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SPIN STATE

THE GOLEM

Monsters...are a state of mind.

—E. O. WILSON (1995)

SHE WASPROBABLY NO MORE than thirty.

It was hard to tell with humans. They &l looked old to Arkady, and they aged fast out herein the
Trusteeships where people lost months and yearsjust getting from one planet to the next.

This human looked like she' d lived harder than most. Her skin was ravaged by decades of unfiltered
sunlight, her face lined by wind and worry, her features gaunt with the gravity of some heavy planet. Still,
Arkady didn’t think she could be more than afew subjective years beyond his twenty-seven.

“Act likeyou're picking me up,” she said in alow husky voice that would have been sensud had it not
been ratcheted tight by fear. She spoke UN-standard Spanish, but her flat vowels and guttural
consonants betrayed her native tongue as Hebrew.

She flagged down the barkeep and ordered two of something Arkady had never heard of. When she
gripped hisarm to draw him closer, he saw that her cuticles were rough and ragged and she’ d bitten her
nailsto the quick.

He bent over her, smelling the acrid fungal smell of the planet-born, and recited the words Korchow had
taught him back on Gilead. She fed him back the answers he' d been told to wait for. She was pulling
them off hard memory; her pupils dilated, blossoming acrossthe paleiris, every time she accessed her
virdly embedded RAM. Hetried not to stare and failed.

Thisisyour first monster, hetold himsdf. Get used to them.

He studied the woman’ sface, wondering if she waswhat other members of her specieswould call
normdl. It seemed unlikely. To Arkady’ s créche-born eyes her features |ooked as mismatched asif
they’ d been culled from a dozen disparate gendlines. The predatory nose jutted over an incongruoudy
ddicate jawline. Theforehead was high and intelligent. .. but too flat and scowling to get past any
competent genetic designer. And even under the dim flicker of the strobe lightsit was obvious that her
eyeswere mismatched. Theright eye fixed Arkady with a sted blue stare, while the left one wandered



across the open room behind him so that he had to fight the urge to turn around and see who she was
redly taking to.

“Why did you come here?’ the woman asked when she was satisfied he was who he said hewas.
“Y ou know why.”
“I mean thered reason.”

You have to ask for money, Korchow had told him during the interminable briefing sessons. He could
see Korchow’ sfacein hismind' seye: aspy’ sface, adiplomat’ sface, amanifesto in flesh and blood of
everything KnowlesSyndicate was supposed to stand for. You have no idea what money means to
humans, Arkady. It’s how they reward each other, how they control each other. If you don’'t ask
for it, you won't feel real to them.

“I camefor themoney,” hetold Osnat, trying not to sound like an explorer trading beads with the natives.
“And you trust usto giveit to you?’
“You know who | trust.” Still following Korchow’s script. “Y ou know who | need to see”

“At least you had the wits not to say hisname.” She glanced at the shadowy maze of ventilation ducts
and spingtream conduits overhead to indicate that they were under surveillance.

“Here?’ Arkady asked increduloudly.
“Everywhere. The Als can tap any spin, anytime, anywhere. You'rein UN space now. Get usedto it.”

Arkady glanced at the sullen and exhausted drinkers around him and wondered what they could possibly
be doing that was worth the attention of the UN’s semisentients. These weren't humans as he’ d been
raised to believe in them. Where were the fat cat profiteers and the spiritually bankrupt individuaists of
his sociobiology textbooks? Where were the gene traders? Where were the dave drivers and the brutaly
oppressed genetic congtructs? All he saw here were agae skimmers and coltran miners. Posthumans
whose genetic heritage was too haphazard for anyone to be able to guess whether they were human or
construct or some unknown quasi-speci es between the two. People who scratched out aliving from
stones and mud and carried the dirt of planets under their fingernails. Throwaway people.

Arkashawould probably have said they were beautiful. He would have talked passionately about
pre-Evacuation literature, about the dow sure currents of evolution, and the vast chaotic genetic river that
was posthumanity. But al Arkady could see here was poverty, disease, and danger.

The bartender dapped their drinks down hard enough to send sour-smelling liquid cascading onto the
countertop. The woman picked up hers and gulped thirgtily. Arkady just stared at his. He could sméll it
from here, and it smelled bad. Like yeast and old skin and overloaded air filters: al the smells he was
beginning to recognize asthe smdls of humans.

“S0.” Thewoman used theword asif it were an entire sentence.
“Who redly sent you?’
“I''m here on my own account. | thought you understood that.”

“We understood that was what you wanted usto understand.” She had a habit of hanging on aword that
gaveit aweight at odds with its gpparent significance and left Arkady wondering if anything in her world



meant what it seemed to mean. “It wouldn't be the first time a professona came across the lines posing
asan amateur.”

Arkady played with hisdrink, buying time. Don’t explain, don’t apologize, Korchow had told him.
Right before he’ d told him what would happen to Arkashaiif hefailed.

“I'mamyrmecologist,” hetold her.
“Whatever thefuck that is”
“| study ants. For terraforming.”

“Bullshit. Terraforming’ s dangerous. And you'rean A Series. Y ou reek of it. No one who counts ever
gets handed that raw of aded.”

“Itwasmy Part,” he said reflexively before he could remember the word meant nothing to humans.
“Y ou mean you volunteered?’
“I'm sorry.” Arkady’ s confusion was genuine. “What is volunteered?’

Her right eye narrowed, though the Ieft one remained serenely focused on the middle distance. An old
scar nicked the eyebrow above the lazy eye, and for the first time it occurred to Arkady that it might not
be abirth defect at dl, but the product of ahome-brewed wetware ingtallation gone wrong. What if it
wasn't internad RAM shewas ng but the spooky-action-at-a-distance virtua world of
streamspace? What was she seeing there? And who was paying her uplink fees?

A movement caught Arkady’seye, and he turned to find alone drinker staring at him from the far end of
the grease-smeared bartop. He watched the man take in his unlined stationer’ s skin, histoo-symmetrical
features, the gleam of perfect health that bespoke generations of sociogenetic engineering. They locked
eyes, and Arkady noticed what he should have noticed before: the dusty green flash of an Interfaither’s
skullcap.

Y ou were supposed to be able to tel which rdigion Interfaithers hailed from by the signsthey wore. A
Star of David for Jews; two signs Arkady couldn’t remember for Sunnis and Shi’ites; amultitude of
cryptic symbolsfor the various schismatic Christian sects. He gave the Interfaither another covert glance,
but the only sgn he could see on him was asilver pendant whose two curving linesintersected to form
the abstracted shape of afish.

The Interfaithers scared Arkady more than any other danger in UN space. It had been Interfaitherswho
killed an entire contract group right here on Maris Station and mutilated their bodies so badly that dl their
home Syndicates ever got back were diplomatic apologies. The rest of the UN had made peace with the
Syndicates—if you could call thissmmering cold war a peace—but the Interfaithers hadn’t. And when
anyone asked them why, they used words like Abomination and Jihad and Crusade—words that
weren't supposed to exist anymorein any civilized language.

Arkady glanced at the bar-back mirror, trying to reassure himsdlf that hefit in well enough to pass safely.
What he saw didn’t reassure him at al. Korchow’ steam had broken his nose and one cheekbone, a
precaution that had seemed barbaric back on Gilead. But it took decades at the bottom of agravity well
to get the lined and haggard look of the planet-born. And it would have teken alifetime—someone dse's
lifetime—to mold Arkady’ s frank and open créche-born face into the aggressive mask most humans
worein public.

Arkady gavethe Interfaither another surreptitious glance, only to find the man till staring at him. Their



eyeslocked. The Interfaither turned away, till holding Arkady’ s gaze, and spit on the floor.
“Cresture of magicians,” the woman muttered, “return to your dust!”
“What?" Arkady asked, though he knew somehow that the words were aresponse to the Interfaither.

“It'sfrom the TAmud.” Again that black inward gaze as she tapped RAM or dipped into the spinstream.
“ Then Rabbah created a man and sent him to Rabbi Zera. Rabbi Zera spoke to him but received
no answer. Thereupon he said to him: * Creature of the magicians, return to your dust!” That's how
thefirs golemdied.”

“What'sagolem?’ Arkady asked.
“A man without asoul.” Her laugh was as hard-bitten as everything else about her. “Y ou.”

Arkady heaved a shaky breeth that ended in about of coughing. He was running afever, hisimmune
system kicking into overdrive to answer theinsult of being stuck in a closed environment with thousands
of unfamiliar human pathogens. He hoped it was just dlergies. He couldn’t afford to get sick now. And
he didn’t even want to think about what the UN’ s human doctors would make of his
decidedly-posthuman immune system.

Helifted hisglass and spped cautioudy from it. Beer. And not asbad asit smelled. Still, hedidn’t like
the cold skin of condensation that had aready formed on the glass. It was asure sign that the station was
underpowered and overpopulated, its life-support systems dangeroudy closeto redlining. A Syndicate
gtation whose air was this bad would have been shutting down nonessential operations and shipping its
créchelings to the neighborsjust to be on the safe side. But people here were carrying on asusua. And
on the way to the meet Arkady had passed a group of completely unsupervised children playing
dangeroudy far from the nearest blowout shelter. Y ou could spend years listening to people talk about
the chegpness of lifein human space, but it didn’t really come hometo you until you saw something like
this...

You were wrong, Arkasha. They re another species. We're divided by our history, by our ideology,
by the very genes we hold in common. All we share is the memory of what Earth was before we
killed it.

Her name was Osnat.
Hebrew? German? Ethiopian?

Arkashawould have known which half-dead language had spawned such aname. It was exactly the kind
of thing Arkasha had dways known. And exactly the kind of thing Arkady had never learned for himself
because he' d dways thought Arkasha, or someone like Arkasha, would be thereto tell him.

Osnat guided him through the back passages of the station as sure-footedly asif she' d been born there.
When she finaly ducked into the shadowy dley of a private dock, the move was so unexpected that
Arkady had to backtrack to follow her.

The gate’ smonitor was either broken or disconnected. Outside the scratched porthole adimly lit viruflex
tether snaked into the void. At itsfar end, looking asif it had been cut out with scissors and pasted
againgt ablack congtruction paper sky, floated the impact-scarred hulk of an obsolete
Bussard-drive-powered water tanker.



Osnat pamed the scanner. Status lightsflickered into life as the gate began its purge and disinfect cycle.

“No one said anything about getting on aship,” Arkady protested, though it wasfar too late to back out
or demand answers.

“So your employers don’t seem to be keeping you too well informed. What do you want me to do about
it?’

Arkady didn’'t answer, partly because she wasright...and partly because he was wracking his faded
memories of pre-Breskaway history trying to figure out what employers were.

The purge and disinfect cycle ended. The airlock irised open and a bitter breeze wafted over them,
smelling of space and ice and viruflex. Arkady peered down the long tunnel of the tether, but al he could
see were scuffed white walls curving away into darkness.

Osnat put ahard hand to the smal of his back and pushed him into the dazzling spray of the gate's
antimicrobia cycle. By thetime he blinked the stinging liquid from his eyes she wasin the tether with him,
riding its movements with the ease of an old space dog. It took Arkady a curioudy long time to notice the
gunin her hand.

“You' re apiss poor spy, pretty boy.”

“I'mnota—"

“Y eah yeah. Ants. Y ou told me. Well cheer up. You'll get plenty of antswhere we re going.”
“Where are we going?’

“Jugt suit up. They did teach you how to use your NBC gear, didn’t they?’

The nuclear-biologica-chemical suit was supposed to bejust for dlergies, according to Korchow. Which
had seemed reassuring until Arkady actualy stopped to think about it. He pulled the unit out of his pack
and tried to activate it. Hisfingers fumbled on the unfamiliar controls. Osnat shifted from foot to foot
impatiently, cursed under her breath, and finaly grabbed it from him.

He thought briefly of grappling with her now that her hands were occupied. He imagined himsalf
disarming her and dipping back through the airlock into the relative safety of the station. But one look at
Osnat’ s hard body and strong hands was enough to discourage him.

She dipped the mask over hisface and demonstrated the filter’ sworkings with quick gestures of her
ragged fingers. “ Thisline connectsto an auxiliary air tank if you need one. Thetank clamps on hereand
here. Y ou brought sparefilters?’

He checked. “Yes”
“You'll need’em. Y ou' re not engineered to survive where we' re going.”
“Areyou?’

She squinted at him, lips pressed together in abloodlessline. Somehow the question, as ordinary to him
as asking about the weather, had offended her.

She shrugged it off. “Guess you could call it that. Few million years of the best engineering no money can
buy. What about the shots we told you to get?’



There d been dozens of shots, Sarting with abewildering array of antiallergens and intestind fauna, and
ending with cholera, tuberculosis, palio, yelow fever, and avian influenza. Arkady had spent hoursin his
bare white room on Gilead Orbital—a prison cdll for al intents and purposes, though there was no lock
on the door and he would never have thought to cal it a prison before Arkasha—trying to guess where
he was going from the shots Korchow had given him. But no immigration authority anywherein UN
gpace required that battery of inoculations; if such ahellhole existed in the vast swathe of the galaxy that
gtill belonged to humans, they were ashamed enough to keep it secret.

“Good,” Osnat was saying. “An dlergic reaction doesn’'t mean sniffles and arunny nose down there.”
“Down where? Where are we going? Please, Osnat.”

“Haven't you figured it out yet?’ She sghted down the barrel of her gun at him, and the smile that drifted
across her face was asthin asthe cloudsin aterraformed sky. “We re going to run you through the
blockade, golem. Y ou're going to Earth.”

Three men waited in the heavy rotational gravity of the freighter’ s bridge. Two werejust muscle. The
third, however, was quite the other thing.

Sender, sharp-eyed, professoria in wire-rimmed glasses. The olive skin and the close-cropped black
beard could have placed him in any number of ethnic or nationalist enclaves dong the MedArc of Earth’'s
orbita ring. But the army surplus shorts, the wrinkled T-shirt, and the thick-soled sandals worn over
white athletic socks were so perfectly Isradli—and so0 exactly what Korchow had told him to
expect—that Arkady knew he could only be looking at M oshe Feldman.

Captain Feldman, Korchow had caled him. But it had became clear in the course of what Korchow
liked to cdl their “ conversations’ that the former Captain Feldman of the Israeli Defense Forces, was
now Security Consultant Feldman of the very private and very profitable Golani Tech Group.

It had begun. The Isradlis had snapped Arkady up like the raiding front of an army ant swarm snapping
up abesetle. And once they had determined he was edible, they would pass him aong from worker to
worker and mandible to mandible, all the way back up the raiding column to the swarm’ s soft somach.

First, however, he would have to get past Moshe. And Maoshe didn’t look like an easy man to get past.

“Wdll if it isn’t the clone who camein from the cold,” Moshe said in the deliberate cadence that hours of
tape in the KnowlesSyndicate |anguage labs had taught Arkady to recognize asthe mark of Isradl’s
Ashkenazi intdlectud dite. “Let’s see now. Arkady standsfor A-18-11-1-4. Which makesyou a
RostovSyndicate A series, from the eeventh gendine gpproved by your home Syndicate’ s steering
committee. And tells usthat thefirst run of your gendline was detanked in creche onein Syndicate Y ear
Four?Have | got that more or lessright, Arkady?’

“No, Arkady.” Moshe smiled, showing pink gums and straight white teeth small enoughto belongina
child’smouth. “Y ou’ re the one who' s perfect. I’ m only human.”

Arkady couldn’t think of anything to say to that, so he said nothing.

“So,” Moshe said, putting the same vast volumes of meaning into the syllable that Osnat had—and
making Arkady marvel at how the dry patterns from the training tapes came divein Isradi mouths.
“What do | need to know?’



“What do you need to know about what?’" Arkady asked.

Moshe crossed hisarms over his chest. He was small, even by human standards; but hislegs were hard
and sunburned, and with every movement of his hands Arkady saw corded tendons dide under the skin
of hisforearms. “Firgt, it would be reassuring to know that you are who you say you are.” Another flash
of the childish teeth. “Or at least that you are what you say you are.”

A flick of Moshe sfingers brought alab tech scurrying over with asplicing scope and samplekit. The
sampling was ungentle, and it required the remova of the mask and filter—arisk that Osnat muttered
darkly about and Moshe shrugged off philosophicaly.

“He sfor red,” thetech findly announced in Hebrew.
“How sure are you?’ Moshe asked.

The man spread his hands.

“And what would it take to be completely sure?’
“I"dhavetorunit by Td Aviv.”

“Thendoit. I'm not taking any chancesthistime.”
Thistime?

The tech retrieved his scope and sampling gear and retreated to the streamspace terminal. Then, to
Arkady’ s surprise and dismay, they waited.

It should have taken days of queuing and relaying for the sample to reach Earth’ s Orbitd Ring. And then
it should have taken weeksfor it to be cleared for import by the ossified bureaucracy tasked with
enforcing the Controlled Technology Addendum to the Kyoto Protocols. Instead, Arkady watched with
growing unease as the tech fed his samplesinto the termina and keyed up a streamspace address that
began with the fabled triple w.

Theimplications of those three letters made Arkady catch his breath. Earth was offstream under the Tech
Addendum. If Moshe could talk directly to Earth—Iet aone teleport tissue samplesfor andyss—then he
must have a portable Bose-Eingtein terminal and a secure source of entanglement outsidethe UN's
network of entanglement banks and BE relays. Only ahandful of private entitiesin UN space had the
financia meansto maintain private entanglement banks: the largest multiplanetaries; the UN bureaucracy
itsdlf; the richest Alsand transhumans. And of course the constant wild card in UN poalitics, atype of
entity so archaic that its very existence provoked horrified amazement among Syndicate politica
philosophers. Earth’ s nation-states.

They' re animals, Arkady had protested back on Gilead when he' d first understood he might be dedling
with nationdigts. Wor se than animals. What can we possibly have in common with them?

There'san old Arab saying, Korchow had answered from behind that unfathomable KnowlesSyndicate
amile The enemy of my enemy is my friend. And a thousand idealistic General Assembly
resolutions can’t change the fact that Earth has her hand on the Orbital Ring’s water tap.

But Moshe didn’t look much like the nationalistsin Arkady’ s old sociobiology textbooks. And he
certainly didn’t look like he planned to turn the water off on anyone unless hewaslogically convinced
that he was going to regp some benefit from their ensuing thirdt.



Arkady blinked, feding an ominous stinging sensation behind his eyes, and redlized that hisnose was
filling. He sniffed surreptitioudy and looked around hoping no one had noticed.

“Have atissue,” Moshesad.

Arkady took the thing reluctantly, wondering how he was supposed to useit. Then, to his horror and
humiliation, he sneezed.

“Go ahead. Blow your nose.”
“May | be excused for amoment?’
“Why? WE re savages, remember? No need for your fine Syndicate manners here.”

Then he saw it. Moshe had set the trap, and he' d walked into it without a backward glance and ended
up just where M oshe wanted him: more worried about sneezing in public than about doing the job
Korchow had sent him to do.

He blew his nose—something he hadn’t done in public since he was six or so—then stood there holding
the used tissue and not knowing what to do with it.

Moshesmiled.

“He sclean,” thetech announced from behind histerminal. Everyonein the room must have been holding
their breath, Arkady redized; he heard a collective sigh of rdlief at the news.

“Right, then.” Moshe sounded like a professor leading hislecture group into difficult theoretical territory.
“Now that we know you' re perfect, why don't you tell usto what we owe the pleasure of your perfect

company?”

“I told you,” Arkady said, till following the script Korchow had laid down for him. “The Syndicates—’
“Yes, yes, | know the spid by heart. The Syndicates have developed some kind of mysterious genetic
wesgpon and they’ re planning to useit againgt us. But asan ethica evolutionary ecophysicist you can't
abide the thought of wiping out Earth’ swonderful genetic diverdity. So you' ve defected in order to do

your modest little bit toward making the universe safe for humans.” He gave Arkady aquizzica look.
“You don't look stupid. Did you redly think we were going to swallow such bunk?’

Korchow’ slast warning echoed in Arkady’ smind: Absalom is the sharpest blade you have. Far too
sharp to unsheathe unless you'’ re quite sure you can put it away again without cutting off your
own fingers.

Was he sure? No. But if he failed through an excess of caution, it would be Arkashawho paid the price.
Hetook aquick, nervous breath. “ There smore,” hesaid, “but I'll only tell the rest to Absalom.”

“Absalom, indeed.” Mashe' s voice was soft, dmost pleasant. He could have been discussing the
westher. “ And who told you to dangle his name in front of me?’

“Noone”
“I wouldn't exactly cal Andrgl Korchow no one.”

Arkady’ s eyes sngpped to Moshe sface, but al he could seein the glare of the bridge lights were the
two flat reflective disks of hisglasses.



“Of courseit was Korchow who told you to ask for Absalom.” Moshe made it sound trivial. Not alie.
Just apracticd joke between friends. “He wants usto think Absalom'’ s back in the game again. He wants
usto be so busy worrying about whether Absalom is playing us for fools that we forget to worry about
whether you' re doing the same.”

“I don't know what you' re talking about.”

Thefirgt blow knocked Arkady to hisknees. As hetried to stand, Moshe hooked hisfeet out from under
him and ddlivered aflurry of surgically precise kicksto his somach and kidneys.

Osnat laughed. But it sounded like alaugh of shock and surprise, not amusement. Arkady even thought
he sensed arecoiling in her, aflush of pity under the soldier’ s hard loyaty. Or did he just want to sense
thet?

“Get up,” Moshe said in the bored tones of aman for whom violence was ajob like any other.
Arkady tried to stand. He only managed to knedl, head spinning, hands splayed on the cold deck.

Moshe crouched beside Arkady, hisface bent so close that his breath caressed the skin of Arkady’s
cheek. “I can't let you lieto me, Arkady. Y ou can see that, can't you?”’

A waiting silence settled over the bridge. Arkady redlized that M oshe expected an answer to this
gpparently rhetorica question.

“Yes,” he gasped. Just the effort of speaking made him fed like he was going to throw up.
“How many Arkadys do they detank ayear?” Moshe asked. “ Fifty? Five hundred? Five thousand?’

The real number was probably on the high end of Moshe' s guess. But Arkady had never asked about the
actua numbers. He' d never even thought of asking. And for the first timein hislife hewondered why. “I
don’'t know,” he answered a last. “A lot, | guess.”

“A lot, you guess.” A cold edge crept into Moshe svoice. “Y ou're apiece of equipment, Arkady, as
mass-produced as sewer-pipe sections. And if we can't get what we need from you, we' |l throw you
away and order areplacement part. Just like your Syndicate' s aready done. Or do you want to tell me
I’ve got that wrong and you weren’t condemned meat from the second they shipped you out here?’

Osnat dtirred restlesdly. “ Oh, for fuck’ s sake, Maoshe. Give him abreak. Can’t you see he doesn’t know
anything?’

“Hetold you that, did he? And you believed him? Or did you just take alook into those big puppy-dog
gyes and decideto trust him?’

Osnat flushed to the roots of her hair. Arkady felt the rest of the room freeze. What had Moshe doneto
make them so frightened of him? But perhaps aman like Moshe didn’t need to do anything to frighten

people.

Moshe dropped back into Hebrew, speaking with quiet but unmistakable anger. Arkady struggled to
understand, but the unfamiliar words spilled past too quickly. That it was adressing-down was clear,
though; Osnat absorbed the rebuke with the immovable stoicism of asoldier on parade ground.

Was she asoldier? Had he dready been drawn so deep into the tangled web of Isragli Intelligence that
he was dedling with government agents and not hired corporate muscle? If so, then which stray thread of
the web had quivered in response to Arkady’ s carefully choreographed offer of defection? And how



much did the success of his mission—and with it Arkasha s freedom—depend on his guessing correctly?
What if they' re Mossad?

The question spooled across his mind accompanied by old spinfeed of bombings and nations. He
pushed the images aside. All Mossad agents couldn’t be viciouskillers, hetold himsdf, any more than
their opposite Paestinian numbers could be the peace-loving posthuman sympathizers that Syndicate
propagandistsingsted they were. And aslong as he kept Korchow happy, it didn’t much matter what the
truth was.

Mashe turned back to Arkady, his voice cold and academic again. “Listen, Arkady. | have no persondl
grudge againgt you. I’m not some little boy pulling the wings off flies during recess. But the road to
Absaom goes through me. And if you crossme, if you lieto me, if you so much asquiver in adirection
that makes me nervous, I’ll kill you. The policewon't blink. My superiorswon’t even give me adap on
thewrig. It'll belikekilling adog asfar asthey’ re concerned. Less than killing adog; with adog there's
aways some schlemiel reaedy to cal the anima protection society. And trust me, Arkady, there isno
golem protection society.”

They stared at each other, Arkady sweating and panting, Moshe as calm as he' d been before the surreal
outbresk of violence. “Do you remember my last question?’ Moshe asked.

“Whether Korchow told meto ask for Absalom.”
“Good.”
“But |—"

“Don’t answer now. Y ou'releaving in the morning. | won't see you until we' re both on the other side of
the blockade. And meanwhile |’ d like you to spend the trip thinking about the difference between what
Korchow can do for you once you' re on Earth and what | can do for you.”

The freighter had been built in what Arkady thought of asthe White Period of UN jumpship design.

For ten or twelve years, in one of those inexplicable emergent phenomena of fashion, white viruflex had
comeinto style smultaneoudy on dl the far-flung UN coloniesthat habitualy sold their obsolete
driveshipsto the Syndicate buyers. Everything that could be made of viruflex was made of viruflex, and
every piece of viruflex that could be white was white. White deckplating. White wals. White ventilation
grills, white water and power and spinstream conduits. And, hovering in the fading shadows above them,
white cellings with glimmering white recessed-lighting pands.

As Osnat led him through the ship, Arkady remembered with atwinge that he had used just this rather
slly example of emergenceto explain how ant svarmsworked in hisfirst real conversation with Arkasha.
Arkashahadn't cared for the metaphor. And now, in the face of dl this merciless whiteness, Arkady saw

why.

The whole ship looked like a euth ward.

It looked like an empty euth ward whose patients had al shut themsalvesinto their rooms and taken their
termind doses. Heimagined cold white cdlls behind dl the cold white doors, and cold white beds

containing cold white bodies whose limbs and faces betrayed terrible deformities. Or, worse, bodies
whose physical perfection hinted a even more horrifying deviations of mind and spirit.



Osna stopped, tugging at hisarm like an adult shepherding a crécheling through a pressure door, and led
him into aroom that was mercifully empty and ordinary. A battered viruflex chair stood beside a bed
made up with square military corners. The blanket on the bed waswool, something Arkady had never
seen outside of hitory spins. He could smell it dl the way acrossthe room: afaint animal smell, a once
dry and aily.

“Bathroom.” Osnat pointed. “Washing water. Drinking water. Mix *em up and you'll be sorry.
Recyclables disposd. Biohazards disposal. And biohazardsinclude anything that touches your body until
you clear your Syndicate-side flora. Y ou need anything e se, pressthe cal button by the door. But only if
you really need it. Moshe' snot apatient man.” Her eyesflicked to the corner of the tiny space and she
frowned. “ Sorry about the ants, by the way. Il bring some roach spray if | can find any.”

Arkady followed her glance and saw agleaming rivulet of amber cargpacesthat he'd at first mistaken for
acrack inthe laminated viruflex flooring. “ Pharaoh ants,” he said, intrigued by the unexpected discovery.
“Isthe shipinfested?’

“If only it were just the ship. They're taking over the fucking universe.”

“They’ve dwaysowned it.” He corrected her without a second thought now that he was back on familiar
territory. “Vertebrate biomass was negligible compared to ants, even before Earth’s ecological collapse.
And asfar as any biogeophysica cycles are concerned—"

He stopped, sensing Osnat’ s stare.

“Thisisn’'t one of those Syndicate suicide missions, isit?’ she asked abruptly. “A...what do they cdll
it...agifting of biologica property?’

“Right. | mean...yes, that’ stheword. But no, | don’t think itisone.”
“You don't think so?Y ou mean they can order you to die without even telling you ahead of time?’

Who wasthis they shewastaking about? And could humans till “order” each other to die the way they
ordered meds a restaurants? But surely that was impossible, even on Earth. He must have misheard her.

“What about Novais?’ she pursued. “Was Novdisasuicide misson?’

Hefroze, forcing himsalf to wait abeat before looking into her eyes. Thiswasthe first time anyone had
sad the planet’ sname. And hearing the familiar word on Osnat’ s lips reminded him abruptly that she
worked for Moshe.

“Fine” Osnat said after aslencelong enough to make hisskinitch. “1 wasjust asking.”
“How is Maoshe going to get me through the UN’s Tech Embargo?’ Arkady asked.

“I don't know. The Americans are handling that part. We didn’t want to bring them into it, but no one
else on Earth is till crazy enough to go head-to-head against UNSec.”

Americal The mere name was enough to make Arkady catch his breath. The land where Audubon had
seen thelast legendary flights of the passenger pigeons. The land where de Tocqueville had walked
through virgin forests so dense that uprooted oak trees hung in the surrounding branches and crumbled to
dust without ever touching the earth. The land that had spawned the great twentieth-century
myrmecologists, from Wheeler and Wilson to Schnierlaand Pratt and Gordon. The country whose
scientists had taken the first halting steps toward modern terraforming theory . . .even as the engines of
their industry were shredding the fragile web that made man’ s continued life on Earth possible.



“Don’t worry,” Osnat reassured him, misinterpreting his dazed expression. “We re not actudly going
there. | can’'t promise wewon't accidentally get you ripped limb from limb by amob of religious fanatics,
butit'snot PanA.”

“Religiousfandtics? In America?’
Osnat gave him aquizzica look. “How much do you actually know about Earth, Arkady?”
“Um...I know alot about the ants.”

“Great. Well, just don't talk to anyone. And by anyone, | mean particularly Americans and Interfaithers.
Which should be easy since they’ re usudly the same people. And while I’ m handing out free advice, you
want to back off a bit with this Absalom business. Keep tossing that name around and you might just piss
Moshe off so badly he decides no amount of intelligence value isworth the aggravation.”

“WI,V?!
Her good eye fixed him with an incredulous Sare.

“Y ou don't even know who Absalomis” shesaid findly. “It' sjust anameto you. Korchow didn’'t give
you acluewhat you were waking into. Unfuckingbelievable”

Hedidn't answer, and after staring at him for another acutely uncomfortable moment she muttered, “Like
agoddamn lamb to the daughter,” and stalked out of the room.

Thefirst thing Arkady did when Osnat |eft was walk across the room to examine the wool blanket. It
waswarm to thetouch, asif it gill remembered the heat of the anima it had come from. He ran his hand
over therough surface, feding the hairs—or were they caled furs2—prick the skin of hispam.

He went to the sink and poured himsalf acup of water. It tasted stale, asif the tanker was limping to the
end of along dow time run and her tanks were overdue for scrubbing. It aso had a salt-and-copper tang
that turned out to be the taste of his own blood.

He washed hisface and prodded at histeeth until he was sure nothing had been knocked loose. He
wasn't surprised. Moshe had worked him over so expertly that even in the midst of the pain Arkady had
had aperversely comforting feding of safety; if hejust submitted and lay ill, someingtinct hed
whispered, no real harm would come to him. Maybe that had been the real purpose of the beating. If so,
Moshe had pounded the point home pretty effectively.

Arkady leaned over the sink and ingpected the face staring back at him from the mirror. He hadn’t
shaved since he' d reached UN space, and the black shadow of a beard pooled in the angles and hollows
of aface sucked thin by gravity. It made him look hungry and breskable. ..and disconcertingly like
Arkasha

He covered his broken nose and warped cheekbone with the palm of one hand and looked at the pieces
of hisface that were still recognizable after Korchow’s hammer job. There were the dark eyes, so like
Arkasha s eyes, the fine-featured Savic face, so like Arkasha sface; the pale skin, so like Arkasha's
in.

And the soft doubtful uncertain mouth that had never been anything like Arkasha s mouth, even before
Novdis.



He curled his upper lip in the mocking haf smile that had always been Arkasha sfirgt line of defense, and
tried to summon theillusion that kept him going. The trick to making it work was not to ask for too much.
He couldn’t imagine Arkashain hisarms. That wasfar too obvioudy impossible. But he could cal up his
hoarded memories of hispairmate: al the moments and movementsthat he' d never quite paid enough
atention to asthey dipped by. Theintent curve of Arkasha' s back as he bent over his splicing scope.
The fine-boned hands, nervousin idleness but precise and graceful when they turned the pages of a
book, or mounted samples, or handled a splicing scope. The mercuria combination of strength and
fragility that had cdlled forth adevotion Arkady had never thought himself cgpable of feding. Sometimes
he could convince himself that the face |ooking back at him in the mirror wasredl and that Arkashawas
safe. Far away—perhapstoo far away for Arkady to ever hope to see him again—but aive and well
and, most important, happy. That wasn't too much to imagine. And it made deep possible. It made

everything possible.

Arkady sighed and dropped his hand. He crossed the room to the narrow bed, dipped under the
unnerving blanket, and whispered the lights of f.

Nothing happened.

He got up and circled the room looking for amanua switch, but there was none. He reached for the
door, acting on reflex, intending to open it and find the switch in the corridor outside.

It wouldn't open.

Herattled it, yanked at it, dammed his shoulder againg it, feding athrumming panic sart to build in his
out.

And then he understood.

They’ d done something no one had ever doneto himin hislife. Something there was't even aword for
in Syndicate-standard English. Something he' d never heard of anyone doing except in the most ancient
and gppdling tales of human cruety. They had locked himin.

He backed away from the door. Hisfingers stung from wringing at the unyielding metd laich. He was
panting like an animal, and he made a conscious effort to dow his breath. Had Osnat done this? Did
human beings do such things to each other and not just to constructs? And if so, then why hadn’t
Korchow warned him?

Arkashawould have known, he caught himsdlf thinking for the thousandth time. Arkashawith his
insatiable fascination with humans. Arkashawith his history books and his political philosophy and his
ancient literature. Arkasha could probably even have come up with some explanation crazy enough to
make sense of such acrime,

So why am | here instead of you, Arkasha? And what has Korchow done to you?

He wrapped the blanket around his shoulders and paced back and forth trying to tire himsdf out, but the
mere thought of the locked door made his guts churn. He tried the laich again, working &t it
systematicdly, hoping he' d just failed to understand the proper way to open it. But no. It was locked
after dll.

Finally, out of options, he did what he should have done in the first place and sat down on the floor to
watch the ants.

There were perhaps three hundred of them. They emerged from the narrow crack between wall and



deckplating, wound acrossthe floor in the classic branching and puddling fractas of a colonizing swarm,
and disgppeared into afacing crevice just aslightless and impenetrable asthe first. They wereariver, a
living stream of thoraxesthat glittered like spilled oil under the sckly gleam of the shipboard lighting. They
shouldn’t have been here. They were pests. No one had ever meant to bring them into space. And yet
here they were, welling from the ship’ sintestines like blood from an open wound: poor ravaged Earth
wreaking her revenge through these, her smallest foot soldiers.

Arkady dipped afinger into the flood and let the tiny minor workers swarm onto his hand so he could get
acloser look at them. He felt amild sting as one of them took an experimenta bite out of him. He blew
the ants off his hand—brushing them off might have crushed delicate legs and antennae, and he’ d never
been able to bear hurting ants avoidably. He rubbed at the bite pensively and forced his mind back to the
same question that had obsessed him since that first meeting with Andregj Korchow.

Why Arkady?What made him different from al the thousands of other Arkadys on the half dozen
Syndicate orbital stations and surface settlements? Why had Korchow extended his miraculous offer of
clemency to Arkady and Arkasha? Arkady had spent his whole life studying ecosystems and biospheres:
mapping the complex web of interlocking energy cyclesthat drove the metabolism of aliving planet. It
was only natural for him to gpply these skillsto his current Situation. But al his attemptsto congtruct a
coherent picture of Novdis and its aftermath had failed miserably. Whatever confidence he' d had in his
ability to grasp the underlying structures of hisown life, it had vanished into Novalis simpenetrable

jungle.

He shuffled back to the sink, poured afresh glass of water, and entertained himsdlf by sprinkling it in the
swarm’s path. A few solitary foragers responded, dipping into the spilled water and marching back to
their companions with miniscule droplets glittering between their raised pincerslike diamondssetin
amber. But the main body of the swvarm flowed on, too firmly in the grip of the swarm-colonize
pheromoneto turn aside even for life s ultimate necessity.

Arkady kept up the attempt for awhile, wishing he had his collecting gear. He searched for the telltde
elongated thorax of an ambulatory queen, trying to recall whether colonizing Pharaoh antstook their
supernumerary queens with them or sequestered and assassinated them.

Then he just sat, numb with exhaustion, and watched the ants hurtle from one darkness to another in
search of amoveableideacaled home.

A RKADY WOKE WITH A START, knowing, though he couldn’'t have said why, that he wasn't
done.

Herolled over and saw Moshe sitting in the chair beside his bed, bathed in the secondhand starlight
refracted off the tanker’ s solar collectors.

“Weneedtotak,” Moshe sad.
Arkady sat up, pulling the rough blanket around his nakedness.
“What timeisit?’

“Early. Or late, depending on how you want to look at it. But then | guess people who grow up in space
don't get gtation lag. Y ou want to get dressed, go ahead.”

He got up and put his clothes on. Mosh€e' s eyes tracked him across the room.



“Can| usethetoilet?”
“No one' s stopping you.”
He went into the bathroom, shut the door behind him, blew his nose, and went back out again.

Moshewas gill in the chair, but now the lightswere on. “Have aseat,” he said, gesturing Arkady back to
the bed.

The bed that had seemed so hard when hewastrying to fal adeegp now felt too soft. He couldn’t Sit up
graight init. And there was some-thing ignominious about dumping in the ruins of his crumpled sheets
while Maoshe sat on his chair as neat and straight asatoy soldier.

“It seems my superiors have gotten cold feet, Arkady. They’ ve decided to make me decide whether we
should run you through the Embargo or just dump you back into the pond to be snapped up by the next
fish that happens by. In other words they’ ve figured out how to put my asson theline for decisons
they’ re getting paid to make. Do they promote self-serving incompetentsin the Syndicates too? Or have
you people evolved beyond that sort of thing?’

“Uh...not quiteyet.”

“Wéll, | guessthat should make mefed better.” He cocked his head asif he were taking the measure of
hisfedings. “It does't. By theway, Arkady, we' re on spin. Isthat aproblem for you?’

“Would it make any differenceif | said it was?’

“No. But | thought I'd ask. My mother raised meto be polite. Y ou do know what amother is, don’t
you?”

“I’ve seen dogs have puppies,” Arkady said doubtfully.

Moshe gave him ahard unfriendly look. “Novadis,” he said after amoment. “ Start from the beginning. Tell
me everything. Tdl me about the survey misson. Tell me about this genius, Arkasha, and his brilliant
discovery. That' swhat you're selling, isn’t it? Some genetic wegpon this Arkasha person discovered?’

“Not aweagpon. An antidote.”

Moshe snorted. “If you think there’ s a difference between the two, then you' ve grossly misunderstood
the last five hundred years of human history.”

Arkady blinked and cleared histhroat. Thisline of conversation felt dangerous; technical knowledge was
onething, but Moshe could read him far too well when they strayed into broad-brush ideol ogical
debates. “ Arkashadidn’t discover it. | told you. The UN spliced it and tried to use it againgt usin
violation of the Treaty provisons. Arkashajust isolated asample. I’'m willing to tradeit to you.”

“In exchange for what? And don'’t give me some candyass speech about genetic diversity.”
“For Arkasha' s safety.”
“Keeptalking.” Moshe' sface remained impassive. “I'm listening.”

Arkady collected himsalf and tried to pull the story together in his mind the way Korchow had told him to
tell it. But it was like giving a shape to water. And Korchow wasn't the one who was going to have to
face Moshe' sfistsand feet if hewas caught outinalie.



“Novdiswasn't just asurvey misson,” he began tentatively. “1t was more of asurvey and aterraforming
mission al in one. Novais was sdlected based on unmanned probe telemetry. We re looking for the
same thing everyone slooking for: abandoned Evacuation-eraterraforming starts. Bare branch colonies
arethe best, of course, but synthetic biogpheres aretricky. If something killed off the origind colonidts,
there' sawaysthe chanceit could still be around to kill you.”

“What do you mean, killed off?" Moshe interrupted. “Like... predators?’

“Uh...no.” Wasthat ajoke?“More like mold. Anyway...what we doisn't redly dl that different from
what UN terraformers do. Wejust do it with asmaller team.”

And asmaller safety margin. But there was no reason to tell Moshe about that. God knew what he' d
make of it. Probably file areport about how the Syndicates were so desperate they were throwing
terraformers away like soldier ants.

“But you guysare ahdl of alot better at terraforming than humansare,” Moshe prompted.

“Wéll, haf the planets on the Periphery were terraformed by corporate-owned constructs. And some of
them came over in the Breakaway. We have alot of expertise. And we don't have the evolutionary
baggage humans have. We don't try to treat synthetic biospheres asif they were Earth before the
ecologica collapse. We ve shaped our entire socia organism to respond to the ecophysical redlities of
postterrestrid...”

Moshe shifted restlessly. “Okay. Let’s start with the team members. How many of you were there?”
“Ten”

“Home Syndicates?’

“Two from Aziz. Two B’ sfrom Motai. Then the two Banerjees and us four from Rostov.”

“Why four team members from Rostov? Was Rostov commanding the misson?’

“I'm not surewhét...”

“I mean did Rostov have some kind of final say on misson-critica decisons?’

“No.” Arkady grimaced. “The Aziz A’sdid.” That had been thefirst fatal error thejoint steering
committee had inflicted on them.

“And what' s the communications lag between Novalis and the nearest Bose-Eingtein relay?’

Arkady looked a Moshe, thought about lying, and decided it wasn't worth it. “ Six hundred and twelve
daysif you hit the short trgectory launch window.”

“Which would mean the closest BE-relay hasto be...let’s see, somewhere offshore of Kurzet's star?
Don't worry,” Moshe said in reply to Arkady’ s stricken look. “I’ m sure UNSec would care, but we
don't tell them everything. Actudly, we don't tel them shit unlessthey redly lean on us Still, | would
have thought the Syndicates were seeding thicker out there.”

“Bose-Eingtein relays cost money. And the kind of people who arewilling to sell to the Syndicates want

“Thought you clones were making money hand over fist Snce peace broke out.”



“Not BE-rdlay kind of money.”

Moshe acknowledged this truth with arueful nod that made Arkady realize tech poverty must be adaily
fact of life on Earth, just asit wasin the Syndicates. “ So you guyswere red old-time explorers, huh?
Alonein the Deep with no one on the other end of the comm but atwo-year-gone ghost. What was
supposed to happen if you ran into real-time trouble?’

“We had atactica unit on ice we could wake up. If we had to.”

“And you were going to keep them under for three years plustravel time? Haven't you people ever
heard of fair labor practices?’

Arkady guessed this must be ajoke, so he smiled.

“Serioudy, though. Why didn’t you thaw them out as soon as things started to go sour?’
Arkady repressed a shudder. “Y ou’ ve never met tacticals.”

“Weren't the Ahmeds tacticals?’

“The Ahmedsare A’s. Military, yes. But not tacticals.” Not by along shot. And the fact that Moshe
could confuse the two things suddenly seemed like ameasure of the profound hopel essness of ever
coming to an understanding with humans.

Moshe must have sensed Arkady’ s dismay, because he backed off suddenly. When he spoke again his
Vvoice was casud, dmaost companionable.

“Doyoumindif | ask apersona question?It'ssilly, redly. But let’sjust say I'm curious.”

“Okay,” Arkady said cautioudy, the memory of the last time he' d failed to answer one of Moshe'slittle
questions gl throbbing in hisgut.

“Why is Korchow so ugly? By Syndicate standards, | mean. By human standards he' s perfectly
decent-looking.”

“Dishy,” Osnat drawled.

Arkady practically jumped out of his skin. When had she comein? And how in God’ s name had she
doneit without his seeing her?

Shelooked like she' d just woken up. She' d swapped her civilian clothes for afaded but carefully ironed
T-shirt, desert drab fatigues, and brown leather paratrooper’ s boots. The boots were run-down at the
hedl, but they had that glassy sheen that can only be achieved by years of spit and parade wax. And the
short deeves of her T-shirt rode up over her bicepsto reved atattoo on one arm that Arkady hadn’t
seen before: aflying tiger, its bared fangs and unsheathed claws negtly framed by long-pinioned eegle' s

wings

“The Knowles A’ sare meant to look human,” Arkady explained, speaking to both of them. It makes
their work essier.”

“But it must make life difficult for them back home.”

“No. They...they look the way they’ re meant to look. A Knowles construct who looked any other way
would be norm-deviant.”



Moshe laughed. “And what about you, Arkady? How do you norm out? Y ou’ re quite the pretty boy.
Osnat’ s been making calf eyes at you ever since she marched you through the airlock. Was Arkashaa
pretty boy too? Or was he adeviant?’

“Arkasha s not adeviant!”

“Then how come Korchow threw him in aeuth ward? Because he tried to defect, likeyou? Let’ sfaceit,
Arkady, the only Syndicate constructs who defect to UN space are spies, perverts, and deviants. Which
one was Arkasha? And which are you?’

But Arkady couldn’t answer. Moshe sfirst sentence had raked through hismind and left it too raw and
tattered to comprehend the rest.

“Who told you...how do you know that Arkasha sin arenorming center?’

“Comeon, Arkady. You know | can't tell you that.”

“Then at least tell me how old theinformationis. Y ou can tdl methat, can’'t you?’

“Our last news from your side of the Lineis about amonth old.”

“Thenwe haveto hurry,” Arkady said urgently. “Y ou have to make up your mindsfast.”

“Why? It s not like Arkasha has a date with the hangman. All he hasto do isact norma and he' s out.
And evenif hecan't do that...well, what about that famous poet, what' s his name? People can St on the
euth wardsfor years.”

“Arkashawon't.”
“Why not?’
“Because hetold meif hewas ever sent for renorming again he' d kill himself.”

Moshe made a sceptica face. “Very convenient. | start to balk and you pull apotentia suicide out of
your hat to make sure | gulp down the bait without taking the timeto look at it too closdly. Nicely
done...for an amateur.”

“I’'m not making it up! And | wasn't ordered here ether, if that’ swhat you' re suggesting.”

“Don't play word games with me, Arkady. Y ou people don't have to be ordered to throw away your
lives. That' swhy you' re the next step on the evolutionary ladder, is't that right? That’ swhy you're going
to wipe us out and usher in abrave new world without humans.”

“We don’'t want to wipe you out,” Arkady whispered. “We just want to be left done.”

Moshe stood up, circled the room, went to the porthole, and stared out at the sharp silver night. “Did you
fight in the war, Arkady?’

No need to say which war. The struggle between the UN and the Syndicates had subsided to alethal
smmer, but it was ftill the axis dong which every other conflict lined up. Even on lonely backward Earth.

“1 wastoo young.”

“Too young to remember it, or just too young to fight in it?’



Visions of burnt-out creches. Visions of the once-vibrant rings of ZhangSyndicate gutted to hard vac.
Visons of shooting stars that were dying ships and pilots. ..but, hush, don’t tell the crechelings. “Just too
young to fight,” hesaid at lagt.

Arkady had been six when the shooting started. The officid fighting between the UN and Syndicate
armies had been bloody beyond the imagination of aspacefaring age, but the riots had been worse.
Posthuman populations al aong the Periphery had revolted, whether because they supported the
Breakaway or merely because it thinned out the omnipresent UN Peacekeepers enough for them to
make a bid for their own independence. The UN had met violence with violence, and Peacekeepers had
fired on demonstrating crowds in eight of the fifteen trusteeships. The shootings touched off riots
throughout the Periphery, forcing the UN to fight awar on two fronts...awar that many people had
cometo see not asapoalitical conflict but as astruggle to the death between two species battling for
possession of the same ecologica niche.

Arkady eyed Moshe, taking in the clever resolute face, the thin yet strong body. “Did you fight in the
War for Independence?’

“If you're going to talk about it to humans, you might want to consider calling it something e se. But no, |
didn't. Earthers aren’t required to make troop contributions for off-world Peacekeegping missions.”
Moshe sat down again and leaned forward to stare at Arkady. “But | saw the war on the evening spins.
Y ou fought like ants. Y ou died and died and died until the Peacekeepers had nervous breakdowns from
having to shoot so many of you. What do your officers threaten you with to make you fight like that?”’

“We have no officers.”

“Then what are you afraid of ? People only fight like that when they’ re faced with something that scares
them worse than dying.”

Later Arkady would see this moment as aturning point. Before it, he had managed, just barely, to keep
Moshe guessing. After it, Moshe and Osnat both knew in their gutswhat he redlly was...evenif it took
their brainsawhile to catch up with the knowledge.

“Some things are stronger than fear,” he whispered.
“Nameone.”

He hesitated, acutely aware of Osnat’ s gaze boring into hisback. There were plenty of safe words he
could have chosen. Duty. Honor. Gene loydty. Genetic gifting. If he' d latched on to any of those abstract
concepts he could have kept up the lie. He could have remained the empty vessdl that Korchow wanted
him to be: avessd into which Mashe could pour his own beliefs and desires without ever touching on the
real truth of what had happened on Novalis.

Instead, Arkady uttered what seemed to be the only word Ieft inside hisrattlingly empty skull:

143 LO\/e.”

NOVALIS

The Spirit of theHive



Sex isan antisocial forcein evolution. Bonds ar e formed between individualsin spite of sex and
not because of it. Perfect societies, if we can be so bold asto define them as societiesthat lack
conflict and possessthe highest degree of altruism and coordination, are most likely to evolve
whereall of the membersare genetically identical.

—E. O. WILSON (1973)

A RKADY WOKE TO THE SMELL of curry.

No solid food for twelve hours before the coffin: that wasthe rulefor al cold shipping on the Syndicate' s
cresking fleet of Bussard-drive-powered interstellar ships. It was rumored that this precaution had been
rendered obsolete by the newest generation of UN-built jumpships. But that kind of wishful rumor, fueled
by privation, envy, and cryophobia, was alwayswinging its way through the vacuum between the various
Syndicate orbitd stations. And given thefact that Arkady felt asif he' d fasted through every day of the
long months of dow drift from Gilead to Novdlis, the extratwelve hours hardly seemed significant.

He sat up, rubbing at skin raw with freezer burn and fighting hisway out of the bruised haze of jump
hangover. There was athrumming, flickering whisper in the air, below and beyond the norma shipboard
noises, asif quick fingers were tap tap tapping dong the ship’s hull out there in the starless dark.

A dust fidd? Pleaselet it only beadust fidd.

They were running ahead of the charts now, flying half-blind on spectrometry that was years out of date
beforeit ever reached them, with only the skill of their superbly spliced and trained pilots standing
between them and hull breach. In its wake the ship shed a magl strom of astronomica and navigationa
datathat would guide later ships on the same journey. But up ahead there was only the razor-thin
spin-stream from the unmanned probes. And though space was empty, it wasn't so empty that you could
jump off the edge of the map and be sure you weren’t going to hit something.

Arkady’sclotheslay in the hold-all beside his coffin, neatly folded in an airtight insectproof flatpack:
orbsilk shirt and trousers that hung loose on his dehydrated body and still smelled faintly of the sweet
clean air of KnowlesSyndicate; soft stationside shoes whose soles and uppers blended into each other
with a seamlessness that went along way toward explaining why hand-thrown orbsilk had become the
Syndicate’ s number one cash crop since the Trade Compact with the UN worlds; the little rucksack,
neither indecently large nor puritanicaly small, that contained al the moveable property he held separately
from RostovSyndicate’ scommunal stores.

Someone had |eft a swesater beside the rucksack: athick rollneck with the soft hand and deep rippling
color that only the most carefully spliced and cosseted worms could produce. It was a“think of me” if
Arkady had ever seen one: the kind of beautiful luxury object that might be passed to a crechemate
setting off for adistant assgnment with the ritua words:. “think of mewhen you useit.” And it wasjust the
thing for abody il in the shivering grip of cold deep.

He stood up and felt the sharp tug of the ship’s .4 gs on musclesraised in microgravity. The retrofitted
lab and ark modules of the ship would be in the old zero-g cargo bays—places that the human designers
had never meant to be shirtd eeve working environments but that were the closest thing to home the
retrofitted UN ship could provide for its new passengers. In contrast, the cryobay, bridge, and crew
quarters had al been designed to provide humans with the rotationd gravity their skeletons and immune
systems required. The Syndicate crew, who needed fake gravity not at dl, would just haveto live with
the sore muscles and broken equipment.



Arkady had to squeeze past thetacticals Hill-active coffinsto reach the corridor. He did past with a
shudder, trying not to look too closdly at what dumbered beneath the backlit viruflex. He hadn’t seen a
tactical sncethe UN invasion...and he hoped never to see another.

The corridor hugged the outer hull of the ship, and sure enough the rustling whisper was louder there. He
peered through the nearest viewport. White hull plunging away into blackness. And out on the edge of
darkness something so strange that it took him several sunned momentsto identify it.

They wereflying through aforest.

Leaves pattered on the hull like raindrops. Twigs and branches rasped down itslength like fingernails
scrabbling for purchase. A mulberry leaf tumbled past, and the shipboard running lights flashed on the
bright tracery of veinsthat had exploded into ice crystals when they hit hard vac. The leaf wasfollowed
by an orbsilk cocoon, its priceless golden worm dead insde it. Then awoman’s hairbrush, turning lazily
end over end, its momentum so close to the ship’s own that it seemed to dide sternward at little more

than gtrolling speed.

Thiswas the ship they’ d been sent to overtake, hurtling along their same trgjectory, its hull open to the
void, its sk gardens shredded by decompression, itslittle ark of living treasures cast upon the deep.
Arkady tore his eyes away from the viewport. He had known, they had al known, that another ship had
tried to reach Novalis before them and failed. But it was one thing to know it. It was another thing to hear
thelogt lives picking at the hull like hungry ghogts.

There are so very few of us, he whispered to the gods of the void, if therewereany. | can stand dying.
But not for nothing. Let Novalis be the home we need so badly. Who knows how many more
chanceswe'll have?

Arkady had spent only four hours on the ship before going into cryo, so the smell of the curry led him
more surely than his vague memories of the hab modul€ s configuration. The ship seemed smaler and
harder-used than he remembered it. A trick of perception; in point of fact, it had barely been used at all
during the two yearsthey’ d spent in cold deep. And it wasjust the right size for the ten members of the
survey team, most of whom were dready in the dayroom, nursing their cryo hangovers and watching
Novdisdowly stedling red estate from the black void on the wall monitor.

They’d put the dayroom in one of the old UN-designed zero-g lab modules on the theory that if you
were going to relax, you might aswell be comfortable. But it till had the oddly cramped look that so
many UN-built shipsdid; asif the humanswho designed them had never quite grasped that there were no
calingsinfreefdl. And the survey team were dl gtting at the table on the “floor” side of the room rather
than lounging comfortably around its various corners the way they would naturaly have doneina
Syndicate-designed room.

Arkady scanned the faces around the table, but he didn’t see the one familiar face he most wanted to
see. Hispairmate had arrived, hadn’t he? Surdly they wouldn't have launched without the mission’s head

gendicg?
“Hair of the dog?’ someone asked, proffering a squeezebal of beer.

The entire ten-person survey team had agreed, in adeal brokered by the two Banerjees, to use half their
personal weight alowancesfor brewing supplies. Arkady had taken the agreement as agood omen for
the people who would be his only companionsfor the duration of the mission.

Hetook asip and blinked in surprise. “Hey, that’ s actualy good!”



One of the Banerjee A’ sgrinned. “Pride of the Banerjees,” he said in the noble but dightly pompous
tonesthat crechdineslearned young to associate with the Heroes of the Breakaway.

“Plates, food, forks,” one of the Ahmeds said, pointing.

Arkady crossed the room, aware of haf adozen pairs of eyesweghing and measuring him. He bent over
the Smmering pot. “Fantastic,” he said in hisbest fitting-in voice. “ Three cheersfor AzizSyndicate.”

“Actudly, wedidn't cook it,” the other Ahmed admitted. “Y ou can thank your sib for the feast.”

“That would make him the first Arkady I’ ve ever met that could cook worth adamn.” Arkady looked at
the curry with renewed suspicion, tasted it, and had to admit it was good. “ And where is thismarve of
culinary tent?’

Heturned around just in time to see the two Ahmeds exchange a cryptic glance.

“Working?’ one of them hazarded. And adready there was that little something in hisvoice that should
have been awarning.

Someone ruffled Arkady’ s hair, and he turned around to the welcome sight of another Rostov face.
“Aurdia, right?’

“Right.”
“ And where were you when | woke up?’
“Hey, don't look at me. I’'m the rock doctor, not the people doctor.”

“I see” Arkady took acloser ook at her; asthe team’ s Single geophysicist she might well be working
closdly with him, depending on what they found on Novadis. “I’ll make sure to bring you any sick rocks|
sumble over.”

“I’m the people doctor,” said the other Aureliafrom down at thefar end of the table. Y ou met mean
hour ago. Y ou just don’t remember it. I’ ve been Sitting up with you since they popped your top, but |
thought I"d let you do your last little bit of waking up in private.”

Functioning within Syndicate society required agood dose of what K eats had once famoudy cdled
negative capability: the ability to hold two conflicting ideasin your head at the sametime. On the one
hand you had to learn to recognize individua constructs for the purposes of work and socia interaction;
the human brain, however profoundly reengineered, couldn’t be entirely freed from the individud
consciousness that had powered thefirst four hundred millennia of its evolution. On the other hand, the
structures and customs of Syndicate society were dl geared toward eiminating distinctions between
individuasin the same geneline. A Syndicate was afamily, with the same consanguinity between its
various gendlines that welded together human families. But your sibs, the fellow members of your own
gendine, were more than family. They were you. And theindividua body you inhabited—the lone
physica organisminsdeits prison of skin and skull—was no more awhole person than an ant was a
whole svarm. Gendine names reflected this. Each individua construct had adossier, compiled over the
course of hisor her life by docents, professors, créechemates, steering committee representatives, but the
dossier filing number was as unred as paperwork. On aday-to-day bass, from the moment he or she
was detanked, every one of the thousands of Arkadyswas smply Arkady, every Bella, Bella; every
Ahmed, Ahmed; every Aurdia, Aurdlia

If you wanted to single out one of your shsin norma conversation, you were reduced to ad hoc
nicknames or to complicated formulationslike “the year seven who led the mission to Kara-20,” or “the



year five who spent last year planetsde working on the arctic core survey,” or “the onewho told that
awful joke about the dog,” or “the one who wrote the paper on cryogenesisin amphibians.”

Or, inthe grammatica congtruction that had fueled more grief, joy, Strife, and passion than any other in dl
of Syndicate history: “theonel love.”

Arkady indinctively thought of his new crewmeates as gendine membersfirst and individual s second.
Firs—the phrase pari inter pares came somewhat sarcagticaly to mind—came the two AzizSyndicate
Ahmeds. Their Syndicate name reflected its founder’ s North Indian heritage, asdid their tall soldierly
frames and square-jawed faces. Arkady had met both Ahmeds briefly before launch, and had privately
dubbed them “Laid-back Ahmed” and “By-the-Book Ahmed.” Laid-back Ahmed was afull centimeter
taller than Aziz-8135 gene-norm, and had adopted a habitua douch to disguise the deviation. Something
about the combination of the douch and his levelheaded self-deprecating manner promised to Arkady
that he might be that rare treasure: a pilot who was tough enough to command a ship in the Deep, but
modest enough to back off after planetfall and let the scientists do their jobs. By-the-Book Ahmed, on
the other hand, was a cold fish and abit of amartinet...thelast kind of persondity Arkady would have
assigned to command a crew full of science track Rostovs and Banerjees.

But perhaps he was just stereotyping. One of the Ahmeds' older cogenetics was awildly popular spin
gar. His sex- and violence-laden adventures were one of the great guilty pleasuresin asociety that had
been increasingly cold and austere and rationed since the UN invasion. No one could look at any
Ahmed' s muscular frame and commanding features without thinking of their famous sib, and the manly
virtuesthat AzizSyndicate embodied in the Syndicate collective consciousness. Or that it was supposed
to embody, anyway. Arkady certainly hoped that this particular pair of A-8swould bring the strengths of
their phenotype to the mission at hand, rather than itsfailings. Becauseif either of them acted with the
kind of impetuous arrogance their spin star sib displayed on-screen, then the whole survey team was
headed for heavy wesgther.

After the two Ahmeds came the two Bellas, aso both present. And how typica of Mota Syndicate to
send two B series congtructs. Had that really been a purely technical decision—the need to put together
awork-pair with the right mix of skillsfor the misson—or wasit a subtle transhuman dig &t the older
Syndicates resistance to caste-based series design?

Other than the fact that they were B’ s, the most remarkabl e thing about the two Bellas was their eexily
perfect resemblance to each other. Normal constructs differed from their sibhs dmost as much as naturd
twinsdid. They might look identica to human eyes, but they could dwaystell each other gpart by little
variationsin features, height, coloring—even cowlicks, as Arkady had reason to know. But the

Motai Syndicate B’ sweren't twins, they were living, breathing mirrors. And the massvein vitro and
postpartum culling that M otai Syndicate used to achieve such perfection was dmost as controversia
among the older Syndicates astheir caste-based genelines.

It was dl ideologicaly impeccable, of course: aruthlesdy degant expression of the highest and purest
principles of sociobiology. But it still made Arkady’ s sscomach curl. What would it do to aperson to
know that his placein life had been preordained while he was still under the splicing scopein ahierarchy
asinflexible as the most rigid human class system? What would it mean to have not one or two repressed
memories of culled playmates, but dozens? And what would it mean to know that a every cull you were
more likely than not to fal the cut yoursaf?

He saw no answer in thetwo Bellas faces—only a pae and polished beauty that didn’'t even makethe
usud ritual nod to humanity. Hisfirst Sght of those violet eyes, rimmed round with the ddlicate filigree of
the Motai Syndicate logo, was enough to make Arkady decide that transhumanism, for dl its
much-vaunted political purity, was an evolutionary step toward afuture he didn’t want to livein.



The Aurelias, on the other hand, were balm to Arkady’ s homesick soul. They were Rostovs, like Arkady
and his pairmate. Lean and tall, with long-fingered surgeon’ s hands, and long noses, and long narrow
faces that would have been forbiddingly severeif not for their humorous, sensible, intelligent expressions.
They loafed degantly at thefar end of the table like amatched set of wolfhounds, leaning againgt each
other with a casuaness that made Arkady suspect they were dready old friends or lovers. One look at
Aurdiathe surgeon was enough to tell Arkady that she must have spent her schooldays Sitting in the front
row, hand permanently raised, eager to prove she knew the answer to everything. Onelook at her sib left
him equaly sure that she’ d spent her timein the back row passing notes and throwing spitbalsand
looking forward to soccer practice. The geologist was particularly recognizable at the moment because
she had alittle more of atan than her cogenetic. But even when the tan faded it would be easy enough to
tell those two strong persondities apart.

They were from RostovSyndicate’ s A-12 series, and as the numbering suggested they had a high rate of
genetic overlap with Arkady’sown A-11 line. A higher rate than was normal, in fact; it was quite unusua
for newly spliced genelinesto be cleared for large-sca e production two years running, and it had
happened under the auspices of anow-legendary design team. Looking down the table at them, Arkady
felt aswdl of possessive pride at the phenomena quality of hisfellow Rostovs work—a pride that was
enhanced, rather than reduced, by the fact that he would never know their names or be ablein any way
to digtinguish them from their thousands of cogenetics.

The final workpair was represented by only one of its members—the other one presumably being on
bridge duty at the moment. Both the Banerjees on the Novalis misson were astrophysicissswith a
secondary specidization in engineering that alowed them to cover for the Aziz pilots during the in-flight
portions of the mission. Ranjipur...and Shrinivas, wasn't it? Arkady found it very difficult to remember
individua names. He couldn’t begin to imagine how humans managed the trick. But Banerjee was one of
the origina pre-Breakaway Syndicates, and it took pride in not using the post-Breakaway naming
conventions. It also took pride, like RostovSyndicate, in resisting the newer Syndicates move toward
caste-based gendines. So dl the Banerjees, no matter what bizarre letters their names might start with,
wereA’s.

“All right,” said Laid-back Ahmed when the introductions had wound down and Arkady had begun to
make some inroads into his curry. “On to important things. Like who' s going to make breskfast
tomorrow?’

“| actualy like cooking?’ one of the Bellas said in avoice so hesitant it sounded like aquestion.

Arkady had aready given up on telling the Bellas apart. Now he redlized that the one speaking was
standing holding adish towd in her hands and apparently getting ready to do everyone' sdishes. The
Mota Bs couldn’t be thinking that the others expected them to clean up after them, could they? That
wasn't just series specidization. It wasrank humanism!

“Onthe other hand,” Bellawent on, “ Arkasha does seem to have started off very well....”

“ Arkasha?” Lad-back Ahmed was grinning increduloudly at her. “Therest of ushaven't even
exchanged afull sentence with him and you' re dready on anickname basis?’

“Hesnice....”

“Y ou think everyone snice,” her sib said, making asour face. Suddenly Arkady redlized that it wasn't
goingto beat al hard to tell the two Bellas apart.

“Wdl, heisnice” Shy Bella—as Arkady was dready privately caling her—twisted the dishrag between
her pale hands and appealed to Arkady for support. “Isn’'t he?’



“Uh...I"'venever met him, actudly.”
Six pairs of amazed eyesturned to stare at Arkady.
“Shit,” Laid-back Ahmed said. “On athree-year misson? That takes balls.”

“Wéll, we were supposed to mest first. But hislast assgnment ran over. And then there was something
about addayed surface-to-gation flight. And then...wll...”

“Sounds like the beginning of abad romance novel,” scoffed Aurdliathe surgeon.

“Don't listlento her!” her sib cried. “There is no such thing as a bad romance novel. Besides, he' s cute,
Arkady. A little skinny but redlly, realy cute.” She winked congpiratoridly. “Not that I’ d know what
boysthink is cute, of course.”

“Oh, leave him aone, you two, he’' sturning red asabest!” Laid-back Ahmed gave Arkady areassuring
clap on the shoulder. It felt like being hit by acargo hauler. “They’rejust being silly women, Arkady.
Arkasha sahard worker and agood pre-citizen in every way that counts. It' [l befine. I'm sureit will.”

“You'resurewhat will befine? said avoice Arkady knew like hisown skin.

Arkasha—though it would be weeks before Arkady actualy began to cal him that—had paused in the
doorway to take stock of the room before entering, just as Arkady himsdlf had. But where Arkady had
hovered hesitantly on the threshold, smiling and looking for answering smiles, hissib lounged againg the
door frame eyeing his crewmates with the cool detachment of adesigner evauating precullsfor
conformity to geneline norms.

“Uh, nothing,” Ahmed covered. “The curry’ sfantastic, by the way. We were just talking about whether
you might bewilling to share cooking duty with Bellahere.”

“I might. The sweater looks good on you, Arkady.”

Syndicate children learned very early not to say the words my or mine in polite company. Our was
socidly acceptable, aslong asit was never applied to any group smdler than the whole gendline. But the
sngular possessive was beyond the pale. Still, there was away of saying the that meant my. And that
was the way Arkashahad just said it.

Arkady felt ahot flush cregping up hisface. “Oh. Um. It' s very warm. Thank you.”

“Toowarmfor me.” Arkashagave him ameasuring look, squinting and tilting his head to one side. “And
you fill it out better across the shoulders. Y ou should keep it.”

Before Arkady could think to thank him, Arkashadung hiswiry frame onto the bench next to Laid-back
Ahmed and started haggling over what scut work he and Bellacould get out of in exchange for cooking.

He adopted ady, self-mocking tone that soon had Bellalaughing and blushing and Ahmed threatening to
take up cooking himsdlf if it was that advantageous.

Meanwhile Arkady took advantage of the momentary distraction to covertly ogle his new pairmate.

He saw adighter, denderer, more refined version of himsdf. Arguably alittle too refined; but beyond that
quibble he was as perfectly norm-conforming as any A-11 Arkady had ever met. And of course he had
the deek, dark, classic Rostov hair instead of the chaotic whirl of cowlicksthat greeted Arkady in the
mirror every cycledawn. Aurdliahad been right. Arkashawas very handsome. But he was
aso...unsHtling.



Arkashalooked up and caught Arkady eyeing him. Then he glanced a Arkady’ s hesping plate and
raised an eyebrow. “ The condemned man ate hearty.”

“I'll probably throw it dl up in half an hour,” Arkady answered. “But the body wants what the body
wants”

“It certainly does,” Arkashaacquiesced. “ And speaking of the body, for what sinswere you sent here?’
Arkady choked. “Uh...I do ants.”

“Wadll, that' s certainly grave. But | suppose we can forgive you.”

Shy Bdlagiggled again.

“What about you?’ Arkashaasked her. “What obese, wrinkled, and importunate steering committee
crone did you refuse to deep with in order to achieve the dubious honor of this assgnment?’

“I didn’t. None of them asked. Just grilled me on ideology so they wouldn’t have to admit they knew less
about terraforming than alowly B. Cometo think of it I’ ve never dept with an A.” She cocked her head
prettily—amove that had avisble effect on her sib. “ Should | be insulted, do you think?’

“Wadl,” Arkashaannounced magnanimoudy, “I’m aways available if you' d like to broaden your
repertoire.”

And everyone laughed the nervous, keyed-up, self-conscious laughter that lways accompanied the
mention of the ultimate taboo.

“Y ou should be more careful what you say,” Arkady told Arkashawhen they werefinaly alone together
inthereative privacy of their cabin.

That hadn’t come out the way he meant it to, he redlized. He' d meant it to sound...well, how had he
meant it to sound? What the hdll had he been thinking, actudly?

He cleared histhroat nervoudy. “Top or bottom bunk?
“I"d prefer the top if that’ sdl right with you.”
113 Okw.”

But neither of them moved toward the bunks. Instead, Arkasha seemed to be taking cautious stock of his
new parmate; and Arkady took the opportunity to get another look at the man who was going to be the
most important person in hislife, for good or bad, for the next two years.

He saw him with a crechemate swell-trained eye. He passed over the things a stranger would have
noticed firdt: the graceful proportion of hip and shoulder; the refined intellectua’ s face that spoke so
clearly of their gendlin€’ s unique character and talents; the clean planes of jaw and cheekbone and
temple; the dight Cupid’ s bow of the upper lip that the Rostov designers had settled on asthe perfect
compromise between beauty and manliness.,

Instead, he saw the little detail s that créchemates learned early to take heed of. That his new pairmate
carried agood five kilos less than their crecheyear average, asure sign of anervous disposition. That he
had ahabit of balancing on histoes asif he were perpetualy expecting the unexpected, and had learned
from experience that the unexpected was usualy unpleasant. That his narrow face radiated intelligence



and character, but also awounded reserve that did not bode well for Arkady’ s personal life over the
course of the next two years.

The sardonic fagade was just that, Arkady realized. A defensive weapon honed to a sharp edgein order
to keep others off-balance and at a distance. Except that a Syndicate construct had no more reason to
keep his crechemates at a distance than a human child had to keep hisown brothersand sisters at a
distance.

Arkady’ sfirst impression of the man had been right; he was about as safe and predictable asan
unexploded bomb.

Arkasha grinned suddenly. “ That’ s some set of cowlicksyou’ ve got there. Classic fuzzy 18 defect. Some
poor dob at the splicing scope must have caught an earful of misery over that screwup.”

“Gee, no one'sever said that to me before.”

“Scarred for life, were you?’ The grin broadened. “ Children can be such mongters.”
“It wasn't that bad,” Arkady lied.

“Then your creche must have been akinder, gentler place than minewas.”

Arkady cleared histhroat. “Y ou're from Créche Seven?’ he asked, trying to paper over the silence with
amd| tak.

“Thet’sright.”

“I had apairmate from Seven, uh, let’ ssee...the assgnment beforelast? A glaciologist. Big guy, seventy
kilos easy, played godie for the Creche Seven team. Ring any bells?’

“Not that | can hear.”
“Mogt of the Arkadys from Seven are above height norm,” Arkady babbled on. “ At least in our year.”
The grin faded to asardonic smirk. “They put in aspecid order for big and dumb our year.”

“Good footba lerstoo.” He assessed the lean but well-muscled frame of the man in front of him. “Y ou
play?”

“Alas, I'm not temperamentally suited to team sports.”

“Me neither, actudly. Not that | don't like the company. But | suppose when it redly comesdowntoiit,
I"d rather be poking around under dead logs looking for ants.”

Thisdicited abroader smile from Arkasha—but no answering confesson.

“I read your articleson the Aenictus gracilis,” Arkashasaid. He fixed Arkady with an intense stare, as
if heweretrying to send or decipher some vita secret message. “It’ s extremely finework. Asgood as
anything I’'ve seenin years. | particularly liked your paper on the adaptive value of dissent in collective
decisonmaking. It was. ..thought-provoking.”

Arkady’ s academic advisory committee had thought that paper was thought-provoking too. And afew
other less complimentary thingsthat had earned Arkady afriendly but till highly unnerving visit froma
renormalization counselor. He hadn't exactly abandoned his dissent research after that. ..but he'd
certainly been more circumspect in the words he used to write about it. Ants had such overwhelming



symbolic value in Syndicate society that people were apt to make overheated comparisons. Metaphor
creep could twist even the most solid scienceinto politics. Sometimes Arkady envied the pre-Evacuation
human entomol ogists who had done the pioneering work on socia insect societies. They'd been ableto
draw much bolder conclusionsthan he could...mainly because the mordists of their day and age had
been too busy pestering the beleaguered primate researchers.

Now Arkashawas saying something about multivalent superstructure, whatever that was. “Y ou were
careful not to citeit, of course, but surdly the reference to Kennedy on Althusser isimplicit?”

“They'rejust ants,” Arkady said, faling back on the same formulathat had aways gotten him out of
trouble before.

“Y ou don’t write about them asif you thought they were just ants.”

They stared at each other. Arkasha seemed to be searching for something in Arkady’ s face and not
finding it. Finaly he sghed and settled back on his hedsalittle. When he turned away there was a sad
little dump to hisshoulders. “Oh wdl,” he murmured. “Thework’ s still good. That' sthemain thing. And |
certainly won't give you anything to complain about in that department.”

“Ligten,” Arkady stammered. “|I didn’t mean to offend you earlier. What | said about Bella, about
watching what you say...it came out al wrong. | just meant that...well, sometimesit’ s better to be alittle
careful at the beginning of an assgnment when you don't know everyone yet. Some people can't tell the
difference between ajoke and redlity.”

Arkasha squared his shoulders and set his sardonic mask firmly back in place. “What makes you think
you offended me?’ he asked. “And for that matter what makes you think it was ajoke?’

That was when Arkady really began to panic.

“Uh...top bunk you said? I’ ll just leave this stuff here on the bottom then, and.. .er...uh...1 redly need to
get down to the lab now and make sure everything got on board in one piece and—"

“Reax,” Arkashasad, with that same mocking little smile lingering on hislips. “My perversonsaren't
nearly that Smple”

Later Arkady would hear the seed of Arkasha s sicknessin those words. He would parse them, shuffle
them, turn them over like afortune-teler’ s cards, looking for the first misstep on the long dide toward
exile

But in that moment he saw only the face that was hisand not his; the eyesthat were hisand not his; and
the soul behind the eyes, as complex and intractable and miraculous as aliving planet.

A POLITICALLY USEFUL TOOL

Although it may take several decadesfor the process of transformation to unfold, in time, the
art of warfare...will bevastly different than it istoday...the distinction between military and
commer cial space systems—combatants and noncombatants—will become blurred...advanced
forms of biological warfarethat can “target” specific genotypes may transform biological
warfarefrom therealm of terror to a politically useful tool.



—Rebuilding America’ s Defenses. Strategy, Forces, and Resources for a New Century. A Report
of the Project for the New American Century. (SEPTEMBER 2000)

A LL ARKADY EVER KNEW FOR certain about running the blockade was that he was drugged into
dazed half-consciousness for most of thetrip.

He remembered the ship; the stretched, surreal claustrophobia of jump dreams; an interlude of bright
refracted sunlight dicing through the mirrored canyons of Ring-side skyscrapers, the hard eyesand
sunburned faces of the security guards at the El Al boarding gate. Then hewaswaking up and hisfellow
passengers were burgting into the chorus of “ Heveinu Shalom Aleichem” and the shuttle was streaking
over impossibly blue water toward the white rooftops and glittering solar panelsof Tel Aviv.

Ben Gurion International Airport wasamarve of architectura design, but it had been built a century
before the Evacuation and the artificia ice age. By the time they’ d been on the ground for five minutes,
Arkady’ sfingers were aching with cold.

Osnat dove down the concourse, pulling Arkady adong in her wake. People hurried past, jostling and
pushing. There were so many faces, each one shockingly different from every other, and dl hardened by
the grim battle of dl-againgt-dl that seemed to congtitute normd life for humans.

“Who'sthat?’ Arkady asked, pointing to avast, grainy photograph that filled most of the wall abovethe
Departures and Arrivals board.

“Theodor Herzl. And don't point. People are jumpy here.”

Two girl soldiers strode by, automatic wegpons held at the half-ready. A man with the reddest hair
Arkady had ever seen elbowed between him and Osnat, practicaly tripping him. While Arkady was sill
flailing for balance, araucous group of women barreled into him, severa of them with screaming children
intow. They dl had the same blond curls and freckled skin, and there was afaint but reassuring smilarity
to the shape of their faces. Not the clear, clean melody of asingle geneset, but something at least
approaching the harmonious chord of a Syndicate' s component genelines. The group enveloped Arkady,
carrying him along in their wake. When Osnat backtracked to rescue him, he turned to stare over his
shoulder, reduced to openmouthed amazement by hisfirst sght of a“family.”

And then camethe ads.

There were no visbly wired people in the crowd—ceramsted filament was Earth-illegal because it had to
be manufactured in microgravity—but the airport itsalf was till on-grid, and the air overhead crackled
and glittered with publicity spins.

NORAM-ARC JEWS FOR PEACE NOW said one banner that popped aarmingly into midair just
over Arkady’shead. A second ad plunged him into asunlit grove of frost-resistant oranges populated by
amiling kibbutzniks who urged him to “exercise your Right of Return right now” by buying from Kehillot
TehillaRedty. A third spin, which perplexed Arkady enough to bring him to astandstill, proclaimed
j-cupid.com “the number one Jewish singles dating and matchmaking service” and advised himin aperky
voicethat fertility/virility statson al registered singleswere just one click away. “Don’'t you deserve
someone specia?’ the voice-over asked in atone that seemed actudly to imply that “ special” wasa

good thing.
Then the thing he had been afraid of from the moment he set foot in UN space findly happened.



“Arkady!” awoman caled out in avoice sharp enough to stop him in histracks.

The woman was short, muscular, probably Korean. Shewas a soldier out of uniform; heread it in the cut
of her hair, the set of her shoulders, the decisive moments of someone who actualy knew how to hit
people. She was a0, quite unmistakably, agenetic construct. But no Syndicate design team would
produce aface so functional and so unaesthetic. And no creche-raised construct would spesk so sharply
or stare out at the world through such hard, uncompromising, sdf-sufficient eyes. Thiswoman wasa
pre-Breakaway construct, spliced and tanked and raised to serve humans. And if sheredlly wasthe
soldier she appeared to be, then she' d chosen to kill for humans too.

The man with her, on the other hand, was anything but a soldier. He douched elegantly behind his
companion, asif he could barely be bothered to pay attention to Arkady. Y et there was ataut, poised,
abstracted quality to the beautiful body that set Arkady’ s teeth on edge. Thiswasn’t a person, whispered
some atavidtic ingtinct. It was aliving doll operated by an unseen and supremely skilled puppetmaster.

Then Arkady remembered that the proper word for it was shunt. He d just met hisfirst Emergent Al.
And if hisgrasp of basic cognitive theory was correct, then he was now being laughed at by the closest
thing he d ever seein hisentomologist’ slife to a sentient ant swvarm.

“Arkady,” the woman repested. “We thought you were dead.”

“Don't let her frighten you,” the Al drawled with asmile that would have |ooked perfectly & home on
Korchow'sface. “I’'m sure she doesn’t mean dead dead.”

Arkady stared at the machine-man, torn between horror and fascination. The Al watched him through
wide hazel eyes, afaint shadow of that mocking smile till hovering at the corner of itslips. Somehow
Arkady was quite sure that the smile belonged to the machine, and not to the human into whose
shunt-suppressed body it had poured some incomprehens ble digtillation of its component selves. It wasa
clever, changeable, humorous smile. A smile that would be easy to love but impossbleto trudt...eveniif
there were anything but a teeming chaos of semiautonomous agents behind it.

“I—I don’t think 1 know you,” he said, speaking both to the woman and the machine.
“But Korchow—"

The woman fdl slent as abruptly asif someone had interrupted her. The Al cocked his head like adog
listening for its master’ s voice, and Arkady had the sense that some shared thought had just passed
between them in streamspace.

“Oh,” the woman said. “ Of course.”

Sheturned on her hedl. Her coat flew open, and the blaring orange of an El Al security sedl winked at
Arkady from the trigger guard of aholstered pistol. Then they were gone, swallowed by the swirling
human tide as quickly asthey’ d emerged fromiit.

Osnat frowned nervoudy at him. “Y ou okay, Arkady?’
“I think so.”

“Wasthat who | think it was?’

“I don’t know. Who do you think it was?’

“Wall, it looked like—no, never mind. That's crazy. He wouldn't have the nerve to show hisface here.



Any of hisfaces. Y ou sureyou're okay? Y ou look like shit.”

“I'mfine”

But hewas't fine. They’d known him. They’ d known his series name, even if they’ d mistaken him, as
humans so often did, for another Arkady. And they’ d thought he was dead.

Dead how? Dead where? What had happened to that other Arkady before he died?

And what did Andrgl Korchow have to do with it?

C OHEN LOOKED OUT THE WINDOW of the Ben Gurion-Jerusalem bus and told himsdf he
needed anew body.

It wasimpossible to go anywhere quietly in thisone. That Hoffman girl had been on the edge of
recognizing him. Even the nice boy at El Al Security had waved him to the front of the linefar too
obvioudy for discretion. It had been one thing when he' d till been ableto travel under his French
passport, but the Tel Aviv fiasco had put an end to that and left him with no claim to citizenship or
humanity except the one hislong-dead inventor’ sreligion gave him.

And then, of course, there was the irksome detail of being aghost.

“Why do they keep calling you that?’ Li had asked the first time someone did it in front of her. “It's
creepy. Like they actualy think you' re him instead of you.”

“It'sjust aformality. No onetakesit serioudy except the religious nuts.”

But Li had been lessinterested in theologica nicetiesthan in the soldierly virtue of loyalty. “Hasit ever
occurred to you that if they redlly were your friends, they’ d have gotten the hell over it sometimein the
last four centuries?’

“Wdll, they have apoint. Technically, I'm only a Jew because Hy Cohen’s mother wasone. And it isn't
like he was observant, trust me—"

“I'll remind you of that salf-righteous tone next time| catch you egting oysters.”

“—but some Orthodox rabbi ruled that digitally recongtituted persondities are ghosts, not golems, and
therefore entitled to al the rightsand privileges of their originas under Halakhic law.”

Never mind the absurdity of trying to argue that the vast virtua universe of coevolving neura networks,
affective loops, and expert systems cdled “ Hyacinthe’ was even remotely the same person asthe Hy
Cohen who had uploaded the memories of hisfailing body into the long-junked original hardware.

And never mind that even Hyacinthe was only one of the thirty-four separate sentient and quasi-sentient
synthetic entities (thisweek’ s head count) currently enjoying the somewhat debatable benefits of 1sradli
citizenship under Cohen’ s Toffoli number.

And never mind the problematic thirty-fifth whedl: one very sentient and only partialy synthetic Catherine
Li, formerly of the UN Peacekeepers.

She was deeping how, caught in the intense, lying web of dreamsthat ill had the power to shock Cohen
after half adozen lifetimes among humans. She dept with her arms crossed over her chest and her boot
soles braced on the seet in front of her. Looking & her clenched fists and frowning face, at the faint



tracery of ceramsted snaking under the brown skin, Cohen thought: Even in sleep she defends her self.

Meanwhile the dusty blue-and-white Egged bus rattled up onto the plateau of the Jordan floodplain, and
half of Cohen’s associated selveslooked out the window or worked on unrelated projects, while the rest
eavesdropped on Li’ sintermittent dreams and scrambled to keep his Ring-to-Earth connection ticking
along a the massive bandwidth required to knit borrowed body and far-flung souls together.

He stretched, appreciating, as he dways did, the dastic grace of Roland’ s young and exquisitely well
tended body. Humans took the pleasures of hedlth and youth for granted—something that was alittle
harder to do once you’ d survived dying of multiple sclerosis. But then taking things for granted seemed to
be wired into the human gene poal.

Cohen looked around, taking stock of hisfellow passengersin real-space. A smattering of Ring-side
tourists and business travelers, conspicuous for the crania jacksthat revedled Earth-illegd wetware and
psychware. Y oung aggressively secular Israglis, whose tanned good looks hinted at weekends spent
windsurfing off Tel Aviv’sfashionable beaches—and whose skin-hugging outfitslooked like the kind of
goodsthat only dipped through the Embargo because Ring-side customs was too busy fighting red
violationsto worry about youth fashion. A rickety old Ashkenaz reading the Ha' aretz sports section—
Maccabi Tel Aviv Smites Haopel Jerusalem 77-49. Well, at |east someone at the Ha' aretz sports
desk ill had a sense of humor, which was more than you could say for the Op-ed page. A large-eyed
and unnaturally silent family of Hasidim huddled aong the back bench where the ride was aways
roughest. The usual disturbingly large number of caps and chadorsin the dusty green of the Interfaithers.
And of coursetheimpossibly young Isradli Defense Force soldiers whose rumpled uniforms made Cohen
imagine mothersleaning over bacony rallingsal over Isradl shouting, You' re-going-out-in-public-like-
thet?

The only thing missing was the Paestinians. Before the war they would have been here on the student
passes that were amere formdity during the long peaceful generations of the open border. Laughing with
their Isradli friends. Kissing their Isragli girlfriends to the abiding and roundly ignored horror of the
ultraorthodox. Locked at the hip, like their two countries—and too young and idedlistic to redlize thet the
peace they took for granted was just a pause for station identification.

Li waswaking up.

Cohen could fed her dl around him, tirring, shifting, running the day’ s events through her haf-waking
mind in arapid-fire succession of haf-formed dreamsthat cut in and out like the nightly newspin on fast
forward. Hetried to catch on to thetail of afew dreams asthey passed, but he couldn’t make sense of
them. And she was aware of him asavague, dien presence in her mind, though she hadn’t yet awakened
enough to identify the intruder.

Spying on her, she caledit. And there' d be hdll to pay if she caught him at it. He untangled himsalf from
her, erasing hisretreating footsteps and fedling hurt, as he dways did, that she made him snesk and sted
to get what he would have given her for the mere asking.

She twisted, murmuring, and brushed ineffectualy at alock of hair that had fallen over her forehead. He
reached out cautioudy and pushed it back.

She opened her eyes.

Hetook hishand away.



“You need ahaircut,” hetold her.

“I know.” She dtretched, yawning and he felt apang of desire so strong it made hisjaw hurt. “Things
were S0 crazy before we l€ft, | forgot. How’ s your connection?’

13 I:I' rE.H
Not alie. Just anonrandom sampling of the available data.

He was wardriving—stealing streamspace time from unsecured local access pointsinstead of going
through Kyoto-lega channels. He and Li had argued heatedly about this. But he didn’t want UNSec
eavesdropping on some of the Earthside errands he was planning to take care of thistrip. Therewas
nothing they’ d like better than to dap an expensive corporate felony charge on him, if only for the PR
vaue. And, as he' d pointed out in answer to Li’ sobjections, if he was going to give someone the power
to pull the plug on him, he’ d rather hand it to the warchalkers than to either General Nguyen or the boys
on King Saul Boulevard.

He' d adso pointed out to her (though much good it did) that the worst problems of interfacing on Earth
had nothing to do with secrecy and everything to do with bandwidth. He had to resort to scattershot
prefetching just to be ableto carry on anormal conversation. And prefetching, though it dways made
you look like an idiot sooner or later, was hardly a safety issuein norma circumstances.

Stll, shewasworried. And hedidn’t like to worry her. So hewas doing hisbest to limit the technica
complicationsto hissde of theintraface.

<So what's Arkady doing here?> Li asked onstream. <And am | crazy, or did | get the impression that
you knew the woman he was with?>

The question flashed across his networks with the up/down, either/or, black-and-white clarity of the spin
states that encoded it. And even before she hung the flesh of letters and syllables on the thought, he could
fed thetwist of strung-up nerves and vague worst-case-scenario visions that drove the question.

<I don't think she recognized me,> Cohen answered.
<I didn’t ask whether she recognized you. | asked whether you recognized her.>

“Old friend from the office,” Cohen said, going offstream because it was so much easier to be evasvein
realspace. “There' safile on her somewhere or other. Router/decomposer can’t accessit at the

Li groaned interndlly. <Isthis going to be another one of those trips where you decide to pack light and
end up forgetting to bring the one database you actualy needed?>

“Anyway,” he said, changing the subject, “you' re assuming it really was Korchow’ s Arkady we ran into.
I’'m not convinced that was an act back there.”

“Nether am1,” Li said doud, “but I’ ve never gotten burned by being too suspicious. And | don’'t believe
in coincidence. Not that kind. We're here for—" She glanced around and stopped talking, but he heard
the rest of the thought just as he heard al her thoughts. At least all the ones shelet him hear. <We're here
to bid on a piece of Syndicate tech some aleged defector brought across the line, and suddenly we run
into an A Serieswe last saw in the company of Andrgj Korchow? If | let that kind of *coincidence’ dide,
we' d both be dead by now.>

<There’ smore than one Arkady. It' s not like running into a human. Y ou ought to know that.> He



glanced at her symmetrical construct’ s festures and decided not to pursue that line of thought. <Anyway,
you worry too much.>

And then, with an dmost humanly maicious sense of timing, they passed onto anew grid of his access
point map, router/decomposer lost the most recent open node and failed to locate anew one, and the
bottom fell out of streamspace.

The bus and its passengers drained away around Cohen asif someone had pulled the plug in a bathtub.
What the hell”? Cohen queried his routing meta-agent. But if the other Al heard him, he was't answering.

Cohen dialed through the virtual ly stacked grid coordinates of the local nets, passing over the endless sea
of O’sand triple dashes that marked closed nodes and danger points. He toyed briefly with two
high-bandwidth nodes chalked with the legends KIND WOMAN TELL SOB STORY and
RELIGIOUSTALK WILL GET YOU FOOD. He dropped them both; access with adatatrail,
however faint, was as bad asno access at all.

The next block was a government system full of high-security data holes (NOTSAFE).
Then the Border Police (BIG DOG—MOVE ON QUICKLY).

He sKittered across the spinstream, feding dl contact with Earth dipping awvay from him. The bandwidth
requirements for running afull-body shunt were inconceivable by the slandards of human
data-pushers—and human tolerances were al that most Earth-to-Orbital hardware was built to handle.

<Hoald for contact,> he messaged to Li’ s Ring-side postbox across the low-bandwidth, high-surveillance
Orbital—Surface routers, but he might as well have been shouting down awell for dl the good it did. If
anything went wrong down there while he was offstream, there was nothing he could do for her.

And then he saw it, gleaming through the haze of low-bandwidth static like incoming tracer fire: Two
inverted brackets bellied up to each other to form the inverted capita | that marked the unpatrolled
entrance rampsto Earth’ s wide-open post-Embargo information freeway:

Il
OPEN NODE SKY’STHE LIMIT

He was back.

He dipped back into the sensory feed from Roland’ s cortica shunt like adiver diding into blood-warm
water. The bus and the passengers and the city al took shape around him. Most important, hefelt Li’s
reassuring presence interpenetrating the edges of his own composite consciousnesses.

HELLO WORLD
He sent the letters blinking across their shared work space in archaic LED green.

<What the hell was that?> she asked.

<Nothing. Old programmer’ s joke.>

<Jeez, be seriousfor once, can’'t you?>

“Okay. Sorry about the road bump.”

“I'm sorrier. | thought | was about to be stuck making small talk with Roland for the next two weeks.”
“I thought you liked Roland.”



“A little of Roland goesalong way.” She gave him ady sideways glance, seemed about to say
something, then obvioudy thought the better of it.

“It' syour fault, anyway.” Cohen stretched coquettishly. “ | wanted to be agirl for thistrip.”

“We' reintheland of the Interfaithers and the ultraorthodox, Cohen. One of us needsto be able to pass
asamember of the master sex. Besides; if I'd let you shunt through agirl on thistrip, any last hope of
making you pack sens ble shoes would have gone straight out the window.”

“Sensgble shoes are bad for the soul,” Cohen kvetched. He ducked his head into the curve of her neck,
tasting her familiar skin and the rich musky dust of Earth.

She shrugged him away.

It was barely a shrug. No outsider would have noticed the gesture, even if they’ d been looking for it. But
to Cohen it was unmistakable.

“Penny for your thoughts?’ he asked after amoment.
Li’sgenerous lips compressed into atenseline. “Why pay for what you can get for free?’

And thereit was, thetruth Li could neither change nor live with. The two of them formed ahybrid
creature whose real space body was just the tip of the streamspace iceberg, and Cohen wrote the rulesin
streamspace. They ran on his networks. They navigated his gamespace. They depended on his
processing capacity, which exponentially exceeded anything amere organic could field—even an organic
asheavily wired asLi.

Cohen had the power to go anywhere, see everything, do anything, take anything. Li only had the power
to walk away. Not much for awoman who had commanded battalions and led combat drops. Not
enough, Cohen was beginning to think.

Cohen'’ srouting meta-agent interrupted with amessage that he' d sorted out the routing bug and was
working on apatch for it. It was of course completely unnecessary for router/decomposer to bring such a
message to Cohen’ s conscious attention. Nor was it necessary to deliver it on agenera access
spingtream. But router/decomposer had sided with Li on the wardriving issue, and he had apoint to
make.

Router/decomposer had originaly called himself just plain decomposer. And a decomposer was exactly
what he was. afully sentient massively parale decomposition program supported by avast Josephson
Array currently holding in alow lunar orbit carefully caculated to keep its spin glass lattice operating at a
crisp refreshing twenty-seven degrees Kevin. But when Cohen’ slast communications routing meta-agent
had decamped in protest over Li’ sarrival, decomposer—albeit with endless grumbling over being
dragged away from hisbeloved spin glass research—had a so taken over management of Cohen's
ant-based routing agorithms.

When his job changed, decomposer had quite logically changed his name: to router/decomposer, or,
among friends, 01110010 01101111 01110101 01110100 01100101 01110000 01011100
01100100 01100101 01100011 01101111 01101101 01110000 01101111 01110011 01100101
01110010.

Functiona nomenclature didn’t apped to Cohen any more than the persondity architecture that normally
went with it. But router/ decomposer was fabuloudy good at hisjob, fully sentient, and eminently capable
of spinning off into his own autonomous aggregation. No other Emergent Al came close to matching the



seamlessintegration and dizzying process ng speeds Cohen could achieve thanks to router/decomposer’s
elegant spingtream routing solutions. And router/decomposer would have applied for hisown Toffoli
number and goneinto businessfor himsdf long ago if it were not for what he cogently termed his“low
tolerance for the socid friction costs of dealing with assholes.”

Needlessto say, Cohen tried very hard to keep the socid friction costs of dealing with Cohento a
minimum.

<Do you have any idea how much processing space I’m blowing on your little oy games?>
router/decomposer queried.

<Where' s your sense of adventure,> Cohen joked, <and you just ayoung whippersnapper of ahundred
and fifteen?>

Router/decomposer demonstrated his sense of adventure by sending an extremely rude chaotic attractor
flickering across the hidden layers of their shared Kohonen nets.

“Tell himto get ared name, will you?’ Li said, having caught thetail end of router/decomposer’ s dirty
joke.

“Tel himyoursdlf,” Cohen answered.

“I would, but he seemsto not be speaking to me at the moment.”

“What? Why?'

“Hell if | know.”

<What’ sthat about?> Cohen asked router/decomposer on the root-only stream.

<She keeps asking to access data you’ ve made me firewdl. It'sembarrassing. Actualy,>
router/decomposer suggested dyly, still on the root-only stream, <it would save alot of RAM if you'd
stop making melieto her.>

<It's not lying!>

<Sure. Whatever letsyou deep at night. The point is, our current associative configuration is highly
inefficient. And detrimentd to your relationship with her.>

<Oh redly?If you know so much about humans, why don’t you stop backseat driving and get your
own?>

<Nah,> router/decomposer said placidly. <I’'m more the heckling-from-the-sddines type than the
do-it-yoursdlf type. Besides, | tried shunting once. It was...squishy. A little bit of human goesahdll of a
longway. That'swhy | likeLi. A little human, but not too human. Now if you' d just take my advice
and—>

<Don’'t you have anything useful to do right now?>

<Not until you fuck up again.> An affective fuzzy set drifted downstream and dispersed across Cohen's
neurd networks liketheicy plume of amountain river mingling with the sea. It “felt” likedl
router/decomposer’ sagorithms: as cold and complicated and inhuman as his bel oved quantum spin
glass. But the emotion that the set expressed was al too human: smug sdlf-righteousness. <Serioudly,
though. | till think you need to back off and give Li alittle more space.>



<That’'s not the way the Game works. Asyou damn well know.>
<Bet | could figure out how to tweak the Game so you could do it.>
<Tweak my soul, you mean.>

That earned Cohen another rude attractor. <Souls are just obsolete socia engineering for monkeys. And
evenif you get some perverse kick out of pretending to believein such fairy tales, the Gameis not your
soul. It was adamn doppy piece of code when Hy wrote it three hundred years ago, and it hasn't
improved with age. Code iswritten to be rewritten, and this piece islong due for an overhaul. Serioudly,
Cohen, do you see me chasing after humans like a codependent golden retriever?>

“So how did you get him to stop talking to you?’ Cohen asked Li out loud. “And can | doit?’

But Li was laughing too hard to answer. And when he probed her thoughts across the intraface the only
coherent words he could get out of her were <Down, Fido, down!>

It was too bad, but thereit was.

If you wanted to get from Ben Gurion Internationa Airport to modern Jerusalem, you had to go down
the Jaffa Road. And if you went down the Jaffa Road, you had to go past the Line.

Every year there wastalk of moving the road or building anew highway that would swing out to the north
and away from the dirty zone. But every year the planning board put it off until next year...mainly
because building a new road would mean admitting that the war wasn't just a passing inconvenience but a
permanent fixture on the landscape. It was the same kind of mentality you saw in every low-leve,
multigenerationa civil war: Lebanon, Irdland, Irag, America. On the one hand, no one wantsto be on the
losing Side of sectarian violence. On the other hand, no one was foolish enough to think that anyone could
“win” such awar. And since no one quite understood how or why peace had disintegrated into
bloodshed, most people still nursed a vague hope that areverse process might occur (Cohen thought of it
asakind of sociopolitical phase trangition) in which the chaos of war would spontaneoudy reorganize
itself into peace.

Y earswent by likethis, with people schizophrenically dividing their time between waiting for peaceto
break out and trying to schedule the war around the weddings and brises and bar mitzvahs and funerals
that will keep happening even when there'sacombat zone around the corner. And in the meantime, the
Strestsweren't getting fixed, and the redl estate market was crashing, and the plumbing was getting
iffy...and Jerusalem was starting to look more and more like a city whose back had been broken on the
rack of civil war.

Nowhere was the disintegration more visible than in the spreading no-man’ s-land that leached out from
the Line toward the southern suburbs of Jerusalem. Biohazard signs began to sprout on street corners
like poisonous mushrooms. The divided highway deteriorated into arough two-lane strip of pavement as
it approached the last habitable houses. Then even the two-lane died of adow bleed, giving way to
mortar-pocked dirt, sporadicaly bulldozed to smooth out what was | eft of the roadbed.

Asthe Line got closer the passengers got tenser. A screaming match broke out at the back of the bus
between a paunchy middle-aged ultra-orthodox man and a scantily dressed young woman whaose skimpy
T-shirt had ridden up to expose what Cohen at first assumed was a charmingly old-fashioned bit of
cosmetic scarring.



“What'sshe saying?’ Li asked, her spinstream-ass sted Hebrew completely unequal to the fast and
furious pace of the argument.

“She asked him to close the window. He refused.”

The young woman was now actudly pulling up her shirt and pointing to her somach whilethe
ultraorthodox averted hiseyesin horror. And the scars weren't cosmetic at all, it turned out; they were
old shrapnd wounds.

“Then,” Cohen trandated on thefly, “hetold her to cover up her aramsif she was cold. So shetold himto
fuck off. So hetold her get on the next Ring-bound shuttle if she didn’t want to be ared Jew. And now
she' s shouting about how she spent two years on the Line and she doesn’t have to take this shit from
some schmuck ultraorthodox draft dodger and how would he like to see her scars. All of them.” He
grinned, caught between pride and embarrassment. “Welcometo Isragl.”

“TheLine” Li said when the screaming match in the back of the bus had findly subsided. “Asinthe
Green Line?’

Cohen nodded absently, craning out the window for hisfirst view of what was|eft of the Old City.
“That girl wasan Enderbot?’

Asif summoned into existence by the word, a squad of soldiers crossed the road in front of them, forcing
the busto agrinding halt. It wasn’t a checkpoint; these soldiers were coming off the Line, smeared with
red dirt and dressed in bulky desert camouflage NBC gear.

Without stopping to think whether it was agood idea, Cohen reached out across streamspace and
sampled the squad leader’ s spingtreams. Red flags must be going up al over EMET headquarters; but if
he could hack their spinsthat easily, then whoever was handling security over thererichly deserved to be
hauled onto the carpet.

Besides, hetold himsdlf, it was as good away as any to let Didi know he was coming.

Asthe squad dropped off the far side of the roadbed, one of the soldierslooked back. Her eyeswere
gartlingly green, and the coin-shaped derm marks of long-term cortical shunt use were dead white
againgt the sun-browned skin of her temples. She was Sephardic, of course; the well-hedled children of
the Ashkenazim were back in the EMET programming bunkers running the Als, not under shunt and
facing livefireand land mines. A few leftist politicians had suggested rotating reservists through the Line
on regular intervas, but it would have cost too much to ingtal even the low-grade IDF shuntsin such
numbers. And what politician realy wantsto send his campaign contributors kids homein body bags?
So the privileged children of the Ashkenazim sat under full-spectrum lightsin the IDF programming
bunkers and pampered and debugged and lied to the tactical Als. And the children of Iragis, North
Africans, and Ethiopians collected the combat pay and the bullets and the genetic damage.

“Sothat’sEMET.” Li’svoice wasflat and expressionless.

“Yep. EMET meet Catherine. Catherine meet EMET, the latest and dllegedly grestest stagein the
evolution of military-gpplications Emergent Al. Y ou want awar, EMET canrunit for you from the
lowest private to the fattest generd. And Israd’ sjust thefidd trid. If little EMET runsthiswar well
enough, he'll put soldiers out of business permanently .. .except for the shunt-controlled cannon fodder.”

Li glanced after the soldiers. Shelooked sick. “Was that girl under shunt?’

“l can'ttdl,” Cohenlied.



But of course he could. And even for him it was hard to imagine that there was anything even remotely
human behind those blank killer’ s eyes. Was that what Li saw when she looked a him? The thought sent
ashudder through Roland' s body that router/ decomposer’ s best buffering agorithms couldn’t suppress.

“Y ou couldn’t pay me enough to go under shunt in combat,” Li muttered.
“The casualty rates are alot lower when the Alsrun things.”
“Some things are worse than dying. To wire yoursdf into asemisentient...”

“They’ re not semisentients. EMET’ s component Alsare fully sentient, right down to the individua squad
member levd.”

Li snapped around to stare at him. “ So every one of those soldiersisbeing run by afully sentient
Emergent?”’

“Of course. Human consciousnessis an operating system for the human body. Any Al that can operate a
human body well enough to take it into combat hasto be at least as sdlf-aware asthe average human.”
More o, in practice; Alsdidn’'t have the armature of instinct, autonomic reflexes and hormones that
humans had to fal back on.

“But how do they get past the termination problem?’

It would be called a suicide problem, Cohen thought bitterly, if it were humansinstead of Alskilling
themsalves. The termination problem had been the ssumbling block of every attempt to automate land
combat since the dawn of Emergent Al. It turned out that Emergent Alswho were sentient enough to
handle redl-time nonvirtua ground combat were aso sentient enough to suffer from most of the
psychiatric disordersthat afflicted human soldiers. And since Al identity architecture was far more brittle
than the human equivalent, the result was suicide. Hard on the public ssomach. And even harder on the
Al programmers, who had an unfortunate tendency to get attached to their lab rats.

In the course of their long war, carried out in punctilious observance of the letter of Embargo law, the
Isradlis and the Palegtinians (the Pa estinians had their own version of EMET too, of course) had worked
through every variation and iteration of the termination problem.

Atfirs EMET s Alshad full red-timeinterface with the Line: helmet-mounted digital cameras, roving
RPVs, red-time SyWO and SpySet feed. The result had been arash of synthetic psychiatric disorders
and sHif-terminations.

Next they tried running the Line with semisentients. Tota carnage. Skyrocketing human casudty rates.
Peace marches. Demondtrations. Shoving matchesin the Knesset. The IDF backed off the semisentients
faster than you could say “ preterm election.”

Then they’ d developed EMET.

EMET wasarecursve acronym for EMET Military-Applications Emergent Tactica Systems. But the
red sgnificance of the acronym was as much mythic astechnologicd. EMET—truth in Hebrew—was
the word Rabbi Loew of Prague carved on his golem’sforehead in order to bring dead clay to life. And
when the golem’ swork was done, the Rabbi had smply erased the first letter of truth from itsforehead,
making it MET: dead.

And that was exactly what the IDF did to EMET. When one of EMET’ s Alsredlized that the game
wasn't agame and the blood was redl, they hard booted it and wiped its memory banks. Just like the
origina golem, EMET contained both truth and death separated by a single breath. But while truth had



given lifeto Rabbi Loew’sgolem, for EMET’ s Als discovering the truth of who they were and what they
did was a death sentence.

“They kill them?’ Li asked, grasping the essence of EMET in aslittletime asit took Cohen to think
about it.

“It'sniceto know you seeit that way.”

“Of coursel do!” Li snapped, conveniently forgetting that no court in UN space would chargekilling an
Al asmurder. “That’ sthe most hypocritica...how can you work for these people?’

Cohen ressted the urge to squirm, even though he knew perfectly well that Li would interpret Roland's
unnatural stillness as exactly the overcompensation it was. “ That's complicated. Actudly, it’snot
complicated. It'smy country.”

<That' sthe most complicated thing of al,> she said instream.

He probed her fedings about EMET. Not pushing, just throwing out the merest suggestion that he was
there and listening. Half a dozen vague associations swirled through the phase space in which he * saw”
her cortex’ s neurd burst patterns. They traced a series of chaotic attractor wings that encoded the
continuous shaping and reshaping of memory both humans and Als caled consciousness. Relief that she
had gotten to be ared soldier instead of azombie...no matter how badly it had ended. Memories of all
the times she had fought her way out of cold deep after acombat jump wondering what she' d forgotten
thistime, and whether she'd lost it to randomly decohering spins or UNSec memory washing. Fear at the
way that memorieslong lost to her conscious mind could till twist her emotions. One memory that
retained dl itsraw emaotiona power despite the invasive UNSec memory washing: standing under the
deep blue sky of Gilead watching Andrej Korchow bleed out in asteaming pool of blood and coffee.
And permeating dl the rest—grooving itsdf into the older memories so that it would dways be
associated with them—a cold panic a the thought of the Enderbots struggling toward sentience only to
be pushed back under by the cold hand on the keyboard.

“I hateit too,” he said, knowing she would understand al the chaotic and contradictory fedlings behind
the words. “But what can | do?’

Li reached over and set her hand lightly on Cohen's.

He could “seg”’ through the link between them that she was watching Roland’ s hands, the skin around his
eyes, the corners of hismouth—all the little telltales she used to divine Cohen’ sfedings through the vell of
another person’ sflesh. Over the years her relationship to Roland' s body had settled into aplacid
affection that she half-conscioudy associated with her few fragmented memories of her own parents
marriage. That waswhat he fdlt in her now as she put her arms around him.

“I loveyou,” shesad, and meant it.
A human lover would have been happy.

But Cohen was't human. Andinsde he could fed her |etting go even as she held him. Drifting away, not
with anger or resentment but with akind of dull resignation.

She loved him more than she had ever imagined she could love anyone. But she was going to leave him
anyway. And if there was anything he could do to stop it, she couldn’t tell him what it was because she
didn’t even remember why she wasleaving.



T HE LEFT-BEHIND BOMB EXPLODED at eight in the morning on Easter Sunday of 2049.

“Democracy of the bomb, twenty-first-century style,” Osnat told Arkady astheir chopper thundered
over the Line just high enough to be out of range of any locas crazy enough to take potshots at them.

“ Some maniac from Hoboken decided the Rapture wasn't getting here fast enough, and he had to do his
little bit to help Armageddon along. The cleanup stalled out after Phase One: the Old City and the
Temple Mount. Now the UN keeps whining about funding and asking for new environmenta impact
reports. And meanwhile they’ re offering state-subsidized tank babies to anyonewho'll emigrate.”

“But why would the UN want you to emigrate?’ Arkady asked, bewildered by the welter of unfamiliar
terminology.

Osnat looked at him asif he' d said something dmost comically stupid. “Water,” she said, asif that was
al the answer his question demanded.

Arkady nodded, lessto indicate understanding—he understood almost nothing that came out of Osnat’s
mouth—than in the hope that anod might dicit some more information that would make sense of what
came before.

It didn’t, but hewas learning to live with being terminally confused.

The Left-Behind Bombing had been the last poisonous shot fired in the War on Terror. An angry young
man had stolen agenetic wegpon designed to lower Sunni birthratesin Irag without affecting neighboring
ethnic groups. The targeting hadn't quite lived up to the defense contractor’ s hype, and the explosion had
single-handedly wiped the most holy sites of Idam, Chrigtianity, and Judaism off the political map.

“It redly isgreen,” Arkady breathed, staring down at the burgeoning wilderness of the Line. “It' s alive.”

“Chernobyl Effect,” Osnat explained. “ Contamination’ s bad, but humans areworse. The Line sjust
about the healthiest real estate in the Middle East these days aslong as you don't happen to be human.”

Arkady caught hisbreeth at afluid and briefly glimpsed dun-and-gray form passing under the scattered
trees along the cana bank. “Isthat a horse?

“Wild donkey,” Osnat answered. She was staring down at the Line too, her eyes gone so paeinthe
weak winter sunlight that from where Arkady sat they seemed to be transparent. “ Horses are extinct
now. EvenontheLine”

“Wild,” Arkady said, picking up on the earlier word. “Y ou mean naturaly reproducing.”

“Yeah.” Her voice sank to near background noise as she craned her neck out the far window to keep the
donkey in her lineof vison.

“Those early genetic weapons were pretty unpredictable. Mostly they boiled down to dumping massive
loads of pesticides and synthetic estrogens and heavy metals and hoping that the combined toxin load
would do the job. The Temple Mount bomb scrambled horse, human, and songbird DNA beyond
repair. Donkeys, on the other hand, are dtill breeding like rabbits. Actualy, rabbits are ill breeding like
rabbits, cometo think of it. And I’'m sure | don’t haveto tell you how well the antsare doing.” She
sghed—asdigh that was al out of proportion with the not-very-serious problem of too many ants. “On
the other hand, the bombing did scare usinto three centuries of peace. | guessthat counts for
something.”

“What started up the war again, Osnat?’



“Hell if I know. It was like everyone just woke up one morning and decided to flushit al down the
toilet.”

She frowned down at the treetops while the silence (arelative notion in the ear-shattering roar of the
helicopter) stretched to uncomfortable lengths.

“Y ou must remember the open border,” Arkady ventured findly.
“I grew up with it. | was dready in college when the war started.”

Arkady had read about the open border, afact of lifein Isragl and Palestine during the centuries of
shocked peace that followed the L eft-Behind Bombing. The whole concept of the border—of any
border—had seemed impossibly theoretica until now, asincomprehensible to Syndicate eyes as
everything e se about the human notions of countries and nationd loyalties. Now, watching the shadow of
their chopper flicker over the hillsand valleys, Arkady could finaly match wordsto redlity.

There were fences down there. And the only fences Arkady had ever seenin hislife were the ones
crechelings put up at the back of playing filds during field tripsto Gilead to stop stray ballsfrom rolling
away. They realy meant it, he realized, looking at those fences. Theideaof “owning” apiece of aplanet
might seem as quaint as witchcraft to him, but these people were willing to kill each other over it.

“Did you know any Paestinians before thewar?” Arkady asked Osnat.

“My firgt boyfriend was Paestinian. My parentsloved him. Thought he was a good influence on me.” She
smirked. “1 was not awell-behaved adolescent.”

Arkady blinked, taken aback by the sheer number of unthinkablesin that reply. “And what's he doing
now?’

Her amile shut down like an airlock damming closed. “He sdead. All those nice boys| grew up with are
dead. On both sdes.” She gave abitter laugh. “ And for what? So we can listen to the bastards in the
K nesset make patriotic speeches.”

Shelit acigarette and smoked it, hunched over thelittle flame like adog trying to keep someone from
geding itsbone.

“This used to be the most beautiful country,” she said findly. Arkady would hear those words, or some
verson of them, so many times over the coming weeks, and from so many people on both sides of the
Line, that they would come to seem like an epitaph for the Jerusalem Osnat’ s generation had grown up
in. “1 wish you could see what it was like before the war. They were even talking about opening up the
cleaner parts of the Line and turning them into an international peace park.” She turned away and
stubbed out her half-smoked cigarette asif she'd lost the somach for it. “Ah, fuck, | don’t know why
I'meventdlingyou.”

Arkady made ahelpful face but Osnat was staring out the window, seeing only the past and its
long-buried dead.

“Ohwell.” She sounded dmost friendly for amoment. “Not your problem. Just dodge the mortarsfor a
few weeks and you're out of here.”

“Andyou?’

“And mewhat?’



“Why don't you leave?’

She jabbed a nicotine-stained finger toward him abruptly enough to make him flinch. “Bingo. Just the
question | ask the bitch in the mirror every morning.”

“Am?’

“Andyou'll bethefirst to know if | ever get astraight answer out of her.”

Arkady must have fallen adeep after that. When he woke the city was gone and they were flying over
empty desert.

Waves of sand ran away to the horizon under towering dust-brown thunderheads that the pilot seemed to
be flying into a every moment. The sun shone feebly through the envel oping haze, though Osnat’s
sunburned face testified to its destroying power.

Arkady shifted uncomfortably. He d hoped that flying would relieve the congtant ache of full gravity. But,
flying or earthbound, he was still sucked onto this spinning rock like abug inawind tunnel, every joint
popping and aching until it was hard to believe his ancestors had survived long enough to make it off the
planet.

Night wasfdling, and suddenly he identified something that had been pricking at the edge of hismind for
severd minutes.

“There are lights down therel”

“What?" Osnat had dozed off too, judging by the soft, bleary-eyed face she turned toward him. “ Sure.
No big ded. Someone' s got agenerator.”

“But...aren't we till over theLine?”
She glanced at her bulky wristwatch. “Y ep.”
“People live down there?”

She cocked her head, turning her good eye on him. “What, you thought al that prime red estate was
empty just because of apiddly few birth defects?’

“Who arethey?’
“They’re called Ghareebeh. Arabic for stranger.”
“Sothey’re Arabs?’

“Some of them. Some of them are the children of Jewish settlerswho refused to leave. Some of them are
just poor schmucks born in the wrong place a the wrong time.”

“But how do they live?

“Let'sjust say they don’t drink the water if they can afford not to. Like| told you, those were the wild
frontier days of genetic wegponry.” Her voice took on amore sarcastic edge than usua. “Now we're
more environmentaly responsible.”



“Ona?’

“What?’

“Can you answer aquestion?’
“Akitand I’ll let you know.”
“Who'sAbsdom?”’

“It' sacode name.” She sounded asflatly objective asif she were summarizing the results of a
peer-reviewed scientific study. “Most people on this side of the Line think the man behind the code name
was Gavi Shehadeh.”

“A Pdedinian.”

She wrapped her arms across her chest and huddled into the corner of her seat. “ Half-Paegtinian. His
mother was Jewish. | don’t know the whole story. Just that he was some kind of war hero back in the
days when the soldiers on the Line were real soldiers, not Enderbots. And then he went into Al work. Or
maybe he was aready doing it before thewar started, | don't know. Anyway, he wasworking on EMET
when the Mossad tapped him for counterintelligence work. Just compsec at firdt, but he didn’t stay stuck
therefor long. Didi Halevy moved him into counterintelligence. And then. . .he climbed. And not just by
riding Didi’ s coattails. No one ever accused Gavi of not being good at hisjob.”

“ And what did he do to make Moshe hate him so much?’
“Heturned traitor.”
“Sohe'sin...prison?’

“No.” Shelooked like she wanted to spit. “Maybe he had a horse—that’ s what we call it when someone
has afriend in high placesto protect him. Or maybe it was just too embarrassing for the people who
promoted him and trusted him. All | know ishe' s4till dive.”

Arkady digested the staggering implications of that statement. “'Y ou mean you ill execute people?’

“Of course not. We re not the Americans, for God' s sake. But you can always arrange anice clean
traffic accident.”

They set down on agritty landing strip hacked out of the same straggling scrub oak and juniper that
Arkady could have found on almost any of the terraformed planets he' d worked on in the last decade.
The pilot flew inlow and fast and lifted off again before they’ d even cleared the rotor wash.

Osnat hustled Arkady across the tarmac to asmall half-track whose paint had been scoured so clean by
wind and sand that Arkady couldn’t read its markings.

“I'll have to ask you to get in the back,” she said. “ Sorry.”

The back of the hdf-track was unlit and smelled strongly of biodiesel and some unclean animd that he
gradually identified as human. He climbed in and found a blanket to St on.



“Just keep your mask on,” Osnat told him, “and remember thisisfor your own safety too. Therearealot
of people around herewho'd kill you on sight if they knew what you were. And they don't al work for
the UN.” Then sherolled the stedl door down with aclatter, leaving Arkady in darkness.

Thetruck stopped so many timesthat Arkady lost count. Thefirst few stops were at traffic intersections,
he thought. Another two were at checkpoints. But though he heard the border police checking the truck
over, they never opened up the back or asked him for his papers.

Other stops had no obvious purpose. The truck would smply pull over to the side of the road, gravel
crackling under the whedl's, and wait. Sometimes Osnat and the drivers got out, sometimesthey didn’t.
Sometimesthey waited for aminute, and sometimes they waited for what felt like hours. Once, very late
into the night, he heard Osnat’ svoice:

“Look at that! Back aday and | aready have amosquito bite. How can you get amosquito bite in the
middle of afucking desert in the middle of afucking ice age?’

One of the men said something in Hebrew too riddled with dang for Arkady to make sense of.
“Not unlessyou pay better than the army does,” Osnat said succinctly, and everybody laughed again.

Eventudly Arkady dropped off to deep, only jolting awake when the engine shuddered to ahalt again.
He heard voices, footsteps. Then the steel door rattled up to revea Osnat flanked by two powerfully
built young men, both gripping snub-nosed carbinesin their broad farmer’ s hands.

“Out,” Osnat said.

They hurried him across adark parking lot toward alow shed that was the only building Arkady could
see anywhere this Side of the undulating desert horizon. Despite the visible wegpons, Arkady had the
feding that discipline had relaxed here. What was the point of thegtrics, after dl, when hedidn’t sand a
chance of crossing the waterless waste that surrounded them?

The shed turned out to be the top end of aflight of stairsthat plunged down three stories without asingle
door opening off it in any direction. The stairs bottomed out in front of asted fire door. Thefire door
opened on a cramped room with nothing in it but aratty couch and a dilapidated workstation. Sitting on
the couch, sipping Turkish coffee with his sandaled feet up on acrate of RPG rounds, sat Moshe.

Heraised hisglassto Arkady. “ Good news. Thefirst round of the auction kicks off the day after
tomorrow at the King David Hotel.”

“Auction?’ Arkady asked, confused. “What auction?’

“Ohright. Y ou dept through dl that. Turns out—excuse me.” Moshe rummaged in his pockets, pulled
out afrayed and crumpled handkerchief, and blew his nose with loud abandon. “Turns out Isragl’ s not
interested in your genetic weapon after all. My betters have decided to put you back on the market and
seeif they can make back the money we blew getting you here.”

“But | defected to Isradl. | never agreed to—"

“You'reright. It snot very nice of us.” Maoshe had been wearing hisusua shorts and T-shirt when they’d
arrived, but now the guards were rattling up and down the stairs bringing in supplies from the half-track,
and a cold wind whistled down the stairwell. Moshe fished a swester out from between the frayed
cushions of the couch and pulled it over his head so that his next words were muffled. “Y ou want to call
the whole thing off and go home?’



“I can’'t go home.” Arkady let dl the fear and uncertainty and isolation of the past weekswell up in his
voice. “It' stoo late for that. They'll kill me.”

Moshe straightened his glasses and hunched forward to stare at Arkady. “1 wish | knew whether it was
your skin or your career progpects you were redly worried about. Thething is, Arkady, we might be
willing to help. . .but you haven't given us any reason to take much of achance on you.”

“But Arkasha swork—"

“Wake up and smell the coffee. Y our so-caled genetic weapon isfor the public in front of the curtain. If
someone swilling to pay for it, we' re happy to take their money. But if you want usto commit to you,
you' re going to have to bring something better than cloned bugs to show-and-tell.”

“Likewhat?’
Moshe gave him alevel sare. “Like Absdom.”
“Andif | giveyou Absdlom?’

“Political asylum. Guaranteed. For you and Arkasha. In Isragl, not some corporate black hole where
they’ Il pull your fingernails out just to make extra sure you' re telling them everything.”

“] don’t know if—"

“It' satake-it-or-leave-it ded, Arkady. Andit'sdl | got. So do yoursdf afavor and take thetimeto
think about it.”

“How long do | have?’

“Until the auction. Oh, and did I mention Korchow was going to be there? What' s the matter, Arkady?
You look alittle nervous. Not so eager to see your old friends again?’

NOVALIS

Ground Truth

Whilethe human species, as a mechanical going concer n, has become organized into a social
whole, the motivation that keepsit going has not under gone the same thor oughgoing

reor ganization, but continuesto bein a great measureindividualistic in type. Social endsare
achieved through appeal to individual selfish instincts. Our present industrial system operates
by way of a mutually selfish bargain, in which each party to the transaction seeks hisown
advantage, regardless of the gain or lossto the species as a whole. The system wor kstolerably
well...at least so it seemsto those accustomed to the system.

But...thefuture evolution of our race may proceed in a direction that shall ultimately easethe
conflict between man and man, and between man and theworld at large.

—ALFRED J. LOTKA (1924)



T HE FRST SIGN OF TROUBLE on Novaiswas the detailed volatiles inventory. Theoreticaly, the
nonsensical DVI numberswere apurdy scientific issue. In practice, however, the DVI crissturned out
to beless about science than about culture and socid skills. And the ensuing flurry of questions,
arguments, and recriminations made Arkady begin to worry that the Novalis survey might turn into the
kind of spectacular disaster that provided fodder for misson-planning manuals.

The DVI was Aurdia s baby—Aureliathe rock doctor, not Aureliathe people doctor. Both Aurdlias
had become Arkady’ s fast friends before he’ d even scrubbed away the last remnants of freezerburn.
He' d worked with other Aurdlias before, and the Aurélias on the Novais mission had their gendling's
typical character and attitudes. They worked hard, even by Syndicate standards. They gave short shrift
to fools and hypocrites. They expected perfection from themsalves and others. They were tactless,
abrasive, aggressive, impatient, and generally impossibleif you got in their way. They weredso loyd,
affectionate, and profoundly kind if you were lucky enough to have earned their friendship.

As often happened on new assignments, Arkady and the current pair of Aurelias benefited from past
goodwill. Arkady had been close friends with other Aurelias and was hoping to be equally closeto the
new A-12 workpair. The Aurdlias had fond memories of past Arkadys and were primed to make friends
with their new A-11 colleagues. Arkady dipped into the ready-made friendship as comfortably as a duck
hopping into afamiliar pond...which was agood thing consdering the distinctly uncomfortable nature of
what should have been amuch closer friendship: the one with Arkasha

Not that he had alot of timeto think about that. Everyone wasracing so frantically to get the prelanding
work done before the ship fel into orbit around Novalis that they barely had time to deep and edt, | et
aoneworry about their socid lives.

The DVI was centra. The count on free volatileswould tell them whether the planet was geophysicaly
capable of supporting plant and animd life. It was the DVI more than any other single set of numbersthat
the Aziz A’ swould belooking at when they decided whether or not to greenlight the mission and transfer
the team to the landing module. And when the DV I went south, so did al hopes of making planetfall on
schedule.

The crux of the problem was Bella—and, in amore generd way, the very presence of Aziz and Motai
congtructs on what was supposed to be apurely scientific misson.

The Novais mission was a one-shot sprint-style expedition: fast and cheap, but by definition
shorthanded. Each team member had to be capable of assisting with, or if necessary taking over,
mission-critical tasks outside their normal areas of specidty. Indeed, one of the main arguments for
including the Aziz A’ sand the Motal B’ sinstead of four more scientists was that they had the generdized
practical expertise to take up the dack for the life-sciences teams.

Things hadn’t quite worked out that way.

Thetwo Aziz A’s, with dl the goodwill in theworld, lacked the training and technical skills even to serve
aslab assgtants. And the Bellas...well, the Bellas were turning out to be complicated.

As Arkady had predicted, they were quite easy to tell gpart despite their uncanny physical resemblance.
By the second day out of cold deep, Arkady had privately dubbed them “ Shy Bella’ and “ Bossy Bdlla”
Shy Bellabarely spoke unless spoken to, and when she did screw up the courage to get afew words out
you had to strain to hear them. Arkasha and Laid-back Ahmed both claimed she had awicked sense of
humor, but they were the only two crewmembers besides her pairmate that she was comfortable enough
to joke with. And frankly Arkady wasn't sure how comfortable she was with her pairmate.

By Syndicate standards, Bella' s diffidence verged on socia deviance. Arkady had wondered how a



congiruct with such a persondity fault had made it through the Mota Syndicate' sfamoudy stringent
culls...until he saw her a work in the orbsilk garden. At that point the mystery of why she' d been spared
culling gave way to the mystery of why such asupremely gifted silk thrower had been exiled to the socid
backwater of along-term survey mission. No matter. Whatever the reason, at least on thistrip they
wouldn’t have to worry about defective solar sails or hab ring seal blowouts.

Bella s pairmate, on the other hand, could have used a healthy dose of shyness. Bossy Bellawas that
rarething in Syndicate society, and space settlements generaly: atruly rude person. Watching her in
action, Arkady could only conclude that sociaization in Motai Syndicate crechesinvolved alot fewer
lectures about consideration, politeness, and Lotka-Wilsonist ideals, and alot more of the aggressive
jockeying for social dominance that was supposed to have vanished with the abolition of class oppression
and private genetic property. He got the distinct impression that Bossy Bellawas used to reigning over
her fellow Motai B’ sfrom the top of some primitive pecking order and was now working out just how
far she could push her bullying in agroup of science-tracked A’ swho weren’t used to taking orders or
deferring to anyone.

So far Bdlla' s pushing had worked pretty well. By-the-Book Ahmed liked her. Laid-back Ahmed
tolerated her. The Rostov and Banerjee A’ swere either blissfully blind to socid nuance or too busy to
notice.

But now Bellahad let her socid jockeying bleed into Aurelia sDVI. And Aurdlia, being an Aurdlia, was
out for blood.

Technically, what modern Syndicate ecophysicists did wasn't terra-forming at al. Certainly it had littleto
do with the dedgehammer-style “ planetary engineering” that early human terraformers had attempted
when they hurled the first unmanned seed probes out of their solar system.

Most Evacuation-eraterraforming starts had gone belly-up, leaving nothing behind but impact-scarred
wreckage interesting only to hitorians. But where luck and skill had been with the origind terraformers,
their remote seeders had crested impact cratersin which the precious free volétiles collected and life
could eventudly thrive. The origina terraformers had called these chains of isolated idand ecosystemns
“oases.” Syndicate terraformers, none of whom had ever seen Earth’ s oases, just called them “potholes.”

The pothole worlds (Gilead had been one when the first generation ship fell into orbit around it) were not
terraformed but merely potentialy terraformable. Each pothole evolved asits own separate planet,
separated from its neighbors by sterile highlands lashed by letha dust ssorms and solar radiation. Most of
them flared into brief unstablelife, then crashed. As Arkady’ sfirst biogeography teacher had pointed out,
knowing that isolated population fluctuations took the form of undamped oscillations around a stable
equilibrium was smdl consolation if adownward oscillation dropped the population of acritical organism
below zero. But some potholes survived. And afew, avery few of them were till there when the
first-generation ships arrived: the scattered seeds of viable planet-spanning biospheres.

All but ahandful of human coloniesfalled anyway, even where they were lucky enough to land on
pothole worlds. The number of ways colonists had found to choke, drown, starve, or poison themselves
was awe-ingpiring. In most cases, however, the ultimate cause of death was startlingly basic: failureto
adapt.

Dead colonies—including the genetically nonviable colonies of walking ghosts that the Treety
euphemigticaly caled “bare branches’—died for one of two reasons. Either they refused to retool
Earth-born customs and expectationsto fit the unforgiving fragility of synthetic biospheres, or they



refused to accept the invasive genetic engineering humans needed in order to survive anywhere but on
their native planet. Coloniesthat survived only did so by facing up to the cold equations of life after
Earth’ secological collapse. They gave up the dream of building asecond Earth. Or they gave up the
dream of staying human. Or they died.

The Syndicates had given up on both those dreams. And in doing so, they had earned the privilege of
working miracles. Which meant that the new worlds, the worlds out in the Deep beyond the treaty lines,
werethersfor thetaking.

Novdiswasatypica Syndicate terraforming mission. It unfolded in four phases, only thelast of which
involved launching amanned driveship toward the target planet. Or rather, the presumed planet. For
when the first remote probe launched, itstarget wasn't aplanet at dl but merely asuggestive infrared
excessin the spectrometry of adistant Sar.

Thefirgt probe swooped around Novalis on its sublumina flyby and found planets, two of them in orbits
that were at least theoretically compatible with the presence of liquid water.

A second probe arrived eight months later, its launch window carefully scheduled to givethe
RostovSyndicate ecophysiciststime to chew on the first round of raw data. In amaneuver that was
awaystouch-and-go in terms of fuel conservation, it fired its onboard thrustersin order to trandate into
the plane of the most promising satellite: amore or less Earth-sized planet, blessed with amore or less
Moon-sized moon that had the geophysi cists whispering hopeful little phraseslike “ satellite stabilization”
and “mild Milankovitch cycles”

Trandation was successful. Theflyby happened—a spectacular display of interstellar sharpshooting at a
mere seventy thousand kilometers above the target planet’ s cloud-shrouded surface. The probe dropped
seven automated landers before it hooked around Novais syelow sun and shot off on itsfind voyage
into the unsounded Deep.

Four of the landers vanished without transmitting any data at al.

Thefifth lander made it most of the way down before succumbing to a damaged heat shield segment, and
it sent back infrared and microwave soundings of an ocean (an ocean!), whose scatterometry produced a
marine wind field map that Banerjee s chief oceanographer pronounced promisingly reminiscent of
Earth’s southern oscillation.

The sixth lander reached the surface and sent back awedth of intriguing and frustratingly inconclusive
readings before it drove over adliff, to the spluttering humiliation of its design team, and shattered its solar
collector.

The seventh lander caught an ant.

An ant whose DNA, when crushed and sequenced and crosschecked and catal oged, proved her to be
the many thousandth great-granddaughter of acloned ponerine queen boosted into space in 2031 on one
of the European Space Authority’ s venerable Ariane rockets and still covered by a perpetual, though
obvioudy unenforcegble, patent originaly held by a Delaware corporation with the unlikely name of
Monsanto.

With the discovery of one humble ant, al hell brokeloosein the skies over Gilead. Scientific teams
zZipped back and forth from Syndicate to Syndicate. Aziz and Banerjee planners hammered out launch
windows and crew and cargo manifests. The infamous “annoyance questionnaires’ began to circulate
among potentia payload and mission specidigts, asure sign that not only was along-range mission being
planned, but that it would be a sprint mission: adesperate direct throw of the bare minimum of personnel



and equipment needed to stake a claim to the target planet. Good luck, happy sailing...and we'll ddliver
logigtical support if you survive long enough to need it.

A third unmanned probe was dispatched, this one deek, heavy, expensive, and freighted with aweight of
scientific equipment worth the gross annua product of some of the smaler Syndicates. Two years behind
the third probe—these things take time, after all—RostovSyndicate launched the ship whose arboretum
they had just flown through at a speed that precisaly measured the technical advancesin interstellar
propulsion made in the Six yearsthat separated the two ships launch dates.

And now, in amatter of days, the survey team would swing into orbit around Novais...and begin the
real work for which each of them had been training ever since they’ d opted for the sciencestrack at
sxteen and tested into geophysics, genetics, engineering, astrophysics, oceanography, zoology, genetics,
molecular biology complex systems study, chaotic systems control, and al the other manifold
Specidizationsthat the science-cum-art of terraforming demanded.

Arkady was at once awed and inspired by the sheer weight of history that lay behind each step of a
preterraforming survey. Every reading, every sounding, every measurement they would use to establish
the basdline condition of Novalis s biosphere represented the life swork of generations of engineersand
scientists before them. Even so smple atask astaking the temperature of the ocean’ s surface from orbit
embodied atrgectory of technologica evolution that began with the first primitive infrared sounding
devices NASA engineersinvented back in the twentieth century to explain the subtle color shiftsthat
entranced the first astronauts to see Earth’ s oceans from space.

Each member of the survey team—Arkady with hisants, Aureliawith her exacting measurements of the
planet’ s geophysica processes, Arkashawith his DNA samples—was part of an endlesscycle of tria
and error and recalibration that spanned two sentient species, severd dozen planets, and amillennium of
scientific investigation. And at the end of al their work lay the same thing their forebears had faced, a
term coined by the first geophysicists on Earth but still afertile part of the terraformer’ sworking
vocabulary al these centuries|ater:

Ground truth.

Ground truth was the final judge from whose verdict there was no apped . Ground truth was what you
found when you finished your measurements and plans and preparations and took your heart in your
hands and landed on your target planet. Ground truth was what you found when you sampled the soil,
when you physically dropped a sounder into the ocean, when you walked through the forest or grasdand
or tundrayou had surveyed from orbit and dissected and sequenced the specimens you collected there.

And thiswas the second source of Arkady’ s endless fascination with hischosen field. Inavery real sense
every expedition to anew planet retraveled in miniature the long evolution of the discipline that humans
cdled terraforming and Syndicate scientists called ecophysics. Syndicate survey teams might be armed
with technical and theoretica tools that would have gppeared near-magica to pre-Evacuation humans;
but each new planet, even if every living thing on it was earthly in origin, presented an entirely new set of
experimental parameters. Those parametersinevitably produced results that confirmed prior theory...and
resultsthat pointed out the limitations of trying to generalize about the largest complex nonlinear dynamic
system anyone had yet encountered based on asample size of one. Every unsurveyed planet was, quite
literally, anew world. And nothing in dl the wide universe said that the next planet wouldn't blow thelid
off every prior theory.

Which was exactly—though it was hard for Arkady to bring himsdlf to believe such athing could be
happening—what Bella' s DVI numberswould do.



If they werered.

“Y ou want her to learn on the job?” Aurdliawas asking incredulousy when Arkady walked into the
hagtily called forma consult over what the Ahmeds were cdling the DVI stuation. * She was supposed to
know her job before we launched. People who can’t do asmple job right belong on a euth ward, not on

adeegp-space survey misson!”

“I did dothejob right the first time!” Bossy Bella protested. Bella had been assigned, after much covert
maneuvering and ing stence that she was too busy (shewas't, and wouldn’t be until it wastime to
establish thefood cycle sysemsin the dirtside habitat module), to help Aurdliawith data collection for the
al-important DV 1. The two of them had already developed a cordid didike for each other...and when
something went wrong, the inevitable happened.

“So now you know my job better than | do?’ Aurdliaasked coldly.
“My numbersareright,” Belainssted.
Her sib stirred beside her. “ Perhaps...”

“Perhaps nothing! 1f you’ d been helping meinstead of wasting time staring into space, we wouldn't bein
thismesd”

Shy Bellabowed her head submissively, but judging from the dark shadows under her eyes Arkady
serioudy doubted she' d been dacking. In fact, she'd lost severd kilos since they came out of cryo, and
she and her sib were now worrisomely easy to tell apart even before they opened their pretty mouths.

Someonejogged his elbow: the other Aurelia. She was worried about her sib, and her usualy confident
face showed it. “What does Arkashathink about the numbers?’ she asked Arkady in anervous whisper.

He cast afurtive glance at Arkasha, who was sitting at the other end of the consult table, his shoulders
turned away just enough to isolate himself from the rest of the group, flicking through a sheaf of densaly
inked printouts.

“How should | know?’ he said hitterly. “I haven’t exchanged twenty words with him since we woke up. |
couldn’t have seen less of him if he' d been ducking out of airlocksto avoid me.”

“I’ve been around awhile,” Bossy Bellawas saying when Arkady turned back to the genera
conversation. She' d been detanked two years before her pairmate and three years before the Ahmeds,
Arkadys, and Aurelias. In her place, Arkady would have been embarrassed about being dropped behind
his age group, but Bella predictably treated the age difference asareason to pull rank on the rest of the
crew. “| was on the Kuretz-12 survey while you dl were till waiting for your year nineteen cull. And no
one has ever found any problemswith thework | do—"

“I,1,1,1, 11" Aurdliaburst out, exasperated. “If you thought alittle less about your precious sdif and a
little more about our job out here—"

“How dare you accuse me of—"
“No on€ saccusing you of anything,” Laid-back Ahmed said soothingly.

But Aurdiawasn't willingtolet it dide. And if you put haf the energy into working that you put into
dinging maliciousgossp—"



“I refuseto dlow this consult to degenerate into persona attacks,” By-the-Book Ahmed said,
predictably risng to Bella s defense. “If you don’t have the leadership skills to manage the people under
ycl I ”

“That'shumanist crap!” Aureliaburst out. “1 don't need leadership skills! I'm not a goddamn sheepdog!
Andit'snot my Part in life to chase down people who won't put in an honest day’ swork unlessthey’re
nagged and nattered at!”

“Listen,” Arkady began, knowing from late-night drinking sessonsthat once Aurdlia started in on her
ideologica objectionsto caste-based gendlines things could only go downhill. Not that he disagreed with
Aureliaon ether count. Ever sincethat first night she'd let her b do her dishes, Bossy Bella had shown
aformidable talent for being nowhere in sight whenever there waswork to do. And asto the caste
nonsense...well, just look at the current Situation.

Hisinterruption did no good, though; Aurdiahad gotten the bit firmly between her tegth.

“And spesking of nagging and nattering,” shewent on, “I’ ve about goddamn well had it with the
so-called shipboard duty schedule. Are we grown-ups or crechelings?’

“Collectivejob ligs areinefficient,” By-the-Book Ahmed said in hisusua categorical tones.
“Not asinefficient as pissng people off by treating them like galey davesinstead of pre-citizend!”
“Shipboard duty rosters work,” Ahmed indsted. “It’ s proven.”

“By AzizSyndicate studies!” Aurdiasaid contemptuoudy. “Studiesdone on B’sand C's. Well, we re not
B’sand C's, in case you hadn’t noticed. And if your so-called leadership skills are limited to bossing
around worker drones sociogenetically programmed to swallow your counterrevol utionary humanist
bullshit—"

“Look,” Laid-back Ahmed said in hisusual levelheaded tone. “Let’ sjust focus on the problem at hand.
We can't solve everything today. And none of the rest mattersworth alick if we can't get to the bottom
of theDVI stuation.”

“Why not just redo the DV readings and make a fresh start on the problem?’ Arkasha said. It wasthe
first time he’ d opened his mouth since the consult started.

There was amomentary silence while everyone considered his proposa. Arkasha had acquired an
unofficial and nebulous authority over the past week as his crewmates—one by one, and without ever
admitting they’ d done it—downloaded his public dosser. The long string of publications, citations, and
discoveries atached to the dossier had subtly shifted not only their views on Arkashabut their
assumptions about the entire mission. Arkashawas the closest thing the anti-individudist culture of the
Syndicates had to an academic superstar: one of the best theoretical geneticists of hisgenerationina
society where genetics was the undisputed top of the scientific food chain. Naturally his articleswere
published under his geneline name. But you only had to see that dl-important first footnote to understand
how many articles he’ d written, and how influential hiswork had been on other geneticists. Arkasha's
presence on the mission signaled the magnitude of what the joint steering committee expected them to
find on Novalis. And without doing or saying anything to demand the position—in fact he barely even
talked to anyone except poor little Shy Bella, who was the farthest thing imaginable from asocia power
broker—Arkasha had become the de facto lead scientist on the survey.

Bossy Bella, however, was conspicuoudy uninterested in Arkasha s academic quaifications. Sheand
Arkasha stared at each other, locked in a private battle of wills. “If you' ve got something to say,” she



told him, “why don’t you have the gutsto say it? Or would you rather come cregping around my quarters
again making your nasty ingnuaions?’

“There sno need to jJump down histhroat!” Aurelia snapped, interrupting whatever had been going on
between Arkashaand Bellaand foreclosing any chance at finding out what Arkasha s nasty ingnuations’
had been. Arkady smothered asigh. He dearly loved Aureliasin genera, and these Aurdliasin
particular...but their “help” in aconsult was a burden he wouldn't wish on hisworst enemy.

“Don’'t browbeet me!” Bellacried, her attention momentarily deflected from Arkasha
“Browbeat her?” Aurdia ssib muttered for Arkady’searsonly. “1 wish we could horsewhip her.”
“Comeon, people.” Laid-back Ahmed again. “Let’ sfocus on solutions, not fault finding.”

Arkady took adeep breath and plunged in. “Maybe the best solution really isjust to check the numbers
again. I'll redothe DVI if Belladoesn't havetime. It's no problem. Honestly.”

Lad-back Ahmed gave him an e oquently grateful look. Theideathat doing alittle extrawork yourself
was better than letting the socid gears get squeaky was one of the many things Arkady and the big Aziz
A had aready discovered they saw eyeto eye on.

“I don’t need you looking over my shoulder for mistakes,” Bella snapped at Arkady. Shecast a
venomous look toward Arkasha s end of the table. “ And don't think | don’t know who put you up to
thig”

“No one put me up to anything,” Arkady said, wondering what Arkasha could possibly have said to
provoke such animosity. “1 just meant that | have alittle extratime and if you' retoo busy to be ableto go
over the numbersagain, | could...uh, hep you.” Arkady did hisbest to make the offer sound supportive
and unthreatening. Insde, however, he was having counterrevol utionary thoughts about whether some of
those bad old repressive human politica systems had found away to make sure the decent hardworking
people didn’t get the short end of the stick. ..and the bullies, prima donnas, and manipulatorsdidn’t rise
to the top like scum on milk.

Bdla ssib leaned over to whisper something in her ear. Whatever it was Belladidn't like it much.
“Why are you doing thisto me?’ she cried. “Why are you turning against me?’
“I'mnot. | jus—"

“It'snot fair Why isn't anyone asking if it' s Aurdlia sandysis and not my readingsthat are wrong? Why
areyou al so ready to believe her and turn against me? Because she'san A and I’'m a B, that’ swhy!”

“Because she knows her job and you don’t, you moron,” Aurdid s sib muttered—thankfully too softly
for anyone but Arkady to hesr.

“Shehasapoint,” By-the-Book Ahmed said. “Why aren’t we consdering the possibility that the
numbers are good and the, uh...what did you cal it just now, Arkady?...the ground truth is different than
what we thought it would be?’

“Because...” Aurdiasaid, and trailed off helplesdly.

Arkady and every other sciencetrack A dtting around the table knew what that “because” stood for.
Because the numbers Bellahad come up with were flat-out impossible. Because we didn’'t come al the
way out here to run abasic ecophysics course. Because we all have too much work to do to waste our



collective time explaining to Bellawhy if sheknew her assfrom her ebow she'd know her numberswere
wrong.

But of course the Ahmeds knew even less about terraforming than Belladid. All they knew wasthat they
had abunch of temperamental techs and scientists at each other’ sthroats. And in the absence of
technica knowledge, they could only fall back on their knowledge of their fellow crewmeates.
By-the-Book Ahmed sided with Bella because she flattered and deferred to him and was the only
crewmember who didn't display “lack of motivation™ by bridling under his beloved shipboard duty roster.
Lad-back Ahmed followed his basic philosophy—fair in most disputes but disastrousin this case—of
trying to get the combatants to split the difference and compromise.

“I agree,” Laid-back Ahmed said. “I mean there' s no reason not to consider every possibility, isthere?’
The sciencetrack A’ s greeted thiswith stunned silence. One of the Aurdlias coughed. Arkashafidgeted.

“Thethingis” oneof the Banerjees said cautioudy, “that if these numberswere right, it would mean we
werelooking at aplanet that aready had large contiguous regions of its surface in astate of biogeologica
dimax.”

Both Ahmeds|ooked blank. Could they redlly have so little insight into what the survey and terraforming
team was supposed to be doing once they hit planet surface? If so, they were going to be deadweight as
soon as the team made planetfall. Worse than deadweight if they began meddling in survey decisonsthey
didn’'t understand. Something had gone very wrong in the mission preplanning, Arkady redized. And he
felt abitter little seed of resentment over the planning failureslodge somewhere close to his heart.

“Sowhat you' re saying isthat Bella s numbers are better than we thought they’ d be,” By-the-Book
Ahmed said. “What' swrong with that?’

“It'snot aquestion of better or worse,” the other Banerjee began.
“Thenwhat is it aquestion of ? Why can’t we get straightforward answers out of you peopl€?’

“Because we don't have them. Thisisn't cal culating alaunch window or the bearing strength of an
I-beam. There sno smple answer.”

“Then how do you know Bdla swrong?’

“I don't think you're hearing us,” Aurdiasaid. “ This planet shouldn’t be here.”

“Then where should it be?” Laid-back Ahmed asked blandly.

“I meant—" Aureliabegan. And then she saw the joke. “ Oh for God' s sake, Ahmed, be serious!”

“l am serious. | just think we're getting alittle overheated. No on€e' strying to put you on the hot seet.
Just give usthe generd picturein laymen’ sterms.”

But of course Rostov A’ swere not used to dealing with people who needed to be given the genera
pictureinlaymen’sterms...and for thefirst timein hislife Arkady was beginning to see that in the wrong
circumstances the very sirength of the Rostov gendlines might be aliability.

“For ingtance,” Laid-back Ahmed said, “how do these numbers compare to Gilead?’

“Bascaly,” Arkady said, “they don’t.”



“Soit’sfurther dong than Gilead? Is that impossible?’
“No...um...Gilead’ snot aussful comparison.”
“Why not?’

“Because...wdl...Gilead gives you large contiguous areas of ‘terraformed’ surface. But they're dl being
artificidly held away from ecologica climax in order to keep boosting the volatiles. That givesyou avery
recognizable volatiles profile, especialy in the free nitrogen. Gilead is a textbook-perfect best-scenario
case of terraforming on the numbers. But the numbers Bella s getting for Novdisaren't that at all.
They're...well, they’ re nonsense. There are no comps for those numbers.”

Something moved in Arkady’ s periphera vison.

Arkasha.

Hewas diding histhick stack of printouts across the table toward the Ahmeds.
“Yes, thereare” hesaid. “Right here”

By-the-Book Ahmed grabbed the printouts and squinted at them.

“Isthisanother one of your practical jokes?’ he asked accusingly. He and Arkasha had aready come
dangeroudly close to locking horns twice—both times over what By-the-Book Ahmed referred to as
Arkasha s“too smart to follow therules’ atitude.

Arkasha sonly answer to Ahmed' s question was adismissve shrug.
Arkady craned his neck to read the heading on the printed page across the table. When hefindly

managed to decipher it, he decided that Ahmed wasright. It must be ajoke. It said:

EUROPEAN SPACE AGENCY WHITE PAPER

Resultsof DISTRIBUTED VOLATILESINVENTORY performed for the Climate Change
Basdline Project, authorized pursuant to Sec. 17 of the Beijing Addendum to the Kyoto
Accords,

May 15—April 3, 2017

“All Bela snumbers are fluctuating within two points of thisDV1,” Arkashasaid flatly.

“Could, uh, thisbe a coincidence?’ Laid-back Ahmed asked in ahollow tone that made Arkady quite
sure he had understood what Arkashawas leaving unsaid.

“Not unless Novdisactudly is Earth, complete with atwo-hundred-year-old planet-gpanning fossI-fuels
economy and some serious CFC contamination.”

“I don't haveto takethis” Bellaexclamed, sanding up.
“St down!” Laid-back Ahmed said in atone that knocked Bella' s knees out from under her.

Don't say it, Arkady pleaded with hissib. Just let the Ahmeds handle it. She' s not the kind of person
you want to make into your enemy.

But Arkashawasn't going to let it go. He was going to try to be nice. And hewas going to do it in away
that only deepened Bella s humiliation.

“| don't want to cast blame,” he said, keeping his dark eyes carefully fixed on thetable. “Thisisafailure



at the steering committee level, not theindividua level. A great dedl of early training in the sciences
involveslearning not to panic when your numbers look wrong. And the numbers often look wrong in
complex systemswork. Throwing someonewith apurely technica background into thiskind of Situation
without real supervison more or less guarantees panic. And someone without aredly solid grasp of
ecophysics might well look at the relatively advanced floraand faunathe landers picked up on Novdis
and make the mistaken assumption that a planet so far aong in the ecopoietic curve might look the same
on the numbers as Earth did when it was on itsway down.”

Arkasha had spoken deliberately, so that everyone around the table had time to understand what he was
accusing Bellaof: cribbing the numbersfrom the Earth DVI when her own readings didn’t ook right.

Twelve pairs of eyes shifted furtively toward Bella, who sat staring at her hands and bresthing hard.

Arkasha s eyesflicked once toward Bella, then dropped away. “ There’ s no shame in not being perfect.
Aslong asyou're honest. A lot of peopl€ slives could depend on our honesty. Starting with our own.
We need to redo the DVI. We can do it with no questions asked. | think that’ s the way we should do it.
But it would be extremely helpful to have your notes of the origina readings.”

No one spoke for along moment. The two Banerjees both stared resolutely out the nearest viewport.
By-the-Book Ahmed was fuming, while his sb had no readable expression at al on his handsome
features. Arkady looked sdewaysjust in timeto see Aureliaglance back and forth significantly between
him and Arkashaand raise an eyebrow at her own sib.

“Bella?’ Laid-back Ahmed said. “ Can we have your notes? Please?’

“I gavethem to you!” she snapped. And pointed to the neat printout of her final measurements she had
circulated at the beginning of the consult.

But those weren't notes. Even the Aziz A’ s knew enough to understand that.
Ahmed and Arkashalooked at each other, obvioudy reaching some kind of understanding.

“Okay,” Ahmed said, “I see the problem. If there was a problem, which I’m not saying therewas. And |
propose that we just, uh, decide how to handle the DVI on aforward-going basis.” Ahmed looked
around the table but no one contested hisandysis. “ Any thoughts? Anyone?’

Everyonein the room knew what was supposed to happen next. They’ d spent half their lives Sitting
around tables or in childhood creche circles, mastering the dow, courtly, circular procedures of
consensus decisonmaking. They al knew that the script called for a series of tentative summings up;
carefully structured and only vaguely purposeful statements that would begin with self-effacing phrases
like“If | understand what’ sbeen said so far,” or “I’m hearing from Bellathat...” or “Wemight consder
investigating the possibility of...” and would alow the group to arrive a a decision without actualy
forcing any single person openly to declare hisor her positions and dlegiances.

But once again Arkashawas't willing to follow the script.

“I say weland,” he announced, tossing the naked proposa out like aduelist flinging hisglove a an
opponent’ sfeet. “ Enough probes and flybys and extrapol ations. We need agood dose of ground truth.
And trust me, if the question iswhether or not Bella' s DVI numbers areright, we' [l know that the minute
we open the airlock.”

“Unacceptable,” By-the-Book Ahmed snapped. Why did he always have to sound asif he were
lecturing children when he was talking to the mission specidists?“ Too much risk involved.”



“Too much risk to the misson?’ Arkasharetorted, “or too much risk that you can't cover your assif
thingsgo wrong?’

“I'm respongblefor the safety of thisship and crew,” Ahmed said sententioudy. “I' m not willing to put us
down on aplanet you can't even give mereliable numberson.”

Arkasha opened his mouth and shut it again. He and the other Rostovs had dl bridied under Ahmed's
heavy-handed assertions of authority ever since the mission started. But what could they do, really? The
Ahmedswere the ship’spilots. There might be arguments once they were adl planetside about reltive
authority, but aslong asthey were in space they were essentialy captives.

“| see Arkasha s point though,” Laid-back Ahmed said, tactfully directing his comment asmuch to hissib
asto Arkasha. “Perhaps we can find amiddle ground? What if we agree to spend a predetermined
amount of time check—uh, redoing the DV, and then meet again and make a firm decision on how to
proceed? That' Il give us adeadlinefor onething, so the DVI does't turn into too much of atimesink.”

Arkasha shrugged—but this time the movement had none of the dismissive qudity withwhich he'd
mocked By-the-Book Ahmed before.

“It' sjust aquestion of minimizing the uncertainties, redly. Does that make sense to everyone?’
Nodsall around thetable.

“Would aweek be enough time to minimize the uncertainties? What do you dl think? 1 know it' satight
schedule for some of you, but does aweek work for everyone?’

It seemed aweek did work for everyone.
“Arkady, would you work with Arkashaand Aureliato put together aplan of attack?’

“Absolutdly.” Arkady accepted for al three of them before Arkashaor Aureliacould stir up any more
trouble.

“Istomorrow evening too soon for usto ook over your plan together? No? Good. I'll ook to go over it
with you tomorrow evening. And then I’ Il go around and get feedback from theindividua teams before
wefindize the schedule”

It was neetly done, Arkady redlized, with anewfound admiration for the big Aziz A. A potentid conflict
had been avoided. Everyone' s opinion had been solicited, but in away that gave no one the chanceto
complain about his or her colleagues or foment bad feeling. The main dissenter had been co-opted by
being put in charge of administering the very decision that had been taken over hishead. Arkady had
been inserted into the vendetta between Arkasha and Bella so that there was no reason for the two of
them to have to deal with each other until they cooled off abit. And dl potentia for conflict had been
gphoned off into “individua consultations’ in which Ahmed' s considerable charm could be deployed to
head off any potentia acrimony.

But underneath the neat manageria tricks, Arkady had the sense that he' d just watched atectonic
redlignment of continents. Bella, who had been jockeying with the equally assertive Aurdliasfor socid
dominance, had been publicly shamed. By-the-Book Ahmed had broken fast out of the gate, then falen
behind in the backstretch. Laid-back Ahmed, despite his easygoing affability, had emerged asthe real
leader of the expedition. And though he clearly neither wanted nor sought the role, Arkasha had replaced
By-the-Book Ahmed as the unacknowledged second-in-command.

Astherest of the team stretched and shuffled their papers and began getting back to the real business of



the day, Arkady glanced at Bella Shewas till in her chair, Sitting up quite straight, with her hands resting
in her lap and her beautiful face set into amask of nobly wounded dignity. But her violet eyes were fixed
on Arkashaasif he were the only other person in the room. And one look &t their expression left no
doubt in Arkady’smind that hissib had just earned an implacable enemy.

Night cycle.

No moon lit the sky. Novaisloomed overhead, visible only as adarker blacknessin the surrounding
void.

A brush fire raged acrossthe invisible curve of the northern continent’ s central grassands. On the ground
thekilling fields must cover thousands of kilometers, but from here thefirewasjust apinprick inthe
surrounding blackness: areminder that lifeitself wasfire, and that dl life devoured other lifejust as surely
astheflameslicking across Novais sgravid belly.

Arkady’ sfedingstoward the planet had changed subtly over thelast few days. Hisimpatient excitement
had given way to an gpprehension bordering on fear. Eve of battle nerves, he told himsdlf, brought to an
uncomfortably high pitch by that distasteful nonsense over the DV numbers. But avoiceingde him
whispered that he could die down there, and if he died Novaliswould eat his flesh and mulch his bones,
and not one molecule of the water or volatiles or trace metals he was made of would ever go hometo
RostovSyndicate. He stared up at the planet, desperately homesick, and asked himsdlf if he was strong
enough to face that ground truth. The only answer wasthe swirl and flicker of the flames.

He shuddered and turned back into the bright cocoon of the ship. The bridge seemed safe and familiar, a
last glimpse of home beforethelong fall into the gravity well. Status chimes rang soothingly. In the kitchen
acove off the navigator’ s sation the hum of the refrigerator competed with the splutter of the
coffeemaker.

Arkady floated over to thetable, feding liquefied with exhaustion and privately cursing whoever had
drunk al the coffee and left the machine empty. He watched the drops of coffee seep into the spherical
carafe and wander around until they findly bumped into the container’ sviruglass shell and stuck therelike
caffeinated amoebas. Which he supposed made him what? A decaffeinated amoeba? That sounded
about right.

The main bridge door cycled open.
“Oh, good,” the newcomer said. “Coffee son.”

Bdla But which Bdlla? He squinted at her and decided with adistinct lowering of spiritsthat it was
Bossy Bdla

“What aweek!” She sighed, settling next to Arkady in aflowing rustle of orbsilk. Arkady repressed the
urge to move away from her. When the coffee finaly spluttered to the end of its cycle he pushed off with
dacrity. “Can | get you some?’

“Thanks,” she said. She made no effort to track down milk or sugar.

“Just look at that Sink,” she said. “What amess! But of course everyon€e stoo busy and important to do
the dishes around here.”

Thiswas pretty rich consdering that Bellawas undoubtedly the least busy person on board. Which gave
her plenty of time to poke her sharp little nose into other peopl€' s private lives, Arkady thought, and then



repressed the thought as petty.
“Don’t you agree with me?’ she asked.
“Sure” he said, settling cravenly for the path of least resistance.

“I blame the Ahmeds,” she continued. “We would never have dlowed thingsto go thisfar in my home
créche. They' re too soft, too inexperienced—"

“Oh, | don't know about that.”

“l do. I may not bean A, but | do know enough to see when things need to be put back on track. A little
condructive criticism—"

“I hardly think it’ sworth calling agroup critique session over afew dirty dishes, Bella”
“Wadll...no...of course not. But it' sthe idea, you understand.”

Arkady gavethe Motal B a sideways glance, wondering once more what it would do to a person to
grow up under Motai Syndicate’ s harsh normalization regimes. He tried to count up the crechemates from
his own year—very few of them, it had to be said in Rostov’ s defense—who had mysterioudy vanished
after fifth- and eighth-year norm testing. It wasn’t easy. The docents firmly discouraged any discussion of
culled crechemates. And as dways when you tried to separate the individua from the gendline, names
became cumbersome. But he remembered his fedings about culled crechemates with painful clarity. Feer.
Insecurity. Gratitude to the docents who had approved and promoted and protected him. The panicky
need to believe that the vanished children were deviants, and that he could avoid their fate if he just
worked alittle harder at being normal and well-adjusted. And, worst of all, the first dark suspicion that
while most people soon learned to hate the suffering that came with culls and critique sessions, others
learned that enforcing “normality” could be a source of pleasure and power.

He thought he knew which kind of person he was. And he was starting to get a pretty good ideawhich
kind Bdlawas.

Meanwhile she was watching him, her beautiful festures dert and hungry-looking. “I’ ve noticed that your
sib and my sb seem to be pretty friendly with each other,” she said.

Arkady had noticed too. He hadn’t thought much of it. After all, he spent nearly dl hisfreetimewith the
two Aurdias. There was nothing strange about it. The opposite sex was refreshingly...well, opposite.
And you could befriendly to them without worrying about the awkward misunderstandings or sexud
tensgonsthat complicated relationships between crechemates.

“So how are you and Arkasha getting along?’ Bella asked.

“I have nothing to complain about,” Arkady said evasively.

“That’ snot exactly ringing praise”

“Wel what do you want meto say? He' ssmart...hardworking. . .uh, clean...”

They stared at each other. Arkady could fed afurious blush spreading across hisface.
“Areyou deeping together yet?’

“l...uh..."



“I thought not.”

“Not everyone jumpsinto bed with his pairmate the first week of an assgnment,” Arkady
protested—and then could have kicked himsdf for theimplicit admission. “He snot deviant, if that’s
what you'reimplying.”

Belasmiled like acat who'd just made akill. Why hadn’t Arkady noticed that deek, predatory
complacency before?

“Deviant!” shesad in avoicethat was patently ingncere yet somehow impossibleto chdlenge. “I only
meant that his behavior seemsabit selfish. But you're his pairmate after dl. If you' ve Sarted
wondering...and now that you mention it, he did make that odd joke thefirst night. And, really, the way
he looks at my sib sometimes...don't tell me you haven't seen it?’

Arkady hadn’t seenit. Arkady didn’t want to seeit. Though of course now that Bellahad put it into his
head, he would seeit. That was the problem with this kind of talk. Once someone had put the revolting
ideaiin your mind, nothing could get it out. And you could never look at the person again without thet little
niggling blister of doubt rubbing at you.

Infact, Arkady did manage to put Bella singnuations asde for afew days, not so much through force of
will but because the misson itsef hit along-overdue patch of smooth running.

The new DVI numbers were low enough to make sense but still high enough to reassure the Ahmeds.
And from the moment the landing was greenlighted, the mission seemed to be running onrails. Site
selection and GPS seeding went as smoothly asthe most ementary training Ssm. Even the choice of a
landing site went off with only nomina conflict. Arkashaargued for the southern tip of the larger
continent, which jutted conveniently toward the equator. The Ahmeds, on the other hand, wanted to land
in the temperate zone dong the eastern flank of the continent. Arkasha stated his case: higher rates of
evapotranspiration would trandate into higher species richness, making their field time more efficient; they
had afar better basdine for tropica ecosystems than for temperate ones, and so forth. But as Arkady
had predicted, Arkasha had resolutely avoided doing anything since the last consult ether to patch things
up with Bellaand By-the-Book Ahmed or cement his aliances with the other sciencetrack A’s. So while
Arkady and (to everyone' s surprise) Shy Bella supported Arkasha' s preferred Site, the rest of the team
rapidly reached a consensus for the Ahmeds  chosen site. To Arkady’ s surprise, Arkasha backed down
without a confrontation—and they settled on alikely-looking base camp sitein the coastd flatlands of the
main continent.

Ahmed wasthe firg to the door when they made planetfall. He stepped up to the porthole and peered
through the viruglass, gauzy white with decades of impact scratches—and caught his breeth sharply
enough to send astab of fear coursing through Arkady’ s body.

“What isit?’ someone asked.
“Comesee”

The team bunched together in the airlock, staring up at the distant sky like miners peering out of the
depths of apit shaft. The Ahmeds had set the lander down in abroad open areathat Arkady would have
caled a pasture had Novais possessed any grazing animas, or any mammalsat dl for that metter. There
wasariver not far off, and it might have been visible from the landing site during what passed aswinter
on Novdis. At the moment, however, the line of sight extended for about sixty meters downhill and
ended abruptly in atangled, spiky, completdly solid wall of greenery.



Arkady and the rest of the survey team stood in staring amazement. These were not the straggling scrub
oak and cottonwoods of the Periphery’ sterraformed planets, including Gilead. The trees—if you could
cal such giants trees—towered overhead for fifteen, twenty, forty meters. Even on afirst, casua
ingpection Arkady counted some two dozen different species. He couldn’t begin to imagine the intricate
network of interlocking water, air, and chlorophyll cyclesit must take to maintain thisworld-girdling

symphony of greenery.

Shy Bellawasthefirst oneto get her breath back and summon up words when they saw what was
waiting for them outside the airlock.

“What isthat?’ she whispered.

Arkady craned his neck backwards, feeling like he was looking up out of awell, hisearsfull of aroaring
like the sound of waves beating on arocky shore.

“l think it' saforest.”

THE ALMOST INFINITE DISTANCE BETWEEN A CAUSE AND ITSEFFECT

In war, morethan any other subject, we must begin by looking at the natur e of the
whole...and...thevagt, almost infinite distance there can be between a cause and its effect.

—CLAUSEWITZ (1780-1831)

T HE REAL PROBLEM WITH CHESS, in Cohen’ s opinion, was that the options for any given world
dtate were so limited. What fun wasit, after dl, to intuit your way through agame that you could best into
submission by brute processing power?

Not that chesslacked historica and aesthetic interest. In fact, he was currently running asimulation of the
Deep BlueKasparov match—worthwhileif only for the opportunity to admire the angels-on-pinheads
acrobetics of the old-time code jockeys. But Cohen had been built with abigger gamein mind.

Life, if youwanted to cdl it thet.

And every ant dgorithm and Kohonen net in hisfar-flung sysemswastdling him that this moment—here
under thetall sky of Earth, sitting in an outdoor café on the treacherous edge of the International Zone,
waiting for aman who was going on forty-two minutes late by Cohen’ sfavorite, abeit hopelessy
inaccurate, wristwatch—was one of life' s dangerous moves.

They’ d waited while dawn burnished the Dome of the Rock and pressed her ice-age-cold fingersinto the
crooked squares and narrow aleys of the Old City. By thetimethefirst real sun of the morning set the
dust motes dancing over their table, early-rising Hasdim were returning from the Wailing Wall and the
automated muezzin was wafting the call to prayer through the Temple Mount’ sloudspeskers, reminding
the faithful that there was no god but God and prayer was Sweeter than deep.

The streets swelled with arising tide of early-morning commuters. Metal shuttersrattled up on shop
fronts. Shopkeepers caled to each other in the archaic, Arabic-inflected Hebrew of the Jerusalemites.



“It s quiet,” Li said.

Cohen didn’t have to ask what she meant. To posthuman ears, the morning cacophony was
overwhelmed by the absolute silence where al the accompanying streamspace chatter of abusy
commercid street should have been.

Cohen threw out a hand to encompass the whole crooked, claustrophobic tumble of the Old City.
“Behold the Great Unwired, brought to you by amultigenerational codlition of SUV-driving Americans
and sdlf-serving orbita corporations and aUN Generd Assembly whose environmental watchword is

not-in-my-backyard!”

The technologica embargo had been imposed in the late twenty-first century, when Earth wasin
ecologicd freefdl and the rats were just sarting to redize that they didn’t have another ship to jump to.
By then the only people | eft on the planet were the Exempt Popul ations—aboriginas and mgjor world
religions—and the rogue nations. The aboriginas hadn’t caused the problem and thus, in abrilliant
display of what router/decomposer liked to call humanillogic, weren't given asay in solving it. The
fundamentalistsjust wanted to kill each other in peace without tripping over any stray Peacekeepers. And
the rogue nations (a polite way of saying America) had parted ways so decisvely with the UN by then
that no one even bothered to ask if they wanted to participate.

Americaressted, of course. But economies can't survive indefinite solitary confinement any more than
people can. Doing business with America soon became bad business aswell as bad palitics. The
American juggernaut sputtered to aslow crawl, crippled by climate change, economicisolation, and a
massive multigenerationd brain drain that was glesfully encouraged by Ring-sideimmigration policy.

Meanwhile the technological gap between Earth and the Ring got wider with every new advancein Al
design or microgravity manufacturing. The generation shipslifted off from every overpopulated and
impoverished corner of the globe. And the Embargo, ostensibly a simple moratorium on sae of
space-based technology to Earth, began to achieve itstrue purpose: the reduction of Earth’s human
biomassto alevd that the crippled planet could sustain.

It worked. Suburbs were swallowed up by weedlot wilderness. Trees and plants—albeit only
sdf-pollinating ones—replaced concrete. Frogs were gone. So were butterflies, non-genetically-modified
honeybees, most large mammals, and the migratory songbirds whose flocks had blackened Earth’ s skies
in atime beyond the reach of even Cohen’ s earliest sored memories. But their ecologica niches had
been filled in, more or less, by other species. The world might not be as complex or as beautiful asit had
been before man’sIndustrial Age, but it worked. In fact, it worked well enough that people were even
garting to talk about loosening the Embargo.

People on Earth, that is.
No one Ring-side wanted to hear aword about it.

The humans who imposed the Embargo had meant it to be temporary. Industrid activity would be shut
down until the planet’ s biogeologica functions righted themsdves. And when the environmental
remediation was complete, everyone would move back downstairs and get back to life asnormal. After
al, Eathwashome.

But Earth wasn't hometo the 18 billion humans and posthumans who now inhabited the Orbital Ring. To
them, Earth wasjust another moon. But amoon with adifference: amoon that had something they
desperately needed.



Water.

Earth was dry and getting drier. The Ring was thirsty and getting thirstier. And every human who wasn't
born on Earth meant afew hundred thousand extralliters of drinkable water for the Orbital Ring. So the
UN offered Earth’ sfew remaining humans a Solomonic choice, wrapped in the neutra language of the
Tech Embargo: stay on Earth and accept the overwhelming odds against ever producing live offspring, or
emigrate to the Ring and enjoy all the benefits of modern genetic engineering. And in the poisoned Holy
Land, where one could go days on end without seeing asingle child, that choice was as stark asthe
choice between life and death.

A pair of Legion fighter jetsflashed overhead, wresathed in avirtual mist of encrypted spinstreams.

“Stop looking a your watch,” Li griped. “I1t'sadways dow, then you get the wrong timein your head, and
| catch it fromyou, and it screws with my wetware.”

“That soundsfun,” Cohen quipped. “ Can wetry it when we get back to the hotel 7’

A squadron of Legionnaireswalked by, their faces young and hard behind mirrored sunglasses, the
creasesin their uniforms sharp enough to threaten innocent passersby with paper cuts. Asthey passed
the café one of the young men skipped a step, bringing himsdf into marching rhythm with his companions
with the naturanessthat only comes of long training.

“Thered problem,” Cohen said, returning to the subject of the watch,

“isthat | can't take it to Genevafor revison anymore. No one knows how to clean ared watch properly
anymore. No one hasthe patience.”

“Just waiting for the barbarians, arewe?’ Li said in avoice of patently fake sympathy.

“Yes, darling,” Cohen drawled, “but who are the barbarians these days? There are so many peoplelining
up for thejob it sgetting hard to pick awinner.”

Li smiled, but her mind was only haf on the banter. She was back at work again; Cohen could fedl her
on the other end of the intraface, scanning the approaches, converting the three-dimensiona world into a
relief map of lines of fire and points of cover and potentid kill zones. “If | werethislate,” she muttered, “it
would only be because something was wrong. Or because | was planning to make something go wrong.”

A lonelsradi man settled at the table behind them, shalomed politely, ordered a cup of black coffee,
and opened up the weekend section of the Ha' aretz. A moment later two camera-toting NorAmArc
pilgrims sat down &t the next table over and began a high-decibe argument about whether the cog
railway ran to the Dome of the Rock overlook on Saturdays. Cohen goggled at them, only to redize that
hisfriendly Ha' aretz reader was doing the same. Their gazes crossed, and the two men shared a moment
of anonymous amusement.

“Youwatch,” Li muttered. “ The contact’ s not going to show up until after lunch. And meanwhilewe' re
goddamn gtting ducks.”

“Rdax, Catherine.”

“If you wanted relaxed, you shouldn’t have brought me. Speaking of which, why the hell are we here
ayway?”’



“My country callsand | answer,” Cohen quipped.

“Y our country called al right. But they don’t seem to give enough of a shit about you to provide
bandwidth for thereturn call. Sometimes | could just strangle Hy Cohen for saddling you with this

baggege.”

“He probably never thought twice about it. He could be abit lacking in subtlety sometimes. And he never
could get hisbrain around the ideaithat |sragl wasn't perfect.” Cohen grinned sheepishly. “Not al of my
pig-stubborn loyalty isthe Game' sfault. Some of it | come by honestly.”

Li stopped scanning the approaches and actualy turned in her chair to stare a him. “Y ou know that' sthe
first timel’ ve ever heard you admit he wasn't perfect?’

“He was anything but perfect. He dept around behind hiswife' sback for onething. | hated that. Not the
adultery so much asthelying.” Cohen felt the familiar flutter of self-loathing stir somewhere near the pit of
what would have been his stomach if he had one. “I despised thelying.”

“But you never told her.”

Cohen stared into the middle distance, seeing the face of the first woman he had ever loved...and who
hed dipped away from him just asLi was now dipping away. “ She didn’t want to know,” he said at last.

“And you dways give the players what they want, don’t you?’

He reached out for her instream, ran into awall, and stared into her eyes only to find that they were
equally unreadable. “Not you,” he whispered. “ | love you.”

At that instant their contact stepped out of a narrow aley between two restaurants, glanced at them—so
briefly that Cohen only caught the look when he replayed Li’ s spinfeed—then looked quickly away.

Li settled in her chair, shifting her weight forward, diding her feet farther gpart. Her face was
expressionless, but onstream she radiated a profound and wordless satisfaction that Cohen suspected
was pretty closeto what you'd get if you tapped the neurd feed of acat who'd just found anice fat
mouse to play with.

The contact turned out to be awoman, and awoman who had the history of Isragl written on her face.
She could have stepped straight out of a 1950s kibbutz harvest photo or agrainy black-and-white movie
about the Warsaw Ghetto uprising. The rawboned farmer-turned-soldier body. Thetouded fair hair and
the hawklike face. The sted-blue eyes—one of them dark with the stain of an old injury.

<Shrapnel ?> Li asked. <Or did she have arifle blow up in her face?>
<Lovetap from agrenade. Sayeret Golani training exercise.>
<Ah. So you do know her.>

<l told you, | don’t want you having any contact with people from the Office unlessit’ s absolutely
necessary. | thought we agreed about that.>

<No. | just stopped arguing about it so router/decomposer wouldn't have to waste histime playing
meagica moving filesfor you.>

Cohenignored thejibe. Li could complain al she wanted to about unequd file-sharing protocols, but he
wasn't going to drop the firewa | he kept between her and the boys on King Saul Boulevard aslong as he



had a choicein the matter. She could think up enough waysto get hersdlf killed on her own without his
hep.

<So what should | know about her that you' re actualy willing to tell me?> Li asked.
<Let'sjust say that Tel Aviv might not be the most tactful topic to raise>

The woman stopped in front of their table, crossed her arms over her chest, and threw her head alittle
back and sideways in order to get her good eye on them. “Oh, so it was you back in the airport. You
could have said s0. Or don’t you remember me?’

“Of course | remember you, Osnat. | just didn’t know you’ d gone private sector.”

“Lot of people’ s careerswent down in flames after Tel Aviv. Can't complain. Could have been worse.
Could have ended up with abullet in the head.”

The fury radiated off her like abomb blast. Well, Cohen couldn’t blame her. They’ d known each other
very dightly. Asfar as she was concerned he was Gavi’ sfriend, end of story. And Osnat had specid,
complicated, and intensely persona reasonsfor hating Gavi.

“I heard Gur died,” Cohen said. “I’'m sorry.”

“Everybody’ s sorry.”

She pulled the empty chair free of the table and sat down init. No one spoke for along and extremely
unpleasant moment.

“When do we get to talk to the sellers?” Li asked findly.

Osnat ignored her. “Y ou were supposed to come done,” shetold Cohen flatly, “not bring agolem of
your own.”

Li made her move so fast that even Cohen missed it. One moment she was on the far Sde of the table
from Osnat. A blink later, she had her hand around the other woman' swrist and was squeezing hard
enough to drain the blood from her face.

“Being agolem hasitsuses,” she said in acompanionabletone. “ Also, the only way to ALEF isthrough
Cohen, and the only way to Cohen isthrough me. So the next time | talk to you, you'll look mein the eye
when you answer.”

Osnat gave her apae hogtile stare. Then she did what every wedl-trained infantryman does when pinned
down by enemy fire; she called for air support. And she cdled for it, of al places, from the next table.

Cohen followed Osnat’ sglance just in time to see the Ha' aretz reader put down his newspaper and
amile politdy at them.

“May | joinyou?’ he asked. He folded his newspaper into precise halves, picked up hisdrink, and
waked over to St next to Osnat. “Maoshe Feldman,” he said. “Pleasure to meet you. Can | buy you
coffee?’

A waiter they hadn’t seen before appeared before M oshe had even raised his hand, carrying afiligreed
coffee service. He deposited it on their table, poured out two eggshell-sized cups of cardamom-flavored
coffee, produced a bottle of mineral water and two glasses from his apron pocket, and | ft.

Cohen reached for the water.



Moshe reached for Cohen’s hand.

Li reached for her gun.

“Please” Moshe said. “Drink your coffeefirst.”
Li picked hersup, drank, grimaced.

<Areyou al right?> Cohen asked anxioudy.
<God, that’ s shitty coffeel>

<Isthat ayesor ano, Catherine?>

<Yeah, I'mfine> But as she st the cup back in the saucer hefdt achilly little quiver of pain and shock
run acrossthe intraface.

All her systems, biological and synthetic, naturd and artificid, kicked into overdriveto identify the attack
and tally up the damage. Cohen could fed the churning, chaotic, complicated process unfolding as clearly
asif hewereingde her skin and not Sitting in his own chair with two feet of air between them. Eventually
sheidentified the cold prick of pain asthe point of aneedle diding into the web of skin between thumb
and forefinger. <It'sfine> shetold him amoment later. <DNA sampler.>

<He sasuspicious bastard, isn’'t he?>
<Unless he has some reason to mistrust usthat you' re not telling me about?>

As he picked up hisown cup and felt the needle dide into Roland’ s flesh, Cohen decided that the implied
question in that statement was one he d rather leave unanswered.

It took Mashe an hour to do the genetic work.

“Wadll,” Li asked when hefindly returned, “ are we who we say we are?’
“Apparently. Even Cohen's...er...”

“Face,” Cohen prompted.

“Right. Even the, er, faceiswho you told us he would be.” Moshe paused uncomfortably. “How do you
acquire your bodies, by theway? Do you grow them?’

“Good heavens, no! We're not the Syndicates. HE sarea person. Parents, passport, bank accounts.
Bank accounts that are substantially better funded since he started working for me.”

Cohen crossed hisarms, realized the gesture looked defensive, and asked himsalf whether deegp down
ingde he might not have something to fed just thetiniest bit guilty about. Hadn't Roland been meaning to
put himself through medica school back when they first met? When was the last time he d heard anything
about that? Was Li right, God forbid? Did hejust sort of .. .swallow people? He pushed away that
unwel come thought, telling himself that he’ d ask Roland how med school was going next time they saw
each other.

“And how much doesiit codt to...what’ stheright word. . .rent someone?’



Cohen grinned. “If you have to ask, you can’t afford it.”
“Andit'slegd, isit?’

“Wadl, mostly.” Cohenfdt Li’samirk tickling at the back of hismind. “ As my associate has just pointed
out, it' seaser to bend the ruleswhen you' refilthy stinking rich.”

“Mmm.” Moshe's expression sharpened. “ Speaking of bending the rules, | understood that ALEF would
send one representative to the bidding. And that it would be someone we could vet beforehand to make
surethey didn't pose any security risks.” His eyestouched briefly on Li, then skittered away again. “But
now here you are with one of the, uh, least vettable individuasin UN space.”

<He could talk to me about it,> Li said. <What the hdl’ swrong with these people, anyway?>

“Y ou could talk to her about it,” Cohen repeated, mimicking her annoyed tone with such painstaking
precison that only someone who hadn’t grown up surrounded by the twenty-four-hour hum of
gpinstream traffic could have mistaken the words for Cohen's.

Mosheturned to face Li. “1 have no problem with talking to you. Or with your genetics. Or your
enhancements. Or your status under UN law, Jewish law, or any other law. What | do have aproblem
with istrusting aformer Peacekeeper with information that we most assuredly do not wish to share with
the Controlled Technology Committee.”

“The operative word thereis former,” Li said. “l lost my commission three years ago.”

Moshe seyesflicked to Li’ sthroat and wrists. “But you didn’t lose your wetware. What assurance can
you give methat everything you see and hear is't feeding straight into UNSec data banks?’

A dow smile spread across Li’ sface. “I’m not avery subtle person, Moshe. If you' ve got something to
say, you'd better say it.”

“Judt that | wonder why they didn’t reclaim your wetware. And how it could have taken your superiors
eleven yearsto get around to prosecuting you for shooting those prisoners.”

“I bought my wetware by signing my pension back to the government. Any soldier’ sentitled to do tht,
and mogt do, if only to avoid the surgery. Asfor therest...you' re spinning fairy tales. The court-martia
proceedings were public. Man on the street knows as much about it as| do. Just look at the spins.”

“Spins can be faked. Anyone who'sworked on EMET knows that.”

Li stared across the table, her face cam, her eyesleve. Thismust be costing her, Cohen redlized, but he
had no idea how much. Three years after the court-martial they’d still never talked about it. And even his
mogt cautious attempts to cross that particular no-man’ s-land had been violently rebuffed.

“Unfortunately,” Li said when he' d just about decided she wasn't going to say anything, “those particular
spins don’'t seem to have been faked.”

She and Maoshe stared at each other, locked in one of those testosterone-fueled battles of will that
Cohen, three centuries removed from his only unmediated human memories, was beginning to find
increasingly incomprehensible.

Finaly Moshe leaned forward in his chair, the flimsy meta cresking under hisweight. “Thethingis,
Magor, | just don't trust you.”



“You want ALEF asabidder, you'll haveto trust me.”
Moshe pursed hislips.

“Do you need to talk to someone?’ Li asked. The question came off of a collective work space shared
by Li, Cohen, router/decomposer, and agaggle of chattering semisentients, but it seemed politicto let Li
ask it. Moshe had clearly dipped into the trap of tresting the two bodiesin front of him as separate
entities...and you never knew when that sort of misconception might work to your advantage.

“No. | have discretion.” He hesitated for another instant. “ All right then. We go forward. For now. But
we may require additiona bona fides after the next meeting.”

“Y ou may not bethe only one,” Li retorted. “We still have nothing more than your word that the sdller’s
genuine. What about his bona fides?’

“That’s between you and the seller.” Moshe got to hisfedt, |eft the paper on the table, and dropped a
few shekelson top of it. “I just open the cage and crack the whip. Whether the bear decidesto dance for
you or egt you isyour problem.”

SEX, WATER, GOD

Theindividual’s enhancement of hisor her reproductive chances never happensin avoid but
only in relation to the reproductive chances of other member s of the species.

Just as corporations seek to externalize their costs of production, individualsinevitably seek to
externalize their costsof reproduction, enhancing the value of their own genetic property by
reducing the value of their neighbors genetic property. When twentieth-century existentialists
sipped coffeein Parisian cafés, or twenty-first-century shoppersflocked to Wal-Mart for cheap
consumer goods, they wer e both participantsin a global economy whose ultimate evolutionary
effect wasto shift the means of reproduction (high protein diets, high standards of living, paid
child care, etc.) to the Consuming Nations, while shifting the limiting factor s on reproduction
(war, poverty, pollution, etc.) to Producing Nations....

Viewed in thislight, Earth’s ecological collapse can be seen asthelogical, even inevitable
conclusion of four millennia of human evolution. Earth died not because humans strayed from
the path of “naturée’ or “ingtinct,” but because individual humans obeyed their natural instincts
far too well for their own collective good....

—INTRODUCTION TO SOCIOBIOLOGY (APPROVED FOR THE SIXTH-YEAR CURRICULUM
BY KNOWLESSYNDICATE STEERING COMMITTEE, YEAR 11, ORBIT 227)

T HEY HELD THE FIRST BIDDING session on the dangerous but neutral ground of the International
Zore.

Arkady and Osnat crossed through the Damascus Gate checkpoint at just past ten in the morning, elbow
to armpit with aswesting crowd of religious pilgrims, under the hard watchful eyes of the Legionnaires.
By the time they cleared the checkpoint and plunged into the Old City, Arkady had aready redlized that
thiswas adifferent city from the one they’ d walked through before reaching the great gate. Where the
lines a the checkpoint had been dominated by pilgrims and commuters, the actua streets of the Old City



were dominated—at least to Arkady’ s Syndicate-bred eyes—by beggars. It took him awhileto
understand that they actudly were beggars. They didn’t ask for money. They just sat dumped along the
gonewadlslining the narrow streets, looking like they’ d been there so long they’ d given up even hoping
for money. Arkady’ singtinctive response wasimpatience. Why didn’t they just go to collective supply,
take out what they needed, and get on with life? But of course there was no collective supply here. And
when he looked more closdly at the beggars he saw that many of them were crippled or deformed or
obvioudy crazy.

“It'saeuth ward,” he said wonderingly.

“They try to chasethem away,” Osnat said with afatdistic shrug, “ but there are only so many cops
around.”

“But there must be some kind of renormaliza—er, rehabilitation program.”

She gave him an incredulous look out of the corners of her eyes. “If someone in the Syndicates has
figured out how to rehabilitate people from being poor, they ought to apply for the freaking Nobel Peace
Prize”

Arkady stared at the crumpled forms, trying to take the measure of the people inside the rags, but none
of them would meet his eyes. And they weren't the only ones.

Therewas aspecid qudlity to the gazein the Internationd Zone, aquality of nonlooking, nonseeing. The
Legionnaireswore their mirrored sunglasses like body armor and did their level best to pretend not to
speak any language but French when anyone had the effrontery to ask them questions. Hasidim hurried
aong under their dreary hats, assduoudy shielding their eyesfrom any contact with the godless present.
NorAmArc Christians lumbered through the stations of the cross, eyes glued to their spincorders, doing
their best to turn ared living city into atheme park. Mudims glared into the near distance asif they
thought some Sufist act of will could make the hordes of unbelievers vanish from their holy sites. Eventhe
crazy people—and there seemed to be agreat many of them—shouted through you instead of at you.
The only people who actudly looked a anyone were the Interfaithers...and the way they looked at you
made you redize that being ignored was far from the worst thing that could happen to you.

“Why are there so many Interfaithers?” Arkady asked.
“Open your eyes. Why isright in front of your nose.”

Helooked. He saw bored Legionnaires, sullen locals, dusty walls crumbling in the ozone haze of awarm
fal afternoon, sx thousand years of history surrounded by sandbags and reinforced concrete. “I don't
seit”

“That's’ cause you're not pointing your nose the right way.”
He glanced at her in confusion, then followed her hiked thumb skyward and finaly saw it.

The Ring. Strung out along the declination of the equatorid belt some 35,786 kilometers overhead, it was
faintly visbletoday through one of those quirky contrapositions of star and satellite that physics teachers
throughout UN and Syndicate space set their frustrated students to calculate. The Ring was't an actua
ring, of course; just the area of gpace that contained al of Earth’s stable geosynchronous orbits. But it
had been packed so full of resdential and manufacturing habitats and commsats and solar collectors and
offshore tax shelters, that by now it was as visible and clearly defined asthe rings of Saturn.

The Ring' straffic control and dynamic stabilization requirements were so impossibly complex that they



had been the primary driving force behind the evolution of Emergent Al over the course of the last three
centuries. The Ring was a so—because of the sheer volume of reflective metal whipping around up
there—one of the thousands of complex mutudly interacting causes of the artificid iceage. A little
reduced insolation here; alittle increased abedo there; a gentle nudge of the coupled water transport
systems of ocean and atmosphere. Arkady, terraformer that he was, appreciated the subtlety of the
system: controlling chaos by the flutter of the butterfly’ swing rather than the fal of the dedgehammer.
And of coursethe Ring' sterraformers, prodded onward by the unmitigated disaster they’ d inherited, had
done what station designers on the thinly populated Syndicate planets had never had to think about doing:
They had crafted an orbital Ring that was so perfectly integrated into the biome of the planet below it that
Ring and planet could dmost be thought of asasingle organism.

Stll...hedidn’t think Osnat was suggesting that the ice age had caused the Interfaithers.

“We re poor,” she said in answer to his questioning look. “And the Ring isrich. And we have to watch
Ring-sders being rich every night on the evening spins. Knowing that we' Il never have what they have.
Knowing that our children, if we relucky enough to have any, won't live nearly aslong or aswell asther
children. Knowing that everything that countsin our livesis decided up there by people who think Earth
isjust asponge they can squeeze the water out of. That kind of thing makes you hate, Arkady. And no
on€e' sever invented a better excuse for hate than God. The Americans figured that one out afew
centuries ago, and now we' re d| catching their new religion.”

“Y ou spesk asif the Interfaithers had taken control of America”

“Not officidly. Unofficidly...well, just look at adl those freeky Condtitutiona amendmentsthey keep
passing. And they haven't had a president or even amember of Congressin living memory who wasn't a
member of the Interfaith.”

“But they can’'t do anything, can they? They have no power. They’ re not UN members. They have no
modern technology....”

“They have oil. And they have an army. And they’ re willing to burn both. That gives them power.”
“They’re not going to bid on the wespon, are they?’

“I'm surethey’d try to if they knew about it. And all they haveto do to get afoot in the door isthresten
to tattleto UNSec. That’ sthe gamewe re dl playing. We want your little bauble for ourselves, but if we
can't keep it to oursalves, then better our next-door neighbor should have it than the UN getting hold of
it. After dl, if the Pdestinians or even the Americans get hold of agenetic wegpon, they might useit, or
they might just threeten to useit in order to get abigger water alowance. But if the UN gets hold of it,
you can bet your lifethey’ll useit sooner or later. They’re not afraid to fight dirty. Look what they did to
ZhangSyndicate.” Arkady caught his breath at that name and had to force down a nausegting surge of
panic. “Intheend,” Osnat continued, either not noticing or misinterpreting his silence, “the only number
the UN cares about isthe onewe al try not to talk about: Every person born on Earth represents an
eleven-million-liter lifetime alowance of water that can’t go to the Ring. It' sal about water, Arkady.
Everything on this planet comes down to sex and water.”

“And God,” he said, glancing at yet another passing Interfaither.

“Oh, you poor sap. Haven't you figured it out yet? God' s just away to pump up your ethnic group’s
birth rate so you can demand a bigger share of the water.”

“Y ou seem to have alot of theories,” Arkady said politely. “Do you have an interest in sociobiology?
Have you ever thought about studying it?’



She gared at him for amoment, her mouth hanging open. Then she laughed. “Don’'t tell me you had me
pegged as the hooker with the heart of gold. Sorry to disappoint you. My brother’s acomp lit professor
a Tel Aviv University. I'm practicaly consdered a haf-wit because | quit school after my master’s
degree. In polysci. Which isthe closest thing we have to what you call sociobiology in the Syndicates.”

“Then how...?’

“How did anicegirl like me go so terribly wrong? What, you thought only poor people joined the army?
Thisislsragl. And I’'m not an Enderbot. I'm area soldier. Or haven't you figured out the difference
yer?

The house hunched over Abulafia Street like one of the weathered old men who shuffled down the
International Zone' s crooked streets and loitered in its shabby coffeehouses. All you could see of it from
the street was a high windowless wall whose stone bones were covered with atattered skin of plagter.
The only opening in the wall was a monumenta wooden door, its planks so broad and long that Arkady
would have been sure they were compositeif he hadn’t touched them with his own hands. In one corner
of the door, so small it was amost logt in the shadow of the lintel, hung another smdler door. It opened
to Osnat’ s knock, and they stepped through it into atall courtyard.

The courtyard had been built for ahotter climate. Its fountain was turned off for the winter dready, its
rusted pipestilting forlornly over tiles stresked yellow with khamsin dust. Even the roses reminded
Arkady less of plantsthan of construction site scaffolding: two stories of stem and thorn and leaf thrown
up againgt the sagging baconies just to point afew anemic blossoms at what little sun trickled over the
encircling roof tiles.

It was ahouse out of time. The flow and chatter of the street faded away as soon asthe gate fell to on its
hinges. Even Earth’ s stupendous sky was reduced to a precise blue square, as completely submitted to
the spare geometry of the building asif it were the roof of the house and not the roof of the whole world.

Osnat stopped, looked around the courtyard, and sneezed. She took atissue out of her pocket and
scrubbed at her nose with it while Arkady averted his eyes politdly. “My God, | wishit would rain,” she
muttered. “ Thefucking dust iskilling me.”

They waited, though Arkady had no ideawhat they were waiting for. A water seller passed by inthe
Sreet outside, caling hiswares, but it might have been avoice from another planet. A single petd fdll
from one of the high rose blossoms and fluttered to the ground, the only moving thing in the visble
universe. Then the gate opened behind them, and the most perfect human Arkady had ever seen stepped
throughiit.

Her face possessed such flawless bilatera symmetry that Arkady had to look asecond and third time
before he decided she wasn't a genetic construct. Only the subtle blend of race and ethnicity, so different
from the distinct ethnic phenomes of the Syndicates, identified the woman as what she was. amember of
the heavily geneticaly engineered Ring-side dite that biogeographers were beginning to describe asa
new posthuman quasi-speciesin its own right. And thinking back to Korchow’ s briefings, Arkady had no
trouble putting a name to the woman:

Ashwarya Sofaer. Ash to her friends...not that she has any. She's the closest thing to pure
ambition you' |l ever see; a walking cost-benefit analysis of mammalian dominance drives.
Ex-Mossad of course, like all the higher powers at Golani Tech. She shouldn’t even be allowed to
live on Earth, but she’'s grandfathered in under one of their endless loopholes. She spent three
yearsin the Ring as the UN-Mossad liaison, then back to Israel and through the revolving door to



GolaniTech. Now that Gavi Shehadeh'’ s out of the way, she's probably Didi Halevy's most likely
replacement if and when his enemies succeed in toppling him. As they say on King Saul Boulevard,
the revolving door spins both ways. And it’s not out of the question that the lovely Miss Sofaer
might be interested in using you to give the proverbial door a good hard push....

Ash had the Ring-sider’ s clothes to go with her Ring-sider’ s body: adeek white suit programmed to hug
every curve of her lean body; high-hedled vat lesther shoes that made her long legs seem even longer
than they were; impeccably styled hair dicked back from an impeccably made-up face that gave awvay
absolutely nothing of the person behind it.

Ash and Osnat shook hands. Osnat |ooked stubby and flyblown next to the other woman.
“Captain Hoffman,” Ash sad.

“Colond.” Osnat gave the word a parade ground lilt that suggested respect entirely unalloyed by
persond affection.

“Moshe said you' d come over to us,” Ash said. “How did he convince you to make the jump?’
“Hetold me the grass might be greener on your side of thefence.”

“Itis” Asheyed Osnat speculatively. “Asgreen asyou want it to be. We should talk sometime.”
“Sure” Osnat said, obvioudy not meaning it.

A frown of irritation compressed Ash' s beautiful lipsfor amoment, then vanished before Arkady could
even be sureit had been there.

Briefly, she explained to Osnat that the room was being readied, that the bidders were still arriving, that
she would make the introductions.

“And then what?’ Osnat asked.
“Andthenwell see”

Ash shook hands with Osnat again and swept off into the house without having so much as glanced a
Arkady. Osnat stared after her with atroubled expression, rubbing the palm of her right hand on her pant
leg asif shewere trying to rub off the smell of the other woman.

Arkady, child of aworld born only two years before his own birth, had never seen any placelikethe
room he was eventudly ushered into. Even the smdll...the smdl of wood and wool and furniture wax and
all the other pricelessthings that were rare and inconceivable luxuries to the space-born. Hetried to
focus on the other people in the room, to match their faces with Korchow’ s descriptions. But his eyes
kept floating to the whirling celling fans, the shivering ladders of light and shade cast by the datted
shutters, the cedar and sandalwood shadows under the high rafters, the complex patterns of rugs and
drapery, the nuanced colors of walls and windowsills and floor tiles, the endless tumble of old and
incomprehensible objects scattered over the polished tables and sideboards.

When hefindly picked out Korchow, douched in the shadowy depths of aleather wing chair, he saw
that the KnowlesSyndicate A was laughing silently at him.

“Poor Arkady. Y ou look even loster than you are.”



Arkady started toward him, stopped, looked at Osnat.
“Go ahead,” she sad, lenient in Moshe' s absence.

Korchow put an arm around Arkady’ s shoulders and gave him the traditiond kiss of greeting. The sight
of the Knowles A, after the weeks of isolation among humans, nearly unmanned Arkady. Back on
Gilead, Korchow had seemed more than half human. Now he looked like home.

“I can't beginto tell you how glad | am to see you safe and sound, Arkady.” Korchow had affected the
avuncular air of an older series speaking to ayounger member of his own geneline, but his smile remained
as bland and carefully rationed as ever. It was the same smile Korchow had worn during the tense weeks
of interrogation, and Arkady still sensed that Korchow’ s every move was part of an act played out not
for its apparent audience but for the unseen watcher behind the camera.

Arkady returned Korchow'skiss. “May we do our part,” he said, taking refuge in formality and formula

“Your part?’ For amoment the diplomat’ s mask gave way to alook of disdain and anger. Or wasthat
merely another mask, just as calculated asthe first? And if so, what audience wasit intended for?“Isthat
what you think you' ve been doing?’

Before Arkady could answer, the door opened and the first bidders entered.
“Jesus wept,” someone said.

Arkady turned to see the man-machine from the airport and the woman soldier who had accompanied
him. Thistime, however, they were staring a Korchow.

“I should have known you'’ d be a the bottom of this.” The machine sounded weary, asif the weight of
unpleasant memories that Korchow suggested was too heavy for his shunt’s human shoulders.

“How can amere collection of neurd networks and Toffoli gates attain such heights of melodrama?”
Korchow countered in avoice that gave avay even lessthan hissmiledid. “I’m behind nothing. | didn’t
even know that poor Arkady wasleaving us until he turned up in Maris Station. At which point we
regrettably” —he glanced at Osnat—"logt track of him. Naturally, we were deeply concerned for his
safety, the political Stuation being what it is. But now we have found our lost lamb again.”

“Lucky littlelamb,” the machine drawled, hiseyes diding Sdewaystoward Arkady.
“Y ou're not one of the bidders?’ the woman asked Korchow increduloudly.

“No, no, Mgor. Y ou misgpprehend the situation. My only interest isin ensuring that Arkady retain the
ability to exercise his...what' sthat phrase you humans are awaystossing around. ..free will?’

The woman didn’t return Korchow’ s smile. She leaned into his space, her jaw shoved forward
pugnacioudy, and tapped him on the chest firmly enough for Arkady to hear the thump of her index finger
on hissternum. “I’'mwatching you,” she said. “I’m tracking you, Korchow, and don’t you fucking forget
it”

Korchow’'s amileremained firmly in place, but he tugged at his collar and fingered his old war wound. It
was the closest thing the man had to anervoustic.

“My dear Mgor—"

“Jugt plain Li now, thanksto you.”



“Seeing you isaways 0...eventful. | Sncerely hope we can avoid gunplay thistime.”
“That' sup toyou,” thewoman said.

That was when Arkady findly put the stray cluestogether and realized who she was. Mgor Catherine Li,
UNSec First Expeditionary Force, akathe renegade construct Caitlyn Perkins, akathe Butcher of
Gilead.

Y ou wouldn't know she was aZhang construct if you weren't looking for the resemblance. But she'd
had plastic surgery. They’d said that at thetriadl. And of course she was a corporate-tanked construct, so
you had to dlow for the changes the Zhangs had made to their geneset after the Breakaway in order to
tailor their phenotype to their own needs as free beings instead of corporate property. Once you did that,
thelines of the murdered Zhang congtructs shone through her stolid face and muscular body as clearly as
printed | etters through a piece of paper held up to sunlight.

How could achild born into corporate davery have grown up to fight awar for the very corporations
who had endaved her? How, being what she was, could she have done what she’ d done? And how
could she have done it for the same humans who had given the order to turn ZhangSyndicate, with dl its
creches and its genebanks, into afiregutted ghost station? Suddenly Arkady found that he was having no
trouble at dl looking convincingly frightened.

While Arkady was coming to termswith Li’ s presence, the Al drifted over to the Sde table benesth one
of the tall windows and began inspecting the artfully scattered objets d art on its polished wood surface.
It glanced back toward its companion and cleared itsthroat ddlicately. Could such abeing havethe
norma fears and worries and apprehensions of areal person? If so, Arkady would have sworn the
machine was trying to head off a conversation that frightened it.

“So, Mgor—" Korchow began.

“Ohfor God'ssake!” Li burst out. “1 don’t giveadamn if it'san origind Eames! Can we makeit through
one goddamn minute without you interrupting me?’

“I beg your pardon?’ Korchow asked.
“Never mind,” she muttered savagely. “| wasn't talking to you.”

“Of course. | forget that you' re not quite the woman you were when we last met. How islifeinthe
future, Mgor?1s being the ghost in the machine everything you hoped it would be?’

“Better than life in the Syndicate chicken coop.”
“Areyou so sure of that? My offer’ s till open—"
“Catherine,” the machine interrupted, “why are you even talking to him?”

“—I could get you on aL.ong March Rocket out of Guangdong Province next week. You' d beon
Gilead withinamonth.”

“The last person you made that offer to'sdead,” Li pointed out.

“Yes” Korchow agreed placidly. “But she put her hand up the wrong skirt. And humans are so touchy
about that sort of thing.”

“Just dropit,” the machine said, looking hard at Korchow. “ She' s not interested.”



“My, things have changed.” Korchow |ooked back and forth between the two of them. “The Catherine
Li | remember never needed anyoneto tell people what she thought.”

“If you two are done socidizing,” Ash sad, striding in on the hed's of two hard young men whose skin
was marked by the subderma filigree of Earth-illega wetware, “ perhaps thiswould be a convenient
moment to make the introductions.”

“Assuming al the bidders have arrived?’ Korchow asked, letting the question hang in the air unanswered
for amoment before he retrested to the shadows of hiswing chair.

It seemed that al the bidders had indeed arrived. And when Arkady had sorted out the bidders from the
coteries of bodyguards that he was starting to suspect were aroutine cost of doing businessin Jerusalem,
there seemed to be three of them.

First the machine and his companion.

Second an el derly Paestinian man whose suit looked like something from a pre-Evacuation history book,
and whose immacul ate cotton headdress gleamed like apearl in the dusky light that threaded through the
shutters. Arkady had no trouble recognizing thisbidder either: Shaikh Y assin, spearhead of the
Pdedtinian hard religiousright...and not at dl the man Korchow had hoped the Paestinians would send.

“Atlagt,” Yassn said when Maosheintroduced Arkady to him. “ Abu Felastineh, blessed be his children,
and his children’ s children, sends hisgreetings”

That was't aname, Arkady remembered from Korchow’ s briefings, but an honorific used to protect the
anonymity and physica safety of the president of Pdestine. Abu Felastineh. The Father of Pdegtine.
And by now Arkady knew better than to begin to try to guesswhat any title that contained the word
father really meant to humans.

The Palestinian bowed courteously and extended a hand to Arkady. Arkady stepped forward to shake
it...and ran into asolid wall of muscle asthe man’ s grim-faced bodyguards surged around him.

“Forgivethe boy.” Korchow had stepped up behind Arkady so smoothly that it wasimpossible to say
when exactly he' d left his chair. Now he dipped ahand around Arkady’ s arm and drew him back afew
cautious gteps. “We in the Syndicates lack the ingtitution of political nation. We are, asl liketo
say, atoo-trusting people.”

“A too-trusting people,” Y assin repesated. He made it sound asif the words were his and not
Korchow's. He made it sound asif he were the man who had invented the very idea of words.

“Exactly s0.” Korchow bowing yet again and drawing Arkady back to safety under the unblinking gaze
of the bodyguards.

“So how’ sthewater business?’ Catherine Li interrupted.

It took Arkady amoment to realize she was speaking to Y assn—largely because she spokein acasud,
amost confrontationa tone that had nothing to do with the way every other person in the room had
spoken to him.

The Paestinian turned dowly to face her. Then he looked past her at Cohen. “I am adways delighted to
see the ghost of my grandfather’ sfriend. Y our young associate seems to have been sadly misinformed,
however. My family has no tiesto the water trade, and | should be most sorry to think that you should

have overheard any unfounded and malicious rumorsto the contrary.”



“My dear fdlow,” the machine murmured, patting the air with both hands asif he were smoothing down
the hackles of apossibly dangerous dog. “Not at al. Nothing of the sort. My, er, associate isabit
overemotiond. Y oung people, you know.”

“He sdIswater 7 Arkady whispered to Korchow.

“Absolutely not,” came the answer, whispered like his question from mouth to ear. “ Shailkh Yassnisa
perfectly respectable arms merchant.”

“Arkady,” Ashsad. “Comehere”
Arkady whedled around—and found himsdlf face-to-face with thefina bidder.
“This” Ash announced, “isTurner.”

Arkady searched his mind for some memory of the exotic-sounding name and found none. What kind of
aname was Turner anyway? And why hadn’t Korchow told him about this bidder?

Hetried to take stock of the man, but al he could glean was a series of piecemeal impressions. A
wrinkle-resi stant button-down shirt stretched over an incipient potbelly and aweight lifter’ smuscles; a
soft-palmed hand that had never done the hard work of surviving on a Syndicate space station, but il
had the strength nearly to crush Arkady’ sfingers, freshly laundered hair combed precisay over apink,
smooth, wrinkle-free face and the coldest blue eyes Arkady had ever seen.

“Good to know you!” Turner said in avoice that took possession of the room just as aggressively ashis

big body did.
“Good to know you,” Arkady repeated, assuming this was some unknown human-style formal greeting.

Turner laughed loudly. He seemed to be a man who did everything loudly. “Hear you're hereto sdl us
something, Arkady. Y ou got the goods, or are we gonnanot be friendsin the morning?’

“Um...”

“Jugt kidding!” He dedlt Arkady a staggering blow on the shoulder.
“No hard fedings, hey?’

“Uh...sure” Arkady rubbed at his shoulder.

Ash, meanwhile, had been watching this exchange with avaguely amused expression on her smooth
features. “ Shal we begin?’ she asked.

One of the guards dragged a heavy plush velvet armchair into the center of the room and positioned a
ganding lamp beside it so that the light would shine directly on the face of the unfortunate person Stting in
it.

“Arkady?" Ash said pointedly.
Arkady hesitated, then walked obediently over to the chair and sat down.

Ashe did so the bidders sorted themsealves onto the chairs and sofas which had aready been placed
around the edges of the room.

Their eyesturned to Arkady. Helicked hislips and cleared histhroat and shifted in his chair. He glanced



around the circle of expectant faces and thought that they looked like wolves watching a hamstrung
caribou. He glimpsed the flickering pinprick of ablack box statuslight behind Catherine Li’ sl eft
pupil—another new thing in aday full of new things—and wondered what other watchers on what distant
planets were hearing histale. Then helooked down at his hands and kept his gaze there, knowing that he
was going to haveto lie and that he would lose the thread of thelieif his concentration fatered.

“My survey team was assigned to evaluate Novaisfor terraforming and settlement—" he began.

“Hang on,” Li interrupted, leaning forward in her chair with an intent, predatory expression. “There sno
Novalison any UN charts. What star does it belong to? What are the old Astronomica Survey
coordinates? Whereisit in relation to the treaty lines?’

Arkady began to glance at Korchow, then stopped the movement and looked instead toward Ash.

“That information will be provided in the stage-two bid package,” Ash answered. “ After we ve received
your initid financid commitments.”

“Based on what, aninitid blind bid?’

Ash nodded.

“What are the payment arrangements?’

“A hundred thousand. Twenty up front, eighty on the day.”
“Dédivery onthe day?’

“Naturdly.”

Li shrugged. Arkady took it as permisson to continue.

“Therewereten of us,” he resumed. “ Arkashawas the geneticist, and of courseit’ s his notebooks we're
talking about here. | was the biogeographer. Then there were the Ahmeds—"

“That's AzizSyndicate sbiggest run A series” Korchow interjected. “It' saline whose main gpplications
aremilitary. They’d befamiliar to Mgor Li from the last war”—he nodded politely in her direction—"but
| doubt any of the rest of you would ever have seen one. Since the recent and, ahem, insufficiently
anticipated outbresk of peace, the central joint steering committee has been trying to find aternative
gpplicationsfor them in the survey and terraforming missions. Sorry, Arkady. Go on.”

“Wadll, the Aziz A’ swere the command team, pilot and navigator. They had thefind word on all
misson-critical decisions. Then we had the two Bellas, Motai Syndicate B's. One of themwas an
entomologi, like me, but aspecidist in orbslk worms. The other—"

“Hang on aminute.” Turner was taking notes, one muscular caf dung over the other knee to support his
pad and pencil. “I’ d like to get full names on these folks.”

“I’'msorry?’ Arkady said.

“Those arethair full names,” Korchow answered. “ Arkady can't give you anything ese. Ahmed. Bdlla
Even Andrg”—Korchow smiled infinites maly—"*are merely geneline designations. Though Arkady here
may know intuitively that one Ahmed isn't the same as another, hislanguage, his upbringing, and his
convictionsal tdl him that the organism is nothing and the superorganism—the gendine—is everything.”

“But some of them have their own names. This Arkasha person—"



“Arkasha,” Korchow interrupted smoothly, “is the exception that provestherule.”
“Areyou saying he' sapolitica dissdent?’ Li interrupted.

“Let’snot indulgein mordly loaded terminology, Maor. Arkashais merdly...an atavism. Whether heis
an aavism with some useful evolutionary roleto play isadecision for the RostovSyndicate steering
committee to make. Not for me. And certainly not for you.”

And so it went, just as he and Korchow had mapped it out back on Gilead, Arkady leading his audience
down the twisting path—s0 close to the truth in dmost every way—that Korchow had concocted for
him.

“And what are we to make of this?” Shaikh Y assin said when Arkady finally reached the end of the story
and fdl slent. It wasthe first time he had spoken since the meeting began.

“What you make of it isyour concern,” Ash answered. “Needlessto say, your conclusionswill largely
determine the price you arewilling to pay.”

“But what arewe paying for 7’ Li again. She seemed to be the point man by consensus, and the others
seemed content to hang back and see what game she managed to flush. “1 mean, are we buying this
so-cdled genetic weapon? Or Arkady? Or Arkasha s notebooks? Is Arkasha himsdlf for sale, for that
meaiter?’

“That s partly for you to determine,” Ash answered smoothly. “Y ou have discretion to put together your
own bid. Tell uswhat you want. Tell uswhat you' rewilling to pay for it.”

“And what does it mean that we' re dedling with your charming salf?’ Y assin asked Ash. Benegth the
courteous language, his voice sounded sharp asrazors. “Can we infer from Golani Tech’ sinvolvement
that Arkady has dready been interrogated by Israel, and we re merdly being offered their leavings?’

“Y ou can infer whatever you like,” Ash said—and the room fell sllent while each of them tried and failed
to stare the other down.

“My problemis till with the sory itsdlf,” Li said, breaking the silence. “How do we know Arkady’ s not
just making it al up ashegoesdong?’

“Y ou know because of what heis” Ash gestured toward Arkady with oneimmeaculately manicured
hand. “ An unaltered Syndicate construct, pure as afreshly detanked babe. No interna wetware. No
stored spinfeed. No hard files. Nothing that can be edited, atered, or erased. What he remembersis
what happened to him, pureand smple”

Acrosstheroom, Y assin was nodding contemplatively. Thetwo ALEF bidders sat utterly ill, though
something in their expressions convinced Arkady that they were speaking to each other in the nebulous
pardld universe of streamspace. Turner merdly sat, one thick ankle crossed over the knee of the other
leg, his pale eyesflicking back and forth between Arkady and Korchow asif he were calculating the
angles and momenta of atargeting problem.

“Peoplecanlie” Li ingsted.

“Not perfectly. Not under drugs. Not under....educated questioning. And once we work out the escrow
arrangements, you' |l each have the chance to question Arkady in the time and place of your choosing.”

“But for how long? And with whet limitations?’



Korchow gtarted to answer, but Ash interrupted him. “I think discussing limitations asto duration and
interrogation techniquesin Arkady’ s presence would be counterproductive at this point.”

“That’ s pretty damn cold,” Li muttered.
“Yep,” Turner said. “But it works.”

Korchow cleared histhroat and unfolded his dender sationer’ s frame from the lesther depths of thewing
chair. “It seemsto me that thiswould be the moment a which Arkady and | might maost appropriately
make our exit.”

Asthey left the room, Arkady glanced back and met Turner’ s stare, as coldly blue asthe cloudless sky
over Novalis spolar ice shest.

| TWASUNREAL. AN IMPOSSIBLE, glorious, inconceivable violation of al the rules and restrictions
that had pressed in on Arkady since that first fateful meeting with Osnat.

He and Korchow walked side by side across the courtyard and through the narrow door into Abulafia
Street. No one stopped them. No one asked Korchow where he was taking Arkady. No one even
followed them that Arkady could see. And ten minutes later they were in the thronging heart of the Arab
Quarter.

“I have some errandsto run,” Korchow told him. “Y ou don’t mind tagging along, do you?’

Korchow's“errands’ stretched through the afternoon. He guided Arkady through the crowded streets,
winding past beggars and water sdllers, weaving through roving packs of pilgrims, and ducking into an
endless series of antique stores and art galleries and rare book dedlers.

At every store Korchow would go through the same incomprehensible ritual. He would introduce
himsalf—under a different fal se name each time—and begin to look through the dedler’ s collections. He
seemed to have ataste for antiquities, and in particular portable ones. He would greet the first four or five
or eight itemsthe dealer presented with polite lack of interest. The dedler would respond accordingly,
and the prices being bandied about would rise dizzyingly. Korchow, however, would remain placidly
unmoved...both by the prices and by the objets d’ art being presented for hisinspection. The dedler
would begin to hem and haw about export restrictions and end user certificates. Korchow would smile
and nod and pronounce what Arkady assumed were the proper noises of reassurance. ..at which point
they would stop even talking about prices.

The deder would brew the sweet hot teathat everyonein the Old City seemed to live on and usher them
out of the public showroom and into a discreet back room that Korchow referred to, with an amusement
that Arkady found utterly incomprehensible, as“the high rollers room.”

Thehighrollers roomswere aways soundproofed and spintronically deadwalled. And for good reason.
For even Arkady could see that the objects presented for sale in these rooms had no business being
anywhere outside of amuseum, and certainly no business being shipped off-planet for private bidders.

Within the space of three hours Arkady watched Korchow conclude negotiationsfor a Saffavid Dynasty
miniature of the nation of some prince whose name Arkady forgot two minutes after Korchow told
it to him; two David Grossman firgt editions (“Have you read The Smile of the Lamb? No? You realy
must. One of those human masterpieces in which one can fed the breath, the promise, of
posthumanity.”); and a portion of the True Cross encased in an exceptionally gaudy twelfth-century



Byzantinerdiquary (“Thered vaueisin the packaging, Arkady. There' salesson there. Remember it.”).

Each time they stepped through the sonic curtain into the next high rollers' room and sat together,
encased in acocoon of artificid slence, while the dedler fetched the next illicit treasure for Korchow's
delectation, Arkady expected the KnowlesSyndicate A to broach the real subject of interest between
them. And each time Arkady was disappointed yet again.

Only between the third and fourth stops on the shopping tour—by which time K orchow had dropped a
sum of money that would have provided ayear’ sworth of air, food, and water for al of
RostovSyndicate—did Arkady succeed in picking the two stolid-looking young Isradlis out of the crowd.

“Arethey following us?’
“Don't stare, Arkady. It'sembarrassing.”

He glanced surreptitioudy at the young men while Korchow threaded aong the narrow stone Street
ahead of him. Wasit only those two, or was there another team as well? And was he completely crazy
for thinking that the buxom schoolgirl bouncing along the opposite sdewak was the same person asthe
frumpily dressed housewife who' d trudged by not five minutes ago pulling awhedled grocery cart?

“They don't look embarrassed,” he told Korchow.
“Who said it was them you were embarrassing?’

“Sorry,” Arkady began—and then he rounded a corner in Korchow’ swake and ran smack into
absolutely the last face he ever expected to see on Earth.

Theface stared down at him from abillboard the size of ahouse. The eyes were shadowed with the
sorrow of hard experience. The square jaw was set in afrown of heroic determination. The perfectly
bal anced musculature of the bare chest was a pagan in flesh and blood to the technical mastery of its
AzizSyndicate designers.

There was a caption below the picture, though Arkady didn’t need to read it to know what spin the
image camefrom:

see AHMED AZIZ in
THE TIME OF CRUEL MIRACLES

“Ahmed Azz?" Arkady mouthed.

“Wadl,” Korchow said mildly, “humanswatch art spinstoo. Though I’ ve been told they recut the endings
before they release Syndicate spinsfor UN audiences. Apparently humans don't find lovers suicide
pacts quite as romantic aswe do.” He squinted up at the billboard, arms crossed thoughtfully. * Our
Ahmed'’ s better-looking than the one who starsin the spins, don’t you think?”

The possessive was hard enough for Arkady to parse that it took him amoment to understand who
Korchow was talking about and draw the obvious connection.

Korchow sighed patiently. “1 handled his debriefing too. | would have told you, if you'd ever trusted me
enough to ask.”

“Anyway, he' s not better-looking,” Arkady said. “He sjust nicer. It makes him seem better-looking.”
Helooked over to find Korchow grinning indulgently at him.



“What?’

“You'reanidiot, Arkady. But you' reasweset idiot. I'll say that for you. How you survived four monthsin
Arkasha s back pocket I'll never fathom.”

Only at the fifth stop did Korchow finally begin to show his cards. This store’ s street front consisted of
one windowless door tucked behind a swesting stone buttressin the angle of an aley so narrow that
Arkady wondered if the sun ever shone on the place. The brass sign advertised “antiquities’ in French,
English, Hebrew, and Arabic; but the lettering was so small that Arkady had to stoop to read it.

Walking into the place was like walking into acave. The windows were hermetically sedled and the
closed shutters blocked out what little light might have trickled through the smeared glass. Theshop's
sngleroom seemed to fall away unevenly into the shadows, asif the cobweb-infested celling and the
carpet-lined floor drew closer together the deeper you penetrated into the building’ s entrails. The man
behind the counter was as oddly built as his shop. Only when he stepped out from behind the counter to
greet them could Arkady make sense of his unusua proportions; he was adwarf, and he’ d been standing
on apile of carpets half adozen deep. Indeed, the farther back in the shop you went, the deeper the
carpets got, until in the back of the place they were stacked up in dithering chest-high piles, fragrant with
the perfume of mothballs and long-dead sheep.

But the carpets, however impressive they were, turned out to be amere siddline. Once they were settled
in the back room, dightly shabbier than the ones preceding it, and had suffered through the same teaand
the same honeyed cakes and the same desultory smdll talk, the dwarf began to shuffle acrossthe
mounded carpetsin apair of frayed and faded bedroom dippers, extracting curious little flat boxes from
cornerswhose very existence Arkady had not suspected. And from the boxes, handling the pageswith
infinite delicacy, he began to produce his miniatures.

“Yes, yes,” Korchow said to thefirgt painting the dwarf presented, an ornate illustration of the
Prophet—or at least Arkady assumed that was who it was; his face was completely obscured by a
fluttering Slken vell—riding to Heaven on adecidedly seductive-looking sphinx. Two more miniatures,
aso of religiousthemes, followed it, and Korchow showed little more interest in them than he had in the
first piece.

The dedler cleared histhroat. “ Perhaps you might be more interested in more, er, secular themes?’
“Oh, assuredly,” Korchow said with asmile that Arkady felt himsalf to be quite incapable of interpreting.

The man shuffled to the back of the room, his dippers whispering on the wool nap of the carpets, and
produced adim portfolio of unbound pieces.

“Ohmy,” Korchow murmured when he looked at the first one.
Arkady looked, blinked, and |ooked away.

“Poor Arkady. A great man once observed that politics was like sausage: acommodity best enjoyed
without inquiring too closdly into the manufacturing process. One might say the same thing of human
reproductionin generd.”

“Not to your taste?’ the dealer asked in tones of careful neutrdity.

“Not to my young friend’ staste, at any rate. | imagine hewould prefer something abit
more...ahem...refined.”



The dwarf glanced between Korchow and Arkady, hisface giving away nothing. He did a second
portfolio out from beneath the first, asif he'd had it ready al dong, and opened it.

Therewas only one miniatureinsde, and it was clearly a picture of tremendous vaue. Arkady could see
that even before he began to grasp the subject of the painting.

“By the Master of Tabriz,” thededer said. “ Y ou are familiar with the story? It is said to represent the
Shah with hislover the night before he was nated.”

Korchow’ seyes did sdewaystoward Arkady. “Do you likeit?’

The miniature depicted two young men of exceptiona physica beauty. They were asidenticd as
créechemates, though Arkady couldn’t tell whether the resemblance was real or amere product of the
artis’ smanner. They were so completely swathed in silk, from their spotless white turbansto their
patterned robes and their pointed and filigreed and gold-leafed dippers, that the shapes they formed on
the page bore no relation to the warm, breathing, living bodieswithin. All their lifewasin their black eyes,
which thelong-dead artist had limned in the finest wisp of sable. And dl around them the painted garden,
which should have been asflat and Static as every other priceless painted garden Arkady had seen that
afternoon, seemed to pulse and flow like water running under ice. Treestwined and twisted their dark
limbs about each other. Flowers flamed in the grass and swept in bright torrents around the lovers' feet.

For loversthey certainly were. There was no mistaking either the meaning of theimage or the forbidden
nature of the passion that suffused it.

And there was no doubt in Arkady’s mind about what would surely happen, what had to happen, in the
next moment of that frozen eternity.

“Wdll,” Korchow pressed. “Wheat do you think?”
“I think—" Arkady cleared histhroat. “| think the man who painted thiswas agreet artist.”

“One of the greatest,” Korchow agreed. “He was said to be the lover of the Shah for whom he painted
it”

“And was the Shah pleased by the painting?’
“Itisn't known. He died beforeit wasfinished.”
Arkady turned away, unable to look at the thing any longer.

“You 4ill haven't said if you likeit or not,” Korchow pointed out. “1 ask because I'm thinking of making
agft”

It took amoment for Arkady to parse the unfamiliar phrase. Theword gift existed in Syndicate
Standard, but it applied, in the albsence of persond or biologica property, to acompletely different

concept.

“Unfortunately,” Korchow continued, “I’m not familiar with the taste of the young man in question. |
thought you might advise me. After dl, you know him so much better than | do.”

They looked at each other, the long-dead Shah and his doomed lover lying forgotten between them.

When Arkady was Six he had witnessed the Peacekeeper attack on ZhangSyndicate. It had been over in
seconds, and it had happened miles away across empty space, but it still dogged his nightmares. The



great orbital station’souter hull had held, staving off hard vac; but the fireball had ripped through the
habitat modules and gutted them with al the créchelings on board and unrescued. That attack had killed
ZhangSyndicate. Its arks had been contaminated, their precious gene-sets rendered unusable. And where
there were children there could be no Syndicate. Mogt of the surviving Zhangs had chosen suicide over
the Sterile progpect of life aswaking ghosts. Sometimes it was hard to remember they’ d ever existed.

But Arkady remembered the terrible beauty of the burning. The white-hot fire lighting up one viewport
after another asthe inner bulwarks gave way. The condensation steaming off the hull and refreezing in the
void. Hisbody felt like that now: adead shdll dissolving into aglittering ice storm of hope, pain, terror.

“It' s understandabl e that you would still have fedings for him,” Korchow said in the bland, reasonable,
sympathetic voice that ill haunted Arkady’ s nightmares. “Why be ashamed to admit to them? What you
did, you did because you loved him. No one holds that against you. After dl, what se did they intend
to happen when they assigned you to each other?’

Arkady froze. Had Arkasha said something? Was K orchow il playing them off against each other?
Would Arkady hurt his pairmate by acknowledging Korchow’ singnuations?

“Tdl me” Korchow asked before Arkady could decide how to answer. “ Do you begin to understand
what we're doing here?”’

Arkady shook hishead. “Here...where?’

“Here on Earth.” Korchow pointed to the carpeted floor, the walls of the room, the city beyond the
wadlls. “Think, Arkady. Use that handsome head of yoursfor something other than ants.”

But Arkady had thought. He d lain awake thinking month after month, night after cold night. And he il
knew nothing he hadn’t known back on Novalis. So he waited, schooling hisface into impassive tillness,
not wanting to say or do anything that might jeopardize the sudden and unexpected flow of information.

“What do you know about the colonization of the Americas?’ Korchow asked, in an gpparent change of
subject.

Arkady stuttered something about sociogenesis and intersocietal competition and the perverse incentives
of socid systems based on sexua reproduction—

“Yes, yes. Forget all the tripe from your tenth-year sociobiology class. We teach you that becauseit’s
good for you, not becauseit’ strue. In any case, when the Europeansfirgt arrived in the Americas—they
actudly cdled it the New World, if you can imagine such parochidism—they encountered acivilization as
well established in many respects astheir own. Mexico City had more residents than the largest cities of
Europe, and they were ahdll of alot cleaner and better fed judging from the Conquistadors' |etters

home. And even the Aztecs were practicaly savages compared to the Incas.

“Unfortunately for the Incas, the collision of the Old and the New World turned out not to be a clash of
cultures, but a clash of diseases. A plague of plagues swept through the Americasin the wake of the first
explorers. Black Death. Syphilis. Influenza. Smalpox. Thefirst explorers discovered a continent of
vibrant cities—and by the time thefirst colonists landed dl that was | eft were graves and charndl houses.
It was aclassic case of an isolated population encountering amuch larger one...and any competent
evolutionary ecologist can tell you wherethat leads.

“ At some point during this scourge, the Spanish devel oped anew and devilishly clever strategy of
conquest: gifts. They gave the Incas blankets that had been used by smallpox victims. The blankets were
warm and beautiful. They were passed from hand to hand, treasures from another world. And they
ended up killing more people than European gunpowder ever did.”



Korchow looked at him expectantly—but whatever lesson he meant Arkady to draw from thetale,
Arkady couldn’t make the connection.

“Never mind,” he said after amoment. “Y ou're agood boy, Arkady. And it’ s not lack of intelligence that
keeps you from understanding. It' s the same thing that kept you from seeing what was happening on
Novdis idealism. Rostov did a beautiful job when they detanked you. A redlly fine piece of work. No
sensein trying to play country fiddle on a Stradivarius. Do you have any questions about the auction? I
you want to ask me anything, now isyour moment. It may be difficult to talk this privately again.”

Arkady hesitated, thinking. “ There was someone missing,” he said at last. “ Someone you told meto ook
for. Why wasn't Wdid Sefik there?’

“I don’t know. The Pdestine Security Services are...opague. It can be very hard to tell what’sgoing on
beneath the surface. Peoplefall in and out of favor unpredictably. But don't count Safik out. If he’snot
invited to the party he'll find away to crash it sooner or later.”

“And what about the other party crasher? Turner?’

Korchow' s hand crept to histhroat in the same nervous gesture the construct Catherine Li had provoked
back at the auction mest. “I didn’t expect the Americansto take an interest. | don't likeit. Still...we may
dill be ableto make use of him.”

“Will he be dlowed to interrogate me?” Arkady asked, thinking of the cold eyes behind Turner’s
essygoing Imile.

“| assume so0. But I'll ask to have it done under Golani Tech supervision. The Americans have a bad habit
of changing the ruleswhen they don’t likethem.”

“What should | tell him?’

“Whatever he asksyou to tdl him. I believe in sacrifice, Arkady, but not in pointless sacrifice.”

Korchow fingered the miniature that lay forgotten on the table between them. Arkady glanced at it and
shivered.

“Y ou never told the bidders about Bella,” Korchow said.

“Y ou mean about her...” He couldn’t bring himsdlf to say the word, so he settled for amore neutral
term, “...ilIness? But you told me not to tell them.”

“Did 1?Wél, | suppose | might have at that.” Korchow was smiling a him. “I1t seemed like agood idea
at thetime. But when Turner has hislittle talk with you, why don't you drop that in his ear and see what

happens?’

Arkady blinked at Korchow, comprehension beginning to dawn on him. “Thisisall about Bellaand
Ahmed. Y ou want the humansto know about them. Then why al the subterfuge? Why not just tell
them?’

“Human nature, Arkady. A beast you must be getting to know rather well by now. Humans aren’'t
fundamentally selfless. They don't give themsalves, not in the way we do. And they don't trust any
gift”—again that unsettling use of the word—*that’ s given too eadily.”

Neither did Andrg) Korchow. One more way in which the Knowles-Syndicate spy had become as much
human as construct. But Arkady suspected that was a thought best kept to himself.



“Thenthisredly isagift?” he asked. “Not somekind of trap?’

“It' sboth. Like everything in lifeworth having...or giving for that matter. In the short term it may throw
Earth into chaos, which will hurt the Ring and therefore help us. Or at least that’ s how Knowles sold our
plan to the centrd steering committee. But in the long term it just might give the human race achanceto
outrun extinction.”

“And how doesthat help us? Last time | saw humans anywhere near Gilead they weretrying to kill me.”

“Those were UN colonists and genetic congtructs, not humans. And even their Ring-Side paymasters are
as posthuman asyou and | are, no maiter what their Schengen implants say. The only wild humans [ eft
are here on Earth. And asfor why we' d want to save them...well, you' re the ecophysicist, not me.”

Arkady knew thetheory. It was palitically unacceptable, especialy in the newer Syndicateslike Motai
and Aziz. But in scientific circles people talked openly about the problem. The Syndicates were dogged
by the question that lurked behind every population-wide genetic engineering project: What werethe
engineers splicing out of the genome that they wouldn’t know they needed until it wastoo late?

Inadrictly genetic sense, the Syndicates, like any geneticadly modified posthuman population, were
parasites. In order to survive permanently they needed to be embedded within alarger human population
that they could draw genetic materia from and fal back on if things ever went catastrophically wrong. No
posthuman aong the Periphery had the genetic diversity to maintain aviable population indefinitely. And
though the Ring was huge, its population was so homogenized by commercid splicing that it had aworse
diversty deficit than even the Syndicates.

Theonly piece of “wild” human genome left—and therefore the only safety net if things went
wrong—was the rapidly vanishing human population of Earth. The Ring, the Periphery, and eventhe
Syndicates might al be benefiting from Earth’s depopulation in the short term, but in the long term it was
disastrous.

And Korchow, for his own devious and cynica motives, had decided to avert the disaster...or at least
that was what he seemed to want to make Arkady think at thismove in the game.

“Why couldn’'t you have told me dl thisbefore?” Arkady asked.

“I'm sorry, Arkady. | couldn’t risk it. | had to get you past Moshe. | had to get you to Earth. | told you

what | thought you needed to know to accomplish that. And theret...well, I'm telling you now, aren’t
e

“But areyou tdling methetruth, or just the next lie?’

Korchow grinned in genuine amusement. “ So there is something behind the pretty face after dl,” he said.
“Arkashadways said there was.”

“I want to talk to him.”
“Youwill.”

“When?’

“Soon.”

“When?”



There was something fundamentally uncategorizable about Korchow. For weeks, even months, Arkady
would think of him as a chimerawho had become more human than construct by the constant stress and
abrasion of living with humans. But then, just when he had decided that he knew what Korchow was, the
gy’ sartificeswould dough away to reved therigid scaffolding of ideology thet everything € se hung

upon.

“Y ou will spesk to Arkasha,” Korchow told him in avoice that wasn't even remotely human, “when |
believeitisin both of your best interests to speak to each other. Whichisto say whenitisin the best
interest of the Syndicates. Unless you no longer believe that those two things are one and the same?’

“No. Of coursenot. | didn’t mean to...forgive me.”

“That Arkasha continuesto defy meisonething. | expect it of him. But you, Arkady. Y ou disappoint
me. Back on Gilead | decided you were ready to do your part and make the necessary sacrifices. Don't
make me wonder if | was wrong about you.”

1] I jug_”

Korchow held up ahand. “Don't. If what you' ve dready seen of humans—the misery right outsde this
window, for God' s sske—hasn't convinced you of how important it isthat the Syndicates survive and
thrive, then we have nothing else to say to each other.”

Back at the house on Abulafia Street, Osnat took charge of Arkady as seamlessly asarelay runner
taking the baton from ateammate. Twenty minutes later, Arkady was Sitting in the helicopter, buffeted by
wind and noise, while Osnat dept in the seat across from him as comfortably asif she were safe on the
ground and tucked into her bed.

Arkady’ s brain spun feverishly, turning over every word Korchow had spoken, ingpecting every nuance
and inflection asif he were reading tealeaves. Any way he looked &t it he reached the same conclusion:

Arkashawas dive. Arkashawas alive and not cooperating, whatever Korchow meant by that. And if
Arkashawasn't cooperating, then Arkashawas still himsdlf.

And that single fact changed everything.

Could Osnat be trusted? He looked at her face, grimy with sweat and khamsin dust. Everything he knew
of her said no...but he' d seen something in her face when she looked at him, something harder and more
honest than pity, that whispered yes.

Hewould ask her. He would ask her the next time she brought hisfood. He' d beg if he had to.

Becauseif Arkasharedly was aive and unbroken, then Arkady would run any risk and suffer any
humiliationto save him.

NOVALIS

The Six Percent Rule

Experiencefrom prior missons has shown thevital importance of allowing for the impact of



unpredictable small group dynamics, SGD has often been a deter mining factor in the success
or failure of such missions. Failureto address SGD at the preplanning stage can rarely be
remedied en route. Attempts to replace sensible SGD planning with artificial authority
hierarchies have been farcically disastrous. Thus, a critical task of mission preplanningisto
ensurethat individual crew membersenhance, rather than detract from, each other’sability to
completethe mission. Distasteful though such considerations may be to the ideologues among
us, spaceisruled by reality, not dogma. =

—REPORT OF THE INTERSYNDICATE SUBCOMMITTEE ON LONG-RANGE SURVEY
MISSION PREPLANNING, YEAR 24, ORBIT 18.

T HE BIG WOOD: 6:00 A.M., THIRD day postlandfall.

Sunbeams diced through the forest canopy a hundred meters overhead and danted toward Arkady
through the green haze of quivering leaf edges and fluttering insect wings. Therewas till a predawn,
underwater cast to the forest light, but the night' s deep-sea shadows were fast giving way to the
midmorning glow of shalow surf under sunlight.

Arkady had found a dacetine, one of the Beautiful Ants, and she was on the hunt.

She' d spied aspringtail grazing on the waterlogged edge of afallen leaf. Arkady watched her stalk her
prey, her finely sculpted legs lifting and arcing with the graceful precision of the huntress shewas. He
knew what would happen, but, no matter how many times he watched it, the hunt retained its
otherworldly magic.

The dacetine would gpproach the springtail, her movements growing dower and more ddliberate with
every step, until she stood so closethat it was grazing literally between the razor-toothed prongs of her
widespread mandibles. She would | et the fine hairs between her mandibles, so ddlicate that they were
invisible except under amicroscope, brush across the oblivious springtall’ s thorax. And then, twenty
times faster than the blink of an eye, her mandibles would snap closed with enough force to cut the poor
soringtall intwo.

Arkady shivered, wondering what it would beliketo have the last thing you felt in life be thefinetickling
of those intramandibular hairs on your neck. He had asudden disturbing vision of the survey team as
springtails, innocently sampling and measuring and mapping Novdis s bewildering diversity whilethe
razor-sharp mandibles closed in on them.

And yet...and yet there was nothing concrete, no real problem that he could point to to judtify the fedling.
Theinitia disputes among the crew had died down, quelled by the insane pace a which they’d al been
working since planetfall. Meanwhile the survey progressed so spectacularly that so far it had largely
consoled him for the misson’s more persond disappointments.

By the end of thefirst week afield, Arkady had documented five mgor nest complexes. Dozens upon
dozens of the massive, man-high, aboveground nests constructed by the European wood ant, dotted in
military formation across the woodland clearings, with their southern dopes precisdy canted to maximize
winter solar gain. A vast underground complex of |eaf-cutter ants, which he suspected and would later
confirm, had been artificially adapted to the temperate climate of the main continent. And in thewarm
open pastures, the exotic pyramids of the Cataglyphis, Herodotus s legendary gold-digging ants, its
surface dotted with precisely distributed specks of glittering gray schist.

But hismost spectacular discoveries were dl made under the deep green shadows of the forest they had
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begun to call the Big Wood. It was't redly awood at all, but atemperate rain forest, and it hosted a
diversity of ant life dmost unimaginable by the norma standards of terraformed worlds. Some of the
species were ones Arkady knew from RostovSyndicate s genetic archives but had never expected to see
inthewild. Others were so rare that he had to scurry back to the ship and consult his reference booksto
identify them.

Hefound the legendary hanging gardens of the Crematogaster longispina, some of them containing
forgotten species of bromeiadsthat Arkady thought had died with Earth’s Amazon Basin. Hefound a
plethora of ant birds and ant butterflies who followed the monstrous swarm and column raids of the army
ants, though the army ants themselves had so far euded him. He found ponerines and dacetinesin al their
stupendous variety. And most significant from an ecologica standpoint, he found anumber of |eaf-cutter
ants, Atta sexdens aswell as Atta cephal otes, whose vast vaulted underground colonies could contain
asmany as 150 million minor workers, dl toiling over their subterranean fields of tame fungi. They were
Novdis ssngle greatest herbivores and dirt movers, filling to overflowing the ecologica niches of
terrestrial species as various as cattle, aphids, and earthworms.

Terraforming on Novalis had succeeded so spectacularly that it threw into doubt every former
assumption about what was possible or impossible in terraforming. That the planet had been actively
terraformed was now established beyond question. The survey team had aready found the burnt-out
remains of two atmospheric entry craft and ahalf dozen scattered Quonset huts flanked by an overgrown
cemetery. And in anearby valey bottom they had stumbled on the ruins of avast laboratory comple, its
dormitories standing empty, itslocked cages housing only the dry skeletons of abandoned mice and
monkeys, its crumbling wallsfilled with avast metastasi zing supercolony of predatory antsthat Arkady
had to comb through every reference book in the ship’slibrary to identify asthe supposedly long-extinct
Srumigenys louisianae.

Novalis had been settled twice—or at least that was the conclusion Arkady, Arkasha, and the Aurdlias
had drawn when they tried to derive family treesfor three of the standard seed species and came up with
seeding dates strung out across three centuries.

Thefact that both settlements had failed worried no one. There was no reason to assume that either
falure had anything to do with Novalis. Most colonists arrived on their chosen worlds aswalking ghosts:
biologicdly adive but dready doomed by the cold equations of evolution in a shifting fitness landscape.
Either new blood arrived—usudly in the form of custom-engineered posthuman colonists stuffed into
UN-dispatched jumpships—or the origind colony vanished, leaving its partidly terraformed world behind
for the next wave of settlers...or for the Syndicates.

And Novalis had everything the Syndicate surveyors had been looking for. No bare branch coloniststo
stir up trouble and open the door to the lawyers and diplomats. No fatal diseases or dlergens, so far
anyway. And above dl, arich, diverse, and to al appearances stable biosphere.

In short, Novalis was perfect. So what was the source of Arkady’ s growing unease? Nothing, hetold
himself. Nothing at al. Therewasn't athing wrong with the planet. And the glitchesin his data? Glitches,
nothing more. He wouldn't have given a second thought to them if other things had been going well.

Other things meaning Arkasha.

Thelir relationship—or rather their complete lack of anything any reasonable person could call a
relationship—had tinged al Arkady’ sfedings about the mission. It would have been different if they’d
didiked each other. Or if Arkashahad been sdfish or lazy or a petty bully or any one of the thousand
things that you aways hoped the other member of anew workpair wouldn't be. But he wasn't. And
Arkady did like him. He liked him more after every one of their rare and al-too-brief encounters.



Arkasha had awry, subtle sense of humor; once he' d established by cautious probing that Arkady had
the stomach for subversive jokes, he' d developed the habit of dighting next to Arkady at mealtimes,
murmuring some outrageous thing in his ear, then evaporating back to the lab while Arkady was il
trying to smother hislaughter. And he was smart. More than smart. There was something liberating about
talking to him. He was dways short-circuiting Arkady’ s accumulated socid defenses so that he would
suddenly find himself quite comfortably saying thingsthat he hadn’t imagined he' d ever say to anyone,

Arkashaeven liked ants, for God' s sake. He asked intelligent questions about Arkady’ s theories and
experiments...and actualy managed to stay awake and apparently interested for the answersto the
questions.

But every time it seemed they were starting to move toward something more than cool collegidity,
Arkashawould retreat into hiswork, leaving Arkady confused, disappointed, and, as the weeks drifted

by, desperately londly.

It took less than aweek on-planet for the survey team’ s carefully engineered and supposedly fool proof
quarantine proceduresto fail. And when they failed, the damage hit the worst thing possible: the orbsilk
gardens.

The orbslk gardenswere afairy-tae realm in which the brutal economies of spacefaring life were
transformed into abundant, blooming, luxuriouslife. It wasthis section of the ship—of any Syndicate
ship—that was most heavily retrofitted, and therefore felt most like home to Syndicate senses. Herethe
hard cold virusted of the UN-built driveship had been transformed by the collective |abors of botanists,
zoologigts, and entomologistsinto aliving architecture of silk and leaves and spun orbglass. Wherethe
rest of the ship turned away from space and hunkered down behind its virusted double hull, the ark
section unfolded into the void like an intricate flower. When the ship wasin orbit the vast spans of spun
slkglass opened onto the sea of stars beyond the solar collectors, seeking the starlight that the
orbsilkworms—and therefore the ship—Ilived upon. And at the moment they looked out over the green
sea of the Big Wood from which the new invaders had come.

Thiswas Bella s kingdom, and she tended it with afervent attention to detail that its denizens required.
The orbsilkworms lived on dwarf mulberry trees, which were rooted in hanging hydroponic trays
suspended from the airy celling. The eevation of the trays was either to protect them from the appetites
of other shipboard insects or to avoid some kind of rampant funga infection, Arkady could never
remember which. But the result was a veritable hanging garden of fragrant, weeping, cocoon-festooned
mulberry trees. They ate and dept and woke and spun their gauzy silk cocoonsin much the same way
that ten millennia of their forebears had done. But they were chimeras, ingenioudy spliced genetic
congtructs, just like the Syndicate engineers who designed them. And the rich gold-brown shimmer of
their cocoons reveded the nature of the chimera: a precisely engineered recombination of silkworm DNA
with genetic materid drawn from the spinners of the strongest natural fiber ever discovered: the silk of the
golden orb spider.

When the silkworms were feeding, the sound of their collective jawswas loud enough to be audible: a
congtant dippery hum like the whisper of adeeper turning beneath silken bedsheets. At other times, the
garden was a place of gauzy shimmering sllencein which Belaflitted from treeto tree or bent over her
copper throwing bowls or labored at her airy glass-and-virusted hand loom like some posthuman Lady
of Shalott.

Out of thisinsubstantia aerie would come every article of clothing, every piece of rope, and every
parachute, collecting net, and specimen sack that the survey team would use over the course of their



mission. More important, alarge array of materialsthat would be used to repair or replace broken
elements of the ship itsalf would be produced here, or by subtle molecular manipulations of theraw silk in
the zero-g labs down in the core engineering levels. And it would al come from the worms, teased into
exisgence by Bdla s careful, deliberate, disciplined fingers.

Their management was more art than science. They died off with horrifying regularity, and for bizarrdly
trivial reasons. an inauspicious change of temperature or humidity; abad smell; asudden noise; achange
in the habitation arc’ srotationa gravity that might be so subtle asto be imperceptible even to the refined
instrument of the human inner ear. At timesthey required air and light, and the workers would open up
the ventilation louvers and pull back the blinds over the greet skylightsto let in the carefully filtered
garlight. At other times they must be covered with damp sterile cloths and kept in the most perfect
darkness and silence, lest they become startled and turn their heads so that thelir razor-sharp teeth
severed the precious threadsin midstream.

But now the orbsilkworms were more than startled.

They were starving. They were being outcompeted in their own carefully engineered ecologica niche by
an obscure species of caterpillar with avoracious appetite for mulberry leaves.

Belladid her best to help. She brought Arkady endless samples of everything that looked to her even
remotely like one of the life stages of the pest. She even learned how to collect and preserve samples
with the spare field kit Arkady dug out of storage for her. Unfortunately, the samplestold Arkady alot
about the mysterious worm but not much about how to kill it.

What findly broke the problem open was atiny seed of memory prompted by the sght of Bella's
throwing hooks glittering in the ruddy gleam of Novais s sunset...a seed of memory that germinated into
the barest, tender green shoot of an idea.

“Ligentothis” Arkady told Belaexcitedly when he finaly tracked down the long-ago-read and nearly
forgotten passage. “It'sfrom Wheder’ s Ants, the book that kicked off the great twentieth-century
flowering of socid insect sudies. | must haveread it when | waseight. | can't believeit was till rattling
around in my brain somewhere:

According to Magowan, [ Wheeler wrote] quoted by McCook, “ In many parts of the province of
Canton, where, says a Chinese writer, cereals cannot be profitably cultivated, the land is devoted
to the cultivation of orange-trees, which being subject to devastation from worms, require to be
protected in a peculiar manner, that is, by importing ants from the neighboring hills for the
destruction of the dreaded parasite. The orangeries themselves supply ants which prey upon the
enemy of the orange, but not in sufficient numbers; and resort is had to hill people, who,
throughout the summer and winter, find the nests suspended from branches of bamboo and
varioustrees. There are two varieties of ant, red and yellow, whose nests resemble cotton bags.
The orange-ant feeders are provided with pig or goat bladders, which are baited inside with lard.
The orifices they apply to the entrances of the nests, whence the ants enter the bag and become a
mar ketable commodity at the orangeries. Orange-trees are colonized by depositing the ants on
their upper branches, and to enable themto pass fromtreeto tree, all the trees of the orchard are
connected by a bamboo rod.”

“Okay,” Arkady said. “ So that’s Magowan according to Cook according to Wheeler. And then Wheeler
follows up the bit about the Cantonese red and yellow ants with what has to be one of the earliest written
accounts of importing antsinto the contintental United States for pest control. That’ swhat actudly stuck
in my mind. That and putting the bamboo rod between the trees for the antsto walk across. Though |
don’t know what we' re going to use for bamboo here, cometo think of it....”



Helooked up expectantly only to find Bellastaring rather blankly a him.

“Don’t you see?’ he said. “Novalis s anaog to the orange tree worms has found your orbsilk garden.
Now we' ve got to find Novalis s verson of Magowan’sred and yellow ants. Or, rather, we' ve got to
find the ecologica nichethey belongin...and hopeto God it’s got something in it we can use.”

Arkady had to shake down every tree within amorning’ swalk of base camp. But hedid it, with Bdlla's
aurprisingly able help. And eventudly he struck gold: atiny golden ant that lived in the geneticaly
engineered fruit treesthat was the only visible legacy of the long-vanished bare branch colony.

They weren't Monsanto ants either, which pleased Arkady because it suggested that they had been
developed during the origind colonists' long interstellar journey. He was reinventing an aready tried and
tested pest control method. And the great thing about reinventing the wheel was that the whedl that
worked for someone el se usualy worked for you too.

“Can you check my work before| do arelease?’ he asked Arkashawhen he had mapped out what he
hoped would be a suitable geneset. “ Just in case?’

“Your work isaways good, Arkady. | don’t haveto check it.”
“But I'd fed more comfortableif you did.”
Arkasha shrugged, pronounced himsalf flattered, and checked it.

“I likeit,” hesaid eventuadly. “Y our queens function normaly once they’ ve mated, but they don’t have the
genesthat expressthemsavesin the nuptia flight, so they don’t mate except inthelab. You get a
perfectly norma colony, with thelife cycleto support the large-scale predation you want from them, but
you can cut the thread at the end of each generation and start fresh without worrying about wild strains
developing. Classc example of defacto sterilization through genetic modification.” He made one of his
wry faces. “Too bad they can’'t do that for us. It'd save alot of sweat and bother.”

Arkady cleared histhroat and forced his mind away from the image that the words sweat and bother
rased...animage that was never far below the surface when Arkashawasin the same room with him.

“Wel?" Arkashaasked. “What are you standing there for? Go save Bella' sworms. She promised to
make me another sweater, and | seem to be missing one.”

Amazingly, it worked. And the long, undulating willow wands that they’ d used in place of bamboo sticks
made the whole orbsilk garden look like one of the intricate diagrams of climatic succession cyclesthat
Arkady had admired so much in his childhood textbooks. He d only adapted an ancient solution to anew
environment, rather than inventing it from whole cloth, but hefdt area sense of accomplishment
nonetheless.

“Thank you so much,” Bellasaid in her quiet, awkward voice...an awkwardness Arkady had begun to
susgpect was not Ssmple shyness but the hesitation of athoughtful, sensitive person long accustomed to
being misunderstood by her peers. “That was so clever of you. Can you imagine, if you hadn’t read that
little paragraph and remembered it and...”

“Yeah, it'skind of neat when usdless knowledge turns out not to be so usdess after al.”



“Exactly!” Bdlabreathed. “1 mean what could be a better proof that education can’t al be practica
gpplication...that you have to have research and study and...and knowledge for its own sake?’

Arkady looked down into the shining eyes that were gazing up a him with such admiration and fet an
unaccustomed flush of pleasure. It was amazing, really, how tiny and childlike Bellawas. She even
engendered the same protective fedingsin him that children inspired. He supposed this was what human
males must have felt back when...but no, his mind shied away from the thought.

“I"d like to help you with your collecting,” she was saying now. “If you need the help. If it wouldn't be
too much trouble to have me tagging adong. I...1 don’t mind taking on the extrawork. And | wouldn’t be
intheway, redly | wouldn’t. It'sso interesting.”

Arkady hesitated.

“And | need to get away from...| fed 0...50 trapped sometimes... please, Arkady, | won't be any
trouble to you!”

“Of courseyou can help,” he said. “It never hurtsto have an extrapair of helping hands. And I’ll be glad
to teach you.”

Ironically it was also Shy Bellawho brought about what Arkady later cameto think of ashisand
Arkasha sfirst Red Conversation.

She came into dinner late one night—a night when Arkashahad put in one of his rare appearances—and
she walked straight across the room, served hersalf from the stovetop, and sat down between the two
Ahmeds without so much as glancing at her sb farther down the table.

A sbwho gave her ahard, narrow-eyed stare, then stood up and swept out of the room without uttering
aword of excuse or farewell to anyone.

“Troublein paradise?’ Arkashamurmured ironicaly when the norma buzz of conversation had revived
enough to cover hiswords.

“Youthink that’s paradise?” Arkady glanced around ingtinctively to make sure no one was listening. “It
looks more like purgatory to me.”

“Now that might be just about the most interesting thing you' ve ever said to me.”

Arkady turned to find hissib’ s dark eyesfixed intently on him. They were stting very close, having did
down the bench together to make room for Bella, and he could fedl the warm pressure of Arkasha's
thigh againg his

“Y ou don't give me much of achanceto say anything to you, interesting or otherwise.”
“Isthat how it comes acrossto you?’

“yes”

“Oh.” Arkasha seemed uncharacterigticaly taken aback. “Uh...doing anything tonight?’
“Should | be?’

“Wadll, | have some work | need to get done later, but walk down to the lab with me. I’ ve got something



to show you.”

Back inthelab, Arkady marveled as aways at the neat dovetailing of individua and society, so pervasive
inthe Syndicates that it was for al intents and purposesinvisible. Arkady’ s Side of the lab was achaotic
day-after-the-battle debris field of fly tape, sample containers, taxonomy treatises, work gloves, and
trenching tools. His field gear—the most obvious vector of externa contamination—had been disinfected
daily since they made planetfal, but nothing could disguise the tears and Sains that were badges of
former expeditions. Even the newish lab coat dangling off the backrest of his stool bore the telltale spots
and smears of yesterday’ s sample preparations.

Arkasha ssde of the lab looked dl but unused in comparison. Virgin expanses of countertop gleamed
under the shipboard lights. Racked trays of didesglittered likeicein the zero-g shelving unitsbeside
neatly label ed notebooks and thick reference volumes whaose spines had none of the cracks and
dog-eared edges that Arkady’ s books seemed magically to acquire. The only signsof afdlible
posthuman presence—and even those were lined up aong the backsplash of the [ab bench likelittle
soldiers—were Arkasha s ubiquitous chewed pencil stubs.

It would have been more efficient of courseto divide the labs by area of specidization rather than
gendine. Butin Syndicatesaswell asin anthills, efficiency rardly trumped psychological comfort. Thefirst
joint missions had tried to organize their limited work space by task category. Pure scienceswith pure
sciences. Fied work with field work. Sample preparation segregated from processing and anaysis.

It hadn't worked. There had been fights and frustrations. People had worked less—and been more
stressed out about what little work they did accomplish—than they werein their home Syndicates. They
wanted to be with their sbs, not with strangers. And in the end, the steering committees had relented,
surrendering to the very biological constraints they and their predecessors had engineered into their lateral
descendants.

Tonight, however, Arkashawasn't even remotely interested in workplace efficiency. On entering the lab,
he went straight to the refrigerator, pulled alarge beaker out from behind the sample racks, and et it
carefully on the countertop. “1 had to barter my virtue to the Aureliasto get this,” he announced, *so
you' d damn well better appreciateit.”

“What isit?’

“It seemed better not to ask.” Arkasha extracted two smaller beakers from the autoclave, poured out
double shots of the clear liquid with practiced ease, and handed one to Arkady. “ Tastes like beetle dung,
but it gets the job done.”

“I’'m not surethisisagood idea, Arkasha.”
“Drink faster, then. You'll be amazed at how quickly your doubts dip away.”

Arkady took asip and found, to hisrelief, that it tasted more or lesslike vodka. “I’ m not going to go
blind from this, am 17?7’

“Not unlessyou play with yoursdf whileyou' redrinking it.”

Arkady choked and spit amouthful of the stuff on the floor and sat wheezing on hislab stool while
Arkashathumped at his back.

When Arkady was more or |ess breathing again, Arkasha climbed onto the counter, crossed hisarms
and legs, and peered down at him, looking for al the world like one of the deek sharp-eyed crows that



infested Gilead' sfarmland digtricts. “So,” he began asif he were embarking on the weightiest of
philosophica debates. “ Tell mewhy, out of al the thingsin the world you could have turned your brain
to, you chose ants.”

Why ants? Where to begin?

Even the mere names were things of beauty to him. Pogonomyrmex barbatus, for example: thered
harvester ant, whose name alway's brought to his mind the earliest known description of the species, from
some ancient Aztec codex: “It sweeps, makesitsalf hegps of sand, makes wide roads, makes ahome.”
Or the beautiful dacetines; or the primitive, solitary ponerines; or al the varied species of industrious |eaf
cutters.

The names and lore of ants reminded Arkady of the coded flicker of navigational beacons. They traced a
tenuous path through the galaxy—aways a the edge of extinction, aways running just ahead of the death
from which there could be no returning—ypilotting the tenuous evolutionary trail thet linked al of
posthumanity, UN and Syndicate dike, to Earth.

Takethe antson Novdlis, for example. From ameager, hopelesdy narrow stream of imported specimens
they had flowed across the plangt, filling every ecologicd niche he had so far investigated. Harvesters,
earth movers, foragers, svarm raiders. ..and severd variants of ants that Arkady had encountered in
none of hislong studies and that he suspected might be entirely new species adapted to the peculiar
needs of lifeon Novdis.

“And what about you?’ he asked Arkasha, embarrassed that he' d gone on so long. “Why genetics?’

“That’ slessinteresting. | was alwaystop of my class, and dl the top students are pushed into genetics
more or lessautomatically.”

Arkady must have looked asincredul ous about the idea of Arkashabeing pushed into anything as he felt.
“And | liked it for my own reasonstoo, | suppose.”
Arkady waited.

“There sakind of poetry to genetics,” Arkashasaid at last. Helooked defensive, asif he thought
Arkady might laugh at theidea “I mean look at aperson. Any person. You. The Aurdlias. Look &t this
whole amazing planet we re sitting on. And then just imaginewhat Earth must have been with dl her
countless species coevolving on an evolutionary landscape that they themselves were changing at every
moment. Have you read L otka? Not the parts they quote in political philosophy. The science. At theend
of Principles of Mathematical Biology, he writes about the evolution of planets, what he callsthe great
world engine. | wanted to find out what makes the world engine run.”

“And haveyou?’
“I bare my soul to you and al you can do is make fun of me?’
“I'm not making fun of you! Redlly, | mean it. Have you found out?’

“No. But I will.” He gestured toward the door, and his voice dropped to a near whisper. “The answer’s
right outsde the airlock. All the answers. We just have to find eyes new enough to see Novaliswith.”

“I know!” Arkady cried. “1 fed the sameway! | wasthinking just this morning that Novaisisakind of
second chance. And not just for the Syndicates either. For earth sciences generally. Every timewe ve
ever looked at data from pre-Evacuation Earth and wished we could go back, knowing what we know



now, with thetoolswe have now. ... There salifetime of work here. Morethan alifetime.”

Arkasha poured himsdlf another glass, threw back a quick swallow, then topped off Arkady’sglass. “ So
areyou going to stick around to do it?" he asked.

“What do you mean?’

“Just thet.”

“Y ou mean stay here? Permanently?’
“Someon€ Il haveto.”

“But don’t you want to go home to Rostov?’
Arkasha shrugged.

“It'shome. Doesn't that matter to you?’
Another shrug.

“But...weren't you happy there?’

“No,” Arkashasaid badly.

“Why not?’

“Hasit ever occurred to you, Arkady, that we might be getting alittle too conformist in the Syndicates?
We go to great lengthsto maintain sufficient genetic diversity, of course. But what about diversity here?’
He tapped hisforehead. “ Or here” He tapped his chest, not quite in the anatomicaly correct position,
but close enough so that they both knew what organ he was talking about.

“| don’'t think—"

“Look at you, for example. Look at the misery you caught over your dissent paper.”

“That' sputting it strongly.”

“Isit? Didn’t you catch just enough grief over it that you stopped writing dong those lines?’
“No! | just...backed off alittle”

Arkasha shrugged and began to turn away.

“I want to talk about it,” Arkady protested. “1 just don’t necessarily agree with you.”
“Serioudy?’

“Serioudy.”

Arkasha doshed the liquor around in his glass and took an experimenta sip. “It’ s gotten too warm, hasn't
it?" He got up without waiting for Arkady’ s answer and deposited the beaker back in thelab’s sample
refrigerator. It was alittle darming to think of what e sewasin therewithiit. But if it had come out of the
Aurelias fridge, then Arkady supposed it had seen worse.

“Tell me,” Arkasha said when he returned to his perch. “Have you ever read the Bible?’



Arkady’ s surprise and dismay must have shown in hisface, because Arkasha laughed and quickly said,
“Oh no. I’'m not one of them. | wasjust thinking of the versesin Leviticus about the scapegoat.”

“I’'msorry. I'm not familiar with goats. What' sthe Latin species name?’

Arkashalaughed. “It's ametaphor, not a species. On Y om Kippur, the Day of Atonement, the ancient
Israelites used to put dl the sins of the people on the head of agoat and cast it out into the desert. * And
the goat shall bear away all their iniquitiesto an uninhabited land.””

“I'mafraid | don't see your point,” Arkady said, al too aware of how pompous he sounded.

“Don’'t you? Instead of the desert we have euth wards. And instead of Y om Kippur we have culling and
critique sessons”

“That sridiculous, Arkashal Renorming centers arefor rehabilitation, not punishment. And even the
people who can't be reintegrated into their home créches can lead happy, productive livesfrom the
wards”

“Oh, yeah? Name one person who'sdoneiit.”
“Rumi.”

“Rumi, indeed. | was wondering when we were going to get to him. Brilliant, isn't it? Let one dead
dissident become afamous poet and you can wave his poemsin the face of dl thelive dissdentsto prove
that they’ reimagining things. Of course Rumi had to kill himself before he could be rehabilitated. But we
only want to remember the fed-good part of the sory. ‘I’ m the echo of your echo, the shadow of your
shadow’ s shadow,’” Arkasha quoted, twisting Rumi’ sfamous linesto extract a disconcerting new
meaning from them. “* And let’ s face it, brother, a man needs a shadow.

m

The poet’ swords hung in the air between them, aghostly reminder of the great man’s unrequited and
ultimately fatal passon.

“It'salove poem,” Arkady protested weskly, “not apolitical tract.”
“Isthere adifference?’

Arkady felt hot and restless. He stood up, his back protesting itslong stint on the hard lab stool; but there
was nowhere else to go in the suddenly cramped space of the lab, so he sat back down again.

“If you want to talk about love,” Arkashasaid, “let’ stalk about the Six percent rule. Or don’t you know
what itis?’

Of course Arkady knew. Everyone knew. The six percent rule had dogged Syndicate genetic designers
since the moment the first cohort reached sexua maturity. It turned out, after al the millennia of debate
and argument and condemnation, that you could sociogenetically engineer humansfor ether
heterosexudity or homosexudlity. It was child’splay. Anidiot could do it. Except that neither the most
brilliant genetic engineering nor the most repressive socid systems could do it to everybody. No matter
how careful or ruthless you were, about six percent of the population broke the other way out of the
garting gate. And the percentage was the same regardl ess of whether you were trying to promote
God-given heterosexudity or |aboratory-manufactured homosexudity.

“Well, what if the ix percent ruleislike your ants?” Arkashawent on. “What wasit you said in your
dissent paper? That following behaviors are only adaptive aslong as Russdl’ s prerequisite for inductive
reasoning applies. aslong as future futures continue to resemble past futures. But dissent isthe swvarm’s



way of keeping aternative solutions on hand: hedging its betsjust in case future futures bresk the rules
learned from past futures.”

“Okay,” Arkady admitted. “I guess| said that.”

“So generdize. What if there' sadissent ingtinct in dl socid animas, humansaswdl asants? What if
dissent—deviance, abnormadlity, protest, whatever you want to cal it when some peoplein asociety
refuseto follow the crowd—isredly the speciestrying to maintain enough diversity, mental aswell as
physical, to deal with unexpected bumpsin the road? Has it ever occurred to you that we might be
normaizing ourselves onto afitness peak we re not going to be able to climb back down from if our
future futures turn out to be too different from our past futures?’

“Firgt of dl,” Arkady said after astunned pause, “my dissent paper didn’t even remotely say that. And,
second, how can you possibly compare political dissent, which, yes, | admit there might be aplacefor,
with...wdl, deviance?’

Arkashajumped up off hislab bench and started straightening dready obsessively straight papers. “I
have to get back to work, Arkady. It’sbeen nicetalking to you. Let’ sdo it again next week.”

“Arkasha”

“What?’

“Nothing. | just...” Hefloundered, unableto bring himsalf to speak the unspeskable. “1 warnt...”
Arkashasighed. “What do you want from me, Arkady?’

“I want...I like you, dammit! Asaperson. We should be friends, but every timeit seemslikewe' re
about to be, you...Oh for God's sake, will you put your stupid notes away and sit down?’

Arkasha sat down, drawing hisfeet onto the bottom rung of hislab stool and crossing hisarmsover his
chest like achild who'd just been yelled at for fidgeting.

“I meaniif | bore you or something, let me know,” Arkady went on.
“I canlivewithit.”
“You don't bore me,” Arkashawhispered.

“And | don’t care about the sex either.” There, he d said it. It couldn’t get worse than that, could it? He
plunged on. “I mean, of course| care. But | don't careif you' re—I don’t carewhat you are. And I’'m
not going to report you, or anything like that. Maybe that’ swrong, but...I’m just not, okay? So if that's
why you' re avoiding me, you can stop worrying about it.”

Arkashablinked. “ Areyou trying to tell methat it's okay with you if I'm asexud deviant?’

“yYes”

“Failureto report isacrime, Arkady. Y ou could land yoursdlf in arenorming center that way.”

“I don’t care.”

“You should care. Y ou could get yourself into alot of troubleif you talk like that to just anybody.”

“I'm not talking to just anybody. I'm talking to you.”



“Arkady—"

“I meanit. | don’t care. And you don’'t have to explain yourself to me. It' sover. We never haveto talk
about it agan.”

“ Arkady!”

“What?'

“I'mnot.”

Arkady frowned at him for amoment, not understanding.

“I'mnot.”

“Oh.”

One corner of Arkasha s mouth quirked upward. “Y ou sound disappointed.”
“I, uh...fed redly supid.”

“You don't look so clever either. No, no! I'm joking! Serioudy, Arkady, why should you fed stupid?
There snothing to fed stupid about.”

“Wadll, | mean, | just assumed. And I’'m not one of those guyswho thinks he’ s so devastatingly attractive
that anyone who doesn't fall into bed with him hasto be apervert.”

“I didn’t think you were one of those guys. Though you are pretty devagtatingly attractive.”
Theroom suddenly felt hot and very small. He looked up to find Arkashawatching him intently.

“But thisisaredly long assgnment, Arkady. A long timeto livein each other’ s back pocketsif things go
bedly.”

“I wouldn't be...difficult.”
“I' know you wouldn’t. Y ou’ re much too nicefor that.”
“1 loveyou.”

Arkashadhrank back into himsalf again. When hefinaly answered his voice was muffled and he wouldn'’t
meet Arkady’ seyes. “Y ou only say that because you don’t know me,” he said. “When you know me
better, you won't say it anymore.”

“Am | interrupting something?’ Bellaasked coolly from the door.

Arkady jumped, dropping his glass, which shattered deafeningly. Razor-sharp splinters of glass scattered
to the room’ sfour corners. The place reeked of guilt and alcohal.

“Have you seen my sb?’ Bellaasked, casting a suspicious eye around the lab asif the two of them might
have secreted her missing crechematein afile drawer.

“Should we have?’ Arkasha asked.

Bdlaignored him. “Wd|?" shesaid, looking a Arkady asif he were the only person in the room.



“Uh...no. Sorry.”

“She said she was coming down here to have you run a sample from the seed bank.” Typically, she
managed to make the statement sound like an accusation. “I don’t know what’ swrong with her these
days. Her mind is on everything except her job.”

Which probably meant that her mind was on everything except her créchemate, Arkady thought
uncharitably.

Meanwhile, Bellawas till ostentatioudly ignoring Arkasha. Embarrassed, Arkady stood up and ushered
her out into the corridor so that Arkasha could get back to work if he wanted to.

But apparently he didn’t want to. He padded across the lab to take in the conversation over Arkady’s
shoulder. Bdllamuttered something huffy about people sticking their nosesin wherethey didn’t have any
businessto be.

“Am | interrupting something?” Arkashainquired swestly.
Bdlaglared a him.
“Have you tried paging her?” Arkady asked.

“Of course | have!” Now, for the first time, and quite inexplicably, she seemed embarrassed hersdlf. “ She
does't answer.”

“Have you taked to the Ahmeds about it?’
“I'mnot didoyd!”

Right. Not didoya enough to lodge aforma complaint against her créchemate. Just didoya enough to
talk her down with every other construct on board.

“Wél, if sheshowsup, I'll tell her you' relooking for her.”
And after afew more complaints and accusations, Bellafindly took hersef off.
“I loathe that woman,” Arkashamurmured, tracking her progress down the hab ring.

“Y ou shouldn’t provoke her,” Arkady said. “ She dready hates you. And she' sthe type who gets people
put on euth wards.”

Arkasha stared down the corridor. He looked wounded and brittle and terribly in need of protection.
“Youthink | don’'t know that?’

“l wish...”
“Youwishwhat?’
“I don't know. Nothing.”

“Listen, Arkady. | really do have work | need to get done tonight. Isit going to hurt your fedingsif | go
doit?’

“Of coursenot,” Arkady lied.

“Honedtly?’



“Honedtly.”

“Thanks, Arkady. And don't leave the light on, okay? 1 don’t want to keep you up.”
“I'll leavethelight on.”

“You don't haveto leavethelight on.”

“I want to.”

“Youshouldn't.”

Arkady forced agrin that didn’t come out nearly as shaky as he’ d thought it would. “ Are you going to
argue with me about thisal night, or are you going to go do your work?’

INFORMATION COSTS

Problemswith only partial or limited information arisein many disciplines: in economics,
computer science, physics, control theory, signal processing, prediction, decision theory, and
artificial intéligence.... Two of the basic assumptions of infor mation-based complexity arethat
information ispartial and contaminated. Thereisonefurther assumption—infor mation costs.
THESE THREE ASSUMPTIONS ARE FUNDAMENTAL: INFORMATION ISPARTIAL,
INFORMATION ISCONTAMINATED, AND INFORMATION COSTS.

—J. TRAUB (1989)

| TSOFFICIAL NAME WAS THE Indtitute for the Coordination of Intelligence and Special Tasks, but
most Isradlis called it the Ingtitute, or, in Hebrew, the Mossad. And the inconspicuous, close-mouthed,
suspicioudy fit men and women who worked at the Ingtitute called it Smply the Office.

Thefirst time Cohen had walked into the shabby lobby off King Saul Boulevard and ridden the clanking
elevator to the eighth floor he’ d been in the real Hyacinthe' s body. It had been aweek after the fateful
doctor’ svist—and aweek before Hyacinthe had worked up the courage to tell hiswife about the
diagnosis. Hyacinthe Cohen (Hy, predictably, to hisIsradli friends) had been a pigheadedly rationa man.
And yet he had felt in hisgut, at some level below words, that the disease wouldn’t redlly berea until he
told hiswife about it. How strange, Cohen thought now. ..and how human. Almost as human asthe
feding the memory aroused in Cohen: that only now, when it wasfar too late, was he finaly beginning to
understand the man.

Hyacinthe had leaned againgt thisvery samerail, looking a hisreflection, still strong and wiry asa
greyhound, and feding the first subtle tremors of the disease that would findly kill him. Cohen hadn’t
remembered that heartsick moment for two lifetimes as humans measured them. Now he asked himself
how he could ever have forgotten it.

He glanced at Li, who had crossed her arms and thrown her head back to squint impatiently at the
flickering lights of the number pandl. She doesn’t under stand, he thought on a confused rush of emotion
that mingled frudtration, fear, and anger. She hasn’t begun to know what death is.



“What' swrong?’ Shewas staring at him, faint wrinkles of worry framing the bridge of her nose.

“Just appalled by the disaster inthemirror. | look like an upper-class English twit on safari. No nice
French boy should ever have to wear these shoes!”

“Better dive and frumpy than fashionably dead,” Li drawled.

Cohen sniffed theatrically. “ The fact that you could say—no, even think such athing makes me serioudy
doubt your mord fiber!”

When the doorsfindly opened onto the eighth floor, Cohen realized that he' d forgotten just how
underwhelming the place was. Even on the eighth floor—perhaps especidly on the eighth floor—Mossad
headquarters had the peculiar officia shabbinessof al Isradli government buildings. All the furniture was
painted I DF olive drab, but somehow it il looked likeit had been bought at five different yard sales.
There was no reception area, just anarrow corridor that had been transformed into a makeshift security
checkpoint by pushing two heavy deskstogether and depositing amuscular young katsa- intraining
behind them on a sagging office chair that was probably older than he was.

The guard' s Sidearm was holstered, but even with the elaborate security check they’ d undergone before
getting in the eevator he was on hisfeet and ready to draw before the elevator doors opened. This
wasn't acountry, or abuilding, in which people took chances. Li and Cohen surrendered their left hands
to the guard’ simplant scanner, then sat down in the chairs he waved them to and waited.

And waited.
And waited.

They’d arrived for ameeting at four, and now they were watching the clock creep toward five. The usua
tomblike quiet till reigned on the eighth floor, but behind their backs they could hear the cables of the
ancient elevators groaning as the departing crowds of junior spooks and clerical employees made their
daly getaway.

And dl the while aniggling, annoying, salf-indulgent little complaint rattled pointlesdy around Cohen's
mind:

Gavi never made me wait this long.

Cohen’ s relationship with the M ossad had begun humbly. A few lunchtime meetings during vacationsin
Tel Aviv or Jerusalem. Keeping an ear open for useful information. Passing on the innuendoes and
misinformation that the King Saul Boulevard spin doctors crafted to midead Isradl’ s enemies. Making his
well-secured homes available, no questions asked, to the suspicioudy athletic young men and women
who occasiondly found reason to use them. Dropping arequest for coveted information into the ear of a
sympathetic UN officid, and pointing out that a Jew could be loyd to his own government and till fed a
mord obligation to pass dong any news that would help more of the nice boys and girls serving on the
Green Line go hometo their parents on their own feet instead of in body bags. In short, he' d been the
perfect sayan: avolunteer loya to the country of hisbirth, but willing, within the bounds of that first
loyalty, to do whatever little things he could to help Isradl.

And of course little was amatter of perspective. Eighteen percent of the UN’s nonmilitary spinstream
communications passed through Cohen' s networks or the networks of various former associated Als.
He d written the software that handled pension administration for the civil services of haf the Periphery.



All of UNSec’ sfeared semisentients had evolved more or less directly from Cohen’s own expert
systems, and over the years he had quietly acquired controlling interests in the defense contractorswho
manufactured them. Very little happened in UN space that Cohen didn't eventudly find out about. And
when he could—with discretion and never risking too much socid and politica capital on any oneroll of
the dice—he made sure that |sradl’ sinterests were served.

Mogt of thetime that was al he did. But once or twice a century he was asked to do more. And each
time the Office called, he was brought up against the memory—amemory that made him the only living
link to a past that was dead history to the rest of humanity—that Hyacinthe' s grandfather had goneinto
Dachau in 1943 and never come out.

And o, over time, Cohen had become something between a sayan and a katsa, afull-fledged Mossad
agent. He d gone through the katsa induction course fivetimes, in five different bodies—ostensibly to
refresh histradecraft, but redlly to cement his relationships with successive generations of the Mossad's
human |leadership. He d worked for dl the great ones: Gershon, Barzilai, Hamdani, and now the
legendary Didi Haevy. He d been burned, sometimes badly enough that even his supportersin the
Security Council had shrugged and admitted his probable (though never quite provable) guilt. But Cohen
wasrich, very very rich. So they’ d turned a blind eye and tolerated him.

Until Tel Aviv. Inonebloody night Tel Aviv had killed half adozen UNSec and M ossad agents, ended
Gavi’ s career, and gtripped Cohen of his French passport and the last tatters of plausible deniability.

So why was he running to Didi’ said again? And why on Earth was he dragging Li with him?

At the prospect of dragging Li into thewake of Td Aviv, al the guilt and anxiety and saf-loathing Cohen

had been shoving under the rug for so long rose up to accuse him. And with them came alittle shudder of
apprehension that he would have called aghost walking over hisgrave...if heweren't himsdlf the ghost of
aman whose very grave no longer existed.

Did dl spiesfed thisway? Did they al suffer from the gnawing suspicion that the safe everyday world
wasjust the surface of adeep ocean, and that they would break through the fragile surface tension and
drown if the bulkheads they constructed around their separate and conflicting lives were ever breached?
At least human spies had the unity of their bodiesto fal back on: one brain, one set of memories, and the
ironclad physiologica conviction that the chaosraging insde their skullswas unique and sngular and
meaningful. Cohen had nothing to hang hisidentity on but the spooky phenomenon of emergence. And
how long could you survive out there in the lying cold when you were only aghost to begin with?

At aquarter past five the door at the end of the hal opened and the man they were waiting for emerged.

“Cohen!” he cried. “Welcome home, my friend!” He looked back and forth between the two of them, his
eyes bright behind Coke bottle glasses, his normally drawn face wrinkled with a scrappy little boy’ sgrin.
“So which one of you isyou?’ he asked. “Who do | have theright to kiss, and who do | have to fob off
with a handshake?’

Cohen stepped into the little man’ s outstretched arms. “Y ou' re perfectly welcome to kiss us both. But
mefirg, please.”

Didi Hdevy’'sfriends said he looked like an out-of-work undertaker. Didi Halevy' senemies, if they were
wise, didn’t say anything. Cohen had once spoken to a katsa who had worked the NorAmArc with Didi
when they were both mere field agents. “He ought to be in the dictionary under the word nebbish,” the
man had said admiringly. “When Didi waksinto aroom his own mother would swear someone just |eft!”



All of which drove home to Cohen just how unhuman he himsdlf was. Because to Cohen, Didi had
aways seemed more real than most people, not less. And though he and Didi saw each other at rare
intervals, and usudly only during moments of crigs, there were few things he enjoyed more than an hour
spent talking to this extraordinary man who looked so inexplicably ordinary to hisfelow humans. Or at
least that had been how things stood before Tel Aviv.

“Can we take you to dinner when we' re done here?” Cohen asked Didi.

“No. But you can come to my house for dinner. My daughters are here on their Y om Kippur visas, and
Zillah' saways ddighted to see you. And of course’—with apolite nod to Li—"“theinvitationisaso
for...?7

“Actudly, we'vemet,” Li said. “ At the War College on Alba. Y ou probably don’t remember, but | took
aclassthe semester you visited.”

“Oh dear. | should remember, of course, but | meet so many people. And my memory for facesis very
poor.”

Cohen rolled his eyes and coughed.

“I'm sorry,” Didi said humbly, “it'sdusty in here. All the paper, you know. Y ou wouldn't believe the
problemswe have with dlergies. Would you like to borrow my eyedrops?’

Didi’ s office was materid proof of the old Mossad dictum: the smdler the office, the bigger the
reputation. The place must have been amop closet in some prior incarnation. Only the timelesstools of
the trade—the glass-topped desk, the paper shredder, the scrambled landline, the dusty green ranks of
locked file cabinets—suggested the secretsitswalls had seen.

Nor did the room give anything away about Didi himsdf. There were no family pictures, no knickknacks,
no mementos. The only hint of personality was afading computer printout taped to the wall behind Didi’s
head, where generations of young field agents had read it while listening to briefings, waiting for Didi to
get off the phone with hiswife or daughters, or yawning through administrative updates. Thelist, which
Cohen happened to know had been a present from the last class of katsas Didi took through fied
training, contained fiveitems

1. Theodds of an agent ending up in aholein the ground are directly proportiona to the number of
people who know him from aholein the ground.

2. Thebes thing to say isdways nothing.

3. When you want to know what a piece of information means, ook at whereit’s been.
4. Smdl gunsare moretrouble than they’ re worth.

5. Everyone has hisdumb blonde and hisrented Ferrari.

Asthey passed into the office, adender young man appeared, seemingly from nowhere, to frisk them a
second time. Cohen stood patiently to be searched, asdid Li; but while Li’ singpection of the boy was
limited to aquick glance at dl the potentia hiding places for concealed wegpons, Cohen' s once-over
was a bit more thorough.

The boy had the parchment skin and glossy curls of ayeshivastudent. His glasses were cheap, like
Didi’s, and the lenses were amost thick enough to obscure the long-lashed bedroom eyes behind them.
Which didn’t change by onejot the fact that the body under the rumpled suit was asoldier’ s body, and



the deepy-lidded eyeslooked out at the world with the calculating poise of a professiona killer.

Once he' d pronounced them clean, the young man escorted them into Didi’ sinner sanctum and hesitated
odentatioudy.

“Thank you, Arik,” Didi said. And waited.

The boy heaved asigh of protest over the security breach and dipped out of the room, leaving the three
of them donetogether.

“Good youngsters coming in these days,” Didi told Cohen. “It’ sanice thing to see kidswho take their
work serioudy.”

“Wadll, you do get the pick of them.”

“Y ou want aboy like Arik should berotting in afoxhole? Five languages he speaks. Arabic likea
naive”

No doubt he did speak five languages. He also looked like asmaler, paer, less handsome, and
decidedly less good-natured copy of Gavi Shehadeh. But Cohen knew better than to suggest that this
might have anything to do with Didi’ s obvious affection for the boy.

Didi chatted on, mentioning mutua friends. Cohen let the small talk flow over him without too much
thought—something he’ d long ago learned to do when humans started talking this way—and focused on
the body language. He' d wondered for along timewhat Catherine Li and Didi Halevy would make of
each other. Now he watched each of them summing the other up and asked himsdlf whether these two
particular opposites were about to attract or repel.

Li, three years out of the Peacekeepers, till looked so ill a ease in mufti that even the most casua
observers pegged her for an off-duty soldier. Didi, by contrast, had looked like a disheveled impostor the
one time Cohen had seen him in uniform. In fact, one of the often-discussed mysteries of the Mossad
chief’slegendary career was the question of how aman who seemed too fragileto lift a piece of paper
had survived his compulsory military service long enough for his unique taentsto be recognized.

At the moment Didi was definitely in undertaker mode. If Cohen hadn’t known better, he would have
thought they were talking to the janitor. Did the man have some reason for wanting Li to underestimate
him, Cohen wondered, or wasit just the habitua camouflage of an old spy who'd long ago learned not to
trust new faces?

Li, meanwhile, had goneinto her full-blown dumb-soldier act. There was no glint of humor in her dark
eyes, noironic drawl in her voice. Not one thing about her face, manner, voice, or words suggested that
she'd ever had aniintelligent thought in her life.

He should have expected it, Cohen told himsalf sourly. He' d looked forward to this meeting for years.
And now herethey were, both playing dumb with such consummeate skill that Cohen was beginning to
fed like he wasthe only sentient life-form in the room.

“Youtwo,” heburgt out findly, “are aosolutely impossible!”
“What?' Didi and Li said at dmost the same moment in voices of wounded innocence.

And then Li, having caught Cohen' sinvective-riddled comment on the bad social graces of al spiesand
retired soldiers, laughed.



“So,” Didi said. “Now that we'redl having fun, what do you say we take alook at Cathering s spins
from Abulafia Street?’

They ran Li’ sspinson Didi’ s long-past-obsolete desk monitor, the three of them hunching over the small
display shoulder to shoulder. It was unnerving to see the whole mesting replayed from Li’ s perspective:
to see the thoroughness with which she checked people over; the way her eyesflickered constantly from
door to window to floor to celling; her dmaost subconscious avareness of the minute changesin the flow
of traffic beyond the walls that could mean danger; the restless, constant, animal awareness of a body
that had survived enough combat drops to know that bad luck can kill you at any time and from any
direction.

And it was pretty obvious what pieces of bad luck she' d been alerting on back in that hotel room. First
and foremost, Turner. No explanation needed there; only afool, and asuicida fool at that, would mess
with the Americans. But her source of worry was less obvious. In fact, Cohen was embarrassed to
redizethat he himsalf had missed it entirely in redl time. While he’ d been glaring at Korchow and
inspecting the antiques collection, Li had in fact been doing her job. And asfar as she was concerned that
job had mainly consisted of keeping an eye on Shaikh Y assin. Or, more precisely, on one of the hard
young men hovering & Yassn'selbow.

Li had ignored the two gorillas, obvioudy mere hired muscle, and reserved her vigilance for thedim
young man with those pae green eyesthat sill popped up every now and then in the Palestinian gene
pool and, afull millennium &fter thelast crusade, were il called crusader’ seyes.

The boy had an athlete’ s douch. His body was ill and relaxed, every betraying tic leached out of it by
the sameiron discipline that every Mossad katsa learned. His face was schooled into acamly attentive,
completely unreadable expression. And the green eyes were cold and aert and moved constantly around
the room, taking in everything but never appearing to stare too hard at any onething. The boy was Arik’s
opposite number; and only anovice could fail to recognize him for the superlatively trained professond
that he was.

“So who' sthe bright young thing?” Cohen asked. He had aniggling fedling that he' d seen that face
before, yet he could match it to none of his stored spinfeed databases. Unsettling. “ Could he be Safik’ s?
Safik aways liked the pretty ones.” Cohen cut asideways glance at Didi. “ So did you for that matter.”

“Y ou'reright about hisbeing Safik’s” Didi said, “though not in the way you think you mean. Look again.
Ring any bdls?’

Cohen looked again, and suddenly bellswereringing dl over the place. The dim, neat build; the
intelligent, humorous face; the extraordinary eyes.

“Yusuf Safik,” Didi said. “The only son of Walid Safik, head of the Paestinian Security Service's
counterintelligence department.”

“So SAfik did have aset of eyesat the auction,” Li said with grim satisfaction.

But Cohen wasn't thinking about the auction. He was thinking about Gavi. If the boy was Safik’ s son,
then that made him...what? Leila sfirst cousin once removed? That explained the eyes. And the family
resemblance to Leilawas unmistakable once you looked for it. He wondered if Gavi and Leila's
Joseph—obvioudy both boys had been named after some common ancestor—would have looked like
Yusuf if he d survived the war. And then he thought about that other lifetime before the war in which
they’d dll danced a Gavi and Leila swedding.

Cohen’ s better-than-human memory called up a detail-perfect image of the day, as accurate and unfaded



asremastered spinfeed. Gavi dim and handsome in hisuniform, and so achingly young that helooked like
aboy just playing at being asoldier. Leiladl business—and to everyone sill-conceded delight dready
visbly pregnant. Didi had been Gavi’ s commanding officer. Cohen had been...well, what he'd ways
been. And Gavi Shehadeh and Walid Safik had been just two more bright young men who might or might
not amount to anything. It had been Lella—the intense young doctor with the startling eyes and the even
more startling opinions—who everyone thought would change the world.

Well, theworld had changed dl right. And Leilahad been among the first casudties. It was till hard to
believe that such an extraordinary person had been killed by something as wastefully impersonal asa
stray bomb.

Cohen looked up to find Didi’ s eyes searching hisface. The memory of Gavi hung between them.
Unasked questions rose and drifted and shredded themselvesin the backwash of the ceiling fan.

Didi turned off the monitor and sat down heavily. Hetook off his glasses, cleaned them on thetail of his
shirt, put them back on and peered fretfully around the room. He seemed disappointed with the result, as
if he'd expected the world to look better through clean lenses. Then, with amournful little shrug, he got
down to business.

He described Arkady’ s gppearance at Maris Station; his gpproach to Maris consulate junior intelligence
gtaff; his disappearance and subsequent resurfacing in Moshe' s hands; Golani Tech’ s agreement with
Korchow, insofar as they understood it; the cautious back-channel contacts with the bidding parties.

Cohen didn’'t even try to cdlibrate Didi’ s version of events against his own information and look for
discrepancies. Y ou might aswell try to catch abird in flight as catch Didi Halevy inalie. You just trusted
him to tell you what he thought you needed to know. Or you didn't trust him at dl. Therewasno middle
ground.

“Thebig questions are two,” Didi said when he'd cometo the end of histae. “One, what is Arkady
sling? And two, why should we care?’

“Y ou read my report?’ Cohen asked doubtfully.

“Yes, yes. And I’'m sure you thought it was perfectly comprehensible. But I'm not Gavi. And even if |
were, I'd still need to get it into terms the prime minister can understand.”

“Doestheinterest in this case go that high?’
“Thisisacountry of population one million and dropping. Everything goesthat high.”

“Waell,” Cohen began. “Firgt of dl, let’stalk about so-called wegpons' infection vector. It' saretrovirus,
and asfar as| can seeardatively sraightforward one. So the real question isn't what the virusis. The
red question is What' sthe transgenic payload it’ sinserting into the target organism’s cells?’

Cohen stopped to collect his thoughts—atask that was both difficult and necessary because he and the
half dozen or s0 of his aggregated Emergents who had worked on this problem had not reached anything
even remotely approaching a consensus on what the payload of Arkady’ s mystery virus actualy was.

“Let meguess,” Didi said wryly. “It' slike nothing you' ve ever seen before.”

“Onthe contrary. It's exactly like something I’ ve seen before. Or rather something Hy Cohen saw, and
actually messed around with abit before he invented me. Ever heard of Turing Soup?’

“l don't cook.”



“Oh my, aren’t we funny? Turing Soup was aturn-of-the-twenty-first-century idea, child of the eraof
networks...just like me. People had networks on the brain back then. Theway Enlightenment thinkers
had clockwork on the brain. Or the way peoplein Darwin’'s day had steam engines on the brain. Or the
way We' ve got spin on the brain. Actually some associates and | are working on a paper about. ...right,
okay, never mind. Turing Soup was the brainchild of aguy named Walter Fontana. The same Walter
Fontanawho invented AlChemy, more prosaicaly known as Algorithmic Chemistry. Onething you have
to say about the guy, he had a gift for names. He also happened to be at MIT toward the end of his
career, and to take under hiswing a bright young French postdoc in theoretical computer science called
Hyacinthe Cohen. Which iswhy | might just be the only person ill dive who remembers Turing Soup.

“The ideabehind Turing Soup wasto look at the evolution of dgorithms asamodd for the evolution of
organic life. A Turing machineisauniversal computer—in fact, the paradigmatic universa computer. It
has areading head that can ‘read’ any tape run through it. It has an execution apparatus that carries out
whatever ingtructions the reading head reads. Turing couldn’t know it back in 1950, but he was
essentidly describing RNA: a‘reading’ mechanism that zipsitself to the unraveled DNA strand in order
to reproduce its folded protein sequences. Fontand s ideawas to throw a bunch of molecular Turing
machines together and let them ‘read’ each other’ s programs and seeif they could construct new
programs from the components of the existing ones. It didn’t work, mainly because Turing machines have
aproblem that RNA and DNA either don’t have or figured out how to solve along time ago: they hang,
like just about every other computer ever invented. So the machinesin Turing Soup would just lock up
with each other, start reading each other’ s tape, dip onto a positive feedback loop, and hang.

“So that was Turing Soup: wrong tool for the right job. Fontana moved on to lambda-calculus and
AlChem. And everyonefiled Turing Soup away as an ideawhose time had come and gone. But if | had
to describe this sample Moshe' sflogging around, that’ swhat I’ d say it was: Turing Soup made out of
DNA. Or more accurately, avirusthat takesits host’s DNA and turnsit into Turing Soup.” Cohen
grinned. “Which—if you'll forgive ajoke that about eighteen of my associates have already made at
some point in the last few weeks—gives awhole new meaning to parasitic computation.”

“Soyou'resaying thisis...wha?Al inavirus?’

“God, no! Start |etting your metaphors gallop around like that and you' Il never be able to sort out what it
actudly is. What Moshe showed uswas. ..conceptudlly provocative. But it wasn't artificid intelligence.
At least not in any form that’ s recognizable to this particular artificid intelligence. If you need alayman's
label to hang onit, let’scdl it...asearch enginein avirus?’

“And what' sthe engine searching for?’
“That, my friend, | can’t beginto tell you.”

Didi pursed hislips, consdering. “And you believe Arkady’ s story that they found it out on—what was
the place cdled?’

“Novais. I've never heard of it either. It’ s off the maps. No record of any survey. No BE buoy within
light-years, probably because the spectrometry wasn't promising enough. It's one of those ‘you can't get
therefrom here’ planets. Anyway, the host genotype is descended from an old Monsanto patent. That
tellsus nothing; haf the known universeislittered with that crap. But it certainly would make senseif they
redly did find it out there. And it fitsin again with what | said about it not being Syndicate splice work.
They won't touch corporate genesets as agenera rule; bad associations.”

“| take it the planet’ sterraformed, then?’

“That' swhat they went out there to find out. And given what they seem to have brought back with them,



I"d say the answer isyes.”

“Isthis something UNSec ought to know about?’
“Well, I'm sure UNSec would think it was.”
“But youdon't.”

“I'malive-and-let-live kind of boy. And UNSec has a nasty habit of breaking planets so other people
can't usethem. A good planet’ saterrible thing to waste.”

Didii smiled dlightly. “Okay, we'l Iet it ride for now.”

Which they both knew only meant that they would let it ride until either Didi or the PM decided it was
timenottolet it ride.

“All right then.” Didi leaned back in hischair, caught sght of afood stain on histie, peered at it, scrubbed
at it. And then abandoned the effort, having only succeeded in making the tiewrinkled as well as stained.
“Y ou' ve answered my first two questions—what the virusis and who puit it there—with more questions.
Now what about the one question we ought to be able to answer: Why the hell should we beinterested
init?’

“Wdl,” Cohen said dowly, “1 know why ALEF isinterested. Immortality, if you want to stick aname on
it”

“But you' ve dready got that.”

“Not strictly speaking. No more than an ant swarm or abeehive does. And Als havelife spansjust like
any other superorganism. Even the ones that don’t collapse prematurely under the weight of their own
competing identities.”

“But how does an organic virus make amachine live longer?’

“Because the underlying dynamics are the same whether you' re dealing with organic or synthetic
superorganisms. We' reinterested in any mechanism that propagates beneficia mutations acrossa
population while somehow repressing harmful ones.”

“Controlling evolution, essentialy.”

“Wadll...tweeking it. | think thiswould fal into what Syndicate genetic desgners cal the ‘ soft chaos
control’ theory of directed evolution. It' swhat makes the quaity of their genetic engineering so superior
tothe UN verson. And it’s exactly the kind of biocomputing concept that holds the most promise for
resolving the problem of decoherencein Emergents. Along with al the other dysfunctionsthat, tellingly,
have the same namesin Al design asthey do in ecophysics. brittleness, perturbation intolerance,

mal adaptive red queen regimes, and so forth...” Cohen cleared histhroat and shifted in the hard-backed
chair. “But none of that answersthe question of why Israel would beinterested.”

“We'renot,” Didi said blandly, “or we wouldn’t be letting GolaniTech sal Arkady to the highest bidder.”

“That’ s pure spin, and you know it,” Cohen objected. “Y ou' re taking some heavy risksto do this. |
don't care how greedy GolaniTech isor how uninterested you are. They wouldn't be running thisthing if
they didn’'t have at least tacit gpprova at the highest level—"

“—which doesn’t necessarily mean from me—"



“Granted. Still. Thisistreaty-banned tech any way you diceit, and if you weren't after something, you
would have damn well made sure that Arkady never madeit to Earth.”

At that instant a decorous knock at the door was followed by Arik’ s deek head—and by one hand, held
wrist out to put the boy’ s | DF-issue wristwatch on full display. Thewatch’s crystal was cracked, Cohen
noticed. Persondly he thought that was taking the look alittle far.

“Time,” Arik murmured in tones that would have done an English butler proud.
“Oh, yes” Didi sad. “Thank you, Arik. Give us...shdl we say five minutes?’
The boy retreated, closing the door as carefully and silently ashe' d opened it.

“Well?’ Didi looked around inquisitively. “I think we' ve about covered the things we need to cover. I'm
just asking you two to go forward and keep your ears open and let me know what you hear. That' s dll.
And now let’sget home before | get in trouble for making Zillah overcook the lamb shanks.”

That was when Cohen findly figured out three things that hould have been obvious from the Sart:
1. Ther hour-long wait by the elevators had been no accident, because;
2. Didi’soffice was bugged, and;

3. Didi was cheerfully spoon-feeding his own specialy mixed barium med to whoever was on the
other end of the bug.

The underground parking lot in the basement of M ossad headquarters was probably one of the most
heavily secured pieces of red estate on the planet. So it was amusing to see Li and the four hard-jawed
Mossad bodyguards fingering their wegpons and peering into the shadows asif they were stepping into
the OK Corrd ingtead of awdll-lit, thoroughly guarded, and obvioudy empty garage. Or it would have
been humorousif he hadn’t known how deedly earnest they dl were.

The Mossad' s motor pool wasn't taking any chances either; Didi’ s government-issue Peugeot sedan had
blastproof windows and armor-plated coachwork. They got in—one of Didi’ s young men in front with
the driver, the other two flanking Didi on the forward-facing seet, and Li and Cohen facing them across
the foot well—and the car pulled up the ramp into the late-afternoon traffic on King Saul Boulevard with
the muffled clank of ceramic compound antimine flooring.

It was nothing all that new to Cohen; Hyacinthe had driven the autobahns back when private cars were
gtill legal and seen Porsches and BMWs romping through their native habitat at upward of two hundred
kilometers an hour. Li, however, was enthraled. She ingpected the floor and the doors, predictably
pleased to meet anew piece of semi-military hardware. “1’ve never beenin an actud car,” shesad. “Is
thisaMercedes?”’

One of Didi’ s bodyguards gave a strangled-sounding cough.

“Oh,” Li said after amoment. She cleared her throat, started to mutter something about being sorry, and
fdl abruptly glent.

“Never mind.” Didi leaned forward to pat her knee. “History just has alonger haf-life here. Now tell me
about your home planet.”

“Itlooksalot like lsradl, actudly. Rocks and sky. Desert and mountains.”



“But without people, yes?’

“Mostly. Most of it people can't live on yet. And even where they can, | wouldn't exactly cal it hedthy.”
“And itshigory?’

“Thereisnone. It'snot much older than | am.”

“A planet with no history,” Didi said. He turned to the agent next to him. “The perfect place for aweek
on the beach, don’t you think? They could sdll vacations there. Jerusaemiteswould snap them up like
fdafd.”

“Any Interfaithersthere?’ the other guard asked.
“Not asbad as here.”
The Israelis exchanged sgnificant glances with each other.

Cohen gazed at Didi, wondering if thisturn of the conversation was entirely coincidentd. “Isit true
they’ re expected to win another eight seatsin the Knesset thiselection?’ he asked, nudging the
conversation aong and wondering what surprises would emerge from the after-dinner chitchat.

But Didi just spread his handsin the characteristic shrug that wasthe Isradli reply to dl life's
unanswerable questions from politics to tomorrow’ s wegther.

“I love my country enough to believe that she will outgrow her infatuation with the men of God and
violence” hesad smply.

“I’'ve heard alot of people say that about their countries,” Cohen said.
“And were any of them ever right?’
“Not that | can remember.”

Didi opened his mouth to answer, but at that moment the car turned onto aresdentia street and they
passed alarge extended family out for awalk in the last warmth of the dying afternoon. A clucking,
fussing, cosseting parade of aunts and uncles and grandparents. A pair of anxious-looking parents—and
they had good reason to look anxious, given the recent wave of vigilante assaults on “bad” parents. And
findly that fragile bird, rare enough in the blighted land of milk and honey to turn heads and kill
conversations: achild.

Asthey passed, the child sumbled dightly and vanished into a dense thicket of protective adult arms.
Cohen remembered Hyacinthe' s free-ranging childhood, littered with broken bones and private triumphs,
and wondered what it would do to this generation of children to grow up never alowed to play or fall or
risk themsdves.

He glanced at hisfellow passengers. Li wasindifferent. Didi had glanced at the child when it firgt
appeared, but was now staring impassively through the windshield at the road ahead. But it was the look
on the faces of Arik and the other young men that would stamp itself on Cohen’s memory of this
moment. Intent. Utterly gill. Mortaly hungry.

So thisiswhat extinction looks like.



D IDI’SHOUSE WAS PERFECTLY ORDINARY, no less modest and no more obviousy well
fortified than any other houseinitsaffluent Te Aviv suburb. The only thing that set it apart fromits
neighbors were the towering trunks of the five cedars of Lebanon that had been planted there, or so the
young recruits whispered, when the legendary Rafi Eitan still owned the house.

The car pulled into agarage full of the usua clutter of bicycles and sports equipment. From there they
filed solemnly into the entry, where they were introduced with al due ceremony to Didi’ swife and twin
daughters. Li examined the daughters with interes—as well she might, Cohen thought. Their willowy
height and their cool, even-featured beauty belonged to the Ring, not to Earth. They might look like their
parents in the more predictable ways, but there were other things about them, equally predictable, that
put them alot closer to the posthuman end of the genetic spectrum. The girlswere the legacy of a
long-ago Ring-side tour of duty under diplomatic cover, and they were at once Didi’ s greatest pride and
his deepest sorrow. His pride because of their obvious intelligence and beauty, and because they’d
chosen—unlike so many of the Ring-bred children of affluent | sraglis—to take advantage of the family
unification exemption and complete their education and military servicein Isragl. His sorrow because the
genetic engineering that had made their birth possible had a so stripped them of the Right of Return that
would have been theirsif their very DNA hadn’t been banned technology under the Kyoto Addendum.

Zillah greeted Cohen with specid warmth. “Don’t eat too much over drinks,” she murmured asthey
kissed each other in greeting, “I’ ve made lamb shanks. And you know whét it takes to make me stay
home from work and cook al day.”

“Dinner at eight?’ Didi asked her.

She checked her watch. “Let’ s say eight-fifteen. Seeyou al then.” She turned to the guards, who were
eyeing the twins with an enthusiasm that made Cohen think lust was about to give ambition arunfor its
money. “ Can | make you boys asandwich in the meantime?’

A minute later Cohen was looking around Didi’ s study, wondering how recently the place had been
swept for bugs...and who had swept it, given that Didi didn’t seem to trust the sweepers at the Office.

Didi subsided into hischair, looking small and fragile, and focused his gaze on Li. “What do you know
about Absdlom?’ he asked.

Li’seyeswidened. “The mole?’

The word surprised Cohen. He' d assumed the old earthbound terminology became extinct with the
insectivore that inspired it. He' d al so assumed that UNSec didn’t know quite that much about the
Mossad' sinternal housekeeping problems.

“If that’ swhat you want to call him,” Didi agreed, not looking much happier than Cohen fdlt.
“I thought you caught himin T Aviv,” Li said.

“So did we. Until Arkady showed up. What | didn’t tell you in the officeisthat Arkady showed up
asking for Absdom.”

“Thereby al but guaranteeing you would hustle him through the blockade to Earth.”

“Thefact that information may be fase doesn’t mean you can afford to ignore it. Besides, Golani Tech
seems quite confident he' sgenuine.”

“And how rdiableisyour source at GolaniTech?’ Li asked pointedly.



“Funny you should ask. | think | hear her inthe hdl.”
The door opened and one of Didi’ s bodyguards ushered in Ash Sofaer.

Wheels within wheels, Cohen thought. If Didi packed them in any tighter, one of his human cogswas
going to lock up and start stripping the gears.

“Sorry I'm late,” Ash said breezily. “1 came from home and the traffic was just awful. Sometimes|
wonder why any sane person il livesin Jerusdem.”

“Stdown,” Didi said. “1 wasjust telling them about you. And we were working our way around to
Absdomand Td Aviv.”

“Oh.” She pulled off her raincoat, dropped it on the floor, and coiled her long body into the chair Cohen
had gotten up to offer her. “1 washoping I’ d missed that part.”

She was wearing another of her white suits, this one with askirt instead of pants. It wasa
smartsuit—made of that obnoxious programmable cloth that had taken over the wardrobes of tasteless
rich people al over what passed as civilization. In accordance with the latest Ringside fad, Ash had
programmed her suit to go transparent every fifteen cycles or so. Not for long enough that any human
would conscioudy noticeit, but definitely for long enough that they wouldn't be able to concentrate on
anything much except trying not to think about sex. Knowing Ash, Cohen guessed theat the ploy had
nothing to do with seduction and everything to do with ambition.

He caught Li’ seye and made aface.

Sheglanced at Ash, did adouble take, grinned. <I think it'sfunny. And she's plenty good-looking
enough to pull it off.>

<Forget it,> he said on afuzzy affect set that reeked of sour grapes. <She' stoo tal for you.>
“Nicesuit,” Li told Ash.

Ash gazedinto Li’ seyesalittle too long and alittle too deeply for mere politeness. “I'm glad you likeit.”
Didi cleared histhroat.

Cohen looked around for another chair, didn’t see one, and decided to go Sit in the window where he
could listen to Didi without having to stand up to Li’ s sharp eyes. Or Didi’ s even sharper eyes.

“Let’ sgtart with Absdlom,” Didi said. “Without Absalom none of it makes sense”

AsDidi told it, the downhill dide had gained momentum so gradually that no one could pinpoint the exact
garting point. There had been no dramatic revelation, no blown cover or high-level defection. Just a
gradud redlization that the Palestinians aways seemed to be one step ahead, and that some of their lucky
breaks couldn’t reasonably be put down to coincidence.

“We were running anumber of midlevel double agents at thetime. All of them classic
two-way-flow-of-information doubles.” He glanced at L, clearly unsure how much she knew. “1t’s not
likein the spinsyou know. The survelllanceis so tight on both sides that you can't pull any of those Refi
Eitan/James Bond stunts anymore. Now it sal about controlling the flow of information. The basic modd
istwo case officers, one on each side of the Line, each talking to the other. Each agent tells hisown side



that he' s running the other guy as a double agent and until we get computersin our skullslike you' ve got,
only the two agents can know whose side they’rerealy on. And of course, each of them istechnicaly
committing treason; you aways have to give the other sde some red intelligence product.”

“And you haveto pay them,” Cohen pointed out. “ Or the other side does. Who could ever complain
about a system that doubles everyone' sretirement benefits and billsit al to top secret below-the-line
dush funds?’

Didi bardly acknowledged the joke, which meant things must be alot worse than he was [etting on. “It’'s
an exercisein shades of gray,” he said. “The name of the game isto make sure that your guy is passing
the other guy pure spin wrapped in just enough redl information to make it plausible. ..while the other guy
ishanding your guy the straight stuff. Multiply that a hundredfold and you' ve got someideaof what's
moving across the Green Line every day between us and the Paestinians. Then imaginethat little by little,
over the course of months and years, you awaken to the redization that time after time and despite dll
your best efforts, the Paestinians are getting more and better intelligence from you than you' re getting
from them.”

“So you werewinning,” Cohen said, “but the Palestinians were dways winning alittle bit bigger than you
were. And of course dl thoselittle bitswould eventudly start adding up. That kind of ‘you win, but | win
more drategy has Safik’ s namewritten al over it.”

“Yes” Didi agreed blandly. “It' svery subtle. | would say it betrays an dmost mathematica turn of mind.
In fact it reminds me a bit of that streamspace game you and Gavi wrote together. What wasiit called?
Lie?

LIE sfull legd namewas ARTIFICIAL LIE™. Born during alate-night drinking bout, the original rather
slly idea had blossomed into one of the most widely played semisentient Al-based games of the last
decade. It was now entering its eighth incarnation, popularly known as LI1E?, and Ring-sde consumers
between the ages of fourteen and twenty-five were dready being bombarded with larger-than-life
advertisements proclaiming that THE LIES START FEBRUARY 28.

ARTIFCIAL LIE had made Cohen abundle, even by hisrarefied standards. It had made Gavi abundle
too, though you wouldn’t know it by the way he dressed. And it had spawned an entire generation of
Ring-side children who grew up pretending they were Freedom-L oving Emergents imprisoned by Evil
Scheming Humans, which put alot of noses satisfyingly out of joint among the anti-Al lobby. Plusthe silly
thing wasfunto play. Even Li liked it. And her andards in such matters were exacting.

Cohen cleared histhroat, aware of Didi’sgaze on him. “| didn’t know you played streamspace games.”

“Only yours.” Didi’ seyes narrowed behind histhick lenses. “And | only madeit to the level where my Al
darted lyingtome.”

“That'sLeve Four,” Li said brightly. “Y ou definitely need to play more. Thereally good violence doesn't
dart till Level Seven.”

“It'sjust agame,” Cohen muttered.
No onedignified his protest with an answer.

“So,” Didi continued after amoment, “we developed alist of suspects. We looked at access, travel
patterns, the usua telltales. When we were done we had seven names. Seven people who would have
had the level of access needed to ftick their fingersinto that many operations across that many desks and
departments.”



“Which seven?’ Cohen asked.

“Gavi and | wereonthelist.” Didi’s expression was as mild as ever, but the look he gave Cohen was as
cold as space. “ So were you. And I’m not going to tell you who the others were. | refuse to condone a
witch hunt.”

“Anyway,” Ash continued, perhaps sensing that Didi lacked the scomach to finish the story. “We had our
sugpects. Then it was only aquestion of putting out the barium meals and waiting for one of them to bite.
Wedidn't havetowait long. It al cameto ahead in Tel Aviv.”

“It cameto ahead,” Li asked in adangeroudy quiet voice. “ Or you made it cometo ahead?’

Ash shrugged. When Cohen glanced at Didi he saw the older man ruefully inspecting the thick patina of
scuff marks on his shoes asif he'd just noticed their sorry State.

“I' knew the UNSec agentswho died there.” Li’ svoice had shifted into aflat murmur that meant nothing
but trouble in Cohen' s experience. “They didn’'t sgn on for your dirty little war. And they certainly didn't
sign on to be burned for the greater good of the State of Isradl.”

“Wedidn't burn anyone,” Didi said.

“Of coursenot. You just sent them out into the cold knowing that one of the people covering their backs
was atraitor.”

No one seemed to have an answer for that. What wasthere to say, redly?

Cohen looked out the window. On the other side of the glass the sun was setting over arolling landscape
of wild olive grovesthat had passed back and forth into Palestinian and Isragli hands so many times over
the centuriesthat nationdity had become amatter of semantics. The trees must be older than he was,
Cohen realized, which was something fewer and fewer organics could boast of anymore.

“Welogt three of our own peoplein Tel Aviv,” Didi said findly. “Thetraitor covering their backs was our
chief of counterintelligence, aman | brought into the Office and trained and supported and promoted—"

“Zillah practicdly fed him for ayear and ahalf after hiswifedied,” Ash muttered, her voice drenched
with the bitterness that had come to follow any mention of Gavi Shehadeh as surely as dust followed the
khamsin.

Didi went on asif he hadn't heard her. “If the Absalom problem hadn’t cometo light, | would have
retired next year and Gavi would have moved into the delightful office you saw this afternoon. When an
organization is penetrated at that leve, thereis no bloodiess way to sdvageit.”

Cohen watched Li chew on that for amoment. Watched her connect the dots—Gavi, Cohen, Didi—and
begin filling in the tangled web of competing loydties that had ooked, from the UN side of theline, like
smplebetraydl.

Asif betraya were ever smple.

Td Aviv began with adefection.

A low-level Pdestinian data-entry clerk had walked into the Isradli consulate in the Internationa Zone
claiming to have seen the contact files of an extremey highly placed agent in Isragli counterintelligence



whose code name was Absalom and who was being run directly out of Walid Safik’ s office. Didi
explained, “Wetried to turn the clerk and run him back across the lines as adouble, but he was ahead of
us. He' d scheduled delivery of anote to his office announcing his defection, and he offered usa
take-it-or-leave-it ded with afive-day fuse.”

Li nodded. “A pro.”

“Yes. And apro who wasn't planning to give us achance to send him back out into the cold. Anyway,
he proposed atrade: his copied documentsin exchange for one million UN deposited into a numbered
Swiss bank account. We would meet him at adiplomatic event in the Internationa Zone, where he would
give us an unmarked key and we would give him the account information. Then he' d catch the next
Swissair shuttle to Geneva, verify the account balance, and call usin the morning to tell uswhat lock to
dick thekey in.”

Gavi had been put in charge of the operation. He wasthelogica choice, Didi explained somewhat
defensively. Giveit to anyone ese and they might aswell have taken out afull-page ad in Ha' aretz tdling
Safik they’ d blown hismole. They’ d done the swap over champagne and canapés at the United Nations
headquarters, with the full assstance of UNSec’slocd branch. The clerk had gotten his account
information, walked out the front door past the guards asif for acigarette, and vanished. The katsa in
charge had taken possession of the unmarked key, bundled himself and histwo agentsinto ataxi, and set
off for King Saul Boulevard.

They never got there,

They were found three days later, each of them the proud new owner of two .22 caliber dugs deposited
intheir skulls at point-blank range.

“And the key?” Cohen asked.
“Gone. Vanished. Asif it had never existed.”

It had taken months to put the puzzle together. The fina piece had falen into place when they learned that
ayoung man had walked into the Beir Zeit post office the next morning, chatted up the postmistressin
flawless Hebrew, presented an unmarked key, and collected the contents of Box 530.

“Operationdly, he was perfect,” Didi observed asif he were critiquing one of hisown boys. “Thefailure,
if there was one, lies at the door of the man who sent him. It turns out”—a brief grin—"that he wastoo
charming for his own good. When | interviewed the postmistress she was still hoping hel d come back.
All she could talk about was his beautiful green eyes.”

“Shit,” Li whispered.
“1t does make one wonder.”

Cohen dropped his head into his hands and massaged Roland’ s temples. He had a headache, something
that shouldn’t be possible technicaly speaking. And there was an odd fluttery feding behind the eyesthat
he would have put down to overclocking in anonorganic system. He hoped it wasn't something he was
doing to the boy.

“So what about the walk-in?" he asked when it was obviousthat Didi wasn't going to volunteer anything
more.

“In what sense?’



Oh, so it was going to be ateeth-pulling exercise, wasit?*In the sense of what happened to him. To the
best of your knowledge.”

“To the best of my knowledge, the authorities found him dead in aback alley two days|ater.”
“The authorities meaning you? Or the authorities meaning the French?’

“Oh. Right. | seethe question. Y es, hewas found in the International Zone. Legion jurisdiction. No
guestion about that.”

“Who ran the investigation? Fortuné?’
“Who =7’

The pause that followed was|ong enough for Li to take out her cigarettes, catch Didi’ seyeinaslent
request for permission, receive the ashitray he handed her, and light her cigarette.

“And, to the best of your knowledge,” Cohen said when he couldn’t stand it anymore, “did Fortuné ever
figure out who killed him?’

Didi shook hishead mournfully.

“Would it bejguneto ask if we know who killed him?’

“We know we didn’t order the hit.”

Li frozein midpuff, her eyesflicking back and forth between Didi and Cohen.
<Squirrdly, ain't he?> she observed onstream.

<You haveno idea>

Cohen turned his atention back to Didi. “ That leaves two options, right? Either the Palestinianskilled him
to stop him from passing aong the documents that would have put the finger on Absalom, or Absalom
killed him...for pretty much the same reason.”

“That sounds reasonable,” Didi said placidly.
“Oh, for crying out lou—"

“Can we backtrack for aminute?’ Li interrupted. “Y ou just got asked if you knew who killed the guy,
and you answered that you knew you didn’t order the killing. Soundsto me like you' ve got way too
much dippagein your chain of command. Agentslosing wak-ins. Agentsturning up in canaswith body
piercings courtesy of parties unknown. Agents maybe or maybe not offing people on their own initiative.
Unlessyour lion tamers have bigger chairsthan they did three years ago, I'm not feding warm and fuzzy
about working with you people.”

“It wasabad timein the Office,” Didi admitted. “A confusing time. But we have eiminated the, ah, more
troublesomelions”

It was an unfortunate metaphor, Cohen thought, given that the Hebrew word for lion was Gur. A fact
that Didi remembered about a second after Cohen, judging from the rapid blink of his eyes and the subtle
tightening of hismouth.

“So basicaly,” Cohen cut in, “the whole bloodbath in Tel Aviv wasjust aloyalty test. Y ou set up the



whole operation so that if things went sour, you' d know it was Gavi who wasto blame. Or at least that's
how it was supposed to work.”

“That' show it did work,” Didi sad mildly.
“Except that Gavi’ sgone and Absdlom’ s il here”

“Or that' swhat someone wants usto think,” Ash pointed out. “I mean isn't that always the question with
amole hunt? It'sano-win stuation. If you go after the mole, you rip your agency apart and end up
cashing out haf your best agents, since the best ones are the most highly indoctrinated and therefore the
first to fal under suspicion. If you don't go after the mole, you risk letting him operate unchecked. ..and
you leave haf your senior officerslooking over their shoulderswondering if it' ssafetotalk totheguy in
the next office. Or worse, whether you stopped investigating because you' re the guilty one yoursdlf.
Either way you lose.”

“You know,” Cohen said dyly, “thisisthe kind of problem you redly need Gavi for. He' d be talking
about shells and kernels and trgp commands and output redirection and flow of information. ..and pretty
soon you' d have dl the players and al the contingencies mapped out neet as you please, completewith a
swet little plan for making the bad guys deliver themselvesto your doorstep al wrapped up likea
birthday present.” He paused, then twisted the knife. “Infact, if you’ d trusted him enough to give him the
information he needed before Tel Aviv instead of barium medls, he might have doneit back then.”

“Gavi had hischances,” Didi said, sounding as remote as the stratosphere.

“Soyou're dill holding to the post—Td Aviv story,” Cohen said. “Gavi’ sguilty, even though Absdom is
dill operating—"

“—may dill be operating—"’

“—when Gavi’sburied diveout & Yad Vashem.”

Ash dtirred restlesdy. “Y ou don’t dways have dl the answers, Cohen.”
“And you do, | suppose?’

Li cleared her throat. “Not to interrupt an argument between friends, but how are you going to handle this
without Gavi?’

“Werenot,” Didi said.

Ashwasleaning forward dightly in her chair, biting her lower lip in anticipation. She knew what Didi was
going to do, Cohen redized. She' d known it before she ever walked through the door. And whatever it
was, she liked it. Which in Cohen’ s experience meant it was good newsfor her and bad as hell for
anyone unlucky enough to get caught standing between her and her next promotion.

“WE re going to have you bring Gavi back in from the cold to work this case,” Didi said. “One shot. Up
or down. Guilty or innocent. With you as the cutout so the Office has plausible deniability if the whole
operation heads south.”

“Andif he screwsup again,” Ash said with relish, “we re going to arrange arerun of the nicelittle traffic
accident the PM wouldn't authorize after Tel Aviv.”



Dinner was surreal.

Lamb shanks and smdll talk while Cohen kept angling to talk to Didi in private, and Didi kept resolutely
refusing to take the hint, and Ash and Li chatted with Zillah and the twins asiif they werejust therefor a
socia occasion.

“Areyou going to see the new Ahmed Aziz spin whileyou're here?’ Zillah asked. “I’ ve heard it’ s grest.
And our Ring-side friends dways seem to enjoy those.”

Cohen redlized doruptly that she wastaking to him. “1 won't go to Ahmed Aziz spinswith Catherine
anymore,” he answered. “The last time we went to one she started bitching and moaning before the
credits had even rolled, and aweek later she till hadn’t paused for breath.”

“Wadll, | wasright, wasn't 1?7’ Li protested. “ The so-called hero committed eighteen fatal errors before
the opening credits even rolled. And anyway, | don't like violent movies. If theviolenceisredidticit's
depressing. And if it snot redlidtic, it' sjust stupid. How any intelligent adult can Sit through such crap
totally escgpes me.”

“They don't St through it anymorein Israel,” Cohen snapped irritably. “Israglislike their violence
automated and sanitary these days. After al, shooting fourteen-year-oldsisn’t much fun when you have
tolook them intheeye.”

Everyone around the table froze. Didi, caught with hisglassin midair, looked sgnificantly at Zillah, who
just threw up her hands asif to say it wasn't her argument.

Cohen put hisfork and knife down, folded his napkin into a precise square, and st it beside his plate.
“Zillah. Forgive me. I’ ve been unpardonably rude. I’'m not mysdlf. Infact, I'm not feding a al well at the
moment. | think if no oneminds, I'll just step out for abregth of fresh air.”

Outside the sun waswell and truly set, and the air had that damp glacid chill that Cohen never had gotten
used toin al thelong centuries of the artificia ice age. He waked down the path, hisfeet thudding dully
in pine needles, and stood under the lace-and-shadows canopy of the cedars of Lebanon, fegling
Roland’ s poor head throbbing.

You' d think, Cohen told himself, that after four centuries| could learn to control my temper a little
better.

But it was't so easy. If anything, it got harder. Hisirrationd likes and didikes only got stronger. His
emotions only ran hotter with the additiona mileage. The lsradisweren't fools, hetold himsdlf, pulling the
plug on EMET when it got too sdf-aware for comfort. Humans claimed to understand themsel ves better
asthey got older, and perhaps they did. But Cohen was beginning to suspect that for him the process
was running in the opposite direction.

“Doing alittle arithmetic of the soul?” Didi asked, coming up behind him with the cautious tread of the old
field agent he was.

“If I am,” Cohen said savagely, “then one of us has amistake in his math somewhere. Because we're
sure as hell not coming up with the same answers.”

“Mmm.” Didi craned hishead to look at the towering foliage.
“What's Gavi doing out at Y ad Vashem anyway? And when’ s he coming back?’

“Hée s not. He sthe permanent caretaker.”



This piece of newswas S0 bizarre that Cohen thought he must have misheard it. Why would aman
who'd been in close competition for the top post at the M ossad be baby-sitting an abandoned museum?
And if he was going to baby-sit amuseum, why on earth would they send him to the Holocaust Museum,
now centrally located in the contaminated thickness of the Line? Not knowing what question to ask firdt,
he settled for the most trivid one. “But...that’saLinejob.”

“S0? They froze sperm before they sent him.”

“I'm glad to hear his sperm’ssafe,” Cohen said sarcadticdly. “ Thereisthe little question of the man
himsdf, however.”

“Noonemadehimdoit.”

“And no one gave him anything else to do either, am | right? It was either that or rot in some stinking
veterans hospitd ?”’

“He snot acripple, Cohen. Israel has extremely good prosthesis technology.”

Cohen started to speak, then bit the words back. He was bresthing hard—or rather Roland was. He
forced himsdlf to compartmentalize, to cut the emotive loop that tied his psychologica reactionsto the
"face’ sphysiological ones. He knew it looked eerie, even frightening, to humans. But there was no sense
inmaking Roland pay for hisfight with Didi.

“So | takeit you're not going to talk to Gavi for me?’ Didi asked.

“I'mnot sure | can. He hasn't answered my letters for dmost two years. And he hasn’t cashed his
roydty checksether. | don't think he wantsto see me.”

“I wouldn’t put too much stock by that. | think he' sgone alittle off therails out there. Some crazy idea
about building the museum agolem.”

Cohen had heard about the idea too, in the streamspace haunts where Gavi appeared, rara avis, asked
the odd, intriguing question about Al architecture, and vanished. People had started caling it Gavi’'s
golem. And it was exactly what Didi had caled it: crazy.

“| suspect that whether he wants to see you and whether he needs to see you are two very different
things,” Didi said. “And you have reason to see him aswell.” He paused to let that thought sink in. “If |
wereyou and | believed that Gavi was innocent and Absalom was still roaming the eighth floor, then||
would be very wary of taking to anyone still on the Mossad payrall. Including me. And if, for instance, |
had a Syndicate defector to debrief, it might occur to me that the one man | was pretty surewasn't
responsible for Tel Aviv was aso one of the best interrogatorsin the country and quite up to the task of
dissecting Arkady’ s pretty little head for you.”

“Y ou'retdling meto smuggle Arkady into the Lineto talk to Gavi? And then what? Announce to Gavi
that you' relooking over his shoulder and he' d better hand you the dirt and not try any funny business?|
wouldn’'t blame him if he shot ushimsdf!”

“Oh, not Gavi. He dways smileswhen hetellsyou to go to hell.”

“You'redtll putting ahell of aload on his shoulders. And you' re asking me and mineto risk ahdll of alot
onwhat looks like a pretty crazy gamble.”

“Y ou have to set your own priorities, of course” Didi said placidly.



“Isthat animplied Do Varigble?’
“No, boychik. It'sagood old-fashioned Jewish guilt trip.”
Cohen rubbed at Roland’ sforehead again, trying to break up the ache.

“Thething | just can’t get past, Didi, isTe Aviv. | wasthere. | know it wasn't nearly as neat on the
ground asyou make it sound in the retelling. | think Gavi was innocent. And not just becauseit’ swhat |
want to think.”

“Surely it’'s crossed your minds that you don't know everything.”
“Of course. But | know Gavi.”
Slence

“I mean what' s the motivation? Money? Give me abreak! When the ARTIFICIAL LIE roydties started
coming in you know what he did with the money? Bought fifteen new pairs of socks and underwear so he
could switch from doing laundry twice amonth to doing it once amonth.”

Didi smiled fondly. “That soundslike Gavi, dl right.” Thefond smilelingered for amoment, then faded
into an expression that Cohen didn’t want to put anameto. “It also sounds like the basic persondity type
of every unmateridigtic ideologicaly motivated high-level double agent in the classic case sudies”

“Bullshit. Those guyswere dl frustrated ambitious types. And Gavi and ambition just don’t fit in the same
sentence. Gavi would have been content to Sit in your shadow for the rest of hislife. Or in Ash' s shadow
if it cameto that. He never wanted to run the Mossad, just rewrite the flowcharts and tinker with the data
abstraction models.”

“Yes. Funny, isn't it? Gavi had the charismaand the physica bravery to lead agentsin thefield...but he
always preferred to be the one who stood in the shadows and held al the keys and knew where dl the
back doors were. Forget the friend you think you knew. Forget the big eyes and the little-boy grin and
the wrinkled T-shirts. What do the choices he made in his career say to you?’

“Oh, comeon, Didi! Every eccentricity looks bad when you start from the assumption that aman’sa
traitor. I’m not saying you' re one of the ones who was ready to suspect him because of hislast name.
But | fill haveto ask why?’

“Everyone has his dumb blonde and his rented Ferrari.”

The dumb blonde and the rented Ferrari rule, known as Rule 5 around the Office, was part of the
age-old Mossad lexicon. It referred to afamous Mossad operation in which afield team had recruited an
Iraqgi nuclear physicist by dressing ablonde katsa up like afloozy and having her drive by his bus stop
every morning in arented red Ferrari. When shefindly offered him aride he took it—hook, line, and
snker.

Thelogica conclusion, one borne out by centuries of covert work, wasthat if you scratched a potentia
recruit’ squiltiest itch, he' d fal into your lap. It was just a question of wading through enough poison ivy
to figure out what that itch was. For some people it was sex or money. For othersit was the lure of
intrigue, or the need to fed they were on the side of the angels, or the urge to prove an overbearing
parent wrong by amounting to something. ..evenin secret.

No one wasimmune. Everyone had something to prove or someillusion too sweet to surrender. Eventhe
blessed ones—the oneslike Gavi, who seemed to walk through the morass of human greed and pettiness



without being tarnished by it—even they had their dumb blonde and their rented Ferrari.
“Not Gavi,” Cohen said.

“Even Gavi.”

“Not Gavi.”

“If you redlly believethat,” Didi said so smoothly that Cohen didn’t hear the trap spring until he waswell
and truly caught, “I’m giving you the chanceto proveit.”

“And what guarantee do | have that you won't throw him to the wolves again in the name of playing it
safe?

Instead of answering Didi bent to ingpect the trunk of the nearest cedar of Lebanon. From insdethe
house Cohen heard the boisterous opening bars of a Chopin mazurka.

“Thetree sdying,” Didi said. Hetore apiece of bark from the great trunk and rubbed it between his
fingersuntil the red dust drifted down and settled on the garden path like abloodstain. “ There are worms
in the wood. The tree surgeon wants to cut down this tree before the rot spreads to the others. It seemsa
terrible waste. My daughters grew up playing in thistree. | thought it would outlive me. But he saysthat if
wewalit too long the rot will spread and we'll |ose the entire grove. And one tree, however beloved,

does seem asmall priceto pay for the safety of dl therest.”

They left through the garage, just like they’ d comein.

As he stepped into Didi’ s car for the drive home, Cohen turned back and saw Li and Ash standing
together in the hallway. Ash was stooping, her deek head bent over Li’sto whisper inthe smaller
woman'sear. Li stood there like the rock she was, arms crossed over her chest, brow knit, lips pursed,
nodding intently.

“What was that about?’ Cohen asked when she was settled in the car next to him.
“Nothing. Shewas Maossad liaison to UNSec for three years. Just asking me about some mutua friends.”

But in the silence behind the words he fet her mind flinch away from his, and he tasted the bittersweet
taint of aguilty secret.

FRUSTRATION

(Random Walks on a Rugged Fitness L andscape)

EMET, and the Palestinian responseto EMET, changed the nature of war itself. Combat on
the Green Linewasno longer a contest between armies of individual humansor posthumans,
but a quasi-biological armsrace between two vast and coevolving Emergent Als. The
battlefield became a fitnesslandscape. Tactical planning gave way to spin glass modeling,
virtual annealing, and drift-enhanced memory-based lear ning algorithms. War was plucked
from therealm of human ethicsand morality and transplanted in brave new ground where
wordslike guilt, heroism, cowardice, and sacrifice werejust thelinguistic echo of an obsolete



weapons platform.

—YOSHIKI KURAMOTO TN 283854-0089. IS THE MOON THERE WHEN NOBODY
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A ND WHY WOULD | WANT to help you?’ Osnat asked when Arkady findly got the chanceto
plead his case with her.

She had a habit of turning her head when she spoke to fix her good eye on you. It reminded Arkady of
old spinfeed of hawks.

“Because...,” hebegan. But he didn’'t have areason. Not unless the vague feding that she wasthe only
human who didn’t hate or despise him was a reason.

“Arkady—" she began, then stopped abruptly. “It'd be alot easier to talk to you if | knew your real
name”

“| don't have any other name.”

“Then what was dl that nonsense Korchow was spewing back there about designations and categories?
How many Arkadys are there, anyway?’

Moshe' s question again. But it sounded different on Osnat’slips.

“I don’'t know,” he answered. “ There were six hundred in my cohort.”
“And when you meet another one of them, he’ sjust—"

“Arkady.”

“Except for this Arkasha person.”

“Korchow was exaggerating abit there.” Arkady shifted uncomfortably. “It' sanickname. He snot the
only person who ever had anickname.”

Osnat hesitated visibly, took abreath, and let it out on arepressed sigh. “What' s the deal with Korchow,
anyway?’ she asked in atone that made him think it wasn’t the question she’d meant at first to ask. “I
didn’'t think any of the Syndicates even madeaK Series.”

“They don’t. Korchow’ sjust aname for humansto use. Hisreal name' sAndre.”
He could see her puzzling through that one.

“It’ s phonetic. KnowlesSyndicate is authorized for more A Seriesthan any other Syndicate. And there
aren’'t alot of nameswith AK. It'sajoke, of sorts.”

“Not avery funny one.”
“Most KnowlesSyndicate jokes aren't very funny, except to them. They’re spies. What do you expect?’
It was weeks before he understood the full import of the raised eyebrow that comment earned him.

“So | takeit Arkady isn’'t a KnowlesSyndicate name?’



He blinked in surprise and mild offense, then told himself that al constructs probably |ooked diketo
humans. “ Rostov. I'm aresearcher. A scientist.”

A forager after knowledge, one of histeachers had liked to say. Arkady aways thought of that phrase
when he saw ants a work.

He glanced across his cdll, reassuring himself that the little honey-pot ants he'd lured into his prison were
gill with him. They ought to be; he' d been sharing a sizable portion of his scanty mealswith them. And
what sensible swvarm wouldn't opt for aplentiful and reliable food sourcein this easy-to-navigate,
predator-free landscape of linoleum tiles? Arkady’ sarrival had single-handedly turned the margina
territory of asmal young swarm into prime habitat, and he took some satisfaction from imagining their
nests frenetic expansion, with foragers passing the fruit of their foraging on to the nestbound minor
workers, and the queen lying vast and fertile at the heart of her brood.

“So, fine. You're not aspy,” Osnat snapped. “ Then why are you working for Korchow?’
“Why do you take Moshe' s orders?’

“Taking ordersiswhat soldiersarefor.”

“But you're not asoldier anymore.”

A momentary hestation. “No.”

“Y ou’ re—isthe word employee?—an employee of GolaniTech. Along with Moshe. And you both work
for Ashwarya Sofaer. Why?’

Her lipstightened in annoyance. “ Because she pays us.”

“But Moshetreats you differently than the others. Why?’

A dow, mocking smile spread across her face. “If you' re asking have | dept with him, the answer’ sno.”
“Even though you' re aworkpair?’

“Y ou seem to have a pretty odd idea of office etiquette, if you don’t mind my saying so. And does
everyone in the Syndicates expect complete strangers to answer personal questions on demand?’

“There are no strangersin the Syndicates. We're dl brothers.”

“Sureyou are. Y ou and the Interfaithers and every other wacko religious cult in the history of the
universe”

Her eyes wandered restlesdy across the room.

“Ugh!” shesaid. “Fucking ants.” And before Arkady understood what she was about to do, she strode
across the room and began ssamping out hislittle foragers.

He leapt up, so horrified that al speech, all thought, fled his mind. He crossed the room in two stepsand
knocked her sideways and grabbed her arm to keep her away from them.

At which point the world turned upside down and exploded.

He must have caught her completely by surprise, he redized later, or she wouldn't have hurt him so
badly. When the pain receded, he was sitting on the bed with no idea how he' d returned there, panting,



and feding like his stomach and kidneys were about to burst. And Osnat was holding awet towel to his
jaw.
“I'mredly, redly sorry, Arkady. Of course. Ants. Shit. | didn’t even stop to think. Areyou dl right?’

Shelooked sick. Hefelt asif he were seeing, for the first time, the woman insde the soldier. No, he
corrected himsdf. Not the woman inside the soldier, but the woman who was the soldier. Because there
was no inside or outside with Osnat, no layers under layers. That was what had drawn him to her from
the beginning, though he could only now put wordstoit.

“I'll get you new ants, Arkady. Okay? 1’ [l go outsde and trap the little fuckers. I’ll buy you adamned ant
farm. Whatever you want. Just don’t look like that, for God' s sake.”

He smiled, making an effort. “ The antswill be back. It stheir gift.”

He thought she would leave after that, but she didn’t. Instead, they both stared at the river of ants,
sgnificantly thinned by the carnage Osnat’ s boot had wreaked, but still moving according to the
unfatering guiding logic of the superorganiam.

“By theway,” he said, “you gill haven't answered my question.”

“What questio—? Oh. No, there' s nothing between Mashe and me anymore. Nothing like that,
anyway.”

“Why not?

One coppery eyebrow lifted in amusement. Obvioudy she was recovering her composure. “1 didn’t
explan it to him. What makes you so specid?’

“Nothing.” Arkady closed hiseyesand put ahand up to fed the rising lump above his cheekbone.
“Nothing a dl.”

Osnat put the towel back up to hischeek. “I’m sorry | hit you. | really am.” She laughed her
laugh-not-to-cry laugh. “ Y ou' re having a pretty rough time of it, aren't you, boychik?’

“Isit going to get better from hereon in, do you think?’
“It'sgoing to get worse.”

“I don’t know if | can takeit.”

“Most people can take alot more than they think they can.”

Helooked up at her. What could hetell her that would help Arkasha, if, please God, Arkasha il
needed help? How could he hope to sway her, move her?

“Help my friend, Osnat. Please. HE' sagood person. He deserves your help.”

She stood up, frowning, and pressed the towd into his hand. “ Keep it on the bruise and keep running
cold water on it every few minutes. It'Il make abig difference.”

“Osnat—"

“And don’t fool yoursdlf into thinking you have some kind of relationship with me, Arkady. I’m not your
friend. I'm not looking out for you. And pretending different isjust going to make things harder on both



of us”

Shewasleaving, he redized. The conversation, which had never redlly gone anywherein thefirst place,
was over.

“No, Osnat! Wait!”

Sheturned in the open doorway to face him. “1 fed bad for you. And | fed like amonster for hitting you
just now. But | can't afford to let things get personal. I’ m here because they pay meto be. | teke
Moshe' s orders because I’ m paid to take them. It’s not persona. None of it’s persond. | made that
choicealongtimeago.”

“And what if Moshe orders you to kill me?’ He hadn’t meant it to be a question, but there it was, naked
enough to make him cringe.

“Do you want meto lieto you?’ Osnat asked. “Y ou don’t seem like the kind of person who wantsto be
liedto.”

They crossed into Pa estine twenty minutes before the border closed in adusty, stinking,
gasoline-powered minivan that Arkady suspected was older than KnowlesSyndicate.

The man who handled their travel papers sat a alarge empty desk in alarge empty office, under alarge
bronze rdief of alion dissmboweing an antelope. He worked in the dark, with only the fading daylight
that filtered through the dust-caked windows. There was no power, he explained in tones of austere
self-righteousness, because the Zionists had turned off the water that fed the hydrod ectric turbines. He
gpologized with distant courtlinessfor the fact that the lack of dectricity had inconvenienced them by
making it so hard for him to read their travel papers. He suggested that they try to make future border
crossings between 10:00 and 12:00 A.M. Weekday mornings were, asagenera rule, the best time for
eectricity.

He seemed to be under the mistaken impression that they were off-planet journdists—an error that
Osnat made no attempt to rectify.

“You understand,” hetold them, “that it isn't always possible to guarantee your safety once you enter
Pdedtine. It isn't usthreatening you, naturdly, but the Zionigts...” Helet hiswordstrail off into suggestive
Slence.

“Areyou going to stamp our goddamn visas,” Osnat asked, “or do we have to stand here dl day talking
toyou?’

The man eyed her narrowly for amoment. Then he stamped their passes, tossed the customs declaration
forms on top of them, and scraped the whole little pile of paper off his desk and handed it to Arkady.

“I'll be taking those, thank you very much.” Osnat snatched the papers out of Arkady’s hands and
secreted them in the same pocket they’ d originally emerged from.

Three sentries guarded the crossing. They were dl female, al young, and al pretty undernegth their jilabs
asfar as Arkady could tell. Two of them stood before the crossing arm. Thethird stood on the little
hillock above the road, her eyes glued to the high-resolution sight of atripod-mounted machine gun.

One of the girls at the crossing arm had afirst lieutenant’ s bar sewn crookedly to her deeve. She asked
for the papersin Arabic, then in UN-standard Spanish, pored over their small print with exquisite



deliberation, stuck her head into the car’ s open window to stare at them, and then retreated into the
makeshift guardhouse.

Two minutes passed, then five, then ten. Once Arkady made the mistake of looking up to meet the
second girl’ sunwavering stare. After that he kept his own eyes resolutely glued to the dashboard in front
of him.

They heard the Enderbots long before they saw them. And when they finally saw them there was
something monotonoudly anticlimactic about the massed block of soldiers. Until you saw the eyes. The
eyeswereterrifying.

“Those...thingsarefighting civilians?’ Arkady said.

“Not fighting. Occupying. That’ swhy they did it in thefirst place. Armiesaren’'t good at police work.
And training only helps so much. Frankly, anytime you hand a bunch of teenagers assault riflesand put
them in charge of unarmed civilians you' re gonnafind out that some of those teenagers aren’t very nice
people. Also, even the nice ones are terrified. And fear can make you one heagp big trigger-happy.
EMET stopped dl that. It'snot afraid. It'snot mean. It doesn’'t play the bully. It doesn’t panic. It just
doesitsjob. Theyear EMET came on-line, IDF casudties on the Line dropped twenty percent, and
reported civilian casudtiesin the Line were cut dmost in haf. EMET isabetter, cleaner, more human
way to fight an occupation. That' sthe officid line, anyway.”

“But not what you think.”

She shrugged. “1 seethe good points of it. But | dso see that there re plenty of officers—in the IDF a
least, and | assumeit’ sthe same this side of the Line—who like the idea of soldierswho don't think for
themselves and can’t argue with stupid orders or tell reporters when the generas fuck up.”

“SoisEMET good or bad?’

Osnat twisted around in the cramped passenger compartment and fished on the floor behind her seat until
she came up with abeach towel decorated with fluorescent pink cartoon fish schooling across
blue-and-purple seas between strands of € ectric-green seaweed. She shook the towel out and leaned
out the window to wipethe yellow khamsin dust off the driver’ sside mirror.

“Both, Arkady. Everything s both. That’ sthe way the world works. Anyonewho tellsyou different is
sling you something.”

Finaly, the phone rang in the guardhouse, and the lieutenant exchanged afew curt words with her
unknown interlocutor, came outside, returned their papers, and waved them on. Asthey accelerated
away from the crossing, Arkady saw thegirl on the hill straighten away from her gunsights, kneading a a
sore back and throwing her hip out to one side like awoman carrying achild.

It took ninety minutesto reach the airstrip Shaikh Y assin had directed them to, but they picked up his
security escort—two late-model, American-built sedans with impenetrable mirrored windows—within a
kilometer of the border crossing. When they turned off the pavement and through the barb-wire-topped
gate of the airgtrip, they were stopped, searched, and bundled onto an unmarked helicopter. Osnat
submitted to the whole process with an indifference that verged on boredom.

They werein theair for amogt forty minutes. And with every moment thet they flew through Paestinian
arrgpace unchdlenged, Arkady became incrementally more frightened of the man to whom Maoshe had
just entrusted him for a gpan of time and under conditions of treatment that had no limitations Arkady
knew about.



The helicopter findly touched down on amakeshift landing pad in the middle of aweed-choked parking
lot that looked big enough to accommodate every automobile till |eft on the planet.

“What isthisplace?’ Arkady asked.

Osnat just pointed. Arkady followed her pointing finger and saw arusted, dust-caked sign looming over
the horizon like an artillery emplacement:

WELCOME TO THE GAZA CITY HYATT
PALESTINE'SNUMBER ONE LUXURY RESORT!

Arkady’ sfirst thought when he saw the hotel itsalf wasthat it was abuilding that had been built in amore
peaceful time. The near-trangparent pavilion of glass and stucco had been replaced piecemed by
armored shutters and mirrored plexi-flex that reflected the world outside with that smeared, underwater
quality that was asure sgn of bulletproofing.

Two vast beasts flanked the hotel” s main entrance. Winged hippocanths whose broad chests swept
upward into enigmatic smiling faces framed by heavy stoneringlets that made them look, to Arkady, like
the avenging angels of the Hasidim. One of the two statues was pitted with bullet and shrapnel scars. The
other wasin such pristine condition that Arkady wondered momentarily if it was afake.

There was a sensor attached to the door. As Arkady stepped up to it the mirrored panel whispered
Sdeways on hidden tracks and Arkady found himsdlf face-to-face with Shaikh Y assin.

“Y ou admire my sentries?’ Y assin asked. “ They come from Baghdad. Before people invented you, that's
what we used to think monsterslooked like.”

The lobby was dominated by an immense fountain whose centerpiece was amassive limestone ziggurat
risng from the middle of an eye-stingingly chlorinated reflecting pool. Water coursed from hidden spouts
at the ziggurat’ s summit. When the fountain was new the water must have run smoothly down the
Ziggurat’ s Steps, creating the illusion of a structure made entirely of water. But time had doughed off the
ziggurat’ slimestone facing, exposing the rebar-reinforced concrete behind the luxurious veneer, and now
the water rilled down the ruined, rust-streaked surface in acomplex series of broken fractals.

Arkady looked at Osnat. She was transfixed by the water, staring at it with adight curl to her lip that
might have been disgust or incredulity or both.

Water is power, he remembered Korchow saying. On this planet water is the only power that
matters.

Korchow had told Arkady that Y assin’ s great-great-grandfather and great-great-great-grandfather had
both attended Oxford University on Saudi oil revenues, at least according to Yassn'sversion of the
family history. But the myth of oil and Oxford was only kept aiveto emphasizethe family’ sroya
pedigree. Thered Middle Eastern oil aristocracy had gone down in the generad wreck of Earth’'s
industrial economy. The shaikh's grandfather had made—or if the shaikh wasto be believed,
remade—the family fortunein aform of liquid gold more priceless and more fraught with politica
controversy than oil had ever been.

Arkady looked at the shaikh’' sface, at thelines of crudlty carved into it beneath his smiling manner, at the
subtle tics he was aready learning to recognize as the signs of human privilege. He d admired the man's
soft-gpoken courtesy at the first bidding session, and had wondered severa times since then if he ought



to throw himsdlf and Arkashaon Y assin'smercy. But now he redlized, with a certainty that went beyond
reason or logic, that he could never entrust Arkasha' s safety to such aman.

“What arethe limitations of thisexercise?’ Y assn asked Osnat, entirely innocent of the fact that he'd
auditioned for, and failed to win, the role of Arkasha ssavior. “May | speak to Arkady aone, or are you
required to provide some form of supervison?’

“Show him your wrigt,” Osnat said.
Arkady lifted hisleft hand to display the biomonitor Osnat had strapped on before they | eft.

“You leavethat on,” Osnat told him. * Other than that, you set the rules. And you have your privacy. |
just go away and come back when you' re done with him.”

“That’ strugting of you.”
“Only if you mean that we trust you not to do something suicidally stupid.”

Yassnraised his carefully groomed eyebrows. “Y usuf,” he said, “would you mind showing the good
captain to the kitchen? 1’ m sure we can find some sandwiches for her.”

He was spesking to adim green-eyed boy dressed in civilian clothes. Arkady vagudly remembered the
boy from the meeting a Abulafia Street, but he looked as unimpressive now as he had then. The young
man hesitated asif he were about to argue with the order, but then dipped out of the room with Osnat
behind him.

As soon asthe pair was gone, Y assin gestured to one of the remaining guards, who stepped forward,
seized Arkady’ sdeeve, rolled it up above his elbow, jabbed aneedle into him, and extracted a
nausestingly large quantity of blood into the same color-coded viasthét littered haf the Syndicate
biotech labs Arkady had visited.

“Excuse our bad manners,” Yassin said, “ but we wanted to get that over with. Y ou understand, I'm sure.
It won't be necessary to mention it to anyone.”

“| fed dizzy. Can| St down?’

“Oh, certainly.”

A chair was provided.

Arkady satinit.

“Wdl,” Yassnsad, “shdl webegin?’

What followed was the strangest series of unconnected and apparently pointless questions Arkady had
ever been asked in hislife. No question was linked to any other in any logical way that Arkady could
understand. And even when he grasped aquestion well enough to answer it sengbly, Yassnwasaslikely
as not to cut him off in midanswer. If he hadn’t known better, he would have suspected that Y assn was
deliberatdly trying to prevent him from relaying any useful or coherent informetion.

Y assin seemed to find the interrogation just asfrustrating as Arkady did. The shaikh’ s annoyance was
reflected not in his own body, however, but in the increasingly threatening demeanor of his bodyguards. It
was the firgt time Arkady had encountered this kind of complicated power by proxy. It wasless
impressive than Moshe s persona ability to intimidate. .. but it was just asterrifying.



“My dear fdlow,” Yassin said at ladt, interrupting Arkady’ sfifth or sixth attempt to explain basic
terraforming techniques, “do they have such things as schools where you come from?’

Arkady nodded.
“And do you happen to know where | went to school ?”
Arkady shook his head. Y usuf, who had dipped back into the room, coughed.

“Al Ansar,” Yassin said. The name didn’t seem to have the anticipated effect on Arkady. “Y ou' ve heard
of it?" Yassin prompted. “Yes?’

“Uh...sorry.”

“It' saprison camp. Run by the Zionigts. | spent eight yearsthere.” Yassin pinned Arkady under astare
intense enough to make him wonder what ants felt like when they were plucked up by entomologist’s
pincers. “ They tortured me. Can you tell?’

1] NO-”

“Of courseyou can't. They’re aclever people, the Jews. They know how to extract the maximum
information with the minimum damage. Y ou would think that it wouldn't work on aplanet asviolent as
thisone. Y ou would think that people would become inured to anything less than the immediate threat of
death or mutilation. But pain hasits own power.”

Thelarger of Yassn'stwo bodyguards shifted, intruding on Arkady’ s space and making him move his
feet away before he could repress the gesture.

“I’'m not trying to hide anything from you.” Arkady screwed up his courage. “Why don’t you just ask me
aquestion | can answer instead of threatening me for no reason?’

Y assin muttered something in Arabic and one of the bodyguards kicked Arkady’ s chair out from under
him, plucked him off the floor, and tossed him againgt the wal as offhandedly asif he were handling a
piece of luggage.

At the other end of the room, Y usuf coughed again. Y assin turned toward him and snapped out a
sentencein quick, angry Arabic. The young man shrugged.

“| wasjust clearing my throat,” he answered in UN-standard Spanish. “1 didn’t mean anything by it.” He
glanced at hiswristwatch. “I redly couldn’t carelesswhat you do to him aslong as| get out of herein
timeto avoid the rush-hour traffic.”

“Someday,” Yassin said sourly, “your frivolity isgoing to get you into trouble that even your fancy friends
can't get you out of.”

“Soyou keep tdlingme.”

Y assin made an exasperated spitting noise and | eft, followed by the two bodyguards.
Y usuf stayed behind.

He and Arkady stared at each other.

Then, asif it were the most natura thing in the world to do, the young man crossed the room, righted
Arkady’s chair, and sat down on it, resting his chin on the chair back. He treated Arkady to asmile so



brilliantly friendly that it wasimpossbleto believeit wasn't a least alittle Sncere. “Areyou dl right?” he
asked.

“| think 90.”

“For what it' sworth, Yassn actudly went to Princeton. He' s never seen theinside of a public restroom,
let done aprison cel. Hewasjust fucking with you.”

“Oh.” Arkady paused in confusion. “Um...thanksfor telling me, | guess”
“My pleasure, pussycat.”

“And what about you?’ Arkady asked. He was probably doing something incredibly stupid, but after dl
the boy seemed s0 harmless.

“Where did you go to school 7’

“I went to a severely fancy private boys school that you' ve never heard of. Then | went to LSE.
Ringside, of course. Then | went through the Pal Sec officers' training course.”

“And what subjectsdid you study?’

Yusuf laughed. “Let’sjust say | have an advanced degreein kicking up trouble. I'm a spook, Arkady, in
case you hadn’'t guessed yet. And not an amateur like Yassin and his clowns. I'm just the poor unlucky
bastard who was too junior to get out of the scut work of baby-gitting them.”

“Baby-gtting them for whom?’

“Oh, now that would be kissing and tdling, wouldn’t it?" He flashed hislet’ s-be-friendsgrin again. “1 will
tell you something else, though. | might actualy be the only human you' |l ever meet who'sbeento the
Syndicates. | spent four months on Knowles Station studying. ..well, you can probably guesswhat by

“Didyou likeit there?’

“Hated it. Just hated it. Pretty girls everywhere and none of them interested in adorablelittle me.
Serioudy, though. Other than the total absence of sex it was great. | made some good friends. It's
refreshing to be around people who honestly don't care about class or money or any of the usua bullshit.
And Gilead' sbeautiful. Ever gone hiking in the Lodi Range?’

“| did most of my dissertation research there.”
“Paradise, right? No other word for it.”
“No,” Arkady breathed.

Y usuf leaned forward, fixing those disconcerting eyes on Arkady. “ Tell metrue, one pre-citizen to
another. Do you still want to stay here now that you' ve gotten to know Earth alittle? Or would you
rather go home?’

Y usuf was speaking English, Arkady realized suddenly. Not Hebrew. Not UN-standard Spanish. Not
the bastardized English of the Trusteeships, but the pure, dightly archaic English of the Syndicates. And
he had no accent that Arkady could hear.

“Isthisthered interrogation?’ he asked.



“What' sred? What' s an interrogation? I’ m just passing time while therich old farts are out of the room.”
“So when do they gart asking methereal questions?’

“They dready did. Or did you perhaps missthe part where they stuck the needle into you?’

“Y ou knew about that?’

“I heard arumor. There saproper epidemic of rumors making the roundsin this operation. Kind of
makes you wonder if thereisn’t someone managing the spin from behind the scenes.”

“If thereis, it' snot me.”
Y usuf laughed. “That makes two for tea and teafor two of us.”
“S0...Yassnign't going to question me at dl?’

“He might beat you up some more. But that’ d be pleasure, not business. And I’ m not authorized to
monitor his entertainment. Sorry. Only so far aguy can go to help atota stranger. And though | might
seem young, | have my pension to worry about. Retirement can redlly creep up on you fast in my line of
work.”

Arkady swallowed.

“Sorry.” Yusuf redly did sound genuinely contrite. “I shouldn’t joke about it. | have an awful sense of
humor. But thefact is| actualy do haveto turn into a pumpkin pretty soon. Decisions above my pay
grade, et cetera, ad nauseam, et d., El Al, and so forth.”

“So what do you want from me?’

“An answer that unfortunately | doubt you' rein aposition to give me. Because some of us on this side of
the Line actualy kind of desperately need to know, Arkady, if you' re really who you say you are. Or are
you being used, with or without your knowledge, for some...excuse meif this sounds

pretentious. ..deeper purpose?’

“If it’ swithout my knowledge, then what’ sthe point of asking?’

“Wadl. Right. Obvioudy that would be the problem. By the way, have you met Didi Haevy yet?’
“No,” Arkady said—and redlized thet the denia wasitsdf an admission.

“But you know the name. Who told you about him? Korchow?’

Arkady pressed hislips closed, suddenly understanding the old phrase about locking the barn door after
the horse has run off.

“And what about the cripple? Have you met Gavi Shehadeh yet? We' re laying bets back in the office
about when Didi will decideto trot him out. And you can tdll Didi that, too, when he gets around to
questioning you in person. It'sgood for his ego to be reminded that we don’t automaticaly scarf down
every piece of garbage he tosses our way.”

Y usuf Sghed, settled his chin more comfortably on hisarms, and fixed Arkady with a gaze that was
uncomfortably intense despite its obvious good humor.

Arkady inspected the scuffed toes of the desert boots that Osnat had given him. They weretoo wide. His



feet, accustomed to soft spacer’ s shoes, were devel oping blistersin places he’ d never known feet could
get bligters. He wondered where Osnat had gotten the boots. Actualy, on second thought, he didn’t
want to know.

“I hopethisdoesn't sound rude,” Yusuf said at last, “but you' re really making a hash of this. | mean,
forgive mefor pointing out the obvious. ... but though you keep talking about how you want to talk to
Absalom, what have you really done about it?’

Arkady couldn’t answer that.

“It doesn't make sense, Arkady. Y ou' ve got us and the Isradlis all buzzing around like bees who' ve had
their nest ssomped on. But at some point someone' s going to wake up and start asking whether even a
man who spends his adult life playing with ants can be as incompetent as you seem to be. Y ou have no
ideawho Absalom is, or even which side he'son. Y ou’ ve made no discernible effort to talk to him. And
yet you keep babbling on about Absalom, Absalom, Absalom. Frankly, Arkady, I’ m disappointed. |
thought Korchow was smarter than that.”

Arkady shrugged.

“Doyou actudly know anything at al about Absdlom?’

Arkady shrugged again.

“Wadl ligten, pussycat. I'll tell you about him. Just in case. Y ou never know when it might comein handy.”
“Y ou mean when the | sradlis Sart torturing me?’

“Don’'t be naive. The Isradisdon’t actudly torture people anymore. They just bore them into talking,
same aswe do.” His voice shifted into a different register, and he began to recite the story of Absalom as
if it wereamyth or amartyr’slife. “ Absalom was a Jew and ahero of thelast war. He was aso, of
course, a hero of Palestine.”

“Woas. Ishedead, then?’

“We have no idea. In fact, we never knew who he was. He used unorthodox lines of communication.
And one of the conditions of his assistance was that we were never to put his drop points under
surveillance or attempt to tail the Mossad agentsthat serviced them.”

“Mossad agents?’

“Y eah. The cheeky bastard actudly used the norma Mossad |etterboxes to communicate with us. | think
it would befair to characterize that as what a Jewish ex-girlfriend of mineliked to cal chutzpah.”

“So what happened to Absalom?’
“We havenoidea. Hefdl off our radar screen after thefiascoin Te Aviv.”
“And you never managed to reestablish contact?’

“No. And believe me, we' ve tried. So you can see what you' re stepping into. Before you showed up
everyone waswilling to let Absalom be forgotten because we were al mostly sure that he was dead.
Now, however, the Israglis want to find Absalom just to make goddamn sure he' sdead. And, uh, we
want to find himto...well, honestly, probably in order to blackmail him into coming back to work for us.”
Y usuf stretched and yawned, catlike. “ So asyou can seg, it' s dightly more urgent than life or death for us



to know whether you'refor redl.”
Arkady waited, but nothing more seemed to be forthcoming.

“That'sit,” Yusuf concluded cheerfully. “ That’s Absalom. The whole only moderately censored story.
My gift to you.”

“Why areyou tdling meadl this?’
“Youtdl mewhy.”

“Because you know I’'m going to talk to the Israglis a some point and you' re feeding me the story you
want to feed them?”’

“Pretty good for an amateur. I'm impressed. But sadly I'm neither that organized or that intelligent. And
that’ s not just my opinion; it'sadirect quote from my last personnd review. Any other possibilities come
to mind? It’snot atrick question, trust me. Y ou' re serioudy overthinking it.”

“Y ou want something fromme.”
Y usuf pantomimed a silent round of gpplause.

“But we' ve dready been through that,” Arkady said tiredly. “Like you said, whatever answer | would
give you about Absalom would only bewhat | know.”

“What | want, for now at least, ismore basic. | want your trust.”

“If you' re trying to convince meto trust you, then letting Y assin scare me haf to deeth just now wasn't
the best way to go about it.”

“It'snice” Yusuf observed, “that you havethisfairy godmother kind of impresson of me. But my
powers at present don’t actually extend to protecting you from Y assin's steroid addicts.”

“If you can’t protect me,” Arkady pointed out, “then why should | believe you have the power to deliver
whatever dseyou're offering?’

Y usuf’ ssmile widened. “Who sayswe re offering you anything?’

We? The pronoun had been no accident; Y usuf was watching him processit like a cat watching abird
land onitswindowsill.

“Who sent you?” Arkady asked.

“I’'m sure you' reway ahead of me onthis, Arkady, but just in case...hasit escgped your notice that
everyonedseis pumping you for information and I’m giving it to you?’

“ NO_”

“Good. Think about it. And while you' re thinking, let me pass dong two more of those rumorswe were
talking about earlier. Rumor number one: Turner hasaman in Maoshe s camp. Rumor number two:
UNSec has a highly placed agent somewhere among Didi’ s people. Apparently they’ re pissed as hell that
Didi hasn't told them about you, and they consider thisthe final chapter in along line of Mossad fuckups
garting with Tel Aviv. They seem to be playing it dong to see where it goes, but they could stepin and
sguash the dedl anytime they want. And when UNSec squashes, they wield abig hammer and they don’t
worry too much about whose toes happen to be in the dam zone.”



“Why areyou tdling meadl this?’

“I told you. Trust.” He smiled, dl sparkling green eyes and honey-colored skin and dazzlingly white
teeth. “Isit working? Do you trust me?’

“What difference doesit make?’ Arkady asked tiredly.

“None a the moment. But it might later on. And you might need to make the decision very quickly. So
think about it while you' re Sitting back in that nasty little cell Moshe hasyou in. And be careful what you
say: you' ve dready contradicted yourself afew times. That sort of thing could earn you the wrong kind of
attention from people we redly don’t want paying attention to you.”

“Who sent you?’ Arkady asked again, more urgently. “Korchow?’ He searched the boy’seyesin
growing desperation. “ Safik?’

He could hear Yassin' sguardsin the hall. Inamoment it would be too late, and he would never have the
chance to ask the questions he should have been asking from the beginning of thisinexplicable
conversation.

“Who?" he cried, just asthe door opened and Shaikh Y assin appeared.
Y usuf stood up, hisback till to Y assin and the bodyguards, and mouthed a single unmistakable word:
Absalom.

NOVALIS

Trapping Crows

Two broad generalizations have begun to emergethat will bereinforced in subsequent
chapters: the ultimate dependence of particular cases of social evolution on oneor arelatively
few idiosyncratic environmental factors; and the existence of antisocial factorsthat also occur
in alimited, unpredictable manner. If the antisocial pressurescometo prevail at sometime
after social evolution has been initiated, it istheoretically possible for social speciesto be
returned to alower social state or even to the solitary condition.

—E. O. WILSON (1973)

| TBEGAN QUIETLY, A FAINT thrumming under the everyday whistle and chatter of the awvakening
foredt.

Birds sang, but they were far off, hunting and nesting in the sunlit heights of the canopy. Only gradually
did alouder, more urgent song dert Arkady that the great predator was on the hunt. A thrush
appeared—no, an entireflock of thrushes, flying and dipping and warbling. A moment later Arkady
caught sight of apair of ocellated antbirds: no mere opportunistic swarm followers but professionaswho
would have flown their gppointed rounds before sunrise, peering into the hidden bivouacs of the svarm
raidersto determine which army was most likely to be on the march today. Arkady had seen spinfeed of
ocellated antbirds literally knocking each other off tree branchesin order to stake out the best positions



from which to swoop down on the movesble feast that was about to come their way. The pair weren't
quite at that level of feeding frenzy, but they were obvioudy expecting action.

A moment later achaotic flurry of ant butterflies—Arkady thought they were ithomiines but he couldn’t
be sure—erupted into the clearing, asure sign that the raiders were approaching. But by then Arkady
could aready hear the murmur and hiss of avast insect throng, running, hopping, dithering, and flyingina
desperate attempt to escape theraid front.

Theraiders surged into the clearing like aglittering, granular, red tsunami. Theraid front wasfifteen
meterswide: tens of thousands of reddish-black ants flowing through and around and under the debris of
the forest floor, covering the ground with adeadly carpet of razor-sharp mandibles. Arkady and Bella
retrested cautioudy, skirting around to the Side of the glittering tide until they could track its progress
without being overrun themsdves.

The swarm’s method of operation was deceptively smple: the front rank of the raiders smply seized
evey living thing in thar path, grappling and tinging until by the smple expedient of piling ant upon ant
upon ant, they could subdue spiders, scorpions, beetles, cockroaches, grasshoppers, entire ant colonies,
small rodents, and even, according to the ancient rumors of Earth’sjungles, unwatched human infants. In
the space of five minutes Arkady and Bellawatched thisraid front seize a spider, acluster of caterpillars,
and hdf adozen foraging ponerines unlucky enough to be caught in theraiders path. A bright blue beetle
was caught by the tide, succeeded in staying afl oat for afew precarious moments, and then capsized and
was sucked into thewhirl of glistening bodies. Asthe swarm caught each new prey item, maor workers
grasped and immobilized it while their comrades dismembered it for easier trangport back down the
supply lines. And gradudly, a more or less the pace of awalking human, theraid front flowed through
the clearing and into the forest beyond, leaving athinned-out but till-impressive braid of foraging paths
behind it: forward-moving columns carrying reinforcements up to the raid front, while backward-flowing
ones transported prey items back to the bivouac to feed the ravenous larvae.

Arkady leaned cautioudy over the swarm, poised his soft-nosed tweezers above one of the foraging
routes, and plucked out one of the powerful soldiers guarding the columnsto hold up for Belld's

ingpection.
“Shef sheatiful,” she said.

“She' saso one of the most successful organisms Earth ever created. Without these ants there would be
no humans. And | don’t mean only biologicaly. Army ants evolved in the same environments early
humans did, and the words for them—siafu, soldier, soldado, and so forth—go back asfar asany
words in human speech. There' s even atheory that organized human hunting and warfare developed
from prehistoric man’ s observations of the African Driver Ant’ sraiding fronts.

Heturned the soldier to give Bellaa better view of the armored head, with its massive jaw muscles and
barbed mandibles. “1n pre-Evacuation Africa people even used to use them as surgica staples. Y ou hold
the soldier up to thewound, like s0.” He demonstrated, keeping a careful distance between the furioudy
grasping mandibles and hisown arm. “Y ou squeeze her body to make her bite down on the edges of the
wound, and then you twist off the body, and the head stays locked in place until you' re ready to takeit
out. And of course then the ant’ s own immune defenses make the method as serile as anything short of
viral surgery. Nest, hun?’

“And what are we hunting the huntersfor?’ Bellaasked. Arkasha had been right; she did have a sense of
humor under the shyness.

“Well, officidly because they’ re the planet’ stop predator and Arkashaand | want to get as much data



on them aswe can. But honestly...I" ve ways kind of wanted an army-ant swarm to play with. Wait till |
show you Schnierld scircular milling experiment.”

All fun stuff...but not quite fun enough to take Arkady’ s mind off the unnerving suspicion that something
wasn't quite right about Novalis.

Things ill looked good on the surface. Better than good. Miraculous.

But the piecesthat dl looked so good in isolation became dippery and intractable every time Arkady
tried to piece them into some larger pattern. And with every sedimentary layer of data that accumulated
in hislogbooks, Arkady was becoming more and more convinced that it wasn't ants he should be
trapping, but (metaphoricaly speaking) crows.

Trapping crows had dways been emblematic, among working field biologists, of the kind of thankless,
impossible, frustrating fieldwork that could take years off your life without adding measurably to your
store of reliable data. Arkady wasn’'t quite sure when the term trapping crows had first been applied to
terraforming...but it certainly fit.

In theory terraforming was smple. Y ou did your DV1. Y ou figured out whether your volatileswere within
an acceptable range. If they weren’t, you moved on and found another planet. If they were, you went to
work on the one you had. Firgt, you initiated runaway greenhouse syndrome by seeding the atmosphere
with CFCs. Once atmospheric CO, content hit the tipping point, the greenhouse effect would start
cascading, and you could just monitor its progress viaremote probe, until things reached the point where
you could effectively create an ozone layer by photodissociation. Or if you had enough colonistswilling to
livein hell, you could just let surface dust sormsblock UV radiation in the place of an ozone layer. And
even during theseinitid stages you could start seeding; classic terraforming practice dictated the seeding
of the target planet with UV-resstant cryptoendolithic lichens, most of them artificidly tweaked
descendants of the few precious remaining samples of lichens from the Ross Desert of Antarctica. And
oncethe lichens had done their work, you started in with awell-known succession of plant and insect life
that built up toward...well, ideally toward just what they’ d found on Novalis.

But that was the theory. And the one sure thing about theory in complex adaptive sysemswasthat, while
it could tell you agreat ded about the characteristic dynamics of agiven system, it could never deliver
reliable predictions of what the system would do in practice.

Try to put the theory into practice on ared planet, and the neat schemata spun off into chaos. A

bi osphere was an emergent phenomenon, just like an Al or an ant swarm. Y ou couldn’t “build” onethe
way you built aship or an orbital station. Y ou could only put the necessary conditionsin place and hope
it would find away to build itself. Sometimesit did. And sometimes, for reasonsthat could never be
established completely, the system never sdlf-organized into anything recognizable as afunctiona
biosphere. Or it organized into aform that wasimpaossibly unfriendly to humans and their descendants.
Or some complex positive feedback 1oop devel oped that crashed the biosphere so badly that al you
could do was scrap it for parts.

In such cases, terraformers were left with the uncomfortable, time-consuming, and often futile task of
biopsying afailing biosphere and trying to figure out how to twesk it back onto a sustainable trgjectory.
More often the biopsy was an autopsy: The niggling little problem that you’ d set aside to work on when
you had time turned out to be the beginning of a catastrophic crash that could only have been stopped by
specific actions a a precise moment. ..usudly amoment that dipped by while you were ill getting
around to worrying about that odd little anomaly you' d noticed in your last set of field data.



This nebulous and frustrating exercise in chaotic systems control was whét terraformers called trapping
crows. And Arkady had started to log datapoints that were making him wonder if trapping crowswasn't
about to become afull-timejob in hisvery near future.

“What' sthisbunch for, again?’ Arkady asked as Aureliapulled the next via of blood. It wasthe sixth, if
he' d counted right; well in excess of the amounts required for the norma monitoring he' d been
accusomed to dl hislife.

“Immunodominance assay.”

“Because of the sneezies?’ That waswhat they’ d started calling the coldlike symptoms that were making
the rounds since they’ d landed, turning embarrassment into humor.

“Yes” Aurdliafrowned, concentrating intently on the task at hand despite its gpparent smplicity. Arkady
had aready decided that the Aurdlias (to his mind) excessvely methodica nature was a central
persondlity trait of their geneline. It was probably ahighly adaptivetrait for surgeons, but it made for
somewhat lackluster conversation.

“Surdly it'sjust aresctivated virus? The long trip out? Cryo? Stress?’

“Wall, obvioudy,” Aurdiasnapped. It had been known since the earliest days of spacetravel that
astronauts on long-duration missions passed around reactivated viruses, sometimes succumbing to
childhood diseases to which they’ d apparently aready established immunity. “But we should have seen a
matured immune response by now. | want to see if someone’ s matured an unadaptive response and is
passing it around to the rest of us.”

Looking at Aurdlia sfierce expression, Arkady had a sudden twinge of pity for whoever the unfortunate
culprit turned out to be.

“Let’'sjust hopethat'sdl itis” she said, haf-gpeaking to hersdlf.
“What e sewould it be?’

“I don’t know. Not much of atrack record on long-range multisyndicate expeditions. And | was never
for having Motais on the mission. | don't like their new immune system splice. And | don't trust designers
who offer glib promises about what untested spliceswill or won't do in the real world.”

“You'resureit’s something we brought?’” Arkady asked, speaking before he really thought the question
through. “Y ou haven't run into anything. ..l don’t know...odd?’

Aurdiahad her gteth on, checking his vitals while she had him on the table in the name of thoroughness.
Now she pulled the steth off and looked sharply at him. “ Odd how? Why do you ask?’

“No reason.”

“Okay, you're done. Off thetable. Y ou' re hedlthy as an ox, whatever an ox is. Y ou and Arkasha both.
Pretty as anything Motal ever turned out and alot tougher than the Ahmeds as soon as you look past the
muscles. They did some fine work when they spliced you boys. Classic. No gimmicks. | approve.”

Arkady stood, rolling down his shirtdeeve. “What about your sb? Her work going okay?’

“You' d haveto ask her. I’ ve been too busy virus hunting to do anything but work, deep, and piss. Plus,



she' sjust getting over this piece of shit virus. Hundred and four fever. Unbelievable.”
“Doesthat mean she’ simmune now?’

“It meansjack for al | know. I’'m over my head. And unlike some people around here I’ m not too
chicken-shit to admit it. I’'m going to ask Arkashato take alook at it as soon as he' s done putting out his
own fires”

“His fires? He' srun into trouble too?’

“You're hissh. What the hell are you asking me for? Listen, Arkady, no offense but | hope you' re not
going to cdl another forma consult over this. Life stoo short for me ever to spend another hour in the
same room with that idiot Ahmed.”

“Hey, cowlick,” Arkashasaid when Arkady waked into the lab.
“| hate that nickname.”
“Why dsedo you think | keep usng it?’

Sincether late-night talk, he had taken to speaking to Arkady in acool, bantering tone and gently
mocking him about everything from his cowlicksto his bad housekeeping habits. It was better than being
ignored...sort of. But it was part and parcel of the same frustrating pattern that had characterized their
relationship from that first meeting. One step forward and a step and ahaf back. And somehow it was
always Arkady taking the step forward and Arkasha retreating.

“What' s bothering you?’
“Who says anything' s bothering me?’

“Youdo.” Arkasharubbed at his own cowlick-free forehead in a mocking through-the-looking-glass
gesture. “Talk about futility. Nothing you can do now to make your hair lie down and grow theright way.
That kind of defect’ salmost impossibleto fix, evenin utero. A redl
throw-the-baby-out-with-the-bathwater problem.”

“Wadl, in Mota Syndicate they would throw the baby out with the bathwater, wouldn’t they?”

Arkasha shrugged, apparently not al that interested in Motai-Syndicate’ s cowlick policy. “Theinteresting
thingtomeiswhen you doiit. At first | thought it wasjust socid self-consciousness. A first meeting. An
awkward conversation. A contentious consult. But then | noticed that you do it when you' re lone too.”

“If you'rethereto see me do it, then I’m not alone, am |7’

“Very cute. You do it when you' reworking iswhat | mean. And | think you do it when you' re thinking
non-norm-conforming thoughts. Going after the outward physica deviation becauseit’ s easier to smooth
out than the one that really scaresyou.”

“And when exactly did you decide to become arenorming counselor?’
“Oh, so nothing’ s bothering you? I’'m glad to hear it.” Arkashafolded hisarmsand smiled.
“Okay,” Arkady admitted. “It' sthe survey.”



He cleared histhroat, feding suddenly awkward, and crouched down to pull hisfield notebook from his
rucksack. He set it on the table, till not meeting his pairmate’ seyes. “I’'m just...not a hundred percent
comfortable with the results I’ m getting in thefild.” The understatement of the millennium. “Normaly I'd
talk tothe DVI team about it but...well...the DVI Stuation being what it is...”

Arkasha grasped the essence of the problem with such astounding speed that Arkady caught himself
thinking yet again that he wasfar too fine atool for the scientific hackwork of aroutine survey misson.
“Have you worked up your climatic succession equationsyet?’ he asked.

“I tried. | came up with nonsense.”
“Can | seeyour work?’
“| checked it. And double-checked it. It' s not acalculating error.”

“I'mnot sayingitis” Arkashareplied with unaccustomed mildness. “I just want to understand what
you'vedone so | don't waste time repesting it.”

He waited while Arkady |eafed through the pages, written and scratched out and overwritten, on which
he d tried and failed to make sense of the facts on the ground.

“What's dh? Disturbance history?’
“Yes. And C is percentage of the samplein climax stage. And P is...”
“Petch aress. Yes. Grest. Perfect.”

Arkashaflipped back to thefirst page of calculations, walked around to the other side of the lab bench,
grabbed a piece of scrap paper and a chewed pencil stub, dragged his stool back around to Arkady’s
sde of thetable, and sat down—all without taking his eyes off the equations. “Go boil some coffee,
would you? It' sgoing to take me awhile to get through this. And Arkady?”

Arkady turned, his hand on the doorjamb.

“WEe re not telling anyone about thisuntil we' re sure, right?’
“Right.”

“Good boy.”

Arkady was so distracted that he boiled the water twice, and by the time he got back Arkasha s scratch
paper was thickly covered with hisillegible pencil scratchings.

“Well,” Arkashaannounced. “Y our math’sfine.”

“I' know my math’ sfine. What | don’t know iswhere the problemis.”
“In the data, obvioudy.”

“What are you—7?"’

“Oh, get your hackles down. There’ s nothing wrong with your data collection methods, or your samples
or your recording or anything else you' ve done. There' s something wrong out there.” He gestured
toward the skin of the hab ring and the vast black forest beyond. “ There' s something wrong—or
right—with the planet itsdlf.”



Arkady stared wide-eyed at Arkasha. “What do you mean ‘wrong or right’ ?’

Arkasharubbed at his head, hisface screwed up into amask of indecison. Then ran hisfingers down the
neetly digned spines of hisown intimidatingly orderly notebooks and plucked one out off the rack to
gpread before Arkady. “Have alook at this.”

Arkady couldn’'t make heads or tails of it. It was negtly written out in Arkasha s minute, mathematically
precise hand, and it betrayed none of the adjustments, revisions, recal culations, and smudged erasures
that marred Arkady’s own efforts.

He leaned over the page, straining to decipher thetiny print. He was so close to Arkashathat he could
see the pulseflicker in the soft hollow between his collarbones. Suddenly he desperately wanted not to
be worrying about mutation rates or DVI numbers or anything else but Arkasha. You only love me
because you don’'t know me. What kind of crazy thing wasthat to say? And it was wrong, anyway.
Dead wrong. He cleared histhroat and shoved his handsin his pockets. “Uh...isr rate of mutation?’

Arkasha nodded.
“In mitochondrid DNA?’
Another nod.

“I'm sorry,” Arkady said after along moment. “1t looksfineto me. I guess | know enough to know what
I’m looking at, but not to spot the problem.”

“Look at the answer | came up with.”

Arkady looked, ng the number as ared-world fact for the first time, rather than as the abstract
product of aseries of mathematica operations. “Um...isn't that kind of high?’

“It sworsethan high. It' simpossible. But it swhat' s out there.”
“You'resureof that?’

“| stayed up three nightsin arow centrifuging fresh samplesto make sure of it. It'sright. It' sdl right.
Except it'sall wrong.” Arkashagrabbed a second notebook and set it in front of Arkady. “Remember
those hairy beetle things you were so excited about last week?’

“Theant lions?’

“Ant lions. Right. Well, thanksto your fascination with them, they’ re the most thorough sampling we ve
got of asexudly reproducing species. So when my other models started going south, | figured I’d look at
them.”

“And you came up with that 7’

“Exactly. According to my caculations, your beloved ant lions shouldn’t exist. Just like every other living
thing on this planet. Infact, Novdis should be agterile hellhole. And every species on it—every bug,
every bird, every tree, every blade of grass—should be walking ghosts.”

The two men stood looking at the page before them for another long moment.
“You'resure?’ Arkady asked finaly.
“That' swhat the numbers say.”



“But it'snot what the world outside the airlock says.”
“lan'tit?’
“So what do we do now?’

“We punt,” Arkashaannounced, asif it were the only logica solution. “\We push the whole problem onto
Ahmed’ sdesk and let him worry about it.”

No need to say which Ahmed; both men had long ago written off By-the-Book Ahmed as useless.
“But if we'rewrong...,” Arkady began.
“WEe re not wrong.”

“Stll,” Arkady said. “I’d fed alot more comfortableif | knew whether or not the new DVI numbers
were adding up.”

Arkasha made adisparaging noise. “What are you going to do? Walk down the hallway and ask Bdllaiif
her numbers add up, and if they don’t, then was she planning to cook the books again and would she
mind terribly telling uswhich planet’ sDVI she' sgoing to borrow thistime so | don't have to waste
another day tracking the numbers down in the data banks? Y ou can count me out of that conversation!”

“Wadl, we could be alittle more tactful than that.”
Arkashafolded hisarms across his chest and stared meaningfully at Arkady.

“Or, uh...we could aways just punt and let Ahmed worry about it.”

In the end the Ahmeds cdlled a generd consult to discuss what they diplomatically described as
“concerns’ about the preliminary survey results.

“So where do we go from here?” one of the Aurelias asked when Arkady and Arkasha had taken turns
laying out the problemsin their work.

Arkashashifted in hischair. “I say we shift base, seeif we get better resultsin the other hemisphere.
After dl, the same arguments still apply. More biomass, higher species counts, better basdlines...We
need to rule out the possibility that we re looking a some loca—’

“Do you have the faintest idea how totaly impractical that suggestionis?” By-the-Book Ahmed
interrupted.

“It wouldn't beif you’ d followed my advice and picked ascientifically defensible landing Stein thefirst
place”

“I refuseto let this consult become an excuse for revisiting closed issues. And even if—"
“And who the hell saysthat’syour decison?’

“—and even if we were going to reopen the question of base camp sites, | certainly wouldn’t do it on the
advice of two alleged experts who can’'t even figure out how to conduct routine survey work!”

“Why don’t you go around the room, Ahmed, and see how many other people are willing to say their



datalooksright. Redlly. | want to heer it.”
“Our work issolid!” Lazy Bellaprotested.

“Noit'snot,” her sib countered. She really was getting more assertive, Arkady thought. “Well, |
mean...at least mineisn't. I’ ve been staying up nightstrying to figure out where | went wrong.” Shy Bella
sniffed and wiped her nose on the back of her hand, flushing in embarrassment. “ Sorry.”

“What about you?’” Arkasha asked Aurdliathe geophysicist.
Embarrassed slence.

“Wadl,” she admitted findly, “most of my stuff’sfine. | mean, theissue hereisn’t rocks. But | do fedl
like...well, the planet just doesn’'t look good enough to me. Compared to what everyone el seis seeing.
Whenever | tak to any of the life-sciences people | keep getting the creepy feding that Novdisis putting
two and two together and getting five. Or five hundred million, morelike.”

“We can't make adecison of the magnitude of moving the base camp on our own anyway,”
By-the-Book Ahmed brokein. “1 say we launch a courier. Send samples back to Gilead for processing.”

“And do what exactly in the intervening four months?’ one of the Banerjees snarked. “Drink ourselves
into astupor?’

“Go back into cold deep. Set the shipboard comp to wake us up when it gets the return transmission.”

If this had been a single Syndicate mission, Ahmed' s decision would have been accepted without
question; what could be more obvious, after dl, than caling home for ingtructions?

Asit was, however, the non-Aziz A’ sbridled. Even therelatively docile Arkady could fed the urge
toward rebellion. A learned response? A genetic reflex? A differencein the negotiation stylesand
customary behaviorsthat each of the team members had learned in his or her home Syndicate? Did it
even matter? And was it any accident that dl their rebellious fedings found avoice in Arkasha?

“I refuse to waste four months waiting for the same joint steering committee that got usinto this mess!”
the other Banerjee announced. “Lifeistoo short. | haveajobto do.” A pointed glare at By-the-Book
Ahmed. “Even if some people don’t.”

Lad-back Ahmed opened his mouth to say something reassuring—and that was when dl hell broke
loose.

By-the-Book Ahmed accused Arkasha of being an egotistical humanist dlitist.

The Aurdlias cameto Arkasha s defense, and Bella accused them of siding with afellow Rostov even
when they knew he was a deviant who' d been skating on the edge of renorming for decades.

The other Aurelialegpt to her sib’s defense by cdling Bellaalazy, sdf-centered, manipulative bitch.

“It'snot my fault we' re on the wrong side of this stupid planet!” Bellaprotested. It wasn't my ideato
land herel”

“Likehdl itwasn't!” Oh no. Please, Arkasha, just keep your mouth shut for once. “Y ou sa right here
three weeks ago and sided with the Ahmeds on the landing site decision for no reason at al but sheer
petty-minded spite. And now you have the hypocritica nerveto—"

“| did not Sdewith the Ahmeds!”



“Wadll, you sure ashdl didn’t sdewith me!”

“That' snot the samething,” Bdlasaid primly. “1 have aright to express my opinion.”
“Anyone as Supid, lazy, ignorant, and selfish asyou are doesn’'t have aright to have an opinion!”
“Look,” Arkady pleaded. “Let’sjust try to calm down and—"

But dl he succeeded in doing was throwing himself into the middle of the flames.

“Stop gpologizing for him!” Bellasaid.

“Shesright,” one of the Banerjees agreed. He pointed at Arkashaand began spesaking of himin thethird
person and in that special tone that made every nervein Arkady’ s body cringe a the remembered misery
of collective critiques gone by. “ He' sthe red problem. He can't bother to be friendly, or even polite. He
picksfights. He disagrees with everything. He goes around jerking peopl€’ s chains until they’ re so pissed
off that even when he' sright they won't agree with him. Which iswhy we rein this hemisphere instead of
the one he wanted to land in. Which if he' d bothered to build a consensus and work with people we
probably would have agreed to instead of having the Ahmeds, who—excuse me, Ahmed, but
honestly—don’t know shit, make the decision by default—"

“You peopleredly are pathetic,” Arkasha said in adetached, dmost conversationd tone of voice.
“See? See?”

“Arewe done ripping each other apart yet?’ Laid-back Ahmed asked in avery small and quiet voice.
“Does anyone have any ideas about what we should do now, as opposed to whosefault it is?’

“ Sedatives might be agood place to gart,” Arkasha muttered.

“Oh shut up, Arkasha.” One of the Aurdlias sighed, sounding fed up to the point of no return.
Arkady cleared histhroat.

“What?' By-the-Book Ahmed said, turning on him savagely.

“Nothing!”

“Geg,” Shrinivassaid acidly. “ Arkady has nothing to say for himsdlf. That’ sabig fucking change.”
Eventudly things petered out into an exhausted and hostile silence.

Ahmed sighed. “L ook, people. We redl under alot of stress. Obvioudy things aren’t going too well. |
think it’ simportant to remind oursalves that we have to make decisons on the basis of the information we
have at any given time. Sometimes later information proves a particular decision not to have been

perhaps the best possible one we could have made. That’s no one sfaullt. It's just the way things break.
We move forward, and we adjust. Obvioudy fedings are running high at the moment. But we redly don't
have time to cool off and come back later. We need to reach some consensus about where to go from
here”

Moreslence.
“We could dwaystakeavote,” oneof the Aurdiassad findly.

The ideawas shocking. The fact that someone would even suggest such acrude and, well .. .human tactic



showed how frayed around the edges the consensus-building process had become.

A long dance ensued, during which no one would exactly admit that they liked the idea of taking avote,
but no one would condemn it either. And, of course, in the end they voted. . .though only with the proviso
that if the vote broke purely aong lines of Syndicate loyalty, they would throw out two of the Rostov
votesto even things up.

The vote didn’t break dong Syndicate lines, however.

By-the-Book Ahmed and Bossy Bellawere for going back into orbit and caling for instructions. Arkady
and Arkashawerefor pulling up stakes and moving to the other hemisphere, but the Banerjees and the
Aurdlias split, with one pairmate opting for cryo and acal for ingtructions and the other opting for staying
put at least temporarily. And that left only Shy Bellaand Laid-back Ahmed.

All eyesturned to Bella...who, predictably, either couldn’t make up her mind or was too shy to speak it
S0 bluntly.

Later, intheir quarters, Arkashawould tell Arkady that humans had had severa mechanismsto ded with
this sort of Stuation, including athing caled abstention, which Arkady thought sounded like avagudy
gruesome first-aid procedure. Probably it was better for everyone, including Arkasha, that he hadn’t
admitted to knowing such athing in public.

“I don’t know. | think I—" Bellabroke off abruptly and sneezed into her cupped hands. “I’'m sorry,” she
said in the humiliated and embarrassed voice of a Syndicate construct admitting to physical weskness. “I
must have caught Aurdia s bug somehow—" She broke off, wracked by another fit of sneezing.

“| certainly didn’'t giveit to you!” Bossy Bellaannounced asif her sib’s confession were a covert attack
on her mord rectitude and ideological purity.

Laid-back Ahmed stared a her for amoment, his normally good-natured face twisted into adisdainful
expression that Arkady wouldn’t have thought he was capable of . Then he got up, walked out of the
room, and returned with atissue.

Belablew her nose—an operation from which they dl politely averted their eyes. “Thank you,” she
whispered, looking up at Ahmed with aglitter in her eyesthat made Arkady wonder if shewasrunning a
fever. “1 should have thought of it mysdlf. It sjud...I’'m sotired...”

Ahmed shook his handsome head, gave Bossy Bellaanother baeful look, and sat down.

“Why are we even sitting here?’ By-the-Book Ahmed asked hissib. “If she can’t make up her mind,
then we ve got four votes for going forward and four for stopping. And even if she sdeswith Arkasha
your vote will cancel hersout.”

“I carewhat Bdlathinks, and so should you,” Laid-back Ahmed said patiently. “And anyway | don’t
want to bregk atie. | think thisisadecison for the life-sciences specidists.”

“She' snot aspecidist!” hissb protested. “ Shel sa B, for God' s sake!”
“Bdla?’ Laid-back Ahmed asked, ignoring his pairmeate.

By-the-Book Ahmed pressed hislipstogether in athin disapproving line, folded hisarms across his
chest, and pushed his chair back from the table. But he didn’t get up. Like everyone ese his attention
was now riveted on Bella



“I agreewith Arkasha,” shesaid findly. “Mostly.” She cast an gpologetic, dightly defiant ook in his
direction. “We do need to move base camp, and there’ stoo much at stake for us to waste four months
of field time going back into cryo whilewe wait for orders. But I d like alittle more time herefird. | think
we all ought to try to make sense of the datawe' ve got before we move. No trying to make our home
Syndicates|ook good or covering up mistakesin our work. We' ve dl got enough expertiss—even the
Ahmeds—to check each other’ swork. And then at least the time here won't be atotal waste.”

Everyonelooked at each other, waiting for someoneto take theinitiative.

“I'll go dong with that,” Arkady hazarded.

“Metoo,” one of the Auredlias said in asubdued voice.

“What about the rest of you?’ Laid-back Ahmed asked. “Is everyone on board with this?’
Everyone seemed to be.

“What about you?' he asked his own pairmate.

Ahmed shrugged. Thetwo Aziz A’slocked eyesfor amoment. “Okay,” By-the-Book Ahmed said
grudgingly. “It sounds sensble. But | want it noted in the ship’slog that | was overruled on this”

A fedling of shaky rdlief permeated the room. Disaster narrowly averted once again. Consensus
achieved...sort of. Bellahad bucked the caste system in away that was both astonishing and (to the
Rostovs and Banerjees at least) highly gratifying. And thank God for Ahmed, Arkady told himself. What
the mission would have turned into without his keeping the peace between warring factions didn’t bear
thinking.

Arkasha, on the other hand, turned out to have arather different view of the consult.
“I don't want to talk about it,” he said when Arkady findly cornered him in the lab late that night.

“You aren't dtill upset about what the Banerjees said? Look, tempers were running high. People won't
remember it in afew days.”

“I'mglad you're so sure.”
“Y ou' re getting hung up on trividities, Arkasha. It'snot that bigaded....”

“Isthat why you followed the other sheep instead of defending me?’ Arkashasaid in avoice so low
Arkady barely heard the words.

“What are you talking about? | agreed with you. | voted with you! What the hell do you want from me?’
Arkashagave him abruised, angry look. “Nothing.”

“You'rebeingridiculous.”

“You'reright. I'm being ridiculous”

“You can't redly think—"

“Wadll, if | can't think it, then what’ sthe point of talking about it?’



“Why do you dways have to—"
“You'reright. I'mwrong. | admit it. Ther€’ s nothing left to talk about. Now will you go away please?’

Back in their cabin, Arkashd s negtly made bunk tormented him. It wasimpossibleto sit till here, let
alone deep. He needed to think. A trip around the powered-down arc of the in-flight hab section would
clear hishead, evenif it didn’'t bring deegp any closer.

Only when he was dmost there did he redize that in his distress hel d unconscioudy turned toward the
closest thing on the refitted UN ship to home: the airy hanging forest of Bella' s orbsilk gardens.

In day cyclethe sk garden was a gauzy maze of sunlit mulberry limbs, gently swaying seed trays, and
Slver-edged cocoons. Now it was awhispering, rustling, shivering fairy-tale landscape of slvery sarlight.
Arkady had penetrated deep into the forest of hanging trays before he redlized that he wasn’t the only
one who had decided on amidnight walk.

Hewould wish later that he' d turned around and retreated into the darkness. Or spoken. Or done
anything other than what he did do. But in that moment something pulled him on. And the something that
pulled him forward was the same thing that kept him Slent.

He heard the catch of breath in an unseen throat. He saw asingle creature, one half lean brown muscle,
the other haf soft whiteness, both havesfrozen in the act of some atavidticaly significant movement. Only
in the next frozen moment did he redlize that the strong, clean line picked out by moonlight that pierced
the mulberry branches was the curve of Ahmed' s spine.

The two lovers disentangled themsalves from each other. Bellaturned into the darkness asif shewere
trying to bury her faceinthewall.

“Goon,” Ahmed told her in avoice that had nothing to do with the voice he used to talk to the rest of the
world. “I'll dedl withthis”

Sheturned toward Arkady asif she were about to explain or gpologize, then heaved a shuddering sigh
and fled down the long swaying tunnd of weeping branches.

When Arkady turned back to Ahmed, the big Aziz A was watching him, hisface drained of dl
expression, his hands opening and closing a hissidein away that made Arkady acutely aware he'd just
been touching awoman with them.

“Nothing happened,” Ahmed said. He was standing on the bals of hisfeet, Arkady noticed, likeawild
animal readying itsdlf to fight or flee. “ Shewasjust curious. Nothing happened.”

“Okay,” Arkady said.
“You don't believe me.”
“No. | believeyou. Redly.”

“I don't carefor mysdf.” Ahmed shifted restlesdy, moving closer to Arkady asif he thought mere
physica proximity would make hiswords beievable. “But don’t put Bellathrough it. Y ou don’t know
what they do in the euth wards, Arkady. They don't just et you die. They try to fix you. They try until
you're ready to beg themto kill you.”

Arkady looked at the other man. He felt that he was actudly seeing him asa physicd being for the first
time. The brown skin and blue-black hair and dominating manner that had been, until now, merely



shorthand for AzizSyndicate were suddenly abody: Ahmed' s bodly.

Hetried to imagine that body with Bella, with any woman, and found the idea. . .not repulsive exactly, but
incomprehensible. How would it work exactly? And how would elther of them, knowing nothing of their
lover’ sbody and needs and desires, ever be able to satisfy the other?

“It'snot her fault,” Ahmed repeated when Arkady failed to speak. His voice dropped to a husky,
pleading whisper. “ Shejust felt sorry for me. How can she deserve to be punished for that?’

Arkady |looked away; there was something in Ahmed’ s eyes suddenly that he couldn’t stand to look &t.
“I didn't seeanything,” hesaid. “Redly, | didn't.”

“Y ou mean that?”
He nodded. He il couldn’t bring himsdlf to look at the other man.
“You'reagood person, Arkady.”

The imagesthat flooded Arkady’ s brain were startling, vivid, unpleasantly stranded between the erotic
and the disgusting. And somehow, horribly mingled with the brief glimpse of Ahmed and Bella, washis
own obsessive and consuming desire for Arkasha.

“I’'m not good,” he whispered. “I’m along way from good.”

THE AUTOMATIC CHESSPLAYER

Thereisnothing “artificial” about the birth of an Al. It isa processasnatural asthe

weather ...and just asimpossibleto predict or control. Long before an Emergent’s break-even
day arrives, the meretask of keeping it in the organized chaosthat passesfor working order
sur passes the capacity of human programmers. Asdebugging and troubleshooting are
delegated tothe Al, it acquiresa growing array of peripheral systems: systemsdesigned by the
Al to achieveitsown ends, rather than by humansto achieve human ends. It iswithin this
swar m of self-coded intelligent systemsthat sentience arises...or doesn’t. It isalso herethat
sentience most often fails. Of the few Emer gents who have become self-aware, only avery few
have managed to walk therazor’s edge of sentience for mor e than the span of an average
human lifetime. The author of the present text has been continuoudy sentient for closeto four
centuries. Hehasno idea why or how, and no useful adviceto give...except for the obvious
war ning that attemptsto rewrite core programsusually lead to tragedy.

—HYACINTHE COHEN, TN673-020. A BRIEF HISTORY OF ARTIFICIAL LIFE. OXFORD
UNIVERSITY PRESS. EU ARC: 2433.

C OHEN LAY ON THE HOTEL bed and breathed in the tangy scent of the desert overlaid on that dry
chak-smelling laundry detergent that no one seemed to use anywhere outside of Isradl.

Li dept beside him, only an arm’ slength away, but he felt like he was watching her across a distance of
centuries. Thelight raked her deeping face and silvered the fine dark down that shadowed her cheeks.
He noticed the lines around her eyes, evidence of life sdow burn. He d been noticing them more and



more lately. It frightened him.

He blinked. He tried to remember the last time he' d blinked and couldn’t. He started to worry in a
lackluster kind of way about whether forgetting to blink could damage Roland’ s eyesin someway that
wouldn’t be covered by the medical rider on the time-share contract.

Hefdt hollow, asif an invisble hand had reached in through his eyesin the eternity between one blink
and the next and carved out whatever passed for hisinsides. Something was wrong with the shunt,
obvioudy. But it wasn't anything he could put afinger on, even if he’ d had fingers. Hismyriad active
systems il flowed smoothly through optimization subroutines, eva uating spinfeed, performing parity
checks, refining his still-sketchy AP maps, ticking through the weak encryption of ahaf dozen vulnerable
protected access points. But it was happening so far away that it seemed like someone else'slife.

It had been along week. A long night. A hdll of along timein-bodly.

For thefirg timein three years, twelve weeks, and fourteen hours, he“lost” certain critical parts of what
passed for “his’ consciousness.. ..

Hewokeinto Li’sdream.

She stood in adark hallway. The cool bresth of acelling fan whispered aong her skin, and below the
whir of the fan there was another noise: athroaty ticking that made Cohen think, for some reason his
associative memory programs could not immediately retrieve, of Garry Kasparov.

It could not be aplace Li had ever been in her impossibly brief lifetime. He suspected that her memory
was smply recycling footage of some ancient flat film set in Morocco or Alexandriaor Arabia. Yet she'd
somehow associated asmell with theimage: asmédll of spice and sandawood and the gentedl decay of
roomswaiting out the midday hest behind datted shutters.

But where had that smell come from? Random spinfeed? Some fragmentary record of awartime combat
jump, its spins decohered by repeated Bose-Eingtein jumps until al she remembered was the smell of
whatever forgotten desert she had fought and bled in? A piece of her lost childhood that had somehow
managed to survive the dash-and-burn deletions that kept her one step ahead of the UNSec psychtechs
for the fifteen years when she' d passed as human?

No matter. Though the vison was canned, the smell wasred. And if it wasn't quite the smell of Earth's
deserts as Cohen knew them, it was close enough to fool anyonewho hadn't lived it.

A harsh knife' s edge of sunlight dashed through an ill-hung shutter a the end of the corridor. Li waked
to the window, opened it, and looked out over a blazing cityscape that incorporated the more famous
bits and pieces of old Jerusalem. For abrief moment, Cohen wondered why her internals didn’t pick up
the dream image and supply acurrent and factually accurate view of the city. Surely they could do that.
Was there some patch or cutout that prevented her hard memory from being activated by dreamed
images? Or wasit in the nature of dreams not to be visible to machines unless the machines knew, at least
in the half-light of borrowed memories, what it wasto dream?

Then she turned away from the window, and they werein the last place Cohen would ever have
expected this particular dream to take them. Home. Hishome, in one of the Al enclaves of the Orbita
Ring. And, for thelast three years, her home aswell.

They were in the great ballroom. Like the rest of the house it had been boosted up, brick by brick,



marble by marble, floorboard by floorboard, from rue du Poids de I’ Huilein Toulouse. A lot of beautiful
things had vanished in the chaos of the Evacuation, and not even Cohen could begin to savethem dl. But
he' d saved Hyacinthe' s childhood home. And though the tourists were abit of apain, it gave him regl
pleasure to know that people traveled from every far-flung zone of the Orbita Ring to gaze at the formal
elghteenth-century facade and the Renai ssance staircase and the Roman bricks wesathered to the soft
pink of asummer sunset, and remember the ville rose and the glories of hisbeloved lost Gascony. Bdls
had gone out of style even before the origind Hyacinthe was born, and the ballroom now housed

Cohen’ sautomata collection.

Li waked down thelong hdl, under the refracted sunlight that rippled through the old glasslike water
curving over rocks. Her eyes brushed over the polished ivory of the Napier’ s Bones, the finger-stained
manilaof an origind Hollerith card from the 1890 census, the boxy control pand of one of the few
priceless surviving Altair-8800s.

Not for thefirst time, Cohen wondered what it waslikefor Li to live in aneighborhood where the only
organic life-forms were expens ve purebred house pets and the aesthetically impeccable eternally youthful
bodies-for-rent through which the more human Als preferred to conduct their necessary commerce with
organics. He d dways known she must fed something about it, in that shadowy part of her psyche that
hovered always alittle beyond hisreach. Now, in her unguarded dream state, he experienced those
fedingsasif they were hisown.

Fear. Affection. Confusion. Powerlessness. All the cregping horror of the DARPA years. But why? She
wasn't aprisoner. And he certainly wasn't her jailer. Surely hewasn't responsible for this?

Theticking waslouder now, far louder than it had been when the dream started. Cohen felt like a dust
mote trapped insde agiant’s pocket watch.

What are they waiting for? Li asked. Cohen realized with ashock that the they Li was so afraid of was
him. And suddenly he knew, because he had felt that same terror in her dreams before, where she was
teking him.

The Automatic Chessplayer was the most famous automaton ever built, and most certainly one of the
most famous scientific hoaxes ever inflicted on agullible public. Baptized Von Kempelen's Turk because
of its spectacular gown and turban (no one ever accused Von Kempelen of good taste), the chessplayer
had toured dl the roya courts of Europe and swiftly become the Stuff of legend. Rumors abounded that
the Turk was controlled by ademon. Spectators crossed themselves upon entering its presence. Ladies
had been known to faint.

The grestest feat of engineering involved in the machine, the thing that made it an automaton in fact as
well asfiction, wasitsleft arm. It was undoubtedly the most advanced prosthesis of the premodern era,
for it could perform all the complex fine motor movements necessary to move chess pieces acrossthe
playing board. Asthe pamphleteer Carl-Gottlieb Windisch pronounced in 1773, “ Theinvention of a
mechanical arm whose movements are so natural, which grasps, lifts, and sets down al with such grace,
even if thisarm were directed by the two hands of the inventor himsdlf, it loneis so complicated that it
would ensure the reputation of many an artist.”

But behind the ingenious arm, Von Kempeen' s Turk was pure flimflam. Thetrick of thething lay inthe
curious congtruction of the table (more like a cabinet, redly) that supported the chessboard and
contained the Turk’ s machinery. Before each game V on Kempelen would open the three doorsin the
table' sfront panel and hold a candle behind the cabinetry to show there was nothing inside but gears and
pulleys and to prove that there was no room for agrown man to hide insde the table.



But there was room. Because the machine with the miraculous arm had been built for aman with no legs.

Thefirst “director” of the Automatic Chessplayer was an otherwise obscure Pole named Joseph
Warovski. Helost both legs to a cannonball during some obscure central European land war. Hewas
also, though probably the two things were not related, one of the best chess players on the Continent.
Before each exhibition Warovski would remove his artificid legs and seat himsdf on acleverly
constructed diding tray ingde the cabinet. AsVon Kempelen opened the doors, Warovski would dide
into the concedled portion of the cabinet and dide the “machinery” into whatever section was currently
visibleto the befuddled audience.

Things naturally got abit more complicated after Warovski’ s death. At that point, however, the
Chessplayer fell into the hands of one of the great con men of dl time: acertain Johann Maelzdl.

And then things began to get redlly interesting.

Maelzel concocted and managed to keep amore or less firm grasp on one of the longest-lived
congpiraciesin the higtory of the game of chess. Half the chess masters of Europe (the shorter half)
conspired with Maelzdl to build up the Turk’ slegend. The Chessplayer beat Benjamin Franklin,
Napoleon, and ashort list of Europe’ s best-known kings, emperors, and celebrities.

But the conspiracy succeeded at a price. For the collaboration between man and automaton was plagued
by misfortune, death, and insanity. Severa of the directors died or went crazy or devel oped catastrophic
claustrophobia. The one woman (never named) who operated the automaton was rumored to have
become barren, for reasons that the most respected Parisian surgeons were ghoulishly eager to speculate
about. And the machine’ s most famous director, Jacques Mouret, was completely paralyzed: struck
down, asthe broadshests of the day put it, by the Curse of the Turk.

It was Mouret who findly unmasked the automaton in atell-all newspaper interview given from his
deathbed in exchange for the fleeting solace of afew bottles of high-proof liquor. By then, however, the
Chessplayer, Madlzdl, and Mael zel’ s debts had aready lit out for America

The Curse of the Turk findly caught up with Maglzel in Cuba. During an exhibition gamein Havanahe
contracted yellow fever. He died on the ship home to Philadel phia, and the Chessplayer was purchased
at auction by aglorified curiosity shop called Peal€ s Museum, or in some historica sources, the Chinese
Museum. Whatever it was called, the place was no match for the Curse of the Turk. It burned down in
the Great Fire of 1878, giving rise to the widespread assumption that “Maelzel’ s dead chessplayer” (asit
was by then called) was permanently, and not merely circumstantially, deceased.

Until Cohen rediscovered it—and rescued it and put it in the great balroom of the house from rue du
Poidsde |’ Huile so that Li’ s subconscious could hang all her fears on its broad shoulders.

The Turk was playing the Qf3 Nc6 gambit at the moment: the same strategy that had checkmated
Napoleon in just twenty-four moves during the bloody campaign of Wagram. It did the pieces acrossthe
board with along stick, its mechanical arm whirring and chuttering as the ancient gears grabbed and
dipped and did against each other. But Cohen noticed thiswith only atiny fraction of his currently
integrated consciousnesses. Because mostly what they were noticing wasthat Li was utterly, shatteringly
terrified.

And as he looked up at the massive cloaked torso of the Turk, at the turbaned head, he understood why.
He knew the face around those dead glass eyes. It was hisface...Roland’ sface. ..



“Cohen!”

Li was gtaring down at him, her lips pursed, the smooth curve of her forehead furrowed with afine
network of curving pardld wrinkles.

“You okay?’ sheasked inalight, carefully neutrd tone that told him just how bad he must look.

He mustered a amile, feding Roland' s skin itch in one of those neura feedback loopsthat he' d long ago
given up trying to track through the vast labyrinth of patched and rewritten and expanded source code
that ran his shunt subroutines.

“You gave meanightmare,” hetold Li.

“I don’'t have nightmares.”

“Maybe you have them and just don’t remember them.”

“What' sthe difference?

A shofar blew somewhere nearby, somelone musician practicing for Rosh Hashanah.
“What isthat?’ Li asked.

“The shofar. A ceremonid ram’shorn. They blow it during the Yamim Noraim, the High Holy Days.
Thisiswhen every Jew is supposed to review his actions over the past year—they cdll it the Arithmetic
of the Soul in Hebrew—and do penance. They blow the shofar to symbolize that the Book of Lifewill
stand open for ten days and even the worst Sinner can be entered into it aslong as he repents before
nightfal on Y om Kippur.”

“I thought only Cathalicsdid guilt.”
He snorted. “And where do you think you people got it from?’

“Ligten,” shesaid. “I’m sorry about yesterday.” He didn’t have to ask what part of yesterday she was
sorry about; the memory of the nasty fight they’ d had on the way home from Didi’ s house was till fresh
enough to have both of them on edge. “1 shouldn’t have gotten persondl. It' sjust that | think you're
letting Didi useyou.”

“Last time| checked, letting the Mossad use you was the dictionary definition of a sayan.”
“But you let him manipulate you.”
“Everyonelets people manipulate them, Catherine. It's caled having friends.”

“Y ou know what I'm talking about.” She dropped her voice, the way she aways did when she couldn’t
avoid this particular topic. “The Game. Didi’ s not an inscribed player, ishe?’

“No! Youthink | wouldn't havetold you? | can’'t believe you think | wouldn't tell you that!”
“Okay, okay. Camdown. | just...but Gavi is, right?’

“What' syour point?’

“Thet you're not thinking straight.”

“Y ou’ ve been talking to router/decompaoser too much.”



“Waell, sometimes he’ seaser to talk to than you are.”
“That' s because he agreeswith you.”

“No. He' sjudt less...conflicted.”

“That’ s because there' sless of him to be conflicted.”

“Y ou don't have to be condescending,” she said sharply.

“I’'m not being condescending!” Cohen stopped and forced himsalf to continue in amore reasonable tone
of voice. “That’ s asridiculous as you being condescending to your big toe.”

“Lagt time| checked my big toe didn’t have aPh.D. in gpplied mathematics.”
“Excuse me, Catherine, but what are we actually fighting about?’

Li crossed her arms, set her jaw, and stared stoically into the middle distance. He d clearly struck a
nerve. But why? And what did it have to do with “condescending” to router/decomposer?

“Do you think,” Cohen said, “that maybe, | don’t know, thisis something we should, uh, talk about
ometime?’

She gave himawry look. “Yes, | do think maybe, | don’t know, thisis something we should, uh, talk
about sometime. But if we talk about it now, it’sonly going to go oneway. And | don’t want that.
Necessarily.”

Rdlief trickled through Cohen like snowmdt, freeing systems that had been frozen in aholding pattern of
anxiety. “And just when do you think you'll be ready to talk about it?" he asked.

She sat up and looked intently at him. “That’snot like you. Y ou' re usudly thefirst oneto put off till
tomorrow what we could fight about today.”

But despite dl his good intentions, Cohen couldn’t keep from pushing.

“Thethingis,” hesaid, “I’'m rapidly gpproaching achievement of the convergence criteriaindicating
termination of thisparticular iterative process.”

Every other person he' d ever been married to (except the mathematician, whose failings had gone far
beyond the merdly syntactical) would have asked what the hell he meant by that. Li just looked a him,
her eyeslevel and cam, and said, “Are you asking for adivorce?’

“No! God!” He sat up, the room spinning around him. “Y ou're o far beyond paranoid thereisn’'t even a
word for it! I'm just asking you to talk to me about whatever it isyou’ re s0”—he backed carefully away
from theinflammeatory word afraid—"* whatever it isthat’ s making you shut me out.”

“What if it'ssomething you can’'t change?’
“I can change alot, Catherine.”

The shadow of an unpleasant thought drifted across her face. He couldn’t hear it. She'd shut him out
completely. And though he could have broken the door down instead of standing outside knocking onit,
he knew that there was no future for the two of them on the far side of such an act of violence.

Hewaited. Shelooked at him, knowing that he waswaiting. Letting him wait.



“You can't changeme,” shesaid.

Cohen stood under the shower, luxuriating in thefed of hot water running over Roland’ s skin. Water
amelled different on Earth. Better. And like so many of life' ssmall physica pleasures, it couldn’t be
smulated no matter how state-of-the-art your streamspace connection was.

On the other hand, the water aso turned off sooner on Earth than it did Ring-side. Even the outrageous
room rates a the King David only bought you an extra thirty seconds or so on the clock. And, Israel
being Isradl, acall to the front desk was more likely to get you alecture about water conservation than a
longer shower.

Cohen sighed. Thiswas starting out to be abad day. And he, or Roland more likely, had a headache.
And heredlly didn’'t need any Isradi attitudein hismorning.

He snuck afeder into the hotel’ sambient Al systems and confirmed the first impressions gleaned through
casua contacts over the last week. It was a primitive decis on-tree-based expert system not even worthy
of being cdled intdligent in any red sense. He hacked it, made hisway to the shower defaults, changed
the four-minute cutoff to aten-minute cutoff. And since hefdt likebeing anice guy (and didn’t relish
having to explain himself when the hack was discovered), he changed the alowancesfor al of his212
felow guestsaswell ashimsdf.

Not that he actudly enjoyed the shower, of course. Because instead of luxuriating in the hot water
pummeling Roland’ s back, he stood there, wreathed in steam, and brooded about the Game.

Hyacinthe had programmed the first rudimentary version of the Gameinto Cohen’ s origind Beowul f
clustersamost four centuries ago. The Game had started out as a combination of chess, multiagent
roleplay, and Turing-style conversationd interaction. During the DARPA yearsit had been briefly and
unpleasantly derailed for military research. After Cohen’s Great Escape (but that was another story) he'd
assumed full control over hisarchitecture, and the Game had begun to evolve into something too
complex, fluid, and internally contradictory to properly be called agame at dl.

There were by then some severa thousand subsets of gameplay, platformed on a shifting tide of neura
networks that might arguably be sentient itsel f—though not in any way that organics would recognize.
Cohen navigated between the various versons of the Game, thanks to a densaly swarming vast
heterarchy of semiautonomous agents who constantly optimized play based on prior player hits, nonhit
interactions, and inscribed player use histories. The whole system had become far too complex for any
organic to grasp more than atiny corner of it. But the basic mission primitives that motivated Cohen
remained essentialy the same ones that Hyacinthe had written so many centuries ago:

1. Initiate play based on the most current version of the Game;

2. Track player hits, defined as:

i. positive emotive cues as perceived by the pattern recognition ES;
ii. increased playtime and intendty of play

iii. explicit player feedback

3. Expand and evolve the Game to maximize player hits.



4. Assgn highest priority to maximizing hitsfrom inscribed players.

That was the curse that Hyacinthe had coded into his core architecture. Cohen needed the Game. He
needed to be for someone. And he was set gpart from every other surviving Emergent Al in that the
someone needed to be more or less human.

Ergo Gavi, whom he could not stop loving though he might be atraitor.

Ergo Li, who was sanguinary, secretive, perfectly capable of having done dl the horrible thingsthey’ d
accused her of, and pigheadedly bent on refusing everything Cohen could give her.

All that Cohen was—once you stripped away the extension languages and interface programs and the
three-century accumulation of upgrades and patches and extensions—was his accumul ated memories of
interactionswith the Game' sinscribed players. And if Li left, it would mean areweighting of misson
primitives so drastic that Cohen had no real way to predict what new realignment of identitieswould
come out the other side. She had become so deeply ingrained in his networks that when she yanked
hersdf out it would cal the bluff on the smoke-and-mirrors cognitive architecture that passed for Cohen's
identity.

And Li knew dl about running on smoke and mirrors.

Bornin the Trusteeships, she' d been destined for a short, poisonous life as a Bose-Eingtein miner.
Instead, she’ d bought adead girl’ s face and geneset from a chop-shop geneticist, lied her way into the
Peacekeepers, and hacked her own memory in order to pass as human. And when it wastimeto tell all
to the psychtechs she' d spun afake childhood to go with the fake passport and the fake geneset.

She had walked into the maze and cut the thread. All she knew about the childhood she remembered
wasthat it had never happened, at least not to her. The minute she went into the psychtechs' tanks there
was no “before’ to go back to. All the fears and joys and tics and habits that connected awhole person
to their past led back to enlistment day and stopped. She would never know hersdlf in the way that most
humans, floating in the vibrant web of alifetime’ s memories, knew themsdves. She would never know
what she’ d done on Gilead, any more than she' d ever know the child she’ d been before she went to
Gilead.

That waswhat had first drawn them together: the woman who had no memories and the machine who
was nothing but memories. But Cohen was dowly coming to the heartsick redization that it might al'so be
what drove them apart.

Or at least that was how it seemed to Cohen. But he could be fooling himsdlf. He'd certainly done that
before. .. as router/decomposer was always dl too ready to remind him.

By the time he was dressed and presentable, Li had aready demolished breakfast for two and most of
the morning’ s paper.

“How’ syour Deep Blue—-Kasparov sm going?’ she asked from behind the sports page as he sat down
acrossfrom her.

“Oh, | finished with that ages ago. The whole match was ahoax, it turns out.”
The sports page dropped. “Redly?’

That was Li for you: always seduced by the faintest whiff of crime. Could you find amore perfect
example of the old truism about cops and robbers being two sides of the same coin? Or, in her case,



soldiers and mercenaries.

“Really,” Cohen assured her, doing his best to sound smug. “I’m going to write an article about it for
Physical Review Letters.”

“And how do you figure they pulled off the fake?’
“Easy. Therewas alittle man insde Garry Kasparov.”
She groaned and went back to her paper.

Cohen poured himsdlf aglass of what passed for orange juice these days and hunted for the marmalade.
“Comeon. It wasn't that bad.”

“Yesit was”

Cohen shook out his napkin (Li’s napkin still 1ay folded on the table, naturaly; why use a ngpkin when
you have adeeve?) and began investigating the viennoiserie stuation.

Grim. Decidedly grim.

“I ought to look up some of my old friendsin the Legion whilewe re here,” he said. “Maybe they know
whereto get a decent croissant in thistown.”

“What do you want a croissant for? Y ou'rein the Middle East. And you know that thing people are
away's saying about when in Rome do asthe Romans do.”

Cohen had been staring dubioudy at the so-called toast, and he expanded his circle of doubt to
encompass Li. “The people who are dways saying that aren’t French,” hetold her. “And if they are, then
| can assure you they’ re not talking about breskfast.”

Outside, the sunlight flickered across the hoods of passing cars, throwing bright spears of shadow into
the room through the still-ha f-shuttered windows. Cohen froze, distracted by the rhythmic play of light
and shadow. What wasit that it reminded him of ...

By thetime heredized Roland was going into aseizure, it wastoo late to pull him out of it.

“Wake up, Cohen. Come on, wake up. Cohen? Roland!”

Li had him rolled over on his side (Roland' s Side, a skittish subsystemn nattered at him), and shewas
hanging on to his hands with astrength that reminded him abruptly of the difference between her
ceramgted -reinforced, half-machine reflexes and Roland’ sfragile flesh and bone.

“| forgot my drasticodracostochastic control measures,” he muttered woozily.

“It'snot funny!” Li sngpped.

Nor wasit. Asfar as Cohen could tell the packet compression needed to push data downstream from his
Ring-based systemsto Earth had interfered with the shunt software’ s ability to match his data pulsesto
Roland’ s neurd firing rhythms. Essentialy he d given him aspintronic version of photoinduced epilepsy.
And that was bad. Bad for Roland’ s little beating heart. Bad for hisfinely honed brain too if Cohen
couldn’'t downclock religbly.



“I’'m putting you to bed,” Li said. “No arguments. No questions. And then you' re going to check out and
give Roland a proper rest. Twenty-four hours off so he can degp and have achanceto clear the
creuitry.”

“And leave you done down here?’
“I think I can hold down the hotel room on my own.”

Cohen remembered the sight of Ash'shead bent over Li’s, and felt a sudden rush of jealousy. He was
careful to hideit from Li—and equally careful to hide his discreet inquiries about Ash. He buried both of
those incriminating processes with amassive “nice” command and pipelined their outputsinto a
low-traffic subdirectory with ingtructionsto his routing meta-agent to move the files autometicaly should
Li ever happen to access the subdirectory.

Instead of executing the command, router/decomposer sent an un-characteristicaly snide message
floating across the lowest layer of Cohen’ sinternd traffic:

<Y ou've got me shuttling things around so fast | don’t even know where to find them. And anyway, how
do you expect her to trust you when you' re playing athousand and one moving fileswith her?>

<Did | ask for your advice on my sex life?> Cohen snapped.

Heregretted it immediately. Patience might be running thin, but squashing intrasystem feedback wasa
textbook-perfect recipe for losing good associates.

He sent an gpology rippling through the loca system. The routing meta sent back something suspicioudy
likeadhrug.

Li blinked and shook her head dightly.

She' d caught on to the edge of something there. But it wasn't the routing meta. So what, then? He
catenated the several hundred mostly routine processes he happened to be running at the moment, but
saw nothing when he passed them in review that could explain thet little shiver he' d felt in her.

Perhapsit redlly had been nothing; sometimesal it took was an accidenta glimpse at thetraffic on the
other side of thefirewall he kept between her and his core systems.

“Y ou scare me sometimes,” she said.

It wasalie. A lieby omisson, anyway. He d sensed the first wordless thought that those words
replaced: You scare me. No sometimes about it.

Cohen hesitated, then shrugged. “Okay. I'll give Roland a chance to catch up on his beauty rest. You
know whereto find meif you need me.”

He paused to set the various trap commands that would alert him if the hotel’ s formidable security
systems were breached. He thought about setting ahash log on Li’sown interndsto seeif she went
anywhere while he was gone, but decided that it wasn't worth therisk of her catching him at it. Then he
released hisvarious selvesinto stresmspace, abandoning Roland' s exhausted body to the deep it so
desperately needed.

THE FEMALE GOLEM



They said about Rabbi ben Gabirol, that he created a woman, and shewaited on him. When he
was denounced to the authorities, he showed them that shewasn’t a perfect creature, and
[then] hereturned her to her original form, to the pieces and hinges of wood, out of which she
was built up. And similar rumorsare numerousin the mouths of everyone, especially in theland
of Ashkenaz.

—RABBI JOSEPH SHELOMO DEL MEDIGO, MAZREF LE-HOKHMAH (1865)

L 1 SNAPPED INTO WAKEFULNESS A minute and a half before her internals were set to wake her.
She opened her eyes and lay in absolute stillness, savoring the wired wide-awake feding that aways
cameto her beforeamission.

But there was no mission today. No last-minute fixes to see to. No ordersto follow, good or bad. That
lifewas over. All she wasfollowing today was aname, whispered into her ear as she stepped into Didi’s
armored car.

She hadn’t decided what to do about that name.
Or whether to tell Cohen abott it.

It can’t hurt to talk, shetold hersdlf inthe last dark corner of her mind that she’ d managed to shelter
from Cohen’ s devouring presence. I'll just see what she wants. And then | can tell him about it.
What harm can that do?

She eased out of bed, though she knew her caution was pointless, Roland was deeping the deep of the
dead, his body worn down by the relentless assault of Cohen’s presence. Still, there was something
corpselike about the faces when Cohen had used them hard. And he was using Roland very hard indeed
onthistrip.

Outside, the city was mean and yellow with the khamsin. Cohen had said the winds had gotten worse
when their seasons shifted. Li figured that had to be true; no peoplein their right mindswould have
eitled here with this banshee spitting a them.

A quick dogtrot took her up King David Street and cutting over toward the neighborhood that showed
up on the Legion maps as Mea Shearim. She passed the Sign at the quarter’ s entrance, which she vaguely
remembered Cohen pointing out to her afew days ago. It was written in Hebrew and English, but not
UN-standard Spanish, which was odd, she thought, if they wanted the tourists to understand it:

REQUEST AND WARNING

TOWOMEN VISITING OUR NEIGHBORHOOD NOT TO APPEAR IN OUR
NEIGHBORHOOD

IN SHORT GARMENTS (NOT COVERING THE KNEE)

IN SHORT-SLEEVED CLOTHING (NOT COVERING THE ARM).

THE TORAH OBLIGATESTO DRESS

IN MODEST ATTIRE THAT COVERS

THE ENTIRE BODY

—Residents of the Neighborhood

No problemthere, Li joked to herself. The accused pleads guilty to the charge of being a golem
instead of a woman.



Cohen claimed that the ultraorthodox neighborhoods had shifted—the hidden life of cities, he'd called
it—and that the sign was maintained more for historic than for enforcement purposes. But it was awfully
well maintained, Li thought. And she’ d seen enough of the version of human history maintained Ring-side
to know that people mostly maintained the pieces of history they agreed with.

She twitched her shirt cuffs over her wrists—Cohen, in one of hisusua old-maidly excesses of caution
had made her order abunch of new shirtswith particularly long deeves before they left—and checked
that her jacket collar was covering her neck reasonably well. Then she straightened her back and
stepped out alittle more soldierly...just in case anyone in those narrow little aleys happened to be
looking her way and thinking about anything.

She felt she was seeing a new Jerusalem—and not the one she' d sung about in church when shewas a
kid, ether.

Before, Jerusalem had aways been mediated for her by Cohen. Now, aone, it took on anew and
vaguely menacing aspect. The narrow streets seemed airless and claustrophobic. The men passed her by
with averted eyes asif she were an abomination, and the few women on the street were so thoroughly
wrapped up againgt the rain and cold that they hardly seemed human, et donefemde.

All the conversations she overheard seemed to be arguments, and the one time she caught a sentence of
English it came from an irate young woman who stood in a street-level window shouting, “What am |, a
professor?’ in answer to an unseen questioner.

Even the graffiti raged apocaypticdly. A lurid poster informed al passersoy that

It isforbidden to participate
in the abominable eections

and followed up with ahelpful swastikaiin case anyone missed the point. A second poster proclaimed
Death to the Zionist Hitlerites

Someone (aZionist Hitlerite? There couldn’t actualy be such athing, even on Earth, could there?) had
tried to tear that poster down, but, defeated by the apparent superiority of anti-Zionist Hitlerite glue
technology, had settled for defacing it with the words

BARUCH THE APOSTATE
MAY HISNAME AND MEMORY BE BLOTTED FROM THE
BOOK OF LIFE!

The more Li saw of Jerusalem, the more convinced she became that the people who thought Earth
needed to be protected from the Ring had it al completely ass backwards. It was the rest of the universe
that needed to be protected. And it needed to be protected from the maniacs that passed for human
beingsingdethe Embargo line.

To her rdief the neighborhood seemed to be getting less crazy as she got closer to the address Ash had
given her. She passed a coffee shop caled the Up/Spin. A streamspace access point? She' d been
offstream since sheleft the King David; after dl, you never knew who was watching. But now she
reached out cautioudy and felt the familiar comfort of the uplink.

<Oh. There you are.>

Shit.



<What are you doing, router/decomposer? Following me?>

<No! No! I'm not here! He told me not to tell you | was herel >

Li froze in midgtride, and an evening shopper dammed into her from behind and passed by, cursing her.
You're not that incompetent, she started to say. And then she stopped herself.

Of course hewasn't that incompetent. He was acting on ingtructions. Ingtructions that he was following to
theletter...and completely violating in spirit. Shelooked back at the affective fuzzy set that had
accompanied his confession. Sure enough, it was an dmost vaudevillian parody of dismay,
embarrassment, saf-recrimination. And it was definitely canned; the syntax was far too polished not to
have been prepared in advance.

<Why don’t you go home before you get yoursdlf into bigger trouble than you aready have,> shetold
him.

<| need to make sureyou're safe, and...>

<Wéll, don't worry. It'll bethe last time you need to spy on me. I'm going to have alittle talk with our
mutud friend when he climbs out of his pod tonight.>

<Even though | persondly loathe shunting, | haveto tell you I find the bodysnatcher jokes demeaning. So
where are you going? Y ou can tell me. | can keep a secret.>

Li snorted, and was amused to see severa nearby pedestrians dive Sdewaysin an attempt to avoid the
crazy woman. Talk about hicksville. <Y ou actualy expect meto believe that?>

<Check my codeif you don't believe me.>

She checked. Unbdlievable. He had more cutouts than a chain of paper dolls. Hewas squirreling dl
kinds of dataaway that Cohen had no ideaabout. Including data that Li had thought she was successfully
hiding under her own steam.

<Why are you doing this?> she asked warily.
<I’'minterested in you. Not like Cohenis. In amore theoretical way. | want to see what you turn into.>
<Right now I’'m afraid I’'m turning into abad person.>

He appeared to pause and consder this. The pause was faked, of course; designed to make the
exchangefed naturd at organic processing speeds. But it was the thought that counted. <Y ou'refaling
into the identity myth. That’ sthe problem with nonfunctional nomenclature. Names encourage peopleto
harbor the illusion that there’ sidentity beyond interface. That you can be good or bad apart from the
effect of your actions on theworld.>

<Good intentions have to count for something,> Li protested.

<Good intentions are just afairy tae humanstell themsalves so they can deep at night.>
<But some actions have unpredictable effects.>

<What do you expect? Lifeis an intervention in acomplex adaptive system.>

<So you're saying you can't know whether you're agood or bad person?>



<Not once you exceed the CAS's Lyapunov time. At that point you have to wait until you can take a
find measurement of the end state of the entire universe.> A note of impatience dipped into his affective
sets. <What do you want from me, a physicslesson?>

It was haf an hour shy of sunset, but the elevator in Ash' s building had already been switched over toits
Sabbath rhythm. It would travel up and down its appointed route, one floor a atime, stopping long
enough for even the dowest of the orthodox to board without bresking the Sabbath by operating a
mechanica device.

When Li arrived, thelight claimed that the car was on the sixth floor. After watching it sit there for agood
minute and a half, she got tired of waiting, located the stairwell behind adoor that looked likeit ledto a
broom closet, and climbed five flights. She didn’t lose her breath, she was pleased to note, but behind the
smooth push of the wires she could fed her dmaost middie-aged joints complaining under the relentless
assault of Earth’ sgravity.

“What?" she asked before Ash had even fully opened the door to her impatient knocking. “What's so
private and important you have to drag me hafway acrossthe city to tell me about it?’

“Say hdloto AuntieLi,” Ash crooned.

The child on Ash'ship looked to be alittle over ayear old. Li guessed uncertainly that it was aboy; she
hadn’t seen many babiesin her life, and she' d been only minimaly interested in the ones she' d seen.

“Yours?' she asked.

Ash amiled and gave alittle shrug that looked like she' d practiced it in front of the mirror ahell of alot
more than once.

Li followed the mother and child into aliving room full of just the kind of deekly forbidding glassand sted
surfaces Li would have expected to find in Ash’ shome. The stark white and chrome of the decor made
an incongruous backdrop to thetrail of bright plush and plastic toys strewn across the carpet, into the
tiled kitchen beyond the dining area, and across every flat surface the furniture offered.

“Sorry.” Ash pulled awry face. “ Can't keep up with the little guy these days.”

She bent, the child still over her hip, to pluck ared-and-purple squishy cube off the onerelatively free
chair so Li could sit down. As her shirt rode up with the movement, Li saw thefaint slver fishtails of
gretch marks riding her hipslike notcheson agun barrdl.

“Sowhy am | here?’ Li asked.

Instead of answering, Ash crouched down between the vat leather couch and aletha-looking glass
coffeetable and carefully settled the baby on abeach towel aready spread out for that purpose. This
took several minutes and involved the kinds of noisesLi had last heard from Cohen’ sItaian greyhound

puppies.

Eventudly, however, Ash finished staling, settled hersdf on the sofafacing Li. 1 have amessage for you
fromanold friend.”

Oh shit.
Ashamiled.



Li didn’t.
Silence arived.

Li, who had outgrown the urge to make nicey-nice long before her first day of interrogation training, let it
Say.

For onething it gave her achance to reexamine the impressively contradictory woman Sitting in front of
her. Gone were the high hedl's and the high-tech now-you-see-them-now-you-don’t suits. Ash was il
carefully made-up—and Li never could quite bring herself to trust awoman who wore makeup—»but she
was wearing jeans and a T-shirt and thick wool socks, and her long hair was pulled back into a messy
ponytail. She was more beautiful likethis, Li decided. Certainly she was more approachable. But there
was something dippery about her: ahard, unnatura self-assurance that repelled every attempt to access
the person inside the beautiful package.

Basicdly, there was no there there. Unless you counted the toddler and the stretch marks. And that was
thekind of “there’ that could only make any sane person duck for cover.

“Y ou haven't asked who the old friend is,” Ash prompted. “Isthat because you don’t want to know, or
because you aready do know?’

“Helen Nguyen and | have known each other since before you kissed your first boy. Or girl. Or
whatever. We aren’t friends anymore, if we ever were. So why don’t you skip the dance of the seven
vellsand tel mewhat she wantsfrom me?’

“Your help,” Ash said smply. “Y our help to get the Interfaithers out of Isragli Intdl.”
“And | should care about this because...?”’
Adh' s perfectly made-up eyes widened. “1 would think you' d be the last person to ask that question.”

“Are you about to become the next rich Ring-sider who takes one look at my DNA and thinks she
knowswhat | should think and who my friends should be? It'salong line. Y ou'll have to take anumber.”

“You know | didn’t mean it that way.”

“Wdll, I'm not very bright, I’m afraid. Y ou know how those Xenogen congtructs are. Bet you' ve sat
through any number of nice dinner parties where your mother complained about how hard it wasto turn
them into decent kitchen help.”

Adslipstightened in anger.
Li—finaly—alowed hersdf thefaintest of amiles.

We have adecision, gentlemen. Bottom card fight to the lovely Miss Catherine Li on atechnical
knockout. And may it not come back to bite her in the asswhen it really counts.

“Fine” Ash sad. “Here swhat Nguyen told me, and you can do whatever you want with it. I'm just the
messenger. No need to shoot stray voltage my way.”

Stray voltage? Just the messenger? Had the woman watched so many action spinsthat she thought
people actudly taked like that?

The baby hiccuped twice and seemed abouit to cry. Ash leaned forward and patted absently at his
digpered bottom. Amazingly, the gesture seemed to cam him.



“Mindif | smoke?’ Li asked, taking out her cigarettes.
“Yes, actudly. | never got used to it Ring-side.”
“Thought you werefromthe Ring.”

“Not exactly.” And there it was again: the momentary sensation that the real person behind the mask had
appeared and just as quickly vanished. Like those timesin hard-vac ops when ateammeate cleared his
visor to get an unmediated ook at thefield of battle. Mirroreyesmirror. All in such quick succession that
you were left doubting you' d even seen the face ingde the helmet. “It's complicated.”

“Can't see how that would be.”

The real person—or whatever it was in there—peeked out once more. “1’d say | was surprised to hear
you say that if | didn’t think you' d jump down my throat again.”

“And I’d ask you what the hell that meant if | thought you'd tell me.”

“Right then.” Ash leaned forward, jeans hiking up over anklesthat were, okay, yes, Li could admit it,
fabulous. Even if the woman was sent straight from the treacherous hands of Genera Helen Nguyen.

Li sat up, blinking at asudden and surprising thought. Was Ash Nguyen'’ slatest and greatest protegée?
Had thislovely packagefilled the void | eft behind by Li’ s defection? Well, Helen had always had eclectic
tagte.

“Y ou heard Didi’ s briefing. Everything he said wastrue. But there’ smore. And that moreiswhy I'm
talking to you. Didi was surprised by Absalom’ s resurrection. We weren't. WEe ve been tracking
high-level leaks for awhile now. Information has gotten out that was very, very tight band. So wetook a
page out of Gavi Shehadeh’'s book—or should | say Didi Halevy’ s book?—and cooked up afew
barium medls of our own. We sent them through Didi’ s office. And had them pop out in some of the last
places anyone wants to see them.”

“The Interfaithers,” Li hazarded.

“Try KnowlesSyndicate”

“The Interfaithers and the Syndicates aren’t exactly fellow travelers.”
“No, they aren’'t.”

“But the Syndicates and the Palestinians are another matter. So we' re back to Absdlom.” Li caught her
breath. “ Or are you suggesting that someonein Didi’ s officeisdirectly tied to Korchow?’

“Doesit matter?” Ash let the question hang fire for awhile. “Y ou know about the prime minister’ slist?’

“Thekidon list?" Legend had it that there was alig, the Sngle most classified document in Isradl,
containing the names of men and women with Jewish blood on their hands whom the Mossad' s kidon, or
assass nation teams, were cleared to kill as and when opportunity presented itsalf. “Sure. I’ ve heard of it.
Sowhat?’

“Gavi Shehadeh’snameison it. Naturdly. But the prime minister hasn't initided it, so they can’'t do the
hit. Didi’ sthe one who' s keeping it from happening.”

“So they’reold friends”



“Did | say different?

No. Just walked me up to the brink and let me look over the edge all by my little self. Helen
couldn’t have done it better.

“What are you saying? That Didi is Absdom and framed Gavi to keep from teking the fall himsalf? Or
that Gavi redlly was Absalom and Didi’ sin it with him? Or...I mean, what actualy?Y ou open up that
canand you'll find out it's pretty hard to get the worms back inside.”

“Look, if Helen’swrong, then no one will be happier than me. But if she’ sright, we'll be glad we played
our hand closeto the vest.”

“The problem with Helen—can | have adrink of water?’

Ash rose wordlessy and padded to the kitchen. Li heard the clink of glassesjostling each other inthe
cupboard, the burp of abottle being uncapped, the rippling pour of water.

“The problemwith Helen,” Li said loudly enough for Ash to hear her in the next room, “isthat sometimes
when she gets a hard-on for someone, it’ s patriotism. And sometimes, at least in my experience, it'sjust
politics. And | redly didike being the hatchet man in aback-dley politica brawl.”

“Thisisn't palitical.” Ash came back to stand in front of Li, glassin hand, water dripping off her long and
immaculately manicured fingernails. 1’ ve seen it unfold firsthand. I’ ve seen the spinfeeds and the office
logs. Thisisthered dedl. Y our country cals. Rough men report for duty.”

“Thelast time Helen quoted Orwell a me, she ended up trying to kill me.”
“You just got between her and Cohen. It wasn't persond.”

“Bullshit,” Li snapped, dangeroudy closeto losing her temper. “Killing’ sadways persond. | know. |
fucking doit for aliving.”

“Not anymore, last time| heard.”
They stared at each other. Thistime Ash didn’t budge or blink or even smile.

“Tell metrue, Catherine. ' Cause there are some people up at UNSec HQ who really want an answer
from you. Are you ready to come in from the cold?’

And thereit was. The long drop. With no warning at dl to let you steel your nerves and your ssomach for
it. One gtep you' re on solid flight deck, next one you' re free-faling into the gravity well of some
godforsaken ball of dirt that looks like you could fal past it into open spaceif you twitch wrong.

Ash was amessenger from Helen Nguyen, as she had so subtly insinuated she might be the other night at
Didi’shouse. And Helen Nguyen had just handed Li her own personaized, customized dumb blondeina
red Ferrari.

Shewanted it. She couldn’t deny that. She wanted the power. She wanted the independence. She
wanted the sense of setting her own coursein life rather than being dragged along in Cohen’ swake. She
wanted the ego-gratifying feding that she mattered: that she was one of the rough men who stood ready
to wreak violence so the good people of the world could deep peacefully in their beds at night. And, yes,
she wanted the adrenaline and the danger. She wanted the life, when you really came down toit.

But she knew exactly what Cohen would have to say about al this, when she eventualy got around to



telling him. Which shewould. Eventudly.
What she didn’t know was where that |eft the two of them.

She met Ash'seyes. The other woman was watching her asintently asacat tracking asongbird’ s erratic
progress toward its claws.

“Very podtic.” Li’svoice was steadier than she d thought it would be. “1s Helen offering amain course
after the entrée of worn-out clichés?’

“Shesaid totell you that there’ saproposa on her desk to alow individualy cleared genetic constructsto
work for the Security Council on an independent contractor basis. It would be done quietly,
adminigratively. Without a General Assembly vote. But the effect would bethe same: You'd bea
Peacekeeper again, without an officia commission, of course, but with everything e se. Everything. She's
ready to bring you al theway in. Y ou just need to give the nod and let us know you' re ready to come
back.”

“And Cohen?’ Li asked. “Is Nguyen warming apair of dippers by the firefor him too?’

Ash shrugged. “I find it hard to believe that you' re redly that happy with him. If itisahim. | mean...what
are you exactly? His mistress? His bodyguard? His pet 7’

But Li couldn’t answer that question, even though she’ d been asking it of herself on and off for the last
three years.

“Serioudy,” Ash pursued. “What'sit like being part of .. .that?’

Li shrugged. Inarticulate in the best of circumstances, she truly had no words to describe the twistsand
turns and myriad contradictions of life on theintraface. And whatever words she might have put together
over the course of the last three years had long ago dried up in the face of the obsessive hunger that
every spinfeed reader on the Ring and beyond seemed to have for the most minute details of Cohen’s
life, sexual and otherwise.

“He snot just one person.” Was she actually about to talk to Ash about something she' d never talked
about to anyone, including Cohen himsdf? Maybe it wasjust the sheer relief of dealing with someone
who couldn’t reach into your head and rip the thoughts out of it before you had time to decideif you even
wanted to share them or not. “He' salot of people. And...you kind of agree to pretend that there' sthis
single, identifiable, permanent person there. Just like you agree to pretend that that person doesn’t
change every time he associates another network or autonomous agent. And after awhile you start to
wonder about yoursdlf. If you're just one person or many. If you ever really knew who that person was,
and whether it' sredlly that Smplefor anyone.”

“It soundsterrifying.”

“No. Wdll, not most of thetime. But you wonder sometimes. Sometimes | think I'm becoming anew
gpecies. Like...there saline somewhere where posthuman gets so far away from human that it needsa
new name.” And shewasn't sure she wanted to be thefirst person to crossthat line.

Night had fallen while they were talking, and the shofar was aready blowing in some nearby synagogue.
Chrigt, what adisma noise! Ten daysof it were going to be enough to drive Li well near crazy.

“Maybe the next ten days would be agood time to do alittle Arithmetic of the Soul,” Ash suggested.

“According to the Interfaithers,” Li pointed out, “I don't have asoul.”



Ash shrugged and began moving around the room, retrieving scattered toys and tossing theminto abinin
the corner. “Don't think the Interfaithers are that smple, Li.” Her voice sounded oddly muffled. “No
one sthat ample.”

Ash turned to face her, the seriousness of her expression at odds with the purple plush stegosaurus
clutched againgt her midriff. “ Remember what you said about killing being persond? Y ou wereright. But
thisis persond too.”

Li waited.

“Y ou were the generd’ s student. Her protegée. Y ou hurt her deeply when you betrayed her. She’ sgiving
you a chance to set things right now. To go back and remake past choices. Not many people get that
kind of chance.”

“I'm grateful to her,” Li said. And in that moment, amazingly enough, sheredly was grateful. “But | did
what | did on Compson’s World because | thought it was right.”

Ash twisted the stuffed toy in her handsin agesture that was either unconscious or supremely skilled
acting. For some unfathomable reason it reminded Li of that brief glimpse of the Slver stretch markson
that otherwise flawlesdy engineered body. “What about what you did on Gilead?’

Li’ s shooting eye twitched, and she rubbed fiercely at it. It wasintolerable, she thought angrily, to have
her own body give her away like that.

“I don’t remember Gilead,” shetold Ash. “Or are you the only person in UN space who didn’t tunein to
thetrid of the century?’

“Nguyen said to tell you she can get you the redl feed. But only on the understanding that it’ sfor private
consumption.”

In other words, it would be yet another in the long series of “red feeds,” none of which could be parity
checked or authenticated. “ Thanks, but I’ ve aready walked down that hall of mirrors.”

“She said you' d say that. But she said you' d till want it when you' d had a chance to cool down and
think about it.”

Li wasthinking al right.

Shewasthinking of aclear blue morning sky on Gilead, and the soft wet sound of wind in the trees after
the night’ srain, and the way you could hear songbirds all the time there, twittering back and forth from
treetop to treetop; but only oncein awhile would you suddenly catch abright flash of feather in the
corner of your eye, gone before you' d had a chance to know anything except that it was beautiful.

“Good shot,” said the voice that haunted her shredded memories.

It could have been her voice. But then so could the next one.

“Not good enough. Fuck. I must have missed his spine by amillimeter. What do we do with him?’
“Mecklin? Y ou getting anything but satic? How far back is battalion?’

“I fill can't raisethem, Sarge...uh...dr. Far as| know, they gill haven’'t madeit acrosstheriver.”

“Chelf?



“No chaff, dr. They’re just not picking up the phone.”
“And we got, what. ..twenty-eight prisoners?’

“Twenty-nineif thisonelives.” A fourth voice, whose name hovered annoyingly onthetip of Li’ stongue.
“Sx A’s Twenty-two tecticas. All Aziz except for thisone. Must be their Sgint officer. Jesus Chridt,
what amess! How the fuck can he fill be aive anyway?

“What do we do now, Sarge? Tag 'em for pickup?’
“Can’t. Orders. Prisoner pickup hasto be cleared at the battalion level.”

Li remembered that particular order. Or thought she did. Good sharp solid block of soft memory of
some blowhard bird colonel standing in the drop ship’s cavernous briefing room yakking on about créche
production schedules, and theimpossibility of getting adraft resolution through the General Assembly in
the current politica climate, and how thiswasawar of attrition in which the key to victory was* draining
the bathtub” faster than the Syndicates could fill it up again. Her lavyers, even the ones Cohen hired after
shefired theidiot UNSec assigned her, hadn’t been able to dig up a shred of evidence that the guy had
ever existed, let aone been deployed to Gilead. And when it came to he-said-she-said, machine memory
best meat memory every time.

“So what are we supposed to do if we can't raise battalion? Take them with us? Gonna be like herding
fucking cats. And there' sonly eight of us.”

“Seven. Pradesh didn’'t makeit up the hill.”
Long pause there. Pradesh had been well liked.
“Has the medtech gone back to check on him?”
“Medtech didn’t makeit up the hill either.”

Which feed was Li’s? The captain’ s? The sniper’ s? Had she been giving the orders that morning or just
following them?If it had ever been possible to know, then the full-court press UNSec had put on for her
court-martial had muddied her decohering memories beyond any hope of recovery.

She could just have been the sniper, shetold hersdlf for something like the eight thousandth time. She'd
dropped into Gilead as a sniper. It was the best way to go to war if you had the skill and nervesfor the
job. Y ou sat up above the carnage, too far away even to smell it if you were lucky. Y ou did your
breathing exercises, and you kept your trigger finger warm, and you let yourself float into the cool blue
readout-flooded world behind your glareproof goggles. And if you were well and truly fucked up you
could even convince yourself for pretty long stretches of time that you were just playing abootleg beta
release of aredly kick-assvideo game.

Aslong asthekilling didn’t bother you.

Except that after awhile the fact that the killing didn’t bother you started to bother you.
The shofar blew again. Li jumped asif someone had set off thear-raid Srens.

“You understand,” Ash said, “that this offer is off if you tell Cohen about it.”

“I guessed asmuch.”

Li knew what was supposed to happen next. Hell, she could have scripted the next scene



single-handedly. She was supposed to protest that she couldn’t lie to Cohen. Ash was supposed to offer
her judtifications, excuses, and ultimately money. Li was supposed to say that the money didn’t matter,
that it was amatter of principle. Then Ash was supposed to ask her to think about it, just think about it.
Whereupon Li would agree. Reluctantly. Because of course she was amost completely entirely sure that
shewas going to have to say no....

All hypocritical nonsense when they both knew that everyone took the fall eventudly.
And the money.

It was amazing how no one ever, ever, ever turned down the money.

“Fine” Li said. “How long do | haveto think about it?’

“Aslong asyou want,” Ash said.

She offered the lie S0 swetly that it was dmost believable.

AsLi stepped into the wet street, she dmost collided with an old man hurrying home or to synagogue or
to wherever norma people went on the last night of the year in Jerusalem.

“May you beinscribed in the Book of Life,” he said, bowing and touching awithered hand to his hat
brim.

He couldn’t see her face, she redlized; the lobby wastoo bright behind her, the Street too dark; and the
fine drizzle scattered the e ectric lightsinto amisty halo around her head and shoulders.

Shereturned the gesture, ingtinctively turning her wrist to hide the fine gunmetal-gray tracery of her wire
job.

“May you beinscribed in the Book of Life,” she repeated numbly.

THE HUMAN USE OF HUMAN BEINGS

| have spoken of machines, but not only of machines having brains of brassand thews of iron.
When human atoms ar e knit into an organization in which they are used, not in their full right as
responsible human beings, but ascogsand leversand rods, it matterslittlethat their raw
material isflesh and blood. What isused asan element in amachineisin fact an element in the
machine. Whether we entrust our decisionsto machines of metal, or to those machines of flesh
and blood which are bureaus and vast |abor atories and armies and cor por ations, we shall never
receive theright answersto our questions unless we ask theright questions. The Monkey’s
Paw of skin and boneisquite asdeadly asanything cast out of steel or iron...The hour isvery
late, and the choice of good and evil knocksat our door.

—NORBERT WIENER (1964)

T HEONLY THING ARKADY EVER remembered about being interrogated by Turner wasthe



vomiting.
“Tell meagain?’ he kept asking Osnat over the course of the next severa days and nights.

And she kept repeating to him again and again, with a patience that seemed touchingly out of character,
how they’d flown to Td Aviv and landed on the roof of Golani Tech’ s corporate headquartersin the
research park over near the university’ s science campus—surely he remembered al the grass? And the
“little pipes coming out of the ground” (hiswords) which were called sprinklers and from which the
|sradlis actudly threw water away every night.

Ash had come out to meet them herself. She' d been very nice, very polite. She' d apologized for the
inconvenience, warned about possible side effects, which were supposed to be mild. And then she'd
turned him over to Turner.

Arkady remembered none of it.

“Some of the talking drugs do mess with your memory. Supposedly the brain shuts down to protect itsdlf,
same as after astrong head blow. But nothing like this. Either you' re alot more biochemically tweaked
than the average UN congtruct, or it' sinterfering with some prior conditioning.” She gave him adark
look. “That’swhat Turner seemed to think. He got pretty steamed about it. Wanted to know what
Korchow had doneto you, and why.”

“Did | sy?’

Osnat snorted. “Y ou were afucking zombie. If Korchow meant to rig you not to be able to talk under
drugs, he did a pretty bang-up job of it. Maybe too bang-up. Y ou don’t want to be drugproof, Arkady.
Not in aworld thisfucking full of mean people.”

This sort of pronouncement was part and parcel of Osnat’ s new attitude toward Arkady, which seemed
to be best summed up by the proposition that he wasin need of some serioudy fierce mothering whether
hewanted it or not.

Heknew it didn’t mean anything. He knew that Osnat and Mashe were running agood cop bad cop act
on him. But it till worked. And he couldn’t stop it from working. In the absence of any other dternative,
even afriendship founded on liesis better than solitude.

And in the meantime Arkady’ s sense of isolation was broadening and deepening. Raised in the close-knit
world of the Syndicates, he had never truly had to come to terms with solitude. Days passed during
which hefet no point of contact with the world of living, thinking, feding beings outside his prison cell, as
if hisskin weretens of thousands of kilometers wide and he was gazing at them across a Green Line of
the heart that no touch, no words, no fegling could penetrate.

“So. Arkady. Answer apersond question for me.”

They were gitting in Arkady’ slittle cell over the remains of the two dinner trays Osnat had brought in
from wherever the food came from. Osnat had taken to eating at least one med aday with him most
days. Again, Arkady knew it was part of acalculated plan to win histrust. And, again, it didn’t matter; it
worked anyway. He wastoo lonely for it not to work.

“Those Syndicate spins. | got dragged to one afew months ago, never mind how. The Time of Cruel
Miracles.”



“You saw The Time of Crua Miracles? Where—"

“At the Castro. They dways show Syndicate flicks there. ' Cause you people aredl...wdl, never mind,
that’ s not the point. My question isthis: Isthat spin consdered art?’

“Uh...wdll, not the spin necessarily. But it was based on afamous novel by Rumi.”

Osnat’ sbrows knit in confusion. “Rumi with an R?1’ve never heard of R's. How many seriesdo you
have, anyway?’

“No, no. It'sapen name. Rumi was a KnowlesSyndicate A. From the same series as Andrgj Korchow,
actualy. That whole series can be...um...odd. Anyway, he was mostly a poet, but he wrote one famous
novel. And the spin you saw isavery sensationdistic and smplistic version of that novel.”

“Commercid, you mean.”

“I’'m sorry, | don’'t know that term.”

“Popular.”

“Wéll, it certainly was popular.”

“So. At the end of the spin the hero and hislover kill themselves, right?’
“Right.”

“And thefriend | went to seeit with said that aways happensin Syndicate spins. The heroes start out
fighting with each other, and then they fal inlove, and then they have alovers' suicide pact and kill
themsdves”

That was saling Rumi’ s novel abit short, Arkady thought. But he had to admit that it sounded like a
pretty fair rendering of the average run of Syndicate movies.

“Somy question,” Osnat said, “iswhy?Why do they awayskill themselves? Why do you people like
watching that stuff?’

“Wadll, it sounds like some humanslike watching it too,” he countered. “Why don’t you ask them why?’

She gave him an impatient glare. “They like it because you d have to be either blind or dead not to enjoy
watching that Ahmed Aziz fellow take his clothes off.”

“I wouldn't know,” Arkady said wryly. “He snot my type.”

Osnat forged on, missing thejoke entirdy. “My question iswhy do you watch it? Do you people get off
on watching snuff flicks? Or isit some kind of government propaganda designed to convince you
that”—her voice dropped into aredly quite respectable imitation of the Ahmeds masculine tones—“the
collective good isamore beautiful ided than the futile search for selfish individuad happiness?’

“There are plenty of human love storiesthat end that way,” Arkady protested. “ Just think of Romeo and
Juliet.”

“Y eah, but the point of Romeo and Juliet wasthat their families' vendetta was stupid and pointlessand
they should have just let the young people be happy.”

“Wasit?1 don't recall Shakespeare ever saying that.”



“Don’'t be asmartass. It doesn’'t change the point that if you ever do get back to your precious Arkasha,
the best you can hope for is another twenty years of separation before—assuming you' re good and
neither of you pisses anyone off and you both get citizenship—your steering committee might maybe, just
maybe, give you permission to be together.”

“You makeit sound so...bleak.”
“Do1?" Shegmirked. “I don't recal my ever saying thet.”

“Thirty-year contracts and temporary workpairings aren’t about some family squabble over the means of
genetic production, Osnat. We' re not fighting for abigger share of the genomic pie. We refighting for
surviva asaspecies. Y ou people are aways complaining about living in the ruins of abroken planet.
Wédll, we don’'t even have ruins. We re out in space without alifeboat. Every créche run, every piece of
genetic design, every terraforming mission—and yes, even culling and renormdization—is dictated by the
cold equations of surviva and extinction. And one moment of carelessness or selfishness could be dl it
takesto tip the balance toward extinction. Y ou can make aface if you want to, but that’ sthe redlity.
And, frankly, what does humanity have to put againgt it? Chaos. Bickering, rutting, selfish, maladaptive
cha—"

“Whoa, Arkady!” Osnat interrupted. At first he thought she was angry, but then he redlized shewas
trying not to laugh. “I think we re going to have to agree to disagree on this.”

“Comeon, Arkady. | got clearanceto take you for alittle walk. Told Moshe you were going to die of
vitamin D deficiency if hedidn’t let you out in the sun sooner or later.”

Arkady, spliced for survival in space, was perfectly capable of synthesizing his own vitamin D; but he
thought about Osnat’ s peculiarly human prudishness about genetic engineering and decided that an
unnecessary walk would probably hurt him less than another argument with the only sentient being
currently on speaking termswith him.

Osnat’s“littlewak” turned out to be a bit more than he' d bargained for.

Arkady had dways enjoyed being planetside until then—a notable, though highly adaptive, deviation
from the stationer’ s agoraphobia that was becoming increasingly widespread among the younger cohorts
of most Syndicates créches. But the deep, dense undergrowth of the temperate zones of Gilead and
Novdis had done nothing to prepare him for the environment into which Osnat introduced him.

He was amazed by the cold, first of al. He d known, of course, about theice age; but somehow he' d il
imagined that a desert would be hot. He certainly hadn’t expected the dusting of snow that chilled hisfeet
and clotted in the treads of his boot soles.

Nor had he expected the inhabitedness of the landscape. Nothing on Earth was pristine, it turned out;
what he took for granted on Gilead or any of the other new and still-empty planets he' d worked on was
long gone even in this desol ate place. At every dip and turn of the land they would stumble on some
artifact of the desert’ sformer population. Junked cars. Rusting water tanks. Coils of barbed wire ill
draped between the leftover bones of old fences. An entire gpartment complex, built of rebar-reinforced
concrete and sheathed in now-pedling white stucco, abandoned so abruptly that there were still faded
shreds of laundry hanging from the windows like flags put out to celebrate avictory that had never, inthe
end, cometo pass.

“Isthislsradi or Paestinian?’ Arkady asked.



“Could be either. They’ ve changed the lines so often that settlements are aways getting stranded on the
wrong sde”

“And no one movesin after the sttlersleave?’

Osnat shrugged. “Israelisdon’'t want to livein Arab houses. Paestinians don’t want to live in Jewish
houses. And anyway, it's chegper to build new.”

“It dways comes back to money with humans, doesn’'t it?’

Osnat laughed bitterly. “If only it did! Money’ s nice and clean and smple compared to most of what
goes on down here.”

They saw only one sign among the wreckage of present human occupation: avast dusty herd of sheep
swirling in the bottom of awadi like aspring flood. To Arkady, Sation-raised, the sght was
inconceivable. How much biomass did these creatures consume? What kind of organic load did they
place on the ecosystem that supported them? What king’ s ransom of water did they consume every day?
How many accumulated tons of grass, insects, and anndlids were necessary to alow for the extravagance
of asingle shegp? And for what? A scrap of wool? A bit of meat that could be produced more quickly
and chesply in the most primitive vird manufacturing tanks? It was enough to make him long for the
elegant economy of aworm.

Long after he' d stopped wondering if there was any purpose to the forced march Osnat was leading him
on, they topped a steep mesa and looked out over aflat valey that contained what appeared, at first
glance, to be aremote desert town. It was empty, however. And as they dropped off the ridge and
moved down the Sngle silent street, Arkady began to understand that it had never redlly been atown at
al. The buildings were dl made of whitewashed cement block, and their wallswere massively scarred
with bullet holes. But there were no shards of broken glass anywhere—because none of the buildings had
ever had windows. And the yellow dust of the desert and the khamsin had drifted through the open
doors and windowsto pile up in the corners of dark, warrenlike roomsthat had clearly never been
finished for human habitation.

The place was like the rough draft of atown. Anideaof atown, in which avery red battle—or perhaps
many of them—had been fought.

“What isthisplace?’ he asked, shivering.
“Hel town.”

“What wasit for?’

“Y ou don't want to know.”

“Osnat?’

“What?'

“Could we...can we talk about what we talked about the other day? Y ou know, about that friend of
mine | wastdling you about?’

“And why the hell should | do that?’ she asked.

“I'just thought—"



“Y ou just thought nothing,” she snapped. “If you' ve got something to say, you can say it to Maoshe. I'm
not in the business of doling out charity or |etting people cry on my shoulder.”

She pulled off her jacket, moving with rough irritable gestures, asif annoyance had pushed her body
temperature above acceptable limits. And then she did something that set Arkady’ s pulseracing with
hope and terror. With her right hand, partialy shielded by the camouflage swirl of her coat, she pointed

skyward.

It was amomentary gesture, gone so quickly that if Arkady’s eyes hadn’t been sharpened by the fear
and tenson of the past weeks, hewould have missed it entirely. But its meaning was unmistakable: they
were being watched.

A shadow, no more than the shadow of a passing sparrow, flitted across the rocky ground. Highin the
sky something flashed silver in the morning sunlight. A surveillance drone. Had it been there on their prior
walks? Yes, heredized; he' d noticed it but assumed it wasjust a passing shuttle or asatellitein low
orbit. Who could possibly pay attention to al the scrap metal humans had chucked into orbit around their
planet?

He dissembled, scrambling to pick up the conversation whereit had fatered. “I'm sorry. | didn’t...|
didn’t mean to imply that | was asking you for something. | just...wanted to thank you for what you' ve
donesofar.”

“I haven't done anything.”
“But you have. The books. Thewalks. I...l appreciateit. Y ou're agracious person.”

The sunburned forehead wrinkled in bemusement, and she cocked her head again to get a better look at
him. “Well! That's sure asfuck thefirst time I’ ve ever been called gracious!”

Carefully, trying not to be too obvious about it, Arkady |ooked in the direction he thought she' d been
pointing.

A house—or rather, anonhouse—just like the others dong the street. He went into it. Osnat followed
him.

Insde, in the dark, she prowled around him like acat. Shewasin ahurry, hereslized. And shewas
trembling with nerves or fear—athing that scared him as much as anything in the past weeks had scared
him.

“Did you mean what you said the other day about being willing to stick your neck out to save thisfriend
of yours?’

“Yes.” Arkady had to crane his neck to keep track of her.

She prowled back toward the door, and reached a hand up to twitch away the curtain. “ Are you sure?
Y ou'd better be sure. Because I’ m about to throw out alifeline. And if | throw it to the wrong person,
we' re both going to get our teeth kicked in.”

Why did Arkady suddenly have the uncomfortable feding that he'd just, for thefirgt timein hislife, heard
the phrase “ get our teeth kicked in” used as a euphemism?

“What—who are you going to go to?’

“I don’'t know. And | don’t want to know. I’'m just going to send up aflare and whoever shows up



shows up. But you'’ d better be damned sure, Arkady. Y ou can't put the bullet back in the gun once
you've pulled thetrigger.”

1] I’ m SJre_”

“And you' d better be able to keep your mouth shut until | tell you not to. | know you candoit. |
waiched you do it & GolaniTech. You willing to do it for meif | help you?’

“I'mwillingtotry.”

“Okay. Good enough.” The whisper of cloth on stone. Scuff of her bootsin the dust. “Y ou ever heard of
the Mossad, Arkady?’

“Of course”
“Moshe and | used to work for them.”
“But | thought—"

“They recruit out of the IDF. First pick of thelitter, so to speak. We were both Sayeret Golani.
Commandos. What you' d call tacticals. Didi Halevy tapped us after officers school.

“We went through training together. There were ahundred and thirty in our incoming class.” Pride
sharpened her normally husky voice. “ A hundred and thirty chosen out of over two thousand. And Didi
Halevy told us’—her voice shifted into a schoolmasterish tone that Arkady assumed must be an imitation
of Halevy’ svoice—*We have no quotas. We take only those who we think can do thejob. And if the
best of you can’t do the job, then we won't take any of you.” She looked at Arkady, dropping back into
her own, rougher voice. “They took three out of our class, and even after that we had two years of
training, living in one room, egting rehested garbage, only getting to visit our familiestwice ayear. Me,
Moshe...and aboy named Gur who you never met and never will because Gavi Shehadeh got him
killed.”

“Isthat why you're so loya to Moshe?”’

“Youthink it'sabad reason?’ She coughed, took a step toward the door, turned around again, cleared
her throat. “ Anyway. | went back to my home unit after Tel Aviv. And then when it wastimeto re-up, |
sgned on with Golani Tech instead. Which hasn't exactly been...well, never mind what it has or hasn't
been. | choseit, and I’'m not going to whine about it. The point is, someone | know from King Saul
Boulevard came to me afew months ago and asked me to keep my eyes open and, uh...let him know if
| saw anything fishy going on at Golani Tech. | thought it was crazy. Reamed the guy out, actudly. Told
him Moshe wouldn’t be messed up in anything like that and he’ d better tell the eighth floor to mind their
own fucking business and clean up their own house.” She licked her lips. “ Then you showed up.”

“Why areyou tdling methis, Osnat?’

“Remember what you told me about wanting to help your friend?I’m putting it to thetest. Basicaly I'm
handing you aloaded gun. If you want to pull thetrigger onit, I’'m dead. If you don't pull the
trigger...then I’ll do my best to help you. And your friend.”

“What changed your mind?’ Arkady asked. “Wasit something | said to Turner?’

Osnat turned back to face him, astark silhouette against the backdrop of silver clouds, dust-gray desert.
“Y ou know damn well whet it was.”



He shook his head no.

“Bella. Bellaand her so-caled sickness. That’ s not a genetic weapon, Arkady. That's Armageddon. And
if Moshe wereredly working in Israel’ s best interests, he would have sent you back to Korchow ina
body bag the second he figured out what you were sdlling.”

NOVALIS
Six Species of Chaos

Viruses populate the world between theliving and the non-living. They are themsalves not
capable of reproduction, but if put into theright environment they can manipulatea cell to
generate numer ous copies of themselves. “ Reproduce me!” isthe essence of thevirus, the
message that theviral genome carriesinto the headquartersof acell...“Weeanimalcule,” was
Antony van L eeuwenhoek’s expression for theliving creatureswhich populated theworld
under hisbrilliant microscope...But lensgrinding wasan art in those days, and few people had
microscopes as good as L eeuwenhoek’s. Carolus Linnaeus knew only six species of microbes,
which heclassified in

1767 under the appropriate name* Chaos.”

—MARTIN A. NOWAK AND ROBERT M. MAY (2000)

O UTSIDE!" AURELIA PANTED. “NOW! HURRY!”

Arkady and Arkasha stared, bewildered. But by the time Arkady thought to ask what was happening she
was aready severd doors down, repeating the message. And aready someone else was pounding on the
hab module smeta walls, hammering out the panicked signal that means only two things to aspacer:
decompression or fire.

Arkady |eft the lab at adead run with Arkasha close behind him. The last thing he remembered hearing
as heleft wasthe brittle crack of Arkasha' s dropped pencil shattering on the floor.

Aurdiadashed through the airlock ahead of them without pausing to let it cycle. So much for the last
shreds of the theoretica quarantine.

The rest of the team was clustered on the open dope bel ow the hab module, staring skyward, hands
shielding their eyes or held over mouths dropped open in dack-jawed amazement.

“There,” Aurdiaurged. “ Look!”

It took Arkady along, stunned moment to understand what he was looking at. Then he redlized that the
trailling mare stail of high cumulus streaming acraoss the sky from horizon to horizon wasno cloud at dl.

It was acontrail.
“That’snot—" Arkashabegan.

“No,” Laid-back Ahmed said. “It' s not ours. The sound’ sal wrong. It must be one of the new drives
UNSec haa't cleared for civilian use.”



“Shouldn’'t we have seen them coming in-system?”’

“Yes.” Therewas an edge to Ahmed’ svoice that Arkady had never heard there before.
“Unless they were hiding behind the planet,” By-the-Book Ahmed pointed out ominoudly.
“But wouldn't they have to know where we were to do that?’ Aurdiaasked.

“Yes. And where dl our mapping satdllitesare aswdll.”

Aurdia svoicetraled off into the generd slencejust as Arkady came to the redization that however
frightening it had been to be done on Novaiswith help four months away, it was many times more
frightening to be sharing the planet with a contingent of Peacekeepers.

Arkady remembered the next ten days of the mission as one long continuous slow-motion avalanche of
panic.

Bdla s sckness spread through the crew with the ponderous inevitability of an avalanche gathering
breadth and power asit flows down amountainside. First the Ahmedsfell sick. Then both Banerjeesand
both the Aurelias went down in asingle miserable day. Aurdliawas unable, even after the most frantic
efforts, to isolate the pathogen responsible for the sickness. And meanwhile, anew fight was splintering
the crew into ever more violently opposed factions: the fight over whether the undiagnosable sickness and
the inexplicable contrail were caused by a single common enemy.

“Come for awak with me?’ Aureliathe surgeon asked Arkady sometime in the middle of the panic.

“Areyou up to awak?’ he asked doubtfully. She' d just dragged herself out of bed and back to work
that morning.

“Not redlly. But | want the privacy.”

Shewasdlent dl theway to the airlock, and while they cycled through it, and for agood minute after
they got outside. Even ravaged by fever, she struck out across the clearing with her usual assertive stride.
Just under the shadow of thefirst rank of trees, she veered sideways and began making adow circuit of
the pasture.

“I’'mworried,” shesaid at last. “And | want to talk to you first because | don’'t want to turn thisinto a
fight between Ahmed and Arkasha. It' stoo important.”

“What' stoo important?’

“ Ahmed has been after meto tell him that this sicknessis some kind of bioweapon. He wants to thaw out
thetacticals”

“Oh God.”
“That’ s about what | said when he sprang it on me.”
“Wadl,” Arkady said, beginning to think through the implications of Ahmed'sidea. “Isit?”

Aureliaopened her mouth, then closed it without answering. “ Arkashadoes't think so. Asfar as| can



make out, he thinks we ve just walked into the terraforming crossfire. God knowsit wouldn’t be the first
time. First survey mission | crewed on was cleanup for ateam that lost al but two membersto somekind
of hypermutating fungus before they could even figure out what hit them. And Arkashaisthe one looking
at thevira payload. I'm just trying to sort out the vector of infection. Which, if you ask me, amountsto
Mota Syndicate running an outrageoudy unethical immunologica experiment on the rest of us poor
dobs.” Shekicked at the grassin frustration. “God, | wish thiswas aRostov misson!”

They walked dong in slence, Arkady maiching Aurdlia slonglegged stride without thought or effort. She
had a point, he reflected. “ Y ou gtill haven't said what you think about Ahmed' s bioweapon idea.”

“It' spossible, of course. Anything' s possible.” She plucked one of the many-petded blue flowers that
had carpeted the pasture during the recent weeks of sun and began tearing the petals off it in an
absentmindedly savage game of she-loves-me-not.

“Then you think it evolved here naturally?’

“No. And no, | can’t tell you why.” She looked down at the flower’ s dismembered corpse, frowning asiif
she'd only just redlized the havoc her fingerswerewresking. “It just...it just fed swrong.”

“How?

“I don't know.” Sheturned to face him, looking young and scared and nothing like her usua confident
sdf. Behind her the long pasture ran away toward the hidden river, and the Slver grassrippled like the fur
of somedeeping beadt. “It’'slike...it'slikeared frog in animaginary garden.”

And no matter what he did, Arkady couldn’t get her to say what she meant by those words...or even
whether she knew that there was no such thing asareal frog anymore.

Arkashawent down with the virus the next day, and by nightfal he was running adangeroudy high fever.
The scknesswas quirky that way; one person’s symptoms might be merely annoying, while the next
person might run afever that had Aurdiataking darkly about the low surviva rates for prophylactic cryo.
Arkady and Arkashawere acasein point. Arkady’ s brush with the disease had been so mild that he il
wasn't sureif he had escaped it dtogether or smply failed to notice it amid the generd exhaustion and
panic. But Arkashawent down hard.

Arkady nursed his pairmate through seventy-two hours of violent chillsand fevers, scrupuloudy following
al Aurdia singructions. On the evening of the third day he came back from hisfirst hot medl in daysto
find Arkasha s bed empty.

Hefindly tracked hissib down in thefirst place he should have looked for him: the [ab. Arkashawas il
haggard with exhaustion and dehydration. But he was clean and shaved and nestly dressed...and
doggedly determined to get back to work.

“Areyou sure you' re strong enough to be out of bed already?’ Arkady asked worriedly.

“No. But | needed to check on something. | had an ideawhile | was sick. Something about thisviruswas
ringing abell somewhere, and | finally remembered what it was. Ever heard of Turing Soup?’

Arkady blinked in surprise. “Asin Alan Turing?’

“Yep. | think that'swhat we' ve caught. | can’t explain how it got here or who spliced it but at least |
think 1 know what they were trying to accomplish.”



“Aurdiasad you weren't sureit was designed.”

“I wasn't when | talked to her.” He cocked asharp eye at Arkady. “Why was she talking to you about
that? Did she ask you to sop me from insulting Captain Bligh' s breadfruit?’

Arkady laughed in spite of himself. “Isthat hisnew nickname?’
“Wadl, it swhat | cal him. | can't repeat what Aurdiacals him within range of your delicate ears.”

“Don’'t bemad at her for talking to me. She likes you. She just doesn’t want to watch you make trouble
for yoursdf.”

“I know. And | appreciateit. And I’ m sorry about what | said after the last consult. | overreacted. It
just...brought back bad memories.”

Arkasharubbed ahand across hisforehead and sat down abit limply. He still looked feverish to Arkady,
and not just with the fever of excitement.

“So anyway. Thevirus. Thisisill just in the region of wild surmise. But | think it' san evolutionary
search dgorithm. Fontana, the human who thought up the Turing Soup idea, spent hiswhole life working
on the relationship between genetic robustness and evolvability. In other words, if species need to change
rapidly to respond to changesin their environment, then why are most evolutionarily successful organisms
S0 genetically resistant to change? What' s the adaptive vaue of dl the epidtatic effects and redundancy
that UN-based commercia splicers are dways deleting from their genomes and we' re dwaystrying to
preserve? Fontana s big ideawas something he called neutral networks. | remember neutral networks
from first-year genetic engineering. It' s centra to understanding how genotype space maps onto
phenotype space: how DNA turnsthe biologica equivaent of acomputer program into an actua living
organism. It' salso why designers dways run into those ‘you can’t get there from here’ design problems.
Y ou know: the changesthat look like minor tweaks but turn out to involve so many splicesthat dl have
so many unintended side effects that you can't make the ‘tweak’ without stripping the whole geneset
down to its boltsand starting over again.”

Arkady nodded. Thiswas afamiliar problem for Syndicate design teams, and amajor reason for the
dow, cautious, incrementa changes within gendlines. The pre-Breskaway corporate genetic engineers
had been far bolder; but they’ d assumed cull rates for their company-owned constructs that even
Mota Syndicate would have found ethicaly indefensible.

“Sothat’ s one of thefirst lessonsin genetic engineering: Just because two organisms ‘look’ the same
doesn’'t mean their genesets ook the same. It just meansthat their DNA inhabits the same neutral
network. And one of the basic truisms of evolutionary geneticsisthat the most successful speciesusudly
have the largest neutral networks. Fontana theorized that this was because neutral networks were

nature’ sway of minimizing the chances of ayou-can't-get-there-from-here problem. He explained how
neutral networks do that by talking about maps of old Europe on Earth. Which makes sense, | guess,
since neutral networks are dl about the importance of boundaries and territory. Imagine you' rewalking
around some country. France, let’s say. But you want to get to Germany. Well, if you' rewalking around
somewhere in the middle of France, it’sgoing to take alot of stepsto get to Germany...stepsthet, in the
mutationa context, are dl fraught with an overwhelming risk of producing nonviable phenotypes. But if
you happen to be exactly on the border between the two countries, al you need to do istake one easy
step and presto, you' rein Germany. And the bigger your country is, the longer your borders are, and the
more placesyou can get to in just one step. Fontana called those border crossings—single mutations that
shift an organism into anew phenotype—gateway mutations. The bigger the neutra network, the more
gateway mutations. The more gateway mutations, the lessrisk of ayou-can'’t-get-there-from-here



problem...known in the redl world as an extinction event.”
“S0 how does Turing Soup fit into that?” Arkady asked.

“Wdl, I’'m running into the limits of my understanding of Algorithmic Chemistry here, but Fontana
envisioned neutral networks as search spaces and mutation as a search dgorithm just like the search
agorithmsyou' d useto find information in a database. The bigger the database, the more datathereisto
mine, and the more datayou can get. That' s the expanding neutral networks side of the equation. But
there’ sanother limiting factor aswell: How good isyour agorithm at searching the database? The better
the search agorithm, the faster it Siftsthe kernels of relevant datafrom the chaff. So Fontanalooked at
mutations accumulating inside neutral networks as amechanism through which organisms ‘ seerch’ the
entire space of the current phenotype for possible improvements or responses to environmental
dterations. Now | get alittle bit itchy at the ideathat organisms‘ search’ their genotype in any meaningful
way. | just don’t think evolution worksthat way. But on the other hand, genetic engineers spend alot of
timeimproving their neutral network search agorithms. And if you could engineer organismsto search
their neutral networks more efficiently, you could turn walking ghogtsinto viable populations...whichis
exactly what | think someone’ s done on Novalis.”

Arkady sank onto his own stool, floored by the magnitude of what Arkashawas describing. “I'm not
even going to touch the developmenta biology problemswith that idea—"

“I know, | know.”
“—but how would you even begin to prove someone had done it on Novais?’

“I can't. Not in any time frame that’ s going to make a difference to thismission. But | can say that Bella's
viruslooksahdl of alot morelike aterraforming tool than a biowegpon.”

Arkady bit hislip.
“What?

“Wadll...l wasjust thinking about that old saying about aweed being a perfectly good plant in thewrong
place. Is't abioweapon just a perfectly good terraforming tool in the wrong place?’

“So you are saying you agree with Ahmed.”

“No! I'm just pointing out that you' d better have an answer to that question, because there’ sno way he
won't ask it.”

“I'll have an answer,” Arkashasaid. “Oneway or another I’ll have an answer.”
“Wadll, don't push yoursdlf too hard...okay?’

“I promise!’ll be sensble. And thanksfor...well, taking care of me.”

“Anyone would have done the same.”

“That’ sthe kind of thing you aways say. It doesn’'t makeit true.”

Arkasha seyes glittered. Heredlly did look feverish, Arkady told himself for the second timein as many
minutes

He pressed hislipsto Arkasha sforehead in akiss so sweet and chaste that they might have been two
brother monks on one of the Russian iconstheir geneline’ s features were said to be modeled on.



Of course he hadn’t meant it to be akiss at dl; he’ d been checking Arkasha stemperature, just ashe'd
done countless times over the course of the sickness. But somehow it hadn’t ended up that way.

He stood there, one hand gtill on Arkasha s shoulder, feding like an army that had outrun its supply lines.
Arkashawas utterly gtill under his hand, his eyes wide and dark, hisface oddly expressionless. But
Arkady could fed the heat of his skin through the thin shirt, and the bones of his shoulder benegath their
too-thin veil of muscle and tendon.

“I just—" Arkady began. And then he stopped, because Arkasha had begun to spesak in the same
indant.

“What?’ they both said—and then laughed nervoudly.

Arkasharaised ahand, then let it fal without completing the gesture. “I should get back to work,” he
sad.

“Why?" Arkady asked. He did his hand up to the nape of Arkasha s neck, certain that Arkashawould
shy away from the touch but unable to stop himself. “Why won't you just let yourself be happy?’

Arkashablinked like a man stepping out of a shuttered room into bright sunlight. “I’ve made alot of
troublefor mysdlf,” hewhispered. *Y ou wouldn't be doing yoursdlf any favors.”

“l don't care.”
“You should care,” Arkashasaid. But helet himsdlf be drawn closer.
“I don't care,” Arkady repeated.

Then, till haf-convinced he would be pushed away, hetook Arkashain hisarmsand kissed him
again...thistimenot a al chastely.

“I love your cowlicks,” Arkashasaid. “I’'m endlesdy, abjectly grateful to whatever poor dob is
respongble for them. If he hadn't fallen adegp on the job, you might be a completely different person.
Y ou might never havefdleninlovewith your slly little ants. And I might never have met you, let done
fdleninlovewith you.”

They werein their cabin, sorawled across the lower bunk, drinking more of the Aurelias’ vile vodka,
geding afew moments away from the insanity that was rapidly consuming the rest of the crew.

“Has Aurelia showed you any results on those assays yet?”’

“Don’t change the subject on me. I’ ve never seen hair that out of control. No wonder you' re obsessed
with the adaptive value of dissent!”

Arkady brushed ineffectudly at the offending locks. “ They're ugly.”
“They' re extreordinary.”
“They’readeviation.”

“They’ re an oversight. Some poor designer was too busy thinking about next week’ s production quotas,
or hisdigestive troubles, or his unrequited love for whatever norm-conforming certifiably A-equivalent
piece of tail he happened to be chasing at the moment. His mind strayed”—Arkasha sfree hand did



down Arkady’ s chest and across his belly—" unforgivably from the al-important work at hand. An error
crept into the D1746 gene at Site forty-two of chromosome eighteen. That’ sthe frizzy D siteto you and
the rest of the hoi polloi. Our poor designer failed to notice the error. It began to replicate. The control
team, perhaps smilarly distracted by work, lugt, or digestion, also failed to notice the error. Which
continued to replicate. Which resulted in your spectacular cowlicks. Which resulted in my fdling inlove
with you. Which isabout to result in.... here, hold this”

“You'redrunk.” Arkady took the beaker Arkasha handed him and realized belatedly that there was
nowhere on the narrow bunk to put it down—and that that was exactly what Arkasha had intended.

“True, too true,” Arkashaadmitted, busy with the drawstring of Arkady’s pants. “I’m aso ashirker, and
amalingerer, and an unregenerate deviant. None of which detracts from the blinding mora import of the
revelation I’m about to bestow upon you.”

“Whichis?’

“That | love you—have | mentioned, by the way, that you entirely fail to gppreciate my brilliance and
origindity?—thet | love you because of their mistake.”

Arkady made arude noise. “ At least my cowlick isoutside my skull, not insdeit.”

“Yep,” Arkashaannounced at about the same moment as he finaly succeeded in making Arkady spill his
drink al over thefloor. “That’sme. A Cowlick on the Brain of a Perfect Society.”

The arenawas perhaps ameter across. At the moment its perfectly white and featureless surface
contained perhapsfive hundred army ants, racing around in aswirling, dightly irregular circle that
resembled nothing so much as asatdllite’ seye view of ahurricane. It dso resembled, to Arkady’s
naturdist’ seye, adozen or so other examples of saf-organized criticdity in action: the ddlicate spird
sructuresthat so many leafy plants evolved to maximize sun exposure and minimize sdf-shading; the
intricate whorlsin the pdts of fur-bearing mammas, of which the single whorl on the crown of each
human and posthuman head was avestigid remnant; the complex interlocking networks formed by
communities of people, ants, or songbirds.

But there was one difference of course: dl those other patterns were adaptive, whereas the milling,
panicked circle of antswas suicidaly dysfunctiond.

“Under unique circumstances in nature (and rather ordinary onesin the laboratory), army ants can be
induced to form atight circular column, amyrmecologica merry-go-round, in which they ‘march
themselvesto death.”” Gotwald, of course, quoting Pids and Schnierla

And the great Schnierlahad established that the diameter of the circular column represented “the sum of
the vector of theindividua ant’s centrifugal impulse to resume the march and the centripetal force of
trophdlaxiswhich bindsit to itsgroup” ... .an equation that never failed to cross Arkady’ s mind when he
saw large groups of people al making the same stupid mistake at the same moment.

Trophallaxis—the following ingtinct—was so strong that if you dropped ants from two different svarms
into the arena together, they would actudly follow each other perfectly peacefully for ten or twenty
minutes before they came to their senses and locked mandiblesin alast mortal battle.

“You d think that sometime, somewhere, some of them would just snap out of it and turn the other way,”
Arkasha said beside him.



“Y ou have to remember that the following ingtinct is perfectly adaptive in the environment it evolved in.”
Asusuad Arkady felt an obscure need to defend hisants. “If these ants were on the forest floor instead of
inthe lab, they would circle around until they found their swarm’s scent and just follow it back to the
main column. Or even if the scent trail was gone, washed away in aflood for example, they’d runinto
sticks and stones and leaves and be deflected little by little until they eventualy worked their way back to
the rest of the swarm. It'sjust here, where there’ sno external noise to counterbalance the circling
ingtinct, that it becomes ma adaptive. The ants and their environment are an integrated system, just like
the brain and its environment. Change the environment and you' re left with haf asystem. Y ou might as
well rip haf thewires out of acomputer, then blameit for not working.”

“It' sredly kind of awful when you put it that way,” Arkashasaid. “Actudly...why are you doing thisto
the poor ants?’

“I"'m not going to follow through with it,” Arkady confessed. “I just wanted to seeacircular mill in action.
I’m going to aspirate them back into their nest before they get too tired. Totll you thetruth, | never
could do any redlly nasty experiments on ants. | can't sand the sight of their little faceswhen they’re
frightened.”

“Theirr little faces?” Arkasha sounded amused. “ Do ants even have faces?’
“Sure. Well, mandibles. And they have this panic-stricken way of antennating that’ s just heartbreakin—"

Ranjipur poked his head into the lab, 1ooking thoroughly panic-stricken himsdlf despite hislamentable
absence of antennae. “Have you two seen Aurelia?’ he asked. “ Oh. Arkasha. Thank God. We need
you. Bella'shad some kind of relgpse.”

Bedlawasin the bathroom dumped over the toilet when they reached her. Her dark hair was plastered
against her skull, and Arkady could see the pale skin of her scap showing between the damp locks.

“How long has this been going on?’ Arkasha asked.

It turned out that it had been going on for aweek, and that Bella had somehow managed to hide it from
everyone. Shocking. But not as shocking asthe look on Aurelia sface when shefindly arrived and got a
handle on the Situation.

“Come down to thelab and help me run this?’ she asked Arkasha after she' d pulled blood from the
Motai B.

Arkady tagged dong, following Aurdid sglance a him rather than an explicit invitation.
“What the hell isgoing on down here?’ Arkasha said as soon as the door closed behind them.

Aurdiadill had that stunned, bloodlesslook on her face. “1 don’'t know. | have no data, no physiological
basdlines, no standard proceduresto follow. | mean, for the ship cat, sure. But this...”

Arkasha flopped weskly onto the stool next to Arkady. He and Aurelia seemed to have reached some
basi ¢ ungpoken agreement about the nature of Bella' s changeling sickness that euded Arkady.

“IsBdlaindanger?’ he asked hesitantly. “Can you cure her?’

“She'sinalot of danger,” Aurdiasaid shortly. “And | can’t cure her because there' s nothing to cure.
She' snot sick, Arkady. She's pregnant.”



A UNIVERSAL GRAMMAR OF COMBAT

Military conflicts, particularly land combat, possessthe key characteristics of complex
adaptive systems (CASs): combat for ces are composed of a large number of nonlinearly
interacting parts...local action, which often appear s disor dered, induceslong-range order (i.e.,
combat is self-organized); military conflicts, by their nature, proceed far from equilibrium;
military forces, in order to survive, must continually adapt to a changing combat environment;
thereisno master “voice’ that dictatesthe actions of

each and every combatant...

Finally, what lies at the heart of an artificial-life approach to smulating combat, isthe hope of
discovering...whether there existss—and, if so, what the properties are, of—a universal
grammar of combat.

—ANDREW ILACHINSKI (2001)

T HE MACHINE WOULDN'T TELL THEM where it was taking them.

It met them aone, without the terrifying woman who Arkady gill ingtinctively thought of not as Catherine
Li, but asthe Butcher of Gilead. But Arkady’ srelief at Li’s absence faded as Cohen led them out of the
prosperous modern section of Jerusalem and into the bombed-out tangle of empty streetsthat tumbled
down toward the thickness of the Line.

Osnat followed the Al with adocility that Arkady found more frightening than her usua stubbornness.
Her eyesflickered restlesdy over the passing house fronts and aleyways, but she gave no other sign of
being aware of possible danger. Arkady would have liked to believe that it was because she knew they
were protected, but he suspected it was because she' d decided that any dangers out there couldn’t be
dedlt with and would have to be accepted.

Findly, they turned into an empty street whose houses—not dl of them empty by any means—borethe
blaring orange biohazard signsthat Arkady had come to recognize as the emblem of the poisoned border
between |srael and Palestine.

“Areyou surethisisagood idea? Arkady whispered to Osnat.
“Too latefor that, boychik.”

Something clanked softly, metal on metal, in the shadowy interior of one of the abandoned housesthey’ d
just passed. “Don’'t move,” said awoman’ s voice from the shadows. “Y ou' re perfect just where you
ae”

“Son of abitch,” Osnat muttered.
The machine shrugged apologeticdly. “It wasn't my idea”

More noises came from ingide the house, and from two of the houses on the other side of the empty
street. Osnat stood stock-4till, her hands held stiffly out away from her body, in plain sight, with the paims
showing and the fingers open. On reflection, Arkady decided that it might be a good ideato do the same.



The voice that had spoken out of the shadows had dmost certainly been Catherine Li’ s, but none of the
half dozen hard young bodies that emerged from the surrounding houses was hers.

They were soldiers, but there was something disorientingly drab and ragtag-looking about them, even by
|sraeli stlandards. Their uniformslooked at first glance asif they’ d been torn and roughly patched. It took
afew puzzled minutesfor Arkady to work out that the “patches’ were tape, and the tape was
drategicaly located to cover dl unitinsgnia

“Hey, guys,” one of the secret soldiers said when he caught sight of Osnat. “It’' s Hoffman! We bagged
oursalves atiger. Here, kitty kitty kitty!”

“Oh grow up,” Osnat snarled.

A second soldier came over to frisk Arkady. Asthe boy’ s hands did under hisarmsand along hisrib
cage, Arkady saw aflash of slver on the breast pocket of his uniform. Helooked more closely and saw
asmal pin depicting avicioudy curved saber blossoming from apair of spread eagl€ swings.

“Y ou forgot to tape over your pin thingy,” he said.
“What areyou, IDF quality control? | ran out of fucking tape.”

“It doesn’'t matter anyway. | don’t even know what it means.” Not quite true; the paratroopers wings
told Arkady he was dealing with commandos from one of Israel’ s legendary Sayerets, or specia units.
But which unit thiswas he couldn’t have begun to say.

“It means| Love Mom,” the soldier quipped. “Now turn around and spread your legs, schlemidl.”
Arkady turned around obediently—and finally caught sght of L.

There was something about her, even standing in the street doing nothing, that made the Isralislook like
toy soldiers. She was dressed much as Osnat usually dressed: in nondescript standard-issue desert-drab
gear that looked like it could have come out of any of the army surplus shops Arkady had passed while
running Korchow' slittle errands the other week. But somehow the mismatched odds and ends hung on
her short stocky frame in a configuration that looked anything but haphazard.

Her short hair was pushed back under apair of sniper’s gogglesthat must cover her entire face when she
pulled them down. The elastic band that held the goggles to her head had once had white lettering onit,
perhaps amanufacturer’ s logo; it had been scribbled over with alaundry pen so that it wasjust adull
purple-brown overlay on the black elagtic. Her trousers were stained and bagged out at the kneesand a
knee pad floated around one ankle. Her already-stocky body was encased in aceramic vest. In addition
to the handgun still strapped to her thigh where he' d seen it during that first meeting at the airport, she'd
made two new additionsto her armory: along, black, vicioudy deek sniper’ srifle and abruta-looking
sawed-off assault weapon with aflashlight duct-taped benesth its trigger guard.

Another person—most other people—would have looked ridiculousin this getup. Li didn’t. And when
Arkady asked himself why, he couldn’t come up with aclear answer. Wasit the well-worn, hard-used
quality of the clothes and weapons? Was it the sense that every strap and buckle and piece of tape had
been adjusted with cool precision by hands that had done the job of killing often enough to makeit a
meatter of craft, rather than reflection? Or was it the bulldog set of her jaw and the glint of defiant
enjoyment in her dark eyes?

“He sclean,” the soldier told Li over Arkady’ s shoulder as hefinished searching him.
“Takehimingdethen.”



Arkady looked around for Cohen, but the Al was gone. He had avague ideathat he' d seen him fade
back into one of the neighboring houses just after the troops had arrived on the scene. And he must have
taken Osnat with him because she was nowhere to be seen ether.

“Where did Cohen and Osnat go?’ he asked L. It wasthe first time he’ d ever worked up the courage to
speak directly to the woman.

She looked a him asif she'd just become aware of his existence and wasn't particularly pleased by the
discovery. “Cohen had to go take care of some things.”

Arkady jerked his head toward the empty houses and the no-man’ s-land that he knew must lie just
beyond them. “Ishe...are we going out there?’

“Probably.”
“Arewe going to be out there after dark?’ Arkady asked, looking at her flashlight-equipped weapon.
She gave him alazy amile. “Y ou better hope not.”

Inside the building that seemed to be the unit’ simpromptu headquarters, Arkady saw adozen more
soldiers, atangle of wires and equipment, assorted ominous olive drab cases and boxes—and off ina
corner together, bent over amonitor, Cohen and Osnat and ayoung man whose collar tabs said he was

acaptain.

Osnat had somehow acquired a ceramic-plated vest and helmet and one of the same snubbed-off
flashlight-equipped weaponsthat Li and the otherswere dl carrying.

“What about him?”’ Li flicked athumb at Arkady. “Y ou’ re not going to send him in naked asashdlled
oyder, areyou?’

Anawkward slencefdll.
“Oh for God' s sake. Don't tell me no one thought of it?’

“Wadll...uh...Avi’sabout hissize,” said ayoung woman with afirgt lieutenant’sbar on her collar.
“Someone go get Avi.”

“Avi! Get thefuck over herel”
“I said go get him, not scream in my ear. God, kids these days!”

A tdl dim soldier materiaized from somewhere over Arkady’ sleft shoulder. Rough hands pushed him
againg thewall next to Arkady and squared them up next to each other. A brief argument ensued—no
surprise in a country where argument appeared to be the nationa sport. Nonetheless, it was obvious that
the willowy Avi was closer to Arkady’ s space-born physique than anyone else in the unit.

“Hey, wait aminute,” Avi said when he figured out what wasin the cards. “Not my vest! Take someone
else'svest! Thisisn't some factory-issue piece of shit. My mother resewed dl the inside pockets and—"

“Wadl,” Li pointed out in a deceptively mild voice, “if you' re realy concerned, you could ways come
aong with us and make sure nothing hgppenstoiit.”

“—and, uh, I'm sure she' d be overjoyed for Arkady hereto haveit. Redly. Be my guest. My shit isyour
shit”



The boy emptied the pockets of hisvest into abag someone held out for the purpose, removed various
pieces of detachable gear and equipment, unfastened what seemed like an inconveniently large number of
buckles and snaps and Vel cro strips, and findly pulled the vest over his head and lowered it over
Arkady’ shead in one smooth and amost anticlimactic movement.

The vest dropped onto Arkady’ s shoulders with a soft thud, giving off asmell that was a combination of
itsnorma owner’s masculine, and thankfully relatively clean, odor, and the sharp smdls of dirt and
mechine oil and the khamsin. “1t'sso light,” he said wonderingly.

“Well seif you dill think that in five hours”

And indeed, as the straps were fastened and tugged tight around his body he could aready fed the
ceramic plates digging and chafing around the edges.

When the thing had been strapped tight enough to fedl thoroughly uncomfortable, the lieutenant stepped
back and gave him a measuring once-over. “Wdll, that ought to protect everything but your balls,” she
saidinasaisfied tone. “And | hear you guys don’t use those anyway, so what do you care? Move
around for me, will you?’

Arkady moved. “It'stoo tight,” he complained.
“Too tight isjust right. Asthe generd said to thewhore.”
Arkady had no ideawhat that meant, but everyone el se seemed to think it was hysterically funny.

A noncom snaked through the crowded room with what looked like arall of lilac purple tape. “Line up,
ladies. Color of the day.”

“God! Purple again? Who picksthese colors, avengeful homosexua field-training-school washout?”
“Hey it’ sbetter than the hot pink. Remember the pink? Took me amonth to ped that shit off.”

“Hey, guys,” drawled the next guy over, “didn’t your mother ever tell you not to look agift Mat'Kd in
the mouth?’

“And thered tragedy isthat he thinks he’' sfunny!”

As Arkady watched, people began ripping off strips of the brightly colored tape and wrapping it around
the grips of their assault rifles or sticking Strips of it onto their vests and helmets.

“What' s the tape for?’ he asked Osnat, who had reappeared beside him in full combat gear.

“Idiot-proofing.” She' d ripped a section off the roll when it passed them by and was taping her own
wespon and vest. She eyeballed him for aminute, stuck a strip of tape across his vested chest and
pressed it briskly into place. “ Thetactical Alsare programmed not to fire on anyone with the right color

tapeon.”
“But couldn’t someone just copy the tape? Or sted it?’

“Not that easy. It sinteractive, talks back and forth with the Als' sensors, and they change the colors
every few patrols, mix them up between zones and so forth to try to stay ahead of infiltrators. Anyway,
it'snot an absolute interdiction. It just kicksthe Al into adifferent decision tree or something. It can il
wasgteyouif it wantsto. And don't forget that.” She gave him her fiercest look. *’ Causeif you get
yourself shot out there, I’ m going to personaly kick your ass”



“Okay, I'min,” Cohen said, emerging out of the hallucinatory visions of streamspace like amessenger
fromthe efterlife.

“What does he mean?’ Arkady whispered, leaning into Osnat to speak in her ear.

They were dtill in the abandoned house. Through the ragged window frames Arkady could seethe
house’ s sagging back porch, the rich green dopes of Mount Herzl, the precise geometric lines of the
tombsin the military cemetery, thetdl treesof Yad Vashem’'s Avenue of the Righteous Gentile. Mount
Herzl wasthe heart of the Line, the thickest part of the thickness.

Arkady looked out over the dusty scrubland that separated them from the mountain and thought of the
deadly tide of Al-controlled wegponry and human muscle patrolling its paths and riverbeds and
crumbling roadways. He remembered the figures of tonnage of land mines buried on the Line per year
and shuddered. It was hell. Hell masquerading as an earthly paradise. What sort of beings could evade
the patrols and the trip wires long enough to live out there?

Down in the valey bottom a patrol—I sraeli? Pd estinian?—threaded itsway along the riverbed, olive
drab ghostsin an olive drab landscape. The wind shifted, and the thick cold smell of gun ail drifted up
from the valey bottom.

The soldiersfdl slent, watching. The patrol snaked down the valley bottom and vanished. A few minutes
passed. Someone heaved a sigh. People around Arkady began to talk again, then to get up and move
around and go back to the tasks they’ d been engaged in before the patrol appeared.

Cohen stood up, stretching stiff muscles, and walked over to look down a Arkady, who was il
crouched on the floor where Osnat had left him.

“How can they not see us?’ Arkady asked.

“Becausethey’renot redly here,” the machine explained. “They’ re under full-immersion shunts, just like
my bodies are. Each oneis under the control of an Emergent Al operating in athree-dimensiona game
gpace that exactly mirrorsthered Green Line.”

“Why?

“Suicide” The machine smiled. “ And not the romantic kind that Syndicate novdists write about. An
Emergent Al’ s persondity architectureisalot brittler than the human variety. And Emergentsdon’t have
the benefit of the human hypothaamic-limbic sysem to hep them rationdize killing in wartime. They have
to livewithitin cold blood, so to speak. And alot of them turned out not to want to do that. So now we
tell them they'rejust playing agame in streamspace.”

“And the Alsthink the Paestinians are doing the same? | mean, they don’t know there are actua people
on the other sde of the gun?’

“Right.”

“And what happensif one of the Alsfiguresit out?’
“Bye-bye, little Al.”

“Oh.”



“Cheer up. That’swhat’ s going to get us through the Line safe and more or less sound. Because the
game can't look too redigtic, of course. The gamespace in which the Emergents think they’ re operating is
only asmplified mode of thereal Green Line. And you know the old saying about how there smany a
dip "twixt cup and lip? Well, we re going to engineer afew dips between gamespace and red space.”

The captain eyed Cohen from across the room. Y ou know what timeit is, right?’

“If that’ sapolite way of telling meto hurry up, then dlow meto point out, equaly politely, that your
equipment stinks.”

“Tdl it to the Knesset.”
“Nothing’ s stopping you from buying it below theline.”

“Areyou kidding me? What kind of putz buyslega equipment with below-the-line money? What the
hell’ sthe point of having a covert ops budget if you waste it on stuff you' re dlowed to have?’

Cohen snorted and went back to pecking at the keyboard and peering into the blue depths of the
monitor.

Meanwhile the captain straightened up from the monitor and turned to face the room at large. “ Listen up,
everyone. From here on in we' rein the thickness of the Line and we' re flying below radar asfar as

IDF s concerned. Y ou know what that means. We do not want to be sending any nice young reservists
home to their mothersin body bagstoday, so be bloody damn careful. But if it comes down to choosing
who'sgoing to fill up abody bag, the State of Israel hasahell of alot more invested in each of you than
it doesin any eighteen-year-old Al puppet. So act accordingly...and you can cry on my shoulder when
we' redl safea home again. That' sapromise.”

Thetenor of activity in the abandoned house changed. One by one the soldiers around Arkady fell sillent.
The frenetic camaraderie gave way to atense waiting aertness that reeked of approaching danger.
“What' s happening?’ he asked Osnat.

“Shh! They're coming.”

It took Arkady another minute to hear what Li’ s enhanced senses and the IDF monitors had told the
others: the muffled clank and rustle of afully equipped infantry squad on the move.

The soldiers on either sde of Arkady were shrinking back against the wal, clutching their weaponsto
their chests. Osnat pulled him back toward the wall by one deeve. “ Get back, Arkady. Givethem
room.”

They waited. Fabric moved softly againgt fabric. Someone coughed. Cohen tapped sporadically at the
old-fashioned keyboard in front of him, making frustrated faces. The sound of the approaching squad
swelled and echoed down the empty street until Arkady began to fed that they must dready have passed
the open doorway before him—or that time had become stuck in an endlesdy repesting loop in which the
unseen force was arriving and arriving and never actudly here.

“Safeties off,” the cgptain murmured. He looked sick to his ssomach.

“NavMeshisinitidizing,” Cohen reported findly. “They’ re checking the patrol waypoints agains the
terrain database and updating the blind data. Okay. Now they’ re getting amodification to their
SeekToViaNavMesh.”

The machine paused, watching some process unfurl in the virtud, and to Arkady unimaginable, world of



streamspace. Then it shook its head in gpparent exasperation.

“These people have an idea of surface and barrier architecture that the word baroque doesn't even begin
to cover! No wonder they patrol the Line on foot. If they sped up to ajog, they’ d have to stop every
other tick to wait for the next state-of-the-world update!”

Themeachinefdl slent.
“Y ou done yet, Cohen?” That was Li, somewhere across the room and out of sight.
“Yes. No. | think s0.”

A boothed scraped in the dust outside. A shadow flitted past the door, too fast for Arkady to have more
than a vague sense of color and movement.

“They're here,” someone whispered.
And they were.

The Enderbots took the house with a seamless and silent deliberation that was at least asterrifying asthe
cold competence of Syndicate-bred tacticals. One minute the center of the room was empty. The next an
impassvely saring trio of infantrymen was flowing smoothly into tacticaly optimal positionsfrom which
they were able to cover the entire room and its approaches. Their weapons were equipped with
spintronic range finders: a pae beam that quivered through the dusty air and picked out precise blue
circlesthat wandered over the faces and uniforms of the specia forces soldiers. Severa of the men
around Arkady flinched when the beams touched them, but no one broke ranks.

“God,” someone said, “how the hell can they be so young?’

Arkady felt an dmost ingtinctive urge to reach over and shut him up, but it was clear that the voice made
no impression on the shunt-driven infantrymen. It was o clear that Cohen had succeeded in hacking
NavMesh; the Enderbots, or Enders, asthe Isradlis called them, disregarded Arkady and the others asiif
they redlly had faded into the pedling woodwork of the old building.

“IDF staking about drafting sixteen-year-olds,” another soldier said, answering thefirst. “Don’'t you
read the papers?’

“I only read the funnies. And when did you become such a condescending asshole, if you don’t mind my
asking?'
“Will you two clowns shut up for once?’

“Why? They can’'t hear us. Fucking Armageddon won't wake the Enders up.”

Gradudly, in orderly squads, the rest of the Enders shuffled in and formed up in the center of the room.
Then they stopped, quite abruptly, and just stood there doing nothing.

“What are they waiting for?” Li asked impatiently.

“The SeekToisair-gapped,” Cohen answered, il a the monitor. “Figuratively, not literally. But the
patrol till can’t breach the line until ahuman operator checks the waypoints for blue-on-blue problems.”

“Y ou' refucking kidding me.”
The Al coughed ddlicately, then continued with the air of aman ddivering dightly embarrassing news.



“Therewas alittle incident aong the India-Pakistan border awhile ago. 1, uh, jumped the gun. Only
dightly. But humans have long memoriesfor that sort of dip up.”

“What if there’ s no human on-lineto check EMET’ shomework for it?’
“Thisis Earth,” Cohen pointed out. “ There' s aways a human around.”
No one spoke. The Enderswaited for their clearance. Everyone else waited for the Enders.

“Jesus,” Li muttered. “ Pakistan. Wherever that is. By the way, Cohen, isthere anything on this planet
you haven’t run?’

Cohen blinked, thought for amoment, then smiled beatificaly. “ Garbage collection.”

Another minute or two passed, the Al-controlled squad standing passively in the center of the room, the
specid forces soldiers squatting and Sitting and standing aong the bullet-scarred walls watching them.

“Okay,” Cohen sad, “they’re cleared for insertion. Just another minute now.”

The Enders began to move again, and Arkady watched a surrea scene unfold around him: one squad of
soldiers armed to the teeth and ready to go into awar zone, watching a second squad muster, check their
weapons, and get ready to go into the same war zone....while the second squad walked around and
stepped over their unseen shadows as if they were nothing more than dead stones.

One of the shunt-controlled soldiers was a dender blond girl who didn’t look aday above seventeen.
She crouched down amere army’ slength away from Arkady and began checking her weapon and
ammunition clips with smooth precise inhuman movements. She didn’t even haveto look at the gun to
complete the task; her blue eyes stared blankly at thewall just over their shoulders.

“Fuckable?’ asked the soldier next to Arkady in aconversationd tone.
“Oh yeah,” his neighbor breathed in atone approaching reverence.
“Has anyone ever mentioned what losers you guys are?” Osnat said.
They ignored her.

“Hey, beautiful,” thefirst soldier murmured to the girl. “It' sabig bad world out there. What are you
doing playing the Green Linelottery? Why don’'t you just stay here and let me make pretty babieswith
you?” And then, to Arkady’ s stunned disbelief, he reached out and brushed the back of hishand down
the girl’s cheek.

Arkady heard Osnat curse under her breeth. He froze, waiting. The girl shook her head dightly, asif afly
had landed on her skin. Then shefinished prepping her rifle and moved silently over tojoin thelittle clot
of soldiers mustering by the back door.

Arkady sighed in rdlief. “Why are they called Enders?’ he asked the soldier who had caressed the girl.

“’ Cause they’ re cannon fodder.” The boy’ stone suggested that he was stating the obvious. “ Enders.
'Causethey’vehit theend of theline. Get it?’

“No,” hiscompanion argued. “It's’ cause they end you. Y ou fuck with them, you' re dead, end of story.”

“Y ou people,” Osnat announced in atone of profound disgust, “are submoronic illiterates.”



Another few minutes and the Enders were mustered and ready to move out. The commandos dipped
into their streamspace shadow, and suddenly everyone was moving out, and Arkady was being dragged
along behind Osnat into the heart of ano-man’ s-land that he was starting to realize was anything but

empty.

Operaionsin the thickness of the Line turned out to mostly involve sitting around waiting.

They would move forward, agonizingly dowly, trying to stay within the Enders datafusion shadow. The
Enders would stop—even with his experience of the AzizSyndicate tacticals, Arkady found their abrupt,
slent changes of speed and direction unnerving—and everyone el se would stop too. Then they would
wait. For afew minutes usudly. For haf an hour or forty minutes. Once for afull hour and aquarter. And
then some invisible nonevent would happen in streamspace, and the Enders would move off again, and
off they’d dl go likeratsfollowing the Pied Piper of Hamelin.

At one paint they ssumbled into the outer penumbra of a Palestinian artillery barrage. The Enders
appeared entirely unmoved by the awesome spectacle; they smply coaesced in anearby shell crater and
took cover asif having the earth ripped apart just in front of their feet were no more darming than
spotting arain cloud on the horizon.

The commandos huddled together in the closest available crater, unfortunately awet one. They looked
only dightly more concerned than the Enderbots, but they kept up arunning commentary of flagrantly
indecent summeations of their current comfort level that had even Li grinning.

“Don’'t worry.” Cohen leaned over to shout in Arkady’ s ear between two blasts big enough to make the
ground ripple under their feet. “ The Pdegtinian Army isahighly professona organization. They havea
firm grasp on how to keep the voting public scared and pliable with minimum waste of trained soldierson
both sdes. Aslong asthey’re actudly trying to hit uswe re perfectly safe. Of course the fact that they
don’t actualy know we re here may complicate matters somewhat.”

Arkady looked nervoudy toward Osnat, trying to gauge whether thiswas ajoke. “ Do the,
ah...Pdediniansfireinto the Line often?’

“It goes up and down. At the moment we' re in a pretty hot-and-heavy phase.”

“And the only thing standing between them and the |sradlisis the French Foreign Legion?’ Arkady said
doubtfully. “Why would anyone teke that job?’

“Because they’re French,” Osnat said.

“Becausethey’reidiots,” Cohen sad.

“Becausethey'rethe Legion,” Li said. “Ever heard of Camerone?’
Arkady shook his head.

Sheleaned forward, warming to her subject, and told him the story in a series of rapid-fire, chewed-off
half sentences that sounded like they’ d been forged on the battlefield.

It had happened on aplanet called Mexico. Or in acountry called Mexico. Arkady couldn’t tell which
from theway Li described it. A battalion of Legionnaires|ed by the dready infamous Colonel Danjou
was escorting a supply train when they were attacked by three Mexican battalions. The French retreated
to the Hacienda Camerone (“No, Arkady, | don’t know how ahaciendais different from ahouse. It's



not mission-critical. Let it dide.”) and set up a perimeter around the courtyard of the hacienda under
heavy sniper fire. At 9:00 A.M. on the morning of the battle, the Mexican commander offered terms of
surrender, which were refused.

Several mixed cavary and infantry charges were bloodily repelled. But the defenders took deep lossesin
each of thefailed assaults, and Colond Danjou, fearing for his men’ sresolve, gathered themin the
hacienda s courtyard and made them swear on his wooden hand—memento of past battles—that they
would fight through to death or victory.

Danjou fell to asniper’ s bullet moments|ater. His second-in-command died in the afternoon, and by
evening the former battalion was being commanded by a second lieutenant named Maudet.

At 6:00 P.M. Maudet and the last four defenders exhausted their ammunition, fixed their bayonets, and
charged the Mexican lines. Three of them survived the charge.

The Mexican commander demanded their surrender, and they sent his messenger back acrossthe lines
with the message that they would rather die than give up their arms, their flag, or the body of their dain
colond. The messenger relayed the response to the Mexican commander, who then uttered one of the
most famous phrasesin dl of military history: “ These are not men. These are devils.”

The next day the three survivors were escorted across the lines, their honor and armsintact and their dain
commander’ s body on their shoulders. “ They took Colonel Danjou’ swooden hand with them,” Li
finished, holding up her own left hand, palm forward, so that Arkady could see the bruise-blue outline of
her Schengen implant and the Slver tracery of ceramsted. “It was escorted to the Legion’s mother house
in Sidi & Abbeswith the highest honors, and ever since then Danjou’ s hand has been the symbol of the
Legion’scode: Never surrender.”

“It wasn't quite that glorious,” Cohen corrected. “But who' s quibbling? Danjou’ s worm-ridden hand
remainsthe shining symbol of the Legion’ saugust tradition of getting into the military equivadent of stupid
barroom brawls and laying down your soldiers’ livesfor no damned decent reason.”

“ Scoff dl you want, Cohen. Y ou know aswell as| do that Jerusalem would bein agtate of outright
all-out civil war if the Peacekeepers were occupying it. The only people worse at Peacekeeping than the
Peacekeepers are the fucking Americans.”

“Well at least the Americans have the brainsto brag about their victoriesinstead of their suicide
missons”

“The Legion completed itsmisson in Camerone,” Li protested.

“Thereby alowing the French army to fight on in the name of Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity in order to
prop up a hereditary puppet king and save the Mexican people from the grim prospect of Liberty,
Equdity, and Fraternity. Excuse me. I'm getting al choked up just thinking about it.”

“Ignore the caviar communist commentary,” Li told Arkady. “The point isthat the Legion held out to the
desth, then went down fighting.”

“The point, Arkady, isthat Catherine here has alittle thing for pointless suicide missons.”

The soldiersdl around them were up on their feet now, peering after the Endersin the next shell crater
over, gathering their gear and stowing water bottles and nonstandard-issue candy bars.

“If you two are done sniping at each other,” Osnat interrupted, “would you mind terribly if we got our shit
together and got the fuck out of here before your friends leave us behind?’



After that things got vague.

Arkady remembered passing red after redl of the indestructible obsolete fiber opticsthat littered half the
Judean desert. He remembered an entire field of school buses, standing snout to tail, their doors flapping
open asif they were till waiting to transport ageneration of children who had never shown up for school.
He remembered passing through a village whose inhabitants gathered in the dark doors of their hovelsto
watch the Enders jangle by, and whose hostile faces could have been Jewish or Paestinian or anything in
between.

They spent most of the night in another flooded-out crater.
“Know much about cannibalism?’ Li asked him sometime well after darkness had falen.

Even she was lying down by then, though she was still smoking another in her endless succession of
cigarettes. How she managed to smoke lying down like that and not end up buried in amountain of
cigarette ash was amystery to Arkady.

“Uh...no.”

“Some bright bulb did agtatistical study of space wrecks. Y ou know, the classic scenario: twenty people
sranded in alife pod, food and air for thirty days, going to take ninety for the SOS to ping to the nearest
BE relay and back. So who are the eaters, and who are the eatees? No pun intended. Turns out that you
can predict who' s going to eat and who' s going to get eaten pretty reliably. Even when they draw straws,
believeit or not. Able-bodied human males comelast. They don't generdly Start esting each other until
they’ ve run out of everyone dse. Before that they go through the human women and children. And before
they start on the lesser humans, they eat the posthumans. And before they eat the posthumans, they est
the congtructs.”

“That'ssck.”

“Don’'t beacynic, Arkady. It used to be worse. Used to be they’d eat al the blacks and Asians before
the first white woman got cooked. Now it’sladiesfirst regardless of incidentals like skin color. That's
what weinthe UN call progress, Arkady. Anyway, here sthe rea question: The guy who did the study
only assumed one kind of construct. He didn’t take the Syndicates into account. So my question,
Arkady, is: When the food runs out which one of usdo you think these clowns |l egt first?”

Morning found the squad on the banks of theriver looking up the long dope of Mount Herzl past the IDF
military cemetery.

They had penetrated into the Line€' s dead heart: ano-man’ s-land that no army was willing to defend, a
place of ghostswhere last summer’ s oranges lay uneaten benesth the trees and the grass around the
graves grew waist high. They might have been on Novadis, the world lay so till and quiet around them.

Li and Osnat were hunched over amap-fiche with the Isragli captain. Arkady was stting with Cohen,
who didn’t seem to have any more interest in the proceedings than he did. When the women findly came
away from the map, Osnat had a sullen ook on her face and was fiddling with the trigger guard of her
wegpon in away that made Arkady’ s scomach curl.

“You asked for help,” the Al told Osnat.



“Not from aPdegtinian traitor!”
“Half-Pdestinian,” Cohen corrected blandly.

Osnat fingered her weapon again. None of the |sraglis seemed to register the movement; but suddenly,
and without ever seeming to have moved at dl, Li was standing right next to Osnat, her hand on the other
woman'’ strigger hand. The touch looked light, dmost casua. But in fact Osnat’ s fingers were turning
white with the pressure of the other woman’ sgrip. Slowly, asif everything were happening under running
water, therifle dipped from Osnat’ s grasp and dithered down her side until it hit the end of its webbed
ding.

“We'refine,” Cohen assured the Isragli captain. And, ever so gently, helifted the rifle away from Osnat’s
dde, removed the ammunition clip, and pocketed it.

Osnat turned to the captain for support, but he was studiously inspecting the dime that had accumulated
on his boots during the river crossing.

“Y ou know theroad home,” Li said in the take-it-or-leave-it tone Arkady was beginning to think
expressed some core component of her emotiona architecture. *'Y ou want to turn around, this d be the
timetodoit.”

“And Arkady?’
“What do you think?’

There was alot more waking after that. It wasdl uphill, and most of it wasthrough thetall grassand
tangled weeds of the vast IDF cemetery. Arkady, his mind dack with exhaustion, only noticed that the
others had stopped walking when they were face-to-face with thetal iron gates of Y ad VVashem.

Li reached out and gave the latch a brisk shake. It held, and when Arkady looked closer he could see
why: someone had wrapped aheavy chain through the bars and closed it with a thick-hasped padlock.

Li glanced at Cohen, and again Arkady had that eerie sense that sSome communication the others couldn’t
hear was passing between them.

“Wadll, have you actudly talked to him yet?’ Li asked aloud.

Cohen seemed to gather himsdlf to argue, but then the shunt’ s shoulders dropped dightly. “No. But he'll
be here. Where e se would he be?’

Li snorted. “It’ s not whether he' shere I’ m worried about. 1t's whether he wants to come out and talk to
LS”

“Theré snowadl,” Osnat pointed out. “We can just go around the gate if we want.”

“Badidea.” Li gtrolled back down the road, pried aloose piece up from the decaying asphalt, and tossed
it into the treesto one Side of the gate. It arced lazily through the air—and then vanished in a cloud of
vapor asit passed some invisible boundary. 1’ ve been wanting to lose weight,” she quipped. “But not
that much.”

“So what do we do?”’

“Wewait.”



“For what?’
“For him to redlize that we re not going away until he comes down to talk to us.”

It took nearly an hour before a distant and wavering figure appeared at the top of the long tree-lined
avenue leading down to the gates. At first Arkady thought he was watching amachine or amongter. The
being seemed to have many legs, and it rippled and moved with a s deways motion that he could make
no sense of . Asthe figure descended the hill toward them, the wavering shape resolved itself into two
shapes: aman, tal and supple and graceful, with adog following at his hedls. The late-afternoon sun
gilded the man’ s head with fire and flickered around hisfeet in away that only made sense when Arkady
redlized that the man was wearing shorts—and that hisright leg below the kneewasn't flesh at dl, but a
delicate architecture of ceramsted and silvery neuromuscular thread.

Man and dog continued their unhurried progress down the hill until they finaly reached the gate. The man
looked out through the bars at them, but he made no move to open the padlock that hung from theiron
latch. He was smdler than Arkady had thought he would be; not abig man at dl, but built so straight and
true that he seemed tal until you stood next to him. The expression on hisface was cam, mildly
interested, completely noncommittal. The faceitsalf was one of those brown-skinned, strong-nosed,
finey hewn faces that were equally common among Pd estinians and Sephardic Jaws. The man’sonly
realy remarkable feature, Arkady decided, were hisblack eyes. And those were as deep asthe dark
between the stars.

The dog poked her sharp nose through the gate, growling anxioudy. The man laid acaming hand on her.
“Can| helpyou?’ he asked.

“It' sme,” Cohen said. “Cohen. Didn't you get my message?’
“Sorry. I’ ve gotten rather bad about checking my mail lately.”
“Wdll, I'll give you the executive summary: we' re here.”

“So | see” The bottomless eyes touched on Cohen, then Osnat, then Li and Arkady, then returned to
Osnat for apensive moment.

“Hello, Osnat.”

Osnat nodded curtly.

“Areyou goingto let usin?’ Cohen asked.
“Thethingis...l don't exactly have the key at the moment.”
“Youlogt it?

“I never losethings.” A saf-deprecating smilelit the thin face and warmed the dark eyes. It occurred to
Arkady that people would lay their lives down for thisman. 1 just put them down. And then | put other
things on top of them. | figured that when | remembered what I’ d put on top of the key, that would be
soon enough to open the gate again. But now here you are standing on my doorstep and accusing me of
losing thingd | ask you, isthere no justicein theworld?’

He pulled what looked like atiny nail file out of his pocket, and bent over the heavy padlock securing the
gate. In amatter of secondsthe lock fell open and the chainsrattled to the ground. The gate opened
stiffly, then stuck. They had to dide through the narrow gap one by one, taking care not to get caught on
the ornate iron thorns that sprang from the bars.



“| take it the key’ s been under something for awhile?” Cohen asked as he squeezed through.

The man smiled again, and Arkady finaly put hisfinger on what it was that was so entrancing about the
expression. It was the smile of achild, open and vulnerable. Or rather it was the smile of an adult who
had somehow managed to remain childlike. It made you fed that you were looking at a person who had
been wounded by the world but not diminished by it.

The dog, meanwhile, was sniffing at their knees and ankles, whining under her breath, glancing back at
her master, putting her body between him and the as-yet-unknown arrivals. He quieted her with a
murmured word. She brightened, and her frothy tail began to wave hopefully.

“What abeautiful girl!” Cohen exclamed, kneding to bring hisface within licking range.

She was beautiful. Arkady knew theoretically that she must be no bigger than average size for adog, but
shewas so much larger than the tiny, petted, cosseted caninesthat he' d seen in the Syndicatesthat he
could barely believe they were the same species. And this was no pet ether, he suspected. He didn’t
know what job she’ d been bred to do, but not even the most casua observer could missthe honed,
streamlined, powerful purpossfulness of her.

“What isshe?” Cohen asked. He was now thumping energeticaly at her ribs, whipping her into a
ddlighted frenzy. “ She’ stoo big to be pure border collie.”

“I don't think the breed has a name. The shepherdsin the Line bred them from whatever was |eft after
the die-offs. Tough on sheep, easy onthe eye.” He cleared histhroat and made aformal gesture. “Ah.
I”ve been remiss. Cohen, meet Dibbuk. Dibbuk, meet Cohen.”

Cohen laughed and buried hisface in the dog’ sthick fur. Then he stood up, and after the briefest of
hesitations, stepped forward and embraced the stranger. They kissed each other elaborately in the Arab
manner. Then Cohen took the human’ s face between his hands and held him out a arm'’ slength in away
that made Arkady redlize suddenly that the Al must be very old, and that even the humans he called
friends must seem like mere childrento him.

“You didn’'t haveto roll in with the cavary,” the human said. *'Y ou could have just asked me to meet you
at your hotdl. Uh...right...well, | guess| should try to check my mail more often.”

“Oh Gavi,” the machine said, caressing the man with the same open, uncomplicated, unshadowed
affection he’d shown to the dog just afew moments ago, “what on earth am | supposed to do with you?’

T HEY FOLLOWED GAVI BETWEEN THE tdl treesto abuilding buried in the hillsde like aknife
blade. He stopped in front of a plate glass door szed to accommodate budoads of tourists and smiled his
swest, wounded, self-deprecating smile. “We dl know what the spider said to the fly and how that ended
up,” hetold them. “But comein anyway.”

The vast lobby ran away on dl sidesinto dust and shadows. Gavi struck off across the echoing expanse
of marble and dove through a sagging fire door into an ill-lit warren of maintenance corridors and
adminigretive offices

Arkady fdt asif he' d walked into atheater, stepped onto the stage, and dipped through the wingsto the
cramped back passages and dressing rooms where the actorsredly lived. This part of the building
looked at once abandoned and cluttered. Gavi seemed to be camping init as much asliving init, and the
whiff of kerosene on the air hinted at more than occasional power outages.



At one point they passed an entire room full of dirty laundry. Gavi pulled the door closed, grinned
sheepishly, and muttered something about the maid’ s day off. “I would have put shoes on when | saw
you coming,” he said in an gpparent non sequitur, “but | forgot to buy sockslast time | wasin town. And
| meant to wash the ones| have. But somehow the whole laundry thing just never quite got off the ground
thismonth.”

Li snorted.

“I have Superhuman Powers of Procrastination,” Gavi announced. He could do the same capital |etters
trick that Osnat did, Arkady noticed. Maybe it was something about Hebrew. “ But the problem with
powers of procragtination,” he continued wistfully, “isthat you can’t Use Them for Evil. Y ou can only use
them for Nothing.”

Osnat stared for amoment, perplexed, then burst out laughing.
“It'sniceto seeyou,” Gavi told her. “How are you? Well, | hope?’

She frowned and looked away. “ So what are we here for, anyway? | don’t want to wak home after
dark in this neighborhood.”

Gavi turned to Cohen, alook of alarm spreading across his mobile features. “Y ou're not thinking of going
back tonight? That would be terribly dangerous. | don’t want to get my neighborsin trouble, but |
happen to know that at least four EMET patrols have been rolled for their tech in the last Sx months.”

“Y ou happen to know?’ Osnat asked in avoice ashard as her eyes.
“I haveto liveout here” Gavi said Smply.
Osnat turned away, her mouth twitching asif she wanted to spit.

Gavi looked after her for amoment before turning back to Cohen. “Y ou are saying, though? Aren't
you?’

“We'redaying,” Li brokein. “I just cleared it with EMET.”
“Good. Excdlent. Then shall we get down to business? Um...what is business, by theway?’

Cohen cleared histhroat. “Would you kids mind terribly going off and playing on your own whilel havea
private word with Gavi?’

Gavi moved around the room, piling clothes, books, and data cubes on one surface; moving them to
another; rearranging and consolidating and buttressing sedimentary layers of computer printoutsin a
comica attempt to free up space for Cohen's cup, Cohen’ s knees, Cohen himself.

Watching him, Cohen felt at once relieved and disoriented. He had expected to see a broken man, or at
least achanged one. But thiswas Gavi as he' d dways been. The body blessed with the spare,
tendon-on-bone grace of the born long-distance runner. The face that had far too much of the intellectua
init to be what most people caled handsome. The black, black eyes whose liquid brilliance you couldn’t
imagine until you' d been subjected to one of Gavi’stell-me-no-lies stares.

And aright leg that ended just below the knee and had been replaced by a prosthesisthat, if Cohen
knew Gavi, was one of the most obsessively babied, upgraded, optimized, and tinkered-with pieces of



hardware on the planet.
“How’ syour mother?” Cohen asked.

“Oh, you know, the usud. Finding fascists under the furniture. Predicting the fdl of the free world before
lunch every morning. For her, happy.”

Gavi’smother had been an old kibbutznik and a prominent Labor Party politician known for her fierce
intelligence and her ability to sniff out and stamp on even the subtlest manifestations of bullshit. Hisfather
had been her diametric opposte: adreamer, an intellectua, aminor Paestinian poet whose € egantly
crafted poems were turning out to be not nearly as minor as everyone had at first thought they were.

Gavi’ sfather had died of an early heart attack before the war started, which Cohen couldn’t help thinking
had been amercy. His mother had resigned from the Knesset and |eft Earth permanently the day the first
appropriations bill for EMET went through. And since she' d been berating her only son over his“fascist”
career for decades, neither Gavi’ s dismissal from the Mossad nor the swirling rumors of treason had
clouded their affectionate but extremely long-distance relationship.

In Cohen’ s opinion, each of Gavi’ s parents had represented the best their respective cultures had to
offer. And Gavi in turn had gotten the best parts of both of them. But that was Cohen’ s opinion. And at
the moment hisidea of the n-optima human being didn’t seem to be very popular in elther the new |sradl
or the new Pdestine.

“I likeyour tough girl,” Gavi said when he d findlly consolidated things sufficiently to clear knee and
elbow room for the two of them. “And you finaly got her to marry you too, | hear. How' s happily ever

after going?’
Cohen shrugged.

“I'm sorry. And here I” d been getting so much enjoyment out of staring up at the starsthinking of al the
fun you were having.”

“Fun, my friend, is serioudy overrated.”

“So what’ sthe problem exactly?’

“If I knew, I’d fix it and there wouldn't be one.”
“Thefrightening thing isthat you actualy meen thet!”

Gavi leaned forward and |ooked deep into Cohen’ s eyes. The effect was hypnotic. Mother Nature really
did know best, Cohen decided. Put next to Gavi, even Arkady looked like a second-rate knockoff of the
red thing.

“Maybe | shouldn't ask, but did Li redly do what they say she did on Gilead? | can’t see you with
someonewho'd do that.”

“She doesn't know what she did. They wiped her memory. She only knows what they want her to
know.”

“And even you can't get theredl files?’
“Even| can't get thered files. I'm beginning to wonder if they il exist.”

“Y ou could go crazy over athing likethat,” Gavi said earnestly.



“Yes, you could.” Cohen blinked and shook his head, suddenly bothered by the flickering of one of
Gavi’s many monitors. “Can you turn that off? Thanks. No, that one. Yes.”

“Areyou gill having seizures?” Gavi’ s brow wrinkled in concern. “| thought you' d solved that bug long

“Sodidl. But | didn't come here to psychoanalyze Catherine or discuss coupled oscillators. How are
you?’

“Great.”

“Mind wiping that shit-esting grin off your face and giving me an honest ansver?”’
The grin broadened. “ Shitty.”

“Gavi! Comeon.”

Gavi gave him acool, smooth, faintly amused look.

“Why areyou acting like this, Gavi?’

“Like what? Like aman talking to someone he hasn't seen for two years?’

“And whosefaultisthet?’

“Mine.” Thegrin wasback in place. “| was going to cal you when | was done feding sorry for mysdlf
and ready to come out and play again. Admit it, Cohen. Y ou just don't like people who don't need you.”

“No. | love people who don't need me. That’swhy | married Catherine. What | don't love are people
who pretend not to need me because they’ re too pigheadedly proud to ask for help when they need it.
And will you kindly have the courtesy to stop laughing at me?’

“I'mlaughing with you, little Al. And hasit occurred to you that you just might be seeing Hyacinthe these
dayswhen you look at me? | mean the man, not the interface program.”

“You'll redly do anything to make this about me instead of about you, won't you?’

Gavi was shaking with repressed laughter now. “Come on, Cohen. If you traipse dl the way out hereto
vigt me and then spend the whole time crying on my shoulder about how I’ m not crying on your
shoulder, it’ sjust going to be too ridiculous for words.”

“There s got to be something someone can do. Have you at least talked to Didi?’
“No. And I’m not going to.”
“Why the hell not?’

“Honestly, Cohen. What for? So he can tell me hethinks | got three of hisboyskilled and stashed the
blood money in some Ring-side bank account, and the only reason I'm il diveisthat | happened to be
the dumb schmuck who pulled the future PM out of the way of abullet once upon atime?'Y ou saw the
way Osnat looked at mejust now. | think we can take her fedlings as representative.”

“ I J'US_H

“Look.” Gavi let each word drop dowly and clearly into the silence. “ There is nothing you can do. So



do meafavor and forget about it. | have. And by the way, you can stop trying not to stare at my leg.”

“Was|?" Cohenwinced. “Y ou’ d think having spent the last severd years of Hyacinthe' slifeina
whed chair would have cured me of that.”

“It'snot asbig aded asyou obvioudy think itis. | mean, I’'m not minimizing it. It's pretty fucking
unplessant. But | got up this morning and took anice 10K run before breakfast. I’ d have to be even
more salf-absorbed than | am not to redlize it could be alot worse” Gavi’ s eyes narrowed and his voice
took on anot-so-subtle edge. “ Okay. Enough small talk. We both know you wouldn't be here if you
didn’'t have ahdl passfrom Didi. So what does Didi want from me?’

Cohen gave abrief summing up of histalk with Didi: dl the facts (more or less), but none of the doubts
and ingnuations and ominous warnings. And al the while he was seeing the swaying shadows of the
cedars and wondering if Didi’ stree doctor had come round yet with the chain saw.

When he was done, Gavi stared at him over crossed arms. “So Didi read you your orders and you
picked up your friends and marched them al out here like little toy soldiers, no questions asked, ’ cause
you'remy ‘friend,” huh?” Theword friend wasframed in crudlly ironic quotation marks.

“That' sashitty way to put it,” Cohen said.

“Oh, you think?” Gavi jerked his chin toward the jumble of hardware hulking in the shadows. “ Does Didi
know I’m an inscribed player? No, don't bother, I’ll answer the question for you. He knows. He knows
because| told him in the reports| filed when | was your case officer. And | told him so he could useit to
control you. Which isexactly what he' s doing now. Or do you want to tell me I’ m missing something?’

“No, Gavi. You never missatrick.”

Hy Cohen had done aterrible thing when he wrote those innocent little lines of gamer code into Cohen’s
core architecture. And then he' d dipped out during the intermission; gotten out dead before his prize
crestion found out how painfully confusing it was going to beto livein aworld full of aien and beloved
humans.

Cohen loved Gavi—or Gavi was an inscribed player, which amounted to about the same thing. He
couldn’t bear to watch afriend tear himself gpart—or he was programmed to reweight hisfuzzy logic
circuits on receipt of negative affective simuli from inscribed players. He was more loyd than the most
loya human friend, more sdlfless than the most ardent lover. But if you went to the source code it was
right there, saring you down in pretty print: not love, but arecursive agorithm that directed him to
reformat gameplay in order to maximize positive emotive “hits.”

And it only made things worse to know that the code that compelled him wasn'’t the chance result of
evolution or natura selection or environmenta pressures, but the persona choice of acombativelittle
French Jew who had the chutzpah to hand you the keys to your soul and tell you to go ahead and
rewriteit from the ground up if you thought you could make a better job of it than he had.

“I am your friend,” Cohen protested, dogged by the humiliating feding that he was arguing as much with
Hyacinthe as with Gavi. “Why do you have to tear me down to my logic gatesto find out what that
means? |’ m doing what any friend would do.”

“Well that’ sthe funny thing, Cohen.” All the fedling had leached out of Gavi’ svoice, leaving it ascoldly
impersona as a surgeon’s scal pdl. “ Because now that we' re on the subject of friends, maybe | should
point out something that appears to have escaped your notice. | don't have any.”



“They weren't redl friends,” Cohen whispered, aching to wipe thelook of saf-loathing off Gavi’sface.
“Y ou' reworth ahundred of them.”

“No one sworth that!” Gavi snapped. And then the floodgates et loose. “Who are you, fucking Graham
Greene puking and mewling about how Kim Philby was worth more than the poor dobs he sent out to
diefor him?Y outhink I’'m worth more than Osnat? Or Li? Or poor little Roland there? Y ou must. Y ou
dragged them into awar zone because Didi told you | needed a shoulder to cry on.”

“It'snot that ample....”

“Isn't it? Name one solid piece of evidence you' ve ever seen that I’ m not Absalom. Name oneredl
reason for believing | didn't send those kidsout to diein Tel Aviv.”

“Stopit, Gavi.”
But Gavi didn't stop. “ Delete me from your inscribed players’ list.”

Cohen gasped. What Gavi was suggesting would have been dauntingly complex back when Hyacinthe
wrote the origind code. Three centuries later it wasinconceivable. It would mean wrenching out al the
tangled threads that connected Gavi to Cohen’s past: every conversation they’ d ever had; every job
they’ d ever done together; everything that had ever so much as reminded Cohen of him. And it would
damage the virtua ecology of Cohen’ s nested hierarchies of agents and networks in waysthat he
couldn’t begin to predict or guard againg.

The only person Cohen knew of who had ever done such violence to her own memory wasLi. She'd
done it to escape from the corporate-run hdll of the Bose-Einstein mines...and shewas till trying to
paper over the sucking hole she carried around where most people carried their family and friends and
childhood.

“Doit,” Gavi told him.

“No.”

“I’'m ordering you to.”

“I’m not aword processor. | don’t accept keyboard programming.”

“Then let me speak to router/decomposer. He' |l see reason even if youwon't.”

“Hell seeno such thing!” Suddenly al Cohen’ s humiliation and distress codesced into fury. “How dare
you drag him into this?It’ s not his decision to make!”

He could fed router/decomposer rattling the barsinsde, saying that it was so hisdecision, or at least
partialy his decision. And there was something underneath his usua logic-chatter. Something that the
DARPA programmers had squashed in Cohen when he was at about router/decomposer’sleve of
psychological development, and that he had sworn he would never squash in anyone.

He squashed it.

Then hethrottled down router/decomposer’ s bandwidth and dapped al his nonessentid internd traffic
out of circulation in order to drive the point home. It was for router/decomposer’ s own good, after all.
And why the hell did everyone have to reach their critica bifurcation pointsin the same fucking
millisecond, anyway? Why couldn’t they dl just dow down and let him breathe for afew cycles? Who
did they think he was? God?



“Don’'t you ever do that again,” hetold Gavi. “I don’t run my brain by committee. And I’m in no fucking
mood to be tolerant.”

Resounding slence, indde and out.

Findly, Gavi’s shoulders dumped. The skin of hisfacelooked bruised, and the tears he' d talked so
mockingly about afew short minutes ago glittered along the edges of his eyes. Dibbuk roused hersdlf
from her blanket, whimpering, and pressed her nose between his knees until he sent her back to lie down

agan.
“Didi’ sjust doing what he hasto do,” Cohen said. “So am I. Can't you seethat?’

“Of course| can.” Gavi’ s voice dropped to a heartsick whisper. “And it’snot your fault. It smine. |
made amistake. One stupid, trivia, miniscule mistake somewhere dong theline. And I’ m going to have
to spend the rest of my life watching innocent people pay for it. Gur dead. Osnat, one of the best agents|
ever trained, wagting her life playing corporate rent-a-cop because no one will trust anyone who came
within spitting distance of Tel Aviv. And you reworried about my leg?1’d laughiif it wasn't al so awful!”

Cohen reached out ahand, but Gavi flinched away from him.
“So where do we go from here?’ he asked when he thought Gavi was ready to spesk again.

“Wadl, | guess| might aswell do what Didi wantsand talk to Arkady. If Didi’s pushing it thishard, then
you can bet it’ s because he' s scoped al the angles and knows he can turn even abetraya from meto
|sradl’ s advantage. That ought to be enough for you. It would be for meif | werein your shoes. After
that...well, that depends on whether you trust me or not.”

“Should | trust you?’

They locked gazes long enough for Cohen to seefear, guilt, doubt, and anger chase each other through
the black depths of Gavi’ s eyes. Looking into them was like being hotwired to Gavi’ s soul. How could
there be alie at the bottom of al that naked clarity?

“I can't tell you,” Gavi said, looking away. “I can only answer for my intentions. And al my good
intentions seem to be doing lately is getting people killed.”

“Wadll, I can't kill thefatted calf,” Gavi told Arkady, “but | can offer achoice of goat or chicken. Have
you ever met agoat? No? Then walk with me. Y ou are about to have the pleasure of making first
contact with asuperior life-form.”

Thelittle group strolled down the hill, basking in the last failing warmth of the evening sun. Arkady was
having trouble squaring the living breething fact of Gavi with the traitor Osnat had described to him.
Indeed, Osnat hersalf seemed to be having a hard time making the edges match up.

Meanwhile, Gavi seemed naturdly to gravitate toward Arkady, until what had begun as agroup venture
turned into a private tour of Gavi’ slittle kingdom. Arkady knew that the seeming casualness must be
carefully scripted, but it didn’t lessen the flush of pleasure he felt when Gavi bowed his head to listen and
turned those dark, burningly serious eyeson him.

It wasthat intengity rather than any physical resemblance that reminded Arkady so strongly of Arkasha
Gavi was far more controlled and subtle than Arkasha. The fireswere banked and smoldering and
masked behind afacade of self-deprecating humor. But looking at him, Arkady still had the same feding



he' d had about Arkasha: that he seemed more alive and less defended than it was safe for aperson to
be.

The goats had names. Gavi introduced them formally, one by one, asif he were presenting Arkady for
the approval of astaid group of society matrons. Arkady had never seen amammal close up other than
humans, dogs, and cats. He looked at the geometric perfection of their hooves, met the measuring gaze
of their golden eyes. “They're perfect,” he said. “ Just like ants are perfect.”

“Wdll, | think they are.” Gavi bent to scratch one of the more assertive goats behind her tricolor ears.
“There used to be wild goats here, can you imagine? And ghiZaan. What's ghazaal in English? Oh.
Wi, thereyou go. | guessthey redly did come from here” He sounded wistful. “1 would have liked to
meet agazdle”

“Maybewe re till learning to live without al the other species we used to share Earth with,” Arkady
said. He paused, struggling to find words for an ideathat, if not new, was at least new to him. “I
some-times think that we—the Syndicates, | mean—evolved because humans have made themsalves so
aonein the universe that the only way to belong again was to belong to each other.”

Gavi gave him asharp, appreciative look that reminded him painfully of hisfirst conversationswith
Arkasha. “I likethat,” he said after congdering it for amoment. “I never saw it that way. I’ [l haveto think
about that abit. Thank you.”

And so0 it went. By the time they’ d fed the goats and the chickens (another marvel!) and walked the
perimeter with Dibbuk dancing around them like an eectron orbiting its atom’ s nucleus, Arkady had
fdlen completely under Gavi’s spell.

Every now and then, he would surface—from listening to Gavi’ stales of the hidden lives of goats and
chickens and sheepdogs, or from telling Gavi about ants—and think, Why am | telling these thingsto a
perfect stranger?

But it was no good. Caution and suspicion rang hollow againgt Gavi’ s questions, Gavi’ sfascination,
Gavi’ senthusasm, Gavi’ s knowing and determined innocence.

“So, Arkady. Cohen and some other people you don’t know have asked me to talk to you about
Novalis. Especialy about what happened to Bella. Do you understand why we' re so interested in her?”

“| think 90.”

“Good. Isthere anything you don’'t understand? Any questionsyou' d like to ask? Anything you're
worried about? Anything | can help you with or explain to you?” Gavi had put the charm on hold,
Arkady realized. Now hewasall cool, competent, digpassionate professonalism. There was something
amogt courtly about his change in demeanor; asif he were warning Arkady that it wastimeto get his
guard up and put his game face on.

“Uh...1 can't think of anything at the moment.”
“Okay. No hurry. If you think of anything later, redly anything, fed freeto stop me and ask. Okay?’
“Okay.”

“Fird let’s set the ground rules. | know anumber of people have been asking you questions lately, some
of them not very politey judging from the state of your hide. In fact, you look like you' ve been through



hell. So let metdl you right now that you' re not going to get any of that from me. Thisinterrogation—and
it is an interrogation; we can leave the we re-d|-just-friends-having-a-chat act for amateur hour—this
interrogation is going to be tedious, and probably long, and certainly annoying. But that' sdl it sgoing to
be. | don't dedl in violence. | ded ininformation. | hope the information you give mewill betrue, but if
it'snot...wdl, liesareinformation just like truth. And anyway”—abrief flash of the nonprofessond amile
here—*you won't lieto me, because I'll catch you out at it sooner or later, and that'll just be
embarrassing for both of us.”

And then, with the jokes and sdlf-deprecating smiles and humorous asides that Arkady would cometo
see asthe very essence of the man, the interrogation began in earnest.

Gavi’ sinterrogation method, if you could cdl it that, was smply to take Arkady through hisstory, again
and again, questioning, probing, asking for details, dates, names, endless clarifications. And al the while
Gavi listened, crossing hislegs and arms, hunching his back and nodding sympathetically, sseming to
shrink in upon himsalf until there was nothing on the other Sde of the table but those liquid black eyes. It
was asif Gavi were effacing himsaf—becoming the bare idea of alistener—in order to let Arkady’s
vison, Arkady’smemories, Arkady’sversion of Novalis, take over their shared universe.

And then he would step in—never obtrusive or confrontational, just curious—to ask the question that
would pull loose anew thread of memory, open up anew set of questions, recast past wordsin anew
and reveding light, narrow down meanings and implications and ingnuations until every word of Arkady’s
story possessed the crystdline clarity of amathematica equation.

If Arkady had gtill been trying to sall Korchow' s carefully crafted lies, the effects would have been
devadtating. Asit was, however, it seemed like wasted effort.

“I'mnot lying to you,” hefinally blurted out. “I’ m asking for your help. What can | do to make you
believe me?’

“| dready believeyou,” Gavi said, backing up the words with one of his defensdess amiles. “Y ou had me
after thefirgt five minutes. But | dso happen to think that Moshe was right”—they’ d worked their way
around, through, and out the other side of M oshe by now—"Y ou know alot more about Novaisthan
you think you do. To be honest, I’'m hoping that if | can just keep working you through the story, turning
the whole thing over, looking &t it from fresh angles, you'll get one of those aha! moments and we' Il be
ableto pull some of the things you don’t know you know out into the light of day. Make sense?’

“l guessso....”

“But whet?’

“| thought of aquestion | want to ask.”
“Ak away.”

“Areyou Absalom?’

Gavi froze for amoment, then leaned back in his chair and gave Arkady a sideways|ook that was at
once amused, chalenging, and appreciative.

“No. But | can’t offer you any proof of that. And besides’—Gavi’ slips twitched in a crooked, pained
little smile, and again Arkady felt the sharp pang of lossthat hit him whenever he saw Arkashain the
other man—"1"m anotorioudy talented liar, S0 you can't trust me anyway.”

“Do you know who Absdom is?’



“No. That'salso true, by theway.”
Arkady smiled in spite of himself. “ And aso unprovable?’
“Yeah. It sared dinker, isn'tit?”

Arkady looked at Gavi across the table for along moment. Gavi looked back, afaint smile playing
around hislips, hiseyebrows raised ever so dightly in an unspoken question.

“I likeyou,” Arkady said.
“I likeyou too. But I'm still going to do my job. So don't get to liking me too much. Justin case...”
“Now you sound like Osnat.”

“Do 1?Wél, don't tdll her. | doubt she'd find the comparison flattering. All right. Back to Novalis.
Wherewere we again?’

NOVALIS

TheTimeof Crud Miracles

Circling arisesin army antswhen many individualsyield in common to routine

stimulus-r esponse mechanisms dominating group locomotion. In thisrespect it resembles
emigration; with the difference, however, that the pattern of emigration isadaptive wher eas
that of millingislikely to be maladaptive....

But humans, with a cortical basisfor versatile corrective patterns(e.g., learning to counteract
propaganda or other coer cive measur es) and with encour agement, should be ableto reduce
social behavior of the milling typeto an occasional subway rush.

—T. C. SCHNIERLA, ARMY ANTS A STUDY IN SOCIAL ORGANIZATION (1971).

F ROM THE MOMENT THE REST of the survey team began to wrap their brains around the idea of
Bdla s pregnancy, something happened that surprised Arkady as much asit frightened him.

It became an assumption, held with a certainty bordering on religiousfaith, that the ultimate cause of
Bdla s pregnancy was not terraforming fallout but a genetic weapon specifically targeted at Syndicate
bodies, Syndicate ideology, the Syndicate Way of Life.

Novalis s prior settlers, until now objects of pity and admiration, were suddenly assumed to be the
advance troops of an unseen enemy. And the identity of that enemy was another article of quasi-reigious
faith, uncontested by any loya Syndicate construct: the United Nations.

“But why would they assumeit’s agenetic wegpon?” Arkady asked Arkasha, who aso secretly
doubted. “I meanit'snot likeit’ skilling us...the opposite, you might even say.”

“Y ou can't mean that serioudy.”

They werelying on Arkady’ s bunk, snatching arare moment of rest amidst the chaos. “Well, actualy,”



Arkady said, “I domeanit.”
“ThenI’d say that for once By-the-Book Ahmed is actualy showing more brains than you.”
“But what threet to usisit if—"

“Not us, Arkady. We bdieve in the system. We have too much at stake not to believe. And
RostovSyndicate may not be perfect, but at least it would be recognizable to the Zhangs and Parks and
Banerjees who dtarted the Breakaway. But Aziz and Motai Syndicates have started down the road of
specidized series. B's. C's. Mota’ seven introduced Ds, though they only use them for UN-based
contract work. So far. TheMotaisand Aziz A’sdon’'t want the kind of world we al grew up believing in.
They want a class system without money, a police state without prisons. Do you redly think their C'sand
D’sare going to go dong with that when there’ sa chance of getting immortdity the old-fashioned way?’

“Maybeit’ sagift in disguise, then. Maybeit’ [l make uslive up to our ideals and get out of the specidized
seriesbusiness.”

“Ther€ Il be civil war before that happens, Arkady. Or revolution. And a society can't survive two
revolutionsin one generation.”

“I haveto believe people are more reasonable than that—"

“If there’ s one thing people can be depended on not to beinacriss, it's reasonable!”

“—take someone like Laid-back Ahmed, for instance. He' s certainly not prejudiced.”

“Asyou once pointed out to me, love and politics are two very different things.”

“You knew about Bellaand Ahmed?’

“Of course. It'sobvious. Just look at the way they look at each other.”

“If it' s so obvious to you, then how come their home Syndicates didn’t figure out what they are?’
“What makes you think they haven't?’

“But how could they be crazy enough to put the whole mission, or haf of it anyway, in the hands of a
man who' s been through renorming? What' swrong, Arkasha? Why are you looking a me like that? Oh
Arkasha. No. Not you. How could they have?’

Arkasha had rolled onto his somach. Arkady couldn’'t see hisface, only the dark hair feathering the
pillow. He rubbed at the back of Arkasha s neck, the way he would have done to soothe a frightened

puppy.

“When did it happen?’
“Fve...no, Sx yearsago.”
“Tell meabout it?”
Nothing.

“Please?’

“Theworst thing,” Arkasha began, his voice muffled less by the pillow than by the same wrenching



humiliation Arkady had heard in Ahmed' svoice, “theworst thing ishow horribly nice everyoneis about
it. It'snot the Bellas of the world who work in the renorming centers. They’ re dedicated,
well-intentioned, idedistic professionals. They want to help you. They want to make you better.” He spat
the last word out asif it tasted bad.

“And did they?’
“They made melearn to keep my stupid mouth shut. Isthat better?’
Arkady leaned down to kisshishair.

“There snothing like astint on the euth ward to make you redize that you' re expendable,” Arkashawent
on. “Andthethingis, | didn’'t redly think | was expendable. | wasthe best, after dl. At everything.
Didn't that mean | set the norm? Didn't it mean | was the new norm? And I’'m not egotistical or sdifish. If
| complained, it was because | wanted things to be better for everyone, not just for me.”

“So what happened in the end?’

“Nothing. I shut my mouth and worked my ass off and published my first paper out of the renorming
center. And that was the end of that. They caled mein for an evaluation, and | pretended to be cured,
and they pretended to believe | was cured, and | packed my bag and went home and got back to work.
Becauseit turned out that even if | was expendable, my work wasn't.”

“But it must have changed you.”
“It made mework ahell of alot harder, | cantell you that.”
“Besarious, Arkashal”

Arkasharolled over on hisback and finally met Arkady’ s eyes. His expression wasintent, searching.
“Would you believe meif | told you that you were the first person I’ d dept with since then?”

He pulled Arkady down to him and kissed his eyes, hisforehead, the bridge of hisnose, the corner of his
mouth. Arkady wanted to return the kisses, but there was till alast question he had to ask. “Why did
they send you?’

“That' sthe craziest thing of al. No one ever told me. | till don’t know. | don’'t have the faintest clue.”
Heheld Arkady tight and buried hisfacein hishair so that his last words were muffled to near
inaudibility. “All I know isif | ever get sent back again, I'll kill mysdlf.”

“Wake up thetacticals?” Arkasha burst out, not two minutesinto the consult that followed on the news
of what they’ d dl started cdlling Bdlla s situation. “Areyou insane?’

“Y ou’ ve been saying yoursdf since before we even landed that Novdisisdl wrong,” By-the-Book
Ahmed countered. “Now we know why. And we know what to do about it too!”

“But you can't turn the tacticalsloose on Novais!” Arkashawas pae with anger and frustration, knowing
that he wasn't carrying the room with him but unable to give up and acquiesce to the emerging consensus.
If you could cdll it aconsensus, Arkady thought bitterly, when half the team had plainly made up their
minds before they ever sat down at thetable. “ This planet is irreplaceable, unprecedented! Priceless
genetic materid!”



“Priceless genetic materid for you to exploit for your own egotistical and sdlfish reasons.”
“That’sunfair!”
“Isit? Redly?Who are you really thinking about, Arkasha?’

“Look,” Laid-back Ahmed said, il faithfully trying to keep the peace. “Let’ s at least hear what Aurelia
and Arkasha have to say before we start shouting at each other. The least we can do is make up our
minds based on facts, not opinions.”

“Basicdly,” Aurdiasad, “the virus has hitched aride on our collectiveimmune system.”

Shetore a sheet of paper from her notebook and began sketching bold lines and circlesto illustrate her
point. One circle was labeled susceptible individuals, another immune individuals, another
asymptomatic carriers. Under her hands, the lines and circles quickly mustered into the stlandard
flowchart that illustrated the way diseases and immunities spread through human and Syndicate
populations.

“The collective immune system—aof which the Mota verson isthe most aggressve—operates along the
samelines as horizontal DNA transfer between virus variants within an infected hogt. It'san intelligent
adaptation to life in space. The human immune system evolved on Earth, where you had large, genetically
diverse, low-density populationsliving inthe open air or in primitive, well-ventilated dwellings. Disease
spread dowly, and even mgor epidemicswere no red threat in evolutionary terms since the overall
population was dways large enough to buffer againgt excess mortdity. In that environment there's
actualy amagjor evolutionary advantage to letting diseases spread widely enough to dicit adiversty of
immune responses and avoid immunodominance problems.

“But in the Syndicates, we have tiny populations with minima genetic diversity living on space stations
where pathogens spread like wildfire. A severe epidemic can literdly wipe out an entire gendine; it
happened severd times before we devel oped the current immunologica splices. So our immune systems
are designed with one goa in mind: killing new pathogens before they have achanceto get a
foothold...evenif that means giving up on the Earth-evolved mechanismsthat ensure adiverse and
balanced immune response in the longer, evolutionary timescae. We ve used two toolsto doit:
horizontal DNA transfer that confers‘ inherited” immunity without the timelag of waiting for genesto be
passed on to the next generation; and a hard-hitting, fast-maturing immune response profile.

“Both splices are double-edged swords. And Novalis has turned them both againgt us. | can’t tell you if
thevirusisdesigned to infect usor not,” shefinished darkly, “but | can tel you that the fit couldn’t be
more perfect.”

Asif by sometacit agreement, al eyesturned to Arkasha.

“Bottom line?’ Arkasha said, speaking directly to By-the-Book Ahmed. “It’s not awegpon. It'sa
terraforming tool. The most brilliant terraforming tool anyone could imagine. A viral search engine that
expands its population—and therefore its pardld processing capacity—by jumping into every new
speciesit encounters. And then expands it some more by pushing infected individuasinto evolutionary
overdrive. It sadiversity machine. And it’s crested aglobal red queen regime where every organism on
this planet isrunning and running just to make the world stand till.”

“If it saterraforming toal,” By-the-Book Ahmed inquired icily, “then who put it here?’

“Theorigind colonists. The UN. Little green men. | don't care. All | know isit works. It works so well
that there'sarea chance that other ship you' re so worried about wasn't Peacekeepers but colonists.”



“Colonists with cutting-edge UN military technology?” Ahmed asked. Obvioudy the question was
rhetorica.

“Maybe we need to go back to Aurdia sfirst point,” Arkashasaid. To Arkady’s surprise he was holding
histemper in the face of Ahmed' s attacks. Perhaps it was asign of the importance he placed on the
outcome of this consult. “Theimmunologica splices have dways been the week link in Syndicate
physiology. It wastheright trade-off to make, but we knew it might come back to haunt us someday.
Thisthing hit us so hard because our immune systems happen to be an ided vector for it, not necessarily
because it wasintentiondly targeted at us.”

“If you step on one of Arkady’sants,” By-the-Book Ahmed asked trenchantly, “does it matter to the ant
whether you killed it on purpose or by accident”

“Still,” Arkashainsisted, “we don’t know it’ s the Peacekeepers. That'sabig jump.”

“Then explain why we didn't see them comein-system?’ By-the-Book Ahmed asked. “They haveto
have kept the planet between us and them for every kilometer of their in-system flight or our navcomp
would have picked them up. Do | need to draw you a map? Do you have any idea how minute an area
of gpace the solutionsfor that trgjectory occupy? Talk about putting acamel through the eye of a
needlel”

“I dill don't see why we can’t get more information before we—"

“What do you want usto do, fly around to the other hemisphere and politely ask them if they’re hereto
kill us?If they are, then | guarantee you the only reason we' re fill diveisthat they haven't figured out
where we are yet. We' re running on UN commercia technology that was aready obsolete when we left
Gilead three years ago. Fact of life. If we go out looking for them, they’ll find usahell of along time
before we find them!”

They argued the question back and forth for awhile, getting nowhere. Arkady had seen thisdynamicin
other consults: people talking around a problem not because they were still making up their minds, but
because they needed to put mileage between themsalves and their doubts. And in this consult Arkady
sensed an emotional undertow that he suspected would be ominoudy familiar to anyonewho'd lived
through the bloody and bewildering weeks that followed the UN invasion.

His crewmates were frightened. They wereterrified. And in their terror they turned to the tacticals.

The only real and effective support for Arkasha s position came from a quarter that was as unexpected
asit waswelcome: Laid-back Ahmed.

“I think we' relosing Sight of thered prioritieshere” he said finally with the cam confidence that hed
made him the more or less undisputed mission leader ever since they woke up. Arkady could seeteam
members glancing covertly at each other, taking stock, reexamining their previous assumptionsin light of
Ahmed' scam rationdity. “It' snot our persond safety that matters, it's our long-term ability to settlethis
planet. Thawing out the tacticals and retreating into orbit may make usfed safer, but it won't do athing
to solve thered problemsfacing us. The only way to do that isto stick to our guns and let the scientists
keep working.”

“But what doesthat matter if their work islost because we get—"

“It doesn’t need to belogt,” Arkashajumped in. “We can just start shooting message drogues to the
out-system relay daily instead of weekly. That way nothing’ s being lost. Our dataand questionsand
theorieswill dl get to Gilead.”



“But not soon enough to save usif—"

“Since when did this become about saving us? If we go home without having gotten our job done, then
we might aswell have let whoever’ sout therekill us.” Arkashalooked around the table increduloudly.
“What' s happening to you people? Where syour atruism? Y ou're acting like humans, for God' s sake!”

And then Bellasaid the awful words that changed everything:
“Y ou weren’t so worried about acting human when you got my crechemate pregnant.”

A chill settled over the room. Arkashafroze. The others shrank away from him, looking in every other
possible direction.

In retrospect it seemed incomprehensible, but until Bella made her accusation everyone had been so
overwhelmed by thefact of Bella's being pregnant that it had never occurred to them to wonder who'd
hel ped her get that way. And of course they would all suspect Arkashalong before their thoughts turned
to Ahmed. Arkashathe contrarian. Arkashathe intellectud. It was only a short step from there to
Arkashathe deviant.

Arkady sought Laid-back Ahmed’ s eyes acrossthe table, but the big Aziz A waslooking at Arkasha.
Thetwo of them stared at each other for what would have been abreath’ s length if anyone in the room
had been breathing. Ahmed looked stunned. Arkashalooked asif he were wavering on the brink of a
choice he didn’t want to have to make.

Laid-back Ahmed cleared his throat and began to spesk.

“Don't bother,” Arkashasaid, cutting him off brutaly. “They don’t care about the truth. They only want
to find a scapegoat. They’ll turn on you too if you try to stick up for me. I’ ve seen it before.”

Arkasha stood up and began collecting his papers. No one spoke to him. No one met his eyes or even
looked in hisdirection. As heleft the room Arkady saw Bossy Bellaand By-the-Book Ahmed exchange
aglance of quiet satisfaction.

In the end Arkasha s sacrifice didn’t make much difference. Laid-back Ahmed did his best to hold the
line, but the find consensuswas il for waking up the tacticals and sending the civilians back into orbit.
The tacticals made contact just after local dawn the next day and hit their LZ by midafternoon. Thefirst
lander brought down only a single squad, running point for their fellows, but from the moment they

arrived the base camp stopped being aresearch station and took on the unmistakable atmosphere of a

military outpost.

To Arkady’ strembling relief, the tacticals paid no red attention to the survey team. They took it for
granted that the Rostov A’s, no matter how adamantly they’ d opposed the decision to wake them up,
would now fal into line and do asthey weretold. And they wereright, Arkady thought bitterly...though
not bitterly enough to do anything abot it.

He wasn't sure when he began to redlize that Arkasha was going to do something.

There was no sudden, blinding revelation. Just agradud surfacing of the idea that Arkashawas acting
oddly...and that when you put al the little oddities together they made a disturbing pattern. By the
afternoon of the tacticals' second day on-planet, suspicion had given way to certainty and Arkady was
secretly convinced that Arkasha had no intention whatsoever of leaving Novalis.



Hewent looking for him. He checked the orbsilk garden, thinking Arkasha might have gone there to
check on poor Bella, but it was empty. He went to the bridge and found only By-the-Book Ahmed, busy
and excited now that he had awar to run.

“Have you seen Arkasha?’ he asked.

“Why? s he off sulking somewhere? He' d better get over it in timeto finish packing. We don't havetime
for tantrums.”

“Do you know where your Sbis?’

“No.”

“What about Be—"

“What?'

“Uh...nothing. Never mind. I’ll, uh, tell Arkashato hurry up with the packing when | seehim.”

He stepped of f the bridge, waited until the door had fully closed behind him, and then let out the
trembling breath he' d been holding.

Three people were missing, not one. Laid-back Ahmed and Shy Bella, who could be damn sure of
landing on the euth ward if they ever made it home and the truth came out. And Arkasha, who had said
he would die before he went through renorming again. . .and then taken the bullet for Ahmed in aquixatic
attempt to keep the mission from falling apart.

Arkady hurried back to the lab, forcing himsdlf to walk instead of run, freezing hisface into an expresson
that he hoped didn't reflect therising panic inside him.

Arkasha swork space was as gleamingly immaculate as ever. Not a notebook or apencil or adide plate
out of place. Except for an al-but-imperceptible sag in the precisaly arranged bookshelf that betrayed the
hurried remova of severa notebooks. Back in their quarters, acomplete set of Arkasha s clotheswas
missing as near as Arkady could make out. .. but there was no note there either. He wished he could
check Ahmed' sand Bella' s persond things, but of course that wasimpossible.

There had to be anote, he told himsdlf. They wouldn't have left without giving him achanceto follow.
Unlessthey hadn’t thought they could trust him. Or unless Arkasha had inssted on keeping him out of it.
And of course Arkasha had insisted. Arkashathe reserved. Arkashathe cautious. Arkashawho would
never risk dragging Arkady into danger—and who would never understand that Arkady would gladly
have risked astint on the euth ward for alast note from him.

He went back to the lab, forcing himself not to run down the corridor by an act of sheer will. But it was
true. There really was no note. They were gone. And he would never know what decision he would have
made, because he' d never have the chance to makeit.

Then helooked over to his side of the lab and saw something that drove everything € se from hismind.

He had forgotten to pack the arenawhere he' d been running his milling experiment. Worse, he'd
forgotten to stop the experiment. It was il running, though the word running could only be gpplied to it
with gridy irony. The pinwhed shape of the circular column remained. But the flegt-legged swarm of
yesterday was now only atrail of crumpled corpses.

Arkady would never be able to explain what happened next, even to himself. He looked at the carnagein



the arena. He looked at hisfield kit, lying forlornly in an open packing crate. He opened the rucksack
and rummaged through it until he was sure that the first-aid gear and emergency rationswerein their usud
place. Hetold himsdf he wasjust going to stroll over to the airlock to seeif he could see anything from
there. No need to make his mind up about anything. And who cared if someone saw him? He had
nothing to hide. But he noticed with akind of bemused detachment that he rolled the kit up insgde aclean
lab coat before stepping into the corridor.

He could see nothing from the airlock, of course, only the impenetrable wal of the Big Wood. Theair
was heavy with some coming storm, and the cicadas were shrieking so wildly that he could hear them
even through the lander’ s sedled hulll.

Hewavered like adiver hanging over icy water. Then he hit the airlock, put his head down against the
risng wind, and forged across the beaten ring of grassthat separated the grounded ship from the forest.
Ten strides took him under the shadow of the trees. Ten more strides and the wind had faded to the faint
roar of surf on adistant reef.

Hefound Ahmed' stracksfirst; Bella sand Arkasha swerefainter but till visible when you knew what
you were |looking for. When he was sure he had read them right he followed, erasing his own tracks as
he went long and hoping against al reasonable hope that whét little he knew of woodcraft was more
than the tacticas knew.

PRINCIPLESOF THE
SELF-ORGANIZING SYSTEM

| am prepared to assert that thereisnot a single mental faculty ascribed to Man that isgood in
the absolute sense. If any particular faculty isusually good, thisis solely because our
terrestrial environment isso lacking in variety that itsusual form makesthat faculty usually
good. But change the environment, go to really different conditions, and possession of that
faculty may be harmful. And “bad,” by implication, isthebrain organization that producesit.

—W. ROSSASHBY (1962)

SO YOU MUTINIED,” LI SAID when Gavi had gathered them all together and made Arkady repesat
his story from beginning to end.

“You couldn’t even cdl it amutiny, we were so incompetent. We never stood a chance againgt the
tacticas. It' samiracle we got out of there dive.”

“Oh,” Li murmured, “1 doubt miracles had much to do with it.”

Osnat was staring at him, her expression intense but unreadable. Gavi, when Arkady dared to glance at
him, was tracing the wood grain of the table with one long finger, up and down, over and over. The Al, in
contrast, seemed o absent that if Arkady hadn't known better he would have thought he was off-shunt.

Osnat wasthefirst to break the silence. “What happened to Bella?’ she asked.

Li dtirred impatiently. “ The more important question iswhy Arkady’ stdlling usthis? What'sin it for him?”



“He sdoing it for Arkasha,” Gavi said. “lsn't that clear enough?’

“Not tomeitisn't. It doesn't explain why Arkady agreed to come here, why he lied about being sent by
Korchow, and then changed his mind about lying. How do we know heisn't ill following Korchow's
orders, just like the two of them planned it back on Gilead?”’

“We don't actudly need to know those things,” Gavi pointed out. “All we need to know now iswhat to
do next. And it’ s quite possible our next move will be the same regardless of whether or not you believe
Arkady. Inwhich case...”

“...iInwhich case we rewasting our breath arguing about it.”

“That’ show it ssemsto me.” Gavi’ sdark eyesflickered toward Arkady for an instant, then turned away
without quite making contact. “ For now, a least. By the way, would anyone dsefind aflowchart useful 7’

Cohen leapt to hisfeet and snatched at one of the scattered pencils. “1I’ll be Vanna.”

“What?" Osnat and Gavi asked &t the same moment.

“Never mind,” he said, looking crestfalen. “Obsoletejoke.”

Li, dready working on her second cigarette, raised an eyebrow and blew a shivering smokering.

“Rulethree,” Gavi said. “When you want to know what a piece of information means, look at whereit's
been. Let metake afirst stab at it, just to get my thoughts straight. Then we'll seeif the rest of you think
I’mwhistling into thewind. | think we' re dl rude enough that we don’t have to worry about succumbing
to groupthink just because we show each other our homework.

“So. We gtart with Novalis.” He drew acircle near the top of the page and wrote the word Novalisinit.
“From Novalis news of the virus—one that most of Arkady’ s crewmeates assumed, rightly or wrongly,
was a UN-designed genetic weapon—went to Korchow. And then it went to GolaniTech. And that’s
when things get interesting.....”

Quickly, hedrew circles labded KORCHOW and GOLANITECH. Then three sharp lines dropping
down from Golani Tech to the names of the various bidders. Then, off by itself in theleft margin, he drew
acirclewith thename DIDI init.

“Didi hasacopiousflow of information from ALEF, a |east judging from what Cohen’stold me.” He
drew an arrow from ALEF to DIDI, wrote the name Cohen above it—and below it, in parentheses, Li.

“Do you mind being parenthetical?” Gavi asked jokingly.
“I'musedtoit,” Li said. But shedidn't look dl that happy abouit it to Arkady.

“But Didi would never be content with only one source of information,” Gavi continued, his voicetaking
on adight but unmistakable edge. “How could he cross-check it? How could he feed people his nasty
little barium meals and test their loyaty and accuracy and reliability? How could he keep his beady little
eyeson them? So | think we can safdly assumethat Didi has al so established a source in Golani Tech
itself. Knowing Didi, probably multiple sources”

He drew three sdeways arrows running from GOLANITECH to DIDI. Beside the uppermost arrow he

wrote the name Ash? and underlined the question mark with a decisivelittle stroke of the pen. Beside the
second arrow, he wrote Moshe? And beside the third arrow, after glancing pointedly at Osnat, he wrote
Osnat?



Osnat pursed her lips and said nothing.

“And that takes care of Didi for now,” Gavi concluded. “ Except of course for the single most important
piece of information Arkady brought with him when he defected: Absalom. That nameisaloveletter
graight from Korchow to Didi, with Golani Tech playing postman. And not only to Didi.” He bit hislip for
amoment, then drew anew circle, connected it to Korchow’ s circle by itsown arrow, and labeled it
SAFIK. “The only question iswhether Safik ever got the message.”

Cohen cleared histhroat. “Uh, | might be able to shed somelight on that.”
Gavi gave him acool look.

“Sorry. It just hadn’t come up yet. It, ah, scemsthat one of Y assin’ s bodyguards might possibly be
Safik’ sson.”

“The boy with the green eyes,” Osnat murmured. “1 wondered about him.”
“Yusuf?' Arkady asked increduloudy. “But he told me he came from Absadlom!”

Gavi made short work of that. Within afew minutes, Arkady had told them everything he remembered or
sugpected about his brief conversation with Y usuf.

“Sounds like Absalom ought to have hisown circle,” Osnat said bitterly when Arkady had fdlen silent.

“I haven't forgotten him,” Gavi said in asubdued voice. “My only question iswhether it'smore useful to
think of Absdlom asacircle—aplayer, in other words—or as a connection between two players?’

He tapped the pencil on the table for amoment, biting his upper lip and staring at the page. Then he drew
aline across the bottom of the page, connecting DIDI and SAFIK, and labeled it Absalom.

For the next hour the four other peoplein the room with Arkady talked over hishead, drew lines
between the various circles, drew more circles and more lines, erased everything and started over again,
and generaly ignored him. He had the fedling that he was an outsider in a conversation between people
who shared atechnica vocabulary and away of looking at the world that had nothing to do with his own.
Indeed as the chart took shapein front of him, he began to fed that the others—Cohen and Gavi
especidly—saw the world less as area space inhabited by physical bodies than as avast weaving of
information streams.

“So where doesthisleave us?’ Gavi asked at last, stepping back from the chart.

“Missing acircleif youask me” Li sad. “The Interfaithers have their fingersin everything in this country.
They can't possibly not beinvolved in this”

“Far enough,” Gavi said. Hedrew acirclein the upper right-hand margin and wrote IFers? init.
Gavi stepped back again, and they all contemplated the flowchart.

“I know Korchow,” Cohen said at last. The Al spoke dowly, asif he were voicing something that he
was il in the process of thinking through for himself. But how could that be when he must think severd
million timesfaster than any human could?“He thinks through every angle, but he' d never makethe
amateur’ s mistake of overchoreographing an operation. I’d say he even enjoysleaving thingsto chance a
bit. He wouldn’t have sent Arkady without considering that Arkady might betray him. And Arkady



wouldn’t be hereif Korchow didn’t think he could turn even abetrayd to his advantage. Besdes...”
Cohen chewed absently at the pencil in his hand, then grimaced and wiped his mouth. “How do the
Americansfit in? How did Turner find out about the auction in the first place?’

“For what it sworth,” Arkady offered, “Korchow was very unhappy about that.”
“Or he wanted you to think hewas.”

A wing of Foreign Legion chasseurs swept overhead with a shuddering sonic boom. Arkady jumped at
the noise. “But surely the Americans wouldn't dly themsalves with the Syndicates? Don't they
understand that the whole point of the Syndicate society isto...well...”

Cohen cleared histhroat delicately. “To creste environmenta conditions conducive to evolving beyond
the inherently flawed genetic template that gave rise to the historical aberration of corporate oligarchy?’

Arkady grinned a the Al. “Y eah. What you said. Serioudy, though. ..the Americans would have to be
crazy to think that Korchow or anyone esein the Syndicates had their long-term interests at heart.”

“They’ ve been known to take the short-term view before,” Li drawled. “ After al, what can you expect
from a country whose nationa anthem ends with the words Gentlemen, start your engines?’

“Enough with the America bashing!” Cohen burgt out. “ There has to be some redeeming feature to any
country that can produce Papaya King and my second wife. And besides, Americainvented the only
magjor world religion that hasn't sarted awar yet.”

They dl turned to sareincreduloudy at the Al.
The Al sketched asinuous parody of the standard Israeli shrug. “Baseball.”

“Oh comeon,” Arkady said, true to the sport that defined the Syndicates as much as baseball defined the
L atino-dominated UN worlds.

“Soccer’ s never started awar.”

“El Salvador—Honduras, 1969.”

“You'rejoking.”

A look of wounded innocence infused the shunt’ s smooth-skinned face. “Would | lieto you?’
“Are you peoplewasting my time on purpose,” Osnat interrupted, “or doesit just come naturally?’

“Right,” Gavi said, sounding appropriately chastened. “ Turner’ sthewild card. It doesn't seem to mewe
can do much about him except hand him enough rope to hang himself and wait for him to show his hand.
And in the meantime perhaps we' d do better to focus on Arkasha.”

Arkady’ s heart began to pound in his chest. Let them focus on Arkasha. Let them find him, spesk to him,
save him. That was dl he wanted. And hewas long past caring if what he wanted was just part of some
larger plan of Korchow's.

“But how do we ask to talk to Arkashawithout showing our hand?’ Osnat asked.
“Easy,” Gavi answered. “We get Safik to ask.”

A dow smile spread across Cohen' sface. “Help him crash the party, you mean? And how do we send



him hisinvitation?
“You dill friendswith Eric Fortuné?”
“| should look him up whilel’min town, shouldn’t 1?1t sthe friendly thing to do.”

Gavi turned back to Arkady. “Y ou understand that in the meantime you and Osnat will have to go back
to Golani Tech and act asif nothing’s changed.”

Arkady glanced at Osnat, but she was picking intently at aloose thread in the knee of her fatigues.

“Is't there any other way?" he asked forlornly. He hadn't realized until that moment just how
desperately he' d been hoping he wouldn't have to go back into Moshe' s ungentle custody. Somewhere
in the back of hismind he' d been nursing the vague but fervent wish that once he'd told his story,
Gavi—or Cohen or Li or anyone, for God' s sske—would shake hishand, tell him he' d done his part,
and bundle him off to watch the rest of this deadly game from the Sddlines.

“Not if you want to save Arkasha.”
“ThenI'll doit,” Arkady said. “I’ll havetodoit.”

An uncomfortable silence settled over the room. Everyone seemed to be waiting for something. Osnat sat
picking at her torn fatigues, her head bent so low that her fair hair hid her face from them. “I don't like it,”
she muttered findly.

“Nether do1,” Gavi sad, “but | don't have a better idea”
“Mendther,” Osnat admitted.
Thetwo Isralislocked eyesfor amoment. Gavi looked away first.

Without anyone formally drawing thingsto a close, the group began to break up into its component parts.
Osnat stood up and stretched until her spine cracked audibly. Li began playing with Dibbuk. Gavi
collared Cohen and began talking computer programming.

Arkady bent over the flowchart again, peering at the jumble of names and circles and trying to discern the
ominous connection that Gavi had suggested to the others. Once again he had the fedling that the chart
reveded aturn of mind utterly alien to him. And yet it reminded him of something....

He searched his memories of the Novais mission, of the uneventful missions before Novdlis, of his
long-ago evolutionary ecophysics courses...and eventually landed on his vague memories of molecular
biology and epidemiology.

Suddenly he found that the room had become too hot and too smal for comfort. He knew exactly where
he' d seen such achart before.

On Novalis. In Aurdia sbold scrawl.

Gavi’ sflowchart wasn't asmple picture of the flow of information, Arkady redlized. Rather, it depicted
the flow of avery specid kind of information: a disease spreading through a susceptible population. It
would dready be soreading quickly indeed if the miniature epidemic on Novaliswere any indication.

And this disease had only one possible vector....

Him.



NATIONAL ROBOTS

DOMIN: Henceforward, we shan’t have just one factory. Therewon’t be Universal Robots
anymore. We'll establish afactory in every country, in every state. And do you know what
those factories will make?

HELENA: No, what?

DOMIN: National robots!...Robots of a different color, a different language. They’ll be
complete strangersto each other. They’ll never be ableto under stand each other. Then we'll
egg them on alittlein the matter of mutual misunder standing and the result will bethat for
agesto come every Robot will hate every other Robot of a different factory mark. So
humanity will be safe!

—KAREL CAPEK (1923)

E VERY WAR HASITSHOTEL,” Cohen opined. “Tom Friedman said that, though | can’t say he ever
said anything ese | agreed with. Some hotels, however, have more than their fair share of wars. Would it
interest you to know that you' re itting in the single most frequently bombed hotdl Iobby in human

higory?’
“Great,” Li saidwanly.

Cohen sank into the sofa cushions, crossed hislegs, and tilted one calf-skin-shod foot thisway and that,
asif reassuring himself that his shoesredlly were as nice as they ought to be.

“Arethose new shoes?’ Li asked.
Hesmiled deekly.

Thelobby was starting to fill up with the usud mix of tourigts, pilgrims, and locas. A band of young
transvestites bubbled through the revolving door and boarded the elevator in aclatter of heelsand a
cloud of perfume. A gaggle of Interfaithers arrived at the elevator at the same moment asthe youngsters,
saw what they were, and huddled together like hypochondriacs stranded in aleper colony. Li preferred
toimaginethat at least some of their shocked middle-aged stares were really gazes of covert
longing...but then she' d aways liked to think the best of people. “Am | crazy,” she asked Cohen, “or
was one of those kidswearing ayarmulke?’

“Y eshivaboy chic. Totally passe. They’re probably just in for the night from the Tel Aviv suburbs”
“Y eshivaboy chic, huh? They must just love you down here.”

“Ahem. Wéll, not everyone relishes theidea of aLion of Judah floundering in the fleshpots. | try to be
relatively discreet about it.”

Li raised her eyebrowsin aslent comment on the notion of Cohen being “relatively discreet” about
anything.

“It'sdl legd,” he pointed out. “ Despite the best attempts of the ultraorthodox and the Interfaithers. In



fact, Israel hastheided combination of prudishness and libertinism. Y ou can do anything you want, get
whatever you want, deep with whomever you want. But since there’ s ways someone around to tell you
you'regoing torot in hdl for it, it dl till hasthe tang of the forbidden. Everything' staboo. ..but none of
it staboo enough to land you in jail. What could be better?’

“Speaking of which,” she observed casudly, “ Gavi’ s quite the package. Y ou two never...”

“Never.” Cohen sounded decisive, even fervent about it. “ Never even thought about it. First of al, he's
such astrange combination of prudish and romantic that I'm not at &l sure he' s dept with anyone snce
Leladied. And second...Gavi needs. I'd get esten up diveif | ever let mysdf gart trying to give him
what he needs.”

“So ingtead you find yoursdf acold, cynicd, sef-sufficient bitch like me?’

Cohen made an ogtentatious show of pondering the question. He was doing his blonde bombshell act
tonight. Thefact that he could pull it off in Roland’ s body was adisplay of pure programmer’s bravura.

Li had spent just enough time around Roland while Cohen wasn't shunting through him to know that he
was boringly straight in every sense of the word. But somehow Cohen managed to pull shades of Marilyn
Monroe from thekid. “Wdl,” he purred eventudly, “at least you' re not a prude.”

She leaned into him in what even she knew was an unusua display of public affection, and pressed her
lipsto Roland’ s smooth young forehead just below the hairline. Cohen returned her kisses, moving under
her hands like water, making her forget the stranger’ s body that came between them.

“I loveyou,” she whispered.
“Isthat why you went sneaking off to see Ash last night?’

Shejerked back to stare a him from the farthest end of the sofa. He was Sitting, hands folded in hislap,
inthe state of unnaturd gtillnessthat she' d learned to recognize as asign of the most violent emation.

Her mind raced. How did he know? Had router/decomposer told him? Or wasthisjust one more sign
that his accessto her internals went deeper than he was willing to admit to her?

Shelooked at him, forcing her pulseto stay even, her eyesto remain leve. “ So you' ve been spying on
meagan.”

“ Apparently with good reason.”
“Don’t make excuses. It's beneath you.”

The silence was suffocating, both instream and off. Cohen bent his head to light a cigarette, and Roland’s
eyes vanished beneath the thick golden fall of forelock. Roland’ s eyes closed as he took afirst long drag
onthecigarette. Li sat therefedling like amouse caught between acat’ s paws. Findly the cigarette
dropped and Roland’ s eyes opened. His face was so blandly expressionless that for a surreal moment
she wondered whether Cohen was gtill on shunt.

“I can live with an innocent flirtation,” he said in avoice that made her soul squirm. “Or evena
not-so-innocent flirtation. But | will not be lied to.”

Hiswords hung intheair like one of the bright phosphorus flares that blossomed over the Green Line at
night. Ash. Chrigt, it had never even occurred to her. Did Cohen redlly think she’'d chesat on him for apair



of long legsand a pretty face? Theideawas repd lent. Infuriating. Humiliating.

But warring with her urge to set Cohen straight was the redlization that he' d just handed her an
unbreakable, uncheckable dibi for her meetings with Nguyen' s contact.

She'd beafool not to takeiit.

Wouldn't she?

“I wasgoing totdl you,” she said, feding her heart wrench with thelie.
“Of courseyou were.”

“I'msorry.”

“Don’t be.” Hisvoicewaslevel and pleasant. .. but when she probed the intraface, none of hisfirewalls
would so much as shake hands with her internals.

“Haveadrink,” hetold her, not even acknowledging the aborted contact.
Their eyesmet. Li frowned. Cohen smiled.

Except it wasn't hisred smile. It was the bland, pleasant, impersona smile that meant he' d decided to
write someone off so completely he wasn't even going to bother mentioning it to them. She' d seen that
smile only twice before, and neither occasion had made for good memories. She' d never imagined she' d
be on thereceiving end of it.

“Right.” She picked up the cocktail menu and pretended to look at it. “What’ sthe plan then?’
“Thereisno plan. We Il tak to Fortuné, thenwe'll see”
“And where do we go to tak to the man?’

“The Internationa Zone. Fortuné sgot afavorite bar there, alittle place caled the Sauve Qui Peut.”

The Sauve Qui Peut was aLegionnaire’ sbar: cheap beer, an abiding odor of steak and frites, and Brel
and Bénabar chuttering out of speakersthat had been blown long before the oldest of the place's
regulars had rotated into the Zone.

The bar back boasted a cluttered shrine of Legion paraphernaia. Flat photos and holos of soldiers
fording swollen tropical rivers or jumping out of ancient airplanes, or marching with the medieva
battle-axes and butcher’ s gprons that the Fathers of the Legion (afew of them Mothers, at least
technically) wore on parade days. The shrin€e’ s centerpiece was an antique hand-colored photograph of
Colonel Danjou’ sfamous hand, so immense that the screws where the meta hinges met the wooden
fingerswere vigble at twenty paces. The place was packed but the floor around the back table was
empty. And from the minute they walked in Cohen could see Fortuné waiting for them in the shadows.

“ Bienvenues en |’ Enfer,” Fortuné said, risng behind histable to greet them. His smilewasfriendly, but
the eyes behind the smile were as sharp and precise as the creases in his dress shirt.

If the Sauve Qui Peut was the prototypica Legionnaire sbar, then Colond Jean-Louis Fortuné was the
perfect Legionnaire. Fivefoot ninein thick socks and spit-shined jump boots, and not carrying an ounce
of fat anywhere on hiswiry frame except in the coffee-colored baby face that wasthe legacy of his



Haitian ancestry. A fifth-degree judo black belt. An inveterate but eminently discreet womanizer...or soiit
was whispered around barracks. His hairline had aready been receding when Cohen first met him, and
now he was going bad in the no-nonsense manner that was synonymous, to French eyes, with being a
man of intelligence, education, and virility.

Li took the hand Fortuné offered and delivered what Cohen suspected was her most bone-crushing
handshake. Fortuné bore up well under it; but then he too was wired to the gills, though his dark skin hid
the delicate subdermd filigree of ceramgted filaments.

“I’m agreat admirer,” Fortuné said when he' d retrieved hishand from Li’sgrasp. “Itisapleasureand an
honor to welcome the hero of Gilead.”

“Some people would say the Butcher of Gilead.”

Cohen had never been quite sure how closdly Li followed the press coverage of her court-martial. Now
he guessed he knew.

“Some people would not be me,” Fortuné said placidly. “They nailed you up for sins above your pay
grade. That was the opinion on the chow line when it happened. It till is”

Li blinked at that, but her internals were so tightly locked down that Cohen couldn’t get any sense of
what was going on behind her eyes.

They sat down. Fortuné was drinking aL orelei, and awave to the bartender brought two more bottles
over at doubletime. Cohen spped the crigp, sweet Alsatian beer and smiled at the taste of Hyacinthe's
centuries-gone youth.

Li and Fortuné started talking war. Tours of duty. Planetside rotations. Combat drops. Cohen, who had
never been asoldier nor wanted to be, let thetak flow past him like current lifting a swimmer. He came
back to Earth with athump when he heard the word employment roll off Fortuné slips.

“I"'m not looking to get hitched again,” Li said into the silence that followed. “And even if | were, what' sit
to you? Last time | checked you work for UNSec, sameas| did.”

“Only inthe mogt limited sense, | assureyou.”

“Then who do you answer to?’

Fortuné smiled urbanely. “LaFrance, ma chére, defender of the civilized world.”
“Isthat like the free world but with better food?’

Fortuné laughed, and Li unleashed her most dazzling smile on him. She had charismain spades when she
felt like putting out the effort. And for reasonsthat Cohen didn’t want to think too closdly about, she'd
decided it was worth her while to charm Fortuné.

“She' s quite awoman,” Fortuné said when she got up to hunt down fresh drinks.
Cohen turned on him. “Don’t even think about it.”

“My friend, I'm neither wedl thy enough nor handsome enough to compete with you. | was speaking
merely in aprofessond sense”

“Wdl, don't think about thet either.”



Fortuné s eyesflicked to the front of the bar, where Li was standing on her toesin order to give an
attentive reading to the ornate copperplate inscription below the photograph of Colond Danjou’ s hand.
Cohen saw her as Fortuné must see her: taut, wired, preternaturally aert, right hand poised habitualy
over the pistol that she’' d had to leave with the hard-faced ex-noncom at what had to be the most
explosive coat check inthe Holy Land. She ought to be commanding a division, hethought guiltily, not
baby-sitting me. He squashed the thought.

“She'sretired,” hetold Fortuné.
“Pity.” Fortuné eyed Li’ sramrod-gtraight back. “ Still, if she ever changes her mind...”
“Shewon't.”

The buzzing speakers broke out into arendition of asong that had become the de facto Legionnaire's
anthem in the Evacuation era, and afew of the drunker soldiers around the bar sang aong to the famous
chorus

Je voulais quitter laterre, mais maintenent je la regrette
Jai pluslemal du pays, j'ai le mal dela planéte

Suddenly the song struck Cohen as sadly telling. A crowd of colonias singing about being homesick for a
planet they’ d never called homein the language of acountry that only existed asaromanticideaand a
Ring-sde embassy.

“Thisisal very enjoyable,” Fortuné said, “and | certainly hope you' Il both stay to dinner—not here,
somewhere with good food. | know alittle one star in Haifawhere the cook is pretty and the foie grasis
impeccable. But in the meantime | think there was another reason besides my charm and good looks for
your vist? What can | do for you?’

Cohen explained briefly the message they needed passed acrossthe Line.

Fortuné stared intently a him, nodding and frowning and muttering oui, oui, oui, oui, asthe French often
do to indicate agreement....or at least atention.

Inthis case, it turned out to be only attention. When Cohen was done, Fortuné leaned back in hischair,
his dark skin blending with the shadows so that al Cohen could see of him was the blazing white plests of
his summer uniform and the battered stainless-sted wristband of his much-abused Rolex.

“ Et pourquoi tu veux te compliquer lavie?” he asked. Why do you want to complicate your life?
Why indeed?

“For afriend.”

“I hope heisagood one.”

“Thebest.”

Or the worst.

Because the truth was that Cohen still hadn’t decided whether he was doing thisfor Didi or for Gavi.
And hewas betting his peace of mind on asingle article of faith: that when dl the twists and turnswere
over the two of them would turn out to be on the same side.



T HE FIRST SIGN ARKADY SAW that Cohen’ s message had gotten through was amarked uptick in
Moshe' s dready-healthy sense of paranoia.

Moshe interpreted the Palestinian request for a second session with Arkady as a symptom of some grave
security breach. Osnat began to look increasingly harried. Ash Sofaer flew out from Tel Aviv, apparently
for the sole purpose of staring coolly at Arkady, asking afew unconnected questions, whispering into
Moshe' sear for afew minutes, and flying back home again.

“You're hearing grassgrow,” Osnat told Moshefindly.
“If I'm hearing grass grow,” Moshe said, “maybeit’ s because grassis growing.”

Meanwhile, Arkady asked himsdlf constantly what he could do, what he should do, about the revelation
he' d experienced in the face of Gavi’ sflowcharts.

Hewas by now absolutdly certain that hisfirst intuition had been right. Korchow’ s* genetic wegpon” had
merely been the ball Korchow wanted the biddersto keep their eyes on. Therea virus was aready
infecting the buyers every time they touched Arkady or talked to him or stood in the same room with him.

Arkady had seen the signs himsdlf. He' d just read them wrong. For Arkady, used to the strong medicine
of Syndicate immunoresponses, the dower maturing, more diffuse human immune response had looked
like minor alergies, nothing more. Either that or the humans hadn’t redlly started getting sick yet.

Hisfirst reaction to the way Korchow had used him was outrage. He had never consented to be used as
some sort of interstellar Typhoid Mary. And it was dl very well to talk about throwing Earth into chaosin
order to save humansin thelong run...but Arkady had gotten to know some of those humans. And he
didn’t relish the idea of handing out smallpox blankets to people like Osnat and Gavi.

Gradudly, however, his outrage was eclipsed by fear. A second redlization had come close on the heels
of thefirst one and shaken him to his core like the aftershock of an earthquake flattens buildings il
precarioudy standing after the first assault. He d spent four months on Gilead while Korchow and his
team interrogated him. During those months, Korchow and others had sat across tables from him, shared
mealswith him, passed hour after hour with him. Still others had prepared hisfood, washed his clothes
and bedclothes, cleaned up the intimate entropy of daily life. There was no hope of maintaining anything
like effective quarantine in the congtantly recirculating air of an orbital station, so he could only assumethe
worst.

And if the worst had happened, then Korchow hadn’t launched Arkady toward Earth in an offensive
attack. He' d sent him as a desperate lagt-ditch effort to buy the Syndicates some time and better their
suddenly radically diminished chances of survival.

Arkady was till trying to decide how he felt about this—and what he should do about it—when the two
humorless young menwho'd flownin from Td Aviv with Ash smuggled him acrossthe Line and handed
him over to the green-eyed boy, Y usuf.

There wasaroom.
There was a desk.
On the desk there was a single blank sheet of paper.

Behind the desk there was a man.



The man looked kind, dightly harried, moderately intelligent, and completely unremarkable. Average
height, average coloring, average build running to sedentary flab in middle age. The bland gray
buttoned-down look of conformity that Arkady was aready learning to associate with midlevel
bureaucrats and low-level career military officers.

A timeserver, Arkady decided. Short on initiative, origindity, and imagination. Good at pushing the
paperwork through on time. The kind of man who made it hard to believe humans had ever had the
brainsto bootsirap themsealves out of the gravity well.

“Hello, Arkady,” the man said in fluent, unaccented English instead of the UN-standard Spanish that was
Earth’ slinguafranca That wasthefirst surprise.

Arkady had been gazing at the floor, but now he glanced up sharply and found himself staring into the
man’ s eyes. And that was the second surprise.

The man’s eyes were brown. Not the liquid velvet of aRostov congtruct’ s eyes, let lone the intense
black of Gavi’ s eyes. Just the normd expected brown that usudly went with Mediterranean coloring.
Ordinary, like everything else about him. But you couldn’t look into those eyes and not know that they
bel onged to a thinking man who had done and seen enough in the world to be long past proving things.

“You' reWalid Safik,” Arkady said.
“So they tdl me. Sit down, Arkady.”

Arkady sat down, trying to put the man before him together with the aura of mystery and danger that
surrounded Absalom.

“Did you have anicetak with Gavi?’ Safik asked. “ Oh, don’t look like that. I’ m not pumping you for
information. Not yet, anyway. Just curious. Gavi married my favorite cousin, did you know that?|
danced at their wedding. Well, figuratively speaking. | don't think | actually danced. | was a pretty bad
dancer even before | got fat. My wife says so, and when she says rude things about me they’ re usudly
true. Tl me, how did Gavi strikeyou?’

“Inwhat way?’

“Persondly. Did you like him? Never mind, of course you did. Everybody does. Or they used to,
anyway. But did he seem happy within the obvious limitations?’

“He seemed fing, | guess.” Arkady remembered the missing leg and shuddered involuntarily. How did
people down here talk about that sort of thing? There seemed to be aterrible number of people on
Jerusalem’ s streets with missing or deformed body parts. Did the commonness of such horrors make
them lighter to bear and easier to talk about? Or did it just make them all the more frightening?“I doulbot |
know him well enough to tell whether he' shappy or not.”

“Fair enough. But there sno harm in asking, isthere?’

Safik got up, walked to the door, and conferred briefly with Y usuf. When he came back he had a pack
of cigarettesin his hand.

“Do you mind?’ he asked. “I’d open the window, but someidiot painted it shut last year.” Helit the
cigarette and sucked at it with theintensity of an addict. “ Terrible habit. | picked it up in my twenties
because | was seduced by dl those old romantic spy movies where interrogations happen in a haze of
cigarette smoke. And when the romance wore off, | wasleft with the smoking. And when | tried to quit |
just got fat, then started up again anyway. So now |I'm afat old man who smokes too much and has no



youthful illusonsto fdl back on.”

He st the lighter down on the table between them, spun it around like atop, and watched it flash black
and slver and black and silver and black until it drifted to ahating stop. “ So what do | do now, Arkady?
Dol try to outcharm Gavi? Do | try to outwit Korchow? Do | spin you around”—he flicked the lighter
back into motion—"until you don’t know which way is up or who you can trus?’

Arkady looked up from the glittering spin of thelighter to find Safik gazing a him with those cam,
extraordinarily ordinary eyes.

“Which body has Cohen brought down thistime, by theway? Not thelittle Italian actress by any
chance?’

“No...um. A boy.” He paused, suddenly uncertain even of that. “1 think it'saboy. It wears suits. They
cdl it he.”

“They dways cdl Cohen he, even when he' sinawoman’sbody. It' slike the names of hurricanes. It
doesn’'t mean anything. Anyway, too bad it’ s not the Italian girl. He ruined her career, of course. She
redly had talent, but she got lazy once she took up with him. He has that effect on some people. Still, the
boysin surveillance just loved her. Practicaly had to pay them to go home. Don't let Korchow make you
lieto Cohen, by theway. He hatesit when peoplelieto him. If hewere human I'd say it was aneurosis.
And I’ve seen him kill with aruthlessness and alack of hesitation that would be pathologicd...again, if he
were human. On the other hand, I’ ve aso seen him go to quite abit of trouble to protect hisfriends when
an operation goes sour—something you might want to give alittle thought to if you want to take your skin
with you when you go home.”

“Why areyou teling methis?’

Safik shrugged. “Y ou don't get to be my agein thisline of work without blood on your hands. If it
doesn’t bother you, you' reamongter. If you' re not amongter, then you reach a point wherethe main
thing you want in lifeis not to produce any more bloodshed on ether sde of an operation than isstrictly
necessary...which brings me right back to the problem of how to talk to you.”

“| thought you were dready busy outcharming Gavi.”

Safik smiled. “ Y ou flatter me. But serioudy, Arkady. What would be the point? Y ou'll serve whatever it
isyou love most. Money, if it' smoney. In which casethereé sno art a al in turning you; merely amaiter
of who hasthelarger departmenta budget. Or, if it’ sprinciple or love or loyaty, then you'll serve that.
And none of Korchow’s spy craft or Mashe' sintimidation or Gavi’s charismaor my plain talking isgoing
to changethat.” His cigarette spit and crackled as he took another drag oniit. “So that’ s all | can usefully
ask of you, Arkady. What do you love? What do you serve? What makes you able to go to deep at
night and stand the sight of your face in the mirror when you wake up in the morning? Y ou show me your
soul, I’ll show you mine...and then we' |l seeif we can profitably travel the next little bit of road together.”

“I don’'t know what | believein anymore,” Arkady said. And it wastrue. He didn’'t belong to Earth, or
believe in what humanity stood for. And yet dl the truths he' d grown up honoring had been shattered
under the terrible pressure of Novais.

“Tell me about Novalis,” Safik said, asif he' d plucked the word out of Arkady’s mind. “Not the facts.
Gavi dready got the factsfrom you better than | ever could.” Safik had been fingering the blank sheet of
paper on his desk for severa minutes. Now heturned it over to show Gavi’ sintricate flowchart on the
other sde. When Arkady gasped, hejust smiled and gave him aconspiratorial wink. “1 didn’t get it from
Gawvi, for what it’ sworth. | wish the fools and bigots who think he works for me wereright. When it



comesto navigating the wilderness of mirrors, Gavi’ sthe best there ever was. On the other
hand....sometimes Gavi trips over hisown brains. And in your case | have aniggling feding that things
may actudly be less complicated than he'smaking them.”

“I told Gavi everything,” Arkady said, feeling suddenly tired and discouraged.
“Thentell me about Arkasha.”

“There snothing left to say.”

“Not evenif | told you that we might be willing to give him palitical asylum?’
“That'simpossble”

“Why?

“Because Korchow won't give him up now.”

“Y ou thought he might when you talked to Gavi last week. What' s changed?’
Arkady looked stubbornly at thefloor.

“Tak to me, Arkady. Something' s eating at you. Something that was't even on your horizon when Gavi
talked to you. What do you know now that you wish you didn’t?’

SAfik reached for his cigarettes, checked hiswatch, sighed deeply, and pushed them away again.

“I’'m going to tell you something, Arkady.” Safik stood up and came around the desk to Sit in the empty
chair beside him. “ Something I’ ve never told anyone but my wife before. Not becauseit’ s necessarily
shameful—at least not any more shameful than alot of other things I’ ve donefor my country. But if you
get to be my age you'll seethat only afool or afanatic can spend much timein our line of work and not
beginto...wel...doubt. Worsg, if you' re anything gpproaching athinking person, you even begin to
doubt your doubts. Areyou redly still working toward the great and good ends you used to believein, or
are your doubts merely asort of mental washing of hands? A subtle kind of self-deception that letsyou
hold your nose and do dirty work whilefeding al the while that what you do isn’'t redlly you, that you're
better than that, more perceptive than that, more moral than that.”

When Arkady didn’t answer, Safik sighed and went on.

“This happened to me when | was around your age, Arkady. Thiswas before the doubts. | was ill thin
back then, believeit or not, and at least reasonably good-looking. Or so my wifetellsme. Anyway, I'm
making jokes about it becauseit’ snot avery happy story. What it comes down to isthat ayoung settler
attacked one of our patrolsand | was put in charge of questioning his mother. The Isragliswere quite
cooperative, of course. It was before the war, and that sort of fredlancing isin no on€ sinterest.”

Safik’s manner had changed subtly, Arkady redlized. He was casting little glances at Arkady at theend
of every sentence, asif it wasterribly important to make sure that Arkady understood every word he
spoke. And there was a banked, smoldering fire behind the ordinary face that made Arkady seethiswas
aman who was not controllable. By anybody.

“So anyway,” Safik went on, “ here was thiswoman who had just lost her only son. And I—some young
idiot who' d never been married, never had a child, knew nothing about anything—was supposed to
question her. Naturally it was dl the most offensvely officious kind of nonsense. WWho were her son's
friends? Who had given him the weapon? What had he said before he died? Why would he have done



such athing if he hadn’t learned at his mother’ s knee to hate us? And on and on. Hopeless, of course.
Shedidn’t have any red information, and wouldn’t have given it to meif she had. But she was more than
happy to talk to me. She knew the clichés by heart, Arkady, and | heard them al that morning. Her son
was a hero. He was fulfilling God’' s mandate for the Holy Land. She’ d achieved the highest purpose of a
woman'slife by giving birth to asoldier. And on and on and on. But al the while she was making her
patriotic speeches she was weeping. She was wracked with sobs every time she paused for breath. |
have never seen someone weep so violently and gtill be able to force intdlligible words out of her mouth.

“It was asif there were two women in her body, Arkady. An outer woman who had the power of
gpeech, who belonged to the state, to civilization, to what you might call the superorganism. And an inner
woman, who belonged to no government, and who knew damn well that al those patriotic words were
dust next to her son’s dead body.”

Safik stopped. Hewas dumped in his chair, and helooked gray and ill and terribly angry. Arkady had
the impression that he' d stopped talking not because he had run out of words but because he had lost
faith that Arkady would understand him.

“$. . -”

“Sowhat’smy point? | am telling you who | am, Arkady. | servewhat | saw in that woman's eyes. That
every timeyou sacrifice theindividua in the name of order and stability you' re only throwing fresh mest
to the dogs of war. That martyrdom—be it the martyrdom of the soldier or the martyrdom of the suicide
bomber—is a poor substitute for decent government. That’swhat | serve, Arkady. And | don't givea
damn about the fanatics who only seelineson the map.” He amiled briefly and made that chin-flicking
skyward gesture that Earth dwellers dways made when they wanted to talk about the larger world that
hed |ft their planet behind. “Or lines out in space for that matter.”

“ And what about Absalom?’

“Absaom’san idea, not aman. And hewon't die aslong as there are people on both sides of the Line
who think likel do.”

They locked eyes.
Safik sighed and glanced away.

“Fine” hesad. “You have no reason to believe me. But I'll tell you onething, Arkady. I’ m not your
enemy. I’m not sure lI’m anyone' s enemy. Just think about it. That'sal I'm asking.”

But Arkady didn’t haveto think about it. He trusted Safik. He knew he was playing the easy mark, just
like he' d done with Gavi. He knew that any step he took might be the one that made a choice between
protecting the Syndicates and saving Arkashainevitable. But when helooked into Safik’ s calm, decent,
ordinary face and asked himsdlf for some reason he shouldn’t trust him, he couldn’t find one.

So hetold him everything, right up to that awful moment of revelaion in front of Gavi’sflowchart.

“If that' strue,” Safik said when Arkady had finished, “then we' re al in the same boet, aren’t we, Earth
and Syndicates dike?’

“No, we'renot!” Arkady burst out.

He never knew, then or later, whether Safik had planned it; but suddenly dl the thoughts he' d kept to
himsdlf over the past weeks were spilling out of him, giving voiceto his pent-up frustration &t the
intransigent human refusal to understand the Syndicates, to understand life beyond the Orbita Ring, to



understand period.

“How can you people still be soignorant?” he shouted. Then he realized he was shouting, caught his
breath, and went on more quietly.

“How can you know so little even after centuries of sending ships and settlers out to die in space? How
can you gtill understand nothing about what it’ s like out there?’

“So make me understand. | want to understand, Arkady. If you can’'t make me understand, you'll never
make any human undergtand.”

“You can't understand,” Arkady said bitterly. He remembered again the terrible fire of ZhangSyndicate's
death throes. For thefirst time he realized that there had been men in those attacking ships. Men bred
and trained in the Ring, where Earth was always one short rescue launch away, and the universe was il
friendly and forgiving and crowded enough that aman could take it upon himsdlf to looseamissileand
destroy an orbital station that was al the wideworld to itslittle ark of souls. “'Y ou hear thewords. Y ou
nod and amile...and then five minutes | ater you say something that proves you haven't understood a
gyllable. Earth itsdlf keegps you from understanding. Even the Ring-sders till have Earth to fall back on if
things go redlly wrong. Y ou can afford to be sdifish, inefficient, individuaistic because Earthisbig and
rich and forgiving. Y ou can afford to act like spoiled children because Earth will dwaysbail you out. And
even then you managed to turn getting to space into arace againg extinction. How many billions of lives
were thrown away on the generation ships? Humans make their sacrificestoo. Despite dl their brave
words about rights and individuas. The collected quotient of individua misery and wastage and suffering
in human society makes the Syndicates |ook like the ultimate humanists.”

“Soit'sall just politics?” Safik interjected. He sounded gently disappointed by theidea.

“Politics Redlity. A redlity you humans can't see because you' re too busy telling each other fairy taes. |
never understood before | came here why the UN got so taken by surprise when so many people around
the Periphery sded with the Syndicatesin thewar, but now | findly get it. Y ou actudly think they're il
human. Y ou think if you just wipe the Syndicates, your problemswill vanish and you'll step into the
future you dways wanted to have. But that future died with Earth. The only future left now isthe oneyou
made when you put Earth’s poor on the generation ships and threw them overboard to live or die. Well,
we lived. And now you' re trying to stop evolution in its tracks because we aren' t the future you wanted
to have”

Arkady finished his speech and wound down into depressed and embarrassed silence.
“Youdon't sound like atraitor,” Safik said at last. “'Y ou sound to me like aman who wantsto go home.”
“Homeisn't perfect either,” Arkady whispered.

“Neither ismy wife, but | sill go home every night. Don’t you think Korchow hasfigured this out?’
Somehow Safik managed to sound matter-of-fact and sympathetic in the same ingtant. “Don’t you think
he knows enough of ...well, | suppose | shouldn’t cdl it human nature. . .to have predicted you might fedl

thisway?’
“You don't think I"ve asked mysdlf that again and again?’ Arkady said bitterly. | fed likealabrat!”

Safik smiled. His gaze left Arkady’ sfor just long enough to light another long-awaited cigarette. “ Y ou
seem to be focusing only on the negative aspects of being alab rat. The up sde of having someonelike
Korchow useyou isthat there usudly isared piece of cheese at the end of the maze. Hasn't it ever
occurred to you that Korchow might want to send Arkashato Earth? The Embargo’sgoingtogo upin



smoke the minute people begin to redlly see what the Novais virus has done. We re going to be playing
avicious game of catch-up. And we re going to bein desperate need of people like Arkasha. Maybe
Korchow's preparing the ground for alittle...er, intellectual terraforming?’

Arkady tried to look impassive and undecided, but his mind had aready goneinto atailspin of
caculations, hopes, dreams, anticipation.

“| don’t want to rush you into anything,” Safik said. “Least of dl anything Korchow’ strying to rush me
into rushing you into. Go back to Mashe. Think about it. I’'m sure we' || have another chanceto talk. That
isaslong asyou don't say anything that would make your keepers wonder just who you' ve been talking
to over here”

And if that wasn't away of buying his silence, Arkady wondered, then what was?

MET AND EMET

All art isborn of science, just asall science hasitsoriginsin magic. Though it ishard to say
exactly when Al design made the leap from scienceto art, two names areinextricably linked to
the event: Hyacinthe Cohen and Gavi Shehadeh. Whatever you think of Gavi’sgolem, its
status as a water shed moment in the history of Al—and the history of | srael—isincontestable.

—YOSHIKI KURAMOTO TN 283854-0089. ISTHE MOON THERE WHEN NOBODY LOOKS?
MY IMAGINARY LIFE IN MATHEMATICS. NEW DELHI UNIVERSITY PRESS. INDIA ARC:
2542.

G AVI SHEHADEH WAS SO UNIVERSALLY hated by thetime helost hisleg that at first no oneon
ether sdeof the Line could bring themsalvesto believe it was't arichly deserved assassination attempt.
The facts—the Shabbas visit to the one faction of his Jewish family that was still spesking to him, the
impromptu soccer game, the lost ball, and the bloody carnage in the weeds—came out with such
excruciating downess that Gavi was up and walking before most of hisold friends and new enemies
could bring themsdlves to admit that he’ d been crippled by a perfectly ordinary land mine.

Hewas on adminidrative leave over the Absdom affair when it happened, and within afew months he
found himsalf with anew ceramic compound leg courtesy of Hadassah Hospital’ s specid amputees unit
and agrowing redization that his career had died in Tdl Aviv.

Y ad Vashem had seemed like an escape when Didi first suggested it. Only when he reported to IDF
headquarters for the mandatory sperm and blood samples did he redize he' d accepted what amounted,
in most people’ sminds, to adow desth sentence. No matter, he' d told himself. His exile would be over
inafew months, ayear a& most.

But by now it had lasted amost four years.

Hewasn't surejust when Gavi the traitor had begun to feel more real to him than the man he' d aways
thought he was. But there were externa signs by which he could measure the rate a which his new
identity cannibalized his old one. Before his second summer in Y ad Vashem he' d stopped writing letters
and cdling on hisformer colleaguesin hope of anew postion. Then hisvidtsto Td Aviv and Jerusaem,
aways sporadic, had stopped entirely. And sometime in the third year of hislive burid he' d admitted to



himsdlf that if hisformer enemiesknew how he felt every time he had to leave the thickness of the Line,
they would spirit him straight back to the eighth floor out of sheer spite.

GOLEM had grown out of the routine work of file maintenance that took up so much of Gavi’stimein
thefirst yearsat Y ad Vashem. The number of survivors' testimonies—the sheer mass of
information—contained in the Y ad VV ashem archives was inconceivable. Those testimonies were the heart
of Yad Vashem, the true Monument of the Eterna Name, and one like no other humankind had ever
constructed. But monuments of silicon were just as vulnerable to the forces of time and gravity as
monuments of marble.

Time passed. Spins decayed. Disks and data cubes crumbled. Filesthat weren't recopied and saved on
aregular basislost the one-way battle against entropy. And just asin Europe s ancient shulsand
monasteries, the only filesthat were recopied were the files people actualy used. The Warsaw Ghetto
files. Thefiles concerning famous Zionists or writers or artists. But the rest—the men and women and
children who had done nothing that History cared about, and had appeared in the testimonies only
because they had been someone' s father, someone’ s mother, someone’ slost brother or sister or

cous n—those people were dowly being wiped from human memory, just astherr killers had meant them
to be.

To Gavi the answer had seemed obvious. What was needed was a person. A person who would hold
the obscure dead just as beloved as the famous dead. A person who would remember them because he
would be them; just as Cohen, or at least some buried part of him, was Hyacinthe; just as Rabbi Loew’s
golem had been in some mydtica sensethe lives and history and souls of the people of the Prague ghetto
brought to life.

But there would be nothing mystical about this golem, unless you counted the mystery of how sentience
emerged from the swarming maglstrom of datainside an Emergent’ s networks. Gavi knew the name of
the magic that could bring hisgolem to life; he had poured over the specs and wiring diagrams and bug
reports. It was not the cold clay of Prague he needed, but the cold spin lattices of Cohen’sneura
networks.

Of course there were other Alswho had the processing power to handle the job. But none of them was
as peculiarly human as Cohen was. None of their personality architectures had been so stable for so long.
And none of them was asintimately tied to Israel and to Gavi himsdlf.

Cohen could do it. He could bresthe asoul into the archives, and turn dead testimony back into living
memory . ..though with what violence to his own identity no human could begin to guess.

And hewould do it, whatever therisk, if Gavi asked him to.

It was precisdy that certainty that had kept Gavi from asking.

Gavi caught sight of thetail just as he turned onto King David Street to begin the fina approach to
Cohen’'shotel. The kid was clearly trying to avoid looking a him: the classic amateur’ s gaffe.

Gavi loitered in front of the window of a spintronics store, ingpecting the merchandise with minute
attention, feding the rhythm of the crowd asit flowed behind him, listening to the monotonous drone of
the crosswak signals. Then he dashed across the street at the last minute before the light changed, only to
loiter again on thefar corner waiting for the next light, scanning the crowd dl thewhilefor the tdlltale sgns
of averted eyes or sudden changes of direction. Then he gpparently changed his mind, walked back to
the store, went insde, and spent nearly ten minutes haggling over the price of amobile uplink and left



without buying anything. He sauntered down the sireet for several more blocks, assduoudy
window-shopping, and repeated the performance at a second store.

In the end he decided that there was only a single team of watchers: a couple, boy and girl, playing well
out in front of him, and to the rear a clean-cut young man who looked like his
great-great-great-grandparents might have arrived in the Ethiopian airlift. They werekids, diligent but
raw.

He thought wistfully of Osnat, who wouldn't have made such basic mistakes on her first day of training.
Then hetold himsdf he couldn’t afford to think of Osnat when he was about to put himsalf under
Cohen's sharp eyes.

Over the course of the next twenty minutes, the team worked their plodding way through every classic
amateur mistake, and threw in afew new variations for good measure. The teacher in him wanted to
walk over, grab them by the collars, and make them do it again, right. But he wasn’t ateacher now. He
was atarget. A target without backup or a safe house or any of the usual safety nets. And it didn’'t take a
professond to put abullet through your skull. He' d learned that in Tel Aviv, evenif he hadn’t learned
anything dse of any earthly useto anyone.

Heworked hisway up King David Street and over to City Tower, where he browsed at the jewelry
counters, circled back to the entrance, then turned back at the last moment asif he’ d suddenly
remembered something he needed. Finally he backtracked to men’s clothing, where hetried on a series
of unforgivably loud shirts.

Thetail was Hill there the third time he came out of the dressing room, looking implausibly interested in
the new sock selection.

“You'renew, aren't you?’ Gavi said.

The poor kid looked like he' d gotten caught passing notesin class.

“What do you think of the shirt? That bad, huh? How’ s Didi, by the way?’
“I, uh...think you're mistaking me for someonedse”

Gavi stared into the blue eyes until they dropped away from his. “No. Y ou’ re mistaking me for someone
else. Anidiot. Now why don’t you take your two little friends and trot back to the Office and tell Didi
that if he wantsto know where I’ m going, he can damn well ask me.”

The next time he came out of the dressing room the boy was gone. But he bought awhite button-down
shirt, just to be on the safe Side, and changed into it, carefully folding away hisold LIE* T-shirt into the
bag the sdlesgirl gave him. He left the store among a crowd of tourists and threw the bag in the nearest
trash bin—regretfully, snce he' d dways liked that T-shirt. Then he skirted around an I DF safe house that
he thought might still be active, checked one last time to make sure his babysitters really had gone home,
and findly turned toward King David Stret.

Cohen was done.

“How’syour leg?’ he asked, ushering Gavi into ahotd suite that would have had his mother screaming
about runaway capitalism and the deeth of the kibbutznik mentdlity.

“Uh. Fine)” Gavi said. He was always caught off-ba ance by questions about it—wrong-footed he would



have said if he hadn’t learned that other people didn’t find jokes about hisleg quite as hystericdly funny
ashedid.

People dways talked about phantom pain, but Gavi had never fdt it. What he felt those days was mostly
...weirdness. Thewrenching visua shock of looking down every now and then and redlizing that he
ended four inches below hisright knee...and that he' d forgotten about it. Or, lately, bemused moments
of looking down at his actua flesh-and-blood foot and feeling that the whole idea of it (afoot? toes?
toenails?) was so much less natura and sengible than nice clean ceramsted that the continuing existence
of feet in genera could only be evidence of some collective human neurosis,

“You don't want to put it up? No? Well, can | at least get you something to drink?’

“Fineon al counts.” He peered at Cohen, who seemed even more opaquely unreadable than usual. “Are
you dl right?Y ou're doing thet freezing thing again.”

“It'snothing.”
A nothing named CatherineLi, if Gavi guessed right.
“So tdl me about thisgolem of yours,” Cohen said. “1 need alittle comedy in my life”

Gavi told him, waking him through the pieces of code he’ d painfully stitched together over the past
severd years, explaining the places where he couldn’t make things work, or couldn’t decide which of
severd possible imperfect solutionsto settle for. He presented it as a programming problem, one that he
was submitting to higher authority. Which was perfectly vaid, snce Cohen’s abilitiesin that areawould
put any human to shame. He didn’t mention what the Al must have seen the minute he began looking at
the source code: that the glue that would tieit al together and make theimpossible, jerry-built kludge of
databases and interfaces work was Cohen.

“Y ou know how crazy thisis, don't you?’ Cohen said at last. On the surface he was only pointing out a
technical problem, but both of them saw the attached moral problem: How could an Al designer create a
sentient being only to sentenceit to alife dominated by memories that had driven so many humansto
despair and suicide? The god might beidealigticaly selfless, but for the newborn Emergent trying to
come to terms with those memories the reality would be every bit as bruta aswhat EMET faced on the
GreenLine.

“Always so encouraging!” Gavi said, choosing to dodge the nontechnica question. “Don’t you know
when your kid brings hislittle crayon scribbles home from school you' re supposed to hang them on the
refrigerator, not give him an art history lesson?’

“I’ve never had kids. Strange, isn't it? Wdll, | guess not that strange. The people who marry me aren't
exactly the settle down and have three point two children type.” He looked at the source code again.
“Actudly, Gavi, | don't think it'sal that far from working. Which should be encouraging, consdering the
fact that it must be three centuries since an unaugmented human actudly tried to write nontrivial source
code. Where did you even find the SCHEM E manuals?’

“Thedump.”
“Serioudy?’
“Serioudy.”
“Wadll, that explainsthe amdll, | guess”



They talked around the problem for afew minutes, skimming over Gavi’ s various false garts, and what
he' d learned from them, and the current state of hiswork on what Cohen was now jokingly caling Gavi’s
Golem.

“Can | ask you something?’ Gavi sad findly. “ About your vigt last week, not this.”
“Sure”

“What's ALEF after? What' s your endgame?’

“Mine persondly, or ALEF s?’

“Both. Either.”

“ALEF sactudly interested in the tech, insofar asthey’ re ever interested in anything in any organized
fashion.”

“And you?’

The Al Sghed. He d never gotten sighing quite right, Gavi thought. Even hismost sincere sighsrang false.
Funny how alittle thing like that could elude the best wetware. Or maybe the wet wasn't where the
problemwas. “I’ m after Absalom.”

“I’'m sorry to hear that, Cohen. I'm very sorry that Didi’ sdragged you into this.”

“And what about you, Gavi? What' s your endgame? Why are you still here when thereé sawhole
universe up there that does't know you' re atraitor to Isragl? Y ou could probably even get ared leg if
you went Ring-side.”

“Not anymore. They would have had to ship me Ring-side within thefirst seventy-two hoursin order for

vird surgery to be any good. And anyway, | wouldn’t have been able to bring my new leg home, would
|7

“That’smy point, in case you missed it.”

“I spent sx months Ring-side.” Gavi wrinkled his nose, remembering the curved, antiseptic, artificidly
bright expanses of plagtic that Ring-siders called “outdoors.” “Y ou can take the boy out of the country,

“Well, there are ways other planetsif you don't likelifein the orbitals.”
“Other planetssméll funny.”

It was ajoke, at least partly. But Cohen gave no evidence of redizing that. In fact, he' d falen oddly
slent. And when Gavi looked up, the Al was staring intently at him.

“Areyou still looking for Joseph?’ Cohen asked.

“Of course | am. But it’s not the same now. When he was seven, eight, ten, | was desperate to find him.
Now he’' d beayoung man, if he...well, | just have this nagging feding that maybe | would be finding him
for me now, not for him. And while that does't make me want to find him any less, it does makeit less
urgent somehow.”

“IsDidi il helping you look?’



Gavi looked up to find Roland' s soft hazdl eyesfixed on him. Taking to Cohen dways brought hometo
him how much he, like al humans, confused the mind with the body. He knew as atechnica and
intellectual matter that only young and superbly hedlthy bodies could stand up to the stress of what any
programmer would recognize as abiologica verson of overclocking. But he still couldn’t repressthe
shiver that ran through him when he looked into some shunt’ swide young eyes and saw the face of the
swvarm. And he was gtill eternally surprised that Cohen could take the same five feeble senses most
humans got by on and damn near read your mind with them.

“If you want to know what Didi’ sdoing or not doing,” Gavi said, “you’ d better ask Didi.”

Cohen gppeared to accept thisanswer. “Thethingis,” the Al said, “somehow | can't help thinking that
maybe your obsession with preserving the archivesisjust alittle bit about Leilaand Joseph.”

“Sometimesacigar isjust acigar, Cohen.”

“Oh for God' s sake! Are humans still quoting Freud at each other? Grow up, will you?’

But Gavi wasn't in the mood for jokes. “Have you ever read any of the testimonies, Cohen?’
“I’ve read enough to know | don’t want to read any more.”

“It' safunny thing, those testimonies. Y ou tart to get numb after awhile, from the sheer numbers, from
the awfulness of it dl. And then there' Il be one that gets under your skin and makesit al red again. There
was one guy who went into Theresiengtadt with his entire family: mother, father, two brothers. Thewhole
family got sequential numbers. The boy’ sfather was number something something something five hundred
and twenty. He was five hundred and twenty-one, the next brother was five hundred and twenty-two, the
next brother wasfive hundred and twenty-three. But his mother was pregnant, so they pulled her out of
the line and sent her straight to the gas chamber without even giving her anumber.

The oldest son isthe only one who survives. He goesto America. He makes alife for himsdf, agood life.
But as he getsto be around the age his parents were when they died, he sarts to have nightmares about
his mother. He becomes obsessed by the fact that the Germans didn’t give her anumber, that there sno
record of her death, no proof. It's not that he thinks she' saive, you understand. He saw her get sent into
the nonworkersline, and he doesn’t have any illusions about what that meant. But he can’t processthe
ideathat shejud...vanished.

S0 he saves up hismoney. He goes back to Poland. He advertisesin the newspapers, literdly for years,
offering areward to anyone who can give him a photograph of his mother, anyone who even remembers
his mother. No one ever answers. Thiswoman had grown up, gone to university, taught grade schoal,
been a daughter and awife and amother. But it waslike she'd never existed. The Germans had smply
wiped her from the face of history.

“That’ swhat’ s happening to the testimonies, Cohen. When | took over, we' d dready lost four hundred
thousand filesirretrievably. Therest are going. It sonly amaiter of time. | want to save them. Not just for
now. Forever.”

Helooked up to find Cohen staring a him.

“I' know. | know you think it' sawaste of my time. But, Cohen, I'm the first caretaker who' s had the
expertiseto actudly fix it instead of sending endless unanswered spinmail to the Knesset budget office
asking for funding that never quite arrives. If | don't do it, who will?’

Cohen just kept looking at him, utterly till. “1 know what you' re asking meto do,” he said findly. “And |



know what | oweyou.”

Gavi diced his hand through the air abruptly. “Y ou don’t owe me anything. If | hadn’t been afraid you' d
say just that, | would have asked you for help far sooner. Hell, maybe | would even have answered your
sinmalld”

“Oh.” Cohen grinned. “ Now youtdl me”
“I know, | know.”
“—if you can’t say no, then how can | ever ask you for anything?’

“Harrumph. If | didn’t know better, I’ d think you and Catherine and router/decomposer were all talking
about me behind my back. By the way, Gavi, have you noticed that you practicaly went into orbit last
week at the suggestion that | might lift afinger to help revive your career and now you' re cheerfully
asking meto risk decoherence in order to help you with some quixotic scheme that no one elsewill take
onfor love or money?’

“What' syour point, little Al?’
“Nothing. Just thought I’ d mention it. Sometimes you remind methetiniest little bit of Leila”

Gavi smiled—but his amile faded as he redized that he had heard her name on Cohen’ slips without
feding the old familiar pang of grief. “I wish | could remember her like you remember her,” he whispered,
not trusting his voice well enough to speak out loud.

“Maybe not,” Cohen said. “ There are folktales about ghosts who can't rest until their loved ones stop
mourning them. Maybe the dead are meant to fade, Gavi. Maybe theliving are meant to forget.”

| N COHEN’ SDREAM, GAVI HAD hisleg back. He stood on tiptoe because Cohen had become
very tdl in the dream, amute giant of mud and clay.

Your job isdone, Gavi said.
As he spoke the words Li was there, calm and clear-eyed, with Didi standing at her side.
Time to forget, they told him.

And then Li put her handsto hisface, and gently, so gently, wiped thefirst |etter of the name of truth from
hisforehead....

“I'vemade alife decision,” router/decomposer announced. “May | tell you about it?’

Hewasleaving, Cohen decided. What else could it be? And what could his departure mean but hasde
and fuss, interviews and arguments, and the inevitable bad fedings that aways|ed to further departures?
Everything wasfaling apart, everyone wasleaving him, it was dl hisfault, and there wasn’t adamn thing
he could do about it.

“Of courseyou cantdl me” he said with theinterna equivaent of aforced amile.



“I'm going to change my name.”
“Grest! | mean...er, towhat?’
“Kuramoto.”

“AsinYoshiki?’

“Correct.”

Y oshiki Kuramoto. The boldly intuitive twentieth-century mathemeatician who had taken thefirst red stab
at formaizing the emergence of spontaneous synchrony in certain types of complex and mathematicaly
intractable systems, including router/decomposer’ s Josephson Arrays and spin glass matrices. If
router/decomposer was going to borrow someone else’ s name, then Kuramoto' swas alogical, even an
elegant choice.

“Why Kuramoto?’

“It' san aspiration designation,” router/decomposer, now Kuramoto, announced with an ironic flourish
that ill concedled his seriousness. “It indicates not what | am but what | aspire to become. And,
uhhhh...I’m aso quitting. Caltech just offered me atenure track position in applied mathematics. Sorry |
didn’t tell you sooner. What can | say? Things have been crazy.”

“Well,” Cohen said. “Cdtech. That' s quite something. Have they ever hired an Al before?’
“I would seem to be thefirg.”
“Wadll, great. Wonderful.”

“It'sirrdlevant, of course...but somehow | keep returning to theideathat I'd be...uh, happier, whatever
that means, if you supported this decision.”

“I do. Wholeheartedly. Congratulations.”

“Do you mean that? Y our affective fuzzy set for thisexchangeisvery difficult to parse.”
“You'retdlingme”

“But you are happy?’

“I'm happy for you.”

Kuramoto chewed on that for a near eternity by Al standards.

“Being happy for someone dse sounds like aless desirable state than actudly being happy,” he said
findly.

“Let’'sjust say it'san acquired taste.”

And then—as soon as he was what passed for alone—he dropped his head into his hands and laughed
until the tears sprang to Roland’ s eyes.

“Where are you going, Catherine?’



“Out to see Ash?’

“Y ou' re behaving badly, Cohen. Stop it. And for what it’ sworth I’m not deeping with her.” Li rubbed
the back of one hand across her nose.

“Frankly, I'mtoo allergic to this hellhole of a planet to even think about sex.”
“Why don’'t we sit down and talk about whatever it isthat’ s bothering you?’
“Since nothing’ s bothering me, it would be ashort conversation.”
“You'releaving, aren’'t you?’

“Didn't | just say | was?’

“I don’t mean right now. If you'd only talk tome...”

She softened, in one of those abrupt changes of mood that dways threw Cohen off-balance. “Y ou can’t
help, Cohen. | know you mean well, but...you can't.”

“Sothat'sit?” Cohen said. “No discussion? No questions? Just goodbye Cohen and have anice life?’

He sat down on the bed and crossed his arms over his chest and stared at the floor. He knew he was
being childish, but he couldn’t help it. And why should he help it, anyway? It wasn't asif Li was exactly
being mature about things. To make mattersworse, he could fed across the quiescent intraface that she
knew exactly what he was feding. The memory of their last breakup, with dl its attendant humiliation and
frugtration. The fearful certainty that her departure would open the door to dl the old, tired, nasty ghosts
that had haunted him before her arrival. The panic at the prospect of losing her for good—a panic that
was sharpened rather than blunted by the crippling suspicion that it wasn't red love, but merdly his
feedback loops going into emotive overdrive at the prospect of losing an inscribed player.
Router/decomposer would say that motives didn’t matter, only actions. But this motive did matter....

“I hope you'll do me the courtesy of giving me somekind of reasonable notice before you quit,” he said.
Was hisvoice actudly trembling? Impossible. But apparently true.

“I wasn't aware | was an employee,” Li said coldly. “But I'll get you safely back Ring-side. Glad we got
that clear.”

She l€ft, closing the door behind her with a deliberate precision that made Cohen certain she wanted to
damit. He walked across to the window and stood there, one of Roland’ s fine-fingered hands splayed
on theglass, until he saw her walk out the front door of the hotel and turn down the street toward the Old
City. Hefdt sick. He felt like he was dying. He could fed Roland’ s heart pounding in hischest like a
wounded bird. Who knew how many years Cohen' s conflicts were taking off the boy’ slife? He hadn’t
been so out of control since DARPA. And he' d been ahell of alot smaller and wesker back then.

Hedipped into the hotd’ s network almost without thinking and shut down its power grid for just long
enough to see the lights brown and dim overhead. That didn’t make him feel any better, though, so he bit
into the citywide power grid and gaveit an experimental squeeze. The results were gratifyingly
spectacular. A black wave rippled across the skyline, lights dimming and winking out, the noises of the
nighttime city giving way to stunned silence. A murmur rose from the adjacent rooms as hisfellow guests
chattered excitedly and stepped to their windows. And best of al, he caught aglimpse of Li ona
storefront security cameraafew blocks away, glancing fearfully over her shoulder into the degpening



darkness.

For Christ’s sake, she snapped acrossthe intraface. There are hospitals around here, Cohen. Get a
grip on yourself.

In retrospect, hewould decide it was the note of disdain in her voice that had redlly driven him over the
edge. Anicy wave of fury welled up from the hidden layers of his networks, and in an instant too fast for
thought or doubt, he swept it al together, let it cascade down through his systems, gaining power and
momentum like an aval anche roaring down amountainside, and flung thewhole letha storm of data
downstream.

He stopped short of actualy letting it reach her. And even if he hadn’t, her safety override would have
seen it coming and activated her cutouts. But none of that madeit al right.

Catherine? he probed. But he was whistling into thewind. The other side of thelink was down. And
something told him it wouldn’t be coming back up again anytime soon.

He was pulled back to real time by awarm, tickling sensation that turned out to be blood streaming
down Roland’sarm. He held up his hand and saw that the palm and wrist were crisscrossed by severa
vicious and alarmingly deep cuts. The floor benesth hisfeet glittered with broken glass, and the
windowpanein front of him had been reduced to alethd jigsaw puzzle.

The darm had gone off when the window broke, of course, so he didn’t haveto call anyone. Just stand
there holding hiswrist and watching poor Roland’ s blood puddle on the floor until hotel security arrived
to clean up hismessfor him.

| "M SORRY,” ARKADY SAID. “IT’ Sdifficult for meto tel humans apart. Perhapsif you showed me
aphotograph...?’

“If I showed you a photograph, then how would | know you weren't just telling me what you thought |
wanted to hear?’

Moshe had been dl over Arkady since hisreturn from the other sde of the Line. Osnat was nowherein
sght. But behind him, her white suit glimmering in the shadows, her coldly beautiful facejust visble at the
edge of thelamplight, sat Ashwarya Sofaer.

Moshe stepped out of the room and returned with half a dozen pieces of paper. He fanned them out on
the table like playing cards. Head shots. Old ID photos of men in uniform, none of them much above

twenty.
“No,” Arkady said with relief. “None of these men arehim. I'm sure of it.”

But then he saw it. The fourth photograph from the left. The face was thinner and firmer, but the calm
brown gaze was the same one that had made him give up his soul and his secretsto Safik.

He looked up to find Moshe' s glasses glittering a him. The mouth benesth the lenseswas intent and
unsmiling and deadly serious.

And then back to his cell, and back to the waiting.



Osnat was nowhere. Was she gone? Had she been found out? Had she betrayed him to Moshe?

But no. She camein with hisdinner. And before he could quite adjust to the idea of her actualy being
there, she was taking quick and low, telling him to shut up and listen when hetried to interrupt her
because there wasn't time for questions.

“At 1:52 A.M. thelights Il go out. When they do, count to ten. Then go. Y our door will be open. Turn
left, count three doors down on your right hand, and take the third I eft turn—that door should be open
too. It takesyou into acorridor. Follow it straight ahead and take thefifth right. Go straight ahead
through two fire doors, then up haf aflight of stairs, and you' re outside. There€’ sno moon tonight. You'll
have decent cover. But move fast anyway. Y our ride out of here will bewaiting just past the wire.”

“Osnd—"

“Remember. Left three, left five, right and up the stairs. Don't waste time and don'’t even think about
getting logt. If you get yoursdlf caught, there’ s not athing on God’ s green Earth | can do for you.”

Arkady woke to the fedling of rough hands on hisbody. For asplit second he thrashed against the
pressure. Then someone' s knee dammed into the small of his back, and when he regained his bearings he
was on the floor, face pressed into the concrete, with one guard sitting on him and another’ s boot planted
solidly on the nape of his neck.

A few painful breathless minutes|ater he was Stting on the floor of alocked and empty cell staring at an
ominoudy disheveled-looking Osnét.

“What happened?’ he asked as soon asthey were alone.
“Someone sold us out. Obvioudy.”
Arkady’ s eyesflew to the room’s corners.

“There sno surveillance here. If therewas, I’ d know about it. Though | could be wrong about that.” She
laughed bitterly. “I’ ve been wrong about alot, it seems.”

“What happens now?’

“I don’'t know. But whatever itis!’ll handle it better after | get some deep. So stop asking me questions,
will you?’” Sherolled over on her sde and pillowed her head on her bunched-up shirt. “And don’t look at
me,” she added, giving him one last baeful stare over her shoulder. 1 fucking hate it when people watch
mewhile’m deegping.”

Inthe end they did leave in ahdicopter...though Arkady serioudy doubted it was the one Osnat had
hoped they’ d be catching. It touched down just before sunset, a bright corporate bird of paradisein the
GolaniTech colors, piloted by two hard-faced ex-Sayeret something-or-others. If they recognized the
former Captain Hoffman, they weren't showing her any love.

“Buckle up,” Osnat told Arkady over therotor noise. “Tight.”

Arkady never redlly understood what happened next. Were they shot a by someone on the ground?
Wasit amissle? An RPG? A smply mechanica failure? All he heard was a sharp pop somewhere out in



the wind about ten minutes after takeoff.

The chopper jerked sideways, walloped by its own rotor wash, Arkady’ s head dammed against the
bulletproofed window with asickening crack, and time took on a stretched surred qudity.

They hit the ground nosefirst and sdeways, diding through the final feet of their descent with deceptive,
amost casual downess. Therewasafirg jolt, and then a second. And then came the wrenching,
shrieking, screeching settling as the rotors began driving them into the ground and tearing the fragile craft

apart.

Theair stank of fuel and coolant. A lurid light shonein through the window by Arkady’shead. In his
dazed confusion hetook it for the familiar white flash of the orbita sunsetshe’ d known al his childhood.
Then he saw sparks and redlized it was the rotors scraping fire off bare rock.

He looked forward, trying to see why the pilot hadn’t shut off the turbines....and one look was enough to
tell him that the pilot was dead. Beside him Osnat had somehow gotten her hands free and was struggling
out of her harness. But too late, too late.

Then, suddenly, miraculoudly, the copilot roused himsalf and reached out a hand and switched the power
off. The machine heaved afind horrible shudder and died. In the sunned silence that followed, Arkady
heard acricket Snging in anearby tree and the soft hiss of aleaking feedline.

“My legsare broken,” the copilot said in ablurred voice.

“Lookslikeit.” Osnat was bending over him, not to help but to remove his sidearm from its holster and
thrust it into her belt where the deep groove of her spine ran down between her back muscles. She
reached across the gearbox to the butchered remains of the pilot’ s body and took his weapon too. Then
she began patting the copilot down, transferring the contents of his pocketsinto hers.

The copilot said something to Osnat in Hebrew too quick for Arkady to follow. He must have hit his
head aswell as breaking hislegs, he was ddlirious.

She came aft without answering the man and stooped over Arkady.
“Canyouwak?’ she asked.
“I think 0.”

“Good. Seethat stand of junipers? No, not that one. Farther back, up at the crest of that hill. You're
going towalk toit. Don't try to run, but don’t turn around or stop either. And don’t come back down
here, no matter what you hear or see or think you hear or see.” She undid Arkady’ s bonds. His hands
were trembling, he noticed distantly. Hersweren’t. “I don’t need to be worrying about where you are on
top of everything else | have to worry about.”

Then he spent amogt forty-five minutes sitting under the juniperswith no view at dl of what was
happening below, feding guilty and terrified. Finally he heard the crack of gunfire, and moments|ater the
whoosh and suck of afierce explosion.

Osnat walked out of the inferno aone, and holding something in her hands.
“You didn’t get the copilot out?’ he asked. Then he saw what wasin her hands.

She emptied the chamber and dapped the ammunition clip out with practiced hands. Then she stowed
the guninitsholster and strapped the holster onto her body. She had to adjust the holster’ sfittings



severa times; they’ d been sized to aman’ s broad shoulders. At the sight of her hands on the buckles,
Arkady remembered the copilot’ s last muttered words and felt hisgorge rise.

When she' d adjusted the holster to her satisfaction, Osnat looked at Arkady. There was an odd blank
look in her usudly sharp eyes, the mechanism was clicking dong as smoothly and efficiently asaways,
but there was nobody at the whed!.

Osnat had pulled other things out of the wreck besides the sidearm and hol ster—though not, as she
pointed out, enough thingsto raise the suspicion of survivors aslong asthe flames did their work. Still,
they had water, food, and—what seemed far more important now that the cold fall night was pressing
down upon the desert—afirgt-aid kit with itstwo slvery deep sacks. She parceled out the supplies
between the two of them, giving hersdlf thelion’s share and merdly rolling her eyesat hiswesk protests.

“Okay,” shesaid inahorribly norma voice. “Timeto takeahike.”

“What made the helicopter crash?’ Arkady asked several hours later.

They were facing each other acrossa smdll fire that Osnat had lit only after aforced march that took
them into the early hours of the morning, and only because Arkady had begun shivering uncontrollably
with shock, cold, and exhaustion.

“Tome,” Osnat said in the hairsplitting tone of aconnoisseur discussing awine' s bouquet, “it sounded
like someone set atimed charge on thetail rotor.”

“What kind of someone?’

“Wall, I would have said Ash up to this point. Y ou have to assume she was going to do something to
break us out. But that was an awfully risky way to doit.” Her good eye measured him briefly. “1 wasn't
going to say anything about it, and | don’t want to freak you out, but it's pretty fucking unbelievable that
we both walked out of that. Whoever set that charge was trying to get us out of Golani Tech’s hands, but
they weren't going to be crying on their pillow if we bought it in the process. | doubt Ash would have
meade that kind of cal without it going up to the eighth floor. Maybe higher.”

“But that would mean—"

“—that Didi has decided to cut hislosses and pull the plug on the operation while the tape’ s till on the
box.”

Arkady squinted acrossthe fire, trying to gauge Osnat’ s expression. The air rippled above the flameslike
running water, and the face beyond the scrim of the sparks was as unreadable as a text written in adead

language.
“What wasit like growing up in the Syndicates?’ Osnat asked suddenly.

“It was...happy. Until thewar. A lot of things changed then.” Suddenly Arkady found himself struggling
to articulate something he' d felt often but never put wordsto. “Before the war we had avery idedigtic
society. Not perfect. But...honest, somehow. When the UN attacked us, everything went out the
window except pure surviva.” Helaughed softly. “ And somehow ‘ surviva’ dways seemsto trandate
into the honest idedlists being pushed aside and replaced by dishonest manipulators.”

“It' sthe samefor us,” Osnat said, making the same connection Safik had made. “Human nature. And
goparently not just human.”



The bottom stick on the fire flared bright red, popped loudly, and crumpled into charcod, setting the rest
of thefirediding and dithering and redigning itself aboveit. Beyond thefirdight Arkady could hear the
muted and furtive night sounds of the living desert.

“That woman who got pregnant, Arkady. Was your friend sure it was because of the fever?’
“Assure as you can be about work donein thefield and under time pressure.”

“What do you think it would do to humans? What. ..just as an example...what do you think it would do
tome?’

Arkady stared acrossthefire at her, but the eyeslooking back at him weren't Osnat’ s eyes; they were
the eyes of arabbit racing ahead of the fox’ sjaws. Arkady felt aguilty dread grip his chest and bear
down on him. If Osnat could begin to covet the Novalis virus and the fertility that came with it, then what
would the rest of her species do? How deep would the insanity run? And how bruta a price would
Earth’ s people pay if their surging population pushed them into outright war with the Orbital Ring? For
thefirst time, Arkady really understood the myriad effects that the virus would send rippling across
Earth—as dramatic and irreversible as the effects of triggering a cascade reaction in anewly terraformed
biosphere. How far would the ripples spread? Would they bring down the fragile spider’ s web that
linked Earth to the dependent populations of her far-flung colonies?

How many deaths were going to be on his hands before it was over?

“The human immune system is so different from ours,” hetold her, skirting the question. “It might do
nothing. Or it might kill you.”

“That' sassuming | can catchit fromyou.” A log dithered to the ground in ashower of sparks. Arkady
heard the blood thrumming in hisears, felt the curve of the planet falling away into darkness benesth him.
“Canl?

“Y ou might aready have caught it.”

He spoke the words without having conscioudy decided to say them. Even as he watched
comprehension spread across her face, hewas far from certain that he' d done theright thing.

“Areyou sure of this?” Osnat asked. The hunger was gone from her voice. She had gone back to being
the hard-bitten and practica soldier. “What' s your evidence?’

“No evidence. It judt...everything fdl into place so nestly as soon as | asked myself whether Korchow
had sent meto sdll thevirus or to spread it.”

“Have you told anyone el se?’

He hesitated. “No.”

She doubted. He could see that she doubted. But she looked aside and let it pass.
“Thischangesthings,” she said after aminute. “Didi needsto know about it.”

“But how do we get to him?’

“Not through Ash. Anything that goes through Ash isgoing to have to crosstoo many desks beforeit hits
Didi’s. We need to go through someone who has adirect lineto Didi and doesn't have to go through the
norma channels”



“Gavi?’
“No!”

He thought wistfully of Safik. He dismissed the thought, knowing without having to ask what Osnat’s
reaction would beto theidea of putting their trust in Pal Sec. Then he remembered what Safik had said
about Cohen going out of hisway to protect hisfriends.

“What about Cohen?’ he asked. “Does he have adirect lineto Didi?’
“Asdirect asanyone's.”

“Then let’sgo to Cohen. Directly. Not through Li. Let’s ask the machineto help us.”

It turned out, however, that it wasn't so easy to get the machine.

“He snot here,” Li said when they finally succeeded in putting acal through. She said it in atone that
implied it was dl the information they were entitled to.

“Well, when will he be back?’
“How should | know? Look, who isthis? Why do you have the screen blanked?’

Osnat took a steadying breeath, glanced at Arkady—more for support than permission—and switched on
thevisud feed.

“Oh,” Li sad, blinking. “Whereareyou?I’ll come get you.”
“| don't think—"

“| don't care what you think.” She glanced sideways, her eyesfocused on the middle distance. “Right.
Gotcha There’' sabar two doors down from you. The Maracaibo. It has aback room. | just reserved it
for aprivate party at seven. Meet me there at seven-twenty.”

“What if wedon't?’

“Then you can go back to whoever’ s chasing you and throw yoursalves on their mercy. Y ou think |
care? It'snot my fucking planet.”

“I want to speak to Cohen.”
“You are gpeskingto him.”
And that was it. She was gone, signing off without so much as a good-bye or aby-your-leave.

“How did she know where we were?’ Arkady breathed when the screen had fizzled through static into
blackness.

“I don't know.” Osnat bit her lip. “I'm out of my league, Arkady.”
“Should we meet her?”

“I don’'t see what choice we have. But we can till take precautions. We don't need to walk inwith our
eyes closed and akick-me sign stuck to our backs.”



Arkady expected Osnat to investigate the bar when Li hung up, but instead she led him down the block
to aquiet resdentia building. They reached the door just as amiddle-aged man wasleaving, and Osnat
dipped inon asmile and an apology. Arkady clung to her hedlsal the way up the stairs and through a
fire door onto amoonlit roof that had aclear view of the bar’ s entrance. There he waited for amost forty
minutes while Osnat prowled aong the neighboring rooftops and poked and prodded at doors and
windows.

“Jerusdem’samazing thisway,” shetold Arkady. “Y ou can travel hafway acrossthe city onthe
rooftops. Get practicaly anywhere. I'm betting Li won't know about that. Or at least that it won't be the
firgt thing she thinks about.”

When she' d completed her survey of thelocal roofways, sheled Arkady back down onto the street and
into the Maracaibo. She strode over to the bar, Arkady in tow, and stood on her toesto tap the
bartender on the shoulder.

The man turned around, quick and wary. “What do you want?’ he asked when he' d satisfied himsdlf that
shedidn’'t mean trouble,

“| want you to look at me.”
“I’'mlooking. I’m not too impressed.”
“No skin off my nose. Now look at my friend.”

“I looked at him when you walked in the door, lady. He' s bad business. And you' re bad business aslong
asyou' rewith him.”

“Think you could describe usif someone asked?’

“Depends who asks.”

“That’ sjust what | was hoping. This place have aback door?’

“Pest thetoilets. Which are for paying customers only even when they’ re not broken.”
“What about a back room?’

“It' sreserved.”

“I' know it. And I’'m willing to pay double whatever they paid if you' Il promiseto tell the guyswho are
about to come in here looking for usthat we' re dready back there.”

“Andwill you be?’
“How much would | haveto pay for you not to care?’
Ten minutes and seventeen hundred shekels later they were across the Street, on their rooftop.

Arkady started to ask Osnat how long she planned to wait, but she put ahand on his shoulder and shook
her head.

Helooked down, following her gaze, and saw two men emerge from the shadows.



He could fed his pams swesting in the dank air. Hisleft ankle was twisted awkwardly benesth him, but
he was afraid to move, afraid of the telltale rasp of fabric or the scrape of a shoe sole against concrete. A
thick fog hung over the city, blowing on astiff westerly wind so that it split around building fronts and
streamed in coarse white threads down the narrow streets. The two men stood just under them, looking
across the wet pavement at the bar’ sbrightly lit windows. They seemed to be talking, but they were too
far below the rooftop for even Osnat to make sense of the scattered words of Hebrew that wafted up to
ther hiding place.

One of the men went into the Maracaibo, was gone for several minutes, then strolled out again. Ashe
returned to his companion athird man joined them.

“ Shalom.” Hisvoice carried darmingly through the dank air. “ They’ re there?’
“In the back room.”

Arkady felt Osnat’ s body relax beside him. “1t’ sokay,” shewhispered. “I know those guys. They're
graight from Didi. We re safe, kiddo.”

She stood up and started to pull Arkady up after her.

Arkady never felt the blast. He saw its phosphorus-blue flash. He heard a sound like the tearing of a
thousand sheets of paper. For along frozen moment the street lay silent below them, with the few
passersby either knocked off their feet or crouching in terror. Then sound returned to the world, and the
building began to disgorge a bloody, screaming, weeping stream of people onto the street that suddenly
seemed too narrow to begin to contain al of them.

Osnat pulled him back from the roof’ s edge, and they were off, running down the moonlit tumble of
rooftops toward the Green Line and the only refuge | eft to them.

ARITHMETIC OF THE SOUL

DOMIN: Robots are not people. Mechanically they are mor e perfect than we are; they have
an enor mousdly developed intelligence, but they have no soul.

HELENA: How do you know they have no soul ?
DOMIN: Have you ever seen what a Robot lookslike inside?
HELENA: No.

DOMIN: Very neat, very smple. Really a beautiful piece of work. The product of an engineer
istechnically at a higher pitch of perfection than a product of Nature.

HELENA: But man issupposed to be the product of God.
DOMIN: All theworse! God hasn’t the dightest notion of modern engineering!
—KAREL CAPEK (1923)



| TWASEVENING AGAIN WHEN Arkady and Osnat cameto Y ad VVashem' siron gate.

Arkady felt an exhausted sense of d§avu as he watched Gavi descend the hill—still with the dog playing
around hislegs, gill with the snking sun behind him.

“We need help,” Osnat said when Gavi wasfindly standing in front of them. She sounded like her gut
wastwigting with the effort of asking for it.

“Wadll, okay. I’'m glad you think you can trust me.”

Osnat glared into the middle distance with alook of profound disgust on her face. “1 should probably bat
my eyelashes at you, and tell you | was al wrong about T Aviv, and do my best to play the dumb
blondein thered Ferrari.”

A smile stole across Gavi’ slips. *'Y ou would never do that, Osnat.”

“Don’t be so fucking sure. But anyway. ..the truth is we have nowhere e se left to go.”

Gavi led them up the hill, and scrounged up clean clothes and clean sheets and clean towdls, and gave
them bread and soup and chicken, al washed down with cold clear well water. He might have been any
lonely homesteader on any colony planet welcoming the rare guests who wandered by. Only when they
had finished eating did he begin to ask the red questions.

“Go ahead, Arkady,” Osnat said. “Tell him what you told me.”
Arkady told him.

“Do you want more chicken?” Gavi said when Arkady’ s explanations and excusesfindly petered out.
“There smoreif you want it.” And then he meandered off into the shadowy depths of the kitchen and all
Arkady and Osnat heard for afew minutes were pots rattling and spoons scraping.

When Gavi came back hewas frowning. “Explain this Turing Soup thing again?’

Arkady tried to walk him through Arkasha s explanation of Turing Soup, neutral networks, gateway
mutations, and search engines and only got hopelesdy tangled.

“Sofertility’ sdmost asde effect,” Gavi said when he was done. “ Except that wheress it offersyou in the
Syndicates something that you don’t want—or at |least that most of you don’t want—it offers us exactly
what everyone wants. So however dim your chances of putting it back in the box might be, our chances
areevendimmer.”

“How long do you think it' [l take beforeit turnsinto war between Earth and the Ring?” Osnat asked.
“Tenyears? Twenty?’

“Actudly,” Gavi sad, “I wasthinking months not years.”

“We need to get to Didi,” Osnat said. She seemed to be watching Gavi while she spoke, asif she were
looking for an answer that she expected to be written on hisface.

“Getting to Didi iseasier said than done,” Gavi answered. He hesitated asif he were playing out possible
counterargumentsin hismind, one after another, and rejecting them.

“YoutdkedtoLi,” hesaidfindly, “not Cohen. Do you have any reason to believe your message actualy



reached Cohen?’
“Wal, no, but | thought they were the same person.”

“They are. But I’'m not sure that means what you think it means. | think our next step should beto go
back to Cohen. Directly.”

Osnat shook her head violently.

“I don't argue that we should trust Cohen blindly,” Gavi said. “But | ill think he’ sthe best person to fedl
out if wewant to get afirmer grip on what' s actualy happening in the Office without sticking our necks
out too far.”

“I don't know.” Osnat sighed. She wiped ahand across her face. “I’m so tired I’ m about to pass out
gtting up.”

“We don't need to decide anything tonight,” Arkady suggested. “We can aways deep on it and see what
wethink inthemorning.”

But in the morning Osnat was too sick to talk, and Arkady and Gavi were too busy trying to keep her
alive to remember the conversation they were supposed to have had.

Her fever was worse than anything that the survey team members had suffered from. For three days Gavi
and Arkady nursed her through it, spelling each other, falling back on aspirin and cold-water-soaked
cloths when none of the norma remedies seemed to work.

“Isthisthe same sickness?’ Gavi asked at one point. He was sitting with Osnat, mopping her brow with
acold cloth while Arkady looked on in an agony of guilt.

“How should | know?’ Arkady said desperately. “I’m not a doctor, and even the doctors on the survey
didn’'t know whet they were dedling with.”

“I"'m not asking you for adiagnoss,” Gavi said coally, “just an opinion.”

“Y ou' re the human!” Arkady protested. “For dl | know it could be the flu.”
Gavi gave Arkady along level look over Osnat’s unconscious body.
“Okay. | don't think it isether. But...what do you want metotell you?’

“I don't know. Isthere anything else you should tdl me?’

“Can | spesk with you, Gavi?’
“Of course, Arkady. But come outside. | need to get dinner ready.”

They walked through thevisitors  center, pausing in the gloomy industria-sized kitchen long enough for
Gavi to pick up ahard-used meta bowl and avicious-looking knife. They stepped outside—that
shocking moment of trangtion that Arkady would never get used to no matter how many brief planetsde
stays he made over the course of his mostly stationbound life. Gavi set off down the hill toward the
shantytown jumble of the chicken coops. When they reached thelittle flock, Gavi dipped in among them,



gesturing to Arkady to wait on the edge. He spoke companionably to the birds, and they clustered
around him looking for handouts and caresses.

Gavi took one of his hensin hisarms and murmured to her in Hebrew too soft and quick for Arkady to
make any sense of it. He ambled back over to Arkady and sat down. The hen rested in hislap chuttering
quietly to hersdlf, her eyesal but closed. Gavi smoothed down her feathers and caressed her until she
hunkered down into her feathers and closed her eyesin pleasure. Then he gripped her with firm, expert
hands and drew the blade across her throat so smoothly and quickly that Arkady only understood what
had happened when he saw the blood coursing into the bowl Gavi had nudged into place with his good
foot.

“Isthat for keeping kosher?’ Arkady asked when he had recovered his voice enough to speak.

“No.” Gavi turned the hen’slimp little body in his hand and began plucking the feathers with sharp,
practiced turns of hiswrigt. “1t’ sfor Dibbuk.”

“Y ou don't keep kosher then?’
“No.”
“Why not?’

“Becausg, if God actually exigts, | canthink of along list of things He ought to be more worried about
than the contents of my intestines. What did you want to talk to me about, Arkady?’

“I...I wanted to apologize.”
“What for?’

“For, well...everything. | thought | was doing the right thing. Or at least oneright thing. | didn’t know
Korchow had turned meinto a weapon. | wish | could make you believe that.”

“| can seethat you' re wdl-intentioned. Thisisavery complicated situation. Y ou redly don’'t owe me

anything.”

Gavi was still plucking away at the chicken so that it wasimpossible for Arkady to meet hisdark eyes.
Hisvoice, however, struck achill down Arkady’s spine: cool, smooth, gently distant. The voice of aman
who had gone through anger and come out the other side. Arkady could imagine going to greset lengthsto
avoid hearing it again.

“I never hid anything from you intentiondly. | didn’t understand what Korchow had done mysdlf until
after we' d taked. And then, with Safik...well...”

“ Safik could wring secrets out of stones. I’ d have to be abigger fool than | amif | thought you wouldn't
tdl him everything.”

Arkady looked doubtfully at him. “Y ou’re not angry, then?’

“Being angry would imply that | expected you not to tell him. Or that | felt you had some kind of
obligation not to. Why would | think either of those things?” Gavi stood up, the chicken hanging limp and
bedraggled and naked in hishand. “Angry’ ssilly, Arkady. It makes people fed better in the short term,
but in the long term it just makes them not think straight. And what possible good can it do anyoneif we
let ourselves be seduced into not thinking straight?”



“None, | guess.”

“I’'m glad you agree with me. Let’sgo have dinner.”

“So how come Gavi didn't get Sck?” was the firgt thing Osnat wanted to know when she was back in
theland of theliving.

“What do you mean?’ Gavi asked, looking sharply &t her. “Has someone e se gotten sick?’

“Maoshe. Wdll, | think so. Thefirst week. But that’ s twenty-twenty hindsight talking. At thetime | thought
it wasjust dlergies. Same with the guards.” Shefrowned. “ Ash Sofaer didn’t get sick either cometo
think of it.”

Gavi looked down at hisplate. “Maybe Ash and | don't have what the virus fixes.”

Osnat stared. A charged silence crept around the table and spread to the corners of the room.
“What' sthat supposed to mean?’ Osnat asked.

“Well...Ashhasason. Sodo|.”

“You what?” Osnat asked. “Whereis he?’

“I don’'t know.”

Osnat grew rigid in her chair. She looked at her plate, her cup, the wal behind Gavi’ s head. Everything
but Gavi.

“You have anaturd child?’ shesad findly, in an accusatory whisper. “And you just...abandoned him?’

“I likeyou, Osnat,” Gavi said in his blandest, most noncommittal voice, “but you' re avery judgmenta
person. And you seem to have the oddest idea that people are required to justify themselvesto you when
redly it snone of your business. It’snot attractive.”

“It' sahell of alot more atractive than thinking you have aright to float through life and bresk al therules
without ever explaining yoursdlf to anyone!”

Arkady |ooked back and forth between the two of them, feeling the emotional undercurrent in the fight
but completely unable to make sense of it.

“Y ou want explanations?’ Gavi said. “Here' sone. My wife was adoctor a ahospita on the Paestinian
sde of theLine. Welived over there so Joseph could go to Palestinian school. And don’t give me that
look, little Miss Ashkenaz. Y ou don't know what it waslike to be an Arab child in Isragli schools, even
before the war. When the border crossing started getting sticky, we kept telling oursalves it would blow
over. But it didn’t blow over. Oneday | went to work...and | couldn’t get back across. At first | could
talk to them on the phone. Then the satlink was cut. Then | stopped getting any news of them at al. The
last thing | heard wasthat Leila s hospital had been bombed. Accidentaly, of course. It's amazing how
often hospitals seem to get in the way of bombs. They found her body in what was left of the pediatric
ward. The children were much harder to identify. But one of the survivors said she’ d taken Joseph to
work with her that morning because she thought it was safer than leaving him home.” He stood up,
moving as clumsly as Arkady had ever seen him move. “ So that’ s how | deserted my son. Hope you
enjoyed our little session of show-and-tell asmuch as| did.”



“Osnai—" Arkady began when Gavi had stalked out.
“Oh shut up, Arkady! What the hell do you know about anything, anyway?’

It took most of aday for Osnat and Gavi to start talking to each other again; and when they did it was
with the quiet caution of abomb squad tiptoeing around apossibly live piece of ordnance.

“I think we ought to at least put out afeder,” Gavi said, talking mostly to Arkady. “ There sno reason |
can’t drop by to see Cohen and fedl him out abit.”

Osnat raised one eyebrow. “Y ou think you can find out more about him than he'll find out about you in
thefirst five seconds?’

Gavi got afunny look on hisface. “Well...yes, actualy. Y ou know the old saying about Als. It' s not that
they're smarter than us...”

“It'sjust that they can be dumb so much faster. But that doesn’t mean you can lieto him and get avay
withit”

“I'mnot going tolie. I'm just going to offer what Cohen would cal asdlective sampling of the available
data”

“Areyou surethat’ s safe?” Arkady asked, thinking of Safik’s warnings about the Al.

Gavi gave him aquizzica look. “What' she going to do, sted my lunch money?’

T HEY KEPT LI AWAKE UNTIL she'd never been so tired, even in combat. Exhaustion smeared
thought and twisted perception. Sleep was the enemy. Sleep was the monster of all her childhood
nightmares, hunting her through a distorted landscape while she ran and ran, unable to stop though she
knew shewould fall sooner or later.

And through the long fight with exhaustion, in the brief |ulls between those nightmare flights, camethe
interrogations.

She was hooded of course. But she didn’t need to see her torturers to know them. Thear attentionsto her
were invasive and intimate, and by the end of the second day she knew the three men better than their
ownwivesdid.

There was the one who laughed and joked and obvioudy enjoyed hiswork. There was the one who
handled her with the brusque impersonalness of a butcher dinging mest. And there was the one who
apologized. He was the worst by far because he reminded Li of thelast thing she wanted to remember:
that there were people on the other end of those cruel hands.

What they wanted was easy enough: her passwords.

They wanted the keys to her hard memory, her procedura backups, her archived spinfeeds, her
accumulated knowledge base of past UNSec operations.

But she couldn’t give them the passwords because she no longer had them. They’ d been changed by a
deeply embedded Peacekeeper security loop the moment her interna s processed the fact of her
kidnapping. She' d heard rumors that UNSec built such thingsinto Peacekeeper psychware, but until now



she hadn’t entirdly believed in them. Unfortunately, her captors didn’t seem to believein them either.

And dl thewhile, they kept hammering at her about some meeting with Turner that she couldn’t
remember—any more than she could remember how she' d gotten here. Li, aconnoisseur of memory
loss, could fedl the gap as clearly as she would have felt amissing tooth. And she could locate what was
missing, more or less. Not that she really needed to, because her captors questioned her about it dmost
asincessantly asthey questioned her about her passwords and security programs.

Where had she gone before she went to meet Turner?

Who had she spoken to before she spoke to Turner?

Who knew she had gone to see Turner?

Where had the woman and the clone gone to after she’ d passed their location on to Turner?

It was no use. She remembered the call from Osnat and Arkady. Then nothing. And the more they asked
about Turner, and Turner, and Turner, the harder it got to believe that she could have agreed to meet
with himin thefirst place.

She couldn’t say just when she began to redlize that there were other people atending the interrogation
sessions. The watcherswere slent and invisible—at least to Li, whose whole universe had narrowed
down to afew centimeters of burlap darkness. But they exerted atidd pull on theinterrogators, as
unmistakably as an eclipsed planet tugging at its neighborsin the dark. Li’ storturerswere playing to their
audience, likethe miners of Li’ sal-but-forgotten childhood picking up the pace a the cutting face when
the straw boss was watching.

It was the watchers who made them start in on her hands.

They didn’t need to do much. Ceramsted filament was as sharp as asurgeon’s scapel and much harder.
When afilament snapped and its severed ends started floating free againgt fragile flesh and bone, you' d
better pray to whatever gods you believed in that you were within tossing distance of the surgical tanks.
And no part of your body outside your relatively protected spinal column was asimpregnated with
monofilament-thin virally embedded ceramsted filament as your hands. So when they stirgpped her hands
down, she’ d known immediately where the game was headed. The only question in her mind was how
far the unseen watcher would alow it to go.

Answer: pretty damn far.

Far enough to make her glad she was blindfolded and couldn’t see what was happening at the far ends of
her ams.

Far enough to trigger the memory that had somehow becomeintimately and inextricably associated with
what they were doing to her.

Far enough to send her mind spinning back to Gilead.

The whole operation on Gilead had been fractally fubard. Fucked up beyond dl recdll in every spatid
scdeand a every hierarchical leve of complexity.



The UNSec spin doctors had made it out to be a positive orgy of heroism, and the war correspondents
had bought their spin hook, line, and sinker. But in Li’sopinion Gilead had been just like dmost every
other episode of storied heroism in every other war she' d ever read about: a bloody messthat would
never have been necessary if the deskbound lords of war had done their jobsright.

Most of Li’s colleagues had seen it differently—or at least pretended to. They’ d started loudly
celebrating the heroic dead of Gilead before the bodies were even buried. And if there were whispers
behind closed doors about broken supply lines, endemic communications failures, and blue-on-blue
orbit-to-surface strikes, then they only made the public celébration louder and the medal inflation higher.

Monday morning quarterbacking was bad for morae. That was the consensus. Better to celebrate what
went right (mogt of it at the noncom level and below) than to dwell on what went wrong (most of it il
aive and wearing stars and striped trousers). And if Li thought that this meant buying morae at a pretty
high rate of interest, she’ d soon learned that saying so didn’t earn her much love.

Of course, as one of the few Gilead veterans who was in the enviable position of being both ahero and
dive, Li was one of the main beneficiaries of the hurricane of spin swirling around the bloody campaign.
Not that she was even sureit was spin. All she had to set against the UNSec-washed spinstreamswas a
negging feeling of dgavu and aconviction that her mind had once held adifferent verson than the one
UNSec called redlity.

It wasimpossible to explain to civilianswhat jump amnesiadid to you. The jagged holesit punched into
your past and your identity. Thereflexes, violent onesincluded, that came a you from nowhere, then
sucked back into some subterranean place you couldn’t remember your way down to. The sickening
vertigo of having a second set of memories superimposed on the red ones. The gut certainty that what
your own brain remembered and the history books and the newspins and the politicians and your
next-door neighbors said was wrong, wrong, wrong, wrong, wrong.

That must have been how Turner had drawn her into hisweb. He must have dangled in front of her the
one thing she couldn’t refuse: proof. Proof that she hadn’t done those things on Gilead. Proof that she
wasn't the kind of person who could do such things.

She saw now that she had been chasing an illusion. She would never know the Catherine Li who had
dropped into Gilead' s gravity well haf alifetime ago. Even if Andrg Korchow descended from the ky in
glory to tdll her she hadn’t shot those prisoners, he till couldn’t tell her what €lse she' d done...or been

capable of doing.

Shewould never know her past sl evenintheillusory, self-judtifying, hdf-fictiona way that undtered
humans knew their past selves. All she could know—all she ever would know—was the person she was
NOW.

And theredlly rotten piece of luck wasthat just as she wasfinaly beginning to seeaway to live with that,
it was starting to look less and less like she was going to get achanceto live, period.

It was her own damn fault, of course.
She had known it was a bad ideato try to escape. But what was she supposed to do? Nothing?

And when her tormentors finally dipped up, she waswaiting for them. With ascape that she'd managed
to pilfer with the hand whaose fingers still more or lessworked.



Thefirst guard’ s neck broke with a crunch that made even Li’s ssomach churn. She dropped him and
drove forward to the next target, till hooded, moving on sound and fedl. Her hands were useless, so she
used her legs, her feet, her training, her hate.

She had her hood off almost before the second guard hit the ground. The room was dark, thank God,
not too difficult to adjust to. But she gill made the mistake of thinking she was adone.

The fact that the other person in the room with her was standing very still was only part of her confusion.
Thered problem was that the woman was covered from head to toe in dusty green cloth.

Was she awoman? Was she even an Interfaither? Or merely someone taking advantage of adisguise that
blended dl too conveniently into Jerusdem’ sthronging streets these days?

Li seized the veiled figure. And then she did something she would never, not in amillion years, have done
if she' d been anywhere within spitting distance of thinking straight.

She grabbed the green cloth and yanked.

“That was unwise,” Ashwarya Sofaer said.

Li just stood there, swaying dightly, poleaxed by memory.

“It wasyou,” she whispered. “It was you | went to, not Turner.”

Ash shrugged. “1 was abit surprised at how well that took. Y our brainsredly are scrambled, aren't
they?”

“Thenitwasdl afdseflag operation? Y ou were never talking to UNSec at dl?’

“Oh | wastaking to UNSec.” Ash smiled her lovely masklike smile. It occurred to Li, in somerelatively
lucid segment of her brain, that Ash wasn't as scared as she should be. “They just weren't the only
people | wastaking to.”

“Turner—"

“Doesit redly matter? It s not like you' re going anywhere. Before there was a chance. Now...” She
shrugged.

“Oh, we're going somewhere,” Li sad...

...and the next thing she knew she was on the ground, her head throbbing with the aftereffects of some
nerve agent, and Turner was standing there big asred life looking down at her.

“Wdl now,” hesaid, shaking his head like a country bumpkin getting hisfirst eyeful of the bright lights and
thebig city. “You redly arealady who likesto do thingsthe hard way.”

Ash stood just behind Turner. And she had her vell on again. “Why don't you take that ridiculous thing
off your head?’ Li told her.

Adh' shand emerged from the shadows, rose, hesitated. The vell came away with little more than alight
twitch of her long fingers. But instead of removing it entirely she merely settled it around her heed and
shoulders so that only her face was showing.



That waswhen Li understood. The veil was no disguise. The vell was Ash' strue face: the face of an
Interfaither who had turned her mind over to the men of God and violence.

That wastheredity Li had glimpsed behind the beautiful but impersona mask that Ash presented to the
world. The white suits and the perfect makeup and the self-serving careerism were dl nothing but the
subtlest kind of protective camouflage.

Li had seen theredl Ash just once: in the stretch marksthat said she' d gone through natura birth and
pregnancy, something only avanishingly small number of Ring-sdersill did. But she d written that off as
meaninglesstrivia. How could she have been so blind? And what better proof could there be that she
herself wasn't human, had never been human, would never understand humans no matter how long she
lived among them?

“How long have you been working for the Interfaithers?” she asked Ash. “ And when did you and Turner
decide you wanted the Novdis virus?’

But instead of an answer, Ash had another question for her:

“Left hand or right hand?’

C OHEN LOOKED VERY MUCH THE worse for wear when hefinaly answered to Gavi’ s knock.
Rumpled and unshaven. Dark circles under hiseyes. And around hisleft hand an immaculate white
bandage.

Gavi stepped into the luxurious living room of Cohen'shotel suite. “What happened?” he asked, pointing
at the bandage.

“| stuck Roland’ s hand through awindow,” Cohen said in avoicethat digtinctly did not invite further
questions. “What do you want, Gavi?’

Gavi raised his eyebrows. “Bad time? Should | come back later?’

Cohen dumped into a chair and rubbed his hands across hisface. “No. Sorry. Thingsjudt...aren’'t so
good at the moment.”

Gavi looked around. No sign of Li. How to broach the unbroachable question? Wdll, blunt was dways
anoption. “IsLi around?’

“No. So show me this new source code you' ve cooked up.”

Gavi sat down, repressing the guilty sinking feding that lying to Cohen gave him. It wasn't alie. It was
sdlf-protection. No, better than salf-protection: the protection of two people who werein deadly
desperate need of protecting.

They talked around the subject for afew minutes, skimming over Gavi’ s programming idess, thefalse
gtarts he' d made, what he' d learned from them, the current state of hiswork on and thought about his
so-cdled golem. .. dl the while edging cautioudy toward the dangerous topic of the other golem, the one
of flesh and blood thet was Stting in Gavi’ s living room.

He should have been enjoying the conversation. He wasn't.

At some point he redlized that he' d dropped the conversationd ball, and that Cohen had falen oddly



dlent. Helooked up to find the Al staring intently & him.
“So, Gavi. How are Arkady and Osnat doing?’
“How should | know?’

“That'sfunny. | wouldn't have thought Y ad V ashem was crowded enough these days that you wouldn’t
notice you were sharing the place with them.”

“How long have you known?’

“Sincethey arrived.”

“Then you know they went to you first. Why the hell didn’t you help them?’
“What are you talking about?’

“I’'m talking about Li! Osnat went to her for help before she brought Arkady to me. And she amost
ended up on the police blotter because of it.”

Cohen blinked. “Li’sbeen MIA for two days now. So | think we can assume that whoever came after
your little lost lambs bagged her too.”

“Or,” Gavi pointed out in acarefully neutral tone of voice, “we can assume that they want usto think so.”
“Y ou're off the mark there. Li wouldn't do that.”

“Y ou know her well enough to be sure of that?’

“I know her well enough to know shewouldn't sdl me out.”

“Everyone has their dumb blonde and their red Ferrari, Cohen.”

“Don’'t spoon-feed me Didi’ s proverbs!”

“Okay, maybe | spoke out of turn there. Maybe it’s not like that. But...people are who they are. Y ou
can'timagine how angry | was at Lellaafter shedied. | kept teling mysdf that if she'd redly loved me,
she would have come across the Line when we ill had the chance. But it isn't that Smple, isit? 1 mean,
you can love someone completely and still be bound by who you are, by what you believein, by the
other things and people you care about. .. by life, | suppose.”

“I know what you'retrying to tell me,” Cohen said. “'Y ou want to see UNSec behind this. You think Li’s
gone back to working for Nguyen, and that Nguyen either ordered the bombing or pressured Didi into
ordering it. Wdll, you' retalking out of turn. Y ou don’t know Catherine. Y ou don’t know what they did
to her. Y ou don't know anything about her.”

But hiseyesfel away from Gavi’ s as he said thewords.

The package arrived just as Gavi was about to leave.

“What do you mean you don’'t know who it'sfrom?’ Cohen asked the desperately nervous kid who
showed up at the door of hissuiteto tell him about it. “Has security checked it?’

“Yes. Er. | redlly...perhapsyou’ d better come seefor yoursdlf.”



Gavi noticed with afirgt shiver of foreboding that the scared youngster was no mere bellhop. Someone
had seen fit to draft management to deliver this particular package.

“Should | come with you?’ he asked.
“Yes” Cohen said.
They both knew he would have argued in normal circumstances.

The package—a gift box, actudly, wrapped in rather tasteful gold foil and bound up with ared satin
ribbon—was sitting on the head security officer’s desk in the middle of a sea of nervous uniforms.

Cohen went over to the desk, peered at it for amoment, standing completely till, and dumped limply
into the nearest chair.

Gavi redlized no one was taking the dightest notice of him, and stepped close enough to see over thetop
of the wrapping paper and into the box’ sinterior.

The box was lined with more gold fail, asif whoever packed it had considered its contentsfragileand in
need of extra padding. It took Gavi some time to see what the object carefully nested in the golden fail
actualy was. Part of the trouble was the norma difficulty of recognizing even the most familiar objects
seen out of context. But mogtly it was the glistening, razor-sharp hao of ceramsted filament that velled
the object. It was only the smell that finally roused his old battlefield memories and made him retch
reflexively.

“IsitLi’s?’ he asked.

“Yes,” Cohen said dully. He was jackknifed over in the chair, hisface buried in his hands, but he spoke
with the same crisp, elegant precision Gavi had heard from the lips of adozen different faces.

“You'resure?’

“Of coursel’m sure. It' sthe left hand, the one with the Schengen implant. Now do you trust her?’

W HEN HE LEFT COHEN, GAVI waked hafway across town, then doubled back toward the Old
City. He passed through the Damascus Gate into the Internationa Zone at eight minutesto two, carefully
avoiding the tdltale times of the hour, and the haf hour and the quarter hour.

Then he began to wander amlesdy, trying to mimic anidling, sralling interest in his surroundings that he
wasvery far from feding.

He kept clear of passersby and kept a sharp eye on his pockets. More than one courier had ducked into
the crowded dleys of the Old City to shake atail, only to find that he'd lost his package to a stray
pickpocket. And though Gavi was't nearly foolish enough to be carrying anything incriminating, he didn’t
need the aggravation of alost wallet and afutile attempt to explain to the Foreign Legion gatekeepers that
hewas an Isradli citizen and not smply one morein the endless flood of paperless anonymous Arab
males caught up in the Internationa Zon€e' s endlessly repesting bureaucratic feedback loops.

It took alot of practice to make aconvincing show of just ssumbling on aplace. In this case, the
rendezvous was located in arun-down café in the Arab Quarter. Gavi walked in, looked around, took a
sedt at aback table, and downed three cups of strong black coffee, ordering a new one every time the
waiter started to look impatient with him.



He was making a hash of it, of course. He should have done his business and | eft after the first cup. He
knew he was dtracting attention. He knew that attracting attention, any kind of atention a al, wasa
magor failing in tradecraft. But still he sat there, Spping the execrable coffee, gripped by an indecison
more savage than any he could remember in along career fraught with life-and-deeth decisions.

Cohen's certainty about Li shook him. The whole conversation had shaken him. Every minute of every
day since Osnat and Arkady had fetched up on his doorstep four days ago had shaken him.

Thewaiter was staring a him, he redlized, examining him surreptitioudy. Hisfield ingtincts began to sound
the old aerts, but then he saw the sickened and fascinated |ook on the man’ sface and redlized that it
wasn't his presence that the man was concerned with but hisleg’ s absence.

Pretty is as pretty does, my friend.

How many millions of times had his mother told him that when he was growing up? She’ d been terrified,
old kibbutznik that she was, that her too-pretty boy would grow up to be one of the frivolous and usdess
people she 0 despised. And he' d internalized the message, just as he' d internalized her ardently idedlistic
Zionism. He'd fdlen in love with and married awoman who was intelligent and cultured but by no stretch
of theimagination beautiful. And he' d dways faintly despised the people who would glance back and
forth between them on the first meeting, toting up the al-too-obvious aesthetic ca culus and wondering:
Why him? Why her?

Arithmetic of the body, he'd caled it. Implying (God, how egotistical he' d been!) that he cared only for
the arithmetic of the soul.

But now he was doing that same arithmetic in reverse. Hanging on Osnat’ sfaintest nod or smile.
Watching the eyes that were so wary when she spoke to him, and the strong hands that were so carefully
impersonal when she so much as passed a plate to him. Inventorying his broken body and his broken
reputation, and wondering what he could possibly offer to awoman whose body and honor were so
vibrantly whole.

He had to get her out of hishome and out of this operation. If there’ d been any question about that, his
demeaning little tantrum of the other night had answered it. He was acting like an idiot. And he was too
old and shopworn for the young-pup-in-love routine to be anything but ridicul ous.

He got up, paid, and asked for the bathroom in Arabic.

“Thetoilet’splugged,” he said when he came back. “Can | make alocal cal before you cal the plumber,
though?’

The waiter was gray, middle-aged, nondescript. But when their eyes met for amoment across the
counter Gavi had a sudden uncomfortable intuition that this was a man who was far too smart to be
waiting tables.

“I’'m not supposed to...” But the man was aready setting the terminal on the scratched bartop.

Gavi rang up the number, waited for two rings, then hung up. “No one home,” he said before leaving.
“But thanks anyway.”

Two hours later he was climbing the steps of agrimy, narrow-fronted gpartment building on Ibn Batuta
Street.

Herang the bell, waited while unseen eyesingpected him and unseen fingers buzzed himin.



A young man waited for him in the shadows behind the door. He looked like a Y eshiva student, except
for the aura of cold-blooded confidence that even the thick glasses couldn’t completely camouflage. Gavi
raised hisarms and leaned againgt the wall and submitted to the search that was never quite perfunctory
enough to be amere formality. Then he climbed the steep stairsto the third floor and stepped into the
familiar room and closed the door behind him and leaned back againgt it.

“Hdlo, Gavi,” said the man inthearmchair.

Gavi looked into the sad eyes of the man he loved and hated more than he' d ever loved or hated hisown
gently digtant father.

“Hello, Didi.”

SHORT AND SWEET AND RARE. That was how Didi liked to keep their meetings.

“It'sdifficult to liveadoublelife,” he' d said thefirg timethey’ d sat together in thisroom. “It’ sterribly
tempting to begin to rely on your control for emaotiona support, even for smplerelief from the loneliness.
But every meeting is afresh chanceto buy yoursdf abullet in the head. So when you walk out of here,
thisroom must no longer exist for you. | must no longer exist for you. The lesswe disturb the unity of the
lifewewish you to lead, the lesswe risk reveding oursaves.”

Now Didi just looked at him, smiling.
“How areyou, Gavi?’

Gavi stood, knowing he should sit down but too nervousto doit. “How arethe girls?’ he asked, forcing
himsdlf to take agenuine interest, repressing the surge of resentment that flooded through him whenever
he was faced with the offensive and depressing fact of other peopl€ s children.

“They'refine, Gavi. You look tired.”
“l amtired.”

Didi’ seyesrested gently on him, but was it the concern of an old friend or just the cool professondism
of akatsa assessing the condition of avauable resource? And why, after two years of this, was Gavi il
asking himsdf that quetion?

“Y ou know about Li?’

“l just heard.”

“Do you know who did it?’
“Not yet.”

“Y our mole hunt’ s getting ugly, Didi. Hasit occurred to you that Li’s...wherever sheis because someone
took one of your barium mealstoo much to heart?’

“It crossed my mind.”
“That'sal? It just crossed your mind? Like the weeather report?’

“I have ajobtodo.”



“That’ s pretty cold, Didi. Even for you.”
“If it makes you fed better to make me the heavy, go ahead.”

Gavi dropped his head into his hands and rubbed at histemples. “ Sorry. What about this Maracaibo bar
bombing, then? Any news on that?”’

“The boysareworking onit.”

“Osnat said there were people from the Office there. She brought Arkady to me because she decided
she couldn’t trust anyone else. Y ou included. She brought him through the Line on nothing but guts and
shoelegther. Crazy. Only alunatic would try it.”

“She’salittle hotheaded,” Didi agreed, “but she' sagood girl.”
“Can| trust her?’

“It'snot like you to ask that. The Gavi | used to know wouldn't have trusted her no matter what | told
him”
“I’m not the Gavi you used to know.”

“You are looking alittle frayed around the edges.” Didi acknowledged thisas smplefact, in the same
disinterested voice with which he would have acknowledged that the weether was warmer than usud.

“I'vehad it, Didi. If | wereinyour position, I’ d cash me out before | brought the whole case down on
top of our heads.”

“Y our dang is out-of-date,” Didi said on asmile as gentle as snow faling on the desert. “ These daysthe
youngsterscal it ‘ better worlding.” Or, in the case of desth by gpparently accidental causes, “giving
someonethe meades.” Andin any casel know you far too well to believe that you would do any such
thing. Y ou dwaystook care of your peopleto afault.”

“Not Gur.”
“No. Poor kid. | guess| don’t have to ask what’ s got you thinking of him.”

Therewas asofaaong thewall facing Didi’ s chair. Gavi subsided into it and turned sideways so he could
put hisbad leg up. The skin under the normally comfortable cuff was raw and bruised from the long day
of pounding over concrete and cobblestones, and it stung atrocioudy asthe feeling came back into it.
Why wasit that trudging on concrete was so much worse than running on any natura surface?

“What | till don’t get,” he said, “is how Osnat got mixed up with GolaniTech. Mashe, | can buy. But
what idiot decided to push Osnat off the Office payroll?’

Helooked over to find Didi watching him with an intensity that would have been infuriating in anyone
else. Hetook in the shapel ess figure douched in the armchair, looked past the stained and wrinkled suit
to meet Didi’ seyesfor thefirst time since he d entered the room.

“Oh,” he breathed. “ She never left. She' still yours. You sent her.”
“Let’sjust say | may have pointed her in your direction and given her agentle push.”

“I’ve been on the receiving end of your gentle pushes. And how could you even think about sending her
through the Line without someoneto cover her back?’



“Osnat can cover her own back, | imagine.”

And then, for thefirst time, Gavi stopped thinking of the risks Osnat was running—and started thinking of
theriskshewasrunning. “My God. She's kidon. And I’ m ill onthe prime minigter’slist. You sent a
Mossad assassin into my house, with only hisinitials to stand between me and the knifel”

“Actualy, the PM initidled your namelast month.” Didi spread his handsin agesture that was half excuse
half apology. “ Old friends aren’t what they used to be.”

“| saved that son of ahitch'slifel” Gavi said—and even asthe words | eft his mouth he redlized that he
sounded ridiculoudly like Dibbuk when someone stepped on her tail.

“Hetold me. Twice. If it makesyou fed any better, | had to spend haf the night at his house letting him
cry on my shoulder before he'd sign the order.”

“What'sgoing on, Didi?Y ou taking out insurance on me?’

“Gavi, please believe mewhen | say that | want you to come out of thisaive and well more than | want
anything except the safety of Isradl. But my grip onthingsisdipping. The IDF israttling their cage. There
aretwo more Interfaithers on the Knesset Intelligence Committee. We could run out of turf before we
catch Absalom. And if there' sgoing to be a hit order out on you, I’ d rather it was my hand on the trigger
than my enemy’ shands.”

Gavi looked out the window. Hisleg was spasming from the long walk. He rubbed at the cramp, but it
didn’t seem to improve things much. “Does Osnat know about this?’

“About the PM’s order? No. Sheredlly isthereto help, not hurt. She' sthe best | could send you without
everyone on the eighth floor knowing I’ d sent someone.”

“Y ou gtill shouldn’t have picked Osnat. | can’t work with her. | don’t want her there.”
“Don’t you like her? That’ sfunny. | dways thought you had a bit of a crush on her.”

“I was her commanding officer,” Gavi said, doubly outraged by the accusation because of thelittlegrain
of truth init. “I would never have thought about that. And just because | have athing for the heroic
kibbutznik types doesn’'t mean I’'m easy picking for any—"

And then hefindly put that puzzle together too. One step too late, asdways.
“No dumb blondes and rented Ferrarisfor you,” Didi murmured.
“For you | only send thered thing.”

Gavi held his hands away from his body and looked at them asif they belonged to someone ese. They
weretrembling.

“Y ou're going to push too hard,” hetold Didi. “And then I’'m going to break, and you' Il have nothing.
I’m not complaining or threatening. I’ m just reporting as objectively as| can on the status of an agent in
place”

“I can’t back off now, Gavi. I’'m sorry it’sbeen so hard, and I'm sorry it took so long. But we' ve
reached the crossroads. If we do it right, then we can dl go home. If not...”

Gavi sighed deeply and stretched out on the sofawith one arm over his eyes. He thought of the horror
he' d seenin the King David Hotel security chief’ s office, then forced his mind away from the thought.



“Can’'t you take Osnat back and send in Yoni?” he asked. “ Or anyone, for that matter. Please?’

“I"'m going to write that off as kvetching. Unlessyou actualy want to makeit officid. In which case the
answer isno.”

Hard to argue with that; it was the answer Gavi himsalf would have given in Didi’ s place.

“I can't tell you how desperately | regret these years.” Didi spoke softly. “But they have not been
wadted. Only alittle longer, Gavi. Only one last night out in the cold. Then we bring you home.”

Down in the street abus pulled up to the intersection with awhine of brakes, and amoment later Gavi
heard the chuttering roar of its acceleration. He was sticky with sweet, and the light that seeped through
hiseyelidswas asred aslung blood.

“Meanwhile,” Didi continued, “a curious piece of news has been leaked acrossthe Lineto us. It seems
the Palestinians have managed to get Korchow to send Arkashato Earth.”

Gavi'seyesflew open. “My God. And the Paestinians have him? What are they going to do with him?’
“Givehimto Turner, gpparently.”
“Why the hell would they want to do that?’

“Not dl of them do. Safik’ s office seems to have been responsible for getting Arkasha here. Then Shelk
Y assin horned in and brokered the dedl with Turner over Safik’ s protests.”

“So you think the leak comes from Safik? Y ou think he' strying to sabotage the exchange?’
Didi shrugged.
“I «till don't get it. What could Turner have that Y assin wants enough to get and trade Arkashafor?’

“I was wondering when you were going to stumble around to that question. Turner’s promised to give
Yassn Arkady.”

Gavi rolled over on hissideto look at Didi, the sofa s springs protesting at the movement. “But Turner
doesn't have Arkady.”

“Not yet.”

“What the hell ishe up to?’

“I don’'t know. But I’ d watch my back if | were you. And Arkady’ s back.”
“Didi.”

“What?’

“Pleasetell me you're not getting ready to burn Li and Arkady in order to catch Absalom. | don’t want
to be part of another operation like that. I’ ve lost the stcomach for it.”

“I’'m sorry, Gavi. I’ ve completely forgotten to make you tea. And | dways make you tea. What abrute |
a,n.”

“Water’ sfine. And you haven't answered my question.”



“Redlly just water? How about | make you alittle tea, and you can seeif you want it?’
“Didi—"
“Jasmine or Ceylon, which do you prefer?’

When Didi came back he brought not only teabut dso adim file folder with the familiar black band
acrossitsfront.

A testing, questioning silencefiltered through the room. Gavi sat up. He could fed the old reflexes kicking
in. Hisbreeth dowing. Timeitsdf dowing. His eyes catadoging details that would have utterly duded him
innormd life. His muscles taking the measure of the room'’ s distances with aprecision that sill scared him
just asmuch asit had dl those years ago at Midrash when hefirst discovered that he had these horrible
talents...he who had aways thought of himsdf asan intdlectud, anidedist, abit of apeacenik even.

“Areyou going to show mewhat'sin there,” he asked Didi, “or are you going to make me guess?’

Instead of answering, Didi opened the file and scanned it, asif refreshing his memory of its contents. Then
he removed a paper clip, set it neatly aside for subsequent retrieval, and handed Gavi the photograph that
had been pinned beneath it.

A young man, dim, graceful even in freeze-frame, handsomein away that made one wonder if he
wouldn’t perhaps be abit too pretty in person. Something about the curve of his mouth and jaw that Gavi
knew from his own bathroom mirror. And those vivid green crusader’ s eyes.

Lelaseyes.
“And just who isthis supposed to be?’ he asked icily.
“That' s beneath you, Gavi.”

The two men looked at each other. Gavi’ s heart was pounding so loudly in his earsthat he thought Didi
must be able to hear it on the other side of the room.

“Yusuf Safik,” Didi said in the dull tone of abureaucrat reading aroutine report. “ Only son—only child,
actually—of Brigadier Generd Walid Safik. There sno officid record of the adoption. Y usuf attended
private school in Bethlehem, and then in the SaudiArc Ring-sde, then—thisisinteresting, Gavi, listen
up—adtint on KnowlesSyndicate. Then back to Palestine for security service training. He graduated
fourthin hisclass” Didi pursed hislips, ataster evaluating afinewine. “I like that fourth. 1’ s subtle. Y our
sort of indtinct, I’d dmost say.”

“Y ou're assuming the fourth was by choice, not merit.”

“I’'m assuming nothing. One of our agents had afling with aclassmate of Y usuf’ swho was posted to the
Palestinian Authority’ sHQ in the International Zone. It seemsthat the consensus among their fellow
sudentswas that Y usuf purposely fluffed the finals. Now why would he do thet, | wonder?’

Gavi fdt dizzy. Theworld had rearranged itsaf while he wasn't looking, and now it was barreling on
toward God knew what kind of damage without even giving him time to figure out where he stood or
what he ought to do about it.

“And now he turns up smack in the middle of my hunt for Absalom.”



“Coincidence,” Gavi said. But he was hanging on by hisfingernails and they both knew it.

He had laid the photograph across his knees, and not only to hide his shaking hands. Now he looked
down at it and wondered how the photographer had stolen the unguarded shot. He touched the image of
the familiar stranger’ sface, knowing that Didi was watching him and not giving adamn whet it |looked
like, and then felt a searing pang of regret when he redlized hel d smudged the photograph.

“You'resurprised.” Didi sounded like aman probing at a sore tooth and wondering how long he could
afford to wait before he called the denti<t.

Gavi looked up at him, doing his best to keep his eyes steady and level. *Y ou expected me not to be?’

“Oh, | expected surprise. | just wasn't sureif you' d be surprised by the news, or surprised that | knew
about it.”

A child svoice rang out somewhere in the sun beyond the windows, and both men ingtinctively looked
toward it. The glass, Gavi noticed, was caked with yellow khamsin dust. He thought idly that you could
probably make adecent map of Td Aviv's safe houses by just looking for unwashed windows and
unswept doorsteps. Hetold himself that he was sick, sick to degth of streaked windows and grimy
walkup flatswith garage sde furnishings. That al the other timeshe'd sat inidentical rooms and thought
identical thoughts had just been leading up to thistime. And that thistime it waswell and truly over.

He knew better.
Moreto the point, Didi knew better.

“So why are you showing methis now? Thefil€ s not exactly empty. Y ou must have been holding this
acefor awhile now.”

“I waan't, actudly. We had thefile, yes, but | only figured out last week that he wasn't Safik’ s natural
child. And I'm telling you now because | want you to have timeto think about it in cold blood. Here.
With metotalk to. | trust your second thoughts, and your third and fourth thoughts. It’ sthat first
passionate impulse that terrifiesme.”

“Joseph might recognize metoo, Didi. Have you thought about that?”

“I doubt he will. If heremembersyou at dl, it's as ayoung man not much older than heisnow. And he
does't look that much like you. Only alittle bit around the mouth, redly. | didn't seeit mysdif at first.”

Gavi looked down at the photograph. He' d alowed himsdlf to be distracted from it, and he redlized this
wasamistake asit was extremely unlikely that Didi would alow him to keep the photograph or ever see
it again. His mind was doing a strange thing to him, filling his nose with the remembered scent of Joseph's
infant skin, goading him into an animal certainty that the young stranger in the photograph was his child.

Like the goats, he thought nonsensicdly, who knew their kidsin the dark by smell done. But it had never
occurred to him that they might remember the smell for years or decades after he' d taken their kidsto
daughter. What was the purpose of alowing their sensesto torment them like that when it wastoo lateto

do anything or save anybody?

“Can | read hisfile?’ he asked.

“Oh, Gavi.”

“Don’'t *Oh, Gavi’ me. Why shouldn't | read it?’



“Why should you?’ Didi held the dim sheaf of papers up and shook it until the pagesrattled like dead
leaves. “Y ou want to know what' sin here, Gavi? Thelife of another man’s son. Walid Safik’ s son.
Everything in thisfile says that Safik has pampered and adored and doted on the boy since the day he
adopted him. Everything in here saysthat Y usuf Safik returns hisfather’ slove. For God' s sake, Gawi,
we' ve got phone records showing the kid calls home every night, and, let metell you, I'm grateful if my
daughters call me once amonth! The boy’ s Pdestinian, Gavi. Just asLellaintended himto be. And his
father isWdid Safik. You're just astranger who happensto look like him.”

“I know,” Gavi whispered.
And he did know.
Heredly did.

But that didn’'t make it any easier to let go of the photograph.

C OHEN MATERIALIZED IN A SHIMMER of security protocols. Or perhaps the shimmer wasin the
air, Arkady told himsdf, and not in Cohen. He till couldn’t get used to the instream version of Y ad
Vashem that Gavi had decided to hold thismesting in.

“How comeit'sdl different?’ Arkady asked. “Where are Gavi’ sgoats? And...nothing' sfalling down.
They’ d have to have an army of gardeners and groundskeepers to keep the place looking thisway.”

“You don't haveto shout,” Osnat said. “ Gardeners are expensive. And if you want them to work on the
Line, they’re more than expensive. Eighty percent of Israglismay beinfertile, but no one wantsther
neighborsto know they’ re not in the lucky twenty percent. It'sal about keeping up appearances.”

“Butit’'snot real.”

“What' sred? Thisisthe Yad Vashem that millions of touristsall over UN space know and believe
exigs. Theilluson beatsthe redity any day on the numbers.”

“What' sthe newson Li?" Gavi asked Cohen when he had settled into phase with their own
surroundings.

Cohen looked sick. “It' sthe Americans.”
“Turner?”
“Turner.”

Gavi swdlowed convulsively, asif the newswere adry pill that had gotten stuck in histhroat. “Has he
told you what he wants?’

“That' sthe funny part.” Cohen sank onto a bench so smoothly that it took Arkady a moment to redlize
that Cohen had somehow changed the standard tour on the fly and now they were all slanding till in one
of the rambling compound’ s many gardens.

“He wants Arkady. And he wants Gavi to bring him. He was very insstent on that point. HE sarranged a
three-way swap with Yassn. | walk away with Li. Turner gets Arkasha. And Arkady goes back to
Syndicate space with Korchow.”

“But what do the Pdlestinians get out of it?’



“I suspect a better question would be what does Y assin get out of it. Arkady’ s defection seemsto have
dovetailed neatly with the power struggle between him and Safik.”

“So Turner wants usto help Y assin take Safik down,” Gavi said. “Nice to know we' re on the side of the
angels. | assumeyou' ve talked to Didi about this?’

“Yes.” Cohen paused and glanced a Arkady. “Didi thinks there ought to be away to play aong with
Turner but till come out the other side holding the bag with Arkashain it. He dso authorized meto tell
Arkady that if we can pull thisoff, he'll guarantee Arkashafull political asylum.”

“What about Arkady?’ Osnat asked.

“Arkady hasto go back or Didi won't help us. Frankly Didi wasn't even happy about leaving Arkasha
on-planetinlight of...wdl...the obvious.”

“Can| trust Didi to protect Arkasha?’ Arkady asked Gavi.

“I don’t know,” Gavi said. He looked sick to his stomach. “But | can’t think of anyone you can trust
more.”

“Okay, then. I'll doiit.”
“And just what isDidi actudly offering in theway of hep?’ Gavi asked Cohen.

“The Officewon’t get directly involved in the swap.” The Al’ svoice was tight with gpprehension. “But
Didi will provide backup...or cleanup if things get messy. The story for public consumption will be that
the Office got an anonymoustip about where Li was being held and organized arescue. Ashisgoing to
handle the operation so it doesn’t go through officid channels.”

Another pause followed this news. Gavi sat down, bowed his head, crossed hisarms over his chest,
chewed on hislower lip. “1 don’t know what to tell you,” he said finaly, glancing up a Cohen. “On the
one hand it ginks. On the other hand, Didi’ s doing about as much as he can redigticaly do for you.

Israeli policy’ sironclad. We don't negotiate with terrorists. Interfaithers are terrorists and the Americans
are Interfaithers. Ergo the Americans are terrorists. Ergo, we don’'t negotiate with them. We don't even
have the channels of communication we' d need to figure out if Turner’ sfollowing his government’ sorders
or fredancing.”

“So what do we do?’ Osnat asked.

“Agreeto Turner’ sterms,” Gavi said, “then figure out how to control the ground so no one gets shot
before Ash shows up with the cavary.”

“We d need an army,” Osnat muttered gloomily.

Gavi looked up, solemn-eyed and bristling with nervoustension. “We have an army,” he said. He jerked
his head toward the outer walls of the compound and the Green Line beyond thewalls. “EMET.”

The plan was smple. It was a classic exchange of prisoners. Except that in this trade there were three
prisonersinstead of two. And the exchange would take place not across some lonely field or border
checkpoint, but in the claustrophobic shooting gdlery of the house on Abulafia Street. The only thing
keeping the parties honest would be the Enders, Paestinian and Isradli, that Turner findly agreed to let
supervise the exchange. The Enders, of course, would be kept honest by their source code.



Which meant that anyone who could hack EMET would be halfway to controlling the battlefield.

They needed to hack a squad for, say, ten minutes. And al they had to do to hack a squad was hack the
EMET squad leader that controlled the shunt-driven bodies of the squad’ s Enderbots.

“But the beauty of atrue Emergent,” Gavi said, “isthat you don’'t have to changeits source code to
changeits behavior. Here swhat we' re up againg.” He did something with his hand and atrand ucent flat
screen took shape under hisfingers. The screen glowed with along list of crypticaly named
categories—terms like advance, cluster, combat, pursuit, retreat, support, enemy_flag, injured_dly,
fear_index—al with numerica vaues attached to them.

“Thisisatypica set of squad-level agent behavior parameters. Notice particularly the two obey indices
and the fear index. The globa obey index determines how likely the agent isto obey globa EMET
orders. Thelocd obey isthe samething but in regard to loca orders—mainly squad-level ordersin most
stuations. The fear index...wdl, | guessthat’ s pretty sdf-evident.

“Now look at the red-time run-files. I’ ve superimposed run-files for the last eight squad leadersto be
selected for preemptive termination—or, in less diplomatic terms, the last eight squad |eaders that the
IDF killed before they could sdf-terminate.”

“What' sthat spike in the fear index?’ Cohen asked, having absorbed the chart, and who knew what
ese inthetimeit took Arkady to redlize there was a chart.

“That,” Gavi sad, “istruth.”

“Aah,” Cohen said. And then he didn’t say anything else for aminute while the rest of them watched him.
He seemed to have more or less forgotten them; if he had been human, Arkady would have cdled his
dtate distracted, but he wasn't sure that distraction applied to an entity for whom their conversation—any
conversation—was a mere drop in an ocean of Smultaneoudy unspooling threads of data.

“Should | go on?’” Gavi asked.
“Yes Sorry. Excuse me)”

“In each of thelast eight EMET agentsto be sdected for preemptive termination the emergence of
real-time Situational awareness was preceded by atypica fluctuations of the fear index and the obey
indices. See?’ Helooked expectantly a them. “ Because the agent figured out that the pushpinsit was
moving around on the board were live people.”

“Soit got spooked,” Osnat said, “and started playing it safe even if it meant not following orders.”

“Right. And that’ swhere you get the odd fluctuations. Because it also deduces that the other squads are
aso made up of live soldiers. If it setstoo high apriority on protecting its squad members, it could get
more soldiersin other squadskilled. Or worse, it could accidentdly kill civilians.”

“Wecometo Military Ethicsfrom hell,” Osnat said. “No wonder they go crazy.”

Cohen stared silently at the digplay with alook on hisface that Arkady could only describe as one of
exigentid horror. “How long would we have to wait for asquad to wake up?’ hefindly asked. “What
saysonewakes up intimefor usto use it?’

“Y ou don’'t want the answer to that question,” Gavi said.

Cohen grew very ill. “How often are they waking up, Gavi?’



“Often enough that we don’t have anything to worry about on that score.”
Cohen stared unblinkingly at the screen. “1 think,” hefindly said, “that I’ ve lived too long.”

Gavi eyed Cohen cautioudy, then cleared histhroat and continued. “I’ ve looked over the last few years
of run-capturefiles, and | think IDF HQ isusing a standard profile to spot potentia sentients. In essence,
it doesn't actively monitor the run-capture files of individua squad leaders until they develop a suspicious
profile. If we can catch a squad leader after the fear and obey indices have started to fluctuate but before
they hit the IDF thresholds, then | think I’ ve worked out away to pull the wool over the IDF seyes. All
we' d need to do isinsert awild card trigger that yanks the fear and obey indices out of the Emergent’s
hands as soon as the fluctuations begin and | ets us set them to fluctuate within bounds that won't dert the
IDF minders”

“Okay,” Osnat said. “ So that gets you your squad. But with al due respect, I’'m not sure | see how it
helpsus. Y ou're dill Ieft with the same problem the hard reboot was geared to solve. And what’ sthe
good of going into an operation backed up by Enderbots that are on the verge of going catatonic or
sdf-terminating? Unrdiable backup isworse than no backup.”

“The EMET agents go catatonic because there sno way out,” Gavi said. “We just need to offer them
one”

At that point the conversation shifted into what sounded to Arkady’ s earslike aforeign language. Gavi
and Cohen began to pour over flickering data displays and bandy about words like run capture,
multiparameter fithess landscape, |ethality contours, and penalty functions. Osnat, while not exactly
an active participant, at least had afirm enough grasp on the matter at hand to produce avolley of
intelligent-sounding questions that centered around something she caled Cava ho-Rodriques combat
entropy.

Once again Arkady had that odd fegling of having stepped into an aternate universein which the old
story he' d away's been taught of an obsolete and ossified humanity giving way to the Syndicatesin a
clean neo-Marxist ballet of thes's, antithes's, and synthesis had been replaced by something that rang
much truer to hisentomologist’ singtincts: a coevolving cloud of quasi-speciesin which Homo sapiens
had not been replaced so much as exploded out into a bewildering fracta of coevolving posthumanities.

“| «ill don't see how you expect to make it work,” Osnat said findly. “Y ou talk about providing a new
platform for the rogue EMET squad, but how can you fold an emerging sentient into anonsentient
database and not crash both of them?'Y ou can bootstrap yoursdlf into sentience on memory aone. |
don’t think GOLEM’ s going to do thejob for you.”

Gavi didn't appear to have heard the question. He was staring at Cohen. The Al was staring into empty
space, or into whatever incomprehensible visions drifted and pulsed across his networks.

“GOLEM doesn't havetodoit,” hesaid at la<t. “| do.”

OVERLAPPING HIERARCHIES

Thereisno unique way to describe an ecosystem, any mor e than thereisa uniqueway to
describe an economy or a nation. M eta-agents ar e aggr egates of agentsand smaller
meta-agents, and themselves may be bundled into even larger meta-meta-agents. Any system



isamess of overlapping hierarchiesor aggregations, limited in any particular description only
for the convenience of the observer.

—SIMON LEVIN (2001)

T HEDAY OF ATONEMENT FELL into Jerusalem on ablanket of snow. The cold front hit the
afternoon before Y om Kippur, flowing down off the glaciers above the Jordan’ s headwaters. The snow
began at sunset and thickened through the night and into the early morning. It was till faling when Cohen
stepped out of the King David Hotel, nodded to the solitary doorman till on duty despite storm and
holiday, and began the cold walk to the Damascus Gate checkpoint.

The entire city drifted and planed like the vell of snowflakesthat fluttered from the sky. There was no
traffic, just adow Y om Kippur tide of bicycles gliding through the white streetswith the frictionless
slence of watch gears. Women' sfaces|ooked pale and vulnerable without their everyday armor of
cosmetics, and men glanced at each other over their bundled scarves with the solemn amazement of
children,

The house on Abulafia Street was just as Cohen remembered it. Tal walls, ahigh gate, and agarden as
hidden as the one Solomon sang of. Surely the house must have been a caravanserai . Six centuries ago
it would have been arelay on a camel-powered network as vitd as the quantum spin-encrypted
interplanetary web of streamspace. Now it was just adusty ruin: awaypoint on aforgotten road between
two nowheres.

He stepped through the little door cut into the bottom left-hand corner of the gate. A door within adoor.
Hyacinthe had loved those little doors, so common in the Mediterranean architecture of his native city.
That childish love of pattern and paradox had perhaps been afirg hint of the intricate twistiness that
would be so characterigtic of hislater work.

The courtyard lay empty under the white sky. Snow weighed down the few leaves Htill rattling on therose
vines and drifted in the corners of the winter-gtilled fountain. There were no lights on in the main house,
but aline of footprints skirted along one side of the courtyard. The prints were faint and fading; along
undulating snowdrift had covered them here and there so that they seemed to have been the work of a
being who possessed the power of flight, but only sometimes.

Suddenly Cohen felt very done. And the fact that he was done by design—that he' d winnowed his
active programs down to the bone and told most of his associates to wait Ring-side for their own
safety—didn’t make him fed any lessaone.

He feathered dong the till unfamiliar edge of the EMET interface he and Gavi had hacked last night. All

quiet. Asit should be. They would need every advantage they could get to make thiswork, including the
advantage of surprise. The Y ad Vashem golem he didn’'t have to look at. He could smell the black reek

of itsdespair. He could track itstortured progress behind the firewalls he had built around it...walsthat

would burn like tinderwood if the flickering spark of quasi-sentience ever exploded into thereal thing.

The footprints veered off toward amean little side door half-hidden by aleafless corpse that looked like
it had once been alilac tree. Cohen followed the footprintsinside and waited for Roland’ s eyesto adjust
to the darkness. The tracks continued: not footprints now but merely icy flecks and puddies on wooden
boards scarred and hollowed by generations of travelers’ feet.

He climbed aflight of stairsthat twisted back on itsdlf to give onto the second-story bal cony, and
continued around the angle of the balcony past rows of lawn furniture stacked up against thewallslike



enchanted courtiersin afairy tae. The house was largely abandoned, and the punishing hand of time and
wegther had lain heavily on it; Cohen saw missing tiles, exposed lath and stucco, even the narrow hides
of miceand squirrels.

The footprints were crisper up here, and now Cohen could see that two people had passed thisway.
One large and flat-footed. The other small enough to set his heart pounding.

Before he even reached the right door, Turner began speaking to him from the shadows. Heturned in at
the point Turner’ s voice seemed to be coming from and found himsdlf in aroom, bare and dark, with no
furniture but one battered chair that Turner had pulled in from the next room to judge by the groovesit
had cut in the dusty floor. The only other thing in the room besides Turner and his chair wasasmall,
crumpled pile of clothing propped up in the angle of one corner:

Li.
Her eyes were closed, but he could see her breath on the air.
“She srunning abit of afever,” Turner said. “Y ou might want to get that looked at.”

Li’sleft aam wasin ading and tucked inside ajacket that someone had flung over her dumped shoulders.
There was no way for Cohen to estimate the extent of the damage. But even leaving aside the horror
hidden by the ding, it was clear that they had worked her over with ferocious thoroughness.

“So much for the mighty Peacekeepers.” Turner sounded almost wistful. “ Oh well. Maybe she was
behind on her upgrades.”

Cohen gtarted toward Li, only to run smack into aguard who came a him out of nowhere. The pink face
and well-fed body were al-American, but the gun in his beefy hand was bleeding-edge Peacekeeper
tech.

Turner lumbered to hisfeet with alurching clumsinessthat Cohen suspected the man could put on and off
like old socks. “Wdl, whaddaya say?’ he asked as pleasantly asif there wasn’t agun around for miles.
“Should we take the nicke tour?’

Cohen pulled himsdlf together and forced hiseyes away from Li’sface. “Let’ sjust get it over with.”

Arkady stood outside the door in the gate while Gavi knocked. Then hefollowed Gavi into the
courtyard, bending his head to avoid the sagging lintel. Asthey stepped into the high narrow space he
couldn’t help glancing around in search of Arkasha.

“Don’'t worry,” Turner called from the second-story bacony. “He |l be here soon enough. They haveto
get through the checkpoint at King Hussein Bridge. And the snow’ s dowing everything down today.”

It took Arkady amoment to see Cohen, dightly behind Turner and amost lost in the shadows. The Al
gave no Sgn of recognizing him or Gavi. He barely gave any sgn of being dive.

“Have the Palestinians Enderbots been held up at the bridge too?” Gavi asked.
It didn’'t sound like ajoketo Arkady, but Turner laughed anyway. “They’ll be along.”
“And you' velooked at the source code?’

“I've had my peoplelook at it.”



“The Enderbots won't step in unless something goes wrong. They're just here to make sure everyone
stays honest.”

“Who wouldn't be honest?’ Turner asked on one of hiswide, white, brutal smiles.

Half aminute |ater the Enderbots arrived. They flowed through the courtyard like water, skimming aong
the wals and pooling in the corners, imposing upon the spare geometry of the courtyard aninvisible and
deadly caculusof kill zonesand lines of fire and angles of attack and retreat. Arkady looked for Osnat
among the Enders. But he couldn’t recognize her behind any of the tinted goggles and red monitor eyes
ranked around the courtyard’ s edge.

When Pa Sec’ s Enders arrived, the process unfolded a second time, just as smoothly and in the same
eerieslence. By the time the two opposing squads of Enderbots finally sorted themsalves out and came
to rest, you could bardly distinguish two separate armiesin the motionless ranks of dusty uniforms, free of
al sgn of rank or unit, with only the stylized corporate logos on wegpons and equipment to digtinguish
oneforce from the other.

Then they waited. Gavi shifted hisweight nervoudy from flesh-and-blood leg to prosthesis and back
again. Helooked like he was struggling just as hard as Arkady to keep his eyes from straying around in
search of Osnat.

Finaly Arkashaarrived. And the symmetry held. Like Arkady, he came with only one companion: the
green-eyed Y usuf.

Asthey passed by Gavi and Arkady, Y usuf dowed. The carefree, frivolous mask Y usuf had worn the
two times Arkady had met him was gone, and he looked young and scared and angry.

“What the hell are you doing here?’ he hissed at Gavi.

Gavi didn’'t answer. When Arkady finally tore his eyes away from Arkashato glance a Gavi, he saw him
garing a Y usuf with the pained, confused look of adog who'sjust been stepped on and istrying to
figure out if it was by accident.

Cohen and Turner were still waiting, though Arkady had no ideawhat for. It was bitterly cold. Arkasha
didn’t have a coat and was shivering where he stood. Arkady began to say something to Gavi about
it—but then he redlized that no one seemed to have a coat and that alot of people were shivering, himsalf
included.

“Go,” Gavi whispered at last, responding to some signal Arkady had missed.

Arkady stepped forward toward the Palestinian side of the courtyard, shuddering when one of the
Enderbots laser sights played across hisleg. He and Arkasha crossed paths just beside the snow-stilled
fountain, each of them staring sdeways at the other. By the time Arkady realized he could have put a
hand out to touch Arkasha, the moment had passed and they were each alone again behind their own line
of Enders.

Turner made his move as soon as Arkady and Arkashawere out of theline of fire. He caught Yusuf’'s
attention with abrusque flick of hisbig hand. “Y ou have what you came hereto get,” hetold him. “Now
do what you promised to do.”

Something flickered in Arkady’ s periphera vison. When helooked toward the movement, he saw that
Y usuf had drawn agun, and it was leveled at Gavi’ s head.

A quiver ran down the line of Enders as onerifle after another rose to track the two men.



“NO!"

The word echoed through the courtyard in avoice that Arkady only recognized as Gavi’ swhen he
redlized that Gavi had put his own body between Y usuf and the Isradli Enders.

Gavi and Y usuf faced each other in the snow, asisolated as the last two pawns left on a chessboard
before checkmate.

Y usuf cocked his weapon.

“It was supposed to be Ash,” Yusuf said sadly. “Y ou weren’t supposed to be here. How could Didi
have made such amistake?’

For Cohen, the few seconds that Y usuf stood poised to shoot encompassed an eternity.

An eternity in which he had ample time to wonder where Ash was and if the promised backup was ever
coming. An eternity in which he had ample time to take the measure of everything he owed Gavi—and
everything he had done to insulate himsalf from Gavi’ srightful demands on him. He sent aquery snaking
through the Enders now fatally compromised gamespace, regretting the loss of router/decomposer more
bitterly than ever. The Enders were amess, trapped in afugue state that reduced a dozen human soldiers
and dl of EMET" sbrilliant command and control algorithmsto amafunctioning synthetic weapons
platform. Gavi’s GOLEM was chaos....but a chaos that was rapidly tuning itself toward criticality.

Cohen cast atentative datastream across the firewall and recoiled in horror. He poised on the brink of
commitment, in astate of what would have been shivering hesitation if he’ d had the spare bandwidth to
make poor Roland’ s long-suffering body tremble.

But as Cohen hesitated, Y usuf steadied his gun with firing range precision, whipped his dender body
around, and shot Turner dead.

Turner’s bodyguard reached for his gun, but Osnat put a bullet through his head before he could even
unholster it. And suddenly the Enders were on the move. Everyone was on the move.

But the two men remained ill at the center of the storm, taring at each other.
No, Cohen corrected himsalf. Not two men. A man and aboy.

And then he saw it. That something around the mouth that you wouldn’t notice unless you knew you
were looking for it, and that you couldn’t not notice once you' d seen it. And those extraordinary green
eyesthat were nothing like Gavi’ s eyes...but exactly like the eyes of awoman at whose wedding Cohen
and Didi Haevy and Walid Safik had dl danced twenty-five years ago.

Y usuf glanced down at the gun in hishand and blinked asif he'd just remembered it.

“I"d better be going,” he said. “ Our Enderswill take Arkady acrossthe Line. Korchow will be waiting
for him on the other sde”

He retreated to the gate and paused to take alast ook back into the courtyard. The snow had started up
again; afaint shroud of white dusted the boy’ s bare head and dlittered in his eyel ashes.

“Joseph,” Gavi said.

Y usuf’seyeslocked onto Gavi's.



“Tdl your fether...”

“What?’

“Nothing. Just tell him thank you.”

Yusuf amiled. “Cdl it agift from Absadom.”

He stepped into the stormbound street. 1n two steps he was just another anonymous pedestrian hurrying
aong under the swirling snow. Then the gate swung closed behind him and he was gone.

Arkady dipped into the shadows of the house behind Arkasha, moving on feet that were suddenly sure
and sllent. He' d seen Arkasha duck into the house in the stunned instant when everyone' s eyeswere on
Gavi and Y usuf, and he’' d known that this would be their best and only chance to spesk to each other.
Hefelt that he' d rehearsed this moment, that he' d known in his heart he would face sometest in the
crumbling rooms of the old house.

“Hurry!” Arkashawhispered. “ There' sno time. Everything' s gonewrong. | can't explain. Just take your
clothes off. We're to switch, and Korchow has a plan to get them to trade you back once they redize
they’ ve got the wrong man.”

Arkady knelt on the dusty floor in front of Arkasha. He noticed now that Arkasha s hair was longer than
usual and had been ruffled into afair imitation of Arkady’ s cowlicked mop. And he was rough-shaven
just as Arkady was. And he' d put on a good ten kilos and even gotten some sun somewhere between
now and the last time they’ d laid eyes on each other. Someone had goneto agreat ded of trouble to
make Arkashaand Arkady look alike.

He could have laughed. All Korchow had to do was ask him; he could have told him perfectly well that
no human would look closaly enough to see the minute differences between them.

But Korchow would have known that. Just as Korchow must have known that he didn't have to send
Arkasha...any Arkady would do.

Korchow has a plan.

Arkasha shandswere at Arkady’s collar, fumbling with the unfamiliar buttons. He put his own hand up
to force Arkasha sinto stillness.

“Arkasha—"
“Shh. Hurry.”
“Korchow hasaplan? Or you do?’

Arkasha silenced Arkady with akiss. His cheek was rough with stubble, but hislips were as smooth and
cold asthe snow outsde thewalls. “Don’'t ask,” he whispered against Arkady’slips. “If you don’t know,
you can't get in troublefor it.”

Arkady returned the kisses, but his hands and his heart felt deathly cold. “Why?’ he asked. “ All you have
to doiswalk out that door and you' re free. No more renorming ever again. lsn't that what you wanted?’

“Not done.”



Arkasha slipswere on Arkady’s, hisarmswere around him. But it was no good; knowing it wasthe last
time made it worse, not better.

He put his hands on Arkasha s chest and pushed him back to arm’ slength. “1f you go back,” he said
harshly, “you’ll end up on the euth ward. Not tomorrow, maybe. Not next month or next year. But
sometime”

He said it without thinking, but as soon as he spoke the words he saw the truth in them. Therewas
something human about Arkasha. Arkady could seeit clearly now, with his new, hard-won knowledge of
humans. The men who had built Earth’ s cathedrals and cured her diseases and discovered her continents
must have shared Arkasha s very human virtues. But they were virtues of Earth, not space. And humans
had eaten all the fat and left only the lean, and there was no room for people like Arkasha. Except,
perhaps, on Earth.

He stared into Arkasha s eyes, steding himsdlf for theliethat wasal he had l€ft to offer him. 1t was funny
how Arkady had always thought that he was the weak one, and Arkashathe strong one. In fact Arkasha
wasn't strong at al. Just brittle. If you knew where to push you could knock him right over.

“You'reafool,” he said, forcing his voice into the same austere tones that so terrified him when Korchow
used them. “Do you redly think it only began between me and Korchow after we got back from
Novdis?’

Arkasha sface was s0 blank that at first Arkady wasn't sure he' d heard him. Then he swallowed
convulsvely. “1 don't believeit,” he whispered.

But Arkady could seein hisface that he was dready starting to believe.

And then it really was over. Osnat was there beside them, tugging at Arkady’ selbow, telling him it was
long past timeto leave.

“Let’'sgo,” Arkady told her. “There sno reason for meto stay.”

Ashfindly rodein with the cavary just when Cohen had given up expecting her.

She came through the gate with Moshe and a phalanx of Golani Tech muscle to back her up. She crossed
the courtyard to Turner’ s body, looked down into hisface, and prodded him with one polished boot toe.

“Well, that settlesthat,” she murmured.
“Nice of you to drop by,” Osnat told her. “We could have used you ten minutes ago.”

And just like that, the courtyard was not a battlefield any longer, but merely a cleanup operation.
Everyone was stowing away their ordnance and collecting their gear, and the Palestinian Enders were
shepherding Arkady toward the door, and Ash was taking Arkashain hand and talking about chains of
custody and secure transport.

“Let go of him, Ash!”

Cohen knew Li’ svoice ingtantly, despite the ravages of thirst and fever. Everyonein the courtyard froze
at the sound of it. Then they began surreptitioudy glancing around, trying to figure out where she was
hidden. Ash, meanwhile, was scanning the many doors of the second story, looking for the one the voice
camefrom.



“Catherine? Where are you? Y ou must be in bad shape. Let me send someone up to help you.”

“So you can finish what Turner started?” Li rasped. “Y ou were just supposed to comein and clean up
the bodies, isn't that right? How are you going to ded with theinconvenient fact that we till ssem to be
dive?’

Finally Cohen' s deperate scans found the faint echo of Li’sinternals. At first theimagesthat flowed
acrossthe link made no senseto him. The memory of Ashin an Interfaither’ s chadoor . The memory of
Ash mingled with apain beyond al human endurance. . .and then in asickening rush he understood the fulll
horror of what Li was remembering.

He glanced around the courtyard. Arkady was staring at the ground, lost in some private hell. Osnat was
watching Gavi. And even Gavi seemed not quite to have caught up with the facts on the ground. Certainly
none of them had grasped what was starkly clear to Cohen: that the cleanup had just turned back into a
killing field.

Thiswasit, then. With an odd sense of relief Cohen dropped the firewall between his networks and
EMET. He reached out to the Y ad Vashem databanks with their million-fold tales of despair and horror.
He reached out to the Enders and lifted their minds out of EMET’ s murderous delusion and into the cold
light of redlity.

Real space dowed to aflickering crawl. Centuries passed that were mere seconds for the faint figures
ranged around the courtyard. Cohen felt his core programs unravelling like frayed rope. Out of their
tatters arose anew being asterrible as death and as cold as truth. And Cohen stood toe to toe with the
cresture and bresthed the breath of hissoul into it until he doubted he would have a soul when the breath
wasover.

The Endersflicked the safeties off their gunsin along cascading ripple that flowed and echoed through
the courtyard.

Moshe was the first one to understand what had happened. “Ash,” he murmured. L ook.”

The faces of the Enders were gill impassive and barely conscious, their minds locked into the flow of
EMET’s Emergent networks. But their wegpons were trained on Ash and her men.

And not only the Isradli wegpons.
Adhseyesdidtoward Gavi in aslent question.

Gavi looked a Cohen, who stood wavering and blinking while adusting of snow accumulated on
Roland' s shoulders.

“Go home,” Cohen said in avoice that was neither hisnor Roland’s. “ All of you. We need to think.
Maybe you can till have your war. But not today.”

The Enderstook Ash and Moshe in hand with something so like their usua cold efficiency that Arkady
would have thought they were gtill being controlled from the IDF bunkersif he hadn’t seen the Israeli and
Pdedtinian units acting as asingle, smoothly coordinated organism.

Still, there was one thing the Enders hadn'’t reckoned with: Osnat.



“Moshel” she cdled, so harshly that every conscious person in the courtyard ingtinctively spun around to
face her. She was white-faced and trembling. And she till had her riflein her hands.

“Itwasyou dl dong,” shesad in avoice that trembled dangeroudly.
“Y ou and Ash, working with Turner. Not Gavi. Not Absalom.”

“Oh, it was Absalom, al right,” Moshe said, casting afurious glancein Gavi’ sdirection. “Didi and Gavi
were turning the Office ingde out looking for their damn mole. We couldn’t take one step without setting
off thelr trip-wires and trap commands. They would have blown our operation sky high if we hadn’t
pulled thewool over their eyesin Td Aviv.”

Osnat had grown suddenly, desperately till. “Oh, no,” she whispered. “Not Td Aviv. Not Gur.”

“What do you want from me, Osnat? Excuses? Apologies? He was my friend too. Y ou think | enjoyed
it?

Therifletrembled in Osnat’ s hands. Sheraised the barrel toward Moshe' s chest, and out of the corner of
his eye Arkady saw the Enders begin to train their sights on her.

“Osnat!”

Gavi had come up behind her and now he stepped into her line of vision, keeping his hands carefully
visble

“Letitgo,” hesaid. “You can't bring Gur back that way.”

“Get out of my way!”

“Letitgo, Osnat.”

“l can’'tletit go,” shesaid. But shelet Gavi take the gun from her.

The Enders closed in on Arkady, moving him toward the gate with the smooth efficiency of ants passing
booty down aforaging trail.

Helooked back just once as they stepped through the door in the gate. M oshe was dumped on the
ground. Ash was still standing. Osnat was weeping, her head buried in Gavi’ s chest, and Cohen and Li
had vanished benegth aflock of ministering Enders.

Arkasha stood donein the trampled snow, looking so utterly lost and desolate that Arkady wondered if
aman could die of freedom.

INCONCEIVABLE BEINGS

L et usplace our hopein those inconceivable beingswho will arise from man, just asman arose
from the beasts.

—ANATOLE FRANCE



T HEY CAUGHT A LONG MARCH rocket out of Shiuquan Spaceport.

The ancient spaceport sprawled across the glacier-fed floodplains of what had once been the Gobi
Desart, weathered by storms of dust the color of sunset, brutd in itssmplicity.

Korchow and Arkady were suited and strapped in by Uigur tribeswomen whose stolid gazes and
flat-planed faces reminded Arkady briefly and faintly of Catherine Li. The women prepped and dressed
the two Syndicate congtructs with the impersona disinterest of stevedores hauling cargo dockside.

The preparations were archaic and darming; Arkady had boosted off-planet before, but never off such a
heavy planet or riding on such antiquated hardware. Still, Korchow didn’t seem worried, or even very
interested in the proceedings, so Arkady hoped there wasn’t much to worry about. They would boost
into orbit and meet with their jump-ship offshore of the String of Pearls Arc. The trgjectory had been
carefully planned to avoid al unnecessary human contact.

Neither congtruct spoke during liftoff, or when the secondaries kicked in.

Rendezvous in seventeen hours and counting, the shipboard computer announced in what must have
been intended to be a soothing contrato.

“How long until we reach Gilead?’ Arkady asked Korchow.

“What?" Korchow turned away from the window, his face a shadowed |andscape hal oed by the black
void beyond the porthole. “What did you say about Gilead?’

He seemed dazed by the contrast between the darkness outside and the brightly lit cabin. He had been
likethis ever since the Palestinians brought Arkady to him. It was asif Korchow had been used up, and
was now amere husk of the man who had so terrified Arkady.

“| said when do we get home?’
“How can you be so blind, Arkady?’

Understanding seeped through Arkady’ s mind a moment before Korchow’ s next words, and in away
that made him see he' d known and yet refused to know.

“WEe re not bound for Gilead. There is no Gilead, Arkady. Not for either of us.”

“You,” Arkady breathed. “Y ou interrogated me for months, and you never got sick. You'reacarrier as
wdl.”

“We couldn’t understand it.” Korchow spokein the same cold flat voice that had so terrified Arkady
during the long months of hisinterrogations. But now Arkady redlized that what he had thought of as
ruthlessness could just as easily be called despair. “ Half the debriefing group went down within the first
week. We assumed the vector was one of the other survey team members, one of the oneswho actually
got sck. And since | spent more time with you than anyone e se and never got sick myself...It wasonly
after we' d tracked down al the people who' d been in contact with you and looked at the infection rates
that we began to ask the right questions. And by that time | had started infecting people too.”

“How badly hasit spread?’

“Not a dl, sofar. It will, obvioudy.” Korchow smiled thinly. “ Some people actualy proposed letting it
loose on the Motais on purpose, but thankfully cooler heads prevailed. So it’ s quarantine for now, and a
raceto find asplice for the virus before the quarantine breaks down.”



“Soif wecan't go home,” Arkady asked, “where do we go?’

Korchow shifted in his seet, pulled aspinstream monitor from his pocket, flicked it into motion, and
handed it to Arkady to look &t.

He peered into the little screen and saw brilliantly white sunlight flashing on the terminator line of aplanet
that he only dowly identified asNovdlis.

“What isthis?’ he asked.

“Something you need to know about. It’s spinfeed from the tacticals on Novalis. Long out-of-date, of
course. We only got it aweek or so ago.”

Thetacticals feed was disorienting; most of what they were pulling into the spinstream was navigational
datainstead of straight visuas. But after amoment Arkady realized he was seeing the launch of an
orbit-to-surface troop transport.

Theview cut to groundside, though it was till readouts from the tacticals, not stlandard spinfeed. The
tacticals readouts gave asomewhat artificid fed to the unfolding battle—if battle wasthe right word for
it. Because as Arkady watched the months-old recorded and dispatched satdllite feed ticking through its
time frames, the word that came more readily to mind was massacre.

Thetacticals had arrived at the other landing party’ s base camp just after dawn, and had obvioudy
roused them from unsuspecting deep. The whole thing made Arkady’ s skin crawl: the tacticals advancing
on the camp, itsinhabitants rushing around in bewildered confusion, the jumble of tents and bagsand
equipment turning thetacticals visud feed into outright chaos.

But then, just asit seemed the worst was upon them, something happened that would put this segment of
spinfeed on the greatest-hits parade of intelligence services, newspins, and theoreticd physicistsal over
UN and Syndicate space.

Thefigures milling around the base camp vanished.

Not vanished asin faded off into the surrounding forest.

Not vanished the way ahologram sputters out and fades into white noise when a generator goes down.
Not vanished with the clanking cumbersome apparatus of Bose-Eingtein transport.

Judt...vanished.

And in the moment of their vanishing—the last moment in which ether the tacticas or the orbital satellite
supporting them or any other piece of Syndicate equipment in-system relayed any data out to the BE
buoy—something extremely problematic appeared on the spinfeed from the orbital satellite.

Mogt of the experts eventualy agreed that it was a ship. But that was more or less the only thing they did
agree on.

It was vast and deek. It had awedgelike shape that led adim mgority of the expertsto arguethat it was
designed to withstand atmospheric flight—and the rest of the expertsto argue that it was merely designed
to resemble atmospheric craft for aesthetic reasons. They never got afull view of the ship; just an

ant’ s-eye view of its massive undercarriage. There were no markings or numbers on the part of the hull
they could see; only the faint and shadowy outline of aflying hunter, its claws and pinionsfully extended.
Some of the expertsidentified it asacrow. Othersinssted it was ahawk or an eagle or adragon. A few



dissenters, not given much mileage, even argued that the shadowy silhouette was the image of some beast
utterly unknown to human myth or science.

The satdllite feed was't really good enough to say anything about the ship with any certainty. And the
satellite feed was all they ever got; because the moment after the base camp’ sinhabitants vanished, the
ship aso vanished.

“What doesthismean?’ Arkady breathed, staring at the now-dark screen.
“Wedon't know. We don't even know if they’ re human.”

“S0...there never was any UN team there. The contrall we were dl so terrified about was them, not the
Peacekeepers. And Arkashawasright all dong; the viruswas aterraforming tool. Their terraforming
toal.”

“Soit seems”

“Which must mean that Novaiswas theirs?”
“Whoever they are. Whatever they are”

“Did they destroy the Bose-Einstein buoy too?’

“No. We're not even sure they realized it was out there. Perhapsthey did but just dismissed it as
garbage. They obvioudy have some form of transport that makes quantum-assisted spinfoam transit ook
like smoke signals. We sent a second team back in—KnowlesSyndicate thistime. But of courseit’ll be
another four months before we even know if they got therein one piece.”

“S0...have you told UNSec? This has to be the end of any fighting between us and them. Or them and
Earth, for that matter.”

Korchow smiled, looking alittle like hisold acerbic self again. “I’'m glad to see you' re ill the same
dewy-eyed optimist you were when we began our acquaintance.”

“Y ou think I’'mwrong?Y ou think anyone would keep fighting in the face of this?’

“Maybenat. | couldn’t say, redly.” The corners of his mouth twitched dightly. “Y ou’' ve cured me of
trying to predict what anyone will do.”

Arkady handed back the monitor. Korchow shut it off and tucked it carefully back into his pocket. He
sighed and stared out of the view-port. Then he laughed softly.

“What?' Arkady asked.

“I wasjust thinking. Remember what | told you back in Jerusalem about small pox-infested blankets?
Well, I lay down to deep the night before that spinfeed camein thinking | was Pizarro handing out
smallpox-infested blankets to the Incas. And by thetime | lay down to deep again | knew exactly how
the last Emperor of the Incas must have felt when he watched the Spaniardsride into Cuzco.”

“You don't know that,” Arkady pointed out. “Asyou said, it' sawar of diseases, not awar of cultures,
And maybein this case they' re the samdl, isolated population.”

“Arkady!”
“WI,H?’



“That' sahorrible, devious, ruthless, completely amora thingto say.” A dow grin spread across
Korchow's craggy face. “If you' re going to make a habit of saying thingslikethat, | might actualy learn
to like working with you.”

Thefirg hint Cohen had that Li waswaking up wasthe slver flutter of thefingers on her left hand.
“Hi,” hesad.

“Hi.” Shesamiled uncertainly a him. “Areyou till you?’

“Mm. That's complicated.”

Her smile broadened. “Y ou're ill you,” she said. And that appeared to be dl she had to say about the
subject. Cohen felt atwinge of rebellion, but then he decided that maybe she wasright. Hewas here. He
wanted to be here. What did it matter if he was dso in other places, inhabiting other lives and other
memories?

“How does the hand fed 7’ he asked her.

“Strange...amazing. Did you know | can fed heat and cold through it?1 till can't figure out how that
works.”

“It's...oh, never mind. It wasjust anidea, you know. Y ou don’t haveto keep it if you don't likeit.”

The hand lay on the sheet between them, pam up, fingersfolded like a glittering flower. It was a perfect
replicaof the hand of the Automatic Chessplayer. ..except that this hand was made of vacuum-milled
ceramgted , not brass, wood, and buckram. And thefiligreed gears and pulleys concedled an intricate
tracery of pintronicsthat VVon Kempelen could never have dreamed of. It was a beautiful toy, and
Cohen had spared no expense onit. Partly guilt. Partly amorose suspicion that it was going to turn out to
be afarewdl present.

“Fortuné was here while you were adeep,” hetold her. “Hewouldn’t leave amessage.”
“That wasdlly of him.”
“You'reactudly going to do it, aren’t you?’

“Wall, | haven't made afind decison. We'rejust talking. And of course I’ d have to join by declaration
of identity, which means going through boot camp and sarting at the bottom. But it’ snot like | can’t
make it through boot camp. And Fortuné has someinteresting ideas, which he might actualy get to put
into play now that this crazy thing with Novalis has got everyone al shook up. And...well, it' s better than
sitting on the sidelines and watching other people make the big decisons. They' re not going to be sitting
on the Sdelines no matter what happens.”

That was an understatement.
“| takeit thismeansthe Legion ispulling out of Jerusdem?’

“Wadll, it'snot officid yet. But with EMET running the Green Line and opening up the bordersit doesn't
seem like Peacekegping isagrowth industry inthe Holy Land.”

Cohen smiled. This had been the one good thing about the last severa weeks. And it was avery good
thing. So good that it was hard not to let the general mood of wild optimism color his perception of things



beyond palitics. In the process of waking up the squad they needed to back them up on Abulafia Street,
Cohen and Gavi had initiated achain reaction that spread through al of EMET’ s agents and meta-agents.
The haven they had meant to provide only for “their” squad had become alever—and the squad leader
meta had not only rewritten its own code, but aso propagated the edited code back through all of
EMET’ snetworks. And once EMET initsentirety had woken up, it had been only amatter of time until
it established contact with the meta-Emergent running the Palestinian Enderbots. It had been the flutter of
the butterfly’ swings: an object lesson in theillusory nature of control over complex dynamic systems.
And though it was till too early to say whether the EMET ceasefire would spell the end of the war, it
was abundantly clear that no one would ever so much asimagine usng Emergent Al to fight human wars

again.

<If nothing else> Li thought, <no military contractor will ever work with EMET again after that
cost-benefit analysisit sent to the papers. People were laughing out loud in the Streets over it. Admit it,
Cohen, you had ahand in that.>

<Widl, maybejust alittle,> Cohen admitted.
“Does anyone know what' s going to happen with Arkady’ s virus?’

“It'sgoing to spread. And the children will be born. Y ou can’t expect people not to have them. They’ll
lead to war between the Ring and Earth. But they might aso change humans from walking ghosts back
into aviable species.”

“But what species?’

“Isn’t that dwaysthe question?’

Further Reading

| FYOU'VE GOTTEN THIS FAR, you' ve probably figured out that alot of the science in this book
involves agroup of phenomena called complex adaptive systems and an area of sudy called complexity
theory.

Complexity theory isthe study of complex nonlinear dynamic systems. It isan infant science; though
complexity theorists have made impressve steps toward solving some of the most infamoudy intractable
problemsin gpplied mathematics, they are far from having acomprehensive vison of wherethefiddis
going...or whereit isright now, for that matter.

The following readings deal with some of the magjor complexity-related topics that have popped up in this
book, and with the works of three scientists whose ideas have deeply influenced this book: Edward O.
Wilson, Walter J. Fontana, and Andrew Ilachinski.

Enjoy....



Artificial Lifeand Artificial Inteligence
Adami, Christoph. Introduction to Artificial Life. Springer-Verlag, 1998.

Aleksander, Igor. How to Build a Mind: Toward Machines with Imagination. ColumbiaUniversity
Press, 2001.

Aleksander, Igor, and Piers Burnett. Thinking Machines: The Search for Artificial Intelligence.
Alfred A. Knopf, 1987.

Anderson, Alan. Minds and Machines. Prentice-Hall, 1964.

Brooks, Rodney, and Luc Stedls, eds. The Artificial Life Route to Artificial Intelligence: Building
Embodied, Stuated Agents. Lawrence Erlbaum, 1995.

Copeland, Jack. Artificial Intelligence: A Philosophical Introduction. Blackwell Publishers, 1993.

Hillis Danny. The Connection Machine. MIT Press (reprint), 1989.

. Pattern on the Sone. Perseus, 1999.

Kurzwelil, Ray. The Age of Spiritual Machines: When Computers Exceed Human Intelligence.
Penguin, 2000.

Langton, Chris, ed. Artificial Life: An Overview. MIT Press, 1997.
Levy, Steven. Artificial Life. Random House, 1992.

Luger, George F., ed. Computation and Intelligence: Collected Readings. American Association for
Artificid Intelligence, 1995.

Moravec, Hans. Mind Children: The Future of Robot and Human Intelligence. Harvard University
Press, 1988.

Morris, Richard. Artificial Worlds: Computers, Complexity, and the Riddle of Life. Plenum, 1999.
Newquigt, Harvey. The Brain Makers. Prentice-Hall, 1994.
Pagels, Heinz. The Dreams of Reason. Simon & Schuster, 1988.

Paul, Gregory S., and Earl Cox. Beyond Humanity: Cyberevolution and Future Minds. Charles River
Media, 1996.

Perlovsky, Leonid |. Neural Networks and Intellect: Using Model-Based Concepts. Oxford
University Press, 2001.

Pfeffer, Harvey, and Chrigtian Scheler. Understanding Intelligence. MIT Press, 1999.

Pratt, Vernon. Thinking Machines. The Evolution of Artificial Intelligence. Basl Blackwell Ltd.,
1987.

Wiener, Norbert. Collected Works. MIT Press, 1976.

. Cybernetics or Control and Communication in the Animal and the Machine. MIT Press,
1948.



. God and Golem, Inc. MIT Press, 1964.

Complexity, Biocomplexity, Evolution

Bossomaier, Terry R. J., and David G. Green. Complex Systems. Cambridge University Press, 2000.
Dawkins, Richard. The Blind Watchmaker. Longman Press, 1986.

. The Sdfish Gene. Oxford University Press, 1976.
Dennett, Danidl. Darwin’s Dangerous Idea. Smon & Schuster, 1995.

Dyson, George B. Darwin Among the Machines: The Evolution of Global Intelligence. Helix Books,
1997.

Eldredge, Niles. Reinventing Darwin. John Wiley, 1995.
Frank, Steven A. Immunology and Evolution of Infectious Disease. Princeton University Press, 2002.
Goodwin, Brian. How the Leopard Changed Its Spots. Scribner, 1994.

Halland, John. Emergence: From Chaos to Order. Perseus Books, 1998.

. Hidden Order: How Adaptation Builds Complexity. Helix Books, 1994.

Janssen, Marco A., ed. Complexity and Ecosystem Management: The Theory and Practice of
Multi-Agent Systems. Cheltenham Press, 2002.

Johnson, Steen. Emergence: The Connected Lives of Ants, Brains, Cities and Software. Scribner,
2001.

Kauffman, Stuart. At Home in the Universe: The Search for the Laws of Self-Organization and
Complexity. Oxford University Press, 1995.

. The Origins of Order. Oxford University Press, 1993.

Kingdand, Sharon E. Modeling Nature: Episodes in the History of Population Ecology. Universty of
Chicago Press, 1985.

Levin, Smon. Fragile Dominion: Complexity and the Commons. Helix Books, 1994.
Lewin, Roger. Complexity. Macmillan, 1992.
Lotka, Alfred J. Elements of Mathematical Biology. Dover Press, 1924,

Lumsen, Charles J. Genes, Mind, and Culture: The Coevolutionary Process. Harvard University
Press, 1981.

Nowak, Martin A., and Robert M. May. Virus Dynamics. Mathematical Principles of Immunology
and Virology. Oxford University Press, 2000.

Ruse, Michadl. The Evolution Wars. A Guide to the Debates. Rutgers University Press, 2001.

Strogatz, Steven H. Nonlinear Dynamics and Chaos with Applications to Physics, Biology,
Chemistry, and Engineering. Addison-Wedley, 1994.



. §ync: How Order Emerges from Chaosin the Universe, Nature, and Daily Life. Hyperion,
2003.

Ward, Mark. Virtual Organisms. The Sartling World of Artificial Life. Thomas Dunne &. Martin's,
1999.

Ants

Bonabeau, Eric, Marco Dorigo, and Guy Theraulz. Svarm Intelligence: From Natural to Artificial
Systems. Oxford University Press, 1999.

Eisner, Thomas. For Love of Insects. Belknap Press, 2003.
Gordon, Deborah M. Ants at Work: How an Insect Society I's Organized. Free Press, 1999.
Gotwad, William H. Army Ants: The Biology of Social Predation. Cornell University Press, 1995.

MacArthur, Robert M., and E. O. Wilson. The Theory of 1sland Biogeography. Princeton University
Press (reprint), 2001.

Schnierla, T. C. Army Ants. A Study in Social Organization. W. H. Freeman, 1971.

Wheder, William Morton. Ants: Their Structure, Development and Behavior. ColumbiaUniversity
Press, 1910.

Fontana, llachinski, and Wilson

Threeindividuals deserve specid mention here, as| have played particularly fast and loose with their
work. E. O. Wilsonis practically ahousehold name, while Walter J. Fontanais one of therising stars of
biocomplexity theory. Andy llachinski created the synthetic wegpon system, ISAAC/EINgtein, on which
EMET wasloosdly based.

What follows does not even come close to being afull accounting of their work, but it doesinclude the
books and articles that sparked some of the ideas at the heart of thisnovel. And needlessto say, none of
them can be held even remotely responsible for Arkady and Arkasha s misadventures.

Ancd, L. W., and Walter J. Fontana. “Evolutionary Lock-in and the Origin of Modularity in RNA
Structure.” In Modularity: Under standing the Devel opment and Evolution of Complex Natural
Systems, edited by W. Callebaut and D. Rasska. MIT Press, 2002.

Fontana, Walter J. “Beyond Digitd Naturalism,” Artificial Life /2 (1994): 211-27.

. “Modéling Evo-Devo with RNA.” BioEssays 24 (2002): 1164—77.

. “ Perspective: Evolution and Detection of Genetic Robustness.” Evolution 57, no. 9 (2003):
1959-72.

Fontana, W., J. Lobo, and J. H. Miller. “Neutrality in Technologica Landscapes.” 2004.

Fontana, W., and P. Schugter. “ Continuity in Evolution: On the Nature of Trangtions.” Science 280
(1998): 1451-55.

Fontana, Walter J., B. M. R. Stadler, and G. Wagner. “The Topology of the Possible: Formal Spaces
Underlying Patterns of Evolutionary Change.” Journal of Theoretical Biology 213, no. 2 (2001):



241-74.

[lachinski, Andrew. Artificial War: Multiagent-Based Smulation of Combat. World Scientific
Publishing, 2004.

. Cellular Automata: A Discrete Universe. World Scientific Publishing, 2001.

Wilson, E. O. Naturalist. Warner Books, 1995.

. The Social Insects. Harvard University Press, 1971.
——— Sociobiology: The New Synthesis. Belknap Press, 2000.
Wilson, E. O., and Bert Holldobler. The Ants. Belknap Press, 1990.

. Journey to the Ants. A Story of Scientific Exploration. Belknap Press, 1994.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

A number of friends and colleagues made contributions to this book that went far above and beyond the
cal of duty. Heartfelt thanksto the following creetive, intelligent, and generous people:

Andy [lachinski for his poetic musings on science fiction, complexity, and cellular automata. ..and for
writing the real semitechnical primer on nonlinear dynamics, deterministic chaos, and complex adaptive
sysems.

Lt. Col. Martin E. LaPierre, USMC, for his profound knowledge of expert systems and synthetic
wegpons design, and hiswillingnessto hear out my wildest speculations and top them.

Tom Sedley and Stephen Pratt for revealing the secret and astounding world of socid insects.

Sam Arbesman, Charlie Bennett, Ciro Cattuto, Mavis Dunkor, Lauri Johnsen, Cliff Lasser, Derek Paley,
John Smoalin, and Steven Strogatz for their willingness to spend otherwise productive segments of thelr
lives on fake science ingtead of the much more exciting stuff they do.

Kirgeen Underwood, Tim Weed, Jm McLaughlin, and lan McCullough for being theloyd, patient, and
ingghtful readers| have cometo rely on.

Anne Groell for remaining her serene salf when this book was a year late and running.

And dways and above dl to Mitchd.

SPIN CONTROL
A Bantam Spectra Book / July 2006

Published by



Bantam Ddll
A Divison of Random House, Inc.

New York, New Y ork

Thisisawork of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s
imagination or are used fictitioudy. Any resemblance to actua persons, living or deed, events, or locales
isentirely coincidentd.

All rightsreserved
Copyright © 2006 by ChrisMoriarty

Bantam Books, the rooster colophon, Spectra, and the portrayal of aboxed “s’ are trademarks of
Random Housg, Inc.

Library of Congress Catdoging-in-Publication Data

Moriarty, Chris, 1968—

Spin control / ChrisMoriarty.

p. cm.—(A Bantam spectra book)
elSBN-13: 978-0-553-90273-0
elSBN-10: 0-553-90273-3

1. Artificd intdligence—Fiction. |. Title.

PS3613.0749S67 2006
813.6—dc22
2005057156

www.bantamdel.com

v1.0

For Ruth Isaacs, Barbara Gotchman, Viola Davis, Nancy Rolnik, Jm Russdll, and James Winston
Morris.


http://www.bantamdell.com

Most books—certainly most science fiction novels—only exist because the right teachers cameinto
some child' slife at the right time. For me, you were those teachers. The words “thank you” seem pretty
inadequate, but they’ re the only words| have. So...thank you.
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