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A dark-skinned human with four arms walks toward me across the floor of the club, clad only in abelt
strung with human skulls. Her hair forms a smoky wreeth around her open and curious face. She's
interested inme.

"Y ou're new around here, aren't you?' she asks, pausing in front of my table.

| sare at her. Apart from the neatly articulated extra shoulder joints, the body she'swearing isroughly
ortho, following the traditional human body plan. The skulls are subsized, strung together on anecklace
threaded with barbed wire and roses. "Yes, I'manube,” | say. My parole ring makes my left index finger
tingle, alittle reminder. "I'm required to warn you that I'm undergoing identity reindexing and
rehabilitation. I—people in my state—may be proneto violent outbursts. Don't worry, that'sjust a
Satutory warning: | won't hurt you. What makes you ask?"

She shrugs. It's an daborate rippling gesture that ends with awiggle of her hips. "Because | haven't seen
you here before, and |'ve been coming here most nights for the past twenty or thirty diurns. Y ou can earn
extrarehab credit by helping out. Don't worry about the parole ring, most of us here have them. | had to
warn people mysdlf awhileago.”

| manageto forceasmile. A fellow inmate? Further along the program? "Would you like adrink?" | ask,
gesturing at the chair next to me. "And what are you cdled, if you don't mind me asking?'

"I'm Kay." She pullsout the chair and sits, flipping her great mass of dark hair over her shoulder and
tucking her skulls under the table with two hands as she glances at the menu. "Hmm, | think | will have an
iced double mocha pickup, easy on the coca" Shelooks at me again, staring at my eyes. "Theclinic
arranges things so that there's dways a volunteer around to greet nubes. It's my turn this swing shift. Do
you want to tell me your name? Or where you're from?"



"If you like"" My ring tingles, and | remember to smile. "My name's Robin, and you'reright, I'm fresh out
of the rehab tank. Only been out for ameg, to tell the truth.” (A bit over ten planetary days, amillion
seconds) "I'm from"—I go into quicktime for afew subseconds, trying to work out what story to give
her, ending up with an approximation of the truth—"around these parts, actualy. But just out of memory
excison. | was getting stale and needed to do something about whatever it was | was getting stale over.”

Kay smiles. She's got sharp cheekbones, bright teeth framed between perfect lips, she's got bilatera
symmetry, three billion years of evolutionary heuristics and homeobox genes generating afacethat'sa
mirror of itsdf—and where did that thought come from? | ask mysalf, annoyed. It'stough, not being
ableto tdl the difference between your own thoughts and a postsurgica identity prosthess.

"I haven't been human for long,” she admits. "l just moved here from Zemlya." Pause. "For my surgery,”
she adds quietly.

| fiddle with the tassdls dangling from my sword pommel. There's something not quite right about them,
and it'sbugging meintensdly. "Y ou lived with the ice ghouls?" | ask.

"Not quite—I was aniceghoul.”

That gets my attention: | don't think I've ever met ared live dien before, even an ex-dlien. "Were
you'—what's the word?—"born that way, or did you emigrate for awhile?"

"Two questions.” She holds up afinger. "Trade?!

"Trade." | remember to nod without prompting, and my ring sends me aflicker of warmth. It's crude
conditioning: reward behavior indicative of recovery, punish behavior that reinforces the postsurgica
fugue. | don't likeit, but they tell meit's an essentia part of the process.

"I emigrated to Zemlyaright after my previous memory dump." Something about her expression strikes
me as evasve. What could she be omitting? A failed business venture, persona enemies? "l wanted to
study ghoul society from theinside." Her cocktail emerges from the table, and she takes an experimentad
sp. "They're so strange.” Shelookswistful for amoment. "But after ageneration | got . . . sad." Another
gp. "l wasliving among them to study them, you see. And when you live among people for gigaseconds
on end you can't stop yoursdf getting involved, not unless you go totally post and upgrade your—well. |
made friends and watched them grow old and die until | couldn't take any more. | had to come back and
excisethe. . . theimpact. Thepain.”

Gigaseconds? Thirty planetary years each. That's along time to spend among diens. She's studying me
intently. "That must have been very precise surgery,” | say dowly. "I don't remember much of my
previouslife

"Y ou were human, though,” she prods.

"Yes" Emphaticdly yes. Shards of memory remain: aflash of swordsin atwilit dleyway inthe
remilitarized zone. Blood in the fountains. "1 was an academic. A member of the professoriat.” An array
of firewaled assembler gates, lined up behind the fearsome armor of a customs checkpoint between
palities. Pushing screaming, imploring civilians toward a shadowy entrance—"| taught hitory.” That much
is—was—true. "It dl seemsboring and distant now." The brief flash of an energy weapon, then silence.

"l was getting stuck in arut, and | needed to refresh mysdif. | think."

Whichisamost but not quite acompletelie. | didn't volunteer, someone made me an offer | couldn't
refuse. | knew too much. Either consent to undergo memory surgery, or my next death would be my last.
At leadt, that'swhat it said I'd done in the dead-paper |etter that was waiting by my bedside when |



awakened in the rehab center, fresh from having the water of Lethe ddlivered straight to my brain by the
molecular-sized robots of the hospitaer surgeon-confessors. | grin, seding the partid truthswith an
outright lie. "So | had aradical rebuild, and now | can't remember why."

"Andyoufed likeanew human," shesays, amiling faintly.

"Yes" | glanceat her lower pair of hands. | can't help noticing that she's fidgeting. "Even though | stuck
with this consarvative body plan.” I'm very consarvatively turned out—amedium-height mae, dark eyes,
wiry, the stubble of dark hair beginning to appear across my scap—Ilike an unreconstructed Eurasian
from the pre-space era, right down to the leather kilt and hemp sandals. "I have astrong saf-image, and |
didn't redly want to shed it—too many associationstied up in there. Those are nice skulls, by theway."

Kay smiles. "Thank you. And thank you again for not asking, by the way."
"Aking?'
"Theusua question: Why do you look like, wdll . . ."

| pick up my glassfor thefirst time and take asip of the bitingly cold blueliquid. "Y ou've just spent an
entire prehigtoric human lifetime as an ice ghoul and people are needling you for having too many arms?" |
shake my head. "l just assumed you have agood reason.”

She crosses both pairs of ams defensvely. "I'd fed likealiar looking like. . ." She glances past me.
There are ahandful of other peoplein the bar, afew bushujo and a couple of cyborgs, but most of them
are wearing orthohuman bodies. She's glancing a awoman with long blond hair on one side of her head
and stubble on the other, wearing afilmy white drape and asword belt. Thewoman is braying loudly
with laughter at something one of her companions just saild—berserkers on the prowl for players. "Her,
for example”

"But you were orthohuman once?"
"I dill am, insde.”

The penny drops. She wears xenohuman drag when she'sin public because she's shy. | glance over at the
group and accidentally make eye contact with the blond woman. Shelooks at me, stiffens, then
pointedlyturns away. "How long has this bar been here?' | ask, my ears burning. How dare she do that
to me?

"About three megs." Kay nods at the group of orthos acrossthe room. "I really would avoid paying
obvious attention to them, they're dudigts.”

"Soam|." | nod at her. "l find it thergpeutic.”
Shegrimaces. "'l don't play, mysdlf. Itsmessy. And | don't like pain.”

"Well, neither do1," | say dowly. "That's not the point.” The point isthat we get angry when we can't
remember who we are, and we lash out at first; and a structured, forma framework means that nobody
else needsto get hurt.

"Where do you live?' sheasks.

"I'min the"—shée's trangparently changing the subject, | redize—"clinic, ill. | mean, everything | had,
I"—liquidated and ran—"I travd light. | still haven't decided what to bein thisnew lifetime, so there
doesn't seem much point in having lots of baggage.”



"Another drink?" Kay asks. "I'm buying."

"Yes, please.” A warning bell ringsin my head as| sense Blondie heading toward our table. | pretend not
to notice, but | can fed afamiliar warmth in my somach, atenson in my back. Ancient reflexesand not a
few modern cheat-codes take over and | surreptitiously loosen my sword in its scabbard. | think | know
what Blondie wants, and I'm perfectly happy to giveit to her. She's not the only one around here prone
to frequent flashes of murderous rage that take awhile to cool. The counselor told me to embrace it and
givein, anong consenting fellows. 1t should burn itself out intime. Which iswhy I'm carrying.

But the postexcision rages aren't my only irritant. In addition to memory edits, | opted to have my age
reset. Being postadolescent again bringsits own dynamic of hormonal torment. It makes me pace my
gpartment restlesdy, drives meto stand in the white cube of the hygiene suite and draw blades down the
insdes of my arms, curious to see the bright rosy blood welling up. Sex has acquired an obsessive
importance I'd dmost forgotten. The urgesto sex and violence are curioudy hard to fight off when you
awaken drained and empty and unable to rememberwho you used to be, but they're alot lessfun, the
second or third time through the cycle of rgjuvendtion.

"Listen, don't look round, but you probably ought to know that someone is about to—"

Before | can finish the sentence, Blondie leans over Kay's shoulder and spitsin my face. "1 demand
satisfaction." She hasavoicelike adiamond drill.

"Why?" | ask stonily, heart thumping with tenson as | wipe my cheek. | can fed the rage building, but |
force mysdf to keep it under control.

"Youexig."

There'sa certain type of look some postrehab cases get while they'rein the psychopathic dissociative
stage, Hill reknitting the raveled threads of their persondity and memoriesinto anew identity. The
insensate anger at the world, the existential hate—often directed at their previoudy whole sdf for putting
them into thisworld, naked and stripped of memories—generatesits own dynamic. Wild black-eyed
hatred and the perfect musculature of the optimized phenotype combine to lend Blondie an intimidating,
amost primd presence. Nevertheess, she's got enough self-control to issue a chalenge before she
attacks.

Kay, shy and much further advanced in recovery than either of us, cowersin her seat as Blondie glares at
me. That annoys me—Blondie's got no cal to intimidate bystanders. And maybe I'm not as out of
control as| fed.

"In that casg"—I dowly stand up, not breaking eye contact for amoment—"how about we take thisto
the remilitarized zone? First degth rules?’

"Yes" shehisses.

| glance at Kay. "Nicetaking to you. Order me another drink?I'll beright back.” | can fed her eyeson
my back as| follow Blondie to the gate to the RMZ. Which isright beside the bar.

Blondie pauses on the threshold. "After you," she says.
"Au contraire. Chalenger goesfirs.”

She glares a me one moretime, clearly furious, then stridesinto the T-gate and blinks out. | wipe my
right palm on my lesther kilt, grip the hilt of my sword, draw, and legp through the point-to-point
wormhole.



Duding etiquette callsfor the chalenger to clear the gate by agood ten paces, but Blondie isn't in agood
mood, and it'savery good thing that I'm on the defensive and ready to parry as| go through because
she'swaiting, ready to shove her sword through my abdomen on the spot.

She'sfast and vicious and utterly uninterested in playing by the rules, which isfine by me because my own
exigentia rage now has an outlet and aface. The anger that has been eating me up since my surgery, the
hatred of the war criminaswho forced meinto this, of the person | used to be who surrendered to the
large-scale erasure of their memories—I can't even remember what sex | was, or how tall—has afocus,
and on the other end of her circling blade, Blondie'sfaceisaglow of concentration and fury to mirror my
own.

This part of the remilitarized zone is modeled on aruined city of old Urth, shattered postnuclear concrete
wastelands and strange creeping vegetation shrouding the statues of conquerors and the burned-out
wreckage of whedled cars. We could be aone here, marooned on a planet uninhabited by other sapients.
Aloneto work out our grief and rage as the postsurgica fugue dowly dissipates.

Blondietriesto rush me, and | fall back carefully, trying to spot some weaknessin her attack. She prefers
the edge to the point and the right to the left, but she's not leaving me any openings. "Hurry up and die!"
she snaps.

"After you." | feint and try to draw her off-baance, circling round her. Next to the gate we camein
through theresaruined sump of atall building, rubble heaped up above head height. (The gate's beacon
flashesred, sgnifying no egress until one of usisdead.) Therubble givesmeanidea, and | feint again,
then back off and leave an opening for her.

Blondie takes the opening, and | just barely block her, because she'sfast. But she's not dy, and she
certainly wasn't expecting the knife in my left hand—taped to my |eft thigh before—and as shetriesto
guard againgt it, 1 see my chance and run my sword through her belly.

She drops her wegpon and fallsto her knees. | sit down heavily opposite her, dmost collapsing. Oh
dear. How did she manage to get my leg? Maybe | shouldn't trust my ingtincts quite so totdly.

"Done?" | ask, suddenly fedling faint.

"|—" There's a curious expression on her face as she holds on to the basket of my sword. "Uh." Shetries
to swdlow. "Who?'

"I'm Robin," | say lightly, watching her with interest. I'm not sure I've ever watched somebody dying with
asword through their guts before. There'slots of blood and aredly vile smell of ruptured intestines. I'd
have thought she'd be writhing and screaming, but maybe she's got an autonomic override. Anyway, I'm
busy holding my leg together. Blood keeps welling up between my fingers. Comradeship in pain. "You
ae...?

"Gwyn." Sheswalows. Thelight of hatred is extinguished, leaving something—puzzlement?—behind.
"When did you last back up, Gwyn?"

She squints. "Unh. Hour. Ago.”

"Wl then. Would you like meto end this?*

It takes amoment for her to meet my eyes. She nods. "When? Y ou?'

| lean over, grimacing, and pick up her blade. "When did | last back mysdlf up? Since recovering from



memory surgery, you mean?"

She nods, or maybe shudders. | raise the blade and frown, lining it up on her neck: it takes al my energy.
"Good question—"

| dice through her throat. Blood sprays everywhere.
"Never."

| sumbleto the exit—an A-gate—and tdll it to rebuild my leg before returning me to the bar. 1t switches
me off, and a subjective ingtant later, | wake up in the kiosk in the washroom at the back of the bar, my
body remade as new. | sareinto the mirror for about aminute, feeling empty but, curioudy, at peace
withmysdf. Maybe I'll be ready for a backup soon? | flex my right leg. The assembler's done agood
job of canonicalizing it, and the edited muscle works just fine. | resolve to avoid Gwyn, at least until she's
inalessinsensatdy violent mood, which may take along time if she keeps picking fightswith her betters.
Then | returnto my table.

Kay istill there, which isodd. I'd expected her to be gone by now. (A-gates arefast, but it ill takesa
minimum of about athousand seconds to tear down and rebuild a human body: that'salot of bits and
atomstojuggle)

| drop into my seat. She has bought me another drink. "I'm sorry about thet," | say automatically.
"You get used to it around here." She sounds philosophical. "Fedling better?”

"You know, I—" | stop. Just for amoment I'm back in that dusty concrete-strewn wasteland, a searing
paininmy leg, the sheer hatred | fed fuding my throw at Gwyn'shead. "It'sgone” | say. | sareat the
glass, then pick it up and knock back half of it in one go.

"What'sgone?' | catch her watching me. "If you don't mind talking about it," she adds hatily.

She'sfrightened but concerned, | suddenly redize. My parole ring pulses warmth repeatedly. "I don't
mind," | say, and smile, probably atrifletiredly. | put the glass down. "I'm gtill in the dissociative phass, |
guess. Before | came out thisevening | was sitting in my room al on my own, and | was drawing pretty
linesdl over my armswith ascapd. Thinking about opening my wristsand ending it dl. | wasangry.
Angry a mysdf. But now I'm not."

"That's very common." Her toneis guarded. "What changed it for you?'

| frown. Knowing it'sa common side effect of reintegration doesn't help. "I've been anidiot. | need to
take abackup as soon as| go home.”

"A backup?' Her eyeswiden. "Y ou've been waking around here wearing asword and adueling sash dl
evening, and you don't have a backup?' Her voice risesto asqueak. "What are you trying to do?'

"Knowing you've got a backup blunts your edge. Anyway, | was angry with mysdf.” | stop frowning as|
look at her. "But you can't stay angry forever."

Moreto the point, I'm suddenly feeling an awful, hollow sense of dread about the idea of rediscovering
who | am, or who | used to be. What does it mean, to suddenly begin sensing other people's emotions
again only after you run someone through with a sword? Back in the dark agesit would have been a
tragedy. Even here, dying isn't something most people take lightly. For ahorrible moment | fed the urge
to rush out and find Gwyn and apologize to her—but that's absurd, she won't remember, shell beinthe
same headspace she wasin before. Sheld probably challenge me to another duel and, being in the same



insensate rage, turn me into hamburger on the spot.

"I think I'm reconnecting,” | say dowly. "Do you know somewhere | could go that's safer? | mean, less
likely to attract the attentions of berserkers?’

"Hmm." Shelooksat me critically. "If you lose the sword and the sash, you won't look out of place round
the block in one of the phase two recovery piazzas. | know a place that does areally good
joestesk—how hungry are you feding?'

IN the wake of the duel | have become hungry for food just as my appetite for violence has declined.
Kay takes meto acharmingly rustic low-gee piazza of spun-diamond foam and bonsai redwoods, where
guaint steam-powered robots roast succulent baby hams over charcod grills. Kay and | chat and it
becomes clear that she's mightily intrigued to see me recovering visibly from the emotiond aftereffects of
memory surgery. | pump her for details of life among the ice ghouls, and she quizzes me about the dueling
academies of the Invisible Republic. She has a quirky sense of humor and, toward the end of the med,
suggests that she knows a party where there's fun to be had.

The party turns out to be afairly laid-back floating orgy in one of the outpatient gpartments. There are
only about six people there when we arrive, mostly lying on the large circular bed, passing around a
water pipe and masturbating each other tenderly. Kay leans me up againgt the wall just beside the
entrance, kisses me, and does something dectrifying to my perineum and testicles with three of her hands.
Then she vanishesinto the hygiene suite to use the assembler, leaving me panting. When shereturns|
amost don't recognize her—her hair hasturned blue, she'slost two arms, and her skin hasturned the
color of milky coffee. But shewalksright up to me and kissesme again and | recognize her by the taste
of her mouth. | carry her to the bed and, after our first urgent fuck, we join the circle with the
pipe—which isloaded with opium and an easily vaporized phosphodiesterase inhibitor—then explore
each other's bodies and those of our neighbors until we're closeto falling adeep.

I'm lying next to her, dmost face-to-face, when she murmurs, " That was fun.”
"Fun," | echo. "l needed—" My vision blurs. "Too long."

"I come hereregularly,” she offers. Y ou?"

"l haven't—" | pause.

What?"

"l can't remember when | last had sex.”

She places one hand between my thighs. "Redlly?" She looks puzzled.

"l cant.” | frown. "l must haveforgotten it."

"Forgotten? Truly?' Shelooks surprised. ""Could you have had a bad relationship or something? Could
that be why you had surgery?'

"No, I—" | stop before anything more dips out. The letter from my older self would have said if that was
the case, I'm certain of that much. "It'sjust gone. | don't think that usualy happens, doesit?"

"No." She cuddies up against me and strokes my neck. | fee amomentary sense of wonder as| stiffen
againg her, then | begin to trace the edges of her nipples, and her breath catches. It must be the drugs, |
think; I couldn't possibly stay aroused thislong without some external input, could I?™Y ou'd be agood
subject for Y ourdon's experiment.”



"Y ourdon's what?"

She pushes at my chest and | roll onto my back obligingly to let her mount me. There are toys scattered
round the bed, mewing and begging to be used, but she seems to need to do this the traditiona way,
bareback skin on skin: she probably seesit asaway of reconnecting with what it means to be human or
something. My breath hisses as | grab her buttocks and pull her down onto me,

"The experiment. He'slooking for serious amnesia cases, offering areferrd feeto finders. I'll tell you
later.”

And then we stop talking, because speech issmply getting in the way of communication, and in the here
and now, she'sdl | need.

AFTERWARD, | wak home through avenues carpeted with soft, living grass, roofed in green marble
dabs carved from the lithosphere of aplanet hundreds of teraklicks away. | am done with my thoughts,
netlink silenced savefor aroute map that promises me afive-kilometer walk avoiding dl other persons.
Though | carry my sword, | don't fed any desireto be chdlenged. | need time to think, because when |
get home my therapist will be waiting for me, and | need to be clear in my own head about who | think |
am becoming before | talk to it.

Herel am, awake and dive—whoever | am. I'm Robin, aren't 1? | have adew of fuzzy memories,
traces|eft behind by memory washesthat blur my earlier livesinto animpressionist haze. | had to ook up
my own age shortly after | woke. Turns out I'm nearly seven billion seconds old, though | have the
emotiona stability of a postadolescent atenth that age. Once upon atime people who lived even two
gigaseconds were senescent. How can | be so old yet feel so young and inexperienced?

There are huge, mysterious holesin my life. Obvioudy | must have had sex before, but | don't remember
it. Clearly | have duded—my reflexes and unconscious skills made short work of Gwyn—~but | don't
remember training, or killing, except in mysterious flashes that could equally well be leftover memories of
entertainments. Theletter from my earlier sdf said | was an academic, amilitary historian specidizingin
religious manias, deeper cults, and emergent dark ages. If so, | don't remember any of it a al. Maybeit's
buried deep, to re-emerge when | need it—and maybe it's gone for good. Whatever grade of memory
excison my earlier salf requested must have been periloudy closeto atota wipe.

So what's | eft?

There arefractured shards of memory al over thelobby of my Cartesian theatre, waiting for meto dip
and cut mysdlf on them. I'm in male orthohuman form right now, orthodox product of natural selection.
This shapefedsright to me, but | think there was a time when lwas something much stranger—for some
reason, | havetheideathat | might have been a tank. (Either that, or | mainlined one too many wartime
adventure virtches, and they stuck with me through memory surgery even when more important parts
went missing.) The sense of implacable extenshility, coldly controlled violence. . . yes, maybel was a
tank. If s, a onetime | guarded acritical network gate. Traffic between polities, liketraffic within a
polity, passes over T-gates, point-to-point wormholes linking distant locations. T-gates have two
endpoints, and are unfiltered—anything can pass through one, from one end to the other. While thisisn't
aproblem within apolity, it'sa huge problem when you're defending a network frontier against attack
from other polities. Hence the firewall. My job, as part of the frontier guard, was to make sure that
inbound travel ers went straight into an A-gate—an assembler array that disassembled, uploaded, and
analyzed them for threats, before routing them as serid datato another A-gate on theinside of the DMZ
for reassembly. Normally people would only be routed through an A-gate for customs scanning or
seridization viaahigh-traffic wormhol e aperture dedicated to datatraffic; but at that time there were no
exceptions to the security check because we were at war.



War? Yes: it wasthetail end of the censorship wars. | must have been infected at some point because|
can't remember what it was about, but | was definitely guarding cross-border—longjump—T-gates for
one of the successor states that splintered from the Republic of 1swhen its A-gates were infected by the
redactionist worms.

Andthen| seemtofaintly recdl . .. yed Once upon atime | was one of the Linebarger Cats. Or |
worked for them. But | wasn't atank, then. | was something else.

| step out of a T-gate at one end of a musty-smelling corridor running through the stony heart of aruined
cathedral. Huge pillars rise toward a black sky on either sde of me, ivy crawling across the latticework
screens that block off the gaps between them. (The pillars are anecessary illusion, markersfor the tunndl
field that holdsin the atmosphere; the planet benegth this gothic park isicy cold and airless, tidally locked
to abrown dwarf primary somewhere in transsolar space within afew hundred trillion kilometers of
legendary dead Urth.) | walk across decaying tapestries of crimson-and-turquoise wool, armored and
gowned orthohumans fighting and loving across agulf of seconds so vast that my own history dimsinto
inggnificance.

Herel am, stranded at the far end of timein arehabilitation center run by the hospitaler
surgeon-confessors of the Invisible Republic, pacing the abandoned halls of a picturesquefolly on the
surface of abrown dwarf planet as| try to piece together my unraveled identity. | can't even remember
how | got here. So how am | meant to talk to my therapists?

| follow the blinking cursor of my netlink map into a.centra atrium, then hang aleft into anave that leads
past stone dtars topped with the carved skeletons of giants. The nave leads shortly to arectangular hole
in gpace delineated by another T-gate. Stepping through the wormhole, | fed light-footed: gravity here
declinesto hold me, and thereis a pronounced Coriolis force tugging toward my left. Thelight is brighter,
and the floor isablueliquid lake with surface tenson so high that | can skate dong it, my feet dimpling
the surface. There are no doors at water level but niches and irregular hollows cut into the walls, and the
ar carriesatang of iodine. If | had to hazard aguess, I'd say this route was leading through a chamber in
one of the enigmatic routersthat orbit so many brown dwarfsin this part of the galaxy.

At the end of the corridor | pass severd moving human-szed clouds—privacy haze fuzzing out the other
travelers so that we do not have to notice each other—and then into another chamber, with aring of
T-gate wormholes and A-gate routers circling the wall. | take the indicated door and find mysdlf ina
familiar-looking corridor pandled to either sdein living wood, an ornamenta fountain occupying the
courtyard at the far end. It's peaceful and friendly, lit with thewarm glow of ayellow star. Thisiswherel,
and a handful of other rehabilitation subjects, have been assigned apartments. Thisiswhere we can come
to socidize safely with peoplein the same State of recovery, when it is safe for usto do so. And thisis
where| cometo meet my therapist.

TODAY 'Stherapist isn't remotely humanoid, not even bushujo or even; Piccolo-47 isamesomorphic
drone, roughly pear-shaped, with avariety of bizarre-looking extens ble robot limbs—some of them not
physically connected to Piccolo's body—and nothing that resembles aface. Persondly, | think that's rude
(humans are hardwired a alow leve to usefacid expressonsto communicate emotiona states. Not
wearing afacein publicisadeliberate snub), but | keep the thought to myself. It's probably doing it on
purpose to see how stable | am—if | can't cope with someone who doesn't have aface, how am | going
to managein public? Anyway, picking fightswith my counsdor isnot going to help my emotiond
wobbles. I'mtired, and I'd like to have along bath and go to deep, 0 | resolve to get this over without
any unpleasant incidents.

"Y ou fought aduel today," says Piccolo-47. " Please describe the events leading up to the incident in your
own words."



| St down on the stone steps beneath the fountain, lean back until | can fed the cool splashing of water
on the back of my neck, and try to tell mysdlf that I'm talking to a household appliance. That helps.
"Sure" | say, and summarize the diurn's events—at least, the public ones.

"Do you fed that Gwyn provoked you unduly?' asks the counsdlor.

"Hmm." | think about it for amoment. "I think | may have provoked her," | say dowly. "Not intentiondly,
but she caught me watching her, and | could probably have disengaged. If I'd wanted to." The admission
makes mefed dightly dirty—but only dightly. Gwyn iswaking around right now with no memory of
having been stabbed in the guts. She'slost lessthan an hour of her lifdine. Whereas my legisdill giving
me twinges of memory, and | risked—

"Y ou said you have not taken abackup. Isn't that alittle foolhardy?
"Yes yesitis" | makeup my mind. "And I'm going to take one as soon as we finish this conversation.”

"Good." | startle dightly and stare at Piccolo-47, disturbed. Therapists don't normally express opinions,
positive or negative, during asession; it's just broken theillusion that it's not there, and | fed my skin
crawl dightly as | look at its smooth cargpace. " Examination of your public Sate suggeststhat you are
progressing well. | encourage you to continue exploring the rehabilitative sector and to make use of the

patient support groups.”
"Um." | gare. "l thought you weren't meant to intervene.. . . 7

"Intervention is contraindicated in early stages of recovery of patients with severe dissociative
psychopathology consequentia to memory excision. However, in later stages, it may be used where
appropriate to provide guidance for a patient who is showing significant progress.” Then Piccolo-47
pauses. "'l would like to make arequest. You arefreeto disregard it.”

"Oh?' | dareat itsdorsa manipulator root. It's something like an iridescent cauliflower, flexing and
shimmering and breathing, and something like a naked lung, turned insde out and €l ectroplated with
titanium. It'sfascinatingly abhuman, amacroscopic nanomachine so complex it ssemsamog diveinits
ownright.

"Y ou said that Patient Kay mentioned the Y ourdon experiment to you. Historian Professor Y ourdonis
one of my coworkers, and Kay is perfectly correct. Y our relatively deep therapy meansthat you would
be anided participant for the project. | aso believe that your long-term recovery may benefit from

participation.”
"Hmm." | can tell when I'm being stroked for ahard sdll. Y ou'll haveto tell me more about it."

"Certainly. One moment?" | can tel Piccolo-47 isgoing into quicktime and messaging someone else: its
focus of attention wanders—I can see the sensor periphera s unfocusing—and the mani pulator root stops
shimmering. "l have taken the liberty of transmitting your public case profileto the coordination office,
Robin. The experiment | dludeto isa cross-disciplinary one being conducted by the departments of
archaeology, higtory, psychology, and socid engineering within the Scholastium. Professor Y ourdon isits
coordinator-generd. If you volunteer to participate, a copy of your next backup—or your origind,
should you choose total immerson—uwill be ingtantiated as a separate entity within an experimental
community, where it will live dongside roughly ahundred other volunteersfor thirty to ahundred
megaseconds.” Roughly oneto three old-style years. "The community is designed as an experiment to
probe certain psychological constraints associated with life prior to the censorship wars. An attempt to
reconstruct a culture that we have lost track of, in other words."



"An experimenta society?'

"Y es. We have limited data about many periodsin our history. Dark ages have become all too frequent
since the dawn of the age of emotiona machines. Sometimes they are unintentiond—the worst dark age,
at the dawn of the emotiona age, was caused by the failure to understand informational economics and
the consequent adoption of incompatible data representation formats. Sometimes they're ddliberate—the
censorship wars, for example. But the cumulative result isthat there are large periods of history from
which very little information survives that has not been skewed by observationa bias. Propaganda,
entertainment, and self-image conspire to rob us of accurate depictions, and old age and the need for
periodic memory excision rob us of our subjective experiences. So Professor Y ourdon's experiment is
intended to probe emergent socid relationshipsin an early emotiond-age culturethat islargely lost to us
today."

"l think | see. | shuffle againgt the stonework and lean back against the fountain. Piccolo-47'svoice
oozes with reassurance. I'm pretty sureit's emitting a haze of fed-good pheromones, but if my suspicions
are correct it won't have thought of the smple somatic discomforts| can inflict on myself to help me stay
aert. The pitter-patter of icy droplets on my neck isasteady irritant. "So I'd, what, go livein this
community for ten megs? And then what? What would | do?"

"l can't tell youin any great detail," Piccolo-47 admits, itstones conciliatory and cam. "That would
undermine the integrity of the experiment. Its goals and functions have to remain uncertain to the subjects
if itisto retain any empirica validity, becauseit is meant to be aliving society—ared one. What | can tell
you isthat you will be freeto leave as soon as the experiment reaches an end state that satisfies the
acceptance criteria of the gatekeeper, or if the ethics committee supervising it approves an early relesse.
Withinit, there will be certain restrictions on your freedom of movement, freedom of accessto
information and medica procedures, and restrictions on the artifacts and services available to you that
postdate the period being probed. From time to time the gatekeeper will broadcast certain information to
the participants, to guide your understanding of the society. Thereis arelease tobe notarized before you
canjoin. But we assure you that dl your rights and dignitieswill be preserved intact.”

"What'sin it for me?' | ask bluntly.

"Y ou will be paid handsomely for your participation.” Piccolo-47 sounds dmost bashful. "And thereisan
extra bonus scheme for subjects who contribute actively to the success of the project.”

"Uh-huh." | grin at my thergpist. "That's not what | meant.” If hethinks| need credit, he's sadly mistaken.
| don't know who | wasworking for before—whether it really wasthe Linebarger Cats or some other,
more obscure (and even more terrifying) Power—but one thing is certain, they didn't |leave me destitute
when they ordered me to undergo memory excison.

"Thereisalso the thergpeutic aspect,” says Piccolo-47. ™Y ou appear to harbor goa -dysphoriaissues.
Theserelate to the dmost complete erasure of your delta block reward/motivation centers, along with the
associated memories of your former vocation; bluntly, you fed directionless and idle. Within the
smulation community, you will be provided with an occupation and expected to work, and introduced to
acommunity of peerswho are dl in the same situation as you. Comradeship and arenewed sense of
purpose are likely sde effects of this experiment. Meanwhile you will have timeto cultivate your persona
interests and select adirection that fits your new identity, without pressure from former associates or
acquaintances. And | repest, you will be paid handsomely for your participation.” Piccolo-47 pausesfor
amoment. "Y ou have dready met one of your fellow participants,”" he adds.

A hit.



"I'll think about it," | say noncommittaly. "Send methe detailsand I'll think about it. But I'm not going to
say yesor no onthe spot.” | grin wider, baring my teeth. "I don't like being pressured.”

"I understand." Piccolo-47 rises dightly and moves backward a meter or so. "Please excuseme. | am
very enthusiastic for the experiment to proceed successfully.”

"Sure”" | waveit off. "Now if you'll excuse me, | redlly do need some privacy. | sill deep, you know."

"I will seeyou in gpproximately one diurn,” says Piccolo-47, rising farther and rotating toward a hole that
isirigng open inthe celing. "Goodbye." Then it'sgone, leaving only afaint smell of lavender behind, and
me to the strikingly vivid memory of thetaste and fedl of Kay'stongue exploring my lips.

2

Experiment
WEL COME to the Invisble Republic.

The Invisble Republic isone of the legacy politiesthat emerged from the splinters of the Republic of Is, in
the wake of the series of censorship wars that raged five to ten gigaseconds ago. During the wars, the
internetwork of longjump T-gates that wove the subnets of the hyperpower together was shattered,
leaving behind sparsaly connected nets, their borders filtered through firewalled assembler gates guarded
by ferocious mercenaries. Incomers were subjected to forced disassembly and scanned for subversive
attributes before being rebuilt and allowed across the frontiers. Battles raged across the airless cryogenic
wadtes that housed the longjump nodes carrying traffic between warring polities, while the redactive
worms released by the Censor factions lurked in the firmware of every A-gate they could contaminate,
their vird payload mercilessy ddeting dl knowledge of the underlying cause of the conflict from fleeing
refugees as they passed through the gates.

Likeadmost al human polities snce the Acceeration, the Republic of Isrelied heavily on A-gatesfor
manufacturing, routing, switching, filtering, and the other essentias of any network civilization. The ability
of nanoassembler arrays to deconstruct and replicate artifacts and organisms from raw atomic feedstock
meade them virtudly indispensable—not merely for manufacturing and medical purposes, but for virtua
transport (it's eesier to Smultaneoudy cram a hundred upload templates through a T-gate than a hundred
physica bodies) and molecular firewalling. Even when war exposed them to subversion by the worms of
censorship, nobody wanted to do without the A-gates—to grow old and decrepit, or succumb to injury,
seemed worse than the risk of memory corruption. The paranoid few who refused to pass through the
verminous gates dropped away, dying of old age or cumulative accidental damage; meanwhile, those of
uswho gtill used them can no longer be certain of whatever it was that the worm payloads were designed
to hidein thefirst place. Or even who the Censors were.

But the stress of the censorship caused peopleto distrust al gatesthat they didn't control themselves.

Y ou can't censor data or mass flowing through a T-gate, which is smply awormhole of twisted
gpace-time connecting two distant points. So even short-range traffic switched to T-gates, while new
mass assemblies became scarce because of generdized distrust of the Censored A-gates. Therewas an
economic crash, then asplintering of communications, and entire T-gate networks—networks with high
degrees of internal connectivity, not necessarily spatial proximity—began to disconnect from the wider
net. Is became Was, and what was once amyriad of public malls with open topol ogies sprouted
fearsome armed checkpoints, frontier posts between firewalled virtua republics.

That was then, and thisis now. The Invisible Republic was one of the first successor statesto form. They



built an intranetwork of T-gates and fiercely defended them from the outside until the first generation of
fresh A-gates, bootstrapped painfully al the way from hand-lithographed quantum dot arrays, became
available. The Invisibles started out as agroup of academic ingtitutions that set up adistributed trust
system early in the censorship; they il retain their military-academic roots. The Scholastium views
knowledge as power and seeks to restore the data lost during successive dark ages—although whether it
isredly agood ideato uncover the cause of the censorship isameatter of hot debate. Just about
everyone logt parts of their lives during the war, and tens of billions more died completely: Re-creating
the preconditionsfor the worst holocaust since the twenty-third century is not uncontroversid.

Ironicdly, the Invisble Republic is now the place where many people comein order to forget their pasts.
We who remain human (while relying on A-gate redaction to save our bodies from senescence) sooner
or later need to learn to forget. Timeisacorrosve fluid, dissolving motivation, destroying novelty, and
leaching thejoy from life. But forgetting isafraught process, onethat is prone to transcription errors and
persondlity flaws. Delete the wrong pattern, and you can end up becoming someone €lse. Memories
exhibit dependencies, and their management is one of the highest medicd art forms. Hence the high status
and vast resources of the surgeon-confessors, into whose hands my earlier saif delivered me. The
surgeon-confessors learned their skills by forensic analysis of the damage doneto the victims of the
censorship wars. And thus, yesterday's high crime leads to today's medical treatment.

A few diurns—amost half atenday—after my little chat with Piccolo- 47, | am back in the recovery
club, nurang adrink and enjoying the mild halucinaionsit brings on in conjunction with the mood music
the venue plays for me. It's been voted a hot day, and most of the party animals are out in the courtyard,
where they've grown aswvimming pool. I've been studying, trying to absorb what | can of the congtitution
and jurisprudentia traditions of the Invisible Republic, but it's hard work, so | decided to come hereto
unwind. I've left my sword and dueler's sash back home. Instead, I'm wearing black leggings and aloose
top festooned with aMenger sponge of empty pockets stitched out of smaller pockets and smaler ill,
amost down to the limits of vishility—woven in freefall by hordes of tiny otaku spiders, I'mtold, thelr
genes programmed by an obsessive-compulsive sartoriad topologist. | fed pretty good about myself
because my most recent therapist-assignee, Lute-629,says I'm making good progress. Which is probably
why I'm not sufficiently on guard.

I'm Sitting alone at atable minding my own business when, without any kind of warning, two hands clap
themsalves over my eyes. | sartle and try to stand up, tensing in thefirgt ingtinctive move to throw up a
blocking forearm, but another pair of handsisdready pressng down on my shoulders. | redizewhoitis
only justin timeto avoid punching her in theface. "Hello, stranger,” she breathesin my ear, apparently
unaware of how close | cameto striking her.

"Hey." In onedizzy moment | smell her skin againgt the sde of my cheek asmy heart triesto lurch out of
my chest, and | break out in acold sweat. | reach up carefully to stroke the side of her face. I'm about to
suggest she shouldn't sneak up on me, but | can visudize her smiling, and something makes metakea
more friendly tone. "I waswondering if I'd seeyou here."

"Happens." The hands vanish from my eyesas sheletsgo of me. | twist round to see her impish grin. "I'm
not disturbing anything important, am 17"

"Oh, hardly. I'vejust had my fill of sudying, and it'stimeto rdax.” | grin ruefully. And | would be
relaxing if you weren't giving me fight-or-flight attacks!

"Good." She didesinto the booth beside me, leans up againgt my side, and snaps her fingers at the menu.
Moments later along, tall something or other that varies from gold at the top to blue at the bottom arrives
inaglass of flash-frozen ice that seams dightly in the humid air. | can see horse-head ripplesinthe migt,
blue seam-trails of self-amilarity. "I'm never sure whether it's polite to ask peopleif they want to



s0cidlize—the conventions are too different from what I'm used to."

"Oh, I'measy.” | finish my own drink and let the table regbsorb my glass. "Actudly, | was thinking about
amed. Areyou by any chance hungry?'

"I could be." She chews her lower lip and looks a me pensively. "Y ou said you were hoping to seeme.”
"Yes. | waswondering about the, uh, greeter thing. Who runsit, and whether they need any volunteers.”

She blinks and looks me up and down. ™Y ou think you're sufficiently in control ?' Y ou want to volunteer
to—remarkable!™ One of my externd triggerstwitches, telling methat she's ng my public
metadata, the numinous cloud of medical notes that follow usal around like aswvarm of phantom bees,
ready to sting usinto submission at the first sgn of undirected aggresson. "Y ou've made realy good
progress!*

"I don't want to be apatient forever." | probably sound abit defensve. Maybe she doesn't redize she's
rubbed me up thewrong way, but | realy don't like being patronized.

"Do you know what you're going to do when your control metrics are within citizenship bounds?* she
asks.

"Noidea" | glance a the menu. "Hey, I'll have one of whatever she'sdrinking,” | tdll thetable.
"Why not?' She sounds innocently curious. Maybe that'swhy | decideto tell her the unembellished truth.

"I don't know much about who | am. | mean, whoever | was before, he put mein for amaximum wash,
didn't he? | don't remember what my career was, what | used to do, even what | wasinterested in.
Tabularasa, that's me."

"Ohmy." My drink emerges from the table. Shelooks asif she doesn't know whether to believe me or
not. "Do you have afamily? Any friends?’

"I'm not sure,”" | admit. Whichisawhitelie. | have some very vague memories of growing up, some of
them vivid in astereotyped way that suggests crude enhancement during a previous memory
wash—memories I'd wanted to preserve at all cogts, two proud mothers watching my early steps across
ablack sandy beach . . . and | have a strong but baseless conviction that 1've had long-term partners, at
least agigasecond of domesticity. And there are faint memories of coworkers, phantoms of former Cats.
But try as| might, | can't put a face to any of them, and that'sacrud redlization to confront. "I have
some fragments, but I've got afeding that before my memory surgery | was pretty solitary.
Anorganization person, anode in abig machine. Can't remember what kind of machine, though.”
Fresh-spilled blood bubbling and fizzing in vacuum. Liar.

"That'sso sad,” she says.
"What about you?' | ask. "Beforeyouwereaniceghoul ... 7"

"Ohyed | grew up inatroupe, | had lots of brothers and sisters and parents. We were primate
fundamentalists, you know? It'skind of embarrassing. But | still hear from some of the cousins now and
then—we exchangeingghts oncein awhile” She smileswigtfully. "When | wasaghoul, it was one of the
few thingsthat reminded me | had an diensde.”

"But did you, when you were aghoul, did you have. . . 7'

Her face freezesover: "No, | didn't." | look away, embarrassed for her. Why did | imagine | wasthe only



liar at thetable?

"About that food idea," | say, hastily changing the subject, "I'm gtill trying out some of the eateries around
here. | mean, getting to know what's good and figuring out who hangs out where. | was thinking about
going for amed and maybe seeing if afew acquaintances are around afterward, Linn and VVhora. Do you
know them? They'rein rehab, too, only they've been out abit longer than us. Linn's doing craft therapy,
ad hoc environmenta patching, while Vhoras learning to play the musette.”

"Did you have anywherein particular in mind to go and eat?' She unfreezes fast once we're off the
sengtive subject.

"I wasthinking a pavement cafe in the Green Maze that hangs off the back of the Reich Wing looked like
aposshility. It'srun by acouple of human cookswho design historicaly inauthentic Indonesian tapasin
public. It's gtrictly recreationa, aperformance thing: They don't actualy expect you to est their
prototypes—not unlessyou want to." | raise afinger. "If that doesn't interest you, there's afusion shed,
asointhe Green Maze, that | cached yesterday. They do a decent pan-fried calzone, only they cal it
something like adizer or dozer. And therés dways sushi.”

Kay nodsthoughtfully. "Plausible," she agrees. Then she amiles. 1 like the sound of your tapas. Shdl we
go and see how much we can eat? Then let's meet these friends of yours."

They're not friends so much as nodding acquaintances, but | don't tell her that. Insteed, | pay up with a
wave a the billpoint, and we head for the back door, out onto the beautiful silvery beach that the rehab
club backs on to, then over to arustic-looking door that concedl s the gate to the green maze. Along the
way, Kay pullsapair of batik harem pants and aformally cut black-lace jacket out of her waist pouch,
which isan artfully concealed gate opening on a persond storage space. Both of us are barefoot, for
athough there is a breeze and bright sunlight on our skin, we are fundamentaly asdeep indoorsasitis
possible for humansto get, cocooned in anetwork of carefully insulated habitats floating &t intervals of
light kiloseconds throughout a broad reach of the big black.

The Green Maze is one of those rectilinear manifolds that was al the fashion about four gigasecs ago,
right after the postwar fragmentation bottomed out. The framework consists of green corridors, dl
graight, al intersecting at ninety-degree angles and held together by a bewildering number of T-gates.
Actually, it'sasparse network, so you can go through a doorway on one side of the maze and find
yoursdlf onthefar side, or severd levelsup, or even two twists, ahop, and ajump behind the back of
your own head. Lots of gpartment suites hang off it, including the back entrance to my own, dong with an
even more startling range of cubist-themed public spaces, entertainment nooks, egteries, resteries,
entertainment venues, and afew red formal hedge mazes built in astyle severa tens of teraseconds older.

Needlessto say, nobody knows their way around the Green Maze by memory or dead
reckoning—some of the gates move from diurn to diurn—but my netlink knows where I'm going and
throws up afirefly for me. It takes us about athird of akilosec to walk there in companionable silence.
I'm till trying to work out whether | can trust Kay, but I'm aready surel like her.

The tapas place is open plan, ancient cast-iron chairs and tables on a grassy deck beneath adome under
apink sky streaked with clouds of carbon monoxide that scud across a cracked basalt wilderness. The
sunisvery bright and very smdl, and if the dome vanished, we'd probably freeze to death before the
atmosphere poisoned us. Kay glances at the ornamental archway surrounding the T-gate, overgrowth
withivy, and picksatable closetoit. "Anything wrong?" | ask.

"It reminds me of home." Shelooksasif she's bitten adurian fruit while expecting amango. "Sorry. I'll try
toignoreit.”



"l didn't meanto—"
"I know you didn't." A smdll, wry, smile. "Maybe | didn't erase enough.”

"I'mworried that | erased too much,” | say before | can stop mysdlf. Then Frita, one of thetwo
proprietor/cook/designers wanders over, and we're lost for awhilein praise of hislatest creations, and of
course we have to sample the fruits of the first production run and make an € aborate bus ness of
reviewing them while Erci tands by strumming his mandolin and looking proud.

"Erased too much,” Kay prods me.

"Yes" | push my plate avay. "I don't know for sure. My old sdif left me along, somewhat vague | etter.
Written and seriadized, not an experientid; it was encoded in away he knew I'd remember how to
decrypt, he was very careful about that. Anyway, he hinted about al sorts of dark things. He knew too
much, rambled on about how he'd worked for a Power and done bad things until his coworkersforced
him into excision and rehab. And it was athorough job of assisted forgetting they did on me. | mean, for
al I know | might beawar crimina or something. I've completely lost over agigasecond, and the stuff
before thenisfull of holes—I don't remember anything about what my vocation was, or what | did during
the censorship, or any friends or family, or anything like that."

"That'sawful." Kay restsadim hand atop each of mine and peers a me across the wreckage of a
remarkably good aubergine-and-garlic casserole.

"But that'snot al.” | glance at her wineglass, Stting empty besde the carafe. " Another refill ?!

"My pleasure” Sherefillsmy glassand raisesit to my lipswhile taking asip from her own without
releasing my hands. | smileas| swalow, and she amiles back. Maybe there's something to be said for
her hexapeda body plan, athough I'd be nervous about doing it to mysalf—she must have had some
pretty extensive spina modificationsto coordinate dl those limbs with such unconscious grace. "Go on?"

"Therearehints." | swalow. "Pretty blatant ones. He warned me to be on my guard against old
enemies—the kind who wouldn't be content with asimple due to the desth.”

"What are we talking about?' Shelooks concerned.

"ldentity theft, backup corruption.” | shrug. "Or . . . | don't know. | mean, | don't remember. Either my
old sdf wastotaly paranoid, or he was involved in something extremely dirty and opted to take the
radicd retirement package. If it'sthelatter, | could bein really deep trouble. | lost so much that | don't
know how the sort of people he wasinvolved with behave, or why. I've been doing some reading,
history and so on, but that's not the same as being there." | swalow again, my mouth dry, because at this
point she might very well stand up and walk out on me and suddenly | redizethat I'veinvested quite alot
of self-esteem in her continued good opinion of me. "1 mean, | think he may have been amercenary,
working for one of the Powers."

"That would be bad." She lets go of my hands. "Robin?"
llY@l

"Isthat why you haven't had a backup since renab? And why you're dways hanging out in public places
with your back to the most solid walls?!

"Yes" I've admitted it, and now | don't know why | didn't say it before. "I'm afraid of my past. | want it
to stay dead.”



She stands up, leans across the table to take my hands and hold my face, then kisses me. After amoment
I respond hungrily. Somehow we're standing beside the table and hugging each other—that's a lot of
contact with Kay—and I'm laughing with relief as she rubs my back and holds metight. "It'sdl right,” she
soothes, "it's all right.” Well, noitisnt—but she's dl right, and suddenly my horizonsfed asif they've
doubled in 9ze. I'm not in solitary anymore, there's someone | can talk to without feding asif | might be
facing ahodtileinterrogation. The sense of release isenormous, and far more significant than Smple sex.

"Comeon," | say, "let'sgo seeLinnand Vhora"
"Sure," she says, partly letting go. "But Robin, isn't it obviouswhat you need to do?"
"Huh?'

"About your problem." Shetaps her toe impatiently. " Or haven't the therapists been giving you the hard
s, too?!

"Y ou mean the experiment?' | lead her back into the Green Maze, cueing my netlink for another firefly. "I
was going to say no. It sounds crazy. Why would | want to live in a panopticon society for ten or fifty

megs?

"Think about it," she says. "It'saclosed community running in adisconnected T-gate manifold. Nobody
getsto goin or comes out after it starts running, not until the whole thing terminates. What's more, it'san
experimental protocol. It'll be anonymized and randomized, and the volunteers records will be protected
by the Scholastium's Experimental Ethics Service. So—"

Enlightenment dawns. "If anyone is after me, they won't be able to get at me unlessthey'reinsideit from
thegtart! AndwhileI'minit I'll beinvisble"

"I knew you'd get it." She squeezes my hand. "Come on, let'sfind these friends of yours. Do you know if
they've been approached, too?

WE find Linn and Vhorain aforest glade, enjoying an endless summer afternoon. It turns out that they've
both been asked if they're willing to participate in the Y ourdon study. Linn iswearing an orthohuman
femae body and ismost of the way out of rehab; lately she's been getting interested in the history of
fashion—clothing, cosmetics, tattoos, scarification, that sort of thing—and the idea of the study appeals
to her. Vhora, in contrast, iswearing something like akawaii pink-and-baby-blue centaurform
mechabody: she's got huge black eyes, eyelashesto match, perfect breasts, and piebald skin coveredin
Kevlar patches.

"I had asession with Dr. Mavrides," Linn volunteers diffidently. She haslong, auburn hair, pae, freckled
skin, green eyes, upturned nose, and even ears: her historical-looking gown covers her from throat to
floor. It'sagreen that matches her eyes. Vhora, in contrast, is naked. Linn leans againgt Vhorasflank,
one arm spread lazily across her back to toy idly with the base of the fluted horn that risesfrom the
center of Vhoras forehead. "It soundsinteresting to me.”

"Not my cut." Vhora sounds amused, though it's hard to judge. "It's historical. Premorphic, too. Sorry but
| don't do ortho anymore, two lifetimes were enough for me.”

"Oh, Vhora" Linn sghs, sounding exasperated. She does something with one fingertip near the base of
the horn that makes the mechatense for amoment. "Won'tyou. .. 7'

"I'm not clear on the historica period in question,” | say carefully. To be perfectly truthful, I'd deliberately
ignored the detailed pitch Piccolo-47 mailed me until Kay pointed out the advantages of disappearing



into aclosed polity for afew years, because | wastotally uninterested in going to live in acave and hunt
mammoths with aspear, or whatever Y ourdon and his coinvestigators have in mind. | don't like being
taken for asoft touch, and Piccolo-47's attitude is patronizing at best. Mind you, Piccolo-47 isthe sort of
sdlf-congratulatory, introspectively obsessed psych professional who'd take any suggestion that their
behavior displayed contempt for the clients as projection, rather than treating it as an attempt to work
around real socid deficiencies. In my experience, the best way to dedl with such peopleisto politely
agree with everything they say, then ignore them. Hence my lack of information about the exact nature of
the project.

"Whll, they're not telling us everything,” Linn apologizes. "But | did some digging. Historian Professor

Y ourdon has aparticular interest in afield | know something about, the first postindustria dark age—that
would be from the mid-twentieth to mid-twenty-first centuries, if you're familiar with Urth chronology.
He'sworking with Colonel-Doctor Boateng, who isreally amilitary psychologist specidizing in the study
of polymorphic societies—caste systems, gender systems, dtratification aong lines dictated by heredity,
astrology, or other characteristics outside the individud's control. He's published a number of reports
lately asserting that people in most societies prior to the Interva Monarchies couldn't act as autonomous
agents because of socid constraints imposed on them without consent, and | suspect the reason the
Scholastium funds his research is because it has diplomatic implications.”

| fed Kay shiver dightly through my left arm, which iswrapped around her uppermost shoulders. She
leans against me more closdy, and | lean againgt the tree trunk behind mein turn. "Like ice ghoul
societies” she murmurs,

"lce ghouls?" asks Vhora

"They aren't tech—no, what | mean isthat they are ill developing technologies. They haven't reached
the Accdleration yet. No emotional machines, no virtua or salf-replicating toolsets. No Exultants, no
gates, no ability to restructure their bodies without ingesting poisonous plant extracts or cutting
themsaveswith metd knives." She shudders dightly. "They're prisoners of their own bodies, they grow
old and fall apart, and if one of them loses alimb, they can't replaceit.” She's very unhappy about
something, and for amoment | wonder what the ice ghoul s she lived with meant to her, that she hasto
come hereto forget.

"Soundsicky," saysLinn."Anyway, that'swhat Colonel-Doctor Boateng isinterested in. Politieswhere
people have no control over who they are.”

"How's the experiment meant to work, then?" | ask, puzzling over it.

"Well, | don't know dl the details,” Linn temporizes. "But what happens. . . well, if you volunteer, they
put you through a battery of tests. Y ou're not supposed to go in if you've got close family attachments
and friends, by theway; it'ssrictly for sngletons.” Kay's grasp tightens around me for amoment.
"Anyway, they back you up and your copy wakes up insde.

"What they've prepared for the experiment is acomplete polity—the briefing saysthere are over a
hundred million cubic meters of accommodation space and acomplete shortjump network insde. It's not
totally uncivilized, like araw planetary biome or anything. There are acouple of catches, though. There
are no free assemblers, you can't smply request any structure you want. If you need food or clothing or
tools or whatever, you're supposed to use these specia restricted fabricators that'll only give you what
you're entitled to within the experiment. They run amoney system and provide work, so you haveto
work and pay for what you consume; it's intended to emulate a pre-Accel eration scarcity economy. Not
too scarce, of course—they don't want people starving. The other catch is, well, they assign you anew
orthohuman body and a history to play-act with. During the experiment, you're stuck in your assigned



role. No netlink, no backups, no editing—if you hurt yoursdlf, you have to wait for your body to repair
itsdlf. | mean, they didn't have A-gates back before the Acceleration, did they? Billions of peoplelived
there, it can't be that bad, you just have to be prudent and take care not to muitilate yourself."

"But what's the experiment about?" | repeet. There's something missing; | can't quite put my finger on
it...

"Well, it's supposed to represent adark ages society,” Linn explains. "Wejugt liveinit and follow the
rules, and they watch us. Then it ends, and we leave. What more do you need?'

"What aretherules?' asksKay.

"How should | know?" Linn smilesdreamily as she leans againgt VVhora, fondling the meso's horn, which
isglowing softly pink and pulsing intimeto her hand motions. "They're just trying to reinvent amicrocosm
of the polymorphic society that's ancestral to our own. A lot of our history comes out of the dark
ages—it was when the Acceleration took hold—but we know so little about it. Maybe they think trying
to understand how dark ages society worked will explain how we got where we are? Or something else.
Something to do with the origins of the cognitive dictatorships and the early colonies.”

"But therules—"

"They're discretionary,” says Vhora. "To prod the subjects toward behaving in character, they get points
for behaving in waysin keeping with what we know about dark ages society, and they lose points for
behaving wildly out of character. Points are convertible into extra bonus money when the experiment
ends. That'sal."

| stare at the meso. "How do you know that?" | ask.

"I read the protocol.” V horamanages an impish smirk. "They want to make people cooperate and
behave cong stently without being prescriptive. After dl, in every society people transgress whatever rules
there are, don't they? It'samatter of balancing costs with benefits."

"Butit'sjust apointssystem,” | say.
"Yes. Soyou can tdl if you're doing well or badly, | suppose.”

"That'sardief,” Kay murmurs. She holds metight. The afternoon sunlight in the forest gladeis soft and
ydlow, and while theré's abuzzing and rasping of insects in the background, the biome leaves us aone,
Linn smilesat us again, aremarkably fey expression, and strokes that spot on top of Vhora's head.
There's something unselfconscioudy erotic about her gesture, but it's not an eroticism | share. "' Shdl we
be going?' Kay asksme.

"Yes, | think s0." | help her to her feet, and shein turn helps me up.

"Nice of youtovist," purrsVhora, shivering visbly as Linn ticklesthe base of the horn again. "Areyou
sureyou don't want to stay?"

"Thank you for the offer, but no," Kay says carefully, "I have atherapy appointment in akilosec. Maybe
some other time."

"Goodbye then," says Linn. Vhoraisworking one-handed at the laces on the back of her gown as Kay
and | leave.

"Too bad about the therapy session,” | say, once were through the first gate and round thefirst corner. |



hold my hand out, and she takesit. "I was hoping we could spend some time together."

Kay squeezes my hand. "What kind of thergpy did you have in mind?"

"Y ou mean you—"

"Hush, silly. Of course| lied! Did you think | was going to share you with ponygirl back there?"

| turn and back her againgt the wall, and suddenly she'sall around me, greedy hands grasping and
stroking and squeezing. Her mouth tastes of Kay and lunchtime spices, indescribable and exatic.

SOMETIME later we surface in aprivacy bower in arestery neither of us knows, somewherein the
Green Maze, sweaty and naked and tired and elated. I've had sex with Kay in her private naked
orthobody before, but thisis different. She can do things with those four cunning hands that make me
scream with ddlightful anticipation, holding me on the razor-fine edge of orgasm for atimeless eternity. |
wish | could do something back to her, something smilar. Maybe oneday | will, if | get it together to go
xenomorphic mysdlf. | don't usudly regret being tied to my self-image so strongly, but Kay's giving my
inhibitions agood Stretch.

Afterward, sherollsaway fromme, and | cradle her inmy arms.
"They don't take couples,” she says quietly.
"Yousad| needto go."

"That'strue." She sounds tranquil about it. | don't know, | haven't asked—»but isthis Smply an extended
fling?

"l don't have to go."

"If you'rein danger, I'd rather you were safe.”

| cup her breast, one-handed. She shivers.

"I'd rather | was safe, too. But with you."

"Wed bein different bodies,” she murmurs. "We probably wouldn't even recognize each other.”
"Would you bedl right likethat?' | ask anxioudy. "If you're shy—"

"| can pretend it's an extended disguise. I've done it before, remember.”

Oh. "Wed havetolie” It dips out without my willing it.

"Why?' she asks. "We arent actualy a coupl€’—my heart skips abeat—"not yet."

"Areyou mono? Or poly?' | ask.

"Both." Her nippletightens under my fingertips. "It's easer to handle the emotiond baance with just one
partner, though." | fed her back tense dightly. "Do you get jealous?"

| haveto think hard about it. "I don't think so, but I'm not certain. | don't remember enough to be sure.
But . . . back there, when Linn invited us. | don't think | felt jeal ous then. Aslong aswe're friends."

"Good." She beginsto roll over toward me, then pushes hersdf up on al her asams and climbs across me
until she'son top, hanging there like the spider goddess of earthly delights. "Then wewon't be lying,



exactly, if wetdl them we aren't in along-term relationship. Promise you'll look me up when we get
ingde? Or afterward, if you can't find me? Or if you end up not going insde after al?"

| sareinto her eyesfrom adistance of millimeters, seeing hunger and desire and insecurity mirrored
there."Yes" | say, "l promise.”

The spider goddess approves, she descends to reward her mate, holding him spread-eagled with four
arms as she goes to work on him with her mouthparts and remaining limbs. Whilefor his part, themde
wondersif thisisgoing to betheir last time together.

AS| make my solitary way home from our assignation, someone triesto murder me.

| still haven't taken a backup, despite what | told Piccolo-47. 1t seems asomewhat irrevocable step,
sgnifying my acceptance of my new state. Backing up your identity adds baggage, just as much as
memory excison shedsit. In my case, however, it seemsthat | redly should take a backup as soon as|
get back to my room. It would probably hurt Kay if | wereto die now and revert to the state | wasin
before we became involved, and not causing her pain has become important to me.

Maybethat'swhy | survive.

After weleave the restery we split up, with a shy wave and aglistening look for each other. Kay hasa
genuine therapy sesson to go to, and | am trying to hold mysdlf to aroutine of reading and research that
demands| put in at least ten more kilosecs this diurn. We take our leave reuctantly, raw with new
senghilities. I'm il not sure how | fed, and the thought of going into the experimenta polity worriesme
(will she recognize me? Will | recognize her? Will we care for each other in our assgned new formsand
point-scoring roles?), but still, were both mature adults. We have independent livesto lead. We can say
goodbye if we want to.

| don't want company right now (gpart from Kay's), so | tell my netlink to anonymize me as| head home
viathe graph of T-gatesthat connect the Green Maze. People reved themsavesto my filtered optic
nerves as pillars of fog moving in statdly silence, while my own identity isfiltered out of their sensory input
by their netlinks.

But not recognizing people is not the same as not knowing somebody is there, and you have to be able to
dodge passersby even if you can't tell who they are. About hafway home| redlize that one of the
fogpillarsisfollowing me, usualy agate or two behind. How interesting, | tell mysdlf asreflexes| didn't
know | had kick in. They're clearly aware that I've got anonymity switched on, and it seemsto be giving
them afase sense of security. | tell my netlink to tag the fogpillar with abright red stain and keep my
positiona sense updated with it. Y ou can do thiswithout breaking anonymity—it's one of the oldest
tricksin thetrack and trail book. | carry on, taking painsto give no hint that |'ve recognized my shadow.

Rather than retracing the route we took through the Green Maze, | head directly toward my apartment's
corridor. Thefogpillar follows me, and | casudly ease my left hand into the big hip pocket on my jacket,
feding my way through the spongy manifold of T-gatesingdeit until 1 find the right opening.

I'm walking adong the nave of dtarsin thetemple of the skeletal giantswhen my tail makesits move.
Theré's nobody el se about right now, which is probably why they pick this particular moment. They lunge
toward me, thinking | can't see them, but the tag my netlink has added to their fogpillar givesthem
away—I've got arunning range countdown in my left eye and as soon asthey move, | cut the anonymity
filter, spin, and draw.

Hesasmal, unremarkable-looking male—nut brown skin, black hair, narrow eyes, wiry build—and he's
wearing atotaly unremarkable-looking kilt and vest; in fact the only remarkable thing about himishis



sword. It isn't adueling sword, it's a power-assisted microfilament wire, capable of dicing through
diamond armor asif it isn't there. It's completely invisible except for the red tracking bead that glows at
itstip, amost two metersfrom hisright hand.

Too bad. | brace, squeeze the trigger for afraction of a second, then let go and try to blink away the
hideous purple afterimages. There's atremendoudy loud thunderclap, avile sench of ozone and burned
mest, and my arms hurt. The sword handle goes skittering across the worn flagstones, and | hastily jump
out of theway—I don't want to lose afoot by accident—then | glance about, relying on my peripheral
visonto tell meif anyoneeseisaround.

"Scum!" | hissin the direction of Mr. Crispy. | fed curioudy unmoved by what I've just done, dthough |
wish the afterimages would go away faster—you're supposed to use a blaster with flash-suppression
goggles, but | didn't have timeto grab them. The blaster isasmple wegpon, just asmdl T-gate linked
(viaanother pair of T-gates acting asavalve) to an endpoint orbiting in the photosphere of a supergiant
dar. It'smessy, it's short-range, it'll take out anything short of full battle armor, and becauseit's basicaly
just acouple of wormholestied together with superstring, it'simpossible to jam. On the minus side my
earsareringing, | can dready fed the skin on my faceitching with fresh radiation burns, and | think |
melted a couple of the crypts. It's considered bad form for duelists to use blasters—or indeed anything
that isn't srictly hand-powered—which is probably why he wasn't expecting it.

"Never bring aknifeto agunfight,” | tell Mr. Crispy as| turn away from him. His right arm thinks about it
for amoment, then fals off.

Therest of my journey homeis uneventful, but I'm shaking, and my teeth are chattering with the
aftershock by thetime| get there. | shut the door and tell it to fuse with the walls, then drop into the
sangle chair that Stsin the middle of my room when the bed isn't extended. Did he know | hadn't
recorded a backup? Did he redlize my older sdf wouldn't have erased al my defensive reflexes, or that
I'd know where to get hold of ablaster in the Invisble Republic? I've no idea. What | do know is
someone just tried to kill me by stealth and without witnesses or the usua after-duel resurrection, which
suggests that they want me offline while they find and tinker with my backups. Which makesit attempted
identity theft, acrime againgt theindividud that most polities rate as severa degrees worse than murder.

There'sno avoiding it now. I'm going to have to take a backup—and then I'm going to have to seek
sanctuary insde the Y ourdon experiment. As an isolated polity, disconnected from the manifold while the
research project runs, it should be about as safe as anywhere can be. Just aslong as none of my stakers
aresgned upforit. ..

3

Nuclear
TAKING abackup isvery easy—it's deding with the aftereffects that's hard.

Y ou need to find an A-gate with backup capability (which just meansthat it has a booth big enough to
hold ahuman body and isn't specificaly configured for specia applications, like amilitary gate). There's
onein every rehab gpartment, used for making copies of furnishings and preparing dinner aswell as
decongtructing folks right down to the atomic level, mapping them, and reassembling them again. To
make a backup snapshot you just sit down in the thing and tell your netlink to back you up. It'snot
instantaneous (it works by brute-force nanosca e disassembly, not wormhole magic), but you won't
notice the possibly disturbing sensation of being buried in blue factory goop, esten, digitized, and put
back together again because your netlink will switch you off as soon asit garts to upload your neura



dtate vector into the gate's buffer.

I'm nervous about the time gap. | don't like the idea of being offline for any length of timewhile an
unknown party istrying to hijack my identity. On the other hand, not to make a backup, complete with
my current suspicions, would be foolhardy—if they succeed in nailing me, | want my next copy to know
exactly what the scoreis. (And to know about Kay.) Thereredly isn't any way around it, so | take
precautions. Before | get into the booth, | use the A-gate to run up some innocuous items that can be
combined to make avery nasty booby trap. After ingtaling it, | take adeep breath and stand till for
nearly aminute, facing the open door of the booth. Just to steady my nerves, you understand.

| getinsde. "Back meup,” | say. The booth extrudes a seat, and | Sit down, then the door sealsand
flashesup aWORKING sgn. | just havetimeto see blue milky liquid swirling in through the vents at
floor level before everything goesgray and | fed extremely tired.

Now, about those aftereffects. What should happen isthat after ablank period you wake up feding
fuzzy-headed and a bit moist. The door opens, and you go and shower off the gel residue left by the gate.
Y ou've lost maybe athousand seconds, during which time a membrane studded with about a thousand
trillion robotic disassembly heads the Size of large protein molecules has chewed through you one
nanometer at atime, stripping you down to molecular feedstock, recording your interna state vector, and
putting afresh copy back together behind it asit scans down the tank. But you don't notice it because
you're brain-dead for the duration, and when the door to the A-gate reopens, you can just pick up your
lifewhereyou left it before the backup. Y ou naturdly fed abit vague when you come up again, but it's
gill you. Y our body is—

Wrong.

| try to stand up too fast, and my knees both give way under me. | dump against thewall of the booth,
feding dizzy, and as| hit thewall | redize I'm too short. I'm gtill at the Stage of fedling rather than
thinking. The next thing | know I'm sitting down again and the booth is uncomfortably narrow because
my hips are too wide and I'm too short in the trunk as well. There's something el se, too. My arms
fed—odd, not wrong, just different. | lift ahand and put it in my lap, and my thighsfed too big, and then
there's something else. Oh, | redlize, diding my hand between my legs, I'm not male. No, I'm female. |
raise my other hand, explore my chest. Female and orthohuman.

Thisinitsaf isno big dedl. I've been afema e orthohuman before; 1'm not sure when or for how long, and
it'snot my favorite body plan, but | can live with it for the time being. What makes me freek and stand
upagain, so suddenly | get black spotsin my visud field and nearly fall over, isthe corollary. Someone
tampered with my backup! And then the double take: | am the backup. Somewhere adifferent version
of mehasdied.

"Shit," | say doud, leaning againgt the frosted door of the cubicle. My voice sounds oddly unfamiliar, an
octave higher and warmer. "And more shit.”

| can't stay in hereforever, but whatever I'm going to find out when | open the door can't be good.
Steding mysdlf against agrowing sense of dread, | hit the door latch. It's about then that | redlize I'm not
wesaring anything. That's no surpriss—my manifold jacket was made from T-gates, and T-gates are one
of the things that an A-gate can't fabricate—but my leggings have gone, too, and they were ordinary
fabric. I've been well and truly hacked, | redize with agrowing sense of dread. The door dides open,
admitting agugt of air that feds chilly against my damp skin. I blink and glance around. It looks like my
apartment, but there's a blank white tablet on the low desk beside the chair, the booby trap has gone,
and the door is back inthewall. When | examineit | seethat it'sthe wrong color, and the chair isn't the
onel ran up on the gpartment gate.



| look at the tablet. The top surface says, in flashing red letters, READ ME NOW.

"Later." | glance at the door, shudder, then go into the bathroom. Whoever's got meis clearly not in any
hurry, so | might aswell take my time and get my head together before | confront them.

The bathrooms in the rehab suites are interchangeabl e, white ceramic eggs with water and air jetsand
directionlesslighting that can track you wherever you go and drainage ducts and foldaway appliancesthat
liveinthewadls. | dia the shower up to hot and high and stand under it, shivering with fear, until my skin
feelsraw and clean.

I've been hacked, and there's nothing | can do about it except jump through whatever hoops they've laid
out for me and hope they kill me cleanly at the end or let me go. Resistance, asthey say, isftile. If
they've hacked my backup so deeply that they can force anew body plan on me, then they can do
anything they want. Mess with my head, run multiple copies of me, access my private keys, even makea
zombie body and useit to do whatever they want it to do while masquerading as me. If they can wake
me up in the A-gate of another rehab apartment, then they've trapped my state vector. | could run avay
athousand times, be tortured to death a hundredfold—and I'd still wake up back in that booth, a
prisoner once more.

Identity theftisan ugly crime.

Before | leave the bathroom, | take agood look at my new body inthe mirror. After dl, | haven't seenit
before, and I've got anasty feding it'll tell me something about the expectations of my captors.

It turns out that I'm orthohuman and female all right, but not obtrusively so. | think I'm probably fifteen
centimeters shorter than | was, axisymmetrica, with good skin and hair. It's a pretty good-looking body,
but they haven't forced exaggerated sexua characteristics on me—I'm not adoll. I've got wide hips, a
narrow waist, breasts that are bigger than 1'd have gone for, high cheekbones and full lips, skin that's
paer than | like. My new forehead is clear and high, above Western-style blue eyeswith no fold—they
look oddly round and staring, dmost kawaii—and brown hair that's currently plastered across my
shoulders. My shoulders? It's that long. Why do | have long hair? My fingernails and toenails are short.
| frown. It's oddly inconsistent. | stretch my arms up over my head and get anasty shock. I'm weak
—I've got no upper-body musculature to speak of. | probably couldn't hold a saber at arm'slength for
haf akilosec without dropping it.

So, in summary, I'm short and wesk and unarmed, but cute if your sense of aesthetics centerson
old-fashioned body plans. "How reassuring,” | snarl a my reflection. Then | go back into the bedroom,
st down, and look at the tablet. READ ME NOW, it says. "Read to me," | tell it, and the words morph
into new shapes.

Dear Participant

Thank you for consenting to take part in the Y ourdon-Fiore-Hanta experimenta polity project. (If you
do not recal giving this consent, tap HERE to see the release form you signed after your last backup.)
We hope you will enjoy your stay in the polity. We have prepared an orientation lecture for you. The
next presentation will be conducted by Dr. Fiorein 1294 seconds. To assst with maintaining the correct
Setting, please attend wearing the historically authentic costume supplied (see carton under chair). There
will be acheese and wine reception afterward at which you will be given achance to meet your fellowsin
the current intake of participants.

| blink. Then | reread the tablet, frantically searching for dternate meanings. | didn't sign that! Did 1?
Lookslike | did—either that or I've been hacked, but my having signed the releaseis morelikely. | tap
thelink, and it'stherein black and white and red, and the sixteen-digit number workswhen | feed the



fingerprint to my netlink. | sgned a contract, and it says here I'm committed to living in Y FH-Polity under
an assumed identity, name of Reeve, for thenext . . . hundred megaseconds? Three years? During which
timemy civil rightswill be limited by prior mutual agreement—not extending to my core sentient rights,
they're not alowed to torture or brainwash me—and | can't be discharged from my obligation without the
consent of the experimenters.

| find mysdlf hyperventilating, as| oscillate between weak-kneed relief that I'm not avictim of identity
theft and gpprehension at the magnitude of what I've signed up for. They have the right to unilateraly
expd me (Well, that's all right, then, | just have to piss them off if | decide | want out), and they
have the right to dictate what body | canlivein! It'saghastly picture, and in among the draconian
provisons| seethat | aso agreed to let them monitor my every action. Ubiquitous surveillance. I've just
checked into a dark ages panopticon theme hotel! What can possibly have possessed me to—oh.
Buried inthesmall print isarider titled "Compensatory Benefits.”

Aha

Firgly, the Scholastium itself guarantees the experimenters againg dl indemnities and will back any
clams. Soif they violate the limited rights they've granted me, | can sue them, and they've got nearly
infinitely deep pockets. Secondly, the remuneration is very satisfactory. | do abrief calculation and work
out that what they've promised to pay mefor three Urth yearsin the rat run is probably enough to see me
in comfort for at least thrice that long once | get out.

| begin to calm down. | haven't been hacked; | did thisto mysdlf of my own free will, and there are some
good sidesto the picture. My other salf hasn't completely taken leave of his senses. It occursto me that
it'sgoing to be very hard for the bad guys, whoever they are, to get a meinside an experimental polity
that's only accessible viaasingle T-gate guarded by afirewal and the Scholastium's shock troops.

I'm supposed to act in character for the historica period we're pretending to live in, wearing abody that
doesn't resemble me, using an dias and afake background identity, and not discussing the outside world
with anyone elsein the study. That means any assassin who comes after meisgoing to start with huge
handicaps, like not knowing what | ook like, not being alowed to ask, and not being able to take any
wegpons aong. If I'm lucky, the mewho isn't in here will be able to take care of busnesswithin the next
hundred megs, and when | come out and we merge our deltas I'll be home free and rich. Andif he
doesn't succeed, well, | can seeif they'll let me keep this assumed identity when | leave. . .

| pull the carton of clothes out from under the bed and wrinkle my nose. They don't smell bad or
anything, but they're abit odd—historicaly accurate, the tablet said. There'sastrange black tunic, very
plain, that leaves my arms and lower legs bare, and a black jacket to wear over it. For footwear theresa
pair of shiny black pumps, implying astrongish grav zone, but with weird, pointed toes and hedlsthat
converge to aspike three or four centimeterslong. The underwear is Smple enough, but | take awhileto
figure out that the filmy gray hose go on my legs. Which, | notice, are hairless—in fact, I've got no hair
except on my head. So my body's ortho, but not undomesticated. | shake my head.

Theweirdest thing of al isthat the fabric is dumb—too stupid to repel dirt or eat skin bacteria, much less
respond to style updates or carry on a conversation. And the costume comes with no pockets, not even
an inconspicuous T-gate conceded in the jacket lining. When did they invent them? | wonder. I'll have
to find an outfit with more brains later. | put everything on and check mysdf out in the bathroom
mirror. My hair is going to be a problem—I search the place, but dl | can find isan dastic loop to pull it
through. It haveto do until I can cut it back to asensible length.

Which leaves me with nothing to do now but go see this orientation lecture and "cheese and wine
reception.” So | pick up my tablet, open the door, and go.



THERE'S awide but narrow room on the far side of the door. I've just come out of one of twelve doors
that open off three of the walls, which are painted flat white. The floor istiled in black and white squares
of marble. The fourth wall, opposite my door, is paneled in what | recognize after amoment as sheets of
wood—your actual dead trees, killed and diced into planks—with two doors at either Sdethat are
propped open. | guessthat'swhere the lecture is due to be held, athough why they can't do it in netspace
isbeyond me. | walk over to the nearest open door, annoyed to discover that my shoes make a nasty
clacking sound with every step.

There are seven or eight other people aready inside a big room, with severa rows of
uncomfortable-looking chairs drawn up before a podium that stands before awhite-painted wall.
We—I've got to get used to the idea that I'm avoluntary participant, evenif | don't fed like oneright
now—are aroughly even mix of orthohuman maesand femdes, dl in historical costume. The costume
seemsto follow an intricate set of rules about who's alowed to wear what garments, and everybody is
wearing asurprising amount of fabric, given that we'rein acontrolled hab. Those of uswho arefemae
have been given one-piece dresses or skirtsthat fal to the knee, in combination with tops that cover our
upper halves. The men are wearing matching jacket and trouser combinations over shirtswith some sort
of uncomfortable-looking collar and scarf arrangement at the neck. Most of the clothing is black and
white or gray and white, and remarkably drab.

Apart from the archaic costume there are other anomalies—none of the males have long hair, and none
of the females have short hair, at least where | can seeit. A couple of headsturnas| walk in, but | don't
fed out of place, even with my long hair yanked back in aponytail. I'm just another anonymousfigurein
historic drag. "Isthisthe venuefor the lecture?' | ask the nearest person, atall male—probably no taler
than | used to be, but | find mysalf looking up at him from my new low vantage—with black hair and a
neatly trimmed facid mane.

"I think s0," he says dowly, and shrugs, then looks uncomfortable. Not surprising, as hisoutfit looks asif
it'sstrangling him dowly. "Did you just comethrough?1 found aREAD ME in my room after my last
backup—"

"Yeah, me, too," | say. | clutch the tablet under my arm and smile up a him. | can recognize nervous
chatter when | hear it and Big Guy looks every bit asuneasy as| fed. "Do you remember signing, or did
you do that after your backup, too?"

"I'm not the only one?' Helooksrdieved. "l wasin rehab," he says hadtily. "Coming out of the crazy
patch you go through. Then | woke up here—"

"Yeah, whatever." | nod, losing interest. "Metoo. Whenisit arting?’

A door | hadn't noticed before opensin the white wall at the back and a plump male ortho walksin. This
oneiswearing along white coat held shut with archaic button fasteners up the front, and he waddles as
hewalks, like afat, self-satisfied amphibian. His hair isblack and falsin lank, greasy-looking locks on
either sde of hisface, longer than that of any of the other maes here. He walks to the podium and makes
adisgusting throat-clearing noise to get our attention.

"Welcome! I'm glad you agreed to cometo our little introductory talk today. 1'd like to apologize for
requiring you to come in person, but because we're conducting this research project under rigorous
conditions of consstency, we felt we should stay within the functiona parameters of the society we are
smulating. They'd do it thisway, with aface-to-face meeting, so0 . . . if you would dl like to take segts?"

Wetake awhileto sort oursaves out. | end up in the front row, sitting between Big Guy and afemde
with freckled pale skin and coppery red hair, not unlike Linn, but wearing a cream blouse and adark



gray jacket and kirt. It'snot astyle | can make any sense of—it's vertically unbaanced and, frankly, a
bit weird. But it's not that different from what they've given me to wear, so | suppose it must be
historically accurate. Have our aesthetics changed that much? | wonder.

The person on the podium gets started. "I am Mgor-Doctor Fiore, and | worked with
Colone-Professor Y ourdon on the design of the experimental protocol. I'm here to start by explaining to
you what weretrying to achieve, dbeit—I hope you'll understland—! eaving out anything that might
prejudice your behavior within thetrid polity.” He smiles asif he'sjust cracked a private joke.

"Thefirg dark ages." He throws out his chest and takes a deep bresth when he's about to say something
hethinksis significant. "Thefirst dark ages|asted about three gigaseconds, compared to the seven
gigaseconds of the censorship wars. But to put things in perspective, thefirst dark ages neatly spanned
thefirg haf of the Accderation, the so-cdled late-twentieth and early-twenty-first centuriesin the
chronology of thetime. If wefollow the historica record forward from the pretechnologica erainto the
firs dark age, we find we're watching humans who lived like technologically ass sted monkeys—very
smart primates with complex mechanica tools, but basicaly unchanged since the species first emerged.
Then when welook at the people who emerged from the first dark age, we find ourselves watching
people not unlike oursalves, aswelive in the modern era, the * age of emotional machines as one dark
age shaman named it. Therésagap in the historica record, which jumps straight from carbon ink on
macerated wood pulp to memory diamond accessible viaearly but recognizable versons of the
intentiondity protocols. Somewherein that gap is buried the origin of the posthuman gate.”

Big Guy mutters something under his breath. It takes me a moment to decode it: What a pompous oaf. |
difleatitter of amusement becauseit's no laughing matter. This pompous oaf holds my futurein his hands
for the next tenth of agigasec. | want to catch his next words.

"We know why the dark age happened,” Fiore continues. "Our ancestors alowed their storage and
processing architectures to proliferate uncontrollably, and they tended to throw away old technologies
ingtead of virtudizing them. For reasons of commercid advantage, some of their largest entities
deliberately created incompetible information formats and locked up huge quantities of useful materid in
them, so that when new architectures replaced old, the data became inaccessible.

"This particularly affected our records of persona and household activities during the latter haf of the
dark age. Early on, for example, we have alot of film data captured by amateurs and home enthusiasts.
They used athing caled a cine camera, which captured images on a photochemica medium. Y ou could
actualy decode it with your eyeball. But athird of the way into the dark age, they switched to using
magnetic storage tape, which degrades rapidly, then to digital storage, which was even worse because
for no obvious reason they encrypted everything. The same sort of thing happened to their audio
recordings, and to text. Ironicaly, we know alot more about their culture around the beginning of the
dark age, around old-style year 1950, than about the end of the dark age, around 2040."

Fiore stops. Behind me a couple of quiet conversations have broken out. He ssems mildly annoyed,
probably because people aren't hanging on his every word. Me, I'm fascinated—but | used to be an
historian, too, abeit studying avery different area.

"Will you let me continue?' Fiore asks pointedly, glaring a afemaein the row behind me.
"Only if you tel uswhat this has got to do with us," she says cheekily.

"I'l—" Fiore stops. Again, he takes a deep breath and throws his shoulders back. "Y ou're going to be
living in the dark ages, in asmulated Euromerican culturalike those that existed in the period
1950-2040," he snaps. "I'm trying to tel you that thisis our best recongtruction of the environment from



available sources. Thisisasociologica and psychologica immersion experiment, which meanswell be
watching how you interact with each other. Y ou get points for staying in character, which means obeying
the society's ground rules, and you lose pointsfor breaking role.” | sit up. ™Y our individua score affects
the group, which means everyone. Y our cohort—all ten of you, one of the twenty groups we're
introducing to this section of the polity over the next five megs—will meet once aweek, on Sundays, ina
parish center called the Church of the Nazarene, where you can discuss whatever you've learned. To
make the smulation work better, there are alot of nonplayer characters, zombiesrun by the
Gamesmadter, and for much of the time you'll be interacting with these rather than with other experimenta
subjects. Everything'slaid out in acollection of hab segments linked by gates so they fed likeasingle
geographica continuum, just like atraditiona planetary surface.”

He cdmsdown alittle. "Questions?'

"What are the society's ground rules?’ asksamale with dark skinin alight suit from the back row. He
sounds puzzled.

"Youll find out. They'relargely imposed through environmenta congtraints. If you need to be told, well
tell you viayour netlink or one of the zombies." Fiore sounds even more smug.

"What are we meant to do here?' asks the redhead in the seat beside me. She sounds dert if alittle
vague. "l mean, apart from ‘obey therules” A hundred megsisalong time, isn't it?"

"Obey therules." Fiore smilestightly. "The society you're going to be living in wasforma and highly
ritudized, with much attention paid to individua relationships and status often determined by random
genetic chance. The core dement in this society is something called the nuclear family. It'sa
heteromorphic structure based on amae and afemaeliving in close quarters, usudly with one of them
engaging in semi-ritudized labor to raise currency and the other preoccupied with socid and domestic
chores and child rearing. Y ou're expected to fit in, though child rearing is obvioudy optiond. Were
interested in studying the stability of such rdationships. Y ou'll find your tablets contain copies of severd
books that survived the dark ages.”

"Okay, so we form these, uh, nuclear families," calls afemae from the back row. "What else do we need
to know?"

Fiore shrugs. "Nothing now. Except"—athought strikes him—"you'll be living with dark ages medica
congtraints. Remember that! An accident can kill you. Worsg, it can leave you damaged: Y ou won't have
access to assemblers during the experiment. Y ou redlly don't want to try modifying your bodies, either;
the medica technology that exigtsis quite authenticaly primitive. Nor will you have accessto your
netlinks from now on." | try to probe mine, but there's nothing there. For a panicky moment | wonder if
I've gone dedf, then | redize, He's telling the truth! There's no network here. "Y our netlinkswill
communicate socid scoring metricsto you, and nothing else. There is aprimitive conversationa
internetwork between wired terminals here, but you aren't expected to useiit.

"Weve laid on abuffet outside thisroom. | suggest you get to know each other, then each pick a partner
and go through that door"—he pointsto adoor at the other side of the white wall—"which will gate you
to your primary residence for in-processing. Remember to take your dates so you can read the
quickstart guide to dark ages society.” He looks around the room briefly. "If there are no more questions,
I'll begoing."

A hand or two goes up at the back, but before anyone can call out, he turns and dives through the door
he camein. | look a Redhead.

"Huh, | guessthat'sustold,” she says. "What now?"



| glance & Big Guy. "What do you think?'

He stands up. "I think we ought to do like he said and eat,” he saysdowly. "And tak. I'm Sam. What are
you cdled?"

"I'm R-Reeve," | say, sumbling over the namethetablet said | should use. "And you," | add glancing at
redhead, "are. .. ?"

"You can cal meAlice." She stands up. "Come on. Let's seewho elseis here and get to know them.”

OUTSIDE the lecture thegtre there are two long tables hegped with plates of cold finger food, fruit and
"cheese'—strong-amelling curds fermented from something | can't identify—and glasses of wine. Five of
usare mae and five of us are female, and we partition into two loose clumps at either table, at opposite
sdes of the room. Besides Alice the redhead there's Angd (dark skin and frizzy hair), Jen (roundish face,
paleblond hair, even curvier than | am), and Cass (straight black hair, coffee-colored skin, serious eyes).
Weredl looking alittle uncomfortable, moving in jerks and tics, twitchy in our new bodies and ugly
clothes. The males are Sam (whom | met), Chris (the dark-skinned mae from the back row), El, Fer,
and Mick. | try to tell them apart by the color of their suits and neckcloths, but it's hard work, and the
short hair givesthem dl amechanica, dmogt insectile, smilarity. 1t must have been a very conformist
age, | think.

"S0." Alicelooksround at our little group and smiles, then picks acube of yelowish *cheese' from her
woodpulp plate and chewsit thoughtfully. "What are we going to do?"

Angel produces her tablet from alittle bag that she hangs over her arm. If | had one, | didn't noticeit, and
| kick mysdalf mentaly for not thinking of improvising something likethat. "Therésareading list here" she
says, carefully tapping throughit. | watch over her shoulder as scrolls dissolve into facsmile pagesfrom
ancient manuscripts. "There€sthat odd word again. What'sa‘wife?"

"I think I know that one," says Cass. "The, uh, family thing. Where there were only two participants, and
they were morphologically locked, the female participant was caled a*wife and the maewas called a
“husband.’ It implies sexud relations, if it'sanything like ice ghoul society.”

"We aren't supposed to talk about the outside,” Jen says uncomfortably.

"But if we don't, we don't have any points of reference for what were trying to understand and livein, do
we?' | say, fighting the urgeto Stare at Cass. Is that you in there, Kay? It might just be a coincidence,
her knowing something about ice ghouls—there was ahuge fad for them about two gigasecs ago, when
they werefirst discovered. Then again, the bad guys might have noticed Kay and sent a headhunter after
me, armed with whatever they can extract from her skull for bait . . .

"I want to know where they got these books,” | say. "L ook, al they've got is publication dates and rough
salesfigures, so welll know they were popular. But whether they're accurate indicators of the socia
sysemin forceis another matter.”

"Who cares?' Jen says abruptly. She picks up aglass and splashes straw-colored wineinto it from a
glassjug. "I'm going to pick me a*‘ husband' and leave the other detailsfor later.” She grinsand empties
her glass down her throat.

"What diurn?' Casss brow furrows as she grapples with the tablet's primitive interface. It'sthe nearest
thing weve got to amanudl, | redize. "Aha," she says. "Were on day five of the week, called ‘ Thursday.'
Weeks have seven days, and we are supposed to meet on day one, about two-fifty kilo—no, three
days—from now."



"S0?" Jenrefillsher glass.

Casslooksthoughtful. "So if we're supposed to mimic afamily, we probably ought to start by pairing off
and going to whatever dwelling they've assigned us. After adiurn or so of ploughing through these notes

and getting to know each other, well be better able to work out what we're supposed to be doing. Also,
| guess, we can seeif the partnering arrangement isworkable.”

Jen wanders off toward the knot of males at the other side of the room, glassin hand. Angel fidgetswith
her tablet, turning it over and over in her hands and looking uncertain. Alice eats another lump of cheese.
| fed quiteill watching her—the stuff tastesvile. "1'm not used to the idea of living together with
someone,” | say dowly.

"It'snot so bad." Cassnodsto hersdf. "But thisisavery abrupt and arbitrary way of sarting it."

Alicerestsahand on her arm, reassuring. "The sexud relationship isonly implicit,” she says. "If you pick
ahusband and don't get on, I'm sure you can choose another at the Church meeting.”

"Perhaps." Cass pullsaway and glances nervoudy éat the group of maes and onefemale, who islaughing
loudly astwo of the males attempt to refill her glassfor her. "And perhgps not.”

Alice looks dissatisfied. "1'm going to see what the party's about.” She turns and stalks over toward the
other group. That leaves me with Cassand Angd. Angdl isbusly scrolling through text on her tablet,
looking distracted, and Cass just |looks worried.

"Cheer up, it can't bethat bad," | say automaticaly.
She shiversand hugs hersdf. "Can't it?' she asks.

"l don't think so." I pick my words carefully. "Thisis a controlled experiment. If you read the waivers,
you'll seethat we haven't relinquished our basic rights. They have to interveneif things go badly wrong.”

"Well, that'sardlief,” shesays. | look at her sharply.

"L ook, we need to pick a*‘husband' each,” Angel points out. "Whoever's last won't get much of achoice,
and asit iswell be stuck with whomever the others have regjected. For whatever reason.” Shelooks
between us, her expression guarded. " See you."

| sare at Cass. "What you said earlier, about the ice ghouls—"
"Forget it." She cuts me off with a chopping gesture. "Maybe Jen was right." She sounds downbest.

"Did you know anyone &l se who was going into the experiment?"' | ask suddenly, then wish | could
swalow my own tongue.

Cassfrownsat me. "Obvioudy not, or they wouldn't have admitted meto the sudy.” Then shelooks
away, dowly and pointedly. | follow the direction of her gaze. There's an unobtrusive black hemisphere
hanging from the ceiling in one corner. She sets her shoulders. "We'd better socidize.”

"If you're worried about the implications of pair-bonding, | don't see why we couldn't share an apartment
for acoupleof diurns" | offer, heart pounding and pams sticky. Are you really Kay, Cass? I'm dmost
certain sheis, but she won't talk where we might be being monitored. And if | ask and sheisn't, | risk
giving away my own identity to whoever's hunting me, if any of them have followed mein here.

"I don't think that would be alowed," she says guardedly. She makes aminute nod in my direction, then



jerks her chin toward the others, who by now are making quite abuzz of conversation. "Shall we go and
see who they've fixed us up with?"

On the other 9de of theroom it turns out that Jen has broken theice by inssting that al the males
compete to demonstrate their merit, by pouring her adrink and presenting it to her eegantly. Needlessto
say she's stinking drunk but giggly. She seemsto have settled on Chris-from-the-back-row as her
target—he seemsto be alittle embarrassed by her antics, | think, but he can't get away because Alice
and Angd have zeroed in on three of the others and are leaving him to Jen's clutches. Big Guy, Sam, is
standing stiffly with his back to thewall, looking amost as uneasy as Cass. | glance at Cass, who's
hanging back, then mentally shrug and approach Sam, bypassing Jen's rauicous gaggle.

"Lifeof theparty,” | say, tipping my head at Jen.

"Er, yes." He's holding an empty glass and swaying alittle. Maybe hisfeet are sore. It'shard to read his
expression—the black mane of fur around his mouth obscures the muscles there—but he doesn't look
happy. In fact, if the floor opens up beneath hisfeet and swallows him, helll probably smile with relief.

"Ligten." | touch hisarm. As expected, he tenses. "Just come over here with me for amoment, please?’

He permits meto lead him away from the swarm of orthostrying to vector through the socid asteroid
belt.

"What do you make of thissetup?' | ask quietly.
"It makes me nervous." His eyes glance between my face and the doors. Figures.

"Wél, it makes me nervous, too. And Cass.” | nod at the bunch across the room. "And, | think, even

"I've read part of the backgrounder.”" He shakes his head. "It's not what | expected. Neither wasthis—"

"Wel." My lips have gonedry. | take asip from my glassand look a Sam, caculating. HE's bigger than |
am. I'm physicaly weak (and wait until 1 get my hands on the joker who set that parameter up), but
unlessI'm misreading him badly he'swell socidized. "We might as well make the best of things. Were
expected to go set up ajoint gpartment with someone who isadifferent gender. Then we get settled in,
read the briefings, do whatever they tell usto do, and go to the Church on Sunday to see how everyone
elseisdoing. Do you think you can do that if you treet it asavocationd task?'

Sam puts his empty glass down on the table with fastidious precison and pulls out histablet. "1 could, but
it says here that the * nuclear family' wasn't just an economic arrangement, there's sex involved, too." He
pauses for amoment. "I'm not good at intimacy. Especidly with strangers.™

Isthat why you're so tense? "That's not necessarily aproblem.” | take another sip of wine. "Listen"—I
end up glancing a the camera dome (thank you, Cass)—"I'm sure none of these arrangements are going
to end up permanent. Well get achance to sort out any mistakes at the meeting on First—uh, Sunday?
Meanwhile'—I look up at him—"I don't mind your preference. We don't have to have sex unlesswe
both want to. Isthat okay by you?'

He looks down at me for awhile. "That might work," he says quietly.
| redlize I'vejust picked ahusband. | just hope heisn't one of the hunters. . .

What happens next is anticlimactic. Someone's probably been watching the group dynamics through that
survelllance lens, because after another few centisecs our tabletstinkle for attention. We're instructed to



go through the doorway at the back of the lecture theatre in pairs, at least two seconds apart. Were
dready in Y FH-Polity, in the administration subnet, beyond the longjump T-gate leading back to the
Invisible Republic. There's somekind of framework with abundle of shortjump gates behind the next
door, ready to take usto our homes. So | take Sam's hand—it's enormous, but he holds mine limply, and
hisskinisabit clammy—and | lead him over to the door. "Ready?" | ask.

He nods, looking unhappy. "Let's get thisover with."

Sep. "Over with?It'sgoing to take'—step—"at |east three years before it's over with!" And were
ganding in aredly smal room facing another door, surrounded by the most unimaginable clutter, and he
lets go of my hand and turnsaround, and | say, "Isthisit?" Ending on a squesk.

4

Shopping

REEVE and Sam Brown—mnot their, our, real names—are a middle-class couple circa 19902010, from
the middle of the dark ages. They are said to be "married,” which meansthey live together and notiondly
observe amono relationship with forma gpprova from their polity's government and the
ideologicd/rdigious authorities. It isapublicly respectablerole.

For purposes of the research project, the Browns are currently both unemployed but have sufficient
savingsto live comfortably for a"month" or thereabouts while they put their feet down and seek work.
They have just moved into a suburban split-level house with its own garden—apparently avestigia
agricultura ingalation maintained for aesthetic or traditiona reasons—on aroad with full-grown treesto
either Sde separating them from other smilar-looking houses. A "road" is an open-walled access passage
designed to facilitate ground transport by automobile and truck. (1 think | have seen automobiles
somewhere, once, but what's a"truck”?) At this point the smulation bresks down, because dthough this
environment is meant to mimic the appearance of aplanetary surface, the"sky" isactudly adisplay
surface about ten meters above our heads, and the "road" vanishes into tunnels which concea T-gate
entrances, two hundred metersin either direction. There are cultivated barriers of vegetation to stop us
walking into thewalls. It'sapretty good smulation, considering that according to thetablet it's actudly
contained in abunch of habitat cylinders (which orbit in the debris belts of three or four brown dwarf
dtars separated by a hundred trillion kilometers of vacuum), but it's not the real thing.

Our house. ..

| step out of the closet Sam and | materialized in and look around. The closet isin somekind of shed,
with arough ceramic-tiled floor and thin transparent wall pands (called "windows," according to Sam)
held in agrid of white plastic stripsthat curve overhead. There's stuff everywhere. Basketswith smdll
colorful plants hanging from thewall, adoor—made of strips of wood, cunningly interlocking around a
transparent panel—and so on. There's some kind of rough carpetlike mat in front of the door, the
purpose of whichisunclear. | push the door open, and what | seeis even more confusing.

"| thought this was meant to be an apartment?’ | say.

"They weren't good at privacy.” Sam islooking around asif trying to identify artifacts that mean
something to him. "They had no anonymity in public. No T-gates either. So they used to keep dl their
private space at home, in one structure. It's called a‘house or a*building,’ and it has lots of rooms. This
isjust the vestibule.



"If yousay s0." | fed likeanidiot. Ingde the houseitsdf | find myself in a passageway. There are doors
on three Sdes. | wander from room to room, gawping in disbelief.

The ancients had carpet. It's thick enough to deaden the annoying clack-clack of my shoes. Thewalls
are covered in some sort of fabric print, totally static but not unpleasant to look at. Windowsin the front
room look out across a hump of land planted with colorful flowers, and at the back across an expanse of
close-cropped grass. Theroomsare dl full of furniture, chunky, heavy stuff, made of carved-up lumps of
wood and metd, and abit of what | assume must be structural diamond. They were big on rectilinear
geometry, relegating curvesto small objects and the odd obscure piece of dead-looking machinery.
There's one room at the back with alot of metal surfaces and what looks like an open-topped water tank
init, and there are odd machines dotted over the cabinet tops. There's another small room under the
dtaircase with arecognizable but primitive-looking high-geetoilet iniit.

| prowl around the upstairs corridor, opening doors and trying to puzzle out the purpose of the roomsto
either Sde. They separate rooms by function, but most of them seem to have multiple uses. One of them
might be abathroom, but it'stoo large and appears to be jammed—all the hygiene modules are extended
and frozen smultaneoudy, asif it's crashed. A couple of the rooms have deeping platformsin them, and
other stuff, big wooden cabinets. | look in one, but there's nothing but a pole extending from one sdeto
the other with some kind of hooked carrier dung over it.

Itsdl very puzzling. | St down on the bed and pull out my tablet just asit dingsfor atention. What now?
| ask mysdlf.

The tablet's sprouted a button and an arrow and it says, POINT AT OBJECT TO IDENTIFY.

Okay, so this must be the help system, | think. Relieved, | point it at the boxy cabinet and pressthe
button.

WARDROBE. Storage cabinet for clothes awaiting use. Note: used clothing can be cleaned in the
UTILITY ROOM in the basement by means of the WASHING MACHINE. Asnew arrivals, you have
only one st of clothes. Suggested task for tomorrow—go downtown and buy new clothes.

My feet itch. I kick my shoes off impulsvely, glad to berid of those annoying hedls. Then | shrug out of
the black pocketless jacket and stash it in the wardrobe, using the hook-and-arm affair dangling from the
bar. It lookslonédly there, and | suddenly fed very odd. Everything hereis overwhemingly strange.
How's Samtaking it? | wonder, feling concerned; he wasn't doing so well in the reception sesson, and
if thisisasweird for himasitisfor me. ..

| wait for my head to stop spinning before | go back downdtairs. (A thought strikes me on theway. Am |
supposed to wear the same outfit inside my ‘house as| do in public? These people have a marked
public/private split personaity—they probably have different costumesfor forma and informal events.) In
theend, | leave the jacket but, atrifle regretfully, put the shoes back on.

| find Sam dumped in one corner of ahuge sofain the living room, facing a chunky black box with a
curved lensthat shows colorful but flat images. It'smaking alot of indistinct noise. "What isthat?' | ask
him, and he amost jumps out of hisskin.

"It'scdled atdevison,” he says. "I am watching football."

"Uh-huh." | walk round the sofaand st down hafway dongit, close enough to reach out and take his
hand, but far enough away to maintain separation if both of uswant to. | peer at the pictures. Somekind
of mecha—no, they're ortho maes, right? In armor—are forming groups facing each other. They're color
coded. "Why are you watching this?' | ask. One of them throws something armingly like an assault mine



at the other group of orthos, who try to jump on it. Then they begin running and squabbling for ownership
of the mine. After amoment someone blows awhistle and therés aroaring noisethat | redizeis coming
from the crowd watching the—ritua ? Competitive-salf-execution? Game?—from rows of seats behind
them.

"It's supposed to be a popular entertainment.” Sam shakes hishead. "I thought if | watched it | might
understand more—"

"What's the most important thing we can understand?" | ask, leaning toward him. " The experiment, or
how toliveinit?'

He sighs and picks up ablack knobby rectangle, pointsit at the box, and waits for the picture to fade to
black. "Thetablet said | ought to try it," he admits.

"My tablet said we have to go and buy clothing tomorrow. Weve only got what we're wearing, and
gpparently it getsdirty and smelly redly fast. We can't just throw it away and make more, we have to
buy it downtown." A thought strikes me. "What do we do when we get hungry?"

"Theresakitchen." He nods a the doorway to the room with the appliances that puzzled me. "But if you
don't know how to useit, we can order ameal using the telephone. It's avoice-only network termina.”

"What do you mean, if you don't know how?" | ask him, raising an eyebrow.
"I'm just repeating what the tablet says." Sam sounds alittle defensive.

"Here, givethat to me." He passesit and | rapidly read what he'slooking at. Domestic duties: the people
of the dark ages, when living together, apparently divided up work depending on gender. Malesheld
paid vocations, females were expected to clean and maintain the household, buy and prepare food, buy
clothing, clean the clothing, and operate domestic machinery whiletheir maleworked. "Thisiscrap!” |

sy.
"You think s0?' Helooks at me oddly.

"Well, yeah. It's straight out of the most primitive nontech anthro cultures. No advanced society expects
haf itsworkforce to stay home and divides|abor on arbitrary lines. | don't know what their source for
thisrubbishis, but it'snot plausible. If | had to guess, I'd say they've mistaken radical prescriptive
documentation for descriptive.” | tap my finger on hisdate. "I'd like to see some serious socia conditions
surveys before | took thisasfact. And in any event, we don't haveto live that way, eveniif it's how they
direct the mgority of the zombiesin the polity. Thisisjust agenera guiddine; every culture haslots of
outliers”

Sam looks thoughtful. " So you think they've got it wrong?”

"Well, I'm not going to say that for certain until I've reviewed their primary sources and tried to isolate
any bias, but theré'sno way I'm doing al the housawork.” | grin, to take some of the sting out of it.
"What were you saying about being able to request food using the ‘ telephone'?!

DINNER isacircular, baked, bread-type thing called a pizza. There's cheese on it, but aso tomato
paste and other stuff that makesit more paatable. It'shot and greasy and it comesto usviathe
shortjump gate in the closet in the conservatory, rather than on a‘truck.' I'm abit disappointed by this,
but | guess the truck can wait until tomorrow.

Sam unwinds after dinner. | take off my shoes and hose and convince him helll fed better without his
jacket and the thing called a necktie—not that he needs much convincing. "1 don't know why they wore



these" he complains.

"I'll do someresearch later." We're fill on the sofa, with open pizza boxes balanced on our 1aps, eating
the greasy hot dices of food with our fingers. " Sam, why did you volunteer for the experiment?’

"Why?' He looks panicky.

"Y ou're shy, you're not good in socid Situations. They told us up front we'd haveto livein adark ages
society for atenth of agigasec with no way out. Didn't it strike you as not being a sensible thing to do?!

"That'savery persond question.” He crosseshisarms.
"Yes, itis" | stop talking and stare a him.
For amoment he looks so sad that | wish | could take the words back. "1 had to get away," he mumbles.

"Fromwhat?' | put my box down and pad across the carpet to alarge wooden chest with drawers and
compartments full of bottles of liquor. | take two glasses, open a bottle, sniff the contents—you can never
be sure until you try it—and pour. Then | carry them back over to the sofa and pass him one.

"When | came out of rehab." He dares at the television, which is peculiar because the machineis
switched off. Under his shoes he's wearing some sort of short, thick hose. Histoes twitch uneasily. "Too
many people recognized me. | was afraid. It'smy fault, | think, but they might have hurt meif 1'd stayed.”

"Hurt you?' Samishbig and hasthick hair and isn't very fast moving, and he seemsto be very gentle. I've
been thinking that maybe | lucked out with him—there's potentia for abusein this atomic relaionship
thing, but he's so shy and retiring that | can't see him being a problem.

"l wasabit crazy," he says. ™Y ou know the dissociative psychopathic phase some people go through
after deep memory redaction? | was really bad. | kept forgetting to back up and | kept picking fights
and people kept having to kill mein self-defense. | made ared fool of myself. When| cameout of it . . ."
He shakes hishead. " Sometimes you just want to go and hide. Perhaps |1 hid too well."

| look at him sharply. | don't believe you, | decide. "We dl makefools of oursavesfromtimetotime,” |
say, trying to hang areassuring message on the observation. "Here, try this." | raise my glass. "It saysit's
vodka."

"Toforgetfulness" Heraises hisglassto me. "And tomorrow."

| wake up alonein astrange room, lying on adeeping platform under a sack of fiber-stuffed fabric. For a
few panicky moments| can't remember where | am. My head's sore, and therés agritty feding in my
gyes. If thisislifein the dark ages, you can keep it. At least nobody's trying to kill me right now, I tell
myself, trying to come up with something to fed good about. | roll out of bed, stretch, and head for the
bathroom.

It'smy fault for being so distracted. On my way back to my bedroom to get dressed | walk headfirst into
Sam. He's naked and bleary-eyed and looks half-adeep, and | sort of plaster mysalf across his chest.
"Oof," | say, right ashe says, "Areyou al right?'

"l think s0." | push back from him afew centimeters and look up at hisface. "I'm sorry. You?'
Helooksworried. "We were going to buy clothes and, uh, stuff. Weren't we?"

| realize, momentarily unnerved, that we're both naked, he'stdler than | am, and he'shairy dl over. "Yes,



wewere" | say, watching himwarily. All that hair: Hesalot less gracile than I'd normally go for, and
then | realize he'slooking at me asif he's never seen me before.

It'satouchy moment, but then he shakes his head, bresking thetension: "Yes." Heyawns. "Can | goto
the bathroom firgt?"

"Sure." | step aside and he shambles past me. | turn to watch him. | don't know how | fedl about this,
about sharing a"house" with astranger who is stronger and bigger than | am and who hasa
self-confessed history of impulsive violent episodes. But . . . who am | to criticize? By thetime I'd known
Kay thislong, weld gone to awild orgy together and fucked each other raw, and if that isntimpulsve
behavior, | don't know . . . maybe Sam'sright. Sex is an unpleasant complication here, especidly before
we know what the rules are. If there are rules. Vague memories are trying to surface: I've got afeding |
was involved with both males and femaes back before my excison. Possibly poly, possibly bi—I cant
quite remember. | shake my head, frustrated, and go back to my room to get into costume.

WhileI'm getting ready, | pick up my tablet. It tellsmeto look in the closet in the conservatory. | go
downstairs and find the conservatory is chilly—don't these people have proper life support?>—and insgde
the cupboard that held a T-gate yesterday there's now ablank wall and a couple of shelves. One of the
shelves holds a couple of small bags made of dumb fabric. They've got lots of pockets, and when | open
onel findit'sfull of rectangles of plastic with names and numbers on them. My tablet tells me that these
are"credit cards," and we can use them to obtain "cash" or to pay for goods and services. It seems crude
and clumsy, but | pick up thewadletsdl the same. I'm turning away from the door when my netlink
chimes

"Huh?' I look round. As| glance a the wadletsin my hand abright blue cursor lights up over them, and
my netlink says, TWO POINTS. "What the—" | stop dead. My tablet chimes.

Tutorid: socid credits are awarded and rescinded for behavior that complieswith or violates public
norms. Thisisan example. Y our socid credits may dso rise or fal depending on your cohort's collective
score. After termination of the smulation al individuaswill receive a payment bonus proportiond to their
score; the highest-scoring cohort will receive afurther bonus of 100% on their find payment.

"Okay." | hurry back insdeto give Sam hiswallet.

Samiscoming downgdairsas| goinsde. "Here," | say, holding both the wallets out to him, "thisoneis
yours. Can you put these in a pocket for me until 1 buy one of those shoulder bags? I've got nowhereto
put mine"

"Sure" Hetakesmy stuff. "Did you read the tutoria ?*
"| started to—I needed something to help me get to deep. Let's. . . how do we get downtown?”
"I cdled ataxi. It'l be hereto pick usup in ashort while."

"Okay." | look him up and down. He's back in costume again. It ill looks awvkward. | can't help tapping
my toes with impatience. "Clothing, first. For both of us. Where do we go? Do you know how the stuff is
0ld?!

"Therée's something caled a department Sore, the tutoria said to Sart there. We might run into some of
the others”

"Hmm." A thought strikesme. "I'm hungry. Think therelll be somewhereto eat?"
IIM Wm.ll



Something large and yellow appears outside the door. "Isthat it?" | ask.
"Who knows?' He lookstwitchy. "Let'sgo see”

Theyelow thing isataxi, akind of automobile you hire by the centisecond. There's ahuman operator up
front, and something like a padded bench seat in the rear. We get in, and Sam leans forward. "' Can you
take usto the nearest department store?" he asks.

The operator nods. "Macy's. Downtown zone. That will befive dollars.” He holds out ahand and |

notice that his skin is perfectly smooth and he has no fingernails. Is he one of the zombies? | wonder.
Sam hands over his"credit card" and the operator swipesit between hisfingers, then handsit back. Sam
stsback, then theré's alurch, and were moving. The taxi makes variousloud noises, so that I'm afraid
it's about to suffer a systems mafunction—there's aloud rumbling from underneath and a persstent whine
up front—but we turn into the road and accel erate toward the tunnel. A moment of darkness, then we're
somewhere ese, driving along aroad between two short rows of gray-fronted buildings. The taxi stops
and the door next to Sam clicks open. "We have arrived at downtown," saysthe operator. "Please
disembark promptly.”

Sam isfrowning over histablet, then sraightens up. "Thisway," he says. Before | can ask why, he heads
off toward one of the nearest buildings, which hasarow of doorsinit. | follow him.

Insdethe store, | get lost fast. There's stuff everywhere, piled in hegps and stacked in storage bins, and
there are lots of people wandering about. The onesin the odd-looking uniforms are shop operators
who're supposed to help you find things and take your money. There are no assemblersand no
catalogues, 0 | suppose they can only sdll the stuff they've got on display, whichiswhy it'sal over the
place. | ask one of the operators where | can find clothes, and she says, "on the third floor, maam."
There are moving taircasesin acentra high-cellinged room, so | head for the third level and look
around.

Clothes. Lots of clothes. More clothesthan I've ever imagined in one place—and al of them made of
dumb fabric with no obviousway of finding what you want and getting it adjusted to theright size! How
did they ever figure out what they needed? It'sa crazy system, just putting everything in the middle of a
big house and | etting viditors take their chances. There are some other people walking around and
fingering the merchandise, but when | gpproach them they turn out to be zombies, playing the part of red
people. None of the others are here yet. | guesswe must be early.

| wander through aforest of racks hung with jackets until | catch a shop operator. "You," | say. "What
can | wear?'

She looks like an orthohuman female, wearing ablue skirt and jacket and those shoeswith
uncomfortable hedl's, and she smiles at meroboticaly. "What items do you require?’ she asks.

"I need—" | top. "I need underwear," | say. The stuff doesn't clean itsdlf. "Enough for aweek. | need
some more pairs of hose'—since | tore the one on my left leg—"and another outfit identica to thisone.
And another set of shoes" A thought strikesme. "Can | have apair of pants?'

"Please wait." The shop operator freezes. "Please comethisway." She leads meto alectern near a
display of statues wearing flimsy long gowns, and another operator comes out of adoor inthewall
carrying abundle of packages. "Hereisyour order. Pants, item not available in this department. Please
identify atemplate, and we will supply correctly sized garments.”

"Oh." I look around. "Can | choose anything here?"



IIYSIII

| spend a couple of kiloseconds wandering the shop floor, looking for Stuff to wear. They sdl very few
pants here, and they ook damaged—made of a heavy blue fabric, ripped open at the knees. Eventuadly |
end up in another corner of the store where thereésarack of trousersthat look all right, plain black ones
with no holesin them. "1 want one of thesein my size," | say to the nearest operator, amale one.

"Item not avalablein femdefitting,” he says.
"Oh. Great." | scratch my head. "Can you dter it?"

"Item not availablein femaefitting," he repeats. My netlink bings. A red icon gppears over the rack of
pants. SUMPTUARY VIOLATION.

"Hmm." So there are redtrictions on what they'll sell to me? Thisis getting annoying. "Can you provide
oneinmy szefitting? It'sfor amae exactly the same sze as mysdf.”

"Pleasewait.” | wait, fidgeting impatiently. Eventually another male operator gppearsfrom an
inconspicuous door in the shop wall, carrying abundle. "Y our gift item ishere.”

"Uh-huh." | take the pants, suppressagrin, and think about these irritating shoesand how . . . "Take me
to the shoe department. | want apair of shoesin my sizefitting, for amale—"

When | pay using the"credit card,” | score acouple more socid points: I've made five so far.

| catch up with Sam down in the furniture department about five kiloseconds later. We're both massvely
overloaded with bags, but he's bought a portable container called a* suitcase’ and we shove most of our
purchasesinto it. I've bought a shoulder bag and apair of ankle boots that have soft solesand don't
clatter when | walk—I shoved my old shoes into the bag, just in case | need them for some reason—and
I'm alot more comfortable walking around now. "Let's go find somewhereto eat," he suggedts.

"Okay." There's an eatery on the other side of the road from Macy's, and it's not unlike areal one,
except that thefood is delivered by human (no, zombie) attendants, and is supposed to be prepared by
other humansin the kitchen. Luckily, thisisasmulation, or I'd fed quiteill. For deep combat sweeps
they teach you how to synthesize food from biologica waste or your dead comrades, but that's different.
Thisis supposed to be civilization, of akind. We order from amenu printed on asheet of whitefilm, then
st back to wait for our food. "How did your shopping go?' | ask Sam.

"Not too badly,” he says guardedly. "I bought underwear. And some trousers and tops. My tablet says
therearealot of socid conventions surrounding clothing. Stuff we can wear, stuff we can't wear, stuff
we must wesr—it'sared mess."

"Tdl meabout it." | tdl him about my difficulty ordering trousersthat didn't have holesin them.

"It says—" He pulls histablet out. "Ah, yes. Sumptuary conventions. It's not legdly codified, but trousers
weren't dlowed for femaes early in the dark ages, and skirtsweren't dlowed for maesat dl." He
frowns. "It dso saysthe customs appear to have changed sometime around the middie of the period.”

"You'regoing to stick by the book?" | ask him, as azombie walks up and depositsaglass of paeyelow
liquid called beer next to each of our settings.

"Well, they can dwaysfineus" he says, shrugging. "But | suppose you'reright. We don't haveto do
anything were not comfortable with."



"Right." I hikemy right leg up and put my foot on thetable. "L ook at this."
"It'saheavy boot."

"A boot from the males-only department. But they sized it for mewhen | told them it was a gift for amale
thesameszeasme."

lld,.]?l

| redlize I'm showing the leg with the torn hose and put it back under the table. "We've got some
autonomy, however limited. Now we're in here, we can live however we want, can't we?"

Plates of food arrive—synthetic steaks, fake vegetables designed to look asiif they'd grown in amuddy
corner of awild biosphere, and cups of brightly colored condiments. For awhile | busy mysdf with my
plate. I'm redly hungry, and thefood isflavorsome, if abit basic. At least were not going to starvein
here. | fill up quickly.

"I don't know if we can,”" Sam mumbles around afull mouth. "I mean, the points system—"

"Doesn't stop usdoing anything,” | interrupt, diding my plate avay. "All we haveto doisto agreeto
ignoreit, and we can do whatever we want."

"l suppose s0." He forks another piece of steak into his mouth.

"Anyway, weve got no ideawhat they take to be aviolation of the system. | mean, what do | haveto do
to loseapoint? Or to gain points? They haven't actualy told us anything, they'vejust said ‘ obey therules
and collect points' " | stab my fork in hisdirection. "Weve got these reference textsin our tablets, dl this
stuff about how it'sagenetically determinist society and there are dl these silly customs, but | don't see
how that can affect usunlesswe let it. All societies have some degree of flexibility, but these guys have
just picked the firgt narrowly normative interpretation that came to hand. If you ask me, they'rejust plain

lazy."
"What will the othersthink?' he asks.

"What will they think?" | are a him. "We're here for ahundred megs. Do you redly think they'll put a
bonus payment at the end of the experiment ahead of, say, having to wear stupid pointy shoesthat make
your feet hurt for three years?'

"It depends.” Sam puts his knife down. "1t &l depends on how they bal ance the rel ative convenience of
making other people uncomfortable againgt their own future wedlth.” Hisexpressonispensive. "The
protocal is. . . interesting.”

"Okay." | stand up. "Let'stestit.”" | shrug out of my jacket and lay it over the back of my chair. A couple
of thedining zombieslook round. "Hey, look at mel" | yell. | unzip my dressand drop it around my
ankles. Sam isgtartled. | watch hisface as| reach behind my back and unlatch my breast hater, drop it,
then step up onto my chair and push down my hose and G-string. "Look at me!l" Sam looks up, and my
facefeelshot as| see his expresson—

Then therés ared flash that blots out my visud field, and aloud chime from my netlink, likethe
decompression dert we dl learn to fear before we can wak. MINUS TEN POINTS FOR PUBLIC
NUDITY, saysthelink.

When my vision clears, | can see waitrons and the maitre d' rushing toward me holding up towdsand
gprons, ready to do something, anything, to cover the horrible sght. Samis till looking up a me, and I'm



not the only onewho's blushing. | climb down off the chair and three or four male zombies, al bigger than
me, converge and between them pin my arms and carry me bodily into the back. | bite back a scream
offright: I can't move! But they take me straight to the females-only lavatory and smply shove me
through the door, on my own. A moment later, while I'm still trying to catich my breeth, the door whips
open and someone throws my discarded clothes at me.

Minus ten points, causing a public nuisance, intones my netlink. Police have been summoned. Help
function advises you to correct your dress code infraction and leave.

Oh shit, shit . . . | scrabble around for amoment, pulling the dress over my head and then shrugging into
the jacket. Underwear can wait—I don't know what these "police" are, but they don't sound good. | pull
the door open and glance round the corner but there's nobody about, nothing but a short corridor with
doors back to the restaurant and one that says FIRE ESCAPE in green letters. | shoveit open and find
myself standing in anarrow road with lots of wheeled containers. It stinks of decaying food. Shaking
dightly, | walk to the end, then turn | eft, and | eft again.

Back on theroad | walk right into Sam. " Now will you take the protocol serioudy?' he hissesin my ear.
"They nearly arrested me!"

"Arrested? What's that?"

"The police." He's breathing heavily. "They can take you away, lock you up. Detention, it'scalled.” He's
gtill flushed in the face and clearly concerned. ™Y ou could have been hurt.”

| shiver. "Let'sgo home.”
"I'll cdl ataxi," he saysgrumpily. "Y ou've done enough damage for one day."

SAM has bought athing called a cdll phone—a pocket-sized replacement for the blocky network
termina wired into thewall. He keepsit in apocket. He spesksto it for awhile, and afew centslater a
taxi pulls up. We go home, and he sompsinto the living room, leaving the suitcase in the front hall, and
turnson thetelevison. | tiptoe around for awhile beforelooking in on him to find that he's engrossed in
the footbdl, afaintly puzzled expresson on hisface.

| spend some time in my bedroom, reading from my own tablet. It's got lots of advice about how people
lived in the dark ages, none of which makes much sense—most of what they did sounds arbitrary and
slly when you grip it of the surrounding socid context and the history that explains how their customs
developed. Theway my experiment in the restaurant backfired still burns me (how can not wearing
clothesbe so harmful in any rationa socid context?), but after awhilel redlizethat | didn't get zapped
this morning when | went around the house naked. So | take off my new boots, then my dress, whichis
beginning to get abit whiffy. | go downgtairs and open the suitcase, take out my purchases, and carry
them up to my room. | stash them in the wardrobe, but there's enough space for ten times as much stuff,
which leaves me puzzled. But | don't fed like trying the new costumes on right now. Infact, | fed like
shit. Samisignoring me pointedly (adefensivereaction, | think), wereliving in acrazy experiment that
doesn't make sense, and | won't even get achanceto find out if everyone else thinksit's mad until the day
after tomorrow.

I'm reading the tablet's explanation of how vocations—excuse me, "work"—worked in dark ages
society, boggling dightly, when abdll rings from the low table next to my bed. | look toward it and my
tablet flashess ANSWER THE PHONE.

Oh. | didn't realize | had one. | fumble around for awhile then find the chunky gadget on a cord that
you're supposed to hold to your face. "Yes?' | say.



"R-Reeve! Isthat you?'
"Cass?Kay?' | ask, blanking on names for amoment.

"Reeve! You'vegot to help meget out of here! He'scrazy. If | stay here, I'm sure he's going to end up
hitting me again. | need somewhereto go." I've heard panic before, and thisisit. Cass (Kay? alittle
corner of meingsts) is desperate. But why?

"Whereareyou?' | ask. "What's happening? Cam down and tell me everything.”

"I need to get away from here," sheindgsts again, her voice bresking. "He's crazy! He'sread the manuds
and he'singsting hel's going to get the completion bonus, and if he hasto, he's going to force meto do
everything by the book. He went out this morning, locking mein and taking my wallet—he's il got
it—and when he got back, he threatened to beat me up if | didn't prepare amea for him. He saysthat

for maximum points the female must obey the mae, and if | don't do what the guidelines say, héelll beat me
up—shit, hé'scoming.”

Click.

I'm |eft holding the receiver, staring at the wall behind the bed in horror. | drop it and rush downgtairsto
the living room. "Sam! We've got to do something!”

Sam looks up from histablet. "Do what?"

"It'sK—Cass! Shejust phoned. She needs help. Her husband is crazy—he's taken away her wall€,
locked her indoors, and is threatening to beat her up if she doesn't obey him. Weve got to do something!
Theres no way she can defend hersalf—"

Sam puts histablet down. "Are you sure of this?' he asks quietly.

"Yesl That'swhat shetold mel™ I'm just about jumping up and down, beside mysdf with fury. (If | ever
catch the joker who leeched al my upper body strength, | swear | am going to graft their head to atree
doth and make them run an endurance race.) "We've got to do something!"

"Likewhat?" he asks.

| deflate. "I'm not sure. She wantsto get out. But—"
"Did you check our cumulative score?"

"My—mno, | didn't. What's that got to do with it?"
"Just doit," hesays.

"Okay." What is our cohort's cumulative score? | ask my netlink. The result sets me back. "Hey, were
doing well! Even after .. ." | fdter.

"Well yes, if you look in the subtotals, you'll see that we get points, lots of them, for forming ‘ stable
normative relaionships.’ " His cheek twitches. "Like Cassand, whoisit, Mick."

"But if he'shurting her—"

"Isheredly? All right, we take her word for it. But what can we do? If we break them up, we cost
everyonein our cohort a hundred points, just like that. Reeve, have you noticed the journd 1og?
Infractions are public. Everyone noticed your little—experiment—at lunchtime. It'sal over their journd,



inred digits. Caused quite adtir. If you do something that costs the cohort a stable relationship, some of
them—not me, but the oneswho will be obsessing with that termination bonus—will start to hate you.
And as you pointed out earlier, were stuck herefor the next hundred megs.”

"Shit. Shit!" | garea him. "What about you?'
Helooks up a me from his corner of the sofa, hisfaceimpassive. "What about me?”
"Would you hate me?' | ask, quietly.

Hethinks for amoment. "No. No, | don't think s0." Pause. "1 wish you'd be alittle more discreet, though.
Lielow, think things through before you act, try to at least look asif you're planning onfitting in."

"Okay. Sowhat should | be thinking? About Cass, | mean. If that scumbag istaking advantage of his
greater physical strength . . .

"Reeve." He pausesagain. "'l agreein principle. But first we must know what we need to do. Can she
leave him of her own accord, without our help? If so, then she ought to—it's her choice. If not, what can
we do to help? We have to live with the consequences of our early mistakesfor avery long time. Unless
Cassisinimmediate danger, it would be best to try and get the entire cohort to take action, not go it
done”

"But right now, weve got to stop him doing anything. Haven't we?!

| don't know what's come over me. | fed helpless, and | hateit. | should be able to go round to the
scumsucker's house and kick the door down and give him ataste of cold stedl in hisguts. Or failing thet, |
ought to plan acunning two-pronged assault that whisks the victim to safety while booby-trapping his
bathroom and putting itching powder in hisbed. But I'm just spinning my wheedls, venting and emoting and
unloading on Sam. My norma network of resources and capabilitiesismissing, and I'm letting the
environment dictate my responses. The environment is set up to incul cate thisweird gender-deterministic
roleplay, soI'm. .. | shake my head.

"We don't want anyone to get the idea that hurting or imprisoning members of our cohort isagood way
to earn points," Sam says thoughtfully. "Do you have any ideas about how to do that?"

| think for amoment. "Phone him," | say, before theideais completely formed in my head. "Phone him
and...yeah." | look out at the garden. "Tel him well see him, and Cass, at Church, the day after
tomorrow. There's no need to be nasty,” | redize. "It says we're supposed to dress up and look good in
Church. It'sacustom thing. Tel him we could lose pointsif she doesn't look good. Collectively.” | turn to
Sam. "Think hell get the message?!

"Unlesshesvery, very stupid."” Sam nods, then stands up. "I'll cdll him right away." He pauses. "Reeve?"
"y e’

"You'renot . . . you're making me nervous, smiling likethat."

"Sorry." | think for amoment. "Sam?"

"y e

I'm silent for afew second while try to work out how much | can safely tell him. After awhilel shrug
mentally and just say it. | don't think Sam islikely to be a cold-blooded assassin in the pay of whatever
enemiesmy earlier salf made. "1 knew Cass. Outside the experiment before we, uh, before we



volunteered. If that turd-faced scum hurts her I—well, right now | can't punch histeeth so far down his
throat that he hasto eat with hisass, but I'll think of something elseto do. Something equivaent. And,
Sam?'

"Y@l

"| can bevery creative whenit'stimeto get violent.”

S

Church

SAM picks up the phone and asks the Gatekeeper to connect him to Mick's household. | linger & the
top of the stairsand listen to him, down in the front hall. It soundslike he'strying not to lose his temper.
After acouple of cents, he puts the phone down hard and stomps back to the living room. | spend most
of therest of the evening avoiding him, instead worrying mysdlf into ablack depresson at the possibility
that I might have made things worse for Cass by getting Sam involved.

Points. Collective accountability. Stable couples. Peer pressure. My head's spinning. It's not that I'm
unused to theidea of daily life having rules—at least, in peacetime—but it somehow seemsindecent for
them to make it so explicit. Societies cohere through tacit understanding, anod and awink and—very
occasionally—alookup in alegal database. I'm used to learning how thingswork as | go dong and this
experience, aheadfirg collison with afully formed set of rulesto live oneslife by, hasgiven meabig
shock.

| speculate that 1'd be able to handle things better if | weren't trapped in afrankly inadequate body. I'm
not normally conscious of my own sSize or strength, and I'm not interested in mesomorphic tinkering—but
then again, | would never conscioudy choose to make mysdlf smal and frail. I'm borderline malnourished,
too. When | go to the bathroom and use the mirror, | can amost see my ribs under alayer of
subcutaneous fat. I'm not used to being awaif, and when | get my hands on whoever did thistome.. . .
Hah, but | won't be able to do anything to them, will 1? "Assholes,” | mutter darkly, then head for the
kitchen to seeif there are any high-protein options on offer.

Later on, | explore the basement. There are abunch of machines down here that my tablet saysare for
household maintenance. | puzzle over the clothes washing machine. There's something very crude and
mechanica about it, asif its shapeisrigidly fixed. It'snot like area machine, warm and protean and
accommodating to your needs. It'sjust alump of ceramic and metal. It doesn't even answer when | tell it
| need to clean my dress—it'sredly stupid.

Farther back in the basement there's something else, a bench with levers attached, for devel oping upper
body muscle mass the hard way. I'm abit skeptical, but the tablet says these people had to develop
musculature by repeatedly lifting weights and other exercises. | find the manud for the exercise machine
and after about a kilosecond | manage to reduce mysdlf to aquivering, sweat-smeared jelly. It'slike
some kind of psychologica torture, alesson that rams homejust how wesk | am.

| stumble upstairs, shower, and collgpse into an uneasy deep, troubled by dreams of drowning and
visons of Kay reaching toward me with al her arms outstretched, begging for something | don't
understand. Not to mention faint echoes of something terrible, immigrants pushing and shoving under the
gun, begging and screaming to be alowed through the gates of Hel. | Sartle awake and lie shivering in the
darknessfor haf an hour. What's happening to me?



I'm trgpped in another universe. It'strue what they say: The past isanother polity, but | don't think most
people mean it quite likethis.

THE next morning, I'm in the kitchen trying to puzzle out the ingtructions for using the coffeemaker when
the phonerings. Therésatermind inthe hal, so | go thereto pick it up, wondering if something'swrong.
"Cdl for Sam," buzzes aflat voice. "Cal for Sam."

| stare at the handset for amoment, then look up the stairs. "It'sfor you!" | yell.

"I'm coming." Sam takesthe Saircase two stepsat atime. | pass him the handset. "Y es?' Helistensfor a
moment. "What is—I don't understand. Can you repesat that? Oh. Yes, yes, | will." Listeningto a
conversation on one of these old telephones has an eerie fed. They exist in astrange space, a hdf-duplex
information realm devoid of privecy.

Sam continuesto listen, looking puzzled then annoyed as the ingtructions continue. Finally, he putsthe
phone down. "WdI!" He saysemphatically.

"I'm trying to cook the coffee," | tell him. "Come and tell me about it."
"They're sending ataxi. I've got hdf an ‘ hour—that's nearly two kilosecs, isn't it>—to get ready."
"Who are ‘they'?' | ask. My stomach clenches with anxiety.

"I've been assgned atemporary job," says Sam. "They're picking me up for induction training. It'sto
show me how the labor system here works. | may be given adifferent job later.”

"Huh." | turn back to the coffee machine so he won't see me frown. If that's the hydroxide tank, then this
must be the venturi nozzle.. . . the disassembled meta bits don't make any more sense to me than they
did before | took it to pieces. "What am | supposed to do? Are they going to assign me alabor duty,
too?'

"l don't think s0." He pauses. "Y ou can ask for ajob, but they don't expect you to. This one, the manua
saysit'sagarting point." He doesn't look too happy. "We get paid collectively,” he adds after afew
seconds.

"What?Y ou mean they make you work, and | get haf of it?"
IIY$II

| shake my head, then screw the machine back together. After abit | get to the point whereit's making
gurgling whining noises and dribbling brown liquid. | Sare & it, then wonder, Isn't it supposed to make a
cup first? Silly me, no assemblers | hastily rummage through the cupboards until 1 find a couple of cups
and jam one under the nozzle. "Stupid, stupid,” | mutter, unsure whether I'm describing mysdlf or the
long-dead designers of the machine.

A taxi shows up in due course, and Sam goes off to hiswork induction training. | wander around the
housefor abit, trying to figure out where everything isand what it does. The washing machine apparently
has physica switchesyou have to set to make it work. It runs on water, and you have to add something
caled detergent to the clothes, a substitute for properly designed fabrics. After | read about fabricsin the
manud Designed for Living, | fed abit queasy and resolveto only weer artificia ones. There's
something deeply disturbing about wearing clothes made from dead animals. Theres stuff caled "slk™
that's basically bug vomit, and the idea of it makes my skin crawl.

After acouple of hours| get bored. The houseis degply uncommunicative (if thiswasared polity, I'd



say it was autitic), and the entertainment resources are primitive, to say theleast. | try the telephone,
thinking I'll call Cass and see how she's doing—at a guess, Mick will be undergoing work induction, too,
just like Sam—but the phone just makes that idiotic blegping for aminute or so (I'm trying to adjust to
the strange time units the ancients used). Maybe she's adeep, or shopping. Or could she be dead? For a
moment | daydream randomly: After Sam's cdl, Mick hit her over the head with the handlebars from an
exercise machine and chopped her up in the basement. Or he strangled her while shewasadeep . . .

Why am | harboring these gruesome fantasies? Something is very wrong with me. | fed trapped, that'sa
large part of it. I'misolated here, stuck aone in asuburban house while my hushand goesto his assigned
job. Whichisall wrong because what's really going on isthat therésan nor nslooking for
me because of—because of what? Something that happened before my memory surgery—and I'm
isolated, stuck here floundering around in my ignorance.

| need to get out of here.

Ten minutes later I'm standing outside the conservatory, wearing my dress-code-violating boots and
trousers and with abag over my shoulder containing my wallet and an extremely sharp knifel found in
the kitchen. It's absolutely pathetic, especidly given the shape of my arm muscles (which fed asif I've
been whacking on them with ahammer), but it'sthe best | can do right now. With any luck, the
assassinswill bein the same situation, and I'll have time to prepare mysdlf before they're ready to make
their move.

Item number one on the checklist for the well-prepared fugitive: Know your escape routes.

| don't call ataxi. Instead, | walk to the side of the road and look up and down it. The neighborhood is
peaceful, if abit peculiar. Huge deciduous plants grow to either side, and the vegetation gets wild and out
of control near the boundaries of the garden associated with our house. Hidden invertebrates make
cresking, grating noises like malfunctioning machinery. | try to remember the direction the taxi took usin.
That way. | turn left and walk along the side of the road, ready to jump out of the way if ataxi appears
suddenly.

There are other houses dong the road. They're about the same size as mine, clumps of rectangular boxes
with glass-fronted openingsin frames, sporting oddly tilted upper surfaces. They're painted avariety of
colors but look drab and faded, like dead husks shed by enormous land-going arthropods. Theres no
sgn of lifein any of them, and | guessthey're probably just part of the scenery. I've got no ideawhere
Casslives, and | wish | did. | could go and visit her: For dl | know she'sin the next house dong from me.
But | don't know, and directory services are only one of the netlink-mediated facilities that are missing
here, and Sam isright about one thing—the ancients were incredibly territorid. If they can cdl the public
security forces and detain people smply for wearing the wrong clothesin public, what might they doiif |
went into someone el se's house?

A couple of hundred meters long the road, | cometo arisein the ground. The road continues on the
level, descending into adeep trench, finaly diving into adark tunnd in the hillside. Looking up the Sdes|
notice that something isn't quite right about thetrees. Gotcha, | think. This must be the edge of ahab
module. | can just barely imagine what's right benesth my feest—complex machinery locked withinaskin
of gtructura diamond, acylinder kilometerslong spinning in the void, orbiting in theicy darkness.
Emptinessfor afew tens of millions of kilometers, then abrown dwarf star little bigger than agas giant
planet, then tens of trillions of kilometers more to the nearest other star system. Scaleisthe first enemy.

| walk into the tunnel and see abend ahead, beyond which it gets very dark. Thisisdisturbing—I didn't
notice it when | wasin the back of the taxi, even though my attention was being grabbed by every weird
thing | saw. But if therésaT-gatein here. . . Well, theré's only oneway to find out. | keep my right hand



in contact with the tunndl wall asit curves round into darkness. | keep walking dowly ahead, and after
maybe fifty metersit beginsto bend the other way. | pass another curve, then there'slight from the end of
the tunnel, and I'm walking dong aroad where the buildings to elither sde are didtinctly different in shape
and sze. Therésasign ahead that reads: WELCOME TO THE VILLAGE. (A villageisasmall
community; adowntown isthe commercid areaof avillage. At leat, | think that's how it works.)

I've been doing my reading like agood citizen, and there are severd places | need to go shopping,
garting with ahardware store. Thething is, it seemsto me that because these people couldn't smply
order any design patterns they needed out of an assembler, they had to make things themsalves from
more primitive components. Thismeans "tools," and it's surprisingly easy to convert agood basic toolkit
into an arsend of field-expedient wegpons. I'm probably safein here aslong as| don't disclose my
identity, but "probably” doesn't get you very far when the dternativeislethal, and I'm dready lying awake
a night worrying about it.

| spend about half an hour in the hardware store, during which time | discover that the operator zombies
aren't programmed to stop females buying axes, crowbars, spools of sted wire, arc-welding rigs,
subtractive volume renderers, or just about any other tool | can see. Thekit | go for costs quite abit and
isbulky and very heavy, but they say they'll ddliver and ingtdl themin our "garage,”" an externdly

ble sub-building that | haven't explored yet. | thank them and add some billets of metd feedstock
and some lengths of spring sted! to the order.

Walking out of the store with abasic workshop on itsway over to my house and an axe hiddenin a
workman's holster under my coat, | fedl alot better about the outlook for the near-term future. It'sa
bright, warm morning: small feathery dinosaurs areissuing territoria callsfrom the deciduous plants
between the buildings, and for thefirst timesince | arrived | am beginning to fed asif I'min control of my
own dedtiny.

Whichiswhen | runinto Jen and Angel, walking arm in arm dong the sidewalk toward arustic-looking
building with asign above the door saying, Y E OL DE COFFEE SHOPPE.

"Why, hdllo there!" Jen gushes, spreading her armsto drag me into an embrace, while Angel stands back,
amiling faintly. | yield to Jen's hug stiffly, hoping shewon't fed the axe—but no such luck. "What's that
you're wearing? And what have you got under your coat?' she demands.

"I've just been to the hardware store," | explain, forcing mysalf to smile politely. "I was buying sometools
for Sam for the, the garden, and | didn't have room for them in my bag so I'm carrying them in the
shoulder pouch he asked meto get.” Theliesflow easly the more | practice them. "How are you doing?

"Oh, weredoing redly well!" Jen says expangively, letting go of me.
"Wewere just about to stop for acoffee” says Angd. "Would you liketo join us?"

"Sure," | say. There doesn't seem to be any polite way to say no. Plus, | haven't had any human contact
except Sam for the past hundred kilosecs, and | wouldn't mind a chance to pick their brains. So | follow
them into Y e Olde Coffee Shoppe, and we sit down at abooth with shiny red vinyl seats and abright
white polymer-topped table while the waitrons attend to our needs.

"So how are you settling in?" asks Angdl. "We heard you had some trouble yesterday."

"Yes, darling." Jen smileshrilliantly as she nods. She'swearing abright yellow dress and some kind of hat
that vaguely resembles a ballistic shuttlecraft. She's gpplied some kind of paint-powder to her faceto
exaggerate the color of her lips (red) and eyelashes (black), and something she's used on her skin has left
her smelling like an exploson in atopiary. "I hope you're not going to make a habit of it?"



"I'm sure shewont,” Angd chidesher. "It'sjust anaturd settling-in mistake. We can al expect to make a
few, can't we?' She glances sideways a the waitron: "A double chocolate iced latte made with fair-trade
beans and whipped cream, no sugar,” she snaps.

"I'll have the same," | manageto say just as Jen starts rambling about the contents of the price board
above the counter, changing her mind three times before she reaches the end of every sentence. | study
Ange while I'm about it. Angdl iswearing ajacket-and-skirt combination—a"suit,” they cdl it, though it
doesn't look like the version permitted to males—and whileit's darker and drabber than Jen's outfit, she's
got some shiny lumps of metal stuck to her earlobes. | can seeit's meant to be jewelry, but it looks
painful. "What'sthat on your ears?" | ask.

"They're caled earrings,” Angd tellsme. "Therés asaon up the road that'll pierce your ears, then you
can hang different pieces of jewery from them. Once the hole hedls" she adds, with adight wince.
"They'redill alittlesore.

"Hang on, that's not glued onto your skin or properly installed? They shoved it through your ear rather
than rebuilding your ear around it? And it's metal ?'

"Yes" shesays, giving mean odd look. | don't know what to say to that, but luckily | don't haveto
because Jen finishes ordering her cafe americano and turns back to focus on us.

"I'm s0 pleased we ran into you today, darling!" She leans toward me confidingly. "I've been doing some
research, and were not the only cohort here—in fact, al six will be meeting a Church tomorrow, and we
wouldn't want anyoneto let the sde down."

"I'm sorry?' | ask, taken aback.

"She means, we need to keep up appearances,” Angel says, with another of those expressive looks that |
can't decode.

"| don't understand.”

A faint frown wrinkles the skin between Jen's eyebrows. "It's not just about yesterday,” she emphasizes.
"Everyone's entitled to their little mistakes. But it turns out that in addition to our points being averaged
within the cohort, each cohort in the parish getsto talk about what they've achieved in the preceding
week, and the other cohorts rate them on their behavior before voting to add or subtract bonus points.”

"It'saniterated prisoner's dilemma scenario, with collective ligbility,” Angd cutsin, just as one of the
operator zombies twiddles aknob on a polished metal tank behind the bar that makesanoiselikea
pressure lesk. "Very degant experimenta design, if you ask me."

"Itsan—" Oh shit. | nod, guardedly, unsure how much | canreved: "l think | see.”

"Yes" Angd nods. "Were going to have to defend your behavior yesterday, and the other groups can
add points or subtract them depending on whether they think we deserve it and on whether they think
well hold agrudge whenit'stheir turninthering.”

"That'sredly devioud"
"Yes" Angd again.

Jen smiles. "Whichiswhy, darling, you're not going to show up the side by violating the dress code, and
you'll be suitably remorseful about whatever the silly incident yesterday was about—no, | don't want to
know dl the sordid details—and well do our bit by backing you up and trying to bury the whole matter



as deeply aswe can under apile of every other cohort's sins. Won't we?' She glancesat Angdl. "We're
the new group, we can expect to be picked on. It's going to be bad enough with Cass, asitis."

"What'swrong with Cass?' | ask.
"Shelsnot settling in," says Jen.

Angd looks asif she's about to open her mouth, but Jen waves her hand dismissively. "If you've been
getting any slly phone calsfrom her, just ignore them. She'sonly doing it to get attention, and shelll stop
soon enough.”

| stare at Jen. " She told me Mick's threatening to hurt her,” | say. The zombie ddiversthefirst of our
coffee cups.

"S0?7" Jen saresright back at me, and theré'sacold core of stedl behind her expression: "What business
of oursisit? What's between awife and her husband is private, aslong asit doesn't threaten to drag our
points down or get our whole cohort in trouble. Apart from the other thing, of course.”

"Whét other—"

Angel cutsin. "You get socid pointsfor fucking,” she says, her voice sdf-conscioudy neutrd. Again, she
givesmethat odd look. "I thought you'd have figured it out by now."

"For sex?" | must sound faintly scandalized, or shocked or something, because Jen'sface relaxesinto a
mask of amusement.

"Only with your hushand, darling.” She sips her coffee and looks a me calculatingly. "That's something
elsewevenoticed. | don't want to hurry you or anything, but . . ."

"Who | fuck isnone of your business” | say flatly. My coffee arrives, but right now I'm not feding thirsty.
My mouth tastes as dry and acrid asif I've just chewed half akilogram of raw caffeine. "I'll dressup for
the Church meeting and say 1I'll be good and do whatever ese you want meto do in public. And I'll try
not to cost you any points. But." | tap thetable in front of Jen's coffee cup, insultingly close. ™Y ou will

not, ever, tell mewhom | may associate with or what | will do with my chosen associates. Or with whom
| have sex." The dlence growsicicles. | take an unwisdy large gulp of hot coffee and burn the roof of my
mouth. "Do | make mysdf clear?'

"Quiteclear, darling." Jen's eyesglitter like splinters of frozen malice.

I make mysdf amile. "Now, shall we find something civilized to talk about while we drink our coffee and
edt our pastries?”

"| think that would be agood idea," says Angdl. Shelooks dightly shaken. "After lunch, how about we
buy you something suitable to wear to Church?' She asks me. "Just in case. Meanwhile, | was wondering
if you've used your washing machine yet? It has some interesting features.. . ." And she's off into an
exploration of techniquesfor gaining pointsin the women'sworld, generated by game theory and policed
by mutua scorefile survelllance.

BY theend of our lunch, I think I've got ahandle on them. Angel meanswell but istoo caculatedly
fearful for her own good. Shel's afraid of stepping out of line, unwilling to jeopardize her score, and
worried about what people will think of her. This combination makes her an easy target for Jen, who is
flamboyant and aggressively extroverted on the outside, but usesit to concedl an insecure need for
approva, which leads her to bully people until they giveit to her. She's as ruthless as anyone | can recall
meeting Since my memory surgery, and 1've met some hardcases around the clinic. The



surgeon-confessors tend to attract such. (What's even more disturbing isthat | have faint
ghogt-recollections of knowing similar people before, but with no details attached. Who they were or
what they meant to me has sunk into the abyss where memories go when their owners no longer need
them.)

The two of them, working by unspoken assent, appoint themsalves as my personal shopping assstants
for the afternoon. They're not crude about it, but they're very persistent and make no real attempt to
conced their desire to modify my behavior dong lines compatible with their enhanced scorefiles.

After coffee and cakes (for which Angel pays), they escort meto a series of establishments. In thefirst of
these | am subjected to the attentions of ahairstylist. Angd stswith me and chatsinterminably about
kitchen appliances while Jen goes off somewhere to do something of her own, and the zombie
immobilizes me and applies afearsome array of knives, combs, chemica reagents, and compact machine
toolsto my head. Oncel get out of the chair, | have to admit that my hair's different—it's still long, but it's
severd shadeslighter, and whenever | turn my head it moveslike asolid lump of foamed plastic.

"Perhaps we should get you some clothing for tomorrow,” Jen says, smiling broadly. It'sphrased asa
suggestion, but the way she saysit makesit an order. They lead me through a series of boutiques, where
| am induced to present my credit card. Sheinsststhat | try on the costume, and while I'm showing her
how it looks, Angdl gets the store zombiesto parcel up my stuff. | end up looking like one of them, the
ladies who lunch. "We're getting there," Jen says, something amost like approval on her face. ™Y ou need
amakeover, though.”

"A what?'

They just laugh at me. Probably just aswell; if they told mein advance, I'd try to escape. And, as| keep
reminding mysalf (with an increasing sense of dreed), I'll have nearly ahundred tendays—three years—in
which to regret any mistakes | make today.

THE lightsare turning red and sinking toward the tunndl at the edge of the world when the taxi were
crammed into stops outside my house, and the door opens. "Go on," says Angdl, pushing my bag at me,
"goand surprise him. Hell have had along day and will need cheering up.” | redlize she'susing the
generic he—they don't care who he s, dl they care about isthe fact that he's my husband, and we can
earn them points.

"Okay, I'm going, I'm going,” | say, harassed. | take the bag, and as| turn, something bitesme on theleg.
"Hey!" | look round but the taxi isaready pulling away. "Shit," | mumble. My leg throbs. | reach down
and fed something lumpy stuck init. I pull it out. It's Some sort of |ozenge with a needle coming out of
oneend. "Shit." | ssumble up the path in the new shoesthey inssted | buy—the heels are steeper and
less comfortable than the first pair—and in through the door. | dump the bags and head for the living
room, wherethe TV ison. Samislying infront of it, hiseyes closed and histieloosened, and | fed astab
of compassion for him. Theinjection point on my leg aches, acold reminder.

"Sam. Wake up!" | shake hisshoulder. "I need your help!™

"Whu—" He opens hiseyes and looks at me. "Reeve?' His pupilsdilate visbly. | probably smell
weird—Jen and Ange tried haf the contents of a scent bar on me, for no reason | can fathom.

"Help." | 9t down next to him and hike up my skirt to show him the mark on my thigh. "Look." I hold up
the ampoule where he can seeit. "They got me. What in seven shades of shit is that suff?' My crotchis
unnaturaly sengtiveand | fed dightly dizzy, worryingly relaxed and unstressed in view of what'sjust

happened.



"Its—" Heblinks. "I don't know. Who did thisto you?'

"Jen and Angdl. They dropped me off from ataxi and | think Angdl got mewith thisthing as| left.” | lick
my lips. I'm feding digtinctly odd. "What do you think? Poison?"

"Maybe not," he says, staring at me. Then he picks up histablet and pokes at it. "There," he says, holding
it for me. "Must be ther ideaof fun.”

| thrust my hands between my thighs and clamp them together, my eyesblurring as| read. My crotchis
tingling. "It'sa—huh!" Fury washes over me. "The bitched"

Sam shakes hishead. "'I've had aredly tiring day, but it sounds like you've had an exciting one. Coming
home dressed like a—and your friends, spiking you for sexua arousal.” He raises an eyebrow. "Why did
they do that, do you suppose?’ Sam can remain analytical and composed in the most trying Situations. |
wish | had half his grace under pressure,

"I—" | force mysdlf to move my hands. "Bitches.”

"What's going on, Reeve? Isthe peer pressurereally that compelling?' He sounds concerned,
sympathetic.

"Yes" | grit my teeth. He's Sitting too close to me, but | don't want to risk moving. Thedrug is hitting me
hard in warm, tingly waves, and I'm afraid of leaving adamp patch on the sofa. "It'sthe socid points. We
knew the points were shared with our cohort, but there are extra compulsion mechanisms we didn't
know about. Jen and Angdl told me about them, but | didn't . . . shit. And then you can score points

for ... other activities."

"Wheat other activities?' he asks gently.
"Useyour imagination!” | gasp, and bolt for the bathroom.

SAM knocks on the bathroom door once, tentatively, as1'm lying in the bottom of the shower cubiclein
adaze of lugt, letting waves of hot water duice over melike atropical sorm—Snce when do | know
what a tropical storm on Urth felt like?—and trying to fed clean. Part of mewantsto invitehimin,
but I manageto bite my lip and Stay silent. | guess| can cross Jen and Angd off my list of possble
assassns, but | find mysdlf fantasizing in the shower, fantasi zing about getting them alone and the myriad
revenges I'll take. | know these are just fantasies—you can't kill somebody more than oncein this place,
and once you've killed them, they're out of reach—but something in me wants to make them hurt, and not
just because they've destroyed any chance of my ever having honest sex with this curioudy introverted,
thoughtful, bear of ahusband I've acquired. So | work my armsto exhaustion on the weight machine
down in the basement, then go to bed alone and unessy.

Sunday dawns bright and hot. | reluctantly put on the dress Jen and Angel made me buy and go to meet
Sam downgtairs. | have no pockets, don't know if I'm allowed to carry abag, and | fed very unsafe
without even autility knife. Sam'swearing a black suit, white shirt, black tie.Very monochrome. Helooks
solid, but going by hisface he feds asunsure of himsdlf as| am. "Ready?’ | ask.

Henods. "I'll cdl thetaxi."

The Parish Church isabig stone building some distance away from where we live. Theré's atower a one
end, as sharp and axisymmetrica asardativistic impactor (if warshipswere made of stone and had holes
drilled in their dorsal end with huge parabolic chimes hanging insde). The bellsareringing loudly, and the

car park isfilling with taxis and maes and females dressed in period costume aswe arrive. | see afew



faces| know, Jen'samong them. But | find | don't recognize most of the people in the crowd as we wait
outsde, and | hang on to Sam'sarm for fear of losing him.

Internally, the Church contains of asingle room, with aplatform a one end and rows of benches carved
from dead treesfacing it. There'san dtar on the platform, with along naked blade lying atop it besde a
large gold chdice. Wefilein and sit down. As soft music plays, a procession waks up the aide from the
rear of the building. There are three males, physicaly aged but not yet senescent, wearing distinctive
robes covered in metdlic thread. They climb the platform and take up set positions. Then the one at the
front and right beginsto speak, and | realize with agtart that he's Mgjor-Doctor Fiore.

"Dear congregants, we are gathered here today to remember those who have gone before us. Frozen
faces carved in stone, the frozen faces of multitudes.” He pauses, and everyone around us repeats his
words back to him, alow rumbling echo that seemsto go on and on forever.

Fiore continues to recite gibberish in portentous tones at an increasing pace. Every sentence or two he
stops, and the congregation repeats his words back to him. | hope it's gibberish—some of it isnot only
baffling but vaguely menacing, referencesto being judged after our degths, punishment for sins, rewards
for obedience. | glance sideways but quickly redlize everybody € seiswatching him. | mouth the words
but fedl deeply uneasy abouit it. Some folks seem to be getting worked up, shouting the responses.

Next, azombiein an acove strikes up aturgid melody on some sort of primitive music machine, and
Fioretedlsusto turn the paper booksin front of usto aset page. People begin singing the wordsthere,
and clapping in time, and they don't make any sense elther. The name " Chrigtian” featuresin it repeatedly,
but not in any context | understand. And the message of the sing-adong is distinctly sinister, al about
submission and conformity and reward feedback loops. It'sasif I've got some sort of deep-rooted reflex
that refusesto let me absorb propaganda uncritically: 1 end up reading the book with afrown on my face.

After haf an hour or so, Fiore sgnasthe zombieto stop playing. "Dearly beloved," he says, histone
unctuous and confiding. He leans forward on the lectern, searching our faces. " Dearly beloved.” | add
my own sarcastic mental commentary to the proceedings—Too dear for you to afford, | footnote him.
"Today | would like you all to extend awarm welcome to our newest members, cohort sx. Wearea
loving Church, and it behooves us'—He actually used the word "behooves,” he actually said that!
—"to gather them to our breast and welcome them fully into our family." He smiles ecstaticaly and
clutchesthelectern asif azombie catamite hidden behind it is sucking his cock. " Please wel come our
newest members, Chris, El, Sam, Fer, and Mick, and their wives Jen, Angel, Reeve, Alice, and Cass."

Everyone around me—except Sam, who looks as confused as | fed—suddenly starts smacking their
hands together in front of them. It's some kind of welcoming ritud, | guess, and the noiseis surprisingly
loud. Sam catches my eye and beginsto clap, tentatively, but then Fiore holds up ahand and everybody
stops.

"My children," he says, gazing down at usfondly, "our new brethren have only been here for three days.
In that time, they have had much to learn and see and do, and some of them have made mistakes. To err
is human, and to forgiveis aso human. It is oursto forgive and to pardon. To pardon, for example, Mrs.
Alice Sheldon of number six, for her difficulty with plumbing. Or to Mrs. Reeve Brown of number six, for
her unfortunate public display of nudity the other day. Or to—"

He'sdrowned out by laughter. | look round and see that suddenly people are laughing a me and
pointing. | fee arush of embarrassment and anger. How dare he do this? But it'sintimidating, too. There
must befifty people here, and some of them are staring asif they'retrying to figure out what | ook like
without any clotheson. If | wasme, if | wasin my own saf-sdected body, 1'd call him out on the
spot—but I'm not. In the sick pit of my stomach | redlize that they're never going to forget that 1've been



singled out, and that this makes me atarget. After dl, that's how peer pressure works, isn't it? That's
what thisis about. The experimenters can't expect to generate aworkable dark ages society in just three
years by dumping abunch of convalescents in orthohuman bodiesinto the polity and letting them wander
around. They need a socid mechanism to make us require conformity of one other, and the best way to
do that isto provide a mechanism to make us punish our own deviants—

"—Or to forgive Cass, for her tendency to overdeep. Such astoday, when she seemsto have forgotten
to cometo Church."

They're not looking at me anymore, but they're muttering, and theré's adark undercurrent of disapproval
at work. | catch Sam's eye, and he looks frightened. He reaches out sideways, and | grab hishand and
cdingtoit asif I'm drowning.

"l urgeyou dl to give your sympathiesto Mick, her husband, who hasto support such adothful wife,
and to help her out when next you see her." And now | can follow everybody's gaze to Mick. He's short
and wiry and has abig, sharp nose and dark, brooding eyes. He looks angry and defensive, for good
reason. The bruising weight of afive-point infraction hasleft me feding wesk in the knees and frightened,
and now he's getting it asaproxy for hiswifesfalureto get up in the morning—

Failureto get upinthemorning?l fed likeydling a Fiore It's an excuse, idiot, an excuse for not
being seen in public!

Fiore moves on to discuss other people, other cohorts, stuff that's meaninglessto me right now. My
netlink comes up, ingsting | vote on whether to add or subtract points to each of the other cohorts, with a
list of snsand achievementstallied against each name. | don't vote for any of them. In the end our own
cohort gets dumped on unanimoudy by the voters of the five older ones. We dl lose acouple of points,
sgnded by thetolling of asulleniron bell hanging in an archway near the back of the Church. Fore
sgnasthe zombieto strike up the organ and leads us in another meaningless song, then it'sthe end of the
service. But | can't run away and hide just yet because the auto-da-fé is followed by a socia receptionin
honor of the new cohort, so we can smile brittle smiles and est cangpés under the magnoliatreeswhile
they politely sneer at us.

There are tableslaid out in the ornamenta garden caled agraveyard that backs onto the Church. They're
covered with white cloths and stacked with glasses of wine. Were led outside and | eft to fend for
oursalves. Taxisdon't run on Sunday during Church services. | find mysdlf standing stiffly with my back
ascloseto the churchyard wal as| can get, clutching awineglass with one hand and Sam with the other.
My shoes are pinching, and my face fedls set in a permanent grimace.

"Reevel And Sam!" It's Jen, dragging along Angd and their husbands, Chrisand El, in her undertow. She
looksalittle less ebullient than she was yesterday, and | can guesswhy.

"Wedidn't do sowdl," El grunts. He spares me alingering glance that hits melike apunch inthe guts. It's
redlly creepy. | know exactly what he's thinking, just not why he'sthinking it. Isit because he thinks| cost
him his points or because he's trying to imagine me with no clothes on?

"We could have doneworse," says Jen, her words clipped and harsh-sounding. She's strangling her
handbag in adegth grip.

"Ontheoutsde." | take adeep breath. "I'd chalenge Fioreif he made acrack likethat at mein public.”

"But you're not on the outside, darling,” Jen points out. She smilesat Sam. "Is shelikethisat home, or
only when she's got an audience?"



| am close, very close, to throwing the contents of my wineglassin her face and demanding satisfaction
just to seeif shell crack, but my butterfly mind sees a distraction sneaking furtively past behind her—it's
Mick. So instead of doing something stupid | do something downright foolhardy and march right over to
him.

"Hdlo, Mick," | say brightly.

Hejumps and glares at me. He'stense, wound up like aspring, positively fizzing. "Y es? What do you
want?' he demands.

"Oh, nothing." | smile and ingpect hisface. "1 just wanted to sympathize with you, having awifewho
doesn't get up in the morning for Church. That's downright inconvenient. Will | see her here next week?"

"Yes," hegrates. He's holding his hands siffly by his sides, and they're clenched into figts.

"Oh, good! How marvelous. Listen, you don't mind me visiting to see her this afternoon, do you? Weve
got alot to talk about, and | thought shed—"

"No." Heglaresat me. "Y ou're not seeing the bitch. Not today, or—whenever. Go away. Whore."

I'm not sure what the word means, but | get the genera picture. "Okay, I'm going,” | say tensdly. If I'd
had afew more days with the bench press and the weights, things might be difficult: But not right now.
Not yet.

| turn and walk back over to Sam. He doesn't say anything when | lean againgt him, which isjust aswell
because | don't trust myself to be tactful, especially not whilewerein public, and | can't escape. My
heart's pounding, and | fed sick with suppressed anger and shame. Cassis being treated asavirtua
prisoner by her husband. I'm being publicly ridiculed and making enemiesjust for trying to maintain my
sense of identity. Thiswhole polity isrigged to try to make us betray our friends. . . but somewhere out
there, people arelooking for me with murder in mind. And if | don't keep alow profile, sooner or later
they'll find me.

6

Sword

AFTER Church we go home. Sam doesn't have to work on Sunday, so he watchestelevision. | go and
explore the garage. It'saflimsy structure off to one side of the house, with abig pair of doorsin front.
There's aworkbench, and the hardware shop zombies have adready instdled dl the stuff | bought
yesterday. | spend awhiletinkering with the drill press and reading the manua for the arc-welding
gpparatus. Then | go and work out on the exercise device in the basement, grimly pretending that it'sa
torture machine for transferring physica stressto the bones of a human victim and that Jen's on the
receiving end of it. After I've squished her into abloody lump the size of ashopping bag, | fed drained
but happier and ready to tackle difficult tasks. So | go looking for Sam.

Hesin theliving room, saring blankly at the TV screen with the volume turned off. | Sit down next to
him, and he barely notices. "What'swrong?" | ask.

"I'm—" He shakes his head, mute and miserable.

| reach for hishand but he pullsit away. "Isit me?" | ask.



"No."
| reach for hishand again, grab it, and hang on. He doesn't pull away thistime, but he seemsto be tense.
"What isit, then?"

For awhilel think heisn't going to say anything, but then, just as1'm about to try again, he sghs. "It's
rrell

"It's—what?"
"Me. | shouldn't be here."
"What?' | look around. "In the living room?"

"No, inthispolity,” he says. Now | get it, it's not anger—it's depression. When he's down, Sam clams up
and wdlowsin it instead of taking it out on his surroundings.

"Explain. Try and convinceme." | shuffle closer to him, kegping hold of hishand. "Pretend I'm one of the
experimenters, and you're looking to justify an early termination, okay?"

"I'm—" He looks at me oddly. "We're not supposed to talk about who we were before the experiment.
It doesn't aid enculturation, and it's probably going to get in the way."

"But [—" | stop. "Okay, how about you tell me," | say dowly. "1 won't tell anyone." | look himinthe eye.
"We're supposed to be amonadic couple. There aren't any negative-sum game plays between couplesin
thissociety, are there?’

"l don't know." He sniffs. ™Y ou might talk."

"Who to?"

"Your friend Cass."

"Bullshit!" | punch him lightly onthearm. "L ook, if | promise| won't tell?*
Helooks at methoughtfully. "Promise.”

"Okay, | promise." | pause. "So what'swrong?"

His shoulders are hunched. "I've just come out of memory surgery,” he saysdowly. "I think that'swhere
Foreand Y ourdon and their crowd found most of us, by theway. A redaction clinic must be agreat
place to find experimenta subjectswho're hedthy but who've forgotten everything they knew. People
who've come adrift from the patterns of life, and who have minimal socia connections. People with active
closetiesdon't go in for memory surgery, do they?'

"Not often, | don't think," | say, vaguedly disturbed by arecollection of military officers briefing me: trouble
in another life, urgent plotting againgt an evil contingency.

"Not unlessthey're trying to hide something from themsdves."
| manage to fake up an amused laugh for him. "I don't think that's very likely. Do you?"

"I'd. .. wel. I'm pretty narrowly channeled emotiondly. Narrow, but deep. | had afamily. And it al
went wrong, for reasons | can't deal with now, reasons | could have done something about, maybe. Or



maybe not. Whatever, that's the bare outline of what | remember. Therestisdl third-person sketching,
recongtructed memory implants to replace whatever it meant to me. Because, I'm not exaggerating, it
burned me out. If | hadn't undergone memory redaction, I'd probably have become suicidd. | have a
tendency toward reactive depression, and I'd just lost everything that meant anything to me.”

| hold his hand, not daring to move, suddenly wondering what kind of emotiona time bomb | casudly
selected over the cheese and wine table half aweek ago.

After about aminute, he sghsagain. "It'sover. They'rein the past, and | don't remember it too clearly. |
didn't have the full surgery, just enough to add alayer of fuzz sothat | could build anew life for mysdlf.”
Helooksat me. "Do you know?"

Know what? | think, fegling panicky. Then | understand what he's asking.

"l had memory surgery, too,” | say dowly, "but it wasn't for thefirst time. And it was thorough. I've—" |
swalow. "I had to read an autobiography | wrote for mysdlf.” And did | liewhen | waswriting it? Did
that other metdl the truth, or was he spinning a pretty tapestry of liesfor the stranger he was dueto
becomein the future?"It said | was mated once, long-term. Three partners, six children, it lasted over a
gigasec.” | fed shaky as| consder the next part. "1 don't remember their faces. Any of them.”

Intruth | don't remember any of it. It might aswell have happened to someone ese. According to my
autobiography it did. The whole thing ended more than four gigasecs ago—over ahundred and twenty
years—and | went through my first memory reset early in the aftermath, and amuch more thorough one
recently. For more than thirty years those three mates and six children meant more to me than, well,
anything. But dl they aretoday is background color to the narrative of my life, like dry briefing
documents setting up a prefabricated history for adeeper agent about to be injected into aforeign polity.

Sam holds my hand. "I had surgery to ded with the pain,” he says. "And | came out of surgery, and |
found | probably didn't need it in thefirst place. Painisastimulus, asignd that the organism needsto
take some kind of evasive action, isnt it? | don't mean the chronic pain caused by nerve damage, but
ordinary pain. And emotiona pain. Y ou need to do something about it, not avoid it. Afterward, it was
distant, but | felt empty. Only haf-human. And | wasn't surewho | was, either.”

| stroke hishand. "Wasit the dissociative psychopathology?' | ask. "Or something deeper?

"Degper.”" He sounds absent. 1 had such avoid that I—well, | made the mistake of faling inlove again.
Too soon, with somebody who was brilliant and fast and witty and probably completdly crazy. And they
asked me about the experiment while | was miserable, trying to figure out whether | redly was inloveor
was just fooling mysdlf. We discussed the experiment, but | don't think they were too keen on the idea.
Andintheendit dl got too much for me: | sgned up, backed mysdlf up, and woke up in here." Helooks
a meunhappily. "I madeamisiake.”

"What?' | sare at him, not sure what to make of this.

"It'snot that | don't like sex," he says gpologeticaly, "but I'm in love with someone dse. And I'm not
going to see them until—" He shakes hishead. "Wl thereit is. Y ou must think I'm ared idiot.”

"No." What | think is, | redlly have to rescue Cass, Kay, from that scumsucker who's got her locked up.
"l don't think youreanidiot, Sam," | hear mysdf telling him. | lean Sideways and kiss him on the cheek in
friendly intimacy. He starts, but he doesn't try to push me away. "l just wish we weren't thismessed up.”

"Metoo," hesayssadly. "Metoo." | lean againgt him for awhile, words seeming redundant at this point.
Then, because I'm becoming uncomfortably aware of hisbody, | get up and head back out to the garage.



Theres il daylight, and I've got an idea.or two in my head that I'd like to work on. If it turnsout | have
to rescue Kay from Mick and he's violent, | want to be properly equipped.

ON Monday Sam goesto work. And the next day, and the one after that—every day of every week,
except Sunday. He's being trained as alegd secretary, which soundsalot more interesting thaniit is,
athough he's getting a handle on the laws and customs of the ancients—some big legal databases
survived the dark ages dmost untouched, and City Hall hasto process alot of paperwork. Oneresult is
that he wears the same dark suits every day, except at home, where it turns out to be okay for him to
wear jeans and open-necked shirts.

| begin to get used to him leaving most days, and settleinto aroutine. | get up in the morning and make
coffeefor us both. After Sam heads for work | go down to the cellar and work out until I'm coveredin
sweat and my arms are creaking. Then | have another coffee, go outside, and run the length of the road
between the two tunnels several times—at first | makeit Six lengths, asit's haf akilometer, but | beginto
increase it after Tuesday. When I'm staggering with near exhaustion, | go back home and have a shower,
another cup of coffee, and either put on something respectableif I'm heading downtown or something
disrespectableif I'm going to work in the garage.

There are other unpleasantnesses, of course. About two weeks into our residence, | wake up in the
middle of the night with an unpleasant belly cramp. The next morning I'm disgusted to discover that I'm
bleeding. I'd heard of menstruation, of course, but | hadn't expected the Y FH-Polity designersto be
crazy enough to reintroduceit. Most other female mammals smply reabsorb their endometria, why
should dark ages humans have to be different? | clean up after mysdf aswell as| can, then find I'm ill
leaking. It'samiserable time, but when | break down and phone Angel to ask if there's any way of
stopping it, shejust suggests| go to the drugstore and look for feminine hygiene supplies.

Supplies come from the stores in the downtown zone. | get to shop a couple of times aweek. Food
comes in prepacked meal containers or asraw ingredients, but I'm alousy cook and adow learner so |
tend to avoid thelatter. Thisweek | pull my routine forward—like, urgently—becauise feminine hygiene
means the drugstore, where they sell padsto wear insgde your underwear. Thewhole businessis
revolting. What's going to happen next? Arethey going to inflict leprosy on us?1 grit my teeth and resolve
to buy more underwear. And pain medication, which comesin smal bitter-tasting disks that you haveto
swallow and which don't work very well.

Clothing I've more or less sorted out. I've taken to asking Angel or sometimes Alice to choose stuff for
my public gppearances. This insures me against making awrong choice and getting on anyone's shit-list.
Jen points out that I've got lousy fashion taste, an accusation that might actualy carry someweight if there
were enough of usin this snow globe of auniverseto actudly have fashions, rather than smply being on
the receiving end of afragmentary historica clothing database that's advancing through the old-style
1950s at arate of one planetary year per two tendays.

Other supplies. . . | haunt the hardware shop. Sam probably thinks I'm spending al the money he's
earning on makeovers and hairdos or something, but thetruth is, I'm looking to my surviva. If and when
the nsfind me, I'm determined they're going to have afight on their hands. | don't think he's even
looked in the garage once since we moved in. If he had, he'd probably have noticed the drill press,
welding kit, and the bits of meta and wood and nails and glue and the workbench. And the textbooks:
The Crossbow, Medieval and Modern, Military and Sporting, Its Construction History and
Management. It'sfunny what's survived.

Currently I'm reading abig fat volume called The Swvordsmith's Assistant. Therés method in my
madness. While there's no obviousway | can get my hands on ablaster or other modern weaponry, and
I'm not suicidal enough to play with explosvesinsde a pressurized hab without knowing its physical



topology, it occursto methat you can Hill raise an awful lot of mayhem with the toysyou can buildina
dark age machine shop. My main headache with the crossbow, in fact, is going to be knowing the axis of
rotation in each sector, so that | can correct myaim for Coriolisforce. Which is where the plumb bob and
the laser distance meter comein.

In public, I'm working hard at being adifferent person. | don't want anyoneto figure out that I'm building
anarsend.

The ladies of our cohort—which means Jen, Angel, me, and Alice, because Cass till isn't allowed out in
public by her hushand—meet up for lunch three times aweek. | don't ask after Cass because | don't
want Jen to get theideathat I'm interested in her. Sheld peg it as aweakness and try to figure out how to
exploitit. | don't want her to get any kind of handle of me, so | dress up and meet them at arestaurant or
cafe, and smile and listen politely asthey discuss what their husbands are doing or the latest gossip about
their neighbors. The nine other houses on my road are standing vacant, waiting for the next cohorts of test
subjectsto arrive, but that's unusua—I gather the otherslive near to people from other cohorts, and
theré's arich sea of gossip lapping around the tide pools of suburban anomie.

"I think we can make some mileage against cohort three," Jen says one day, over a Spanish ome et
dusted with paprika. She sounds cunning.

"Youdo?' Angd asksanxioudy.
"Yes." Jenlookssmug.

"Dotdl." Alice puts her fork down in the wreckage of her Caesar sdlad. She'strying to look interested,
but she can't fool me. Jen casts her asharp ook, then stabs her omelet.

"Esther and Mdl live at the other end of Lakeside View from meand Chris." A piece of omelet quivers
on the end of her fork, impaled for our attention. Jen chewsreflectively. "I've noticed Esther watching me
from their garden, some mornings. So | cdled ataxi to go shopping, then had it circle round and drop me
off just beyond the tunndl at the other end of the road. Funny who you seein thearea She amiles,
exposing perfect raptor-sharp teeth.

"Who?" asks Alice, obliging her with an audience.

"She goesin, and about ten minutes later Phil turns up by taxi. He sendsit away and rings the doorbell.
Leaves an hour or two later."

Angd tut-tuts disapprovingly. Alicejust looksfantly disgusted.

"Don't you see?" asks Jen. "It'snot public. That gives usleverage." She spears abroccoli stem,
dismembersit abranch at atime, tearing with her teeth. "Therésaword for it. Adultery. It'snot
negetively scored as such, aslong asit's secret. But if it comes out—"

"We know," Angd interrupts. "So why—"

"Because we're not part of cohort three. Esther and Ma and Phil are al in cohort three. The, ah, peer
pressure hasto be applied by your peers. So this gives usleverage over Esther and Phil. If wetdl Mdl,
they lose points big-time.”

"| don't fed s0 good,” | say, putting my knife down and pushing my chair back from the table. "Need
somefreshar.”

"Wasit something | said?" asks Jen, casudly concerned.



I'm getting better at lying with astraight face. | don't think | used to be good at it, but spending too much
time around Jen is giving me a crash course in mendacity. "Nothing to do with you—must be something |
ate" | say as| stand up.

I'm trying not to stand out, trying not to offend Jen or the others, and trying not to look eccentricin
public, but there arelimitsto what | will put up with. Being tacitly enlisted in aconspiracy to blackmail is
too much. I'll have to smile at them tomorrow or the day after, but right now | want to beaone. So | go
outside, where agentle breeze isblowing, and | walk to the end of the block and crossthe road. There's
very littletraffic (none of usred humans drive vehicles—it'sfar too dangerous), and the zombies are
configured to giveright of way to pedestrians, so | manage to get into the park reasonably fast.

The park isa semidomesticated biome. The grassis neetly trimmed, the large deciduous plants are
carefully pruned, and the small stream of water that meanders through it is tamed and can be crossed by
numerous footbridges. It has the big advantage that at thistime of day it's nearly empty, except for the
zombie groundsman and perhaps a couple of wiveswith nothing better to do with their time. | walk aong
the stone path that leads from the edge of the downtown block toward the small coppice on the edge of
the boating lake.

| gradudly calm down as | near the Sde of thelake. It's smulating asunny day with alittle high cloud and
alazy breeze, just occasionally getting up enough speed to cool my skin through my costume. Apart from
the incessant machindike twitter of the fist-gzed dinosaursin the trees, it's quite peaceful. Sometimes |
can dmost bring mysdlf to forget the perpetua smmering sense of anger and humiliation that Jen seemsto
thriveon inducing intherest of us.

However much | try to, | can't put mysdlf in their shoes. It's asif they don't redize that you can gamethe
system by ignoring it, by refusing to participate, aswel as by going aong with the overt rewards and
punishments. They've al unconscioudy decided to obey the arbitrary pressure toward gender
partitioning, and they won't be content unless everyone el se conforms and competes for the same
rewards. Wasit likethisfor real dark agesfemales, crested as random victims of genetic determinism
rather than volunteersin an experiment enforced by explicit rewards and pendties? If so, I'm lucky: I've
only got another three years of it.

Being awifeisalonely business. Sam and | lead largely independent lives. He goesto work in the
morning, and | only see him in the evenings, when he'stired, or on Sundays. On Sundayswe go to
Church, bound together by our mutud fear of being singled out for opprobrium, and afterward we go
home together and try to remind each other that the score whores—who davishly chase after every hint
of right behavior that Fiore drops—are not the most intelligent or reasonable people. We have an uphill
druggle a times.

It'sashame Sam'samale, and ashame that the interna dynamics of this compressed community have set
up thisartificial barrier between us. | have afeding that if we weren't under so much external pressure, |
could get to like him.

And then there's Cass, who was at Church last Sunday.

Weliveinaredly smdl, tightly constrained and controlled synthetic world, and there are some aspects of
the way it's organized that makeits artificidity glaringly obvious. For example, we don't have fashions,
not in the sense of spontaneous design creetivity that spawns waves of imitation and recomplication.
(Crestivity isascarce resource at the best of times, and with barely ahundred of usliving here so far,
there just isn't enough to go round.) What we do have isa strangdly frenetic ersatz fashion industry, in the
form of whatever'sin the shops. Somewhere there's a surviving catalogue of stylesfrom the dark ages,
probably compiled from amuseum, and the shops change their contents regularly, compelling usto buy



new stuff every few cyclesor fal out of date. (It's another conformity-promoting measure: forget to
update your wardrobe contents, leave yourself open to criticism.) This month hats are in fashion,
ridiculous confections with wide brims and net veilsthat shadow the face. | can cope with hats, dthough |
don't like the brims or the vells—I keep catching them on things, and they get in the way.

But let me get back to Cass, the subject of my hopes and worries. . .

I'm standing beside Sam as usud, holding the hymnbook and moving my lips, letting my eyesrove around
the other side of the aide. A new cohort arrived last week and the Church is packed—they'll haveto
extend it soon. I'm trying to pick out the newcomers because | don't want to get them mixed up with the
older cohorts. Maybe it'sabit of Jen's cal culated cynicism rubbing off on me, but I'm learning to guess
someone's degree of adienation by how long they've been around. | have afeding | might be able to make
some allies among the new intake aslong as | look for them early in the conditioning cycle, before the
scorewhores get ther clawsin.

For some reason Mick is Sitting with—standing among—the new folks thisweek, and | automatically
glance a the woman to hisleft. | do adouble take. She's wearing along-deeved blue dresswith ahigh
collar, and ahat with ablack veil that covers her face. She's got lots of makeup smeared around her

eyes. Her mouth isared dash, and her cheeks are colorless. But it's definitely Cass, and she's holding the
hymnbook asif she's never seen one before.

Isthat you, Kay? | wonder, tantalized by her presence. |'ve been holding on to that promise Kay
extracted from me—"Y ou'll look for meinsde, won't you?' And Cass. . . she knowsice ghoul society.
If Mick wasn't so crazy with jealousy that he doesn't want her out in public, if—

Sam nudges me discreetly in theribs. People are closing their hymnbooks and sitting down. | hastily
follow suit. (Don't want anyone to notice me, don't want to attract unwanted attention.)

"Dearly beloved," drones Fiore, "we are aloving congregation, and today we welcome to our bosom the
new cohort of Eddie, Pat, Jon"—and he names seven other fresh victims—"who | am sure you will take
under your wings and gtrive to befriend in due course. We aso offer a belated welcome to deepyhead
Cass, who hasfindly deigned to grace uswith her fragrant presence. . ." Hetwittersonin likeveinfor
sometime, preaching asermon of saccharine subordination illustrated periodicaly with some anecdote of
misdoing. Vern, it seems, got faling-down drunk and vomited in Main Street two nights ago, while Erica
and Kate had a stand-up fight so violent that it put Ericain hospital, along with Greg and Brook, who
tried to pull Kate off her. Kateisnow in prison, paying the price for her outburst in days on bread and
nights on water, and by the time Fiore gets through excoriating her, there's an angry undercurrent of
disapprova in the congregation. | glance sdelong at Cass, trying not to be too obtrusive about it. | can't
make out her face—the veil shadows her expression effectively—»but I'm pretty surethat if | could see
her, shed look frightened. Her shoulders are set, defensive, and she's hunched dightly away from Mick.

Once we go outsideinto the open air, | grab aglass of wine and down it rapidly, keeping close to Sam.
Sam watches me, worried. " Something wrong?”

"Yes. No. I'm not sure.” There are butterfliesin my stomach. Cassisthe most isolated of thewivesin
Cohort Four, the one who hasn't been alowed out anywhere—and could Sam stop me doing anything if
| felt likeit? Mick is poison, not the subtle socid toxin of a Jen, but the forthright venom of astinging
insect, brutal and direct. "There's something | want to check out. I'll be back in afew minutes, okay?'

"Reeve—take care?

| meet hiseyes. He's concerned! | realize. Abashed, | nod, then dide away toward the front of the
Church and the main entrance.



Mick istaking to alittle knot of hard-looking men, wiry muscles and close-cropped hair—guys| see
digging or operating incredibly noisy machinery, chewing up the roadsthen filling them in again—heé's
gesticulating wildly. A couple of the Church attendants stand nearby, and there're a couple of women
waiting in the doorway. | sidle toward the front door and go inside. The Church has emptied out, and
there's only one person till there, loitering near the back pew.

"Kay? Cass?' | ask.
Shelooks at me. "R-Reave?'

It'sdark, and | can't be sure but there's something about her heavy eye shadow that makes me think of
bruisng. Her dresswould effectively conced signs of violence if Mick's been beeting her. "Areyou dl
right?' | ask.

Her eyesturn toward the entrance. "No," she whispers. "Listen, hes—don't get involved. All right?1
don't need your help. Stay away from me." Her voice quavers with afine edge of fear.

"l promised I'd look for you in here," | say.

"Don't." She shakes her head. "HEll kill me, do you redizethat? If hethinksI've been talking to
anyone—"

"But we can protect you! All you haveto do isask, and well get you out of there and keep him away
fromyou."

| might aswell not have bothered talking to her: she shakes her head and backs toward the door, her
shoes clacking on the stone floor. Behind thevall, her faceisn't Smply frightened, it'sterrified. And the
white powder on her cheek isn't quite enough to conced the ivory stain of old bruising.

Mick iswaiting outside. If he sees me emerging after Cass, helll probably go nuts. And I'm beginning to
wonder if I'm right about her. When | called her Kay, she showed no sign of recognition. But would she?
Kay isan dias, after dl, and with her being just out of memory surgery, and me not being Robin but
Reeveinthishal of mirrors—if after these tendays someone caled me Robin, would | redize they were
taking to meat firg?

| glance around frustratedly, wondering if theré'saback exit. I'm aonein the Church nave. It'snot my
favorite place, you understand, but right now it lacks the dmost palpable sense of hodtility it exudes when
we're dl herded together in our Sunday best, wondering who's going to be today's sacrificia victim.
Waiting for Mick to loseinterest and leave, | walk around the front of the big room, trying to get anew

perspective on things.

I've never been forward of the pews before. What does Fiore keep in hislectern? | wonder, waking
toward the dtar. Thelectern, seen from behind, is quite disappointing—it'sjust adab of carved wood
with ashdf setinit. There are a couple of paper books filed there, but no robocatamite to account for
Fioré's peculiar mannerisms. The dtar isaso pretty boring. It'sadab of smoothly polished stone, carved
into neetly rectilinear lines. The symbols of the faith, the sword and the chalice, St atop ametd rack inthe
middle of the purple-dyed cloth that coversthe stone. | look closer, intrigued by the sword. It'san
odd-looking thing. The blade is dead straight, with atotally squared-off tip, and it's about a centimeter
thick. With no edge on it and no taper it looks more like amirror-polished billet of sted than ablade. It's
got abasket hilt and agray, roughened grip, suggesting afunctiona design rather than a decorative one.
Something nags a me, an ingstent phantom memory stump itching where areal one has been amputated.
I'm certain I've seen asword like this before. There are faint rectangular groovesin the outer surface of
the basket, asif something has been removed. And theflat "edge” of the blade isn't quite right—it shines



with the luster of fine stedl, but there's also afaint rainbow sheen, adiffractive speckling at the edge of my
gaze.

| break out in acold sweat. My blousefedslike ice againgt the chill of my skin as| straighten up and
hastily head for the small door that's visible on this side of the organist's bench. | don't want to be caught
here, not now! Someoneis having alittle joke with us, and | fedl sick to my heart at the thought that it
might be Fore, or hisbaoss, Y ourdon the Bishop. They're playing with us, and thisis the proof. Who can
| tell? Most people here wouldn't understand, and those that did—we've got no way out, not unlessthe
experimenters agree to release us early. But the exit leads straight back into the clinics of the
hospitaler-confessors, and | have a horrible gut-deep fedling that they'reinvolved in this. Certainly they're
implicated.

I've got to get out of here, | redize, aghast. Thethingis, I've seen swords like that before. Vorpa
blades, they call them, I'm not sure why. This one's obvioudy decommissioned, but how did it get here?
They don't rely on the edge or point to cut, that's not what they're for. They belonged to, to—Who did
they belong to? | rack my brains, trying to find the source of thisterrible conviction that | andinthe
presence of something utterly evil, something that doesn't belong in any experimenta polity, atink of livid
corruption. But my treacherous memory lets me down again, and as | batter mysdlf againgt the closed
door of my own history, | wak back into the light outside, blinking and wondering if | might be wrong
after all. Wrong about Cass being Kay. Wrong about Mick being violent. Wrong about the sword and
the chalice. Wrong about who and what | am. . .

v

Bottom

TIME passesglacialy dowly. | don't say anything to Sam about the eventsin Church, not about Casss
black eye nor the Vorpa blade on the Church dtar. Sam is comfortable to live with, happy to listen to
my depressive chatter about the women'sworld, but there's dways the worm of worry gnawing at the
back of my mind: Can | trust him? | want to, but | can't be sure heisn't one of my pursuers. It'sa
horrible dilemma, the risk/trust trade-off. So | don't talk about what | do in the garage, or on the
basement exercise machine, and he doesn't volunteer much information about what he does at work. A
couple of the ladieswho lunch are talking about organizing dinner parties, but if weinvited oursavesinto
that kind of socid circle they'd expect usto reciprocate and the stress would be—well, | don't think
either of usisuptoit. So welive our lonely livesin each other's back pockets, and | worry about Cass,
and Sam reads alot and watches TV, trying to understand the ancients.

When we get home &fter the abortive meeting in Church, | use my netlink to check our group's public
points. Jenisleading on socid connectedness, while Aliceis second on that score—her helping me with
clothes seemsto be good for her. To my surprise| seethat I'm at the bottom of the cohort. Thereé'san
activity breskdown and it looks like everyone eseis having sex with their partner: Forming stable
relationshipsis agood way to jack up your score, easy points. | backtrack aweek or two and see that
Cassisregularly active with Mick.

For somereason | find this unaccountably depressing. The others are watching, and I'm supposed to be
involved with Sam, and | don't want to do anything that might give Jen any sense of satisfaction
whatsoever. It's an immature atitude, but I'm redlly conscious of the fact that they're keeping an eye on
my score, waiting for me to surrender. Waiting for me to give Sam what they think he ought to want. Too
bad they don't redlly know us.

ABOUT two weeks later | finaly reach the end of my tether. It'sahot, tiresome Tuesday evening. I've



gpent the morning exercising outdoors—there are sill no neighbors, athough a couple of families are due
to move in when the next cohort arrivesin a couple of weeks time—and then worked in the garage all
afternoon. I'm trying to relearn welding the hard way, and I'm lucky not to have burned my arm off or
electrocuted mysdlf sofar.

| have vague recollections of having done this stuff along time ago, in gigaseconds past, but it's so long
ago that the memories are dl second-hand and I've clearly forgotten aimost everything | knew. There's
something wrong with my technique, and the pieces of spring stedl I'm trying to makeinto asingle
fabrication are going brittle around the weld. | try bending thelast onein the vise and thejoin I'vejust
gpent an hour working on sngps and smdll fragments go flying. If | was stlanding a bit farther over to the
left, | could have got oneintheeye. Asitis, | get anasty shock and go insgdeto try to sort our dinner
out, because Sam isusudly back from work around now, and if left to his own devices, hell flop downin
front of the television rather than sorting out food for both of us.

So I'min the kitchen al on my own, rummaging through the frozen packagesin the freezer cupboard for
something we both eat, and | manage to drop a pizza box on the floor. It splits open and the contents
soill everywhere. It's one of those moments when the whole universe comes spinning down on the top of
your head, and you redlize how aone andisolated you are, and dl your problems seem to laugh at you.
Who do | think I'mkidding? | ask mysdlf, and | burst into tears on the spot.

I'm trapped in awholly inadequate body, with only patchy memories of whoever | used to beleft to prod
me aong in search of abetter life. I'm trgpped in afun-house mirror reflection of ahistorical society
where everyone was crazy by default, driven mad by irrationd laws and meaningless customs. Herel am,
thinking | remember being in rehab, reading aletter written to mysdlf by an earlier verson—and how do

| know | wrote the letter to myself? 1 don't even remember doing it! For al | know it's a confabulation,
my own bored attempt to inject some excitement into alife totally sapped of interest. Certainly the rant
about people who are out to kill me seemsincreasingly implausible and distant—outright unbelievable, if
not for the man with the wire.

| can't remember any reasons why anyone would want me dead. And even a haf-competent trainee
assassin would find killing meatrivia chalenge at best, right now. | can't even put afrozen pizzaina
microwave oven without dropping it on thefloor. I'm spending my spare hoursin the garage trying to
weld together a crossbow and busily planning to make mysdlf a sword when the bad guys, if they'rered,
are running a panopticon—artota survelllance society—and have wespons like the one on the Church
atar, edged with the laser-gpeckling strangeness of supercondensates, waveguides for wormhole
generators. Knivesthat can cut space-time. They'll comefor mein the clear light of day, and they'll be
backed by the whole police state panoply of memory editors and existential programmers. There's
nowhere for meto run, no way out except through the T-gates controlled by the experimenters, and no
way in bar the same, and | don't even know if I'velost Kay, or if Kay is Cass or someone ese entirely,
and I'm not surewhy | let Piccolo-47 talk meinto coming here. All I've got are my memories, and | can't
even trugt them.

| feel helplessand lost and very, very smdl, and | stare at the pizza through ablurring veil of tears, and
right then | hear the front door lock click to itself and footstepsin the front hal, and it's morethan | can
bear.

Sam finds mein the kitchen, sobbing as | fumble around for the dustpan.
"What'swrong?' He stands in the doorway looking at me, abewildered expression on hisface.

"I'm, I—" | manage to get the box into the trash, then drop the brush on top of it. "Nothing."



"It can't be nothing,” heinggts, logicaly enough.

"l don't want to talk about it." | sniff and wipe my eyes on the back of my deeve, embarrassed and hating
mysdlf for thisdisplay of weskness. "It's not important—"

"Comeon." Hisarm isaround my shoulders, comforting. "Come on, out of here."
"Okay."

He leads me out of the kitchen and into the living room and over to the big glasswindows. | watch, not
really comprehending, as he opens one of them. Floor to celling, it formsadoor in itsown right, a door
into the back garden. "Come on," he says, walking out onto the lawn.

| follow him outsde. The grassis getting long. What do you want? | wonder.
"Sit down,” he says. | blink and look at the bench.
"Oh, okay." | sniff again.

"Wait here," he says. He vanishes back into the house, leaving me aone with my stupid and stupefying
sense of inadequacy. | sare at the grass. It's moist (we had a scheduled precipitation at lunchtime, water
drizzling gently from amillion tiny nozzles embedded in the ky), and asnail isinching itsway laborioudy
up astem, closeto my feet. Not far away there's another one. It's agood time for mollusks, who haul
their world around with them, saf-contained. | fed amomentary flash of envy. Here | am, trapped insde
the biggest snail shell anyone can imagine, asnail shell made of glassthat exposes everything wedoto the
monitors and probes of the experimenters. And in my hubris| think | can actudly crawl out of my shell,

escapeinto my own identity—
Sam is holding something out to me. "Here, have adrink.”

| take the tumbler. 1t's blue glass, with afizz of bubblestrapped in the weighted base and aclear liquid
haf-filling it. | sniff abouquet of bitters and lemon.

"Go on, it won't poison you."

| raisemy glass and take amouthful. Gin and tonic, some submerged ghost of memory tellsme.
"Thanks" | sniff. He pours himsdlf one, too. "I'm sorry.”

"What for?" he asks, as he sits down next to me. He's shed hisjacket and necktie, and he moves asif
he'sweary, asif he'sgot my troubles.

"I'madead loss." | shrug. "It just got too much for me."
"You'renot adead loss.”

| look at him sharply, then have to sniff again. | wish | could get my sinusesfixed. "Yes|l am. I'mwholly
dependent on you—without your job, what would I do? I'm weak and small and badly coordinated, and
| can't even cook apizzafor supper without dropping it all over thefloor. And, and. . ."

Sam takes another mouthful. "Look," he says, pointing & the garden. "Y ou've got this. All day." He
shakeshishead. "'l get to it in an office full of zombies and spend my time proofreading gibberish.
There's dways more make-work for me, texts to check for errors. It makes my head hurt. You've a
least got this." Helooks at me, aguarded, odd ook that makes me wonder what he sees. "And whatever
itisyouredoinginthe garage.”



"l don't meanto pry,” he says, looking away shyly.

"It'snot secret,” | say. | swalow some more of my drink. "I'm making stuff.” | nearly add, It's a hobby,
but that would be alie. And the one person | haven't actively lied to so far is Sam. I've got afedling that if
| start lying to him now, I'll be crossing some sort of irrevocable line. With only myself for an anchor, and
knowing how fdlible my memoriesare, | won't be ableto tell truth from fantasy anymore.

"Making suff." Herolls his glass between his big hands. "Do you want ajob to go to?' he asks.
"A job?' That'sasurprise and ahdf. "Why?"

He shrugs. "To see people. Get out of the house. To meet people other than the score whores, | mean.
They're getting to you, aren't they?"

| nod mutely.
"Not surprising.” He staystactfully slent whilel drainmy glass.

Tomy surprise, | fed alittle better. Get ajob! "How do | find ajob?' | ask. "I mean, not being a
man—"

"Y ou phone the Chamber of Commerce and ask for one." He puts his glassdown. | look at it, seethe
two snails climbing opposite sides of the same blade of grass, leaving their iridescent trails of dime. "It's
assmple asthat. They'll send acar to pick you up and take you somewhere with room for abody. They
didn't run you through the induction course when you arrived, but it's easy enough. | don't know what
they'll find for you or how much they'll pay you—I'd guess alot lessthan they pay men, that ssemsto be
how they did thingsin the dark ages—but if you find it too boring, you can aways phone the CC again
and ask for something else.”

"A job," | say, trying the words out for sense. It's crazy, actualy, but no more so than anything elsein this
world. "I didn't know | could get one.”

Hedhrugs. "It'snot illegd or anything." A sidelong look. "They just didn't set it up by default. It's another
of those thingswe're alowed to game if we're smart enough to think of it."

"And I'll meet people.”

"It depends where you work." Sam looks uncertain for amoment. "Mogt jobs, there are zombies
around—but they try to keep at least two humansin every workplace. And there are visitors. But it's
pretty boring. | redly didn't think you'd be interested.”

"It can't possibly be as mind-destroying asthidl" | clench my hands.

"Don't bet onit." He shakes hishead. "Dark ages work was often meaningless, unpleasant, and
sometimes dangerous.”

"Not as dangerous to my sanity as not doing anything.”

"That'smy Reeve." Sam amiles, abrilliant expression that | don't often see and that makes meredly envy
the lucky woman heleft behind outside the experiment. "I'll get you another drink, then go fix dinner.
How about we eat out here instead of insde? Just for once.”

"I'dlikethat alot,” | say fervently. "Just for once.”



IN the early hours of the morning I'm awakened by one of my recurring nightmares.

| have severd different bad dreams. What distinguishesthis oneisthe quality of theimagery init. 'ma
neomorph, mae again and roughly orthohuman in body plan, but extensively augmented with mechabolic
subsystems from the cdlular level up. Instead of intestines, | have acompact fusion gateway cell. | have
three hearts to keep my different circulatory fluids moving, skin reinforced with diamond fiber mesh, and |
can survive in vacuum for hours. These are al trappings of my role asasoldier in the service of the
Linebarger Cats, because | am atank.

But that's not what makes the dream a nightmare.

WeTre one-point-one megaseconds into the campaign, and even though we—my unit—don't normally
deep, wered| under the influence of fatigue poisons from nearly twelve consecutive diurns of high-speed
maneuvers. Hodtilitieswith this polity commenced as soon as High Command established the orbital
elements on one of their better-connected real-space nodes. The Six Fingers Green Kingdom has been
particularly tenaciousin its attempts to hold on to its corrupt A-gates, which are till infected with Curious
Y dlow censorbots and contaminating everyone who passes through them. They're one of thelast
hold-outs on the losing side; they've survived long after the other censorship redoubts succumbed to our
maneuvers by virtue of their fanaticaly obscurantist network topology and a.cunning mesh of interna
firewals. But weveidentified the real-space location of one of their main switches, and that meansweve
got anode with massive fan-out to exploit once we can get our peopleinto it. My unit ison the sharp
end.

The assault vector isone end of a T-gate ten metersin diameter, boosted up to about thirty percent of ¢
and free-faling through the icy outer limits of the cloud of debris orbiting the brown dwarf Epsilon Indi B.
El-B isnot much bigger than agas giant planet, and has a surface temperature of under athousand
degrees absolute—by the time you get out to its halo, whole light minutes away, the star isamost
invisble. Cometary bodies orbit it in chilly isolation, as cold asthe depths of interstellar space.

Our assault gate is unpowered and stedlthy. It driftsthrough the perimeter defensefield of the Six Fingers
Green Kingdom orbital in amatter of seconds and skims past the huge cylinder at arange of under fifty
kilometers, preposteroudy close yet very hard to spot. Asit flashes by, my unit is one of severd who
make a high-speed insertion through the distal end of the wormhole. Asfar asthe defendersare
concerned, we appear out of empty space right on their doorstep. And asfar aswe're concerned, it'sa
death trap.

It takes usfifty secondsto cover thefifty kilometersto the habitat, decelerating al the way, mashed flat in
our acceleration cages as our suitsjink and dodge and shed penaids and decoys and graser bombs. We
lose eighty percent of our numbersto point defense firein that fifty-second period. It's absolute carnage,
but even so we're lucky—the only reason any of ussurvive at al is because we're working for the
Linebarger Cats, and the Cats specidize in applied insanity. Everyone knowsthat only alunatic would
attack across open space, so the Green Fingers have concentrated ninety percent of their firepower on
theinside of their orbital, pointing at the proximal ends of their longjump T-geates, rather than outside on
the hub, covering the barren real-space approaches.

I'm unconscious for mogt of the gpproach, my memories of it spooled by sensors on my suit and buffered
for instant recall once my mestbody unvitrifiesso | can take over. One moment I'm lying down and the
auit is closing around me, and the next I'm standing in the wreckage of a compartment aboard the Green
Finger orbital, memories of theinsane chargedivein my mind as| pull out my sword, dave my blaster
nodesto my eyeball trackers, exude more ablative foam, and head for the inhabited spaces.

Fast forward:



Deding with the civilians once we've taken the polity is going to be difficult because they've dl been
censored by Curious Y elow—the origind version carrying the censorship payload, not the later hacked
tools of variousinquisitions and cognitive dictatorships. The censorship payload doesn't just delete
memories of forbidden things—it tendsto leave sporesin itsvictims brains and aboot loader in their
netlinks, and if they upload into avulnerable A-gate it can wake up and infect the gate firmware. Sowe
have to round up everyone on board the hab we've just ripped through with swords and blasters, and
recycle them through our own crude decontamination gates.

Now, heréswhere the dreamlike logic kicksin. Their assembler gates are the advanced, elegant
products of amature techgnosis. But our A-gates are crude lash-ups, hand-built in a matter of tens of
megaseconds using what knowledge we could salvage. We threw them together in ablind hurry when we
redized how far the contamination extended—throughout al the A-gates of the Republic of Is,

bas cally—and they're messy and inefficient and dow. What we've built works, but it isn't fast. So we're
running our assault gates in half-duplex mode, disassembling and storing the citizens for subsequent virus
scanning and reincarnation. And because we haven't secured al approaches, and because other nodes
within the Six Fingers Green Kingdom are fighting back with vicious desperation, we have to move fast.

After about five thousand seconds of collecting struggling civilians and feeding them into the gates, Group
Magor Nordak calls me with new orders. "The bodies are dowing us up,” she sends. "Just harvest the
heads. Well resurrect them al when we've got the situation under control.”

Theresahuge crowd of civiliansin aholding square on Deck J, milling around in confusion and fear.
Two of usare pulling people out of the crowd through a door, telling them it's for outbound processing.
Some of them don't want to go, but arguing with tankiesin full armor isfutile, and they end up coming to
uswhether they want to or not, contusions and broken limbs the only difference it makesto their eventua
fate. We take them through the inner set of doorsthat don't open until the outer ones are closed. Then all
of them get reluctant, when they see Lora and me waiting on the other side of the inner door, with the
assault gate and our swords and the pile of discards.

Wetakeit in turns, dternating, becauseit's hard, stressful work. | grab a struggling victim, maybe a
plump femae orthohuman or ascrawny guy who realy needs a new body—some of them have been
living ferd, refusing to go through the A-gates for fear of CuriousY elow, until they actualy grow old
—and | pinion the victims and lay them down on the dimy blood-dlick floor of the room. They usudly
scream, and in many casesthey pissthemsavesas Lora brings hisVorpa sword down on the back of
their neck between the C7 and T1 vertebrae. A twitch on the power button and there's more blood
squirting and splashing everywhere than you could imagine, and they stop screaming. Lord pulls her
sword out and | get off the body and chase the head, which is usually soaking wet, the eydidstwitching
with postamputation shock. | throw the head into the A-gate, low and fast as| can, and the gate
swalowsit and processes the skull and hopefully gets them logged before permanent depolarization and
osmoticaly induced apoptosis can set in. Then Lora grabsthe discarded body and dingsit onto the heap
in the corner, which one of our fellow specia action troops carts away on apallet loader every so often,
whilel flail at the floor with abroom in alosing battle to stop the blood puddling around our feet.

It'sadisgusting and unpleasant job, and even though weve gotten into the swing of it and are working as
fast aswe can, we're only averaging one civilian every fifty seconds. We've been working for ahundred
kiloseconds now, one of eight teams on the job—processing maybe sixteen thousand people adiurn
between us. And it'sjust my hitter bad luck that when the doors open and the guys on the other side fling
the next body at us, kicking and screaming at the top of their lungs, it's my turn to use the sword and
Lord'sto hold them down and I'm aready raising the blade when | look at the terrified face and
depending on which variation of the nightmare thisis| seethat it'smy own, or worse—



—Kay's—

—and I'm gitting up swallowing a scream and someoneis cradling mein hisarmsand I'm covered in
chilly sweat and shuddering uncontrollably. | dowly redize I'min bed, and I've just kicked off the
comforter. Thereés moonlight outside the window, and I'm in' Y FH-Polity and no matter how bad things
are by day, they can't hold a candle to how bad things get in my dreams, and | whimper softly in the back
of my throdt.

"It'sdl right now, you're awake, they can't hurt you." Sam strokes my shoulders. | lean against him and
manage to turn the whimper into asigh. My heart is pounding like one of the jackhammersthey useto
repair the roads, and my skinisclammy. Hisarm tightens around me. "Would you like to talk about it?"
he murmurs

"It's'—awful —"arecurring dream. Memories'—inadequately redacted, | think—"from an earlier life.
What | wanted to berid of, coming back to haunt me." | speak haltingly because my mouth feels musty,
and I'm not entirely awake, just frightened out of deep by the shadows of my own past. What's he doing
in here?

"Y ou were thrashing around, moaning and muttering in your deep,” he says. "l wasworried you were
having asaizure.

It'snot unheard of, eveniinthisage. | push myself up on one arm but don't pull away from him—instead |
pull my right arm out from under the bedding and hold him tight.

"l lostalotinsurgery,” | say dowly. "If thisispart of it, | wishit would stay logt.”

"It'sgone now." He speaks soothingly, and | wrap my other arm round him and hold on tight. HE's big,
he's stable, he's serious, and he's solid. Serious Sam. | lean my face into the depression at the base of his
throat and inhale deeply, once, twice. Hisarm around me fedls good, secure. Security Sam. My ribs
shake as| swalow anervy chuckle. "What's that?' he asks.

"Nothing," | tell histhroat. I'm awake enough now to redize that I'm not the only onein this house who
deepsnaked. But | find that | don't care—I trust Sam not to try and overpower me, not to do anything |
don't want. Sam has somehow stepped across the threshold from being amistrusted stranger into a
friend, and | never noticed it happening. And now | don't want to be |eft alone here, and it's the most
natura thing in the universe to hold on to him and to run my hand up and down his spine and stick my
face into the base of histhroat and inhae his natura scent. "Do you mind staying? | don't want to be
done”

Hetensesdightly, but then | feel hishand running down my back, caressng my spine. | leaninto his
embrace. Hefedls so alive, the antithesis of everything in my blood-drenched memory dream. I've been
deegping aone and not redlly touching anyone, much lessfucking, for at least amonth now, and therefore
it doesn't surprise mein the dightest to find that 1'm becoming aroused, sensual, needing more skin
contact and more touch and more smell. | lick the base of histhroat and move one hand between his
legs, and what | find thereis no surprise, because he's been living the same life of self-denid too.

"Dont—" he mutters, but I'm not listening. Instead, I'm running my face down his chest, kissng him as|
fondle what's down below, giving the lieto hisdisinterest.

Sam's been holding back because of alover stranded in the real world without him, and I've been holding
back because of pride and the greedy eyes watching my socia score. Well probably regret thisin the
morning, but right now I'm drunk on touch. | rub my cheek againg histhigh and lick him hungrily, feding
hishandsin my hair—



"No." He sounds hesitant. | take him in my mouth asfar as| can, and he sounds asif he's strangling. "No,
Reeve, please don't—" | carry on sucking and licking and he draws breath to say something and insteed
gaspsalittle, and | finish him off with asense of anticlimax. That was too fast, wasn't it? Then he's
standing on the other side of the bed, his back turned and his shoulders hunched. "I asked you to stop,”
he saysaullenly.

It'sawhilebefore | cantalk. "l needed—" | stop. My mouth is acrid with the aftertaste. "l want you to
be happy.” If I'm going to givein and humiliate mysdlf in front of the scorewhores, theleast | candois
throw it back in their faces.

"Wadll, that's not the right way to do it." He'stense and defensive, asif I've hurt him. "1 thought we had an
understanding.” He sidles around the bed and out the door before | can think of anything to say, refusing
to meet my eyes, and aminute or so later | hear the shower come on.

I'm completely awake by now, so | pull on my bathrobe to go downstairs and make amug of coffee by
way of asubstitute for mouthwash, because theré's no way 1'm going to go into the bathroom while
Sam'sbusy trying to rinse my sdlivaaway. I've got some pride left, and right now | don't think I could
look at him without yelling, What about your self-control, eh? He moonsincessantly over thisamazing
lover he met outside the polity, but he's not too proud to let me fellate him—until afterward, when
suddenly I'm an un-person. | could really hate him for that. But instead | it in the kitchen with my cooling
coffee, and | wait for the noise of the shower to cease and the light upstairsto go out. Then | tiptoe back
to my bed and lie brooding until near dawn, wondering what possessed me. Inthe end, | resolve not
offer him any intimacies ever again, until I've had achanceto spit in hisimaginary lover'sfacein front of
him. Findly, | deep.

THE next day | don't stir from bed until Sam has|eft for work. Once I'm up, | phone the Chamber of
Commerce. The zombie who takes my cal sounds only marginaly sapient but agreesto send ataxi for
me the next morning. | go outside and jog up and down the road until I'm exhausted—which takesalot
longer now—then take a shower. | spend the rest of the day in the garage trying to do some more work
on the crossbow, which isnot going well. | wonder why I'm bothering: It's not asif I'm going to shoot
anyone, isit?

| leave Sam a half-defrosted pizza and anote explaining how to cook it in the kitchen. By thetime | come
indoorsit'sdark, Sam's holed up in the living room with the TV on, and | have no trouble sneaking
upstairs and going to bed without seeing him. It's easy to do, now that we're both avoiding each other.

| am troubled in my deep. It'sadifferent bad dream, nothing like as vivid as the daughterhouse
nightmare, but even more disturbing in some ways. Imagine you're adetective, or some other kind of
investigator. And you're looking for people, bad people who hide in shadows. They've committed terrible
crimes but they've atered everyone's memories so that nobody can remember what they did or who they
are. You don't know what they did or who they are, but it's your job to find them and bring them to
justice in such away that neither they, nor anyone el se, can forget what they did and the consequences of
their actions. So you're adetective, and you're walking through twilit polityscapes hunting for clues, but
you don't know who you are or why you're charged with thismission. For all you know, you may even
be one of the criminals. They've made everybody forget who they are and what they did. Who'sto say
that they didn't do it to themsalves, too? Y ou could be guilty of acrime so horrible that it has no name
and everyonés forgotten it, and you'll find the irrevocable logic of detection drawing you to place yourself
under arrest and hand yourself over to the courts of a higher power. And you'll be tried and sentenced
for acrime you don't understand and don't remember committing, and the punishment will be beyond
human comprehension and leave you walking the twilit polityscapes, aghost shorn of most of your
memories except for afaint indelible stain of origina sin. And you'll be there because you've been sent



looking for amaster crimina by way of atoning for your past actions. And you'l be on their trail, and one
day you will find them and, reaching out ahand to grab them by the shoulder, you'll find yourself looking
at the back of your own head—

| wake up swesating and sick with my heart pounding in the night, and thereis no Sam. For amoment |
fed defiant and angry at his absence, but then | think: What have | done to my only friend here? And |
roll over and wash the pillow in bitter tears before dawn.

But the next day | start my new job.

8

Child Thing

THE taxi that takes me to the Chamber of Commerce arrives about half an hour after Sam leavesfor
work. I'm ready and waiting for it but nervous about the wholeidea It seems necessary in some
ways—to assert my independence from Sam, get an extra source of income, meet other inmates, break
out of the londly rut of being astay-at-home wife—but in other respectsit's a questionable choice. | have
no ideawhat they're going to find for meto do, it's going to take up alarge chunk of my time, it'l
probably be boring and pointless, and dthough I'll meet new people, there's no way of knowing whether
I'll hate them on sight. What seemed like agood idea at the time is now turning out to be stressful.

Thetaxi operator isno use, of course—he can't tell me anything. ""Chamber of Commerce," he
announces. "Please leave the vehicle" So | get out and head toward the imposing building on my right,
with the revolving door made of wood and brass, hoping my uncertainty doesn't show. | march up to the
clerk on the front desk. "I'm Reeve. I've got an gppointment &t, uh, ten o'clock with Mr. Harshaw?"

"Goright in, malam,” saysthe zombie, pointing a adoor behind him with afrosted-glass window and
gold-leaf lettering stenciled aong the top. My hedls clack on the stone floor as | wak over and openiit.

"Mr. Harshaw?' | ask.

Theroom is dominated by awide desk made out of wood, itstop inlaid with arectangle of dyed,
preserved skin cut from alarge herbivore. The walls are paneled in wood and there are crude till
picturesin frames hanging from hooks near the top, certificates and group portraits of men in dark suits
shaking hands with each other. A borderline-senescent malein adark suit, hishead amost bereft of hair
and hiswaistline expanding, sits behind the desk. He hdf risesas| enter, and extends ahand. Zombie? |
wonder doubtfully.

"Hello, Reeve." He sounds relaxed and sdf-confident. "Won't you have a seat?'

"Sure." | take the chair on the other side of the desk and cross my legs, studying hisface. Sure enough
therésadight flicker of attention—he's watching me, aware of my body—which meanshe'sred.
Zombies amply aren't programmed for that. "How come | haven't seen you in Church?' | ask.

"I'm on g&ff," he says eadly. "Have a cigarette?' He gestures at one of the wooden boxes on his desk.
"Sorry, | don't smoke," | say, dightly stiffly. | hate the smell, but it'snot asif it'sharmful, isit?

"Good for you." Hetakes one, lightsit, and inhaes thoughtfully. "Y ou asked about job vacancies
yesterday. Asit happens, we have one right now that would probably suit you—I took the liberty of
looking through your records—but it specifically excludes smokers.™



"Oh?' | raise an eyebrow. Mr. Harshaw the staffer isn't what | expected, to say the least; | waswinding
myself up to ded with adumb zombie fronting a placement database.

"It'sinthecity library. Y ou'd only be working three days aweek, but you'd be putting in € even-hour
ghifts. On the plus side, you'd be the trainee librarian there. On the minus Side, the starting sdary isn't
particularly high.”

"What doesthejob involve?' | ask.

"Library work." He shrugs. "Filing booksin order. Keeping track of withdrawas and issuing overdue
notices and collecting fines. Hel ping people find books and information they're looking for. Organizing the
stacks and adding new titles as they comein. Y ou'd be working under Janis from cohort one, who has
been our librarian since the early days. She's going to be leaving, whichiswhy weneed totranup a
replacement.”

"Leaving?' | look a him oddly. "Why?"
"To have ababy,” he says, and blows a perfect smokering up at the ceiling.

| don't understand what he's saying at firgt, the concept is so dien to me. "Why would she haveto leave
her job to—"

It'shisturn to look at me oddly. "Because she's pregnant,” he says.

For amoment the world seemsto be spinning around my head. Therésaroaring in my ears, and | fed
weak at the knees. It'sagood thing I'm sitting down. Then | begin to integrate everything and redize just
what's going on. Janisis pregnant—she's got a neonate growing inside her body like an encapsulated
tumor, the way humans used to incubate their young in the wild, back before civilization. Presumably she
and her hushand had sex, and she wasfertile. "She must be—" | say, then cover my mouth. Fertile.

"Y es, sheand Norm are very happy,” Mr. Harshaw says, nodding enthusiastically. He looks satisfied
with something. "Weredl very happy for them, even if it meanswe do haveto train up anew librarian.”

"Wl I'd be happy to see, | mean, totry,” | begin, flustered, wondering, Did she ask the medicsto
make her fertile? Or, asnesking and horrible suspicion, Are we aready fertile? | know mengtruation
was some kind of metabolic Sgn that went with being a prehistoric femae, but | didn't redlly put it all
together until now. Having achild is hard—you haveto actively seek medica ass stance—and having one
grow ingde your body is even harder. The ideathat the orthohuman bodies they've put usin are so ortho
that we could automatically generate random human beingsif we have sex is absolutely terrifying. |

don't think the dark ages medics had incubators, and if | got pregnant | might actualy have to go through
alivechildbirth. In fact, if Samand | had—"Excuse me, but where'sthe rest room?" | ask.

"It's the second door through there, on the left.” Mr. Harshaw smilesto himsdf as| make adash for it.

He's dill smiling five minutes later as| make my way back into his office, forcing my face into amaskof
composure, refusing to acknowledge the ssomach cramps that took meto the sdls. "Areyou dl right?'
he asks.

"l am, now," | say. "I'm sorry about that, must be something | ate.”

"It's perfectly dl right. If you'd like to come with me, perhaps we can vigt thelibrary and | can introduce
you to Janis, seeif you get dong?'

| nod, and we head out front to catch ataxi. | think I'm doing pretty well for someone who's just had her
worldview turned upside down and whacked on with ahammer. How long does a neonate take to grow,



about thirty megs? It puts awhole new face on the experiment. | have asinking sensethat | must have
implicitly agreed to this. Somewhere buried in the small print of the rlease | signed therell be some
clause that can be interpreted as saying that | consent to be made fertile and if necessary to become
pregnant and bring to term an infant in the course of the study. It'sthe sort of shitty trick that Fiore and
hisfriendswould ddight in dipping past uswhilewere vulnerable.

After afew minutes| redlize that the oversight we were promised by an independent ethics committee
isn't worth a bucket of warm—whatever. The extreme scenario would befor usfemaesto all get
pregnant and ddliver infants, in which case the experimenters are going to be responsible for the care of
about a hundred babies, none of whom gave their consent to be raised in asmulated dark ages
environment without access to decent medica care, education, or socidization. Any responsible ethics
oversght committee would shit abrick if you suggested running an experiment likethat. So | suspect the
ethicsoversght committeeisn't very ethicdl, if indeed it exigsat dl.

I'm thinking these thoughts as Mr. Harshaw tells our zombie driver to take usto the municipd library. The
library isin apart of town | haven't visited before, on the same block as City Hall and what Mr. Harshaw
points out to me as the police station. "Police station?" | ask, looking blank.

"Y es, where the police hang out." He looks at me asif I'm very dightly mad.
"I would have thought the crime rate here was too low to need aredl policeforce” | say.
"Sofaritis" hereplies, withasmilel can't interpret. "But things are changing.”

Thelibrary isalow brick building, with a glass facade opening onto a reception area, and turnstiles
leading into acouple of big roomsfull of shelves. There are books—bound sheaves of dumb paper—on
all the shelves, and there are a lot of shelves. Infact, I've never seen so many booksin my life. It'sironic,
redly. My netlink could bring amillion times as much information to me on awhim, if it wasworking. But
in the informationally impoverished society we're restricted to, these rows of dead trees represent the
total wedlth of available human knowledge. Static, crude scratchings are dl were to be permitted, it
seems. "Who can accessthese?' | ask.

"I'll leave it to Janisto explain the procedures,”" he says, running hishand over his shiny crown, "but
anyone who wants can withdrawv—borrow—books from the lending department. The reference
department isabit different, and there's aso the private collection.” He clears histhroat. "That's
confidentia, and you're not supposed to lend it to anyone who isn't authorized to read it. That probably
sounds dramatic, by theway, but it's actualy not very romantic. We just keep alot of the documentation
for the project on paper, so we don't need to violate the experimenta protocol by bringing in advanced
knowledge-management tools, and we have to store the paper somewhere when it'snot in use, sowe
usethelibrary." He holds the door open. "Let'sgo find Janis, shal we? Then well have lunch. We can
discuss whether you want to work here, and if so, what your pay and conditionswill be, and then if you
take the job, we can work out when you'll art training.”

JANIS s skinny and blond, with a haggard, worried-looking expression and long, bony hands that flutter
like trapped insects as she describes things. After having to put up with Jen's machinations, she'slikea
breath of fresh air. On my first day | arrive a my new job early, but Janisis aready there. Shewhisks me
into adingy little staff room round the back of one of the bookcases that 1'd never suspected existed on
yesterday's tour.

"I'm so glad you're here," shetellsme, clagping her hands. "Tea? Or coffee? We've got both"—there's an
electric kettle in the corner and she switches it on—"but someone's going to have to run out and fetch
some milk soon." She sghs. "Thisisthe staff room. When there's nobody about, you can take your



breaks here or go out for lunch—we close between noon and one o'clock—and thereé's a'so aterminal
into the library computer." She points at aboxy device not unlike a baby television set, connected by a
coiled cable to a pand studded with buttons.

"Thelibrary hasacomputer?' | say, intrigued. "Can't | just use my netlink?'

Janisflushes, her cheeksturning pink. "I'm afraid not," she gpologizes. "They make ususethem just like
the ancients would have, through a keyboard and screen.”

"But | thought none of the ancient thinking machines survived, except in emulation. How do we know
what its physica manifestation looked like?"

"I'm not sure.” Janis looks thoughtful. "Do you know, | hadn't thought of that? I've got no ideahow they
designed it! It's probably buried in the experimental protocol somewhere—the nonclassified bitsare all
online, if you want to go looking. But listen, we don't have timefor that now." The kettle boils, and she
busies hersdlf for aminute pouring hot water into two mugsfull of instant coffee granules. | study her
indirectly while her back's turned. Theré's not much sign of her pregnancy yet, dthough | think there
might be adight bulge around her wais—her dressis cut so that it'shard to tell. "First, | want to get you
started on how the front desk works, on the lending side. We've got to keep track of who's borrowed
what books, and when they're due back, and it's the easiest thing to start you on. So"—she handsme a
coffee mug—"how much do you know about library work?"

| learn over the course of the morning that "library work™ covers such an enormous area of information
management that back during the dark ages, before libraries became sdlf-organizing constructs, people
used to devote their entire (admittedly short) livesto studying the theory of how best to manage them.
Neither Janis—nor I—isremotely quaified to be area dark agelibrarian, with their esoteric mastery

of catd ogue systems and controlled information classification vocabul aries, but we can runasmdl
municipa lending library and reference section with abit of scurrying around and alot of patience. | seem
to have some higtoric skillsin that direction, and unlike my experience with arc welding, | haven't erased
al of them. | can remember my aphabet and grasp the decima classfication schemeimmediatdly, and
the way each book has aticket in an envelopeinsde the front cover that hasto be retained when it's
loaned out makes sense, too. . .

It's only by midafternoon, when we've taken agrand totd of five returns and had one visitor who
borrowed two books (on Aztec culture and the care and feeding of carnivorous plants), that | begin to
wonder why Y FH-Polity needs anything as exotic asafull-timelibrarian.

"I don't know," Janis admits over acup of teain the staff room, her feet stretched out under the rickety
white-painted wooden table. "It can get abit busy—wait until six o'clock, when most people are on their
way home from work, that's when we get most of our borrowers—but redlly, they don't need me. A
zombie could do the job perfectly well." Shelooks pensive. "I suspect it's more to do with finding
employment for people who ask for it. It's one of the drawbacks of the entire experiment. We don't exist
in aclosed-circuit economy, and if they don't constantly provide jobsfor people, it'll dl fal apart. So
what were left with is a Stuation where they pretend to pay us and we pretend to work. At least until
they merge the parishes.”

"Merge the—there are more?”'

"So I'mtold." She shrugs. "They'reintroducing usin smdl stages, so that we know who our neighbors are
before we get linked into alarge community and everything goesto pieces.”

"lan't that abit of apessmidtic attitude?’ | ask.



"Maybe s0." Sheflashesmeararegrin. "But it'saredistic one”

| think I'm going to like Janis, her ironic sense of humor notwithstanding: | feel comfortable around her.
We're going to work well together. "And the other stuff? The restricted archive? The computer?”

Shewavesit off. "All you need to know is, once aweek Fiore comes and we unlock the closed room
and leave him donein it for an hour ortwo. If he wantsto take any papers away, we log them and nag
him until he brings them back."

"Anyonedse?'

"Wdl." Shelooksthoughtful. "If the Bishop shows up, you give him accessto dl areas.” She pullsaface.
"And don't ask me about the computer, nobody told me much about how to useit, and | don't really
understand the thing, but if you want to tinker with it during adack period, be my guest. Just remember
everythingislogged.” She catchesmy eye. "Everything," sherepests, with quiet emphass.

My pulse quickens. "On the computer? Or off it?"

"Book withdrawals," she says. "Possbly even what pages peoplelook at. Y ou notice they're dl
hardcovers? 'Y ou'd be surprised how small even the dark age technés could make atracking device. You
could build them into book spines, able to sense which pages the reader was opening the book to. All
without violaing protocol.”

"But protocol—" | stop. The televison doesn't ook very complex, technicaly, but isit? Really? What
goesinto amachine like that? There must be either cameras or aredly complex rendering system. ..

"The dark agesweren't just dark, they were fast. We're talking about the period when our ancestors
went from needing an abacus to add two numbers together to building the first emotiona machines. They
went from witch doctors with poisonous chemica s—who couldn't even reattach a cleanly severed
limb—to tissue regeneration, full control of the proteome and genome, and growing body partsto order.
From using rocketsto get into orbit to the first tethered lift sysems. And they did dl that in lessthan three
gigs, ninety old-time years"

She pausesfor asp of tea. "It is very easy for us moderns to underestimate the dark age orthos. But it's
ahabit you'll shed after you've been here for awhile, and to give them their due, the clergy—the
experimenters—have been here longer than the rest of us. Even Harshaw, and he works for them." She
pronounces his name with distaste, and | wonder what he's done to offend her.

"Y ou think they've got more of a handle on thisthan we do?' | ask, intrigued.

"Damnright.” (Yes, she says"damn": shesobvioudy getting into the spirit of things, speaking in the
archaic dang thered old-timerswould have used.) "I think there's more going on here than meetsthe
eye. They've made alot more progress toward stabilizing this society than you'd expect for just five megs
of runtime." Her eyesflicker sharply toward a corner of the room right above the door, and | follow the
direction of her gaze. "In part it's because they can see everything, hear everything, including this. In part.”

"But surely that'snot al?"
She smilesa me enigmaticaly. "Break's over, kid. Timeto go back to work."

| get home late, bone-tired from filing returned books and standing behind a counter for hours. | have a
gnawing sense of gpprehension as| walk inthe door. The lightsare onin theliving room and | can hear
thetelevison. | head for the kitchen first to get something to est, and that's where | am when Sam finds
me.



"Where've you been?' he demands.
"Work." | attack atin of vegetable soup and aloaf of bread tiredly.
"Oh." Pause. "So what are you doing?'

He's put the butter in the refrigerator so it's as hard asarock. "Training to be the new city librarian. Three
daysaweek at present, but it's an eleven-hour day."

IIG.LII

He bends over to put adirty plate in the washing machine. | manageto stop him just in time—it'sfull of
clean stuff. "No, you need to unload it first, okay?"

"Huh." Helooksirritated. " So the city needsanew librarian?'

"Yes" | don't owe him any explanations, do1?Do1?

"Do you know Janis?'

"Janis—" Helooksthoughtful. "No. | didn't even know we had alibrary.”
"She'sleaving in a couple of months, and they need someone to replace her.”

He beginsto remove plates from the bottom tray in the washing machine and stack them on the
work-top. " She doesn't like the job? If it's o bad, why are you taking it?"

"It'snot that." | finally get the soup out of the can and into a saucepan on the red-glowing burner. " She's
leaving because she's pregnant.” | turn round to watch him. He's focusing on the dishwasher, pointedly

ignoring me. Still sulking, | suspect.
"Pregnant? Huh." He sounds alittle surprised. "Why would anyone want to have ababy in—"
"Werefertile, Sam.”

| manage to catch the plates he was unloading just in time. | Straighten up, about half ameter from his
nose, and he'stoo flustered to avoid my gaze.

"We're fertile?'

"That'swhat Janis says, and judging by her state, | think she's probably got the evidenceto proveit.” |
scowl at him for amoment, then turn back to the soup pan. "Got abowl for me?

"Ye-yes" The poor guy sounds genuindly shaken. | don't blame him—I've had afew hoursto think about
it, and I'm il getting used to theidea. "I'll just find one—"

"Think about it. We signed up to join the study knowing it would run for a hundred megs, yes? Funny
thing about libraries: Y ou can look things up in them. The gestation time for ahuman neonatein ahost
body is twenty-seven to twenty-eight megs. Meanwhile, were dl fertile, and we've been told we can

earn pointstoward our eventua termination bonuses by fucking. The historica conception rate for hedthy
orthos having sex while fertileisroughly thirty percent per menstrua cycle. What doesthat sound like to
you?"

"But |, I—I mean, you could have—" Sam holds a soup bowl in front of himsdf asif it's somekind of
shield, and he'strying to keep me at bay.



| glareat him. "Don't say it."
"|—" Heswdlows. "Here, takeit."
| take the bowl.

"I think | know what you thought | was going to say and you're right and | take it back even though |
didn't say it. All right?' He saysit very fadt, running the words together asif he's nervous.

"Youdidntsay it."

| put the bowl down very carefully, because there redlly is no need to throw it at his head, and dso
because, oncel cadm down afraction, | redizethat in point of fact he'sright, and he didn't say that if I'd
fucked him the other night and become pregnant it would have been dl my own fault. Smart Sam.

"It takestwo to hold agrudge match.” I lick my lips. "Sam, I'm very sorry about the other night.” What
comes next is hard to force out. "1 shouldn't have taken advantage of you. |'ve been going through a bad
patch, but that's no excuse. I'm not—I've never been—particularly good at self-restraint, but it won't
happen again.” And if it does, you won't get an apology like this, that's for sure. "Much as| likeyou,
you're not big on poly and this, this shit—" My shoulders are shaking.

"Y ou don't haveto apologize," he says, and takes a step forward. Before | know what's happening he's
hugging me, and it redly isgood to fed hisarmsaround me. "It's my fault, too. | should have more
sdf-control and | knew dl dong you were getting interested in me, and | shouldn't have put mysdlf ina
position where you might have thought—"

| sniff. " Shit!" | yell, and et go of him then spin round.

The soup is boiling over and therés anasty smell from the burner. I kill the power and grab the handleto
shift it somewhere safe, then hunt around for something to mop it up with. While I'm doing that Sam, like
azombiewith apriority instruction, kegps methodically unloading the washing machine and transferring
crockery to the cupboards. Eventually | get what's|eft of my soup into abowl and pile my dices of bread
on aplate, wondering why | didn't just use the microwave ovenin thefirst place.

"By thetimel get to eat this, it'll dl becold.”
"My fault." Helooks apologetic. "If I'd let you get on with it—"

"Uh-huh." We're apologizing to each other for breathing loudly, what's wrong with us? "Ligen,
here's aquestion for you. Y ou know the contract you, uh, signed—do you remember if therewas a
maxi mum duration on participation?'

"A maximum?' Helooks startled. "It just said minimum one hundred megs. Why?'

"Figures." | pick up my plate and bowl and head toward the living room. "Human neonates hatched in the
wild in primitive conditionstook at least haf agigasec to reach maturity.”

"Areyou'—hésfollowing me—"saying what | think you're saying?'

| put my bowl and plate down on the end table beside the sofa and perch on the arm, becauseif | sit on
the sofa, it'll try to swalow mefor good. "Why don't you tell mewhat you think I'm saying?'

"I don't know." Which means he doesn't want to say. He sitsdown at the other end of the sofaand stares
at me. "We're being watched, aren't we? All thetime. Do you think it'swiseto talk about it?"



| blow on my soup to speed evaporetive cooling. "No, but theré's no point being paranoid, isthere?
There are going to be ahundred of usin hereintime, at least. | suspect we outhumber the experimenters
twenty to one. Are you telling me they're going to monitor the redl-time take on everything we say to
each other, aswe say it? A lot of the netlink score incidents are preprogrammed—ijust events we happen
to trigger. Someone has an orgasm in proximity to their soouse, netlink triggers. A bunch of zombies see
someone damaging property or removing clothing in public, their netlinks trigger. It doesn't mean
someoneis Stting on the switch watching the monitors dl thetime. Doesit?"

(Actudly it'spossblethat this is the case, if werein apanopticon prison run by spooks rather than
half-assed academics, but I'm not going to tell them that | know this, assuming they exist. No way.
Especialy as| don't know why | know this.)

"But if we're being watched—"

"Ligten." | put my spoon down. "We are here for a minimum of three years, maximum term unspecified,
and we are fertile. That soundsto melike what they've got in mind involves breeding a population of
genuine dark ages citizens. Thisisa separate polity, in case you'd forgotten, which meansit hasa
defensble frontier—the assembler that generated these bodies we're wearing. Assemblers don't just
make things, they filter things: They'refirewalls. Polities are de facto independent networks of tightly
connected T-gates defined by the firewalsthat shield their edges from whatever triesto comein through
their longjump T-gates. Their borders, in other words. But you can have apolity without interna T-gates;
what definesit isthe frontier, not the interior. Were functioning under Y FH's rules. Doesn't that mean
that anyone born into the place will be under the same rules, too?"

"But what about freedom of movement?' Sam looks antsy. " Surdly they can't stop them if they want to
emigrate?'

"Not if they don't know there's an outside universeto emigrateto,” | say grimly. | take aspoonful of soup
and wince, burning the roof of my mouth. " Ouch. We aren't supposed to talk about our earlier lives.
What if they tighten the score system abit more, so that mentioning the outside in front of children, orin
public, cogts us points? Then how are the nubes going to figure it out?!

"That's crazy." Hejerks his head from side to side emphaticaly. "Why would anyone want to do that? |
can understand the origina purpose of the experiment, to research the socid circumstances of the dark
ages by experimentd archaeology. But trying to create awhole population of orthos, stuck in this crazy
dark ages sm and not even knowing it'sahistorica re-enactment rather than thered universe. .. !"

"I'mnot sureyet," | say tiredly. "I'm not a al surewhat it's about. But that's the point. We're missing
essentid data”

"Right, right." He looks pained. "Do you supposeit's anything to do with why they were picking people
graight out of memory surgery?”

"Yes, that'sgot to be part of it." | gaze a him across a cold continenta rift of sofa. "But that'sonly a
part." | was going to say we have to get out of here, but that's not enough anymore. And despite what
I'vejust said publicly, theré's stuff that I'm not going to talk about. Like, | don't think well ever be
alowed out. | don't know if thiswill ever end. If the child thing istrue, they may be prepared to hold us
hereindefinitey, or worse. And that's leaving aside the most important questions: Why? And why us?

| go to work the next day, and the one after that, and by the end of my third day | am exhausted. |

mean, shattered. Library work doesn't sound asif it should be hard, but when you're working for eleven
hours with aone-hour break in the middle for lunch, it wears you down. The daytimeisamost empty,
but therésasmall rush of custom every evening around six o'clock, and | have to scurry to and fro



hunting for tickets, filing returned books, collecting fines, and getting things sorted out. Thenin the
morning | end up pushing atrolley loaded with books around the shelves, returning the borrowed items
and sorting out anything that's been put back on ashelf out of sequence. If theres any timeleft over, |
end up dusting the shelves that are due for cleaning.

"How do you know the books know when they're being read?"’ | ask Janis, halfway through my second
morning. "I mean, take thisone.” | heft it where she can seeit, abig green clothbound sheef of papers
with atitlelike The Home Vegetable Garden.

"Look." Janistakes it from me and bends the cover back, so that the plastic protective deeve on the
spine bends.

I look. "Aha" | can just see something like asquashed fly in there, two hair-fine antennae running up to
the stitching atop the spine. "Those are.. . . 7'

"Fiber optics. That's my guess.” Janis humsto hersdlf as she closes the book and didesit back into the
trolley. "I don't think they can hear you, but they can sense which page is open and track your eyebals.
The experimenters have been careful to give usdl different faces, and we al have two working eyes.
That'sno accident. Not al the ancients had that. If you want to read abook secretly, you need mirrored
sunglasses and atimer, o you turn each page after the same amount of time."

"How do you know al this?' | ask admiringly. "Y ou sound like a professiond—" Theword spy isonthe
tip of my tongue, but | swalow it with alittle shiver.

"Before | checked into theclinic, | used to be adetective." She givesmealong look. "It'saskill set |
didn't ask them to erase. Thought it might comein handy in my new life."

"Then what did you—" | stop mysdlf just intime. "Forget | asked.”

"By al means." She chucklesdrily. "Ligten, they tdl methat it's norma for meto check into hospitd a
week or two before the delivery, and to stay there for a couple of weeks afterward. Can 1"—she sounds
tentative—"ask abig favor of you?'

"What? Sure," | say blankly.

"l figure1'm going to bein bed alot of the time, bored out of my mind, and there's only so much
television you can watch in aday, and Norm isworking, so he can't keegp me company. Would you mind
vigting me and bringing me some library books? So | don't lose track?!

"Why, 1'd be delighted to!" | say it with perfect sincerity, because | meanit. If | ever ended up in some
kind of dark ages hospitd for three or four cyclesI'd want visitors. "Y ou'll let me know what you wart,
dl right?'

"Thank you." Janis sounds grateful. "Now if you could just get the footstoal, these go on the top shelf and
| can't reech ashigh asyou can.”

On my third day I'm due to meet up with Jen and Angdl and Alice and do lunch. Jen's picked the
Dominion Cafe astoday's venue, and | walk there from the library, whistling tunelessly. I'm feding
unaccountably smug. I've found something new to do, I've got a source of income al of my own, | know
things that the ladies who lunch haven't got aclue about, and if only | wasn't spending haf my waking
hoursin fear of the future and wishing | could get out of this glass-walled prison and hook up with Kay
again, I'd probably be quite happy.

The Dominion Cafeisalot plusher than the name makesit sound, and | feel abit underdressed asthe



maitre d' ushers me to the booth where Jen is holding court. Here | am in aplain skirt and swester, while
Jen wears ever-more-exotic concoctions of spun bug spit and must spend three or four hours aday on
her makeoversand hair. Angd isn't so much trying to ape her as getting tugged aong in the undertow,
and Alicelooks a bit uncomfortablein their presence. But what do | care? They're peopleto talk to, and
we're chained together by the mutual scorefile so | can't ignore them. This must be how the ancients used
to fed about their families.

"Hdlodl," | say, pulling out achair. "And how are you today?"

Jen waves at ametal bucket on a stand, with somekind of cloth draped over it. "Livin' large!” she
announces. "Girls, aglassfor Reeve. Won't you join usin alittle Chateau L &fitte '597"

"A little—" She whisksthe cloth off the bucket, and | seeit'sfull of ice packed around agreen glass
bottle.

"Champagne," Alice says, alittle gpologeticdly. "Fizzy wine."
"I wouldn't say no." Angel holds out afluted glass while Jen picks up the bottle and pours.

"Why, isthere something in particular to celebrate?' Jen and Angel don't normally do their drinking
before sunset. So | figure it must be good.

"Well." Jen'seye sparkleswickedly. "Y ou might think it was something to do with your correcting your
lagt socia shortcoming at long lagt.” | fed my face heating. "But that's not it." Bitch. "It'sjust that thisis
Aliceslast drink for sometime."

"Excuse me?' | say, unsure what's going on.

"About eight monthsto go," Alice says, dabbing at her lipswith anapkin. Her eyesflicker from meto Jen
and back again, asif looking for an offer of help.

"|—" | stop. Lick my lips. "Y ou're pregnant?"
"Yes." Alice nods, aquick up and down. She doesn't look happy. Jen, however, looks ecstétic.

"Here'sto Alice and her baby!" She raisesaglass of bubbly, and | echo the gesture because it would be
rude not to, but as| take amouthful of the sweet, fizzy wine| catch Aliceseye, andit'sliketheresa
dtatic discharge—I can see exactly what she'sthinking.

"Toyour very good hedth," | tel her over therim of my glass, and I'm pretty sure she gets the unspoken
message because her shoulders dump dightly, and shetakesa smal sip from her own glass. | look at
Jen. "And you?' | ask, before | can apply the brakesto my motor mouith.

Jen doesn't crack aamile. " Shouldn't be too long now," she remarks, camly enough. "Then you can buy
me a bottle of champagne too, eh?"

| manage to summon up the ghost of agrin from somewhere. ™Y ou must want a baby badly.”

"Of course! And I'm not just going to stop at one.” Jen smiles at me sympatheticaly. "Of course, | heard
al about your job. It must be very difficult.”

"It'snot so bad," | manage, before retreating into the glass. Bitch. ™Y ou know Janisis pregnant, too?" I'll
bet you do. "I'm training to be her replacement.” What isthis, let's all overload the life-support
system week? "It's going to mean more work for the rest of us.”



"Oh, you'l be next," Jen says, with acasud, airy certainty that makes my blood run cold. "You'll see
things differently when you've got one of your own. | say, waiter! Waiter! Where's our menu?"

9

Secr et

TIME passesfast, mostly because | spend the afternoon with my nose buried in the encyclopedia, trying
to remedy my desperate ignorance of dark ages reproductive politics. Which | senseis putting me at a
dangerous disadvantage.

The next day isthefirst of four days off. | deep until well after Sam's departed for the office. Then| go
downstairs and work out. Of the nine other houses on our stretch of road, oneis now occupied by Nicky
and Wolf—but Wolf hasajob and Nicky, who islazy beyond my wildest aspirations, deepsin until

noon. So | get in agood hour-long run, by the end of which I'm sweated up but not breathless or aching
anymore. It's spring in our biome, and the trees and flowers are beginning to blossom. Theair isfull of the
arborne seminiferous dust shed by the hermaphroditic vegetation. It tickles my nose, making me sneeze,
but some of the scents that accompany it—attractants for insects—are nice.

After exercise | shower, dressin respectable clothes, and head downtown to the hardware store to
spend some of my money. | fed better about spending it, knowing it's not Sam's money, even though |
redizethisis stupid becauseit's just meaningless scrip issued to keep the experiment working, not real
currency. | come away from the store with abrazing torch, flux, solder, lots and lots of copper wire, and
some other odds and ends. Then | go shopping for domestic items.

| hit the drugstore first, armed with ashopping list of things1'd never heard of until yesterday—thingsthe
encyclopedialisted under sexua health. Unfortunately, just knowing what to ask for doesn't trandate into
being ableto buy it, and | gradually figure out that the omissons make a pattern. | can understand them
not having progestogen-based medications on general sde. But why are there no absorbent sponges? Or
the plastic penile sheaths | read about? After about half an hour of searching | conclude that the drugstore
isuselessby design. | ran across arather shocking article on religious beliefs about sex and reproduction,
and it looks like our drugstore was stocked on the basis of instructions from eclecticist hierophants.
Something tells me that the lack of contraceptivesis not an accident. I'm just surprised | haven't dready
heard people grumbling about it.

| have better luck in the department store, where | buy a new microwave oven, some clip-on spotlights,
and afew other items. Then | go hunting for a craft shop. It takes me awhileto find what I'm looking for,
but intheend | discover one tucked in acorner of the shop, inside a pulp carton—a small wooden loom,
suitable for weaving cloth. | buy it dong with awhole bunch of woolen thread, just so nobody raises any
eyebrows. Then | catch ataxi home and ingtal my loot in the garage, dong with the unfinished crossbow
and the other projects.

Itstimeto get things moving. It'stime | stopped kidding myself that | can fight my way out of here, and
timethat | stopped kidding mysdf that they're going to let me go in (I checked the calendar) another
ninety-four megaseconds. Forget the crossbow and the other toys I've been playing with. I've got astark
choice. | can conform like everyone else, go native in the pocket polity they've established, settle down
and get on with the job of creating a generation of innocents who don't even know there's another
universe outside. Who knows? After agigasecond, will | even remember | had another life? It'snot asif
my presurgery self left memuchtoholdonto. . .

Or | cantry to find out what's redly going on. Fiore and his shadowy boss, Bishop Y ourdon, are doing



something with this polity, that much isclear. Thisisnt just a straightforward experimenta archaeology
commune. Too many aspects of the setup turn out to be just plain wrong when you examine them closdly.
If I can figure out what they're trying to do, maybe | can discover away out.

Whichiswhy | spend apersond infinity laborioudy stripping red after red of copper wire of itsinsulation
and threading it onto the loom. Thefirgt step in figuring out what's going on isto get mysdf some privacy.
| need a shoulder bag lined with woven copper mesh to accompany the bug-zapper (my repurposed
microwave oven), and theresno way | could order a Faraday cage from one of the stores without setting
off darms.

It takes me nearly two weeks to weave a square meter of copper wire broadcloth, working in darkness
by touch done. It'sredlly fiddly stuff to work with. The strands keep breaking or bending, it takes agesto
srip the insulation, and besides, I've got aday job to go to.

Janisis complaining about minor back pains and spending alot of timein the toilet each morning, coming
out looking pale. There are fewer wisecracks and jokes from her, which isa shame. She's beginning to
bulge around the wait, too. She's putting abrave face oniit, but | think underneath it al she'sterrified.
The prospect of giving birth like an animad (with al the attendant risk and pain) isenough to scare
anybody, evenif it didn't come with the added horror of being chained down in this place for the
indefinite hereafter, the product of your blood and sweat held hostage against your cooperation. What |
want to know is, why isn't there aresi stance movement? | suppose in a panopticon anyone organizing
such athing would have to be very quiet about it—or very naive—but | can't help wondering why |
haven't seen any signs of even covert defiance.

| checked the Y FH-Poality congtitution in the library (there'sacopy on alectern out front, for everybody
to read) and what's missing from it is asimportant aswhat'sthere. Theresabill of rightsthat explicitly
includes the phrase "right to life" (which, if you read some dark ages histories, doesn't mean what anaive
modern would think it means), and it goes on to explicitly waive dl expectations of aright to privacy,
which meansthey can enforceit againgt my will. Ick. The condtitution isapublic protocol specification
defining the parameters within which YFH'slega system operates. Before | came here, it seemed
irrdlevant, but now it terrifiesme—and | notice that it says nothing about a commitment to freedom of
movement. That's been an axiom for virtualy al human palities, ever snce the end of the censorship wars
mopped up the last nests of Curious Y elow and the memetic dictatorships. Not that you'll find any such
knowledgein our shelves; history stopsin 2050, asfar asyour reading in thislibrary goes, and anyway,
everything after 2005 is ble only viathe computer terminas, using an arcane conversationa text
interface that I'm till fumblingly trying to explore.

| seerdatively little of Sam during thistime. After our argument, indeed ever since the halfhearted
reconciliation, he's withdrawn from me. Maybe it's the shock of learning about his reproductive
competence, but he'svery distant. Before that nightmare, before | messed up everything between us, I'd
hug him when he got home from work. We'd have alaugh together, or chat, and we were (I'm sure of
this) growing close. But since that night and our argument, we haven't even touched. | fed isolated and a
bit afraid. If we did touch I'd—I don't know. Let's be honest about this: | have an active sex drive, but
the thought of getting pregnant in here scares the shit out of me. And while there are other thingswe
could do if wewereinclined to intimacy, | find the whole Situation isavery effective turnoff. So | can't
redlly blame Sam for avoiding me as much as he can. The sooner he gets out of here the sooner he can
rush off in search of hisromantic love—assuming the bitch didn't give up on him and go in search of a
poly nucleusto joyfully exchange bodily fluidswith about five seconds after he joined the experiment.
Sam broods, and, knowing hisluck, he's fixated on someone | wouldn't give the time of day to.

That'slifefor you.



FOUR weeksinto my new job, twelve weeks before Janisis due to go on maternity leave, | have
another wake-up-screaming nightmare.

Thistime things are different. For one thing, Sam isn't there to hold me when | wake up. And for another,
| know with cold certainty that thisoneistrue. It's not Smply ahideous dream, it's something that actually
happened to me. Something that wasn't meant to be erased back at the clinic.

I'm sitting at adesk in a cramped rectangular room with no doors or windows. Thewalls are the color of
old gold, dulled but iridescent, rainbows of diffraction coming off them whenever | look away from the
desk. I'min an orthohuman male body, not the mecha battlecorpse of my previous nightmare, and I'm
wearingasmpletunicinalivery that | vagudly recognize as belonging to the clinic of the
surgeon-confessors.

On the desk in front of me sits a stack of rough paper sheets, handwoven with ragged edges. | madethe
stuff myself along time ago, and any embedded snitchesin it have long since died of old age. In my |eft
hand | hold asimpleink pen with a handle made of bonethat | carved from the femur of my last body—a
little personal conceit. Therés abottle of ink at the opposite side of the desk, and | recall that procuring
thisink cost a surprisng amount of time and money. Theink has no history. The carbon soot particles
suspended in it areisotopically randomized. Y ou can't even tell what region of the galaxy it came from.
Anonymousink for apoison pen. How suitable. . .

I'm writing aletter to someone who doesn't exist yet. That person is going to be alone, confused,
probably very frightened indeed. | fed aterrible sympathy for himin hislondiness and fear, because I've
been there mysdlf, and | know what he's going through. And I'll be right there with him, living through
every second of it. (Something's wrong. The letter | remember reading back in rehab was only
three pages, but this stack is much thicker. What's happening?) | hunch over the desk, gripping the
pen tightly enough that it forms apainful furrow beside thefirst joint of my middlefinger as| scratch
|aborious tracks across the fibrous sheets.

As| remember the sensationsin my fingers, the somatic memory of writing, | get ahorrible sense of
certainty, adeep conviction that | redlly did send mysdlf atwenty-page letter from the past, Stuff |
desperately needed to see—of which only three pages were allowed to reach me.

Dear Hf:

Right now you're wondering who you are. | assume you're over the wild mood swings by now and can
figure out what other peopl€'s emotiona states signify. If not, | suggest you stop reading immediately and
leavethis|etter for later. There's stuff in here that you will find disturbing. Accessit too soon, and youll
probably end up getting yoursdlf killed.

Who are you? And who am |?

The answer to that question isthat you are me and | am you, but you lack certain key memories—most
importantly, everything that meant anything to me from about two and ahaf gigaseconds ago. That'san
awfully long time. Back before the Acceleration most humans didn't live that long. So you're probably
asking yoursdalf why I—your earlier self—might want to erase dl those experiences. Werethey redly that
bad?

No, they weren't. Infact, if | hadn't gone through deep memory surgery a couple of times before, 1'd be
terrified. There's stuff in here, stuff in my head, that | don't want to lose. Forgetting isalittle like dying,
and forgetting seventy Urth-years of memoriesin onegoisalot like dying.

Luckily forgetfulness, like deeth, isreversble these days. Go to the House of Rishadl the Exceptiond in



Block 54-Honey-September in the Polity of the Jade Sunrise and, after presenting atissue sample, ask to
speak to Jordaan. Jordaan will explain how to recover my latest imprint from escrow and how to merge
the imprint block back into your mind. It'sadifficult process, but it's stuff that belongs to you and brought
you deep happiness when you were me. In fact, it's the stuff that makes me myself—and the lack of
which defineswho you arein relation to me.

Incidentally, one of the thingsyou'l find in the imprint isthe memory of how to accessatrust fund with a
quarter million écusinit.

(Yes, I'm amanipulative worm: | want you to become me again, sooner or later. Don't worry, you're a
mani pulative worm, too—you must be, if you're diveto read this|etter.)

Now, the basics.

Y ou are recovering from degp memory erasure surgery. Y ou are probably thinking that once you recover
you'l go and spend the usual wanderjahr looking for avocation, find somewhereto live, meet friends
and lovers, and set up alifefor yourself. Wrong. The reason you are recovering from memory erasure
surgery isthat the people you work for have noticed a disturbing pattern of events centered on the Clinic
of the Blessed Singularity run by the order of surgeon-confessors at City Zone Darkeinthe Invisible
Republic. People coming out of surgery are being offered places in a psychologica/historica research
project aimed at probing the socia conditions of thefirst dark age by liverole-play. Some of these
people have very questionable histories: in some cases, questionable to the point of being fugitive war
ciminds

Y our mission (and no, you don't have any choice—I aready committed ustoiit) isto go insdethe
Y FH-Pality, find out what's going on, then come back out to tell us. Sounds smple, doesn't it?

Theres acatch. The research community has been established insde aformer military prison, a
glasshouse that was used as a reprogramming and rehabilitation center after the war. It waswidely
believed to be escape-proof a thetime, and it's certainly avery secure facility. Other agents have aready
gonein. One very experienced colleague of yours vanished completely, and is now over twenty megs
past their criticality deadline. Another reappeared el even megaseconds late, reported to the prearranged
debriefing node, and detonated a concealed antimatter device, killing the instance of their case officer
who was in attendance.

| believe that both agents were compromised because they were injected into the glasshouse with
extengve prebriefing and training. We have no ideawhat to expect on the other side of the longjump gate
into Y FH-Polity, but their security istight. We expect extensve border firewalls and afocused
counterespionage operation supported by the survelllance facilities of amaximum-security prison. There
islikely to be stateful examination of your upload vector, and careful background checks before you are
admitted. Thisiswhy | am about to undergo deep memory excison. Smply put, what you don't know
can't betray you.

Incidentdly, if you're experiencing lucid dreams about this Stuff, it meansyou're overdue. Thisisthe
secondary emergent falback briefing.I'm about to have these memories partially erased—unlinked, but
not destroyed—before | go into the clinic in City Zone Darke. It'samatter of erasing the associaive links
to the data, not the dataitself. They'll re-emerge given sufficient time, hopefully even after the
surgeon-confessors go after the other memoriesthat I'll be asking them to redact. They can't erase what

| don't know I've aready forgotten.

What is the background to your mission?

| cantell you very little. Our records are worryingly incomplete, and to some extent thisisa garbage



trawl triggered by the coincidence of the names Y ourdon, Fiore, and Hanta cropping up in the same
place.

During the censorship wars, Curious Y dlow infected virtudly every A-gatein the Republic of Is. We
don't know who released Curious Y ellow, or why, because Curious Y ellow appears to have been
created for the sole purpose of delivering a psywar payload designed to erase al memories and data
pertaining to something or other. By squatting the assemblers, Curious Y ellow ensured that anyone who
needed medica care, food, materia provisons, or just about any of the necessities of civilization, had to
submit to censorship. Needlessto say, some of ustook exception to this, and the subsequent civil
war—in which the Republic of Is shattered into the current system of firewalled polities—resulted ina
major loss of data about certain key aress. In particular, the key services provided by the Republic—a
common time framework and the ability to authenticate identities—were broken. The Situation was
complicated, after the defeat of the Curious Y elow censorship worm, by the emergence of quiding
dictatorships whose leaders took advantage of the Curious Y ellow software to spread their own
perniciousideologies and power structures. In the ensuing chaos, even more information was lost.

Among the thingswe know very little about are the history and origins of certain military personnel
conscripted into deeper cellsby Curious Y ellow once the worm determined it was under attack by
dissidents armed with clean, scratch-built A-gates. The same goes for the dangerous opportunists who
took advantage of Curious Y ellow's payload capability in order to set up their own pocket empires.

Y ourdon, Fiore, and Hanta came to our attention in connection with the psychologica warfare
organizations of no lessthan eighteen local cognitive dictatorships. They are extraordinarily dangerous
people, but they are currently beyond our reach because they are, to put it bluntly, providing some kind
of serviceto the military of the Invisible Republic.

What we know about the deeper cellsisthis: In thelast few megasecs of the war, before the dliance
succeeded in shattering and then sanitizing the last remaining networks of Curious Y ellow, some of the
quiding dictatorships higher echelons went underground. It is now amost two gigaseconds since the end
of thewar, and most people dismissthe concept of Curious Y elow revenants as fantasy. However, |
don't believe in ignoring thrests just because they sound far-fetched. If Curious Y ellow redlly did creste
deeper cdlls, secondary pockets of infection designed to bresk out long after theinitial wave was
suppressed, then our collective failure to pursue them is disastroudly shortsighted. And | am particularly
worried because some aspects of the Y FH-Polity experimenta protocol, as published, sound alarmingly
amenable to redirection dong theselines.

My biggest reason for wanting you to have undergone mgor memory erasure prior to injection into

Y FH-Polity isthis: | suspect that when the incoming experimental subjects areissued with new bodies,
they arefiltered through an A-gate infected with alive, patched copy of Curious Y élow. Therefore
preemptive memory redaction isthe only sureway of preventing such averminiferous gete from
identifying you as athreat for its ownersto diminate.

| watch myself writing thisletter to myself. | canread it asclearly asif it'sengraved in my own flesh. But |
can't see any marksin the paper, because my old self hasforgotten to dip his penintheink, and he'slong
sncefalen to scratching invisible indentations on the coarse sheets. | seem to stand behind his shoulder
athough his head isnowherein my field of vison, and | try to scream at him, No! No! That isn't how
you do it! But nothing comes out because thisis adream, and when | try to grab the pen, my hand
passes right through hiswrist, and he kegps writing on my naked brain with hisink of blood and
neurctransmitters.

| begin to panic, because being trapped in this cal with him has brought memories flooding back in,
memories that he cunningly suppressed in order to avoid triggering Curious Y élow's redaction factories.



It'samovable feast of horrors and exultation and lifein thelarge. It'stoo much to bear, and it'stoo
intense, because now | remember the rest of my earlier dream of swords and armor and the reversible
massacre aboard a conditiondly liberated polity cylinder. | remember the way our A-gate glitched and
crashed at the end of the rescue as we threw the last severed head into its maw, and the way Loral
turned to me, and said, "Wdl shit,” inavoicefull of world-weary disgust, and how | walked away and
scheduled mysalf for deep erasure because | knew if | didn't, the memory of it al would drag me awake
screaming for yearsto come—

—And I'm awake, and | makeit to thetoilet just in time before my stomach squeezes convulsively and
triesto climb up my throat and escape.

| can't believe | did thosethings. | don't believe | would have committed such crimes. But | remember
the massacre asif it wasyesterday. And if those memories are fa se, then what about the rest of me?

NOT entirely by coincidence, the next day is my first run with the shoulder bag. It darted lifeasa
rectangular green vinyl affair. It now sportsablack nylon lining that I've stitched together with much
swearing and sucking of pricked fingertipsto conced the gleaming copper weave glued toitsingde. It
looks like ashopping bag until | fold over theinner flgp. Then it looks like afull shopping bag with a
black flap covering the contents. Right now it contains a carton of extremely strong ground espresso, a
filter cone, and severd smadll itemsthat are individualy innocuous but collectively damning if you know
what you're looking at. It'sagood thing the bag |ooks anonymous, because unless I'm halucinating al my
memories, what I'm going to take home from work in that bag today will be awhole |ot lessinnocuous
than coffee beans.

| get intowork at the usud early hour and find Janisin the staff room, looking pale and peaky. "Morning
sckness?' | ask. She nods. " Sympathies. Say, why don't you stay here, and I'll get the returnssorted out?
Put your feet up—I'll call you if anything comesup that | can't handle.”

"Thanks. I'll do just that." She leans back against thewall. "I wouldn't be here but Fiore's coming—"

"You leavethat to me" | say, trying not to look surprised. | wasn't expecting him so soon, but I've got
thebag, 0. ..

"Areyou sure?' she asks.
"Yes" | amilereassuringly. "Don't worry about me, I'll just let him in and leave him to get on with things.”
"Okay," she saysgratefully, and | go back out and get to work.

Firg | pile yesterday's returns on the trolley and push them around the shelves, filing them asfast as | can.
It only takes afew minutes—most of the inmates here don't redlize that reading is arecreationa option,
and only ahandful are borrowing regularly. But then | skip the dusting and cleaning I'm supposed to do
today. Instead, | grab my bag from behind the reception station, dump it on the bottom shelf of the
trolley, and head for the shelvesin the reference section next to the room where the Church documents
are stored.

Into the bag goes adictionary of sexua taboos, held in the reference shelves because some weird
interpretation of dark age mores holds that libraries wouldn't lend such stuff out. It'smy cover ory in
case I'm caught, something naughty but obvioudy trivid. Then | leave thetrolley right whereit iswith the
bag tucked away on the bottom shelf, where it's not immediately obvious. | head back to the front desk.
My pams are swesgting. Fioreisdueto vist the archive, which means advancing my plans. Janis has
aways handled him before—but she'sill, I'm running the shop, and there's no point delaying the
inevitable. I've got al my excuses prepared, anyway. I've barely been ableto deep lately for rehearsing



them inmy head.

Around midmorning ablack car pulls up and parksin front of the library steps. | put down the book I'm
reading and stand up to wait behind the counter. A uniformed zombie gets out of the front and opensthe
rear door, standing to one sde while aplump mae climbs out. Hisdark, oily hair shinesin the daylight:
Thewhite dash of hisclerical collar lends hisface adisembodied appearance, asif it doesn't quite belong
to the same world asthe rest of his body. He walks up the steps to the front door and pushes it open,
then walks over to the desk. "Specid reference section,” he saystersaly. Then helooks at my face. "Ah,
Reeve. | didn't seeyou here before.”

| manage asckly amile. "I'm thetraineelibrarian. Janisisill thismorning, so I'm looking after everything in
her absence.”

"II1?" He sares at me owlishly. | look right back at him. Fiore has chosen abody that is physicaly
imposing but bordering on senescence, in the sate the ancients caled "middle age.”" HE's overweight to
the point of obesity, squat and wide and bardly taller than | am. His chinswobble as he talks, and the
poreson hisnose are very visible. Right now his nogtrils are flared, sniffing the air suspicioudy, and his
bushy eyebrows draw together as he ingpects me. He smells of something musty and organic, asif he's
gpent too long in acompost heap.

"Y es, she hasmorning sickness,” | say artlesdy, hoping he won't ask where sheis.

"Morning sick—oh, | seel" Hisfrown vanishesingantly. "Ah, thetrids we haveto suffer." Hisvoice
oozesadug-tral of sympathy. "I'm sure this must be hard for her, and for you. Just take meto the
reference room, and I'll stay out of your way, child.”

"Certainly.” | head for the gate at the Side of the Sation. "If you'd like to follow me?' He knows exactly
where we're going, the old toad, but he's a stickler for appearances. | lead him to the locked door in the
reference section, and he produces a smdl bunch of keys, muttering to himself, and opensit. "Would you
likeacup of teaor coffee?’ | ask heditantly.

He pauses and gives me the dead-fish tare again. "lan't that againgt library regulations?’ he asks.

"Normally yes, but you're not going to bein the library proper,” | babble, "you'rein the archive and
you're aresponsible person so | thought I'd offer—"

He stops being interested in me. "Coffee will befine. Milk, no sugar." He disappearsinto the room,
leaving hiskeyswith thelock.

Now. Heart pounding, | head for the staff room. Janisis snoozing when | open the door. She sits up with
adart, looking pae. "Reeve—"

"It'sdl right," | say, crossng over to the kettleand filling it up. "Foreshere, | let himin. Listen, why don't
you go home? If yourefedingill, you shouldn't redly be here, should you?'

"I've been thinking about thinking." Janis shakes her head. | rummage around for the coffee and filter
papers and set the stand up over the biggest mug | can find. | scoop the coffee into the paper with wild
abandon, sopping only when | redlize that making it too strong for Fiore will be as bad as not getting him
todrink it al. "Y ou shouldn't think too much, Reeve. It'sbad for you."

"Isitredly?' | ask abstractedly, as| ped thefoil wrapping from asmal tablet of chocolate | bought at
the drugstore and crumble half of it into the coffee grounds as the kettle beginsto hiss. | wad thefail into
atight ball and flick it into the wastebasket.



"If you think about getting out of here," says Janis.
"Likel sad, I'll cdl you ataxi—"

"No, | mean out of here." | turn round and she looks at me with the expression of atrapped animd. It's
one of those moments of existentia bleakness when the cocoon of lies that we pin around ourselvesto
paper over the cracksin redlity dissolveinto dime, and were |eft looking a something redly ugly. Janis
has got the bug, the same one I've gat, only she'sgot it worse. "1 can't stand it anymore! They're going to
put mein hospital and make me pass a skull through my cunt, and then they're going to have alittle
accident and I'll bleed out and they'll give me to Hantato fix with her tame censorship worm. I'll come
out of the hospital smiling like' Y vonne and Patrice, and there won't be any me left, therell bethisthing
that thinks it's me and—"

| grab her. "Shut up!" | hissin her ear. "It'snot going to happen!™ She sobs, agreat racking howl welling
upinddeher, and if sheletsit out. I'm completely screwed because Fiore will hear us. "I've got aplan.”

"Youve—what?"

Thekettleisboailing. | gently push away her groping hands and reach over to turn it off. "Listen. Go
home. Right now, right thisinstant. Leave Fioreto me. Sop panicking. The moreisolated we think we
are, the more isolated we become. | won't let them messwith your head.” | smile at her reassuringly.
"Trug me"

"You." Janis snifflesloudly, then lets go of me and grabs atissue off the box on thetable. "Y ouve
got—no, don't tell me." She blows her nose and takes a deep breath, then looks at me again, along,
hard, appraising look. " Should have guessed. Y ou don't take shit, do you?'

"Not if I can helpit." | pick up the kettle and carefully pour boiling water into the funne, whereit will
damp down the coffee grounds, extract the xanthine akaloids and dissolve the half tab of Ex-Lax hidden
in the powder, draining the sennoside glycosides and the highly diuretic caffeine into the mug of stleaming
coffee that, with any luck, will give Fiore astrong urge to take ten minutes on the can about half an hour
after hedrinksit. "Just try to relax. | should be ableto tell you about it in acouple of daysif thingswork

"Right. You'vegot aplan.”" She blows her nose again. ™Y ou want meto go home." It'saquestion.

"Yes. Right now, without letting Fiore see you here—I told him you were & home, sick.”

"Okay." Shemanagesawan smile.

| pour milk into the coffee mug, then pick it up. "I'm just going to give the Reverend his coffeg,” | tell her.

"To give—" Her eyeswiden. "l see." Shetakes her jacket from the hook on the back of the door. "I'd
better get out of your way, then." She grinsat me briefly. "Good luck!"

And she'sgone, leaving me room to pick up the mug of coffee and the other item from the sink side and
to carry them out to Fiore.

THE smplest plans are often the best.

Anything | try to do on thelibrary computer system will be monitored, and theingtant | try to find
anything interesting they'll know | know about it. 1t's probably there as a honeypot, to snare the overly
curious and insufficiently paranoid. Even if itisn't, | probably won't get anywhere useful—those old
conversationd interfaces are not only arcane, they're feeble-minded.



To put one over on these professiona paranoidsis going to take skill, cunning, and laterd thinking. And
my thinking isthis: If Fiore and the Bishop Y ourdon and their fellow experimenters have one weak spot,
it'stheir dedication to the spirit of the study. They won't use advanced but anachronistic surveillance
techniques where nonintrusive ones that were available during the dark ageswill do. And they won't use
informationa metastructures ble via netlink where awritten manual and records on paper will do.
(Either that, or what they write on paper redlly is secret Suff, materiad that they won't entrust to alive
datasystem in case it comes under attack.)

The ultrasecure repository in thelibrary ismerely aroom full of shelves of paper files, with no windows
and asmple mortiselock securing the door. What more do they need? They've got uslocked downin
the glasshouse, anetwork of sectors of anonymous orbital habs subjected to pervasive surveillance,
floating in the unmapped depths of interstellar pace, coordinates and orbital € ements unknown,
interconnected by T-gates that the owners can switch on or off at will, and accessible from the outside
only viaasingle secured longjump gate. Not only that, but our experimenters appear to have arogue
surgeon-confessor running the hospital. Burglar darms would be redundant.

After | knock on the door and pass Fiore his coffee, | go back to the reference section and while away a
few minutes, leafing through an encyclopediato passthetime. (The ancients held deeply bizarre ideas
about neuroanatomy, | discover, and especidly about developmenta plagticity. | guessit explains some
of their ideas about gender segregation.)

Asit happens, | don't have to wait long. Fiore comes barging into the office and looks about. "Y ou—is
there agtaff toilet here?' he demands, glancing around apprehensively. His forehead glistens beneath the
lighting tubes.

"Certainly. It'sthrough the staff common room—thisway." | head toward the staff room at aleisurely
pace. Fiore takes short steps, breathing heavily.

"Faster," hegrumbles. | step aside and gesture at the door. "Thank you," he adds as he dartsinside. A
moment later | hear him fumbling with the bolt, then the rattle of atoilet sest.

Excellent. With any luck, helll be about his business before he looks for the toilet paper. Whichis
missing because I've hiddenit.

| walk back to the door to the restricted document repository. Fiore hasleft hiskey in the lock and the
door gjar. Oh dear. | pull out the bar of soap, the sharp knife, and the wad of toilet paper I've left in my
bag on the bottom shelf of the trolley. What an unfortunate oversight!

| wedge my toe in the door to keep it from shutting as | pull the key out and pressit into the bar of soap,
both sides, taking care to get aclean impression. It only takes afew seconds, then | use some of the
paper to wipe the key clean and wrap up the bar, which | stash back in the bag. The key isaplain metal
ingtrument. While there's an outside chance that there's some kind of tracking device built into it in case
it'slog, it isn't los—it moved bardly ten centimeters while Fiore was taking hisease. And I'm fairly
certain there are no Sy cryptographic authentication tricks built into it—if so, why disguiseit asan
old-fashioned mortise lock key? Mechanica mortise locks are surprisingly secure when you're defending
againg intruders who're more used to dedling with software locks. Findly, if there's one place that won't
be under visud surveillance, it's Fiore's high-security document vault whilethe Priest isbusy inddeit. This
isthe chain of assumptionson which | am gambling my life.

| make sure my bag iswell hidden at the bottom of the trolley before | dowly make my way back to the
gaff room. And | wait afull minute before | allow mysdlf to hear Fiore calling queruloudy for toilet paper.

The rest of the day passes dowly without Janisto joke with. Fiore leaves after another hour, muttering



and grumbling about hisdigestion. | transfer the soap bar to the wheezing little refrigerator in the Saff
room where we kegp the milk. | don't want to risk its melting or deforming.

That evening, | lock up and go home with my heart in my mouth, sweet gluing my blouse to the smdl of
my back. It'sslly of me, | know. By doing this, | risk rapid exposure. But if | don't do it, what will
happen in the longer term isworse than anything that can happen to meif they catch mewith alibrary
book from the reference-only collection and a distorted bar of soap. It won't be just me who goes down
screaming. Janis knew about Curious Y dlow and was afraid of survelllance. | don't know why, or where
from, but it'san ominous sgn. Who is she?

Back home, | head for the garage before | go indoors. It's time to power up the bug zapper in anger for
thefirst time. The bug zapper is the cheap microwave oven | bought afew weeks ago. I've had thelid
off, and I've done some creative things with itswiring. A microwave oven is bascaly a Faraday cage
with a powerful microwave emitter. It'stuned to emit e ectromagnetic energy at awavelength that is
strongly absorbed by the water in whatever food you put inside. Well, that's no good for me, but with
some cregtive jiggery-pokery, 1've succeeded in buggering up the magnetron very effectively. It now
emitsanoisy range of wavelengths, and while it won't cook your dinner very well, it'll make area mess
of any dectronic circuitsyou put init. | open the door and shake my copper-lined bag's contentsinto it,
then reach through the fabric to retrieve the bar of soap. | redly don't want to fry that—Fiore might get
suspiciousif he got the shits every time he went to the library while | was on duty.

| drop the oven door shut and zap the book for fifteen seconds. Then | push a button on the breadboard
I've taped to the side of the oven. No lights come on. There's nothing talking in the death cdll, o it looks
like I've effectively crisped any crittersriding the book's spine. Well, well seewhen | takeit back to the
library, won't we? If Fiore singlesme out in Church the day after tomorrow, I'll know | was wrong, but
sneaking adirty book out of thelibrary for an evening isn't in the same league as seding the keysto—

The plaster of paris! Mentdly, | kick mysdlf. | nearly forgot it. | tip the right amount into an empty
yoghurt pot with shaky hands, then measure in abeaker of water and stir the mass with ateaspoon until it
beginsto get so hot that | have to juggleit from hand to hand.

Ten minutes pass, and | line abaking tray with moist whitish goop (gypsum, hydrated cacium sulphate).
Hoping that it has cooled enough, | press both sides of the soap bar into it acouple of times. | havea
tense moment worrying about the sogp's softening and melting, and | make the first impression too early,
whilethe plaster's so soft and damp that it sticks to the soap, but in the end | think I've probably got
enough to work with. So | cover the tray with a piece of cheesecloth and go inside. It's nearly ten
o'clock, I'm hungry and exhausted, tomorrow ismy day off, and | am going to haveto go in to work
anyway to vist Janis and make sure she'sdl right. But next time Fore viditsthe repository, I'm going to
be ready to sneak in right after he'sleft. And then welll see what he's hiding down there. . .

10

State

SUNDAY dawns, cool and mellow. | groan and try not to pull the bedclothes over my head. By one of
those quirks of scheduling, yesterday was aworkday for me, tomorrow is another, and I'm fedling
hammered by the prospect of two eeven-hour days. I'm not looking forward to spending haf my day off
inforced proximity to score whores like Jen and Angel, but | manage to force myself out of bed and
rescue my Sunday outfit from the pile growing on the chair a the end of the room. (I need to take atrip
to the dry-cleaners soon, and spend some time down in the basement washing the stuff | can do at home.
More drudgery on my day off. Doesit ever stop?)




Downdairs, | find Sam laborioudy spooning cornflakesinto abowl of milk. He looks preoccupied. My
somach istight with anxiety, but | force mysdlf to put a pan of water on the burner and carefully lower a
couple of eggsintoit. | need to make mysdf eat: My appetite isn't good, and with the exerciseregime I'm
keeping up, | could tart burning muscletissue very easlly. | glanceinward a my mostly slent netlink to
check my cohort's scores for the week. Asusud, I'm nearly the bottom-ranked femae in the group. Only
Cassisdoing worse, and | fed afamiliar stab of anxiety. I'm nearly sure sheisn't Kay, but | can't help
feding for her. She hasto put up with that swine Mick, after dl. Then my stomach does another flip-flop
as| remember something | have to do before we go.

He glances up from hisbowl. "Y es?'
"Today. Don't be surprised if—if—" | can't say it.

He puts his spoon down and looks out the window. "It'sanice day." He frowns. "What's bugging you? Is
it Church?'

| manageto nod.

His eyesgo glassy for amoment. Checking his scores, | guess. Then henods. "Y ou didn't get any
pendlties, did you?'

"No. But I'm afraid I—" | shake my head, unable to continue.
"They're going to single you out," he says, evenly and dowly.
"That'sit." | nod. "I'vejust got afeding, isdl."

"Let them." Helooks angry, and for amoment | fed frightened, then | redize that for awonder it isn't
me—héesangry a theideathat Fiore might have ago at mein Church, indignant at the possibility that the
congregation might go dong with it. Resentful. "Well wak out."

"No, Sam." Thewater isboiling—I check the clock, then switch on the toaster. Boiled eggs and toast,
that's how far my culinary skills have come. "If you do that, it'll make you atarget, too. If were both
targets. . ."

"l don't care." He meets my gaze evenly, with no sign of the reticence that's been dogging him for the past
month. "I made adecision. I'm not going to stand by and let them pick us off one by one. We've both
made mistakes, but you're the onewho's most at risk in here. | haven't been fair toyou and 1, I"—he
stumblesfor amoment—"1 wish things had turned out differently.” Helooks down at hisbowl and
murmurs something | can't quite make out.

"Sam?"' | gt down. "Sam. Y ou can't take on the whole polity on your own.” He looks sad. Sad? Why?
"I know." Helooksat me. "But | fed so helpless!”

Sad and angry. | stand up and walk over to the burner, turn the heat right down. The eggs are bumping
againg the bottom of the pan. The toagter isticking. "We should have thought of that before we agreed
to belocked upinthisprison,” | say. | fed like screaming. With my extra-heavy memory erasure—which
| have a sneaking suspicion exceeded anything my earlier self, the one who wrote me the letter and then
forgot about it, was expecting—I'm half-surprised | got herein thefirst place. Certainly if I'd known Kay
was going to dither, then pull out, I'd probably have chosen to stay with her and the good life, ns
or no.



"Prison." He chuckles bitterly. "That's agood description for it. | wish there was some way to escape.”

"Go ask the Bishop; maybe helll 1et you out early for bad behavior.” | pop the toast, butter it, then scoop
both eggs out of the water and onto my plate. "1 wish."

"How about we walk to Church today?" Sam suggests hesitantly, asI'm finishing breskfast. "It's about
two kilometers. That sounds along way, but—"

"It dso soundslike agood ideato me,” | say, before he can talk himself out of it. "I'll wear my work
shoes™"

"Good. I'll meet you down herein ten minutes." He brushes against me on hisway out of the kitchen, and
| startle, but he doesn't seem to notice. Something's going on inside his head, and not being able to open
up and ask isfrustrating.

Two kilometersis anice morning wak, and Sam lets me hold hishand aswe stroll along the quiet
avenues benegath trees suddenly exploding with green and blue-black leaves. We have to walk through
three tunnels between zones to get to the neighborhood of the Church—there are no lines of sight longer
than haf akilometer, perhaps because that would make it obvious that our landscapes are cut from the
inner surfaces of conic sections rather than glued to the outside of asphere by naturd gravity—but we
see barely anyone. Mot folkstravel to Church by taxi, and they won't be leaving their homes until we're
nearly there.

The Church service sarts out anticlimactic for me, but probably not for anyone else. After leading the
congregation into a tub-thumping rendition of "First We Take Manhattan,” Fiore launchesinto a
longperoration on the nature of obedience, crime, our place in society, and our duties to one another.

"Isit not true that we were placed here to enjoy the benefits of civilization and to raise agreat society for
the betterment of our children and the achievement of amordly pure state?' he thunders from the pul pit,
eyesfocused glassly on an infinity that lurksjust behind the back wall. "And to thisend, isn't it the case
that our socid order, being the earthly antecedent of a Platonic ideal society, must be defended so that it
has room to mature and bear the fruit of utopia?’ A real tub-thumper, | redize uneasly. | wonder where
he's going? People are shuffling in the row behind me; I'm not the only one with aguilty conscience.

"This being the case, can we admit to our society one who violatesits cardina rules? Must we forebear
from criticizing the Sns out of consideration for the sengbilities of the snner?' He demands. "Or for the
senshilities of those who, unknowing, live sde by side with the personification of vice incarnate?”

Hereit comes. | fed amortal sense of dread, my stomach loosening in anticipation of the denunciation |
can fed coming. There's got to be more to thisthan afurtive library book, and | have ahorrible sinking
feding that he's figured out the sogp impression and the plaster of paris and the mold I'm preparing for
the duplicate keys—

"No!" Fiore boomsfrom the pulpit. "This cannot be!" He thumpstheraill with onefigt. "But it grievesme
to say that it is—that Esther and Phil are not merely adulterating their souls by snesking their vile
intimacies behind the backs of their ignorant and abused spouses, but are adulterating the fabric of
ocidly itsalfl”

Huh? It's not methat he's going after, but the thrill of relief doesn't last long: Theresaloud grumble of
rage from the congregation, led by cohort three, whose members are the ones Fiore is accusing.
Everyone elselooks round and | turn round with them—not to go with the crowd could be dangerous
right now—and see a turbulent knot a couple of rows back, where well-dressed churchgoers are turning
on each other. A frightened female and a defensive-looking mae with dark hair arelooking around



apprehensively, not making eye contact, but trying to—yes;they're looking for escape routes as Fiore
continues. Something tells me they're too late.

"I would like to thank Jen in particular for bringing this matter to my attention,” Fiore says coolly. My
netlink dings, registering the arrival of more points than I'd normaly rack up in amonth, an upward
adjustment | can blame on the fact that I'm in the same cohort asthe little snitch. She's scored big-time
with this accusation of adultery. "And | ask you, what are we going to do about the sicknessin our
midst?' Fiore scans the audience from his pulpit. "What isto be done to cleanse our society?"

My sick sense of dread is back with avengeance. Thisisgoing to be awholelot worse than anything I'd
anticipated. Normdly, Fiore singlesahandful out for ridicule, laughter, the pointed finger of contempt—a
minor humiliation for snesking alibrary book out of the reference section would be nothing out of the
ordinary. But thisis big bad stuff, two people caught subverting the socid foundations of the experiment.
Foreisonarall of righteousindignation, and the aamosphereis getting very ugly indeed. A roar goes up
from the back benches, incoherent rage and anger, and | grab Sam's hand. Then | check my netlink and
freeze. He's fined cohort three all the points he's just given to Jen! "Let'sget out of here beforeit
turnsnasty,” | mutter into Sam's ear, and he nods and grips my hand back tightly. People are standing up
and shouting, so | sidletoward the Side of theaide asfast as| can, using my elbowswhen | haveto. |
can see Mick on the other sde, yelling something, the tendons on the sides of his neck standing out like
cables. | don't see Cass. | keep moving. There's a storm brewing, and thisisn't the time or place to stop
and ask.

Behind me Fiore shouts something about natura justice, but he's barely audible over the crowd. The
doors are open, and people are spilling out into the car park. | gasp with pain as someone stomps on my
left foot, but | stay upright and sense rather than see Sam following me. | makeit through the crush in the
doorway and keep going, dodging small clumps of people and astruggling figure, then Sam catches up
with me. "Let's go," | tell him, grabbing hishand.

There are peoplein front of us, clustered around—it's Jen. "Reevel" shecdls.
| can't ignore her without being obvious. "What do you want?' | ask.

"Help us." She grinswiddy, her eyes sparkling with excitement as she spreads her arms. She'swearing a
little black-slk number that displays her secondary sexud characteristics by providing just awisp of
contrast: her chest is heaving asif she's about to have an orgasm. "Come on!™ She gestures at the dark
knot near the Church entrance. "We're going to have a party!"

"What do you mean?' | demand, looking past her. Her husband, Chris, is conspicuoudy absent. Instead,
she's acquired a cohort of her own, followers or admirers or something, Grace from twelve and Mina
from nine and Tinafrom seven—all of them are from newer cohorts than our own—and they're watching
her, looking to her asif she'saleader . . .

"Purify the polity!" she says, dmost playfully. "Come on! Together we can keep everyonein lineand hold
everything together—and earn loads more points—if we make a strong enough statement right now.
Send the deviants and pervertsamessage.” Shelooks a me enthusiasticdly. "Right?"

"Uh, right,” I mumble, backing away until I bump into Sam, who's come up behind me. ™Y ou're going to
teach them alesson, huh?"

| feed Sam's hand tightening on my shoulder, warning me not to go too far, but Jen'sin no mood to pick
up minor detailslike sarcasm: "That'sright!" She'samost rapturous. "It's going to bered fun. | got Chris
and Mick ready—"



There's ahigh-pitched scream from somewhere behind us. "Excuse us" | mumble, "1 don't feel so good.”
Sam shoves me forward, and | ssumble past Jen, till ssammering out excuses, but the Situation isn't
critical. Jen doesn't have time to waste on broken reeds and moral imbeciles, and she's aready drifting
toward the group in the Church door, shouting something about community values.

We makeit to the edge of the car park before | stumble again and grab hold of Sam'sarm. "We've got
to stop them,” | hear mysdlf saying. | wonder what that toad Fiore thought he was unleashing when he
transferred so many points from one cohort to another. Doing that to the score whoresis only going to
have one result. At the very least, cohort three is going to rip the shit out of Phil and Esther—but now
we've got Jen, trying to spin the whole thing as socia cleansing in order to position hersdlf at the head of
amob. | can see ahideous new redlity taking shape here, and | want nothing to do with it.

"Not sensible.” He shakes his head but dows down.
"I meanit!" | ing<. | swalow, my throat dry. "They're going to beat Phil and Esther—"
"No, it'sadready gone past that point.” There'san ugly quaver in hisvoice.

| dig my hedlsin and stop. Sam stops, too, of necessity—it'sthat, or shove me over. He's breathing
heavily. "Weve got to do something.”

"Like. What?' He's breathing deeply. "Therere at least twenty of them. Cohort three and theidiots
who've gotten some idea that they can parade their virtue by joining in. We don't ¢and a chance." He
glances over his shoulder, seemsto shudder, then suddenly pulls me closer and speeds up. "Don't stop,
don't look round,” he hisses. So of course | stop dead and turn around to see what they're doing behind
us

Oh shit, indeed. | feel wobbly, and Sam catches me under one arm as | see what's happening. There are
No more screams, but that doesn't mean nothing's going on. The screaming is continuing, insde the
privacy of my own skull. "They planned this" | hear mysdlf say, asif from the far end of avery dark
tunndl. "They prepared for it. It's not spontaneous.”

"Yes" Sam nods, hisface whey-pae. There's no other explanation, crazy asit seems. "Ritua human
sacrifice seemsto have been amgjor cultural bonding festure in pretech cultures” he mutters. "1 wonder
how long Fiore's been planning to introduce it?'

They've got two ropes over the branches of the poplars beside the Church, and two groups are busy
heaving their twitching payloads up into the greenery. | blink. The ropes seem to curve dightly. It might
be centripetal acceleration, but more likely it's because my eyes are watering.

"l don't care. If | had agun, I'd shoot Jen right now, | really would." | suddenly redize that I'm not fegling
faint from fear or dread, but from anger: " The bitch needskilling.”

"Wouldn't work," he says, amost absently. "More violence just normaizesthekilling, it doesn't put an
endtoit: They're having a party and al you could doisadd tothefun. . ."

"Yeah, |—but I'd fed better." Jen had better have bars on her windows and deep with abaseball bat
under her pillow tonight, or she'sin trouble. And sheroyally deservesit, the mendacious bitch.

"Metoo, | think."
"Can wedo anything?'

"For them?' He shrugs. Theré's no more screaming, but atone-deaf choir has struck up some kind of



anthem. "No."
| shiver. "Let'sgo home. Right now."
"Okay," he says, and together we start walking again.

The singing follows us up the road. I'm terrified that if | ook back, I'll break down: There's absolutely
nothing | can do about it, but | fed afilthy sense of complicity with them. Asfor Fiore. . . hesgot it
coming. Sooner or later I'll get him. But I'm going to bite my tongue and not say aword abouit that for
now, because I've afeding he staged thislittle show to teach us alesson about the construction of
totalitarian power, and right this moment al the spies and snitches are going to be wide-awake, looking
for agnsof dissent.

A kilometer up the road and ten minutes away from the ghastly feeding frenzy, | tug at Sam'sarm. "Let's
dow down alittle," | suggest. "Catch our breath. There's no need to run anymore.”

"Catch our—" Sam gtares at me. "I thought you were mad at me."
"No, it'snot you." | carry on walking, but more dowly.

Hishand on my arm. "Wedidn't joinin."

| nod, wordlesdly.

"Three-quarters of the people there were as horrified as we were. But we couldn't stop it once it got
going." He shakes his head.

| take adeep breath. "I'm pissed a mysdlf for not making a stand while therewastime. Y ou can gamea
mob if you know what you're doing. But once people get moving in groups like that, it'sredly hard to
contain them. Fiore didn't need to st that off. But he did, like pouring gasoline on abarbecue." Both of
which areitems|'ve only lately become acquainted with. "And after that sermon and the score trandfer,
he couldn't have stopped it even if he wanted to."

"Y ou sound like you think it'samatter of choice." | glance Sddong a him: Sam's not supid, but he
doesn't normdly talk in abstractions. He continues: "Do you redly think you could have stopped it?It's
implicit in this society, Reeve. They set us up to make it easy to make peoplekill for an abstraction. You
saw Jen. Did you redlly think you could have stopped her, once she got going?”'

"| should have stuck aknifein her ribs" | trudge on in slence for afew seconds. "I'd probably have
falled. You'reright, but that doesn't make mefed better.”

Wewak dowly aong the road, baking beneath the noonday hesat of an artificial late-spring sunin our
Sunday ouitfits. Theinvertebrates creak in the long, yellowing grass, and the deciduoustrees rustle their
leaves overhead in the breeze. | smell sage and magnoliain thewarm air. Ahead of ustheroad divesinto
acutting that leads to another of the tunnels with built-in T-gates that concedl the true geometry of our
indde-out world. Sam pulls out his pocket flashlight, swinging it from hiswrist by a strap.

"I've seen mobsbefore” | tell him. If only | could forget. "They have apeculiar kind of momentum.” |
fed weak and shaky as| think about it, about the look on Phil'sface—I hardly knew him—and the
hunger stalking the shadow of the crowd. Jen's mdicious ddight. "Onceit gets past acertain point, all
you can do isrun away fast and make sure you have nothing to do with what happens next. If everybody
did that, there wouldn't be any mobs."

"l guess." Sam sounds subdued as we walk into the penumbraof the tunnel. He switches hisflashlight on.



The cone of light bobs around crazily ahead of us asthe road swingsto the lft.

"Even asword-fighting fool of ahero can't divert amab like that on their own onceit getsgoing,” | tell
him, as much for my own benefit as anything ese. "Not without battle armor and some heavy wegponry,
because they're going to keep coming and coming. The ones behind can't see what's happening up front,
and the fool who standsin the way without backup is going to end up adead fool redly fast, evenif he
killsawholeload of them. And anyway, your sword-fighting fool, he's no smarter than any of themin the
mob. Thetimeto stop the mob is before it gets started. To stand up in front of it first, and tell it no.”

We're walking into the dark curve of the tunndl, out of sight of either entrance. Sam sighs.

"I knew someonewho'd do that,” he sayswistfully. "Theman | fdl inlove with. Hewasn't afoal, but hed
know how to handle asituation like that.”

The man? Sam doesn't seem like the type to me—until | remember that I'm seeing him through
gender-trapped eyes, the same way he'slooking at me, and that 1've got no way of knowing who or what
Sam was before he volunteered for the experiment. "Nobody could do that,” | tell him gently.

"Maybe so0. But | think I'd trust Robin's judgment before I'd trust—"

| stop assuddenly asif | have just walked into awall. The hairs on the back of my neck are all standing
on end, and my stomach isknotting up again asif I'm going to be sick.

"What'swrong?' asks Sam.
"The person on the outside you've been pining after,” | say carefully. "He's cdled Robin. Isthat right?!
"Yes" Henods. "l shouldn't have said, welll get penalized—"

| grab hishand likeit'safloatation aid and I'm drowning. "Sam, Sam." You idiot! Yes, you! (I'm not sure
which of us| mean.) "Did it ever occur to you to ask if maybel knew Robin?'

"Why?What good would that have done?' His pupils are huge and dark in the twilight.

"You arethe biggest—" | don't know what to say. Truly, | don't. Sunned isthe mildest word that
describeshow | fed. "The name you gave Robin was Kay, right?'

"YD'I n
"Kay. Yesor no?'
Hetensesand triesto pull hishand away. "Yes," he admits.

"O-kay." | don't seem to be able to get enough air. "Well, Sam, we are going to continue on our way
home, now, aren't we? Because who we were before we came here doesn't make any difference to
where we are now, does it?"

Hisexpresson isimpossibleto read in the darkness. "Y ou must be Vhora—"

| nearly dap him. Ingtead, | reach out with the index finger of my free hand and touch hislips. "Home
firs. Thenwetdk," | tdl him, somach still churning, aghast at my own stupidity and willful blindness.
Okay, so | walked right into thisone. And | think | just sprained my brain. Now what?

Hesghs. "All right." He gill doesn't use my name. But he turnsto shine the flashlight ahead of us. And
that'swhen | see the outline of the door in the opposite wall.



IT'S funny how the more wetravel the lesswe see.

Traveling via T-gates, we avoid the intervening points between the nodes because the gate is actudly a
hole in the structure of space, and in avery red sensethere are no intervening points. And it's not much
differentin acar. You get in, you tell the zombie where to take you, and he steps on the gas. Not that
there's amachine under the bonnet that clatteringly detonatesliquid distilled from ancient fossilized
biomass (just a compact gateway generator and asound effects unit), but it feesthe same, in terms of
your interaction with your surroundings.

Meanwhile, outside the cars and the corridors and the gates and the head games we deny playing with
each other, therésared universe. And sometimesit smacksyou in the face.

Like now. | have known al dong, in an abstract kind of way, that were living in aseries of roughly
rectangular terrain festureslaid out on the curved inner surface of saveral huge colony cylinders, spinning
to provide centripetal acceleration (a substitute for gravity), in orbit around who-knows-what brown
dwarf sars. The sky isadisplay screen, thewind isair-conditioning, the road tunnels are a necessary
part of theilluson, and if you go for awalk in the overgrown back lot you'l find asteep hill or cliff that
you can't climb because it goesvertica only afew metersup. | haven't given much thought to how it'sall
stitched together, other than to assume there are T-gatesin each road tunnel. But what if there's
another way out?

| clutch hishand. "Stop! Turn your flashlight back. Y es, there, right there.”
"What isit?' heasks.
"Let'ssee” | tug him toward it. "Comeon, | need thelight.”

The tunnel walls are made of smoothly curved dabs of concrete set edge to edge, forming ahollow tube
maybe eight metersin diameter. Theroad isaflat sheet of asphalt, its edges meeting the walls of the tube
just under the hafway point up its sdes. (Now that | think about it, what could be running under the road
deck? It might be solid, but then again, there could be just about anything down there.) What I've noticed
isarectangular groovein the oppositewall. Close up | can seeit's about a meter wide and two meters
high, aplain meta panel sunk into one side of the tunnel. There's no sign of any handle or lock except for
aholeafew millimetersin diameter drilled hafway up it, just beside one edge.

"Give metheflashlight.”

"Here." He passesit without argument. | get as closeto thewall as| can and shinethelight into the
crack. Nothing, no sign of hinges or anything. | crouch down and shineit into the hole. Nothing there,
ather. "Hmm."

"What isit?' he asksanxioudy.

"It'sadoor. Can't say morethan that." | straighten up. "We can't do anything about it right now. Let'sgo
home and think about this."

"But if we go home, wewon't be ableto talk!" Inthe dim light of the flashlight, his eyes|ook very white.
"They'll overhear everything.”

"They don't see everything,” | reassure him. "Come on, let's go home. This afternoon | want you to mow
thelawn."

"Bl_.lt I_ll



"Thelawn mower isinthegarage,” | continueimplacably. "Along with other things.”
llBut_ll

"If they're not waiting for us when we get home, they're not monitoring the tunnels, Sam. Noticed your
netlink recently? No? Well, we don't seem to havelost any pointsjust now. There are gapsin the
surveillance coverage. | think | know somewhere e se they're not monitoring, and you ought to know
we're not the only people who want out.”

| fed safetdling him that much, even though if they brainscoop me and feed meto Curious Y dlow right
now, it'll take down three of us: me and Sam and Janis. Kay may bein denid right now but she—No,
you've got to keep thinking of him as Sam, | tel mysdf—isnt, | think, going to sell meto the bad guys.
| am pretty sure | can read Sam well enough now to know what's bugging him. It'sfunny how | wasin
lust with Kay but couldn't tell if | trusted her. Now | trust Sam, but | doubt I'll ever fuck him again. Lifeis
drange, isn't it?"Y ou do want out, don't you?' | ask.

"Yes" He soundstremulous.

"Then you're going to haveto trust mefor alittle bit longer because | don't have an escape plan yet." |
squeeze hishand. "But I'm working onit."

Together, wewalk toward the light.

THAT afternoon Sam changesinto jeans and a T-shirt and mowsthe lawn. I'm in the garage wearing
overdlsand safety goggles, because I've made amold from the plaster of parisdiesand I'm pouring
solder into it, casting alead copy of the key to Fiore's cabinet of curiosities. Thelead key won't turnin
thelock, but it'll do okay asatemplate for the engraving disk and the smal bar of brass I've got waiting.

To confuse anyone who's watching, I've got some props Sitting around—a wooden wall plague
purchased from the fishing store, a plate to engrave with some meaningless dedication. When | showed
Sam what | was up to he blinked rapidly, then nodded. "It's for thewomen's freehand cross-stitch club,” |
sad, pulling the explanation right out of my ass. Thereisno such club, but it sounds right, a backup
explanation that will trigger areflex in whatever watcher is scanning us for anomalous behavior.

Wemay beliving inaglassjar with bright lights and monitors trained on us the whole time, but it's not
likely that everything we do is being watched by alive human being in red time. We massively outnumber
the experimenters, and they're primarily interested in our public socidization. (At leedt, that'sthe officid
story.) To monitor an intelligent organism properly requires observerswith atheory of mind at least as
strong as the subject. We subjects outnumber the experimenters by a couple of orders of magnitude, and
I've seen no Sign of strongly superhuman metaintelligences being involved in this operation, so | think the
odds are on my side. If we are up againgt theweakly godlike, | might aswell throw in the towel right
now. Butif not . . . You can delegate dl you want to subconscious mechanisms, but you run the risk of
them missngthings. Sic transit gloria panopticon.

The Church services are dmost certainly monitored in every imaginable way. But after Church, Fiore and
hisfriendswill betoo busy re-running the lynching from every imaginable angle and trying to figure out
how the socid dynamics of agenuine dark ages mob operate. They won't bewatching what | get uptoin
the garage until much later, probably just abored glance at areplay to make sure I'm not fucking my
neighbor's husband or weeping hystericaly in acorner. Because they're used to using A-gatesto fab any
physical artifacts they need, they probably look at what I'm doing as some sort of dark ages hobby and
view measadightly dull but basicaly well-adjusted wife. | even gained acouple of pointslast week for
my weaving. | laborioudy hand-wove aFaraday cage lining for my shoulder bag right under their noses,
and they treeted it asif | wasdiligently practicing atraditiona feminine craft! There are gapsin thelr



surveillance and bigger gapsin their understanding, and those gaps are going to be their downfall.

Concentrating on making the key and thinking about how much | am beginning to hate them isa good
way for meto avoid confronting what happened outside the Church thismorning. It'salso agood
digtraction from thewall | walked into in my heed, or the door in the tunne, or any of the other troubling
shit that's happened since | woke up this morning and thought it was going to be just another boring
Sunday.

After what fedslike afew infinitely tense minutes—but the lying clock ingstsit's been the best part of
four hours—I emerge from the garage. The hot morning sunlight has softened into aroseste afternoon
glow, and insects creak beneath aturquoise sky. It looks like I've missed an idyllic summer afternoon. |
fed shaky, tired, and very hungry indeed. I'm also swesting like apig, and | probably stink. Therésno
sign of Sam, so | go indoors and hit the bathroom, dump my clothes and dial the shower up to a cool
deluge until it washes everything away.

When | get out of the shower | rummage around in my wardrobe until | find a sundress, then head
downstairs with the vague idea of sorting out something to eat. A microwave dinner perhaps, to eat on
therear deck whiletheillusory sun sets. Ingtead, | run into Sam coming in through the front door. He
looks haggard.

"Whereve you been?' | ask. "l was going to sort out some food.”

"I've been with Martin and Greg and Alf, down at the churchyard.” | look at him, closer. Hisshirtis
sweat-gtained, and theres dirt under hisfingernails. "Doing the burying."

"Burying?' For amoment | don't get what he'staking about, then it clicksinto placeand | fed dizzy, asif
the whole world's revolving around my heed. "The—you should have told me."

"Youwerebusy." Heshrugs dismissvely.
| peer a him, concerned. "Y ou look tired. Why don't you go have a shower? I'll fix you some food.”
He shakes hishead. "I'm not hungry.”

"Yesyouare" | takehold of hisright arm and lead him toward the kitchen. "Y ou didn't eat any lunch
unless you sneaked asnack while | wasn't looking, and it's getting late.” | take a deep breath. "How bad
wasit?'

"It was—" He stops and takes adeep breath. "It was—" He stops again. Then he burstsinto tears.

| am absolutely certain that Sam has seen death before, up close and personal. He's at least three gigs
old, he's been through memory surgery, he's experienced the psychopathic dissociation that comeswith
it, he'shung out with dueling foolslike mein my postsurgery phase, and he'slived among pretech diens
for whom violent death and disease are dl part of life's unpaatable banquet. But there's an enormous
difference between the effects of a semiformal duel between consenting adults, with A-gate backupsto
make resurrection aminor headache, and cleaning up after arandom act of senselessbrutaity ina
Church parking lot.

Forget about no backups, no second chances, nobody coming home again scratching their heads and
wondering what wasin the two kiloseconds of their life that'sjust vanished. The differenceisthat it could
have been you. Because, when you get down to it, the one thing you know for sureisthat if thetoad in
the pulpit had got the wrong name, it would have been you up there in the branches, choking and
twitching on the end of arope. It could have been you. It wasn't, but that's nothing but an accident of



fate. Sam'sjust back from thewars, and he's definitely got the message.

Maybe that's why we end up on the wooden bench on the back deck, me sitting up and him with his
head in my lap, not crying like ababy but sobbing occasionaly between gasping breaths. I'm stroking his
hair and trying not to let it get to me either way—the jagged razor edge of sympathy, or the urgeto tell
him to pull himsdf together and get with the program. Judgment hurts, and helll talk it out in his own way
if I justlend him an ear. If not—

Well, I could have used alistener the other night, but I won't hold that against him.

"Greg rang while you were in the shed,” he says eventudly. "Asked if 1'd help clean up. What | was
saying thismorning. Not |etting them give me any shit. | figured part of that was, if | couldn't do anything
at thetime | could maybe do some good afterward.” And he's off again, sobbing for about a minute.

When he stops, he manages to speak quietly and evenly, in thoughtful tones. It sounds asif he's
explaining it to himsdf, trying to make sense of it. "I caught ataxi to Church. Gregtold meto bring a
shovel, so | did. | got there and Martin and Alf were there, dong with Liz, Phil's—former wife. Md isin
hospital. He tried to stop them. They hurt him. The mob, | mean. There are other decent people here, but
they're mostly too frightened to even hel p bury the bodies or comfort the widow."

"Widow." It'sanew word in our little prison, like " pregnant™ and "lynch mob." It'san equally unwelcome
arriva. (Along with "morta” if we stay herelong enough, | guess.)

"Greg got aladder from inside the Church hall, and Martin went up to cut down the bodies. Liz wasvery
quiet when we got Phil down, but couldn't take it when he was lowering Esther. Luckily Xara showed up
with abottle of rye and sat with her. Then Greg and Martin and Alf and me started digging. Actudly, we
started on the spot, but Alf said it was Fiore's fault, and we should use the graveyard. So we did that,
while Alf got some boards. | think we did it deep enough. None of us has ever done this before.”

He goesdlent for along time. | stroke the hair back from the side of hisface. "Twenty cycles" he says
after awnhile,

" Saven months?'
"Without backups," he confirms.

It'safrightening amount of timeto lose, that'sfor sure. Even more frightening isthe fact thet their last
backups are locked up in the assembler firewdl that isolates Y FH-Polity from the outside world—while
I'm not certain it'sinfected with Curious Y dlow, | have my suspicions. (CY copiesitself between
A-gaesviatheinfected victims netlinks, doesn't it? And the suspicioudy restricted functiondity of our
netlinksinside Y FH worries me.) There might not be any older copies of Phil or Esther on file esawhere.
If that's the case, and if we can't phage-clean the infected nodes, we might lose them for good.

Samisdlent for along time. We stay there on the bench asthe light reddens and dims, and after awhilel
just rest my hands on his shoulder and watch the trees at the far end of the garden. Then, with absolutely
no buildup, he murmurs, "I knew who you were amost from the beginning.”

| stroke his cheek again, but don't say anything.

"| figured it out insde aweek. Y ou were spending dl your time talking about this friend you were
supposed to be looking out on the ingde for. Cass, you thought.”

| keep stroking, to cam mysdalf as much asanything ese.



"I think | wasin shock at first. Y ou seemed so dynamic and confident and self-possessed before—it was
bad enough waking up in that room and finding | was this enormous bloated shambling thing, but then to
seeyou likethat, it really scared me. | thought at first | waswrong, but no. So | kept quiet.”

| stop moving my hands around, leaving one on his shoulder and one beside his head.
"I nearly killed mysdlf on the second day, but you didn't notice.”
Shit. | blink. "I was dedling with my own problems,” | manage to say.

"Yes, | can seethat now.” Hisvoiceisgentle, dmost deepy. "But | couldn't forgive you for awhile. I've
been here before, you know. Not here-here, but somewhere like here."”

"Theice ghouls?' | ak, before | can stop mysdlf.

"Yes" He tenses, then pushes himsdlf upright. "A whole planet full of pre-Accderation sapientswho
probably aren't going to make it without outside help because they took so long bootstrapping their
techné that they ran out of easily accessible fossil fuels." He swings hislegs round and sits upright, next to
me but just too far away to touch. "Living and breeding and dying of old age and sometimesfighting wars
and sometimes starving in famines and disasters and plagues.”

"How long were you there, again?' | ask.

"Two gigs." Heturns hishead and looks straight at me. "l was part of a, a—I guessyou'd cdl it a
reproductive unit. A family. | was an ice ghoul, you know. | was there from |late adolescence through to
senescence, but rather than let them nurse me, | ran out onto the tundra and used my netlink to call for
upload. Nearly left it too late. | wastermindly ill and closeto being nestridden.” Sam looks distant. "All
the pre-Acceleration tool-using sapients we've seen use K -type reproductive strategies. 1'd outlived my
partners, but | had three children, their assorted cis-mates and trans-mates, and more grandchildren
than—"

Hesghs.
"Y ou seem to want me to know this" | say. "Are you sure about that?"

"I don't know." Helooksat me. "I just wanted you to know who | am and where | come from." He
looks down at the stones between hisfeet. "Not what | am now, whichisatravesty. | fed dirty."

| stand up. HE'sgone on for long enough, | think. "Okay, so let me get this straight. Y ou're aformer
xeno-ornithologist who got way too close to your subjects for your own emotiona stability. You've got a
bad case of body-image dysphoriathat Y FH failed to spot in their excuse for an entry questionnaire,
you're good at deniad—self and other—and you're apathetic failure at suicide.” | sare at him. "What am

I missng?' | grab hishands. "What am | missing?" | shout a him.

At thispoint | redize severd thingsat once. | amredly, really angry with him, dthough that'snot dl | fed
by along way, becauseit's not the kind of anger you fed a a stranger or an enemy. And while I've been
working out like crazy and I'm in much better physica shapethan | waswhen | came here, Samis
standing up, too, and he has maybe thirty centimeters and thirty kilos on me because hes mae, and he's
built like atank. Maybe getting angry and ydlling in the face of someone who'sthat much bigger than|
and who's shocky right now from repeated bad experiencesisn't avery wisething to do, but | don't care.

"% % % " hemumbles.

"What?' | gate a him. "Would you care to repest that?'



"* * * " hesays, so quietly | can't hear it over the noise of the blood pounding in my ears. "That'swhy |
didnt kill mysdf."

| shakemy head. "I don't think I'm hearing you properly.”
Heglaresat me. "Who do you think you are?' he demands.

"Depends. | was ahistorian, along time ago. Then there were the wars, and | wasasoldier. Then |
became the kind of soldier who needsahistorian'straining, then | lost my memory.” I'm glaring right back
a him. "Now I'm aditzy, ineffectud housewife and part-time librarian, okay? But I'll tell you this—one
day I'm going to be asoldier again.”

"But thoseare dl externds! They're not you. Y ou won't tell me anything! Where do you come from? Did
you ever have afamily? What happened to them?"

Helooks anxious, and suddenly | redize hesafraid of me. Afraid? Of me? | take a step back. And then
| register what my face probably looks like right now, and it's like al my blood is replaced with ice water
of an ingtant, because his question has dredged up a memory that was, | think, one of the ones my earlier
sdf ddiberately forgot before the surgery, because he knew it would surface again and forgetting it hurt
but knowing it might be erased by crude surgica intervention was even worse. And | Sit down hard on
the bench and look away from him because | don't want to see his sympethy.

"They dl diedinthewar," | hear mysdlf saying woodenly. "And | don't want to talk about it."

WHEN | deep, another horror story dredgesitself up from my suppressed memories and comesto vist.
Thistime I know it's genuine and true and really happened to me, and theres nothing | can do to change
itin any detail—because that's what makes it so nightmarish.

The ending has dready been written, and it isnot a happy one.

In the dream, | am a gracile mae orthohuman with long, flowing green hair and what my partners
describe asaddightful laugh. | am alot younger—barely three gigs—and I'm aso happy, & least at firgt.
I'm in astable family relationship with three other core partners, plus various occasiond liaisonswith five
or sx fuckbuddies. Werefully bisexud, ether naturdly or viaalimbic syssem mod copied from
bonobos. My family hastwo children, and were thinking about starting another two in half agig or so.
I'm dso lucky enough to have a vocation, researching the history of the theory of mind—an aspect of
cultura ideology that only became important after the Acceleration, and which goesin and out of fashion,
but which | hold to be critically important. The history of my field, for example, tdlsusthat for dmost a
gigasecond during the ol d-style twenty-third century, most of humanity-in-exile were zimboes,
guasi-conscious drones operating under the aegis of an overmind. How that happened and how the
cognitive dictatorship was broken is something I'm studying with considerable interest and not afew field
tripsto old memory temples.

Oneof thesevigtsisthereason | am not a home with my family when Curious'Y €low comes howling
out of nowhereto erase large chunks of history, taking with it an entire interstellar civilization, and (to
makethings persond) my family.

I'm vigiting aMobile Archive Sucker in thefull physical flesh when Curious Y dlow first gppears. The

MA Sucker isalumbering starship, effectively amobile cylinder habitat, powered by plasma piped from
theinterior of adistant AO supergiant via T-gate. It wallows aong at low relativistic speeds between
brown dwarf star systems, which in this part of the galaxy are spaced less than a parsec apart. During the
multigigasecond interva s between close encounters, the crew retreats into template-frozen backup,
reincarnaing from the ship's assemblers whenever things get interesting. The ship islargdy salf-sufficient



and self-maintaining (gpart from its sellar tap, and atightly firewalled T-gate to the premises of the
research indtitute that created it centuries ago). Itsinternd systems are entirely offnet from the polity a
large because it's designed for amission duration of up to aterasecond, and it was envisaged from the
dart that civilization would probably collgpse at least once within the working life of the ship. That'swhy
I've come out here in person to interview Vecken, the ship's Kapitan, who lived shortly after the cognitive
dictatorship and may have recollections of some of the survivors.

Now herésacuriousthing: | can't remember their faces. | remember that Lauro, lambic-18, and Neudl
were not smply important to me, not just lovers, but in avery real way defined who | was. A large chunk
of my sense of identity was configured around thiskey ideathat | wasn't solitary: that | was part of a
group, that we'd collectively adjusted our neuroendocrinology so that just being around the others gave
us amild endorphin rush—what used to be ahaphazard process called "faling in love'—and wed
focused on complementary interests and skills and vocations. It wasn't so much afamily asa
superorganism, and it was afulfilling, blissful sate of affairs. | think | may have had alonely earlier life,
but I don't remember much of that because | guessit paed into inggnificance in comparison.

But | can't remember their faces, and even now—alifetime after the grief has ebbed—that bugs me.

Neua was quick with hands and feet, taking dyly sarcastic delight in winding me up. Lauro had perfect
manners but logt it when making love with us. lambic-18 was aradica xenomorph, sometimes
manifesting in more than one body at the same time when the fancy took it. Our children . . .

Aredl dead, and it is unquestionably my fault. The nature of Curious Y elow isthat it propagates
stedthily between A-gates, creating a peer-to-peer network that exchanges stegged instructions using
people as data packets. If you have the misfortune to be infected, it ingdlsits kernd in your netlink, and
when you check into an A-gate for backup or transport—uwhich proceeds through your netlink—CY is
thefirg thing to hit the gate's memory buffer. A-gate control nodes are supposedly designed so that they
can't execute data, but whoever invented CY obvioudy found adesign flaw in the standard architecture.
People who have been disassembled and reassembled by the infected gates infect fresh A-gates asthey
travel. CY uses people as a disease vector.

Theorigind CY infection that hit the Republic of Isinstaled a payload that was designed to redact
historical information surrounding some event—I'm not sure what, but | suspect it's an aftershock left by
the destruction of one of the old cognitive dictatorships—by editing people as they passed through
infected gates. But it only activated once the infection had spread across the entire network. So Curious
Y dlow appeared everywhere with shocking abruptness, after spreading silently for hundreds of
Megasecs.

In my memory-dream, | am taking teain the bridge of the Grateful for Duration, whichin that time
takesthe form of atempleto alake kami from old Nippon. I'm Sitting cross-legged opposite Septima
(the ship's curator) and waiting for Kapitan Vecken to arrive. As| spool through some questions | stored
offline, my netlink hiccups. There's a cache-coherency error, it seems—the ship's T-gate hasjust shut
down.

"Issomething going on?" | ask Septima. "1've just been offlined.”

"Might be." Septimalooksirritated. "I'll ask someoneto investigate." She stares right through me, a
reminder that there are three or four other copies of this strange old archivist wandering the concentric
cylinder habs of the ship.

She blinksrapidly. "It appearsto be a security aert. Some sort of intruder just hit our transcription
argap. If you wait hereamoment, I'll go and find out what's going on."



Shewalks over toward the door of the teahouse and, asfar as| can reconstruct later, thisisthe precise
moment, when aswarm of e ghteen thousand three hundred and twenty-nine wasp-sized attack robots
erupt from the assembler in my family's home. We livein an ancient dwelling patterned on alost house of
old Urth cdled Falingwater, a conservative design from before the Acceleration. There are doors and
staircases and windows in this house, but no interna T-gates that can be closed, and the robots rapidly
overpower lambic-18, who isin the kitchen with the gate.

They deconstruct lambic-18 so rapidly thereis no time for a scream of pain or pulse of netlinked agony.
Then they fan out through the house in amaignant buzzing fog, bringing rapid deeth. A brief spray of
blood here and a scream cut short there. The household assembler has been compromised by Curious

Y dlow, our backups willfully erased to make room for the wasps of tyranny, and, although | don't know
it yet, my life has been gracelesdy cut loose from everything that gave it meaning.

After the executions, they eat the physica bodies and excrete more robot parts, ready to self-assemble
into further attack swvarmsthat will continue the hunt for enemies of Curious Y dlow.

| know about this now because Curious Y ellow kept logs of al the somatic killsit made. Nobody knows
why Curious Y elow did this—onetheory isthat it isareport for CY's creators—but | have watched the
terahertz radar map of the security wasps eating my family and my children so many timesthat it is
burned into my mind. I'm one of the rare survivors among the millions targeted as somatic enemies, to be
destroyed rather than edited. And now it'sasif I'm watching it again for the first time, reliving the horror
that made me plead with the Linebarger Catsto take mein and turn meinto atank. (But that was haf a
gigasecond later, when the Grateful for Duration made contact with one of the isolated redoubts of the
resstance.)

| redlize I'm awake, and it's till nighttime. My cheeksitch from the sdlty tracks of tears shed in my deep,
and I'm curled up in an uncomfortable position, close to one edge of the bed. There's an arm around my
wast, and a breathing breeze on the back of my neck. For amoment | can't work it out, but then it
beginsto make senseto me. "I'm awake now,” | murmur.

"Oh. Good." He sounds deepy. How long has he been here? | went to bed alone—I fed amomentary
stab of panic at the thought that he's here uninvited, but | don't want to be aone. Not now.

"Wereyou adeep?' | ask.

Heyawns. "Must have. Dozed off." Hisarm tenses, and | tense, too, and push mysalf back toward the
curve of hischest and legs. "Y ou were unhappy.”

"What | didn't tell you earlier.” And I'm il not sureit'sagood ideato tel him. "My family. Curious
Ydlow killed them.”

"What? But Curious Y dlow didn't kill, it edited—"

"Not everyone." | lean against him. "Most people it edited. Some of usit hunted down and murdered.
The ones who might have been able to work out who madeit, | think."

"I didn't know that."

"Not many people do. Y ou were ether directly affected, in which case you were probably dead, or it
happened to someone ese, and you were busy rebuilding your life and trying to make your struggling
firewaled micropolity work without al the externa inputs provided by therest of Is-ness. A gig after the
end of thewar it was old news."



"But not for you."
| can fed Sam'stension through hisarm around me.

"Look, I'mtired, and | don't want to revisit it. Old pains, dl right?" | try and relax againgt the Sde of his
body. "I've become a creature ofsolitary habits. Didn't do to get too close to anyone during the war, and
sncethen, haven't had the opportunity.”

His breathing is deep and even. Maybe hel's dready adeep. | close my eyesand try to join him, but it
takesmealong timeto drift off. | can't help wondering how badly he must have been missing contact
with another human being, to share my bed again.

11

Buried

MONDAY isaworking day, and it's also usually alunch date, but I'm not about to break bread with Jen
after yesterday's events. | head for work with the brass key hidden in my security bag. Onceingidel rip
into thefiling and cleaning immediately. It's midmorning before | redize that Janis haan't arrived yet.

| hope shel'sdl right. | don't remember seeing her yesterday, but if she's heard about what
happened—well, | don't know how closeto the victims she was, but | can only imagine what she must be
going through if she knew them well. She wasfeding ill acouple of days ago—how is she now?

| head for the front desk. Businessis dead today, and | haven't had asingle visitor, so | have no quams
about flipping the sgn on the door to CLOSED for awhile. In the staff room theres afile of
adminigtrative Stuff, and after leafing through it for abit, | find Janiss home number. | did it, and after a
worryingly long time someone answers the telephone.

"Jenis?'

Her voice soundstired, even through the distortion the telephone link seems to be designed to add.
"Reeve, isthat you?'

"Yes. | was getting worried about you. Areyou al right?"

"I've been sick today. And to tell the truth, | didn't fed like coming in. Do you mind?"

| look around. "No, the placeisdead asa—" | op mysdf just intime. "Listen, why don't you take a
couple of days off?Y ou were going to be leaving in a couple of months anyway, there's no point
overdoing it. If you want, I'll drop round with some books on my next day off, day after tomorrow. How
about that?'

"That sounds greet,” she says gratefully, and after abit more chat | hang up.

I'm just shifting the CLOSED sign back to OPEN when along black limousine draws up at the curb
outside. | manage a sharp intake of breath—What's Fiore doing here today?—»before the Priest gets
out, and then, uncharacteristically, holds the door open for someone €lse. Someone wearing apurple
dressand askullcap. | redize exactly who it must be—the Bishop: Y ourdon.

The Bishop turns out to be as cadaveroudy thin and tall as Fioreis squat and bulbous. A stork and a
toad. Theresapeculiarly sallow cast to his skin, and his cheekbones stand out like blades. He wears
gpectacleswith thick hornlike rectangular frames, and his hair hugs his scalp in lank swatchesthe color of



rotten ivory. He strides forward, skeletal-looking hands writhing together, as Fiore bumbles along huffing
and puffing to keep upin hiswake. "l say, | say!" Fiorecals. "Please—"

The Bishop pushesthe library door open, then pauses. Hiseyesare avery pae blue, with dightly
yelowish whites, and hisgazeisicily contemptuous. "Y ou've fucked up before, Fiore," he hisses. 1 do
wish you'd keep your little masturbatory fantasiesto yoursdlf in future." Then he turnsround to face me.

"Hdlo?' | forceasmile.
Helooksa measif I'm amachine. "I am Bishop Y ourdon. Please take me to the document repository.”
"Ah, yes, certainly." | hurry out from behind the desk and wave him toward the back.

Fore harrumphs and breathes heavily as he waddles after us, but Y ourdon moves with bony grace, asif
al hisjoints have been replaced with well-lubricated bearings. Something about him makes me shudder.
Thelook he gave Fiore—I can't remember having seen such an expression of pure contempt on ahuman
facein avery long time. | lead them to the room; the Grim Regper stalking aong behind mein angry
slence, followed by abumbling oleaginous toad.

| stand aside as we reach the reference section, and Fiore fumbles with hiskeys, visibly wilting under

Y ourdon's fuming gaze. He gets the door open and dartsinside. Y ourdon pauses, and fixes mewith an
ice-water sare. "We are not to be disturbed,” he informs me, "for any reason whatsoever. Do you
understand?’

| nod vigoroudy. "I, I'll be at the front desk if you need me." My teeth are nearly chattering. What isiit
with this guy? I've met misanthropes before, but Y ourdon is something special.

Fore and the Bishop hang out in the archive, doing whatever it isthey do in there for amost three hours.
At acoupleof points| hear raised voices, Fiore's unctuous pleading followed by the Bishop hissing back
at him like an angry snake. | it behind the desk, forcing mysdlf not to look over my shoulder every ten
seconds, and try to read abook about the history of witch-huntsin preindustrial Europaand Merka. It
contains disturbing echoes of what's going on here, communities fractured into mutua ly mistrustful
factions that compete to denounce one another to greedy spiritua authorities drunk on tempora power.
However, | find it hard to concentrate while the snake and the toad in the back room are making noises
like they're trying to sting each other to desth.

Itswdll into my normal lunch hour when Fiore and Y ourdon surface. Fiore looks subdued and resentful.
Y ourdon appearsto be in abetter mood, but if thisis his good humor, I'd hate to see him when he's
angry. When he smiles he looks like a skull someone's stretched a sheet of skin over, colorlesslips
pesling back from yelowing teeth in agrin completely bereft of amusement. "Y ou'd better get back to
work then," he callsto Fiore as he strides past my desk without so much asanod in my direction.
"You've got alot of lost headway to make up." Then he barges out through the front door as the long
black limousine cruises round the edge of the block, ready to convey its master back to hisusua haunts.

A few minutes later Fiore bumbles past mewith asullen glare. "I'll be round tomorrow," he mutters, then
stomps out the door. No limousinefor the Priest, who staggers off on foot in the noonday heat. My, how
the mighty are fallen!

| watch him until he's out of sight, then walk over and flip the sign on the door to CLOSED. Then | lock
up and take a deep breath. | wasn't expecting this to happen today, but it's too good an opportunity to
miss. | go fetch my bag from the staff room, then head for the repository.

It'stime for the moment of truth. Lessthan a hundred seconds after Fiore left the building, | didethe



laborioudy copied key into the lock. My heart is pounding as| turn it. For amoment it refusesto budge,
but | jiggleit—the teeth aren't quite engaging with the pins—and something falsinto position and it
squedls dightly and givesway. | push the door wide, then reach for the light switch.

I'minasmall room with no windows, no chairs, no tables, one bare eectric bulb dangling on awirefrom
the ceiling, bookshelves on three walls, and atrapdoor in the middle of thefloor.

"What is thisshit?" | ask adoud, looking round.

There are box files on dl the shelves, masses of box files. But there are no titles on the spines of the
boxes, just serid numbers. Everything's dusty except the trapdoor, which has been opened recently. |
inhale, then nearly go cross-eyed trying not to sneeze. If thisis Fiore'sidea of housekeeping, it'sno
wonder Y ourdon was pissed at him.

| look at the nearest shelf and pull down one of the files at random. Ther€'s abutton catch and | open it
tofindit'sfull of paper, yellowing sheets of the suff, machine-smooth, columns of hexadecima numbers
printed in rows of dumb ink. There's a sequence number at the top of each sheet, and it takesme afew
secondsto figure out what I'm looking at. It's a seridized mind map, what the ancients would have caled
a"hex dump." Pages and pages of it. The box file probably holds about five hundred sheets. If dl the
others| see contain more of this stuff, then I'm probably |ooking at about a hundred thousand sheets,
each containing maybe ten thousand characters. Whatever is stored in thisincredibly inefficient seria
medium, it isn't very big—about the same size as asmal mammal's genome, maybe, once you squeeze
out al the redundant exons. It'sthree or four orders of magnitude too small to be amap of ahuman
being.

| shake my head and put the box file back. From the level of dust on top of it, it hasn't been touched for
quiteatime. | don't know what this Stuff is, but it isn't what Fiore and Y ourdon came hereto look at.
Which leaves the trapdoor.

| bend down and grab the brassring, then lift. The wooden dab hinges up at the back, and | see aflight
of stepsleading down. They're carpeted, and there are wooden handrailsto either sde. Okay, so there's
asecret basement under thelibrary, | tell mysdif, trying not to giggle with fear. What have | been working
ontop of ?

Of course | go downgtairs. After what Fiore did to Phil and Esther, I'm probably dead if they find mein
the repository. Taking the next step isalogica progression, nothing more.

The steps go down into twilight, but they don't go down very far. Thefloor isthree meters below the
trapdoor, and theré'salight switch on therail a the bottom. | flick it and glance around.

Guesswhat? I'm not in the dark ages anymore.

If I wastill inthe dark ages, thiswould be amusty basement with brick walls and wooden lath celling, or
maybe poured concrete and steel beams. They weren't big on structural diamond back then, and their
floorsdidn't grow zebrastripe fur, and they used short-lived dectrical bulbsinstead of surfacing their
ceallings with fluorescent paint. Therés avery retro-looking lounger in amode that I'm sure went out of
fashion some time between the end of the Oort colonid eraand thefirst of the conservationistarepublics,
and some weird black-resin chairsthat 1ook like the skeletons of insects, if insects grew four meterstall
and supported themselves with endoskeletons. Hmm. | glance over my shoulder. Yes, if Y ourdon and
Fiore were having a knockdown shouting match in here with the hatch open, | might just about have
heard it at the front desk.

The other itemsin the basement are alot more disconcerting.



For sarters, there's something that | am amost certain isafull military A-gate. It'sastubby cylinder
about two meters high and two metersin diameter, its shell dick with the white opacity of carbonitrile
armor. Theré's aruggedized control workstation next to it, perched on arough wooden plinth—you use
those thingsin the field when you'reoperating under emission control, to make field expedient whatever it
isyou need in order to save your ass. Got plutonium? Got nuke. Not that I've got the authentication
acklesto switch the thing on—if I messwithit I'll probably set off about abillion aarms—but its
presence hereis asincongruous as a biplane in the bronze age.

For seconds, thewalls are lined with racks of shelving bearing various pieces of equipment. Theré'swhat
I'm fairly certain isagenerator pack for aVorpa sword, like the one on the Church dtar. That brings
back unpleasant memories, because | remember those swords and what you can do with them—ablood
fountaining out into aroom where the headless corpses are dready stacked like cordwood beside the
evacuation gate—and it makes me fedl nauseous. | take aquick breath, then | [ook at the shelves on the
other side of the room. There arelots of them, some of them stacked with the quaint rectangular bricks of
high-density storage, but most of the space is given over to ring bindersfull of paper. Thistime, instead of
serid numbers on the spines, there are ol d-fashioned human-readabl e titles, although they don't mean
much to me. Like Revised Zimbardo Sudy Protocol 4.0, and Church Scale Moral Delta
Coefficients, and Extended Host Selection Criteria—

Host selection criteria? | pull that one off the shelf and begin reading. An indeterminate timelater |
shake mysdlf and put it back. | fed dirty, somehow contaminated. | redly wish | didn't understand what it
sad, but I'm afraid | do, and now I'm going to have to figure out what to do with the knowledge.

| stare &t the A-gate, speculating. Thereé'savery good chance that it's not infected with Curious Y ellow,
because they wouldn't want to risk infecting themselves. But it till won't help me escape, and it probably
won't work for me anyway unless| can hold a metaphorical gun to Fiore's head, threaten him with
something even more frightening than the prospect of Y ourdon's revenge—and if 1've got the measure of
Y ourdon, any revenge he'd bother to carry out would truly be aworse fate than death.

Shit. | need to think about this some more. But at least I've got until tomorrow, when Fiore returns.

BUSINESSisdead, literally dead. After | go back up top and lock the repository, | flip the door signto
OPEN and sit at the front desk for acouple of hours, waiting tensely to seeif the zombies are going to
come and drag me off to prison. But nothing happens. | haven't tripped any darms by my choice of
lunchtime reading matter. With hindsight it's not too surprising. If there's one place Fiore and Y ourdon
and the mysterious Hantawon't want under survelllance, it'swherever they're hiding their experimenta
tools. Their kind doesn't thrive in the scrutiny of the panopticon. Which, asit happens, givesme anidea.

Midway through the afternoon | lock up for half an hour and hit the nearest eectronics shop for auseful
gadget. Then | spend anervous hour ingdling it inthe cellar. Afterward, | fed smug. If it works, it'll serve
Foreand Y ourdon right for being overconfident—and for making this crazy smulation too redigtic.

Businessis so dead that | go home half an hour early. It'sawarm summer evening, and I've got about
two kilometersto walk. | barely see anyone. There are some park attendants out mowing the grass, but
no ordinary folks. Did I missaholiday or something? 1 don't know. | put one foot in front of the other
until | hit the road out of the town center, follow it down into a short stretch of tunndl, then back into
daylight and aquiet resdentia street with trees and alazy, dmost stagnant creek off to one side.

| hear voices and catch afaint smell of cooking food from one of the houses as| walk past. People are
home—I haven't mysterioudy been abandoned dl on my own. What a shame. | briefly fantasize that the
academicians of the Scholastium have figured out that al isnot well in' Y FH-Polity and arrived to
evacuate al of usinmateswhile | waited behind the library counter. It's anice daydream.



Pretty soon | cometo the next road tunnd linking hab segments. Thistime | pull out aflashlight as| pass
out of sight of the entrance. Yes, just as| guessed—there's arecessed doorlike pand in onewall of the
tunnd. | pull out anotepad and add it to my list. I'm dowly building up amap of theinterrelated
segments. It looks like a cyclic directed graph, and that's exactly what it is, a network of nodes
connected by linesrepresenting roads with T-gates dong their length. Now I'm adding in the maintenance
hatches.

Y ou can't actualy see a T-gate—it's just that one moment you're in one sector and the next moment
you've walked through an invisible brane and you're in another sector—but the positioning of the hatches
can probably tell me something if I'm just smart enough to figureit out. Ditto the order of the network: if
it'sleft-handed or right-handed, or if there's aHamiltonian path through it. In the degenerate case, there
may be no T-gates a all; thismight actualy be asingle hab cylinder, divided up by bulkheads that can be
sedled againgt loss of pressure. Or dl the sectors may be in different places, parsecs apart. I'm trying to
avoid making assumptions. If you don't search with open eyes, you risk missing things.

| get home at about my usua time, tense and nervous but aso curioudy relieved. What's doneis done.
Tomorrow Fiorewill ether notice my meddling, or he won'. (Or with any luck helll assume Y ourdon did
it, which I think isequdly likely. Theres no love lost between those two, and if | play my cardsright, |
can exploit their divison.) Either way | should learn something. If | don't. . . well, | know too much to
stop now. If they knew how much I've figured out about their little game, they'd kill meimmediately. No
messing, no ritua humiliation in front of the score whoresin Church, just arapid brainsuck and
termination. Fores playing with fire.

Samisintheliving room, watching TV. | tiptoe past him and head upstairs, badly in need of ashower.
When | get to my room | shed my clothes, then go back to the bathroom and turn the water on, meaning
to wash today's stresses away.

Seconds after | get in | hear footsteps, then the bathroom door opening. "Reeve?”
"Yeah, itsme" | cdl.

"Need to talk. Urgently."

"After | finish," | say, nettled. "Can't it wait?'

"l suppose.”

Small torments add up; I'm now in athoroughly bad mood. What's life coming to, when | can't even take
ashower without interruption? | sogp myself down methodically then wash my hair, taking care to rub the
inefficient surfactant gel into my scalp. After acouple of minutes of ringng, | turn off the water and open
the door to reach for my towd, to be confronted by a surprised-looking Sam.

"Pass methe bath sheet,” | tdl him, trying to make the best of things. He complies hagtily. Months of
living in this goldfish bowl society have done strange things to my body-sense, and | fedl surprisingly
awkward about being naked in front of him. | think he fedlsit, too. "What's so important?’ | step out of
the shower as he holds the towel for me,

"Phonecall,” he mumbles, trying to look awvay—his eyes keep drifting back toward me.

"Uh-huh. Who from?' He folds mein the towe asif I'm addicate treasure he's trying not to touch. |
shiver and try toignoreit.

"From Fer. He and El, they've heard something bad from Mick, and they're talking about sorting it out."



"Bad." | try to concentrate. The water on my skin is suddenly cold. "What kind of bad?"

"It'sCass, | think." | tense up ingde. "Mick gave them some crazy story about hearing from Fiore. Said
the Priest told him that one of therulesin hereis, what wasit, ‘ befruitful and exponentiate.’ That you can
get agigantic score bonusfor having children.”

"That'snot good,” | say carefully, "but it might just be Mick acting in character.”

"Well, yes, that'swhat Fer said, but then Mick told El he was going to get that bonus whether or not
Casswanted it." He sounds apprehensive. "El wasn't sure what that meant.”

My mind races. "Cass wasn't at Church yesterday, Sam. Last time | saw her she wouldn't talk—she
seemed afraid.” | have anasty feding that | know what's going on. | really don't want it to be true.

"Yes, well, Fer called mewhen El told him Mick had made some kind of joke about stopping Casstrying
to escape for good. Hewasn't surejust what it was but said it didn't sound right. Reeve, what's going on?
What are we going to doif it turns out he's been tying Cass up while he's been at work, or using physical
force, or something?'

For someoneliving in adark ages Sm, Sam can be heartbreakingly naive at times. " Sam, do you know
what the word ‘ rape’ means?'

"I've heard it," he says guardedly. "I thought it had to involve strangers, and usudly killing. Do you
think—"

| turn round. "Weve got to find out what's going on, and we've got to get her out of thereif it'strue. |
don't think we can count on the police zombies, or Fiore for that matter, to help. Fioreés messed up in the
head anyway, even Y ourdon thinks s0." | pause. "Thisisvery bad.”

The thought of what Cass might be going through horrifies me, especidly as| can guess how some of our
cohort will react if wetry to rescue her. Before last Sunday | might have been more hopeful, but now |
know better than to expect anything but gruesome savagery from our neighborsif they think their
precious pointsare at risk. "l think Janiswould help, but she'sill. Alice, maybe. Angel is scared but will
probably follow if we approach her right. Jen—I don't want Jen around. What about you guys?'

"Fer agrees,” Sam sayssmply. "He doesn't like theideaether. El, maybe not. | think if | ask, | can get
Greg and Martin and Alf involved. A team.” Helooks at me oddly.

"Nokilling," | say, warningly.

He shudders. "No! Never. But—"

"Someone's got to go find out if it'strue, or if it was just Mick making ajoke in bad taste. Right?"
Henods. "Right. Who?”'

"Il doit," | say flatly. "Tonight. I'm going to get dressed. Y ou get on the phone to people. Get them
round here. | want to sort out what we're doing before | go in, that way there won't be any nasty
aurprises. All right?'

He nods then looks at me, an odd expresson in hisface. "Anything ese?'
"Yes" | lean forward and kiss him quickly on thelips. "Get moving.”

THREE hours later, werre holed up in avacant house on aquiet resdential side street across the road



from what we now know is Cass and Mick's home, thanksto an obliging zombietaxi driver. Thisstreet is
gtill three-quarters unoccupied. We pile out of our threetaxis at five-minute intervals and go to ground.
Fer was among the first to arrive. He got us into the empty house with acrowbar. Theré's not alot of
furniture, and everything is dusty—not to mention dark, because we don't want to turn on the lights and
risk derting Mick—but it's better than trying to hide in the front garden for acouple of hours.

There are only five of us—me, Sam, Fer, Greg, and Greg's spouse, Tammy. Tammy is determined and
very quietly furious—I think it's because she didn't redlize how bad things redlly were until Sam phoned
Greg. It's nearly midnight, and were dl tired, but | run through the plan once again.

"Okay, one moretime. I'm going to go across the road and ring the doorbell. I'll ask to see Cass.
Depending how Mick reacts, Sam and Fer, you'll rush him or hang back. I've got the whistle. One
whistle means comein and get me, | need help. Two means get Mick." | stop. "Greg, Tammy, you take
the stockings, pull them over your heads. We don't want him to recognize you if you have to take Cass
and look after her."

"I hope you're wrong about this,” Tammy saysgrimly.

"Sodol, believeme Sodol." | glance sdelong at Fer.

"Mick's not been right in the head since I've known him,”" Fer muitters.
"Anything €lse beforewe go?' | ask, standing up.

"Yes" saysFer. "If you don't whistle, and you don't come out within ten minutes, I'm going in anyway."
He grips his crowbar.

"I should hope s0." | nod, then get up and head across the road.

Mick's garden is overgrown with weeds, and the grassislong. There are no lightsin the windows, but
that doesn't mean anything. Like our house, there's a conservatory at the front. The door stands open. |
gepinsde and look at the front door. Thereésanew lock drilled into it, big and chunky-looking. | ring
the doorbell. Nothing happens. | ring it again, and alight comesonin the hall. | tense up, ready for it as|
hear akey turn in the lock, then another key, and the door opens.

"You." It'sMick. He belches at me, and | smell sour wine on his breath. HEswearing adirty T-shirt and
boxers, and he's clutching ameta canister with an open top. "What do you want?' Heleersat me. "Din't |
tellyanot to bug me?’

"l want to see Cass," | say evenly. There's stuff piled in the hall. Looks like empty food cartons, rubbish.
It smells sickly sweet. " She wasn't at Church on Sunday.”

"Yeah?' Herasesthe can and tekes adrink fromit, then looks at me dyly. "Comein."

| step over the threshold as he backs into the house. It lookslike it started out as amirror image of the
one Sam and | livein, but it's been trashed. The hal is stacked with ripped boxes of ready meals and bits
of decaying food. Something upstairs has leaked, and thereés asmelly stain spreading down onewall.
"Shelsupdtairs, resting,” he says, gesturing at the staircase. "Whyn't you go up an' see her?”

| gareat him. "If you think shewon't mind."
"Shewon't."

As| st foot on the staircase he sidles round below and closes the door, then twists both keysin the



locks. "Go on," hetellsme, "nothin' to worry about.” He giggles.

That doesit. I've got the whistle on a cord round my neck, hidden under the jJumper I'm wearing. | pull it
out and blow two sharp blasts as| take the steps two at atime. Mick winces, then turnsto look up at
me, hisface apicture of confusion dowly turning into anger. "Whatyuh do that for?' he shouts. Then
therés aloud thump from behind him as someone hits the door.

| make the top step and glance round quickly. The master bedroom is on the left, just likein my own
house. There are piles of filthy clothing mounded up ong onewall, and | take in the sick-but-sweet
stench of blocked drains overlying something e se, something lessidentifiable. | dart into the bedroom,
and my hand goesto the light switch. Something squedls.

Therésasplintering crash downgtairs and a bellow of inarticulate rage, but I'm too busy staring a the
bed to pay attention. Most of the furniture in the room has been trashed, like someone threw it about or
took an axeto it. The bed is the sole exception, but it's been stripped down to the mattress. It stinks of
excrement and stale urine, there are flies buzzing about, and it's occupied: Cassislying on it naked. Her
arms are tied to the headboard, and her legsto either corner of the bottom of the bed. She's filthy and
there are bruises on her thighs and her face looks like she's been repeatedly punched. That's where the
squedling noiseis coming from. | think he's broken her jaw.

"Up here," | yell through the doorway. | turn back to her. "Well get you out of here, my friend.” | bend
over her and pull out the switchblade | brought aong for emergencies. "Thisisgoing to hurt.” | begin
sawing on the cord around her arms and she whimpers. As she moves there's a horrible stench from the
encrusted mattressand | realize sheisn't just skinny, she's haf-starved, and there are sores on her arms,
angry red rope burns.

| hear more crashes and bangs from downgtairs, then an angry yell. Cass whimpers, then moansloudly as
thelast cord parts; her armsflop limply, and she moans some more. Her hands are puffy and
bruised-looking, and I've got a bad feding about them, but there's no time to waste. | move to the foot of
the bed and start sawing away at the rope around her right ankle, and that's when she screamsand | see
what he's done to stop her from running away. There's blood on the rope because he's dashed the big
tendon on her ankle, and her foot flops uncontrollably, and every time it moves, shetriesto scream,
gurgling around her broken jaw. He said you get lots of points for having a baby. | ydl with fury, then
there's someone in the doorway. | look up and seeit's Sam. There'sacut on his cheek that's bleeding,
and one eyeis hdf-closed. That gets my attention, and I'm in control again. "Over here," | say tensdly. "l
need you to hold her leg il . . "

When we go downgtairs, Greg phones anumber | don't know about and calls an ambulance. Everyoneis
ahit the worsefor wear, except for Greg and Tammy. Sam is going to have abeautiful black eye
tomorrow, and Fer caught akick in the ribswhile he and Sam and Greg were taking down Mick.
They'velaid him out on the floor of the conservatory while we figure out what to do with him. I'm redlly
regretting my earlier stand againgt lynching, but thefirst priority isto get Cassto safety. Well have plenty
of timeto dedl with Mick later, assuming he doesn'tchoke on his own vomit while he's unconscious. That
would make thingseasier al round.

"How isshe?' asks Tammy. "I'd better—"

"No." | stop her by standing in the way. "Trust me. We need to get her to the, the hospital. Thisisn't
something you can do a home."

"How bad?' Tammy demands.

"Hospital." | don't want her to see what Mick did to Cassslegs. | don't want to be responsible tonight.



The ambulance arrives within five minutes, aboxy white vehicle with stylized red crescentson it. Two
polite zombiesin blue uniforms come up to the front door. "Thisway," | say, leading them upgtairs. For
once I'm glad there are zombies everywhere—they won't ask the kind of awkward questions someone
with cognitive autonomy might raise. Sam is up there with Cass, and aminute later the zombies pile back
downgtairsto fetch afolding wheded platform for her.

"Who isnext of kin?" asks one of the zombies asthey come down the sairswith Casslying on the
sretcher.

Fer beginsto point toward Mick, and Tammy bats his hand away. "l am!" she says. "Take me with you."

"Request approved,” says one of the zombies. "Ride up front, please.”" They whed Cass out toward the
back of the vehicle, and Tammy follows them.

Greg watches her for amoment, then turnsto look back at Mick. "What are we going to do with him?"
he asks.

Thereésahard expression on Fer'sface. "Nothing," | say quickly, before Fer can open his mouth and
gtick hisfoot init. "Remember what we agreed? No lynching." | pause. "What we do tomorrow is
another matter.”

"Will the police do anything?' Fer asks after amoment.

"l don't think s0," says Sam, coming downgtairs. He's holding adamp towd to hiseye. "'l redly don't
think they're programmed for this sort of thing. If we're unlucky, they'll come after usfor trampling on the
flower bed and breaking down the door, but | don't think you can really expect azombie to cope with
thissort of . . . thing." He looks very sober as he stares a Mick's prostrate form.

"Let'sgo home," | suggest. "How about we meet up tomorrow evening to talk about it?"
"That worksfor me," says Greg. Sam nods.

| eye Mick's prostrate form. "If hetriesto come after any of us, | think we should kill him."
"Y ou sound asif you're not certain.” That's Fer.

"Certain?' | sareat him: "Shit, I've got half amind to cut histhroat right herel Except, Sunday"—I
swalow—"haskind of put me off." | stare a him some more. "Y ou kicked the shit out of him. Think hell
come back for more?"

Greg shakes hishead. "1 hope hetries something,” he says, acurious half smileon hislips. | shiver. Just
for amoment he reminds me of Jen.

"Comeon, let'sgo." | take Sam's free hand. "Fer, would you call two taxis?

It's close to onein the morning when Sam and | get home, filthy and tired and bruised. "Go onin," | say,
pausing in the conservatory. "This shirt'sgoing in the trash.” Sam nods wordlesdy and goesindoors,
leaving meto gtrip off under the cool moonlight. | fed numb and tired, but also satisfied with the night's
work. | correct that—mostly satisfied. | unzip my trousersin case any of the crap on the bed rubbed off
on them, then | follow himinside.

Sam's standing in the living room doorway, holding a bottle of vodka and two tumblers. He hasn't turned
thelights on, but he's shed his shirt, and the moonlight shining through the tall glasswindows outlines his
bare shouldersin silver. "I do not want to dream tonight,” he says, holding the bottle out to me.



"Menether." | take one of the glasses, then brush past him into the living room. I'm tired, | redize, but
I'm also wired with excitement and tension and apprehension about tomorrow, and aburning hot anger
for Cass—Why didn't | go round to see her before?—and afresh hatred for Fiore and Y ourdon, and
the facel ess scum who created this nightmare and expect usto liveinit. "What are you waiting for?" |
drop onto the sofaand hold my glass out. Sam tips colorless spirit into it. "C'mon.”

He sts down next to me and fills his own glass, then caps the bottle. "I should have listened to you
ealier,”" he says, taking amouthful.

"S0?' | raisemy glass. "I hope the hospita can help. She was—"
Theresalong moment of silence. It's probably only a couple of seconds, but it fedslike hours.
"l didn't know."

"None of usdid." But these sound like feeble excuses to me right now, so | take another mouthful of
vodkain order to have something else to occupy my mouth with.

"R-Reeve. There's something else | want you to know." | look at him sharply. He'slooking right back at
me, and I'm suddenly conscious that I'm nearly naked. And he's not wearing that much either, now |
dlow mysdf to noticeit.

"Go ahead,” | say, trying to keep my voice neutra.

"I'm. Oh." Helooks away, looking pained. Inexpressive. "Y esterday | said somethings| didn't redly
mean. Hurtful things, some of them. | want to gpologize.”

"No apology needed,” | say, my heart beating painfully fast.
"Oh, but thereis. You see, | didn't mean everything | said. But when| said* * * | wastelling the—"

"Stop right there." | raise ahand. "Thosewords. Y ou, uh, oh shit." My head's spinning. It'slate at night,
I've been through alot, 1've been drinking vodka, and Sam's saying words to me that my earsrefuseto
ligento. "l didn't hear you just now, and | know for sure you said the same thing before, and | didn't hear
thewords." He looks puzzled, even offended. "I mean, | heard you speak, but | couldn't understand
them." I'm beginning to worry. "Y ou used the same phrase, didn't you? Exactly the same words? Could
there be something wrong with my—" He stands up and strides over to the Ssdeboard to retrieve his
tablet, which has been lying there gathering dust for sometime. "What?*

He says something to it, then holdsit up in front of me. Dim letters glow on the screen:

| LOVEYOU

"Youwhat?' | say, "You'retryingtosay * * *—" And | know I'm saying thewords, but | can't hear
them. "Shit." | shake my head. "It'sme. Sam, I'm so sorry.” | stand up and hug him. "* * * too. It'sjug,
theres something redly flaky up with my language module. Isthat what you've been trying to tel me?' |
lean back far enough to see hisface. "Isit?’

"Yes" headmits. Hisfaceisapicture of worry. "1 don't say that easily. And | can't heer it either, Reeve,
| thought I was going nuts."



"l guessnot.” I'm close enough to fed hiscrotch. "And | guess you only say that to people you're serious
about." He nods. "And maybe you're close enough that | can tell you that I'm flattered, and very happy,
and, and—" | pause. | fed asif | ought to know what thisweird inability to understand those three happy
words means, but | can't quiterecal it. "Weve got to get out of here.”

Henods. "l redly don't likethis," he says, miserably, awave of hishand encompassing everything from
his body outward. "1've—they should have spotted it. | don't fedl right when I'm big and dow and fixed.
| mean, they can patch it temporarily but | don't like that, either, it'seasier just not to be. Only they didn't
even givemea, a—" He's breathing too fast.

| feel astab of anger, not at Sam but at Fiore and the other idiots. "Y ou've got a big-body dysphoria,
haven't you?' He nods. "Figures." Kay spent awholelifetime asan dien, didn't she? And kept changing
bodies, asif she couldn't quite settle on aform that she felt comfortable in. Doubtlessit's fixable with
therapy, but fixing people's problemsisn't exactly what this polity isabout. "Sam." | kisshim on the
cheek. "Weve got to get out of here. Where's your tablet?”

"Over there"

"I need to show you something.” | let go of him and fetch it, intending to point out to him the myriad ways
inwhich the pality conditution turnsusinto victims of abiologicadly determinigtic tyranny. "Here—" |
pagethroughit quickly. "Hey, | didn't see thisbefore!™

"What?' Helooks over my shoulder.

"List of revealed behaviora scores. Gender-based. Huh." | stare. Sex with your partner gets five points
for the very first occurrence, dropping off to one point each time after awhile. In other words, it'sa
decay function. "Adultery," that bad word, gets minus one hundred. There are some other crazy items.
Getting pregnant bringsfifty points, bringing the baby to term brings another fifty. What's abortion?
Whatever it s, it gets hammered as hard as adultery, which iswhat got Esther and Phil into—let's not go
there. There are other things here, the most improbable activities, that get huge penalties. But rapeisn't
mentioned. Murder loses you just seventy points. What kind of sense does that make? It's ludicrous!
"Either they'retrying to generate a psychotic polity, or the peoplein the society they derived these scores
from were off their heads."

"Or possibly both." Sam yawns. "Ligten, it'slate. We need to get some deep. Why don't we go to bed
and chew this over tomorrow? With the others?"

"Yes" | put the tablet down, not mentioning that tomorrow I've got other plans because Fioreisvisiting
thelibrary again. "Tomorrow isgoing to be avery interesting day."

12

Bag

| spend along time lying in bed awake, fantasizing about what 1'd like to do to Mick, about what | think
he deserves to have done to him—mbut which isn't going to happen. | findly drift into deep after a
particularly brutal fantasy, and | dream again, but thistimeit'sno nightmare. Rather, it'saflashback to
how | started my life asatank. | guess these flashbacks would be nightmarish, if they were il invested
with any emotiona impact—instead they're gridy and freighted with significance, but drained of
immediacy by time and necessity.

| stay aboard the MASucker Grateful for Duration for dmost agigasecond asit crawls dowly through



interstellar space. There's not redlly anything else | can do—we've been offlined by Curious Y elow,
which gppears to have targeted the ship for specid treatment on the basis of its salf-contained systems.
Half-crazy with worry for my family, tempered by apprehension about my Situation, | check mysdif into
one of the ship's assemblerswhen it becomes clear that thisisn't atemporary outage, that something vast
and extremely ugly has overcome the Republic of Isand there'sno way around it. We won't find out
what's hgppening until the Grateful for Duration reachesits next destination, an obscure religious retrest
inorbit around asmall and very cold gas giant that orbits abrown dwarf about thirty trillion kilometers
away. | extract apromise from Kapitan Vecken that hell unseriaize meif anything interesting happens,
then archive myself to backup storage for the duration.

When | blink and awaken in the A-gate, the universe has changed around me. I've been adeep for a
gigasecond while we crawled across dmost three Urth-style "light years," then spent amegasec
decelerating under high-gee conditions to arendezvous with Delta Refuge. The contemplatorian
monastery has been erased and filed in deep storage, bits and atoms reconfigured into the sinister angled
congtructs of amilitary-industria complex. Kapitan Vecken isreluctant to lend his ship to the resstance
cabal, but he's happy to run off aclone of his stand-alone A-gate to help speed their botched, jerry-built
attempts at constructing a sterile, uninfected nano-ecosystem. And he's happy to put me ashore. So |
mest the resstance.

At that time—when | first join them—the Linebarger Cats are an informal group of refugees, dissdents,
and generally uncooperative aienists who resent any attempt to dictate their conscious phase space. They
livein afew cramped habswith little attempt to conced the artificidity of the environment. In my first few
kil oseconds the close-lipped paramilitarieswho insist on searching me as| climb out of the transfer pod
explain what I've missed. Theinfection isahistory worm. It infiltrates A-gates. If you go into an infected
A-gate, it cruddy ddetes chunks of your memory (mostly at random, but if you remember anything from
before the Republic of Is, you're likely to loseit). Then it copiesits own kerndl into your netlink. There
are some bootstrap ingtructions. If you find an uninfected gate, there'sacompulsion to put it into operator
debugging mode, enter commands viathe conversationd interface, then upload yoursdlf. At which point
the A-gate executes the infected boot loader in your netlink, copiesit into itsworking s,
and—hbang!—another infected gate.

Assemblersare an old established technology, and for many gigaseconds they've been amonoculture,
best-of-breed, al using the same subsystems—if you want anew A-gate, you just tell the nearest
assembler to cloneitself. Where Curious Y elow got started we do not know, but once it wasin the wild,
it soread like an ideal gas, percolating through the network until it was everywhere.

It takesawhilefor aworm to overrun an A-gate network while in stealth mode, using human brainsas
the infective vector, but once the infection reaches critica mass, it'svirtualy impossibleto stop it
Spreading throughout an entire polity.

Oncetheactivation sgnal is sent, everything speeds up. Suddenly, there are privileged ingtruction
channels. Infected A-gates sprout defenses, extrude secure netlinks to the nearest T-gates, and Start
talking to each other directly to exchange orders and information. Here's the fun thing about Curious

Y ellow—A-gates that are infected can send each other message packets, peer to peer. If you've got the
right authentication keys, you can send adistant gate running Curious Y dlow ingtructions to make things.
Or modify things. Or change people asthey passthroughiit. It's an anything box.

Fearful weapons appear, seemingly at random, engaged on search and destroy missions for who knows
what. Someone, somewhere, iswriting the macros, and the only way to stay clear isto sever dl T-gate
connections, shutting the rogue assemblers off from their orders. But the A-gates are il infected, ill
running Curious Y ellow. And if you use them to make more A-gates, those will beinfected, too, evenif



you write complete new design templates—Curious Y ellow's payl oad incorporates a pattern recogni zer
for nanoreplicators and insertsitsdf into anything that looks even remotely smilar. The only solutionisto
drop back to prereplicator tech, use the infected gates to make dumb tools, then try to rebuild a sterile
assembler from the wreckage of post-Acceleration technosystems.

Or you can surrender to Curious Y élow and try to live with the consequences, asthe Linebarger Cats
explain to mein words of one syllable. Then they ask mewhat | intend to do, and | ask if | can sign up.

Which explains how | ended up as atank, but not really why.

| wake up asthe bright light of dawn crosses the edge of my pillow. | stretch and yawn and look at Sam
deeping beside me, and for a heart-stoppingly tender moment | long to be back on the outside, where
I'm Robin and she's Kay and we're both properly adjusted humans who canbe whoever we want to be
and do whatever we want to do. For amoment | wish I'd never found out who hewas. . .

So | force myself to get out of bed. It'salibrary day, and | need to be there because I've got at least one
customer to deal with—Fiore. I'm tired and apprehensive, wondering in the cold light of day if I've blown
everything. Theideaof going through anorma working cycle after what happened last night fedlsbizarre,
the sort of thing azombie would do—asif I'm entirely a creature of unconscious habit, obedient to the
commands of an unknown puppeteer. But there's moreto it than just doing the job, | remind mysdf. I've
got adifferent god in mind, something elsethat the day job isjust acover for. I'm il not entirely sure
what's going on here, why | was sent, and who Y ourdon and Fiore are, but enough stuff has surfaced
that | can make an educated guess, and the picture I'm piecing together isn't pretty.

I'm fairly sure that from the outside Y FH-Polity must appear to be a successful socia psychology
experiment. It'saclosed microcosm community with its own emergent rules and internal dynamics that
seem to be eerily close to some of the books I've been reading in my spare hoursin the library. It'sgot to
be providing great feedback on dark ages society for Y ourdon and Fiore to wave under the noses of the
academic oversight committee gppointed by the Scholastium. But on theinside of the glasshouse, things
are changing very rapidly. When Y ourdon and Fiore and the mysteri ous Hanta announce a continuation,
and say that dl the inmates have agreed to extend their consent, nobody's going to look too deeply. By
then, the experimenta population will have nearly doubled. Half theinmateswill be newborn citizens,
unknown to the oversight committee on the outside. Maybe it's even worse than that—I ought to go to
the hospital and visit Cass, nose around, and see what their maternity facilitiesarelike. I'll bet they're
pretty advanced for adark agesfacility. And that they're expecting plenty of multiple births.

Therés aso the question of the box filesin the document repository. | figure they contain about a billion
words of data, committed to astorage medium that is stable for tens of gigasecs, potentialy even for
hundreds. Spores. That's what they need the babies for, isn't it? | can't remember why we don't have
repested outbresks of Curious Y élow anymore, it's one of those memoriesthat's buried too deeply for
meto retrieve. But there's got to be a connection, hasn't there? The origind Curious Y dlow infection
gpread viahuman carriers, cruddly editing them to insert its kernel code and making them issue debugger
commands to load and execute on each assembler they found. It spread viathe netlink. Our netlinks
don't work properly, do they? Hmm. The new A-gates are different, but they're equally amonoculture,
just onethat's designed to resist Curious Y elow'sinfection strategy. | can't help thinking about that
MilSpec assembler in the library basement. Theré's something I'm missing here, something | don't quite
have enough datafor—

I'm dressed for work, standing in the kitchen holding amug of coffee, and | don't remember how | got
here. For amoment | shudder, in the grip of an anonymous sense of abstract horror. Did | just get
dressed, walk downgtairs, and make coffeein an introspective haze as | tried to get to gripswith the redl
purpose of thisfacility? Or is something worse happening? Theway | can read thewords "'l love you" but



hear them as™* * *" suggests something's not quite right in my speech center. If I'm suffering memory
dropouits, | could be quiteill. | mean, really ill. The smdl of my back prickleswith cold sweet as| redize
that | might be about to unrave like aknit jJumper hooked by anail. | know my memory'sfull of gaps
where associations between concepts and experiences have been broken, but what if too much has
gone? Can the rest of me just disgppear spontaneoudy, speech and memory and perceptionsfalling
victim to an excess of editing?

Not knowing who you areis even worse than not knowing who you were.

| get out of the house asfast as | can (leaving Sam adeep upgtairsin the bedroom) and walk to work.
The wesether is as hot as usuad—we seem to be moving into ascheduled "summer" season—and | make
good time even though | set off in the opposite direction from normal, intending to loop around the back
way and come into the downtown district where the library isviaadifferent road.

| open up thelibrary. It's neat and tidy—when neither Janis nor | arethere | guessthere's probably a
zombiejanitor on staff duty. | head to the back room to fortify mysalf with another coffee before Fiore
arrives, and as I'm waiting for the kettle to boil | get asurprise.

"Janisl What are you doing here? | thought you wereill.”

"I'm feding alot better," she says, summoning up apale smile. "Last week | was getting sick alot, and
the lower back pain was getting to me, but I'm less nauseous now, and aslong as| don't haveto do alot
of bending or lifting, | should be dl right for awhile. So | thought I'd comein and St in on the front desk
for abit."

Shit. "Well, it'sbeen very quiet for the past few days," | tell her. "Y ou don't haveto stay." A thought
gtrikesme. ™Y ou heard about Sunday."

"Yes" Her expression closes up. "I knew something bad was going to happen—Esther and Phil were too
indiscreet—but | didn't expect anything like. . ."

"Would you like some coffee?" | extemporize, trying to figure out how to get her out of herewhilel do
thingsthat could get meinto deep shit if they go wrong.

"Yes, please.” She'sgot that brooding look, now. "I could strangle the greasy little turd.”

"Foresvigting thismorning,” | say, managing to pitch my voice as casudly as| can, hoping to get her
attention.

"Heis, ishe?' Shelooksat me sharply.
| lick my lips. "Something & se happened last night. I—it would redlly help if you could do me afavor.”
"What kind of favor?If it's about Sunday—"

"No." | take adeep breath. "It's about one of my cohort. Cass. Her husband, Mick, he's been, uh, well,
some of uswent round yesterday night, and we took her to the hospital. We're making sure he doesn't go
anywhere near her, and meanwhile—"

"Mick. Short guy, big nose, eyes asmad as a very mad thing indeed. That him?"
"Y%"

Janis swears, quietly. "How bad wasiit?"



| debate how much totdll her. "It's about as bad asit can get. If hefinds her again, I'm afraid hell kill
her." | sareat her. "Janis, Fiore knew. He had to! And he didn't do anything. I'm haf-expecting him to
nail usdl for aton of points next Sunday for intervening.”

She nods thoughtfully. " So what do you want me to do?'

| switch the kettle off. "Take today off sick, like you have for the past few days. Go to the hospitd, visit
Cass. If they've wired her jaw, she might be able to talk. We can't be with her al thetime, but | think
shélll need someone around. And someone who'll be thereto call the palice if Mick showsup. | don't
know if the hospital zombieswill do that."

"Forget the coffee, I'm out of here." As she stands up shelooks at me oddly. "Good luck with whatever
you're planning for Fiore," she says. "l hopeit's painful." Then she heads for the door.

AFTER Janisleaves, | go and wait behind the front desk. Fiore shows up around midmorning and
pointedly ignoresme. | offer him acoffee and get afish-eye sareinstead of a"yes'—he seems
suspicious. | wonder if it's because of what happened last night? But he's here done, with no police and
no tame congregation of score whoresto back him up, so he pretends he didn't seemeat al, and |
pretend | don't know anything's wrong. He heads for the locked door in the reference section, and |
manage to hold back the explosive gulp of air my lungs are straining for until he's gone.

My hands keep tensing and kneading the handles of my bag asif they belong to someone else. Theré'sa
carving knifein the bag, and I've sharpened the blade. It's not much of adagger, but I'm betting that
Foreisn't much of aknife fighter. With any luck he won't notice anything, or helll assume Y ourdonisthe
author of my little modification to the cellar and, therefore, leaveit done. The knifeisfor theworst case,
if I think Fiore hasrealized what I'm up to. It's piss poor compared to the kit | used to work with, but it's
better than nothing. So | Sit behind this desk like aprim and proper librarian, entertaining mad fantasies
about sawing off the Priest's head with a carving knifewhile | wait for him to emerge from the repository.

Swet trickles down the small of my back as| look out across the forecourt toward the highway,
watching the pattern of light and shade cast by the leaves of the cherry trees on either sde of the path
shift and recombine on the concrete paving stones. My head hurtsas | run through my fragmentary
information again. Are my intermittent disconnects hiding things from methat | need to know?

Riddle methis: Why would three missing renegade psyops specidists from the chaos that followed the fall
of the Republic of Is surface insde an experiment re-enacting an historical period about which we know
virtualy nothing? And why would the filing cupboard at the library contain what looks like acopy of the
bytecode to Curious Y ellow, printed on paper? Why can't | hear the spoken words"| love you," and
why am | suffering from intermittent memory blackouts? Why isthere astand-alone A-gatein the
basement, and what is Fiore doing with it? And why does Y ourdon want usto have lots and | ots of
babies?

| don't know. But there's one thing I'm absol utely clear about: These scumsuckers used to work for
Curious Y ellow or one of the cognitive dictatorships, and thisisal something to do with the aftermath of
the censorship war. I'm here because old-me, the Machiavellian guy with the pen whittled from hisown
thighbone, harbored deep suspicions dong these very lines. But in order to get mein through the Y FH
firewals he had to erase the chunks of his memoriesthat would give him away—and those are the very
pieces of methat | need in order to understand the Situation!

Itsfrudtrating. It's also immensaly worrying because theré's more &t risk here than smple persona
danger—whether from the experimenters or the other victims. | have afaint inkling of the pain and
suffering Curious Y elow caused the firgt timeit got out, and of the terrible struggleit took to chop up the



worm's Chord-type network and sterilize every single assembler. It ruptured what was once an
integrated interstellar civilization, smashing it into amess of diamond-shard polities. How did we stop
it...?

Footsteps. It's Fiore, looking curioudly self-satisfied as he heads toward the library doors.
"Finished, Father?' | cdll.

"Yes, that isal for today.” Heinclines his head toward me, agesture that's evidently intended to be
gracious but that comes over as a pompous bob. Then his eyebrows furrow in afrown. "Ah yes, Reeve.
You wereinvolved in the busnesslast night, | believe?!

My left hand tightens on the knife handleinsde my bag. "Yes." | sare him down. "Do you know what
Mick was doing to Cass?'

"I know that"—something seemsto occur to him, and he changes direction in midsentence—"it isamost
serious thing indeed to interfere in the holy relation between husband and wife. But in some
circumgtancesit may be judtifiable.” He stares a me owlishly. " She was pregnant, you know."

"And?"

He must think my expresson isone of puzzlement, because he explains, "If you hadn't intervened, she
might have lost the child." He glances at hiswatch. "Now, you must excuse me—I have an gppointment.
Good day." And he's off through the door again like a shat, leaving me watching him from behind, mouth
agape with dishdlief.

Why is Fiore concerned with the health of afetus, but not about its mother being assaulted, repestedly
raped, held prisoner for weeks, maimed in such away that she may never wak again? Why? Hesgot al
the human empathy of azombie. What's wrong with him? And why did he suddenly change histune?1'd
swear he was about to denounce what we did last night, but then he moderated hisline. Fear of what the
Bishop might say if heincited another near riot over the way we rescued Cass, or something else?

They want usto have lots of children. But why isthat important to them? Isit something to do with
Curious Ydlow?

| grind my teeth until Fioreisout of sight, then | hop down from my stool, hang up the CLOSED sign,
and head for the lock-up. The secret basement downgtairsisas| I€eft it except for the assembler, whichis
chugging to itself and gurgling asit loads feedstock or coolant or something through pipesin thefloor. |
guess Fioré's st it running some kind of long batch job. But checking up onit isn't why I'm down here
right now—I'm hereto retrieve the video cartridge from the camcorder | |eft running on the equipment
shdf.

The camcorder isasmall metal box with alens on one side and a screen covering the other. | don't know
what'sgoing oningdeit. It certainly isn't an origina dark ages artifact—I've seen pictures of themin the
library books—but it does the samejob. Along with all the other tech artifactsin this polity, some set
designer probably daved over it for hourstrying to figure out how to giveit the right functiondity without
adding too much. They got it wrong, but not too wrong. The original machines used things called "tapes'
or "disks" but thisone just writes everything it sees onto amemory diamond the Size of asand grain
that's good for a gigasec of events.

| go sit down on the sofato play with the ‘corder. Putting my bag down next to me, | poke at the display
until 1've zapped back an hour or three. Then | fast-forward through darkness until the light comes on and
Fiore comesin. At triple normal speed | watch as he goes over to the bookshelves and leafs through a



couple of folders. | pause and zoom in to see what he was reading: POLICY ON SEXCRIME, followed
by aglanceat FAMILIAL STABILITY INDEX, whatever that is. Next, he trots over to the A-gate and
chattersto it, gesturing at the termind. | don't see any sign of biometric authentication, no retinal scan or
anything, but he may have used a password. The gate cylinder rotates around itslong axis, and he steps
indde. Fast-forward and about a kilosecond later he steps out again, blinking. So he'sjust backed
himsdlf up, hashe?

Back at the control termina Fiore issues some more commands, and the gate begins chugging to itself. |
glance over my shoulder. Yes, it'still doing that—just some kind of long synthesis job. He headsfor the
dtaircase and—

Shit! 1 whip round and reach for my bag. The A-gate cylinder is opening.

Knifein left hand, bag in right hand. Everything iscrystd clear. Fiore suspected. He backed himsaif up,
then set an ambush, and I've blown it. The cylinder turns and the interior cracksinto view. White light, a
amell of violets and some kind of weird volatile organics, abit of sleam. There's someone/something in
there, moving.

| dart forward, bag raised, knife ready to block. They're sitting up, head turning. I'll only get one chance
to do this. Heart pounding, | upend the empty shoulder bag over the head, lank black hair—fat jowls
wobbling indignantly hands coming up—and | shove the knife blade up againgt histhroat and yell,
"Freeze!"

The duplicate Fiore freezes.

"Thisisaknife. If you move or make asound or try to didodge the bag over your head, | will cut your
throat. If you understand, say yes."

Hisvoiceis muffled, but soundsdmost amused. "What if | say no?"
"Then | cut your throat.” | movetheknife dightly.
"Yes" hesayshurriedly.

"That'sgood.” | adjust my grip. "Now let metedl you something. Y ou are thinking you have aworking
netlink and you can cal for help. Y ou're wrong, because netlinks work via spread spectrum, and you're
wearing a Faraday cage over your head, and although it's open at the bottom you're standing in acellar.
The signd's attenuated. Do you understand?”

Pause. "There's nobody therel" He sounds dightly panicky. Clever fellow.

"I'm glad you said that because if you hadn't, I'd have cut your throat,” | tell him. "Like| said earlier, if
you try and losethe bag, I'll kill you immediatdy."

He's shaking. Oh, | shouldn't be enjoying this, but | am. For everything you've done to us | ought to
kill you a hundred times over. What have | turned into? I'm amost shaking with the intensity of—it's
like hunger, the yearning. "Listen to these ingtructions. | will shortly tell you to stand up. When | do so, |
want you to dowly rise, keeping your arms by your sdes. If a any point you can't fed the knife, you'd
better freeze, becauseif you keep moving, I'll kill you. When you're on your feet, you will step fifty
centimeters forward, then dowly move your hands behind your back. Y ou will then lace your fingers
together. Now, dowly, stand up.”

Fiore, to give him hisdue, has a cool enough head to do exactly as| tell him with no hesitation and no
hysterics. Or maybe he just knows exactly what he can expect if he doesn't obey. He can't be under any



illusons about how hated heis, can he?

"Forward one pace, then hands behind back,” | say. He steps forward. | have to stretch to keep the
knife around his neck, but I reach down with my free hand and follow hisright arm round. Now isthe
moment of danger—if hewereto kick straight back while blocking with hisleft shoulder he could hurt me
badly and probably get away. But I'm betting Fiore knows very little indeed about serious one-on-one
physica mayhem, and the bag over his head should keep him disoriented long enough for meto do this. |
step to one side, reach into my pocket with my right hand until | find what I'm after, then squeeze the
contents of the tube over his hands and fingers. Cyanoacrylate glue—the librarian's fiel d-expedient
handcuffs. "Don't move your hands," | tell him.

"What isit—" He stops. Of course he can't help moving his hands and the stuff flowsinto small cracks.
It'sless viscous than water but it polymerizesin seconds. | move the knife round to the side of his neck
and examine my handiwork. He might be able to get his hands apart if he'swilling to leave skin behind,
but he won't be able to take me by surprise while hesdoing it.

"Okay, we're now going to take three dow steps forward. Y es, you can shuffle. I'l tell you whento
stop—easy, easy, stop!"

| stop him in the middle of an open patch of floor. | need to think. He's bresthing hoarsely inside the
improvised hood, and he stinks of fear-sweat. Any moment now, helll redlizethat | can't let him live, then
hell be uncontrollable. I've got maybe twenty seconds—

"When my husband says* * * | can't hear him," | say conversationally. "What doesthat mean?"
"It meansyou're infected with Curious Y ellow.” He sounds oddly placid.

"Y ou ran off aduplicate of yoursdlf asaguard to see who was coming in here,” | tell him. "That was
smart. Wereyou afraid | was using the A-gate?"

"Yes" hesaystersdy.
"It'simmuneto the strain I'm infected with, isnt it?" | ask.
| can fed hismusclestensaing. "Yes" he saysrductantly.

"And Yourdon didn't ingst it waslocked to your netlinks?' | ask, tensing as| gamble everything on the
right answer.

He doesn't giveit to me verbaly, but he grunts and beginsto pull his hands apart and | know I'm right,
but | dso know I've got about three seconds left. So | step in close behind him and run my right hand
down his chedt, caressing, and he freezeswhen | get to hiscrotch. A moment of relief—he's anatomicaly
orthohuman, and male. | grab hisballs and squeeze vicioudy. He jackknifes forward, speechlessand
gasping, dmost knocking me over with the violence of it, and the bag goes flying. But that's okay,
because amoment later | grab his hair and while he's preoccupied with the terrible bresth-sucking pain, |
pull his head up and run the knife blade smoothly through his carotid artery and thyroid cartilage, just

bel ow the hyoid bone.

See, the difference between me and Fioreisthat | don't enjoy killing, but | know how to do it. Whereas
Fiore gets off on control fantasies and watching his score whores lynch lovers, but it didn't occur to him
to tell the assembler to restore him holding aweapon, and it took him amost twenty secondsto redize
that | was going to haveto kill him regardless of anything he did or said. Basicaly, Fioreisyour
bureaucrat-type killer who runs push-button experiments by remote control, while I'm—



| blank again.

THE civil war laststwo gigasecs, nearly sixty-four years by the reckoning of long-lost Urth. It's probably
ill raging in some far-flung corners of human space. When the longjump network was shattered in an
attempt to firewall the damage, it split the interstellar net into digoint domains separated by lightspeed
communicationslag. |solated pockets of Curious Y ellow are probably till running, out beyond the
liberated light cone, in the eternd darkness and cold—just as there may be outposts of free posthumanity
who dropped off the net when the Republic of Isdisintegrated. Redaction, the deletion of memory, is
Curious Y ellow's deadliest wegporn—some of those polities might have been ddliberately forgotten, their
proximal T-gate endpoints dropped into stars and the memories of their existence erased from everyone
who used an infected A-gate. The true horror of Curious Y dlow isthat we have no way of knowing how
much we have logt. Entire genocida wars could have been wiped from our memories asif they never
happened. Perhaps this explains the worm's peculiar vendetta againgt practicing historians and
archaeologigts. It, or its creator, isafraid we will remember something . . .

| spend my first gigasec among the Cats being atank. Therésvery little that ishuman left in me oncel get
aclear picture of what's going on. It's not hard to generdize from the tales of random atrocities
committed againgt people who specidize in the past; besides, the gigasecond of nonexistence | spent
aboard Grateful for Duration isasmal death inits own right—time enough for children to mature as
adults, for spouses to despair, mourn, and move on. Even if by some miracle my family hasn't been
targeted for liquidation because of my career, they're still lost to me. That sort of experience tendsto
make one bitter. Bitter enough to give up on humanity as abad job, bitter enough to experiment with
other, more Snigter, identities.

About my body: | mass approximately two tons and stand three meters high at the shoulder. My nervous
system is nonbiologica—I'm running as ared-time sm with sensory engagement through my panzer's
pain nerves. (Thelong-term dangers of complete migration into virtch are well understood, but avoidable
to some extent by maintaining a somatotype and staying anchored in the red world. Besideswhich,
theré's an emergency to dedl with.) If | haveto, | can accelerate my mind to ten times normal speed. My
skinisan exotic armor, pebbled with monocrystalline diamonds held in a shock-absorbent quantum dot
matrix that can be fast-tuned to match the color of any background from radio frequencies through to soft
X-rays. For fingernails | have retractable diamond claws, and for fisss—clench and point—I have
blasters. | don't edt, or breathe, or shit, but take power from a coil wrapped around an endless stream of
plasma gated from the photosphere of a secret star.

Asacdlout sgn | adopt the name liddellhart. The other Cats don't know what this signifies. Maybe that
explainswhy over the bloody course of four hundred megs and sixteen engagements | end up being
promoted to template-senior sergeant and replicated a hundredfold. Unlike Lora and some of the others,
| don't freeze up when there's a problem. | don't experience shock and dissociation when | redize weve
just decapitated twelve thousand civilians and shoved their headsinto atactica assembler that isslently
failing to back them up. | do what's necessary. | don't hesitate when it's necessary to sacrifice Sx of mein
asuicide attack to buy timefor therest of the intrusion team to withdraw. | don't fed anything much
except for icy hatred, and while | appreciate in the abstract that I'm sick, I'm not willing to ask for
medicd attention that might impair my ability to fight. Nor do our shadowy directors, who are watching
over usdl, seefit to override me.

For thefirgt gigasec, we pursue the war by traditional methods. We find half-forgotten T-gates leading
into polities under the control of Curious'Y ellow. We go through, shoot up the assemblersthey'reusing
asimmigration firewdls, establish atoehold, fight our way in, ingtall sanitized A-gates of our own, and
forcibly run the civilian population through them to remove the Curious Y elow taint from their heads. The
oneswho survive usudly thank us afterward.



Atfirg it'sreatively easy, but later we find we are attacking polities where the defenses are heavier, and
later ill Curious 'Y dlow starts programming the civiliansto fight bitterly and without quarter. I've seen
naked children, shaking in the grip of an existentia breakdown, walking toward panzerswith VVorpa
blades clutched inexpertly in both hands. And I've seen worse things than that. Theideaof Curious

Y ellow, of surrender to ahigher cause, seemsto apped to acertain small subset of humanity. These
people manipulate the worm, customizing its payload to establish quiding dictatorshipsin its shadow, and
the horrorsthese gauletersinvent in its service are far worse than the crude but direct tacticsthe origina
worm used.

Quitelate onin the campaign | redizethisand, in afitful flashback to my earlier sdlf, | begin to spend
some of my spare time thinking about the implications. My study of the psychology of collaboration
becomes one of the most heavily accessed stacks in the Cats interna knowledge base. So it probably
shouldn't come as asurprise when | receive asummons to headquarters, combined with ordersto
converge my deltas and revert to orthohuman skin before transit.

At firgt I'm gpprehensive. I've grown used to being an armored battalion, spending most of my seconds
between action inicy orbit around a convenient failed star or exoplanet. Breathing and eating and
deeping and emoting are worrying, sensaless handicaps. | recognize that they are of interest in
comprehending the enemy motivationa framework, and alowances must be made for them among the
people we liberate, but why should | subject mysdif to thefrailties of flesh? But eventudly | redizethat it's
not about me. | need to be able to work with the headquarters staff. So | reconverge my various selves,
erasing my identity from the kilotons of heavy metd that have until so recently been my limbs, and |

report to the nearest field command node for up-processing.

WHEN | cometo, | find I'm leaning over the A-gate control panel. In my left hand I'm clutching a
dripping knife so tightly that my fingers are close to cramping. There's blood hafway across the room,
forming an obscenelake.

If | got it right, he won't have had time to use his netlink. Helll have been in acute physical agony ashis
head came out of the bag, then helll have blacked out because of blood loss. Unconsciousness within ten
seconds: It's more than he deserved.

But now I've got a huge problem, namely a hundred and ten kilos of dead meat lying in about ten liters of
goreinthe middle of agrass carpet that's dready dying. Isthisincriminating or what? Oh, and my
swesater and skirt and sensible shoes are covered in blood. This does not look good.

| laugh, and it comes out as ahysterical giggle with morethan alittle madnessinit. Thisisbad, | think.
But there's got to be something—

For amoment | flash back to the time with the mafunctioning A-gate, the pools of fluid and lumps of
deanimated meat. That helps stabilize me, in away: It makesit clear what | haveto do. | pick up Fiore's
arm and giveit an experimental tug. Hissallow flesh ripples, and when | put my back into it, he jerksfree
of the carpet and skids afew centimeterstoward me. | grunt and tug again, but it's not easy to move him
50 | pausefor abit and look around. There's some kind of cabling on one of the tool shelves, so | go
over and grab acouple of meters of wire, twineit around historso under the arms, and useit to pull him
toward the A-gate. Findly, | get him into position, back inside the gate chamber. It's hard to kegp him
indde—one |eg keeps flopping out—but eventudly | figure out that | can hold himiniif | usetherest of
the cableto truss him up.

"Okay, takefive" | tel mysdf breathlesdy, bending over the field termind. Talking to yourself, Reeve?
| ask ironically. Are we going mad, yet? My fingersleave sticky reddish smearsonit as| prod at virtch
controls, but eventudly 1 manage to bring up the conversationa interface. The gate seemsto have aload



of scheduled background synthesisjobs queued up, but it's multitasking, and thisis an interrupt: "Gate
accept raw waste feedstock for disassembly okay."

"Okay," saysthe gate, and the door whines dightly asit sedls around the evidence.

"Gate sdlect template cleaning systemsindex that there, | want one of them, make me one of them okay.

"Okay, fabricating,” saysthe gate. "Time to completion, three hundred and fifty seconds after end of
current job." Ah, the conveniences of modern life.

| go upstairs to the common room and make mysalf acup of tea

Whileit'sbrewing, | strip off my outer clothes and drop them in the sink. We've got some basic cleaning
equipment, and the detergent is pretty good at getting out stains, probably better than anything they had in
thered dark ages. A couple of rinses, and my skirt and swesater are Smply soaking wet, so | wring them
out and drape them over the thermal vent and dial up the air temperature.

Back downgtairs, | find the A-gate gaping open and the stuff | asked for Sitting insdeit. Fiore has been
transformed into a carpet cleaning machine and a bunch of absorbent towels. It takes another trip
updtarstofill itstank with water. The smell of solvents makes me dizzy, but after haf an hour I've gotten
the visible bloodstains out of the carpet and off the walls and shelves. | can't easily do anything about the
caling tiles, but unless you knew someone had been killed in here you'd just mistake the spotsfor aleak
upstairs. So | put the carpet cleaner back in the gate and talk to myself.

"It'sablind,”" | say, then yawn. It must be the adrendine rush findly subsiding. "Fiore, Y ourdon, and the
other one. Psywar specialists working on emergent group behavior controls." The blackouts seemsto
have jostled free some more fragmentary memories, dossers on—"War criminals. Ran the security
apparat for the Third People's Glorious Future Sphere. When the vermifuge was rel eased, they went on
the run. They've spent the past gigasecs working on a countervermifuge, then on away to harden Curious
Ydlow."

| blink. Isthisme, talking? Or a different me, usng my speech centers to communicate with the rest
of—whoever | am?

"Priority. Exfiltration. Priority. Exfiltration." My hands are moving over the gate control sysems even
without me willing them. "Shit!" | yelp. But there's no stopping them, they know whét they're doing. They
seem to be setting up an output program.

"System unavailable," saysthe gate, itstone of voice flat and unapologetic. "L ongjump grid connectivity
unavalable”

Whatever my hands are doing, it doesn't seem to work. Something has shaken loose inside my memory,
something vast and ugly. 'Y ou must escape, Reeve," | hear my own voicetelling me. "This program will
auto-erasein sixty seconds. Network connectivity to externd manifold is not available from thislocation.
Y ou must escape. Auto-erasein fifty-five seconds.”

Even though I'm only wearing clothes-liners, | break out in acold sweet up and down my spine. "Who
areyou?' | whisper.

"This program will auto-erasein fifty seconds," something ingde mereplies.

"Okay, | hear you! I'm going, I'm going aready!" I'm terrified that when it says this program it means
me—obvioudy it's some kind of parasite payload, like the Curious Y ellow boot kernd. But where can |



escapeto? | look up, at the celling, and it clicks into place. | need to go up, through the walls of the
world. Maybe, just maybe, this pality isinterleaved with others—if so, if | can just break into an upper or
lower deck, there may be away to get to a T-gate and rejoin the manifold of the Invisible Republic.
"Going up, right?'

"This program will auto-erase in thirty seconds. Escape vector approved. Conversationd interface
terminated.”

It goesvery quiet in my heed; | stand over the assembler terminal shivering, taking rapid shallow bregths.
A shadow seemsto have passed from my mind, leaving only a cautious peace behind. The horror | fed is
hollow, now, an existentid dread— So they hid zombie code inside me? Whoever they were?—Hbut
I'm back, I'm gill me. I'm not going to suddenly stop existing, to be replaced by a smiling meat puppet
wearing my body. It was just an escape package, configured to report home after apreset period or
some leve of gressif | couldn't figure out what to do. When it couldn't did out, it issued a callback to
me, the conscious cover, and told mewhat it wanted. Which isfine. If | do what it wants and escape,
then | can get any other little passengers dug out of my skull and everything will be great! And | want to
escape anyway, don't I? Don't 1? Think happy thoughts.

"Fuck, | just killed Fiore," | whisper. "I've got to get out of herel What am | doing?’

Updtairs, the common room is as steamy as a sauna. Coughing and choking | dia down the heet, grab
my damp clothes, and pull them on, then head for the door. Then—thisisthe hardest part—I pat my hair
into order, pick up my bag, and calmly walk across the front |ot toward the curb to hail apassing taxi.

"Takemehome" | tdl thedriver, teeth nearly chattering with fear.

Home, the house I've shared with Sam for long enough to make it fed like somewhere | know, isascant
five minutes away by taxi. It fedslikeit's hafway to the next star system. "Wait here” | tdll the driver. |
get out and head for the garage. | don't want to see Sam, | redlly hope he's at work—if he seesme, |
might not be able to go through with this. Or even worse, he might get dragged in. But he's not around,
and | manage to get into the garage and pick up my cordless hammer drill, a bunch of spare bits, and
some other handy gadgets| laid asde againgt arainy day. | go back to thetaxi, and I'm till tightening the
belt to hang everything off when it moves away.

We cruise up aresidentia street, low houses set back from the road behind white picket fences,
separated by trees. It's hot outside, loud with the background cresking of arthropods. We driveinto a
tunnel entrance. | take a deep breath. "New orders. Stop right here and wait sixty seconds. Then drive
through the tunnd and keep going. Keep your radio turned off. At each road intersection, pick a
direction at random and keep driving. Do not stop, other than to avoid obstructions. Accept one
thousand units of credit. Continue driving until my credit expires. Confirm.” | bite my lower lip.

"Wait sixty seconds. Drive, turning randomly at each intersection, until credit limit exceeded. Avoid
obgtacles. Confirm?”

"Doit!" | say, then | open the door and pile out into the tunnel mouth with my kit. | wait tensdy asthe
zombie drives off, then | start walking back into the blackness.

Thetunnd darkensasit curves, and | pull the big metd flashlight out. Like everything dse herg, it's
probably not authentic, no eectrochemical batteries—the same infrastellar T-gate that powers cars or
gtarships will sufficeto provide atrickle of current to awhite diode plate. Right now, that's good news. |
shineit at thewallsto either sde as| walk, until | cometo one of the recessed doors. Unlike the last time
| camethisway, I'm prepared for it. Out comes the hammer drill, and | only spend afew seconds diding
agonebit into it—all that time in the garage has paid off, | guess. The racket it makes asit bitesand



chews at the concrete next to the door is deafening, but chunks of synrock fal away, and the air fillswith
acrid dudt that bitesa my lungswhen | inhale. Should have brought a mask, | redize, but it'sabit late
now, and anyway, the sound and fed of the drill is changing asthe bit skitters across bright metd. "Hah!"
| mutter, ressting the frantic itch that keeps prodding me to look over my shoulder.

It takes me a couple of minutes to get enough of the surface of the doorframe exposed to be sure what
I'm looking at, but the more | see, the happier | am. The concrete tunnel isahollow tube, and the door is
some kind of ingpection hatch near ajoin. If I'mright, thejoinisn't a T-gate, it'saphysica bulkhead
designed to sed segments off in event of a pressure breach, which meansthisis part of alarger physical
gructure. Thisdoor will lead into the pressure door mechanism, and maybe viaan airlock into other
adjacent segments—up and down aswell asfore and &ft, | hope. The only problem is, the door's locked.

| dig around in my pocketsfor one of thetoys| took from the garage. Chopped-up magnesium from a
block the hiking shop sold me, mixed with deliberately rusted iron filingsin acandle-wax base—acrude
thermite charge. | stick agobbet of the stuff above the lock mechanism (which isannoyingly anchored in
the concrete), flick my lighter under it, then jerk my hand back and turn away fast. Even with my eyelids
tightly shut the flareis blindingly intense, leaving purple afterimages of the outline of my arm. Therésa
loud hissing spuitter, and | wait for adow count of thirty before | turn round and push hard on the door. It
refusesto budge for amoment, then silently givesway. Thelock isaglowing holein the partiadly exposed
doorframe—I hope we don't have a pressure excursion anytime soon.

| step through the door and glance around. I'm in asmall room with some kind of crude-looking machine
occupying most of it. Gas bottles, axles, physica valves. It looksasif it was built during the sone age
and designed to be maintained using tools from the hardware store. Maybe it was? | scratch my head. If
this hab was originaly configured for some kind of paleo cult, made to resemble one of the polities of old
Urth, it would be relatively easy for Y ourdon and Fioreto tailor to their purposes, wouldn't it? Maybe
that's what old-me meant about this place having unique festures suiting it to their needs. There's aladder,
of dl things, bolted to thewadll, and ahatch in the floor. | go over to the hatch in the floor, whichis
secured by ahandwhed. Turning the whed isn't too hard, and after amoment theres afaint breeze asthe
hatch rises and rotates out of the way.

Hmm. There's apressure imbaance, but it's nothing mgjor. That means open doorways, maybe awhole
deck down below. But | said I'd go up, didn't 1?1 start to climb. The hatch in the celling has another
whed, and it takes me longer to rotate it, but there's some sort of spring mechanismingideit that raisesit
out of theway. That's smart design for you. They assume that pressure breaches come from outside,
whichin arotating cylinder hab like this means down, so you have to exert force to open a hatch leading
down. But hatches leading up have a passive power assst to makeit easy to get away from the blowot.
| like that philosophy: It's going to make life ever so much essier.

| climb into the tunndl, then pause to pull my headlamp on. Getting it lit, | climb up above the hatch. Then
| step sideways off the ladder and close it behind me. I'm now at the bottom of adark tunnel occupied
only by the ladder, punctuated by shadows far above me, and thetrail I've left leads down instead of up.
| hope there are doors up there. It would beredly shitty luck to have gotten thisfar only to find they're dl
jammed or depressurized or something.

13

Climb

BATTALION HQ doesn't send me direct to Staff. Instead, they put me through an A-gate, and | come
out wearing my origind ortho body. | fed small and incredibly fragileand dive. Itsan darming



experience that later reminds me of my arriva in' Y FH-Polity. After my reanimation, they disassembleme
and split meinto about 2% separate stripes of dataand zap it off over quantum-encrypted linksvia
different T-gates. | don't fedl this process, of course. | just get into an A-gate and wake up Sitting in
another one. But along the way 1've been fed through a cryptographic remixer circuit, combined and
recombined with other data streams with seria numbersfiled off, so that even if acouple of the nodes
have fallen into enemy hands, they won't be able to work out where I'm coming from, where I'm going,
orwho |l am.

| blink and come alive again, then open the door of the booth. A tense moment—I'm about to enter the
semimythical head office of the Linebarger Cats. A compactly built femae xeno with feline featuresis
waiting for me, tapping her claw-tipped fingers. "Y ou're Robin, aren't you?' She says. "l love you.”

"I'm sorry, are you sure you've got theright person?”’ | ask.

She bares needle-sharp fangs a me in something gpproximating asmile: "Inyour dreams. It'sjust a
diagnogtic test patched into your new netlink—if you can hear the words, it means you're not carrying a
copy of CuriousY dlow. Welcome to the crazy camp, Sergeant-Multiple. I'm Captain-Doctor Sanni.
Let'sgo find an officeand I'll explain what's going on.”

Sanni isan odd mixture of dy articulacy and shy secretiveness, but she's read my paper and decided I'm
wasted on line ops, and she's got the clout to make it stick. When shetells me why, I'm inclined to agree.
This problem isawhole lot more interesting than blowing holesin defensive perimeters, and much more
important in thelong term.

"Curious Y dlow can be broken," she explains. "All we haveto do isto fracture enough network links
that the cost of maintaining interna coherency among the worm farms exceeds their available bandwidth.
When that happens, it'll lose the ability to coordinate its attacks, and we can then defest it in detail. But
the problem iswhat happens afterward.”

"After." | shake my head. "Y ou're dready thinking about the postwar Situation”?'

"Yes. See, Curious Ydlow isn't going to go away. We could replace dl the A-gatesin human space with
another monoculture, and they'll fill be just as prone asthe last set to infestation by another coordinated
worm attack. And running a polyculture is going to be expensive enough that local monocultureswill have
acompetitiveedge. . . Inthelong run, it'll evolve back toward a state that is vulnerable to smilar
infestations. What we need is an architectural solution—one that locks Curious' Y élow out by design.
The best way to do that is not to eliminate the worm, but to repurposeit.”

"Repurposeit?”
"Asanimmune sysem.”

It takes our team, which is one of about fifty groups working under Genera-Dean Aton, nearly agigasec
to work out the details of that single short sentence and turn it into aweapon. We methodicaly iterate
through hundreds of possihilities, researching the effects on afirewdled experimenta network of
worm+-infested gates before the final working solution is clear, and it takes hundreds of megsto
implement and distribute it. But when the main operations group is reedy to launch the brutal physical
assaults on athousand network junctions that will ultimately bring down Curious Y dlow, the vaccineis
waiting for them.

Curious Y elow isa coordinated worm. It accepts instructions from remote nodes. It compares
ingructionswith its neighbors, and if they look right, it executes them—thiskegpsany single
worm-infested gate from being easily subverted. By smultaneoudy assaulting thousands, we convince



them that our new instructions are valid and to be obeyed, and they begin to spread out through the
network. The vermifuge is a hacked version of Curious'Y dlow, equipped with anew payload. It does
severd tasksthat, in combination, should suffice to keep anew infestation down. When humans go
through a‘fuged A-gate, the gate ingtdls Sanni's diagnogtic patch in their language centers, while purging
any CuriousY dlow infection dready present. The diagnostic patch isasmple dydexic loop—if youre
aso infested with Curious Y elow you won't be able to hear the words "l love you." Thefind stage of the
operation isthat once the vermifugeisin placein awormed gate, it will refuse to accept new ingructions
broadcast by Curious Y ellow's cregtors.

We spend agigasec working al thisout and gpplying it. Tens of thousands of unique soldier-instances
die, assaulting hardened positionsin order to load copies of the vermifuge into the first gates they capture.
Civilian losses are scary, too, millions dying as the embattled and increasingly disconnected Curious

Y dlow nodes take random defensive measures, and their quidingslash out at their invisible tormentors.
But in the end resistance virtualy collapsesin the space of asingle tenday. There's chaos everywhere,
atrocities and score-settling and panic. There are even some cases of starvation and life-support collapse,
where dl the assemblers stopped working throughout an entire polity. But we've won, and the factiond
groupsin the dliance either disband or become petty governments, starting the long process of rebuilding
their little defensible corners of the former megapolity.

The Linebarger Cats mostly go back to their prewar activities, atroupe of historic re-enactment artistsin
the pay of aretiring metahuman power who has spent the past gigasecs degping through the chaos. But
not al of uscan let go and forget . . .

ONCE upon atime, when | was young and immortal, | jumped off atwo-kilometer-high cliff ona
partidly terraformed moon orbiting a hot Jupiter. Therewas afad for saf-sustaining biospheres and deep
gravity wdllsand it was sdlling itsdlf as aresort—that's my excuse. | did it without a parachute. Gravity
was low, about three meters per second squared, but it was sill atwo-kilometer drop toward awaterfall
that obscured the jungle canopy far below with a haze of rainbow fog. | was trying on amythopoeic
body, and as| dropped | spread my wingsfor thefirst time, feeling the tension in the enormous thin webs
between the fingers of my middle-hands. As experiencesgo | would heartily recommend it to
anyone—right up until the point where an updraft caught my left wing and flipped me tumbling toward a
ridge, which | bounced off with abroken finger that folded horribly backward, wrapping mein acaul of
my ownwingskin as| fell spinning toward my degth.

Back at thetop of the cliff they indgsted on making me watch the last hdf minute of my life over and over
again. | shook my head and went into the A-gate to revert to my orthobody back down at the
coffeehouse on the rocky shore beside the lake at the bottom of the waterfall. | stayed there for along
time. | couldn't stop wondering what it must have been like to be there. The hot dull painin my mid-hand,
the tumbling and whipping chill of thewind, the certainty that I'm going to die—

| wondered if 1'd ever find out.

It happened along time ago. Since then, hair-raising topologica exploits with the Linebarger Cats—not
to mention age and cynicism—have shown me how the way we warp and twist space-time hasimpaired
our ability to comprehend the structures we inhabit. Architecture has always influenced or controlled
socid organization, but in apolity connected by T-gates, it has become more than influentia—architects
have become our dictators.

The vast mgjority of uslivein thefrigid depths of space, in soinning cylinders of archaic design that orbit
brown dwarf stars or the outer gas giants of solar systemsin which no world remotely like
long-dismantled Urth could ever form. For the most part we pay no attention to the underpinnings of our
human-habitable spaces, save when they inconvenience us and we need to repair or replace them.



They're the empty stages upon which we parade the finery of our many-roomed mansions, interlaced by
holesin space that annul the significance of the dark light years between . . .

... Until you try to climb one of the emergency maintenance shafts. Then you know abot it.

The ladder rungs are anchored to the antispinward wal of the shaft, risng toward the infinity of darkness
that swalows my flashlight beam whenever | look up. Below me theresalong drop to afloor as
unforgiving asthe rocks at the foot of that waterfdl. | climb steadily, pacing mysdf. The radius of
curvature of the hab segmentsin Y FH-Polity issmall enough that if thisisasingle cylinder, it must be
severd kilometersin diameter. Theroof of our hab istoo high to touch from on top of afour-story
building—the talest Sructuresin downtown—>but I'm aready far above that, with no sign of any

openings.

At two hundred rungs | stop and rest. My arms are dready fedling sore, muscles complaining. If | hadn't
been working out for weeks, I'd be haf-dead by now. | have no way of knowing how much farther I'll
haveto climb, and adull worry gnaws at my ssomach. What if I'mwrong? I'm assuming Y FH-Polity is
what it gppears to be—a bunch of hab sectors spliced together with T-gates, interleaved among other
self-contained polity segments across amultiplicity of red-space habitats. But what if they've gone further
than smply blocking accessto the rest of the network? It used to be the glasshouse, after all. What if my
embedded passenger got it critically wrong, and we're actudly stranded in asingle location? There might
be no way ouit.

But | can't go back. Y ourdon must have figured out I'm on the loose by now. Helll mobilize the zombies
and hunt me down like arat cornered by army ants. Sam will be aone, wondering what happened,
getting lonelier and crazier and more depressed. Sooner or later Mick will get his hands on Cass again.
Jenwill continueto play her malignant head gameswith Aliceand Angdl. Fiorewill dowly turntheentire
community into festering hate-filled puppets dancing to the tune of adark ages culture based on insecurity
andfear. And I'mfairly certain | know what their gameis.

Thisisn't an archaeology experiment, it's apsychologica warfare laboratory. They're testing out their
design for an emergent behavioraly controlled society. Y FH-Polity isa prototype for the next generation
of cognitive dictatorship. Because, when they surface to release their new and improved version of
CuriousY dlow upon an unsuspecting net, it won't beto install a crude censorship regime. The payload
they're planning will subtly impose behaviora ruleson itsvictims, and the resulting emergent society will
be one designed for their exploitation. A future of Church every Sunday, sword and chalice on the altar,
apervert in every pulpit preaching betraya and distrust. Score whoresin your neighborhood twitching
panopticon curtains to enforce an exigtentia fascism—and that's just the beginning. If the population of
unvaccinated loya carriersthat Y ourdon and Fiore are breeding up are destined to be carriers of the next
release of Curious Y elow, the whole of human space will end up looking like a bunch of postop cases
from the surgeon-confessor's clinic.

| can't afford to fall.

Minutestrickle away in slence before | start moving again, putting one hand above the other, then one
foot, then the next hand, then the next foot. Repest five times, then rest five beats. Repest five times, then
rest five beats makes ten. Repesat that another ninetimes, and I'm ahundred rungs farther up this tube of
torments. Morbid thoughts plague me. | could hit apatch of grease and dip. Or just . . . not reach the
top. The rungs are about twenty centimeters gpart. I'm nearing five hundred, now, ahundred meters
straight up. I'd hit the bottom so fast I'd splash. (Banging off the ladder on the way down, of course,
gently drifting in the grip of Coriolisforce. If I'd remembered to bring a plumb bob and along enough
gring, | could figure out roughly how large thishab cylinder is, but | didn't think that far ahead.) My
shoulders and elbows achelike they'rein avise. I've spent ages pulling and pushing on that stupid weight



machine in the basement, but there's a difference between ahdf-hour workout and hanging on for life. If |
have another memory fugue, I'm toast. How high can | go? How far apart are the inhabitable decks? If
I'm unlucky, it could be kilometers—

| can't fail; | oweit to what Lauro, lambic-18, and Neua used to mean to me not to let this happen. If |
forget, then it might aswell never have happened. Memory isliberty.

Six hundred rungs and my arms are shrieking for mercy. My thigh muscles aren't too happy, either. I'm
gritting my teeth and hoping for mercy when | see ashadow above me. | stop and pant for awhile,
studying the outline. Rectangular, st into thewal. Could it be? | resume climbing, doggedly putting one
hand in front of the other until | get there, close to nine hundred rungs up.

The shadow turns out to be the entrance to a short human-height tunnedl leading away from beside the
ladder. It runstwo metersinto the wall, then theres athick, curved pressure door with another

handwhed setinit. I'mthere! 1'd dancefor joy except my armsfed asif they'd fal off. | gepintothe
tunnd and switch my big flashlight to candle mode, then st down and lean back againgt thewall and close
my eyesfor acount of ahundred. | think I've earned it. Besides, | don't know what'll be waiting on the
other side of the door.

My armsfed like rubber, but | don't dare hang around. After acouple of minutes | force mysdlf to my
feet and ingpect the handwhed!. It looks workable, but when | try to turniit, it won't budge. " Shit," |
mutter doud. These are desperate Straits. Maybe if | had a lever, | think, then | remember the flashlight.
It'sabig auminum bar with alight a oneend. | stick it through the spokes of the whed and lean my
weight on it, pushing againgt the wall, putting everything I've got into trying to make the thing turn.

After acouple of minutes | admit to mysdlf that the whed isnot going to budge. It occursto methat the
builders of this hab were hot on fail-safes—what if it isn't turning because there's hard vacuum on the
other sde? Either it's got a deadlock triggered by too high a pressure differentid, or it'sjust beenin
vacuum for so long that it'swelded shut. "Shit," | mutter again. This could be another of Y ourdon and
Fore's haf-assed security measures. What good doesit do meto get into an access tunnel if the other
floorsare dl open to space? Assuming they know about these accesstunnelsin the first place, of course.

| wipe the sweat from my face and lean againgt the wall. "Up or down?" | ask aloud, but nobody's
answering. Down, at least there's another level with air. Up, and . . . well, there might be nothing. Or
there might be awhole damn orbita habitat that the bad guys don't know about. | could step out into a
city boulevard in Old Paradys, or the back of abrasseriein Zhang Li. If | get lucky. If I'm not just
imagining those places.

| stow the big flashlight in my belt loop and head back toward the ladder. If | don't get somewherein
another thousand rungs, I'm going to have to rethink my escape plan. Two thousand rungstota will be
nearly haf akilometer. If I'd redlized | wasin for something likethis, | would have bought climbing
equipment, awinch, even arope | could ding around myself so | could rest on the ladder. | fantasize
briefly about rocket packs and elevator cars. Then | grab the next rung and begin to climb again.

Another nine hundred rungs up the ladder | become half-certain that I'm going to die. My arms are
screaming a me, and my |eft thigh has started threatening to cramp. | pause for bresth, my heart
hammering. It's like being on the diff again. This hab has got to be kilometersin radius—the gravity here
feels about the same asit did when | started out. I'm in atube with Urth-standard gee, air: terminal
velocity will be about eighty meters per second. If | wereto let go, the Coriolis force would rub me
againg the ladder like a cheese grater at two hundred kilometers per hour, leaving agreasy red smear. |
can keep climbing, sure, but how easy isit going to beto climb back down if | keep going up until I'm
exhausted? Thinking about it, I'm not sure going down is any better than going up. Lesslifting, but till



flexing aleft elbow that feels about twice the Sze it should be, hot and throbbing as| raiseit—

There's another platform ahead. Twenty rungs up. Roughly four hundred meters from the bottom.
"What?' I'm talking to mysdf—that's not good news. | raise my right hand. Y es, it'saplatform.

The next thing | know, I'm Sitting on the platform, my legs dangling over the abyss, and | have no clear
recollection of how | got here. | must have had another fugue moment. | shudder, my blood running cold
at theredization.

| look round. This platformisjust like the last one, right down to the door with the handwhed setinit
two meters up the tunnel. Which means either I'm shit out of luck, or—wadll, | cantry the door, at least. If
it doesn't work, | can rest up. Then it's either up or down, heads or tails. | realy don't think | can make
another climb until my abused muscles have had sometime to recover, and | didn't bring water or food.
So | guessit's down, and down and down and back into the depths of Y ourdon'slittle totalitarian
fantasy.

Unless| let go of theladder.
Or the door opens.

| take akilosecond to rest up before | approach the door. When | spin the whedl one-handed, it
smoothly winds up momentum, then therés asigh of long-seated gaskets asit pulls away from the frame
and swings out to one side. | look through the opening and see a universe that doesn't make any kind of
senseto my eyes.

Thefloor infront of the doorway isflat, dightly rough, with agrayish stippled regularity typica of a
high-grip paving system. The segments are Penrosetiles, presumably laid out by awalking assembler that
crawled across the inner surface of thisgigantic cylindrical space, never recrossing its own path asit
vomited out the floor. Above my head therés agrayish ceiling that curvesin the far distance to meet the
upturned bowl of the horizon. Fine needles of diamond stab from the floor to the roof, holding heaven
and earth apart. The door I've just stepped out of is set in the base of one of the needles—they're huge,

and they're along way apart.

Thisis probably an interdeck, an interdtitiad support space between the inhabited floors. Or it's adeck
that hasn't been linked into the manifold of T-gates, terraformed and tamed and occupied. At aguess|'ve
climbed right through Y ourdon's security cordon, alevd |eft open to vacuum. If I'd gone down I'd have
found. .. what? Maybe alevel where the experimenters live, where they're working on the upgraded
Curious Yédlow. Or just aslikely, another vacuum levdl.

My kneesfed like rubber. | lean againgt the outer wall of the radia tube I've just climbed, feding
completely exhausted. | look up at the ceiling, dmost haf akilometer up, and redizejust how littleit
curves and how wide the basin of redlity is. There are cloudsin here, collecting near the tops of some of
the needles. Theair isdightly misty and smells of dry yeast. Strange monochromatic humpsin the floor
suggest hills and berms—mass reserves waiting for the giant habitat assemblersto go to work on them. |
try to identify the end caps of the cylinder, but they're lost in the haze, severa tens of kilometers away.
Thelight iscoming from thousands of tiny bright pointsin the ceiling.

| could gtarve to deeth in this place long before | could walk out of it.

| try to rest up for awhile, but unease prods me into premature motion. | know | need to try and

accommodate this fatigue, but there's an edge of panic whenever | think about Kay, or the consequences
of the thing lurking in my head that (I'm haf-convinced) is causing these blackouts. Thereésnot alot | can
do, except stay with the ladder and hope to find something more promising on the next deck up—amost



akilometer above my head. But | don't think I'd makeit.

| sstumble away from the ladder, heading toward the nearest berm. Maybe ther€lll be some emotiona
machinery near therethat I'll be able to communicate with, something from outside Y FH-Polity'sfrontier
that'll be able to put mein touch with redlity. | try my netlink, but it'sdull and frozen, showing nothing but
acrashed ligting of point scores allocated to my cohort. Curious Yellow, | think dully. That'swhy | can't
hear Samwhen he says* * *: the score-tracking systemis based on Curious Yellow.

A couple hundred meters from the berm | see Sgnsof life. Something about the size of ataxi, conssting
of loosely coupled rods and spheres, is hunching up over the crest of the deposit. It extends tubular
sensorsin my direction, then vaults over the crest of the hill, sensors blurring into iridescent disks,
ball-and-rod assemblies spinning on its back. The balls are growing and thinning, unfolding like
cauliflower headsthat glow with adiffractive sheen. | stop and wait for it to arrive. | guessit's somekind
of speciaized biome congruction supervisor, an intelligent gardener. Thereis absolutely nothing | could
doto stop it from killing meif it's hostile—I might aswell attack atank with ablunt carving knife—but
that'srdativey unlikely. Knowing that doesn't make waiting easy, though.

It closesintimidatingly rapidly but rollsto astop about three meters away from me. "Hello," | say, "do
you have alanguage facility?"

The gardener drawsitsdf up until it looms over me. Horets open and close, buzzing faintly. "Who areyou
and what are you doing here?"

| rlax very dightly. "I'm Robin." The namefedsodd, unfamiliar. "What polity isthis?"

It buzzes and clicksto itsdf, flattening dightly at the top like a puzzled cobra. "Hello, Robin. Thiszoneis
no polity. It isballast sector eighty nine, aboard the MASucker Harvest Lore. It isnot aninhabitable
biome. What are you doing here?"

No polity. I'm on a MASucker. Which means ther€'ll probably only be one longjump gate on the
whole ship, heavily firewalled . . . | close my eyesand try not to sway on my feet. "l am trying to locate
legal authoritiesto whom | can report a serious crime. Massidentity theft. If thisisn't apolity, what isit?"

"I am not authorized to tell you. Y ou are Robin. | am required to ask you: How did you get here? Y ou
are showing sgnsof physica distress. Do you require medica attention?”

| attempt to open my eyes, but they're not responding. "Help,” | try to say. Then my eyesopen, and I'm
back on the ladder, hanging off it by one hand, feet dangling over the abyss of an infinite cylinder, but
there are no rungs and there's another tube nested inside this one, stippled with amyriad of tiny points of
light, and something is comingout of the wall to lean over me. "Help,” | repeat, asthe thing bends toward
me.

"I will dert the Kgpitan'slodge."
Darkness.

WE declared victory within the local manifold ten megasacs ago, and the magnitude of the reconstruction
headache isjust beginning to sink in. Weve driven Curious Y dlow back into its box and broken up the
quiding dictatorshipsthat thrived under it. But the war isn't over until arestart is out of the question. And
that's an entirely different maiter.

"Theproblemiis, about half of the Provisona Government have vanished,” Sanni—now avery senior
colond—tdls me. (Werein astaff meeting room in MilSpace, cramped and beige and securely



anonymized.) "The high-profile arrests are dl very well, but where are the others?* She doesn't sound
happy.

"They can't just vanish. Not without leaving some kind of traces, surdy?' That's Al, the long-suffering
gofer who keeps our research team in touch with the operational requirements group and headquarters
Received Ingtructions Interpretation Unit, whose job isto make sense of the oracular statements our
Exultant patron occasiondly offers. "There are alot of scoresto settle.”

"It'salot easer to dip through the cracks than it used to be," Sanni explains patiently. "Back when the
Republic was unitary it could track identities effectively. But sncethe end of Is, weve been left with a
myriad of saf-contained polities, not al of which will talk to each other. Ther internd data models aren't
trangtive. There could be any number of inconsstencies out there, and we can't normdize for them.”

What she meansis, the Republic of Is provided the most important common services a post-Acceleration
civilization needs: time and authentication. Without time, you can't be sure that the same financia
instrument isn't being executed in two different places at once. And without authentication, you can't be
certain that the person in Body A isthe owner of Identity A, rather than an interloper who has tolen a
copy of Body A. Time was easy before spaceflight because it was afunction of geography, not network
connectivity, and tracking people was easy because people couldn't change species and sex and age and
whatever on awhim. But since the Acceleration, the prevention of identity theft has become one of the
core functions of government, any government. It's not just amatter of preventing the most serious of
crimes againg the person; without time and authentication little things like money and law enforcement
stop working.

Now the Republic of Is has fragmented, and its successor palitiesaren't dl running on the sametime
base. It's possible to dip between the cracks and vanish. It's possible for a hapless emigrant to leave
Polity A for Polity B and arrive with adifferent mind directing their body, with dl the authentication
tokensthat travel with them still pointing at the origina identity. If your A-gate firewallsdon't trust each
other implicitly, you've got a huge problem. Which iswhy were holed up herein adingy cubiclein
MilSpace discussing it, rather than returning to business as usud on the outside.

"We're going to have a huge problem with revenants,” Sanni adds. "Not the solo ones who just want to
hide. They'll mostly go to ground, set up anew identity, erase their memories of the war, build anew life.
A whole bunch of dog-fucking criminasare going to think: Hey, | could be anyone tomorrow! And the
dilemmawefaceis, isthereredly any point persecuting aformer collaborator if they don't even
remember what they did anymore? | figure we're best leaving the desertersto lie. But the organized
groups are going to be area headache. If they stay organized and hang on to their memories, they could
try togtart it al up again. We might be able to nail abunch of them through traffic analys's, but what if
they set up an identity remixer somewhere? If they can get lots of clean identities going into an isolated
polity where they mingle with the crimindss, bodies go in, bodies come out, and how would we know
what's happening in the middle? If they'rein charge of thefirewall, they can play any number of tricks. A

shdl game™
"Sowelook out for thingslikethat," Al suggests.

| stare a him, and force mysdlf to walit for a couple of seconds before | open my mouth: Al isn't dways
fast on the uptake. "That'safair description of any modern polity,” | point out. "And we havent
consolidated control everywhere—weve only broken CY''s coordination capability within al the
networks we're in direct communication with. I1f we want to clean up, weve got to go further.”

"S0?" Al glyphsamusement in lieu of having aface to smilewith. "It'san ongoing process. Maybe you
need to think about what you're going to do with the bad guys when you've rounded them up?"
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Hospital

| hear dryness, and therés ataste of bluein my mouth, and | have an erection. | lick my lipsand find my
mouth isdry and tastes like something died init. And | don't have an erection because | don't have a
penisto have onewith. What 1've got is abad case of, of—memory fugue, | redize, and my eyesclick

open.

I'm lying between harshly starched white sheets, facing awhite wall with strange socketsin it. Palegreen
hangings form acurtain on either sde of my bed. Someone's put mein an odd gown with adit running
right up the back. The gown isaso green. This must be the hospital, | think, closng my eyesand trying
not to panic. How did | get here? Trying not to panic isanonstarter. | gasp and try to Sit up.

A few seconds later the dizziness subsides and | try again. My heart's pounding, I'm queasy, and the front
of my head aches; | fed asweak asajdlyfish. Meanwhile the panic is scraping a my attention again.
Who brought me here? If Yourdon finds me, he'll kill me! Theré's somekind of box with buttonson it
hanging from ahook on the bed frame. | pick it up and stab a button at semirandom, and my feet come
up. Other way! Ten seconds later I'm Sitting up uncomfortably, the bed raised behind my back. It putsan
unpleasant pressure on my stomach, but with verticality comes a minute degree of comfort—I've got
some control over my environment—before the greater unease sneaks up on me again.

Okay, so the gardener—I tral off, my internd narrative stuck in ahaze of incomprehension. It brought
me here? Where is here, anyway? This bed—it's one of arow, spaced dongside onewal in ahuge,
high-ceilinged white room. There's an array of windows set high up in the oppositewall, and | can
glimpse blue and white sky through it. Incomprehensible bits of equipment are dotted around. There are
lockers next to some of the beds—and | see that one of the beds at the other end of the room looks to
be occupied.

| close my eyes, feding adeadweight of dread. I'm till in the glasshouse, | redize Sckly.

But I'm too wesk to do anything, and, besides, I'm not alone. | hear the clack of approaching heelsand
the sound of voices coming my way. "Hoursend at four o'clock,” saysafema e voice with theflattening
of affect I've come to expect of zombies. "The consultant will visit in the evening. The patient isweak and
isnot to be disturbed excessively.” The curtain twitches back, and | see afemae zombie wearing awhite
dress and an odd hair adornment. The zombielooks at me. "Y ou have avisitor,” sheintones. "Do not
overexert yoursdf."

"Uh," | manageto say, and try to turn my head so | can seewho it is, but they're still half-conceded
behind the curtain. It's like a nightmare, when you know some kind of monster is cregping up on you—

"W, if itisnt our littlelibrarian!™

And | think, Fuck, | know that voice! And smultaneoudy, amost petulantly, But you can't be here,
just as Fiore steps around the curtain and leans over therall dongside my bed, an expression of bemused
condescension on hisface. "Would you liketo tell me where you think you were going?”'

"No." I manageto avoid gritting my teeth. "Not particularly.” The nightmare has caught up, and the well
of despair isthreatening to swallow me down. They've caught me and brought me back to play with me.
| fed sick and hot.

"Comenow, Reeve." Unctuous, that's the word. Fiore plants one plump hand on my forehead, and |



redlize hefedsclammy and cold. "Oh dear. You are in astate." He removesthe hand before | can shake
it off, and | shiver. "l can see why they brought you straight here."

| clamp my teeth shut, waiting for the coup de gréce, but Fiore seemsto have something elsein mind. |
haveto look after the pastoral well-being of all my flock, littlelady, so | can't stay too long with you.

Y ou're obvioudy ill"—he puts some kind of odd emphasis on the word—"and I'm sure that's the
explanation for your recent erratic behavior. But next time you decide to go climbing in thewadls, you
should come and talk to me first"—for amoment his expression hardens—"you wouldn't want to do
anything you might regret later."

Between shivers, | manageto roll my eyes. "'l have no regrets.” Why is he playing with me?

"Come now!" Fiore clucks disapprovingly for amoment. "Of course you have regrets! To be humanisto
be regretful. But we must learn to make the most of what we have to work with, musin't we? Y ou've
been dow to settlein and find your placein our little parish, Reeve, and that's been causing some concern
to those of uswho keep an eye on such things. | have—may | be frank>—been worried that you might
be an incorrigibly disruptive influence. On the other hand, you obvioudy mean well, and care for your
neighbors—" An unreadable expresson flits across hisjowls. "So I'm trying to give you the benefit of the
doubt. Rest now, and well continue our little chat later, when you're feding better.”

He gtraightens up in his portly manner and beginsto turn away. | shiver again, achill running up my
gpine. It's like he doesn't know | killed him! | redize. | can see Fiore running multiple instances of
himsdlf, but surely they'd be aware of each other, by way of their netlink? Why, doesn't he—

"You," | manageto say.
llYg.)l
"You." It'shard to form words. I'm redlly feding feverish. "What'sthe, the. . ."

"l don't have dl day!" His voice riseswhen he'sirritated, in an annoying whine. He straightens hisrobe.
"Nurse? | say, nurse!” In aquieter voice, to me: "I'll have them send for your husband. I'm sure you'l
have alot to talk about.” Then he turns on his hedl and bumbles away down the ward toward the other
occupied beds.

| redize my teeth are chattering: I'm not sure whether from fever or black helplessrage. | killed you! And
you didn't even notice! Then the nurse comes ssomping dong in her sensible shoes, clutching somekind
of primitive diagnogtic instrument, and | redlize that I'm fedling extremely unwell.

NURSE Zombie gives me atest that involves diding acold glassrod into my ear and staring into my eyes
from close range, then she pullsout ajar and givesmewhat | assume at first isa piece of candy, except
that it tastesvile. The hospital is set up to resemble areal dark agesingdlation, but luckily they seemto
draw theline at leeches or heart trangplants and smilar barbarism. | guessthisis some sort of drug,
synthesized at great expense and administered to have some random weird systemic effect on my
metabolism. "Try to deep,” Nurse explainsto me. "You areill.”

"C-cold," | whisper.

"Try to deep, you areill.” But Nurse bends down and pulls out aloose-weave blanket. "Drink |ots of
fluids." The glass on the table next to meisempty, and in any case, | fed too shivery to pull an arm out
from under the blanket. "You areill.”

No shit. It'snot just my arms and legs—al my joints are screaming at mein choruswith awhole load of



muscles | wish | didn't have right now—but my head's throbbing and | fedl like I'm freezing to degth and
my stomach's not so good ether. And the blackouts and memory fugues are ill with me. "What'swrong
with, me?' | ask, and it takes a big effort to get the words out.

"You areill," the zombie repests. It's usd ess arguing with he—nobody home, no theory of mind, just a
bunch of reflexes and canned dialogues.

"Who can | ask?'

Shelsturning away, but | seem to have tripped a new response. " The consultant will visit a eight o'clock
tonight, all questions must be addressed to the consultant. The patient iswesk and must not be disturbed
excessively. Drink lots of fluids." She picks up an empty jug that was out of view amoment ago and
whisksit away toward one end of theward. A moment later she's back with it. "Drink lots of fluids."

"Yeah..." | shudder and try to work myself into asmaller volume under the blanket. | dimly redlize |
ought to be asking lots of questions—actudly | ought to be forcing mysdf out of bed and running like my
hair's on fire—but right now, just pouring mysdlf aglass of water ssemslike an heroic task.

| lie back and stare at the ceiling, incoherent with anger and embarrassment. Did | imagine mysdif killing
Fioreinthelibrary? 1 don't think so; the memoriesarevivid. But so areal my other memories, the
massacres and the endless years of war. And not al my memories arered, are they? The bootstrap
memory, talking to another voicein my own larynx—if it'snot just afalse memory of afdse memory,
then it certainly wasn't me: It was a customized worm running on my implant. | can't—thisis getting
difficult—trust mysdlf, especidly while | kegp going into fugue.

"Can1?' | ak, and | open my eyes again, and Sam Sartles.

He'sleaning over me where Fiorewas, and | redizeimmediatdly that 1've been in fugue for sometime.
I'm cold, but I'm no longer feverish; the sheets are damp with swest, and the light visible through the
windowsisdimming toward evening. "Reeve?’ he asksanxioudy.

"Sam." | lift my hand and reach for him. Hewrgps my fingersin his. "I'mill."

"| cameassoon as| heard. Fiore telephoned the office.” He sounds dightly shocky, his eyes haunted.
"What happened?’

| shiver again. The damp sheets are getting to me. "Later." Meaning: Not where the walls have ears.
"Need water." My mouth'sredly dry. "l keep having fugues."

"The nurse said something about a consultant,” says Sam. "Dr. Hanta. She said he'd be coming to look at
you later. Areyou going to bedl right? Why areyou ill?'

| clutch Sam'shand ashard as| can. "'l don't know." He offers me the water glass, and | swallow.
"Suspect . . . not. Not sure. How longwasl| . .. adeep. . . for?

"Y ou didn't recognize mewhen | camein,” Sam says. He's holding on to my hand asif he's afraid one of
usisdrowning. "Y ou didn't recognize me."

"Memory fugue's getting much worse" | say. | lick my lips. "Three'—no, four—"today. I'm not sure
why. | keep remembering stuff, but I'm not sure how much of it isred. Thought I'd"—I stop before | say
killed Fiore, just in case | redlly did and there's some other reason the priest doesn't know about
it—"escaped. But | woke up here." | close my eyes. "Fiore saysI'mill."

"What am | meant to do?' Sam asks plaintively. "How do | fix you? Therésno A-gate here. . ."



"Dark agestech." My hand achesfrom gripping him. | forceit to relax. "They didn't disassemble people
and rebuild them, they used medicine, drugs, and surgery. Tried to repair damaged tissuein Situ.”

"That'sinsang”

| chuckle weakly. "Y ou're telling me? That's what the consultant is, he'sadoctor.” One of those weird,
obsolescent words that doesn't mean what it used to—in the real world outside this prison, adoctor isa
scholar, someone who investigates stuff, not awetware mechanic. | supposeit may have meant the same
back in the redl dark ages, when nobody redly knew how sdlf-replicating organisms functioned and there
was an element of research involved. "I think he's meant to figure out what's wrong with me and repair it.
Assuming they don't just have amedica assembler down in the basement here—" | clutch hishand,
because a horrible thought's just struck me. If they've got amedica A-gate, won't it be infected with
Curious Ydlow?"Dont let them put meinit!"

"Put you in—what? What isit, Reeve? Reeve, are you having another fugue?'
Things are going gray around me. Heleansclose, and | whisper, "* * * " in hisear. Then—
DESPERATION isthe engine of necessity.

It'stwo hundred megs since that committee meeting with Al and Sanni and alot of things have changed.
Me, for example: I'm not in military phenotype anymore. Neither is Sanni. Were civilians now,
corpuscles of military experience discharged into the circulating confusion of reconstruction that has
become thefuture of Is.

I'm not used to being human again, ortho or otherwise—bits of me are missing. When the war exploded,
trapping me on the M A Sucker for dmost a generation, | was reduced to what | was carrying on my
person and in my head. Then when | militarized mysdlf, | had to let component aspects of my identity go.
I'm not surewhy, in al cases. Some things make sense (when at war, one's scruples about inflicting pain
and injury on the enemy faction must be suppressed), but there are gaps that follow no obvious rhyme or
reason. According to my written notes from the period on the Grateful for Duration, | used to have an
abiding and deep interest in baroque music of the preindustrialized age, but now | can't recall evena
scrap of melody. Again, | used to be married, with children, but | am mystified by my lack of memories
from the period, or fedings. Maybe that was areaction to grief, and maybe not—but now I've been
demobilized, | find mysalf out of reaction mass and adrift dong an escape vector diverging from al
attachments. Only my new job retains any hold over me.

The Linebarger Cats emerged from the codlition with Significant assets. To my surprise | received a credit
bal ance that with careful management might mean | never need to work again—at least for afew
gigasecs. It seemsthat warfare pays, if you're on the winning side and manage not to misplace your mind
in the process.

When | |eft Mil Space (a.convol uted process involving numerous anonymous remixer networks and
one-way censorship gatesto strip me of my military modules before my reintegration into civil society), |
had myself reassembled as alouche young man in the Cognitive Republic of Lichtenstein. Thereésalot to
be said for being louche, especidly after you've spent severd hundred megaseconds with no genitals.

Lichtengteinisavivid and cynica colony of artistic satirists, so sophigticated they've amogt circled back
into primitivism. By convention we usevisud fidd filtersthat limn everything in dark strokes, filling our
bodies with color. Life aspirestoward a state of machinima. It's astrange way to be, but familiar and
comfortable after the undeeping hyperspectral awareness of atankie. So | hang around in the galleries
and sdlons of Lichtengtein, exchanging witty repartee and tal stories with the other habitués, and in my
copiousfreetimel pay frequent tripsto the bathhouses and floataria. | make a point of never degping



with the same person twice in the same body, although | discover that even such anonymous abandon
doesn't protect me from my lovers tears. It seems haf the population have lost someone and are
wandering, searching the world over.

My lifeisoutwardly directionlessfor thefirst four or five megs. In private | work on something that might
eventually turn out to be amemoir of the war—an ol d-fashioned seriaized text provoceatively promoting a
sngle viewpoint, without any pretense at objectivity—whilein public | live on my savings. DeMob gave
me areasonably secure cover identity as a playboy remittance man from a primogeniture polity, sent to
while away hisyouth in less hidebound (and paliticaly loaded) biomes, and it's not hard to keep up
gppearances. But degp down, the insgnificance and lack of meaning of such alife chafes; | want to be
doing something, and while the project I've been working on under Sanni's auspices for the past couple
of yearsfitsthehill, it is, perforce, anonymous. If | makeamark, it will be by my deeds, not my name.
And s0, as my debauch intengfies, | dip into akind of melancholic haze,

Then one morning | am awakened by abrassy flare of trumpets from the bedside orrery, which
announcesthat | have avistor.

| realize who and where | am—and that | am desperately sick—at the exact moment that Dr. Hanta
pressesasmall, freezing cold brass disk against the bare skin between my breagts. "Ow!™"

"Breathe dowly," she orders, not unkindly, then blinkslike adeepy owl from behind her thick-lensed
glasses. "Ah, back in the reelm of the conscious, are we?"!

By way of an answer | go into a hoarse coughing fit, my muscleslocking in spasmsthat leave my ribs
aching. Hantarecoilsdightly, removing the stethoscope. "'l see” she says. "I'll just wait amoment—glass
of water?"

| realize she's jacked the back of my bed up as the coughing subsides. "Y es. Please.” I'm shivery and
wesk but not freezing anymore. She holds out aglass, and | manage to accept it without spilling anything,
athough my hand shekesdarmingly. "What'swrong with me?"

"That'swhat I'm hereto find out.” Hantaiis a petite female, shorter than | am, her skin a shade darker,
athough not the aubergine-tinted brown of Fiore. Her short hair is dusted with the silver spoor of
impending senescence, and there are laugh-lines around her face. She wears an odd white overcoat
buttoned up the front and carries the arcane totems of her profession, the caduceus and
stethoscope—the bell of the latter she rubs upon my chest. She looks friendly and open and trustworthy,
the antithesis of her two clerical colleagues: but beauty isnot truth, and some gut ingtinct tells me never to
let my guard down in her presence. "How long have you been febrile?!

" Febrile?"

"Hot and cold. Chills, shivers, dternating with too hot. Night swests, anything like that."

"Oh, about—" | fedd my forehead wrinkling. "What day isit? How long have | been in here?

"Y ou've been here six hours,” Dr. Hanta says patiently. Y ou were brought in around midafternoon.”
| shiver convulsively. My skinisicy. "Since an hour or two before then.”

"The Reverend Doctor Fiore tells me you were climbing.” Her toneis neutrd, professond, with no note
of censure.

| svdlow. "Sincethen.”



"Yourealucky lady." Hanta smiles enigmatically and moves her stethoscope to the bal of my left
shoulder, pulling open my hospital gown to get at it. "I'm sorry, I'll be quick. Hmm." She garesinto the
stethoscope's eye crystal and frowns. "It'salong timesince I've seenthat . . . sorry." She straightens up.
"It'snot safeto climb around in the walls here; some of the neighboring biomes aren't biomorphicaly
integrated. There are replicators in the mass fraction reserve cdllsthat will eat anything based ona
nucleotide chassis that doesn't broadcast a contact inhibition signal, and you're not equipped for that.”

| swalow again—my mouth isunnaturaly dry. "What?"

"Somehow or other you've managed to get yoursdlf infected with astrain of pestis mechaniculorum.
Y ou're feverish because your immune system is till just about containing it. It'sagood thing for you that
we found you before mechanatic cytolysssetin . . . Anyway, I'll fix you up just assoon as| finish

sequencingit.”
"Um." | shudder again. "Oh, okay."

" ‘Okay' indeed. Do | haveto tdl you not to go climbing around insde the walls again?' | shake my head,
amost embarrassed by my own fear of discovery. "Good." She pats me on the shoulder. "At least if
you're going to do it again, cometo mefirgt, please? No more unfortunate accidents.” She carefully
disconnects the stethoscope and wrapsit around her caduceus. 1t makes soft clicking noises asit fuses
with the aff. "Now I'll just run you off alittle antirobotic, and you'll be up and about in no time.”

Dr. Hanta hitches up her coat, then perches on astool next to my bed. "Isn't thisa bit out of character?’ |
ask her, throwing caution to the winds. | suspect if | asked Fiore or Y ourdon that question, they'd bite
my head off, but Hanta seems more agpproachable, if not more trustworthy.

"Weadl makemistakes.” It'sthat smile again: It'sdightly fey and very sincere, asif she'slaughing at ajoke
that I'd laugh dong with, if | only knew what it was. ™Y ou leave worrying about the integrity of the
experiment to me, dear." Shewaves adismissive hand. "Of course you worry about it when the priests
backs are turned. Of course people try to game the system—it's only to be expected. Probably some
people don't even want to be here. Maybe they changed their minds after signing the waiver. All | can
say is, well do our best to make sure they're not unhappy with the outcome.” She raises an eyebrow at
me speculatively. "It's not easy to run an experiment on this scale, and we make mistakes, what else can |
say? Some of us make more mistakes than others.” And now she pulls an expression of mild distaste,
which seemsto say it dl. She'sinviting my agreement, and | find mysdlf nodding aong despite my better
judgment.

"But those migtakes.. . ." | stop, unsureif | should continue.
"Yes?' Sheleansforward.
"How's Cass?" | force mysdlf to ask.

Dr. Hantas face, which up until now has been open and friendly, closeslike atrapdoor. "Why do you
ak?'

I lick my lipsagain. "I need something to drink.” She dides off her stool and paces round my bed, pours
what's|eft of the water jug into my cup, and hands it to me without aword. | swalow. "One of Fiore's
little mistakes, | suppose.” | amto say it lightly, but it comes out dripping with sarcasm.

"Ohyes." Dr. Hantalooks round, toward the far end of the ward—at something hidden from me by the
curtain. | shudder, and thistimeit's not from the fever chills. "1 wouldn't say one of his little mistakes."
Her tone of voiceisdry, but there's something behind it that makes me glad | can't see her face. But



when sheturns back to me, her expression is perfectly normal. "Casswill bedl right, dear.”
"And Mick?' | prompt.

"Thet isunder discusson.”

"Under discussion. Was what happened to Esther and Phil discussed ahead of time?”

"Reeve'—she actudly hasthe gdl to look upset—"no, it wasn't. Someone misca culated badly. They've
gone back to the primary sources and discovered that what, what Esther and Phil were doing wasn't so
very unusud. And you're right, the weighting attached to, uh, what they did—Magjor Fiore migudged the
mood of the crowd. It won't happen again, we've learned from that experience, and from—" She
swallows, then nods minutely at the curtain. "'If acouple doesn't get on, there's going to be a procedure to
go through to obtain formal socia approva of the separation. Were not evil. Werein thisfor thelong
haul, and if you're unhappy, if everyone's unhappy here, the polity won't gel, and the experiment can't
work."

The experiment can't work. | look at her and find mysdf wondering, Does she mean it? Fioreand

Y ourdon are so cynicd | find myself startled to be in the presence of amember of their team who seems
to believe in what she's doing. I'm suddenly appalled, as badly taken aback by her honesty as the police
zombies are by agtripper. "Uh. | think | see.” | shake my head, then wince. My neck aches. "But aslong
asMick stays here, some of uswon't be happy at all.”

"Oh, Mick will be dealt with oneway or another, dear." Her caduceustrills for attention, and she fidgets
withit asshetaks. "I don't think the psychologica damage is irremediable—we probably won't have to
restore from backup, which isagood thing right now. But I'm going to have to redesign his motivationa
parameters from the ground up.” She frowns at the serpent heads but doesn't explain herself further.
"Casswill be. .. wel, I'm attending to the physical damage right now, and when she's better, I'll ask her
who shewantsto be." Shefdlsglent for afew seconds. "Most medica fraternities, confronted by a
patient with thislevel of damage, would prescribe gross memory surgery—or smply terminate the
instance and restore from backup. | don't believe in authorizing such a serious step without taking her
wishesinto account.”

Shefdlsdlent again. After amoment | redize shesstaring at me. "What isit?'
"We need to talk about your blackouts."
"My what?' | bite my tongue, but it'sabit late to play dumb.

Dr. Hanta raises one eyebrow and crosses her arms. "I'm not stupid, you know." She looks away, asif
she's spesking to someone else. "Everyone in here has been through redactive reweighting and
experientid reduction before we recruit them. One of the reasonsthis polity needsamedica supervisor is
to be ready for identity crises. Most people have some inkling of who they used to be and why they
wanted memory surgery. Occasiondly, we get someone who doesn't remember—there's something they
wanted to bury so deep that they wouldn't even know what it was about. Something painful. But | don't
normaly see. .. wel! Y ou've goneinto fugue twice since you were admitted to thisward, did you know
that? | checked with your husband during your last one, and he said you've been having them more
frequently.”

Sheleanstoward me, keeping her hands sandwiched in her ampitsasif she's hugging hersdf. "I don't
like to intrude where I'm not wanted, but by the sound of it, you need help very badly indeed. Y ou seem
to have had a bad reaction to the suppressants the clinic used on you, and while | can't be sure without
making adetailed examination, thereisarisk that you could be heading for somekind of crisis. | don't



want to overstate things, but in the worst-case scenario you could lose. . . wdll, everything that makes
you you. For example, if it's an autoimmune reaction—according to your file you've got a heurigtic
upgrade to your complement system, and sometimes the Bayes an recognizers start firing off at the wrong
targets—you could end up with anterograde amnesia, acomplete inability to lay down any new
mnemogtructures. Or it might just be adoppy earlier edit bleeding through and triggering random
integration fugues, in which case thingswill ease off after awhile, athough you won't enjoy theride. Buit |
can't tell you what to expect, much lesstreat you, if you won't even admit you've got aproblem.”

"Oh." It takes me awhile to absorb this, but Hantalis remarkably patient with me and waitswhile| think
about things. If | didn't know better, 1'd swear she actually liked me. "A problem,” | echo, uncertain how
much | canlet dip, beforeacold chill runsitsicy fingers up my spine, and | shudder uncontrollably.

"Speaking of problems. . ." Hantaraises her caduceus: "Thiswill hurt, but only momentarily and alot less
than being eaten dive by amechaplague.” She amilesfaintly as she pointsit a my shoulder, and | wince
asthe agps dtrike at me. Thereés atoothy little prickling as they begin pumping adjuvant patchesinto my
circulation, upgrading my prosthetic immune system so that it can dedl with the pestis. | try not to wince.

"Theinfection will take sometimeto die off, and therés arisk that it's adaptable enough to out-evolve the
robophages, so I'm going to keep you here overnight—just for observation. Hopefully you'll be well
enough to go home tomorrow, and I'm going to write you up for aweek off work while you recover. In
the meantime, have athink about whatl said concerning your memory problem, and we can talk about it
in the morning when | check on your progress.”

The snake-heads et go of me and wrap themsalves back around the staff as Hanta stands up. "Sleep
wdl!"

NATURALLY, | dontdesgpwell a al.

At firg, | gpend an indeterminate time shuddering with cold chillsand occasiondly forgetting to inhae until
some primitive reflex kicks meinto sucking in great rasping gasps of air. Seep isout of the question when
you're afraid you'll stop breathing, so | amuse mysdlf to the point of abject terror by rolling the events of
the day over in my mind. Greet arteria gouts of blood project like ghosts upon the wall, shadows of my
guilt over killing Fiore. . . Fiore? But he doesn't know | killed him! Did | halucinate the whole thing?
Obvioudy not the mad scramble up the shaft, arms burning with overstressed muscles. The priest and the
doctor both knew about it. Assuming | didn't imaginether visits, | remind mysdf. I'm fighting off amecha
infection and an obscure neurologicd crisis a the same time. Wouldn't it be reasonable to suspect | might
just be out of my skull?

The lights on the ward have dimmed, and the glimpse of sky | can see through the windows is degpening
toward purple, fly-specked with burning pinpricks of luminescencethat glitter oddly, asif refracted
through a deep pool of water. Maybe they don't know | know about Curious Y éllow and the assembler
inthelibrary basement, | tell mysalf. They just think I'm having amenta breakdown, and | went for alittle
dimb. Dissociative fugue, isn't that what the ancients called it? | got mysdf infected with compost
nano and Fore called Hanta in to patch me up, and hewon't mention it in Church because it would
undermine the integrity of the experiment. Maybe they'reright, and | just imagined killing Fiore. I'm not
amply remembering fragments of badly suppressed memories, I'm confabulating out of fragments,
synthesizing false memories from the wreckage of afailed erasurejob. The memoriesof my timeinthe
Cats, could they smply be recollections from agame | used to play? Multiplayer immersive worldswith a
plot and an identity model—I don't remember being agamer, but if | wanted to get rid of an addiction,
mightn't | havetried to flush it out with alightweight round of memory surgery?

| can't ask anyone, | redlize. If | ask Sam, and he hasn't heard of the Linebarger Cats, it doesn't mean



they weren't redl—everyone here's been through memory excison! I'd giggleif my throat wasn't so dry. |
am Reevel Watch me fake up a bunch of memories to haunt myself with! Wasthe guy who stalked
me through the hallways of the Invisible Republic real ? What about the mad bitch with the swvord who
caled me out? I've been running from enemies| never actualy sawv—only glimpsed out of the sdes of my
eyes. It'slike I'm suffering from blindsight, the strange neurological traumathat leavesits victims unable to
see but ableto sense eventsin their visud fied by guessing. Maybe I'm an intelligence agent trying to
track down a dangerous nest of enemies. . . and maybe I'm just a sad, sick woman who used to
subgtitute game play for living ared life and who's now paying the price.

| lieawakein thetwilight and eventudly | realize that the shivering has gone. | ache, and I'm feeble, but
that's to be expected after the long climb. And as| lie there | become aware of the subtle noises on the
ward, the soft white noise of the air-conditioning, thetick of aclock, the quiet sobbing of—

Sobbing?

| St bolt upright, the sheet and blanket falling avay from me. My thoughts churn in pardld with a sense of
dread and a numinous awareness of relief. Rescuing Cass and If Cassis here, then that memory was
real with Sill doesn't mean everything else wasreal andfindly If it wasreal, Cassmust be . . .

"Shit," | hear myself mutter. | pull the bedding up and clutchiit like afrightened child. "I can't ded with
this" | fed like sucking my thumb. "I am not ready for this." I'm subvocalizing, so low | make no sound. |
haveto talk softly when I'm telling mysdlf the truth, because the truth is embarrassing and hurtful. | flash
back to what Hanta said: When she's better, I'll ask her who she wants to be, and that's a comfort
because | certainly don't have anything better to offer her. Is Hanta up to doing memory surgery
properly? | ponder. It would surprise meif they didn't have afull surgeon-confessor aong for the
ride—it'sthe ultimate prophylactic for those little ethical embarrassmentsthat an experimenta polity might
auffer. (Or for thoselittle infiltration-level embarrassmentsthat a secret military ingdlation might
encounter, alying, cynicd part of methat I'm no longer entirely sure | believein adds.)

| lie down again. The sobbing continuesfor awhile, then | hear the clacking heds of anursng zombie
converge on the bed. Quiet voices and asigh, followed by snores. The white ghost of anurse pauses at
thefoot of my bed, itsfaceadim ova. "Do you need anything?' It asks me.

| shake my head. It'salie, but what | need they can't provide.

Eventudly | doze off.

15

Recovery

THE next morning starts badly, shattered into fragments like a dropped vase:
"Morefugues. Reeve, you're getting worse."

Hislarge hand enfolding my small one. Weak and pale. He strokes the back of my wrist with histhumb. |
look into his eyes and see sadness there and wonder why—

Two liquid-metal snake-heads bite a my wrist, and | cry out, pulling away as they inject soothing
numbness. The woman who carriesthem is a goddess, golden-skinned with burning eyes.

I'm atank again, aregiment of tanks, dropping through the freezing night toward an enemy habitat—or



did thiscome later? | disconnect from the virtch interface and shake my head, look around at the other
playersin the game arcade, and hear mysdlf whisper, "But it wasn't like that—"

Scratch of a carved goose feather on rough paper, body of a pen made from ahuman bone. Y ou will
remember nothing at first. If you did, they could parse your experience vector and identify you asa
threet.

"She'sredly bad this morning. The adjuvants have worked—that infection is definitely on the mend—but
she'sno useto uslikethis.”

"What do you expect meto do? She'sin danger of diding into full-blown anterograde—"

A suffocating stench of bowelsas| dide my rapier back out of hisguts. He lies among the rosebushesin
adueling zone, beneath the shadow of amarble statue of an extinct species of flying mammal. A sudden
stab of horror, becausethisisaman | could have loved.

IIFiX m.ll
"] can't! Not without her consent.”

Hand tightening around someoneswrist until it'samost painful. " She'sin no condition to give it—look at
that, what are you going to do if she startsto convulse?”'

I'm atank again, looping in apool of horrors, blood trickling benesth my gridded toesas| swing my
sword through the neck of another screaming woman while two of my other instances hold her down.

I'm flying, tumbling arse over wing as my thumb sings akeening pain of broken bone, and | smell the
fresh water of the roaring waterfal beneath me.

"Makeit stop,” | hear someone mumble, and there's blood on my lips where I've dmost bitten through
them. It'sme who's being held down by the tanks, facing awoman with burning eyes, and behind her isa
man who loves me, if | could only remember what his name was.

The snakes hite again and drink deep, and the sun goes dark.
RESTART:
| become aware that someoneis holding my right hand.

Then, atimeless period later, | redize that he's till holding my hand. Which implies hesvery patient,
because I'm il lying in bed, and it'svery bright. "What timeisit?" | ask, mildly panicky because | need
to get to work.

"Ssh. It'saround lunchtime, and everything's dl right.”
"If itsdl right"—Sam squeezes my hand—"how long have you been sitting there?!
"Not long."

| open my eyes and look at him. He's on the stool beside my bed. | pull aface, or smile, or something.
"Liar."

He doesn't smile or nod but the tension drains out of him like water and he sags asit runs away. "Reeve?
Can you remember?"



| blink rapidly, trying to get some dust out of acorner of my left eye. Can | remember—"I remember
lots" | say. How much of what | remember istrueis another matter. Just trying to sort it out makes my
head hurt! I'm atank: I'm adissolute young bioaviator with adesth wish: Maybe I'm a sad gamer case
instead, or adeep-cover agent. But dl of these possibilitiesare awholelot sillier and less plausible than
what everything around meis saying, which isthat I'm asmdl-town librarian who's had anervous
breskdown. | decide I'll go with that version for the time being. | hold Sam's hand tight, like I'm
drowning: "How bad wasit?"

"Oh Reeve, it was bad." He leans across me, and hugs me and | hug him back astight as| can. "It was
bad as can be" He's shaking, | redlize with a sense of growing awe. He feels for me that deeply? "I
was afraid | was going to loseyou.”

| nuzzleinto the base of hisneck. "That would be bad.” It's my turn to shudder with afrisson of exigtentia
dread at the thought that | could havelost him. Somewhere in the past week Sam has turned into my
anchor, my refuge in the turbulent waters of identity. "I'vegot . . . well. Thingsare abit jumbled today.
What happened? When did you hear . .. 7'

"l came assoon as| could,” he mumblesin my ear. "Last night they cdled but said | couldn't vistt, it was
too late." Hetenses.

"And?" | prompt. | fed asif there should be something more.

"Y ou werefitting." Hes till tense. "Dr. Hantasaid it's an acute criss, you needed afixative, but she
couldn't do it without your permission. | told her to give it anyway, but she refused.”

"A fixative? What for?"
"Y our memories." He'seven tenser. | let go of him, feding cold.
"What doesthisfixative do?"

Dr. Hantaanswers from behind me as| turn round to look at her. "Memory is encoded in anumber of
ways, asdifferentiad weightingsin synaptic connections and a so as connections between different nerves.
The last excision and redaction you underwent was faulty. Y ou began to experience breakthrough. In
turn, that was triggering aertsin your enhanced immune system, and then you got yoursalf exposed to a
mechanocytic infestation, which made things much worse. Whenever new associative traces would start
integrating, your endogenous robophages would decide it was a mechanocyte signa and kill the nerve
cdls. Youwerewel on your way to losing the ability to form new long-term associative
traces—progressive brain damage. Thefixativeisnormally used asthe last step in redactive editing. |
used it to renormdize, erase, the old memories that were breaking through. I'm sorry, but you won't be
able to access them now—you keep those that you've dready integrated, but the others are gone for

Sam hasloosened hisgrip on me, and | lean againgt him as| stare & the doctor. "Did | give you
permission to messwith my mind?' | ask.

Hantajust looks at me.

"Did1?' | echo mysdlf. | fed aghast. If she did it against my will, that's—
"Yes'" says Sam.

What?"



"She—you were pretty far gone.” He hunches over again. " She was describing the Situation to you, and
me, and | was asking her to do it, and she said she couldn't—then you were delirious. Y ou began
mumbling and she asked you, and you said yes."

"But | don't remember .. ." | stop. | think | do remember, sort of. But | can't be sure, can 1? "Oh."

| stare at Hanta. | recognize the expression in her eyes. | stare at her for along time—then | manageto
make mysalf nod, just aquick jerk redly, but it's enough to break contact, and | think we al breathe out
amultaneoudy. Meanwhile I'm thinking, Shit, I'll never be able to figure out where I've come from
now, will 1? But it's not as bad as what was going to happen otherwise. | don't remember the attacks,
exactly, but | remember what happened between them, the consequences—it's aconsistent story. A new
story of my life, | suppose. "'l fed much better,” | say cautioudy.

Sam laughs, and therésaraw edgein it that borders on hysteria. Y ou fed better?' He hugs me again,
and | hug him right back. Hantais smiling, withwhat | think isrelief a a difficult Stuation resolved. The
suspicious paranoid corner of mefilesit away for future reference, but even my secret-agent self iswilling
to concede that Hantamight actually be what she seems, an ethicaly orthodox practitioner with only the
best interests of her patients at heart. Which isabig improvement on Fiore or the Bishop, but at least one
out of threeisn't bad.

"So when can | go home?' | ask expectantly.

IT turns out that I'm stuck in hospita for the rest of the day and the next night, too. Hospitd lifeis
tedious, punctuated by the white-clad ghosts whedling around trolleys of food and different things,
instruments and dark age potions.

| still achefrom thefever, and | fed weak, but I'm well enough to get up and go to the bathroom on my
own. On my way back | notice that the curtains around the other occupied bed on the ward are drawn
back. | glance around, but there are no nurses present. Steeling mysdlf, | approach.

It is Cass, and she'samess. Her legs are encased in bright blue polymer tubes from toe to thigh, and
raised by wires so that the bedding dangles across her in akind of valley. The bruises on her face have
faded to an ugly green and yellow except around her eye sockets, which look smultaneoudy puffy and
hollow, her eydids sagging closed. She's il thin, and atranducent bag full of fluidisdowly draining into
her wrist through apipe.

"Cass?' | say softly.

Her eyes open and roll toward me. "Guuh," she says.

"What?' Sheflinchesdightly. | hear footsteps behind me. "Areyou dl right?'

The nursing zombie approaches. "Please step away from the patient. Please step away from the patient.”
"How isshe?’ | demand. "What have you doneto her?'

"Please gep away from the patient,” saysthe nurse, then adifferent reflex triggers. "All questions should
be addressed to medica authorities. Thank you for your compliance. Go back to bed.”

"Cass—" | try alast time. Gross memory surgery falsthrough my mind like asnowflake, freezing
everything it touches. | fed awful. "Areyou there, Cass?'

"Go back to bed," saysthe nurse, atouch threateningly.



"I'm going, I'm going,” | say, and | shuffle away from poor, damaged Cass. Casswho | thought was Kay,
obsessing over her, when dl the time Kay was deegping in the next room, and Casswasliving ina
nightmare.

| have aproblem with the ethics here, | think. Hantal's not bad. But she collaborates with Fiore and

Y ourdon. What kind of person would do that? | shake my head, wincing at the cognitive dissonance.
Onewho'd performillegd memory surgery then implant the recollection of giving informed consent in the
victim's mind? | shake my head again. | don't redly think Hantawould do that, but | can't be sure. If the
patient agrees with the practitioner afterward, isit redly abuse?

IT'Sabright, sunny Thursday morning when Hanta comes and sits by my bedside with aclipboard.
"Wel!" Her smileisfresh and gpproving. "Y ou've doneredly well, Reeve. A splendid recovery. | think
you're about well enough to go home." She uses her pen to scribble an annotation on her board. "Y ou're
till convalescent, so | advise you to teke it very easy for the next few days—certainly you shouldn't go
back to work until thistime next week at the earliest, and idedlly not until the Monday afterward. Take
this note and give it to Janiswhen you return to work, it's a certificate of exemption from employment. If
you fed a al unwell, or have another dizzy spell, | want you to telephone the hospital immediately, and
well send an ambulance for you.”

"Will the ambulance be much useif I'm incoherent or hdlucinating?' | ask doubtfully.

Hanta shoves an unruly lock of hair back into place: "Were dtill populating the polity,” she says. "The
paramedics aren't due to arrive until next week. They have to have additiond skill set upgradesto their
implants. But in two weeks timeif you cal an ambulance or see anurse or need a palice officer, you
won't be dedling with azombie." She glances aong the ward. "Can't happen soon enough, if you ask
me"

"l wasmeaningtoask . . ." | trail off, unsure how to raise the subject, but Dr. Hanta knowswhat I'm
talking about.

"Y ou did the right thing when you called the ambulance," she saysfirmly. "Never doubt that." She touches
my arm for emphadgis. "But zombies are no use for nonroutine circumstances™ A littlesigh. "It be much
easer when | have human assistants who can learn on the job."

"How big isthe polity going to grow?"' | ask. "The origina briefing said something about ten cohorts of
ten, but if you're going to have police and ambulance crews, surdly that's not enough?'

She looks surprised. "No, ahundred participantsis just the size of the comparison set for score
renormaization, Reeve, asingle parish. We introduce participants to each other in a controlled manner,
ten cohortsto a parish, but you're nearly all settled in now. Next week iswhen we open the manifold and
link al the neighborhoods together. That'swhen Y FH-Polity actualy comesinto existence! It'sgoing to
be quite exciting—you're going to meet strangers, and therelll be far fewer zombies."

"Wow," | say, my voice hollow and my head spinning. "How many, uh, neighborhoods, are you planning
tolink in?'

"Oh, thirty or so parishes. That's enough to form one small city, which is about the minimum for astable
society, according to our moddls.”

"Keeping track of that must beabig job," | say dowly.

"Y ou can say that again." Dr. Hanta stands up and straightens her white coat. "It takes at |east three of
me to keep track of everything!" Another errant curl getstucked behind her collar. "Now, if you don't



mind, I'm going to leave you. Y ou're ready for discharge whenever you want to go home; just tell the
nurse on the front desk that you're leaving. Isthere anything el se?"

"Yes" | say hadtily. Then | pause for amoment. "When | was having my crigs, were you tempted to . . .
you know, change anything? Apart from administering the fixative dgorithm, that is?"

Hantastares at me with her big brown eyes. Shelooks thoughtful. "Y ou know, if | tried to change the
minds of everyone who | thought needed changing, I'd never have timeto do anything ese." She amilesat
me, and her expression turns chilly. "And besides, what you're asking about is highly questionable
behavior, ethically questionable, Mrs. Brown. To which | have two responses. Firgly, whatever | might
think of apatient, | would never act in amanner contrary to their best interests. And secondly, |
expected better of you. Good day."

Sheturnsand stalks away. I've really put my foot in it now, | think, feging sck with embarrassment.
Me and my big mouth . . . | want to run after her and apologize, but that would be asking to compound
the misunderstanding, wouldn'tit? Idiot, | tell mysdlf. She'sright, they couldn't run the polity without
having amedica supervisor who has the subjects best interestsin mind; and I've just pissed off the only
member of the experimentd team who might be on my side. She could have helped me figure out how to
fitin better, and ingtead . . . Shit. Shit. Shit.

Theresredly nothing left to do here. | stand up and rummage through the carrier bag Sam left for me last
night. There's underwear, aflora print dress, and a pair of strappy sandals, but he forgot my handbag.

Oh well, he getshigh marksfor trying. | make myself decent then, after waiting long enough for Dr. Hanta
to leave theward, | head down to reception. On theway | pass the other ward, signposted
MATERNITY. | guessit'll be getting busy in afew months, but right now it's depressingly empty. There's
aspring in my step as| reach the front desk. ""Checking out,” | say.

The zombie on the desk nods. "Mrs. Reeve Brown leaving the ingtitution of her own vaolition," she drones.
"Haveaniceday."

The hospita faces onto Main Street, sandwiched between arun of shops and astretch zoned for offices.
It'sasunny, warm day, and my spiritsriseas| go outside. | fed airy and empty, light asafesther, not a
careintheworld! At least, not for now, astubborn part of me muttersdarkly. Then | get theimpression
that even the part of methat'sawaysdert shrugsits shouldersand sighs. Still, might as well take the
day off to recover. Fiore has actualy let me off the hook, for which | can thank Dr. Hanta; so I've got
an actua choice. I'm free to keep on kicking and struggling againgt the inevitable, or | can go home and
relax for afew days, just play the game and settle down. (It'l avoid attracting unwelcome attention from
Fiore or the score whores, and | can pretend I'm having fun while I'm about it; I'll treat it like agame.
Plus, it occursto methat if | want to get back at Jen, the best way to do it isto defeat her on her own
terms. | can dways go back to figuring out how to escape later.) Meanwhile, | realy ought to try to sort
things out with Sam because | don't like the way paranoia and dread seemsto have been levering us

apart.

It takes me three hoursto catch ataxi home, mostly because | pass the Lady's L odge Beauty Parlor and
stop to get my hair tidied up, and then the department store. The staff in the salon and the store are till dll
zombies, which isannoying, but at least they don't get in theway. | need some more clothes, anyway—I
have no ideawhat happened to what | was wearing the other day, plus, dressing alamodeisagood,
easy way to boost your score, and | can use that right now—and in between buying a couple of new
outfits | fetch up at the cosmetics counter. The storeis deserted, and | figure I'll give Sam asurprise, so |
wait while the zombie assistant applies amakeover with inhuman speed. Those dark ages folks may not
have had much by way of reconstructive nano, but they knew alot about using natural productsto
change they way they looked: | barely recognize mysdf in the mirror by the time she'sfinished.



I'm till not very well, and find myself flagging much sooner than | expected. So | finish off in the shop,
arrange to have my purchases delivered, and catch ataxi home. Home is much as | expected—amess.
The cleaning service | commissioned when | got the library job has been round, but they only come once
aweek, and Sam has been letting the dirty dishes pile up in the kitchen and leaving the glassesin theliving
room. | try to ignoreit and put my feet up, but after hadf an hour it'stoo much. If I'm going to settle down
abit, | need to take care of that—it's part of the role I'm playing—so | move everything to the kitchen
and start cycling them through the dishwasher. Then | go and lie down for awhile. But a pernicious
demon of dissatisfaction has gotten into my head, so | get up and start on the living room. It comesto me
that | redly don't like the way the furnitureislaid out, and there's something about the sofa that annoys
me unaccountably. The sofawill haveto go.In the meantime | can rearrange where everything is, and then
| redlizeit's nearly six. Sam will be home soon.

I'm avery poor cook, but I manage to puzzle my way through the instructions on the cartons, and I'm just
laying out the cutlery on the dining table in the dayroom when | hear the door rattle.

"Sam?' | cdl. "I'm home!"

"Reeve?' He callsback.

| gep into the hall, and he does adouble take. "Reeve?' He gapes a me: It's a priceless moment.
"l had alittle accident at the cosmetics counter,” | say. "Likeit?"

He goes cross-eyed for amoment, then manages to nod. In addition to the makeover I'm wearing the
sexiest, most revedling dress | could find. I'll take my praisewhere | find it. Sam's never been agreat one
for expressing hisemotions, and thisis going pretty far for him. Cometo think of it, helookstired,
sagging indde his suit jacket.

"Hard day?' | ask.
Henodsagain. "I, uh"—he draws breath—"1 thought you wereill."

"l am." I'm moretired than | want to admit in front of him. "But I'm glad to be home, and Dr. Hanta's
given methe next week off work, so | figured I'd lay on alittle surprise for you. Are you hungry yet?'

"I missed lunch. Didn't fed much like eating back then." He looks thoughtful. "That wasn't such agood
idea, wasit?'

"Comewithme." | lead him into the dayroom and sit him down, then go back to the kitchen and switch
on the microwave, then pick up the two glasses of wine I'd poured and take them back to the table. He
doesn't say anything, but he's agog, eyestracking me like an incoming missile. "Here. A toast—to our
future?"

"Our ... future?' Helooks puzzled for amoment, then something seemsto clear in hismind, and he
rases hisglassand finaly smilesa me, surrendering some inner doubt. "Yes."

| hurry back to sort out our supper, and we eat. | don't taste much of the food because, to tell the truth,
I'mwatching Sam. | came so closeto losing him that every moment feels delicate, like glass. A huge and
complex tendernessis crystalizing in me. " Tl me about your day,” | ask, to draw him out, and he
mumbles through an incoherent story about missing papersfor adeed of atainder or something, watching
my face all thetime. | have to prompt him to eet. When he'sdone, | walk round the table to fetch his
plate, and | can fed the heat of his gaze on me. "We need to talk,” | say.

"Weneed." Hisvoiceis congested with emation. "Reeve.”



"Comewithme" | say.
He stands up. "Where? What is this about?*

"Comeon." | reach out and take his necktie and gently tug. He follows meinto the hdlway. "Thisway." |
take the steps dowly, going up, listening to his hoarse breathing deegpen. He doesn't try to pull away until
| reach the bedroom door.

"We shouldn't be doing this" he sayshoarsdly. "I don't know why you're doing this, but we mustn't.”

"Comeon." | give him alittle tug and he follows meinto the bedroom and | finaly let go and turn to face
him. | fed aloosenessin my innardsas| ook up at hisface, awarmth at my crotch. "Kay. Sam.
Whoever you are. | loveyou.”

| freeze, my eyeswide as| see his pupils dilate and he looks puzzled: | redlize he didn't hear me! "The
magic phrase, Sam." And | redlizethat | mean it. Thisisn't the stinger-ampoule side effect of Jen'smadice,
it's something more profound. "What you said to me the other day, I'm saying it right back to you." His
expression clears. "Come here."

Helooks confused, now. "But if we—"

"No buts." | reach over to him and tug at the knot on his necktie. It unclipsfrom hiscollar, and | fumble
at the top button. He chews his upper lip, and | can fed him trembling under my fingers, warm and
immensaly solid and reassuring. | take astep closer until I'm leaning up againgt him, and | fed through his
clothesthat he'sas excited as| am. "l want you, Sam, Kay. | don't want to have any barriers between
us, it hurtstoo much. I've nearly lost you twice now, I'm not going to lose you again.”

His hands on my shoulders, huge and powerful. His breath on my cheek. "I'm afraid thisisn't going to
work, Reeve."

"Lifésfrightening.” | get another button undone, then | ook up to see hisface above me, and | stop. |
was about to stretch up to kiss him, but something about his expressonisn't right. "What isit?’

"What's wrong with you?' he hisses. "Thisisn't like you, Reeve, what's hgppening?'

"I'm doing what | should have done last week." | wrap my arms around him and lean my forehead against
his shoulder. But hel's started atrain of thought going, running on railsright through my lust smple: "I've
had a bad experience. It put alot of thingsinto anew perspective, Sam. Y ou ever had one of those?
Done something stupid and crazy and maybe a bit evil and only redlized afterward that you'd jeopardized
everything you ever cared about? Been there, done that—more than once—most recently the day before
yesterday, and | don't want to be defined by my mistakes. So I'm walking away from them. | want usto
work, | don't want to—"

"Reeve, sop it. Sop this. You're scaring me."

Huh? | pull back and stare at him, offended. It'slike abucket of ice water in the face.
"Thisisn't you speaking, isit?' he asks. He sounds certain.

"Yesitid" | ings.

"Redly?' Helooks skeptica. ™Y ou wouldn't have thrown yourself at melikethislast week."

"Yes| would! Inamoment, if | wasn't so conflicted.” Then what he'strying to tell me without actualy



saying it in so many words sinksin, and | jam one hand across my mouth to keep from screaming in
frudration.

"So you're not conflicted now," he says, gently leading me over toward the bed and pushing me down on
the edge of it, Stting next to me so we're shoulder to shoulder. "But you were conflicted when you went
into the hospital, Reeve. Y ou've been conflicted aslong as I've known you. So you'll pardon my
momentary suspicion when, the moment you get home, you throw yoursdf at me? After swearing off sex
entirdy just aweek ago.”

It'stherein front of me, ayawning abyss of my own making, no longer avoidable since Dr. Hanta applied
her fixative. | am stuck with the methat | have become, unable to restore that which ismissing. "'I'm not
who | wasaweek ago,” | say tightly. "Shefixed the memory leskage, for onething. And I've acquired a
restored sense of my own mortaity from somewhere | don't want to talk about, except it's not anything
that they did to me. I think." But acynical corner of my mind says, You said "l love you," didn't you?
Last time you did that, your CY-hack was triggered. Someone's tweaked your netlink, haven't

they?

The cold horror that stedls over you when you wake up unsure whether you died in the night has just
stroked its bony hand aong my spine. Somewhere between the cooling puddie of blood in the library
basement and Dr. Hanta's 9y consent, | seem to have lost something. Sam'sright, old-mewouldn't be
doing this. Old-me would be scared of different things, and rightly so—and I'm till scared of Fiore and
Y ourdon, and | still want out of their perverse managed society, but we're on board aMA Sucker, and |
know what that means.

"I dill want you," | tel him. Although aworm of doubt adds, "I'm just not sure | want you for the same
reasons | wanted you last week."

"They've gotten to you.”

| laugh shakily. "They got to mealong time ago. | just didn't notice until now." | clutch at him, but as
much from terror aslust. "Why are you here, Kay? Why did you sign up for the experiment?"

"| followed you."

"Bullshit!" | can seeit now. "That's not enough. And don't tell me it wasto get away from your time with
theice ghouls. Why did you go there? What were you running away from?"

Samisdlent and unresponsivefor awhile. "If | tell you, you'l probably hate me."

"S0?" | see an opportunity. Shuffling up onto the bed | pull my legs up under my dress and Sit
cross-legged with my handsin my lap. "If | listen to your story and | don't hate you afterward, will you let
mefuck you?'

"l don't see what that's got to do with—"

"L et me be the judge of my motives, Sam." Even if they're contaminated. "Y ou keep trying to
second-guess me. It's getting to be abad habit. Before, | didn't want to deep with you for reasons that
made sense a the time. Then when the reasons no longer apply, you say I'macting out of character. Y ou
don't give me credit for being able to change of my own valition.”

He shakes his head.

"Have you any idea how insulting that iS?"



"That's not what | meant—"

" am capable of change, that'swhy I'm herel™ | draw a deep breath. "I'm not who | was during the war,
Sam, or beforeit, or even after it. I'm who | am now, which isthe end product of al those other people
becoming one another. They can put you into the dark ages, but they can't put the dark agesinto you, not
short of truncating your life expectancy to about three gigasecs or erasing So many memories you might
aswdl be..." | tral off. I've got astrangefedling that | just redlized something vitally important, but I'm
not sure what.

Helooksa meoddly. "You'll hate me," he says. "l did terrible things."

"S0?' | shrug. "'l did bad things, too. People out there wanted to kill me, Sam. | thought it was something
to do withamission | was on and had accidentally erased, but now I'm not so sure; maybe they were
just after me because of, well, one of the people | used to be. A person who fought inthe war. A
combatant.”

He rocks back and forth thoughtfully. "Nobody here but uswar criminas," he says.

It isvery interesting to discover that the phrase "my blood runs cold” actudly reflects a physica sensation.
It ismuch less pleasant to do so while Sitting next to someone you love unconditionally and currently can't
share aroom with without needing a change of underwear, and who's just triggered that sensation in your
head. And it's even worse when you redlize that what he said appliesto you, too. "Nobody here but us
mongters,” | say, trying to be flippant. "Or amnesiacs haunted by the ghosts of their past lives.”

"Hasit occurred to you that Y FH-Polity might be very convenient for a certain type of person?' Sam
asksdowly.

I'm getting impatient. "Are you going to lay me down on this bed and have sex with me after you finish
lecturing meto death?

Heturnsafunny color. "If we both ill want to."

If we both gtill want to. Well, | guessyou just have to work with what youve got. “I'm al ears,” | say.
He shudders. "Don't say that."

"Wl its'—not literally—"true. Sort of ."

"Where were you when the war broke out?' he asks.

Oops. | didn't expect him to ask that. Revedling that kind of thing would be abig no-no under normal
circumstances—a breach of operationd security that could alow an opponent to work out exactly who
you are and thereby figure out al sorts of useful things about you, enough to endanger you operationdly,
because virtualy everything you ever did in public is stored in a database somewhere. But—werein the
guts of aMASucker, and if I'm not mistaken, there's only one data channel in or out, and Sam isn't part
of the cabal, and | reckon the current risk of our being eavesdropped onislow. Nor are these normal
circumstances.

"| was aboard aM A Sucker, interviewing the crew,” | admit. "We were cut off for more than agig after
the net went down." Sam makes athoughtful noise. ™Y our turn,” | prompt, trying to change the subject.

"l wasan auditor.” Samissdlent again. "That'swhy they drafted me."
llTrw?l



"The Solipsist Nation: Third Unforgivable Thoughtcrime Battalion, to be precise. They weredoing a
search and sweep for unsecured memory temples through the disconnected segment | was stranded in,
less than a hundred kilosecs after Curious Y ellow cut loose. I'd already been censored and
compromised, and they just grabbed me and added me to their distributed denia of consciousness array.
| spent the next couple of megs scrambling graveyards beyond retrieva, then they got around to actualy
in-processing me and assigned meto erasing archivetrails.”

Ugh. And | thought what | did in the Linebarger Cats was ugly? | must shiver or give some other
cue because Sam pullsaway from medightly. "What clades did the Solipsist Nation dign with?' | ask,
trying to distract him.

"What clades?' He shakes his head. "It was us against everyone, Reeve. Y ou think anybody in their right
mindswould aly themsdaves with an aggressively solipsistic borganism?”

"But you"—I force mysdlf to lean closer as| ask; he's tense and unhappy—"you were just a component,
weren't you?"

He shakeshis head. "I had some degree of autonomy, by the time the war ended the Nation had taken to
investing us with amodicum of freewill. | was. . . well. Before thewar, | looked pretty much the way
you do right now. The Nation upgraded me, turned me into acombat ogre—and put me on occupation
duty. Y ou know what they called us? Rape machines. If you want to bresk someone'swill to res<, you
can go viathebrain, but if the netlink's been fried by EMP, you haveto get physical. They gave us
penises with backward-facing spines, you know that? Wedid . . . terriblethings. Eventudly we were
overrun—my segment was overrun—aby aconsortium of enemies, and they offlined us and when | woke
up | was back to being me again, but a me with memories and alarge chunk of the Nation wedged in my
head. | spent half ameg in my cdll disbdieving inthewalsand floor before | redlized that they had to
exig for the samereason | had to exist. And while | was part of the Nation | did things." Deep breath.
"Thingsthat left me ashamed to be human. Or male.”

"Yeeh, but." | gal."Y ou weren't yoursdf. Right?'

"I wish | could bdlievethat." He soundsforlorn. "I wouldn't do that kind of thing now, but then—I
remember believing in what | was doing. That was part of why | did theice ghoul thing, | didn't want to
be part of a speciesthat could dream something like the Solipsist Nation into existence. | wanted—we
wanted—to think every thought in the human phase-space. Do you know what it's like to be hungry and
aways eating and never full ? Solipsist Nation wrecked memory temples out of spite because they
contained thoughts we hadn't originated. And | contributed to that. | enthusiastically optimized the
processes. | did it because | wanted to." He takes a deep breath. "1 killed people, Reeve. | killed people
permanently.”

"Then were not so different.”
"You?' Hedtares. "But you saidyoud. . ."

"| started the war on aMASucker; | didn't stay there.” | take a deep breath, because | don't think | can
dodge thisone. "I volunteered. Joined the Linebarger Cats, combat operations. Spent nearly agigasec
being an armored regiment. Ended up in Psyops.”

"Well." Hisvoiceisshaky. "I didn't expect that."
"What proportion of the people here do you think fought in the wars?'

"I haven't thought about it."



"People who were there don't want to remember it. Almost as soon aswe'd got aloca cease-fire
established, people were dinking off to the surgeon-confessors.”

"Yes" He pauses. "But Reeve, I'm amongter. There are thingsin my head—even after excison—that |
don't liketo visit. Y ou don't want to get too closeto me.”

"Sam." | shift toward him."I'm.. .. Therearethings| tried to bury, too. | could say the same. Do you
cae?'

"What, about what you did?’
"Yes"
"No."

"Wdll, then." It'smy turn to sound shaky. "What | said earlier stands. A bargain, and you agreed to it,
hmm?'

Heshrinksaway. "I didn't know."

| swallow to try and clear my dry mouth. "I don't mean right now," | say. To my surprise, | meanit. "But |
gtill want you, just as soon as you get used to theideathat | want you and I'm still me. Y ou don't haveto
project your hatred of what you were forced to do onto me. And besides, | didn't see any barbs on your
cock the other night.”

"But you've changed too much!" He bursts out, like an iced-over air valvefindly cutting loose. "Since Dr.
Hanta saw you. Before that, you were you: Y ou were moody and thoughtful, you were cynica, you were
funny—I don't have the wordsfor it. Whatever shedid, it's changed you, Reeve. Y ou'd refuse to do
something just becauise it was expected of you; now you'e trying to make mefuck you! Do you redly
want to get trapped in Y FH for the foreseeabl e future? Trapped and pregnant, too?”

| think about it for amoment. "What's the problem?’ Hantais a more than conscientious doctor, and I'm
confident I can survive a pregnancy—after al, every female mammal in my family treedid it before me,
didn't they? How bad can it be?

"Reeve." Now he'slooking at me asif I've morphed into battle-form, sprouting spikes and guns and
armor before hiseyes. | giggle. It'slike he's seen aghost! "What have they doneto you?'

"Offered meaway out of having been amonger.” | lean toward him hopefully. "Give me akiss?'
DESPITE my best planning, we do not make lovein theend.

Infact, when | finish the cleaning up and come to bed, Sam gets up and, with deepy dignity, insgstshe's
deegping done.

| am so angry and frustrated that | could cry. My problem is easily defined—it's the solution that € udes
me. It's not that I've changed alot, but—with or without Hanta's prompting—I've decided to take some
time out of struggling, and the outward manifestation looks like ahuge switch. Sam smply hasn't caught
up with meyet. It's very disturbing to be around someone who seemsto have inverted all their values and
beliefs, and | know if it was Sam who'd been in hospital and come home glassy-eyed and different, 1'd be
incredibly upset. But | wish he wouldn't project his anxiety onto me—I'm dl right, in fact I'm better than
I've been at any time since | first woke up in the custody of the surgeon-confessors.

Y es, there's aproblem here: Fiore and Y ourdon are doing something very dubious with a serialized copy



of Curious Y dlow, they've figured out away to defeat the security paich in everyonesimplants; and they
seem to be researching how to use socid control rulesingtaled via CY to creste an emergent
dictatorship. But—and thisisthe important question—why should | care? Haven't | been through
enough dready?| don't haveto let mysalf be tortured by my own memories; I've dready nearly killed
mysdlf trying to do what Sanni and the othersin Security Cell Blue wanted. I've done my duty, and failed.
Andnow...

My dirty little secret isthat while | wasin hospita | redlized that | could give up. I've got Sam. I'vegot a
job that has the potentia to be asinteresting as| want it to be. | can settle down and be happy herefor a
while, even though the amenities are primitive and some of the neighbors are not to my taste. Even
dictatorships need to provide the vast mgority of their citizenswith acomfortable everyday life. | don't
haveto keep fighting, and if | give up the struggle for awhile, they'll leave me done. | can dways go back
toit later. Nobody will scream if | stop, except maybe Sam, and helll adapt to the new me eventualy.

All of whichisgreet in theory, but it doesn't help when I'm crying mysdlf to deep, aone.
16

Suspense

THE next day isFriday. | wake up late, and by thetime | get downgtairs, Sam has dready gone to work.
| feel drained, enervated by the aftereffects of my infection and the stupid climbing attempt, so | don't do
much. | end up spending most of the day shuittling between the bedroom and the kitchen, catching up on
my reading and drinking cups of weak tea. When Sam comes home—really late, and he's already eaten
at the steak diner in town and had a glass or three of wine—I demand to know where he's been, and he
clamsup. Nether of uswantsto back down, so we end up not talking.

On Saturday | come downgtairsin timeto find him putting the lawn mower away. "Y ou'll need to tidy up
inthegarage," he says by way of greeting.

"Why?"' | ask.

"l need to stash some stuff.”
"Uh-huh. What Suff?'

"I'm going out. Seeyou later.”

He means it—ten minutes after that he's gone, off in ataxi to who knowswhere. And it's our most
sgnificant communication in two days.

| kick mysdlf for being supid. Stupid is the watchword of the day. So | go into the garage and look for
stuff to throw out. It'sascrapyard of unfinished projects, but | think the welding gear can go, and the
half-finished crosshow, and most of the other junk I've been tinkering with under the mistaken ideathat
what | need to escape fromis where | am, rather than who | am. Some bits are missing anyway; | guess
Sam's dready made a start on clearing it out to make room for hisgolf clubs or whatever. So | hegp my
stuff in one corner and pull atarpaulin over it. Out of sight, out of mind, out of garage, that'swhat |

sy.

Back ingde, | try to watch some TV, but it'sinane and dow, not to mention barely comprehensible.
Bright blurry lights on alow-resol ution screen with a curving front, dow-moving and tedious, with plots
that don't make sense because they rely on shared knowledgethat | just don't have. I'm steeling mysdlf to



turnit off and face the boredom a one when the telephonerings.

"Reeve?!

"Hi? Who—Janisl How areyou?"' | clutch the handset like a drowning woman.
"Okay, Reeve, listen, do you have anything on today?"

"No, no | don't think so—why?"

"I'm meeting a couple of friendsin town this afternoon to try out anew cafe near the waterfront that's just
appeared. | waswondering if you'd like to come and join us? If you're well enough, that is.”

"I'm"—I pause—"supposed to take it easy for afew days. That'swhat Dr. Hantasaid.” Let her chew on
that. "lsthere a problem with work?!

"Not so you'd notice." Janis sounds dismissive. "I'm catching up on my reading, to tdl the truth. Anyway,
| got the note from the hospital. Don't worry on my part.”

"Oh, okay then. Aslong as I'm not going to have to run anywhere. How do | get to this place?’

"Just ask ataxi to take you to the Village Cafe. I'll be there around two. | was thinking we could try out
the cafe and maybe chat.”

| am getting an itchy feding that Janisisn't telling me everything, but the shape of what she's not telling me
iscoming through clearly enough. | shiver abit. Do | really want to get involved? Probably not—but
they'll sart talking if | dont, | think. Besides, if they're planning something supidly dangerous, | oweit to
Dr. Hantato talk them out of it, | suppose. | glance a the TV set. "All right. Be seeing you."

It'saready one o'clock, so | change into asmarter outfit and cal ataxi to the Village Cafe. I've no idea
what friends Janis might have in mind, but | don't think sheld be tastel ess enough to invite Jen dong.
Beyond that, | don't want to risk making a bad impression. Appearances count if you're trying to up your
score, and other people pay attention to that kind of thing. And | don't expect Janiswould be organizing
anything likethisif it wasn't important.

It'sawonderful day, the sky adeep blue and awarm breeze blowing. Janisisright about one thing—I
don't remember ever seeing this neighborhood before. The taxi cruises between rows of
clapboard-fronted houses with white picket fences and mercilesdy laundered grass apronsin front of
them, then hangs aleft around ataler brick building and drives dong atree-lined downhill boulevard with
oddly shaped buildingsto either side. There are other taxis about, and people! We drive past a couple
out for agtroll along the sdewak. | thought Sam and | were the only folkswho did that. Who am |

missing?

Thetaxi stopsjust before a cul-de-sac where asemicircle of awnings shield white tables and outdoor
furniture from the sky. A stone fountain burbles wetly by the roadside. "Village Cafe," recitesthe driver.
"Village Cafe. Y our credit score has been debited.” Blue numeralsfloat out of the corner of my left eye
as| open the door and step out. There are people sitting at the tables—one of them waves. It's Janis.
She'slooking alot better than the last time | saw her: She's amiling, for onething. | walk over.

"Janis, hi." | recognize Tammy stting next to her but don't know what to say. "Hello everybody?'
"Reeve, hi! ThisisTammy, and herésElaine—"

"H," Bl mumbles



"And thisis Bernice. Have achair? We were just trying to work out what to order. Would you like
anything?"

| St down and see printed polymer sheet menus Sitting in front of each chair. | try to focus on them, just
asabox with agrille on it abovethe door to the cafe crackles and beginsto shout: "Good afternoon! It's
another beautiful day . . ."

"I think I'll haveaginand tonic,” | say.

"Y our attention please, here are two announcements,” continues the box. "lce cream isnow on sale for
your enjoyment. The flavor of the day istruffle and banana. Hereisawarning. Thereisaposshility of
light showerslater in the day. Thank you for your attention.”

Tammy pullsaface. "It's been doing that every ten minutes snce we arrived. | wish it'd shut up.”

"| asked at the counter,” Janis says gpologeticdly. "They say they can't shut it off—it'severywherein this
sector.”

"Y es? What isthis sector, anyway? | don't remember it.” | bury my nosein the menu immediately in case
I've just made afaux pas.

"I'm not sure. It appeared yesterday, so | thought we should go look at it."

"Congder it looked at," saysBernice. Who isdark and dightly plump and wears a perpetua expression
of mild disgust: | think 1've seen her at Church, but that's about it. "Mingsamango lass."

A zombie, mae, wearing adark suit and along, white apron, shuffles out of the cafe. "Are you ready to
order?' heasksinahigh, nasa voice.

"Yes, please Janisrattles off alist of drinks, and the waitron retreatsindoors again. The drinks are
mostly acohol-free: | seem to be one of the odd ones out. Oops, | think. "Tammy and El and | have been
meeting up every Saturday for the past few weeks," she addsin my direction. "Wetell our husbands
we're asewing circle. It'sagood excuse to gossip and drink, and none of them would know ared
sewing circleif onebit himonthetoe s0. . ."

"What is asewing circle?' asks Bernice.

El reaches diffidently into ahuge bag and pulls out athing that looks like an airlock cover made of cloth.
Thereare pinsstuck init, and colored thread. "Something like we al get together to do embroidery. Like
this" She pulls aneedle out and managesto stab hersdlf inthe bal of one thumb withiit. "I'm not very
good yet," she adds mournfully.

"Count me out of the sewing,” | say. "But the drinks and gossip are another matter."

"That'swhat she said you'd say." Tammy flashes me an gpologetic smile. "Besdes, | waswondering if
you knew what had happened to Mick."

Oopsagain. "I'm not sure. | asked Dr. Hanta about him, and she said it was under discussion, whatever
that means. | know Cassistill in the hospitd "

"Ah, right." Tammy leans back. "Ten dollars saysthey both retire from the experiment within aweek."

| shiver. Theré'sonly oneway in or out of aMASucker, for reason of security—to let the flight crew
barricade the door if the civilization on the other sde of it collgpses. "'I'm not sure how likely that is," |



say. "But Dr. Hantahas away of straightening things out. I'm sure shelll be able to do something for
Cass, and | know Mick hasn't visited her since. . . well."

"What about Fiore?' asks Janis.

| am getting the ditinct fedling that they've invited me here to pump me for information, but what do |
care? They're buying the drinks. "I ran into him after the business with Cass,” | say. Then the cafe door
opens, and the waitron returns with our drinks. | shut up until his back'sturned. "He, um, | get the fedling
he doesn't approve of us doing anything unpredictable, but at the same time Mick went too far. We
solved aproblem for him.”

"Oh." Janislooks disappointed, and | mentally kick mysdf. What she'sreally asking about iswhat
happened in the library the day she was off sick.

"| got talking to Dr. Hantain hospital," | offer. "She said, uh, well, she doesn't gpprove of the business
with Esther and Phil at dl. | got the impression she was ydling at the Bishop about it. They're going to
add rulesfor divorce proceedings to the score system to stop it happening again. And rape, to stop
anyone getting ideas from Mick."

"Hmm." Janis looks thoughtful. "If they stick to agtrict dark ages re-creation, they'll make rape a serious
pendty score, but only if the mae gets caught.”

"Eh?' Tammy looksindignant. "What good will that do?!

"What good does any of thisdo?" Janis asksdrily. She reachesinto her handbag and pulls out a piece of
knitting, which she passesto me. "l think thisisyours, you left thisin thelibrary,” shetellsme.

| gulp and hastily stuff the Faraday cage lining of my botched experimenta carrier into my handbag.
"Thanks, | suredid,” | babble.

Janissmilesdowly. "It'sabit scratchy, but it catchesthelight just so.”
Wheels within wheels. "It needs a bit morework," | extemporize. "Where did you find it?"
"In the back office. | wasjust tidying up.”

My heart seemsto be pounding, but nobody else has noticed. Janislooks a me, then looks at El. "What
do you think?' she asks.

El looks up from her embroidery, harried. "I think | fed alittle Sick," she says, and reachesfor her pink
lemonade. "Church is going to be bad tomorrow."

"L ots of developments,” Tammy agrees.
"What are you talking about?' | ask.
Janisnods at me: "Y es, that'sright, you've been in hospital al week. Since Tuesday, anyway."

Tammy pullsout atablet and putsit on thetable. "L ots of new stuff in here," she says, tapping the screen.
"Y ou'll want to know about it."

"About what?' | ask.

"For starters, it seemsour last cohort isin place here.”



"But they said there were another fourteen after mine'—I do the math—"so we're six short. At leest?!

Tammy taps her tablet. "They've been running multiple sections of Y FH-Polity in pardle. Werejust one
subsector, aparish, they cdl it. From Monday they're al going to be linked up, so we've got lots of new
neighbors™

So far thisiswhat Dr. Hantatold me. "And?'

Janis givesme along, appraisng look. "It'salot bigger than they told you outside when you were signed
up. What doesthat suggest to you?"

| look at her bdlly. It'snot much of abump yet. Then, dmost involuntarily, my eyesdide sdeways. "El,
areyou, | mean | hope I'm not prying here, but are you by any chance—"

"Pregnant?’ El looks at me with her baby-blue eyes and puts one hand on her ssomach. "Whatever gave
you that idea?"

| try not to wince too obvioudy. "My period's overdue,” says Bernice.
Permanence. "What el se are they doing?" | probe.

"Therearealot of new facilities opening up,” Tammy explains enthusiasticaly. "There's akinematoscope,
and aswimming pool and gymnastic coliseum, and atheatre. More shops, too. And City Hall will be
open for busness"

Bernice cracks before |l do. "Whoa That's anew one on me!"
" think they're trying to make us comfortable,” says Janis,

"Us?' | ask. "Or them?' My eyestakein bellies around the table, occupied bellies. In fact, mineisthe
only un-occupied one here. Thanksto Sam.

"Doesit make any difference? I'm pretty sure most of uswill be too busy changing nappies soon to worry
about anything dse"

Janis has atone of voice that she uses when she means to convey the exact opposite of the litera
meaning of her words. She'susing it now, laying on the sarcasm with atrowe.

| smile brightly. "Then | suppose you think we should lie back and enjoy these wonderful new
recregtiona resources”

"Reeve" Tammy sayswarningly, "thisisserious”

"Oh, you bet," | agree enthusiagtically. "Absolutdy!" | finish my drink. "I'm sure you ladies have got lots
of important thingsto be talking about, but | just remembered | haven't finished washing the dishes, and
I've got to clear out the garage before my husband getshome.” | stand up. "Thanksfor the weaving,
Janis. Seeyou later?!

The rest of the soi-disant ladies sewing circle look dubious, but Janis smiles back at me, then winks. "Be
seaing you!"

| beat ahasty retreat. | like Janis, but this sewing circle of hersfrightens me. She's unhappy here, that
muchisclear, and | don't think shelll want Dr. Hantato help her over it. I'm going to have to tell Fiore
about Janis, | redlize. She needs help. After Church tomorrow?



THE journey to Church the next day is strained and tense. We dressin our Sunday best and call ataxi as
usua, but Sam doesn't say anything—he's taken to communicating in grunts—and keeps casting me odd
sdelong looks when he thinks | won't notice. | pretend not to see. In truth I'm tense, too, winding myself
up for the inevitable and unpleasant conversation with Fiore after the service. Church is packed these
days, and we're lucky to get aseat. At least there are other churches in the other parishes (and
presumably other instances of Fiore to preach in them), soit'snot likely to get any more crowded. "Well
haveto leave earlier in future,” | tell Sam, and he Saresa me.

Forewalksin and goesto the front, and the music strikes up, a catchy brassy little number by (my
netlink tells me) acomposer named Brecht. Then Fiore starts the service proper. "Dear congregants, we
are gathered heretoday in unity to recognize our placein the universe, our immutable rolesin the great
cycledf life, which none shdl take from us. Let us praise the desgners who have given usthisday and dl
the days before usaroleto fulfill! Praise the desgners!”

"Praise the designers!" echoes the congregation.

"Dear congregants, let us remember that true meaning and happinessin life can be found through
complying with the great design! A round peg in around hole!"

"Around peg in around hole!" rollsthe response.

"Let usaso give thanksfor the happiness that has come to Mrs. Reeve Brown, who is now most
certainly around peg in around hole, and for the solace and comfort that members of our congregation's
away team have brought to Mrs. Cassandra Green, now recovering in hospital! Happiness, comfort, and
olace!”

"Happiness, comfort, and solace!"

| shake my head, happy but confused. | can't figureit out, why is Fiore holding me of al people up asan
exampleto the rest of the congregation? | glance round and see Jen, a couple of aides away, Saring
snake eyesat me.

"It isour duty to carefor our neighbors, to help them conform to the ways of our society, to join with
them in their joy and their sorrow, their acceptance and their forgiveness. If your neighbors need you, go
unto them and give them the benefit of your generosity. We are al neighbors, and those of uswho are not
in need thisweek may be amongthe neediest next week. Guide and care for them, and chide them when
itisappropriate. . ."

| begin to zone out. Fiorésvoiceis hypnotic, histone risng and faling in ameasured cadence. It'swarm
and stuffy in Church with the doors shut, and it ssems Fiore isn't going to divert from hissermon to
condemn asinner thisweek. For which | should be grateful—Fiore could have decided to wreck my
scorefor what | did last week. Despite the warmth, | find myself shivering. He's shown more forbearance
than | expected. Should | follow his example, and instead of telling him about Janis, try to set her straight
mysdf?

". .. For remember, you are your brother's keepers, and by the behavior of your brethren shall you be
judged. Voyage without end, amen!”

"Voyage without end!" echoesthe chorus. " Amen!"

We stand, and there's another sing-along, clap-along number—thistimein alanguage | don't understand,
about marching and freedom and bread according to the psalm book—and then the priest and his
attendants |eave the front, and the serviceisover.



I'm abit disappointed, but also relieved as wefile out of the Church into the bright daylight, wherea
buffet iswaiting for us. Sam is even quieter than usud, but right now | don't care. | snag aglass of wine
and a plate with awheatmeal and fungus confection on it and wander over to the vicinity of our cohort.

"Decided to settle down, have we?' asksavoice at my left shoulder. | manage to suppress afrown of
distaste. It's Jen, of course.

"I carefor my neighbors" | say, squeezing every gram of sincerity | can mugter into it; then | make mysdlf
gmilea her.

She beams back at me, of course. "Metoo!" Shetrills, then glances round. "'I'm glad Fiore was merciful
today, though. | gather some of us might have been in for arough ride!™

Sy little bitch. "I've no ideawhat you're talking about,” | begin, but it'simpossible to go on because the
Church bells have begun to ring. Normaly they clang in avague semblance of rhythm, but now they're
jarring and clattering as if something's caught up among them. People are turning and looking up &t the
tower. "That's odd."

"Yes, itis" Jen sniffsdismissvely and beginsto turn toward anearby knot of males.
"I haven' finished with you."
"In your dreams, darling." A broad grin, and she dips away.

Irritated, | look up at the tower. The door below it isgar. Odd, | think. It'snot strictly my business, but
what if something's come loose? | ought to get help. | deposit my glass and plate with a passing waitron
and walk toward the door, taking care to stay off the grassin my high hedls.

The clashing and clattering of disturbed bellsis getting louder, and there's something dark on the front
step, under the door. As| make my way toit | look down and an unpleasantly familiar stink infiltrates my
nogtrils, bringing tearsto my eyes. | turn round, and yell, "Over here! Help!" Then | push the door open.

The bell tower isatdl spaceilluminated by smal windowsjust below the base of the spire. The daylight
spilling down from them casts long shadows across the beams and the bells that dangle from them,
jostling and clashing above the whitewashed floor, staining the spreading pool of dark liquid. Spreading
black, the gray of shadows, and a pale pendulum swinging across the floor. It takes a second for my eyes
to grow accustomed to the dimness, and another second before | understand what they're showing me.

Mick, of al people, isthe one playing the endless atona carillon that summoned me. It isimmediately
obviousthat his mastery of musicisinvoluntary. He hangs from abell-rope by the ankles, hishead tracing
an endless pendulous circuit across the floor in twin tracks of blood. Someone has taped hisarmsto his
body, gagged him, and rammed hypodermic needlesinto each ear. The cannulae drip steadily, emptying
what's|eft of hisblood supply from his purple and congested head. L oops and whorls and spirals of
blood havetrickled in addicate filigree, but some unevennessin the ground leads the runnelsto flow
toward apool on theinsde of the door.

I'm smultaneoudy appalled, dumbstruck with admiration for the artistic technique on display, terrified that
whoever did it might still be lurking at the scene, and utterly nausested at my satisfaction at Mick'send.
So | do the only sensible and socidly expedient thing | can think of, and scream my lungs out.

Thefirst fellow to arrive on the scene—a couple of seconds after | get started—isn't much use: He takes
onelook at the impromptu chandelier, then doubles over and adds hislunch to the puddie. But the
second on the scene turns out to be Martin, one of the volunteer gravediggers. "Reeve? Areyou all



right?’

| nod and manage to take a sobbing breath. | fed unstable, and my visioniswatery. "Look." | point.
"Better get the. . . the. .. Fiore. HEll know what to do."

"I'll call the police." Martin walks around the pool of blood and vomit carefully and picks up the
telephone handset that's fastened to the wall by the vestry entrance. "Hello? Operator?' Hejigglesthe
switch on top of the handset. "That's odd."

My brainisdowly beginning to work again. "What's odd?’
"The telephone. It's not making any noise. It doesn't work."

| snuffle, wipe my nose on the deeve of my jacket, and stare at him. "That's very odd." Yes, aquiet
corner of my mind reminds me, that's odd, and not in a good way. "L et'sgo outsde.”

Andrew—the guy who's throwing up—hasjust about finished, and is down to making choking, sobbing
noises. Martin pulls him up by one arm, and we walk outside together. There's agrowing crowd on the
porch, curiousto know what's going on. " Someone cal the police,” Martin shouts. "Get the Reverend if
you can find him!" People are pushing past him to look insde the doorway, yelling in disbelief and coming
back out again.

Somebody is sending us, the congregation, a message, aren't they? | ssumble but make it down onto
the grass. Sam'sthere, looking concerned. ™Y ou were with me during the service,” | hiss. Y ou were next
to methewholetime. Y ou know where | was."

"Yes?' Helookspuzzled. Sodo I. I'm not sure why I'm doing this, but . . .

"| spoke to Jen briefly, then heard the bells and went to see. Then | screamed. | wasonly insidefor a
second on my own. Wasn't 17"

Sam getsit: His shoulderstense suddenly. "How bad isit?"

"Mick." | gasp quietly, then run out of words. | can't continue just now because | had to look; | saw how
hiskiller fastened him to the bell-rope by hisankles, cutting him and running the thick rope through the
mesety gap between the bone and the thick tendon. I'm half-afraid that when they cut him down, they'll
discover he was raped firgt, while paralyzed, before hiskiller strung him up to drain likeadab of flesh. A
moment later I'm leaning on Sam's shoulder, sobbing. He doesn't pull away, but holds mein slence while
al around usthe crowd throbs and chatters. I've seen many horrible thingsin my life, but therewasa
judicid deliberation implicit in what was done to Mick—a hideous moral statement, blindly confident in
its own righteousness. | know exactly who did it, even though | spent the entire service next to Sam;
because for hours on end | lay awake and fantasized about doing that to Mick, the night we took Cass

away.
"WELL, Mrs. Brown, how fascinating to see you here! Alwaysin thethick of things, | see.”

His Excdlency smileslike a skeleton, jaw agape a some private joke. Sam shuffles next to me but holds
his peace. Y ou do not talk back to the Bishop, especialy whenit's clear that his humor isamercurid
thing, a butterfly floating above ablast furnace of rage at the intrusion that has spoiled his Sunday.

Fore clearshisthroat. "Sheisnot asuspect,” he says iffly.

"What?" Y ourdon's head whips round like a snake's. The police zombies around ustense asif nervous,
hands going to the batons at their belts.



It's been half an hour since | opened the door, and the cops have surrounded the churchyard. They're not
letting people go until Y ourdon says 0. He's clearly in afoul mood. Cold-blooded murder isn't
something our community has had to deal with so far, and if wereto stay in the pirit of the experiment,
we must remember that to the ancients it was as grievous a crime as identity theft or relationa corruption.
It'sat thispoint that the deficiencies of our little parish become gpparent. Wehave no red chief of police,
no trained investigators. And so the Bishop isforced to tend hisflock in person.

"I saw her arrive with her husband, she was present throughout the service, and numerous witnesses saw
her approach the door and go inside, then heard her scream. She was aoneinside for all of ten seconds,
and if you think she could have committed the offensein that space of time.. . ."

"I'll ask for you to second-guess me when | can't be bothered to make up my own mind." Y ourdon's
cheek twitches, then he switches his attention to Martin so abruptly | fee my kneesweaken. Aninvisble
pressure has come off my skull. ™Y ou. What did you see?’

Martin clears histhroat, and is Stuttering into an account of finding me screaming before a corpse when a
cop walks up to Fiorefor abrief, mumbled conversation.

Y ourdon glares a his subordinate. "Will you stop that?"
Fiore shuffles. "1 have new informetion, Y our Excdlency.”
"Yes?Wadl, out withit! | haven't got al day."

Fore—the bumptious, supercilious buffoon of a priest who likes nothing more than to lord it over his
congregation—wiltslike a punctured aerogtat. "A preliminary forensic examination gppearsto have
reveded DNA traces | eft by thekiller.”

Y ourdon snorts. "Why did we wait to commission a squad of detectives? Come on, don't waste my
ti rrE.ll

Fiore takes a sheet of paper from the cop. "PCR amplification in accordance with—no, skip
that—determines that the fingerprint on file is congruent with, uh, myself. And nobody elsein
Y FH-Polity."

Y ourdon looks furious. "Are you teling methat you strung him up to bleed out?"

To hiscredit, Fiore holds hisground. "No, Y our Excdlency, I'm tdling you that the murderer isplaying
withus"

| lean againgt Sam, feding nauseous. But that was my fantasy, wasn't it? About how to deal with
Mick. And | never told anyone about it. Which means, | must be the killer! Except | didn't do it.
What's going on?

"That'sit." Y ourdon claps his hands together. " Action this day—you, Reverend Fiore, will coordinate
with Dr. Hantato select, train, and augment achief police constable. Who in turn will be empowered and
authorized to induct four citizensinto the police force at the rank of sergeant. Y ou will also discusswith
me at alater date the selection of ajudge, proceduresfor arraigning criminas before ajury, and the
gppointment of an executioner." He glares at the priest. "Then you will, | trugt, return your chapel to the
pristine condition it wasin before | entrusted it to you—and see to the pastora care of your flock, many
of whom arein dire need of direction!"

The Bishop turns on his hed and sweeps back toward hislong black limousine, trailed by atrio of police
zombies bearing primitive but effective automatic wegpons. | sag againgt Sam'sarm, but he keeps me



upright. Fiorewaits until the Bishop dams his door shut, then takes a deep breath and shakes his head
lugubrioudy. "No good will come of this," he grumblesin our direction—us, the proximate witnesses, and
the zombieswho discreetly hem usin. "Police: dismissed. Citizens, you should attend to the state of your
consciences. At least one of you knows exactly what happened here today, before the service, and
gaying slent will not beto your benefit.”

The police zombies begin to disperse, followed by agaggle of curious parishioners. | approach Fiore
cautioudy. I'm very disturbed, and I'm not surethisistheright time, but . . .

"Yes, what isit, my child?' He narrows his eyes and composes hisface in asmile of benediction.
"Father, |, | wonder if | can have aword with you?' | ask hesitantly.

"Of course." He glances at a police zombie. "Go to the vestry, fetch amop and bucket and cleaning
materids, and begin cleaning up the floor of the bell tower."

"It'sabout . .." | trail off. My conscienceredly is pricking me, but I'm not sure how to continue. | fedl
eyes on me from across the yard, curious eyes wondering what I'm saying.

"Do you know who did it?" Fiore demands.
"No, | wanted to talk to you about Janis, she's been very strange lately—"

"Do you think Janiskilled him?' Bushy elevated eyebrows frame dark eyesthat stare down his patrician
nose a me, anose that doesn't belong to the same face as those wattles of fatty tissue around histhroat.
"Doyou?’

"Uh’ n C n

"Some other time, then,” he says, and before| redlize I'm dismissed, he's calling out to another police
zombie, "You! You, | say! Go to the undertaker depot and bring a coffin to the bell tower—" And a
moment later he'swaking away from me, cassock flapping around his boots.

"Comeon," says Sam. "Let'sgo homeright now." He takes me by the arm.
| screw up my eyesto keep from crying. "Let's”

He leads me across the car park toward the waiting queue of taxis. "What did you try to tell Fiore?' he
asksquietly.

"Nothing." If he wantsto know so badly, he can talk to me the rest of the time, when I'm lonely.
"I don't believe you." He'sslent for aminute as we get into ataxi.

"Then don't believe me." Thetaxi pulls awvay from the curb without asking us where we want to go. The
zombiesknow usdl by sght.

"Reeve." | look a him. He stares at me, his expression serious.
IIWI,HI?I
"Please don't make me hate you."

"Toolate" | say hitterly. And right then, for exactly that moment, it'strue.



17

Mission

IT'Sraining when | wake up the day after the murder. And it rains—gently, lightly, but
persistently—every day for the rest of the week, mirroring my mood to perfection.

I've got the run of the house and doctor's orders to take things easy—no need to go in to work in the
library—s0 | should be happy. | made up my mind to be happy here, didn't 1? But | seem to have
messed things up with Sam, and there are dark, frightening undercurrents at work around me—people
who've made the opposite choice and who'll pounce on mein aningant if | don't treed a careful line.
Now that | havetimeto think things through, I'm profoundly glad that Fiore wasn't paying attention when
| tried to tell him about Janis. Lifeis getting cheaper by the week, and there are no free resurrections
here—no home assemblersto back up on daily.

Am | redly that worried?
Yes.

| manage to make it through to Thursday morning before | crack. | wake up with the dawn light (I'm not
deeping well at present), and | hear Sam puttering around the bathroom. | 1ook out the window at the
raindropsthat steadily fal like atranducent curtain before the vegetation, and | redize that | can't stand
thisany more. | don't want another day on my own in the house. | know Dr. Hanta said to take the
whole week off to recover, but | fed fine, and at least if | go in to work, ther€lll be something to do,
won't there? Someoneto talk to. A friend, of sorts, even if she's behaving weirdly these days. And even
if | feel uncomfortable about what I'll say when | see her.

| dressfor work, then head downstairsand call ataxi, asusua. I'm haf-tempted to walk, but it'sraining,
and I've neglected to buy any waterproof gear. Rain aboard a starship, who'd have imagined it? |
wait just ingde the front porch until the taxi pulls up, then rush over to it and pilein on the backseet.
"Takemetothelibrary," | gasp.

"Surething, malam.” Thedriver pullsaway, with a bit more accel eration than I'm used to. "Wonder when
thiswesther will stop?"

Huh? | shake mysdlf. "What did you say?"

"I heard from Jmmy &t the public works department that they're doing it because they discovered a
problem with the drainage system—need to flush out the storm sewers. I'm Ike, by theway. Pleased to
mest you."

| just about manage to recover gracefully: "I'm Reeve. Been driving cabslong?’

He chuckles. "Since| got here. You'realibrarian? That's anew one on me. | can get you downtown
from here, but you'll need to show me which block it'son.”

"The merger,” | manageto say.

"Y eah, that'sthe dedl." He taps a syncopated rhythm on the steering whedl, keeping time with the
windscreen wipers, then hauls the cab through asharp turn. "What does alibrarian do al day?'

"What doesacab driver do?' | counter, still shaken. Those are manual controls! They put one of usin



charge of a machine likethat . . . They must be serious about turning thisinto afunctioning polity.
Which meansthey probably figure they've got the scoring levelsloaded into our implants just about right.
"People comein and they ask for books and we help them find them.” | shrug. "Therés moreto it than
that, but that'sit in anutshell.”

"Uh-huh. Me, | drive around dl day. Get acal on the wirdess, go find the fare, take them where they
want to go."

"Sounds boring. Isit?"

He laughs. "Finding books sounds boring to me, so | guess we're even! Downtown square, City Hall
coming up. Where do you want to go from here?"

It's not raining in the downtown digtrict. "Drop me off hereand I'll walk the rest of theway," | offer, but
he's having none of it.

"Naah, | need to learn where everything is, don't I? So whereisit?'
| surrender. "Next left. Go two blocks, then take the first right and park. Y ou're oppositeit.”

| arrive a my workplace thoroughly shaken and not quite sure why. | aready heard Y ourdon talking
about police sergeants and judges. Are we going to end up without any zombiesat dl, doing everything
for ourselves? That would be how you'd go about running an accurate dark ages socia smulation, |
redlize, but it means things are happening on an atogether larger scale than 1'd imagined.

I'm alittle late—the library is aready open—nbut there are no customers, so | walk straight up to the
counter and smile at Janis, who is nose-down in abook. "Hi!"

Shejerks upright, then looks surprised. "Reeve. | wasn't expecting you today."

"Well, | got bored sitting around at home. Dr. Hantasaid | could comein to work today if | wanted to
and, well, it beats watching the rain, doesn't it?"

Janis nods, but she looks unamused. She closes her book and puts it down carefully on the desk. "Yes, |
supposeit does." She stands up. "Want a cup of coffee?’

"Yesplease!" | follow her back into the staff room. It feelsredly good to be back—thisiswhere |
belong. Janisisfeding low, but | can help sort that out. Then weve got alibrary to run! And what could
be better than that? Ike can keep his smelly, dangerous cab.

"Well then." Janis switches the kettle on and looks me up and down critically. "1 may haveto go out for a
couple of hours. Y ou going to bedl right running the place on your own?"

"No problem!™ | sraighten my skirt. Maybe it was somelint?

She winces, then rubs her forehead. "Please, not so much enthusiasm thisearly in the morning. What's
gotten into you?'

"I've been bored!" | manage to keep myself from squesking. "1t's been boring at home, and it's been
raining al week long." | pull out the other chair and sit down. ™Y ou can't go shopping every day of the
week, there's only so much cleaning and tidying you can do in one house, the televison isboring, and |
should have stopped here to borrow some books but | thought . . ." | wind down. What have | been
thinking?



"l think | see” A wan smiletugs at the corners of her eyes. "How's Sam?"
| tense. "What makes you ask?"

The smile fades. "He was here yesterday. Wanted to talk about you, wanted to know my opinion . . . He
doesn't fed he can talk to you, so he hasto let it out with someone else. Reeve, that's not good. Areyou
al right?Isthereanything | can doto help?"

"Y es, you can change the subject.” | say it lightly, but she just about freezes right up on the spot. "Sam's
taken offense to something | said, and we need to sort it out between us." My stomach churnswith anger
and guilt, but | bite back on it. It'snot Janissfault after dl, but Sam should know better, the pig. "WEell
sort it out,” | add, trying to reassure her.

"l ...see" Janislooksasif she's sucking on adice of lemon. Right then the kettle comesto abail, so
she stands up and pours the hot water into two mugs, then scoopsin the creamy powder and mixesit up.
"I hope you won't take this the wrong way, Reeve, but you seem to have changed since you came out of
hospitd. Y ou haven't redlly been yourself."

"Hmm?What do you mean?"' | blow on my coffeeto codl it.

"Oh, littlethings." She raises an eyebrow a me. "Y ou've gained a certain enthusiasm. Y ou're more
interested in exteriors than interiors. And you seem to have lost your sense of humor.”

"What's humor got to do withit?" | glare at my mug, willing myself not to get angry. "1 know who | am, |
know who | was."

"Forget | saidit." Janissighs. "I'm sorry, | don't know what's gotten into me. I'm getting redlly bitchy
these days." Shefdlsslent for awhile. "1 hope you don't mind my leaving you for afew hours.”

| manage aforced laugh. Janississues aren't my business, strictly spesking, but—"What are friendsfor?"

Shelooksat me oddly. "Thanks." Shetakes amouthful of her coffee and makesaface. "This stuff isvile,
the only thing worsethat | can think of isnot having it a al." Her frown lengthens. "I'm running late. See
you back around lunchtime?"

"Sure," | say, and she stands up, grabs her jacket from the back of the door, and heads off.

| finish my coffee, then go back to the front desk. There's somefiling to do, but the cleaning zombies
have been thorough—they didn't even leave me any dusty top shelvesto polish. A couple of bored office
workers drop in to return books or browse the shelves for some lunchtime entertainment, but gpart from
that the placeis dead. So it happensthat I'm Sitting at the front desk, puzzling over whether there'sa
better way to organize the overdue returns shelf, when the front door opens, and Fiore stepsin.

"l wasn't expecting you," he says, pudgy eyes narrowing suspicioudy.

"Redly?" | hop off my stool and smileat him, even though al my ingdtincts are screaming a meto be
careful.

"Indeed not." He sniffs. "Isthe other librarian, Janis, in?"

"She's out thismorning, but shell be back later.” | get ahorrible sense of d§avu as| look a him, likea
flashback to a bad dream.

"Hmm. Well, if | can trouble you to turn your back, | have businessin the repository.” Hisvoicerises. "l



don't want to be disturbed.”

"Ah, dl right." | take an involuntary step back. There's something about Fiore, something not quiteright, a
fera tendgon in hiseyes, and I'm suddenly acutely aware that were done, and that he outweighs me two
to one. "Will you belong?'

His eyesflicker past my shoulder. "No, thiswon't take long, Reeve." Then he turns and lumbers toward
the reference section and the secure document repository, not bothering to look at me. For amoment |
don't believe my own ingtincts. It'sagesture of contempt worthy of Fiore, after al, aman so wrapped up
in himsdlf that if you spent too long with him, you'd end up thinking you were afigment of hisimagination.
But then | hear him snort. There's the squesk of the key in thelock, and a cresk of floorboards. ™Y ou
might aswell come with me. We cantak insde."

| hurry after him. "Inwhat capacity am | talking to you?" | ask, desperately racking my brainsfor an
excuse not to join him. "Isit about Janis?"

Heturns and fixes me with abeady stare. "It might be, my daughter.” And that's pure Fiore. So | follow
him through the door and down the stepsinto the cellar, a hopeless tension gnawing at my guts, still
unsure whether I'm right to be worried or not.

Fiore pauses when we get to the strange room at the bottom of the airs. "What exactly do you think of
Dr. Hanta?' he asks me. He soundstired, weighed down with cares.

I'm taken aback. What isthis, somekind of interna politicking? " She's'—I pause, biting my tongue,
acutely aware who I'm talking to—"refreshingly direct. She meanswaell, and she's concerned. | trust her,”
| add impulsively, ressting the urge to add, unlike you. I manage to maneuver so my back isto the
gorage shelveson onewal. If | have to grab something—

"That's not unexpected,” Fiore says quietly. "What did she do to you?'
"Shedidnt tdl you?'

"No, | want you to tel mein your own words." Hisvoiceislow and urgent, and something in my heart
breaks. | can't pretend thisisn't happening anymore, can 1? So | play for time.

"I was having frequent memory fugues, and | picked up anasty little case of gray goo up top in the ship's
mass fraction tankage. That set my immune system off, and it began taking out memory traces. Dr. Hanta
had to put me on antirobotics and give me acomplete memory fixative in order to stop things
progressing.” | move my hands behind my back and dowly shuffle backward, away from him and toward
thewall. "I'd say she'sasurprisingly ethica practitioner, given the way everyone else here carriesonin
secret. Or do you know differently?!

"Hmm." Fiore—fake-Fiore—leans over the assembler console and tapsin somekind of code. "Yes, asa
matter of fact | do.”

While heisn't watching | take another step back until 1 bump up againgt shelves. Good. I'm aready
mentally preparing what | need to do next.

Fiore continues, implacably. "One of your predecessors here—yes, they're still around in deep
cover—qgot it worked out. Dr. Hantaisn't her real name. She, or rather it, used to be amember of the
Astlepian League.” | givealittle gasp. 'Y es, you do remember them, don't you? She was a Vivisector,
Reeve. One of theinner clade, dedicated to pursuing their own vision of how humanity should be
restructured.”



"Thanksfor reminding mewhat | came hereto get away from,” | say shakily. "I'm going to be having
nightmares about that for the next week."

Heturnsand glaresa me. "Areyou stupid, or—" He sops himsdf. "I'm sorry. But if that'sdl it meansto
you, you really are beyond—" He stabs at the console angrily. " Shit. | thought you'd be at |east vaguely
concerned for therest of usin here.”

| take adeep breath, trying to get my nausea under control. The Asclepians were another of the
dictatorship cults, amorphologica collective. Much worse than the Solipsist Nation. They restructured
polities one screaming mangled body at atime. If Dr. Hantais an Asclepian, and she'sworking with

Y ourdon and Fiore, the future they're trying to sculpt isathing of horror. " She can't be. Shejust can't.”

"And | suppose you think Mgor-Doctor Fioreisjust afat, egocentric psychiatrist?' Hegrinsat me
humorlesdy. "Stop that, Reeve, | know what you're up to. Hanta fucked with your head redlly well, didn't
she? Probably got you to give your consent firgt, too. They're hot on formalities, Asclepians. Fiore and

Y ourdon are war criminds, too. Shit, most of the people here did things so nasty they want to forget
everything. Do you remember why thisisan experimental polity?”

"Remember?' That's anew one on me.

"Oh. A memory fixative, that makes sense." Hetakesafina poke at the console. It dings and turns
luminous green. "Where would dictators be without our compliant amnesia? Make the collectiveloseits
memory, you can conceal anything. ‘Who now remembersthe Armenians? " He takes a step back.
"Ligten, well have to bresk whatever conditioning she loaded your implant with."

My stomach churnsfor red thistime. | feel sick. HE'samonster, and he wants to drag me back down
into the turmoil | wasin before Hanta sorted me out. And I've been up the ladder now, | know theresno
way out. We're suck here. Resistanceisfutile. | realy ought to run for it, call the Bishop and get the
police to take him away. But that'd be like betraying mysdlf, too, wouldn't it?"Did you kill Mick?" |
whisper. "How did you get in that body?"

"Will you fed better if | say yes?' Hisvoiceissurprisngly gentle. "Or will you fed worse?!
"I'll—" | take another gulp of air. "l want to know."

Fake-Fiore, Robin, blinks dowly, pudgy eyes closing: | tense but he opens them again before | can
gather my witsto move. "It was after you killed Fiore," he says. "'l got into the assembler and backed
myself up, programmed in abody merge and neura splice, so I'd come out in Fiore's skin instead of
like..." Henodsa me. "l put atwo-hour hold on it to give you time to get the mess sorted out, but you
must have blanked in between. So | wake up insde the gate and find the basement has been partialy
cleaned, and you're missing, and | had to finish the job. Fiore's backed up in the gate, and I've got his
biometrics, so | manage to get adump of hisimplant, and when one of him showed up to check on you, |
told him you'd just gone missing. He believed me. HEs not very good a handling multiplicity.

"On Sunday morning | went to visit Cassin the hospital,” he saysquietly. "It turnsout | wasnt her first
vigtor that morning. | haven't heard anything about it through the rumor net, but it was pretty bad: | think
Hanta covered it up afterward but if you werewondering . . . | caught Mick. Hed been living in the
basement of an empty house, steding stuff from folks kitchens while they were at work—we're atrugting
bunch, have you noticed that? We leave our back doors unlocked. He'd gagged her and you saw the
tissue scaffolds Hanta had her legsin. She couldn't do anything. | mean, she wastrying to get away, but
not getting very far. He was raping her again, Reeve, and you know what | think about third chances.”

| nod, gulping for breath. The horror of it isthat | can see everything in my mind's eye: me-in-Fore'sflesh



creeping up on Mick as he humps away, Cass thrashing around helplesdy—Mick's probably tied her
arms out of the way—and me-in-Fiore's-flesh saps Mick at the base of the skull. He doesn't do it very
carefully, because he's beyond fury at this point; beyond caring about inflicting subarachnoid
hemorrhages. He doesn't care at al whether Mick wakes up again. In fact he thinks Mick's waking up
would be avery bad idea, at least for Cass, and maybe cometo think of it he can use Mick to send a
message to any borderline sociopaths who are thinking about following his example—

It'svery me. Meas| used to be, not me as | was before (quiet, peaceful historian, devoted family man)
or meas| am now (dightly squirrelly, evanescent with the joy of discovering what it'slike to surrender
after fighting for what seemslike my entirelife), but meas| wasin the middle, the grim-faced killing
machine. But then | meet hiseyes, and | see an awful sadnessin them, asick sense of guilt that mirrors
what | fed a the knowledge that I'm absolutely going to have to shop him to the Bishop because we
can't afford to have amurderous doppel ganger of one of our most respected citizens running around—

| grab thefirst thing my fingers scrabble across: aheavy file of paper hardcopy, part of the dump of
Curious Y dlow from the closet upgtairs. | take two brisk pacesforward as| raise it and bring it down on
top of hishead as hard as| can. He sags and falls over, but | don't stick around to finish the job. Instead,
| turn and run for the tairs. If | can make it to the top and dam the door, helll be trapped down here for
long enough to cal—

"Going somewhere?' drawls Janis, pointing a stungun at me from the top step. | can see her trigger finger
whitening behind the guard.

| start to raise my hands. "Don't—"
She does.

| groan and reach up to touch my head, which hurts like hell where Reeve thumped me. Someone grabs
my wrist and tugs experimentaly, and | open my eyes. It's Janis. Shelooks concerned. "What
happened?’ | ask.

"I caught her running up the sairs, in ared hurry to get somewhere.” Janis peersat me. "What about
you?'

| touch my head finally and wince a the sharp pain. " She thumped me with something, abox file think. |
fdl over." Supid, stupid. | fed abit sck. Looking round brings a stab of pain to my neck. "Hit my head
onthe A-gate plinth."

"Thenit waslucky | wasintime."
"Huh. There's no such thing asluck where you'reinvolved.”

"That wasin another life," she says pensvely. "Areyou going to bedl right on your own?1 need to close
up shop.”

"Get it dlosed, dready.” | wince and push mysdf upright, breathing heavily. Thisbody hasalot of
momentum, and alot of insulation, but it'snot built for bouncing around. "I anybody finds us—"

"Il sort them out.”

Janisvanishes updtairs. | Sit up and manage not to retch. Reeve amogt ruined it for both of us, and I'm
horrified at how close| cameto blowingit. If | hadn't figured out who Janiswas, I'd be on my own down
here and Reeve would have killed me without blinking. Doctor's orders.



I'm going to have to do something about Reeve, and I'm not looking forward to this. Surely Hanta—let's
make that Colond-Surgeon Vyshinski, to give her her real name—got to her, but losing aweek isn't
something that | take lightly, and besides, she knows stuff that might comein useful. Dilemmas,
dilemmas. If there was some way to trividly reverse the brainwashing that Hantal's applied . . . shit.
Hantasan arti, isn't she? It'll be some sort of motivational /va ue abreective hack, subtle as hell, leaves
the persondity intact but tweaking the gain on acouple of traits, just enough to turn Reeve into agood
little score whore.

| st with my legs apart, panting atrifle heavily over my enormous wobbling gut-bucket, and try to come
to termswith the fact that I'm going to haveto kill my better haf. It's upsetting, however often you've
doneit before.

There's some clattering upstairs. | stand up, wheezing, and waddle over to see what's going on. | hate this
body, but it's been useful for getting meinto places none of us could otherwise go—they've been letting
their internal security get doppy, forgetting the authenticator rhyme: something shared, something do,
something secret, something you? | suppose settling for something you issufficient if you've got
control over dl the assemblersin apolity, but ill. | wait at the bottom of the stairs. "Whoisit?" | cal
quigtly.

"Me" says Janis. "l need ahand with her."

"Humph." | haul myself up the steps. Janisiswaiting at the top with Reeve, whose wrigts and ankles she's
trussed together with aroll of library tape. Reeveistwitching alittle and showing signs of coming to.
"What are you thinking we should do with her?' | ask.

"Can you get her downgtairs?' Janis asks breathlesdy.

"Yes" | lean forward and grasp Reeve by the ankles: For al that thisbody is grotesquely overweight, it's
not week. | lift and drag, and Janis holds Reeve's arms up enough to stop her head banging on the steps.
At the bottom | pull her toward the A-gate. By thistime her eyesarerolling, and she'sturning red in the
face. Hating mysdif, | lean forward. "What would you do?' | ask her.

"Mmph! Mmmph."

Defiant to the end—that's me. | look up at Janis. "Why didn't you kill her?’
"l didn't want to,” says Janis.

"What, you're going to just—"

"Just put her in the gatel” She sounds stressed.

| get my hands under Reeve's armpits and lift. She goes limp, trying to deadweight on me. "1 don't like
thisany more than you do,” | tell her. "But thistown'stoo smal for both of us."

As| dump her into the A-gate, she kicks out with both legs, but I'm expecting that, and | punch her over
theleft kidney. That makes her double up. | swing the door shut. "Well?' | glare a Janis. "What now?" |
fed likeghit. Killing mysdf always makes mefed like shit. That'swhy I'm deferring to Janis, | think.
Pushing the tough choice off onto someone else's shoulders.

Janisisbending over the control sation. "Figuring thisout,” she murmurs. "Look, I'm going tolift a
template from her, okay?

"Fuck." | shake my head, a parody of resignation. There'sathud from insde the A-gate, and | wince. |



fed for Reeve: | can seemysdf in her place, and it's horrifying. "Why?"

"Because." Janislooks up a me. "Fiore's going to suspect if we keep you running around in drag. Don't
you think it'stimefor you to go back?"

"Back?"
"To being Reeve," she says patiently.

"Oh," I echo. " Oh, | see" Being thumped on the head hasleft me duggish and stupid. Janisisright, we
don't haveto kill her. And suddenly | fed awholelot better about punching Reeve and dumping her into
amacro-scae nanostructure disassembler, for the same reason that punching yourself in the face never
feels quite as bad as having someone ese do it for you.

"I'm going to template from her, and then you're going to follow her, and I'm going to take adeltafrom
your current neura state vector and overlay it on Reeve. You'll wake up back in her body, with both sets
of memories, but you're going to be the dominant set. Think that'll work?"

There's another muffled thump from insde the A-gate, then muffled retching noises—Janis has triggered
the template program, paralyzing Reeve via her netlink, and the chamber isfilling with ablative digitizer
foam. "It had better,” | say.

"I'm worried Fiore may suspect what's going on. The thing with Mick could blow it completdly if he puts
two and two together.”

| sigh heavily. "Okay, I'll go back to being Reeve. | suppose that makes sense.”

"You agree?' Shelooks haggard in the dim light from the celling bulbs. "Good, thenit's not entirely
stupid. What then ... 7

"Then we st down and figure out how to nail down thelid on thismess. Once | know what she knows."

"Right." Her lipsquirk inafaint smile. ™Y our direct, no-nonsense gpproach is aways like a breath of fresh
ar."

"Onceatank, dwaysatank,” | remind her.

"Right," she echoes, and for amoment | can see a shadow of her former self. That sends a pang through
my chest.

"The sooner I'm mysdlf again, the better.”

We st in slence for long minutes while the gate chugsto itsdlf, then finaly the console chimes, and there's
aclick asthe door unlatches. | walk over and swing it open: as usud, the chamber isbare and dry. |
glance over and see that she'swatching me.

"Ready?' she asks.
"See you on the other side, Sanni," | say as| close the door.
That'sdl.

SECURITY Cdl Blue used to be part of the counterespionage division of the Linebarger Cats. It was
supposedly dishanded, all memory traces erased, at the end of the censorship wars. | know thisis not the
case because I'm amember. We didn't disband, we went underground—because our mission wasn't



over.

Thisisarisky business. Our job isto do unpleasant things to ruthless people. Covering our tracks costs
money—Iotsof it, and it isn't dways fungible across polity frontiers these days. Locad militiasand
governments have reinvented exchange rates, currency hedges, and awhole host of other archaic
practices. Some polities are relatively open, while others have fallen into warl ordism. Some place great
stock on authentication and uniqueness tracking, while others don't care who you think you are aslong as
you pay your oxygen tax. (The former make great homes; the latter make greet refuges.) Asa
consequence of the postwar fragmentation, we end up moving around alot, shuffling our appearances
and sometimes our memories, forking spares and merging deltas. At first we live off the capita freed up
by the Cats liquidation; later we supplement it by setting up avariety of businessfronts. (If you've ever
heard of the Deadly Viper Assassination Squad, or Cordwainer Heavy Industries, that's us.)
Operationaly, wework inloosaly coupled cdlls. I'm one of the heavy hitters, my background in combat
ops meshing neatly with my intelligence experience.

About fifty megs after the officid end of hodilities, | receive asummonsto the Polity of the Jade Sunrise.
Itsadrictly tech-limiting polity, and I'm in ortho drag, my cover being awalkabout sword-fighting
instructor. I've got access to enough gray-market military wetware that |1 can walk the walk aswell as
dicethefloating hair, and my second-levd cover isasademilitarized fugitive from summary justice
somewhere that isn't tech-limited—which sets me up for the Odessa Introduction if | see atarget of
opportunity and need to run a Spanish Prisoner scam on them. I've been doing alot of that kind of job
lately, but I'm not sure what this particular oneis about.

The designated rendezvousis the public bathhouse on the Street of Orange Leaves. It'sanarrow,
cobbled, mountainsde road, running from near the main drag with the silversmith's district down toward
the harbor. It'safine spring afternoon, and the air is heavy with the smell of honeysuckle. A gang of kids
are playing throw-gtick loudly outside the drunkenly leaning apartment buildings, and the usud light foot
traffic islaborioudy winding itsway up and down the middle of the road, portersyeling insults at
rickshaw drivers and both groups venting their spleen on the shepherd who'strying to drive asmall flock
of spidergoats uphill.

I've been here long enough to know what I'm doing, more or less. | spot aboy who's hanging back on
the Sddlines and sngp my fingers. He comes over, not so much walking as dithering so that hisfriends
don't see him. Grubby, haf-starved, his clothes faded and patched: perfect. A coin appears between two
of my fingers. "Want another?' | ask.

Henods. "1 don't do thex," heligps. | look closer and redize he's got acleft paate.

"Not asking you to." | make another coin appear, thistime out of reach. "The teahouse. | want you to
look round the back aley and seeiif there are any men waiting there. If there are, come and tell me. If
not, go in and find Mistress Sanni. Tell her that the Tank says hello, then come and tell me.”

"Two coin." He holds up a couple of fingers.

"Okay, two coin." | glare a him, and he does the disappearing trick again. The kid'sgot talent, | realize,
he doesthat like a pro. Sharp doubts intrude: Maybe he is a pro? We rounded up the easy targets a
long time ago—the oneswho're dtill running ahead of ustend to be alot harder to nail.

| don't have long to wait. A cent or so passes, then ligp-boy is back. "Mithreth Thanni thay, the honeypot
ith overflowing. | takeyou to her."

The honeypot is overflowing: doesn't sound good. | pass him the two coins. "Okay, which way?"



He doesaquick fadein front of me, but not too fast for me to follow. We're round the back of adubious
aleyway, then into amaze of anonymous backyards in a matter of seconds. Then he goes over arickety
wooden fence and along another alley—this one full of compogt, the stink unbelievable—and up to an
anonymous-looking back door. "Theth here.”

My hand goesto my sword hilt. "Redly?’ | sare at the kid, then at the two dead thugs leaning against
each other beside the back step. Thekid flashesalightning grin at me.

"You did thay to check the back dley for muggerth, Robin.”
"Sanni?'

He sketches abow, urchin-cool. | raise an eyebrow. The muggerslook asif they're deeping, if you
ignore the blood leaking from their noses. Very good work, for an intel type who isn't awet ops
gpecidig. "Wedon't have long. Authenticate me.”

We do the routine, something shared, something do, something secret, something you—all the suff the
Republic of Isused to do for us. "Okay, boss, why did you call me?' Sanni isn't my boss these days, but
old habits die hard.

"The honeypot islesking." He dropsthe lisp and standstal, Sanni's natura presence shining through the
bottleneck of histhree-hundred-meg body. "We—Vera Six, that is—got word about twenty megs ago

that abunch of familiar spooks were haunting the Invisble Republic. It dl snowballed redly fast. Looks
like severd of the memory laundries have been infiltrated and the glasshouse has been taken over.”

| lean againgt thewall. "The glasshouse?'

Sanni nods. " Someone's going to have to go in and polish the mirrors. Someone else. | forked an instance
five megs ago, and she hasn't reported back yet. It's going to be deep cover, I'm afraid.”

"Shit and pig-fucking shit." | glare a the dead muggersasif it'sther fault.

The glasshouse isarehab center for prisoners of war. The setup is designed to encourage resociaization,
to help integrate them back into something vaguely resembling postwar society; it'saformer MA Sucker
configured as acompact polity with with just one T-gate in or out. Bad guysgo in, civilians come out. At
least, that wasthe original theory.

"What'sgoingon?' | ask.

"| think someone's broken our operationa security,” says Sanni. | shudder and stare at the muggers.
"Yes" hesays, seeing the direction of my gaze. "'l said we don't havelong. A group drawn from severd
of our operationd rivals haveinfiltrated the Strategic Amnesia Commissariat of the Invisible Republic and
taken over the funding and operationa control of the glasshouse. They discharged al the current inmates,
and we no longer know what's going on insde. The glasshouse is under new management.”

"I'm the wrong person, and in the wrong place. Can't you send Magnus? Or the Synthesist? Do an
uplevel callback to descendant coordination and the veterans association and see if anybody—"

"l don't exist anymore,” Sanni says camly. "After my deltawent in and didn't report back, the bad guys
came after my primary and killed me repeatedly until | was amost entirely dead. This'—hetapshis
skinny ches—"isjust apartid. I'm aghogt, Robin."

"But." I lick my lips, my heart pounding with shock. "Won't they smply kill me, too?"



"Not if you're identity-dead first." Sanni-ghost grinsat me. "Hereswhat youre going to havetodo.. . ."

18

Connections

| am me. Joints creak, heart pumps. It'swarm and dark, and I'm deepy. It dowly comesto methat I'm
squatting with my arms wrapped around my knees and my chin—oh. So I'm not passing as Fiore? Right.
That's satisfying to know. One more fact to add to the pile. Roll the dice, see what comes up on top.

I've been in two places at once for most of the past two weeks. I've been in hospital, recovering at home.
Taking to Dr. Hanta, being horrified in the bell tower, trying to tell the Reverend about Janis. And
another me hasbeen living in the library, deeping in the gaff room, cautioudy exploring off-limits sections
of the habitat, and latterly conspiring with Janis. Sanni. A doubled moment of eternd jarring
shock—meeting her head-on up the stairswith agun in her hand, just as startled as aweek ago,
stumbling across her in the basement with aknife. She broke down and cried, then, when she redized
she wasn't the only one anymore. | wouldn't have credited it if | hadn't been there myself.
Hard-as-diamonds Sanni, reduced to this? I solation does strange thingsto people. . .

"Comeon, Reeve. Tak to me! Please. Areyou al right in there?' Theré's anote of desperation in her
voice. "Say something!" Sheleans over me anxioudy. "How doesit fed?"

"Let'ssee” | blink some more then unwrap my arms and push myself upright. I'm Reeve again. Damn,
but | feel so light! After being tied down by the centripeta chains fastened to Fiore'sflesh for more than
atenday, it'san amazing sensation. | could drift away on alight breeze. | find mysdf grinning with ddight,
then | look up at her and my face freezes. "|—she—nearly shopped you to Fiore."

Janis blanches. "When?"

"After we disposed of Mick. Let methink." | close my eyes. | need to get rid of the sudden storm surge
of adrendine. "Low risk. |I—she—was uncertain, and she migudged her timing. She didn't know who
you are, shejust thought you were up to no good, so she tried to shop you for your own protection.
Fiore was preoccupied and told her to get lost. Aslong as nothing reminds him, you're clear.”

"Shit." Janistakes a step back, and | seethat she's il holding the stunner, but she's got it pointed at the
floor. She's swaying dightly, with relief or shock. "That was close.”

| take a deep bregth. "I've never been brainwashed before.” A little part of me il thinks Dr. Hantaisa
sympathetic and friendly practitioner who only meansthe best for me, but it's outvoted by the much larger
part of methat is eager to use her intestines as a skipping rope. "I am"—~breathing too fast, slow down
—"not amused.”

"Let'stry aping tet." Janis hestates for amoment. "Do you love me?"
"I loveyou." My heart speeds up again. "Hey, | heard that!"

"Yes" Janisnods. "l didn't, though. Y ou know what? | think the diffmerge must have scribbled over part
of the CY load in your netlink."

"No." | step out of the assembler and carefully close the door. "It happened earlier. | heard it earlier"—I
fromvn—"talking to Sam, after | got out of hospitd. | mean, she heard it.”



"Curious." She cocks her head to one sSide, avery Sanni-like gesture that |ooks totally out of place on the
Janis I've gotten to know over the past few months. "Maybe if she—" Janis snaps her fingers. "They've
repurposed CY, haven't they? The bit we're carrying around in here, it's used for loading behavior
scorefiles and such, but if Hantals been modifying it to work as a genera -purpose boot loader . . ."

| shudder. The consequences are clear enough. The origind CuriousY low used humans as an infective
vector, but only redlly ran indde A-gatesthat it had infected. A modified CY that can actualy run and do
useful stuff inside ahost's netlink, and which doesn't trigger the detection patch, isawhole ot scarier.

Y ou can do thingswith it like—"The zombies?

"Yes" Janislooks asif she's seen aghogt. "Arewe still in the glasshouse? Or have they rel ocated us?!

"Weredill inthe glasshouse," | reassure her. It'sthefirst bit of good news I've been ableto piece
together so far. "MASucker Harvest Lore, if what she remembers seeing upstairsisanything to go by. |
mean, we might have been on adifferent MA Sucker, but | thought you accounted for them al?*

"I think s0." She nods, increasingly animated. " So that locked areayou found in City Hall"—when | was
being Fiore—"is probably the only T-gate on-ste. Right?"

"There are the short-range gates to the individua residences.” | shiver again: Getting into City Hall and
out again without being identified was a matter of sheer brazen luck. Ten minuteslater I'd have runinto
theredl Fiore. "They're definitely switched off ahub at City Hall; | found the conference suite they
inducted usthrough. As| recdl, on the Grateful for Duration the longjump T-gate was connected to
theflight control deck by adirect short-range gate, but was itsaf stored in aheavily armored pod outside
the main pressure hull, in case someone tried to throw a nuke through. So, if we assume they haven't
rebuilt the Harvest Lore inflight, there's going to be away to get to the longjump node from either City
Hall or the cathedrd, whichisjust over theroad."

"Right." Shenods. "So. If thisisthe Harvest Lore, we're about two hundred years from next landfall. If
we assume exponentiation &, say, five infants per family, theréstimefor ten generations. . . right, they're
looking to breed up about twenty thousand unauthenticated human vectors. Hanta's got time to implant
netlinksin them dl. So when we arrive, she can flood the network with this new population of carriers—"

"That's not going to happen.” | smile, baring my teeth. "Never doubt that. They think they've got us
trapped. But the right way to view it is, we can't retreat."

"Y ou think we can take them on directly?' Sanni asks, and for amoment she's entirely Janis—isolated,
damaged, frightened.

"Watchme" | tdl her.

THE rest of the day passes uneventfully. | say goodbye to Janis and go home as usud. At least, that's
what it must look like to anyone who's watching me. I've spent the past few hoursin an absentminded
reverie, rolling around irreconcilable memories and trying to work out where | stand. It's most peculiar.
Onthe one hand, I've got Reeve's horror at finding Mick dead, her apprehensive fear that Janis might be
"untrustworthy" and ahazard to the friendly and open Dr. Hanta. And on the other hand, I've got Robin's
experiences. Sneaking around City Hall on tiptoe, finding locked areas and avoiding Fiore by the skin of
my teeth. Coming across Mick in the hospita, with Cass. Dropping in on Janisin thelibrary, her initid
guilty fear and the dowly growing conviction—on my part—that she wasn't just a bystander but an dly.
Recognition protocols and the shock of mutua recognition.

Janis has been on her own in here for admost half ayear longer than | have. When she redlized she wasn't
alone, she broke down and cried. She'd been certain it was only ameatter of time before Dr. Hanta got



around to her. Terror, isolation, fear of the midnight knock on the door: They wear you down after a
while. She got pregnant before anyone had figured out that part of the scheme. I'm surprised she's il
functioning a all.

The score system and the experimental protocols are ared obstacleto us: For al we know, half the
population of Y FH-polity could be cell members of one faction or another, blundering around in the
dark, unwilling to risk reveding themsalves. But unless we can somehow kick over the superstructure of
artifice that the caba have established, we won't be able to link up with our potential dlies and identify
our real enemies. Divide and conquer: Y ou know it makes sense.

| get home in due course, by way of the hardware store. Samis absent, so | go straight into the garage to
seewhat | can do. Thisian't thetime for recrimination, but I'm realy pissed a mysdlf. | was going to get
rid of thisstuff! If nothing else, | found making historic wegpons fascinating. | may end up doing it asa
hobby, when dl thisisover, if theré's scope for such luxuries.

Stll, I guess| won't be needing the crossbow now. Or the sword | was trying to temper. Sanni and |
have got a sterile assembler with full military scope. Weleft it cooking last night, dowly and laborioudy
building a stockpile of polynitrohexose bricks. Making weagpons by A-gate isadow process, and the
higher the energy density the longer it takes, so we compromised and opted for chempowered weapons.
Thefirst batch of machine pistols will be ready when we go in to work tomorrow. Which leadsto the
next logica question—whereé's my Faraday cage bag gotten to in this pile?

I'm hopping around on top of a pile of scattered stedl bar stock and spilled screwdrivers, cursing up a
blue streak and clutching my Ieft foot when some changein the light derts meto the fact that the garage
door isopen. "What the fuck—"

"Reave?'
"Fuck!" I howl. "Shit. Dropped my hammer and—"
"Reeve? What'sgoing on?"

| force myself to calm down. "' dropped my hammer and it landed on this pile of bar stock and it
bounced on my toe." | hop some more. The pain is beginning to subside. " The hammer isevil and must
be punished.”

"The hammer?" He pauses. "Have you been drinking?’

"Not yet." | lean againgt thewall and experimentaly put my foot on thefloor. "Ouch. | just decided to
turn over anew—heh—Ieaf again. A girl needsahobby and dl that." | raise an eyebrow.

Helooksat me skeptically. "Bad day at the office?"
"It'sdwaysabad day at the office, insofar asthe office exigsin thefirst place.
Hefrowns. "What's this about a hobby?'

"Extreme metaworking, or something like that. Have you seen my copy of The Swordsmith's Assistant?
| was going to throw it out when | wasn't feding mysdlf, but | never got round to it.”

Y ou can amogt see the light come on above his head. "Reeve? Isthat you?"

"I had acrap day at the office, too. Reading poetry out of boredom, you know?‘Last night | met upon
the sair, abig fat man who wasn't there; he wasn't there again today: insde my head helll haveto stay.



Ogden Nashville. Apparently, the ancients seem to have liked him for some reason. C'mon, let's go and
round up some supper.”

Sam retreats back into the house ahead of me, lips moving soundlesdy asheturnsit over in hishead. |
have been reading poetry at work, | just hope my improvised doggerd gets through. (Poetry redlly gums
up conversationa monitoring systems. Parsing metgphor and emotiond statesisan Al-complete
problem.)

We end up in the kitchen. "Were you thinking about cooking again?' Sam asks cautioudy. Thinking back
to days past, | suspect he wasn't too enthusiastic about being subjected to some of my experiments.

"Let'sjust order apizzaingtead, hmm? And aflask of wine."

"Why?' Hestares at me.

"Do you haveto turn every suggestion for what to do of an evening into an impromptu thergpy sesson?”
He dhrugs. "Just asking." He beginsto turn away.

| grab his shoulder. "Don't do that."

Heturns back sharply, looking surprised. "What?"

" *Lagt night | met upon the stair, a big fat man who wasn't there; he wasn't there again today: ingde my
head hell haveto stay' . . . | haven't been mysdlf lately, Sam, but I'm feding a lot better today." | frown
a him, willing thewordsto sink in.

"Oh,youmean..."
"Shh!" | hold up awarning finger. "Thewalls have ears”

Sam's eyes widen, and he beginsto pull awvay from me. | grab at his shoulder, hard, then step in close
and wrap my arms around him. He tries to push back, but | lean my face againgt his shoulder. "We need
totak," I whisper.

"About what?" he whispers back. But at least he stops pushing.

"What'sgoing on." | lick hisearlobe, and hejoltsasif I've suck alivewireinit.
"Don't do that!" he hisses.

"Why not?" | ask, amused. "Afraid you might enjoy it?"

"But we, they—"

"I'm going to order food. While were egting, let's keep thingslight, okay? Afterward well go upstairs.
I've got atrick or two to show you. For avoiding eavesdroppers.” | add inawhisper: "Smile, please.”

"Won't it be obvious?' He's lowered hisarms and is holding meloosdy around the waist. | shiver
because I've been wanting him to do that so badly for the past week—no, let's not go there.

"No it won't be. They use low-level monitorsto track norma behavior. They cdl in high-end monitors
only if we act funny. So don't act funny.”

"Oh." I look up as helooks down for agtartled ingtant, and | kiss him. He tastes of sweat and afaint,



musty aromaof dust and paperwork. A moment passes, then he responds enthusiastically. "Thisis
norma?' he asks.

"Whoa! Dinner first." | laugh, pulling back.
"Dinner firs." Helooks at me with adark, serious expression.

| phonefor apizzaand acouple of glassjars of wine, and while Sam headsfor the living room, | try to
catch my breath. Things are moving too fast for comfort, and I'm suddenly having to dedl with amass of
conflicted emotions a atime when dl | waswanting to do was recruit another dissatisfied inmate to the
campaign. Thethingis, Sam and | have too much history for anything between usto be smple—even
though we haven't actualy done very much together. We haven't had time, and Sam's got big
body-image issues, and then she/lme nearly fucked everything between us completely while under the
influence of the pernicious Dr. Hanta—oh, hindsight isawonderful tool, isn't it? Thinking about it, Sam's
dissatisfaction and passivity has been arunning sore between us, and | haf suspect it took my apparent
co-option to kick him into doing something about it.

| fed guilty as| remember what | wasthinking at thetime. | can surrender . . . yes, and they'll make my
lifealiving hell, won't they? Did | redlly want to hand complete control over my lifeto thelikes of Fiore,
Y ourdon, and Hanta? | don't think | explicitly intended to do that, but it amounted to the samething. It
fedslike amoment of cowardicein my own past, a voluntary moment of cowardice, and | feel oddly
dirty because of it. Becauseit's not far out of my normal character to fed that way inclined—Hanta didn't
rebuild her/me, she just tweeked afew weghtingsin my mind map. "The only thing necessary for the
triumph of evil isthat good men do nothing” in spades. And Sam got to see that sSde of me. Ick.

The closet bings for attention and | take the pizzatray and wine out of it. On my way through to theliving
room | kick my shoes off, strewing themin the hdlway. "Sam?' He turnsround. HE'S nesting in the sofa
again, thetelevison turned to some sports channd. "Turn the volume up.”

Heraises an eyebrow at me but doesas| ask, and | Sit down next to him. "Here. Garlic and tofu with
deep-fried lemon chicken steak.” | open the box and pull out adice, then hold it in front of his mouth.

"Whét isthis?'

"l want to feed you." | lean againgt him and hold the pizzaiin front of hisface, just out of reach. "Go on.
Y ou're begging for it redly, aren't you?"

"Gaah." Heleansforward and takes abite at it—I try to pull my hand back, but I'm just too late and he
getsamouthful. | laugh and lean closer and find hisarm isaround my shoulders. Chewing: "Y ou. Are.
Intolerable.”

"Manipulative" | suggest. "Annoying.”
"All of the above?'

"Yes, dl of it by turns.” | feed him another mouthful, then change my mind about |etting him have the
whole dice and eat therest of it mysdlf.

"Every timel think | understand you, you changetherules," he complains. "Give me another .. ."
"Not my fault. | don't makethe rules."

"Who does?'



| point afinger a the ceiling, waggle it about. "Remember our chat in the library?' After | came out to
Janis, last Tuesday, she phoned Sam and asked him to come visit. He was very surprised to see
me-as-Fiore, most as much as when we showed him the basement and the A-gate. "Remember my
face?' He nods, looking dubious. "Janisand | sorted everything out. Settled the dight difference of
opinions. I'm fedling alot better now, and lessinclined to give up on things."

Hisarm tightens. Warm, comforting, presence. "But why?'

| take adeep breath and offer him another dice of pizza. Better keep it short. At thisrate he'sgoing to
egtitdl."You dont want to livellikethis

"But |—" He tops.
"Doyou?" | prod him.

Helooks a me. "Watching you, this past week—" He shakes hishead. "I'd love to be able to settlein
likethat." He shakes his head again, underscoring theironic tonein hisvoice. "What dternative isthere?"

"We're not supposed to talk about where we came from.” | pause to chew for amoment. "And we can't
go back." | flick awarning glance hisway. "But we can make ourselves more comfortable hereif we
rearrange our priorities” Will he get it?

Sam sghs. "If only we could do that." He glances down &t hislap.
"I've got anew priority for you," | say, my heart begting fagter.
"Redly?'

"Yes." | put the pizzabox down and plaster myself againgt him. "We can start right here by you picking
me up and carrying me upstars to the bathroom.”

"The bathroom?'

"Yep." | kisshim again, and suddenly I'm not surethisisagood ideaat dl. "Whereweregoingto get in
the shower together, and wash each other, and talk. Can't go to bed smelling of office work, can we?!

"Shower—" Hismonosyllables aren't his most gppeding attribute: | kisshim into silence, shivering with
aarm at my own responses.

"Now."
THINGS do not go according to plan.

The plan seemed smple enough. Get Sam on board again. Doing that, holding a proper conversation
with him, was another matter with the ever-present risk of being overheard. But if you disguise your
suspicious activities as something expected of you, while only the dumb listener bots are online, you've
got agood chance of doing it undetected. The dumb listeners aren't good for much more than keyword
monitoring, and the cabd is sufficiently short on spare bodies that they can't monitor everything we say all
thetime.

So cal menaive, if you like. | figured that asamarried couple, one of us pretending to seduce the other
and then dragging them into a shower—Iots of nice white noise to confuse audio tracking, sheets of water
to make it hard to lip-read, and an excuse to stand redlly close together—would be a pretty good way of
evading survelllance.



What | didn't consder wasthat when | stand too closeto Sam my skintingles, and | fee warm and
needy in intimate places. And what | especialy didn't consider isthat Sam is horribly conflicted but has
corresponding urges. He's human, too, and we both have certain needs, which we've been trying to
ignore for much too long.

Sam doesas | ask him, and about halfway up the stairs| redize that I'm going to lose contral if we do
this. | nearly tell him to stop, but for some reason my mouth doesn't want to open. He puts me down on
the bathroom carpet and stands too close. "What now?" he asks, aquiet tenson in hisvoice.

"We, um, undress." Without redlizing quite how, | find my hands are dready working on histrouser belt.
When | fed him begin to unbutton my blouse, | shudder, and not with fear. " Shower."

"Thisisn't such agood—"
"Shut up.”
"Y ou'll become, uh, pregnant.”

"Won't." Worry about it later. | run my hand around his back, feding the thin man-fur that runs up the
base of hispine, and | lean closer. "Not worried anymore.”

"But." | fed him unzip my skirt. Hands on my thighs. "Surdly."

| kiss him to make him stop. We're down to underwear. " Shower. Now." My teeth are chattering with a
rising tide of need that threatens to wreck what's|eft of my self-control.

We'rein the shower cubicle, wearing our underwear, and | did the pressure up to maximum and the
temperature to fusion. Histongue—garlic and honey and a hint of something else, of him. Armsaround
each other, we stand under the spray, and | fedl the tension in his back. He's got an erection, of course.
Why am | gill wearing anything? Momentslater I'm not. And amoment after that I'm crunched against
thewall, my kneesdrawn up, gasping a thesize of himingde me.

"Youwanttotak . .."

The entire universeisin here. | wrap my armsaround him and latch onto hislips, hungrily. | want to talk,
but right now I've got higher priorities.

"Opening ceremony.”

"y e
"OnaMASucker. Yes!"
"Yes..."

"Only one T-gate out. Six gigsto next star system. If we break connection, bad guys can't pay up on
scorefiles. Breaks carrot side of dictatorship, no payoff for compliance. Yes. . ."

"Overthrow the—the?"

He heaveslike thewild sea. I'm lost on him, abandoned. At first when | was Reeve, the idea of
pregnancy horrified me. Then Hanta tweaked something, and it was no big deal. Now | just don't care
anymore: It'ssurvivable, and if it'sthe cost of having Sam right now, I'll pay. | want to focus, to plan, but
we've gotten carried away. Sam is pounding away with no subtlety, and he knows better, which means
he'slost on the ocean, too. If we can find each other and cling together through the night, who knows?



"Sam, |, | want you to—"

"Oh!" A moment later, aquieter "oh!" And a sensation of spreading warmth that drives meto grind
againgt him until everything goes away, and | become the ocean for afew eterna seconds.

THINGS don't go according to plan, but they go strangely well. After the first mad flush of lust, we
collgpse in the shower, then soap each other off thoroughly. Sam doesn't cringe away from my handsthis
time but seems quiet, thoughtful. | kiss him, and he responds. After awhile| beginto fed asif my skin's
about to fall off: | can barely see thebathroom for steam. "L et's dry off and go to bed,” | suggest, feding
another littlejolt of worry.

"Okay." Sam turns the shower head to OFF and opensthe cubicle door. It's cold out there. | shiver, and
for awonder he wraps his arms around me.

"Areyou feding comfortable?" | ask hesitantly. "I mean, with this?'
He thinksfor amoment. "I'm comfortable with you."

"BUE"

He kisses the back of my head. "It'syou. That makesit easier.”

Theres nothing left to divide us. We know exactly how fucked up we are. Weve had such disastrous
misunderstandings aready that there's nothing left to come. Sam freaks at the idea of being human and
male and large? Y es. | have problems with the idea of pregnancy, and there're no contraceptivesin

Y FH-Polity? Sure. Were past dl that. It'sal going to be very smplefrom now on.

So wetowel each other dry and | take his hand and together we go to the bedroom, where presently we
make love again, tenderly and dowly.

THE next morning, | sumble downdairs|ate, disheveled and happy, to find there isaletter waiting for
me on the front hall carpet. It'slike abucket of cold water in theface. | pick it up and carry the piece of
paper into the kitchen and read it while the coffee machine gurgles and chugsto itself.

To: Mrs. Reeve Brown

From: The Polity Adminigration Committee

Dear Mrs. Brown

It isnow four months since your arriva in Y FH-Pality. In thistime, numerous changes have taken place
inour little community, and we will shortly be commencing Phase Two of the experiment in which you

agreed to participate.

Accordingly, may | extend to you an invitation to our first Town Mesting, to be held a City Hal on
Sunday morning in place of the regularly scheduled Sunday Service. The meeting will explainthe
forthcoming Phase Two changes, and will befollowed by a service of thanksgiving, to be conducted by
the Very Reverend Dr. H. Y ourdon in the cathedral.

Yourstruly . ..



This puts a new perspective on things, doesn't it? | shake my head, then take the two coffee mugs back
upstairs. On my way | snag the identical-looking letter with Sam'sname on it.

"What do you think?' he asks, when hé'shad timeto read it.

"I think it'sexactly what it soundslike." | shrug. "Things are getting bigger, new faces, new scenery—this
‘cathedrd' they're opening! Y ou can't run atown the way you run a parish of acouple of hundred
people, can you? No way can everybody know each other. So they'll need a different intergroup score
mechanism to keep people behaving themsealves. To account for the anonymity of cities, the sght of
familiar srangers”

His cheek twitches. "I'm not sure like the sound of that."

"Oh, it can't bethat bad,” | assure him, rolling my eyes.

"Cantit?'

| nod. "No." A thought strikes me. "Listen, can you get away from the office for lunch?"
"What, youmean...?'

"Yes. Drop by thelibrary about one o'clock, and well go est together.” | smile at him. "How does that
sound?'

"Y ou want meto—" Heworksit out. "Yes, | can do that."
"Good." | lean close and kiss him on the cheek. "Be seeing you."

| arrive a work fifteen minutes early, clutching my bag—not, in and of itself, an unusud variation—but
the placeis unlocked because Janisis aready in. "Janis?" | poke my head round the office door.

She's not there. | sigh and head for the depository.

Down in the basement | find Janis|oading magazinesinto box files. "Give meahand,” she saystensdy. "If
Foreor Y ourdon turnsup whilewere here. . ."

"Check." The magazines are vaguely banana-shaped and don't fit very well, but | can get four or fivein
each file box before | put them back on the shelf. Janis has six machine pistols lined up before her ona
chair, gill intheir synthesisgdl capsules. "Did you get the letter?" | ask.

"Yes. Sodid Norm." Her hushand—I don't know much about him. "They're pulling things forward. Once
they indtitutiondize the police and stop relying on isolation to do their work for them, we'rein trouble.”

"Agreed." | pause. "Ladies sewing club?' That was my idea, when | was Robin, but Janis fronted it, and
after my one meeting with them while | was being Reeve, | guess shel's going to have to sort them out.

"l invited them herefor lunch. Hurry up!" She'svery twitchy this morning.

"Okay, I'm hurrying." | get the last of the magazines stashed in box files on the shelves, for al theworld
looking like innocent hard copy files of Curious Y dlow. "1 invited Sam round. | think he's on message.”

"Oh, good. | was hoping you two would sort things out.” A brief smile. "Now let's go upgtairs. Weve got
alibrary to open before we can overthrow the government.”
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L ongjump

SUBTLETY isn't going to get usvery far at thispoint, so Janis orders up adelivery of sandwichesfroma
catering outfit working from the back of a cafe, and when theladies sewing circle and revolutionary
command committee shows up, we lock the front door, hang out the CLOSED sign, and pile downgtairs.

"Weve got one day to organizethis," says Janis. "Reeve, you want to summarize the situation?"

Headsturn. From their expressions, | don't think they were expecting meto be here. | smile. "This
place—this polity—was origindly designed as a glasshouse, amilitary prison. It workstoo well; the YFH
cabal figured that a prison doesn't just keep people in, it keeps other people out. Sothey setitup asa
research lab, what we're now seeing.” She gestures at the shelves of box files on the back wall. "They're
working on developing anew type of cognitive dictatorship, one spread via Curious Y élow, and they're
breeding up a population of carriersfor it. WWhen we get to the end of the * experiment’ time-scae they're
planning on reintegrating everyone into genera society—and using your children to spread it.” | see
Janiss hand move unconscioudy to her ssomach. "Do you want to help them?”

A mutter goes round the room, growing quickly: "No!"

"I'm glad to hear that,” Janis saysdrily. "Now, thisraises the question—what isto be done? Reeveand |
have been working on an answer. Anyone want to guess?’

Sam sticks hishand up. "Y ou're going to blow the longjump gate anchor frame," he says calmly,
"granding us teraklicks from the nearest other human polity. And then you're going to hunt the cabal
down and shoot them, find their backup networks and offline them, then jump up and down on the
smoking wreckage."

Janis smiles. "Not bad! Anyone else?’
El sticks her hand up. "Hold dections?*

Janis looks taken aback. " Something like that, | guess.” She shrugs. "But that's getting alittle ahead of
oursalves, isn't it? What haven't | mentioned?'

| clear my throat. "We know where the longjump gate is. Which is good news and bad news."

"Why?" asks Helen. They're beginning to get involved, which isgood, but could turn bad if Janisand |
don't present them with a reasonable picture. They're not idiots, they must know that we wouldn't have
brought them in on the cellar if the Situation wasn't desperate.

"Reeve?' prompts Janis.

"Okay, heré'sthe frame: We're on aMA Sucker that somehow got de-crewed during the censorship
wars. At aguess, CY broke out during ascheduled crew shift change or something. Anyway, the polity
we'reinisactualy aquilted patchwork of sectors spliced together by shortjump gatesin al those road
tunnds, but they're dl in asingle physica manifold aboard one ship rather than scattered across separate
habs. That'swhy it was possibleto turn it into aprison. There's only one longjump gatein or out of the
MASucker, and it's stashed at one end of an armored pod on the outside of the hull with a shortjump
gate at the other end of the tunnel—thisis standard M A Sucker security, you understand. Someone
outside could throw anuke through at the ship and it would be expended outside the hull. Anyway, we
first need to take and hold the shortjump gate leading to the longjump pod, then we need to trash the

longjump pod.



"We need to sever communications between us and their base of operationsin the surgeon-confessors
hdl, then make sure everybody knows. Y ourdon and Fiore have gotten away with running this
exigentid dictatorship unopposed because they've got a sufficient proportion of us convinced that were
inlinefor apayback if we play dong. Hanta gives them an acein their hole. They don't need to worry
about the payback; eventualy shelll have timeto just adjust everyone who drifts out of line. Once were
cut off from the outside, the cabd |ose their backup and their socid leverage, and we've got a straight
fight. But if we don't succeed, they can just block the gates between parish sectors and mop usupin
detail, one sector & atime."

| pauseto lick my lips. "1 spent sometime on aMA Sucker before the war. The door to the longjump
pod was stashed near the bridge, uh, the administrative block—which would correspond to either the
cathedrd or City Hall in the new structure Y ourdon is assembling. | did some snooping around last week,
and | found where Y ourdon lives. HE's got a suite up on the top floor of City Hall, with security up to the
eyebals—I didn't get in, but | poked around the lower levels—and it turns out that City Hall bearsa
remarkable resemblance to the Captain's Lodge on the MASucker | was aboard. In which case, the
T-gate to the longjump pod will be on the top floor, in asecure suite adjacent to the captain's quarters.”

| stop.

Janis stands up. "Thereyou've got it, folks, so let's keep thissmple. We dl have invitationsto the
ceremony at City Hall the day after tomorrow. | propose that we go there. I've had the fab here'—she
waves at the assembler—"turning out kitswith shielded bags so you can carry them away without fear of
survellance. Reeve?'

| clear my throat. "Planis, we take our kit dlong and cut loose as soon as Y ourdon steps up to the front
to address everyone. Team Green'sjob isto secure the hall, drop any armed support the bad guys have,
and kill asmany copies of Y ourdon, Fiore, and Hanta as we can find. They'll have backups or multiples
running live, but if we do everything fast, we can stop the instancesin City Hall getting word out.
Meanwhile, Team Y ellow will go up to the captain's—the Bishop's—quarters and blow the longjump
pod right off the Sde of the ship. Any questions?’

Hands go up.

"Okay, heréswhat well do. El, Bernice, Helen, Priss, Morgaine, Jill, youre al on Team Green with
Janis, who'sin overal charge. Sam, Greg, Martin, and Liz are Team Y dlow with me. I'min charge.
Team Yéelow, hang around, and I'll brief you. Team Green, eat your lunch, then go back to work—come
back to the library individualy this afternoon or tomorrow, and Janiswill sort you out, back you up, and
brief you."

There's more muttering from the back. Janis clears her throat. "One more thing. Operational security is
paramount. If anyone says anything, wearedl . . . not dead. Worse. Dr. Hanta has afull-capability
brainfuck clinic running in the hospital. If you give any Sgn outside of this basement that you'reinvolved in
thisplan, they'll shut down the shortjump gates, isolating you, and flood us with zombies until we run out
of bullets and knives. Then they'll cart us away and turn usinto happy, smiling daves. Some of you may
figure that's better than dying—all right, that's your persona choice. But if | think any of you isgoing to
try to impose that choice on me by going to the priests, you will find that my persona choiceisto shoot
you deed fird.

"If you don't want to be in on this, say so right now—or hang around upstairs and tell me when
everyone else has gone. Weve got an A-gate; we can just back you up and keep you on icefor the
duration. Theré's no reason to be part of thisif you're frightened. But if you don't explicitly opt out, then
you're accepting my command, and | will expect total obedience on pain of death, until we've secured



the ship.”

Janislooksround at everyone, and her expression is harsh. For amoment Sanni is back, shining through
her skin like abright lamp through camouflage netting, frightening and ferd. "Do you dl understand?!

There'sachorus of yesses from around the room. Then one of the pregnant women at the back pipes up.
"What are wewaiting for? Let'sroll!"

TIME rushes by, counting down to apoint of tenson that lies ahead.

Weve got logitic problems. Having the A-gatein the library basement iswonderful—it'salmost
indispensable to what we're attempting to do—but there are limits on what it can churn out. No rare
isotopes, so we can't smply nuke the longjump pod. Nor do we have the design templatesfor a
tankbody or combat drones or much of anything beyond persona sidearms. Y ou can't manufacture
T-gatesin an A-gate, so we've got to work without wormhole tech—that rules out Vorpa blades. Given
time or immunity from surveillance we could probably work around those restrictions, but Janis says
we've got amaximum feedstock mass flow of ahundred kilograms per hour. | suspect Fiore, or whoever
decided to plant thisthing in the library basement, throttled it deliberately to stop someone like mefrom
turning it into an invasion platform. Their operationd security is patchy after the manner of many
overhasty and undergtaffed projects, but it'sfar from nonexistent.

Inthe end Janistdlsme, "I'm going to leaveit on overnight, building abrick of plagticized RDX aong
with detonators and some extra gun cartridges. We can put together about ten kilos over asix-hour run.
That much high explosiveis probably about as much energy aswe can risk sucking without triggering an
adarm somewhere. Do you think you can do the job on the longjump gate frame with that much?’

"Tenkilos?' | shakemy head. "That's disappointing. That's really not good.”
She shrugs. ™Y ou want to risk going technical on Y ourdon, be my guest.”

She'sgot apoint. Thereésavery good chance that the bad guyswill have planted trojansin some of the
design templates for more complex wegpons—anything much more sophisticated than handguns and raw
chemica explosvewill haveinterlocks and sensor sysemsthat might dip past our vetting. The machine
pistols she's run up are crude things, iron sights and mechanicd triggers and no heads-up capability. They
don't even have biometric interlocks to stop someone taking your own gun and shooting you withit.
They're astep up from my crossbow project, but not avery high step. On the other hand, they've got no
telltale dectronicsthat Y ourdon or Fiore might subvert.

"Did you test the gun cartridges? Just in case?"
Janis nods. "Thunder stick go bang. No fear on that account.”

"Well, at least something's going to work, then." 1'd be happier if we could lay in abrace of stunguns,
but since I'm not wearing Fiore anymore, that would be kind of difficult to arrange.

Janislooks at me. "Make or break time."
| breathe deeply. "When hasit been any other way?'

"Ah, but. We had backups, didn't we?' Her shoulders are set defensively. "Thistimeit's our last show. It
isn't how | expected thingsto turn out.”

"Me neither." | finish packing my bag and straighten up. "Do you think anyone will crack?'



"l hope not." She stares at the wall, eyes focused on some inner space. "I hope not." Her hand goesto
her belly again. "Theresareason | recruited gravid femaes. It does thingsto your outlook. I've learned
that much." Her eyesglisten. "It can go either way—peepswho're till role-playing their way through

Y FH intheir head get angry and frightened, and those who've internalized it, who're getting ready to be
mothers, get even angrier about what those brainfuckers are going to do to their children. Once you get
through the fear and disbdlief, you get to the anger. | don't think any of the pregnant femaeswill crack,
and you'll notice the males who were dong dl have partnerswho areinvolved.”

"True." Janis—no, Sanni—is sharp as aknife. She knows what she's doing when it comesto organizing a
covert operation cell. But if she'saknife, she'sonewith abrittle edge. "Sanni, can | ask you aquestion?’

"Sure." Her toneisrelaxed but | seethelittle sgns of tension, the wrinkles around her eyes. She knows
why | used that name.

"What do you want to do after this?' | grasp for the right words. "We're about to lock ourselves down in
thislittle bubble-pality like something out of the stone age, a generation ship . . . we're not going to be
getting out of herefor gigasecs, tensof gigs, at aminimum! | mean, not unless we go into suspension
afterward. And | thought you, you'd be wanting to escape, to get out and warn everybody off. Break

Y FH from the outside. Instead, well, we've come up with a case for pulling down the escape tunnd on
top of ourselves. What do you want to do afterward once weve cut ourselves off?"

Sanni looks at me asif I've sprouted a second head. "1 want to retire." She glances round at the
basement nervoudy. "This place is giving me the creeps; we ought to go home soon. L ook,
Reeve—Robin—thisis where we belong. Thisisthe glasshouse. It's where they sent the damaged ones
after thewar. The ones who need reprogramming, rehabilitation. Y ourdon and Hanta and Fiore belong
here—but don't you think maybe we belong here, too?" She looks haunted.

| think for aminute. "No, | don't think s0." Then | force mysdlf to add, "But | think | could grow to likeit
hereif only we weren't under pressurefrom. . . them."

"That'swhat it was designed for. A rest home, a seductive retirement, balm for the tortured brow. Go on
hometo Sam." She walkstoward the stairs without looking at me. "Think about what you've done, or
what hedid. I've got blood on my hands, and | know it." She's hdfway up the sairs, and | have to move
to keep up with her. "Don't you think that the world outside ought to be protected from people like us?'

At thetop of the staircase | think of areply. "Perhaps. And perhaps you're right, we did terrible things.
But there was awar on, and it was necessary.”

She takes adeep breath. "I wish | had your self-confidence.”

| blink at her. My sdf-confidence? Until | found her frightened and alone here, I'd dways thought Sanni
was the confident one. But now the other conspirators have gone, she looks confused and abit lost. "'
can't afford doubts," | admit. "Becauseif | Sart doubting, I'll probably fal apart.”

She produces aradiant smile, likefirgt light over atest range. "Don't do that, Robin. I'm counting on you.
Youredl thearmy | need."

"Okay," | say. And then we go our separate ways.

| walk home, my mesh-lined bag dung over one shoulder. Today isnot aday for ataxi ride, especidly
now that there's somerisk of running into Ike. Everything seems particularly vivid for some reason, the
grass greener and the sky bluer, and the scent of the flower beds outside the municipa buildings
overwhemingly sweet and sirange. My skin feds asif I've picked up amassve dectrogatic charge, hair



follicdesstanding erect. | am alive, | redize. By thistime tomorrow | might be dead, dead and gone
forever because if wefail, the YFH caba will fill have the T-gate, and their coconspiratorswon't hesitate
to delete whatever copies of usthey have onfile. | might be part of history, dry as dust, an object of
study if there ever is another generation of historians.

Andif do somehow manageto survive, I'll be aprisoner herefor the next three unenhanced lifetimes.

| have mixed emotions. When | went into combat before—what | remember of it—I didn't worry about
dying. But I wasn't human, then. | was aregiment of tanks. The only way | could die would beif our side
lost the entire war.

But I've got Sam, now. The thought of Sam's being in danger makes me cringe. The thought of both of us
being at the mercy of the Y FH cabal makes me adifferent kind of uneasy. Bend the neck, surrender,
and it will be fine: That'sthe echo of her persona choice coming back to haunt me. | regjected her,
didn't I? But she's part of me. Indivisible, inescapable. | can never escape from the knowledge that |
surrendered—

Sanni has surrendered, | redlize. Not to Y ourdon and Fiore, but to the end of the war. She doesn't want
to fight anymore; she wantsto settle down and raise afamily and be asmall-town librarian. Janisisthe
real Sanni now, asred as she gets. The glasshouse may have been subverted and perverted by the
plotters, but it's fill working its psychological achemy on us. Maybe that's what Sanni was talking abouit.
We're none of uswho or what we used to be, dthough our history remainsindelible. | try to imagine
what | must have looked like to the civilians aboard the habs we conquered through coup de main, and |
find ablind spot. | know | must have terrified them, but inside the armor and behind the guns | was just
me, wasn't 1?7 But how wer e they to know? No matter. It's over, now. I've got to live with it, just the
way we had to do it. It seemed necessary at thetime: If you didn't want your memoriesto be censored
by feral software, or worse, by unscrupulous opportunists who'd trojaned the worm, you had to fight.
And once you take the decision to fight, you have to live with the consequences. That's the difference
between us and Y ourdon, Fiore, and Hanta. We're willing to harbor doubts, to let go; but they're ill
fighting to bring the war back to their enemies. To us.

These aren't good thoughts to be thinking. They're downright morbid, and | can live without them—but
they won't leave me done, so asl wak | try to fight back by swinging my bag and whistling ajolly tune.
And | try to look at mysdf from the outside as| go. Heresajolly librarian, outwardly ayoung womanin
asummer dress, shoulder bag in hand, whigtling as she walks home from aday at work. Invert the
picture, though, and you see a dream-haunted ex-soldier, clutching akitbag containing amachine pistal,
dinking back to her billet for afina time before the—

Look, just stop, why don't you?
That's better.

When | get home, | stash the bag in the kitchen. The TV isgoing in the living room, so | shed my shoes
and pad through.

He's on the sofa, curled up opposite the flickering screen as usud. He's holding ametd canister of beer.
Heglancesat meas| comein.

"Sam." | join him on the sofa. After amoment | redlize that he's not redlly watching the TV. Insteed, his
eyes are on the patio outside the glass doors at the end of the room. He breathes dowly, evenly, his chest
rigng and fdling geedily. "Sam."



His eyesflicker toward me, and amoment later the corners of his mouth edge upward. "Been working
late?"

"I waked." | pull my feet up. The soft cushions of the sofa swallow them. | lean Sdeways againgt him,
letting my head fall againgt hisshoulder. 'l wantedtofed .. ."

"Connected."

"Yes, that'sit, exactly." | can fed hispulse, and hisbreathing is profound, astirring in the roots of my
world. "I missed you."

"I missed you, too." A hand touches my cheek, moves up to brush hair back from my forehead.

At momentslikethis| hate being an unreconstructed human—an idand of thinking jely trapped in abony
cargpace, endless milliseconds away from itslovers, forced to squeeze every meaning through a
low-bandwidth speech channd. All men are idands, surrounded by the bottomless oceans of unthinking
night. If | were haf of who | used to be, and had my resourcesto hand—and if Sam, if Kay, wanted
to—we could multiplex, and know each other athousand times as deeply asthis awkward seria
humanity permits. Theré's apoignancy to knowing what we've lost, what we might have had together,
which only makes me want him more strongly. | move uneasily and clutch at hiswaist. "What took you so

long?'

"I'm running away." Hefindly turns his head to look a me sdelong. "From mysdf.”
"Metoo," Throwing caution to thewind: "Isthat part of your problem?With being . . . this?'
"It'stoo close." He swallows. "To what they wanted meto be."

| don't ask who "they" were. "Do you want to escape? To leave the polity?”

He'sslent for along while. "I don't think s0," he says eventually. "Because I'd have to go back to being
what | want not to be, if that makes sense to you. Kay was a disguise, Reeve, amask. A hollow woman.
Not areal person.”

| snuggle closer to him. "1 know you wanted to grow into her."
"Doyou?' Heraises an eyebrow.

"Look, why do you think I'm here?'

"Point." Helooks momentarily rueful. "Do you want to leave?!

We're not redlly talking about staying or leaving, thisis understood, but what he really means by that—"I
thought | did," | admit, toying with the buttons on the front of his shirt. "Then Dr. Hanta sorted me out,
and | realized that what | really wanted was somewhere to heal, somewhere to be me. Community.
Peace." | get my hand ingde his shirt, and his breath acquires alittle hoarse edge that makes me squeeze
my thighstogether. "Love." | pause. "Not necessarily her way, mind you." Hishand isstroking my hair.
His other hand—"Do that some more."

"I'm afraid, Reeve."
"That makestwo of us."

Later: "I want what you described."



| gasp. "Makestwo. Of us. Oh."
"Love"

And we continue our conversation without words, using alanguage that no abhuman watcher Al can
interpret—alanguage of touch and caress, as old as the human species. What we tell each other is
ample. Don't be afraid, | love you. We say it urgently and emphaticaly, bodies shouting our mute
encouragement. And in the dark of the night, when we reach for each other, | dare myself to admit that it
might work out dl right in theend.

We aren't bound to fall.
Arewe?

BREAKFAST isan affair of quiet desperation. Over the coffee and toast | clear my throat and begin a
carefully planned speech. "I need to go to the library before Church, Sam, | forgot my gloves.”

"Redly?' Helooks up, worry lines crisscrossing his forehead.

| nod vigoroudly. "I can't go to Church without them, it wouldn't be decent.” Decent is one of those
keywords the watchers monitor. Gloves aren't actually a dress code infraction, but they're agood
excuse.

"Okay, | supposeI'll have to comewith you," he says, with dl the enthusasm of a condemned man facing
the airlock. "We need to |eave soon, don't we?"

"Yes, I'd better get my bag,” | say.
"l have anew waistcoat to wear."

| raise an eyebrow. His clothing senseiseven more artificia than my own. "It'supstairs,” he explains. For
amoment | think he's going to say something more, something compromising, but he managesto bottleit
up intime. My stomach squirms queesily. "Take care, darling.”

"Nothing can possibly go wrong," he sayswith studied irony. He rises and heads for the Staircase to our
bedroom. (Our bedroom. No more lonely nights)) My heart seemsto catch an extrabeat. Thenit'stime
to clear up the detritus, put the plates in the dishwasher, and get my shoes on.

When Sam comes downstairs, he's dressed for Church—with a many-pocketed vest under his suit
jacket, and, in his hand, the briefcase we packed yesterday. "L et's, uh, go," he says, and casts me awan

grin.
"Yup," | say, then check the clock and pick up my extra-large handbag. "Let'sroll."

Wearrive a the library around ten o'clock, and | let usin. The door to the cellar is aready open. | reach
into my bag as| go down the steps, conscious that if someone's blown the operation, then the bad guys
could be waiting for me. But when | get to the bottom | find Janis.

"Hi, Janis" | say dightly nervoudy.
"Hi yoursdf." Shelowersher gun. "Just checking.”
"Indeed. Sam? Come on down.” | turn back to Janis. "Still waiting for Greg, Martin, and Liz."

"Right." Janis gestures at apile of grayish plagtic bricks stting on one of the chairs. "Sam? | think it'll



work better if you carry these."

"Sure" Sam ambles over and picks up abrick. Squeezesit experimentally, then sniffsit. "Hmm, smells
like success. Detonators?!

"Onthe sofa”" | spot the stack of spare magazines and take a couple, then check they're loaded properly.
"Where are the cogsets?' | ask.

"Coming." Janiswaves at the A-gate. "We need to synchronize our watches, too."

"Okay." Thisisn't going to work too well without headsets and cognitive radio transceivers, but they're
last on our list of itemsto assemble because they're too obvious. They're easier to sabotage than metd
plumbing and chemical explosives, and alot likdlier to tripwire the darmsin the A-gate than acollection
of antiques. If the radios don't work, our fallback is crude—mechanica wristwatches and a prearranged
timeto start shooting.

Sam gtuffs bricks of Composition-C into his vest pockets, squeezing them to fit. The vest bulges around
hiswag, asif he's suddenly put on weight, and when he pulls his jacket on it hangs open. What he's
doing reminds me of something | once knew, something alarming, but | can't quite remember what. So |
shake my head and go upstairsto wait behind the front desk.

A few minutes later Martin and Liz arrive together. | send them down to the basement. I'm getting
worried when Greg appears. We're running short of time. 1t's 10:42 and the meeting isdue to Sart in just
akilosec or so. "What kept you?' | ask.

"| fed rough,” he admits. | think he's been drinking. "Couldn't deep properly. Let's get this over with,
huh?'

"Yeah." | point him a the cdlar. "Gang's down there.”

T minusten minutes. The door opens, and Janis comes out. "Okay, I'm off to start the show inthe
auditorium,” shetellsme. A fey smile. "Good luck.”

"Youtoo." Sheleansforward, and | hug her briefly, then she's off, walking down the library path toward
City Hall.

"Where's Sam?' | ask.

"Oh, he had something extrato do down there," Liz says, atrifle sniffily. "Last-minute nerves.” A moment
later he comes up the stairs. "Come on, Sam, want to miss the show?"

| open my mouth. "Timeto move!"
Fragments of memory converge on apoint intime;

Five of us, three maes and two females, waking dong the front of Main Street toward City Hall. All in
our Church ouitfits, with subtle changes—Sam's vest, my shoes, Martin's bag. Discreet earbuds adding
their hum to our left ears, flesh-toned pickups parald to our jawlines. Businesdike.

"Merge with the crowd, then when they head for the auditorium doors, break left under the door labeled
FIRE EXIT. Meet me on the other sde.”

Purpose. Tension. Begting heart, nervousness. A faint aromaof minerd oil on my fingertips. The usud
heightened awareness.



Cohorts and parishes of regular citizens—inmates—are gathering on the front steps and in the open
reception hall of the biggest building on Main Street. Some | recognize; most are anonymous.

Jen looms out of the crowd, smiling, converging on me. My gutsfreeze. "Reevel Isnt it wonderful ?!
"Yes, itis" | say, dightly too coldly because she stares a me, and her eyes narrow.

"Well, excuse me," she says, and turnson her hed asif to walk away, then pauses. "I'd have thought
you'd be celebrating.”

"l am." | raise an eyebrow at her. "Areyou?"'
"Hah!" And with a contemptuous smirk, she whedls away and latches onto Chrissarm.

A cold swest prickles up and down my spine—sheer relief, mostly—and | head toward the FIRE EXIT
sgn, whichis conveniently closeto the rest rooms. | pause for a second to glance around and check my
watch (T minus three minutes) then lean on the emergency bar. The door scrapes open, and | Step
through into a concrete-lined stairwell.

Click. I glanceround. Liz lowersher gun. I'mtoo slow today, | think hopelesdy. I mute my mike. "Two
minutes,” | say, backing into the corner opposite her niche. She nods. | reach into my bag, pull out my
gun, stuff the spare magazines into my pockets, and drop the bag. Click. That'sme.

One minute. Sam and Greg and Martin, the latter looking dightly harried. | key my mike. "Follow me."

A couple of weeks ago, wearing Fiore's stolen flesh, | explored this complex—extremely cautioudly,
taking painsto be certain that Y ourdon was occupied elsewhere at the time. Thefirst floor containsthe
lobby and abig auditorium, plus a couple of things described on the building map as " courtrooms.” The
second floor, which we pass without stopping, iswall-to-wall office space. Thethird floor . .. well, |
didn't spend much timethere.

We reach the door and pause. "Zero," | say, tracking the sweep of my watch hand.
A second later therésachimein my headset. "Go!" saysJanis.
"Now."

Greg opensthe door fast, and Martin and Liz duck through, then pronounce the bare-floored corridor
clear. | lead usaong it, then there's another door, and Greg forces the exit bar from our side. Carpet. A
short, narrow passage. Yourdon must have left by now, surely? | rush forward and find mysdlf ina
boringly mundane living room, furnished in dark age fashion except for the smooth white bulge of an
A-gate in one corner. "Here," | say. " Spread out.”

We're not experts at house searches. Doubtlessif there was armed resistance waiting for us, wed be
easy prey. But the house is empty. Three bedrooms, aliving room, an office—theré'sadesk and an
ancient computer termina, and books—and a kitchen and bathroom and another room full of boxes. It's
empty. Empty of persondity aswell as anachronismslike alongjump gate.

"What now?' asks Sam.

"We check out front." | walk up to the front door of the apartment, then Greg squeezes past me and
unlocksit. He pullsit open and steps out, then | follow to see where we are, and the ground leaps up and
whacks me across the knees with a concussive jolt too deep to call anoise.



"Panic one,” Janissaysin my ear, a prearranged code for Team Green. That was a bomb, | think
dizzly.

Therésaclick behind me, then a scream of pain. | whip round and that saves my life because the short
burst of gunfire hammers past me and catches Liz instead, bullets dapping into her body as she spins
round. | keep turning and drop to one knee, then fire a continuous burst that empties the magazine and
nearly spransmy wrids.

"k % *"' ws\]a’lls, in my nnglng ea’s.

"Repeat.” I'm staring at Greg. What used to be Greg. Someone behind meis making horrible sounds. |
think it'sLiz. "We have a code red, two down."

"l said, Panic two," says Janis. "They've got aVorpad—"

Pink noisefillsmy ears, and her voice breaks up: cognitive radios meet heurigtic jamming. "Comeon!" |
ydl a Sam, who's bending over Liz. "Follow me!”

We're on alanding at the top of the sairs. Y ourdon's gpartment covers one side of the building, but on
the other sde—there'sadoor. | dash toward it, reloading on the go. Greg tried to kill me, | redize.
Which means he warned them. So . . .

| pause a one side of the door and wave Sam to the other. Then | brace mysalf and unload the entireclip
throughit a waist height.

While my earsareringing, and I'm fumbling the next magazine into place, Sam kicks the door in and
quickly shoots the police zombie dumped against the side of the corridor in the head. (That one was ill
moving, hand creeping toward the shotgun lying in the floor; the two bodies behind it aren't even
twitching.) Seeing how efficiently Sam stepsin gives me amomentary chill of recognition. No hesitation.
Behind us, Liz is<till moaning, and Martin won't be good for anything. "What isthis place?" | ask adoud.

"More offices." Sam kicks adoor open and duck-walksthrough it. "Modern offices.” | follow him. The
next door is more substantial, opening onto a glass-fronted bal cony above aroom with open floor space,
an office-szed assembler a one side, and arow of glassy doors. . . "Isthat what | think it is?'

Bingo. "Gates" | say. "A switch hub. How do we get down—"

"Hello, Reeve," saysmy earpiece, in avoice that sets my teeth on edge. "Thisisn't going to work, you
know."

Where did Fiore get a headset from? Greg? Or have they captured one of Team Green?

Sam looks asif someone's poleaxed him. Hisjaw isliterdly gaping. Too late| redize he's on the same
chdline.

"You'velost, Reeve," Fiore adds conversationdly. | can hear noisesin the background. "We know about
your plot. There are guards outside the switch chamber, and if you get past them and makeit to the
longjump pod, you'll die—there's an active laser fencein there. I'm most disgppointed in you, but we can
gtill work something out if you put down your popguns and surrender.”

| touch my index finger to my lips and wait until Sam nods a me, to show he's got the message. Then |
walk toward the door onto the staircase leading down into the switch chamber and its bank of shortjump
gates.



| don't want Sam to see how sick | fedl.
"Y ou don't know shit, Fiore" | say lightly.

"Yes| do." He sounds smug. "Greg's unfortunate desth makes further concealment irrdlevant. Bluntly,
you'vefalled. You cant—"

| rip my earbud out and throw it away, frantically miming at Sam to do likewise. He pullsit out of hisear
and saresat it. Ashe's about to tossit there'sadud bang. He doubles over as athin reddish mist sprays
from hisleft finger and thumb, retching with pain.

"Sam!" | ydl at him. He cradles his damaged hand, panting. "Sam! We've only got afew seconds! Fiore
can't stop us, or he'd aready be up here! Sanni's got him pinned down! We've got to blow the longjump
pod before he gets away! Give meyour jacket!"

"No choice—" He takes a shuddering breath and shakes his head. "Reeve."
| place my gun a my feet and take him by the shoulders. "What isit, love?'

A moment of awful tenderness, as| seethe painin hiseyes. "I'm sorry,” he says brokenly. "I couldn't be
what you wanted."

"Wm_"

And hisgood figt, till wrapped around the butt of his gun, whacks me across the back of my head,
propelling me straight into a pit of darkness from which I only emergewhenit'sfar too late.

Epilogue

TO cut along story short, we won.

IT fedsvery different when you waich areplay of abody tumbling off acliff, in freefdl toward the harsh
ground so far below, and it's not your body, and there are no second chances.

In the years since Sanni and |—and the rest of our ragtag resi stance network—kicked the door shut and
overturned Y ourdon's pocket dictatorship, I've watched the video take of Sam's death many times. How
he sapped me, then gently laid me out on the floor, grunting with effort as he rolled me into the recovery
position so | wouldn't choke on my own vomit. How he straightened up painfully afterward and put his
gun down. How he walked along the row of shortjump doors, looking for the one opening on the short
metd corridor with the handrail and the ring of support nodes hafway aong it. How he paused, and went
back to move me so that | wasn't lined up with it. And then how he stepped through.

What doesit take to step into a corridor, knowing that your enemy said there's alaser fence hafway
adongit? And asif that isn't enough, to do so wearing awaistcoat with ten kilos of plagtic explosives
weighing down its pockets?

Sam gets hafway along the corridor. There'samomentary flash, then the door bulges and turns black as
the T-gate does a scram shutdown and g ects its wormhol e endpoint through the side of the pod. It's not
very dramdtic.

And that's how we reach the foot of the cliff.

While | was unconscious, Janis and her team did what was expected of them. | think that she was
expecting betraya al aong, because she had afew surprises of her own. Y ourdon, a the front of the



hall, chopped her in half with hisVVorpa blade: | can only imagine his shock when another Janis stepped
out from behind the fire escape and blew a hole through his chest. | should have redized she was playing
atricky game—her excuse about taking al night to run off ten kilos of high explosveswasfar too
convenient—but in hindsight, she didn't trust anyone by that point. Even me.

While | was unconscious, Fiore—desperate, trapped in the police station down the road by a squad of
murderous Sannis—patched through his netlink and got onto our command circuit which was, as
expected, compromised by design. But Sanni was one jump ahead of him al theway. Greg had told him
what was going on that morning. Fiore thought that alaser fence and extra security guards would suffice.
These psywar types, they don't think like atank, or afighting cat. Two of me—despite being serioudy
pissed a Sanni for making them livein the library attic and stay away from Sam—took him out with a
rocket-propelled grenade, while three other squads fanned out and combed the parish churches for
cowering revenants. As Janis later explained, "When the only soldier you can rely on is Reeve, you make
the mogt of her." But | won't bear agrudge, even though two of me died.

Because when the dust stopped raining down on the cowering cohortsin the auditorium, while our other
instances raced through the administration block and the hospita, frantically hunting down assemblers and
deleting their pattern buffers before another Y ourdon or Fiore could ooze out of them, it was Janiswho
stepped up to the lectern and fired a shot into the celling and called for silence.

"Friends," she sad, afaint tremor in her voice. " Friends. The experiment isover. The prisonis closed.
"Welcome back to thered world.”

THAT dl happened years ago. Theriver of history waitsfor nobody. Welive our livesin the wake of
vast events, accommodating ourselvesto their shapes. Even those of uswho contributed to the eventsin
question.

Maybe the oddest thing is how little has changed since we over-threw the scorefile dictatorship. We il
have regular town meetings. We dlill livein smdl family groups, as orthohumans. Many of us even Sayed
with the spousal unitswe were assigned by Fiore or Y ourdon. We dresslikeit's still the dark ages, and
we hold jobsjust like before, and we even have babies the primitive way. Sometimes.

But...

We vote in the town meetings. There are no scorefile metrics with hidden point tables that some smug
researcher can twesk in order to make the parishioners jump. We don't dance like puppets for anyone,
even our eected mayor. We may livein families as orthohumans, but we've got an assembler in every
home. Mostly we don't want to be neomorphs. Many of us spent too much time as living wegpons
during the war. We do have—and enthusiastically use—modern medical technology, with A-gates
everywhere. The costumery and lifestyle upholstery is harder to explain, but | put it down to socid inertia
| saw ablue hermaphrodite centaur in achain-mail hauberk and no pantsin the shopping mall the other
day, and guess what? Nobody raised an eyebrow. We're atolerant town these days. We have to be:
Theres nowhere elseto go until we arrive wherever the Harvest Lore iscarrying us.

Asfor me, | don't haveto fight anymore. I've got the best of my surrendered salf'swishes, without any of
the drawbacks. And I've been so lucky that thinking about it makes me want to cry.

| have adaughter. Her name's Andy—short for Andromeda. She swears she wants to be aboy when
she grows up; sheisn't going to hit puberty for another six years, and she may change her mind when her
body starts changing. The important thing iswe live in a society where she can be whatever she wants.
She looks like arandom phenotypic cross between Reeve and Sam, and sometimeswhen | see her in the
right light, just catching her profile, my breeth catchesin my throat as| see him diving off that cliff. Did he



know | was dready pregnant when he carefully made sure | was out of harm's way, then jumped? It
shouldn't be possible, but sometimes | wonder if he suspected.

Andromedawas delivered—surprise—in the hospita, by the nice Dr. Hanta. WWho no longer needsagun
pointing a her head al day long, since Sanni gave her a choice between reprogramming hersdlf to let her
patients define their own best interests or joining Y ourdon and Fiore. After going through with the birth, |
went back to being Robin, or as close to the originad Robin as our medica ‘ware could come up with.
Natura childbirth isan experience dl fathers should go through at least oncein their lives (as adults, |
mean), but | needed to be Robin again: the only version of me that doesn't come with innocent blood on
his hands.

It'slate, now, and Andy is deeping upgtairs. |'ve been writing this account down longhand on paper, to
help fix these eventsin my memory, like the letter someone wrote to me so long ago that | can barely
remember what it was like to be him. Even without memory surgery, we arefragile beings, lightsin the
darknessthat leave atrail fading out behind us as we forget who we have been. | don't actually want to
remember much about what | was, before the war. I'm comfortable here, and | expect to live herefor a
long time to come, longer than my entire troubled lifeto thispoint. If al | remember of thefirst haf of my
lifeisathick pile of paper and Sam's conflicted love for me, that will be enough. But theré's adifference
between not remembering and ddliberately forgetting. Hence the stack of paper.

Onelast thought: My wife is dozing on the sofaacross the room. | have aquestion for her, which I'll
wake her up for. "What do you think Sam was thinking when he walked down that tunnel ?*

Oh. That's useful. Sheyawns, and says, "l wouldn't know. | wasn't there.”

"But if you had to guess?

"I'd say he was hoping for a second chance.”

"Isthat dl?'

She stlands up. " Sometimes the truth is boring, Robin. Go on, put that in your memoir.”
"Okay. Any other comments before | finish up here?I'm going to bed in aminute.”

"Let methink . . ." Kay shrugs, an incredibly fluid gesture that involves four shoulder joints. "No. Don't be
long." She amileslazily and heads for the Saircase, swinging her hipsin away that suggests she's got
something other than deep in mind. She's been alot happier since she stopped being Sam, which she did
very shortly after the panicky last-minute backup in the library basement. And so, you may be assured,
aml.

Good night.
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"This gpparatus,” said the Officer, gragping a connecting rod and leaning againg it, "isour previous
Commandant'sinvention. . . . Have you heard of our previous Commandant? No? Well, I'm not claiming



too much when | say that the organization of the entire pena colony ishiswork. We, hisfriends, dready
knew at thetime of his death that the administration of the colony was so sdf-contained that even if his
successor had athousand new plansin mind he would not be able to dter anything of the old plan, a
least not for severa years. . . It'sashame that you didn't know the old Commandant!”

—"Inthe Pena Colony," Frank Kafka
Who 4till talks nowadays about the Armenians?
—Adolf Hitler, 1939

Note

The polities descended from the Republic of s do not use days, weeks, or other terrestrid dating
systems other than for historical or archaeologica purposes, however, the classical second has been
retained asthe bagis of timekeeping.

Here'saquick ready-reckoner:

one second

One second, the time taken for light to travel 299,792,458 metersin vacuum
one kilosecond

Archaic: 16 minutes

one hundred kiloseconds (1 diurn)

Archaic: 27 hours, 1 day and three hours

one megasecond (1 cycle)

Ten diurns. Archaic: deven daysand sx hours

thirty megaseconds (1 m-year)

300 diurns. Archaic: 337 Earth days (11 months)

one gigasecond

Archaic: approximatdly 31 Earth years

one terasecond

Archaic: approximately 31,000 Earth years (hdf age of human species)
one petasecond

Archaic: gpproximately 31,000,000 Earth years (haf elgpsed time since end of Cretaceous erd)



