapers full of light —but it was entirely virtual
not a single brick of it physically existing. Yet everybody who was anybody
had an apartment there. As a young teenager | would spend whol e nights out
with ny friends in the crowded thick air of the city's alleys. Then to bug out
and find nyself sitting quietly in nmy room where in fact 1'd been all al ong.

It was at a party in this virtual city that | net the WIld Boy.

H s nanme was Charon and he came fromfar away in the outer solar system He'd
grown up in an aerostat city in the frozen skies of Uranus, where the air's
perfectly still for centuries at a tine and the young people entertain

t hensel ves by rappelling up and down the vast curving sides of their cities
above an endl ess abyss of air. He'd seen conrades fall to their deaths during
such adventures —had spoken to one ten minutes into her descent, as she
calmy related the sensation of the black tightening around her |ike an

i nvi sible serpent a thousand kil ometers bel ow hi m

Charon was so gray and serious, like Death at a dinner party; but his stories
hel d us fascinated, and not only because he told themto us verbally —Iike
this —rather than just rewinding a nenory for us to wal k through. W | oved
hi s mel ancholy darkness —but we never let himknow it. Wen we discovered
that he refused to edit his inscape feeds, we took to pestering and teasing
himmercilessly, playing tricks on his view, that sort of thing. I was very
much attracted to him so |I'mafraid | was the worst.

He cane to see ne in ny studio one day —| was a pretentious little girl and
fancied nyself a painter. 1'd had a real studio built for me by the house
bots, high up in one attic of the main building. | wore an old-style Parisian
painter's cap and a white snmock while | worked, even though | would never in a
mllion years have touched real paint. | was working in airblocks when Charon
canme in, noving scul pted shapes of opacity and col ored transl u-cence around to
create a light sculpture. | remenber 1'd called up a shaft of sun to spotlight
nmysel f and my work on the blond wood floor —totally artificial light, it was

cl oudy outside, but you get the idea. Charon took one | ook at me, and burst
out | aughi ng.

"I came here to yell at you for that last trick you played,"” he said; | can
still remenber the nasal tone of his accent. "But | can see now that it isn't
necessary."

As clearly as | renmenber that, | can also remenber ny stunningly clever reply:
n \N]at ?II

"You're not nuch nore real than that stuff you're playing with, are you?" he
said. He was angry, but | wasn't sure why. Sure, |I'd done sonething to his

i nscape again, but it was just inscape —and if he'd been hurt, well, hurts
could be healed with a little pill or a few mnutes with a synpathy agent.

| said something inane, | think it was about his interrupting inportant work.
He wal ked slowy up to nme, |ooking the scul pture up and down, and a sly
expression came over his face. "lI've noticed," he said, "that you and your

friends are so used to inscape that you ignore nost of it. You stick to the
little parts that are fashionable and you never poke your head outside them"

It was true, but so what? In those first days after you get your inscape
i mpl ants, the whol e universe seens to be waving and trying to get your



attention. You learn to tune it out; and | said so.

"Well, 1've been exploring," he said. "Let nme show you something." And right
next to ny light scul pture, he opened a w ndow.

Vi sions unfolded in that wi ndow |like flowers opening in the sun —first

dozens, then as Charon's query raced through the worlds of the Archipel ago,
hundr eds, thousands of subwi ndows floated in an infinite space next to ny

scul pture. They rotated in and out of focus at the front of the field. And, in
each one of them a young woman stood in front of a half-finished |ight

scul pture

"This is what's happening right this second, all across the Archipelago," said
Charon. "I simply asked inscape to show nme all the publically accessible feeds
fromgirls who are working with airbl ocks."

The particulars were different —sone of the girls stood outside, sone inside,
some in virtual spaces; some had white faces, sonme black, sone blue and with
any variety of genetically varied conbinations of features. But out of

trillions of people, it was inevitable that sone |arge nunber of girls,
basi cally human, all basically ny age, would right now all be doing precisely
what | was doing. | had never really understood that before.

"It gets better," said Charon. "Let's do a query on how many of diose
scul ptures are just like yours."

"Stop," | said, but he went ahead with it, opening a second wi ndow —and there
they were, dozens of girls making ny scul pture.

"And even better," he continued, enjoying the | ook of horror that nust have
stol en across ny face then, "let's see how many of those girls are being
nocked by a friend who's doing queries next to their work —"

"Stop it!" | tried to hit him though of course the etiquette fields of the
house prevented the bl ow from | andi ng.

"Don't you get it?" he shouted as he retreated to the door. "You're wall paper

I shani. You can't have a thought that a mllion other people aren't having,
you can't do anything tfiat a mllion other people aren't also doing. It
doesn't matter what you say or whether you live or die because a mllion other

you's are there to take your place. So why should | care what you do to ne?
You' re wal | paper. Wall paper!" And so he fled.

O course he did care, but | was too young to see that. But he had opened a

pit at ny feet. | stopped working on the scul pture and stared aghast at the
wi ndows. | never painted again.

"That's terrible," said Qingi. "I can see why you turned away from your
world."

Ch, no, that's not the horrible part. It's what cane after that made ne
realize what kind of place the Archipelago really is. You see, | got over it.

Several nmonths later, the whole incident had receded and becone trivial.

didn't even renmenber the shock and dismay 1'd felt; it was like a dream And
then | met Charon again, who slyly asked ne about that day. | proudly told him
that | didn't care about what he'd shown ne. And he | aughed.

"OfF course you don't care," he said. "Your narrative steered you away fromthe
edge of that cliff. That's what it does. | bet you had sone nice



heart-to-heart talks, got gifts, a nod of approval here and there, new
i nterests and people flooded into your life ... It's been an eventful tine,
hasn't it?"

| hesitated. Yes, it had been an eventful season. | hadn't even had tinme to
think, really.

"The great commandnent of the narratives is Qast your life must be

meani ngful ," said Charon. "If knowing the truth strips the neani ng away, then
the truth nmust be suppressed. Do you even renenber what it was | showed you,

t hat day?"

| opened my mouth to put himdown, and at that nmonent | realized what was
happeni ng. Since the day that Charon showed nme the truth, nmy view had been
mani pul ated to soften the blow Wo | tal ked to, what was said; where | went,
what was there ... all were filtered and revised on the fly by inscape. Al to
restore ny nental health.

The engi nes of my narrative had caught and begun | abori ng, maki ng sense for
me. Because they assuned that in the world of the Archipelago, no human coul d
do that for herself.

And so, as understandi ng dawns, heaven slowy turns into hell. | began to
realize that | was living in a labyrinth without exits. My parents had very
careful ly kept thenselves ignorant of the true nechani sns behind the
Archi pel ago. The ignorance is necessary or you'll go mad, you see? You realize
that you have a choice: either exist as wall paper, and accept that there's
not hi ng you can do that hasn't been done before, nothing you can say that
hasn't been said, nothing you can think that a million others aren't thinking
right this second ... or else, allowinscape to craft sone unique, fulfilling,
and utterly unreal fantasy world for you to live in. Any attenpt to fight the
system becones part of the system There is no escape.

| becane a verso that very noment, though it was years later that | discovered
others of nmy own kind. We're trying to live without narratives, and the only
way we know i s by going back to the way things once were. Wen everything you
did had real meaning. | thought that by conming to Doran Morss's Scotl and

woul d find the perfect place to find that mneaning.

Funny thing, though. | may have escaped the narratives, but the Archipelago's
pursued ne here. | can't seemto escape it, not even by |eaving Archipel agic
soil. Maybe there really is nowhere to escape to.

I shani stopped speaking, |ooking bleak. Lindsey seened a bit shocked at the
way the story had ended.

The two worren rose to clear the table. Qingi offered to help, but they
protested that he was a guest; so he sat back to contenplate Ishani's story.
As he was thinking, |Ishani went to the stove, and cranked a dial on it. Warnth
fl ooded of f the squat netal thing.

"I'n ny honeland," he said slowy, "we have sonething you do not have in the
Archi pel ago. W call it tech | ocks"

"Yes?" said Ishani. Her back was turned as she scrubbed the plate; she seened
enbarrassed for some reason

"The wi sdom of the tech locks is sinple," he continued. "What we know is that
you can't have just one technol ogy. Like you can't have just one silverfish in
your house. Technol ogies cone in famlies, |ike people, and when you invite



one into your home, the whole famly will eventually nmove in and they won't
| eave. "

Bot h wormen were now | ooki ng back at him

"And even if you don't let the rest of the famly into your house, they wll
canp out on your doorstep and pester you whenever you go by. The one inside
your house will constantly rem nd you of the ones outside. And each fam ly of
technol ogi es comes with a particular way of life. To invite that famly inis
to accept their way of life. To invite just one nmenber in is to be constantly
rem nded that you could be living another way. It brings doubt into your
house.

"Thi nk of your stove, which does not burn. Is it not a rem nder of everything
you are trying to forget?

"Knowi ng this, our ancestors drew the famly trees of all the technol ogies.
And men they made a ... a nmeta-technology that was able to suppress any of the
others. It is easier for me to call this Oreteotl, for that is the nane | was
told as a boy. This great spirit knows what way of life —what famly —each
technol ogy belongs to. Like people's famlies, technology's famlies shift and
overlap. So it is never easy for a person to know what famly he is inviting
in when he adopts a newtool. But the spirit knows. You tell it the way of
life you want to have, and it evicts the fanm|ly nenbers that go agai nst that
way.

"I tell you this: you cannot be happy in the life you are trying to nmake here,
if you only evict one nmenber of a famly. You must evict themall —al
serlings, agents, and hel pers. You nust |eave inscape behind.

"You must throw away that stove."

Li ndsey suddenly | aughed and cl apped her hands. "I know where |'ve heard the
name! "

Qingi and Ishani stared at her

"It just came to ne," said Lindsey. "Qingi —you got that name fromthe Life
of Livial"

Qingi nearly fell off his chair. "What?"

"Am | not right? Are you a fan?" Lindsey slipped into the chair opposite him
"How do you know t hat name?" he asked apprehensively.

"See?" Lindsey waved Ishani over. "I was right. It took me a while. See,

Qingi is one of the characters fromthe Life ofLivia." She turned back to
him "You adopted his nane. That's very interesting."

"Q ingi Voicewal ker is the nane Raven gave me when | was born," he said. "I
did not adopt it. But tell me, what is Dais Life of Livia?"
Li ndsey | ooked uncertain. "It's just seconds-new. Everybody's tal king about

it. It's the perfect verso sim except it's not as interactive as a narrative.
More |like an old-style ganme. Livia Kodaly is this woman, she lives on a
coronal, only it's not any real coronal, nore like a mx of all of them The
Life is packed with scenes fromall different parts of her life, nostly her
chi l dhood, and they're nuch nore realistic than nost sins. The characters are
so real —I1 nean, any conpetent Al can nimc Archipelagic mnds, but these



people are different Not part of the narratives at all. And so strong in what
they believe ... People are just eating it up."

"l hadn't heard about this," said |shani

"Well, you've been avoiding inscape,” said Lindsey. "Wiich, if we listened to
'"Qingi," here, the rest of us should be doing, too. Except that he obviously
isn't, hinself "

Qingi was so astonished he could barely speak. "Show nme this Life"

As inscape w nked open and Qingi watched an unfaniliar young woman wal k di e
cal mstreets of Barrastea, he thought furiously about what nust have happened.
Livia's xhants had been stolen in those few nonents after the flying house was
pi cked up, and before the intervention of the Governnment. \Whoever had done it
had repackaged Livia's personal records as an entertai nment and was

di stributing themthroughout the Archipel ago.

"Who is that?" he asked, indicating the young wonan.
"That's Livia, the protagonist."

Most of the people Qingi had net in his brief stay with Livia's peers now

| ooked different; Aaron and Qingi hinself were idealized, alnost caricatures.
"How much is there?" he asked worriedly. Lindsey flipped through nenory after
menory, and Qingi felt his heart sink. Not all of Livia's history was here —
much | ess than half her years, perhaps. And it ended just before the attack on
Barr ast ea.

But her agents were here, and nmany people's anims as well. Her whol e Society,
in fact, though Lindsey hadn't known they were there and was astoni shed when
Qingi called up Livia's nmother and spoke to her briefly.

Finally he closed the wi ndow and put his head in his hands. "This is a
cat astrophe,” he murnured. "Wat will she do when she finds out?"

Li ndsey stared at him "You're not telling ne ... " An expression of delight
cane over her. "The Life is real ?"

"Real ," he said with a deep sigh, "and stolen. A violation of nmy dearest
friend s privacy and soul. Poor Livia, this will destroy her when she | earns
of it."

But Lindsey stood up in a fever of excitenent, knocking her chair over. "But
don't you understand?" she said. "This changes everything! If the Life is
real, and contenporary, then naybe a real verso world is possible. Not just a
pl ayground version like this one."

She and | shani began tal king, their Wrl dLi ng going by too quickly for Qingi
to follow For a while he stared at the dammabl e heat punp stove, nourning for
Livia's private existence.

After supper he excused hinmsel f, refusing Ishani's offer of a pallet by the
fire. He wal ked out into the drizzle, head down, letting the worldship shed
its tears for him

17

Doran Morss | ooked across the table at the play of candlelight in Livia
Kodal y' s eyes. The towers of Bar-rastea glittered behind her. Blinking lights



of aircars cruised the sky, and a sigh of cool evening air drifted in over the
wi ndow s open transom Livia lifted one side of her nouth in a coy snile
"Havi ng fun?" she asked, swirling her w ne.

"You have no idea," he said, digging into his roast duck with gusto. The duck
and the wine were the only real objects in this sim and he was deternined to
honor their reality by enjoying themto the full

"I rarely visit a simnore than once," he said past a nouthful. He gestured at
her with his fork. 'Testament to your design."

"You think I'mjust an ani ma?" she asked. Anima was a special word in this
pl ace, he'd |l earned. The sim had a whol e vocabul ary of its own, which m ght
have been pretentious had it not been so consistent.

"That's not supposed to matter in Westerhaven, is it?" he asked astutely. She
shrugged. "So tell me, are you based on a real person?"

"I ama real person," she answered.

Dor an was di sappointed. The entities in this simulation were not cagey enough
to retain an understanding of the world outside their own milieu. That would
certainly Iimt his ability to interact with them Alittle self-awareness
could make an artincial mnd so nmuch nore interesting.

"Your own reality seenms to weigh heavily on you," Livia said suddenly. Doran
sat back in surprise. H's mind was gloriously blank for a few seconds.

"I'f that were not so," continued Livia, "then you could not travel here, could
you?"

"What do you nean?"

"To travel you have to value. And un-value." She | ooked away sadly.
Doran chewed angrily. "Wat's real is what's valuable. Everything else is just
an illusion." Just |ike you

"So you see yourself as soneone who shatters illusions?"
He nodded warily. "If not me, then who?"

She smled dazzlingly at him "But what if it were the other way around —t hat
what's valuable is what's real ?"

Doran cursed and stood up. He dismssed the simwith a wave of his hand and
everything —w ndows, cityline, music, and entrancing young | ady —al
vani shed. All except for one chair, a small table, and a plate and wi negl ass.

He stood in his stone bedchanmber, al one.

Sims weren't supposed to challenge you like that. They adjusted to your
narrative, after all. Livia Kodaly should have provided Doran a qui et evening
of relaxation and witty conversation. He needed rest fromtoo rmuch pl anni ng.
He needed to forget for a while that he had to make a decision about the
eschat us machi ne.

Doran's chanbers were unadorned —stark, even. He knew his servants and the
versos he indulged didn't understand. They thought he was an ascetic at heart.
But it was just the opposite. To Doran Mirss, the ability to see the world



unaugnented, as he did now, was the ultimate |uxury. Alone in these quarters,
he could revel in the sinplicity of his own five senses.

At |east, he should —but instead found hinmself wallowi ng in these sensel ess
sims when he shoul d be maki ng deci sions. Wuld he ever again be able to see
the world in this sinple way if he used the eschatus machine? O would the
virtual overwhelmthe real at |ast?

The brodys had delivered the machine two days ago. It waited nowin a
scan-shi el ded grotto hidden deep in one of his nountains. Twi ce now Doran had
wal ked down the wet stone steps that led to its resting place —a place he
couldn't help but think of as its altar. Twice he'd trudged back up those
steps wi thout having touched the thing.

He felt ashamed of hinself. In the past, he knew, men had been capabl e of
maki ng hard sacrifices. Countless soldiers had died for causes they knew to be
fal se. Doran had spent decades preparing for this nmonent. Wy, at the |ast

m nute, should he balk at throwi ng down the gauntlet to the anecliptics?

The seconds ticked on in silence and solitude. Finally, he sat down and took
up his knife and fork. But he no longer tasted the food as he ate it.

A faint vibration reached himthrough the floor. He kept eating —but seconds
| ater, he heard distant shouts. Doran cocked his head, annoyed. Sonebody's

I oud party had spilled over into crippleview, apparently. He gestured open an
i nscape link to one of his servants and said, "Can you find out who's —"

He stopped. The inscape |ink wasn't open. Puzzled, he tried again. Nothing.
Doran stood and wal ked to the door. The shouts were cl oser now. He opened the
door in tinme to see one of his people round the far corner of the arched,

bal coni ed hallway. "Sir! It's gone down!" The man appeared positively frantic.

"What the hell are you tal ki ng about ?"

"I nscape! Inscape has crashed!" Doran could see the whites all the way around
the man's eyes. He was practically wetting hinmself in terror

"Qut of the way." He ran down the corridors, passing several open doors.
Peopl e stood sl ack-jawed here and there. One woman had her nose to the wall
and as he passed, she placed her fingers on the surface, and reached out to
tentatively lick it

"Was it sonme kind of accident?" he shouted back to his man as he bounded up a
flight of stairs. "Is it just the city, or has the whol e worldship gone down?"

"I ... how should / know?" Doran | ooked back at him The man splayed out his

hands, shrugging. "I can't link to anybody."

"You're in crippleview now Talk to people. Find a wi ndow and | ook for
incoming aircars. See if any have crashed. Go on! I'Il be in the plaza
upstairs.”

He raced up the stairs to find hinmself in the di anond-donmed central plaza of
the chandelier city. Gittering towers | oomed high on all sides, their apexes
joined by flying buttresses in a conplex knot half a kilometer up. Doran
stopped at the entrance to the plaza, stunned.

A field of bodies lay strewn for a hundred neters in every direction.



One person remained standing in the center of this tableau. It was the new
basel i ne, Alison Haver

Livia had been talking to the votes to distract herself from Aaron's continued
refusal to speak with her. She'd gotten confortable with several of the ones

t hat had retai ned bodi es aboard the worldship after the Onega Point fiasco;
they were sufficiently different from human beings to tenporarily take her
away from her worries. Today the votes were as usual arguing and debating in a
great scrumin the central plaza, when suddenly all of themfell over as if on
cue. For an absurd second she thought she was the object of some strange joke,
or maybe another cliff test Then it hit home that she really was the only one
| eft standing.

It was obvi ous what had happened. |nscape had failed. Strange, that she could
coolly and analytically reason this out, while in the distance other human
citizens of Doran's city were beginning to screamand run blindly.

For a while she was paral yzed by indecision —and nmenory. The field of bodies
rem nded her of the airbus, seen as she and Aaron staggered away fromit There
was the same randomquality to the out-flung arnms and tilted heads surroundi ng
her now.

As she was thinking this, someone appeared in a nearby archway. It was Doran
Morss, | ooking dishevel ed and breathing heavily. "Haver!" he snapped. "Wat
the hell is going on?"

The spell was broken and she found herself actually I aughing. "Maybe it was
something | said."

He swore and turned away. "Wait!" she called. "I'mfine. Those others," she
poi nted at sone distant wailing human figures, "are going to need our help."

He | ooked past her, chewing his lip. "Right It's a place to start."

"There's probably no way to find out what just happened," she said as she
gingerly stepped over the fallen votes to reach him "Not until inscape cones
back up. Meanwhile it's a safety issue.”

"Right Right" He nodded vigorously, eyes wide. "So ... we should start with,
uh ... "

"W have to keep people fromhurting thenselves or others," she said.

"Right So ... how are we going to do that?"

Hours later, Livia walked back to her apartnent through the eerily silent

city. She weaved a bit as she wal ked; she was dead on her feet. For a day that
had felt |like a week, she and Doran, and sone versos who happened to be in the
city, had fought the rising hysteria of people thrown out of inscape for the
first time in their lives. They had used words, fists, ropes, and stun weapons
to subdue knots of rioting people. Mst individuals had seized on any
instruction and all owed thensel ves to be docilely led back to their
apartments. Tonight everything was | ocked down, and Doran's people patrolled
the corridors of the city. A concerted effort was being made to conmuni cate
with distant parts of the ship; it seenmed the city was not al one in being

af fected. Just what had happened, though, was anybody's guess.

She entered the grand gallery that led to her roonms, her breath steam ng ahead
of her. The gallery | ooked down over kilonmeters of open air to the cold npoors,
and wi thout the networked environmental controls, the city was starting to



cool down.

Sonet hi ng caught her eye. A small fire was burning near the gallery's rail
She hesitated, wondering if she should call for fire fighting assistance.

Then she spotted the man warning his hands near the heap of burning furniture.
Doran Morss | ooked up as Livia approached. He sml ed.

"You're welcome to share ny fire," he said. "It's all |1've got right now ..

"Any | eads?" she asked as she came to stand next to him It was utterly quiet
except for the crackle of the flanes, and darkness rul ed beyond this small

zone of light He shook his head. "I'msure the systens will come back on line
soon. Meanwhile, | just want to get warm" He stared at the flanmes, and
muttered under his breath, " ... Can't get warm anynore ... Not for years."

"Are you all right?"

He sat down on the nmarble floor, and seened to shrink into himself, staring
into the fire. '"This? This is nothing. I'lIl get over it And you, how are you
hol di ng up?"

"Exhausted. I'mgoing to bed."

Doran grunted. "I can't do that. Not until | find out what the hell is going
on."

"What will you do when you do find out?"

"Thr ow whoever's responsible off the tallest tower of the city, I mnk." He
shrugged. "For now, |I'msort of enjoying the peace and quiet."

Livia sat down wearily next to him "M too," she said, a bit surprised at
herself. It was peaceful, knowi ng that at |east for now, there could be no
i nscape-driven interruption to your thoughts.

They sat together conpanionably for a tinme while the wind sighed over the
bal cony, teasing the flanes back and forth. Livia felt a deep and w stfu
nmel ancholy settle over her. Drowsy, her |inbs heavy, she just wanted to lie
down here on the stone floor and sl eep

Dor an | ooked over at her. "You're a strange one, Haver."
She nodded back to full awareness. "Wiy do you say that?"

"You live like a verso, but you spend all your free time talking to the votes.
Don't deny it; you're using my resources to do it, and | keep tabs on such
things. | found you today in a heap of votes, didn't 1? So what is it that
you' re |l ooking for so passionately that it's all you can think about?"

Li via thought of Aaron and | aughed hunorlessly. "Well apparently |I'm no good
at seeing what's right under my nose." Should she tell Doran the truth about
her origins and quest? It would be good to finally drop the caution advised by
the Government Doran stared into the flames. "I don't know exactly what you're
doi ng here," he said finally. "But | know you're expending a great deal of
effort and energy working on the sanme |levels where | used to work —anong
votes, between narratives. Doing things that in another age used to be called
political. | just hope it doesn't turn out to be as futile an exercise as ny
own attenpts to reformthe Governnent."



"Well ... " Confortable in the noment, Livia decided to tell himeverything
She opened her nouth to begin —

Li ght welled up around them She blinked at the di sappearance of the
cl oudscape beyond the bal cony.

Doran | eaped to his feet. "Finally!"

She turned to | ook behind her. Though this avenue wasn't |arge, suddenly it
was crowded with inscape phantonms. Throngs of humans and sem humans chattered
as they wal ked by; sentient gases and weird glowin-the-dark aliens sailed
buzzi ng overhead; a line of chanting nonks left footprints of gold behind

t hensel ves, while rioting agents set |oose by irresponsible adol escents
reappeared right where they'd left off, spraying virtual paint in virtua
letters across virtual kiosks in the center of the aisle.

The fire seened small and alnobst invisible in the face of all this. Doran
gl anced down at it, sighed, and said, "Back to work, | guess. See you, Haver."
He wal ked away.

Livia sat there a while. She was too tired to nove —too tired to query

i nscape about what had caused the outage. She wanted nothing nore than to
sumon her bedroom around herself and fall asleep. Ordinarily, she could have
trusted herself to wake in the real bed by norning. But what if inscape went
down agai n? She could find herself stranded in the corridor in a cube of
utility fog.

She dragged herself to her feet and wal ked slowy to her apartnent.

She thought about her men as she flopped onto the bed. There was nothing she
could do to salvage her relationship with Aaron if he wouldn't talk to her
And she longed to feel Qingi's strong arnms around her. He woul d probably

| augh at what had happened toni ght —but she could never tell himabout Aaron
He was no doubt conpletely unaware and unaffected by all that had happened,
sitting down there in whatever hut he'd built for hinself on the bl eak noor.

It seened that the three of themhad carried a great freight of persona
baggage all the way from Teven to the Archipel ago. They were never going to
breach the walls of history and attitude that separated them and maybe trying
was w ong.

She flung an arm over her eyes. How could she have been so blind as to m ss
Aaron's attraction to her? The whole fiasco filled her with guilt —but she
had tried to reach Aaron, and he was shutting her out. Just l|ike he'd shut her
out in the weeks leading up to the potlatch and the invasion

Just how responsi bl e did she have to be? She had done her best by himand by
West er haven. She had exiled herself to save her friends and famly and she
woul d if given any chance at all, find a way to heal her bond w th Aaron.

And if she failed in all of it? Wuld she deserve puni shnent then? O night it
be all right if she took some enjoynment fromlife, sonething for herself and
not others for a change?

She fell asleep before she could really think about it.

An inscape chime awoke Livia. She lay there for a few seconds, disoriented,
t hen groaned and sat up. "Yes, what is it?"

"Respected Haver? May | speak with you?"



Livia blinked and gradually took in where she was. Apparently, it was late
afternoon; she'd slept nost of the day. Whoever was calling her —she didn't
recogni ze the voice —was apparently right outside her door. She staggered out
of bed, summoned sone cl othes and said, "Just a minute!"

When she opened the door it was to find two wonen standing there. Still
fuzzy-headed fromsleep, it took her a mnute to realize that they were
identical twins. "Yes, can | help you?"

"You're Alison Haver?" asked one. The other was gl ancing up and down the
gallery with a worried expression. "You're a friend of Georges M| an?" That
was the name Aaron was using here.

"Yes, | —well, conme in, sorry to keep you standing in the hall, uh, Respected

"Veroni que," said the other woman. They both stepped into the apartnent and
Ver oni que shut the door after peeking outside.

"I's he here?" asked Veronique's tw n.

"I"'msorry, | didn't get your nanme," Livia said to her

"Veroni que," she said. "I'mboth Veronique. | know, it's hard to understand
when there's only two of me. And |'mreally sorry to bother you, but | have to
find Georges —"
"He's not here." Livia crossed her arnms, frowning at the two wonen. "I don't
know where he is."

"Ch." The twins | ooked deflated. "Oh, this is terrible.”
"What's goi ng on?"

"He tal ked about you a lot, I just thought if he were going to go sonmewhere it
woul d be here ... "

He' d been tal king about her? "Sit down." Livia indicated her couch. "You're
obvi ously upset —would you |ike some tea? Maybe a nice tropical view... "

The wonen shook their heads. "I have to find him Mrss is after us, |'m
afraid he night have caught up to Georges already —"

"What do you mean Morss is after you?" Even as she said this Livia figured it
out; this whole situation, the collapse of inscape, the chaos, Aaron's cryptic
pronouncenents. "You were part of this, weren't you? You engi neered the

i nscape crash. And he was part of it, too."

Bot h Veroni ques nodded. "But it wasn't supposed to come off like this. W'd
built a supervirus, it was supposed to take inscape away fromthe Governnent
and narratives, give it back to the people ... It wasn't supposed to crash the
Scot | and' s def ensive systens —"

"What ? Sl ow down —and sit down! —and tell ne what you're tal king about."

Veroni que sat, and gradually Livia got the story out of her. She described how
she had, on very little evidence, convinced herself that a conspiracy of Al
hackers existed —a diffuse group deternmined to fly under the radar of the
votes and narratives. She had contributed her skills to a project barely



hinted at, certainly not controlled fromany di scemable point. Wth Aaron as
her sponsor, she had cone to the Scotland because it was the best place from
which to | aunch the virus she imagi ned she was buil ding. Yesterday, after
nonths of effort, she had done it.

"Qur little Al clawed its way through the Scotland' s system deteriorating as
it went. Like in any whisper network, its nessage packets got garbled as it
tried to propagate itself. But just when it was about to disintegrate, it
hooked up with another entity comng from well, sonmewhere! You can't imagine
how | felt! The conspiracy was real! W cheered and danced around when we saw
that. Georges and | watched as the two Als nmerged and grew and the new entity
went on. It found nore conmponents, one after another, and got stronger and
stronger. Twenty minutes after we let it go, it woke to full power and took
over the whol e worldship."

The entity sent out queries to the rest of the conspirators before the
anecliptics even becanme aware of it. Veronique's face lit up as she descri bed
it "W established error-free links and the code flooded in. VWile in-scape
was goi ng down here, a new Al was being born in Mrss's network. The plan had
gone off without a hitch."

And that, Veronique now knew, should have been the first clue that sonething
was terribly wong.

"We sat up all night in a state of exhilaration, waiting for the systemto
cone back. It was so eerie, silent, only the distant shouts of birds fromfar
bel ow t he wi ndow, and the cold creeping in slowmy in the dark ... When

i n-scape did return, | knew, there would be no Governnent in it, no votes —no
anecliptic presence. W tal ked about what we woul d say, the announcenment we
woul d make, and we debated about how peopl e woul d react

"And then the nmonment cane —hours too soon. Everything humed back into life
around us; inscape w ndows popped open, virtual objects reappeared, and the
heat canme back on."

Sone parts of the network were still down —including the worldship's asteroid
defense and outside traffic control. "While Georges and | were conbing through
the data, trying to figure out what had happened, a knock cane at the door."

Aaron had opened it —warily, but with a | ook of proud defiance on his face.
There, slouching in the hallway, was a short, shabby-Iooking man wi th anber
eyes. He was a vote.

Veroni que buried her face in her hands. "But he wasn't just any vote. Do you
under stand? Do you know what happened next ?"

Livia sat down next to her. "He was your vote."

The Al introduced hinself. He was, he said, the representative of Veronique
and her conspiracy —a mnd brought into existence by tonight's attack, the
very attack that had sought to wi pe out the Government. "I even incorporate
your virus!" he had said proudly as he shook Aaron's hand.

"And do you know what he said next?" Veronique's voice rose to a wail. "I'm
here to hel p!" Both of her burst into tears.

Livia patted her hand, bew | dered. After a while one of Veroni que canned down
enough to say, "Well, you can see the effect it had on ne. But | think it was
worse for CGeorges. He turned white as a cloud when he realized what had
happened. And then he ran out of the apartnment. | haven't seen him since."



Livia didn't know whether to be worried, or to laugh out [oud. She was stil
trying to sort it all out when the door chimed again.

Veroni que | eaped to her feet. "Maybe that's him" She ran to the door and
pulled it open.

Doran Morss stood there, a number of his loyal servants crowding the gallery
behi nd him Standi ng between two of themwas Qingi, who was |ooking very

unhappy.

Doran took in the vision of Livia and Veroni que standing together. "Well," he
said with a scowm. "Doesn't this |look incrimnating."

Aaron Varese stood on one of the chandelier city's highest balconies. It was
icy cold up here and the air was thin. The dizzying feeling rem nded hi m of
Crrus and the vast | andscapes of Teven Coronal. What he now | ooked out upon
was i nconparably bigger.

He had his inscape view tuned to the consensus version of the Archipelago. It
stretched out before himas an apparently infinite plain covered with cities
and oceans, parkland and the occasional mountain range. Mars was visible by
its color, a patch of sandy red off to the left; Earth's skies were a
particul ar shade of blue to the right In between, and stretching far beyond
both, were the patchwork | andscapes of countl ess coronals.

Aaron had come up here to convince hinmself that what seenmed inpossible, really
was so.

The vista that opened out bel ow himwas breathtaking in its scale and detail.
That very size bespoke an inpossible inertia. At any noment nillions of people
were being born and millions nmore were dying. Humanity was huge and power f ul
and unstoppable. It was a cage so big that its bars were invisible with

di stance; but it was still a cage. And after the events of the past day he now
knew t hat he woul d never escape it.

Aaron was not given to dramatic gestures; he wasn't about to junmp off this

bal cony. What he felt would happen was nmuch worse. In monents, or hours, he
woul d take a deep breath, and | et go of everything he had ever believed in and
want ed. He woul d throw away the bedrock of determ nation that had kept him
going for years. He would surrender. After that, no matter what happened, his
future woul d hold nothing but different shades of failure. He'd drift like a
ghost through his owmn life, smling at all the right jokes, getting up every
norni ng, going to sleep every night. And nothing woul d ever matter again.

He heard a sound behind him WMaybe Doran Myrss's people were here to throw him
of f the worldship. Al npbst eager for that, he turned.

She | eaned in the tower's doorway, her eyes the brightest thing in the
shadows. "They're | ooking for you," she said.

"What does it matter?" He shrugged and turned back to the view "Anyway,
you're a vote —aren't you going to turn ne in?"

"Not at all. In fact, | greatly adnmre what you've just attenpted. More people
shoul d be trying such things."

"Why?" he said bitterly. "Nothing works."

"Well, nothing's worked so far" she said. At this Aaron turned, to see the



vote sniling mschievously.

"In order to stage a credible attack on the anecliptic's enpire, you need a
staging area that's free and clear of the Government's influence." She
sauntered out onto the bal cony. "Doran Morss's worldship was a good idea, but
as you discovered, it's not far enough renoved fromthe CGovernment networks."

He snorted. "And | suppose you know of a better place?"

"As a matter of fact," said Filanment, "I do."

18

Qingi watched the little boat pop up to the tops of waves and then di sappear
into the pits that rolled after diem It was only a kil oneter away from shore
now, he was surprised it had nade it this far. Behind it stretched a gray
expanse of sea that curved slowy up until the shoreline of Doran's Scapa
becanme visible, a nottled gray-green scab in the haze.

Either a couple of fishermen from Scapa's verso ham et were lost, or this was
some kind of a rescue party. Did they really mnk that they wouldn't be
caught ? He shook his head in grudging admration at the sheer determ nation
they were showing. But in the week that he and Livia had been stranded here on
this rocky isle, no one had nade it to shore here.

In his fury over their supposed part in the attack on the Scotland' s systens,
Doran Morss had exiled themhere in an inscape-free part of the worldship. The
worman Veroni que had been sent to another nearby island. Doran had decl ared
that he woul d summon themall to account for thensel ves soon. But even he
seened to have forgotten about them

Squatting on the sand, Qingi idly drewa circle with a cross inside it
Everything noved in circles, the elders had told him everything was nmade of
teotl and so was hurrying to becone whatever it was not. Teotl night be just a
story, but it was a story about a real thing. It was the story of how men and
wonmen made sense of their |ives.

Teot|l was inscape, he knew. It made a story out of life. And the great spirit
Oneteot! was the tech locks. Inscape could tell the tale —as it did in the
Archi pel ago —but only the | ocks could make the narrative of life both

nmeani ngf ul and true.

He watched the waves roll in and out. They didn't change at his whim Qing
felt a laugh build up in him shaking his head he wal ked back up the beach

He was hummi ng as he pushed open the driftwood and pi ne-bow door. Livia |ooked
up from where she was coaxing nmore heat fromthe fire. "You' re unconmonly
cheerful today," she said.

"I was just thinking," he said. "Doran Mrss does not know it, but he did us a
favor by stranding us here."

"A favor?" She squinted at him "How?"
"Hi s rul es have becone our tech locks," said Qingi. "As the days roll on, ny
mnd clears nore and nore. |'m begi nning to understand everything that
happened to us. Wthout this stable manifold," he gestured at the walls, "I
coul d not have done that." He sat down on the flat stone bench that was the
only piece of furniture here other than their rude bed.



She smled ruefully and shook her head. "Lucky for you that the place is so
simlar to where you grew up."

"OfF course, you must miss your Society." He took her hand. "But at the sane
tinme, there is a marvelous silence here that | haven't felt since | left
Raven's people. Don't you feel it?"

"I feel cut off and hel pless,"” she said, hugging herself. "But | was starting
to feel that way even before we were stranded here. Doran was right —public
life isn't possible under the annies. Anyway, what would we be doing if we
were free? Just wallowing in our narratives |ike everybody else."

"Maybe —but the Archipelago no longer intimdates nme," he said with a shrug.
"These peopl e think they have access to every answer humanity has invented to
explain life and the world. They believe they can pick and choose, but it is

not so. Wen there are too many expl anations for sonmething, its neanings are

| ost"

She frowned at him "That's unusually cryptic, even for you."

He sighed. "W suffered a great |oss. W are refugees. | know you struggl ed

| ong agai nst accepting mat The narratives hel ped you do that, by fitting
everything that happened to you here into a neaningful story with you at its
heart. You tried not to be deceived, as did | —but as long as you could even
change your view of this Archipelago, you could find sone new way to put off
facing our |loss. Wuld you have done that back hone? | don't think so. You can
only run so far in a manifold."

She turned away. "You're saying Teven was real, and the Archipelago is an
illusion.”

"Yes. And | am saying that we have | ost Teven." She | ooked at hi m again, her
face still as a statue. "Perhaps the tinme for grieving is over," he continued
quietly. "It is time to feel awe and pride at what we once had; accept that we
have it no nore, and nove on."

"And how do | do that?" she asked

He quirked a snmile. "I don't know. But Livia, there is a tiny boat out in the
bay. It seens to be trying to nake it to shore.™

"Ch!" She junped up and ran to open the door. "Think they' Il make it?"

"No." He | ooked over her shoul der; she needed a bath, he thought idly —but
then, so did he. "Look there."

A hair-thin black line had appeared bel ow the cl ouds: a skyhook, |owering down
over the bay.

"A week ago you woul d have run down the sands to see if it was Aaron returning
to you," said Qingi. She had waited for Aaron for the first few days; she had
stood by the shore and watched for boats. But he had not come, nor had Doran
Morss's agents delivered himas a prisoner. She had not spoken his name for
two days.

She wi nced. "Are you asking whether I've finally stopped struggling? If |'ve
accepted our situation?" She returned to the fire and sat by it, clenching her
hands in her |ap. She peered up at himwith stark intensity. "You're asking ne
to accept that we failed our mssion. That we've |let down our friends, our
fam | ies —everyone who ever neant anything to us. You say they're gone



forever. And | need to accept that."

He wat ched her sadly as she struggled to breathe around these words. Finally

she | ooked down at the dirt floor. "I can do it, you know. | can let them al
go. It's just that ... once I've done that, what will | have left?" Her eyes
hel d agony.

"I don't know," he said softly. "But learning that is our task now " She
nodded, her shoul ders sl unped.

Several mnutes passed. She remained sitting, head bent, and he stood by the
door. Then she | ooked up, a ghost of a smile on her face. "Go on," she said.

n \Mat ?u

"You're dying to go down to the shore, just to see what's happening, aren't
you?" Q@ ingi crossed his arns unconfortably. But she was right. "Ch, go on,"
she said with a weary wave of the hand. "I'Il be all right. And |'m sure
they' Il appreciate knowi ng that you saw them" He smiled, and left the cabin
to trudge back to the beach.

He raised his hand to the little boat, and was rewarded by a wave back. The
skyhook resolved into a black cable with a nest of grappling arms at its end.
Its claws were big enough to pick up the entire boat and it seemed determ ned
to do just that. Qingi watched with interest and sone regret. It would have
been good to know what was happeni ng el sewhere in the w de worl d.

Suddenly some kind of wooden arm shot fromthe bottom of the fishing boat. A
whirling net flew straight up and entangl ed the descendi ng hand of the
skyhook. Qingi gave a shout of surprise, then [aughed. They had seen this
com ng; the versos were not so naive as people assumed —hinself included,
apparently.

The fishing boat shot forward. They had some kind of engine in there. Now it
left a white wake behind it and the nose tilted up with the force of its push.
"Livia, you should see this!" he shouted, knowi ng his voice probably woul dn't
carry inside the cabin from here.

The skyhook cl enched and unclenched its spider fingers, trying to dislodge the
net. Above it a second one popped out of the clouds and plunmeted at the boat.
Do-ran rmust have an endl ess supply of those things, and they would be wary of
the nets now.

A brave attenpt by the versos, but dooned to failure.

A shimrer just offshore caught Qingi's attention. The waves there seened
skewed, out of synch with one another in one —no, in two spots. The horizon
becarme clipped and rose up and down just over the waves; then he understood
what he was seei ng.

Two man-si zed, man-shaped things had just stood up out of the water. They were
nearly invisible, but the view of the waves behind them was updated just a
fraction of a second late, making the sea and sky jerky in those spots. The
two nearly-invisible nmen splashed out of the surf and ran toward Qi ngi

He backed away, frightened but aware that it was far too late for himto try
anything. Irrationally, he wondered whether one of those figures was the false
ancestor Kale, come to pay Qingi back for dropping a tree on him

"Cone on!" said a male voice as a half-visible armwaved at him "W need to



get inside." The two forms raced past Qingi and he found hinmsel f standing

still for a nonent, staring. Then he ran after them
"The boat," he shouted. "It was a decoy!"
"Yeah, aren't we brilliant?" Both human-shaped blurs were waiting at the hut's

door. One gestured for Qingi to precede them "After you, Voicewal ker."

"How di d you know —" He pushed in ahead of them Livia stood up, eyes wi de.
"Livia, we have visitors, | "

"Who are you?" she said. Qingi turned

As the door shut the two nen becane visible. They | ooked |ike brothers,
simlarly tall and slender, with elfin faces and delicate jaws. They were
soppi ng wet and had identical, ridiculous grins on their faces as they

hi gh-fived one anot her

"Ha, | knew it would work!"

"No you didn't, you whined about the plan all the way —"
"That was just to notivate you."

"Il notivate you, just wait."

"But Livia, here we are! You didn't think we'd | eave you hel pl ess, did you?"
The man puffed out his chest with pride.

"It can't be," nuttered Livia.
Qingi |ooked fromher to the nmen. "What? Who are these peopl e?"

She swal | owned and shook her head. "If I'mright, you ve met them before,
Qingi. But you were never formally introduced." She wal ked up to the first
man. "Qingi Voicewal ker, this is —"

"Peasebl ossom "
"And 1'm GCicada!" And they stuck out their hands for himto shake

The | ads professed to be hungry, so Livia brought out one of the | oaves of
bread that occasionally fell fromthe sky. "Are these bodi es biol ogical

then?" asked Qingi politely, as the agents piled cheese and raw oni ons on big
sl abs of bread.

"Ch, no, we just like to eat," said G cada

"Gve nme that!" Livia grabbed the sandwi ch away from him

The nonentary annoyance —sonehow reassuring because it proved to her that
these really were her faeries —finally nmade Livia shap out of the state of
shock she'd been in since they arrived. "But what are you doing here? And how
did you get ... these?" She indicated their robust bodies.

"Some of your fans made them for us," said C cada.

"Along with some supplies; and when they heard that Doran Mrss had ki dnaped
you, the whole bunch of them went together and got us a ship. It's waiting
out side." He pointed down.



"Fans? Wat fans?'

"Well, you know," said Peasebl ossom around a | arge mouthful. "You' re a huge
celebrity now so there's thousands of people willing to kick in to support
what ever you do."

"Cel ebrity?" She stared at them then noticed that Q-ingi was |ooking guilty.
"Why? Tell ne."

"Well." Qingi |looked to the others for support. Ci cada whistled and examn ned
his fingernails. Peasebl ossom just grinned.

"Remenber when we first arrived in ms place," said Qingi reluctantly. "Qur
i nscape was unguarded. Your own data stores were raided by data-thieves ..

She paled. "Ch no."

"Many of your recorded experiences were stolen in those few seconds. W didn't
know. And ... Livia, we just found out about the Life of Livia —"

"The what ?"

In a state of horrified disbelief, she heard Qingi tell her that her nenories
had been distributed as an entertainment; mllions of people had seen them As
t he vast depths of die data began to becone obvious, he said, the Life of
Livia had recently taken on a new significance. There was enough of Teven
there for people to becone intensely curious about the manifol ds. Versos and
even mainstreamcitizens had begun styling thensel ves after Westerhaven

fashi ons, and adjusting their narratives to resenble the Societies of Livia's
horre.

"But this is —it's inpossible!"™ She couldn't stay still, but paced up and
down the narrow confines of the cabin, winging her hands. "It's |like rape!
How much do they know? What have they seen?" She felt physically ill at the

t hought. Finally she rounded on Qingi. "Wy didn't you tell nme?"

He shrank back fromher intensity. "I did not think you were prepared to hear
it inthe right spirit,” he said. "It would have been one nore confirnmation
that your public life has been stolen fromyou."

"I't's not that bad," said Cicada, patting her arm "Wen people copy the Life,
t hey al so unknowi ngly copy us, and we've been guarding the stuff you woul dn't
want anyone to see."

"W even changed your | ooks —

"We've been talking to the other copies of us, so we could coordinate it —"
"And we hide the inportant stuff."

She shook her head. "That was not your decision to make! You should have told
me! So ... so how many copies are there?"

"As of now?" Cicada | eaned back, cracking his knuckl es behind his head. "Well,
about seven hundred million, 1'd say."

Scream ng seenmed too weak a reaction at this point. Livia slunped down in a
corner, hating themall.



"It's the versos,” said Qingi hurriedly. "lIt's not you they're interested in
—wel |, except insofar as you're what M. Mrss called a 'baseline' for them
to emulate. No, it's Westerhaven they're fascinated by. And Raven's peopl e,
and the other manifolds. There is nothing |ike themhere."

Ci cada nodded violently. "There's this huge novenment to try to nake manifol ds,
but they don't know how to do it, because the plans for the tech | ocks weren't
included in the Life. People know about tech | ocks now, but they're having
troubl e maki ng them —"

"Because the key to the locks is this giganornous database," said
Peasebl ossom "that cross-references a thousand years of anthropol ogi cal data
on how technol ogi es affect culture.”

"W | ooked into this database thing," said Ccada. "The data were conpil ed
centuries ago by scientists in the nonoculture. A huge effort. But al

exi sting copies were corrupted in the Viability War that ended with the
anecliptics comng to power."

"There were runors at the tine that a clean copy of the database was saved, "
sai d Peasebl ossom "By one of the mmin researchers. A woman named —"

"Ellis!" laughed Ci cada. "Maren —"
" —Elis." Peasebl ossom gl ared at C cada.

"And anyway," pouted C cada, "everybody's com ng down hard on the versos who
are trying to build manifolds. They say that tech | ocks would be disastrous —

"Who says so0?" Q@ingi stood up in sudden excitenent "Do you know who it is
that's so opposed to creating | ocks?"

Ci cada shot hima reproachful look. "Well, | was just getting to that, wasn't
I? It's certainly not the Governnent, though it doesn't approve, as it made
abundantly clear to us the last tine we spoke." He nudged Peasebl ossom and
rolled his eyes.

"There's all kinds of people against it," said Peaseblossom "Lots of the
votes —basically, churches and any social groups that are trying to expand.
They' ve figured out that tech | ocks equal horizons, in the long run. And
hori zons woul d prevent them from expandi ng, see?"

"And don't even get ne started about the Good Book people," scoffed G cada.

H s words somehow penetrated Livia's cocoon of msery. She | ooked up. "The
Book isn't connected to any political novenent," she said. "It's just an
energent system™

"Yeah, but what energes?" asked Ci cada. "Not just a Utopian human society, but
all kinds of solitons and other high-Ilevel constructs that you can't see from
t he human | evel. The Book's an insanely conplex systemon the nmacro | evel. And
that macro | evel sends orders back down to the bottonm it's a feedback | oop

i ke your own brain." He pointed at her head.

"The thing is, the book relies on open comunications," said Peasebl ossom
"except that it needs to comunicate through different channels than inscape.
Any hint of a manifoldlike horizon would fragment it It would be the network
equi val ent of a stroke."



Livia barely heard him Her head was still rattling with the idea that
mllions of people had ransacked her private records.

Ci cada was saying, "You' d have to wite a new version of the Book for every
mani f ol d, because technol ogi cal differences change the way the roles interact.
Not that people seemto mind doing rewites. Apparently,” Ci cada | eaned
forward conspiratorially, "they've been adapting the Book to nonhuman speci es
in the Archipelago. Trying to make the anecliptics obsolete by creating an
energent civilization that includes the post-humans."

To shut himup, Livia reached under the rock shelf that served as a bed, and
brought out her copy of the Book. "Sophia said she was giving ne the very
| atest version." She tossed it on the table and went back to fum ng

"Real | y?" Peasebl ossom flipped through the Book. "Ch, yeah, the text is
changing —I think it's trying to figure out what class of entity I am" He
stuck out his tongue at the book and slamed it shut.

Livia took it fromhim but didn't put it away. Instead, she flipped
distractedly through it. She hadn't | ooked at it since their exile here; the
rul es of the Book were pretty irrelevant to a society of two.

"So there's lots of versions, are there?" she said indifferently.

"Yeah. It's easy to verify," said Ccada. "Wth printed books, they always put
that information right in the front."

"Hhmph." None of it mattered; all this talk of politics was just a way to
avoid the real question that was eating at her. She nervously flipped through
t he Book as she summoned her courage. Then she asked, "Wat about Aaron?"

Ci cada and Peasebl ossom gl anced at one another. "I'msorry," said C cada. "W
haven't been able to find a trace of himsince the inscape virus."

"Ah." Blinking, she | ooked down, to find herself staring at the first page of
t he Book. She was too bereft to think, or to really take in the col um of
words there, the descriptions of where it was updated, according to what sins
and when.

And then sone lettering near the bottom | eaped into focus: Revision No. 3340.

"There's been anot her breach, sir.

The words cane through an ol d-fashi oned speaki ng tube that ran up through the
ceiling of the tunnel where Doran stood. He put it to his nouth and said,
"Anybody we know?"

"It's Haver and her friend. They've got visitors."

"Fromthe fl eet?"

"Apparently not, sir.

Dor an shrugged. "Then forget them W've got nore inportant things to worry
about . "

He' d opened an inscape wi ndow earlier today to watch a veritable cloud of
shi ps that was approaching his Scotland. They were of all sizes and shapes —
yachts, city-ships, shutdes, freight bots, and one-person sun-dancers. Al
were crowded with people who individually had no i dea why they were here —



except that the Book had told themto come. They'd all been given roles |like
Warrior and Scout. One man Doran had spoken to had excitedly explai ned how
some sort of feedback |oop had set in: he couldn't change his role anynore.
Every other user of the Book this man net reinforced his role as Herald.

Col l ectively, they had decided that their new status had something to do with
Doran Morss. Now their makeshift arnada was preparing to besiege the worldship
—and, co-incidentally or not, the Scotland' s defensive systems were stil

of f-1ine.

He paced down the stone steps that |ed deeper into the caves. This tunnel |ed
to one of his clean rooms —an area of the worldship free of nosy anecliptic
nano, and totally |acking inscape projectors. Oficially, the place didn't
exist. During the chaos of the past week Doran had felt hinself under a

m croscope; even the annies mght be watching after the fiasco with inscape.
So for the past week, he had been unable to come down here and confirmwith
his own eyes what he al ready knew nmust have happened.

He rounded a corner and the great cavern opened out below him This was a
natural space, discovered in one of the asteroids he'd dismantled to build the
Scot | and. Do-ran had kept the cavern and shaved away the rest of the asteroid
fromaround it. He liked the bizarre tw sting shapes the stone made over head,;
the overall inpression of the place was forbidding. The last tine he'd been
here, brilliant spotlights had pinioned a strange object that nestled in the
very center of the cavern. Now he let his breath out in a whoosh as he | ooked
down on the enpty cradl e where the eschatus machi ne had sat.

As he'd thought. The attack on his inscape had been a cover operation. The

real target was to steal the eschatus machine. Wth no working i nscape, none
of his ordinary servants could prevent the theft. The versos said they'd seen
lights here that night, but what could they do? All they had was a few boats.

Doran clattered down the | ast few nmeters of catwal k and approached the enpty
netal cradle.

He shoul d never have hesitated. He should have just stepped inside the machine
and |l et the overhead cranes sl am honme the plug. Once the seans had grown

toget her, the thing would have been ready. A single command from himand the
process woul d start. The machine would drop out of the Scotland and once in
free fall and well away fromthe worldship, it would explode. This particular
machi ne peaked at fifty megatons.

If he'd done that, he would have transcended his hunman form i nstantaneously.
The energy of the explosion wouldn't burst out randomy, it would be
channel ed, down to the nicroscopic level, into a creative reorgani zation of
the machine's matter. Doran's body and brain would have becone a tenplate for
a new, vastly nore sophisticated and powerful entity. An equal to Choronzon
Eventual | y, perhaps, he m ght have beconme an equal to the annies thensel ves.

Faint sounds drifted down fromthe speaking tube. It sounded |ike someone was
trying to get his attention. Do-ran hunched his shoulders, glaring at the
enpty cradle. Humanity needed a chanpion, it was as sinple as that; and no
nmerely human bei ng coul d be that chanpi on any nore. The arm es nust be
opposed. But despite decades of careful planning under total secrecy, sonehow
he' d been found out.

"Choronzon, " he nur nur ed.

"Good theory," said a famliar voice. "But wong."



Doran started, cursed, and | ooked up. The vote Filanent stood on a catwal k
near die entrance of the cavern. She was cradling some sort of projectile
weapon in her arnmns.

"The diing about an eschatus machine," she said as she strolled down the

steps, "is that every atomof it has to be placed just so. Shake it up a bit,
God forbid put a crack init, and it can't organize its energies anynore. It's
just a very big bonb." She hefted her weapon suggestively. "It's always best

to nove them when there's nobody around who ni ght object.”

"Why have you done this?" he snapped.
"But Doran, we haven't spoken in days," she said with a smle. "Not since ny
fleet appeared. It seenms you' ve been avoiding ne."

Doran had al ways known that Filanent was the Good Book's vote. Despite his
contempt for the Book, it had never been an issue. She was a vote, after all;
ultimately she worked for the Governnment. And the CGovernnent had no
jurisdiction over Doran Mbrss.

"You set this up, didn't you?" he asked as he backed away fromthe cradle.
Fil ament sat down casually on a netal step, her anber eyes bright in the
shadows. "Did the Government put you up to it?"

"The CGovernment knows nothing about it," she said. "It was the Book's plan."

"The Book? How can the Book have a plan?" He shook his head in anger and
frustration. "It's not a thing."

"You know t hat doesn't mmtter,' it's

not a thing yet.'

she said. "Anyway, you should be sayi ng,

"Because with your help, very soon it will be."

"I"ve never seen her junp like that," Peasebl ossom was sayi ng.

"There was that tinme when she was ten, and the wasps cane out of the treehouse

"Ch, yeah!"

Livia and Qingi were sitting on either side of the fire, with the Book open
on the hearth between them They had been staring at it for a while now, not
knowi ng what to do or say. Livia felt like sone prinitive faced with her first
radi o. The thought made her giggle incongruously. "Were are the little nen
who make it go?" she asked, lifting one |leaf of the thing to peer under

Cicada misinterpreted her. "There's no central authority behind the Book —
it's open-sourced. It's conpiled by testing new rules on sinulated societies.
If the majority of people act a certain way, what happens? The sins are open
to everyone to exam ne."

"The Book is one thing," said Qingi. "The behavior of its followers is
another thing entirely." He |ooked, if possible, even nore shocked than Livia
felt.

She gl anced up at him "You think the Book's users are behind the invasion of
Teven? But anybody who's fanatical about the Book is so because they refuse to
organi ze any other way ... How woul d they coordinate such an attack? Through
t he Book itsel f?" She shook her head. "I don't think it's that specific inits



comands. "

"Ch, it can be," said C cada.
"But they wouldn't have to use it," said Peaseblossom "After all, just |like
every other interest group in the Archipel ago, the Book has its vote."

Livia and Qingi both sat up straight. "Let me guess," said Livia. "The Book's

vote i s naned —"

"Filament," said Qingi

Peasebl ossom st ood up suddenly. "Uh oh."

"Are you thinking what I'm —" said G cada

"Yeah. Ckay, people, we gotta go."

"Go? How?" Qingi |ooked fromone agent to the other. "Wat do you propose we
do? Run into the sea with you? Fly away? Or becone invisible as you were and
hi de among the rocks? Doran Morss will find us anywhere aboard this

wor | dshi p. "

"Yeah, that's why we're leaving it." C cada and Pease-bl ossom began cl eari ng
an area of hard-packed earth in the center of the hut's floor. "W're not
goi ng out, or up. We're goi ng down."

Cicada then did sonething very unsettling. He opened his shirt, reached his
right hand over to the left side of his chest, and pulled. H s whole chest
hi nged out |ike a door, revealing a large cavity inside. He pulled severa
packages out of the space and sl ammed hi nsel f shut agai n. Behind him
Peasebl ossom was doi ng the sane.

"Activate these," said Cicada, tossing two translucent packages to Livia and
Qingi. "Enmergency angels, Archi-pelagic style. They'll keep you goi ng when we
hit vacuum "

Peasebl ossom knelt down and began pouring some sort of liquid in a big circle
on the sand. "Sealant," he said. "It'Il keep the hole fromcollapsing for a
mnute or so while we |eave. You two had better step outside for a second.

W' re about to blow the roof off your happy hone." He hefted a netal sphere
about the size of a fist.

Livia and Qingi hastily left. Qutside it was getting dark, and a chilly w nd
was blowing in off the sea. The illusion that they were on a planet was pretty
good at this tine of day, but there was no way she could believe in it now.
Nervously, she pressed the emergency angel against her throat and it bl ossoned
around her like a solid mst. Beside her, Qingi did the sane.

Not hi ng happened for a mnute or so. Qingi paced in an agitated circle around
Li via. She was about to ask hi mwhat was wrong when a fearsomely | oud bang!
knocked her to her knees. She watched in fascination as the hut's roof did

i ndeed fly away. The hut's stone walls | eaned out drunkenly and one col |l apsed.
A ripple of |eaping dust spread out to sea and inland up the rocks, as the
skin of the worldship bounced fromthe expl osion

"Ckay!" Peasebl ossom —or Cicada, it was hard to tell —opened the door, which
promptly fell apart. "Your ride is waiting, Lady!"

There was a | arge hol e where the hard-packed floor of the hut had been. A



whirling tornado stood over it, and sandw ches, beddi ng, spare clothes,
Qingi's tools were all being sucked into it. One of her faeries took a
nonchal ant step and was yanked down and away. And there went the Book —

She lunged for it, managing to snag one corner before she realized she was
over the hole and being pushed from behind by what felt |like a giant's hand.
Livia had a split second in which to curl into a defensive ball, and then she
was in the hole.

Stars whirled around her. Peasebl ossom s face canme into view then swung away
again. She saw the flat black surface of the worldship and the hole, which was
rapidly sailing away from her; now Qingi appeared through it, blazing sunlit
on one side and blackly invisible on the other, a half-nman. Fog swirled around
hi m

Then someone grabbed her | eg and she was haul ed uncerenoniously into an
airlock that had appeared suddenly out of nowhere. The others bunped in after
her and Livia staggered to her feet in a nauseatingly different rotationa
gravity.

"Thank t he Book!" said Sophia as she slamred the hatch shut. "You' re safe!"

PART THREE

The Good Book

Politics will eventually be replaced by inagery.
The politician will be only too happy to abdicate in favor of his image,
because the inage will be much nore powerful than he could ever be.

—WMar shal | McLuhan
19

"Why are you | ooking at me like that?" Sophia was backi ng away from Wr dweaver
Livia. Livia glared at her with such intensity that Qingi thought he should
step between them "I canme to rescue you," said Sophia, appealing to Qingi
"Livia, it's ne, Sophia."

The city of Brand New York shone in sunlight outside the wi ndows. A few of
Sophia's friends —the hangers-on of her narrative —I ounged around her
apartments. Several were intently scanning copies of the Book. Had Qi ngi not
just seen a vision of whirling darkness and stars, he m ght have thought he
was really there. As it was, the sight brought back all his distaste at the
illusions of the Archipelago. Better a sod hut on the beach than this.

"Did you bring Sophia into this?" Livia asked Pease-bl ossom Her voice had
that nmetallic quality it got when she was angry. "Or did she find you?"

Peasebl ossomtoed the floor. "Actually, she found us."

Li via opened her moudi, closed it, nen visibly took control of herself. "I'm
sorry, Sophia," she said. "It's been a day of shocks, and I'mafraid it's not
over yet. I'mgoing to have to ask you to do sonething for me that you won't

like." She | ooked around the tiny room "Wwo is the captain here?"

Peasebl ossom shrugged. "Sophia was the ruling human until you arrived. But we
all agreed to see what you would do once you got out. Were do you want to
go?"



"I don't know. But could you shut down all our outside comrunications, please?
| mredi at el y?"

Sophi a gaped at her. "But that would cut us off! The only reason | agreed to
cone al ong physically on this mssion was —"

"Because you could do it and continue to live in your own narrative, | know.
Peasebl ossom Cicada, do as | say." She wal ked over to Sophia. "Here's the
part you won't like. I'd like to shut down inscape entirely, at |east for
now. "

Their words washed over Qingi, a gabble of noise. He knew he should be trying
to catch up to everything that had just happened, but his mnd couldn't stop
whirling back to one terrible question

Had he been wong? Had he given up on their mssion too soon?
Sophia was staring at Livia as if she were insane. "Wy are you doing this?"

"I"ll explainin a mnute,"” said Livia. At that nmonent the sunptuous apartnent
di sappeared fromaround them Qingi now found hinmself standing in a rather
cranped plastic room It had several doors and, in the floor, the big netal
panel through which they had entered. Qingi |ooked around the place in sad

di st aste.

"Turn it back on!" yelled Sophia. "Things are happeni ng —i nportant things! I
need to be in the | oop!"

"You' ve been in touch with other users of the Book all through this, haven't
you?" asked Livia. She seened coolly accusatory.

Puzzl ed and angry, Sophia nodded. "Of course |'ve been in the loop. I'mtrying
to help! Wiy el se would | be here?

Qingi finally roused hinmself fromhis bew |ldered msery. He put a hand on
Livia's arm "Mderate yourself," he said. "None of them know. "

"Kal e knew," she said, shrugging himoff. He frowned and retreated to a
corner. He knew he shoul d argue agai nst what she was saying —but he coul dn't
t hi nk right now

Nonet hel ess, Livia seened to relent "I'msorry," she said to Sophia. "W ..
have reason to believe mat we're being tracked through our inscape
connections. Until we get to the bottomof it, we need to run silent."

Sophi a seened devastated —but not with the shock of an inhabitant of the
mani f ol ds suddenly thrust out of them Hers was nore a profound distaste, as
if she had | earned that all her friends were lowborn crimnals. Silently she
led the way into another of the ship's roons; she stared around at the place
as though seeing it for the first time, as in fact she was.

This place was quite large, and Qingi supposed soneone already out of touch
with nature might consider it luxurious. There were actual oil paintings on
the walls, and a deep artificial carpet that he instinctively hesitated to
step onto. Livia collapsed on a couch in a bonel ess pose, and Qingi had to
snmle; he did understand her relief at having a surface softer than sand under
her for a change. Still, for himit was sufficient to have a wall to | ean on

Livia seemed spent. Qingi knew he should think about what was happeni ng, but



he didn't know where to start. He turned to gl owering Sophia. "You said
"things are happening,'" he said. "Wat things?" Sophia was staring around at
the walls as if she'd been thrown in prison

"Skyy —uh, Q@ingi —you need to see it," said Sophia. "You have to be

i nvol ved! You too, Livia. That really is your nane? W really need to be
connected right now, because the votes —the Government —they're being
dismantl ed! Al over the Archipelago. It just started happeni ng spontaneously,
i ke an adhocratic sort of thing."

Livia | ooked up wearily. "It's the Book." Sophia nodded vi gorously.

"Yes. W've reached critical mass —that's what people are saying. Nobody
knows for sure, of course, it's not like you can talk to the Book directly ..
but it has its votes, you know. "

"But what started it?"

Sophia smled. "That inscape virus that came out of Doran Mrss's worl dship.

It knocked out the Government on a bunch of coronals, but you see, the Book
wasn't affected. People started flocking to it, and it's suddenly issuing very
clear directives ... "

"So ... it was the Book who put you in touch with C cada and Peasebl osson?" he
asked her. H s head was starting to hurt

"No. It was the Government. One day she cane to me and pressed ne to visit
some sims. No explanation —but then she likes to play it mysterious. On a
whim| started exploring the Life of Livia, because it's becone part of a |ot
of narratives. | net a copy of your G cada in a simof \Wsterhaven; he was

di sgui sed as an ol d gardener. Wen he found out | knew you, he let me in on
everything."

Livia lay back, flinging an arm over her eyes. "What is going on?"
Qingi realized that he had sonmehow wedged hinself into a corner of the room
"Does any of this matter?" he asked desperately. "W still cannot return

hone. "

Livia stared at himin a way he hoped was not accusatory. "W don't know that
anynore. Do we."

He sat down on the floor, shaking his head unhappily. "I amsorry. | gave up
too soon."

"No, Qingi, don't think that —how could we have known this woul d happen?
Anyway, it's too soon to know where we stand." She yawned spasnodically. "And
| don't think we're going to figure it out right this second."

She sat up. "We need to sleep. Boys, are we safe?"

Ci cada poked his head around the doorjanb. "Nobody's com ng after us. A bunch
of ships are converging on the worldship. Either Doran Mdrss is gathering

rei nforcenments, or he's in big trouble, too."

"Then let's get back to Brand New York while we can," said Sophi a.

Qingi |ooked over at Livia;, she was noddi ng.

"No!" he said, levering hinself to his feet.



He had everybody's attention now. "No," he repeated. "W are not going back to
the narratives. W are not going back to the Government and we are not going
back to the Book."

"Where else is there?" asked Sophia in annoyance.

"Home," said Qingi forcefully. He stood up and stepped out of his corner

' Teven Coronal nmay be officially off limts to any Archipel agi c ship, but

obvi ously the Book's followers found a way to get nere. If they can do it, so
can we."

Livia bit her Up. "But where do we even start —

"W will start,"” he said loudly, "by getting as close to our goal as we can.
Ci cada, set a course for the Fallow Lands."

It had taken the flying house weeks to pass the border of the Lethe Nebula and
ent er Archipel agi ¢ space; Pease-blossomand G cada's little ship traversed the
distance in a matter of hours. For the bulk of the journey, Livia lay asleep
on a bunk in one of the ship's cranped little cabins. Qingi checked in on her
fromtime to tinme, but she didn't even roll over

Qingi sat in the cockpit with the lads (as Livia called her agents) while
they plotted their course and bi ckered endl essly about what to do. The ship's
cockpit was purely superfluous, of course; but the lads |oved sitting in
retro-style flight chairs with a big instrunment panel in front of themand a
br oad di anond- gl ass wi ndshi el d through which they could watch the approachi ng
Let he.

The flying house had avoi ded the denser clouds on the way out of the nebul a.
Now they were steering directly for them Above the glow ng instrunment panel
the light fromthe Lethe was delicate, alnobst invisible against the blackness
of space itself. But if Qingi |ooked closely he could see vast curves and
bill ows of rose, green, and palest white hiding the stars. As a boy he'd been
told these Night Couds were reflections of the distant canmp- fires of the

t hunder bi rds. He supposed that wasn't too far fromthe truth.

Rermenbering the thunderbirds brought Qingi to thoughts of home. Was it
possi bl e he woul d wal k those forests again, and commune with their enchanted
i nhabi tants? He had given up on such hopes —yet here they were, arrow ng

cl oser to Teven by the second.

He didn't allow hinmself to hope yet They had a plan now, but he doubted it
woul d succeed. It was, inits owmn way, too obvious an idea to work.

The nebul a grew over the hours until its curves took up the entire sky.
Finally the little ship approached a wall of pale mauve that stretched to
infinity above, below, and to both sides. It seened cl ose enough to reach out
and touch.

"No," said Cicada with a laugh when Q ingi suggested it. "W're still a
mllion kilometers away."

The little ship reduced its velocity sonmewhat; still, when they shot into the
cloud, Qingi half expected to feel some sort of inpact, diffuse though he
knew it was. He sat in the cockpit for a while watching it slowy solidify
behi nd t hem

Then came the nessage they had been waiting for. Suddenly Iight bl ooned ahead



of themin a rapidly fading sphere: an explosion? Sinultaneously every
i nstrument on Cicada's board squawked or blinked.

A deep voi ce spoke out of the air. "Archipelagic ship: alter your trajectory
or you will be destroyed."

Peasebl ossom | ooked pl eased. "Well, that's a clear directive!"
"Shoul d I wake Livia?" G cada asked Qingi. He shook his head

"Not yet W'll do what we discussed. If it doesn't work, at |east she doesn't
have to watch it fail."

Peasebl ossom nodded. "Here goes."

He and Ci cada had spent the previous evening hacking into parts of the Life of
Livia that woul d never have been controllable back in Teven. This had been
Livia's idea; after wal king through the Life for a while with Sophia, she had
returned thoughtful, even a bit excited. "The anecliptics don't know us,"
Qingi had pointed out. 'They will turn us away. How can the Life change

t hat ?"

"Somet hing the | ads said yesterday got ne thinking," she said. "Peasebl ossonf?
The copy of the Life that's out there ends at the arrival of the ancestors,
ri ght?" Pease-bl ossom nodded.

"And you changed everybody's nane and appearance in the sim"
"I can't speak for all ny versions," he said. "But we al ways changed you. Not
everybody else," he added guiltily. Qingi nodded; his face had not been
changed, at least not in the version Lindsey had seen

"But it's likely that agents of the anecliptics could have | ooked at the sim
and not recogni zed anybody."

Peasebl ossom | ooked puzzl ed. "Who woul d they know to recogni ze?"

"One person," Livia had murrured, w de-eyed at her own idea. "They only need
to recogni ze one."

Now, Ci cada poked at sone of the controls and inscape bl ossomed back into
bei ng around them Everything | ooked the sanme —except that someone el se sat
wher e Peasebl ossom had been

She stood up and | eaned forward over the instrunent panel to flip the manua
speaker switch Cicada had insisted on installing.

"I"'mnot an Archipelagic," she said. "This is Maren Ellis of Teven Coronal
You know ne, though we haven't net in two hundred years. | request perm ssion
to return to the coronal you gave ne."

For a few seconds there was no response. Then, not words, but a flow of
nunbers across one of the cockpit's archaic display screens.

Peasebl ossoni Maren turned to Qingi, a triunphant smle curiing his/ her |ip.
"They're coordi nates," he said, still in Ellis's voice. "W've been invited
in"

Livia cane up to the cockpit when the ship began to decelerate. She felt
i mpossi bly weary, and nervous at the same tinme. Everybody was crowded into the



little room Sophia quickly slid out of the way when Livia cane up behind her

Qingi also nade roomfor her. "It could be something other than an
anecliptic," he said. "W found it hiding in the deeps, emtting no
information stream It's very cold."

"We're ten thousand kiloneters in," added Peasebl os-som He still |ooked |like
Maren Ellis; the sight nmade Livia ache for her Society. Wth an effort she

| ooked past the disguised agent. No stars were visible out there, just a
faint, iridescent curve that rose fromleft to right.

"I's that it?" she asked. Peasebl ossom Maren shook her head.

"As best we can tell, that's a new starlette they're building in here. It's a
bi g geodesi ¢ sphere, hundreds of kiloneters in dianeter. No, we were kind of
thinking it might be that." He/she pointed.

Si | houetted against the faint gleamof the unlit starlette, at first it |ooked
like nothing nore than a stray grain of rice, hanging in darkness. But Livia's
heart skipped a beat. "Magnify that," she said tightly.

The t hing expanded to fill her vision

She remenbered once | aughing with Aaron's parents. It was seconds before their
deat hs. Livia had glanced away fromthem her gaze caught by sonething
happeni ng outsi de the airbus's wi ndow. She had | eaned toward the gl ass,

puzzl ed.

They were a thousand neters above the wavi ng grassl ands of Teven's far side,
yet sonehow a white tower higher than them had grown up in an eyeblink. The
tower was translucent, nore |ike an expandi ng cone of |ight than sonething
solid. Balanced on its very top, disintegrating even as she glinpsed it, was a
white oval. It wi ped away the clouds around it, giving sone sense of scale in
that instant: it was huge. Hundreds of neters across, a kiloneter |ong. And
the tower was gone; where it had been, a wall of fading white rushed outward
like aripple in water. A split second later the Shockwave hit and Livia was
raked by swirling flinders that had been the wi ndow. After that: junble, pain,
and scream ng.

She turned away, feeling sick. "That's it," she said unsteadily. "An
anecliptic."

About the only encouragenent they got fromthe silent anecliptic was the fact
that it hadn't trai ned any weapons on them It was festooned with them
according to the ship —enough firepower to burn off a small planet But the

| ozenge- shaped vessel had no wi ndows or hatches, and remnai ned obstinately
silent for the next day.

Then, unexpectedly, the black billows of the Lethe lit up in the distance. A
long flickering spear of light tunneled through the mllions of kiloneters,
sliding to a stop right next to the anecliptic. There it hung, a small

i ncandescent point |ike a man-sized sun. Wien C cada showed Livia the
recording, it seenmed |ike the anecliptic glowed for a nonent; then a

sl ot - shaped hatch opened in its back and the brilliant bead drifted into it.

"And that's it," Ccada said with a flourish. "Whatever it was, it's inside
now. And the door's still open.™

"So we better go," added Peasebl ossom



If we're going to get inside."
"Because it sure isn't talking to us out here."

So after a solid lunch that Peasebl ossominsisted on, he, Livia, and Qi ngi
jetted away fromthe frost-rined hull of their little ship toward the curving
wal | of the silent anecliptic. It was hundreds of degrees bel ow zero out here
and their shifts couldn't keep up, so for the first and hopefully last time in
her life, Livia found herself totally encased hi a nmetal contraption

Peasebl ossom call ed a "space suit." It was |ike nedieval arnor upgraded with
lights and Pl exiglas —no | ess unconfortable, but easy to use in free fall

"I don't like this view," Q@ingi nmuttered as they crossed ne infinite abyss
between the ships. "I would alnmost prefer the illusions of the Archipel ago."
He sounded as anxi ous as she felt.

"It's not a 'view," @ingi," she said, for distraction. "This is reality,"

"No," he said. The man-shaped blot to her right —she'd thought that one was
Peasebl ossom —waved a gl oved hand. "W are not truly experiencing the vacuum
and cold. W are inside a manifold nmedi ated by these suits."

She frowned at the approaching anecliptic. O course he was right |I've been
spendi ng way too nuch time around Doran Morss.

They arrived at the dark entrance to the anecliptic. "Let nme go first," said
Peasebl ossom

"Yes," Cicada said in their earphones. "He's expendable."

The figure on Livia's left shot forward and down, disappearing into the dark
openi ng. For a few seconds there was silence, then a space-suited head popped
up again. "You'll never guess who's herel™

Curious, they followed himin. At the bottomof the slot —which was about
five by thirty nmeters, and about ten deep —was a sinple, dianmond-glass door
Li ght shone fromthe other side; as Livia approached she saw what | ooked I|ike
a red-wall ed apartnment, with a few chairs, a canopy bed, and a kitchen area
off to one side. They were upside-down with respect to it, its down oriented
to the outer hull of the ship. Two human figures hung in mdair in the center
of the room

One was a young woman. She had nondescript features, and was dressed in a
sparkl e of flashing dianmond Iight —a typical Brand New York fashion. Livia
was pretty sure she had never net her before, but recognized the significance
of her amber, glow ng eyes. She was a vote.

The ot her person, though ... Black hair, high cheekbones, piercing eyes —
Livia i medi ately recogni zed the self-styled god, Choronzon. He nodded and
crossed his arms when he saw them The gl ass doors slid back and Livia and the
ot hers entered.

"Gve us a mnute to bring some air into the room then you can take off your
suits," said the god over radio. Then he peered nore closely at Peasebl ossom
frowning. "So you're not Maren Ellis after all. W suspected that, of course

Livia took off her helnmet. "No. A friend of hers." She turned to the young
vote. "l haven't had the pleasure ... My nane is Livia Kodaly."



Choronzon nodded again, smiling slightly. "Alias Alison Haver. It's al
starting to become clear."

The woman bowed to Livia. "Enblaze."

"What are you guys doi ng here?" asked Peasebl ossom Livia shot hima sharp
| ook. It seenmed he knew both these people.

"Qur host sunmmoned ne after hearing from someone he hadn't spoken to in two
hundred years," said Choronzon. "I took it upon nyself to invite Enblaze al ong
since | suspected she'd want to talk to this '"Maren Ellis.' ... Wuld you like
some gravity?"

Hesitantly, Livia nodded. Remenbering the flying house, she grabbed the back
of a couch while the ship slowy began rotating.

"So Maren is still alive?" asked the god, pulling hinself into a chair to wait
out the spin-up to full gravity. Livia and Qingi did |likew se. Peasebl ossom
remai ned standi ng behind them still suited up

"Maren was alive when we left her," said Livia. "But | don't know if she still

is."
Choronzon | ooked puzzled. "Wat do you nean?"
"I'f you know Maren Ellis, then you know Teven Coronal ," she said. She felt a

surge of triunpli —and relief —as Choronzon nodded. "Teven Coronal has been
i nvaded, " she went on, watching his eyes.

He had the good grace to | ook surprised. "By whon®"

She hesitated. She wasn't here to explain things to Choronzon, but to |learn
what she could fromthe annie. "I mnk you know It's true, isn't it, that the
anecliptics aren't without their internal struggles? |I'msure you' re aware

t hat one of themwent rogue a few years back."

Now Choronzon really did | ook startled. "He was destroyed. | ... saw it done."
"So did I," she said drily. "Yet, not long after that, strangers cane to Teven
Coronal . It's possible that the anecliptics let themin, but | don't believe

it. If the annies had wanted to nove agai nst us, they'd have done so directly.
No, these people snuck in."

"I nvaders?" He shook his head. "But they couldn't have gotten in —

"Unl ess they were able to get past the annies," she finished for him "Which
all egedly is inmpossible. Unless they cane from sonme distant star where
t echnol ogi es have exceeded even the Archipelago's. O ... "

"An anecliptic gave thema way in." Choronzon stood up; the room had
stabilized at about a half gravity. The woman Enbl aze hadn't noved; she stood
silently with her feet planted wide. "You're saying he's still alive," said
Chor onzon.

"No. But | think I know what this rogue anecliptic did before he died. Pl ease,
Choronzon, | don't nmean to be rude but ... | cane here to speak with the
anecliptics. Not to you."

He | aughed. "You are speaking with them Through ne. They won't talk to you
directly —not out of contenpt, but they've |learned to be very cautious about



all comunication. Many tines, trans-human entities |like nyself have tried to
i nfect their datanets using seem ngly innocuous nessages. Nowadays the annies
l[ive in a kind of dreamtine; their interfaces recast and random ze any signa
fromthe outside world, hashing it to the point that no Trojan horse prograns
can survive. What's |left reaches their mnds as distant whispered nusic, if at
all. Getting their attention is an art, not a science.

"This entity," he gestured around them "is the one who opened the doors to
Maren Ellis and WIliam Stratenger, back in the days when the annies sonetines
di sgui sed t henmsel ves as humans and wal ked t he Archi pelago. You can call this
fellow Gort." He smled at some private joke.

Livia frowned. "I have to confess that |'m suspicious of you, Choronzon," she
said. "You could be here to prevent us fromtelling this Gort what we know. "
He sinply shrugged. "Yes, | know, " she said irritably. "W do have to trust
you, don't we?"

"I can give you a token of ny faithfulness,” he said. "You see, | renmenber
Maren fromthe old days. I'll unreel a few of those nmenories, if you'd like."
This was the perfect opening, so Livia took it. "Ch, | suspect you have

nmenpries that are a bit nore recent than that, Choronzon. Isn't it true that
you vi sited Westerhaven after the nmad annie was kill ed?"

After a nonment he said, "She told you this?"

"No. But she used the phrase mad anecliptic to describe sonething | saw but
never described to anyone —sonethi ng she never saw at all. How did she know
what bl ew up over the far side of Teven, unless someone told her?"

Choronzon grinned. "Very astute. Ckay, yes, | did visit Maren after the
incident. She told me there were two Westerhaven survivors, as a matter of
fact. Wuld you like to see our meeting?"

Li via opened her mouth to say yes, then closed it. She reached around and
found Qingi's hand; he put it on her shoul der, a warm reassurance.

"Thanks," she said after a long pause. "I'll reviewit later. W have nore
i mportant things to talk about right now As |I said, | know what the mad
anecliptic did. I know who attacked Teven Coronal. Wat | don't know is why."

"Then tell us the what, and I'Il see about the why."

Livia told hi m —about the invaders of Teven and how they cl ai ned all egi ance
to something called 3340. She described their escape from Teven; Enbl aze
listened to this account with visible fascination. Livia went on to tell how
she had been given a special edition of the Good Book when they arrived in the
Ar chi pel ago. When she reveal ed that its version nunmber was 3340, Choronzon

sl unped back in his chair, shaking his head.

"What ?" she said anxiously. "I'mw ong?"

"No," he said, "you're right, that's why |'mupset W didn't see it."

"But what am | right about? That the mad anecliptic created the Good Book?
That it's sone sort of emergent intelligence that seems to be replacing the

CGover nnent ?"

"Yes, and yes," he said. "But wi thout knowi ng that Teven was invaded by 3340,
we had no reason to make a connection between the two. And we could be wong



it might just be a coincidence that this nunber pops up twice. In a place
the size of the Archipel ago, coincidences are inevitable."

"But | don't understand,"” she said angrily. "None of it Wy the Book? Wat was
this annie trying to do? And why i nvade Teven?"

Choronzon sat still for a while, staring at nothing with a frown on his face.
Then he said, "About Teven, | don't know why they're there. | have a few ideas

As to what the annie was trying to do —what the Book is trying to do —
that's clear." He thought for a nmoment "Do you know what the ruling principle
of the Archipelago is?"

Li via shrugged. "Agonistics," said Peasebl ossom behi nd her

"And what is agonistics?"

Her agent spoke again, as if reciting a dictionary entry. "You can conpete,
and you can wi n, but you can never win once-and-for-all."

"Exactly. It's the same principle the great denocraci es used back in the
Modern period. You could becone president but you couldn't stay president. You
could build a big corporation, but you couldn't beconme a nonopoly. But the
Moderns didn't apply agonistics to everything. They couldn't because they
didn't have a good nodel for it."

"And you do?" She had no idea where this was going.
"W do." He nodded. "The problemis that whenever you build a |arge,

wel | -interconnected system you take the chance that it'll end up in a
critical state.”

"And what isa... 7

"I magi ne you're at the beach. If you' ve got a pile of sand and you drop grain
after grain on it, one after the other, nost of themw !l just |and there and
stick. But every now and then, one will cause an aval anche. Usually it's a

smal | aval anche. But sonetines it's a nother of all aval anches that takes down
the whole pile. A sandpile is a systemvulnerable to critical states: states
where change is poised ready to aval anche. ™

"Ckay," said Livia inmpatiently. "So what ?"

"Well, a couple of things. First, you can't predict the size of the next
aval anche in a systemat criticality unless you have absol ute know edge of
every particle in the system In practice, that's never possible. Second,
human society as a whole is balanced in a whole variety of critical states.
I nstead of aval anches, though, humanity has wars, econom c coll apses, soci al
crises ... "

"So we're at the nmercy of blind forces we can't control? Tell me sonething
don't know," she said with a |augh

"Ch, you're often at the mercy of blind forces,"” he conceded. "But you can
often control them The trick is you can redesign sone systens so they don't
have critical states. You can flatten the sandpile. Forest fires followthe
same power |aw as human conflicts: any given fire is twice as likely as one
twice its size. But you can reduce the |likelihood of the big ones dramatically
by changing the nature of the forest. A forest is an interconnected system
Break the interconnections and fires can't spread.”



Two hundred years ago, Choronzon told her, a viral Al had wakened to

consci ousness on a sunny July day in Jamaica. Wthin seconds it had taken over
the island's data networks and after ten mnutes it had overwhel med the gl oba
net. Inscape becane its toy. As it |eaped off the Earth to infect the rest of
the solar systemit nmade a personal paradise or hell for each and every man
and worman on Earth, according to whins or standards that no one woul d ever
under st and.

After an hour of expansion it hit the col onies of the post-human and
trans- human entities that had seceded from humanity decades before. And when
it tried to pry open their datanets, it got its fingers burned.

Two hours after that it was on the run. By the end of the day it was dead —
devoured by a new entity hastily cobbl ed together by beings |ike Choronzon as
wel | as the humans of Mars and the outer planets.

This entity was the Government. Its creators gave it the notivation of
stopping the network attack; but, in the full know edge of what mi ght happen
they notivated it to want to prevent any such attacks from succeeding in the
future. Even attacks by itself.

Now Choronzon sniled, like the cat that had the canary. "Wen she was a child,
too young for inscape inplants, Maren Ellis saw her parents driven mad in the
attack by the Jammican Al. She and | tal ked about firebreaks a |ot, before she
noved to Teven. It was obvious that we needed to prevent dangerous critica
states like that one fromarising again. She didn't |ike using the word
firebreak, though. She liked the word —"

—Horizons!" said Qingi

"Hori zons, "'
too far."

Livia murmured. "Horizons keep the manifolds from comunicating

"Exactly. They were supposed to prevent any kind of condition from spreadi ng
too easily —from econom c changes to cultures ... to wars." He shook his
head. "I think they went too far. But this, you see, is the mathematics of
agoni stics —a trans-political principle for preventing disastrous wars and
econom ¢ catastrophes. Or for preventing one political or religious system
fromtaking over once and for all. Unfortunately, Maren and | differed on how
to apply the principle. She believed that you had to build firebreaks at al

| evel s —social, technol ogical, even perceptual. O herw se, some unforeseen
new kind of critical state mght be possible. Fromwhat you've told me, it was
just such an unforeseen critical state that 3340 exploited to take over
Teven. "

"So Maren cane to Teven," Livia said, "and set up the manifolds. Then, what
are the Archipelago's horizons? —Let nme guess: the anecliptics.”

"On one level, yes. They help enforce the firebreaks by preventing any
econom c ripples fromspreading too far. But there are countl ess other ways to
danpen down critical states. The electoral systemin the old denocracies was

one —it prevented tyrants from consolidating power, by forcing | eaders out of
office at regular intervals. The Governnent's another part of it. Even inscape
isn'"t a unified system you know, it's the emergent identity of billions of

networ ks of differing kinds, many of which can't speak together directly.
There is no perfect reproduction of any data transmitted across it, so vira
attacks like the Janmican's can't spread. Everything about how the sol ar
systemis organized nilitates against the devel opnent of critical states." He
sighed. "Or, it did. Until he came along."



"The mad anecliptic."”

"The very sane. First he tried to subvert the other an-nies. He failed. But if
you're right, he had a backup plan, called the Good Book. It's a network
intelligence that runs on human interactions. Since it doesn't use inscape
directly —or any of our data systens, in fact —it was able to propagate and
connect across the whole Archipel ago, slipping past all the barriers and
firebreaks we spent so many centuries building into our networks. It causes an
energent behavior in its users that sniffs out and exploits critical states —
as seens to have happened at Teven

"And now the last grain of sand has fallen on the sand-pile. It's taken two
hundred years, but now an aval anche of change is spreadi ng across the
Archi pel ago, and | don't know how big it's going to get."

20

Livia was practicing scales in her cabin aboard the |ads' ship when she felt
the roomflip around her in an especially nauseating way. "Wat's going on?"
she shouted at the ceiling.

"It's leaving!" answered C cada.
"The anni e?"
"It's headed off into the Lethe! | think they agreed to help us."

Choronzon confirmed it when he called a few mnutes later. "W pronised to
protect your people two hundred years ago," he said as his inmage | eaned on the
nmet al door-janb. "Reputations are at stake here.”

"And what about us?" she asked. "Can we go hone?"
"Come and go as you please," he said. "The annies won't stop you."

"Thanks." She closed the door on him It wasn't that she was ungrateful, but
Livia really woul d have appreciated having an anima to front for her right
now. She went to sit on the bed.

If she started singing again right now she'd cry. She didn't know whether it
woul d be fromrelief, or fear

After her conversation with Choronzon, they had returned to the ship to await

t he anecliptics' decision. The vote Enbl aze had asked to come al ong, and Livia
had reluctantly agreed; but she could only play the gracious hostess for a
short time before retreating to her room Sophia had reluctantly agreed not to
contact any other users of the Book so inscape was back on. G ven the choice,

t hough, Livia found she preferred to linmt her own interactions with the ship
to crippleview Mybe Qingi was right, and she needed a stable world in which
to organi ze her thoughts.

She sat and | ooked around the room Everything was silence; nothing noved. As
t he seconds dragged by she wondered when she was going to feel triunph that
their mssion into the wider world had succeeded. She was going to free
West er haven! Mt her and Father, Rene, Esther, and all the rest, would soon be
wal ki ng the streets of Barrastea again, together and |aughing.

Except that they wouldn't. This was what she'd refused to face up to all this
time: like any mani fold, Wsterhaven was fragile. Irreparable. At least in
anci ent and nodern tinmes there had been stable institutions such as the Church



and State to pick up the pieces after a war. In Teven, that stability was
mai nt ai ned by the tech | ocks. So Livia would never again walk the streets of
the Barrastea she'd known, never again taste the Societies in their ful
flower. Whatever cane after Westerhaven, they would have to build it from
scrat ch.

She'd been telling herself for the past few hours that she didn't care —t hat
she would try to do her duty by her people, but that she was happy to be free
of the manifolds. She could storm Teven with the anecliptics' cavalry and free
the ones she loved. And then settle where she chose, whether in Teven or
somewhere in the seductive, wonderfully rewardi ng narratives of the

Ar chi pel ago.

Except mat the Archipelago was tearing itself apart, too. Its freedomwas only
the freedomto realize just how insignificant you were —how poi ntl ess any
anbitions were next to the anecliptics and the gods next door. How had Qi ngi
described it? Wall paper: endless repetition of the same streets, sane people,
same art and intrigues.

Li via groaned and put the heels of her hands to her eyes. This was crazy —she
shoul d be happy! Instead, she was niserable.

Soneone knocked on her door. Livia gestured for it to open.

"Hel |l o, Respected Kodaly," said Enblaze. "May | cone in?"

Too weary to refuse, Livia waved her in. Enblaze held out her hand to shake.
"So," said Livia. "You're a vote." Enblaze nodded. "Wat's your constituency?"

Livia asked, feeling a painful sense that her social graces were about to fai
her .

"Well," said Enbl aze, "there hangs a tale." Seeing the expression on Livia's
face, she hurried on with, "Look, | know you have a lot on your mind, but I
may be able to help. But your question's a bit ... awkward ... for ne to
answer . "

Both intrigued and annoyed, Livia stood and notioned for her to sit "Wy? |
shoul d have thought that it would be straightforward. You' re a vote; whose
vote are you?"

"I"myours, Livia Kodaly."

Enbl aze sat there gazing at her as if expecting sonme sensible response. "Huh?"
was all Livia could nuster.

The vote | ooked away, frowning. She held up her hand, exam ned the back of it
"We arise," she said eventually, "when the traffic in inscape intensifies and
knots up. Wen the nodes of heavy usage are stable and | arge enough, an Al is
conpiled. It doesn't matter to inscape what the traffic is about —so there's
votes for pet |overs, gardeni ng, Shakespeare appreciation, the reinvention of
obsolete crines ... every imagi nabl e human interest You know there's a vote
for the Good Book."

Li vi a nodded, renenbering Veronique's story. "Yes. Her nane's Filanent right?"
Enbl aze nodded. Livia began bustling in her little kitchenette. "Wuld you
i ke sonme tea?"

"Thanks. The point is, Livia, |'ma vote but that doesn't nean | had a ..
strictly political origin. I'"'mthe representative of all the people who use,



or are interested in, the Life of Livia sim"

Li via dropped the cup she had been hol di ng. Laughing, she retrieved it.
"You're the vote for ny stolen nmenories?"

Enbl aze | ooked unconfortable. "I prefer to think that | contain the aggregate
feelings and val ues of seven hundred mllion people. They just happen to be

t hose people inspired —or outraged —by your recordings of life in
West er haven. "

As she poured sone water for tea, Livia thought about what mat mght inply.
The lads had said they'd gutted the sim It was full of holes, sone of very
personal menories, sone containing strategic informtion such as where Teven
Coronal actually was.

She shot Enbl aze a suspicious |ook. "So | guess you're curious about sone
things ... like the tech | ocks?" What would a vote be willing to do in order
to satisfy its constituency?

Enbl aze shook her head. "It's not for ne to act in place of my people. |I'm
their advocate, not their proxy."

"Li ke Fil anment ?"

To Livia's surprise, Enblaze blushed. "I sumto ny constituents' ethics, true.
They woul d never harm you, or even pester you, so neither would |I. Mbst are
fasci nated by the mechani sms that run Westerhaven —these 'manifolds' you and
Choronzon were tal king about They'd | ove to know how t hey work, especially the
tech locks. But a very |l arge number of people are also just interested in you.
They saw the way your |ife changed after that strange accident, and nany are
concerned for you. And your agents disguised you pretty effectively, but now
the cat's out of the bag."

She took a deep breath. "Livia, people want to help you."

Livia had one of those little shifts in perspective that were happening al
too often lately. "I guess this is your ship, isn't it? | thought Sophia
supplied it, but she works for the Book ... "

Enbl aze shrugged. "She has nultiple allegiances, |ike anybody el se. And yes,
this is one of my ships —neaning, it's owned by the Governnent. That's not
what | mean about hel pi ng, though

"Livia, your archive has been laid open to us except for the nost private of
nmonents, the ones you edited out as you went Your whole public life is mere
for all to see, excepting mnutes or hours here and there —but there is one
span of eighty days that is conpletely nmissing. You know the tine | refer to."

Livia felt a cold flush of adrenalin. "After the crash."

Enbl aze nodded. "It seened from your behavior after mat time that you coul dn't
renmenber crucial events. And when ny people | ooked at your records of that
time, they were a junble. Your inplants were damaged by the magnetic pul se of
t he expl osi on, apparently. But they weren't conpletely shut down. There were
fragnments and a constant, |owlevel nurnmur of data trickling into the system
Not hi ng any ordi nary data processing systemcoul d make sense of. But a few
mllion of my people canme together in an adhocracy to conb through the bits by
hand. It was incredibly tedious work, but they did it willingly. And now
they're finished."



"What are you sayi ng?"

"Livia, we've recovered inscape's nenory of your experiences after the crash.
It's nmy gift to you, in thanks for the inspiration you' ve brought to ny
constituency."

Livia stared at her for a long tinme. Then she said, tightly, "Get out."

"But, this is a gift of healing. It's —

"Qut. Qut?" She practically lunged at Enbl aze, who junped out of her chair and
bolted for the door.

When it slid shut Livia collapsed on her bed and | aughed. Then she just |ay
there. After a while she cried.

The process was silent. A npost unnoticeable, fromhere. But if Doran stood on
hi s bal cony and watched the giant glass face of the Scotland s sunward cap, he
woul d be rewarded every few m nutes by sighting a tiny flicker of |ight appear
there: a ship, entering his realm

Hundreds of themclustered like flies in the weightless axis of the worldship.
Thousands of people were riding skyhooks down to the barren noors and | ochs.
They chattered like tourists, happy and excited at this newturn to their
lives. They had followed the edicts of the Book and it had brought them here.
Few i f any knew that the world-ship had been hijacked; he doubted if nost
woul d under stand the concept.

He heard soneone nmoving in the apartment behind him Doran braced hinself for
a nonent, clenching the balustrade. Then he plastered a carefree snmle on his
face and turned.

"Filament! What a surprise.”

She returned his snmile without irony. "You'll be happy to know," she said as
she draped herself on one of his couches, "that |'ve managed to locate all the

versos. They're being relocated now. There's been no viol ence so far."

"Well, there wouldn't be." He stood at parade rest, not disguising his anger
now. 'They're civilized people.™

"Hrm " She dismissed his jibe with a wave of her hand. "Have you thought about
nmy offer?"

"You mean your offer to allow me to escape like a rat froma sinking ship —"

She raised her eyebrow at the unfamliar metaphor —"if | turn the keys over
to you?"
"Yes," said Filament |evelly.

"Ah well, as to that," he said, smling again and sitting down confortably
opposite her. "How about 'no.'"

"W need your ship," she said, |eaning forward and cl aspi ng her hands
sincerely. "The god will need a forward base fromwhich to operate for a tine.
He won't be able to direct the takeover of the Archipelago fromw thin Teven."

Teven? Doran wondered why that nane sounded so familiar, even as he shook his
head. "Yes but you see, for all its faults, | amloyal to the Archipel ago.
Humans may not have very much freedom here, but they'd have | ess under 3340."



"How can you say that?" she snapped. "You' ve seen how efficiently the Book
organi zes society. No need for the apparatus of government —not even
Government. Even / am obsol ete here."

"And | treasure that small consolation," he said, "believe ne, | do. But
overjoyed as | may be over your obsol escence, it's not enough for ne to
consi der betraying the annies."

"I don't understand you," she said crossly. "You fought your whole life for
the kind of power we're taking now " Then she sat back, |ooking sly. "Ah. So
that's it. This is sinple envy, isn't it? Because we did what you could not."

She | aughed and stood up. "No matter, anyway. We'll let the Scotland fly on
its current course for a while. Wien 3340 arises he'll be able to unl ock the
control s. "

She wal ked toward the door, then turned and notioned for himto follow her
"You, however, don't need to be here for that. W have a nore inportant | ock
to attend to. And that one, you will open for us, alive or dead, sentient or
driven nmad by pain, it's all the same to ne."

She neant the eschatus nachi ne, which he had glinpsed being | oaded into a fast
cutter the day before. He glared at her

"Look," she said, "we can discuss this matter further during the trip to
Teven, but for now you must cone with ne. If you don't nmove, |I'Il have to send
in the large gang of unsynpathetic nmen who are loitering in the hallway.
They' ve beaten many people senseless in sinms. They're all eager to try the
skill on a living person.”

"Fine," he said. "Send 'emin then."

"You're such a boy," conplained Filanment. She turned and swept out.

As Doran stood to nmeet the pack of grinning, feverish-eyed nen crowding in

t hrough the door, he renmenbered where he'd heard the nane Teven. The surprise
sl owed hi m down just enough that after he was encircled, he never got a punch
in.

Li via knew she was hi ding, but she wasn't about to justify herself to anybody.
So she stayed in her room Every now and then, though, she would make a w ndow
and peek at events unfol ding outside.

The dazzling arc of a coronal approached. The billows of the Lethe visible
beyond it were exactly those that she had lived with her whole life. They were
so famliar she could have painted themfrom nmenory.

Wat chi ng hone approaching again after so |ong, though, rem nded her of her
duty to her people. Even if she closed the wi ndows and | ay there pretending
that the rest of the world didn't exist, her conscience cane around to bot her
her sooner or later. Soon they would be hone. She needed to know what
Choronzon and the anecliptics were planning, at |east; and maybe sonmewhere in
there was a plan that would include Westerhaven. She could just call Choronzon
and ask, of course. But she didn't feel ready to confront himon anything if
she didn't |ike his answers.

She was lolling there usel essly, running through i magi ned conversations wth
Choronzon in her mnd, when she renenbered that he al so had given her sone
menories. Livia sat up, frowning. Hadn't he said sonething about there being
records of Maren Ellis?



She didn't really care about those nmenories, but maybe she coul d absorb sone
deci siveness fromEllis. She | aughed at herself, and called up the nmenory.

Livia blinked at the sudden strong sunlight. She stood at the rail of a

bal cony sonewhere hi gh above the plains of a coronal. Leaning out, she saw
that the bal cony perched atop a tower that itself hung anmong the clouds. O her
towers and buil dings were dotted throughout the near and far air. If she

squi nted, Livia could nake out the fine thin threads of cable, a vast endl ess
spi derweb, on which they sat. This rmust be Cirrus manifold.

Behi nd Livia sormeone shouted in delight She turned to find Maren Ellis
enbraci ng Choronzon like an old friend. "But what are you doing here?" cried
Ellis, leaning back in the god's enbrace. "Wait —that explosion |ast week ..

"Partly my doing, I'"'mafraid." He grinned at her. "But there's no danger to
you or your people. It's all done with, but since | was in the nei ghborhood
t hought 1'd drop by."

She | aughed, and drew himover to a couch where they sat.

"I can't believe it," gasped Ellis. "It's literally been centuries ..

"And yet you still nove anong your people as if you were an ordinary nortal,"
he said seriously. "I don't know how you rmanage it. My own attachnments ... "

"Were never that deep," she said, "if you continue to insist on thinking of
yoursel f as nmore than human."” She shook her head. "I'mnot a god, Choronzon
I"mjust a very, very old woman. The people here know that. And | don't
pretend to be nore."

"And Stratenger?" asked Choronzon. "Is he still with us?"
"Yes —though | rarely see himthese days."

They continued to chat about old times, but though Livia pulled up a history
serling to help, she couldn't follow hal f of what they were saying. But as she
listened, it becane clear that Peasebl ossom had been right: Maren Ellis was
nore than just one founder anmong many. Fromthe way she and Choronzon tal ked,
it was clear that she was the founder of the manifolds.

Ellis suddenly said, "Last time we net, you asked me a question."

"Maren, that was two hundred years ago. You expect me to remenber —

"' How does humanity govern itself when each person can have anything they
want ?' " she quot ed.

He smiled. "That was the subject, yes."

"The subject of the war that separated us; the subject of our final argumnent.
Sure you remenber. And it's been the subject of all ny work for the past two
centuries." She frowned at him her deceptively young face nonentarily
betraying the ancient mnd behind it. "But you know what? It was the wong
qguestion. It should have been: 'How does humanity govern itself when nature no
| onger exists? "

He | ooked away from her, out over the pillowi ng clouds to the hazy distances
of the coronal. "Is that why you let these 'horizons' of yours get so out of



control ?"

Bef ore she could answer he stood up and wal ked over to the railing —right
next to Livia's virtual self. He scow ed unhappily at the sky. "I can't
bel i eve what you've done here. You' ve used our firebreaks to deny people their
history, their science, all the fruits of humanity's work! You've dooned your
people to stunble down one blind alley after another for all eternity,
searching for a Utopia that already exists, if you'd only let themsee it. If
I'd known you had this in mnd when we parted ... "

Ellis watched himclosely fromwhere she sat curled in the corner of the
couch. "I'm |l ooking out for them" she said languidly. "And this 'stunbling
you're so contenptuous of is the privilege of every human being: to invent and
di scover, even if it's reinvention and redi scovery. Now that everything' s been
| earned and everything's been done, the nanifolds provide the nost control a
human bei ng can have over their personal reality and still be human. You can
have bi gger anbitions; you're not nortal. But for someone who is? What does
our world offer anynore to the nerely human? Wat can they make for thensel ves
that's truly theirs, in your precious Archipel ago?”

Choronzon cl enched his hands on the rail. "I wish I'd never hel ped you design
the tech | ocks."

She | aughed. "It's done, |ove."
"Maybe." He half snmiled into the air. "The anecliptics are leaving; | have to
go with them But Maren, if | ever get a chance to return, I'mgoing to take

t hem away from you.
t he wrong hands."

He turned to | ook at her. "Sone toys shouldn't fall into

"I hope, then," she said coldly, "that you never return."”

The record ended wi thout warning, leaving Livia sitting bolt upright on her
bed.

Take them away from you? Had she really heard that right?

She stood up to pace the narrow confines of her cabin. Choronzon had
threatened to overthrow the tech | ocks. A few years later, a force from

out side had come to Teven Coronal to do just that. Maren nmust have assuned it
was Choronzon foll owi ng through on his threat.

Was it Choronzon?

She shook her head. No, 3340 was a separate entity, she was sure of that. And
if it were Choronzon, why should he have given Livia this recording? Unl ess he
didn't care what she knew ...

Livia sat down, a bit shaken. Instead of inspiring her with a sense of

pur pose, seeing Maren Ellis as she really was had made her feel even nore
hel pl ess. At | east now she knew what Choronzon woul dn't do when he arrived at
Teven.

He woul dn't help Livia or anyone else restore the tech | ocks.

And was that just? Livia half agreed with Choronzon; she half agreed with
Maren. So now what? Livia's hope that she was surrounded by allies was

di sappeari ng. Choronzon wasn't on her side; Maren Ellis had her own agenda, as
did the anecliptics. Livia felt separate fromall of them the only true human
who was a confidante to all of them



' m supposed to be this great |eader, she thought. So how do | |ead?
There was only one way to find out. She nmade sure she was confortable on the

bed and surrounded by lots of pillows. Then she back-stepped into the nmenories
Enbl aze had gi ven her.

"Wake up!" Aaron pushed insistently at her shoul der. Livia opened her eyes to
a sideways view of an ashen-gray nmud | andscape that stretched into

i ndeterm nate hazy di stance. She sat up and said, "Were are we?"

"Do you renenber your name?" asked Aaron worriedly.

"OfF course | do, it's nme, Livia."

He sat back on his haunches, breathing a sigh of relief. "That's better than
yest erday, anyway," he said.

Li via was | ooking past him "Wo are all those people?"
"They're the ... "

—She was standi ng up, someone was bringing her a roasted black strip of
somet hing that m ght be nmeat. "How rmuch do you renenber?" Aaron was asking.

Livia heard herself say, "W fell out of the sky. Everything was burning ..
She | ooked around fearfully.

"Livia, that was six days ago. The fires are all out. Do you renenber anything
t hat happened after?"

"No, | ... "

—Stunbling along with the others. The wooden branch she was using as a crutch
was worn in a certain spot, and she had blisters on her hand where she grasped
it. "Where are we goi ng?"

" —Aaron, where are we?"

—Where are we goi ng?"

" —What do you nean you."

—Do you renenber yournanme?"

"Just |l eave ne alone. Yes, Aaron, | renenber nmy nane. And | renenber you asked
me this yesterday."

"I didn't have to ask you yesterday. It's been three days since | had to ask
you anyt hing. "

She sat up ... —Calluses on her hand where she gripped the stick. "Wren't
there nore people than that?"

Aaron | owered his voice. "Wy are you rem ndi ng ne of "
" —Aaron, | don't understand."

He sighed and suddenly everything snapped into focus. They stood on a plain of
burnt grass; patches here and there were still green. Behind Aaron were about



thirty people, sone sitting norosely on the grass, others standing, a few
tal king. Most were watching Livia ... no, their eyes were fixed on Aaron

Al though his clothes were as ragged as theirs, he stood tall and clear-eyed.
The | ook he sent Livia was indescribably sad.

"I"'mall right," she said.

"Sure," he said

"No, really," she insisted. "I was hurt, wasn't |?" She touched her bruised
temple. "I hit my head. It's done sonething to ny menory."

Aaron | ooked hopeful. "Your inplants have been ... spasming, is all | can cal

it. You ve been drifting in and out of consciousness."

The enormity of where they were and what had happened seened to hit all at
once. Livia found herself crying and huggi ng herself. "Wy are all those
peopl e staring at us?"

"They're just scared, is all."

"Up and at it, everybody!" That was Aaron's voice. She rolled over, in dim
dawn light, and saw hi m wal ki ng anong the survivors, cajoling, joking,
mur mur i ng. He shook one shoul der and was rewarded by a fiercely thrust arm a
snarl .

"You have to get up."
"GCo away."

"Pl ease, Daria. W'll get through this. | know you're hurt, | know you're sore

The figure on the ground rolled away, and just lay there. Aaron talked to it;
others cane by and nmade entreaties. Eventually they just stood there over the
still form staring at one another glumy.

Aaron wal ked hesitantly toward Livia. "Are you ... 7'

"I"'mfine." She stood, enmbraced him "Conme. Let's wake the others."
"I can't go any further. | can't.” It was Livia's own voice, but nore ragged
and thin than she'd ever imagined it could be. She sat huddl ed around herself
as a thin drizzle fell on her shoul ders.

There were only a dozen of themleft now They stood around her like silent
ghosts, casting a fam liar | ook back and forth. She recognized that |ook. It
was the same one they' d shared when Daria refused to get up. Daria —and

ot hers.

"Do you want to die?" Aaron stood over her, his arns crossed. He hadn't asked
the question rhetorically, he sinply wanted to know her intentions.

She nmunbl ed somet hi ng. Aaron knelt beside her. "Aaron, | don't even know why
you don't want to die," she croaked. "Wy don't you want to die?" She rocked
back and forth, keening.

"Livia, listen to nme." He took her face in his hands. Hi s eyes were desperate.
"There's only one thing keeping me going, do you understand? The only thing
that's getting me through this is getting you through this. Maybe you want to



die. Do you want nme to die?"

She became totally still. "No. | —I1 guess not."
"Then stand up" he hissed.

She stood up

"Aaron, where are we?"

"Don't worry about it, love." He sounded infinitely tired and sad. But for a
whi | e he wal ked al ongsi de her, hol ding her hand ..

—Why are you looking at ne like that?" she asked.

He bl ushed, and | ooked down. "I was just wishing | had your problemright
now. "

"What probl en?"

"Menmory. | was wishing that | couldn't renenber the past few weeks. It would
be so nuch better " For a while he stared off into the distance. "You
really don't believe in yourself, do you?" he said finally.

"I's that so much of a surprise?"
He shrugged. "I never had an opportunity to find out before, | guess."

"Aaron, | could never be a hero, like you' re being. |I don't have the strength.
| don't have the courage."

He shook his head. "I don't believe that. You could be so nmuch nmore than you
are, Livia. The only one who doesn't believe it is you."

"It's easy for you to say. It's you who's been keeping us all alive, isn't it?
You really are brave, and strong."

He was quiet for a long time. Then he said, alnobst in-audibly, "I would give
anyt hing not to be."

Brilliant lights spun in the sky. She heard shouting. Two of the people near
her cried out in relief and joy —and then di sappeared. Qthers were blinking
out of view even as she reached for them

An ordinary, solid-looking aircar crunched into the soot a few neters away.
Peopl e dressed in Westerhaven fashion | eaped out of it, ran toward her. She
gli npsed the di aphanous shapes of angels unfurling in her direction. Beside
her, Aaron was weepi ng.

"Aaron, where are we?"

"How di d you survive?" someone asked. "None of our sins predicted it! And

t hose other survivors —" He waved to where they had been, but it was too

| ate. The others who had followed Aaron all these days had al ready crossed
their own horizons. Now that they were back in the enbrace of inscape, they
woul d be found by their own people within hours.

" —Don't know how she did it. She tal ked to us, encouraged us, beat us when
we tried to lie down and die ... " Who was Aaron tal king to? Livia stroked the
warm dry uphol stery next to her, trying to sort out what was goi ng on



—Damage to the inplant interface. It's likely that the amygdal a suffered
some ... "

"Rest. You're a hero, everyone's talking about it. How you led themall out.
How you suffered so they didn't have to ... "

" Aar on?
"Rest, Livia. Just rest. I'll be right here."

Livia shut down the menories and just lay there anong the pillows. Curiously,
she felt nothing at all —as if she had known all along that it was Aaron, and
not her, who had saved them

Aaron who had | oved her —for how | ong? Aaron who had nade her into the person
she was now.

The minutes ticked on. She waited for a change to occur —for her identity to
unravel conpletely in the face of this revelation. Part of her was ringing

wi th shock, but she realized that another part was continuing on as though
not hi ng had happened. Coolly planni ng what she rmust do when they reached
Teven. That part of her went on about its business as though nothing she had
just |l earned mattered.

/ amwhat | was nade to be, she realized: a | eader, not prone to paralysis. It
didn't nake any difference if that trait had been woven into her personality
by others. Her feelings for Aaron had deepened to a fathom ess sorrow and yes,
there was anger there, too. But it was he who'd left in the end, and she had
had enough of tears.

She woul d have tine later to wonder at the irony and strangeness of it all

Ri ght now she had to plan how to hide her real purpose from Choronzon and the
anni es, and Maren Ellis and 3340. Eventually, thoughts and di sgui ses conposed,
she called Qingi and said, "Conme talk to me. W need to get back to Teven
before the annies. And we need a plan for what we'll do when we get there."

21

A lone figure noved slowy down the | eaf-strewn avenue. There were few people
out; most noved in a trance, their senses overtaken by some inscape vision

i naccessible to the lone wal ker. This person wore drab clothing and a hood to
keep out the autumm drizzle. She sel dom | ooked up fromthe rain-gl ossed
street, but if she did, she saw the towers and sails of Barrastea restored.
Then she woul d touch sonething clipped to her ear and quickly | ook down agai n.

Not everything was as it had been. The sky above Livia's city had once been
open and bright. Now, a fine web of cables spiraled up fromthe city center

di sappearing into the gray haze of the |owering clouds. Here and there
triangles of white sailcloth poked dowmn fromthe clouds |ike frozen w ngs,

i mpl yi ng another city hovering above the one she knew. In those cables, Livia
recogni zed the work of Cirrus nanifold.

Just what they were doing in the capital of Wster-haven she couldn't yet
tell.

She had been cautious so far. Enblaze's ship had docked at Teven w t hout

i ncident; no one was watching for visitors, it seened. Livia and Qingi had
only to walk up a flight of stairs and step out of a disused, vinecovered
door, and there they were: on the outskirts of Barrastea.



Qingi had left her reluctantly. H's mssion was to find Raven, so in the end
he turned and wal ked into the woods w thout | ooking back. Livia had never felt
so alone and had entered her city with reluctance, expecting to see ruin and
bodi es. To her surprise, whoever now controlled the place had rebuilt it to
somet hi ng approaching its former beauty. Somehow, that fact upset her nore
than anythi ng; perhaps it was because where once she had owned the avenues and
parks here, now she was entering the city as a spy. She no | onger bel onged.

Livia did not allow herself the luxury of sorrow. She exani ned the faces of

t hose she passed, gauging their health and happi ness. She assessed the

buil dings, loitered for a while watching sone bots rebuil ding a house, and
poked her head in a few restaurants and bars. People ignored her —often, she
knew, because the little earpiece Enbl aze had given her jammed any inscape
signals sent her way, nmking her invisible to many here. Though they were
oblivious to her, the people seemed rel axed and unhurried. |ndeed, there was
no sign that Barrastea was a conquered city. Her vision of the city was that
of cripple-view, but she couldn't help but wonder if what she saw now had

al ways been the crippleview version of the city. Even the cabl eways of G rrus
m ght have al ways been here.

But no; she knew people who'd traveled in Crrus. There had never been a net
thrown over Barrastea before.

She listened to people talk as she wal ked. Mstly they gossiped, just as they
al ways had. Every now and then, though, soneone would say sonething |ike, "On,
but I'mthe Postman today. That nakes you a Relay." The ternms and phrases of

t he Good Book had insinuated thensel ves into Westerhaven's speech. Subtle

t hough its influence mght be, there was no doubt that version 3340 of the
Book was in control here.

As evening fell Livia sat down on a public bench and ainmed a little |l aser at a
particul ar star tw nkling above the Southwall mountains. "I'mhere and okay,"
she transnmtted —nostly she inmagined herself speaking to Qingi, but he was

i ncommuni cado while he investigated Raven's people. Enblaze and Sophia and the
| ads woul d be Iistening, though.

"There's not much to see,"” she continued. "They say mat when peopl e use the
Book properly, a Uopia results —and that's happened here. But we thought we
lived in a Uopia before, didn't we? It's not so different now —so why? Wy
attack us? | don't understand. | mean ... there's no sign of why Teven was so
interesting to 3340; they had to kill the tech | ocks to nake the Book work
here at all." She heard the bitterness in her voice, and |acking an anina,
could do little to suppress it. "Anyway, things are back to nornmal —al nost,
anyway. | guess you could say the conquest is conplete." She blew out a heavy
sigh. "I"'msafe for now | just have to find a place to sleep. 1'"'mgoing to

" She bit her Up for a second, nonmentarily |osing her signal lock on the
distant star. "I"'mgoing to see if ny old bedroomstill recognizes ne."

Bad i dea, she told herself as she paced increasingly famliar avenues | eadi ng
into the heart of the city. Even so, the quiet of the city lulled her; as
evening fell she found it easier and easier to pretend she was back in the old
days. Barrastea surrounded her in all its centuries-old grandeur and peace.
She could imagine the flutter of social manifolds surrounding her again |like

t he breathing of a god, and she would run hone ..

She stopped, scowing at herself. This was foolishness; yet she was only a few
bl ocks fromthe Kodaly estate now. And though she had told herself not to, she
couldn't help but wonder if her parents were there, and safe.



Her footsteps took her unerringly in that direction

Conmitted now, she began to relax. After all, she was hardly the | one agent
she appeared. Just before they arrived here, Peasebl ossom had shown Livia a
tel escopic i mage of the deep clouds of the Lethe. At first she thought she was

| ooki ng at a navy of ghosts —just the sneared wavering outlines of ships
coal escing in the dark. Then Peasebl ossom had zoomed in and Livia realized
what was happening. The trillions of parts and supplies that made up the Lethe

were not, it seened, entirely unpowered and dunmb. At Gort's command, rod and
girder, plate and | ever were sailing together, clinging and form ng | arger

pi eces of machinery. These too precipitated and sel f-organi zed —a process,
Peasebl ossom said, that required but a few rules of construction, and no
overseer. Qut of the Iimtless resources of the Lethe, in a matter of days, a
fleet of dreadnoughts capable of subduing the entire human Archipel ago was
condensing |ike dew.

Soon that navy would arrive. They night appear overhead, but nore likely they
woul d encircle the spinning coronal |like the spokes of a wheel. They woul d be
invisible frominside; but they could vaporize Teven in an instant if they
chose to.

Livia only hoped that Choronzon would interpret the ancient pact of protection
for Teven in a way that left the humans of the coronal alive after it was
['i berat ed.

A spiral of cables lofted into the sky from sonewhere in the Kodaly estate.

O herwi se, the buildings and sails | ooked the sanme as they always had; only
the glittering lights of the Cirrus city overhead signaled the difference.
Livia felt a deep ache in her breast and her steps faltered as she cane to a
long, ivy-weathed gallery that encircled her parents' main residence. Lights
shone there, warmas roses in the deepening tw light. Somewhere, nusic played
She had danced in the courtyards here. She had sung for famly and friends,
and even for audi ences of shimrering, half-real animas visiting from di stant
poi nts. The dark undersi des of the canopied trees should be lit Iike pavilions
with flickering Societies; a murnur of tineless |life should perneate
everything. But there was none of that.

Livia hesitated, then reached up and renoved the netal clip that shielded her
i nscape i nplants. She braced herself for an onslaught of changes —but the
gardens renai ned the sane.

Only when she | ooked up could she tell that she was back in inscape. The sky
rotating overhead | ooked rmuch like the tactical display of games node. The
firmament was divided into sectors in a vast Mercator projection, each sector
filled with letters and nunbers. Twirling in the sky in their thousands were
what | ooked |ike tarot cards —each one, she realized with a start, the
visible sign of a major role in the Book. Threads of |ight connected them

i nterweaving with and obscuring the networks of G rrus.

Livia was so busy staring up at the intricate patterns that the polite cough
right next to her nade her junp. She instantly fell into a defensive posture,
then recogni zed the figure standing in the darkness next to her. It was the
House's servant Al, Capewan.

He bowed, as he always did when he greeted her. "Livia, it's good to have you
hore. "

She burst into tears. He stepped forward to enbrace her, but he was only rea
in inscape; her shift could give the inpression of his arms around her, but
there was no solidity behind it. "My parents —" she croaked. "Are they safe?"



"They're here, Livia. Come, I'lIl take you to them" He stepped back and t ook
her hand. She pull ed away.

"No —don't tell themI|l'mhere. | don't want themto know. "

"All right." He smiled in his usual genial way, and she wondered whether the
intelligence behind his bland face was still that of the Kodaly's ancient
servant. Quite likely he was now a tool of 3340, |like Raven's animals.

"Can | see then?" she asked after a nmonment. He put a finger to his |lips and

I ed her into one of the buildings. This was a place like a stone filigree, its
wal | s pierced by thousands of openings that let in air, as well as ivy, birds,
and squirrels. Livia padded up a flight of worn stone steps and passed through
a barely felt weather barrier, into warner, dry air and the snell of books.

Li ght shone through an archway in front of her. She crept up and peered around
t he doorj anb.

Livia's father and nother sat in deep arnthairs under the towering bookshel ves
of the Kodaly library. The vol unes arrayed around them were all unique, al

hand- | ettered and bound i ndividually: book as artform Livia had only read one
or two —but she had hel d, paged through, and admired hundreds over the years.

The crowd is growing," her father was saying. Since her parents were
facing away fromher, Livia felt brave enough to take a step into the room and
crane her neck to see better. The Good Book lay on the | ow table between the
arnchairs; around it, piled up, opened and booknarked, were nmany ot her

vol umes. Livia could read several titles: the Holy Bible, the / Ching, the
Littl e Red Book.

" VWhat they're doing," said her nother. "It's suprenely creepy. Al those
people, just standing there ... "

Her father |aughed hunorl essly. "And how do you suppose we'd have | ooked to
somebody out si de i nscape when we had our Societies? —talking to people who
aren't there? No, it isn't the silence and stillness that bothers ne."

"Well, what then?"
"Why are they all together? Jammed in like that? That's what bothers ne."
She shifted inpatiently. "But why doesn't the resistance do sonethi ng?"

"They can't influence inscape on that sort of scale,"” her father said. Mdther
didn't answer, and the silence dragged out Livia began to feel exposed.

She slipped out the doorway. Livia was practically panting, and had to | ean on
the wall for a monent to conmpose hersel f. Just the sound of their voices had
been enough to pull up a stormof emotions —relief, sorrow, fury at the
changes that had happened. She couldn't settle on how she felt, but staggered
down the steps and outside, gulping the fresh air mserably.

"My room" she said to Capewan after she'd gotten some control of herself. "Is
it still there?"
"Repaired, ny lady. It was somewhat damaged in the ... recent troubles.”

She set off in the direction of her room but didn't object when Capewan
followed her. Al that could be heard was their footsteps, and cricket-song.



She couldn't face her parents right now If she once spoke to them she felt,
she woul dn't want to |leave this place again. Just being home would be enough
that she would turn her back on everything el se —Westerhaven, her unwanted
role as savior to her people —and, like them sinply live on, spending her
evenings sipping tea in the library. And damm the rest of the world.

Round three turns and there it was: the park/ballroomlay before her, with her
open-air bedroomvisible in the coignes of the arch opposite. There was her
bed; her foot-1ocker was open; her clothes were piled neatly where | ast she
had seen them scattered and torn under the talons of a beast |ike an unfolding
flower of black and crinmson. Al she had to do was clinmb up the | adder worked
into the stone of the arch, and she could flop down on the bed as she'd done a
t housand tinmes before, safe and home. In the nmorning she could clinb down and
bring breakfast to her parents.

She pressed a conbi nation of stones at the base of the arch, and a hi dden
| ocker opened. There were her clothes, and a favorite sword.

"One question," she said to Capewan as she strapped on the sword.

"Yes, Livia?"

She wanted to ask about this "resistance" she'd heard her parents nention, but

that m ght not be discreet, considering she was speaking to an entity

intimately hooked into inscape.

I nstead, she said, "There are no nore nanifolds, are there?"

"No, ma'am"

"But people —ny parents —they don't seem unhappy."

"No, ma'am"

"Why is that?"

"Some people say that the Book has nmade the manifol ds unnecessary."

"I's mat what you believe?" she asked.

He hesitated, his face shadowed under the trees. Once again she felt a prickle

of unease at who this might be she was speaking to. But she had to ask the

guesti on.

"I believe the conquest has shown us that no matter how different the

mani folds we lived in, we were always one people —in that we believed in our

differences, if nothing else. W are united in our sorrow at having | ost them
In ny opinion," he said.

Livia's shoulders slunped. Aterrible tension left her with a deep sigh. This

was the same Capewan as before; he was unchanged despite all that had

happened. Sonmehow, know ng that nade her feel that she really had come hone at

| ast

"Thank you, Capewan. Don't tell anyone that you saw nme here."

"OfF course, Livia. I'mglad to know you're still alive."

"And |, that you are, too." She w ped her eyes and, turning away, wal ked under
the arch and up the paths, and back onto the streets of Barrastea.



Though she was tired and her feet hurt fromwal king, Livia drifted on through
the dark streets. The Red Quarter was trying to be as lively as it had been
before 3340 —the streets here were full of revelers and drunks. In the old
days, there would have been thousands of animas here, too, men and wonen
trying on the other's nasks for a night, the fat beconming thin, the old
temporarily young. These nasks were gone now, a fact to be nourned.

Now t hat cool night had fallen, the wealthy and fashi onable of Crrus began to
make an appearance. Taut networks of gl owi ng cabl e descended and they wal ked
down them not even bothering to put their arms out for bal ance. Though none
woul d set foot on solid ground, they came to within a few nmeters of it and
perched |ike birds, tossing confections and toys to the crowd below in return
for bottles of w ne | obbed carefully back

Capewan mi ght be right. Westerhaven and Cirrus tal ki ng and | aughi ng toget her
was extraordinary to see. Despite their differences, they had been nade one
mani fol d by 3340. And it seened they were happy.

As she wal ked, though, Livia began to see others venturing out into the
streets. Shrouded figures, for the nost part, darting from shadow to shadow,
usually in tight groups. Livia followed a couple of these and caught glinpses
of outl andi sh costunmes nade of hand-knit materials or hides. She heard strange
accents in the strai ned and hushed whi spers these new peopl e traded.

She thought of the drummers; of the elders of Raven and all the other
mani f ol ds that had banned nachi nery. For them there was nothing famliar or
easy about this manifold 3340 had forced themto live in.

She had been wal king in silence for twenty m nutes when Livia began to spot
t he standi ng peopl e.

At first they were just dots in the distance, |ike stones in a stream —al
solitary, none raising its head to acknow edge passersby. No one in turn spoke
to them As Livia approached the nearest figure, she saw why. He stared

t hrough her with sightless eyes. Either he saw nothing, or she was invisible
to him

As she wal ked she spotted nmore —first ones and twos, then small groups
toget her. They wore rags, and while a few noved, they shuffled slowy, I|ike
sl eepwal kers. She had seen such distraction before, in people who were fully
i Mmersed in some inscape vision. Al of these nmen, wonen, and children were
held fast within sone mani fold she couldn't perceive.

Livia turned a corner and found herself facing a street full of silent
figures, still as mannequins. She hurried past the expressionless figures,
deliberately not |ooking at their faces.

For a while she had been too distracted by the unnerving sight of these silent
people to pay nmuch attention to the direction her footsteps were taking her
Now Livia |l ooked up to see a set of tall dones rising above the trees ahead.
They appeared intact, but as she broke into a run and the G eat Library grew
cl oser, she saw that the building was seal ed up

There had been sone attenpt at repair, but it was haphazard and obvi ously done
wi thout the aid of bots. The doors were chained shut and autum | eaves had
drifted around them Not that it would be difficult to get inside, since many
of the great stained-glass w ndows were missing, and there were even holes in
the walls.



For sone reason seeing the library like this reassured her. This place, at

| east, did not deny the violence of conquest She found a |low gap in the wall
and shinm ed through. Dropping to the marble floor of the library, she |ooked
around. It was a heartbreakingly famliar place; she had been in this very
roomnmany times as a child. The bones of the nastodon had stood proudly then
rather than leaning in a charred junble; and the di nosaur skel etons had posed
as if sizing up the visitors for lunch. Now the precious artifacts of Earth
lay toppled like dolls.

At | east, she thought with a wy smile, she had found a place to sleep

She knew the hidden fleet of the anecliptics | oomed somewhere beneath her
feet; it was still hard to believe she was not al one here as she paced through
t he bl ackened, roofless chanbers of the library. In fact Livia felt oddly
angry —of fended, sonehow —that such hidden power should be available to her
now, when she hadn't even known it existed the first time she stood in ruins
on Teven. Then as now, vast anecliptic forces had |urked beyond the | andscapes
of the coronal, and Choronzon hinself had wal ked the streets of Barrastea. But
none of those powers had cone to save her

She stopped suddenly. The scent of wood snoke had wafted to her from sonewhere
ahead. Now that she was still and concentrating, she could hear voices com ng
fromthe building's rotunda. As quietly as she could, she crept up to the
archway and peered inside.

Orange flames leapt up froma marble waste receptacle. Seven people sat around
it on broken benches or chunks of stone. They were dressed well enough, in
shifts tuned to sonber black and brown colors. But all |ooked thin and
careworn. They were tal king together but she couldn't hear what they were

sayi ng.

Livia was just debating whether to nake her appearance known when a strong
voi ce behind her said, "Hands up! Turn around slowy."

She rai sed her hands and turned back to the darkness of the corridor. "Check
her for weapons," said the voice, and an indistinct man | ooned out of the
darkness. He frisked Livia efficiently and took her sword.

"Al'l right. March in there where we can see you." Livia walked into the
rotunda, feeling exposed and nore than a little frightened. She still had her
hands up. The people sitting around the fire shouted to one another and
several junped up as she appeared.

"She was wat chi ng you, Ross,"
her ?"

sai d the man who had caught her. "Recognize

One of the men fromthe fire cane over and peered at Livia. "Haven't seen her
around the city."

"Ckay. Well, sit her down and let's |ook at her." Rough hands pushed her down
onto a chunk of stone. Ross stood over her with his arnms crossed as the other
man energed fromthe shadows, firelight glinting off his pistol

She recogni zed him This was one of the peers, albeit of a cromd a few years
older than Livia' s had been. She couldn't renmenber his first name, but his
surnane, she was sure, was Bi sson

"Who are you?" he asked brusquely.

"My nanme is Livia Kodaly," she said. "Perhaps you' ve heard of nme?"



She saw a flicker of surprise cross his face, then he veiled it with a sneer
and a shrug. "Could be," he said curtly. "Then again, why skulk in the

shadows? Besides, |'ve seen Livia Kodaly before, you don't look a bit like
her."
She net his eye and nanaged a snmall smle. "Well, | did change ny clothes

while I was away."

He didn't laugh. "How nuch coul d she have overheard?" he asked the people by
the fire. As he turned away Livia noticed that there was an ugly scar behind
his ear. She | ooked at the man Ross, who was still standing over her. It was
hard to tell fromthe angle, but it |ooked as though he had a simlar scar
The bone behind the ear was where inscape inplants were usually enbedded.
One of the men shrugged and said, "W were tal ki ng about Esther."

Livia sat up straighter. "Esther Mannus? Is she all right?"

Bi sson stared at her for a few seconds. Then he said, "W'd best find out what
this one knows, anyway."

She opened her nouth to object, but any argunent would be a distraction at

this point. After all, she'd come here for a purpose, one that had very few
hours left in it. She had to take the chance that she had found the people she
was | ooking for. "I'Il only tell my story to Maren Ellis," she said

Bi sson crossed his arms and raised an eyebrow. "Ch, will you now?"

"But meanwhile |'ve some harm ess questions of ny own," she said. "Like: who
are those silent people in the streets? Wiat's G rrus doing in Barrastea? \Wat
happened to Kal e and the other ancestors? |Is anybody in charge here anynore,
or is it all the Book?"

They were | ooking at one another wi th varying expressions of surprise and
suspicion. "She's just trying to convince us she doesn't know anything," said
one.

Her heart |eaped at that. "Wat would | know?" She | ooked fromface to face.
"Are there places in Teven that still aren't conquered? |'ve seen people
skul ki ng about after dark, looking like lost souls. Are you like then? Just
hi di ng here from 3340? Or are you doi ng somret hi ng about it?"

"Shut up!" Bisson grabbed her wist and twi sted hard. She gasped. He let go,
and she pulled her hand back

"I's this what the peers have becone?" she said coldly. "Bisson, |'ve cone to
hel p you."

He blinked. "How do you know my nane?"
"Take me to Maren."

A long silence ensued. The others were wat ching Bi sson. Finally he nodded
curtly. "Bring her."

They filed out of the library through a gap in the outer wall. Nobody was
wat chi ng, yet Bisson took them by bidden ways through the city. Mich of the
journey was underground, through echoing caveways that had once been broad



brightly-lit avenues underneath the streets. Above ground, they hugged the
sides of buildings or wal ked beneath lattice-growhs of bush and tree.

Whi |l e they wal ked she repeated her questions about what had happened. Bisson
t hreatened her halfheartedly the first few tunes. Finally he started
answering, apparently just to shut her up

Just why he and these others were hiding out here he wouldn't say. Nor would
he explain the scar behind bis ear. But the recent history of Teven was an
open subject, and he tal ked about it eagerly. So eagerly that Livia realized
he must truly want to believe that she was who she said she was.

Thirty-three forty's attack on the mani fol ds had accelerated after the fall of
Westerhaven. It seened as if a chain reaction set hi, or perhaps that the tech
| ocks shut down as the carefully crafted interfaces between realities

di sappeared. Bisson did not describe it that way, of course; for himand for
nost people in Teven, it was not that the manifolds had di sappeared: it was
that one manifold that allowed all technol ogies to coexist had absorbed al

t he ot hers.

Sone people could live in this manifold; certainly it was conpatibl e enough
with the values of Westerhaven, Cirrus, and a few other civilizations. But for
the majority of citizens of Teven, this newreality was chaos.

Into this chaos had cone the Good Book. Kale's forces ruthlessly stanped out
any ot her organizational system and they soon enlisted passionate new
converts fromthe population to help them Those people who coul d adopt the
roles of the Book flourished; but whole microciviliza-tions renmained
shel | -shocked, their citizens reduced to ghosts wandering the streets of the
larger cities. The users of the Book tried to help them Although Bisson did
not say so, Livia knew that many nore must be engaged in trying to rally them
to fight back. She had no doubt that it was such a group she had stunbl ed upon
inthe library.

Where one of the great towers of Barrastea had fallen, hundreds of neters of
white sail material |ay draped over the | ower buildings. Bisson brought them
underneath a tall fold of the stiff material. Livia heard voices up ahead;
then they energed into a canpsite built under the pale tenting. There were
about twenty people here, all as ragged as Bi sson and his conpani ons.

Livia saw her imediately. Maren Ellis's face stood out fromthose around the
fire —a serene bl ossom anongst the sunburnt, thin visages of the others. Just
now she was surveying the others as they tal ked, her eyes guttering.

Bi sson went over to her and bent to whisper sonething. Even as he did, she
| ooked up and her eyes net Livia's.

Livia glanced around the canp, |ooking for a famliar face —and i medi ately
saw one. Rene Caiser was standing up, brushing his hair back nervously. Wen
he saw that she'd spotted him he grinned shyly. Livia |aughed and shout ed,
"Rene! "

I gnoring the suspicious stares of many of the others, he ran around the fire
and enbraced her, lifting her off the ground in his enthusiasm "You' re back!"

"We don't knowit's her," nuttered Ross sulkily.
Bi sson was arguing with Maren. She stood up, brushing himaside, and wal ked

over to Livia and Rene. Circling Livia she | ooked her up and down. " ... O a
very good likeness," she said to Bisson



Livia was tired of all this suspicion. There was one sinple way to end it, and
she took it: looking Maren Ellis in the eye, she said, "Choronzon is coning
He's going to destroy the tech | ocks once and for all."
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"What did you say to her?" Rene and Livia watched Maren paci ng back and forth
in front of the fire. She |ooked |like a caged tiger; watching her nove, Livia
wonder ed how she had ever thought Maren Ellis was an ordi nary human bei ng.
"Livia ... " She | ooked over. Bisson had an abject expression on his face.
"I"'msorry | was rough on you. But since the horizons fell ... it's hard to
know what's real ."

"Real ... " She half smiled, renenbering how that word had once held neani ng
for her. "I don't blanme you." Then she renenbered the scar over his ear. She
reached out to Rene's own hairline. "Your inplants ... "

"I nscape's dangerous,"” he said with a grimace. 'Thirty-three forty uses it to
buil d these huge tenporary scenarios —as if the whole coronal were suddenly

put into games node. Geography, tine, people —it all gets mixed up, and then
everyone has to use that dammed Book to sort it all out again."

"Real | y? How often does that happen?"

He smiled ruefully. "It was once every couple of weeks to start off. Then it
started accelerating, until the whole place was going crazy. That was about a
nmont h ago, and since then it's cal med down gradually. Only now we have the

sl eepwal kers ... "

"The what ?"

"I don't even know how to describe them You'll see. Anyway, when things got
out of hand we had to cut our links to inscape or go crazy; it's okay as |ong
as you use the Book, but if you resist ... There are days when | al nost

believe I'mbetter off without the inplants. But it's not true. Those of us
who don't use the Book live |like animals. Some of us are here in the ruins.
The rest are in canps scattered across the coronal. No manifol ds any nore, no
tech | ocks —everybody ni xed together."

"It sounds bad," she said, "but is it really the manifolds you m ss?" He
stared at her like she was insane. "Wat | nean is, would you really want it
all back the way it was? | mean, bring back the manifolds, sure —but would
you want the horizons back, too?"

Now he just | ooked puzzled. "How could you have manifol ds w thout horizons?"
Li via nodded at Maren. "She would say you can't."

"And you would say ... ?"

Maren wal ked over. 'Tell nme what happened after you left here," she conmmanded.
Livia sat down and began recounting the story of their journey to the
Archi pel ago and back again. She had carefully rehearsed what she woul d say;
she gl ossed over nmany of the details, and for the rest watched Maren El-lis's

face carefully. She was especially careful when recounting her encounters wth
narratives and the Good Book



"The Book appeared shortly after the mad anecliptic was destroyed," Livia
expl ai ned. Mdst of the canp had gathered around to listen, and fromthe bl ank
expressions it was clear that anecliptic was still not a word anyone here had
heard. Even in the depths of Teven Coronal's worst crisis, Maren Ellis was

hi di ng things from her own people.

Livia pretended not to have noticed the inconprehensi on anongst the audi ence.
"According to Choronzon," she continued, "3340 was nmade by the anecliptic for
some sort of fall-back plan, one that involved Teven sonehow. "

"Do you believe hinP" Maren asked sharply.

Livia had no intention of revealing what she thought. She said, "The other
possibility is that Choronzon hinself made 3340 —that he's trying to do what
the anecliptic could not —change the bal ance of power in the Archipel ago."

"But why us?" Maren shook her head enphatically. "It nakes no sense."

"Actually, it does nmake sense,"” said Livia quietly. 'Teven Coronal has been
isolated for two hundred years. It's the only place in the solar systemfree
of the Archi-pelagic control systens. That nmakes it the only place where
something |ike the Book can really cut | oose and grow. "

"Gow? Gowinto what?"
Livia hesitated. "That | don't know "
"And the anecliptics are comng to destroy it?"

"So Choronzon says. But while they're doing that, I"'mpretty sure he neans to
destroy the tech | ocks."

The founder cursed. "It fits —unfortunately. Al except for the idea that
3340 is strictly an enmergent system If it were, how do you explain Kale and
hi s bosses?"

"The ancestors?" Livia shrugged. "W think they were slotted into particular
rol es senmi permanently by the Book. |I'msure they've made a lot of the critica
deci si ons, maybe they decided to i nvade Teven on their own. The Book doesn't
decide, it's not a thing; it's the roles that decide."

"If so, there's a hell of a role just arrived," said Rene. "W have it from
our man inside —sone people cane fromthis 'space' place —" He gestured
vaguely at the sky.

"I think | know who," said Livia. "Listen." She turned to Maren. "Do the tech
|l ocks still exist?" Maren nodded.

Livia let out a sigh of relief. Her journey here night not have been in vain
after all. "You have the keys to them don't you? You and only you?" she
asked.

Maren nodded again, nore warily this tine.

Livia crossed her arnms and | ooked away fromthe founder. "W can still save
the I egacy of the manifolds," she said slowy and carefully. "The key is to
protect the |ocks, which | assume is what you've been doing since | left" Rene

nodded.

"You won't be able to protect themfrom Choronzon," said Livia. "You need a



new pl an."

"And you have it?" asked Maren. Her eyes still glittered in the firelight,
coldly now

"There's two alternatives," said Livia. She and Qingi had gone over the
possibilities on the way here; if he'd found Raven, he woul d be presenting the
same options to him "One," she said, bending back a finger of her right hand,
"we enter into a defensive alliance with the Good Book."

The crowd around the canpfire | ooked shocked. After a nmoment people started
muttering angrily. Maren didn't even blink. "What can we offer it?"

"An end to resistance, and cooperation until it achieves whatever it cane here
to achieve." Nobody | ooked happy at the idea. "I know," said Livia. "Before we
can deal, we need to know what it's doing with Teven. If it's something with a
definite end —that isn't going to destroy us all —then we could do it. But
we need to know what it is."

Maren scow ed into the fire. "And the other option?"
"Make a copy of the locks and run for it," Livia said bluntly. "I have a ship
that can do it. But we'd have to go now, before Choronzon arrives."

"Run where?" Maren |aughed. "Back to the Archi pel ago? They're why we cane here
to begin with." She shook her head. "No, easy as that solution seens, Livia,
I"'mafraid it's out of the question. W're going to have to go with your first
choi ce.

"W will have to cut a deal with 3340."

In predawn light, Livia sat in a deep arnthair perched incongruously atop a
patch of rubble. She was plotting her next nove. Stars showed through a gap in
the tenting overhead; earlier, she had ained her comlaser through that gap
and reported her situation to the ship.

Qingi would be in Barrastea in a few hours —along with Raven, whom he had
found hel pi ng di soriented refugees fromsonme of the neoprimtivist manifolds.
Rom what the | ads had (and hadn't) said, it sounded like Qingi's return to
what was once Raven's peopl e had been a saddeni ng experience. She felt a
little of that sadness too as she waited for the aval anche of Iight that was
dawn within a coronal. Wth daylight, decisions would be necessary. And things
woul d change, agai n.

Soneone coughed di screetly. She | ooked over and saw that Rene was standi ng at
the foot of the rubble nmound. "May | approach the queen?" he asked with a
flourishing bow.

She | aughed. "Come here." He cane and sat on the stones at her feet "You
shoul d be sl eeping,"” he said.

She shrugged.

"What you said earlier about having manifolds wthout horizons —that's what
this is all about, isn't it?" he asked. "This person, Chonzon —"

"Choronzon. And he's not a person. He's a ... well, in the Archipel ago they
call hima god. He knows Maren from way back. And he doesn't |ike what she's
done in Teven."



"What sfe's done?"

"Rene, Maren Ellis isn't a founder —she's the founder." She told hi mwhat
little she knew about how Teven had come to be col oni zed. Rene expressed sone
surprise at learning how old Maren really was —but not as nmuch surprise as
Li via woul d have expected.

"So she's the keeper of the tech |locks," he nused. "And she never told us."
"And there lies the problem" said Livia. "Maren Ellis, Choronzon, the
Government, the anecliptics, 3340 —none of them are hunman. Human bei ngs don't
control their own destiny anynore. But the question is, could we?"

"You think the | ocks are the answer? But why? | shoul d have thought the
annies, or this Government —"

She shook her head. "Too much goes on that's sinply not on a human scal e
anynore. Humans coul d never control the distribution of resources in the solar
system for instance —it's too conmplex a problem But we should be able to
control those things that are on a hunan scale."

He nodded slowy. "So that's what you're up to."
"What ?" she said i nnocently.

"You want to take the | ocks away from Maren." She said nothing. Rene | aughed
quietly. "And that nmeans that everydring you' ve said since you arrived —about
Choron-zon, and 3340 and so on —could be a lie intended to get Maren to give
you the | ocks."

Livia sat forward. "And if it was? Wuld you tell her?"

"Well, | don't —" Rene was saved from having to answer by a flurry of
activity at the edge of the canp. Soneone had arrived, it seemed. He stepped
down to |l ook and Livia | eaped to her feet, thinking it mght be Q-ingi, and
junped down the side of the rubble pile.

Maren Ellis was talking to a man who stood | eaning on a fold of sail material
"I don't know what 3340's really up to any nore man you do —but | know what
it says it's doing," said a famliar voice. "Wuld that do for a start?"

Livia stopped in her tracks, shocked; Rene bunped into her. Maren Ellis turned
and saw her. "Livia, nmere you are. This is our agent inside 3340's canp. Livia
Ko-dal y, neet '

"Luci us Xavier,"
met . "

she said, holding out her hand for himto shake. "Yes, we've

Luci us | ooked into her eyes uneasily. "How are you?"

She sighed. "A der, and | ess easily offended. And you?"

"I"'mno better a person than the last time we net," he said with a faint
smle. "But |'ve never been your eneny —as | believe | told you once."

"You did," she said, letting go of his hand. "But back then, your authority
mattered to nme."

H s eyes w dened, but before he could reply Maren Ellis said, drily, "I'mglad
you two know each other. But, can we get back to the matter at hand?"



Xavi er sat down near the fire. He made a show of warm ng his hands over it.
"We've all wanted to know what 3340 is doing here," he said. "During nmy |ong
association with 3340 s people, |I've never stopped trying to find that out The
probl em has been that even the Book's people don't know. They follow their
roles and are rewarded for it —that's as much as they know.

"But four days ago a vessel for traveling in space arrived in Barrastea." He
gl anced shrewdly at Livia. "Were you on that?" She shook her head; her little
ship had only arrived at the coronal yesterday.

Luci us | ooked di sappoi nted. "Anyway, this vessel brought sone inportant roles
withit, as well as the first person |'ve seen whom | night consider an actua
| eader. "

"Fil ament ?" said Livia.

"Uh, yes. Yes, that's her —or its —nane."

"W need to speak to this Filament," said Maren. "Can you arrange that?"
Luci us | ooked unconfortable. "Qur resistance doesn't have a very high priority
with the Book at the nmoment," he said delicately.

"Tell her that |I'mhere," said Livia. "That should get her attention."

"Hang on," said Lucius. "You asked me if | had | earned what 3340 is doing
here. Didn't you want to hear what |'ve found out?"

"I"msorry, Lucius, please continue," said Maren snoothly.

Luci us | ooked unhappy. "None of this has turned out ... like | expected," he
said, glancing at Livia. 'This vessel brought sonmething else with it. It's a

| don't know what it is. "But they say it's here to turn the sleepers into
a god."

"I"ve seen this place before," said Doran Morss, wondering at the streets and
pl azas that gl owed under sunrise. "That way is the park, isn't it?"

The young woman wal ki ng next to himlooked surprised. "Wen were you here?
Teven's been | ocked down —only we have the keys to get in and out."

They were trudging up a |l eaf-strewn avenue. In the distance dawn |ight painted
open parkl and gold. Here and there people stood about in the street. Their
silence and air of distraction was disturbing.

"In a sim" he said. "I've been here in a sim"

The wonan | eadi ng hi m nodded as if his explanation hadn't actually raised nore
guestions than it answered. She was dazzlingly beautiful, but it was the
ridi cul ous physical perfection of the body-scul pted; that suggested to him
that she was fromthe inner Archipelago, where such things were currently
fashi onabl e. Judgi ng fromthe clunky way she wal ked, she had once been short
and stocky, and had never quite adjusted to the tall wllow build she had
NOW.

She was one of 3340's advance guard in this place, and m ght have been here
for years by now. She probably had no i dea what was going on in the outside
wor | d.



Dor an' s ki dnappi ng had been remarkably polite —after his beating at the hands
of Filanment's thugs, that is. There was little need for violence once he was
on board her ship. He could escape into any Archipelagic view he wanted, it
woul dn't change the underlying situation. And there was nothing and no one for
himto fight; any adversary woul d dissolve into inscape if Doran so nmuch as
glared at himor her.

But he had finally been allowed to disenbark fromthe ship, only to find
hinself in a place he'd thought existed only in an online fantasy. It didn't
matter. Now that he was dealing with real people again, things were different
He mi ght be able to actually do somnething here.

Suddenly the wonman dropped back to wal k beside him "That sim—the one where
you visited here —who nade it?"

Doran chewed his lip for a nonent, thinking. Then he said, "A local naned
Livia Kodaly. One of yours, | assume. | suppose she was part of a propaganda
nm ssion of sone kind? To interest users of the Book in coming here?"

"Maybe." She shrugged. "The Book's strategic noves often aren't visible to us
on our scale. It's probably got mllions of projects on the go."

She wal ked on, serenely confident. Doran sized her up, debating whether he
could knock her down and just run for it. Probably not —he could see the
faint shinmering outline of a virtual matter shield around her, what the

| ocals called an "angel." He couldn't disable her

On the other hand, Filanent needed him alive and cooperative. And, cooped up
as he'd been for the past days, he hadn't had any exerci se.

So, as they were passing a narrow alley, he sinply turned and ran. It took her
a full five seconds to notice what he'd done; her startled shout nade him
| augh out |oud as he dodged and junped the debris in the alley.

He cane out onto a street that he'd never visited in the sim and quickly

| ooked left and right. She'd catch himany second now —or call in the

rei nforcements mat he had no doubt were |urking around somewhere nearby. So it
didn't matter which way he went; mght as well pick the nmost scenic. He went
left.

Her poundi ng feet sounded behind him Again she shouted for himto stop. Doran
kept running, reveling in the feeling of the crisp autum air in his |lungs and
t he pounding of his feet on paverment. For a few seconds it didn't matter where
he was or what this was all about. There was just himenjoying the run

Then he | ooked up. He had cone to the end of the buildings. And standing there
in his way was a wall of silent people —thousands of them packed shoul der to
shoul der and bl ocki ng his way.

He stunbl ed and went down on one knee. The Book's agent puffed up behind him
cursing, but Doran ignored her. He was staring at the crowd.

Hs initial inpression had been that they were there to bl ock bis escape. But
they weren't |ooking at him hell, they weren't |ooking at anything at all
They sinmply stood there, uniformy sightless and silent —no, not silent.
Doran coul d hear a faint sighing sound that he'd at first thought was the

wi nd. But the air wasn't nmoving. It was breathing he heard —a mllion, two
mllion inhalations. And though the crowd was still ten neters away, it was
pal pably warmer here.



"Hell of ny fathers,"” he whispered. "Wat have you done to then®"

Thirty-three forty's agent clapped her hand on his shoul der and dragged himto
his feet. "We' ve done nothing," she said. "Not yet. But these people are why
you are here."

Dor an t hought of turning and running fromthis vast multitude. He m ght have,
even though 3340's people woul d catch himagain —but stopped as he thought
about the sheer hel pl essness of these nmen and wonen. They were no danger to
him he was probably nore danger to them

He forced hinself to exam ne the scene clinically. If he | ooked closely he
could see faint geonetric outlines —virtual matter —drifting over the crowd.
Knowi ng what was possi ble even within the narratives, these things were
probably feeding, watering, and cleaning up after the silent people.

"I's this what the Book does to its slaves?" he asked after a while. "Paral yzes
themto make themnore efficient? | assune these people's mnds are off in
i nscape sonewhere, playing out its little rol e-ganes."

The wonman took his armand started wal king forward. The crowd parted

m racul ously as she approached. "It's not paralysis," she said. "And they're
not slaves —they're elite users. Volunteers. They're the best at using the
Book fromall over Teven, and they're true believers in its goodness. They're
very busy right now, assenbling a new processing kernel for 3340."

Any one person in Teven had nmore character in their face than any ten
Archi pel agi cs. But the faces they passed, each so unique, were all equally
bl ank. "A new kerneir

"They're buil ding a bounded versi on of 3340 that can operate in isolation from
the rest of the network."

Bel atedly, Doran realized that the crowd was sealing itself behind them as
they proceeded. He'd lost his |last chance to cut and run. He instinctively
edged closer to the woman, feeling, under the weight of all those enpty gazes,
as if he were five years old again. "You're going to make a new book?"

"OfF course not," she snapped. "Version 3340 is perfect." She | ooked over at

him "I was told that you knew what we're going to do."
Now, bel atedly, he understood.

About a kil ometer ahead of them sone of the strange nets and cables that hung
above the city drooped down al nost to ground | evel. \Were they converged,
Doran glinpsed the gl eam ng blue curve of the eschatus machine, nestled like a
spi der at the heart of its web.

Yes, he knew what 3340 was about to do. He'd just refused to accept what he
was seeing.

"But why do you need the peopl e?" he asked weakly. Wien the eschatus machi ne
went off, this whole park would be within its blast radius. "Surely a nachine
could work the processes of the Book a trillion tinmes faster than this crowd

"Nonusers often ask us that," said his escort. They were maki ng steady
progress through the sea of people. "But it's a mistake to think of the Book's
rol es as being separable fromthe people who performthem The Book relies on
human perception and intelligence to nake sense of those roles. Thirty-three



forty's programcan't just be transferred into sins or animas and run that
way. It can only enmerge from enbodi ed mi nds —ninds for whomthe rol es have an
experiential neaning."

"So these people are going to be ..

"Incorporated into a new, unified body for 3340. Then-consci ousness will exi st
inavirtual world that is infinitely adaptable. This world will be a
paradi se, and their minds will experience it thousands of times faster than
you or | can think. They will never die as |ong as the new body survives. I|f
it lasts a thousand years, they will experience a mllion years in heaven.
That is why they have come here."

Doran felt sick. "But they' |l never be allowed to stop using the Book, wll
t hey?"

She | ooked puzzl ed. "Why woul d they want to?"

"So why aren't you standing here too with your nouth hangi ng open?" he

snapped. "If you think it's going to be so great?"
She bl ew out a heavy sigh. "I'd like to be. | really would. But the Book
hasn't assigned ne a role in the new body. | suppose |I'mjust not as good a

user as | should be."

"But ... " Doran's brain seened to have stopped working. He tried to speak
several nore tinmes, and finally just said, "Wy?"

"Why does 3340 need a new body?"

He nodded dumbly at her. She shrugged. 'To directly oppose the arm es, 3340
needs to be able to think at |east as fast as they do. You see, that's its one
vul nerability right now its processor runs at the speed of human interactions

"You actually think 3340 will save us fromthe anni es?"

"The solar systemis controlled by the nost powerful players," she said. "It's
ecol ogi cal . Humans aren't the top predator any nore. We tried creating Als
that woul d be our servants; | know, | grew up under the Governnent and the
annies just |like you did. But how can you deliberately create something that
exceeds you in all ways, and still control it? It's inpossible.”

Dor an | ooked away. He didn't want her to see how that point had hit hone. He
agreed with this assessnent; it was why he'd built the eschatus machi ne for
hinself. "But it's not a solvable problem" he argued.

Now her eyes held the fire of true m ssionary zeal. "Unless you could build a
systemthat exceeded humanity in all the right ways, while still being nmade up
of humanity. A systemin which ordinary hunans were so integral that it
couldn't exist without them Were human aspirati ons were channeled into
creating a being, an entity, powerful and w se enough to take on the annies

They were approaching a rope |ladder that |led up to where the eschatus machine
sat in its nest of cables. Someone was standing on the strands, waiting. Doran
couldn't quite nake the figure out, but he knew it must be Fil ament.

"Your argunent's perfect, except for one thing," he said bitterly. She raised
an el egant eyebrow, indul ging the question. "Once he's got this body you're



buil ding for him 3340 doesn't need you anynore. He doesn't need an enbodi ed
humanity at all."

She didn't answer. Filanent waved to himand Doran clinbed the | adder
energing onto the gently swayi ng meshwork surface where she stood.

As always, Filanment |ooked relaxed and happy. Doran debated whether to punch
her in the chin. But she didn't need angels, not being human. She probably
woul dn't even feel it.

"You now have two choices," she said to Doran. "Surrender the pass phrase for
t he eschatus machine, and you can wal k away before we set it off. O, | wll
conb through your brain synapse by synapse and | ocate the information that

way. It'll be painless, you'll still be you at the end of the process; but

"Il leave you here to be incorporated into 3340 along with the rest of these
peopl e. You m ght want to stay anyway, you know —it'll nean immortality, in a
heaven of your own design."

He crossed his arms, |ooking around for some hint of a means to escape. It was
hopel ess; he could | eap off the neshwork, but the fall mght kill him and
he'd probably kill whoever he | anded on as well.

H s monent of freedom when he ran from his gui de now seened |ike a childish
i ndul gence. Doran was ashaned of himself —but | didn't know what was really
at stake, he tried to tell hinself. / thought it was just ny life ..

"What about it? Answer now." She stepped forward, her face grim

Doran's shoul ders slunped. There really was no choice here; he could have
bravely faced up to real torture, but he had no doubt that she could extract
exactly what she wanted fromhimif she chose. It night take her hours, but
the end woul d be the sane.

He shoul d have used the eschatus machine hinself. And after Filanment captured
it, he should have killed hinself to prevent her getting the pass phrase.
Surely he could have devised a way. But it was too late to do it now, and he
knew in his heart that he had deliberately chosen not to act Wen it came down
toit, he'd sinply been afraid.

"The pass phrase,” he munbled, "is 'even the gods fight boredomin vain.""

Filament smiled. "That's really quite hunorous,"” she said. "Thank you. You're
free to go. It's going to take us sone tine to reprogramthe eschatus nachi ne.
If you | eave now, you should be safely outside the blast radius by the tine we
set it off."

Doran didn't |ook at her again. He clinbed down the |adder and wal ked away,
barely noticing the crowd that parted for him He sinply took step after step
as purposel ess under the autumn sky as a man wal king to his execution.

23

"I don't believe it." Maren Ellis shook her head. "Such technol ogy can't
exist."

"But | heard Doran Mdrss admit he was trying to get one," Livia repeated for
the tenth tinme. Mrning was well advanced now; Lucius had been gone for
several hours. Wiile the | eaders of Maren's guerilla arny waited for himto
report, Livia continued to try to convince her to change her m nd. "Look, the
peopl e Lucius deals with believe it. The people gathered in the park believe



it. Wiy is it so hard to accept?"

Maren turned away, hugging herself. "It's a nightmare. You don't know ... If
such machi nes can be made, why shoul d anybody remai n human anynore? Just flick
a switch, and you can becone like him" By him she could only nean Choronzon

Luci us had described the great nob gathered in the park, and the blue narble
set in its center. Through some cataclysmic event, those in the crowd expected
to be united in godhood with 3340. Renenbering Orega Point and Doran Morss's
secret arrangenents, Livia had a good idea of what that blue sphere was.

"If 3340's here to nmake a body for itself, then what do you have to bargain
wi th?" Livia had made this argument in a dozen different ways over die past
hour. Like all those times, Maren sinply shook her head. "Maren, we have
nothing it needs. Once me eschatus machi ne goes off, it won't need Teven
anynore."

"No. No!" Maren glared at her. "W can't hand the |ocks to the eneny. Think
what horrible tyranny they could inpose if you conbined themwith the
narratives!"

Maren's |ieutenants —who included several other founders —watched this
exchange with varying puzzl enent, inconprehension, or simering anger. As far
as any of them knew, the | ocks were not so constituted that copying them even
made sense. The guerillas had sone limted control over them but they

remai ned a distinct and i nhuman force as far as these people were concerned.

"W have to deal with 3340," insisted Maren

"What you're really saying," Livia said in an undertone, "is that the |ocks
are yours alone, and you won't give themup."
"Someone escort Ms. Kodaly back to her bedroll,"
needs a rest."

snapped Maren. "I believe she

Bi sson stepped forward, an apologetic | ook on his face. Before he could lay a
hand on her, Livia stepped forward and hissed in Maren's ear, "I'Il tell them
who you are.”

Maren sneered at her. "Wat do you know, really?"

"I have menories | could give them" hissed Livia as Bisson took her arm
"Those who haven't carved inscape out of their heads at your request. There's
one recent scene | could replay; it involves you standing on a bal cony in
Cirrus, not long after die farside explosion. It starts with you wel com ng
Choronzon like an old friend. You want ne to tell you howit ends?"

Maren turned white. Livia had never seen such fury, but not for an instant did
the founder | ose her |egendary self-control. No one standing nore than a few
nmeters away could have told that Maren Ellis was in a murderous frame of mnd

"Maren!" Someone ran up panting fromthe other end of the high tented space.
"W got the signal from Lucius. This Filament person will see you."

"Ww, Maren," murnmured Livia. "I will take themand go, | pronise. Consider it
a wi se backup plan." The founder stared at her. "He is coming, Maren," said
Li vi a.

Maren | ooked around at the unconprehendi ng faces of her lieutenants. Her
shoul ders slunped. "All right, then," she hissed. 'Take them and go."



To her waiting lieutenants, she said, "I just realized | didn't thank Livia
here properly for her bravery and ... well, sheer audacity in |eaving Teven to
bring us hel p. Make sure you grant her full authority here —give her anything
she needs," she added to a now t horoughly confused Bi sson. Then she | eaned in
cl ose.

"Remenber, girl," she whispered, "this is ny world." She sniled brightly, took
Livia's hand and shook it —

—And colums of faint light |eaped up behind her and all around, signaling
t he downl oad of some trenmendous anount of data into Livia's inplants.
"Th-thanks," Livia stammered as an inscape serling popped into existence
besi de Maren.

"The data you are downl oading is too big for your existing storage. Wuld you
like to delete material to accommodate it?"

"Yes," she said under her breath. "Go ahead, delete it all." It's just ny
menories. Just Westerhaven.

But what Maren Ellis had just handed her was inconparably greater.

Maren stepped back. She gave Livia a little squint, a kind of gentle "do as |
say now' warning that seened to hold no anger; then she turned and wal ked away
wi th her del egation.

"Think the negotiation will work?" asked Rene from behind Livia.
"No." Livia crossed her arns, to hide the way her hands were shaki ng.

"Huh." Rene watched the small group |eave. "But when this Choronzon cones,
he' Il drive out 3340?"

Li via nodded absently. "Ch, he'll do that; he'll be follow ng the orders of
the anecliptics —the ones who nmade Teven, and the Lethe. But he won't give us
t he mani fol ds back, Rene. | think the anni es consider kicking out 3340 to be
their only obligation to us. I'mvery nuch afraid that we will be at the nercy
of whatever Utopian experinent Choronzon mght have in mnd for us."

"So what can we do about it?"
"A great deal." She grinned at him "l've got a part to play. So m ght you —
but listen, | have to check to verify that Maren gave me what she prom sed.
Gve nme a few mnutes.”

She retreated to a quiet corner and sat down. Once she was sure she was al one,
she checked the menory in her inmplants. It was full, but it only had one
object in it. Nervously, she told inscape to open the file.

She saw a tangle of glowing threads like hair spilling into existence in front
of her. Livia shut her eyes to sharpen the inmage, and found hersel f imrersed
in awhirling vortex nade up of sharp lines, alnost |like arrows that pointed
and rotated. She reached out her hand and grabbed at one.

Towers of data flickered into being around her. The arrow fl attened out,
br oadened, becane a plain. Thousands of other |ines stood up out of that
plain, like a forest She noved her virtual body through the forest, checking
the tiny | abels on sone of the lines: Resistance, Capacitance, said one;
Condensers, designs and uses, said another. Instead of a forest, she imagi ned



she was sailing across a sea of technologies, able with a gesture to pull any
i nvention or principle to herself and, as if she was hauling a net full of
fish, come up with all the other technologies that it necessitated. She
grabbed one at random (Ballistics, it said) and pull ed.

Wth it in hand, new options appeared as floating reticles around her. The
tech I ocks were a multidi nensi onal database, and the technol ogica

dependenci es were just one way to cut the data. If she chose another view, she
could see the anthropol ogy and politics that spears, bows, and cannon each
entail ed. She dropped ballistics to explore nore; to her surprise, even the
five senses were listed here as technol ogies. They led her to the politics of
t he human body, and of other body plans: four-footed, w nged, finned. The tech
| ocks made no distinction between biol ogy and mechani sm

Each technol ogy equated to some human val ue or set of values, she saw. She'd
known that But on Earth, in the Archipelago and everywhere el se, technol ogies
cane first, and val ues changed to accommodate them Under the |ocks, values
were the keys to access or shut away technol ogi es.

"But how do you wor k?" She di sm ssed the database view, and found hersel f

| ooking at a set of genetic algorithnms, conpact |ogical notations. They didn't
descri be particul ar nmachi ne designs, but rather specifications; in practice,
sims woul d evol ve machinery for particular cases and according to | ocal
conditions and resources. The |ocks could work anywhere.

The specifications were the key. They relied on the database and couldn't be
duplicated without it. They told how and when to enploy energy fields to
suppress various powers and macro effects. In Teven, the sins seened to evol ve
machi nes to mani pul ate progranmable matter. Raw materials couldn't be dug out
of the ground in a coronal, since the ground only went down a neter or so.
What netal s or inorganic compounds were avail abl e were actually conposed of
bul k quantum dots which nimcked the qualities of the real thing: with a

si ngl e conmand, a chunk of virtual iron could be transformed into
pseudo- sul phur or silicon, or given characteristics that no natural el ement
possessed. To di sable any device, all the tech locks had to do was change its
material composition. And all this required was a command sent through

i nscape.

The | ocks proclained that there were no neutral technol ogi es. The devi ces and
nmet hods peopl e used didn't just represent certain values —they were those
val ues, in some way.

The system was sel f-consistent and seened conplete. And yet, though she
searched through the database for a long time, nowhere could Livia find the
one thing she was | ooking for

She |l eft inscape. Rene was standi ng over her, |ooking concerned. "Livia?"
"They're not there!" She laughed in relief and delight 'I was right!"

"What are you tal ki ng about ?"

"Horizons, Rene. Horizons were not part of the design of the tech | ocks!"

"What do you mean —
hi m

But she had junped to her feet, |aughing, and enbraced

"I"d always felt it, you know that? It was the one thing that seemed unnatura
about life, the way the other manifolds were so totally inaccessible to us.
For Raven's people or the others to be invisible, that was one thing; for them



to be inmpossible to find —that's the crine!"

"What crine?"

"Maren Ellis's crime. The crime of assuming that the manifolds were so fragile
that they had to be separated from one another by invisible walls. In the end,
Maren didn't trust any of us to be able to resist the tenptation of other ways

of life."

"But there's adol escence —the horizons dissolve for a while when you hit
puberty."

"I bet she had to do that, or everything would stagnate." Livia shook her

head. "Renmenmber what we used to say in Westerhaven? —"The mani fol ds preserve
abundance in human culture.' But what good's abundance if nobody can
experience it? —if all we can see is our own little tile on the grand desi gn?

There's got to be a better way."

Rene | aughed sadly. "Well, naybe. But that's all water under the bridge, isn't
it? The manifolds are gone."

"Are they? Your people have been staging attacks on the ancestors using the
| ocks, haven't you?"

"Yes, but the ancestors have been dismantling them

They have bots digging up the streets and boul evards all over the city ..

"I'ncl udi ng under the park where that big crowd is gathered?" He nodded.
"They' re trashing the machi nery?" she asked.

"Most of it Some of it they' ve taken to a storage depot near the edge of the
city. They're studying how the | ocks work, | guess."

"Hrm " She gazed sadly at the wedge of scar tissue visible above Rene's ear
"Rene, how many of the peers do you think would do sonething if | asked thenf?
Sonething that's not, ah, sanctioned by Maren Ellis?"

He frowned. "You're still a hero in a lot of people's eyes —those who don't
thi nk you cut and run when the ancestors started to win." She wi nced. "Wy?"
he said with a faint smle. "Is there sonething you're going to ask us to do?"

"Well, it's about this negotiation with Filanent. Negotiation is all about
strength, isn't it? Leverage?"

"Leverage ... " He grinned. "You want us to steal the tech | ock machi nes that
3340' s been studying." She smled encouragingly. "And ... ring the park with
them" he said, now not seeing her at all but sone vision of his own. "Even

i nscape is under the locks' control. If we could threaten to shut it down for

t he sl eepwal kers —
"Now that would be | everage," Livia said with a grin.

"We'd have to |l et Maren know what we'd done sonehow. " He scow ed. "Wy didn't
she think of this to begin wth?"

Livia sighed. "Maren can't accept that Teven was conquered just to provide a
stagi ng ground for 3340's transformation. She still believes the Book has sone
grand plan for the whole coronal; |I'mafraid Maren has too high a view of her
own value to believe that all of this," she gestured around to take in the



city, the manifolds, and the whol e coronal, "could be expendable."

"And when she does realize it

"She'll need to have the tools to do sonething about it.

Rene nodded curtly. "Right I'll round up the others. Where should we neet, or
are you going to come with nme?"

She shook her head. "I have something else | have to do, which is just as
i nportant."” When he | ooked doubtful, she put her hand on his shoul der. "You
can do this, Rene. You'll be a fine |leader, today and in the future."

He grinned and saluted her. As he wal ked away he was al ready wavi ng sonebody
over. Livia watched himfondly for a few seconds, then jogged for the
encanprment's exit Qingi was waiting in a doorway three blocks fromthe
encanprent He | ooked haggard, as if he hadn't slept since she'd |ast seen him
She kissed him He said, "I thought it better to wait for you here."

She | aughed. "My friends don't bite."

They wal ked in silence for a while, passing people out strolling, or working
on rebuilding the city. It seemed quiet and peaceful, and no one paid them any
attention.

"What did you find when you returned hone?" she asked after a while.

He sighed. "Nothing. Skaalitch is al most abandoned. Why live in a hide hut
when you can have central heating? And yet ny friends and famly, they are
still there ... and they long for the old days.

"They begged nme to stay with them" he added after a while.

She | ooked away sorrowfully. "As soon as Choronzon arrives, he'll destroy the
| ocks, both the physical machinery and all copies of the plans —i ncl udi ng
ours. The only way to preserve the locks is to | eave with them now. "

"1 know. "

"But." She stopped. "You don't have to come with me," she said in a | ow voice.
"Qingi, these are your people! Wiy don't you stay with then®"

"I think you know why."

She frowned. "You nean when you told ne that Teven was real, and the

Archi pelago an illusion? And you said that we'd | ost Teven."
He nodded.
"You know, " she said pensively, "even a few days ago, | thought we were coning

back here to save our hones. You never thought so, did you? So why did you
cone? Not sinply to be with nme?"

"While | was hone," he said, "I told our story to the elders. About our flight
fromhere, and our tinme in the Archipelago. Livia, | left Teven with you not
to seek allies for a war, but to seek neaning for the changes in our lives.
was not idle, while we were in the Archipelago. | was putting together a story
to tell my people, one that would fit with the nmyth cycle Raven and the el ders
crafted for us. | told ny tale while I was honme. That will do nmy people nore



good than any technol ogy."

She wondered about that as he put his arm around her and slowed her to a
stroll. For Qingi's people, his solution doubtless nade sense. He wasn't
denying that the tech | ocks had made his peopl e possible; but she had to admt
that Raven's people had very different ways of coping, because of what die

| ocks had nade possible. That reinforced the huge gulf she knew | ay between
Qingi and herself. But gulfs, she had also | earned, could be crossed.

Barrastea | ooked deceptively like it always had. In other days she m ght have
started singing as she wal ked, entertaining whoever night pass by with arias
fromthe Fictional History. But it was enough, for now, to be wal king the
streets as she once had.

Sone of the noving sidewal ks had been restored, so it only took mema half
hour to reach the edge of the city. As they exited the slidewal k Livia could
see their destination: a craggy spire of the carefully designed Roman ruin

t hat someone had built here ages ago. Spikes of tall grass, yellow nowin the
aut um, poked up between bi g weathered stone bl ocks. The structure was

roofl ess and exposed, and perhaps for this reason the refugees froml ost

mani fol ds had not settled in it.

One large plinth of stone sketched a walk-in fireplace. This structure
conceal ed one of the many entrances Aaron had discovered to the coronal's
spacecraft docks. Livia and Qingi had stepped out of this door only a day
ago, and already they were | eaving again.

As they rounded die broken wall that hid the fireplace fromthe road, Livia
was surprised to see Peasebl ossomsitting on a stone block. They had left the

| ads, and everyone else, in the ship below. And there was G cada, standi ng now
as he saw her; and Enbl aze and even Sophi a.

"\What are you doing up —"
t hem

Livia stopped as she saw who was standing with

It was 3340's servant, the self-styled "ancestor," Kale. Two others of his

ki nd stood next to him

Livia drew her sword, hissing "You go left,"” to Qingi —but to her amazenent
and anger Q@ ingi put a hand out to stop her. "Wiat —" she started to say.
Then she recogni zed the man next to Kale.

It was Aaron.

"Aaron!" She | aughed with relieved surprise and started to run —but her
footsteps faltered after a couple of neters. There was sonet hi ng about the
scene, the way people were sitting, the placenment of Aaron and Kale, as if
Aaron were standing with Kale and not with the others ..

"Aaron ... what happened?" It was a question for all of them but Livia saw
only Aaron. She couldn't believe the vision he presented.

It was as though sone classical portrait artist had been hired to paint an

i deal i zed version of her dearest friend. Al his inperfections had been
snoot hed away: where he'd had a slight slouch, now he stood straight and tall
where his cheeks had been a bit thin, now his jaw was square and strong. Hi s
eyes, which had once been a colorless gray, were now blue. But overriding al
of these physical details was the sense that soneone else now lived in the
body that had once been his.



He strode through the tall grass and stopped a couple of neters away from
Livia. A gentle, apologetic |ook suffused his features as he said, shyly, "How
are you?"

She gaped at him "How —I, | don't know Aaron, what happened? How did you
get here? And what are you doing ... here?"

"Livia, | wanted to tell you about it, of course. But ... | guess if we'd
wanted to face up to things, we'd have known that politics would soneday cone
between us. | mean, you and | believe different things but it never mattered
before.” He took a deep breath. "Wiat |I'msaying is |'msorry we had to neet
again like this. This wasn't the role | wanted to be playing when | saw you
again."

"Rol e? You mean you're working for himnow?" She glared at Kale.

"Actually, he's working for ne." At first Livia didn't realize what he'd said,;
as she was trying to formulate a response, he added, "lI'mafraid we had to
confiscate your ship." Again he | ooked away, unhappily but not, it seened,
with any sense of guilt.

n W]y?"

He shrugged. "Politics. W'll give it back, just not in time for you to warn
anybody in the Archipel ago about what's going to happen.™

"And what is going to happen?" asked Qi ngi

"Freedom " Aaron said seriously. "We're going to free the Archipelago fromthe
anecliptics. So that human beings can finally reach their full potential."

Kale cleared his throat. "W're wasting tinme. She wanted us to bring them
i medi ately."

"Yes," said Aaron. "If you'll come this way ... 7" He gestured politely for
Livia to precede him

Her fingers itched to draw her sword, but nobody was making any effort to

di sarm her; doubtless this kind of weapon woul d do her no good. She and Qi ng
joined her friends and they wal ked out the back of the ruin to a grassy area
where several aircars sat.

"Want us to take 'emout?" murrmured G cada loyally. "W're expendable, after
all.”

She gl anced sidelong at him "You m ght once have been. Having a body's
changed you. | wouldn't want anything to happen to you guys now. "

"Ch?" He | ooked surprised, and pl eased.
Despite her |oud objections, Livia was separated from Qingi and placed in the
aircar that Aaron would be piloting. She shrank away from him He noticed, and

f r owned.

"Whose side do you think I'mon?" he asked, with a trace of his old
sul | enness.

"Well, | don't know who you are, so | couldn't say," she said. "I once knew a
man who | ooked |ike you, but he wouldn't be working for the eneny."



He guided theminto the air with an expert hand. "What eneny is that?" he
asked casual ly.

"You know. Thirty-three forty. The Good Book. The thing that destroyed our
world and killed our friends."

Aaron shook his head sadly. "There's no such thing as this '3340' you're so
angry at. We didn't know that when Teven was invaded, of course; you can nane
a thing even if it doesn't exist. There is no ' Good Book' except the physica
object with that name. There's only people and the things they' ve done. Like
you and ne, for instance. But standing against us is a real enemy. | saw that,
but I also knew you wouldn't see it"

"The anni es? The Governnent? No, | agree with you," she said, "but 3340's no
better —"

"There is no 3340!" He'd put the aircar on autopilot and now turned to glare
at her. "Don't you get it? The Book doesn't think, it isn't conscious. It's us
who do that. The Book just organizes and coordi nates our actions —it's like a
Society, only inconceivably bigger. No thing invaded Teven, and no thing is
occupying it now, Livia. It's just people acting together, for good or ill.
Gving a name to this new kind of power —treating it |like a person —is
irresponsible. If you do that you end up fighting phantons. Wen | realized
that, | realized how much was still possible for humanity, even in a world

rul ed by godlike forces |ike the annies.

"So whose side aml on? I'mon the side of human beings, Livia. And I'm
fighting agai nst the i nhunan powers that have enslaved us all."

"So who killed our friends?" she said, alnost inaudibly.

"Men and worren of Raven's people, and other manifolds," he said angrily. "And
these 'ancestors.' And they're sorry, Livia, you can't imagi ne how sorry they
are that people died in the liberation of Teven. They want to atone for it And
they will." He stared grinmly out through the canopy at the passing buil di ngs.
"I came back to make sure they would."

Livia sat back, stunned. He was wong, in every way and possible sense —and
yet she couldn't say how or why. She could see how he nmight think that the
eneny was faceless but it was crazy not to think of 3340 as a thing (but it
wasn't one, was it?) and wong to forgive the forces that had destroyed her
hone (or was it noble?).

Was it sinply Maren Ellis's hothouse experinent in human culture that had been
destroyed? Had Wester-haven ever really been its own place? O had her whol e
life been a performance for a nad wonman?

She shook her head, nauseated, and turned away to | ook out the w ndow.

It took a few seconds for her to sort out what she was seeing down nere. Livia
had never seen so nmany people crowded i nto one space before. She gaped at the
sheer out-rageousness of it. There could be no noving through mat pressing
mass. This was the crowd of sl eepwal kers Lucius had spoken of; no one down
there wanted to escape.

"And yet," she nurnured, "you're willing to let these people be made into a
machi ne to process 3340's thoughts.”

"There is no 3340," said Aaron inpatiently. "So what do you think you're
| ooki ng at? Those are the ambitious, Livia, they've all chosen to | eave the



human condition behind. The point is that they can nmake that choice now
That's what being human nmeans: to be master of your own fate. If you choose to
become nore than human, well, that's nothing but fulfilment.

Sel f-actual i zation."

She gl anced back at his newy perfected features. "lIs that what you're doing
to yourself? Fulfilling ... what? Aaron, | loved you for who you were."

"But not very much," he said bitterly. "You didn't |love me very much, Livia."
She | ooked away.
"But you're right that it's too |l ate, because that version of nme is dead.

surpassed nyself." He smled a bit wistfully. "I"'mfinally the man | al ways
wanted to be. Next, is to becone the god | want to becone."

"You're not joining ... that ... "

He nodded. "Those of us who formthe Book's new kernel will put in service for
a thousand subjective years —a thousand years in paradi se. Then we will be
all owed to nmuster out, into new bodies with powers equal to Choronzon's. A

t housand subjective years in the kernel will only equal a few decades in

real -time, Livia. And at the end of it all: godhood."

"Sui ci de," she spat.

"The annies are right about one thing," he said, unperturbed. "Humanity is
fated to be surpassed. But they want to be the ones to surpass us. | want us
to give birth to our own transcended selves. It's a big difference."

No, she thought, it's no difference at all. But she no | onger had the heart to
ar gue.

They spiral ed down toward the center of the crowd. There sat the eschatus
machi ne, in a network of cables suspended above the crowd. Several figures
stood on neshwork next to it. They watched as the aircars settled in to |and.
"Take me back to ny ship," Livia said as panic rose up in her. "Aaron, please,
for the sake of everything we ever meant to one another, don't do this. If
you' re a sovereign individual now then you can nmake your own choi ces, you
don't have to follow the orders of this thing you don't even believe exists.
Let me go. Let nme take the tech | ocks sonewhere safe. Then you can do what ever
you like."

He shook his head. They were | anding now. "The |ocks can only hold us back,"
he said, as he swung back the canopy.

Livia sat frozen for a long tine. Then, feeling so many eyes on her, she
stepped out onto the netal neshwork where Filanent stood with her friends, and
Maren Ellis and the dejected nmenbers of her del egation.
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"Livia, it's so good to see you. And Sophia, what a surprise, how are you?"
Filament smiled with apparently genuine warnth. "I'mso glad you could attend
today' s event. The hopes and dreans of this, mnmy constituency," she nodded at
the cromd, "will finally be realized."

The aircars spiraled back into the sky. Livia stood on a small platformten
nmeters above the crowd of sleepwal kers. Now that she was cl oser, she could see



the filmy, transparent outlines of tall spidery creatures stepping carefully
over the sleepers' heads, nministering to their physical needs. Farther away,
somet hing she'd taken for a tree shifted and shook itself a little; it was one
of Raven's nonsters, settled in the crowmd like a rock in a stream

"What is this?" Sophia was staring out at the assenbly in horror

"Real ly, Filament, you don't need these people." Surprisingly, it was Lucius
Xavi er saying this. He had a protective hand on Maren Ellis's shoul der. EU s
hersel f had a poi sonous | ook on her face. Maybe the hand was there to keep her
fromleaping at Filanent.

Fil ament stood with one hand agai nst the blue curve of the eschatus machi ne.
She pouted at Lucius. "Ch, please," she said. "It's not about nme. It's al
about these people and what they want. And this will be my last chance to
speak on their behalf. The time for words is al nbost passed.”

She smled fondly out at the cromd. "But | —that is, they —hated to | eave
you full of m sapprehensions and hate. They believe in reconciliation —well,
maybe it's me and ny nature as a vote. W would |ike to nake things better
bet ween us before we transcend.”

Enbl aze visibly started. "Before you —what ?"

"I"ll be the seed around which the new 3340 crystal-izes," said Filanent. "You

shoul d have figured that out, at least."
"Don't tell nme all this was your idea?" asked Enbl aze.

Fil ament preened. "Who am |, really?" she said. "I represent the Good Book. |
can only do what it directs. O course, the Book was specifically designed to
go around the votes and the Governnent, which has always presented me with a
bit of a problem You might say |I've had to ... loosely interpret what the
Book wants."

Enbl aze | aughed. "You were rejected by the Book. It didn't need you. But
you're a vote, you had to find a way to serve your constituency even if it
didn't want you. The only way you could see to do it was to beconme the Book."
"Don't sell ne short," said Filament. "There were lots of options open to ne.
And of all the Book's followers, only I could see deeply enough to realize
where it had come from because it's in ny nature to perceive the sum of ny
constituents' actions. | saw that ny constituency's ... style ... bore a
striking resenblance to that of the rebel anecliptic who' d been destroyed j ust
before I was born. Once | realized that connection | could see everything.
knew its intentions had been to conquer the Archipel ago; so those becanme ny
intentions. | knew it had keys to places inaccessible to ordinary votes. The
pass codes for the Lethe Nebula are encoded in subtle overtones of behavior
that the Book brings out in large crowds. The nunbers energe when you get ten
twenty mllion people using the Book together. And many other things energe as
well —if you know how to | ook."

To Livia's surprise, Cicada stepped forward. "You' re crazy. Conquer the
Ar chi pel ago? Toppl e the anni es? How are you going to do that?"

Fil ament squinted at him "Do |I know you?"
Aaron spoke. "By making the annies irrelevant, that's how It's already

happeni ng; people all over the Archipelago are doi ng what they think their
role should do, and switching roles as conditions warrant —and everything's



runni ng snmoothly. They don't need to consult the Government or listen to the
votes. For the first time in their lives, they feel like they're in control."

"And the anni es?" asked Livia. She was | ooking past Filament to the buil dings
at the edge of the crowmd. Tiny figures were noving there, along with |arger
bots who were draggi ng some strange-| ooki ng machi nes.

"The anni es have been caught napping," said Aaron, "by an enenmy with no face."

"Caught nappi ng?" Livia shot back. "And yet, you haven't asked ne how it is we
were able to return here. Wiose help would we have needed?"

Aaron fell silent, but Filanent just |aughed. "Choron-zon is coming," she
said. "So Maren Ellis tells ne. He thinks he's going to |liberate Teven Corona
—and he's right. But we have no nore need of it. Wile he's busy doing that,
t he newborn god will have escaped back into the Archipel ago, where it can
confront the annies on their own ground.

"Listen," she said, "I'mtelling you this because | want people to understand
what happened here today —how things cane about. Your stories are inportant,
that's why you have to survive and tell the world."

Sophi a's shoul ders sl unped. "Then you're not keeping us here when you set off
that ... thing?"

"Not you, no," said Filament. "Nor you," she said to Maren Ellis, "because you
reek of the tech locks. I won't let you infect the kernel with them however
much you mi ght deserve to be one of us. But you deserve the opportunity to
stay," she said to Lucius Xavier, "for your adaptability. And so do you," she
said to Livia, "for your courage. You proved your sheer audacity when you flew
all the way to the Archipelago to find help for your people. That courage
woul d be valuable if you started using the Book regularly."

"What if | don't want to use it?" asked Livia past a tight throat.

"Who el se woul d you rather serve?" asked Filament. "Because that's your choice
now, you know. whether to serve the annies as represented by Lady Elis and
Choronzon —or humanity as represented by the Book."

"Did you know this was what she was pl anni ng?" Livia asked Aaron

"No," he said. "But |I'm happy that you're being given the chance." She | ooked
away in scorn and disbelief, but he pressed on: "No, listen, Liv. Qur whole
life we've lived in a world of softened edges and easy decisions. Al except
once. One tine, when soneone had to | ook at the world through adult eyes and
even the grown-ups who survived the crash with us failed the test. Sonmeone had
to look at the world as it was, and make the hard decisions that were
necessary —not to ronmanticize, not to retreat into illusions. You did it

then. I'"'masking you to do it again. See what's really going on here. See
what's real ."

He held out his hand. "Cone with ne, Livia. W can be inmortal. Al these
things you're fighting for —the agonies of the past, the honor of

West er haven, even who's right and who's wong —these aren't real. They're
just abstractions. | need you to do now what you did before: be the adult. See
what's real, and make your decision accordingly."

"You're lying," she said evenly. "You've lied to me every day since we escaped
the crash. It wasn't nme who | ed everyone out of the zone. It was you. And why?
|'ve been wacking ny brains to figure it out. But it's really quite sinple,



isn'"t it? The hardest thing is to live with the consequences of your actions.
You weren't afraid to be heroic at the time —but you were terrified of having
to live up to your own reputation afterward.”

He | ooked horrified. "You know? But, Livy, | only wanted to protect you.
Because —"

"You thought you'd nmade nme, and that | was fragile as glass. That if | found
out, | mght break. The way you broke the day you realized the kinds of roles
your strength was going to condemm you to if Westerhaven found out about your
heroi sm "

"I wanted to be author of ny own fate," he said. "And yes, | nmade you what you
are. And | ook what you've done! Listen to ne now, Livia. | was right then, |'m
ri ght now "

She shook her head. "Only the dead are free of the influence of others," she
said. "Everyone | ever net helped make ne. | amthem and | amthis place and
t hese people, and | can no nore step out of that reality than you can escape
your sel f.

"I reject your offer," she said to Filanment.

But Filanent was no | onger |istening. Nobody was.
They were all staring downward, to where the sl eepwal kers had fallen over.

They had been knocked off their feet in one scything sweep that rem nded Livia
of when the votes had col |l apsed around her in Doran's plaza. The sighing sound
of the fall filtered upward |ike distant thunder, and now Livia spotted dust
plum ng up at various places around the city. Mnents later a distant
grunmbling sound rolled in. It didn't dinminish with the seconds, but grew
instead into a deafening roar

Li via caught Filament's eye. She knew the vote would be able to read her I|ips
as she said, "Tine's up."

In every direction, on the outskirts of the city, dark clouds |eapt up. As

t hey cascaded outward the ground shook and tw sted; buil dings were | eaning
everywhere. Wth majestic slowness, a ring of anecliptic battleships rose |ike
vast towers around the city. They had punctured the skin of the coronal |ike
the teeth of some uni magi nably huge nonster; chunks of |andscape and whol e
trees dribbled fromtheir points as they shuddered to a halt high overhead.

Luci us was pointing and shouting sonething. In the seconds before the
vi brations racing along the cabl es nade the platform buck under her, Livia
| ooked up.

Tiny, but perfectly etched against the sky, a single human figure stood in the
air above the city. Choronzon had cone.

The scul ptural shapes of Raven's nonsters shook thenselves to life all around
the park. One by one they leaped into the sky. Livia had little time to watch
this as the cable network she was bal anced on was swi ngi ng and bounci ng under
her tike it was alive.

"Take us down! Down!" Filanent was shouting. Fuckers of |ight punctuated her
words; Livia glanced up in time to see a strand of cable snap in a bright
flash. Soneone was using lasers to cut Cirrus's lines. Even as she realized
this, the meshwork fell two neters and stopped with a sharp shock



Fil ament hung on to a tine like an old-tinme ship captain weathering a storm
"Protect the kernel at all costs!”

Livia lost her grip on the neshwork. She left trails of blood fromwhere it
had cut her fingers as she slid down the now steeply-angl ed surface. Then
Qingi's hand caught her wist and he haul ed her up

"Must | eave," he shouted. Livia shook her head.

"I need to get to Maren —tell her about the | ocks —

A battle was erupting in the air above Barrastea. As the cabl eways of Cirrus
lifted their floating towers and houses out of harm s way, Raven's nonsters
and ot her things Livia had never seen before hopped or shot into the air. Mst
vani shed in fireballs before they cleared the rooftops. Sharp detonations
peppered the air, their thunderous echoes rolling around and around the city.
A dark mist was rising fromthe crowd of sleepwal kers: a shield of angel -stuff
meters thick. Through the angle of her scrabbling legs Livia saw a flickering
tine of laser light hit that fog just neters below her, and flash into white
fire. The sl eepwal kers were now rising to their feet again, and none had been
touched by the | aser shot.

Swar ns of dark specks poured out of the towering anecliptic battleships.
Expl osi ons spiral ed around themlike the sparks froma fire as 3340's forces
engaged with the liberators. The air was filled with a steady,

undi fferen-ti at edroar.

In the mdst of this chaos the cable meshwork jerked down a few nore neters,
then settled majestically onto the crowd. None of the sleepwal kers tried to
get out of the way; Livia screaned in horror as the eschatus machi ne | anded on
a knot of oblivious people, crushing themunder its wei ght

"A bit of an inconvenience," Filanment shouted as she stepped over dying
peopl e. She ran her hands over the flanks of the machine. "The blast won't be
able to physically absorb the people on the edges of the crowd. That's okay;
it should still copy theminto the kernel." She found what she was | ooking
for: a large hatch swng open in the side of the eschatus machine. "Ah, well

| ooks like you're coming with me after all," said the vote as she reached up
to pull herself into the sphere.

"No!" Livia and Qingi were both on their feet, but G cada was faster. He

| eapt at Filanent A neter away he was knocked aside in a violent explosion
Aaron stood up fromwhere he'd been kneeling on the ground. He was holding a
gun whose barrel was now w apped i n snoke

"Time for hard decisions, Livy," he snapped. Cicada thrashed on the ground,
still trying to stand despite having his | egs bl own off.

They faced each other tensely, Aaron between Filanent and the others. Livia
and Qingi exchanged a gl ance; she could tell he was al so wonderi ng whet her
t hey coul d overwhel m Aaron before he could get them It didn't seemlikely.

The crowd of sl eepwal kers had been flattened by the fall of the eschatus
machine's wire nest for a distance of six neters or so in every direction. A
worman near Livia's foot npaned; a cable as thick as her wist lay stretched
taut across her |ower back.

Livia was about to chance an attack on Aaron when someone stepped out of the
crowded sl eepwal kers behind Filament Livia had time to realize that it was a



man and mat he was hol ding a sword before Doran Mrss | eaped up and buried the
bl ade in Filanent's back.

She didn't even cry out as Doran used the sword like a | ever to drag her
bodily out of the nmachine. As they hit the ground Aaron whirled to | ook and
Luci us Xavi er tackled himfromthe side.

Li via caught only confused glinpses as she ran over to Maren Ellis: Doran
hacki ng |i ke a madman; Lucius and Aaron rolling over the dead and dying in the
shadow of the sphere; Qingi and Enbl aze squaring off against Kale and his
men. Livia grabbed Maren's arm "Listen," she said, "Rene and the peers have
brought tech | ock nachines to the edge of the park. | don't know what their
range is, but you m ght be able to activate themfromhere —"

Maren snatched her armout of Livia's grasp. "You couldn't |eave well enough
al one, could you!" she hissed.

"Use the | ocks!" Livia half drew her own sword, which 3340's nen had
contenptuously |let her keep

Maren turned away, scowing, then closed her eyes and appeared to concentrate.

Livia turned back to the fight —in tinme to see Lucius stunbling back from
Aaron, who was raising his weapon. "No!" she yelled, but too late as Aaron
fired. Lucius spun around and fell. Livia ran to him

As he gasped in her arms, Aaron waved his gun at Qingi and Doran Mrss, who
were on their knees with Kal e standing over them Peasebl ossomwas tending to
Cicada. "Up! Stand up!" Aaron conmanded.

"Shut up, Aaron," said Livia. She didn't care if he shot her

Luci us qui vered. She snoot hed back his lion's nmane of hair, which was drenched
i n bl ood.

He | ooked up at her, terror in his eyes. "Please, Livia. Don't let me be
renenbered as a traitor," he whispered. Then he coughed once and she laid him
back as gently as she coul d.

Fil ament staggered to her feet. One of her arms hung usel essly, and she had
deep gashes and stab wounds across her upper body. One bisected her face,
di storting her features hideously; but there was no bl ood.

"Nice ... try," she slurred, glaring at Doran Mdrss. He sneered at her

"Deci ded not to |leave after all," he said. "Found a sword its owner wasn't

using ... dad | stuck around.”

"Hold them for one mnute, and it'll all be over," croaked Fil ament. She

turned back to the eschatus machi ne.

"Over, yes," said Maren Ellis. 'Take a | ook. Filament!" She swept her armin a
wi de arc, enconpassing the park and the sl eepwal kers —

—Who were suddenly awake. A crowd of a million or nore souls abruptly found
itself alert and cut off fromthe fantasy real mof the Book, wi th expl osions
and fire above and to all sides. Al Livia could see for an instant were
hundreds of eyes in panicked faces. Then there was scream ng and notion

ever ywher e.



Aaron turned and gave Filament a hoist into the eschatus machi ne. Kal e had
backed up against it, shock and fear on his face. "I shut down inscape for a
mle around!" shouted Maren recklessly. "Your precious dreamworld has been
snuffed out like a candle!"

Aaron grow ed in fury and once again swng his gun up. "Bring it back or 1"l
kill you," he said.

"Put down that toy, little boy," she said. Aaron pulled the trigger, but
not hi ng happened. He cursed and threw the gun down. Maren | aughed at him then
Aaron reached down and snapped up the sword Doran Morss had dropped. He
stepped forward and, with a single slash, cut Maren Ellis's throat.

Maren's face showed pure surprise as the inpact knocked her into the hurricane
of rioting people. She vanished in a whirl of flailing |inbs and screan ng
faces.

Aaron stood staring after her. H's hands were shaking; but all the anger had
drai ned out of him He seened to be trying to say sonething.

Deaf eni ng thunder rolled out of the sky. The anecliptic and Book forces had
been fighting a delicate battle overhead, neither side willing to risk killing
t he hel pl ess peopl e bel ow. Now the black and red ni ght mares of Raven's people
were diving out of the air, sending bolts of fire toward the edge of the park
In seconds the tech | ock generators woul d be destroyed.

"This way!" Peasebl ossom sl apped Livia on the back. He was carrying G cada
across his shoulders like a sack of grain. He jerked his chin to the left,
where Livia saw Doran Morss and Q ingi standing back to back, swords drawn.
They were guarding a crunpled catwal k that |lay across the ground —just why,
she couldn't tell for a few nonents

Then she rai sed her eyes and saw that the catwal k was affixed to a cabl e that
had not conpletely touched down. It rose slowy across a hundred nmeters unti
it was above the heads of the crowd, and its far end draped over the top of a
bui | di ng out si de the park.

"Come on!" Qingi pushed into the hysterical nob and the others foll owed.
Livia found herself flanked by Pease-bl ossom on one side and Enbl aze on the
other. Both struck out fiercely to protect her as they edged their way al ong
t he catwal k.

She | ooked back at the eschatus machine. Aaron stood next to it, oblivious to
the crowd, watching her. She nmet his eyes for a second, then turned away.

Staggering and pulling, they made it up the cable and above the heads of the
crowmd. Livia ran along the catwal k, and as she ran she found she was singing —
no one song, just nonsense scraps, anything she could think of to drown out

t he screami ng of the crowd bel ow her.

Silence fell as if a switch had been thrown and for a few seconds all Livia
could hear was her own ragged voice wailing the chorus to sone old ditty. Then
she staggered to a stop and | ooked down.

The sl eepwal kers had frozen in place, like bots with their power cut off. In
m dscream m dbl ow, they had stopped as inscape cane back on. Al across the
park those who had fallen were standing and those standing | owered their arns
to their sides and closed their nouths.

"Hell," said Doran. "She's gonna set it off. Hurry!" He ran up the steepening



sl ope of the catwal k without | ooking back

They made it to the edge of the park w thout any apocal yptic bl ast, though
Livia's shoulders itched in anticipation. They were able to hop down off the
catwal k to the roof and clanber into the building through a shattered upstairs
wi ndow. And they made it down to the street w thout incident.

The echoes of the battle were fading. Chunks of snoldering black and crinson
nmonster lay everywhere as Livia stepped into the road and | ooked back at the
crowmd. The flying creatures fromthe anecliptic fleet were circling directly
above the eschatus machine now, firing their lasers down into the black fog
that had coal esced densely around it. But everywhere else, the battle seened
to be wi ndi ng down.

Doran gl anced over at Livia, and seenmed to see her for the first tine.
"Haver!"

"Not Haver," she snapped. "Kodaly."

"Kodaly ..

H s eyes wi dened with apparent recognition. "So that's what

In the next street, they found the bodies of Wester-haven's peers anong the
bl ackened remai ns of tech | ock machinery. It seened too |ate for shock or
sorrow, even when livia spotted the face of Rene Cai ser on one of the bodies.

As they stood gazing at the carnage, a shadow flickered across the road. Livia
instinctively ducked; she heard | aughter from above, and then Choronzon the
god was touching down lightly not three neters away.

He | ooked untroubled by the death and destruction, his hair perhaps in a bit
nore boyi sh disarray than usual. He bowed to the silent group and said, "At
your service, madam sirs. | heard you needed a bit of liberating, so
thought 1'd drop in."

H s cal | ousness made Livia want to throw up.

Enbl aze had al so recovered her poise. "We're grateful for your help," she said
to Choronzon.

"Are we?" snapped Livia. "That remains to be seen." She stepped in front of
Enbl aze. " Choronzon, | don't want to appear ungrateful, but 1'd like to know
what you're going to do now that Teven's been retaken."

"Do?" He | ooked innocently surprised at the question

"Who rul es here now?" she asked bluntly. "WII you |l eave us in peace to
restore the mani folds? O did you make some other arrangement with the annies
while you were on your way here?"

"Livia Kodaly." He shook his head sadly. "You don't know when's the wong tine
to pick a fight, do you? I've just taken this world, Liv. Leave it to those of
us who acconplished that —those of us who made this world in the first placel
—to decide what will happen next"

"I'n other words," she said, "you're not going to |l eave us al one. Are you?"

He crossed his arnms. "Things will have to change, certainly."

"No nore mani fol ds?"



"No nore manifolds. |I didn't like the results of that experinent. Maren went
too far."

"Maybe. But it wasn't all bad. The tech locks ... "

"Are officially banned. 1'Il be wiping every |last repository that night hold
their plans before | |eave. And the annies have agreed that Teven Corona
should join the rest of the Archipelago. O course, there's the little problem
of what to do about that," he crooked a thumb at the distant eschatus machine,

"and about the Good Book in general. W'Ill have a fight on our hands, no doubt
about it. But I'msure we'll win. And then we'll build better firebreaks. Ones
that will hold for a mllion years."

Livia | ooked at Qingi. He gazed back despairingly and in his eyes she saw the
death of Ometeotl. Choronzon was tal king about the end of any human person's
right to decide the shape of their own world. By the time he was done, an

i nvinci ble tyranny woul d have settled over the human race, for all tine. Wat
was that termthe versos used to describe it? Wall paper: an endl ess repeating
pattern of identical lives. If men and wonmen could no | onger select the
technol ogi es that would frame their lives, the Archipelago mght remain a
wondr ous, dazzling place to live but it would never change. No man like Qing
woul d ever exist again because no place |like Raven's country could exist.
Nei t her woul d there be drunmers, nor the slow neasured beat of lives lived in
the dreamtime of Cceanus.

"I think it's about to go off," Enblaze said, pointing.
They turned to | ook; the black cloud was beginning to glow an electric blue. A
faint hissing sound reached livia's ears in the eerie post-battle silence.

"You' d better be going," said Choronzon. "I'll deal with whatever cones out of
t hat expl osion."

Livia was no longer listening. She | ooked around at the others: Enblaze and
her lads, Qingi, Doran Morss, and the haggard, shattered Sophia. She turned
to gaze across the skyline of Barrastea, and thought of the strange tw st of
fate that had nade her the Ariadne to Westerhaven's | ost people. It was a fate
she woul d never have chosen for herself, but it was a fate she could no | onger
avoi d or deny.

There was only one place left where the tech | ocks m ght be preserved. It was

the one place she nost feared to go. livia still had the little inscape
janm ng device in her pocket. She drew it out now and stared at it. "Doran,
what will get copied by the eschatus machi ne?" she nurnured. "Just mnds? O

i npl ants and their contents, too?"
"What ?" said Choronzon

"Everything," said Doran. "A data nap of all objects and persons within the
bl ast radius."

She couldn't hel p but meet Choronzon's eye. He appeared puzzled for a second,
and then as the light of understanding dawned in his eyes Livia yelled to her
| ads, ' Take hi m down!"

Then she turned and sprinted up the street She had no chance to gl ance back to
see if Peasebl ossom dropped Ci cada and tackled the self-styled god; nor to see
the expression on Qingi's face as he yelled and bel atedly pursued her. Livia
clipped the inscape jamer to her ear wi thout pausing; she kept her eyes fixed



on the crowd, above which a blue sun was rising and eating away the whol e
worl d, even the ground itself as she hit the edge of the throng and pushed her
way in —

The concussion knocked themto their knees, all save Choronzon who stood
upright, a black knifelike shadow scoring back a dozen meters behind him A
wal | of flane reared up along the perineter of the park. Sophia Eckhardt

wat ched in horror, knowing that it was men and wonen feeding that fire. Qing
ran into the hol ocaust and di sappeared, and Livia's creatures —Pease-bl ossom
and Enbl aze —foll owed hi m

The fire licked up once or twice nore and died, and the bright light fromthe
center of the park went out. Sophia blinked away afterinages and stared.

Where two million people had stood, the ground was bare and bl ack —nore than
that, the very soil was stripped away, revealing the glossy skin of the
coronal . There was nothing there at all, except at the very edge of the

circle, where blackened bodies lay piled, and at the very center, where a
si ngl e i ncandescent human form danced.

Choronzon ki cked away G cada, who had kept himfromleaping into the air for
the crucial seconds it had taken Livia Kodaly to run into the hol ocaust. Now
he rose into the sky, cursing.

The distant figure stopped dancing. It was hard to tell, but it mght have
been | ooking in their direction. Suddenly it junped up for all the world Iike
a diver, and with a bright flash a circul ar piece of coronal skin inploded
below it. It shot through the opening and di sappeared as a vortex of wi nd
formed above the hole.

Choronzon flew after it, disappearing through what turned out to be a hole
straight through the coronal into space. Hours later he returned, as people
began energing fromtheir homes to neet the anecliptic bots that now patrolled
the streets. He came enpty-handed. Thirty-three forty had escaped.

25
"It's here," said Ccada. "Just keep wal king, you're there now "

"Thanks." Doran Mrrss shook hands with the Al. Ci cada wal ked away whistling.
He wore workman's cl othes today and had a five-o0'clock shadow. Doran shook his
head. Was Livia Kodaly's former agent sentient now? It was inmpossible to know
—but he and Peasebl ossom had nade |ives for thensel ves. They seened content.

Dor an wal ked between the pair of hedges G cada had brought himto. Here the
Kodaly estate began. He realized w thout surprise that he had crossed these
grounds several tines over the past few days. Like so many places in Teven,
t he chambers of the Kodaly famly were both private and public —w de open to
any visitor, yet opaque to any investigation. Pilgrins had begun to conme here

fromall over the Archipelago, hoping to sonehow touch the real life of Livia.
In her sim Doran had | earned she was a mnor |egend in Wsterhaven. Now, she
was a figure of nyth throughout the Archipelago. So it was fitting that, |ike

her, even the Kodaly estate itself faded away fromthose trying to reach it.
Doran coul d have spent weeks walking in circles without ever being let in. He
was grateful entry had been as easy as it seemed to have been

In sone sense, the estate had always been like this. Even the architecture
played with ideas of identity: many buildings in this vicinity had been
constructed without walls or roofs, while tapestries of ivy and soaring

mul ticol ored sails made of tough tenting cast new definitions of in and out in



t he gardens thensel ves. At some point you just gave over to it and stopped
trying to define where you were.

Maybe he'd have found the place hinself if he'd ever learned to stop | ooking.

Now t hat he was here, he had no trouble finding Livia's parents in a
green-wal | ed bower deep within the estate. They were sipping tea at a
wrought -iron table. Bees hunmed around the narnal ade. The two el ders of the
Kodaly clan smiled in recognition as Doran approached, and Livia's father
stood to sumon up anot her chair.

"How are you, M. Mrss?" Livia' s nother poured himsomething hot in a fine
china cup. He took it, noting the cadences of her accent, the unique
patterning on the china. "I"'mwell, thanks," he said. This was no sim nor any
narrative.

"What news of your world?" M. Kodaly asked.

"It's hard to be sure of anything these days," he said ruefully. "The
anecliptics are trying to break up 3340 by garbling all |ong-range

conmuni cations. It seems to be working; | think the Book is |osing ground. O
course, 3340 has a body now, and defeating that is proving to be a bit nore of
a problem Not that | care; since the annies and the Government are totally
tied up battling 3340, there's a power vacuumin the Archipelago. |'ve been

t aki ng advantage of that to ... pursue a new |line of work."

M. Kodaly did not ask what that work was. "Does Teven Coronal play sone part
in your plans, M. Mrss?"

"It has to do with the tech | ocks," he said.

"But the tech | ocks were destroyed,"” said M. Kodaly with a cryptic snile

There was a brief pause. Faint city sounds infiltrated the little bower,
gentle rem nders of the bustle and liveliness available just a few paths away.
The norning sunlight was slanting farther toward vertical, but neither of the
Kodal ys seened inclined to pick up the thread of the conversation.

Finally Doran said, "I've been doing a little touring around since | got here.
It looks like you've fully restored Barrastea. The nuseum s reopened. As an
outsider | can't say, but it |ooks |like Westerhaven is back to the way it
was. "

M. Kodaly smiled wyly. "Ch, no, it'll never be that. W' ve had our balloon
punctured, M. Mrss. Al manner of strange outside influences are pouring
into Teven these days. And anyway, this," he gestured around hinself, "isn't

West er haven. Westerhaven was a particul ar performance we put on, with

oursel ves as the audi ence. Nowadays we're being asked to performit for
tourists fromthe Archipelago. That's a totally different thing. No ... " He
peered away down a corridor of vine-topped trestles. "W haven't given a nane
to this manifold yet. W nay never get around to it."

Doran narrowed his eyes skeptically. "I know you tell everyone that you're not
using tech | ocks here. But | visited Raven's people yesterday. They have no
aircars, no |ong-distance communications ... It sure | ooks like the |ocks are

wor ki ng there."

M. Kodaly shrugged. "The locks are an idea first, a technol ogy second. W
don't need the machinery to live much the way we once did. W only need
conmitrment. In some ways that's better, isn't it?"



Dor an sat back, nusing. "Maybe. And yet the locks do exist In fact —here, |et
me show you." He | eaned forward and gestured open an inscape wi ndow. Wthin

t hat wi ndow shone a seem ngly endl ess ocean of flickering |ines and | abel ed
boxes —an abstract mael strom of information. They all gazed into it for a
second, then Doran dismissed it.

"I thought | mght need sonething to nmove the conversation along," said Doran
"So | brought the status interface for the locks with me. Yes, | cany a copy
of the interface wherever | go these days. Can you guess where | found it?"
They sat attentively. Neither said anything. "Up until last year," continued
Doran, "the only person in any world who had access to that interface —or
even knew it existed —was Maren Ellis. She'd appropriated all the manifolds
utilities for herself. But with this | can nmonitor the health of the system
O communicate with an active, |ocal instance of the locks. Wiich | did this
nmorni ng. The | ocks are running right now," he said. "They are all around us,
even in this garden. So you see you don't have to give ne the official line. |
know the truth."”

Doran realized suddenly that M. Kodaly was no | onger represented by an ani na:
it was the real man sitting across fromhim his features rendered a bit
abstract by the play of dappled |leaf-light across his brow. He seened to be
sm ling.

"So what is it that you' ve conme here to do?" asked Livia's father

"I"'mmerely continuing ny work." Doran stood up and restlessly paced over to
the cl ose-clipped hedges. "Ever heard the term'open-source governnent'?
That's what we have in the Archipel ago. The Governnment and votes are open to
anyone to exam ne and tinker with, they're totally under our control. | used
to think that the kind of freedomthey gave us was enough —and | used to

bl ame the post-humans for the dissatisfaction with the status quo that, well,
we all felt on sone level. But it wasn't transcendence of the human condition
that people were longing for. It was sonething el se, sonething that the tech
| ocks make possible."

"Not open-source governnent," said Ms. Kodaly. "But open-source reality?"
He stared at her. She smiled and patted her nmouth nodestly with a napkin.
"Because technol ogies are control systens," she said. "They dictate your
reality. Really, M. Mrss, we've known this for hundreds of years."

Doran returned and sat down. "How did you do it?

Choronzon swore he woul d destroy the | ocks, and he did, didn't he? I was here,
| saw it done."

"Yes," said Ms. Kodaly blandly. She picked up her tea and sipped it, staring
of f through the hunm ng air of summer.

Doran pressed on. "So we must assume that someone escaped with the | ocks
technol ogy before he arrived, and returned with it once he was gone."

"That sounds reasonable,” said M. Kodaly.
"Funny thing," said Doran

The silence stretched. Finally, Ms. Kodaly said, "Wat do you nean?"



"Funny thing," he repeated. "Because we know that didn't happen. Once the
anni es knew 3340 was using Teven, they | ocked down the entire Lethe Nebul a.
Nobody got out while Choronzon was here. So the tech |ocks couldn't have
survived. "

n O,]?n

"And yet," continued Doran, "lately, all over the Archipelago, little pockets
of ... 1 don't know what to call them —super sins? Autononbus zones? ..

Mani fol ds? Call them mani fol ds, though they're much nore open than the ones
you had here —well, little pockets keep poppi ng up. Somebody's distributing
the tech | ocks throughout the Archipelago, they slip past even the best
firewalls the annies can come up with. | found ny copy on Mercury. And the
really funny thing —the truly hilarious, gut-bustingly hysterical thing is,
that they only appear in areas where 3340 has taken control."

Now t hey were watching himclosely. They knew sonethi ng, he was sure of it.
"I"ve been traveling around the Archipelago trying to figure out what's going
on," said Doran. "It may not please you to hear me speak of your daughter

" They waited politely. "But then, you have your animas to intercede for you
if you beconme upset by what |'m about to say."

Nei t her spoke. Doran shrugged and said, "Livia Kodaly was one of those copied
into the eschatus machi ne; we know that. A version of her mind exists inside
3340's new body, along with two million others. But while they' re all working
hard to create the mnd of 3340, is it possible that Livia has another

pur pose?

"She can't be rooted out; nmaybe she hides fromthe rest of the true believers
who make up 3340's nmind, | don't know. But what | do know is that every now
and then, when 3340 |lets down his guard, Livia Kodaly finds a way to slip a
copy of the tech locks out into the real world."

Ms. Kodaly smiled down at her hands.

"But 3340 was never here," said Doran. "The enbodi ed version Livia joined fled
i mediately after it was born. And the armies have sworn not to allow the tech
| ocks to spread through inscape by any ordinary neans. After all, the | ocks

| et anybody opt out of the arm es' version of the Archipel ago.™

"Perhaps they haven't been able to stop the spread,"” said M. Kodaly.

"Well, yes they have —up until now Cracks are just starting to appear in the
annies' firewalls. | had the devil of a tine smuggling ny owmn copy of the
| ocks back here. | thought that 1'd be the first one to return here with them

But they're already here.
"So how did the tech | ocks return to Teven?"

There. He'd asked the question he'd cone to ask, and Livia Kodaly's parents
were not of fended nor alarmed, indifferent nor suspicious. To his surprise, in
fact, the Ko-dalys were both smling at him He sat back, puzzled, and waited.

M. Kodaly glanced at his wi fe. She shrugged. He | eaned forward. "Have you
heard anything of the warrior of Raven, this man Qi ngi ?"

Doran sat up straight. "He vanished. The last | saw, he was chasing Livia into
the eschatus machine's blast radius. | don't think he made it before it went
off. So the residual effects of the blast would have killed himinstantly."



M. Kodaly nodded. "Sone people say they saw Qingi wal k out of the blast area
afterwards. Carrying soneone."

The sunlight, buzzing insects, the tea all seemed unreal suddenly. "She's
alive," murnured Doran.

Livia's father shook his head. "Alive? Be careful how you use such words here.
W are within the manifolds, M. Mrss. You night nmeet our daughter anywhere —
wal ki ng on the street, even. But how could you be sure it was really her? How
can you know it of any of us? W |ove nmasks, after all." This |ast statenent
was made by an anima; the real Jason Kodaly had retired into sone

sub-rmani fold. Monments later, his wife did the sane.

Doran sat with the two animas, swirling his tea and scow ing. Had Livia becone
like the Kodaly estate? —a mirage to be chased, never found? Was she really
here sonewhere, alive and happy, perhaps no nore than ten neters away?

He sl ammed the cup down and stal ked away fromthe table.

Yet, when Doran cane to the edge of the estate, he found himself reluctant to
step beyond it. The boundary was invisible, of course; indeterm nate, even. He
knew that if he wal ked past the corner where he now stood and | ost hinself in
the crowd, Livia's honme would evaporate behind him and he was half certain he
woul d never find it again.

He turned and slowy strolled back the way he'd come. Each shaded bower and
stone cottage he passed could contain anything or anyone; the whole
Archi pel ago was |layered in illusion, yet here it seenmed he was nore aware than
ever of invisible lives lived just out of reach. That covered wal kway there
m ght contain arncthairs and tables invisible to him where patriarchs of the
Kodal ys ol der than Livia's parents still sat. Conversations m ght be going on
all around him all infinitely renoved. Yet the inpression was not of people
hiding; it was nore that in this place, tine did not nove inexorably forward,
but layered its nonents one on top of the other. If you knew how, you could
tunnel through the layers and find the nmonent you needed —the pi pe snoke
still swirling, the laughter of |ost decades still echoing.

H s anger dissolved as he wal ked t hrough sun and shade. And perhaps this was
the condition that a particular manifold had set for him that he should never
be able to find Livia while driven by anger. For as he strolled, hands in
pockets, admiring the stonework, he glanced up at random and found hinsel f

| ooki ng straight at her

Li via Kodaly was wal ki ng, head down, arms crossed, along a flagstone path. She
| ooked over as he approached, and sniled.

Doran's inscape interface couldn't tell himif this was a real person, an

ani ma, or an agent. Something was spoofing her identity. So he stopped severa
nmeters away fromher, his own arns crossed, and grimaced in frustration
"Hiding in plain sight again, | see."

She | aughed. "Still demanding definite answers, | see. How are you, Doran?"

He stuck out his hand to shake, but she opened her arms and hugged hi m
What ever her state of being, she felt real just now Wen they di sengaged he
st epped back, unsure of hinself now that he was here.

A thousand questions crowded: Had she survived the eschatus machi ne, being on
the edge of the blast radius? Was the warrior Qingi alive as well? And nost
of all, was she behind the strange appearance of manifolds across the



Ar chi pel ago?

"How are you?" she asked.

He opened his nmouth and closed it again. "I ... | don't know, " he said
surprised at his own honesty. "I showed the worst side of myself when I was
here last. The cowardly side. Since then ... |I've become a snuggler, did you
know that? 1'm hel ping distribute tech | ock technol ogy throughout the sol ar
system " He grinned at her. "You never knew, but | fell in love with

West erhaven when | visited the Life of Livia." | fell in love with you. "So
I"'mtrying to make places like it in the Archipel ago. Manifolds. |'ve becone a

hero to the versos. And the versos are becom ng sonething new. They're |ike
t he seeds around whi ch new val ues are crystalizing —"

"Founder s?" she asked.

"Yes! |'ve given ny Scotland to sone of them you should see the manifold
they're crafting there, Livia. Hard lives they're trying to | ead —but
theirs’

"And what's yours, Doran?" she asked as she began strolling again. "Wat do
you own?"
"Shane," he said. "And determ nation. But | guess those have been what drove
me all along."

They wal ked together, she did not vanish in the sunlight "Your vote is riding
hi gh these days," he said after a while. "She represents the new manifol ds and
her constituency is huge. And there are wars going on, Livia, between the
annies and the followers of the Book ... " He shook his head. "But you don't
care, do you? You' ve been hiding here in your garden, and you don't care what
happens to the rest of the world."

"That's not true," she murmured. "The Governnment hired nme to be a baseline,
renenmber? It's just that 1'mnot the baseline for the Government's reality

anynore. Nor am | for crippleview |'ve becone a goal for people |like you who
are trying to find their way out of the one-sided reality of the Archipel ago.
Naturally you can't see ne as long as you still live inside that view"
She smled. "I'ma founder now, Doran, and my manifold is vast You just

haven't found your way there yet."

Desperately, he said, "But aren't you really here? Can't | see you? | cane al
this way just to see you."

"To see who, exactly?" she asked. "The Livia of me Life of Livia? The hero of
the far side accident? The guide who |l ed the peers out of fallen Wsterhaven?
The rescuer, who returned to chase the villains out of Teven? O is it Alison
Haver you're |ooking for?" She shook her head. "I could have stood back and

| et you neet one of those; but then you wouldn't have found ne."

"And is this the real you? O just another nmask?"

Sadly, she turned away. "You haven't understood the first thing about
mani f ol ds, have you? It's not me who's put the mask on ny face. It's you."

For a while Doran wal ked with her, confused and wondering. Finally she | ooked
back, and her expression softened a bit "Let ne teD you a story," she said.
"You won't find this one in the Life of Livia. Nobody's ever heard it before.



"What have | had that's truly mne? Wat was it that / wanted? In ny old life,
here, | was unhappy with the peers, and Aaron's radical pronouncenents rang a
false note with me, too. | didn't have the words to explain ny feelings to
nmysel f or anybody el se, then. But you could see it all around you, in the
peers fighting duels over fine points of aesthetics, or planning grand cities
and works to renew Westerhaven when and if they cane to power. They fought
over a mllion different issues, but it always came down to one thing: How
could we find a bal ance between our own uni queness and our place in the world?
Should we try to liberate ourselves fromthe constraints that the world and

t he previous generation had placed on us —and nmaybe abandon reality entirely
—or should we throw away our creative souls and conserve the world that was?
West er haven was al ways in a tug-of-war between those two poles, the libera
and the conservati ve.

"Well, before the invasion —in fact, just days before | nmet with Lucius and
he took ne to Raven's country —I took an aircar up in the night. Nobody saw
nme | eave Bar-rastea; even ny agents were asleep. | touched down ever so gently

on the edge of a forest and left the aircar. The trees nade a canopy of
conpl ete black overhead so | navigated entirely by inscape, walking into a
wood al one, at night, far fromfamly and friends.

"And as | wal ked |I began to sing, and as | sang a different world opened

before nme. | had cone to the nmanifold of the drummers —the manifold | had
hel ped to save a few weeks before. Wien | energed fromthe trees it was to see
their towers still standing in the glow of the coronal's arch. Faintly, |

could hear a single drumbeating in the distance. It was very cold, the ground
| eeched all heat fromyour feet as you stepped through the spongy, wet grass.
But | knew where | was going.

"Doran, nothing in the Life of Livia could hint at the feelings of freedom and
fear | felt there, alone, breaking into a place that was currently guarded by
the peers in daylight. My heart was pounding as | found the tower and wal ked
up its steps in conplete darkness.

"I replaced the water-worn drumof the last drunmer with a newone |'d
brought. Keeping the Drunmers' manifold alive for another nonth or two was

that sinmple. | secured the new drum and checked that the rains had topped up
the cistern that dripped onto the skin. Then | wal ked back out again. It
wasn't until | reached the outside that | paused for a minute to listen

"Each drunbeat sounded clear and distinct. Each one rolled out into the night,
reachi ng nobody's ears, but real nonetheless. It was a trenble of air, nothing
nore, yet in that trenble the drummers lived. In that trenble of air was
somet hi ng not of Westerhaven, not preserved by your Governnent or to be found
in the narratives. Call it the Song of Oreteotl, if you wish. It remained in
my ears as | stole back through the forest and returned in secret to ny hone."

She smled at his astonished expression. "At the time | didn't know why | did
it It was one of those actions that you can't reconcile with the person you
think you are. But now | understand. | was honoring the existence and dignity
of a reality independent of my own.

"If you want to understand any of the decisions |'ve nmade, you have to start
there."”

Suddenly she | aughed. "Don't | ook so serious, Doran. |'ve got everything
wanted. | have ny nmusic and the people | love around me. |I'mpart of a
Society. I"'ma part of ny world, I'mnot struggling against it the way you

have your whole life."



He winced. But it was a fair comment. After a while he asked, "So what happens
now? Do you vani sh back into the manifol ds agai n?"

She shook her head. "You vani sh. But hopefully not forever. |I'mglad you cane
to find me, Doran. Perhaps we'll neet again. For now, all | can offer you is
nmy thanks for being ny friend. The best way | knowto do that is in nmusic."

Livia grinned, and wal ki ng backward in front of him she began to sing. She
sang about youth and age, and the turn of the seasons. It was a song about

change and acceptance, and the small hunman things that nade up a day, or a
life.

Livia sang; and as she sang she began to fade; and as she faded into the
bright air, the song faded with her. In nonments she was gone, |eaving him
alone with the whirring of the bees.

Dor an shook his head and wal ked away. At first he felt only frustration. Was
she alive or wasn't she? Had he just met some clever anima running on after
its owner's death? O did the real Livia still walk somewhere, perhaps not in
this garden or even on this work! —but sonewhere?

When the answer came to him it did so suddenly and with such force that he

| aughed in surprise. She'd said she had | earned to honor the existence and
dignity of a reality independent of her own. But how did you do that? Maybe
the key was to refrain fromtrying to slot everything into your own
categories, the way Choronzon and the annies did. Alive by Doran's definition
dead by his definition —could it be that Livia was neither of those things?
He knew that she had opted out of the annies' version of reality. WAas it so
hard to accept that his own categories no |onger applied to her either?

He wal ked on, strangely content. Ever since he had first encountered the masks
and mani fol ds of Wester-haven in the Life of Livia, he had wondered why they
seened so fanmiliar and yet so different fromthe views of the narratives. Now
he finally understood. In this strange new world he was just beginning to

di scover, you did not bring reality to you. You went to it.

There was a way for himto nmeet Livia Kodaly again, if he w shed to.
Al he would have to do was change
Epi | ogue

Aaron Varese stood on a stone veranda | ooking out over his estate. He was
si pping a cup of coffee, feeling tired but, for the noment, satisfied.

It had taken nmonths of effort, but things were stabilizing. Hs world no

| onger changed daily. For a while after the Ascension of 3340, buildings,
trees, people —all had shifted moment by nonent. He'd thought he was going to
go mad, and maybe he woul d have —if not for the Book

He gl anced back at the table where it rested, just a slight flutter of anxiety
conpelling himto nmake sure it was still there. In those first days, he'd
clung to it like a life raft. He had al ways been good at using it, but he'd
needed all his skills to ride out and eventually halt the mad chaos of inmages
and nenories that inscape had thrown at him For weeks, he'd focused on
not hi ng el se, done nothing el se but use the Book. And gradually, the nmadness
had abat ed.

He could wal k his virtual gardens in peace this evening, because he had spent
the day masterfully using the Book. It didn't matter that he didn't understand



the nowlimted tabl eaux that came to him or what his actions neant; what
mattered was that they no | onger took up every waki ng nonent.

He had time now for peace —and nel ancholy. For while his estate was now
stable around him it was also a rem nder of everything he'd given up

"There you are!" Esther ran out and threw her arnms around him He hugged her
fiercely. "I can't believe you're still real,"” she murmured into his shoul der

"I am" he said. She was real —he was al nost sure of it. For nonths his only
conpani ons had been ani nas fromthe Westerhaven he'd once knew. Est her
Mannus' s had been anbng them They were nerely actors who drew himinto scenes
that he escaped only by using the Book. Once he had used it properly, the nen
and worren di ssolved along with the props and sets of the scenario.

A few days ago, Esther had remained after a scene ended. She seened as
surprised and suspicious at this turn of events as he was. Only as the days
passed, and they remained together, did they begin to wonder if the other was
nore than just an anina.

She was his reward —or he was hers. It didn't matter. What mattered was that
t he Book was nerci ful

As the light reddened and vani shed in a sinul ated sunset, he wal ked with her
t hrough scented grass and silence. He felt his heart swelling with sone
enotion —love? Gratitude? It was hard to separate feelings these days, when
you were required to ride an enotional roller coaster all day |ong. The
t hought made himsmile. "You're a refuge fromthe world," he said sincerely.

"And you," she said, sighing and shaking her head. "It wasn't nmeant to be this
way, was it?"

"This crazy? No ... | suppose the Ascended body is busy. Somewhere there're
peopl e assigned to be Eyes and Ears and so on. If things continue settling
down, we should be able to track one of them down and find out what's going on
in the outside world."

"I ... heard a runor today," she said. Laughing at his | ook of surprise, she
added, "Yeah, people have time for runors now "

He shook his head in wonder. "Wl| —what was it?"

"That we're not alone in here," she nurnured dramatically. "Us humans maki ng
up the kernel, that is. The rumor is, there's sonething else in here with us.
| talked to a role who clainmed to have seen it."

"Seen it? Seen what ?"

"A human figure, beckoning in the distance. Sonething from outside the Book
The runor is that somewhere there's an exit —a way out of the kernel, back to

the real world. And for those who are ready, a guide will appear to | ead them
back. "
Aaron turned away. He felt ill suddenly. In his few quiet nmoments, he'd had

his own doubts about his decision to join with 3340 —and he hated hinself for
it.

"This is our real world, Esther. This is what we chose." |It's too late to turn
back.



"l know, love." Her arns entw ned bis chest.

He relaxed a bit "It just infuriates me that people should continue to want
t he i nmpossi bl e, even now when we have everything we ever wanted."

"Think of it as an echo of the past,"”
and go and return. For a while. Only for a while ..

she whi spered. "Echoes go and return,

He cl osed bis eyes, letting his shoul ders slunp. She was right, of course. So
for a while he sinply let hinself stand there, eyes closed in her enbrace,

wi th warm sunset light on his face. She swayed slightly with him and he heard
a faint whisper of song. He knew the tune: what was it called again?

O night you were ny guide ..

It was something ancient. Ah, it would cone to himin a nmoment —or an
eternity. He had a thousand years to renenber, after all.

O night nmore loving than the rising sun.

He smled ruefully.

"That's ' The Dark Night of the Soul,'" he said suddenly.

"\What ?"

"That song you're humm ng."

She unwove herself and | ooked up at him puzzled. "I wasn't humm ng anything."

He stared at her. Wth a cold flush of adrenaline, he realized that the voice
he'd heard was not Esther's.

Sonewhere in the dimess under the trees that bordered the estate, soneone was
singing. The singer's voice swng up and down in cadences as serene as the
sunset, confident and seducti ve.

O night you were my guide

O night nmore loving than the rising sun

O night that joined the Iover to the bel oved one

Transform ng the beloved within the | oved one ..

"I know that voice," whispered Esther

He knew it too. But that was inpossible ..

"What did we do wong?" Esther whispered. Aaron shook his head. They'd

of fended t he Book, obviously —el se why should a new phantom i nvade their
hard-won noment of freedon? In the cal m happi ness of that distant voice, he
realized how nuch he feared the Book. It brought into sharp relief the fact

that he had been driven by nothing but fear for a very long tine.

Esther's fingers dug painfully into his skin. Then she let go, and began to
wal k toward the trees. After a nonent, Aaron foll owed

Step by reluctant step, they made their way under the boughs and toward the
enbrace of a long-lost friend, rival, a |l egend and worry whom nei ther had seen



since the world fractured. She said nothing, but smled as she continued to
sing. And to beckon.



