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EDITORIAL —Hope Springs Eternd

* * % %

"The critical issueisnot technology, but politics,” Fritjof Caprasaysin The Hidden Connections, his
unflinchingly truthful prophecy of ahumane and sustainable future. While his excoriating assessment of the
way we live now is harrowing, he sees hopein the possibility of transformation, not of technologies but of
human vaues.

Thisbrings usto positive sf. Recently, agroup of sf writers and critics asserted optimism is essentid to
the relevance and vitdity of the genre. They eschewed Dogme 95 style vows—neither prescribing
utopian settings nor proscribing conflict in storytelling—but their mini-manifestos are deeply problematic.

Pogtive §f's cheerleaders cel ebrate the possibilities of technologically driven change, suggest technology
ismordly neutra, and see change asinevitable and virtualy synonymous with progress. However,
technology can be beneficid or detrimental, but is never mordly neutrd. Projectslikely to attract funding
are those that augment the wedlth and power of governments and corporations.

Change tends to be managed by people who control capita. There have been many beneficia
changes—socid, cultura and technol ogica—but change does not imply progress. It took many
technologica breakthroughs to render mass daughter unremarkable.

Simplistic ideas about technology and progress degpen our current crises—warsin Irag and Afghanistan;
rape of the planet by corporations, unemployment created as a policy instrument by disaster capitaists;
globa warming; depleted resources; and afifth of the world's population living in extreme poverty. As
eco-cultura soothsayerslike Fritjof Capraand Peter Russall (Waking Up In Time) point out, hopelies
not in our burgeoning toolbox of techniques and technologies but in a possible transformation of idedls
and reaionships.

SF that ignores our crises—or focuses on technologica fixes—isan artistic cul-de-sac. Stories need not
address our problems directly: they can be set on 21t century Earth or el sewhere in the multiverse; they
caninvolvedien or atificid intelligence; they can explore inner or outer space. But they should be
informed by our fears. Great sf entertains and raises consciousness. A narrative need not be reassuring:
true hope liesin the transformative power of the imagination, compassion and honesty of writersand their



readers.
Copyright © 2008
[Back to Table of Contents)
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ANSIBLE LINK —David Langford's News & Gossip
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HMYV knows how to woo & fans. “Welcometo our first ever sci-fi newdetter, boldy [sic] going where
no email has gone before. If you love al things sci-fi, know your Star Wars from your Stargate and hide
behind the sofawhen the Daleks are on telly, then thisone's for you ... So strap on your Spock ears and
let hmv.com get you closer to sci-fi.'

J-M G LeClézio, whosefuturigtic ‘ nightmare shopping complex’ novel Les géants (1973) is covered
inthe SF Encyclopedia, won the 2008 Nobel Prizefor Literature.

Court Circular. Warner Bros and J.K. Rowling won their suit blocking the intended RDR print edition
of Steve Vander Ark's Harry Potter Lexicon. The judge emphasized that his decision didn't endanger
spinoff booksin generd: this specific Lexicon ‘ copies distinctive origind language from the Harry Potter
worksin excess of its otherwise legitimate purpose of creating areference guide.” However, Warner's
lawsuit againgt the non-fantasy Bollywood film Hari Puttar—A Comedy of Terrors was thrown out by
the Delhi High Court. Next: Harlan Ellison is suing Paramount, again, for failing to pass on income from
licencing of his City on the Edge of Forever storylinefor atie-intrilogy by David R. Georgelll. Did
Courthouse News Service haveto headline this*Harlan Ellison Wants Paramount To Beam Up
Royalties For “ Star Trek™? Of course they did.

Eoin Colfer iswriting asixth novd in thelate Douglas Adamss Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy
series. Oh dear.

Yet More Awards

British Fantasy, best novel: Ramsey Campbel, The Grin of the Dark. * David Gemmell Legend
Award: anew heroic fantasy award in hismemory, first presentation due 2009. * Heinlein: Ben Bova
and Spider Robinson. * Mythopoeic, adult fantasy: Catherynne M. Vaente, Orphan's Tales. Children's:
JK. Rowling, entire Harry Potter series. * SFWA Author Emerita: M.J. Engh, author of Ardan. *
World Fantasy Life Achievement: Leo & DianeDillon (art), PatriciaMcKillip (novels).

Angry Robot isanew HarperCollins print/digita sf imprint run by Marc Gascoigne (late of Games
Workshop), publishing 2-3 books monthly from July 2009. | imagine a corporate brainstorm session
which—redizing that Paranoid Android had been used—considered Mad Mechanism, Grumbling
Golem, Enraged Replicant and Surly Cyborg before inspiration came.

Boris Johnson's 2008 Tory conference speech remembered past humiliation there: * 2006 when | was
physicaly peted with pork pies by the press corps or last year when my speaking style was criticized by
Arnold Schwarzenegger. And it was alow moment, my friends, to have my speaking style denounced by
amonosyllabic Audtrian cyborg.” (The Register) Politica columnist Simon Hoggart heard and reported
thisas* Austrian Sdeboard'.

Censor ship Update. After a28-year ban, Torbay Council alowed loca Devon cinema-goers to watch
Monty Python's Life of Brian. (Telegraph)

AsOthers See Us||. Why Karel Capek's War with the Newts isunderrated: ‘ Another problemisthe
annexation of gpek by the science fiction community ... Keen to upgrade itsimage, sciencefiction
gpologists have digplayed a propensity to aggrandize its domain, sticking the label on writerswho have
preciouslittle to do with space opera or monster hide and seek.” (Peter Swirski, From Lowbrow to



Nobrow, 2005) That is, giant talking newts who demolish Earth's continents just aren't sf.

Scouring of the Shire. The US subprime mortgage debacle led to forecl osure proceedings against the
Tolkien-themed * Shire’ housing estate in Bend, Oregon (where round hobbit-hole doors mercifully open
on garden storage rather than being main entrances). A December auction is expected; new owners may
not fancy features like artificia-thatch roofs, ‘ dragon-shaped support beams, ‘ Ring Bearer's Court', etc.
(Bend Bulletin)

Jerry Pour néelle, after months of radiothergpy for an inoperable brain tumour, announced in August: *It's
officid. | nolonger have cancer.’

Another Bloody Pall. A Costa Book Awards survey of ‘the nation's most cherished and best-loved
writers produced atop 50 beginning: 1 Enid Blyton, 2 Road Dahl, 3 JK. Rowling, 4 Jane Austen, 5
William Shakespeare, 6 Charles Dickens, 7 JR.R. Tolkien, 8 Agatha Chrigtie, 9 Stephen King, 10
Beatrix Potter, 11 C.S. Lewis...

George Takel and hislong-time partner Brad Altman were married in September, with Walter Koenig
and Nichelle Nichols as best man and matron of honour.

Thog's M aster class

Creature Features Dept. ‘Brown John studied her smile asit performed about her face.” * She seemed
to befrowning, but it was difficult to tel. Her firm smooth forenead was barely co-operating.” ‘Her eyes
werelarge, beautiful, wet wounds.” ‘ She twisted, rolled again until shewasaball of soft shadows
exposing only apink earlobe, warm, tender and inviting.” ‘1t was asif her lipswere a perch wherea
soldier could stand guard.” (al from James Silk, Death Dealer: Prisoner of the Horned Helmet, 1988)
* Dept of Constructive Metaphor. * She takes grains of truth and buildsthem into vast deserts.” (Brian
Herbert & Kevin J. Anderson, Paul of Dune, 2008) * Delicate Euphemism Dept. ‘At the point where
in the human male there droops that Thing of Joy which isaBeauty for ever, these etheredl visitorswere
as bad and smooth as porcelain.” (Richard Cowper, Kuldesak, 1972). * Dept of Neat Tricks with
Arms Securely Trussed in a Straitjacket. * Percy yipped with pain and began rubbing hislips. Hetried
to speak, realized he couldn't do it with ahand over hismouth, and lowered it.” (Stephen King, The
Green Mile, origina serid verson, 1996)

R.I.P.

P.C. Bartrum (1907-2008), scholar of Welsh genealogy and the earliest (Mabinogion etc) versions of
the Arthur legend, died on 14 August aged 100. (Independent)

Ken Campbdl (1941-2008), UK actor-director who staged popular adaptations of 1lluminatus! and
Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy, and enlivened severd British sf conventions, died on 31 August; he
was 66.

James Killus (1950-2008), US author of Book of Shadows (1983) and Sunsmoke (1985), died on 23
September.

Paul Newman (1925-2008), legendary US film star, died on 26 September aged 83. Like most
long-time actors held gppeared in sf/fantasy, including Quintet (1979) and The Hudsucker Proxy
(1994).

Geoffrey Perkins (1953-2008), UK radio/TV producer whose credits include the first two radio series
of Hitchhiker's Guide, died in aroad accident on 29 August; he was 55.

Brian Thomsen (1959-2008), US writer, anthologist and sf/fantasy consulting editor a Tor, died from a



heart attack on 21 September aged 49. He co-wrote Julius Schwartz's autobiography, Man of Two
Worlds: My Lifein Science Fiction and Comics (2000).

David Foster Wallace (1962-2008), US novelist, essayist and professor of creative writing best
known for thelong and surredly funny sf nove Infinite Jest (1996), hanged himsalf on 12 September.
He was 46.

Joan Winston, US fan who co-organized the first Star Trek convention in 1972 and wrote The
Making of the Trek Conventions (1977), died on 11 September aged 77.

stop press via Michael Moorcock

Barrington J. Bayley (1937-2008) died October 14 from complications following bowel cancer, aged
71. Hisnovdsinclude The Soul of the Robot and The Garments of Caen. He sold hisfirg storieswhile
in hismid-teens, was amaingtay of New Worlds and went on to produce idiosyncratic fiction for
Interzone.

Copyright © 2008 David Langford
[Back to Table of Contents]
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EVERYTHING THAT MATTERS—Jeff Spock
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[llustrated by Kenn Brown
Jeff Spock isafull-timewriter of video games and speculative fiction. He attended the Clarion West
Writers Workshop in 2004, previous to which he spent over fifteen yearsin the computer industry
awayswondering if there was something more fun out there. He currently resides in the south of France.
Vigt hiswebsite at jeffgpock.com.

* * * %

| was five meters down and in the last stage of decompression when it struck. | hadn't seen it coming; |
had been looking up at the sun'srays on the face of these dlive-tinted dien waters. The thrill of discovery,
the freedom of moving weightlesdy—that'swhat | had been thinking of.

Wham. A giant hand reached up from the depths and jerked me down. Vavesin my Eustachian tubes
compensated for the sudden pressure change as| flailed. | fet achill wave as my drysuit pumped drugs
intome.

| tried to roll and kick myself down to see what had happened, but my balance was off. | saw adark trail
in the water and traced it to the sump where | had just had aright leg.

Fuck. An enormousflat darkness passed below me. It was a carpet of scales with incongruousfins, a
Great White run over by atruck. | had been attacked by a Kotanchik's Shark, the largest predator in the
gaaxy. There shouldn't have been one there. They're deep water. They're territoria. Abunay would have
known it. He wouldn't have told me to search here. He ... It was coming back. Twenty tons, twenty-five
meters, Sx rowsof dull teeth.

| yanked the emergency dongle on my buoyancy compensator. The BC inflated, blasting me straight up
to the surface. The bends they can cure, | thought. Death istougher.

| scrabbled for the flare gun and fired wildly into the sky. | pulled the other dongle that spilled fluorescent
chemicals and triggered ahoming beacon. Where was Abunay's ship? | spat out the regulator as my
drug-addled eyes closed in the too-bright sunlight. | heard myself screaming but it was distant, distorted.

Fucked. It struck again. My lower torso was gripped in adoor-sized maw. | wanted a weapon but my
knife was on my right leg, somewherein its somach. It chewed asit swam and | pounded on its
wet-leather skin. | dipped and my right arm went into its mouth and came out shorter.

| gagged on the blood-drenched salt water that filled my mask. More technology kicked in. Every closed
cdl inthe drysuit inflated for buoyancy; the edges grew like afungusto contain my fluids and close
ruptures. Nanosyringesin the BC drilled into my aortato supply oxygen. | was drowning, but the drugs
kept me awake.

The beast chewed methodicaly, working itsway through my hipbones and the bottom of my spine.

Not my cock, not my cock, | thought as| felt the nails-on-chakboard sensation of my own bones being
ground by cartilaginousteeth. | flt internal organs rupture; balloons of hest filled with nausea. Batteries
fired eectrodes to keep my heart begting.

Another chill wave. Trauma drugs turned my rage into melancholic discontent. So sad...



A spacecraft, a Wepper ship, had crashed centuries ago. The government had searched for it but the
seas—ninety-five percent of this planet—were too large, and the cost was too high. It had taken Abunay
fiveyearsand ahell of alot more money than the government.

The Kotanchik'sfinaly sawed mein haf and my remains shot surface-ward, pulled by the inflated
drysuit. | don't know how deep it had dragged me but | spun forever on my way up. The cracked face of
my mask splintered.

| popped out, arcing through the air trailing along streamer of gut. The sun faded.

| wept for my body, my temple. | remembered the adrendine crack of the sails, windsurfing off Hookipa
Beach; the exaggerated scream of the winch pulling me deeper as| free dove off Toulon; the warm
currents like breezes that caressed me wreck diving in the Caribbean. The coconut scent of sun tan
lotion, the salt sandy bodies of women.

Everything was dark, numb. Electrica charges triggered muscle contractions that would keep oxygenated
fluid circulating in my skull. | bobbed, directionless, cursing the drugs that kept me dive, the shark that
had taken everything from me, and the investor who had hired mein thefirst place. For without investors,
there are no treasure hunters.

| floated; | dreamt.

Twice now inmy life | had ft that rush of discovery, that bal-tingling sensation of glory. Thefirg time
was two years ago, on Earth. | had blown off three hundred and fifty years of Mediterranean silt and
there, in thelight of the spots, the piles of gold bars from the HM S Sussex had gleamed like so many
golden fingers. And again, now, the lost Unidentified Extraterrestrial Predecessors—\Weppers—craft.

Treasure found, but everything eselogt...

The smdll of technology. Ozone, pladtic, disinfectant.

"Jesus Haitch!” Female; concerned.

"Aaaamen. Shark, probably aKotanchik's—ah! Look at the biteradius.” Male; nauseated.
"Brain dead?'

"Of cou—No! Check the suit out.”

Sounds of cutting, ripping, smell of burning rubber.

"Great Suff! Fibrillator, pacemaker, oxyboost, integrated compensator, sure as bollocks not Orrin-made.
Look at the pharmakit! Shite, that'll be amessy blood sample—"

"We're going to need a spectroscope to—"
"Yeah, yeah. Let'splug ‘im up, shal we?'

Tugging, jerking, and strange waves of nausea. | remembered the attack. Sport, sex, even basic
mobility—everything was gone. | had no ssomach and | wanted to puke. | passed out.

* k k %

"...did you sy your nimewas?'



"Abunay. I'm hisnext of kin—"

"No he'snaot,” | wanted to say, but couldn't move my jaw or voca cords.
"—and werearranging aprivateclinic.”

(Nonono)

"Got the CW-1806 forms?"

Papers shuffle. (I don't trust him!)

"L ooks good. Leave your number, well contact you in eight, ten days. The MOEA will get thefirst shot
a ‘imwhen hecantak."

Pause.
"Marine and Oceanic? Why?'

"Standard. The poor bastard got nibbled by a Kotanchik's. They'll want to follow up. Marinelife
management, predator tracking.”

Slence
* % % %

The doctor with the funny accent wasin charge of my case. Austrdian, she had done her residency on
Orrin. | guess she had liked it, because she had gone local in the way that only Orries can. Her
hands—and probably her feet—were partially webbed and she had pale, vat-grown skin that would
reduce heat lossin the water. | could seerows of rib gillsas parald lines benegth her scrubs, and the
shape of thick, strong legs.

"Right, Mr Russo. Thelab has grown bone, skin, muscle, and afew meters of ligamentsfor you. Weve
managed to clone your interna organs. That's the easy paht.”

"What's ... hard ... part?’
"My part. Neurophysiology. Connecting everything to the brain. Re-wiring the nervous system, basically.”
"Youcan...?'

"We can do alot, Mr Russo—"
"Pete”

Her trand ucent skin was both intriguing and repellent. Her hair was grayer than | liked, but she had a
killer smilethat she did with just acorner of her mouth.

"Okay. Pete. I'm Dr Weber, but call me Maggie. Heresthe dedl. You'll certainly walk again. Eating,
basic body functions ... dl that should come back."

"What about ... what about..."

"Plenty of timeto worry about the rest |ater."

* * * %

Abunay cameto vist. Charcod gray suit with platinum pingtripes, collarless cobat-blue shirt, matching



platinum cufflinks. His skin was pae but everything €l se was dark.

"Good afternoon, Mr Russo.”

"Mmph."

"How areyou feding?'

"Mmph.” Thanksto painkillers, | mostly felt warm.

"The MOEA will want to see you. We should ... come to an understanding.”
"Youwart ... lietothem?"

He adjusted his shirt cuffs and looked up at the hexagond whitetiles of the celling that were iridescent
with nanosilver disinfectant. | stared at them too, but because | had to—no stomach muscles. He turned
tome.

"Did you find it?" Hisvoice wasalibrary whisper.

"Not ... question. Question is.... can find again? Y es ... not where you thought.”
His hands clenched, then relaxed. “Very well. How—"

"You...not ... next of kin.” | stopped; it was exhausting.

He nodded, dowly, then pulled a chair next to the bed.

"I have learned about you since your accident, Mr Russo.” He was whispering, closeto my ear. “You're
not some danger junkie beach bum. Y ou found the Sussex.”

"S0 ... don't need your money."
He grinned thisawful grin; dl teeth and no humor.

"Incorrect. So far, the medical work has cost sx hundred and forty thousand. And you know what? 'Y ou
were diving without permission or avalid licence, usng uncertified equipment.” He put hislipsright next
tomy ear. “Y our insurance doesn't cover this. | do. Or | don't.”

| shivered. Suddenly it felt cold in the room, and the effort required to concentrate drained me.
"Why should | hide.... info ... from Marine and—"

"Y ou will have acommon room. A different doctor. Y ou will be a charity case. Chegp materials, quick
fix. What kind of body do you want to spend the rest of your lifein, Mr Russo?'

| closed my eyes.

"Working alone,” | said, “...attacked ... no reports of Kotanchik's ... looking for cinder cord ... Wuchte's
abaone”

| waited for hisreply, but when | opened my eyes| was aone.

* * * %

Maggie removed the bandages from the epiderm on my right forearm, then stepped back.



Blood pulsed deep red under the clear skin. | had become quality tenderloin. | watched the musclesand
tendonswork as | twisted my wrist and moved the fingers. In away it was cool; mostly it was repulsive.

"How'sthat?’ she asked.

"It works.” | turned away from her. | had to get used to being ugly, and that was better done adone.
"Hey, that's okay,” she said. “It'sahard thing to do—"

"No, no...I'm ... it'sfine."

Sheleft and | waslying in bed, squeezing a blue rubber bal, when two MOEA agentscamein. A tall
woman named Odenny, and a short man named Chusagi. Both had Orrie modifications and wore green
shirtswith the MOEA fin-and-trident on the pocket.

We shook hands, though in my case it was more like fondling. The pleasantries were brief.

"Mr Russo,” she said, “you have our sympathies. We understand that you have suffered aterrible
trauma.”

| gave her my best, “Mmph.”

"It's our job to follow up on marine accidents, and as we understand it you were diving without permits
or licenses. MOEA takesthis sort of thing very serioudy.”

"I have done over fifteen hundred dives,” | said, and let that sSink in. The number was astronomical for a
guy my age, even for aprofessond. “| have donefree diving down to eighty meters. | have worked asa
commercid diver and in commercid savage.”

They were listening and nodding, concentrating on me while recording the conversation.
"Then you, of dl people, should have known better,” said the little guy.

"I did know better!” They were acting like the shark was the victim, not me. “How many peoplein the
whole fucking galaxy could have come up dive, huh? How many would have had the technology and
experience and conditioning?’

"If you want our congratulations, you got ‘em,” said Odenny. “But we're more interested in what you
were doing—"

"Looking for cinder coral, okay? And Wuchte's abaone, if there are any along the shelf. But | havea
question for you guys. Where the fuck did the Kotanchik's come from? They're territorid, right? Deep
water? | was at forty, fifty meters. Believe me, if 1'd thought there was a K otanchik's around | sure as hell
would have stayed away.” | remembered the dimy fed of its skin and my new hand spasmed.

"We agree on the Kotanchik's. We want to figure out why the attack happened. We have their ranges
marked; the nearest one should have been, oh, six kilometers away."

| sat back. Fine. Let them go pester the damn fish.
"Mr Russo, please just answer our question. What were—"
"Cinder cord. Wuchte's abalone.”

We regarded each other for afew seconds.



"Mr Russo,” started Chusagi, “can you tdll us about the relationship you have with Mr Abunay?"
| blinked. “Heand I, we have, uh, discussed sdlvage.”

More waiting. Cops do that everywhere; try to make you uncomfortable with silence.

"Could you tell usmore?!

| shook my head.

"Y ou didn't ded with him when you worked on the Sussex?'

"Huh? He's dways been here on Orrin, right?”

"One of hiscompaniesiscaled Aqueous. Y ou probably used their equipment.”

| had, in fact. They made state-of-the-art sonar, radio, and underwater signaling gear. “Really? Aqueous?
Sure, we used some of their stuff. | didn't know it was his.”

We waited some more. Companionable.
"Nothing elseto say?’ they asked. | shook my head.

"My partner looks stupid, Pete, but I'm not.” That was Odenny. Chusagi rolled hiseyes. “The only thing
that Abunay cares about isfinding that Wepper ship. If yourein on it you need to remember onething.
He does not like to lose; he does not like to share.”

| shrugged. “Two things."
Chusagi snorted. “Look, Mr Russo, we're not the bad guys. We don't want to see you get hurt.”

"What?’ | laughed, which ripped some of my new stomach muscles and set off the painkillers. “Yourea
few daystoo late for that, huh?!

They were annoyed, but | was too drugged to care. After awhispered conversation they got up to leave.
Odenny paused at the door. “ Stay in touch, Mr Russo. Sooner or later we may |ook like the best bet for
alosng hand."

"Mmph."

| got the nurse to bring me the remains of my suit and BC, and spent some time picking through them. |
wondered what | had taken on that dive. The drysuit was mine, acustom job from ashop in Antibes. But
the BC had been Abunay's, and one of his site beaconswas till attached to it. Everything was
dick—blood, guts, and mucus or sdivafrom the shark. It stank. | bagged it and sent it asa CARE
package to Odenny.

* * % %

| was using awalker to work my way across the room; awhole hogt of filaments and sensors ran from
my neck to acelling track. They hadn't gotten to my skin yet, so | looked like awaking anatomy
textbook.

After four meters| had to stop. Legs, chest, somach, back—everything hurt.

"How's... that ... Maggie?"



She amiled. “ Great Stuff. Y ourethe stah patient. Thisis unbelievablefor six weeks. It's lucky you werein
such good shape beforehand.”

"Good shape?’ | tried to laugh but | couldn't avoid the anger. “1 was afucking god. Shit, my right leg
hurts”

She was working on atablet, drawing and dotting with the stylo as she regarded the monitors and the
holograms of my nervous system. The pain eased.

"Fed bitter?"

"Of course I'm bitter. That fucking fish ate my lifel I'm geriatric, ageek, agomer. |—"
"No, bet-ter,” she said. “ Feel bet-ter?

Wherel had skin | blushed. “Uh, yeah."

"Good,” she said, looking at me. “L ook, there's something you might want to think about. It'sthe perfect
time. Have you thought about Orrie enhancements? Chest gills, heat conservation—"

"A Fishhead? Y ou think | want to be afucking fish?’ | leaned heavily on thewadll. “It's bad enough that |
look like the garbage bin behind a butcher shop. Y ou think—" Thelook in her face made me stop. White
skin glowed pink.

| closed my eyes. “ Shit. | didn't mean—it'sjust that | lost everything. All | want isto get back as much as
| can."

She ran some more tests. Every set of muscles from my scalp to my toes flexed, one after the other.
Weird. Her mouth was an angry thinline.

"Pete, it'stimeto think about this. Y ou haveto faceit. Y ou won't have what you had before. Never.” |
dtared at the floor.

She walked over, grabbed my head with both hands, turned it, made melook at her. It hurt my neck.
"Say itinthemirror. Accept it. Y ou will never be the same. Y ou are going to be different.”

Shelet my head go. “ The question you need to answer isthis: If you're going to be something el se, what
do you want to be?'

She finished checking me and | eft, offended. | worked my way back to the bed and fell onit.

| hadn't considered the adaptations. It made sense—I could never face Zoé or Junko or Katrinain this
Frankenstein body. Ditto the Cadiz Mafia—the gang that dove with me on the Sussex. Everything that |
ever was had been ruined. Chewed, digested, shat out. Earth was nothing but faded memories of alife

that was definitively over.

| had no interest in being Pete, the rebuilt freak show from Orrin. But the thought of Pete, who grew upin
the sea.and could now spend hoursin it—that was something new. Something amazing.

| felt aweird feding there, that | hadn't feltin awhile, and | dozed off pondering it.
| felt hope.

* * * %



When | woke up Abunay was there again.

"Mr Russo."

"Intheflesh. Visbly."

"Areyou inamood to tak about things?"

"Things..?"

"The bill isover amillion dollars now. My philanthropy only goesso far.”
"Hirdt, let's discuss Wepper ships.”

He shot out his cuffs, played with his cuff links.

"Wepper ships have camouflage. Not visud, like achame eon, but €ectromagnetic. If you go looking for
them with radar, or an eectromagnetic pulse, the ship registers the direction and frequency of your
incoming signal. Knowing what its background lookslike, the ship returnsasignal on the same
frequency—uwith a picture of that background. All you'll seeisthe ground or the stars behind it. Smple,
efficient, effective. Eadly done with quantum computing. Understood?"

| nodded.

"But they can't camouflage themselves againgt vison. It's passive; theré's no incoming sgna. So the way
to find the ship that crashed on Orrin isto try to guess where your signa has been faked, and then send a
dive team down."

"Why not cameras?'

"They need batteries, maybe ... who knows. They don't work. If they did, you and | would never have

"And wouldn't that be sad.”

He made adismissive gesture. “Let me ask you something, Mr Russo. Why didn't you drop the
beacons?'

He had asked me to do that—severa times—when | sighted the wreck.

"l was off the edge. No point dropping them in athousand meters of water. So what? Y ou know where|
was. Why don't you go take alook?"

Heleaned closer.

"Y ou see my eyes? These eyes.” He opened them wide, staring at me. “Eight million dollars. | can see
from ultraviolet to infrared. Read your pulse, your blood flow. They're lie detectors. Nobody reads
people likeme.” He stood up, kicking the chair aside. “Nobody can touch mein a conferenceroom, ina
board presentation. | own every negotiation before it even begins. | read an audience the way you read
thewaves™

He put afinger to one eye and tapped on it. | flinched for him.
"But they're active. | can't see a Wepper ship.”



| nodded. “ Still one question though.”

"y e

"Why the Kotanchik's?'

"I wish | knew. I'm paying three marine biologiststo figureit out."

Hmmmm. So he says.

"Mr A, would you be willing to front the cost of my getting Orrie adaptations?’

Hedidn't need to reply; | saw the gleam in hiseye. “Why, Mr Russo, what anove idea. What an
expendveidea”

| waved my hand. “Y ou can teke it out of my share.”
"So you want meto fund thisin exchange for what is currently ten percent of nothing."

"Oh, it'sfifty percent of something.” We amiled at each other. | watched as his pupils dilated, shrank,
turned iridescent.

"Very well. Herésto a profitable partnership.”
We shook hands, and he | &ft.

| sighed, loud and long. The adaptations made sense. Maggie was right. After that meeting with the
Kotanchik's everything was going to be different anyway. If | became aFishhead it could be, just maybe,
in someways, even better.

| had never before been in a place as amazing as that goddamned hospital.

* k k %

Three days later Maggie brought in a specimen transport box the size of asmall suitcase. | was Sitting up,
meastering the herculean task of esting fish stesk with aknife and fork. My fingers dipped on the knife,
and ached doing it. | didn't notice her at first, because | was reading a note from Odenny about the
beacon Abunay had given meto mark the Site.

"Why areyou grinning?’ | asked.
She flipped open the catches and gave me apeek insde. Refrigerated in the moist foam was a penis.
"Used to be bigger,” | said, hope leaping within me.

"Not according to your DNA,” she said, smiling. She lowered my bed to horizontal. Two people dressed
in scrubs came in, whedling equipment. Disinfectant misted the room. “But you can keep the catheter if
you prefer.”

"Very funny. Look, Maggie, I've been thinking."
"Mmm?’ Her mind was e sewhere as she prepared her computers and filaments.
"| think ... I'd ... like to try the enhancements.”

Those nimble fingers, so adept with fiber optics and probes, paused. “ Redly?'



IIYSIII

"Well, we can start with the gills—they're the most important, and take the longest. Insurance won't
coverit."

"That'sokay,” | said. “For the moment, anyway."

"Great stuff.” She nodded abruptly, pausing in the preparations for stapling my dick back on. She looked
a me. “Great,” shesaid again, quietly.

* k k %

It felt stapled. For three days the pain was excruciating. Maggie said that she could deaden some of the
nerves, but that sounded like a bad idea. When the pain eased they went to work on my chest. Which
asohurt.

In amoment between bouts of surgery | called Odenny.

"We were hoping to hear from you. What's up?'

"The Kotanchik's. They're sort of triba, right? How do they communicate?’
"Huh. Wdll, loose family groups. They hunt thingsthat are bigger than they are.”
| shuddered; she kept talking.

"They use ultralow frequency—ULF—waves. They can't speak quickly, but they can do it over
kilometers of ocean. There'slots of info on the MOEA dte"

"I'll check it out. But | till have aquestion. Big question. Why was it there? Could Abunay have called
it?"

She pondered for afew seconds. “Huh. Hard to say. | guessit's not technically impossible, but
linguigticdly ... All | can say ismaybe. Or let me put it thisway. When you find out, let us know."

"Thanksaton—"
"Hey! One other thing. Where did you cross the hagpa a?'
"Thewhat?'

"It'slike afree-drifting anemone. A hagpaa. Lookslike abig shaggy blond wig. Kotanchik's adore them.
Y ou had secretionsfrom it dl over your BC."

Ah.

"Y eah, maybe ... | camein from the trench to the shelf—maybe that'swhere | crossed it.” Like hell. | had
seen nothing at dl like that, unlessthe traumahad redlly screwed up my memory. “Could you send mea
sample of the Suff?*

"Sure”

"Thanks. By the way, where do you guys stand on this?’ | asked. “ Discovery, salvage?'
"The law on salvage opsis crystd clear. It hasto be declared, and permits have to befiled.”
"Soundssmple.”



"L et me shatter your illusions. Ownership of the Orrin seasisatechnica nightmare. Have you ever seena
map of an dectoral digtrict? Insanely chopped up little blocks of real estate? It'slike that, but in three
dimensions. No. Actudly four dimensions—it changes over time."

"Well, what if alone diver, casudly swimming about, comes across something?”!

| could hear her smile. “They come back, fill out the forms, and get their fair share.”
"So | throw myself on the mercy and charity of the government?*

"Do you have a better idea?"

Actudly, | didn't.

* * * %

When the procedureswerefindly finished | decided to ask her ouit.

"Maggie"

"Hmmm?’ Shewasin charts and technology mode, testing the flex and control of my newly-webbed
toes.

"I want to celebrate. How about dinner one of these nights? You and |7

She pretended to be doing something but her stylo had stopped; | couldn't see anything beyond her gray
hair because her head was bent forward.

"Let methink.” She paused. “Y ou like barbecue?’
"Do 1?1 loveit. Can the somach handleit?"
"Well see. Y our schedulesfairly open, right?!
"Sure, aslong asthe doctor lets me leave.”
“Tomorrow?"

"Super.” Hot damn. A date.

* * % %

Like most Orries, Maggie had an underwater apartment. The lobby had an entry airlock and lots of glass.
| descended in atransparent elevator whose lightsilluminated the gray-green water. Clouds of glittering
flealike creatures chased the lights; larger things that |ooked like finned yellow scorpions came to feed
on them.

"Wow,” | found mysdf thinking, “what a beautiful planet.”

She greeted me at the door of her gpartment, wearing a green knit dress and not much el se. She seemed
shorter and stockier than she did at the hospital, but rounder and more feminine, too. She stood on her
tiptoesto give meabrief kissand | felt, for thefirst timein ages, agtirring in my crotch.

"Please please please,” | thought to mysdif.
| had brought a bottle of champagne, and after half aglass had to sit on the couch.

"New liver,” shesad, amiling. “Itll take sometime.”



Mild asit was the sauce on the fish was il too hot for me, and | had to scrape it off while shelaughed. |
regaled her with stories of a Thai beef sdlad in Bangkok so hot that it made me hdlucinate.

"Not medicdly possble,” shesad.
"Just wait. When I'm back up to speed I'll makeit for you."

After dinner she had abrandy whilel just sat on the couch, letting my stomach work. Onthe TV wasa
looping picture of Maggie with aguy, laughing in bathing suits on abeach. 1t seemed so dien, thisvison
of white sand and blue sky and yellow sun and tan skin and colorful clothing. My world was only white
and green and gray.

"Whao'she?'

She looked at the picture, her head cocked. “I'm not sure that | know anymore,” she said.
"Where does helive?'

"On Earth. He'sthere, and I'm here.”

"Redly? Where on Earth?”’

"He'sthere,” sherepeated. “I'm here."

| figured that it was agood time to shut up. | turned my attention to the picture window. The ba cony was
an atificid cord reef and welay back on the couch, watching thefish in dl their flickering beauty.

| kissed her dowly and carefully, the coolness of our Orrie skinsand lips fascinating and new. The dense
muscle of her Orrie-enhanced thighs was firm and deek; | thought of seals and mermaids. We undressed,
hurriedly and awkwardly. | wasn't used to moving like that but | waswilling to put up with the pain.

| went down on her, and she on me. To no avail. We tried body massages, hand lotion, and even
inserting my limp dick into her. None of it worked. My cock sat flaccid, uninterested; no amount of joy
or desire seemed to interest it. She gill seemed to have fun, and held me afterwards. | thought she was
adeep when | started crying, but | guess| woke her.

"God's sake, Pete, don't worry about it."
"Easy for youto say."

"Shut up. | know these things—I'm the doctor. It's a pretty complicated combination—hormone, muscle,
erectile tissue, emotions ... It'll take sometime for your body to sort al that out.”

"Huh."

"Huh back a you. Look, it would have been something closeto amedica miracleif it had worked. But it
should work. It will work. We—you just need time."

| watched afish that looked like ametallic green shuriken arc past the window. “How long?"
"Three months? Six?'
"Six more monthsin the hospita ? Fuck, | don't think | can—"

"Forget the hospital. I'll release you tomorrow. Do you have anywhere to go?'



| thought she might offer that | cometo her place, and | didn't want that. Or, more accurately, | wanted it
more than anything else, but not until hot weater circulated in my plumbing.

"Yeah, | haveaplacetogo,” | sad, thinking over options. “Don't worry about me."

She snuggled her head in againgt my neck and said something that sounded like, “I might anyway."

* * * %

| left the hospital the next evening by taxi, after afina set of check-ups. It bobbed away from the dome
of the hospital complex, then lifted on hydrofoils and raced off to a v-shaped pattern of lights a the edge
of town—Abunay'svilla

* * % %

His set-up made the most modern hospital on Orrin look antiquated. | had a private room, aprivate
physical therapist, and adoctor. | swam four timesaday as| worked my strength back up and practiced
with the gills. In between those sessons | walked through virtuality maps of the areathat | had been
diving in, triggering memories. | sudied sealife, currents, charts. | wasin my dement.

It was a surprise and pleasure when Maggie called.

"Hey, how areyou?’ | asked. “1 wasgoing to cdl you ... after..."
"After you went and did something really stupid. Y ou're not ready.”
"Hey, its my life. Don't tel mewhat | can't do.”

"Look you idiot, I am not only your doctor, but about the only person on the planet who gives adamn
about your welfare. Y our thergpy's not finished.”

"I'mdoing it here. The medicd facility—"

"I'm sureit'stop-notch. But how do you know that the doctorswill say you're ready based on your
condition, and not Abunay's demands? Can you trust them?” Her voice was not just angry, but worried

and unessy.

"What?He'd never—"

"Of course hewould."

"Okay. Youreright. Hewould."
"And me?Y ou trust me?'

"Of course| do. Absolutely. Still, we shouldn't have...” Shelet me hang out there, waiting to hear what |
would say. Hardass. “L ook, it didn't work out. I'm sorry."

"What didn't work out?'
"Y ou know what | mean. The old purple-hemeted |ove soldier dept through revellle.”

"Jesus. Guys. Look, | had anice night. | would even do it again sometime. That whole part ... that's not
themogt ... Shite.” Her voice was wavery—not at dl Maggie.

| had absolutely nothing to say, so | said it. | heard her take a deep breath.



"Pete?"

"Yeah, yeah. I'm here.”

"Take care. Will | ... will you be back to the hospital for a check-up?’
"Yeah. Of course,” | said. Her wordsfinaly sunk in. “ Redlly?"

"Yes Bye"

| hung up the phone and wandered in a daze along shag-carpeted hallwaysthat smelled like
Mediterranean herbs. | understood nothing. Not me, not Maggie, not what | had or hadn't lost. Zero.

But somebody had figured out something, because Abunay caught up to me about an hour later. | was
standing at an undersea window, watching aflock of rays glide past. They looked like birds, flying and
banking with liquid ease.

"Dr Burke informs methat you're reedy to dive.”
| didn't haveto feign enthusiasm. “It's about time. When do we go?"

"Tomorrow. Well take the launch out to where you—ouit to the site.”

* k x %

| dept badly, and the day dawned gray. We left after breakfast on ahydrofoil launch that required no
crew. | thought about Maggie, but aso about Odenny'swords. Only Abunay and | would know where
the Sitewas.

An hour or so later we hove to, bucking in the waves. Abunay accompanied me down to thetail of the
launch—real actua teak from Earth—and watched me prepare.

| pulled on drysuit leggings over therma underwear. A custom jacket, open over therib cage, went on
next. Then my weight belt, anew knife, severa pouches of gear, and the fins. Abunay held out aBC,
identical to the one | had worn before. | pulled out abottle that contained the hagpala extract from
Odenny.

"Kotanchik'srepdlent,” | said. “Got it fromthe MOEA.” | smeared it al over my BC. “Wheresyour
BC?When you come down you'll want to be protected.” He was regarding me, carefully. | turned away
from those eyes and dipped the BC on. My jaw clenched as | thought of what | was going to do.

"Comeon!” | said. “Gimme your damned BC. Y ou don't want to risk this."

He pulled it out of abuilt-in locker that was a perfect, seamless white, and handed it to me dowly. |
grabbed it and smeared on the extract.

"Y ou can thank melater if thissavesyour life.”
| checked the cameraclipped to the BC's | eft shoulder and the beaconsto mark the site.
"Seeyou in an hour, abillion bucksricher,” | said as| forced asmile.

We nodded good-byes and | stepped to the ladder. The water was cold, colder than the seanear his
villawhere | had been practicing, but it felt greast—sdty, invigorating. | put on my mask. Asthe searose
to my torso | began to move my new sets of secondary muscles. A cool, clean flavor spread across my
chest as| began to gillbreathe. Righteous. Abunay handed me a communications filament and | attached



it to the suit. Thread-thin and essentially unbreskable, it would network al of my gear with the yacht.

| put in the regulator and fell backwards. More fish than man | ignored the drive to breathe, |etting the
gillsdo thework. | pulled the seaded off the fantail and flicked aswitch. The eectric motor whirred to
life. Slent, motionless, breathless, | descended.

It was cold, and darker than | remembered. | dropped through a school of gold-scaled flatfish who
formed afrightened bagel around me then zipped off. Great sheets of algae marked athermocline at
twenty-five meters, and masses of little crab-like creatures swvarmed on them. In the light of my lamp they
looked violet and yellow.

| checked my GPS and depth gauge. Lower | went, into darkness, where | stopped even the occasiona
breathsfrom my regulator. | let it trail behind me, unwanted, as| gilled the oxygen-rich waters. | dready
trusted Maggi€'s adaptations more than the technology that | had been using dl my life.

| saw fluorescence which meant that | was near the bottom; near the shelf where the sea floor dropped
from seventy metersto hundreds and thousands. Luminous plants and the animalsthat lived on them
thrived there, in the mingling of cooler and warmer waters.

Visiility was good but not grest—about ten meters. The fissures and rocks were unfamiliar. | checked
the compass and the GPS again and swam east. It took fifteen minutes to find a hand-shaped rock
formation that | remembered. The ded pulled me around the far side.

Bang, thereit was.

* * % %

Y ears of seagrowth had covered the zeppelin-like form with strange appendages. It was twenty meters
in diameter by sixty inlength. Vanes and fins of inexplicable purpose spiked out; two fat tubes hung from
the cylindrical body over the side of the shelf and down into unfathomable depths. Suspended between
awe and glory, it took me along timeto hear the crackle of the phone, fed down the filament that trailed
behind me.

"Isit there? Have you found it?'

| putin my regulator so | could speak to him. “I'm gtill looking,” | said.
"But you're on the bottom."

He knew exactly where| was.

"Hold on."

"Drop the beacons and turn on the camera. Drop the damned beacons!”

"If youinsst.” | nestled the sea ded next to one of the fins, then planted a beacon at either end of the
craft. The beacons were the key—they marked the site but a so interfered with the Wepper camouflage.
As soon as the second beacon was down strange noises emanated from the speakers nestled into my
hood.

"Oh ... oh... ohhhh. So ... beautiful. It's enormous. Enormous! Bigger than the station they found on
Adonis|lI'smoon! Oh! Ohhhhh...” Thiswent on as| swam, looking for the Kotanchik's.

"Oh my. Ohhh ... Yes. Oh. Um, Mr Russo. Could you take a swim around the perimeter? 1'd like to get
clear images of the craft from dl angles.”



| tried to remember how long | had been down last time before the shark had arrived. | hurried to finish
thetour.

"Wdl done, Mr Russo. Brilliantly done. The investment in your rehabilitation has been amply repaid. Do
you mind collecting afew samples?1'd like to run some tests on them.”

| was sure he had lots of meaningless tasks to keep me busy until the beast got there. Even so, | was
gtaying. Thiswas not scientific, or financia. Thiswas persond.

| swam, breathing through my gills. Something that looked like an inflated blowfish drifted by on the
current. | couldn't identify eyes or amouth. | followed its path over the wreck asit bounced and drifted
amlesdy in thedirection of the city, fifty or so kilometers away.

| turned my head back to look over the shelf. The Kotanchik'swas there. It had come from the north,
out where the ocean went deep and black. In the limited light of the ambient fluorescence its mouth was a
great black tooth-lined semi-circle, coming for me.

Not thistime.

| doused the cameraas | kicked and moved out of itsattack line. “ Sorry Mr A,” | said. “ Snagged the
canera”

The head seemed to fold and the rest of the body followed in its path asif around someinvisible
obstacle. | kicked again, and it followed again. There were now two foldsin the body, and the long
lateral fins moved asthe body followed precisely in the course set by the head—straight acrossthe
wreck, then up, then sideways.

It waslong, fluid, and beautiful; it turned cornerslike aribbon. I could never imagine beauty to be so
terrifying.

"Mr Russo, is everything okay?'

"Just fine,” | gasped. | had the advantage of two oxygen sources—qgills and regulator. Theway | was
swimming | needed both.

"No sgnof ... danger?’ he asked innocently.

| was too busy to answer. It looked like a good guess that Abunay's beacons had summoned the
Kotanchik's. Combined with the haapala secretions on the BC it was as close to a death warrant asyou
could concoct on Orrin.

| kept swimming, taking sharp angles, kicking as hard and asfast as| could, my new legs boosted by the
best finsthat money could buy. | felt the scales of the shark brushing my calf, removing alayer of skin. |
turned, it turned. Another fold.

"Nope. Coming down?"
"What?'Y ou're sure?'
"Twenty-five meters?’ Short sentences. Breathe. “Billion teeth?’ Breathe. “Not here."

Kick. Not fast enough. Shit. Kick. Angle around astalk of cord, through atoo-smal hole. Enormous
gash down my right arm. Fold. The Kotanchik's couldn't follow so it angled up, to the side, looking for a
new trgjectory.



"I'll come up if you don't want to—"

"Wait!” The ultimate bait. No way hewouldn't takeit. | checked the gauges. Y up. He was on hisway
down, following the communications filament. My fedling of triumph was cut short by something jagged
touching my leg. Fuck. Kick. It got apiece of my swimfin. | lost power, and the gouge in my fin made
me cut asudden arc when | kicked. It missed me,

Fold.

Onearm at atime | shrugged out of the BC and the tank, then jerked the emergency inflation dongle and
punched the panic button that would redl the communication filament back to the launch. Thewhole
bundle snapped upwards on an angle.

Kick. Muscle cramp. | spuninto aball.

Fold. That mouth came into view, gaping wide, and suddenly | was cam. | had rolled the dice, and it
came up snake eyes. That'slife. Well, at least thistime | had my knife. | pulled it, ready to take a piece of
shark withme.

Fold. It followed the bundle with the BC.

| kicked after it with my good leg. | could dimly see the bundle, when suddenly the K otanchik's turned
away fromit.

What? | was so sure that—

A jagged scream that went on and on broke through the speakers. | stopped swimming. The Kotanchik's
disgppeared from my sight, like someflat javelin on a perfect trgectory.

| gave mysdf dight negative buoyancy, drifting back down to my ded by thewreck. Thenoiseinthe
speakers had stopped by thetime | arrived. | dapped medical tape on my arm and leg. Damn Orrie skin
doughsoff too eeslly.

| took afew deep gills, letting the oxygen and the cool water cm me down. About forty-five, fifty
kilometers, | figured. It would make for afew cold hours even with the ded, and the odds weren't
necessarily in my favor, but | didn't care. I'd make a stop at the MOEA to report the wreck, and then,
well ... Aslong as| could work out thingswith Maggie, I'd have everything that matters.
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WHEN THORNSARE THE TIPS OF THE TREES—Jason Sanford

* * * %

* k k %

[llustrated by Vincent Chong
Jason Sanford's previous story for Interzone was* The Ships Like Clouds, Risen By Their Rain’
published inissue 217. HE's aso appeared in Analog, Orson Scott Card's Intergalactic Medicine
Show, and other places. Hiswebsiteis jasonsanford.com.

* * * %

As| walked the heet-cracked sidewalk in front of Seanna’s house, she surprised me by blowing akiss
from her bedroom window—akiss | knew sheld never actudly give. Even though | was mad at her
mother for forbidding Seannafrom seeing me, | blew akiss back, only to have her mother evil-eye me
from their garden. | ignored the ook and kept walking. Seanna's mom had hated me ever since | held her
daughter's hand last month. Never mind that Seannaand | had both been wearing gloves at the time,
meaning | hadn't technically touched her skin.

When Dad heard of me holding hands, held stayed calm and muttered about raging teenage hormones.
But to be prudent, the next morning he drove me to the town's pharmacy, where the Doc doubled my
weekly dose of inhibitor. “ Better safe than stiff,” Dad said with asmirk.

But I didn't have time to worry about Seanna or her mom or even my dad'slame sexua innuendos, the
sun was setting and it wasn't safe to stay out after dark.

Seannas was the last maintained house on the block. Just down the street pine trees and kudzu sprawled
across abandoned lawns and burned-out homes. Amid al this green lay the ruins of Brad'shouse. The
old swing set we played on as kids wastipped over in the corner of the front yard, the reds and blues of
itsmolded polymersfaded away and smdl pines growing through the frame. The clubhouse we built in
the oak tree hung half rotten, the treeitself almost buried in asea of kudzu vines. | sneaked around to the
backyard, where the grass|ooked like prairie and the second story windows broken by last year's hall
storm till hadn't been replaced.

The only place the weeds and kudzu and pines hadn't invaded was the small well-trimmed spot in the
middle of the backyard where asingle thorn tree grew.

The lightswere on in Brad's house and | watched his father's silhouette pace around the living room. |
figured he was too drunk to notice me, but when | tried sneaking into the yard Brad's old German
Sheppard barked and chased me back out. But then the dog recognized me. * Sarge?’ | whispered.
Sarge padded over and whined as he licked my face. He then walked back to the thorn tree and laid
down under its scraggy branches.

| sneaked across the yard and crouched behind the thorn tree. The tree—two meterstall, with silver
branches and needles crooking left and right like frozen lightning—was sickly and dangeroudy thin. When
| pulled off my gloves and grabbed aneedlg, it shattered with amusical chime. Sarge whined from the
dusty groove beside the tree trunk, where he obvioudy spent most of histime.

Being more careful, | pushed my index finger onto another needle. A drop of blood ran into the needle as
cold rushed through my veins.

"Hello Miles” Brad said, emerging from the fog of too much timedone. “Do | even want to know how



long it'sbeen snceyour last vigit?!

"Two months,” | said, feding both guilty and relieved that Brad till seemed so fresh. Too often thorns
memories and persondities stiffened and decayed if they wereleft alone for long periods of time.

Brad laughed at my guilt and relief, the same high-pitched cackle hed used when we were kids. Not, of
course, that | actually heard him. When talking to thorns, it was best to keep your eyes closed. That way
your mind turned the thoughts and fedling to words. With eyes closed, the person might amost be sitting
next to you.

Almost.
"So what made you finaly vist?’ Brad asked.

| started to make up some excuse, but it's pointlessto lieto athorn. Brad knew | hated seeing himin this
stuation. “Elleen wasmad & me,” | findly confessed. “Wouldn't speak to me unless| checked on you."

Brad smiled. No oneredly cared for him anymore. His mother moved away last year—wanting to be
near the safety of abig city—and hisfather drank too much and barely got by. “He only talksto me
when he'salmost comatose. | can taste the acohol in hisblood. Never tells me about hislife; just jabs his
hand over and over on my needles.”

For amoment | opened my eyes and glanced at the living room window, where Brad's father sat drinking
abeer. Asl shifted, the needlein my finger broke. | pulled thetip out of my skin and found another
needleto impae mysdf on. “Youreredly brittle” | said.

"Thewater was cut off awhile back. Dad can't pay the bill."

| cursed. | should have checked on him before this, what with the drought we've been having. | told Brad
to wait, then grabbed an old bucket and sneaked back to Seanna's house. Seanna's mom wasinside but
the sprinkler in her garden il ran. | filled the bucket and returned to Brad, flooding hisroots. Sarge
whined and climbed out of hishole; before the water washed in | thought | saw the glint of bonesthere,
but | refused to look close enough to find ot.

| made severd moretrips before Brad had enough water, then stabbed my finger again. Even though the
sun was setting and | needed to get home, | opened my memoriesto the story Elleen had created just for
Brad, ahaunted tale of lovers kept from one another by cruel fate. Brad cried in my mind as he listened.
Even though I'd heard many of Elleen's stories, thiswas her best yet. When | was done, Brad thanked
me and said to give hisbest to Elleen.

When | reached home, | wanted to tell Elleen how much Brad had loved the story. However, it was
aready nighttime and shrieks and perverse giggles rose from the fields behind our house. Not daring to
find out what waited in that dark, | rushed inside and |locked the door behind me.

* * % %

The next day | worked with my dad, tossing bags of mulch and manure off the back of our flatbed truck
asthe sun climbed hot into the sky. We were landscaping the memoria grovein therich part of town.
Even though it was till morning, the heat svamped me as| sweated through my long-deeve shirt and
gloves. I'd strip them off in asecond if we were home. But peoplein this part of town would freak if |
showed skin and Dad might lose this job. Couldn't risk that with work so hard to come by.

After | finished unloading, my dad patted me on the back—arare touch, even in his gloves—and told me
to work on the treesin thisarea. HEd drive to the other side of the grove and deal with mattersthere. |



nodded knowingly. Mrs Blondheim, the fanatica town matriarch whose money maintained thisgrove,
had complained about two new trees from thorn die who'd sneaked into the park last week. She wanted
them removed. | hated killing thorn trees, so my father always handled that chore.

After my dad drove off, | added the mulch around the tree trunks and dragged fresh bags deeper into the
grove until I couldn't see anything except the glow of hundreds of silver trunks and branches and thorns.
All thetreeswere at their full growth of two meters, aheight they'd achieved in the explosion of growth
right after death. Near the center of the grove, | accidentally brushed against an old tree and athorn
stabbed through my shirt. Jackie, a cute-faced nine-year-old who'd turned thorn several decades ago,
said hello. The fogginess of her thoughts told me no one had talked to her in years. Not wanting to be
rude, | held my bleeding arm against her long enough to say hello back.

"Have you seen my doll anywhere?’ she asked. “Mom gaveit to me on her last visit. Shelll bemad if |
loseit."

| didn't know what to say. How do you explain to a child who can't grow up, or even change, that her
mother was|ong dead? That the doll had existed only in her mother's mind and, with her mother gone,
therés no way to find it. Because of the thorn connection, for the briefest of moments Jackie seemed to
understand what | was thinking. “My mother's not dead,” she cried, before the built up static of a
hundred years returned her to the fresh-faced nine-year-old she/d been moments before. “Have you seen
my doll?" she asked asinnocently as before.

"No,” | told her gently. “But I'll keep an eyeout.” | then pulled my arm away and wiped off the blood
before returning to work.

At lunchtime, | sat down in the middle of the grove and ate my sandwich. The wind blew through the
slver treesto the sound of athousand begging whispers, but | ressted the urge to talk to any of them. |
thought about visiting Mom'stree, but decided to wait until | was off work in case Mrs Blondheim came
by. Mom turned thorn when | was nine. Even though we hadn't the money to put her in afancy grovelike
this, the thought of Mom growing here had obsessed me. Dad tried to tell me that Mom was dead; that
her thorn tree was merely an echo of Mom's soul. But | begged him without stop for days until he made a
ded with Mrs Blondheim, trading acut in his pay in return for her taking Mom'stree. At thetimel'd been
thrilled. Now, | wonder if | did theright thing.

| lso wondered about the people who'd created the phage responsible for dl this. A few fanaticslike
Mrs Blondheim till praised the gened viruss creatorsfor giving beauty and eternd life to our world.
Mogt, though, cursed them as smple enviro terrorists. Whatever the intention, the phage had removed
the most basic agpect of human culture—touch. Almaost 90% of humanity carried the phage, but it was
only activated if you touched someone with the same phage combination. Since the phage continualy
changed versonslike amadly spinning lock, the odds that touching any one person would turn you thorn
were not extremely high. However, a person you could safely touch one day might be untouchable the
next.

| thought about Seanna. Despite the trestments my father gave me, | wanted so bad to touch her. To
hold her. To kiss her. If we married, maybe we could afford to be tested to find asafe day or two in
which to touch. If she bore my child, it would be safe for her to touch the baby aslong as she breast fed
the child and shared the same phage combinations, but | wouldn't be alowed such tenderness. Maybe
someday my child and | could be tested so we could share ahug like my father and | did after Mom
died. But as| constructed my lifeto come, | shook my head. The people who made this curse deserved
the worst hell humanity could ever creste.

Maybe that wasther intention.



* * % %

| finished my work by four and drove home with Dad, trying not to notice the crystalline dust coating his
pants. He hated killing thorns and would probably retire to the living room tonight to watch old movies
and drink whiskey.

After dinner, | checked the solar panel's on the roof and the batteries in the basement, then reset the
motion detectors and fluorescents. Once everything checked okay, and with darkness still an hour away,
| figured | had enough timeto visit Elleen. | grabbed my shotgun and told Dad I'd be back by sunset.

Elleen grew at the far end of our land, just past the corn and wheat fields. Unlike most thorn trees, her
crystdline limbs shone with afaint blue hue. While Elleen and | had been friends since childhood, 1'd only
gotten to know her after she and Brad ran away at age 13. Brad returned nine months later, infected and
nearing his end. No one knew where Elleen was until | found her tree growing on our property. She later
told me she'd been trying to reach Brad when her guts exploded and she fell to the dirt, screaming and
begging for moretime.

| sat beneath Elleen'slimbs, closed my eyes, and eased my pam onto a thorn. She suddenly appeared
besde me, amiling, then leaned over and hugged me. While | knew the forbidden touch existed only in
my mind, | still shivered with excitement. | was aso amazed at how clear the connection with Elleen was.
Sherarely showed the fogginess most thornsfell into after afew hours done. Even my father, who
refused to talk to any thorns—including Mom—had said hello to Elleen once, remarking later that she
was indeed different. Hed also noticed that afew of Elleen’'sthorns till appeared to be growing,
something most thorn trees stop doing shortly after their first burst of creation.

"How's Brad?’ she asked.

| opened my memories of Brad. Elleen frowned when she saw that Brad's father hadn't been watering
him. Thorn trees needed more water than ordinary treesto survive; Since the drought began I'd hauled
water to Elleen twice aweek.

"It'smy fault,” | sammered. “1 didn't know hisfather would get hiswater cut off. But I'll op by and
water him from now on.”

Elleen thanked me. “ Anything new with Seanna?’ she asked.
"Sheblew akissa metoday. But her mom's still mad at mefor holding her gloved hand.”
Elleen laughed. “ That'll make Seanna want you even more. Nothing turnsagirl on like abad boy."

| started to question if Elleen was the best one to give advice about a‘bad boy’ since Brad had turned
her thorn, but | liked Elleen too much to say that. Of course, since our emotions and thoughts were
coursing as one through my veins, she knew what | wasthinking amost before | did. She laughed, then
cocked her head sidewise in my mind. “For what it'sworth, Mr Miles Stanton, you're too nice aguy to
ever bebad. But it'll still help if Seanna seesyou as forbidden fruit. Not that what you fed for her is
anything more than base horniness and minor infatuation.”

| sighed. It was pointless to argue with her over what | felt, or didn't fed, toward Seanna, because Elleen
would smply say she saw my motives with more clarity than | could ever mugter. Stll, it irritated for
Elleen to dismiss o easily my love for Seanna

Elleen and | then talked about her story and Brad's reaction to it. Back in school, Elleen had been the
best writer around, with some of her romances picked up by the larger net zines. She il created stories,
but now Brad and | were her entire audience. I'd once tried to write the stories down, but the pictures



she crafted in my head refused to match any words | knew.

| asked Elleen if she had any new stories; in response, she sang abeautiful tale of aprincesslost in abig
city. But hafway through the story, just as the princess was about to find the magic key to take her home,
Elleen stopped. “Someone's near us,” she whispered in panic.

| tried to wake up, but Elleen's thorn trance was so strong | couldn't wake. Suddenly, Elleen’'strunk
vibrated and the thorn in my palm shattered. | fell back into the dirt with astart. When | looked up, the
sky above was dark except for afew moon-lit clouds scudding by. | jumped up, afraid.

The only people out a night were thorn die.

Elleen'slimbs and trunk glowed with the dightest of bioluminescence. | cursed softly, grabbing my
shotgun off the ground as| wished I'd brought my full-spectrum flashlight. It wouldn't stop determined
thorn die, but it might scare them. Being killed rardly scared thorn die; pain usudly did.

| edged away from Elleen until | reached the dirt road. The road ran between my father'sfields and the
scrub forest that'd grown up on the abandoned suburban lands. Perfect place for an ambush. Still, | had
no choice. | ran down the road asfast and quiet as | could.

| saw the porch lights of home, saw my father standing outside looking for me, and | started to relax.
Suddenly three people stepped from the dark shadow beneath atree. | turned to run, but more people
surrounded me.

| aimed the shotgun a awoman standing in front of me. She was haf-naked, her breasts showing the
faint glowing streaks of infection snaking through her body. “Hold me,” she moaned seductively before
laughing. One of the men next to her giggled and hugged the woman; he was naked, as were most of the
others around me. The phage drove thorn die dmost insane with adesire to touch other people. But what
made the man stand out were the tattoos of numbers across his chest and arms. Prime numbers and base
pairs, quadratic equations and Einstein's famous e=mc2. Thetattoos dyes had attracted the phage
infection so the numbers glowed faintly as he moved.

| had never seen this many thorn die at once and | aimed the shotgun from oneto the next. If | shot one,
the others would be on me before | could pump another shell in the chamber. One of the thorn die
reached for me, but the tattooed numbered man pulled him back.

"My gpology,” the number man said. “ The phage screams at us during end stage, especialy around
uninfected likeyou."

| nodded in false sympathy. “I understand. Now if you'll just get out of my way..."

The group tightened around me. “Firgt, I'm curious about the thorn tree you were taking to afew
moments ago,” the man said.

"Shel'safriend. | take care of her."

That obvioudy wasn't what the numbered man wanted to know. But before he could be more specific,
the half-naked woman beside him jumped a me. | fired the shotgun a her chest, seeing an afterimage of
blood and glowing tissue imploding as the numbered man screamed and tried in vain to stop the other
thorn die from attacking me. | knocked one thorn die away with the gun's butt, dodged another and
gtarted to run when someone grabbed my right leg. | stumbled to the ground, trying to pump the next
round in the chamber, but the others were almost on me.

Suddenly a shotgun blast rent the air, then another, then atthird. | rolled over to find my father shooting



the thorn die. | grabbed my own shotgun and crawled over to him. By thetime I'd pumped in anew shell,
the remaining thorn die were gone, my last glimpse being of the number man as he bolted through the
darkness. The shot ones screamed on the ground as their torn bodies raced to take root before degth.

"Comeon,” Dad yelled as he grabbed my arm and dragged me to the house. “ There's too many of
them.”

Weran fagt aswe could, till hearing the yelling and screaming even after we bolted the front door. Once
my father made sure the thorn die weren't attacking the house, he grabbed my face in his ungloved hands
and asked if | was okay. “Did they touch you? Did their blood splatter on you?

| shook my head, shocked at my father touching me for only the second timein my life. He asked again if
they'd touched me, but dl | could think about was how warm hisflesh felt on mine. | tried to remember if
any of the thorn die had touched me. The one who'd grabbed me had only gotten a hold of my pants and
boots. And | didn't see any of their blood on me. But maybe someone had touched me. | couldn't be
sure.

Dad hugged me tight and mumbled a prayer as he picked up his shotgun. “I'll stand first watch,” he said.

Outside, the screaming continued as the wounded thorn die rooted their damned bodies to the ground.

* k% k %

The sun rose slent, the wounded thorn die having truly died, the phage rebuilding their bodiesinto slicon
and cdlulous. Now that the sun was up, the thorn seedlings would grow quickly, reach their full height
within days astheir bodies and sunlight were absorbed by amatrix ahundred times as efficient as aleafy
plant's chlorophyll. As| walked around our house, | wondered where the other thorn die had holed up.
Once you were infected with an active phage, exposure to the sun sped up the painful change, which was
why thorn die avoided sunlight and houses equi pped with full-spectrum spatlights.

Dad was hung-over from drinking too much last night. He dso felt guilty about being too drunk to redlize
| hadn't come back by dark, and worried that I'd gotten an active phage from either thethorn die or his
own touch. He opened our safe and took out al the money we had saved.

We drove downtown to the pharmacy, where Dad explained what had happened. The Doc seemed
sympathetic. “Y ou need to tell the sheriff about this,” she said as she took the money from Dad's gloved
hand and counted it. | knew we didn't have enough for asingle test, let done two. But to my surprisethe
Doc handed back some of the money and told me to step over for my blood sample. Dad wasn't getting
atest, even though he'd touched me. | protested, but the Doc whispered to shut up and act like aman.
“Oddsare, you'll have the sameresults,” she sad.

Thetest took four hoursto run, so Dad and | walked down to the sheriff's office. Sheriff Alice Koffee
said sheld heard reports of severa large thorn die groups moving through the area. “ There have been a
few reportslike this over thelast few months,” she said. “ Groups of thorn die move through an areaand
attack any memorid grovesthey find. Evidently they've been undergoing some type of revival-like
movement which preaches that memorid grovesare sinful, but it's difficult to get pecifics on what they're
upto."

The sheriff suggested we move closer to town until this passed, but Dad said we'd be fine. We then
drove uptown and landscaped the memoria grove until noon, then drove back to the pharmacy. | tried to
stay calm while we waited for the Doc, but my gut clenched and | could barely breathe. When shetold
me | wasfine, my body shook so hard Dad had to help me stand out of my chair.

Figuring that | needed sometime done, Dad said held finish landscaping the grove. | drove over to



Seanna's house, needing to talk to someone, but her mother eyed me suspicioudy and said sheld gone
shopping. | then drove home. | could see the thorn die bodies near the fields. They looked like shrunken
mummies, each desiccated body centered on a haf-meter nub of silver reaching for the sun.

Still needing to talk, | walked over to Elleen, but words were worthlessfor what | found. Elleen'strunk
was severed, dmost al of her limbs and thorns destroyed. A single limb remained, attached to abare
diver of trunk half-dug out of the ground.

Crouching beside her, | gingerly pressed afinger to one of her remaining thorns. She appeared in my
mind—hazy, delirious, but dive. At first she couldn't remember who | was, but then she accessed her
memoriesin her remaining branch and smiled a me. She said the thorn die attacked her last night; that
they broke her apart piece by piece asthey giggled and impaled themsalves on her needles.

| ran home and returned with my work toals. | carefully dug up Elleen'sroots, the shovel cracking
through her sun bleached bones. | then wrapped her rootsin awet burlap sack and carried her to our
greenhouse.

* * % %

| fussed over Elleen for the rest of the day, and Dad joined me when he arrived home. We placed her
under the grow lightsin the greenhouse behind our house, soaked her in nutrient rich soil, did everything
to keep her from dying. Dad figured it was touch and go, but said she might pull through.

"It'sweird, thethorn die doing this,” he said later aswe sat on the porch watching the sun set. | held my
shotgun, while an automatic rifle I'd never seen before rested on Dad'slap. “And | don't understand why
they're attacking the memoria groves. | mean, they'll dl betreesin afew weeks or months. Why attack
their own?'

Dad said that as hed left town, the sheriff and fire departments were preparing for the worst and had
caled up ther auxiliary officers. The National Guard was also out.

But Dad and | didn't get hit that night. On the horizon, we saw firesin the direction of town and heard a
number of gunshots. If the phones and genera nets had ill been up, we'd have known what was
happening. But they'd been gone for the last decade in this part of the state and the security netswere so
overloaded we couldn't log on, so we sat on the porch al night long, dapping mosguitoes and waiting for
firg light.

The next morning the smell of smoke strangled the air as Dad and | drove to town. Wefirst rode through
the outlying subdivisons so | could check on Seanna. We found her and Brad's houses burned to the
ground. Therewas no sign of Seannaand her family, but one of their neighbors said Seanna and her
mother had been hurt and werein the hospital downtown. When | walked next door to Brad's housg, |
found hisfather's charred body in what had been the living room. Brad's old German Sheppard, Sarge,
lay dead near the body, asif he'd been trying to protect his magter.

Out back, Brad'stree looked like it had survived. But when | touched athorn to give Brad the bad news,
the crystalline structure shattered to shards. Dad shook his head and said the fire's heat must have killed
Brad too.

Whilel cried, Dad patted me on the shoulder with his gloved hand. | understood that even with Brad's
death it wasn't worth usrisking another touch.

We buried Brad's father and Sarge beside Brad and | said afew words, telling Brad how much I'd miss
him, how much Elleen loved him. We then drove to town. Burned barricades blocked most of the roads,
with dozens of thorn die bodies laying around, some trying to root into the asphat of Main Street. The



Nationa Guard still manned the barricades and Dad didn't think we'd be let in, but to our surprisea
weary sergeant told usto go straight to the sheriff's office,

Turned out the thorn die attack on the barricades and houses, no matter how bloody, had only been a
diverson. A larger group attacked the town's memoria groves, smashing machetes and axes through the
slver trees. Two grovesin the poorer, outlying parts of town were totaly destroyed, every tree missing
branches and thorns, while the rich memoria grove Dad and | worked on had been partidly damaged.
Wefound the Sheriff near severd of the grove's oldest thorn trees, dl of whom were Blondheim relatives.
The old trees had half their branches hacked off.

"Hundreds of them attacked the grove,” Sheriff Koffee said, “led by some thorn die named Chance with
glowing number tattoos on his skin. Security nets say he used to be amath professor before the last
universities shut down. Anyway, we beet them off before they torched the whole grove, but instead of
being content at that Mrs Blondheim's been screaming a me al morning for not doing more.”

At the mention of the thorn die with the tattoos, | told Sheriff Koffee that he'd also attacked me, but she
was distracted by the return of Mrs Blondheim, who yelled at my Dad to save her trees. We inspected
them. Severd were obvioudy goners, while ahandful might be saved with quick action. | started to tell
Mrs Blondheim that no matter what we did the trees had aready lost any memories stored in their
severed branches, but a stern look from Dad made me hush. | looked around the now unrecognizable
grove, located Mom'stree, and went to talk with her while Dad and the Sheriff hashed things out with
MrsBlondheim.

Mom was happy to see me, but then she was aways happy now that she was athorn. | told her about
Elleen and the grove being attacked, and how Brad and his father were dead, a which point | broke
down and cried. Mom held me tight and told me to hush, that everything would be al right. She talked
just like when | was a child suffering from aterrible nightmare. Once | finished crying, she asked how
Brad and Elleen were. | stared at her deep-beautiful blue eyes and saw mysdlf reflected back asthe child
she'd known before she turned. To Mom, I'd never grow up because she couldn't change, the memories
and soul burned hard and static and unbending into the tree's crystal structure. No matter what | did in
life, Mom would forever be the same person as when she died.

Eventhough | hated to lie, | told her Brad and Elleen were okay. “ That's good,” she said. “Everyone
needs best friends.”

* k x %

Dad and | spent therest of the day shoring up injured treesin the grove. By lunch time, alarge crowd of
townsfolk had gathered, with people checking on the trees of relatives and friends or trying to help me
and Dad. A National Guard Captain stopped by at one point and amost started ariot when he
suggested people pull back to the center of town tonight—whereit'd be easier to protect against the next
attack—ingtead of defending the memoria grove. Severa townsfolk actudly pulled guns on the Captain
until Sheriff Koffee camed things down by saying wed defend everyone in town, including the thorn
trees.

When dusk was afew hours away, Dad loaded our toolsin the truck and said we needed to get going.
Sheriff Koffee urged usto stay in town, offering to let usroom in her house. Dad thanked her but said
weld befine a home.

Aswe drove away we passed neighbors and friends preparing to defend the town and the memoria

grove. | felt so ashamed at leaving that | sunk down in the seet to hide. | asked Dad why we couldn't stay
intown. | wanted to defend Seanna, who was till unconscious in the hospital. | wanted to defend Mom's
tree. | wanted to stand with my neighbors. But Dad said sometimesit's best not to do what everyone else



doesand left it at that.

* k% k %

Over the next few days the thorn die attacked the town two more times. Dad and | took turns guarding
our house a night. In the morning we drove to town and worked &t saving the trees. Sheriff Koffee said
the security nets reported attacks on memoria grovesin severa nearby towns and cities. Once the thorn
die destroyed al the grovesin atown, they tended to leave the remaining townsfolk aone.

Onthethird day | findly was allowed to see Seanna, who was recovering from anasty hit shed taken to
the head. For once her mother didn't shoo me away. | blew akiss at Seannaand told her to get well.
Seanna smiled from her hospita bed and reached her bare hand out for me, missng my arm by ahair.
Her mother giggled nervoudy and told me Seannawas il ddlirious. “ Shelll bedright,” she muttered over
and over. “ Shéll bedright.”

When Dad and | returned home, | ran to the greenhouse to check on Elleen. She looked much better,
with anumber of needles budding from her trunk and remaining limb. | carefully pricked my pam.

"Shelsinfected,” Elleen said with afrown.
"What?'
"Seanna. She'sinfected. That'swhy shetried to grab you."

| nodded. Obvioudy, Elleen knew more than | did about how infected people acted. | tried to fed sorry
for both Seannaand mysdlf a the news, but after al the death and pain of the last few days | couldn't
move past aweary numbness. “How areyou feding?’ | asked.

"Better. It'sfunny how dl that hacking and cutting didn't hurt. Just Ieft me confused for abit.”

| smiled. I'd been helping Elleen remember certain thingslike Brad, giving her some of my own memories
to replace what she was missing. Each new memory expanded the buds on her body. Elleenand | also
talked about Brad's buria. She was trying to create words to put on histombstone. | told her I'd carve
the stone once all the craziness camed down.

Before | left, Elleen mentioned that she'd spoken with Chance, the numbered thorn die who'd hacked her
to pieces. “He was extremely sad at hurting me, but said one day 1'd understand. He also asked for your
forgiveness. | wasalittle confused by then, but I'm pretty sure he asked for your forgiveness, not mine,
even though | was the one being torn gpart.”

| asked Elleen why Chance hadn't finished the job and killed her. Elleen didn't know. She then told meto
be careful. “They're determined,” she said. “Nothing scarier in the world than a determined person.”

* k k %

That night Dad and | sat on the porch. There was only slence from town, the National Guard'sfull
gpectrum spotlights casting a hazy glow above the pines and oaks on the horizon. Dad sat quietly
counting his ammunition when we heard a giggle from the darkness before us.

"Y ou don't want to do this,” Dad ydlled. “Weain't in your way."

"I agree,” avoice caled back, “and | don't want to do this. But | do want to talk. Will you kill your
spotlights?”

| started to say hell no, but Dad waved for meto go doit. | walked in the house and threw the switch for
the front spotlights. However, | left the lights shining in the greenhouse out back. | didn't want these



bastard to get near Elleen. | expected Dad to be mad at me for that, but he merely nodded in agreement
when | returned to the porch.

Asour eyes grew used to the dark, we saw dozens of faintly glowing thorn die standing in the treeline.
Onethorn die walked forward. He stopped afew meters from the porch, glowing numbers covering his
in.

"You're Chance, | assume,” Dad said. “Y ou should know I'm pretty mad at what you did to Elleen, and
amogt did to my son.”

Chance shrugged. “1 tried to stop them from attacking your son, but they wouldn't listen. Anyway, | don't
want to talk about al that. I'm wondering why you two aren't in town."

"Not our fight,” Dad said.
"But I've seen you working in the memorid grove."

Dad thought for amoment. “I'm agardener. | dways have been. Hel ping the trees hel ps people fedl
better about those they've logt. But that doesn't mean I'm going to die defending the damn things.”

Chance smiled and clapped his hands. “ Exactly. That'swhat people miss. Thosetreesarejust an
unchanging echo of the person they used to be. Many of usthorn die believe the worst hell welll ever
experience is being trapped for hundreds of years aswe are at the moment we die. Kept like an old
photo or video. Only taken out when someone wantsto revisit old memories.”

Dad didn't say anything, but | could see he agreed with Chance's words.
"What about your wife'stree?’ Chance asked.

Dad brigtled at the mention of Mom and shifted theriflein hishand. “My wifeis dead, Mr Chance. And |
don't gppreciate you dredging up our private affairs.”

Chance giggled nervoudy. “ Quiteright,” he said. “ That's exactly right. We won't be bothering you or
your son, assuming you stay out of thefight."

"Well il beworking in the grove each day,” Dad said.
"l wouldn't expect anything less.”

Chance thanked Dad and I, then turned and walked back to the tredline. He was aready there when |
jumped off the porch and ran after him. “Wait,” | yelled. “Why didn't you kill Elleen?"

Chanceturned. Inthe dark, | couldn't see hisface, only the glowing numbers across hisarms and chest.
“Because we weren't trying to kill her,” he said. “We were hel ping her. None of us are the person we
were yesterday—we're only truly adive aslong as we keep growing. And sometimesto grow you must
lose something. Y ou, of dl people, should understand that.”

| protested, wanting more explanation, but severa of the thorn diein the darkness around me giggled in
warning. | ran back to the porch as Chance laughed.

* k% k %

Inthe morning | talked with Elleen, tdling her everything that Chance said. Elleen seemed to have
improved even more overnight, with dozens of needle buds sprouting and severd of her larger needles
thickening into small branches. I'd never seen athorn tree bounce back so quickly from near death and



Elleen blushed & my compliment.
"Chance might beright,” Elleen said. “I fed so diveright now. Like anything ispossible.”

However, whatever Dad and | were doing right for Elleen wasn't working for the treesin the memoria
grove. Even though the thorn die hadn't attacked overnight, several more trees had succumbed to shock
from previousinjuries. Dad and | worked the best we could, splicing busted limbs and applying nutrients
to gashes and cuts, but he told me few of the injured treeswould survive. It was dmost asif they lacked
thewill tolive. | fet sorry for the dying trees and, when | redlized one was the young girl who'd said hello
to me the other day, | touched her needles. But her thoughts were so confused and diffuse that there was
little consciousness |eft to comfort.

| spent lunchtime with Mom, telling her about how good Elleen was doing, about what Chance had told
us. Of course, Mom forgot my words shortly after | spoke them. | wondered if | should do like Chance
and cut off some of Mom's branches and thorns. Force her to grow new memories and life. But | was
too wesak; | couldn't do that to Mom. As she hugged me farewell and said to watch after Dad, someone
yanked me off her thorn. | fell back into the sun and stared up at the angry face of Mrs Blondheim.

"Get back to work,” sheyelled. “How dare you waste time when my trees are dying.”

| tried to tell her that the injured trees were going to die no matter what we did because they'd stopped
living years ago, but my backtalk only made Mrs Blondheim angrier. She began hitting me with her cane,
telling me to go to work, when Dad and the Sheriff walked up. Dad camly grabbed Mrs Blondheim's
canein mid-air asit was about to strike me again.

"How dareyou,” Mrs Blondheim spat at Dad.

Dad yanked the cane away from her and handed it to the Sheriff. “Were done here,” he said. * Sheriff, if
you need uswell be at our house."

Mrs Blondheim stared in horror at Dad. “Y ou will get back to work, or I'll have your wife'stree dug up.
I'll hack it down like those scum did to the other trees.”

Dad glanced at Mom'stree, then nodded sadly. “My wife died along time ago,” he sad. “There's
nothing you can do to hurt her."

Hethen led me away. Mrs Blondheim screamed at Sheriff Koffeeto arrest us, but the Sheriff ignored
her. Other people who'd heard Mrs Blondheim's outburst walked away shaking their heads.

* * * %

Two dayslater, the thorn die atacked the grove afind time. A few townsfolk still fought back, but the
Sheriff and the National Guard kept their people avay from the grove, instead making their stand
between the thorn die and the living part of town. Asthe Sheriff told uslater, there comes a point when
you have to decide what's worth dying for—and for Alice K offee, the dead weren't worth any more

dying.

The next morning Dad and | walked through the splinters of the memorial grove. We found Mom'stree
missing most of her branches. | tried talking to Mom, to seeif shewas dtill insde, fighting for life like
Elleen had done, but dl | felt was silence. We dug up her bones from beneath the roots and buried her
alongside Brad and hisfather. Dad said Brad's old backyard would make for agood buria ground. |
agreed and drove back to our farm, where | found Elleen's bones. | carried them back and buried her
next to Brad.



| then drove to the hospital. Seannawas in a darkened isolation room. Her mom was talking to Mrs
Blondheim about planting Seannain the rebuilt memoria grove. | tried to convince Seanna's mom not to
do that, to instead et Seannaout of isolation to enjoy her remaining months of life. “ And when she's
dead, don't et her stay the same. Cut off her branches. Force her to grow and change. Shelll thank you
forit oneday."

But Seanna's mom and Mrs Blondheim merely looked in horror a my suggestion, asif 1'd told them to
murder Seannain her deep. | sarted to argue, but realized there are people you don't waste time arguing
with. So | told Seannathrough the isolation door that | loved her, then walked away.

* * * %

| finished carving the tombstones the following spring, taking extra care with the | etters of Elleen'stribute
to each person. Because she refused to create words for her own bones, | smply wrote the words a
friend on her burid marker. | could tell she was pleased with that.

Even though the thorn die continued to attack memoria groves across the region, none ever again
bothered Elleen. When she was big enough, | planted her beside our porch so | could talk with her every
day. Elleen once again glowed afaint blue. And even though | hated the idea of doing o, | promised
Elleen that if she ever became stuck in who and what she was, I'd cut off some of her branches and
thorns. “ Just so you can grow again,” | told her with asmile.

But | didn't have to worry about that for now. As| sat with my pam on Elleen's needles, we shivered to
the faint chill wind and listened to the crickets humming and watched the stars washing the sky. Fedling
bold, | asked Elleen what made her want to live on and on. She laughed and hugged me and kissed me
onthelipsof my mind until | forgot al about my question and smply kissed her back.

Copyright © 2008 Jason Sanford

* * * %

* * * %
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* * % %

On the longest night of Markosslife, he stares at 1sabel's blond bangs so that he doesn't have to meet
her eyesand says, “ Sometimes | wonder if I'm imagining it. Sometimes | wonder if I'm
obsessve-compulsive and just don't know any better.”

Isabel throws a cigarette butt into the grave lining the rooftop and haf-rolls onto her sde on the lawvn
chair. “Doesit matter if themagic'sreal?” sheasks. “Aslong asit works?

"That's the thing, though,” Markos says. “1 don't know if it works anymore. | just know it's getting
harder."

* * * %

The bus (the 358 to Aurora, five minutes behind schedule) pulls up to the curb ablock from the
supermarket, glowing like aghost with headlights. Markos clutches abag of groceriesin both asams asthe
door hisses open and three passengers disembark. His kneeslock as he prepares to climb the steps, and
then hefedsthe barrier in front of him: aweb of astral cords, embedded in a crack in the world; fraying
and broken silver threads spun from auras on an invisble whed; the ties between riders and their
destinations. Markos can't enter the bus until the web is gone. He dreads the thought of entangling himself
in someone's abandoned degtiny.

The driver watches him with dead eyes. Markos flexes hisfingers, but he can't form the banishing sigils
while carrying his groceries. If he puts the bag down, helll look like afool.

Markos shakes his head. The driver—Markaos recognizes him, and knows to his shame that they've been
through this before—moves hislips and lets the door accordion shut. Markos walks home. He passes
three more bus stops, but every bus he seesis cursed the same way.

* * * %

"What are you playing around with that shit for anyway?’ Pedro asks. He Stswith Markosin
Washington Square on abench smelling of wet autumn leaves. Isabel |eft haf an hour ago. She said she
hed other commitments.

Markosflips over apolished chunk of jadein hispam, asif he'strying to figure out which sideisup.
“Barry got it right,” he says, and looks at the man beside him. “1 don't seewhy | can't."

Pedro is more than twice Markoss age. Maybe more than three times |sabdl's. His gray moustache was
never in style a any point in hislifetime. Pedro holds court daily in Washington Square. “1 didn't say you
can't. But you'readamn fool for trying. What do you want to put your soul in arock for?*

"Rocksaretough,” Markos says. “And it'snot my soul. It'smy ren. It's an Egyptian Book of Breathings
technique. Barry—"

"Barry used his cell phone as a shenu, and his heart stopped when the battery exploded. Car accident my
&ll



Markos closes his hand entirely around the jade, and draws award on his forehead from the drop of rain
that strikes above hisnose. “Barry wasagreat magician,” he says. “He just wasn't an ideaman.”

"Morethan you are,” Pedro says, and laughs until he coughs an unpleasant, watery cough.

* * * %

Isabel has anew tattoo. It'slate at night, but she'sinvited Markos and Pedro to come seeit. Only
Markos comesto her gpartment, because Pedro loses hismagic if he steps off city property. Even the
past few days of rain don't keep Markos away.

| sabel's magic comes from what she calls neo-Taoist |conism. Each of her tattoos summons the ghost of
aperson who represents something she wants—some skill the person's good at. |sabel has a shelf full of
pop science books which she uses to explain how she can summon the ghosts of the living. 1sabel
believesthat timeis nonlinear.

"Do you want abeer?’ Isabel asks.

Markos wants to agree, but hesworried helll have to cast aspell of unsealing before twisting the cap. If
he doesn't, where will the sedl's energy go? Held need to see the bottle first, to be sure.

"Okay,” he says.

Isabel brings out one beer bottle and two plastic cups. She twists off the bottlecap, and Markos thinks
her eydidstwitch when she sees him flinch. Shefillsthe cups.

Thetattoo is of astylized dog stuck in aweb. It's on Isabel'sright leg, just above her knee. She worriesit
with afingertip, keeping her foot flat on achair next to the flimsy kitchen card table. Her green plested
skirt ispulled just high enough. “ He's an anima rescue worker. I'm going to use him next time the damn
dog across the street starts growling at me.”

"Niceto know that'sthe worst you have going on,” Markos says.
"Fuck you,” Isabd says, laughing. “What are you doing with your magic that's so great?’

Markos takes aswallow of his beer and looks up from the hem of Isabdl's skirt. “I don't even know,” he
says. “I'm cagting dl thetime now. | can't walk down the Street without raisng award.”

IIWW?I

Markos shrugs. Helicks his sticky lips, staling before he admits, “ Because | can fed what's out there.
Something'sreaching for me."

"Likewhat?"

Markosis dightly embarrassed by the questions. “1 don't know,” he says. “It's not after me, specificaly.
But Barry taught me to see connections between things. Magician's sight. So thisthing is crossing the
cracksin redity, walking bad connectionslike atightrope. It'sal the magic someone didn't use. LikeI'm
summoning al the mistakes no one made.”

"Maybeyou are,” |sabd says. “Rules of sympathy, and dl that shit. There are ugly thingsin theworld; if
you're thinking about them, you need to be careful "

"Maybe,” Markos says, and reaches for his beer again.

* * % %



38th Street was Pedro's suggestion. Markos, 1sabel, and Pedro walk side by side down theroad. It's
only lightly trafficked on Tuesday afternoon. A hunk of jade inscribed with Markos's ren and bound with
acord wears at Markossthigh inside his pocket.

Thethreelook at the telephone poles lining the sdewalk. Each poleis covered in legthery gray layers of
flyers and bills worn down and torn by weather and human hands. Only the surface layers of paper are
legible; the parchment skin beneath is rough and textured, and the words are puffy with moisture.

"What are you offering?’ 1sabel asks.

Markos swings abeige plastic drug store bag in one hand. “First edition of To Kill a Mockingbird."
Pedro looks unimpressed. Isabdl raises her eyebrows. “Isn't that alot?"

Markos shakes his head. “Not when it'sin this condition.”

"So, which one do you like?’ Pedro asks, flipping two fingers at the street.

Markos stands dtill, trying to fed the threads between the poles and himself, between the poles and each
other, and between the poles and the city. A dozen impressions sink below his skin and drain his breath.
By the time he picks an old pole beside ablue pickup truck, Isabel isboredly studying aboutique
window.

Out of the bag comes a battered hardcover and a stapler. Markos tears three pages from the book and
attaches them to the pole, whispering an incantation. WWhen he's finished, he closeshiseyesand runs his
hand downward. The texture of the paper skin isalmost like tree bark.

Hefindsagap and dips hisfingersinto the dit, running his hand upward again and into the pole itsdlf. His
palm is pressed tight against the surface, but he kegps moving it to and fro, asif indecisve. He stops
breathing dtogether for amoment when he finds the object of his search, and rips something free of the
flesh.

Markos opens his pam, and a crumpled piece of paper unfolds like a blooming flower.
"What did you get?’ Pedro asks.
"Advert,” Markos says. “| think for aconcert. But theré's an address.”

|sabel leaves her window and rgoinsthe group. “We moving on?’ she asks.

* k k %

Markos dreams about a beach. It'stwilight. Maybe it's dawn, but the important thing isthat the suniis
orange and the sky is purple, and the water is dowly filling the maze of arm's-width canas dug into the
sand. The men and women who walk aong the beach are oblivious to the maze, easily stepping over the
canals, but every now and then awatery limb reaches up and drags a person to sea.

Markos stands perfectly till at the center of along, spiraling candl. 1t will take daysfor the water to
reech him.

He wakes up to the sound of hisaarm clock, but he doesn't lift an arm to turn it off. He can hear the
watery limbs murmuring beneath the begps of the alarm, and he doesn't want to draw their attention. He
moves hislips dowly, speaking the correct wordsto shield himsdf. By thetime hefinishes, he'slate for
work, and the steady beeping of the alarm echoesin his head for the rest of the day.

* * * %



"The only person I've ever met who made a shenu work was Ryan Morris,” Pedro says. Therainis
coming down steadily, and they've moved to the relative cover of Washington Square's gazebo. “Y ou
know him?'

Markos doesn't. Pedro continues. “Had awife. Gorgeous woman. Used her as ashenu—put part of his
magic in her. He couldn't control it anymore, but you know why it worked so well?

Markos doesn't give Pedro alot of credibility when it comesto magic. Barry did. Barry introduced
Pedro to Markos as High Eidolon of the City. Markos thinks that's an awfully impressvetitlefor a
retired municipa worker who knows trash collection routes and telephone area code boundaries redlly
well. Markos admires Barry and Pedro, but they both have—had—problems.

"It worked because his magic grew and changed with hiswife,” Pedro continues. “ She got older and
wiser, so he got older and wiser—and by putting his magic in someone else, he had accessto power he
couldn't have got otherwise. Power only she could get. But she shared it."

Markoslooks at Pedro in time to see the man nod at his own sage advice. Rain filters the world behind
himwith gray.

"It wouldn't work between us,” Markos says.
"Who?" Pedro asks. His amile shows yellow teeth.

"Y ou know who,” Markos says. But he says her name anyway.

* k *x %

"Pedro and | were talking about what you said the other night,” Isabel says. She's feeding crumbs of a
bagel to aswarm of adoring pigeons, while Pedro eats from a bag of honey-roasted peanuts he bought
from a street vendor. Markos's heart races, and he can fedl heat in his cheeks.

"What did | say?’ Markos asks, failing to sound amused and casud.

"You said you fdlt like something's after you? So | did somereading.” The heat fadesfrom Markoss
face, and he smiles gratefully. Isabel kegps going. “It'slike dark energy, or dark matter. The universeis
saturated by this stuff, but most people never know it, becauseit's the power behind the choices they
didn't make. You're seeing it now. Dark quintessence. So it's seeing you."

"Tel him about the noose,” Pedro says, spitting peanut detritus onto the sdewalk.

"This can't be good,” Markos says. He takes a step forward, startsto knedl so that he's eye level with
Pedro and Isabel, then thinks better of getting so close to the pigeons. An urge seizes him, and he draws
aggil over onelump of bread beforeit can be gobbled up. HE'S not sure why; it just ssemsright.

"Okay,” 1sabel says. “So you've got the attention of thisthing that's stuck in the cracks of the universe.
It'sclosing in on you. But you can't faceit, becauseit's everywhere. Right?"

Markos nods his agreement.

"Wadl, think of it likeanoose. It'sdl around you, but if you closeit up completely, it'sjust aknot. A knot
you can cut, or untie.” 1sabel glances between the pigeons and Markos, asif one or the other isa
digtraction.

"So we're going to help you tug it closed,” Pedro says.



Markos dmost laughs. “How?'

"Y ou're going to fed out those threads of connection, and start following them instead of banishing them.
And well beat your back,” 1sabel says. She makes eye contact thistime. Then she makes eye contact
with the pigeons.

"I don't even know whereto start,” Markos says.

"l do,” Pedro says cheexily.

* k k %

During the twenty-four hours preceding the cregtion of his shenu, Markosis more careful than usua not
to forget award. He can't dlow anything to pollute his aura before he locks his magic away. He waited
until Sunday to perform theritua for this very reason; he doesn't have to work Saturdays, so he had
fewer chancesto screw up.

In the past, when he'sfailed to reinforce or break a connection, he hasn't suffered much fromit. But it's
best not to take risks. The dread he fedls—when he can't cast in time with arising eevator, or when he
leaves amovie before the credits end and he can't properly close the spell—isn't something helikesto
question. All things are connected. The nature of dl thingsisto bein sympathy. It'samagician's
responsibility to maintain those connections. To keep the world from faling into the cracks.

In his gpartment, Markos binds hisren to the shenu. Theritud isn't especidly difficult. Carving hissgil
into thejade isthe hardest part, and he's practiced writing with aknife before. Then hetiesthe cord
around the rock, walksin circles afew times, saysthe right things and makes the right gestures.

After it'sdl over, he clutches the embodiment of his magic in one hand and opens the refrigerator with the
other, looking for his pitcher of filtered water. He wondersif Barry would have been proud.

* * % %

Markos and Isabd unfold lawn chairs on the roof of her apartment building. It'samaost midnight, but
Markoswon't find asafe bus at this hour and Isabel never seemsto deep. They've both had afew beers,
which makes unfolding the chairs dightly avkward.

After they git, they're quiet for along while. Markos keeps his head raised to avoid noticing the patterns
inthe gravel. The patternsfadeif he looks at them directly, but they're just asred astheimagesin clouds
or thefacesin televison datic. He draws a series of sigilson the chair legsto insulate himself.

Markos takes a breath and lets it out with a sound resembling theword “1.” 1sabel doesn't notice. He
doesit again. Then heturns his head, stares at 1sabel's blond bangs so that he doesn't have to meet her
eyes, and says, “ Sometimes | wonder if I'mimaginingit.”

"I don't think she's coming out,” Pedro says.

Markos and Pedro watch the door of the club. The club has changed names at |east once since the
concert advert was posted, though that's the least of Markos's concerns. Isabel is till insde. Markos
hopes she's il inside.

"I should go back,” Markos says.
A laughing couple gtrollsin through the club door, distracting from the solemnity of Markosswords.

"The hdl you should,” Pedro says. “ Come on. No point wasting time here."



"Weneed her,” Markosinssts, and glowers at Pedro.
Pedro isunfazed. “ That's why you want to go after her?”

Markos wants to kick an auminum soda can the wind blows hisway. Instead, he picksit up, drawsa
ggil onitsbottom, and throws it overhand into anearby waste bin. “Y ou were aways the one saying |
should go after her.”

"Not if you're going to screw with her magic. Thisis her thing. If you can't accept that, you shouldn't go
after her at dl."

Markos closes hiseyes. Hewaitsawhile. “Y ou still want to do this, then?” he asks.

Pedro shrugs. “Don't have anything better to do tonight.”

* * % %

| sabel's pine pops as she arches sideways and digs both thumbsinto her right hipbone. She wrinkles her
smal nose and her eyeswater, and then she sways straight again. The club isn't so crowded that this goes
unnoticed. Markos adores seeing I sabel activate her tattoos, but would never say so aloud.

"'sworking,” Isabd says, alittle durred.
"Whoisit?"
Isabd smiles shyly. “My aunt. She dways gave me the best advice. So well see how it works now.”

Theclubissmadl, chegp, and under renovation. Thelights are bright halogen bulbs that substitute for
absent track lighting in the rafters. Mixed in with the smell of swest and deodorant isthe smell of paint,
though Markosisn't sure where the smell comes from. Markos doesn't recognize the music, and fedls
old.

"What's she say?” Markos asks.

Isabel dithers around agroup of college students watching the dance floor and approachesthe bar.
Markosfollows. “ Always ask when you need directions,” Isabel says. She givesalittle waveto get the
bartender's attention.

"My friend and | arelooking for amonster,” 1sabel says, dl smile and cocked head. “Y ou know anyone
we should talk to, or anywhere we should go, or anything?"

The bartender shrugs. “ Theres alittle park up the street,” he says, and gestures vaguely. “Maybe
monsters come out at night there?"

Isabel thanks the man and returns to Markos with a triumphant look.

"I've never been so embarrassed in my life,” Markos says under his breath, only half-joking.

| sabel's triumphant ook becomes disbelieving. “ Excuse me?’ she says. “1 wasthe onetaking to him.”
"You redly believe what he said?’

| sabel scowls openly now. “Fuck you, Markos. When have | ever criticized the way you do your
megic?'
Markos, too, istaken aback. “1 wasn't criticizing your magic.”



"Then what were you doing?’ Isabel asks. She shakes her head. “L ook, say goodbye to Pedro for me. |
think | can get another tattoo here."

Markos says her name. She shrugsit off, walks through the club, and lays ahand on the shoulder of a
curly-haired man about her own age. They're laughing and talking within moments. Markos watches.

Eventually, when he knows she's serious, Markos leaves the club.

* k% k %

The bartender isright about the park. A low brick wall isdl that encloses the stretch of green. It'sdark
now, and Markos can't seefar inside.

"Y ou're on your own from here,” Pedro says.
Markos turnsto face Pedro. “What?'

Pedro'stoneis plain and unperturbed. “ This park's federa property. Don't belong to thecity. | can'tgoin
there”

"Can't you carry something to protect you? Sted a stop sign or something?”
Pedro shrugs. “Not today,” he says. “ Sorry.” He starts back down the street, past the park.

"| thought you were watching my back!” Markos cals. He wants Pedro to know he's angry, but he's
afraid he sounds pathetic. “| thought that was why you and Isabel came dong!”

"It'sgetting late,” Pedro says. “I'm old, Markos. I've been listening to you and Isabel talk about threads
and cracks and shit dl night, and you haven't said the same thing twice. At least get your story straight.
Y ou want to keep going now, you keep going, but | don't recommend it."

"It'sdoing thisto us,” Markosinggs. “Were close, and everything's going wrong becauseit's breaking
our connections. That'swhat it does. Don't let it doit..."

Pedro isaready gone.

Markos stamps the sidewalk once. He sits on the cracked concrete, watches the tip of his shoelace
swing, and draws wards around himself.

Heinsulates himsdf from foreign auras and spirits and tulpas, marking his body with anetwork of
invishlelines. Face, out of the forehead and around the eyes. Down the shoulders like running ink.
Bread,, reflecting the Tree of Life. Back, working up to the neck from hiswaist. (Without looking,
climbing the ladder of his spine takesforever.) Groin, drawing from hislow energy point and then down

thelegs.

A second time, just to make sure.

He stands up when he'sfinished and dusts off hiskhakis. He re-drawsthe sigils over his pants. Then he
lifts each foot, drawing Sgils on his snesker soles.

Hewondersif he's better off waiting for another day. He wondersif he would do any of thisin the
morning.

Then he thinks about what he's just done, and about the agonizing prospect of casting hiswards al over
again. Sowly, he climbsthe brick wall.

* * * %



It's Friday morning, and Markos wakes up two hours before his bus leaves for work. He used to spend
that time performing banishings and calling his goasfor the coming day—reding in spells and fateswith
Slver thread like fishing wire. That magic doesn't work anymore. Not since the park.

He stswith aglass of orange juice and Sares at the peling paint beside hisrefrigerator for along time.

* * % %

Theresno moon to light the park, and the trees blot out most of the cityscape. Distant streetlamps may
aswell be stars. There are wide, paved paths, but Markos has proceeded in a straight line and strayed
from convenience. Each step hetakesis aheavy arc, an attempt to ensure solid footing.

Markos doesn't know what he'slooking for. He thinks he may be fleeing Pedro and Isabdl.

He steps of f soft dirt and onto a smooth surface that curves downward. The space around him fedls
open. He continues forward, cautious but fearless, descending into an unseen pit.

Something gurgles below him, and he freezes. The gurgling stops. Then it resumes, but thistime it comes
fromdl around. It beginsto rain.

Hard, heavy drops splatter Markos. Within seconds, the rain isadownpour, and Markos shiversfrom
the cold. Hetries to step backwards, but the dick, smooth sope tosses him gracelessy onto hisrear. His
palms press against wet concrete. At the touch, he fedsthe lines of hiswards warp and distort.

He hasfdlen into acrack. Heis hanging above the abyss.

Water gtinking of mildew doughs over hishands and laps at histhighs. It is made of auras shed like
snakeskins and astral threads knotted from misuse. It is pure dark quintessence, omnipresent and
entropic. It eatsthe Sgils covering him asif it were acid.

Markos climbsto hisfeet and stumbles down the dope. Ahead of him isafoaming, frothing tower, both
eye and mouth to the creature of his nightmares. He inhdes, and his nogtrils dampen with mold and migt.
He coughs, and hitter water swirls around histongue in afoul kiss. His knees bend.

Markoswondersif he'sgoing to die friendless, magicless, drowned in apark. It redlly isn't how he wants
to go.

* * * %

"l don't know if it works anymore,” Markos says. “I just know it's getting harder.”

Isabel draws another cigarette from the packet at her side, lightsit, and takes adrag. Markos starts to
wonder if she'sgoing to answer.

Then she does answer. “Markos?’ she asks.

-

Her lipscurl into asmile. “Y our magic worksfor me,” she says.
Markos doesn't understand, but he likes to watch her smile. He waits.

"I never told anyonethis,” Isabel says. “But | got atattoo at the base of my spine ayear ago. It'sfor
hel ping with magic. Whenever | need aspdl| to really work, whenever I'm really desperate or scared, |
invokeit."

"I didn't know that,” Markos says.



Isabel smirks. She goes on, asif Markos hadn't spoken. “Do you know who | invoke when | need to
channd magic? Y ou know where| go to find the most powerful magician in the world?"

Markosthinks about Barry.

"You,” Isabel says. “I invokeyou."

Markosisn't the most powerful magician in theworld.
Isabel doesn't summon magicians, though. She summons ghogts. What is matters less than what will be.
Markos believesin Isabdl.

|sabd bdievesthat timeis nonlinear.

* * * %

Water beats on Markos's back like a hundred bamboo canes. He crouches on his knees, hip-deep in the
growing pool. Despite the darkness, despite falling into the cracks, he makes a connection.

Markos reaches into his pocket. He panicsfor an instant, before one finger catches adamp cord. He
drawsforth his shenu and clutchesit in hispalm. In the dark, it ssemsto glow awarm, pale green.

A rock istough, but water erodes arock like abad battery killsacell phone. Pedro wasright, Markos
thinks. Who could've known? At the time, Markos hadn't had anywhere elseto put hisren.

Herasestherock above his head, thinking the embodiment of his magic ought to weigh more. He drops
the rock, catches the cord, and whirlsit like ading or abullroarer. His head is raised, and he squints at
the tower-eye-mouth of the beast. It'slarger. Maybeit's growing. Maybe it's coming closer.

Markoslets go. Therock fliesfree, and is devoured by the eye.
Hisren fdlsinto the aoyss.

Markos dlows himsdlf to drown. His name unspoolsinto silver thread; the thread unravelsinto an aurg;
the aurarevertsto aspell; the spell revertsto quintessence. Still drowning, heloses his sense of direction
adong with thesight of hisren.

A million unintended, inchoate fates struggle to manifest from the dark quintessence surrounding him. A
million unwanted spdlls. He can grasp any one, and it will transform into ashining rope leading to
freedom. A million destinies, indistinguishable from the one he used to have.

He stays where heis. Touching everything. Dark quintessence. A new shenul.

Bowed again, Markos gasps for breath. The tower falls, and the rain stops. A tide tugs gently at his
deeves asthe water flowsto an unseen drain.

Minutes pass. Markosislying on his back in an empty fountain in apark in the middle of the night.

He doesn't know what to do with his hands.

* k k %

"Y ou should apologize,” Pedro says, before noisily durping from a cardboard cup of tea. Markos Sits
beside Pedro on the bench. He can smell chamomile and sugar.



"I know,” Markos says. “1 will, | think. Eventudly.”

It's cold today. Washington Square is amost empty, except for joggers and their dogs. Markos seesthe
threads between them. Thethreads|ook like leashes. At the sametime, the threads ook like wires
carrying acurrent of dark quintessence. From another angle, they'll 1ook like something else. Markos has
abroader perspective than he used to. He thinks he's adjusting all right.

"Why not now?’ Pedro asks.

"Because—" Markos hesitates. “ Because it's nice not to have to. It's nice to sit back, knowing that
something's changed between us, and not fed obligated to drop everything to go fix it."

"Y ou think she fedsthe same?"

Markos shrugs. “1 think we've left marks on each other. Barry left hismark on me. Isn't that enough,
ometimes?'
Pedro snorts, and returns his attention to histea.

* * * %

The bus (the 51 Downtown, two minutes ahead of schedule) pulls up to the curb. Markos climbs aboard
and paysthefare. He finds a seat near the back, and sitsin a cloud of outgrown auras and spooled
threads. He catches himsalf drawing award and forces himsealf to stop. He doesn't need wards anymore.
He can't create wards anymore. He couldn't sedl away his shenu if hetried.

Markos stares across a crack at 1sabel's blond bangs. The bus pulls away and tugs a noose into aknot.
When the knot opens again, it will resemble an eye, and it will gaze a theworld in anew light.

Copyright © 2008 Alexander Marsh Freed
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City radio show Hour of the Wolf and hiswriting group, Altered Huid, then critiqued the story live on
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and hard at work on anovel based on his short tory ‘ Longing for Langaana, which won the Readers
Poll in 2006 and can be heard at transmissonsfrombeyond.com (Transmission 4). ThisisMercurio's
third story with Interzone.

Zhi 4's scream piercesthe Siberian night.

My spiked metal boots crunch through the snow as | race towards him, with Zhi 6 running a my side.
The nanochip in my brainstem clicks on, and | reach out with my mind, but | can't sense even atrace of
Zhi 4. A few seconds earlier hisform had been outlined by the dark turquoise glow of theforcefield.

We stop twenty feet short of the field's perimeter. Beyond it, the hazy silhouette of the colossal Stalk
looms, itsmillions of ciliaundulating.

My bodysuit hums asit transmits data back to Xiang Xu Base, Stuated behind the Rusanov ice cap hdf a
mileaway.

My pulsefluttersin anticipation and | take a deep bresth to try to rein in my excitement. |—likeall
Zhis—have been designed with an insatiable curiogty about the Stalk's origins and vulnerailities.
Knowing I've been bred to fed thisway doesn't make mefed it any less. Where did the Stalk come
from?Why isit here? How can it thrive in these temperatures? | see the same questionsreflected in Zhi
6's expression.

The Commander's cold voice cracklesin my earpiece. “Proceed with field penetration, Zhi 5,” she says.
"Yes, gr!” | bark into my helmet audiolink.
Zhi 6 nods at me, and | approach thefield done.

Our mission objectives are unambiguous: penetrate thefield, climb the Stalk, and release the retrovirus
before the Stalk'sradiation killsusin five to six hours. All of us know we're expendable and we don't
care—or at least we aren't supposed to. I'vetold no one, not even Zhis4 and 6, but | hope it might be
possibleto survive thismission. | would like to make alife for myself some place warm and far away.
After dl, our father, Zhi Zhang, has dwayswanted to live in the tropics.

In the perpetua twilight of the North Land, | can hardly make out Zhis 7 and 8 in the distance behind us,
illuminated specks on thefrozen tundra. A gale-forcewind liftsavell of snow that further obscuresthem
from view. | can't help but wonder: how many Zhis are we? As planned, we have staggered our
approach because of the lethal cosmic radiation levels near the Stalk. | take adeep bresth and raise my
gloved handsto theforce field.

Thisisthe moment.



The moment I've been preparing for since | opened my eyes and took my first bresth and sat up in the
holding vat next to five dumbering brothers a year ago. Twelve months of training al designed for this.

But when | think of Zhi 4 and how he shrieked, panic threatens to override the curiosty that drivesme
forward.

| push my armsthrough thefield. Thereinforced layers of my suit Szzle and smoke, and astab of
scading pain shoots through my spine. My body armor curls off melike orange ped and dissolvesin the
ar. My skin burns, and | scream. In this moment before desth, my only thought is of Father; | wish he
were here to protect me. | see him in my mind's eye walking out the lab door thet fina time: “Don't leave
me behind, Father! Take mewith you!” And dl a once the burning stopsand | stagger forward. | find
myself standing on the other side of the force field, naked. Frigid air doubles me over; | hug myself and
dance involuntarily on the snow, barefoot.

| make out Zhi 6'sform on the other sde of the tranducent field, his dim silhouette barely visble. | shout
his name, but can't hear his response through the soundproof barrier. Without my helmet, I'm cut off from
Xiang Xu Base. Fortunately we've prepared for this contingency.

"Areyou okay, Zhi 57" Zhi 6's technopathic message comes through clearly.

| exhde. Our identical genes and nanochip implants enable usto communicate viathe quantum
entanglement of our consciousnesses. Still, Xiang Xu remained concerned about possible phase
decoherence dueto the field's shifting polarity. But my menta link with Zhi 6 holds steady, and through
him | can maintain contact with the Commander.

I'm trembling; teeth chattering. “ Suit'sgone,” isdl | can manage to think in response.

When the Stalk first materialized, one of our probes managed to dice off asample of it. In response, the
Stak erected the field. Since then, Xiang Xu's further efforts have produced only astream of
disintegrated probes and melted robots. Nothing man-made could penetrate the field. But the hope had
been that thislatest suit or at least some part of it—the titanium-layered helmet, the diamond-lined soles
of the boots, the reinforced cadmium plating—might at least dlow usto makeit through.

| flex my jaw, think the triggerword (artichoke) and induce vomiting. Three of the five colored storage
globules come up easily enough. | think artichoke again and again until | retch up the remaining two
spheres. | pluck the pink globule from the pool of vomit, uncap it, and pull out a square piece of fabric
the 9ze of apostage samp. Unfolding it until it's the Sze of ahandkerchief, | shakeit in thewind until its
adaptive synthread fibers expand into afull hooded jumpsuit with spiked rubber foot-bottoms. | step into
the suit and zip up, immediately feding the warmth of the insulating fibers activated by my own body heet.
Then | reach down and secure the purple v-sphere containing the retrovirus and jam it into my suit's
stomach pouch.

Asmy body warms up, | takeinmy first clear image of the Stalk, its emerald glow washing over the
surrounding frozen tundra. Up closg, it appears even more magnificent, more dien, than | had ever
imagined. Itstree-szed frondsflgp in dow motion, and its stamen pulses asif taking planet-sized bregths.
Overhead, the mosaic of the Aurora Boredlis blazes in the black sky, but its streaming colors are muted
by the Stalk's pallid-green radiance. From this distance, the Stalk's stem is larger than ahundred
redwoods in diameter; it Sretches high into the sky, where satellite photos have shown it to extend just
beyond the ionosphere. Now, two years since it had first emerged, it penetratesthe planetary crust
straight through the Earth's very core, from North to South Pole. In the orbital photos, Earth resembles
an olive pierced by atoothpick. Inexplicably, the Stalk's presence has caused no global catastrophes, no
tectonic shifts or tidal waves as the experts predicted.



There have been only the nightmares; unrelenting, feverish nightmares of pulsing darkness unleashed
across the world. Father told me it took only afew days of debate among bleary-eyed government
leaders before the first nuclear bombsrained down on the Stalk.

To no effect.
The Stak'sfidd hdd firm.

| screw open the three remaining green globulesthat liein the pool of vomit and pull out the nanotech
components, which | place sde by sdein the snow. Normally the metd pieces would have elongated

and skittered towards each other to form athumb-sized spectra analyzer and climbing toals, but theinert
fragments smply st there. Xiang Xu'sworst fears have cometo pass. the fied's dampening effect extends
to nanotech. Y et somehow my implant remains operational. Could it be becauise of itsintegration with my
braingem?

| try manualy wedging the pieces together to no avall.
What would Father do?

| moveto my left and step into apile of charred and mangled limbs. Zhi 4. | jump back and gasp. To my
left and right, smilar mounds of burnt flesh lay half-buried in the snow. Zhis1, 2 and 3. | drop to my
knees and cover my mouth, thistime trying to suppress the urge to vomit. My brothers... | know we're
expendable, | know that we're all meant to die for agreater cause, but | trained with them and loved
them. No sooner do | fed my eyestear up and my throat catch than the programming kicksin, and I'm
thinking again about the Stalk. How had | been ableto traverse the field without suffering the same fate
asmy brothers?

Asif on cue, Zhi 6 projects the Commander'swords. “How did you do it, Zhi 57" she asks. “How did
you makeit through?'

"l don't know."
"You'recleared tojoin him, Zhi 6,” she says.

| want to shout awarning to him, to urge himto run away, but | know Zhi 6 isascompelled as| anto
explore the Stalk. The shadow on the other side of the barrier grows larger as Zhi 6 approaches. Ashe
beginsto push through the force field, he screams, just for afraction of a second. Thistime hisarmor
Szzles asit dissolves, and so too does Zhi 6.

"Brother!” | shout. But the echoes of his squelched scream fade away with the rest of him. Two seconds
later, abillow of brown ash and chunks of burnt flesh plop to the snow.

| dap my hands againg the field to test its solidity from within, even though | know—we dl know—thisis
aone-way mission. It fedslike cold, smooth marble. The animals Xiang Xu Base pushed through the
force field over the past two years—a German Sheppard and two chimpanzees—never emerged, though
their sthouettes remained visible until either the cold or the radiation killed them. Thefield can only be
penetrated from the outside, and how, | still don't know.

AsZhi 7 draws nearer to theforcefidd, histhoughts chimein my mind: “ Stop ddlying, Zhi 5, and carry
out the mission objectives.”

Geneticdly, heisme, but Zhi 7 and the higher-numbered Zhis—how many, | don't know—weredl
grown in different vats from ours. Apart from our technopathic link, | feel no emotional connection with
him. Infact, Zhi 7 has rubbed me the wrong way with his officiousness snce this mission began. While



we are certainly designed to be the same, | found over the past twelve months that even my vat-brothers
had developed dightly different temperaments. Zhi 4 had worked harder than the rest of us, Zhi 3 drew
pictures on asketch pad when nobody watched, Zhi 2 kept to himsalf and rarely spoke with the rest of
us, Zhi 1 smiled more than the other Zhis

| stagger over the snowdrifts toward the Stalk's base. The snowstorm hasintensified into ablinding
squal. Through a canvas of luminescent lime-colored snow, | make out the outer edges of the Stalk's
swaying fronds at adistance of about ahundred yards from theforcefield. It's doubtful | can maintain
technopathic contact with Zhi 7 during the long climb.

From thisangle, the Stak fillsthe ky. Half of the millions of dark-green ciliafurring its Samen seemto
wave me forward, while the other half shoo me away.

A szzledicesthrough theair and | look back over my shoulder. Another swell of ash and body parts
belchesthrough thefield. Zhi 7.

| pause. Thistime fed only dight sadness before thoughts of the Stalk occupy me again.

| extend my mind and aready sense Zhis 8 and 9 gpproaching thefield. We are dl redundancies, extra
copiesof Father, ahighly quaified, physicdly fit scientist. Father had once told me privately thet the
public viewed us as teenaged automatons sacrificed for anoble cause. But he didn't see me that way; I'm
sure of it. Father favored me over my vat-brothers for some reason. Prior to our upload of his skill-sets
necessary for thismission, he had read to me, tutored me, played with me. But then he left. Without even
saying goodbye, held left months ago to join the American expedition at the other end of the Stalk, inthe
Antarctic.

When | reach the base of the Stalk, | scoop up snow that resembles green dush and fling it underhand in
the direction of the swaying leaves. No reaction. Thelog-szed, rubbery appendages continue waving in
dow motion. | creep forward.

| extend my hand and caress one of the fronds with the tip of my gloved finger. It stops squirming and
becomesrigid. | touch another one—it feds synthetic, like the leaf of aplastic pdm tree—and it too
stops moving, jutting outward solidly like agangplank.

| place onefoot on aleaf and wrap my arms around another one. Raising my foot, | climb astep. Then
another.

As| pull myself up from leaf to leaf my biceps burn. The dippery appendages make it difficult to get
traction, even with my spiked soles. The plan callsfor meto climb the Stalk, break open the v-sphere
and release the virusinto a cavity detected by radar at its apex. In my powered armor, with its oxygen
supply, the climb might have been possible. Now, at some point when the radiation has weakened me
and | can go no further, | will reach into my pocket and release the retrovirus that will work its deedly
effectson the Stalk, on me, and on dl lifein the region.

Thiswill mark my grand exit. Alivefor twelve monthsand gone. It isn't fair. But at least | will have made
adifference. At least | will have made Father proud.

The stolen memory surfaces again. Zhi Zhang's memory from his childhood, of standing at the edge of a
log that hangs high over aswimming hole:

"Jump, jump, jump,” the boys chanted from the pond below.

"Swimming isinginctive, dog turd,” one of them shouted.



"Ydlowbdly!"

| stepped off, holding my nose as I'd been instructed, and hit the water.
And sank.

Panic.

| couldn't tell up from down. My heart hammering, | punched and kicked furioudy; | swalowed water. |
wasgoing to die. | wanted to live!

Someone grabbed my waist, pulled me upwards; | was breathing liquid, and my head emerged out of the
water. | tried inhaling, but could only cough.

"It'sdl right, son,” Zhi Zhang'sfather said. “It'sdl right.” Hiswhite shirt and tie were drenched; loose bills
from his pocket floated in the pond like water-lilies.

The memory isn't mine, | remind myself. It is Father's. During the uploading of hisexpertisein chemistry
and biology | have picked up this one stray memory, this thread pulled from hislife-tapestry. The story
told for public consumption, Father explained, isthat dl Zhisare tabula rasa, blank soulless dates upon
which Xiang Xu Base inscribes only the most rudimentary skills necessary to accomplish missonssuch as
thisone. But every Zhi in my vat confided to me that random memories aways snuck through during the
upload. Thisisour secret.

| continue climbing. The storm is subsiding and thick, lazy flakes flutter down. From this vantage point, |
can make out the frozen Kara Seaiin the west, the Laptev Seain the east, the mountainous idands off of
the peninsulaon the Arctic coast of Siberia. Below liestwilit frigid desert, barren tundra coated with
permafrost. | perch on alesf at least two hundred feet off the ground, determined to go ashigh as
possible before | rleasethevirus. | fill don't think | can reach the cavity a the Stalk's crest, where the
retrovirus is expected to work to maximum effect. A tickle on the back of my leg growsinto asharp jab.
When | look down, ared thorn the size of a switchblade protrudes from my thigh. I grit my teeth and
yank it out and notice for thefirst time the rows of thorns that coat the bottom of the fronds.

Lightheaded, | extend my mind for Zhi 8. | wonder whether the fidld's wavering polarity at thiselevation
will permit atechnopathic link. That's when the thoughts assault my brain:

Lost. | amlost. Rescue me, /We/. Don't leave me here, /\We/.

What are you? Can you really ... think? Do you know of the ether-sea?

/Wel wallowed in itsinfinite, rich nothingness. A shaft of photons shot through us and I/We were
awed. /We/ aretheinvisibles, the intangibles. /We/ traced the bullet of light to its point of origin
and we saw it. The most exotic substance in the universe: solid matter. Then /We/ sensed it.
Something never conceived of before. Floating flecks blanketed in folds of gentle darkness,
gparkling and reflecting flickers of light. And on these flecks: conscious matter. Micro-dots of
self-conscious matter.

You.
| pull back my thoughts asif I've touched a hot stove.

What was that?



Theroiling darkness staysin my mind. Are these the images that have haunted dreams across the globe?
My brothersand | have been designed with immunity to the nightmares.

Anicy pink coating of blood coversmy leg. | rip off theright deeve of my jumpsuit and useit asa
bandage to stanch the bleeding. Drugged. The thorns have drugged me, made me susceptible to the alien
nightmeares.

When | look down, the flapping leaves obscure my line of vision. | grab hold of another leaf and another.
Minutes pass. Hours. | don't look down any more. | keep my eyes fixed on the next frond above me.
The freezing cold numbs my exposed right arm.

| don't think | can go any farther. | reach for the v-spherein my pouch. But just as| am about to pull it
out, theworld spins. I'm losing my grip, surrendering to exhaustion. I must open my eyes. | must stay
awake. My fingertips dide off thefrond and | fall.

/We/ fell away through darkness. /We/ retreated into the cool lightlessness of the intangiverse, but
the memory of the exotic—matter, conscious matter—stayed with us. Haunted us. And so, for
millennia /We/ formulated our plan to reach out and communicate with the corporeal, the
conscious solid.

Now I'mno longer /We/! | miss/We/!

Can you follow what I'm saying, particle?
It can't understand me, /We/! Save me, /\We/!

| open my eyes and find mysdf thousands of feet inthe air entwined in the Stalk’s cilia. | no longer need
to climb. Thetendrilsencircle my arms and legs and pull me upward at an accel erating speed. I'm moving
through a cloudbank; the harsh, wet wind cuts my face. At thiselevation | can't make out any festureson
the ground.

"Zhi 5" Zhi 29's digant thoughts echo in my mind.

Zhi 29? What happened to Zhi 8?

"Thefidd'sinterferenceisworsening. | can barely register your thoughts, Zhi 29,” | say.

"The Commander ... you ... release thevirus..."

"l don't think the Stalk means usharm, Zhi 29. It seemslogt, done—"

"Kill it!"

| pam the v-sphere, but | fed wesk, unsteady and for the first timein my life, uncertain. | close my eyes.

/We/ are the dark cosmic ether-sea undulating into infinity. Then | am torn away from /We/.
Ripped and shunted and coiled into an abyss of hot swirling chaos. | emerge from /We/, twisted
and congealed and shaped.

| amalone. | am solid.

| am here. But my thoughts, my experiences are for the /We/. We are kindred.



"Yes” | reply. “Kindred."

You do understand. You do think.

"Why have you taken thisform?”

| became the most common of living solids here.

"The most common?’ From Father's uploaded expertise | imagine the pyrodictium and archae
microorganismsthat layer the ocean bottoms, the vegetation thriving in denserain forests. Consistent with
the sample of it we had taken, the Stalk has adopted a hybrid form, patterned after Earth life.

| amno longer /We/ ... | cannot go back. | cannot go back...

When | open my eyesagain, | am no longer ascending the Stak. | am at itsvery peek, aflat circular
summit about fifty yards acrosswith adepression at its center. It resemblesavaley filled with squirming
seaanemones. Above, the stars blanket the black sky. | try to stand and take atentative step. | movein
dow moation, in zero gravity—how am | bresthing?—atop the carpet of squiggling tentacles. They push
me away from the ledge and down toward the center. As| ridethiswave, | push my hand into my
pocket and clutch the v-sphere that contains the retrovirus. Xiang Xu Base doesn't know the Stalk is
sentient; they don't know it'sonly here to explore, to learn about us, to relay information home. They
don't understand itsloneliness.

The Stak's tentacles carry me farther toward the cavity at the summit's center, until | reach a bottomless
pit, acosmic maw that | know on some primal level reved sthe Stalk's true form, a blackness so pure
that it seemsto pulse.

| start to go over the edge.

No. A voicecdlsout in my mind. I'm not sure whether it is my own thoughts or Zhi 29's or something
elsg's. | grab hold of one of the tentacles on the summit's surface and pull mysdlf back. Clutching clumps
of tendrils, I walk on my handsin the micro-gravity, tugging my way back from the chasm.

"Why haven't you killed it?” Zhi 383'sthoughts resonate in my mind.

Zhi 383?“What happened to Zhi 297’ | ask, though | know the answer. Just like I know what has
happened to Zhi 4 and Zhi 7 and every Zhi that hastried to pass through the field except me.

"Thefidd's polarity has shifted and stabilized, Zhi 383. Y ou're coming through clearly.”
"Release the virus. Now!"

| twirl the v-spherein my hand. The Commander must be unableto activate it remotely dueto thefield's
dampening effect or she would have done so by now. At thismoment | cometo the realization that | will
never be able to bring myself to release the virus. | won't kill the Stalk.

"That'sadirect order from the Commander!” Zhi 383 says, picking up my mutinous decision.

| pepper my thoughts with the word artichoke, and sense Zhi 383's queasiness. That'll keegp hismind at
bay.

"I ...refuse” | say.

After an extended pause he says, “Brother, | understand. Y ou're confused, injured. Listen, I'm in contact
with Zhi Zhang."



| freeze at the mention of Father'sname.
"Hello, 5.” Zhi 383 now projects Father'swords as he hears them.
"Father! It isyou!"

"The smultaneous assault in the Antarctic hasfailed, and Zhis 50 through 200 have been expended in the
process. It'stimefor you to do your duty, 5."

"Y ou don't understand, Father. It's sentient. It's been ripped away from something ... unimaginable,
something not even materid. It'sa... speckle of dark energy. A conduit for information. It's been
sacrificed. To learn about solid matter, about us. It means usno harm!™

"No, it'syou who don't understand,” Father responds. “Whatever itsintentions, the Stalk poses an
unprecedented threat. Even before the nightmares started, the government |eaders had decided to take
preemptive action.”

"l don't want to kill it."
"It'snot our decison to make. Trust me, 5. Tell me, how did you make it through the field?’

And, al at once, something about hiswords makes me redlize the truth. When | had crossed thefield, |
was thinking about Father, about how he left me. In that instant the Stalk had somehow, impossibly,
accessed my quantum communications, accessed my consciousness. It must have sensed a shared
fedling, ashared experience; londiness, abandonment. It empathized with me. All the others—except the
subject animals—had approached it with hogtile intent. | try to clamp down on my thoughts. Too late.

"Thank you,” Zhi 383 says.

"Now we know what to do should the retrovirusfail,” Father adds. “I have one morething | must tell
you, 5. Daffodil "

"Daffodil 7’ | think.

| dlenchmy figt involuntarily. A hiss erupts, and adirty-brown gas sprays from my stomach pouch. I've
activated thevirus | remove the v-sphere and hurl it over the side, away from the Stalk.

I'm too late. The Stalk shudders and sends me flying onto my back; I'm knotted in abed of anemone-like
vines. The areaaround me heaves and pul ses; tendrils sway. Across the summit, tentacles stand on end
and losether bright colors. They take on asickly jdlyfish-like transparency.

| stagger to my feet again. What happened? A triggerword. A failsafe | knew nothing about. Father made
me activate the v-sphere.

My head pounds. | can't tell whether it isthe sting of betraya or the effects of the retrovirus. “Why did
you do it, Father? Don't you care that I'm going to die?”’

There'salong hestation before he addresses me again. “Y ou're dying for agreater purpose, anoble
cause. Oh, 5, I've done you aterrible disservice with my attentions. It was ... aweskness on my part.”
His projected voice sounds so sad, so weary. “I've made you think that you matter."

The Stalk shakes and sends me hurtling back toward the opening at its center. | should be resigned to my
fate, like every other Zhi. But | can't hdpit; | want tolive.

"Father!” | scream.



No response.

| hold my handsto my temples. The dien thoughts explodein my mind again:
| am ... losing this shape. | must leave.

"But | thought you had been left behind. That you couldn't go home again.”

| cannot return to the ether-sea. | am transcending to the other plane, conceived but never seen,
neither matter nor non-matter. Alone, without /\We/.

"But | don't want to die!"
'Die? It trillsin away | somehow recognize as curiosity. What is‘die'?

| look down and see the Earth's surface below my feet. The entirety of the Stalk is now transparent, and
theforcefidd's blue glow isno longer visible. My breathing becomes |abored asthe retrovirus worksits
way through me. My bare, frostbitten arm becomes transparent, my feet and legslose their color.

The Stalk rumbles, and its base, embedded in the Arctic ice, breaksloose. | hurtle sdeways asthe Stalk
quakes.

Andinthat find ingtant, asthe left sde of my body beginsto fade dtogether, atickle of amemory, a
shadow of athought, cregps over me. A sense of dgavu.

Don't leave me behind! Take mewith you.
| extend my hands and my mind, and fedl its cool embrace.
Come, particle. Join mein the journey. So that | can be we again.

Redlity dissolves around me and an obsidian wave washes over the horizon, awave that wipes clean the
gtar-lined night sky like an eraser moving over ablackboard. Then | redizeit isn't the tarsthat are

disappearing; it'sme.
Copyright © 2008 Mercurio D. Rivera

* k * %
* k k %

* * % %

[Back to Table of Contents]



C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Authors-IS219.htm

THE COUNTRY OF THE YOUNG—Gord Sdllar

* * * %

* k k %

[llustrated by Danidl Bristow-Bailey

* * % %

* * * %

Gord Sdlar isa Canadian (and incidentally a British citizen aswell, though undocumented) who was born
in Malawi, raised in Saskatchewan, and lived in South Korea since 2002. Hiswork has appeared in
Asmov's S, Flurb, Fantasy Magazine, Postcards From Hell, with moreforthcoming in Tesseracts
Twelve. Thefirg draft of this story was written at the Clarion West Workshop 2006 in Sesttle. Gord's
websiteisgordsdlar.com

* * % %

Asthetrain beginsto pull out of the station, J Ah sets the heavy bag down on the floor beside her feet,
and wonders for amoment whether the train's clattering might crack open one of the plastic bricksand
infect everyonein the carriage. No, shethinks, and forces herself to relax. Deep breath, just like they
taught you in the ER that first year, she reminds hersdlf, and inhalesdowly. The bricks shellsare
solid, sheknowsthis: they will not break until she hammers them open.

All around her, dull, still pairs of eyes, the tops of heads, sour expressions. She can't see their facesfor
masks, but their eyes ook older than anyone who can afford to ride atrain alows themsel ves to become
these days, inthiscity. They dl St thereintheir rigid bodies, in polite, stiff rowsthat remind J Ah of the
cadavers back in her training, back in Busan, in what used to be South Korea. But these people are not
the dead: they're just citizens and guest workers of the Hyeokmyeong chaebal.

Shelooks at them, and wonders Could | infect everyone? Some of them are quite culpable, some of
them only asinnocent as any citizen of any corporation could be. But some are no more deserving of
blame than her poor old Prabhir had been.

Thereisydlow-smudged white cotton everywhere. Air-filter masks. there is one on every face, dmost.
The gang of football jersayed Flip dumboysin the corner aren't wearing them though. Instead, they've got
themselves some ancient gas masks that ook like they've been salvaged from some kind of obsolete
near-future manga. They squesk their stonerubber clogs on the scarred tramcar floor, and fiddle with
their long spiky hair that they wear Japanese style, in aland where no Japanese are ever dlowed to visit.

* k% k %

These boys chatter in loud, tinny voices through speakers soldered onto the fronts of their masks, and
swive their heads occasiondly to get aview of the other passengers. J Ah catches one of them staring at
her bulky bag, and for amoment she prays—to nothing in particular—that he doesn't get it in hishead to
try and stedl it. The phrase and of course carrot! is emblazoned on itssidein blocky grey English.

Nobody dseislooking a the bag. They all St with their heads lowered, looking down at their feet, into
thefaint and uselesslight of flickering gadgets—the amusements of the poor and headgearless—and into
distancesfarther off than the skyline or horizon. Just barely audible above the piped-in music and the
scattered, congtant sniffling isamiserablelittle sound. J Ah realises suddenly wheat the sound is: the
muffled crying of a hidden baby, something she hasn't heard for months.

She touches her hand to the glass, and tries to see through the yellow film on the window. The Gobi dust
isdrifting in from Chinaagain, just like every year & thistime, and it has settled so thick into the air above



the city that sheisactualy ableto stare at the sun that hangs bleary in the middle of the haze. The blocky
skyline of the city core below it cregps past the train, dow and heavy in the distance. The dust storms
have changed everything in the city, even the daylight: the city in late afternoon isdready plunged into an
ochretwilight. J Ah can fed, even without reaching to touch it, the grit clinging heavy in her hair and on
her forehead. Thereisafaint burning sensation on her wrists where her gloves and the deeves of her
jacket fail to meet, and the corners of her eyesfaintly sting.

Asthetrain advances northward into the city, the Hyeokmyeong Chaebol Tower, on the northeast end of
downtown, cuts off the sun for afew moments. For those moments, it is surrounded by atired, jaundiced
halo of light that makes J Ah grit her teeth. Then she blinksjust alittle too long, and the sunisback, a
dull eye staring again down onto the city. Sheimaginesthe tower full of screams, inaudible from outside,
and something hardens and dtillsingde her. 1t bringsto her mind the memories of long nightsdone, Stting
in her office, running the organics synthesizer, and the last few weeksfed like anightmare again. She
glances at the bag on the ground, checking to seethat it's till there.

Sheisgoingto doit, sheredises. To hammer the bricks open. Sheisn't going to back out like she
thought she would.

Shethinks of her husband, her long-lost, now somehow-dead husband.

He had finally come back, a couple of weeks before.

"Annyeong hashimni-kka?” Receptionist Kang bowed shalowly to her as sherattled out the greeting in
that high-pitched voice polite young women use. Her North Korean accent made her greeting hard to
read: was the harshness asign of disrespect, or just her way of speaking? The receptionist accidentally
dropped her pen on thefloor. J Ah saw it wriggling, squirming for Kang's attention. It whimpered. The
receptionist bent down and picked it up, stuck it in her hair, where it curled up comfortably and let out a
satidfied aaaaaaah in a high-pitched cartoon-like voice. “ There's someone here to seeyou."”

"Already?’ J Ahlooked around.

"He'sin thetoilet right now. I'll send him in when he getsout.” Miss Kang was wearing the pink shirt with
the big white cat-faces again, the ones that smiled when she did, and frowned when she wanted to, and
mouthed aong with her when she spoke. J Ah wondered whether, asthe girl's employer, she had the
legal right to ask Miss Kang not to wear that shirt. It was annoying. Why did North Koreans dwayslike
the worgt, cheesiest bits of South Korean culture?

"Thank you, MissKang,” shesaid.

"Yes,” the receptionist answered politely, bowing again from her desk chair. “But, uh, he clamshe
doesn't know hisname. Or his address. That someone's done something to him..."

"Ah, 1 see” J Ah sad. It wasn't thefirst time sheld treated someone for such aproblem. “ Send himin
when he comes out of thetoilet then,” she said, and went into her office.

She sat down at her desk and sighed. Plastered over the dingy early-20s paint job, animated chartsran
their looped graphics, tracking obsolete developmentsin early rgjuv science. In the corner on atall
wooden table, a complete testkit unit sat on a pae blue kerchief from Japan; it was abeautiful piece of
slk adorned with vaguely cartoon images of children at play. On the floor beside this table was her
clunky old accelerated microlab unit, in which she could synthesize meds and grow cultures of samples.

At the centre of her wide wooden desk, a decrepit dapscreened computer from a decade before began



to boot up, awakened by her presence, diligent though it was used only once amonth or so. Perhaps it
was clamouring for attention, she wondered.

The door opened and the patient came in. He was young, handsome, an air filter mask pulled down from
hisdark face, covering histhroat. “How can | help you?’ was all she asked, the same as she would have
asked anyone, and gestured for him to Sit.

* k x %

One morning, afew years before that day at her office, but not long before he had findly gone off and left
her, Prabhir had lain close behind J Ah, hisleg curled over her legs, her back pressed against him.

They were till dick from the swest, il short of breath. His rough hand lingered carefully on her breast,
softly squeezed it, and then he ran hisfingers dong the curve of it as he sometimes did after making love
on dim early mornings.

J Ahsighed.

"What'swrong, jagi ?’ he asked her in avoice that was old and tender. She liked how he never cdled
her *honey’ any more, only jagi. It was one of the few Korean words he said perfectly.

"Nothing,” shelied, and turned to look him in the face. She had loved it then, hisface, dmost as much as
she could remember ever loving it: hisdark brown eyes, histhick white hair, hiswrinkled skin the colour
of ripe old bean-paste. His skin looked old. It was marked by time, covered in signsas sure asfossilsin
stone. She had often run her fingers through the whitened tufts on his chest and mumbled, “My fur.” He
was getting old, she thought. It was far from the first time such athought had crossed her mind.

"Well, were beginning anew project tomorrow,” he said. “ Director Lee wants something totally new.
Gotta hold off the Juche Rebels, but it's gotta be o totaly organic. Some of the bulsa are apparently
dlergicto plagtics.” Bulsa-in, that was the Korean word for methuselahs, the ageless high chaegbol
CEOs.

"Lots of work for an organic-architect, huh? Good."

"Yeah,” hesaid with asmile, “but the materid's people are racing to fab cheap artificid adternatives. |
figure we have a couple of years of boom, and then fzzzt, the industry is busted.”

J Ahwaited a couple of beats before speaking. “Y ou know, you've been working on it along time. You
don't have to work forever. A man getstired as the years pass, doesn't he?” An untreated man,
anyway. Something ingde her hurt evento think it.

"That'swhy | do yogaevery morning,” he said, gently smoothing his hand adong her tummy. “I'm going to
giveit everything I've got. Never know, if | redly make thisthing work, they might enfranchise me. Make
me acitizen. Hell, | might even get the right to a telomere refresh on the company account, if | make them

enough money."

J Ah sghed again. Shewanted to believeit. Shetold hersdf that it was till possible. But there was
something heavy. It felt like astone in her somach, something sheld carried around for years dready.

She had wondered how much longer hewouldn't fed like agrandfather to her. How much longer she
could continue to make love to him, to walk down the street with her hand in his.

And she had begun to worry.

* * * %



Hedid not st in the chair she had gestured towards right away, this young patient. First, he told her what
was wrong as best he could.

It was not a struggle because of language, to be certain. He spoke dowly and clearly in fairly fluent
Korean—he wasthefirst foreigner sheld ever met who had become that good at the language, and it
made her think of Prabhir'slong-ago struggle, only partly-successful, to master her language. Still, the
man struggled to speak just the same. He struggled because he was not at al surewhat to tell her. “I
think theré's something ... wrong with me,” was dl he could manage at first.

She had atrained eye, and knew aready that something was wrong with him. Or, at least, something was
different about him. He stared at her, and the details emerged alittle. On hisface, in hisbody, she could
see the accumulated evidence of decades of lifein aman who scarcely appeared to be twenty-five.
Nothing too clear, of course, and nothing too striking. It was something in the way his eyeslooked, like
an old man'sinstead of aboy's. The pattern of his hairline, the wrinkle-patterns on the knuckles of his
fingers, the dight hunch in his posture maybe. But mostly the eyes. What he had become was normd, of
course, but on some deeper leve it would never, ever be normal.

And yet he ought to have known this, and known why.
"How old areyou, Mr...?7" she asked himin English.
"I'm...um... You mean my red age?'

She shrugged.

"I don't know,” he said. Nervous, he glanced to the left. 1 asked someone to check me, but he said on a
cdlular level 1 was anewborn baby. A newborn baby. He was not areal doctor. One of those back aley
guyswith the testkit in the trunk of his car. That was last week. He went crazy, and | went crazy too
when hetold me. It'stoo ... strange.”

"But obvioudy you aren't anewborn baby,” she said.
"Y ou're not going to call the government, are you?"
"No,” shesad.

"l have memories, some clear, somefaint. When [ try to remember things my head hurts. | wonder if |
have ... whether | amin your records, | mean? Y our office—I had acard for your officein my wall€t,
and discovered it today. | don't know where| got it."

J Ah had dready checked her backperiphery for queued messages from the office system; the automatic
facebase scan had turned up nothing. “ Are you new in the city?"

"No. I've been herefor ... well, | think I've been herefor years."

"You think?'

"Yes. | have memories, pieces of memories anyway, but..."

"Do you have some menta condition that wasn't filtered for during emigration proceedings?"

He shook hishead. “Lisento me. | think I'm aclone."

* * * %

When J Ah and Prabhir had walked down the sireet together, people eyed them asthey might apair of



escaped chickens. People dways had done, but at first it had only been arace thing: aKorean girl with
any foreign man made people look alittle, especidly atdl, dim Southern girl like J Ah. The odd thug,
head full of half-digested Juche Rebd theory, had tried to start afight with him. Northern childreninrags
and dirty faces had trundled right up to them, the better to point and stare.

But as time passed people began to stare for another reason. As a couple, they seemed like something
out of acomedy: him, waking alittle bent-over, with white hair and aface covered in creases, looking
even older beside young-looking, pretty J Ah. Hiswas a grandfather'sface in asociety growing short on
old men. Koreans were getting treatments, those who could afford them, while most foreigners came and
left like the tides of the ocean. Nobody had much reason to stay in acountry that denied them accessto
life-extension treatments. Nobody but Prabhir.

At home, J Ah had tried to ignore the increasing gulf between them. She tried to remember that she was
the one who was odd: a young and beauitiful-looking woman deep into her 70s. She would Sareinto
mirrors sometimes, when she was done: her long, thick black hair; her big dark eyes, her double-eydid
folded in the middle, which she considered one of the flowers of her youthful beauty; the smooth skin of
her face. She would take off her clothes and stare at her body. She would smile to seethat she didn't
look like an old woman any more, not since the treatment.

But Prabhir had changed. He had begun to tire alittle too eadily, to fed pain—dight but keen—when she
smacked him playfully. There was no way of avoiding what was happening to him.

It made her think of their first meeting, at the Harvest Moon Festival party hosted at the Hyeokmyeong
chaebol building where they had both worked. She remembered taking him out for dalkdori tang for the
first time—he loved the spiciness and the sweetness of the chicken—and the day that they both got
drunk on makkeoli and ran into the seawith not a stitch of clothing on. And, at 45, he was bold enough
to make her fdl in love with him.

* % % %
"A done?'
"Yes, | think s0. It makes sense, doesn't it?"

She shook her head. “It'sjust not possible. | promise you, you are not aclone. Human cloningis... Well,
look, nobody doesit. It's pointlessand illegal, and too expensive. And even if you were aclone, made
last week, you'd still be ababy. Accelerated growth really doesn't work on humans. Y ou'd be mentally
disabled by it. | want to look at other possibilities. Now, have you had any back-aley treatments?
Anti-aging medications?"

"I don't know. | can't remember much before ... afew weeks ago.”

J Ah shrugged. “There could be all kinds of reasonsfor that.” She decided it was most important to get
this crazy ideaout of his head by telling him hisreal age. “Let me take some blood. The other blood test
you had was probably contaminated.” She took a sampler and reached forward, taking hishand in hers.
The sampler made aquick hissasit touched hisforearm, followed by aquiet, liquid sound asit sealed the
puncture wound with atiny adhesive patch.

J Ahfed the cylinder from the sampler into her testkit, and turned the system on. “Thiswill only takea
minute,” she said, as the machine began to whirr. “Now then, how about your memories. Y ou say they're

fuzzy?'

"Yan



"The blood test should show if there are any medicationsin your system, but | must ask, do you recollect
teking any illegd—"

"I'm not crazy, you know,” he said.

"Do you worry that people think you are?” There was something far too familiar about this conversation.
J Ahfdt dizzy from the dgavu.

"Wouldn't you?’ Helooked down at his shoes. And then, just like that, even though his face had been
reshaped, even though his eye colour had been changed and his hairline moved, she suddenly redlised
who shewastaking to.

She sat therein that sudden shock for amoment, until hiswords registered. “Yes, | would,” she said.
Same expressions in that new, young-again face. Same small pause before he spoke. He didn't know
who shewas.

He pulled asmall packet of paper from his coat pocket.
"What's that?"

"| found thesein my pocket,” he said. “1 don't know if they'reillega or not. Y ou won't report me, will
you?"

J Ahtook the paper and unfolded it. There were afew capsulesingdeit, one side pae blue and the
other side clear but without a brand name marking. Through the clear Side, she could see awhitish
powder inside.

"Let me run thisthrough the testkit too,” she said, and placed atablet insde asmall compartment on the
gdeof theunit.

* * % %

For her sake, Prabhir had once tried to secure citizenship in the chaebol, to win himself some small
life-extension, so that the worry that had begun to show on her face would ebb away, even just alittle.

So for four days running they went to headquartersto sit in the waiting room of Director Kwon's office.
They had filled out every form that could possibly be required. Prabhir had memorised aspeech, in
Korean, about what vaue he offered the company, and why they ought to enfranchise him asacitizen.

They waited, and waited, and waited.

Finally, asecretary came to them as the sun set into the dust-choked horizon. “ Tomorrow,” she said.
“Please return tomorrow and Esteemed Director Kwon Sung Myung may be able to see you then."

Something insde J Ah snapped. She saw a softening in those beautiful dark brown eyes of his, and it
made her forget to breaethe. She stood in that lobby, tearstrailing down her cheeks, with Prabhir trying to
put hisarms around her, telling her it would be al right even though she flung her amsup againg his
embrace. He said something, something she would try to remember, but she never could remember it, no
matter how hard she tried. Whatever it was, when she heard him say it, it hit her that he had given up long
before. HEd waited only out of kindnessto her, to avoid breaking her hope to pieces. Hed known
aready hewould never be enfranchised.

She pushed him away, and turned on the secretary. “1 want to seethat ... that bulsa-in now."

"I'm sorry, but Esteemed Director Kwon has—"



"Now!” she snarled.
"J Ah,” Prabhir said, “it'stime to accept this. Let'sgo.”
"No!” Shelunged at the secretary, knocking her over. “ Take usto Kwon! Now!"

She shoved her way past the secretary and into the office. The methuselah had been sitting at his desk.
Heturned in surprise and stared at her from a deceptively young face asif she were the monster. Strong
arms pulled her back, and ahand grabbed her hair and yanked her head back. Prabhir yelled, striking
out feebly at the security man who'd hauled her into the eevator, yelled al the way to the ground floor
and up to the front entrance of the complex.

He helped her up from thetiled floor of the tram station concourse, his hand so weskly holding hers,
dabbing at the scrape on the palm of one hand with his handkerchief. She remembered how they'd stood
there for twenty minutes, people passing them in every direction, while he caught his breath and she
trembled, wishing for something in her hand to smash on the concrete.

And afew days|ater, after she'd been fired from her hospita job, been informed of her temporary
suspension of chaegboal citizenship and received abill demanding partia repayment of her life-extension
treatment, she got home to find Prabhir gone. No note, just hisfavourite mug, his clothes, his shoes, his
datastores al put away in the plastic stacking boxesin the storage closet on their bal cony.

She wondered for along time when he would finally come back to her. She didn't know why she thought
he would, except that it was the kind of thing he would do.

* * % %

The tester stopped humming and beeped.

J Ah's backperiphery blinked into existence, and she focused her attention on it. The results of the blood
test were displayed there in asingle window floating in the darkness, and she scanned down to the
bottom of thelist. A few thingslooked out of whack, but she found the most important datum amost
immediately: tedlomere-marker aging estimate: 0-3 months.

She left the window open in her backperiphery and focused back on the room. The machine beeped.
She pushed a button on its sde and it began to hum again.

"What isit?’ the man asked.

Sheblinked. “I think there'samistake with my..."

"What doesit say?'

Shefrowned, not sure if explaining would be agood idea.
"Please?’ Heleaned forward, the worry plain on hisface.

" think there's something wrong with my tester. Y ou've had some kind of telomere-replenishment
treatment. It might not be reliable. But anyway, that shouldn't have affected your memory. And there are
al kinds of other indicatorsthat you aresick...” Maybe it isn't him, she thought. Maybe I'm seeing
things after all.

He had that blank look in his eyes, like any other patient. “1've been having headaches. Bad ones,” he
offered.



"Okay, we need to figure out why. But you're definitely not aclone. | can't tell how old you are, but
you're definitely not anewborn baby or aclone. So you've had atreatment...” Her voicetrailed off.

"But why don't I remember it? Surely 1—"

"Pease, come and lie down on this cot,” she said, Steadying her voice. Sherose and walked acrossthe
office to awhite-linen mattress on asted frame. It wasthe kind of cot she'd sat upon as achild, visiting
doctors sixty years before.

Herose, shakily, like an old man would, and followed her to the cot. He sat on it, and she said, “Please
remove your clothing. Strip down to your underwesar.”

She looked away sdlf-conscioudy as he did so, focusing on her backperiphery again, scrolling up to see
whether his DNA was in the public database. It turned out it was: facebase index: reg. foreign worker id
#140998-53624198-i.

J Ah recognised the numbersin that code. She would have known them anywhere; she had typed them
year after year as she had done his taxes, the formsin Korean too hard for him to read. But she
webdumped the ID number, requested photol D anyway.

Behind her eyes, aghost gazed at her from the darkness. It was the wrinkled, serious face of her lost
husband Prabhir.

* k k %

J Ah shifts her weight asthe train rattles dong dowly. She rubs her tired eyes. It has been two weeks
snce she started synthesizing the virus, since she last saw Prabhir.

The train trundles through Baekdusan Station, the dum station where trains no longer stop. The graffiti
hereis straight-out Juche Rebel theory. It isthe only place one can see such graffiti, and J Ah stares out,
reading it al atentively: rise up and crush the chagbold reinstate the trueblooded korean peoples
indigenous wisdom science! let men be men again: cast al foreignersout! stamp out flunkyism and
dave-mindedness!

The same Gobi dust blows through the dums as it does anywhere e se, she redlises. These people suffer
pretty much like anyone else. This had been aNorth Korean city once, long ago. Wide streets. Large
barracks. Barracksthat had eventualy become the dum tenements.

Thetrainsdon't have to hurry through the dums any more. The crackdown has been successful. Even
though Juche Rebels till sometimes come to the track, there hasn't been atrackbomb in months. Not
sincethe old Dynastic-erafamily culpability system was reingtated. Nobody is so fanatica that heswilling
risk having hiswhole family being shipped off to alabour camp.

Out on the platform, there's agroup of dum-dwellers dropping down off the top of the fence. They've
rigged somekind of ladder to let them up and over it, and an inflatable yellow plastic dideto break their
fal to the ground. Three old men, dressed asif out of some century-old Socidist Redist painting, topple
down from the top of the fence one by one onto the dide, and rall their way down onto the cement
platform. They raise their fists defiantly asthey struggleto their feet. After them, ateenaged boy barrels
to the pavement, rolling off to one sde to avoid knocking the elderly rebels down again. He legpsto
attention, raising hisfist like the others, and staresinto the train. A red armband is wound around the
deeve of histattered jacket.

J Ahlooksat him, and makes afist, but does not raise it. Someone would see. But she makesthat fist as
tight as she can.



Nobody on the train notices: the old men have their attention, and have thrown some of theminto a
panic. Bombings haven't recurred in months, but there are rumours that rebels sometimes till smash the
windows of random cars and drag themselvesin, to knife as many passengers asthey can before they are
caught and sent to camps in the Economic Foothold zones.

But they just stand there, fistsraised. An darm isdready sounding out on the platform and
Hyeokmyeong-employed guards are scurrying towards the group of ragtag rebels. They have nothing, J
Ah redlises, no bomb, no weapons.

They aren't going to do anything. Thereis nothing, redly, for them to do. These old men are dl that isleft
of old North Koreg, of the convictions and ideology of those who'd lived under the old government,
before the forcible Unification. Maost of the men who count themsalves members of the organisation are
just ignorant silver-haired North K orean peasants, a pack of Kim Jong Chul-worshipping palgaegi, or
‘reds. The young rebels are nothing more than afew young brutes and posers whom they have managed
to seduceinto their crazy, ancient, dead religion.

That iswhat they are supposed to be like anyway—holdouts from adead time. But the dumstell a
different story: the dumsare till full of Juche Rebes. When the South absorbed the North, it kept that
nation at arm's length; Northern women, famed as docile and traditional and lovely as snow, found a
place as prized wives for Southern men; but to Northern men, the Southern border was dmost
impermesble. In thiscity, the only people beneath them are Pakistanis and Nepalis working in chagbol
plants and factories.

J Ah thought of going to the Juche Rebe s for abomb once. Asif they would have anything she couldn't
buy hersdf more easily and safdly. But they were akind of symbol for something, in her mind. Before her
plan had solidified, sheld thought of clipping off the whole history of the city, al its memories and thoughts
inasngleblag.

She exhdes dowly through her dust-mask. She il thinks that would be too much revenge.

She looks out at them, these old men in worker costumes with defiant faces, their fistsin theair, and
wonders whether maybe these poor doomed rebelswouldn't be better off if she hammered her bricks
open on the top of some high-rise and let the dusty wind carry the virus throughout the city, through their
dum, so they could forget their hopeless dreams. What if, in one shot, she cut off the past. Surely they
would die ... but would it beworth it, to live afew months cut off from all that weight of the padt, free, if
only for ashort time?

But then she looks around within the car: the studious young adults carrying biotech survey textbooks, the
immigrantswho'd come fleeing gerontofascist states even more disreputabl e than Hyeokmyeong
chaebol. What about these people, she asks hersdf. What do they deserve?

Shotsring out across the platform, interrupting her thoughts. The men on the platform drop down asa
hail of what are surely—they must be, surely—rubber bullets erupts toward them.

* * % %

Standing near the high-res scanner, J Ah's gaze focused on her backperiphery. “Just afew more
moments,” she said, and looked insde this man's body. It was amess.

TheMaillard effect was visible dong histendons, cartilage, and bones: bright patches glowed in her head,
highlighted by the scanner. They stretched throughout his system, long threads of light down hislegs, up
his spine. Many decades worth of glucose browning had stiffened hisjoints and hardened histendons,
left their mark upon hisligaments.



It was little wonder that sheld recognised his fiff gait. It was asif he were abuilding, oneinwhich the
walls and the wiring had been redone, but the pipes had been left in the walls, caked and choked with
rust. Under the surface, hewas till, in many ways, avery old man. She shut her eyesfor amoment.

Hisvoiceintruded on the quiet insde her head. “What'swrong with me?”’

She opened her eyes, but didn't reply to that question. Instead, she asked another. “What's your name?’
"l don't..."

"Isit Prabhir? Prabhir Chaudhri?"

She heard him breathe in sharply, and hisribs moved in the display. “I think it is. But how do you know
thet?"

She took adeep breath, closed her eyes, braced herself.

* * % %

On that long-ago morning when Prabhir had stroked her tummy in the darkness, J Ah had closed her
eyes and tried to imagined life without Prabhir. She came up blank.

She had been living with him for thirty-one years and it was just too different for her imagination. It wasa
void. Tothink of therest of her life, the hundreds of years stretching out in front of her, without him there
init—it frightened her to even conceive of such aposshbility. And yet she knew the day would come, and
what horrified her was not the redlisation that it would, but the fact that she aready had been bracing
hersdf for it, S0 quietly that she hadn't noticed it happening.

"Why don't you go to India, honey?"
"Wha?'

"Y ou can't have life-extension treatment here. Okay, | can't go there, they won't let mein sincel've had a
permanent trestment, but if you go, you don't need to die. And maybe the ruleswill change some day?’
Nearly every country in the world had some such stipulation in itsimmigration clauses. The young could
emigrate, yes, but the neo-young, never. No country wished to be subject to the permanent, massive
demographic of theimmorta foreigner.

"Y ou want meto leave you?’ He sounded hurt.

"No, that'snot it. | can't live without you. But ... | don't want to see you get old and die."
"Why not? That'swhat life is, J Ah. Loving people and seeing them get old and die."

"It doesn't haveto be."

Prabhir was someone who, when he thought something over, redly probed theidea. He was silent until
hed worked it al out in hishead. “1 would rather have you for aslong as| can, than | would live forever
without you."

He meant it, and that scared her, much as she appreciated it.

* * % %

Goong-chak-chak, goong-chak. The musicis old-fashioned, the kind of thing couples had Sarted
dancing to when Koreawas occupied by Japan over a century before, during World War Two, and it
makes her think of taxicabs back in Busan during her own youth, old people dancing in the aides of



buses as they zoomed down country roads, of everything sheld hoped to leave behind when shed come
to the north. Why do they have to play bbong-jjak music on the trains? Her eyesitch again, and she
rubs them until it hurts too much to rub them any more, and closes them, and glancesinto her
backperiphery to cut the music feed. The menu and the dark zone behind her eyeswink out of existence.

The baby's crying again. It seems suddenly louder in the new quiet. The mother, a Southeast Asian
woman, is Sitting next to the nearest exit, and has taken the kid out from under her coat. J Ah can't help
but stare; she hasn't seen ababy in months. It isjust atiny white bundle wrapped in cotton and rayon,
which aren't the best fabrics but probably al the woman can afford. The mother unwrapstheinfant a
little, just enough to uncover the face, and startsto talk toit, to Sing. J Ah can't hear the woman's words,
and wouldn't understand them anyway, but she sees something in the woman's eyes—something she can't
quite define but which looks dmost like regret, or maybe pity.

The baby won't stop crying, not even when the mother liftsit to her face and rubs noseswith it. The
mother's Snging getslouder. Everyone around them gtiffensalittle. The baby squirms, its howling softens,
and its mother kegps singing.

"It came up when | scanned your blood,” shelied.
"Theother guy said | wasn't inthe system.”

"He didn't have the access privs | have, | suppose. Please stay ill.” She shifted the scan focusto active
neurd matter, and ran her gaze up theimage of his spinein her backperiphery until she reached hisbrain.
Suddenly, the weird numbersin the blood scan made sense. The wrinkling on the surface of hisbrain was
far more fine than it was supposed to be. The activity in thislayer was unlike anything sheld ever seen
before. Clugters of findy-wrinkled neocortica growth stretched eerily outward like aflowering fungus,
encrusting the whole surface of the front of hisbrain. More of the same had grown on parts of the
underside of hisbrain, so much so that pressure had built on his sinuses. Therewas even alittle of it—just
alittle—encroaching on his brainstem and down aong his spine. His brain had grown out, onto any
available surface. Perhapsit was still growing.

It looked like akind of cancer. J Ah flicked her focus back to the displayed list of anomdiesin his
blood.

"Have you woken in the middle of the night lately?"

"Yes” hesad.

"Had any problem with, say, controlling bowe movements? Being unable to breathe suddenly?
"Um...” He was embarrassed, but he finally answered, “Yes."

J Ah had never seen anything likeit.

"Please, Mr Chaudhri, you may dress now."

"Do you know what'swrong with me?'

"Pease get dressed, and come Sit down.”

He pulled on histrousers, and then hisshirt. My fur, J Ah thought as he buttoned the top button, the hair
on hischest findly al hidden. An ache passed through her, knowing what was to come, what was going
to happen to him.



She checked the data from the blood test more carefully.

All the markerswerethere: it was somekind of cancer. Slow, not too debilitating at present, but it was
growing, anew layer over his brain, a second neocortex—the growth looked amost targeted. Maybe
with the right supplementary medications, it would have been, but this had veered out of control. It was
probably something delivered using aretrovirus.

"Now, Mr Chaudhri. Y ou seem to have received some kind of anti-aging treatment. Y ou were an old
man afew months ago, and you wanted very much to become young."

"But ... | don't look old."

"No, you do not. Part of the treatment was successful.” She glanced again at her backperiphery and
dragged the picture out onto her desktop dapscreen. “But afew months ago, you looked like this picture
inyour citizen records.” She turned the dapscreen so he could seeit.

Prabhir stared at the picture of himsalf asan old, white-haired man. His eyeswidened. “That's ... me?"
"Dont you recogniseit?’ Don't you recognise me?
"A little. Not redlly.”

"The treatment you got, it's not very good. A proper treatment is expensive, isvery delicate. It takes
weeks and amounts to an amost-tota rebuilding of your body, unless you're lucky enough to have had it
donein vitro. But black market anti-aging trestments aren't anywhere near as precise, or effective. Now,
I've seen cases Similar to this, some worse, but not many. Y our cells can probably keep copying
themselvesforever, unless you get exposed to radiation or toxic substances. But your joints and tendons
and cartilage and arteries are like an old man's. Unless you replace them, you won't be abletowak ina
few years"

"But why can't | remember...?"

"Wl ... that's something else. They did something to your brain. | think it'sakind of dow-growing neurd
cancer, Mr Chaudhuri. | suspect it was supposed to trigger cannibalistic but controlled neural growth. |
think they gaveit to you to make your brain young and fresh again. And it probably is—you can
probably think more clearly about certain things. Whatever you remember from the past few days, it's
probably more vivid than any of your older memories. Y ou've traded your past for your future. | think it's
using old brain matter as... uh ... fodder. Building material."

He stared a the image on the dapscreen. “ That's really me?"

She nodded. It's probably going to kill you, shethought. Just like it killed my Prabhir. Shewas
gtartled by the thought.

"What can you do for me?’ he asked.

"Prabhir, I'm going to tell you something shocking.” She waited for amoment until that set in, and then
said, softly, “ Before you went and got this black-market trestment, | was your wife.” The words had
suddenly come. They were out, and she couldn't take them back.

He looked panicked. “Y ou're crazy!"

"No,” she choked out. “1 was your wife. For thirty years.” Her eyes stung. She clenched her teeth to stop
hersdf from crying.



He shook hishead. “1 don't remember,” he said, but his eyes had fallen upon a picture of them together,
her and the older man in hiscitizen ID photo. He looked at her with dazed eyes.

"Come home with me. I'll take care of you, for aslong as| can.”

She wanted recognition to light up in hiseyes. But it didn't. “1 don't believeyou,” hesad, alittlefrailly,
and got unsteedily to hisfeet. “Y ourelying to mel”

"Prabhir—"
"Who areyou?’ He shook alittle, bracing himsdlf against the back of the chair.
"I'm sorry,” she said, and reached out for him.

Hejust stared at her hand, backed away toward the door. She rose. He threw open the door and,
awkwardly but quickly, ran away. Miss Kang caled after him, but he didn't answer.

And then the blood sample and the capsules on her desk and in the testkit were the only signsthat held
ever come back to her.

* * * %

When the train pullsinto Hyeokmyeong Tower station, a secondary audio feed kicksin, the kind that
can't be cut off by anyone's backperiphery settings, and the system spits out the name of the stop and
ingructionsin six languages—K orean fird, then English, and then al therest. In every language, avoice
courteoudly tellsridersleaving thetrain at this sation to exit on the right. As she movestoward the exit, Ji
Ah mouths the words aong with most of the languages, though she can't speak any of them except
Korean and English.

The door dides open. Shefollowsasmall crowd of probably Nepali and FHip day workers out onto the
platform, up the escalator, and into the underground station core, under the Hyeokmyeong chagbol
complex. Hundreds of people arein the station. Mogt, if not dl, of them are Hyeokmyeong employees.
Most are Korean, afew Western, and dl of them are young and beautiful.

Some of the waegukin, the foreignerslike Nepais and Flips and Chinese, look over thirty, but they area
nearly-inggnificant minority. They arejust the nation's hired hands, chegper and dightly cleverer than
robot |abour—and more easily replaced.

J Ahwalks among them dowly, bresthing the same air asthem. She can see Prabhir in her mind, aghost
gtanding in this station, looking up the escaators on thefirgt day of those last visitsto the chabeol office,
waiting for her to take the escalator first. She fedls his absence now. She can fed the fact that, whatever
€l se has happened, this man shelovesisgone, irretrievably lost. She pulls up aphoto of himin her
backperiphery as she makes her way through the crowd, and thinks of the strange man, the onewho'd
inherited what was |eft of hisbody, who'd cometo her clinic aweek before.

And thinking of him, she redlisesthat she does not want to die herself, or to kill these people, these
random people. People will probably die, of course. Cancerskill people, findly. But this cancer isso
dow, and she hasreingtated controls within it, stronger targeting mechanisms. And now thet it isn't amere
killer, it has become something much worse than that ... it has become an eraser, acurse. But she knows
now that she wants only to hurt the people within the chaebol tower, people like Director Kwon. The
people who had finally decided her husband could die, like an animal, are the only ones she wantsto
harm.

She steps onto an upward-bound escalator, and sets down the heavy bag on the step ahead of her. and



of course carrot! She looks down at it, the way someone might look down at abag of blood money or a
satchel with adead puppy init, and even now, so closeto the end of her journey, she worriesthat
someone might kick it, bresk the bricks and spill the cancerous dust insde her bag, wasting amillion
doses. Sheliftsthe bag up onto her shoulder again, and takes a deep bresath.

"So, thisisit,” she whispers, stepping off the escalator to the concourse. The eevators are not far away.

The welcome stream starts up as she gets close to them, and the doors dide open. “Good evening,
Honoured Guest.” She has come without any of her eectronicaly tagged 1D, and it seemsthat the
Facebase query systemiis, againgt al odds, ill blocked with asimple cotton mask. Someone,
somewhere, is just too complacent. For now.

"Which floor?’” The eevator's voiceis despicably courteous.
Prabhir's face hangsin the darkness, in her backperiphery. He smilesat her, just the way he always had.

"Jiha-cheung,” shetellsthe eevator, purposefully mumbling as close as she can to a Chinese accent. The
basement is where the air-treatment and air-conditioning facilities are located. There are securicams
down there, but only afew, and nobody will figure out what has happened for aday or so anyway. She
didn't much care what happened then, aslong asit works, aslong asthe filters she sets up prevent the
dust from getting vented outside into the city. J Ah puts the bag on the floor, and breathes deeply.

The devator doors don't shut right away. She looks out through the gap into the lobby, wondering even
now whether she canredlly, actually do it. Shetriesto imagineit, al the chagbol executivesand
employeeslosing their memories, their histories and salves entire, to this cancer. It makes her amile, the
angriest smile she has ever worn.

A moment later the doors close, and the descent begins. She stares at her masked face in the mirrorson
the inside of the elevator doors, and then glances down at her feet. Gobi dust has collected on the floor
here, too. Smudges of poison ochre blemish the fine leather of her shoes.

She stands s0 lill, just as il assheisable.
Copyright © 2008 Gord Sdllar
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Even seen from &far, the Mexica Didtrict in Fenliu was distinctive: tal, whitewashed buildings clashing
with the glass-and-meta architecture of the other skyscrapers. A banner featuring Huitzilpochtli,
protector god of Greater Mexica, flapped in the wind as my aircar passed under the security gates. The
god's face was painted as dark as blood.

A familiar aght, even though I'd turned my back on the religion of my forefathersalifetime ago. | sghed,

and tried to focus on the case ahead. Zhu Bao, the magistrate in charge of the district, had talked meinto
taking on thismurder investigation because he thought | would handle the Situation better than him, being

Mexica-born.

| wasn't quite so sure.

The crime scene was awide, well-lit dome room on the last floor of 3454 Hummingbird Avenue, with the
highest ceiling | had ever seen. The floor was strewn with hologram pedestas, though the holograms
weredl turned off.

A hdicad dair led up to amezzanine dazzlingly high, somewhere near the top of the dome. At the bottom
of those stairs, an area had been cordoned off. Within lay the naked body of awoman. She was Mexica,
and about thirty years old—she could have been my older sster. Morbidly fascinated, | let my eyestake
in everything: the fine dust that covered the body, the yellow makeup sheld spread al over hersdf, the
soft swell of her breasts, the unseeing eyes il staring upwards.

| looked up at the railing high above. | guessed she'd fallen down. Broken neck probably, though I'd
have to wait for the lab people to be sure.

A militiaman in silk robeswas standing guard near one of the hologram pedestals. “I'm Private Li Fai,
m'am. | wasthe first man on the scene,” he said, saluting as | gpproached. | couldn't help scrutinising him
for sgnsof contempt. Asthe only Mexica-born magidirate in the Xuyan adminigiration, I'd had my fair
share of racism to deal with. But Li Fai appeared sincere, utterly unconcerned by the colour of my skin.

"I'm Magistrate Hue Maof Ydlow Dragon FalsDigtrict,” | said, giving him my Xuyan name and title
with scarcely apause. “Magisirate Zhu Bao has transferred the case over to me. When did you get
here?'

He shrugged. “We got acall near the Fourth Bi-Hour. A man named Tecolli, who said hislover had
fallento her death.”

| dmost told him he was pronouncing ‘ Tecalli’ wrong, that a Mexicawouldn't have put the accent that
way, and then | realised thiswas pointless. | was there as a Xuyan magistrate, not aMexica



refugee—those days were over, long past. “They told me it was a crime, but thislooks like an accident.”

Li Fa shook hishead. “ There are markings on the railing above, m'am, and her nailsare al ragged and
bloody. Looks like she struggled, and hard.”

"l see” It looked | wasn't going to get out of thisso eadily.

| wasn't trying to shirk my job. But any contacts with Mexica made me uneasy—reminded me of my
childhood in Greater Mexica, cut short by the Civil War. Had Zhu Bao not indsted...

No. | wasamagistrate. | had ajob to do, a murderer to catch.

"Whereisthis... Tecalli?’ | asked, findly.

"Wereholding him,” Li Fai sad. “Y ouwant to tak to him?"

| shook my head. “Not right now.” | pointed to the landing high above. “ Have you been there?'
He nodded. “There's a bedroom, and aworkshop. She was ahologram designer.”

Holograms were the latest craze in Xuya. Like al works of art, they were expensive: one of them, with
the artist's e ectronic signature, would be worth more than my annua gtipend. “What was her name?"
"Papdotl,” Li Fa said.

Papdotl. Butterfly, in Nahuatl. A graceful name given to beautiful Mexicagirls. There had been one of
them in my schoal, back in Tenochtitlan, before the Civil War.

The Civil War...

Abruptly, | wastwelve again, jammed in the aircar against my brother Cuauhtemoc, hearing the sound of
gunfire splitting the window—

No. No. | wasn't achild any more. I'd made my lifein Xuya, passed the administrative exams and risen
to magistrate, the only Mexica-born to do soin Fenliu.

"M'am?’ Li Fa asked, saring a me.
"Itsdl right,” | said. “I'll just have alook around, and then well see about Tecoalli."

| moved towards the nearest hologram pedestal. A plague showed itstitle: the journey. It was engraved
in Nahuatl, in English and in Xuyan, the three languages of our continent. | turned it on, and watched a
cone of white light widen from the pedestal to the celling; ayoung Xuyan coadesced at its centre, wearing
the grey slk robes of aeunuch.

"Wedid not think it would go that far,” he said, even as hisimage faded, replaced by thirteen junks
sailing over great waves. “To the East, S-Jian Ma said as we departed Ching; to the East, until we struck
land—"

| turned the hologram off. Every child on the continent knew what was coming next: thefirst Chinese
explorerslanding on the West Coast of the Lands of Dawn, the first tentative contacts with the Mexica
Empire, culminating in Hernan Cortés aborted siege of Tenochtitlan, asiege cut short by Chinese
gunpowder and cannon.

| moved to the next hologram, spring among the emerald flowers: a Mexicawoman recounting adoomed



love story between her and a Xuyan businessman.

The other holograms were much the same: peopletelling their life's slory—or, rather, | suspected, the
script Pepalotl had written for them.

| headed for the hologram nearest the body. Its plaque read homewards. When turned on, it displayed
the image of aswan, the flag-emblem Xuya had chosen after winning itsindependence from the Chinese
motherland two centuries ago. The bird glided, serene, on alake bordered by weeping willows. After a
while, ahummingbird, Greater Mexica's nationd bird, came and hovered by the swan, its beak opening
and closng asif it were spesking.

But there was no sound at all.

| turned it off, and on again, to no avall. | felt around in the pedestal, and confirmed my suspicions. the
sound chip was missing. Which was not normal. All holograms came with one—an empty oneif
necessary, but there was always a sound chip.

I'd have to ask the lab people. Perhaps the missing chip was smply upgtairs, in Papalotl's workshop.

| moved around the remaining holograms. Four of the pedestals, those furthest away from the centre, had
no chipsat all, neither visu nor sound. And yet the plaques al boretitles.

The most probable explanation was that Papaotl had changed the works on display; but given the
missing sound chip, there could have been another explanation. Had the murderer touched those
holograms—and if so, why?

| Sghed, cast aquick glance at the room for anything else. Nothing leapt to my eyes, so | had Li Fai bring
me Tecoalli, Papdotl'slover.

* k k %

Tecolli stood watching me without fear—or indeed, without respect. He was ayoung, handsome Mexica
man, but didn't quite have the arrogance or assurance | expected.

"Y ou know why I'm here,” | said.
Tecalli smiled. “Because the magigrate thinks | will confidein you.”

| shook my head. “I'm the magistrate,” | said. “ The case has been transferred over to me.” | took out a
small pad and a pen, ready to take notes during the interview.

Tecolli watched me, no doubt seeing for the first time the unobtrusive jade-coloured belt | wore over my
robes. “You are not—" he started, and then changed his posture radicaly, moving in one fluid gesture
from adouch to asdute. “Apologies, Y our Excdlency. | was not paying attention.”

Something in his stance reminded me, sharply, of my lost childhood in Tenochtitlan, Greeter Mexicals
capitd. “ Y ou are a Jaguar Knight?'

Heamiled like addighted boy. “Close,” he said, switching from Xuyan to Nahuatl. “I'm an Eagle Knight
inthe Ffth Black Tezcatlipoca Regiment.”

The Fifth Regiment—nicknamed ‘Black Tez' by the Xuyans—was the one guarding the Mexica
embassy. | had not put Tecolli down asasoldier, but | could see now the dight callus under his mouth,
where the turquoise lip-plug would usudly chefe.



"Y ou weren't born here,” Tecolli said. His stance had relaxed. “ Xuyan-born can't tell us apart from
commone's.”

| shook my head, trying to didodge old, unwelcome memories—my parents' frozen faces after | told
them I'd become amagistrate in Fenliu, and that 1'd changed my nameto a Xuyan one. “I wasn't bornin
Xuya,” | said, in Xuyan. “But that's not what we're here to talk about.”

"No,” Tecolli said, coming back to Xuyan. Therewasfear in hisface now. “Y ou want to know about
her.” His eyesflicked to the body, and back to me. For dl hisrigid stance, helooked as though he might
be sick.

"Yes” | sad. “What can you tel me about this?!
"I came early thismorning. Papalotl said we would have astting.”
"A ditting?| saw no hologram pieces with you."

"It was not doneyet,” Tecolli snapped, far too quickly for it to be the truth. “Anyway, | came and saw
the security system was disengaged. | thought she was waiting for me—"

"Had she ever done this before? Disengaged the security system?”

Tecolli shrugged. “ Sometimes. She was not very good at protecting herself.” His voice shook alittle, but
it didn't sound like grief. Guilt?

Tecolli went on: “I cameinto the room, and | saw her. Assheisnow.” He paused, choking on hiswords.
“I—I could not think. | checked to seeif there was anything | could do ... but shewas dead. So | called
themilitia”

"Yes, | know. Near the Fourth Bi-Hour. A bit early to be about, isn't it?’ In this season, on the West
Coadt, the sun wouldn't even have risen.

"Shewanted meto be early,” Tecolli said, but did not el aborate.

"l see” | said. “What can you tell me about the swan?”

Tecolli sarted. “The svan?'

| pointed to the hologram. “It has no sound chip. And several other pieceshave no chipsat dl."

"Oh, the swan,” Tecolli said. He was not looking at me—in fact, he was positively swesting guilt. “Itisa
commission. By the Fenliu Prefect's Office. They wanted something to symbolise the ties between
Greater Mexicaand Xuya. | suppose she never had time to complete the audio.”

"Don'tlietome.” | was annoyed he would play mefor afool. “What's the matter with that swan?'
"I do not seewhat you are talking about,” Tecolli said.

"] think you do,” | said, but did not press my point. At least, not yet. Tecolli's mere presence at the scene
of the crime gave me the right to bring him back to the tribuna’s cells to secure his testimony—and,
should | judgeit necessary, to ply him with drugs or pain to make him confess. Many Xuyan magistrates
would have donethat. | found the practice not only abhorrent, but needless. | knew | would not get the
truth out of Tecolli that way. “ Do you have any ideawhy she's naked?’ | asked.

Tecolli said, dowly, “Sheliked to work that way. At least with me,” he amended. “ She said it was



liberating. I...” He paused, and waited for areaction. | kept my face perfectly blank.
Tecalli went on, “It turned her on. And we both knew it."

| was surprised at hisfrankness. “ Soit isn't surprising.” Well, that was one mystery solved—or perhaps
not. Tecolli could still belying to me. “How did you get aong with her?"

Tecolli smiled—asmilethat cametoo easly. “Aswel asloversdo.”

"Loverscan kill eech other,” | said.

Tecolli stared a me, horrified. “ Surely you do not think—"

"I'm just trying to determine what your relaionship was."

"I loved her,” Tecolli snapped. “| would never have harmed her. Are you satisfied?!

| wasn't. He seemed to waver between providing glib answers and avoiding my questions altogether.
"Do you know if she had any enemies?’ | asked.

"Papaotl?’ Tecolli's voice fatered. He would not ook a me. “ Some among our people felt she had
turned away from the proper customs. She did not have an dtar to the godsin her workshop, she seldom
prayed or offered blood sacrifices—"

"And they hated her enough to kill?"
"No,” Tecolli said. He sounded horrified. “1 do not see how anyone could have wanted to—"

"Someone did. Unlessyou believeit'san accident?’ | dangled the question innocently enough, but there
was only one possible answer, and he knew it.

"Do not toy with me,” Tecalli said. “No one could have falen over that railing by accident.”

"No. Indeed not.” | smiled, briefly, watching the fear creep across hisface. What could he be hiding from
me? If hed committed the murder, he was asingularly fearful kille—but | had seen those too, those who
would weep and profess regrets, but who still had blood on their hands. “ Does she have any family?"

"Her parents died in the Civil War,” Tecalli said. “1 know she came from Greater Mexicatwelve years
ago with her elder sster, Coaxoch, but | never met her. Pgpalotl did not talk much about hersdlf.”

No. She would not have—not to another Mexica. | knew what one did, when one turned away from
Mexica customs, as Papaotl had done, as| had done. One remained silent; one did not speak for fear
one would be castigated—or worse, pitied.

"I'll bring her thenews,” | said. “Y ou'll have to accompany the militiamen to the tribuna, to have your
story checked, and some blood samplestaken.”

"And then?’ Hewastoo eager, far too much for an innocent, even an aggrieved one. “I'm free?

"For the moment—and don't think you can leave Fenliu. | need you at hand, in case | have more
questions,” | said, darkly. | would catch him soon enough, and tear the truth from him if | had to.

Asheturned to leave, he straightened histurtleneck, and | saw aglint of green around his neck. Jade. A
necklace of jade, made of smal beads—but | knew each of those beads would be worth a month's



sdary for an ordinary Xuyan worker. “They pay youwell, inthearmy,” | said, knowing that they did not.

Startled, Tecolli reached for hisneck. “That? It is not what you think. It was an inheritance from a
relaive”

He said the words quickly, and his eyesflicked back and forth between me and the door.

"l see” | said, sweetly, knowing that he was lying. And that he knew I'd caught him. Good. Let him stew
abit. Perhapsit would make him more co-operative.

After Tecolli had left, | gave ordersto Li Fai totrail him, and to report to me through the militiaradio
channd. Our young lover had looked in ahurry, and | was curious to know why.

* * * %

Back at thetribund, | had abrief discussion with Doctor Li: the lab people had examined the body, and
they had come up with nothing significant. They confirmed that Papaotl had been thrown over therailing,
plummeting from the high-perched mezzanine to her desth.

"It'sacrimeof passon,” Doctor Li said, darkly.
"What makesyou say that?'

"Whoever did this pushed her over therailing, and she clung to it as she fell—we analysed the marks on
thewood. And then the murderer kept on tearing at her until she let go. From the disorderly pattern of
wounds on her hands, it's obvious that the perpetrator was not thinking clearly, nor being very efficient.”

Passion. A lover's passion, perhaps? A lover who seemed to have rather too much money for his pay—I
wondered where Tecolli had earned it, and how.

The lab people had not found the missing audio chip ether, which confirmed to me that the swan was
important—Dbut | did not know in what way.

"What about fingerprints?’ | asked.

"Wedidn't find any,” Doctor Li said. “Not even hers. Therailing was obvioudy wiped clean by the
perpetrator.”

Damn. The murderer had been thorough.

After that conversation, | made abrief stop by my office. Therel lit astick of incense over my smdl dtar,
pausing for abrief, perfunctory prayer to Guan Yin, Goddess of Compassion. Then | turned on my
compuiter. Like dmost every computer in the city of Fenliu, it had been manufactured in Greater Mexica,
and the screen lit up with a stylised butterfly, symbol of Quetzal coatl, the Mexicagod of knowledge and
computers.

Thisnever faled to send atwinge of guilt through me, usudly because it reminded me| should cal my
parents, something | hadn't had the courage to do since becoming a magistrate. Thistime, though, the
imagethat | could not banish from my mind was of Papaotl, stark naked, faling in dow motion over the

raling.
| shook my head. It was not atime for morbid imaginings. | had work to do.

Inmy mail-box | found the preliminary reports of the militia, who had questioned the neighbours.
| scanned the reports, briefly. Most of the neighbours had not approved of Papalotl's promiscuous



attitude. Apparently Tecolli had only been the last in aseries of men shed brought home.

Onething Tecoalli had not seen fit to mention to me was that he had quarrelled violently with Papaotl on
the previous evening—shouts loud enough to be heard from the other flats. One neighbour had seen
Tecolli leave, and Papaotl dam the door behind him.

So she had till been dive at that time.

I'd ask Tecolli about the quarrdl. Later, though. | needed more evidenceif | wanted to spring atrap, and
sofar | had littleto go on.

In the meantime, | asked one of the clerks at the tribuna to look up the address of Papalotl's sster. |
busied mysdlf with administrative matters while he searched in the directory, and soon had my answer.

Papalotl had had only one sister, and no other living relative. Coaxoch lived on 23 Izcopan Square, just a
few dreets away from her younger sibling, on the edge of the Mexica District—my next destination.

* * * %

The address turned out to be a Mexicarestaurant: The Quetza's Rest. | parked my aircar afew streets
away and walked the rest of the way, mingling with the crowd on the sdewaks—e bowing Mexica
businessmen in embroidered cotton suits, and women with yellow makeup and black-painted teeth, who
wore knee-length skirts and swayed dluringly asthey walked.

The restaurant's facade was painted with alife-sized Mexicawoman in askirt and matching blouse,
standing before an dectric stove. Over the woman crouched Chantico, Goddess of the Hearth, wearing
her crown of maguey cactus thorns and her heavy bracelets of carnelian and amber.

The restaurant itself had two parts. asmall shack which churned out food to the aircars of busy men, and
alarger room for those who had moretime.

| headed for the last of those, wondering where | would find Coaxoch. The room was not unlike a Xuyan
restaurant: Stting mats around low circular tables, and on the tables an ectric brazier which kept the
food warm—in this case maize flatbreads, the staple of Mexicafood. Theair had that familiar smell of
fried oil and gpiceswhich aways hung in my mother'skitchen.

There were many customers, even though it was barely the Sixth Bi-Hour. Most of them were Mexica,
but | caught aglimpse of Xuyans—and even of apaer face under red hair, which could only belong to an
[rish-American.

| stopped the first waitress| could find, and asked, in Nahuatl, about Coaxoch.

"Our owner? She's upgtairs, doing the accounts.” The waitress was carrying bowls with various sauces,
and it was clear that she had little time to chat with strangers.

"l need to see her,” | said.

The waitress looked me up and down, frowning—trying, no doubt, to piece the Mexicaface with the
Xuyan robes of state. “Not for good news, 1'd wager. It's the door on the left.”

| found Coaxoch in asmal office, entering numbers onto a computer. Next to her, atal, lugubrious
Mexica man with spectacles was checking printed sheets. “L ooks like the accounts don't tally,

"Curses.” Coaxoch raised her head. Shelooked so much like her younger sister that | thought at first they



might be twins, but then | saw the small differences: the dightly larger eyes, thefuller lips, and the rounder
cheeks.

Coaxoch saw me standing in the doorway, and froze. “What do you want?’ she asked.

"|—" Staring at her eyes, | found mysdf taken aback. “My nameis Hue Ma. I'm the magigtrate for the
Y elow Dragon Falsdigtrict. Your Sster isdead. | cameto inform you, and to ask some questions.” |
looked at her companion. “Would you mind leaving us aone?"

The man looked at Coaxoch, who had dumped on her desk, her face haggard. “ Coaxoch?'
"I'll bedl right, Mahuizoh. Can you please go out?"

Mahuizoh threw me aworried glance, and went out, gently closing the door after him.

"So sheisdead,” Coaxoch said, after awhile, staring at her hands. “How?"

"Shefdl over araling.”

Coaxoch looked up at me, adisturbing shrewdnessin her eyes. “Fell? Or was pushed?’
"Was pushed,” | admitted, pulling achair to me, and sitting face-to-face with her.

"And s0 you have cometo find out who pushed her,” Coaxoch said.

"Y es. It happened this morning, near the Fourth Bi-Hour. Where were you then?

Coaxoch shrugged, asif it did not matter that | asked her for an dibi. “Here, deeping. | havearoom on
thisfloor, and the restaurant does not open until the Fifth Bi-Hour. | am afraid there were no witnesses

though."

| would check with the staff, but suspected Coaxoch was right and no one could speak for her. | said,
carefully, “Do you know of any enemies she might have had?'

Coaxoch looked at her hands again. “1 cannot help you.”

"Shewasyour sgter,” | said. “Don't you want to know who killed her?"

"Want to know? Of course,” Coaxoch said. “1 am not heartless. But | did not know her well enough to
know her enemies. Funny, isn't it, how far apart you can move? We came together from Tenochtitlan,
each thinking the other's thoughts, and now, twelve yearslater, | hardly ever saw her.”

| thought, uncomfortably, of the last time I'd talked to my parents—of the last time I'd spoken Nahuatl to
anyone outside of my job. One, two years ago?

| couldn't. Whenever | visited my parents, I'd see the same thing: the small, dingy flat with the remnants of
their livesin Greater Mexica, with photographs of executed friends like so many funerd shrines. I'd smdll
again the odour of charred flesh in the streets of Tenochtitlan, see my friend Yaotl fal with abullet in his
chest, crying out my name, and | unable to do anything but scream for help that would never come.

Coaxoch was garing a me. | tore mysdlf from my memories and said, “Y ou knew about Papalotl's
lovers.” | couldn't pin Coaxoch down. One moment she seemed remote, heartless, and the next her voice
would crack, and her words come asif with greet difficulty.

"She was notorious for them,” Coaxoch said. “It was my fault, dl of this. | should have seen her more



often. | should have asked..."

| said nothing. | had not known either of the two sisters, and my advice would have sounded false even
to mysdf. | let Coaxoch'svoicetrail off, and asked, “When did you last see her?!

"Six daysago,” Coaxoch sad. “ She had lunch with Mahuizoh and me.”
Mahuizoh had looked to be about Coaxoch's age, or alittle older. “Mahuizoh being...?"
"A friend of thefamily,” Coaxoch said, her face closed.

Something told me | could ask about Mahuizoh, but would receive no true answer. | let the matter dide
for the moment, and asked, “And she did not seem upset then?"

Coaxoch shook her head. She opened the drawer of her desk and withdrew a beautiful dender pipe of
tortoiseshdll, which shefilled with shaking hands. As she closed the drawer, | caught aglimpse of an
old-fashioned photograph: a young Mexicawearing the cloak of noblemen. It was half-buried benesath

papers.

Coaxoch lit her pipe. Sheinhaed, deeply; the smell of flowers and tobacco filled the smal office. “No,
shedid not seem upset at the time. She was working on anew piece, acommission by the Prefect's
Office. Shewasvery proud of it."

"Did you seethe commisson?"

"No,” Coaxoch sad. “I knew it was going to be a swan and a hummingbird, the symbols of Xuyaand
Greater Mexica. But | did not know what text or what music she would choose.”

"Does Mahuizoh know?"

"Mahuizoh?" Coaxoch started. “I do not think he would know that, but you can ask him. He was closer
to Pgpdotl than me."

I'd dready intended to interview Mahuizoh; | added that to thelist of questions I'd have to ask him. “And
S0 she just seemed excited?"

"Yes. But | could be wrong. | had not seen her in ayear, amost.” Her voice had gone emotionless again.
"Why?’ | asked, dthough | dready knew the answer.

Coaxoch shrugged. “We ... drifted gpart after settling in Fenliu, each of us going our own way, |
suppose. Papaotl found her refugein her holograms and in her lovers; | found minein my restaurant.”

"Refuge fromwhat?’ | asked.

Coaxoch looked at me. “ Y ou know,” she said. “Y ou fled the Civil War aswell, did you not?'
| said, startled, “'Y ou can't know that."

"It iswritten on your face. And why ese would a Mexica become a Xuyan magistrate?!
"There are other reasons,” | said, keeping my face sern.

Coaxoch shrugged. “Perhaps. | will tell you what | remember: brother turning on brother, and the Streets
black with blood; the warriors of the Eagle Regiments fighting one another; snipers on the roof, felling



peoplein the marketplace; priests of Tezcatlipoca entering every house to search for loyaists—"

Every word she spoke conjured confused, dreadful imagesin my mind, asif the twelve-year-old who
had fled over the border was till within me. “ Stop,” | whispered.  Stop.”

Coaxoch amiled, bitterly. “Y ou remember aswdll."
"I've put it behind me,” | said, behind clenched teeth.

Coaxoch's gaze moved up and down, taking in my Xuyan robes and jade-coloured belt. “So | see.” Her
voice was deeply ironic. But her eyes, brimming with tears, belied her. She was transferring her grief into
aggressiveness. “Was there anything else you wanted to know?"

| could havetold her that Papalotl had died naked, waiting for her lover. But | saw no point. Either she
knew about her sister's eccentric habits and it would come as no surprise, or she did not know everything
and | would wound her needlesdly.

"No,” | sad, a lagt. “Therewasn't anything else.”

Coaxoch sad, carefully, “When will you release the body? | have to make ... funeral arrangements.” And
her voice broke then. She buried her facein her hands.

| waited until she looked up again. “Well let it into your keeping as soon aswe can.”
"l see. Assoon asit is presentable,” Coaxoch said with abitter amile.
Therewasno answer | could giveto that. “Thank you for your time,” | said instead.

Coaxoch shrugged, but did not speak again. She turned back to the screen, staring at it with eyesthat
clearly did not seeit. | wondered what memories she could be thinking of, but decided not to intrude any
further.

* * * %

Asl| exited theroom my radio beeped, signalling a private message had been transmitted to my handset.
Mahuizoh waswaiting outside. “I'd like to have aword with you in aminute,” | said, lifting the handset
out of my belt.

He nodded. “I'll be with Coaxoch."

In the corridor, | moved to aquiet corner to listen to the message. The frescoes on the walls were of
gods: the Protector Huitzilpochtli with hisface painted blue and his belt of obsidian knives; Tezcatlipoca,
God of War and Fate, standing against abackground of burning skyscrapers and stroking the jaguar by
hissde.

They made me fed uncomfortable, reminding me of what 1'd left behind. Clearly Coaxoch had held to the
old ways—perhaps clinging too much to them, as she hersdf had admitted.

The message came from Unit 6 of the militiac after leaving thetribunal, Tecolli had goneto the Black Tez
Barracks. The militia, of course, had had to stop there, for the Barracks were Mexicaterritory. But they
had posted awatch on anearby rooftop, and had seen Tecolli make along, frantic phone call from the
courtyard. He had then gone back to hisrooms, and had not emerged.

| cdled Unit 6, and told them to notify me the moment Tecolli made amove.

Then | went back to Coaxoch's office, to interview Mahuizoh.



* * % %

When | camein, Mahuizoh was sitting close to Coaxoch, talking in alow voice to her. Behind the
spectacles, his eyes shone with an odd kind of fervour. | wondered what he was to Coaxoch; what he
had been to Papalotl.

Mahuizoh looked up and saw me. “Y our Excellency,” he said. His Xuyan was much less accented than
Coaxoch's.

"Is there aroom where we could have aquiet word?’ | asked.

"My office. Next door,” Mahuizoh said. Coaxoch was still staring straight ahead, her eyes glassy, her
face ablank mask. “Coaxoch—"

She did not answer. One of her hands was playing with the tortoiseshdl| pipe, twisting and turning it until |
feared she would break it.

Mahuizoh's office was much smaller than Coaxoch's, and papered over with huge posters of ball-game
players, proudly wearing their knee and elbow-pads, soaring over the court to put the ball through the
vertica stedl-hoop.

Mahuizoh did not sit; he leaned against the desk, and crossed hisarms over his chest. “What do you
want to know?’ he said.

"Youwork here?'
"Fromtimetotime,” Mahuizoh said. “I'm acomputer programmer & Paoli Tech."
"Y ou've known Coaxoch long?"

Mahuizoh shrugged. “I met her and Papa otl when they came here, twelve years ago. My capulli dan
helped them settle into the district. They were o young, back then,” he said, blithely unaware that he
wasn't much older than Coaxoch. “So ... different.”

"How 0?7’ | asked.
"Likefrightened birds flushed out of the forest,” Mahuizoh said.

"TheWar doesthat to you,” | said, faling back on platitudes. But part of me, the terrified child that had
fled Tenochtitlan, knew that those weren't platitudes at all, but the only way to transcribe the unspeakable
past into words.

"l suppose,” Mahuizoh said. “1 was born in Fenliu, so | wouldn't know that.”
"They lost both their parentsin the War?'

"Thelr parents were loyd to the old administration—the one that lost the Civil War,” Mahuizoh said. “The
priests of Tezcatlipocafound them one night, and killed them before Papalotl's eyes. She never
recovered from that.” Hisvoice shook. “ And now—"

| did not say the words he would have me say, all too aware of hisgrief. “Y ou knew Papaotl well."
Mahuizoh shrugged again. “No more or no lessthan Coaxoch.” | saw thefaint flicker of hiseyes. Liar.

"She had lovers” | said, carefully probing at a sore space.



"Shewas dways ... more promiscuous than Coaxoch,” Mahuizoh said.
"Who has no fiancé?'

"Coaxoch had afiancé. |zd was anobleman in the old administration of Tenochtitlan. He was the one
who bargained for Papalotl's and Coaxoch'srelease from jail, after the priests killed their parents. But
he's dead now,” Mahuizoh said.

"He's the man whose pictureisin her drawver?"

Mahuizoh gtarted. * Y ou've seen that? Y es, that's him. She's never got over him. She still makes funera
offerings even though he's beyond al that nonsense. | hoped that with time she would forget, but she
never did."

"How did I1zd die?'

"A party of rebel warriors started chasing their aircar afew measures away from the border. 1zdl told
Coaxoch to drive on, and then he legpt out with his gun out. He managed to stop the warriors aircar, but
they caught him. And executed him."

"A hero'sdeath,” | said.

Mahuizoh smiled without joy. “And ahero'slife. Yes. | can certainly see why Coaxoch wouldn't forget
himinahurry.” Hisvoice was bitter, and | thought | knew why: he had hoped to gain aplacein
Coaxoch's heart, but had always found a dead man standing before him.

"Tell me about Papalotl,” | said.

"Papdoatl ... could be difficult,” Mahuizoh said. “ She was willful, and independent, and she left the clanto
focus on her art, abandoning our customs.”

"And you disapproved?’

Hisfacetwisted. “1 didn't see what she saw. | didn't live through awar. | didn't havetheright to
judge—and neither had theclan.”

"So you loved her, in your own way."

Mahuizoh started. “Yes,” hesaid. “ Y ou could say that.” But there was a degper meaning to hiswords,
onel could not fathom.

"Do know Tecalli?!

Mahuizoh's face darkened, and for amoment | saw murder in hiseyes. “Y es. He was Papaotl's lover."
"You did not like him?*

"1 met him once. | know hiskind.”

"KNOW?"

He spat thewords. “Tecolli isa parasite. HE|l take everything you haveto give, and return nothing.”
"Not even love?’ | asked, seemingly innocently.

"Mark my words,” Mahuizoh said, looking up a me, and al of asudden | was not staring at the face of a



frail computer programmer, but into the black-streaked one of awarrior. “Hell suck everything out of
you, drink your blood and feast on your pain, and when he leaves therell be nothing left but adry husk.
Hedidn't love Pgpaotl; and | never understood what she saw in him.”

And inthat last sentence | heard more than hatred for Tecalli.
"Youwerejealous” | said. “ Of both of them.”

Herecoiled a my words. “No. Never."

"Jedlous enough to kill, even.”

Hisface had grown blank, and he said nothing. At last he looked up again, and he had grown smaller,
amost penitent. “Shedidn't understand,” he said.  Didn't understand that she was wasting her time. |
couldn't make her see.”

"Where were you thismorning?*

Mahuizoh smiled. “ Checking dibis? | have very little to offer you. It was my day off, so | went for awalk
near the Blue Crane Pagoda. And then | came here.”

"l suppose no one saw you?"

"No one that would recognise me. There were afew passers-by, but | wasn't paying attention to them,
and | doubt they were paying atention to me."

"I see” | said, but | could not forget his black rage, could not forget that he might have lost hiscam once
and for dl, finding Papa otl naked in her workshop, waiting for her lover. “Thank you."

"If you don't need me, I'll go back,” Mahuizoh said.
| shook my head. “No, | don't need you. | might have further questions.”
Helooked uncomfortable at that. “I'll do my best to answer them.”

| 1eft him, made my way through the crowded restaurant, listening to the hymns blaring out of the
loudspeakers, inhding the smell of maize and octli drink. I could not banish Coaxoch's words from my
mind: | will tell you what | remember: brother turning on brother, and the streets black with
blood...

It wasanightmare | had left behind, along time ago. It could neither touch me nor harm me. | was
Xuyan, not Mexica. | was safe, ensconced in Xuya's bosom, worshipping the Taoist Immortals and the
Buddha, and trusting the protection of the Imperid Family in Dongjing.

Safe.

But the War, it seemed, never truly went away.

* * * %

| came back to the tribund in a thoughtful mood, having found no one to confirm either Mahuizoh or
Coaxoch'sdibi. Since we were wdl into the Eighth Bi-Hour, | had aquick, belated lunch a my
desk—noodle soup with coriander, and a coconut jelly as a dessert.

| checked my mails. A few reports from the militiawere waiting for me. The timestamp dated them earlier
than my departure for The Quetzal's Rest, but they had been caught in the network of the bureaucracy



and dowed down on their way to the tribund.
Cursing againgt weighty adminigtrations, | read them, not expecting much.
How wrong | wes.

Unit 7 of the Mexica Didrict Militia had interviewed the left-door neighbour of Papaotl: an old merchant
who had insomnia, and who had been awake at the Third Bi-Hour. He had seen Tecolli enter Papaotl's
flat afull haf-hour before Tecalli actualy cdled the militia

Damn. There was still apossibility that Tecolli could have found the body earlier, but if so, why hadn't he
cdled the militiaat once? Why had he waited so much?

Disposing of evidence, | thought, my heart beating faster and faster.

| should have arrested Tecalli. But instead | had clung to my old idedls, that torture was abhorrent and
that amagigtrate should find the truth, not wring it out of suspects. | had been weak.

Now...

| had him watched. He had been making phone calls. It was only amatter of time before he had to make
some kind of move,

| sighed. Once amistake had been made, you might aswell drain the cup to the dregs. I'd wait.

It was afrustrating process. The afternoon passed and deepened into night. | attempted some Buddhist
meditations, but | could not focus on my bregth properly, and after awhilel gavethisup asalost cause.

When the announcement came, | was so coiled up | knocked down the handset trying to pick it up.
"Y our Excdlency? ThisisUnit 6 of the militia. Target ison the move. Repest: target ison the move.”

| grabbed my coat and rushed out, shouting for my aircar.

* * % %

| met up with the aircar of Unit 6 in afairly seedy neighbourhood of Fenliu: the Gardens of Fdlicity, once
amiddle-class area, had sunk back to crowded tenements and derdlict buildings, sometimes abandoned
hafway through their congtruction.

| had abrief chat with Li Fai, who was heading the militia: Tecolli had left the Black Tez Barracks and
taken the mag-lev train which crisscrossed Fenliu. One of the militiamen had followed Tecolli on the
mag-lev, until he dighted at the Gardens of Fdlicity station, making hisway on foot into asmall, dmost
unremarkable shop on Lao Zi Avenue.

Both our aircars were parked at the corner of Lao Zi Avenue, about fifty paces from the shop—and
Tecolli had not emerged from there.

| looked at the three militiamen, checking that they had their service weagpons, and drew my own Yi Sen
semi-automatic. “Weregoing in,” | said, arming the weagpon in one swift movement, and hearing the click
asthe bullet was released into the chamber.

* * % %

| stood near the closed door of the shop, fedling the reassuring weight of my gun. At thislate hour the
street was almost deserted, and any stray passers-by gave us awide berth, not keen on interfering with
Xuyan justice.



Li Fai was standing on tiptoe, trying to look through the window. After awhile he came down, and raised
threefingers. Three people, then. Or more. Li Fai had not seemed very certain.

Armed? | dgned, and he shrugged.
Oh wdll. There came atime when you had to act.
| raised my hand, and gavethesignd.

Thefirg of the militiamen kicked open the door, yelling “Militia” and rushed insde. | followed, caught
between two militiamen, fighting to raise my gun amidst memories of the War, of pressng mysdlf ina
doorway asloydists and rebels shot at each other on Tenochtitlan's marketplace—

No.
Not now.

Insde, everything was dark, savefor adimly-lit door; | caught aglimpse of saverd figures running
through theframe,

| was about to run through the door in pursuit, but someone—Li Fa—laid ahand on my shoulder to
resrain me.

| remembered then that | was aDidtrict Magistrate, and that they could not take risks with my life. It was
frustrating, but | knew | had not been trained for this. | nodded to tell Li Fai I'd understood, and watched
the militiamen rush through the door.

Gunshots echoed through the room. The first man who had entered fell, clutching his shoulder. A few
more gunshots—I could not see the militiamen; they'd gone beyond the door.

A deathly silence settled over the place. | moved cautioudy around the counter, and stepped through the
door.

Thelight I had seen came from severa hologram pedestal's, which had their visuals on, but not their
audios. On the floor were scattered chips—I almost stepped on one.

In the corner of the wood-panelled room was the body of asmall, wizened Xuyan woman | did not
know. Beside her was the gun she'd used. The militials bullet had caught her in the chest and thrown her
backwards, against the wall.

Tecolli was crouching next to her, in aposition of surrender. Two militiamen stood guard over him.
| smiled, grimly. “Y ou're under arrest.”
"I've done nothing wrong,” Tecolli said, attempting to pull himsdlf upright.

"Sedition will suffice” | said. “Resgting the militiaisaseriouscrime.” As| said this, my gaze, roaming the
room, caught one of theimages on ahologram pedesta, an image that was al too familiar: a Chinese man
dressed in the grey silk robes of aeunuch, gradually fading and being replaced by thirteen junks on the
ocean.

Papalotl's holograms.
Thingsthat should not have been copied, or sold elsawhere than in Papalotl's workshop.



| remembered the missing chipsin Papalotl's pedestal's, and suddenly understood where Tecolli's wedth
had come from. He had been stedling her chips, copying them and selling the copies on the black market.
And Papalotl had found out—no doubt the reason for the quarre.

But for him it was different: he was an Eagle Knight, and subject to harsher laws than commoners. For a
crime such as this he would be executed, hisfamily disgraced. Hed had to silence Papaotl, once and for
dl.

He'll suck everything out of you.

Mahuizoh could not have known the truth behind hiswords, back when he had spoken them to me.
There was no way he could have known.

Tecolli's eyes met mine, and must have seen theloathing | felt for him. All pretence fled from hisface. “I
did not kill her,” hesaid. “I swear toyou | did not kill her.” Helooked as though he might weep.

| gpat, from between clenched teeth, “Take him away. WEIl dedl with him at thetribunal.”

Yi Me-Lin, one of the clerks, entered my office as| wastyping thelast of my preliminary report.
"How ishe?’ | asked.

"Still protesting hisinnocence. He says he found her dready dead, and only used the extra haf-hour to
wipe off any proof that he might have tampered with the holograms—removing his fingerprints and wiping
the pedestdsclean.” Yi Mei-Lin had afull cardboard box in her hands, with a piece of paper covering it.
“These are histhings. | thought you might want alook.”

| Sghed. My eyes ached from looking at the computer. “Yes. | probably should.” | already knew that
athough wed found the missing chipsin the black-market shop, the swan hologram's audio chip had
been nowhere to be found. Tecolli denied taking it. Not that | wasinclined to trust him currently.

"I'll bring you some jasminetesa,” Yi Mei-Lin said, and dipped out the door.

| rifled through Tecolli's things, absentmindedly. The usud: wallet, keys, copper yuans—not even enough
to buy tobacco. A metal lip-plug, tarnished from long contact with the skin. A packet of honey-toasted
gourd seeds, sill wrapped in plagtic.

A wad of papers, folded over and over. | reached for it, unwound it, and stared at the letters. It was part
of a script—the swan's script, | realised, my heart beating faster. Tecolli had been the voice of the
hummingbird, and Papa otl's script was forcefully underlined and annotated in the margins, in preparation
for hisrole.

The swan—Papalotl's voice—merely recited a series of dates: the doomed charge of the Second Red
Tezcatlipoca Regiment during Xuyas Independence War with Ching; the Tripartite War and the triumph
of the Mexica-Xuyan dliance over the United States.

And, findly, the Mexica Civil War, twelve years ago: the Xuyan soldiers dispatched to help restore
order; the thousands of Mexicafleeing their home cities and settling across the border.

The swan then fell silent, and the hummingbird appeared. It wasthere that Tecolli's role started.

Tonatiuh, the Fifth Sun, hasjust risen, and outside my cell | hear the priests of Huitzlpochtli
chanting their hymns as they prepare the altar for my sacrifice.



| know that you are beyond the border now. The Xuyans will welcome you as they have welcomed
so many of our people, and you will make a new life there. | regret only that | will not be there to
walk with you—

Puzzled, | turned the pages. It was along, poignant monologue, but it did not fed like the other
audio-chips1'd heard in Papa otl's workshop. It felt...

Morered, | thought, chilled without knowing why. | scanned the bottom of the second-to-last page.
They will send thisletter on to you, for although they are my enemies they are honourable men.

Weep not for me. | diea warrior's death on the altar, and my blood will make Tonatiuh strong.
But my love is and always has been yours forever, whether in thisworld of fading flowers or in the
god's heaven.

lzdl.
Izd.

Coaxoch'sfiancé.

* * % %

It wasthe Third Bi-Hour when | arrived a The Quetzal's Rest, and the restaurant was deserted, al the
patrons since long gone back to their houses.

A light was gtill on updtairs, in the office. Gently, | pushed the door open, and saw her standing by the
window, her back to me. She wore arobe with embroidered deer, and ashawl of maguey fibres—the
traditiona garb of women in Greater Mexica.

"l waswaiting for you,” she said, not turning around.
"Wherés Mahuizoh?'

"l sent him away.” Coaxoch's voice was utterly emotionless. On the desk stood the faded picture of Iz,
and in front of the picture wasasmall bowl holding some grass—afunera offering. “He would not have
understood.”

Sheturned, dowly, to face me. Two streaks of black makeup ran on either side of her cheeks: the
markings put on the dead's faces before they were cremated.

Surprised, | recoiled, but she made no move towards me. Cautioudy, | extended Tecalli's crumpled
paper to her. “Papdotl stole the origind |etter from you, didn't she?!

Coaxoch shook her head. “1 should have seen her more often, after we moved here,” shesaid. “1 should
have seen what she wasturning into.” She laid both hands on the desk, as stately as an Empress. “When
it went missing, | didn't think of Pgpa otl. Mahuizoh thought that maybe Tecolli—"

"Mahuizoh hates Tecolli,” | said.

"It doesn't matter,” Coaxoch said. “1 went to Papalotl, to ask her whether sheld seeniit. | didn't think.”
She took a deep breath to steady hersalf. Her skin had gone red under the makeup. “When | camein,
she opened the door to me—naked, and she didn't even offer to dress hersdlf. She left me downgtairs
and headed for her workshop, to finish something, she said. | followed her.”

Her voice quavered, but she steadied it. “I saw the letter on her table—shed taken it. And when | asked



her about it, she told me about the hologram, told me we were going to be famous when she sold this,
and the Prefect's Office would put it where everyone could seeit..."

| said nothing. | remained where | was, listening to her voice grow more and moreintense, until every
word tore a me.

"Shewasgoingto ... sell my pain. To sl my memoriesjust for apiece of fame. Shewas going—"
Coaxoch drew a deep breath. “I told her to stop. | told her it was not right, but she stood on the landing,
shaking her head and smiling & me—asif shejust had to ask for everything to be made right.

"She didn't understand. Shejust didn't understand. Sheld changed too much.” Coaxoch stared at her
hands, and then back at the picture of 1z€l. “1 couldn't make her shut up, you understand? | pushed and
beet a her, and she wouldn't stop smiling at me, selling my pain—"

Sheraised her gaze towards me, and | recognised thelook in her eyes:. it was the look of someone
aready dead, and who knowsit. “1 had to make her stop,” she said, her voice lower now, amost spent.
“But she never did. Even after shefdl shewasdtill amiling.” There weretearsin her eyes now. “ Still

laughing at me"
| sad at last, finding my wordswith difficulty, “'Y ou know how it goes”

Coaxoch shrugged. “Do you think | care, Hue Ma? It ceased to matter along time ago.” She cast aladt,
longing glance towards | zdl's picture, and straightened her shoulders. “It's not right either, what 1've done.
Do what you haveto."

She did not bend, then, as the militiacame into the room—did not bend as they closed the handcuffs
over her wristsand led her away. | knew she would not bend on the day of her execution either,
whatever the manner of it.

* * % %

Aswe exited the restaurant, | caught a glimpse of Mahuizoh among the few passers-by who had
gathered to watch the militiaarcar. His gaze met mine, and held it for a second—and there were such
depths of grief behind the spectacles that my breath caught and could not be released.

"I'm sorry,” | whispered. “ Justice hasto be done.” But | did not think he could hear me.

Back at thetribunal, | sat at my desk, staring at my computer's screensaver—one of Quetzalcoatl's
butterflies, multiplying until it filled the screen. There was something mindlesdy reassuring about it.

| had to deal with Tecalli, had to type areport, had to cal Zhu Bao to let him know histrust had not
been misplaced and that | had found the culprit. | had to—

| felt hollow, drained of everything. At last | moved, and knelt before my smdll dtar. Slowly, with shaking
hands, | lit astick of incense and placed it upright before the lacquered tablets. Then | sat on my knees,
trying to banish the memory of Coaxoch'svoice.

| thought of her wordsto me: It ceased to matter a long time ago.
And my own, an eternity ago: The War does that to you.

| thought of Papalotl, turning away from Mexica customsto forget her exile and the death of her parents,
of what she had made of her life. | saw her letting go of therailing, dowly falling towardsthe floor; and
saw Coaxoch's eyes, those of someone aready dead. | thought of my turning away from my inheritance,
and thought of Xuya, which had taken mein but not hedled me.



Which could never heal me, no matter how far away | ran from my fears.

| closed my eyesfor abrief moment, and, before | could change my mind, got up and reached for the
phone. My fingers didled anumber | hadn't called for years but till had not forgotten.

The phone rang in the emptiness. | waited, my throat dry.
"Hdlo? Whoisthis?'

My stomach felt hollow—but it wasn't fear, it was shame. | said in Nahuatl, every word coming with
great difficulty, “Mother? It'sme.”

| waited for anger, for endless reproaches. But there was nothing of that. Only her voice, on the verge of
breaking, speaking the name I'd been given in Tenochtitlan, “ Oh, Nenetl, my child. I'm so glad.”

And though | hadn't heard that namein years, dtill it felt right, in away that nothing else could.
Copyright © 2008 Aliette de Bodard
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BOOK ZONE—Interview with Tim Lebbon, Various Book Reviews
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TIM LEBBON's career has been gaining substantial momentum over the last ten years and not without
good reason. Starting in the UK Small Pressesin 1997, Lebbon went on to gain popul arity in the States
in 2000 and spent the next seven years building asgnificant reader base with anumber of US publishers.
Since 2000, apart from two excdlent titles from PS Publishing, Lebbon'swork has been sadly neglected
inthe UK. Until now ... SANDY AUDEN reviewsthe |atest books and chats with the author

* * * %

* k k %

Thefirst Lebbon publication | ever read wasthe novella‘ Faith in the Flesh’ back in 1998 and after that |
didn't look back. Now, adecade later, I'm reading the latest Lebbon novella The Reach of Children
and feding exactly the same kind of enjoyment.

"The Reach of Children’ isthe story of how Danid's mum dieswhen heisten yearsold. Struggling to
understand what's happening, he can't let her go, and he's not the only one having issues over her death.
After the funerd hisfather artsto drink excessvely and then one night Daniel hearshim talking to a
large wooden box under his parents' bed. Investigating, Daniel whispersto thebox ... and it answvers
back.

Following atradition he's built through dl his books, Lebbon's opening sentenceiswell thought out and
actively helps the reader dip deeper into the story. This one not only sets the scene and introduces the
main characters but has the added twist of being intentionally mideading too. Not a bad achievement for
amereforty-five words.

The novella demongtrates another Lebbon trait aswell: it readslike a peep show of asingle chapter of
someoneslife, where you're dropping into established situations with a history and future extending avay
from the Story on either Sde. Thisisagtory of subtle supernatural undertones written in aprose you can
glide through. Lebbon picks hiswords carefully, drawing the required emotions from the reader and
indtilling the appropriate sense of atmosphere with minimal wordage.

Michael Marshall Smith suppliesthe Foreword, an appropriate choice given Smith's own story about a
boy watching his mother die of cancer in the equally touching The Servants (2007). Smith'sinsight
illuminates the heart of Lebbon's novella—our attitude to death—and produces an entertaining discussion
using references to defecation! With Lebbon's own thoughts about the story in the Afterword it certainly
makes for an emotiona and thought provoking package.

* * * %

* k x %

The Everlasting touches on adifferent type of grief: the lingering emotion felt by a46 year old man,
Scott, who lost his grandfather thirty years earlier. When aletter arrives from his dead grandfather,
Scott'slife sarts unravelling asfirst heis plagued by ghosts and then hiswife is kidnapped by someone
seeking the Chord of Souls.

The normalness of the main protagonist in The Everlasting makes the surrounding immortals and
supernaturd redlms seem even more strange and exotic while till maintaining agrounded and logica
centre. As Scott's life plunges through the surreal events, that normalness becomesincreasingly tinged



with adeep sense of unease—which isalongstanding trademark of Lebbon'swriting, especidly in ‘Faith
inthe Flesh’ and The Nature of Balance. It'sasubtle type of fear that undermines and flavoursthe
eventswith ashifting uncertainty.

Asusud, Lebbon doesn't dally with long descriptions once the search for the Chord of Soulsison, and
even The Wide—the infinite space between reality—is kept concise but wonderfully vivid. The paceis
smoothly condggtent throughout, surging powerfully towards the climax with impeccable timing.

Under the surface, there are themes about the effect of immortality on the human psyche, how blood ties
families together and how emotional bonds are just as strong as blood ties. There'sthe occasiona
convenient plot mechanism to be found, but overdl The Everlasting isengaging and in places downright
thrilling.

* * % %

* * * %

After writing horror dmost exclusively from 1997, Lebbon started branching out into dark fantasy in
2006 with Dusk and Dawn set on the world of Noredla, amedieva land where magic was re-emerging
after being lost for centuries. Thisyear, Fallen takes usfour thousand years into Noredlds past when the
Voyagers were embarking on great adventuresto discover the unknown territories.

A cryptic manuscript has been found near Noredas Great Divide—a continent-wide cliff soaring miles
into the sky—and Nomi sees a chance for her greatest voyage ever. Recruiting fellow Voyager Ramus
and aband of mercenaries, they depart in search of the origin of the parchment and the chance to change
Noredlds culture forever.

L ebbon creates an easy sense of history between Nomi and Ramus and he skillfully manoeuvres his
charactersinto conflict, while the journey to The Great Divide cleverly reveds Noredasfascinating flora
and fauna. But unlike many of Lebbon's previous stories, the focus here is alittle skewed. The journey
itself hastoo much emphasis on the lands they are travelling through. The world and its (admittedly
inventive) denizens get too much attention while the human dynamics are too stretched and thin. It's not
until the VVoyagersreach The Great Divide that the story startsto redly pick up, thenit'sfull speed ahead
to asombre and dightly oblique conclusion. Definitely not for lovers of safe fantasy, thisone.

* * % %

How easy wasit to plunder your own experiences and usethem in the character of Dani€l in
‘The Reach of Children’ and where do you draw theline and decide something istoo per sonal
to share?

Nothing about writing this novellafdt easy. The grief Danid isfeding isvery much drawvn from my own
experiences, and | tried to trandate what | felt at the death of my mother when | was 36 into how | might
havefelt if it had happened when | wasten. So the Story isvery persond, though Danid isn't me. | don't
think | really drew any linesin the sand when it came to what | used and what | didn't.

What arethe main differences between writing a young character like Daniel and older
characterslike Scott?

Writing acharacter who is around my age—like Scott—is obvioudy much easier when it comesto
thought processes, and cumulative experience. Danid isayoung boy, and it wasared stretch to
remember how akid of that age thinks, how he talks, how he might view what's going on around him.
Y ou can't just write from memory; you haveto place yoursdf there.

'The Everlagting’ and ‘Fallen’ involve both physical and emotional journeys—how important is



it to have both of these aspectsin your stories?

It'sthe emotiond journey that forms the heart of any book, so for methat'sawaysvital. A character
needs to have changed—or at least accomplished something emotionaly chalenging—by theend of a
book, as happensto Scott in The Everlasting. Fallen isanove about exploration, both spiritua and
physical, and so it was essentia to me that both types of journey took place here. While the characters
are exploring the amazing new landscapes of Noredla, they are aso undertaking important journeysin
their own minds. Aswith any journey, there are dangers aswell aswonders.

Copyright © 2008 Sandy Auden
* * % %
TheNight Sessons
Ken MacLeod
* k k %
* * % %
Reviewed by John Howard

With hiseleventh nove Ken MacLeod returnsto athoroughly Earthly setting—mainly anear-future
Republic of Scotland. The sealeve hasrisen, but climate change seems to be contained and under
control, helped by huge soletasin orbit that cause regular solar eclipses. There are orbital elevatorsin the
Atlantic and Pacific, and bases on the Moon and Mars. Robots, ranging in appearance from exactly
humanoid to Wellsan tripod, are an everyday sight. People still smoke, drink, and travel to work by
public transport. (The shade of Philip K. Dick, especidly of Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?, is
ever-present and surely gpproving.) There are many familiar names, or nearly so. Gazprom and
Honeywdl are powerful. Thereisthe Hoyle Telescope and the delightfully named Ogle Earth. And as
with The Execution Channel, one of the tantalising pleasuresisto think about how we get from hereto
there, and just how near-future (or even our future) The Night Sessions redly is.

In a scene-setting prologue, the fanatical but naive John Richard Campbell travelsfrom New Zedland to
Edinburgh at the invitation of the Free Congregation of West Lothian. A fundamentalist of
fundamentalists, Campbell has made himself no smal reputation as a preacher and expounder of his
particular version of Chrigtianity—to the humanoid robots who work with him at a creetionist theme
park. The Night Sessions then gets swiftly up to speed with the murder of a Roman Catholic priest a
year after Campbell'svisit. Not long afterwards, abishop is murdered. The hunt is on for whoever was
respons ble—not merely for the two murders, but for potentialy upsetting the delicate balance of the
world that has resulted from the Faith Wars (or Oil Wars, depending which side you were on).

Politicsisusudly anintegra part of aKen MacLeod nove, and The Night Sessions isno exception.
From the beginning author and characterslightly sketch in the palitical stuation. And here MacLeod
achievesaparticular immediacy by turning the spotlight on religion aswell. Through the occasiond
well-placed infodump we find out that following the end of the Faith Wars the Second Enlightenment
dawned, aong with the Great Rgjection. In the West, Chrigtianity is excluded from al aspects of politics
and public life, and takesits place as a purely private activity of asmall minority. Freedom to practice
religionisalowed, but aforma secularismisin place. The US passesthe 318t Amendment to its
Congtitution: “The government of the United States of Americais not in any sense founded on the
Chrigtian religion, nor on any other."

The murders of the clericsimplicate anew group, the Congregation of the Third Covenant. Allegedly
Chrigtian, anyone who is not with them is againgt them, and must suffer the consequences. One of thelr
liberaly scripturally-referenced publications aludesto an act of sabotage and destruction that would truly



change theworld for ever. 1t will take place on the anniversary of the start of the Faith Wars: 11
September.

Asthe police track down the main suspectsin the fundamentaist conspiracy, thereis plenty of dark
humour and wit, mixed with the deadpan icy logic of fanaticism, and The Night Sessions comesinto its
own as a suspenseful police procedural murder mystery.

Finally the anticipated climax isthrown on its head, with MacLeod using skillfully-placed hints covering
hisworking until heisready to exposeit. Not only human hearts are changed. Theworldis still changed
too—out of any number of human failures The Night Sessions comesto an end in anew beginning
wheredl istrandformed utterly.

Copyright © 2008 John Howard

* * * %

The Y ear's Best Science Fiction 25
Mammoth Book of Best New SF 21
Gardner Dozais, ed

* k k %

* * % %

Reviewed by Maureen Kincaid Speller

| can't remember which author it was recently suggested on their blog that short-story writing has become
akin to making art-house films. Not that many watch the films, not that many read the stories. To push the
analogy alittle, you're producing showcase work for your peersto appreciate, and for afew aficionados
to admire. In which casg, to stretch the andogy further, does that mean that anthologies are like film
fedivals? Some are dtill alittle off-piste, while others have, like Sundance, become respected for their
independent flavour. Otherslike Cannes are part of the scenery, though they may yield the odd surprise.
And Gardner Dozois The Year's Best Science Fiction is ... aone-man Oscars ceremony, with Dozois,
like the Academy Awardsjudges, moving in mysterious ways when making choices which can sometimes
seem puzzling, at other times downright baffling.

| used to rely heavily on Dozois annua sdlection to keep me up with what was going onin short f;
coming back to it, I'm immediately struck by the fact that | have no ideawhat this*best” means any more.
Dozois judgement was good enough for me once, but now I'm more sceptica and lessinclined to just
take it asit comes. How does Dozois make his choices? When he talks about something being better
than the year before, or not as good, what does this mean? Does Dozois have some absolute criteria
againgt which heworks, year after year? The reader has no way of knowing.

Every anthology has an underlying narretive, and | must assumethat in thisingtanceit's Dozois persond
taste. | know that histastes are, or were, pretty catholic, and in the past he wasn't afraid to head for the
genre's wilder shores. However, | read these stories and the science fiction they present seems mostly
safe, conservative, old-fashioned even. Thereis an unsettling strand of sentimentdity in his choices, and
way too many ‘tomorrow isanother day’ endings. It could dmost be nogtagia. It isinteresting too that
while Dozois Summeation notes many new writers producing short stories so few of this highly active new
generation figure in the contents. David Moles gets alook-in with ‘ Finisterra, as do a couple of other
newer faces, including Elizabeth Bear, but for the mogt part I'm seeing the same names asfigured in the
first copiesof Year's Best that | bought, and I'm sure that can't be right.

Whichisnot to say that thisanthology is composed of bad stories—none are less than competent, but a
number fed rather tired, the more so when grouped together—more that there are few if any that redly



stand head and shoulders above therest. * Finisterra, for sure, Ted Kosmatkas * The Prophet of Flores,
and Chris Roberson's‘ The Sky isLarge and the Earth is Small’. Also, and | surprise mysdf by saying
this, | enjoyed Gregory Benford's ‘ Dark Heaven', lessfor any science-fictiona element it might have,
more for his consummate skill in unfolding what isreally a police procedura with diens at anecessarily
dow, consdered pace. And of course, thereis Ted Chiang's‘ The Merchant and the Alchemist's Gate,
which is perhaps the most perfect sf story I'veread in the last year, and which gives me more pleasure
every timel read it.

Oddly, three out of the five Sories I've mentioned in this paragraph are dso included in Dozois and
Jonathan Strahan's Best Science Fiction and Fantasy of the Year 2, which | thought wasamuch
bolder enterprise. One beginsto wonder if Dozois' rubric for this anthology, whatever lurks behind the
public ‘best’, has become too narrow for him to admit much of what is now being published under
‘sciencefiction'. But, aswith the Oscars ceremony, whatever we fedl about the choices, Dozois Year's
Best remainsavitd part of the annud publishing caendar, even if we're no longer quite sure what it'sfor.

Copyright © 2008 Maureen Kincaid Speller
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Anathem
Nea Stephenson
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Reviewed by lain Emdey

* * % %

* * * %

Nea Stephenson's project to decipher the underpinnings of the twenty-first century appearsto conclude
in Anathem. The project moves from conjecture and exploration to acal to action. In Cryptonomicon
and The Baroque Cycle, he delved into the networked worlds of data, cyber cash and theidealsof a
free Internet through their historica precedents. In Anathem he has moved away from the practica
aspects of science and has created a meditation on the uses of science in history, which echoesthe Cold
War dthough projected into the far future.

The avout live in Concents, walled communities devoted to science and philosophy, with lives ordered by
agiant clock. Erasmus, one of the avout, becomes deeply involved with FraOrolo who istracking an
object in orbit. He continues with his curiosity despite warnings and punishments from the Eldersand is
sent out of the Concent with some colleagues. Hislife has not prepared him well for life outsdethe walls
as he and his companions go in search of the object, which has now crashed, discovering the red nature
of the Apocaypse and itsworld.

Stephenson's rapture of the geeksis aworld which needs to be worked towards and created but, so far,
in contrast to those of Stross or Doctorow, has not been reached. It may be tantalisingly close but it has
not yet arrived. Whilst Daniel Waterhouse acted asaway in for the reader to the working worlds of
Newton and Leibniz, teasing out the intricacies of their thoughts though rarely acting on apolitical whim,
in The Baroque Cycle he was till bound into the geek world. He explains but never redly acts.
Waterhouse did the same in Cryptonomicon and, while revelling in the unfolding arcane enciphered
noise, he deciphered thejokein the signal. Anathem sees the monastic world of the Math being torn
gpart for some of its adherents as they find that they need to make their own way in the world and apply
their theoretica findingsto practicalities of the chaotic externa world.



Stephenson plays with the Multiverse, breaking down universes throughout the journey. The ordered
world of the Concent is rendered small by the chaotic worlds outside the walls, sealed off for ten years at
atime. These are made yet smdler by the alien visitors who may even be from another universe. Hedso
plays with theideathat we are the toys of these travellers, or that they are on a continuing quest, but he
never quite gives asolid answer concerning theimplications.

In part, the nove isameditation on the Millennium Clock, which was a project conceived by the Long
Now Foundation at the end of the last century to build a clock that would last for ten thousand years, and
how we order our world around time. Instead of the 80s panic we saw concerning the coming changein
the date from the Millennium bug and the rise of Al systems, Stephenson presents a cloistered world
ordered by the divisons of time from the year to hundreds and even thousands of years. At some point it
iseasy to conceive of these worlds as Gormenghastian or influenced by Eco but that would missthe
precision underpinning the Concent.

Thisorder conceds, and is concedled by (in an Escher-like fashion), the layers of mystery around the
legends about the Concents and their own rolein the Apocalyptic history of Arbre. Y et he destroysthe
Clarkean sense of uplift through contact with the scientific rationae with hisalienswho suffer the same
sort of divisons as human society. Stephenson moves from a Clarkean sense of waiting for uplift (and
answers) to a Space Operacuriogity about the motivations of the travellers and how we percelve them,
cynicaly and rationdly from different pergpectives.

Theworld of Arbreisatangent of Earth with its own thought-out history and language, which is defined
in the glossary at the end of the book aong with various appendices extending the story. Thereisasense
inwhich thisisamythopoeic world, though not one born from linguistics but from the concatenation of
ideas. Focussing on amoment in time, Stephenson begins to re-imagine aworld where the geeks make
useful discoveries and start putting them into practice. He cdls on the interl ocutors of scienceto begin
explaining and cregting practical applicationsfor their ideas, and showsthat we should not be afraid of
wherethe journey of curiosity isleading. Thereis much to think about and read in its density and range of
ideas as the book moves from the 1950s into the 2000s. Satisfyingly different from Cryptonomicon and
The Baroque Cycle, Anathem brings many of itsideas together in the closing chapter in an attempt to
discover the underpinnings of the modern world.

Copyright © 2008 lain Emdey
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The Graveyard Book
Neil Gaman

* * * %

* * * %

Reviewed by David Mathew

Once we accept the certain boundaries, not least those dictated by the age of the prospective
reader, thereisnothing about thisbook not to like. While | cameto these pages with no former
knowledge of the author'swork (other than an abandoned attempt at Good Omens, way back
when), | was delighted by the opening chapters, and the unfolding of thiswonderful children's
sory.

A children's or teenager's story with edge and bite: The Graveyard Book is not backward in coming

forward with itstae of akiller on theloose—a daughter of the innocent is hisgame, or so we think from
page one—and the depiction of acommunity of the dead, existing in stable equilibrium with what we see
as normality. One member of the family attacked by the man Jack—a baby—finds rescue in the arms of



the deceased, in thelocal cemetery.

Echoes with other works are loud. Thisis not necessarily abad thing, of course, and one can imaginethe
intended audience playing agame of spot the reference; but thisis not to take from the author any credit
in creating aworld of the deed that is spritely with life. While the adult reader hearsthe long-ago
reverberations of Clive Barker's Cabal , not to mention any number of storiesinvolving the
making-it-in-thisworld of avery young character, the teenaged reader will be unlikely to possess these
points of reference, and the story will gleam with its own fresh glow—aswell it should.

The proseis swept through by awind that de-clutters every single unnecessary adjective; it is sparse, yet
pretty, with every declension gaining some semblance of power by the tautness of the description around
it. Quiteimpressve: the reader is made to see clearly thisworld of the dead, comparing it in the mind's
eye with the red world held out by the book's covers. There is some excellent description of
politics—the palitics of the dead are no more or less boring or sublime than those of the parties around
us—and on the strength of thisbook, Neil Gaiman isawriter | would liketo discover again.

Copyright © 2008 David Mathew
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Lexicon Urthus (second edition)
Micheel Andre-Druiss

* * % %
Reviewed by lan Sales

Lexicon Urthus isacompendium and dictionary of words and concepts from Gene Wolfe's The Book
of the New Sun—The Shadow of the Torturer, The Claw of the Conciliator, The Swvord of the
Lictor, The Citadel of the Autarch, The Urth of the New Sun, and ancillary and additiond short
fiction and essays. It contains definitions, explanations, anote on origin, and often acommentary, on al
the unfamiliar words and terms, the characters and places, in the five books, from abacination to zoetic.

Higtory: A ‘lexicon’ is‘thevocabulary used by or known to anindividud’ (Wiktionary); ‘Urthus isa
bogus L atin genitive form derived from ‘ Urth—which is actualy aNorse word, and the name of the
eldest of the Norns (see skuld and verthandi), and not a corruption of ‘ Earth'.

Commentary: The reputation of The Book of the New Sun restsin part on the word-games—the
obscure and obscuring vocabulary—used by Wolfein telling his story. Hidden benesath and within these
unfamiliar terms are additional eements of the story. They aso add to the flavour of Wolfe's
world-building. Usng invented or unfamiliar termsis not a unique achievement, but \WWolfe does not
provide aglossary—unlike, say, Frank Herbert in Dune. Lexicon Urthus in part fillsthat role—it is
subtitled * A dictionary for the Urth Cycleé—but it is also much more. Words are not smply glossed, but
characters names are al 0 explained—their origins and any connection between ahistorical person
bearing that name and the character in the book, and afurther commentary on each term. Thereisasoa
synopsisof al five books, and several maps of varying usefulness.

Some of the terms glossed are not so obscure. dhow: anative vessel used on the Arabian Sea, generdly
with asingle mast, and of 150 to 200 tons burden; akind of lateen-rigged trading boat (I chap. 12, 114).

Others certainly are. murene: the name of the village on the shore of Lake Diuturna (111, chap. 32, 258).
History: (variant of ‘muraend) in early use applied vaguely asthe name of akind of ed mentioned by
ancient writers.

Lexicon Urthus's usefulnessis specific. Asisits apped. It isfor those interested in learning more about,
and understanding more of, The Book of the New Sun. It isnot an anadysis of the story—as, say, Robert



Borski's Solar Labyrinth is—but itisatool to ad in solving the Urth Cyclesriddles. Itsscholarship is
impressive—as, one must assume, was Wolfe's when he wrote The Book of the New Sun. This second
edition corrects many of the errors and omissions discovered in the first edition and subsequently
published in Errata & Corrigenda chapbooks.
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The January Dancer
Michadl Hynn
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Reviewed by Peter Loftus

Forced to stop for repairsin an unnamed backwater system, Captain Amos January and his misfit crew
st out to investigate the nearest planet for materias with which to congtruct spare parts. They find more
than they bargained for when they ssumble upon a cache of dien artefacts of which the ‘dancer’ isthe
trophy; an innocuous looking red brick that changes shape continuoudy. While nobody can figure out
exactly what it is, or what it does, pretty soon every mgjor player in the galaxy wantsto get their hands
onit.

From the blurb, one could easily believe we arein for atraditiona space opera. The January Dancer is
far from conventiona however. The far-future setting provides amongrel mosaic of cultures, dl twisted
and deformed like the mysterious artefact of thetitle. Characters change their names, identities and
adlegiance as often astheir underwear in afuture fuson universe asexotic asit isfamiliar.

The novd contains astrong Gadlic flavour, conveyed in amanner that demonstrates more than apassing
knowledge of Irish culture and language, without faling prey to lazy stereotyping or being tempted by the
al-too-familiar hackneyed brogue. For readerstired of AmericalRussiain space, it should come asa
bresth of fresh air.

Itisamark of Flynn's mastery that he can create such atypica characters and ingenious backgrounds
with such authenticity and authority. One gets the fedling that Flynn has worked hard to make thewhole
experience as distinctive as possible, to avoid what has been said and done before and to create
something vibrant, origind and engaging—and successfully o.

The January Dancer isaninnovative, intellectual and stimulating take on the space operain which, once
again, Hynn demongtrates that heisawriter of the highest cdlibre.

Copyright © 2008 Peter Loftus
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Vault of Deeds
JamesBarclay
* * % %
Reviewed by Sandy Auden

In someways*Vault of Deeds isavery typica Barclay story: there's sharp banter, grim determination
and wonderful persondities. But thistime the author hasjettisoned any previoudy established sense of
seriousness and gone on an irreverent romp through alandscape of fantasy clichéswith what can only be
described as joyous abandon.



Something odd has been happening and veteran scribe Grincheux seemsto be the only onewho has
spotted it. Grincheux's hero Vittore has been savagely smitten on the battlefield by evil-doer Bloodchild
and with no more heroic derring-do to record in the Vault of Deeds, Grincheux has returned to the Hero
Academy to await his new charge as they approach graduation. But rather alot of other heroeshave
been mortdly amitten recently too. So many in fact that the armies of evil are now posing the serious
threat of achieving the next Dark Age and overrunning the country. Determined to uncover the dastardly
goings-on, Grincheux and hisyoung new hero discover aplot of heinous evil that goes far deeper than
either would ever have suspected.

'Vault of Deeds' isawdl-structured read with a constantly bubbling humour that pokes fun at every
passing cliché. Theré's plenty of action and more than a couple of twiststo navigate too. Which meansdl
indl, thisisafe gy little novellathat's more than cgpable of holding its own againgt the big fat fantasy
bricks.
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The Man with the Iron Heart
Harry Turtledove
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Reviewed by Duncan Lunan

Harry Turtledove isthe master of dternative history, or asthe blurb says‘ dternate history', which doesn't
quite make sense. Thisis*hismost controversid epic to date', and there are grounds for controversy, but
they don't quite add up either.

The presumption isthat Reinhard Heydrich survivesthe May 1942 assassination attempt which killed him
inour world. Instead, he disappears—authorised by Himmler to go underground and fight to reclaim
Germany after theinevitable dlied victory. All witnesses to the congtruction of his underground
headquarters are to be executed, so the Allieswill have no way to learn where the attacks are coming
from.

In action, Heydrich systeméticaly invents the entire range of terrorist assaults to which our world has
been subjected, especidly over thelast forty years, but twenty years ahead and directed against the
Allied occupation. Bombs are planted, convoys are attacked, politicians are mortared, hostages are
taken and executed after filmed * confessions;; biological warfare, not with anthrax but with wood a cohal,
devastates the Russans New Y ear celebrations. Car and lorry bombs strike at US bases, one a
radiologica weapon using a cache of radium which really did disappear at the end of World War 2.
Hijacked aircraft are flown into buildings. A key objectiveisto prevent what we know as the Nuremberg
War Trids, first by killing the judges, then by destroying every Ste nominated asthe venue.

Inthe USA, the response takes the form of a protest which sweeps the nation, demanding the withdrawal
of UStroops. In the Soviet Zone, it resultsin mass arrests, torture and executions. “ Can you wonder that
we hate you, when you treat uslike this?’ cries one victim. But just as you can see the controversy start
to arise, the contradictions arise with it. The alternative history alows Turtledove to recast the events of
Iraq in 1940s Europe, and the paralelswith Abu Ghraib and with the deaths of Iragis under British
interrogation are obvious. But by assigning the outrageous behaviour to the Commies, the traditional bad
guys of generations of USfiction, Turtledove has drastically weakened his case. Our guyswouldnt
behave like that—and if they do, anyone they work over must be guilty, right? Right!



Heydrich's ultimate aim isto develop the atomic bomb, and even less plausibly, a missile capable of
reaching the USA. Redligtically, he can't—and that means that the capture of German physicists
generates nothing except the radiologica weapon. They play no other part in the plot and are killed when
the hideout is discovered, just to clear up the loose end. It highlights other plot weaknesses. All
Heydrich's operations succeed, he gets awvay every time, and is defeated only because one of the
workerswho built his hideaway wasn't killed. When the Russansfind him, and redlise Heydrich isin the
American zone, they hand him over, and history converges with ours again. Gripping asthisnove is, and
itisapage-turner par excellence, it would be much moreinteresting if they hadnt.
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