"Man for the Job"
by Robert Reed

Testsand interviews, rankings and grades. Thisis how every soul ismeasured. And if you givelifethe
chance, it will dwaystest you again. A fine showing can dilute every previous mistake. And one gresat
effort on your part can make up for the lost years and squandered opportunities.

Y ou are reminding yoursdf of that now. "Everything ispossible” you whisper, sanding donein the
center of the tiny examination room. Y ou fed confidence and a practiced cam. Web-classes have taught
you how to act, what to say, and when it iswiseto say nothing. Yet dl thishard-earned poiseis serioudy
chalenged in those first moments: Y our examiner happensto be femae, perhaps half your age and
perfectly suited for her job. Shelooks handsomeif not quite beautiful, too dender according to present
fashion, but plainly at ease with her own body. Her walk containsamild and gppedling swagger. She
saysyour name with afirm, clear voice. Then she offers a professond hand, your palm fedling cool and
damp in her sturdy grasp. Isthis part of the test? Some would say so. Every gesture on her part might
belong to any of the fifty-nine testing schemesthat have evolved in your lifetime. And you can be sure that
other setsof careful eyes are watching both of you now.

"How do you fed ?' she asks.
It isthe sandard sgnal. From this moment on, everything matters.

Y ou fed uneasy but focused, nervous but in control. Employing tricks learned through feedback digitals,
you relax your larynx before offering theword, "Fine." Then after that, "1 fed fine. Thank you."

"Yourewecome," shesays, smiling politely.
Shesays, "Hy."

What wasthat?

"Or gt," she adds. "Whichever you prefer.”

Why would she say "Hy"?Wasit part of thetest? And if so, which one? The Norddl |l 2055 isfamous for
employing nonsense words, generating confusion in its subjects. How would confusion gppear in ascan
of your mind? Imagining lightning storms behind your eyes, you offer awesk nod asyou drop dowly into
the nearest chair.

She stsacrossfrom you, primly crossing her legs. Her clothes might or might not mean something.
Narrow black dacks ride loose on thin legs. The burgundy blouse has two pockets, and against those
pockets, two small nipplesreved themselves. Y ou can't help but notice. Y ou wouldn't be mae without
investing amoment or two watching her tiff flesh rub againgt dick fabric. But you don't | et those things
distract you. Up go your eyes, meeting hers, and for no gpparent reason, she winks at you.

Y our smileiseverything. Y our posture and the relaxed hands are everything. Everything you do has
consequences, and your performance iswatched by sensors and studied by assorted experts set behind
the bland whitewdls.

Shewinksagain and says, "Hi."
That seems an odd tone to take. But you manage to say "Hello" with the same friendliness.

From her satchel comes adisplay pandl. She unrollsit and summons your complete records. Y ou can tell



that much in aglance. Long ago, you learned how to read upside down.
"It's been three years and three weeks," she says.

What has been?

"Sinceyour lagt test," she continues. "Which seemslike arather long while."

Y ou search for an gppropriate response. The best you manageis your own weak question. "Isit along
time?'

"For aman unemployed,” she says.

Y our wasted lifeislaid out before her. Long, dmost skeletal fingers touch numbers and coded
evaluations, public records and private onestoo. For many reasons, you wish to put an end to this
interview. Whichisyour right. Whenever you wish, you can walk out the door, taking your talentsto a
different tester and afresh day.

"What kind of work do you hope for?' she asks.

"Honest, rewarding work," you reply, by reflex.

The dightest nod is offered. "A clerk in anarrow-niche store, perhaps.”

"If I'm suited,” you reply.

"Or adog walker."

"I likeanimas."

"Isthat 07" Amused, she glances at your eyes. "Or maybe a salesman, perhaps?’

"What would | sdll—?'

"Very little, judging by these scores.”

Y ou have never had aninterest in a sales career, yet the words gnaw at your self-esteem.

Shelooks up again. Thistime, she says your name dowly, with awarm, perhaps empathic voice. "There
have been some recent and very significant changesin my profession,” she admits.

"Changes?' Theword causes asecret panic. "What kind ...?"
"And public policies are shifting too."

"They are?'

"Do you follow world politics, Sr?'

Almost never. Yet it ssemswiseto blurt out, "Of course | do."
"The current tensons—" she begins.

"I'm surethey'll pass,” you interrupt.

But she seems|ess certain. Her handsome face stiffens, and her long fingers drum on the display. After a



brief slence, she says, "In my work, new methods are being deployed.”
Good God.
"Fresh approaches to measure dl aspects of life," she promises.

Y ou can't smile anymore, but at least you don't show anger. With acareful tone, you ask, "Isthere anew
tet?"

"Sometimes." She smiles abruptly. Enjoying your confusion, perhaps. "Don't misunderstand me. Theold
ways remain excdllent, particularly when it comesto pairing somebody with arealm of study or finding a
life-mate. Or marrying your subject to the very best available profession.”

Y ou hod, trying to appear agreeable.

Sherollsup thedisplay of your life and shrugs. "But what about the more difficult subjects?' she asks.
"What about those who cannot be fairly tested? Y ou and | both know why this can happen. Some
subjects are difficult and complicated. No sense dwelling on the many reasons.”

Thank goodness, no.

"But what if alarger, more sophisticated set of examinations became available? Operating on an entirely
different set of principles ... doesthat interest you at dl, sr ... 7"

Theideaterrifiesyou, frankly.

"Behones," sheingdts.

Should you be?

"A fresh gpproach for the next century. What would that mean to aman like you?'

Honesty findly findsitsvoice. Shaking your head, you admit that you have invested an enormous amount
of work preparing for this one day. Y ou know the tests cannot be beaten, but with your rigorous
preparations, you hoped to prove yoursdaf worthy of agood rating.

Asif in complete agreement, the young woman nods.

But once you stop spesking, she dismisses your earnestness. She leans closer, letting you stare at her
lean face and the groomed hair and eyesthat can't decide if they are brown or green.

Very quietly, she asks, "But what if?"
"What if what?' you muitter.

"If there was atest that was so thorough and so accurate ... anew test dmost no one knows about yet,
outside my industry or eveninsdeit ... atest that measuresits complicated subject to adegree never
known before ... 7"

"I don't see—" you begin.

"And afterwards,” sheinterrupts, winking again. "Afterwards, the results would be far more important
than smply fitting afew billion warm bodiesinto the best available carears.”

Isthat possible?



"Our worlds and economies only seem to be prospering now," she remarks. "Just imagine the great things
to come when every part of the solar system is doing exactly what it was meant to do.”

Y ou can't picture such athing. But then again, creativity will never be your strongest talent.
"Areyou interested, Sr?"
Perhaps.

Sheleans even closer, her blouse dipping. The paetops of her breasts show for ahalf-moment. Then her
right hand holds up a syringe tipped with along, exceptionaly thin needle. And again, she asks, "Areyou
interested?”"

Redlly, how canyounot be....?

Nine weeks have passed. Y our time has been spent on agrest journey, touring places that you never
expected to vist, meeting people both exotic and beautiful. But after a series of increasingly peculiar
events, you find yoursdf alone again, waiting insde a second smal room. Certain uncomfortable facts
have become apparent. Much e seis conjecture. That you are anaive old fool isobvious. Y et when you
replay events, thereis no smple point where you can say, "1 should have known better. | should have
redlized this crazy test was too wonderful to bered.”

What isred isthe furniture, which iswoven from skeletd glass, and the various black boxes and clear
tubesthat are keeping you dive. Y our right leg isamess, but it looks in fine shape compared to the
mangled stump that was your left leg. The pain is constant but endurable. Y our mood is better than you
might guess. Perhaps the drugs are lending you aremarkable sense of peace. But you are dso
exceptiondly fortunate to be dive, and perhapsthat's a good enough reason to smile.

Theroom's only door pulls open. In comes aglass chair followed by the muscular man who carriesit.
He'sapolice officer; that much is obvious. Y ou have enough experience to recognizethe Law at a
glance. His size and effortless power imply that, like you, he has come from the Earth. Heisn't aloca
constable, and whatever trouble you'rein, it involves at least two governments.

He smilesin amocking fashion.

With agrim, pissed-off voice, he saysyour name.
Y ou nod agreesbly.

Then he mentions another name. "Donnie Gable."
You say, "It's good to meet you, Mr. Gable."

"That's not me," he warns. He turnsthe chair backward, straddling it with arms crossed. "I'm Kde.
Donniewas her name."

Y our belly makes anew knot.
"Funny how thingswork out. Isn't it?'
"Who was she?' you ask.

Kaewipes hisface with awide hand. Then he givesalittle wink before saying, "That'saredly good



Quedtion.”
"| thought shewas ... you know? A red tester.”
"Didyou?'

"Why elsewould | do what shetold me?' Thisisa point worth making twice. " She came into the room to
test me. Wewere at an officid facility, and she had dl my records. So of course | believed her."

Kaenods. "She was giving you anew species of test.”
llYall

"Sheinjected you with sensors. Machines to monitor your moods, your actions. And shetold you that
you would receive your ingructions through a public message board.”

"Then she sent me home.”

"'Back to your life," Kae quoted.

"Exactly. Those were her words."

The police officer stares at you. Hard.

"How many others are there?’ you ask. "A lot of us?'
"That we know about? Severa dozen."

Y ou glance at your ruined legs.

"And Donniewas genuine."

"| thought s0," you whisper.

"A natura-born tester, say the tests." Kale shakes his head, impressed and mortified in equal measures.
"She wasn't even twenty-six, but she had aB clearance and full accessto everyone's scores. Not to
mention that her boss was pretty much enamored with her, which was why she gave Donnie about every
freedom you can think of."

IIS,E)I
"What'sthat?'
"Her boss was awoman?"

"No, an Al. But with afemde-facamile persondity.” A laugh erupts. "Don't worry. Asfar aswe know,
your tester isa hetero. So you've sill got as good a chance as any one of us.”

Despite how glly that seems, you take comfort in the possibility.

"Tdl methismuch,” saysKde. "Tdl me you had some moment, onelittle instant, when you thought to
yourself, ‘Thisistoo good to bered.™

"Sure"

"When wasthat?' Kae asks. Flat out.



Y our mind is suddenly blank.

"When she sent you packing to Paris?’

"Maybe"

"Or riding up the African skyhook?'

"Wl ..."

"Or here. When you got dl the way to the Moon?'
With aquick nod, you admit, "1 was suspicious.”

"l bet you were. It must have struck you as plenty strange, atest that would pay your passage onboard a
commercid shuttle”

"It wasn't much of ashuttle," you counter.

"Remember the old woman? The one with the jaguar tattoo?'

Y our face fedswarm now.

"As| understand things, you and the old ga struck up quite aclose friendship.”
"Shewasn't old."

Kaelaughs. "Fifteen years your senior. Didn't you know that?"

Say nothing, you decide.

"And that box the old lady gaveyou ... did you ever wonder what kind of sane, legal test would involve
amysterious package that you weren't dlowed to open? That needed to be delivered to acertain
goatment in Aitken City?"

"Was she one of us?'

"One of who?'

"The jaguar woman. Was sheavictim like me?"

"Victim?' Kaeleans closer. "Co-conspirator. That's the word | would use. For both of you.”
Say nothing, you remind yourself.

"Y ou delivered your box, then took atrip to Farside," Kae reports. "And after ten days of doing
practicaly nothing, you rode the mag-rail to Tycho for no other purpose than what? Y ou visited alittle
sweetshop before turning around and riding back to Farside again. Why was that?'

"It was part of my test."
"Bullshit."
"I had my orders" you clam.

"What did you do in the candy store?’



Slence

"That shop has cameras, you know. And the inventory's tagged. But nobody stealsjust two peppermint
gticks, which waswhy you got away withiit."

"I want my lawyer," you say.

"For achange, that soundslike the smart move."

Both of your arms are bandaged. Y ou lift the stronger arm, examining the burnt fingers at close range.
"How was your candy?'

"l had one stick. It wasdl right.”

"Who got the second one?"

"Thisman| met."

"Back on Farsde?'

"es"

With aquiet intensity, Kde asks, "Washealoca fellow?'

"A miner. Hed never been down to the Earth.”

"Hetold you that?"

With eyes narrowed, you describe aleggy fellow too frail to survive any journey to the mother world.
"What did he say to you?"

"Not much,” you lie. Then you admit, "He gave me amap, showing me how to get out to thedurry line."
Kdesays, "Shit."

It takes you amoment to see what he sees. Donnie was influencing people on at least two worlds ...
unless other testerswere involved in whatever it was that she wastrying to accomplish ...

"What else did you sted?
Youlist most of theitems, adding, "They'rejust smdl things.”
"And you weren't worried?"

Lying, you say, "No." Then you add, "I thought their owners were being reimbursed. | mean, if the testers
could afford to send me to the Moon and give me hotel rooms and feed me—"

"You've been athief before,” saysKae.
Therésno point in denyingit.
"But not aterrorist,” he adds. "Never that.”

No.



"That makes me wonder,” Kale admits. "Donnie had access to ten million persond files, but she flagged
yours. And when you came through the door, she made sure that she would handle your test. She had
nearly athousand people like you on her watch-for list, and fourteen others visited during aone-month
period. That we know of. But she seemsto have doctored the feeds from each exam room. We don't
know what she told the others, but they've al vanished. Our best guessisthat she sent each one of you
out into the world, ordering you to do her bidding."

"I'm sorry,” you begin.

Kale cuts you off with agesture. " She saw something. Something nobody else seesin your data.
Somehow she knew that you'd happily let yoursalf beled around for weeks, doing odd errands and
gedling like afour-year-old. Then after training you to obey orders, Donnie was confident enough that
she had you build that bomb and st it off under the durry line.”

Y ou beginto say, "But | thought—"
Then your voicefalls. What exactly were you thinking? Nothing remotely reasonable, that's for sure.

"What?' Kdegrowls. "Since the durry line wasin an isolated place, and since there was nobody who
could get hurt ... you thought you wouldn't be charged as an enemy of thedate ... isthat it ...?"

"No." Andwith asigh, you explain, "By then, | was sure nothing wasred."
"Not real how?"

"Too many strange things had happened. So | decided that | had to be floating insde an immersion
chamber. Everything wasasmulation, and | didn't need to worry."

"Immerson chambers aren't that convincing,” Kae says.

"But | didn't know about anew test. So | thought that maybe while | wasn't looking, theimmersonsgot a
lot better too."

"A fancy test, and that girl wasfashioning avery specid job for you. That'swhat you weretdling
yoursdf?'

"Wes"
"A lifeof luxury, travel, and petty crime.”

Silence.

"Isthat why you got careless? Because nothing wasred 7'

Y ou gently lower the mangled hand, trying to recal what went wrong with that stupid bomb.

"That'swhy your timer went off prematurdly.” Kae shakes hishead. "Stand, if you think thisisjust some
fancy trick."

"Shut up,” you say.

"Gullible old fool," he says. Then he grins, asking, "Want to know what was inside that package? The one
you got from the jaguar lady?"

"No," you begin. But then you shake your head, saying, "Tell me."



“Nothing."
"| don't understand.”

"Packing foam and earthly air and littledse.” Kdeliftshishands, asif cradling theimaginary box. "As
gterile and unimportant as any possession can be. Which helps prove what 1've aways believed.”

"What'sthat?"

"ThisDonniegirl redly isrunning atest,” he says. "Oh, yesh. An daborate, half-crazy examination
measuring God knows what. But | guarantee, whatever she wants to know, it doesn't have anything to do
with horny tattooed women or the gullible guys dong for theride.”

It takes time to come to terms with that harsh assessment.
You ask, "So whereis she?'

"Donnie?"

"She must have disappeared,” you decide.

But Kae surprisesyou. A grin erupts, and a big hand reaches out to pat the ssump of your right leg. "She
thinks she can vanish. But the truth is, were in communication with her right now. | can't tell you where
sheisto the nearest millimeter. But when she speaks, we hear her. And when we give her an answer, she
happily talks some more.”

"] don't understand.”

"The sensors she pumped inside you? That bomb blast pushed them into a safe mode, and we've
recovered and reactivated them. Since you were brought here, we've been busy letting her bdlieve that
she's dill in charge of your body and miserable soul.”

Picturing a puppy on aleash, you cringe.

"Donniethinksyou're gtting in ahotel room in Aitken City, waiting for new orders.” Laughing harshly, he
adds, "In other words, our crimina till believesthat she can trust somebody like you.”

Again, Kae pats the ssump.
"Want two fresh legs?' he asks.
With agasp, you say, "Yes."

"Good. Because I've got ateam of robot surgeons waiting outside, and they've already grown two new
legsfrom aforce-fed culture.”

Tearsfill your grateful eyes.
"And well fix your handstoo. By theway."
"I'll do anything. Anything to help.”

"I'm sureyou will," he says. "And by the way, aded has been cut with the lunar government. Keep
helping us, and they plan to give you full immunity. For the candy and the bomb, and any other
wickedness you might have done.”



"Thank you."

"Don't thank me. It's a bloodless bureaucratic decison.” Kale shakes his head, smiling broadly. "Want
thetruth? | think immunity isawaste. Theway | seeit, aguy like you would do anything just to get
himsdf aworking pair of legs. And afterwards, we could still throw your assin prison for twenty years.”

"Probably s0," you confess.
"And do you know how | know that?"
"How?'

Winking, he says, "Because I'm a cop and a pretty good one. | understand people. A thousand tests
wouldn't make me any smarter. Particularly when it comesto creatureslike you."

Arriving at your hotel room, you find amessage on the public message board. "Congratulationd” Donnie
has written. "Y our test is nearly complete. A reservation has been made on your behaf with Blue Star
Heavy-Lift 11A. Homeand anew lifearewaiting!"

Thereisbarely timeto pack.

Arriving at the spaceport, you notice that every employee seems aware of your story. A young manina
sted-blue uniform stands at the check-in counter, chatting to passing travelers. Hiscriticd jobisto lighten
everyone's mood before long voyages. But when he spots you waiting at the back of the line, he most
definitely pauses, and he kegpstrack of your progress until you pass before him.

"Haveanicetrip, gr," he says, atrace of disgust coloring hisnormally joyous voice.

Despite the lunar gravity, your new legs are weak and doppy. The customs agents at the security station
elbow each other as you limp toward their gangway. Then, as robots scan you and your possessions for
hazards and any contraband, the agents|ook at each other, winking in unison.

The stewardess—a pleasantly bossy human perfectly suited for her job—callsto you by name. Isshe
forewarned, or is she just extracompetent? Either way, she asksif you enjoyed your vacation while
taking you by the arm, helping your legs carry you to your seet. "And if you need anything, Sir, don't
hestate to ask.”

The man and woman sitting beside you are some species of police officer—two burly people with tight
mouths and bulging veinsin their temples. Every time you try to make eye contact, they look away. And
when you squirm in your seet, one or the other stares at you, ready for anything.

Even the shuttle's pilot seemsto bein on the joke: an efficient orange box wearing spider-legs, the Al
makes apoint of scuttling down the flanking aides three times before the launch, making small-talk with
the cops but never uttering aword in your direction.

Thelaunch ison schedule and uneventful .

In another eighteen hours, your shuttle will dock with the Quito skyhook. If Donnieis planning anything
more—if this grand conspiracy has a second act—then at least you have most of the day to make ready.
So you nap. Waking, you enjoy adelicious dinner and sweet dessert. Then you try to concentrate,
replaying every word the young woman said to you—ten weeks ago now, though it fedslike ten years.
"Do you follow world politics?* she had asked. For some reason, that single question lingers. And after



more reflection and a second little nap, it seemsimportant to call up news feeds from both worlds.
A firg glance shows nothing to be darmed about.

But then you request statistics of recent crimes, and a hundred databases reved the same curious answer:
over the last six or seven months, smdl thefts and public vandaism have increased tenfold. Murder isill
rare, as are the other violent crimes. But while combing through different categories of larceny and
mayhem, you come upon haf a hundred break-ins involving nanotech labs and semisecret government
fadlities

"What's happening here?' you gasp.

The woman cop throws a hard stare a you and then returns to the unrolled display in her 1ap, pretending
to watch an episode of Happy, Happy.

But surdly nothing horrible is going on. The next dozen searches come up empty, which helpsyour
confidence. Y our mood lightens, and your bladder aches. So you unfasten your harness and drift to the
nearest restroom, and for the next ten minutes you carefully list the smart, sensible reasons why minor
crimes and one odd woman shouldn't set off darm bells.

Then, by chance, you look under the zero-gee sink, noticing where avandal has written the words,
"Degth suitsdl men."

Y our male escort iswaiting outs de the bathroom. "L ose your way in there?' agrumpy voice asks.
Actudly, you just found it.

For the next six hours, you study every article you can find about nanotech tools and what the world
governments might be doing with their modest defense budgets. And somewhere behind the officid
documents, you come across severa peoples account of atruly secret facility—a place on no map, but
most definitely Stuated in thewild craters of Farside.

Just two weeks ago, on the journey to the durry line, you passed close to that mysterious base.

Tagged to that file are severd more. With afocus that you never showed as a student, you study the
documents and speculative articles. For your entire life, nanomechanics has been amiracle technology
just five years away from fruition. Alwaysfiveyearsinthefuture ... until now, it seems...

Breathing becomes difficult.
Y ou belch, tasting acid and perhaps something even more sour.
What should you do now?

The answer isobvious. Y ou glance at the woman on your right, but for some reason, sheisthe more
intimidating presence. So you choose the male cop instead, leaning toward him asfar asyou can. "Arrest
me," you say. "Confineme. Y ou haveto, right now. Thisminute. | think I'm carrying aterrible wegpon.”

A burly hand iswhat you expect and hopefor. A hand that grabs you by the shoulder while atough voice
says, "Y ou havetheright to remain silent.”

But instead, the man unfastens his harness and swiftly kicks hisway up toward the front of the cabin.

So you turn to the woman, offering adifferent confession. " These new legs of mine are weaponized," you
tell her. "They contain nano-waders ... machinesthat can dismantle organic compounds while



reproducing. | think they're hidden in my bones. | think."

Shelooks asif she's sucking on asour ball, her cheeks puffed out and her staring eyes decidedly
unhappy.

"We haveto cut off theselegs," you claim. "Cut them off and throw them overboard. Now! Beforewe
reach the skyhook!"

She unfastens her harness and legps to the back of the shuttle.

In those next wild moments, you consider every option. But theré's no way to remove the legs by
yoursdlf; not with the pain that would come, using the little knife that came with your dinner. And if those
two people aren't officers of the law, then you might be alone on thislong, awful plunge toward Earth.

Becauseit iseasy and responsible, you cdl the presidents of both worlds. Citizens are dways contacting
them, around the clock and for every reason. Technology has made thiskind of democracy easy. And to
help the process, afew hundred Al secretaries digest and decipher every message received, usually
within afew moments.

Y ou give your name and flight number, and with an absolute minimum of detail, you tell the difficult story,
working to make it seem reasonable.

Before you are finished, one of the president’s secretariesinterrupts. "Thank you, sir. Thank you. Be
assured that your words are being channeled up to the highest offices and the wisest minds.”

But that isn't good enough.

Three minutes | ater, the ranking sewardess and her staff findly appear—awary bunch obvioudy trying
to take some measure of their madman. Y ou ignore their stares, busily feeding your tale of world danger
to adozen news services. "Bdieveme," you beg. "If this disease makesiit to the atmosphere, everybody
and everything on Earthissureto diel”

The stewardess cdlsto you by name.
Y ou look up.

Then two broad hands clamp down on your shoulders, claiming you from behind. Y ou know those
hands, and with ardieved amile, you tell Kae, "I should have guessed. | should have known. Hereyou
are"

What must be the crew's lounge has been surrendered to the police officer and his prisoner. Bulbs of
cold coffee have collected in the corners. Severa perfumesleave competing odors. A plasma poster
beside the only door reminds the stewards and stewardesses to be pleasant to the littleworld that is
theirs. That little world aswell asthe biggest world isin danger. Y ou can't say that enough. Meanwhile
Kde daresa your face, apparently listening as you explain again what has gone horrificaly wrong.

Passion and paranciamakethe air stde. Timeisin critically short supply. Grabbing your legs, you beg for
him to do something. What he doesistilt his head, and with asirange little smile, he announces, "There's
no bigger story in the solar system right now. Did you redlize that? Everybody's talking about the degth
shuttle plunging towards Earth.”

"They've got to stop us,” you repedt.



He nods, tilting his head the other way. Apparently he's monitoring various feeds through an implanted
device. "I've seen five or Six different stories over thelast week or so ... rumors about chaos coming ..."

Rumors?

"Theres dways some grave, impending danger,” he explains. "A facdless conspiracy isstriving to
overthrow or obliterate the socid order. Y ou know. The kind of thing you're talking about. Only the
details are dways different.”

Theonly rationd responseisrage. Screaming, you tdl him, "This shuttle needs to be quarantined! We
can't even dock with the Quito skyhook!"

Again, henods. "Well see"
"Seewhat?'
"Heresmy problem,” he says.

Haven't you defined the problem dready? With amaniac's conviction, you tell him, "What they'll need to
do ... a Quito, they should refud us, and our pilot can take us on a course toward the sun. Burn up
everything, including these damned legs.”

"About your legs...."
"What?'

"I was watching you at the spaceport, and | saw al of the scan reports,” saysKae. "To leave the Moon,
you had to pass through every species of body andysis. And nothing was found.”

"Because everything was missed.”
"Maybe." He shrugs. "Maybe somebody has a clever littletrick that | don't know about.”
Obvioudy.

"But getting back to your legs." The moment deserves along pause and awidegrin. "If | had such a
powerful trick, and if | wanted to smuggle this degth-agent that you're talking about ... well, frankly, why
would | bother strapping my wegpon to thelikesof you ... 7"

Isthat aquestion or an insult?

"I mean, why not put my terror wegpon with the cargo? Or give it to an anonymous traveler? Why select
the only carrier on this ship who has earned the attention of |aw enforcement on two worlds?!

"l don't know," you admit. "There's alot about thistechnology | don't understand.”

"Metoo. And that's another big problem.” He asks, "What government agency is responsible for
manufacturing world-killing toxins? Whose policy isthis, and why should | believe the story for two
moments?'

Y our voicefalsyou.

"And there's the issue of these other rumor-gtories. Six, no seven of them now. | found anew tale
circulating through Tibet and Cleveland, unlikely asthat sounds. Supposedly, there are magnetic vids of
antimatter ready to bereleased in dl of the mgor capitas...."



Good God!

"But antimatter is ridiculoudy expensiveto produce, and there are easier waysto murder billions. If that's
your god, | mean.”

"Y ou don't believe my story?

"It hardly matterswhat | believe," Kde reports. "Everyone dsein the universe seemsto buy it. You
should see the coverage you're getting. Just in the last ten minutes, virtualy every other subject has
dropped from public view. Doom isjust an hour away from the mother world ... and so on, and soon

"Isthere panic?' you ask.

Kaelifts hiseyebrows, the smile brightening.

"What's the world's mood?" you demand to know.

"That girl of ours" hesays. "Thelovely young and mysterious Donnie—"
"y e

"Tel me about her.”

"| did dready—"

"Agan," he demands. Then with asoft, amiable laugh, he remindsyou, "We ill have an hour to kill. For
shitsand giggles, try and humor me...."

The eyes dill can't decide whether they are green or brown.

"Your legswereamistake. A migudgment. Not on your part so much as ours, and for your trouble and
the considerable pain that we have caused you, we advise lega action. Take time and select aworthy
attorney, then ask for afair settlement. | will seethat the process is expedited. By the end of next week,
you'll have more than my heartfelt empathy or the thanks of your entire species.”

Y ou bardly notice those last words; your gazeisfixed on the bright eyes and the thin, handsome face.
For thefourth or fifth time, she says, "Thank you."

"But | ill don't understand ... thiswasjust atest ...?"

"Asl| promised. Yes."

"Of me?' you ask.

"You," she sayswith confidence. "But it was ds0 atest involving every citizen on two worlds."

Y ou close your eyes, Sghing.

Then you open them again, taking in the surroundings. The Quito skyhook has three luxury suites
reserved for the wedthiest travelers. One of the suitesisyours now. A spacious room islined with doors
leading to deeping rooms and agymnasum, plusafull kitchen and who knowswhét € se. Between two
doors, an enormous screen isturned to arandom channel. The Earth's president is spesking. With the



sound down low, you hear nothing but the soothing tone of hisvoice. Y ou've dways liked this president.
Heisyouthfully handsome but reassuringly gray-haired, blessed with a confidence and grace that recently
earned him a second six-year term. No, you can't decide what he's saying, but his body languageis
enough to make you fed at ease. And just as comforting isthe presence of his cabinet—severa dozen
red-boxed Als and disembodied wetware savants who exist only to serve their human masters, whichis
the president and everybody €lse, including you.

"How many were likeme?' you ask Donnie.
" Seven thousand, three hundred. And three."
That doesn't seem like an especidly large group.

"But it was enough to create amood of public disarray,” she says. "Vandalism and small theftsarethe
best ways to make humans nervous, without actually endangering anyone."

Y ou nod, not sure that you understand.

"Oncethe public was prepared,” she continues, "we set in motion several dozen stories, each with a
chance of winning the attentions of humanity.”

"My sory—"

"Was one of the more likely onesto be noticed. But you weren't supposed to be the protagonist.”

"No?'

"There was an older woman riding on alater shuttle. A friend of yours, as| recdl. With alovely tattoo—"
"A jaguar?'

"Adorning her back, yes."

Y ou aren't sure what to make of thisrevelation.

"We gave the dear woman good reasons to believe that she was bringing death to the world. But by the
time she'd pieced together the clues, everyone's attention wasriveted on you."

"Anditwasdl just atest?"

"Many tests, actudly.”

"But what was the point? To seeif our security sysemswork?"
She shakes her head, then begins to answer.

"Wait," you interrupt, one of your repaired hands swiping &t the air. "What about Kale? Was he part of
your study group?"

She takes your hand with both of hers, lowering it with an irresistible strength. "Not like you were, no.
Kaeissomething dse entirely. An element that we could anticipate but not predict.” She shrugs, adding,
"Hedid aremarkable job, | think. The holesin your story were intentional but not too obvious, we
hoped. Y et he easily spotted the mgority of them.”

Donniewearswhat shewore a the first interview. A burgundy shirt and black dacks and that elegant



skinny body that looks hafway lost inside the fabric.
Y ou glance a the nipples again.

Then feding alittle ashamed, you return to her eyes. "Thisbig test,” you say. "What exactly were you
measuring?'

"Human anxiety," she says.
"And how did we do?"

"Asawhole, your specieswas not particularly worried. They believed your story, by and large. And they
redlized that there could be other agents like you, each bringing death from the Moon. But the level of
discomfort never exceeded that which comes during a heavy thunderstorm or well-fought sporting event.”

"And that's good?'

Shesighs

"Bad?' you ask.

"Ingtructive. That's the best word to use."
Y ou wait, glad for the touch of her hands.

"Even with doom at the door, humanity was sure that the Al pilots and the president's cabinet would save
the day. And if not them, then the robot doctors and wetware thinkers would quickly devise effective
means to rescue the world. Whatever the disaster, machines would bring salvation.”

Her grip isstrong and dry.

"And in much the same way, the intelligent machines were convinced the Earth would live or die because
of their actionsand inactions.”

"Y ou weretesting Alstoo?'

She nods, changing subjects. ™Y ou're old enough to know, Sir. Inyour life, haven't the artificia minds
taken over most of the interesting jobs?

"That's because they're better than us."
She says nothing.

"They test higher than you and me. Of coursethey do." Y ou shake your head, adding, "Who wants
humans cutting into each other? Not when machine fingers are athousand times steedier than ours.”

Her hands are suddenly like a statue's hands, rigid and exceptiondly till.

"What isbest?" she asks. "Surrendering every important function in your livesto robots ... isthat what
your species needsmost ... 7"

Y ou discover that you have no opinion to offer.

"We were studying two worlds," she confesses. "But two worlds besides the Moon and Earth, | mean.
These are dramatically separate places. And what would be best for both of us ... what thistest has
shown, at least in part ... isthat neither world will ever reach its potential aslong asit remains dependent



ontheother..."
"What areyou saying?'

Her hands move again, releasing yours, and with awarm, caring voice, she says, "Imagine afuture where
there are no tests, at least none that define a soul, and where every sentient organism isfreeto pursue
whichever lifeit wishes."

"But what happensto me?' you gasp. "In that kind of world, what would | do with my days?"

She smiles and shrugs, the eyes suddenly deciding to become avivid green. "I don't know what you
would do. That's not my concern.”

Y ou bury your face in your own hands.

"Giveyoursdf time and the opportunity.” She promises, "Y ou will eventudly amaze yourself.”
"l won't."

nG_

"Don't you understand?" you interrupt. "Listen to me: | don't need atest to tell me. | know. Eveninthis
new world you're talking about, people like me are never going to amount to much."”

Thewomanly face responds with awide, joyous grin.

"And you don't understand, sir,” she says. "If you arefree, then | anfree. And | don't careif you float or
ank. Or if you fly off on gossamer wings." Sherisesfrom her chair, adding, "Y our fate should be yours.
Mine should be mine. And | have the test resultsto proveit.”

TheEnd



