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An angd danced on the cramped stage, surrounded by smartfog in the shape of luminous clouds.

“My God,” Alex Farrel said.

AdeleYuciafrowned at the chimera. “There s probably no fragment of human genomeinit.”

Alex shook his head. He' d expected a clumsy thing, crisscrossed with surgery scars. But the angel was
exquisitely made. Brilliant white wings arced above her head, trailing amost to the floor. Her body was
covered in fine feathers, rising to ashort crest atop her head, and her eyes were sky-blue and huge. She
wore afilmy gown, wrapped over smal breastsand dim hips.

“I didn’t know that the 80s were back again,” Addle said.

“What?’

“The song. ‘Send Me An Angdl’. Trite”

“I hadn’t noticed,” Alex said. Though he supposed he shouldn’t be surprised. Paul’sBar wasa
throwback to the Oversight era, dug deep under the fashionable restaurants on Olympic in South Los
Angeles. Thewalswerelined with lead fail, the floors were made of conductive tile scavenged from a
defunct defense contractor, and flyeye-zappers still sputtered in the corners. Still, smartfog displays
weren't chegp, S0 Paul must be making money with the angel.

Alex leaned closer to the stage. The angdl glided closer, itswings dipping gracefully. Alex could see
musclesworking at itssdes.

Adde hugged hersdf, asif cold. “We shouldn’t be here.”

The angd flitted away down the stage, towards other customers. Alex sighed. “I’m not worried.”



“Y ou should be”

“Winfinity probably doesn't even think thisisillega. Especidly if they think they can make money onit.”

“Winfinity doesn't run the country.”

Alex shook hishead. “Not yet.”

“What about me? What happensif the netslight up with aredity bite of the CEO of Nanolifeat a
chimeraden?’

“Maybe nothing,” Alex said.

“Maybethe end of my career.”

“Would it be so bad?’ Alex said. “We could travel the world together, go to the Moon, buy a piece of
Mars”

Adeeturned to look at him, her dark eyeswide and serious. Her lips, set in athin line, twitched
downwards, just once. And it was amost asif he could hear the desperate dry whispers of her thoughts.
If he was serious, | would do it. | would follow him and see if there was any sane place in the
universe.

Alex remembered that they were supposed to be going to an operathat evening, at least before he got
the message about Paul’ s bar with thelittle video clip of theangd.

He touched the back of her hand. “I’ll makeit up toyou,” hesaid. “I'll—"

“Unbdievable, isn't she?” aman said, crouching beside their table. The soft light of the smartfog clouds
made his eyes dlitter like crystd. His nose, oversized and crooked, gleamed with the sheen of ail. He
smelled of cigarsand hair gdl, of exotic polymer fabrics and testosterone. He wore the lens of an
implanted lifelogger at histemple. The lenswas spray-painted black.



“Who areyou?’ Adele said.

“I’'m Paul Borrego,” the man said, looking a Alex. “The owner.”

“What about the eye?’ Adde sad, pointing at Paul’ slifelogger-lens.

Paul laughed, like amachine full of broken parts. “Remnant of lifeleft far behind,” he said. “Interesting for
the ladies, sometimes”

Addé€ slips pulled down into a deeper frown.

“Nothing to worry from,” Paul said. “Much discretion given to vistors of stature, especially aNumber
and aChief.”

“A number?’ Alex sad.

“Y ou' rewhat, number six in the world? For wedth?”

Alex said nothing. But Paul wasright. Heimagined everyonein the bar looking at them, bitterness burning
behind their eyes. There was nothing more than synthetic politeness, given only in hope of reward.

Paul gave him agreasy smile. “ And with your mouth hanging open, over our angel.”

“What's her story?’

Paul shrugged. “Ain’'t one”

“There sdwaysadory,” Alex said. Chimera-makers aways wanted you to know how human DNA hid
the secrets that we were once gryphons, or Neandertalss, or that we were the actua and true descendants
of angels, and al it took was a session with a 3d atom probe, some genetic editing software, and a bank
of atom lasersto create ablastulathat could proveit.



Paul shook hishead. “No story.”

“Who made her?”’

“Don’t know.”

“Where' d you buy her?’

“Don’'t remember.”

And | bet all it takes to jog your memory is money, Alex thought.

The angdl came and danced nearby. Alex wanted to reach out and touch her, to seeif the featherswere
as soft asthey looked.

“Doesit speek?’ Addesaid.

Paul glanced at her, hiseyesflickering like a snake-dtrike.

“Answer her,” Alex sad.

“Not much,” Paul said. “A few words.”

“It probably isn’'t any smarter than adog,” Adele said.

Alex watched her glide across the stage. Does something this beautiful need to be brilliant? he
wondered.

Paul shot another razor look at Adele and leaned closeto Alex. “ She' s avail able after the show,” he



whispered.

“Avalable?

“Availablefor aprivate show, or something moreintimate.”

A sudden vision of dirty hands, stroking soft feathers on abed of ragsin aback storeroom, cameto
mind. Paul’ s craggy, streetworn face, bent over those huge sky-blue eyes. Alex’ s hands clenched into
figts. He grabbed the back of hischair to give his hands something to do, to ensure they wouldn't fly up
to Paul’ sthroat.

No wonder he had money to buy a smartfog display, Alex thought.

“What'swrong?’ Addesad. “What is he saying?’

“Nothing,” Alex said. He stood, and beckoned Paul to follow. A lopsided grin stretched the other man’s
shiny face. Adele made to stand, but Alex pushed her down in the sest.

“Alex,” shesad.

“Wa't.”

Hetook Paul over to the bar.

“Interested, yesyou are,” Paul said, his smile growing even wider.

“1"d like to meet her after the show.”

“Yes, discreet, very discreet. One thousand five hundred Winfinity points, please.”

Alex made asmadl notation on his handcom, and Paul smiled. He went back to watch the rest of the



show with Adde.

“She' sprobably not evenredly femae,” Adde said.

“Probably not.”

“I don't understand what you seein those things.”

Alex sghed. | don’t know either, he wanted to say. Maybe because they don’t want anything from
you.

“l said I’'d make it up to you.”

“You don't haveto.” Stiff. Not looking at him.

Alex took Ade€e shand. It trembled, just alittle. “We'll go out to the opera next week.”

“They’re out of town next week.”

“WEell go up to Santa Barbara.”

Adeletook her hand back, but said nothing.

When the show ended, Alex took her backstage. She followed in silence. Paul raised an eyebrow when
they both squeezed into the tiny room. It was much like he' d envisioned it, except the bed wastidy, with
black satin sheetsthat shimmered under the soft lights.

The angel sat on the edge of the bed.

“What areyou doing?’ Adde said.



“Trug me” Alex said.

There was arough chuckle from behind him. Paul. Apparently he thought if Adele wasto be awitness,
he could be, too.

Alex kneltin front of the angd. Shelooked down a him. Her mouth was parted, curved upward in afaint
smile. Her brilliant sky-blue eyes seemed to sparkle with joy. Sheraised her armsto him, asif expecting
an embrace. He wondered how many times she had donetthis, if she was engineered to enjoy rough acts
of love.

Alex blinked back the tearsthat blurred hisvision and pushed her arms down. Her down wasincredibly
soft. He saw the strange muscles working at her sSdes as her wings fluttered. He reached out to touch her
Sdes, to fed the muscles clench and release, in rhythm with the wings.

“Alex!” Add€ svoice, sharp, cracking.

“Shht”

Hetook hisarms off the angd’ storso and sat back on hislegs. “ Do you spesk?’ he said.

The angel cocked her head at him, like adog.

“Can you spesk?’

“Eeeek,” it sad, dmost afragment of birdsong.

Hetried for awhilelonger, but she just looked confused, and said no more.

Alex 9ghed. “How much?’ he said.



“For what?" Paul asked. “ Extended time a your home, away from here?’

“Extended. Asin forever.”

“Forever?’

“How much? To buy her.”

Adele gasped. “ Alex, you can't—"

“Would you leave her here?” Alex asked, gesturing around the room.

“It' snot even human. 1t may not even think—"

“Would you leave adog here?’

Adelelooked away, casting glittering tears.

Alex turned back to Paul. “How much?’

Paul amiled, aterrible broken grin. Alex imagined the ca culation going on behind the man’ s dead eyes.
What can | get for this? Enough to set me up for life. Enough to set me for ten lifetimes—

“How much!” Alex yelled.

“Two million!” Paul sad. “Winfinity points, nothing dse”

Alex madethetransfer on his handcom. “Done.”



Paul’ sface crumpled. “ Should' ve asked more.”

Alex ignored him. He held out his hand. The angel reached up. Took it. Her hand was soft and warm.
For amoment, he wondered how fast her metabolism was, what she was made of, how fast she had
grown, how long shewould live.

It didn’t matter.

“Doyou haveaname?’ Alex asked.

“How about Lilith?” Adele said, behind him.

“I don't think Lilithisanangd,” Alex sad.

The angd just looked at him with huge, bright eyes.

“Adde—" he began.

But when he turned, Adele was gone.
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Smdl of fear.

Everywhere.

On her nest, on the things the hairless ones covered her with, on the fuzz that covered the floor.

Pouring off the pink ones who came and went. Who brought food. In her food.



She saw cool grass, blue water outside, but she could not walk there. She put her hand up againgt the
barrier, but saw nothing. She pounded on the stuff-not-seen with afigt, but it only shook. Cracks near the
floor brought the scent of water. She scratched at it, but could not dig through its hardness.

Prowling the big empty hard-edged places, she searched for escape. Dimly, far away, she remembered
the past place, the warm room under the earth that smelled of yeast and pink ones, where there were
sounds she could twist to, where the pink ones sometimes came to comfort. But those memories faded
more with each day, and soon she would know nothing more than this hard-edged place full of frightened

things

“She,” the constant-pink said. It had been there since she woke, bleeding fear. It had been there before,
making those same noises.

“Ki,” it said.

Shewent to Sit by it. Itstiny dark eyes quivered. She reached out to it, looking for comfort. It took her
hand and put it in her lap. Fear-smell surged. And something else. Something deeper, richer. Like acrid
anger, but more complex. Something she could not place.

“Nah,” it said.

Shetried to touch it again. It put her hand down again.

“She” itsaid.

It had made that noise before. “ She” she said.

The congtant-pink showed its teeth and babbled happy noises. It made along string of soundsthat she
could not follow.

“She” it said, after awhile,

“She” shesad.



“Ki,” it said.

1] Ki .”

“Nah.”

“Nah.”

More babbling noises. Its smell changed from fear to content-full-happy. She didn’t understand, because
the constant-pink had not eaten, or given comfort.

“She-ki-nah,” it said.

Its odor changed to that strange acridity.

“She-ki-nah,” it said.

“She-ki-nah,” shesad.

The constant-pink stood, clapped its hands, ssomped its feet on the floor. It looked big and strong. It
might be able to get through the things-not-seen. 1t would be good to have comfort with.

Shereached up to it again, and it grasped her and whirled her in abrief circle. She could smdll its
content-full-happiness. It made her content-full-happy. Except for the ache only comfort would replace.
She grabbed its hands and tried to put them on her. But the constant-pink drew away.

“Shekinah,” it said, pointing at her.

“Shekinah,” she said, pointing back.



The pink thing hid its teeth and shook its head. I1ts smell edged dightly acrid.

“Shekinah,” it said, pointing &t her. It pointed at itsdlf. “ Alex.”

Shewould play withitif it led to comfort. “ Shekinah,” she said, pointing at itsdlf.

More jumping around, and rhythmic sounds. Content-full-happy smells.

The constant-pink repested its gestures.

She pointed at him and said, “ Shekinah.”

Teeth-hiding and acrid smells.

Shetried to get it to put its hands on her, but again it pulled away. She wailed and cried. She went to the
place where she could smell the water outside and scratched at the hardness around it. She could smell
the pink thing, shading down to that Strange acridity.

“Shekinah,” it said.

Sheignoredit.

Eventudly, it went away.
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Alex would hate this.

The thought was sudden and clear, asif someone had whispered in Adel€' s ear. She sighed and put
down the stylus. Winfinity’ sfighter airframe contract dimmed down into the surface of her desk.



She' d dmost forgotten about their last night together. But now she’ d have to think about that. She' d have
to wonder what he was doing with his pet. Her traitor mind would summon images of them laying
together, on the cool sheets of his house high above Mdibu. And she'd have to wonder, again, why

they’ d never found any sustained flame.

And he would hate this, Adde thought, picking up the stylus again. Using histechnology to build jet
fightersfor our new masters. Evenif they did profess only to be helping the government-in-collapse.

Alex had been the one to extend the range of 3d atom probes down into the realm of organic molecules.
He' d been thefirgt to create an atomic map of acell, then reassemble the cdll with atom lasers. When the
cell lived, the biotech professors of UCLA cheered, and money poured in to fund his new startup
company, Nanolife. Hewas 19 at thetime,

While others were using his bio-editing techniques and creeting the Three-Day Death and terrorbeasts
and chimeras, Nanolife' steam was working on the fundamental energy-conversion bodies of cdlls,
mitochondria, working to make them more efficient, to make them more like the al-purpose
nanomachinesthat Drexler had imagined.

But, by the time Nanolife succeeded in growing complex carbon composites, Oversight had dated
virtualy every Nanolife gpplication for regulation. Alex wastaking at UCLA about growing free housing
when Oversight stepped in and shut down Nanolife.

Adderemembered it wal. She' d worked there four months when she camein to black-suited,
blank-eyed Oversight agentsin the halls, and Alex sobbing on his desk.

| don’t understand them, he said. | don’t know what they want.

Let me talk to them, Addesad.

Helooked up &t her, eyes shimmering with tears. And she knew he was serious, heredly didn't
understand, he redlly just wanted to play with histoys and be left done. She wondered if heredly
understood what damage his technology was capable of.

Later that day, she made thefirst offer on his behdf. Regulate us. We'll work with you. We'll make
sure only safe applications of the technology are used.



When shetold him, Alex cried again. Shelaid an arm on his shoulder. It waslike touching aliving statue
of agod. Shefdt light-headed, dl-powerful. Shefelt unclean.

We have to do this, shesaid. It' sthat, or be shut down. Or disappear.

Alex shook hishead and told her, Better to be shut down. Hetold her about shining cities grown from
sand and rocks, free for the having. He told her about perfect products, grown to last nearly forever.

And shelistened. And nodded. And agreed, yes, thisisterrible, thisisunfair.

And in the end, they submitted to Oversight control. Adele became CEO of the company, and Alex
checked out. Because if you wanted to plant a seed to replace aslum, you had to make sure that seed
was the right seed. One that the government said was good for you.

Like now. If you wanted to grow indestructible airframes, you had to make them for Winfinity. The new
facein front of al the same old regulations.

It was no wonder Alex had walked avay from it al. Leaving her to be the one who compromised.

If I could turn back the clock, if we both walked away, could we have found that flame? she
wondered.

She sighed, coming back to the present. She spun her chair away from the desk and went to ook out
over sunset Los Angeles. The Nanolife tower wasthe tallest building on the west side. Tall enough that
she could see golden ocean, sparkling in late sun. If she had atelescope, she could probably see Alex’s
house.

Or she could spy the modern way, with ahandful of flyeyes feeding imagesto her dataspecs. But she
didn’t like wearing them, one thing she and Alex agreed on.

“Incoming cal from Alex Farrell,” her desk said softly.



Adele s heart tripped, once, and she whirled to face the desk. “I'll takeit.”

Alex’ sface appeared on the surface of her desk, covering the Winfinity contract. The POV shook and
blurred. Greenery whizzed past in the background. She heard the sound of an engine, rough and choppy.

“Addel” Alex said. 1 can’'t believe we missed this. Thisisgreat! Y ou haveto comein!”

“Where areyou?’ she asked.

“Ecuador. Do you know what the USG did? Y ou won't—"

“Why are you down there?’

Alex gave her an impatient Sdewise look. “The space elevator!”

“Space elevator?’

“Y eah! Back when they were doing the Marsthing, it seemsthe USG started building a space elevator.
Never finished it, but they did drop the tether about hafway before everything fell apart.”

“The US government? A space eevator?’ Adele shook her head, trying to put the two together. She'd
never heard anything about it.

Alex gave her abig slly grin, hisblue eyesflashing. Hisblond hair was messy and wind-blown, and dirt
stresked hisface. He grinned like an overgrown child.

The point of view shifted awvay from Alex. Hewasin aHumvee. Through the windshield, the jungle
parted to revea abroad expanse of concrete, crisscrossed with ahexagonal pattern of darker materid.

“Thisiswhere the tether was supposed to be anchored,” Alex said, offscreen. The Humvee stopped and
the point of view panned around the hugeflat pad. In the center was a smooth bulge that terminated in a
flat surface. At the edge of the pad, low sguare concrete buildings huddied.



Alex turned the camera back on himsdf. “Bunch of expats control it now. They claim to have accessto
thetop end, too. | think they’ re former Oversight. Winfinity’ s been trying to buy it, but they don’t get
aongtoowel.”

| bet, Addethought. “What are you thinking?’

“I"m thinking what awonderful investment thiswould be. For us”

“You mean ... leave Nanolife?’ For what? Was this abusiness offer, or something more?

Alex shook his head. “We might need some of Nanolife' stech to makeit work.”

Adele nodded. Controlling the space elevator would give them easy accessto orbit. They could sell
access for hundreds, thousands of timeswhat it cost in energy. They could solve one of the big problems
that prevented humanity from having a space-based economy.

“Planning on changing theworld again?’ she said, grinning.

Alex’sgrin collapsed. He muttered something that was drowned in the roar of the Humvee sengine.

“What?’

“I never changed theworld,” Alex said, loud and hitter.

And hewas right. No shining cities, free for the taking. Just magic technology, kept under careful
lockdown. For Alex, Nanolife wasn't hisfirst success. It was hisfirg failure.

“I'min,” Addesad.

Alex’ shoylike grin snapped back. “ Greet! I'll send details. Tak to you soon!”



Alex closed the connection. On her desktop, the Winfinity contract cameto thefore again. It cut through
happy visons of her and Alex, doneinthejungle.

Adee gared at the thing. She picked up the stylus. Hesitated for amoment, holding the stylus over the
sgnature area. After afew moments, she sghed. And signed it.

Because plans didn’t dwayswork ot.

On the day the space elevator’ stether reached the anchor, the news came in about Winfinity’ slatest
rgjuvendion failures. Big movingink banners on the whitewashed Quito buildings showed grotesque
corpses and claimed it to be the Afio de Los Muertos. Talking heads pontificated about how
rejuvenation was likely to be a dangerous, complex, and expensive process.

Alex shook hishead. Of courseit would be. That’s how they’ d want it to be.

“WEe re going out to the pad?’ Adele asked, as Alex piloted the jeep out of the city.

“I wouldn't be anywheredse.”

“What if the tether breaks?’

“ltwon't.”

“You can't say that!”

Alex dghed. They' d stripped out the old nanotube ribbon and replaced it with something from Nanolife's
carbon portfolio, but the researchers were still arguing about transient stresses and point defects.

“If it breaks, | ill want to bethere,” he said. Because if seventy thousand miles of nanoribbon came
down, there' s no guarantee that Quito will be there afterwards.



“|dedlist!”

“It'snotlikel’ll liveforever.” Alex pointed a a newsboard showing pictures of the failed rgjuvenations.

“You'll figureit out yoursdlf by thetimeyou' rethat old.”

Alex shrugged. He could show her old Nanolife data that suggested the maximum lifespan of any human
was less than three hundred years, even with some form of workable rgjuvenation.

Three hundred years to make a difference. To make up for thefirgt failure. It wasn’t much time.

He pushed the jeep hard down the dirt road, hoping to makeit to the site before the actuad moment of
contact. Some day, he knew, that dirt road might be the largest superhighway on the planet. Quito might
be transformed into a super-megalopolislarger than Shanghai. And shipsfrom all over the world might
dock in Ecuador, to cart the riches of the solar system across the face of the Earth.

But will I live to see that? he wondered. There were so many things he was going to miss. Even without
Winfinity’ sfalures

“Look,” Addesad, painting up.

Ahead of them, atiny black line bisected the ky. AlImost invisble. Blink and you’ d missit. But follow it
up with your eyes, into the heavens, whereiit disappeared. Alex imagined stars, whedling just beyond the
brilliance of the blue sky. Maybe he should buy afew thousand square miles of Martian land, and dream
about the day when the planet grew green. But that was far out, impossible. It would be ahundred years
before people could walk outside without squeezesuits, a thousand years before they might dare to
breathe. He would never seeit.

There are so many things 'l miss.

“I can leaveyou off, if you'd like,” hetold Addle.
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“Areyou sure?’

“Yes” Lips pressed firmly together.

“You don’t need to go, just because | am.”

“| want to seeit, t0o.”

Alex shook his head.

“Keegp going,” shesaid.

He did. Through the jungle to the anchorpoint, dmost an acre of concrete and carbon
nanotube-reinforced matrix, drilled into the heart of the mountain. They sped across the suddenly
glass-smooth surface and stopped near the low rise where the ribbon would be anchored.

A team walited there, dressed in orange jumpsuits with BeyondEarth logos on them. Alex knew the drill.
They weretherefor find lockdown. Theoreticaly, the complex carbon composite was stabilized by the
equivaent of carbon muscles and silicon intelligence, in an ever-optimized feedback loop.

The end of the ribbon was visible, hanging motionless maybe three hundred feet above the ground. The
ribbon machines were running about two feet per second now.

Three minutes, and our space elevator is complete.

Alex watched the end dowly fal. When it was only about fifty feet off the ground, he held his breath. He
imagined seeing aripplein theribbon, and then the unimaginable. He wondered what the razor-edged
ribbon would do to the jungle. Or to him. Would hefed it at all?

Hefdt Adde s hand sneak into his own. Her skin was soft and warm.



“That'sit,” hesaid, astheribbon touched down.

The orange-suited team pounced, securing it under multiple layers of carbon composite and adhesive.

When they stood back, a thin black line connected Earth and the sky. The ribbon rose, completely
draight and true, till it passed out of Sight.

Alex’ s heart thudded, and he squeezed Adel€ s hand. She turned and hugged him close, turning her face
up for akiss. Alex obliged her, darting his eyes heavenward.

“We'renot doneyet,” hesaid. “We gtill have to send the crawler down.”

“Do you doubt it'll work?” Adelelooked up a him, her eyes il faraway.

Alex shook hishead, thinking, | always doubt.

“Thereyou go,” she said, and hugged him tighter.

The climber wouldn’'t be down for aday, so Alex took Adele back to Palos, hisfavorite bar. It had runa
chimerashow, full of clumsy surgical freaks, until Adele came down. Then the shows had ended. Alex
suspected she cared for him, and that she had had something to do with the shows ending, but he didn’t
know how to ask, or what to do in return to thank her.

Because Adde was something like Shekinah. Embarrassingly sexua. He was dmost glad that Shekinah
had to remain behind in Mdibu. It was easier. And he could always watch her dance on the remote
monitors, eveniif it did seem to upset Adele.

Adeleliked him, he knew. Maybe even loved him. But he didn’t know what to do. He had never felt
anything like love, certainly not the dl-consuming force that was portrayed in the games and movies. He
liked spending timewith Adele, and heliked the nights they shared, but he could not imagine tying himsalf
to her in away that could not be undone. He had thought about it, briefly, shortly after they met, but he
had never become any more certain.

Back at his apartment, under the glow of a screen that showed their BeyondEarth logo, hetold Adele:



“I'm moving down here”

Adelelooked at him, her eyes steady and clear. Asif she was expecting something.

“After dl, it snot like Winfinity redly wants me back inits country, after | stole this out from under
them.”

Adelelooked away and sighed.

“I havealot of plansfor Shekinah. There are new methods for increasing cognitive capacity.”

“Something of yours?’

Alex frowned. “ Something | bought. | don’t make anything anymore.”

“Y ou should have called her Lilith.” Adel€ s shoulders shook, and her voice waslow, husky.

“Lilithwasn't anangd.”

Slencefor atime. Then: “What do you seein the thing? Why do you keep it?’

Becauseit’s a reflection of what made it, Alex thought. Because maybe, just maybe, it can be a
reflection of what we could be.

But he said nothing.

After atime, Adelelay down next to him, softly crying. When hetried to embrace her, she elbowed him
avay.

* k k %



The pink things came and stabbed her, drawing blood. She yelled and clawed at one of them, raking his
cheek with bright red stripes. Blood spattered her face. The pink things yelled and babbled and | eft her
done.

In the place. The new place. Where she could go in or out. She could walk through grass. She could see
the sun. A tal fence, dick and white, kept her from walking farther.

Sheliked the sun, until shewas sick.

Bdly-clenching pain. Throbbing painin her head. She moaned and twisted, trying to evade the hurt.
Tired, shewent back inside and lay down on her nest.

Swegtsinthe night.

Strange things seen, bright, exploding.

Shewoketo ruined rags. They smelled of pain and fear and something el se, something deep and cold
and hard and wrong. She kicked them away. She could never lay on them.

The hurt in her head gnawed and pounded. She went outside and rolled in the grass, clawed at the fence.
One of the pink oneswatched her for atime, but it was not the constant-pink, the one that babbled at her

longest.

The congtant-pink came later that day. It extended a hand through the fence. It smelled of fear and
something e se, that strange smell that it got when it talked to her, repesating that same sound over and
over...

Suddenly, the pain in her head legpt up like awild thing. She could fed it eating through her head. And
then it was like seeing afaint path, leading backwards to days (before).

“Shekinah,” she said, pointing a hersdlf.



The congtant-pink’ s expression changed suddenly. It showed its teeth and made asmall noise. The dark
scent disappeared. For thefirgt time, it dmost smelled happy and content.

“Shekinah.” She pointed at hersdf again.

The constant-pink nodded and babbled. It smelled very happy. Then it pointed at itself and said, “Alex.”

The pain in her head peaked again. She squinted and moaned. The constant-pink squeezed her hand.
Water cameto hiseyes, and his smell darkened.

Shewalked away, moaning, back insde. She ate the food the pink things left and kicked the rags away.
But the ground was too hard without her nest.

She dept outside, shivering, under the stars. She could see the heat of three pink-things outside, watching
her.

More bright flashes and strange sights.

More swests, tossing, turning.

In the morning, the grass had the bad smell. Sheripped it out of the ground.

The constant-pink cameto her late in the day. He opened the fence and cameinside. He knedled by her
and made some noises, but she didn’t try to grab him for comfort. He always smelled terrible when she
did that. He stroked her head, which felt nice, despite the pain.

He made her cover hersdlf in scratchy fabric, then he took her out of her place. Heput herina
strange-smelling box that roared and moved. The hurt legped again and she saw something, dimly, like
cold dark. Boxeslike that. But boxes that moved different, with openings that showed only sky. She had
been very frightened by that.

She was less frightened by this box. Outside, green trees and brush passed. Then white buildings, like
(something before).



Hetook her out of the box and led her to asmal building with openings of many colors. It smelled of
mold and dust and old things. It was very comforting.

Inside, sunlight made the colored openings glow brightly, and she stopped to look at them. The
constant-pink held her hand and waited.

Shewaked in alittle more. An unmoving pink thing in white had its arms outstretched. Above him there
were other thingsin white, thingswith wings.

(Like hers).

The unmoving things above the white pink thing were (like her.)

“Shekinah,” she said, looking up at the unmoving thingslike her.

The constant-pink jumped and babbled, smelling happy.

“Shekinah,” she said, pointing upward.

The congtant-pink showed her itsteeth. “Alex,” it said, pointing at itself.

(Wasthething called Alex?)

“Alex,” shesad, pointing a him.

“Yes, yes!” it babbled.

“Yes, yes” shesad.



The pain exploded in her head. It babbled other things, but &l she could do was hold her head.

It babbled more, smdlling worried.

“Alex.” Shepointed at it.

It nodded and babbled.

Then other pink things came into the place and made loud noises, smelling sharply of fear and anger.
They waked towards them, arms outstretched, forcing them outside.

* * * %

* * % %



When BeyondEarth went public, Adele made Alex take her up the elevator to celebrate. At the
geosynchronous station, dozens of spacecraft huddled outside. Some bore Winfinity flags, somewore
corporate logos, some, old-fashioned, still had the symbols of the ESA or CEL on them. Spindly
structures extended on either side of the geosynchronous station. Eventualy, they’ d grow the Sation to
Earth’ sfirst true spaceport.

They took aroom that looked down the ribbon to Earth, glinting gold in the sunlight. The Earth, cool
blue, looked peaceful and far away. The room was il chill duminum composite, unfurnished, but Adele
suspected that it would soon be aluxury hotel suite, or an insandly expensive gpartment. For now,
though, it wastheirs. There wasn't another human-transport crawler coming for three days.

He can’t run away from me, she thought.

Alex floated over the window, looking down at the Earth. Hisface was dack, puffy with zero-G bloat.

“What are you thinking about?” Adele asked.

“Nothing,” Alex said.

Shetried to hug him, but he shrugged her off.

“What' swrong?’

“Nothing.”

Addewaited. He d talk eventudly. That was the way he was.

“We could go up the tether and ding off towards Mars,” Alex said. “No rockets. No fuel.”

“And get thereinyears,” Addesad.



“Or we could drop smart packages dl over the world, and grow new cities.”

“You'redill mad.”

“Of coursel’m fucking mad!” Alex screamed, damming ahand into the bulkhead. He went spinning in
theair, then curled himsdlf into aball, eyes closed.

He' stherichest man in the world now, and all he seesis his biggest failure, Adde thought. Winfinity
had come to them, shortly after the drop. They’ d worn much better suits than Oversight. They showed
Alex and Adde the Earth-to-orbit missilesthey controlled. They showed them the firepower in the
nearby space junk.

No stupid planting cities stuff, no stirring up trouble on Mars, and everyone' s happy, wasthe
message.

“Never bring ahillfold toagunfight,” Adde said, softly.

1] WI,H?’

“Why don’t you go back into research?’” Adele asked.

“I don’'t have any moreideas! It' sthe brainshot kids and bots now.”

Silencefor atime. Alex finally stopped his spin and clung to ahandrail. “I'll misseverything,” he said.

“Misswhat?’

“I won't walk on Marswithout a squeezesuiit.”

Adeejust looked at him.



“I'll never go to Alpha Centauri.”

Adee shook her head.

“I'll never see where we' re going. Where we' re really going. ThisOverdght stuff, thisWinfinity suff,
they'rejust in theway. It'snot where we re going.”

“Alex—

* k k %

“Why can't wejust ... stay together?” Adele said. Hating the whinein her voice. She squared her
shoulders. “I want to bewith you. I—"

“Y ou mean marriage, kids, dl that?” Alex said. His face was blank, expressionless.

“If that’ swhat you want. If not—"

“Youdon't know who | am,” Alex said. “Do you know how | got to UCLA?’

Adele shook her head. That was one of the world’ s mysteries. Oversight was just getting started back
then. There were pieces of found media scattered dl over the netsfrom when Alex wasin UCLA, but
not much before.

“| volunteered for medica research,” he said.

“Voluntegred?’

“Remember the Merck programs?’

Adele gasped. Families had signed their children away to them, under the bizarre reorganization laws of



the economic collgpse in the early 20s. Most of them had never emerged.

“Y ou voluntegred?’

Alex nodded, looking away. “My parents leased me out, before that. Some of the familieswere okay.
Some had ... odd ideas about what congtituted family activities.”

Adele pushed over to Alex and tried to embrace him. He pushed her away, not looking &t her.

1] I’ m $rr.y.”

“They loved each other,” Alex said. “Mom and dad had one of those old-time marriages, with penalty
clauses. They’ d never be apart.”

Adde sad nothing.

“I don’t know what Merck did,” Alex said. “I don’t remember alot of that time. | remember going into a
lab, one day, and saying, ‘Why are you doing it like that, when you can do it like this? That’swhen they
made me a student.”

“How old wereyou?’

Adeefdt tearswelling in her eyes. She wiped them away. She went to Alex, put her arms around him,
and held him tight even when hetried to push her away. They thrashed away from the window and out
into open air. They floated, spinning dightly.

“I just want to see what we can be,” Alex said. “I don’t know if | can be what you want meto.”

The bar heliked wasin old Quito. Converted from an old internet café, it till ran random screenshots of
Web 1.0 stuff on dim and battered L CD flatscreens. At severd tables, there were even reproductions of



ancient computers—iMacs, Dells, Compaq |aptops—connected to complete working archives of the
internet circathe turn of the century, hidden in matchbox-s zed processors under the tables.

Alex preferred the bar. He' d been born at the advent of Web 2.0, and even if he understood how
revolutionary the turn-of-the-century apps were, he couldn’t understand the attraction of interacting with
smulated persondities on old-time message boards, or bidding on Ebay itemslong since passed.

The white-haired bartender had deeply tanned skin, like polished mahogany. He hadn’t spoken more
than fivewordsto Alex in dl the times he' d been there. Today, though, ayounger man was at the bar,
and Alex caught the man looking & him.

When the bar got quiet, late that evening, the bartender came over and stopped. “Y ou’ re the rich guy,
aren't you?’ hesaid, in perfect English, with no trace of a Spanish accent. Alex must have looked
surprised. “Expat,” the bartender said. “| just ook the part.”

“Oh. Andyes, I'mhim.”

A nod. “What poss ble sorrow can you be drowning?’

Alex laughed. How could he explain? Adde didn’t understand. Why would this man?

“I’'m Rafael Quincero,” the bartender said, offering ahand.

“Ale(—”

“Farrell. Y eah, therich guy. Why don’t you go up the beangtalk, rich guy? Or at least go to ahotel tower
in downtown? Are you pining over somewoman?’

Alex shook hishead. “I'm pining over dl thethingsI’ll miss”

“I don't know what you mean,” Rafael said, frowning.



“I need toinvent atime machine.” To see what’s coming, to get beyond this small-minded Winfinity
crap, this caveman stuff, my club is bigger than yours, you obey!

Rafad grinned. “We dready havetimetrave.”

“What do you mean?’

Rafael turned to the bar and pulled abottle of El Tesoro tequila off the shelf. He put it on the scarred
wood in front of Alex.

“| don’'t understand,” Alex said.

“Tequilaistimetravel inabottle,” Rafad said. “Drink enough, and you wake up in the future.”

Alex laughed. Then he jumped. He felt ahot shiver pass through hisbody. “What did you say?’

“Drink enough, wake up in the future.”

Alex picked up the bottle and held it in his hands. It was warm. The amber liquid doshed back and forth,
atiny fractd sea. That wasit. That was what he had to do. Go to deep. And wake up in the future.

“Thank you,” he said, clutching the bottle.

Rafael looked uncertain. “1 wasjust joking.”

“I’'mnot,” Alex said. He beamed the barman ten thousand Winfinity points and ran out the door. Heran
through town, clutching the bottle and yelling. He remembered long-forgotten physics lectures about old
Greeks and hot baths. He didn't care.

That wasit. He didn't have to miss anything. All he had to do was missthe stuff in the middle.



* * * %

Alex didn't comethat night.

He did not come to Shekinah'sroom. They did not take their walk. He did not try to teach her harder
words. He did not show her picturesor tell her things she did not understand.

“Play,” shesad. “Fun.” Two new words. She wanted to remember them. So Alex would smile.

“Smile” Another new word. She'd dmost forgottenit.

“Smile, amile, smile” shesad, trying to pressit into her mind. Her head hurt again.

Shewaited until it was dark, then lay down on the bed. Thinking about Alex coming to her, comforting
her. 1t was good to think about that. It soothed the painin her head.

One of the others had tried to comfort her, but he fell screaming on the ground. Shekinah had never seen
him again. After that, the others besides Alex stayed far away from her. They didn’t answer when she
repeated her words to them.

Her words. Were there others she had forgotten?

She stood. She paced. The night smelled of clean vines and grass. She wanted to run. She wanted Alex.
Her wings were restless, and her back ached. She leaned them againgt the wall, willing Alex to appear.

Eventualy, she went back to lie on the bed.

Shewondered if Alex would come the next day. Or the next. Suddenly the days seemed to stretch out
ahead of her, clearings dong an endless path.

Shekinah whimpered. She had never thought anything like that. Thingsto come. Many days.



She imagined days stretching back behind her, but the path was shrouded in migt, gray and diffuse.

“Alex,” shesad, softly, asdeep came.

* * * %

Western States Mining was in the middle of Nevada' s Unincorporated Territories, where the last core of
libertarians and sociaists and congtitutionalists and anarcho-capitaists had come to thumb their noses at
the Winfinity-Reformed States conglomerate, which was only too happy to ignore them.

Until now, Addethought, watching the tanks dowly fill with metalic silver.

They wereinsde one of the old mines. It was cool and dark, and smelled like dust. Support timbers,
gray with age, bore graffiti with ancient dates: 1932, 1977, 2000.

The nanoextraction system made only the smallest noise, afaint liquid rushing. Deep in the mountain, she
knew, water coursed through dl the abandoned tunndls, dl the played-out veins, binding and releasing
slver in amindless mechanical dance. The process ended here, where the slver was unbound, captured,
dried, and eventudly melted into ingots.

“What extraction rate are you running here?’

“ About three grams per gdlon per hour,” said Charles Strathern, the golden-haired President of Western
SatesMining.

Adele nodded. It was about twenty timesthe rate of their best process. “Thisis built on Nanolife
templates?’

A shrug. “If it matters. We don'’t recognize your IP here.”

“And you have no nanoprocess permitting from Winfinity?”



Charles squinted at her. “If you aren’t interested in buying, we don’t need you here. The door’ sthat way.
Don't let it hit you in the ass on the way out.”

Adeehdd upahand. “Just getting thelay of theland.” You may not recognize our P, but you have
no problem selling improvements back to us. She wondered briefly how long it would take the
Nanolifelabsto duplicate their feat, but quickly dismissed it. If shedidn’t buy it, someone else would.

Charles crossed hisarms. “Y ou' ve seen the process. Are you interested?’

“Possibly. How many cycleswill the nano tolerate?”’

“Seven, eight hundred.”

“What' sthe efficiency ddtabetween inception and end of life?’

“We define end of life as one Sgmadeviation.”

Ade e nodded. Good.

An anxious-looking man wearing aWestern States Mining jumpsuit burst into the room, earning an
irritated glance from Charles. “MsYucia” hesad, “you haveavistor.”

“Avigtor?’

“Yeah. HE soutsde”

Addeignored Charles s exasperated look and followed the other man out into the searing sun.

Alex Farrell paced undernesth a persond VertiJet. As soon as he saw Adele, he rushed over to her.
Little beads of sweet gathered on hisforehead, liketiny crystals. His hair was spiky and unkempt, and his



blue eyes darted from her eyesto her lipsto some point in the sky, asif he was unable to decide what to
look at.

“I figured it out,” he said, taking her by the arms. His grip wastight, hot. “1 know what to do! But | need
your help. Y ou haveto help me.”

Adeletore hersdlf out of hishands. “I’m seeing someone ese now.”

Alex looked at her, through her, asif he didn’t know what she was saying. Anger burned her gut, likea
poker shoved into her ribs. | spend all this time finding someone who | can tolerate, someone who
might, in a decade or two, allow me to forget you, and you don’t even care, you can’'t even take a
moment to pretend to be sorry.

“I can't do it without you,” Alex said. “Without Nanolife.”

You don’t even want me! Adedethought. Sheimagined kicking himin the crotch, leaving himto liein the
hot desert dust.

Findly, something in her expresson made an impresson. Alex’s crazy-happy grin vanished. “ Adde? Are
you okay?’

“| wasin the middle of abusinessded.”

“Oh”

Alex looked so chastened that sheimmediately felt guilty. “1 aso can't believe you came here. To
America Winfinity islessthan thrilled with you right now.”

“Thisisn't America”

“Winfinity sill thinksit' stheirsfor the taking, whenever they want.”



Alex danced from foot to foot, the portrait of an impatient child.

Adele sighed. “What do you want, Alex?’

“I figured it out. | know what to do now.”

If the next words to come out of his mouth are about Shekinah, | will kick himin the crotch, Adde

thought.

“Terraform Venus,” Alex sad.

For amoment, al she could do waslook at him. The words seemed to have no meaning. Shetried to put
them together like ajigsaw puzzle.

“Yed” Alex said. “Everybody’ sthinking about Mars, but what about Venus?’

“Y ou're not serious.”

“I’'m one hundred percent serious.”

“It would take hundreds of years.”

A grin. “Thousands, actually. About two thousand eight hundred or o, by the best smulations.”

“You...you'd never seeit.”

Thegrin became asmile, bright and dmost maniacal in itsintengty. “That' swhat you think.”

Adele shook her head. She wondered if Western States was listening to their conversation. She
wondered how serious Alex redly was. “ Show me,” she said.



“| can'tdoit here)” Alex said. “Too bright.”

Western States et them use one of their unused mineshafts. Adele didn’t suppose they had it bugged, but
she scanned and flashed it regardless. Alex waited until she was done, then showed her diagramson a
small smartfogger. Dust-motes danced inside the diagrams, sparkling liketiny stars.

“Itsample” hesaid. “All it takesis one little package and alot of time.”

First, he showed her the space elevator. At the far end of the tether, asmall package wasreleased into
gpace. A closeup showed it packed with a cross-section of the latest nanotech: miners, shapers, builders,
heavy ingruction-units and overseers.

“A lot of industrial nano already runs at higher temps than the surface of Venus, and the extra heat energy
letsusrunit fast and efficient.”

The viewpoint changed to show the package' strgjectory, traced with abright green line. Theline
intersected abrilliant white ball that circled the sun, well ingde Earth’ s orbit: Venus.

“Here' sthe best thing. Everything can be done under Venus's cloud cover, so nobody needs to know
what’ s going on. We can even smulate the clouds later on, so it saysinvisble.”

The viewpoint changed again, to show the impact of the package on Venus. It spilled nanotech near one
of the poles, where it started transforming the ragged surface of the world into ashimmering crysta city,
edged by deep green jungle. “ The jungle probably won't work,” Alex said. “One of those old pulp idess,
kind of fun but impractical. But we can create the crystd cities. In fact, with the amount of carbon dioxide
we have to bind, we need a diamondoid economy. We can literdly pave the streetswith it.”

Adele watched, dumbfounded, asthe planet sprouted pole-ringing crystal cities, green jungles, and
far-scattered lakes. She blew out her breath. Until then, she hadn’t redlized she' d been holding it.

“But ... you said it would take three thousand years”

“Twenty-eight hundred. Don’t exaggerate.”



“But...”

“Imagineit,” Alex said. “Our own planet. Our own world. Complete. Ready-made. No bidding on
Winfinity’s Martian parcels. No regulation. We do this right under everyone' snoses.”

“How do you expect to live for twenty-eight hundred years?’

But hejust smiled. “1 don’t expect to live,” he said. “I expect to deep.”

“What?’

“Liketimetrave in abottle. Drink enough, and you wake up in the future.”

“Alex, what’ swrong with you?’

He picked her up, spun her around. “Nothing,” he said. “For the first time, nothing.”

Adde made him put her down. The hologram was now doing aflythrough of one of the Venusian cities,
gracefully curved crysta spiresrising above shining avenues.

Could he do it? shewondered. Could he?

“How do you expect to keep this secret?’

Alex smiled. “That' sthe easy part. Nobody has to know. Send the package, go to deep, wake up later.”

“So you' ve figured out hibernation?”

“No, but I’'m sure one of the brainshot kids has.”



“And nobody will dig you up during those twenty-eight hundred years?’

A quick frown. “So maybe | haveto go to Alpha Centauri or something.”

Adelelaughed. It was beyond credibility.

Or wasit?

She made him pack up his show. She promised to help him. Then she went to finish her dea with Charles
and Western States Mining.

“About time,” Charles said, when she returned.

“Shut up,” Adde said. “We're about to make you rich.”

Charles opened hismouth, closed it, let it turn into asmile.

But Alex and two Western States miners burst into the room. They were covered with dust and Alex’s
suit wastorn.

“Winfinity,” Alex said. “Win-Sec. My jet’ sdestroyed.”

“Well give you two hundred million Winfinity creditsfor your IP,” Adde sad. “Find offer. Accept now
and you'rearich man. Wait and seeif Winfinity offers you something better.”

“| accept,” Charlessaid.

There was the sound of gunfire from the mine, coming closer to the processing room.



“Please tdl methere' san dternate route out,” Adde said.

Charles nodded and told them.

The two Western States men rushed them down tunnels to a helicopter hidden under a camouflage net.
Adelewatched as Alex took off, heading south to Mexico.

Suddenly al her busnessdedss, her entirelife, seemed so very smdll.

Do it, shethought.

Rafael Quincero and Shekinah came with Alex to the Moon.

“Becausethar fingers are sarting to reach down here, too,” Rafad said, watching ashiny new Winfinity
trangport whirr through the cobbled streets of Quito.

Because Shekinah wouldn't let him go, when she findly understood that he was going away. Alex
pointed up at the three-quarters Moon and told her they were going there. Shekinah nodded, her big
eyeswidening even farther. Alex knew she didn’t redly understand. Not until they went up the elevator
and stopped at the flingpoint. When her weight fell away, shewalled like afrightened child and clung to
him again. Hetried to tell her what they were doing in words small enough for her to understand. But she
just looked at him with big tear-filled eyes. Alex held her close, trying not to think about the softness of
her feathers, or the fluttering of her heart, or Rafadl’ s eyes, heavy on his back.

“You'rearich man,” Rafad said, when Alex asked if Shekinah bothered him.

“What does that mean?”’

“It safreepass”

“So | can do whatever | want?’ Alex said.



Refadl nodded. “ Exactly.”

But that’ s not true, he wanted to say. But Rafadl, like Adele, wouldn't understand hisfailures as
falures

And there were things he didn’t want to think about too much. He' d never looked at the results of
Shekinah's gene sequence. He didn’t want to hear acomputer’ svoice tell him that she was 67% of this,
15% of that, 8% of something €l se, and shared less than 50% of her genome with humanity. Or whatever
it ended up being.

On the Moon, the geeks who hadn’t made it to Mars were trying to engineer their own escape. Inthe
middle of the great Google logo, painted fifteen years ago in carbon black, railguns shot raw materiads at
anirregular blob of darknessthat whirled in orbit. Thefirst red starship, designed to carry an entire
community across the light-years to anew place where the madness of humanity was unknown. From
Torvads, themain lunar settlement, the starship could be seen only by the starsit occluded, or the
occasional orange-red cooling edges of the ceramics and aerogel s spawned by the nanotech. Rumor had
it that Winfinity or one of the other Earth governments had tried to probe the starship. Or maybe destroy
it. The probe (or weapon) had disappeared into the seething darkness. By now, it was part of the
dtill-growing ship.

Asked about their starship, the geeks grew silent, or gave sharp little nervous laughs and smart-assed
remarks.

“When will it be done? Wdl, when it’ sdone, of course.”

“How big will it be? Wdl, wewon’t know until it'sdone.”

“What' sits operationd life? Well, it'll last until we're there. We hope.”

And so on. Rafadl quickly found employment as a bartender, but he got no more information than Alex.
And Shekinah stopped conversation wherever she went. Until the whispers started. About therich guy
and hispet. Or hislover. Or whatever it was.

For once, Alex was glad that she didn’t understand very much. Even then, he spent long hours caming
her, explaining why she couldn’t come with him, trying to tell her why she couldn’t go outside.



“Go out!” she said, scratching on the window. The sound of her nails on the diamondoid was like the wall
of adyinganima.

“Youcan't,” Alex sad. “They don't have asuit that will fit you.”

“ Out! ”

“You'll die”

A wall. More scratching.

She never understood, so he had a spacesuit made for her. It had to be one of the old-style ones, and he
had to go to one of the oldest women on the Moon, who had to make entirely new moldsfor her
vacuum-forming equipment. At first, shelooked at him with suspicious crystd-blue eyes, sat into deep
folds of brown flesh. Then, as he and Shekinah came back for a second fitting, then athird, then afourth
to see how far her wings could be folded back, she softened.

“Y ou’ re the nanotech man, aren’t you?’ she said.

Alex nodded. “Alex Farrel, but you know that.”

“I know nothing.” A pause. Then ahand, like aweathered |leather satchd. “ Gina Richardson.”

Ginaworked awhile longer, rebonding seams, adding materia, cursing. Then she turned to him. “Why
you here, nanotech man?’

“Shekinah,” Alex said. She' d gone to the window, to look out over the bright gray landscape. “ She
doesn’'t understand why she can't go out.”

Another long pause. Then: “1 meant, why you here? On the Moon.”

Alex sghed. “I don’t know.”



“Man like you has areason. Y ou could buy theworld, if you wanted.”

“Nothing to buy here,” Alex said. “Nobody will talk to me long enough to sall me anything.”

“I meant the other world,” Ginasaid, nodding skyward.

Alex laughed. Another who didn’t understand. Sentiment at Winfinity had hardened againgt him even
more, Addesaid. “I can't buy Winfinity,” hesaid. “I can’t even go back to Earth.”

Ginanodded, but said nothing more.

When the suit was done, Alex took Shekinah to the nearest airlock and let her run on the soft powder
surface of the Moon. Shelegpt intheair, crying with delight. Alex wished her wings were not folded tight
againg her back. With them unfurled, she would look truly like an angdl, slhouetted against asurred

night sky.

They played until Shekinah got tired. Alex thought he saw Ginawatching them through awindow, once.
But when he turned, she wasn't there.

Later that week, one of the men he had talked to before cameto sit by Alex in the bar. His namewas
Steven Kowalski. He name was most often mentioned by the conspiracy theorists and apocalyptics back
on Earth when they talked about the spaceship growing at the Moon.

“What are you doing here, richman?’ he said.

“I don’'t know. MaybeI’ll figureit out eventuadly.”

A pause. “How long you going to be here?’

“I don’t know. Until I'mfinished, | guess”



Steven clenched hisjaw and muttered. Looked away. Findly, sighed. “Okay,” he said. “I deservethat.
Let'stak.”

“For red?’

“For red. What do you want?’

“I need a spacecraft,” Alex said.

Steven looked surprised. “ Our starship? It’ s not for sale.”

143 NO_”

A pause. “Then go back down to Earth and write a check. Y ou have the cash.”

“I need something different. What' sthe operationd life on your starship?’

A dgh. “In the range of five hundred years. We re hoping to get up to ramjet speeds—"

“I need longer than that.”

“ Lorge,?l

“Say, three thousand years.”

Steven stopped moving. Heturned to look at Alex. His eyes were cool and unreadable. “ Three thousand
years? What do you need that for?’

Alex gave him adow smile, but said nothing.



Steven shook his head. “Five hundred yearsistough. | mean, the ship isn't so much manufactured asit is
dive. Even then, after five hundred yearsthere are likely to be massive transcription errors. We can
develop for some of the worst-case scenarios, but we don't really know what the ship will grow into. It
might end up, uh, wherewe re going, in dramatically different shape than when it sarted.”

“Andyou' d ill get onit yoursdf?’

Steven nodded. “Yes.”

“Why?

“Because it sgetting scary,” Steven said. “Have you seen what they’ re teaching in school s these days?
About government? Want to bet what Winfinity' s planswill befor the next century? I’ m hearing
indentures, control networks, Stuff like that.”

“Soit'sworthit,” Alex said.

A nod.

“I need something that can last three thousand years. It'sworth it.”

Steven sighed. “I supposeif it was stripped down to the very basics—not much more than abalistic shell
with an opening to get thingsin and out—we might be ableto do it.”

“I'll take the chance.”

“Areyou serious?’

Alex nodded. “Dead serious.”

A dtrange expression overtook Steven. A ragged smile, agleam in hiseye. Something like wonder.



“| d'so understand you' re working on human hibernation.”

1] We a,e.”

“How long can you keep someone onice?’

Steven shook hishead. “Not long. That' swhy we' re thinking generation ship. Though that isn't setin
sone.”

“Three thousand years?’

Steven laughed. “No, no way. A year. Maybeten. A hundred, no way. Thousands? Y ou’'d haveto
virtualy rebuild the body on a continuous basis.”

“Then that’ s something else to work on.”

Steven started. His eyes went wide and he goggled at Alex, in dmost Hollywood fashion. “You ... you're
going to help us?’

“Asmuch as| can,” Alex said. HE d haveto be careful about moving things around, so it looked like he
was working on some persona project Winfinity wouldn't care about, but he could bring more resources
to the Moon. And maybe even some of Nanolife' s best brainshots.

Steven swalowed, hisface dack in wonder. In that moment, Alex knew hebdieved. Hebdieved it all.
Steven had hisown list of things he wanted to see, and he' d do whatever it took to see them.

“What' s lasted three thousand years?” Steven asked.

Alex shrugged. “The pyramids. Somerdigions. I'm sure afew other things.”



“But ... todoit physcaly?

Alex nodded.

Steven stuck out hishand. “I1t' s good to meet someone crazier than | am.”

Alex caled Rafadl over and ordered drinks, Shiraz nanolife-produced from Californiawine templates.
They raised glasses.

“What are we drinking to?’ Steven said.

“To going out. Over the horizon,” Alex said.

* * * %

Shekinah did not like the place that was smooth and cold and smelled of rock and fear. Even when Alex
took her out to legp into the night-sky-with-sun. Jumping was fun, but her back ached from the strange
coveringsthey put on her. She scratched at them, but could not get them off.

Alex took her to anew place, one where the rock still smelled hot and bright lightslit up alarge cavern.
He smelled happy and bright. He jumped in the air. She did the same. She sailed up towards the top.
Alex did that afew times, then started to smdll disgppointed.

“Fly,” he said, making motionslike hisarmswere wings.

“Fly,” Shekinah said. The new sound meant nothing.

Alex jumpedintheair and flapped hisarms again, likewings. “Fly, likethis” he sad.

Shekinah jumped up and flapped her wings. Shefdl dowly back down. Her back hurt.



Alex clapped his hands and showed histeeth. Shekinah tried it again, and again, and again. Then her
back hurt too much and she stopped. She rubbed her shoulders, her sides.

Alex put ahand on her shoulder and said, “Areyou dl right?’

It was aimost too much for Shekinah to understand.

“Back,” shesaid. “Hurt.”

Alex turned hislips down and kneaded the musclesin her shoulders and sides. Shekinah moaned. It felt
good. Likethe comfort Alex would never give her. Dim images of many nights spent trying to get him to
stay, of crying alone afterwards, cameto her.

Shekinah whirled to face Alex. Her claws shredded his clothes. She clung to him as hetried to scramble
away, as his smell went to fear. But she could smell his need, too. She shrugged out of her thin dress. She
clung to Alex, digging in her claws. Hetried to push her away. He grew hot and hard, on her belly.

Shekinah pulled hersdlf up and dropped down on him, feding his heat, feding him fill her. She groaned
and threw her head back, shivering in comfort.

Alex’s scent changed again, from fear and arousal to something deeper and more complex, something
she had smelled on him before. When the words were hard, when she did not remember them.

But shewrithed againgt him, and for atime they moved as one. Alex even gripped her to him, towards
the end. Then she cried in the explosion of comfort. Alex made alow noise. His eyes spilled water.

Shekinah released him, strengthless and satisfied. Alex laid by her for amoment, then pushed himsdlf
away. He smdlled strongly of that low scent and of fear as he picked up fragments of his clothes.

“Thank,” Shekinah said. The sound he used when she brought him food. Another sound he tried to teach.

Alex looked up. Hislittle eyeswere round. “I’m sorry,” he said.



Shekinah didn’t know what he meant, so she closed her eyes and went to deep.

When she woke, she wasin thelittle room with the window that looked out over the gray land and night
sky with sun. She remembered the night before. She smiled.

When Alex opened the door, later that day, there were two other men with him. They wore clothes that
amelled like the new place, like cool stone. They smelled dightly of fear.

Shewent to Alex’ sarms, but he pushed her away, making lots of noises, beckoning her to follow. She
did not want to play, but Alex stunk of fear. She followed.

Hetook her to abig room where there were many shiny things. Shelooked at her distorted reflection in
some of the things. Alex talked to another man in the room. The noises he made were fast and low.
Shekinah caught her name, and afew of the noises: more, small, fun. Alex kept looking at her when he
spoke. He showed histeeth, but he did not smell happy.

A strange fedling came to Shekinah. She had not made him happy. She had failed. It was adark, terrible
thought. Images of sharp pins and headaches came. Before and after. Thefeeling of being changed.

Was he going to change her again?

Shekinah smelled something familiar-yet-not. It took her afew momentsto redize she was smelling
hersdf, her own fear.

Alex and the other man stopped and showed their teeth. They looked at her. Their teeth werelikea
cat’s, bright white and sharp.

Shekinah backed away, but the other two men caught her arms. She struggled against them, but they
werevery strong.

Shefdtasharp panin her am.

Then Alex’ sface, bending over hers.



Then nathing.

* k k %

In the smartfog, Addefdl towards Venus. Beside her, Alex looked intently forward, hisface painted by
the reflection of brilliant white clouds. He darted a glance at her, twitched an uncertain smile, and looked
forward again, chewing hislip.

What' s the matter? Adelethought. Don't tell me the ship isa no-go, and I came up to the Moon for
nothing.

Venus s bright clouds stripped away asthey fell, reveding acity of neon-lit crystal perched on top of the
world. They swooped through forests of tall, long-needled trees and approached the city. The sun hung
low on the horizon, spread wide and golden in layers of haze. It cut through the transparent towers of the
city, painting them with a soft, warm light. The city glowed, asif in distant memory, Vasdline smeared on
thelens of redlity.

They flew between the towers, dowing to show beautiful details: etchingsin the diamondoidina
neo-art-deco style, heroic men and women of science struggling to turn the gears of immense machines,
sunrises dawning over rolling perfect fiel ds, antique spaceships thrusting towards stylized planets.

Adele and Alex soared above the city to aroom at the top of the highest tower. It looked across spires
of tapered grace, and arches of mathematica perfection, down abroad avenue that led into the city,
gleaming and perfect and clean. Inside, aman and awoman reclined on a couch, holding hands.

“Excdlent work. Very detailed.”

“EA Games aready had most of the templates.”

Alex gave anervouslittle laugh. “Of course”

Their POV whizzed up and around the planet, from dayside to night. Dayside showed grasdands and
deep-green forests, punctuated by bright blue lakes. Nightside showed frozen lakes and dead gray



forest. At theterminator, the trees dowly came back to life, the lakes dowly melted.

“Whichiswhy the citiesare a the poles,” Adde sad. “ There’ s no good mechanism for increasing
rotational speed, but with the limited axid tilt, polar citieswill have asun that’ salways just above or
below the horizon.”

“Climate?’

“WEe Il haveto leave some reflectance in the upper atmosphere to get the polesto shirtdeeves.”

“The equator?’

Adele shrugged. “Best guess saysit won't be fata on the dayside.”

“What' snot fatal 7’

“Not much over fifty or Sixty degreesC.”

Alex nodded. “ Sounds great. When do we start?’

Addeglared a him.

“What?" Alex sad.

“You just don't understand, do you? Three thousand years, Alex!”

“ &?!

“So al of thisisguesswork! Get out the rabhits' feet, because you' re going to need them. The bio you
saw isguesses and BS. Nobody knowsif we can really make treesthat’ [l survive aVenusian night, so
you might end up with adead planet. And then there sthe carbon problem. I’ m gtill working out whether



it would be better to bind it and railgun it out—which increases our chances of being detected—or plit it
and oxidizeit out. No matter what we do, the nano probably won't be stable for three thousand years,
not even if we run cold backupsin orbit and reseed.”

Adele expected Alex to wave ahand and tell her it didn’t matter, but he only sighed. She turned off the
smartfog and they were back in Alex’sdrab gray cubicle. He hadn’t even customized hiswallscreens. He
sat on an unmade bed.

“What'swrong?’ Addesad.

“Nothing”

“Isittheship?’

Alex shrugged. “Do you want to see it?’

“Sure”

* k% k %



* * % %

Alex took her down to ahallway that |ooked over asmoothly-sculpted cavern. Two men in bright purple
jumpsuits looked down into the dimness, their eyes shrouded by dataspecs. Below them, Alex’ s ship
grew. Itsrainbow-dick gray coating shimmered and danced, like adirty soagp-bubble. She could fed the
heet of the nano coming through the diamondoid windows.

“Do they know what it iS?” Adele said, nodding at the Moonies.

“They think it satoy,” Alex said.

“Areyou sure?’

Alex frowned and handed her apair of dataspecs. She put them on and looked down at the growing
ship. In place of the gray blob, there was a cutaway. And aname.



“Hades? Isn't he Greek?’

“Better than Pluto.”

“So are you the god of the underworld?’

“I may be,” Alex said. “Or at least that’ swhat Steven keeps saying. Twenty-eight hundred yearsis
beyond the end of the nano’ s projected life, even running cold. And there' sthe radiation.”

Animage of Alex’sbody, blue and motionless, cameto Adee. Hurtling through space on its unbelievable
quest.

“Why are you doing this?’ she asked.

Alex looked away. “Most of the ship isalead matrix, just to protect me from radiation.”

Theinner shell of the ship highlighted in her dataspecs. Inside, abody floated in liquid. Nanorepair
devices crawled duggishly through theliquid at only afew degrees Kelvin. Aninset showed them
comparing Alex’s cdlular structure and DNA to stored templates, and performing repairs when
necessary. “I won't be able to wake up periodicaly,” Alex said. “ Too dangerous. Not that I'd be able to
turn around. WE re bringing some water to eectrolyze into maneuvering fuel, but my landing will be
dead-stick.”

“Ale(—”

“If al goeswell, theinner lead matrix will part when I’ velanded,” Alex said. “If not, there arefailsafe
saws.”

In her POV, new cutaways showed the supercooled fluid draining from the passenger compartment, and
aman reclining in apilot’ s chair, banking the ship towards the outline of acity.

“Alex, why—"



Heheld up ahand. “I don’'t even get to see Alpha Centauri, because we can't get enough velocity. I'm
just a parabolato nowhere.”

“Alex, with thistech, we could be the most powerful people in the solar system.”

“And do what? Bring our gun to the fight? Drop bombs on them from our secret base on the Moon?’

In asudden blinding flash, Adele saw them doing just that. One on Washington, one on Winfinity City,
one on Hollywood. She shook her head. Even if they won, it was back to the same old game. The same
oldinsanity.

“I’'mgoing,” Alex sad.

Addenodded. “I know.”

Alex watched the package fly free from the tether. It moved so dowly he couldn’t tell the actua moment
of rlease. It was smdll, only the size of acar. Gradudly, its relative speed increased. It fell towards
Venus

| could wait, Alex told himsdf. | could send monitors to see if the package begins replication.

He shook his head. Even with the spoofing he’ d bought, somebody would know. Somebody would talk.
They’ d ask about what he’ d sent. And maybe they’ d uncover the truth.

Newshits floated in his dataspecs. martian terraforming accel erates. new keys to habitable space.
nanoroids: resourcesin the asteroid belt. Every title tagged to one of the many companies Alex and
Adele owned. So many companiesthese days. All running happily like bacteria. The lengthsthey’d
pushed Nanolife and the Moon-geeks had given them breakthroughs to make life better, both on Earth

and in space.

Maybe we could challenge Winfinity.

But that would mean staying. And waiting. And missing the grand ending. Winfinity was nothing more
than an aberration, the corporation that ate the United States. In three thousand years, they’ d gone from



pyramids to nanotechnology. In another three thousand years, surely they’ d conquer their own interna
demons.

Alex imagined coming back to a system transformed. Three blue-green worlds to choose from. Maybe
more. And perhaps indescribable wonders.

Maybe there would even be a world where Shekinah could fly.

Shewas till on the Moon. Alex had asked Steven to take Shekinah on their generation ship. He
imagined her soaring in the skies towards the center of the habitat, where gravity waslight. Shewould
likethat.

Alex went back down the ribbon and took afling out to where his ship Hades waited.

A day into hisfling, Addecaled him.

“You'reclean,” shesad. “There sno activity in any of theinfosvarms.”

“Good. Mission accomplished.”

Addewent slent. In his dataspecs, her lips pursed, like achild pouting when it didn’t get itstoy.

She' s beautiful , he thought.

“They’ll noticeyou'regone,” Addesaid.

“Of course. That's okay.”

“Wheat if they look for you?’

Alex sghed. Old conversations, well-worn into familiar grooves. He was the only one who knew the



trgectory. And he' d be running dark and cold. L et them.”

Adelejust looked a him.

“Goodbye,” Alex said. “And thank you. For everything.”

“You can stay,” Adele said. “Y ou don't have to be with me. We don’'t even have to change the world
anymore.”

Alex shook his head.

“I loveyou, Alex,” Addlesaid.

Alex froze. Hefelt adow shiver work down through his body. He opened his mouth, but no words came
out.

“I can't,” hesad, after atime. “Stay.”

Adeelooked down. “It’' sthat thing. That chimera.”

“Shekineh.”

“Whatever! Of courseyou loveit! You madeitintowhat it isl”

“l don't...” | don’t love her, he wanted to say. It was an obligation. He couldn’t let her go. And she had
S0 much potential. He imagined what she could be, in three thousand years.

“Youdon't what?' Addesad.

Alex sighed. “Goodbye, Adele”



Adeeglared a him for amoment. Then cut the connection.

When shetried to call him back, Alex didn't takeit. He had said adl he needed to say. All that he could.

When he neared the Moon, he called Shekinah. She ran towards his POV, grinning. “Alex! Missed you!”

“Missed?” Alex said. Rafael and Steven were teaching her more words.

“Missed, missed, missed!” Shekinah said, spinning happily.

“I missed you, too,” Alex said.

“Loveyou! Lovelovelove!”

Of course, Alex thought. They had to teach her that word. He doubted if she really understood what it
meant. The geeks muttered about braincase size and brain morphology, and shook their heads. Like a
child. Seven or eight years old. Unless we do more radical work.

“Shekinah, 1—"

“Loveyou! Comesee.” Shekinah wrapped her arms around herself and closed her eyes, asif embracing
him.

“I haveto go away,” Alex said.

“Comeseeme.”

“I can't. | haveto go. Rafael and Steven will take care of you.”



“Away?’ Soft, plaintive. With her head cocked just so. Suddenly Alex was back at the terriblelittle show
where he'd first met her. His eyesfilled with tears. Little rainbows formed on the edges of the dataspecs

images

“I'll missyou.”

“Come see!” Shekinah cried, beckoning.

“l can't”

Her amile became afrown. “ Alex! Want Alex!”

“I'msorry,” Alex said. Thinking, terribly, But she does understand this. She's making progress.

“Alex come see!”

Alex shook his head. Tears spilled down his cheeks. He didn't try to wipe them away.

“I loveyou,” he said. And broke the connection.

When the Hades' disposable booster pushed him back in his seat, Alex gtill cried. | could stay, he
thought. | could go on the generation ship, when it was complete.

But then he'd missthe end.

The cabin grew cold. Needles dipped into hisflesh.

Consciousness ended.

It took the Angdl of the Moon al morning to climb the one hundred steps to Winfinity’ s Hollywood
office. It was abig white building with pillars out in front. It was new, but it looked old, like things she



had seen in history lessons. The Winfinity logo rotated aboveit, suspended in air.

People came out of the building to watch her. Some wore dark gray uniformswith bright green letters
that read win-sec on the front. Others were just men and women in business suits, who watched her for a
while and then went back into the building. Their eyeslooked thin and angry, but they smelled like fear.

Once, agroup of chimeras came out of the building. They al wore thelittle shiny collarsthat Paul had
told her were for the ones who never worked their way to freedom. Permanent indenture, hecaled i,
the words big and darty in her mind.

The chimeraswalked right by her, only glancing. Their eyes were dead and ill.

| was like that once, Shekinah thought. Faint images cameto her, fragmentary and dow. Dancingin
front of an audiencein aplacethat smelled like alcohol and sex. Her second room, the one where she
could go out and see the sky. Alex.

She closed her eyes, wishing she could remember hisface. The treatments had done bad thingsto her
memory. Alex was a shade, half-imagined. She heard hisvoice. She-ki-nah. Shekinah.

| remember what you did for me, Alex, shethought. | will never forget that.

She levered her thin body up another step. Her wings dragged on the ground. She had never fdt this
heavy before. She remembered soaring through the caverns of the Moon.

People came from the street to cheer her. They projected images of her flying. They projected images of
other chimeras, in cages, at podiums, in sex farms. They projected words:

end the exploitation!

stop the cripples!

welcomethe angel of the moon.



The people in the gray coverallstook those people away.

She madeit into the cool stone lobby as people passed, smelling of hunger. The man behind the desk
tried to look through her for awhile. When she said who she wanted to see, he laughed.

She waited for awhile, then asked again. And again. The WIN-SEC people drew close.

Then, avoice. “I'll spesk to her,” it said.

They put her in alift with two WIN-SEC men, who would not ook at her and smelled of terror.
Shekinah wondered what they had to fear from her.

She shuffled into alarge room that looked out over Los Angeles. They were il fixing some of the
buildings from the big earthquake. Evan McMagter, CEO of Winfinity, sat behind a bare stone desk.

“Welcome, Angel of the Moon,” he said. I’ ve enjoyed many of your videos.”

Shekinah paused. She did not expect welcome. But he did not offer her something to eat or drink, like
they usualy did. His smell was masked with strong fragrance, but there was something like anger
undernegth.

“Mister McMadter, | ask afavor,” Shekinah said, repeating the words that she and Paul had rehearsed
SO many times.

Hiseyebrowsraised. “Y ou're not here to raise achimeraarmy against my oppressive regime?’

“No.” Not understanding completely. Wordstoo fast.

Evan laughed. “That’ s good. | wouldn’t want to lose my emperor’schair.”

“Please, | want you to stop production of dumb chimeras.”



Evan’ s eyebrows raised, and he breathed heavily, once. “But chimeras are typicaly of lessthan human
inteligence”

“They don't haveto be.”

Evan sat back down and crossed hisarms. “And how am | to stop this?’

“I have alist of companies. None of them are yours. Y ou could buy them and shut them down. Or make
alaw.”

“Why would | buy acompany and shut it down? Companies exist to make money. Buying one only to
shut it down wouldn’t do much for our bottom line, would it?’

Shekinah struggled to grasp the words. She shook her head.

“Winfinity has over seven hundred million shareholders,” Evan said. “ They work hard to get through their
indentures, then they work hard to move up, then they expect usto take care of them when they are old
and retired. And we do. What would you tdll al our shareholders, when we had to cut their benefits
because we bought some companies and closed them down?”’

“Y ou could make alaw.”

“Agan, why? Do you know how much it coststo enforce laws? What happensif we haveto increase
court cogts because we made too many laws? What would you tell them then?’

“But ... these companies create dumb things, when they could be making something smart!”

Evan’ seyes narrowed. “How smart are you, on ahuman |Q scale?’

“l don’t know.”



“How painful wasit, to get there?’

The shade of Alex danced in front of her, faceless. Paul, bending over her in that capsule on the Moon.
Teling her that she had become dl she could, he was mapping her mental function now, she might lose
someof it.

Tears came. She closed her eyesto hold them back. “We can be made better.”

“Why?

“Becauseit’ stheright thing to do,” Shekinah said. “ Because you should care.”

“Should | care about asteak? Should | care about achicken?’ Low, dangerous. Anger overwhelmed his
other fragrance.

“Please,” Shekinah said.

Evan McMaster turned around. “No. Thismeseting isover.”

Shekinah pushed hersdf forward on trembling legs. The WIN-SEC men grabbed her arms. They were
very srong, and it hurt. She cried out.

“I'll do anything,” Shekinah said.

Evan McMaster cameto her and cradled atear-soaked cheek. His smilewaslike asnarl. He stunk of
ange.

“Anything?’ he asked.

“Anything.”



Evan laughed, soraying spittlein her face. “Y ou have nothing | want.”

“Pleasal”

“Thismeeting isover.” Evan turned.

The WIN-SEC people led her out to the steps. They let her go, but waited around and watched her.

She made her way down the steps. It took the rest of the afternoon. She had time. They would not let
her go back to the Moon.

Shewas an angd, but shewould never again fly.

Adeeknew shewouldn't live through her third rgfuve. Because of the doctors. Her optilink whispered
inferred meaning into her ears, even when they didn’t speak. And she knew the gossip. Once, modtly,
twice, for some, athird time, for none.

If Alex was here, he would have figured out a better process, Adele thought. But he was probably
outsde thelimits of the solar system now, till drifting dong along, dow parabolathat would take him
back to her, only about twenty-sx hundred years late.

She aso knew because of the requests. Before you go in, whisper one secret in my ear. Whereis
Alex Farrell? Where did he go?

Good luck with that, Adde thought. She' d had her own memories repatterned. She didn’t remember
Alex’ strgectory hersdf. Shedidn’'t remember entirdly what he did.

Sdf-preservation, realy. Winfinity had absorbed Nanolife by fiat and made her a Chief Executive. Thena
Perpetua, when she proved to have true skills. They had alowed her to rejuvenate once, twice, and
now, athird time.

She hoped to open her eyesto the thrill and energy of abody young, so exquisitely sensitive and perfect.
She remembered her last awvakenings, the feding of wonder, that perfect moment of redization: | would
do anything for this.



Winfinity had treated her well. Asgood asit could. But she gill wondered what would have happened if
Alex had stayed, if he had worked on the problem of rejuvenation, if he had decided to see his project
through in body, rather than by escape. But he had never been interested in the in-between work. He
wanted to see the end.

There had been days, dark days, when she thought of telling Winfinity where he had gone. When people
first asked, in reverent tones, what he was like. When they asked where he had gone. The mysterious
man who reinvented the world, and then disappeared.

Then the inference algorithms began to get very, very good, and Adele went to Mars, to the Independent
people who lived outside of Winfinity, and had avery smal part of her memory erased. The other
Perpetuas knew shedid it. But it was easy enough to tell them it wastoo painful to remember Alex. Only
the very, very old found that hard to believe. And only afew of the very old ranked higher than her in the
Winfinity regime.

And, in someways, they didn’t redly care. The Moonies generation ship had gone out into interstellar
space, and they didn’'t waste timelooking for it. Alex’ s ship was consdered asarelic of that same age.
Because it was anew world. They had happened upon the great fortune of the Spindle Drive, and
instantaneous interstel lar transport was aredlity. She had stood on the cold green surface of Alpha
Centari A’ ssingle ocean-heavy world. She' d heard the songs of itsfractal bushes. And she' d | eft, like
the rest of Winfinity, because there was no trade to be had with the bushes, even if they did proveto be

intelligent.

But they’ d found other worlds, other life. None of it intelligent. None of it more than a shade of the
Earth’ steeming biosphere. Sometimes she wondered about the meaning of that, late at night. Winfinity
had no answers. The Consumerigtians thought they had answers, but she could not believe them. They
were too convenient, too pat, too facile.

It wasn't aterrible empire they had created, she thought. In many ways, no worse than government at the
end of the 20th Century. People didn’t have to work for Winfinity. They could join ahundred riva
corporations. Of course, Winfinity benefits were aways greater. And when you were considering aten

or twenty-year indenture, why would you go with alower return? And it did make sense to hold back
rguvenation for the vast mgjority of the population. It kept population in check.

And it was the ultimate incentive. She would give anything to be young again.

They had given her acomfortable room in Winfinity City, overlooking the restored town of Rogers, and
theroalling hillsthat framed the One True Shack. Those were iconstoo, for the people who did not



remember where they came from.

They even surrounded her with young, cheerful medicd staff who smiled too much, asif they knew she
could read their minds. Like the young girl who cameto see her that morning.

“Areyou ready to be young again?’ she asked.

They are trying to comfort you, the inference a gorithms whispered.

“Sure,” Adele said. Her voice was screechy with age.

“Nothing toit,” thegirl said. “You'll just wake up, young. Of course, you probably know that.”

Thisis a statement calculated to put you at ease.

“If | wake up.”

She is shocked and afraid. She is thinking about calming you.

Addewaved her hand. “ Sorry. Never mind.” Let me die with my mind intact, please.

They whedled her into the room with the tanks. It was always nice, going in the tanks. Warm and soft.
They put her in. Her optilink fed her alast question about Alex. She thought, one moretime, | could turn
himin. | could tell them what he’s done.

But she didn’'t remember. She didn’'t remember at al. She remembered helping him. She remembered
putting something in space to spoof Winfinity. But she did not know where. She remembered being very
relieved when Winfinity took the Spindle Drive and began venturing outward, rather than looking in.

She did remember the name of his ship, the Hades.



Where | am going soon.

She dipped beneath the warm liquid, tagting itsfamiliar sdty tang.

She closed her eyes, wishing to open them once again.

Alex Farrdll opened hiseyes, thinking, Something’ s wrong.

Nothing had changed. The cramped little cabin was the same as it had been when he closed hiseyes. The
little light-gtrips still glowed with the sameintengity, the insruments floated in front of him, and the soft
molded foam hereclined on felt asif he had just lain down.

Heraised an arm. It rose smoothly, effortlesdy. Not <tiff, not dow, not in pain. He could have just dozed
off, afew minutes ago.

It didn’t work. | woke early. His heart thudded. What if he couldn’t get back into suspenson?What if
he couldn’t turn the ship around?

How far was he off? Had he ever goneinto suspension at al? He glanced at the instrumentation,
expecting it to show adate sometimein 2032.

august 5, 4834

Alex sat up straight in his seat, banging his head on the low ceiling.

No. It had to be ajoke.

Therewas no way they’ d worked out suspension so well. The geeks on the Moon had told him: Most
likely, you die. Second most likely, you arein terrible shape, like hundred-ten-year-old man. Third
most likely, you something strange from transcription error in the medical nano. They’d dso
warned him that many of the ship’s systemswerelikely to fail, so eveniif he did awake, he might have no
control.



He scanned the display. Other things jumped out at him: nanotech runrates averaging 99.5%. Better than
when he was launched. Nanosystems didn’t refine themselves for better performance. Their timeline was
aways clear: increasing replication error, until the system dropped off an efficiency cliff to become dumb
meatter again.

Alex had the ingruments display his rdative position. It showed adotted line, arcing through the orbits of
the planets, terminating near Venus. He zoomed out and saw his entire arc, with time and distance
markers. The ship thought it had been on a2,800-year journey, at least.

The geeks. They sold me out. They never put me under. Win-Sec was probably on itsway to pick
himup.

Alex turned on the communications scanner. Nothing. It didn’t even show the low-power blocks where
the geeks sent packets between the Moon and Mars. Flat down to the noise floor.

Hefrowned. It should show Earth bleed, even in theinner system. He aimed the directiona antennafirst
a Earth, then & Mars. There was nothing coming from ether planet.

Of course, they disabled communication, hethought.

Either that, or heredlly had gone 2,800 yearsinto the future, and humankind had moved so far beyond
the el ectromagnetic spectrum that he couldn’t even talk to them anymore.

Pyramids to nanotech, he thought. Nanotech to ... what?

Theingtrumentation fed him visuass, but the optics were only rudimentary. Fuzzy images of blue-green
Earth floated ahead of him. Spectra analysis of the atmosphere showed:

24% 02

75% n2

1% other, including co2, argon, and helium pollutants below detectable levels



Wait. He called up the last reading taken, right before he | eft.

20% 02

78% n2

2% other, including co2, argon key pollutantsinclude oxides of nitrogen, cfcs, and various vocs

Heaimed the optical array at Mars. The wavering, uncertain image of agreen and salmon-colored globe,
punctuated by blue spots, floated in front of him. Its atmosphere was 15% 02, 80% n2, 5% co2 and
other gases.

They’d doneit! They’d terraformed Mars! He had gone forward.

Heturned the cameraon Venus. It showed a smooth white globe. For amoment Alex fdt athrill of
panic. Then he redlized that the smartfog was supposed to stay in place until he came back. He had the
ship transmit the command to drop the camouflage.

“Command acknowledged,” the ship’ svoice said. “ Camouflage will dissipate in about eighty hours.
Arrivd a Venusin about ninety-six hours.”

Spectra andysistold him the atmosphere was unchanged, but his nanotech was aready communicating
with the ship, telling him it had a breathable atmaosphere with dightly higher oxygen content than Earth.
Than the Earth he remembered, anyway.

The nano even fed him images, vague and grainy clips of endless pine-like forest under abrilliant white
sky. Clipsof abrilliant crysta city, brooding in twilight. It told him that it was twenty-three degreesC in
the city on that long night.

| didit, he thought. But, deep down, Alex felt adeep unease. Because, by the numbers, his ship should
be limping aong, and he should be dead.



Or did I have help? hewondered. And, if so, from whom? Or what?

Onthedisplay, Hades flickered atiny bit closer to Venus.

* k x %

Venus howled. Thewind cut through the channels of hisempty polar city, picking haunting notesfrom the
knife-sharp edges of the diamondoid buildings. Lightswithin reflected and refracted through their
tranducent interiors, bathing the streetsin a cool blue-white glow. The sky was heavy and gray, like lead,
thefar horizon shading to lighter gray above the hidden sun.

| never named it, Alex thought, as he walked towards his tower. Walked because he had never thought
of transportation. Or the nano had degraded to the point where it dropped off the design chart. In his
dataspecs, the nano efficiency showed 27%. Barely hanging on the edge of the cliff that fell towards
dumb meatter.

Which answered one question. His nano had degraded in-line with hisforecasts. So heredly wasin the
future

Or was he a ssmulated mind, plugged into some future virtuality?

Alex shook hishead. He didn’t want to think about that. But it would explain alot. Histoo-easy
reawakening. Hades' increased nanoefficiency. He could be nothing more than computation.

But Alex doubted it. There were too many things, donetoo right. The aien overtones of the wind on the
edges of hisbuildings. Thelittle errors, like the razor-sharp edges and lack of transportation. Even the
amell of the city, sharp with the tang of co2 and an unfamiliar, astringent odor something like pine.

And the sense of being done. Hisfootfals on the diamondoid pavement were the only sound other than
the wind. Nothing moved, except his shifting shadow cast by the light of the buildings.

If Shekinah could see this, what would she think? Alex wondered.

“Communication restored,” the nano interface whispered in his earpod. He had transmitted archived



gpecsto reverseits decline. As he watched, the efficiency bar did up towards 28%.

“Why isn't there any trangportation?’ Alex asked it.

“Some complex structures were abandoned as efficiency decreased.”

“Istherefood?’

“ YS,”

“An observatory? Someplace | can look at Earth?’

“Ground-based observatories would be usdless due to residua shidlding. There were no plansfor an
orbiting observatory.”

“Have you detected communiceation from Earth?’

“That was not part of the original dataset.”

Alex cursed. “How am | supposed to find out what happened to the rest of the solar system?”

“There were plansfor an interplanetary ship. It iscomplete.”

“Therewere?” Alex said, shaking his head. He didn’t remember plansfor aship. He' d expected to come
here and invite the people of Earth to join him on his new world. “ Did you broadcast the invitation to
Earth?’ he asked.

“Y es. There have been no replies.”

Damn. Alex wondered again if progress had taken Earth past any kind of electromagnetic
communication. Whet if heliterdly could not talk to them?



Alex turned onto awide avenue. He could see hisbuilding, rising like acrystal art-deco sculpture, at its
end.

“Can | takethe ship to Earth now?” Alex asked.

“It will take severa daysto fud. Would you like thisto be done?’

“Yes, please”

He diced open his shoe on the razor-edges of the stepsthat led up to hisbuilding. As he watched, blood
welled from athin line on the top of hisfoot. He tried to smile through the pain.

“Can wefix the sharp edges?’ he asked the nano.

“Sharp edges?’

“On the buildings and gairs. They seem to come to a single-atom point.”

“It was not known that you desired rounding.”

“| dedreit.”

“That will require active rework of the city, which will render portions of it unusable.”

Alex imagined layers of dick gray nano coating the city. “ Start in areas farthest away from me.”

“Proceeding.”

Alex wasrelieved to see an devator waiting open in the lobby. Warm light spilled out of it. Something



like woodgrain decorated itsinterior. He put hishand on it. It felt too cool and too smooth, like the rest
of the diamondoid.

“Do the other buildings have evators?’

“Some.”

Great, Alex thought.

The élevator rushed upwards and its doors opened on his penthouse. Alex gasped. Thefar wall,
transparent, looked out over ablue-white fairyland. His city rose and fell, swooped and spired, towards
black lands. The gray splotch of the sun was offset to the east. In amonth or so, the sun would rise and
cast shadows down the broad avenue that led to his building.

Thiswaswhat al those futurists dways wanted to do. Tear down the city whole and start anew. Not
piece by piece. A singleintegrated whole, designed for utility and beauty.

I’ve doneit.

Alex found food. Little tangerine-szed spheres with afoamy consistency. They tasted like oranges. Slices
of something too perfect and regular to be bread. A large, dightly greasy red dab that |ooked and
smdled alittle bit like beef.

Hetoasted the ‘bread’ in an old-fashioned toaster and paced the living room while he ate. It tasted like
very good whole whest bread, despite its |ooks.

He went to the transparent wall and looked out over the city. In the city, nothing moved. He could hear
nothing, not even the howl of thewind. It could have been apicture painted on awall.

Suddenly, astrangefeding welled up in Alex. It felt asif his chest had been opened up and hollowed out.
It felt like his guts had been carved fromice. He hugged himself and shivered.

I’'malone.



He used awallscreen to access the city’ s entertainment library. He played music, Halfway and Kraftwerk
and Antony Pamiero and The White Plague, very loud. He had the wall show old movies, Genero and
The Matrix and Fugue State and Windex, with no sound. He pressed hisface up against the
diamondoid, wanting to touch the characters that glowed within.

* k x %

Tequilaisliketimetravel in abottle. Drink enough and wake up in the future.

I’min the future, but I’'m not sure I’ m awake, Alex thought. It was three days since he' d landed on
Venus. Four more until he could board the Aphrodite and see what had become of Earth.

He d thought the silence around him was like the hushed time in the early morning. But it was more than
that. It was asif the planets had stopped in their orbits. It was asif everything had fallen to absolute zero,
and dl atomic motion had ceased. It was the polar opposite of the grinding bump and garrulous buzz of
the seedy end of Los Angeles. It wasthat pause at three o’ clock in the morning, magnified and redoubled
and magnified again. It was an achein hischest, aphysicd thing, asif hewould never befull again.

Adde walked through the door.

Alex stopped pacing and stared at her. All thought ceased. For amoment, it was asif the very ground
benegth him rolled and gave way.

She crossed her arms, giving him athin-lipped grin.

“You'renotred,” Alex sad.

“No,” Adele said.

Alex looked at her again. He noticed that highlights on her smple white dress bloomed and spread, like
sunlight seen through haze.



“You're smartfog.”

She nodded. “Close enough.”

A moment of anger, like aknife pressed through his chest. “What are you? L eftover bits of her mind?’

“Morethan that.”

“What?’

“I’'m the best smulation of Addle Y uciathat they could make, right before my first rguvenation. Beforel
erased my memories of aman named Alex Farrell.”

Alex felt the knife of anger twist again, to pain and confusion. “ Rguvenation? Y ou erased me?’

“Winfinity’ sinference agorithms were getting too good. They would have discovered where you had
gone—and what you were doing—if | hadn’t made it disappear.”

“Y ou erased me?’

“To protect you! The spoof network | put in place around Venus kept their probes from reporting what
you were doing, but | had to get rid of the knowledge. Completely. Then | sent my simulation here, to
walit for you to come back.”

Alex collapsed in achair. Hefelt asif he had been punched inthe gut. Adele ... hereand now ... it was
too, too much. “How long did you live?’

Adedegave himawry grin. “How should | know?1 smulated before my first rgjuve. If | survived my
second, | probably lived two hundred years or more.”

“Could you dill bedive ... on Earth?’



Adeelaughed. “No. By thetime | went infor my first reuve, they were dready whispering about it
working only acouple of times”

“They could have improved the process.”

Adele hugged hersdlf and looked around. “I doubt it.”

“So you worked for Winfinity?”

“There wasn't much choice, after awhile”

Alex shook hishead.

“Y ou would have, too,” Adde sad. “ They controlled theworld.”

Alex nodded. Best not to argue. Heredlized, with astart, that the silence had receded, and hisloneliness
had disappeared.

“Thank you,” Alex said.

“For what?’

“For coming to seeme.”

“Oh, Alex,” Adde said. She came over to him and laid ahand on his. He felt awarm, wet breeze on the
back of hishand. Thefeding of smartfog.

“I though | wasasmulation,” Alex said.



“What do you mean?’

“When | awoke. It wastoo easy. | wondered if | had been turned into asimulation of mysalf, running on
Some massve computing system.”

“If you were, how would you tell?” Adele asked.

“Exadtly.”

“ So maybe we have more in common than we ever had.”

“That' snot funny.”

Adeelaughed. “1 can embody.”

“Embody?

“| added some nano routinesto your system.”

Alex imagined Adelewith him, in hisempty city on the pole. He thought about holding her in hisarms. He
saw himself waking next to her, on the too-dick sheets, on the too-sharp bed. He saw their children,
running through the empty streets of the dlien world.

“No,” hesaid.

* * * %
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Alex looked at Earth from orhit.

Earth was awilderness, seemingly untouched by humanity. The Los Angeles basin was an endless sea of
golden grassand, swaying gently in the breeze. Scrub-bushes, eucalyptus, and oak crowded what had
been the Hollywood Hills.

Hetook the shuttle down and stood on the hills that |ooked out over the San Fernando Valey, trying to
divinethe hint of an ancient grid. Any remains of the streets and buildings that had once risen there.
Sepulveda. Ventura. He could see them in hismind’ s eye. But even when he hiked down to the valley
floor, even when he dug into the ground with his hands, where he knew Ventura once ran, he found
nothing. No trace that humanity had ever been. The ship’svoice, blandly female, told him softly that there
was nothing buried.

Alex returned to Aphrodite. His hands shook. The diamondoid glass of water clattered against hislips.



“Will you talk to me now?” Adele s shade asked.

Alex looked up, through the trand ucence of the ship to the softly-shrouded stars. “ Did you know it was
likethis?’

“Only sncewe arived.”

Alex had Aphrodite image every square mile of Earth. In the middle of what used to be the Winfinity
States, herds of buffao grazed again. In Europe, greet forests carpeted the ground, untouched by any
axe. In Egypt, the Nile Valey was untouched by tombs. The Pyramids themselves had been erased.

He stood on the plains. The buffalo looked up, once, then looked away. The herd walked past him asiif
hedidn’'t exist. Asif he had never existed.

He stood on the banks of the Thames, and wondered if this was what the Romans saw when they first
cameto that land. A fox stopped to stare at him from the comfortable darkness of the forest. Itsgreen
eyesflickered. Then it leaped away.

And hevisited hispast. Hishousein Alaska. Hishomein Quito. All gone, wiped clean, like thewrong
answer on adate.

Reboot, hethought.

Could every trace of civilization be wiped clean in less than three thousand years? Aphrodite’ s mind told
him no.

Could humankind have | eft to other stellar systems, to garden worlds discovered or created? Could they
have wiped the date?

No, Alex told himsdlf. If they had done that, there would have been monuments. We were here. We
screwed up. But we fixed it. We leave it here, as we think it once was. Something couched in florid
turns of phrase that would only underscoreitsidiocy.

And even if most had |eft, there would be ones who remained behind. Humanity never thought with a



snglemind. And if they had left on generation ships, there would be those who turned around and came
back. And if they had cheated lightspeed itsdlf, there would be tourists. Footprints on the perfect Earth.
Shops sdling little trinkets, rocks encased in diamondoid, or tiny bits of the True Pyramids, or of
Washington Fallen. Because that was the way people were.

“Will you talk to me now?’ Adele asked. “1 can help.”

How can you help? Alex wanted to ask. How can you even begin to understand?

And the sllence. Everywhere Alex landed, the silence. Not the Sllence of nothingness, but the silence of
no human voice, no human activity. It made Alex fed like an ice-scul pture made of frozen oxygen,
endlessly cold, infinitely untouchable. Heimagined building ahouse on Earth and living there, and cried
terror. There was nothing human there, nothing for him.

Have | come to a timeline where humans never existed? Alex wondered.

No, Aphroditetold him, after it had finished itsanalys's. The shoreline of the east coast of the former
Winfinity States was subtly different from the recordsit had, different in ways that suggested conflict with
hundred-megaton wegpons, rather than naturd erosion. There was evidence that Earth’ s oil reserves
were still depleted by the predation of the 20th and 21t centuries.

And, it said, thereishiologica and silicon detritus that suggests nanotechologica reshaping on aplanetary
scae. Much like what you have doneto Venus.

Alex had aterrible thought. His plan to terraform VVenus had gone awry. Part of his package had landed
on Earth instead. He had brought about the complete destruction of humanity.

No, hethought. Venus s package was specific. It would only activatein Venus s environment.

“Youdidn'tdoit,” Adeesad, asif reading hismind.

But it was done, he thought. Something did this. Something wiped humanity out, like a wrong
answer, poorly given.



“Mars” hetold the ship.
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Marswas like Earth. Rockport, gone. Winfinity City, gone. The south polar settlements, gone. Semillon
Vdley farms, gone. But hardy gengineered grasses grew on the chill plains, and thin white clouds
scudded across the blue sky.

Alex stood where Rockport would have been. Low, dark-green bushes crowded the sickly yellow-green
grass. Here and there, salmon-colored boulders punctuated the landscape, their sharp edges dowly
softening in the new rains.

He breathed in the chill air. It had a sharp tang, like chlorophyl and rust.

I”’m standing on Mars, breathing, he thought.

Hedrew theair in deep. It waslike standing at the top of Y osemite. Chill and thin.

I’m standing on Mars, alone, he thought.

After awhile, he went back to the ship. Adele said nothing. But he imagined she was watching him, and
thinking, Will you talk to me now?

“TheMoon,” hetold the ship.

* k k %

The geek-warrens were gone, aswell astheir blob of a ship, but there was amonument.

If you could cal it amonument. On the lunar plain, therewas acrysta stalk set into asemicircle of white
concrete. The stalk rose thirty feet in the air, branching and rebranching, thinning and rebranching, until
the ends of its stalks were nothing but arainbow shimmer. The sun shone through the tree and cast



shimmering colors on the white concrete.

At firg, Alex paid no atention to the refracted sunlight. He went to the base of the tree, whereasingle
glyph was carved. It looked something like astylized *y’, with athick base that arced up to graceful
curves, one drawn back on itsdf like acurlicue.

“What does that mean?’ Alex asked Aphrodite.

“I do not know,” Aphrodite said.

“I do,” Addle said. Her voice was soft, guttural, sad.

“What isit?’

Adededidn’t answer for along time. When she did, her voice wasllittle more than awhisper. “It'sa
symbol of the Angdl of the Moon.”

“What?’

Slenceagan.

“Adde, please”

“Youwouldn’'t know,” Adde said. “ After you l€ft, your ... Shekinah became very famous. She was
known asthe Angel of the Moon.”

Alex fdt asif someone had punched him in the somach. He went to examine the sunlight that danced on
the white concrete. Its rainbows twisted and shimmered, changing dowly in the dowly-moving sunlight.

In the middle of the rainbows, Shekinah flew. Her wings beat dowly, dreamily. He caught hints of rock in
the background. A cavern. Likethat day, so long ago.



Sheturned, infinitely dowly, tolook at him. Her clear blue eyeswere drawn down in pleasure.

She flew, Alex thought.

“Thisisamemory structure,” Aphrodite said. “ Designed to impose asmulated mind onto the
computationa environment.”

“The computationda environment?’ Alex asked.

“Inthiscase, sunlight,” Aphrodite said.

“| don’t understand.”

“The changing angle of the sunlight is the computationa environment. Refracted through the diamondoid
sructure, it displays aresult of the computation. Preliminary andysis of the structure suggeststhat it is
more complex than can be ddineated by asingle environmenta parameter.”

“You're dill not making sense.”

“Didn’'t you ever read anything outside your field? Addle said. “ Environmental computing isan old theory.
The entire environment is computation. Sand automatically separatesitself into coarse and fine grains
when dropped on a predetermined dope. Thingslikethat. If you could find away to modulate your own
equations onto the environment, the environment itself would solve your equations.”

“The equations being thismovie of Shekinah?’

“Itislikely that the display you are viewing is only afraction of the complexity of the diamondoid
sructure,” Aphrodite said.

Alex blew out his breath, fogging the faceplate of his space suit. “ So there are more movies stored in the
tree?’



“Thereisenough complexity to smulate amind, given the right environment,” Aphrodite said.

“This... thisis Shekinah?’

“No,” Aphrodite said.

“No,” Addesad, after atime.

| just have to see his face, Addethought.

Adde waited, arms crossed, as Aphrodite landed on the outskirts of Venus' s pole city. She had taken to
caling it Erebus, for the volcano at Earth’s south pole.

It wasjust like Alex to forget to namethe city. On her first day out of the tanks, she had gashed her leg
on the knife-sharp edge of adiamondoid stair. Also just like him. Set the plan in motion, let the details
take care of themsalves. Except there were no peopleto fill in the details. Just dumb nano, executing his
grandiose planin the only way it knew how.

The sun was peeking over the horizon as the ship fell to the great sheet of diamondoid. Adelefaced i,
letting the warm wind of its odorless exhaust wash over her.

Aphrodite extended aramp. Shelimped to meet it.

Alex paused, once, a the top of the ramp, looking down at her with wide eyes. He walked down the
ramp, head down, and stopped three feet away from her. His eyesflickered up to meet hers. His hands
clenched, once, asif needing something to hold. He looked tired and sad and confused.

Addefdt awave of concern wash over her. Shewanted to take him in her arms, tell him it would be all
right.

“Adde” hesad.



She nodded. And now he'll tell me | shouldn’t have embodied, | should have waited, it wasn't the
right time.

Alex took one step and stopped. He wavered. Gave atiny moan. Embraced her.

Adele stood Hiff. | could back away, shethought. | could leave him. | could fly away to Earth and
live there. He would never find me. And it would serve himright.

Alex sobbed, hishead laying cradled on her neck and shoulder.

Adele put her arms around him.

They stayed that way for along, long time.
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After that night, they talked. Like broken talking-head dolls, parroting comforting phrases astheir
sun-cast shadows moved jerkily againgt the back wall of Alex’ s gpartment.

“What happened to Earth?’ Alex said.

“I don’'t know. Any more than you.”

“Something changed it.”

“Maybe”

He shook his head. “Not people. We d leave monuments. We d open shops.”



“Maybe we' ve grown up.”

“l haveamodd of Shekinah'smind,” Alex said, after atime.

“1 know.”

Hewent to Sit by the diamondoid window. He looked down on the empty streets. “I don’t know what to
do,” hesaid.

Addewent to st by him. She put her arms around him. He didn'’t try to shake her off.

“Areyoured? Alex asked.

Adee sghed. She' d dready gone through that menta ping-pong, wondering what she was and who she
wasand if it mattered and if the mind was just computation, or if it was something else, and if the
she-that-was somehow was aware of the she-that-is-now. There was no history. She could have died
the day after getting her memory mapped by the independents on Mars. Or she could have lived two
hundred years more.

“I’'m here, now,” shesaid, softly.

Alex waited for children that never came. A year passed, and their city grew softer. The nano built them
parksfor strolling and for play. Five years passed. Adele dropped hints, and Alex did the tests. He was
fertile. So was she.

But there were no children.

Someone, something interfered, Alex thought, late at night when the wind had dropped to alow moan,
and Addelay by hissde. And something’ s still interfering. Something that had some magic greater
than nanotech, something in control of forces beyond human knowledge and physics. Perhaps
even humanity itself, uplifted out of the realm of matter.

Ten years passed. Adele went away for atime, to the city on the opposite pole. Then she came back,
long-faced and haggard. The nano showed him the body she’ d built to consort with. It showed her crying



when month after month passed without pregnancy. Alex welcomed her back with ahug and asmile. He
never said aword.

Because, for some reason, it was all right. They were not supposed to reproduce. They were not
supposed to continue. There was something he could learn from that. Something beyond, There are
always limits.

Alex garted his own project. He had dl the old tools. Some even better than he remembered them, built
with fragments of datafrom Adel€ sfilesshe' d sent to Venus, fifty years after heleft.

| will live for another two hundred years, Alex thought. | have that time to work on this. And | can
always simulate my mind and rebody.

But that isn’t me, he thought, deep a night when the silence was only relieved by the sound of Adele's
soft breathing and the beat of his own heart.

Adedle, to her credit, never asked what he was doing. On the night the new ship launched, invisible, from
the other sde of the planet, she came up behind him and said, “Y ou seem happy.”

“Content,” hesaid.

“What do we do now?’

“What?’

“Keep rebodying? Keep waiting for God to pop out of the woodwork and say, * Sorry for the
misunderstanding, here’ s what happened 7’

And, in that moment, he wanted to tell her everything.

You wereright. | loved her. She’ swhat sent me here. To escape that scary, scary fact. Yes, |
wanted to see what we could be, but that wasn't all of it, not by a long shot. And when | get here,
the only monument | find isto her. Like everything | did was really for her. Not for me. And so |
have to do this. Because it doesn’t matter to me or you. We will find our own way, and Shekinah



will find hers.

But instead he just shook his head and looked out over Venus, and thought of the package now hurtling
towardsthe Moon. A hack of the VVenus nano. Maybe it would work. Maybe it wouldn't. His skillswere
rusty. The Winfinity docs were shortspeak for headshots. But he could hope. And, if it didn’t take, he
could try again.

And in a few thousand year s when the Moon blooms, he thought, it doesn’'t matter if we' re around to
seeit. In a few thousand years when Shekinah and her kind come back to life, your children will be
the ones to meet them. And when Shekinah and her kin soar into the sky on brilliant white wings,
maybe you'll feel something, something | could never truly express. Hope. Thrill of beauty.
Manifold of possibility.

“I don't know,” hetold Adde, finaly. “But | won't leave you. Not again.”

Adede cried and fell against him. He held her, sobbing. Maybe they would make more bodies. Maybe
they’ d make themsalves into something ready to meet Shekinah and her kind as equals. Or maybe not.

Alex dosed hiseyes, seeing beings like butterflies dancing under afull Earth.



