"Wesgpons of Discretion”

by Robert Reed

What he needs is an appropriate body and a reasonable face.

“Make your own sdections,” his companion urges. “ Thisisyour existence, after al.”

“I want to be human,” he says, picking a candidate floating among amillion credible choices. He sdectsa
young man's body and face, asit happens. He becomes small and brown, with hair like athicket of black
wire and aradiant smile and bright eyes dark as good earth. The legs are wearing trousers, thetrunk is
covered with ashort-deeved shirt, and the cotton fabric and bright dyes match a specific point of time
and location deep ingde the multiverse. Sandals are chemically identical to swesat-stained leather and old
rubber. The new feet could use agood cleaning and perhaps anail clipper. And the voiceis as human as
any, quietly asking his companion, “How largewill it be?’

Theanswer isgiven in the sandard units. In human terms, this means alittle less than two kilotons.
“That’ snot very big,” the youngster complains.
His companion uses slence and ahard glare.

In other words, he should accept what heis given. But every child isthisway—asmall dense body of
raw potentid, fighting the limits of adulthood, and sometimes even contesting the reasonsfor his
exigence.

“I’'m ready now,” the boy declares.

His companion says, “Hardly.” Then urging him forwards, it adds, “Y ou first need to study what your
sblingshave done”

The structure surrounding them is unbounded as well as endlessy complex, occupying half adozen
popular dimensons with countless partitions dividing it into smaler volumes. Passing through acertain
doorway, they are suddenly in aredlm with only three smple dimensions and the rough illuson of time.
The boy stops before a stranger’ sface. Every visitor stops here. Peering into the soulful eyes, he asks,
“Whoisthis?’

His companion offersaname.

The boy nods, repeeting, “Albert,” with pleasure. Brown fingers touch the chalky flesh of the face and the
big eyes, then the shaggy graying hair and playful jutting tongue.

“Helookslikefun,” isthe boy’ s assessment.
“Wak,” hiscompanion advises.

Thefirg full exhibit isonly afew milesin circumference—a patch of barren ground surrounding asmall
yet brilliant blister of newborn plasmas. No time passesinside the exhibit. Except for their presence, this
isan authentic place. And like every piece of time, this moment exists independently of every other
moment—a significant and unique arrangement of forces and particles, the entire concoction asinevitable
asany other configuration found within auniversethat is, in o many ways, infinite.

The boy walks across the desert floor and kneels beneath the fire. Clinging to ashort metal tower isa
very small, very red ant, one of its antennae making contact with the plasma. Peering at the ant, the boy



says, “I know him.”
Heknowsdl of them. But the boy has amore significant point to make.
“Thisisagood friend of mine” heclams.

And awayswill be, at least in amultitude of past moments—circumstances that stand forever insdethe
great good Creation.

His companion waits, patience fatering.

Then the boy says, “1 know,” and stands without prompting. “1 have moreto see.” And together they
walk back into the three-dimensiond halway.

“Ask,” the companioninggs.
“What did my ant-friend do with his chance?’
“Did he mention his plans?’

“Mathematicsinterested him,” the boy admits. “ There was asmall, stubborn problem that he wasthinking
of exploring.”

“Which problem?’
“Hedidn'ttdl me”
His companion laughs. “1f | defined the problem, would you copy hisinspiration?’

“I don't like mathematics that well,” the boy admits. Then he dismisses the entire subject, asking instead,
“Who was here?’

A nameisoffered.

The boy may or may not have heard the name. Unseen by the immovable people, he walks dong aquiet
river, pausng directly benesth the very tiny, till distant firebal. A single airplane catchesthe sunlight in
the otherwise empty sky. Staring at the plane and then at the pinprick of light, hisface revedsamixture
of curiogity and admiration.

Heisnot thefirgt child to say, “Beautiful .”
Hiscompanion dlowsit.

Then he looks at the people enjoying the day—pal e faces and dark eyes, women and children
outnumbering able-bodied men, everyone going about their businessin the rel axed fashion that people
use when they aren’t yet aware that their world isin peril.

Thisisanother genuine moment, eternd and important.
“Shewasasinger,” hiscompanion offers.

“A good singer?” he asks.

“It'snot my placeto say.”

“Whereisshe?’



The companion lifts him into the sky. The dtill-living body of asmall hawk hovers beside the newborn
sun, deek and beautiful initsown right. The hawk reachesinto the fire with itsbeak. Thisisthe
picosecond when contact ismade. A portion of that wild energy is being manipulated, woven into a
lovely and enormous melody that will be carried off into the unseen dimensions.

“Would you like to hear afew notes?’

“No thank you.” Satisfied, the boy retreats to the halway. The next exhibit shows a second city caught
beneath a blossoming fireball, and that following that are deserts and stretches of cold
tundra—sometimes the same terrain used on different occasions—and as the wegpons grow in power,
cora idands become the preferred targets.

Important humans have been snatched from key moments. Critical facesin the story, each one. The boy
stops before aparticular face, staring at the cigar that juts out of the grinning mouth, something about
those fleshy cheeks and that wide smirk making the face seem boyish despite the load of years upon it.

“He looks happy,” the boy remarks.

“Because he believes he will use hiswegpons,” says his companion. “ Usethem in large numbers, against
his sworn enemy.”

A swaggering, joyous man iswhat the portrait shows.
“Doesit happen?’ the boy asks. “ Are his wegpons used?’
“Not inthishalway,” saysthevoice.

“But in other hdlways, with other humans...yes...?’

There can be no end to the chambers or halways, and no end to the smiling men puffing on victory
cigars. The boy knowsthis perfectly well. Y et it seemsimportant to hear awise soul teling him, “Not in
this place, no. And even that isfar more than you should know, my young friend.”

#

“What are you thinking?’

“Pardon me?’

“Y ou' rethinking something. I'm curiouswhet it is”

The young woman smiles shyly. Standing on the street corner, done, she knows better than to speak with
aperfect stranger. But thereisabeguiling quality about thisboy. Maybe it’ sthe eyes. He has a bright,
open gaze that makes her relax. Maybeit is hisage, which isyounger than the young men who usudly
make life difficult for solitary women. Whatever the reason, she says, | wasthinking, ‘What anice day it
turned out to be.””

Not entirely true, but close enough.

The boy nods, apparently satisfied with her answer. He doesn’t stand too close, and for the moment, he
saysnothing.

Hands at her side, the woman watches for the bus.

After amoment, the boy says, “ So are you going ask what I’'m thinking?’



Onitssurface, the question isodd, but harmless. And histoneisn't injured or angry—nothing hinting at a
disturbed persondity. But she stares at him for along moment, guessing what she can about him. About
his age and background. He might be fourteen or avery youthful sixteen, or maybe he's only thirteen but
overly mature. She has alittle brother like this. Whoever heis, he' s probably smart and alittle too
fearless—the kind of boy destined to cause trouble in the world, which is exactly the kind of boy she has
alway's been attracted to.

“All right, I'll ask,” she says charitably. “What are you thinking about?’
“A problem,” hereplies.
“What sort of problem?’

He glances at her, and she smilesto make him fed more at ease. “I’ m supposed to do some little thing,”
he says. “But I’'m not sure how | want to accomplishiit.”

“Y ou have achore then, do you?’

“l guess”

“Who gave you the chore? One of your parents?’
“Sort of .

She puts together astory and tellsit to herself: The boy has been sent away from hisfriends or his
compuiter, or most likely, both things. Somewherein the city, amother has grown tired of her son’s
presence, and she wantstime to hersdlf. That’ swhat this means.

“Y ou should do your chore,” she advises. The bus hasfinaly appeared, rounding the corner at the
bottom of the hill. Stepping closer to the curb, she says, “ That' smy advice to you.”

“Oh, I'll domy job,” he says. “I just don’t know what | want to do.”

The busislong and very quiet, powered by a superconductiverail buried in the pavement. It Sopsin
front of her and opens one door, and she steps up, two detectors and the security guard recognizing her
with aglance. Sheridesthis bus every working day, making the commute to her job.

“Haven't seen you for afew days,” the guard mentions.

She smilesshyly, admitting, 1 haven't fdt very good. Somekind of bug.”
“But you fed better?’

“Modtly.”

“That' sgood,” he says, waving her indde.

For the last e even months, the young woman has stood on this corner and waited for this particular bus
to come. She woke up fedling tired and very empty, and it was raining hard at dawn. But now the clouds
have cleared away and the morning couldn’t be more pleasant.

The boy hasaticket and an ID. But the guard doesn’t know him, taking the trouble to give him a second
dower examination, usng awand aswell asingtincts born from alifetime spent riding in the buses.

Thewoman clams her usual seat.



The boy walks past and settles several seats behind her. But at the next stop, the old woman who aways
has her little dog in her 1ap stands up—afat, sour woman who in al of these months has never once
spoken to the young woman.

Immediately, the boy dips ahead to claim the sour woman’s sedt.

“I'm il thinking about the day,” the young woman reports, laughing softly. “It’ svery pleasant, isn't it?’
“I don't have an opinion,” the boy alows.

It isan odd, unexpected response.

Then heleans forward, and with avoice both clear and soft, he tells her, “Did you know? With the
proper structure and enough sensorsin place, anuclear firestorm can creste a powerful, if extremely
temporary intellect.”

Her surpriseistotal. She glances over her shoulder, asking, “What are you talking about?’

“| thought | told you,” saysthe boy. “I’ m thinking about my chore, trying to decide the best way to do it.”
“You'repeculiar,” shewhispers.

Shemeansit.

Henodsasif pleased with his quirks. “When the universe was young and exceptionaly hot, the first
artificia explosionswere st off. Y ou didn’t know that, did you? Mot of the blasts were generated using
pure hydrogen compressed around tiny black holes. The entities of that era used these short-lived
computersto test every concelvable theory about their universe, and later, about the infinite multiverse.
Most of the explosive energy waslost, wasted on e ectromagnetic displays and helium ash. But because
of their labors, these people, the First Souls, were able to decipher the true shape of Creation. And later,
they were able to bend the universal laws and borrow the hidden dimensions, creating homesfor
themsdlves that would keep them happy long after their birthplace cooled to afrigid, unlivable state.”

The woman glances at the guard, then at the robot driver, her breathing quick and frightened.

“The Firgt Souls abandoned our universe,” the crazy boy continues. “New intdligences evolved here, ina
dow uneven process, and for their own harsh reasons, they mastered fusion aswell asits heavy-metd
cousn, thedumsy and inefficient fisson toal.”

“You'retdling meastory,” she hopes. “Isthat it?|s this some science fantasy that you just read?”’
Hesays “Yes”

Then helaughsand says, “No, actudly. It isthetruth.”

She crosses her arms, looking out the windows, cal culating the time | eft before her stop.

He says, “In most cases, these nuclear implements are used as weapons.”

She swallows and sts perfectly ill.

“The Firgt Soulswere dways watching from the high dimensions, stepping forward and backward intime
as necessary. They are good-natured creatures, by the way. With their tricks, they measured the carnage
from each blast. They counted the dead, the maimed. The ripples made through the future. And they
were bothered, in their fashion. Being wise, they couldn’t fedl surprised with what was happening. But



when they built the first fireballs, the universe wastiny and dense and far too hot to look a such thingsas
serious hazards. By contragt, these new inventorslived in achilled, rarified realm, impoverished in so
many ways. Creating just one of these nuclear devices meant wasting a considerable portion of their very
meager resources. Of course, sometimes the new creatures thought of adapting their weaponsto act as
high-grade computers. But there were too many practical stumbling blocksfor dow, cold entitieslike
them.”

“You'recrazy,” she mutters.

He doesn’t seem to notice. “With their honest, al-seeing eyes, the First Souls measured the death and
waste, the misery and dl the ugly aftermaths. And while the multiverseisinfinite, it wasther little portion
of the Creation that was being hurt. Not much bothers them, but thisdid. Thisistheir birthplace, after dl.
And do you know what they did?’

Did he expect her to answer that question?

“Miss” he says, asmdl hand touching her on the shoulder.

Only one stop lies between here and her stop. If she can just Sit here and do nothing—
“Do you know what the First Soulsdid?’ the boy asksagain.

“No,” she manages.

Hishand lifts, finaly. “They devised one good means to make a sorry Situation more bearable. New souls
were created—smadll, highly inventive entities—and each of uswill beinjected into one of those critical
moments, put into your world just before awegpon’ s detonation.”

The bus dows, but no one wantsto get off and no oneiswaiting to board. So the engine borrows energy
from the buried rail and hurrieson.

“There sonly circumstance where the First Soulslet themselves interfere with humans. They sendina
new soul to embrace the wegpon and bend its enormous power, wrenching agood, even noble thing out
of what would otherwise be utter waste.”

The next stop is approaching; the woman’sarms remain crossed.

“And do you know what | think about that, miss?’ The boy leans over the back of her seat now, hisface
beside her face. “I think the First Souls are crud and sorry excusesfor intelligent life.”

She uncrosses her arms.

A shaped charge buried in the floor beneath her seat acts asthe trigger. The superconductiverail feesthe
blast and transmits an impulse forward to a control node, and corrupted software causes a cascading
pulse of energy to return again, a the speed of light. Where the woman' s scomach used to reside, several
kilograms of heavily shielded plutonium are set inside an explosive envelope. The pulse runsinto her

belly. The collgpseto critica massis swift and painless. But strangdly, the woman remains aware of
gtting on her sedt, listening to aclose voice teling her, “Relax.”

Saying, “Soon, thiswill be finished. Soon, this moment passes.”
#
The dark-hair boy with dirty feet studies the newborn firebal. Then helooks back at his companion,



asking, “What isthis?’
“A poem,” the First Born answers. “Read aportion, if you wish.”

He reaches through the wall of the bus, touching the plasmawith the tips of two fingers. And after a brief
ingtant, helooks again a his companion, asking, “Have you read this poem?’

“I have nat, no.”
The boy concentrates, pushing his entire into the firestorm.
“Doyouthink | should read it?’ the First Born asks.

“No,” saysthe boy. And then again, smiling with the purest pleasure, “No, | don’t think you' d likeit very

TheEnd



